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Ein zentrales Anliegen dieser Buchreihe besteht darin, literatur- und kulturtheo-
retisch anspruchsvolle Studien zur Geschichte und Theorie der Kinder- und
Jugendliteratur (inklusive anderer Kindermedien) zu verdffentlichen. In ihrer
Ausrichtung vertritt die Reihe dezidiert eine européische Perspektive, d.h. sie
versteht sich als Publikationsorgan fiir Forschung zu den Kinder- und Jugendlite-
raturen unterschiedlicher europdischer Sprachrdume. Auch Studien, die sich mit
dem Einfluss auBereuropéischer Kinderliteraturen auf die europiische Kinder-
und Jugendliteratur befassen, sind willkommen. Die Forschungsperspektive kann
komparatistisch geprégt sein oder sich auf eine Einzelphilologie konzentrieren.
In dieser Serie konnen sowohl deutsch- als auch englischsprachige Monogra-
phien und Sammelbénde verdffentlicht werden. Eingereichte Buchprojekte und
Manuskripte werden anonym von zwei ausgewiesenen Fachwissenschaft-
ler/innen begutachtet.

The series aims to publish original studies on literature or media for children and
young adults. It seeks to unite a variety of approaches from literary or cultural
studies and welcomes historically or theoretically informed research. With its
decidedly European perspective, the series understands itself as a platform for
research in the children’s literatures of different European regions and in differ-
ent European languages. The series also seeks to include studies dealing with the
influence of non-European literatures on European literature for children and
young adults. While the languages of publication in the series are either English
or German, the topics of the volumes can address children’s literature in any
other European language, as well. Comparative studies are particularly welcome.
We invite submissions for monographs or essay collections. Proposals will be
submitted to double blind peer review.
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What Is a (Classical) Monster? The Metamorphoses
of the Be(a)st Friends of Childhood

On the 250" anniversary of Alexander von Humboldt’s birth

The mythical beasts are our ol’ childhood friends. Psychologists consider our
early fascination with monsters to be a natural stage in cognitive and emotional
development. It usually extends over adolescence and permits us then to address
and work through the fears and issues that are typical of identity building and
maturation (Asma 2009; cf. also McCarthy 2007; Taylor 2010; Kayyal and
Widen 2013; Ttofa 2018, 54-55). What changes is only the character of the
creatures that rivet young people. The monsters that are visually scary — ones
that originate from myths and fairy tales, skulk in the shadows, and threaten
bodily harm or abduction from the child’s safe environment — give way to beasts
which at first glance may not be recognized as such at all. For the monsters of
adolescence know how to be alluring and attractive, and to hide their ferocious
selves. They often resemble humans and it is their knack for mimicry that makes
them so dangerous. They bring doom through instincts they do not control or by
giving to their victims more than they can take, whether in terms of emotions or
physical stimulants. It may also happen that they catalyze a metamorphosis into
monsters in the people they chase.

One of the most staggering examples of such a metamorphosis is displayed in
the German movie for a young audience Mia und der Minotaurus [Mia and the
Minotaur, 2012] by Florian Schnell. Created in the convention of a feature movie
with some elements of anime and awarded the Goldener Spatz [Golden Sparrow]
Prize at the Deutsches Kinder-Medien-Festival in Erfurt, it portrays the fates of
an eight-year-old girl who is passionate about Greek myths and adores her nearly
grown-up (seventeen-year-old) brother Levin. Every evening, the teenager in-
vents a new bedtime story for his sister based on ancient heroes. Yet their
carefree game with Classical Antiquity is only a cover-up.

Deep in their hearts the siblings are in mourning. The tales rooted in ancient
culture become an anchor for them — a link to their late father who was the one
who had first shown them the power of myth. Soon the mythical tales also
become a tool of salvation for this shattered family. Levin, barely coping with
the trauma, starts taking drugs and plunges into addiction. At first Mia is
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unaware of how dire the situation is. She is angry with her mother who, in
despair, follows the therapists’ advice and throws her son out of the house until
he gets clean. The girl looks at the world and the changes in her brother’s behav-
iour through the prism of myths. Hence she believes, for instance, that the
beautiful blond-haired drug dealer is a Greek priestess in the service of the
Oracle, and that she has come to help Levin in his affliction with a mysterious
disease. However, the same myths will soon allow Mia to understand what is
really going on.

Schnell perfectly captured the phenomenon of mythology, which today, es-
pecially in technologically advanced countries, may seem detached from reality,
but in fact remains the fabric of the human world. The millennia-old network of
mythological references in art, science, psychology, etc., helps us to grasp the
rerum naturam, the essence of things. And the monsters of myth are particularly
good to think with. As the action develops, Levin undergoes a metamorphosis —
in his sister’s eyes he more and more resembles the Minotaur — he becomes
brutal, violent, inhuman even. Mia combines the knowledge of ancient stories
with her observation of Levin’s behaviour and unravels the truth. Owing to her
familiarity with the myths, she is capable of a mature judgment of the situation.
Moreover, she understands that the real monster lurks under the appealing charm
of the Oracle, while the Minotaur is a victim — to be saved at all cost. Thus be-
gins a dramatic fight in order to rescue the family...

But there is no one story, for as the Storyteller — from the poignant
elaboration of the Greek myths by Jim Henson’s team — notes: “There are
branches, rooms, [...] corridors, dead ends” (Minghella 1990, 18:12-22:37). We
can wander through this whole labyrinth of tales across all the stages of our
existence, always to discover and pick up a new fascinating thread. Similarly,
there is no one monster, and they do not leave us as soon as we reach adulthood.
Nor do they bring only fear and terror to our life. The spectrum of emotions the
mythical creatures are able to evoke includes — as Mia’s and the many other
cases analyzed in this volume demonstrate — pity, compassion, and empathy.
Moreover, the beasts ask us uncomfortable questions. They wish to know who
we really are, and they put our humanity to the test. They chase us as much as we
chase them. Last but not least, they also bring us pure joy and undiluted fun.

It is therefore not surprising that the encounters with mythical monsters
change human life to such a great degree (and quite frequently for the good) that
some people continue their acquaintance with them also as adults, inspired by
their childhood memories and experiences. For example, Newton Artemis Fido
Scamander (b. 1897), the author of the seminal handbook Fantastic Beasts and
Where to Find Them (1927), was encouraged to pursue his research by his
mother, “an enthousiastic breeder of fancy Hippogriffs” (vi). The scholars whose
studies are gathered in the present volume also exhibit a child-like passion for
the mythical beasts. They chase after them and enjoy their enriching company.
And even if in childhood they communed at home with dogs, cats, and hamsters,
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instead of Hippogriffs, they participated in the life-cycle of the creatures from
mythology through the phenomenon of reception — in art, literature, and their
family’s storytelling.

Research into the fantastic beasts (which boasts a special name: monster
studies or teratology, from the Greek word tépac, ‘sign’, ‘wonder’, ‘portent’) is
truly multidisciplinary and requires the collaborative effort of a team. For you
need the skills of ancient literature scholars and archaeologists to be able to read
the sources where the most ancient trails of the mythical monsters are preserved.
You need the competences of philosophers and psychologists to understand the
ontology of these beings and the processes that take place in the human mind in
reaction to encounters with the Other. The specialists in modern languages and
art will help you chase the beasts in later epochs. In this research it is also cru-
cially important to involve experts in children’s and young adults’ culture,
including its popular stream, for the mythical creatures have developed a peculiar
liking for this field and so have indwelled it. Nor should a certain understanding
of cryptozoology and magiozoology as a reception space be scorned, either.
After all, as the enthusiasts of these branches repeat, what would you believe to
be real, had you no prior knowledge of these creatures: a horse with a horn on its
forehead — that is, a unicorn, or a combination of a leopard and a camel with a
two-metre-long neck and charming eyelashes — that is, a giraffe?

Furthermore, it needs to be emphasized that even the most rational of
scholars are not immune to the irresistible fascination the mythical creatures are
able to evoke all over the globe. The pioneer of modern science, that naturalist
and explorer, Alexander von Humboldt, the man who measured the world and
invented Nature — to paraphrase the titles of the two famous books on
Humboldt’s life by Daniel Kehlmann (Die Vermessung der Welt, 2005) and
Andrea Wulf (The Invention of Nature, 2015) — sent to his elder brother Wilhelm
(a great philosopher of language and reformer of education) the following words
from his stay in Puerto Orotava on June 20, 1799:

The nights were magnificent; in this clear, tranquil atmosphere it was quite
possible to read the sextant in the brilliant moonlight, and then the southern
constellations, Lupus and the Centaur! What splendid nights!!

Rather than in the ancient classical beasts, Humboldt was interested in the
not-yet-discovered creatures of the New World. Indeed, he encountered and
classified a number of them, and with both admirable personal engagement (e.g.,
he let some kinds of mosquitos feed on him) and artistic talent (he captured them
in his own remarkable drawings, recently edited by Sarah Birtschi, cf. Humboldt

“Die Nichte waren prichtig: eine Mondhelle in diesem reinen milden Himmel, dass
man auf dem Sextanten lesen konnte; und die siidlichen Gestirne, der Zentaur und
Wolf! Welche Nacht!” (Humboldt 1880, 7). English trans. from Lowenberg, Avé-
-Lallemant, and Dove (1873, 260).
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2019). However, as his writings attest, in that chase after the beasts of ferrae
incognitae (some of them mythical, too), he never lost the proclivity to notice
beings he remembered from his childhood lessons in Greek mythology.

The Humboldt brothers, in accord with their high social position, received a
careful education, beginning with Latin and Greek and the study of the sources
passed down in these languages. Alexander’s case proves that childhood and the
classics offer a haven you can always come back to when you are in need of
understanding, irrespective of the modus vivendi you choose. In his travels to the
end of the world Humboldt ever kept in mind both the scientific and artistic
legacy of the past that helped him handle his present experiences and look to the
future with hope. He also followed the Ancient Greeks in giving the world a
name: “cosmos”, which — as we shall soon see — is crucial for the concept of
monstrosity, too.

As philosophers note, the very idea of naming not the single plant or animal,
but the world as such — this was revolutionary (cf. Brague 1999). For the first
time we find the word “cosmos” in (no surprise here) Homer’s Iliad (cf., e.g.,
4.145, 10.472, 10.622; also Odyssey 3.138, 8.489). We find it also in Plato’s
Timaeus 29a: xalog €otv 60¢ 6 kOG0 — “the world is beautiful”. This is one of
the first phrases that are taught during Ancient Greek lessons and it gives a
precious insight into the minds of our ancestors. Indeed, not without reason did
Plato use the adjective “beautiful” here. The “cosmos” means order, something
that is arranged — in opposition to the monstrous chaos. It denotes a harmonious
system and Humboldt reintroduced this term to the modern vocabulary in his
treatise Kosmos — Entwurf einer physischen Weltbeschreibung [Cosmos: A
Sketch of a Physical Description of the Universe], in which he presented his
holistic vision.? For this polymath’s observations from his travels evolved in his
mind into a general idea of the existence of “the mysterious connection of all [...]
matter” (Klencke and Schlesier 1853, 157). The community born out of
Humboldt’s reflection included people (he was an ardent enemy of slavery),
animals, plants, inanimate nature, and — rather unexpectedly — the mythical
beasts, like Cheiron, who accompanied him beyond the Pillars of Hercules in the
form of the constellation he described to his brother earlier, during his stop in
Tenerife.

In fact, the creatures from mythology are closer than we think and their
existence in culture is necessary for the cosmos to be true and complete. We may
not easily notice them any longer, but they gaze upon us from the night sky, they
hide in books and Hollywood blockbusters, in the childhood tales told by our
family members and in the Internet. They dwell in ancient ruins and city parks,

2 Vols. I-V (1845-1862). Humboldt owed much in his vision to Goethe (cf. Rupke
2005, 71). Here I include some of my reflections I had the honour to present at the
Humboldt Anniversary Alumni Conference Humboldt heute. Netzwerk fordern.
Zukunft gestalten in June 2019 in Berlin.
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and they inhabit our souls and hearts. Humboldt experienced various aspects of
their force, from the comforting beauty of the wise Centaur among the stars to
the constant anxiety that did not permit him to rest and cherish this beauty for a
longer period, but rather placed before him the ever new adventures that beck-
oned him “with a siren’s voice” (Gendron 1961, 154). The Sirens and other
mythical beasts also beckoned the authors of the chapters in the present volume,
and now they beckon you, our Reader, which is why you are here to embark on
this journey. We will travel together to encounter, know better, and maybe even
understand somewhat both monsters and ourselves.

Monster Theory

Alexander von Humboldt as a polymath enjoys the fame of being the last human
able to embrace with his mind the whole of contemporary knowledge (Bednarek
2017). All the more so should it be emphasized that he nonetheless called his
treatise on the world an Entwurf — a sketch, thus displaying a high degree of
modesty and offering a model of research, the future of which, as he believed
with his amazing foresight, was to reside in team projects. While the present
volume results from a shared adventure of scholars hailing from different back-
grounds (the classics, archaeology, anthropology, ethnography, media studies,
modern languages) as well as from various parts of the world, and thereby
attempts at putting Humboldt’s reflection into practice, we wish to stress that our
team effort still remains within the Entwurf-sketch concept. We have analyzed
but a fraction of the theme, in the humble hope to offer some food for thought
and encourage other researchers to soon join in and develop studies on the
mythical monsters and their reception.

Indeed, the needs are great, and they begin with having to define what a
monster, a beast, a creature is. One of the pioneers in the field, Jeffrey Jerome
Cohen — the author of the seminal “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)” and the
editor of the collection Monster Theory: Reading Culture (1996) — not without
reason accentuates the “ontological liminality” of the Other that escapes easy
categorizations. In fact, all the endeavours to cram our monsters into a simple
taxonomy have proven futile, regardless of the approaches used (and they began
already back in the times of Aristotle, and include a whole range of medieval
bestaries). Igor Baglioni, in his highly interesting monograph Echidna e i suoi
discendenti: studio sulle entita mostruose della Teogonia Esiodea (2017),
chooses as his reference point the chief Greek terms, such as:* tépag (creatures
existing against the cosmic order and Zeus’ will), kfjtog (sea monsters), 6Mp (the
beasts from Artemis’ kingdom), téAwp (related to tépag, but standing out due to
their huge and terrible appearance). The scholar determines the strong and weak
points of such a categorization and demonstrates at the same time how complex

3 For convenience, | give these terms in their basic form of Nominativus singularis.
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the issue is even in regard to Classical Antiquity — for none of these Greek terms
is the exact equivalent of the Latin monstrum (13-21), so popular in the modern
languages rooted in the Mediterranean Basin.

If not by means of linguistic taxonomy, a certain order in monster studies can
be introduced through tracing the origin of the creatures. Baglioni divides them
into primordial, eschatological, and sent by the gods as signs (25). The attempts
to create a monster classification can also be based on the purely visual (not to
say: empirical) experience. This approach is eagerly chosen by the popularizers
of cultural heritage, as it offers great opportunities for collaboration with artists
who create the creatures’ portraits. The Polish writer Barttomiej Grzegorz Sala,
in his elaboration Mitologia grecka. Leksykon bestii i potworéw [Greek
Mythology: A Lexicon of Beasts and Monsters, 2018], illustrated by the famous
graphic Blazej Ostoja Lniski,* follows precisely this trail by also developing the
reflections of Poland’s greatest lexicographer and encyclopaedist, Wtadystaw
Kopalinski (1907-2007), whose life mission was to help society, both its young
and more mature members, understand the world through the signs of culture.’
And mythical beasts are undoubtedly such signs. Kopalinski (2003, 1019) distin-
guished two kinds of human-like creatures (characterized by enormous size, e.g.,
the Giants, or by excess/lack of a feature, e.g., the Cyclops) and two genres of
hybrids (human-animal, like the centaurs; and animalesque, as in the case of
Cerberus). Sala adds the bodiless (immaterial) creatures to the list (e.g., ghosts)
and he praises the imagination of the Greeks who populated our culture with
monsters so efficiently that we have been under their charm for nearly three
millennia (2018, 6).

The fact that after such a long time of communing with the mythical beasts
we are still full of doubts as to who they are and how to treat them, is the best
testimony to their importance in our life and the challenges awaiting researchers
in this field. Nor has the wizarding world managed to deal with this issue. The
ardent debate on the difference between “a being” and “a beast”, reported also in
the Muggle edition of Scamander’s handbook (Rowling 2009, XIX—XX), offered
no clear resolution. The participants in the discussions at the Ministry of Magic,
exactly like the Muggles, referred inter alia to the argument known to us from
Aristotle’s writings (Politics 1253a) — the one of the ability to speak as the mark-
er of “being a being”. Yet this proved to be invalid, especially in regard to the
creatures who, like centaurs in the Harry Potter series, were able to communicate
through speech, via both their own and human tongue, yet nevertheless refused
any kind of integration. This case shows that even writers bear no illusion that
the theme can be dealt with quickly and easily, if only in a fantasy realm. Maybe

4 The head of the Warsaw Academy of Fine Arts’ Studio of Book Design and
Illustrations, we have the pleasure to collaborate with.

5 Itis worth adding that Kopalifiski coined the term “teenager” in Polish: “nastolatek™.
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this is because they are sadly aware of all the ramifications the problem of
Otherness has in the mundane world.

Noteworthy here is also that the main source of knowledge today, Wikipedia
(let’s not be afraid of it, as it reflects global consciousness like nothing else), is
rather cautious and proposes a very broad definition in relation to the creatures
from classical mythology, such as Medusa and the Minotaur. The adverb “often”
used in this definition serves as its further delimitator: “A monster is often a type
of creature that is considered grotesque” (s.v. “Monster”). Quite remarkable that
the English edition resorts to a French term here, and even if this term is not
perceived as foreign anymore, it was an “Other”, when it entered into English in
the sixteenth century (cf. Kanz 2015). Aptly enough, Wikipedia’s explication of
“grotesque” (full of contradictory notions: “a general adjective for the strange,
mysterious, magnificent, fantastic, hideous, ugly, incongruous, unpleasant, or
disgusting”) only adds to the level of complexity of the problem.

It is worth following this trail and focusing on the term “monster” that
Wikipedia associates with mythical beasts in the first place. If we check its deno-
tation in the Internet Merriam-Webster Dictionary, we can find some negative
meanings, both in reference to external traits of a human (!) being (“a person of
unnatural or extreme ugliness, deformity”) and inner ones (“‘deviat[ing] from
normal or acceptable behavior or character”, “wickedness, or cruelty”). But at
the same time it also means “highly successful” (“That movie was a monster at
the box office”) — a similar shift in connotation as in the expression “terribly
happy” (with “terribly” in the meaning of “very”, cf. Higgleton, Sargeant, and
Seaton 2006, 935). Such juxtapositions seem oxymoronic — however, precisely
for this reason they perfectly reflect the essence of monstrosity, which is also the
essence of being an Other.

The Latin etymology of the monster, for which Baglioni did not find any
suitable equivalent in Greek, may help us get nearer to this essence. While the
noun “monstrum” is easily linked with the verb “monstrare” (i.e. to show
something, to make it visible), its root is rather in “monere”, which means to
warn, to instruct, and to advise (Staley 2010, [n.p.]; Burch 2002, 89; Lawrence
2015). And this is exactly what the mythical beasts do with us. Their peculiar
ability results from the fact that they challenge our habits and disrupt harmony —
as if they were storming the perfect cosmos where we otherwise feel safe in an
environment familiar to us (cf. also Baglioni 2017, 13). That is why Horace, in
his famous carmen 37 from book 1 of the Odes, “Nunc est bibendum”, on the
victory of Actium, defines Cleopatra as “fatale monstrum”. Her sole existence —
a woman-ruler trespassing the traditional Roman axiological and social norms —
was simply “incompatible” with the mentality of Italy’s inhabitants. The
monster-slayer, the future Augustus in person, had to rush into action:
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[Caesar = Octavian] accipiter velut
mollis columbas aut leporem citus
venator in campis nivalis
Haemoniae, daret ut catenis

fatale monstrum, quae generosius
perire quaerens nec muliebriter
expavit ensem, nec latentis
classe cita reparavit oras.

[Caesar = Octavian] like a hawk
[hunts] tender doves or a swift hunter
[hunts] a hare on the plains of

snowy Thessaly, to put in chains

that deadly monster, who, wanting

to die more nobly, did not have a
feminine dread of the sword, nor find
hiding shores with her swift fleet.®

Horace (nomen omen) de-monstrates Cleopatra’s monstrosity also by committing
an audacious “crime” against Latin grammar (impossible to be rendered in
English translation, see italics): he combines the genus neutrum of ‘“fatale
monstrum” with the relative pronoun of the feminine gender, “quae”. Indeed, the
Roman poet needs to break all the rules, also those of language, to describe the
Queen of Egypt’s terrifying and fascinating Otherness.

But not only Cleopatra was (or was assumed to be) a monster. A seed of
monstrosity, in the best and worst meaning of this term, seems to lie hidden
within the human species as such. You, monster! — we say sometimes even to our
kin (both seriously and in jokes). Sophocles counts us among td dewva, the things
or creatures that are terrible (let’s recall “terribly happy” twenty-five centuries
later). In Antigone 332-333 we hear the chorus sing: moAAd T devd KOVOEV /
avOpomov dewvotepov méAel (“Numberless are the world’s wonders, but none /
More wonderful than man”’). For centuries these words were considered a
manifesto of optimism, but today we know that they are also disturbing for they
equally highlight the dangerous power of the human being — a wonder indeed,
one that can both save and destroy the cosmos.

In view of this it is hardly surprising that the mythical creatures put us off
balance. The difficulty in defining them is only one of the symptoms of their
power to warn us (even if from ourselves), to instruct, to advise, and to make us,
indeed, wonder who we really are. For they do not disrupt harmony, as the true

¢ Literary English translation from Wikisource, s.v. “Translation: Odes (Horace)/Book

1/37”.
7 Translation by Dudley Fitts and Robert Fitzgerald (Sophocles 1977, 203-204).
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harmony — which Humboldt himself discovered during his adventures — is only
where chaos has its place, too.
So much for theory. How about the practical monster studies?

Monster University

The Minotaur is — next to Medusa — the most famous creature of Classical
Antiquity, the epitome of the monster, as one may venture to state. Thus, it is
also reasonable to take our first steps with him.® Matt Kaplan, in The Science of
Monsters: The Origins of the Creatures We Love to Fear, finds the trails of the
Minotaur even on the mining vessel Nostromo in Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979),
where the crew is confined in a labyrinthine construction and chased and de-
voured by a terrible beast (Kaplan 2012, x). Yet, in Schnell’s movie, Mia, with
her childish inquisitiveness, manages to look right through the monster mask of
her drug-addicted brother and see a victim begging for her help. So what is the
common image of the Minotaur? The answer to this question (“bestia”, if we let
Dante speak, Inferno 12) is simple only at first sight. For already in ancient times
did the sensitivity of artists show the Cretan creature from an unexpected angle.’
The Vulci red-figure kylix from the fourth century BC displays an original
scene: Queen Pasiphaé€ nurses a baby Minotaur, she handles him (it would be
impossible to use the pronoun “it” here) gently, she strokes his head, while the
beast we know from the common version of the myth as wild and dreadful,
repays her with similar kindness (cf. Fig. 1, on the next page).'°

If we look closer at the masterpieces for young people, we will notice that not
just a few of their authors propose approaches full of empathy, too. For instance,
the father of mythological elaborations for the English-speaking world,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, in Tanglewood Tales (1853),'' boldly reverses the
perspective.

See also the analyses in Part 1 of the present volume, In the Maze of Youth: Meeting
the Minotaur.

° Even Dante’s Minotaur, the bloodthirsty beast, encourages a number of
none-too-obvious interpretations. For instance, Kathryn Ann Lindskoog (1997, 88, n.
3) sees in this creature and its image by William Blake the source of inspiration for
Maurice Sendak’s monsters from his children’s literature bestseller Where the Wild
Things Are (1963). On this book see also below.

A completely different, horrifying yet fascinating at the same time, vision of the
baby-Minotaur is offered by Madeline Miller in her novel Circe (2018).

In fact, I would venture to state that due to the translations of Hawthorne’s book into
other languages, he was the father of mythological narration for the youngest in many
parts of the world (e.g., the first Polish edition was in 1973 and Hawthorne’s myths —
as a collection or in separated units — are still being republished).
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Fig. 1: Pasiphaé nursing the Minotaur, red-figure kylix, ca. 340-320 BC, Louvre
Museum, Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris, No. inv. 1066, Wikimedia Commons.

While he introduces the Minotaur as “a certain dreadful monster” (Hawthorne
1970, 228), he soon makes us hear — and understand — his (again not “its”!)
voice, “some sort of sound like the human voice” (239), lamenting his fate.'?
Indeed, the monster is closed in the Labyrinth completely alone, and though
Theseus feels a deep repulsion towards this half man, half bull, he cannot “but be
sensible of some sort of pity” (240). The hero is also aware that the Minotaur is a
helpless tool in the hands of King Minos, whom he defines as “a more hideous
monster than the Minotaur himself” (235). The narrator adds at this point that the
readers will meet many similar “Minotaurs” in the future, precisely among
people who may change into monsters if they permit Evil get into their nature
(240).13

Hawthorne’s exquisite open-mindedness inspired many generations of
children’s authors, and so we can enjoy today such remote echoes of his original
creations as the Minotaur-like creatures in Where the Wild Things Are (1963) by
Maurice Sendak. The readers of the present volume will find further examples in
the following chapters. Meanwhile, it is worth observing that the imagination of
artists (inspired by the artworks from subsequent epochs and nurtured by the

On the ability to speak as the distinguishing feature of human beings see, e.g., above,
Aristotle (Politics 1253a), and Cicero (De inventione 1.1-4).

On this motif see in particular Sheila Murnaghan with Deborah H. Roberts’ chapter
“«A Kind of Minotaur»: Literal and Spiritual Monstrosity in the Works of Nathaniel
Hawthorne”, 55-74.
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memories of early readings, including the ancient sources studied at various
stages of education) makes both the all-ages and adult stream of culture become
a hospitable environment for the a-monstrous incarnations of the Minotaur — and
all over the world, to mention only the disturbing painting The Minotaur (1885)
by George Frederick Watts (cf. Fig. 2), Jorge Borges’ well-known short story
“The House of Asterion” (1947), The Jim Henson Company’s unusual
Storyteller: Greek Myths (1990), and Zbigniew Herbert’s poetic prose “Historia
Minotaura” [The History of the Minotaur, 1974], in which the most famous
Polish classicist interprets the myth of Pasiphaé’s son as a story of a disabled
boy, rejected by his family.

Fig. 2: George Frederick Watts, The Minotaur (1885), Tate Britain, Wikimedia
Commons.

This ultra-concise overview of the Minotaur’s (nomen omen) thread shows the
huge potential of research, and children’s and young adults’ culture is especially
promising in this respect. Cohen, who declares that “monsters are our children”
who implore of us an answer to the question “why did we create them?” (20),
touches a very important aspect of teratological studies with his remark. Indeed,
Aristotle himself states that “he who does not resemble his parents is already in a
certain sense a monstrosity” (Generation of Animals 4.3.769b 4-10; trans. A. L.
Payne, from Long 2012, 197; cf. also Bearden 2019, 10; and Aristotle 1943).
The ancient philosopher thus refers to the cycle of Nature, with the sterile eye of
a scientist who describes certain processes, and in fact the meaning of this
passage is more complex when read in Greek original, with his emphasis on the
search for the causes of various phenomena. However, if we delve deeply into
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the core of such an interpretation, it will strike us that at the same time these
words, when applied to sentient beings, constitute one of the most cruel
definitions of Otherness ever.

The motif of a monster-child who is a shame to his father'* revives in the
modern era with the Modern Prometheus, for this is how Mary Shelley (1818)
calls Dr. Victor Frankenstein, the creator of the monster par excellence, now a
cultural icon. The success of the novel is indeed huge, as the Creature responds
to the human predilection for a thrill (Homo not only ludens, according to Johan
Huizinga, 1938, but timens, as well). However, there is more to it than that.
Eileen Hunt Botting, in her monograph Mary Shelley and the Rights of the Child:
Political Philosophy in «Frankenstein», puts into focus the monster’s
sympathetic character: “despite his crimes”, we pity the Creature, “abandoned by
family, abused by society” (2018, xi). While Frankenstein is not a story for
children (only in theory, of course'®), it is a children’s story, for it talks about
how the one who is only at the beginning of his voyage of discovery in the world
and building his own identity, yearns to belong and be accepted, with all his
hopes and the illusions that life verifies. That is also why this Creature is such a
good and fascinating partner to think with — about Otherness, Community, love,
and rejection.

The shared reflection with a monster, as Victor’s case attests, turns out to be
crucial also for the mature (at least in terms of age) protagonist. The Doctor’s
failure only highlights its importance. The constant readiness to change, we
know in theory from Ovid’s Metamorphoses (full of mythical creatures, too) and
in practice from Alexander von Humboldt’s life, the willingness to broaden
horizons and to challenge stereotypes is a privilege that the monsters help us
achieve, often accompanied also by the animals, without whom “there would be
no human civilization” (Largo 2013, xiv). Nowadays, just as the animals, up
from a subordinated position, ever more often become our teachers,'® so do
monsters build their own university we can enroll in. To quote Cassandra Eason
in Fabulous Creatures, Mythical Monsters, and Animal Power Symbols: A
Handbook — they “represent, in a pure and undiluted form, strengths and
qualities that humans desire in their own lives” (2008, vIir). Thus the deprecating
remark (transmitted by Aristotle) on monstrosity as a form of Otherness

Again, see Dante, Inferno 12, the Minotaur as “infamia di Creti”. See also Anthony
Minghella’s version of the Minotaur’s myth in Storyteller: Greek Myths for The Jim
Henson Company (1990) — for details see my chapter Chasing Mythical Muppets:
Classical Antiquity according to Jim Henson, 557-600.

Children’s culture hosts many incarnations of Dr. Frankenstein’s Creature and his
descendants, e.g., the female character Frankie Stein in the animated series Monster
High.

See also the reflections within the relatively new field of Human-Animal Studies, e.g.,
Korhonen and Ruonakoski 2017; Henderson 2013, xiii. On the new directions in the
Humanities see, e.g., Jonsson 2019.
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paradoxically turns out to be the source of the monsters’ power: for at one and
the same time they resemble humans and are also completely different, and
transform with the development of the culture that is involved in their reception.
If we follow and observe them without any sort of prejudice, we can learn to
look at the world, the cosmos, from a diverse perspective — one we might have
long forgotten or never discovered. Zoe Jaques, who analyzes Percy Jackson’s
monster characters on the backdrop of Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto,
quotes her observation on the significance of the Graeco-Roman lessons with the
mythical creatures for the evolution of human mentality:

Monsters have always defined the limits of community in Western imaginations.
The Centaurs and Amazons of ancient Greece established the limits of the
centered polis of the Greek male human by their disruption of marriage and
boundary pollutions of the warrior with animality and woman. (Haraway 2016,
64-65; cf. Jaques 2015, 167)

This thread is taken up by Liz Gloyn in her monograph Tracking Classical
Monsters in Popular Culture (2019).!7 As the scholar shows through an analysis
of selected case studies, this particular ability of the mythical beasts is still valid
— after thousands of years of their cultural existence — and it is what makes us
marvel at their strength: “[...] they tell us what it is to be human. We define
ourselves against their monstrosity, and ask whether they remain as monstrous as
they once were” (11). Gloyn sees in monster studies a powerful tool by which to
“gain a better understanding of what popular culture makes of Antiquity, and
how the continued dialogue between the past and the present flourishes in all
areas of society” (5).

The mythical beasts in children’s and young adults’ culture have also an ad-
ditional task. Owing to the ever new artists who give them ever new lives by
“filtering” the past through the challenges of the present times, the ancient
monsters introduce the youngest generations into the heritage of Classical
Antiquity and at the same time prepare their wards for the “here and now”. Thus,
research into the reception of creatures from Greek and Roman mythology may
reveal a spectrum of tensions within contemporary society that are often untrace-
able in the “adult” stream of culture, which is seemingly mature, tamed, and
under control.

Upon this canvas I wish to propose a definition of what a (classical) monster
is by drawing on the famous exchange of ideas beyond the centuries between
Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve, T. S. Eliot, and J. M. Coetzee on “what a classic
is” (cf. Marciniak 2016a, 10). Like all the classics, so the mythical beasts have
their roots deep in the past, from which they transmit the universal questions that
knock us out of balance and lead us out of our comfort zone. Thus, they make us

17 T wish to thank Liz Gloyn for making her book available to me before its publication —

hence I could quote it in this introduction.
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take a step forward in understanding our identity a bit better, which is vital if we
wish to maintain a substantial degree of agency in the future. For the adulthood
is not free of monsters, either, as already Hawthorne warned his readers. Such
monsters often come in disguise and deprive their victims of freedom, both in
physical and mental terms. The mythical beasts, who are familiar to us from
childhood, may offer a kind of asylum for the humans traumatized by the night-
mares of their life, like in the case of Mia’s brother (too quickly grown-up after
the father’s death), when the ancient myth of the Minotaur provided the shattered
family with a chance of salvation.

The range of works analyzed in the present volume will show that Schnell’s
movie is not an isolated example. On the contrary, the all-ages culture that flour-
ishes in our times is particularly accommodating for the mythical creatures also
after the phase of childhood is long gone. Referring to Haraway’s seminal term
“companion species” (2008) and Monica Flegel’s “companion animals” (2015,
2) in regard to our “lesser brothers”, we can even call the ancient beasts our
“companion monsters”. Owing to the phenomenon of the reception, we know
them from our early readings, from the tales by our parents or guardians, from
school lessons, visits to the museums, and our first experiences of the power of
art, the works of popular culture included. Even if indeed they lead us out of our
comfort zone at a certain point, they do so to give us comfort when we need it
most. They are a reassuring component of our cosmos, like the Centaur looking
at Alexander von Humboldt from the night sky on his adventure towards the
Unknown.

Chasing Mythical Beasts with Alexander von Humboldt

The present volume sums up the results of the project Chasing Mythical Beasts...
The Reception of Creatures from Graeco-Roman Mythology in Children’s and
Young Adults’ Culture as a Transformation Marker (Auf der Spur von mythi-
schen Bestien... Die Rezeption von Kreaturen aus der griechisch-romischen
Mpythologie in der Kinder- und Jugendkultur als Transformationsmarker), aimed
at exploring the reception of the mythical creatures in the evolving youth culture,
including their potential to serve as a marker of societal transformations
throughout the ages, especially in regard to the shifting border of what it means
to be human.

The project was supported by the Humboldt Alumni Award for Innovative
Networking Initiatives given by the German Alexander von Humboldt Founda-
tion to its Alumni of all disciplines the world over, in order to promote
pioneering formats for multilateral academic cooperation and to enhance
understanding between individual countries or cultures (Marciniak 2016a, 24 and
2016b; cf. also Alexander von Humboldt Foundation [n.d.]). The Award,
assigned for the years 2014-2017, made it possible to develop the research
initiated in 2012-2013 within the Loeb Classical Library Foundation Grant for
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the project Our Mythical Childhood... The Classics and Children’s Literature
Between East and West — an experimental endeavour to carry out a
reconnaissance of the reception of Classical Antiquity in the literature for young
readers in various parts of the globe.'® The major novelty of that first project,
which immediately showed its huge research potential and transformed into the
whole programme of a multiannual perspective, Our Mythical Childhood, con-
sisted in the inclusion of regional contexts into the scope of studies on the
reception of the classical tradition. Within this approach, we did not limit
ourselves to the places usually associated with a more or less direct influence of
Mediterranean civilization, but we started exploring the grounds far beyond the
limes of the Imperium Romanum, ones that for many years had been considered
as parochial and hardly relevant for the Greek and Roman classics in the context
of children’s and young adults’ cultural stream.'® Today, the necessity to include
these parts of the world into research becomes all the more pressing, as the glob-
alization of culture unexpectedly favours Classical Antiquity, for it gives new
lives to the past through a dynamic reinterpretation of the ancient heritage via
various regional optics, with the Internet and new media enabling quick
exchange of the information and artworks, and thus fostering further stages of
this reinterpretation process. Moreover, as classical reception serves also as a
mirror of social, ideological, and cultural transformations, this approach permits
us to gain a deeper understanding and a comparative insight into such
phenomena that are underway at various locations and on a worldwide scale.

So our team of scholars from the United States, through Cameroon and a
number of European countries, to Australia and New Zealand, departed on a
purely ecological chase after chosen creatures and monsters from classical my-
thology to analyze their reception and to look through this lens at the changes in
human sensitivity and the metamorphoses of the concept of monstrosity itself.
This stage of the Our Mythical Childhood programme also meant for us the first
significant step in broadening our research scope to include not only literature,
but also other spheres of human artistic activity, mainly movies, TV-series, and
comics, for the culture targeted at young people is strongly linked to the visual
arts, and the mythical beasts have particular potential to inspire artists to create
appealing images of them.

The results of our chase were discussed in May 12-15, 2016, during an inter-
national conference at the Centre for Studies on the Classical Tradition (OBTA)
of the Faculty of “Artes Liberales”, University of Warsaw, and this exchange of

18 See my introduction on the project’s website (archive): <http://mythicalbeasts.obta.

al.uw.edu.pl/>.

This regional approach in the “adult” reception studies was conceptualized and put
into practice by Jerzy Axer within the Centre for Studies on the Classical Tradition
(OBTA) he founded at the University of Warsaw in 1991. Now OBTA is one of five
permanent units of the Faculty of “Artes Liberales” UW.
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ideas helped us to reflect on our research, while preparing this volume for
publication. During the conference, we also enjoyed an inspiring exhibition in
the University of Warsaw’s Gallery. The photographer Tomasz Laptaszynski
showed his pictures of interesting reception cases collected in the Polish
province, thus attesting to the presence of the classics in the people’s everyday
life and the fittingness of the regional approach. The artists from the Academy of
Fine Arts in Warsaw exhibited their illustrations prepared under the tutorship by
Jan Rusinski and his colleagues, to whom we owe the possibility to continue our
collaboration initiated in 2012 with the late Prof. Zygmunt Januszewski.?° One of
the artworks created in this first period — Cerberus by Maja Abgarowicz — can be
seen on the cover of the present volume.

Of course it is impossible to gather all the mythical beasts in the asylum of a
single book. Neither Aristotle in all his writings on nature nor the authors of the
multi-volumed medieval bestiaries managed to get any closer to the completion
of such a task. The chase goes on and contemporary culture offers us ever new
impulses for a constant re-thinking of the idea of monstrosity and the role of the
monsters in our lives. Furthermore, there are some creatures previously
dismissed or unnoticed that now enter into the field of vision of the artists and
make us look at the whole issue from yet another different angle. In sum, the
prospects for the ancient beasts are good: the growing number of publications on
their origin, habits, and reception attests that the theme is attractive to ever more
scholars who decide to follow the trails of their favourite creatures. Ours is but a
humble attempt at casting a bit of light on the presence of the mythical beasts in
the culture for young people — a ground as much fascinating as it is difficult, for
coming back to childhood now, inevitably we face our own dreams, some of
which came true and some of which were crushed, yet may still come true in the
future. With a little help from our companion monsters.

Alexander von Humboldt is a perfect patron for such expeditions, not
because he makes us sadly aware in his writings that we will never be able to
measure the world, the realm of the mythical beasts included, but because he
demonstrates with optimism that all the value and joy is in trying all the same.

Overview of the Volume’s Content

The creatures from Greek and Roman mythology have penetrated children’s and
young adults’ culture to such a degree that they spin clear of any coherent classi-
fication. Thus, the readers of this volume will meet them in various time spans.
We focus mainly on contemporary works, but it would be absurd to draw a sharp
line between certain periods, as the monsters cross all the borders easily,
supported by the unlimited imagination of the artists. Also, the readers will look
with us at various age target groups, with this reservation that nowadays such a

20 See a reportage from the exhibition by Dorota Lagodzka (2016).
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classification seems ever more obsolete, with children and adults enjoying the
same works, like the ancient public of an aoidos. And we will guide the readers
across many genres — after all, the mythical beasts are conquering the new media
without abandoning their old nesting areas.

We start as “classically” as possible, by offering Part 1 of the volume, In the
Maze of Youth: Meeting the Minotaur, as a tribute to the most famous monster of
Greek mythology. Yet its or his image as it emerges from our analyses is far
from traditional, even in the works properly regarded as classical. Sheila
Murnaghan and Deborah H. Roberts dedicate two chapters to the Minotaur. First,
they take us through the Labyrinth created by Nathaniel Hawthorne, one of the
first advocates of the Minotaur in youth culture. As early as in the mid-
-nineteenth century Hawthorne seems to challenge the soon-to-be stereotypical
image of children’s literature as conservative and he proposes a truly
revolutionary interpretation of the ancient myth in terms of sensibility and em-
pathy towards the beast and its (or rather his) disturbing dual nature. (The legacy
of this approach is a leaven for later works, as Schnell’s Mia and the Minotaur
demonstrates.) Next, the scholars discuss the concept of duality in the creature in
picture books, thus offering a stimulating comparison between the narrative
component and its visualization. Liz Gloyn moves with the Minotaur to the field
of literature for slightly older readers than Hawthorne’s public and she analyzes
the beasts’ original incarnations in contemporary British fiction for young adults.
Markus Janka and Michael Stierstorfer perform a daring juxtaposition of ancient
sources (Ovid’s Metamorphoses in the lead) with recent blockbusters, both in the
international (Percy Jackson by Rick Riordan, The Hunger Games by Suzanne
Collins) and local (Irrfahrer by Gerd Scherm) context, and point out, that the
myth of the Minotaur is hybridized in a typical postmodern way. Przemystaw
Kordos proposes a comparative approach of a different kind — he analyzes the
picture of the Minotaur in the creature’s “motherland”, in (Modern) Greece,
along with the images of two other sinister monsters — Hydra and Cerberus. The
last chapter in this section is offered by Elizabeth Hale who explores a powerful
multimedia picture book, Requiem for a Beast by the Australian Matt Ottley. She
shows how the creature from Crete, brought to the new continent by European
colonizers as part of their cultural framework, finds itself in the Australian
interior and becomes a guide for a young protagonist who faces the unbearable
burden of his ancestors’ guilt over the Aboriginal Australians’ suffering. This
Minotaur serves as an intermediary to process individual and local experiences
into a universal communication code, making these experiences understandable
in other parts of the world.

In the contest for the first place at the podium of “mythological celebrities”
the Minotaur has a strong competitor — Medusa, one of the most ancient (Hesiod)
or youngest (Ovid) creatures. Thus the opening chapters of Part 2 of the volume
— Eye to Eye with Medusa & Co.: Facing the Female Monsters — are dedicated to
her. Next, she cedes place to two kinds of creatures of the same gender: Erinyes,
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hardly popular among youth, and the Sirens, equally or even more famous than
the Gorgon and the Minotaur. The authors of the chapters in this section give
voice to the beings whose laughter, concealing millennia of pain, rejection, and
hope, was for the first time heard seriously by Hélene Cixous (1976). Susan
Deacy, taking as her motto Cohen’s thought of the “monsters as our children”,
explores the difficult relationship between the two female beings: Athena and
Medusa according to the British writer Richard Woff, with the goddess as both
co-responsible for the Gorgon’s tragedy and a catalyst of “girl power”. Owen
Hodkinson, on the example of the two popular novels for teens (Goddess Girls:
Medusa the Mean by Joan Holub and Suzanne Williams and Being Me(dusa):
And Other Things that Suck by A.Lynn Powers), offers an insight into the
concept of the creature’s monstrosity as a substitute for real-world issues that can
make a girl stigmatized by her peers. Babette Puetz focuses on the monsters
whose sole name made the Greeks’ blood run cold — the Erinyes. Rather avoided
by the artists of later epochs and rarely present in contemporary youth culture,?!
they get new lives in Philip Pullman’s Amber Spyglass — the third volume of his
unprecedented trilogy — with ancient Greek drama influences analyzed in the
chapter. The last two texts of Part 2 offer readers the opportunities to meet the
Sirens. First, Weronika Kostecka and Maciej Skowera discuss the Polish
contemporary novel by Anna Czerwinska-Rydel — Battycka syrena [The Baltic
Siren] — a biography for children of a singer and musician from Gdansk,
Constantia Zierenberg (1605-1653), whose exceptional talent and striving for
agency against society’s expectations in regard to a young woman, marked her as
a kind of monster. The scholars juxtapose the concepts of womanhood and
monstrosity by taking into consideration two aspects: the peculiarity of
Constantia’s life as such and Czerwinska-Rydel’s ability to transform the bio-
graphical material into a fascinating and inspiring story for a young public. Last
but not least, Katarzyna Jerzak undertakes the challenge of coming back to a
classic par excellence of children’s literature — J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan. In par-
ticular, she focuses on the motif of the Mermaids’ Lagoon to demonstrate how
important it is — especially in the case of the famous books that are a base for
spin-offs or adaptations often remote from the original — to keep the memory of
the origins of myth.

Peter Pan makes an appearance also in the first chapter from Part 3, Horned
and Hoofed: Riding into Adulthood, where the liminal creatures of different
kinds of equine component are studied. Bettina Kiimmerling-Meibauer opens the
analyses by exploring the trails of one of the most mysterious deities of Greek
mythology, Pan, in Barrie’s novel. Next, Edith Hall discusses the reception of a

2l Yet when they do appear, their impact is always breathtaking, as in one of the recent

reinterpretations of the Erinyes mythos in contemporary literature — The Amber Fury
by Natalie Haynes (2014). They are also present, for instance, on Ancient Greek vases
and in academic painting.
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creature particularly important for youth culture — Cheiron the educator. The
good centaur — in spite (or exactly because) of his liminal nature, a
human-animal hybrid, since mythical times has been responsible for the
acculturation of his little wards — the future heroes of the classical mythology.
Today’s children know him mainly from such bestsellers as the Percy Jackson
and Harry Potter series (here as Firenze), yet, as Edith Hall makes us aware, he
stands firmly on his hooves in educational literature both of ancient and modern
times. The motif of Cheiron’s wisdom reached even far Russia — a reception case
studied by Elena Ermolaeva who presents how the myth of this creature evolved
in connection with folklore and biblical tradition. From Russia we move to
Poland, into the times of the People’s Republic, where Karoline Thaidigsmann
follows an original incarnation of Pegasus, accompanied by less classical
(nonetheless still quite ancient) monsters — a mysterious crocodile Cyryl, an
army of huge spiders, and a tyrant in crisis. All these beings contribute to
constructing the double address technique by the authors: the creatures’ surreal
form and behaviour are a source of entertainment for young readers, while the
adult public finds in their figures some encrypted allusions to the totalitarian
regime, from its growth, through blossom, to degeneration and decay. The last
chapter in this section again establishes a link with the next part. Simon J. G.
Burton takes up the motif of Pegasus and he also tracks down talking horses and
unicorns in the series that simply cannot be absent from any study on the
reception of Classical Antiquity in youth culture — mainly, C.S. Lewis’
Chronicles of Narnia, where the mythological heritage works together with
Christian tradition.

The Part4 — Mythical Creatures across Time and Space: Negotiating the
Bestiary — gathers the chapters that offer food for thought on the concept of
monstrosity itself. Here also some prospects for the development of monster
studies are visible, especially in regard to the cases in which the classical
tradition encounters other cultures, ones until recently at the margin of research
interest in such a context. Marilyn E. Burton opens the section with a courageous
question on the nature of man as creature according to the Christian writer
N. D. Wilson. Daniel A. Nkemleke and Divine Che Neba reflect on what it
means to be a human or a monster in Africa on the example of chosen mythical
beasts from Cameroon whom the scholars juxtapose with their Greek
counterparts. Unexpectedly, this move makes these ancient creatures full of life
again, as the myth in Africa is not a distant past or a fictional narrative, but a part
of people’s everyday existence, with feasts and storytelling sessions, in which
the transcendent beings play a significant role. The journey between Europe and
Africa continues in the research undertaken by Jerzy Axer and Jan Kieniewicz
who track, both in literature and the Kenyan interior, the mysterious wobo — a
creature featuring in the most famous children’s book in Poland — In Desert and
Wilderness by the Nobel Prize winner Henryk Sienkiewicz, best known outside
the country for his “Roman” novel Quo vadis. On this journey the classical and
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African traditions meet and merge, with the beautiful and yet often traumatic
history of the continent in the background, and we can witness the fascinating
phenomenon of a new myth being born. Owing to this, in the times when the
creatures from Greek and Roman mythology seem quite a familiar or even tamed
group, the less known monsters approach us — ready to challenge our perception
of the human present, past, and the future. The next two chapters take the readers
to the midst of the sea. Malgorzata Borowska follows the marine monsters from
Greek archaic poetry to arrive with them at the worldwide classic for children —
Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio and the bloodcurdling adventures of the puppet and
his father inside a great fish belly. Adam Lukaszewicz adds to this thread the
context of the Egyptian tales, including the most popular one, of a Shipwrecked
Sailor who not only meets some mysterious ancient monsters, but also comes
back in later stories loved by the young readers, like the Arabian Nights and
Jules Verne’s cycle of Captain Nemo. Then, here be dragons, in Robert A.
Sucharski’s analyses of the famous Polish all-ages (funny for children and satir-
ical for adults) set of novels by Stanistaw Pagaczewski. The scholar traces the
ancient roots of the legendary Wawel Dragon, who in Pagaczewski’s
interpretation transforms into a brilliant inventor, fan of ecological automobiles,
and King Krak’s best friend. Helen Lovatt closes this multi-cultural stage of our
chase with the question about the “Greekness” of Harry Potter’s bestiary.

Part 5 of the volume — And the Chase Goes On: The Monsters of Visual
Culture — contains the chapters on the reception of mythical creatures in contem-
porary works whose dominating component are images. The gathered case
studies permit us to observe how the ancient heritage is transferred into the new
spheres of human expression and how it responds there to the challenges of the
present times. Elzbieta Olechowska opens the section with an analysis of the
most recent French comic books on the myth of Hercules. Surprisingly, here the
most interesting beast turns out to be a dog, definitely wiser than all the other
human and non-human protagonists. Hanna Paulouskaya, still in the context of
Hercules’ myth, chases after the ancient monsters in Soviet animated movies, in
which Classical Antiquity, folklore, and propaganda work together to shape a
new hero for that communist society. With Amanda Potter’s bestiary we start
making a full circle in relation to the beginning of our venture and this volume,
for she brings back the Minotaur(s), Medusa(s), and the Sirens into focus — now,
on popular BBC television programmes that have gained a global audience — the
flagship family science fiction series Doctor Who, the Doctor Who spin-off for a
younger public The Sarah Jane Adventures, and the family fantasy
show Atlantis. Konrad Dominas transfers his reflections on the reception of the
mythical beasts onto the platform of communication that has changed societies
and the culture flow worldwide — the Internet. This gives both a local and global
impact to the works and enables interactions on the line author—public. As the
scholar demonstrates, in this labyrinthine click-stream, there is a place for both
the Minotaur and the alien robotic shapeshifters, the Transformers, who indeed
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participate in transforming the ancient heritage for youth. Finally, I have the
pleasure to invite the readers on a chase after the mythical beasts in Jim
Henson’s universe, where the ancient monsters get along with the creatures that
jumped out of Henson’s visionary mind to become our companions and the pro-
tagonists of a new cultural myth. The analysis of this “Muppetization” of
classical mythology permits some general conclusions to be drawn on the
reception of mythical beasts in the culture for young people and for all those
adults who keep a sparkle of their childhood alive. Often, it is this sparkle that
enables us to notice the creatures from the Greek and Roman Antiquity still
today — whether on the night sky, or in the books and Hollywood blockbusters,
in the old tales by our parents and tutors, on the Internet, or in the hearts and
souls of the ever new generations discovering this powerful heritage.
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Warning

This book is dangerous. Not that it would bite off your fingers (I do, however,
advise Readers to stroke its spine from time to time). But there is a side-effect of
communing with mythical creatures that should be taken into consideration.
Close encounters with them expose humans to the risk of a metamorphosis that —
in line with the well-known law of mythology — is irreversible. The ancient
monsters startle us and knock us out of our mundane rhythms; they make us
reflect on the nature of the world and see more than is often comfortable to see.
For behind the mask of terrible beasts — lost people may be hiding, ones begging
for salvation from themselves. Just like Mia’s brother in Schnell’s movie. This
requires a decision to be taken.

Out of the love and empathy she importantly learnt from the ancient myths,
Mia will hear Levin’s cry. She will not contribute to sending her brother to
death, but will wage a heroic battle to save him. We do not know this battle’s
outcome (Schnell respects his young viewers and avoids easy happy endings),
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but she might very well succeed. Or better: they might succeed, for this is a joint
effort against the source of the boy’s pain that unleashed the monster — the
poignant feeling of loneliness. In the final scene we watch Mia with Levin,
joined by their mother, in the rising sun, its rays washing over the family. Hope
is in the air, nothing more or less.?

Schnell audaciously merges the borders between the hero, the victim, and the
beast, but this is precisely how reception works: we all can share and shape the
ancient myths so that they support us in the dark hours which produce monsters
— the monsters often much more frightening than our companion creatures from
childhood. Levin felt lonely — yet Schnell in his vision of loneliness as the
catalyst of the boy’s crisis is not alone. It was the feeling of being abandoned and
rejected that finally destroyed Dr. Frankenstein’s Creature in Mary Shelley’s
novel, and the very Doctor as well. Similarly Hawthorne, in his bold
interpretation of the Cretan myth, emphasizes this aspect of the existence of the
Minotaur and he pities him — “separated from all good companionship, as this
poor monster was” (1970, 240).

The fates of these and many other protagonists, whom the Readers will meet
in this volume, are a vital testimony to the importance of the Community we
build, together with mythical beasts and by means of the universal code of the
ancient myths. The sense of security that we live in a world — the ancient-
-Humboldtian cosmos — in which we share certain universal values and feel ac-
cepted in spite of certain differences, is what we and the monsters need — not to
be monsters.
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PART 1

IN THE MAZE OF YOUTH: MEETING THE MINOTAUR

Maja Abgarowicz, The Minotaur (2012).
Ilustration created at the Workshop of Prof. Zygmunt Januszewski,
Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw.
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“A Kind of Minotaur”: Literal and Spiritual Monstrosity
in the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne

Any author who retells classical myths for children faces the challenge of
making stories that were not originally intended for children — at least not as we
know them from our literary sources — conform to prevailing ideas about suitable
material for child audiences. The myths that have come down to us regularly
feature themes considered to be among the most unsuitable, such as sexuality,
violence, and cruelty. Human actors who transgress accepted norms of behavior
appear along with fantastic monsters who embody the dangerous, untamed forces
with which humans must contend both in the wider world and within themselves.
Those monsters often take the form of disturbing hybrids, which point up the
bestial elements within the human. This challenge is addressed head-on at the
very beginning of the tradition of classical myths retold for children by the
American writer Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864), author of the two
pioneering myth collections, A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys (1851) and
Tanglewood Tales (1853). In those books, Hawthorne’s light-hearted, wonder-
-filled adaptations of the original myths are accompanied by a series of
programmatic comments that draw attention to the process of revision by which
they were created and to the distinct perspectives on the same mythical events of
the adult author and his envisioned child readers. As the following discussion
will show, that double vision can also be seen in the relationship between
Hawthorne’s retold myths and the scenarios described in the American-set
fictions for adults that he was writing during the same period, and in the complex
treatment that he gives in Tanglewood Tales to the Minotaur, one of the most
provocative hybrids among the mythical beasts of Antiquity.

Hawthorne’s commentary on his own transformative practice is introduced
primarily through the frame story in which his retold myths are embedded.! In
A Wonder-Book, a college student named Eustace Bright tells the myths to a
group of younger cousins and their friends during vacations at an estate in rural
Massachusetts, known as Tanglewood. The myths are interspersed with

' On the aims and methods of Hawthorne’s myth books, including his use of the frame

narrative, see Laffrado (1992, 66-131); Donovan (2002); Murnaghan and Roberts
(2018, 22-45).
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depictions of those children and their idyllic, leisured country life, as well as
Eustace’s observations about his storytelling, particularly in a debate with Mr.
Pringle, the classically-educated father of some of the children, who accuses him
of adapting the classical myths too freely. To Mr. Pringle, the effect of Eustace’s
reworking is “like bedaubing a marble statue with paint”, while Eustace claims
the classical versions are themselves adaptations, in which Greek authors made
the myths too much like statues, turning them into “shapes of indestructible
beauty, indeed, but cold and heartless” (Hawthorne 1982, 1254-1255).

In the second collection, Tanglewood Tales, Hawthorne omits these narrative
elements but maintains the claim that Eustace Bright is the author of the tales
contained in the volume, which are ostensibly written versions of stories he has
told to the same group of children. In the “Introduction” to Tanglewood Tales,
Hawthorne presents himself as Bright’s editor and reports an exchange between
the two of them that features a recipe for making myths suitable for children.
Presented with the manuscript of the new collection, Hawthorne wonders how
Bright could have possibly carried this off, elaborating further on the deficien-
cies of the Greek originals:

[...] I did not quite see, I confess, how he could have obviated all the difficulties in
the way of rendering them presentable to children. These old legends, so brim-
ming over with everything that is most abhorrent to our Christianized moral-sense
— some of them so hideous — others so melancholy and miserable, amid which the
Greek tragedians sought their themes, and moulded them into the sternest forms
of grief that ever the world saw; — was such material the stuff that children’s play-
things should be made of! How were they to be purified? How was the blessed
sunshine to be thrown into them? (1309-1310)

In his response, Bright rejects the premises of Hawthorne’s question, again
insisting that the Greek versions of the myths are themselves the result of
reworking. No process of purification is necessary, because the stories are inher-
ently pure; they stem from a primordial golden age, to which children are natu-
rally attuned:

But Eustace told me that these myths were the most singular things in the world,
and that he was invariably astonished, whenever he began to relate one, by the
readiness with which it adapted itself to the childish purity of his auditors. The ob-
jectionable characteristics seem to be a parasitical growth, having no essential
connection with the original fable. They fall away, and are thought of no more,
the instant he puts his imagination in sympathy with the innocent little circle,
whose wide-open eyes are fixed so eagerly upon him. Thus the stories (not by any
strained effort of the narrator’s, but in harmony with their inherent germ) trans-
form themselves, and re-assume the shapes which they might be supposed to
possess in the pure childhood of the world. (1310)
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Bright aligns the myths with a view of childhood that is rooted in Romanticism:
a distinctive time of innocence and spiritual purity, naturally connected to the
most essential and primeval stage of human evolution, and sharply distinct from
adulthood, which is marked by corruption and loss. So he concludes:

Evil had never yet existed; and sorrow, misfortune, crime, were mere shadows
which the mind fancifully created for itself, as a shelter against too sunny realities
— or, at most, but prophetic dreams, to which the dreamer himself did not yield a
waking credence. Children are now the only representatives of the men and
women of that happy era; and therefore it is that we must raise the intellect and
fancy to the level of childhood, in order to re-create the original myths. (1310)

The fictional storyteller’s account of the spontaneous generation of authentic
myths naturally suitable for children is set alongside the real author’s account of
a process of deliberate revision, formulated through rhetorical questions and
characterized through metaphors. The myths have to be “purified” through the
suppression — which Bright describes as an automatic falling away — of “objec-
tionable characteristics”. What remains after this purification has to be made
more cheerful through the addition of “sunshine” and also more playful, so that it
corresponds to “children’s playthings”. Hawthorne here sets an agenda that
shaped the subsequent tradition of myth for children, with its many strategies for
evading or suppressing material viewed as inappropriate and its many ways of
making the myths both sunnier and more playful.

Hawthorne’s fictional dialogue between himself and Eustace Bright makes
explicit the division that is more often tacitly assumed between the perspective
of the adult storyteller, well aware of the human capacity for error and transgres-
sion depicted in the original myths, most markedly in the genre of tragedy, and
the presumed innocence of his child audience. This adult knowledge is shared
even by Hawthorne’s youthful surrogate. The aptly named Bright is able to enter
into the mentality of his child audience to “put his imagination in sympathy with
the innocent little circle”, but to do so he has to stop thinking about things that he
knows, that are present in his mind: “the objectionable characteristics [...] are
thought of no more” (emphasis added). Darker thoughts lurk even in the pure and
happy outlook preserved by children, although those thoughts remain in the
background, downplayed as “mere shadows” that counter a too-sunny picture or
as “prophetic dreams”.

Immediately after quoting Eustace’s protestations, Hawthorne gives himself
the final word, adding his opinion that Bright will soon become less sunny in his
outlook:

I let the youthful author talk, as much and as extravagantly as he pleased, and was
glad to see him commencing life with such confidence in himself and his perfor-
mances. A few years will do all that is necessary towards showing him the truth,
in both respects. (1982, 1310)
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As several critics have pointed out, that process already colors the tales that
follow, where the voice of the narrator is often closer to the older, less illusioned
Hawthorne than to the optimistic Bright (Baym 1973; Laffrado 1992, 66-131).
Through this narrative voice, Hawthorne self-consciously tempers his entertain-
ing, wonder-inspiring, child-friendly versions of the myths with intimations of an
adult outlook that acknowledges those versions as purposeful revisions,
admitting to his adult readers what they already know, and at the same time par-
ticipating in a common — some would say universal — project of children’s litera-
ture, showing his child readers some of that adult truth that they, like Eustace
Bright, will eventually have to recognize.?

For all their playfulness and good cheer, Hawthorne’s myth books subtly in-
corporate the vision conveyed in his fiction for adults, especially the two book-
-length “Romances” (as he labeled them) that he wrote during the same period:
The Scarlet Letter, published in 1850, and The House of the Seven Gables,
published in 1851. In those works Hawthorne explores in an American, Chris-
tiannized setting many of the themes of Greek tragedy, the genre in which he
locates the most objectionable forms of the Greek myths: sexual transgression;
cruel and violent behavior stemming from arrogance, greed, and excess;
destructive curses that descend through families. There is a close symbiosis
between these adult romances and the children’s myth books, where some of
Hawthorne’s most striking innovations are reworkings of his own American
fables as much as of Greek myths. The same themes are differently handled for
different audiences through the storyteller’s freedom to shape and color his
material, a freedom Hawthorne claims for himself in the preface to The House of
the Seven Gables.® There he writes that the author of a Romance (as opposed to a
realistic novel) must not “swerve aside from the truth of the human heart” but
“may so manage his atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow the lights
and deepen and enrich the shadows of his picture”. At the same time, he
prescribes restraint: the author of a Romance should “mingle the Marvellous [...]
as a slight, delicate, and evanescent flavor” (Hawthorne 2006, 3).

In his myths for children, Hawthorne tells stories that echo the tragic, but also
Christianized, conception of human nature and human experience found in his
adult Romances while giving them different atmospherics, emphasizing the mar-
velous, bringing out the lights, and limiting the shadows. He does this in part
through narrative features that realize his own metaphors for the required process
of revision: stories into which sunshine has been thrown become stories about
the literal presence of sunshine; cold and rigid statues are softened and endowed

For an extended and influential account of the view that children’s literature is
designed to instill adult perspectives, see Nodelman (2008).

On the many thematic connections between Hawthorne’s myth books and his adult
fiction, see McPherson (1969); Pfister (1996, 244-250); on the interrelation of myth
and romance in his works, see Hoffman (1964).



“A Kind of Minotaur”: Literal and Spiritual Monstrosity 59

with color; myths are transformed into accounts of spontaneous transformation;
fantastic creatures and significant objects are reconceived as playthings.* In his
adult fictions, by contrast, he evokes the marvelous events of Greek myth, not as
actual occasions for wonder and delight as in the children’s books, but as meta-
phors, or allegories, for the spiritual conditions to which fallen humans are sub-
ject.

This relationship between literal myth and the figuration of a spiritual condi-
tion can be illustrated through a passage from Hawthorne’s best-known work,
The Scarlet Letter, an account of the consequences of adultery set in Puritan
Boston during the 1640s. The narrator is describing Pearl, the child born from
the adulterous union that sets the plot in motion; as he puts it, her “innocent life
had sprung [...] out of the rank luxuriance of a guilty passion” (Hawthorne 2000,
80). Pearl displays a premature adult waywardness, and her willful, defiant, even
demonic nature points up the idealized character of Eustace Bright’s picture of
pure childhood innocence.’ Her troublesome temperament is defined through a
reference to the myth of Cadmus sowing dragon’s teeth and reaping a harvest of
ferocious warriors. Cut off from other children by her mother’s outcast status,
Pearl has to invent her own playmates:

She never created a friend, but seemed to be always sowing broadcast the
dragon’s teeth, whence sprung a harvest of armed enemies, against which she
rushed to battle. It was inexpressibly sad — then what depth of sorrow to a mother,
who felt in her own heart the cause! — to observe, in one so young, this constant
recognition of an adverse world... (Hawthorne 2000, 86).

Pearl’s inherently defiant nature and her social isolation produce in her a
distorted spiritual state, which is manifested in her belligerent imagination, and
the metaphor of the dragon’s teeth serves as an allegory of this condition. But
when Hawthorne presents Cadmus sowing the dragon’s teeth as an actual event
in one of the Tanglewood Tales, the episode takes on the playfulness that Pearl
so sadly forfeits, as he exploits the absurdity that derives from treating mythic
events as concrete literal occurrences in the real world:®

On the routine transformation of toys through children’s play as a model for
romance’s investment of the ordinary with spiritual significance, see Sanchez-Eppeler
(2004, 156-157).

On Pearl’s ambiguous nature, combining both innocence and taint, and its relationship
to Hawthorne’s own experience of parenthood, see Sanchez-Eppeler (2004, 153-156).
Hawthorne here constructs a realistic alternative to his own romance that is in effect a
parody of the more realistic novel, which “is presumed to aim at a very minute
fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the probable and ordinary course of man’s
experience” (2006, 3).
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It was strange, too, to observe how the earth, out of which they had so lately
grown, was incrusted, here-and-there, on their bright breastplates, and even be-
grimed their faces; just as you may have seen it clinging to beets and carrots,
when pulled out of their native soil. Cadmus hardly knew whether to consider
them men, or some odd kind of vegetable; although, on the whole, he concluded
that there was human nature in them, because they were so fond of trumpets and
weapons, and so ready to draw blood. (Hawthorne 1982, 1379)

The knowing adult’s awareness of evil human nature is present in the final sen-
tence, but as an afterthought, muted by the narrator’s jocular tone and cordoned
off from the perspective urged on the child audience. Between the alternatives in
Cadmus’ divided mind, Hawthorne’s child addressees are directed to the absurd,
innocuous, nonhuman, and material view of the sown men as “an odd kind of
vegetable”, encouraged to recall the beets and carrots of their own experience.
This stress on the sown men as entertaining objects connects with other
scenes in the myth books in which Hawthorne entertains his readers with magi-
cal objects that behave like animated toys, embracing not only the playfulness
but the thing-i-ness of playthings. One example is the marvelous winged staff
entwined by snakes (i.e. the caduceus) that belongs to Quicksilver (Hawthorne’s
name for Mercury), the nimble, whimsical instigator of many magical events,
whose winged sandals make it appear “as if his feet sometime rose from the
ground by their own accord” (1263). When Quicksilver arrives at the cottage of
the old couple Baucis and Philemon, he throws his staff on the ground, but it
jumps up and places itself beside the door, where Philemon admires it and
thinks: “It would be an excellent kind of stick for a little boy to ride astride of”
(1263). Then, when they go inside, “what should it do, but immediately spread
its little wings, and go hopping and fluttering up the door-steps! Tap, tap went
the staff on the kitchen-floor; nor did it rest, until it had stood itself on end, with
the greatest gravity and decorum, beside Quicksilver’s chair” (1265).
Quicksilver’s self-moving staff seems, like its owner, to epitomize the retold
myths, which Bright presents as spontaneously shaking off their grimmer accre-
tions and transforming themselves. It is also reminiscent of the actual mechanical
toys or automata that began to be made and sold in America beginning in the
1840s (McClary 1997, 23; Jaffé 2006, 181).” Hawthorne slyly acknowledges the
fantastical and child-oriented nature of this object when he mentions the further
detail that when the staff stopped moving “the snakes continued to wriggle”, then
distances himself from his own narration, countering the innocent old man’s

The automaton as child’s toy is a benign version of the more sinister automata that
were widely depicted by Romantic writers, including Hawthorne himself, in response
to anxieties about industrial mechanization, militarism, and economic manipulation by
unseen forces. See Demson (2012); Blackford (2014, 91-95); and on the complexity
of Hawthorne’s stance towards mechanization, Benesch (2002, 63-96).
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child-like vision with a knowing adult perspective: “But, in my private opinion,
old Philemon’s eyesight had been playing him tricks again” (1264).

As in his account of the dragon’s teeth, Hawthorne draws repeatedly in the
myth books on the motif of magical transformation to make the spiritual evils he
explores in his adult fiction concrete, externally visible, humorous, and inconse-
quential. The Scarlet Letter begins with a semi-autobiographical account of the
time Hawthorne spent as the surveyor of the Custom House in Salem. This in-
cludes an extended description of the other men who work there, a group of lazy,
corrupt, elderly political appointees in a state of spiritual death. The real danger
of this environment is made clear in its effect on the narrator: he becomes dull
and numb, no longer interested in writing and no longer responsive to nature.
The worst of the group is the Permanent Inspector, who has enjoyed a lifetime of
undemanding government service:

He possessed no power of thought, no depth of feeling, no troublesome sensibili-
ties; nothing, in short, but a few commonplace instincts, which, aided by the
cheerful temper that grew inevitably out of his physical well-being, did duty very
respectably, and to general acceptance, in lieu of a heart. (Hawthorne 2000, 16)

The narrator explicitly compares the Permanent Inspector to an animal, but then
adds:

One point, in which he had vastly the advantage over his four-footed brethren,
was his ability to recollect the good dinners which it had made no small portion of
the happiness of his life to eat. His gourmandism was a highly agreeable trait; and
to hear him talk of roast-meat was as appetizing as a pickle or an oyster. (17)

There is clearly an element of humor in this description, but it is the bitter and
angry humor of a satirist. Tanglewood Tales offers a more light-hearted and
playful portrayal of gourmandizing in a retold version of the episode in Homer’s
Odyssey of Odysseus’ visit to Circe, who famously turns his men into pigs.® Here
Hawthorne develops an idea implicit in Homer, that Odysseus’ men are more
animal-like than he is and their transformation reflects their nature. He presents
the members of Ulysses’ crew (using Odysseus’ Latin name) as able to think of
nothing but food and repeatedly refers to them as “gourmandizers”. When they
arrive at Circe’s palace ahead of Ulysses, they are easily seduced by an
enormous meal. The shallowness of these men leads not to dark comparisons, as
in the Custom-House episode, but to literal conversion into animals. Circe
touches them with her wand declaring:

8 On Hawthorne’s version in relation to other retellings of the Circe myth for children,

see Murnaghan (2015).
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‘You are already swine in everything but the human form, which you disgrace.
[...] it will require only the slightest exercise of magic, to make the exterior con-
form to the hoggish disposition. Assume your proper shapes, gourmandizers, and
begone to the sty!” (Hawthorne 1982, 1397)

The result is the undignified spectacle of “hogs on cushioned thrones”, at which
the narrator exclaims: “Dear me! What pendulous ears they had; what little red
eyes, half-buried in fat; and what long snouts, instead of Grecian noses” (ibid.).
Just as the Custom-House narrative is not devoid of humor, this tale is not devoid
of moral disgust; in assuming their “proper shapes”, Ulysses’ men hint at the
inherent human ugliness that is denied when the retold myths, according to
Bright, “re-assume the shapes which they might be supposed to possess in the
pure childhood of the world” (1310). But the emphasis is squarely on the delight-
ful ludicrousness of the transformation, which is also in the end reversible
(although the men do remain irredeemably gluttonous).

In Hawthorne’s retelling of the Midas myth, the power of material
transformation is granted by Quicksilver to the foolish protagonist, whose con-
suming greed leads him to wish for the ability to turn everything he touches into
gold. Midas is himself a bit of a gourmandizer and he first discovers how incon-
venient it is to have this golden touch while eating breakfast. Exploiting the
comic effect of introducing modernizing details into a classical myth, Hawthorne
gives an extended account of how Midas’ coffee, his brook trout, his hot cakes,
his egg, and finally a potato all turn into gold:

He found his mouth full, not of mealy potatoe, but of solid metal, which so burnt
his tongue that he roared aloud, and jumping up from the table he began to dance
and stamp around the room, both with pain and affright. (1204)

Not only is Midas subjected to the ridiculous fate of biting down on a hot metal
potato, he is himself turned into a kind of automaton, performing an involuntary
dance that at once dramatizes and trivializes the lack of self-control manifested
in his greed.

It is only when Midas touches his beloved daughter Marygold (for whose
sake he had been so eager for gold in the first place) and she turns into a golden
statue that the tone of the story becomes momentarily more somber, so much so
that the narrator introduces his account of Midas’ response with a kind of
praeteritio, acknowledging that he is about to describe what his readers would
not want to know: “It would be too sad a story, if I were to tell you how Midas,
in the fullness of all his gratified desires, began to wring his hands and bemoan
himself...” (1206). But only momentarily, since for Midas, the literalization of
what is in his heart proves positively instructive:
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It had been a favorite phrase of Midas, whenever he felt particularly fond of the
child, to say she was worth her weight in gold. And now the phrase had become
literally true. And now, at last, when it was too late, he felt how infinitely a warm
and tender heart that loved him, exceeded in value all the wealth that could be
piled up betwixt the earth and sky! (1206)

In this gentle, magical world, it is not in fact too late for Midas: he learns his
lesson and overcomes his greed. Quicksilver takes pity on him, observing that
“Iylour own heart, I perceive, has not entirely changed from flesh to gold”
(1207), and reverses the golden touch. Marygold comes back to life, completely
unaware that she has been turned into a statue; the only lasting effect is that her
hair color is improved by a “golden tinge” (1209). Eustace Bright’s narrative
procedure as described by Mr. Pringle is realized within the story, as a “hard and
inflexible” (1205) statue is reanimated and “bedaubed with color”.

Marygold is Hawthorne’s own addition to the myth and, as the principal
source of joy in her father’s life, she plays a role similar to that of another child
character that he also introduced into the mythical tradition: Proserpina as she is
reimagined in his version of the Demeter and Persephone myth. Hawthorne
avoids the story’s objectionable themes of death and sexual initiation by turning
Proserpina into a little girl and Hades, or Pluto, into a lonely old man who only
wants some company. Pluto is not looking for a wife but for someone who will
brighten up his palace: “a merry little maid, to run up stairs and down, and cheer
up the rooms with her smile” (1413).° This conception of Proserpina allows
Hawthorne to carry out his agenda of throwing “blessed sunlight” into the
received myth: Pluto is allergic to sunlight and carries Proserpina as quickly as
possible into his realm of perpetual darkness, which is artificially lit by the
gleam of many jewels. There she begins to have a softening effect on him, even
though she is mourning the loss of her mother Ceres:

And, though he pretended to dislike the sunshine of the upper world, yet the effect
of this child’s presence, bedimmed as she was by her tears, was as if a faint and
watery sunbeam had somehow or other found its way into the enchanted hall.
(1416)

The stories of Proserpina and Marygold are both reworkings, not only of the
ancient myths on which they are overtly based, but of stories that Hawthorne
himself had very recently told in The House of the Seven Gables."’ There the
house at the center of the plot is under a curse, dating back to its original builder
and the family patriarch, Colonel Pyncheon, who stole the land on which it was

9
10

Cf. Quicksilver’s staff hopping up the stairs of Baucis and Philemon’s cottage.

The House of the Seven Gables was written during a five-month period beginning in
September 1850 and published in April 1851. A Wonder-Book was written during the
summer of 1851, Tanglewood Tales early in 1853.
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built. At the time in which the story is set, in the 1850s, the decrepit and gloomy
house is a version of Pluto’s Underworld palace, inhabited by two of Colonel
Pyncheon’s descendants, an old and deeply discouraged brother and sister. Early
in the narrative, a young girl cousin arrives from the country, takes up residence
with them, and brings new happiness into their lives. Her status as ray of sunlight
is clear from her name, Phoebe, the female version of Apollo’s epithet Phoebus,
which itself means ‘bright’. Phoebe’s cheering presence is felt early on in an
episode in which she makes breakfast for her elderly cousins. This generates
another mythical reference, one which both evokes the golden age and refers to a
story in which — as Hawthorne tells it — a figure very like Phoebe plays a
redemptive role:

Phoebe’s Indian cakes were the sweetest offering of all — in their hue, befitting the
rustic altars of the innocent and golden age — or, so brightly yellow were they, re-
sembling some of the bread which was changed to glistening gold, when Midas
tried to eat it. (Hawthorne 2006, 73)!!

Phoebe brings the sunshine and optimism of the myth books into a narrative that
culminates in a happy ending with the breaking of the curse and the departure of
the main characters from the house. But as this plot unfolds, Phoebe both learns
the history of the house, with its legacy of cruelty and greed, and falls in love
with, and agrees to marry, a young man who lives there as a boarder. Unlike the
cheerful girl companions of the myth books, Phoebe is subject to the passage of
time; she crosses the threshold from childhood to adulthood; she comes to know
the darker sides of the human heart; and she has a fully realized existence as a
marriageable, sexually mature woman. So, as the story progresses, her brightness
dims a little, as the narrator notes:

Though not so blooming as when she first tript into our story — for in the few in-
tervening weeks, her experiences had made her graver, more womanly, and
deeper-eyed, in token of a heart that had begun to suspect its depths — still there
was the quiet glow of natural sunshine over her. Neither had she forfeited her
proper gift of making things look real, rather than fantastic, within her sphere.
(209)

And here Hawthorne makes it clear that adult knowledge is not always or entire-
ly a bad thing, while also suggesting, as he does in the Midas myth, that the sub-
stitution of concrete reality for insubstantial fantasy can lead to spiritual health as
well as to childish humor.

"' In A Wonder-Book, where resemblance is replaced by literal identity, Midas eats a

breakfast hot cake “that assumed the yellow hue of Indian meal”, but “if it really had
been an Indian hot cake, Midas would have prized it a good deal more than he now
did” (Hawthorne 1982, 1204).
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Embedded in this account of Phoebe’s progression towards somewhat
diminished sunniness is another much darker and more uncanny story, involving
an earlier member of the Pyncheon family. Like others in his line, this Mr.
Pyncheon is obsessed with finding a lost document, the deed to a large tract of
land that will convey enormous wealth. He summons a young wizard, who is an
enemy of the family but who is thought to know the whereabouts of this
document. The younger man claims that he may be able to provide the desired
information, but only if he can talk to Pyncheon’s daughter Alice, who is not a
little girl but a mature young woman, and powerfully affected by the wizard’s
sexual magnetism. While her father stands by, ignoring her cry for help, the
wizard rivets Alice’s attention and puts her into a trance, channeling her mind for
information about the deed, and making her immobile — in other words, making
her like a statue. Finally, her horrified father grabs and shakes her, but his touch
achieves nothing, and he falls into a convulsive rage at the wizard, who coolly
berates him: “Is it my crime, if you have sold your daughter for the mere hope of
getting a sheet of yellow parchment into your grasp?” (147). Here the color yel-
low has its evil association with gold rather than its noble association with
sunshine and healthy hot cakes. The wizard ultimately releases Alice so that she
can move again, but she remains under his power and soon dies as a result.
Unlike Marygold, who is only improved by her transformations, Alice Pyncheon
is sacrificed to her father’s greed, which is not overcome, as in the case of Midas,
but remains rooted in his soul and is passed down to his descendants.

When he comes to tell the story of the Minotaur, a genuinely hybrid figure
who permanently combines human and inhuman characteristics rather than
switching back and forth like the sown men or Ulysses’ companions, Hawthorne
brings into one of his myths a more evenly balanced mixture of the serious moral
allegorizing found in his adult works and the lighthearted, entertaining literal-
izing of the children’s works. As the product of a shocking sexual union between
a human woman, Pasiphag, and a bull, and as a voracious monster who feeds on
young humans, the Minotaur epitomizes the kind of “objectionable characteris-
tics” that Eustace Bright claims are “thought of no more” when the narrator is in
touch with the mentality of children. In his account of the band of Athenian
youths and maidens, led by Theseus, who travel to Crete to be sacrificed, Haw-
thorne presents the Minotaur precisely as something that young people do not
think about:

And, though it was a sad business enough, I rather question whether fourteen
young people, without any old persons to keep them in order, could contrive to
spend the whole time of the voyage in being miserable. There had been some few
dances upon the undulating deck, I suspect, and some hearty bursts of laughter,
and other such unseasonable merriment among the victims, before the high, blue
mountains of Crete began to show themselves among the far-off clouds.
(Hawthorne 1982, 1326)
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But when the scene shifts to Crete, the Minotaur has to be confronted, at least by
Theseus, who is undergoing a decisive coming of age which makes “all his fore-
gone adventures seem like mere boy’s play” (1323). As Theseus arrives at the
center of the Labyrinth and meets the Minotaur, Hawthorne introduces the
monster through a sequence of perspectives in which his two sides are separated
and distinguished. But rather than being split into distinct human and animal
selves, the Minotaur appears as two differently imagined human-animal combi-
nations: a ludicrously capering spectacle with the outward form of a bull or a
spiritually compromised human:

Sure enough what an ugly monster it was! Only his horned head belonged to a
bull; and yet, somehow or other, he looked like a bull all over, preposterously
waddling on his hind-legs; or, if you happened to view him in another way, he
seemed wholly a man, and all the more monstrous for being so. (1333)

From this second perspective, the monstrosity of the Minotaur is a state of inter-
nal ugliness, towards which Theseus reacts with mingled horror and pity:

And there he was, the wretched thing, with no society, no companion, no kind of
mate, living only to do mischief, and incapable of knowing what affection means!
Theseus hated him, and shuddered at him, and yet could not but be sensible of
some sort of pity, and all the more, the uglier and more detestable the creature
was. (1333)

Theseus’ sensitivity allows him to interpret the Minotaur’s half-articulate
roaring: he “understood that the Minotaur was saying to himself how miserable
he was, and how hungry, and how he hated everybody, and how he longed to eat
up the human race alive!” (ibid.). The Minotaur turns out to be, like Pearl in The
Scarlet Letter, a childish creature whose inner life is blighted by the lack of
companionship; his ugliness is the product of conditions Minos has imposed on
him by isolating him in the Labyrinth and starving him.

Theseus has already articulated this understanding in his earlier meeting with
Minos: “I tell thee to thy face, King Minos, thou art a more hideous monster than
the Minotaur himself” (1329), and rather than confining his adult perspective to a
jocular aside as in his comment on Cadmus’ sown men, Hawthorne’s narrator
spells out the allegorical significance of the Minotaur’s animal element and the
serious moral lesson that his readers will one day learn from it:

Ah, the bull-headed villain! And, Oh, my good little people, you will perhaps see,
one of these days, as I do now, that every human being, who suffers something
evil to get into his nature, or to remain there, is a kind of Minotaur, an enemy of
his fellow-creatures, and separated from all good companionship, as this poor
monster was! (1333)
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This overt allegorizing is one way of bringing the myths in line with what Haw-
thorne describes in the “Introduction” to Tanglewood Tales as a “Christianized
moral sense”. We see the same strategy employed by one of Hawthorne’s now-
-forgotten predecessors, J. M. Neale (1818-1866), an English clergyman who
published in 1847 a volume for children of Stories from Heathen Mythology and
Greek History that anticipates Hawthorne in its narrative mode but displays an
anxiety that Hawthorne does not about the pagan origins of the myths. Neale
deals with this anxiety in part by offering such interpretations as this (which
comes after his account of the Perseus myth):

This is, when rightly explained, a very true story; and what is stranger, it is or
ought to be true of every one of those who read it. We have all of us a Medusa,
against whom we are bound to go forth, and whom we must kill, if we would not
have her kill us. The world, the flesh, and the devil are the three Gorgons whom
we have to fight. [...] And why are we bound to fight manfully against ourselves?
Why, but for the same reason as the hero of my story had. To shew our love to the
Great King That made us His own when we were infants, and has all our lives
long fed, and guarded us. (Neale 1847, 18-19)

In comparison, however, Hawthorne’s allegorizing is free of doctrine and much
more fully engaged with the psychology of sin-prone human nature. As he makes
the Minotaur part of a story for “little people” who do not yet think this way,
Hawthorne also introduces the mitigating playfulness, closely tied to the mar-
velous, that is a hallmark of his reworked myths. One marvelous feature of this
myth is the Labyrinth in which the Minotaur is imprisoned. Ariadne describes it
to Theseus as “the most wondrous” of Daedalus’ “artful contrivances”
(Hawthorne 1982, 1330, emphasis added). The Minotaur’s presence there is a
quirky and mischievous gesture on the part of cruel king Minos, as the narrator
explains when he introduces the Minotaur, again as a subject children would not
want to think about:

It seems that, in the island of Crete, there lived a certain dreadful monster, called a
Minotaur, which was shaped partly like a man and partly like a bull, and was
altogether such a hideous sort of creature, that it is really disagreeable to think of
him. If he were suffered to exist at all, it should have been on some desert island,
or in the duskiness of some deep cavern, where nobody ever would be tormented
by his abominable aspect. But King Minos, who reigned over Crete, laid out a
great deal of money in building a habitation for the Minotaur, and took great care
of his health and comfort, merely for mischief’s sake. (1324)

In other words, the Labyrinth is a kind of plaything for the evil Minos, where he
keeps what Hawthorne describes as his “pet-monster”, and this is made even
clearer as the narrator recounts Theseus’ entrance into it, using a term for a popu-
lar kind of puzzle or game: “How this labyrinth was built, is more than I can tell
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you. But so cunningly contrived a mizmaze was never seen in the world, before
nor since” (1332).

In the same spirit, Hawthorne foregrounds the absurd in his account of
Theseus’ ultimate battle with the Minotaur. This begins when the Minotaur
charges at Theseus but misses and hits his head against a wall, breaking off one
of his horns. “Smarting with the pain, he galloped around the open space in so
ridiculous a way that Theseus laughed at it, long afterwards, though not precisely
at this moment”. The Minotaur does succeed in grazing Theseus and throwing
him to the ground, “and thinking he had stabbed him to the heart, he cut a great
caper in the air, opened his bull-mouth from ear-to-ear, and prepared to snap his
head off”. But Theseus leaps up again and manages a fatal sword thrust: “he hit
him fair upon the neck, and made his bull head skip six yards from his human
body, which fell down flat upon the ground” (1334-1335). The Minotaur’s
ridiculous galloping recalls Midas’ stamping and dancing when he bites the hot
potato; both movements recall the more benign “playful leaps and airy
caperings” (1293) of the magical horse Pegasus and the nimble footwork of
Eustace Bright, who is “as light and active as if he had wings to his shoes”
(1166), and of Quicksilver, Bright’s surrogate within the stories.

The Minotaur’s end resembles that of Minos’ other pet monster, the giant
brass automaton Talus, who walks “with a kind of jerk in its gait which [...]
caused the young prince to suspect that it was no true giant, but only a wonderful
piece of machinery” (1327, emphasis added).'? Talus finally tumbles “full-length
into the sea, which splashed high over his gigantic shape, as when an iceberg
turns a somerset” (1337): in this comparison, nature itself plays children’s
games. In the case of the Minotaur, the lonely, wretched misfit deserving of
human pity who is known to the adult narrator recedes into the background to be
replaced by a cartoonish loser more suited to a child audience. As this happens,
the provocative mixture of human and animal elements that makes the Minotaur
so apt a figure for spiritual deformation is finally and literally resolved: the two
strands of his nature are located in distinct parts of his body and cleanly
separated by Theseus’ sword.'3

In his description of the Minotaur as a very different creature depending on
how “you happened to view him”, Hawthorne at once distinguishes and com-
bines the different approaches to representing human sinfulness that characterize
his adult-directed romances and child-directed myth collections. As Deborah
Roberts’ chapter in this volume shows in detail, the many illustrators who have

12° On Talus in relation to Romantic concerns about soldiers as unfeeling puppets, see

Demson (2012, 78-82).

13 Cf. Hawthorne’s treatment of the Gorgon myth. When Perseus first comes across
Medusa, she is humanized and her monstrosity is psychologized: he finds her sleeping
“with an unquiet expression disturbing her features, as if the monster were troubled
with an ugly dream”. But when he attacks her with his sword, “the head of the wicked
Medusa tumbled from her body” (1982, 1185-1186).



“A Kind of Minotaur”: Literal and Spiritual Monstrosity 69

depicted the Minotaur in the long subsequent tradition of children’s myth books
have developed a range of strategies for representing the Minotaur’s hybrid
nature in visual form. While some illustrators have produced images that, like
Hawthorne’s narrative in Tanglewood Tales, integrate elements of the disturbing
and the distancing, others have chosen to favor one way of viewing him rather
than the other, either as a troubled human or as a comical plaything. This
polarizing strategy can be illustrated through a few examples that also align with
the question of audience to which Hawthorne himself was so responsive.

The first example appears in an edition of the two myth collections, issued in
1900, that figures as one volume in a complete set of Hawthorne’s works and so
assimilates his children’s works to his larger adult output. The artist is the great
American illustrator Howard Pyle (1853-1911), who is often credited with
bringing a new element of dramatic intensity to book illustration (cf. Fig. 1).'4

Fig. 1: Howard Pyle, Theseus ... caught the monster off his guard, illustration from
Nathaniel Hawthorne, A Wonder Book for Girls and Boys, and Tanglewood Tales,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1900, separate leaf between pp. 284 and 285.

14 For Pyle’s career and impact on the development of American book illustration, see
May and May (2011); for the influence of contemporary painting on his treatments of
classical subject matter around 1900, see Frederick (2011, 95-98).
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Pyle’s illustration in no way suggests a child audience. (This lack of evident
orientation to children was not uncommon in illustrations of that period, even in
editions of Hawthorne’s myth books that were published separately and mar-
keted specifically for children.) He adopts a classicizing style that looks back to
European traditions of mythical and historical painting. Theseus is a heroic nude,
with a head like that of a classical statue, locked in close combat with the Mi-
notaur. The Minotaur is hard to make out in this nighttime setting, but his pose,
his small and not conspicuously bullish head, and the heavily muscled arms with
which he grabs Theseus indicate a similar and formidable opponent. The illustra-
tion depicts a scene of greater suspense and more equal confrontation than the
words from the text quoted in the caption: “Theseus ... caught the monster off his
guard”.

It might seem at first glance, that — as often happened during that period, es-
pecially with illustrations by prominent artists — Pyle has simply ignored
Hawthorne’s text, depicting the myth as he knows it from other sources and
ignoring Hawthorne’s child-friendly revision. But he actually illustrates quite
closely the adult’s vision that Hawthorne includes while also consigning it to the
background of his story (and to the future consciousness of his readers). Pyle has
transposed the Minotaur from the artful puzzle-like Labyrinth in which Minos
confined him and has placed him in what is, according to Hawthorne, his
spiritual home: “If he were suffered to exist at all, it should have been on some
desert island, or in the duskiness of some deep cavern, where nobody would ever
be tormented by his abominable aspect” (Hawthorne 1982, 1324). Positioning
the Minotaur in the shadows of a deep cavern and importing the chiaroscuro
effects of painting into book illustration, Pyle manages at once to depict the
monster and to fulfill Hawthorne’s claim that he would best not be seen.

The moon whose light makes Theseus the more visible figure and signals his
coming victory also represents a visual reworking of Hawthorne’s text, where
the moon is obscured as Theseus enters the Labyrinth and reappears only after
the battle: “So now the battle was ended. Immediately the moon shone out
brightly as if all the troubles of the world, and all the wickedness and the ug-
liness that infest human life, were past and gone forever” (1335). Pyle’s already-
-shining moon naturalizes and dramatizes Hawthorne’s spiritual allegory of
human evil overcome by reason and self-sacrifice. By making the Minotaur an
image of distorted but recognizable humanity rather than the silly figure dancing
in pain whom Theseus later laughs at, Pyle illustrates the being that Hawthorne
predicts his child readers will one day see, but that is already visible to the adult
author and his adult readers: a manifestation of mythical monstrosity in its origi-
nal form, before the sunshine has been thrown in and the voracious, child-
-devouring embodiment of human hostility and spiritual pain has been reduced to
a comical spectacle.

In the period since Pyle’s work, illustrations in children’s books have become
more overtly child-directed, whether through especially bright color palettes,
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elements of jokiness and caricature, or allusions to children’s experiences. In two
examples from the second half of the twentieth century, illustrators of versions of
the Minotaur myth other than Hawthorne’s nonetheless adopt his strategy of
turning troublesome features of the myth into playthings. Marcia Williams’ 1991
recasting of this myth as a cartoon for children literalizes the idea of the Laby-
rinth as a “mizmaze”, making it a familiar kind of children’s puzzle (cf. Fig. 2).

Fig. 2: Marcia Williams, Suddenly Theseus came face to face with the hideous monster,
illustration from her Greek Myths for Young Children, Somerville, MA: Candlewick
Press, 1991, [n.p.].

The baggy furry Minotaur that Theseus meets when he completes the puzzle is
also reminiscent of a stuffed animal, and his fantastical green monster’s fangs are
at least as prominent as his bull’s horns.

Even more striking in this respect is an image that appears in the influential
collection that has dominated the American market for the last half century,
D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths by Ingri and Edgar Parin D’ Aulaire, first pub-
lished in 1962. While the text is by the D’ Aulaires themselves, their images often
literalize Hawthorne’s metaphors for the conversion of myth into suitable mate-
rial for children. They throw in a great deal of “blessed sunshine”, not only on
their cover, which shows Phaéthon driving the chariot of the sun, but throughout
the volume. When they tell the story of the Minotaur, they include a detail that
constitutes one of the most “adult” episodes in Greek mythology, the conception
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of the Minotaur through sexual intercourse between the human queen Pasiphaé
and a bull, facilitated by the hollow cow built by Daedalus in which she hides
herself. This event is not even hinted at in most myth books for children and, in
their text, the D’ Aulaires have inevitably modified it: “[Pasipha¢] admired the
bull so much that she ordered Daedalus to construct a hollow wooden cow, so
she could hide inside it and enjoy the beauty of the bull at close range” (148).
And in their illustration, they further sanitize the episode by reconceiving its
figures as toys: the bull has become a stuffed animal, the cow has become a pull
toy, and Pasiphag a little doll (cf. Fig. 3)."

Fig. 3: Ingri and Edgar Parin D’ Aulaire, Pasiphaé Admiring the Bull, from their
D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths, New York: Delacorte Press, 1962, 148.

Here a pair of Hawthorne’s most distinguished successors, working a century
after his path-breaking collections, meet in their own way the challenge that he
articulated for himself in the “Introduction” to Tanglewood Tales: to take
material that is “abhorrent” and “hideous” and make it the stuff of children’s
playthings.

15 In their depiction of the cow as a toy, the D’ Aulaires have exploited a feature found in

some ancient versions of the myth, where the cow is mounted by Daedalus on a
wheeled platform. See Apollodorus, Bibliotheca 3.1.4 and the fresco depicting
Pasipha¢ and Daedalus in the House of the Vettii in Pompeii. On the presence of toy-
-like figures in other books illustrated by the D’ Aulaires, see Mahoney and Mitchell
(1940, 262); Marcus (1980, 19).
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DEBORAH H. ROBERTS with SHEILA MURNAGHAN

Picturing Duality: The Minotaur as Beast and Human
in [llustrated Myth Collections for Children

“Daedalus ut clausit conceptum crimine matris
semibovemque virum semivirumque bovem... ”

“When Daedalus had enclosed — conceived from its mother’s crime —
the half-bull man, the half-man bull... ”
Ovid, Ars amatoria

A man who is half bull and a bull who is half man: Ovid’s description of the
Minotaur in Ars amatoria' links the complex duality of the Minotaur — who is
not simply half and half, but man and bull at once — to his disturbing origin in an
act of doubly transgressive sexuality, both adultery and bestiality: Pasipha&’s
union with the bull of Poseidon.? Longstanding assumptions about what child
readers should or should not be exposed to have meant that the creature’s
problematic parentage is almost always omitted in retellings of the myth for
children.> But even without any mention of its origin the Minotaur’s duality
remains particularly uncanny — in comparison with the hybridity of other part-
-human creatures in ancient Greek myth — because in this case it is the head that
is animal and the body that is human.* The part that is in humans the locus of the
capacity for language — long regarded as quintessentially human — thus belongs

' Ovid, Ars amatoria 2.23-24, translation mine (D. H. R.).

The Minotaur thus exemplifies what Jeffrey Jerome Cohen describes as the persistent
association of monsters with forbidden sexual practices and “illicit mingling” (Cohen
1996b, 14-15).

See Sheila Murnaghan’s preceding chapter and Murnaghan and Roberts (2018b, 122—
123).

In other hybrids, such as centaurs, satyrs, and sirens, the human head is standard,
though there are exceptions, as for example in a fifth-century statuette of a goat-
-headed Pan from the Sanctuary of Artemis in Lusoi, Arcadia, in the collection of the
Altes Museum in Berlin. On hybridity as a common indicator of monstrosity though
not a “constitutive” one, see Mittman with Dendle (2013, 7), and the many examples
in the chapters in that volume.
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to the animal half, and most depictions of the Minotaur show a human body but
offer no human face in which viewers can see themselves reflected.

The combination of bull’s head and human body seems to have been estab-
lished in Greece as early as the eighth century BCE; it is suggested by a fragment
of the poet Hesiod and appears in an eighth-century figurine and in several
seventh-century depictions of Theseus killing the Minotaur.’ Centuries later, the
compendium of myth attributed to Apollodorus (Bibliotheca 3.1.4) gives it as the
received version: “[...] the Minotaur had the face of a bull, but the rest was a
man’s”.% Some ancient sources, including a fragment of Euripides quoted in
Plutarch’s Lives (Theseus 15.2) and a line in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (8.169),
simply emphasize the bull-human mixture without specifying which part is
which, and there are depictions both in ancient art and (more commonly) in the
medieval and early modern European tradition of centaur-like Minotaurs with
human heads and torsos.” The later reception of the myth (including the retelling
in Bulfinch’s influential 1855 Age of Fable and Steele Savage’s illustration in
Edith Hamilton’s 1940 Mythology) occasionally includes Minotaurs of this kind.®
But the bull-headed monster — with variations’ — remains predominant in the
reception of the story of Theseus both for adults and for children.

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s retelling of this myth in Tanglewood Tales (1853,
discussed in the previous chapter of this volume by Sheila Murnaghan) is unusu-
al among versions for children in its exploration of what it might mean to be both
beast and human. Hawthorne’s complex reading of hybridity suggests the “onto-
logical liminality” Jeffrey Jerome Cohen sees as characteristic of monsters
(1996b, 6):'° the Minotaur’s roar includes “something like the words of human
language, but all disjointed and shaken to pieces by passing through the gullet of

See Hesiod fr. 93 (ed. Most 2007); on early depictions in the visual arts see Schefold

(1993, 115-118); see also Ward et al. (1970, 28-29). On the ancient sources for the

Minotaur story, see Gantz (1993, 260-268), and on its sources and later reception,

Curley (1988, 193-205).

6 The collection known as the Bibliotheca (Library) is probably to be dated to the first

or second century CE.

See for example the seventh-century relief amphora in Basel’s Antikenmuseum

(Schefold 1993, 117), and for medieval and early modern examples see Bord (1976,

39, 45, 82); Ward et al. (1970, 206-207).

8  Bulfinch (1855, 152); Hamilton (1940, 213); cf. Savage’s illustration for another 1940
collection, Sally Benson’s Stories of the Gods and Heroes (1940, 177). Hamilton’s
text is ambiguous; Benson’s in this as in other respects follows Bulfinch.

9 Some illustrators, for example, take “half bull, half human” quite literally, as in

Robert Baxter’s illustration in Naden (1981, 18 and 24); cf. Anthony Lewis’ depiction

of a Minotaur who has a bull’s head and a human torso but is an upright bipedal bull

from the waist down (Coats 2002, 54).

On such liminality in Greek mythological monsters see Felton (2016, 104).
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a miserably enraged brute” (Hawthorne 1982, 1334), and his shifting appearance
challenges any neat division:'!

Only his horned head belonged to a bull; and yet, somehow or other, he looked
like a bull all over, preposterously waddling on his hind-legs; or, if you happened
to view in him another way, he seemed wholly a man, and all the more monstrous
for being so. (Hawthorne 1982, 1333)

It is hard to imagine how an illustrator would picture (save by some kind of opti-
cal illusion or feat of animation) what Hawthorne describes here, but
Hawthorne’s account of the hybrid Minotaur as somehow all bull, all man, and
“all the more monstrous” points to both the challenge this creature poses to il-
lustrators and the choices they have made.

The Minotaur is one of the most frequently depicted of mythical figures
throughout the tradition of retellings of myth for children.!? As always with il-
lustrated storybooks, some illustrations follow the text closely; in others the
visual narrative fills a gap in the verbal narrative and thus supplements the text;
in still others, the visual image is at odds with the text, either in its particulars or
in the mood it conveys: pathetic where the text is triumphal, for example, or
comical where the text is dramatic.!* But where writers may elide the question of
how exactly the monster’s two parts are related, the many artists who have il-
lustrated these retellings have had to decide not only how frightening to make the
Minotaur but also how to represent, combine, and balance his human and animal
characteristics and where to draw or blur the line between the two halves.

In this chapter, with a focus primarily on the illustrations themselves,
I consider depictions of the Minotaur in British and American myth collections
for children from the 1850s — the decade in which myth was established as
suitable for children’s stories — to the present day.'* T am not primarily concerned
with patterns of chronological change. There are of course shifts in style of
representation, in points of cultural reference, and in implied viewer: in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, illustrations are for the most part heroic
scenes similar in style to illustrations for adults, and sometimes evocative of
particular paintings or sculptures of the Minotaur, whereas illustrations from the

On Hawthorne’s treatment of the Minotaur see Murnaghan in this volume (65-72),
and Murnaghan and Roberts (2018b, 37).

On the importance of illustration in the reception of myth for children, see Murnaghan
and Roberts (2018b, chs. 2 and 3).

For a survey of types of interaction between the verbal and the visual in picture books,
see Lewis (2001, ch. 2); on “bitextuality” and different relationships between image
and text in the illustrated book, see Kooistra (1995, esp. ch. 1).

For a discussion of images of the Minotaur in relation to the text in certain editions of
Charles Kingsley’s The Heroes, and in the work of Andrew Lang and Padraic Colum,
see Murnaghan and Roberts (2018b, 69-80, 90-91, 98-99).
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middle of the twentieth century on more often imply a younger viewer, and are
increasingly likely to invoke cartoons and other images from popular culture.!
But throughout this period we find a remarkable persistence in the range of
responses to the challenge of depicting the Minotaur’s duality or hybridity.

In what follows, I describe three prominent strategies of representation,
which have the effect — differently realized in each case — of diminishing or
mitigating the disturbing impact of the Minotaur’s duality. In the first, the
illustration enhances the Minotaur’s monstrosity and thus distracts attention from
his duality; the second likewise downplays duality but in favor of a more uni-
form animality, while the third uses the Minotaur’s duality to evoke by indirec-
tion both the creature’s humanness and the reader’s sense of humanity, and in
this way discounts the duality it otherwise underscores. There are, of course,
other types, and there are illustrations that combine elements of these types, but
all three of these recur regularly over the period we are looking at here.

Minotaur as Multiplex and Monster

In what we might find a surprising move, both text and image in children’s an-
thologies often seek to add frightening elements to the already horrific image of
the Minotaur, or to make him resemble other frightening beings. Hawthorne’s
British contemporary Charles Kingsley, a fellow-pioneer in the transformation of
myth into pleasure reading for the young, includes in his 1855 collection, The
Heroes, or, Greek Fairy Tales for My Children, an addition to the Minotaur’s
usual physical make-up that becomes something of a fixture in the later tradition
for children: “His body was a man’s: but his head was the head of a bull; and his
teeth were the teeth of a lion; and with them he tore his prey” (1859, 249). These
teeth no doubt enhance the Minotaur’s monstrosity, but they also subsume duali-
ty in multiplicity — this creature is bull and man and lion — thus effacing the issue
of the Minotaur’s double origin and giving him what adults might see as a kind
of acceptable scariness for child readers. In his 1921 retelling of the myth, in The
Golden Fleece and the Heroes Who Lived before Achilles, Padraic Colum too
goes beyond the man/bull dichotomy: his Minotaur rears like a horse, has dragon
claws, and sheds slime instead of blood (215). Numerous illustrators pursue a
similar tactic, with or without a basis in the accompanying text. Willy Pogany’s
elegant line drawing for Colum’s version (cf. Fig. 1, next page) gives the
Minotaur not only the claws Colum describes but a predator’s sharp teeth.'6

On illustration in retellings of myth, see Murnaghan and Roberts (2018a, chs. 2 and
3); cf. also Murnaghan and Roberts (2017) and (2018b).

16 See illustrations by H. M. Brock (Kingsley 1928, facing 204) and by Nick Harris
(Oldfield 1988, 47).
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Fig. 1: Willy Pogany, Theseus Fig. 2: Elenore Plaisted
and the Minotaur, illustration Abbott and Helen Alden
from Padraic Colum, The Knipe, Theseus and the
Golden Fleece and the Heroes Minotaur, illustration from
Who Lived before Achilles, Nathaniel Hawthorne,
New York: Macmillan, 1921, A Wonder Book and
facing 215. Tanglewood Tales,

Philadelphia: George W.
Jacobs, 1911, facing 246.

And in a 1911 edition of Hawthorne’s version, Elenore Plaisted Abbott and
Helen Alden Knipe (cf. Fig. 2) provide a particularly grandiose vision of the
Minotaur with fangs and claws, although neither detail is featured in
Hawthorne’s version of the story.!’

The huge head of Abbott and Knipe’s Minotaur, whose oddly constructed
and metallic horns seem to belong to an artificial rather than a natural being, is
rendered still more monstrous and less simply animal by its gleaming eyes and
by the clouds of steam or smoke emerging from its nostrils. These last two
features become recurrent motifs, and here too illustrators sometimes follow the
text, and sometimes depart from it or elaborate on it. Eric Kimmel’s Minotaur
(The McElderry Book of Greek Myths, 2008) has glowing eyes and “hot breath”,
but Kimmel’s illustrator, Pep Montserrat, makes the creature more strikingly
supernatural by giving him bright red eyes and having him breathe flames (cf.
Fig. 3, next page).'® This last element may owe something to the fire-breathing
oxen of Apollonius of Rhodes’ third-century BCE epic Argonautica, but to most

See James Barry’s illustration in Witting (1965, 97) and Harris’ illustration in
Oldfield (1988, 47).

18 See illustrations by Linda Cavallini (Punter 2011, 82) and Linda Edwards (Amery
1999, 118).
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readers (and certainly to children) it is more likely to suggest the dragons of the
later European tradition — earlier recalled by Colum’s “dragon claws”.

Fig. 3: Pep Montserrat, Theseus and the Minotaur,
illustration from Eric Kimmel, The McElderry Book of
Greek Myths, New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008, 82
(illustration copyright © 2008 Pep Montserrat.
Reprinted with the permission of Margaret K.
McElderry, an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s
Publishing Division. All rights reserved).

Fig. 4: Joan Kiddell-
-Monroe, The Minotaur and
His Victims, illustration
from Robert Graves, Myths
of Ancient Greece Retold
for Young People, London:
Cassell, 1961, 75.

We find this evocation of what adults might regard as a less disturbing (if no less
scary) denizen of legend and fairy tale anticipated in the text of an 1896 retelling
of Greek myth for kindergarten children (Helen Beckwith’s In Mythland), which

actually replaces the Minotaur with a dragon:

As they went from room to room he unwound the thread.

All at once they heard a roar.

It was the dragon.

How large and fierce it was.

It sprang at them.

But Theseus drew his sword.

He struck two sharp blows.

It fell to the ground.

It lay there quite dead. (Beckwith 1896, 67)

Other archetypes of the frightening to which illustrators assimilate the Minotaur
include giants — the Minotaur is often described or depicted as much taller than
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Theseus — and devils."” The iconography of the devil is itself both varied and
complex, with images in western art drawing body parts from different sources
and sometimes displacing them as well (head in stomach, wings on legs) to il-
lustrate unnaturalness.?’ But the devil’s most consistent traits — reminiscent of,
and perhaps in part derived from ancient images of Pan, with whom the devil
may also share hairy legs or hooves — include conspicuous horns, long ears, and
a tail (Muchembled 2004, 17). An artist’s deployment of these may make of the
Minotaur a strikingly devilish being, as for example in Joan Kiddell-Monroe’s
drawing (cf. Fig. 4) for Robert Graves’ Myths of Ancient Greece Retold for
Young People (1961). Although Graves’ narrative describes Theseus as coming
upon the sleeping Minotaur and decapitating it without any preliminary combat,
Kiddell-Monroe (whose illustration is on the chapter’s title page) shows the
Minotaur very much awake, watching the latest group of frightened victims with
arms threateningly outspread; his horns, long ears, tail, and hairy legs are remi-
niscent both of the devil and of Pan.?!

I am not suggesting that children will pick up on all the iconographic
allusions these illustrators incorporate, or that these images make the Minotaur
any less frightening; my argument is rather that by exaggerating the creature’s
supernatural monstrosity and by drawing on multiple sources or archetypal
modes of scariness these illustrations work to distract the reader from the
disquieting presence of animal head on human body and from the double origin
rarely addressed in myth collections for children. In some of the most recent
illustrations we see new versions of the multiplex monster, representing new
types of acceptable scariness. In the 1985 Usborne Illustrated Guide to Greek
Mpyths and Legends, for example, where the text simply describes the Minotaur
as having the head and shoulders of a bull and the body of a man, Rodney
Matthews’ image is clearly inspired by the creatures, more alien than animal, that
inhabit science fiction films and video games (cf. Fig. 5, next page). In addition
to horns, fangs, glowing red eyes, and claws, this Minotaur has the pincers and
antennae of a monstrous insect, and his vaguely classical clothing resembles
reptilian skin.

For a giant-like Minotaur, see especially Rex Warner’s Men and Gods with Edward

Gorey’s illustration (1959, 143-144).

20 On the iconography of the devil, see Hundsbichler (2011); Makhov (2011);
Muchembled (2004); and Szakécs (2011); specifically on the devil as unnatural, see
Makhov (2011).

2l Cf. Salomon van Abbé’s Minotaur (Hawthorne 1950, facing 42). Van Abbé’s

illustration is very closely modeled on a small bronze Theseus (1843) by Antoine-

-Louis Barye, but by elongating the Minotaur’s horns and giving him a prehensile tail

van Abbé has transformed him into an eerie and demonic figure.
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Fig. 5: Rodney Matthews, Theseus and Fig. 6: Rafaello Bussoni, ... the Minotaur ...

the Minotaur, illustration from Cheryl with a terrifying bellow ... charged,

Evans and Anne Millard, Usborne illustration from Nicola Ann Sissons, Myths
Hllustrated Guide to Greek Myths and and Legends of the Greeks, New York: Hart,
Legends, London: Ushborne, 2003, 35. 1960, 73.

Minotaur as Fully (and thus Merely) Animal

If images such as those discussed so far subsume duality in multiplicity and
monstrosity, and thus render the Minotaur frightening in ways adults presume
acceptable for children, other illustrations efface his duality by making the hu-
man half more bull-like. The Minotaur’s body is often pictured as particularly
broad and muscular, as in Rafaello Busoni’s illustration (cf. Fig. 6) for Nicola
Ann Sissons’ Myths and Legends of the Greeks (1960); his posture may also be
bull-like, especially when he moves like a bull, as here, in keeping with Sissons’
text: “Then the Minotaur lowered his head, and with a terrifying bellow, he
charged” (Sissons, 72-73).22

The contrast with Theseus in such scenes of battle, where the hero is typically
pictured as slender though strongly built, further underscores the difference
between the truly human body and the Minotaur’s body, which may also be

22 See also illustrations by Federico Castelloni (Kingsley 1964, 39) and Willy Pogany
(Hawthorne 1909, 11 and 45).
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rendered more animal-like by having hair or fur (usually brown, though some-
times white), a tail, and hooves in place of hands or feet.?’

The bull-like Minotaur may still be frightening, of course; in Alice and Mar-
tin Provensens’ 1959 illustration for the Golden Treasury of Myths and Legends
by Anne Terry White, he is a looming presence, with massive shoulders, hair all
down his back, and a clearly visible tail (cf. Fig. 7).

i ,

Fig. 7: Alice and Martin Provensen, The Minotaur, illustration from Anne Terry White,
The Golden Treasury of Myths and Legends, New York: Golden Press, 1959, 58-59.

But the encroachment of the bull on the human half may also be used to comic
effect, and some of the most fully animal Minotaurs are at the same time almost
figures of fun. A 1963 edition of Hawthorne, with illustrations by Harold Jones,
gives us a Minotaur who is entirely bull-like except from the knees down; his
awkwardly upright posture, extended front hooves, and bovine face that is as
alarmed as it is alarming, make him simultaneously ghastly and comical (cf. Fig.
8, next page).

23 See for example illustrations by Baxter (Naden 1981, 18; 24); Emma Chichester Clark

(McCaughrean 1992, 64); Anthony Lewis (Coats 2002, 54); Frederick Richardson
(Hawthorne 1930, 215); M. H. Squire and Ethel Mars (Kingsley 1901, 181).
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Fig. 8: Harold Jones, Theseus and the Fig. 9: T. H. Robinson, Theseus and the
Minotaur, illustration from Nathaniel Minotaur, illustration from Charles
Hawthorne, The Complete Greek Stories of Kingsley, The Heroes; or, Greek Fairy
Nathaniel Hawthorne, from the Wonder Tales for My Children, London and
Book and Tanglewood Tales, Philadelphia: New York: Ernest Nister and E. P.
John C. Winston, 1963, 176. Dutton, [1903], 285.

Jones seems here to pick up on, though not to represent directly, the balance of
monstrous and comedic elements in Hawthorne’s text, where the Minotaur
gallops around in a ridiculous way, and cuts “a great caper in the air” shortly
before losing his head and falling down flat upon the ground.?*

Minotaur as Human

If the illustrations in this second group approximate the first of Hawthorne’s
shifting perspectives — the Minotaur who “seems like a bull all over”, we might
then ask whether we also find depictions in which he seems “wholly a man”. Are
there instances in which the illustrator seems strikingly to humanize the
Minotaur, and if so, by what means and to what effect? There are certainly many
images, throughout our period, in which everything except the head seems fully
human, with no animal characteristics or monstrous additions. The bodies in

2 Cf. the awkward four-hooved Minotaur in Richardson’s illustration (Hawthorne 1930,
215). For a discussion of a more fully comical type of Minotaur, toy-like and drawn as
cartoon, see Murnaghan in this volume (72).
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these tend not only to be human in configuration, but to realize their humanness
in their posture and their gait; in T. H. Robinson’s 1903 illustration for Kings-
ley’s The Heroes (cf. Fig. 9), for example, the Minotaur runs towards Theseus as
a man might run, in clear contrast with the bull-like charge in Fig. 6 above.

Other Minotaurs whose bodies are markedly human sit like humans, as in
Tim Stevens’ illustration (cf. Fig. 10) for a retelling by Anthony Horowitz or lie
sleeping as a human would, as in the D’ Aulaires’ version (cf. Fig. 11), familiar
to generations of American readers.

Fig. 10: Tim Stevens, The Minotaur, Fig. 11: Ingri and Edgar Parin
illustration from Anthony Horowitz, Myths and ~ D’Aulaire, Theseus and the
Legends, London: Kingfisher, 2003 (first publ. Minotaur, illustration from their
1985), 132. Book of Greek Myths, New York:
Doubleday, 1962, 151.

Does the full humanness of a Minotaur’s body mean that the head too somehow
takes on a kind of humanness? That is, does the creature’s human nature here
encroach on his animal head in the way that elsewhere (as we have seen) his
animal nature encroaches on his human body? Not in any instance I have found.
We do, however, find a somewhat paradoxical effect in which illustrators under-
cut the Minotaur’s duality and emphasize his humanness by bringing out the
division between human body and bull’s head. In Meredith Hamilton’s
illustration (cf. Fig. 12, next page) for Heather Alexander’s 2011 retelling, for
example, the head seems so detached from the body, so sharply distinguishable
from it, that it is hard not to see the head as something superimposed.
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Fig. 12: Meredith Hamilton, Theseus and the Minotaur, illustration from Heather
Alexander, A Child’s Introduction to Greek Mythology, New York: Black Dog and
Leventhal, 2011, 92.

In such images, it is almost as if a human being were wearing an animal mask, or
were under a temporary enchantment, like Bottom with the ass’s head in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, or had been permanently transformed by this alien
appendage, like Ovid’s Scylla, who finds dog’s heads growing from her body
(Metamorphoses 14.58-67). The first two can be seen as playful or transitory
where the third is horrific, but in all three cases we are asked to respond to the
subject as human.

We might expect that humanness would be signaled not only by build,
posture, and movement, but by clothing, as in the representation of myriads of
anthropomorphic animal characters in children’s stories — some of whom (like
Beatrix Potter’s Peter Rabbit and Jemima Puddle-Duck) are animals equipped
with a few items of apparel, while others (like Rupert Bear) might almost be
fully-dressed humans with animal heads. It is true that many Minotaurs have
clothes of some kind; for one thing, the proprieties of children’s books require
that the illustrator at least partially dress the body (loin cloths and random drap-
ery are common, cf. Fig. 9), carefully angle it to avoid any untoward exposure
(cf. Figs. 1 and 4), or provide a handily placed object to obscure the view (cf.
Fig. 11). But there is little correlation in these illustrations between dress and
humanness; several of the most bull-like Minotaurs are also clothed, though
typically in a somewhat rudimentary fashion (cf. Fig. 6), which may make it hard
to distinguish clothing from fur, or to tell whether a tail belongs to the animal or

25 On the significance of clothing in Beatrix Potter’s work, see Scott (1994).
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to his clothing.”® What is more, some of the most fully dressed Minotaurs in
children’s anthologies are among the most monstrous and inhuman (cf. Figs. 3
and 5).

Somewhat surprisingly, then, given the child audience, the naked human
body is the principal sign of the Minotaur’s humanness and the principal means
by which illustrators evoke the reader’s response to the Minotaur as human.
They do so by emphasizing the Minotaur’s likeness to the human being he con-
fronts; by drawing the reader’s attention to features that — in the absence of a
human face — provide an alternative expression of human experience and
response; and by thus introducing an element of pathos that, without making
Minotaur look like a completely human being, asks readers to pity him as we
would pity a human being, sometimes in clear opposition to the text.

As I noted above, many illustrations suggest a stark contrast between Theseus
and the monster with whom he battles: Theseus tends to be slender, sometimes
boyish, where the Minotaur is bulky; upright where the Minotaur is crouching;
pale where the Minotaur is dark and hairy. But others reduce that contrast, and
draw our attention to the likeness between the Minotaur’s human half and the
man who is engaged in a death struggle with him. In George Wharton Edwards’
1888 frontispiece for Hawthorne’s Tanglewood Tales (cf. Fig. 13, next page),
Theseus holds his sword to the Minotaur’s throat; the creature’s head is
grotesquely, even comically bovine, with big cow eyes, but the combatants’
muscular limbs, entwined below, would be hard to tell apart,”” as would their
hands and feet.

We find the same likeness over a century later (cf. Fig. 12) in Meredith
Hamilton’s illustration, discussed above. Hamilton is working in a very different
stylistic idiom, clearly directed at children as Edwards’ is not: here too, however,
the combatants are distinguished by their heads — youthful human, large bull —
but linked by their limbs and especially by their hands and feet.?

% See illustrations by Frederick Richardson (Hawthorne 1930, 215) and George Soper
(Kingsley 1910, 242).
Edwards responds to Hawthorne’s complex treatment of the Minotaur by running
through a series of variations: the scenario in the book’s frontispiece is repeated on
the cover (in gold), but there the Minotaur’s head, while still grotesque, is subtly
different, more frightening than absurd: his ears are long and pointed rather than
round and bovine, his hair is shaggy, and his mouth is open in a toothy grimace.
Finally, at the beginning of the story, in a vignette that incorporates the title, a
Minotaur who is not only very human but decidedly modern sits at rest, one leg
crossed over the other, on a stone bench wreathed with ivy, and holds his left hand up
as if to wave to the reader.
28 Cf. also Helen H. Kihn’s illustration for a 1930 edition of Kingsley’s The Heroes in a
stylized mode indebted to art deco (Kingsley 1930, 231); Kihn again intertwines the
Minotaur’s limbs with those of Theseus; their shared hue, stark white against the

27
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Hands in particular have a combination of likeness and expressive power that
compensates for or takes the place of the human face the Minotaur lacks.
Readers cannot see themselves in the bull’s countenance, nor do the bull’s fea-
tures lend themselves to the expression of human emotion. But the Minotaur’s
human hands may grasp desperately at the victorious Theseus in a struggle for
life and what sometimes seems an act of supplication (cf. Figs. 12 and 13); they
may support the failing Minotaur, as in Rose Le Quesne’s illustration (cf. Fig.
14) for a simplified edition of Kingsley’s The Heroes* and they may lie open or
relaxed in death (cf. Fig. 15, next page).

Fig. 13: George Wharton Edwards, Fig. 14: Rose Le Quesne, Theseus

Theseus and the Minotaur, and the Minotaur, illustration from

illustration from Nathaniel Charles Kingsley, The Heroes, told

Hawthorne, Tanglewood Tales for to the children by Mary MacGregor,

Girls and Boys, Boston: Houghton London and New York: T. C. and

Mifflin, 1888, frontispiece. E. C. Jack and E. P. Dutton, [1905],
facing 114.

The portrayal of the hands thus contributes to the creation of a scene of pathos
rather than one of horror and so to the evocation in the reader of the kind of pity
we might be expected to feel for a human being. In such illustrations the
Minotaur’s human body still has a bull’s head, but this head is less likely to be
monstrous, and more likely to be simply cow-like. His posture is often not just
human, but pitiably human: he lies sleeping; he sits, emaciated and exhausted;
his weariness is reflected in his bent back, his bare and vulnerable feet, his

black background, suggests their shared humanity even as it brings them together as
compositional elements.

2 Cf. Arthur Rackham’s very similar depiction of the Minotaur (Niebuhr 1903, 95),
which may have been Le Quesne’s model.
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grasping hands. Many of these pitiable Minotaurs are dead or on the point of
death.*®

It is striking that in some instances the illustrator chooses to bring out the pa-
thos of the Minotaur’s plight in contrast with the horror or triumphalism of the
text. In his 1855 anthology The Heroes, as we noted above, Kingsley describes a
“strange” and monstrous Minotaur, whose “teeth were the teeth of a lion, and
with them he tore his prey”. This Minotaur also suffers a particularly violent
death: Theseus pursues him, stabbing him “again and again from behind” as the
monster bellows, until “at last Theseus came up with him, where he lay panting
on a slab among the snow, and caught him by the horns, and forced his head
back, and drove the keen sword through his throat” (Kingsley 1859, 249-250).

Kingsley’s own illustration (cf. Fig. 15), however, shows neither the violence
of the death nor the monstrosity of the Minotaur; indeed, he represents a moment
not actually touched on in the narrative itself.>!

Fig. 15: Charles Kingsley, Theseus and the Minotaur, illustration from his The Heroes;
or, Greek Fairy Tales for My Children, 2nd ed., Cambridge and London: Macmillan,
1859, facing 250.

Theseus stands with one foot on his defeated enemy; the pose is triumphal, but
the hero’s expression is meditative, even sorrowful. The Minotaur’s head is
merely bovine, with no sign of the text’s sharp teeth, just a protruding tongue;
his body, though somewhat hairy, is otherwise fully human, and his slender hu-
man hands dangle pathetically from the rocky cliff’s edge.?

30 See (in addition to Fig. 15) illustrations by Frederick Richardson (Forbush 1928, 233)
and Katharine Pyle (1928, facing 238).

31 See Hodnett (1982, 6-10) on the “moment of choice” in illustration.

32 For a discussion of this illustration and others in relation to Kingsley’s text, see
Murnaghan and Roberts (2018b, 69-71).
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Horowitz’s 1985 retelling of the Minotaur story (clearly aimed at older children
or young adults and one of the few that include the story of the Minotaur’s
birth) presents a Minotaur who is particularly repellent as well as frightening:

The Minotaur was horrible, far more horrible than he could ever have imagined. It
was about the size of a man, but a large man. Stark naked it stood before him, its
fists clenched, its legs slightly apart. The creature was filthy — with dirt and with
dried blood. A blue moss clung to one side of its body like rust. Despite the chill,
sweat dripped from its shoulders, glistening on its skin.

It was human as far as the neck. Its head was that of a bull [...] and grotesquely
disproportionate to the rest of the body. So heavy was the head that its human
neck was straining to support it, a pulse thudding next to its throat. Two horns
curved out of its head above a pair of orange eyes. Saliva frothed around its
muzzle and splashed onto the stone floor. Its teeth were not those of a bull but of a
lion, jutting out of its mouth and gnashing constantly as if the creature were trying
to make them fit more comfortably. The whole head was covered with white hair.
It carried a piece of twisted iron, holding it like a club. (142)

The anthology in which this retelling appears was provided with new
illustrations for the 2003 edition, and Stevens’ vignette just above the title of the
story (cf. Fig. 10 above) gives a very different impression from the narrative that
follows.** Some of the details are clearly derived from the text: the Minotaur is
visibly slavering, and in his right hand he holds a twisted length of metal. But his
head is simply that of a bull, with a bull’s neck supporting it, and the lion’s teeth
are nowhere in evidence; the human body does not seem either mossy or blood-
-encrusted. Furthermore, rather than show the creature attacking with iron bar or
lowered horns, Stevens (like Kingsley) has chosen a moment not mentioned in
the narrative. The Minotaur sits or squats in human fashion, with bent shoulders;
his left hand reaches out to a nearby wall, apparently in search of support for his
gaunt body. The reader cannot know exactly where we are in the story; the
Minotaur may be waiting for more prey, but his posture seems more defensive
than predatory. If he is ungainly and grotesque, he is also pathetic in his isolation
and the apparent frailty or sickliness of his human physique.

3 “[...] not knowing what she was doing, the queen stole away one stormy night to the

stables and it was from this unnatural union that the Minotaur was born” (Horowitz
2003, 133).

Stevens’ illustration forms a striking contrast with Lee Montgomery’s back cover
image of the Minotaur, which combines elements of our first two types — the lion’s
teeth, the reddish eyes, and the broad-shouldered, bull-like, hulking body.

34
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Conclusions

Our first group of illustrators, then, presents child readers with a Minotaur whose
monstrosity elides his disturbing duality; our second reduces this duality by
making the Minotaur essentially an animal; our third, sometimes working against
or beyond the accompanying text, asks children to see the Minotaur, in spite of
his duality, as significantly if not simply human, both in his likeness to human
beings and as an object of pity. In comparison with the other two, these
humanizing illustrations seem less concerned to produce an image that will meet
adult standards for acceptable scariness or child-friendliness; rather than seek
fully to distract young readers from a disturbing duality they focus on the hu-
manness that makes up one part of that duality.

In their evocation of sympathy for the monster, such visual portrayals —
which may be found throughout the past century and a half — might be taken to
anticipate or reflect a contemporary phenomenon. In recent decades (which have
seen revisionist readings of many vilified literary figures, from Grendel to Mr.
Rochester’s first wife, and in which monsters have been reconceived in popular
culture as friendly and amusing creatures), the Minotaur has found rehabilitation
in a variety of narratives.* He may be a ferocious enemy in the Percy Jackson
series, but in other works he appears as an amiable, often admirable individual,
who is misunderstood and unjustly stigmatized. In some of these (Kate
McMullan’s jokey Stop that Bull, Theseus, 2003; and Phillip W. Simpson’s more
serious Minotaur, 2015) we are given what purports to be “the true story” of the
Minotaur; in others (James Christensen’s Voyage of the Basset, 1996; and Tobias
Druitt’s Corydon trilogy, 2005-2007) the author is not retelling the ancient myth
in its traditional form but inventing a situation in which figures from mythology
come into contact with fictional children. Stories like these realize more fully the
impulse in our third group of illustrations to respond to the Minotaur as human.
They do so, however, not by refocusing the reader’s attention and complicating
the reader’s response, but by reducing the Minotaur’s monstrosity to physical
difference and making him a nice guy.

Our last group of illustrations, in contrast, evokes the Minotaur’s suffering
humanity in the context of a story in which he is anything but amiable; these
images might be said to offer a visual analogue to Hawthorne’s implicit
invitation to his young readers to feel, as his Theseus does, “some sort of pity”
for the “bull-headed villain”, and to see the Minotaur (when they grow up) as an
allegory both for human corruption and for the misery it brings the corrupt:*®

35 On twenty-first-century developments in the role and treatment of monsters, see

Dendle (2013).

On the evocation of this strand of adult consciousness, which the child reader will one
day share, in Howard Pyle’s illustration of Hawthorne’s story, see Sheila Murnaghan
in this volume (69).

36
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Ah, the bull-headed villain! And, Oh, my good little people, you will perhaps see,
one of these days, as I do now, that every human being, who suffers anything evil
to get into his nature, or to remain there, is a kind of Minotaur, an enemy of his
fellow-creatures, and separated from all good companionship, as this poor
monster was! (Hawthorne 1982, 1333).

Thus, whereas the first two groups exemplify the tendency of children’s books to
address the supposed limitations or needs of children as they are now, this third
group reflects what Perry Nodelman has argued is also a defining feature of
children’s literature — its appeal to children to take on a more sophisticated adult
understanding that is implicit or “hidden” in the text, or in its illustrations (No-
delman 2008, esp. 76—81 and 206-210). It is fitting that these illustrations should
recall certain very human Minotaurs to be found in the western artistic tradition,
whose audience is by implication adult. I am thinking here not so much of the
well-known Minotaurs Picasso removes from the original story and situates in
scenes of conviviality, sensuality, and pathos, as of more traditional Minotaurs,
like this terracotta from the Walters Art Museum (cf. Fig. 16), which shows
Theseus subjugating a slender, almost doe-like monster, whose arms, painfully
stretched and struggling, align with the hero’s arms, and whose hands and feet
are as human as the hero’s own.

Fig. 16: Anonymous Venetian sculptor, Theseus and the Minotaur, terracotta, France,
18th c., The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, No. 27.358.

The story I have told here is not a diachronic one, in which the iconography of
the Minotaur shifts to reflect historical developments and changing cultural
contexts. It offers instead a typology of the kinds of choices illustrators and au-
thors have made, with remarkable consistency, over the century and a half since
myth was established as pleasure reading for children. These choices reflect a
truth all students of children’s literature must bear in mind: that such literature is
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inevitably informed by adult constructions of and desires for the child reader.
Our first two groups of illustrators seek to distract the reader from the Minotaur’s
disturbing hybridity; in doing so they envision the child as a being who must be
protected from uncomfortable or dangerous knowledge. Our third group seeks to
evoke from the reader a humane response to the pathos of the clearly hybrid
Minotaur; in doing so, they envision the child as a being who should be helped to
grow into adulthood. The many Minotaurs of children’s books reflect not only
the range and variety of the western artistic tradition but also the diversity of
adult hopes and fears for children.
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Mazes Intricate: The Minotaur as a Catalyst of Male
Identity Formation in British Young Adult Fiction

Classical material is often used to provide the critical space for contemporary
subjects to explore their own identities and contexts. This chapter investigates
the role that the Minotaur plays in British young adult fiction as a cipher for
helping young readers negotiate the complicated maze of modern masculinity.!
The Minotaur’s symbolic representation of manhood derives from its traditional
role in myth, but also fits into broader trends in children’s literature and modern
concerns about boys’ social and emotional growth. Classical myth thus functions
as one of a group of strategies to consider how identity is formed and what grow-
ing up means for British teenagers.

My three case studies are Alan Gibbons’ Shadow of the Minotaur (2000),
Tobias Druitt’s Corydon and the Island of Monsters (2005), and Charlie
Fletcher’s Stoneheart (2006). These books are aimed at eleven to thirteen-year-
-olds, who are beginning the transition “from dependent, highly managed and
regulated childhood to a more fluid, uncertain and yet more agential (young)
adulthood” (Horrell 2012, 47). Like most young adult fiction, the novels offer
models of identity for readers to experiment with.? Since they are written by
adults, YA novels “are in fact not about what it is to be an adolescent but are
about what it might or should be, since, perhaps unconsciously, adults want to
instruct young people and guide them into adulthood” (Hilton and Nikolajeva
2012, 8).> As such, they tend to present readers with a variety of behavioural

I thank Katarzyna Marciniak, the organizers and attendees of the Chasing Mythical
Beasts... conference for their thoughts on an early draft of this paper, and Deborah H.
Roberts for sharing her paper with me. Melissa Terras and Ika Willis offered
extremely useful feedback on an earlier draft. Sarah Burton and Adam Roberts helped
me with issues of children’s literature. Leen Van Broeck gave me time to write this
paper by indexing my book (Gloyn 2019).

Crowe (1998) and Immel (2009) discuss some of the problems that arise from
attempts to categorize YA fiction.

The instability of adolescence often manifests through the protagonists’ sexual
exploration in YA novels, although none of my case studies engage with this
particular issue.
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models, allowing them to adopt different subject positions safely. My three nov-
els centre on an unexpected event marking a kind of initiation which requires the
protagonist to understand and survive in a radically altered world.*

All three novels offer various models of masculinity for the protagonist to
choose between.’ They circulate in the midst of the contemporary so-called “cri-
sis of masculinity”, a perception that shifts in gender roles and an increasingly
mechanized or service-based economy make it difficult for young men to find
their own social place.® The novels speak to this perceived crisis by explicitly
offering different visions of what it means to be a contemporary man, thus giving
their readers some options to consider as the novel’s protagonist undergoes his
own process of discernment and maturation. The models offered fit comfortably
within traditional patriarchal structures; for instance, the rapist and the rescuer
reappear frequently, as do the symbolic good and bad father. The conservatism
of masculinity on offer means that despite an appearance of alternatives, the
novels in fact reinforce social conformity.

The target audience of these novels is, as it were, negotiating the maze of pu-
berty, so it is hardly surprising that the Minotaur appears along the way.” Bettina
Kimmerling-Meibauer identifies four kinds of classical reception in children’s
literature: classical fables used as reading for children; the adaptation of myths
and epics; historical representations; and the linked motifs of Pan and the puer
aeternus (2006, 754). Lisa Maurice argues that the two most frequent elements
to appear are the world of heroic Greek myth and the history of the Roman Em-
pire (2015, 1). However, my case studies do not engage in straightforward

In this, they follow the trend for YA novels to focus on a major event which marks a
child’s coming of age, or on the struggles experienced in day to day life (Koss and
Teale 2009, 567).

While children’s books statistically tend to have male protagonists (McCabe et al.
2011), and arguably the female reader also learns about male models of behaviour
from these discussions, this chapter concentrates on the impact of the male
protagonist’s journey on the male reader. This is in part because the books also offer
distinct models of femininity for their female characters, in particular the later
volumes of the Stoneheart trilogy (Fletcher 2007, 2008).

While masculinity is a historical category and has always been negotiated and fluid,
the pressures associated with performing contemporary masculinity are often cited as
one of the reasons that the leading cause of death for men between 20 and 34 is
suicide; in England and Wales at a rate of nearly four times that of women in the same
age cohort in 2014 (Office of National Statistics 2015; see also Powell 2016). Perry
(2016) offers a cogent summary of the current pressures around British masculinity
and how they manifest.

Gilman (2008) argues that girls in YA fiction experience labyrinths differently, using
Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Tombs of Atuan (1968) and her own Cloud & Ashes (2009)
as touchpoints.
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retellings of Greek myth.® Instead, they appropriate the figure of the Minotaur
and deploy him within their narrative structure for their own purposes, partly
stripping him of his mythic context in the process. While the novels’ readers are
unlikely to be intimately familiar with Greek or Latin, the continuing cultural
presence of the ancient world means its mythology is still familiar to them.’

The Minotaur was born of Queen Pasiphaé of Crete’s desire for a bull that
her husband King Minos had promised for sacrifice to Poseidon but kept for
himself. Minos had the master craftsman Daedalus build a labyrinth for the
Minotaur to live in, and fed him a tribute of fourteen young men and women
from Athens until Theseus came as a tribute and slew the Minotaur. Ovid’s char-
acterization of the Minotaur as semibovemque virum semivirumque bovem, “‘a
man half a bull and a bull half a man” (Ars amatoria 2.24) sums up contempo-
rary fascination with the creature’s inner conflict between human and beastly
impulses.'° His origins in bestiality provoke horrified and prurient scrutiny, diffi-
cult to convey to an adolescent readership (and so discreetly skirted in my target
texts).!! Perhaps most famously, Picasso used the beast to explore his own mas-
culinity in his paintings, depicting interactions with women ranging from the
intimately romantic to the starkly violent (Gadon 2003, 27-28). The Minotaur’s
representation of gendered behaviour in the three novels thus takes its place in a
long tradition of modelling multiple masculinities and exploring inner personal
conflict. The distance provided by the Minotaur’s origins in Antiquity also cre-
ates space to enable critique and constructive criticism around gender norms. 2

Stephens and McCallum (1998) use Greek myth as one of their examples of how
retelling stories reinforces an overarching Western metaethic, from which the tales
can never really escape. However, I agree with Miles (2015, 214) that their thesis fails
to engage with the ancient world’s own sense of myth as a contested and conflicted
site of values.

One excellent example that communicates history and myth is the Horrible Histories
series of books, featuring titles such as The Rotten Romans (Deary 1994) and The
Groovy Greeks (Deary 1996), which formed the basis of a television series. Lowe
(2009) discusses cultural familiarity with Antiquity as distinct to knowledge in the
context of video games.

Curley (1988) provides an overview of the Minotaur’s story and some of the ways he
has been reused over time.

See Roberts with Murnaghan’s chapter in this volume for how illustrators of
children’s books skirt the twin issues of adultery and bestiality at the core of the
Minotaur story.

The scope for reimagining the Minotaur extends to children’s literature aimed at all
ages. Weinlich (2015, 95-100) examines the presentation of the myth in two picture
books published in 2002, highlighting the variety of ways the same story can be
presented for young readers.
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A Virtual Monster: Alan Gibbons’ Shadow of the Minotaur (2000)

Gibbons gives us a Minotaur who looms over the whole book. He creates a clas-
sic intrusion fantasy, where a parallel fantastic world breaks into ours, in this
case using the medium of video games (Levy and Mendlesohn 2016, 3—4). Four-
teen year old Phoenix’ family has just moved from London to sleepy Brownleigh
so his father, usually called Dad, can take up the job of programming a computer
game entitled The Legendeer, based on Greek myths played using a virtual
reality body suit. Dad is designing the top two levels of the game; in the highest
level, the player adopts the persona of Theseus to fight the Minotaur. After a
sequence of strange experiences, the game snatches both Dad and Phoenix’
friend Laura behind the screen — Phoenix must enter the hostile computing world
to save them. Thankfully, for Phoenix Greek myths have never been “just
stories” (19),'* and not only because of his pride in his Greek roots (14). He turns
out to be the Legendeer, a person who can access both this world and parallel
“myth-worlds”; his father’s game is the plot of a mysterious Gamesmaster to
break through the wall between worlds and take over ours (203-204). This
discovery helps Phoenix unravel the mystery of his uncle Andreas, long assumed
to have been mad, but who actually understood that his job was to shut the door
to the “other” world where he really belonged (214-215).

The use of a computer game format affects the narrative structure as it allows
the Minotaur to be repeatedly reborn and refought. The classical world has been
present in computer games from the very beginning: it is used as “one fantasy
world among many others, albeit a particularly rich and evocative one” (Lowe
2009, 87). Early text adventure computer games faced a particular challenge
when retelling classical myth, since knowing the progress of a story gave little
opportunity for inventiveness in gameplay (McMenomy 2015, 113-114). The
Legendeer’s immersive first person virtual reality environment instead allows the
player some ability to find their own solutions — particularly since the game
keeps morphing away from the expected mythic narrative. Dad and Phoenix’
initial beta-testing challenges the idea that there is only one fixed pattern game-
play can follow, because the game is a work in progress. When the game abducts
people after Phoenix names them as his heroine, villain, and incidental characters
(47), the virtual world overtakes the real one.'*

13 Page references are to the Orion Children’s Books 2010 paperback edition.

14 Waller argues that the computer game should be read as a negative influence: Phoenix
relishes the escapism of virtual reality as an alternative to coping with his new life for
the first half of the novel (2008, 158-159). Although Waller sees Gibbons presenting
videogaming as an addiction parallel to drug use in other YA novels, Phoenix takes as
much refuge in his books as he does in the game. Equally, this interpretation relies on
contemporary moral panic about the relationship between young people and modern
technology.
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The Minotaur appears at the beginning of the book, when Phoenix is beta-testing
the game for the first time:

But still the beast stood in the archway, pawing at the floor. It was bigger than a
man. It stood almost three metres tall and was massively built with slabs of mus-
cle on its chest and shoulders. Below the waist it was bull-like. It had a swinging
tail and mud-splattered hooves. Or was it mud? Above the waist it was a man
except, that is, for the head. And what a head! The muzzle was huge and when it
opened it revealed the sharp, curved teeth, not of a bull but of a big cat. They were
the fangs of a lion or tiger, made for ripping flesh. Its eyes were yellow and blazed
unflinchingly through the murk. Then there were the great horns, glinting and
sharp, curving from its monstrous brow. Thick and muscular as the neck was, it
seemed barely able to support such a fearsome head, and strained visibly under
the impossible weight.

‘Oh my—’

The beast stepped out from the tunnel, and the boy actually took a few steps back.
It was as if his soul had crept out of his body and was tugging at him, begging him
to get away. In the sparse light shed from the gratings in the ceiling, the beast
looked even more hideous. There was the sweat for a start, standing out in
gleaming beads on that enormous neck and shoulders.

But that wasn’t all. The creature was smeared from head to foot with filth and
dried blood. It was every inch a killer. The beast began to stamp forward, his
hooves clashing on the stone floor. It raised its head, the horns scraping on the
ceiling, and gave a bellow that seemed to crush the air. (7)

Phoenix does not succeed in killing the beast on this occasion, or during any
other of the visits he makes to the virtual Labyrinth in the first half of the novel.
He only achieves victory after playing all the way through levels nine and ten,
not when testing a specific part of the scenario. Although he must follow the
computer game structure to rescue Dad and Laura, the shadow of the Minotaur is
always over him — he knows what the final outcome of his adventure has to be, if
he can survive that long.

Through play-testing the final battle sequence, Dad and Phoenix realize that
there is something amiss with the game; the Minotaur thus acts as a litmus test of
wrongness. Although it has been designed to be monstrous, it becomes more so
as it begins to go beyond the bounds which its creator has programmed for it.'>
The first sign that the game has been tampered with appears when Phoenix and
Dad discover the Minotaur has a club as a weapon — something Dad did not do,
as the beast had “enough advantages already” (52). In this encounter, Phoenix
crosses weapons with the beast, but the Minotaur shatters his sword into pieces.

15 The Minotaur thus proves the truth of Cohen’s second monster thesis — the monster

always escapes (1996, 4-5).
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It is only because Dad invokes the escape code by shouting “game over!” that
Phoenix escapes unharmed. In a subsequent encounter, Phoenix narrowly avoids
being gored by the Minotaur’s horns because Dad pulls him out of the way at the
last minute (66). Once the game has stolen Dad, Phoenix can no longer rely on
him as a safety net during these exploratory dry runs — he begins playing for real.

Phoenix completes the Perseus myth in level nine and eventually arrives at
Minos’ court as Theseus, along with Laura in the guise of the game’s heroine.'®
When they discover Dad in the role of Daedalus, they expect him to hatch a plot
to free them from the Labyrinth. Instead, he joins them as Minos’ prisoner after
he is betrayed by the sorceress Medea and Phoenix’ Brownleigh nemesis Steve
Adams, whom Phoenix named as his game’s villain. Phoenix’ experience of
actually being in the Labyrinth is far more successful than the attempts he made
at the beginning of the book. When one of the tributes thrown into the Labyrinth
along with the trio pleads for his life, Phoenix finds himself angry because of the
similarities he sees between himself and the young man: “But I’ve been chang-
ing, he told himself. Now the transformation must be complete” (205-206). He
has moved “from zero to hero”, just as a computer game character levels up.
Despite the triteness of the metaphor, Gibbons draws a clear parallel between
gaming and growing up. The early attempts at fighting the Minotaur were situat-
ed in a safe domestic environment with a paternal safety net, while the final
denouement occurs in alien territory with no refuge. Phoenix finally feels equal
to the task.

The actual killing of the Minotaur, which the book has been circling around
since its first page, is rather an anti-climax:

Half-expecting the Minotaur to finish him, he closed his eyes and yelled out a
desperate plea. ‘Laura!’

She stabbed with the sword, hard into the Minotaur’s thigh but she couldn’t force
the blade through the dense slabs of muscle. The beast roared nonetheless. As it
twisted to face its attacker, Laura hacked at its ankles. Stung by the unexpected
blows, the beast reeled round, releasing Phoenix. One great fist sent the entire
group of Athenians tumbling like skittles. Staggering over to Laura, Phoenix
closed his hand round the hilt.

How do you stop a bull charging?"”
‘Face me, beast!’
Weary from its wounds, the Minotaur staggered.

‘The gate’s open,” shouted Dad. “We can get through.’

16 As part of this quest, Phoenix defeats Medusa, establishing the mechanics of game-

play as he fights her and her Gorgon sisters by night.

17 As reported elsewhere in the novel, the punchline is “take away his credit card”.
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Phoenix felt his destiny intense within him and lunged at the Minotaur. Driving
the blade upwards and inwards, he felt it grate against the beast’s ribs. Then the
huge body sagged and its eyes misted over.

Curling backwards, it fell heavily where so many of its victims had fallen before.
‘Dead?’ asked Laura.

Phoenix stood over the massive frame of the Minotaur.

‘Dying.’

He saw bewilderment and pain in its yellow eyes, then the long sigh as they
closed. (210-211)

In the “real” final encounter, Laura rather than Dad helps Phoenix deliver the
killing blow, signalling a shift towards cooperation rather than dependency, in
parallel with Phoenix’ own identity transition. The death itself is rather bathetic:
since the Minotaur is so explicitly exhausted by its injuries, in its last moments it
loses its earlier menace. In fairness, it has been fighting this battle continually
throughout the novel, in one form or another, so by this stage it is entitled to be
tired.

The repetitive nature of the final battle allowed Phoenix to practice until he
built up the skill and ability to win. In the process, he has moved from sulky
adolescent to youth of destiny, and has begun to come to terms with the ancestral
heritage that will take him out of our world at the close of the trilogy. The use of
classical material in games is “thematically familiar” and allows game players to
focus on learning how the game mechanics work (McMenomy 2015, 135);'®
similarly, Shadow uses a familiar narrative to allow the reader to focus on other
elements of the text, such as Phoenix’ personal growth. For Gibbons, the Mino-
taur functions as a rite of passage that can be prepared for, but must ultimately be
faced alone. The cyclical nature of computer game play allows Phoenix to build
up experience until he believes he can defeat the ultimate villain, conquering his
previous fear and channelling his anger into bringing the myth to its proper con-
clusion. Like his mythical namesake, his experience of many lives brings him to
a place of expertise, although the Minotaur is revealed to be stagnant and unable
to respond to his growth. While the trajectory of the story may shift, the beast
itself ultimately remains the same.

'8 Gibbons consciously plays with the familiarity of generic conventions later in the

trilogy, such as Laura’s refusal to split up with Phoenix in Vampyr Legion (Gibbons
2000) because she knows what happens when you split up (Waller 2008, 169-170).
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Not Actually a Monster: Tobias Druitt’s Corydon and the Island
of Monsters (2005)

Corydon offers us a different sort of story. It is an immersive fantasy, set in a
self-contained fantasy world (Levy and Mendlesohn 2016, 4). It also offers us
the voice, in part, of a child author, as Tobias Druitt is the nom de plume of a
mother—son writing team.'® Their heroic protagonist, the shepherd boy Corydon,
is himself monstrous — as well as one normal human leg, he has a goat leg as an
inheritance from his father, Pan. During the course of the novel he discovers that
he is the mormoluke, one with a special destiny to help overthrow the
Olympians.?’ The novel’s general message is that monsters are people too, and
vice versa. The nominal “hero”, Perseus, is a cowardly opportunist who con-
vinces an army of hopefuls to fight against the monsters and gain shares of a
non-existent Golden Hoard. This subversive take on the traditional hero narrative
plays into wider themes of ironic fantasy in YA publishing (Levy and
Mendlesohn 2016, 173).

Early in the novel, as he minds his flock, Corydon is seized by a crew of pi-
rates running a freak show that displays various captured monsters. Corydon first
notices the Minotaur among his fellow prisoners:

Corydon had been too intent on their exchanges to notice the other cages, but as
he looked around he became aware of them. The many-eyed thing was a hydra.
The bellowing creature was a minotaur, and there was also an enormous lion
whose breath was sharp flames, a woman with the body of a serpent, a woman
with the wings of a great bird, and the claws, too, and a lion with the head of a
woman, wearing a tall jewelled hat. They were all astounding, powerful. Just
glancing at the crowned, winged one made Corydon’s belly turn to water and his
knees to jelly. For the first time, he wondered how the scruffy pirates could pos-
sibly be keeping all this power leashed. Every nightmare in the world was here,
and some that the world had not yet even begun to dream. (33)

Corydon’s first encounter with his fellow monsters generates fear and alienation,
but the individual characters of the beasts soon emerge, particularly as he talks to
Medusa, who is held in a nearby cage. After Corydon and Medusa have escaped,
Corydon returns to the camp with the Gorgon sisters Euryale and Sthenno to
release the others. As the beasts disappear to find homes on the island, the
Minotaur speaks for the first time:

Professor Diane Purkiss teaches English at Keble College, Oxford, and Michael
Dowling was ten when the book was published.

The ancient Greeks had a child-eating ogress named Mormo; mormolukes in ancient
literature were also sometimes identified with lamiae. See Johnston (1999, 161-202)
for an overview of where Mormo fits into a wider pattern of ancient Greek folklore.

20
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But as they flew or drifted or ambled off into the gathering darkness of evening,
only the Minotaur spoke.

In his shy, dark voice he asked, simply, “Where is she?’

‘Medusa?” Corydon was surprised, and a little annoyed. Inside himself he felt
Medusa was his. He hadn’t known that she had other friends. ‘Afar off,” he said,
grandly, and seeing the beast-man’s shoulders lump, he relented. ‘Actually, I am
returning to her now. Would you care to follow? But we fly fast.’

‘Oh, we needn’t,” said Euryale sociably. To her own astonishment, she was
enjoying the day. ‘Need we, Sthenno?’

Sthenno wasn’t enjoying herself as much, but she liked the warm, furry, confused
monster before them. There was something comforting about him. (57-58)

The binaries of traditional definitions break down as Sthenno describes the
Minotaur with positive adjectives as well as calling him a monster; the
Minotaur’s humanity, the other side of the beast-human dyad, begins to
emerge.?! Much of his inner life revolves around his unexpected and, to
Corydon, unwelcome affection for Medusa. Their low-key love story runs in
parallel to the main plot.

When Corydon meets Medusa, she is heavily pregnant, and eventually gives
birth to her son Gorgoliskos. Perseus steals the child under the mistaken belief
that it is a human baby the monsters are going to sacrifice; Medusa challenges
him to a duel to rescue her son, in which she dies. As the monsters gather to bid
her farewell, her parting with the Minotaur has a knowingness about it, a hint of
the romance that might have been:

The Minotaur limped in. He took her lilac-coloured hand in his great brown ones.

‘I have been sacrificing for you,” he said. “To the powers of underearth. Hecate.
The Lady of Flowers. The Lord of Many. And now I have come to say goodbye.’
His voice did not break, but he had to steady it. Medusa smiled at him, and
brushed his shoulder with her other hand. For a moment their eyes locked, and
each thought, ‘“Tomorrow. If there is a tomorrow.” Then the moment was over,
gone, borne away like a shade in the Styx. (321)

These lines point towards a deeper emotional life that never really blossoms on
the page, partly because of the inevitable focus on Corydon as protagonist, partly
because of Medusa’s cynicism and the Minotaur’s reserve.?? There is a wide gap

2l Again, see Roberts with Murnaghan’s chapter in this volume for the trend in

illustration that bring out the Minotaur’s pitiable aspects.

Medusa’s personal life is a nod towards the romance tropes found in more realistic
YA, as well as the paranormal romances such as the Twilight saga (Meyer 2005, 2006,
2007, 2008).

22
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between this affair-that-never-was and Medusa’s brief but wild encounter with
Poseidon (46—47), which was driven by her attraction to his wildness and the
god’s desire. The god “slid away” as Medusa began her transformation, aban-
doning her to the consequences of their actions both in terms of her monstrosity
and her pregnancy. By contrast, this chaste touching of hands suggests the
tragedy of the relationship that will never be explored.

Throughout the novel, the Minotaur embodies what is sometimes called the
“strong, silent type” of man. He is taciturn and solitary; he suppresses his emo-
tions, only demonstrating his feelings on rare but powerful occasions such as
when he says goodbye to Medusa. Even though his masculinity is defined by this
stereotype, he acts as the most positive adult masculine role model that Corydon
and the reader encounter. The heroes, to whom one might conventionally turn,
demonstrate a wide range of unheroic character flaws; the pirates are straight-
forward villains who do not unexpectedly redeem themselves; the gods abuse
their divine position and pay little attention to humans. Perseus’ continual
struggle to get his father Zeus to call him the right name, and his memories of
humiliating holidays with his divine nymph-chasing parent on Aphrodite’s island
(171), encapsulate the disappointment of looking to one of the so-called “good
guys” for inspiration.

The Minotaur also points towards other ways of performing masculinity
through the hidden depths he sometimes reveals. He has military prowess that he
demonstrates when he designs a ballista to help the monsters fight the heroes
(290-291), although elsewhere he is reluctant to fight (188). During Medusa’s
funeral games, he “to general surprise, won a storytelling contest with a tale of a
man who made a labyrinth and became trapped in it himself” (350). Masculinity
thus becomes about competently and responsibly providing just the right skills at
just the right moment. It is no coincidence that in the sequel, Corydon and the
Fall of Atlantis (2006), the kidnapped Minotaur refuses to design weapons for
his Atlantean captors’ benefit. In his half-man half-beast form, the Minotaur thus
acts as a substitute for Corydon’s real father, the absent god Pan, just as Medusa
becomes a replacement for the biological mother who drove him out of his vil-
lage.

The Minotaur’s other main role in the novel is to accompany Corydon into
the Underworld, as part of the boy’s quest to understand the prophecy of the
mormoluke and thus understand himself. The Minotaur is an unexpected com-
panion, who joins Corydon at Medusa’s wish:
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‘Do you know where I am going?’

‘I know you go to the realm of the dead,” said the rumbling voice softly, as if
whispering a secret. Yet Corydon was amazed to hear him say openly what even
the Sphinx had avoided: the word dead. It reverberated in the air. ‘I have been
there once before. That is why she sent me to accompany you and to teach you the

5

way.

Corydon was glad; the Minotaur’s warmth and solidity suddenly seemed com-
forting, rocklike. (218)

Corydon shows remarkably little curiosity about the Minotaur’s earlier journey
at this stage. Instead, the Minotaur is a warm, solid figure; that his physical
presence rather than his words comfort Corydon once more plays into the strong,
silent stereotype. The reader finds out more about the Minotaur’s first entrance to
the realm of the dead when the pair meet Charon. The ferryman to the Under-
world remembers the Minotaur’s previous visit:

‘We want to cross!” shouted the Minotaur into the wind. The strange old man
looked up at the sound of his voice; he seemed more attentive to sounds than to
sights. ‘I know you,” he said, his eyes narrowing to try to see better. ‘You have
been in this realm before.’

‘Yes,” admitted the Minotaur.

‘I told you it wouldn’t work,” said the old man, and he began to cackle, shrilly,
heartlessly.

“Yes, you were right,” said the Minotaur.
‘What is he talking about?’ bawled Corydon.

‘I was here before. I tried to enter the Hall of Poesis and be reborn as an ordinary
man instead of a monster. I loved a woman who would have nothing to do with
me. Queen Pasiphae. She was my mother. She hated me and she ran from me. She
shut me in a great underground place. Despair led me here.” He sighed. ‘But it
didn’t work.’

Corydon hardly knew what to say. The Minotaur’s misery was more chilling than
the wind. Yet the furry monster seemed to draw courage from having told his
story. (224-225)

Analyzing the way the Minotaur’s monstrosity contributed to the breakdown of
the mother—son relationship is the closest any of the novels get to the bestiality
problem. His failure to be reborn as a non-monstrous child shows Corydon that
monstrosity is a fundamental part of who they both are and cannot be escaped.?

23 Although this is the only hint of the Labyrinth that Corydon gives us, in Corydon and
the Fall of Atlantis, the Minotaur is “unwilling to go beyond the boundaries of the
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The chosen family of monsters is thus as important for the Minotaur as it is for
Corydon, compensating for the shared pain of maternal rejection. Corydon’s
journey into the Underworld, then, is cast in opposition to the Minotaur’s failed
quest — where the beast failed to change who he was, Corydon will come closer
to understanding his identity.

Corydon travels through the Underworld with the Minotaur as a mostly silent
companion. His physical strength and endurance help the young boy survive the
chilling cold of the dead land, and his prior experience warns Corydon of the
various traps they encounter. Corydon remains the central figure of the tale, and
it is he who must escape the final deception of the Underworld — a utopian
dream-world where he has two normal legs, a loving mother, and an affectionate
present father rather than the absent Pan, perhaps a vision that plays on the bu-
colic nature of his name (257-270). His decision to abandon this fake idyll and
return to the ghastliness of the upper world, including the Minotaur, marks a
return to his substitute family. This rejection of an idealized domestic world
reflects the trend in YA literature to engage with the struggles of conventional
families, and to explore how children survive and thrive outside traditional fam-
ily structures (Reynolds 2009, 207). The Minotaur stands for a network of
relationships that offer more to Corydon than his biological family have ever
done.

That said, Corydon’s real father proves instrumental in the boy’s escape from
the Underworld by coming into the dreamworld in disguise and strengthening
Corydon’s resolve to leave. He also takes on an authoritative paternal role when
the Minotaur is wounded in an encounter with some wild boar on the return jour-
ney to the upper world; after Corydon has summoned him, he carries the man-
-bull out of the Underworld back to the other monsters. Pan then vanishes,
allowing the Minotaur to resume the position of substitute parent. Corydon uses
his identity as Pan’s son to protect his protector, thus taking on his companion’s
defensive role, but also his verbal silence. There is almost no conversation
between the father and son, but Corydon plays his pipes all the way back to the
upper world.

Given the toxic masculinity perpetrated by Perseus in deceiving his army by
playing on their greed and his warmongering, the reader sympathizes with Cory-
don’s choice to follow the Minotaur’s quieter path. His destiny as the mormoluke
who will defeat the Olympians is an unwelcome intrusion into his pastoral life —
as the Minotaur wishes to quietly tend his bees, so Corydon only wishes to care
for his sheep.

small and ordered world he had made for himself” (Druitt 2006, 14), suggesting he
has recreated his imprisonment.
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A Sexual Monster: Charlie Fletcher’s Stoneheart (2006)

Stoneheart is deeply embedded in the City of London, perhaps reconnecting to a
very particular cityscape in response to a sense that teenagers are losing their
connection to characterful spaces (Bean and Moni 2003). Another intrusion
fantasy, it is one of several recent YA books to use London’s layered history as a
shifting palimpsest for its narrative (Levy and Mendlesohn 2016, 179-180). The
hidden London in this case consists of its prolific statuary, which can come to
life although most of the city’s population live in blissful ignorance of this fact.
Statues which are non-human, or taints, are engaged in a long-running feud with
human statues, known as spits.

The hero of the novel, a twelve-year-old boy called George, falls into this
world by accidentally damaging a statue outside the Natural History Museum.
He meets Edie, a girl “of George’s age” (41)** who has the power to glint or
channel the past, and the Gunner, a statue from the Royal Artillery Memorial,
who acts as his mentor and guide. He discovers that he is a hereditary Maker,
one who can create and destroy statues; although he initially denies this, his
father was an artist who worked in clay and other media, and George has gained
the talent through him. The boy becomes a target for the London Stone, rather
brilliantly cast as the book’s villain, and its henchman, the long-lived Eliza-
bethan alchemist John Dee, known as the Walker.2’ The Minotaur statue found in
the Barbican is the last of a number of taints sent to pursue George and Edie.
When the statue is first set loose, Fletcher provides a lengthy description to help
his reader visualize it:

The Raven dropped to the earth in front of the reeds and looked up at the feathery
tips being buffeted by the wind and the rain squall breaking overhead.

Above it crouched a powerful figure, black and shiny in the rain, the wetness
coursing over its hunched and massive body, reflecting the surrounding street-
lights. It was an unmistakably male figure; below the waist, a man with strong
over-muscled legs bent to spring out of the rushes at any unwary passer-by. But
his principal feature was in the predominance of muscle and bulk curving up from
the waist; not the muscle of a man, but the raw brutal power and bulk of a full-
-grown bull. The shoulders hunched massively below a bull’s head topped by
aggressively pointing horns; and so well had the sculptor shaped it, that the sound
of enraged snorting seemed to lurk about it, even though it never — to the normal
eye — moved or breathed at all. (372-373)

24 Page references are to the Hodder Children’s Books 2007 paperback edition.

2 The London Stone is a block of limestone currently housed in the Museum of London
but for many years on display at 111 Cannon Street. Its provenance is not known, but
it has been in the city since at least 1598, and was a well-known landmark. Among
many possible histories, it has been identified as a remnant of Roman London.
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The understatement “unmistakably male” to describe the figure euphemistically
refers to the large erect phallus of the actual statue, something that might chal-
lenge any parent taking their child around London to see the statues featured in
the book.?

The Minotaur’s task is to snatch Edie so that the London Stone can use her as
a bargaining chip to get hold of George. George and the Gunner track the beast
into its lair; the Gunner calls it the London Labyrinth, but a handy sign they pass
on the way identifies it as the Barbican (429). The crisis prompts George to face
the quandary of his identity — will he accept or reject his inheritance as a Maker?
Although he resists the label, the Gunner is in no doubt that there is something
innate in George that he cannot run from:

“You’re fighting because you got something to fight for. The mark is what got you
into trouble, but it’s also what might help you out of it. The mark says you might
be a maker.’

‘I’'m not a maker! I don’t make anything.’

But his hand was, he noticed, back in his pocket kneading away at the Plasticene
blob.

‘You may not know what you are, but I’ll tell you what, the taints know it, and
after I seen you with that dragon at Temple Bar I think I know it. It’s in your
blood and it’s in your bone. You done well, son. You looked to be made of pretty
dodgy stuff when I first seen you. Just goes to show. It’s like Jagger used to say in
his studio — it’s not just the clay: it’s what you make of it.’

George thought of his dad, quietly sucking at the cigarette parked in the side of his
face, hands working at the clay in between them. Before he could think further,
the Gunner ran on. (434-435)

George’s failure to acknowledge his power meant he damaged the carving which
set off the chain of events in the book. The encounter with the Minotaur gives
him a chance to channel that power purposefully and responsibly. His opportuni-
ty comes when the Gunner tries to shoot the Minotaur and free Edie, but runs out
of bullets. As they face certain death, George realizes he must see if he has a
Maker’s skill by crafting a replacement bullet from the blob of Plasticene he has

%6 In the best traditions of fantasy literature, Stoneheart’s frontispiece is a map of

London marking where all the statues George and Edie encounter on their journey
may be found. The Minotaur statue, although still in the Barbican, has been relocated
since Stoneheart was published; at the time the novel was written, it sat on
St. Alphage Highwalk, since demolished. It was initially located in Postman’s Park,
although the turf maze that was meant to accompany it never materialized. At the time
this chapter was written, it sat next to the Barbican lake, but its next move was
planned to a new development at London Wall Place.
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been carrying about since the start of the book. If he fails, the trio will be at the
Minotaur’s mercy.

Fletcher postpones the moment of truth with an almost literal cliff-hanger.
Although George creates a bullet and inserts it into the Gunner’s weapon, the
Gunner and the Minotaur fall off the roof of the Barbican onto a passing bus just
as George is about to shoot the bull. The Gunner manages to wedge the Minotaur
into the underside of a bridge, but this means the beast can drop upon George
and Edie as they chase after the bus. The final confrontation with the beast plays
out as follows:

There was a noise. A small one. A creak, from above them. As one they stopped
panning the streetscape looking for trouble and looked up, straight over their
heads.

Something dark and horned wrenched itself free from the traffic lights over their
heads and dropped like an anvil.

They had time to jerk out of the way of its hooves as it crashed to the ground, but
not enough time to escape the grabbing arms that caught them — Edie by the upper
arm, George by the throat. [...]

George could see Edie struggling and kicking and trying to shout something at
him, but he couldn’t hear a word. And before he could think of what to do next,
the Minotaur had jerked him down to its muzzle and was sniffing at him, and then
tasting his face with a tongue like a thick slug.

George gagged, and then he was lofted in the air and he saw Edie being sniffed at
in turn. And as the tongue lolled out and swirled over her hair and head he saw the
plea in her eyes and saw the way she flinched; and he saw too how the flinching
pleased the Minotaur, and saw its strange mouth twist into an open-mouthed
panting smile; and it was much more than George could take.

It wasn’t the beast’s leer so much as the look and the flinching shudder in Edie’s
eye that spiked the protective anger that made his hand pull out of the jacket with
the revolver in it. [...]

And he adjusted his aim and found the hot eyeball rolling up to meet his over the
gun-sight, and the Bull began to roar, and the black prickly feeling flushed up into
him. And not for a moment did he think the bullet he’d made wouldn’t work; only
that he might spoil this by missing. And so as the heavy gun shook in his hand he
thought of nothing but controlling the shake, and everything was suddenly still,
and the tiny eye he was targeting suddenly seemed big as a barn door and:

BLAM.

George felt the gun buck in his hand. The roaring was cut off like a knife. The
hands spasmed open, and George and Edie dropped to the ground.

The Bull’s head rocked back, then forward, then back again, shaking fast and
faster, its mouth straining to make a noise as it juddered horribly like it was trying
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to shake the bullet — George’s bullet — out of its head. Then it stood up, looked at
him with an eye leaking something like molten bronze, snarled and began to lunge
at him — then dropped like a stone. (455-457)

George not only creates the instrument of the Minotaur’s demise, but also acts as
the agent of the beast’s death. The Minotaur invades the personal space of both
children and creates a claustrophobic fear as it smells and sniffs them as a poten-
tial meal. However, the beast’s leer and panting when handling Edie crosses the
line from the hungry to the sexual. The ambivalence here builds on earlier com-
ments in the text — the Walker’s observation that children excite the Minotaur’s
appetites (416) and his threat to let the bull do “what he will with the girl-child”
(420); the Gunner’s response to George’s question about whether the Minotaur
will eat Edie with “not as such” (427); the Minotaur groping Edie’s body as it
runs back to its home (432); the Gunner’s query, after he has used all his bullets,
about whether George knows what the Minotaur does to little girls (444).2” Al-
though the Minotaur is under the London Stone’s control, its only duty is to keep
George alive — Edie is collateral.

Edie’s predicament is made more painful by the reader’s knowledge of a sim-
ilar encounter retold in flashback earlier in the novel, when she remembered
running away from a man chasing after her with a knife, and which finished with
her panicking as he grabbed her hair (78-82). Although the incident is not de-
coded in Stoneheart, at the beginning of the sequel Ironhand (2007) Edie
explains to George that this episode involved her stepfather, after she had glinted
something unpleasant in his beach hut, and that she had killed him by hitting him
with a pebble in self-defence (26-31). She deliberately withholds what she saw
when she glinted from George and the reader, saying only that: “I realised I was
in the wrong place” (29). We discover in Silvertongue (2008), the final volume
of the trilogy, that she saw her mother being captured by the Walker, aided by
her stepfather (278). Emotional cruelty clearly played a significant role in Edie’s
domestic life, and the text provides the narrative space for more sinister inter-
pretations of the family dynamic.

George pulls the trigger because he wishes to protect Edie from implicitly
sexual abuse. In doing so, he also makes a choice about masculinities. The
Minotaur’s maleness, so visually emphasized in the original statue and in the
sexualized language of the text, suggests a world in which the prime motivators
are physical desire and competition for dominance, with no consideration of
other people’s autonomy or rights. The division between man and bull means the
two halves of the Minotaur hate each other (Fletcher 2007a, 426), so his actions
act out the conflict between the primitive and the civilized. He shares this “mad
split at [the] core” (Fletcher 2007b, 126) with the statue of Icarus made by the

27 The use of personal pronouns to refer to the Minotaur is inconsistent throughout the

book.
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same sculptor;?® straddling the line between human and beast enables the darkest
elements of masculinity.

George risks becoming a literal victim of that identity, but instead chooses
the masculinity modelled by his father and by the Gunner.? Memories of his
father’s quiet and affectionate parenting, when George watched him work on his
sculpture, permeate the narrative. This remembrance is the final part of George
forgiving himself that the last conversation he had with his father before his
death in a car crash was deliberately hurtful (Fletcher 2007a, 351-353). In the act
of creation, he remembers the Gunner’s cool use of his gun alongside how
bullets behave. At the critical moment, George draws on these two role models
to help him use the gun calmly himself and to trust that he has imitated his father
in creating a proper bullet.

Ultimately George succeeds in killing the Minotaur, but his victory is over
more than a statue — he defeats a way of behaviour. Before discovering that Edie
has been snatched, the Gunner noted that George has changed over the course of
the book: “whatever he’d been going through was making him stand straighter
and take charge” (413). As part of this change, George must choose what sort of
person he is going to become. Through its combination of man and beast, in its
pawing and slobbering, the Minotaur symbolically embodies a base form of
manhood. During his journey towards adulthood, George rejects the behaviour
encapsulated in the stereotype of the inner beast come to life in favour of the
equally stereotypical calm protector.

Making a Monstrous Whole

These three novels are linked by the discovery of the messianic identities of their
protagonists — “children charged not with learning to survive and become re-
sponsible citizens but with saving the world” (Reynolds 2009, 195). The impact
of the fantastic does not merely affect the children it touches, but the future of
the world is at stake in their response (Levy and Mendlesohn 2016, 133). Their
struggle to come to terms with an inherited part of their identity, whether as the
Legendeer, the mormoluke, or a Maker, thus has a global significance. The
Minotaur functions as part of that struggle. By encountering and facing it, the
protagonist comes closer to attaining self-knowledge and understanding their
particular salvatory nature.

More symbolically, in each novel the Minotaur acts as a locus of explicitly
masculine behaviour for the young reader, along with the protagonist, to accept
or reject. Complex representations of masculinity, offering boy heroes with emo-

28 Much of Michael Ayrton’s body of work explores various points in the Minotaur—

Daedalus myth sequence.
In Silvertongue, Edie will find similar models for emulation in the statues of Boadicea
and her daughters on Westminster Bridge.

29
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tional depth, have been popular with readers since The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn and Treasure Island (Simmons 2009, 154); the potential of the
Minotaur in YA literature is his ability to embody a subject position for the
reader to explore which is distinct from the main protagonist and explicitly al-
lows the bestial to emerge. This independence means the Minotaur becomes a
testing bed for heavily polarized gender roles, although YA literature avoids
engaging with the creature’s own conception. The possibilities the Minotaur
offers tend to be negative, but as Corydon shows, this mythic creature is as open
to a resistant retelling as any other myth.

The very conservative models of masculinity, both to be copied and to be re-
jected, suggest that a strong thread of social conformism connects the novels, not
unrelated to the traditional cultural associations drawn between the Minotaur and
aberrant sexuality. Stoneheart explicitly aligns the monster with sexual
aggression, while Shadow relies on the rite of passage motif to explain its inevi-
table demise. Even though Corydon attempts to make the Minotaur stand for
something other than carnality, it has to resort to the strong, silent stereotype
rather than offering a truly radical vision of manhood. The monster thus polices
the reader. By only offering options which fit into a well-understood patriarchal
framework of social values, it implies that these are the only possibilities
available, defining the limits of what is conceivable for these young adult read-
ers.’® The Minotaur’s presence encourages them to question the choices they are
given, not to enquire whether alternative models are available.

The Minotaur, then, provides a space for young male readers of these texts to
face up to the parts of themselves that they feel ambivalent about, and to con-
template the sort of adult which they will eventually become within socially
acceptable parameters. Although the story of his conception is sanitized or re-
placed, the Minotaur remains a powerful figure for exploring issues that affect a
young adult audience. As a creature poised on the boundary between the human
and the bestial, he offers a unique subject position for authors to experiment with
gender roles and reflect on what it means to be a man.
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Semibovemque virum semivirumque bovem: Mythological
Hybrid Creatures as Key Fairy-Tale Actors in Ovid’s
Metamorphoses and Postmodern Fantasy Literature and
Media for Children and Young Adults

After a preliminary overview of some mythical creatures in the crucial works for
young recipients we consider the basic question which range of mythical beasts
fantasy literature has developed since the early boom of that genre in the 1960s.
Next, we discuss how mythical beasts are functionalized in (post-)modern
literature and media for children and young adults. At the core of this paper, we
study the example of the Minotaur to demonstrate in which way the paradigmatic
hybrid creature of Cretan mythology is transformed into a fairy-tale figure.

An Overview of Functionalizations of Mythical Beasts in Contemporary Fantasy
Literature

Our main thesis will be established by comparing classical Greek and Latin
hypotexts with their postmodern hypertexts: a diachronic examination of novels
with mythological elements will reveal that, since the establishment of that genre
in the 1950s and 1960s, fantasy' literature is full of elements taken from Graeco-
-Roman mythology. Therefore, we will firstly pick out prototypical examples of
this genre which adopt single features from the existing pool of mythic elements,
so-called “mythems”,? in an eclectic way. In the classic The Last Unicorn (1968)
by Peter S. Beagle (b. 1939) there is a so-called midnight-circus. In this circus,
belonging to the old witch Mommy Fortuna, we find a mantichor — a hybrid
animal, partly lion, parly scorpion, partly human, furthermore, there is Cerberus,
the watchdog of hell, an old satyr, the dangerous harpy Celaeno, and finally the
arrogant mythic weaver Arachne, famous through Ovid’s Metamorphoses (6.1—

' This genre is defined with the help of the two-world-structure-model of Nikolajeva

(1988).

This term, which concerns the division of myth into a bundle of smaller elements, was
coined by Heidmann Vischer (2000). However, this term was already used by Claude
Lévi-Strauss (1955, 431).
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145), where she was transformed into a spider after having artfully woven an
image of the eccentric and chaotic universe with the help of her thin threads. Die
unendliche Geschichte [The Neverending Story, 1979] by Michael Ende (1929-
1995) presents the centaur Cairon as a bringer of the magic amulet called Aurin,
who has an ancestor (Cheiron), e.g., in Homer’s Iliad (11.828-832). In this
ancient epic poem, the centaur — a mixture between human being and horse — is a
healer and teacher of the prominent doctor Asclepius and of the famous warrior
Achilles. In her novel for children Ronja rdovardotter [Ronia, the Robber’s
Daughter, 1982], Astrid Lindgren (1907-2002) invents aggressive hybrid
creatures, part bird and part woman, that are called vildvittrorna in Swedish.
Because of their beautiful and at the same time thrilling and horrible appearance,
they show some striking similarities to the harpies in Hesiod’s Theogony (265—
269), and indeed, the “harpies” is also their name in the English translation of the
novel (1985). Furthermore, in the preeminent Harry Potter series (1997-2007),
the classical philologist J. K. Rowling (b. 1965) integrates a lot of mythical
hybrid beings as antagonists or helpful creatures into her fantastic plot.> For
example, the famous three-headed watchdog of Hades called Cerberus, which
prominently appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (4.500-501, 7.406—409), pops up
as the gigantic watchdog Fluffy. It protects the entrance to the chamber where
the philosopher’s stone is hidden in the volume Harry Potter and the
Philosopher’s Stone (1997). In the volume Harry Potter and the Chamber of
Secrets (1998), Rowling reinvents not only the basilisk with a Medusa-like gaze
that transforms students of Hogwarts into stone but also the phoenix Fawkes,
which is the pet of the headmaster Dumbledore and is able to resurrect from its
own ashes after dying. Both creatures are mentioned in the Naturalis historia of
Pliny the Elder in the first century AD. In Rowling’s novel, they meet and fight
each other to death in the Chamber of Secrets. Last but not least a griffin called
Buckbeak transports Harry Potter securely and efficiently through the air in the
novel Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (1999). Griffins, hybrid
creatures with parts of an eagle and lion or even horse respectively, are described
in Herodotus’ Histories (e.g., 3.116.1, 4.13.1). Finally, even the centaurs of
Ovid’s Metamorphoses (12.182-535) occur, e.g., in Harry Potter and the Order

Dagmar Hofmann is concerned with this issue in a paper which focuses on mythical
creatures such as centaurs, the phoenix, and werewolves in the Harry Potter series.
She concludes that these hybrid creatures are a combination of various mythological
traditions: “Many of the creatures constitute a conglomerate of different traditions
with impacts of Celtic, Germanic and oriental legends, as well as Greek and Roman
mythology. Ancient myths and fables are presented throughout the series; many
beasts have ancient appellations like the basilisk, the griffin, the phoenix or the
centaurs” (2015, 164).
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of the Phoenix (2003). They drive the power-hungry new head of Hogwarts,
Dolores Umbridge, out into the dark woods.*

These examples, taken from prominent works of classical fantasy literature,
can prove the hypothesis that modern authors tend to mould hybrid creatures for
their plots, especially by adapting them from the prototypical tradition
established by Graeco-Roman mythology and putting them as new transforma-
tions into their narratives in order to invent helpful figures for the hero(ine) or
dangerous antagonists to oppose his/her endeavours. The novels mentioned
above can be regarded as pioneers of the current boom of fantasy novels with a
wide range of mythological elements taken from Graeco-Roman mythology.

Research Discourse Regarding Functionalizations of Mythical Beasts in Media
for Children and Young Adults

In which ways are creatures that are rooted in ancient mythology functionalized
in current media for children and young adults? One of the reasons for the
remarkable revival of mythological beasts, especially during the last decade,
could be found in the fact that those exotic hybrid monsters can nowadays be
“authentically” visualized with the help of the latest digital technology. Such
vivid and impressive animation was impossible before the digital revolution.’
This development is discussed by Reinhold Zwick in a paper about the movie
Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief (2010, dir. Chris Columbus), remarkable
because of its powerful visualization of hybrid beasts such as the Furies, the
Minotaur, the Hydra, satyrs, and centaurs (Zwick 2013, 16; similarly Rueppel
2004, 9, with regard to fantasy literature).

Hans Richard Brittnacher examines the aesthetics of the ugly and horror con-
stituted by polymorphic creatures appearing in fantasy. Medieval and modern
monsters often resemble classical ancestors such as deformed deities (e.g.,
Hephaestus/Vulcan), hybrid creatures like Anubis or Janus, or deities
transformed  (temporarily) into animals (Adonis/boar, Demeter/pig,
Dionysos/bull, cf. Brittnacher 1994, 185).

Almut-Barbara Renger emphasizes that mythical hybrid creatures in
particular — some of Oriental origin, e.g., basilisks, centaurs, manticore, the
Minotaur, Pegasus, Phoenix, Sirens, Sphinx, werewolf... — and demons or
monsters appearing in the Graeco-Roman Underworld - e.g., Cerberus,
Chimaera, Empusa, Ephialtes (one of the Aload brothers), Gello, Gorgons,
Hecate, Lamia, Striges — are instrumentalized in modern fantasy (2013, 5).

The centaurs Firenze (see also Stierstorfer 2017) and Ronan function as helpful
characters supporting the hero, e.g., in the first volume.

In this context, one might just recall the crooked movements of the puppet-like
monster figures in the undemanding American movie Clash of the Titans (Davis
1981).
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Graeco-Roman mythology is therefore revived in fantasy as a multifold source of
mythical hybrid monsters (for further comprehensive information cf. Stierstorfer
2016). These creatures are transformed into effective, helpful figures or mean
and dangerous antagonists in recent media for children and young adults.

The Functionalization of the Minotaur-Myth in Contemporary Fantasy Adapting
Greek and Roman Hypotexts

Let us now focus on a hybrid creature of Graeco-Roman mythology which be-
came particularly prominent following the centuries so that it remains a perfect
example of a mythological beast: the Minotaur. To start with, we trace the
postmodern familiarization of the strange myth of the bull-man Minotaur back to
the hypotexts in Greek and Latin literature.

In the first century AD, the Platonic philosopher and biographer Plutarch
wrote an amusing dialogue, Bruta animalia ratione uti, sive Gryllus, between a
mythological beast with a human brain and language and Odysseus, the smartest
of all Greek heroes. Gryllus, one of Odysseus’ comrades, who was transformed
into a pig by Circe, talks to his commander and refuses a new metamorphosis
which would bring him back to his human state. Instead, he praises the compara-
tively modest life as an animal which indulges only in natural desires, whereas
some human beings with excessive sexual preferences dare to commit
intercourse with animals. Due to such intercourses, hybrid creatures arise and are
regarded as threatening symbols of unrestrained passion:

Kol yop oly®v énepddnoov Gvopeg kol VAV Kol @V Pyvopevol Kol yuvoikeg
Gppeot Onpioig Emepdvnoav: €k yop TOV TO100VTOV YoU®V DUV Mivdtovpot kol
Alyimovee, d¢ 8 éyouon koi Zoiyyeg avapraoctévovst kai Kévravpor. (Plut. Mor.
990F7-991A3)

For men even dared to have intercourse with goats, pigs and horses, women were

crazily in love with male animals; out of such couples among you (humans) the

Minotauri and Aigipanes, and, as I suppose, even the Sphinxes and Centaurs
6

arose.

This enjoyable and humorous dialogue with popular philosophical content (Plu-
tarch 2015, 105-124) already hints at the furious passion which led the Cretan
queen Pasiphaé’ to her outrageous intercourse with the bull that was to become
the father of the Minotaur. This hybrid offspring is placed by Plutarch’s Gryllus

English translation of the Greek original by M. J.
7 For a positivist record of literary and iconographic sources, see Roscher (1965a,
3004-3011).
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in the category of uncanny hybrid creatures and serves (here rather obliquely) as
a paradigm of a monstrous family story.

This interpretation can be traced back to the earliest literary evidence of the
Minotaur in Greek literature (cf. Roscher 1965a, 1666—1673 and Poland 1932). It
seems that almost from the beginning, this superhuman and bewildering being of
primordial legend and cult is tamed and made accessible by the political frame of
a tragedy within a ruling family. Early literary and iconographic evidence of the
Minotaur coincides with the dreadful image of the dangerous, roaring, and
horned “bukephalos” with a human body as a particularly challenging antagonist
for the young Theseus® on his mission of saving the Attic tributes.’

It is striking that one of our most impressive literary sources of the “Theseus
Saves the Attic Tributes”-story in Greek literature lacks any direct reference to
the Minotaur. The lyric poet Bacchylides from Keos composed a vivid dithy-
rambic ode entitled Youth (Athenians), or Theseus (17[16] Snell).!® Here, the
lyric narration unfolds a kind of prequel to the showdown between Theseus and
the Minotaur in the Cretan Labyrinth. The story sung by Bacchylides’ chorus is
situated on the ship which transports Theseus and the fourteen Athenian victims
to Crete. King Minos, who is present, sexually assaults a young Athenian girl.
Undaunted by the previous defeats of Athens in the war, Theseus protects the
innocence of the girl against the king in an act of heroic defiance. This frame of
mind leads him first to a rhetoric strike against Minos and then to the miraculous
reveal of his divine ancestry by Poseidon himself:

A’ Kvavénpopa pév vade pevékto[mov
Onoéa dig ént[d] T dyhaoovg dyovoa
kovpovg Tadvolv

Kpntikov tapvev méloyog

kvioev 1€ Mivol kéap
ipepapmukog Ogdc
Kbmpidog [a]yva ddpar
x€lpa &’ ov[KkéT] mapOevikdg
Gtepd’ €pdruey, Oiyev
6¢ Aevkdv mapnidev: (dith. 17[16], vv. 1-4 and 8-13, eds. Bruno Snell
and Herwig Maehler in Bacchylides 1970)

On the various ancient traditions about “Attic Hercules”, see Herter (1973).

On the connection between Theseus and the Minotaur in ancient Greek art and
literature, see Poland (1932, 1928) with reference to the increasing number of vase
paintings depicting Theseus’ fighting against the Minotaur.

See the interpretation given by Zimmermann (1992, 77-94), who discusses not only
aetiological and cultic implications (concerning, e.g., the connection between Theseus
and Apollo), but also the date of the poem which he situates in the 470s BC when the
rise of the Attic—Delic sea empire was beginning to take place (93-94).
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A’ Dark was the prow of the ship that carried
the strong fighter Theseus with twice seven
children of the Ionians [= Athenians]

to Crete, crossing the sea.

And excited was Minos’ heart
by the goddess with lovely jewelry,
by Cypris and her brilliant gifts.
And his hand near the virgin
was not kept away from her, but he touched
the bright white cheeks.!!

The act of sexual harassment committed by Minos foreshadows the deadly vio-
lence threatening the Athenian youth in the Cretan Labyrinth. In this sense, Mi-
nos and his unrestrained desire symbolize his cruel “stepson”, the monstrous
Minotaur. Similarly, Theseus’ return from the palace of the sea-gods as a bril-
liant hero foreshadows his final victory against the subhuman beast with a
human head residing in the Labyrinth.

Some years after Bacchylides’ choral song, the tragic poet Euripides brought
this “dysfunctional” Cretan family story surrounding the Minotaur even onto the
stage of the Attic polis. Unfortunately, only a few fragments of his drama, The
Cretans, have survived. Verses preserved on papyri, however, allow us to
reconstruct the plot line at least sketchily. It seems plausible that the dramatic
crisis emerges immediately after the Cretan queen Pasiphaé gives birth to the
hybrid baby Minotaur.!? Pasipha&’s now evident adultery with a bull drives her
husband to eruptive anger so that he threatens to kill his wife. Exposed to this
danger, Pasiphaé justifies herself by putting the blame on the gods. By not sacri-
ficing the splendid bull, Minos has challenged Poseidon, who has thus punished
the Cretan king. In a rhesis directed to her husband, Pasipha& apologizes for her
evil lust with the following, seemingly sound, argument:

OAY® pév, €0Ti &' oY €ko[DG]1oV KOKOV.

£yeL yap ovdeV €ikdg €g ti yap Bodg

BAéyoac’ EdnyOnv Bopov aicyiott voowt;

O¢ eVmPENNg UV &v mEMAOLGLY TV 18&tv,

TVPGT|G 0& YoitNG Kol map’ OUUATOV GEXAG

otvonov £Eéhaune mep[kat]vov yévov;

00 v dépac y’ ebp[vBuov dde v]vppion

T01dVdE AékTpo[Vv eivek' glc] medooTiPiy

pwov kabw.[  Jtoy; (fr. 472e, vv. 10-18, ed. Kannicht 2004)

1" English translation by M. J.

For an edition of the fragments and testimonies as well as their contextualization, see
Kannicht (2004, 502-515).

12
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I feel pain, but I did not want this evil.

For this does not make sense. For how could a bull

that I looked at, bite my heart with most shameful disease?
How pretty was his look in his garments,

his sandy-haired mane and his radiant eyes,

and wine-red flashed his fluffy beard on his chin?

Not at all was beautiful the body of this bridegroom

And for such bed’s sake I went down in this foot walking
cow-skin[ |73

Pasiphaé’s apology in these verses proves that after her love-sickness she has
become sane again and therefore can employ bitter irony. The verses 10-12
recapitulate her desire for the bull which she now interprets as a “most shameful
disease” inflicted on her by a vengeful deity. The verses 13—15 ironically re-
proach the image of a sexually attractive bull, but also reveal her former state of
mind, which she now recognizes as abominable. Verses 16—18 return to a more
reason-lead Pasipha& complaining about her former “tragic” blindness. Once
again looking back at the origin of her newborn hybrid baby, she hints at the
guile with which Daedalus'* constructed a wooden cow, in which Pasiphaé could
cunningly succeed in having intercourse with the object of her desire.

In addition to the even more famous Medea, the Roman poet Ovid also chose
the fatal Pasipha€ as one of his intertextual heroines. In both cases, he adapted
and “Romanized” a notoriously “bad woman”, modelled by a Euripidean
tragedy. And as Euripides went one chronological step backwards behind his
literary predecessor Bacchylides, Ovid likewise glances chronologically behind
Euripides’ Cretans. In his Ars amatoria, he employs Pasipha&’s excessive erotic
desire for the “Mister Bull” of Crete as a mythological paradigm to illustrate his
amatory precepts.'> In order to encourage the internal male addressee of the first
book of the Ars, who is presented as shy and lacking self-confidence, the
praeceptor amoris refers to Pasipha€ as an example of exceeding female sexual
passion (furiosa libido):

Pasiphag¢ fieri gaudebat adultera tauri;
invida formosas oderat illa boves.

13" English translation by M. J.

4 For a full account of the relevant sources concerning this mythical artisan par
excellence, see Frontisi-Ducroux (1975).

For a short commentary and survey of literary ancestors see Adrian S. Hollis (1977,
93-97, esp. 93): “Ovid’s chief model [...] lay in Eclogue 6.45 ff. Virgil there writes in
a neoteric style, delicately blending sentiment with irony; our poet, no doubt
intentionally, turns these elements into broad farce and even black humour”. For
further reading, see also Wildberger (1998, 90-95) and Dimundo (2003, 132-136).
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nota cano: non hoc, centum quae sustinet urbes,
quamvis sit mendax, Creta negare potest.
[...] it comes armentis, nec ituram cura moratur
coniugis, et Minos a bove victus erat.
Quo tibi, Pasiphag, pretiosas sumere vestes?
ille tuus nullas sentit adulter opes.
[...] hanc tamen implevit, vacca deceptus acerna,
dux gregis, et partu proditus auctor erat. (1.295-298; 301-304; and 325-326;
emphasis added)

Pasipha¢ rejoiced in betraying her husband with the bull;
she was jealous and hated all the beautiful cows.
Well-known is my song; with all the hundred cities it sustains,
although this island is mendacious, Crete cannot deny this.
[...] She [Pasiphaé] accompanies the cattle, never delayed by concern
of her husband, and Minos is defeated by a bull.
Wherefore, Pasiphaé, do you put on precious clothes?
This one, your adulterer, has no sense for the worth.
[...] This woman [Pasipha&] was nevertheless filled, thanks to the deceit
of the wooden cow, by the leader of the herd, and the birth revealed
who had done it.'6

The Minoan mythological paradigm in Ovid’s Ars offers the “erotic” background
of the hybrid offspring. The final couplet (1.325-326) is a dense compendium of
the Euripidean tragedy. Daedalus’ wooden cow enables Pasiphaé to conceive the
Minotaur and give birth to him. The hybrid baby, however, suddenly reveals the
auctor, i.e. the bull as the father as well as Daedalus as the ingenious constructor
of Pasiphaé’s metamorphic machine.

While the famous hybrid nature of the Minotaur is remarkably suppressed
here, Ovid is elswhere characteristically fond of inventively expressing the
superhuman and monstrous phenomenon with his proper genius of elegiac or
epic verse, for example:!’

Daedalus, ut clausit conceptum crimine matris
semibovemque virum semivirumque bovem...
(Ars 2.23-24; emphasis added)

Daedalus, who locked in the offspring of maternal crime
the half-bull man and half-man bull...'3

16 English translation by M. J.

Similarly Ovid, Heroides 4.55-58, esp. 58 (“enixa est utero crimen onusque suo’/

“she gave birth to the accusation and burden of herself”) and Fasti 3.497-500.

English translation by M. J.
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The striking moral and psychological ambivalence of the myth is concentrated
by Ovid in this programmatic mythological paradigm at the beginning of the Ars
book 2!° with refreshing linguistic artistry (criticizied as manneristic by contem-
poraries),”’ which exhibits the innovative potential of his “postmodernistic”
adaptations of the myth.

In his opus magnum, the Metamorphoses, Ovid continues the Cretan story he
began to tell in the Ars. Following the path of anachronistic familiarization of
mythical paradigms, he contrasts the “shame” regarding the hybrid stepson of
Minos with the king’s triumph through his military victory over Athens and
Aegean Greece in book 8:2!

creverat opprobrium generis, foedumque patebat
matris adulterium monstri novitate biformis;
destinat hunc Minos thalamo removere pudorem
multiplicique domo caecisque includere tectis.
Daedalus ingenio fabrae celeberrimus artis

ponit opus turbatque notas et lumina flexum. [...]
Quo postquam geminam tauri iuvenisque figuram
clausit, et Actaeo bis pastum sanguine monstrum
tertia sors annis domuit repetita novenis,

utque ope virginea nullis iterata priorum

ianua difficilis filo est inventa relecto

protinus Aegides rapta Minoide Diam

vela dedit comitemque suam crudelis in illo

litore destituit. (vv. 155-160; 169-176; emphasis added)

Grown had the reproach of the offspring and thus appeared

the ugly adultery of its mother through the novelty of the twofold monster.
Minos is determined to remove this shame from his bedchamber

and to lock it in a manifold house with blind rooms.

Daedalus, world famous genius in artful craftsmanship,

sets up this work and confuses the signs. [...].

After the double shape of bull and young man

was locked there and the monster, nourished two times by Attic blood,
was defeated by the third tributes after nine years each

and when, with the help of a maiden, the intricate entrance,

19 For the context and interpretation of the passage, see Janka (1997, 57-64, with broad

discussion of relevant issues of special research).

Cf. the anecdote delivered by Seneca the Elder, Controversiae 2.2.12, where the
pentameter of Ovid’s Ars 2.23-24 is one of the examples that should prove Ovid’s
self-conscious lexic licentia, especially “in carminibus, in quibus non ignoravit vitia
sua sed amavit” (“in his poems in which he was not unaware of his flaws but loved
them”, trans. M. J.).

See the commentary of Bomer (1977, 57-66, with a thorough presentation of loci
similes and mythographical evidence).
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passed by no one twice before, was found again by unrolling the thread,
at once Aegeus’ son abducted Minos’ daughter and sailed away

to Dia (Naxos), where his companion was cruelly left behind

by him at the shore. 2

In the above passage, Ovid uses the Minotaur as a means of double deconstruc-
tion of traditional (epic) heroism:

1) Minos’ military heroism is weirdly undermined by the disturbing and painful
family story which follows the adultery of his wife Pasiphaé¢ with the bull.

2) Theseus’ heroic victory over the hybrid monster, which bestows lifelong glory
on him as the saviour of the Attic youth, is carefully concealed by Ovid quasi in
Daedalus’ Labyrinth: in v. 171 the hero himself remains unnoticed, and is only
included in the group of young Athenians designed as the third tribute to the
monster. Not until the aftermath of his success is he referred to, and merely by
the antonomastic patronymicon Aegides (8.174), whereas his companion and
helper, Ariadne (cf. 8.172—-173), emerges as the actual heroine. But instead of
being praised and rewarded, she is left alone by the extremely ungrateful The-
seus amidst the uncivilized island of Dia/Naxos.

In Greek and Roman literature, the Minotaur was already being used as a ve-
hicle and marker for multiple poetic and ethic transformation processes. This
instrumentalization has been brought to a new peak in our postmodern times. To
compare the following (post-)modern versions of myth with the ancient versions
interpreted above, let us first extract a bundle of mythical elements from the
narratives alongside the theory of Claude Lévi-Strauss (1977, 226-254). This
bundle of ancient mythological “megatext” about the Minotaur will then be
compared with the (post-)modern version in order to get an idea of the intricate
transformation process. A synopsis of this kind also allows new insights into the
system of values and norms which are conveyed to millions of young readers by
these reminiscences to classical literature and culture.

As we have shown above, the Minotaur myth has a prominent position as an
“intermedium”?? in book 8 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses (8.152—181). In the context
of his Theseis, the poet gives prominence to the Minotaur in his carmen
perpetuum, in which he focuses on the pre-Trojan generation of heroes, as Mar-
kus Janka and Michael Stierstorfer point out (2015, 29). Also, Edward Tripp’s
lexicographic standard-version refers to the Metamorphoses as the main source
and retells the myth in the following way: after the victory of Crete over Athens,
Minos demands, every nine years, seven boys and seven girls as tributes for the
Minotaur, the bull-human being, who is the extramarital son of his wife, queen
Pasiphaé. For earlier, she had committed adultery with a strong bull. One day,

22
23

English translation by M. J.

For the term and interpretation of the passage cf. Tsitsiou-Chelidoni (2003, 123-4).
Similarly Bomer (1977, 57), who stresses the presumably “transitory” function of the
passage (“Ubergang zu den weiteren Erziihlungen um Daedalus”).
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Theseus is voluntarily (as this corresponds to his heroic spirit) selected as a
tribute, to finish the bloody violence against young people, and so he descends
into the dark Labyrinth. With the help of the famous thread of Ariadne, he does
not get lost in the maze and kills the monster with his fists. After that heroic act,
he sails with his love interest, Ariadne, back to Athens, but leaves her at the is-
land of Naxos (Tripp 2012, 349-350 and 512-514).

According to the standard-version of Tripp, the following bundle of features
of the Minotaur-myth can be distilled:
1. The Minotaur is the son of queen Pasipha¢ and a bull.
2. Athens’ defeat against Crete in war.
3. Every nine years, seven boys and girls are selected as tributes.
4. Theseus is a volunteer-tribute.
5. The thread of Ariadne as a signpost through the maze.
6. Theseus is the vanquisher of the Minotaur with the help of his fists (Tripp
2012, 349-350 and 512-514).

Within the wide range of transformations of the figure of the Minotaur in
(post-)modern literature and film, the following trends can be pointed out:
a) Transformation from a locked dungeon-monster to a free robber.
b) Transformation from a bull-being to a werewolf.
¢) Transformation from a man-eater to a vegetarian helper.

a) Transformation from a locked dungeon-monster to a free robber
In the novel Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief (2005), Percy, his mother,
and the Satyr Grover are attacked on their dangerous way to Camp Half-Blood
by the Minotaur. This hybrid creature mugs Percy and his friends and does not
only throw the car of Percy’s stepfather Gabe through the air, but also abducts
Percy’s mother, Sally, into the Underworld. After having smashed the Minotaur
against a tree, Percy breaks one of his horns and kills him by stabbing him with
the sharp horn into his side. In this version, the Minotaur observes the demigod
Percy just like a robber on the roadside would, and tries to keep him from
moving forward to Camp Half-Blood. It is, however, not clear who sent the
Minotaur. Due to Cronos being the antagonist of the demigods in the novel, it is
probable that he wanted to injure the offspring of the Olympians by evoking the
bull-headed man. Riordan briefly notes (2006, 50) that the Minotaur is the son of
Pasiphag (feature 1).

In the film version of Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief (2010), the char-
acter of the Minotaur similarly gets in contact with Percy and his friends. The
plot of the film closely follows that of the novel. After an accident with the car
caused by the Minotaur throwing a calf onto the street, the protagonists run
away. Spinning the car at Percy and his friends, the monster misses them. Soon
after that, there is a fight between Percy and the bull-headed man at a silvan
glade near Camp Half-Blood. At first, the Minotaur grabs Sally with his big paw
and sends her into the Underworld; Percy’s mother is absorbed by dust and
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vanishes. After that Percy takes revenge on the Minotaur, who falls onto a tree
and gets his horn stuck in the bark. When he tries to pull it out, the horn breaks,
Percy moves fast and gets the horn by pulling it out of the bark.?* With this item,
he pierces the monster and thus defeats it (cf. Columbus 2010, 00:16:32—
00:19:30). In the film, the Minotaur, contrary to the book, is sent by the dark god
Hades, who regards Percy as the thief of the lightning bolt. The film only trans-
ports one part of the feature 1 of the bundle, as the Minotaur is presented as a
hybrid of man and bull. Apart from that, the mythological Minotaur is reduced to
a brutal monster.

b) Transformation from a bull-being to a werewolf
The first volume of the series The Hunger Games (2008) by the American author
Suzanne Collins (b. 1962) differs from the ancient standard version of the Cretan
myths because no bull-headed man emerges in the text, but other horrible hybrid
creatures are implanted in the following plot line: in preparation for the next
Hunger Games of the North American fictional country, Panem, in which boys
and girls are sent into a dark and dangerous fighting arena similar to the myth of
the Attic tributes, Katniss’s younger sister, Primrose, short Prim, is drawn as
tribute. When Katniss sees that Prim is elected, she wants to replace her volun-
tarily, because she wants to protect her. Therefore, after a longer training phase,
she is brought into an arena which is constructed like a maze. In this place, moni-
tored with countless cameras, the tributes are forced to fight against each other to
death. At the end, Katniss and Peeta are declared the winners of the 74th edition
of the Hunger Games, after having together killed computer generated hybrids of
wolf and man. These monsters are shown as creepy reincarnations of the fallen
tributes.

Even though the first volume does not contain explicit hints at the myth of
the Minotaur, in an implicit way, five features of the bundle mentioned above
can be detected, though a rebours: Katniss does not meet the Minotaur, but a
similar hybrid creature conflated of wolf and man, who is not biologically real,
but computer-generated (variation of feature 1). This looks like a new variation
of the werewolf, a monster well established in the genre of fantasy. But this
werewolf is more than a single hybrid creature. When a pack of them
approaches, Katniss notices by watching their eyes and face, that these are
monstrous revenants of the fallen tributes who are “programmed” to despise the
faces of Katniss and Peeta, because they are still alive, whereas they were
murdered in cold blood.

Therefore, the text allows for the interpretation that tyrannical systems are
not afraid of dishonouring the corpses of their enemies. These ugly scenes in the

24 This fight adapts Hercules’ fight against the river-god Achelous who is his rival suitor
in the competition for the marriage with Deianira, cf. Ovid, Metamorphoses 9.1-88,
esp. 82-86.
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novel remind us of the cruel fights of Roman gladiators (Collins 2009). In this
adaptation, Athens has not lost a war against Crete (feature 2), but the twelve
districts were defeated by the Capitol in a rebellion. The Capitol is the main
district of the country Panem, where the ruling quasi-aristocratic society lives
under the rule of the tyrant Coriolanus Snow. Furthermore, not only every nine
years, seven boys and seven girls are sent into the Labyrinth (feature 3), but
every single year, twelve boys and twelve girls who have reached their twelfth
birthday and are not older than eighteen are selected as tributes. Since the
Hunger Games take place more often than in the myth and because of the higher
number of tributes, the suffering of the districts is more intense compared to the
suffering of Athens in the standard version. In this adaption, the voluntary tribute
is not the Attic prince Theseus (feature 4), but the tough girl Katniss, who
replaces her younger and weaker sister to prevent her certain death. In this case,
Katniss is presented like Theseus, a messianic figure, who fights to set an end to
tyranny and rescue people from their distress. While Theseus achieves this by his
victory over the Minotaur, it is not enough for Katniss to win the Hunger Games
once and destroy their rules. She has to fight against a crop of monstrous
revenants, who can be regarded as innovative versions of werewolves, created
with the help of digital animation. But she kills those hybrid creatures not with
her fists as Theseus (reversal of feature 6), but with the accuracy of her arrows.
Here, there is no need for Ariadne’s thread (no feature 5) since the underground
of the arena is designed like a maze resembling, e.g., the “catacombs” of the
Colosseum.

The film The Hunger Games (2012, dir. Gary Ross) follows the plot of the
novel closely. Therefore, we find the same mythological features as in the book.
The only difference is that the werewolf mutants, created by computer
technicians with the help of futuristic 3D technics, are reduced to mere wolf
hybrids. They show no similarity with the previously killed tributes (cf. Ross
2012, 01:59:24-02:06:38).

These two examples can illustrate that the modernization of the myth of the
Minotaur is used as a vehicle to criticize tyranny, which democratic civilization
regards as a threat to its values.

The impression that the novels and films about The Hunger Games are
closely connected with the myth of the Minotaur is confirmed by Sophie Mills.
She claims that the arena of the Hunger Games is a variation of the classical
maze and the werewolf hybrid creatures are, in her opinion, reincarnations of the
Minotaur:

The arena in which the contestants are trapped is a kind of vast labyrinth, full of
dangers, since it pits the Tributes against its inhospitable climate, against attacks
from man-made fireballs (Collins 2008, 174), creatures such as poisonous mutant
wasps (185), and most of all, against one another in a liminal and unstable world,
which is both highly technological and a primitive wilderness, a world in which
the status of predator and prey is continually shifting. At the book’s remarkably
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gory climax, the three remaining tributes are attacked by human/animal hybrids
evoking the Minotaur (331-4), although these are biped wolves with human eyes,
the resurrected incarnations of the previously dead tributes. (Mills 2015, 56-57)

Furthermore, in an interview, Collins reveals that she had Greek mythology in
mind when creating her famous novels, and that she was particularly familiar
with the myth of the Minotaur since she was a child (DeMonico and Barber
2012, 9).

c¢) Transformation from a man-eater to a vegetarian helper

In a completely different way, the myth of the Minotaur is varied in the German
novel Die Irrfahrer [The Wanderers, 2007]. The Bavarian author Gerd Scherm
(b. 1950) follows Ovid’s paths more radically and transforms the myth in a way
that the standard version of the Minotaur as a cannibalistic beast shall be
revealed as a farce. The anti-hero Theseus is determined to search for the
harmless creature and kill it. But his love interest Ariadne, the sister of the
Minotaur, in this case named Asterion,? is determined to prevent him from that
deed. Therefore, Theseus tries hard to convince her to help him. He confesses
that his endeavour to kill the incriminated hybrid creature is meant to make him
a real superhero and the ruler of the Island of Crete. But Ariadne insists on her
family relations:

“Aber Asterion ist doch mein Bruder. Und er tut niemandem etwas zuleide.” “Das
glaubt doch keiner aufler dir, und es ist auch vollig egal. Wichtig ist, was die
ganze Welt denkt. Und die Welt denkt, dass der Minotaurus ein
kinderverschlingendes Ungeheuer ist. Das ist die Realitét!” (182)

“But Asterion is my brother, after all. And he does no harm to anybody.” “No-
body believes that except for you, and it does not matter at all. What matters, is
what all the world believes. And all the world believes that the Minotaur is a
child-devouring monster. That’s reality!”?

By these utterings of Theseus, Scherm shows in a parodistic way, how the myth
of the Minotaur might have come into existence: with cheap sensationalism from
the common folk. In their simplistic point of view, an unknown and different
being must always be blood-seeking and bad. Ariadne, who is able to
differentiate and who knows the real person behind the surface of the bull-
-headed man, begs the selfish hero, who wants to annex Crete and be the ruler of
the island by marrying her, not to hurt her hybrid brother Asterion. She affirms
that, as a vegetarian, Asterion would not bring harm to anybody. Nevertheless,

25 For the origin and function of this individual name in the history of the legend, cf.

Poland (1932, 1929).

26 English translation by M. J.
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she gives Theseus the famous thread because she loves him. Theseus, who is
portrayed as selfish and reckless, does not pay any attention to her requests, but
is keen to attack the protagonist Seshmosis, a learned scribe and wandering
character, inspired by Moses and Odysseus, and the harmless and kind
Minotaurus with his sword. During this bullfight, Theseus gets impaled and is
thrown against the wall and he passes out. In this modern version, the Minotaur
helps the prophet Seshmosis, who wants to prevent Theseus from crowning
himself and becoming the new cruel king of Crete. Shortly afterwards, the god
GON (= God without Name) from the Old Testament, called by Seshmosis,
suddenly appears as deus ex machina, destroys the Labyrinth and sets the
imprisoned Minotaur free so that he can lead a better life in the hills of Crete,
where people worship bulls as gods. After that, Theseus leaves the Labyrinth and
announces untruthfully that he has defeated the Minotaur. When he is therefore
criticized by his companion Nelos on their return to Athens, Theseus apologizes
for his lie in the following way:

Es zidhlt nur, was die Menschen fiir wahr halten. Die Realitit spielt tiberhaupt
keine Rolle. Ich bin aus dem Labyrinth zuriickgekehrt, und der Minotaurus ist
verschwunden. Also ist meine Version der Geschichte die Wahrheit. Auflerdem
brauchen Menschen Helden. (Scherm 2007, 206)

The only thing that counts is what people believe to be true. Reality does not mat-
ter at all. / returned from the Labyrinth and the Minotaur vanished. Therefore, my
version of history is the truth. Also, human beings need heroes.

In this version, Scherm changes or “corrects”?’ the core of the myth to achieve
parodistic effects and moral reflections: the Minotaur is not blamed as a blood-
-seeking monster, but Theseus is. He is not stopped by anything in his zeal to
obtain fame and has no problem with the marriage of convenience with Ariadne,
for whom he pretends to have feelings of love (cf. Scherm 2007, 152-205).
Scherm integrates three mythological features in a liberal way: ‘“his”
Minotaur is, as in the standard version, the son of the queen Pasiphaé and a bull
(feature 1). The Minotaur is, however, not described as an enemy, but as a friend,
who supports the protagonist, Seshmosis, as an effective animal helper on his
way to becoming a real hero. Furthermore, in Scherm’s version, Athens has not
lost a war against Crete nor does Theseus have to go to Crete as tribute, but he
travels to Crete in order to extend his power by marrying the princess of Crete.
In this adaptation, no Athenian boys and girls are sacrificed (feature 3) to the
Minotaur, but the maze functions as a prison for serious offenders. In Scherm’s
version, Theseus is no heroic and voluntary tribute (feature 4), but a glory-
-seeking careerist, who does everything to gain power. Theseus is presented as a

27 For the concept of “correction of myth”, see Vohler, Seidensticker, and Emmerich

(2005).
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negative social climber. In this way, Scherm devalues demigods and emphasizes
their often selfish and problematic characters. In this way, the text advocates an
ambivalent conception of man, which gives priority to the mistakes of heroes. In
times of a capitalist “elbow-society”, careerist human beings, who want to climb
up, inconsiderate of society, are mirrored by this deconstructed Theseus. In
Scherm’s version, the thread of Ariadne is used by Theseus as a help for orienta-
tion as in the myth (feature 5). But suddenly he notices that one of the mad per-
sons imprisoned there has cut it through (Scherm 2007, 196). In this adaptation,
Theseus does not kill the Minotaur with his fists, but it is the Minotaur who de-
feats Theseus. The Athenian prince is lost in the Labyrinth until GON opens the
maze and allows him to escape with his companions (Scherm 2007, 202).

Conclusion: The Curious Transformations of the Minotaur in Children’s Media:
Desexualization and Fairy-tale-like Modification of the Myth

It can be concluded that the sexual aspect regarding the conception of the
Minotaur, emphasized especially in Ovid’s Ars and Metamorphoses, is hidden
and deleted by adapting this myth for children’s media. In this way, important
features of the myth get lost, although they would have been necessary for a
deeper understanding. Furthermore, the Minotaur is transformed from an ambiv-
alent royal creature into a one-dimensional fairy-tale figure. Thus, in Percy
Jackson, he is drawn as a robber like in the fairy tale Die Bremer
Stadtmusikanten [Town Musicians of Bremen; cf. Grimm 2011, 343-346;
KHM? 27]. In The Hunger Games, there is a metamorphosis of the Minotaur
into a werewolf. A prototype of a werewolf also emerges in the fairy tale Das
Rotkdppchen [Little Red Riding Hood; cf. Grimm 2011, 284-287; KHM 26]. At
least in the novel Die Irrfahrer the Minotaur is changed in a positive way. He is
transformed into an animal helper for the protagonist as, e.g., in the fairy tale
Der gestiefelte Kater [Puss in Boots; cf. Grimm 2011, 289-293; KHM 33].

In summary, it can be said that the Minotaur is transformed dichotomously
either into a bad antagonist or into a good helper, as in fairy-tale stories (cf.
Propp 1972, 84—-86). The figure of the hybrid monster is thus familiarized for a
young readership less acquainted with Greek and Roman mythology, who are
more familiar with fairy tales due to their early literary socialization. To prevent
children from crudeness and obscenity, in all the examined texts the story of the
fathering of the Minotaur is totally avoided. Therefore, all those novels establish
rather neoconservative values and norms (cf. Stierstorfer 2016, 403—-414). In this
respect, postmodern authors differ remarkably from their “postmodernist”
ancestor Ovid.

2 Kinder- und Hausmdrchen.
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PRZEMYSEAW KORDOS

Familiar Monsters: Modern Greek Children
Face the Minotavros, Idra, and Kerveros

It is no surprise that Modern Greek children are well acquainted with ancient
history and mythology. I have commented elsewhere on the role and place of
ancient history and culture in the Greek school curriculum (Kordos 2016). In this
cursory paper I will cast a glance at the relationship between mythology and
books for children mainly by scrutinizing the depiction of three monsters: the
Minotaur, Hydra, and Cerberus (Minotavros, Idra, Kerveros). The choice of
monsters is by no means accidental: all of them are well-known, characteristic,
and very distinct from one another. All of them serve as adversaries to heroes,
but there are several important differences between their appearance, their lives,
and their place in Greek mythology. While two of the monsters — the Hydra and
Cerberus — belong to Heracles’ circle of myths and are connected with the
Peloponnese, Minotaur is from Crete and from the myth of Theseus. Two of
them meet a bloody end at the hands of heroes (or rather at the swords of these
heroes), while the third one, Cerberus is caught, presented to Eurystheus, and let
loose. Two of them are hybrid animal monstrosities: giant cross-breeds and mul-
tiplications (the three heads of Cerberus and seven — at least initially — heads of
Hydra), while the Minotaur is clearly anthropomorphic. Two of them — the
Hydra and Minotaur — are supposed to be evil, as they slay humans, but Cerberus
is merely a guardian, a faithful watchdog that simply does its job.

For the present, approximate survey of the subject, I have chosen several
children’s books written recently originally by Greek authors (i.e. not translated
from other languages) that would provide a hint of the strategy for telling the
stories of these monsters and presenting them to children in Modern Greece.

Myths and the Modern Greeks

Myths as seen by a Modern Greek child can be viewed in more diverse and
richer ways than by other, non-Greek children. Firstly, myths play the role of
fairy tales, a role that would be universal and spread to other nations, too, but
only Greek children are taught that these myths belong to their national heritage
and — quite surprisingly — according to the Greek school education they can be
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regarded as a type of pre-history: in historical textbooks mythical stories precede
lessons on the Minoans or Mycenaeans (cf., e.g., Maistellis, Kaliva, and Michail
2017 — the present history book for 10-year-old pupils). Moreover, Greek
children are enveloped in a “mythical reality”: the world that surrounds them is
filled with diverse allusions to myths. Not only are they present in countless
sayings and proverbs preserved in Modern Greek, but also in that fact that many
mythical places, such as Pelion, Nemea, Ithaca, or — speaking of the Hydra —
Lerna are real designations. Mythical names, symbols, and logotypes are equally
omnipresent: children eat yogurt produced by a company named Olympos, drink
Hebe-brand soft drinks, and on large scale dress up as heroes for carnival parties,
either in chitons or in elements of panoplia. Greek children can bear such names
as Theseus, Euridiki, Odysseas, or Ariadni, while their parents can be employed
by Kerveros Security Systems or Achilleas Hotels and after work they would
train at a Minotaur sports club (like the one in Cretan town of Chania).

In one of the most frequented and well-stocked bookshops in Athens, Poli-
teia, among the shelves with children’s books there exists a special mythology
section. When one visits the website of the bookshop (e.g., Politeia 2019) one
will easily find more than 600 books in this category, mostly about Greek my-
thology (not the Norse or Far Eastern) and these books are in large part written —
and illustrated — by Greek authors.

Sources

From this abundance I have chosen fourteen books published over the last fifteen
years that I found popular, representative, and the same time diverse in the ways
that the monsters are depicted:

e Maria Angelidou [auth.], Iris Samartzi [ill.], H arpagi tou Kerverou /| H
aprayn tov KepPépov [Capturing Cerberus], Athens: Metaichmio,
2014,

e Maria Angelidou [auth.], Iris Samartzi [ill.], H Lernaia Ydra/H
AgpvainYdpa [The Hydra of Lerna], Athens: Metaichmio, 2016;

e Anna Chatzimanoli [auth.], Michalis Kazazis [ill.], Thiseas. I pali me
ton Minotavro /®ncéac. H modn pe tov Mwvdtavpo [Theseus: The
Fight with the Minotaur], Athens: Kirki, 2004;

e Dimitris Kerasidis [auth. and ill.], Oi Athloi tou Irakli / O1 ABLot tov
HpoaxAn [The Labours of Heracles], Athens: Malliaris, 2016;

e Filippos Mantilaras [auth.], Natalia Kapatsoulia [ill.], O Iraklis/ O
Hpaxng [Heracles], Athens: Papadopoulos, 2008;

e Filippos Mantilaras [auth.], Natalia Kapatsoulia [ill.], O Thiseas /O
Onoéag [Theseus], Athens: Papadopoulos, 2011;

e FEirini Marra [auth.], Evi Tsaknia [ill.], Mythika terata | Mvbwd tépata
[Mythical Monsters], Athens: Patakis, 2007;
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Katerina Mouriki, Ioanna Kyritsi-Tzioti [auth.], Nestoras Xouris [ill.],
Thiseas | ®ncéog [Theseus], Athens: Diaplasi, 2016;

Alexia Othonaiou [auth. and ill.], Arkhaia mythika terata | Apyoia
pouba tépata [Ancient Mythical Monsters], Athens: Tetragono, 2010;
Kostas Poulos [auth.], Iris Samartzi [ill.], Lavyrinthos kai
Minotavros | AafopivBog kou Mwvdtavpog [The Labyrinth and the
Minotaur], Athens: Metaichmio, 2015;

Aspasia Protogerou [auth.], Alekos Papadatos [ill.], Annie di Donna
[col.], Theoi, iroes kai terata. Oi peripeteies tou Timou stin elliniki
mythologia | ®¢oi, Npweg kol épata. O nepuételeg tov Tipov otnv
eanvikn pobBoroyia [Gods, Heroes, and Monsters: The Adventures of
Timos in Greek Mythology], Athens: Polaris, 2016;

Katerina Servi [auth.], Spiros Kontis [ill.], Thiseas / ®@ncéac [Theseus],
Athens: Patakis, 2011;

Sofia Zarabouka [auth. and ill.], Mythologia. T. 9 / MvBoloyia. T. 9
[Mythology. Vol. 9], Athens: Kedros, 2011a;

Sofia Zarabouka [auth. and ill.], Mythologia. T. 10 / MvBoroyia. T. 10
[Mythology. Vol. 10], Athens: Kedros, 2011b.

I also selected two additional books that would serve as points of reference:
comic books published more than half a century ago:!

Eleni Papadaki [auth.], Vasilis Zisis [ill.], O Iraklis/ O Hpaxing
[Heracles], series “Klassika Eikonografimena” / “Kioacoucé Ewkovoypa-
onuéva” [Classics [llustrated], No. 1069, Athens: Pechlivanidis, [n.d.];

Vasilis Rotas [auth.], Konstantinos Grammatopoulos [ill.], O Thiseas
kai o Minotavros /| O Oecéag kou o Mwvotavpog [Theseus and the
Minotaur], series “Klassika Eikonografimena” / “KAacowd Ewovoypa-
onpéva” [Classics Illustrated], No. 1007, Athens: Pechlivanidis, [n.d.].

The books I chose to represent stories of the afore-mentioned three monsters fall
into one of three categories: they either tell about the deeds of a hero (Heracles
or Theseus), they describe a specific monster, or they are a kind of bestiary.
There are two cases that fall into two of these categories. The first is Eirini
Marra’s book (2007), in which every mentioned monster gets a chapter devoted

“Klassika Eikonografimena” [KAacowd Eucovoypaenuéva / Classics Illustrated], the

first comic series in Greek, started as translations of the “American Classics
Illustrated” that were comic retellings of various works of world literature (Dumas,
Cooper, Hugo, Dickens, and many others). The Greeks issued the American versions
but quickly started adding their own comics on Greek mythology, ancient plays, on
Byzantine stories, on episodes from the history of the Greek Revolution and even
pictorial retellings of rural songs. The series, still in circulation, formed a basis for the
Greek comic scene. Many issues are available online; at the following webpage
(MyComics 2019) there is a collection of all the covers divided into thematic groups.
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to it and is described through an appropriate myth retold in a vivid form, with
dialogues and extensive narration. On the other hand the last part of the book
contains a short monster dictionary. The second book matching two categories is
that by Aspasia Protogerou (2016), who wrote a story of a contemporary boy,
Timos who travels — with help of his tablet — to mythical Greece where he
witnesses various myths, most of all those involving monsters. Somehow Timos’
tablet allows him to communicate with the heroes he sees. Among others, Timos
meets the Minotaur with Theseus and the Hydra with Heracles.

All these books relate to popular myths (Heracles and Theseus seem to be the
heroes that are most easily recognizable and their deeds widely known) and
focus more on retelling than just telling.? No book has the ambition of being
children’s first contact with Greek mythology. The texts are therefore largely
abridged (especially in books for younger children), sometimes put into verse or
a simpler form of the Modern Greek language, but never — from what I noticed —
focused on presenting a detailed description of these monsters. Action is what
counts and sometimes the description is skipped altogether. I did encounter an
interesting example that is inspired by ancient material, but no premise that
would allow me to ponder which version of a myth is represented. One of the
illustrators, Sofia Zarabouka (2011b), was clearly inspired by an ancient
depiction and paints a baby Minotaur in the arms of his mother, similarly to the
depiction known from the red-figured kylix coming from the fourth century BC,
Vulci, Etruria, and exhibited in the Louvre Museum (No. inv. 1066; cf. Figs. 1
and 2).

Fig. 1: Sofia Zarabouka, Pasiphaé and the young Minotaur, from Sofia Zarabouka,
Mpythologia. Vol. 10. Athens: Kedros, 2011, 9.

2 But on the other hand I observed no radical narrative experiments, like the one

proposed by Jorge Louis Borges in the short story The House of Asterion (1947),
where the reader explores the story of Minotaur from the beast’s point of view.
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Fig. 2: Pasiphaé nursing the Minotaur, red-figured kylix, ca. 340-320 BC, Louvre
Museum, Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris, No. inv. 1066, Wikimedia Commons.

Another illustrator, Iris Samartzi, while depicting the Minotaur, used a picture of
the bull’s head rhyton from the fifteenth century BC that is on display in the
Heracleion Archaeological Museum (No. inv. AE 1368). The weight of the story
lies less in the text and more in the illustrations, whose artists take the most im-
portant decisions regarding a specific book for how to depict a given monster.
Therefore, I will almost completely omit texts and focus solely on the pictures,
treating the chosen examples as “picture books” (cf. Nodelman 1988; Kress and
van Leeuwen 2004; Kiefer 2008; Cackowska 2009a, 2009b, 2009/2010).

Techniques of Depicting Monsters

The three chosen monsters could be cursorily defined in a quite straightforward
matter as follows:

e Hydra: a snake multiplied by seven (or eight, nine, ten),

e Cerberus: a bad dog with three heads and possibly a snake-like tail,

e  Minotaur: a muscular (sometimes shown as naked) man with the head
of an angry bull.

The chosen books represent various artistic approaches to depicting at least one
of these mythological monsters. The Minotaur drawn by Spiros Kontis (Servi
2011) is presented in a comical convention. The humorous drawings, probably
made with the support of computer applications, verge on parody. Michalis
Kazazis’ style (Chatzimanoli 2004) is much less obvious. The pictures are
simplistic, they consist of contours and employ shapes in a drastically reduced
number of colours: the hero is white and blue (an allusion to the Greek national
colours?), the monster (Minotaur) brown and black. Evi Tsaknia’s pictures
(Marra 2007), while quite complicated, are the only ones that are
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monochromatic, that is, they are in black and white. Dimitris Kerasidis (2016) to
certain extent uses a similar technique to that already observed in the works of
Kontis, though the drawings are simplified and devoid of the details of Kontis.
The illustrations by Nestoras Xouris (Mouriki and Kyritsi-Tzioti 2016) are in
fact watercolour paintings, very colourful and full of details, tilted towards
caricature. The drawings by Zarabouka (2011a and 2011b) are of a similar kind —
the drawings are in fact oil paintings, slightly impressionist (i.e. fuzzy on detail).
The pictures of Samartzi (Angelidou 2014 and 2016; Poulos 2015) take up more
space than the text and they are collages, partly painted and partly digitally
processed with the use of photographs. Every book illustrated by Samartzi ends
with a section of activities for young readers (crosswords, questions, and various
other tasks) and in each one at least one ancient vase depiction is evoked. Alekos
Papadatos and Annie di Donna (Protogerou 2016) are known for their works in
comics: Logicomix, written by Apostolos Doxiadis (Doxiadis and Papadimitriou
2009), a life story of the mathematician and philosopher Bertrand Russell, was
translated to more than twenty languages.® Papadatos and di Donna’s next work,
Democracy (2015), on politics in Ancient Greece, prepared in collaboration with
Abraham Kawa, was also warmly greeted by comic fans. In Protogerou’s text
their drawings show this exact provenance: they are quite realistic, very
dynamic, and exceptionally colourful. The works of Natalia Kapatsoulia
(Mantilaras 2008 and 2011) are also on the comic-book side, with careful and
vivid tempera drawings. Alexia Othonaiou (2010) is the most sketch-like of all —
these are in fact drawings, not paintings, that are mounted on a colourful
background. Comic books from the “Klassika Eikonografimena” series, evoked
as points of reference, present the monsters in a more plain, realistic manner as
the execution of the pictures is restricted by the limitations of 1950s printing: the
colours and shapes are kept simple and the correspondence between shapes and
colours is often inaccurate.

The Minotaur and His Head

The Minotaur is most often presented from Theseus’ point of view: readers en-
counter the monster along with Theseus and therefore the Minotaur is automat-
ically viewed as an evil adversary. The Minotaur is wild, angry, and brutal. He
becomes animalish, throwing himself at the hero (Chatzimanoli 2004), towering
over people and even producing hot steam from his nostrils (Servi 2011; cf.
Fig. 3). Papadatos and di Donna’s version (Protogerou 2016) is the most “pop-
-like” as their idea of the monster is a huge bull having a vaguely human form,
not unlike a Marvel superhero Hulk, whose colour is not green but dark brown.

3 See the webpage on the book, the subpage on international editions (Doxiadis 2008—

2009).
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Fig. 3: Theseus and Minotaur, from Spiros Kontis, Thiseas, Athens: Patakis, 2011, 23.

The depicting of a slashing sword and squirting blood is also present (Chatzima-
noli 2004, but cf. the bloodless brutality of a much earlier depiction in Rotas
[n.d.], cover), though several sources offer alternatives to such imagery, as in
Katerina Mouriki and Ioanna Kyritsi-Tzioti’s version (2016), where there is no
weapon but Theseus’ fists and no blood (cf. Apollodorus, Bibliotheca: Epitome
1.9). Another similar scene is that of the Minotaur kneeling and being stabbed in
the head by Theseus (again with no visible blood, Zarabouka 2011b). This
depiction is actually the one often found on ancient vases. Marra’s book (2007,
158) does not show it as such but contains a description of a similar scene of the
Minotaur kneeling and waiting for the final blow. Zarabouka also lets us see the
Minotaur’s childhood, as a bull-baby in the arms of Pasiphaé€, an image that is, as
already mentioned, inspired directly by an ancient depiction. As the book of
Othonaiou (2010) is a type of monster bestiary and not a narrative, she is not
bound by the fight scene, though her version’s monster is unexpectedly scary, as
it is huge, in fact many times bigger than the surrounding humans, and it shows
sharp teeth (as if bulls had the teeth of a carnivore). Kapatsoulia (Mantilaras
2011) chooses a more symbolic approach, imaging the Minotaur as a man that
seems to be wearing a bull’s mask resulting in the whole, final scene in the
Labyrinth suddenly taking on a theatrical look (cf. Fig. 4).* Her idea is quite

4 Tfocus on the illustrations I have found the most representative for the batch of books

that serve as example in the present chapter.
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similar to the one present in Kostas Poulos (2015), where Samartzi makes the
Minotaur wear an artefact (a mask), an actual exhibit from a museum (cf. Fig. 5).

Fig. 4: Natalia Kapatsoulia, Theseus, the Minotaur and the Labyrinth, from Filippos
Mantilaras, O Thiseas, Athens: Papadopoulos, 2011, 6-7.

Fig. 5: Iris Samartzi, The Minotaur in a mask, from Kostas Poulos, Lavyrinthos kai
Minotavros, Athens: Metaichmio, 2015, cover.

It seems that the head of the monster draws the most attention; here the place for
invention, the monster’s trademark is. Xouris (Mouriki and Kyritsi-Tzioti 2016)
makes use of it by depicting the Minotaur in the shape of a cloud encountered by
Theseus’ ship on the way to Crete (cf. Fig. 6, next page). The only other detail
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that I have seen is the tail in Tsaknia’s drawing (Marra 2007): bifurcated and
surprisingly abounding in detail.
L ‘Eﬂ

Fig. 6: Nestoras Xouris, A cloud in the shape of the Minotaur, from Katerina Mouriki and
Ioanna Kyritsi-Tzioti, Thiseas, Athens: Diaplasi, 2016, 29.

The Hydra: A Snake or Dragon?

The Hydra is much less human and therefore, unlike the Minotaur, it does not
fall into the trap of the “Uncanny Valley”.> As it is constructed from animals
otherwise repulsive to men (snakes), its depiction is more straightforward. It is
simply a bundle of snake heads and bodies (Zarabouka 2011a) or — like in the
case of Filippos Mantilaras (2008) — a group of mildly baffled heads (but, oddly,
having human-like facial expressions), not scary but entertaining (cf. Fig. 7).

In Marra’s book the Hydra is mentioned in the chapter entitled I nerofida tis
Lernis / H vepooida g Aépvng [The Water-Snake of Lerna] and the drawing
indeed depicts exactly this, an entangled bundle of nine snakes, with vicious-
-looking heads extending bifurcated tongues. The description is curious, because
this part of the Heracleian myth is retold partly through the eyes of the Hydra
itself. The fight is at some point joined by an enormous crab sent by Hera. In the
dictionary (2007, 214) it is mentioned that the Hydra’s heads spat fire and that
they could poison everything. Maria Angelidou’s book is solely devoted to the

> A widely-discussed concept from the realm of robotics describing an uneasy feeling

that a human being develops towards androids that are similar but not quite identical
to humans, cf. Taylor (2016).
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Hydra, but the monster appears only after the midpoint of the text (2016, 16 and
then 18-19, 22-23) envisaged by Samartzi in the shape of a being with several
shapeless heads that look more like giant, brown-grey leeches than a snake or a
dragon. Mouths and eyes are only suggested. Curiously, the giant crab also ap-
pears (20-21).
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Fig. 7: Natalia Kapatsoulia, Hydra’s baffled heads, from Filippos Mantilaras, O Iraklis,
Athens: Papadopoulos, 2008, 8.

In Papadatos and di Donna’s vision (Protogerou 2016) the Hydra is present on
four separate pictures. First we can observe its body (104), not unlike a thin,
green Chinese-style dragon, with wide and deep mouths filled with sharp teeth.
Then (108-109) Heracles is shown as he cuts off one of the Hydra’s heads and in
turn (111) burns with fire its headless lump of a torso. Finally (112), he throws
down a huge boulder that will cover the Hydra’s last, immortal head that for now
is half-buried in the ground by the lake (cf. Fig. 8). Throughout the text relating
to Heracles’ and Iolaus’ fight with the monster, the Hydra is described simply as
a snake (fidi / ¢p0Od1).

Othonaiou’s idea is complex (2010): she draws the Hydra as a combination
of snakes with bifurcated, poisoned tongues (an arrow points at one of them with
the label dilitirio/ dnintpro, ‘poison’) and a scaled, multi-headed dragon
whose heads have bull-like horns.
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Fig. 8: Alekos Papadatos and Annie di Donna, The end of the Hydra, from Aspasia
Protogerou, Theoi, iroes kai terata, Athens: Polaris, 2016, 112.

The older comics (Papadaki [n.d.]), evoked here as a point of reference, are
much more direct and similar to what Papadatos had in mind: they show a type
of dragon body, with a hint of a scaly exterior, with many aggressive heads and
extended forked tongues (cf. Fig. 9). As for the number of heads themselves, the
Hydra’s depictions are always fragmentary, because the artists suggest there is
more of the monster’s body than the reader can see. Therefore, they do not have
to decide how many heads the Hydra had or in which moment of Heracles’ battle
with the Hydra the picture “was taken”. As with the Minotaur, the Hydra is de-
picted always during the fight with the hero.

Fig. 9: Vasilis Zisis, Heracles and Hydra, from Eleni Papadaki, O Iraklis, Athens:
Pechlivanidis, [n.d.], 15.
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Cerberus: Little Room for Invention?

The story about Cerberus gives the least room for imagination. The creature
appears briefly and is only crudely defined (as a three-headed dog). Almost all
its depictions are exactly that. A mere two are a little different: Samartzi
(Angelidou 2014) depicts Cerberus (16, 18, and 20) as a monster with three dog-
-like heads: green, purple, and cyan, while snakes emerge from its bulky nape
and its tail is pointy and covered with thorns. The drawing of Tsaknia in Mythika
terata by Marra (2007), very simple, shows a black three-headed dog wearing
collars, shaped as snakes. In this monster bestiary Cerberus is depicted and
described as having a reptile-like tail (213).

In depicting Cerberus there is also less room for showing violent actions: in-
stead we sometimes have Heracles trying to tame a leashed (or even chained)
animal, not unlike contemporary dog-owners. Othonaiou plays with the idea that
the various heads can think different things: while two heads are angrily barking,
the third thinks dreamily of food (more specifically toasted bread). There is also
a cosy dog-house present (cf. Fig. 10). Here too the authors of the depictions
choose the same moment of the story, namely when Cerberus is being led by
Heracles on a leash and — rarely — being presented by the hero to the horrified
Eurystheus.

Fig. 10: Alexia Othonaiou, Cerberus, from Alexia Othonaiou, Arkhaia mythika terata,
Athens: Tetragono, 2010, 12-13.

An Attempt at a Hypothesis

The basic choice that all the artists faced was whether to make a particular mon-
ster scary or funny. Only in the case of Othonaiou were both options chosen:
while Othonaiou’s image itself is scary, the comments and additional drawings
(“doodles”), like comic-like text balloons, collages, and various scribbled
“unfinished” notes defuse this initial scariness. We might establish a basic divi-
sion based on whether a monster is:
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e naturalistically depicted® / scary / brutal or aggressive,
e  abstractly drawn / funny / tamed or domesticated.

The first, “naturalistic” approach seems to be more traditional or even old-
-fashioned, the other, “abstract” approach — modern and contemporary: if we
choose to tell an old story in a new and yet captivating (or well-received, or
correct) way, something must be changed. Moreover, such changes that move
away from a brutality of images in children’s literature and saturate them with
humour, are part of an author’s/artist’s strategy to dismiss the gory detail that
sometimes permeates the mythical story and conceal it from young and therefore
sensitive readers — not unlike the later versions of the brothers Grimm’s tales
devoid of more controversial details.

One unifying way to look at these changes and tendencies is to treat the dis-
cussed depiction through the prism of the term “defamiliarization”.” Here
children’s literature shares the concerns of speculative literature, as the latter
seeks to bring a reader into a new, invented (and often unfamiliar), eerie, and
hostile world. Darko Suvin, an important theoretician of science fiction
literature, built his theory of this literature on the notion of “cognitive
estrangement” (1979) that drew from the musings of Victor Shklovsky on
ostranenie and of Bertold Brecht on Verfremdungseffekt. Suvin thus described a
tension between a science fiction text and readers’ expectations, a tension that
results in a certain disorientation of the reader, who with the “story world” finds
well-known elements mixed with alien ones — or who is misled by appearances
of things, events, or characters that prove different from the initial (implied)
assumptions: the familiar world is defamiliarized.

There are generally two opposite strategies an author can employ. The first
strategy, present in a science fiction subgenre called slipstream, is to start with a
literary reality that emulates the non-literary world but eventually proves to be a
deception (Sterling 1989). Jorge Luis Borges, regarded as a father of this sub-
genre, gave once a description of such a tactic in the opening lines to his short
story Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius (originally published in 1940):

Bioy Casares had had dinner with me that evening and we became lengthily
engaged in a vast polemic concerning the composition of a novel in the first per-
son, whose narrator would omit or disfigure the facts and indulge in various con-
tradictions which would permit a few readers — very few readers — to perceive an
atrocious or banal reality. (1964, 3, trans. D. A. Yates)

6 In the case of non-existent monsters, a natural depiction would mean to me an

accurate representation of a part in a hybrid (a dog head and body in the case of
Cerberus).

I would like to express here my personal thanks to Markus Janka from the University
of Munich for bringing this term in this context to my attention.
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The abnormality will slowly creep onto a reader who, unknowingly, will
gradually shift from being immersed in a familiar world to a (sometimes abrupt)
realization that he or she has been introduced to an altogether alien world.

Employing the opposite tactics, the author may start their narration from a
hugely defamiliarized level, encrusting the text with strange images or enigmatic
neologisms and then, step by step, uncovering mysteries, unlocking connections,
or explaining new words. In the course of a reading, what was at first unfamiliar
becomes tamed and domesticated and the reader starts to feel at home.

This is exactly what I observed in the children’s books studied here: that au-
thors and even more illustrators employed the second approach of taking on a
well-known and atrocious being and making it more pleasant, familiar, or even
cosy. There is nothing here to be afraid of. Their approach is not unlike the one
used by parents who demask the darkness under child’s bed: look, there’s
nothing there, the space is devoid of any monsters and the strange shadows were
simply a toy that had been accidentally set in an odd position.
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ELIZABETH HALE

Facing the Minotaur in the Australian Labyrinth:
Politics and the Personal in Requiem for a Beast

‘I been watchin’ you, mate,” Pete continues,

‘and I can see that you been hurtin’.

You got somethin’ big locked up inside you there.
We’ve all got our stories, eh?’

Matt Ottley, Requiem for a Beast

Requiem for a Beast: A Work for Image, Word and Music by Matt Ottley (2007)"
is an Australian mixed-media text for young adults that intertwines the myth of
Theseus with the story of a boy’s coming of age in the Australian Outback. Told
through paintings, fragments of graphic novel, diary entry, spoken memories,
dreams, and song cycle, it takes young readers into a series of physical, emotion-
al, and historical labyrinths. Physically, the labyrinths appear in the Australian
landscape, a place of sweeping beauty but also hot, bare, and threatening (to non-
-Indigenous people). Emotionally, the labyrinths appear in the boy’s backstory: a
troubled childhood and a broken relationship with his father. They also appear in
the complex history of Australian colonization and the damage done to the
Indigenous peoples of the country by colonial settlers and governments. As the
boy goes into those labyrinths, he becomes a modern Theseus. He encounters a
Minotaur formed by generations of trauma: the trauma visited on the Australian
Aborigines and the generational guilt of settlers’ descendants. The boy (who as
an everyman figure remains unnamed in the book) must face the Minotaur and
conquer it in order to begin the process of healing the wounds of the past: his
own, his father’s, and those of the Aboriginal figures in the book — an elderly
Bundjalung woman who was stolen from her parents as a child (through a system
of institutionalized racism) and an Aboriginal teenager who was killed in a
moment of casual cruelty by a friend of the boy’s father. The connected stories
of different generations of White and Black Australians interweave with the
myth of Theseus and the Minotaur to form a politically charged and deeply felt
work, showing the power of young adult fiction to take on difficult subjects and
to help young readers negotiate labyrinths of their own.

' All quotations are from this edition.
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In this chapter, I will trace the boy’s journey into physical, emotional, and
historical labyrinths. As I do so, I will explore how Ottley interweaves an im-
ported myth (the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur) into a uniquely Australian
context, showing how the personal and political are closely connected in a land
and people that have been scarred, but also constructed, by colonization.
Requiem for a Beast attempts something unusual, but also important, in chil-
dren’s literature: the author uses universal myths to enhance cultural understand-
ing and shows how facing a mythical beast from the classical tradition enables a
modern Australian boy to take steps towards overcoming the real beasts of per-
sonal and national history.

Structure

Requiem for a Beast tells its interconnected stories through layers of word,
image, song, and music, in which memories, present action, and mythic action
interweave. To summarize: the boy has left the city for a small Northern town, to
take work as a trainee stockman or jackaroo,? rounding up cattle for the annual
muster. He is escaping a troubled past, in which he has suffered from depression,
cheated in his exams, and attempted suicide. These troubles begin when he dis-
covers that his much-admired father was racked by guilt for his (as a young man)
complicity — in the sense of failure to prevent — in the murder of an Aboriginal
boy. The protagonist’s subsequent feelings of shame, betrayal, and alienation are
symbolized in the image of the Minotaur, a monstrous figure that he encountered
on a visit to a museum at around the same time. In the same way that sufferers
from depression feel haunted by their illness, the boy feels powerless in the face
of the Minotaur which he feels “hunts” and “tracks” him (63).

To recover a sense of self, the boy goes to the country to work as a stockman,
mustering cattle in the same region where his father had grown up. During a
gathering storm he encounters a powerful Brahman bull, which has evaded cap-
ture for many years. Following the bull into the wild country, and entranced by
the heat of the day, he slips into a space of dreams and visions in which his
memories of his own past, his father’s past, and the country’s past, float through
the present. As he attempts to capture the bull, he catches it by the tail, and pulls
it into a ravine, where it is fatally injured. To save the bull from an agonisingly
slow death, the boy takes his knife and kills the bull, saying as he does it: “I"'m
sorry I have to do this to you. Please forgive me” (76). As the rain begins to fall,
the boy is bathed in the bull’s blood and feels a cathartic purification. He realizes
he must find the Aboriginal youth’s mother (who has appeared in his visions)
and tell her what happened to her son. It will be difficult and will get his father
into trouble, but it is part of a reparation that needs to happen. Being ready to tell

2 Australian slang for a trainee agricultural worker, akin to a cowboy or stockman. The

feminine is ‘jillaroo’.
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his story is a sign that he has recovered a sense of himself; he has come of age,
both as a young man and as a young Australian.

Weaving through the boy’s story is the story of another Aboriginal woman,
an elder whom the boy has overheard on his first day in the town as he passes a
community hall. Speaking to an audience in the hall, she talks about what
happened to her in her childhood, when the government took her and her sister
away from their families, to Missions where they were raised and educated
according to Christian principles, before being put into service (42—45).> Her
sister, who “made trouble”, was stripped naked and beaten: “They tried to belt
the memory out of her. Years later she tried to do the same to herself, only with
alcohol. [...] she never made it to the morning” (43).

Unlike her sister the woman survived. She eventually found her way back
home, but it was too late: she had been separated from her family, her mother,
and her mother’s knowledge, during the crucial years of her adolescence. “It was
as if ‘family’ was an alien idea to those of us who’d been taken” (43). “It’s our
memories that make us”, she says (a phrase that refers to the boy as much as to
herself). “This country, these hills you see, this is my mother’s country, and her
mother’s too. I’'m supposed to be a fully initiated woman, but that knowledge,
that memory, is gone” (2-7). These words appear in several places in the text
(see, e.g., 42) and are foregrounded in the opening of Requiem, floating through
a sequence of full-page landscapes, shifting from twilight to sunset, to night, and
the light of a full moon (2-7).

The old woman’s words begin a process of untangling a welter of emotions
that have been holding the boy hostage. Her words and her image flow through
his mind as he faces the bull, offering him a way out of the labyrinths of
emotion, trauma, and bad history that have trapped him. She functions as an
Ariadne figure whose voice and words lead the boy to the actions that will
enable him to come of age and to make reparation — to begin healing some of the
wounds of the past and, in the process, to heal himself, in a narrative that draws
both on the classical myth of the Minotaur and the myths of Australia’s past and
present.

Presentation and Reception

The stories at the centre of Requiem for a Beast are relatively simple. The
storytelling, however, is not. It is presented in four parts named from the Latin

Missions, which were in action from approximately 1910 to 1970, were organized by
the church and state to Christianize and educate Indigenous peoples, training them for
work (often on farms and stations). Some missions provided a place of refuge from
violent farmers (known as pastoralists), but for most Aborigines, they were places that
disrupted their heritage, and many people, often children, were forced there, “stolen”
by the state. The abuses that took place in Missions were considerable.
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Requiem Mass: Dies Irae; Mors Stupebit et Natura; Lacrymosa; and Pie Jesu
(each title is a line from the hymn Dies Irae). It is accompanied by a CD on
which is recorded a Requiem, composed by Ottley, sung in Latin and in
Bundjalung — the language of the Bundjalung Nation, members of which Ottley
consulted in the writing of the text.* The story is presented in a handsome hard-
back picture-book format, with glossy pages. Some pages are full- or double-
-page spreads, of large oil and acrylic paintings, which Ottley painted over the
years of the work’s generation.’> On some of them, printed words appear as
snatches of speech, memory, and narrative. No part is told in exactly the same
way. Many parts of the boy’s and the woman’s memories are told in graphic
novel format, with images drawn in pen and ink, and with written narrative and
dialogue, sometimes as part of the boy’s diary, sometimes as part of the woman’s
memories. Other parts are told as blocks of printed text. Sometimes the narrative
fragments; other times it winds back on itself. Occasionally other documents
appear, such as images of old photographs or explanatory texts from museum
exhibits providing explication and context. This is serious postmodern
storytelling, which asks readers to work among visual and verbal narratives to
piece together a collage of information, in a reading that is intended to be slow,
concentrated, immersive, and intense — a serious reflection on a difficult subject.

Ottley, who wrote, illustrated, and composed Requiem for a Beast, designed
it as a work encouraging contemplation and engagement in a topic of significant
cultural interest in Australia. Ottley was born in Papua New Guinea in 1964 and
emigrated to Australia with his parents in 1973. After leaving high school early,
he worked for some years as a stockman in Queensland, before going to Sydney
to study Fine Arts. Since then, he has been a self-employed artist, composer,
illustrator, and writer.® He began the work for Requiem in 1995, as a sixteen-
-minute musical composition called Allegory of the Bull, “for string quartet and
harpsichord, and was to have had twelve large accompanying canvases, of which
only one painting was ever completed” (Ottley 2008, 22). He began to revise the
idea in 2002 and the work was published as Requiem for a Beast in 2007.

The Bundjalung nation inhabits the northern coast of New South Wales.

Indeed, I read Requiem for a Beast as a visual homage to Australia, even while it is a
work of social criticism. The illustrations and artwork allude to the work of prominent
Australian artists, such as Arthur Boyd (1920-1999) and Sidney Nolan (1917-1992),
both of whom dedicated much of their careers to exploring myths, both Australian and
European, in the Australian landscape, works both of social criticism and celebration
of a distinctive land. Other allusions float through Requiem, such as that to Banjo
Patterson’s poem “The Man from Snowy River” (1890), about a quest to recapture the
escaped colt of a prize-winning racehorse that has found its way to join the wild
brumbies in the Snowy Mountains on the border of New South Wales and Victoria.
Integrating a Theseus and the Minotaur myth, then, fits neatly into a tradition of
literature and art that explores the contest between man and nature.

See the autobiographical information on his official site (Ottley [n.d.]).
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In the intervening years, a major part of Australian political life involved public
discussion of the treatment of the Aborigines, in particular the state-sanctioned
disruption of generations of Aboriginal families known as the Stolen
Generations, which took place from 1910 into the 1970s. As part of a misguided
attempt to force assimilation, half-caste children were removed from their fami-
lies and communities, to be educated by the state or adopted out into white
families, where they were encouraged to reject their Aboriginal culture. Abuse
was common. In 1997, a major report, Bringing Them Home: Report of the
National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Children from Their Families, revealed the scale of the situation. In 1999, then
Prime Minister John Howard moved a “motion of reconciliation”, and expressed
the nation’s “regret”, but did not issue a formal apology.” In 2008, not long after
the publication of Requiem for a Beast, the new Prime Minister Kevin Rudd
gave a long-anticipated “Sorry Speech”, a formal acknowledgement of the
mistreatment of Indigenous people. During the intervening years, national
opinion was divided, between those who called for an apology and those who
viewed it as an excessive revisioning of Australian history that undermined a
sense of colonial achievement and failed to acknowledge changing mores.
Requiem for a Beast was written during these years of debate, which were
known in some circles as the “history wars”, in which the two positions were
broadly characterized as “black armband” (i.e. excessively apologetic) and
“white blindfold” (i.e. blinkered by racial politics). Requiem falls into the “black
armband” camp: it makes a strong case for the need both for an apology, and for
reparation (Macintyre and Clark 2004). Indeed, it requires acknowledgement that
the Australian history is one of damage, of hidden violence, and it makes the
case that reparation is important not only for the Aborigines who suffered the
trauma, but also to resolve the bad faith and alienation inherited by modern Aus-
tralians.

Requiem for a Beast found an appreciative audience, especially in Australian
literary and education circles. The Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA)
awarded it the title of Picture Book of the Year in 2008, and it has since been
included on the Australian national school curriculum, where it sits in a number
of study themes such as “journey”, “belonging”, and “postmodern”.? Its focus on
a young Australian’s story, its emphasis on coming-of-age, on family matters, on

In 2007 John Howard explained his resistance: “I have never been willing to embrace
a formal national apology, because I do not believe the current generation can accept
responsibility for the deeds of earlier generations. And there’s always been a
fundamental unwillingness to accept, in this debate, the difference between an
expression of sorrow and an assumption of responsibility”. Read the interview in the
Internet on the Australian Government website (Howard 2007).

See for example, Board of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards, New South
Wales (2014). Requiem for a Beast regularly appears in classroom sets for study in
relation to the Higher School Certificate and to these themes.
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youth issues such as depression and suicide, and its political elements, all make it
a rich text for the classroom, repaying careful study and inviting a number of
interpretations.’ Its reception has not been without controversy, however. Some
critics and educators questioned the CBCA award, because of the “foul” lan-
guage of the story (rather than the story itself), likely assuming that picture
books must be directed at young children. This of course reveals a fundamental
misunderstanding of the target audiences, and reach, of picture books, which are
not only written for very young children, as Ottley himself has observed
(Sorenson 2008). Indeed, there are many political picture books in Australia,
dealing with dark and difficult subjects. “Foul” language in the text reflects its
confronting subject matter and the emotional depths of the boy’s confrontation
with shame, guilt, past and present trauma. It is an expression of Ottley’s
willingness to go into dark territories, to cross lines, and to breach taboos. It is
possible that those who objected to the book’s language unconsciously objected
to the pain in the book: its clarity about the problems in families and Australian
society.

It is possible, too, that some critics may have found objections eased by
Ottley’s use of the Minotaur myth — a story from the foundations of society, a
canonical move that casts the Stolen Generations and other “black armband”
debates in a palatable light. Erica Hateley suspects that the use of canonical
material was partly responsible for the book’s glowing reception by critics and
awarding bodies (2012, 189-199). Canonical credentials notwithstanding, the
myth of the Minotaur offers a way to think about shame, trauma, repression, and
the fighting of personal or political demons, and is imported into the Australian
context to powerful effect. Certainly a large part of the book’s effectiveness
comes from the juxtaposition of the classical myth with the iconography of
Australian masculinity, in which boy and beast are also cast as jackaroo and
Brahman bull, and working within an established Australian tradition of stories
of loss and lostness.!” Here we have an Australian text with a political intention,
told for young readers, and couched in the terms of a young Australian man’s
coming of age. Its use of standard imagery of the Australian national narrative
(stockman, horse, bull, landscape, settlement, natives, soldiers, bushrangers),

Its postmodern layering is considered “difficult” by some, such as the education
scholar Trevor Cairney (2008), who commented in his review of the book that “this
text requires effort” and considerable guidance for students.

As Peter Pierce (1999) points out, Australian literature is full of stories of lost
European children, who are taken by a land that is hostile, challenging, foreign,
replete with signs that white settlers are unable to read. From Ethel Pedley’s Dot and
the Kangaroo (1899) to Joan Lindsay’s Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967), the fear of the
Australian landscape as a kind of large outdoor labyrinth, makes for a literary sense of
the country as a trap for the unwary. Hateley is astute in identifying Requiem’s
participation in that tradition. The boy in Requiem, however, is lost more in the
labyrinth of history (personal and national) than in the land itself.
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combined with its use of the iconic Minotaur myth, make it a narrative of forces
of history and of the land and the people who live there. That juxtaposition
serves both to familiarize and to defamiliarize the land and its stories. On the one
hand, we have the Australian bush narrative of man vs. environment; on the
other, we have the classical myth which comes from a long way overseas. On the
one hand, we have a confronting historical and personal narrative of loss, fear,
and trauma; on the other, we have a classical myth which encapsulates its trauma
in a recognizable and universal story. The Minotaur myth both makes the story
easier to digest, being a familiar story whose parts we already know; we also
know it will take us into the dark aspects of our human psychodrama; our
struggles with our darker selves. It is a story that makes the strange familiar, and
also makes the familiar strange, in terms of the boy’s family history and the
nation.

Entering the Labyrinth

Ottley’s Minotaur myth takes the boy of Requiem into many confronting areas,
both personal and national. To begin with the personal: the boy’s anger with his
father, his discovery of his father’s weakness, and his own struggles with
depression and suicide, are all rolled together in his identification with the
Minotaur myth. Casting them as the Minotaur shows how depression lurks at the
centre of a maze of human emotions and also looms over the sufferer, to the
point where the boy is both afraid of the Minotaur and afraid that he has
“become such a beast” himself (23). A full-page painting shows the boy trans-
forming into a beast, screaming with pain, clutching his head. It is an expression
of the boy’s fears that he is becoming something monstrous. Such images sug-
gest that this boy’s adolescence involves a monstrous metamorphosis, in which
the teenager is a troublesome hybrid, both innocent child and knowing adult,
unable to reconcile his parts. Overcoming the Minotaur, then, means figuratively
and literally conquering his own troublesome self, a self that has become
troublesome because of the demons of his relationship with his father. To put it
another way, Ottley suggests that the boy is both Theseus and Minotaur; himself
and his emotions a tangled labyrinth that he needs to find his way through.

In Part 3, Lacrymosa, the boy discovers the scope of that labyrinth, that it is
more than merely personal. In this part, the boy is on the land in his role as
stockman: he has followed the bull into a small natural amphitheatre. He believes
it is about to charge, and he prepares himself, but the bull runs out of the amphi-
theatre and into the land. The boy follows, nerving himself to leap off his horse
to catch the bull by the tail and unbalance it, but is unable to. He simply “follows
the bull slowly through the glaring heat, deeper into the day, and deeper into
himself” (50). This is of course the beginnings of a shamanistic purification
ritual, a spiritual katabasis, in which the boy enters the maze of his memories, of
dreams and bad events from the past, in which the Minotaur and the Centaur
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feature.!! He remembers going to the museum with his father, where for the first
time he saw images of both creatures and where the Minotaur began the stalking
that has taken him to this point, an originating moment he begins to reflect on:

What was it that happened that day? Why did that strange beast follow me — out
of the museum and into the rest of my life? It hunted me, tracked me through the
years, and slowly drew my spirit — who I was — from me until there was nothing
left. And then four years ago almost took me. But often through the years, as the
beast pursued me, it seemed like something else; something that chased me to the
edge of fear, but was beautiful, powerful, desirable but unreachable. (63)

This journey is explicitly connected to his father, and he begins to remember
what he has probably repressed (it is not made clear): that his father, who had
seemed all-powerful to him, was weak where it had counted most, in his com-
plicity in the murder of the Aboriginal boy, a memory that is brought back by his
own fear of taking down the Brahman bull. In one way this is a simple Oedipal
coming of age, in which a boy seeks to challenge and overcome his flawed, but
still powerful, father, by his prowess in facing the beast. Resenting the father,
who would, in the boy’s words, “have already thrown the bastard and made a
story out of it” (64), the boy suddenly “whispers, enshrouded in shame, ‘Surely
you were afraid sometimes? Weren’t you? Afraid like I am?’”(64). Answering
these questions is his sudden memory of overhearing his father confess what he
did, or rather did not do, when as a young man he had not stopped a friend from
murdering an Aboriginal youth by throwing him off a bridge:

None of us did anything. Nothing. Jesus, love, I've never been able to get away
from the sound that came out of that boy’s mouth as he went over the edge.
[...] T kept telling myself that the kid was all right, that he had swum ashore that
night and scarpered. After a while I did manage to — I don’t know — bury it in me
somewhere, so I wouldn’t have to think about it any more. Somehow I managed
over the years to forget about it. (65-66)

As the memory of his father’s past confession rings in his ears, in the present the
boy begins to wrestle the Brahman bull, grabbing its tail, pulling it towards the
edge of a nearby ravine. Is he re-enacting the fall of the Aboriginal boy? Or his
father’s actions in burying his memories of complicity? Competing with his
father’s prowess as a young jackaroo? Of course, he is doing all these things. But
there is more, and Ottley moves the narrative on to a wider frame of reference, to
a national story.

If Ottley had restricted the story only to the boy and his father, Requiem
would remain individual and personal; a story of personal depression, caused by

' T follow Ottley in his Study Notes (2008) and capitalize Minotaur and Centaur to
underscore their powerful, mythic singularity in Requiem for a Beast.
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alienation from a flawed but authoritarian father, and limited to a common
coming-of-age narrative about identity and depression. His encounter with the
bull could be framed as part of a commonplace engagement with masculinity: a
classic fight with a beast, in which the boy enters adulthood. But Ottley does not
leave it there. The boy’s personal narrative begins to blur and fragment further,
interspersed with memories from the old woman’s story, which is a story of the
Stolen Generations, and thus a national story.

Ottley uses the Minotaur to symbolize the national psychodrama as well: the
“wider colonial histories of violence and narrative which comprise contemporary
Australia” (Hateley 2015, 82); the country’s racism which is both systemic and
casual. The Minotaur symbolizes the shame of this history and the pain its lack
of resolution continues to inflict on the Aborigines, and also on the inheritors of
this system. As Ottley indicates in his Study Notes (2008), he sees the figures of
the Minotaur and Centaur symbolizing settlers’ warped vision of the Aborigines;
one that enabled them to justify the systematic oppression and destruction of
Aboriginal communities, to tear the people from their land and their culture, to
destroy their knowledge of their own heritage and land.

This is clearest in the two-page spread in which the boy dreams about Rudy,
an Aboriginal stockman who merges with an out-of-control horse he is riding to
become an unrecognizable creature. As he becomes a monstrous Centaur, Rudy
cries out, trying to retain his own identity, in words that recall the abductions of
generations of Aboriginal children:

‘No,” he cried. ‘Please don’t take me away.” The fear in his voice was absolute,
shocking. I felt my eyes well with tears and I could only watch in horror as the
horse twisted and writhed, galloping in huge circles. Rudy’s voice became louder
until it was deafening, a hideous screaming, the words no longer discernable. (52—
53)

In his Study Notes, Ottley makes the following suggestion:

From the allegorical perspective, this spread is of central importance to the book.
The metaphor of the beast as representing Indigenous culture as the European
invaders saw it becomes clear as Rudy — the Aboriginal stockman — morphs into
the beast. He becomes a combination of the Minotaur and the Centaur. In Greek
mythology the Minotaur was a creature to be feared and loathed without
reservation. The Centaur, however, had a mixed reaction among the ancient
Greeks. It was thought of, and respected as, a noble warrior, but also feared for its
violence and drunkenness. These are all qualities historically assigned to the In-
digenous people of Australia. The graphic sequence in this spread is also multi-
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-layered. Rudy cries out, ‘please don’t take me away’, a direct reference to the
issue of the Stolen Generations. (2008, 13)!?

Ottley, here, is analyzing his work for high-school students, directing them to the
self-identified thematic purpose of his work. Through showing Rudy
transformed into a monstrous, screaming Centaur, he emphasizes the warping
effect of colonization on Indigenous people. Though Ottley does not say this
directly, he may also be implying that Rudy, by doing the work of colonizers —
riding a horse, rounding up cattle — becomes a painful hybrid of master and
slave, of human and of animal. (Elsewhere, he points out that colonizers treated
the Aborigines as bestial.) But it is not only the Aborigines who are warped into
hybrid beasts, becoming Minotaurs or Centaurs, as an early passage in Requiem
points out. As the old Aboriginal woman tells her story in the community hall,
behind her an old man begins to sing:

He said the song was about the first time his ancestors saw a white man. That day,
he said, was his people’s day of reckoning, when the world changed for them.
They saw a man on a horse, a two headed ghost. ‘Be careful,” the words in the
song said, ‘the ghost will come to take you away.’ (21)

In this clear image, pastoralists or government officers on horseback become
ominous Centaurs, monstrous figures which foreshadow the mythical beasts the
boy is contending with. Alongside this song is layered another story, “about kin
and connection. There was one about a little girl who dies and her grandfather
follows her into the spirit world to make sure she is in the right place” (21). This
song emphasizes the power of family and of generational responsibility. Small
wonder that the boy, representative of a modern Australia whose citizens have
inherited the results of their forebears’ actions, becomes the repository of this
warping effect, the inheritor of generations of shame. Here, I think we see a
direct response to Prime Minister Howard’s refusal to take responsibility for the
mistakes of previous generations: the boy is suffering because of the actions of
the past, which have come down to him un-redressed.'* Tracing his way into the
outback, into a personal labyrinth that becomes a political minefield, the boy
discovers that he is facing a much larger, older, more entrenched Minotaur, sym-
bolic of a shame that hangs over, or lies beneath, Australian culture as a whole.

Inclusion as a text on the Australian school curriculum is another endorsement of
Requiem’s perceived quality. It is also comparatively lucrative for children’s writers,
who produce in a marketplace marked by ephemerality and fashion. Many writers and
publishers provide study guides for students, which either sit on publishers’ websites
as additional material or which writers can provide at a fee through their own sites.
And of course a further layer is the Christian idea of generational redemption. The
boy is being punished for the sins of his father (see, e.g., Exodus 20:5), and through
his actions is able to take steps to redeem both generations.
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This partly explains the way that the Minotaur figure appears in the boy’s youth-
ful landscape (63), in windows, in mirrors, in the hills, in the sky.

A great deal of contemporary young adult fiction about the Minotaur is sym-
pathetic to the figure. After all, the Minotaur did not ask to be monstrous, is the
offspring of some generations of mistakes and bad behaviour. Contemporary
Australian novels for young readers emphasize the value of empathy, especially
for overcoming the fear of the Other, and in the service of that endeavour
recuperate the Minotaur.'* Ottley’s Minotaur seems to be more complicated than
that, both a figure requiring empathy and one that is terrifying and needing to be
destroyed.

How does one face a Minotaur like this? How does one even know if it
exists, if one is from the culture that has brought such destruction to a country, if
one is benefiting from that culture? Ottley’s boy does so by going into the heart
of the labyrinth, going into the land, meeting Aboriginal people, and listening to
them. That he does so accidentally at first is significant, for he does not go to the
land out of a desire to learn about the Aborigines. He goes to find himself, and to
prove himself. His encounter with the old Aboriginal woman is accidental: only
by hearing her voice as it floats out towards him from the hall, is he given the
thread to conquer the labyrinth. But it is only by accepting the multiple meanings
of his journey, by placing his father’s actions and his own demons in a wider
context, that the boy is able to make the journey to fight the beast. In doing so,
he gains the courage necessary to begin the process of reparation.

For a modern Theseus to kill the Minotaur, and to repair the damage, takes a
particular kind of courage, which exceeds a normal, straightforward, hero’s jour-
ney, facing as it does the aftermath of colonization. Hateley suggests that “nor-
mative linking of gender, race, and national identity within a hegemonic matrix
of ‘heroism’ are untenable in the postcolonial context of contemporary Austra-
lia”. She sees the boy “self-reflexively” using the Theseus myth “in an attempt to
reconcile his own location as anti-hero, as representative of the enemy empire, as
inheritor and beneficiary of ongoing violence against Indigenous Australia, and
as agent” (2011, 5). While I think the boy is rather possessed by the Theseus
myth, in the form of the Minotaur of inherited bad feelings and bad faith, the
point holds: whether the boy uses the myth, or is taken over by the myth, the

14 See for instance Jennifer Cook’s feminist retelling of the Theseus myth, Ariadne: The

Maiden and the Minotaur (2004), in which the Minotaur is a disabled boy called
Taurus, the offspring of an affair between Pasiphaé& and a priest of Poseidon. In this
telling, the Labyrinth is a monstrous trap for outsiders, but functions also as a
protection for Taurus, who is the symbol of his father’s cuckoldry. In Myke Bartlett’s
Fire in the Sea (2012), the Minotaur is a terrifying beast, but one that is in the service
of a powerful priestess of Atlantis, who uses it to terrorize others. When the heroine,
Sadie, looks into its eyes, she sees a flicker of humanity there, and she liberates it
from servitude.
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result is the same: he is purified, comes of age, and is able to move forward, to
take actions which will lead to reparation.

As the boy explains to Pete, an older stockman, who comes to find him in the
darkness after he has killed the bull, he must find the mother of the murdered
Aboriginal boy and tell her what happened to her son:

‘I think I have an answer for them. Thing is, if I do find them and talk about it, it’s
going to open up a big can of worms. Cause lots of pain. I might...” the boy’s
words falter into the darkness and the rhythm of the plodding horses — ‘even be
putting my old man and some of his mates into trouble. Serious trouble.’ (78)

It is at this point that the boy explicitly identifies he cannot do this reparation
alone. He needs the help of the right person to talk to; in this case the woman
elder whose words — “it’s our memories that make us” — have begun the boy’s
process of unravelling the past:

‘So why the old lady?’ Pete eventually says.

The boy has fallen in behind Pete and in the privacy of the darkness he smiles,
knowing that the man has framed that question because he does understand, can
see a thread running through the boy’s ramblings. A sense of relief unfurls
through his body. ‘I suppose it’s because she’s an elder. She’d be the right person
to talk to first.”

‘I been watchin’ you, mate,” Pete continues, ‘and I can see that you been hurtin’.
You got somethin’ big locked up inside you there. We’ve all got our stories,
eh?’ (79)

Here the written narrative makes clear what has already been implicit in the
visual story. The old lady has operated as an Ariadne figure, offering through her
story a thread that leads the boy in and out of the labyrinth of memory, history,
and emotion, towards the first steps of a possible reconciliation and reparation.
Throughout the Lacrymosa section, she appears again and again, as an image of
a little girl in a pale blue dress. Sometimes she is riding the bull. Sometimes she
is standing with the Minotaur. Sometimes she is holding a rope (alluding to the
boy’s lasso, to the ropes that sometimes are used to restrain livestock, and of
course to the original Ariadne’s thread). There are some significant differences,
however. The original Ariadne gave Theseus the key to the Labyrinth in betrayal
of her father, because she knew that its torments needed to be ended. She was
also, if the myth is to be believed, in love with Theseus, and seeking perhaps a
way to escape her father’s palace. In Requiem, this Aboriginal Ariadne does not
know the boy; does not seek him out; does not know his journey. She appears in
his visions, as he faces the bull. And when he has completed his ritual, he knows
that he must go and speak to her; that she will help him find the thread of
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connection to the family of the boy his father’s friend killed, and that she will
help him put things right; that she will help him heal one part of the community:

Pete, the older stockman, agrees that she will have the wisdom to help:

‘I reckon if you want to talk to them people, go to that elder. Tell her your story —
I mean your own story. Aboriginal families are all pretty well connected. I reckon
she’ll know where you can find that family. Or where to start, anyway. And when
you find them they’ll let you know what it is you gotta say about their story.” (79)

Conclusions, or the Journey Begins

Requiem for a Beast makes an earnest attempt to show that White Australia has
much to learn from the Indigenous peoples of the land. The boy’s journey into
the land, and into the heat of the day, has much in common with Indigenous
initiation rituals, which test endurance and strength and transition boys into men.
But more than that, the incorporation of Aboriginal perspectives into this
Theseus myth valuably complicates a potentially Eurocentric story. To put it
another way, the Aboriginal stories are a powerful part of Requiem. Ottley does
not push the Aboriginal people to the edges in this story, in the way that
Ambellin Kwaymullina (of the Palyku nation, in the Pilbara region of Western
Australia) notes:

Aboriginal people share a long experience of being forced to the edges with Indig-
enous peoples elsewhere on this planet. The edges of society, of history, and even
of the consensus of reality. The centre ground of “truth” is claimed by Eurocentric
knowledge traditions, while ancient Indigenous understandings are labelled myth
and legend, the stuff of metaphor rather than metaphysics. The diverse cultures of
our many nations are subsumed into homogenous labels like “Aboriginal”, and the
richness and complexity of our existence lost to racist stereotypes of ignorant
savages. (2014, 22-23)

The question must nevertheless be asked: why does an imported myth help this
boy work out his problems, and make the move to reconciliation? And given that
images of importation, invasion, settlement, and conquering pervade the
narrative, one might ask: has the Minotaur myth conquered the myths of the
Indigenous people? One or two Indigenous myths appear in Requiem. As the old
woman bears witness to her lost childhood, behind her, an old man sings a song
about an old man who goes into the Underworld to make sure his dead
granddaughter finds her proper place; this song is also sung, in the language of
the Bundjalung nation, in the CD of the Latin Requiem that accompanies the
book:

Dundigan baygal This old man-grandfather
Jundi beh ngurahm Went to sleep,
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Jan-ga wana babarah Then he went up above.
Mala babarah maadja

Banahm Brother
Babarah-wana-eh Went above.

Ngaw wa-nula That place for her (now).

Ngangana. (88)

As I have worked on this chapter and thought about this book, I have wondered
if using classical myth might be part of a narrative blind-spot; after all Requiem
for a Beast focuses on the developing subjectivity of a young white man of
European descent, the seemingly neutral subject of so many stories. His guilt, his
shame, his remorse, his demons, his battle, his Minotaur, seem to be at the
story’s centre. And yet the boy, this modern Theseus, does not abandon Ariadne
after he conquers the Minotaur. Instead, he seeks her out (perhaps moving
towards becoming Dionysus?), in order to begin another journey, one that does
not push her to the side, one which recognizes the value of Aboriginal
knowledge and recognizes that his own journey is simply one of many journeys.
As Pete says, “we’ve all got our stories, eh?” (79).

Indeed, we do. And part of Requiem’s force is that it includes so many
stories, and does so respectfully. A significant theme of the work is the power of
storytelling, and the power of voice. Facing, and conquering, the Minotaur of
repressed and silenced stories enables the truth to be released. Requiem for a
Beast uses postmodern techniques of fragmentation, juxtaposition, and
compression to hint at the multitudes of interconnected stories. And while I have
so far emphasized stories of pain, trauma, repression, and silencing, I want now
to suggest that another view is also possible: that the boy’s journey takes us to a
view of complexity and richness, with damage as part of that richness, and
moves us towards one of hope, and inclusivity. By the end of Requiem the boy is
no longer lost. He knows what his story is, and he knows how to begin to tell it.
He has found his way through the Australian labyrinth.

We might leave it there. But one final issue lingers, at least in my mind. The
boy has defeated his Minotaur; is making steps towards reparation and reconcil-
iation, and of course this is a satisfactory conclusion (or beginning). But what of
the bull? The bull is not a Minotaur. It is a Brahman bull; it and its fellow
Brahman cattle have grazed in Australia for many generations. Brahman cattle
were first brought to Australia from India in the 1930s, as able to cope with a hot
climate. They have large fatty humps on their shoulders, which store water (in
the same way that a camel’s hump does). They are imported creatures, like the
boy, and like the myth of the Minotaur. Perhaps this is the greatest irony of this
story: that the boy and the bull enact an imported myth in a land to which neither
really “belongs”.

The bull is a magnificent and brave beast, living in an outback that is seem-
ingly wild, but that has been colonized for generations and farmed since the early
days of settlement. The animal has escaped muster over many years and is
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spoken of with awe in the nearby town. In its death it teaches the boy something
valuable. And in this story, we find the bull giving up its life, narratively
speaking, as part of the story of the boy’s reaching understanding. Perhaps this is
why the boy apologizes so movingly to the bull: “I’m sorry I have to do this to
you. Please forgive me” (76).

A hero may have to kill. But he should never kill viciously, unthinkingly. The
boy’s journey has damaged the bull; to become a man he has to kill it
consciously, and with honour. Ottley does not seem to be in any doubt that the
Minotaur is monstrous and must be killed. But behind the Minotaur lie both boy
and bull. How ironic, and how tragic, that in walking his path back to humanity,
in killing his inner Minotaur, the boy has to kill an innocent, magnificent beast.
And so, although Requiem for a Beast never explicitly mentions the great
slaughtering and exploitation of animals that is also a part of Australian colonial
history, implicitly the whole book acknowledges it. The bull appears on the
cover, watching over the little Aboriginal girl in her pale blue dress. It appears
on the last full page of the book (89), gazing at the reader, through a dusty,
reddened light. Is it a ghost or spirit? Are we looking at its past or its future? As
it looks at us, do we look back, into its eyes, and see in them our own memories?
Do we find stories within us that could lead to our own reparations? If we do any
of these things, the book has done its job: has functioned not only as a story of a
boy’s coming of age, but as a requiem, a laying to rest, an honouring, of the
beast whose sacrifice has made it possible. !>
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SUSAN DEACY

“From the shadows”: Goddess, Monster, and Girl Power
in Richard Woff’s Bright-Eyed Athena
in the Stories of Ancient Greece

“Monsters are our children.”
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen

Introducing the Shadows

An exploration of the Gorgon is especially appealing for a volume that is chasing
mythical beasts.! Of all the monsters of classical myth, it is this one that can
reveal particularly acutely the preoccupations and fears of the culture that is
representing the monster, whether an ancient culture or any subsequent one.? The
current volume is investigating “how the reception of creatures and monsters
from Graeco-Roman mythology reflects the changes in human sensitivity, moral-
ity, and attitude to the concept of the monstrosity itself”.> Any creature can do

I would like to thank Katarzyna Marciniak for the opportunity to present the initial
ideas that have grown into the current chapter in the company of other academics
exploring Mythical Beasts in Warsaw in May 2016. For their comments on a
penultimate version of this paper, I am thankful to Elizabeth Hale, Hanna
Paulouskaya, and Trevor Dean. The transition from conference paper to chapter has
been both smoother and more pleasurable thanks to a very welcome correspondence
with Richard Woff, the author of the book under discussion here.

According to Paul Murgatroyd, monsters “probe some of the darkest, deepest and
most ancient fears of the human race” (2013, 1). On what monsters reveal about the
cultures that represent them, see Cohen (1996) and Lowe (2015).

See the conference booklet of the Chasing Mythical Beasts... project (Marciniak and
Olechowska 2016, 5). On the challenges of defining monsters and monstrosity, cf.
Morgan (PhD dissertation, 1984) and Williams (1999). Daniel Ogden explores the
challenges around defining serpent-based monsters (2013a and 2013b). Cohen’s
proposal to avoid a monster taxonomy (1996) is echoed in Ismene Lada-Richards’
exploration of the boundaries of monster-terrain in Antiquity (2002, esp. 43-49).
Dunstan Lowe reflects the current state of play in reading Monster Theory as “less a
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this — and the Gorgon, with its acute hybridity and terror-inducing gaze, especial-
ly encapsulates the cultural values, ideals, and fears of those who are receiving it.
Thus, the Gorgon provides a gateway to an understanding of the age that repre-
sents it. So, too, does Athena, the goddess with various associations with mon-
sters and the monstrous and who likewise has the potential to define any re-
ceiving age (Deacy 2008, 141-156).

I am going to focus on a particular moment in the reception — for children —
of the Gorgon and of Athena. The moment is Bright-Eyed Athena in the Stories
of Ancient Greece, a book for children by Richard Woff as part of the British
Museum Press’s “Looking at Myths and Legends” series. The book was
published in 1999, at the time when its author was working in the Education
Service at the British Museum as its Head of Schools and Young Audiences
Education, leading the team that provided educational programmes and resources
across the collection.*

The Gorgon does not figure in the title. Bright-Eyed Athena is centred, rather,
on a goddess — and a goddess, at that, who might appear very different from the
Gorgon. The Gorgon possesses a fiery gaze that turns the living into the dead, or
into statues. Athena, in contrast, is the “bright-eyed” deity who, in the book,
watches over her people, guiding them to become the best they can — and the
goddess helps keep the world safe from monsters. Where there is room for the
Gorgon, it would appear to be as the enemy of the goddess. Indeed, one of the
stories narrated in Bright-Eyed Athena concerns how, prompted by Athena,
Perseus goes off in quest of the head of the monster. Woff paints Athena and the
Gorgon as polar opposites: the goddess against the monster. But, as I shall be
discussing, the book also sets up a complex relationship between the mundane
world and the world of the Beyond: the world of the Gorgon. Monstrosity is
never far away, and this includes the monstrosity of Athena and the monstrosity
of others, including the child Erichthonios, whose appearance “from the shad-
ows” (Woff 1999, 47), has supplied the title of this chapter.

I shall start by introducing the monster and the goddess who slays — and yet
who echoes — this monster. Then I shall introduce how Classical Antiquity — its
monsters included — is depicted in Woff’s book. After that, I shall explore what it
is that constitutes monstrosity in the book. Finally, I shall explore how the por-
trayal of monstrosity, goddess-monstrosity included, bears on another key fea-
ture of the book, the enculturation of girls.

coherent discipline than a clamour of voices competing to define what a monster is
and how it should be interpreted” (2015, 28).

For details of the series that the book is part of, cf. below, page 181 of the main text
and Woff (1999, book cover).
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Introducing the Monster

Classical monsters continue to exert a hold today as they did for the ancients.’
One reason for this is just how different they seem to be from humans. They
dwell far away. They have various traits of creatures from “our” world but often
in curious combinations. There is the Sphinx for example: part lion, part bird,
part human-like female. Or there is Cerberus, a dog, but a many-headed one. Or
there are the Sirens, part human, part bird.® Most of all there is the Gorgon, the
most terrible of all creatures, with boars’ tusks and snakes for hair — a monster so
terrible that its glance could leave the onlooker literally petrified.” The Gorgon
presents an image of monstrosity so horrible that is unendurable. It is the face of
the Gorgon that instils terror in Odysseus while in the Underworld in the
Odyssey (book 11) lest Persephone should call up the head of the “terrible
prodigy” or even “monstrous monster” (dewoio nehdpov, 11.634) the Gorgon.
The possibility of such an encounter instils in him fear that is described via a
particular colour term, yAwpov (11.633). This term is often understood as ‘light
green’, or perhaps likelier here ‘pale’ or ‘pallid’, although as used here it might
point to another meaning of the term, in relation to growing plants (cf. Clarke
2004, 131-139, esp. 133-136). Thus, what Odysseus might be experiencing is a
sprouting fear, one that is growing inside him.

Yet there is also another set of connotations of the Gorgon. As well as a ter-
rible monster, it — or, better, she — is a vulnerable woman or goddess who, once,
had a bad sexual encounter and as a consequence was turned from a lovely-
-haired maiden to a snaky-haired monster whose wail is the noise of a monster
but also the agonized scream of a woman pregnant with children that are stuck
within her body, until, with the scythe blow of Perseus, these children leap out of

On the role and appeal of monsters in Antiquity, cf., notably, Atherton (2002) and
Lowe (2015). The ongoing, postclassical appeal of monsters is explored in Gloyn
(2019). Paul Murgatroyd sums up the appeal of monsters before, during, after, and
beyond the classical world: “Since earliest times monsters have awed, terrified and
enthralled us” (2013, 1).

For a survey of ancient monsters, cf. Murgatroyd (2013). A particular category,
snake-based monsters, is explored in Ogden (2013a and 2013b). A particular monster
(Scylla) is explored in Hopman (2013). Classical monsters are explored in the context
of those from a range of cultures in Cohen (1996, 6 and 12-13); Asma (2011); and
Wengrow (2013).

7 On the Gorgon in Antiquity, cf., notably, Vernant (1991) and Ogden (2013b, 92-98).
On the Gorgon in Antiquity and beyond, cf. Garber and Vickers (2003). Classical and
postclassical representations of the beheading of the Gorgon are explored in Deacy,
Hanesworth, Hawes, and Ogden (2016).
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her severed neck.® 1 shall explore how far Woff’s depiction of the Gorgon is
commensurate with both of these ancient conceptions of this monster.

Athena, meanwhile, is often understood as a figure that is far removed from
anything akin to a monster. But, as I shall explore, Woff depicts a disconcerting
and terror-inducing goddess. These are traits well-represented in ancient litera-
ture, not least in the yopydmig (‘Gorgon-eyed’ or ‘Gorgon-faced’) Athena of
Euripides’ Helen (1316) and Electra (1257).° It is not that Woff is creating a new
version of the goddess as one with a monster-side. Rather he is presenting a side
of the ancient goddess often overlooked, in children’s literature and elsewhere.
I have said previously that “Athena is a slippery figure, who eludes straightfor-
ward characterisation” (Deacy 2008, 6). Part of this slipperiness includes a
movement across and between the borders of deity and monster. I shall now start
to explore how Woff constructs an Athena that can slip between god and mon-
ster.

Introducing Bright-Eyed Athena

Readers of Bright-Eyed Athena are invited to form a relationship with the ancient
world in two distinct, and complementary, ways. On the one hand, Woff offers
an account that weaves together particular stories from ancient Greek myth
which often connect with Athena, starting with the story of Arachne (in the chap-
ter titled “Spinning the Thread”), then turning to Pandora (“The Beginning of
Evil”), then to Perseus’ quest for the Gorgon (“The Deadly Glance”), followed
by Persephone’s abduction and Demeter’s search for her daughter (‘“Pigs and
Pomegranates™). The contest for Athens by Athena and Poseidon (“Gifts from
the Gods”) forms the subject of the next chapter. The story of the arrival of
Erichthonios makes up the final chapter (“Athena’s Children”). As the author
told me in a personal comment, “I felt that a framing device was important, but
didn’t work out its nature in detail, with an explicit programme, but wrote it
‘from the heart’ as the father of two young daughters. I knew that I wanted to re-
-embed the myths in the ancient culture that produced them — I didn’t want the
myths to be decontextualized ‘universal truths’ or for children to perceive the
Greeks as just like themselves, as there’s no challenge in that”.

Secondly, as readers make their way through Woff’s narrative comprised of
stories from Antiquity, they are able to learn about the ancient world through
artefacts, all but one of which are in the British Museum and the J. Paul Getty

On Medusa as victim of sexual violence, cf. Bachvarova (2013). On the generation of
sympathy for Medusa in Ovid’s account (on which see below, n. 12), cf. Murgatroyd
(2013, 108-109). A new turn in the reception came with Héleéne Cixous’ image of a
“laughing” and empowered Medusa (Cixous 1976).

On Athena beyond the customary understanding of the “goddess of war and wisdom”,
cf. Deacy (2016).
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Museum. This focus fits the remit of the British Museum Press’s “Looking at
Myths and Legends” series, which was to present “[e]xciting new retellings of
myths from around the world for children illustrated with photographs from
museum collections” (Woff 1999, back cover).

From the start, Woff gives broadly equal weight to providing factual evi-
dence about ancient Greece and to presenting the retellings of the stories. An
opening section, “About Athena and Athens”, introduces both ancient Greece
and the storytelling process, with an overview of Athena as a Greek, and specifi-
cally Athenian, deity, and about the Acropolis, the location of Athena’s
Parthenon. This section then introduces the Panathenaia, the high point of the
year for Athenians, and the high point in the worship of their goddess. Thus, the
introduction sets out how the stories will relate to the goddess and her city and its
inhabitants: “All the stories in this book link together with each other”; they also
link “with the complicated, fascinating character of Athena, with her worship,
her temples, her city and her people” (Woff 1999, 4). This section also creates a
link between the ancient city, its goddess and its stories and the present day by a
quick survey of the history of the Parthenon since Antiquity, culminating with
the British Museum, the home of much of the sculpture: “Over the years, the
great statue was taken away and lost in a fire and the Parthenon itself was con-
verted first into a church and later into a mosque. After being badly damaged by
an explosion in 1687, the temple began to deteriorate” (ibid.). Then, Woff con-
tinues, “[i]n the early 1800s, Lord Elgin, the British ambassador to Turkey, re-
moved most of the remaining sculptures and brought them to London”. This,
Woff concludes, is “where they still are, in the British Museum” (ibid.).

Therefore, the book is concerned with an ancient deity and the city where this
deity was venerated. It is also concerned with London, where key sculptures
from this city and its deity are housed, and where the reader can visit many of the
artefacts. The same is true of most of the illustrations in the book, which are,
likewise, of objects in the British Museum. At the same time that the readers are
told a story set in the distant past, the book introduces artefacts that can be seen
today at one of the world’s major museums.

Bright-Eyed Athena stands out from many books for children, and indeed
from many books about myth and other aspects of children’s culture pitched at
an older readership. Often, visual evidence is provided chiefly to illustrate the
material being presented — as not that much more than pretty pictures, of
secondary importance to the text. In Bright-Eyed Athena, however, the objects
that appear in the book offer a complementary access to Antiquity. It could be
that the purpose of the story is, even, to illustrate the artefacts. Thus, the book
presents stories from ancient Greek myths narrated by the women who would
tell, and weave, them, and the book includes a set of artefacts that illustrate both
the women’s activities and the myths that Woff narrates. But Bright-Eyed Athena
can also be used the other way around — the reader can negotiate the book from
the opposite perspective, starting with the artefacts and using the text to form
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their own relationship with mythology, history, and cultural heritage. How Woff
presents Antiquity through storytelling and artefacts is commensurate with the
museum as a site of inquiry rather than of authority.!°

These two ways of presenting the ancient world are evident from the first
chapter, “Spinning the Thread”. This “spinning” works at several levels. It con-
cerns the world of the women who would engage in wool working together,
while also telling stories that are, correspondingly, woven: “Every woman had
her own style of telling, her own way of weaving the story” (Woff 1999, 6). The
listeners would become “entangled” until, ultimately, they would be “hung there,
still caught, waiting for the end” (ibid.). There was one woman, Stratyllis, who,
working with “wool on her lips” (ibid.), an allusion to the spinning Fates of
Catullus 64.316,'" was the best storyteller of all. The story that Stratyllis spins is,
itself, concerned with “spinning the thread”. It is the story of Arachne the expert
weaver, who enters into a weaving contest with Athena and who, herself, ends
up — not unlike the Ovidian Arachne at Metamorphoses 6.144-145 — “hanging
by a thread to spin and weave her webs forever” (Woff 1999, 13).

Thus, the chapter introduces the women who spin tapestries and spin stories
and it is concerned with the story about an expert wool-worker and her contest
with a divinity skilled at weaving. The chapter also opens with a picture of a
woman engaged in spinning (cf. Fig. 1, next page) which complements the intro-
duction of the women. This comes soon after, in the narrative, the looms have
been set up for the weaving contest. The reader is addressed directly, in the
second person, and told, “on this wine jug you can see a woman spinning” (Woff
1999, 7).

Like all the captions in the book, the one here gives information about an as-
pect of ancient culture that stands up by itself: “The jug was found in a grave.
Making cloth was one of the most important activities for a Greek woman. If the
grave was a woman’s, the picture shows one of the ways she was expected to
spend her life” (Woff 1999, 7). But while it is self-contained, the caption might
also enhance the appreciation of the skills of Stratyllis and the other weavers and
of Arachne and of Athena. And, likewise, it is possible to explore the fit between
the illustration and the story from the other angle — and regard the story as a
means to enhance the reader’s appreciation of the image.

See, here, the work of Erica Hateley on museology in children’s literature. This work
is summarized in the workshop abstract, Hateley [n.d.]. I am grateful to Elizabeth
Hale for introducing me to this work.

This reference was supplied by Richard Woff in a personal comment, for which I am
very grateful.
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Fig. 1: Photograph of Richard Woff, Bright-Eyed Athena in the Stories of Ancient
Greece, London: British Museum Press, 1999, 7, with permission of the Author. The
image is an Attic white-ground oenochoe by the Brygos Painter, 490-470 BC, London,
British Museum D13. Original image © Trustees of the British Museum.

Bright-Eyed Athena and Monster Theory

By discussing how the book deals with the activities of ancient Greek women, as
represented in the narrative and as depicted via an illustration and its caption,
I might seem to have moved away from monstrosity. However, this topic has, in
fact, been at hand as I have begun to discuss Woff’s book. The mundane world,
where women perform their skilled labour, is in dialogue with another world, a
world of the Beyond, which is distanced from the world of ordinary experience,
yet which can break into this world. This is the case most overtly in what hap-
pens to Arachne who, “with a nod” from Athena, loses her humanity with vivid-
ness that is commensurate with Ovid: “Smaller and smaller she grew and her
skin turned hard and black. At the same time her belly swelled and her limbs
were drawn inside her until just her eight fingers stuck out” (Woff 1999, 13).!2

12 Cf. Ovid, Metamorphoses 6.141-144: “[...] cum quis et naris et aures, / fitque caput

minimum, toto quoque corpore parva est: / in latere exiles digiti pro cruribus haerent, /
cetera venter habet” (“[...] her hair fell away, and so did the ears and the nose. The
head now changed to a tiny ball and her whole frame shrunk in proportion. Instead of
her legs there are spindly fingers attached to her sides. The rest is merely abdomen”,
trans. David Raeburn in Ovid 2004, 216-217).
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Woff echoes this transformation metaphorically in the experiences of the women
as they listen to stories of Arachne and others and become “entangled” and trans-
fixed until they “hung there, still caught, waiting for the end” (ibid.). This
potential for the Otherness of extraordinary experience continues in “The Deadly
Glance”. Another of the women, Kalonike, has woven a cloth bordered by
“sphinxes, sirens and other winged monsters” (18). When she “stood gazing” at
her work, a story concerned with the outcome of gazing at monstrosity, and
which includes various serpentine associations, “snakes into her mind”. At times
like this, a story, like a monster, “just came from nowhere” and “creep up on
someone” (ibid.). The potential for Otherness to enter the mundane world is
evident, too, in the final story. Here, Theano tells of the daughters of Kekrops,
entrusted with Athena’s basket and told never to open it. When two of the sisters
open the basket, again what they see is not endurable, and again what they expe-
rience is serpentine — the snake-child, Erichthonios. Their disobedience calls up
Athena, furious again: “Inside the basket seethed the coils of a tongue-flickering
human snake child. Then Athena’s howling fury, the incandescent brilliance of
her presence, shattered the two girls” bodies and shredded their minds” (45-47).
Here Woff raises a question pertinent to understanding the ancient Athena, as
disconcerting and even monstrous. Such aspects are often overlooked by those
who emphasize Athena’s “other side” as a normalizer and a civilizer.'3

To help interpret the layers of monstrosity in the book, I shall frame my study
in relation to the Monster Theory proposed by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen as a means
to explore cultures via the monsters they create.'*

Woff’s representation of an Otherness that is never far from the world of
ordinary experience makes a reading informed by Monster Theory appealing.
This is an approach devised by Cohen as a means to explore not only monsters
and their Otherness but also to move “toward understanding cultures through the
monsters they bear” (Cohen 1996, 4). The monster, according to Cohen, is one
that “dwells at the gates of difference” (7), sometimes in the land of the Beyond,
sometimes crossing the world of humans. This aspect of the monster is germane
to Bright-Eyed Athena where, as I have outlined, the world of the Other is never
far away. Monsters can cross over into the world of humans. Conversely, hu-
mans can become monsterized. Deities, above all the bright-eyed goddess
herself, chase monsters away, but this deity is also imbued with the monstrous.
The deity inhabits “the gate of differences”, the monster’s dwelling place as
offered by Cohen, allowing passage into the land where monsters dwell but

13 On the monstrosity of Athena and on why the goddess creates so many monsters, cf.

Deacy (forthcoming).

Cohen'’s call (1996) to read how cultures think through monsters has been addressed
by specialists in a range of disciplines, cf., e.g., Mittman and Dendle (2012). For a
recent representative example of a Monster reading in one discipline, Biblical Studies,
cf. Grafius (2017). On Monster Theory and classical research, cf. Lowe (2015).
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transforming the mundane world, where Lydian women weave cloth, or where
women look after a basket, into a space where the monstrous intrudes.

According to Cohen, monsters defy easy categorization. They do not exist in
their own right but “only to be read” (4). A monster like the Gorgon only exists
because of what meanings it will carry. It is, also, “something other than itself”
(ibid.). At the very moment when they look as though they can be defined, and
pinned to a particular meaning, monsters disappear. But while “they can be
pushed to the farthest margins of geography and discourse, hidden away at the
edges of the world and in the forbidden recesses of our mind, [...] they always
return” (20). This aspect of the monster — ever chasing us and yet ever being
chased — is well captured on a wine cup, not in the British Museum this time, but
in the Getty (cf. Fig. 2). Woff notes in the accompanying caption that this is “an
unusual version of the story of Perseus” for while “we have many pictures of
Perseus running away from the gorgons, [...] here he is chasing them” (1999, 23).
I would like to push this further and suggest that it is not in fact clear who is
doing the chasing, and who is being chased — or whether we are even meant to
choose. It is more that they are all of them running in a circle, forever. Like
Perseus, we might be “chasing mythical beasts”, but as we do all this, the beasts
might also be chasing us.

Fig. 2: Attributed to near the Theseus Painter, Perseus Chasing Gorgons, Attic black-
-figure kyathos, 510-500 BC, J. Paul Getty Museum 86.AE.146. Digital image courtesy
of the Getty’s Open Content Program.

Cohen also proposes that the monster brings Otherness to the mundane world as
“difference made flesh” (1996, 7). The monster incorporates the Beyond, but it
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originates within. Its Otherness can be cultural, racial, political, or sexual, in-
cluding the Otherness invoked by women who overstep their gender roles. The
monster “polices the borders of the possible” (12) punishing curiosity or mobili-
ty. If one leaves one’s official geography, one might be attacked, or, indeed,
“become monstrous oneself” (ibid.). Monsters inhabit and represent a world
away from the mundane world. They are hard to grasp, they signal difference
and they function beyond the world of ordinary experience. They are hybrids,
“forms suspended between forms” (6). Yet they are only called upon when nor-
mative roles are exceeded, as where someone challenges the dominant values of
a culture.

Monstrosity: The Myths

Recurrently in the book, Woff’s characters go beyond their expected roles, or the
roles that have been set for them. The consequences are dire. Thus, Arachne
intimates that her skills are superior to those of Athena. This leads to Athena’s
epiphany, but not — yet — to a monstrous Athena whose appearance or gaze or
fury can lead to the punishment of the girl for her transgression. Rather, Athena
appears as an older woman, someone not unlike the storyteller Stratyllis. Thus, at
this point, Woff keeps the story in the real world, apparently devoid of gods,
with Athena seeming to be not much more than a woolworker, just like the story-
teller and her listeners and the other characters in the story, the Lydian women.
However, the tapestry that Athena weaves points to another way in which Athe-
na can appear, namely where she is angry — and bright-eyed. This is the story of
the attempt by the Giants to usurp Athena and her Olympian family. Athena, at
the centre of the tapestry, intervenes to stop the attack of Enkelados, one of the
Giants, by uprooting Sicily, and throwing it on top of him before shouting a
victory cry which puts terror into the heart of the other Giants.

What Woff’s Arachne weaves, meanwhile, is a story that, likewise, concerns
the Olympians in general and Athena in particular. Just as Athena puts herself
“in the midst of them all” (Woff 1999, 9) in her violence against Enkelados, so
Arachne makes Athena central, and the Athena depicted here is just like the
goddess that Athena wove: shouting, furious, warlike, and bright-eyed. The dif-
ference is that Woff has created this Athena as part of a narrative of sexual en-
counters. Arachne weaves a forest in which she depicts gods chasing young
females. At the centre, on a “gorgeous flowered bank” (10), there is one such
encounter, where Zeus lies with Metis. Then, somehow, Stratyllis weaves — the
narrator does not say how — what happens next. Zeus hears that Metis will bear a
child who will threaten him so he swallows Metis and then gains a headache so
acute that he calls for Hephaestus to cut into his head with the latter’s axe. It is
this act that unleashes an Athena, “in full armour, with a deafening war-cry, [...]
the bright-eyed goddess™ (12). And it is as such a goddess that Athena responds
to the tapestry of Arachne — an Athena as violent and ferocious as at her birth —
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and an Athena that is just like the goddess of the goddess’s own tapestry. That
goddess had hurled something at Enkelados. This Athena again hurls something
at hand, this time a distaff. And what happens to Arachne is comparable with
what happened to Enkelados. Enkelados remains imprisoned under Sicily, groan-
ing in his pain for perpetuity: “Even now you can hear the snorts and moans of
Enkelados” (10). Arachne, too, remains hanging, “to spin and weave her webs”
(13) for all time.

Woff’s Arachne weaves an image of what should be kept unrepresented. Her
actions lead to an intervention by a furious Athena. This concern with keeping
quiet about certain things that might be scandalous, or that operate at a level
above ordinary experience, is contained in other stories narrated by the women.
In the chapter “The Beginning of Evil”, Pandora, a young bride, weaving inside
the home of her husband Epimetheus, leaves off her work, enticed by “tendrils of
curiosity” (17) to open a box on the shelf. She does this despite a warning from
Epimetheus, and which Epimetheus had himself heard from his brother Prome-
theus: “[...] it is better not to know everything; [...] some secrets are not to be
revealed. [...] what is open to you is open and what is closed is closed. [...] do not
seek to see what should not be seen” (ibid.).

In the chapter “Athena’s Children”, again a container is opened, and again
the consequences are terrible, although this time only for those who open it and
experience what is inside. The curiosity is that of two of the daughters of
Kekrops. Along with their sister Pandrosos they had received a visit from Athe-
na. This is an Athena concerned to hide her “radiance”, but who, not wanting to
“dazzle” the girl, appears, again as an older, maternal woman, one of their
mother’s servants, who “spoke to them softly and the three girls knew her
voice”. Woff’s maternally-disguised Athena says to the girls: “You are like
daughters to me. Your gifts and the care with which you tend my temple show
me that I can trust you” (43-44). Having entrusted something to the girls, a
fastened-up basket, she tells them to take it to her temple, then leaves. Woff
expresses this disappearance, with Homeric echoes,' in the appearance of an
owl, that comes suddenly, screeches, and then scurries into something equally
evocative of Athena, namely an olive grove. The owl enters the grove “and
Athena was gone” (44). The second, owl, version, of Athena is illustrated via an
image from a vase, showing a large-eyed owl staring out frontally between two
olive sprigs (cf. Fig. 3, next page).'®

15
16

See notably Athena’s disappearance as a vulture at Homer, Odyssey 3.371-372.

As the caption notes, “The ancient Greek word for owl was connected with the word
for bright or gleaming, probably because of the owl’s large, alert eyes” (Woff 1999,
44). Does the picture necessarily follow the text? There is a possible disconnect
between the owl of the story and the owl on the vase — if we regard the latter as
looking calm or even friendly. However, this could be a response to owls as they are
often experienced in contemporary popular culture, especially on items used or worn
by girls, such as jewelry, keyrings, and T-shirts. This was true to a degree at the time
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Fig. 3: An owl between two olive branches, from the Group of the Floral Nolan, Attic red-
-figure kalpis, 480—470 BC. J. Paul Getty Museum 86.AE.229. Digital image courtesy of
the Getty’s Open Content Program.

Thus far, there have been two manifestations of Athena. One is a maternal Athe-
na, who hides her dazzling presence. The other is revealed in sudden movement
and a screeching noise. Then, in response to the sisters’ curiosity, Woff intro-
duces a third Athena — the most ferocious and deadly that has appeared to date —
and the final one that appears in the book, this being an Athena more monstrous
than is usual in children’s literature. Again, this Athena has zoomorphic qualities
— not as a bird this time, but in a fury that is “howling” (Woff 1999, 45). This
time, the goddess appears in bright light, comprising “incandescent brilliance”
(ibid.) which destroys both the bodies and the minds of the girls. Like the
Kekropides as represented by ancient authors (e.g., Euripides, lon 273-274;
Apollodorus, Bibliotheca 3.14.6; for an overview, cf. Deacy 2008, 80-89), the

of the publication of Bright-Eyed Athena. Recent years, meanwhile, have seen owls
attain a popularity that has not gone away though it might be starting to wane. But
how Woff represents the owl in the caption — and how this caption resonates with the
description of Athena’s epiphany to the Kekropides — might be offering a different
way to read the owl on the vase, namely as evoking the bright, even dazzling or
startling, gaze of the creature. I do not think that there is a need to choose — rather, as
with the other artefacts in the book, space is created for readers to come to their own
interpretations.
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girls do not endure this encounter with an extreme version of the divinity of
Athena.

Monstrosity and Girlhood

Bright-Eyed Athena is concerned, therefore, with the punishment of behaviour
that is deemed not suitable — and, in particular, those who fail to behave appro-
priately are young women. I shall now turn to how Woff’s version of the Gorgon
myth and other myths intersects with girlhood, including girlhood as it was un-
derstood during the 1990s, the age of “girl power”.!7 Here, Cohen’s concept of a
monster that “stands at the threshold... of Becoming” (1996, 20, stops in original)
might become especially pertinent.

Woff wrote Bright-Eyed Athena motivated, not least as the father of young
daughters, by an awareness of the dynamics of gender expectations and accul-
turations in the late twentieth century. According to the author, in a personal
comment:

I wanted to get across that women in that ancient world must have been able to be
strong in spite of their oppression, in spite of the stories that told of their
limits. And I tried to come up with a way to do this dynamically, by focusing on
the mode of transmission of the stories and the role of women in that transmis-
sion. So one source of strength is the women’s community/culture as women: in
the book, they tell the stories to each other across generations and they have the
last word on the meanings of the stories they have told.'8

In Bright-Eyed Athena, stories can come from nowhere. As we have seen, they
can “snake” into the mind as happened to Kalonike (cf. above, page 184). This
concept of coming from nowhere is later echoed in the final story, when
Erichthonios appears as though from nowhere, “from the shadows inside Athe-
na’s temple” (Woff 1999, 47).

Others of the stories, conversely, come from somewhere — namely the ritual
life of the women of Athens, a ritual life that begins in childhood. The chapter
“Pigs and Pomegranates” is directly linked with the women’s ritual life. The
narrator recalls how Stratyllis told her about the women’s festival involving
buried pigs. Stratyllis then tells the story of the seizure of Persephone by Hades,
Demeter’s quest for her daughter, and the eventual establishment of the
Eleusinian Mysteries to commemorate and enact what took place, translating
myth into ritual commemoration. Having longed to be an initiate, the narrator
says that her wish has been fulfilled. This fact of her initiation is revealed at the

17" On girlhood, including in the 1990s, cf., notably, Aapola, Gonick, and Harris (2005)
and Hains (2012).

18 From the personal comment of the author.
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start of the penultimate story, “Gifts from the Gods”, where, again, the myth is
narrated in the context of the ritual life of the city. The narrator recalls a time
when, as a young girl in bed, an elderly female relative came home from watch-
ing the great procession to Athena’s statue. She tells the story of the contest
between Athena and Poseidon for the patronage of the land that explains how,
with Athena’s victory, this ubiquity of Athena first came about. Then, in the final
chapter, “Athena’s Children”, the narrator tells of how, as an eight-year-old, she
herself came to be selected to spend a year on the Acropolis in the service of
Athena. Theano (the elderly relative and storyteller), the narrator says, “knew
that the time was right” (43).

As Woff reveals, the time is right for her not just to serve the goddess but to
come to understand what it means to serve the goddess in the first place. The
story that Theano tells, of the Kekropides and the serpent child and the
appearance of Erichthonios, fulfils this purpose. As I noted above, when
Pandrosos reached the temple with the snake, two girls were selected in place of
her sisters to help her tend the basket and, then, to create a robe for Athena. On
the initiative of Erichthonios, the festival will take place each year “for all the
people of Athens” (47), yet it originates in the secret kept by Pandrosos. Then,
with Theano’s story concluded, the narrator listens to the women as they talk
about their childhoods — childhoods which, for each of them, included
participation in rituals around Athena. As one who was to be a servant on the
Acropolis, the narrator states that she, too, “was about to become a thread in that
web of women”. It was not necessary, she concludes, for anyone “to explain
what it means to serve the bright-eyed goddess. When you hear the story of
Pandrosos, you know” (ibid.). These are the final words of the story. It is a story
told with an educational purpose, to provide knowledge and, specifically,
knowledge that is concerned with terrible things and secret things. The lesson of
Arachne turns out to be the narrator’s lesson — a warning to a young weaver who
engages in the craft of the goddess. One concern of Bright-Eyed Athena is, then,
with policing female behaviour and with what should be kept unknown, or
secret, or unrepresented. Suitable behaviour is behaviour that does not share the
knowledge it possesses — or at least that does not share it with those who should
not be entrusted with it.

This concern with keeping certain things secret, or hidden, or unrepresented
is evident, too, in the story of one further woman, Medusa. As narrated by Ovid,
it was Athena who turned Medusa into the Gorgon, for having sex in her temple
(Metamorphoses 4.793-800). For Woff, meanwhile, the monster just is — there is
no back-story. However, Athena is motivated to help Perseus in the quest for her
head because of some, never detailed, “old insult” (Woff 1999, 21) by Medusa.
This lack of an explanation for Athena’s reason for disliking the Gorgon fits a
concern elsewhere in the book with keeping certain things secret, or hidden, or
unrepresented. This is in the conclusion to Theano’s story of “Athena’s Child-
ren”. Early on in the story, the “children” in question are the Kekropides, whom
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Athena loves like a mother. But, then, another child emerges: the serpent child
that the girls are given, hidden in its basket, to take to Athena’s temple. Despite
the uncovering by the sisters, the basket does indeed end up in the temple, and
the third sister, Pandrosos, looks after it along with two replacement young wo-
men chosen by the Athenians. Some time later, on the death of her father
Kekrops, a new king, Erichthonios, emerges, whose origins were a mystery:
“[...] nobody knew where Erichthonios had come from. He had simply emerged
from the shadows inside Athena’s temple”. It is not that people were incurious:
“Some said that he was the son of Pandrosos. Some said that he was born from
the earth itself”’, while others “said he was Athena’s child, but that couldn’t be”.
But, Theano says, and here her story ends: “Pandrosos kept the secret” (47).

I am going to end with the third story, “The Deadly Glance”, because this en-
ables me to reiterate or test some of what I have written to date. As Cohen says,
it is risky to leave the official geography and enter the space of the monster. In
the story, Perseus does just this — he enters the land of the Gorgons, and by
entering this land, he goes into the space of monsters who fit the hybridity of
Cohen’s monster, with a “form suspended between forms”, comprising snaky
hair, “tusks sharper than boars’ tusks, wings quicker than eagles’ wings” (23).
This world he enters is characterized by what it lacks. It is a “desolate place”
(ibid.). There are no plants just “bare rock”, and no water. In this space, avoided
by gods, “there is only rock and sun” (ibid.). In this exemplary monstrous space
there is death: “A single glimpse of a gorgon’s face drains the warmth, softness
and moisture of life” (21). It is in this regard that Perseus differs from the women
of the book. He does not look. He is never monsterized. He returns unscathed
from his foray beyond the official geography. But what he takes out of the land
of the Gorgons has a monsterizing effect when Athena puts the Gorgon face on
her aegis to “paralyse [...] with terror” (27). In this way, as well as displaying her
victory over monsters, Athena monsterizes herself — adding a monster face to her
assembled attributes.

The geography of the monster can be far away — as Perseus found, guided by
Athena — or it can be close at hand, as a series of women discover owing to their
own experiences of cults and rites of the goddess. The geography of the monster
is only as far away as the temple of the goddess, where a young girl can serve the
goddess and participate in a process that began in the guardianship of one who
comes out of the shadows: a monster child. The “complicated, fascinating char-
acter of Athena” (4), introduced early on in the book, has been demonstrated in
various ways. There is a women’s Athena, and also a hero’s Athena. There is a
protective Athena, a maternal Athena, and a vengeful Athena. There is also an
owl Athena, an Athena that manifests in a flashing, devastating flash of anger
that destroys mind and body, and an Athena with a monster face.
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Conclusion

Bright-Eyed Athena is concerned with the enculturation of children. There is the
young girl whose encounters with stories and their tellers provide a framing
device that turns out to be about her own incorporation into society. There are
the characters of the myth whose enculturation tends to go badly wrong. There
are the twentieth-century readers — and I would hope twenty-first-century readers
if the book comes to be republished — who learn about ancient myth and culture
and who are encouraged by the book to form their own personal engagement
with classical mythology.

This enculturation takes a different turn from that taken in many other tel-
lings of myth for children. On the one hand, stories are selected which concern
the boundaries of acceptable behaviour and the pitfalls of transgressing cultural
norms. Yet, on the other hand, Bright-Eyed Athena is a work where meaning
grows gradually, building up to a final revelation which is... a secret. This offers
an opportunity for children to learn something about myth often denied by mo-
dern retellings that present a linear account of ancient stories. This book’s read-
ers are invited to form their own relationship with ancient stories — to seek to fill
in gaps and to engage their own imaginations. Woff does not reveal, for certain,
what exactly, or who exactly, Athena is — nor any deity. Nor are we told, for
instance, what the grievance was that Athena held against the Gorgon, nor how
Erichthonios came to be.

The book opens up a world of myth, monsters, and of classical Athens, pre-
senting characters that are embodied and yet elusive. Athena “seems to be
everywhere” (Woff 1999, 43); Athena appears, then disappears after flying into
an olive grove. The characters of myth enter, like Erichthonios, “from the sha-
dows” (47). As for the young girl, she is enculturated into society, but the society
is not the dominant one of classical, patriarchal Athens, but the sub-society of
women, where there is knowledge that is known to, and kept from, the world of
men. The men of Athens speculate on Erichthonios’ origins; Pandrosos kept her
knowledge whence he came secret. The girl becomes part of a world where wo-
men have a special knowledge that they weave into cloth and tell among them-
selves. As I said above, the book is concerned with policing female behaviour. It
is also concerned with how women operate in ways unknown to the dominant
culture. In this world of women who venerate a goddess, the monstrous —
mediated by Athena — is never far away. Perseus needs to go to a faraway land to
encounter the Gorgon but for the women, the boundary between the mundane
world and the world of the Beyond is more fluid. These women have access to
power — despite the stories that tell of their limits. The source of their strength is
their communality and their culture as women. And these women have the last
word on the stories they tell. The goddess of Bright-Eyed Athena is for all Athe-
nians, but the goddess also presides over a gendered sub-society that operates on
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its own terms, possesses its own knowledge, and passes this on to each new gen-
eration. As a work for the age of “girl power” this is exemplary.
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OWEN HODKINSON

“She’s not deadly. She’s beautiful”: Reclaiming Medusa
for Millennial Tween and Teen Girls?

There has been a significant trend in the literature of the last few decades! for
revisionist retellings of history and myth for adults, from feminist and other
perspectives that aim to “reclaim” the historical and mythical traditions for
women and others who are subaltern characters within the dominant narratives of
the time, such as Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea (1966), Carol Ann Duffy’s The
World’s Wife (1999), or Margaret Atwood’s Penelopiad (2005).2 Literature set in
the classical world has had no lack of contributions of this kind, and this phe-
nomenon has begun to be discussed in scholarship in classical reception studies.?
A parallel process has begun also in children’s and YA fiction based on classical
stories, which however has received little if any attention in scholarship to date,
because of the very recent birth of classical receptions in children’s literature as a
sub-discipline.

In this chapter I explore this phenomenon, with a focus primarily on two
books based for the “tweens” and teens markets that in various ways might be

I On the title: quote taken from Cixous (1976, 885). I would like to thank Helen Lovatt
for reading and offering some very helpful comments on a draft of this chapter;
Katarzyna Marciniak as editor for several valuable improvements; and the audience at
Warsaw for the discussion and some useful suggestions. I have read the following
English-language versions of the Medusa story for children of various ages: for
younger readers — Davis and Gilpin (2014), Griffith (2011); for tweens — McMullan
and LaFleur (2002); for teens/YAs — Hines (2013), Holub and Williams (2012),
Powers (2014), which at the time of writing constituted the majority of such texts as I
could find, excluding the sequels to the main two books by Holub and Williams
(Goddess Girls: Medusa the Rich, 2015) and Powers (Being Medusa, vols. 2, 2015,
and 3, 2017). I concentrate on the first books in these series focusing on Medusa,
which were the only ones published at the time of the original paper on which this
chapter is based.

2 See Zajko (2006) and Doherty (2001, 21) on modern authors like Atwood as

“reclaiming” a women’s classical tradition.

Of course, Ovid’s Heroides already fit this mode of reception within Antiquity. See

the collection by Zajko and Leonard (2006) for scholarship in this field within

classical reception studies.
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said to “reclaim” the figure of Medusa: Medusa the Mean (2012) in the highly
successful Goddess Girls series by Joan Holub and Suzanne Williams* and Being
Me(dusa): And Other Things that Suck (2014) by A. Lynn Powers. I begin with a
general exploration of what might be behind such revisionist retellings of
classical myths for children, including on the question of whether there are likely
to be significant differences in the motivations for writing this kind of literature
for children’s and YA market and for the adult market. In these two novels, the
Medusa character is preoccupied with potential love-interests and relationships
among her schoolmates, so that they can also fruitfully be read in light of the
conventions and expectations of the high-school romance fiction genre that has
flourished from the 1970s onwards:> in some ways, the formulae® of these suc-
cessful romance plots are followed just as if our Medusas were regular girls
attending regular schools, with their mythical monstrosity substituting for real-
-world reasons to single them out and make them unpopular with classmates.
Comparisons with analysis of teen school fiction/romance plots will therefore be
drawn throughout.

4 The Goddess Girls series is marketed to Middle Grade (8-12) readers, see, e.g.,
Williams ([n.d.]).

> See examples such as the Blossom Valley (McLaughlin 2012-2017) and the Sweet
Dreams (Conklin et al. 1981-1996) series. For an introduction to the genre see
Christian-Smith (1990, 1-15; 1993). The 1970s saw the advent of a number of
successful teen novels such as Judy Blume’s that portrayed girls’ high-school lives in
a realistic manner, not flinching from discussions of and occasional instances of sex
and relationships between the teenage characters; their realism has been seen as a
forwards step in the contribution such novels made to the education of their readers,
but they still employed a series of binary oppositions in characterizing different
“types” of boys and girls, and reinforced gender stereotypes. From the 1980s onwards,
the rise of teen romance is linked with the rise of a social conservatism that had
influence over mass-market publishers, and such novels thus reinforced such binaries
and social hierarchies even more strongly; cf. Christian-Smith (1990, 2): “[...] woven
throughout teen romance fiction’s saga [...] is an accompanying discourse that a
woman is incomplete without a man, that motherhood is women’s destiny, and that a
woman’s rightful place is at home. These themes are part and parcel of the New
Right’s political and cultural agenda regarding women, representing the conservative
restoration of women to their proper place in society”. See further Christian-Smith
(1990, 123-127). The Goddess Girls series is reminiscent of this more conservative
1980s period of YA fiction than of the 1970s or the Judy Blume “realistic” kind.

On the formulaic nature of teen romance plots, see Christian-Smith (1990, 133-135).
Although there are obvious differences in the addition of classical myth characters to
the school setting of many of these romances, the great volume of books available
displaying such formulaic qualities means that many readers of such novels with a
classical twist might well have read several examples of the more common genre too,
and if so they could very easily recognize the ways in which these classical versions
follow many of the same “rules”.
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Introductory Remarks

Among mythical and historical traditions that have attracted a number of femi-
nist revisionist retellings, the Greek mythical tradition is among those presenting
the greatest challenges to this kind of exercise, since all its strong female charac-
ters are in some way monstrous or prodigious. They are “othered” and pushed to
the margins by the dominant narratives, which equate the normal, the real world,
and the rational with the Greek and the masculine, and the barbarian, the unreal,
and the edges of the world with the feminine, as has been explored in depth by
numerous studies (cf. Cixous 1976; Staley 2006).

Medusa’s most familiar narrative is a still more challenging case, even within
this context: she is not only metaphorically or behaviourally “monstrous”, but
literally and physically so; normal, human women are absent from her story
(though the broader background includes several — Dana€, Andromeda, Cassio-
peia — whose beauty brought them into mortal danger), and Medusa’s only func-
tion in the story while living is as an obstacle to be overcome on a heroic quest, a
monster to be slain (and, in death, to be useful to the hero as a weapon).” If
revisionist retellings are a way of women (authors and readers) taking control of
the traditional discourse by writing themselves into its centre and exploring their
own identities, rather than remaining an “other” at the margins to be understood,
if at all, by the androcentric tradition;? if they are a means of “creating literary
role-models which enable contemporary women to forge empathetic links with
the women of the ancient world” (Zajko 2006, 46—47); these are harder aims to
achieve with more or less faithful retellings of Medusa’s central story than with
many female figures of Greek myth. When this has been attempted, it has usually
been done by following the precedent already existing in Antiquity, namely
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which gives Medusa a back-story as a human maiden
who is unfairly transformed into a monster (as punishment for being the victim
of rape by the god Poseidon), rather than a monster from birth or creation.® Of

That is, if myth is the place where women can be explored among a set of discourses
in which they are otherwise elided (as Cixous argued about women in Greek myth and
society; cf. Doherty 2006, 299), the Medusa myth does not present itself as a potential
medium for the exploration of women in Antiquity — at least, not until the kind of
Ovidian revisionism discussed below.

As Cixous’ (1976) famous essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” argues.

Examples of revisionist tellings of the Medusa story for adults, which similarly
exculpate her or present her in a more positive or sympathetic light, include Sylvia
Plath’s (1981) and Carol Ann Duffy’s (1999) “Medusa” poems, and Cadnum’s (2006)
short stories “Medusa” and “Give Him the Eye”. For adults, a revisionist telling of a
different myth that similarly explores the punishment of women for men’s actions
against them is found in the case of Penelope’s maids being punished by Odysseus for
letting the suitors use them sexually, in Atwood’s Penelopiad (2005, esp. 163-168,
the feminist lecture and “Trial of Odysseus” conducted by the maids).
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course, an idea often implicit in this kind of argument is that the reader must, or
wants to, be able to “identify with” the central character or with important
characters in a story; as Vanda Zajko argues, this assumption requires much
further exploration (2006, 46), since it is clearly only one of many ways that
some readers might enjoy or engage with any given text, not the only or a
necessary one. In the case of children’s literature, however, it has often been
argued that such identification is a dominant mode of engagement with the text,
from the earliest retellings of classical myth for children; cf., e.g., John Haaren’s
preface to Famous Men of Greece (1904, 5): “The child identifies himself with
the personage presented. It is not Romulus or Hercules [...] that the child has in
mind when he reads, but himself, acting under similar conditions”.!® The
gendered language in such early versions for children, along with the lack of
positive female central characters for girl readers to identify with, is one reason
for the modern revisions of myths that rehabilitate the reputation of classical
female characters.!!

When it comes to children’s revisionist retellings of classical myth, there are
a great many recent examples focusing on (versions of) Medusa, often giving her
a sympathetic or even a positive treatment (with or without the Ovidian back-
story to “justify” it), or even making her the central character of an extended
narrative. So far as I have found from a survey of Medusa stories in English-
-language children’s/Y A literature,'? this forms a far greater proportion of classi-
cal myth retellings for those markets than Medusa stories do among their adult
equivalents. Is this something to do with the qualities or potential of the Medusa
figure and what she can offer to adult and younger audiences, or just a chance
trend?

In the case of our two Medusa romances, I would argue that the combination
of the target age range and the romance genre makes reader identification with
the protagonists one of the most important reasons, if not the most, for a story’s

10 See Hodkinson (2019) for discussion of this and further examples in children’s
versions of the Herakles/Hercules myth.

1 See Lovatt (2018, 277) for one girl, age 9, “straightforwardly identif[ying] with” a
range of strong female characters of stories with and without classical models; teen
girl romance readers interviewed by Christian-Smith (1990, 98-116; see further below
n. 13) and by Willinsky and Hunniford (1993, esp. 92-99), whose results showed that
a far greater proportion of girls than women readers of genre-fiction romances (22/42
vs 5/42) claimed to read them because they wanted to have a romance like that of the
heroines’.

See below, Primary Sources, for books included in the survey. The Our Mythical
Childhood Survey of international sources includes so far 86 examples in various
languages (as of January 2019). I was unaware of Tera Lynn Childs’ (2012—present)
Medusa Girls series until late in the production process of the present book.
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appeal and success, rather than just one among many.'* The Bildungsroman, to
take another example of a subgenre or mode (often combined or overlapping
with romance) that features a number of modern Medusa revisions including our
case studies, is particularly appealing to children at some stage on the same jour-
ney to adulthood (or to older childhood) that the central character(s) are repre-
sented as undergoing, and such readers can look forward to themselves attaining
the older state at the end of this trajectory, with its greater privileges and free-
doms, and/or with parallel difficulties and challenges in their own and their
favourite characters’ lives successfully overcome.'* If it is true that reader
identification with the central figure is crucial to this kind of literature, then it
ought to be more challenging to treat the monster Medusa in an appealing way
for younger audiences than for adults, since it entails inviting the reader to
identify with this monstrous character.

Children’s literature that offers revisionist interpretations of classical myth
has two common features that make Medusa a perhaps more appealing figure
than might be expected: one is simply that more or less humanized or
rehabilitated monsters are common characters, and the main characteristics of
their classical counterparts and the main features of their stories are very often
playfully adapted and drastically altered to various effects, not least the pleasure,
amusement, and sometimes surprise of subverting expectations of their
monstrosity: think of the monsters in the extraordinarily popular Where the Wild
Things Are by Maurice Sendak (1963), or in the Monsters, Inc. films, directed by
Pete Docter (2001—present); for wider examples of the phenomenon, and among
classics of children’s literature, compare the civilized, “domesticated” classical

13 Christian-Smith’s interviews (1990, 98—116; cf. also 1993a) with female teen readers
about their interaction with high-school and other teen romances demonstrate that
identification with the central female characters (see esp. 1990, 112-113) — learning
about boys and relationships from their experiences, and wanting to share those
experiences themselves in the future — is the primary reason for reading them (see
further 1993, 52-54 and Willinsky and Hunniford 1993 on reasons girl readers
enjoyed teen romances, including both identification with the heroine and “escaping”
to the world of the fiction, and learning about romance and dating). To the extent that
these novels are essentially teen romances in an altered setting featuring mythical
beasts (which is substantial), the same factors very likely apply to readers’ enjoyment,
with the additional interest of the classical element (minimal in Being Me(dusa) in any
case). There are far more examples of the romance whose conventions these classical
twists follow, so that many readers of our Medusas may be familiar with the formula
and read these novels in the same way, mentally leaving aside the mythical beast add-
-ons in identifying with Medusa and learning from her experiences.

For the Bildungsroman genre in teen/YA works related to classical receptions, see
Hodkinson (2018, 81, n. 11) with further references; e.g., the Harry Potter series as
part Bildungsroman (Westman 2011). For Bildungsroman features and functions of
teen romance genres, see n. 13 above on learning through/from such novels.
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beasts such as centaurs in C. S. Lewis’ Narnia (1950-1956)."3 This of course is
something that goes back at least to Ovid, in his often playful humanizing of
Medusa as of other “monsters”.!® Some of the modern children’s Medusas are
simply creating their own version of this trope, and in some cases in which they
are part of a series treating several mythological monsters in this way, it is no
surprise that Medusa is given the same treatment.

Ovid’s version of Medusa is likely the most influential on modern retellings,
as is often the case with Greek myth:!”

Excipit unus
eX numero procerum quaerens, cur sola sororum
gesserit alternis inmixtos crinibus angues.
Hospes ait: [...]

“Clarissima forma
multorumque fuit spes invidiosa procorum
illa: neque in tota conspectior ulla capillis
pars fuit [...].
Hanc pelagi rector templo vitiasse Minervae
dicitur. Aversa est et castos aegide vultus
nata lovis texit; neve hoc inpune fuisset,
Gorgoneum crinem turpes mutavit in hydros.
Nunc quoque [...]
pectore in adverso, quos fecit, sustinet angues.” (Metamorphoses 4.791-803)

One of the princes asked why, of all the sisters, only Medusa had snakes twining
themselves amongst her hair. Perseus replied: ‘[...] Medusa was once renowned
for her loveliness, and roused jealous hopes in the hearts of many suitors. Of all
the beauties she possessed, none was more striking than her lovely hair. [...] the
lord of the sea robbed her of her virginity in the temple of Minerva. Jove’s daugh-
ter turned her back, hiding her modest face behind her aegis: and to punish the
Gorgon for her deed [emphasis added], she changed her hair into revolting snakes.
To this day [...] the goddess wears as a breastplate the snakes that were her own
creation.’ '8

Some of the details of Ovid’s account are picked up by many of the modern
versions for children and YAs, in various combinations: the fact that she is the
only one of the three sisters to have snakes for hair; Athena’s unfair punishment
of her for Poseidon’s rape; the beauty of her hair in particular before her trans-

On Narnia and its “domestication” of mythical beasts, see Harrisson (2010).

Cf. also Theocritus’ Polyphemus in Idyl/ 11, for an even earlier treatment. Cf. Lowe
(2015).

See Roberts (2015) for Ovid’s Metamorphoses being the most frequent ultimate
source for collections of Greek myths for children.

18 Trans. Mary M. Innes in Ovid (1955, 115).
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formation into the Gorgon; and the aetiology for Athena’s Gorgon-head breast-
plate — each of these features in several recent versions, with more or less imagi-
native reworkings. These details lend themselves to revisionist accounts that
focus on either jealousy or rivalry between Athena and Medusa because of her
beauty, the unfairness of her being punished for a rape of which she was the
victim, or on her continuing beauty — snakes apart, or sometimes, “snakes and
all”! In some ways, Medusa lends herself to such revisions simply because of
how she can be portrayed — she is not bad-looking, for a monster, with her an-
thropomorphic form, and blends in with the humans or gods in the various fic-
tional schools she attends, in a way that many classical monsters could not. At
minimum monstrosity, she can be portrayed as fully human, apart from the
snakes (which can be tied back or covered) and the ability to petrify; the latter is
often worked around by giving her some form of glasses to protect classmates
and other humans. '

The second common feature of note here is that there is a large and ever
growing subgenre in children’s and YA literature of books that more or less
overtly aim to address difference and ‘“othering” (and the various kinds of
bullying behaviour that stem from it) of all kinds, often representing characters
singled out or picked on for their differences as overcoming this treatment in
some way. Medusa is an ideal protagonist for this kind of story: traditional as-
pects of her monstrosity can be figured as any of several types of difference for
which a modern child might be treated differently, including gender-specific
bullying or discrimination (by boys or by other girls) but also, and more
frequently, such common traits as being a “loner”, or a “geek”, or “nerd”, and
generally not feeling as if she fits in, often simply as part of a representation of
tween or teen “awkwardness” along with more individual characteristics; having
a visual impairment and needing (often particularly large and striking) eyewear
at all times; being otherwise physically different and differently abled (the hair-
-snakes, the petrifying power) — this ties in with “disability” historically often
being labelled as “monstrosity” in othering and discriminatory discourse. Her
physical appearance is even figured as ethnic difference by some authors. When
it comes to otherness, some of these modern Medusas have it all: this makes the
Gorgon in fact not a difficult character to work with, but the ideal figure to en-
courage young girls and young readers generally to identify with, in order to
show her learning to live with or overcome being treated differently, or discover-
ing her self-worth, in line with the similar real-world YA subgenres of the high-
-school romance and the Bildungsroman.

19 TIn this feature there is likely to be some contamination from comic-books’ (and their

film adaptations’) traditions of characters with a powerful gaze, as was suggested by
the audience at the Warsaw conference: e.g., Cyclops in X-Men, who without his visor
would emit a destructive optic blast from his eyes.
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Monstrosity as Difference

Monstrosity, or prodigiousness, is essentially “abnormality” or difference. These
modern Medusas are “different” and stand out from the rest of their schoolmates
in a range of ways that make them sometimes just a slight twist on the usual
children’s story set in a school, focusing on a child who is singled out or bullied.
In some cases she is singled out because of her appearance, but this turns out not
to be because she is hideous, but because the boys are attracted by her looks, and
the other girls are jealous of and therefore threatened by her. In such cases, her
unique appearance finds an analogue in the striking attraction to the opposite sex
of protagonists in non-mythical school fictions for girls — an attraction which is
not always recognized by the girl herself nor acknowledged by her jealous fe-
male classmates. Several versions of Medusa combine many of these kinds of
difference, which can be more or less related to the archetypal monstrous
features of the classical Gorgon and her story. At one end of the spectrum we
find stories that could be of the growing pains of a millennial adolescent or
younger girl, regardless of her monstrosity:

A contemporary millennial girl with very special problems... (Hines 2013, ebook
blurb)

That is, they substitute one or more of these kinds of everyday, real-world “dif-
ference” (including positive difference, when her striking looks turn out to be
attractive and not hideous) for Medusa’s monstrous features and powers. But the
more interesting versions for our purposes attempt to integrate those monstrous
features and powers into the way Medusa is different and the reasons for her
being bullied or unpopular at school.

Teen Medusa (a): Goddess Girls: Medusa the Mean

This novel begins with a prologue in which we see Medusa aged 6 being bullied
by her classmates — including the same punning name-calling found in Say
Cheese, Medusa: “Gorgon-zola” (McMullan 2002, e.g., 163). The bulk of the
novel focuses on Medusa age 13, as a student at Mount Olympus Academy,
where she is singled out by being one of the few mortals among the pupils.
Despite being mortal, however, when she spends time among “ordinary” mortals,
she is also singled out by her appearance: she is a terrifying monster, to them —
this Medusa has green skin, eyes, and snakes/hair. Thus she does not fit in with
anyone, but is lonely and unpopular everywhere she goes. As the blurb puts it:
“Queen of Mean... or misunderstood? [...] deep down, Medusa just wants to fit
in” (Holub and Williams 2012).

The Goddess Girls series borrows many features from the popular high-
-school romance series: they are aimed at a female audience, and each features a
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central female protagonist with whom the reader can identify. Relationships with
boys are a major part of the series, as well as the dynamics between the female
schoolmates, and how those two sets of relationships affect one another: the
Goddess Girls “navigate friendship, first crushes, and adventure at Mount Olym-
pus Academy”? — all features that are typical of the girls’ school/romance series.
Medusa the Mean is no exception to this formula.

As a teenager at school with the gods and goddesses, Medusa simply wants to
be popular, and specifically to have the attention of the object of her affections,
her “supercrush” Poseidon. Instead she is — or perceives herself to be — unliked
by all, a “freakshow” (68). The features of her monstrous nature are not espe-
cially important in this book in some respects; being different is in part being a
mortal at a school for immortals, which also means that she struggles to keep up
with her work in comparison with her classmates (26). Another aspect of her
difference lies simply in her being an awkward adolescent: she is blunt, which
sometimes earns her rebukes for being “Mean” from others, but she sees this as
telling the truth: “[...] what was so mean about telling the truth?” (133). She is
also different from the other girls specifically, in that she is not a “girly” (i.e.
stereotypically feminine) girl, and does not understand their obsession with wed-
dings and cooing over small children.

Because of the immortal nature of all the children she goes to school with,
among whom her “monstrous” appearance in itself is not so out of place as it is
among ordinary mortals, she is not singled out as much for her snake hair and
petrifying gaze in this novel as in many others. These central aspects of Medu-
sa’s monstrosity do feature, however. The petrifying gaze means that she has to
wear “Stoneglasses”, which “she always carried” (66). These were invented by
Athena for mortals to wear as protection against her gaze, in fact, but the protec-
tion works with her wearing them too, so that she has to have them with her all
the time. Because the petrifying effect only applies to mortals and not to her
divine classmates in this universe, this does not play an important role in the
plot.

Her snakes are similarly not a significant feature for most of the plot, but
when they become so, this bestial feature is a crucial part of her difference and
acceptance — or lack of acceptance — by individuals who are important to her.
First her “supercrush” Poseidon suggests hiding them: “could you maybe wear a
hat... or a veil?” (198-200). This makes her very angry. Around this point, when
she has finally begun to receive the attention she craved from Poseidon, she
begins to realize that she does not like him so much after all, and after the snake
covering suggestion, we are told that she “realized how shallow Poseidon was”
(200).

Conversely, it is Dionysus who ends up winning her heart, because he ac-
cepts her for who she is, including her green skin — he twice refers to her as

20 General marketing blurb for the series, e.g., Simon and Schuster, Inc. ([n.d.]).
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“greenie girl” in contexts in which it is clear that he likes her (212, 237) — and
the bestial nature of her head of hair which acts independently from her: in a
slow dance with her at the wedding of Zeus and Hera, her snakes begin to munch
the bouquet that she has caught, and Medusa “was pleased to note that he didn’t
seem the least bit weirded out. It made her like him even more” (38). These
archetypal Medusan features play alongside her difference as a less stereotypical-
ly feminine girl — an aspect of her which is similarly accepted by Dionysus:

[Medusa] ‘Do you think I come on too strong?’ [...]
[Dionysus] ‘Sometimes.” (175)

However, as Dionysus turned to leave, she thought she heard him add: “But I
like it” (175). Acceptance of and being understood for who she is, “snakes and
all”, is clearly important: when she thinks no one likes her, she takes comfort in
the friendship of her snakes — a common motif to many of the Medusa revisions:
“She trusted them and could be herself around them. Something she couldn’t do
with anyone else” (44).

The idea of the snakes as living, conscious creatures is also exploited in
another, more unique way: as a part of Medusa with a mind of their own, the
snakes seem to represent a subconscious part of her, or since she is perhaps a
creature with multiple brains, a parallel consciousness, which recognizes her
desires before she consciously recognizes them — or before the human brain part
of her does so. When Athena thanks Medusa for an act of kindness, “[a] warm
feeling spread through her... a feeling that she usually only got when she was
cuddling her snakes” (159). The snakes seemed to be her only friends before, but
now she is moving towards friendship with some of the popular goddesses who
did not like her, or so she previously thought. Similarly, they display an instinc-
tual level of interaction with others separate from her conscious perceptions of
them: “Her snakes flicked their tongues at him [Mr. Dolos — a tricksy salesman],
which meant they didn’t trust him. Usually they were right about people” (72).
Indeed, they turn out to be quite right in this case. Most importantly, though,
there is throughout the plot a series of interactions with Dionysus in which it is
clear to the reader that he is or might be interested in her, but her self-perception,
and the fact that she has consciously decided that Poseidon is her “supercrush”,
do not allow her human/conscious brain to notice or later to believe this. The
snakes, though, are ahead of her (as it were): they notice Dionysus and stay
fixated on him, possibly also drawing his attention to her, while she has tried to
duck out of sight underneath a window: “Her curious snakes were standing tall,
still peeking out the window glass above her. She tugged them down” (203).
Poseidon, her “crush”, at first does not realize she is interested in Dionysus (see
pages 169, 136, 118-121).

Medusa the Mean ends up accepting her lot, and being accepted for who she
is by others; she does not get what she wants at the beginning of the novel —
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immortality (except for one day) or Poseidon — but she realizes Dionysus is a
better person, as he accepts her green and snake-headed nature, and she makes
friends and becomes more popular, growing in self-belief. There are clear les-
sons from the authors to girls identifying with our heroine, which are largely
positive: if being a “monster” with bestial features stands for being different and
singled out by others, acceptance and popularity are gained nevertheless, and
there are people who will like you even if you are different. This is only partly
true, however: she begins “just wanting to fit in”, and does end up conforming a
little more to traditional gender norms at the end, desperately diving for the wed-
ding bouquet, just like the “girly girls” she previously did not understand or
identify with. There is no suggestion in this book (as usual in the Goddess Girls
series) that being accepted by, and emulating, the most popular girls in school is
not a valid life goal in itself,?! while Dionysus, though he apparently likes the
fact that Medusa is blunt and awkward, criticizes her for upsetting a young An-
dromeda when she simply tells her the truth. There is no alternative group of
“different” kids who form a separate group (whether goths, emos, or any other
group or clique) and be “awkward” together; rather, the cool, popular kids, and
their acceptance and approval, are the only things that matter. Altogether, there is
a mixed message, then: Medusa can be accepted, despite being different in ap-
pearance and differently abled, and liked for who she is to some extent; but at the
same time, those who get to be the “normal” ones, in comparison with those like
Medusa defined as “weirdos”, are allowed to keep their place as arbiters of who
is to be accepted within the school as a person or as a girl, with no room for
alternative ways of being on the larger scale.

This is no surprise when we compare the Goddess Girls series with the high-
ly successful high-school romance series that paved the way for it (albeit without
the classical content). As Linda K. Christian-Smith and others have observed of
the latter genre, they typically do nothing to challenge, but rather strongly rein-
force binary oppositions and norms of gender, and conventions about what girls
must do and how they must behave in order to get a boyfriend, nor to challenge
the idea that this should be all girls’ primary aim in life.?> The Goddess Girls

21 As in teen romance series, whose readers consider that both heroine and hero should

be “popular” in order for it to be a good example of the genre (Christian-Smith 1993a,
54-56).

Indeed, they do not typically deal with difference or diversity of any kind; see
Christian-Smith (1990, 16-29) on the “code of romance”: romance in this genre is
always a heterosexual practice, and “is a transforming experience giving meaning to
heroines’ lives and endowing heroines with prestige”, while being essentially “about
the dominance of men and the subordination of women” (17). Cf. Gilbert (1993, 72):
“The romantic construction of femininity [...] [is] connected to the heroine’s quest for
love — for domesticated male sexuality — and the resultant qualities of femininity such
a quest is seen to demand”. Cf. also Davies (1993, esp. 145-147) on the

22
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series and Medusa the Mean conform to this pattern of teen romances: there is
only one way to be female, liked (by both boys and girls), and successful, which
is to be conventionally and heteronormatively feminine in appearance and
behaviour towards male and female classmates. If monstrosity in this book
stands for real-world kinds of difference or otherness, both physical and charac-
ter-based, then girl readers identifying with this Medusa cannot entirely avoid
the lesson that they ought to change or cover up some of their differences in
order to be accepted and achieve what they want. Furthermore, the message is
very clear that fulfilment is only possible through the goal of finding a boyfriend,
even though that is not what Medusa wants at the outset and she does not under-
stand or want to be like the girls who feel that way. In the world of the Goddess
Girls, as in many high-school romance series, no alternatives are possible,* and
the education process of the Bildungsroman is always to discover this and to
grow into someone who fits in with this pattern.

Teen Medusa (b): Being Me(dusa): And Other Things that Suck

This novel focuses on an older Medusa, who begins the novel age 15 (Powers
2014, 72), and markets itself as YA (copyright page), dealing as it does with
mature themes. The plot outline is essentially very similar to that of Medusa the
Mean, substituting a classmate called Donny for the figure of Poseidon and one
called Pearce for Dionysus, but set in a world much more like the real world,
with little explanation for how a child with snakes for hair could belong in it.
This prevailing realism perhaps allows for greater reader identification with the

heteronormative gender (and other) binaries reinforced by romance novels. On racial
diversity, see n. 28 below.

Christian-Smith (1990, 23): “Romance endows girls’ lives with meaning and
importance. [...] heroines are singled out and given recognition by virtue of becoming
a ‘girlfriend’” and (25): “it is the single experience that gives their lives meaning, [a]
pattern established in [...] early romance novel[s] [...] [and] even dominating current
romance fiction”. See also Gilbert (1993, esp. 70-72, with further references cited on
p- 70). On the idea that such novels actively reinforce norms in real girl readers who
identify with the heroines, see further Christian-Smith’s interviews with teen readers
of romance (summarized 1990, 134-135): “Although [...] the readers established
various meanings for the romance novels they read, they mostly accepted the novels’
versions of social relations. They never disputed the desirability of becoming a
girlfriend and recapture that moment of heterosexual specialness through their
continued reading of romances [...]. Romance reading does not alter girls” present and
future circumstances, but rather is deeply implicated in reconciling them to their place
in the world”; and Gilbert (1993, 85): “stories such as these [...] inevitably define
parameters of possibility for many young women; they are [...] limited in the ‘doll-
-like’ versions of femininity they are able to construct”. Cf. Christian-Smith (1993a,
56-59); Davies (1993, 159-169).
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characters and situations in the novel, which would probably not work very well
with a slightly older version of the Mount Olympus Academy children.

There is an afterword “From the author”, which makes the kind of suggestion
many of these YA Medusa books do both implicitly and sometimes also
explicitly and didactically,?* as here, about monstrosity being like a form of
(real-world) difference:

I feel [Medusa] is just a misunderstood soul who was wrongly judged and labeled
a monster based on her appearance, which she had no control over. Maybe one
day the rest of the world can learn to love her and her snakes as well. (170)

The dedication of the book sells the “misunderstood” central character of the
novel to readers who would identify with her:

For all of you outsiders in the world. And introverts. And compulsive list-makers.
(non paginated)

This Medusa is similarly a bit of a “loner” and a “geek”, and has a suggestion of
OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder) traits, liking to make lists to try and feel in
control of her life: these lists begin each chapter. She is subject to bullying by
most of the school because of her different appearance, and also feels herself to
be different; she assumes her different treatment is because of disgust at her
snake hair, not realizing that she is actually attracting attention from all the boys
and jealousy from all the girls in school. She is discriminated against because of
her appearance, but because she is extraordinarily attractive, not hideous;? her

2 YA novels have a tradition of including overt didacticism in paratexts such as an
“author’s note” or the blurb along with an implicit lesson in the story itself; cf.
Cherland and Edelsky (1993, 36-37) quoting an example called The Trouble with
Wednesdays (Nathanson 1987), labelled YA on the spine, whose back cover states
“this book is about learning not to let grownups abuse you”. This genre is labelled the
“issue novel”, attempting to deal with social problems in a direct way for teens/Y As;
see Wolitzer (1987) for a critique of two such including Nathanson (1987). Compare
what Willinsky and Hunniford (1993, 90) describe in the “new realism of [Judy]
Blume” et al. in the 1970s era of teen romance as the “social mission in the loyal
representation of as much reality as young readers are believed to be capable of
ingesting”. More recent teen/YA novels and children’s fiction more generally have
moved back in this direction again, including representation of a multitude of kinds of
difference in child and other characters, after the more conservative 1980s.

This is another typical feature of the girls’ romance genre; see Gilbert (1993, 71) on
the teen romance heroine: “She is [...] always attractive, although she may not initially
think so and needs external reflection/verification of her feminine/romantic
appearance”; see further (75) on “falseness” about romance novels’ heroine’s beauty
on the part of other girls. Cf. also Christian-Smith (1990, 43-55) on heroines’ beauty
in such novels in general: often this takes the form of “plain” heroines undergoing
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lack of self-awareness means that she does not realize this at first, and then has
difficulty believing it when she has it pointed out to her towards the end. Pearce
asks her: “Have you ever noticed how the only people who say bad things about
you are girls?” (151).26 She had not noticed it, in fact, but when prompted to
think, realizes that this is true. He goes on: “Girls are intimidated by you because
boys are mesmerized by you. [...] You’re mesmerizing to guys. They’re practi-
cally hypnotized by you” (152).

Medusa’s feeling that everyone is against her is reinforced by the fact that
she is frequently getting in trouble with the school disciplinarian, Dr. Daiki —
often because she “freezes” fellow students who provoke her by taking off her
glasses. They do not turn into statues, but remain “frozen” only for a short time,
depending on how long she makes eye contact with them.

The kinds of “difference” displayed and hinted at in this version of Medusa
are often much more connected with the archetypal bestial features and prodi-
gious powers. The ability to “freeze” people means that she, too, has to wear
special glasses, which singles her out as looking like someone with a medical
condition — a kind of difference like any other that can contribute to being
singled out at school, as well as a heightened self-perception as being
“different”: “They’re not exactly sunglasses, but they are more reflective than
standard glasses and shield my eyes all the way around like those silly glasses
some people have to wear for hay fever allergies” (15).

She is branded a “weirdo” by classmates (8), and frequently overhears com-
ments about her appearance and her ability to freeze people. In this older, YA
version, these can be far more unpleasant. When she is accidentally run over by
Pearce in his car, she hears students gossiping about it saying: “Too bad she only
broke her leg” (48).

Medusa begins the novel with no friends, but makes some by the end, just
like the Medusa in Goddess Girls. Much of the plot revolves around the staging
of the school play. When she is selected to play the lead role, one of the more
jealous girls starts a petition to get her removed from the play, supposedly since
she is not a good representative of the school because of her appearance and
having “dangerous” creatures growing out of her head. This girl, Thea, is the

beautification through “make-overs” and “heroines feel that no boy could possibly
care for them as they are” (my emphasis; cf. the importance of ultimate acceptance of
Medusa as she is, to different degrees, in Holub and Williams’ and in Powers’
stories). The modern teen Medusas do not undergo the same kind of “make-overs”,
however, but gradually realize that they are attractive as they are, from an initial
assumption that they are not stemming from how others perceive and treat them. In
this respect, the modern Medusa stories demonstrate progress in line with the romance
genre since the period Christian-Smith focuses on: it is no longer the place of the
heroine to realize that she is unattractive and ‘fix’ herself, but to realize that, even if
different and not “conventionally beautiful”, she is valued as she is.

26 See Gilbert (1993, 75) on this as a feature of teen romance novels.
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girlfriend of Medusa’s friend and crush, Donny, but Medusa does not realize
what this is all about, equating it with all the usual childish teasing.?” Thea has to
explain herself to the school disciplinarian, Dr. Daiki, in Medusa’s presence and
says that Medusa “does not meet adequate standards” (105). His response makes
the implicit point that her being picked on for her specific, “monstrous” physical
nature is part of a wider genre of discrimination, against anyone who is different
in appearance or ability:

[Daiki:] ‘So what you’re saying is, students at this school who have a physical dif-
ference should not be treated equally as other students who don’t have a physical
difference?’ [...]

[Medusa:] ‘[...] it’s kind of the point I’ve been living with my whole life.” (107)

Her snake-haired nature also gives a novel twist to the implication behind the
adolescent jibe: “Does the carpet match the drapes?” — which Medusa hears
several times — “[fJollowed by either gagging or immense laughter” (148).

Finally, she is subjected to some stereotypical discriminatory treatment be-
cause of a difference in skin colour, which may or may not have anything to do
with her being a Gorgon. The questions from a nurse when she goes to hospital
make use of the euphemisms “interesting” and “exotic” to refer to her different
appearance from that of the majority of the local population, to which she
responds in very blunt manner:

[Nurse:] ‘[...] your last name is Gordon, but you don’t really look like a Gordon,
so I thought that maybe your family came from somewhere a little more, I don’t
know, interesting.’

[Medusa:] ‘Are you asking me where I’'m from, or are you asking me why I'm
brown?’

[Nurse:] ‘[...] why do you have such a common name when you look so exotic?’
(23-24).

Her snake-haired appearance is not commented on explicitly, which at this point
in the novel allows the reader to think of Medusa’s difference as racial differ-
ence, as the glasses do with a difference of ability or a medical condition.”® The

27 Given space for further development of this chapter’s themes, the relationship

between Medusa as romance heroine and Thea as the rival could be demonstrated to
be in many ways typical of the girls’ school and romance genres: the rival girl is
typically more proactive and advanced with boys, but the heroine is “less assertive”,
and her “goodness [...] is demonstrated through her forbearance in the face of
romantic difficulties” (Christian-Smith 1990, 86, see further 80-97).

Ethnic diversity in the largely formulaic girls’ school/teen romance genres was not
high in the bulk of the examples surveyed up to 1990 by Christian-Smith, and thus nor
are instances of discrimination or conflict such as this, though more recent examples
have improved the trend; likewise, teen girl readers surveyed by Christian-Smith of
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fact that she is a classical “monster” transposed into the real world, rather than a
character who has just one specific real-world difference for which she is dis-
criminated against, allows Medusa’s difference to stand in for a range of real-
-world differences at various points in the plot.

Almost exactly as in the Medusa the Mean version, the two potential partners
for Medusa react very differently to her snake-haired difference, in ways that
show their true colours: Donny does not accept her for who she is, is put off by
the snakes, and asks her to cover them up, while Pearce? likes them and accepts
her appearance and different nature unquestioningly. Donny and Medusa go on a
date, in which the snakes get a little lively and knock over a plant pot, getting
soil everywhere. Donny says: “Maybe we need to tie those things down”, which
Medusa recognizes as a joke but doesn’t find funny. “You know, like how other
girls put their hair in a ponytail?” (76-77). He needs her to alter her different
appearance — to hide her “otherness” in order to be acceptable; and he cannot
bring himself to talk about the snakes, always referring to them as “things”.
Later, in discussing her appearance for the school play, he says: “It’s part of the
character. [...] we have to cover up your... um... head, somehow. You can’t go up
on stage with your... um... things sticking out everywhere” (95). She is shocked —
she hates talking about her snakes at all, but: “If someone is going to talk about
them, they can at least have the common decency to refer to them as they really
are” (95, emphasis in the original).

Pearce then comes to the rescue and shows he understands why they cannot
be covered with a wig, and is not afraid to refer to them as they really are — just
like Dionysus in Medusa the Mean, accepting Medusa as she is. She finds out
later that he actually keeps pet snakes, which he had mentioned much earlier but
she had not understood: “I didn’t know he meant that he actually had snakes.

African-American background, and in general of any background other than white
middle-class American, did not feel that these kinds of novel represented their
experience. See Gilbert (1993, 71): “Usually [the romance heroine] belongs to no
ethnic group or religion, and exists in a buffered unreal social group where money and
privilege are seldom discussed”. Of course, for the largely white, middle-class authors
of the bulk of such mass-market teen girl romances, what Gilbert describes as
belonging to “no ethnic group”, etc., means that they are assumed to be white and
middle-class as the authors, and make no attempt to represent other identities — white
being the “unmarked” identity as opposed to groups “othered” by means of ethnic,
class, or other differentials. See further Christian-Smith (1990, index s.v. “Race”;
1993a, 54). The classical novels surveyed here of course have species or larger
differences (humans, gods, monsters, etc.) rather than focusing on ethnic difference,
but as explored in this chapter, these might sometimes overlap with or stand for a
range of other kinds of difference, including ethnic.

Katarzyna Marciniak suggests that Pearce’s name evokes Perseus, thus subverting the
mythical Perseus—Medusa relationship as mortal enemies.
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I thought it was some kind of metaphor for having problems or something...
I stare at them, stupefied” (141).

The fact that his having snakes might be thought by Medusa a metaphor for
having problems is telling, both about her, and also in a metaliterary fashion,
about the way the book uses this marker of difference to stand for a variety of
real-world causes both of self-perceived difference and of bullying.

The importance of being able to be herself, and to be accepted as a person,
with her differences, comes across clearly also from a conversation with her first
real friend, Pearce’s sister, Erin. Medusa does not like talking about the snakes at
all, but Erin points out that in fact she is talking to her about them; she responds:
“T guess I just feel comfortable around you. You’ve never made a big deal out of
them [the snakes]” (80).

Again, exactly as in Medusa the Mean, Medusa’s snakes function as a kind of
subconscious or parallel consciousness. This device is developed more fully in
Being Me(dusa), though. We are introduced to the idea at the beginning: “I have
no physical sensation in my snakes. [...] but somewhere in the depths of my brain
I have some little inkling of what’s going through their minds... Curiosity, con-
tentment, discontentment. That’s pretty much the span of their emotions” (8).
They display interest in the two main boys in the story, before she realizes in her
conscious mind or human brain what that interest might mean, or even that she is
interested; we might read the hair-snakes’ collective mind as standing for her
subconscious. So first of all with Donny, whom she knows she likes, she ob-
serves: “[...] this one [snake] on the right keeps sliding off in Donny’s direction”
(15).3° Later, with Pearce, whom she does not realize she is interested in, but
later turns out to be the far better match for her, she notices:

[...] my snakes all seem to be really excited about finally getting out of the house,
and they are in an especially curious mood today. At one point, I actually catch
four of them at once all slithering in Pearce’s direction... (55).

She attributes this behaviour of her snakes to mere curiosity, but nothing more.
Similarly she is unaware that she likes Pearce on some level — or some part of
her likes Pearce — in the next quote: “[...] the snakes are watching [Pearce] as he
passes. They do that a lot when he is around. I think there is something about
him that they like” (95). Note that she says they, the snakes, like him, rather than
admitting any awareness of liking him herself (or in her conscious/human mind).

The snakes in Being Me(dusa) are in a kind of symbiotic relationship with
Medusa, as in Medusa the Mean: they share feelings of contentment or interest,
curiosity, and wariness. But because they are just feelings or instincts, rather than
articulated, conscious thoughts, Medusa can misread them and be misled in how

30 Cf. above, page 206 (quote from Holub and Williams 2012, 203) for her snakes in
Medusa the Mean showing very similar curiosity about her crush.
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she interprets these feelings, since she follows her conscious mind’s interpre-
tation of the world sometimes — just as Medusa in Medusa the Mean questions
whether she can be interested in Dionysus, when she has decided that Poseidon
is “her supercrush”. In both novels, as well as being a marker of difference, the
snakes are used by the author to explore the teen Medusa’s awakening curiosity
about boys, and her unconscious desires as separate from, but in another way
intrinsically linked with, her human or conscious brain. This idea is developed
more fully in Being Me(dusa), in part because of the age of the character and the
target audience, which allows for a slightly more complex and a more (young)
adult exploration of her feelings. Her realization of what the snakes’ feelings
mean comes late in this novel also because of her feelings of difference and her
experience of bullying: she cannot imagine she is attractive to boys, and does not
understand the jealous rivalry between Donny and Pearce, and thus misreads
Donny’s intentions and character until it is too late.

When Medusa goes to a party for the first time, confidence boosted by new-
-found friendship and acceptance, a consensual kiss with Donny leads to a sexual
assault by him. Uniquely among the modern revisions of Medusa for YAs of
which I am aware, this story includes the sexual violence that is central to Medu-
sa’s story in Ovid®! — including the fact that it is she who is punished for it, not in
being transformed, this time, but in being the subject of gossip and so-called
“slut-shaming”,*> in a very modern twist on this story. Donny’s jealous ex-
-girlfriend, Thea, videos the assault on her phone, and nearly everyone in the
school sees it — including the school disciplinarian, who supports Medusa and

31" The others’ omission of sexual experience fits the general trend in classic girls’ school

fiction and romance genres; see Christian-Smith (1990, 33-41, esp. 33-35) on the
primarily non-physical, psychological nature of the romances: “Although some
interest [in] and knowledge of sex is allowed in later romance fiction, in the end the
novels define girls’ sexuality as distinctly nongenital” (33).

Girls’ school fictions and romances tend to avoid portraying girls engaging in sex (see
previous n.) and, where classmates or others know or believe that a girl has had sexual
relations, they censure or punish them for it (Christian-Smith 1990, 80-97); heroines
have to live “within a carefully circumscribed description of femininity, one that
extols caution, selflessness, and seeming passivity” (89, my emphasis), i.e. they are
not to pursue or show sexual desire, or engage in sexual activity, and are blamed
and/or shamed for doing so. Some teen/YA fiction portrays rape or sexual assault,
rather than consensual sexual activity, but then usually as part of a different genre of
scary story, rather than romance, or the “issue novel” genre, with an overtly didactic
message about avoiding and/or reporting violence or threats of violence. See above, n.
25; Cherland and Edelsky (1993, 36-42), who note also that some books in the
popular and successful Sweet Valley High series of teen girls’ school fiction (which
broadly belong to the “romance” genre) incorporate the threat of rape, which however
is averted. Medusa’s experience of sexual assault is combined with the usual features
of the romance plot in Being Me(dusa), thereby achieving a subtler form of
didacticism than the “issue novel”.
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takes her to the police. She receives comments at school like: “I knew you were a
slut” (133). The bullying this time is thus specifically gendered bullying, which
blames and shames the victim, just as the classical Medusa was punished by
Athena, who turned her head away in shame, for being raped by Poseidon. She
receives “dirty looks” and hand gestures from other students, and says: “I can’t
understand why everyone is acting like I am the disgusting one” (133).

Being Me(dusa) thus keeps the Ovidian version’s sexual assault, but chal-
lenges its victim-blaming through showing the all-too-realistic modern reaction
to what happens, portraying a no less discriminatory society in this version of
our own world than the world of classical gods and monsters. Rather than merely
realizing that the one she likes is “shallow”, as in Medusa the Mean, this older
Medusa experiences far worse; and rather than eliciting sympathy from the girls
in the school, who envy and are intimidated by her, this version adds another, far
more unpleasant, gendered and sexualized element to her bullying. But also un-
like Medusa the Mean, this Medusa finds acceptance and friendship and poten-
tially more among a different group of friends and with Pearce, and all of them
together take her side and realize that Donny, Thea, and all the popular crowd are
shallow, truly “mean” people, whose approval is not worth having.

Being Me(dusa) therefore has a more positive message than Medusa the
Mean, while developing a very similar use of the classical monster Medusa. It
allows traditional binaries, hierarchies, and conventions to be challenged and
questioned to a large extent, rather than reinforcing them,* and is thus more

33 NB though that it conforms with the general trend in girls’ school romances in that the

boy takes the lead in romance and the girl responds passively, almost never
expressing desire for the boy herself (Christian-Smith 1990, 33-35); in this way, the
fact that Powers’ Medusa figure does not realize (consciously) that she is attracted to
Pearce, even though part of her (the snakes) does, might be seen as helping to
maintain the traditional norms to an extent too; however, it is (as often in such
romances) a story about a first experience of desire, and so this kind of self-
-realization, coming to recognize consciously for the first time desires that are present
subconsciously (in the snakes’ minds), could instead be seen as in part an exploration
of adolescent change, and a function of its being the first experience of its kind for the
protagonist. But this too is part of the typical male-dominated pattern of the romance
genre; cf. Christian-Smith (1990, 39-40): “[the genre] privileg[es] romance as the set
of relations in which heroines’ sense of their own sexuality arises and where their
knowledge of sexuality is acquired. [...] girls’ sexuality is dormant up to the moment
of romantic specialness [...]. At the juncture of the moments of romance and
specialness, the heroine becomes both sexually aware and subjected to the male power
and control underlying sexuality. This represents the heroine’s incorporation into the
power relations underlying heterosexuality [...]. This control is buttressed by the
books’ insistence that boys are the only legitimate objects of girls’ desires”. See
further Christian-Smith’s (1990, 98-116) analysis of her interviews with girl romance
readers, which demonstrates in readers identifying with fictional heroines a “tug of
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accepting of the differences or otherness that Medusa’s “monstrosity” represents
in these novels. If readers are identifying with the central character, they are
more likely to learn that they can be accepted as they are, and do not have to
change to be what schoolmates or boys expect them to be in order to gain social
or romantic acceptance.

The level of realism about sex and teenage growing pains as well as the more
positive message is reminiscent of some of the 1970s teen fiction, such as that of
Judy Blume, analyzed by Christian-Smith and others following her. But, being
written in an era in which acceptance of difference is more often promoted, it
does not reinforce, but rather seems intent on challenging, norms: the author’s
message, combined with the metaliterary references to the snakes being a symbol
of the problems Medusa experiences, suggests an overtly didactic purpose of the
book, namely to show girls who identify with Medusa’s struggles how they
might be overcome, as well as in teaching all readers to accept all the many kinds
of difference (race, ability, etc.) that this Medusa seems to represent one after
another. At the same time, because it is not made explicit that Medusa partakes
of real-world “othernesses” for which real-world readers might experience dis-
criminatory treatment (being of a different colour and wearing her special
glasses, are, on the surface, attributes of her being a Gorgon, and not direct
equivalents to these characteristics in the real world), Powers is able to explore
multiple kinds of real-world “otherness” and reasons for bullying and differential
treatment in the one figure. And because the novel’s protagonist and setting are
not quite the real world of the girl reader — Medusa does have snakes in her hair,
and can freeze others with her gaze, even though most features of both (the
protagonist and the setting) could readily be found in the real world and equally
in school fictions and teen romance novels — Powers can treat the sexual assault
and the victim-blaming and more generally misogynistic culture that it brings to
light in a somewhat safer environment, and perhaps more realistically, than
might be comfortable for some teen/YA girl readers (and for some adults who
purchase books for them), had the novel simply been set in the real world.>*

war between conventional femininity and more assertive modes” (112); and Christian-
Smith (1993a, 56-59).

In some ways, of course, even romance novels set in the real world create this kind of
safe environment for exploration of these topics: see Christian-Smith (1993a, esp. 52—
59) on teen/YA readers’ ways of and reasons for engaging with these texts: “The
novels operated at a distance from young women’s own lives and provided a comfort
zone where there were no consequences for risking all for love” (53). See above, n.
13, on learning about all aspects of dating and romance being one of the main reasons
cited by teen girl readers for enjoying formulaic romance novels, from which these
classical novels borrow several features.
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Conclusions

This pair of versions of Medusas, in many respects very similar, belong to a
small “spike” in the graph of appearances of the Gorgon in more or less similar
recent children’s and YA versions. All of them use Medusa’s monstrous or
bestial features and prodigious powers to mark her out as different, and therefore
to subject her both to her own un-confident self-perception as not “normal”, and
to the different treatment and bullying of others, or simply unpopularity, because
of that difference. Within the context of the uses of mythical beasts in children’s
literature, all of the set of Medusa stories I have read take advantage of Medusa’s
Ovidian human back-story and far more human appearance to make her less a
mythical “beast” or “monster” of the kind that might be encountered by child
protagonists in an adventure story, say, and more (almost) one of the children in
their respective fictional worlds. In this regard, Medusa’s bestial or monstrous
features are played down and/or played with, in a manner familiar from many
depictions of traditionally monstrous or bestial characters in modern children’s
literature and media (from C. S. Lewis’ friendly centaurs and fauns to Where the
Wild Things Are and Monsters, Inc.).

What is particularly interesting about this almost-human or humanoid mon-
ster Medusa is the way in which her (smaller-scale) bestial or monstrous features
are frequently used to as analogues for other kinds of difference, and consequent
different treatment — fear, bullying, shaming, and so on — which real-world chil-
dren might experience, whether that be differences of race or ethnicity, ability, or
more vague differences of appearance. (These are integrated into the actual
snake-haired and petrifying features of Medusa to a greater extent in some, such
as Being Me(dusa), and less so by others, including the Goddess Girls.) Many of
these books give the snakes characters and independent actions of their own, but
these two novels in particular use this to portray Medusa’s unconscious or
parallel consciousness, as the snakes are part of her but also have their own,
simpler minds, which experience emotions rather than articulated thoughts.

Furthermore, the placing of a teen Medusa-figure into a school fiction setting,
with these differences from her classmates and experiencing these “othering” and
discriminatory behaviours because of them, allows the authors to adapt a
standard trope of the school-fiction/teen (girls’) romance crossover genre: in
many of these stories, and especially in Medusa the Mean and Being Me(dusa),
the Gorgon’s “monstrosity” is (among other things) an analogue for a common
kind of difference which strikes or is remarked upon by female and male
classmates in different, stereotypically gendered ways; namely, her difference is
that she appears “striking” or “remarkable” in a positive, attractive sense to the
boys, and thus evokes jealous reactions in the girls, which leads to unpopularity,
bullying, and low self-esteem (particularly but not only in relation to her
appearance). In all of these texts, then, despite the classical Gorgon Medusa
seeming at first sight to be a difficult protagonist for child readers to identify
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with, in fact her quasi-humanity means that she is in some ways the ideal
mythical beast for thinking with, about some of the difficulties and differences
that modern teen/Y A fiction often wants to explore and represent.

Of the two novels focused on in this chapter, Medusa the Mean, as the rest of
the Goddess Girls series — and like the majority of the non-mythical girls’ school
novels and teen romance novels to which it owes a great deal — primarily serves
to reinforce conventional gender norms, even as it attempts to give Medusa the
Gorgon a happy ending with greater popularity and acceptance. Girls reading
teen/YA romances and identifying with the heroine in her quest for romance
learn to construct their femininity along the lines of Hélene Cixous’ (1986; cf.
Davies 1993, 159-169) set of binary oppositions, in opposition to the male
“other”, just as the myths that these classical versions of the romance genre fol-
low construct the female as the “other” to the male hero on his quest. In this way,
some revisions of the Medusa myth for girls that place Medusa at the centre as
the heroine, and yet prescribe for her the kind of romantic quest familiar from
countless teen romances, may thereby end up reinforcing norms of gender and
sexuality no less than the classical myth in which female equals “monster” and
“antagonist” to the male hero’s quest — only far more insidiously, because they
do not explicitly make her a monster, and seemingly give Medusa central im-
portance in her own life-story and quest. This is the case in the Goddess Girls’
Medusa and a feature of much of that series, but is far less a feature of Being
(Me)dusa.

Being Me(dusa), by contrast, does not portray the Gorgon as having to
change and conform to gender norms in order to “fit in” and be accepted; rather,
Medusa is accepted for who/what she is. Furthermore, this novel is the only
version I have found so far that tackles head-on the classical myth’s episode of
sexual assault by Poseidon on Medusa, and this adds another element to the
message of acceptance of difference that many of these modern versions are
more or less overtly or didactically bringing to the story: the particularly gen-
dered and sexualized bullying is because of Medusa’s attractiveness (a feature
retained from the pre-transformation Medusa in Ovid), and portrays the reactions
of Medusa’s modern (especially female) schoolmates as no less sexist in blaming
and shaming the victim than the reaction of Athena in Ovid. This draws upon
another hint already there in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, that the girl Medusa was
blamed for something that was perpetrated against rather than by her.

It is precisely by tackling the sexual assault that Being Me(dusa) explores the
misogynistic treatment of Medusas ancient and modern, as gendered bullying
and discrimination; and it is by portraying the sexual assault upon Medusa and
the subsequent “victim-blaming” and “slut-shaming” that it highlights the
prevailing, patriarchal cultures not only of ancient Greece but of modern society
and its school-yards. This novel is thus a feminist revision of the Medusa myth,
in the manner of Atwood’s Penelopiad, but aimed at tween to teen/YA girls, set
in a world and written borrowing features of sub-genres far more familiar to
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them. The choice of Medusa in this novel for teen girls, as well as the choices to
portray her “bestial” features as “otherness” of various kinds, and the treatment
they provoke as gendered, all work together in Being Me(dusa), enabling Powers
to explore difficult and sensitive topics like these in a somewhat safer way, since
the Medusa figure both is and is not like a regular girl in the real world of the
reader.
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BABETTE PUETZ

“What will happen to our honour now?”’: The Reception
of Aeschylus’ Erinyes in Philip Pullman’s
The Amber Spyglass

“My principle in researching for a novel is read like a butterfly, write like a bee”,
says Philip Pullman in his “Acknowledgements” section of The Amber Spyglass
(Pullman 2000, 549), the third and last volume of his trilogy His Dark Materials'
(1995-2000). Much has been written on the wide literary heritage that Pullman
draws on, unsurprisingly with a special focus on his use of John Milton, William
Blake, and Christian sources, but also ancient sources (e.g., Hatlen 2005; King
2005; Matthews 2005; Scott 2005; Smith 2005; Haldane 2006; Holderness 2007;
Oram 2012; Robinson 2004). However, his use of Aeschylus’ Eumenides for the
Underworld scene has been largely ignored.? The aim of this chapter is to fill this
gap, as a comparison of Pullman’s Harpies with Aeschylus’ Erinyes helps under-
stand both groups’ conversion into kindly beings and the maturation which Lyra,
the protagonist of the trilogy, undergoes in order for this change to be possible
and meaningful.

This chapter will start with a summary of Pullman’s Underworld passage, a
brief look at its ancient sources (especially the Aeneid and also the Odyssey), and
a comparison of the Erinyes and Harpies, in particular regarding their appearance
and role. It will then look at how both groups of goddesses are persuaded to
change their ways and are renamed, and at which cosmic changes are caused by
these divine conversions. Finally, the chapter will examine how Pullman
employs the Harpies to bring about Lyra’s character development and to reflect
on the use of persuasion and the act of storytelling itself.

' His Dark Materials = Trilogy of Northern Lights/The Golden Compass, The Subtle
Knife, and The Amber Spyglass.

2 Exceptions are the brief comparisons by Oram (2012, 430); Colbert (2006, 133-139);
and Syson (2017, 233-249).
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Plot Summary and the Underworld’s Description

Pullman’s His Dark Materials epic fantasy trilogy tells the story of 12-year-old
Lyra Belacqua and Will Parry, as they travel through parallel worlds. It is a
coming-of-age story in which the author draws on, but inverts John Milton’s epic
Paradise Lost, by endorsing original sin as an important part of humanity.

Lyra lives in a world similar (and parallel) to our own, but with some
differences, most importantly the great political influence of the very controlling
and oppressive Church of her world and the fact that in Lyra’s world all humans
have animal-shaped daemons, which are physical manifestations of each per-
son’s inner self. Children’s daemons shift shape until, in puberty, they settle into
a permanent form. The Church suspects a connection between the settling of a
daemon’s form and original sin (which special devices can detect in the form of
visible elementary particles, referred to as “Dust”). A faction of the Church, the
so-called Gobblers, become obsessed by the desire to find a way to stop this
process. Lyra’s mother, Mrs. Coulter, is part of this group and leads experiments
on children to separate them from their daemons before puberty in order to avoid
them being subject to original sin.

In the first book of the trilogy, Northern Lights (or The Golden Compass, in
the American edition) Lyra is given an alethiometer (a truth telling device) which
she is able to read intuitively. When she learns that the Gobblers have abducted
her friend Roger, Lyra travels to the far North in order to free him and the other
abducted children from Mrs. Coulter’s research station. Lyra and Roger then
travel to her father Asriel to give him the alethiometer, but he kills Roger and at
the same time blasts an opening into another world. In that world, Lyra meets
Will who is on the run from the police in his own world and has, by coincidence,
found his way through an opening into the same world as Lyra. Will acquires the
Subtle Knife (also the title of the second book) which enables him to cut
openings into other worlds. He and Lyra travel together until Lyra is kidnapped
by her mother. Mrs. Coulter now realizes the mortal danger the Church poses to
Lyra. The Church sees Lyra as the second Eve and plan to kill her before she can
commit original sin. Since Lyra is totally estranged from her mother, Mrs. Coul-
ter drugs her into unconsciousness to keep her against her will.

In the third and last book, The Amber Spyglass, Will rescues Lyra from her
mother and together, the two children and two Gallivespian Spies (the Chevalier
Tialys and the Lady Salmakia from the Gallivespian universe — little proud in-
formers sent by Asriel to keep an eye on the children) travel to the land of the
dead in order to find Lyra’s friend Roger, so she can apologize to him for not
saving him from Asriel, and for Will to speak to his father who died just after
they were reunited after many years of separation. When the children enter the
land of the dead, they have to undergo a painful separation from their daemons
(in Will’s case from his inner daemon). They eventually find Roger, manage to
appease the Harpies who control this realm and, with their help, create a way out
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of the Underworld through which they themselves leave and all spirits of the
dead can from then on escape the land of the dead. While the two children are in
the Underworld, Lyra’s parents destroy Metatron, the Church Authority’s
Regent, and both die in the process. When Lyra and Will free the Authority
himself, who had been kept captive by Metatron, he dies from old age.

Having escaped the Underworld, the children succeed in reuniting with their
daemons und fall in love with each other. However, they discover that they will
never be able to live together, as each can only thrive in their own native world
and all windows, except for one single exit from the Underworld, must be closed
for all worlds to stay healthy.

The Underworld in The Amber Spyglass is depicted as a gloomy and hopeless
place, a prison camp, so far below the ground that it is hard for Will to find a
spot where he can cut into an aboveground place in another world. Pullman’s
land of the dead is full of ghosts who forget their own story and identity as time
goes on. In contradiction to what the Church of Lyra’s world has been teaching
generations of humans, the same fate awaits everyone after death, no matter how
virtuous or pious they have been in life (Pullman 2000, 335-336). The
description of the Underworld as a dark, unpleasant place draws heavily on an-
cient descriptions of the Underworld, most notably Virgil’s Aeneid (6.268-899)
and also Homer’s Odyssey (11.218-222 and 488-491),? including details such as
a Charon-like ferryman and Harpies. The gloominess of Pullman’s Underworld
reminds one of Odyssey 11.488-491, where Achilles states that he would rather
live unfree and in poverty than be the king of the dead. In all three of these texts
the bodiless ghosts have a consistency like fog and cannot be touched by the
living. One significant difference is that the ancients’ belief held that some par-
ticularly heroic humans are able to avoid the Underworld and instead move to
the Isles of the Blessed, whereas in His Dark Materials one and the same fate
awaits everyone after death. Another noteworthy divergence between ancient
descriptions of the Underworld and Pullman’s Underworld is that in the modern
work there are multiple parallel worlds besides Lyra’s world and the
Underworld. This is crucial as it enables the children to cut an exit from the
world of the dead and for the ghosts to escape and float apart, becoming

Virgil’s Aeneid 6.374-375 mentions “amnemque [...] Eumenidum” — “the river of the
Eumenides”, i.e. Cocytus (cf. Pharr 1998, 331).

Graham Holderness claims that it is at this point that “we witness a transition from the
classical journey to the underworld, to the Christian Harrowing of Hell” (2007, 284).
While the passage indeed draws on this Christian theme (and subverts it), there are
also classical parallels of characters wishing to free people from the Underworld, such
as the myth of Orpheus, Euripides’ Alcestis, and even Aristophanes’ comedy The
Frogs. However, in these examples specific dead characters are to be freed, not all
dead in general. The actual setup of the Underworld is not challenged.
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part of everything.> There is no such hope for the dead in the ancient
Underworld.

One of His Dark Materials’ central topics is the fight against the oppressive
Church in Lyra’s world which uses people’s fear of death to control them. When
Lyra and Will see the horrible fate the dead have to endlessly endure, in particu-
lar being tortured by the Harpies, who remind the dead of all their bad deeds
whenever they are trying to find sleep, the two children, out of pity, decide to
free the dead. This is also the moment when Lyra and Will are shown to fall in
love (Pullman 2000, 319). It is important because Lyra and Will’s falling in love,
as well as Lyra’s resulting “Fall” are, according to a prophecy, a crucial part of
the downfall of the oppressive Church.

Names and Origins

Before comparing the Erinyes and Pullman’s Harpies, it is necessary to explain
why the two groups can be juxtaposed, despite their different names and mytho-
logical origins. Aeschylus’ play, the last part of his Oresteia trilogy, bears the
title Eumenides and in it feature the Erinyes (chthonic goddesses of revenge)
who later are renamed the Semnai or Semnai Theai (1041). Thus, in the
Oresteia, three different names are linked with these mythological figures. The
title of the play, Eumenides, never appears in the tragedy itself, as the play seems
to only have become known by this title in the late fifth century BC, by which
time the terms Eumenides and Erinyes seem to have become interchangeable.®
The name Eumenides means ‘the kindly ones’, referring to their transformation
from enforcers of blood-revenge to guardians of justice in Aeschylus’ play. It is
surprising, that, in the surviving text, Athena officially announces the Erinyes’
new name not as the Eumenides but as the Semnai Theai. In fact, the Eumenides’
cult, as described by the goddess, reminds one very much of that of the Semnai
Theai, a separate group of deities who were associated with the protection of
suppliants (Sommerstein 1989, 11). In particular, both groups of goddesses are

Their individual identity vanishes at this point. This foreshadows what eventually will
happen with Lyra and Will’s individualized love-bond (cf. Russell 2003, 70). About
the consistency of this idea with Buddhist teachings, in particular the principles of
interdependence or “interpermeation”, see Loy and Goodhew (2004, 117). In contrast,
the souls fluttering in the air described at Odyssey 11.218-222 keep their distinct
identities.

6 Cf. Euripides in his Orestes of 408, where he calls the creatures following Orestes
four times each “Eumenides” (38, 321, 836, 1650) and “Erinyes” (238, 264, 582,
1389). They are called “Eumenides” both before and after the trial in Euripides’ play
(cf. Mitchell-Boyask 2009, 24; and Sommerstein 1989, 12). Before the Orestes,
Euripides does not call them “Eumenides”, so that it is likely that the two names,
“Erinyes” and “Eumenides” were fused between 414 and 409 (cf. Sommerstein 1989,
12).
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associated with the Areopagus, live in a cave on the Acropolis, and receive
sacrifices.” Aeschylus probably was the first to identify the Semnai with the
Erinyes (ibid.).

During Aeschylus’ life, the Erinyes, Eumenides, and Semnai Theai were
associated with each other and also with similar creatures, such as the Harpies
(Mitchell-Boyask 2009, 25).% Also later, in Virgil (Aeneid 3.252), the Harpy
Celaeno calls herself “Furiarum [...] maxima”. The Harpies in Greek myth are
winged human-bird hybrids, very similar in appearance to the Erinyes (except
for the wings), and just as revolting and frightening. They are best known from
the myth of Phineus whose food they spoil as a punishment until the Boreads
Zetes and Calais drive them off.? The close association of both is obvious when
the Erinyes are compared to “female creatures robbing Phineus of his dinner” at
Eumenides 50-51.

As the names of such similar monsters were used somewhat interchangeably
already in Antiquity and these two groups have such striking similarities, it is
worth comparing Aeschylus’ Erinyes and Pullman’s Harpies. Employing the
Erinyes would not work well for Pullman’s story, because they are goddesses of
revenge. Pullman for his story needed permanent residents in the Underworld!°
who would torment the ghost of any deceased, no matter how he or she behaved
in life.

The Aeneid and the Libation Bearers as Pullman’s Sources

Lyra and her companions encounter the Harpies almost immediately after
landing on the shore of the land of the dead, even before they can pass through
the doorway into the Underworld proper (Pullman 2000, 304-308). A Harpy
flies at them, screams, and derides them, including a grotesque mock-kiss (305).
Pullman’s Harpy-scene clearly alludes to Aeneid 3.211-262: Virgil’s Harpies
swoop down on the human visitors. Their screeching, stench, and the way they
instil fear and hopelessness are emphasized. They cannot be wounded. However,
as opposed to Pullman’s nameless Harpies, Virgil’s main Harpy has a name

7 A difference is that the Semnai Theai are mostly known for giving sanctuary to

suppliants (Mitchell-Boyask 2009, 25).
8 Cf. also Eisenhut (1979, 640-641, s.v. “Furiae”) about the common confusion in
Antiquity of similar creatures.
9 Cf. Apollonius of Rhodes, Argonautica 2.178-300: here the foul stench the Harpies
pour over Phineus’ food is emphasized (2.191). Aeschylus has dramatized this myth
in a play produced in 472 (with Persians), cf. Sommerstein (1989, 90). As to its
etymology, Harpy comes from apndlw — ‘seize’, fitting this myth well (Sauer 1979,
944-945, s.v. “Harpyien”).
The Erinyes appear above ground but threaten to pursue Orestes even into the
Underworld (Eumenides 175 and 267-268).
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(Celaeno) and — in contrast to Pullman’s Harpies who turn out to be eager to
listen to stories — Celaeno gives Aeneas a grim prophecy.

In Pullman’s book, the main Harpy’s threat to torture Will’s mother with
nightmares (Pullman 2000, 305) exemplifies what they do to the ghosts of the
dead: torturing them with intense feelings of guilt and shame. Here the Harpy
pounces upon Will’s guilt of having abandoned his mentally ill mother. The idea
of torturing people, as well as their relatives, by means of their feelings of guilt
and nightmares closely resemble Orestes’ frightful visions of the Erinyes at the
end of Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers, the second part of his trilogy, after he has
committed matricide.

Pullman’s description of the Harpies in his Amber Spyglass draws heavily on
the depiction of the Harpies in the Underworld in Aeneid book 6.!' In both
works, the Harpies are found at the doors of the Underworld (Virgil, Aeneid
6.286; Pullman 2000, 304). While Pullman foregrounds the Harpies as the only
creatures instilling fear in the land of the dead, in the Aeneid they are one of a
number of terrifying monsters. The most important difference is that in Virgil,
the Harpies (and the other monsters in the Underworld) are just bodiless phan-
toms (“tenuis sine corpore vitas”, 6.292), whereas in Pullman they can physically
attack the children and, when one of them (accidentally) tears a clump of hair out
of Lyra’s scalp with her claw, she draws blood (Pullman 2000, 307). Thus, here
they are a physical threat as well as a psychological one. That they are physical
beings, however, later makes it possible for one of them to save Lyra from a fall,
which shows their conversion to helpful beings.

Physical Appearance of Pullman’s Harpies and the Ancient Erinyes

Once the children and the two Gallivespians have crossed through the doorway
into the land of the dead (304), a single Harpy approaches, which allows the
children a detailed look at her revolting appearance. She is described as follows:

A great bird the size of a vulture, with the face and the breasts of a woman. [...]
her face was smooth and unwrinkled, but aged beyond even the age of witches:!?
she had seen thousands of years pass, and the cruelty and misery of all of them
had formed the hateful expression on their features, [...] repulsive [...]. Her eye-
-sockets were clotted with filthy slime, and the redness of her lips was caked and
crusted as if she had vomited ancient blood again and again. Her matted, filthy
black hair hung down to her shoulders; her jagged claws gripped the stone fierce-

I Therefore, Oram’s statement is incorrect when he writes that “classical writers do not

associate them with the underworld” (2012, 426).

This combination of old and young recalls the ambiguity of how Aeschylus’ Erinyes
were presented on stage, as young (yet frightening) or old females, cf. Revermann
(2008, 243-244).

12
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ly; her powerful dark wings were folded along her back, [...] a drift of putrescent
stink wafted from her every time she moved. (Pullman 2000, 304)

Also “her hair stood out from her head like a crest of serpents” (306). Like
Aeschylus’ Erinyes, Pullman’s Harpies are relentless and undefeatable by physi-
cal force (ibid.).

The Erinyes are frequently mentioned throughout Aeschylus’ Oresteia. In the
Agamemnon, the first part of the trilogy, they are only talked about (59, 463, 645,
748, 991, 1119, 1190, 1433, 1580). At the end of the Libation Bearers, after
Orestes has killed his mother and the chorus has praised him for liberating Ar-
gos, the Erinyes appear to Orestes, but they are visible only to him. He cries out
in terror, describing them as “hideous women, looking like Gorgons clad in dark-
-grey tunics and thickly wreathed with serpents” (Libation Bearers 1048-
1050),"* his “mother’s wrathful hounds” (1054), and that “they are dripping a
loathsome fluid [or blood — B. P.]'* from their eyes” (Libation Bearers 1058; cf.
Sommerstein 2008, 348-349). In the Eumenides, finally, the Erinyes become the
visible, very involved chorus of the play, acting as Orestes’ prosecutors. In this
way, Aeschylus uses the Erinyes to visualize “the process of bringing hidden
fearful things into the light of consciousness”, as Helen H. Bacon remarks (2001,
57). At the beginning of the play, the Pythia describes the three!® sleeping
Erinyes in similar words to Orestes:

In front of this man there is an extraordinary band of women, asleep, sitting on
chairs — no, I won’t call them women, but Gorgons; but then I can’t liken their
form to that of Gorgons either. I did once see before now, in a painting, female
creatures robbing Phineus of his dinner; these ones, though, it is plain to see, don’t
have wings, and they are black and utterly nauseating. They are pumping out
snores that one doesn’t dare come near, and dripping a loathsome drip from their
eyes. And their attire is one that it’s not proper to bring either before the images of
the gods or under the roofs of men. (Eumenides 46-56)

13 All the quotes from Oresteia are translated by Alan H. Sommerstein in Aeschylus

(2008).

In another version of the text — 1058 ctdlovot vipa Burges: otéovoty aipa M, cf.
Garvie (1986, 46).

Line 140 shows that there are probably three Erinyes present, definitely not fewer,
probably no more. This is the number that will become canonical, as seen at
Euripides, Orestes 408 and 1650. Should the number already have been canonical in
Aeschylus’ time, the entire chorus of Erinyes, which will soon appear on stage, would
have been a surprise for the audience (Sommerstein 2008, 362, n. 22). In Pullman’s
Amber Spyglass, there are one hundred and one Harpies (2000, 306), but only one
(No-Name) directly interacts with the children. The novel is not confined by the
restrictions of a theatrical space, so it can show a much larger number of characters.
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The Pythia apparently finds it hard to describe the Erinyes. The comparison to
Gorgons echoes Orestes’ description in The Libation Bearers (1048-1050) and is
made because of their frightening faces and snake-hair. The reference to Phineus
points to the Harpies, as mentioned above. “Black” would denote both their dark
faces and their black clothes (cf. Euripides, Electra 1345 and Orestes 321 and
408), i.e. mourning attire, which one would not wear in a temple, especially not
one of Apollo (Sommerstein 2008, 361, ns. 19 and 21). The reason why people
would not want to come close to their snore could refer to the terrifying sound,
their smell, or both (ibid., n. 20).

Aeschylus focuses on certain aspects of their appearance and character,
especially their vengefulness and mercilessness. As his editor and commentator,
Alan H. Sommerstein, remarks:

[...] avengers of murder, perjury and other grave wrongs, who might exact their
vengeance from the wrongdoer himself or from his descendants [...], guardians of
dikm in the broadest sense, in the natural as well as the social universe. They could
be thought of as the embodiment of a curse; they could be thought of as the
causers of that ruinous mental blindness called . (1989, 9)

They especially were on the side of the elderly, in particular parents treated badly
by their children. When we hear about their appearance elsewhere (e.g., Virgil,
Aeneid 12.846-848; Ovid, Metamorphoses 454, 475, 492-498), they are asso-
ciated with serpents. Despite their horrific ways, it is assumed that they are nec-
essary to maintain an ordered society (cf. specifically Eumenides 490-565).

Aeschylus, for thematic and dramatic reasons, restricts the Erinyes’ area of
interest to punishing family murders. They also represent the side of females and
the importance of blood ties in the Eumenides. According to Pausanias (1.28.6),
Aeschylus made the Erinyes look physically much more revolting than earlier
sources; in particular, he added the snakes in their hair.!®

It is striking that Pullman (2000, 304) takes up the detail of the dripping eyes
from the Eumenides. Aeschylus’ text is uncertain here. Are the eyes dripping
with blood: ctdlovow oipo as ms. [manuscript] M writes, or, more generally,
with a fluid: otdlovol vapa as George Burges emendates (in Garvie’s edition,
1986, see n. 14 above)? There is no specific reason why the Erinyes’ eyes should
be dripping blood here, but ms. M’s reading works well, as bloodshot eyes are
associated with madness (cf. Agamemnon 1428; Euripides, Heracles 933). This
image closely links the Erinyes with Clytaemnestra as a murderess whose
bloodshot eyes are specifically mentioned after she has killed Agamemnon

16 Their gruesome appearance allegedly even made pregnant women in the audience

suffer miscarriages, according to an anecdote preserved in the Vita Aeschyli 1.30-32,
cf. Pollux 4.110 (cf. Revermann 2008, 244).
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(Agamemnon 1428).'7 The idea that a murderer’s deed is reflected in the blood in
their eyes is, elsewhere in tragedy, associated with the avengers of murder (cf.
Euripides, Orestes 256, and Andromache 978, and Garvie 1986, 347-348, ad
Libation Bearers 1057-1058). Aeschylus goes one step further and actually has
blood dripping out of the eyes, a striking image which emphasizes their
frightening appearance.

Seeing the Worst in Everyone

The eyes are important, for the Erinyes and Harpies are able to see into everyone
and discern the worst things they have ever done.'® Lyra’s friend Roger, who
now is a ghost in the Underworld, reports:

[...] this is a terrible place, Lyra, it’s hopeless, there’s no change when you’re
dead, and them bird-things... You know what they do? They wait till you're
resting — you can’t never sleep properly, you just sort of doze — and they come up
quiet beside you and they whisper all the bad things you ever did when you was
alive, so you can’t forget ‘em. They know all the worst things about you. They
know how to make you feel horrible, just thinking of all the stupid things and bad
things you ever did. And all the greedy and unkind thoughts you ever had, they
know ‘em all, and they shame you up and they make you feel sick with yourself...
But you can’t get away from ‘em. (Pullman 2000, 323)

The Harpies themselves explain how they gained this position:

Thousands of years ago, when the first ghosts came down here, the Authority
gave us the power to see the worst in everyone, and we have fed on the worst ever
since, till our blood is rank with it and our very hearts are sickened.

But still, it was all we had to feed on. It was all we had. (331)

Note that the Harpies in The Amber Spyglass feel nourished by the terrible things
they see in the ghosts. In classical myth and literature Harpies defile food. In
Pullman, they “defile emotional food — one’s sense of personal worth and the

17 See Rabinowitz (1981, 179) on the depiction of Aeschylus’ Clytaemnestra as an
Erinys.

18 Lyra’s separation from her daemon is particularly painful because she is able to see
him, reminding one of the myth of Orpheus. In the Underworld, shapes lose their
clearly definable edges (Pullman 2000, 264) and the colours fade. Pullman here
moves away from black-and-white images, such as Heaven and Hell, challenging
tradition (cf. Leet 2005; cf. also Greenwell 2010, 112). Salmakia (one of the
Gallivespian spies in The Amber Spyglass) explains that this fading is caused by the
ghosts’ fading consciousness after death. Wood (2001, 248) moreover rightly notes
the association of eyes and knowledge.
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value of one’s experience” (Oram 2012, 427). They “do the work of an over-
scrupulous conscience” (ibid.), but this gives the Harpies some sense of ful-
filment, even though their “hearts are sickened” (Pullman 2000, 331).

Aeschylus’ Erinyes, in contrast, feel outraged by the horrible things they see
(cf. Eumenides 174—177 and 622-624). They do not need any special insight into
Orestes’ character, as the mere fact that he has killed his mother — no matter what
his motivations were or that he acted on divine orders — demands that the Erinyes
torment him. They follow him from Delphi to Athens where Athena takes pity
on him. She leads a special court hearing, with Orestes claiming his innocence,
arguing that he was instructed by the god Apollo to kill his mother to avenge his
father Agamemnon, and the FErinyes demanding that he be punished for
matricide with no excuses permitted. The jury is unable to reach a verdict, so
Athena casts the deciding vote for Orestes’ acquittal (Eumenides 752-753). The
enraged Erinyes threaten to take vengeance on Athens, but eventually are per-
suaded by Athena to change and become kindly beings who are honoured by the
Athenians.

Lyra also engages with the Harpies, concentrating on the main one. The
polite way in which she asks the Harpy, “Lady, what’s your name?” (Pullman
2000, 306), recalls the respectful way in which Athena speaks to the Erinyes in
Eumenides. For example, at Eumenides 825, she calls them “goddesses” (cf. also
Podlecki 1989, 185, ad Eumenides 825) and, at Eumenides 882—-884, she says,
“[S]o that you may never say that you, an ancient goddess [06g0¢g maiowd, 883],
are wandering in dishonour [dtylog, 884], banished from this land by me, young
as I am [veotépog énod, 882]”, stressing her respect for the older age of the
Erinyes. Compare also Eumenides 848—850 where Athena apologizes for giving
advice to the Erinyes, even though they are older and therefore wiser. In the end,
the Erinyes do listen to Athena’s advice. Similarly, Pullman’s Harpy is very
interested in Lyra’s offer to tell a story, but when she notices that she is lying,
she angrily flies at her, yelling “Liar”, which sounds almost like the girl’s name
(Pullman 2000, 307-308).

When Lyra tells the true story of her life, the Harpies listen, “spellbound”
(331), but they are angry about Will trying to cut an exit out of the Underworld
and they make a threat:

[...] we shall hurt and defile and tear and rend every ghost that comes through, and
we shall send them mad with fear and remorse and self-hatred. This is a wasteland
now; we shall make it a hell! (332)

Food and Feasting

The reference to defiling is a clear allusion to the Harpies of ancient myth
defiling food. It appears rather surprisingly here, as we have not heard of Pull-
man’s Harpies physically defiling anything. It may be a metaphor referring to
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psychological torture. The Harpies’ faces are “eager and hungry and suffused
with the lust for misery” (ibid.), “hungry” being another food metaphor,
reminding the reader of the stories which “feed” the ghosts (330) and also how
the Harpies “feed” on seeing the worst in every person (331; see above).
Moreover, it foreshadows the Harpies talking about being nourished by Lyra’s
true account of her life: “Because it was nourishing. Because it was feeding us”
(332).”

The topic of food and feasting, albeit in a perverted form, is also central to
the myth underlying the story of the Oresteia, starting with Thyestes’ children
being fed to their father, followed by Iphigenia being sacrificed “like a goat”
(Agamemnon 232) and Agamemnon slaughtered like an ox in a sacrifice
(Agamemnon 1126 and 1384-1387), followed by Cassandra. These examples
show the connection of food with sacrifice. Orestes sacrifices his mother to the
ghost of Agamemnon, after which the Erinyes see Orestes as their consecrated
victim (Eumenides 304, also 325-327). They actually refer to him as food
(Booknua 302, Bookdv 266) and are keen to devour him alive (264-268, 305).
These sacrificial ritual violations are symbolic for communal disruption (Bacon
2001, 49).2° But sacrifice is also part of the victory celebrations when the Erinyes
have been converted and are to be installed in their new home (Eumenides 1006
and 1037).

Telling the Truth

It is of particular importance that Lyra is telling the truth now, when through all
of the trilogy so far she has been shown to fare so well by telling lies. “True” in
the context of this work does not refer to verifiable fact, but to narrations
containing experiences which the storytellers themselves have had. In retelling
them, “the stories serve as creative indicators of a portion of reality” (Colas
2005, 47). Lyra is the ultimate storyteller, as is also reflected in her name: Lyra
sounds both like “lyre” with its connections of lyric narration and like “liar”.
Lying is Lyra’s fail-proof way to achieve her goals, until she learns a lesson from
the Harpies during her katabasis.

True storytelling acquires a wider significance in The Amber Spyglass. When
Mary?! is advised by one of the ghosts, exiting the Underworld, to “[t]ell them

Cf. also the mention of food in Mary’s story of Marzipan which serves as the catalyst
to Lyra’s “Fall”, as well as in the scene of the “Fall” itself, which, in obvious allusion
to Adam and Eve, includes consuming small red fruit (Pullman 2000, 467-469 and
491-492).

The idea of food is also possibly included in the corrupt line 523, about nourishing
one’s heart with (beneficial) fear.

Mary is a former nun turned scientist from Will’s world and one of the wisest
characters in the novel, as well as one of Lyra’s mother figures. She is at this point

20
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stories [...]. You must tell them true stories” (Pullman 2000, 455), she misinter-
prets “them” to refer to Lyra and Will. When she tells them about her romantic
encounter which made her give up being a nun, she does not do so in her role as
the “snake”, which is mentioned in a prophecy about Lyra as the “second Eve”,
i.e. to tempt Lyra and Will, but because the story fits the questions they have
asked her about being a nun. Hence it is a true story, in the sense that it is Mary’s
retelling of her own life experience (cf. Colas 2005, 60-61). That Mary tells
them this story is crucial for the development of Pullman’s story, since it is the
catalyst for Lyra’s prophesied “Fall” as the second Eve and the end of the
Church.?? Mary’s rejection of monastic life signals that she prefers to focus on
enjoying life on earth, rather than hoping for rewards after death, which also is a
lesson that Lyra learns from the Harpies and one of the central messages of
Pullman’s novel.

When the Harpies hear Lyra’s gripping true story, they realize that listening
to true life experiences, i.e. those which involve the living body, nourishes them.
These stories give them much more to feed on than memories of bad deeds. They
notice that they have been taken in by the lies of the Church, which has used
them to control people by fear, even ghosts after death. As Zsofi Anna Koller
notes, “lies for power [...] construct the walls of suffering in Pullman’s land of
the dead”, but truth can create openings for liberation (2004, 105 and 110; cf.
also Oram 2012, 430). This is also expressed in the Bible quotation which
Pullman chose to precede this very chapter (Pullman 2000, 321, ch. 23): “And ye
shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).

The Bargain

Tialys, on behalf of Lyra, makes a bargain with the Harpies. They will have the
right to hear the true life story of each dead person before they let them leave.
The Harpies, however, decide that it is not enough. They still need a task, a
place, and honour. The Harpies’ speaker, No-Name, explains:

We had a task under the old dispensation. We had a place and a duty. We fulfilled
the Authority’s commands diligently, and for that we were honoured. Hated and
feared, but honoured too. What will happen to our honour now? Why should the
ghosts take any notice of us, if they can simply walk out into the world again? We

living with the Mulefa in the same parallel world into which the ghosts exit from the
Underworld.

Pullman here seems to play with different interpretations of the biblical Mary. In
some Christian interpretations, going back to the Church Fathers, Mary is seen as “the
second Eve” who — as opposed to the first Eve — resists temptation and sin. In
Pullman, the character called Mary is assigned the role of the snake and Lyra is called
“second Eve”, however, the results of Lyra’s temptation are positive for humankind.

22
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have our pride, and you should not let that be dispensed with. We need an
honourable place! We need a duty and a task to do, that will bring us the respect
we deserve! (Pullman 2000, 333; emphasis in the original)

This speech is very similar to the Erinyes’ worries in Eumenides. After Orestes
has been acquitted and both he and Apollo have left the stage, the chorus is alone
with Athena. The Erinyes complain about their treatment:

&ym 6 dtipog a telava, Papbkotog,

&v y@ e, Qed,

0V 10V avtimevon

pebeioa Kapdiog, otaraypov ybovi

dpopov' (Eumenides 780-784 = 810-814%3)

And I, wretched that I am, am dishonoured, grievously angry,
releasing poison, poison,

from my heart to cause grief in revenge

in this land — ah! —

a drip falling on the land such that it cannot bear!

The term dg@opov can mean both ‘unendurable’ and ‘producing infertility’
(Sommerstein 2008, 453, n. 161). The Erinyes threaten to poison both the land
and the people of Athens in revenge (as Apollo had already feared at Eumenides
729-730). They feel that they are the laughing-stock of the citizens of Athens
and have been treated unbearably by them (789-790 and 819-820). They com-
plain again about being dishonoured (dtietov, 839 and 872) and that the trickery
of the gods has sundered them from their age-old privileges and made them into
nothing (845-846 and 879-880). Their earlier worries regarding their loss of
honour seem to have come true (cf. 227 where they forbid Apollo to “try and cut
down my privileges by [his] talk”). At Eumenides 892 they ask Athena where
they shall live, at 894 they again ask about their honour and at 902 they ask
about their task. These are the same concerns as Pullman’s Harpies have.

In both works, the transformation of the feared creatures does not take place
by physical force but by persuasion. The Gallivespian’s tempting proposals
together with the appeal of Lyra’s true life story lead the Harpies to agree to their
new role as kindly Underworld guides after only a brief period of resistance.
Both the Harpies and Erinyes are depicted acting as independent units. The Har-
pies have so far served the Authority of the Church because it offered them a
place and a task, however unpleasant it may have been. When they are offered a
more positive role with possibly even greater honours attached to it, they show
no loyalty to the Church, but decide to accept their new task. Aeschylus’ Erinyes
support Zeus “as guardians and enforcers of those laws that are an essential part
of the cosmic order” (Bacon 2001, 50). However, in Orestes’ trial they do not

23 The lines 780-784 have exactly the same wording as the lines 810-814.
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take Zeus’ side. That said, unlike Pullman’s Harpies, the Erinyes are part of a
group of formerly powerful, but now subdued divinities, the chthonic gods, i.e.
the conflict between uranic and chthonic strongly influences their outlook, as
well as the opposition of male and female, a theme which runs through the entire
Oresteia. Agamemnon was commanded by the male god Zeus — an order
opposed by the goddess Artemis (Agamemnon 134-138)** — to kill his daughter
in order to be able to launch the male military campaign to Troy to avenge his
brother. Clytaemnestra then murders her husband to avenge her daughter.
Orestes is ordered by the male god Apollo to kill his mother, and he is then
pursued by the female Erinyes and defended by Apollo himself in a trial which
centres around the question of whether the mother or the father is the real parent
of a child (cf. also Goldhill 2004, 38).

The Erinyes are somewhat harder to persuade than the Harpies, as they feel
dishonoured by the more powerful but younger Olympian gods (cf., e.g., Eu-
menides 845-846) represented by Apollo, Orestes’ defender. Athena is the only
one who can bridge these gaps, having both male and female traits.”> Athena is
also visually linked to the Erinyes through her aegis showing a Gorgon’s head
which she wears in depictions in art and also apparently in this play (Eumenides
404; cf. also Rynearson 2013, 16—17). The Erinyes were compared to Gorgons
by Orestes (Libation Bearers 1048) and the Priestess of Delphi (Eumenides 48).
Athena is a strong, persuasive, fierce female who possesses many traits asso-
ciated with ancient Greek males. Also Clytaemnestra’s strength of character dis-
plays qualities typically associated with males; and Athena’s similarities to
Clytaemnestra have been pointed out by critics.?® Athena’s fierceness, strength of
character, determination, intelligence, craftiness, eloquence, and persuasiveness
are furthermore strongly mirrored in Lyra’s character, the differences being that
Lyra is mortal (a fact that is emphasized when she meets her own death) as well
as her young age, inexperience, impulsive behaviour, and less rational, more
emotional way of approaching problems. However, the similarities are obvious
and it is striking how both these strong female characters (Athena and Lyra)
manage, through their powers of persuasion and by offering a task and honour to
the Harpies and Erinyes, to convert them into benign powers and fundamentally
change the worlds Lyra and Athena live in. The two characters are also alike in
that, instead of choosing to side with one of the two opposing forces, they both
go an alternative way.

24 Por a discussion of the problematic interpretation of the portent of the fall of Troy and

Artemis’ anger in this passage see Lawrence (1976, 97-110).

25 Cf. Mitchell-Boyask (2009, 32-33), for a discussion of the Olympian goddess
Athena’s similarities to the Erinyes and Goldhill (2004, 39) on her male and female
characteristics. See also Rynearson (2013, 17-18), who quotes Zeitlin (1996, 103) on
the topic.

26 Cf. Goldhill (2004, 41), who refers to Winnington-Ingram (1983).
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The powers of persuasion of both these strong females are pivotal for the turning
points in their stories. Lyra, through her persuasion of the Harpies and freeing of
the ghosts, deals a fatal blow to the Church. In the Eumenides, it is not the trial
itself, but rather Athena’s persuasion of the Erinyes, which brings the tragic
trilogy to its positive conclusion. Her persuasion has been called “the only
weapon that can justify the Olympian victory and make it permanent”
(Rabinowitz 1981, 181). Athena even begins her speech to the Erinyes with the
words “Let me persuade you” (éupoil miBecBe, Eumenides 794). Thus, Athena
transforms the tragic trilogy’s earlier, negative uses of persuasion into a positive
power.?” In the Agamemnon and Libation Bearers, the plot of revenge progresses
through persuasion (cf. Agamemnon 205-217 and 905-957; Libation Bearers
899-903), but in the Eumenides it is persuasion which brings about
reconciliation (cf. also Goldhill 2004, 54).

It takes Athena several attempts to persuade the Erinyes to change their ways
(Eumenides 794-915), using rational arguments, bribes, and even a hint of a
threat (826-828), as well as phrasing her offer more specifically in each of her
appeals. She offers them a new home, close to her own temple, below the
Acropolis, the “most ‘national’ of Athens’ shrines” (Sommerstein 2008, 460,
n. 168; Conacher 1987, 171; Eumenides 833, 854-855, 916, 1022-1026),%
increased honour in the cult of the Semnai (804-807, 834-836, 856-857,
especially processions, see verse 856; and sacrifices, see verse 1037), and the
role of judges and punishers of wrongdoing. It has been noted that Athena’s
persuasive language contains notable elements of amatory persuasion,
particularly in the expressions peilypo and Oeixtipov (‘charm’ and
‘enchantment’, 886; cf. also the Erinyes’ answer at 900) and earlier, when
Athena portrayed the Erinyes as excluded lovers (épacbnoecfe, 852; cf.
Rynearson 2013, 4-5, 11-13, also 14-15).2° This is echoed in the praise and
kisses which the main Harpy receives from Lyra after saving her from falling
into an abyss, while trying to find the best place to cut the opening out of the
Underworld (see below).

The Harpies’ new task will be to guide the ghosts of the dead to the opening,
in exchange for true stories. It is stressed that only the Harpies as “the guardians
and the keepers” of the Underworld are able to do this task (Pullman 2000, 334),

27 Cf. Rabinowitz (1981, 183); Sommerstein (1989, 255, ad Eumenides 885); Podlecki
(1989, 187, ad Eumenides 885); Buxton (1982, 104-109); and Rosenmeyer (1982,
350-351).

28 Cf. also Sommerstein (1989, 255, ad Eumenides 855) who points out that Aeschylus

seems to envisage their shrine as being directly below the Acropolis, i.e. as close as

possible to Athena, even though the actual sanctuary of the Semnai was closer to the

Areopagus than the Acropolis.

Rynearson notes the threat inherent in Athena’s portrayal of the Erinyes as excluded

lovers, too. On the amatory language used here, cf. Buxton (1982, 111) and

Rynearson (2013, 11-15).
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thus they will keep the Underworld as their place to live. The fact that it is not a
new place nor close to a politically and religiously important place, is different
from the Erinyes moving under the Acropolis, but both of these places are un-
derground.

Changing into Kindly Ones

In both works these foul creatures are persuaded to change their ways and
become kind and helpful beings instead. In the Oresteia, the Erinyes develop
from angry embodiments of revenge into the “civilizing force of the protector of
order” (Mitchell-Boyask, 2009, 26; cf. also Sommerstein 1989, 10, n. 37). The
Erinyes’ positive future role is based on the idea of beneficial fear. This is
distinct from the paralyzing fear they used to instil in their victims, such as
Orestes, and said to be necessary for a just society (Eumenides 517-525, 690-
703, and also Agamemnon 13-15; cf. Bacon 2001, 56; cf. also Sommerstein
1989, 176, ad Eumenides 520-521). Both the transformed Erinyes and Harpies
are no longer ‘unappeasable’ (dvomapryopotr, 384), but open to propitiation
through sacrifices or, in the case of Pullman’s Harpies, through true stories.
Their transformation is not a total one,® something that becomes visually
apparent because, even though the Erinyes receive new robes (Eumenides 1028—
1029),3! it is stressed that their faces are still frightening (990) and avenging
wrongs remains their duty (928-937, 954-955). Both retain the capability to
judge and punish — the Erinyes wrongdoing, the Harpies lying or people who do
not have stories to tell them because they have not lived life to the fullest. How-
ever, the Harpies will no longer judge the dead by their sins.

New Names

Their transformation is strikingly shown in their new names. In Aeschylus, all
the Erinyes are renamed as a group,* but in Pullman only one Harpy. It is likely
that the Erinyes were renamed by Athena in a lacuna after verse 1027. According
to the play’s hypothesis and Harpocration, s.v. Edpevideg (Suda €3581), Athena
suggested that they should now be called the Eumenides. This, however, is
probably incorrect as the goddesses below the Acropolis were seemingly not

30 Cf. Rynearson (2013, 6, n. 5) for further, supportive scholarly opinions on the matter.

31 These purple robes are a foil to the ones which Clytaemnestra laid down for
Agamemnon, which were a sign of his impending bloody death.

32 In Aeschylus no individual Erinys is given a name, but at Sophocles (fr. 743 TrGF)
one seems to be called Teiso (Teisiphone), cf. Sommerstein (2008, 362, n. 22). This is
a fitting name, teiocw being the future form of tivw — ‘take revenge’ (LSJ, s.v. tive
11.3). Cf. Aeschylus, Libation Bearers 310 and 313 where the chorus uses this verb
when they sing of blood revenge.
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named the Eumenides until approximately 410 BC (cf. Sommerstein 1989, 12).
The cult which Athena is shown to establish for the Erinyes in the tragedy would
have been known to the spectators as that of the Semnai, which is what they are
called at 1041. It is unlikely that here, at the very conclusion of the play, they
were suddenly and unexpectedly named Semnai (meaning ‘august’, ‘revered’,
‘holy’), so it has been convincingly proposed that in the earlier lacuna this name
was used (cf. Sommerstein 1989, ad Eumenides 1027).

In The Amber Spyglass the renaming of the main Harpy is foregrounded and
important, as it is the only thing that outwardly changes when the Harpies take
on their new role. Just before Lyra offers the Harpies to tell them a story, she
finds out that the main Harpy’s name is No-Name (Pullman 2000, 306-307).
After the Harpies’ conversion and No-Name’s rescue of Lyra from falling into an
abyss,3* the girl embraces and kisses the Harpy, the ghosts bless her, and Tialys
and Salmakia praise her, “calling her the saviour of them all, generous one, bles-
sing her kindness” (379, my emphasis). Their transformation into kind beings
strongly echoes the idea of the Erinyes’ conversion in Aeschylus and the title of
the play Eumenides — The Kindly Ones. Lyra thanks No-Name by giving her a
proper name: “Gracious Wings”. It was the Harpy’s wings which enabled her to
fly after Lyra and save the girl from falling into the abyss. “Gracious”
foregrounds her kindness, making it sound almost as if the Harpy had an
elevated or even divine status (OED, s.v., 2c and 4). It also echoes the clumsy
wings mentioned earlier in the passage (Pullman 2000, 314: “Her wings beat
clumsily, and she only just made the turn”), hinting at an outwardly change of
the Harpy’s movement after her conversion to a helpful being and also, possibly,
that there has always been a hidden positive side to the Harpies. This idea is
prepared when the children notice that the Harpies only fly and scream at them,
they do not actually touch them. They realize that when one of the Harpies
ripped a clump of hair out of Lyra’s head (307), this was not done on purpose
(314).

Cosmic Changes

Both conversions generate cosmic changes. The triumph of the Olympian gods
and rationality over the chthonic gods and the system of blood-revenge, which
the Erinyes embodied, leads to the installation of just courts of law, in which
persuasion and justice prevail. With fear of punishment after death abandoned,
the oppressive Church of Lyra’s world loses its power. In this way, Will and
Lyra’s achievement in the Underworld turns out to be even more important in
defeating the Church than the physical battle between both sides which rages

33 This abyss “creates a vacuum for Dust, which gives consciousness to the world”, and

so is symbolic of the Church’s attempt to gain power in Lyra’s world (Koller 2004,
80).
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above ground while the children are in the land of the dead, and in which the
children, when they leave the Underworld, play no central part.

Conclusion

In The Amber Spyglass, Pullman places aspects of Aeschylus’ Eumenides in a
new and provoking context, employing the Harpies, with their strong
resemblance of Aeschylus’ Erinyes, as catalysts for Lyra’s ethical development
as well as to advance the story of the downfall of the Church further towards its
conclusion. Pullman uses the image of the Underworld to show the emptiness of
power and he uses the Harpies, based on the Erinyes, to symbolize the possibility
of freedom through determination, kindness, truth, and living life to the fullest.>*
As he remarks through the words of Will’s father, “We have to build the republic
of heaven where we are, because for us there is no elsewhere” (Pullman 2000,
382, also 548). Moreover, both authors use these groups of frightening beings to
depict the ultimate “other”, playing with their readers’ or theatre audiences’
ancestral fears by painting a portrait of utterly frightful and revolting creatures,
only to prove that it is possible to convert it into a picture of kindness and
helpfulness, if persuasion and truth are used instead of violence and if a fair
bargain is proposed. The “other” can be integrated (to a certain extent) into the
human community and they can even benefit each other. A difference between
both texts, caused by the historical context in which these works were created
and the societies for which they are written, is that Aeschylus advocates bene-
ficial fear as the foundation of a just society, whereas Pullman’s message is to
enjoy life here and now, without any fear of punishment (in this case after
death). Here Pullman updates ancient values to fit his contemporary context.

As we have seen, there are parallels in the roles of characters in both works.
I have in some detail discussed the similarities and differences of the ancient
Erinyes and Pullman’s Harpies, who, with a promise of new tasks and increased
honour, are persuaded to change into kindly beings. Athena and Lyra have simi-
lar qualities and both use persuasion to change the worlds in which they live.
One could possibly also vaguely see Will mirroring Orestes, as it is he who is
mostly tortured by the Harpies, also about his mother, and he, too, is wanted for
murder, also against his will, though of a male stranger and by accident. The
Gallivespians slightly resemble Apollo insofar as they defend and speak on be-
half of the children, but with the great difference that they help to come to an
agreement with the Harpies, whereas Apollo alienates and infuriates the Erinyes
and leaves before Athena makes her appeals to them.

The Harpies teach Lyra about “the necessity of evolving a true and creative
imagination, as distinct from a fanciful one” (Lenz and Scott 2005, 7, emphasis
in the original). In this way, Pullman employs the Harpies to comment and

34 On the Underworld and falseness of power see Koller (2004, 83 and 100).
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reflect on the process of storytelling itself. Lyra learns that “the richness of her
real life is greater than any she can imagine, and that truth is more compelling
than lies” (Frost 2006, 275). His Dark Materials, as a coming-of-age story, thus
uses the Harpies as a catalyst for Lyra’s maturation and character development.
She learns about the power of truth, which is more persuasive than lies, and the
triumph of persuasion over physical force. Athena, the goddess of wisdom and
rationality, also demonstrates this in Aeschylus’ Eumenides.

A story can only persuade if it contains enough truth, as Lyra learns. Pullman
is known for his view that fantasy authors need to keep this in mind in order to
create believable characters. To achieve this, Pullman insists on a psychological
connection of fantasy and real life (Pullman 2002) — an example being Lyra, who
lives in a fantasy world but whose psychology is very much based in our reality.
Phrased differently, to quote Susan Cooper, “in ‘realistic’ fiction, the escape and
encouragement come from a sense of parallel: from finding a true and
recognizable portrait of real life” (1981, 14-15; cf. also Hunt 2005, 165; Oram
2012, 429-430). Pullman flags this message by employing the quote by Byron,
preceding chapter 21, which is entitled The Harpies: “1 hate things all fiction...
there should always be some foundation of fact...”.?

The act of storytelling is a central topic of His Dark Materials. “Pullman is
writing self-reflexively about the power of storytelling, making narrative itself
both the medium and subject of his work™ (Squires 2006, 93). His Dark Materi-
als, as Claire Squires observes, is “a story about stories: a meta-story” (ibid.). It
is also a story inspired by stories. In the case of his depiction of the Underworld,
Pullman, a master of metafiction, builds in and reworks stories from the Aeneid
and Odyssey, and in particular Aeschylus’ Eumenides to depict Lyra’s katabasis,
making his readers reflect on the creative process of storytelling itself. Story-
telling here is strongly advocated not as escapism, but as a means to reinvent the
world.

It is very fitting that it is mythological beasts who teach Lyra the lesson on
the importance of truth and living one’s life to the full. Lyra, who is known for
her independence, bordering on stubbornness, needs to be in the most vulnerable
state, i.e. without her animal-daemon, and utterly frightened in order to take this
lesson on board. Like the ancient authors, Pullman employs the Harpies in his
story as the depiction of the ultimate “other”. They are so different from humans
and so revolting that even Lyra, who usually stands out for her bravery, gets a
terrible fright and takes them seriously. It is remarkable how Pullman uses a
number of ancient stories involving the Underworld, the Erinyes, and Harpies,
and weaves them effectively together in order to create his Harpies, the mythical
beasts who are central to Lyra’s learning and the cosmic changes affecting all
humanity, which are brought about by the protagonist’s maturation.

35 The quote comes from Byron’s letter of April 2, 1817 from Venice (No. 641) to his

editor John Murray (Byron 1904, 93).
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Womanhood and/as Monstrosity:

A Cultural and Individual Biography of the “Beast”
in Anna Czerwinska-Rydel’s

Battycka syrena [ The Baltic Siren]

As scholars point out, we are witnessing the rise of the biographical fiction in the
field of children’s and young adults’ literature in Poland (see, e.g., Olszewska
2015; Czabanowska-Wrébel and Wadolny-Tatar 2016). However, in the
majority of such books — as they are to be perceived to be based on facts and not
on fantasy — there is a little to no place for classical mythical creatures, which are
nonetheless widely present in other genres (see, e.g., Marciniak, Olechowska,
Ktos, and Kucharski 2013). Having said this, at least one exception from the rule
can be found. This is Battycka syrena. Historia Konstancji Czirenberg [The
Baltic Siren: The Story of Constantia Zierenberg], a novel by Anna Czerwinska-
-Rydel (2014a), nominated for Book of the Year by the Polish Section of IBBY,
the analysis of which is the subject of this chapter.

Introductory Remarks

Czerwinska-Rydel (born 1973 in Gdansk), a Polish children’s writer, specializes
in creating fictionalized biographies of distinguished men and women. Her work
includes not only the most famous figures, but also ones who are perhaps less
renowned but possibly worth knowing (Pajaczkowski 2015, 175-176). Accord-
ing to Elzbieta Kruszynska, a scholar in the field of children’s literature and
education, her works are lively narratives, in which the language is not infan-
tilized, yet the message of a particular book is adapted to the audience’s age and
knowledge (2015, 153). Each of her stories presents the biographical material in
a different manner: every time, the author has a unique idea for showing the life
of the protagonist against the cultural background of a given era, in terms of the
form and the content of the book. On this basis, she creates a one-of-a-kind
micro-narrative (Wadolny-Tatar 2016, 106). In the case of The Baltic Siren, this
idea is to intersperse the novel with references to many texts of culture depicting
the sirens and the mermaids. What is more, Olaf Pajaczkowski, a co-editor of a



248 Weronika Kostecka and Maciej Skowera

volume dedicated to children’s biographical fiction, observes that
Czerwinska-Rydel generally “[...] devotes a lot of space for introducing her
characters’ fears, dreams, plans for the future, and thoughts” (2015, 176),'
thereby creating stories of a more reflective nature rather than simple chains of
dates and historical events. This harmonizes with the author’s own words
regarding her approach to making biographical fiction: “If I want to write a story
about someone who lived years ago, [...] I must make friends with this person or,
at least, get acquainted with him or her” (Czerwinska-Rydel 2015b, 20).

Among the most renowned works by Czerwinska-Rydel, a prominent place is
occupied by the “Gdansk [Danzig] Trilogy” — a series of novels illustrated by
Agata Dudek, a famous artist of the youngest generation.> The volumes of this
trilogy concern Jan Heweliusz [Johannes Hevelius], Daniel Fahrenheit, and
Arthur Schopenhauer, respectively (Czerwinska-Rydel 2011a, 2011b, 2012).
These biographical stories share a common feature: all of them are about famous
male figures. The Baltic Siren is the second part of another “Gdansk” series. The
first book in the trilogy to which The Baltic Siren belongs depicts Elzbieta
Heweliusz [Elisabeth Hevelius] (Czerwinska-Rydel 2014b), while the last one
refers to Johanna Schopenhauer (Czerwinska-Rydel 2015a). This shift is particu-
larly interesting in the context of Polish female biographies for children in gen-
eral. Monika Graban-Pomirska, a scholar interested in both literature for the
younger audience and feminist criticism, points out that the model of a strong,
independent, emancipated, and outstanding woman was long hidden in this kind
of fiction, “pressed into a corset” of imagined calmness and “subordination by
nature” (2015, 95). In contemporary children’s and young adults’ biographical
prose, however, the situation seems to be different. This type of juvenile litera-
ture in Poland can be characterized by, inter alia, a departure from the didactic,
moralistic aspect of biographies of women, the appreciation for their
achievements in various areas of life, and the idea of rewriting history from the
female perspective (99).

The Baltic Siren is obviously a part of this change, but the book also dis-
cusses the older mode of writing children’s stories about women’s lives. The
novel is a fictionalized biography of Konstancja Czirenberg [Constantia
Zierenberg], an exceptional artist born in 1605 in Gdansk on the Baltic Sea. She
was the daughter of Mayor Jan Czirenberg [Johannes Zierenberg], an avid lover
of culture and art himself, who ensured that his child received a comprehensive
education. Katarzyna Grochowska, a specialist in history of music, writes that
“[t]he biographical references to Johannes Czirenberg almost always include
information about his daughter [...], but these references, even when taken to-
gether, are rather uninformative” (2002, [n.p.]). The scholar finds more details in

1
2

In every case, citations from Polish texts are given in our own working translation.
For an analysis of Agata Dudek’s illustrations accompanying the “Gdansk Trilogy”,
see Wincencjusz-Patyna (2016, 109-112).
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two seventeenth-century sources: a page-long dedication from the Milanese
publisher Filippo Lomazzo to Konstancja, preceding a motet anthology Flores
praestantissimorum virorum a Philippo Lomatio Bibliopola delibati (1626), and
a travel diary by Charles Ogier, a member of a French legation himself
(Grochowska 2002, [n.p.]). Grochowska writes of Lomazzo, who probably never
met the woman:

He compares her to a range of Greek figures and goddesses [...], yet he seldom
provides solid biographical facts. We learn from the dedication that Czirenberg
was a nexus of all virtues [...], that she was gifted with a most learned hand [...],
most skilful fingers [...] and with the throat of a nightingale [...]. (ibid.)

What is more, the publisher mentions that she “was also an accomplished organ
player, and a proud owner of the organs installed in her house” (ibid.). Ogier, on
the other hand, writes about Konstancja’s beautiful voice and dazzling ap-
pearance (ibid.). On the basis of his diary, Grochowska indicates that “[i]n
addition to the excellent musical education which Czirenberg undoubtedly
received, she was not a bad painter, and she was fluent in six languages: German,
Polish, French, Italian, Swedish, and Latin” (ibid.). All of this caused Konstancja
to be shrouded in an aura of secrecy, strangeness, and otherness, especially in her
own lifetime, and therefore she came to be called the “Baltic Siren”.> After the
death of her husband Zygmunt [Sigmund] Kerschenstein, as well as two
daughters out of three children, Konstancja stopped singing. She died of the
plague in 1653 (Czerwinska-Rydel 2014a, 92).

In this paper, we would like to discuss two issues which appear to be particu-
larly interesting in Czerwinska-Rydel’s book. First of all, the image of the siren,
as a literary ploy to mythologize the heroine’s biography, will be presented, with
a particular focus on the author’s strategy of intertextuality. Next, we will exam-
ine the elements of cultural narratives about so-called “human monsters” as a
tool to tell a story about a woman as the Other. We find these issues to be of a
great significance. This is because they seem to deal with some of the most im-
portant, and sometimes intertwined, themes of both contemporary children’s and
young adults’ books and poststructuralist thought: the ideas of retelling or re-
writing history and well-known stories from a female perspective, and of
redefining the concept of “humanity” — ideas which are often discussed in the
context of classical mythology (Moula 2012).

3 See Grochowska (2002): “Czirenberg must have possessed a truly extraordinary

personality, since the Milanese publisher Lomazzo was not the only one to make a
dedication to her. Indeed, Czirenberg’s foremost admirer, Charles Ogier, not only
mentions her frequently in his diary, but also dedicated a poem to her entitled Sireni
Balthicae Constantiae Sirenbergiae. J. J. Moeresius, also a poet, composed a series of
poems in Constantia’s honor”. See also Czerwinska-Rydel (2014a, 92).
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Mythologizing Konstancja’s Biography: The Image of the Siren
and Czerwinska-Rydel’s Strategy of Intertextuality

As we know, in Greek mythology the sirens were marine creatures, half woman
and half bird. Leo Ruickbie, a scientist who specializes in the history of religion
and magic, states that they were “[...] first mentioned in Homer’s Odyssey, [...]
but undoubtedly based on an older oral tradition” (2016b, 184). According to
Ovid (Met. 5.512-562; see Grimal 2008, 330), they were initially ordinary girls
who were Persephone’s companions, but when Persephone was abducted by
Pluto, Demeter gave the girls wings, so that they could search for her over the
land and the sea. In other accounts and in Roman mythology, the siren was also
depicted as a fish with the head of a woman, or as half woman and half fish,
similar to the mermaids that appeared in the folklore of many regions of the
world. What is more, the sirens and the mermaids were presented similarly in
later medieval bestiaries. David Badke, a scholar who launched a database ded-
icated to animals in the Middle Ages, points out that:

Siren illustrations are varied, and can often be confused with the mermaid. Sirens
are always female, and usually have wings. Some are depicted as having a fish
body from the waist down; others have a bird body. Some illustrations show the
uncertainty of whether sirens are part fish or part bird by giving them attributes of
both [...]. (2011, [n.p.])

For example, the siren illustrated in the twelfth-century Bestiaire by an
Anglo-Norman poet, Philippe de Thaon, “[...] has a fish tail and stands on bird’s
feet” ([Badke] 2011). As Ruickbie writes, the “[c]iting of the creature [...] in
works of natural history continued into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
but the avian characteristics disappeared to be replaced by aquatic ones” (2016b,
186).

The specific trait of the sirens is their unparalleled musicality and, especially,
their beautiful singing. Pseudo-Apollodorus (Bibliotheca: Epitome 7.18; see
Grimal 2008, 330) presents an image of these creatures in which one of them is
singing, the second one is playing a lyre, and the third one is playing a flute.
According to the oldest myths, the sirens resided on one of the Mediterranean
islands. They lured sailors with their music; when the sailors were engrossed by
the sounds, they would allow their ships to sail too close to the coastline, so that
they crashed on the shore, and the sirens would then devour their prey.
Moreover, as Marina Warner puts it:

Some say they have “hungry”, even “starving” faces as they wait for their prey,
but this may have passed from folklore about Harpies. They can no longer fly,
however, because the Muses stole their pinions for their own crowns. But this
must be a later legend, as on a famous Greek pot in the British Museum the sirens
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appear plummeting and swimming around Odysseus’ galley, like ospreys after
fish [...]. (1994, 400)

The various mythological and literary references to the sirens constitute the ma-
terial from which Czerwinska-Rydel weaves the biography of Konstancja Czi-
renberg. It should be stressed here that the Polish word syrena refers to two
creatures: the siren and the mermaid. Thus, the Polish language does not differ-
entiate between the winged creature from Greek mythology and, for instance, the
protagonist of Hans Christian Andersen’s well-known tale, The Little Mermaid.
Also Czerwinska-Rydel’s book in the materials of IBBY Poland is presented as
The Baltic Mermaid. In the present chapter, the version The Baltic Siren was
chosen, inter alia, because of its ancient connotations with music. However, this
apparently problematic impossibility to make a linguistic distinction between the
two fantastic creatures allowed the author in question to enrich her story with a
greater literary context by referring to both the mythical half woman/half bird
and the half woman/half fish. Czerwinska-Rydel purposefully plays upon the
ambiguity of the Polish term syrena and builds her narrative from various
literary allusions that suggest Konstancja’s mysterious affiliation with the
community of the sirens, the phenomenally beautiful creatures that were said to
enchant strangers with their singing and to bring misfortune to those whom they
love. These decisions created a mythologized biography that is full of intriguing
implicit statements and associations, which intensifies the aura of otherness
surrounding the main character, Konstancja, who has perhaps earned the title of
the “Baltic Siren” not only because of her otherworldly voice and beauty, but
also because of the events in her life.

As Graham Allen points out, “[...] intertextuality reminds us that all texts are
potentially plural, reversible, open to the reader’s own presuppositions, lacking
in clear and defined boundaries, and always involved in the expression or repres-
sion of the dialogic ‘voices’ which exist within society” (2000, 209).
Czerwinska-Rydel’s literary strategy is based on constructing an intertextual
narrative which has all of the above-mentioned features. The tale about the
“Baltic Siren”, both indirectly and directly, refers to numerous texts and becomes
a text which is — as discussed by Roland Barthes in his classic concept — “[...] a
tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture” (1977, 146).
At the same time, it should be emphasized that, in this case, the literary narrative
is accompanied by the visual one, created by Marta Ignerska, an award-winning
Polish artist and the illustrator of the two other books in this “female trilogy”.
The first part of The Baltic Siren comprises only illustrations — intriguing,
ambiguous, and difficult in their reception — drawn in one of Konstancja’s
favourite colours, red.* Anita Wincencjusz-Patyna, an expert in picture books

4 See Wincencjusz-Patyna (2016, 112-113): “Ignerska [...] has applied one colour only

for each of the three stories: yellow for Elisabeth, red for Constantia, and bright pink
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and illustrations, writes that “[...] the repeating motif of the visual compositions
is a multiplication of forms: a school of fish, a tangle of people’s arms, girls’ legs
in synchronized swimming, sea waves, sandcastles, bones, teardrops, and many
other” (2016, 113). Each centrefold illustration includes a quotation.’ Some of
these come directly from the literary part of the book, while others come from
the texts of several other authors who have written about the sirens in their
works. Each quote is taken out of its original context, and the context is probably
unknown to the potential reader, for none of the quoted sentences is attributed to
its author. Since the source of the quoted words and their meaning are unknown,
the reader can possibly experience an aura of mystery, created by the pieces of
the literary narrative and the equally mysterious images. It is also worth
mentioning that, as Wincencjusz-Patyna indicates, “Ignerska puts a lot of
modern accessories into these historic stories. [...] The simplified figure of Kon-
stancja and her plain, rather modern, dress also make her story timeless. The
young woman who lived in the 17th century sings to a microphone, and plays the
electric guitar” (113—114). Basing on this intertextual mosaic, which additionally
refers to different time periods, the reader may try to guess the progression,
logic, and meaning of the story that he or she will be told in the strictly literary
part. Therefore, the first part constitutes a prelude to the second part, in which
the other features of the tale are revealed.

In the actual story of the birth, life, and death of this unusual “Baltic Siren”,
the phrases quoted in the first part (accompanying the illustrations) reappear.
Because these have already acted on the reader’s consciousness, they will guide
his or her reading and interpretation of the text, and will suggest mythological
tropes. New intertexts will also appear, as each chapter is accompanied by a
quote from one of the numerous works addressing the sirens. Czerwinska-Rydel
refers to various texts, such as Homer’s Odyssey, Pliny’s Natural History,

for Johanna. The three energetic colours, for which Ignerska has a strong predilection,
judging from her other book graphic layout concepts, are spread on black and white
backgrounds, or they create the background for the most primary graphic contrast of
black and white. [...] This narrow choice of colours also indicates the time of the
story: day or night, and accentuates the most important or symbolic events. For
instance, Constantia’s mother’s labour, or even the gossip wheeling around the
mysterious birth, are depicted by a plain red surface and a small speech bubble in the
bottom right corner”.

See Wincencjusz-Patyna (2016, 114): “Ignerska has decided on a solution well known
from a traditional approach to illustrations which accompanied novels, when a certain
picture is underwritten by a line from the original text. It was often present in the 19th
century editions and classical publications of fiction in the following decades of the
next century as the illustrations used to be placed on inserts, in some cases far away
from the depicted scene. As a result, in Ignerska’s designs we have a double page
spread even more resembling a comic because the majority of the lines are placed in
speech bubbles [...]".
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Christopher Columbus’ writings, or Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little
Mermaid. However, what is important is that each quote does not appear until
the end of a given chapter.

Such a ploy, firstly, gives the potential recipient the freedom to form their
own interpretations; while reading a chapter, the reader, having the phrases and
suggestions from the first part of the book in mind, is supposed to reconstruct the
meaning of each element of the biography and decipher the identified allusions
on his or her own. Secondly, the quotation closing a chapter constitutes what can
be referred to as a particular intertextual flashback, and this may stimulate the
reader to reflect upon their previous interpretation and, at the same time, still
leaves an opportunity for him or her to develop personal associations and hy-
potheses. For example, a quotation from Andersen’s The Little Mermaid, “they
had beautiful voices — more beautiful than any human being” (2016, 391), closes
the chapter that describes the impression which young Konstancja’s performance
made on the regulars at the salons of Gdansk. As Christine Wilkie-Stibbs puts it
in her study “Intertextuality and the Child Reader”:

[...] the theory of intertextuality is dynamic and dialogic, located in theories of
writing, reader-response theory, the social production of meaning, and intersub-
jectivity (the “I” who is reading is a network of citations). It is also a theory of
language because the reading subject, the text and the world are not only situated
in language, they are also constructed by it. So, not only do we have a notion of
all texts being intertextual, they become so because they are dialectically related
to, and are themselves the products of, linguistic, cultural and literary codes and
practices; and so too are readers, writers, illustrators and viewers. (2006, 170)

In a way, Czerwinska-Rydel creates a metafictional tale of intertextual relations
between various texts of culture. In fact, every possible narrative is related to
other narratives and, to a certain extent, influenced and conditioned by some
other narratives. The literary biography of Konstancja Czirenberg discussed here
is not the only one that refers to variety of myths and tales, for rumours that had
been circulating since Konstancja appeared to be an exceptionally talented girl
were an intertextual narrative of this kind as well. Such a poststructuralist con-
cept of global intertextuality seems to be of a particular importance with respect
to texts written for children’s audience. As Wilkie-Stibbs indicates:

The theory of intertextuality of children’s literature is a rich field in which to en-
gage young people’s awareness of the importance of the activity of making inter-
textual links in the interpretive process. It brings them to a gradual understanding
of how they are being (and have been) textually constructed in and by this inter-
textual playground. (177)
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Thus, the author of The Baltic Siren proves that all stories, including stories of
people’s lives, change their meaning depending on the teller, listener/reader, and
historical-cultural context of telling and listening/reading.

Significantly, in reference to Czerwinska-Rydel’s tale of Konstancja Cziren-
berg’s life, three different perspectives on intertextuality could be considered.
Firstly, The Baltic Siren exists and functions in the endless network of stories.
Secondly, The Baltic Siren itself is such a network. And, thirdly, every intertext
functioning in The Baltic Siren refers to other intertexts. For example, as Warner
points out, “Andersen elaborated his disturbing story [...] from varied strands of
oral and written tales in Eastern as well as Western tradition, about undines and
selkies, nixies, Loreleis, and Mélusines, in which the fairy creature appears on
earth and stays with a mortal as his bride only on certain conditions” (1994,
396). Moreover, Konstancja herself, as a literary heroine, appears to be a
meaningful “text”, a live myth constructed from various stories, various inter-
texts. Therefore, it could be argued that even the real Konstancja was a
“construction”. Initially, this “construction” was created by the society of seven-
teenth-century Gdansk; todays, it is created by Czerwinska-Rydel and readers of
The Baltic Siren.

In Czerwinska-Rydel’s work, the quoted phrases, every now and then, act to
remind us that the life of Konstancja Czirenberg mysteriously reflects the
existence of the mythological creatures, but the references also show the
reversible nature of Czerwinska-Rydel’s text itself. The tale of the “Baltic Siren”
is woven from references to various recognizable culture-based texts; and at the
same time, it constitutes a new literary creation. Therefore, the boundaries of the
intertexts become blurred, as they are blended into this new tale. According to
the statement from Laurent Jenny, “[i]ntertextuality speaks a language whose
vocabulary is the sum of all existing texts” (1982, 45, quoted in Allen 2000,
114). However, in this case, the “sum of texts” creates an entirely new quality. It
gives Konstancja’s biography a unique meaning, while at the same time, the
intertexts themselves gain new meanings. This phenomenon appears interesting
especially when we consider the hypothetical skills of the child reader of The
Baltic Siren. Wilkie-Stibbs argues that “[c]hildren’s intertextual experience is
peculiarly achronological, so the question about what sense children make of a
given text when the intertextual experience cannot be assumed, is important”
(2006, 171). Presumably, by reading the tale of Konstancja’s life, a child will
create his or her concept of the texts quoted — and thus of the siren as a
mythological creature — through this particular tale. Therefore, on one hand, the
story of the “Baltic Siren” is the mythologized biography, while on the other
hand, it participates in creation of the myth of the siren.
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Konstancja and “Human Monsters”: A Woman as the Other

Yet another of the afore-mentioned features of intertextuality is the clash
between the dialogic social voices which exist within a given text. In the case of
the tale by Czerwinska-Rydel, this can be explained in the following way: just as
the author juxtaposes excerpts from various works, each person’s comments
about Konstancja enter into a shared dialogue, and these comments refer both to
positive and to pejorative associations with the mythological sirens. This is be-
cause such beings — both the ones with wings and the ones with fish tails — are
supposed to be ambiguous and somehow monstrous creatures. They are beautiful
and fascinating, but also dangerous and, sometimes, deadly. With their physical
appearance and the said inclinations, the sirens seem to be beyond the anthro-
pocentric idea of “normality”. In a way, they resemble so-called “human curiosi-
ties”, “oddities”, “beasts”, which appear in medieval and later sources from all
over Europe, and even beyond, but the idea of which has its roots in Antiquity
(Wieczorkiewicz 2009, 20-25). It is worth noting that some “human monsters”
(both the “real” and the “fake” ones) were called “sirens” or “mermaids” — one
can mention the famous FeeJee Mermaid, described by Ruickbie as “[a]
supposed mermaid from Fiji, which was once exhibited by the indubitable P. T.
Barnum [...]” (2016a, 131) in his American Museum. Interestingly, Bernard
Duhamel, a specialist in paediatric surgery, even suggests that “[i]f the mermaid
legend evokes more of mythology than of pathologys, its origin very probably lies
in ancient observations of certain types of human monstrosities. Human sirens
are not as rare as is sometimes thought [...]” (1961, 152).

The figure of a “human monster” long served as a tool to interpret births of
“peculiar” children within society (Wieczorkiewicz 2009, 11), the children that
today would be probably considered the victims of various congenital disorders.
“Human monsters” were thought to be, for instance, omens of God’s anger, the
consequences of sin and magic, or even perceived as the offspring of supernatu-
ral beings.® During the Age of Curiosity (Pomian 1990, 45-64), “human oddi-
ties” were sometimes collected and presented in encyclopaedic cabinets of curi-
osities, as they — just like the other elements of these collections according to the
Polish historian Krzysztof Pomian (69-78) — were believed to represent the
macrocosm. This tradition leads us to the nineteenth- and twentieth-century freak
shows (Bogdan 1988; Durbach 2010; Garland-Thomson 1996), in which people
with too many (and, sometimes, not enough) hands or legs, so-called “giants”
and “dwarfs”, women with beards, and excessively hairy children were displayed
for the delight of the crowd (Wieczorkiewicz 2009, 235). Anna Wieczorkiewicz,
a researcher in the field of anthropology of the body, forms a hypothesis that
such beings:

¢ For the examples, the history, and the theory of the figure of a “human monster”, see,

for instance, Bates (2005); Wieczorkiewicz (2009); Wright (2013).



256 Weronika Kostecka and Maciej Skowera

[...] cannot be removed from the human world. Mastered and subdued, thrown out
from the rational world as an aberration or a superstition, as a disease or fiction,
they will return to us through the back door. Eventually, we will always see them
— what is more, we will search for them, as their nature intrigues and attracts us.
[...] It is like monsters would like to prove we need them for something, like they
would tell us that, without them, we would be unable to determine our own nature
and to understand the world we want to organize and explain. (2009, 6)

Czerwinska-Rydel cleverly exploits the sirens’ resemblance to such “monsters”,
making the elements of cultural narratives about these individuals a tool with
which she can spin Konstancja’s story. Wieczorkiewicz indicates that so-called
“human beasts” always trigger rumours about their origins:

A strange creature is born: a baby with two heads or without any limbs, or a one
whose sex cannot be determined. Such a birth makes a gap in the order of life, it
breaks certain norms — it evokes fear, stupefaction, curiosity, reflections on the
nature of the world... How to explain it? [...] Why the baby was born at all? (11)

In The Baltic Siren, the protagonist’s birth is a subject to ponder too, a problem
that has to be interpreted, because it is shrouded in an aura of mystery, as
Konstancja is born two months after her mother’s first labour pains.
Additionally, the woman, contrary to her husband, is pleasantly surprised when —
after a nightmare in which a siren appears — she gives a birth to a girl instead of a
boy (which she had expected before the dream, by basing on her physician’s
opinion). All of these become a subject of gossip. Some peddlers and women
from the help think that the newborn is an abandoned child of a sailor and a
siren, as these creatures were said to be seen on the sea — and one of them,
according to the rumours, looked exactly like little Konstancja. The most
talkative peddler even suggests that such hybrid children are not able to live
neither in the sea nor on land, and bring misery to their protectors. Nevertheless,
even in her infancy, the heroine is praised for her beauty, the temper, and the
angelic voice: “We have to admit the girl is a miracle!” (Czerwinska-Rydel
2014a, 54) — says Klara, one of the Czirenbergs’ servants. Therefore, the
appreciation for Konstancja accompanies the anxiety resulting from her
mysterious birth.

This is developed in the following parts of Czerwinska-Rydel’s book. When
the protagonist is an adolescent, and her talents begin to blossom, she becomes
an attraction at social gatherings. But appreciation for her abilities is interwoven
with recurring rumours about her “monster” identity. She is also exposed to
prying eyes, as man