Icarian Impact: Reception and Representation of a Pivotal Moment in the Myth of Icarus

Ever since the ancient poets recounted his tale of flight and fall, the classical myth of Icarus has inspired artists in several different media. The myth of Icarus remains such a powerful inspiration for artists and writers because of what it says about mankind’s desire to reach for the heavens and the fear of plummeting back to earth. In my research into the reception of this myth, I have noted that different moments within the narrative – for example the pre-flight preparation, the actual flight, the fall, and the moment of impact – are each highlighted or emphasized at different historical periods and within different artistic and literary genres. There are countless evocations in literature of the flight and fall of this star-crossed figure, such as in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Hous of Fame (1378-80), and Thomas Heywood’s Troia Britanica (1609), as well as many others. Within the category of visual representations, two significant works are Pieter Bruegel’s Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (ca. 1555-8), and Antonio Canova’s Daedalus and Icarus (ca. 1777-9). Each of these receptions from different artistic media depict a significant moment of the mythological narrative, and each artist adapts the moment represented according to the time of production and the medium used in production, as well as their individual aesthetic sensibilities.  
This paper will focus on one specific moment within the famous narrative of Icarus: the moment of impact. One particular artist of note who represented this moment was French sculptor Auguste Rodin (1840-1917). Commonly referred to as The Fall of Icarus, or The Fall of Illusion: Sister of Icarus, Rodin’s marble sculpture of 1895 effectively depicts this moment of human being meeting the sea. This presentation will consider several elements of this particular reception and the meaning of this specific moment of the myth, such as how the reception relates to the original classical myth as told in the ancient texts, how it is influenced by other earlier artistic receptions, and how the artist manipulates this figure in his other works, such as Illusion Received by the Earth (ca. 1895), and The Gates of Hell (ca. 1880-1917). Finally, this paper will illustrate how the reception of the figure of Icarus, and the emphasizing of specific moments within the Icarus myth, continue to influence the reception of Icarus by artists today.
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