
THE MYTH OF EUROPA 
The first written records of the myth of Europa date back to the times of Homer and Hesiod, around 
the 8th century BC. In the Iliad Zeus evokes, among his many loves, the one with Europa, while in 

the Theogony Hesiod mentions Europa daughter of 
Tethys, one of the sea goddesses. We know that myths, 
before being written, were handed down orally for a 
long time; in fact a tradition situates the events to which 
the myth alludes between 19th and 15th century BC. 
 
The mythological story 
The myth tells of the princess Europa, daughter of the 
king of Phoenicians (whose kingdom extended on the 
territory of Lebanon and included the flourishing cities 
of Tyre and Sidon), which gone to the sea with the 
maids met on the beach a white bull of  so much beauty 
and mildness, to get her to ride him. But the bull rushed 
through the sea carrying the girl to the island of Crete, 
where he assumed the guise of Zeus and gave birth to 
her three children, among them Minos, king of Crete, 
and Rhadamanthus, judge of the underworld. The myth 
continues with the story about Europa's brothers, which 
set off in different directions to look for their sister: 
among them Cadmus who arrived on the Greek 

mainland where he founded Thebes; he is credited with the transmission of the alphabet from 
Phoenicia to Greece. 
In general, the myth represents a civilization movement from East to West and the name Europe, 
given to the western territories, reflects this shift. According to recent studies, the overshadowed 
cults of bovines and the moon in the myth of Europa (the bull's horns have the same shape of the 
crescent moon and the two symbols were connected in religious rites) were transmitted through the 
migrations from the Middle East and Africa to Greece. According already to Herodotus (fifth 
century BC), the myth of Europa was referring to the custom of kidnapping girls for the purpose of 
forced marriage, another example of which was- in a specular way- the story of Paris and Helen. 

 
 



Art and poetry to pass the myth 
The myth was handed down over the centuries through art, which includes various representations 
of the girl on the bull, and through poetry. In particular, the transmission in the Middle Ages was 
given by Ovid's Metamorphoses, accompanied by illustrations. From the fourteenth century the 
Christianized version of moralized Ovid spred, which attributed to the myth an allegory, according 
to which Europa is the human soul and the bull is the Christ who redeems it carrying it from Earth 
to Heaven. 
The myth of Europa has undergone many changes over time, and the impression of continuity is 
only apparent, while its versatility and polyvalence accentuates. At certain times - as in the 17th and 
18th centuries - it seemed sometimes emptied of deep meanings, being used as a decorative element 
repeated endlessly on snuff boxes, tapestries, storages. 

 
 



Europa and the contemporary 
In the contemporary era, the myth underwent further metamorphoses, reflecting the political and 
cultural changes of the continent. In the period between the wars the myth came to mean 
denunciation of fascism and an attempt to a rape of Europa, seen as the continent's bloody conquest 
and an expropriation of its symbols in an interpretation of the myth in an 'Aryan' way, exaltation of 
Europe white purebred. To this were opposed representations of artists like Max Beckmann, who in 
1933 introduced an overturned Europa on a bull, this time brown as Nazis' shirts: she is a young 
woman with the short hair of the ongoing era and the scream of violence on her face, while the 
animal is represented in all the arrogance and power of Nazism. 

 
 
 
The 1933 was the same year of the seizure of power in Germany by Hitler, and soon Beckmann was 
classified as a 'degenerate artist' and forced to leave the post of art teacher. 
In more recent times the myth represented the new European unity and the construction of a Union 
that is able to integrate eastern and western parts of the continent, separated by the Cold War of the 
fifties. Europas appear that exhibit the sign of the stars in circle, the flag of the European Union, or 
stand out against a background representing many nations and different flags. 
The great social and cultural transformations in Europe nowadays have prompted depictions of the 
myth in which the female figure is no longer a victim, nor acquiescent, but instead assumes a 
dominant position. The German painter Ursula has well expressed this change of costume and 
mentality in his painting of 1987, in which Europa stands triumphantly in the center of the picture. 
Her hairstyle, as well as the bull's coat and the images in the background, evoke a world where the 
exotic has blended in a global manner and at the same time Europe does not represent any longer 
the center of the world. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Europe in the encounter between different cultures 
At the same cultural movement we can assign a tendency to portray the myth by artists of different 
traditions from Japan to Latin America. Thus the myth acquires a new meaning of universality, not 
imposed by a single European mark, but reworked freely in cultural heritage of various countries, 
reaching multicultural hybrids of great interest to the actuality. In a world crossed by large 
migrations of people, often in the direction of Europe, as in the past many European workers had to 
emigrate to find better living conditions and work in other continents, the myth of Europa assumes 
particular significance. Europa is a traveler who is not afraid to give up everything to move from 
East to West, to discover new worlds and bring the contribution of another culture. It reminds us 
that peoples have always transmigrated and that these population movements bring important 
cultural and social innovations. 


