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The Dance of Death finds its origins as an artistic genre of late-medieval allegory that 

references the universality of death and the fragility of life.

The inspiration for this exhibition came from a depiction of the dance by Michael 

Wolgemut in the Liber Chronicarum. The work from 1493 is just as relevant today as it 

was when it was first published.

Death is something that, as humans, we cannot escape. The theme of death has always 

had an important place in art history and has been interpreted in countless ways to 

remind us of the inevitability of death and the fragility of life. The passing of time has 

presented new explorations of the theme in union with the phenomenon of war, famine 

and human suffering.

Australian contemporary artists unceasingly explore this theme in their work in bold and 

creative ways.

La Danse Macabre



Julia Townsend’s Skull Series embodies a parting from the classic macabre convention 

and explores the motif of the skull as full of life and vitality.

Townsend, an oil painter, uses the Skull as her principal subject, and a classic symbol 

of death. Her work boasts a bright, vivid colour palette and energetic, gestural brush 

strokes that embody a psychological intensity and provocation that draws on a wide 

range of influences.

The relationship of life and death and the constructed fears that surround it are 

paramount to the execution of the works.

 “The skull has a very beautiful structure and form. I wanted to imagine        

 it in a new way; a way that celebrates living and confronts death.”  

     Julia Townsend, 2014

Townsend’s skulls are an embodiment of both figuration and abstraction combined 

with a deep connection with the materials she uses to create the works.

Whilst Townsend presents us with a physical motif of death reworked through a 

contemporary lens Chris Callaghan takes us to a more transitory place.

Callaghan is a contemporary photographer whose work explores the theme of death 

not as an end but as a natural and inevitable change of state.

The artist is trying to imagine, and recreate, the energy that occurs when our bodies 

are expelled from life.

 “When our mind dies and our bodies begin to decay we are released from  

 the shackles of the physical world and are expelled as energy. That energy  

 surrounds us every day.”      

     Chris Callaghan, 2014

Callaghan’s exploration of the transitory is referencing death as a portal; a doorway 

to the inescapable other-place. His practice encompasses a deep conceptual nature 

combined with the experimentation of photographic principles and techniques.

La Danse Macabre presents the work of two contemporary visual artists working 

in two opposing mediums who explore the theme of death in very different ways. 

Julia Townsend and Chris Callaghan present just a slice of how diversely Australian 

contemporary artists explore the human preoccupation with death.

No matter one’s station in life, the Dance of Death unites all.

Craig Robert Middleton, Curator
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