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CARICATURES OF SATAN
Sam Dilbeck

INTRODUCTION1

Her head spun around and faced backwards. That is the only scene
I know from the 1973 Academy Award winning film, The Exorcist. I
never saw the movie, but according to reviews, it portrays a young girl
possessed by Satan exhibiting supernatural abilities. A cadre of priests
attempt to drive Satan out of her. During the ordeal she screams, curses,
vomits and spins her head around. The Exorcist is only one in a host of
Hollywood embellishments that turn truth into fairy tale.

However, Hollywood did not invent caricatures of Satan. History
is filled with images of the devil ranging from cute and impish, to
sultry and sexy, to vicious and scary. The devil has appeared in other
Tinseltown features as a red scaly monster, an overbearing, self-
absorbed, demanding boss, and George Burns. Modern ideas about the
devil’s appearance are shaped by art, music, and literature from the
middle ages and beyond.

Where do the caricatures of Satan come from and how do they
impact our perceptions of that Ol’ Serpent? How does God see Satan?
How does the Bible present the devil? First, we will consider some
common caricatures about Satan and their history. Then, we will focus
on how those caricatures manipulate our perceptions of Satan, and how
those deceptions can be dangerous. We will conclude by considering
some of the images of Satan given in the Bible.

HISTORIC CARICATURES OF THE DEVIL
A caricature is “a representation, especially pictorial or literary, in

which the subject’s distinctive features or peculiarities are deliberately
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exaggerated to produce a comic or grotesque effect.”2 Caricatures of
Satan exaggerate or distort his features in an effort to either make him
comedic or horrific. Modern media and arts have successfully molded
our perceptions of him. Today, many people share the same idea about
Satan’s visage.
Pan

Many historians believe that the popular medieval image depicting
Satan as half-man half-goat has its origins in the legend of Pan
(Powell).3 According to William Smith, Pan is “the great god of flocks
and shepherds among the Greeks.”4 Pan is the offspring of Zeus or
Hermes (accounts regarding this differ) and has an insatiable lust for
female nymphs. He is associated with sexuality, revelry, and playful-
ness. Pan worship thrived around the region of Arcadia; however, a
temple used in Pan worship stood near Acacesium and was particularly
notable for its perpetual fire.

Though sensuality and fleshly lusts were Pan’s most  widely known
traits, he also used his “power” to strike fear in the hearts of those
going through his forests. At one time he supposedly made a pact with
the Athenians to discombobulate the Persians during the war between
the two nations. This technique of invoking fear became known as
“panic,” named after Pan and his paniskoi (smaller, impish Pans).

Pan’s horrific nature was later connected with the horrific nature of
Satan. At first, the connection was more literary because the Jews rarely
depicted Satan in their art. This tradition grew out of God’s prohibition
of graven images, the fear of Satan himself, and the lack of any
physical description of Satan in the Old Testament. When ancient
Hebraic art did render the devil, he nearly always appeared as a snake,
the only tangible form the devil held in the Old Testament (Gen. 3:1-2).

However, after the emergence of the church, as its members moved
away from the Bible’s teaching they began assimilating other religious
cultures. Naturally, pagans began to see similarities between their new-
found religion and their old traditions. Roman and Greek converts
linked their legend of Pan with Satan. Religious art and imagery began
to follow the perceived similarities between the two as old images of
Pan served as “models” for the devil.
Animal

Another common historical practice was to paint Satan as an
animal. During the middle ages, before the invention of the printing
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press, all copies and translations of the Bible were done by hand. While
copying the Scriptures was not new, many scribes of the middle ages
began to illustrate the copies of the Bibles they made. Today, these are
called “illuminated texts.” Many Latin and Greek Bibles made between
A.D. 1100 and A.D. 1400 were illuminated, and most contained images
of Satan.

Obviously, some of the illuminations of the devil followed the Pan
traditions, but some made the devil look like a wild animal. One
exquisite example is the early thirteenth century Latin Bible, Codex
Gigas. This is the largest manuscript of the Bible that survives today
(and probably the largest ever made). It measures about three feet tall
and one-and-a-half feet wide, and weighs about 165 pounds. On folio
290, the scribe drew a picture of the devil measuring about 17 inches
tall. He resembles a heavily bearded man with horns (a holdover from
Pan), but instead of the goat-like hooves, he has bird-like talons for his
feet and hands.5 He is squatting down and wears only a loin cloth, the
common garb of deranged people at that time.

The symbolism of an animalistic devil is obvious. The artist sought
to show the vicious nature of the devil. His menacing fangs and claws
were drawn to elicit fear in the hearts of readers and to mimic the
features of a dragon. His lunatic appearance was a warning that the
devil is irrational and could attack anyone at any time.
Angel

Another common historic image of the devil is as a man with
wings. This concept grows out of historical depictions of angels.
Traditional ecclesiastical art consistently featured angels as men and
women with large white-feathered wings. This ideal is actually a
corruption of the Bible’s description of heavenly beings. The Bible
describes three forms of heavenly beings. The first is the cherub, which
has one set of wings. While they are described as having faces and
bodies, nothing in the Bible specifies that their bodies resemble
humans. Cherubim were used to guard the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:24),
and to sit atop the Mercy Seat (Ex. 25:18-22). The second group of
beings is the seraphs. These beings had three sets of wings (Isa. 6:1-2).
The third group consisted of those who took human form and moved
upon the earth (Gen. 18:2; Lk. 2:9-15). Only beings from the third
group actually interacted with humans, and their form was hu-
man—without wings.
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The image of Satan with wings assumes that he is a fallen angel. In
addition, it assumes that angels look like men with wings. Much of this
imagery derives from John Milton’s Paradise Lost, in which he
chronicles the temptation and fall of Adam and Eve, as well as Satan’s
fall from heaven as a presumptuous angel. It is possible that Satan is a
fallen angel, but this does not mean that he looks like a man with
wings.
Red Creature

By far, the most recognizable caricature of the devil is the red
skinned creature with grotesque facial features and horns. Often he
carries a trident and wears a red cape. A stiff black goatee adorns his
chin and is accented by a sharp widow’s peak hairline. He has a tail that
ends in an arrowhead-like point. His elongated face is associated with
sinister characters like Snidely Whiplash and Count Dracula.

The red color of his skin symbolizes the danger he presents to
people. It is thought by some to be a reflection of his hellish environs.
Others believe the redness was added as a way to make him more
comical, something to be mocked and chided. It was common in the
middle ages to mock and deride what was feared. When murderers
were sent to the gallows or guillotine, crowds would gather for the
execution spectacle. Often, rotted food would be thrown at the offender
to disgrace and mock him. Similarly, drawing Satan as a character to
be mocked disgraced him. At other times, the red skin covered
horrifying features. These scary images of the devil were used to teach
kids how vicious he was.

Besides the redness of Satan’s skin, sometimes it is also portrayed
as scaly. No doubt this detail is derived from Satan also being called a
serpent (Gen. 3:1-2), and a dragon (Rev. 12:9). Both creatures are
reptilian and have scales.6

In modern times, the devil follows the image of a red creature and
incorporates some or all of these features. In fact, the image of the devil
as a red man is a universal symbol of evil, deceit, and destruction.
Activity

One final caricature of the devil is not found in his image, but his
activity. In the mid-sixteenth century, a story was spread which told of
an imperiled Johann Faust, who sold his soul to the devil for a bit of
fortune. This old German story, the Legend of Faust, has been retold,
edited, and rewritten throughout the centuries since. The Devil and Tom
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Walker and The Devil and Daniel Webster are two examples of
Americanized Faustian tales.

The Codex Gigas has a devil-pact tradition attached to it as well.
The legend claims that a monk broke monastery rules and was
sentenced to death. Pleading for his life, he offered to make an entire
copy of the Bible in one night in exchange for a pardon. The monastic
counsel agreed. He went straight to work, but by midnight, the scribe
realized the futility of his task. Then, the devil appeared and they made
a pact. The devil would finish the tome in exchange for the monk’s
soul.

The bargain-with-the-devil legend has been found in song (The
Devil Went down to Georgia), movies (Bedazzled, Ghost Rider), and
television (The Twilight Zone, The Simpsons, The Collector). Its
popularity in various art forms has mainstreamed the idea. Most people
have encountered some form of this outlandish tale.

DANGERS OF CARICATURES OF THE DEVIL
Many dangers can grow out of these typical images of Satan. We

will consider two. These caricatures of the devil are deceptive and
disarming.
Deceptive

Images of Satan are intrinsically deceptive as they are always,
without fail, a figment of someone’s imagination. Other than the Edenic
representation of the devil as a serpent and the figurative picture
painted in Revelation of the devil as a dragon, there is no physical
description of the devil in the Bible. However, a lack of description has
not stopped hoards of artists throughout history from trying to capture
his likeness on canvas. This has produced a wealth of art indicating
artistic inbreeding where one image becomes the basis for another
image. The same plagiaristic spirit gave rise to the plethora of Jesus
pictures as well. We simply do not have a physical description of Jesus
or Satan in the Bible.

The deceptive part is that many people think they know what the
devil looks like and how he behaves. A few years ago, I had a cousin
who wanted to discuss religion. He had recently seen the movie,
Stigmata, a film about a highly doubtful religious phenomenon where
people’s wrists and hands burst into spontaneous bleeding. I was all too
happy to talk with him about the Bible, however, all he wanted to do
was discuss the “evidence” and “Bible accounts” of the stigmata which
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are not founded in the Bible. At that time in my life I had never heard
of the stigmata. He spoke with great interest, referencing esoteric and
obscure religious events and doctrines. Later, I studied the stigmata
issue and found no evidence supporting its veracity. Yet, because my
cousin had seen the movie/art, he was convinced the phenomenon had
validity.

Many people treat the devil the same way. Because they saw a Tom
and Jerry cartoon that found Tom in the fiery caves of hell taunted by
Satan to go back and get forgiveness from Jerry, they think they know
what Satan and hell are like. In fact, they fancy themselves as experts
on hell and Satan. Yet, this cartoonish devil is far removed from the
ferocity of the real devil. However, entertainment outlets notoriously
obscure the truth by embellishing it with human perceptions.

To understand the far-reaching nature of this deception, we only
need to ask the nearest six year old child what the devil looks like. He
will proceed to say that the devil is a red, scary man with a pitchfork.
Disarming

Deceptive images of Satan disarm a lot of people. To some the
pictures are so outlandish and ridiculous that they conclude the devil
does not exist. They let down their guard and fall into his trap. Of
course the devil loves it when people stop believing in him—it makes
his job easier.

Some fall in love with the cute and cuddly images of little red
devils. Satan rarely gets happier than when we put a happy, cute, or
smiling face on evil. How could such a cute imp like Hot Stuff, the
little devil from Harvey Comics, be bad? While his mischievous ways
and white diaper humored readers for over forty years, the monster
upon which he is based has devastated souls since the Garden of Eden.
The real devil is not cuddly and peevish, he is powerful and dangerous.

Other people disarm themselves by thinking that Satan will appear
or act in a certain way. They feel secure as long as a red skinned
human-like creature does not appear to them and offer to make them
prosper in exchange for their soul, then they are living righteously.
While they look out for this character, they miss the fact that the devil
appears in many forms, and never brings a contract to sign.

We must face the reality of Satan, not a watered-down image. All
the images, stories, movies, and songs tend to desensitize us to his
reality. We know Linda Blair was just an actress in The Exorcist, and
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the events of the movie were not real. However, the dangerous Satan
portrayed in the film is real. We know Mia Farrow did not give birth to
the devil’s child in Rosemary’s Baby, but the terror of evil is real. We
simply do not have the luxury to toss out the truth with the fiction.
However, many people do just that, and are not ready to face the real
devil.

BIBLE VERSUS CARICATURES OF THE DEVIL
Though the Bible does not give us a definite physical description

of the devil, it gives us plenty of clues on how to spot him and his
influence in this world.
Sin

Wherever we see sin, Satan is present. Jesus identified the Jews as
children of the devil based upon their sinful actions (Jn. 8:44). Paul
withstood Peter to the face because Peter fell under the influence of the
devil (Gal. 2:11-14). Later, in the same book, Paul sought to spur the
Galatians to break ranks with the devil and return to Jesus (Gal. 5:7-8).
The Bible shows that Satan embodies sin.

Paul also wrote: “Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be
able to stand against the wiles of the devil” (Eph. 6:11). The devil’s
“wiles” are his methods of luring souls into his clutches. Satan has
individual plans tailored to each person’s weaknesses. So, where
temptations arise and sin is committed, the devil is there. Beaches filled
with immodest people to tempt the eyes; bars packed with patrons in
the process of getting drunk; CPAs with “creative” accounting
methods; and the list goes on-and-on as the devil devises new ways to
tempt us to sin.

Once people have obeyed the Gospel, they walk in a new life—a
life that has put off sin and gives no place for the devil to reign in their
heart (Eph. 4:27). However, when the old ways are enjoined again, the
devil is there.
To And Fro

In Job 1:7, Satan admits that he walks to and fro on the earth. Peter
further reveals his purpose, saying: “Be sober, be vigilant; because your
adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he
may devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). While the devil is on a short leash, he does
have influential power. This power reveals itself through lust and
temptations. His minions come in the form of carnal vices and worldly
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examples. As these walk about the earth, Satan’s power walks with
them.

The devil is the seduction in a loose woman’s stare. He is the
violence in a man’s anger. He is the rebellion in a teen’s attitude. We
sign his contract when we pop the top of a Bud, or when we open the
mouth of gossip. Sin is sin, and every single sin is enabled by the devil
and accompanied with our desires.
Angel Of Light

The devil’s appearance does not follow man’s imaginations. In fact,
he is so good at deceit that he disguises himself as an “angel of light”
(2 Cor. 11:14). This means he works through people who appear to be
doing good, like the Salvation Army and members of other denomina-
tional churches. They serve. They preach. They teach. They minister.
They do it all “in the name of Jesus,” but because they do not follow
Jesus’ will, they actually do it as the ministers of Satan (Mt. 7:21-23).
The cunning nature of the devil lures millions of people into spiritual
death.

CONCLUSION
Humanity has overloaded itself with caricatures, images, and

thoughts about Satan, most of which are not founded in the Bible.
Rather, they have been conjured from the ether of our collective minds.
The devil reeks of sin, not sulfur. He appears as an angel of light, not
the lord of darkness. He has hooks, not horns. He will not announce his
appearance with sinister laughter and contracts written in blood on aged
parchment. The devil slips in unannounced and patiently watches ...
waiting ... waiting until he can pounce and devour.

Our goal is to steel ourselves against his temptations. We must
always search for God’s way of escape and take His offer of victory
over the devil. An image of the devil may be comical or even horrific.
However, do not let these caricatures lull us to sleep in the midst of the
war between sin and righteousness. The image, no matter how
terrifying, does not measure up to the reality of Satan’s viciousness and
ferocity.

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the King James Version unless
otherwise noted.
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2 The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth
Edition. Houghton Mifflin Company, 2004. “caricature,” from Dictionary.com.
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/caricature (19 July 2007).
3 For a fuller description of Pan’s appearance see Classical Myths, 4th ed., by
Barry Powell, (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, Inc., 2004).
4 William Smith, Dictionary of Greek and Roman Biography and Mythology,
(Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Co., 1876), 3:106-107.
5 Wikipedia contributors, “Codex Gigas,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia,
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Codex_Gigas&oldid=145001959
(accessed July 24, 2007). [Though generally not accepted as scholarly,
Wikipedia is helpful in areas of low importance. The information concerning
the Codex Gigas and its massive size was corroborated by several news
sources covering the pilgrimage of the massive tome to Prague in the spring
of 2007.]
6 Job 41 contains a description of the leviathan that closely resembles the
description of a dragon. Scholars disagree over whether or not it is a dragon,
but several key features would have to be overlooked to make it fit a crocodile
or other reptile.
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