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2. 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 Ancient Greece, India was situated on the edge of the known world. This meant that it was regarded as a place of mysticism and wonder. The first person to write about India was the “father of history” Herodotus in the 5th Century BC. He writes, “As far as India, Asia is an inhabited land; but thereafter, all to the east is desolation, nor can anyone say what kind of land is there”.[footnoteRef:1] In “Histories”, he writes briefly about India in the context of it being conquered by Darius the Great in 516BC.[footnoteRef:2] Herodotus is well known for using sources in his work, and using these given narratives to possibly embellish and exaggerate stories pertaining to a country. For example, Herodotus states that the Greeks only have knowledge due to Scylax of Caryanda and his interaction with the Persian Empire.[footnoteRef:3] Therefore, it is entirely possible that Herodotus wrote monstrous and fantastical creatures into his work to emphasise the mysterious and foreign elements of this place on the edge of the Greek world. According to Hartog and Lloyd, “it is therefore impossible to write about the Histories of Herodotus without considering the history of how they have been interpreted”.[footnoteRef:4] It also has to be remembered that Herodotus is writing about these places from the perspective of a Greek: “Herodotus's focus on the difference of a nation (and all three passages present cultural practices entirely different from the contemporary Greek in three fundamental spheres of social distinction: the recognition of male kinship and status, the acquisition of women, and burial practices) is by now not surprising.”[footnoteRef:5] Herodotus’s emphasis on the differences of a place possibly show that if somewhere did not belong to Greece, or did not have Greek influences, it was shown as an unusual, and ‘barbaric’ environment. Often in scholarship, these places are referred to as ‘the other’: “To speak of the "other" is to postulate it as different, to postulate that there are two terms, a and b, and that a is not b. For example, there are Greeks and there are non-Greeks. There are points of differentiation and hence a determinate and significant difference between the two terms. For example, there are Greeks and there are barbarians.”[footnoteRef:6] When examining “Histories, these factors cannot be ignored, but rather they help to understand the background to the way Herodotus writes and their influences on the work. Herodotus focuses on his work through three perspectives: ethnographical, geographical, and historiographical. In order to discuss the impact the “Histories” had on the representation of India, this essay will examine the geographical landscape described, the people described, and finally, the animals described. [1:  Hdt. Hist. 4.40]  [2:  Priestley, 2014:12]  [3:  Hdt. Hist. 4.44]  [4:  Hartog and Lloyd 1998: xvi]  [5:  Bloomer. 1993:42]  [6:  Hartog and Lloyd 1988:212] 


Referring to India’s place in the world, Priestley states, “although at the extremes, India is nevertheless explicitly classified as part of the known world, suggesting that the reference points by which the wondrous elements will be judged are the norms of the Greek world.”.[footnoteRef:7] This is a good place to start when examining the impact of the “Histories” on the representation of India, as to understand it, the place of India in the Greek world should be established. When describing India, Herodotus’ first words are: “The Indians made up the twentieth province. These are more in number than any nation of which we know, and they paid a greater tribute than any other province, namely three hundred and sixty talents of gold dust.”[footnoteRef:8] In this passage, Herodotus is discussing the tributes that the Indians pay to Darius the Great. Typically of Herodotus, he uses numbers and amounts to convey the size of India. This method is repeated throughout the “Histories” as Priestley explains, “numbers and measurements are a feature of Herodotus’ rhetoric in instances where he is reporting a wonder which is impressive for its size…Numbers are designed to lend credibility to a description, as well as to act as a type of proof that the object being described does indeed deserve its tag of thōma (astonishment).”[footnoteRef:9] In relating size in this manner, Herodotus is ensuring that his readers understand the enormity and significance of India, giving it a bigger impact. The mention of gold makes India seem more exotic, “the most outlying nations of the world have somehow drawn the finest things as their lot, exactly as Greece has drawn the possession of far the best seasons”[footnoteRef:10],  but it is the method of how the gold is collected that is Herodotus’s main focus. This will be examined later on. Geographically speaking, Herodotus’s main focus over the ensuing passages is on the sun: “the Indians dwell nearest to the dawn and the rising sun; for on the eastern side of India all is desolate because of the sand”.[footnoteRef:11] Herodotus is therefore explaining why the Indians live to the west. However, he has possibly written this as the eastern part of the Indus basin was unexplored and he could not write about it. Different tribes seem to live in different places in India according to their lifestyle. Herodotus mentions those living alongside rivers, deserts, and the sun, suggesting that the Indians were not restricted by their landscape, and instead thrived in it, albeit not in a Greek manner. Finally, Herodotus writes, “now in these parts the sun is hottest in the morning, not at midday as elsewhere, but from sunrise to the hour of market-closing. Through these hours it is much hotter than in Hellas at noon, so that men are said to sprinkle themselves with water at this time. At midday the sun's heat is nearly the same in India as elsewhere. 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:12] This emphasis on the heat and the weather of India provides the reader with an image to visualise, explaining the colour of the inhabitants and its often-barren landscape. An environment such as this would have seemed like a completely different world from the known Greek one and would have had a great impact on the imagination and representation of India as a mysterious and unique land. [7:  Priestley 2014: 59]  [8:  Hdt. Hist. 3.94]  [9:  Priestley 2014: 57]  [10:  Hdt. Hist. 3.106]  [11:  Hdt. Hist. 3.98]  [12:  Hdt. Hist. 3.104] 


The people represented in the “Histories” have been coloured by Herodotus to seem ‘otherworldly’ and ‘barbaric’ by Greek standards: “the superlative is then used, even at the moment when there are fewest extremes and minimal difference, to highlight difference from other men. Description of the extremes of a people's customs creates a hierarchy of customs, an evaluative ordering”.[footnoteRef:13] Herodotus is writing under the assumption that Greek society is better than theirs, and by describing the Indians as being so different than the Greeks encourages the reader to, in a way, see them as a sort of ‘fantastical creature’. He first mentions, “there are many Indian nations, none speaking the same language; some of them are nomads, some not; some dwell in the river marshes and live on raw fish, which they catch from reed boats. Each boat is made of one joint of reed. These Indians wear clothes of bullrushes; they mow and cut these from the river, then weave them crosswise like a mat, and wear them like a breastplate”.[footnoteRef:14] The fact that the Indians do not even speak the same language impresses on the reader how strange their society must be if they cannot even communicate with each other, even though they come from the same country. The mention of their clothing also alludes to the fact that they must be ‘uncivilised’, again leaving an impression on the reader that colours their perception of the country. Herodotus’s next example of the people of India would definitely have left an impact on the representation, and the perception of the county: “other Indians, to the east of these, are nomads and eat raw flesh; they are called Padaei. It is said to be their custom that when anyone of their fellows, whether man or woman, is sick, a man's closest friends kill him, saying that if wasted by disease he will be lost to them as meat; though he denies that he is sick, they will not believe him, but kill and eat him. When a woman is sick, she is put to death like the men by the women who are her close acquaintances. As for one that has come to old age, they sacrifice him and feast on his flesh; but not many reach this reckoning, for before that everyone who falls ill they kill”.[footnoteRef:15] This example could, of course, be an invention of Herodotus to emphasise India’s difference from Greece, but it could also be true. In any case, to read of cannibalism would have definitively proved to the reader the monstrosity found within India, and not even from a fantastical creature, but from its inhabitants. Herodotus’s next example is a tribe that are vegetarians; they eat grass and a naturally growing grain and do not live in houses.[footnoteRef:16] As a meat eating society, this dietary difference would have again emphasised the difference between the two countries. The lack of housing would also have meant that the Indians were again seen as ‘uncivilised’ as they did not even have buildings to live in, a stark contrast to Greece. The emphasis on their skin colour, and other aspects of the body, would potentially have been intriguing to the typical reader, and given them a preconceived notion of the people who lived in India: “they are all black-skinned, like the Ethiopians. Their semen too, which they ejaculate into the women, is not white like other men's, but black like their skin, and resembles in this respect that of the Ethiopians”.[footnoteRef:17] Lastly, Herodotus mentions “the most war-like” of India’s inhabitants: “other Indians dwell near the town of Caspatyrus and the Pactyic country, north of the rest of India; these live like the Bactrians; they are of all Indians the most warlike, and it is they who are sent for the gold; for in these parts all is desolate because of the sand”.[footnoteRef:18] Interestingly, he has made the link between the most warlike, and potentially the more ‘heroic’, as those who must ‘battle’ the fantastical creature in order to get the gold. “In general, the Greeks have at their disposal a whole stock of personages available for use in every situation. As operators of intelligibility, they serve to classify phenomena and set them in order. They make it easier to understand the world, operating almost as instruments of thought, even tools of logic”.[footnoteRef:19] Herodotus’s description of people in India would have had an immense impact on the representation of the country. As a person, who perhaps had never even heard of India, these descriptions would have sounded fantastical and intriguing. They were such a stark contrast to Greek people and it would have made sense for them to be so different as India itself was so mysterious.  [13:  Bloomer 1993: 42]  [14:  Hdt. Hist. 3.98]  [15:  Hdt. Hist. 3.99]  [16:  Hdt. Hist. 3.100]  [17:  Hdt. Hist. 3.101]  [18:  Hdt. Hist. 3.102]  [19:  Hartog and Lloyd 1988: 235] 


Finally, the animals written about in the “Histories” have to be fantastic and wondrous to properly represent Herodotus’s interpretation of India. The main creature that Herodotus writes about is the ants who dig holes in the sand revealing the gold underneath: “In this sandy desert are ants, not as big as dogs but bigger than foxes; the Persian king has some of these, which have been caught there. These ants live underground, digging out the sand in the same way as the ants in Greece, to which they are very similar in shape, and the sand which they carry from the holes is full of gold”.[footnoteRef:20] Again, the size of the ants is equated to something that Greek people would have known, and it therefore gives them a more concrete idea. Herodotus also portrays the ants as being dangerous to people, alongside their size: “for the ants at once scent them out, the Persians say, and give chase. They say 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:21] This example of fantastical creatures in India would have seemed impossible to the reader, but the evidence is confirmed by the Persians, making it seem more credible. Herodotus’s description would have let the mind run wild; this place was so wild and dangerous, but Herodotus had made it seem that way. Would it have been that interesting otherwise? [20:  Hdt. Hist. 3.102]  [21:  Hdt. Hist. 3.105] 


In conclusion, Herodotus’s “Histories” would have had an immense impact on the representation of India, and the inclusion of fantastical creatures, whether animal or human, would have made India even more mystical and intriguing. Without wonder, the “Histories” would potentially not have been as interesting and would have not portrayed India as mythical as it seems. As Priestly argues, thōma (astonishment) was the most important aspect of the “Histories”: “a thōma may be some aspect of the landscape or a natural peculiarity of a country. These could be geographical, zoological, or meteorological features. Another category of thōmata is works of art and monuments. Technical ingenuity is often the admirable quality present in this type of thōma; in addition, massive size and great expense seem to be important qualities of these types. Inventions and stratagems which put natural resources to good use or allow an obstacle to be circumvented are another source of wonder. Human beings can arouse wonder for their heroism, audacity, and intelligence. They can also provoke wonder because of their behaviour or by uttering unexpected words. Physical difference can arouse wonder, and so too can biological and ethnographical differences. Observed phenomena which are perceived as being in some way abnormal or ordinarily improbable can be wonders. Often these strange events are narrated in a way which suggests that they are an example of some divine being at work”.[footnoteRef:22] Therefore, without potential embellishment, India would not have been portrayed the way it has been through ancient representations. [22:  Priestley 2014: 55-56] 
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