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                                                        Religious Hell in Art 


The concept of Hell has been evaluated by many artists for centuries. It is visually pictured as a place of suffering, chaos, and brutality. A place where souls are tortured for sins that were committed on their personal life on Earth. Artists creative imaginary skills have allowed them to curate and devise this horrific underworld known as Hell. However, their source of imagination stems down from religions and beliefs. Based on Oxford dictionary the definition of Hell is “a place regarded in various religions as a spiritual realm of evil and suffering, often traditionally depicted as a place of perpetual fire beneath the earth where the wicked are punished after death.” (Oxford dictionary). Religions and spiritual individuals all share similarities and differences on the afterworld when someone passes away. The artworks that are mentioned in this essay are based on religious tales on the afterlife for sinners. On the other hand some are seen as a warning on the public, to present fear people into societies, to control civilians behaviour. Hell is a place that has depths of despair, eternal suffering, punishment, and torment those who lived in a life of sin and transgressions. These attributes will be presented in depth further in the essay.

The following painting, Death and Life by Gustav Klimt was made in 1915. This time in era was also known to be called the Golden Phase. The large oil painting is now up at Leopard Museum, and is measured by seven hundred seventy eight centimetres times one hundred nighty eight centimetres. This painting is divided between two categories. On the right of the painting, the colour palette is bright, colourful while the other left side is dark and consists of dark tones. The right side of this painting is not only vibrant, but as well busy in use of figures, an overlapping amount from different ages, gender and ethnicity people. All hurled into each other arms, they seem at peace. Klimt here was portraying deception of life, birth of male child, woman, men and elders. Which show a human evolution during their life time on Earth. Strongly contrasting on the left side, stands a tall skeleton figure in a dark cloak, with imprinted with crosses. The figure is a representation of death in the title of his work. Death is holding a weapon in its hand while making contact to the individuals embraced to each other. Klimt is portraying the message that humans have a unavoidable fate that is destined to everyone. The artist Klimt was raised by a Catholic family, however Klimt himself was known to be agnostic. Being brought up in a. Religious household, he was imbed with Catholicism belief on the afterlife which is present in his painting Death and Life, 1915.
[image: ]
                                           Gustav Klimt, Death and Life, (1915) 



The Divine Comedy, written by Dante Alighieri between the years 1308 and 1321. It is a narrative poem in Italian, and known as one of the most extraordinary pieces in Western literature. The poem addresses the afterlife of an individuals soul, and particularly discusses Dante’s journey of the different levels present in Hell. In this theory, during Western Church in the 14th Century it was known that Hell had nine circles. In the poem it states Dantes journey, where he first found himself in confusion in a dark forest by himself. Afterwards, he is shown guidance by Virgil who is a Roman poet. Virgil serves Dante as a mentor, to aid him through his pathway through the nine circle realms of Hell. The severity of tournament in each realm of Hell worsen by each level downwards. Each realm in Hell is designated towards sins that had be committed during an individuals lifetime. As Dante reaches the severest realm in Hell, which is reared to as the infernal realm. Strongly advocated themes are present in Dantes vivid imagination of Inferno, which are implied through symbolism to study sinful attributes of civilians. Therefore, justice for victims that had suffered under the rule of sinners. The consequence of moral action are to be taken care in the afterlife, the consequences are accountable to. Dante faces figures from historians, demigods and other that praised mythological gods.This piece tackles the philosophical questions around the consequences of human action during their lifetime, and how our moral actions can be challenged and scheme into the afterlife of realms of Hell. The journey he was passed through was not just known as physicality to Dante, nevertheless as a spiritual experience. “The relation between what we see and what we know is never settled. Each evening we see the sun set. We know that the earth is turning away from it. Yet the knowledge, the explanation, never quite fits the sight.”(John Berger, Ways of Seeing) is an example to the theology between the matter of Hell. By Dante describing the realms and bringing it into a vitality for people to see, and that allows them to believe in the realms. Dante was a strong believer in Catholicism. The 9 circles of hell that Dante describes are described as the following; first realm is Limbo, this is the place that non baptized but virtuous people are sent to eternally be punished without hope of salvation. Secondly comes the realm of Lust, this place is for people who occupied a life in lust, they are tortured as they are blown by a storm never stopping. Dante mentions that he sees Cleopatra in the realm of Lust. Thirdly is the realm of Gluttony, greedy overindulged over drink and food, these people are forced to lie in a vile slush, under a never ending shower of ice rain. The realm of Greed is the fourth level in hell, the people in this realm are divided into two. The first group hoards their wealth while the other squander it. Obligated to push enormous amounts of weight against each other for their entire left of existence. The fifth realm is Anger, for those who gave into wrath and anger. These sinners were immersed in a boiling blood river and all souls are doomed to bite and fight all of the other. Dante reaches the sixth realm, Heresy for those who practiced beliefs that were not part of the churches instructed. Violence for the seventh realm Dante was guided by Virgil to visit, this realm compared to the others was divided into three rings, all for different violence purpose. Harm that was made to themselves, harm made to other, and harm committed towards God, nature or Art, would all be punished in varied ways. Most would be immersed in the same river as the fifth realm of anger, their bodies turned into trees with thorns and finally chased by vicious dogs that would tear them apart. Last but not least, Fraud the eight realm for people who committed deceit and fraud in their lifetime. These people are know as thieves, corrupt politicians, and hypocrites. These sinners are consumed by fiery flames and turned into cold blooded reptiles for eternally trapped in ice. Lastly is the ninth realm of treachery, in this realm Lucifer is presented with three heads. Lucifer eats the sinners who are trapped in a river of ice up till their neck.
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                                                        Dante’s Inferno, (1314)



This artwork is in relation to the piece above of Dante’s Inferno. This is from the collection Divine Comedy series. When Dante and poet Virgil recounts their transformative journey. Their journey through the nine circles of Hell, as mentioned in the text Inferno. Dante’s is seen to enter a portal, gate…at the right bottom corner of the painting is labelled as ‘HELL Gate 3’. As the title says ‘The inscription over the Gate’, if observed carefully there is a phrase written down at the top part of the painting. ‘Lasciate ogni speranza voi ch’entrate’, which are not the original text but rather a interpolation of the artist Blake of Dantes entrance to Hell.his was a moment of tears and terror for Dante himself. Dante describes it with a strong sense of abundance of eerie and ominous in their surrounding. This piece is done on alter colour paper with the medium of ink, graphite and watercolours. The scale of this piece is five hundred twenty seven times three hundred seventy four millimetres. The dark colours, such as the Prussian blue, indigo blue are symbolism towards Dantes pilgrimage travelling to Hell. 
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                               William Blake, The Inscription over the Gate (1824-7) 
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                         Jan van Eyck, The Crucifixion; The Last Judgment (1440-41)


Jan van Eyck, oil painter who created his own imaginative scene for The Last Judgment. On the right half of a diptych that also involves a depiction of the Crucifixion. Metropolitan Museum of Art described this piece as a “diabolical invention.” My preferred part of this painting is at the bottom right, where a largely scaled skeleton. Reaching its limbs across damned souls, each representing a different form of punishment due to their committed sins. The people are eaten, bitten, ripped apart by demons and wild beasts. Joy of Museums states that the gilt frames were original contains Biblical passages in Latin. The Last Judgment is a big part of of the three largest Abrahamic religions which are; Christian, Islamic and Jewish.
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                              Hieronymus Bosch, The Garden of Earthy Delights (1490-1500)



During the Protestant Reformation, which was a movement to reorder religious norms. This created a Christianity branch, in Europe during the years 1500s. This ideology went with the term called Protestantism, this was a label to differentiate religious group that were parting their ways from Roman Catholic Church. They began to interpret the word of God for themselves, rather than rely on the Church. Bosch during those years of Protestant Reformation, incorporated this approach in his painting. This painting is known worldwide, a famous piece. Bosch has involved many symbolism in his three panel painting, themes of sin, punishment due to un moral actions, and story time line of human kind. The left of the panel shows a start of human race, where Adam and Eve are being introduced to one another. In the middle panel, it is seen human activity increasing. Everything seems bright and joyful, however looking closely at details, noticing small behaviours of disobedience.”As scholars like Drik Bax and Walter S. Gibson have suggested, medieval symbolism pointing to sex is everywhere.”(Artsy) On the right side of the panel, the third panel is a peculiar hellscape.The punishments and torments are executed by different things according to the sins they have committed. For example those who played secular music are afflicted by instruments. 
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