Define what makes a monster in Graeco-Roman mythology. What are the artistic challenges in representing these monsters?
To look at the basis of what a Monster is, it is necessary to look at what a modern interpretation is of monsters. Contemporary representations of monsters for example Zombies, are used to play on our fears. Lovecraft stories use the monsters within them to play on our fear of the unknown, creating monsters that we don’t fully understand[footnoteRef:1]. Monsters are used in other ways, for example in satire and also symbolism, Zombies for example are used to portray the public, making our normal everyday lives feel rotten and repetitive, as can be seen in movies like Dawn of the Dead and Shaun of the Dead, with Dawn of the Dead using Zombies as social commentary[footnoteRef:2]. Monster Symbolism is also seen in some modern works, especially in horror. A good example of this would be the Silent Hill series, more specifically Silent Hill 2 where the monsters in this series are used as symbols within the stories theme and characterisation. Silent Hill 2’s monsters symbolise different aspects of the main characters’ troubles and conflict, with the town of Silent Hill itself also being its own monster[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  H.P Lovecraft, ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’, Yankee Classic, (1927), http://www.yankeeclassic.com/miskatonic/library/stacks/literature/lovecraft/essays/supernat/supern01.htm, [Last accessed 5th June]]  [2:  Benson-Allott, Caetlyn, Slate, (2017), https://slate.com/culture/2017/07/the-defining-feature-of-george-romeros-movies-wasnt-their-zombies-it-was-their-brains.html [Last accessed 5th June]]  [3:  Kelly, Andy, PC Gamer, (2016), https://www.pcgamer.com/uk/why-i-love-the-monsters-of-silent-hill-2/#:~:text=Each%20monster%20represents%20something%20lurking%20in%20the%20dark%20corners%20of,made%20of%20their%20own%20%EF%AC%82esh. [Last accessed 7th June]] 

The monsters in Roman and Greek mythology are used as ways of portraying danger, not only in society but also in the world in general. Some of the monsters, as seen in Greek mythology, had certain characteristics that felt unbecoming of someone in society (Cannibalism, Rudeness, etc)[footnoteRef:4]. Through their artwork, Romans also portrayed many different animals in a mythical manner, though this was more built along a fear of the unknown (as is later seen in the same vein in Lovecraft’s books[footnoteRef:5]), these mythical creatures were created due to how the discovery of these animals created not only confusion, but also fear, more specifically, their human fear of the unknown. The art created with these monsters is also quite complicated, not only due to the artistic interpretations of stories or animals, but also due to the everchanging mythos of these monsters, due to this these monsters tend to have differing appearances or different interpretations of explained appearances, as seen below.  [4:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cyclops-Greek-mythology, [Last accessed 18th May]]  [5:  H.P Lovecraft, ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’, Yankee Classic, (1927), http://www.yankeeclassic.com/miskatonic/library/stacks/literature/lovecraft/essays/supernat/supern01.htm, [Last accessed 5th June]] 

Storytelling is the foundation for the representation of all these monsters, and it could be because of this that it is possible that a lot of these monsters were created as learning devices. Much early storytelling was based around teaching, using things like fairy tales to not only teach about survival, but also to teach about religion. It is also possible that many of these monsters were created as a way of using fear to teach, for example, Cyclops’ are built to have a lot of characteristics that seem very negative, they are cannibals, they are rude, and they are overtly sexual. Monsters are used to show what is not accepted in society, and are used as a way of teaching what you should not achieve, what you should not strive to be, at least their original stories and creations created them for that purpose. Monsters can be seen to be used as a way of teaching morality, for example the Harpies, although in a range of the later stories of some of these myths, some of these monsters are used in a different respect, the typical villain in some stories, and also in other stories they appear to be more like side characters, or characters used for explanations or plot devices, for example, the cyclops and the creation of Zeus’ thunderbolts[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cyclops-Greek-mythology, [Last accessed 18th May]] 

In Greek mythology, there is a tendency to mix animal and human to represent some sort of negative actions, normally representing these monsters as being lawless. For example, the Cyclops were seen more like cannibals in early stories, but what is also quite interesting about this creature is the story telling behind them as well, the Greeks wove different tales with these monsters in mind, creating this mythical world while also have these monsters as characters. For example, allowing for three Cyclopes to create the thunderbolts for Zeus. Even if these creatures are monsters, the Greeks weave them into their Gods mythologies. These monsters in art were seen as being these gigantic human-like beings with only one eye in the middle of their forehead, these monsters were normally more simple than other monsters, that is they were a representation of humans in a more hulking form, and comparisons to other monsters like the more detailed and varying form of Cerberus reveals striking differences, with one being far more complex than the other[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cyclops-Greek-mythology, [Last accessed 18th May]] 
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Cerberus, in Greek Mythology, is what is seen in modern day as the Hellhound from the underworld, though in this instance, Cerberus is more like the guard of the Underworld, being a hound that doesn’t let anyone in or out of the underworld. As described as this though, it seems that in a storytelling perspective, Cerberus is seen more as an obstacle, this can be seen in the story where Orpheus travels to the land of the dead, seeking to revive his dead friend, in which he gets by Cerberus with his music. In this instance, Cerberus is seen to be a Dog like creature with three head and the tail of a serpent as well as having heads of snakes growing from his back. The representation of this character, this monster, in art appears to be a bit troubled, as Cerberus was also said to have 50 heads instead of just three. The representation of the monster in stories and folk tales changes over time, making it more difficult to represent the monster in art[footnoteRef:8]. [8:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cerberus, [Last accessed 18th May]] 
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The Centaur in Greek Mythology were these breeds of humans that were half human and half horse, these monsters were a representation of our sexual desire, at least from what is shown from these monsters, showing them as having very animalistic desires. These monsters are again used in the mythology of another God, that being the God Eros, the God of Love. In art these monsters were also seen in two different forms, these monsters are again a mixture of a man and a horse but in art, were seen in two different ways. There was the centaur with the body of a man and the legs of a horse, and the representation of them as a whole human was with the back legs of a horse. This shows how the description of the monster in Greek legends was also interpreted in two different ways[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2019), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Centaur-Greek-mythology, [Last accessed 18th May]] 
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Some of these monsters did not really start with any type of representation or even a teaching in story form, Harpies in the earliest form weren’t seen as anything like the other monsters. Harpies were seen as these spirit-like creatures that would carry the dead to the underworld, in some respects, Harpies were seen as the dead. In Jason and the Argonauts Harpies were given shape as monsters, presented as birds bearing the face of a woman. Harpies were used in the story of the Thracian King Phineus, in which he treats his children poorly, where the harpies then torment the king by stealing his food and leaving a foul smell.  Here the function of the harpies is to use fear as a teaching device, teaching morals through the punishment of the King, similar to the earliest forms of Christian teachings and stories. In visual art, Harpies were also portrayed with different variations, whilst in writing the harpy was described as a monster that had the body of a bird and the face of a woman, Roman and Greek artists would often depict them as women that had the arms and legs of a bird and the wings of a bird while everything else was the body of a woman[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2019), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Harpy, [Last accessed 20th May]] 
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Gorgons in Greek Mythology are these winged creatures in female form. The story of the Gorgons changed from the evidence of the first depiction of them and the last, more specifically the origin as well as the amount of them that existed. In different stories, the amount of Gorgons changed through time, originally there was only one gorgon that existed, but as time went on, they were written as being that of three gorgons, each named (Stheno, Euryale, Medusa). In Mythology, these creatures were created to go against the Gods, being created by the earth, or Gaea, as something akin to a weapon against the gods. The most well-known out of the three of these Gorgons is Medusa, and while the other Gorgons were portrayed as being these ugly creatures, Medusa was written and portrayed in art as being quite beautiful, she was also mortal, unlike the others, and a look at her face would turn you to stone[footnoteRef:11]. In art, these creatures were quite ugly, normally having wings as well as their hair being that of snakes, though this being mixed with the descriptions of Medusa also made them hard to portray, with Medusa also sometimes being portrayed in the same vein as the other two[footnoteRef:12]. [11:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Medusa-Greek-mythology, [Last accessed 20th May]
]  [12:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Gorgon, [Last accessed 20th May]] 
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Roman mythological creatures are also quite interesting to look at. In the descriptions and storytelling of the time, Roman mythology used a lot of Greek mythology in their storytelling and art using parts of the Greek myths in their own myths about their gods. For example, Faun characters were similar to another mythical creature that the Greeks had created called the ‘Satyr’. In Greek Mythology, the Satyr were creatures who were both human and beast. Satyrs were closely related to the wilds, and were also represented in two different forms, one being horse like, and the other being more goat like. Faun, in the same respect, was closely related to the wilds and nature due to the monster being related to the god Faunus, the god of nature. Fauns were also the same in appearance, being part human and part goat, increasing their similarity to the Satyr[footnoteRef:13]. [13:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2015), https://www.britannica.com/topic/faun, [Last accessed 25th May], The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2018), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Satyr, [Last accessed 25th May]] 
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There is also the Basilisk, this is a mythological monster that was portrayed as a serpent, in Roman Mythology, the basilisk is blamed for the destruction of all vegetation and nature, usually by just using its own breath, its only weakness being a weasel. A big problem with this myth is that it is normally just described as being a serpent, there is no other description for it so the art for this specific monster can be varied, with many different interpretations for what the monster should be. Some would create a version almost dragon like while others would portray him as something smaller[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2019), https://www.britannica.com/topic/cockatrice, [Last accessed 29th May]
] 
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Pegasus is an example of a monster that isn’t seen in roman mythology as what you could call a “Villainous monster”, and was seen in a more symbolic way in roman stories, being seen as an allegory for the immortality of the human soul. Because of these mixed elements, the representation of the Pegasus in a lot of art is that of a horse with wings, being a representation of the soul and immortality with its wings. Because of this, the representation of the Pegasus does not differ much from each interpretation, with its symbolism made clear through its stories. The Pegasus would also be depicted with other Gods and legends, such as Hercules and Bellerophon in their respective stories[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2019), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Pegasus-Greek-mythology, [Last accessed 29th May]] 
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The point of a lot of these stories and pieces of art create this clear mechanism that is used with a lot of their monsters, this learning mechanism that is used with the fear and confusion that a lot of these monsters. The learning mechanism that is used with these monsters, it is clear that these monsters are not only used to show the dangerous wilds, but also what shouldn’t be a part of the social norms that the Romans and Greeks lived by. When it comes to the artistic challenges for these monsters, it’s not only representing the artists own interpretations of a monster, but also incorporating a lot of the normal storytelling characteristics that are normally seen in novella, the stories seem to have world building, different story structures, and fantastical settings. What a lot of these artistic interpretations of these monsters is that Roman-Graeco Mythology tries to condense a lot of this into their art, pottery showing the different stages of the story, some pieces depicting a very important moment within these stories. What a lot of these stories have in common as well is the very different descriptions of these monsters, not only that but also that these monsters and their stories evolve and change as the stories were retold and art was created, because of this a lot of these monsters could have very different interpretations of what that monster could be depicted as, some ranging from small differences to large differences, this was also not remedied by the differences of the monsters description throughout the retelling, some of their descriptions exaggerating specific part of a monster at a larger level, for example, Cerberus and the amount of heads he had changed wildly, firstly being 3 and then a large change to 50[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Britannica, (2020), https://www.britannica.com/topic/Cerberus, [Last accessed 18th May]
] 
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