Fear of the Unknown
Fear of the unknown is a fine art exhibition taking place in the Mission Gallery based in Swansea, Wales. It is curated around the theme of religion and superstition. The chosen pieces of artwork intend to convey a sense of existentialism, inviting the viewer to consider their own mortality, what that means to them and if their beliefs are illusion. This exhibit focuses on the medium of oil painting, many dating from the 15th to the 19th century. I have selected these pieces because I feel that they align with the theme and reflect how, religion may have served as a way to explain the unknown primarily in the past. In this essay I will look at how these artworks represent the human need for meaning, control and order in a world full of chaos and uncertainty. I will touch upon how religion can bring a sense of purpose and how different superstitious beliefs could form and how they create a sense of knowing or comfort during dark times.
Fear of the Unknown exhibition aims to form a respectful, critical reflection on how religion and superstition have been a notable method to cope with fear and the unknown through human history. This essay explores a different perspective on beliefs and is not intended to discredit religion.
This exhibition features notable artworks from artists such as Francisco Goya, Henry Fuseli, Salvador Dali, Peter Paul Rubens and Hieronymous Bosch. These artworks center around otherworldly imagery that lets the viewer question life within a spiritual perspective.
Upon entering Room 1 of the exhibition, the audience is met with three paintings. On the right hand side Rubens’ The Fall Of The Damned (c. 1617) can be seen, this magnificent baroque style oil painting on canvas depicts human souls being cast out of the light and down into the depth of hell, at the bottom of the painting, demonic figures can be seen waiting for and torturing the people. This painting uses a range of symbolism such as demonic figures, angels and light and dark that creates a strong atmosphere and conveys a strong sense of good vs evil. This brings me to consider and apply Geertz’ (1973, p.90) approach, “Religion is a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men…” this explanation helps to further the view that religion can be a structure for people to fall upon when they need order and purpose in life. As the viewer looks across the room, Bosch’s The Garden Of Earthly Delights (c.1490-1510) can be seen opposite, this famous triptych oil painting consists of three oak panels that are deeply saturated with religious symbolism. I have chosen to select this painting because similarly to The Fall of the Damned, the garden of earthly delights is rich with themes of sin and temptation, divine judgement and damnation. I feel as though the themes of this painting serve to enforce the idea that being disobedient or acting in a way that does not align with the supposed moral order will lead you to ending up in hell, and opposingly if you are free of temptation you will be rewarded. (Geertz, 1973 ,p.90) explains, “.. by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivation seem uniquely realistic.” this approach supports my view that these ideas could be comforting in a time where there is a lack of knowledge around death and a lot of suffering, I feel as though these religious ideas created a sense of community and also a moral code to follow to ensure you ended up in the ‘right’ place, it gave people rules to follow and a sense of knowing in a world full of uncertainty, especially about life after death. The third and final painting in this room is Dali’s The Ascension of Christ (c.1958), it is a contrast to the previous paintings as it is a lot more relevant to current times, and instead of having underlying themes of chaos and damnation it offers a lighter approach about faith. The Ascension of Christ portrays the figure of Christ laying with his arms out stretched, ascending upwards toward heaven and in the background a bright yellow atom can be seen. I feel as though this oil painting offers a sense of deeper purpose and creates a warm feeling of comfort, to me it creates hope for [image: ][image: ][image: ]peace after death which is important for a lot of people in a time full of existential crisis. 
Dali, S. (1958) The Ascension of Christ. Oil on Canvas, 251 x 181 cm.
Rubens, P. P. (c. 1617) The Fall of the Damned. Oil on canvas, 366 x 290 cm.

Bosch, H. (c.1490-1510) The Garden of Earthly Delights. Oil on panel, 220 x 389  cm.



[bookmark: _Hlk196835075]As the audience enters room 2 of the Fear of the Unknown exhibition, they are met with two of Francisco Goya’s famous oil paintings Witches’ Sabbath (c. 1798) and Saturn Devouring His Son (c. 1820-1823), as well as Henry Fuseli’s renowned painting The Nightmare (c. 1781) . This section of the exhibition aims to shift the focus from religion to a more mythological and superstitious outlook. Focusing on the theme of superstition I am led to consider why they are a prevalent part of human life, looking at an experiment by B.F Skinner, he describes how a pigeon would be placed in a cage for only a few minutes each day and there would be a food hopper that releases food at random, the bird would begin to repeat random behaviours that it had been doing when the food was released because it believed that action caused the appearance of the food. “The experiment might be said to demonstrate a sort of superstition. The bird behaves as if there were casual relation between its behaviour and the presentation of food, although such a relation is lacking.” (Skinner, 1948 p.168-172). This idea applies to human behaviour as we are wired to create patterns and assume there must be a cause and effect in everything, when something unnerving and unexplainable happens the brain will try to make sense of it even through supernatural explanation. This theory can be applied to all three of the paintings in Room 2, looking at Fuseli’s The Nightmare we can see a depiction of a sleep paralysis demon perched upon the ladies chest as she sleeps and a horse with glowing eyes in the background, this shows how the unknown of why sleep paralysis and nightmares occur has caused the superstition of an incubus/sleep paralysis demon to be created as some sort of cause or understanding. Goya’s Witches’ Sabbath (c.1798) depicts a group of witches sat around a goat like creature that is symbolising the Devil and they appear to be in a sort of ritual or ceremony. This painting reflects superstitions of the 17th – 18th century in which witch craft was seen as a big cause of sickness, war, famine, and death. In a time where there wasn’t a lot of knowledge around natural events and scientific understanding to explain things, people would turn to superstitions in this way as they offered explanation and also brought hope that faith and prayer could be an answer to the suffering and an effective way of helping in situations that are out of human control such as plague, draught and famine. This famous quote by Marx (1844) relates to the overarching theme of the exhibition “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of the soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.” I feel I can also apply this to Witches’ Sabbath as it relates to how certain beliefs can be a distraction from the real causes of suffering and hardships. Goya’s painting is satirical and was created in critique of these beliefs that such things could be created by supernatural forces; it is just a fantasy to understand the unknown and give reasoning to fear. Last but not least, Room 2 of the Fear of the Unknown exhibit contains Goya’s renowned painting Saturn Devouring His Son (c.1819-1823), this painting is from Goya’s ‘black’ paintings and it depicts a gruesome image of Saturn cannibalising his own son. In Roman myth Saturn is a Titan (also known as Cronus in Greek mythology) and he cannibalises his children in fear of a prophecy that states one of his children will overthrow him. This paintings content relates to superstitions and placing faith in external divine sources as Saturn is acting upon a mythological belief of prophecy that frightens him, he treats a belief as truth in order to stop the [image: ][image: ][image: ]uncertainty of being overthrown. 
Goya, F. (c. 1820-1823) Saturn Devouring His Son. Oil on plaster, 143 x 81 cm.
Goya, F. (c. 1789) Witches’ Sabbath. Oil on canvas, 91 x 116 cm.
Fuseli, H. (1781) The Nightmare. Oil on canvas, 101.6 x 127 cm.



“Religion is only the illusory sun which revolves around man as long as he does not revolve around himself.” (Marx, 1844), this quote suggests that instead of looking inward and embracing our fears, we use religion to comfort us and give us a sense of structure and belonging. It also reflects the deep meaning behind my exhibition Fear of The Unknown, we as humans need to find a way of explaining and making sense of our unknown existential fears, the curated artworks show how we look to external forces to provide us with answers and structure in our life. 
 
[image: ][image: ][image: ]Mission Gallery Layout:




Bibliography
Dalí Paintings (n.d.) The Ascension of Christ, 1958 by Salvador Dalí. [online] Available at: https://www.dalipaintings.com/the-ascension-of-christ.jsp [Accessed 13 Apr. 2025].

Francisco Goya (n.d.) Saturn Devouring His Son, 1820–23 by Francisco Goya. [online] Available at: https://www.franciscogoya.com/saturn-devouring-his-son.jsp [Accessed 15 Apr. 2025].

Geertz, C. (1973) The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. Contemporary Sociology, 4(6), p.637. doi: https://doi.org/10.2307/2064031.

Gotthardt, A. (2019) Decoding Bosch’s Wild, Whimsical ‘Garden of Earthly Delights’. [online] Artsy. Available at: https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-decoding-boschs-wild-whimsical-garden-earthly-delights [Accessed 12 Apr. 2025].

Marx, K. (1844) A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. [online] Marxists.org. Available at: https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr/intro.htm [Accessed 17 Apr. 2025].

Mission Gallery (2024) Visit. [online] Available at: https://www.missiongallery.co.uk/visit/ [Accessed 10 Apr. 2025].

Paulson, N. (2015) Henry Fuseli, The Nightmare – Smarthistory. [online] Smarthistory.org. Available at: https://smarthistory.org/henry-fuseli-the-nightmare/ [Accessed 16 Apr. 2025].

Skinner, B.F. (1948) ‘“Superstition” in the Pigeon’, Journal of Experimental Psychology, 38(2), pp. 168–172.

APA PsycNet (n.d.) APA PsycNet. [online] Available at: https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fh0055873 [Accessed 15 Apr. 2025].

View (2019) The Fall of the Damned – Peter Paul Rubens. [online] Widowcranky. Available at: https://widowcranky.wordpress.com/2019/10/04/the-fall-of-the-damned-peter-paul-rubens/ [Accessed 14 Apr. 2025].

Young, E. (1978) Francisco Goya. London: Thames & Hudson.

image2.jpeg




image3.jpeg




image4.jpeg




image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg




image7.jpeg




image8.jpeg




image9.png




image1.jpeg




