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Introduction

This paper will detail the contents of an imagined exhibition at the Mission Gallery in Swansea. The main focus of this exhibition will be the presentation of artworks inspired by the philosophical question of individual existence and being. Though there are many other philosophical categories that this question can be covered in, the two themes presented in this particular exhibition will be Existentialism and the absurd. This theme was decided upon whilst researching a number of late 19th Century/ early 20th Century philosophers (e.g. Nietzsche, Sartre, Kierkegaard, Heidegger and Albert Camus). Though the original focus was to be on the absurd, including Existentialism could make the exhibition more easier to digest for the audience.

Context

Existentialism as a philosophy analyses existence itself and the way people find themselves existing in the world. It bases on the acceptance of free will and the ability to affect life by means of making choices. The main wave of existentialist thinkers arrived in the late 19th/early 20th Century, a time in which people were desperate to find a new answer to the ‘meaning of life’. Having been demoralised by The Great War and newer challenges to the church in ‘The Origin of Species’ by Charles Darwin in 1859, people eventually began pondering what the answer to this question may be (allaboutphilosophy.org, 1999). 

In connection to the existentialist philosophy, the exhibition will also extend into a branch of existentialism called the absurd. The absurd is a theme amongst existentialist works, describing the notion of convergence between two things (philosophy-index.com). This contrast will be displayed by the means of the works of Dutch artist Maurits Cornelis Escher, or M.C. Escher as he is most commonly known, as well as the essay ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ written by Albert Camus in 1942. The essay confronts the absurdity of existence itself, as well as how humanity should cope with the fact that life, in the end, is entirely meaningless. 

The philosophy of existentialism has been used in our modern era for numerous book publications or film adaptations, leaving readers and cinema-goers scratching their heads, questioning their own concepts of reality. The exhibition will display a number of short clips from popular mainstream cinema films, lasting less than 5 minutes. The clips will demonstrate scenes from the selected films that emphasise the philosophical influences embedded in the narrative given to their protagonists.



Artists & Artworks

The Myth of Sisyphus (1942)
Written by French philosopher Albert Camus during the German occupation of France during WWII. 
1955, Camus wrote:

‘…it is legitimate and necessary to wonder whether life has a meaning; therefore it is legitimate to meet the problem of suicide face to face’

In the essay The Myth of Sisyphus  Camus tells the tale of Sisyphus. Sisyphus must spend the rest of his existence exhausting his entire energy labouring to carry an enormous rock up a steep mountain, only to watch that same rock roll back down to where he started. Sisyphus must then return to the bottom of that same mountain in order to retrieve the rock and repeat the entire protest again, forever. 
Albert Camus compared this process to the many workmen of his present. Those workmen who commit to hard labour their entire lives with no reward, only to face their death when the time has come. 
The absurdity of this notion, realising that life and being is utterly pointless, is met with three possible responses:

1. Suicide

2. Denial

3. Acceptance

In contrast to the drastic first option, Camus has high regard for the third option of acceptance. 
Camus claims: 

Although ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ poses mortal problems, it sums itself up for me as a lucid invitation to live and to create, in the very midst of the desert

This part of the exhibit will be a full presentation of the essay by Albert Camus, with highlighted points of importance. It should work as the strongest piece of the exhibition although it will be the first that the audience will encounter.

The Matrix (1999), Memento (2000),Rick & Morty (2013) and Westworld (2016)

The final and most modern pieces of the exhibit will be short clips compiling excerpts from the above mentioned films that tackle their confrontation with existentialist themes.

The scene from The Matrix would be of Neo being first introduced to Morpheus and receiving the offer of the blue or red pill. The blue pill returns him to his known sense of existence and the red pill will ultimately reveal the true meaning of his existence outside of the matrix that he has lived in his entire life. (Movieclips, 2011)

The clip from Memento would be of main protagonist Leonard and Natalie, as she provokes him to the point where Leonard strikes her to the ground. Because Leonard must rely on notes in order to remember things, he nervously looks for a pen in order to mark this event. Natalie proceeds to leave the room and wait in her car until Leonard forgets, only to return and claim she had been hit by her boyfriend Dodd. Throughout the film Leonard faces numerous occasions where he is manipulated by the people around him, forcing him to create his own reality around the notes that he has left himself. (Max Beitz, 2013)

The final clip would be of popular animated series Rick and Morty. The scene depicts Morty explaining the fact that he is actually an imposter from an alternative timeline who has buried his own body in the garden and continued to live his life as normal, seen as the universe from his own timeline was ‘destroyed’. Morty touches on the absurd during his rant to his sister, claiming 

‘nobody belongs anywhere, nobody exists on purpose, everybody’s going to die…come watch TV’

(kitti dna, 2014)

The final instalment of the exhibition would be a presentation of images by Maurits Cornelis Escher (1898-1972), or M.C. Escher as he is more commonly known. The selected images have been chosen in order to demonstrate the ‘Impossible Constructions’ he created over his lifetime. The selected artworks would be Hand with Reflecting Sphere (1935), Cycle (1938) and Waterfall (1961). The artworks will introduce the audience to his mind-bending depiction of characters and objects transitioning from one state of being to another.

To conclude this paper, the main goal of this exhibition will be to introduce the audience to the philosophical themes of existentialism and absurdism, as well as show them how different artists/authors/directors have embedded these themes in their work.
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