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Can Gods be monsters? A critical evaluation of the monsters of Hesiod’s Theogony 
Characters within Hesiod’s Theogony display how the gods created what is considered to be monsters and heroes in Greek Mythology. By examining primarily the poem in light of modern monster theory, this essay will delve in to the idea as to whether these monsters, who were technically the children of the gods, can be classed as divine.
Firstly, it is important for one to answer the question ‘what is a monster?’ A definition, other than that which children were taught to believe, that a monster is a horrible beast lying in wait under their bed for the opportune moment to strike, monsters have appeared in many different cultures with many different forms, meanings and bodies for as long as there have been stories told about them. Monsters themselves are a cultural body, a fixation on both wanting to categorise that which is different and domesticate them disempower them[footnoteRef:1]. They represent the specific cultural movement of when they were created or fathomed[footnoteRef:2] the image of the monsters themselves are the embodiment of the fears of the society that made them. They are usually different to what is expected within society, which makes them monstrous, typically that being one of cultural, political, racial, economical or sexual[footnoteRef:3]. These differences are usually exaggerated to justify the destruction or displacement, an example of such found in the Manifest Destiney, which was used to remove the ‘threat’ of the Native Americans[footnoteRef:4], by making the genocide look heroic and necessary the colonisers felt justified in the action of mascaraing a peaceful people for their own gains. A monstrous difference are which results in it occupying the liminal space of society as it cannot be easily categorized[footnoteRef:5]. It is argued that a monster never truly dies[footnoteRef:6], but is instead always retuning having spent time in a cultural purgatory of sorts upon its return it is never the same, always different as they change to reflect the society they have returned to[footnoteRef:7], to terrorise with fresh, reinterpreted ideas of  what is monstrous.  [1:  Cohen 1996: viii]  [2:  Cohen 1996: 4]  [3:  Cohen 1996: 7]  [4:  Cohen 1996: 8]  [5:  Cohen 1996: 6]  [6:  Cohen 1996: 4]  [7:  Cohen 1996: 4] 

Monster’s bodies, other than just being cultural entities are also often physically “disturbing hybrids”[footnoteRef:8] the “Linnean nightmare”[footnoteRef:9] that they create because of their incoherent bodies is what prevents their easy definition into the quaint little structure that society would want and which makes them dangerous[footnoteRef:10]. It is fitting then that the monsters of Hesiod’s Theogony are all hybrid monsters with features of varying monstrous, zoomorphic and even anthropomorphic features that all contribute to the inability and resistance to being categorised by being physically monstrous and threatening. [8:  Cohen 1996: 6]  [9:  Cohen 1996: 6 ]  [10:  Clay 1993: 106] 

In Hesiod’s Theogony, there are many monstrous beings, however, most of them have one thing in common, and that is being a descendant of Phorcys and Ceto. In the Theogony they are named as having seven monstrous children, the Old Women, the Gorgons, Echidna and Ladon, and from them a further nine monstrous descendants[footnoteRef:11], with notable exceptions. Medusa is one of the Gorgons, and the only mortal one at that. Due to the fact that Medusa was mortal and could be killed, Perseus was charged with the task of bringing her head as a wedding gift. The Gorgon’s are described by Apollodorus in his library of mythology - and are most often depicted and imagined – as having snakes coiling around their heads and turning anyone who looked them in the eye to stone. Apollodorus also includes that they have tusks, hands of bronze and wings of gold[footnoteRef:12]. Hesiod does not include a physical description of the Gorgons. The closest information being that of their physical location, that they lived on the “world’s edge”, which emphasises that monsters only existed in the periphery of Greek life. However, From Apollodorus’ description, which has, on the whole, earned acceptance on a larger scale, it is clear that the Gorgons were presented as physical hybrids and were therefore perceived as monstrous. There is also Echidna, who despite posing no threat to the world, due to her confinement underground, was considered monstrous, because of her hybrid physical state being half nymph and half a “monstrous serpent”[footnoteRef:13]. That being said, whilst Echidna herself does not pose a threat, her children do; Cerberus, the Hydra, the Chimera and Orthos, who overpowered its mother so that Echidna also gave birth to the Sphinx and the Nemean Lion[footnoteRef:14]. Echidna’s children are all clearly monstrous, Cerberus, Orthos, the Nemean lion and the Hydra are excessive animals, that is to say Cerberus and Orthos are large dogs with an abundance of heads, the Hydra is a serpent with multiple, regenerating heads and the Nemean lion that has impenetrable skin. Whilst the Chimera and the Sphinx were hybrids, the Chimera having three heads, one of a goat, a lion and a serpent and the Sphinx which has the head of a human and the body of a lion[footnoteRef:15]. All those that are mentioned are considered monstrous; they occupy far and liminal spaces, and possess monstrous features such as excessive body parts and/or being a hybrid of two or more creatures. Due to the fact these beings are born with non-anthropomorphic features, for example extra limbs or being a hybrid of some sort, these would be classed as monsters. However, as they are the children of a divine bloodline (Phorcys and Ceto) they could also be considered as gods or even nymphs. Despite such a lineage, this is not the case because of their abnormal features and as a result become monstrous targets for the heroes to slay. [11:  Hes. Th, 270-336]  [12:  Apollod. Libr. 2. 4. 2]  [13:  Hes. Th, 298]  [14:  Hes. Th, 308 - 326]  [15:  Hes. Th, 319-323] 

On the other hand, there are those that are technically monstrous but are considered to not be monsters that need to be killed by heroes. These monsters include the Cyclopes, the Hecatoncheires, Pegasus, Chrysaor, the Old Women and a notable mention for Cerberus. The Cyclopes were mostly anthropomorphic but they only had one eye, whereas the Hecatoncheires had a hundred arms and fifty heads out of each shoulder[footnoteRef:16]. All six children of Uranus and Gaia have the necessary requirements of being monsters, but are technically not considered as such because they help the gods. The Cyclopes give Zeus “thunder and lightning and the smoking bolt” for having set them free from where Cronos had trapped them[footnoteRef:17] and the Hecatoncheires helped Zeus fight the titans and overthrow Cronos and the titans, and later guard them in Tartarus[footnoteRef:18]. Pegasus and Chrysaor were the children of Medusa by Poseidon who sprang out of her neck when Perseus decapitated her[footnoteRef:19], Pegasus is a horse-bird hybrid but isn’t a monster and Chrysaor was a human but born with a golden sword in hand[footnoteRef:20] neither of these two are considered monstrous despite having been the children of a monster. Pegasus helped Bellerophon slay the Chimera (and technically Pegasus’ cousin) and Chrysaor was anthropomorphic. However, this does not extend to the child of Chrysaor, Geryoneus, who had three heads and was killed by Heracles along with Orthos[footnoteRef:21]. The Old Women are also somewhat of a grey area, they are mostly human, but the three of them share an eye and a tooth between them, swapping it. However, they are not considered monsters in need of killing as they provide Perseus with the knowledge of where to find Medusa[footnoteRef:22]. All these characters are examples of those who had the potential to be monsters based on their monstrous features or their birth, but because of them being helpful to heroes, they are not considered so. Cerberus has been mentioned, because despite being clearly monstrous, he is not killed as one might expect. It is correct that Heracles was tasked with only capturing him, as he serves his function in the underworld as the guard and is also the pet of Hades[footnoteRef:23]. He does not pose a threat to those on earth therefore there is no need for him to be killed, but he does still occupy a liminal space by existing in Tartarus. These monstrous beings are not defined by the label of ‘monster’, but in fact are only described as having similarities to them. They do however, have different parents and as such require different analysis as to whether they could be ‘gods’. As the Cyclopes and the Hecatoncheires are both the children of the titans, they are arguably in line with Cronos as they are brothers, and therefore could be considered as divine.  Pegasus and Chrysaor are the children of Medusa and Poseidon, making them demigods, the old women are sisters to the monsters mentioned previously (The Gorgons, Echidna, etc.) making them again arguably goddesses, and Cerberus is Echidna’s child making him technically a god also. These are not considered as such because of their abnormal features, but are not monsters as they give their assistance to the gods of Olympus. [16:  Hes. Th, 139-153]  [17:  Hes. Th, 139-142]  [18:  Hes. Th, 811-818]  [19:  Hes. Th, 279-280]  [20:  Hes. Th, 281-284]  [21:  Hes. Th, 287]  [22:  Apollod. Libr. 2. 4. 2]  [23: Hes. Th, 311] 

A significant threat named in Theogony, is that of the final one, Typhoeus. It is made evident throughout the poem that Zeus has spent a lot of time ordering the cosmos, and now there is one final threat in the way of his plan. Typhoeus is not just a threat to Zeus but to the whole cosmogony, his victory would result in a world, much different from how we know it. When describing Typhoeus, Hesiod only spends a short amount of time describing him physically, and whilst doing so he is sure to emphasise the sheer amount of heads Typhoeus has, and by extent, how much noise he is capable of making[footnoteRef:24]. The noise that Typheous makes is the true threat to the cosmos, the noise that he makes in itself is a hybrid, a monstrous cacophony resembling of bulls, lions, dogs, serpents and even sometimes the divine voice of the Gods[footnoteRef:25]. Hesiod is highlighting the difference between the divine voice and the human, which emphasises the threat of Typheous by contrasting him with the muses. The muses also use the divine voice, especially when communicating with humans the tale they are to tell, by contrasting Typhoeus as a “terrifying sonic counterpart”[footnoteRef:26] to the muses who are many but speak with the harmonised voice of one and Typhoeus cannot organise himself into comprehensible communication[footnoteRef:27]. Typhoeus’ inability to communicate highlights how without Zeus’ ordering of the cosmos, the divine voice would be inarticulate and thus man would not be able to communicate with the gods, resulting in man not knowing its place in the cosmos[footnoteRef:28]. Typhoeus’ comprehension of the divine voice, even if he cannot master it, is an example of how he is in fact a divine creature, yet his body and voice are a combination if the divine and animal[footnoteRef:29], demonstrating how gods can be monsters. He is also the child of divine beings and as such can be argued as a god, however, because of his inability to articulate his words, he is considered uncivilised and therefore a monster. [24: Hes. Th, 823-828]  [25:  Hes. T, 830-835]  [26:   Goslin 2010: 361]  [27:  Goslin 2010: 357]  [28:  Goslin 2010: 363]  [29:  Goslin 2010: 361] 

As part of the cosmogony, the monsters mentioned in Hesiod’s Theogony no longer exist on earth. This is because a cosmogony begins with nothing, but then shows the process of development, which concludes with the world of Hesiod’s audience. Monsters and heroes appear as part of the mythological past and as a part of this cosmos, and creates an example of how the world must progress. Monsters appear first in the cosmogony, as Hesiod seems to be suggesting that they belong to an earlier stage of the cosmos to the heroes, whilst short in length relatively, it is a necessary process in the evolution of the cosmos[footnoteRef:30]. The deaths of the monsters within Theogony occur almost immediately after their birth and it is obvious that they are abnormal, non-anthropomorphic and uncivilised. It is here that the hero (most often found to be Heracles) arrives after only a short amount of time aiming to kill it, and thus moving on in the catalogue of monsters. These slight disruptions of the chronology involving heroes who were not yet born emphasise how the heroes are the key to pushing the cosmology forward, Hesiod keeps the narrative moving forward to show that monsters are divine creatures of the past. [30:  Clay 1993: 115-6] 

As a result of the interactions between the titan Prometheus and Zeus, the heroes are born after the monsters. This is because within the interactions, Zeus forms a boundary[footnoteRef:31] and the heroes are born to conform to them. This differs from monsters because they themselves did not conform and were the cause for the creation of such boundaries, thus showing that the heroes were a sign of the progress within Zeus’ cosmos. [31:  Clay 1993: 113] 

The main hero of the Theogony is Heracles. Heracles himself is a son of Zeus and this affords him gifts that normal mortals do not have, he is excessively strong so that he can kill the monsters whose deaths of which he is charged, and combines his strength with his chosen weapon, a club. This combined with the excessive violence he displays in killing the monsters shows that he is also part of the mythological past, excessive violence and clubs as weapons are not acceptable in a civilised society. This is because, not unlike the monsters, Heracles is a hybrid; both a god and a human gifted with excessive traits that monsters often share but is also given the gift of an anthropomorphic body. Thus showing the progression, the children of mortal/divine relationships are beginning to look more like humans, where the attempt of Medusa and Poseidon failed[footnoteRef:32], Heracles has succeeded and will civilise the world as was premeditated. Despite showing the progression of the birth of anthropomorphic hybrids, the cosmos is not yet done, because the birth of hybrids still means that the categories of life have not been fully established, it is up to the heroic hybrids to clear up the mess of the monstrous hybrids for the sake of the cosmos. By pitting hybrid against hybrid, Hesiod is emphasising the difference between positive control and destructive disorder through them[footnoteRef:33], and why the monsters have to be destroyed for progress’ sake, and even those that are not killed are either embraced into Zeus’ order or trapped in the literal liminal space of Tartarus[footnoteRef:34]. This highlights that Zeus must order the cosmos, and have the monsters removed, else us mortals could not inhabit the same world as they belong to the mythological past along with heroes as hybrids of Gods that no longer inhabit the earth this late in the cosmos. [32:  Clay 1993: 109]  [33:  Clay 1993: 116]  [34:  Clay 1993: 116] 

As a result of this evaluation, one can interpret the monsters within Theogony as gods to an extent, because as shown in the stories of their birth, they are descended from the gods or in some cases titans. However, this can be argued from the viewpoint that they are in some cases demi-gods, because the parents are not always both gods and the children of the titans are also isolated from the Olympians as they were, to an extent, the wrong side of the titans’ children. In contrast to this, despite being closely related to the gods or the titans, especially through certain abilities, it is their inabilities and the idea that because these beings are not anthropomorphic nor civilised. This is highlighted in Hesiod’s Theogony and therefore cannot be divine with their uncivilised, animalistic characteristics, and must be removed from the cosmos because of such, almost provides a moral lesson on what is to be expected in order to be civilised.
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