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Abstract 

This visual essay explores fragility as a conceptual 
framework guiding the architectural design process, 
drawing on informal practices that imagine care sce-
narios. It focuses on architectural bodies at the end of 
their life cycle, exploring them as new sites for archi-
tecture. The concept of fragility as a circular transi-
tion between life and death is explored through two 
intertwined case studies. The first is Brent Green’s 
movie “Gravity Was Everywhere Back Then,” which 
depicts the DIY construction of Leonard Wood’s house 
meant to heal his terminally ill wife, Mary. The second 
is Likbodsprojektet by architect Erika Henriksson, 
which involves a collective conversion of a mortu-
ary room into a wooden contemplation chamber as 
a practice of care. As the comparison of these cases 
reveals, the fragility paradigm emerges from scarcity, 
yet presents an opportunity for reinvention. This 
controversial process nurtures relationships between 
bodies and waste landscapes while navigating con-
straints: being broke in a broken world.
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146 Beyond Dying Bodies

Rewriting a falling imagery. Another perspective
In the early years of the 21st century, Serge Latouche argued that the 
elevation of biological life undermines the intrinsic value of existence: 
“When you no longer have eternity before you, life becomes an anxious 
struggle against time” (Latouche, 1996: 55-56). The psychological defence 
mechanism of removal finds a parallel in late 20th-century consumer cul-
ture, marked by overproduction that culminated in its perverse outcome: 
a landscape of waste. Waste and death are the terms around which this 
visual essay is constructed. The images capture the construction processes 
of two projects, revealing their complexity and relevance through their 
engagement with fragility. Their focus on process is expressed through an 
attention to the transitional condition of deteriorating corporeal forms, 

Fig. 1 - Waste Land 
Around Järvsö. Erika 
Henriksson, Likbod-
sprojektet. Järvsö, 
2015-2018. Courtesy 
Erika Henriksson.
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the real-world experience of waste landscape, and informal construction 
practices rooted in care. This narrative seeks to move beyond conventional 
associations of fragility with archetypes such as huts or tents, which are 
traditionally considered the sole guardians of the fragile. It proposed in-
stead a view centered on processes involving waste, decline and death. As 
Rem Koolhaas (2002: 183) writes, “Junkspace will be our tomb”. It is from 
this cemetery-like terrain that architecture’s contemporary challenges 
emerge. In response, emergent practices are re-evaluating informal appro-
aches. As Lange and Schaad suggest, “To begin pragmatically, architecture 
needs care, repair, and maintenance” (Lange, Schaad, 2022: 5). These are 
operations that give those who perform them a sense of gratification due 
to their value. These practices reinterpret waste, seen as “an antagonist 
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to excess” (Marini, Bertagna, 2011: 26), not as residue, but as a material 
driver of the design process. This is evident in practices that embrace rein-
vention and adaptation as valuable strategies. The ongoing crisis has led 
to the reactivation of a social function of architecture. It has prompted re-
newed attention to foundational, zero-degree construction methodologies. 
This is manifested through frugal and low-cost solutions (Croce, 2022: 10-
11, 57), where design shifts from product to process. In doing so, it fosters 
what Tronto and Fisher define as a “life-sustaining web” (Tronto, Fisher, 
1990: 40). Within this framework, death is engaged not as an end, but as a 
threshold. Learning from death rights, and according to Lynch, “Loss can 
be life-enhancing if it is accepted as a fulfilment” (Lynch, 1990: 38).

Kindling the domestic flame in the backyard. The wood house as 
architecture
“Gravity Was Everywhere Back Then” is the first stop-motion feature 
film by experimental filmmaker Brent Green, depicting the true story of 
Leonard Wood, a Kentucky hardware store clerk. In the 1970s, Leonard 
tries to cure his wife Mary’s cancer by transforming their house into 
a phantasmagorical healing machine. After her death, Leonard conti-
nues building obsessively for two decades, depleting his resources and 
energy. Eventually, he falls from the roof, moves into a nursing home, 
and sells the house to cover care expenses. Green visits the house before 
its demolition and is struck by the contrast between its normal exterior 
and random interior filled up with rooms (Green, 2012: 8). He percei-
ves Leonard’s efforts as an exceptional sacrifice: his relentless activity 
stresses the loss – of resources, energy, and ultimately his wife – which, 
according to Bataille (1985: 118), must be as great as possible in order 
of that activity to take on its true meaning. Leonard’s house is a sacred 
structure shaped by grief, an anti-monument embodying both life and 
death. Inspired by this, Green mirrors it: he rebuilds the house full-scale 
in his Pennsylvania backyard, then demolishes it once again, embracing 
Leonard’s kind of crazy ambition (Green, 2011). The act is constrained by 
resource limitations, which makes it intense: Green rescues the building 
materials from the landscape of waste he has access to, made up of tum-
bledown barns and abandoned farmhouses. This underlines architectu-
ral perspectives that speak the language of fragility as the fragmentary 
aspect of a whole, not avoiding its collapse but focusing on its stages of 
life. The film examines a fragile practice resonating with contemporary 
architectural discourses, in which design draws inspiration from an 
eroded, collapsed, and decayed world, rather than from novelty, growth, 
or progress (Jackson, 2014). This flexibility of a DIY project challenges the 
rigidity of ordinary space to confront the transience of bodies: “You have 
to build your own world. Everyone does it” (Green, 2011).

How a threshold space became a contemplation chamber.  
The (cord)wood house as architecture
An abandoned 19th-century mortuary shed, originally built in response 
to the spread of leprosy, to store corpses during winter, when the ground 

Fig. 2 - Installing a 
Moon on the Stage 
of Gravity. From the 
Set of the Film. Brent 
Green, Gravity Was 
Everywhere Back 
Then. 2010. Courtesy 
Brent Green.

Fig. 3 - Building the 
Landscape of Gravity. 
From the Set Of The 
Film. Brent Green, 
Gravity Was Every-
where Back Then. 
2010. Courtesy Brent 
Green.
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was too frozen for burial (Henriksson, 2023), became the catalyst for 
a collaborative therapeutic construction project. Led by architect and 
researcher Erika Henriksson alongside two residents of a drug rehabili-
tation centre in Järvsö, Sweden, the project transformed the shed into a 
contemplative chamber for the clinic’s residents. The construction site 
itself became a space of engagement, fostering relationships between in-
dividuals and their surrounding environment. The structure is composed 
of masonry constructed from inexpensive raw materials, with pieces of 
firewood held together by mortar (Hagman, 2012). Once dry, the mortar 
causes the wooden wall to behave like traditional stone masonry (Fig. 5). 
This accessible and low-cost technique, called cordwood construction, 
has survived industrialisation for 200 years and is still used by DIY buil-
ders today (Hagman, 2012: 153). Exposed cordwood walls display unique 
aesthetic qualities, despite their historical link to poverty and low-cost 
housing. In Sweden, cordwood construction was often concealed behind 
plaster or wood to avoid its association with hardship (Hagman, 2012: 

Fig. 4 - A New Cord-
wood Wall under 
Construction. Inside 
the Project. Erika 
Henriksson, Likbod-
sprojektet. Järvsö, 
2015-2018. Courtesy 
Erika Henriksson.
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Fig. 5 - Inside The Lik-
bodsprojektet. Erika 
Henriksson, Likbod-
sprojektet. Järvsö, 
2015-2018. Courtesy 
Erika Henriksson.

Fig. 6, 7, 8 - Knocking 
the Mortuary; Taking 
Care of the Construc-
tion; Ongoing. Inside 
the Project. Erika 
Henriksson, Likbod-
sprojektet. Järvsö, 
2015-2018. Courtesy 
Erika Henriksson.

Fig. 9 - Building of 
the Construcion Site. 
Erika Henriksson, 
Likbodsprojektet. 
Järvsö, 2015-2018. 
Courtesy Erika Hen-
riksson.
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151). However, paradoxically, the visual value of this traditional techni-
que tends to emerge only in its ruinous state, just before disappearing 
(Szewczyk, 2007: 126). Likbodsprojektet (2015-2018) sparked a remar-
kable collaboration among various contributors, all generous in offering 
discarded materials: firewood was sourced from recycling centres and 
local sawmills, sand from a nearby quarry, and clay from roadworks and 
private land. Even the chamber’s floor was built using reclaimed bricks 
from a ruined structure and a burnt house, embodying a continuous 
cycle of decay and renewal. Henriksson’s focus lies on both the lifecycle 
of materials and of the structure itself. The process becomes an open-en-
ded, evolving engagement: “breaking through one wall, at the same time 
getting ready to start to build up new ones, curious to see which rela-
tions, situations and encounters the process will lead to” (Henriksson, 
2022: 203). Ultimately, Likbodsprojektet reveals that the tension between 
life and death is not exhausted. It is renewed by the entry of one into the 
other, reciprocally, through a clever material practice that, in the para-
digm of fragility, is an opportunity for language.

Embracing fragility. Being broke in a broken world
The modest scale of both projects proves advantageous when it comes 
to navigating resource scarcity, as it enables the re-evaluation of infor-
mal material supplies and construction techniques. This methodological 
approach enables a critical reflection, resistant to easy dismissal. As 
Pier Vittorio Aureli argues “The creative act is thus the act of ‘making a 
world’, that is, making our own living conditions acceptable in any given 
situation.” Yet he also warns that, “Doing more with less is precisely what 
capital demands of us: […] because creativity becomes more productive 
when our ‘given’ conditions become harder and more unstable” (Aureli, 
2013: 111). This dilemma is embodied in Brent Green’s movie, as finan-
cial constraints strengthened his creativity. In addition, trauma, under-
stood as a meaningful lived experience worthy of transmission (Giglioli 
2011, 8), is central to the two projects presented here. Architect Henriks-
son conceives construction as a therapeutic process for those involved in 
executing it. Her practice, rooted in care and direct engagement, parallels 
that of filmmaker Green, who traces Wood’s lifelong building project as a 
response to his personal loss. Both projects embrace fragility as a tool for 
navigating the passage through life. In doing so, the unexpected enters 
the project first as a constraint and then as the sediment of a new mea-
sure. Operating at the margins and orienting the gaze towards everyday 
practices rekindles spatial desire within environments marked by pro-
found trauma. To grasp the concept of scarcity (Goodbun et. al., 2012: 14), 
or the opposite issue of excess abundance, we must focus on the unequal 
allocation of available resources. This involves rethinking aesthetic con-
siderations and employing architectural techniques to foster alternative 
discussions. We should reconsider how things are made, how they are 
distributed, how they are used and what happens at the end of their life 
cycle. It is essential to invest as much effort into the design processes as 
we do into the final products. This process-based approach is embodied 

Fig. 10 - The Tower, 
the House and the 
Pick-Up. Brent Green, 
Gravity Was Every-
where Back Then. 
2010. Courtesy Brent 
Green.

Fig. 11 - Comparing 
the Scale of the Two 
Houses. Brent Green, 
Gravity Was Every-
where Back Then. 
2010. Courtesy Brent 
Green.

Fig. 12 - The Wooden 
Frame of the House. 
Brent Green, Gravity 
Was Everywhere 
Back Then. 2010. 
Courtesy Brent 
Green.
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by “Build of Site,” Denmark’s pavilion at the La Biennale di Venezia 2025, 
curated by Søren Pihlmann. The occasion of necessary restoration work 
is exploited by exposing the open body of the pavilion and displaying 
elements from the dismantling process, without hosting any additional 
installation. Typically regarded as waste, the subsoil here takes on design 
value. In this way, the exhibition becomes a field of experimentation, 
where the process itself is revealed as a means of sharing specialised 
knowledge. According to valuable Kevin Lynch’s valuable lesson (Lynch, 
1990), learning to waste away means learning to perceive continuity in 
flux, trajectories, and transformation. Since life consists of growth and 
decline, the act of repairing and transmitting the world is as significant 
as using or creating it.
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Fig. 13 - The House 
for Mary. A Frame 
from the Film. Brent 
Green, Gravity Was 
Everywhere Back 
Then. 2010. Courtesy 
Brent Green.



157Pietro Alfano,  Silvia Narducci 

References
Bataille, G. (1985 [1933]), The Notion of Expenditure, in A. Stoekl (ed.), Visions of 
Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, Minneapolis (MN), University of Minnesota 
Press, pp. 116-129.

Croce, G. (2022), Surfing Crisis. Teorie e progetti per tempi difficili, Melfi, Libria.

Giglioli, D. (2011), Senza trauma. Scrittura dell’estremo e narrativa del nuovo mil-
lennio, Macerata, Quodlibet.

Goodbun, J., Till, J., Iossifova, D. (2012), Themes of Scarcity, “Architectural Design”, 
n. 82, pp. 8-15.

Green, B. (2011), Brent Green on Gravity Was Everywhere Back Then, “Filmmaker” 
[Online]. Available at: https://filmmakermagazine.com/20480-brent-green-on-gra-
vity-was-everywhere-back-then [Accessed: 12 December 2024].

Green, B. (2012), Gravity Was Everywhere Back Then, Troy (NY), Rensselaer Polyte-
chnic Institute.

Hagman, O. (2012), A Technology in Permanent Transition: 200 Years of Cordwood 
Building with Consumers as Producers, “Icon”, n. 18, pp. 142-156.

Henriksson, E. (2022), A Wall is a Wall is a Wall. A Careful Movement Through Sites 
of Relational Possibilities, in Y. Mao, N. Dijck, R. Smith - NOMAOS (eds), Forest, 
Body, City, Flow. Landscapes of Care, Barcelona, dpr-barcelona, pp. 200-2019.

Henriksson, E. (2023), Likbodsprojektet. Ombyggnation med kubbteknik och återb-
ruk av material, “Åter”, n. 1, pp. 28-31.

Jackson, S.J. (2014), Rethinking Repair, in T. Gillespie, P.J. Boczkowski, K.A. Foot 
(eds), Media Technologies: Essays on Communication, Materiality, and Society, Cam-
bridge (MA), The MIT Press, pp. 221-240.

Koolhaas, R. (2002), Junkspace, “October”, vol. 100, pp. 175-190.

Latouche, S. (1996 [1989]), The Westernization of the World: The Significance, Scope 
and Limits of the Drive towards Global Uniformity, Cambridge, Polity Press.

Lange, T., Gabrielle, S. (eds) (2022), Care. gta Papers 7, Zürich, gta Verlag.

Lynch, K. (1990), Wasting Away: An Exploration of Waste: What It Is, How It Hap-
pens, Why We Fear It, How We Do It Well, edited by M. Southworth, San Francisco 
(CA), Sierra Club Books.

Marini, S., Bertagna, A. (eds) (2011), The Landscape of Waste, Milan, Skira.

Szewczyk, J. (2007), Cordwood Heritage, in Urban Heritage: Research, Interpre-
tation, Education, Vilnius, Vilnius Gediminas Technical University Publishing 
House Technika, pp. 120–128 [Online]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3846/
uh20070925.120-128 [Accessed: 2 December 2024].

Tronto, J.C., Fisher, B. (1990), Toward a Feminist Theory of Caring, in E.K. Abel, 
M. Nelson (eds), Circles of Care: Work and Identity in Women’s Lives, Albany (NY), 
State University of New York Press.

https://filmmakermagazine.com/20480-brent-green-on-gravity-was-everywhere-back-then?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://filmmakermagazine.com/20480-brent-green-on-gravity-was-everywhere-back-then?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.3846/uh20070925.120-128?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.3846/uh20070925.120-128?utm_source=chatgpt.com

