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Can gods be monsters?
[bookmark: _GoBack]The term ‘monster’ has evolved over time. It is derived from the Latin term monstrum, which is in turn connected to moneo, meaning advise or warn. Originally used in connection with portents or divine omens from the gods, the definition changed into the meaning of that which is uncanny, applying to creatures, people or things.[footnoteRef:1] However, according to the Oxford Dictionary, the term has another meaning, and can be applied to “an inhumanly cruel or wicked person”.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will be discussing to what extent the term ‘monster’ can be applied to ancient Greek deities. It will be split into two sections, the first will discuss the origins of monsters, and in what circumstances they can develop, and comparing this to the way that different manifestations of deities are represented, using Pausanias’ description of Demeter as a case-study. The second section will focus on the hybrid representations of deities, and will discuss to what extent classified as ‘monstrous’. [1:  Murgatroyd, P. 2007. 1; Cohen, J.J. 1996. 4]  [2:  Oxford Dictionary. 2017.] 

Monsters have always played an important role in the development of narratives within societies. In modern times, this takes the form of the supernatural, such as vampires, werewolves, and zombies, represented in films or in fiction, to give us the thrill of a scare in a safe and controlled environment. However, in antiquity, monsters played a much more vital role in narratives, monsters acted as a personification of a society’s fears, worries and desires, so that people could explore them comfortably and without fear of reproach.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Murgatroyd, P. 2007. 1] 

In the context of antiquity, modern scholarship focuses primarily on the classical definition, as mentioned in the introduction, conjoining it to the concept of ‘otherness’. Referring to a monster as ‘other’ allows people to distance themselves from the ideas that the monster itself personifies, using it as a scape-goat for thoughts, ideas and feelings that do not otherwise have a place within civilised society. Cohen defines the ‘otherness’ of a monster as a “refusal to participate in the classificatory "order of things"”.[footnoteRef:4] If the monster is ‘other’ from ones’ self and society, it exists beyond the edges of that society and the “order of things”, and therefore not bound by social norms or practices. Furthermore, it allows for the comparison of one’s humility and civility against something that is completely out of social norms, providing a sense of validation that otherwise could not be achieved.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Cohen, J.J. 1996. 6]  [5:  Cohen, J.J. 1996. 4] 

According to Cohen, a monster is created “as an embodiment of a certain cultural moment – of a time, a feeling and a place”.[footnoteRef:6] A similar embodiment can be found within the divine. Like monsters, gods represent a range of different emotions, ideas, hopes and fears, some positive, such as Demeter representing the harvest and plenty, and some negative, such as Ares, representing war and battle-lust. Whilst these different aspects are represented throughout Greek religion, there is not necessarily a fixed theology, and so what these gods can represent can be wrapped and changed into innumerable different meanings.[footnoteRef:7] This is especially potent in local cults and sanctuaries, as the individual representations of the gods would emphasise these thoughts, making the worship more personalised.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Cohen, J.J. 1996. 4]  [7:  Gould, J. 1993. 8]  [8:  Kindt, J. 2012. 124] 

One such local sanctuary is that of Demeter Melania, a manifestation of Demeter worshiped on Mount Elaius in Phigalia.[footnoteRef:9] Pausanias in his work Description of Greece, describes this manifestation as represented as a woman, but with a horse head and hair, with images of serpents and wild animals emerging from it.[footnoteRef:10] Whilst the hybrid nature of this goddess could in itself be described as monstrous, it is the goddess’ actions that appear to be the most monstrous. In a description of events from Pausanias, he describes how the Phigalians are faced with a famine after neglecting to replace the image of Demeter Melania after it burnt down, and so consult a Pythian priestess and were faced with this divination: [9:  Paus. 8.42.1 ]  [10:  Paus. 8.42.1; Aston, E. 2011.99] 

“Because she was deprived of privileges and ancient honors given by men of former times. And soon will she make you eat each other and feed on your children, Unless you appease her anger with libations offered by all your people, And adorn with divine honors the nook of the cave.” (Paus. 8.42.6)
This passage demonstrates the more chaotic side of Demeter Melania, whom embodies the absence of cultivation, and famine and so forces humans into a more primitive state, even forcing them to cannibalism. This primitive nature caused by Demeter Melania also shows in the type of offerings that the cult makes, for example Aston mentions that the act of bloodless sacrifices was common in Phigalia, and consisted of various fruits and goods that could be considered primitive in nature (those that have not been cultivated) such as, acorns, honey and raw wool with grain notably absent from the list.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Aston, E. 2011. 102; Paus.8.42.11] 

Aston draws connections between the cults of Demeter Melania and Zeus Lykaios of Mount Lykaion, as both cults have traditions centred around cannibalism. [footnoteRef:12] In Phigalia, as seen in the passage above, cannibalism is used as a divine punishment for failing to maintain the appropriate sacrifices and respects to the gods. However, the cult of Zeus Lykaios has its foundations in the myth of Lykaon, whom rather than fail to make the appropriate sacrifice, sacrifices transgressivly, essentially feeding a disguised Zeus the bowels of a native child, and as retribution was transformed into a wolf.[footnoteRef:13] This comparison is key to Aston’s argument as it shows that the punishments surrounding neglectful and transgressive sacrifices can be severe, and serve as a cautionary tale for those attempting to make such sacrifices. [12:  Aston, E. 2011. 102]  [13:  Paus.8.3.2; Apollod. 3.8.1; Ovid. Met 1.199-243; ] 

Referring to Cohen’s original definition of a monster, the fact that we do not find any other reference to this sanctuary or this manifestation of Demeter beyond Pausanias means that this deity was worshiped within a specific area at a certain time, and so was born out of very real fears and worries of the Phigalians. The fear of famine must have been especially significant to the Phigalians, and so worshiped this manifestation of Demeter as a safe-guard against the regression to a primitive state and potentially cannibalism. As such, Demeter Melania meets all of the qualifications to be considered a monster by the description given by Cohen. The appearance of Demeter Melania, with the horse head on a woman’s body, sets her apart from our traditional ideas of the Pan Hellenistic pantheon, however, the hybrid nature of her manifestation is not uncommon.
Mixanthropy or μιξ-άνθρωπος, ον, according to the Liddell-Scott-Jones Greek-English Lexicon translates into ‘half man, half brute’.[footnoteRef:14] Aston uses this term to describe anthropomorphic beings with hybrid characteristics, including Greek deities.[footnoteRef:15] As mentioned previously, fully hybrid deities are not uncommon in Greek religion, usually appearing in localised cults. However, mixanthropy is rarely depicted in literary sources, it mainly occurs in descriptions of iconography, such as Pausanias’ account of Demeter Melania, or in iconography itself.[footnoteRef:16] A particular section of Greek religion that does embrace mixanthropic deities is that of river and ocean gods. [14:  The Online Liddell-Scott-Jones Greek-English Lexicon. 2007.]  [15:  Aston, E. 2011. ]  [16:  Aston, E. 2011. 57] 

Achelous is a deity of the river with the same name in the territory of the Acarnanians and the Aetolians.[footnoteRef:17] In iconography and myth Achelous is commonly associated with Heracles, as he plays a key role surrounding Hercules and Deianeira. In this myth, Hercules must defeat Achelous in combat to win the hand of Deianeira in marriage. Whilst not describing Achelous’ appearance as mixanthropic in nature, shape-changing does feature heavily within the narrative.[footnoteRef:18] For example, in order to win the combat, Hercules had to best Achelous in the forms of a serpent, a bull and a man-bull hybrid.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Strab.Geo. 10.2.19]  [18:  Aston, E. 2011. 83]  [19:  Ovid.Met.8. 725; 879; Strabo. Geo.10. 2. 19] 
Fig. 1 Heracles and the river-god Achelous, Athenian red-figure krater C5th B.C.

 In Greek art, Achelous is almost always represented in his third form, a bull-man hybrid. Represented with the body of a bull, and horns, but with a human face and a beard as can be seen in Figure 1, Achelous is very different from our traditional ideas of the gods.[footnoteRef:20] The image in Figure 1 is depicting the scene of Achelous’ defeat, where Hercules has torn off a horn that, depending on the version of the myth, is transformed into the cornucopia and is about to declare victory.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Aston, 2011. 83]  [21:  Ovid.Met.8. 725; 879] 
Fig 2. Theseus and the Minotaur, Athenian red-figure stamnos C5th B.C

‘Final blow’ scenes are not uncommon in depictions of the achievements of heroes in antiquity, as can be seen in Figure 2, which represents the coming of the final blow from Theseus to defeat the Minotaur, a classic example of where a hero prevails over a monstrous creature.[footnoteRef:22] In this scene, we can clearly see that there is a power dynamic between the hero and his opponent. The stance of Theseus, leaning back to thrust his sword for presumably the final time, is one of dominance and the Minotaur’s stance, even though clearly still struggling for victory, is one of defeat. This is similar to Hercules’ stance in Figure 1, as leaning over Achelous’ head with club raised is clearly one of dominance, it even appears that Achelous is depicted with his head bowed, in some way accepting his defeat. [22:  Plut. Thes. 15.] 

If we compare the two images, despite their similar compositions there are subtle differences between the two. For example, whilst both heroes’ stances are of dominance, in Theseus’ scene we get the impression that this is clearly a heroic victory over a monstrous creature after a battle which caused injuries on both sides. Theseus’ positioning over the Minotaur, and the Minotaur’s kneeling, gives us the impression that the next thrust will be the mortal blow.  
On the other hand, if we look at Figure 1 where a similar scene is occurring, neither participant seems to be fatally injured, or injured in any way apart from Achelous’ horn being broken off. In counter to this, we could put this down to the interaction between the two was only supposed to be a wrestling match, where neither participant was supposed to be fatally injured, in contrast to the Minotaur, whom Theseus specifically set out to kill. Both scenes depict a hero’s dominance and victory over a monstrous hybrid opponent, and as such, in this situation, the term monster would situationally apply to Achelous, even though Achelous himself isn’t necessarily monstrous.
The theme of hybrid entities seems to be prevalent in circa 5th century Athenian pottery. As shown previously hybrid creatures can be shown as the monstrous opponents to heroes, even if their intentions aren’t necessarily evil. Occasionally, gods can be represented on their own, rather than as the opponent of a hero. One such example of this is Nereus, also known as the ‘Old Man of the Sea’ as shown in Figure 3.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Hes. Th. 207] 

Similar to Achelous, the actual appearance of Nereus is never described in literature. However, also like Achelous, descriptions of Nereus’ powers of shape-shifting are prevalent in literature and play a key role in myths surrounding him. Looking at the examples of Nereus and Achelous, hybridity seems to play a key role in how these deities are represented, and are two theories of why this is. The first comes from Aston, and that is that the hybrid nature of the deities represent the domains in which they reside.[footnoteRef:24] The second is that the use of mixanthropic characteristics is to represent their powers of shape-shifting that they are so well known for in myths. [24:  Aston, E. 2011. 57] 
Fig 3. Nereus the Old Man of the Sea, Athenian red-figure amphora C5th B.C

Whilst both theories may apply, it is interesting that the artists chose to represent these gods in monstrous forms, rather than as idealised humans like many of the Greek pantheon. My interpretation of the evidence is that as these deities resided in the mortal world, unlike other gods whom are more commonly anthropomorphised such as Zeus and Poseidon, there is a need to separate them from the rest of society, and so are represented as hybrids in order to show that they are not part of "order of things" and so show them as ‘other’.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Cohen, J.J. 1996. 6] 

In conclusion, the term monster has many connotations, some are negative, such as the English definition, however, some can be seen as more positive, or at least more neutral, such as Cohen’s definition. After writing this essay, I have reached the conclusion that whilst there may never be a clear-cut definition of the term monster, Cohen’s definition is the clearest and most rational. Monsters do not necessarily have to be evil creatures, but they are definitely born out of a society’s thoughts and ideas at a specific time that may not have a place within social norms, and are used as a source of justification and validation of one’s humanity. 
Whilst deities fit into Cohen’s definition of a monster, deities also fit into the classical definition. They are in some way uncanny creatures, as they have human emotions and temperaments but are amplified to almost supernatural levels. Furthermore, the appearance and representation of some deities sit well within the realm of the uncanny as they look like us but with some major differences, such as hybridity.
Demeter Melania fits perfectly into Cohen’s definition of a monster. We can see from Pausanias’ description of events that this manifestation was born out of the fear of famine through crop failure, and the under-riding fear of regression into a primitive state, and the potential threat of cannibalism. On the other hand, Nereus and Achelous fit into the more traditional definitions of monsters, with Achelous being represented as a monstrous hybrid of a bull and human and Nereus being represented with a fish tail and so could be considered monstrous beings.
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