
 

 

Understanding Mortality Through the Lens of 
Contemporary Photography. 
 
How can explorations of the abject and the uncanny in contemporary photography provoke 
experiences of embodiment and mortality? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name: Cassey Locke 
Student ID: 1418411 
 
Date of submission: 14.01.2021 
 
Principal supervisor: Yvonne Shaw 
Associate supervisor: Allan MacDonald 
 
Word count: 8619 
 



 

 

This research project entitled ‘Understanding Mortality Through the Lens of Contemporary 
Photography’ is submitted in partial fulfilment for the requirements for the Unitec degree Master of 
Creative Practice.  
 
 

 



 

  ii 

ABSTRACT 
 
This essay explores how contemporary photography can provoke an embodied experience in an audience 
to help initiate the contemplation of mortality. Emerging research and a growing ‘death positive’ 
movement proposes that death awareness can contribute to improved wellbeing (Society for Personality 
and Social Psychology, 2012). Through practice-based research and ethnographic methods, I investigate 
how the photographic image might play a part in connecting its viewers to mortality. The theoretical 
framework for this research is influenced by Roland Barthes, who claimed that every photograph is a 
representation of death. The research is also influenced by Sigmund Freud’s concept of the uncanny and 
Julia Kristeva’s writings on abjection. 
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PREFACE  
 
I awoke one morning late in 2018 to a very tangible sense of my own mortality. It was not a frightening 
experience, but none the less incredibly poignant. I realised that I had never properly contemplated the 
reality of my own death, always glazing over the death part and focusing on what may or may not come 
after. It sounds like something that should be obvious, but I grew up in a Christian family, and death was 
always superseded by an afterlife. After stepping away from the church, I needed to rebuild my ideas of the 
world and this work is part of that exploration. 
 
As an artist, I turned to my practice in order to make sense of my mortality. I started creating images to 
investigate my own mortality in the last year of my undergraduate degree in 2019 and this exegesis and 
accompanying exhibition is the culmination of all the research I have done since. Photography has become 
a therapy of sorts, allowing me to externalise some of my conflicts and make meaning of an emerging 
dialogue with death. This has been the start of a journey of discovery and growth in my practice. I think it is 
important to note that this work is not influenced by the current COVID-19 pandemic or by the death of 
someone close to me. Harbinger is a general exploration and meditation on mortality, and the temporality 
of people and things. 
 
 
Figure 1 
Veil (Locke, 2019) 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Death is a strange thing. People live their whole lives as if it does not exist, and yet it’s often one of 
the great motivations for living 

— Fredrik Backman, A Man Called Ove 
 
 
This research aims to explore the interconnectedness of photography and death and whether it is possible 
to create healthy discussions around death and dying through the exhibition of uncanny and abject 
imagery. This exegesis will begin by discussing psychoanalytical theories around death, such as Terror 
Management Theory and abjection. Key texts are The Worm at the Core by Jeff Greenberg, Sheldon 
Solomon and Tom Pyszczynski and Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. In the second 
chapter, an examination of the inception of the Death Café will lead to an understanding of the growing 
popularity of the movement in modern society.  
 
The third chapter will investigate the relationship between photography and death, through iconic theories 
by Roland Barthes and the practice of Victorian post-mortem portraits. Chapter 4 will consider the 
photographers Joel-Peter Witkin, Sally Mann, Fiona Pardington and Maisie Cousins who have worked 
within this context creating images which both explicitly and metaphorically represent death and mortality. 
 
Chapters 5-7 will explain my research methodology and the creation of my final body of photographic work, 
Harbinger. My ethnographic research findings will be presented, including the personal responses from two 
research focus groups to a series of photographs. Chapter 8 will describe the conclusions of this research 
paper. 
 
Alongside my photographic practice, I have been writing haiku poems, inspired by the practice of 
Japanese jisei, or death poems. These are personal reflections on my journey with mortality and have 
been a helpful development of my thoughts. I have utilised these haiku poems throughout this exegesis 
as a means to include my own subjectivity as an aspect of auto-ethnographic research. 
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CHAPTER 2: MORTALITY 
 
 

Flies go round and round 
in the same spot forever. 
What’s the point of it? 

 
 
Jeff Greenberg, Sheldon Solomon and Tom Pyszczynski, psychology professors at the University of Arizona, 
Skidmore College, and the University of Colorado, Colorado Springs, respectively, have spent 25 years 
researching and writing about how the fear of death effects all human action (Penguin, n.d). Their book The 
Worm at the Core has been a central piece of literature in this project. They explain that  
 

over the course of human history, the terror of death has guided the development of art, religion, 
language, economics, and science. It raised the pyramids in Egypt and razed the Twin Towers in 
Manhattan. It contributes to conflicts around the globe. At a more personal level, recognition of 
our mortality leads us to love fancy cars, tan ourselves to an unhealthy crisp, max out our credit 
cards, drive like lunatics, itch for a fight with a perceived enemy and crave fame however 
ephemeral, even if we have to drink yak urine on Survivor to get it. Death makes us uncomfortable 
with our bodies and ambivalent about sex. Awareness of the inevitability of death could easily 
contribute to our own extinction if we don’t change how we deal with it (Greenberg et al., 2015, p. 
12). 

 
Greenberg et al. (2015) put together extensive scientific studies to monitor how people react when they 
are consciously and unconsciously reminded of their mortality. Their findings show that to avoid thinking 
about our temporality, we buffer our self-esteem by striving for significance and meaning in our lives. We 
build carefully constructed world views and cling to cultural beliefs in order to achieve symbolic immortality 
through a sense that we are part of something greater than ourselves. To keep our precarious unrealities 
intact, we reject anyone who may have opposing views to our own so that our validity is never called to 
question. Greenberg et al. (2015) found that when we are exposed to reminders of death they “cause us to 
see members of such out-groups as less human and more animalistic” (p. 141). These conclusions saw the 
development of Terror Management Theory (TMT), which built upon earlier concepts in Ernst Becker’s 
1973 book The Denial of Death. Now most psychologists understand TMT to be a trait of human evolution, 
and our deep existential anxiety to be a byproduct of our knowledge of death (Psychology Today, n.d). 
 
On a scientific level, there are two defence systems working together to keep our minds off our mortality, 
the proximal and the distal. Proximal defences are activated when we are conscious of death. This defence 
system works to distract us from it, with menial tasks or by pushing the problem of dying into the distant 
future. (Greenberg et al., 2015). Distal defences are activated by unconscious death reminders, “these 
defences have no logical or semantic relation to the problem of death” and could include “prescribing 
harsher punishment for criminals, derogating others who repudiate our cultural values, or attempting to 
boost self-esteem” and serve to dampen death fears by ensuring us literal or symbolic immortality. 
(Greenberg et al., 2015, p. 178). Proximal and distal defences work hand in hand so that we can successfully 
avoid our reality and, depending on the individual, can have beneficial or harmful outcomes (Greenberg et 
al., 2015). Ultimately, Greenberg et al. (2015) 
 

hope that knowing how conscious and unconscious death thoughts instigate a host of unfortunate 
psychological and behavioural defences enables [us] to monitor and alter such reactions. In turn, 
[we] can be more self-determined in the choices [we] make and the actions [we] take (p. 231). 

 
Greenberg et al., like the death positive movement, hope that by understanding how the fear of death 
leads to problematic behaviour, “human ingenuity can also find ways of counteracting the destructive 
potential our fears can, and do, unleash” (p. 158). 
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In The Worm at the Core, Greenberg et al. (2015) also touch upon the notion that our bodies threaten our 
constructed immortality, as “we are physical creatures who will die” (p. 159). Our physicality, and especially 
the products we emit from our animalistic bodies, easily cast our minds to thoughts of death. This theory 
was concretely established by Julia Kristeva, a French philosopher and psychoanalyst, in her book Powers of 
Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Kristeva (1980/1982) claims that encounters with abject entities remind us 
of the inherent abjection of our mortal bodies. In Kristeva’s (1980/1982) theory, the corpse is the ultimate 
sign of abjection as it brings us face to face with our corporeal reality. She writes,  
 

…refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live. These body fluids, 
this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on the part of death. 
There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being. My body extricates itself, as being alive, 
from that border. Such wastes drop so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in 
me and my entire body falls beyond the limit—cadere, cadaver. If dung signifies the other side of 
the border, the place where I am not and which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of 
wastes, is a border that has encroached upon everything (p. 18). 

 
John Lechte (2012), explains abjection as, “the abject is above all the ambiguous, the in-between, what 
defies boundaries, a composite resistant to unity… Abjection, therefore, is fundamentally ‘what disturbs 
identity, system, order’” (p. 160). Abjection, then, cannot be defined by the same set of rules for all people. 
Abjection will look different to everyone, depending on their ideas of identity, system and order. For 
example, this explains how a misogynist might be repulsed by the idea of a woman in power - to them it is a 
disruption of boundaries. 
 
Lechte (2012) argues that by thrusting aside whatever we deem to be abject, we are unable to fully 
understand life. “Through a refusal to confront the abject, therefore, a fundamental aspect of individual 
and social life remains in oblivion, and our understanding and capacity to cope are thereby greatly 
diminished” (p. 158). 
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CHAPTER 3: THE DEATH CAFÉ 
 
 

I saw my grandma 
for a short time on Sunday. 
Barely a body. 
 
 

The death positive movement is a movement which centres around the idea that censoring death, calling it 
taboo, does more harm than good. It strives to see death embraced as an important part of life, to 
invigorate us to live present to every moment while we can (Booth, 2019). Since its inception, the death 
positive movement has grown to reach all corners of the globe. An important part of the movement being 
the creation of the Death Café. In 2004 in Neufchâtel, Bernard Crettaz, a renown Swiss academic, dreamed 
up the concept of a ‘café mortel’ after the death of his wife. The idea was simple; the first event would take 
place in a restaurant, it was open to anyone and Crettaz would facilitate an open conversation on death 
and dying. The only rule for the night was “there was to be no prescription: no topic, no religion, no 
judgement. He wanted people to talk as openly on the subject as they could” (Elmhirst, 2015). After hosting 
over forty of these events, Crettaz decided to retire from his position of facilitator. In 2010, John 
Underwood read about the café mortel model in an article written on Crettaz in The Independent. Already 
intrigued by death and dying, Underwood decided to hold his own café mortel, and in 2011 a small group of 
people gathered in his basement in England at the first officially named Death Café (Miles & Corr, 2015). 
Underwood went on to create deathcafe.com, a website which outlines the guidelines for others to run 
their own Death Cafés. The website also hosts various resources on the theme of death and dying. He 
credits the Death Café idea to Crettaz. The website states requirements for a Death Café are that it will 
always be offered on a not-for-profit basis, it is to be held in an accessible, safe and confidential space, 
there will be no agenda or ulterior motives, and there will always be delicious food and drink! (Miles & 
Corr, 2015). At the time of writing, the website states that 13,373 Death Café events have been held across 
the world (Death Café, n.d). 
 
The Death Café has become a popular experience, and Jack Fong (2017) examines its evolution and 
prevalence in his book The Death Café Movement: Exploring the Horizons of Mortality. He writes that 
 

Death Café attendees appear to be personalising, if not authoring, their own crucial narratives and 
expectations regarding end-of-life issues. Café attendees are essentially preparing for death by 
exploring cues that will allow them to live at their fullest expression, be they inspired by pain or 
profundity. They sense their individual life stories when compiled possess a formidable momentum 
that can contest the stigma around death talk (p. 2). 
 

He determines this process allows attendees to discover their “death identity”, evolving the meaning of 
death, usually indicative of the ending of our vital functions, to signify “a philosophical or existential 
orientation of one fully mindful of the finitude of life” (Fong, 2017, p. 5). Fong (2017) notes how Death Café 
attendees are able to put aside their differences in culture, gender and beliefs to listen to and appreciate 
the nuances of others experiences of death and dying. The freedom of expression allowed in these spaces 
often points to “our shared humanity: that the end of our lives and the uncertainty of when that end is 
nigh, for most of us, are irreconcilable and frightening inevitabilities” (p. 12). Fong (2017) muses that the 
conviviality of the Death Café environment is obvious; “many may not have asked such questions, conveyed 
such points, or highlighted certain curiosities about death and dying before, let alone to a group of 
strangers they will likely not see again” (p. 23). This leads to many attendees finding significant catharsis in 
these events, despite hosts outlining they are not meant as therapy before the group begins (Fong, 2017).  
 
I attended a Death Café held in the Auckland Art Gallery in July 2021 in association with an exhibition that 
was concurrently held at the gallery: All That Was Solid Melts. The group was split over two tables in the 
gallery café and we were greeted by host Kirsty Salisbury, registered funeral celebrant and life (and death) 
coach. Salisbury started by explaining the idea of the Death Café to the group, stating that we were to talk 



 

  5 

openly about death and dying with no agenda, joking that “none of us are getting out of here alive” 
(Salisbury, personal communication, July 10, 2021). The group then proceeded to talk about who we were 
and why we were there. Three of the participants in my group were new to the idea of the Death Café yet 
seemed instantly drawn in by the topic. We had an intimate discussion covering topics ranging from 
Swedish death cleaning to the question did we know how our loved ones wanted their end of life process 
to go. At the end of the group discussion, participants resolved they needed to talk to more people about 
dying as the conversation had really helped to let go of unimportant life stressors and think about what 
really mattered in the here and now. The format of this discussion will be echoed in my ethnographic 
research focus groups, in the hope that they will bring about a similar conclusion. With the only inevitable 
end to life being death, it is important we do not lose touch with it (Ebenstein et al., 2017)!  
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CHAPTER 4: PHOTOGRAPHY AND DEATH 
 
 

All photographs are momento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s (or 
thing’s) mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment and freezing it, all 
photographs testify to time’s relentless melt.  

— Susan Sontag, On Photography 
 
 
Victorian Mourning Portraits 
 
 
Eurocentric culture did not always have such a distant relationship to death. Before the advancement of 
medical sciences death was a part of the everyday. Joanna Ebenstein (2017) states that: 
 

modern attitudes towards death are the exception rather than the rule. From my studies and 
travels, I discovered that just about every other era and culture used meaningful practices to make 
sense of this great mystery… The very possibility of denying death is a luxury unique to our own 
time and place (pp. 9-10). 
 

In fact, photography played an important role in normalising death in our past. In the Victorian era, the 
commercialisation of post-mortem portraiture as momento mori (translated as ‘remember you must die’) 
was very popular. Images of deceased loved ones would be hung around the home and served as a 
therapeutic way for the bereaved to journey through their grief (Ruby, 1995). These portraits were both 
“unsettling and strangely poignant” (Bell, 2016, para 2). Oftentimes, momento mori portraits would 
incorporate the dead amongst the living, for example the image below shows a photograph of five siblings 
together, the youngest is dead and “propped against a stand for the picture” (Bell, 2016, image caption). 
 
 
Figure 2 
Example of momento mori portrait (Bell, 2016) 
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The photographed corpse would be made to look more alive, sometimes eyes would be painted onto the 
photograph after it was developed or the dead would be posed in such a way that they could be sleeping. 
Often the post-mortem portrait was the only portrait that existed of a person, as it was expensive to have a 
photograph taken, and death was seen as the last chance to memorialise their likeness. Only two centuries 
ago post-mortem images, now deemed morbid and weird, were precious reminders of the loved and 
cherished (Bell, 2016). In the last couple of centuries, with the advancement of medicine, death has been 
sanitised and removed from our homes and the demand for post-mortem portraiture has all but dwindled. 
In her book On Death and Dying, Elizabeth Kübler-Ross (1973) critiques advancing medical sciences, asking 
“are we becoming less human or more human?” (chapter I, p. 8).  
 
The photograph, not bound by time, has the power to bring the dead back to life. Looking at this image 
now, I find it almost unpalatable. Peter Schwenger (2000) says this is because the photograph is the living 
image of something dead, its “undecidability carries with it the effect of the uncanny” (p. 396). In art, the 
uncanny is described as a feeling of strangeness created by familiar objects in an unfamiliar setting. This is 
an idea associated with Sigmund Freud (Tate, n.d). In his essay, The Uncanny, Freud (1919/2003) explains 
how “an uncanny effect is often and easily produced by effacing the distinction between imagination and 
reality” (p. 366). However, Freud seems to struggle to definitively uncover what the uncanny actually is, 
and “leaves the uncanny as a loose notion that cannot be subjected to verbal reasoning” (Israeli, 2005, p. 
380). These ideas show how photography is the perfect medium for exhibiting the uncanny. Photography is 
a language which communicates that which we cannot put into words. It is also always a blurring of 
imagination and reality, the subject of the image ceasing to exist in the same way from the moment the 
shutter is released. 
 
 
Roland Barthes 
 
 
According to Roland Barthes (1980), a French philosopher and intellectual, a photograph consists of two 
elements, the studium and the punctum. In his book Camera Lucida he explains the mechanics of both. In 
the recent book Photography Degree Zero, essays dedicated to unpacking Barthes’ Camera Lucida, Jane 
Gallop (2009) describes the studium as “the theme or subject of the picture, what the photographer is 
trying to say” (p. 48). The studium can be captivating but Gallop (2009) suggests that “a picture that only 
has a studium is like representation: everything is enclosed within the field of the picture, and nothing 
comes out” (p. 48). The image which only has a studium becomes a passive object (Gallop, 2009). However, 
the punctum of an image breaks through the boundaries of the frame, or studium, and inexplicably pierces 
the viewer (Barthes, 1980). The punctum is “precisely something which is not within representation, not 
within the frame, not within the scene” (Gallop, 2009, p. 48). The punctum, like the uncanny, is hard to put 
into words and Barthes (1980) suggests that while the punctum is something which exists in the 
photograph, it is also something which the viewer adds to the image. He believes the punctum is an 
element in the photograph which the photographer cannot anticipate (Barthes, 1980). The punctum is 
“where things continue to happen outside of the frame” (Gallop, 2009, p. 50). This is where the punctum of 
my own images will be crucial. It is the punctum, the uncanny, which will provoke a viewer to contemplate 
mortality beyond the boundaries of the frame or the walls of the gallery. 
 
Barthes (1980) also wrote about the undeniable relationship between photography and death. His iconic 
thinking is that photographs inherently always represent death, whether intentionally or not. In Barthes’ 
(1980) words “the Photograph then becomes a bizarre medium, a new form of hallucination” as it presents 
to us not only something that was alive but something which is, or will be, dead (p. 115). Barthes wrote 
Camera Lucida shortly after the death of his mother and not long before his own death; it is a text steeped 
in mortality. He muses on an image of his mother as a child, which he felt captured her essence more than 
any other. Barthes (1980) describes the viewer as having an almost magical connection to the 
photographed subject, 
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The photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. From a real body, which was there, 
proceed radiations which ultimately touch me, who am here; the duration of the transmission is 
insignificant; the photograph of the missing being, as Sontag says, will touch me like the delayed 
rays of a star (pp. 126-127). 
 

In Photography Degree Zero, Margaret Iversen (2009) notes this weird physical connection between viewer 
and subject, suggesting another layer of innate uncanniness in the photograph; “Barthes tends to locate 
the photograph’s uncanniness more in its insistence on the absent referent. The object isn’t just 
represented as in a drawing or a painting - rather, it clings to the photograph in a disconcerting way” (p. 
60).  
 
Jay Prosser (2009), in the same book, likens Camera Lucida to The Tibetan Book of the Dead, 

Camera Lucida too, like that prayer (in Tibetan the word is “wish-path”), maps the path to come 
through the path of the dead. Photographs are like the footprints the dead person leaves behind 
when she is gone that must be attended to by the living in the Tibetan tradition. In the darkness 
Barthes attains something like his enlightenment or awakening: Buddha Barthes (p. 100). 

Barthes reflections on photography are some of the most influential of all time for the medium, still 
inspiring many photographers and scholars more than 30 years later. “Photography… blurs the lines 
between life and death, trapping time, freezing the reflection and preserving a person’s disembodied 
presence” (Ebenstein et al, 2017, p. 327). 
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Joel-Peter Witkin 
 
 

My toes itch at night. 
They are scared of the darkness. 
I scratch the skin off. 
 

 
Figure 3 
Still Life With Mirror (Witkin, 1998) 

 
Known for his controversial imagery of disfigured bodies and corpses, Joel-Peter Witkin’s work embodies 
the dichotomy of beauty and disgust, toeing the line between life and death. Since the 1980s, artists and 
photographers including Robert Mapplethorpe and Andres Serrano have depicted the actuality of decay via 
disquieting and controversial artworks. But where Mapplethorpe and Serrano have portrayed it in a formal 
manner, distancing the diseased and deceased from the living by their compositions, Witkin's images 
intersperse life and death, blurring their border (Blackall, 1995). In a review of one of his exhibitions, Judith 
Blackall (1995), writes "Witkin#s images operate in a macabre, seething nether region, a threshold zone 
between life and death where notions of morality, established values and sensibilities have no place” (pp. 
92-93). He constructs elaborate tableaux using models with extreme physical deformities, amputated body 
parts, and corpses of humans and animals. Because of the nature of his subject matter, Witkin had to travel 
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to Mexico to acquire bodies and body parts. This raises many ethical issues around consent and 
exploitation (Hagen, 1993). Not for the faint-hearted, his formidable photographs "are not the "feel-good 
variety”” (Witkin, 2016 p. 85). While Witkin (2016) explains that his work is meant to "bring light and 
understanding” to the human condition (p. 85), to me the images are raw horror, nightmarish, and difficult 
to sit with.  
 
 
Figure 4 
Corpus Medius (Witkin, 2000) 

 
 
Witkin attributes his fascination with the border between life and death to an experience he had as a child, 
when he witnessed an accident in which a young girl was decapitated (National Gallery of Art, n.d). His 
explicit images are direct and confronting, and trouble the mind of the viewer well after they have been 
viewed. They are an extension of post-mortem portraiture, where the corpse is staged, dressed up not 
dissimilar to the portraits of the Victorian era. Witkin’s processes even echo those of the early 
daguerreotype. He purposefully scratches and manipulates his prints in the darkroom (Cascone, 2016). 
Witkin uses these techniques, and his subject matter, to invite us to contemplate “the exquisitely horrific, 
the demonically sacred, and to find the beautiful in the grotesque and the grotesque in the divine. This 
duality, this controversy, is quintessentially Witkin - the source of both his praise and criticism, infamy and 
esteem” (“The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”, 1998, para 4). 
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Sally Mann 
 
 

A body; warm meat 
in which I experience 
everything now. 
 

 
Figure 5 
Image from series ‘Body Farm’ (Mann, 2001) 

 
 
Sally Mann is another contemporary photographer who was very familiar with the Victorian post-mortem 
portrait. “She frequently uses large format cameras, exhibits a thorough knowledge of black and white 
printing techniques and has mastered the wet collodion process which prevailed from the 1850s to 1880s” 
(Linkman, 2011, p. 167). Linkman (2011) writes that, according to Mann, she received her first camera from 
her father who told her “the only subjects worthy of art were love, death and whimsy” (p. 167). Fittingly, 
one of Mann’s most notable series are of decomposing bodies. The series, What Remains, is a 
documentation of the ‘Body Farm' at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville “where patterns of decay in 
human corpses in different environments are researched using bodies that have been volunteered to 
science” (Luckhurst, 2016, p. 101). The photographs are visceral, graphic and hard to stomach. But they are 
also beautifully composed and quietly considered. They are not undignified or exploitative, though some 
might view them that way. Mann was aware that her subjects, while having signed a waiver for scientific 
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use, would not expect their bodies to be photographed artistically. She was sensitive to this, so made sure 
to keep them anonymous. When speaking of her experience at the ‘body farm’, Mann remembers, 

one of the things that surprised me was how quickly I became inured… to the sight of a dead body. 
It was shocking. And it is to me even now… But there was something matter-of-fact about the way 
those bodies were laid out and how they were treated. I mean, they were a scientific experiment. 
And very quickly, I grew to see them that way… I had a truly reverential feeling about the whole 
process and about the bodies, even though we got matter-of-fact about it… (Mann, 2015, transcript 
from an interview). 
 
 

Figure 6 
Image from series ‘Body Farm’ (Mann, 2001) 

 
 
Another of Mann’s well known images is a post-mortem portrait of her father. She recognises it was 
through her father’s preoccupation with death that she grew to be interested in mortality and the 
corporeal. She states that being confronted with death can make us feel more alive (Morrison, 2010). 
Linkman (2011) describes the image as being very reminiscent of a Victorian post-mortem portrait; it is 
even hung on Mann’s living room wall for all to see and remember. When talking about her thoughts in the 
moment, Mann recounts that it took her hours to bring herself to take this image, and that it was only a 
snapshot, not a work of art, acknowledging that some things are too difficult to photograph (Mann, 2015). 
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Both Witkin and Mann chose to photograph literal corpses. As touched on before, the ethical issues raised 
in doing so are many. While Mann’s subjects had given their bodies to science, as she admits, they had not 
signed any agreement about being photographed and published. Witkin, even more dubiously, sourced his 
subjects from Mexico, which leads me to wonder if they would have consented at all? While I find the 
works of these photographers important, I am interested in being able to provoke death thoughts through 
less shocking methods. In my collaboration with human subjects it is important to me that they have prior 
knowledge of my photographic project and that they consent to be photographed. I am not drawn to 
photograph human remains. I believe that it is possible to lead a viewer to their corporeality more 
metaphorically and that images which are gentle in their representation of death, will reach a wider 
audience. I will now investigate the work of two photographers that, in my opinion, do this successfully. 
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Fiona Pardington 
 
 
Fiona Pardington is a leading female photographer from New Zealand who works with aspects of Barthes’ 
ideology. She is transfixed by time and the way that photography seems to have a mastery over it (Ngāi 
Tahu, 2017). Aaron Lister, when talking about Pardington’s survey A Beautiful Hesitation says, “the stillness 
of photography, particularly when contemplating images of ourselves or people we know, disrupts the 
continuous stream of our lived experience, and in doing so, emphasises not only our temporality but also 
our finiteness” (Pardington et al., 2016, p. 160). Looking at her images, particularly her still life 
photographs, it is possible to see this ‘emphasis of finiteness’. They are luxurious and beautiful and contain 
many symbolic objects pertaining to mortality. These works are highly referential of vanitas painting, 
something which Pardington hopes to revive through photography (Pardington, 2015, transcript). Her work 
is contemporary momento mori, a reminder of how life cannot exist without death. Her still life images 
present an array of strange yet familiar objects juxtaposed next to one another, ominous and uncanny. The 
objects are set against a dark backdrop, exaggerating any colour, in the case of figure 2 vivid shades of red 
are alluring but trigger thoughts of warning. An open pomegranate sits juicy and inviting, but placed next to 
washed up Ihumoana (bluebottles) seems fleshy and in danger. Pardington#s use of beauty is a way of 
"sugaring the pill” of mortality and is a clever technique that allows her to "get information into people or 
open them up to information they might otherwise avoid or be disinterested in” (Pardington, personal 
communication, June 20, 2019). 
 
 
Figure 7 
My Mothers Roses, Pomegranates and Silver Platter of Ihumoana, Ripiro Beach (Pardington, 2013) 
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Maisie Cousins 
 
 
Maisie Cousins, an artist from the UK,  deeply engages the senses in her photographs and presents “the 
body as a landscape for desire and, just as often, disgust.” (Kraft, 2019, para 3). Her visceral images 
emphasise the sticky nature of our bodies, which ooze and leak. In an interview Cousins (2017) explained, 
 

you can’t help but look at my images and hopefully, feel confronted by something. We all produce 
and emit things. We’re made to look like these hard objects but we’re soft. Our bodies are living, 
breathing, slimy entities… They’re not polite objects (last para). 
 

Cousins’ images marry together photography and Julia Kristeva’s ideas of abjection. As discussed earlier in 
this exegesis, Kristeva theorises that for our survival we have to separate ourselves from the abject and 
anything that symbolises it. 
 
 
Figures 8 & 9 
Images from ‘Grass, Peonie, Bum’ (Cousins, 2017) 
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The photographs from Cousins’ series Grass, Peonie, Bum are made up of closely cropped portraits, bright 
colours and seductive textures. Her work is presented larger than life, distorting any notion of scale and 
ensuring that the “decay is palpable” (Kraft, 2019, para 5). Cousins’ images are the best combination of 
unsettling and desirable and she is an important influence for this research. When looking at her images, I 
become aware of their flesh and physicality. However, for me these images do not install a bodily fear (as 
would be expected by abjection), rather they drive a curiosity and desire to touch and squeeze; to think 
about our reality; clammy and alive, yet never far from decay. It is not easy to portray something 
unappealing in a medium entrenched in aesthetics. In my opinion Maisie Cousins’ has a real mastery for 
making the disgusting look good.  

! !
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CHAPTER 5: REDFLOWERS 
 
 
My research project was influenced by an earlier series of photographs created in 2020, which formed the 
initial exploration for my Master of Creative Practice. This body of work focused on the writings of Julia 
Kristeva and themes of abjection. Then, as now, I was fascinated by our bodies which simultaneously 
enable us and limit us. We are bound to these physical living forms which are inevitably our downfall.  
 
The series Redflowers was the outcome of this initial project. These images resulted from my first foray into 
abjection and the body within photography. The series included a moving image work titled Untitled 
(Squeezed) which was presented alongside the still images. The result was dynamic and led to further 
exploration of both mediums situated together, as seen in my final selection of works in 2022. 
 
 
Figure 10 
Cob (Locke, 2020) 

 
 
 
!  
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Figures 11 & 12 
Still taken from Untitled (Squeezed), and an installation view from Redflowers (Locke, 2020) 
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CHAPTER 6: METHODOLOGIES!
 
 
Practice-based Research and Auto-ethnography 
 
I chose to approach this project using the methodologies of practice-based research and auto-
ethnography. I have chosen practice-based research as a methodology because in order to explore how 
photographic images can provoke an embodied experience, the images themselves become an 
imperative part of the knowledge generated. Without experiencing my exhibition of physical 
photographs, the research cannot be fully realised or understood (Candy & Edmonds, 2018). Candy and 
Edmonds sum this up well: “A basic principle of practice-based research is that not only is practice 
embedded in the research process but research questions arise from the process of practice, the 
answers to which are directed toward enlightening and enhancing practice” (2018, p. 63). In creative 
arts research there is emphasis placed on the creative process and the artefacts created hold key 
understandings to the results, “stated simply, practice-based research is an original investigation 
undertaken in order to gain new knowledge, partly by means of practice and the outcomes of that 
practice” (Candy & Edmonds, 2018, p. 63). My images are a source of learning for me, as I reflect on 
their success in the context of this research. 
 
Auto-ethnographic methods arose in response to critiques of positivism (Leavy, 2015). Auto-
ethnography is “a method for exploring, understanding, and writing from, through and with personal 
experiences in relation to and in the context of the experience of others” (Adams et al., 2014, pp. 22-
23). Adams et al. (2014) state that auto-ethnographic research: 
 

$ “Uses a researcher’s personal experience to describe and critique cultural beliefs, practices 
and experiences. 

$ Acknowledges and values a researcher’s relationships with others. 
$ Uses deep and careful self-reflection - typically referred to as “reflexivity” - to name and 

interrogate the intersections between self and society, the particular and the general, the 
personal and the political. 

$ Shows “people in the process of figuring out what to do, how to live, and the meaning of 
their struggles.” 

$ Balances intellectual and methodological rigour, emotion and creativity. 
$ Strives for social justice and to make life better.” (pp. 1-2) 

 
Auto-ethnography is appropriate for my research because this project stems from a personal epiphany 
about my own mortality. My ideas of mortality are valuable insights into a ‘cultural norm’ and therefore 
viable as data. Also, auto-ethnographic methods of research ensures the careful handling of sensitive 
issues, such as death, because the researcher participates in the research from a personal standpoint. 
This lessens the chance of harm, as in this case, I will not be an outside, objective observer as "this kind 
of research requires high levels of reflexivity and openness on the part of the researcher throughout the 
process” (Leavy, 2015, p. 39). 
 
As field work for this project, I conducted two focus groups where participants where asked to answer 
questions in response to some of my images. This allowed me to observe and share in the experiences 
and stories of others on mortality (Adams et al., 2014) and to understand how my images affected the 
participants. In the next sections some of these responses are discussed and some conclusions drawn 
from this ethnographic research. 
!  



 

  20 

Focus Group Responses 
 
 
When I first set out on this research, my plan was to conduct two in-person focus groups. These groups 
would be held in a space where I could hang a selection of my images for participants to view before 
answering questions in response to the images. There would be five participants at each group, which were 
inspired by the Death Café, being a safe and confidential space to discuss themes of death and dying, but in 
relation to photography. One focus group was recruited from PhotoForum NZ members and one focus 
group was from a community group who are practising a method of group psychotherapy. The PhotoForum 
NZ members were recruited because of their ability to discuss the nature of photographic images, and the 
community therapy group was surveyed in order to gain a possible variation in response. The participant 
criteria excluded anyone under the age of 18, people with self-disclosed mental distress and those for 
whom it may be morally offensive to discuss death. These exclusions were designed to minimise risks and 
take into account potential cultural and social sensitivities. However, due partly to the sudden and 
prolonged NZ-wide response to COVID-19, in August through to November 2021 it was necessary to adapt 
the focus groups and carry out two online surveys instead. Participants were able to view a PDF of the 
images and complete a questionnaire in their own time, at home. While this was an adaptation of the 
methodology design, I received some insightful responses to my photographs and to the questions. 
 
 
Figures 13-16 
Images sent to research participants in Focus Group 1 
 

 



 

  21 

In the first survey, the participants were sent a PDF file of the above four images. They were asked to spend 
some time looking at them before answering the following questions: 
 

1. How often do you go to exhibitions? 
2. What is the most memorable exhibition you have been to and why? 
3. Do you remember a time when a photograph has impacted the way you feel or think, and can 

you describe this moment? 
4. How do the four images supplied for this survey make you feel? What thoughts arise as you 

view them? 
5. What do these images remind you of? 
6. Do these images make you think about life and death? If yes, how? If no, in your opinion what 

could be included which might provoke this response? 
7. Have you ever had an experience which made you think about your mortality? If you are 

comfortable describing this experience please write a short paragraph about it. 
 
Interestingly, some common answers occurred. Two participants were a little confused by the imagery. 
Participant one answered “not a lot” to question 5 (personal communication, August 21, 2021) and 
participant four stated, “I couldn’t make ‘sense’ of the photos. If I hadn’t known this was going to be about 
death, I would have wondered – is it about environmental pollution’s effects (on animals). As for the two 
girls, what was that about?” (personal communication, August 9, 2021). The photograph of the girls was 
commonly interpreted as a dance and all participants were unsure of its place in the sequence. Participant 
three mentions they were “uncertain how I feel about this photo, as I mostly reacted to it in relation to the 
one before” (personal communication, August 17, 2021) and participant two says “all the images highlight 
to me the fragility of life and in some that it is possibly extinguished. Though the girls less so” (personal 
communication, August 21, 2021). This insight is helpful for me in choosing my final images for exhibition - 
clearly the photograph of the girls is not representing mortality as I had hoped, and needs more work.  
 
In contrast, the image of the mouths through the red fabric aroused interesting feedback. In response to 
question 4, participants two and three both said the photograph made them feel alarmed, repulsed or 
squeamish. Participant three said that it reminded them of “the uncomfortable combination of the erotic 
and death”, which was my intention (personal communication, August 17, 2021).  
 
For the second survey, I excluded the image of the girls and added in three new images. These were the 
new images supplied to the participants in the second group: 
 
 
Figures 17-19 
New images sent to research participants in Focus Group 2 
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In this survey I combined questions 4 and 5 as they seemed to yield similar answers and were repetitive. 
Participant six noted that "the images of the human limbs are a healthy pink, not the pallid colour of death” 
(personal communication, October 13, 2021). They also said that “the images seem posed to me, and 
therefore not real. Of course they allude to death, but they#re set up” (personal communication, October 
13, 2021). This is a fascinating point to make, because of course they are mostly set up, as this is my 
preference for image making. On the contrary, participant five was relieved to know the models are alive,  
 

in presuming that the human models are living, I get a sense of relief knowing this is all to make us 
think about death, rather than actually show it to us. I think about the way in which we don#t really 
know what death looks like. Less in the sense of the appearance of a corpse and more in that 
embodied understanding. We can#t imagine our death, at least not really. We can wonder about it, 
but we can#t see what it looks like or feel it. I guess that#s what these images do for me, they make 
me imagine seeing and feeling death. Despite my feelings of disgust or cold or horror or concern, 
they have a cathartic effect in that I know I can engage with the subject of mortality, but mentally 
%walk away!#from it when I want to. At least for now (personal communication, October 11, 2021). 

 
This response is very perceptive of my work and I consider it a success that these feelings were carried 
through my images. 
 
In answer to question 6, participant seven expressed, “I#m very much about reading images within a 
context, either exhibition, text or in a series in some way or book form”, (personal communication, October 
23, 2021) suggesting that this would give the images I provided in the survey more cohesion which would 
help to move viewers towards thoughts of death and dying. This was an echo of an answer given from 
participant four in the first survey group. In my final exhibition, the images will be hung in a considered 
sequence, and I will include accompanying poems. The gallery environment will provide the images with 
more context and will eliminate the stagnant feel of viewing each image individually through a screen, 
online. 
 
For me, the most interesting observation across both surveys was that each participant openly and 
honestly answered question 7. I thought that people may have had reservations about sharing their own 
experiences of mortality, but it seems that when invited, people want to share these experiences. It is also 
fascinating to get insight into the different readings of the images, which were sometimes ideas I had not 
considered when taking the photograph. More than one participant associated the image of the octopi with 
climate change and pollution and the effect it has on wildlife.!
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CHAPTER 7: HARBINGER!
 

 
I like watching you, 
Always moving, never still. 
Some day you will be. 
 

 
My work is a slow burn. Some people might find it boring. It is impossible to know how others will respond 
to this exhibition. I made my final selection of pieces through constant critique with my supervision team 
and by taking on board some of the responses within the online survey groups. For example, I switched out 
the image of the decomposing choko for a stronger, less obvious image of some pizza being eaten by slugs. 
As well as this, my image of the two girls draped over one another was confusing to participants of the 
survey groups. This lead me to conduct a reshoot, in which I also opted to take some video footage. The 
moving image captures the weight of mortality and is more poignant than my still images from this shoot, 
so I am choosing to show the video in place of an image.  In Still Moving, Jean Ma (2008) writes “just as 
photography severs a momentary fragment of the past from the continuum of time in order to preserve it 
within a frozen image, so cinema displaces and reassembles durational segments of the past in its stream of 
images” (p. 99). I have also chosen to include a moving image piece of some flies buzzing around a blank 
wall. These flies inspired my first haiku poem and give a sense of monotony and existential crisis. I think the 
combination of still and moving image creates a strong dynamic and plays into “the persistent perception 
of both photography and cinema as haunted media” (Ma, 2008, p. 100). 
 
In an external critique session, it was suggested that I incorporate my haiku poems in the exhibition, in a 
way that does not connect specific haiku with specific images. I may intersperse haiku printed onto the wall 
with the printed images, or I may print the haiku onto delicate paper and create a pile of pages so that the 
viewers have a choice about whether to pick up the text works and relate back and forth between the text 
in their hands and the images on the wall. I think this will be more successful than opting to have an 
accompanying book, as the poems remain transient and do not get overtaken by the physical object. It was 
also put forward that I hang my images as large prints on the wall, rather than framing them. This may also 
add to the ephemerality of the works so the images are not dominated by black box frames as I had initially 
proposed. 
 
Below are thumbnails of the final works which will accompany this thesis, and some installation shots of 
the gallery set up. 
 
Figures 20-24 
Harbinger (Locke, 2020-2022) 
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Figures 24-26 
Installation views of Harbinger (Locke, 2020-2022) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
In my final works I can see all aspects of the research I have undertaken in this project. Fragmented body 
parts that do not belong to a whole evoke an uncanny sensation and slimy, decaying textures encapsulate 
abjection. The process of putting this work together has been cathartic and has helped me make new 
meaning of my mortality, and of the mortality of those around me. I am pleased with the development of 
this series and I am looking forward to showcasing it in an exhibition. I hope that someone viewing my work 
will be struck by a small detail, a punctum that will haunt them beyond the bounded walls of the gallery; 
perhaps in a dream or in an instant sliced out of time by its uncanny resemblance to one of my images, like 
déjà vu. The punctum for me is the rat’s little paws - how they look like my own fingers. I think about them 
all the time.  
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSIONS 
 
 

Denial does not remove the problem of death – it merely buries it. This can lead not only to an 
intractable and inflexible worldview, but collective neuroticism – all in the service of creating an 
effective psychological barrier against reality. Yet for those with courage and clear-sightedness, facing 
up to our common destinies can mark a kind of rebirth. As Camus wrote: ‘Face up to death. Thereafter 
anything is possible.’ 

— Tim Lott, The Worm at the Core: On the Role of Death in Life – review 
 

 
Photography, and photographers, have a longstanding relationship with death. As a medium, 
photography’s dependency on time and its indexical nature, intrinsically connect it to our mortality. 
Thinking about photography in this way has had an impact on my practice. Each new image I make is 
somewhat a meditation on ephemerality, and adds to a fragmented collection of memories that will exist 
beyond me. 
 
Whilst the impact of COVID-19, made it difficult to facilitate discussions in person, the online surveys that 
were completed show that it is possible to provoke thoughts of death through some of my photographs. By 
overtly drawing attention to the relationship between mortality and photography I was able to gain 
responses from the participants as to which of my works prompted a greater awareness of mortality and 
some reasons why. Participant answers varied widely, but each participant gave helpful and honest 
answers to the questions provided, allowing some insight into how an audience might perceive my images. 
 
As I delved into this project, it also became clear that the death positive movement is growing, as is the 
popularity of the Death Café with a monthly event now held at the Auckland Art Gallery. People want to 
talk about death. This is highlighted in the focus group, with every participant including a descriptive 
answer to question 7, ‘have you ever had an experience which made you think about your mortality?’ 
 
The writings of Barthes and Schwenger draw our attention to the fact that photographs are like uncanny 
hallucinations which carry forward the images of mortal beings beyond their lifetimes. My own research 
explores how an exhibition of uncanny and abject imagery can create healthy discussions around mortality. 
It is difficult to anticipate how an audience will react to an image. Joel-Peter Witkin and Sally Mann use the 
photography of corpses to shock audiences and to inescapably foreground death. Photographers Fiona 
Pardington and Maisie Cousins use symbols and metaphor to represent momento mori. My image making 
is more in line with this approach. This leaves more space for mis-reading the image but also allows the 
viewer to add to the image, to be stung by a punctum without pre-empting it.  
 
 
 
 
!  
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