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Ways of Perceiving 
Curation is the conscious selection and arrangement of objects for exhibition. This process sometimes employs a level of strategy through spatial awareness, display mechanisms, an empathy with the audience and the use of an underlying contextual theme. This task will be a rationale of my own hypothetical exhibition based at The Mission Gallery titled ‘Nature and the Human Experience’, providing conceptual and historical context, analysis and personal input on each piece. Nature has remained a constant in human history, it is humanity that has been socially, culturally and technologically developing. While scathed by our presence, the earth has sustained and still carries universal and inherent symbolism where elements of the natural world have become equipped with meaning. ‘Every single fruit, flower, and animal is charged with a specific characteristic significance’ (Impelluso, 2004) and are utilised by artists as vehicles of conceptual depth. This exhibition will explore how various artists use nature to translate intangible concepts into the physical world such as metaphysics and existentialism with different belief systems as focal points for each piece.
‘We “curate” in relation to ourselves’ (Balzner, 2014), and in turn the curator’s aesthetic preferences have influence throughout. In this case, the pieces will be consistent in their vibrancy of colour and curious imagery to form a collection that is visually cohesive as well as thematically. The exhibition will apply a pattern of organisation that considers space rather than chronological systems which; while logical, can appear somewhat disjointed. The artworks will each offer unique commentary using imagery taken from the natural world and will be arranged in a manner that maximises their visual appeal and therefore overall ability to influence an audience. The exhibition will employ the use of spot lighting against a darkened room to achieve a dramatic high-contrast effect. This ‘provides drama and interest’ (Karlen, 2012) that beckons the eye of the spectator while aligning with the strong tone and aesthetic of works which wouldn’t be complimented by subtlety.
 The entrance into the exhibition space at The Mission Gallery is situated on the right side. This is a less neutral position than a central entrance and consequently, the audience will be inclined to navigate the space in a particular manner since ‘visitor movement patterns are affected by special layout’ (Krukar, 2014). The proximity to the right wall may minimise the salience of the artworks upon it in favour of the opposing wall which is at a distance that better attracts the eye of the audience. For this reason, the right wall must occupy a strong array of artwork to parallel those displayed opposite. An assortment of strong pieces by Lauren Marx would serve this purpose.
[bookmark: _Hlk7877057]Marx specialises in depicting ‘the beautiful grotesque’ (Marx, 2016) in her scenes of flora and fauna which confuse the borders between repulsion and allure. This is achieved by a merging of macabre images of flesh and rot with vitality and romanticism. Their visual value alone is seductive but thematically the pieces offer symbolic depth that correlates with the exhibition’s narrative. Moths, rotting fruit and flowers are symbols consistent with renaissance Memento Mori and Vanitas artworks. Their connotations with mortality and vanity resonate with Marx’s work which is an allegory for human relationships. Marx, having experienced abuse, uses the intermingling of growth and decay imagery to reflect the complexity and duality of love and conflict in human connection through personified animal figures. We long to connect and relate with the natural world ‘impressing human traits’ upon its sentient and non-sentient inhabitants to humanise them and in turn utilise them in stories, myths and religion to in the words of the artist: ‘explain our place in the world’ (Empty Kingdom, 2016). Such ideas are encapsulated in the central piece ‘Kingfisher’. The two adjacent pieces: ‘Wallow’ and ‘Keepsake’ present an existential point of view catalysed by the artists ‘obsessively anxious idea of [her] mortality’ (wowxwow.com, 2018). As an agnostic, she fears death and is envious of religion’s ability to add greater meaning to mortality, death being a gateway to the afterlife rather than a scene of gore and violence. In response, Marx translates her own beliefs onto paper, creating a ‘pseudo religion’ (wowxwow.com, 2018) of sorts and using ‘science as a profound source of spirituality’ (Sagan, 1995). Religious imagery is consistent in the form of the motif of moth halos which connote an organic divinity, elevation and holiness (Albertis-window, 2013). The selected pieces use nature to rationalise and juxtapose the physical and spiritual processes of death and reflect the turmoil of the uncertainty of the afterlife.
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[image: Image result for the physical impossibility of death in the mind of someone living]The exhibition’s centrepiece is Damien Hirst’s The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living (1991). This piece consists of a tiger shark preserved in formaldehyde and displayed in a vitrine that encapsulates ‘Natural history with a metaphysical kick’ (Cumming, 2012). This installation will be central to the exhibition both physically and thematically; its cuboid triptych form reminiscent of the space and acting as a pillar around which the audience navigate. Most importantly, such placement allows for the engagement of the spectator through examination from every angle. The conceptual depth is defined almost entirely by its title which essentially proposes that ‘In the unconscious, every one of us is convinced of his own immortality’ (Freud, 1915). Simply thinking about death ‘leads us to encounter our existential condition’ (Yalom, 1980)and the shark is the mediator between the physical world and beyond. The animal is recontextualised and nature is appropriated into the sterile gallery space where the spectator encounters something most won’t in their lives without the numbness granted by the barricade of media. To experience this in nature, the individual would have to confront the possibility of death when faced by a creature that epitomises it. Through the lens of the vitrine, Hirst captures a sensation of sublime by utilising the physicality of the shark to instil a sense of awe and powerlessness in onlookers. The shark is ‘universal trigger’ (Hirst, 2012) of primordial fear, a contemporary Grim Reaper of sorts in a culture of horror and hyperbole and acts as a tool to comprehend the atheist idea of mortality, of nothingness.



Figure 4
[image: Image result for the garden of earthly delights]To the right of the exhibition entrance will be Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych The Garden of Earthly Delights (1490-1510). The composition is a sequential Biblical narrative which portrays creation, sin and damnation. The outer panels combine to depict an unpopulated globe on the third day of earth’s genesis. The scene is grey in the absence of light but speckled with potential to yield life. The Netherlandish grisaille rendering serves to highlight the vibrancy of the inner panels (Snyder, 2004) which will be displayed in the exhibition. ‘Seeds of carnality have been sewn’ (Thomas, 2018) in the first panel where Eve is introduced to Adam and sexuality is awakened. Warped creatures emerge from the black waters and foreshadow its potential to corrupt. The seeds have taken root in the central panel which depicts a surrealist paradise plagued by cardinal sin, God’s children enslaved by bodily pleasures, their nude bodies entwined. The abundance of flowers and fruit imagery is, in vanitas fashion, symbolic of the transience of such pleasure as well as gluttonous consumption (BBC, 2018). The final panel depicts divine retribution, the consequences of paradise lost. The piece gives insight into a mentality prior to the Age of Enlightenment where religion defined the human experience by instructing the way in which it should play out. Philosophy and Science were yet to flourish and provide other belief systems. Bosch ‘gives tangible shape to the fears that haunted the minds of man in the Middle Ages’ (Gombrich, 1950) and his universal aesthetic and vibrancy aims to translate such fears to the spectator and present the psychology behind a life informed by religion.Figure 5


[image: Image result for cai guo-qiang tigers]The final piece in the exhibition will be a section of Cai Guo-Qiang’s Inopportune: Stage two (2004) which takes a more realist standpoint. Guo-Qiang’s series Inopportune explores themes of terrorism and heroism. Stage one simulates frames of the trajectory of a car which has exploded, rods of light firing outwards to mimic the process. This piece gives context that informs the reading of Stage Two. The installation consists of nine life-sized tiger replicas each pierced with arrows echoing the eruptions of light in Stage one which illustrate the artists interest in explosion and modern physics. One such tiger, will be suspended from the ceiling in the distinct rounded portion of the Mission Gallery space. The piece is a hyperbolic retelling of a 13th century Chinese myth that ‘epitomises bravery’ (MassMoca, n.d.) through the slaying of a tiger in protection of a village. The hero is absent from the scene, the spectator left to witness the chaos of his slaughter, the pain and suffering of the animal. The elevation of the figures is gestural and suggestive of motion and ‘other worldliness’ (Guggenheim.org, n.d.) which contributes to their visual effectiveness in a gallery space. Guo-Qiang utilises the ‘aesthetics of pain’  (Guo-Qiang, 2011) to elicit a great sense of empathy in the spectator, the piece is a ‘stage setting’ (Guo-Qiang, 2011)to evoke emotional response. Nature is used as a means of visually and emotionally charging the piece, to translate a ‘profound but not seen’ phenomena into being, he manifests ‘a poison in society’ and his condemnation of human conflict (Guo-Qiang, 2011). The spectator cannot connect with Stage One in this manner, despite dealing with the same themes. 
Figure 6

To conclude, mortality plays an essential role in the exhibition being that it is the ultimate boundary that limits and structures the human experience. The pieces present agnostic, atheist, Christian and neutral approaches to contemplating the human experience and its end using nature as a palette to philosophise. A triptych structure is echoed throughout the works to symbolise life’s structure.
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