


Introduction
From the Egyptian Book of the Dead to the Book of Revelations, from Homer to Dante, from the Emaki picture scrolls
of Japan to the frescos of the Sistine chapel, many cultures across the world and through time have engaged with the
question: what happens when we die?

Some of the earlier notions of the afterlife, Hades (Ancient Greek) and Sheol (Ancient Judaic) suggest a drab twilight
realm where all the dead gather without distinction.  But this could be thought to pose a challenge to ethicists:  what is
the point of living a virtuous life if both the murderer and the victim end up in the same place eyeballing each other
through eternity.  Over time Hades and Sheol differentiated into two spaces; one a realm of bliss where the deserving
were rewarded (the Elysium fields, the Gan Eden, Heaven) and the other, a realm of torment where the wicked were
punished (Tartarus, Gehinnom, Hell).  There is still oppression in the world but now the virtuous oppressed have
something to look forward to, if not in this world, then certainly in the next.

Whereas many cultures grappled with the ideas that we would recognise as belonging to the frame of heaven and
hell, it is arguable that no other culture engaged with this as vividly and in as much detail as did the medieval and
counter reformation culture of Christian Europe.  The iconography of the Last Judgement and therefore Heaven and
Hell developed during the Middle Ages, supported by sacred texts and the mystical visions of saints, and the last
judgement became a common subject in medieval art. The 12/13th century mosaic at the Cathedral of Santa Maria
Assunta in Venice shows the main elements of that iconography: a hierarchical space with Christ at the top centre
under whom the action is played out; the resurrection of bodies; the moment of judgement; the descent or ascent into
Hell or Heaven; the state of eternal bliss or torment according to ones just desserts.

There is a common sensibility and perhaps a common purpose to these works: to assure the virtuous oppressed that
their time will come while warning them against rebellion and to admonish the powerful and warn against the over
exploitation of the weak.  Not all the mitres and crowns are shown ending up on the right hand side of Christ.  The
artistic imagination is harnessed to provide the means by which the virtuous oppressed could be given the vicarious
pleasure of seeing their oppressors brought to account.



From the late seventeenth century onwards, as the forces of enlightenment gained ground and the energies of the
Counter-Reformation fizzled out, so did the evocation of heaven and hell.  William Blake and John Martin revived the
idea in England in their very different ways in the nineteenth century as part of the Romantic reaction to the perils of
materialism and the machine soul.  But where is heaven and hell in modern and contemporary art?  Apart from
oblique suggestions in the odd works such as Mark Wallinger's “Threshold of the Kingdom” and the Chapman
brothers' monumental "Hell" (now lost to fire) it seems to have lost relevance to our culture.

Would not a medieval European peasant, if she were to look at our brimming supermarkets, our hospitals and clinics,
our clean cities and well fed children... would she not think that she was already in heaven?  Think how limiting a
vision of popular heaven that Pieter Breughel presents in his "Land of Cockaigne", 1567.  It is essentially three
satiated peasants rolling around on the ground in a contented stupor, while around them strolls "ready to eat" food
walking on its own legs (a roasted pig with a slice taken out if it walking around with a handy knife, an egg on legs with
a knife embedded in its head).  Brueghel suggests that for the ordinary person just having enough to eat and having
their physical necessities met would have been heaven indeed.  Put this in context of the fact that in our world 2 billion
people still live on less than £1 a day and hundreds of millions of children go to bed hungry each night.  Here hell
might be read as exclusion from the security and privileges of our western lifestyle, where the excluded are the new
damned.

So the question we started with in creating this show was: how would contemporary artists respond to this subject?  In
our secular culture, where there is no otherworldly accountability for our behaviour, where we expect our needs and
even our wants to be met here and now, where the consumerist imperative leaves little room for postponement of
desires, would the theme find any resonance at all?
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A heaven of hell, a hell of heaven
In the curators’ introduction to this exhibition, the question is raised as to how the age old artistic theme of heaven and
hell might find any resonance “in our secular culture, where there is no otherworldly accountability for our behaviour,
where we expect our needs and  wants to be met here and now [and] where the consumerist imperative leaves little
room for postponement of desires.” Leaving the overarching question of how to the artists themselves, I shall consider
here two component questions, namely What has taken the place of traditional religion in contemporary society, and
how might this influence our understanding of heaven and hell? and Who, in the place of “God”, is the judge?

Stephen Hawking recently gibed that science has killed philosophy, but, as postmodern sociologist of science Steve
Fuller points out, science, politics and religion were originally all related branches of one and the same search for and
love of knowledge and wisdom – aka philosophy (i). The scientific method was developed in the 17th century by
philosophers who were dissatisfied with settling for plausibility over factuality. These days, however, the disciplines
have diverged such that they are seen to be almost wholly incompatible with one another, and, in many cases, even
to cause wars. Religion battles religion; religion battles politics; and religion battles science.

Freud argues that religion, and the belief in an afterlife, is nothing more than man’s attempt to alleviate his fear of
death and nothingness. But, things are no longer so black and white, since human “progress” has rendered us able to
intervene into this crossing between life and death, with modern medicine able not only to prolong life artificially, but
also to bring people back from the dead. Science has, in this sense, superseded religion. Doctors are often thought of
as gods, following the Galenic tradition whereby nature is seen to cause disease, and the doctor is the hero who steps
in to bring about a cure. But they cannot cure everything. And, especially in the case of mental health, it is not they
who effect the cure anyhow. They may well help, and guide patients in times when they cannot guide themselves, but
no one but the patients can bring about their own recovery. In the heaven and hell of the mind, it is each person who
creates, experiences, and judges, and furthermore only he who can rescue himself. Illnesses develop because people
feel they cannot live up to contemporary ideals. In a consumerist world where we expect our wants and needs to be
met immediately, where celebrity status and superficial ideals hold sway, there is a proliferation of dissatisfaction; a
scourge of disillusionment; an epidemic of breakdowns, eating disorders, depression and addictions.



The more science “progresses”, and the more man can defer death and take on the role of the divine, the more hellish
the potential of his own life becomes.

The individual, ultimately, is the judge of his own life and deeds. In a cycle of never-ending, seemingly pointless
suffering, a Sisyphian struggle, contemporary life can become hell on earth. “Would not a medieval European
peasant,” the curators’ musings continue, “if she were to look at our brimming supermarkets, our hospitals and clinics,
our clean cities and well fed children... would she not think that she was already in heaven?” Well, I would counter, is
heaven really when we have all that we want and continually get our own way? Instinctively, many might think that it
is, but, throughout tradition, stories have warned of those with power and privilege misusing it in this life, falling foul of
hubris, and then being punished in hell in the next. Perhaps not too much has changed? Those who  get too much of
what they want today fall foul of their own increasingly insatiable hungers and are left perpetually dissatisfied and in a
form of living purgatory or hell.

Finally we come to the question of who, in the place of God, arbitrates as to what is good and bad? If each person is
his or her own judge, how, coming back to the case at hand, are viewers meant to evaluate the art in this exhibition?
How are works as diverse as video pieces (Nicca Iovinella and Suok won Yoon), paper sculpture (Sher Christopher)
and mixed media installation and collage (Edu Luna, Consuelo Celluzzi, Christopher Ward and Carlosmol) to be
considered alongside works from the more traditional schools of painting (Jamie Chapman, Robert Fitzmaurice, Annie
Zamero and Trinidad Ball), sculpture (Lucretia Allan, Beth Gadd and Elspeth Penfold) and drawing (Julia Tester)?
Grayson Perry touched upon this question in his recent series of Reith Lectures for BBC Radio 4 (ii).  He proposed a
number of contemporary art world judges: the collector, the curator and the critic to name but a few. As Elspeth
Penfold notes, however, relating to her collaborative installation piece, Cocoons , when it was previously installed in
an exhibition at the Bussey Building, Peckham, it caused varyingly both discomfort and pleasure. This reinforces
precisely the point already made. If there is no overall judge, or no established doctrine any more, who is to say what
is right and wrong, good and bad? Each person is his or her own judge; each viewer must have his or her own
individual response.



And this freedom is not necessarily a feature of heaven. If there is no correct way of doing things, and no good or bad
taste, how can we ever be released from the hell of uncertainty? The very fact that in looking at these works we do not
know immediately if they are worthy or not, and cannot immediately recognise motifs of heaven or symbols of hell,
but, instead, are forced to think and engage in some conceptual dialogue and judge for ourselves, is a chaste
reminder of just how much we do now live inside our own heads. And as John Milton presciently reminded us: “The
mind is a universe and can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.”(iii)

Anna McNay
Art Writer and Editor

(i)  “Hawking vs. Philosophy: Has science killed philosophy?” An IAI debate between Steve Fuller, Lewis Wolpert and Jonathan Derbyshire.
http://iai.tv/video/hawking-vs-philosophy  [accessed 24 November 2013]

(ii) Grayson Perry, Playing to the Gallery: 2013, Reith Lecture #1, “Democracy has Bad Taste,” 15 October 2013
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00729d9/episodes/player [accessed 24 November 2013]

(iii)  John Milton, Paradise Lost (1667)



Lucretia Allan, Sir Frederick Cakeface, mixed media, 25 x 50 x 25 cm



Trinidad Ball, Not in Safe Hands, oil on canvas, 92 x 73 cm



Consuelo Celluzzi, Clara & Vera, mixed media, 76 x 112 cm



Jamie Chapman, Bustin' outta hell, oil on canvas, 60 x 42 cm



Sher Christopher, Dante's Daily Inferno, paper, 76 x 56 x 13 cm



Robert Fitzmaurice, Hell of our own making, oil on aluminium, 92 cm diameter



Beth Gadd, When she was bad, she was horrid, mixed media, various sizes, up to 50 cm high



Nicca Iovinella, Injures - double lecture, video



Edu Luna, When Persephone overcame her fears, mixed media installation, 200 x 150 x 100 cm



Carlosmol, A Threat: Resentment, Envy and Revenge, ink and digital collage, 40 x 18 cm



Elspeth Penfold and Ignacio Canete Sanchez, Two Cocoons, mixed media, each 150 x 30 cm



Julia Tester, Heaven and Hell in the 12th century, pastel on paper, 100 x 120 cm



Christopher Ward, Lovecraft, mixed media on canvas, 92 x 122 cm



Annie Zamero, The Ally II, oil and acrylic on canvas, 121 x 76 cm
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