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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?

During Ctesias’ period of writing, India was viewed as being at the edge of the known world and as a result was believed to be inhabited by oddities and monsters.[footnoteRef:1] However just because monsters were expected to be in this place in the world, it didn’t necessarily mean they would be believed.[footnoteRef:2] Ctesias himself never travelled to India and instead got his accounts of India, its places, people and creatures from other people. As a piece of paradoxography, Ctesias includes many monsters to enhance the themes of an almost utopian landscape. In Ctesias’ Indika, the monstrous creatures are used to embolden the representation of India as an exotic landscape through their imagery of both danger and monetary wealth which are written as being an integral element of the country of India. Many of the monsters described are linked to these ideas of exoticism through their association with the precious materials found in India or their ability to be seen as a thing of fear, to create danger within India. [1:  Nichols 2008:43]  [2:  Nichols 2008: 44] 

Ctesias describes an India that is abundant with wealth and products of immense value, such as gemstones, precious metals and ores. The most important precious metal found in India being that of gold. Ctesias writes of an India literally overflowing with gold, “There is a spring which throughout the year fills with liquid gold and from it 100 clay jugs are drawn annually.”[footnoteRef:3] A monster most associated with gold is that of the Griffin, a bird like creature with lion’s feet that lives in the mountains, guarding the gold and making it difficult to obtain by the natives.[footnoteRef:4] Through the Griffin’s guarding of gold, it becomes associated with the luxury and imagery of India as a country of natural wealth, the griffin is a personification of these luxuries, while its position of guardian for the gold enables the gold in India to be seen as more desirable through its difficulty in coveting it. It also implies that there is a large and mysterious amount of gold that cannot be obtained, hinting at the true enormity of India’s wealth, that here is so much a monster itself is claimed to guard it. [3:  Ctesias. Indika. 9]  [4:  Ctesias. Indika. 26] 

While some monsters are associated with precious minerals through their location with the precious object, Ctesias writes of other monsters found in India which are themselves valuable. For example, The giant river snake found in the Indus river is described as producing  a flammable oil of such a high value and potency that it is only made for the king.[footnoteRef:5] The monster itself is described as incredibly dangerous and difficult to catch, “When it comes across an ox or camel on land, it bites it, then drags the beast in to the river and consumes everything…It is caught on a giant fishhook baited with a kid or lamb and fixed to an iron chain.”[footnoteRef:6] The language used to describe the hunting tactics of the worm is violent, connoting a great strength in the monster, and hat a large amount of strength is also used to catch it.  Besides being a creature of great value through its oil, it is also a beast that is fearsome, creating a sense of danger to be found in the land of India. The danger found only works to increase the value of the monster, which in turn accentuate the value seen in the land itself, with not only precious substances to be found in the land, but also amongst its creatures, adding to the representation of India having an obscene amount of wealth and danger being attached to this wealth.  [5:  Ctesias. Indika. 46]  [6:  Ctesias. Indika. 46] 

While many of the monsters described within this text are seen to be associated with value, there are some creatures with no purpose but to show India as a place of danger, which only adds to its exotic image. “There lives in India a beast called the Martichora which has a human face, is the size of a lion...it has three rows of teeth, human ears and… a tail like a scorpion.”[footnoteRef:7] Literally translated in to Greek as ‘Man-Eater’, the martichora is a dangerous monster with such strength and ferocity that it can only be killed from the back of an elephant, the only animal its stingers cannot pierce the skin of.[footnoteRef:8] This creature of such a fierce nature has no purpose unlike the griffin or river worm, making its only purpose within this text to mark the country of India as an exotic place through the use of danger and fear.  [7:  Ctesias. Indika.15]  [8:  Ctesias. Indika. 15] 

The monsters discussed so far have all been animalistic in nature, made to create an element of fear in the reader and bring a sense of danger to the country of India. However Ctesias also describes many unusual tribes of people that can be classed as monstrous through their ‘deformities’ and diversion of the norm within both Greek and Indian societies. The Pygmies are a key example of this humanoid style of monster. “They are very small, the tallest is two cubits while most are one and a half cubits in height.”[footnoteRef:9] Standing at 2 – 3 feet and covered in body hair instead of clothes, The Pygmy people are not too different from a typical Indian person, aside from height and hair, Pygmys are very much human in nature, communicating in the same way as other Indians.[footnoteRef:10] As a result, the Pygmies are not alienated from society or feared like other Indian monsters but instead are integrated in to society due to their talents of hunting and forming a large part of the kings army as bowmen. Despite the integration, the Pygmies are still viewed as monsters and contribute to the themes of exoticism attached to India, an image created further through making the people themselves different from the Greeks understanding of normality, instead of solely relying on the landscape and animals like monsters.  [9:  Ctesias. Indika. 21]  [10:  Ctesias. Inkika. 21] 

Another monstrous race of men in India are that of the Cynocephaloi, a race of dog headed men who only communicate through barks and hand gestures. “They have large teeth than dogs and claws that are similar but longer and more rounded…They are black and very just, like the rest of the Indians whom they associate.”[footnoteRef:11] These hybrid creatures can be considered much more abnormal than the Pygmies, due to their animal like features described here, however, they are still seen as equal to the Indians or ‘just’ like them and still live alongside each other. They are integrated with the rest of society seen through their rearing of animals, their sailing and their trade of expensive dyes which they make themselves from bugs and flowers that can only be sourced in the mountains where they live.[footnoteRef:12] Like many monsters in India, the Cynocephaloi have a purpose and value amongst the greater society of India, meaning that they not only contribute to the ideas of exoticism in India previously mentioned, but also the value and wealth of India, accentuated by these monsters and their work and trade. [11:  Ctesias. Indika. 37]  [12:  Ctesias. Indika. 37] 

It is important to note that each monster, both humanoid and animalistic, are integrated in some way by the greater society of India. They are not written as creatures of mystery but of fact. The Indians live amongst the monsters, fighting and obtaining precious substances from those deemed more animalistic and dangerous, while also living alongside and trading with the more ‘civilised’ and humanoid monstrous people. This integration of both human and monster shown by Ctesias gives a sense of normality to the presence of monsters within India, at least to the Indian people. To an outside reader the blatant normalisation of these monsters intensifies the feeling of exoticism within the text, it gives the sense that interaction with monsters is an everyday occurrence to someone living in India, an exciting and entertaining notion to a Greek reader. In this way, Ctesias’ use of monsters as an integral part of India adds to the reputation India has of being an exotic or ‘abnormal’ country.
In conclusion, ctesias’ use of monsters in his writings on India work towards creating an image of India that is seen as exotic, specifically through the monsters emphasising the elements of danger to be found within the strange new country. The uses of monsters also assists in providing evidence of the extent of India’s natural wealth and resources, heightening it to a fantastical amount. This representation of an exotic land is intensified with the use of monsters as common and integral to Indian society, especially when drawing a comparison to the Greek societal norms and way of living. 
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