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Subject matter constitutes one of the key elements of painting. Throughout history,
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However, recent centuries—particularly through the lens of existentialist
philosophers—have re-conceptualized death, no longer framing it as life’s terminal
2023/07/16 point but as a phenomenon imbued with new significance. Modern artists, in turn, have
reflected this re-conception in their works. This study employs historical, analytical,
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Introduction

We humans are unique beings who contemplate death - what existential philosophers
call "being-towards-death" (Sein-zum-Tode). This death-awareness stems from our
consciousness of finitude, which reveals the multitude of possibilities before us and
compels us to make existential choices. The malaise of life often arises from a
misinterpretation of death. When a self-aware individual fails to construct their life
through proper understanding and interpretation of death, they become enslaved by
desires that promise illusory immortality. In the philosophy descending from
Kierkegaard, particularly in Martin Heidegger's (1962) thought, death emerges as a
fundamental truth that authenticates human existence. Dasein's death-awareness
enables it to comprehend its own "being-toward-death," thus achieving authentic
existence. In facing death, Dasein stands at its most intimate moment of transcendence
- death represents Dasein's absolute impossibility of existence. This existential
possibility of death is grounded in Dasein's inherent openness to itself.

Barthes (1983) theorizes death as an ever-imminent possibility - from the moment of
birth, humans seem to have already lived toward death. As Robert J. Olson (2009)
discusses in his article "Death," early philosophers concerned with mortality primarily
sought ways to alleviate death anxiety. However, numerous related issues continue to
provoke interest and debate about death: How does humanity learn about death?

Salehi and Akbarzadeh (2015), in their comparative study "Islamic Perspectives vs.
Heideggerian Views on Death-Consciousness and Lifestyle Implications," examine
how death has remained a persistent philosophical concern. The 20th century witnessed
the emergence of existentialism - a school offering distinct perspectives on being,
humanity, death, and other fundamental questions. Existentialists focus particularly on
specific modes of being rather than absolute existence, with their distinctive attention
to human freedom attracting considerable philosophical interest. This demands careful
examination of these approaches and their respective strengths and weaknesses.

Mirzaei Feshanki (2019), in the dissertation "Existential Elements in Postmodern
Paintings: Francis Bacon, Salvador Dali, and Andy Warhol," establishes connections
between art and existentialism while analyzing characteristics of postmodern art and
their impact on painting. Mobini (2016), in "Existentialist Philosophy and Its Influence
on Contemporary Art," notes that the 20th century birthed numerous cultural
movements amid global political, economic, and social transformations - including two
World Wars, communism, the Cold War - each leaving distinctive marks.
Existentialism emerged as one such significant movement.
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Choobak et al. (2020), in "Reading the Body in Picasso's Paintings Through Deleuzian
Philosophical Concepts," argue: "Deleuze's body without organs (corps sans organes)
rejects dualistic views and presents a body devoid of fixed epistemological subjectivity.
Humans conceived through this lens exist beyond predetermined structures of identity
or gender - perpetually becoming in each moment, with this continuous becoming
constituting their very being Mousavi (2010), in his dissertation entitled “A Comparison
of the Relation between Death and the Meaning of Life in Heidegger and Sartre,” states
that if it is correct to claim that existentialist philosophers have focused on the tragic
aspects of life, then death-as one of the most significant of such aspects-has certainly
not been neglected in their thought. However, the issue is that not all of them regard
death as inherently tragic. For some existentialist philosophers, death is simply a part
of life and its phenomena, which can even exert a positive influence on other dimensions
of existence. Safavi Moghaddam (2009), in his thesis “An Examination of the Concept
of Death from the Perspective of Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger,” asserts: Since
“existence” is the central axis of existential philosophies, and this existence is
understood in contrast to “nothingness” and “death,” it is therefore no surprise that the
theme of “death” occupies a prominent and thought-provoking position in the works of
existentialist philosophers.

Alirezaei (2017), in his dissertation “An Elucidation of the Philosophy of Death in
Contemporary Analytic Philosophy (with Emphasis on J. Frank Rosenberg),” argues
that the issue of “death” in modern Western thought-like other major philosophical
problems, and perhaps as the most important among them-has been influenced by the
approach of philosophers of linguistic analysis.

Mirzaei (2019), in his dissertation “Existentialist Elements in the Works of Postmodern
Painters, with Emphasis on Francis Bacon, Salvador Dali, and Andy Warhol,” seeks to
discuss and analyze the relationship between art and existentialism, the characteristics
of postmodern art, and the impact of these features on painting.

Fallah (2017), in his article “Mohammad Esmaeil Dolabi: A Possibility for Proposing
Islamic Existentialism,” notes that there is now a near-consensus that existentialism,
rather than relying on a clear and distinct definition, refers to a particular mode of
thinking focused on personal subjects. With this understanding, traces of this mode of
thought can be found in traditions beyond Christianity.

Khatoun Ghadami (2014), in her article “A Response to Martin Heidegger’s Deadlocks
Regarding the Book ‘Standing Beyond Death’: Corbin’s Responses,” states from a
Shiite philosophical perspective: Fundamentally, a person’s view of the metaphysical
can lead to two approaches in life: one is the approach of someone who does not believe
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in an afterlife and therefore cannot organize the world according to transcendent aims;
the other is the approach of someone who regards death as a window to another world.
Here, death is no longer the end of everything, but rather a gateway to a new beginning
in the realm of the divine. Philosophy is a pre-theoretical endeavor, and the
philosopher’s task is to provide a phenomenological description of experience prior to
its scientific definition. In this context, understanding does not arise from theoretical
work, but is essentially a mode of being for the human.

Salehi and Akbarzadeh (2015), in their article “A Comparative Analysis of the Islamic
Perspective and Martin Heidegger’s Views on Death Awareness and Its Consequences
for Lifestyle,” write: Death has long been a subject of attention. Many philosophers and
thinkers have theorized about death, and it must be acknowledged that the differences
in these theories stem from the worldviews of different schools and philosophers-that
is, their perspectives on God, existence, and humanity. Attention to death is highly
significant because the stances taken toward it yield functions and consequences that
affect the quality and even the destiny of individuals’ lives.

Babaei (2003), in his article “Life Narrated by Death,” states: Life begins with birth-or
perhaps even before it-but its meaning is derived from death. Death, in return for all
that it takes from us, also pays a price; a price with which we may regain far more than
what we have lost. The interpretation of life and the understanding of its profound

theoretical depths are impossible without a deep comprehension of the question of
death.

Robert J. Olson (2009), in his article “An Analytical Introduction to Death,” writes: The
primary concern of philosophers who have examined the issue of death has been to
discover ways to alleviate and overcome the fear that arises from it.

Conclusion

Although in no profound interpretation of life is death considered the opposite of life,
there exists a fundamental opposition between the two. This opposition enables the
mind and scientific faculties to understand one in the light of the other. Especially since,
in every intellectual system and philosophy-both ancient and modern-the discourse on
the meaningfulness of life is inevitably linked to death. Except for religions and theistic
worldviews, all human philosophies have also regarded themselves obliged to discuss
and account for death. However, not all philosophies or intellectual orientations revolve
equally around the subject of death. Among them, existentialist philosophies pay
remarkably more attention to this topic. Perhaps the reason for this deep concern and
full engagement is that these schools of thought, more than their competing




The Philosophy of Death in Existentialist Thought and Its Manifestation in Modern... 5

Mani Eslamnejad and other co-authors

counterparts, assign great importance to life; in other words, their preoccupation with
the issue of death stems from their concern for life. The more philosophical and
intellectual systems incorporate the subject of life into their agenda, the more inevitably
they must address the subject of death. Therefore, it can be broadly accepted that
although the natural course of a human being is from life to death, his theoretical and
intellectual trajectory should be from death to life.

The perspective on life, its meaning, and truth from this vantage point yields special
and valuable insights that cannot be overlooked or neglected. Another angle close to
this astonishing outlook is the experience of death, which, according to Gadamer, has
been marginalized and concealed from view in modern culture; yet, as if through the
imagination of a nature-centered worldview, it reemerges at the center of life. The
death-awareness implicit in these works is among the distinguishing features that
separate humans from animals. From the modern thinker’s viewpoint, death was
regarded as a marginal and insignificant issue-so much so that thinking about it was
entrusted to the arts, literature, psychoanalysis, and theology, and it appears that writing
about death has taken on a “non-philosophical” character. Although in the thoughts of
Tolstoy, Freud, and Bultmann, one can find far more philosophy about death than in the
writings of many analytic philosophers who focus on logic and epistemology, it seems
that modern philosophy has not regarded the experience of death as an experience
worthy of reflection; rather, it has set this experience aside forever as a problem whose
knot has been untied. The death-awareness of modern philosophy may well be the
forgetting of the experience of death. This philosophy has never sought to confront the
latent horizons of nothingness and absence. Such a death-averse consciousness has
rarely attempted to restore vitality and the flow of life-blood to its “consciousness.” But
if this experience has been forever suppressed in modern thought and philosophy, why
then do we witness its presence in thousands of forms in modern literary texts and
artworks?

The presence of existentialist death in paintings of various periods-such as the works of
Picasso, Salvador Dali, Paul Gauguin, and others-has been common in art history;
however, this theme is not limited to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It can also
be abundantly observed in contemporary modern art, where painters such as Gerhard
Richter, Anselm Kiefer, and Georg Baselitz have incorporated this important theme into
their works, often addressing it with calmness and deliberate choice. Existentialists’
view that human existence precedes essence has led them to emphasize human reality
and potentialities. From their perspective, a person’s attitude toward death greatly
influences the manner in which they confront such conditions. Moreover, the nature of
a person’s relationship with others and with God significantly affects their outlook on
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death and how they live according to that outlook. As expected, each philosopher’s
particular view on God and ethical values has influenced their approach to death,
preventing them from adopting predetermined goals such as peace and happiness as the
ultimate ends of their approach. Instead, they focus on the question of authenticity,
which does not necessarily prescribe any specific action. These philosophers avoid
offering a fixed definition of humanity or ethical valuation and claim merely to express
preferences, so that anyone who sympathizes with them may adopt the mode of being
necessary for an authentic life.
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