[image: image1.jpg]Strange beasts, monstrous or magical, are at the heart
of folklore. We can find them in every region of Europe
from the Baltic to the Mediterranean. A three-headed
dog guarded the entrance to the classical Underworld;
goat-headed monsters once peopled Ireland; reindeer
with supernatural powers roamed the plains of
Scandinavia. lan Littlewood examines why these
fabulous beasts loom so large in our mythologies
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Lords of creation we may be, but for most of
human history it was the animals to which
we ascribed extraordinary power. They had
speed, strength, agility and perception far
beyond our reach. This bred fear, for the
unknown has always troubled us. In times of
danger, when confronted with uncertainty
about what might lurk in the dark or at the
depths of the sea, we have projected our
fears onto weird and wonderful beasts. From
the monster Grendel, slain by Beowulf, to
the great shark that terrorizes a peaceful
American community in Jaws, the threat to
civilized human life has time and again been
presented in the form of a monstrous beast.

Inner demons
But the beast can also come from within. It
is no coincidence that vampires and were-
wolves continue to inspire a stream of
popular novels and films. These creatures
frighten us, and yet, half-human, they claim
a kinship with us as well. Perhaps that is
why monsters like Godzilla or King Kong
can sometimes inspire an unexpected affec-
tion that turns them from villains to heroes.
The fascination with mythical beasts
stretches from ancient Egypt to the electron-
ic culture of our time. Monsters, like football
stars, have their websites and their fan clubs.
The examples that follow suggest just how
broadly this thread is woven into popular
European history.
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[image: image3.jpg]few kilometres outside Cairo, just in front of the

pyramid of Chephren (Khafre), sits what must

surely be one of the strangest and most haunt-

ing monuments ever created by man. With

its face to the rising sun, the Great Sphinx is the massive

sandstone image, carved some 4,500 years ago, of a creature
known to the Arabs as Abu al-Hawl, ‘Father of Terror’.

Deadly riddle
Sometime in the second millennium, the Sphinx found its
way into Greek mythology. According to legend, the city of
Thebes had been brought to its knees. First ravaged by
plague, it was now terrorized by this monstrous apparition
with the head of a woman, the body of a lion and the wings
of a bird. The Sphinx had taken up
her position on a high rock over-
looking the road into the city.
Any traveller who wished to
pass had to answer her
riddle. If they succeeded,
they could go on their
way; the price of failure
was death. One after
another, the wayfarers
were baffled by the
Sphinx’s riddle and the
death toll mounted. It was at
this point that Oedipus stepped

forward to save the city. Once again the Sphinx posed her
fatal question: ‘What animal goes on four legs in the morn-
ing, two at mid-day and three in the evening?’ Oedipus
replied that it was man, for he crawls on hands and knees in
childhood, walks erect when in his prime and uses a stick in
old age. Vanquished, the Sphinx hurled herself from the
rock to her death, leaving Oedipus to return in triumph to
marry the queen of Thebes. His moment of glory was short-
lived; ahead of him lay the discovery that his royal wife was
in fact his own mother and that the traveller he had once
killed in a roadside dispute was his father.

Enigma

All that now remains of the legend of the Sphinx is the enig-
matic motif that recurs in Greek and Egyptian art. Usually
depicted wearing the royal head-dress and a ritual beard, the
Sphinx was probably in origin a sun god. It is only because it
has spent much of its four and a half millennia buried in the
sheltering sand that the Great Sphinx of Gizeh can still be
seen at all. Since the 18th century, its soft sandstone has had
to endure the attentions of Turkish soldiers (it was probably
they rather than Napoleon’s troops who used it for target

practice), of generations of tourists, and most recently of
some ill-considered efforts at restoration. Over 70 metres
long and 20 metres tall, with eyes two metres high, it is now
a battered relic of its former self. That it can still make visi-
tors stop and catch their breath is an extraordinary tribute to
its power to inspire awe.
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n the 19305, Picasso executed a series of 15 engrav-

ings which took the Minotaur as their motif. Ten

years later, the French writer André Gide picked up

the same theme in one of his last works, Thésée
(1946). For much of his working life, the sculptor Michael
Ayrton was obsessed with this one recurring figure. What is
this strange creature, half man and half bull, that seems to
exert such power over the artist's imagination?

Dangerous liaison

Legend has it that Minos, the king of Crete famed for his sea
power, was the son of Zeus and a favourite of the gods. But
this proved his undoing. When Poseidon sent him a snow-
white bull from the sea, Minos unwisely kept the beautiful
creature for himself, rather than sacrificing it according to
Poseidon’s original wish. In retaliation, the angry god
arranged for Pasiphaé, the wife of Minos, to fall madly in
love with the bull. To satisfy her passion, she enlisted the
help of Daedalus, the king’s architect, who constructed a
wonderfully lifelike wooden cow inside which Pasiphaé
could conceal herself to couple with the bull. The monstrous
beast that emerged from this union was the Minotaur.

It was to hide this creature that Minos ordered Daedalus
to build the Cretan labyrinth, an ingenious maze from which
1o one could escape. Every year, the people of Athens were
obliged to pay Minos a tribute of seven youths and seven
maidens. These were to be the Minotaur’s quarry; consigned
sly in search of
escape until, one by one, they were eventually discovered

to the labyrinth, they wandered helples

and devoured by the beast. Finally, Theseus, later to become
king of Athens, was chosen to join the company of tributary
victims. It was he, with the help of Minos’s daughter
Ariadne, who ultimately killed the Minotaur.

Cult worship

Like so many of these legends, the story has roots of a kind
in historical reality. Relics of the Minoan civilization that
flourished in the second millennium BC suggest that there
was indeed a cult of bull worship. Surviving frescoes from
the palace excavated at Knossos show scenes of young men
and women leaping over bulls in some form of ritual per-
formance. As for the labyrinth, it may well have been the
elaborate palace itself that gave rise to the myth. Certainly

there were labyrinthine designs engraved on Cretan coins.

Whatever the truth, the central figure of the Minotaur
has retained its sullen power. When Danté placed it at the
entrance to the seventh circle of hell, he had in mind an
image of violence and brutality, but for 20th-century artists
there was another side to the story. More often it was the
dangerous, desirable sensuality of this half-human monster
that inflamed their imagination.
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[image: image5.jpg]iraculous beasts have never been quite as
popular as monstrous ones, but there are
some exceptions. For example, when
Perseus succeeded in cutting off the head
of the deadly Medusa, whose very gaze was enough to turn a
man to stone, a winged horse sprang from her blood. Today
this horse is probably more familiar to us than it was to the
ancient Greeks. Adopted by a host of businesses from insur-
ance companies to e-mail systems, footwear stores to satel-
lite TV networks, the name of Pegasus has become an
inescapable part of our culture.

Special advantage

In a world where monsters were never far away, a flying
horse had special appeal. It was Pegasus that successfully
carried Perseus to the rescue of Andromeda, for example.
(According to legend, the beautiful Ethiopian princess had
been chained naked to a rock in sacrifice to a sea-monster
that had brought terror to the land. But, holding up the dead
Medusa’s head, Perseus transformed the monster into a
promontory of rocks.) Pegasus went on to become a
favourite of the Muses; grazing on Mount Helicon, he
caused the Hippocrene fountain to gush forth with a blow of
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his hoof. However, this tranquil life among the Muses was
interrupted by the appearance of Chimaera. This fire-breath-
ing monster — a mixture of lion, goat and dragon — was
devastating the country of Lycia in what is now southern
Turkey. When the hero Bellerophon undertook to kill it, he
was advised by a goddess to seek the help of Pegasus. She
gave him a golden bridle and told him of the fountain in
Corinth where Pegasus liked to drink. With the aid of the
bridle, Bellerophon mounted Pegasus and swept to an easy
victory. But the flight had intoxicated him.

Lofty aml
Determined to fly up to the gods, he urged Pegasus on
towards heaven until Zeus, offended by his presumption, sent
a gadfly to bite the horse. It reared and hurled its rider back to
earth. Lame and blinded, Bellerophon ended his days as an
unhappy wanderer. Pegasus, however, flew on to heaven,

where he became a constellation. Baroque painters of the 17th
century sometimes picture him as the mount of Aurora as she
leads the sun into the sky, scattering flowers on her way.

Monsters like the Minotaur speak to us of our kinship
with animals, but Pegasus reminds us of something else.
For poets through the ages — Shakespeare, Schiller, Milton,
Blake and many others — the winged horse has acted as a
symbol of the spiritual flights of which humankind is capa-
ble. In a mythology replete with destructive monsters,
vicious humans and selfindulgent gods, Pegasus has
become the soaring image of a higher aspiration.






[image: image6.jpg]A £ all the horrors encountered by Homer's
Odysseus on his wanderings, the most
pitiable, he says, was the sight of six of his
crew struggling helplessly in the grasp of
Scylla, the fabled sea-monster with 12 swaying arms and six
heads. There can be little doubt that what inspired this myth
is a creature that later came to be known as the Kraken.

Monstrous size

As early as the 12th century there were tales from
Scandinavia of a monster so huge that it could be mistaken
by sailors for a chain of small islands. The Kraken was reck-
oned to be up to 2.4 kilometres long, with fearsome horns
and long tentacles that could demast a ship or wrap them-
selves round the hull and drag it down to destruction. Such
was its bulk that, when it dived, the suction alone was
enough to pull a ship spinning down into the depths.
Unsuspecting sailors were said to have landed on the crea-
ture’s back and pitched camp before discovering, too late,
their error. In his Natural History of Norway (1752), the
Bishop of Bergen concluded that the reports of floating
islands in the northern seas must certainly refer to the
Kraken.

As is so often the case, there may well be a basis of
truth to the legend. In 1555, the Swedish writer Olaus
Magnus described the Kraken in terms which reinforce the
suspicion that it is in fact a mythical version of the giant
squid. This rather horrifying real-life sea beast, which
makes a celebrated appearance in Jules Verne's 20,000

Leagues under the Sea, has many of the same characteristics.
Carnivorous and unsociable, with vast eyes that can reach
18 inches in diameter, it has a large beak-like mouth of phe-
nomenal power. Propelled by a jet of water forced out of its
body at high pressure, it has been known to fight whales
and, on a number of occasions, to attack ships. With its ten-
tacles extended, it can reach a total length of over 20
metres. Spanish fishermen netted a 7.5 metre squid weigh-
ing G5 kg off Malaga in June this year.

Abysmal depth

These creatures favour deep, cold seas. The fact that they
are rarely seen has only added to their legendary status,
providing material for numerous popular works of horror
and science fiction. Back in the rgth century the poet
Tennyson famously summed up the monster’s gloomy fas-
cination:

‘Below the thunders of the upper deep;
Far, far beneathin the abysmal sea,
His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sléép
The Kraken sleepeth.
Legend hasiit that when the end of the world comes,
the Kraken will wake and rise again to the surface.
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[image: image7.jpg]eus was said to have punished the cruel King
Lycaon of Arcadia for his legendary cruelty by
turning him into a wolf. The wolfman became

an image of innate human ferocity too vivid to
be discarded. Wrote the Roman poet Plautus: “man is a
wolf to man”. Across the countries of Europe, from Ireland
to the Baltic states, from Poland to the south of France, the
myth took root in popular culture. It is no surprise that
during the 16th and early 17th centuries, when the fear
of witchcraft was at its height, tales of werewolves
multiplied too.

Macabre meal
In Germany, especially, these tales took on a fearful reality.
It was outside the little town of Bedburg, near Cologne, that
in the 1580s the country folk began to discover half-eaten
human limbs among the fields that
bordered the nearby woods. It was
clearly the work of a wolf, but when
finally, with the help of dogs, they
brought the creature to bay, it proved
more horrible by far. Its shape grad-
ually changed back to that of a man,
and they recognized the figure of
Peter Stubbe, a neighbour from their
own town. Stretched on the rack,
Stubbe confessed the full extent of
his crimes.
In all, he had torn apart and
devoured at least 16 victims, among
them his own son, whose skull he
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had split open in the forest before eating his brain.

It was an age that matched savagery with savagery:
Stubbe was broken on the wheel, his flesh torn with red-hot
pincers, his head struck off and his body finally burned to
ashes. The people of Bedburg erected a macabre monument
to their werewolf: a long stake was passed through the wheel
on which he had been broken, above it the carving of a wolf's
head, and on top the head of Peter Stubbe himself. In memo-
1y of the victims, the wheel was hung with 16 staves of wood.

Persistent power

Among isolated communities, the figure of the werewolf,

with his bushy eyebrows, long nails, narrow ears and hairy

skin, retained a strong hold on people’s fancy - long after

science had sought to explain him away in terms of brain

disorders, or physical afflictions like rabies and porphyria, or
the ingestion of hallucinogenic
chemicals through various forms of
herb and fungus. Whatever scien-
tists tell us, we know that the wolf in
man exists, so why not the wolfman?
Four centuries after Peter Stubbe,
Hollywood can still capture our
attention with its updated tales of
werewolves in the streets of contem-
porary London or New York.
Nowadays, the horror is often on the
edge of comedy, for we cannot, after
all, take werewolves too seriously.
Yet neither can we quite dismiss
them from our lives.




[image: image8.jpg]t is said that in the sixth century AD, Saint Columba
once rescued a swimmer in Loch Ness from the

clutches of a terrible monster. Wild even today, the
Loch Ness of the sixth century must have been dreari-
er still, even without the addition of monsters. About 37 kilo-
metres long and up to 270 metres deep, it is situated in the
Great Glen that slices across Scotland from Inverness to Fort
William. Formed about 10,000 years ago at the end of the
last Ice Age, it has about it a compelling hint of prehistory.

ng relic?
In spite of Saint Columba’s experience, it is only in the past
70 years that its reputation as a monster’s lair has fully taken
hold. When a new road was built around the loch in the early
1930s, it brought an unfamiliar trickle of passers-by to the
scene. On July 22, 1933, a couple were making their way to
one of the villages beside the loch when they saw a huge ani-
mal with a long neck formed into arches lumbering across
the road towards the water. It was as though they had sud-
denly stepped back into the age of dinosaurs. The interest
aroused by their report was intense. Among the rewards
offered for proof of the creature’s existence, the circus owner
Bertram Mills promised what was at the time the colossal
sum of £20,000 to anyone who could bring the monster to
him alive.

Throughout the 1930s, the sightings went on: in
January 1934, a motorcyclist all but ran into the monster, out
for a moonlight slither, and a few months after that a

London surgeon on his way to Inverness took what is still
the best known picture of the beast. Later evidence that the
photograph was a hoax failed to stem the enthusiasm. By
1987, enough interest had been generated by various post-
war sightings to lead to Operation Deepscan, a full-scale sci-
entific expedition that carried out a sonar exploration of the
loch. Hopes were high, but the results were inconclusive.

And perhaps that is how it should be. Like ghosts and
aliens, our legendary monsters represent a fascination with
what lies beyond the borders of ordinary life. For their exis-
tence to be proved or disproved by the dispassionate eye of
science would destroy their hold on our imagination. As it is,
the sightings continue: expeditions arrive and depart and the
legend lives on. Elusive as ever, the Loch Ness monster has
earned its place as one of Scotland’s national institutions.
Each year, tourists travel north to look out over the chilly
waters of the loch and wonder at the faint possibility that
down there in the darkness, more than 1,000 metres below
the surface, the monster lives on.





