

			[image: 9781523508488.jpg]


	

			[image: The Big Book of Monsters]


	



			To my own little monster, the Great Khan.


			—HJ


			To the monsters in my life: 


			Elizabeth, Buddy, Herman, and Ms. Kitten.


			—TS




	

			Here There Be Monsters


			A Note from the Editor


			Since the beginning of time, humans have given shape to their fears by telling stories of things that go bump in the night. Some of these stories have been passed down orally from one generation to the next and never written down. Others have made their way onto clay tablets, parchments, and into books. 


			In fact, some of the earliest written stories feature sun-swallowing serpents and fire-breathing beasts. Later, during medieval times and the Renaissance, poems and plays told tales of poison-spouting dragons and wicked witches. Then came the age of Gothic literature, when readers met those dreadful fiends, Dracula and Frankenstein’s monster.


			Here, you’ll find retellings of twenty-five of the most spine-tingling monster stories from throughout history—stories you can look up and read yourself, if you dare. 


			In each chapter, you’ll see passages in quotations. These come directly from the source text or an English-language translation. Every chapter also offers a glimpse beyond the book, where you’ll learn what inspired the authors to write these tales of dread. For example, William Shakespeare wrote Macbeth at a time when many people in England believed that witchcraft was a real threat—so it’s no surprise that his play features three devious witches! A couple of centuries later, when advances in science were rocking the world and people feared the dangers of scientific experimentation, Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein, that classic tale of science-gone-wrong. 


			As the world changes, some fears are put to rest, but new ones always arise. And as long as there is something to fear, there will be monsters.


			A final word of caution before you turn the page: Be careful, and trust no one. Sometimes even the friendliest face can hide a monster. (I’m looking at you, Dorian Gray.)
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			Āpep


			from


			The Book of the Dead


			(ca. 16th century BC)




				Category: Demigod


			Base of Operations: Tuat


			When: Every night


			Powers: Recovering from daily dismemberment


			Most Dastardly Deed: Attempted sun swallowing


			Fear Factor: [image: ]





			Deep in the ancient Egyptian underworld of Tuat lurked the giant serpent Āpep. Some said Āpep had twelve human faces emerging from his back. Others said he had legs. Everyone agreed he was up to no good. 


			Like most underworlds, Tuat was the home of the dead, but it was also quite literally under the world. Every day, the great god Ra carried the sun across the sky in his celestial barge, only to descend in the west come evening and pass into Tuat. 


			And there Āpep lay in wait.


			Āpep hated Ra. Every night he plotted against the god, and every morning he “lay hidden under the place of sunrise,” waiting to spring upon the celestial barge and “swallow up the sun as he [Ra] was about to rise in the eastern sky.” 


			Āpep was not alone, for he was “accompanied by legions of devils and fiends, red and black, and by all the powers of storm, tempest, hurricane, whirlwind, thunder, and lightning.” 


			But neither was Ra alone. On his barge rode other gods known as the Children of Horus. They carried chains and they carried scepters and, above all, they carried fetters. This was going to be a fight.


			Even with the Children of Horus on his side, Ra might not have been able to overcome Āpep and his monstrous army. But Ra had a secret weapon. The ibis-headed god Thoth, wisest of all beings mortal or divine, had taught Ra a magic spell that could “paralyze all Āpep’s limbs.” As Ra recited the sacred words, his loyal followers throughout Egypt chanted along with him, adding the strength of their magic to Ra’s own. 


			And then things got violent.


			[image: ]


			First, Ra “shot his fiery darts” at Āpep. Then the Children of Horus “hacked the monster’s body to pieces, which shriveled up under the burning heat of the rays of the sun.” Just to be safe, they “fastened chains upon him” and “fettered him with fetters.” Then “all the devils and fiends of darkness fled shrieking in terror at their leader’s fate.” Safely, the sun rose out of Tuat and passed into the world above, and it was dawn in Egypt.


			And this happened every single morning. Every daybreak was a fight to the death. 


			Perhaps it still is.


			If Āpep ever wins, it will be eternal night, and every morning he tries, and every morning he fails. And although he is chained up and dismembered, over the course of the day, “the reptile breaketh asunder the fetters” (bursts his chains) and gets ready to try again the next night. 


			Once again he is hiding by the gates of dawn. Once again his legion of demons are waiting with him. 


			Every single morning.




				Cutting Up Snakes


			The myth of the battle between Ra and Āpep is related to a myth that appears in many cultures across the globe to explain the creation of all things: a powerful god fights a water serpent, a dragon, or a giant at the beginning of time. The god pins down the monster, cuts it up, and creates the world from its body parts. In these myths, the creation of the earth is the triumph of order over chaos, with chaos often symbolized by a serpent.





Beyond the Book




				A Coffin or a Book? 
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		The ancient Egyptians never wrote a book called the Book of the Dead. In the early nineteenth century, “pioneer Egyptologists” gave the name to scrolls of papyrus found in Egyptian tombs. 


			As scholars got better at reading hieroglyphics, they realized that this so-called Book of the Dead, which contained “spells and incantations, hymns and litanies, magical formulae and names, words of power and prayers,” could be found not only in coffins, but also on coffins, painted around the sides, or “cut or painted on walls of pyramids and tombs.” 


			Many of these texts were first translated into English by E. A. Wallis Budge, “keeper of the Egyptian and Assyrian antiquities in the British Museum.” The quotes used in this chapter can be found in his translations, such as The Book of the Dead (1895), The Chapters of Coming Forth by Day (1898), and The Egyptian Heaven and Hell (1905). It’s probably best to take Budge’s translations with a grain of salt, though. He was a bit of a bluffer and had a habit of passing himself off as more fluent than he really was in various languages.




			Hieroglyphics


			The ancient Egyptians wrote in hieroglyphics, but the word hieroglyphics is actually Greek—it means “sacred carvings.” These sacred carvings started out as simple pictures—a dog meant “dog,” an eye meant “eye.” But over time, hieroglyphics became more complicated, with some characters taking on abstract meanings and others simply referring to sounds the same way our letters do. 





			After the Romans conquered Egypt, knowledge of hieroglyphics died out completely, and for a millennium and a half, no one could read the innumerable carvings on ancient Egypt’s ruins. 


			In 1799, though, while most of French General Napoleon’s soldiers in Egypt were getting captured or killed, one of them found an ancient tablet they called the Rosetta Stone. This stone had the same text written in Greek and in hieroglyphics. Since scholars could read Greek, they were able to puzzle out what some of the hieroglyphics meant, and this proved to be the key to piecing together three millennia’s worth of Egyptian writing.




			The First Short Stories
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			The Ancient Egyptians are generally considered the first people to write fiction. Among the papyrus rolls dug up from the Egyptian sands are several short stories, similar to fairy tales. Many of them were collected by the French Egyptologist Gaston Maspero in Popular Stories of Ancient Egypt (1882), including the story “King Khufui and the Magicians.”


			One of the magicians who appears in the story, Didi of Didusanafrui, is “a hundred and ten years” old but every day eats a “hundred loaves with a whole leg of beef.” Didi “knows how to make himself followed by a lion without a leash,” but more impressively, “he knows how to put back in place a head that has been cut off.” 


			To prove it, Didi once decapitated a goose and put the body on one side of a room and the head on the other. Then he recited some magic words, and “the goose rose up, it hopped, the head did the same, and when one had reunited with the other the goose began to cackle.” 
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			Beatrice Rappaccini


			from


			“Rappaccini’s Daughter”


			by  Nathaniel Hawthorne (1844)




				Category: Science experiment


			Base of Operations: Padua, Italy


			When: “Very long ago”


			Powers: The poison touch


			Weakness: Antivenom


			Most Dastardly Deed: So many dead insects!


			Fear Factor: [image: ]


			


			Dr. Giacomo Rappaccini of the University of Padua was “a man fearfully acquainted with the secrets of nature.” It was said that the good doctor cared “infinitely more for science than for mankind,” but no one could deny his genius. His specialty was the cultivation and modification of poisonous plants, and his daughter Beatrice grew up in his garden of death.


			Dr. Rappaccini created some of the exotic species by “mingling” parts of different plants, Frankenstein style. Although the pieces he used were “individually lovely,” when they were combined, they showed a “questionable and ominous character.” The most beautiful and deadly flower in the garden grew in its heart, a shrub sporting “a profusion of purple blossoms” with “the luster and richness of a gem.”


			This was Beatrice Rappaccini’s twin sister.


			Not literally, of course. Beatrice was not a plant! But the purple shrub and the baby girl were born the same day, and Beatrice was raised alongside the plant, “nourished with its breath.” Beatrice loved the shrub “with a human affection.” They were very much alike, these two. Both were achingly beautiful, and both were deadly.


			This was Beatrice Rappaccini’s curse: Her breath was poisonous; her touch was poisonous. 


			It wasn’t all bad, of course. Mosquitoes never bothered her, because once they got close, they fell dead. 


			But it was mostly bad. Anyone foolish enough to touch Beatrice’s skin came down with a “burning and tingling” rash. A kiss probably meant death; no one was sure because no one ever took the risk. Beatrice lived “estranged from all society.” 


			[image: ]


			She had her plants, of course—plants that only she could tend because their very odor would kill any other gardener. Her father was “said to have instructed her deeply in his science,” and despite her youth, she was “already qualified to fill a professor’s chair.”


			Perhaps Beatrice would have lived her whole life shut up in this “Eden of poisonous flowers.” But one day, a student, Giovanni Guasconti, gained access to the garden. Giovanni was the first person (in fact, the first nonplant) her own age that Beatrice had ever met, so naturally they fell in love. 
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			But it’s hard to be in love when your touch is poisonous. Also poisonous: most of the plants in the place where you live. When Giovanni visited the garden, he had to be careful not to touch 1) his girlfriend, and 2) anything else.


			Over time, hanging out in the garden began to have a strange effect on Giovanni. He’d walk down the street and flowers would wilt as he passed. Spiders died if he got too close. There was a “poison in his breath.” He was becoming, as he put it, “a world’s wonder of hideous monstrosity”—just like sweet Beatrice!


			Giovanni had friends at the university, though, and he got one professor to whip up an antidote that would neutralize even “the most virulent poisons.” Giovanni offered his beloved a drink, hoping to make her normal. 


			But Beatrice was poison all the way through. One sip of the antidote and there was nothing left of her. She keeled over dead.


			Beyond the Book


			The All-Time Greatest Literary Poisonings 


			Literature is full of clever poisonings, but the undisputed champion poisoners of literature all come from seventeenth-century English plays, such as:


			•  The White Devil by John Webster (1612). The Duke of Brachiano wants to bump off his loving wife. He knows that every night she kisses his portrait goodnight, so he has the portrait’s lips coated with poison. One last goodnight kiss and no more wife.


			• The Revenger’s Tragedy by Thomas Middleton (1606). A wicked duke killed Vindice’s wife with poison, so Vindice dresses the remnants of the poisoned corpse up like a living woman and tricks the duke into thinking it’s his girlfriend. The duke kisses the skull—and dies from the poison.


			• Hamlet by William Shakespeare (ca. 1600). Famously, Claudius kills the sleeping king of Denmark by pouring poison into his ear. Not as cunning as Brachiano’s or Vindice’s plans, but just as effective!


			Three perfect crimes! But actually, no one gets away with anything in seventeenth-century drama, so Brachiano, Vindice, and Claudius all bite the dust eventually (two by poison: Brachiano puts on a poisoned helmet, and Claudius is stabbed with a poisoned sword. Vindice just gets his head cut off, no poison involved).




			On Poisons


			“Mr. Henbane, the toxicologist . . . has passed half his life in studying poisons and antidotes. The first thing he did on his arrival here was to kill the cat; and while Miss Crotchet was crying over her, he brought her to life again.”


			—­From Crotchet Castle by Thomas Love Peacock (1831)







			The Most Poisonous Book of All 
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			In the nineteenth century, arsenic was often used as a component of green paints on wallpaper. Over time, the wallpaper would shed toxic arsenic dust. This was not healthy.


			In an attempt to raise awareness of the dangers of deadly wallpaper, Dr. Robert Kedzie bound a bunch of wallpaper samples into a book and slapped a poison warning on it, calling it Shadows from the Walls of Death. He then sent one hundred free copies to various libraries around Michigan. 


			Most libraries discarded the dangerous book, but a few kept their copies in storage. Over the next century, as more and more arsenic flaked off of the oversize pages, the surviving volumes became deadlier and deadlier. Every page turned sent out a toxic billow of arsenic dust. 


			The wallpaper samples were beautiful, though. No nontoxic pigment creates such a lovely shade of green.


			[image: ]


			
Cheops


			from


			The Mummy!


			by Jane Webb (1827)




				Category: Undead


			Base of Operations: Egypt, then England


			When: AD 2126


			Powers: Superstrength; preternatural cunning


			Most Dastardly Deed: Bending everyone to his will (but also patricide)


			Fear Factor: [image: ]


			


			Long ago, in ancient Egypt, a “gigantic but well-proportioned” pharaoh named Cheops fell in love with his own sister and killed his own father and generally had a guilty conscience when he died. Priests wrapped him up in “innumerable folds of red and white linen” and deposited his mummy in a secret room in the Great Pyramid of Giza. There he lay undiscovered for 4,700 years.


			In the year 2126, his secret tomb was located and opened, and two British scientists traveled by airship to Egypt with “the most compendious and powerful galvanic battery ever yet beheld by mortal.” They hypothesized that “by employing so powerful an agent as galvanism, re-animation may be produced.”


			In other words, they planned to shock the mummy to life.


			In the heart of the pyramid, Dr. Entwerfen and his young assistant Edric Montagu fastened a battery to the royal mummy. While a thunderstorm roared about the pyramids, “shaking their enormous masses to the foundation,” the mummy opened ancient eyes “shining with supernatural luster.” 


			Entwerfen ran away in blind panic, but Montagu stood paralyzed by its gaze. Suddenly, “dry, bony fingers” grabbed Montagu, and the mummy pulled himself upright. Standing tall for the first time in 4,700 years, Cheops staggered out of the pyramid and into the storm. “What place is this?”  he shouted. 




			“Methinks all seems wondrous, new, and strange!”


			[image: ]





			And what did he see but the scientists’ airship! Not knowing what it was, he stumbled aboard, and the airship’s autopilot drew him up and away, on the long trip back to England.


			Entwerfen and Montagu could only gape in astonishment as the mummy sailed away. They had unleashed a “fearful specter” upon the world, a fiend “in whose bosom dwells everlasting fire.” 


			When Cheops disembarked in London, he found a futuristic wonderworld. Cooks, surgeons, and prison guards were all windup mechanical “automata.” Letters were sent great distances quickly by a relay system in hollowed-out cannonballs fired from great “steam-cannon.” Fashionable women wore “gossamer nets made of the spider’s web,” and hats equipped with “very pretty fountains made of glass dust” that were “thrown up in little jets by a small perpetual motion wheel.”


			[image: ]


			The sudden arrival of a gigantic being with eyes “like fire” created chaos in the court of the Queen of England, and an assassin took advantage of the tumult to poison the queen. A new queen had to be chosen, and in the rush of intrigue and backstabbing, Cheops found himself in his element. 


			For months he lurked in the shadows, “muffled in a thick cloak,” clambering over walls and slipping through windows to advise and manipulate the conspirators. He was a terrifying sight when he cast his cloak off, for “his fearful eyes . . . seemed to possess the fabled fascination of those of the rattle-snake” and his laugh was “like the yell of a demon.”


			As he was stronger, faster, and more cunning than any man living, the mummy had every faction in the court of England dancing to his tune as he manipulated them into betraying each other and themselves in turn.


			And yet, at the end of all his tricks and machinations, the apparently sinister mummy left “the United Kingdoms of Great Britain and Ireland” stable and at peace. He explained to Edric Montagu that he had spent the millennia in “eternal misery” from guilt over the crimes of his life—the dead father, the romanced sister—and “a wild, never-dying fiend” raged in his heart, burning “with unquenchable fire and never-ceasing torment.”
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