目
录

Table of Contents
2 Abstract

4 Literature Review

20 Research Questions/ Hypothesis
22 Methodology

24 Results

Recontextualizing Myths
in the Modern Day
Hillary Chen

34 Discussion
36 Summary
38 References

An exploration of myth
in the modern day.

抽
象

Although myths are stories drawn from the
past, they can give us insight on the human
experience that informs us on who we are in
modern day. Research was conducted through
reading present data in the field broadly
through cultural and historical lenses. Modern
design artifacts were analyzed in order to
gain a greater understanding of how people
re-contextualize myth to gain relevancy in
today’s world. With a focus on Asian culture,
I discovered that myth continues to play a
large role in society, and remains relevant due
to the fundamental questions they attempt
to answer and the contexts in which they are
put in. Myths provide us with the ability to
gain greater understanding of our cultural
ties, society and the underlying problems that
affect us all.
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“ Mythology is ultimately and

Overview of Myths
Myth originates from the word mythos
meaning word or story.
Myths and legends are inherently driven by
narrative and encompasses many subjects that
tell us more about the world around us and
the human condition. Some are rooted in fact
but most are fictional stories that may have
references to places or people that did exist
in real life. They are authoritative in nature
and although they may be fictional they can
hold ideological beliefs. They can become a
profound truth in the cultures in which they
come from. The stories themselves can be
interpreted in many ways and people gather
varying morals from them as the contexts of
society may influence their meaning. They
provide a deeper understanding of the
culture that created them, by allowing us
to understand their core beliefs and moral
values. Generally, myths tackle general issues
that answer timeless questions. They may not
always be optimistic or have a happy ending.
Many theories and lenses can be used to
analyze myths as they can bring insight
on the lived experience of human beings.
Psychologists such as Sigmund Freud and
Carl Jung have studied myth to describe
the human experience. They argue that the
origin of myths is a projection of the human
unconscious. Jung explains that archetypes
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always the vehicle through
which the individual finds a
sense of identity and place
in the world.”
JOSEPH CAMPBELL

can be used to categorize characters within
myth which is why many myths have similar
characters. Branching off of Jung’s theory,
Joseph Campbell argues that there is one
monomyth, also known as the hero’s journey,
that is the foundation of all mythology.
Similarly, structuralist Claude Levi-Strauss
explains that myths can be described through
an underlying structure that carries across
many myths despite its seemingly arbitrary
nature. Myth can function like its own language
and while details of the story vary, the
foundation stays the same. Levi-Strauss’ theory
is based on binaries and that culture is split
between two opposing factors such as, hero
and villain or man and woman etc. The book
Mythologies by Roland Barthes also explains
with Saussure’s system of semiotics that myth
today is a language made up of signs. Myths
are always intentional and context is essential
to its meaning.
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神
话

As the definitions of myths can be blurry some
people believe that the characters in myths
must be gods and therefore, it is inherently
tied to religion; this theory excludes hero
stories. Legends on the other hand are tales
that are historical and are rooted in fact.
Folktales can also be included in the idea of
myth. There are multiple definitions of myths
and legends which have been disputed over.
However, I wanted to focus on the concept
of stories that hold meaning and value over
time and not be held back by technicalities in
definitions.
Ancient myths have been slightly altered as
time goes on and by the people that tell them.
These myths are significant as they have stood
the test of time and are worth telling over and
over again even as society changes. In Crash
Course, Mike Rugnetta explains that myths
“have serviced centuries or millennia and
represents the deep meaning or functional
importance of these stories to the audience”
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“ General characteristics and

in their details a people’s
myths reflect, express, and
explore the people’s selfimage. The study of myth is
thus of central importance
in the study both of
individual societies and of
human culture as a whole.”
ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA
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“ History of myth is the history
of the interior development
of humanity”
KAREN ARMSTRONG

Functionality

功
能
性

The significance of ancient myths to cultures is
fascinating in the sense that these stories must
serve a purpose and be worth sharing over the
generations. The morals in which these stories
tell must also evolve with generational and
societal changes. Ancient myths stand the test
of time as they serve multiple functionalities to
the people who created them.
Myth was seen as a primitive science and
had an etiological narrative where myths
explained why the world worked in a certain
way. They were seen as the traditional systems
of education. For example, the myth where
Hades fell in love and kidnapped Persephone,
the daughter of the goddess of harvest,
explains why we have different seasons.
Creation myths also fall under this category.
These types of myths are less common as
science now explains the majority of how the
world works.
Myths could justify or validate customs and
traditions that are used in specific cultures.
For example the myth of Chang’e and Houyi
describes why during the Mid-Autumn Moon
Festival people make a feast in honour of the
moon.
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Myths can also provide a description and
explanation of events that people cannot
witness with their own eyes. This could provide
comfort as people fear the unknown and have
a tendency to always want to find/ provide
answers. This include myths that describe what
happens after death.
In the past people have used myths and poetry
to heal the sick, as they would recite them as a
sort of incantation during dire times of need.
n the modern day, myths serve to show that
the fundamental questions and problems that
humans have struggled to answer still apply.
Problems such as the knowledge of our own
mortality and the struggle to understand what
our place in the world might actually be. As
science has given us answers to many of these
questions, myth gives us insight on the human
condition. We want to find knowledge of our
past in order to understand where we are
headed in the future.
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Mediums and Forms

形
式

In Chinese painting the most common forms
were on silk or paper scrolls painted on with
ink. Vertical hanging scrolls or hand scrolls
were the most common way to format these
paintings. No underdrawing or sketches were
made underneath, therefore, every brush
stroke is done purposefully and without
wavering. Brush control and the position of
the brush is extremely important. According
to the Chinese Art Museum, hand scrolls
were created to be held by the viewer and
can be observed at hand length at a time.
However, as scrolls are more delicate we rarely
are able to hold original scrolls in this way.
Asian scrolls start at the right hand side to the
left so the viewer can determine the pace.
Multiple shifts in perspective is used so the
viewpoint can recede or zoom in. This can be
used to show the same object with different
perspectives. In the past decade, artists have
begun digitizing scrolls by animating and
enlarging them. When scrolls are digitized it
changes the way that people “read” them.
They are a much more immersive experience
that does not necessarily have a start or end.
Additional assets could be added such as
the environment they are shown in, music
and animated characters. The perspectives
could also move and change with the panning
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of the screen or the way it is drawn. In New
Technology I will touch on specific digital
scrolls that use different strategies in terms of
content and visuals.
Graphic design and using visual languages
has always been a large part of telling stories,
especially with myths and legends. I would
specifically like to analyze asian mythology as it
is the types of myths that most interest me.
The analysis of multiple mediums brings
the question: how does medium affect the
message? How have these shifted over time
and how does it affect the way we enjoy or
consume media?
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Mythology in the Modern Day

現
代

Either through the re-contextualization of
content or modernizing the media in which
they are displayed, myths and legends are
prevalent in modern media. Many strategies
are employed in order to allow these stories
to evolve and to keep tradition alive. Their
relevancy to today’s world can be rooted in
tradition, and can borrow from the familiarity of
the forms that myths take. New technology is
also used to reshape and modernize traditional
stories in new mediums. The research of myth
in modern day is not exclusive to Asian culture
as I also explored how reinterpreting myth
could influence cultural values.

14

What do myths tell us about
humanity and how we might
carry ourselves in the future?
How can myths be used to
propel us forward?
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Modernizing Past Forms

现
代
化

The following contemporary design artifacts
takes the form of a scroll and adds the
connotations associated with their ancient
counterparts. The stories themselves may
not be ancient myths but the visual language
and the form they are taking are similar. They
borrow from the connotations of scrolls and
the authoritative nature we often associate
with them. Modern myths can also take the
political and social atmospheres of our current
world and interweave them or associate them
with past myths.

Fifth Region
Fifth Region is a design project by Kwok Chin Fung which
demonstrates a fairytale of what Hong Kong could look
like in 2060 by using predicted data and projection of
potential problem Hong Kong may be facing in the future.
This project consists of 8 Chapters and 5 large illustrations
that encompass these issues such as overpopulation, lack
of housing, land shortage, pollution, social instability,
etc. It analyzes overarching problems that influence HK
infrastructure and presents solutions to these issues.
The visuals consist of typical asian aesthetics particularly
with the use of colour, clean lines and patterns. The clouds
and other visual language reminiscent of tradition asian
art and scrolls. However, the illustrations themselves
are very clean and rigid as they are in vector form. This
brings a modern feel to a very traditional form- but also
compliments the narrative more seamlessly. The artifact
has eight large vertical banners with extremely detailed
illustration signalling the different phases of development
within the fairytale.
This particular piece is engaging due to its approach and
subject matter. Fifth Region is a more futuristic and almost
dystopian way to approach fairytale/myth. An engaging
approach to look at myths of the future or present rather
than in the past. However, it still borrows visual language
and form from the past. The content of the artifact uses
prediction and future broadcasting to try to see where the
world is headed based on current events.
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New Technology

技
術

As evident by the digital scrolls, digital
technology has greatly influenced the way
that we share myths and legends. Through
video and animation or video games, the
digital world can largely enhance the way we
experience stories today. This shift changes
the way we consume this media and is largely
different from the original form. The following
design artifacts explore how embracing the
digital could help save and preserve culture for
the future and showcases common themes.
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Never Alone - Kisima Inŋitchuŋa
Never Alone is a unique video game developed by Upper
One Games in collaboration with the Cook Inlet Tribal
Council in Alaska. It follows a young girl and her arctic
fox friend as they travel through the Alaskan landscape.
The gameplay allows help from First Nation spirits and
incorporates myths and legends that have been passed
down through the generations. Videos pop up as you
play that describe the significance of certain objects or
creatures. Iñupiaq elders, people within the community
share their stories in the game. The creators of the game
noted that they wanted to make the game to preserve the
culture that is quickly becoming lost. As most of the young
people in the tribe are inevitably leaving Alaska to pursue
different careers instead of living off the land- they wanted
a way to preserve their culture and stories. The video
game became an outlet to share individual stories but also
the myths that have driven their way of life for centuries.
I loved playing this video game as you genuinely feel
immersed in the culture and it is a great way to share the
morals with thousands of people all around the world. The
visual language borrows from many indie video games
but also that of the traditional first nations art of the
region. The stories go beyond just an individual culture,
it draws parallels between what it means to be human
and to interact with our environment in a positive way. I
appreciate this project as it uses video games as an act of
preservation of culture and shows that stories are the core
of their culture.
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Reimagining Myths

想
像

The stories of myths and legends can also
be re-contextualized to conform to the
modern world allowing the reader to have a
better insight on how the stories can directly
influence our lives. Myths are significant for
their ability to stand the test of time but also
how their message can still be delivered and
enjoyed thousands of years later. They are
significant because of the moral to the story.
The following novels and graphic novels uses
illustrations and engaging narratives to look at
myth in new perspectives.
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A Thousand Beginnings
and Endings
In the novel, A Thousand Beginnings and
Endings edited by Ellen Oh & Elsie Chapman
and Illustrated by Fei Fei Ruan- it is a series
of stories based on the myths and folklore of
South East and East Asia. Each story is either
a modern interpretation or simple rewritten
with everyday language. This re-contextualizes
the significance of these myths in our everyday
lives and reiterates the idea that if something
has survived for so long- how and why is this
important? The novel itself creates a parallel
between modern and traditional which is
an interesting balance. The illustrations are
absolutely beautiful, Fei Fei Ruan has an
amazing illustration style that does a really
great job summarizing and incorporating
multiple legends into one cover. She uses
smooth line work and asian patterns which can
mostly be seen in the clouds. I loved how the
book modernized old legends and made them
relevant to today’s world.

21

Main Questions

Sub Questions

问
题

What do myths tell us about humanity

CULTURE

and how we might carry ourselves in

How do stories shape culture and what do they
say about who we are?

the future? How can myths be used to
propel us forward?
How do past myths find a relevancy

How does the reflection of our origins affect us?
What do myths say about the cultures that create
them?

in the modern day and how do the

What function do myths serve within a culture?
How are stories preserved?

universal themes in these stories carry

MODERN DAY

through in our everyday lives?

How do we use myths in the modern day?

The functionality and purpose of myths in
the modern day is what is most intriguing
to me after looking at my research. Why
and how we reinterpret myths, but also the
cultural impacts they have on a society. Myths
can be re-contextualized for the modern
day by reconsidering the context of the
characters and through a change of media but
fundamentally, the overarching message of the
myth must remain.
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How do they stand the test of time?
What do we do to make them relevant? What is
the most effective and why?
MEDIUM AND FORM

What are the most effective ways of telling
stories? Why is that?
How have these shifted over time and how does it
affect the way we enjoy or consume media?
Are digitized versions an improvement from the
original- is the purpose of the overall piece to be
better?
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Methodology

方
法

My primary research consisted of illustrating
and analyzing Asian myths. Through this
process I dissected a specific myth or
character, usually one that was significant
to me, and distilled the story into a singular
image. The most difficult part of this process
was to find a specific moment in the story to
focus on and to ensure that important symbols
were incorporated. There were also many
versions of one story or character. Therefore,
I parsed through and selected sections that I
thought were important. I also considered how
the specific story was significant to me and
my upbringing.
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Design Sprint #1 Turtle Island Origin Myth
For my first design sprint I created a poster
that was related to a common First Nations
folktale that describes the origin of the world.
The practice of creating a singular image out
of a larger story was an interesting process
in terms of deciding which parts were worth
including.
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Design Sprint #2 Myths in Everyday Life
In the process of creating my second design
sprint I was considering how myth has
influenced my everyday life. My grandmother
prayed to the goddess of mercy, Guanyin. She
is a benevolent goddess who helps people in
need. When my grandmother was young, her
father, mother and ten siblings were on a boat
in extremely rocky waters and everyone feared
they would be thrown overboard. Her father
was atheist but in that moment, he prayed to
Guanyin to spare them. He believed that they
lived due to Guanyin’s kindness- since then
their entire family prayed to her. The myth of
Guanyin had influenced my grandmother’s
everyday life but also her outlook on the world.
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Mid-Autumn Festival
The Mid-Autumn Festival has been a
reoccurring theme in my design work for
the past few years. It is a way for me to learn
more about my culture and the practices that
I would do at home. It is one of my favourite
Chinese holidays and the legend of Chang’e
is a myth that I was forced into reciting, to the
chagrin of my elementary school classmates.
As most of my family is in Vancouver, creating
these drawings have a sense of nostalgia and
connection to home.

A few illustrations from an Interactivity 2
project based on celebrating the MidAutumn Festival in Toronto.

Illustration depicting the tradition
of putting wax flowers in the water,
associated with the festival.
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Illustration showing Chang’e and her
rabbit companion next to the moon.
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Cowherd and the Weaver Girl
This illustration was inspired by the short
story the Crimson Cloak by Cindy Son, an
adaptation of the Chinese legend- Cowherd
and the Weaver Girl. In the original story the
weaver girl does not get as much attention,
but through a modern lens Cindy Son gives
her more of a voice and it seemed appropriate
to put her at the forefront of the image.
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Legends
In first year I briefly explored several legends
and Chinese creatures that are prominent in
Asian mythology. I was able to understand
the different connotations western and
eastern perspectives would have on Chinese
typefaces.
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Discussion

讨
论
区

How do past myths find
a relevancy in the modern
day and how do the
universal themes in these
stories carry through in our
everyday lives?
Through my research I considered how people
have reinterpreted myth for the modern day
and why this is significant today. Myths are
continually prevalent in today’s media and
has been re-packaged in a number of ways.
Although the stories they tell are historic and
science have disproved many of the reasoning
behind myths, people are still compelled to tell
them. The survival of mythology is interesting
as it gives us insight on the fundamental issues
humans have struggled with and what we
continue to attempt to understand. They have
influenced cultural norms and people’s way of
life. During my years as a YSDN student, myths
have compelled me to learn more about my
own life experience and ties to my culture. My
research has supported my reasoning as I was
able to learn about myths in a personal context
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through my primary research. On the other
hand, I understood the theory and significance
of myths through secondary research.
My research was limited as there are many
facets that myths touch on and therefore,
thousands of theories made on myths, that I
was only able to delve deeper into significant
or well-known concepts. People have
dedicated their entire lives to the subject and
I focussed on mostly the cultural and historical
impacts of myths. If given more time I would
do a wider scope of research and do more on
specific types of myths that are common across
many different cultures and compare them (like
creation myths).
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Conclusion

結
論

With the broad exploration of myth through
research and illustrations, it is apparent that
the fundamental significance of myth in the
modern day is our understanding of the human
experience but can also stem from personal
memories and tradition.

38

39

References
Along the River during the Qingming Festival. (n.d.). Retrieved
from https://www.comuseum.com/painting/famous-chinesepaintings/along-the-river-during-the-qingming-festival/.
Along the River During the Qingming Festival. (2019, October
11). Retrieved from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Along_the_
River_During_the_Qingming_Festival.
Armstrong, K. (2005, November 7). Retrieved from https://
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4992705
Brody, R. (2017, June 19). The Uses of “Mythologies”.
Retrieved from https://www.newyorker.com/culture/richardbrody/the-uses-of-mythologies.
Creation myth. (2019, October 26). Retrieved from https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creation_myth.
Freundl, D. (2017). The Interplay of Culture, Politics and
Martial Arts in Retainers of Anarchy. In Howie Tsui: Retainers
of Anarchy. Victoria, BC: Art Gallery of Greater Victoria.
Fung, K. C. (n.d.). Fifth Region. Retrieved from https://www.
kwokworkstudio.com/fifthregion.
Gewurtz, M. S. (2017). Othering Spaces: Reimagining Histories
in Retainers of Anarchy. In Howie Tsui: Retainers of Anarchy.
Victoria, BC: Art Gallery of Greater Victoria.
Greenberg, I. (2013). The encyclopedia of Early Earth: a
graphic novel. London: Jonathan Cape.
Hamilton, M. (n.d.). Chinese Mythology. Retrieved from
https://mythopedia.com/chinese-mythology/.

Oh, E., Chapman, E., Chokshi, R., Wong, A., Lee, L.
M., Charaipotra, S., … Kagawa, J. (2018). A thousand
beginnings and endings: 15 retellings of Asian myths and
legends. New York, NY: Greenwillow Books, an imprint of
HarperCollinsPublishers.
Parkinson, H. J. (2014, September 29). Alaska’s indigenous
game Never Alone teaches co-operation through
stories. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2014/sep/29/never-alone-alaskas-indigenousgame-never-alone-teaches-cooperation-through-stories.
Smith, J. Z., Buxton, R. G. A., & Bolle, K. W. (2017, January 3).
Myth. Retrieved from https://www.britannica.com/topic/myth.
Sun, H. (2013). Translating trickster, performing identity:
Representations of the monkey king (sun wukong) in
chinese and asian american rewritings (Order No. 3589187).
Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global.
(1429498110). Retrieved from http://ezproxy.library.yorku.ca/
login?url=https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.library.yorku.
ca/docview/1429498110?accountid=15182
The Modern Myth: Drawing Mythologies in Modern Times.
(n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.moma.org/calendar/
exhibitions/1040?locale=en.
Tsui, H. (2017). Retainers of Anarchy. Retrieved from http://
www.howietsui.com/retainers-of-anarchy-1.
Wood, M. (2005, November). What is a Myth? Retrieved from
https://www.pbs.org/mythsandheroes/myths_what.html.
Yang, G. L. (2000). American born Chinese. FIRST SECOND.

Jim, A. M. W. (2017). When Worlds Meet. In Howie Tsui:
Retainers of Anarchy. Victoria, BC: Art Gallery of Greater
Victoria.

40

41

結束

the end
42

