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Ever since I was a child, my life has been filled with the most fantastic 
adventures. Wizards, magic, unicorns, rituals: they are part of  my everyday 
life. These worlds and my need to create them don’t seem to come out 
of  nowhere. My fascinations with lively mythological stories fed these 
creations, and formed who I am today.

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that my artistic practice so often refers to 
them. Or should it?

Why myths? Why these larger-than-life stories that were created by people 
who still honestly believed in Gods and saters, seeing as I never worshiped 
one, or were written for the minds of  the young? Luck would have it 
that I’m not the only artist who is inspired by myths. But then again the 
question: why?

In the word of  so many parents who don’t want to answer their children’s 
‘silly’ questions: because.
Or, as Cy Twombly says: ‘Why should I have to talk about the paintings. 
I do them, isn’t that enough?’1 It seems almost silly for the people who 
understand the knowledge that myth contains to explain it, because they 
talk about the most fundamental things that make us human, that guide 
our experience. 
Myths are about the unexplainable, that which is hidden behind the veil of  
the human condition. The daughter who has sex with her father, the heart 
that is lighter than a feather, the Goddess of  nature who cries because of  
her lost daughter.
Yet still, I will attempt to cast a glimpse behind the veil of  human 
mysteries. But only a glimpse.

Defining myths seems to be an unspoken truth that I’m attempting to put 
into writing. I’ll start out with a basic definition to force the ungraspable 
more into focus. Further on, I will deepen this definition, and attempt to lift 
the veil to show what is hidden within their words. 

1   Kazanjian, D. (2011, 7 July). From the Archives: Cy Twombly: A Painted Word. Retrieved from 
https://www.vogue.com/article/from-the-archives-cy-twombly-a-painted-word (accessed: 28 October 
2017).
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After determining which aspects of  myths I am drawn towards and are 
explained in this shortstory, I will make a quick detour to look at a historic 
aspect which is important for our contemporary handeling of  myths: the 
Enlightenment.

Finally, I will guide you through a couple of  pop-cultural references that 
show how myths are still relevant today, and a few of  the many examples 
of  artistic practices that focus on and further our understand of  myths, and 
ourselves. 

Why myths?
Because.
And so much more.





THE COLOR OF THEIR 
LIGHT

Chapter 1
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A definition?
The words “mythology” and “myth” have been given a wide range of  
definitions throughout the many years that human beings have walked the 
earth. Myths have been created ever since humans have learned to write. 
So I found it important to determine what definition of  myth I’m going to 
use before we can look further into the mythological impact. The first thing 
I usually do to find a definition of  word, is look in a dictionary.

mythology
1 A collection of  myths, especially one belonging to a particular religious or 
cultural tradition.
‘tales from Greek mythology’

  count noun ‘Jewish and Christian mythologies’2

myth
1 A traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of  a people or 
explaining a natural or social phenomenon, and typically involving supernatural 
beings or events.
‘ancient Celtic myths’

  mass noun ‘the heroes of  Greek myth’

2 A widely held but false belief  or idea.3

Two definitions given to us by the Oxford dictionary which, in few words, 
gave me a starting idea to build upon. 

First of  all, ’mythology’ consists of  the many facets that are ‘myths’. 
Mythology has been around for about 5.600 years or longer, ever since 
the first Mesopotamian texts. Such a vast knowledge seems more like a 
‘magnum opus’. Realising the magnitude of  the information in front of  
me, I decided to confine this shortstory to a selection of  myths that strike 
me.

2   Mythology [Def. 1]. (n.d.). In Oxford Dictionaries Online. Retrieved 28 October 2017, from https://
en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mythology.
3   Myth [Def. 1&2]. (n.d.). In Oxford Dictionaries Online. Retrieved 28 October 2017, from https://
en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/myth.
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Myths are recollections, or stories, that transfer opinions, or ideas. An 
author who is most suited to elaborate on this idea is Jean-Pierre Vernant, 
a French historian and anthropologist who was and still is an authority 
on changing the view on myths. He was responsible for developing a 
structuralist approach to Greek myth, tragedy, and society. In his book 
‘Myth and religion in Ancient Greece’, he describes how they are closely 
linked to culture, religion and politics. He also summarises that these stories 
were kept alive through language in two ways. First of  all, they were orally 
told by the women of  every family to their offspring. Secondly, through the 
writings of  poets and, most prominently, through the writings of  two great 
poets Homeros and Hesiodus.4 

For my shortstory, however, I’m not drawn to the concept of  storytelling 
or the specificity of  stories in the different cultures that all made their own 
myths: how the Gods related to mortals, the significance of  heroes, the 
individual versus the community, the different religions that are connected 
to their people and their myths, etc.
What I would rather focus on, are the essential ideas that are solidified 
in these stories. These are also the ideas that I utilise for my own artistic 
practice. Narcissism, the will to fly, the rising and setting of  the sun, for 
example. Life, love, death. In short, the universal aspects of  myths that are 
present through all cultures, all religions, or all life. 

Oxford describes these mythical ideas as ‘wildly held’ or a common, but at 
the same time ‘false’ while in the traditional sense ‘explaining’ something. I 
find these 3 words a good, although at first slightly contradictory, collection 
of  words to describe the idea of  myths that I am trying to relay upon.
From these three words, we could distill that the ideas of  myths are, still, an 
irrefutable part of  our lives that somehow cannot be fully explained. 
Roland Barthes also describes this idea:

According to Hegel, the ancient Greek was amazed by the natural in nature; he 
constantly listened to it, questioned the meaning of  mountains, springs, forests, 
storms; without knowing what all these objects were telling him by name, he 
perceived in the vegetal or cosmic order a tremendous shudder of  meaning, to which 
he gave the name of  a god: Pan.5

4   Vernant, J., & Gay, I. (1990). Mythe en religie in het oude Griekenland. Baarn: Ambo. pp. 7-22
5   Barthes, R. (1972).  “The Structuralist Activity,” translated by Richard Howard. 
In Critical Essays. Evanston, (Il): Northwestern University Press.
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In the late 1960’s, Gerhard Richter made a series of  ‘Curtain-paintings’, 
which symbolise perfectly what lies at the basis of  my idea about myths. 
A lot can be said about the pictorial, painting-specificity of  these works. 
They can also be linked to the story of  Zeuxis by Plinius the Elder, where 
a hyper-realistic painting of  a curtain confuses the audience about what is 
real and what is not.
However, what captures my attention is what the curtain hides. It is firmly 
closed towards the audience, and can never reveal its secret because of  the 
pictorial firmness. Under normal circumstances, the curtain of  the human 
condition remains closed too, and most of  the time we are unconcerned 
with what lies behind it. However, when we are occupied with it, myths can 
give us the opportunity to let us gaze behind it.

The chief  difference between the man of  the archaic and traditional societies and 
the man of  the modern societies with their strong imprint of  Judaeo-Christianity 
lies in the fact that the former feels himself  indissolubly connected with the 
Cosmos and the cosmic rhythms, whereas the latter insists that he is connected only 
with History. Of  course, for the man of  the archaic societies, the Cosmos too has a 
“history,” if  only because it is the creation of  
the gods and is held to have been organized by supernatural or heroes. But this 
“history” of   the Cosmos and of  human society is a “sacred history,” preserved 
and transmitted through myths. More than that, it is a “history” than can be 
repeated indefinitely, in the sense that the myths serve as models for ceremonies that 
periodically reactualize the tremendous events that occurred at the beginning of  
time.6 
…
It is useless to search archaic languages for the terms so laboriously created by the 
great philosophical traditions: there is every likelihood that such words as “being,” 
“nonbeing,” “real,” “unreal,” “becoming,” “illusory,” are not to be found in the 
language of  the Australians or of  the ancient Mesopotamians. But if  the word is 
lacking, the thing is present; only it is “said” that is, revealed in a coherent fashion 
through symbols and myths.7

6   Eliade, M. (1959). The Myth of the Eternal Return: Cosmos and History. New York: Harper & 
Brothers. pp. vii - viii.
7   Eliade, M. (1959). The Myth of the Eternal Return: Cosmos and History. New York: Harper & 
Brothers. pp. 3.
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In his book ‘Cosmos and History’, Mircea Eliade describes the difference 
between the archaic and the modern man. 
What strikes me in these fragments, is how Eliade describes the occupation 
of  the archaic man with something he calls the ‘Cosmos’. Something that 
started at the beginning of  time. It is a ‘history’ or ‘memory’ that infinitely 
repeats itself  and is used to put the ‘Cosmos’ back into the present. 
He continues with the fact that certain words don’t exist in archaic 
languages. These are all words that I consider to be abstract and hard-
to-explain. This is why myths and symbols are needed to explain them to 
those who don’t understand them. So is this ‘Cosmos’ the unexplainable 
and intangible that I distilled from the Van Daele definition?

CAMPBELL: … These bits of  information from ancient times, which have 
to do with the themes that have supported human life, built civilizations, and 
informed religions over the millennia, have to do with deep inner problems, inner 
mysteries, inner thresholds of  passage and if  you don’t know what the guide-signs 
are along the way, you have to work it out yourself. But once this subject catches 
you, there is such a feeling, from one or another of  these traditions, of  information 
of  a deep, rich, life-vivifying sort that you don’t want to give up.

MOYERS: I understand the yearning. In my youth I had fixed stars. They 
comforted me with their permanence. … I am today what I am because of  those 
beliefs. I wonder what happens to children who don’t have those fixed stars, that 
known horizon-those myths?
…
CAMPBELL: Well, as I said, all you have to do is read the newspaper. It’s all a 
mess. On this immediate level of  life and structure, myths offer life models.8

Joseph Campbell describes the core of  these mythical ideas or, as he calls 
them, themes, somewhat more rational and less etherial. These mythical 
themes deal with the inner and mysterious world of  the human condition, 
which is related to his external world and his internal self. It’s about 
matters that every person is confronted with at some point in their lives, 
and that sometimes can’t reasonably be explained. 

8   Campbell, J., Moyers, B. D., & Flowers, B. S. (1991). The Power of Myth. New York: Anchor Books.
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Last of  all, I came across the introduction by Marilena Karabetea in 
‘Griekse Mythologie’, who goes further and adds to the line of  thinking 
that we have gone through so far. I demonstrate with this excerpt translated 
from Dutch.

The primitive man created myths to interpret the “mysteries” that he immediately 
experiences as to, in this way, defend but also adapt himself  to his environment. 
While he searched for ways to meet his crucial needs for survival (shelter and 
food), he tried to interpret the powers that directly influences his life, but was 
unable to control. His impotence to give a logical explanation and the need to 
understand all these factors, which sometimes facilitated his life and sometimes 
made it more difficult, led him to the idea to attribute them to higher powers, which 
he animated with gods and heroes.9

So we conclude with the need for these ‘unfounded’ stories: the ‘primitive’ 
man could not explain what was happening within and without himself, 
but wanted to understand. His research and explanations took the 
form not of  science, but mythical stories. The incomprehensible made 
comprehensible in an incomprehensible way.

We now seem to have formed a basic understanding of  the origin and use 
of  the mythical stories: they were created because we, as humans, have 
always been confronted by that which we don’t understand, or were able to 
understand, but which is eternal and universal. Eliade describes it as “the 
Cosmos”, while Campbell further divides them into themes, categories of  
knowledge about this human condition. 
While the basic idea and constructs of  myths has now been determined, it 
stays in the vague “incomprehensible” that they describe. What are these 
“themes”? I think that we can further this definition a bit, as to further 
focus our gaze. To do so, we’re going to take a deeper leap into myths 
themselves, instead of  what has been said about them in general.

9   Karabetea, M. (1997). Griekse Mythologie. Athens: Adam. pp. 12.
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The mythical explanations
There are innumerable mythical stories from a multitude of  different 
cultures that I could use as examples to look for the core themes of  myths. 
But according to Joseph Campbell, we can use just a couple as archetypes. 

CAMPBELL: … Later I became interested in Hinduism, and there were the 
same stories again. … I was dealing with the Arthurian medieval material, and 
there were the same stories again. So you can’t tell me that they’re not the same 
stories. I’ve been with them all my life.

MOYERS: They come from every culture but with timeless themes.

CAMPBELL: The themes are timeless, and the inflection is to the culture. 

MOYERS: So the stories may take the same universal theme but apply it slightly 
differently, depending upon the accent of  the people wo are speaking?

CAMPBELL: Oh, yes. If  you were not alert to the parallel themes, you perhaps 
would think they were quite different stories, but they’re not.10

Since I’ve always been very close to the Greek and Roman culture and 
their myths, and as these cultures lay at the basis of  modern Western 
culture, I will use them as examples. Two Greek myths, to be more specific, 
stirred a somewhat unexplainable feeling of  wonder in me.

The first one I discovered on the brink of  spring. It is the myth of  Demeter, 
Goddess of  grain and earthly fertility11, and Persephone, daughter of  
Demeter, signifier of  spring and wife of  Hades.12

10   Campbell, J., Moyers, B. D., & Flowers, B. S. (1991). The Power of Myth. New York: Anchor Books.
11   Agha-Jaffar, T. (2002). Demeter and Persephone: Lessons from a Myth. Jefferson, NC: McFarland 
Publishing. pp. xiii.
12   Agha-Jaffar, T. (2002). Demeter and Persephone: Lessons from a Myth. Jefferson, NC: McFarland 
Publishing. pp. xv.
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Kore, the maiden daughter of  Demeter, …, is picking flowers with her friends 
… The earth opens up and Hades, …, emerges in his chariot, abducts her to his 
deathly realm, rapes her, and claims her as his bride.
Meanwhile, Demeter has heard her daughter scream but does not know her 
whereabouts. For nine days, she franticly searches the surface of  the earth for 
her missing daughter. … Helios informs Demeter that her daughter has been 
kidnapped by Hades to be his bride, … 

… Once the temple is completed, Demeter takes her place within it and stays there 
for one year, mourning for her daughter. As goddess of  the grain, she withholds her 
bounty from the earth, which then experiences a corresponding period of  mourning 
precipitated by the absence of  fertility and new life. … Finally, Zeus is forced to 
… inform Hades that he has to release the girl.

In this way, Kore, whose name has been changed to Persephone … since she is 
no longer a virgin, is eventually released from captivity in the underworld-but not 
before she has eaten the pomegranate-seed given to her by Hades. This seed ensures 
her return to the underworld for four months of  the year. [This] triggers Demeter’s 
mourning and the corresponding seasonal death of  the earth.13 

This story can be taken as an example of  the description of  myths by 
Karabetea: uncontrollable forces attributed to higher powers. In this case, 
the uncontrollable force is nature, or the external world. It is a mythical 
explanation for the turning of  the seasons. The place and rotation of  the 
sun, earth and planets were something the ancient Greeks did not fully 
discover, and thus gave a divine explanation to these phenomena instead of  
a scientific one. 
Of  course, we can find more divine explanations for natural phenomena, 
such as Helios who is responsible for the rising and setting of  the sun or 
Zeus who causes thunder and lighting. 

Yet, this mystery of  nature is not the only theme that can be found in this 
story. Tamara Agha-Jaffar, whose introduction to the myth of  Demeter 
and Persephone I used here, analysis how this myth can also be seen 
as an exploration of  grieving, retaliation, narcissism, male power and 
masculinity, etc. 
These aren’t themes occupied with the natural world, but with the human 
psyche. 

13   Agha-Jaffar, T. (2002). Demeter and Persephone: Lessons from a Myth. Jefferson, NC: McFarland 
Publishing. pp. 7-8.
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The second myth that has fascinated me ever since I discovered it, is the 
one described by Plato in his “Symposium”, when he discusses the idea of  
love with Aristophanes.

To begin with, you must grasp the true nature of  mankind and its sufferings. … 
Then also people were shaped like complete spheres. Their backs and sides made 
a circle. They had four hands, with the same number of  legs and two faces—
completely the same—on top of  a circular neck. These two faces were set on 
opposite sides of  one head, with four ears. And there were two sets of  sexual parts, 
and whatever else one imagines goes along with this arrangement. 
… 
In fact, they had terrific power and energy, were arrogant, and assaulted the gods. 
The story in Homer about Ephialtes and Otus is told of  these: how they were set 
on while ascending to heaven to launch an attack against the gods. 

Then Zeus and the other gods went into a huddle over what had to be done about 
these creatures, but they were baffled. They were not willing to destroy them and 
obliterate the race with a blast of  lightning, …, since their sacrifices and honors 
would be lost along with mankind. Nor would they swallow this wanton behavior. 
Finally, …, Zeus said: … We’ll slice each of  them into two, …, and they shall 
both be weakened and more useful to us, through the increase in their numbers.
…
Thus he spoke, and he cut each man in two, …. Then he told him[Apollo] to 
heal them up. 
…
Now since the natural form of  man had been severed into two parts and each 
half  yearned for its match, when they met, they would throw their arms about one 
another and get enmeshed together. … So that’s how it is, you see, that the love of  
one another is ingrained in men, ever since that time. It restores his ancient nature 
to man, and ventures to make one out of  two, and heal the human condition.14

14   P., Brentlinger, J. A., Groden, S. Q., & Baskin, L. (1970). Symposium of Plato. Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press. pp. 61-64.
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In this text, there is a mix of  both the human and the natural, as with the 
myth of  Demeter and Persephone. In this case, Plato and Aristophanes 
give an explanation for several natural attributes: the placement of  limbs, 
the navel, the androgynous, etc. But they also discuss the origin of  the 
mysterious, eternal search for our other half, which most of  us experience 
at least at some point during our life. This search is clearly a human 
attribute. And while science has explained almost all natural phenomena, 
and to some extend has been able to control them, it has not yet found 
a conclusive explanation for love. Chemical reactions do not explain the 
serendipitous feeling we get when we meet true love.

Other such human themes can be seen, for example, in the mythical 
bacchanalia’s which gave an expression to suppressed human needs.15 
Or the ritual human sacrifices that can be seen in a number of  different 
cultures, as a way of  transitioning from one state of  mind to the next, or 
the inexplicable need to do damage to one’s own body, as described by 
George Bataille.16

What I would like to conclude, with the exploration of  these two myths, 
is that we can see two types of  themes: the human and the natural. Both 
were a mystery to the ‘primitive’ people that created myths, and who 
gave them a divine explanation. This distinction can also be seen in the 
oeuvre of  Cy Twombly (1928 - 2011), for me the contemporary artist par 
excellence who brilliantly grasped the ideas of  myths.

When we look at his earlier works, from the 1960’s until the 1980’s, we see 
more humane themes emerge. For example, ‘Treatise on the Veil’ (1968), 
where he was inspired by a musical piece sung by Orpheus to his wife on 
the day of  their wedding and the day of  her death, and which is also a 
contemplation on time and space.17 All of  which I call abstract, human 
concepts. Another such example is ‘Pan’ (1980), which alludes to the Greek 
sater Pan and the concept of  panic through both the works written and 
visual language.

15   Vernant, J., & Gay, I. (1990). Mythe en religie in het oude Griekenland. 
16   Burg, I. V., & Meijers, D. (1987). Bataille: Kunst, geweld en erotiek als grenservaring. Amsterdam: 
SUA. pp. 33-48.
17   Braun, M. (2014, 31 October). Cy Twombly – Treatise on the Veil. Retrieved from 
https://www.widewalls.ch/cy-twombly-treatise-on-the-veil/ (accessed: 17 November 2017).
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Or, as a last example, my favourite series by Twombly: ‘Nine Discourse on 
Commodus’ (1963), which was made shortly after the assassination of  J.F. 
Kennedy and explored the “complex psychological phases” of  the Roman 
emperor Commodus.18

However, later in life, from the 1990’s onwards, we can see that Twombly 
turned towards an occupation with the natural. A clear example is 
‘Quattro Stagioni’ (1993-1995), which is inspired by the work of  Poussin 
and the turning of  the season, and which seems to “seek a reconciliation, 
like Poussin before him, of  “different stories: that of  humanity, that of  
nature, that of  life moving onwards” (Alain Mérot).”19

Or ‘Blooming’ (2001-2008), which to me seems to speak of  wonder 
towards nature and its beauty. But yet also something more human: the 
prime of  life, which inevitably has to end.

In the end, Twombly too spoke of  two types of  fascination or themes in 
myths: the human and the natural. He, like the ‘primitive’ men before him, 
could still marvel at the mystery of  both. 
But can we still? Throughout history, and especially towards our current 
time, myths seem to have changed and become less entangled with our 
culture and everyday life. I will not give a long exposé on the development 
of  myth throughout the ages, but focus on what I consider to be a key 
movement for myths: the Enlightenment.

18   Twombly, C., & Edde, C. (2016). Cy Twombly: The Exhibition. Paris: Centre Pompidou. pp. 18-19.
19   Twombly, C., & Edde, C. (2016). Cy Twombly: The Exhibition. Paris: Centre Pompidou. pp. 36-27.
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Chapter 2
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When we move forward through history, we start to see a distinction 
between two types of  explanations: divine ones, through myth, and 
scientific ones, through research. Galileo studied the movement of  planets 
and discovered that the earth moves around the sun. This is just one of  
the many discoveries that led us to push myths to the background of  
the human condition. So it goes. The closer we come to today, the more 
science has taken over the role of  myth.

But the myths which fell victim to the Enlightenment were themselves its products. 
The scientific calculation of  events annuls the account of  them which thought 
had once given in myth. Myth sought to report, to name, to tell of  origins—but 
therefore also to narrate, record, explain. This tendency was reinforced by the 
recording and collecting of  myths. From a record, they soon became a teaching. 
Each ritual contains a representation of  how things happen and of  the specific 
process which is to be influenced by magic.20

In this, I consider the age of  Enlightenment to be a key-moment. Its 
philosophy summarises the scientific developments and mind-set that has 
been developing ever since the Renaissance began to pull humanity out of  
the mythical realm and into the scientific one.
‘Sapere aude.’ Dare to know. That was the small phrase Emmanuel Kant 
used to summarise the Enlightenment. 

Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed nonage. Nonage is 
the inability to use one’s own understanding without another’s guidance. … 
“Have the courage to use your own understanding,” is therefore the motto of  the 
enlightenment.21

The Enlightened goal was thus to remove tradition, and in extension 
mythological knowledge, to make mankind independent. But what seems 
a noble goal at first, also creates a danger which is described by Theodor 
Adorno. 

20   Horkheimer, M., Adorno, T. W., & Noerr, G. S. (2002). The Concept of Enlightenment. Dialectic of 
Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press.
21   Kant, I. (1784). What Is Enlightenment?, translated by Mary C. Smith. Retrieved from http://www.
columbia.edu/acis/ets/CCREAD/etscc/kant.html (accessed: 28 October 2017).
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Enlightenment’s program was the disenchantment of  the world.* It wanted 
to dispel myths, to overthrow fantasy with knowledge. Bacon, “the father of  
experimental philosophy,” brought these motifs together. He despised the exponents 
of  tradition, who substituted belief  for knowledge and were as unwilling to doubt 
as they were reckless in supplying answers.
…
What human beings seek to learn from nature is how to use it to dominate wholly 
both it and human beings. Nothing else counts.
…
On their way toward modern science human beings have discarded meaning. The 
concept is replaced by the formula, the cause by rules and probability.22

Adorno identifies the problem as a loss of  “meaning”, which is 
characterised by an objectification of  the world and a domination of  both 
nature and ourselves. Compared to myths, we could say that we were, and 
maybe are, placing ourselves in the roles of  the Gods.

So Enlightenment took not only the explanation that myths gave to nature 
and mankind, but also the meaning of  these concepts. It looked upon 
nature and our experiences no longer as something that lived, but that 
simply was. In short: what are deep and fluid experiences were transformed 
into simple, static formula that seek out to set a universal, standardised 
answer.  By extend, it also put an emphasis on that which they could 
explain, and put it on the pedestal of  importance: the rational side of  our 
universe and ourselves. On the other side, the historic legacy of  actions or 
occurrences that could not be explained - such as the ritual of  sacrifice, the 
sense of  love and lost - was put aside as ‘irrational’ and ‘unnecessary’. 

The world started to evolve through its progress, and always faster than 
before. And, as Galadriel from J.R.R. Tolkien said: ‘And some things 
that should not have been forgotten were lost. History became legend. 
Legend became myth.’23 The meaning that myth so thoroughly put into 
our world started to be erased, and I still feel this philosophy lingering 
in contemporary Western society. We are driven by progress, innovation 
and sterile rationality, while forgetting the essentials of  life that were given 
meaning by myths. 

22   Horkheimer, M., Adorno, T. W., & Noerr, G. S. (2002). The Concept of Enlightenment. Dialectic of 
Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press.
23   Tolkien, J.R.R. (1994). The Fellowship of the Ring. New York: Houghton Mifflin Company. 
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Campbell had seen the same happen.

MOYERS: What happens when a society no longer embraces a powerful 
mythology?

CAMPBELL: What we’ve got on our hands. If  you want to find out what it 
means to have a society without rituals, read the New York Times.
…
The news of  the day, including destructive and violent acts by young people who 
don’t know how to behave in a civilized society.24

But not all is lost. How hard we move forward and away from myth, there 
have always been people who have been attracted to and remembered 
them, be they artists, writers, historians, philosophers, game makers, film 
makers, and many more.

24   Campbell, J., Moyers, B. D., & Flowers, B. S. (1991). The Power of Myth. New York: Anchor Books.
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Before we look at modern and contemporary visual artists, and their works 
in connection to myths, I would like to make a small stroll in contemporary 
pop-cultural sources. There are many types of  movies and books that could 
be connected to myths, but to me it seems that the genre of  “Epic Fantasy” 
bears the closest resemblances to mythical stories. The connection lies in 
the fact that in both, there is a hero that embarks on an epic adventure, 
where he comes into contact and learns about themes that have been 
extensively described in myths. 

Our Epic Heroes
An example of  a cinematic continuation of  myth can be found in the Star 
Wars-saga. George Lucas, creator of  the Star Wars-universe, mentions 
Joseph Campbell’s influence in an interview with Bill Moyers. Lucas 
describes how Joseph Campbell introduced him to the use of  myths, 
and how Campbell found that all the great, primitive myths have to be 
regenerated to maintain their impact. This is what Lucas sought out to do: 
he tried to recreate the classic mythical motives to deal with the basic issues 
that create the mystery of  life. 
Fundamentally, Lucas wants to take these issues, that are also represented 
in religion, to create a more modern construct to show people that there 
is a greater mystery. What Lucas uses for Star Wars are the subjects that 
cross the most cultures, showing that themes that belong to one religion or 
mythology can be found across the world.
The core concept, according to Lucas, is about destiny, about who you are 
and what you will and can do with the life that was given to you, but at 
the same time realising that we are a part of  a greater whole where every 
organism has to work together for mutual advantage.25

The Star Wars-saga can even be seen as a revitalisation of  the core 
construct and concept of  myth, as also described by Campbell, which is 
again closely linked to Star Wars. 

25   a production of Apostrophe S Productions, Inc. in association with Alvin H. Perlmutter, Inc., 
Public Affairs Television, Inc. Tatge, C. (series producer), Grubin, D. (location director). (1988). Joseph 
Campbell and the power of myth : with Bill Moyers. New York, NY: Mystic Fire Video in association 
with Parabola magazine.



Luke Skywalker, The Return of  the Jedi.
©Lucasfilm
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Steve Persall, Petersburg Times Film Critic, describes it as follows:

“The stories speak to something inside us that wants to know how our world lives, 
that wants to make order of  it and find some meaning. Myths fulfil that in a way 
that science and facts don’t always do, because science and facts don’t always give 
us meaning.”
…
Campbell defined the Hero Cycle, a course of  events that occurs as a rite of  
initiation in every myth, pinpointing the need for mentors, villains, elixirs and 
jesters along the way. Each step can be traced in the adventures of  Star Wars hero 
Luke Skywalker.
…

“No one becomes much in this life without powerful mentoring experiences,” Young 
said. “These are both universal and precious. It is a rare and beautiful thing that 
everyone knows on some level is of  great, great value.”26

The human condition contains elements that are unchangeable, which 
have been described in historical mythical stories for centuries. However, 
we can’t forget that our society changes and that new stories grasp the 
attention of  a contemporary audience better than historical ones because 
they are more closely related to our own living situation and interests.
The second series that I would like to touch upon in this regard, is the saga 
of  Harry Potter. 

In this saga, a young boy discovers his magical abilities and embarks on a 
journey of  education to, eventually, destroy his arch-nemesis, Voldemort. 
The story contains several themes that could be mentioned, but the most 
important one seems to be “love”. Voldemort’s biggest flaw lies in the fact 
that he doesn’t understand the power of  love, which is the ultimate reason 
of  his demise. The power of  love is translated into magical abilities. The 
ultimate example of  this is Harry’s mother sacrificing herself  to try and 
save her son, which provides Harry with the most powerful protection 
known to wizard-kind. 

26   Persall, P. (1999). Move over, Odysseus, here comes Luke Skywalker. Retrieved from 
http://www.folkstory.com/articles/petersburg.html (accessed: 21 January 2017).



Severs Snape, Lily Potter and Harry Potter, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Part 2.
©Warner Bros.
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But love also comes into play in non-magical forms. A professor at Harry’s 
school, Severus Snape, seems to be an agent of  Voldemort, acting very 
viciously towards Harry. But it turns out that Snape has always been on 
Harry’s side, owing to the fact that he was deeply in love with Harry’s 
mother. Even though that love was never answered and the fact that Harry 
existence was the ultimate sign that his mother choose someone else, he 
could not bear for harm to come to the son of  his love.27 
More forms of  love are described, such as naïve adolescent love, married 
love, maturing love, etc. Ultimately, the book tries to capture the essence of  
love, which is an ever-elusive feeling, in great detail. The whole story forms, 
what could be described as, a contemporary mythical story. In this one, 
magic acts as the “higher being”, while Harry takes on the role of  the hero 
who’s adventures lead to and at the same time partially masks the deeper 
exploration of  the subject of  love. 

In ancient myths, we might find a comparison to Eros, the God of  Love 
and the third child of  Chaos, the primordial Nothing from which every 
Greek deity was born. Eros was the third God ever created, and even came 
about seven generations before Zeus. Thus, it can be considered that love 
has been a fundamental part of  everything, together with time (Chronos), 
darkness (Erebos) and the earth itself  (Gaia). Just as love is a fundamental 
and one of  the most ancient parts of  “being” in the order of  deities, so is 
love in the story of  Harry Potter a fundamental, powerful and ancient part 
of  magic. 

27   Rowling, J. K. (1997). Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone. London: Bloomsbury Pub. 
Rowling, J. K. (2000). Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. Vancouver: Raincoast Books.
Rowling, J. K. (1999). Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. New York: Arthur A. Levine Books.
Rowling, J. K. (2002). Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. New York: Scholastic.
Rowling, J. K. (2003). Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix. Vancouver: Raincoast Books.
Rowling, J. K. (2010). Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. London: Bloomsbury.
Rowling, J. K. (2007). Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. New York, NY: Arthur A. Levine Books.
Spilsbury, P. (2006, 3 April). Love and Death in Harry Potter. Retrieved from 
https://www.hp-lexicon.org/2006/04/03/love-and-death-in-harry-potter/ (accessed: 3 December 2017). 
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While the saga focuses on more eternal issues such as love, it doesn’t 
neglect to deal with more contemporary issues, such as racism. Racism is a 
trait that seems to have been part of  the human condition and culture for a 
long time. But it has only recently, in the big scheme of  history, come to the 
foreground and given the word and meaning of  “racism”. While humans 
have always have had a bigoted and xenophobic reaction to “others”, 
racism has developed peculiar traits since the start of  black slavery. “Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin” by Harriet Beecher Stowe, written in the mid-19th century, 
was one of  the first books that clarified this issue and helped popularise a 
number of  stereotypes about black people.28

The whole propaganda of  Voldemort’s followers is based on “blood-
purity”, distinguishing those with magical ancestors or “pure-bloods” 
from those without, who are called “mud-bloods” or “Muggle-borns”. 
This is a clear comparison to our cultures issue with race. The three major 
characters of  the book are a pure-blood, a Muggle-born and a half-blood 
(a child with one magical and one non-magical parent). While the whole 
Voldemort-regime, which bears a heavy Nazi-resemblance, is bent on 
eradicating all Muggle-borns, the story of  Potter shows that all three blood-
statuses are equal, and that everyone can be either good or bad, decide 
their own future, and that actions, instead of  ‘race’, determine ones merit. 

The Star Wars- and Harry Potter-Saga are, of  course, one of  the many 
examples I could survey here. Pop-culture, it can be said, helps revitalise 
historical myths that captured core human conditions, and introduces 
newly-discovered or -described ones. It could even be said that these 
fantasy novels are as close as we’re going to get to newly created myths in 
our Age of  Technology. We know too much about this world to believe 
that dragons could exist, but that does not mean we can’t loose ourselves 
anymore in stories about them. 
Even technology, which is so engrained into our daily lives and culture, 
might give an opening towards the fantastic, with the Third Law of  Arthur 
C. Clarke: Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from 
magic.29

28   Hulser, K. (2003). Reading Uncle Tom’s Image: From Anti-slavery Hero to Racial Insult. New-York 
Journal of American History, 65(1). pp. 75–79.
29   Clarke, A. C. (2000). Profiles of the future: An inquiry into the limits of the possible. London: Indigo.
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The Shepherds of  Our Time
It was pop-culture, and further down the line, myths that drove me towards 
writing this shortstory and focusing so hard on it in my daily life. But I’m 
not a writer, anthropologist or historicus. I’m an artist. And during my 
years, admittedly yet few, of  immersing myself  into the art world, and more 
specifically a modern and contemporary one, it gradually dawned on me 
that I was always drawn more towards the works that showed a mystical, 
human or irrational connection instead of  a more rational, instrumental 
approach. 

As for my artistic practice, I have never felt the intention to occupy myself  
with these analytical subjects, but more with experimentation, impulse, 
and of  course the mythical stories that almost always lay at the base for 
one of  my series or works. My practice never clearly seems to show these 
references, and has been called incoherent from time to time because of  
it. But the idea of  myth as I have described always fuels the first impulses 
when I start to create.
To further show you how my work is tied in with myths, I prefer not to 
talk about them in greater detail. Instead, I choose to show you some of  
my works throughout this shortstory, letting my works create relations and 
comparisons between the text and the works by other artists. Doing so, I 
make the connection clear through a visual exploration instead of  a textual 
one.

Over these years, I have seen many works by many artists. But some 
remained by my side, so to speak, everywhere I went and in everything I 
did and thought. Cy Twombly, who I have already written about, is one of  
them. Now, we’ll look at the others and see what their mythical influence 
has been.

The Eternal Gold

The artist who works most clearly with mythical references in my short-
story - besides Cy Twombly - is Michael Buthe (1944 - 1994). I discovered 
his work two years ago during the exhibition “Retrospective” in S.M.A.K., 
Ghent. What strikes me to this day is how we can clearly see this mythical 
influence in both his use of  material and conceptual references. Not only 
did he use these references to carry out messages, it lay at the core of  his 
artistic position. 



Michael Buthe, Taufkapelle mit Papa und Mama, 1984. S.M.A.K. collection.
©Dirk Pauwels
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A beautiful quote from Buthe mentions:

I would like to inspire as many people as possible to develop their own world of  
experience. Not as a world of  dreams. People should live more consciously, and 
emotionality and spontaneity are key elements of  such experience. What I want 
to achieve with ‘individual mythologies’ is for people to realise that each one of  us 
can have his or her own mythology and consciously pursue it.30

Buthe doesn’t focus on a certain type of  myth, or transferring specific 
ideas, but rather on the creation of  myth. His opinion is that everyone 
should create his or her own myth.

His work is laden full of  mythical references and themes. While Twombly 
usually focusses on one myth in each work or series, Buthe mixes them at 
free will in a very Campbell-esque fashion, and even further. This might 
be attributed to his working-method: instead of  separately showing works 
and letting them stay in their autonomous condition, Buthe kept reworking 
older works, tearing them apart and forming new constructions. By doing 
so, he didn’t just transform the works but also the references with it. At the 
same time, he also tended to bring his works together in a total-installation 
where the references, which were already so scattered in an individual 
work, broadened even more when all these ideas came together in the 
installations.31 

His conceptual references don’t really focus on the Greek and Roman 
myths, as is the case in my story, but borrow more from Christian, Eastern 
and African myths. This might be due to him being raised in a Christian 
tradition, and his extensive travels to and fascination with the Eastern and 
African continents and culture. 

30   Germann, M., Müller, D., Stahlhut, H., & Buthe, M. (2015). Michael Buthe - Retrospektive. 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz. pp. 99.
31   Germann, M., Müller, D., Stahlhut, H., & Buthe, M. (2015). Michael Buthe - Retrospektive. 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz.



Michael Buthe, Heilige Nacht der Jungfräuligkeit, 1992. S.M.A.K. collection.
©Dirk Pauwels
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The only installations that have survived the ravages of  time and Buthe 
himself  are “Taufkapelle mit Mama und Papa” and “Heilige Nacht der 
Jungfräuligkeit”, both of  which are in the collection of  S.M.A.K, Ghent 
and show these Christian and Eastern influences. The former shows clear 
references to a Baptist Chapel, the energy of  the sun and life itself, the 
idea of  father and mother, even alluding to the arch-mother and -father 
Adam and Eve in a very human way.32 The latter references the Saint 
Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai with its sculptural centrepiece, 
while the  copper works on the wall refer to the Stations of  the Cross and 
the Montefeltro Altarpiece by Piero della Francesca.33  

One of  the most clear connections to myths can be discovered in Buthe’s 
use of  gold. While he may have shifted through styles throughout his 
career, his use of  gold remained a constant. In ancient Egyptian and 
Sumerian culture, gold was seen as a symbol for the immortal and divine, 
owing to the fact that the material was rare and doesn’t corrode, unlike 
other metals. In the Middle-Ages, as in Greek and Roman culture, it got 
attributed with magical and healing power, and was also used to depict 
divine characters. The core of  golds meaning lays in the opening to 
the otherworldly, that which cannot be grasped by reason. This is not 
only because of  its immutability, but also the way it reflects the light in 
something that Wolfgang Schöne called “divine energy that cannot be 
grasped by human reason”.34 These ideas aren’t only reflected in Buthe’s 
use of  gold, but also in what he depicts with it: the stars, a symbol for the 
heavenly and the divine. His windows, which can be seen as portals. And 
the figures which can be interpreted as acting shadows of  angels and saints.  

Buthe’s work has also been called “kitsch”, something that he didn’t shy 
away from and reformulates into a defence that captures the essence of  his 
thinking:

Often, things are merely called kitsch by those who fail to understand them, or 
when certain things, such as colours, are overlooked.35

32   Germann, M., Müller, D., Stahlhut, H., & Buthe, M. (2015). Michael Buthe - Retrospektive. 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz. pp. 89.
33   Germann, M., Müller, D., Stahlhut, H., & Buthe, M. (2015). Michael Buthe - Retrospektive. 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz. pp. 99.
34   Germann, M., Müller, D., Stahlhut, H., & Buthe, M. (2015). Michael Buthe - Retrospektive. 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz. pp. 17.
35   Germann, M., Müller, D., Stahlhut, H., & Buthe, M. (2015). Michael Buthe - Retrospektive. 
Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz. pp. 19.
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It isn’t about one cultures interpretation of  gold, or the reaction to its 
use, but a mix of  different historical interpretations which are based on 
gold’s most fundamental characteristics. I believe this statement can be 
transferred over to all his material references, from wood to wax to silver 
leaves. 

What we start to see in the work of  Buthe is not only direct mythical 
references, but also the more general idea of  the “archetype” or “models” - 
such as gold, mother, father - which find their origin in myths but are also a 
key construct of  them, as discussed by Mircea Eliade.36

Webs of  Family

Another artist who managed to grasp Eliades idea and adopt it into her 
practice, is Louise Bourgeois (1911 - 2010). Bourgeois sporadically worked 
with clear mythical references, such as in her work “The Death of  the 
Father” and “Confrontation”. This consists of  a puppet-theatre that refers 
to the myth of  Saturn devouring his children to stop them from taking over 
his power. In Bourgeois’ performance that accompanied the installation, 
“A Banquet”, the children rise up from the table and eat their fatherly 
oppressor.  

Other clear mythical stories are harder to find in Bourgeois extensive 
oeuvre. She seemed to be more occupied with the psycho-analytical world, 
which she is often linked to when others write about her work. However, 
psycho-analysis has borrowed ideas from mythical stories, for example 
with the Oedipus-complex, which means that the mythical references in 
Bourgeois’ work are to be found on a second level. Another mythical theme 
that can also be found in both the psycho-analytical world and Bourgeois’ 
practice is the idea of  the mutability of  gender37, which can be linked to 
the myth of  love by Plato. 

36   Eliade, M. (1959). The Myth of the Eternal Return: Cosmos and History. New York: Harper & 
Brothers.
37   Bourgeois, L., Storr, R., Herkenhoff, P., & Schwartzman, A. (2010). Louise Bourgeois. London: 
Phaidon. pp. 65.
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What does remain clear throughout her career is the use of  her own 
“archetypes”, which are based on her personal history but yet translate 
into a universal idea. The archetypes most present in her practice are “the 
Father”, “The Mistress” and “the Mother”, which arose from the family-
situation of  her youth and none of  whom have a happy connotation. The 
Father is seen as a charming, but also unfaithful, cruel and oppressive force 
which Bourgeois sought out to destroy. The Mistress is the “favourite”, a 
preferred something that you can’t compete with, and the emotional rival 
that Bourgeois hated. The Mother, then again, has different incarnations. 
In one of  them, it is an implacable and destructive force.38 In another, it 
manifests itself  in the form of  the Spider, an animal that infests the house, 
contemporarily seen as a scary beast but which is actually a sign of  a 
healthy house. So the Mother remains in an emotional grey-zone, able to 
swing either way. To the concept of  “The Mother”, we may link another 
mythical story. In a Greek story, Arachne, a gifted weaver, challenged the 
Goddess Athena to a weaving contest. Arachne created spiders to help 
her in her work, and due to her arrogance or maybe the jealousy of  the 
Goddess, she was transformed into a spider herself.

So what we see here, is a clear example of  a mythical influence: 
the archetypes, which Bourgeois beautifully translates into a set of  
characteristics that try to describe the sense or purpose of  the characters. 
Some writers even go further, and say that she has created a mythology 
around her own character, with these archetypes acting out her own psyche 
and life, Bourgeois being the ‘mother-of-us-all’.39

I say ‘try’, because mythical themes are most often only to be felt and 
known, which mythical stories then try to translate into words to explain. 
Bourgeois does this through her practice: she makes her themes be felt, and 
then theoreticizes it through her words and writings. 

38   Bourgeois, L., Storr, R., Herkenhoff, P., & Schwartzman, A. (2010). Louise Bourgeois. London: 
Phaidon. pp. 39-42, 138.
39   Bourgeois, L., Storr, R., Herkenhoff, P., & Schwartzman, A. (2010). Louise Bourgeois. London: 
Phaidon. pp. 31-33.



Louise Bourgeois, Spider, 1997. The Museum of  Modern Art, New York. 
©The Easton Foundation
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Twombly has shied away from this practice, refusing to do interviews or 
write extensive texts about his work, as he tells us in this unique interview:

“I swear if  I had to do this over again, I would just do the paintings and never 
show them. And then after I’m dead, they could talk about them all they want. 
I’m just not interested in myself  that way. I was brought up to think you don’t talk 
about yourself. I hate all this. Why should I have to talk about the paintings. I do 
them, isn’t that enough?”40

The reason Bourgeois does indulge us with her writing, may be glimpsed in 
this passage: “I detest anything primitive. I was brought up … enlightened 
….”.41 She has the spirit of  the Enlightenment in her, which comes out 
especially in the heavy references towards psycho-analysis when others or 
she herself  write about it. But she also doesn’t shy away from historical and 
existential themes, but is rather emerged in them, culminating in her key-
role in the shift from the modern to the postmodern, from the rational to 
the open, irrational.42 This mix between Enlightened and mythical terms 
may be best felt in these words of  hers:

It is a fantastic privilege to have access to the unconscious. … It was a privilege to 
be able to sublimate. … There is something very special in being able to sublimate 
your unconscious, and something very painful in the access to it. But there is no 
escape from it, and no escape from access once it is given to you, once you are 
favoured with it, wether you want it or not … 43

40   Kazanjian, D. (2011, 7 July). From the Archives: Cy Twombly: A Painted Word. Retrieved from 
https://www.vogue.com/article/from-the-archives-cy-twombly-a-painted-word (accessed: 28 October 
2017).
41   Bourgeois, L., Storr, R., Herkenhoff, P., & Schwartzman, A. (2010). Louise Bourgeois. London: 
Phaidon. pp. 138.
42   Bourgeois, L., Storr, R., Herkenhoff, P., & Schwartzman, A. (2010). Louise Bourgeois. London: 
Phaidon. pp. 101.
43   Bourgeois, L., Storr, R., Herkenhoff, P., & Schwartzman, A. (2010). Louise Bourgeois. London: 
Phaidon. pp. 123.
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Animals with Wings and Humans who want to Fly

The work of  Ricardo Brey (1955) also has a distinct mythical vibe to it, not 
only aesthetically but again also conceptual. In his oeuvre, we see works 
on paper that resemble ageing documents, the use of  found items which 
often refer to the animal kingdom or music, and dramatic installations with 
coca-cola and glass that escape a painterly notion. They all seem to refer to 
rather primitive scientific endeavours44, and are connected to myths in the 
sense that they seem to try to ‘explain’ nature. What he does here, is take 
the scientific aesthetic and clear it of  an enlightened sense. He removes 
the known facts and re-introduces mystery and a continuous process of  
discovery and study. 
While he is interested in discussions on bio-ethics and technology, Brey is 
also familiar with the writings of  Joseph Campbell and Mircea Eliade.45

A striking analogy was made by Jimmie Durnham, who connects Brey 
to the Spanish-African explorer Estebanico, whom Brey, as an Afro-
Cuban, could be a direct descendent of. Due to Estebanico’s roots, he was 
attributed with mystical powers that allowed him to talk to other “savages”. 
It is beautifully described as follow:

Estebanico was known for his communication skills and also for his knowledge of  
medicine. That this knowledge was quite possible false did not mean that he could 
not use it to good advantage.46

The key here is that Brey undermines the contemporary notion of  
knowledge. He takes what is ‘factual’ about nature, and makes his own 
form of  knowledge that isn’t based on research or fact, but on poetry, just 
as mythology does.

44   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle.
45   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 49.
46   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 26.
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Ricardo Brey, Universe, 2002-2006, installation view at Koninklijk Atheneum Antwerpen.
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Bottom
Ricardo Brey, Untitled (d. 920), 2002-2006.
©Ricardo Brey
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Yet, his practice isn’t free of  Enlightenment, but finds a mix between 
the two worlds of  factual and mythological knowledge. In this respect, 
Brey uses references linked to both Natural History and Alchemy in his 
work, which he sees as complementary and sometimes contradictory. 
The concept of  Alchemy provides him with a loose operating system, 
which he uses to construct his knowledge and link the scientific knowledge 
of  the Natural History to more mythical concepts such as the spirit 
world, vision-like intensities and processes of  material transmutation 
or transubstantiation.47 Even the way he approaches knowledge can 
be seen as alchemical: transmutating fact to poetic study. Instead of  a 
closed referential system, which our society has become so used to, Brey 
brakes the facts apart and uses personal references - which can be seen 
as arbitrary - to construct systems that somehow can still make sense to 
everybody.

Frequently reoccurring in his work is a reference to and an actual study 
of  wings, which can be seen in his work from 1994. He showed pinned 
butterflies in a vitrine, buried in the earth so only the top of  the vitrine 
was visible. In this case, he seeks to find a total knowledge of  what flying 
is. However, it doesn’t stop there: he also shows a ball of  wax resembling 
the moon, accompanied by broke ostrich eggshells.48 Together, the works 
don’t just show the factual, but also opening the whole study and work up 
to interpretations and references that go beyond factual flying, making us 
understand nature for ourselves. He doesn’t objectively show us nature, he 
makes us marvel it again. 

His most ambitious work, “Universe”, which consists of  1004 drawings 
in 99 vitrines, shows us exactly how extensively his self-created world has 
come alive.49 He aimed to display, or visualise, the whole universe in a 
single, grand installation. The research isn’t an objective observation, but 
rather a personal reflection and translation of  as many elements as possible 
to display how never-ending the universe, and even our own world, is 
and how it can never be captured by either science or art. It is wonder at 
creation.

47   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 30.
48   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 30.
49   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 62.



Ricardo Brey, The Golden Pavilion, 2010.
©Ricardo Brey
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The position of  Brey’s work as described here is maybe captured most 
eloquently and direct in a passage by Jesse McKee, who describes the 
content of  Brey’s boxes - ‘Every Life is a Fire’ - where McKee describes 
the gap between the sublime and the analytic or scientific basis of  our 
contemporary philosophy. 

What your run up against when you measure the sublime against a system of  
analysis is a frustrating gap. … You can diagnose this problem as an endpoint of  
correlative knowledge, …
Letting the wonder of  something surprise and confuse, and letting these states 
of  encounter remain with your understanding of  the object is a sublime and also 
humbling position. … And for Brey, this is precisely where he has departed to with 
Every Life is a Fire, …50

What is also note-worthy in ‘Every Life is a Fire’, and in his work in 
general, is that his semi-mythical meaning don’t originate just from the 
concepts he depicts, but also the material he uses. In this, Brey subscribes 
to the idea of  the German mythic Jakob Böhme: that God marked 
objects with a sign, for their purpose, essentially giving them a hidden 
meaning.51 This idea is illustrated in the way the boxes hide their content 
in the beginning, after which they are opened to reveal their secret 
meanings. These meanings are constructed through their depictions, and 
the associations between the materials. Whether it is Brey or God who 
constructed these ideas is up for debate, but his practice can be heavily 
connected to the mythical ideas and concepts such as archetypes and 
divine explanations.

50   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 86.
51   Brey, I., Baere, B. D., Derycke, M., & Brey, R. R. (2014). Que Le Importa Al Tigre Una Raya Mas - 
The Futility of Good Intentions. Gent: MER Paper Kunsthalle. pp. 86.



James Lee Byars, The White Mass, 1995. Kunst-Station Sankt Peter, Cologne.
Available in Byars, J. L., Mennekes, F., Heil, H., & Thiel, W. G. (2004). The White Mass. Köln: König.
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The Door in the Veil

The final artist I would like to introduce, and who captures the essence of  a 
contemporary way of  using myths most strikingly, is James Lee Byars (1932 
- 1997). Byars’ central themes are “thinking” and “questioning”52, which 
could be perceived as Enlightened concepts but are actually rooted in the 
mythical. He doesn’t seek answers to the questions, as would be the case 
with any other research. Rather, he seeks out to make concepts come to the 
foreground. Concepts that can only be “thought”, such as the concept of  
“perfection” which is evident in his obsession with this “idea”. Through his 
material works, he seeks to create an opening towards the contemplation 
of  these forms or ideas. They are what I would call “thinking-instruments”, 
with their purpose of  emphasising the idea and guiding our minds to open 
up towards those ideas. These are the ethereal, ungraspable ideas that 
are also described in myths. Ideas that have fascinated our thoughts for 
a long time, yet are unexplainable. Byars grasps this unexplainablity, and 
even unobtainabilty, of  the ideas he represents. To transfer these traits, he 
creates an archway from the visible to the mental. For it is only within the 
mental world that these ideas can exist, through thinking. The gateway to 
the invisible must be visible.

His works aren’t only occupied with approaching or opening up the 
viewer to these ungraspable ideas. Their first intention is to make aware of  
these mysteries, something that reaches further than the conscious, to the 
spiritual, in order to eventually stimulate thought. It is the wonder or awe 
of  these things that forms the basis for further conception.53

What I basically try to do is to resolve questions with questions. This is the aim 
of  my work as well. My work poses a wide range of  questions, indeed it touches 
upon all questions we human beings ask ourselves.54

52   Byars, J. L., Mennekes, F., Heil, H., & Thiel, W. G. (2004). The White Mass. Köln: König. pp. 12.
53   Byars, J. L., Mennekes, F., Heil, H., & Thiel, W. G. (2004). The White Mass. Köln: König. pp. 24.
54   Byars, J. L., Mennekes, F., Heil, H., & Thiel, W. G. (2004). The White Mass. Köln: König. pp. 24.



James Lee Byars, The Death of  James Lee Byars, 1994. 
Available at: http://ensembles.org/ensembles/the-ephemeral
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I take this quote as an example to show that he deals with the subject 
matter of  myth, even though he doesn’t (always) explicitly touch upon 
it. Myths are about questions, that need answering through a divine 
presence. Byars doesn’t imply a divine presence, but rather enables us to 
make and find our own answers, or questions, in which his work serves as 
an instrument to do so. This seems like an Enlightened idea, but yet isn’t. 
The questions he tries to answer are those Enlightenment shies away from: 
spirituality, being, perfection, death, etc. These aren’t scientific questions. 
And the answers aren’t fixed, but are developed individually and are thus 
deeply personal. 

Answering these questions isn’t even the goal Byars has set out. It’ the 
questioning, the process, the wondering that is key to him. The function of  
myth has been turned upside-down in response to our answer-driven times. 
They don’t seek out to answer questions, which is both science’s and myth’s 
original function. Myths are now created to re-introduce the mystery, to 
make us question, keep us questioning and not only make us see but also 
understand and appreciate the wonder that the world, being it natural 
or human, is still able to provide us, while we are surrounded by the fast-
moving world where no time can rationally be attributed to these irrational 
subjects.

This is something that has been evident with all artists that are my 
permanent travel-companions. They don’t seek answers. They don’t study 
the objective, the rational, that which can be grasped. They have returned 
to the subjects that were described by myths. Myths gave us answers for the 
wonders in the world that were beyond our comprehension, but still left us 
somewhat in the dark through the incomprehensible working of  the divine. 
Both the divine and the unknown of  the world are largely death or dying. 
Wonder can die with it too. But artists are still reaching back into history 
to revitalise this wonder, maybe not always through direct references to 
mythical stories, but always connected to the subjects they described and 
the methods they used to do so.





THE WONDER OF 
MYTH

Epilogue
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When I set out to write this shortstory, I had somewhat a vision of  where 
I wanted to take you. But, as always, myths have taken me through 
unexpected turns. 

We started out exploring what we understand by “myth”. Mythology is 
such a broad subject, which I narrowed down to the essence of  myth. 
What interested me most weren’t the construction of  stories or myths, but 
their original use. Myths were meant to transfer certain unexplainable 
themes or ideas, which are universal but hard-to-describe, in a time when 
science wasn’t advanced enough to explain these phenomena. Myths were 
used to channel their wonder, and the need to understand them. So instead 
of  explaining these phenomena through formula or theses, they were 
attributed to higher beings whose reasons could not be understood.

But what are these unexplainable themes? If  myths were used to transfer 
the unspoken into words, it is in these myths that we can find a clear idea 
of  what is “unspoken”. By analysing two myths that have always struck a 
cord with me, I divided the “themes” into two groups. On the one side, we 
have the natural world; the weather, the seasons and the animals. Science 
has done a extensive job of  explaining them, but our ancestors saw Gods in 
chariots rising and setting the sun. On the other side, we have the human 
aspects; love, lust, death, panic, fury. We are all prone to these emotions, 
and are sometimes unable to explain why we feel the way we do. We 
have always felt those emotions, and in typical classical culture linked and 
explained them through the Gods. 

In the work of  Cy Twombly, I sense the same division. His practice has 
always had a clear and deep connection to myths. He started out using 
more humanistic themes, while towards the end of  his life he started to 
paint more about the wonder of  the natural world and its beauty. 

The ideology of  the Enlightenment changed the function of  myth, or 
rather took over its role. People were encouraged to think for themselves, 
instead of  believe what tradition told them. Scientific research became that 
which held the ultimate truth, not our traditional Gods and rituals. While 
myths had been used to explain the world, science has taken over that role. 



Dilum Coppens, still from “Obeslisks”, 2018.
©Dilum Coppens
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To describe contemporary art and its incorporation of  myths, I started out 
by looking at the contemporary pop-cultural sources that lay at the basis 
of  my childhood fascination with myths. Here, I came to the conclusion 
that they use the mythical stories to revitalise mythical concepts in a society 
that, at first glance, seems to gravitate away from them, and to introduce 
present-day concepts that are just as eternal as the classical ones. 

The moment this shortstory touched upon the world of  fine arts, I wanted 
to focus on four of  my travel companions that I intuitively pulled of  the 
bookshelves, and divulge how they represented and formulated myths. 
While in all of  them the traditional stories could still be discerned, it 
was clear that they didn’t do so to “enlighten” us with their knowledge. 
Myths contemporary use isn’t explanatory any longer, meant to take 
away our doubts and questions about the chaotic world both within and 
without ourselves. Its function is to reintroduce this sense of  question 
and exploration, that characterised our ancestors, in a world that seems 
to have been statically explained. It is meant to reintroduce the sense of  
wonder, which is what drove us to create myths in the first place. Myths 
have become like the character Thyrsis: a shepherd to guide us back to the 
wonders of  our lives.

Today this connection to wonder, and life itself, may have become even 
more important than it used to be. Our society has become prone to forget 
the importance of  the obvious, prone to overlook it. We move at such a fast 
rate, focused on rationality and efficiency, that we have forgotten how to 
live life. 

Of  course, it is helpful to leave our world for a few moments when we 
travel to the other realm that is 
articulated in myth. But this world can’t be as chaotic as our own. It is 
a simpler world, or so it seems to me. A world filled with that which we 
have forgotten or lost focus on. Love, lust, life. Worlds and ideas that, as 
Campbell says, give us the sense that we are alive.
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I would like to thank a lot of  people for helping me write my shortstory, 
not all of  whom are aware of  their contributions and some which are 
deceased. 

First of  all, I would like to thank Johanna Kint for helping me through this 
whole journey. Her extensive knowledge and amazing ability to see where 
the problems lay, and correct me at every turn with a smile on her face 
which gave me the enthusiasm from day one. Without her, I would have 
been a nervous wreck, unable to see how I would ever be able to make this 
trip come alive. It were also her classes that gave me the first idea to write 
about myths, and so many more subjects that have guided me through my 
artistic practice.

I have had a great amount of  teachers through my many years of  
education, but some of  them have stayed with me ever since they taught 
me. In regard to this story, I would like to thank Ilse Dierckx and Marie-
Pascale Gildemyn. Both shaped my knowledge of  art history in a way 
I could never imagine, with a knowledge that seems so vast they always 
seemed to be walking encyclopaedia to me. But they are so much more, 
they are people who I’ve always looked up to and have helped me 
whenever I asked for help. 

Mitja Tušek, an artist with a peculiar sense of  humor, has been a guide for 
my artistic practice during my time at LUCA. An for this, I would like to 
thank him too.  

And last of  all, I would like to thank the artists that have been an 
inspiration from the very start. Cy Twombly, Gerhard Richter, Michaël 
Buthe, Louise Bourgeois, Ricardo Brey and James Lee Byars. And many, 
many more.

Thank you.
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