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Gallery Exhibition – Monsters
Part 1: Introduction

The definition of a Monster, is that of a frightening, imaginary creature. Such beings have been a part of human culture for almost as long as we have existed and can be found in the vast majority of our history, popping up in different forms throughout the ages. They are important in our culture for certain key reasons: They allow us to explore and symbolise the many darker aspects of our being and they are a way for us to safely appreciate the macabre and horrendous in fictional settings. This exhibition will analyse specific Monsters from old to new, and feature work by artists all the way back from the time of the ancient Greek’s to modern day film makers and concept artists. The work will be analysed to decipher what each Monster represents and how they differ depending on the time period they were created or featured in. Perhaps certain Monsters are meant to signify a difficult burden that must be overcome? Perhaps they are a projection of our terrible deeds? This exhibition aims to offer answers on such questions through different analysis’s and sources of information regarding each featured art piece.
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The core root of a Monster, is that of fear. Bertrand Russel said, “Fear is the main source of superstition, and one of the main sources of cruelty” (1950: p106). It is no surprise then, that many cruel monsters in old tales are born from superstitions, rumour and fear. Some examples are the Japanese Onryō or the European Basilisk. These beings are malicious and prey on the living, ensuring they either die horribly, or live in torment. They also harm the land as well, destroying and rotting plants. Populations during these periods feared their crops dying, as it was absolutely essential to their survival, and concepts tackling death, degradation or destruction were not well understood, leading to many believing the supernatural, instead of simply accepting that they did not understand what caused such things.
Therein the question, “Why do humans create imaginary beings and not remain satisfied with not knowing what causes their torment?” 

One answer by H.P. Lovecraft states that “The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.” (1973:1). As such, we likely choose to create and believe in Monsters because in doing so we’re able to “know” the world around us and explain why things occur. This theory plays Hieronymus Bosch’s work, whose art sometimes features demons, creatures born of religious superstition. 

Much of H.P. Lovecraft’s work was loved due to this element of the unknown, which made his Monsters so terrifying. Lovecraftian media focused on the horror of things beyond our understanding, or comprehension. His Monsters, are often described as being too horror-inducing to understand, even on the most rudimentary of levels. Lovecraftian-like works also feature in the exhibition, with such as the Xenomorph, and the Fly-Human hybrid.
With this in mind, it is understandable why people (especially in periods before science and technology became widespread) would believe in Monsters so much, and why they became so important to us.

Over the years, as technology grew and belief in the supernatural subsided, people began to deconstruct the way we perceive/create Monsters. Instead of fearfully believing in Monsters, we have stopped deeming them “real” and have developed an appreciation for them specifically because they are fictionally frightening. Immanuel Kant wrote “the more attractive the more fearful it is, as long as we find ourselves in safety” (2000:144).” Now, we create Monsters simply to feel fear despite knowing that they’re untrue. We have a greater understanding on things that were previously unknown; we’re safely able to feel the adrenaline that comes with feeling small and weak in the face of danger, by watching gruesome horror films. The aftermath is also pleasant, as after watching said films we feel like we have beaten the monster together with the protagonist. We feel strong because we were brave enough watch it, and we enjoy a catharsis that soothes us after the process is complete. This is how we appreciate Monsters and why we have a taste for the vile and morbid.
In a way, we are reliving the warriors from Greek mythology, that slay gruellingly powerful Monsters in order to become heroes. We put ourselves through terrifying trials by indulging in horror media, to gain feelings of satisfaction and glory like a hero does after slaying a Beast. This trope, of Monsters being objects of terror that must be overcome is also featured in the exhibition as images of the famous Minotaur.
Though, some may say these modern Monsters are not “traditional” or “authentic”, they still ultimately retain that core feature of inducing fear and are simply modern Monsters of a new generation.
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Part 3: Artists and Artworks:
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Hydria (water jar): Theseus and the Minotaur, 550-530 BCE

Here, we have Theseus, a Greek hero, slaying the Monster known as The Minotaur. In ancient Greece and Fairy Tales, Monsters were seen as an Ordeal to be overcome in order for the protagonist to become a hero. Christopher Vogler wrote “This is the real heart of the matter […] called the Ordeal. It is the mainspring of the heroic form” (2007:155)”. Many other Greek heroes such as Heracles and Perseus also fought Monsters in order to achieve heroism. To this day, many Monsters in modern media are obstacles that heroes must slay.
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                         Hieronymus Bosch: The Garden of Earthly Delights: Hell, 1503 – 1515
 
Here we see a painting of hell by the Dutch artist, Hieronymus Bosch. The demons represent sin and damnation from God. Juanita Feros Ruys said “In Christian belief, demons are necessarily and irretrievably evil” (Juanita Feros Ruys, 2017) The same man, describes demons coming into being, “these rebellious angels […] flung down from Heaven […] lost their perfectly fine spiritual natures and took on […] grosser bodies than they had previously” (2017:1). The fact that even a divine angel could become a vile demon should they rebel, would strike fear into any believer’s heart. This painting is a reminder to fear god. This brings us back to the idea where unexplained things give birth to Monsters – we do not know what happens after death, and it would be wrong if godforsaken, people entered paradise after dying, so we believe that once they die, demons will eternally torture those who rejected god.
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Merian C. Cooper & Earnest B. Schoedsack: King Kong, 1933

Merian Cooper, when creating Kong, said he wanted him to be “the fiercest, most brutal, monstrous damned thing” (2005:27). In the film, Kong develops an attachment to a beautiful woman who’s terrified of him, and who inadvertently leads him to die. This trope of “Monster being a tragic figure” was a recent subversion from the standard “Only evil Monsters”. The King Kong remake by Peter Jackson sweetened the relationship between Kong and his “love”, as she truly bonds with the Monster, who wishes to protect her. Naomi Watts describes Kong as being lonely and “desperate for connection” (Brad Balfour, 2005). The humans in the film also capture Kong for entertainment and when he escapes, they mercilessly kill him. King Kong is also a Monster and icon of human cruelty.
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David Cronenberg: The Fly, 1986

The Fly is another tragic Monster. It was once a brilliant scientist, who through a terrible experiment, evolves into a Fly-Man hybrid. As the movie progresses, the character warps into an abomination. Stuart Cornfield describes it as “a guy that is beginning to change but has no control over it” (The Fly, 1986). This taps into the very human fear of aging and death (death also being the fear of the unknown). This Monster is also a symbol of the hubris of man and technology – the protagonists overconfidence with his scientific abilities lead to his doom.
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Xenomorph – H.R. Giger (1976)

During the period of the 70’s, drugs, lax attitudes and open sexuality were prominent, and graphic violence became a major element in several 70’s films. In this period another horrific film was made known as Alien, by Ridley Scott. The artist behind the aliens design was H.R.Giger, who’s macabre art inspired the creatures appearance. This Monster was specifically designed to contain rape and sexual assault undertones. As seen in the image, the adult alien’s head clearly has phallic imagery. The alien is also described as “biomechanical” (1979:30). The aliens warped, bizarre appearance was beyond the norm, appeared Lovecraftain, and like The Fly, induces a fear of the unknown.
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