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Introduction

In 1991 Damien Hirst unveiled his sculpture The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind
of Someone Living, the first of many taxidermy sculptures that became popular and financial
successes.

Figure 1 Damien Hirst (1991). The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living.

The sculpture was criticised for its lack of taste and decency. Why would anyone want to look

at dead things? It is a question that would recur with other visual representations of death as
they became increasingly popular in the late 20th and early 21st Century.

In 1993 Joel-Peter Witkin released the book Twelve Photographs. This featured still life
arrangements of grapes, pomegranates and fish mixed with dead remains. However, rather than

the skull of classic memento mori or vanitas paintings, the human parts were still flesh; arms,
legs, heads, even a still born baby borrowed from a morgue.
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Figure 2 Joel-Peter Witkin (1990). Feast of the Fools, Mexico City, published in Twelve Photographs (1993).

Within five years an anatomist, Gunther von Hagens, began touring the world with an
exhibition of flayed and preserved humans expertly dissected and artfully displayed in poses.

Later, Sally Mann would expand her photographic portfolio to include rotting corpses. Olivia
Parker, William Wegman, Arne Svenson and Elaine Duigenan would photograph anatomy,
natural history and medical collections.
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Figure 3 Arne Svenson (1993). Hyrtl skull collection. Taken at the Mütter Museum of the College of Physicians of
Philadelphia.

Others such as Andres Serrano and Walter Schels would examine what the recently dead
actually look like in post mortem photography not seen since the 19th century.

The question of why in the end of the 20th Century there began a growing interest in looking at

dead things is central to this discussion. In answer, this essay will consider a number of topics.
Firstly, it will examine the sublime in art, which was closely associated with macabre and

morbid topics to inspire the deepest contemplation and highest peaks of human emotion.
Secondly, this essay will consider the historical appearance of death in everyday Western life.

It will look at the suggestion that after the excesses of Victorian hysterical mourning, and with
medical advances both prolonging and medicalising death, in the 20th Century death became
concealed and shunned.
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It is proposed that as the last people who remember visiting a deathbed have themselves died,

there was a growing awareness that we became less prepared to face our own mortality. This
has been exacerbated by a fear of what death actually looks like.

Finally, it will be argued that the works of Hirst, Witkin, Mann, and Schels have challenged

the suppression of death and tuned into a strong social desire to confront this taboo. Revisiting
the tradition of sublime art, this post-modern imagery borrows from the world of science and

medicine to balance against the culture shock of making a public spectacle of dead things. As
a consequence, there is a social movement beginning to help us all deal with death.
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The sublime: death in art
Sublime origins

The subject of death has been a cornerstone of sublime art. From the earliest discussions in
literature to its most popular use in romanticism, it has confronted the bloody details of death
head on. In fact, many commentators illustrate it with macabre examples to emphasise the
point.

Our earliest conception of the sublime comes from the ancient Greek scholar, Longinus, whose
only surviving work, On the Sublime (1st-3rd Century AD), analyses the rhetoric power of

speech. He gives examples of sublime prose from Herodotus that mingle dramatic
circumstances with macabre detail : “Cleomenes having lost his wits, cut his own flesh into

pieces with a short sword, until by gradually mincing his whole body he destroyed himself”
and “Pythes continued fighting on his ship until he was entirely hacked to pieces” (Longinus,
section XXXI, from translation by H. A. Havell, 1890).

Longinus says that the sublime “lifts him near to the great spirit of the Deity” and “commands

positive reverence” (section XXXVI). Even in its earliest carnation, the sublime was not only
lofty, but also bloody and visceral. Indeed, Longinus himself notes of the previous two passages

“Such terms come home at once to the vulgar reader, but their own vulgarity is redeemed by
their expressiveness.”

The concept of the sublime was significantly reworked in the 18th Century, notably in Edmund

Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry of 1757, but also Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement of

1790, and the first examination of the sublime in painting by Jonathan Richardson’s Essay on
the Theory of Painting (1725).

The macabre isn’t an unusual subject for the sublime. Richardson noted, of all Rembrandt’s
work, his most sublime was a sketch that gave “such an idea of a deathbed in one quarter of a
page” (1725: p.252, quoted in Hamlett, 2013 as Sketch of a dying man):

An old man is lying on his bed, just ready to expire... life passes away like a tale that is
old. All is over with this man, and there is such an expression in this dull lamp-light at
noon-day, such a touching solemnity, and repose that these equal any think in the airs
and attitudes of the figures which have the utmost excellency that I think I ever saw, or
can conceive is possible to be imagined. (Richardson, 1725: pp.252-253).
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Richardson describes the sublime as being “the most excellent of what is excellent” and “the
greatest, and most noble thoughts, images, or sentiments conveyed to us”, but he has picked
the morbid topic of death as a prime example.

Kant approaches the sublime slightly differently. He divides all aesthetic judgements into the

agreeable, good, beautiful or sublime, and typifies the latter as causing a disturbance or
movement in the mind:

The mind feels itself moved in the representation of the Sublime in nature; whilst in
aesthetical judgements about the Beautiful it is in restful contemplation. This movement
may (especially in its beginnings) be compared to a vibration, i.e. to a quickly
alternating attraction towards, and repulsion from, the same Object (Kant, 1790, Second
Book: section 27).

So for Kant, beautiful subjects are restful. In contrast, the dynamic and active spirit of sublime
art works provoke a feeling of stronger artistic engagement. Edmund Burke characterises this

engagement as invoking the strongest of human emotions; terror, pain and horror. Burke’s
definition of the sublime that is most often quoted (e.g. Bell, 2013) states:

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to say,
whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a
manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling (Burke, 1757: Section VII).

Clarifying this thought, he highlights that the emotions are most highly concentrated when
contemplating death:

I say the strongest emotion, because I am satisfied the ideas of pain are much more
powerful than those which enter on the part of pleasure... But as pain is stronger in its
operation than pleasure, so death is in general a much more affecting idea than pain
(Burke, 1757: Section VII).

Overall, these definitions express in different ways a voice that exalts the sublime as beyond

the mere beautiful; it engages the noblest thoughts, a feeling of communing with God, or for
the more secular Burke, engages the strongest emotions. There is also the acknowledgement
that it may both attract and repel simultaneously, using macabre subjects.

Illustrating the sublime

It is generally accepted that works of Raphael and Michelangelo are sublime (e.g. Richardson,
1725; also Samuel Monk, 1935: p.167).
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Figure 4 Michelangelo (1536-1541). The Last Judgment (detail of the skin of St Bartholomew).

Taking an example image of Michelangelo’s Last Judgment shows the essence of the sublime;
the beauty of the colours and the detail in the figures contrast with the gruesome element of the

realities of a martyr’s treatment. The composition is heightened by the other saints all facing

away from St Bartholomew’s skin; as if even seeing his skin is too difficult, but they are
dragging along what remains of him to keep him included. Meanwhile we get a direct view of

him and he is facing us, and in that shared glance we have more in common with him in our
fragile mortality than the other saints who are whole and can gaze directly at the presence of
God in heaven.
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Often cited as typifying the sublime in the Romantic period (e.g. in Riding 2013), Le Radeau

de la Méduse (The Raft of the Medusa) by Théodore Géricault was painted when the sublime

was at its height in the Western art world. Combining with Romanticism’s emphasis of the
emotions, it was an imagining of a compelling contemporary news story of the frigate, the
Medusa, that ran aground:

Due to the shortage of lifeboats, those who were left behind had to build a raft for 150
souls—a construction that drifted away on a bloody 13-day odyssey that was to save
only 10 lives. The disaster of the shipwreck was made worse by the brutality and
cannibalism that ensued (Laborie, 2015).

Figure 5 Théodore Géricault (1819). Le Radeau de la Méduse (The Raft of the Medusa).

The heights of the emotion of hope and resourcefulness are combined with the realities of

despair and death. Cruel nature fills the background with stormy sky and swelling waves. The
composition pulls between the people reaching toward the high point on the right of flags

waving for help, and the slumping forms to the bottom left of pale exhaustion and pallid death.
Details of the more horrific side depicting the cannibalism were drawn from Géricault’s studies
in the morgue.
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Figure 6 Théodore Géricault (c.1818). Morgue Studies.

Gericault gives detailed images of unflinching death in glorious colour. His analysis of the
change between the living and dead bring out a subtle yet strong message of how thin this
distinction can be.

Commentators at the time gave the painting remarkably Kantian criticism, that “it strikes and

attracts all eyes” and that art should be “to speak to the soul and the eyes, not to repel” (quoted
in Laborie, 2015). Capturing the popularism of confronting death, Nina AthanassoglouKallmyer reflects that:

Géricault's paintings of severed heads and limbs more ambiguously explored the taste
for the macabre and the uncanny rampant in the popular terror novels, horror shows,
and tear-drenched melodramas of his time (Athanassoglou-Kallmyer, 1992).

However, Géricault’s was one of the last of the great age of sublime in the visual arts. (Riding,

2013). Romanticism and the direct imagery of death moved into more intellectual and abstract
representation.

In search of the modern sublime

Efforts to draw the term sublime into 20th Century art, notably Abstract Expressionism (e.g. by
Barnett Newman, 1948 and Robert Rosemblum, 1961) shifted its meaning, such that in current
discussion, its true origins need restating:

These days the word sublime is applied in everyday language to almost anything that
can be refined to the highest point, such as a perfectly executed tennis shot or a delicious
sauce on a dinner plate. This is an interesting contrast with the historic past when
sublime was a term that was used in art writing alongside adjectives such as ‘awful’,
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‘dreadful’ and ‘terrible’, which today tend simply to denote ‘less than ideal’ but which
in the 1700s were understood explicitly as expressions of awe, dread and terror, and
were associated with the sublime as standard elements in aesthetic discourse. (Riding
and Llewellyn, 2009)

Whilst modern and expressionist art engaged with intellectual concepts through abstraction,
the visual representation of subjects such as death declined. The modern sublime, to be faithful

to the original term, would return to morbid subjects. Modern art works such as Damien Hirst’s
shark raise comments such as “a titillating taboo-breaker” (Stevens, 2003 critic for the New

York Metro), “cheap thrill and a genuine physical revulsion” (Haber, 2012) and “disgust must

be the response of the sane” (Sewell, 2012 critic for the London Evening Standard). Joel-Peter
Witkin’s work “has the ability to attract and repel at the same time” (Hagen, 1993 in The New

York Times). These reviews speak directly to Kant’s vibration between attraction and repulsion.
Viewing these works as a stimulus for Longinus’ and Richardson’s contemplation of the

noblest thoughts and Burke’s engaging of the strongest emotions is more complex. While there
is an appreciation of historic examples, contemporary exploration of macabre subjects is

challenging as the social background has changed. As will be examined in the next section, in
the past few centuries death as a social experience has become hidden and removed from view,
and seen as tasteless and taboo.

Interestingly, Jean-François Lyotard argues that “art of the sublime was concerned with
‘presenting the unpresentable’” (Lyotard, 1982). It will be argued that the subject of death and

the confrontation with its reality had become ‘unpresentable’ in our society, and so also
suggests that it is the modern expression of the sublime.
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Seeing the dead: a critical history
Deathbeds and graves

Death in Western society in the 20th Century became concealed. Hospitals removed actual
death from the home into a distant medical phenomenon. There was a denial of death, a refusal

to discuss it in any but the briefest terms, and a suppression of its appearance in society. Though

this attitude feels natural and eternal, as we shall see, it was not always the case. Death was a

familiar sight throughout our history; high mortality rates, a culture of death at home, church

ossuaries and public dissection were all once common. Concerns for the sanctity of the body
being unseen and untouched are a recent, and psychologically damaging social trend.

Up until the 20th Century, a plethora of deathbed scenes in fiction occurred because “it was one

of the relatively few experiences that an author could be fairly sure would have been shared by
the vast majority of his readers” (Gorer, 1965; p.196).

Figure 7 Egbert van Hemskerck the elder (c. 1670-1700). A Deathbed Scene with a Physician Examining a Urine Flask.
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Hemskerck offers us a typical deathbed scene of the 17th Century. In muted dark, family and
priests pray, physicians examine, and others bumble around in the background. The deathbed
was a busy, even crowded place: Death was a common occurrence. The deathbed was the place
for “reaffirming one’s faith, repenting one’s sins, and letting go of one’s worldly possessions

and desires” (Gawande, 2015: p.156), which softened death’s psychological impact. The look
and feel of dead bodies was familiar to all.

Ariès (1976, 1981) traces changes in death rituals and treatment of the body in Western Europe
in his authoritative studies. Throughout the Middle Ages, graveyards were used as tools to
consume the flesh from the dead:

The great common graves... several yards deep and wide, they were gradually filled up
with cadavers sewn into their shrouds. When one ditch was full it was covered over
with earth, an old one was reopened, and the bones were taken to the charnel houses
(Ariès, 1976: p.22).

Figure 8 Paul Koudounaris (2011). London, UK charnel in crypt of St Bride’s. From his book The Empire of Death: a
Cultural History of Ossuaries and Charnel Houses.
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In fact the transi, or worm-ridden corpse, became a

theme in art, often to decorate the illuminated
manuscripts (Ariès, 1976: p.39).

The body might be examined or cut up for

preservation or medical reasons, “the family surgeon
often performed a discreet dissection” (Ariès, 1981:
p.364) to gain answers for the doctor or magistrate. In

the 17th Century, dissection expanded as an interest to
the general populous. “The anatomy lesson that was

so often depicted in the engravings and paintings of
the 17th Century was … a great social event that the

whole town attended, with masks, refreshments and
diversions” (Ariès, 1981: p.366).

Figure 9 Unknown (c. 1460-1500). The
disputacion betwyx the body and worms.

Scenes of the anatomy lesson even provided an artistic pretext for a group portrait of learned
men.

Figure 10 Rembrandt van Rijn (1632). De anatomische les van Nicolaes Tulp (The Anatomy Lesson of Nicolaes Tulp).
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Anatomical drawings were a popular subject for art; not just as illustrations for doctors, but
also for the general public.

Figure 11 Andreas Vesalius (1543). De humani
corporis fabrica libri septem.

Figure 12 Leonardo da Vinci, (c1510-11). Anatomical studies
of the shoulder.

This wide appeal was enhanced by their artistic presentation. “Early anatomists created

sculptures out of human remains to get the public interested in human anatomy” (Stolze, 2015).

Rise of the hidden death

Ariès (1976, 1981) scrutinised the changing in attitudes to death. In the 17th Century, the
deathbed acts of repenting sin and letting go worldly treasures evolved into a lifelong
contemplation of morality and mortality. This was expressed in memento mori and vanitas; a

painting tradition using skulls, hourglasses, rotten fruit and other symbols of our limited span

in the mortal realm. Contemplating the death of others, the romantic period (in which Géricault
painted) examined the unexpected, violent and shocking death.
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Ariès noted changes in the deathbed ritual:
In the past, death in bed was a solemn event, but also an event as banal as seasonal
holidays. People expected it, and when it occurred they followed the rituals laid down
by customs. By the 19th Century a new passion stirred those present. Emotion shook
them, they cried, prayed and gesticulated (Ariès, 1976: p.59).

He notes that the psychologist of today calls it hysterical mourning1 (Ariès, 1976: p.66). Death

in visual art declined, but the first-hand experience of death and dead bodies was strongly
present in society. The Victorians additionally adopted post-mortem photographs: a practical
solution to capturing a likeness at the last opportunity when photography was expensive.

Deathbed photography was an openly advertised service by photographers until the 1880s
(Ruby, 1995: p.1).

Figure 13 Adrian Smythe (1900). A dead man, wearing robes, lying on his deathbed.

As well as histrionics during funerals, mourning became excessive, as best illustrated by Queen Victoria who
withdrew from public life for over a decade after the death of Prince Albert. In the 19th Century, societal norms
had previously kept mourning limited to a few months away from public life and a year or two of wearing black,
which was deemed to show due respect but also protect the mourner from dangerous excesses. (See Ariès, 1981;
p. 326, 530.)
1
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In contrast, photographers who documented medical dissections did not declare it2, and the
pictures were never circulated beyond a select circle (Warner & Edmonson, 2009: p.200).

Religious change meant that dissection had become distasteful and, by the 19th Century it was
a concealed and purely medical activity.

Figure 14 Unknown (c.1900). Image published in Warner, John Harley & Edmonson, James M., (2009).
Dissection: Photographs of a Rite of Passage in American Medicine 1880-1930.

By the 20th Century, perhaps in reaction to the excesses of Victorian mourning, even the sight

of death became hidden. “Death, so omnipresent in the past that it was familiar, would be
effaced, would disappear. It would become shameful and forbidden” (Aries, 1967: p.85).

As photography had become more common post-mortem photographs became unacceptable3;
photographs of the person when alive became common themes for remembrance of the dead,

for example Roland Barthes discussing an image of his late mother in Camera Lucida (1993).
But mourning was now a private affair.

Such photographers in the United States often had two lines of business – dissection and lynchings - as both
required secrecy and an ability to cope with confronting death (Warner and Edmonson; 2009, p.200). Historic
judgment of these two events has diverged significantly.
3
“Sometimes thought to be a bizarre Victorian custom, photographing corpses has been and continues to be an
important if not common occurrence in American life” (Ruby, 1995: p.1). Its continuance despite public
disapproval shows it meets a deeply felt need for some people who need to see what death looks like.
2
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The suppression of mourning and the need for catharsis

Geoffrey Gorer found the concealment of death so personally damaging to his psyche that he

studied the phenomenon, resulting in his major work in 1965, Death, Grief and Mourning in
Contemporary Britain. He noted that people retreated from attending at the deathbed, funeral
processions declined and all possible signs of death vanished:

Today it would seem to be believed, quite sincerely, that sensible, rational men and
women and keep their mourning under complete control by strength of will and
character, so that it needs be given no public expression, and indulged, if at all, in
private, as furtively as if it were an analogue of masturbation (Gorer, 1965: p.111).

This practice of hiding and denying death made mourning a shameful activity. Ariès states:

It is quite evident that the suppression of mourning is not due to the frivolity of survivors
but to the merciless coercion applied by society… It is significant that when this attitude
began to emerge, psychologists immediately pronounced it dangerous and abnormal.
They have never stopped insisting on the necessity of mourning and the dangers of its
repression (Ariès, 1981: pp.579-580).

Psychologists noted that this repression was damaging and that the lack of acknowledgement

of our mortality was a psychological strain. Those who had to face up to death, such as medical

students, found outlets to express this. Sometimes, this was captured in photos, often labelled
‘dreams’ or ‘nightmares’.

Figure 15 A. A Robinson (1916). A Student’s Dream. Published in Warner, John Harley & Edmonson, James M.,
(2009). Dissection: Photographs of a Rite of Passage in American Medicine 1880-1930.
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Even this avenue of depicting death fell to social pressures by the 1950s. Confrontation with
dead remains became so unusual that it evoked unusual behaviour: A youthful and somewhat
naïve Damien Hirst instinctively embraced this when first visiting a cadaver lab.

Figure 16 André Morin-Le-Jeune (1991). Damien Hirst - With Dead Head.

Catharsis through humour is a common human reaction; joking avoids the difficult subjects

which used to be part of the deathbed ritual. As we have lost the common experience of

knowing what death actually looks like, our human nature returns us to the image in our minds
again and again, in the bizarre rehearsals required to understand how to cope with difficult
circumstances.

There is a running joke among my immediate family about how my parents will die.
Specifically, my brother and I will come home for Thanksgiving one year and find them
decomposing on the couch. Yes, this is a bizarre thing to crack jokes about... I joke
about death because I am as terrified of having serious end-of-life conversations as the
next person4 (Kliff, 2015).

Even museums have concerns, that has caused many exhibits to be hidden away. “Once revered
[animal] trophies were relegated to the attic, and collections were dismantled and dispersed”

(Turner, 2013: p.27). Science museums removed stuffed bird dioramas and formaldehyde jars

This reluctance to confront end-of-life issues is causing increasing concern as the realities of the slow and
intrusive medical procedures actually decrease human dignity and quality of life, e.g. see Gawande (2015).
4
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to back rooms. Hedley Swain describes the challenges of displaying human remains in
museums:

It also needs to be recognised that there is a voyeuristic element involved, there is a
sensationalist element involved; that some people will come and look at human remains
not for an educational value but for other reasons (Swain, 2015, audio interview).

Voyeurism is a common accusation to shame those who wish to view dead remains - though it
is often played out in popular fiction without comment:

Long before most Americans ever see the actual body of a dead person, they see
photographic and electronic representations of death – a few are actual, most are makebelieve (Ruby, 1995: p. 12).

Ruby continues that whilst cultures’ censors deem many other subjects improper,
“dismemberment, death by torture, suicide, mass murders to name only a few, are acceptable
viewing events”. True today, but also noted earlier:

While natural death became more and more smothered in prudery, violent death has
played an ever growing part in the fantasies offered to mass audiences – detective
stories, thrillers, westerns, war stories, science fiction and eventually horror comics
(Gorer, 1965: p.197).

In the 1970s evening police and law dramas managed to churn through hundreds of episodes

with neat dead bodies barely making a stain on the carpet. Exploiting the taste for more explicit
violence, 1970s ‘slasher’ horror films evolved into 1980s ‘video nasties’ and 1990s mainstream

horror; bringing overt violent death to wider audiences5. This was not just in fiction,
increasingly graphic documentaries and re-enactments of real accidents and attacks filled
television schedules: News and photojournalism became more graphic in their attempts to
shock the public out of its apathy6.

In this societal background of repression and fictional voyeurism, some artists found
themselves drawn to showing real death and forcing it back into the public consciousness.

Many drew strongly on the scientific heritage of representations of death, and used the
postmodern technique of subverting semiotics to their own artistic designs.

For example, trace the evolution of the graphic aspect of films: the implied violence in Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock,
1960) to the explicit violence in the niche slasher horror The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (Tobe Hooper, 1974)
(both films based on the same true history of Ed Gein). Though as graphic, two decades made the difference
between a niche to a successful and critically acclaimed mainstream film, Silence of the Lambs (winner of Oscars
for best film, best actor and actress and best director, Jonathan Demme, 1991).
6
For discussion on graphic photography and society, refer to John Berger’s essay “Photographs of Agony” in
About Looking (1972) and Susan Sontag (1974) On Photography and (2004) Regarding the Pain of Others.
5
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Remixing death: Postmodern art
The start: dead animals in the gallery

In the 20th Century, death had become invisible. Once an accepted and routine part of life, death
and its depiction disappeared from public view. Long traditions of sublime art to provoke
contemplation of mortality and our highest emotions vanished. Deathbed traditions and other

ways to cope with death were eroded by societal pressure into blanket denial of its existence.
Catharsis through humour and fiction chipped away at the edifice of supposed decency.

Then in 1991 Damien Hirst displayed a dead thirteen foot tiger shark, titled The Physical
Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living.

Figure 17 Corinne Martin (2013). Photograph of sculpture by Damien Hirst (1991), The Physical Impossibility of Death
in the Mind of Someone Living.
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This was a major step towards art re-introducing people to seeing dead things7. This image of
the sculpture captures the impact of physically seeing the shark. It is intimidating, and gives a

mixed feeling as it has such similarity to a natural history exhibit in a museum, but has been
deliberately made to be threatening, to evoke fear that is beyond the normal remit of education.
As the artist himself describes:

The shark is an object used to describe a feeling. It is about the fears and doubts that
come with trying to face the unfathomable ideas of loss and death (Damien Hirst, 1991).

Drawing the link to the sublime, Luke White (2010) writes:

Hirst echoes Burke’s fascination, for example, with the body, mortality, violence, pain
and power. For Burke, such effects elicit ‘the strongest emotion which the mind is
capable of feeling’, and it is in these terms that he defines the sublime. Hirst, too, orients
his production towards this maximum of affect. In this context, Hirst’s restaging of the
Burkean sublime places him in a long tradition of the commercial exploitation of the
tropes and themes of the sublime (White, 2010).

Haber (2012) commented that he “has aspired to turn the gallery into a natural-history
museum”. This reuse of semiotics from other areas of culture is a hallmark of postmodernism.

“Postmodernism, as a representation of postmodernity, constantly recycles recognisable (or

figurative) imagery from mass culture rather than the abstract expressions of an artist’s mind”
(Campany 2003: pp.35-36 cited in Bull 2010: pp.137-138).

Some critics acknowledged this pedigree of his work as a postmodern statement: “In his

sculpture, [Hirst is] a descendant of Duchamp (through the Warhol-Koons line) who works
with ready-mades, shock, and irony to make conceptual points” (Stevens, 2003). As Robert

Hughes8 noted of ready-mades in his seminal art analysis, The Shock of the New, (1991: p.66)
“proclaimed that the world was already so full of ‘interesting’ objects that an artist need not
add to them.”

If one were to ask why Hirst had chosen taxidermy, one could look to Jean-François Lyotard

who says “the postmodern would be that which, in the modern, puts forward the unpresentable

in presentation itself9” (Lyotard, 1984: p. 81). As taxidermy had been wiped from popular

Hirst’s timing and style were perfect – or fortuitous. Just a year before, Thomas Grünfeld’s Misfits exhibition
was stormed by animal protestors. But his taxidermy of different animals fused together was judged as being in
bad taste, and not showing respect for the animals.
8
However, Robert Hughes would denounce Hirst’s shark as a “cultural obscenity”, refer to Hughes, 2004.
9
This is remarkably similar to his statements on the sublime ‘presenting the unpresentable’ (Lyotard, 1982), as if
he foresaw the entanglement of a new postmodern sublime.
7
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culture as a dreadful reminder of what death looked like, it was also the most palatable first

step for postmodern art confronting mortality, which is just what Hirst was attempting to do10.
In the same decade that Hirst was using taxidermy for much of his art, numerous photographers

were drawn to ‘wet’ museum specimens. Elaine Duigenan built up a major portfolio of the
Hunterian Museum’s animal subjects (intriguingly avoiding the human specimens which

dominate the collection). The Mütter Museum in Philadelphia worked on the exhibition
Anatomica Aesthetica with a range of artists including Olivia Parker, Shelby Lee Adams,
William Wegman, Rosamond Purcell, Max Aguilera-Hellweg, Arne Svenson, Gwen Akin and
Allan Ludwig (Worden, 2002; see also Litt, 2010).

Figure 18 Arne Svenson (1993). Brain of dog. Taken at the
Mütter Museum of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia.

Figure 19 Elaine Duigenan (1997). Hyla Maxima.
Taken at the Hunterian Museum at the Royal
College of Surgeons, London.

These images look like a straight documentation of the samples. Notably in black and white

(which brings out detail and texture), they could have been pulled from an old archive. As
already noted, images reusing semiotics of other subject is postmodernism. What is remarkable
about them was that they are being taken at all; that interest was focussed on these relics of

Where Hirst led, other artists have followed. Emily Mayer (Hirst’s main taxidermist) is an increasingly popular
artist in her own right. Other artists now using taxidermy include Polly Morgan, Charlotte Cory and Karen Knorr
– which reflects an interesting female bias to modern - ‘ethical’ (using animals that died naturally) – taxidermy as
opposed to the traditional ‘great-white-male-hunter’ culture. Refer to Turner, 2013: pp.210-250 and Milgrom,
2010: pp.122-159.
10
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learning which have been so long ignored and unloved. Revived interest in such historical
collections was noted by Gretchen Worden when she was curator of the Mütter Museum11:

A new audience has emerged for the Mütter collections. This audience, which has not
experienced the medical students’ rite of passage and initiation into the mysteries of the
profession (i.e. the dissection of the human cadaver), finds fascination in the Museum’s
examples of nature’s challenges to human life and to medical understanding (Worden
2002: p.8).

The revival of anatomy as popular art

The popular interest in viewing the dead also expanded due to a new anatomy display.

Conceived as a vehicle for the general public to gain interest in health, Gunther von Hagens
created Körperwelten or BodyWorlds, where plastinated human remains were artfully arranged,
often in historically referenced poses. Bouchard (2010) describes the display:

The exhibition comprises whole-body plastinates amongst other preserved specimens,
ranging from individual organs to complete physiological systems and multiple
cryosections of bodies. Von Hagens has stepped outside of the specific closed
economies of medical specimen collection and circulation to present cadavers to the
general public in an uncensored and aesthetic exhibition of his work. The exhibition
has provoked strong moral and ethical reactions to his apparent blurring of the
boundaries between art and science (Bouchard, 2010).

As with Hirst, there were loud outcries against the display in the name of taste as well as human
dignity. Bouchard continues:

Dead bodies are regularly displayed and celebrated in Western culture within the milieu
of the museum, esteemed for their historical and cultural value as significant artefacts
of bygone civilisations. My contention then is that Körperwelten offends because it
represents its bodies in a manner that is arguably theatrical and aesthetic and is therefore
considered degrading and undignified12 (Bouchard, 2010).

Litt (2010) notes the Mütter Museum’s work with artists boosted attendance from 5,000 to an amazing 100,000
a year.
12
A recurring theme is of concerns of dignity when human remains are displayed as art, but rarely when in a
science context. Ethical concerns are far beyond the range of this discussion. Refer to Krauss (1982) for discussion
of change in perception due to context.
11
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Figure 20 Gaspar Becerra (1556) A flayed man holding
his own skin. Published in Juan de Valverde de Amusco,
Historia de la composicion del cuerpo humano.

Figure 21 Gunther von Hagens (2001), Body Worlds
exhibition poster showing Man holding his own skin.

It is peculiar that a practice so strongly rooted in Western art and culture can now cause offence,

echoing the feeling that viewing dead things is somehow unnecessary to modern people. The

popularity of Körperwelten (worldwide visitors stand at 40 million13) helped create copycat
exhibitions, such as Á Corps Ouvert. Ironically, this was closed down in Paris as it was judged
to be an “affront to human dignity” (Chrisafis, 2009): Paris is the home of the Musée Fragonard

of écorchés (the tortured) where 21 of the original 700 skinned and preserved anatomy
specimens which inspired von Hagens’ work are housed.

13

Visitor numbers from http://www.bodyworlds.com/en/exhibitions/unparalleled_succress.html (sic).
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Figure 22 Honoré Fragonard (c.1760). Man with a mandible14 Original anatomy preparation at the Musée Fragonard
d'Alfort located within École Nationale Vétérinaire de Maisons-Alfort, Paris.

The new popularity of anatomical displays has aided their leaking from dry museums into
drama programming. For example, in a recent episode of Doctor Who, Flatline, a series of

people go missing, leaving strange traces in the homes. One of them (pictured below) has
reduced a person to an outline of their nervous system, flat on the wall.

Figure 23 still image from Doctor Who episode (2014), Flatline.

As with most anatomical preparations, Fragonard’s écorchés (the ‘tortured’ or ‘flayed’) reference artistic or
historical imagery. Man with a mandible is a reference to Samson in The Bible.
14
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This image bears an uncanny resemblance to the Evelyn tables in the Hunterian Museum.

Figure 24 Evelyn table showing the human circulation system (c. 1640). Original anatomical preparation at the
Hunterian Museum at the Royal College of Surgeons, London.

To examine why anatomy exhibitions have enjoyed success recently, we can look Wilhelm
Kriz’s essay in the Körperwelten exhibition catalogue. He describes it in uncannily sublime

terms: “Public exhibitions of such specimens; they touch on the taboo of death. In our society
death is repressed... and the corpses of other people, at least, are viewed with a repulsive
shudder,” (Kriz, in von Hagens, 2001: p.6). As Professor of Anatomy at the University of

Heidelberg, he must encounter this reaction again and again in his students (similar to that
described by Carter15) and explains why it is so important:

Many people went to see [Körperwelten] with such expectations and experienced that
this revulsion actually decreased as they viewed the specimens, was lost completely
and instead both amazement and a thirst for knowledge began to manifest themselves.
For each visitor, this was ultimately a personal victory... And they succeeded in doing
this with frankness and without having to be on the defensive. This transition from
expecting revulsion to looking at the specimens freely and uninhibitedly amounts to a
personal break with these taboos (Kriz, in von Hagens, 2001: pp.6-7).

This public spectacle, “presenting the unpresentable”, makes a strong case for Körperwelten to

be considered both sublime and postmodern art. In many ways, the anatomy displays that have
survived to the modern day are of the more considered and artistic in design, as scientific
depiction of death has always aspired to embrace the communication and aspirations of art.

Carter (1997: p.105) describes the medical students’ stages of responses to cadavers in similar terms to Kriz.
“Initially, for many there is disgust and aversion. Typically, (but not always) these responses fade away... next is
the reduction of the cadaver to a biological exhibit... Finally, the cadaver itself seems to break through these
attempts at reduction to reassert its own humanity.”
15
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Artistic interpretation of scientific studies

Pushing the limits of public acceptance, the use of dead people in photography has, as yet, a
small but growing audience.

Figure 25 Joel-Peter Witkin (1984). Harvest, Philadelphia.

Figure 26 Steven Katzman (1994). Anatomical
preparation of a skull photographed with dried
dahlias.
Both images reproduced in Mütter Museum of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia (Worden, 2002).

Witkin’s combination of human face with a still life bounty of fruit and plants is echoed by
Steven Katzman’s use of an anatomical skull as a receptacle for dried flowers. The Museum of

Contemporary Photography (MoCP) comments that “Witkin also frequently uses dead bodies
or body parts in the creation of his work all of which contribute to the spiritual and ephemeral

quality of his imagery”. However, these images also tell the viewer that these dead things do
not sit dumbly on museum shelves or mortuary tables but have been touched, moved and
arranged.

It is easy to imagine how nervous the photographers must have been when first handling
cadavers. Albert Howard Carter described medical students in the late 1990s coping with their

first cadaver dissections. Mixed with the deeply engrained feeling of respect (as well as
physical nausea and vertigo), there were moments of bizarre behaviour such as one student

raising a heart triumphantly overhead (see Carter, 1997: pp.10-11). But overall once the shock

of the confrontation with death was over, the natural reaction was to accept the humanness of

the dead bodies. Some joking may happen in quiet corners, but even that would be quelled.
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Carter noted that a student became defensive of ‘his’ cadaver (nicknamed Nero by the students,
for his size and bearing):

Two students are joking about him at the far end of the room, when Alex, cutting on
Nero (nicknamed such by the students for his size and bearing), says ‘If you want to
say anything about Nero, say it to his face.’ The joking stops, and conversation takes
another direction (Carter, 1997: p235).

The poignant humanity of handling the dead is reflected in the touching care shown in the
images above. In contrast, Sally Mann’s work in her book What Remains (2003) shows a

different approach, specifically the images from the forensic research site popularly known as

the Body Farm16. Here, the dead remains of people appear not cared for so much as dumped
to rot.

Figure 27 Sally Mann (2000-2001). Body farm (untitled image), published in What Remains (2003).

Her photographs are undoubtedly compelling, and the use of the antiquated wetplate collodion
technique renowned for its detail implies an intense scrutiny of the subject. “Mann’s close-up

The Texas State University Department of Forensics field research area. Possibly due to popular forensic TV
fiction, the Body Farm’s scientific work is a focus of increased interest in popular science e.g. Snyder-Sachs
(2001), Roach (2003) and Stromberg (2014, 2015), and other photographers, e.g. Simon (2007).
16
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images of these rotting corpses are not for the faint of heart... one does, though, feel, like a

voyeur when looking at images such as this.” (O’Hagan, 2010). Sentiments echoed by Boxer
(2004): “You want to look away. But Ms. Mann insists on investigating the very surface of the
horror”. But the historic-looking results of the technique allows the viewer to feel separate from

the open decay being shown. Whether this is Mann dignifying her subjects, or her pushing as
far as she thought she could go without erring into ghoulishness isn’t clear. Other

photographers have found other ways to tackle death as a recent subject, taking one step closer
to visualising realistic death.

The return of post mortem photography

The society enforced gap in published post mortem photographs is beginning to be bridged, as
artists such as Andres Serrano feel it is important to show what a dead body looks like.

Figure 28 Andres Serrano (1993). The Morgue (Infectious Pneumonia).

His images are displayed as huge, colourful prints so that every pore and wrinkle is clear, they
are reminiscent of fashion and advertising posters. As Bate (2009: p.144) noted of
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postmodernism: “Artists suddenly began to use the codes and conventions of commercial
photography against itself”.

Keeping with medical tradition, the dead are made anonymous by covering identifying
features17. “A well-known forensic expert... gave me authorization to photograph them with

the understanding that the people are disguised and not identified” (Serrano, quoted in Blume,

1993). Covering the face of cadavers (e.g. as described in Roach, 2003: p.11, p.21) is a classic
medical technique to show respect, whilst also reducing the shock in being confronted with
something so human and yet not human18:

Covering dead bodies is a cultural-historical phenomenon of particular importance.
Many people find it difficult to bear, or even refuse to look at them. This is an
expression of reluctance to face one’s own death and the death of others (Wetz, 2001:
p.251, discussing the visibility of the plastinates in Körperwelten).

In a more direct approach, fifteen years after Serrano, an exhibition included the photographic
work of Walter Schels, Life Before Death. Displayed at the Wellcome Collection (who

commissioned the work) as giant portraits, the pictures show named, terminal patients before

and after their death in a startling tableau. The display includes quotes from those pictured19,
emphasising their individual humanness.

This is another changing trend. Body donors are becoming less anonymous in medicine. Concerns of informed
consent mean they may meet the anatomy department head to discuss donation before their death (refer to Black,
2015). Also medical students increasingly attend a ‘service of reflection and gratitude’ for their cadavers, which
may also be attended by relatives of the deceased (refer to Carter, 1997: pp.16-17; also Roach, 2003: pp.37-39).
18
Arne Svenson (having previously worked with the Mütter Museum collection) in 2014 produced the series
Unspeaking Likeness of photographs of forensic facial reconstructions of unidentified murder victims. His photos
show a different side to anonymous death and a feeling of being human and yet not human. See
http://arnesvenson.com/unspeaking.html.
19
Quotes taken from The Guardian, 1 April 2008.
17
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Figure 29 Walter Schels (2003). 5 January 2003 - First portrait of Gerda Strech, 68.

Gerda couldn’t believe that cancer was cheating her of her hard-earned retirement. “My whole
life was nothing but work, work, work,” she told me. She had worked on the assembly line in a
soap factory, and had brought up her children single-handedly. “Does it really have to happen
now? Can’t death wait?” she sobbed.
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Figure 30 Walter Schels (2003). 14 January 2003 - Second portrait of Gerda Strech, 68.

On one visit Gerda said, “It won’t be long now”, and was panic-stricken. Her daughter tried
to console her, saying: “Mummy, we’ll all be together again one day.” “That’s impossible,’
Gerda replied. “Either you’re eaten by worms or burned to ashes.” “But what about your
soul?” her daughter pleaded. “Oh, don’t talk to me about souls”, said her mother in an
accusing tone. “Where is God now?”
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But, one might ask, what does all this achieve? As Teddy Taylor M.P., famously asked of the
Körperwelten display, “What possible benefit can a normal person gain from looking at dead
bodies?” (quoted in Jeffries, 2002).

In answer to this explicitly, consider the comments accompanying the photographs from Gerda

during Schels’ time with her. Her reaction to her fate is disturbing to read, and give a very
shocking sense of the unreadiness, the unwillingness, the unfairness that most of society feels
towards the inevitability of death now.

In comparison, consider the response of the photographer and his partner after the project:
Both say they have overcome their fear of the dead, and of being dead, through the
experience of photographing, talking to and touching the dying and dead. It also brought
home to them how important it was to start living now – since many of the dying they
spoke to felt their lives were only just beginning at the time death came to interrupt
them (Wellcome Collection, 2015). 20

The statement echoes the sublime contemplation of Burke’s strongest emotions and the appeal
to the highest thoughts of Richardson and Longinus. The purpose of the deathbed ritual, the

sublime, the memento mori and the vanitas traditions of the past become clearer. If this is the

peace that viewing dead bodies can bring, then surely this is the major benefit of overcoming
taboos and worries of voyeurism.

We have lost the experience of accompanying friends and family in their moments between
life and death. Perhaps this can remove the horror of a dead body to simple physical remains.

It seems clear that some people feel the need to see dead remains in order to mentally process

the certainty of mortality. 21 And though it will not cure the need for mourning the death of a
loved one, it may perhaps make one step in progress to reducing the pain of death.

Schel’s direct language, referring to death rather than euphemisms such as passing on, is part of a recent trend
championed by psychologists and bereavement counsellors to help remove the veil of fear in talking about death.
(Personal conversation, see Bettison, 2016.). This sentiment was echoed by many at Death Café, where people
meet and straight forward discussion of death is encouraged. (Personal contact with group at Death Café meeting,
Cambridge, 10 April 2016.)
21
For example, see https://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org/ which helps recently bereaved parents by
“providing the gift of remembrance photography for parents suffering the loss of a baby”. Also photographs (and
selfies) are increasingly taken at funerals, e.g. http://www.goodfuneralguide.co.uk/2011/11/why-funeral-photosare-so-important/
20
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Dead remains in art now

Art had long embraced tackling the difficult subject of mortality. Indeed, the sublime, in all its
macabre detail, exalted experience beyond the mere stillness of beauty, causing instead a

vibration of attraction and repulsion at the same time: It would provoke the noblest of thoughts,

engage the strongest emotions and even a feeling of communing with God. Thus is the true
appearance of death described.

Death obviously has a shocking appearance. Strong emotions were evoked even in the centuries

when dying was a social occasion experienced by all, and when graveyards were regularly

turned over, exhuming bones to charnel houses for storage and display. Dissection was a
thrilling popular and public pastime, only later moved into private medical theatres.

Through experience, the shock of the visual look of the corpse can be overcome and no longer
feared; leaving only the existential emotions of death. In the 20th Century, however, death
became hidden from view and removed from common experience. This increased the
associated fear of death. Those who repressed all thought of it found themselves scared,
isolated and alone when faced with their own mortality. Others sought to find catharsis through

humour or fiction, which became ever more realistic and gruesome. Documentary imagery in
turn became more explicit.

As the 21st Century emerges, society once again is seeing real death. Numerous artists felt the
need to challenge the hidden nature of death, and confront it with increasingly bold portrayals

of animal and human remains. Often using the borrowed style of scientific displays (which

themselves are enjoying a rebirth of interest) photography and sculpture began to use skulls
and taxidermy. Now they jostle with images of decay and personal death in bright terms, stating
how we feel about death, and what we can do about it. Again and again, the description is given
of viewers confronting the taboo, overcoming the initial fear and revulsion to make a genuine

human connection with the dead remains. Given the massive growth in numbers attending such
displays it is obviously a move the public were seeking and in need of.

Roland Barthes (1993) noted that “Death must be somewhere in a society; if it is no longer (or

less intensely) in religion, it must be elsewhere”. From the art gallery this has found new
everyday expression as people organise funeral photography and attend death cafés. I foresee
this trend continuing as society finds new direct ways to deal with their own mortality.
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