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The Strange and Unusual; Uncanny surrealism within modern art.

Introduction:

My exhibition “The Strange and Unusual” is about the themes of uncanny and surrealism within art which is shown across many mediums. “The uncanny” is a notion within art linked to Sigmund Freud which explains to be the feeling of anxiety and strangeness created by objects or even events known to be familiar in unfamiliar settings. (Freud, S.  and Haughton, H. 2003) Thus, creating an unsettled emotion of something that feels quite recognisable but also slightly wrong. The feeling of unease coming from the blurred lines of fantasy and reality, some examples of this are: inanimate objects being personified, seeing doppelgangers, animals seemingly behaving in a more human like manner, reliving the same day over and over, childish dreams and fears feeling realistic and seemingly coming to life compared to the “normal” adult world views, etc. “Surrealism” and “The uncanny” seem to have an overlap, both exploring the bizarre to test traditional beliefs of reality. For example, Madame Tussauds Museum is known for displaying waxworks of famous historical figures and actors. The artistry of wax figures is known to bring on these emotions of uncanniness due to the almost realistic features they possess.

Context, Artists, and artworks:

The curation of the exhibition will immerse the viewer in the world of uncanny surrealism, creating the unsettling journey that depicts what the theme represents; to “revolutionise human experience” and “Balances a rational vision of life with one that asserts the power of the unconscious dreams”. (Tate, art term, surrealism, 2025) Within the themes of surrealism and the uncanny, childhood, nostalgia, personas, life, and death tend to coexist. The artwork I have chosen for this exhibition all have these running themes within them.

The artworks I have chosen and why in no particular order:
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Description automatically generated]
Fig one: 
Nicoletta Ceccoli, A Girl Hides Secrets, 2017.
Archival Pigment Ink on Hahnemuhle photo. 
13.8 X 18.7 Inches.

I found this artwork in one of Ceccoli’s books, Play with Me, in which her works from between 2014 and 2018 are shown. The collection from the book includes “dreamlike universes made of toys.” (Play with me, 2018) 
Ceccoli is a San Marinian artist who is mainly known for her detailed dreamlike works, with the mediums of acrylics on paper or canvas, Illustrations in plasticine and photography and in photoshop. Her child-like paintings create an adorable yet eerie feeling, the use of porcelain dolls and doll faces in all her works lean into the “cute and creepy” theme that comes with surrealism.

Fig two:
Mike Kelley, Ahh…Youth! 1991.
Set of 8 Cibachrome photography’s.
[image: Mike Kelley | Ahh...Youth! | The Metropolitan Museum of Art]19 5/8 X12 7/8 Inches each

Mike Kelley was an American artist whose work crossed many mediums, Drawing, collage, performance, found objects and video. He explored how the roles we play in society are entangled with historical facts and imaginary characters from the films and images we consume. The work I chose includes seven images of stuffed animals that seem to be old and worn out, alongside a yearbook photo of Kelley himself. (Tate, Mike Kelley, 2025.) This work is about reminiscing repressed memories and childhood hence the title of the piece. The toys shown mirror the idea of youth, what was once seen as perfect and happy objects, now seen as older looking and menacing.
[image: Anna Gaskell, Untitled #25 (Override), 1997. Chromogenic print, 19 7/8 x 15 1/2 inches (49.5 x 39.7 cm)]
Fig three:
Anna Gaskell, Untitled #25 (Override) 1997.
Chromogenic print, Photography
19 7/8 X 15 ½ Inches

Anna Gaskell’s is a contemporary artist who focuses on photography and video.
“Trying to combine fiction, fact and my own personal mishmash of life into something new is how I make my work.” (Gaskell, A, 2019)
Her work is heavily inspired by Lewis Carols’ Alice in Wonderland, taking the idea of the character Alice, and photographing her as one or many children representing the adventures she goes on within the book in her own view. Creating an uncanny series of seven photos of the story that everyone knows but in a new perspective. The perspective of Alice being a victim or attacker, being a metaphor for adolescence. Having a continuous juxtaposition of emotions that fluctuate.
[image: ]Fig four:
Cindy Sherman, M.A.C Fall Colour Look #2, 2011.
Photographed by self.
Dimensions unknown.

“I wish I could treat every day as Halloween, and get dressed up and go out into the world as some eccentric character”.  (Sherman, C, 2025)

Sherman has always challenged the concept and construction of identity, by using visuals that change her physical appearance and documenting it with her style of photography. Mainly focusing on the idea of mixing glamour and grotesque, to create a series of uncanny and uncomfortable self-portraits. In which she explores how women tend to be portrayed in society and the media. In 2011 Sherman released a collaboration with M.A.C cosmetics to inspire others to challenge the concept of identity as well. (Leitzes&Co, no date) She uses the makeup line to create three looks completely altering her appearance, using said makeup as a tool to transform, to hide flaws and or create her personas.
[image: Incarnation, 2009 - Mark Ryden - WikiArt.org]
Fig five:
Mark Ryden, Incarnation (#100), 2009.
Oil on panel,
72 X 48 Inches.

I found his work in one of his books “Pinxit” (Ryden, M, 2011) in a local library. The book is a series of his works over almost two decades. Mark Ryden, is an American painter who has been named the “The godfather of pop surrealism” (Speetjens, P, 2013) 
Ryden is known for his bizarre dark fairy-tale paintings of fantasy worlds including doll like girls/ characters, animals, religious references, Abraham Lincoln, and raw meat. One inspiration of his is Alice in wonderland, it being one of his first introductions to the surreal world as a child. He also finds inspiration in old/ vintage toys, skeletons, religious paraphernalia, anatomical models, and stuffed animals. Claiming “They evoke a feeling of mystery in me, and I am powerfully driven toward them.” (Ryden, M 2005)

Fig six: 
[image: leave-taking - Past Exhibition | AKIO NAGASAWA]Mari Katayama, self-portrait, leave-taking #010 (2022)

Mari Katayama is a Japanese artist who creates pieces of work inspired by her own life stories, the trauma she’s been through, and her medical history are the biggest influences. Her work mostly consist of series of self-portraits and stills of scenes she creates with her real prosthetics and the sculptural versions she creates out of fabrics, and fake leathers that tend to surround her and even be intertwined with herself, creating a surreal and off putting image. That mirrors how Katayama has felt about her health all her life, “As a child, I thought everyone was different. So, I was the same as everyone else, I reasoned. But society does not accept individual differences, and I had to work very hard to assimilate” (Katayama, 2023).
[image: Yoshitoshi Kanemaki sculptures]
Fig seven:
Yoshitoshi Kanemaki, Memento Mori, 2014
Wood sculpture.

Yoshitoshi Kanemaki is a Japanese contempry artist, his works are mainly wood carvings where he creates logs into one-piece sculptures. Using the Japanese wood sculping technology “ichiboku-zukuri” this technique is known for creating large sculptures of human like characters, where normally the head and torso is carved from one block of wood. Then the finer details can be created and added on, such as hands and arms. Kanemaki, has an interest in the theme of mortality, using this theme to inspire his works and create sculptures with human skeletons and emotions of grief. The artist also takes everyday emotions as inspiration, a lot of his works tend to have one character with a series of many faces and changing emotions to symbolise every changing emotion, because of this his works are seen as unsettling and uncanny.
[image: POSSIBLY IN MICHIGAN (1983) - YouTube]
Fig eight: 
Ceceila Condit, Possibly in Michigan (a still image from video) 1983. 
11:45 minute video.
Music composed by Karen Skladany.


Possibly in Michigan is a short film by Cecelia Condit and Karen Skladany. (Condit, C, website) This short film is a musical horror, the film follows two women looking for perfume in a mall while being stalked by a cannibalistic murderer wearing a mask in which they take revenge on. The whole overall vibe is very surreal and uncomfortable, with it being based in a shopping-mall which feels very familiar to viewers yet feels wrong, being uncanny. Parts of this short- film has gone viral for its surreal music and visuals. The cannibalistic murderer wears a mask of a face with an open mouth creating an uncanny feeling to him. The genre of analog horror, in which this falls under. Is when horror is portrayed through found footage or what seems like found footage, the style of this short-film has become inspiration for many directors since.

The layout and curation in the gallery:

The curation of this exhibit is important to create a journey around the artwork chosen as well as give each piece a space where the work can shine as an alone piece, and nothing gets overshadowed. The first piece is “Possibly in Michigan”, on the biggest wall as you enter the exhibit, which will have two sets of headphones on the wall, so the viewer can watch and listen to the short film without the audio filling the whole exhibit and compromising the other pieces. The second and eighth pieces, “self-portrait, leave-taking #010” and “Ahh…Youth” sit on the walls opposite each other as they are both include the artists unedited self-portraits. Then the third and seventh pieces “M.A.C Fall Colour Look #2” and “Untitled #25 (Override)” are on the wall next to the archway into the back half of the exhibit. Both works echo each other within surreal elements of using body parts to create the overall piece. In the back part of the exhibit, the fourth and sixth works “Incarnation (#100)” and “A Girl Hides Secrets” face each other as they are both works that use the cartoonish view of young children to create dream-like and fairly tale works. Finally, the fifth work is “Memento Mori” the 360 sculptural work, has enough space to be completely walked [image: A diagram of a building
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