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Summary

The subject of this research project is the fantastic landscape. In Greek the equivalent adjective (φανταστικό) means both "fantastic" and "imaginary". Therefore whenever the term "fantastic" is met, the meaning "imaginary" is to be assumed along with it without the need to be explicitly expressed.


The main objective of the project was not only to present a series of works that are generally seen as depicting fantastic landscapes, but also to attempt to find out what defines the fantastic landscape. Such findings are strictly speaking conclusions, but they are included in the introduction, in order to make the whole project more coherent and to justify the selection of works that follow in the project's main body.

The works that are subsequently shown are generally (but not in every case) grouped in the movements in which they belong. Their presentation helps to illustrate the characteristics defining the fantastic landscape, but also to reveal what the fantastic landscape itself represents in each case and to find links between seemingly very different movements. With the latter in mind, it also matters to examine the historical – social and cultural – context in which such works are being created, in order to further aid our attempt in interpreting them.

In the beginning of the first chapter on Romanticism and Symbolism,  there is a  short mention of the fantastic element in 16th century painters Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter Brueghel the Elder. This is done partly to demonstrate a contrast between the fantastic in the work of these artists and the way in which it appears in the works of Symbolism. Symbolism itself is extensively interpreted in respect to its historic context. The works shown in the chapter are (apart from those by Bosch and Brueghel) by Romanticist Thomas Cole, and Symbolists Arnold Böcklin, František Kupka (his early work), and Jean Delville.

The second chapter deals with a transition from Symbolism to Expressionism. Again, the historical context of the early 20th century is mentioned in order to explain the decline of Symbolism and the advent of modernist movements. The titular movements are linked on the basis that Expressionism, like Symbolism, makes use of symbols, and is more focused in expressing the artist's inner workings than to look towards the external, objective reality. The works shown are by Leon Spilliaert and Ludwig Meidner (limited to his series of Apocalyptic Landscapes). 

The third chapter explores the works of Surrealist artists Matta, Yves Tanguy, Salvador Dalí and Max Ernst. A short mention of Giorgio de Chirico's metaphysical art in the beginning of the chapter links Surrealism with Symbolism. 

Visionary art, a term attributed mainly to the works of members of the Vienna School of Fantastic Realism, is seen as a natural continuation of Surrealism, and at the same time a breach with the strict surrealist tradition. The works shown in this chapter span several decades, from the earliest to the latest works of Ernst Fuchs, Arik Brauer, and De Es, which are shown in chapter 4.

A selection of contemporary fine artists are examined in the fifth chapter in order to find depictions of what we can recognise as fantastic landscapes in their work. This involves painters Peter Doig, Nigel Cooke, and video/installation artist Mariko Mori.

The use of digital media that Mori employs serves as a link between the world of fine art and that of an underground art – a range of artists and illustrators that I've chosen to label “outsiders” in the sixth chapter. These are found within the movement of neosurrealism, in contemporary illustration (particularly linked with the fantasy and sci-fi genres in the publishing and gaming industries), and in the film industry matte paintings.

The project closes with a summary of what the fantastic landscape represents, based on the works that have been shown and analysed in the previous chapters, thus giving a partial answer to one of the central questions of the project, but more likely, raising even more questions.

Conclusions

There are two main questions that this project raises. One, is what defines the fantastic landscape; the other, what meanings it can take – what it can represent. Neither of these questions are answered in a way that can be called finite, nor, I believe, is it possible that they could receive a finite answer. 


Regarding the first question: generally speaking, a fantastic landscape can be spontaneously recognised as such. There is, however, a set of characteristics that lead to this recognition. The main one is that the fantastic landscape is defined by a degree of detachment from reality – from what is known or familiar. The ways in which this can be achieved involve, in brief, the insertion of an unrecognisable element (or elements). Recognisable, familiar elements can be rendered unfamiliar, too: mostly through being found in an unexpected place, or through being strangely combined with other elements, or through a certain distortion that affects them.


It is not, however, safe to rely solely on such descriptive characteristics in order to recognise a given landscape as fantastic. A safer criterion is that of the intentionality of the work in question, which is generally manifested by its subject, and in some cases further explained by its title. This is particularly useful in cases where the criteria mentioned above are too ambiguous to help one determine whether a work can be seen as fantastic or not.

The movement of Symbolism has proved to be a very important part, since it involves the introduction of certain concepts and methods that we find in the works shown throughout the project. The use of symbols, allegory, mystic or dreamlike elements, and the adherence to an inner sort of reality, are all elements that are bequeathed to subsequent movements and are used as connective links within the project itself.

Likewise, viewing certain movements in respect to their historic context has been important in better understanding what the fantastic landscape represents in different periods and movements. It could be merely the depiction of a mythical/religious world, it could signify the longing over the loss of such a world, as it did in the works of symbolists during the advent of the Industrial Era, it could be the unfolding of the world of dreams and of the mind, as it has been in the works of Surrealists and Visionary artists; the creation of new mythologies as in fantasy and science fiction. It could be all that at the same time – and it could also be something entirely different. 

It is hard to say with certainty. But it can certainly be said that the fantastic is, in all these aspects, a long-lasting connective link, and one of the most manifest expressions of creativity.

