
Fantastical 
Creatures
Fantastic beasts, monsters 
and hybrid beings like 
the half-human, half-
beast chimera have always 
figured in writers’ and 
artists’ representations 
of the natural world and 
their relationship with it. 

In the Romantic era, a preoccupation with the 
power of the imagination in all its forms led to these 
mythological beings reappearing in new guises. The 
myth of Prometheus who stole fire from the gods and 
was punished by imprisonment and torment was re-
imagined by Mary Shelley in her novel Frankenstein 
(1818), producing in Frankenstein’s murderous, 
tortured creature an iconic figure whose cultural 
force endures to the present day. Other manifestations 
of transformed humanity, such as Blake’s ‘Chimera’, 

reveal Romantic awareness of both the power and the 
danger attendant upon human creativity and ability 
to intervene in the natural world. These figures also 
indicate other ways in which the world was changing 
in this period. Many years before Charles Darwin’s 
landmark Origin of Species (1859), theories of the 
relationship between animals and humans were already 
positing the idea of an evolutionary relationship 
between them. The appearance of the chimera in the 
art and literature of this period suggests another form 
of Romantic revolution: the breaching of the crucial 
boundary between humanity and other animals.
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