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Apollo [God of Sun, Light, Truth, Music & Poetry]

50 x 45 cm edition of 6,100 x 90 cm edition of 6

durst lambda print on fuji archival paper, 2010




Photographic Criticism of the Prevalence of Modern Myths

“One day | was at the barber’s and a copy of Paris-Match was offered to me. On the cover, a young
black soldier in a French uniform was saluting in a military manner, with his eyes uplifted, probably
fixed on a fold of the tricolor the barber shop. ... Whether naively or not, | saw very well what it
signified to me: that France was a great Empire, that all her sons, without any color discrimination,
faithfully served under her flag”. In his celebrated book entitled Mythologies (1957) Roland Barthes
asserted emphatically the need for ‘demythification’ upon his discovery of the operation of ‘modern
mythology’ in the realm of the infinite number of social phenomena. The above-mentioned image
of a young black man saluting the flag from the bottom of his heart acts, in fact, as a sort of myth
contributing to the beautification and justification of the history of French imperialism, and one
needs to distinguish the ‘connotation” hidden behind such ‘denotation’.

Modern Myths (2010), one of the recent works of the English photographer Veronica Bailey, is
closely related to this Barthes’s theory about mythology. Bailey translates ancient Greek gods as
the very genesis of existent human beings into modern myths—the various kinds of the mass
media, and especially the newspaper, which is one of the most traditional media. The subjects are
the different sections of rolled newspapers, and the resulting images are decided by the colors and
number of the pages of newspaper and the intensity of the grasp and the resulting shape. As a
result, the images produced by photographing twelve different newspapers are personified as
twelve Greek Olympian deities who have their own symbolisms. Although the photographs of the
newspapers located in the middle of the dark background are in themselves still lifes, consequently,
they are seen as some kinds of ‘portraits’ together with the titles referring to different Greek mytho-
logical figures. The protagonists are Aphrodite, Apollo, Ares, Artemis, Athena, Demeter, Hephaes-
tus, Hera, Hermes, Hestia, Poseidon and Zeus. One’s habit of decoding to pair the signifier to the
signified in every case of sign is naturally applied to the connection of the images of the newspapers
to the symbolic meanings of each deity, and such efforts seem to succeed from time to time to
some extent. For example, the smooth double curvilinear lines emphasized by the exuberant layers
of paper are deliberately devised so as to link them to Hephaestus, the god of fire and metalwork-
ers.Yet the matching of each image and its corresponding text is actually established in accordance
with the artist's subjective impression and intuition, and thus the relation between them is
undoubtedly arbitrary as in the voluntary relation between the signifier and the signified in the
domain of language. The ratiocination of the relationship between image and text while going
between them may, therefore, be a sportive mode of appreciating Modern Myths, but it fails to help
one to penetrate the original intention of the artist. Rather, it is more likely that the artist sees an
operation of ‘mythification’ in the one-to-one correspondence between the signified and the
signifier and between text and image, and casts a tacit criticism against it.

Bailey’s attempt for the demythification of the newspaper by employing the subject matters of
ancient myths occurs in two different horizons. One is to debilitate the power of the newspaper by
presenting it as ‘unreadable text’. The artist censures the universal belief that the media delivers
reality as it is by re-present text, which can be characterized as the mediatic core of the newspaper,
through unreadable new images. Today, one hesitates to doubt that he or she can be informed of all
the incidents occurring throughout the world through various channels of the mass media, but in
reality the development of the media is accompanied by all the more distortion and manipulation
of facts due to its collusion with capital and power. In this respect, the artist argues for the existence
of truths totally detached from one’s belief behind the countless phenomena distributed through
the media. The other horizon of her Modern Myths is to diminish the absolute power of the media
by forcing one to ‘be confronted with the materialistic nature’ of the newspaper. The artist’s use of
the technique of high definition close-up for the delicate depiction of the texture of paper and the
unique edge peculiar to the newspaper reveals the undeniable fact that the newspaper is nothing
but cheap paper that is destined to be disposed upon the completion of its service to deliver the
news stories for the day (or for the week), and this allows the artist to impair the status of the myths
of the media.

Another intriguing aspect of Modern Myths is it has another image besides those of the twelve
deities—a photograph entitled ‘Olympus’, borrowed from the name of the mountain on which their
temple stood. The seat of the thirteenth god of the Greek mythology that is supplanted by the
image of Olympus is originally of Hades, ‘the king of the dead’ who has stayed on the throne of the




Underworld. Bailey replaced this ‘seat of the god of the dead’ with the front page of the Financial
Times on which the picture of 9/11is printed. The message that the artist aims to convey is disclosed
through Olympus, which is the only image of the series that shows content (image instead of text),
on behalf of the other twelve images. The terrorist attack on the World Trade Center as the attack
against the symbolic building located in the heart of Wall Street in Manhattan, New York in the
United States, one of the most champion fans of capitalism is, above all, an assault on the capitalist
system and entails the rupture of the myth of the seemingly perfect and indestructible system of
capitalism. What deserves one's attention is that the image chosen by the artist shows the skyline
of Manhattan without the World Trade Center after the demolishment of the building, unlike the
images on many other newspapers in which the building is being burnt owing to the explosion. This
choice of the artist induces an inimitable experience through which one receives the incident as an
expost facto index after the explosion, rather divergent from the sense of unreality caused by the
look at a photograph of the explosion. Bailey states that the image “made her see death as ‘a
space’.” This may explain why she decided to use for the thirteenth photograph not a god but the
place where gods resided. As a matter of fact, this ‘presence of absence’ is the very fundamental
property of myths. This attribute of myth is well exemplified by ancient Greek sculptures whose
faded colors and damaged parts that have been deeply carved in the mind of the artist. For as
mythological gods are present under one's very eyes even today, regardless of the present status
quo of them or the truth about their existence, it is the mechanism of myth to lead one to a natural
belief in what it is now regardless of the historical origin of its formation.

Hermes Baby 1) (2011), another recent photographic series of Bailey, which was made in the same
time frame of the production of Modern Myths, deals with the theme of war, which is one of the
typical modern myths. After the g/11 terrorist attacks, the U. S. went to war under the pretext of her
security and world peace, and the majority of her people unquestionably accepted the public
necessity and legitimacy of the war that their nation insisted. This myth of war took the lives of
numerous civilians extraneous to the actual terrorist attack, and it still enabled to frame the other
party as the wrongdoer. This does not apply just to the case of the U. S., and historically every war
has maintained itself with the help of its mythification. Today, one is not freed from the myths of
war since not only the mere outbreaks of armed conflicts but also such doctrines as cultural imperi-
alism and neoliberalism that dominate the entire world by use of the logic of power still operate
themselves as myths. Hermes Baby takes as its subject matter the bookz) in which Marguerite
Higgins, American war journalist and the first female Pulitzer Prize winner, wrote about her experi-
ences of the Korean War. The artist selected from Higgins' notes several phrases consisting of a few
words that impressed her, used a specific font of ‘Baby Hermes’ to write the words, converted the
digital images of the words into 35mm analog film negatives, developed them manually in the dark
room, and handprinted them onto slips of vintage photographic paper made in the 1950s whose
size is of a name card. Then, she puts four sets of four photographs in four square boxframes.3)

These photographs are differentiated from both her previous works and any other’s photographic
pieces in, by large, two respects. One is her own distinctive photographic technique to obtain
images through the exposure of light, not camera shooting. Unlike most of the large-scale digital
photographs that are imbued concentratively with the action of the photographer in the case of
camera shooting, in these small-sized analog photograph, weight is attached to the later part of the
making process of placing images on film negatives and to attain images on sensitized paper—as in
the case of some conventional photo-making techniques such as Rayogram and solarization that
acquire images by the utilization of light exposure technique. Especially in this series, the artist
attempts for the intervention of the present in the past in terms of both content and material by
re-writing the texts about war made in the 1950s on the printing paper produced during the very
decade. In fact, in this work, the creative activity of the artist is related not to content but to
selection, and formally, it is confined to a passive mode since it consists not of camera shooting but
the processes of film conversion, development, and printing. Yet the artist's present interference
allows the content of the past war to be disseminated in a different context and permits the paper
made in the past to be given a new light today. Here, a myth is suggested in the respect that the
text and the paper are still present today despite that they are clearly historical entities of the past
and the idea of demythification in the respect that nevertheless their contexts and significances fail
to be transformed.
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Aphrodite Apollo
[Goddess of Love, Beauty, Desire and Fertility] [God of Sun, Light, Truth, Music and Poetry]

Athena Demeter
[Goddess of Wisdom and Crafts, and Strategic Battle] [Goddess of Agriculture, Nature, and the Seasons]

Hermes Hestia
[Messenger to the Gods and God of Business and Commerce] [Goddess of the Hearth and Home]




Ares Artemis
[God of War and Bloodshed] [Goddess of the Hunt and the Moon]

Hephaestus Hera
[God of Fire and the Forge] [Goddess of Women, Marriage and Motherhood]

Poseidon Zeus
[God of the Seas, Earthquakes and Horses] [God of Sky, Thunder and Justice]
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