
Define what makes a Monster in Graeco-Roman Mythology. What are the Artistic Challenges in Representing these Monsters?

Monsters are an integral feature in many Graeco-Roman mythological narratives and frequently appear in ancient artwork from the Geometric Period down to the end of late antiquity. Representing them comes with several challenges, both in terms of the ‘accuracy’ of the representation and the need to make them easily identifiable for the viewer. This essay focuses on exactly what a monster is, and what features of a monster are commonly repeated. It is necessary in this essay to offer a clear definition, or a set of criteria, by which we can identify a monster. Additionally, the function that monsters serve in mythology will also be considered. The second part of this essay will cover the challenges that are associated with representing monsters, such as accuracy of the image, the varying accounts of the appearance of the individual monster, and how a monster can be made instantly recognisable, for example with a defining characteristic. 

Defining a Monster in classical Mythology

When attempting to define what makes a monster, there are several things that should be taken into consideration: 1) the aspects, whether physical, mental or social that make a monster; 2) the aspects (physical, mental or social), or lack thereof, which do not make the monster; and 3) what function does the monster in an individual context? Other issues that need to be taken into consideration is how our own modern perceptions of what constitutes a monster might influence our attempt to understand Graeco-Roman perceptions of monstrosity. This aspect ties into cases in which someone or something that a modern reader perceives to be monstrous is not a mythological monster, or how something that is a mythological monster may not be perceived as one by modern readers. However, this is difficult, as it can be influenced by changing social mores, as well as by mistranslations, or simply different translations, as two different people translating form the same source may produce slightly different texts. As a result, this aspect will not feature too deeply in attempting to define a monster, particularly because the focus here is on the Graeco-Roman image of a monster. 
Murgatroyd attempts to set out the aspects of a monster with “the definition of ‘monster’ is a tricky business, ... They are often malformed, having multiple limbs (such as three heads) or combining elements from different forms (e.g. a man’s body with a bull’s head), and sometimes they can change their shape (like a werewolf). Frequently they are of vast size, and very powerful, at times supernaturally so (they breathe out searing flames etc.). Usually they are terrifying, malevolent, savage and evil; but there are also harmless and beneficial monsters”[footnoteRef:1]. The problem with Murgatroyd’s description, however, is that it does less to define a monster, and more to list what features that a monster may or may not have. He goes on to criticise the work of other scholars on the subject, on the basis that classification by categorisation fails due to the tendency of the monster to cross boundaries[footnoteRef:2]. I agree with this, as whilst it is possibly to loosely group monsters, these classifications are not only variable, but also dependant on the personal views of the person categorising the monster.   [1:  Murgatroyd, 2012, p.1]  [2:  Murgatroyd, 2012, p.1] 

Lowe argues that it is better to understand the definition of a monster through a comparison of terms from antiquity and how we perceive their meaning today. “The word monstrum, ‘monster’ or ‘prodigy’ has a subtly different semantic range from its English descendant. It originally denoted any manifestation of divine will (not necessarily a living body) that breached the natural order, provoking awe or at least shock. As academic treatments of monsters routinely observe, monstrum is etymologically linked with monere, to warn, and monstrare, to show. As its range of meanings grew in several directions outside the religious context, it became the nearest thing to a regular Latin term for physically anomalous beings. Yet it never shed its ritual origins completely, keeping an overtone of transgression and often threat.”[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Lowe, 2018, p.8] 

I believe that to define what a ‘monster’ is, and in particular a Graeco-Roman monster, both of these arguments should be taken into account. Murgatroyd fulfils the first aspect of a definition by listing what features these monsters may have, and Lowe begins to answer the third, what is the need or use for the monster within its individual context. However, this can be expanded upon, to suggest that a monster exists to warn or show the listener of the dangers of acting in a certain way, going to certain place, and that they exist to show someone what they should avoid, and what they should not be. Monsters exist in Graeco-Roman mythology to enforce and enhance the social mores of the time in which they were spoken and written. Whilst neither of these scholars directly answer part two of how to define a monster, what aspects do they have that do not make them a monster, Murgatroyd comes closest, with the list of defining aspects, because he mentions that there may be “harmless and beneficial monsters”[footnoteRef:4]. However, he does not go into further detail, and I personally disagree with this, as an important part of being a monster is to pose a threat, to the hero of the story. For this reason, a ‘monster’ cannot be beneficial, and, as Lowe says, should have “an overtone of transgression and often threat”[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  Murgatroyd, 2012, p.1]  [5:  Lowe, 2018, p.8] 


Representing Monsters

Monsters are represented throughout Graeco-Roman art, in sculpture, mosaic, wall paintings, and on pottery. There are numerous challenges that are associated with effectively and clearly presenting a monster in art. Among these are: 1) conflicting accounts of the Monsters appearance; 2) hybrid monsters, with animal aspects; 3) the monster having many more limbs than is normal; 4) the monster being physically similar to another monster; and 5) the area on  which the image is shown presenting its own challenges, such as the size or space of the area. For the person who looks at the art, whatever the medium, it must be clear to them which monster, and what context, the artist is representing. Therefore, the image should be clear, and relatively simple, depending on the medium chosen. The above challenges all affect how easy it is to present a clear, understandable image to someone. For example, important features, such as medusa’s snake hair, must be instantly recognisable. Medusa is one monster from whom’s story a clear style of representation developed. Woodford talks of the archetype that was developed to show her, with “large staring eyes, snaky hair, hideously grinning mouth, fearsome tusks, and lolling tongue”[footnoteRef:6]. This development led to a series of images of Gorgons in which some, or all of these features are present (fig. 2 and 3), which allows the viewer to further understand why it was that she inspired such fear. However, this was not always the case, as there are examples (fig. 1), in which these are abandoned in favour of highlighting the death of Medusa and the escape of Perseus, with the aid of Athena.  [6:  Woodford, 2003, p.128] 

Different monsters have different challenges, and artists have made decisions that allow them to present those monsters clearly. The first challenge, where there are conflicting accounts, is common, as different storytellers have portrayed monsters differently, especially over time, and to reflect the politics and culture of the time in which they are writing. For example Geryon, is a monster who appears differently depending on the author. Pseudo-Apollodorus describes him with “He had the bodies of three men joined into one at the belly, but splitting into three again from the flanks and thighs down”[footnoteRef:7], whereas in Acharnians he is described as “this four-winged Geryon”[footnoteRef:8]. In comparison, Geryon is described as having “six hands and six feet and is winged”[footnoteRef:9]. These clashing accounts of the monster show that there may have been some difficulty for an artist wishing to convey the monster in art. However, he is most often represented as a man with three bodies (fig. 4). This may be because it prevents confusion, and creates an instantly recognisable character. However, it does raise other issues relating the clarity of the image. In addition, these accounts can also be unclear and confused, as not enough information about the monster is provided, so the artist is not able to build a clear image of what the monster looks like based on that account alone. Many representations are based on a poem from Stesichoros, and have a simpler approach, with minimal influence from background characters[footnoteRef:10]. In these, Geryon is often shown with three spears, three shields, three heads and six legs, an easier way in which to show the three bodies[footnoteRef:11]. The portrayal of sirens is a good example of unclear accounts. The sirens in Homer’s Odyssey are referred to by what and where they are, but not by their appearance, as shown by “for with their high clear song the Sirens bewitch him, as they sit there in a meadow piled high with the mouldering skeletons of men, whose withered skin still hangs upon their bones”[footnoteRef:12]. This description, whilst giving the reader a clear image of what they are, does not describe how they look, and therefore an artist working to this description would have to turn to other, sources for information which could be conveyed into an image on a pot or in a painting (fig. 5).  [7:  Pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, [Aldrich] 2.106 - 109]  [8:  Aristophanes, Acharnians, [Anon] 1085]  [9:  Stesichorus I, Fragments, S.87]  [10:  Shapiro, 1994, p. 75]  [11:  Shapiro, 1994, p. 75]  [12:  Homer, Odyssey, [Rieu] 12.43 - 46] 

Where monsters are hybrids, such as with the Harpies or Typhon, the challenge comes in deciding which aspects of the hybridisation to show, especially when considering that the final image must be clear and easily identifiable. In the Aeneid, the Harpies are described as women with the bodies of birds, “– flying things with young girls faces, but foul ooze below, talons for hands, pale famished nightmare mouths”[footnoteRef:13]. This description, taken as is, would be fairly difficult or complicated to represent word for word, so Harpies are often shown with a simpler, human headed bird shape (figure 6). This much simpler form makes it easier for the artist, but does bring its own problems, which will be covered further on. Typhon is another monster, however, unlike the harpies, Typhon is made up of aspects from multiple creatures. Hesiod claims that “from his shoulders grew a hundred heads of a snake, a fearful dragon, with dark, flickering tongues, and from under the brows of his eyes in his marvellous heads flashed fire, and fire burned from his heads as he glared. And there were voices in all his dreadful heads”[footnoteRef:14], however in Pseudo-Apollodorus’ Bibliotheca this is expanded on to include “Also from the thighs down he had great coils of vipers, which extended to the top of his head and hissed mightily. All of his body was winged”[footnoteRef:15], including 100 snakes growing from his hands[footnoteRef:16]. This shows how complicated a figure Typhon must be to represent. As a result, various aspects of the monsters’ appearance are left out of representations, such as the snakes on his hands, (fig. 7). These examples demonstrate how artists can and have dealt with the issue of representing hybrid monsters. In addition, these monsters themselves are often complicated figures, in particular Typhon, which can further increase the challenges involved in representing them.  [13:  Virgil, Aeneid, [Fitzgerald] 301]  [14:  Hesiod, Theogony, [Evelyn-White] pp. 820 - 829]  [15:  Pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, [Aldrich] 1.39]  [16:  Pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, [Aldrich] 1.39] 

When the monster depicted has a complicated figure, such as the Hecatonchieres, the Hundred Handers, this presents further problems of space and simplicity. It is rarely possible to individually represent each hand, so the artist must make a decision as to what, and how much, to include whilst still accurately representing the monster. However, I was unable to find any ancient representations of a Hecatonchiere, which may well be due to the complicated nature of the monster, as artists may have decided to omit this monster, so as to simplify their work. Cerberus is another example. Hesiod describes him as “Cerberus who eats raw flesh, the brazen-voiced hound of Hades, fifty-headed, relentless and strong”[footnoteRef:17] but he is often shown with two (fig. 8) or three (fig. 9) heads instead. Part of the reason for this may simply be that 50 heads is too many to show clearly, whist three is enough to show that this dog has more heads than normal, whilst still retaining clarity.   [17:  Hesiod Theogony, [Evelyn-White] 310-12] 

Occasionally monsters are similar in appearance to one another, which can cause confusion when representing them. An example of this are the Harpies and the Sirens. Both creatures are described as bird headed women, although the specific aspects of each vary. Pseudo-Hyginus describes both creatures in Fabulae, with the Harpies “said to have been feathered, with cocks' heads, wings, and human arms, with great claws; breasts, bellies, and female parts human."[footnoteRef:18] and the Sirens as “women in the upper parts of their bodies but bird below.”[footnoteRef:19]. The similarities here are clear, however he does describe the Harpy in greater detail. These examples of a Harpy (fig. 6) and a Siren (fig. 10) show how easy it is to confuse the two when seen as a piece of art. One potential way in which artists over time have avoided confusion could have been the shift in presenting a siren as a bird-woman to a woman with the body of a fish. This easily distinguishes the two, as well as emphasising the connection that the sirens have with the sea and with sailors. However, this is a change that began to happen later, in the medieval period (fig. 11), and was gradual change influenced by the blending of cultures, but also by the occasional mistranslation[footnoteRef:20]. The late date of the change does mean that this distinction does not apply to ancient artists, but that does not mean it is irrelevant to the topic at hand, as the same challenges discussed here applied to medieval artists as much as they apply to the ancient ones. Another way in which Harpies are identified is by naming them on the bowl in question[footnoteRef:21]. However, this method is only recorded as being used once, and therefore is not common or widespread enough to be considered a method of differentiation.  [18:  Pseudo-Hyginus, Fabulae, [Grant] 14]  [19:  Pseudo-Hyginus, Fabulae, [Grant] 125]  [20:  Writing in Margins, 2018]  [21:  Shapiro, 1993, p. 53SS] 

The shape and area of what the monster is presented on presents the final challenges, although this of course applies to all art, regardless of the subject’s monstrosity. A small, curved pot is a much more difficult surface to work with than a flat, large, wall or floor. On a larger area, more detail can be included, with less risk of losing clarity within the image. As a result, it is less likely that the artist will have to make a choice as to what aspects of the monster should and should not be included, so that they are still able to present a clear image. 

In conclusion, though it is difficult to establish exactly what a monster in Graeco-Roman myth is, the evidence suggests that, a ‘monster’ is a non-human being, which negatively affects the lives of people who come into contact with it, and defy social norms, often in both appearance and in their actions. This definition is supported by Lenfant, who defines a Graeco-Roman monster as a “human being with abnormal formation”.[footnoteRef:22] Furthermore, it is those features which make a monster which affect what challenges an artist faces when representing the monster, such as clearly demonstrating the monster, despite a complicated figure, or understanding the vague or confusing descriptions.  [22:  Lenfant (1999), p. 198] 
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[bookmark: _GoBack]AppendixFigure 1: Vase showing Perseus killing Medusa, and taking her Head, with Athena (British Museum, London)















Figure 2: A representation of the Head of a Gorgon (British Museum, Gorgoneion)




Figure 3: A Representation of a Gorgon, showing the full body (MET, Terracotta Kylix)













Figure 4: Herakles Fights Geryon (Musée Du Louvre, Heracles and Geryon)
   










Figure 5: A depiction of a Siren (British Museum, Siren)













Figure 6: A Medieval depiction of a Harpy, relatively similar to an Ancient interpretation (M. Merian, Harpij)





Figure 7: Typhon (Saint-Pol, Typhon)













Figure 8: Two-Headed Cerberus (British Museum, Amphora)



















Figure 9: Three Headed Cerberus (Louvre Museum, Herakles Kerberos Eurystheus Louvre E701)











Figure 10: Odysseus and the Sirens (British Museum, Odysseus Sirens)









Figure 11: Medieval Siren (S. Baring-Gould, Siren Illustration)
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