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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?

Megasthenes was writing his Indika in the fourth century BC, when he was an ambassador to the court of India. His work only survives in fragments from other authors, but his writings on India remain as important as the predecessor he followed on from. Megasthenes’ works on India shaped the way the ancient world thinks and views the place, in the terms of the monstrous and fantastical. 

Because India was situated in the East, it was presented as ‘other’ and ‘strange’ in many of the texts written about it. The Greek authors believed India to be on the periphery of their world, and so they believed there were monstrous beings existing in that space. A reason for this was because India was hard to reach, which is reflected in the spaces in which modern monsters exist, as many modern authors place them where humans cannot easily reach. India was the perfect place to place their monsters and monstrous beings because of the country’s ‘strange’ customs and culture. However, because the view of the ancient world was changing as they travelled further out and thus expanded the boundaries, the spaces were the monsters were placed also had to change. In this respect, compared to the monsters of Hesiod or of Homer, Megasthenes’ monstrous beings in the Indika are not all that monstrous especially to the modern reader. But to the ancient world, the idea that the monstrous creatures existed in almost harmony and were used as part of the Indians society was concept they could not accept because of the space India itself occupied. 
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