HOW ART MADE THE WORLD
Episode Five: “To Death and Back”

From movies to television to videogames, popular entertainment today often centers on graphic images of violence and death.  But why are we attracted to something that is so terrifying to us?  And why do we surround ourselves with pictures of our deceased ancestors and loved ones?  Is it simply a way to honor and remember them, or could it also have something to do with our fears about our own mortality? 

To learn more about how ancient civilizations used images of the dead, Dr. Nigel Spivey takes us back to the city of Jericho, best known as the site of a popular biblical story.  In the 1950s, archeologists discovered that 9,000 years ago, long before Joshua brought the legendary walls tumbling down, residents of Jericho displayed decorated human skulls in their homes.  Over the past several decades, more decorated skulls have been excavated from ancient sites in other parts of the world.  Could this practice reflect a human instinct to preserve the images of those who came before us?
Some psychologists, including professors Sheldon Solomon and Jeff Greenberg, believe that surrounding ourselves with images of the dead is a way of trying to calm our fears about death.  They support this assertion with research.  One experiment with American students found that those who were subliminally made to think about death chose to spend far more time looking at pictures of dead iconic Americans – like past Presidents or movie stars – than those who were not.  
But some images of death, such as the famous 18th century painting of Jean-Paul Marat murdered in his bath, or the skull and crossbones symbol of the Nazi SS, are anything but reassuring.  To learn why artists sometimes create horrifying pictures, we visit the former home of the Moche, a powerful civilization inhabiting Northern Peru from 100-700 A.D.  Here archeologists recently uncovered terrifying images, including lizard beasts carrying decapitated human heads and knife-wielding spiders with fanged human faces inscribed on their backs.  These pictures apparently were meant to document the ritual sacrifices that the Moche practiced.  Five centuries ago, human sacrifices were carried out on a colossal scale by the Aztecs and the slaughter was meticulously documented in their art.  According to Solomon and Greenberg, these sacrifices along with the art that chronicled them, gave people the feeling they had some control over death.

For rulers and religious leaders, images of death could be used as a tool to control their followers’ behavior.  In about 400 A.D., in what is now Italy, the great Etruscan civilization began adorning its tombs with a combination of both comforting and horrific images of the afterlife. The Etruscans, who were then threatened by the ascendancy of the Romans, used the paintings as a call to arms, reminding citizens that the reward for self-sacrifice was paradise – while the cost for surrender was eternal damnation. 
But one of the world’s most popular images of death, the depiction of Jesus Christ on the cross, has the capacity both to frighten and reassure.  Taken literally, it is an image of torture and execution, but as a symbol of self-sacrifice, redemption and rebirth, it brings comfort to millions around the world.  This combination has made the cross one of the most powerful symbols ever made and it explains why so often it has been used to try to give meaning in the face of the incomprehensible loss of life.
