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THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF SKULLS




introduction


Look around you. Skulls are everywhere. Skull T-shirts, skull clutch
bags, skull sweets and toys, skulls in art, skull socks for heck’s
sake! In seemingly every High Street in every land, everywhere
you look – there’s a skull, front and centre, teeth bared and
insolently grinning.


Why skulls? What is it that has made skull iconography so cool,
such a must have? Maybe it’s because skulls are like opinions
–or else that certain other body part favoured by the proverb –
everybody’s got one.


Perhaps it is the universality of death, the only certain thing in
this life being that it must one day end . . .


Skull images have become so ubiquitous that in many instances
we are becoming all but oblivious to their ultimate meaning –
that most final of all messages. How else, in a recent news
clipping, could a respectable young mother be photographed
attending the memorial for Lee Rigby, a Guardsman killed in a
terrorist attack (The London Evening Standard, Thursday 28 May,
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INTRODUCTION




Skulls are so
in, they’re out.
“Oh look,
it’s another
skull. Yawn.”
Last year’s
thing. Haven’t
you heard?
(What’s the
new thing?
“Hoot! It’s
owls.” Or
whatever.)







Above
Yale’s Skull & Bones society







2013, p7), with her pram – her pram – adorned in wide-mouthed
screaming skulls?


Let’s talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs; make dust our paper
and with rainy eyes write sorrow on the bosom of the earth
Shakespeare, Richard II, Act 3, Sc 2


It is ironic, but it is true – rather than morbid fascination, for many,
skulls act as a reminder of life. They are more often a celebration or
expression of joy than they are of sadness or sorrow.


“Some people see these [skulls] as signs of death, or the death of a
childhood icon, and I don’t see them that way at all. For me, they’re
specimens of life. Looking at bones talks about what happened in
life. It’s not death and gore. It’s the evidence left behind.”


– Stephanie Metz interviewed in Content Magazine, Issue 5.2, Summer 2013.
Original article by Gillian Claus


“I was told by a police officer that people on the street have
nothing better to look forward to than death. I decided if that
was the case, then maybe death had better step in himself. I’ve sort
of become a parody of death, because rather than taking life,
I’m giving it.”
Thanatos, Real Life Superhero, whose costume is skillfully skullish


The street festival known as The Day of the Dead (Día de Los
Muertos), originating in Mexico, has over the course of the last
century or so caught on worldwide, in one form or another. That
is a very literal response to death, meeting it head on: paying
tribute to lost loved ones, welcoming them back to hearth and
the family bosom, yet also big-hearted enough not to exclude the
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INTRODUCTION




cadaverous remains of complete strangers who might wander in.
Everybody is as busy and populous in death as they ever were in
life, and all skeletons are invited to the feast.


Reflect also on Halloween, and how much that has turned into
an international holiday, a huge excuse to party and Trick or Treat.
Just like superheroic Thanatos, everybody’s dressed up as a spook
or skeleton. And these days, walking down any street, that same
special effect seems to be happening everywhere all year round.


Fashion victims everywhere: every T-shirt in town with a skull
emblazoned on it . . . why, almost enough to fill a picture book
compendium!


And you know what? I myself might have been there at Ground
Zero, on The Day Skull Tees Took Over. Except that it was night,
and we were in a club: London’s NAG NAG NAG, the trendiest
nightclub in the whole wide world at that very instant, probably.
This was, I don’t know, somewhere around the winter of 2004 . . .
my memory is hazy, but we had more important things on our
minds, like thumping nu electro beats, glitter and vodka mixers.
In walks Fil OK, NAG DJ and one-half of the club’s house-band
Atomizer, wearing a Jolly Roger skull and crossbones tee bought
that day from a gift shop attached to the galleon Golden
Hinde II, a heritage tourist attraction. Nice and simple, white
on black iconic design: as worn by pirates. The next week there
were six of them – including mine. In the weeks after that, they
started to proliferate – if that’s not too ironic a term – across the
country, and, before long, all around the world. By the following
summer every sort of variant was being explored, a global
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Right
Ya Boo Sucks, Death – photo by
Andy Bleck







fashion phenomenon that has only grown in height and breadth
ever since, from Alexander McQueen, Prada and Ralph Lauren
back down to WalMart/George at ASDA and TKMaxx.


So, skulls are everywhere. Zombies now, too.


Could they simply be fulfilling a widespread cultural death wish?
(It’s called Eschatology). Truly these are the Final Days, the End
Times . . . or is that nothing more than Baby Boomers’ fantasy?
Every generation thinks, in its self-obsessed navel-gazing hubris,
that it will be the last. The present era’s defining demographic
are hitting their 60s, and feeling it – and there’s more of them
around than anyone else!


Or . . . who cares. Maybe skulls are huge for no other reason than
that they look just so damn HOT! Revel in it . . .


ILYA ILLKILLYA, Dead Ed
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THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF SKULLS




art skulls


Spanish Surrealist Salvador Dali, the celebrated photographer
Irving Penn, Flemish painter Frans Hals, Vincent van Gogh . . . so
many famous names in the big-A world of Fine Art have, down the
centuries, played with and explored the resonance of skull imagery.
In the following section we play with and explore alongside a
wealth of international talent – tableaux, collage and installation
artists and innovators, leaders in their field – names one and
all to watch for, now and in the future: some of whom might
themselves continue to be talked about in centuries to come.







Top
Ballerina in a Death’s Head
(1939), Salvador Dali
(1904–1989), Oil on canvas,
24.5 x 19.5 cm. Collection
Merz/Kunstmuseum
Liechtenstein, Vaduz © VG
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2012


Right
The Final Project
Jo Spence (1934–1992),
Diagnosed with leukemia, her
response to the illness was
to make more art. “Up until her







final moments Spence was still
probing at the potential
of photography to articulate
the ‘unrepresentable’.”
George Vasey. © Jo Spence
Estate, Richard Saltoun Gallery


Opposite, clockwise
from top left
Young Man holding a Skull
(Vanitas), 1626–28
Franz Hals (1580–1666).
National Gallery, London


Kop van een skelet met
brandende sigaret, Skull of
a Skeleton with Burning







cigarette (undated, c.1886)
Vincent van Gogh (1853–
1890). Van Gogh Museum,
Amsterdam


Selbstporträt mit fiedelndem
Tod, Self Portrait with Death
playing fiddle
Arnold Boecklin (1827–1901).
Nationalgalerie, Berlin


Ospedale, New York, 1980
Irving Penn (1917–2009)
©Condé Nast





8






[image: image]



9






[image: image]



ART SKULLS




isabelle dalle


Formerly an art director for Marie-Claire, now a freelance artist,
Isabelle Dalle lives and works in Paris. Influenced by nature and
the human sciences, she uses her imagination to transform
the traditional art of medical journals and botanical prints into
“digital anatomical portraits”.


An ongoing series since 2011, ANATOMY is planned for an
eventual total of 78 boards, or “planches”, which she then plans
to print and reproduce as a tarot-like card game. She tells us,
“The hardest thing when you’re freelance is the uneven cash
flow. Trust in what you do and let your feelings speak. Images are
direct, and say more than words.”


www.isabelledalle.com
www.isabelledallestore.com







Top left
Planche IX.
Série ANATOMY – 2011


Opposite
Planche XVIII.
Série ANATOMY – 2013


Following spread, left
Planche XII.
Série ANATOMY – 2011


Following spread, right
Planche V (noir).
Série ANATOMY – 2011
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ART SKULLS




jeph gurecka


Jeph lives and works out of Brooklyn, New York. He has shown
internationally in group and solo exhibitions. Often taking the
form and title of Memento Mori (Latin: “Remember that you will
die.”), Jeph’s works, both large and small scale, explicitly reflect
the impermanence of the mortal world, absurdity in the moment,
the superstitions and desires of society.


Bread, salt and water are the essentials of life, often lending them
social, religious, and economic significance – an idea Gurecka
explores by using these fundamental resources as media for
his sculpture.







Top left
Eating My Demons series
(Bread, salt, water), 2002
Archival Pigment Print,
edition of 7
An anatomically correct cast
bread skull was photographed
in the style of Irving Penn’s
famous photograph – Bread,
Salt and Water. The mould was
made from a real skull.
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