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From a young age we are all exposed and become witness to mortality in some form, whether that be wilting flowers on the kitchen counter, a glance of a dead pheasant on the roadside, or even the death of a family member; it is something that is “natural, undeniable, and inevitable” (Freud, 1915, pg.16). Despite being a part of daily life, death is something that as a human race, we generally find difficult to accept and comprehend, especially in an age where technology is becoming highly advanced and new knowledge is being gained continuously, there is a “greater need for understanding of and coping with the problems of death and dying.” (Kübler-Ross, 1969, pg.5). “Our existence is forever shadowed by the knowledge that we will grow, blossom, and, inevitably, diminish and die.” (Yalom, 2008, pg.1) leading to many individuals having anxieties surrounding the idea of death and causing them to live their life in avoidance of mortality, however “it is only in the face of death that a man’s self is born” (St Augustine, n.d.) suggesting that to truly live life to the fullest, one must confront and accept the concept of death. In this essay I wish to explore several topics that I feel relate very closely with death and look at different artists that use these as subject to their work, highlighting how mortality isn’t a linear thing and although “It’s not easy to live every moment wholly aware of death” (Yalom, 2008, pg.5), it is something that can be expressed creatively and accepted more widely.
 
SEX
“Sex and death are twins” (Becker, 1973, pg.163), one simply cannot occur without the other; sex inevitably leads to death and the fear of death drives the human instinct for self -preservation via reproduction; Sigmund Freud establishing “a sharp antithesis between the ‘ego-instincts’ and the sexual instincts, the former impelling towards death and the latter towards the preservation of life” (1920, pg.35). This connection between the two very opposing acts can be highlighted by the existence of semelparous species; these are species of animal that are characterised by dying after one single reproductive episode, solidifying that purpose of reproduction is often due to the need for self-preservation or preservation of a species. Another example of sex leading to death can be seen in “the biblical account of the ending of paradise, when the discovery of sex brings death onto the world” (Becker, 1973, pg.162). As well as being seen as a method of reproduction and in turn self-preservation, sex is also a highly important aspect of human life, Sigmund Freud even developing the theory that human personality is formed within the “psychosexual stages” (n.d). Freud also believed “that life was built around tension and pleasure” and that “all tension was due to the build-up of libido (sexual energy) and that all pleasure came from its discharge” (simply psychology, 2023). Having such strong links with pleasure allows sex to become something very present in many people’s lives, similar to death in that way, just linked to a different set of emotions, meaning that sex is a “force that is so vital it can, at least temporarily, push death off the stage of your mind” (Yalom, 2008, pg.208), suggesting that the two aspects of life have to almost compete with one another within one’s mind.
       Robert Mapplethorpe was a queer photographer who widely explored themes of sex, sexuality and gender in his work creating controversial pieces that are simultaneously arresting and beautiful. “Mapplethorpe crystallizes the utmost investment of sexual drives in people and things”, often drawing upon his own experiences adding an intimate, more personal feel to images that are so bold: “I submit to the subject. I go with it, relating personally to the one I am photographing… I do not photograph things I’ve not been involved with myself” (Mapplethorpe, n.d.). Through the use of his refined and controlled style when capturing graphic images of genitals and sexual acts, Mapplethorpe is able to capture the viewer, but in a different way than if they were to be viewing pornography, more so in a way that they can appreciate the beauty of the subject (see figure. 1): “In Mapplethorpe’s sadomasochistic scenes, the statuary quality and the compositional meaning continue to dominate, because his aim is to show the serene and refined nature of eroticism rather than pornographic aggressivity.” (Celant, 1992, pg.40)
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 Figure. 1 – ‘Champagne’ (Mapplethorpe, 1977)

Figure 1 depicts a nude male figure from the waist down, who is urinating into champagne glass, the contradiction between the relatively high-class connotations usually associated with champagne and those who drink it, and the stark sexual imagery makes for an interesting composition. By depicting something so blatantly sexual alongside the champagne glass it changes the context in which the audience may view such an erotic act, presenting it as something that would be as desirable as a glass of champagne. The sophisticated use of composition and lighting also creates a very clean and professional feel to the image, creating a great separation from something that one may find in a pornography magazine for example, allowing one to associate a sense of beauty with a subject that may have previously been seen as taboo and disgusting. Another way in which Mapplethorpe has projected beauty onto the theme of sex is through his depictions of flowers (see figure.2).
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Figure.2 – Calla Lily (Mapplethorpe, 1988)

The delicate imagery of the flowers greatly contrasts Mapplethorpe’s more aggressively explicit images, however they feel no less sexual in their nature and still create an erotic sense due to their curves and contours becoming almost phallic in some areas. “Frail and swollen, they are actually bodies that are lusted for, almost forbidden flesh. They offer themselves as carnal objects, manifestations of a profound sensuality.” (Celant, 1992, pg.42).  The way in which Mapplethorpe has photographed these images is no different to how he would capture a human, allowing the flowers to feel flesh like, suggesting different aspects of the human form through its shape, allowing a sense of desire to arise from the image, that of an erotic nature. Mapplethorpe himself has also commented on the similarities between the human body and his flowers, stating “My approach to photographing a flower is not much different than photographing a cock. Basically it’s the same thing.” (1992, pg.43). Generally, flowers have a much shorter life span than humans, which adds almost a sense of urgency to the images, as you get the sense that they had to be captured in that one moment where they were pristine before they began to deteriorate and die, once again relating sex with the idea of death.

DETERIORATION
As soon as one is born, one begins the process of dying; deteriorating from the form in which they possessed at birth. “The persistent will to live is only one more fleeting form” (Schopenhauer, 1819, pg.332) highlighting the brief nature of life itself as “the human individual finds himself in endless space and time as finite, and consequently as a vanishing quantity compared to these… His real existence is only in the present, whose unimpeded flight into the past is a constant transition into death, a constant dying” (Schopenhauer, 1819, pg.311). Deterioration is something that is constant in one’s life, eventually leading to death. There can be reminders of this during an individual’s lifetime; for example, health issues or your hair turning grey, however it is usually something we as humans try to supress for as long as possible. Even as infants, we attempt to ignore the permanence of death as it is very rare for young children to be surrounded by such a strong sense of loss at a young age as death “is not a permanent fact for a three-to-five-year-old it is as temporary as burying a flower bulb into the soil in the fall to have it come up again the following spring” (Kübler-Ross, 1969, pg. 158). This once again confirms the general human response to ignore and forget about our constant deterioration, in turn relating back to the idea of death anxiety as “To the unconscious mind, death is never possible in regard to ourselves” (Kübler-Ross, 1969, pg.5). However, deterioration is something that almost prepares us for death as different factors give different indications of how an individual is doing, which may allow one to accept death more readily, allowing us to go back to the form in which we were prior to birth “Death reunites us with ourselves” (Sartre, 1943, pg.115)
              One piece of art that highlights deterioration and the fleeting nature of life I general is ‘Can’t Help Myself’ by artist due Sun Yuan and Peng Yu (see figure.3).
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Figure 3- ‘Cant Help Myself’ (Yuan and Yu, 2016)

 This piece was commissioned for the Guggenheim Museum and consisted of a robot in a clear box surrounded red liquid that it was programmed to scrape up and clean. Yuan and Yu had programmed the robot fitting software and sensors that meant it could tell when the liquid went outside the designated space, causing the robot to then scrape it back to contain it. When programming the series of 32 movements for the robot, Yuan and Yu decided to give them names of actions that humans carry out in order to almost personify the object. When the piece was installed in 2016, its movements were concise and effective at keeping the red liquid contained and mess to a minimum, however as time went on, the machine began to slow down, its movements becoming laboured and its surroundings dirtier. By 2019, the robot was no longer able to move the way it should, becoming covered in the liquid it was tasked with containing, the deterioration of this form was highly evident leading to Yuan and Yu entering the Guggenheim to unplug their creation, ultimately leading to its ‘death’. This piece highlights how everything has its limits and due to the fact it was watched constantly for three years it allowed the deterioration of its form and mechanics to be observed closely. However no matter how hard the robot tried to continue out its function, it became unable to do so showing how there is always a limit to ones life.

SILENCED
Peoples voices and opinions are one of the things that are able to be expressed no matter what; allowing individuals to speak up about different issues in society, however when one dies their voice no longer exists and they become ‘silenced’. In particular I want to relate silencing to the AIDS Epidemic that occurred in the 1980’s to early 90’s, as at the time death was something almost everyone was experiencing on a much larger scale than ever before and yet activists were still being shunned for trying to raise awareness. In 1990 a documentary was released called ‘Silence = Death’ by Rosa von Praunheim, in which victims of AIDS and activists spoke up about their experiences with encountering the disease, several performance art and video pieces were included. Among the interviewees in the documentary was David Wojnarowcz: a mixed media artist and later an AIDS activist, who created work generally based around themes of sex, loss, ad was often inspired by different movements. A piece of his I want to focus on particularly is video titled ‘A Fire In My Belly’ (1986-87) which is an unfinished piece, a version of which was included in ‘Silence=Death’ (Praunheim, 1990). ‘A Fire In My Belly’ consists of many different clips that relate to injustices around the world, lots of the clips are unsettling in nature, for example insects crawling over a crucifix, coins falling into bandaged hands, blood trickling from puncture wounds. One image in particular depicts the mouth of Wojnarowcz being sewn shut with red twine (see figure.4), causing blood to trickle down his face. 
[image: A picture containing human face, person, clothing, jaw

Description automatically generated]
Figure.4 – David Wojnarowicz with his lips sewn together in a poster for ‘Silence=Death’ (1990)

Mouth sewing is a method of protesting which has been used in many places across the world and involves stitching one’s mouth shut and has been used to protest against refugee rights and environmental issues amongst other things and has also been used as a a form of bodily mutilation in some communities. “The mouth is for speaking. But how do you speak if no one’s listening, how do you speak if your voice is prohibited or no one understands your tongue?’ (2021, pg.99) Olivia Liang questions when speaking on the topic of migrants sewing their mouths shut, it suggests that to be listened to one must shock and get the attention. Over the top of the video clips Wojnarowicz read out some of his writings, standing strong and speaking with passion he expressed his views on the AIDS crisis and stated that “I will not be polite and die like a martyr and make your experience of my social death a quiet and polite thing.” Showing how even though in death he will be silenced; he won’t go in a quiet way and will continue to stand for what he believes in until the very end. During his interview for ‘Silence=Death’ Wojnarowicz said “When I received the diagnosis that I had the virus, it didn’t take me too long to realise that id contracted a diseased society aswell’ going on to speak about death, saying “What I think I really fear about death is the silencing of my voice”. Here Wojnarowicz shows an awareness that with death comes silence a finite end to his ability to contribute to the earth and a limit to what he can say “mortal represents the present being which I am for the other; dead represents the future meaning of my actual for itself for the other. We are therefore dealing with a permanent limit of my projects; and such this limit is to be assumed” (Sartre, 1943, pg.547). Maybe it was Wojnarowicz awareness that he was ill or the amount of death that surrounded him at the time, but his words were extremely powerful and suggested that he had almost accepted death “confronting death need not result in despair that strips away all purpose in life. On the contrary, it can be an awakening experience to a fuller life” (Yalom, 2008, pg.7)

After exploring the three keywords in relation to my overarching theme of death and mortality, I have been able to pinpoint where the main relationships between them are. For example, there was a strong connection between death and sex, maybe more so than the other two, which has led me to be intrigued by this and want to potentially explore this further by questioning ‘How is death accepted within sex and is sex explored to be the beginning of the end?’. As well as just exploring sex and death, I would like to link gender into this too as I feel there could be some interesting connections formed between the three topics. I also wish to explore death further as an individual looking at how it can be more widely accepted as a whole.
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