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INTRODUCTION

The most basic definition of horror is something that inspires feelings of fear, unease, shock, or dread. Horror explores the grotesque, the macabre and the supernatural, but it also exploits psychological fears and the uncanny – familiar things that are somehow unfamiliar at the same time, and therefore deeply unsettling. The etymology of the word “horror” links it to the physical effects of fear on the human body: the Latin verb
                        horrere means “to bristle, shudder, or be terrified”.

Ancient narratives

Since prehistoric times, horror evolved from fears relating to survival – whether real or imagined. Folktales, and the beliefs they expressed, helped our ancient ancestors come to terms with the terrors that surrounded them, from predators lurking just out of sight and human enemies, to the threat of natural disaster, disease, and death. These stories may have inspired practical responses to fear, as societies developed rituals and
                    religious practices around protecting themselves from powerful external forces, both in life and death.

The rise of modern religions around 3,000 years ago provided a new language of horror. Foundational works, such as early Buddhist scriptures, gave fear a moral dimension by describing horrors related to transgression and judgement. Concepts of hell, the punishment of misdeeds after death, and a host of tormenting devils fed worries about what might lie ahead in an afterlife. Christian writers and artists honed these notions into a
                    rich iconography during the medieval era, with images of a fiery pit of Hell controlled by a monstrous devil – Satan – as a deterrent against sin.

Living fears

While scholars debated hypothetical horrors – such as the type of torture that awaited different kinds of sinners after death – plague, famine, and war made the macabre a part of daily life. By the late 15th century, anxieties stoked by these crises, combined with religious fervour, led to the terror of widespread witch hunts. During the late 17th and 18th centuries, Enlightenment thinkers challenged fears based on superstition – but the
                    era of rapid scientific progress and industrial innovation also created its own horrors.

The expansion of human knowledge hinted at the vastness of what remained unknown. The resulting mix of awe and unease, along with fears that the traditional order of society was in peril, gave rise to Gothic horror and the birth of science fiction in seminal works such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). Gothic horror explored grotesque bodily transformation and the terrors that plague the mind – inner torment, feelings
                    of isolation, crises of identity, and hidden desires – laying the foundation for the later genres of body and psychological horror.

In the 19th century, a surging interest in the field of psychology prompted a deeper interest in the uncanny, with recognition that horror lies within us – whether the product of an inherently disturbed mind, or through the pressure of external forces. Malevolent entities were no longer restricted to dark forests or
                    remote, crumbling castles, but were present in the everyday – within ordinary homes and on urban streets. Unsettling tales such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” (1892), a short story about mental illness and patriarchal control, showed that locking the front door was no longer a way to keep fears at bay.


“The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.”

h.p. lovecraft, “Supernatural Horror in Literature”, 1927












[image: Rogues’ gallery. Terrifying portrayals in horror include Bela Lugosi in Dracula (1931); Boris Karloff in Bride of Frankenstein (1935); Herbert Lom in The Phantom of the Opera (1962); Vincent Price in The Haunted Palace (1963); Barbara Steele in Black Sunday (1960); Anthony Perkins in Psycho (1960); Sissy Spacek in Carrie (1976); Anthony Hopkins in The Silence of the Lambs (1991); and Lupita Nyong’o in Us (2019).]



Rogues’ gallery

Terrifying portrayals in horror include (top left to bottom right): Bela Lugosi in Dracula (1931); Boris Karloff in Bride of Frankenstein (1935); Herbert Lom in The Phantom of the Opera (1962); Vincent Price in The Haunted Palace (1963);
                                Barbara Steele in Black Sunday (1960); Anthony Perkins in Psycho (1960); Sissy Spacek in Carrie (1976); Anthony Hopkins in The Silence of the Lambs (1991); and Lupita Nyong’o in Us (2019).





Old and new threats

While scary stories had long been part of popular culture, the term “horror” was first used to describe the emerging film genre in the 1920s and ’30s. Many consider this era to be the Golden Age of Horror, giving birth to Universal Studios’ monster films and other influential classics, such as The Cabinet of Dr Caligari (1920) and Nosferatu (1922). Hammer Films was also founded during this period.

Over time, horror has developed myriad subgenres with their own tropes, and revivals of those genres that interrogate those tropes. The monster-heavy films of the 1930s gave way to more psychological takes on horror, while different schools of horror prioritized gore, special effects, or atmosphere. Many films have also straddled genres, bringing other influences into horror – from science fiction and fantasy to comedy. Much modern
                    horror is self-conscious, commenting on its own origins and archetypes, as well as critiquing wider society.

Ever-evolving and seeking ways to reinvent itself, horror pushes at boundaries to test beliefs, fears, and expectations. The monsters and cautionary fables of the distant past may no longer be a source of genuine fear, but even these ideas have been reinterpreted, most notably in Folk Horror. This subgenre is characterized by remote settings, isolated communities with traditional, often pagan beliefs, and the idea of landscape and
                    nature as a sentient power – old ideas and beliefs made new.

In recent years, horror has diversified to address issues of the modern world that scare us, including climate change and social injustice.


“Monsters are real; ghosts are real too. They live inside us, and sometimes, they win.”

Stephen King, introduction to the 2001 edition of The Shining



Philosophical questions

The horror genre engages with philosophical concepts, exploring existential fear, nihilistic violence, and the matter of free will. While characters notoriously make irrational decisions in horror films, they also embody the idea that humans have no true agency to control their lives. In the Saw franchise, the antagonist sets up game after unwinnable game, giving the involuntary players the illusion of choice. Horror narratives
                    often present life in this way – as an unchosen and impossible contest.

Horror also questions our very perception of reality. In the film The Cabin in the Woods (2011), one character declares “We are not who we are”. This idea is the very basis of horror: that we are not who we think we are – and that reality is not what it appears to be. Something darker lurks beneath, appearing in the cracks, defying everything we thought we knew. This book invites you to peer into that darkness – if you
                    dare.



[image: Christian horrors. The Last Judgement (1440 to 1441), by Flemish painter Jan van Eyck, depicts the terrible fate of sinners in Hell.]

Christian horrors

The Last Judgement (1440–41), by Flemish painter Jan van Eyck, depicts the terrible fate of sinners in Hell.
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PREHISTORIC DEATH RITUALS AND BURIAL PRACTICES

the ways in which our earliest ancestors treated their dead and depicted their spirits sheds light on some of their deepest fears and beliefs.

Understanding the beliefs of prehistoric people can be difficult, as we have no written records. Only their sometimes unsettling art, often featuring part-human and part-animal figures, and their archaeology can give insights into their thinking. These material remains suggest our ancestors developed complex notions about death and its role as a transition to an afterlife. They also show fear and reverence towards the spirits and supernatural entities associated with this realm.

Two human skeletons dating from around 160,000 years ago in Ethiopia show clear cut marks on the bones where flesh was stripped from the bodies before burial. Evidence of excarnation, as this is called, is also found in later burials around the world and has led some to think that our ancestors were routinely cannibalistic. Consumption of the dead may have been a ritual to link the deceased with the living – perhaps a means of harnessing their spirit or power. Others think it likely that the skeletons were simply being cleaned before burial and the flesh discarded. Exposing a corpse to the elements or to animals in an open site, or allowing it to decompose naturally in a cave, were other common forms of excarnation.




[image: Harnessing ancestral powers. First Australians decorated caves and rock shelters that served as burial sites with images of powerful spirits such as Wandjina, ancestral rain spirits.]



Harnessing ancestral powers

First Australians decorated caves and rock shelters that served as burial sites with images of powerful spirits such as Wandjina, ancestral rain spirits.






“Some bodies were buried and years later exhumed, with certain bones removed, perhaps as ancestral relics.”

Dr Richard Madgwick, cardiff University, on iron age burial practices, 2016



Cult of the dead

Once clean, the bones of the deceased might be collected for further rituals to manage the passage to the afterlife, or taken for burial elsewhere. A 33,000-year-old skeleton found in Wales named the Red Lady of Paviland (although the remains are now known to be those of a young man) has bones that have been dyed a vivid crimson with red ochre. This pigment may have symbolized rebirth and regeneration and was also used on skeletons unearthed in the ancient city of Çatalhöyük, a large Neolithic settlement in modern-day Türkiye. These bodies were buried around 9,000 years ago under the floors of homes that people continued to occupy. The dead therefore continued to “live” on in their family homes surrounded by their relatives.

Mediating with spirits

The importance of ancestor spirits and connecting with the dead is reflected in a series of 9,000-year-old skulls excavated in Jericho in the Jordan Valley. These skulls were covered in plaster that had been shaped to resemble a living face. Shells had been pressed into the eye sockets to give the appearance of staring eyes and the remains of paint suggested decoration to make the skulls more lifelike.

Grave goods, such as beads, tools, and pottery, buried alongside the dead from around 13,000 years ago, also show concern for the afterlife. Some appear to aid transition to the next world, others are offerings to spirits. The serious nature of dealing with these supernatural entities is evidenced by 9,000-year-old remains found at Bad Dürrenberg, Germany. Here a woman, believed to be a shaman, was buried with a set of deer antlers – most likely part of a headdress – and a rich array of animal teeth, shells, and tools. Analysis of her skeleton has revealed abnormalities that could have caused involuntary eye or body movements, which were perhaps taken as evidence of the woman’s special powers. The burial suggests the high status of shamans in their unique role as spirit mediators between the realms of the living and the dead.




[image: Prehistoric spirit guide. Found in Brno, Czech Republic, in the grave of a man believed to be a shaman, a 26,000-year-old puppet may have been used in rituals to channel or contact spirits. It is made from mammoth ivory.]



Prehistoric spirit guide

Found in Brno, Czech Republic, in the grave of a man believed to be a shaman, this 26,000-year-old puppet may have been used in rituals to channel or contact spirits. It is made from mammoth ivory.
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THE ROLE OF FEAR IN HUNTER-GATHERER SOCIETIES

horror narratives might be as old as humanity. the art left behind by prehistoric peoples suggests they experienced real and imagined fears that shaped their lives.

Humans are religious animals. Every culture has some belief in the supernatural, suggesting that such thinking was an early evolutionary development. Emerging around 2 million years ago, the earliest known human communities were hunter-gatherer societies who lived by foraging, hunting, and fishing. They formed groups for survival in the face of dangers – animals, other humans, and natural forces.

Fearsome forces

Belief in gods and spirits may have been the only way for early humans to understand the dangerous and unpredictable world around them. These entities might help a person but could, if not respected, strike them down at will. Beliefs about supernatural punishment for transgressions may also have been a way for hunter-gatherer groups to maintain social cohesion. Those who were murdered or experienced traumatic deaths, for example, might
                    return to the land of the living as ferocious spirits to wreak revenge by inflicting disease or madness. Archaeological evidence, including burial remains and grave goods, suggests that ritual activity helped to unite human groups in driving off threats and managing fears. Some items (such as the ivory beads found in a burial site in Brno, Czech Republic) are
                    thought to have belonged to shamans – individuals believed to have special abilities to communicate and mediate with the spirit world.

Many myths and legends reflect ancient fears. It is thought that common modern fears – of the dark, of heights, of animals such as spiders and snakes, of isolation and the unknown, including death – also have their roots in ancestral threats. They are kept alive by storytelling, itself both a practical warning about dangers and a psychological aid to help people cope with fear.


“[S]tories served as ways in which humans coped with their fears and dealt with uncertainty.”

Stephen Ortega, “Fear and Ambivalence in Ancient Stories”, World history connected, 2017



Sacred and feared

Hunter-gatherers had complex relationships with animals, in which both were prey and predators simultaneously. In this context, animals were feared but also revered, fulfilling functional, symbolic, and spiritual roles. Much hunter-gatherer art (such as the rock paintings of Lascaux Cave, France, and the “Lion man” discovered in Hohlenstein-Stadel, Germany) includes images of therianthropes – animal-human hybrids. These may represent
                    spirits inhabiting the natural world who were able both to aid and harm ancient humans. They may also symbolize the interconnectedness of the human and spirit worlds and those, such as shamans, who could pass between them.

The ability to feel fear was an evolutionary advantage. Evolutionary biologist Charles Darwin identified fear as a useful defence mechanism for mammals. Early humans who did not fear predators or outsiders were more at risk of being killed than their more cautious neighbours. Anthropologists studying some of the last societies to continue hunter-gatherer practices, such as the San people of southern Africa, often find that outsiders
                    are regarded as both a physical and spiritual danger. Several groups fear specific neighbours for their supposed shamanistic and magical powers. This fear of others may lead to conflict, or to groups concealing themselves – perhaps explaining beliefs in the existence of hidden spirits inhabiting the landscape.






[image: Lion man. Found in a German cave, a 35,000 to 40,000-year-old ivory figure with a lion’s head is one of the oldest known pieces of therianthropic art.]



Lion man

Found in a German cave, this 35,000–40,000-year-old ivory figure with a lion’s head is one of the oldest known pieces of therianthropic art.







[image: Spirit art. Therianthropes, such as the creature drawn in Lesotho’s Drakensberg Caves, may represent shamans fusing with animal spirits.]

Spirit art

Therianthropes, such as this creature drawn in Lesotho’s Drakensberg Caves, may represent shamans fusing with animal spirits.








[image: Eerie handprints. These paintings from Argentina’s Cave of the Hands are 9,500 to 13,000 years old. They may be part of a hunting ritual.]



Eerie handprints

These paintings from Argentina’s Cave of the Hands are 9,500–13,000 years old. They may be part of a hunting ritual.
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MESOPOTAMIAN DEMONS

to ancient mesopotamians, the world was filled with malevolent demons waiting to ambush the unsuspecting and intent on causing disease and chaos.

Diverse civilizations, including the Sumerians, Akkadians, Babylonians, and Assyrians, occupied the region of ancient Mesopotamia – now centred on Iraq – between 4000 and 539 bce. Despite cultural differences, all believed that the world was governed by supernatural beings, including demons. Capable of causing many misfortunes, from sickness to crop failure, demons were seen as a threat to both individuals and wider society.

Mesopotamian creation myths describe the birth of the first demons. An Assyro-Babylonian text, the Enūma Eliš (“When on High”), probably written between 1900 and 1500 bce, states that the world was created when the sea, personified as the goddess Tiamat, joined with freshwater, the god Apsû. Their union produced a pantheon of younger gods whose behaviour was so rowdy that Tiamat conjured up legions of demons to drive them out. These included Uridimmu, a monstrous hound with the head of a human, and Ušumgallu, a terrifying three-horned snake.

One of the most notorious demons created by the gods, Lamashtu, was said to have the body of a donkey, the head of a lion, and bloody claws. Feared by pregnant women, she was believed to cause miscarriages, kill babies, and feed on the flesh of infants. Lamashtu was one of many demons believed to live in the Underworld, a hideous cavern deep underground. Among these, galla were particularly feared, as they were said to travel up to Earth to haul mortals down into the abyss.

Several demons were believed to exist as forces of nature capable of wreaking devastation. Anzû, the spirit of the southern wind, took the form of a vast bird with a lion’s head and was associated with violent thunderstorms. Another wind demon, Pazuzu, is depicted as a monstrous figure with talons on his feet, a scorpion’s tail, and spreading wings. Texts describe him as a destructive “king of the demons”, but he also seems to have had a protective role in that he could break the wings of other demons to prevent them from harming others.


“Begone Evil, evil angel, evil demon, evil poltergeist, evil ghost /evil devil, evil god, evil spirit, Lamashtu.”

babylonian exorcism incantation, c. 9th century bce



Escaping evil

Protection from demons was a major concern. Amulets bearing images of Lamashtu and Pazuzu, and clay cuneiform tablets recording prayers, spells, and incantations show the many ways people tried to ward off malevolent spirits. On a grander scale, the entrances to large buildings, such as palaces and temples, were often flanked by vast sculptures of winged, human-headed bulls or lions – beasts designed to scare demons away. If these measures failed, and demonic interference or possession was suspected, a priest called an ašipu could be called. A specialist in exorcism, he would drive out an evil spirit using incense, chants, effigies, and even knots tied in string, which were intended to trap the demon.



[image: Overcoming evil. A carving from southern Mesopotamia, circa 2600 bce, shows the god Ninurta confronting a fierce, seven-headed mythical beast. He has already severed one of its heads.]

Overcoming evil

This carving from southern Mesopotamia, c. 2600 bce, shows the god Ninurta confronting a fierce, seven-headed mythical beast. He has already severed one of its heads.







[image: Demonic battle. In a drawing of a relief from the Assyrian city of Nineveh, circa 865 bce , the god Ninurta wields thunderbolts as he chases down the demon Anzû.]

Demonic battle

In this drawing of a relief from the Assyrian city of Nineveh, c. 865 bce, the god Ninurta wields thunderbolts as he chases down the demon Anzû.







PAZUZU IN HORROR

The demon Pazuzu has gained notoriety in modern times as the deeply evil spirit who possesses a 12-year-old girl, Regan MacNeil, in the 1973 horror classic The Exorcist. Enacting a battle between faith and evil, the film follows two priests tasked with attempting to rescue the girl by exorcising the demon.


[image: In a famous exorcism scene from The Exorcist , Catholic priest Father Karras struggles with Pazuzu.]

In this famous exorcism scene from The Exorcist, Catholic priest Father Karras struggles with Pazuzu.
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GILGAMESH AND THE UNDERWORLD

the ancient mesopotamian epic of gilgamesh provides one of the earliest accounts of the horrors of death and the dismal gloom of the afterlife.

The Epic of Gilgamesh is one of the oldest surviving written stories and contains many of the tropes that shaped later legends of divine horrors and dreadful monsters. It also reveals ancient fears and beliefs about the nature of death, the afterlife, and the power of the gods. Based on Sumerian poems circulating around 2000 bce, the tale recounts the adventures of Gilgamesh, a king of the city of Uruk, who becomes overly proud of his achievements and has to be chastened by the gods.

In their first attempt to subdue Gilgamesh, the gods send Enkidu, a ferociously strong man covered in hair. The two wrestle, but Gilgamesh brings Enkidu down and they become friends (or lovers, in some interpretations). Gilgamesh leads Enkidu to steal timber from a cedar forest guarded by a demon, Humbaba. They decapitate Humbaba, taking his head as a prize. Later Mesopotamians decorated buildings with images of this grotesque head as an apotropaic motif – a design to ward off evil.



In the next instalment of the story, Gilgamesh spurns the advances of the goddess Ishtar (or Inanna, her Akkadian equivalent), ruler of love and war. Enraged, Ishtar reveals the horrors she can summon up as punishment. She says that she will smash open the gates of the Underworld and release the dead to walk the Earth where they will consume the flesh of the living. This may be the first mention of zombies in literature.




[image: Legendary strength. An alabaster statue of Gilgamesh, dating from 8th-century bce Iraq, shows the hero overpowering a lion.]



Legendary strength

This alabaster statue of Gilgamesh, dating from 8th-century bce Iraq, shows the hero overpowering a lion.





Cavern of death

Visions of the Underworld are fleshed out in a dream sent to Enkidu. The gods have decided Enkidu must die, and he is shown how the dead are sent to a House of Darkness under the Earth. Here, even the greatest kings are no more than servants and are forced to lay aside their crowns. The dead eat only dust and clay and must sit in the dark forever. This reflects ancient Mesopotamian beliefs that the Underworld was a real place – a gloomy cavern beneath the ground where the deceased met with Ereshkigal, the goddess of death. Unlike other mythologies, this god did not judge the dead. There were no rewards for those who had lived a good life or punishment for evil acts – the dead were plunged into a uniformly dismal afterlife.

When Enkidu becomes sick, Gilgamesh begins to understand the meaning of mortality for the first time. He is overcome with grief when Enkidu dies, only accepting that his friend is gone when Enkidu’s corpse begins to rot. Humanity’s greatest fear – death – is made clear. Gilgamesh spends the rest of his epic on a quest to find immortality but, in the end, death is the one foe he cannot defeat.



[image: Powerful display. A relief from a 10th to 9th-century bce Syrian palace shows Gilgamesh between two demonic bull-men.]

Powerful display

A relief from a 10th–9th-century bce Syrian palace shows Gilgamesh between two demonic bull-men.






“Seizing me, he led me down to the House of Darkness... along the road of no return.”

Enkidu’s dream, epic of gilgamesh, Tablet VII









g ANCIENT FEARS g Contents






THE JUDGEMENT OF SOULS

the cultures of ancient egypt and ancient greece questioned what it took for people to avoid horrifying fates after death.



Few people have been as focused on death as the ancient Egyptians, who are known for their towering pyramids, gorgeously decorated tombs, and complex mummification procedures. The Egyptians believed people had a life essence (ka) and spirit, or personality (ba). When an Egyptian died, the ba would traverse the Underworld and pass through a series of gates that were guarded by various spirits. Those who knew the correct prayers would be allowed to pass; those who did not would face the wrath of a variety of monstrous creatures. Once the ba crossed the Underworld, it faced a test of purity and, finally, judgement.




[image: Preserved pharaoh. The mummy of Ramses II (1297 to 1213 bce ) reflects ancient Egyptian beliefs that the deceased needed a body in the afterlife.]



Preserved pharaoh

This mummy of Ramses II (1297-1213 bce) reflects ancient Egyptian beliefs that the deceased needed a body in the afterlife.





Egyptian judgement

In the Hall of Maat, the Egyptian soul faced jackal-headed Anubis, god of mummification and the afterlife, who weighed its heart against a feather, representing truth. If the heart was lighter than the feather, then the soul was ushered into the Land of Reeds, a heavenly paradise ruled by the god Osiris, and the ka and ba united to form the akh, or eternal spirit. If the heart was heavier, due to the immoral life led by the deceased, then the soul was immediately devoured by the goddess Ammit (or Ammut), whose name means “swallower of the dead”. Ammit was depicted as having the head of a crocodile, the body of a lion, and the back legs of a hippopotamus – the three animals the Egyptians most feared. Once a soul was consumed by Ammit’s ravenous jaws, it ceased to exist forever.



[image: Heart and feather. An ancient Egyptian stone carving from Deir el Medina depicts the gods Horus and Anubis weighing a man’s heart against a feather.]

Heart and feather

This ancient Egyptian stone carving from Deir el Medina depicts the gods Horus and Anubis weighing a man’s heart against a feather.





Greek tortures

Homer’s epic poems The Iliad and The Odyssey, composed in the late 8th or early 7th century bce, suggest that the ancient Greeks believed most people ended up in the same featureless afterlife, which contained none of life’s joys. According to broader Greek mythology, however, those who truly offended the gods were doomed to eternal torment in a pit known as Tartarus. The judges of Greek souls were Minos, Aeacus, and Rhadamanthus, the mortal sons of Zeus, king of the gods.

The punishments meted out by these ruthless judges were inventive, based on the culprit’s deeds. For example, King Tantalus attempted to trick the gods by murdering his own son and serving him as a meal to his divine guests. When the gods discovered this, they placed Tantalus in a pool overhung by branches laden with tempting fruit. Whenever he attempted to eat, the branches moved out of reach, and whenever he tried to drink, the pool’s waters receded, leaving him eternally hungry and thirsty. Likewise, Sisyphus, king of Corinth, was guilty of many deceptions. He was sentenced to push a boulder up a hill for eternity – before its summit, the rock always rolled back down to the bottom. Another wicked ruler, Ixion, king of the Lapiths, was strapped to an ever-turning wheel of fire after murdering his father-in-law and lusting after Zeus’s wife, Hera.



[image: Fiery punishment. A painting on an ancient Greek amphora from the late 4th century bce illustrates the myth of King Ixion, who was tied to an endlessly spinning fiery wheel to punish his crimes.]

Fiery punishment

A painting on an ancient Greek amphora from the late 4th century bce illustrates the myth of King Ixion, who was tied to an endlessly spinning fiery wheel to punish his crimes.











g ANCIENT FEARS g Contents






ANCIENT EGYPTIAN GHOSTS AND DEMONS

whether creating chaos or fighting it, terrifying spirits were believed to play a vital role in the day-to-day life of ancient egyptians.

The ancient Egyptians held deep spiritual beliefs, and their greatest fears were closely tied to their understanding of religion, the afterlife, and cosmic order. Above all, they feared chaos, or isfet, which represented disorder, darkness, and destruction. It stood in direct opposition to ma’at, the principle of truth, balance, and harmony that maintained the Universe. The loss of ma’at, through events such as war, natural disasters, or moral decay, was seen as a threat to both society and the cosmos itself. Supernatural entities such as gods, demons, and ghosts were believed to play an important role in maintaining this delicate cosmic balance: malevolent demons might disrupt ma’at by sowing chaos and discord, while benevolent spirits upheld ma’at through help, guidance, and support.



[image: Spiritual amulet. An amulet from the 3rd century bce would have been placed on the chest of a mummy. Egyptian art used bird-like figures to represent the ba – the part of the deceased person’s soul that journeyed into the afterlife.]

Spiritual amulet

This amulet from the 3rd century bce would have been placed on the chest of a mummy. Egyptian art used bird-like figures to represent the ba – the part of the deceased person’s soul that journeyed into the afterlife.





Demonic disruptors

In view of the value placed on harmony, Set (or Seth) was one of the most feared Egyptian gods. The god of chaos, storms, deserts, and violence, he was infamous for murdering his brother Osiris in a foundational myth that symbolized the disruption of ma’at. The lion-headed goddess Sekhmet also inspired great fear. Rumoured to drink the blood of humans, she was associated with war, destruction, and plagues. A myth describes her brutally attacking humanity for disobeying the Sun god Ra.

A host of unruly demons could also disrupt the natural order. One of these, the serpent demon Apophis (also called Apep), represented pure chaos and evil. He sought to destroy the Sun each night by attacking Ra’s solar barque as it travelled through the Underworld. Ancient Egyptians believed that if Apophis succeeded, the Sun would not rise the next morning, plunging the world into eternal darkness. Ammit (or Ammut) was another demonic resident of the Underworld. A terrifying crocodile-lion-hippopotamus hybrid, Ammit devoured the hearts of those deemed unworthy of entering the afterlife. Condemning souls to oblivion, she represented the loss of eternal life and extinction from the cosmos.



[image: Restoring order. The Sun god Ra, in the form of a cat, slays the serpent demon Apophis under a sacred sycamore tree in a wall painting representing the cosmic battle between order and chaos from the Tomb of Inherkau, Thebes, constructed circa 1186–1149 BCE .]

Restoring order

The Sun god Ra, in the form of a cat, slays the serpent demon Apophis under a sacred sycamore tree in this wall painting representing the cosmic battle between order and chaos from the Tomb of Inherkau, Thebes, constructed c.1186–1149 bce.







Spirits of the dead

Fears of disorder extended beyond life into death and the afterlife. The story of Khonsuemheb and the ghost from the Ramesside Period (c. 1292– c. 1077 bce), sometimes called the first recorded ghost story, shows how failure to follow correct protocol after death might lead to restless spirits disturbing the living. In the tale, the ghost of a Middle Kingdom official, Nebusemekh, haunts a priest, Khonsuemheb, because his tomb is in need of repair. While Nebusemekh is portrayed as a benign ghost, there is evidence of belief in more malicious ones. The 3rd-century ce Demotic Magical Papyrus of London and Leiden contains spells for conjuring damned spirits, but warns practitioners to take care: evil spirits were thought to be able to reanimate corpses, and summoning the dead risked invoking the wrath of the god Osiris.


“Deliver me from that god who liveth upon the damned.”

plea for protection against ammit, book of the dead, c. 1600 bce






[image: ]

Cursed mummies in horror films

Ancient Egyptian beliefs have provided fiction writers and filmmakers with an irresistible cast of monsters, ghosts, and demons. One of the most famous is the cursed mummy, popularized by the 1932 film, The Mummy. Telling the story of an ancient Egyptian prince, Imhotep (played by Boris Karloff), who is resurrected as a mummy, the film blended ancient myths with early 20th-century fears of the supernatural, creating a lasting archetype of the undead mummy within the horror genre.
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EVIL BEINGS IN HINDUISM

destructive spirits in Hindu beliefs are not always linked to violence, harm, and darkness. they have many functions, representing the complex nature of right and wrong.

Hinduism does not have a binary worldview of good and evil, and this is reflected in its portrayal of evil beings, many of which serve a dual purpose or have both good and evil characteristics. However, they may still be feared for the violence and chaos they inflict. Common ways to ward off evil spirits include chanting holy mantras, wearing a protective amulet, and avoiding spaces where they lurk.




[image: Facing a tyrant. The asura Surapadma rises from the sea to fight the warrior god Kartikeya (or Murugan). Ancient Hindu texts describe how this asura and his siblings oppressed humankind.]



Facing a tyrant

The asura Surapadma rises from the sea to fight the warrior god Kartikeya (or Murugan). Ancient Hindu texts describe how this asura and his siblings oppressed humankind.





Chaos and destruction

The earliest Hindu texts, composed around 1500–1200 bce, describe some gods as asuras – powerful, and sometimes ruthless, rulers. Over time, however, this term acquired more negative connotations and by 1000 bce was being used to denote malevolent beings or demons who opposed benevolent deities (the devas). In one ancient tale, Mahishasura, the famous buffalo asura, is slain by the goddess Durga after a 10-day battle. Although not all asuras are destructive, they often represent forces that challenge the existing order.

Other agents of chaos include rakshasas and their female counterparts, rakshasis – supernatural beings believed to dwell in forests. The two major Indian epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, contain many tales about these demons, who are frequently portrayed as violent, ruthless, man-eating creatures. Like asuras, they are not purely evil, and are often simply defending their forests from human encroachment. Some rakshasas are also depicted as wise and opposed to violence.



Pishachas are ghouls who live in cremation grounds, graveyards, deep forests, and dark caverns. They are the only group of spirits who are totally evil, with the sole objective of causing harm. Usually intent on killing, they also shapeshift to torment people. The Mahabharata describes pishachas as cannibalistic demons. They are blamed for madness, possession, and nightmares, and feared for their insatiable hunger for human flesh.

Vetalas are vampires, and sometimes seen as a sub-group of pishachas. Associated with bats, they are often accused of slowly draining people of their life force. Yet the Vetala Panchavimshati (“Twenty-Five Tales of the Vetala”), from around the 11th century, relates the adventures of King Vikram and a vetala who tells him moral stories to test his knowledge of justice and righteousness. This vetala is depicted as knowledgeable, not evil.

Bhutas are ghosts of the departed who linger on Earth to sort out unsettled issues. The character of a bhuta depends on the nature of their unresolved problem and their cause of death. They can possess the living, inflict curses, and seek vengeance on those who have wronged them. Many evil spirits in Hinduism, such as bhutas and pishachas, can also be found in Buddhism, as the two religions share deep historical and cultural roots.



[image: Demon-slayer. A detail of a painting from circa 1585 depicts Narakasura, the king of the asuras, split in two by a missile thrown by Lord Krishna.]

Demon-slayer

This detail of a painting from c. 1585 depicts Narakasura, the king of the asuras, split in two by a missile thrown by Lord Krishna.






“I shall (today) drink… human blood, hot and fresh and frothy…”

The Rakshasa Hidimva in The Mahabharata, Book I, Section 154
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THE GODDESS KALI

A terrifying warrior goddess, Kali is usually pictured with her tongue hanging from her mouth, a necklace of skulls or decapitated heads around her neck, and a selection of bloodied weapons in her multiple hands. In this guise, she is a destroyer of evil, a fierce protector of those who worship her, and a force of nature. Her black or blue skin symbolizes her divine connection to the infinite nature of the Universe and time.

The 6th-century philosophical Hindu text the Devi Mahatmya (“Glory of the Goddess”) is one of the first sources to describe Kali’s birth and powers. It tells how Kali sprang from the forehead of the warrior mother goddess Durga – a personification of Durga’s rage and power – during a battle with two demons. Quickly slaying the demons, Kali showed herself to be a powerful manifestation of divine feminine energy (Shakti), a power referenced in images of her standing over her husband, the deity Shiva. In another tale, Kali defeats Raktabija (“Blood-seed”), a demon who can replicate himself through drops of his own blood. As they fight, Kali laps up the blood flowing from Raktabija’s wounds, preventing his replication and leading to his defeat.

While Kali is feared for her bloodlust and links with death and destruction, these aspects are also believed to be necessary to the cycle of creation and rebirth. Spiritual renewal is part of this pattern, with the stories of Kali’s battles serving as allegories for the need to embrace chaos or face inner demons in a bid to achieve enlightenment. Existing outside of the usual limitations of good and evil, Kali presents a complex view of the Universe in which horror can be a positive catalyst for change and transformation.



[image: Hindu homage. An early 18th-century watercolour shows the Hindu gods Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahma paying tribute to Kali, the goddess of time, death, and destruction.]

Hindu homage

This early 18th-century watercolour shows, from left, the Hindu gods Shiva, Vishnu, and Brahma paying tribute to Kali, the goddess of time, death, and destruction.
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GODS AND MONSTERS OF GREEK MYTH

depictions of gods and monsters in the tales of ancient Greece reveal how important they were in understanding the world.

Monsters in Greek mythology serve many purposes. They can personify the elements or reflect the dangers of a specific terrain – the poisonous nine-headed Hydra of Lerna lives in a swampy, uninhabitable region – but they also serve as a warning to respect and honour the gods. Curiously, many of the most formidable monsters in Greek mythology are female. Scholars have suggested that this reflects a patriarchal unease with the power that women could potentially wield over men, whether through sexual attraction, cunning, or supernatural force. In this context, the myths act both as cautionary tales and as symbolic expressions of anxiety in a society that was built on male authority.



Monsters populate Greek creation myths. According to Hesiod’s Theogony, Gaia, the goddess and personification of Earth, is mother to the giants, including the one-eyed cyclopes (though not Polyphemus) and the hecatoncheires, also known as the hundred-handed ones.




[image: A fearful sight. The beast gives off a menacing aura in the 2008 production of The Minotaur at London’s Royal Opera House. The work was hailed as one of the classical greats of the 21st century.]



A fearful sight

The beast gives off a menacing aura in the 2008 production of The Minotaur at London’s Royal Opera House. The work was hailed as one of the classical greats of the 21st century.





Divine punishments

Some of the most horrifying creatures that terrorize mortal souls are offspring of the gods; others are the result of brief human encounters with deities. Another group are those who become monsters – the products of transformation by vengeful gods. While born a Gorgon to the sea gods Phorcys and Ceto, Medusa, unlike her sisters, originally looks human and is considered beautiful by mortals and immortals alike. However, after she is raped by Poseidon in one of Athena’s temples, the goddess of war exacts revenge by turning Medusa’s hair into a nest of snakes.

The Minotaur is another victim of divine punishment. The sea god Poseidon gives a white Cretan bull to King Minos as a sign of his favour towards the ruler; in return, Minos is supposed to sacrifice the beast in tribute to Poseidon. However, captivated by its beauty and strength, the king keeps it, failing the test of obedience. In retaliation, Poseidon conspires with Aphrodite, the goddess of desire and sexual attraction, to curse Minos’s wife, Pasiphaë, and make her fall in love with the bull. The ensuing union produces the Minotaur, a half-man, half-bull creature so ferocious that it is imprisoned in a labyrinth beneath the Cretan palace. To keep the monster at bay, every nine years Minos must send seven young men and seven young women into the maze, where they inevitably face and are devoured by the creature.



Both unfairly punished by the gods for the actions of others, Medusa and the Minotaur show how monstrous beings were cast as outsiders and became the subject of fear and disdain.




[image: Blinding a cyclops. The painting at the top of a 7th-century bce amphora depicts Odysseus blinding the one-eyed giant Polyphemus. This enabled Odysseus and his surviving men to escape.]



Blinding a cyclops

The painting at the top of this 7th-century-bce amphora depicts Odysseus blinding the one-eyed giant Polyphemus. This enabled Odysseus and his surviving men to escape.





Hybrid beasts

Several other composite creatures reinforce the terrifying power of the gods, such as the harpies: winged creatures with beautiful faces and sharp talons that can tear apart human flesh. One of the most powerful hybrid beasts is Echidna. A serpentine being with a human head, she is the progenitor of multiple horrifying monsters. After mating with Typhon, Echidna gives birth to the Hydra of Lerna, the two-headed dog Orthus, the multiheaded guard dog of the Underworld known as Cerberus, the Colchian Dragon that guarded the famous Golden Fleece, the sea monster Scylla, and the fire-breathing Chimaera. Through a later relationship with Orthus, Echidna also gives birth to the Nemean Lion and the Sphinx encountered by Oedipus on his return to Thebes. In order to keep many of these monsters at bay, mortals must rely on the benevolence of the gods, offering gifts and sacrifices in exchange for their safety.



Some mortals and demigods in Greek mythology prove their heroism by confronting formidable foes such as the Nemean Lion, the Sphinx, and Medusa. Many of these beings must be overcome through strength, cunning, or courage. Heracles, the demigod son of Zeus, is celebrated for completing his “12 Labours”, six of which involve slaying or capturing dangerous beasts. To atone for killing his wife and children, Heracles must defeat the Hydra of Lerna, the lion of Nemea, and the Stymphalian birds. His final task requires him to bring Cerberus from Hades, the god of the underworld, to the mortal realm.



[image: A cunning plan. In a 16th-century painting, Heracles and his nephew are cauterizing the necks of the Hydra to prevent regrowth of its heads.]

A cunning plan

In this 16th-century painting, Heracles and his nephew are cauterizing the necks of the Hydra to prevent regrowth of its heads.






“No ship ever yet got past [Scylla] without losing some men, for she… carries off a man in each mouth.”

Homer, The Odyssey Book XII





Sea monsters

The seas around the Greek islands were believed to be filled with monsters. The sorceress Circe warned Odysseus of two that he would encounter on his voyage. Scylla, with six heads and 12 feet, lurked in a sea cave waiting for ships to pass, and Charybdis summoned whirlpools to sink them. Meanwhile, the beautiful sirens mesmerized sailors with their singing, only to drag them into the watery depths.


[image: Dating from circa 450 bce , a terracotta plaque depicts Scylla. Two of her six heads, at the front, are clearly recognizable as those of dogs.]

Dating from c. 450 bce, this terracotta plaque depicts Scylla. Two of her six heads, at the front, are clearly recognizable as those of dogs.







Divine fears

While monsters are often a source of terror, the Olympian gods also inflict cruelty, upon both mortals and their own kin. After gifting humans the power of fire, the Titan Prometheus is sentenced to eternal punishment by the other gods. Strapped to a rock, he is left to have his liver eaten by the Caucasian Eagle, only for the organ to regenerate the next day. Zeus also commits monstrous acts that often have devastating consequences for the human world. His rape of Leda leads to the birth of Helena and Clytemnestra, two mortal woman who contribute to the fall of Troy and ruin of the House of Atreus.

The goddesses also have a formidable reputation. The daughters of Gaia and Ouranos, the Furies – Alecto, Megaera and Tisiphone – are the goddesses of vengeance who seek retribution for mortal sins, particularly crimes against familial members (blood crimes). These unforgiving sisters torture their victims, often driving them to madness.

The gods themselves have their own monsters to fear. The first and most fearsome of all monsters in Greek mythology is Typhon, the son of Gaia and Tartarus. Some accounts describe him as having a dragon-like appearance with hundreds of fire-breathing snakes sprawling from his shoulders. When Typhon attacks Olympus, threatening the lives of both mortal and immortal beings, only Zeus is strong enough to defeat him, his thunderbolts opening up Earth and sending Typhon within. His name lives on today in the word “typhoon”: these strong winds were said to be the result of his fury.



Dionysus and the Maenads

Of the many Greek tragedies that have survived, Euripides’s The Bacchae stands out. In it, Pentheus, the new king of Thebes, denounces Dionysus as a false god and his female followers, the maenads, as a cult. Despite being witness to various miracles, Pentheus refuses to change his mind, so Dionysus has the maenads, including Pentheus’s own mother, tear him limb from limb.


[image: Even in the 21st century, Greek mythology continues to enthral. Director Peter Hall’s adaptation of The Bacchae was a box-office hit in London in 2002.]

Even in the 21st century, Greek mythology continues to enthral. Director Peter Hall’s adaptation of The Bacchae was a box-office hit in London in 2002.
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FATE AND REVENGE IN GREEK DRAMA

ancient greek tragedies exposed the horrors of the human condition by exploring cycles of violence and the irresistible forces of fate.

From the 6th century bce, the great playwrights of ancient Athens entered their work into annual competitions honouring Dionysus, the god of theatre. Based on tales from Greek mythology, these dramas, or tragedies, explored interactions between the mortal and immortal worlds and their consequences. Of the plays that have survived, most grapple with weighty themes such as the tension between fate and free will, the destructive power of revenge, and divine punishment of human misdeeds.

Terrible fates

First performed around 430 bce, Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex explores the folly of trying to escape a predetermined destiny. The play follows Oedipus, King of Thebes, as he seeks the murderer of his predecessor, King Laius, to end a plague – a divine punishment for the unsolved murder. Oedipus’s investigation uncovers terrible truths: he is the murderer and Laius was his father. In marrying Laius’s widow, Jocasta, Oedipus has also wed his own mother. Unaware that he was abandoned at birth to avoid a prophecy he would kill his father and marry his mother, Oedipus had believed his adoptive parents, the king and queen of Corinth, to be his real parents. The revelations culminate in a gruesome finale in which Jocasta takes her own life and Oedipus blinds himself with her dress pins.



[image: Terrible truths. Oedipus, played by British actor John Shrapnel, blinds himself in a 1988 production of Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex .]

Terrible truths

Oedipus, played by British actor John Shrapnel, blinds himself in a 1988 production of Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex.





Wreaking revenge

Aeschylus’s Oresteia trilogy, from 458 bce, centres on a family trapped in a cycle of revenge following King Agamemnon’s sacrificial killing of his daughter, Iphigenia, to appease the goddess Artemis. In the first play, Agamemnon, the king is murdered by his wife Clytemnestra to avenge the killing of their daughter. In The Choephori (also known as The Libation Bearers), the second play, Agamemnon’s surviving children, Orestes and Electra, seek revenge for their father’s death, and Orestes kills his mother Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus. In the final play, Eumenides, Orestes is pursued by the Furies, three goddesses of vengeance, for his actions. His fate is decided by a trial in which the goddess Athena acquits him of blame, ending the pattern of violence.

Extreme vengeance and familial conflict are also key themes in Euripides’s play Medea, dating from 431 bce. In this tale, Medea seeks revenge on her husband Jason after he abandons her and their two children for a Corinthian princess. Embarking on a trail of destruction, Medea punishes Jason by killing his new wife, father-in-law, and children by Jason before fleeing to Athens.

These studies in vengeance and suffering would have resonated with ancient Greek audiences. Regardless of their hopes for justice, happiness, or advancement, the dramas showed that their best attempts might be thwarted by predestination, divine meddling, and their own flawed personalities and decision-making. They also served as sobering reminders that feuds, cycles of vengeance, and savage brutality could afflict any family – given the right circumstances, anyone could be a victim or a perpetrator of terrible violence.



[image: Murder most foul. This 1st-circantury circa painting from Pompeii, Italy, shows Alcmaeon killing his mother, a popular story used in plays by Sophocles and Euripides.]

Murder most foul

This 1st-century ce painting from Pompeii, Italy, shows Alcmaeon killing his mother, a popular story used in plays by Sophocles and Euripides.







[image: Victims of vengeance. The desperate tragedy of Medea’s decision to kill her children as an act of revenge is evoked in a 1947 photoshoot for American Vogue featuring Australian actor Judith Anderson.]

Victims of vengeance

The desperate tragedy of Medea’s decision to kill her children as an act of revenge is evoked in a 1947 photoshoot for American Vogue featuring Australian actor Judith Anderson.






“I fear the beating storm of bloody rain that shakes the house.”

Aeschylus, agamemnon
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MEDUSA

In the ancient Greek world, few faces were more familiar, or more feared, than that of the hideous Medusa, her tongue projecting from a mouth

full of fangs and her head crowned by a tangle of serpents. Believed to keep evil away, her image could be seen on armour, vases, and buildings. In Greek mythology, Medusa was one of three terrifying sisters known as the Gorgons, who could turn anyone who looked at them into stone. However, while Stheno and Euryale were immortal, their sister Medusa was not.

Perseus, a son of Zeus, the king of the gods, was challenged by King Polydectes of Seriphos to slay Medusa and return with her head. Various gods gave him winged sandals, a cloak of invisibility, and a polished shield to help him in his task. When the time came, Perseus walked backwards into Medusa’s cave, looking only at the reflection in his shield, to avoid meeting her petrifying gaze. With a single slash he cut off her head and placed it safely in a sack. When he presented the head to Polydectes, the king was turned to stone. Athena, goddess of wisdom and war, then took the head and mounted it on her shield to terrify her enemies in battle.

According to the Roman poet Ovid, Medusa was raped by Poseidon, god of the sea, while serving in Athena’s temple. He claimed Athena turned Medusa into a gorgon as a punishment for desecrating her site, or possibly so that she could protect herself in future. Some modern scholars see Medusa as an icon of female empowerment rather than a monster.



[image: Murder most foul. A 1st-century ce painting from Pompeii, Italy, shows Alcmaeon killing his mother, a popular story used in plays by Sophocles and Euripides.]

The head of Medusa

Medusa’s terrifying gaze is captured in this work by 17th-century Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens. She is both a living curse on whoever looks at her and a force against evil itself.
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TALES OF THE PACIFIC

the supernatural creatures of Pacific island mythologies inspire both fear and reverence, reflecting a deep respect for the natural world they inhabit and command.

Traditional Polynesian belief systems include a large pantheon of gods, monsters, and spirits, many of them linked to the ocean. Ancient stories, passed down over thousands of years through chant, song, ritual, and performance, describe how these supernatural beings influence seafaring and navigation as well as natural phenomena, such as wind and volcanic activity. These tales probably originated 2,000–3,000 years ago, during the Austronesian expansion that carried seafaring cultures from Taiwan through the islands of Southeast Asia and on to the open Pacific.

Protectors and enforcers

Gods and spirits often reflect the island geography of their associated Pacific culture. They may take the form of animals, plants, humans, or natural features, and are frequently both revered and feared. Pele, for example, the Hawaiian goddess of fire and volcanoes, is renowned for her violent temper. It is said that who disrespect her or her land by taking rocks or sand may be cursed or destroyed in a volcanic eruption. Similarly, Tangaroa, the Polynesian god of the sea, can be invoked for protection, but is also believed to send storms and to drown the unworthy. Some Pacific cultures have myriad lesser gods or spirits called aitu, who can be cruel and bring misfortune. In Samoa, aitu are evil, fanged spirits said to bite people and make them unwell.

According to traditional beliefs, the violation of sacred taboos, or tapu, incurs serious consequences from gods and spirits, such as illness, madness, bad luck, or death. Taboos include touching a dead person, or entering a space where someone has died before a set amount of time has passed. Entering sacred fishing zones or protected forests, or eating food meant for chiefs or gods are also proscribed. Acting as a form of social control, these prohibitions help regulate behaviour, protect sacred sites, and are believed to maintain cosmic harmony between spirits, ancestors, and gods. To avoid supernatural retribution, ritual specialists or elders may be called in to cleanse or protect those who break taboos.




[image: Fiery goddess. A 17th to 18th-century statue depicts the Hawaiian fire goddess Pele, said to live in a crater at the summit of the Kīlauea volcano.]



Fiery goddess

This 17th–18th-century statue depicts the Hawaiian fire goddess Pele, said to live in a crater at the summit of the Kīlauea volcano.






“Kaumariki at once recognized these monsters as the dreaded patupaiarehe, man-eating demons…”

Māori folktale



Lurking in the deep

Sea monsters are common in the mythologies of the Pacific region, reflecting the islanders’ complex relationship with the sea, which is a source of sustenance but also unpredictable and dangerous. Many of these creatures share similarities with Nangananga, the Fijian goddess of death, who can capsize canoes, steal children, and curse fishermen. The Māori of Aotearoa (New Zealand) revere the taniwha, large, serpent-like sea creatures thought to be the spirits of dead ancestors. Sometimes benevolent, at other times malevolent, they guard locations and punish those who break taboos. Stories from Vanuatu describe the Qasavara, a cannibalistic sea ogre who drowns or devours victims, while Samoan legends feature the Pa’itele, a large, fish-like monster that lives in the Apolima Strait. In all their forms, these fearsome beasts teach a strong respect for the ocean and its mysteries.




[image: Traditional taniwha. Usually shown with blazing eyes and a serpent’s tail, as here, the taniwha can also shape-shift, taking a whale- or shark-like form.]



Traditional taniwha

Usually shown with blazing eyes and a serpent’s tail, as here, the taniwha can also shape-shift, taking a whale- or shark-like form.








[image: Power of the ocean. A mural featuring Tangaroa, the god of the sea, on the Cook Islands Library and Museum Society, Rarotonga, shows the continuing importance of ancient mythologies for Pacific islanders.]



Power of the ocean

This mural featuring Tangaroa, the god of the sea, on the Cook Islands Library and Museum Society, Rarotonga, shows the continuing importance of ancient mythologies for Pacific islanders.
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