
Death Love Art                                    

All life faces death. Death is an integral part of living, it is inevitable. What happens after living 
ceases is the great unknown, and why many people are nervous, scared or just do not want 
to contemplate death. Religious texts may ease troubled minds with salvation, promising life 
of the soul after it departs the body. Some of these texts promise resurrection or closeness to 
God, others damnation or reincarnation. Some people simply believe that death is the end 
and then there is nothing. 

Artists are inspired by the emotional devastation of love halted by death. At the same time art 
can also generate stories, legends and myths. Take the example of Ned Kelly. In the 1880’s 
Kelly was notorious for theft and murder; he was tried and executed. His story quickly went 
from news, to tall tale, to myth and legend - mostly through literature, cinema, painting, 
popular song, music and opera. These works seized on the emotive aspect of mother-son 
love combined with revenge, fighting the oppressor, and seeking justice for the poor and 
repressed. All fuelled by the image of the man in the iron mask and Kelly’s fifty-six page 
Jerilderie letter. As author Peter Carey noted in an interview in the Guardian in January 2001, 
“It is an extraordinary document, the passionate voice of a man who is writing to explain his 
life, save his life, his reputation … And all the time there is this original voice - uneducated but 
intelligent, funny and then angry, and with a line of Irish invective that would have made Paul 
Keating envious. His language came in a great, furious rush that could not but remind you of 
far more literary Irish writers.” 

A mother’s love has been the basis of works produced by numerous artists. In this exhibition, 
Salvatore Zofrea has been inspired by the death of his mother Teresa, whose “sudden death 
shattered our family.” How would it feel to be a grieving mother who has lost two sons to a 
brutal war? Only to receive from the government a memorial medal with two bars, one for 
each dead son, incised with the words “For Duty Done”. Artist Katthy Cavieliere’s mother died 
of ovarian cancer on 8 December 2008. The following three years comprised the final 
dramatic chapter of Katthy's art and life. Consumed by grief, her last works were made in 
tribute to her mother. All the symbolic and literal imagery of the 'home' that had accumulated 
so far in Katthy's practice was distilled in the end, into a 'nest' created from her mother's 
clothes. In July 2011 Katthy was also diagnosed with ovarian cancer and died on 23 January 
2012, following a stroke on New Year’s Eve.

Viewing art can transform and induce emotion. People interpret art using their own 
understanding and experiences, whether or not this aligns with the artist's intended subject. In 
her series of photographs ‘Scenes on the Death of Nature’, made in the 1980s, Anne Ferran 
co-opted the format of funereal monuments, connoting grief in her representation of notions of 
femininity.  Thirty-seven years later viewers may now read the work not as the intended, 
‘mirror of feminist irony’ but as a lamentation over climate change.

All Australians face grief and mourning, none more so than our First Nations people. 
Everyone in Australia must join them in mourning the loss of life, land and language that has 
been ongoing since the arrival of colonisers. Look and grieve through the art of Maree Clarke, 
Tony Albert, Jason Wing, Sally Morgan and Vernon Ah Kee. Their art asks us to acknowledge 
that grief for the dead does not depend on race, gender identity, age, or religious belief. 
Actions can be taken to mitigate past wrongs; to accept that past mistakes can never be fully 
righted but can be acknowledged and apologised for. Taking action can help heal in the 
present. 

This is something that Christine Ferguson and Samantha Asimus seemed to recognise when, 
in 1994, they pressed for permission to take the remains of Captain Moonlite from Rookwood 
cemetery to Gundagai. Andrew George Scott, aka Captain Moonlite, was a bushranger who 
held a farm to ransom in 1879. In the subsequent shootout with police, gang member Jim 
Nesbitt was shot. According to a police report, as Nesbitt lay dying Captain Moonlite held him 
in his arms and “wept over him and kissed him passionately.” Scott was sent to Sydney where 
he was hanged in Darlinghurst Gaol on 20 January 1880. His last days were spent writing 
letters expressing his final wishes, including his hope to be buried in Gundagai beside his 



beloved James Nesbitt. Captain Moonlite’s letters were not sent and his last wish was not 
granted. He was buried in Rookwood Cemetery in an unmarked grave.

This same sex love /death story was lost and ignored by the media until the petitions by 
Ferguson and Asimus succeeded. On 13 January 1995 a funeral procession followed a horse 
drawn carriage carrying Captain Moonlite’s remains from Gundagai’s old gaol to North 
Gundagai Cemetery. There he was buried in a marked grave close to James Nesbitt under 
the shade of a eucalypt. This story is explored by Todd Fuller in his 2018 work “with whom I 
was united by every tie (Cpt Moonlight)”.
 
How people mourn and remember the dead differs from one culture to another. In some it is a 
private matter marked by regular family visits to grave sites with fresh flowers. In others it is 
very public, such as Day of the Dead in Mexico where death is not seen as a sad event but a 
celebration in which death is a welcomed part of life. A friendly nod is given to death through 
cleaning and decorating the grave and offering traditional foods. Other cultures provide food 
to assist the departed on their journey to the afterlife, illustrated in the Chinese stoneware 
plate from a burial site in Indonesia.

From 1st century BCE to 400 CE in Egypt, richer members of Greek and Roman society had 
their portraits painted on panels to be attached to their mummified remains. Known as Fayum 
portraits, these were identity pictures for the dead in their journey to the Kingdom of Osiris as 
well as a recorded memory for the family. The mummified remains would be kept in the house 
for some time, the deceased still a member of the family until finally being placed in a burial 
chamber.

For the living, the death of a loved one is generally a tragedy and the ways of dealing with this 
emotionally varies with the person and over time.  One way people have found to manage 
grief is through art. Some of the greatest art - literature, music, architecture, painting, 
sculpture - has been inspired when death and love intersect. 
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QR code

Luke Style’s complete Ned Kelly opera is available to watch on the Australian Opera Digital 
Library by registering for free membership here


