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Abstract

In what ways is mythology relevant to contemporary art practice? How can it be useful in

exploring contemporary identity? The goal of this project is to explore the role of mythology

in fine art by studying the story of Medusa and implementing it into my art practice.  By

studying relevant art from across history, I can explore and understand the role of mythology

in  artistic  practice.  Exploring  gender  representation  in  ancient  mythology  versus

contemporary  schools  of  thought  is  possible  through visual  research.  Through a  creative

practice  methodology,  I  have  used  the  process  of  figurative  painting  to  enable  me  to

understand the practice of artists from history and to explore and extend interpretations of

Medusa’s story and its contemporary relevance. I believe that the best way to understand the

advantages and disadvantages of using mythology in fine art is to employ the process in my

own work.  The story of  Medusa is  one that  had remained relevant  over  millennia  as its

complex themes and visual language intrigue people. The agency and subjectivity of the artist

is prevalent in painting, making it a very personal method of exploration while studying a

subject.  That  artist  subjectivity  is  useful  when exploring themes prevalent  in the Medusa

myth that are very important to me as a female artist, such as sexual violence, vulnerability

and femininity.  My practice  as research is  accompanied  by analysis  of art,  texts  and the

history thereof in order to better understand the context for my work. The project has resulted

in a  series  of paintings  and drawings which explore  the role  of mythology,  Medusa and

contemporary gender identity in fine art.
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Introduction

When considering this project, I began by attempting to define the role of religion in

art. As I examined that topic closer, I found what really interested me was mythology and

monsters. Eventually, I landed on a specific figure with a very popular story; Medusa. The

link between storytelling and humanity has always been an interesting subject to me. From

entertainment to religion to ideals, it is widely considered a vital aspect of humanity. Greek

mythology has been a recurring subject in Western fine art for thousands of years and it’s

popularity continues to this day (Brink, & Hornbostel, 1993; Fortenberry & Morril, 2018;

Garber & Vickers, 2003; Karoglou, 2018). This project allows me to explore the reasons for

this endurance by producing my own artworks connected to the topic.

The significance of this project is reliant on two aspects; Medusa as a character and

painting as a method of expression. This allowed the exploration of the purpose of Medusa in

art and the usefulness of depicting her through different means. Medusa is a popular figure in

feminist literature as a way of examining victimhood, monsters and violence against women.

This is as relevant today as it was in 700 B.C.E. Most if not all, women can empathise with a

fear  of  sexual  assault  and  while  there  are  statistics  that  show this  even  more  cases  for

unreported (AHRC, 2017). Being wary of attackers and of how we will be perceived is often

considered a fundamental part of female life. In recent years it has been brought to people’s

attention in more public ways, often shocking people with the prevalence of it (McCann &

Tomaskovic-Devy, 2018; Hart, 2019). Understanding the archetypal victim of sexual assault

through art allows both audience and artist to explore the issues and cope with things they

deal with in their daily lives.

As  a  method  of  expression,  painting  is  incredibly  useful.  Part  of  the  appeal  of

paintings is the ability of the audience to trace the artist’s process by examining “incidents of

paint”; the brush strokes, crackles in the paint, errors and corrections all draw in the viewer to

captivate them long enough for the artist’s message to be driven home (Schor, 1997). The

agency of the artist is evident in every decision made. This process goes both ways, as the

time and physical nature involved in painting require the artist to reflect as they work, dwell

on  the  subject,  and truly  examine  it.  The  physical  process  of  painting  engages  different

senses, such as touch, as the artist works. Painting is a lengthy process. Engaging with the

painting  on  different  levels  and  immersing  oneself  in  the  work  inspires  a  deeper
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understanding  of  the  context  that  can  be  shared  with  the  audience.  Modern  technology

provides very different methods of visual communication today than it did two hundred years

ago, but painting is still useful for conveying different ideas to an audience. Paintings can be

manipulated by the artist with the use of colour, texture and abstraction to exaggerate certain

themes  and  concepts.  Due  to  these  features,  paintings  capture  the  audience’s  attention,

emphasise what is significant and encourage them to engage with the work.

The  driving  force  of  my  project  is

practice  as  research.  This  methodology

includes  the  finished  artworks,

documentation  of  process,  and  theoretical

writing,  as  described  by  Robin  Nelson

(2013, pp. 26). The production of artworks

depicting  Medusa,  narratives  including  her

and related themes is the main focus of my

research  and  what  the  rest  of  my  work

revolves  around.  Working  within  a  visual

diary is a crucial part of my process and so I

have kept at least one by my side throughout

this  project  (Figure  1).  Reflecting  and

generating  ideas  in  a  visual  diary  has

allowed me to track my progress, refine my

ideas  and  better  understand  my  work.

Painting  as  a  process  can  be  intuitive  and

physical,  so  elements  of  my  subconscious

are  able  to  manifest;  any  painting  can

become an expression of self, regardless of

subject  matter.  Experimenting  in  a  visual

diary allowed for discoveries that could not

have been predicted at the start of the project

which  could  then  be  explored  further.

Making  art  leads  to  discoveries  and
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compositions.



understanding; the best way to understand what Medusa brings to fine art and to the artist is

to produce art.

By examining the use of narratives and imagery of past depictions of Medusa, from

various media, I have gained a greater understanding of the historical context and the purpose

of mythology in fine art. So while researching for my art practice I have been looking at

written texts as well as visual art in order to gain a broad understanding of the myth I am

appropriating. The appropriation has, after all, been done many times before in a variety of

mediums.  Therefore,  analysis  has  also  been  a  crucial  part  of  my  research  process.  By

examining various texts and artworks, I have seen how mythology has been used and how it

can be used in contemporary painting. 
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Reflections of Monsters

There  is  a  history  of  artists  identifying  with  the  monstrous  in  mythology.  The

minotaur is often used by male artists to explore

base  instincts;  an  exercise  in  base  instincts,

violence  and  isolation.  Bahman  Mohasses  is  an

example of this, painting  Minotauro  in 1960 and

using it as a self-portrait (Fortenberry & Morrill,

2018), but it is André Masson’s Labyrinth (1938)

that  captures  my  imagination.  The  Surrealists

depicted  the  monstrous  in  a  dreamlike  way.

Salvador  Dali  painted  Dante’s  journey  with

disconcerting  imagery  but  not  aggressively  so

(Figure 2). Looking at the prints that make up The

Divine  Comedy really  does  feel  like  walking

through a dream. Meanwhile, Masson approached

monsters in a Freudian way. There is a dreamlike

quality  still,  typical  of  Surrealism,  but  they  are

complicated  to  interpret  and  full  of  symbolism.

Labyrinth shows the Minotaur, but there is a purported connection between Masson and the

monster  as  he  “considered  himself  a  kind  of  bestial  Minotaur”  (Ries,  2002,  pp.  83).

Depictions of the mythological figure, even a monstrous one, can be an exploration of self for

the artist. The monster is the self, a method of dealing with trauma.

What about myself can be explored through Medusa? What can I, the artist, see of

myself in the terrifying gorgon? She is a horrific beast of a woman, disturbing and dangerous

to look upon. But that sensation of being disturbing to look at, of being seen as inhuman, is

something I can identify with as a queer woman. Being a member of the LGBTIQ community

frequently  involves  being  labeled  as  dangerous  and  “other”  by  society,  even  monstrous.

LGBTIQ people have empathised with monsters in fiction for years and turned them into

allegories  for  their  own  experiences.  Jaquelin  Elliott  (2016)  draws  parallels  between

queerness  and werewolves,  ones made both by LGBTIQ fans of media  sincerely and by

straight authors ironically.  The transformative nature of creatures that are part human and

perceived as part not and the fear people have of them and of themselves, aligns with many
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queer narratives.  As I began painting with myself  as a model,  I  wanted to explore those

feelings  and the different  ways  they can be expressed.  Medusa as a  threat,  Medusa as  a

victim, Medusa as a woman. The rage, the fear, the euphoria and the disconcerting alien-ness

of being a monster.

Depicting figures from Greek mythology in art as a form of self-portraiture is actually

a common theme. Andrea Mary Marshall recreated Ernst Herter’s Achilles sculpture (1884)

by  photographing

herself  in  the  same

pose (Figure 3). The

idea seems to be that

even while depicting

fantastical characters

and their stories, the

artist  can  still

express  their  own

identity  through  the

artwork.  Many  of

these  figures  have

been  designed  over

the centuries to be identified with by people, so it really is not difficult to pick up themes that

artists can sympathise with and share with the subject. The references to other stories also

works as a cultural shorthand to help the audience understand the work better. Most people in

a  Western  audience  are  at  least  passingly  familiar  with  Achilles  and  are  able  to  make

assumptions when they see the artist identifying themselves as him. This is a useful tool for

artists, though it does rely on the assumption that your audience is familiar with the same

mythology.  If the artist references a more obscure aspect of mythology or presents it to a

foreign audience, the work must also have value without that understanding in order to be

successful.  My aim  is  to  make  engaging  and  compelling  paintings  using  the  monstrous

female body to access contemporary and personal feelings about femininity and violence,

regardless of how strictly familiar the audience is with the original mythology.

After  studying  artists  who  were  able  to  express  themselves  through  the  lens  of

mythology,  I became fascinated with the concept of self-portraits as mythological figures.
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Figure 3: Andrea Mary Marshall. Self-Portrait as Achilles. 2015. Photograph. 
(Fortenberry & Morrill, 2018).



Medusa is a terrifying monster,  feared by both men and

gods, but she is also incredibly vulnerable and targeted. I

can empathise with that kind of position, even if my own

situation  is  hardly  as  drastic  or  dangerous.  I  decided  it

would be interesting to attempt to express the character of

Medusa and my own at the same time, synthesising them

to form a unified person. There were practical reasons for

using myself  as a model  as well.  It was easy to get the

exact reference material I wanted in regards to poses and

facial expressions when I was controlling both the camera

and the model. In my first self-portrait, I chose to explore

the  more  vulnerable  side  of  Medusa  by  showing  her

reaction  to  Athena’s  punishment.  I  kept  the  painting’s

composition fairly simple with a close up of my face and a

simple backdrop, as I wanted the focus to be on the facial

expression. In this piece, Medusa becomes an ingenue-like

character,  a  victim  of  the  powerful  figures  around  her

rather than a monster. To me, Medusa comes across as the

heroine of the story, albeit a tragic one, and I wanted to put

her in the center stage. I chose a circular surface to paint

on as a reminder  of a lot  of the surviving depictions  of

Medusa from Ancient Greece.  Much of the artwork that

still exists today is on coins, shields or other round objects with mythological figures acting

as  decoration  (Figure  4).  This  painting  isn’t  a

decoration on an otherwise functional object and

the wood and oil paint do not do much to harken

to  bronze  coins  and  such,  but  it  is  a  subtle

reminder  designed to make the audience think

of ancient works of art.

Medusa as Self-Portrait (Figure 5)  was

one of the first pieces I created for this project.

One  of  the  last  was  a  continuation  of  sorts,
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Figure 4: Three terracotta antefixes 
(roof tiles) from Greece ca. 500 B.C.
(Karoglou, 2018)

Figure 5: Anastasia Scala. Self-Portrait as Medusa 
(detail). 2020. Oil on board.



building off some of the ideas I had then and combining them with discoveries I had made

since. While the first portrait was an idealised, delicate portrayal of both myself and Medusa,

Her Stare (Figure 6) was a disconcerting nightmare. Taking heavy influence from Salvador

Dali, I aspired to depict a hideous, inhuman and unreal Medusa. I spent some time with a

series of prints produced by Salavador Dali (1960) illustrating The Divine Comedy, so that I

could better understand the design of monsters and demons meant to reflect humanity and the

sensation of dreaming.  The result  is a painting that is  the near opposite  of the first  self-

portrait,  while still  maintaining connections through the circular surface,  composition and

background colour.
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Figure 6: Anastasia Scala. Her Gaze. 2020. Oil and acyrlic on board, 60 x 60 cm.



Snakes and Circles

In The Origins of Greek Religion, Dietrich (1974) examines the history of religion in

the area now known as Greece and the development of the mythology we are more familiar

with now. Dietrich puts forth that much of Greek culture that is now famous across the globe

is derived from their religious practices. To properly appreciate the architecture, drama and

art of Ancient Greece, one must understand Greek religion (Dietrich, 1974, pp. 1). Mythology

is tied to the development of other forms of culture. Art in Greece had a heavy influence on

the rest of the Western world as it developed for centuries and even now evidence of it can be

seen in contemporary works (Fortenberry & Morrill, 2018). Very few artworks are divorced

from  their  historical  and  cultural  contexts,  regardless  of  the  intentions  of  the  artist.

Understanding those contexts,  whether  they be religious,  political  or  historical,  gives  the

audience a deeper understanding of the artwork. Taking part in research to understand those

various contexts was important to understanding my own artworks as well.

In ancient Greek art, mythological figures were often incorporated into decorations as

a symbol imbued with power. Medusa and her Gorgon sisters adorned buildings, walls, gates,
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Figure 7: Mosaic floor with the head of Medusa. Roman, 1st-2nd century A.D. (Karoglou, 2018).



ornamented shields and armour in order to offer protection (Figures 4 and 7). Their terrifying

faces had power because they provoked fear in the enemy (Karoglou, 2018, pp. 12). Medusa

was  usually  depicted  in  these  decorative  works  as  a  decapitated  head.  As  such  the

composition of the artworks was often circular, especially since so many of the objects in

question were things such as coins, amulets or shields. The circular composition of works

featuring Medusa becomes an important part of her iconography in its own right (Figure 7).

The important part of Medusa in art is usually her head, though often not in her possession.

Her stare is either what gives her power or a weapon for others to use in war.

While Medusa is famous for her snake locks and it seems that snakes were always

involved  in  her  imagery,  her  iconography  has  developed  over  time  for  various  reasons

(Karoglou, 2018; Wilson, 1920). In Classical art, the difficulty in conveying emotion in faces

carved in relief  or made from mosaic meant that artists  had to find other ways to depict

Medusa’s terrifying and monstrous nature. Snakes surrounding her dangerous gaze were a

simple way of doing this, along with fangs. Medusa was not always depicted this way and

earlier art pieces show her with normal, coiled hair, with a mix of snakes and normal hair or

with snakes adorning her body as decoration but not part of her anatomy (Wilson, 1920). In

the  seventh  century  B.C.,  Greek  artists  developed  a  terrifying  menagerie  of  beasts  and

monsters in their work. During this period, their iconography evolved to be as frightening and

effective  as the Greeks deemed possible.  The combination  of women and animals  was a

popular  one  and  Medusa  was  included  in  this  (Karoglou,  2018).  Medusa  was  not  only

associated with snakes, but with horses and winged creatures also. There are examples of

reliefs depicting Medusa as a centaur or as having wings. An inhuman, beast-like creature for

Perseus to slay without remorse. Yet it is that inhumanity that renders Medusa powerful and

divine; beyond human comprehension (Brilliant, 1973, pp. 38). As Medusa’s iconography

developed, the image of a fanged woman engulfed in snakes became so integral to her story

that it is often the first thing people think about when her name is mentioned. The power and

fear the beast-like Medusa evokes is something I have attempted to convey in my paintings;

she threatens the viewer with her beastly visage in Medusa Emerges and then relishes in her

own power in The Laughing Medusa. I feel the difference lies in the artist themselves. When

I, a woman, paint a terrifying or euphoric Medusa is different than when a male artist paints

her because in that case I am identifying with Medusa herself even as she looks out at the

audience.
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I continued this pattern of incorporating snakes into my portrayals of Medusa. In my

charcoal and ink drawings, I frequently decided to not give her hair much detail,  but still

maintained the suggestion of snakes in it. This indistinct, gestural way of drawing implied

action  and movement.  An unnerving mass  of  snakes  which  cannot  be  controlled.  While

painting  Medusa,  I  displayed  her  hair  as  snakes  consistently,  usually  fully  rendered.  In

Medusa as Self-Portrait (Figure 8), this was a useful identifier of Medusa without having to

go into any further detail. The story of that scene, Medusa looking helplessly towards Athena,

is only shown through suggestions which the audience can deduce if they are already familiar

with the myth. This allows for a more simplistic composition. If a member of the audience is
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Figure 8: Anastasia Scala. 2020. Self-Portrait as Medusa. Oil and acrylic on board, 60 x 60 cm.



not familiar with me, the artist, they may not recognise the painting as a self-portrait. But

they will hopefully recognise Medusa and titling the painting  Medusa as Self-Portrait will

assist  the  understanding.  However,  I  feel  that  the  painting  should  still  be  engaging  and

interesting even without that context. In Medusa Emerges, I incorporated snakes not only into

Medusa’s hair but also into the space she was in (Figure 9). As the figure in that painting is

nude, there is no one else in the scene, and the setting is fairly unremarkable, the snakes are

the  only  real  identifier  of  who  she  is.  The  focal  point  of  the  painting  is  the  figure’s

threatening pose and expression, indicating danger for whoever she is looking at. Medusa’s

gaze is her weapon, known to turn people to stone.
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Figure 9:  Anastasia Scala. 2020. Medusa Emerges. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 100 x 70 cm.



The Female Gaze

The Medusa Reader is a collection of texts compiled by Garber and Vickers, with

accompanying analysis, all connected to Medusa and the mythology surrounding her. The

examples range from The Iliad to Sigmund Freud to embroidery patterns. Many of the texts

examine the role of gender and how it connects to Medusa; how gender is treated in texts that

include her and how she is used to explore gender and sex. It is interesting to compare the

texts from different points in history, written by authors of drastically different backgrounds.

Some of  the  female  writers  seem to  rejoice  in  Medusa’s  power,  such as  French literary

theorist Hélène Cixous who wrote an essay in 1975 titled “The Laughing Medusa”. The text

takes  the  frightening  and  terrible  image  of  Medusa  and  transforms  it  into  something

“beautiful  and subversive” (Garber & Vickers,  2003, pp.  133).  It  is a humorous piece of

writing,  in my opinion, that turns man’s fear of Medusa into a joke at  their  expense and

Medusa from a monster into a stand-in for all women. Cixous declares that women have been

taught to be ashamed of their own bodies and that modesty is a tool used to control women.

Men fear women but are also aroused by their own fear. Medusa is beautiful and laughing at

the men who fear her and in doing so she has power over them and over herself. Cixous’

Medusa delights in destroying the men who desire her and who attack her and this essay had

a very strong impact on my personal interpretation of the story and character. An empowered

figure who is vibrant,  free and rejoicing in her sex and herself.  She has no humility,  no

modesty and no shame!
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Figure 10: Anastasia Scala. The Laughing Medusa. 2020.  Oil and acrylic on board, 58 x 36 cm.



I wanted to convey this empowered figure in my artwork. Men fear Medusa and they

are right to. She laughs in their faces. My painting The Laughing Medusa (Figure 10), titled

for Cixous’ article,  is  my attempt  at  depicting  this.  The vibrant  colour palette  is  used to

describe Medusa as energetic and excited. She is rejoicing in her own self without care for

whoever is watching her. The green palette indicates her inhuman nature while also being

bright and fun. The snakes and her fangs make her seem dangerous, but her expression shows

that does not bother her. She certainly is not demure or flinching away. The painting is my

attempt at taking a simple portrait and using it to convey a powerful message; an empowered

woman is a joyful one. Susan Bowers references both Hélène Cixous and Joan Coldwell’s

interpretations of Medusa in her article “Medusa and the Female Gaze”. Bowers states that

Medusa’s journey in Western culture is “a journey from the mutilation and destruction of the

female body in Greco-Roman myth to the celebration of the whole female self” (Bowers,

1990, pp. 235). I believe that the goal of her article is to understand how Medusa can be

viewed through the female gaze and her role in feminist ideology. Her mutilation is a symbol

for how men deal with frightening women and eliminate their subjectivity,  but one of her

main features is her own gaze which allows her to destroy men (Bowers, 1990). It is a rather

literal and threatening interpretation of the female gaze. Bowers also describes Medusa’s pre-

Greek history, her role as a Libyan goddess, before she was claimed by Greek mythology as a

monster.  The pre-Olympian Medusa is painted as a powerful figure symbolising “wisdom

and power, healing, immortality, and rebirth” (Bowers, 1990, pp. 220). This is all indicative

of a society that valued women and their abilities more than the Ancient Greeks did. It also

indicates  that  even  thousands  of  years  ago,  Western  imperialism  was  violent  towards

femininity.  In “The Beauty of Medusa: Twentieth Century”, Joan Coldwell  describes how

“the patriarchal Hellenes invaded Greece, they wrecked the goddess shrines and tore off the

masks from the priest-women, an episode in that crucial moment of western civilisation when

female powers were replaced by gods and heroes” (Coldwell, 1985, pp. 423). Perseus is able

to subdue his feminine enemy by taking her head, just as the Hellenes took the masks from

the priestesses. Bowers presents Medusa as a powerful symbol of femininity, but one that has

been brutalised by the male gaze and needed to be reclaimed by feminism.

After  the nineteenth  century,  a common theme in male-driven philosophy and art

surrounding Medusa revolved around “finding the erotic in the horrible” (Coldwell, 1985, pp.

422).  Joan  Coldwell  (1985)  describes  Sigmund  Freud’s  interpretation  of  Medusa  as  a
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terrifying figure because she reminds men of their mothers’ lack of a penis and the fear that

they may lose their  own genitalia.  She is an emasculating figure, sexually dangerous and

unapproachable,  symbolising  the  threat  of  castration.  Freud’s  interpretation  is  not  geared

towards women, it is not their place to relate to this male-centered myth. But while some

writers, like May Sarton, take Medusa as an opportunity to revise gender stereotypes and

connect  to  the  spiritual  power  of  Medusa,  other  women  can  internalise  the  popular

interpretations  put  forward  by  Freud.  In  Margaret  Laurence’s  novel The  Fire  Dwellers

(1969), the character of Stacey relates to Medusa in a negative context. She fears she is a

dangerous monster when she loses her temper, but also fears she is emasculating her sons

with her gentleness (Coldwell, 1985, pp. 426). Coldwell also brings up the poet Sylvia Plath,

who depicts Medusa as a paralysing influence. She is a block that the author must overcome,

either  in  their  personal  growth  or  in  their  creative  output.  Rather  than  identifying  with

Medusa herself, Plath identifies with her victims and knows she must escape this petrification

to succeed. While most of my work involves sympathising with Medusa as a woman, this is

not the only way for a woman to relate to the story. Medusa can be a terrifying monster to

women as  well,  either  as  a  threat  they must  overcome or  as  something they fear  within

themselves. Understanding gender identity is a complex endeavour, as I have reflected on as I

explore it myself through my paintings.
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Rape and Abduction

The relationship between Medusa and Poseidon has been described in many different

ways,  though calling  it  a  relationship  at  all  is  debatable,  in  my opinion.  It  is  apparently

tempting to imply that it was an act of passion or narcissism, to omit the implication that she

was  unwilling  (Garber  &  Vickers,  2003).  To  call  it  an  “ill-fated  affair”

(GreekMythology.com, 2020). Did Medusa flee Poseidon to Athena’s temple to beseech her

for protection? Did Athena give her a weapon to use against men or punish her for Poseidon’s

crime? Some author’s go so far as to say that Medusa deliberately seduced Poseidon in order

to insult Athena personally (Waterfield, 2011). At least that interpretation offers her some

agency.  Either  way,  Poseidon  washes  his  hands  of  the  whole  incident  and  walks  away.

Whatever the interpretation, he is an integral part of the catalyst of Medusa’s story, but often

he never seems to cross paths with her again and has little to nothing to do with her eventual

death. Somehow, all that has nothing to do with him.

Even as I approached this project thinking of the impact on violence against women

and sexual assault, I was intimidated by the thought of actually portraying it in my art. It feels

like one of the most shocking and brutal things I could have as a subject, but if I am to

explore these themes then I feel that I need to commit to them. Looking for other artists that

have approached the subject, I found Taryn Simon, an artist who created an image for the

final frame of the film Redacted  (2008). The image is of a dead woman, covered in blood

after a violent sexual assault and lying prone in an empty room that draws attention to both

her and to how neglected she is. The actress in the film, Zahra Zubaidi, received a great deal

of backlash in her home country for the role including death threats because some people

considered it pornographic. It reached a point where Zubaidi’s life was deemed in danger,

partly due to Simon’s photograph, and she had to be granted political asylum in the USA

(Rideal & Soriano, 2018, pp. 179). It is easy to try and distance ourselves from the subject

matter in art, but it can have a real impact on peoples’ lives.

I chose to interpret the relationship between Medusa and Poseidon as one of victim

and rapist.  This is one of the more popular interpretations of the story and the one more

people are familiar with. There are versions of the story that push the blame onto Medusa,

either in saying that she deliberately seduced Poseidon or that she is responsible for her own

rape, but suggesting that a man as powerful as a god is somehow the one being used by a
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mortal  woman  seems  irresponsible.  Many  women  are

sexually harassed and assaulted by men with power and

feel  unable  to  hold  them  accountable  (McCann  &

Tomaskovic-Devy,  2018). I had the option to skim past

this inciting incident in Medusa’s story,  to focus on her

relationships with Athena and Perseus, but her connection

to Poseidon is too important. One of the objectives of this

project  is  to  connect  the  mythology  of  Medusa  with

contemporary  issues  and  the  parallel  between  modern

issues with sexual assault and the rape of Medusa was an

obvious one to draw. I felt as though it was my duty to

approach the subject in a responsible way and that it was

critical to the research objectives.

During  the  pandemic  of  2020,  there  was  a  period  of

time where I was unable to work in my usual studio space

and painting became difficult.  I  took the opportunity to

work with drawings instead.  Using watercolour,  ink and charcoal  I  explored ideas  that  I

planned to turn into paintings later on. This gave me the opportunity to decide how I was

going to approach the topic of sexual assault on paper. As I explained above, I found the idea

of  depicting  sexual  assault  in  my  art  intimidating.  I  overcame  that  by  beginning  with

Renaissance  artists  that  portrayed  the  act  in  a  way less  disturbing  to  look  at  while  still

containing visible physicality and violence. Using charcoal and ink, I did a series of black
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Figure 11: Gian Lorenzo Bernini. The 
Rape of Proserpina. 1622. Marble.

Figure 12: Anastasia Scala. Abduction, Part 1, 2, 3. 2020. Charcoal on paper, each 60 x 42 cm.



and white drawings based on Gian Lorenzo

Bernini’s  sculpture  The Rape of  Proserpina

(1622). I drew the figures from the sculpture

(Figure  11)  from  different  angles,

experimenting  with  composition,  mark

making and tone as I adapted the figures into

Medusa and Poseidon and found the best way

to express the violence and desperation in the

scene  (Figures  12  and  13).  The  first  series

was drawn purely in charcoal,  but the final

drawing  incorporated  ink  and  paint  as  I

created a more chaotic scene. Sharp lines and

the  suggestion  of  a  storm  made  for  a

terrifying scene and it was this drawing that I

used as my basis for the following painting.

The  Rape  at  Sea (Figure  14)  is  an  oil

painting  depicting  Medusa  struggling  to

break free of Poseidon’s grasp as the ocean

rages behind them. It uses an analogous colour scheme of greens and blues to unify the piece,

but I made sure to contrast the figures by having Poseidon match the blue-green waves of the

sea  while  Medusa  had  a  warmer  palette  of  yellows  and  greens.  Poseidon’s  hands  are

monstrous and claw like, digging into Medusa’s skin. To emphasise his inhumanity, his face

is not visible. Medusa’s face, and the pain upon it, are. Even while she is an alien-like green

and has a head full of snakes, she is the sympathetic figure in this painting and the one the

audience  should  sympathise  with.  Unlike  some  of  my  other  works,  there’s  nothing

naturalistic about Medusa’s skin tone or the brushwork in this painting. A brutal application

of  paint  matched  the  violence  of  the scene and helped me to maintain  the  harsh lines  I

achieved  in  my  drawings.  I  felt  that  the  vibrant  colours  and  rough  marks  in  the  paint

conveyed an appropriately chaotic and violent atmosphere that the painting depended on. 
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Figure 13: Anastasia Scala. The Rape at Sea, study. 
2020. Charcoal and ink on paper, 75 x 56 cm. 
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Figure 14: Anastasia Scala. The Rape at Sea. 2020. Oil on canvas, 100 x 70 cm. 



The Heroine’s Journey

The story of Medusa is well-known, often retold and traditionally part of Perseus’

hero’s journey. There are several features that recur in most popular versions of her story.

Medusa was a great beauty in Ancient Greece, so beautiful that she was compared to Athena

herself. Poseidon was unable to resist her beauty and pursued her; when Medusa ran into the

Temple of Athena, she was raped there by him. Athena was disgusted by this and punished

Medusa by turning her into a monster that no man could look upon without turning to stone.

Many men perished trying to hunt her. While fulfilling tasks set to him by Athena in order to

complete his own purpose, Perseus was told to kill Medusa and take her head. Where others

failed, he succeeded by using a reflective shield. Perseus used Medusa’s head as a weapon

against his enemies, turning monsters and men into stone, until the head was passed on to

Athena for her to use in battle as she wished.

The Medusa Reader shares extracts from Homer’s Iliad and Hesiod’s Theogony, both

written  in  the 700s B.C.E.  These  texts  focus  more  on a  retelling  of  events,  building  off

mythology the authors would have grown up surrounded

by. Medusa is a plot device of sorts here, something for

Perseus to overcome and a tool to be used later in the

narrative. But in depicting her history and her death, the

audience cannot help being drawn to her in the writing

and  sympathising  with  her.  She  becomes  such  a

compelling part of the story that over a thousand years

later, her name is more recognisable than Perseus’. She is

certainly the most iconic in terms of imagery. The snakes

in her hair and the statues left behind by those that tried

to face her are well known and instantly recognisable to

anyone even slightly familiar with Western culture. It is

very difficult, even when reading early texts, to view her

unsympathetically. Perseus attacking her is described so

brutally  and  his  actions  are  so  callous,  that  Medusa

comes across more as the victim of a violent murderer
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Figure 15: Lucien Levy-Dhurmer. 
Medusa (The Angry Wave). 1897. Pastel,
59 x 40 cm. Musée d'Orsay, Paris, 
France.



than a beast being slain by a hero. That Perseus takes her head as a trophy and weapon while

her sisters grieve for her drives this home. Of course, in Ancient Greece, these actions would

have come across and been evaluated differently.  Violence was seen differently and even

today Perseus is used as an example of the archetypal hero. But Medusa still comes across as

a woman to be pitied if nothing else. Her punishment from Athena was harsh and unfair and

her death was brutal. Through a modern viewpoint, Medusa seems more like a tragic heroine

and Perseus and Athena are the villains using her to their own ends. Lucien Levy-Dhurmer’s

Medusa (The Angry Wave),  depicts  the titular  figure looking vulnerable and under attack

(Figure 15). It does not resemble the Medusa we are used to imagining, there is no focus on

her beauty or terrifying nature. There aren’t even any snakes, something I have admittedly

relied upon in my own art to identify Medusa. Her face is very expressive, conveying fear

and alarm.

Italian-Argentinian artist Lucian Garbati put Medusa into the role of heroine in his

sculpture  Medusa With The Head of Perseus (2008). In the sculpture inspired by Cellini’s

bronze sculpture showing Perseus with the head of Medusa, Garbati has Medusa holding

Perseus’ head instead. The sculpture went viral in 2018 during the Me Too movement as a

symbol of resistance and a response to victim shaming. This is despite the fact that while

Perseus is the one who killed Medusa, he is not the one who raped her. Still, the narrative of

the sculpture struck a meaningful chord with women all over the world and inspired them.

The story of Medusa and an artwork that shared an interpretation of it had an impact on living

people and connected to important contemporary issues of sexual assault. The sculpture is

now being exhibited in lower Manhattan, directly across from the court house where high

profile sexual assault trials have been held (MWTH, 2020).

In Medusa at Rest, I attempted to convey a side to the Medusa mythos that I had not

seen covered  often in  my research.  Medusa secluded and at  rest,  being targeted  by self-

proclaimed heroes hunting her down to kill her. In my painting, Medusa sleeps peacefully,

unaware of the approaching threat. Of course, those familiar with her powers can anticipate

how quickly this might turn around on the soldier. To draw the eye towards Medusa I used

different textures in the oil paint. Smooth, watery textures lead towards her form, juxtaposed

with the rough, thick textures of the rocks. The approaching man is in the foreground, close

to the audience, with only his sword and the hand that holds it visible. He is clearly turned
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towards Medusa, who has her back to him and to the audience. Medusa’s exposed back and

reclined  position  clearly  labels  her  as  vulnerable,  while  the  focus  on  the  weapon  draws

attention to the threat. But Medusa’s snake-like nature is also visible, drawing attention with

bright green colouring, showing that her vulnerable appearance is deceptive. A snake laying

in wait, dangerous to disturb. I was attempting to depict a different portrayal of Medusa than I

had seen in other artworks, less aggressive and distraught, while also taking an illustrative

approach in depicting an actual scene from the story.

One interesting aspect of my research was discovering new details to the mythology

that I thought I was already familiar with. There are so many different retellings of Greek

myths, including the family tree that connects all it’s characters, that deciding what is “true”

is entirely subjective. The artist can choose to elaborate on whatever details they find most

interesting or invent alternative solutions to problems to make them more relevant to the artist

and their audience. In my practice, themes of womanhood are more relevant to me so that is

what I choose to focus on in most of my paintings. The dramatic battle between Perseus and

Medusa is not the focus of the story in my retelling, rather it is what came before and after.

Hesiod’s poem Theogony is one of the more popular depictions of the Greek pantheon from
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Figure 16: Anastasia Scala. Medusa at Rest. 2020. Oil and acrylic on board, 38 x 60 cm.



the Classical period. It explains the connections between mythological figures; both gods and

monsters.

With [Medusa] lay the Dark-haired One in a soft meadow amid spring

flowers. And when Perseus cut off her head, there sprang forth great

Chrysaor and the horse Pegasus who is so called because he was born

near the springs (pegae) of Ocean; and that other, because he held a

golden blade (aor) in his hands. (Hesiod, 700 B.C.E/2009)

Before I began studying  Theogony for this project, I was unaware that Medusa was

supposedly the mother of Pegasus and Chrysaor (Hesiod, 700 B.C.E/2009). While Pegasus in

particular is a frequent sight

in  classical  artworks  and

incredibly  popular,  he  is

rarely  shown  alongside

Medusa  (Brink  &

Hornbostel,  1993).  The

decision to correct this came

about  in  the latter  stages  of

this  project.  The  Birth  of

Pegasus  depicts  a  headless

Medusa  giving  birth  to  a

winged  foal  from  her  neck

(Figure  18).  The  painting

focuses  on Pegasus over Chrysaor  mostly due to  the fact  that  he is  a more  recognisable

character, even as a newborn, but I did attempt to include clues regarding the presence of

Chrysaor that a viewer familiar with the myth could pick up on. Without her iconic head of

snakes,  Medusa herself  is  already rendered  unrecognisable  outside  of  the context  of  this

painting project. An audience viewing this painting alongside the other pieces made for this

project will likely guess that the figure is Medusa, as will anyone already familiar with the

ancestry of Pegasus. But I cannot count on an audience knowing that if they see the painting

alone. The message regarding the violence of childbirth has to stand on its own merit within

the painting. Though the birth is  happening via Medusa’s neck, I still put her in a birthing
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Figure 17: Artist in studio, working on The Birth of Pegasus. Own image. 



position on all fours with her knees spread. Pegasus is being born from the violent wound on

her neck but is laying between her arms and legs, being sheltered by his mother’s embrace as

she bleeds. Medusa’s death at the sword is tied to the deaths of many women in childbirth.

The painting strikes a different tone than many others in the series as was the last  one I

completed. By this point in the project, my confidence in depicting violence had grown and

so the painting did not shy away from gore. 

After  spending  so  much  time  examining  Medusa  under  attack  from  men,  from

Poseidon, from Athena, it was interesting to create an artwork that did not include any of

them. The only characters interacting on the canvas are Pegasus and Medusa. However, the

evidence of Poseidon, Perseus and Athena is still evident. Pegasus is the result of the rape of

his mother.  The reason for his birth is Perseus cutting off  Medusa’s head, as ordered by

Athena. Thus, for those familiar with the story of Medusa, their presence and actions remain

part of the scene and the painting.
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Figure 18: Anastasia Scala. The Birth of Pegasus. 2020. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 100 x 140 cm. 



Conclusion

The purpose of this research project was to understand the role of mythology in fine

art by utilising it myself. I have employed the myth of Medusa in my paintings to depict

different narratives and themes as well as to engage in self-exploration. While different myths

can obviously be used for different purposes, my research has given evidence for Medusa

being used to express themes of female identity and empowerment. With a brutal application

of paint I am able to convey the violence and terror that Medusa's story should evoke while

vibrant colour palettes express her power and energy. Even while depicting scenes from a

story which is thousands of years old, I have been able to investigate contemporary topics of

identity and power and how they relate to me personally. During this process I have found

mythology to be a useful tool that allowed me to draw on collective knowledge, complex

feelings and experiences in a flexible way. My artworks rely on the culture that the myth is a

part of. Stories don’t exist in isolation and the cultural shorthand and symbolism they employ

are not necessarily universal. However, I believe that there are enough themes common to

humanity that an audience can relate to. 

My research has been asking how useful is mythology in exploring contemporary

themes of identity in art. Through my visual research and exhibition of works, I have been

able to explore my own feelings on identity, gender and power. Midway through the year I
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Figure 19: The Medusa's Gaze showing at the Quarter Gallery, Curtin University. 



was  able  to  show  some  of  my  paintings  and  drawings  in  a  small  exhibition  at  Curtin

University's Quarter Gallery (Figure 19) and see how they were received by the public. There

I learned that there are parts of stories that an audience may not be familiar with and I was

driven to further develop my manipulations of figurative painting processes to engage the

audience in the complex and compelling themes of identity, gender and power.  I feel that has

shown in my creative work and that I understand my position on those issues better than I did

at the start of the year. For me, the artistic process has been a success. 
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