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The purpose of this article is to consider the hybridity of demons in the 
medieval period, both in terms of their physical attributes as understood 
by theologians at the time and their contemporary representation in 
visual media. There is a stark difference between the nature and 
physicality of demons as described by theologians and the way in which 
demons are represented in the visual arts, a conflict which will form the 
basis of this paper. The idea of demons and their presence in the 
human world was an increasingly interesting issue for the medieval 
church and for theologians. This interest can be found as far back as 
Augustine’s writings, who discussed such topics in De doctrina 
Christiana, De civitate Dei and De trinitate. Augustine was writing at a 
time when pagan concepts were being understood through a Christian 
worldview and ideas such as daimones, neutral spirits in the Greco-
Roman world, were translated into Christian demons, which warranted 
significant discussion. An interest in these topics was revived in the 
medieval period for various reasons. There was a widespread belief that 
the year 1000 would herald the Last Judgement, based on the reference 
in Revelation 20 to Satan being bound for 1000 years, after which he 
would be freed to wreak havoc on the world.1 As a result of this, ideas 
around hell, eternal punishment and sin became more prominent at 
this time. In the following centuries, the Church was increasingly 
concerned by non-orthodox beliefs, heretical groups, and the influence 
of other religions such as Judaism and Islam. A drive toward Church 
reform ensued and as such the influence of the devil and his demons 
on human life, and the threat to Christian society that this posed, 
became a priority for the Church. This led to a wide range of literature 
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on the subject of demons, both in the form of Church sermons designed 
to warn the laity, and through the writings of theologians who were 
particularly interested in the fundamental nature of demons, their 
powers, and how they could interact with humans. This coincided with 
a drive towards more formal theology, beginning in the twelfth century, 
as a result of the emergence of the universities, and that of Paris in 
particular. This drive resulted in many theological systems and other 
works produced at this time which sought to address all aspects of 
theology, including angels and demons. These theological writings often 
explored the physical attributes of demons, including how they 
appeared to and interacted with human beings, and often included 
physical descriptions of them. The heightened interested in demonic 
forces at this time also led to an increase in visual representations of 
demons in the twelfth century.2 

The concept of demonic physicality has been considered in detail 
by Dyan Elliott in Fallen Bodies: Pollution, Sexuality, and Demonology 
in the Middle Ages.3 While this text is primarily concerned with notions 
of bodily purity and pollution, the chapter “On Angelic 
Disembodiment and the Incredible Purity of Demons” discusses the 
perceived physical nature of angels and demons in the medieval period 
at length. Similarly, Anke Bernau’s Bodies and the Supernatural: 
Humans, Demons and Angels discusses the bodies of demons as 
opposed to those of angels and humans.4 Bernau also discusses the 
visual representations of demons and describes them as appearing as 
both “deceptively beautiful” and “terrifying and awe-inspiring”.5 The 
focus in this work, however, is on the forms that demons take to deceive 
humans as discussed in literature, rather than the visual imagery used to 
depict them. A key text in terms of the concept of hybridity in the 
Middle Ages is Caroline Walker Bynum’s Metamorphosis and Identity, 
published in 2001.6 This volume considers the two concepts of 
metamorphosis and hybridity in the medieval period primarily through 
a consideration of the werewolf trope. However, it considers the idea of 
hybridity more generally, discussing how it was received in the medieval 
period by theological scholars, and how it related to their wider 
understanding of the world. While it does not consider the demonic 
and can therefore not inform this study’s understanding of demons as 
hybrid forms, its exploration of the medieval understanding of hybridity 
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is important. It is impossible to consider the significance of the 
representations of demons as hybrid without understanding what 
hybridity meant to medieval thinkers, what it could be used to represent 
more widely, and how it impacted the Christian worldview. Bynum 
concludes that hybridity, and metamorphosis, are ‘destabilizings of 
expectation’ which ‘shake our confidence in the structure of reality’.7 
This understanding is important to bear in mind when considering the 
way in which the demonic has been represented in the medieval period 
and why this has been done.  

In this essay hybridity will be studied in through multiple lenses. 
Firstly, it will consider the conceptual hybridity of demons and the 
multiplicity of representation between theological understanding and 
visual imagery, whereby they are simultaneously thought of as both 
aerial beings, akin to their angelic counterparts, who maintained many 
of their physical features after their fall, and monstrous forms who are 
unlike anything seen in heaven or on earth. Secondly, the literal 
hybridity of the demonic form as represented in visual media in the 
medieval period will be explored, looking into the origins and 
consequences of this tradition. The theological understanding of 
demonic physicality will be explored through a study of some key 
theological texts which had a wide-ranging impact in the medieval 
period. The first of these is the twelfth-century Sententiarum libri 
quatuor (hereafter Sententiarum) of Peter Lombard. This was one of 
the most important theological texts of the medieval period and formed 
an integral part of the theology curriculum at the University of Paris. It 
was the most successful form of theological system developed in the 
twelfth century, and the main aim of the text was to provide synthesis 
between various contradictory authoritative texts, such as the Church 
Fathers, with regards different areas of theology. Due to its logical 
structure and its methodology of bringing together different authorities 
and finding a common conclusion, it became a very important text in 
the medieval period and was taught at the University of Paris for 
centuries. Its discussions of topics such as the physical form of demons 
were highly influential and formed the basis of arguments around this 
subject by other theologians. Due to the nature of the Sententiarum, 
essentially a compilation of earlier theological thought, the writings of 
the Church Fathers, and Augustine in particular, make up the 
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foundation of the arguments found within it regarding demons and their 
nature. Augustine’s ideas on the demonic will therefore also be 
considered here. Similarly, due to the importance of the Sententiarum 
as a teaching text, theology students at Paris throughout the medieval 
period were required to produce commentaries on it in order to gain 
their degree. The thirteenth-century theologians St Thomas Aquinas 
and St Bonaventure were two of the more influential commentators, as, 
unlike many, their commentaries both greatly expanded on the material 
of the original text and also provide new ideas and opinions. They also 
both went on to produce their own important theological texts, the 
Summa theologiae of Aquinas and the Breviloquium of Bonaventure. 
The ideas expressed in their commentaries on the physical form of 
demons were therefore also influential and can be seen as 
representative of theological thought at the time. Finally, the twelfth-
century Historia scholastica of Peter Comestor will be explored. This is 
another important theological text which was fundamental to the 
teaching of theology in the medieval period. Jean-Pierre Torrell, in his 
2005 work on Thomas Aquinas, states that by the 1230s the three basic 
texts that Dominican friars were expected to study were the Bible, the 
Historia scholastica of Peter Comestor, and Lombard’s Sententiarum.8 
This work also considers the nature of the demonic and provides a 
different viewpoint to the other theologians listed so far, as will be 
explored below. 

With regards the visual imagery surrounding demons, this study 
will look at both manuscript illuminations accompanying religious or 
theological writings, and the architectural art of medieval churches. The 
manuscripts considered range from the twelfth to the fourteenth 
centuries, covering the same period as the theological writings above, 
and include texts with a link to theological or biblical literature, thereby 
providing a contextual link to the theological discussions of demons also 
being explored. The manuscripts include devotional texts, used by both 
clergy and the lay community, such as psalters, collections of Psalms 
used for prayer. The highly illustrated Add MS 21926, known as the 
Grandisson Psalter and held by the British Library, is a thirteenth-
century psalter named for its fourteenth-century owner John 
Grandisson, Bishop of Exeter.9 Similarly, the Getty Museum’s twelfth-
century MS 66, named the Ingeborg Psalter as it was produced for 
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Queen Ingeborg of France, is another richly illuminated example that 
will be considered.10 Also used here are two fourteenth-century 
illustrated Bibles, also both held by the British Library. The first is MS 
Kings 5, a Dutch example of a Biblia pauperum, a typological Bible 
focussed on illustrations for the illiterate elite comparing similarities 
between the New and Old Testaments.11 The second is Add MS 47682, 
known as the Holkham Picture Book, a fourteenth-century richly 
illustrated Bible from England, designed by the clergy for an illiterate 
audience.12 The final devotional text to be examined is the Taymouth 
Hours, Yates Thomson MS 13 in the British Library.13 It is a 
fourteenth-century book of hours, a devotional text incorporating 
prayers and psalms for use by the laity. While many of these works 
included lots of imagery, this is a particularly richly illustrated version, 
and was possibly made for a royal patron, explaining this emphasis on 
illumination. Other imagery to be considered comes from a thirteenth 
century production of Anselm of Canterbury’s De humanis noribus per 
similitudines (hereafter Similitudines), a work which was possibly 
revised and finalised following his death.14 This text considered human 
morality and compared vice and virtue in a variety of contexts. Also 
considered is the fourteenth-century Breviari d’amor, a lengthy Occitan 
poem which incorporates a section discussing theology, by Matfre 
Ermengau, a French friar and troubadour.15 These examples have been 
chosen as they are utilised by both the clergy and laity, they all come 
from manuscripts with a link to theological or biblical thought, and they 
are contemporary to the theological discussions being considered. The 
church art to be incorporated into this study focuses on three examples. 
These are two twelfth-century tympana, those of the Abbey Church of 
Sainte-Foy in Conques and of St Lazare in Autun. The last is a 
thirteenth-century wall painting in the church of St Mary and St Michael 
in Melbourne, England. These have been selected due to their 
prominent positions within the church settings themselves, their subject 
matter, and the contemporary time frame of their completion.16 

This essay will therefore consider the differences between 
theological descriptions of demons and how they are visually 
represented within theological and church settings. It will consider the 
reasons behind the visual representations of demons and how this 
differs from their understood physicality. It will also make a case for 
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further research into the implications of this dual understanding of the 
demonic physical form and how they have both existed within the 
Christian worldview in the medieval period and beyond. 

In the medieval period theological works primarily understood 
demons as having the same physical attributes as angels. Peter 
Lombard’s Sententiarum, explains that ‘[m]any Catholic writers have 
agreed on this and have taught unanimously that angels are incorporeal 
and do not have bodies united to them.’17 On demons specifically, 
Lombard cites Augustine: 

 
All angels before their confirmation or fall had aerial bodies, 
formed from the purer and higher part of the air and suitable for 
acting, but not for suffering. And such bodies were preserved for 
the good angels who remained steadfast, so that they can act in 
such bodies, but not suffer…But the bodies of the evil angels in 
their fall were changed into an inferior quality of thicker air. For 
just as they were cast down from a worthier place to a lower one, 
that is, into this cloudy atmosphere, so their refined bodies were 
transformed into inferior and thicker ones, in which they can 
suffer from a superior element, that is, from fire. And this seems 
to have been Augustine’s thought, as he says, in On Genesis: 
Demons are called aerial animate beings because they are 
endowed with bodies of an aerial nature; 
Peter Lombard, Sententiarum, II.8.1 18 

 
This passage, drawn from Augustine’s writings, clarifies that demons 
were angels before their fall. Angels are aerial creatures and those that 
fell, becoming demons, retained their aerial nature, although they began 
taking their substance from a lower quality of air given their new habitat. 
It is therefore possible to draw the conclusion that demons still do not 
have an intrinsic corporeal form. Bonaventure’s commentary on the 
Sententiarum explicitly confirms this, stating: 
 

On this point, however, many doubt whether demons have an 
inseparable body tied to them in which they are tortured. But it is 
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plain enough that just as the good angels do not have a body 
unless they voluntarily assume one, neither do the wicked angels. 
Bonaventure, Commentaria, II.7.1.1.1.19 

 
Demons are therefore understood to be aerial and incorporeal, similar 
to angels, but of a lower quality of matter.  

The passage from Bonaventure above also reflects another facet to 
the theological understanding of angelic and demonic form, that both 
angels and demons can take on certain forms when required to. The 
appearance of God and of supernatural creatures, both angels and 
demons, was a common occurrence in the Old Testament of the Bible, 
and they took many different forms. God appeared as a burning bush, 
as pillars of cloud and fire, and as storms.20 Angels also took the form 
of other humans, as when they appeared before Abraham. Similarly, 
demons are seen in the Bible using a variety of forms when they appear 
to human beings, or possessing the bodies of both humans and animals, 
such as pigs. Aquinas’ Summa theologiae provides an example of 
demons taking different forms when necessary: 

 
But if from the joining of demons some are occasionally begotten, 
this is not through the seed cut from them, or from assumed 
bodies, but through the seed of some man received for this, 
namely that the same demon which is a succubus to a man, was 
an incubus to a woman; 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, q. 51, a.3, ad.6. 21 

 
Here Aquinas is explaining the mechanics of an incubus, a demon 
which is able to impregnate a woman using sperm which it has 
previously taken from a human man. The demons must therefore be 
able to take the form of both genders in order for this to work. This 
topic is of interest to theologians as it relates to demons’ capabilities and 
whether they are able to impregnate women. This was another subject 
which Augustine considered at length in his writings, and much of the 
discussion in the medieval period was founded on his writings. 
Augustine was undecided on whether such occurrences did indeed 
happen, but by the thirteenth century the concept of incubi assaulting 
women was discussed as fact.22 As part of his explanation here Aquinas 
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has clearly stated that demons first take the form of a woman and then 
take the form of a man, meaning that they are capable of taking the form 
of both genders. 

The most common example given and discussed in theological 
works is the serpent in the garden of Eden. There is much discussion 
over whether it was the Devil in the form of a serpent or whether the 
Devil used a real serpent for his purposes.23 However, regardless of this 
difference of opinion, even when it is assumed that it was the Devil in 
the form of a serpent, there is still much to learn from theological 
discussions on the topic. In the twelfth century the description of the 
serpent in the garden as having a woman’s head began to become more 
widespread. This was popularised by Peter Comestor in his late twelfth-
century Historia scholastica where he described the serpent in Eden as 
‘having the face of a virgin’.24 Despite claiming that this description was 
drawn from an uncited work of Bede, the concept of a female-headed 
serpent in Eden has no bases in Biblical source material and was refuted 
both directly and indirectly by other theological writers at the time. 
Nicholas of Lyra, in the fourteenth century, wrote that ‘some say that 
serpent had a pleasing and virginal face; but this has no scriptural 
authority…’, which directly contradicts Peter Comestor’s understanding 
of the hybrid serpent.25 Similarly, Lombard’s Sententiarum indirectly 
refutes Comestor’s account when it explains that: 

 
But because he could not harm her by violence, he turned to 
deceit, so that he might overthrow her whom he could not 
overcome by power. But lest his deception should become too 
apparent, he did not come in his own form, lest he should be 
clearly recognised and so rejected. On the other hand, lest his 
deceit be so excessively hidden it would be impossible to guard 
against and humankind would also seem to suffer a wrong if God 
allowed it to be tricked in such a way that it would not be able to 
take any precautions, the devil was allowed to come in another’s 
form, but in one in which his wickedness would be easily 
detected. And so, that he came not in his own form was done by 
his own will; but that he came in a form suitable to his wickedness 
was done by God. And so he came to the humans as a serpent 
Peter Lombard, Sententiarum, II.21.2.26 
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Lombard is here quite explicit that the Devil was not allowed by God to 
take on a form that would be too appealing to Eve, such as a human 
form. This, perhaps, is behind the hybrid nature of the serpent-woman 
that Comestor describes which does not go so far as allowing the Devil 
to use the full body of a human woman. However, if the purpose of the 
virgin’s face is for Eve to find the Devil appealing and more easily 
trusted, then Lombard’s logic above would not allow for this.  

Nevertheless, in Comestor’s serpent-woman, the demonic has 
begun to take on a hybrid form. This hybrid description was commonly 
reproduced in the illustrations accompanying discussions of Genesis 
and the fall.27 A thirteenth-century example can be found in the 
Grandisson Psalter, produced in England in the 1270s-80s, and most 
famously owned by John Grandisson, the Bishop of Exeter in the 
following century.28 Accompanying Psalm 109, which is concerned with 
the deceit of the wicked, an image of the Fall of Man appears, including 
the woman-headed serpent. This is significant as it is a devotional text, 
owned by a prominent member of the clergy who would have been 
familiar with theological commentary around the appearance of the 
serpent and demons in general. Similar examples include the 
fourteenth-century Biblia Pauperum from the Netherlands, held by the 
British Library, in which a female-headed serpent appears to Eve alone, 
and the fourteenth-century Taymouth Hours, produced in England for 
a royal woman, which depicts the hybrid serpent between Adam and 
Eve.29 Biblia Pauperum were Bibles which focussed on imagery as the 
primary form of communication with little or no text alongside them. 
They were designed for the lay population who were often unable to 
read and relied on visual imagery, although the expense of manuscript 
versions such as this put them out of reach of most of the population. 
Books of Hours were devotional works used for prayer by the upper 
classes. Other interesting examples include the fourteenth-century 
Holkham Bible Picture Book, produced in London and likely to have 
been designed for a wealthy lay audience. The illustrations representing 
Genesis include an image of Adam and Eve eating the forbidden fruit, 
watched by a serpent with a female head.30 Like the above examples, 
this is not necessarily intended for a clerical audience, however, it was 
produced by clergy, probably Dominicans, and sits well within a Biblical 
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context. Another example can be found in a fourteenth-century 
manuscript copy of Matfre Ermengau’s Breviari d’amor, a thirteenth 
century French poetic work which includes a lengthy section on 
theology. In this example Eve alone reaches for the forbidden fruit 
while a female-headed serpent watches her pluck it.31 Ermengau was 
himself a cleric and was well versed in the theological arguments of the 
time. Therefore, despite the secular nature of the work itself, there was 
a strong link to formal theological discussion accompanying the image 
of the female-headed serpent in this instance. In all these examples the 
hybrid nature of the serpent is contrary to the prevailing theological 
theory at the time, that the Devil appeared as a normal serpent. 
However, its hybridity is likely to serve to highlight to the viewer of the 
works its unnatural character and the supernatural element of the 
situation. 

Demons appear as hybrid and monstrous forms in other 
theological contexts, beyond that of the female-headed serpent in 
Genesis. Apart from the trope of the female-headed serpent, there were 
other common elements to the way in which demons were represented. 
This includes demons as hybrid compilations of other creatures and 
with overtly monstrous features, including unusual colourings, bat-like 
wings, enlarged limbs and teeth, or horns. Again, the purpose of this 
study is not to provide an exhaustive list of examples, however, some 
instances have been included for demonstration and to consider the 
possible reasons behind the differences in the visual representation of 
demons and the theological understanding of their form. 

One of the explanations for the female-headed serpent posited 
above is linked to identification and that the hybridity of the serpent 
serves to mark it as apart from an ordinary creature. It is possible that 
the depictions of demons as strange hybrid creatures in visual art more 
widely was in fact done to ensure that they are easily identified in 
illustrations as they are often shown alongside humans or angels. This 
can be seen in a thirteenth-century illustration from St Anselm’s 
Similitudines, where the Devil is present alongside saints and sinners.32 
The Similitudines were designed to compare the vices and virtues of 
human morality, using pairs of opposite concepts throughout. One 
pairing used is between saints and sinners and the illustration depicts 
God, and angel, and a humble human on the one hand, with an 
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adulterous pair and the Devil on the other. The visual imagery here is 
important so that the wickedness of the Devil can be distinguished from 
the goodness of the angel. Another example can be found in the 
Ingeborg Psalter, a twelfth century prayer book commissioned for 
Ingeborg, the wife of Philip II of France.33 As a devotional text used by 
a member of lay royalty, it is helpful for the viewer to be able to 
immediately recognise demonic figures from the human or the divine. 
The illustration for Psalm 53, which begins ‘the fool hath said in his 
heart, there is no God’, depicts a man holding a piece of parchment 
which reads ‘non est Deus’. He is flanked by two devils, identifiable as 
grey imp-like creatures with wings and horns. In stark visual contrast, an 
angel, who is warning the man, is shown above in robes with golden hair 
and a divine halo. In both of these examples, were these creatures to be 
represented according to their true nature, this would not only be 
impossible due to their incorporeality, but they would also look the 
same given the Devil’s and his demons existence as fallen angels. This 
highlights two issues facing those tasked with visually representing angels 
and demons. The first is the impossibility of accurately representing an 
incorporeal being. The second is how to distinguish between two beings 
which are identical in their physicality but completely opposite in their 
fundamental nature, a point which is important to make to clear to the 
viewer. Standard tropes therefore developed with angels depicted in a 
similar way to saints with halos to demonstrate their closeness to God, 
and wings to mark them as supernatural. Demons, on the other hand, 
were depicted as monstrous and hybrid beings, demonstrating both 
their wicked nature and distinguishing them from other animals or 
creatures. As mentioned above Caroline Walker Bynum, in her 
Metamorphosis and Identity, explained that hybridity was seen in the 
medieval period as conflicting with standard notions of reality and what 
individuals what expect to encounter.34 It could be that the hybridity of 
the demonic, especially incorporating the animalistic, is in contrast with 
the concepts of man being made in God’s image and the incarnation of 
the divine in Christ. However, elsewhere, Bynum also refers to Bernard 
of Clairvaux’s attitudes to hybridity, which he terms unitas in reference 
to the unity of multiple parts. Bynum explains that Bernard sees Christ 
as hybrid, combining both the divine and human, and that humans 
themselves are hybrid as they are made up of the body, the soul, and 
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the spirit.35 However, these notions are referring to a hybridity of 
nature, rather than of form, and the visual representation of the 
demonic as hybrid and animal is still in stark contrast to the concept of 
the divine as akin to man’s form. The hybrid nature of the 
representation of demons in these instances is therefore a way to 
demonstrate their otherness and that their very existence is in conflict 
with the reality that Christianity strives for. This leads to another 
possible reason for the specific way in which demons were depicted, 
which was to provoke fear.  

One of the concerns of the Church in the medieval period was 
ensuring that the general populace remained God-fearing and did not 
stray from the tenets of Christianity. The Church relied on continued 
piety to retain their position of power within society, to ensure their 
income from tithes, and to stamp out unorthodox beliefs and heresy. 
One of the methods utilised to ensure good behaviour and piety was a 
fear of life outside of the Christian faith and of exclusion from heaven 
in the afterlife. Church art, including painting, stained glass, and 
sculpture, was used to reinforce this. Many images within a Church 
setting were therefore designed to praise divinity, for example, images 
of saints, Christ, and Biblical scenes. However, some imagery was used 
to highlight the “other” and to increase fear amongst the laity of 
transgressing. The imagery within Churches was also able to extend to 
a much wider audience than illustrations within manuscripts. Some of 
the examples above would have been accessible only to a scholarly 
audience, such as the Similitudines. Others would have been more 
widely seen, such as those in devotional texts, but still limited to the 
wealthy elite. Church art, displayed publicly, would have been seen by 
a much broader segment of the population. A good example is a wall 
painting from St Michael and St Mary in Melbourne, Derbyshire.36 The 
image is damaged and there is debate over exactly what it depicts, with 
two figures in the foreground being suggested as either gossiping women 
or witches involved in sabbat rituals. However, an unmistakable 
element of the image is the large demon positioned between the two 
figures, depicted with an enlarged nose and ears, talons on its feet, hair 
covering its body, and two pairs of wings. It is a striking image and its 
position in the church meant that it was facing the congregation directly 
and would have been in full view at all times. The general populace, 
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when faced with this imagery, would not be concerned around the 
theological details of demonic physicality. They would, however, be 
frightened by the force of this memorable visual imagery, which would 
not otherwise be commonplace in the life of a medieval churchgoer. 
Even for those individuals who did not formally attend church regularly 
might still be exposed to this kind of visual representation with sculpture 
featured on the building of the Church itself. Architectural examples 
can be found in the tympana of two churches in France, those of St. 
Lazare Cathedral in Autun and the Abbay Church of Sainte-Foy in 
Conques.37 The tympanum was a large, semi-circular carving above the 
main entrance into a Church, and was therefore in a very prominent 
position. These carvings often portrayed Last Judgement scenes, and 
demons were a common aspect. The demons in both of these tympana 
are depicted as grotesque creatures with exaggerated features and long, 
skeletal limbs. While they are clearly not representing humans, animals, 
or anything divine, the representation is so extreme that viewers would 
feel a sense of unease looking at it. Given the context of the Last 
Judgement, identification of the figures as demons is not a concern, and 
it is clear that one of the main aims of this imagery is to inspire fear of 
the afterlife if one were to live outside of the Church and its protection. 

There are other reasons for the use of hybrid imagery when 
depicting demons, which are less removed from the theological source 
material considered earlier. While twelfth-century theology did not 
largely support the concept of the demon as a hybrid or monstrous 
form, there were theological precedents for this idea within the writings 
of the Church Fathers. Augustine, who wrote extensively on the subject 
of demons and heavily influenced the twelfth-century ideas on the 
subject, was writing at a time of conversion. He was himself a pagan 
convert and much of his writing was concerned with the translation of 
pagan ideas into the Christian worldview. Daimones, neutral spirits of 
the Greco-Roman world which could be called upon for benign or 
malign purposes, had no place within Christian theology and became 
demons, providing the linguistic basis for the Latin daemones. These 
were aerial spirits with no form and their link to Christian demons does 
not contradict the idea of the latter as aerial and incorporeal. However, 
other elements of pagan belief were also associated with the demonic 
by writers such as Augustine in order to find a place for them in the 
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Christian world. This included many mythological creatures, whose 
non-existence had not been conclusively proven, including fauns, such 
as woodland deity Pan, sirens, and other hybrid creatures which were 
associated by the Church Fathers with demons. This systematic 
translation of problematic pagan ideas into Christian demons may also 
account for some of the more unusual visual characteristics we have 
seen in the examples above, such as horns and other animal parts. Many 
of the mythical creatures in the ancient world were understood as 
hybrid, and the desire to condemn these creatures as demonic and anti-
Christian could have influenced the ongoing association between 
demons and hybridity.  

There was therefore a twofold understanding of demons in the 
twelfth century with two distinct origins. On the one hand, demons were 
considered to be fallen angels which shared an aerial, incorporeal 
nature with their divine counterparts. They were able to take on the 
appearance of form but never had true bodies. The aerial daimones of 
the ancient world were considered to be the same beings by theologians, 
misunderstood by pagan intellects and wrongly considered neutral. On 
the other hand, demons were also strongly linked to the fantastical and 
monstrous forms of myth and legend rooted in the ancient world. For 
theologians, supernatural creatures which could not otherwise be 
explained were not of God and therefore had to be demonic. Similarly, 
the gods of pagan culture were clearly demons who had deluded 
humans into worshipping them and must be classified as such. This 
second origin of Christian demons is likely to have influenced the visual 
representation in medieval culture as hybrid and monstrous, especially 
given the increased interest in Greek works from the twelfth century 
onwards with their re-emergence in the West. Even within theological 
contexts, such as illuminations in theological manuscripts, it is very 
likely that the purpose of the illustrations representing demons was not 
to reflect theological accuracy. It would be very difficult to represent 
demons as incorporeal beings made of air. Similarly, showing demons 
as taking on specific human or animal forms would also be difficult as 
there would be no immediate and obvious way of determining whether 
they were demons in that form, or the forms themselves, outside of 
specific tropes such as a non-hybrid serpent in the garden of Eden. 
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Using monstrous, and specifically, hybrid forms demonstrates their 
demonic, supernatural nature to the viewer immediately.  

It is clear that there is a complex and contradictory tradition around 
visual representation of demons which extends beyond the time period 
examined here and beyond the confines of formal theology. For 
example, a sixth-century Byzantine mosaic depicts the Devil alongside 
an angel and Christ in a last judgement scene. The Devil, on Christ’s 
left, is here as an angel-like figure, almost indistinguishable from the 
angel sat on Christ’s right-hand side and identifiable by the goats before 
him which have been separated from the sheep, in reference to 
Matthew 25:31.38 Much later, in the fourteenth-century Inferno of 
Dante’s Divine Comedy, the Devil is represented within hell as a 
monstrous, hybrid being with multiple heads, designed for causing 
maximum torment and punishment to those around him.39 Both of 
these images represent the varying origins of the demonic discussed 
above, which has led to two vastly different understandings of the 
demonic physicality, both of which sit within Christian tradition. There 
is therefore significant scope to undertake further research on the dual 
nature of the demonic within Christian tradition, how the two tropes 
interact with and inform one another, and how they have both been 
incorporated into Christian understanding, despite their apparent 
conflict. 
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