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How is monstrosity used in the representation of chronology?


This essay will examine how the aspects of monstrosity were used in ancient Greek mythology to represent the chronology of the world. This work will focus on two areas of study, the first will be that of how monstrosity was used to represent the eventual ordering of the universe; and the second will be that of how the removal of monstrosity from the world. It will address how this removal was representative of progress and civilisation, and was part of the chronology of how civilisation came to be established in these areas.  The purpose of the Greek myths to the ancient readers is for the most part to convey the story of how the world came to be, and to give an explanation for the events and occurrences beyond human understanding[footnoteRef:1]. Monstrosity in myths represents the chaotic foundations of the universe with the world becoming more organised and recognisable to the audience with the gradual removal of these monstrous figures. The first area that I will be examine specifically will be that of Typhon the last monstrous opponent of Zeus for his kingship of the universe.  The second area will focus on the monster slaying narratives of heroes. The hero I will specifically be examining will be that of Heracles and how his actions represent the civilising of areas, which in turn represent the progression of the areas from the old into the new. These areas that I will examine are used to represent chronology via different means for example the physical and the vocal, along with analysis of the source material and scholarship on the purpose of the works. [1:  Rose. 2004: 13] 

The first area of monstrosity that is used to represent the passage of time will be that of Typhon, the last creature that Zeus must defeat in order to dominate the universe. Typhon is represented in the Theogony as the most monstrous of all creatures due to his physical form being compiled of multiple animals, also his voice is also described as being an amalgamation of these different animals[footnoteRef:2].  Typhon’s monstrous appearance is representative of this early period of the universe with everything being in a state of chaos; therefore, Typhon becomes this major threat to Zeus due to his chaotic nature which represents a threat to return the universe to this primordial chaotic state. The chaotic nature of the beginning of the universe is understood as primordial, where everything that exists in the universe, exists simply without order or structure. It is only when the anthropomorphic gods the Olympians arrive, and impose order on the cosmos that we begin to have the universe as we understand it [footnoteRef:3]. Typhon’s appearance then, is indicative of this early stage of the universe but in the more extreme, because he is the final opponent of Zeus and thus represents the entirety of this early period, threatening to return the universe to this disordered chaotic period. Summarising then, Zeus’ victory over Typhon consequently represents the victory of this new ordered universe over the previous chaotic one. This represents the passage of time of the universe as it moves from one stage into the next, where the previous stage contains these great monstrous beings and the new one contains a more ordered universe.  [2:  Hes. Th. 823-35]  [3:  Long 1999: 45-47] 

Apollodorus’ version of Typhon is much less monstrous than that of Hesiods version. Apollodorus is still monstrous in appearance but is much more anthropomorphic with the monstrous elements being confined to Typhons Limbs and difference in the narrative is that Typhon is shown to be successful against Zeus at the beginning of their conflict[footnoteRef:4].  The monstrous appearance of Typhon however, although less monstrous in Apollodorus’ version, is supplemented via the fact that Typhon is initially successful against Zeus. However, Typhons place in the narrative is to be defeated by Zeus, his monstrous appearance separates him from Zeus’ previous opponents and establishes him as the supreme sovereign of the universe forever[footnoteRef:5]. Dowden in his work on Greek mythology states that Typhon’s existence in the narrative is to be defeated, therefore Typhon represents not just the chaotic beginning of the universe but its transition as well, because he is a composite of everything that has existed and will includes the divine via his voice[footnoteRef:6]. This view is also shown in Apollodorus’ version when Typhon is defeated, he is incorporated into the new order by being imprisoned beneath Mount Etna and is the reason given for its volcanic nature[footnoteRef:7].  This shows that Typhon’s nature is representative of the progression of the universe that even with his defeat, he is not destroyed, but placed by Zeus into the new order to allow the universe to progress.   [4:  Apollod. 1.6.3]  [5:  Buxton. 2004: 48-49]  [6:  Dowden. 1992: 134-136]  [7:  Apollod. 1.6.3] 

Synthesising the above and grounding it in academic sources, the ancient sources that where examined appear to differ in their representations of the myths. Apollodorus and his work differs greatly from that of Hesiods work on a number of points as in the case of Typhon, where the differences predominate in the physical description of his appearance, and the different narratives in the myths surrounding Typhon. This may be the result of either the authors origins, or the purpose of their respective works. The exact time when Hesiod was alive and writing is debated, the general consensus is that it was roughly in the period of the mid eighth century BC to the mid seventh century BC[footnoteRef:8]. Apollodorus however, was writing during the second century BC in Athens, a significant period of time after Hesiod was writing[footnoteRef:9]. This difference in time means that Apollodorus’ work would have been influenced by Hesiods, and the differences in the myth and description of Typhon can be explain by two possibilities. The first is that Apollodorus’ work is simply a reflection of the second century version of the myths, and the myth has evolved from Hesiods time to become what Apollodorus has presented. The second possibility is that the type of work each writer is presenting is effecting their version of the myth. The purpose of the Theogony is to convey the linage and origin of divine beings and explain how the world came into its current state of being, by explaining both the creation of divine creatures and their demise[footnoteRef:10]. However, according to Merkt, the Theogony fits into the wider context of Cosmogony, the purpose of which is to explain the origin of the world, and the emergence of the gods is only a part of this[footnoteRef:11].  Fornaro’s work on Apollodorus, fits Apollodorus’ work into the context of ‘Mythography’ where the purpose of the work focuses on collecting and conveying the myths for entertainment and education[footnoteRef:12]. Therefore, within the purposes of these works there are fundamentally differences, namely Hesiod is trying to convey the origin of the world and its progression into the world as we know it, and Apollodorus is simply conveying the myths of his time in a collective work. The difference that arise could possibly be caused by this difference in purpose.  [8:  Arrighetti. 2006(a) ]  [9:  Montanari. 2006]  [10:  Arrighetti. 2006(b)]  [11:  Merkt. 2006]  [12:  Fornaro. 2006 ] 

Secondly, Typhon’s monstrosity is represented in two capacities the physical and the vocal, the physical has been discussed previously with Typhon’s appearance being the representative embodiment of this chaotic beginning of the universe. The vocal capacity of Typhon is also an important part of his monstrosity and it details the progression of the universe as well, in both what it represents, and with what is being overcome. The voice of Typhon is representative of this early chaotic period, because it contains all sounds that exist within the universe, even sounds that seem to be divine in nature[footnoteRef:13]. This vocal nature of Typhon containing this divine aspect along with this all-encompassing range of sound, means that Typhon is now representing, not just the physical capacities of the universe but the nonphysical capacities as well. Typhon’s victory over Zeus would therefore establish the victory of this disordered chaotic state over the universe, rather than the ordered stable one Zeus would bring[footnoteRef:14]. Zeus however is victorious and therefore leads the universe into an ordered stable existence. This defeat of Typhon whose very nature is chaotic, is therefore representative of this passage of time. The monstrous elements of Typhon are therefore representing the universe in this primordial state, and his defeat shows the universe moving on in to this new ordered state of existence. The monstrous elements that are now left, appropriate themselves into the ordered state of the universe better but are still needed to be removed so that progress can continue.  [13:  Hes. Th. 830 ]  [14:  Goslin. 2010: 354] 

The next area that will be examined is that of how the removal of Monstrosity by heroes represents the passage of time, with their efforts showing the civilising of these places where the monsters once lived. The ‘hero’ that will be examining is that of Heracles, and his actions in removing monstrosity form these places by destroying or removing the Monstrous[footnoteRef:15]. Heracles’ destruction of the monstrous is representative of the civilising of the area, his actions brings the area closer to the modern period because he is removing the element that cannot exist in the world because they are monstrous[footnoteRef:16].  Heracles’ actions then in removing the monstrous therefore allows the area to progress and let civilisation come into existence, which shows the primitive world being overcome by man, and becoming civilised. [15:  Hes. Th. 306-15]  [16:  Graf, Ley and Badian. 2006] 

Heracles’ appearance in the myths show him as the proto man, his nature crude and brutish shown by how he kills the Nemean lion, he wields a club and resorts to strangling it and then proceeds to wear its skin[footnoteRef:17].  Heracles’ appearance therefore, in my opinion, represents him as the embodiment of this transitional period. That prior to, his arrival and destruction of these monsters, the progression into civilisation cannot occur. This civilising action via the destruction of the monstrous is representative of the chronology of the world, and once the monsters are removed time continues on and brings the world closer to the current time. The use of weapons and the actions of Heracles also separate him from civilisation as does, the lion skin in which he dresses. His appearance characterises this early stage of mankind, crudely clothed, his main choice of weapon is a club. His actions are excessively violent as shown he kills his tutor in his youth, murders his wife and children, and he has conflicts with the centaurs[footnoteRef:18]. [17:  Apollod. 2.5]  [18:  Graf, Ley and Badian. 2006] 

Heracles’ actions demonstrate the victory of mankind over the primordial via the destruction of the monstrous and thus allows civilisation to occur in these areas by removing threats to them. However, the monsters themselves also represent the passage of time and the more ordered nature of the universe via their ordinary nature in comparison to that of creatures such as Typhon form earlier stages of the universe. Graf’s work on Greek mythology, states that the monsters’ that the heroes are battling against and defeating are tame in appearance, such as in the case of Heracles’ labours, where they are generally animals with unusual characteristics or nature that makes them a threat to people[footnoteRef:19]. Their appearance and deadly nature is very tame, when compared to creatures like Typhon from Hesiods Theogony whose very nature is chaotic[footnoteRef:20]. This demonstrates that with Zeus now ruling the universe, the monstrous still exist are more ordered and represent the world that the reader is familiar, with the exception of a few creatures being which are very dangerous but are quickly removed by the ‘Hero’.  [19:  Graf. 1993: 140-141]  [20:  Hes. Th. 823-35] 

The monsters that Heracles is battling against are also connected to this earlier chaotic period.  They are generally according to Hesiod, the offspring of Typhon who are subsequently defeated by Zeus offspring as shown in the Theogony[footnoteRef:21]. The destruction of Typhons children by Heracles is representative of this last element of the early period of the universe finally being removed by the offspring of the individual who ended it in the first place, namely Zeus. Dowden states that the link between the actions Heracles and Zeus are a deliberate attempt to impose a sense of ordering on the myths and the universe; whilst the purpose of Heracles is to represent the early man, who is savage his actions reflect this, but via his imitation of his father he is imposing order on the monstrous by destroying or removing it[footnoteRef:22]. The destruction of the monstrous represents the progression of time where Heracles is completing the work of his father by removing the last vestiges of the old order which Typhon embodied, as do did his children. This allows the universe to finally progress forward to the state of complete order under Zeus. Heracles himself however, also falls into this category of the slightly monstrous, because his immense strength and violent nature are unnatural as the originate from the divine[footnoteRef:23].  The completion of Heracles’ tasks to bring civilisation to the world and impose the ordering of all things, results in his own death and deification[footnoteRef:24]. Heracles’ removal from the ordinary into the divine realm shows the final progression of time, as the savage violent nature of Heracles is no longer needed and so is removed to demonstrates the final progression of the world into a completely ordered state, where beings like Heracles and the monsters he fights no longer belong anywhere.  [21:  Hes. Th. 306-15]  [22:  Dowden 1992: 136-141]  [23:  Coleman. 2007: 471-472]  [24:  Buxton. 2004: 122-123] 

In conclusion the examination of the use of monstrosity as a means of a representation of chronology is a powerful study. The study of cosmogony greatly affects the mythic representation of the monstrous, with the ancient Greeks’ understanding that the earlier the time period the more chaotic it, so that monstrous originates from this period[footnoteRef:25]. Typhon becomes the representation of this early chaotic period because his appearance and his defeat leads to the ordering of the universe and thus its progression allowing time to move forward. The monstrous creatures that we encounter after this are more ordinary in appearance, usually as an animal that is oversized or has an unnatural characteristics making it monstrous as in the case of the Horses of Diomedes[footnoteRef:26].  This lack of monstrous appearance indicates that the myth takes place much closer to the period that the ancient Greeks are familiar with, as these creatures are quickly removed by heroes and thus brings the world closer to total order. Therefore, the monstrous appearance demonstrates chronology for the less monstrous that the creature appears to be, the closer they are to the modern period, and their removal results in the passage of time in these places because civilisation can continue without threat of the monstrous.   [25:  Merkt. 2006]  [26:  Graf. 1993: 140-141] 
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