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Since ancient times, Greek mythology has 

been a vital part of Western culture. The 

stories in Greek mythology—about heroes and 

gods, citizens and kings—portray the ways of 

both the earthly and the divine. Depicted in 

sculptural form, on frescoes, and on pottery, 

the narratives tell of epic adventures in which 

figures perform heroic deeds, engage in bloody 

battles, fall desperately in love, and die noble 

deaths. Ancient pottery reflecting a diversity 

of myths is on view here, alongside a selection 

of twentieth-century prints, paintings, and 

sculptures that recall Greek myths and imagery 

in a variety of ways. From heroes combating 

monsters, to pursuit scenes, to figures from 

the Odyssey, the imagery that can be found on 

the works gathered in this gallery helps draw 

attention to the role of myth in forming connec-

tions—formal, thematic, cultural—between the 

ancient and modern world.

This Teaching Gallery exhibition—on view May 4 through August 12, 2012—is curated by Heather Read, PhD 

student, and Elizabeth Wolfson, MA student, in the department of Art History & Archaeology at Washington 

University in St. Louis.

CHECKLIST OF THE EXHIBITION

ANCIENT OBJECTS 

Athena Painter  
(Greek, Attic)
Lekythos, 525–500 BC
Earthenware, 12 x 4 1/8"
Gift of Robert Brookings and  
Charles Parsons, 1904

Diosphos Painter 
(Greek, Attic, active c. 500–475 BC)
Lekythos, 500–490 BC
Earthenware, 7 1/2 x 2 1/8"
Gift of Robert Brookings and  
Charles Parsons, 1904

Hermonax Painter 
(Greek, Attic, active c. 475–450 BC)
Nolan Amphora, 475–465 BC
Earthenware, 11 3/4 x 7"
Gift of Robert Brookings and  
Charles Parsons, 1904

Long–Nose Painter 
(Greek, Attic)
Amphora, 540–525 BC
Earthenware, 20 1/8 x 10 3/4"
Gift of Robert Brookings and  
Charles Parsons, 1904

Lotus Cross Painter 
(Greek, Corinthian, active c. 
575–after 550 BC)
Pyxis, 575–565 BC
Earthenware, 5 1/2 x 4 3/4"
Gift of Robert Brookings and  
Charles Parsons, 1904

MODERN OBJECTS

Raoul Dufy 
(French, 1887–1953)
Aphrodite aux papillons (Aphrodite 
with Butterflies), c. 1938
Watercolor on paper, 19 x 25 1/8"
Gift of Charles H. Yalem, 1963

David Hare 
(American, 1917–1992)
Leda and the Swan, Study, c. 1960
Bronze and welded chromium,  
20 x 10 7/8 x 12"
University purchase, 1964

Stanley William Hayter 
(British, 1901–1988)
Amazon, 1945
Engraving and etching, 11/50,  
30 x 22 1/8"
University purchase,  
Kende Sale Fund, 1946

Henri Laurens 
(French, 1885–1954)
La Petite sirène (The Little Siren), 
1950
Bronze, 23 3/8 x 16 x 6 5/8"
Gift of Joseph Pulitzer, Jr., 1963

Amedeo Modigliani 
(Italian, 1884–1920)
Caryatid, 1912–14
Watercolor and pencil on paper,  
25 x 19"
Gift of Alvin S. Novack, 1961
 

Pablo Picasso 
(Spanish, 1881–1973)
Le Combat dans l’arène (The Fight in 
the Arena), 1937
Etching with engraving, 21/50,  
17 1/16 x 26 3/4"
University purchase,  
Kende Sale Fund, 1946

André Racz 
(American, b. Romania, 1916–1994)
Perseus Beheading Medusa, VIII, 
1945
Engraving with aquatint, 7/25,  
26 1/8 x 18 1/4"
University purchase,  
Kende Sale Fund, 1946

Anne Ryan 
(American, 1889–1954)
Helios, c. 1945–53
Woodcut on black paper, 4/30,  
15 7/8 x 23"
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Leslie Grodsky, 
1977

Fritz Scholder 
(Native American, 1937–2005)
The Odyssey #2, 1976–77
Color lithograph, 41/50,  
30 1/4 x 22 1/2" 
Gift of Wanda and Thomas Taylor, 
1981



ANCIENT OBJECTS

One of the popular themes of Greek mythology involves 
heroic figures defeating monsters or otherwise over-
coming adversity, a subject that is portrayed on both 
sides of the Long-Nose Painter’s Amphora (540–525 
BC). On the vessel’s obverse, the hero Herakles, shown 
with the god Hermes beside him, subdues Cerberus, 
the three-headed canine who guards the entrance to 
the underworld. Hades, who rules this realm, and his 
wife, Persephone, protest behind the hero. The reverse 
side of the amphora depicts one of the most famous 
battles in Greek mythology, Theseus overcoming the 
Minotaur, a ravenous creature part man and part bull, 
to whom the Athenians were required to sacrifice seven 
male and seven female youths every nine years. This 
cycle was only broken when Theseus, as shown here, 
defeated the Minotaur in combat, thus releasing his 
people from further sacrificial commitment. Of all the 
mythological figures, Herakles and Theseus were the 
most iconic symbols of heroism. 

While many of these illustrated myths are fictional tales 
of heroic deeds, such as the Athena Painter’s Lekythos 
(525–500 BC), which depicts Hercules, again with the 
implied assistance of Hermes, battling the Nemean 
lion, others more broadly symbolize the triumphs, plea-
sures, faults, and fears characteristic of Greek society. 
For instance, the Diosphos Painter’s Lekythos (500–
490 BC) depicts the gigantomachy, or the mythic battle 
between the cosmic order of the gods and the chaotic 
forces of the giants, which functioned as a sequel to 
the titanomachy, or the mythic battle between the gods 
and the Titans. After the Greco-Persian Wars, both of 
these stories became powerful allegories for Greece’s 
successful expulsion of the invading Persian Empire.

Visual representations of these complex and interrelat-
ed myths often portray pursuit scenes, a subject that 
is imaginatively illustrated by the Hermonax Painter on 
his Nolan Amphora (475–465 BC). This vessel depicts 
a mature man pursuing a nude youth, the pursuer run-
ning behind his target with both arms outstretched, 
while the pursued simultaneously looks and reaches 
backward. As a paradigm, the body language of the pur-
sued can be interpreted in different ways: as a means 
of protection, an expression of fear or anxiety, or as an 
open invitation. If the pursuer on this vessel represents 

a divine or heroic being, which is uncertain due to the 
lack of identifying attributes, this scene could be refer-
encing a mythological love story such as the god Zeus’s 
pursuit of the mortal youth Ganymede. The pursuit 
of women and young boys was a particularly popular 
theme to depict during the Classical period (480–404 
BC), when art provided welcome distraction from the 
Persian and Peloponnesian Wars.

Not all mythological images tell a story. Animal motifs 
that depict noncombative creatures in symmetrical 
formations served both decorative and apotropaic pur-
poses. During the period when Greece was most heavily 
under the artistic influence of the Ancient Near East 
(Orientalizing period, 700–600 BC), representations 
of Eastern beasts, such as the sphinxes on the Lotus 
Cross Painter’s Pyxis (575–565 BC), were copied and 
applied to Greek art forms for the purpose of adorn-
ment. In the early Archaic period (c. 600–500 BC), these 
decorative creatures, particularly sphinxes and gorgons, 
evolved into apotropaic icons to ward off evil spirits. 
The sphinxes painted on the Lotus Cross Painter’s pyxis 
seem to be decorative, but the orientation of the out-
ward-facing heads set along the vessel’s rim suggests 
a more protective purpose.

TWENTIETH-CENTURY OBJECTS

Long after the ancient period, Greek mythology con-
tinued to inspire artists through the centuries. In the 
twentieth century, many artists working in Fauve, Cubist, 
and Expressionist styles drew upon aspects of the clas-
sical tradition, although these styles were popularly 
regarded as a drastic deviation away from the naturalistic 
forms that had heretofore defined “classicism.” Amedeo 
Modigliani, for instance, created numerous expression-
istic studies for an unrealized, modern interpretation 
of a Greek caryatid, an architectural support sculpted 
in the shape of a woman. With only a few spare lines, 
Modigliani rendered his Caryatid (1912–14) in a way that 
expresses the tension between exertion and ease found 
in these elegant, powerful figures.

After World War I and the Allied victory, early Greek 
mythological imagery, especially symbols of fertility 
and rebirth, was particularly popular, including among 
the French avant-garde during the so-called “return to 
order.” A late example of this is Raoul Dufy’s Aphrodite 

aux papillons (c. 1938), which pairs the goddess of love 
with three butterflies (representing fertility and renew-
al), rendered here in a modern, Fauve-inspired style. By 
working with this subject—which was then somewhat 
of a departure for him—on the cusp of another world 
war, Dufy may have intended it as a statement reaffirm-
ing his belief in the perpetuity of classical civilization. 

The political potential of myth in a modern-day applica-
tion is also exercised by Fritz Scholder in his Odyssey 
series. In The Odyssey #2 (1976–77), Scholder portrays 
a solitary Native American man dressed in the garb of 
a Plains tribesman. He leans on a heraldic staff or boat 
oar with his back turned to the viewer in a stance that 
conveys both isolation and fatigue. The stark, black 
background accentuates the bold tone of his exagger-
ated red skin. This symbolic Odysseus figure can be 
understood as a synecdoche for the plight of the Native 
American, set adrift in a perpetual search for home—an 

“other” in the American culture he helped to establish.

An employment of myth for dramatic as opposed to 
political ends can be seen in David Hare’s Leda and 
the Swan, Study (c. 1960), which depicts the popular 
story of the god Zeus, driven by a deep infatuation for 
the wife of a Spartan king, transforming into a swan in 
order to seduce her. The story’s overt eroticism has long 
made it a favorite, especially for Renaissance artists, 
who often romanticized the narrative. Hare’s mod-
ern rendering is more ambivalent: the tangle of rough, 
welded metal emphasizes the unity of the pair but at 
the same time suggests a more violent or destructive 
dimension to desire. Pablo Picasso, like David Hare, 
was interested in mythology as a means to express the 
contradictory impulses in human nature. The Minotaur, 
for example, as a creature born with reason and intel-
ligence but driven entirely by irrational instincts, can 
be seen to embody, in Picasso’s Le Combat dans l’arène 
(1946), the contradictory urge to both love and destroy. 
As such, some scholars argue that the Minotaur rep-
resents Picasso’s artistic alter ego. Henri Laurens’s La 
Petite sirène (1950) also employs a gendered monster 
to express the dangers of desire. In this interpreta-
tion of the mythological sea nymph whose seductive 
song lures sailors to their death upon the rocky shore, 
Laurens emphasizes the illusionary aspect of beauty 
through the siren’s inhuman, aquatic form.

Another popular application of myth in the twentieth 
century was to represent aspects of the unconscious, 
particularly in relation to Carl Jung’s notions of a 
collective unconscious and the significance of pri-
mordial experience. According to Jung, repressed 
experiences manifest themselves as the archetypes 
that society clothes in myth. Thus, a mythological god, 
hero, monster, or event can be used to represent both 
an ancestral memory and a psychological impulse that 
all human beings, past and present, are destined to 
possess. Jungian archetypes were particularly popu-
lar in Stanley William Hayter’s printmaking studio, 
Atelier 17. Three Atelier 17 artists, André Racz, Anne 
Ryan, and Hayter himself, are featured in this exhibi-
tion. In Perseus Beheading Medusa, VIII (1945), Racz, 
a native Romanian who became a US citizen six years 
before making this print, uses this tale of good defeat-
ing evil as an allegory for World War II. Hayter and Ryan 
both employed archetypes as a means to address 
social changes that occurred in relation to the war, par-
ticularly issues involving sexual identity. Hayter used 
automatism to create his Amazon (1945), referenc-
ing the mythological race of warrior women who thrive 
in the absence of males—a theme that resonated for 
many after women took up roles that men had left in 
order to fight in the war. Ryan also created an etching 
called Amazon in 1945, likewise utilizing this mytholog-
ical image as an archetype to celebrate female power, 
but her Helios (c. 1945–53), which depicts the fiery sun 
god who crosses the sky in a chariot, could be under-
stood as an amusing critique of gender roles in ancient 
mythology, since Helios is said to have somewhat of an 
inflated ego—not surprising, given that, as the myth 
would have it, the sun rises and sets with him. 
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