Can Gods be Monsters?
Numerous gods who lived on Mount Olympus populated the Ancient Greek world. They were not generally visible to humans, but were part of everyday Greek life. They were powerful and influential and could affect the lives of everyday Greek people. The ancient Greek myths and legends were full of extraordinary and sometimes dangerous monsters. These featured in the Homeric epics as well as other literature and were regularly seen in the statuary and artworks of ancient Greece. 
While Gods and monsters appear on the surface as two distinct categories of beings, the difference is not always clear-cut. Some gods such as the giant Titans appear as physically monstrous and many legends show gods behaving in a monstrous way, such as when Athena turned Medusa into a gorgon. The gods overall were depicted as physically perfect beings, however not all gods were physically beautiful, Hephaestus is described as monstrously disfigured and Hades considered an object of fear. These contentions raise questions about the nature of monsters and gods and about where the boundaries lie between them. Both gods and monsters are powerful and potentially dangerous. Some monsters like Medusa have supernatural powers. The gods have powers to change their shape sometimes into frightful forms such as when Zeus transforms into a raging bull. Unlike the gods of modern world religions today, the gods of ancient Greek times were not paragons of virtue or good behaviour. It was their dominance over mortals and their ability to influence the lives of man that gave them power and made them the subjects of worship. 
The evidence suggests that gods clearly maintain their divine status, despite moments of monstrosity in their behavior and the rare occurrence of disfigurement among the family of the gods. The key aspects of being a god, such as immortality and having divine powers supersede any factors that may reduce them to monsters. The category of 'god' is fixed within Greek thinking, where perhaps the category of 'monster' is more fluid and modern expectations of divine behavior do not reflect the views of the ancient Greeks. 
This essay examines notions of monstrosity and divinity from Greek literature and proceeds to focus on a number of gods who have been associated with monstrosity in their physicality or behavior. In each case, the aspects of monstrosity are shown not to affect the divine status of the god, but even in some cases, enhance it. Throughout the investigation a number of ancient sources will be used including Homer, Virgil and Herodotus. Alongside the use of these ancient sources, modern scholars such as Murgatroyd and Hansen will also be used in order to show reflection of the modern viewpoints upon some ideas. 

The gods of Ancient Greece were immortal beings that lived, for the most part, on Mount Olympus. The Gods lived together as a family. Living together as a family involves the social relationships and conventions of behavior that monsters do not follow. Monsters tend to live alone in seclusion away from man and from each other. The monster Geryon is believed to have lived on an island away from the prying eyes of man. Geryon, according to Hesiod, had one body and three arms.[footnoteRef:2] He supposedly lived alone with his two headed dog on the island on Erytheia.[footnoteRef:3]. Erytheia was a far away land beyond Libya[footnoteRef:4], which is in modern day North Africa. In relation to Ancient Greece this would have been seen as a distant part of the world. Polyphemus is another example of a monster which lives in seclusion. It is said by Homer in the Odyssey that Polyphemus lived by himself in a cave. It must be somewhat away from the rest of the cyclops as later in the book Polyphemus must travel to get help from the others[footnoteRef:5].   [2:  Hes. The. 270-294]  [3:  Ps. Apd. Bib. 2.5.10]  [4:  Ps. Apd. Bib 2.5. 10]  [5:  Hom. Ody. 9] 

It is commonly believed that there are twelve main Gods and Goddesses. Hades is not always included as one of the 'Olympians' as it is commonly believed that he resided too far way in the underworld most of the time.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Hansen. W. 2005 page 250] 

Hades was excluded from the group of 'twelve Olympians' and it could be argued that as a result he shares the aspect of seclusion that is associated with monsters. 

Whilst monsters and gods were rarely, if ever seen the gods were perceived as ever present and over-looking human action at all times. The gods were believed to appear in disguise when needed. One example of the gods coming to humans and offering aid is within the story of Jason and the Argonauts. The moment in question is when the Argonauts make port at Lemnos.[footnoteRef:7] When Jason enters, the queen Hypsipyle falls in love with him due to him looking good due to the cloak that Athena makes for him.[footnoteRef:8] This aided the Argonaut as just recently all the men on the island were murdered by Hypsipyle with only her father being spared.[footnoteRef:9] Due to the help of Athena Jason and his men were able to continue their journey for the Golden Fleece and therefore the actions of Athena can be looked at in a good light.  [7:  Apl. Arg. 1]  [8:  Apl. Arg. 1 ]  [9:  Apl. Arg. 1 ] 


The gods were hugely powerful and could bestow blessings or punishments as they saw fit. With regards to punishments that the gods have dealt out
Zeus, the king of the gods, is known to be quite ruthless when in comes to dealing out punishments to mortals that have wronged him. One example of Zeus bestowing a powerful punishment is the moment he imprisons Prometheus. Prometheus is charged with stealing fire from the gods and giving it back to humanity.[footnoteRef:10] After Zeus realizes what Prometheus has done he decides to chain him to a mountain, on which an eagle will eat at his liver all day, and then the liver will regenerate overnight.[footnoteRef:11] Hansen believes that Prometheus should be seen as a champion of mankind[footnoteRef:12], whereas according to Hesiod, in the eyes of the gods, Prometheus had shown great hubris and needed to be punished severely. Zeus commonly displays his power through punishments as he also punishes Sisyphus for his trickery and chaining up Thanatos, the Titan of Death, in the underworld, which in turn caused nobody on Earth to die.[footnoteRef:13] Zeus punished Sisyphus to eternally push a boulder up a mountain in the underworld, but when he neared the top, the boulder would fall and he would have to start again.[footnoteRef:14] In relation to the punishments that Zeus gives out, he could be considered a monster due to the severity of the punishments, although it could also be argued that he is just maintaining order amongst man and that they deserved the punishments they got due to their actions.  [10:  Hes. The. 507 - 616]  [11:  Hes. The. 507 - 616]  [12:  Hansen. W. 2005]  [13:  Cartwright. M. 2006 ]  [14:  Hom. Ody. 11. 593] 

Amongst the Olympians, not only Zeus can deal out severe punishments. Athena, daughter of Zeus, can be seen dealing out a punishment to human Medusa. Medusa was once one of the most beautiful women in the world and according to Freeman: “had many human suitors.”[footnoteRef:15] Even the almighty Poseidon, god of the sea, desired Medusa. One day when Athena supposedly had her gaze elsewhere in the world, Poseidon raped Medusa in the temple of Athena.[footnoteRef:16] Once Athena found out she punished Medusa by turning her into a gorgon, turning her beautiful hair into snakes, taking away the beauty she once had.[footnoteRef:17] Athena reacted to this in almost a monstrous way by punishing the victim of rape. Although in the eyes of Athena, they had both done wrong and she did deserve to punished, Athena punished Medusa for the hubris of the act being within the confines of her temple. [15:  Freeman. P 2012]  [16:  Freeman. P 2012]  [17:  Freeman. P 2012] 

What separates monsters from gods is the justification behind the powerful monstrous acts, and in all cases when gods use their power in a monstrous way it is for the purpose of readdressing the balance where someone has broken a rule or neglected to show honor to the gods. Monsters on the other hand have entirely different motivations for their actions which often appear unprovoked and malicious. The power that the gods have is sometimes used in a monstrous way, although the justification for the use of power takes away the monstrous intentions. 

The relationship between man and god explains the behavior of the gods and justifies it. The relationship of man with their gods is key to their status as a distinct category. Humans do not have a relationship with monsters, they do not make offerings to them and they do not communicate with them. Within the year throughout all of Greece humanity held many festivals in favor of the gods. Within the ancient polis of Athens, they held many festivals to praise gods and goddesses such as Dionysus and Athena. One of the biggest festivals in the year was the Dionysia.[footnoteRef:18] The Dionysia consisted of sacrificial offerings to the gods which were large in scale.[footnoteRef:19] The Monsters of the ancient world were not worshipped, and therefore did not get their own festivals within the religious calendar, and therefore not given sacrificial offerings. For this reason, even though some of the gods do behavior in a monstrous way in certain regards, The difference between them and actual monsters is that they are worshipped and offered sacrifice by humanity and therefore should be considered two separate categories.  [18:  Mikalson. J. 1975]  [19:  Goldhill. S. 1987] 

Monsters can be seen to share certain characteristics. Within Greek mythology, the word 'monster' can used to describe a creature made up of more than one species, commonly known as a hybrid[footnoteRef:20]. Typically, a hybrid monster presents as a creature made up of more than one animal. Creatures are considered monsters in the Ancient world as they do not follow the natural order and therefore strike fear into the hearts of the common folk. One example of a hybrid is that of the harpy. The harpy is depicted as having the wings of a bird and the body and face of a woman.[footnoteRef:21] Not all depictions of the harpies are the same throughout history, as they are also described as having ‘cocks’ heads, wings and human arms.’ By Hyginus.[footnoteRef:22] Although not all depictions are the same, the one constant is that they are made up of more than one species. In this case a bird and a human. We do have instances of hybrids being classified as gods within Greek mythology, the god of nature, Pan. Pan is commonly believed to be the product of Hermes, the messenger god, and Penelope.[footnoteRef:23] Pan is held to be a god within the Greek world as he was born of a god, Hermes, and has spent his life residing with the Olympians. Pan is commonly known to be the god of the wild, flocks and the god of the shepherds. Difference with monsters is that they do not offer any sort of contribution or protection to the humans, whereas Pan protects the flocks and the shepherds. For these reasons, Pan is considered to be a god rather than a monster like the harpies.  [20: Murgatroyd. Paul. 2007. Page 23]  [21:  Vir. Aen. 3.216]  [22:  Hyg. Fab. 14]  [23:  Hdt. 2. 145. 4] 


The gods of the Ancient Greek world were commonly perceived as perfect specimens and of divine beauty with one exception, the god of smithing Hephaestus.[footnoteRef:24] Hera mentions that he was “shriveled of foot.” In saying this she also mentions that he is the only one of all the gods to have some sort of deformity.[footnoteRef:25] With this information it reiterates the idea that the gods are perfectly beautiful beings and that Hephaestus was an anomaly. This distinguishes them into a separate category from the monsters all together.   [24:  HH. 3. 305]  [25:  HH. 3. 305] 

 
With relation to the demise of monsters, heroes tend to be the main cause of death. This portrays the idea that although much bigger than men, the monsters can still be killed. The best example for a monster being much larger than men but still able to be killed is Talos. Talos is a giant made from bronze by the god of smithing, Hephaestus.[footnoteRef:26] Even though Talos was much bigger than that of the Argonauts, who were led by Jason, they still managed to defeat the giant by attacking the nail behind his ankle.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Ps. Apd. Bib 1.9.26]  [27:  Ps. Apd. Bib 1.9.26] 


In conclusion, the elements that separate the gods and monsters in the ancient world have been discussed. The gods of the ancient world were most monstrous when it came to the use of their powers to punish, although due to the justification they felt they had at the time, this separates them from monsters who would no need justification to attack/ punish. The gods of the ancient world were seen as the perfect specimens in the world which comes clear from the Hymn to Apollo. Whereas the monsters consisted of mixing more than one species together to create the abomination. With the worship from the people of Greece at the time alongside these two reasons, it can be believed that although the gods of the ancient world may sometimes act in a monstrous way, they can not in fact be monsters. 
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