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[bookmark: _Toc184906401]Abstract 
	The methodologies employed in the following thesis steam from the semiotics theory of analysing photograph, and an investigation of sociological concepts impact the representation of death within still life photography. The overall objective was to present the theories that impact my practice as a still life photographer, evaluating the relevance that the objects have in conveying meaning right from the photographing through to postproduction outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc184906402]Introduction
Throughout this thesis the representations of death in still life photography are paramount in exploring how photographs provide a platform to express ones cultural identity, specifically how symbolic representations express the complex structures formed in a society, and how these complexities influence the way a photograph is both created and received. Photographically chapter one explores death representations in the literal sense through Karen Inghams still life photographs of a mortuary. The aim of this exploration is to investigate the importance of sign significance as outlined by both Sonesson and Peirce, arguing that photographs representing cultural identities are not unintentional, but rather are intentional reflections of ‘oneself’ within the boundaries that society places on sharing photographs about death. 
Taking these foundations, chapter two shifts from the significance of representations, and placing a greater emphasis on the communication that signs have in displaying ones cultural identity. To better understand the value of photography as a non-verbal communicator, there is a case study through photographer Daniela Constantini, and how her work represents death in the living sense of losing parts of oneself through growing up and changing cultures. While her work in the first instance looks at death in this sense, other individuals will interpretate the symbolisms differently, based on their own cultural experiences, exemplifying Barthes concept of photography as a Metalanguage. 
In the final chapter the representations of death as a cultural indicator are explored through the still life practice of Memento Mori, with a key focus on the  material based Vanitas project conducted by photograph Joseph Gamble. In conjunction with sociological theories such as those presented by Bourdieu and Taylor, is to understand how important material access and understanding are in rhe representation of death as a cultural signifier, and how those from one class will navigate presenting death better than those from another. In summation the thesis should analyse how the portrayal of death in photography are not merely artistic expressions but are essential in understanding how cultural identity effects the photographers production and what the spectator gains from viewing the work.  

[bookmark: _Toc184906403]Chapter one
The intention of this chapter is to explore how death representations in photographs, through sign significance, are intentionally coded messages that are indicative of one’s culture. In the semiotic theory it explores the idea that every photograph inherently embodies a ‘sign’ of cultural identity, regardless of what it represents, because both society and photography were created by humans, and will consequently have traces of the other, making cultural identity an unavoidable reflection. Jacques Derrida reflects upon this notion by writing  “…distinctive characteristics that have always been attributed to man and the entire system of significations that they imply” (1997, p.9). The argument conveyed here is that humans will leave habitual traces that will naturally be presented in a photograph that indicates their interaction with the culture they are in. This is because cultures are created by the collective ‘voice’, that develops norms, and the greater an individual support of these views, the more indicators  arise. In terms of photography a culture would establish what was the most fashionable in terms of subject matter, material output and equipment, and the more the photographer supported these norms the more apparent their relationship with society would be indicated. In summary, death represented in a photograph would be classed as subject matter, and therefore the societies traditions around grief and expressing mortality would be indicative of one’s cultural identity. 
A parallel concept was studied in sociology, which stated that cultural indicators are unavoidable due to the volume of traditions surrounding death that change frequently, forcing an individual to supress them into the unconscious mind to be processed and then later used within photography as symbols. Larry Ray specified “… of repressed optical experience and the image, like the phantasmagoria of capitalism, bypassed the conscious mind to appeal to the unconscious” (2020, p.7). Ray reflects that the political and economic landscapes changes so rapidly that a culture would inevitably need to change its norms to keep up, and the impact on the individual is that they cannot comprehend all societal standards, resulting in them being repressed and manifesting through symbols in a photograph. Ray’s theory like Derrida’s, reflects that photographs representing death will inevitably present cultural identity due to the way a society is structured, but the arguments differ as Ray claims that the individual has no choice but to indicate their culture due to the vast number of ways any given society navigates mortality. 
However, while these theories outline how cultural identity is expressed through representations in a photograph, the notion of it being a natural occurrence undervalues the relevance of signs, highlighting the need to focus on sign significance. Goran Sonesson stated that representations in a photograph could only be established through a “perpetual reality’”, whereby the value placed within the signs will produce the indicator (1989, p.48). Sonesson’s concept suggests photographs representing death could indicate cultural identity if the individual was actively applying cultural norms against the signs presented. Overall, his arguments do not completely diminish the aforementioned theories, but rather seek for a more detailed understanding of how important signs are in delivering both the intended subject matter, such as death, and the indicated one like cultural identity.  
	Charles Sanders Peirce created a three-part concept that examined the significance that representations have in conveying cultural identity within the photographic medium. In the first mode he describes an Icon is when a sign is holding the representation from the signifier, an Index is when a sign would lose meaning if the object were altered, and a Symbol is when the interpreter is not putting the message together (Hoopes, 1991). This three-part concept suggests that anything can be representative of another concept or form because there has to be a starting point for meaning to be derived or it would simply exist in space. In this case a photograph that is representative of death could be indicative of cultural identity because the creator would need some pre-conceived concept of how to share and process death, which each culture would have their own expressions that could act as a guidance. Therefore, the role of a photograph as an icon is the physical construct, which morphs into an index through the influence that it has on the spectator and in its final form, as a symbol, it would be about the duality of the process that the photographer had learnt but also about what the spectator had understood. At each stage there is only significance to a photograph if either the photograph, photographer or the spectator placed value back onto it, otherwise it would simply just exist.  It is also worth noting that as the icon reflects upon the physical nature of a photograph, it could be comparable to the sociological concepts later explored by Bourdieu and Taylor in chapter three. 
	Each of these theories agree that symbols will appear in a photograph and that such signs are necessary to the understanding and curation of artwork. However, some of these theories provide an expansion on this base notion, by reflecting on how the value placed on a sign will determine where the message is derived from. Applying these theories, it could be argued that by exploring representations of mortality in photography, indications of the way an individual navigates or interacts with a society may emerge, thus presenting the concept of cultural identity. For example, in eastern cultures death representations were expressed through the shift of letting go of human importance and replaced by what after life might be like, but in western cultures more literal depiction of skeletal figures would be used as representations (Lupkas 2022). This broad exploration of death symbolisms in a range of time and cultural periods reflects how the norms set within a society will often dictate how an individual expresses themselves in artworks. Lupkas’s investigation leads to the conclusion that death representations are cultural indicators because an individual exists in a society, and that society defines how it should deal with death, thus shaping the individual’s portrayal of death in a photograph. 
	While the following argument offers the value of death representations in indicating cultural identity, it again demands a need to understand the role and purpose of symbolisms, and how each cultures  traditions surrounding morality has a significant impact on the way an individual expresses their navigation of death through photography. Luca Tateo phrased the cultural impact as “affective logic”, in which the symbolisms employed by a photographer represent a balance between navigating grief and adhering to the internalised cultural norms, resulting in an emphasis not on the ‘who’ of loss but rather the ‘next’ (2018, p.473). This argument proposes the concept that death symbolisms in photography are about an objective not subjective process. Applying Tateo’s theory to the argument of sign significance, it is apparent that the culture is what sets the role of the symbol and its value not the photographer. 
[image: ]	The concept that photographs representing death can be indicative of one’s cultural identity, was explored in Karen Inghams’ Death’s witness photobook. Figure one features a medically sterile room, indicated by the lack  of objects strewn about, symbolising that this environment needs cleanness and control. The camera is taken on the same level as the examination table, forcing the eyes to focus on the absence of clear indicators of death. A sink at the table’s foot adds to the symbolic messages conveying the importance of a clean environment. The absence of a physical body or a clear symbolic depiction of death exemplifies Tateo’s ‘affective logic’ theory since the photograph emphasises the existence of a space beyond the event of death.  Fig.1: Post-mortem III.

Contextually Ingham gained access to a mortuary to produce works such as figure 1, reinforcing that this is a body of work that photographically explores death. Death’s Witness was a exploration of the semiotic significance of death in photographs. Whether captured through still-life or portraiture, the works usually lead back to conveying messages of death. Ingham wrote  “Yet death is not finite, but leaves its own traces, through the genetic coding in our DNA” (2000). In her observations she claims that death is almost the ultimate support to the semiotic argument, because all the genetic coding of an individual will be deconstructed and repurposed into the world beyond them, almost like the space existing beyond the body in the mortuary. In summery her arguments both emphasise Derrida’s and Ray’s concept of inevitable coding, while also illustrating the importance of sign significance as reflected by Sonesson and Peirce. 
[image: A close-up of a bucket of shredded

Description automatically generated]The mortuary setting of exploring death in still life photography was also employed in Clare Strand’s photography. Figure 2 depicts a blue box, with a yellow bag lining it which is filled with a load of shredded paper. As a standalone the photograph would just be this representation, however with the title which reads ‘Bin with shredded Tax Bills. For Filling body cavities’, it emphasises that this is a body of work exploring death. The argument presented here is that a photograph only is a representative of it original subject matter if the context alludes to it. Overall, figure 2 demonstrates that a photograph representing death is only significant if the context initiates the thought process, and the information would provide a cultural reference from which the spectator could formulate an idea of the creator’s link to that society. Fig.2: Bin with shredded Tax Bills. For Filling body cavities 

Looking at both figure 1 and 2 they represent death through examination of the spaces and processes used to deal with the body post event, which illustrates the “shell theory”. Thomas Lynch outlined shell theory as a society being responsible for the processing of the body, so that the individual dealing with the loss could establish a new reality (1995, P57). Lynch’s argument is that a culture sets up the norms of processing the remain, like stuffing the body with shredded paper (fig.2), which allows the individual time to explore and process death in a range of ways. This concept focuses on the ‘what next’ after death, which is like Tateo’s theory of not who is dead but rather how one adjusts their reality. This summarises that the context or value placed on a sign is important in understanding how photographs representing death can be indicators of one’s cultural identity. However, what needs to establish next is the way the photographer transmits these messages to the spectator and the role a sign has in non-verbal discourses. 
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This chapter will investigate the function of signs as a form of delivering messages and meaning in a non-verbal manner, predominately exploring how, when combined with societal norms, individual interpretations will significantly impact the communication of cultural identities in photography. Charles Morris explored the concept of personal influences impacting the curation and understanding of cultural identities when he commented ‘…with all the psychological, biological, and sociological phenomena which occur in the functioning of signs’  (1955, P.108). In this he is reflecting that cultural identity is an amalgamation of both societal norms and biological or psychological processes, that only become apparent in photography through signs. Morris establishes that semiotics is fundamental to the way a photograph is comprehend, as its existence has to be an influence from a sociological and/or personal expression, as its creation would be impossible to come from nothing.  Discourse is thus  established by understanding that while common societal norms may be attributed to individuals, they will have different interpretations based off their emotions, genetic make-up and life perceptions creating a never ending communicator via common signs.
This idea of signs being fundamental to the construct of a photograph is further explored in sociology, through the premise that they provide individuals parameters of how a society should be represented. It is suggested that the more an individual conforms to the prevalent organisational systems placed in society the more cultural signifiers through signs will be apparent (M.I.Reed, 1992, pp. 154-155). This theory supports the belief that photographs are created based off of signs, but rather than considering them as a form of expression in connection to society it contends  with the idea of a framework that can be indicative of a historical or political moment. As a result, Reed’s arguments reflect that the communication is formed through the comparison of different boundaries set by different societies. 
[image: A group of fruit on a table

Description automatically generated]To have a better understanding of the concepts afore mentioned, it would be worth looking into the photographer Daniela Constantini’s practice, which tries to depict her shifting cultural identity from living in Mexico to her current location of Switzerland through still life photography. Constantini (2024) reflected that her photographic practice aimed the smell and memories of her childhood in Mexico through the symbolisms in fruit (fig.2), whilst also capturing the cultural significances such as paintings and architecture from Switzerland (fig.3). In this she confirms that her photographs hold key signs that are indicative of the cultures she has had access to, and that as she changes gathering more influences from society so does her practice. Morris’s argument is evident here since here because Constantini admits that she wants her photographs to be indicative of the relationship she has with each culture she has experienced. Therefore, exemplifying the idea that a sign is an inevitable outcome from the relationship that a curator has with the societal norms. 
Fig.2 depicts a colourful collection of fruits ranging from melons, peaches, plums, and strawberries. Additionally, there are a range of files scattered across all the fruits with a singular snail on the lower third of the photograph and a butterfly on the centre melon. Often fruit and flowers in art will symbolise wealth, youth, abundance, prosperity, and good health (E.Snow, 2021). Applying these notions to Fig.2 it could be argued that Constantini is utilizing the fruit and flowers to symbolise the carefree nature of her childhood in Mexico. Other major symbolic references come from insects which often represent decay and death but at times they can refer to regrowth (Minneapolis institute of art, 2022).  The butterfly, which is slightly  off centre in fig.2 represents this role that insects play in decay and then growth, as it was formerly a caterpillar that died then evolved into this new form. In summation Fig.1 may be symbolising her childhood, with a sense of a faded romanticized memory of the abundance and youth she had, whilst indicating through the notion of [image: A bottle of apple cider next to ginger and apples

Description automatically generated]regrowth how her cultural identity would evolve as seen in Fig.3.Fig.3: Still life 

Figure.3 also features fruit,  half an apple resting on another whole apple, and its  other half seen in the centre right of the image which sits on top of a whole ginger. Just below the ginger are cinnamon sticks, with another being on tucked behind the whole apple in the left of the photograph. The connotations from the varying fruit and flowers were established in fig.2, the significance of them in this photograph is the level of continuity established. It emphases to the spectator that while she has moved and her cultural identity has shifted, there will still be influences from her old culture too. The main object of the photograph a bottle of Swiss alcohol as the centre object, which is indicated both by the text and the flag depicted on the bottles label. This is a significant Swiss cultural indicator, as throughout history the water was not always hygiene to drink and at other points alcohol was a more readily non rationed drink available at sociable events (I. Leybold-Johnson, 2010).  The photograph could be conveying that the traces of Constantini’s Mexican culture will be inevitable in her practice, but that her main cultural influences steam from her current culture in Switzerland. Moreover, Reed’s boundary theory of symbolisms is illustrated by Constantini use of alcohol bottle which emphasizes the photograph as a representation of Swiss culture,  thus encouraging the spectator to investigate the historical and political contexts to better understand the influences on her cultural identity. Fig.4: Still life 

Although Constantini’s photographs narrate her cultural identity, the spectator will formulate their own messages from the symbols and signs presented. Beerens stated ‘the symbolisms within the depicted objects and subjects marks them as products of the impermanence of time.’ Sophie Breerens interpretations of Constantini’s is that they are works of memento mori (chapter three), which compenetrate on the human desire to pin memories so they are not lost to time (2020). Kampf provided another reflection on the symbolisms writing ‘the dark colours in the background give the image a depth and a touch of melancholy, but the bright colours in the fruit or clothing break with this’ (Constantini, 2024). His interpretations highlight that Constantini’s photographs do look into the darkness around life, but more from a positive perspective, in that there is always going to be something good from that darkness. Looking into both interpretations there are similarities draw from the symbolisms through the notion of sadness, however they both lead to different messages. This emphasizes the element in the semiotic theory that the symbolism established in a photograph will result in a range of messages being drawn, thus facilitating a system of non-verbal communication. 
Therefore, if it is determined that a photograph facilitates communication then this establishes the semiotic argument of signs and symbols producing a form of language. However, according to theorists like Roland Barthes the concept of language is not singular but rather a sequential occurrence. Barthes claimed that language in photographs was generated as a connotation where signs provide an illuded message or the denoted which allows for the signifiers to produce messages specific to the spectator, with the former never surpassing the latter (1986, 90-92). In this he argues that signs can be just representative of the meanings presented by the photographer, or they could result in a metalanguage [image: A diagram of a structure

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]whereby the spectator was able to draw their own meanings from the displayed signifiers.  Fig.4 is a diagram that Barthes created to illustrate this concept. It shows how connotations will always need the influence from the photographer to produce meaning, however the denoted system allows for the original meaning to by-passed and messages to be only driving from the spectator. In summery the message drawn from the photograph (real system) is either the reflection from the photographer or the ideas that steam from the spectator, and at times both. Fig.5: Roland Barthes diagram, p.93

Applying Barthes theory to the discussions in this chapter it can be argued that both Beerens and Kampf utilised the denoted system to draw meaning that went beyond the connotated system established in Constantini’s photographs. The connotated system supports Reed’s arguments because this system allows for different photographers within boundaries to create photographs indicative of their historical and political culture without the meaning being altered by the spectator. However, Morris’s arguments are more in line with the denotated system, as there is scope for the spectators own biological and psychological factors to influence their message whilst providing then the option to either just focus on the curators message or to find a middle message between both. Cultural identity thus is expressed in photographs through a discourse between the curator highlighting their cultural experiences and the spectator choosing to read it or offer their own interpretations which thus causes a non-liner conversing over a photograph.



[bookmark: _Toc184906405]Chapter Three
In this last chapter it will explore the importance of an individual’s access to materials and how it influences the semiotic expression of cultural identity in photography. The visual inquiry will be conducted through the still life practice of memento mori, and how the objects selected, and post-production techniques are indicative of this cultural identity in influencing the portrayal of death in photography. 
The argument that material access influences cultural identity stems predominately  from the idea that materiality is a measure of an individual’s interaction with dominant social views and actions, and the more access they have, the more they show their conformity to these norms set and thus provide more cultural representations in photographs. This notion was explored by Pierre Bourdieu who wrote ‘the practices engendered by the different habitus appear as systematic configurations of properties expressing the differences…’  (1996, P.170).  In other words, Bourdieu suggests that each class system will have a different way to access art, through materiality and understanding, which will be indicative of cultures based on how much economic, or social capital an individual has. Theses capitals act as unspoken guidelines for what they can use in the construction and postproduction of demonstrating their personal navigation of death through photography whilst respecting how their culture as a whole deal with it.  In summary Bourdieu’s arguments do not view cultural identity in terms of what they have but rather what they lack in comparison to another class, reflecting that the more capitals one possesses the more knowledge they will have about how to present their position within society and the norms of that culture . 
	While Bourdieu himself was not a Marxist, his theory of various capitals in relation to how an individual materialistically represents a culture is related to such notions. The Marxist view of cultural identity is that through different social class and group memberships an individual will gain capital tokens that give them more creditability in the art world. These cultural tokens are set by the intellects of the bourgeois society, who determine what is aesthetically relevant in relation to the politics and norms of a society within a particular time (R.Taylor, 1978, pp. 70-71). Taylor’s reasoning claims that only those of the middle to upper classes have a chance of expressing their identity, because they already have some economic and status capital that supports them in creating and interpretating art. Therefore, it is presented that in order for an individual to effectively articulate their interaction with death and that of their societies, they will require prior access to form a framework, and that the middle and upper classes have this baseline, allowing for an individual to understand the representations required in a photograph. Overall,  Bourdieu’s and Taylor’s argument are similar in the sense of capital, but Taylor rejects the concept that all classes have access to art to represent cultural identity in relation to death, highlighting that working class individuals have limited capitals to start so would struggle to even begin to understand the required framework and thus would be a cultural minority within photography.   
To illustrate these ideas, it would be worth considering  the art practice Memento Mori, which investigates the concept of representing death in the literal sense but also the passage of time and the impermanence of human existence. Originally this practice stemmed from the Latin phrase “remember you must die” where artists would photograph or paint portraits of the dead, or of significant items, to memorialise the life lived and the continuity of the world beyond death (Tate, 2017).  This demonstrates how the practice of Memento Mori depends on symbols to convey the concept of death regardless of it from the literal sense, cultural changes or of the passing of time. Furthermore, this definition reinforces Ingham’s view (chapter one) that death is the ultimate support to the semiotics theory, because this practice is reliant on how an individual expresses there personal and cultural relationship with the traces they leave behind in a photograph about mortality. However, the objects, clothing or style of production express Bourdieu’s and Taylor’s theories as the more capital tokens the individual has, provides them with more choices of how they represent both their navigation of these death themes but also indicative of their class, for the more informed they are of the importance of materiality in representing death in a photograph, the more knowledge they would have prior acquired. 
While Memento Mori as a practice uses meaningful personal objects to convey messages about mortality, the photographs will incorporate essential objects that will provide symbolisms that emphases the work in relation to the practice. Some examples include a skull representing the shortness of life, books symbolising both knowledge and power, and mirrors in relation to the reflection of ‘self’ including personal wealth (M.Bailey, 2021). Bailey’s  analyses emphases Taylor’s concept about how important it is for an individual to understand the practice they are working in to ensure that an appropriate cultural representation is transmitted. In essence, cultural identity is expressed in Memento Mori by the individual  balancing the required objects to symbolise it as a practice, whilst integrating personal objects that reflect their own experiences with death. 
An important photographic representation of this practice is evident in Joseph Gamble work called Vanitas Fair (figure three) which comprises of both still life and portraiture photographs which explore these themes of death in a very materialistic format. Each photograph was produced through the nineteenth-century practice of tintype, which is a method of printing a photograph onto a thin metal sheet (Gamble, 2024). The usage of tintype emphasizes that even in the materialistic production of photography there will be ways of creating a work that will be popular in one society or cultural time period, only to be then phased out by a new prevalence. Therefore, if this work was a printed photograph or shared on social media then the message would have been conveyed in a more ambiguous manner, however in this format Gamble really emphases how the work he is producing is an ode to the practice of Memento Mori and how the passing of time is enviable and that even a mechanical recording like photography cannot fix it to a halt. [image: A skull and a candle on a table

Description automatically generated]
Applying Bailey’s symbolsim breakdown to figure three, on the left is a lit candle that repsents the passing of time, a skull placed next to it, which is indicative of the shortness of exitance. Centre to right is some old fashioned weighing scales, with a mirror being balanced on one side which could be reflective of how short ones life is in time. Other narratives produced symbolise humanities desire to stop life from moving on by holding onto every small thing, but in reality, life will still continue and eventually nothing really matters. This is emphasized further by the fact that wights on the other side of the scales are unsuccessful in outweighing the mirror Fig.6: Joseph Gamble, Vanitas Fair, 2024

Gamble’s work also supports Bourdieu’s and Taylor’s arguments of access to knowledge and materiality in providing the initial creation and then receiving of photography. Through using the process of tintypes, it would require the need to learn the process, a darkroom, and the funds to gather the materials, which makes it a lengthy process. If Gamble had been from a lower class, he might not have had access to any part of making this form of photography, which thus suggests he is from a class that has already some access allowing him the chance to create the work.  Gamble’s photographs reinforce the notion that cultural identity is transmitted through the symbolisms presented in a photograph, but also emphases that materiality is significant in how direct of a manner that message is conveyed.
An examination of Gamble’s work, suggests materiality only effects a photograph through the state it leaves the spectator in. The semiotics argument of this is based on the concept of “ambiguity”, which states that the photographer symbolically uses common materials in order for the viewer to find fault with them when viewed in conjunction to the symbolisms presented in a photograph thus leading to a reorganisation of these signs to make sense to their reality (U.Eco, 1989, p.195). In sociology there is a parallel concept called “ambivalence”, written by Georg Simmel, which is the notion that the structure and organisations the materials used are indicative of the cultures norms but leave the spectator with a mixed desire to break free and create their own messages due to the juxtapositions made (K. Wolff, 1950, pp. 105-106). Both theories propose the idea that the role of materials in connection to the messages provided from a photograph is to cause confusion preventing passive viewing and forcing the spectator to consider the reality presented in the construction as well as the messages represented in a photograph. However, they differ as the semiotic view states that these confusions are intentional triggers from the photographer whereas sociology views it as an occurrence from cultural norms. In summary, both theories investigate cultural identity by examining how the signals created or understood lead to confusions resulting from the material used in post-production. 
[bookmark: _Toc184906406]Conclusion 
The semiotic and sociological methodologies employed in this thesis established that representations of death in photography would always be indicative of cultural identity, through the complex structing of norms and how an individual navigates them. In chapter one it established that societies are man-made constructions like sociology, and combined with the constant state of change, it argued that traces of cultures would be apparent in a photograph, just like photography would be prevalent in most cultures.  From this, there was exploration of how these signs needed either value or context linked back to them to start a process of understanding the photograph, alluding to sign significance.
Taking this concept of sign significance as a base, chapter two explored the potential that photography has in displaying a message in a non-verbal manner. In this chapter, it investigated how cultural identity was not fix, and that at times an individual could experience some ‘self- death’ where the individual lost part of their identity from this shift in culture. This provided strong grounds to see how the intended messages a photographer placed in a photograph, could be interpretated differently based off the spectators own cultural and personal experiences. Therefore, embedding the idea that photographs act as a non-verbal communicator to express the inevitable indications of cultural identities within a photograph. 
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