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 MONSTERS, GHOSTS AND REVENANTS EXAM

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

In Megasthenes Indika he describes the Geography, natural history and even culture of India. As an ambassador for Seleucus I Nicator[footnoteRef:1], he spent time in the ancient Indian court of Chandragupta[footnoteRef:2] and thus was one of the first sources on India who had themselves been to India and was an eyewitness to some the subjects on which he spoke and is thought by what we know of the fragments to be the best source on India that the Greco-Roman world had[footnoteRef:3]. However, this did not stop him from including monstrous and fantastical creatures that could not have existed in his accounts of India. Indika does not survive as an intact source, rather instead fragments of references of later writers on their own accounts of India and thus it is through these fragments that the picture of India must be constructed.  [1:  Brown 1955: 20]  [2:  Brown 1955: 20]  [3:  Parker 2008: 42] 

As in Megasthenes’ time, India was thought of as the edge of the world, definitely that of the known world. Therefore, it is not odd for the inclusion of such mythical beings and creatures to what Megasthenes intended to be a truthful account because, especially considering monster theory, monsters occupy liminal spaces, and as the edge of the world India is therefore a liminal space in which to the minds of the Greeks, monsters and fantastical beings must inhabit it. As previous sources, such as Ctesias who wrote that fantastical beings occupied the majority of India, Megasthenes places them at the periphery of India itself, such as in the mountains[footnoteRef:4]. As when Ctesias wrote he was writing from the accounts of Indians in Persian court, but Megasthenes himself was in India. Showing that monsters cannot exist at both the same time and place as culture, as Megasthenes moves further into India, the monstrous moves further and further out. [4:  Plin. Hist. Nat. VII. ii. 14-22] 

Firstly, by bringing civilisation to India they are pushing the monsters out as monsters cannot exist in the same literal place as culture, whilst being a product of the contemporary culture[footnoteRef:5], they must only occupy the periphery of our world. Secondly, Megasthenes himself states that Heracles “cleared sea and land of evil beasts”[footnoteRef:6], which suits the traditional role of Heracles in the Classical Greek thought that Heracles is a force that cleans up the earth, from monsterous beings that highlight that the world is not yet prepared and he must make it suitable for our human inhabitancy. As we cannot exist in the same spaces as monsters as monsters, heroes and hybrids belong to the mythical past, Dionysus and Heracles must civilise India for its human inhabitants. [5:  Cohen 1996: 4]  [6:  Diod. II. 35-42.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]However, as Megasthenes presents India as still having very many fantastical beings, even if in the periphery of the country, doing so presents India as somewhat uncivilised. Megasthenes talks about very many fantastical beings throughout his work, notably that of the Cynocephali (dog-headed people who cannot speak)[footnoteRef:7], Enotokoltai (those who sleep in their own large ears and are stronger than humans)[footnoteRef:8], and the Wild Men (backwards feet, no mouths with only smells give them sustenance)[footnoteRef:9]. He also includes descriptions of monstrous creatures such as tigers, which he describes them incorrectly as twice times the size of lions[footnoteRef:10] and a description of a unicorn[footnoteRef:11], that to the modern reader is clearly a rhinoceros. The description of India’s “monsters” does little to impact the representation of India but rather Megasthenes’ account, as from these descriptions it shows that he has not seen these creatures himself but rather someone must have told him (outright lies or a loss in translation) or he recounted the description from an earlier source, showing little critique and more of a journalistic approach rather than that of a historian[footnoteRef:12], as a historian approach would be more critical and sceptical of such fantastical beings without having seen them themselves. [7:  Plin. Hist. Nat. VII. ii. 14-22]  [8:  Strab. XV. i. 57,--p. 711..]  [9:  Strab. XV. i. 57,--p. 711.]  [10:  Strabo, XV. i. 37,--p. 703.]  [11:  Aelian, Hist. Anim. XVI. 20.21. Conf. Fragm. XV. 2. 1.]  [12:  Brown 1955: 30] 

In regard to his descriptions to the fantastical humanoids, Megasthenes description makes India both a threatening and curious place. Whilst his description in no way describes the beings as violent, their outright diference to what a human would consider the norm makes them a threat to the boundaries of what humans should be. As they share many features with humans but are not quite the same as us they are a threat to the clearly defined categories what it is to be a human by our standards, making the creatures in some way hybrid and thus a threat to humans as we are threatened by what is different and does not fit into our easily defined categories, as a monster is that which refused to be easily categorised[footnoteRef:13] and thus occupies the liminal. [13:  Cohen 1996: 6] 

Despite these descriptions of the monstrous, India is still presented by Megasthenes as utopian as he often uses and describes utopian tropes when describing India. He praises how much bigger everything is in India, such as the aforementioned tigers, but also the elephants are much larger than those of African breeding[footnoteRef:14] and the country itself, geographically is described as being very large[footnoteRef:15]. It also apparently benefits from other utopian tropes, such as being privy to a double harvest[footnoteRef:16], meaning famine is never a problem and there are no slaves[footnoteRef:17]. By use of utopian tropes whilst describing India, Megasthenes presents India to his audience as something completely different, and therefore possibly scary, but also a wonderful, marvellous place where the citizens have few problems as they are free from the vices which plagued other nations. Despite the monstrous beings he described, India still appears as an attractive, especially as the monstrous beings do not occupy the spaces in which the humans do in India, as typical of Greek literature, “creatures mark the edges of the world”[footnoteRef:18] [14:  Diod. II. 35-42.]  [15:  Diod. II. 35-42.]  [16:  Diod. II. 35-42.]  [17:  FRAGM. XXVI.]  [18:  Parker 2008: 58] 

In conclusion, Megasthenes presentation of India in his work the Indika, Megasthenes presents India as a largely curious place. It benefits from many utopian tropes, making it seem like a wonderful place on the edges of the known world as utopian literature is intended to be, but he also presents unknown and scary entities that exist in the far edges of India, which in itself is on the periphery of what Greeks thought was the world as is typical of monster theory. Therefore, showing India to be seen as more exciting than scary as monsters can only exist in the periphery, in the far mountains away from the cities of the Indians, but also somewhat uncivilised as such monsters still exist in India, when the development of culture and civilisation should have pushed them further into the periphery and liminal spaces, instead Indian civilisation is portrayed as not having spread throughout India.
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