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The monsters of classical mythology have fascinated people since they first appeared in the art and
stories of the ancient Mediterranean. However, until recently, these monsters could only be experienced
indirectly through non-interactive media. This changed in the mid-twentieth century, when the rise of
gaming created a new way to engage with these mythical beasts. Now, lovers of myth can not only see
and hear about the monsters of classical mythology, but also fight them through the player characters
they control. Dungeons & Dragons (henceforth D&D), the most famous fantasy tabletop role-playing
game (TTRPG) in the world, has played a vital role in how this relationship has evolved. This article
explores D&D’s relationship with the monsters of Greek mythology and how this relationship has
influenced the interpretation of these creatures in wider popular culture.!

D&D was developed by Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson in 1974 and is the first tabletop role-playing game
to achieve widespread popularity (Gygax and Anderson 1974: i-ii).2 While D&D is largely set in a
medieval-style fantasy space,® monsters from classical mythology, including Minotaurs, Sphinxes and
Cyclopes, have appeared in the world since its inception (Marshall 2018). Its current publisher Wizards of
the Coast claims that over 50 million people have played the game (Corliss 2021). It has also had a major
influence on many future TTRPGs and video games (Tavinor 2009: 81, 117),* making it a major
contributor to two of the most popular and important media forms of the twenty-first century. D&D also
appeatrs in or has directly influenced a wide variety of books, films and television shows. Furthermore,
‘live plays’ where performers record themselves playing D&D and other TTRPGs have now become its
own popular genre of entertainment. Indeed, ‘Critical Role’, a streamed D&D game played by
professional voice actors, currently holds the record for most successful television show Kickstarter
funding drive (Whitten 2021) and the highest grossing Twitch stream (Onder 2021).5 Analyzing the
reception of classical monsters in D&D is therefore vital to efforts to understand how classical mythology
is understood and interpreted in the modern world.

This article has two main goals. First, it will determine how precisely D&D fits the monsters of classical
mythology into a game that uses monsters in a fundamentally different way from non-interactive media
and largely takes place in worlds where Ancient Greece and Rome do not exist. Secondly, it will show
how the choices made when integrating these monsters into D&D affect and reflect how these monsters
are interpreted, continuing down the path blazed by C.W. Marshall, whose, ‘Classical reception and the
half-elf cleric’ documented when and where the monsters from classical mythology appear in the five
editions of D&D and laid out the framework for analyzing what it means to find, and fight, these monsters
in the fictional role-playing world (Marshall 2018). This study furthers Marshall’s work by identifying
specific techniques used to integrate the monsters of mythology into the D&D game world and some of
the implications for the reception of these creatures by players of the game.

MECHANIZING MONSTERS: INTEGRATING MYTHICAL CREATURES INTO A RULE- AND NUMBERS-BASED GAME

Before a monster from classical mythology, or any monster, can be integrated into Dungeons & Dragons,
it must be defined in ways that make it functional for gameplay purposes. This is because monsters in
tabletop role-playing games and video games simultaneously play narrative and mechanical roles.®
Mechanically, a monster must have specific and quantified abilities that are directly comparable to those
of the ‘player characters’ controlled by the players and that provide challenges which the players succeed
or fail in overcoming, according to a set of quantifiable rules (Chrulew 2006: 137, 145).7 This numerical
and rule-based material is the ‘crunch’, or qualities necessary for the in-game use of a role-playing game
monster, as opposed to the fluff’, or story information and artistic representation (Marshall 2018: 162).8
The purpose of these rules is to enable game play, but in practice quantifying any character (mythological
or not) is a practice that requires value judgment and interpretation.® For instance, virtually all the traits
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that correspond to real-world disabilities in D&D are mechanically negative, which assigns a negative
judgment to disability in the game that cannot be adjusted without changing the rules (Jones 2018).2° In
the case of Greek mythology, the need to quantify monsters and situate their abilities in a rule-based
game requires game designers to make choices about the monsters with minimal explicit guidance from
the mythical tradition. This includes choosing exactly how powerful a given monster is and how it
compares to other creatures.

Before D&D and its need to graft mechanics onto mythical creatures, a mythical monster’s attributes
could be, and often were, described and depicted in generalities. A hydra was simply huge, and a cyclops
was simply strong. Little effort was made to establish just how powerful a given mythical monster was,
particularly in comparison to other monsters.'! For example, while the hydra’s narratively important poison
and ability to regrow heads appears repeatedly, discussions of exact size or strength never move beyond
Pseudo-Apollodorus’ description at Library 2.5.2, which states that the creature has an ‘extremely
massive body’ (Utrepuéyebeg owua). “Extremely massive” is not a specific enough description to make a
monster mechanically viable in a role-playing game.12 There are also few extant stories of monsters
fighting each other in mythology, further limiting any effort to determine their comparative levels of power.
The specified and quantified attributes of monsters found in D&D are therefore largely invented by the
game designers themselves. The designers’ choices about the classical monsters’ ‘statistical blocks’ and
abilities therefore provide insight into two elements of classical reception: how classical sources interact
with modern materials to build popular conceptions of classical monsters and how these monsters are
changed by being placed into a new genre of cultural production with specific rules and needs.

One characteristic of classical monsters in D&D is their challenge rating. In D&D, a challenge rating is a
subjective rating provided in a monster’s description which indicates how formidable a challenge it poses
to the heroes.*? Classical monsters often have a relatively consistent challenge rating from edition to
edition, particularly in comparison to the accompanying narrative flavour text. For example, the challenge
ratings of the Chimera, Medusa and Minotaur are all one level higher in the fifth edition of the Dungeons
& Dragons Monster Manual than they are in the 3.5 edition bestiary.14 Since fifth edition player characters
are somewhat more powerful at lower levels than their predecessors, this consistent change enables the
monsters to be used in identical ways in both versions of the game,!®> marking their interpretation of their
power as relatively uniform even though the game designers building the monsters have changed.6

On an interpretive level, one notable aspect of the classical monsters in D&D is that the vast majority
have low level challenge ratings.'” In the fifth edition of the Dungeons & Dragons Monster Manual for
instance, only the Erinys and Sphinx have a challenge rating above 10 on a scale of 1-30.18 Conversely,
Satyrs, Dryads, Griffons, Pegasi, Harpies, Minotaurs and Centaurs are all level 3 or below, meaning that
they could conceivably battle even the lowest level parties.® Furthermore, the classical monsters with the
highest challenge rating almost always have parallels to monsters from Tolkienesque high fantasy,
usually as inferior versions, although monster size here also probably plays a role. Hydras have visual
and storyline parallels with (always more powerful) medieval-style dragons.2® Cyclopes are defined as
lesser giants, while the more powerful members of their race, with the exception of creatures created in
the later Mystic Odysseys of Theros, have non-classical origins. This may reflect the influence of
Tolkienesque high fantasy on the D&D story world. Tolkien’s marginalization of classical mythology (Hiley
2004: 850) meant that his works largely lacked classically inspired monsters. Tolkien’s writings ultimately
inspired much of the high fantasy and sword and sorcery stories that initially inspired D&D, which may
explain how the monsters of Greco-Roman myth became comparatively downgraded. Ironically, since
most D&D games take place when players’ characters are comparatively low-level, the choice to define
the monsters of classical mythology as weaker than some of their compatriots in the high fantasy tradition
mean players will likely encounter several Griffons, Minotaurs, Dryads and Satyrs before they battle their
first dragon.

On the issue of statistical blocks and challenge rating, D&D’s game designers work with relatively few
impediments from the classical mythological tradition; however, monstrous abilities are another matter.
Whether it be a Chimera’s fiery breath or a Medusa’s ability to turn beings to stone, monsters of Greco-
Roman myth often have special abilities that are core to their identity. There is therefore a strong
incentive for D&D game designers to incorporate these abilities into the versions of the monsters they
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design to maximize a player’s potential enjoyment and absorption in the game. However, these abilities
must still be integrated into D&D’s existing rules and design. The integration process inevitably leads to
choices that differently interpret or alter the monsters of classical myth.

Medusa arguably illustrates the interpretive consequences of a monster's mechanical elements better
than any other monster. While she is iconic, the Medusa of classical mythology is both too strong and too
weak to be a mechanically useful monster in D&D. In the mythic tradition, her ability to turn people to
stone is, to use gaming parlance, a ‘one-hit kill' that would not be fun for players to face.?! She also dies
from a single blow, which does not make for an epic battle. Since D&D, like most modern media, does not
grant Medusa the wings and tusks Gorgons have in Greek pottery, alterations are needed.??
Mechanically, D&D makes two major changes to the Medusa, as seen in the skill descriptions below:

Petrifying Gaze: When a creature that can see the Medusa’s eyes starts its turn within 30
feet of the Medusa, the Medusa can force it to make a DC 14 Constitution saving throw [to
avoid the petrifaction process]

Multiattack: The Medusa makes either three melee attacks — one with its snake hair and
two with its longsword — or two ranged attacks with its Longbow

The first change is a fundamental alteration of Medusa'’s petrification. D&D allows players who see a
Medusa to attempt a constitution-based ‘saving throw’, a dice roll augmented by a score representing
their character’s toughness, that enables them to resist Medusa’s stone gaze through physical
toughness.?® Second, D&D allows Medusa to make attacks with her snaky hair and human weapons,
abilities that have no mythical precedent. While these abilities are both mechanical decisions, they have
major interpretive implications for the Medusa archetype.

The choice to enable resistance to Medusa’s gaze directly contradicts the Greco-Roman tradition, in
which no amount of strength is sufficient to hold off Medusa’s power. This change transforms her from a
potent metaphor for feminine power and the loss of manhood (Bowers 1990: 217-27) to a test and
confirmation of traditionally masculine-coded physical strength similar to most other monsters.2* A
Medusa’s use of human weapons and snake hair in her attacks also suggests that D&D is connecting to a
modern tradition of the monster originating from the 1981 film Clash of the Titans, which significantly
differs from the classical tradition (Curley 2015: 210).25 That this tradition also uses Medusa to glorify
physical combat combines with her altered stone gaze to shift her from a being who counters physical
strength into one who provides a means of confirming and glorifying it.

Medusa is arguably the most extreme example of the interpretive implications of D&D’s need to quantify,
interpret and alter a monster’s abilities for gameplay purposes, but she is not the only example. From the
loss of the Hydra’s poison blood and bite to the Erinyes becoming pure warriors without the mysterious
powers (which vary, but include inspiring madness, relentless hunting, and infliction of disease) they show
in the Greco-Roman tradition, D&D’s need to define monsters by numbers and specified traits does not
merely describe the monsters of myth, it also transforms them.

CLASSICAL MONSTERS WITHOUT A CLASSICAL WORLD: INTEGRATING MYTHICAL MONSTERS INTO DUNGEON AND
DRAGONS STORY WORLDS

Imbuing classical monsters with statistical and rule-based traits is the first step to integrating them into
Dungeons & Dragons. However, the monsters of D&D are more than a collection of numbers. Indeed,
much if not most of the enjoyment of battling these monsters comes from visual and narrative information
associated with them. D&D Monster Manuals, like most tabletop gaming bestiaries, typically place an
image and storyline description of a monster before laying out its mechanical elements (Churlew 2006:
145). This design indicates that tabletop players and game designers place a higher value on the
monsters’ narratives and aesthetic traits than on their mechanical function, at least from an enjoyment
perspective. If we are to fully understand how D&D connects to the larger context of classical reception,
we must turn our attention to its narrative and aesthetic elements.
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On the narrative and visual levels, the monsters of classical mythology undergo significant transformation
to fit into the world of D&D. One of the biggest is their removal from their Greek and Roman context. This
transformation is largely but not exclusively a phenomenon of the gaming world. Most narratives that
contain figures from the Greco-Roman tradition are set in story worlds in which a historical or fantastical
version of the ancient Mediterranean exists, even if they are not set in that period or place.?6 D&D on the
other hand places these creatures into worlds where ancient Greece, by definition, did not exist, meaning
that classically inspired D&D monsters function without the narrative traditions that have supplied them
with meaning and context for millennia. It then falls to the Monster Manuals to justify these creatures’
existence in D&D worlds, and to demonstrate and reward knowledge of classical mythology without
punishing or marginalizing players without this information.

The narrative information concerning monsters in D&D is not as rigid as their statistics and abilities, and
Dungeon Masters can alter narrative details to fit the monsters into the stories happening at their tables.?’
Even so, significant effort and space is given to this narrative material in Monster Manuals and most
Dungeon Masters utilize at least a portion of this material in their works.28 Monster Manual material is also
largely, but not universally, used as canon in the modules produced by Wizards of the Coast for home
play.?® It is therefore likely that these manuals’ descriptions of classical monsters influence the way that
most D&D players experience them in-game.

There are four primary interpretive means of incorporating the monsters of classical mythology into D&D
story worlds: expansion, conflation, selection and reference. Expansion in this circumstance refers to the
practice of turning the singular monsters of the mythic tradition into a race of monsters. As Marshall
(2018: 154) notes, expansion is a near universal practice in the D&D universe for myth-inspired monsters.
Sometimes, as in the case of the Minotaur that Marshall focuses on, the creature in question becomes
ubiquitous in the world, to the point that they can become the chosen race of a player character with
minimal difficulty.3° However, many other unigue monsters from mythology are turned into larger species
in D&D, including Chimeras, Hydras and Medusas.3!

There is a mechanical element behind the choice to expand mythical monsters into races as it enables a
party of player characters to battle a battalion of Minotaurs without compromising the story world or to find
Hydras in multiple locations. However, the primary role of this choice seems to be creating consistency
between classically inspired monsters and other beings of the D&D universe. In most D&D story worlds,
the only unique beings are deities, demon lords and (perhaps) the Tarrasque, making the classical idea of
the existence of a singular Minotaur inconsistent in the D&D world. A race of Minotaurs is on the other
hand a perfectly acceptable, even expected, part of a high fantasy world (Marshall 2018: 154).32

While the expansion of singular monsters to races made the monsters of classical mythology fit better
within the worlds of D&D, the practice of conflation makes the monsters of classical mythology part of the
world. Reading the ‘fluff descriptions of these monsters reveals multiple attempts to link monsters of
Greco-Roman myth to the elves, dragons and demons that are more traditionally part of the D&D world
(Gloyn 2019: 36). In the fifth edition of the Dungeons & Dragons Monster Manual, Medusas and Harpies
are cursed elves, Minotaurs are transformed cultists of Baphomet, Lamias are corrupted servants of the
demon lord Graz’zt and Chimeras were created by the demon prince Demogorgon.3 These descriptions
are inconsistent from edition to edition, but the practice of integrating classical monsters into the story
arcs of beings from high fantasy is nearly universal. Indeed, this practice is arguably the primary method
of justifying the existence of monsters from classical mythology in the Forgotten Realms, Greyhawk and
other D&D environs. Notably, creatures like Pegasi and Griffons that have well-known positive or neutral
exemplars in the mythical tradition do not have complicated backstories, suggesting that only ‘bad’
monsters need to have their existence explained. This lack of backstory is consistent with practices of
twentieth-century fantasy works going back to distinctions made in C.S. Lewis’ Narnia series (1950-56)
(Melton 2011: 140), where certain traditional monsters, including the Greco-Roman Minotaur, are innately
evil, while others are either innately good (like Centaurs) or capable of choosing good (like Naids and
Dryads). Notably, the seemingly unquestioned nature of benevolent myth-inspired beings in D&D does
not mean that these monsters are more ubiquitous than their wicked counterparts. In both D&D and the
fantasy tradition, ‘evil’ creatures drawn from myth are at least as common as good ones. Instead, the lack
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of backstory seems to reflect a belief in a connection between wickedness and aberrance, an interesting
but potentially problematic conceit.3*

The crafters of D&D monsters also utilize a second type of conflation when integrating Greco-Roman
monsters into their story worlds, combining them with creatures from other societies’ mythical traditions.
For example, the Erinyes maintain their name and connection to the underworld (albeit transferred to the
world of devils) in the D&D tradition, but are typically illustrated as beautiful, winged women dressed in
often scanty medieval-style armor. This portrayal is a major departure from traditional depictions of the
Erinyes, which commonly depict the Erinyes as brandishing or being covered in snakes, rarely if ever
wearing armor and always fully dressed, but is similar to the Norse Valkyrie, who share the Erinyes’
connection to the underworld but also have the medieval weaponry and highly sexualized appearance
associated with D&D Erinyes, particularly in the twentieth century (Egeler 2005: 9-10).%5> However, the
Valkyries have a specifically angelic iconographic tradition, and since virtually all angel-like creatures are
coded as ‘good’ in the D&D universe, syncretizing them with the Greco-Roman Erinyes provides the
infernal connection that allows the creatures to be ‘evil’ in the world of D&D and thus, a more narratively
likely opponent for player characters. By combining similar but distinct beings from two different mythic
traditions, D&D game designers created a monster perfectly suited for the game’s own universe. As a
result, the Erinyes remain one of few groups of monsters to appear as major antagonists in all versions of
D&D (Marshall 2018: 150).36

The choice to connect Minotaurs to Baphomet, a common practice in D&D bestiaries most recently
expressed in the fifth edition of the Monster Manual (2014: 223), is another example of this
phenomenon.3” Baphomet, a satanic deity that the Knights Templar were accused of worshipping
(Rabinovitch and Lewis 2002: 9), shares little narrative or physical connection to Minotaurs except for the
relatively common animal/human hybridization, and even then, Baphomet traditionally has a goat’s head
rather than that of a bull. However, without Pasiphae, Minos, and the mythic tradition to explain a
Minotaur’s physiology and nature, an in-world explanation is needed. Baphomet, having existed as a core
part of the D&D narrative world since its inception, provides one such explanation. In return, the
Minotaurs provide some syncretic services to Baphomet, who takes on the Minotaurs’ bull-based
features, while another creature linked to Baphomet, the bull demons called the Goristro, take on the
Minotaurs’ features and mastery of mazes.38 As a result, all the monsters gain more depth, and Dungeon
Masters gain more potential story hooks to integrate them into their narratives as foes.

Even after they are placed into the D&D world, the monsters of classical mythology still retain links to the
classical tradition, arguably a key facet of their appeal to players and game designers. Some monsters
have a relatively consistent tradition, but others appear in diverse narratives and possess traits in one
story that clash with another. In these moments, the writers developing material for D&D typically engage
in a process of selection, keeping one version of the mythic monster and discarding the rest. For
instance, the Cyclopes in the fifth edition of D&D are almost exclusively the barbarians of the Odyssey,
not the artisans of the Theogony,3° with their Monster Manual entry even claiming that ‘a Cyclops keeps
its herd animals with it at night, sealing the entrance to its home with boulders to let it serve double duty
as a barn (45)’, a direct reference to the Homeric model.*° Similarly, the fifth edition Monster Manual
describes the Lamia as a monster with a human female’s head and torso connected to the body of a
lioness, selecting a description of the monster found in Edward Topsell’'s 1607 The Historie of Foure-
footed Beastes over the various descriptions of the creature in Greek literature and art, none of which
connect the Lamia with lionesses (Ammann 2017).4

While the examples above show ways that D&D has consistently interpreted monsters from Greco-
Roman myth across time, the game system, much like Classical mythology, is capable of changing its
depiction of these creatures over time. While the Cyclopes are typically depicted as unskilled brutes in all
editions of D&D, Lamias are described in very different ways from edition to edition, sometimes having
the lower halves of amorphous beasts and snakes or, in the fourth edition, being described as a swarm of
parasitic insects.*? Minotaurs and Medusas move between naturally occurring beings and humans or
elves twisted by curses, and Sphinxes alternate between the Greek-style riddle-teller and wise divine
servants reflecting the Egyptian tradition. The semi-competitive effort to establish the ‘true’ version of
classical monsters in official D&D texts generally parallels the mythological tradition. Just like Euripides’
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depiction of Medea alluded to and clashed with earlier traditional accounts, authors and artists crafting
resources for D&D utilize and compete with prior materials in their efforts to create their own authoritative
visions of D&D’s monsters.

The last practice used to integrate the monsters of classical mythology into D&D is to add minor abilities
or traits in the “fluff’ descriptions that make references to the actual classical tradition. D&D games may
exist in a story world in which ancient Greece and Rome never existed, but the people playing and
planning the game do not. Many players are at least mildly interested in the classical world and gain
enjoyment from recognizing references to it, as is the case in any medium with classically inspired
material. It is this audience that is served when D&D’s monstrous Minotaurs are given the innate ability to
navigate mazes; when the Nine Hells, the Forgotten Realms’ plane of devils, are named after rivers in the
Greek underworld; or when Hydras are said to be born from drops of blood falling from the corpse of the
fallen dragon god Lernaea, a story that recalls relatively obscure elements of both the Hydra and Medusa
myths. None of these details have a major narrative or mechanical impact on most D&D games, although
a Dungeon Master may be inspired by them in the games they design, and ignorance of this information
should not lessen a player’s enjoyment of the game. However, a player who is steeped in the Greco-
Roman tradition may experience a brief burst of increased enjoyment or engagement because of their
knowledge being activated, much like in any other example of classical reception.

THEROS: DUNGEONS & DRAGONS’ ‘CLASSICAL’ WORLD

So far, this article has primarily, although not exclusively, focused on the core texts of Dungeons &
Dragons when discussing how the monsters of classical mythology are integrated into the game.
However, in 2020 Wizards of the Coast released the Mythic Odysseys of Theros, a D&D companion
sourcebook based on Magic: The Gathering’s world Theros, which itself was heavily inspired by, but still
distinct from, Greco-Roman mythology and history (Schneider et al. 2020: 5). The art, new game
mechanics and elaborate narrative backdrop described within this sourcebook are full of fascinating
examples of classical reception, some of which seem to further longstanding practices and others which
may represent new approaches to the material. However, for this paper we will maintain our focus
specifically on the monsters of D&D. From this perspective, while there are new monsters inspired by
Greco-Roman myth and some descriptions that show a deeper engagement with classical mythology
than previous materials, most of the original patterns still hold.

Let us start with the changes to rule-based gameplay, or ‘crunch’. Dungeon Masters have the option of
imbuing its ‘Nyxborn creatures’, beings birthed in Nyx, the realm of the heavens and the gods, with
qualities reflecting classical concepts, including ‘immutable form’, a quality potentially related to being the
platonic ideal of a monster (Schneider et al. 2020: 203). It also adds several new monsters, with new rule-
based information for them, several of which have clear Greco-Roman antecedents. By and large, the
patterns here conform to models we have seen earlier. Monsters with purely Greco-Roman identities tend
to be designed as lower level (and therefore weaker) than those with narratives connecting them to other
traditions, although there are some notable exceptions. Most of the strongest classically-inspired
monsters in Mythic Odysseys, like those in the core Monster Manual, are combined with outside
traditions, in this case the traditions of D&D and Magic: The Gathering. In fact, the most powerful creature
with purely Classical origins, the Theogony's terrifying Typhon, is only a level 15 creature.*? This is only
as powerful as a single Hundred Handed One, a being which, while extremely powerful, is clearly weaker
than Typhon in Hesiod’s poem. However, in this sourcebook the Hundred Handed Ones are integrated
into D&D’s existing race of giants, granting them known powers and abilities, along with their existing
statistical information.#* Typhon is also significantly weaker than D&Ds traditional highest level monsters
such as Ancient Dragons and Liches, which are above level 20.

The primacy Mythic Odysseys of Theros gives to non-mythological material is most present in its three
most powerful creatures, collectively known as the ‘Mythic Monsters’ even though none of them actually
appear in any extant ancient myth. All three are taken from playable cards from the Theros edition of
Magic: The Gathering. One of the three, Arasta of the Endless Web, is a giant spider monster with no
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clear Greco-Roman antecedent.*® The other two have classical inspirations, with Hythonia the Cruel
recalling Medusa and Tromokratis alluding to the sea monster from the Perseus myth. However,
Tromokratis is referred to as a Kraken, which along with Hythonia’s serpentine lower half and mélée
fighting style suggests that the primary inspirations for each creature, beyond the card game, are the
Clash of the Titans films rather than Greco-Roman materials.*® Indeed, the description of Hythonia almost
functions as a corrective to previous D&D depictions of Medusas that typically gave them humanoid
physiques (Gloyn 2019: 144, 206 n.6), making her into an explicitly described “mythic monster” that
actively pushes the game farther away from the original mythic tradition. Furthermore, mechanically, no
part of either creature’s statistics or abilities have an explicit Greco-Roman connection except for
Hythonia’s stone gaze, which operates like the Medusa’s stone gaze discussed earlier in the paper.4”
Instead, they recall abilities of other high challenge rating monsters of D&D, such as altering the terrain to
attack player-characters, summoning monsters, and having additional physical attacks. The only
exception to this is each monster’s ‘mythic trait’, a secondary transformation power that recalls video
games, most famously Japanese-style Role Playing Games (JRPGSs) rather than mythic antecedents. In
all of these cases, the “mythic action” results in the creatures transforming physically and gaining a new
ability not previously available to them, both traits that have virtually no precedent in the Greco-Roman
tradition.

If the mechanical ‘crunch’ of Mythic Odysseys of Theros does not significantly increase the closeness
between the classical tradition’s monsters and D&D's versions of the creatures, the narrative ‘fluff may do
more to bridge the gap. For instance, Mythic Odysseys’ entry on Harpies suggests that players apply the
Monster Manual’s statistical blocks and descriptions of the Harpy, which include a magical entrancing
song and a fondness for leading sailors to crash their ships, to the Siren instead, theoretically correcting a
disconnect between D&D and the Greco-Roman tradition dating back to the first D&D bestiaries (Marshall
2018: 162 n.27). The sourcebook also creates a new account of Night Hags (2020: 207) that closely
resembles the description of the Graeae in ancient sources, although this may also be a reference to
Clash of the Titans.*® However, in most cases the 2020 source text either continues D&D’s current
practices of incorporating classical materials or refers more to modern sources than ancient ones. To cite
two examples, the Cyclopes in the Mythic Odysseys of Theros are even more closely associated with the
Homeric version, and only the Homeric version, of the monsters, while the variant given to Medusas
describes them not as the winged, tusked beings seen in archaic Greek art (Topper 2010: 112-3) or the
largely humanoid (but snake-haired) that dominated from the Classical period to the twentieth century, but
the serpent-bodied creature first designed by Ray Harryhausen. Overall, although the Theros setting
creates a world for people playing D&D that has more echoes of classical mythology than any other
extant realm, the technigues by which it integrates classical monsters into D&D, and the potential
interpretive implications of these technigues, remain consistent with other editions.

CONCLUSION

Initially, this paper set out to address two questions. The first was how the creators of official Dungeons &
Dragons materials integrated the monsters of classical mythology into the role-playing game.
Investigation revealed a limited but versatile set of tools and value judgments that enabled these creators
to insert Greco-Roman monsters into D&D, including paring down diverse mythic traditions into single,
mostly familiar descriptions, turning singular monsters of myth into races of magical beasts and merging
classical traditions with materials from the larger D&D world and modern popular culture. The second was
whether the ways that these monsters were imported into D&D had interpretive implications. As it turned
out, bringing Greco-Roman monsters into D&D requires major interpretive choices that either privilege
one version of these beings over others or reimagine them in new ways that often influence later artists,
particularly in the world of gaming. D&D game designers decide which elements of these monsters must
be retained in game to keep them recognizable and which can be removed or intermingled with other
traditions. These choices can potentially change some of the metaphorical concepts that initially
undergirded the creatures. Game designers also decide how powerful the creatures are, creating a de
facto ranking of classical monsters and their abilities completely alien to the mythic tradition. As this paper
closes, it is necessary to add a third question: how does D&D’s use of classical and classically inspired
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monsters fit in the general traditions of classical reception? On the one hand, many of the techniques
used in integrating Greco-Roman monsters into D&D are similar or identical to how other media engage
in classical reception. Virtually all twentieth and twenty-first-century classical reception contains the
influence of materials from well after the Greco-Roman era and most creators balance technical and
narrative-based concerns when integrating materials from the classical world into their works. D&D’s use
of classical materials follows these patterns, regularly borrowing from post-classical depictions of mythical
monsters and adjusting their stories and abilities to fit into the larger worlds built for the gaming system.
However, D&D’s original practice of quantifying and ranking classical monsters and their abilities has
since had major influences on other works, most notably video games and other TTRPGs. D&D has also
been arguably more successful than any other artwork or medium at providing narratively justified and
compelling reasons for the monsters of classical myth to exist completely independently from the rest of
the classical world. Further investigations into how D&D interacts with and transforms classical materials
will likely reveal more distinctive and influential methods of helping player characters engage with, and
occasionally slaughter, the legacies of the ancient world.
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1 The discussion of classical reception in this article is an outgrowth of the scholarly investigation into
classical reception in fantasy that has been developing over the past decade. The essays in Rogers and
Stevens (2017) provide a particularly strong example of the direction of this work, and the editors have
played a major role in driving the discussion of classical reception in fantasy ever since. This paper is
significantly indebted to their work and the discussions it started.

2 A tabletop role-playing game is a form of game in which players act out the role of a hero, usually of
their design, attempting to complete tasks with their success or failure typically influenced by the
combination of their numerically defined skills and the results of some sort of randomness such as coin
flips or, most commonly, dice rolls. These games are traditionally played in person, but in modern times,
many people play digitally using videoconference tools and virtual gaming tables.

3 This is true for the standard D&D world called either Faerun or The Forgotten Realms, and several other
D&D worlds, but it is not universal. Several of the worlds created for the D&D universe either partially or
wholly take place in worlds inspired by non-medieval cultures, but few were explicitly Greco-Roman
before 2020’s Odysseys of Theros, which is set in an antiquity-influenced world originally connected to
the Magic: The Gathering card game, also owned by D&D’s parent company Wizards of the Coast. Some
of the places of The Forgotten Realms however do take Greco-Roman-inspired names, particularly in the
underworld.

4 The concept of the player character and the mechanic of augmenting, or ‘leveling’ player characters are
two of many ideas now central to video games that derive directly from D&D.

5 There are Kickstarters in other spaces, most notably Brandon Sanderson’s novels, that have received
more backing than Critical Role, but it still holds the record in the gaming and television spaces and is a
top ten Kickstarter of all time.

6 See Cameron (2022) for a more detailed discussion of the nature of gameplay in tabletop role-playing
games, and its relationship to the narrative worlds where the games are set. It is of course true that
monsters in many media, including plastic arts, can portray simultaneous narrative and non-narrative
functions. In this context, the distinction between mechanical and narrative roles is meant to distinguish
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between the information that makes the gameplay possible (i.e. statistics and actions) and things which
make gameplay meaningful (i.e. artwork and backstory)

7 The statistics described come from the version of the Minotaur found in the fifth edition of the Monster
Manual: Perkins et al. (2014: 223).

8 To use an example from outside the tabletop role-playing game world, the ‘crunch’ of chess would be
the rules surrounding the movement of the pieces while the fluff’ would be the names and shapes of the
pieces.

9 To be clear, much of the narrative ‘fluff’ of D&D and other roleplaying games contains value judgment,
interpretation and interaction with social concerns. See Stang and Trammell (2021) and Ferguson (2023)
for discussions of the interactions between the narrative descriptions of monsters and, respectively,
misogyny and racism.

10 In a combat-oriented game like D&D, there are reasons why certain disabilities would be
disadvantageous in battle. However, Jones identifies several instances in which the mechanical rules
create negative or problematic value judgments on disability, including a ‘madness table’ that conflates
physical and mental health diagnoses with conditions like having a persistent imaginary friend. Jones also
notes a lack of mechanical guides to effectively playing a character with a disability. Furthermore,
accessibility features available even in non-magical worlds, such as sign language and wheelchairs, are
not included with mechanics in official materials, although there is one canonically wheelchair accessible
dungeon and some relatively popular fan-made or ‘homebrew’ combat wheelchair and associated
materials: Hall (2021). Recent efforts are underway in D&D and other systems to create more inclusive
approaches to disability, as of the new 2024 Dungeons and Dragons Player's Handbook.

11 Svelch (2023: 1-5) argues that this resistance to definition was central to mythical monsters, with the
encoding of monstrous attributes in gaming marking a fundamentally new relationship coming out of the
medieval tradition. While | agree with the idea of a shift, gaming’s approach to monstrosity is itself
revolutionary rather than the evolution of a medieval concept.

12 For the record, the fifth edition of the Monster Manual describes the Hydra as being a huge creature
(taking up the equivalent of 15 square feet in length) with a strength score of 20, which marks it as
stronger than a Minotaur or Chimera but weaker than a Cyclops: Perkins et al. (2014: 190).

13 In theory, a monster’s challenge rating is based on its quantified statistics, most specifically its ability to
deal, absorb and avoid damage. The fifth edition Dungeon Master’s Guide provides a chart intended to
help Dungeon Masters determine the challenge ratings of monsters they create or ‘homebrew’. However,
many monsters in official sources have challenge ratings that do not precisely match the mathematical
guides. Furthermore, as mentioned previously, the numbers themselves are still subjectively assigned to
these monsters. Discussions of challenge ratings and the accuracy is common in most online D&D
forums, as they are in discussions of other tabletop role-playing games.

14 The existence of the D&D Monster Manual itself is arguably an example of Mythical Catalogues (albeit
potentially not classical reception itself), drawing from the tradition of medieval bestiaries (Gloyn 2019: 9-
10).

15 The first and second editions of D&D did not have challenge ratings, relying on Dungeon Masters to
use other statistics to determine whether a given monster was an acceptable challenge for a given set of
players.
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16 This is notably not true for other D&D monsters which see more variation, albeit usually with some
upper bounds as to differentiation. To cite two famous D&D monsters as examples, the Gibbering
Mouther moves from a CR 5 in edition 3.5 to CR 2 in the fifth edition, while the Rakshasa switches from a
CR 10 monster in 3.5to a CR 13.

17 Player characters in D&D gain levels as they complete various in-game tasks, most often the killing of
monsters, and become correspondingly more powerful.

18 The fifth edition Player’s Handbook marks the progression from level 10 to 11 as the space where
heroes reach a level of power beyond the ‘normal’ adventurers of the world, and usually marks a shift to
higher stakes play in the game: Perkins et al. (2014: 15). As will be discussed later, the fifth edition
versions of the Erinyes and Sphinx are notable for having non-Greco-Roman influences, which may be a
reflection of the idea that ‘pure’ Greco-Roman monsters in D&D are thought of as lower-level monsters.
However, that is probably pushing our minimal evidence too far.

19 While D&D player characters start at level 1, a team of players can usually successfully defeat a level 2
or 3 monster.

20 Hydras are traditionally not categorized as dragons, which means from a mechanical perspective that
they are affected by spells and items that affect ‘real’ dragons. They are described as ‘magical beasts’ in
the 3.5 Monster Manual: Williams et al. (2003: 155) and ‘monstrosities’ in the fifth edition Monster Manual:
Perkins et al. (2014: 190). However, the art depicting them almost always uses draconic images and the
story-based depictions of the monsters connect them directly to dragons. The fifth edition Monster Manual
for instance states that Hydras were created when the dragon goddess Tiamat killed Lernaea, a different
draconic deity. See later in this paper for a discussion of classical references like the name ‘Lernaea’.

21 A clear example of the irresistible power of Medusa’s gaze comes in lines 5.207-8 of Ovid’s
Metamorphoses: ‘Two hundred warriors remained in the fight, then two hundred bodies grew hardened to
stone after seeing the Gorgon (bis centum restabant corpora pugnae, Gorgone bis centum riguerunt
corpora visa)'. Ovid also describes Medusa's head turning the titan Atlas to stone (4.604-22) further
emphasizing that no being was powerful enough to stave off petrification.

22 For the evolution of the depiction of Medusa in art, including insights into the early variance in the
Medusa artistic tradition, see Topper (2007).

23 A ‘Constitution save’ is when a character can avoid a negative effect only by hitting a target amount on
a dice roll enhanced by a character’s constitution bonus. Before the fifth edition, player characters had to
succeed on either fortitude (third, 3.5, and fourth editions) or petrification/turn to stone (first and second
edition) saves, but both of these were connected to the character’s constitution score.

24 Medusa does of course still function as a general test of male heroes in other media, from her
traditional slayer Perseus to modern heroes like Percy Jackson, but in these cases the heroes must rely
on abilities outside of physical strength to defeat her. See Gloyn (2019: 141-67), among others, for a
larger discussion of Medusa’s interactions with heroes.

25 See Boot (2013) for a larger discussion of Harryhausen’s Medusa and its legacy.

26 This is even true for science fiction tales like Battlestar Galactica, in which we learn that the airmen who
worship the Greeks end up starting our world, presumably leaving behind their religion. See Tomasso
(2015).
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27 Technically, the Dungeon Master is free to change anything at their table, even core rules, but a
monster’s ability and statistical blocks are more likely to be utilized without change than its narrative
information. This is particularly true in published adventures, which often utilize a change or potential in
the D&D story worlds as a narrative hook.

28 As my colleague and fellow D&D playing classicist Caolan Mac An Aircinn reminded me, players are
sometimes very angry when a monster appears outside of where the Monster Manual suggests they will
be found unless there is a good reason. This indicates that there is at least some expectation that
Dungeon Masters at least acknowledge the narrative material in D&D rulebooks.

29 A Dungeon Master running a game has the option of either running a prewritten module (that will
usually require at least some updating by the Dungeon Master as the game goes on) or creating a
‘homebrew campaign’ from whole cloth, using the Monster Manual and other tools as resources.

30 Centaurs and Minotaurs became a playable race in 2018’s Guildmasters’ Guide to Ravnica expansion.
Notably, both underwent significant modification from their description in the Monster Manual, again
showing the impact of gameplay needs on even the storytelling elements of D&D. The Centaurs and
Minotaurs were then updated in 2020’s explicitly Classically-inspired Mythic Odysseys of Theros, along
with a Satyr class and the Leonin and Triton races, which are not taken from the Greco-Roman tradition
but borrow linguistic and aesthetic references from Classical myth.

31 The Medusa has a particularly complicated evolution in D&D, described in Marshall (2018: 160-162). In
some editions, this depiction includes a male counterpart in the species, the Maedar, with whom they
produce young, suggesting that they are more closely tied to gender than other D&D monsters. One of
the few other monsters differentiated by gender in D&D is the Sphinx, but it is not clear whether this
distinction is an element of classical reception or just a coincidence.

32 This is particularly true for Minotaurs, who have been a fantastic race since the tales of Narnia.

33 See pages 181, 201, and 223 of the fifth edition Monster Manual for more information on this. Perkins
et al. (2014).

34 The question about the moral coding of traits and their association with real-life issues of race and
culture have become a serious issue in the tabletop role-playing game world. See Garcia (2017) for a
scholarly discussion of this topic. It is also worth noting that but people developing both official and
unofficial D&D material have recently started adding far more nuance to the inherent goodness or
evilness of creatures, although even the forthcoming new monster manual still denotes a creature’s
goodness or evilness in their stat blocks.

35 Egeler (2005: 5, 16-18) notes some similarities between the Furies/Erinyes and Valkyries in the
mythological tradition but finds a closer parallel between them and the Sirens.

36 Fourth Edition D&D is a minor exception, as the Erinys appears in the second Monster Manual rather
than the first one associated with the edition. The fifth edition Erinyes have notably more clothing than the
previous incarnations of the Erinyes, although their armor is still far more form-fitting than would be
practical, which likely reflects both the larger presumed audience for D&D in modern times and a shift in
the popular fantasy art.

37 In the Mythic Odysseys of Theros, which takes place outside of the world that provided the setting for
the monsters in the original Monster Manual, they are connected to a different progenitor, Mogis, but it is
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still an evil deity with a bull’'s head who transformed his followers into the first Minotaurs, so the general
structure of the story still stands.

38 The shift from a goat-based to a bull-based Baphomet may have been an attempt to react to 1980s
concerns that D&D promoted satanism, but that it is probably a reach.

39 For more about the difference between the Cyclopes of the Odyssey versus those of the Theogony,
see Bremmer (2002).

40 The Odyssey’s description of the Cyclopes is primarily found in 9.105-45. If anything, D&D has pushed
beyond the Odyssey, which at least identifies the Cyclopes as fairly verbose as opposed to the barely
verbal D&D Cyclops.

41 Topsell's version of the Lamia contains a half woman/half lioness illustration, along with an extended
discussion of many variant depictions before claiming that the ‘true’ version of the monster is found in the
description of Lilith in chapter 34 of the Biblical book of Isaiah: Topsell (1607: 353-55). See Schneider
(2014) for a discussion of Gary Gygax’s knowledge of Topsell's book. The 2020 sourcebook Mythic
Odysseys of Theros includes an alternate description of the Lamia as having a serpentine lower half,
which has some connection to ancient Greek sources, although it makes no mention of her association
with sea monsters and child snatching, which are more common in the ancient literary traditions.

42 |t is also certain that some home games and third-party D&D adventures craft alternate versions of
Cyclopes, including their Hesiodic depiction as craftsmen, even if this doesn’t appear in official source
materials.

4 In Theogony 820-880, Typhon is depicted as the last, and most dangerous, threat to the gods’ dominion
over the world. Other sources depict him in largely similar fashion, although it sometimes comes even
closer to victory in these other sources, such as Apollodorus’ Library 1.6.

44 From the perspective of classical reception, the choice to identify the Hundred Handed Ones as Giants
is intriguing, given the genealogical relationship they have with the Giants in Greco-Roman myth and their
divergent relationships with the Greek gods (see Apollodorus Library 1.1-6, among other places)
Theogony. The narrative fluff connected to both the Hundred Handed Ones and Typhon (which are
potentially numerous in Theros) shows clear influence from the Greco-Roman tradition, but, as with
monsters described previously, there are major changes designed to better integrate the monsters into
the sourcebook’s narratives.

45 Even the flavour text surrounding Arasta has at best minimal allusions to Greco-Roman mythology,
even avoiding seemingly obvious reference points like Arachne.

46 |t is not certain which version of the Clash of the Titans films was the largest inspiration on the Theros
versions of these creatures. The 1981 film is far more famous and influential, but the Theros card set
came out shortly after the 2010 remake and 2012’s Wrath of the Titans. In this author’s admittedly
subjective opinion, the monsters in Mythic Odysseys of Theros look a bit more like the ones of the
remakes and their fighting styles are a bit more similar. See Torjussen (2016) for a fuller analysis of Clash
of the Titans and the insertion of the Kraken into the world of classical reception and Duffy (2020) for a
discussion of Medusa as a melee combat monster. Gloyn (2019: 51-3) describes the intentionality of the
departure from classical models for both the Kraken and Medusa in the original Clash of the Titans as
well as the long term influence of this film on mythically-inspired works in the future.

47 While there are obviously exceptions, the most common pattern for general monsters in Classical
mythology is for the creature to have some sort of ability that seemingly renders them invulnerable until a
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hero finds a clever solution. This can be a physical trait like the Nemean Lion’s impregnable skin or the
Hydra’s regenerating heads or a situational one like the Minotaur’s location in the labyrinth, but the
pattern is fairly clear in mythology and notably absent in the “Mythic Monsters” of the Mythic Odysseys of
Theros.

48 pseudo-Apollodorus, Bibliotheca 2.37-39 has a description of the Graeae very similar to that found in
the Mythic Odysseys of Theros.
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