Can Gods be Monsters?
In his work ‘Mythical Monsters: In Classical Literature’, Paul Murgatroyd defines monstrum, from which the term monster was derived from, as follows[footnoteRef:1]: [1:  Murgatroyd 2007: 1] 

“Monstrum originally denoted a supernatural phenomenon (like a rain of blood) which constituted a portent or omen sent by the gods, but it came to be applied to any uncanny person, creature or thing (especially someone or something wicked and menacing). The English ‘monster’ has a much wider application (for instance, we use it of any person of whom we disapprove), which results in a certain vagueness.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Murgatroyd 2007: 1] 

Murgatroyd also uses the phrase monster to define any, if not most, imaginary creatures, that are typically mythical or fantastical and do not usually hold the standard characteristics of a living being from our world (i.e. someone or something with three heads).[footnoteRef:3] However, you can see from the above quotation, that Murgatroyd’s view suggests that gods have always been involved in some way with the term monster that dates back to the words origin. But does this mean that the gods themselves can be classed as monsters? [3:  Murgatroyd 2007: 1] 

This essay will look at how the gods themselves can be described as monsters, in how they act and behave, rather than by their physical appearance, as I personally believe that it takes more than looking like a monster to be classed as one. Through looking at the definition of monster that is more commonly used today by the general public, it is quite easy to see that the behaviour of several of those amongst the Grecian and Roman pantheon, would have been quickly dubbed as monsters by today’s news outlets. Especially, had these almost exaggerated displays of not thinking things through when acting on strong emotions, had been acted upon by the average mortal. However impossible several of these feats may be.
Kirk, perhaps describes modern societies views on monsters best, as being creatures that “hold some distant but threatening relationship of difference to norms we construct to order our world”.[footnoteRef:4] In essence, our society dislikes anything that challenges what we perceive to be the “norm”, that we are able to warp it into some form of monster because why else would anything wish to challenge the norms of society? Kirk also states his belief on how monsters appear to be far more popular amongst society, when their origins appear to be supernatural, rather than being birthed from a human.[footnoteRef:5] However, he then goes on to state that monsters of a “supernatural origin”, are often perceived to be bad omens.[footnoteRef:6] This statement can be seen in today’s media, where during a time of crisis (a time Kirk believes that monsters appear far more commonly[footnoteRef:7]), where our news outlets or our religious figures, will take a select group of people and try to put the blame on them, in order to make sense of such a crisis. Such as with Hurricane Harvey, where Evangelical ministers condemned homosexuals and those who support them for incurring God’s wrath, or when an act of terror occurs news outlets tend to put particular interest on a religious group that aren’t traditionally a part of a Western cultures norm.[footnoteRef:8] While neither of these sources explicitly call either targeted group a monster, the intent is there, in how both manage to create some form of fear of a particular group. [4:  Kirk 2008: 7]  [5:  Kirk 2008: 7]  [6:  Kirk 2008: 7]  [7:  Kirk 2008: 8]  [8:  Pasha-Robinson 2017; Ryun 2017] 

The Grecian and Roman myths provide a different view of how human-like divinities can appear to be monstrous. Particularly with Athena and Hera. The myth surrounding Neptune (and/or Poseidon) and Medusa vary, as does the one regarding Medusa’s horrifying appearance. For example, the version of the myth that Ovid retells suggests that Medusa became the monster she is known to be after she and Neptune meet within Minerva’s temple, where Neptune then proceeds to “ravish” her.[footnoteRef:9] Naturally, Minerva was not all pleased by this and as punishment, transforms Medusa into her famed monster form.[footnoteRef:10] Apollodorus however, states that the reason Medusa gained her monstrous appearance after she had “claimed to rival the goddess in beauty”, Athene that is, who then punished the mortal woman.[footnoteRef:11] Regardless of the version of the myth, it seems that it is always Athene/Minerva who is “punishing” the mortal woman, by transforming her natural beauty, into the hideously crafted monster she is frequently depicted as, which could arguably be seen as being unfair.  [9:  Ov. Met. 4.795-800]  [10:  Ov. Met. 4.800-803]  [11:  Apollod. 2.4.4.3] 

Her interaction with Medusa is not the only time in which it seems that Athena loses all sense of moral judgement. Her interaction with the mortal Arachne, begins with what is essentially a godly temper tantrum. Athena hears of Arachne essentially bragging about her incredible skill at the loom and her attempts to provoke the goddess down so that they may compete with each other to see who is the better weaver.[footnoteRef:12] Athena visits the girl in disguise whilst she was weaving for a crowd of adoring fans and once she had gained the attention of the mortal weaver, Athena promptly warns the girl not to compare herself to a goddess, nor make herself seem better than one and demands that she pray to the goddess for forgiveness.[footnoteRef:13] Arachne however, brushes off the words on an old woman and haughtily demands “Why does not your goddess come herself? Why does she avoid a contest with me?”, it is after this that the goddess reveals herself.[footnoteRef:14] The two compete against each, as Arachne had originally wished, and once both had finished their work it was revealed that the clear victor was Arachne herself.[footnoteRef:15] Athena, in a fit of anger and jealousy leads Arachne to her death, but in seeing the Arachne’s body, possibly feels something akin to guilt, and so she transforms the Arachne into a spider so that she may live on.[footnoteRef:16]  [12:  Ov. Met. 6.20-25]  [13:  Ov. Met. 6.26-33]  [14:  Ov. Met. 6.40-43]  [15:  Ov. Met. 6.51-135]  [16:  Ov. Met. 6.136-145] 

Hera, is perhaps a prime example of being monstrous in actions, rather than in appearance. Firstly, her relationship with Herakles, which is arguably the worst representation of a step-mother, step-son relationship. When Herakles was just a baby, Hera sent down two serpents down to kill him while he was asleep in bed.[footnoteRef:17] Despite Herakles coming out of the ordeal unscathed, having thwarted Hera’s plan by killing the serpents with his own hands (perhaps Herakles’ first show of his immense strength), the fact that Hera set about this with the intention of seriously harming the young Herakles when his godly abilities were unknown, shows the monster that lies within Hera for even considering harming the baby.[footnoteRef:18] This is particularly true, as Hera had no other justification other than her hatred, and possible jealousy of the fact that Herakles was the product of her husband Zeus’ infidelity.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Apollod. 2.5.4.8; Pind. N. 1.37-47]  [18:  Apollod. 2.5.4.8; Pind. N. 1.37-47]  [19:  Stafford 2012: 52] 

Herakles’ relationship with Hera does not seem to improve during his mortal years. Stafford’s work suggests that Herakles’ relationship with the goddess, seems to improve only once he ascends to godhood where he is then “reconciled” with Hera.[footnoteRef:20] Hera seems to be a prevalent force throughout Herakles’ life, as she attempt to cause Herakles and increasing amount of distress and harm, in what is essentially an attempt to punish him for being her husband Zeus’ son. She drives Herakles mad, which then leads to him killing his wife and children.[footnoteRef:21] Herakles, feeling the heavy weight on his shoulders that could only come form murdering his own family, travelled to Delphi to receive divine advice on how he could “atone” for such a heinous crime.[footnoteRef:22] Apollodorus states that the oracle informed Herakles that he must complete ten labours for Eurystheus[footnoteRef:23]. Later, however, these ten labours turn into twelve when Eurystheus refuses to accept two of Herakles’ tasks as payment (the Lernaean Hydra and the cattle of Augeias), as he had received help elsewhere.[footnoteRef:24] While Hera did not actively set Herakles out to complete his labours himself, she did set him on the path that led to him having to complete them. Euripides however, places Herakles’ labours before he was struck by the madness that ultimately led to him murdering his family.[footnoteRef:25] [20:  Stafford 2012: 8]  [21:  Powell 1995: 443]  [22:  Powell 1995. 446]  [23:  Apollod. 2.4.5.12]  [24:  Apollod. 2.5.5.2-5]  [25:  Eur. Her. 21-4] 

Other such deeds performed by gods who do not fit into the physical description of a monster, but could in fact be considered monstrous by their actions could arguable be Zeus. Homer reports how the king of the gods threw Hephaestus, the crippled smith god, from Olympus down to earth.[footnoteRef:26] Referring back to Kirk’s definition of a monster being something that tends to defy the social norm, we could also link Zeus giving birth to Athena from his head, and Dionysus from his thigh.[footnoteRef:27] And while the reason for Athena being born in such a way is considerably disturbing (Zeus having consumed her mother, to prevent a son being born who could overthrow him[footnoteRef:28]), Zeus was able to save Dionysus by sewing him into his thigh until he was ready to be born, as Semele (Dionysus’ mother) perished before she could give birth to her son.[footnoteRef:29] While the act (birthing a child from your thigh) in itself could arguably fall into the category of monstrous (as it is not a part of the norm), the intent itself was not monstrous. [26:  Hom. Il. 585-594]  [27:  Apollod. 1.1.3.6; Apollod. 3.6.4.3]  [28:  Apollod. 1.1.3.6]  [29:  Apollod. 3.6.4.3] 

To gain a better perception as to whether we can call a god a monster, more so for their behaviour than for their physical appearance, it might be beneficial to look at Pan, “the half-goat inhabitant of mountainous regions.”[footnoteRef:30] Pomey describes Pan as a being that barely resembles a man, and looks more like a beast: [30:  Penglase 1994:194] 

“With a smiling face, and two Horns, his Beard comes down to his Breast, his Skin is Spotted, and his Legs and Thighs covered with long hair; he has the Nose, the Tail, and the Feet of a Goat, his head is crowned, and his Waist girt about with Pine, that Tree being sacred to him, and in his Hands he holds a Pipe of uneven Reeds.”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Pomey 1713: 226] 

Friar Pomey offers a far more descriptive image of the Pans’ appearance than the Homeric Hymn, painting a far different image of the typical god who is often portrayed as a human like in features. And although human-like features remain, his beast like features are far more prevalent, with even Home commenting on his horns and hooves.[footnoteRef:32] Homer, however, does provide an idea of Pan’s manner, in how he is shown to be quite a wild character, running about the woodland area of his home, and happily dancing with the nymphs who follow him.[footnoteRef:33] It should be said however, that as god of the “mountain wilds”, it should be expected that he is a wild god as a result.[footnoteRef:34] However, it should also be said that it is entirely possible that the fact that he appears to look more animalistic than human, could also be reflective on his behaviour. Powell describes Pan as a “lecherous goat”, and that upon his birth, his mother found him so ugly that she ran from him.[footnoteRef:35] Such descriptions would hardly, if at all ever, be given to anyone who did not fit into the category of monster. While not the nicest description of anyone, Pan’s can easily fit into the physical description of a monster, fitting outside of societies view of what one should look like, whereas most others within the Greek and Roman Pantheon are difficult to fit into such a category. [32:  HH. 19.1-2]  [33:  HH. 19.2-9]  [34:  Theoi Project 2000-2017]  [35:  Powell 1995: 198] 

To fit something into the category of monster, relies primarily on a person’s own views which can be linked to societies own views, as well as those of the family from which they derive. It is easy to call someone, or something a monster based on how they look, just as easy as it is to call someone a monster based on their behaviour and how they break societies norms. And so, to conclude, the question as to whether gods can be called monsters remains mostly unanswered, at the very least from my own standpoint. However, I do strongly believe that it is entirely possible that the answer to the question based on one’s own opinion beliefs, and that it may be difficult for an entire group of people from different backgrounds, to agree on the same definition. 
The ancient sources provided certainly portray monstrous behaviour amongst the gods, however, I now believe that the actions and behaviour of these gods can only give them the title of “Monster” from the viewpoint of someone who has been influenced by the modern-day media where the term is used far more broadly. And perhaps some could say, far to often. As such, I personally find it difficult to find much justification in the behaviour of the Gods, such as Athene/Minerva’s vile treatment of Medusa. My earlier point on how groups of modern people create fear by putting a substantial amount of blame on one community, could arguably be placed on the myths involving the ancient gods. Where ancient communities create fantastical instances of the gods punishing those who step out of line, as a way of ensuring that those within their community do not go against the grain themselves. Just as in modern times, with our own versions of legends and folktales.
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