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To my parents,
for raising a little monster
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‘All things in this world were born from the minds of men and since all men were mad, they were mad creatures, madly running’

Robert Holdstock, Lavondyss

‘We don’t see things as they are; we see them as we are’

Anaïs Nin, Seduction of the Minotaur


Introduction

Making Beasts
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‘We are unfashioned creatures, but half made up’

Mary Shelley

Have you ever been scared by a monster? Real fear, I mean – the kind that spikes your heart rate and prickles up the back of your neck. In spite of your conscious mind telling you not to be silly, there’s nothing there. I bet that you have, at least once in your life. It might have been some long-fingered presence crouched under your childhood bed or biding its time behind a closet door. It may have been a scaly predator that writhed invisibly under the water while you swam, eyeing up your unprotected ankles. Or a gruesome creature implanted in your mind by a film, that managed to accompany you home from the cinema and slide into a shadowy corner. We’ve all been there, at some point: jumping into our beds and pulling the covers up; braving a dark corridor and quickly turning on the lights after watching a horror film – just to prove to ourselves that there is nothing really there.

I know I have. During sleepovers with friends when I was about eight years old, we made up scary stories for each other. We revelled in the thrills of fear stirred up by each melodramatic conclusion, delivered in voices as ominous as little girls could manage. One night, we conjured a character that would haunt us for months: a wolf that had black ink running in its veins, that could slide like a shadow through the cracks in doorframes to devour you in your bed. Someone came up with the idea that the creature lived in the shrubbery at the bottom of my friend’s garden. That got us really worked up. None of us slept properly for weeks, for fear of seeing the liquid beast slip into our bedrooms. We set about devising ways that it could be overcome. All monsters need an Achilles heel: there has to be an escape clause to the fear. Vampires have their garlic and stakes, werewolves their silver bullets. And the Ink Wolf had a stopper in his back heel that, if unplugged, would drain his ink away and kill him – if you could get to it in time. With that plan, we started to feel a bit better about it, though the creature still lingered in our minds.

Thinking back on it, it’s an odd fantasy. The wolf’s peculiar vital fluids probably had something to do with the fact that we were constantly refilling our fountain pens as we ground through our schoolwork. You might remember some similarly off-beat inventions from your own childhood, monsters that were terrifying at the time but seem silly from the perspective of adulthood. One of the joys of childhood is that you don’t care what anyone thinks, though. Your fantasy world is your own; it can be as strange and nonsensical as you like. That’s also the point of monsters. They’re not meant to be acceptable. They’re meant to be extreme, ridiculous, repulsive things – and all the more captivating for it. The stranger the better.

Despite being abhorrent, monsters are deeply persistent. The unselfconscious freedom of childhood might slip away as we age and our fantasy worlds recede, but monsters stay with us. From the manticores and hydras of the ancient world to the alien Predators and Facehuggers of modern films, our imaginations have always produced monsters and we’ve always been entranced by them. Palaeolithic humans crafted strange hybrids on cave walls, from Europe to Southeast Asia. Dragons appear in different guises in almost every culture. Creature films gross hundreds of millions of dollars in cinema box offices. Monsters have been, and continue to be, so prolific in human imaginations that they must be deeply significant.

So, what exactly are monsters? Pinning this down isn’t easy. Monsters, by their nature, resist definition. They are as varied and shifty as any group collected together under the same name can be. They have none of the physical similarities or shared origins that we use to group things in nature, like rocks or trees or songbirds. They can be unsightly creatures in distant lairs, magical exotic beasts, parasitic aliens, giant enveloping blobs of slime, or humanoid science experiments gone awry. That’s a very mixed crowd to be summed up by a single word.

Very different definitions of monsters have been suggested over history. If you consult a Classical author such as Pliny in the first century, he would wave at anything in Creation that was bizarre or extreme. St Augustine, in the fourth century, might have said that monsters were irrational, non-human beings (he was quite certain that humans were rational beings). The learned seventh-century archbishop, St Isidore of Seville, defined monsters as portents, signs from God that something bad was about to happen. Today, the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) offers two definitions of monsters: ‘a large, ugly, and frightening imaginary creature’ and ‘an inhumanly cruel or wicked person’. How can one word mean so many things? Describing both a person and a non-person, things that exist and that don’t exist. Not all monsters are especially large or frightening, either. What ties all of these ideas together?1

We do have an instinctual sense of what a monster is, which we can demonstrate with a thought experiment. Picture a large, predatory animal like a grizzly bear, something terrifying and deadly if you get too close to it. Is that a monster? Most people would probably say it wasn’t. The grizzly needs something extra for that, to be given some imaginative flair, like gigantic size, the ability to breathe fire, or the freakish addition of an unnatural body part – a scorpion tail or eagle wings. You can build your own bear-manticore in your mind. Compare this to another kind of animal, such as a deep-sea angler fish with its hellish toothy grimace and glassy eyes. Many people might look at a picture of one of those and say it qualified as a monster, even though it couldn’t do much to you if you encountered one. It’s a matter of perspective. The grizzly is a familiar beast, associated with cuddly animals and children’s cartoons. The angler fish isn’t at all familiar: its horrible appearance shocks and repels us. It seems bizarre, almost supernatural, as if it’s been made up.

Monstrousness, then, is in the eye of the beholder. To be a monster, something has to go beyond the boundaries of familiar nature, to confound our expectations in some way. That’s why we think of monsters as ‘large, ugly and imaginary’ because gigantic, horrible and unnatural are all qualities that shock. The boundaries of what is ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ are moveable, though. They depend on what we’re familiar with, the particular view of the world that we have. A deep-sea marine biologist might protest at the idea that an angler fish is a monster, for example. One reason that so many monsters exist is that they have been created in different times and places, emerging from the wide array of worldviews that humans have held.

It’s easier to see how this works from the vantage point of a few hundred years’ distance. During my PhD in History and Philosophy of Science at the University of Cambridge, I went hunting for exotic monsters from the early modern period, spanning from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. On the well-thumbed pages of ancient natural history books, I found malevolent scaly devils, miniature dragons, gargantuan dodos and walruses with very poor sleep hygiene. These were real animals that had been brought to Europe – as body parts or in travellers’ tales – via the trade networks snaking around the globe from European ports such as Amsterdam and Antwerp. People who described these creatures turned many of them into monsters. Some were used as evidence of monsters from ancient myths: the shrivelled skin of a bird of paradise could be a phoenix or a fallen angel, for example. Others were crafted into bizarre, new monsters: the beak and femur of a dodo were evidence of a bird that was so fat it couldn’t even walk, never mind fly. Pangolin skins became the bodies of devilish lizard-pigs. Walrus pelts were the spoils taken from terrible sea monsters.

These ideas seem ridiculous to us now. Why did they make these new creatures into monsters? Why not just odd animals? Were the people who described them delusional? Absolutely not. You don’t get halfway around the world on a ship or write erudite encyclopaedias and philosophical treatises by being gullible or irrational. They didn’t know much about these new things, but they were doing something very rational with the evidence that they did have. They were trying to put together all the new things that they were encountering with their existing view of the world.

These new animals didn’t fit neatly into the traditional picture of the cosmos. They posed a taxonomic problem to naturalists – a dodo or a bird of paradise was not anything like what a bird was meant to be, for example. A walrus made a rather shoddy whale, and a pangolin was a very odd lizard. As the world was explored and expanded, more novel things poured in and more misfits appeared. They started to undermine accepted ancient knowledge from Classical texts and the Bible. So, naturalists matched up what they could with familiar monsters that were already thought to exist in distant places – such as griffons and dragons. They turned other creatures into less extravagant, new monsters. These things ‘beyond nature’ did not really need to fit into what nature was meant to be. As we shall see in here, making a holding-bay of oddball monsters offered some breathing space to decide what to do with them. Over time, new structures for organising the world were built. The accepted picture of nature was reshuffled into something that could comfortably include these beasts. Eventually, they were no longer monsters at all.

By studying the careers of exotic creatures in early modern Europe, I learnt a lot about the European imagination at this time (though almost nothing about walruses or pangolins). As we’ll explore later, the monsters they created were the products of a worldview infused with theological and magical thinking, one that seems alien to us now. New creatures unlike anything that had been encountered before seemed like monsters, and monsters were expected to exist. It’s a good example of the complex relationship between reality and our experience of it. We are not data machines, what we confront in the outside world interacts with what exists in our culturally infused minds. The products of these interactions can show us a great deal about ourselves and how our minds work. Like art or poetry, the monstrous products of our imaginations hold truths.

The word ‘monster’ itself hints at the revelatory quality that monsters have. It comes from the Latin monstrare (to demonstrate) or monere (to warn). As mysterious and shadowy as they might be, monsters are illuminating. They’re signs from the deep that erupt to reveal hidden things about our inner worlds and how we deal with reality – if we dare look hard enough. The boundaries of what is seen as natural and normal to us today are very different to those several hundred years ago. We don’t believe in manticores or sea monsters, and we don’t think a walrus or a pangolin is out of step with nature. But monster-making continues in many other ways. So, what do the monsters we have created over history, and still create today, reveal about us? This is what this book explores: the important part that monsters play in human experience and how we deal with being us. It is an (un)natural history of monsters which is, really, a history of ourselves.2

Storytelling animals

How can we understand what it was like to be human long ago? We can look at objects left behind – the remains of buildings, tools, weapons and ornate jewellery. These can tell us something about how people lived, what they did in the world. In contrast, the stories that have survived the centuries are windows into how they experienced the world. Many myths and legends don’t need to be unearthed; they persist, alive in our memories, transmitted from person to person over time, changing as they go. They give us insight into the minds that have carried them in a way that physical objects cannot. Stories reach much further back in time than formal recorded history does.

Like many other children, I was captivated by the myths of ancient Greece, Egypt and Scandinavia when I was young. I still am – they’re not just for children. These stories conjure landscapes rippling with gods and heroes, magic and monsters. They connect our imaginations with those of people long ago. Some of the monsters we recognise today, such as hydras, sphinxes and dragons, have been kept alive over the centuries in these ancient tales. The monsters always seem more interesting than the heroes that battled them. They have mysterious, wild lives driven by visceral desires and extravagant backstories.

Stories persist because they create meaning from the world. We are, as Jonathan Gottschall described in 2013, ‘storytelling animals’. ‘We are, as a species, addicted to story’, he says. ‘Even when the body goes to sleep, the mind stays up all night, telling itself stories’. Dreams, myths, fairy tales or scriptural allegories aren’t just frivolous fantasy. They use the world as a flexible mirror, revealing truths about our individual and shared humanity. The characters in these tales play out subjective realities in a make-believe landscape. As a deeply social primate species, communal mythologies express and build our shared values. The monsters of stories, therefore, are representations of what a society collectively rejects and fears – there’s nothing like a common enemy to bind people together.3

The psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheim described the importance of fairy tales in The Uses of Enchantment (1978): ‘If one takes these stories as descriptions of reality, then the tales are indeed outrageous in all respects – cruel, sadistic, and whatnot. But as symbols of psychological happenings or problems, these stories are quite true’. For Bettelheim, classic fairy tales, with all their nasty, gritty impact, give children a place to work through the melee of emotions and fantasies they experience as they mature. Stories mutate over time, of course. The modern versions of fairy tales in books and Disney films are relatively watered-down. They don’t deal with the psychological realities of childhood so brutally and directly. But the stories made it to the cinema screen in the first place because they had power. They do not need to represent objective reality to be ‘real’: they reveal psychological realities.4

The monsters in these stories are some of the most important characters. They are formed from elements of ourselves that are as powerful and horrible as the monsters appear. Not all monsters are scary, of course – my early modern pangolins and birds of paradise were quite benign. But the most potent monsters are created from things in ourselves that we don’t like: aggression, cruelty, fear, grief, anxiety. Elements of human nature and experience which we disown or shy away from. Our imaginations package up these aspects into fantastical, horrible beings that can be banished far away, or comfortingly slain by heroes and gods. An even more cunning trick is to label them as other and also imaginary. They’re not us and they were never real in the first place.

It’s an illusion, though. Once we have created monsters, we can’t escape or erase them, because they are parts of ourselves – and they’ll be back. When the scientist in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein creates a patchwork human out of dead bodies, he tries to escape his monster, but ends up spending the rest of his life locked in a cat-and-mouse chase with his creature, trying to kill it or avoid being killed. As much as we want to get rid of monsters, they draw us in – fascinating and horrifying us at the same time. We can push them into the deep seas, the dark of the wildwoods, the barren emptiness of outer space – far away from our cosy living rooms and dinner parties. But we can’t really escape them. They constantly return: in the dark of night, from under the bed, in the unruly spaces of our dreamscapes.

That’s really why monsters are scary. Not because they’re big and ugly, but because they’re exactly the parts of us we’ve pushed away and that threaten to burst violently back in. They’re as big and ugly as the bits of us that they are created from. Monsters are many things, but they are not imaginary: their forms are fanciful, but what they are is very real. This is why understanding how monsters work is part of understanding how we work, and why it is so important to do so. That’s what we’re going to explore in the chapters of this book, along with the many ways it has shaped the Western relationship with the world.

Beastly natures

In one of his notebooks, the fifteenth-century polymath Leonardo da Vinci advised artists: ‘if you wish to make one of your imaginary animals appear natural – let us suppose it to be a dragon – take for its head that of a mastiff or setter, for its eyes those of a cat, for its ears those of a porcupine, for its nose that of a greyhound, with the eyebrows of a lion, the temples of an old cock and the neck of a water-tortoise’. Da Vinci’s recipe is a timeless one, many monsters are collages of animals. Dragons, the primary ‘Ur’ monsters, combine the qualities of reptiles, birds, felines and fish. The Xenomorphs in the film Alien (1979) are predators with mammalian elegance, insect-like joints and moist amphibious skin. They will eat your face and use you as a brooding chamber at the same time – just like a botfly or a Guinea worm would, were they a thousand times the size. The natural world is already full of barely imaginable beings. Take a macro photograph of an ant’s face, all blade-like hairs, implacable compound eyes and industrial jaws. Or watch a ribbon worm feed, suddenly shooting out a sticky thread-like proboscis as big as its body, to grab prey. We don’t need to go far beyond what exists to create monsters.

Our lives are intimately connected with other animals. We’ve always hunted, feared, eaten, observed, mimicked, teamed up with and been fascinated by them. So, of course, they inhabit our fantasies, making up so much of the matter from which we create. They’re living, breathing comparators to our own existence and we use them as symbols for qualities in ourselves: a lion is brave, a donkey is stubborn, a peacock is vain. To borrow a well-known phrase from the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, animals are ‘good to think [with]’. But monstrous creatures are even better.5

We call other animals creatures and beasts – but these words don’t literally mean ‘animals’. They betray so much more about our relationships to other species. The Latin verb creare (to create) became the Middle English creature (something created). The OED defines a creature as ‘an animal, as distinct from a human being’. The Cambridge Dictionary suggests: ‘a life form that is unusual or imaginary’. Merriam-Webster lists: ‘something created either animate or inanimate, being a lower animal, a human being, or a being of anomalous or uncertain aspect of nature’ and ‘one that is the servile dependent or tool of another’. To be ‘creaturely’ is to be conceived by and indentured to human whims.

The word beast is interesting, too. The OED traces how the word bestia in Latin became beste in Old French and remained beast since Middle English. It can be some kind of animal ‘as opposed to humans’, either ‘domestic’ or a ‘large or dangerous four-footed one’. The second layer of meaning attaches moral values: someone with ‘brutish or untamed’ qualities, or an ‘objectionable or unpleasant’ person or thing, even ‘inhumanly cruel, violent or depraved’. Beasts are defined by what we do not want to be.6

As much as we don’t like to admit it, we’re beastly creatures too, with the ability to be cruel, violent and depraved like any other – perhaps more so. We’re animals among animals, organic beings with all the inevitable limitations. This worries us, which is one reason why monstrous creatures have run riot through our imaginations. The cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker described how our animal state has motivated our culture: ‘The real world is simply too terrible to admit. It tells man that he is a small trembling animal who will someday decay and die’. Cultural ‘illusions’ give us an escape, making ‘man seem important, vital to the universe, immortal in some ways’. Culture allows us to create mythologies for living which make existence easier; to structure the world to make it manageable. We make gods to reach for, to give us the hope of immortality on the one hand. We make and eject monstrous beasts, to push our beastly natures away, on the other.7

Many of our most important monsters have been created from the other animals which we both kill and fear being killed by. The American writer David Quammen points out that ‘every once in a while, a monstrous carnivore emerged like doom from a forest or a river to kill someone and feed on the body’, which meant that ‘among the earliest forms of self-awareness was the awareness of being meat’. The wolves, tigers, crocodiles, bears, lions and all the other animals that will kill and consume humans on occasion are more than just dangerous, they’re reality checks. A human body can very quickly become food. We have dealt with threatening ‘alpha predators’, as Quammen calls them, by mythologising them into gods and denigrating them as monsters. We’ve also killed most of them off.8

Western scholars and theologians have spent thousands of years trying to distinguish the ‘human’ from the ‘animal’. The answers to ‘what makes us special?’ have changed over history: from divine priority and the possession of a soul to complex language, self-awareness and abstract thought. We have created codes of civilised conduct to firmly repress the wilder parts of our minds and behaviours. We placed ourselves at the top of a hierarchy above all other living things and wove elaborate myths of Divine Order to reinforce the idea. From Aristotle onwards, the Scala Naturae or ‘Great Chain of Being’ shaped the way the West saw the natural world. It placed man just below God and the Angels, with other lifeforms arranged below in order of increasing simplicity, from birds and mammals, to reptiles and amphibians, to insects and shelled things. Poised in a lonely position between God and a pile of lowly beasts, the only sensible way was up: to differentiate ourselves from ‘lower beings’ and reach for the divine.9

The result of ‘ten thousand years of modernity’ has been, as natural philosopher Melanie Challenger puts it, to deliver ‘an animal that doesn’t think it’s an animal’. Or, we could say, an animal that hasn’t liked to think it’s an animal, but has constantly worried about the difference. We have emphasised the qualities such as self-consciousness that we think are distinctly human, to separate ourselves from nature while trying to suppress the parts of ourselves that tug towards animality. But, severing our connection to our creatureliness also alienates us from the organic world and all it vitally gives us. It turns us into partial beings fending off beastly ‘others’. The history of our monstrous creatures reveals our ambivalence towards, and need for, our animal natures. They’re the shrapnel in the wounds of this vexed relationship. They might also be key to healing it.10

There is far more to be said than I intend to say about the monsters that straddle the uneasy boundaries between the human and the animal. These include the bearded ladies and other fairground exhibits; horrible caricatures of race and nationality; people vilified because of their developmental disorders and even our relationships with great apes and other primates. It is an area wrought with political and social complexity, often tied to the operation of power and empire, which requires its own handling.

This book investigates the wider menagerie of monstrous beasts that have helped shape our minds, our societies, and our understanding of our place in nature: the creatures we think with. We begin with stories of chaos and creation, coming full circle to our fantasies of Apocalypse and its catastrophic beasts. Moving from our earliest art through to recent media, we’ll trace the history of our monstrous imaginings. We’ll see that human nature has not changed much across the millennia, as much as we have changed the world around us. Now, when our relationship to nature is on a precipice, we need to understand our monsters more than ever.

Beware: it’s not for the faint-hearted.
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