
How is Monstrosity used in the Representation of Chronology?

	At the beginning of the Cosmos, monsters roamed the world and therefore in order to
balance this out heroes were born1. These included the well known Heracles, and his twelve
labours, as well as Theseus and Perseus. In order to look at how monstrosity is used to affect
narrative chronology, I will be focusing on the tales of Odysseus and the many monsters he
encountered in his travels as well as as examining a handful of Heracles’ labours to see how
monsters create a time consuming problem for these specific heroes. I will also be looking at
Hesiod’s Theogony and his take on chronology in the cosmos. By doing so, I will be arguing that monsters both delay heroes and that they help move the narrative along.

	Before looking at The Odyssey, one reason that monstrosity is used in the representation of chronology can be found in Hesiod’s Theogony. Hesiod gives us the history of the Greek world
from its very beginning, including the birth of monsters and their demises2. Although they only
feature in a small section of the entire work, Clay argues that this is because Hesiod felt obliged to
write about them3, but, alternately, they are seen as a very important part of the story even
though they appear to have a very short lifespan. The reason for this is that Hesiod does not work
to a timeline and therefore the monsters die shortly after they are born. In the Theogony it is not
uncommon, especially in this section, for heroes to spring forth and defeat the monster before they are even born themselves4. A total of six monsters share such a fate with one another5.

	One of the main examples of this is the Gorgon Medusa who was beheaded by the hero, Perseus6. She is the only one of her sisters who is mortal and upon dying, she gave birth to Pegasus and Chrysaor7. In the Theogony she was born and killed within just a few lines, with Perseus suddenly appearing to decapitate her8. With Medusa’s birth occurring fairly early on in the poem and therefore early on in the cosmic order, it is slightly too early for the time of heroes who appear later on in the history of the Cosmos. However, with the idea that monsters were created for Heroes to dispatch, it is not too hard to see why Hesiod wrote it this way; monsters are dangerous and therefore the less time they spend alive the better9. This goes against the idea that Hesiod only wrote about them because he felt obligated to do so.


	Another monster that has a similar fate to Medusa in the Theogony is the Nemean Lion10. Heracles, like Perseus, appears fairly quickly to dispatch this foe. This particular labour of
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Heracles leads onto another point as to how monstrosity is used to change the linear order of events.  Monsters always seem to create a time consuming problem for the heroes to face or overcome. The reason the Nemean Lion is a good example for this is because his fur is impenetrable, meaning that no weapon can harm him11.

	Time being consumed by monsters is not more prevalent, therefore in the Odyssey. In this particular tale, the hero, Odysseus, goes up against multiple foes, including multiple monsters. The first monster that stood out as causing a time consuming issue were the Lotus-Eaters, which are mentioned in Book 9. The Lotus-Eaters are a great example of representing chronology because they give their prey lotus to feed on, which stops them thinking about home and any thoughts about wanting to leave their island12. Their section in the Odyssey is relatively short at only ten lines in total as they do not pose any real threat to Odysseus and his men’s lives. However, they literally represent the forgetting of time and have a hold on Odysseus’ men until he forces them back to the ships.

	The next monster to provide a time consuming problem in this tale is Polyphemus the Cyclops. He literally stops the story from progressing by blocking the entrance to his cave off with a big boulder, stopping Odysseus and his men from escaping his clutches13. The Cyclops are an odd species of monster in the Odyssey. It is Odysseus’ mistake that leads to his men’s demise, as he makes them stay for longer on the island because of his fascination for the cyclops, than they previously wanted to. This is important because Odysseus falls into the trap of wasting time on the island to get to know the Cyclops better14, thus the hero uses the monster to stop the progression of the timeline. What is also interesting about the Cyclops in this story is that as a whole they live separately from society, making it a lengthy journey just to reach them. Furthermore, they do not have any laws in their society but are favourites of the gods who are lenient and help them15.This is important in the story because Polyphemus ignores the rights of guests and strangers set by Zeus, which shows that he disregards the gods, even though they help the Cyclops’ society as a whole16. This relates to the idea of monstrosity representing chronology because if Polyphemus had kept to these rules, Odysseus and his men would have been able to leave the island together a lot more easily and quickly, with all the men present.


	The next monsters that represent chronology in the Odyssey are Scylla and Charybdis. To begin with, the first issue of time that these two monsters create is that Odysseus has to sail around and through Scylla and Charybdis, not once but twice in his tale. The first time Odysseus travelled their way, he knew what to expect from Circe. She also warned him not to fight Scylla for
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she was immortal17. This is representative of chronology because she is eternal and therefore goes against the natural order of life and death. This is important because Odysseus knows he cannot win if he fights her and yet does so anyway18, which can be seen as a way in which Odysseus tries to go against time itself and tries to be as fast as possible in order to not get eaten, which ultimately does not matter as Scylla does not go after him, just his men19. Another reason these two monsters affect the representation of chronology is because they are situated close together, one in the sea and the other on a high cliff20. When one is approaching them, the leader would have to take time to choose who to risk, the whirlpool or the invincible six headed creature21, as killing them clearly is not an option22. Odysseus comments on this, especially Scylla and her invincibility, “And thanks to the father of men and gods Scylla did not catch sight of me. Otherwise nothing could have saved me from certain death.”23 This is important because regarding matters of time this fight could have seriously delayed his return home, especially as he would have had to have come up with some elaborate and time consuming escape plan for him and his comrades. Furthermore, even after Odysseus’ second run in with Charybdis, time continued to be delayed as “Nine days of drifting followed.”24 

	The final type of monster I will be concentrating on from the tale of the Odyssey is the Sun-God’s Cattle. Although they are not necessarily considered monsters, they still are not normal cattle as their numbers never change, staying at three hundred and fifty, meaning they do not die25. These represent a challenge to linear chronology for this very reason. Like Scylla , they are immortal and therefore should be a constant in the timeline. However, although they are immortal, in that they do not age, they can be killed, as we see from Odysseus’ men eating them26. The second reason the cattle disrupt the narrative’s chronology is because they create temptation after Odysseus and his men are stuck on the island. They are told that the cattle cannot be touched and Odysseus tells his men this27, but in the end, the men cannot wait any longer and go against these orders as they have been trapped on the island for about a month. This simple act helps the story to move on and for some action to happen, almost as if Homer uses the demise of the Sun-God’s cattle as a way to move the story forward after being stuck for so long in one place due to a storm. Allan ultimately blames Odysseus for his men’s demise28, however, if you look at this part of the story from the perspective of time, it is clear to see that the temptation after waiting for so long with little food, proves too much for Odysseus’ men. This lays bare the
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difference between heroes and normal men in this story- Odysseus held more patience than them29. 

	Moving on from the Odyssey, as mentioned briefly above, monsters being used as time consuming devices within narratives can also be seen in Heracles’ twelve labours. The labours themselves take around 10 years for Heracles to complete and conquer, which effectively demonstrates this point30. As mentioned above, the first example of this is the labour regarding the Nemean Lion. With its invulnerable fur, Heracles had to find another way to kill this foe, which if it had been a normal animal, would not have taken very long at all. Another one of the labours that requires a lot of time in prior thinking and then execution is that of the the Erymanthian boar, in which Heracles is tasked with bringing it back alive31. This particular labour and monster affect time because the task itself would have taken a lot longer than if Heracles just had to simply kill the Erymanthian boar. The final monster from Heracles’ labours is the Hydra32. This particular monster is an especially good example of time wasting as he could regrow heads, and even then Heracles was unable to completely kill it, having to bury its immortal head to stop it regenerating33. As we can see from these examples of Heracles labours, they are prime examples of monstrosity being used to disrupt chronology because not only do they create a time problem, but the reward for Heracles in doing these twelve labours is immortality- the monsters are a bridge between the mortal and immortal realm where time works in different ways, hence each of the labours are time consuming and difficult34.

In conclusion, we can see that there are many different ways in which monstrosity could be addressed in a discussion concerning representing chronology in Greek mythology. First we have Hesiod’s Theogony. This particular source is interesting because Hesiod refuses to use a standard form of chronology, and instead mentions heroes before they are born in order to get rid of the monsters that had just been born. The best example of this is Medusa, who was killed by Perseus35 as heroes came into existence later on in the cosmos, and therefore later on in Hesiod’s works, but also because their very existence relies on monsters to be defeated, as if that is their sole purpose36. We can also see the representation of chronology in the way that the monsters create time consuming issues that our heroes must overcome. 


	The most prominent story this can be seen in is the Odyssey by Homer, in which Odysseus must overcome multiple monsters in order to get back home. The first monster from this tale to interact with issues of time consumption are the Lotus-Eaters. They literally stop people from
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leaving their island by feeding them lotus that puts mortals in a trance37. The next monster is Polyphemus, the Cyclops who defies Zeus and traps Odysseus and his men in a cave. It can be argued that Odysseus fell into a time trap himself as the Cyclops monster intrigues him, although this ends disastrously as some of his men end up being eaten.  Following on from this, two more monsters in the Odyssey that affect chronology are Scylla and Charybdis. Odysseus has to pass these two foes twice which wastes time. Furthermore Scylla is immortal38 and therefore does not conform to the chronological progression of a hero. This also means that Odysseus knows that he cannot beat her in a battle and therefore has to spend more time looking for another way around the battle. Being situated close together, heroes or unlucky souls who travelled their way, would have to take the time to navigate between them, avoiding being sucked down by the whirlpool as well as being eaten. The last monster in the Odyssey that could show how monstrosity represents chronology is the Sun-God’s Cattle. In conclusion, it can be seen that these cattle also do not die and their numbers never change. Moreover, Odysseus and his men are stuck on the Island with them for a long time, and until Odysseus’ men eat them, time in the story was at a standstill, meaning that the cattle move time along, an essential narrative device within the story relating to chronology.  

Finally the last monsters that have an impact on the representation of chronology in the sense that they delay heroes, can be seen in Heracles’ labours, especially the Nemean Lion, The Hydra of Lerna and the Erymanthian boar. The Nemean lion has an impenetrable hide and therefore Heracles must find other ways of killing it, The Hydra is immortal and can regrow heads, meaning Heracles must think of another way to dispose of this particular monster and finally Heracles is asked to bring the boar back alive. All of the above, monsters found in Heracles’ twelve labours, Hesiod’s Theogony and in Odyssey all help affect the narratives’ chronology in different ways from being immortal or physically stop the hero from moving on.
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