Ancient representations of India often include large numbers of monstrous and fantastical creatures. With reference to on ancient source, what impact does this have on the representations of the country?

The ancient Greeks perceived many countries who were not a part of their idealised world, such as India in this case, to be outlandish and uncivilised. In concern to India, it is not just the people who appear as such, but the country that, as a whole, does not conform to the views of the Greek peoples. Arguably, the portrayal of these faraway places, could have been passed along by word of mouth until reaching the ears of some ancient writers, in an attempt by fishermen or merchants to ensure that they do not lose their income by people going and retrieving the exotic produce themselves. Through portraying India as being stuck in a world, that for the Greeks only really existed in the mythological past (a time where monsters and demigods ran wild), meant that anything that came back from the country could be sold for a much higher profit, on account of the thrill factor that came with the goods.

In Herodotus’ The Histories, we learn of the larger than normal ants (also known as either Indian Ants or Myrmex Indikos), that survive in the north of India in its deserts, guarding gold which frequently experienced attempts of theft by the local people.[footnoteRef:1] A possible link to what was said during the introduction, in that the existence of the Indian Ants could have been the creation of someone, not wanting others to attempt to steal the gold (if there ever were any) for themselves. However, whether this was created by the Indians or the Grecians, I cannot personally say. Regardless of how they came into existence, Herodotus does not describe them in such a way that would make a person wish to see these ants in person. According to Herodotus, the ants are “not as big as dogs, but bigger than foxes”[footnoteRef:2], and then later states that “nothing is equal to them for speed, so that unless the Indians have a head start while the ants were gathering not one of them would get away.”[footnoteRef:3] Despite also providing a method that could possibly be used to escape the ants, and one that is commonly used by the locals, Herodotus also provides a description of the Camels (which are used when stealing the Indian Ants gold) that could possibly make a Greek somewhat apprehensive to approach the animals as he describes them as four joints in their knees, alongside the four thigh bones.[footnoteRef:4] While this isn’t as unusual as the ants, it arguably could be said that it doesn’t fit into the general norm of other creatures that are known by the Greeks. [1:  Theoi Project 2008-2017]  [2:  Hdt. 3.102.2]  [3:  Hdt. 3.105.1]  [4:  Hdt. 3.103.1] 


Another such monster that is said to live out in the Indian wilderness, is the Indian Dragon (also known as the Drakon Indikos)[footnoteRef:5]. A dragon whose enemy is the elephant, according to Aelian.[footnoteRef:6] The dragon hides itself amongst the branches of trees, and “envelop the lower half of their bodies in the foliage, but the upper portion extending to the head they allow to hang loose like a rope”.[footnoteRef:7] The intent behind this, according to Aelian, is to kill an elephant when it comes to feed, which it does by first gouging out the elephants eyes and then wrapping its body around the elephant so that it suffocates.[footnoteRef:8] I am unsure of the intent behind this, but the existence of such an creature hardly promotes India as being as civilised as the average Greek Polis. Which, as previously stated, does not exactly offer a warm welcome to anyone wishing to visit the country for whatever reason they may have. [5:  Theoi Project 2008-2017]  [6:  Ael. On Animals 21]  [7:  Ael. On Animals 21]  [8:  Ael. On Animals 21] 


Somewhere between 340 CE – 397 CE, Physiologus (who could have possibly been St Ambrose, the Bishop of Milan, writing under a pseudonym), wrote of another monster that roamed India.[footnoteRef:9] The Leucrota.[footnoteRef:10] A monster that seems to have a more horrific appearance in comparison to the previous two, with;  [9:  Eason. 2008:81]  [10:  Eason. 2008:81] 

“the back of a stage, the chest and legs of a lion, and the head of a horse with a mouth that extended right across its face and a single bone for its teeth, but which nevertheless spoke with a human voice. Leutrota was said run faster than any other creature.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Eason. 2008:81] 

Regardless of the a monsters first appearance however, it appears, as Eason suggests, that it was one of many of the “fabulous creatures”, that could be found in the Indian wilderness.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Eason. 2008:81] 

 
For the Greeks, monsters, gods, and heroes existed only in their distant past. The existence of heroes was generally to purge their lands of the monsters that threatened them. The gods mainly governed the world, but also provided reason for things still left unexplained at the time. For the most part however, it generally was the heroes who fought these monsters, with noted exceptions such as Apollo with Python.[footnoteRef:13] And while India was known for having monsters roaming the country, whilst the Greeks lived in relative peace, in their monster less country, the supposed natural world of India also succeeded in alienating the country form the Grecian peoples. During Dionysus invasion of India, we get a glimpse at the wildness of the country when the he becomes the first being to create passage over a river that sounds too dangerous to pass for an average man.[footnoteRef:14] But not only that, the fact that a god, of all beings, decided to go ahead and invade a country, whether it was to aid mortals who had already decided to do so, or simply by the god’s own decision, does not bode well for the presentation of the country to others. It suggests that India is to wild for even the brave heroes of Greek myth to conquer. Even the natural world seems to be fighting against the mortals, as Pausians notes that Dionysus was the “first to bridge the river Euphrates”.[footnoteRef:15] The image that remains behind of the country, whose river was unconquerable except for a god, promotes the country as being untouchable for mere mortals. [13:  Apollod. 1.4.1]  [14:  Paus. 10.29.4]  [15:  Paus. 10.29.4] 

Furthermore, it is not only rivers and such similar things that give India its untamed image, that the Greeks began to expect when listening to tales of the country. But also, its weather. In a roundabout type of way, Herodotus describes the climate as being almost backwards to that of Greece’s. Looking at the north of India in particular[footnoteRef:16];  [16:  Hdt. 3.102.1] 

“the sun is hottest in the morning, not at midday as elsewhere, but from sunrise to the hour of market-closing. … As it goes to afternoon, the sun of India has the power of the morning sun in other lands; as day declines it becomes ever cooler, until at sunset it is exceedingly cold.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Hdt.3.104.2-3] 

Here, Herodotus isn’t separating India and Greece as having two separate climates, it is possible to argue that he is include almost everywhere else when he says “elsewhere”[footnoteRef:18], meaning that India is the complete opposite of everywhere else in the known world. Further alienating the country, then he already had previously when discussing the Indian Ants. [18:  Hdt. 3.104.2] 


To conclude, the ancient representations of India tend to leave the country looking as though it were untamable and barbaric. A type of world that seems almost entirely opposite to that of the Greek world, to the point that even the climate is backwards. A type of world that should only exist in the mythic past. For the ancient Greeks, for such a place to exist whilst they carry on their lives in civilised harmony, seems almost unthinkable. And yet, as it does exist, then perhaps it would be wise for them to stay well away from the chaos. Which could possibly be linked to the previous point that having such unnatural things living in one area, would prevent people attempting to claim some of the many wonderful and exotic items that India holds, such as the gold that is kept guarded by the Indian Ants. Despite its unsavoury wildlife, India, through the eyes of ancient Greek authors, still manages to retain an exotic image unlike that of the Greek lands. However, this image is trumped by the dangerous and fantastical monsters that roam its lands, and the climate and its rivers and still remain untamed and dangerous making it quite dangerous in the eyes of outsiders. 
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