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Cetus
Ancient Greek myths and legends are
filled with monsters, giants, and other
supernatural creatures. One example
is the sea monster. Many ancient
Greek sea monsters took the name
“Cetus”.
PHOTOGRAPH BY MIGUEL HERMOSO CUESTA,
COURTESY WIKIMEDIA. CC-BY-SA-4.0

Samotherium
Anthropologists and historians think
ancient Greek storytellers may have
found inspiration for their fantastic
beasts in the world around them—they
may have been the “first fossil hunters.”
The Cetus may in fact be an unusual
representation of the fossilized skull of
an extinct species of giraffe. Fossils of
this species, Samotherium, are found in
the Greek Isles.
PHOTOGRAPH BY GHEDOGHEDO,
COURTESY WIKIMEDIA. CC-BY-SA-3.0

Plesiosaur
Another theory is that storytellers
drew inspiration from fossils of ancient
marine reptiles, such as the plesiosaur.
Fossil-bearing rocks with marine
reptiles have been unearthed from
Morocco to Germany.

PHOTOGRAPH BY ADRIAN PINGSTONE,
COURTESY WIKIMEDIA. PUBLIC DOMAIN
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Adapted from: https://www.nationalgeographic.org/article/greek-monsters/
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Griffin
Griffins were hybrid creatures with
the body of a lion, and the head and
talons of an eagle. These fearsome
creatures were known for guarding
hoards of gold.

ENGRAVING BY WENCESLAS HOLLAR, COURTESY
UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO WENCESLAUS HOLLAR
DIGITAL COLLECTION AND WIKIMEDIA.

Protoceratops
Ancient Greek storytellers often associated griffin mythology with the Scythians, a
group of people who lived around the northern Black Sea and Eurasian steppe, a
region rich in both gold deposits and dinosaur fossils. The large neck frill makes
protoceratops in particular a likely inspiration for the griffin.
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LS5 Animals Around Us
Task 4

Text 3

Dragon
Ancient Greek dragons were often
versions of giant snakes that could fly.
Like griffins, dragons often guarded gold
and other treasures. This dragon is
regurgitating the Greek hero Jason after
he attempted to steal the Golden Fleece.

Javelin Sand Boa
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Ancient Greek storytellers didn’t have to look very far for inspiration for snake-like
dragons. Snakes and other reptiles are abundant in the northern Mediterranean
basin, and appear in many Greek myths. Besides Jason’s dragon, the Greek hero
Heracles battled a dragon (the Lernaean Hydra), the constellation Draco honors a
dragon (Ladon), the god Apollo killed a dragon (Python), and the Greek hero Cadmus
vanquished a dragon (the Ismenian dragon).
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Unicorn
The unicorn, a mythical creature popularized
in European folk stories, has captivated the
human imagination for over 2,000 years. For
most of that time people also believed they
were real. The origins of the unicorn
myth date back at least as far as 400 BCE,
when the Greek historian Ctesias first
documented a unicorn-like animal in his
writings on the region of India.
Special Collections, University of Houston
Libraries available at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unicorn#/media/Fil
e:Oftheunicorn.jpg

Deer
They may not have the magical
healing powers of the mythical
unicorn, but deer and other
antlered animals are occasionally
born with a single horn, sometimes
positioned at the center of their
head. This rare genetic condition
could have inspired the unicorn
legend a long time ago.
Photograph: Carlo Ferraro/EPA
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Adapted from: https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/pages/article/monster-myths and
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/jun/11/italy1 and https://www.worldhistory.org/article/1629/the-unicorn-myth/

