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We are the Grateful Dead

Mark Braunias

Between late August and October 2019 I completed a visiting artist residency programme at the Dunedin School 
of Art. This culminated in an exhibition held at the School’s gallery between 14 October and 1 November of the 
same year. 

The exhibition, “Working on a Guru (A Pictorial Procession),” was a deliberately skewed non-linear and ironic 
interpretation of leaders and followers or cults throughout Western history. An emphasis was placed on the notion 
of spiritual belief systems, and the work referenced Giotto’s Arena Chapel frescoes as a site from which to de-
contextualise.

Within this re-invented chapel an entire end wall arrangement, We are the Grateful Dead, operated as a stand-
in for The Last Judgment. Typed obituaries of significant or famous people (both positive and negative in terms 
of their reputation) were presented in encyclopedic book form and arranged in alphabetical order. The altered 
photographs of each individual were given hand-drawn frames alluding to the process of biological and molecular 
deconstruction. These frames included abstracted biological parts and cell structures such as mitochondrion, 
ribosomes, microtubules, vacuoles, nucleus and nucleoli – essentially molecules and atoms actively disassembling 
and reassembling. The written commentary alluded to the subjects’ life achievements (or otherwise), with a final 
sentence which was often little more than an ironic and pithy ‘summing up.’

Following the exhibition, I decided to bring many of the deceased in these works back to life – perhaps to offer them 
another chance at even greater immortality. Establishing an Instagram account for my famous dead, I regenerated 
the same altered photographs from the exhibition and uploaded them to a contemporary online platform – the 
assumption being that they would still feel the need to communicate via impassioned posts from beyond the grave. 
The Internet’s global coverage offered the grateful dead vast opportunities to convert the masses, possibly plead 
for forgiveness or, more than likely, maintain a similar pose to that revealed in their own era. 

Satire is obviously the key driver for the entire concept and yet, despite a mocking tone, the message delivered 
by the famous dead attempts to convey a ‘darkened’ universal empathy and need. This need is at the heart of the 
works spread across the following pages. It’s a need to be noticed, to be understood, to be respected, to be popular 
and potentially to be adored. Finally, like all Instagram or Facebook users, a need to know you actually exist. Or not. 

Mark Braunias graduated from Canterbury University with a BFA in 1988. He has exhibited widely in New Zealand 
and overseas since that time. In 2019 Braunias completed an Artist Residency at the Dunedin School of Art.  
For further information : markbraunias.com
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