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Dimitrios Yatromanolakis, Greek Mythologies: Antiquity and Surrealism, Cambridge MA, 
Harvard University Press, 2014, pp. XI-367; ISBN 978-0-9835322-1-7; $ 65,00; £ 51,95.  

In the field of classical studies there has been almost no work on the reception of Greek an-
tiquity in the highly sophisticated, experimental and polemical avant-garde movements of the 
first half of the twentieth century. Despite the fact that reception studies has now become one 
of the most important research areas in classical studies, experts have not focused on the es-
pecially intricate and multi-faceted dialogues of influential avant-garde movements with an-
tiquity. This pioneering book fills a major gap in research on the reception of classical antiq-
uity in modern European art and thought, and advances new methodological models for the 
study of fundamental aspects of the European intellectual history and the history of the recep-
tion of Greek antiquity between c. 1920 and 1946. It consists of four chapters, Bibliography, 
and an Index. 

The author is not new in research on reception. His influential book Sappho in the Making 
(2007) has been one of the first two monographs that established ancient reception studies as 
one of the most cross-disciplinary areas in classical studies (the other book was B. Graziosi’s 
Inventing Homer [2002]; see also H.H. Koning’s Hesiod. The Other Poet [2010]). In Greek 
Mythologies, the author focuses on a different field: the intellectual history of early twentieth-
century Europe investigated from the perspective of reception studies. This book investigates 
the outstandingly complex reception of Greek antiquity by the French and Greek intellectual 
avant-garde.    

In the first chapter, Y. probes a highly significant paradox in the avant-garde polemical 
responses to ancient Greece. Major figures like André Breton reacted against Greek antiquity: 
«How beautiful the world is | Greece never existed» (4). In Let’s murder the moonshine and 
other writings, Marinetti argued for a radical rupture with classical antiquity more broadly 
(73-5): «for the moment we are content with blowing up all the old traditions». «War, which 
is Futurism intensified […] will root out all its enemies: diplomats, professors, philosophers, 
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archaeologists, critics, cultural obsession, Greek, Latin, history, senility, museums, librar-
ies…». In a later text, even Picasso would claim (4) that «[t]he beauty of the Parthenon, of 
Aphrodite, of the Nymphs, and of Narcissi [sic] is a lie. […] To say the truth, Parthenon is 
nothing but a rural house on top of which they built a roof». Y. incisively juxtaposes these 
bold and anticonformist intellectual agendas to the almost contemporary ‘Theory of ruin 
value’ (Ruinenwerttheorie) of Speer – one of Hitler’s collaborators – which promoted differ-
ent, Nazi ideologies about the value of ruins and monuments. Against this charged cultural 
background and in intense dialogue with the discipline of Anthropology, major representa-
tives of the European avant-garde, both painters and intellectuals, instead decided to explore 
in their work the prehistory of Greece and, especially, ancient Greek ‘dark’ mythological nar-
ratives viewed by them as exemplifying ‘base materiality’ (a term that goes back to Georges 
Bataille). As Y. brilliantly shows, artists, writers, and thinkers in the interwar period became 
interested in what Y. defines as mythogenesis, that is, «the creation of new mythical modes 
and strategies of discursive experimentation often based on mechanisms and deep structures 
of mythical thinking» that avant-gardists «detected in traditional mythologies». In this chap-
ter, in a series of massively learned and original methodological approaches that consistently 
pay attention to detail, Y. takes us from avant-garde art and the history of anthropology to 
avant-garde aesthetics and back to avant-garde mythogenesis. His discussion of «the ontolog-
ical past» and of the mythological figure of Pan sheds significant light on the history of the 
experimental reception of that archetypal deity. 

In the second chapter, Y. investigates the intriguing impact of such a ‘dark’ myth as that 
of Pasiphae on avant-garde intellectuals and artists. Here he probes the reception of Pasiphae 
from Greek antiquity to Byzantium to early modernism and, eventually, to the avant-garde 
(with a special focus on the aleatory and animals in Embeirikos’s important work Zemphyra 
or the Secret of Pasiphae). The investigation of related paintings by André Masson, the 
painter of the portrait of the Acephalus, which became emblematic in the interwar avant-
garde, is perspicacious and thorough. In this chapter, Y. casts his scholarly net wide and ex-
plores major aspects of the European avant-garde’s cultural politics in depth.   

In the third chapter, Y. focuses on the thematic concepts of «genos», «identity», «hybrid-
ity», and «kinship», as they were manipulated in revolutionary, subversive, anti-nationalist, 
and polemical manners by avant-gardists. His innovative methodological approaches probe 
the often liminal discourse—as it is defined in this chapter—of the avant-garde between c. 
1920 and 1946. Since, among other paintings, he investigates relevant avant-garde works by 
the German painter Max Ernst, one would have expected to see here a discussion of Ernst’s 
Une semaine de bonté (A Week of Kindness), but this highly intricate collage novel might 
have been beyond the scope of this already substantial chapter (if investigated from the per-
spective of Y.’s groundbreaking methodological concept of mythogenesis, Une semaine de 
bonté certainly deserves a whole monograph). The chapter concludes with an analysis of the 
exploitation of the myth of the Danaids by avant-gardists. 

The fourth chapter is a synthesis centering on mythogenetic aspects of the work of such 
figures as Michel Leiris, André Breton, Georges Bataille, Roger Caillois, André Masson, and 
Nikos Engonopoulos. Y. demonstrates that «[i]n contrast to previous appropriations of my-
thology in major European cultural movements», orthodox and dissident Surrealists «ex-
ploited it not in order to invest» their «own socioaesthetic project with the revered aura of 
sanctioned cultural capital or to affirm that capital’s alleged uniqueness», but instead in order 
to expose the arbitrariness of dominant ideological and epistemological orders. Avant-garde 
socioaesthetics, Y. cogently argues, radically «redefined myth’s epistemological potential and 
explored new mechanisms of mythogenesis, often drawing on ancient Greek mythology from 
diverse but complementary perspectives». Mythogenesis and myth in avant-garde contexts 
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«more often than not constituted powerful critiques of the sociopolitical illusions that moder-
nity had inherited from post-Enlightenment positivism». 

This review cannot do justice to the methodological richness and rigor of this thoroughly 
researched book. Y.’s expertise in archaic and classical Greek vase-painting and performance 
culture and in the European intellectual history of the second quarter of the twentieth century 
has given him the ability to combine in this study the fields of art history, history of anthro-
pology, and classics. This is a landmark book, which redefines cutting-edge research in clas-
sical reception studies and offers experts methodological tools that will enable them to inves-
tigate mythogenesis (this book’s brilliantly defined concept) and interdiscursivity (another 
concept developed elsewhere by Y.) in diverse social contexts.     

Aristotle University of Thessaloniki Thalia Papadopoulou 
pthaleia@lit.auth.gr 





Finito di stampare il 30 agosto 2019 


