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In

the

western

world,

the

concept

of

Famadihana is an unfamiliar and even
grotesque one. In the traditional Malagasy
‘turning of the bones’, bodies of the deceased
are exhumed from a crypt, years after their
deaths, to join memorial celebrations. On
these occasions, the unequivocal otherness
of the dead is disregarded, and the boundary
between life and death becomes permeable.
My experiences of death have included
conversations that acknowledge that the
subject is too large, too complicated, too
distressing, and too taboo for over-tea-andbiscuits. People work hard to accommodate
the individual eccentricities of grief, but often
only to a certain point, beyond which it becomes
distasteful. What Famadihana reminds us is
that when you have lost someone, it is often
difficult to accept that they are gone; that
their absence can continue to affect us the
same way as their presence. You can’t talk to
them, listen to music together, or touch them,
yet they can still provoke the same sense of
longing or wanting to converse that they did
when they were alive. You still love them the
same amount.
A number of works in Dancing with the Dead
take a sober tone in today’s world of constant
change: Fiona Foley’s take on KKK-style hoods
invites critical thinking on Australia’s ingrained
racism. Jemima Wyman’s larger-than-life

mandala features the repetition of masks,
watchful gazes and signs of protest. While
the presence of textiles repeats throughout
the selected artworks as a connecting motif,
each artist presents a vision that underpins
the connectivity of life beyond art, that traces
how our everyday experiences shape us.
Bangladeshi artist Sarker Protick begins the
framing of Dancing with the Dead with a dark
and atmospheric three-channel video in which
light and hope flicker in the shadows. Ingrained
in personal experiences of loss and grief,
Raśmi (2017-20) — meaning ‘a ray of light’ in
Bangla — explores universal existential truths,
being situated in a non-geographical, nonplace. The focus of the work is finding light in
the cosmos, the video ‘breathing’ or narrating
a sequence of digital images juxtaposed with
an immersive soundscape. The audio provides
a continuous buzz, recordings of cool breeze
and windchimes or cars passing by on a
rainy day manipulated, distorted and merging
with compositions by electronic instruments,
creating an abstract vision as delicate as the
subject of the work.
Of all the works in the exhibition, Protick’s is
clean and minimal, and reduces thought to
an essential idea extended from the human
mind — what is limitless and what is possible
in the entirety of the universe? The other video
work in the show, The Death Ritual (Shown
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The artist grew up in Queensland, in a time
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and place where racism against First Nations

of textiles as ‘women’s work’; this work

people was rampant. She was encouraged

shows how she connects her own heritage to
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were raised to ask questions,” Foley says.
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The Red Carpet (4-6) (2020). Monochromatic,

shares. “I try to keep my drawings as real

in tones of muted red, Pinchuk’s artwork was

as I can.” The artist does this in beautiful,
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with an intimate and personal collection of
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collection of books suspended from the ceiling

enter the darkness, we won’t find illumination.

of the gallery, a portrait series of older people

It’s always worth the journey.”

appears against a dark grey background, the
other side is left white, with gestural uses of
negative space balanced against the innocent
gaze of children.
Juxtaposed with the children in Artist Books
are photographs of the ‘Born Free’ generation
of black South Africans and the Rwandan
enfants

mauvais

souvenirs

(children

of

bad memories) in Cape Town-based Pieter
Hugo’s 1994 series (2014-16). Employing
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his characteristic, confrontational mise-enscène, Hugo contrasts the vivid colours of
the children’s clothing and skin with muted
backgrounds of rural life in the two countries.
In these works, Hugo asks: how can we
forget trauma? His expression of multinational
solidarity is in bringing to light stories of children
born on opposite sides of extreme darkness.
His works invite us to contemplate ideas of
freedom, survival and identity, using the truthtelling medium of photography. As he puts it,
“Art has the ability to slow down our thinking
process, to give us a time for reflection.”
Dancing with the Dead brings together
the practices of ten local and international
artists whose respective narratives begin
to undermine the perceived exoticism and
grotesquerie

of

the

Famadihana

ritual.

These works remind us that whatever our
experience of ‘dead’ is, whether it be the loss
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