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The New Death Mask
 
 

Abstract 
Representing a true portrait, the death mask 
simultaneously memorialises life and death, offering the 
living a sense of connection to the dead. Following the 
invention of photography, the practice of creating death 
masks languished as a way of preserving the visage of 
the deceased. However, designer and architect Neri 
Oxman, along with the group Mediated Matter at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) have 
sought to revitalise the practice using new imaging 
technologies such as multi-material 3D printers and 
generative computer algorithms. The resulting 
posthumous portrait represents not the face of the 
deceased, but rather a symbolic image drawn from the 
cultural and religious substance of the subject, and is 
further inspired by archetypal art and architectural 
structures. Future development earmarks the capture 
of the microbiome of dying breath, creating a biological 
interface, to live within the mask long after death. This 
paper will investigate the transcendence of the death 
mask from corporeal image to incorporeal relic, 
considering its implications for human memory and 
relationality, and its potential to signal a post-
anthropocentric vision of humanity. 
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Introduction: The Evolution of the Death 
Mask 
As an artifact, the death mask simultaneously 
memorialises life and death. With their three 
dimensionalities, tactility and solid indexicality, death 
masks offer the living a sense of connection when 
dealing with the fleeting reality of life. Representing a 
true portrait of the face at the time of death, the death 
mask is a tradition that spans thousands of years, with 
the practice reaching its peak at the end of the 18th and 
early 19th centuries. There exist moulds, casts and 
imprints that emerge from different regions from the 
early 20th century back through to classical antiquity, 
adducing the long history of humans producing 
commemorative objects in a range of media. Arts writer 
Walter Sorell once stated of the death mask, “The face 
becomes identical with the last mask. Then the mask 
and the masked are irrevocably one” [1]. While a richer 
anthropological discourse on the evolution of the death 
mask is not the intended aim of this paper, a summary 
of its development is useful to establish how this 
practice is being revived in the present. 

Records indicate (within a Western historical context) of 
their origins being traced back to ancient Rome where 
Pliny the Elder describes “faces expressed in wax 
(expressi cera vultus)” [2], with casts sometimes 
painted in flesh tones to appear more realistic. In 
Greece, there is the example of the mask of 
Agamemnon, and in Egypt, the best-known mask 

                                                   
1 See for example: Richard le Gallienne’s novel The Worshipper of 

the Image, 1899; Jules Supervielle’s story L'Inconnue de la 
Seine, 1931; Vladimir Nabakov’s poem L’Inconnue de la Siene, 
1934; and Ödön von Horváth’s play Inconnue de la Seine 1949. 
A full examination of L’Inconnue de la Seine can be found in 
Anne-Gaëlle Saliot’s 2015 publication The Drowned Muse: 

belonged to Tutankhamun, yet there are many extant 
collections around the world [3, 4]. In her 
comprehensive essay ‘Casts, Imprints, and the 
Deathliness of Things: Artifacts at the Edge’, Marcia 
Pointon outlines the uses of the death mask from the 
Middle Ages and early modern period, describing the 
wooden effigies modelled from wax casts of the 
deceased. She notes the practice was used for funerary 
obsequies of Monarchs, whose likeness was displayed 
to the public atop the coffin [5]. While masks 
maintained their purpose as aides-memoirs for family, 
in the 17th and 18th centuries when (principally male) 
figures came to fame, the practice of making death 
masks reached a turning point, no longer being driven 
by funerary practice, but rather to mark skill, vanity or 
distinction [6]. Certainly, casts of the dead from this 
time has enabled expanded study of celebrated 
characters based on their countenance; examples 
include luminaries such as Ludwig van Beethoven, 
Gustave Flaubert, Oliver Cromwell, and Isaac Newton. 
The mask of the enigmatic L’Inconnue de la Seine (the 
Unknown Woman of the Seine) mythologised the young 
woman’s fatality after she was found drowned in the 
River Seine in Paris in the late 1880s (Figure 1). 
Numerous copies of her face were made, stories and 
poems dedicated to her, either musing over or seeking 
retribution for her imagined turmoil and untimely 
death,1 and her face eventually became the model 

Casting the Unknown Woman of the Seine Across the Tides of 
Modernity, Oxford University Press, UK. 
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called ‘Resusci Anne’—the doll widely used a training 
aid for CPR [7].  

 

Figure 1: L’Inconnue de la Seine. Photo: Wikimedia 
Commons. 

Also at this time, masks were being made of more 
infamous characters, casting the faces of outlaws, 
murderers (such as William Burke) and criminals after 
execution. These masks were often displayed for both 
moral and phrenological lessons. Operating as a system 
of classification where appearance was seen as a 

contract with intellectual ability and personality, 
phrenology rose to popularity as a method of 
pathologising character according to cranial 
morphology. In its period of operation, the first 
phrenological society, which was established at the 
University of Edinburgh in 1820 [8], amassed over 
2000 life and death masks. Although it was later 
discredited as a pseudo-science, phrenology continued 
being practiced into the early 20th century by 
anthropologists interested in racial profiling. In addition 
to these functions, death masks served an educational 
purpose, being used by medical physicians to 
determine physical symptoms of cause of death. 

Perhaps it is due to its varied role that Pointon notes 
the death mask has been an awkward artifact to 
categorise, not being seen as a work of art but rather 
as an object for anthropologists and museum curators 
to contemplate [9]. Patrick R. Crowley cites Pointon 
when he distinguishes that “[b]oth concave impressions 
and the convex casts created from them are referred to 
as ‘death masks,’ confusing the distinction between 
direct impression and subsequent image” [10]. Despite 
these distinctions, death masks have historically 
provided one of the most powerful artifacts of 
remembrance. 

From its earliest manifestations then, the death mask 
has served as a remnant of life, as a form figuring a 
materiality of mourning in which “the material 
dimensions of memory making are significant not just 
in the marking of deaths, but also in the social and 
cultural processes through which lives are remembered 
and futures are imagined” [11]. The death mask 
predates the indexical trace of the person through 
photography, which is the principle means through 
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which we are exposed to the dead today. In his essay 
‘Photography/Death Mask’, Louis Kaplan reminds us 
that the Latin word for image—imago—shares its 
meaning with ancestor mask, or death mask [12]. He 
goes on to quote from an unpublished essay by Jean-
Luc Nancy in which Nancy wrote: 

Death masks shall be moulded in plaster of the 
forefathers of the city itself, by now passed away albeit 
made immortal by such effigies which shall be stored in 
the basements of museums of town planning, politics 
and civilization, to be shown to the public only on 
occasion of celebrations organized to commemorate the 
arts, customs and signs of the City – the same way the 
power of gods, heroes and seasons used to be 
celebrated [13]. 

Following this citation, Kaplan clarifies that Nancy’s 
passage demonstrates how “the photographic medium 
would come to supplant the death mask … exposing 
mortality and finitude … while surviving and living on as 
a keepsake and remembrance” [14]. 

From Death Mask to Death Image: Changing 
Practices of Memorialisation  
Subsequent to the invention of photography, and 
particularly the Victorian tradition of post-mortem 
photography, the practice of creating death masks 
languished as a way of preserving the visage of the 
deceased. A range of photographic technologies, 
including daguerreotypes, ambrotypes (collodion 
positive), ferrotypes (tin types), and mortuary cartes 

                                                   
2 See for example the following organisations: 

http://www.remembermybaby.org.uk/; 

de visite all became the leading sources for maintaining 
representations of the dead for the living. 

Today, post-mortem photography is still practiced in 
some instances, most commonly for stillborn births 
where the family seek to memorialise the deceased 
infant. There are a number of organisations globally 
that provide remembrance photography for dying or 
deceased babies.2 This practice has however been 
considered controversial, being criticised as morbid. 
Such attitudes indicate there remains significant taboo 
surrounding images of the dead. Helen Ennis has said 
of this kind of practice that “Photography provides a 
means of reclaiming the deceased from their position 
as a patient, rehumanising them and reasserting their 
individuality” [15].  

Contemporary medicalisation of the body and the 
processes leading up to death has seen our contact 
with it become displaced, relegated to death-
management within hospitals and rationalised in terms 
of public health [16]; a condition that French historian 
Philippe Airès has termed ‘modern death’ [17]. Our 
once active, ritualised engagement with death and 
dying has become a form of passive spectatorship in 
which we have little control; a concealed event that 
occurs behind closed and sterile doors. Therefore, 
death’s presence in our life, our contact with it, our 
actual experience of it and what it looks like is 
relatively unknown, or at the very least, greatly 
reduced in the West today. This, despite its prevalence 
in journalistic news narratives, television shows based 
in medical or crime dramas, computer games, movies 

https://www.heartfelt.org.au/; 
https://www.nowilaymedowntosleep.org/ 
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and the steady exposure to photographic images of 
death across all forms of media [18]. 

Recording Death and Dying Today: 
Contemporary Photographers 
Several notable examples of photography can be cited 
when considering contemporary images of death and 
dying. 

Photographers Walter Schels and Beate Lakotta took 
portraits of the terminally ill for their exhibition 'Life 
Before Death' which was shown at the Wellcome 
Collection in 2008. For this series, the photographers 
established a strong rapport with a range of subjects 
living in a hospice. They visited regularly over a period 
of time ranging from days to months depending on the 
remaining lifespan of the subject. The artists’ aim was 
to alleviate the general fear of death in viewing the 
portraits. Presenting an undaunted vision of death, the 
photographs work to demythologise the imagined 
horror of the dead. Their approach to the subjects was 
to photograph a life shot, and with a similar 
composition and lighting, photograph their face shortly 
after death; the images were exhibited as a 
dramatically lit, black and white diptychs. The portraits 
were complemented with subject narratives, recorded 
from their many interviews. Quotes from the sitters 
range from regret, to fear and loneliness, to spiritual 
resolve. Each portrait appears to represent a peaceful 
end (despite what may have been experienced by the 
sitter). Lakotta has stated of the process that “I have 
lost my fear of the dead … and my fear of being dead”. 
[19]. The exhibition was sympathetically received as a 
sensitive and ethical approach to producing images of 
death and dying. 

A similar example, though one which has sported 
significant controversy and divided many an opinion is 
Andres Serrano’s series ‘The Morgue’, 1992. In this 
body of work, Serrano photographed fragments or 
abstractions of deceased bodies in the morgue. The 
images reveal a view of dead bodies having reached 
various fates—natural, self-inflicted or violent ends. The 
difference in reception may have resulted from the 
ethical notions of informed consent and the dignity of 
the dead as being compromised in this body of work, 
which as Mary O’Neil has noted in her analysis raises 
questions of the exploitation of the dead [20].  

In an almost perverse celebration of suffering and 
death, Serrano’s images are stripped of reference and 
devoid of the subject’s ‘voice’ (as per the narratives 
gathered by Schels and Lakotta). Instead, the dead are 
contextualised only by the photograph’s title which 
states precisely the cause of death (titles include Rat 
Poison Suicide, Killed by Four Danes, Gun Murder and 
Burn Victim). The capturing of certain images within 
the series, Hacked to Death for instance, seem 
incredibly recent, with fresh, red blood streaking the 
face of the victim. In other images however, such as 
Death by Asphyxiation, the body is posed as if in 
tableaux, replete with rosary beads neatly wrapped 
around the victims’ fingers as prop. Such staging 
indicates the intervention of the corpse for dramatic 
affect and calls attention to the ethical nature of the 
images and how they were obtained. 

At recent visit to MONA (Museum of Old and New Art) 
in Tasmania, Australia, I waited in line to enter (only 
two at a time) ‘The Death Room’ in which Serrano’s 
Blood Transfusion Resulting in AIDS, 1992, hangs 
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sombrely, the subject’s unblinking eyes fixed open and 
staring into the void of death (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2: Inside ‘The Death Room’ at MONA (Museum of Old 
and New Art, Tasmania, Australia). Andres Serrano’s Blood 
Transfusion Resulting in AIDS, 1992 is hung facing the mummy 
of Pausirus (not shown). Photo: Author’s own. 

The room is constructed as a darkened crypt. Its 
interior feature is accessible only by walking along a 
moat-flanked path of pavers. Here the visitor is guided 

toward a central platform where a coffin, into which 
one can peer, digitally strips and reconstructs the 
mummy of Pausirus on endless loop. The juxtaposition 
of the ancient mummy, its technological re-enactment 
of decay and resurrection, combined with the private 
contemplation of Serrano’s AIDS victim speak to the 
way in which the spectacle of death is facilitated by 
contemporary media and technology. Moreover, the 
cordoning off of ‘The Death Room’ confirms death 
remains sequestered from everyday experience, being 
well censored for fear of reprisal at raising that which 
remains taboo. 

One last photographic body of work worth citing is by 
Danish photographer Cathrine Ertmann who gained 
access to the morgue at the Pathological Institute of 
Aarhus University Hospital, resulting in her series 
‘About Dying’, 2013. Ertmann’s photographs, which 
show preparations of the dead before and after 
funerals, provide a frank and unsensational behind-the-
scenes view of an industry that remains at a distance 
from daily life. Images are accompanied by factual 
accounts of how the body begins its process of decay, 
how the autopsy procedure is carried out, or the 
autopsy room cleaned for example. Others share fairly 
prosaic descriptions of the unfolding scene, such as a 
family member taking in their last view of the 
deceased. Some images merely invite reflection, 
excluding any text.  

Each of these photographers undoubtedly faced 
pressing questions relating to ethics and informed 
consent in documenting their subjects. Indeed, the 
ethical considerations that attend the casting and 
displaying of dead bodies, either in full or part, has 
changed dramatically throughout the 20th and 21st 
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centuries. Nevertheless, some examples continue to 
push the boundaries. To see just how the image and 
use of the dead is fraught, a reader might turn to artist 
Gunther von Hagens’ Body Worlds exhibition with its 
global tour of plastinated, posed bodies, or Joel-Peter 
Witkin’s macabre, constructed photographs using 
cadavers in dark tableaux. I agree with Benjamin Noys 
when he states, “[w]e must interrogate our ‘clinical 
voyeurism’ before art in which the body is exposed to 
fragmentation and destruction” [21]. It is for this 
reason, and the remaining taboo surrounding death, 
that photographers who deal with images of the dead 
and dying are subject to such scrutiny.  

In Helen Ennis’ study of contemporary vernacular post-
mortem photography, she claims that as a practice, it is 
more common than is widely known due to the ready 
availability of cameras either on mobile phones or by 
use of small, mobile camera models. She does go on to 
say however that archival evidence of this practice is 
sure to remain largely absent, because of the intensely 
private context in which the photograph is taken [22]. 

Arguably, while the photograph is a pervasive reminder 
of the image of the dead, the death mask remains a 
more potent artifact in its capacity to invoke the 
texture and form of the deceased. As Pointon admits, 
“Coming face to face with, handling and touching, the 
imprint of a deceased person’s face means 
encountering a cast in which not only all the wrinkles of 
skin may be visible, and in which there may be clearly 
seen the lines made when the mold was split … but also 

                                                   
3 See for example: Susan Sontag On Photography 1977; Peter 

Geimer ‘Image as Trace: Speculations about an Undead 
Paradigm’ 2007; André Bazin ‘The Ontology of the Photographic 
Image’ 1960; Jean-Luc Nancy ‘Masked Imagination 2005; 

in some instances the odd hair caught in the mold and 
transferred to the cast” [23]. If the physical trace of 
the face were to bring the memory of the deceased 
closer, then it is a surprise that the casting of death 
masks is an all-but-forgotten practice. The mechanical 
reproduction of the face through photography omits the 
haptic evidence found in the production of the death 
mask (that is, the hand and material that touches the 
face). It is thus closer to the referent than the 
photograph can be. Where the photographic image is 
transcribed by light, the impression of the death mask 
is transcribed by the face. Both results are however 
frozen in time.  

Death Mask and Photography: Philosophical 
Questions and Material Relationships 
The relationship between the death mask and 
photography has been well explored across the 20th 
century,3 encouraged in part by Ernst Benkard’s 
influential 1926 publication Undying faces: a collection 
of death masks (Das ewige Antlitz, republished in 1929 
in English), and Martin Heidegger’s book Kant and the 
Problem of Metaphysics, 1929 (Kant und das Problem 
der Metaphysik) in which Heidegger explores the 
possibility of the image [24].  

My concern in this section however is not to wrangle 
with philosophical arguments occupied by the indexical 
ontology of photographs as correlative to the death 
mask. Rather, it is to establish a trajectory leading from 
one medium to another, and where, as I will argue 

Roland Barthes Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography 
1981; Louis Kaplan ‘Photograph/Death Mask: Jean-Luc Nancy’s 
Recasting of the Photographic Image’ 2010.  
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later, they exist together once more as an indexical 
trace of the dead. 

Along with the photograph as aides-memoirs, material 
culture studies have delved into how relationships with 
the dead are maintained through other objects once 
possessed by, or gifted from the deceased. Aside from 
the photograph, our relationship with the dead is often 
maintained through personal objects such as diaries, 
letters, garments, jewellery or furniture, and as 
Margaret Gibson states, sometimes abject items such 
as locks of hair, baby teeth, or ashes from cremation—
items Gibson calls body relics [25]. In their influential 
text Death, Memory and Material Culture, Elizabeth 
Hallam and Jenny Hockey state that the preservation of 
these and similar items “attempt to sustain the unique 
character as well as the social status of the individual”. 
Further to this, they propose “the embodied experience 
of objects and spatial locations are seen to encode 
value, beliefs and memories” [26]. The materiality of 
mourning, however, entails a deeply personal context 
across time, and religious and secular cultures. Objects 
are felt to embody personal histories, memories and 
character. In keeping them, they represent the notion, 
as Gibson articulates, that “the past can seem alive or 
continuous with the present” [27]. In an expanded 
study of the materiality of culture, Bill Brown explains 
that “Culture—as it is studied and as it is lived—is 
materially mediated, and materiality is mediated 
culturally” [28]. It is this ‘material turn’, which has 
given rise to material culture studies over 
approximately the last thirty years that may account 
for the re-emergence of the death mask as a form of 
memorialisation. However, as I will discuss, 21st 
century material production processes ushered in by 

exponential advances in technology has seen the death 
mask take on an entirely new shape and function. 

The New Death Mask 
While the photographic examples discussed approach 
the reality of death from various perspectives, none of 
the artists cited have returned to the age-old, three-
dimensional record of the deceased through the casting 
of the death mask. However, in late 2016, designer and 
architect Neri Oxman, in collaboration with the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) group 
Mediated Matter, sought to revitalise the practice with 
new imaging technologies, and with a new approach to 
representation of the life of the deceased. They are 
careful to state however, that their interpretation is 
“not intended to memorialize the dead. They are 
designed to reveal cultural heritage and speculate 
about the perpetuation of life, both culturally and 
biologically” [29].   

Oxman’s team produced three series, each with five 
masks, framed in terms of time. The first series, 
Vespers: Series I represent the past (Figure 3), the 
second series Vespers: Series II, represents the 
present (Figure 4) and the third series, Vespers: Series 
III conceptualises the future (Figure 5). Together they 
are titled The New Ancient Collection, 2016. The feature 
prototype, Lazarus, is described on The Mediated 
Matter website: 

Lazarus serves as an ‘‘air urn’’ memento that is a new 
form of 3D printed portraiture, combining the wearer’s 
facial features while serving as a spatial enclosure for 
their last breath. The mask’s surface is modelled after 
the face of the dying person, and its material 
composition is informed by the physical flow of air and 
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its distribution across the surface. Unlike its traditional 
hand-made analogue, the design of Lazarus is entirely 
data driven, digitally generated, and additively 
manufactured. It approaches the resolution of the 
physical phenomenon that it is designed to capture, 
thereby creating a unique artifact that is perfectly 
customized to fit the wearer and her last breath [30]. 

 

Figure 3: Vespers: mask from Series I – Past; a transcultural, 
achronological ‘portrait’. Installation at National Gallery of 
Victoria, Australia. Photo: Author’s own. 

Lazarus’ exterior does not however resemble a human 
face. The interior (concave) is loosely fitted—read, 
modelled—after the face without moulding its actual 
facial features. The exterior of the mask (convex) is 
egg-shaped, with a smooth, glassy surface. Using high 
resolution, multi-material 3D printers in conjunction 
with generative computer algorithms, the masks are 
‘grown’ computationally, as opposed to being 
assembled, and with each iteration become increasingly 
complex. The posthumous ‘portrait’ is shaped not from 
the face of the dead, but is instead drawn from a data 
bank of art and architectural structures across time and 
cultures. The website explains this development: 

Using spatial mapping algorithms, the culturally coded 
surface colorations and truncated geometries in the 
first series are transformed into coloured, internal 
strands within transparent, smoothly curved volumes in 
the second. The second series elucidates embryonic 
forms through complex internal geometries as it 
prepares to support the re-engineered life of the third 
series. In this series, it is the interplay of light that 
reveals the internal structures. Like spirits (from 
Latin spiritus, meaning “breath”), these structures 
reference the distribution of the martyr’s last breath. 
[31].  

The resulting exterior becomes decidedly alien in 
appearance, verisimilitude replaced by symbolic shapes 
and colours that visualise the cultural and religious 
substance of the deceased. I ask, what is left to 
contemplate about the dead if they are unrecognisable? 
Indeed, what becomes of the memories of the dead if 
there is no image (representation) to tether them to 
the life lived? It is interesting to reflect on whether 
Mediated Matter’s approach would result in a kind of 
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estrangement of the living from the dead by producing 
death masks with a distinct lack of identifiable human 
features. To completely depart from human morphology 
throws into question whether these designs could 
transcend the image of the individual, to reconfigure a 
broadened perspective of life through its summation as 
a cultural entity. 

 

Figure 4: Vespers: mask from Series II – Present. Installation 
at National Gallery of Victoria, Australia. Photo: Author’s own. 

Pointon explains the death mask has served as a trace, 
reasoning that they: “evoke absences and, in their 
fragmentary character, imply disembodiment. Thus, 
death masks are both familiar, what we know in the 
form of the human face, and unfamiliar, human flesh 
rigidified by the effects of death and by plaster. It is 
this melding of the familiar with the unfamiliar that 
resonates and arouses” [32]. Oxman’s negation of the 
veristic death mask points toward a potential 
disaffection in which the “semantic charge” [33] that 
representational death masks traditionally carry 
becomes somewhat dispersed, confused, or 
unlocatable. Indeed, what kind of emoting is possible if 
the face of the dead is effaced? While the evidentiary 
status of a life lived does not only locate itself in one’s 
image, human history demonstrates the value of the 
head as possessing primacy in being the ultimate 
representation and locus of social identity. The making 
and study of death masks has played a significant role 
in this history. What future biographical narratives 
could be deduced from a form so generalised? Should 
the death mask take this revised form, its significance 
would shift, from the anthropological artifact to the 
biotechnological artifact. This is because Oxman’s 
proposal for development recommends incorporating a 
biological component within the mask, to become a 
‘functional biological interface’ [34].  
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Figure 5: Vespers: mask from Series III – Future. Installation 
at National Gallery of Victoria, Australia. Photo: Author’s own. 

As Hallam, Hockey and Glennys Howarth argue, “Like 
death itself, grief, as a practice or process which is 
stimulated by death, is currently seen to be impaired 
by the absence of the dead body”. They add, “this 
practice reflects the view that grief requires a material 
focus…” [35]. As I have discussed, this ‘material focus’ 

has historically been located in the death mask. Today, 
it most commonly resides in photography and objects 
once possessed by the deceased. To borrow once more 
from Hallam and Hockey, they note that “Imagining the 
dead body, so that memories of it can more readily 
facilitated, seems to necessarily involve degrees of 
masking that distance [of the corpse and] its unstable 
and disturbing materiality” [36]. Oxman’s revised 
designs may then effect a resocialisation of the dead 
body. Where we have been insulated from the visibility 
of death, the new death mask may reignite the 
veneration that viewing the dead body previously 
produced. They may assist in veiling the sight of death 
from us, where one can look upon the face of the dead 
without the potentially disturbing experience of seeing 
death before our very eyes. That is, this illusion may in 
fact bring us in closer proximity to the dead. Further, 
the post-mortem reconstructive practices carried out by 
morticians—restoration of sunken features, 
cosmetology to mask deathly pallor, damage, 
disfigurement or traces of violence—are circumvented 
by the use of Oxman’s death masks. Their spectacular 
and alien appearance may turn the feared image of the 
dead into a thing of wonder and curiosity. Through 
these models, the remediation of the death mask 
becomes one that no longer reflects the human 
experience of death, but rather becomes purposefully 
defamiliarised as to eliminate fear of death. This 
though, is the promise of the exterior. 

It’s ALIVE! 
The masks’ interiors are modelled using the principles 
of fluid dynamics to envisage the eddies and flows of 
exhaled breath. Where the website states that it 
“approaches the resolution of the physical phenomenon 
that it is designed to capture”, and “these structures 
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reference the distribution of the martyr’s last breath” 
(my emphases), what is revealed is their speculative 
and conceptual nature. Suggesting their “possible 
future utility” is to capture the dying breath of the 
wearer [37], Oxman proposes the masks may “re-
engineer life by literally guiding living microorganisms 
through minute spatial features inside the 
artifacts” [38]. Speculating over the last breath as 
being ‘caught’—effectively entombed—inside the mask, 
raises some interesting questions.  

Pointon’s conception of the death mask is that it is “not 
about dying but about death: it belongs to the time 
after death but before putrefaction. The temporality of 
the death mask is determined not by life cycles, 
habitudes, weather conditions, social practices, but by 
biological tout court” [39]. Oxman’s models challenge 
Pointon’s definition in a number of ways. The New 
Ancient Collection transcends the natural life cycle of 
the body in which Pointon’s ‘tout court’ is not so 
definitive. Facilitated by “complex internal geometries”, 
the new death mask aims to provide supporting 
structures in which the microbiome contained in human 
breath can continue living, thus negating the condition 
of temporality under which the traditional death mask 
has been fixed [40]. This logic of temporality is further 
countered in that the data-driven designs that 
reimagine human representation see it as an 
amalgamation of generalised cultural heritage across 
the ages; an approach that defies the fixed set of 
habitudes and social practices exercised within the 
lifespan of the dead. 

While the Vespers series still belong to the time after 
death (as per Pointon), I contest the notion of 
putrefaction because, from our very birth, we are 

always in a state of decay. Consequently, the death 
‘mask’ could be argued as one that we meet every day 
as we look into the mirror. In a deeper examination of 
the medicalised body, Hallam, Hockey and Howarth ask 
us to consider that “‘alive’ and ‘dead’ may each be a 
status which is constructed rather than grounded in any 
kind of ineluctable material reality” [41]. It is the life 
inside the mask then, to which I now briefly turn to 
take up Hallam, Hockey and Howarth’s proposition.  

Exhaled Breath Analysis (EBA) conducted in 
pulmonology research contends that the human breath 
contains upwards of 250 chemicals, having both volatile 
and non-volatile compounds [42]. Like the fingerprint, 
the breath is unique, and is reframed as a molecular 
‘breath print’. Traces of individual life such as wrinkles, 
scars or hair, that were once impressed into the death 
mask, now operate at a molecular and unseen level in 
the Vespers series. The death mask, then, becomes a 
prosthetic embodiment and a biological interface that 
inaugurates a revised ontological ‘presence’ through the 
swirling microbiome, latent inside the mask.  

Sometimes though, it is the unseen that summons the 
greatest sense of fear or horror. The breath analyses 
completed by scientists prove human breath contains 
specific biomarkers of disease [43]. Should the breath 
be released or reanimated at a future point in time, 
what if it reintroduced a pathogen, presenting a long-
eliminated threat to human health? Or, what if the 
bacteria were ‘mined’ for pathogens as biological 
weapons? More positively, reanimation of a microbiome 
may strengthen compromised immune systems in an 
age of the Anthropocene. In these terms, and 
incorporated into a bio-marketplace, perhaps the new 

210



 

death mask can be imagined not as a death mask after 
all, but a life mask, or a ‘life raft’.  

The speculations which the Vespers series call forth 
must surely be considered within the context of 
biopolitics, raising ethical issues of power, of disposal, 
and of the treatment of the ‘bare life’ existing within 
the mask, to use Giorgio Agamben’s term [44]. As I 
have written previously, life viewed in this way may be 
seen as “the microbial version of Homo Sacer, the 
accursed Roman figure who was banned for his crimes, 
and whose killing was not condemned as homicide” 
[45]. Reduced to bare life, the microbiome within the 
mask is at the mercy of those who inherit it, and “who 
may kill it with impunity if it does not behave according 
to plan” [46]. Although I do not wish to digress too far 
into discourses on bioethics, I concur with Noys who 
states simply that the “question of the ethics of life and 
death allows us a different, and perhaps more 
productive, approach to the death, and possible return, 
of the subject” [47]. 

The return of the subject is here implied in the very 
title of the first prototype, Vespers: Lazarus. According 
to the Holy Christian Bible, the story of The Raising of 
Lazarus exemplifies the power of Jesus, who is said to 
have resurrected Lazarus from his tomb four days after 
his death [48]. The New Ancient Collection extends 
upon the narrative of Lazarus’ divine revival. Ironically 
though, the new death mask places the centre of this 
power not in spirituality, but in technology and the 
biological sciences—domains which, since the Age of 
Enlightenment, have challenged the very notion of an 
omnipotent, omniscient creator.  

Conclusion 
Running parallel to the exponential growth in imaging 
technologies is the study of the role of the non-human 
other. From this growing discourse, we now understand 
life as complex and mutable. The human body is an 
assemblage of human and non-human symbionts, 
constituting and reinforcing one another in life and in 
death. The New Ancient Collection combines both of 
these developments. This series of speculative design 
artifacts reflects a shift in the value and imaging of life, 
moving beyond the anthropocentric toward the 
biocultural. In this way, the new death mask evolves 
from a corporeal image to incorporeal relic.  

The disavowal of individual representation could echo a 
more collective attitude to human achievement, or 
merely signal the ongoing human struggle in dealing 
with death. It is true, no one is remembered for their 
microbial content, but for the profoundly relational 
experience of human life, measured in that which is 
seen and understood. Remediated in a way that 
expunges the tradition of mimetic likeness, the new 
death mask has implications for both the social 
imaginary and historicity of the character cast. In an 
interview where she discusses the photographs taken 
for ‘Life Before Death’, Lakotta said of her own 
inevitable end “I would like that people I loved would 
look at my last face” [49]. Given her intimate 
experiences of, and approach to death and dying, I am 
not certain Lakotta’s sentiment would extend to the 
new death mask.  

Admittedly, my own compulsion to review The New 
Ancient Collection, along with its historical roots, stems 
from a deep fear of losing my most beloved. 
Unsurprisingly, I have arrived at no reprieve, sustaining 
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tremendous psychological dread at the inescapable fact 
of death. In my imagination, it is I who will be the first 
‘to go’, so I am relieved of this worldly pain. As a 
scholar though, my interest in examining the Vespers 
series more deeply is stimulated by the disciplinary 
convergences of art history, speculative and 
computational design, and the biological sciences that 
these works demonstrate. With speculative proposals 
like these, death itself can be cast as an ongoing locus 
of becoming, potentially deferred, and open to an 
‘undoing’.  

The exhibition of The New Ancient Collection within 
museums adds currency to the questions being raised 
through these artifacts. Still, despite the technological 
and conceptual sophistication they display, the very 
foundation of the Vespers—that is, the ancient death 
mask—is an anachronism. For today, the dead are 
memorialised in film, posthumous face-book pages, 
saved telephone and text messages, and of course, 
personal objects of remembrance. Yet while they 
resemble nothing of the human, the central tenet of 
The New Ancient Collection is undoubtedly located 
within the most driving philosophical questions that 
have persisted across the ages. They are, what is it to 
be human? What is it to be alive? And, what, if 
anything, is there in death? 
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