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Iconology of a Monster
—Imagery of the Monster of Ravenna, Italy—

Toshihisa Matsudaira*

Abstract

This article is an iconological study concerning the imaginary figure of the
monster of Ravenna, ltaly. This monster, which is said to have come into
being in March, 1512, was on everybody's lips as an omen of the French
invasion of Ravenna, which happened a month later. As evidence, there
remain a large number of historical materials and illustrations describing
this monster. The images are extremely bizarre, showing characteristics of
androgyny, full wings instead of arms, eyes on its patellas, and so on. The
most remarkable characteristic of all could be considered the carved seals
engraved on the chest or abdomen.

The aims of this study are to disclose how the monster was described by
scrutinizing the historical materials and also to clarify any meaning
attributed to them through iconological analyses.

As etymology suggests, monsters have been interpreted as a sign of an
omen or Providence from ancient times. In this sense only, the monster of
Ravenna certainly stems from local tradition. However, my iconological
analyses made it clear that there are also extremely unusual characteristics
involved, as outlined below.

There are two design types upon which the monster in Ravenna could be
based. Careful scrutiny of both reveals the hidden symbolic meaning of the
Christian doctrine of “the seven deadly sins.” The carved seal, which is the
most outstanding trait of all, means “Jesus Christ.” That is to say the monster
of Ravenna, which is an aggregation of sins, represents none other than
Jesus Christ.

In other words, while the monster of Ravenna is understood traditionally
as an ill omen, its images are, on the other hand, formed with ambivalent
meanings both sacred and secular. This is a fine illustration of dualism, or
“the accordance of two mutually contradictory ideas.”

*Graduate School of Human Sciences, Waseda University

149



