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One of the most important fields of research in modern historical science is 
a focused analysis of the public demand for reception of the historical past 
and the study of creative practices through exploration of how past social 
and cultural realities are understood in the modern world. A significant 
topic in this field deals with modern socio-cultural reality as a construct that 
embodies the synthesis of social needs in accessing the historical past and 
the representations of historical experience, historical phenomena and 
images of historical figures. Through this approach, the reception of the 
past can be treated as a way of updating, interpreting and representing 
historical experience, traditions and national mythology in the form of social 
presentations for modern society. 

In the second half of the 20th century, the humanities and social 
sciences started to adopt, along with the term “notion,” such definitions as 
“group,” “mass” and “social”; now “from the standpoint of sociology and 
social psychology, researchers use this term [notion] as a synonym for 
‘knowledge,’ i.e. socially objectified ‘opinions.’”1 However, these opinions 
are formed from individual representations. The need for a shift in the 
perception of past periods in time - not just at the level of the individual 
self-interest of the creative artist but taking into account broader socio-
cultural practices and social needs - has become apparent within the frame 
of the study of social-historical consciousness.2 

To understand the relationship of the individual and society in 
shaping perceptions of the past, the position expressed by Wojtsech 
Vzhozek on developing within the “new historical science” a social history 
of culture as a method of learning past has become fundamental. Vzhozek 
uses the concept “social-subjective” as opposed to “subjective individual” 
as a way to understand the historical situation of the past. This allows the 
researcher to somehow decrypt the “mysterious dialectic” linking the 
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consciousness of the individual to the collective consciousness.3 John Tosh 
also expresses solidarity with this approach, proposing that the 
interpretation of history is formed with the help of social rather than 
personal experience. Since social values are changing, consequently the 
interpretation of history is becoming the subject of constant re-evaluation.4 

One of the most popular periods for representation in the history of 
mankind is the period of classical antiquity, in which societies with 
European cultural roots began to take an interest during the Middle Ages 
and have not ceased to do so up to the present day. This can be seen clearly 
from analysing the reception of antiquity through the example of a 
particular culture formation - the European cultural and historical 
community - chronologically belonging to the period from the end of the 
19th-beginning of the 21st century. Firstly, it combines traditional and 
innovative approaches to antiquity; secondly, it connects classical, modern 
and post-modern cultures; thirdly, it includes both academic and mass 
culture; and fourthly, it shows the possibility of the harmonious co-
existence of the national and the universal under the conditions of cultural 
globalisation. 

In modern society, mass culture targeting the broad strata of 
consumers plays a special role in the representation of ancient heritage. Any 
product of mass culture based on the representation of antiquity plays the 
role of a social message. At the same time antiquity, as a general, well-
known cultural heritage of the past, has become a very common source of 
inspiration for contemporary directors, screenwriters, writers, visual artists 
and musicians. Specifically, those events, phenomena and characters whose 
images are updated through modern socio-cultural processes arouse the 
interest of the non-professionals. In this regard antiquitywith its limited 
reserves of study-able source material and two-century-long tradition of 
research, thanks to which almost everything that is associated with 
modernity has been repeatedly analysed and proposed to society - becomes 
simply an invaluable field for the self-realisation of any individual. 

In these multi-genre and stylistically different works, antiquity is split 
into a set of images; when real characters from antiquity are actively 
mythologised they loose their historical context, but each of them has their 
own semantic and semiotic content and a certain modern intellectual or 
cultural context.5 

The creators of such works often focus on classical - especially Greek 
- myth among the myths of ancient heritage that are actively studied by 
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modern culture, including mass culture. However, the researcher often 
updates the hero of the sacred system of ancient mythology, in which case a 
sacred symbol is reinterpreted within the profane space. This symbol can be 
used used for propaganda and ideological purposes. “Characters, 
interpreted through historical events form a system of symbols, mythology 
or ideology.”6 With all the interweaving forms of social consciousness, 
especially in everyday situations, the differences between mythology and 
ideology are worth noting: 

“In this case, the following distinction between mythology and ideology will 
be sufficient: mythology is a spontaneously formed symbolic universe of 
culture in any society whereas ideology is a system, constructed by 
intellectuals, of images and symbols.”7 

Images created within the mythological consciousness, associated 
with ideological attitudes and even acting as semantic “fillers” in classical 
mythology, are very viable in this regard; ethical ambivalence, which is quite 
typical for a modern society, in this respect completely coincides with the 
ancient approach to good and evil based on the mythological consciousness. 
All this is reflected in the development of modern antiquity-based art. 

The goal of art is to help people to escape from a one-dimensional, 
monochromatic perception of the world, to endow the perception of depth 
and colour. However, the language of art is also the language of images and 
symbols. A. Losev once remarked: 

“Our theorists ... theorise too little this vast symbolic sphere, which has its 
own history and has been becoming more and more complicated with each 
passing day.”8 

Further understanding and representation of these images and 
symbols requires great effort on the part of the creators as well as the 
public.9 In a study of the reception of ancient heritage and its representation 
in art, it is fundamentally important to understand the dialectic interaction 
of “symbol and image” on the one hand, and that of “symbol and sign” on 
the other. In terms of the “democratic turn,”10 when the research methods 
of classical reception studies are applied, it can be seen that modern mass 
culture receives from the hands of creative artists a more or less adequate 
representation of the events, artefacts and characters of antiquity, 
depending on the availability of sources, the depth of the creator’s 
comprehension and the creativeness of their reinterpretation. One of the 
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leading experts in the field of perceptual psychology, J. Bruner, indicates that 
“concepts exist in some environment,” and that events “can be presented in 
the form of images, in the form of words or in the form of any other symbols,” 
i.e. within “three spheres: the sphere of activity, the iconic sphere and the 
symbolic one” He continues: 

“The perception of any event is selective: while constructing any model we 
include [the entire] volume of information regarding the subject. The criterion 
of selection is defined by the objectives of perception, meaning what we intend 
to do with selected information.”11 

Antiquity is actively used in a kind of a “war” of symbols, some of 
which simply exhaust themselves and disappear while others develop new 
content, the new dramatic tension required by the modern recipient, which 
has happened to mythical characters since the times of antiquity. Highly 
relevant to the present study are the images of the Minotaur and 
Prometheus. These are two specific historical and cultural symbols in the 
culture of the 20th century which exist in opposition to each other. 
Prometheus is the defender of mankind who steals fire for the sake of 
people and is eternally punished (the image of Prometheus Bound is 
analogous to the crucified Christ) but is, in the end, the “winner.” This 
symbol represents evidence of the triumph of the human in the 20th century. 
The Minotaur is fierce, swift and unpredictable, but he always dies. Artists 
of the twentieth century gave the beast a new meaning: the Minotaur 
symbolises time. Through “killing” the Minotaur, a person can realise 
illusory nature of his own greatness, knowing the closeness of time and his 
own nature to the defeated “monster.” Sometimes the Minotaur looks more 
humane, and his fate is more interesting than the exalted image of 
Prometheus.12 

Among the characters of modern relevance with roots in ancient 
heritage is Icarus, a character from Greek myth, whose symbolic importance 
has grown massively in both academia and the mass art of the 20th century. 
His image has “always been capable of assuming new shapes and answering 
new needs; and by its constant and yet changing relevance it has helped us 
to write our own cultural history.”13 

In the second half of the 20th century, Icarus was often the main 
subject of ballet works. The symbol of soaring Icarus is very much in tune 
with the expressiveness of that art form. Two ballet performances named 
Icarus were created by Russian-born masters: Sergei Lifar at the Paris Opera 
in 1935 (to the music of percussion instruments) and Vladimir Vasilyev at 
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the Bolshoi Theater in 1971 (to music by Sergei Slonimsky and libretto by 
Yuri Slonimsky). Here we see two approaches to the image of Icarus that 
are defined by both the creative and socio-cultural contexts of the times. 
Serge Lifar’s memoires were published under the name Memoirs of Icarus14 
and in them he compares the classical character to himself, escaping from a 
primitive and impoverished state during his traineeship to universal 
recognition and glory as a renowned dancer and choreographer. Not 
accidentally, V. Gajewski underlines in his historical comment to the 
memoirs of the famous dancer and choreographer that in the ballet, 

“Icarus is stylised as a classical self-portrait of Lifar himself: he rushed from 
poverty [during his] traineeship to the heights of excellence and from 
miserable obscurity to worldwide fame.”15 

Slonimsky’s ballet was created within the traditions of Soviet ballet-
dramas. Icarus opposes the governor, who rejects the idea of flying above 
the land to get close to the sun, as well as the person who is obsessed with 
such an idea. And when Icarus rises into the sky, Archon, who considers 
the flight too much like that of the gods, strikes the boy with an arrow and 
interrupts his flight for the edification of others.16 

As we see, in terms of classical reception there is movement from the 
symbol to the sign but not to the image in both these cases. The symbolic 
content of Icarus is originally designated as a person soaring to the sky, but 
further interpretation of this character not only expands and deepens the 
“ancient” content, but reduces it, reflecting features already noted by the 
professionals, in a direction from symbolic expression to sign, to an 
undeveloped form of the representation of reality.17 And the last 
interpretation in contemporary art: Icarus becomes the sign of a fall.18 The 
ambiguity of this character in the popular consciousness led to the fact that 
Icarus was not named among the ten most popular mythical characters in a 
questionnaire conducted by the author.19 

The question arises as to whether there is any material that would 
allow mass culture, particularly rock poetry, to interpret the symbolic figure 
of Icarus as an image embodying the classical content of ancient heritage? 

The only good written source for the myth of Daedalus and Icarus is 
Ovid’s Metamorphosis,20 which narrates that Daedalus, the creator of the 
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famous Labyrinth of Crete, became trapped in his own creation and that to 
escape he created for himself and his son Icarus wings made of feathers 
held together with wax. The flight was fraught with danger because if their 
altitude were too low the wings would become damp with sea water, but at 
the same time, were they to fly too high the sun could melt the wax and the 
wings would fall apart. Daedalus warned his son of this. However, the joy 
of flight caused Icarus to forget about the warning: he flew too high and his 
wings melted, causing him to crash into the sea (Ovid, Met. VIII. 203-225). 
Thus, according to Ovid, Icarus becomes one more symbol, a symbol of a 
fatal and tragic disobedience. 

Since the motivation for Icarus’ behaviour is not mentioned in the 
myth, the lyrics of rock songs justifiably present a romantic interpretation: 
that he wanted to fly high like the birds. In the beginning of the song Icarus 
(1983) by a group called Alpha (Sergey Sarychev) the plot of the myth is 
described almost completely: 

“Once, in ancient times was Icarus / Doing other work, he really wanted / 
To be unusual and to fly in the sky like a bird / He made two wings like an 
eagle’s / Having tied the wings to his hands, the young Icarus / Glanced up 
at the birds, jumped down and crashed.” 

Exploring the lyrics further, it becomes quite clear that the authors 
have a very definite purpose in offering this particular interpretation of the 
myth of Icarus. Antiquity (“ancient times”) is opposed to the modern 
practice of flight: nowadays, they sing, all people fly “on a rocket or a 
broom,” and if there are any obstacles they are not stopped by them. 
Mankind has managed to overcome its limits and the world will remember 
“those who have conquered / The abyss of height, and made our lives full 
of inspiration.” A refrain runs through the whole composition in the form 
of an incantation: “Man always strives for the skies / Man always strives for 
the skies / Man always strives for the skies.”21 

From this somewhat sloppy reproduction of the mythical story, an 
existential parable addressed to our contemporaries is built. The verse 
places emphasis on the “young Icarus” who did not want to be like 
everyone else, presenting a very direct message to the listener. 

Rhetorical questions, asked with the intention of triggering a specific 
association in the perceptions of each listener, are posed by Alexander 
Yelin, lyricist of group “Aria” in their song Icarus (1986): “Who saw Icarus, 
/ There, in the blue distance? / ... / Who gave him the wings? / Who 
waited for him on the rock?” 

The straightforward answer to one of the questions can be found in 
the myth itself: most narratives, starting from the time of antiquity, describe 
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the characters of this myth, Daedalus and Icarus, always together, the father 
and the son (Apollod. II. 6.3; Apollod. Epit. I. 12-13). But answers are not 
needed, because further exploration of the lyrics distinctively shows the 
song’s ideological use of the Icarus image has nothing in common with the 
ancient prototype: “He was flying over the mountains illumined by the sun 
/ Looking down on the land,” “But he forgot everything,” and as a result, 
“The pair of light wings, / Here, in grey dust”22 crumbled away. It is not 
important to the author of the text that in the ancient myth the sun 
punishes Icarus, not the Earth. In these lyrics, it is stated that the “sinful 
earth” would not let the man go. This is, perhaps, some kind of metaphor 
for the creative impulse, which can lift the spirit up, only later to drag it 
down, to smash it to death. 

The lyrical character of the song Icarus by the group “Polite Refusal” 
(1990, text by Gor Ogannisyan) also touches upon this state of bliss. In this 
text we can see many names from ancient myths associated with air - 
Uranus, Eos, Ether and Zephyros. Here, the story of Icarus is associated 
with a lyrical character who makes wings of feathers, wax and filaments and 
so “opens the door to the sixth ocean” as his ancestors’ memory calls him 
into the sky. 

The consonance in the part of the text in which Icarus is named has a 
particularly ominous sound. At first there is no sense of ill omen: “Oh, I’ll 
fly like Icarus, / Oh, I’ll fly like Icarus, / Oh, I’ll fly like Icarus ...” And then 
suddenly, the collapse and breakdown comes. “Oh, I’ll fly like Icarus carus-
carus-carus / carus-carus-carus-carus-carus.”23 What other words are 
necessary to illustrate vicissitudes of human fate than the name of one who 
had just been flying or was dreaming of flying, metamorphosed into the 
sinister guttural cries of crows? 

Against the background of these associations, the composition Icarus - 
Son of Daedalus by the group “Legion” (album Myths of Antiquity, 2007) 
strikes the listener with its simplicity, ease and its somewhat edifying nature. 
Here the group offers almost an exact recount of the legend: Daedalus 
made the wings, his son helped him, and his father warned: “You are a 
crown / Do not touch the sun! / The heat of holy fire / will punish you,” 
but impressed by the spaciousness of the sky, Icarus forgot this rule and 
thus was doomed: “he fell down from heaven / and disappeared into the 
depths...” The romantic version of the Icarus myth - formed in modern 
culture as a result of indirect contact with the original source and received 
instead through mediated interpretation and a series of re-presentations - 
continues to attract the attention of artists and the public. This kind of 
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indirect, “second-hand” reception of antiquity is quite normal in the 
contemporary information society. It is evident that the majority of 
recipients do not think about the real sources of their perceptions of 
antiquity. But in the case of Icarus - Son of Dedalus, the author’s position of 
offering one more interpretation - his message to next generation - is an 
integral part of the composition: everyone knows how fragile the boundary 
between good and evil is, nevertheless we should “Overstep / And win / 
Many dreams.” But the doom of characters who chose their own way is 
shown both in the text of the chorus and in the last lines of the verse: a new 
hero always dies, thus each individual always faces the problem of choosing 
their own way: “Choose, choose, choose ...”24 

As can be seen from the material studied in this paper, the symbolic 
character of Icarus acquires the features of an image in the works of Russian 
rock poetry of 20th-21st centuries. The symbol is always a particular 
manifestation of the image, and the image is much broader than the 
symbol.25 In turn, the image of this ancient character forms in the mass 
consciousness an image of antiquity, an image that is understood and 
accepted by contemporary people. 
 
 

Reception of the Icarus Myth in the Mass Art of the Late 20th-21st Century 
  

(Abstract) 
 
This article was prepared within the context of a larger research project on the analysis of 
public demand for the reception of the historical past and the study of creative practices 
through exploring how past social and cultural realities are understood in the modern 
world. The main object of the research is to show modern Russian sociocultural reality as a 
construct embodying the synthesis of social needs in accessing the historical past through 
representations of historical phenomena and the images of historical personalities. Through 
this approach, the reception of the past can be seen as a way of updating, interpreting and 
representing historical experience in contemporary Russian society.  

One of the most popular periods in the history of mankind is the period of 
antiquity, a fascination with which began in the Middle Ages and has not diminished up to 
the present day amongst societies with European cultural roots. The goal of this article is to 
present the dialectics of symbol, sign and image through the example of the representation 
of the mythical character Icarus, as an example of the reception of ancient mythological 
characters generally in modern culture. Beyond the ancient myth itself, the narratives of 
ballets about Icarus created in the 20th century and the rock poetry of Russian bands in the 
1980s, 90s and 2000s are used as source material in this research. The study concludes that 
due to the artistic conventions of ballet language, the evolution of the Icarus image runs 
from the symbol to the sign: the interpretation of the symbol neither extends nor deepens 
its ”ancient” content. In Russian rock poetry of the late 20th-early 21st centuries, however, 
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the symbolic character of Icarus acquires the features of an image: the symbol is extended 
through the contemporary interpretation of this “ancient” character, since the image is 
always broader than the symbol. 
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