[bookmark: _GoBack]Ancient representation of India often includes large numbers of monstrous and fantastical creatures. With reference to one ancient source, what impact does this have on the representation of the country?
Many ancient authors have written about their perception of the east, the most common theme amongst them is that this the edge of the known world, a place where monsters and fantastical peoples live. One of the most important authors for understanding the Greek perception of the east is Ctesias of Cnidus. Ctesias was a Greek captured as a prisoner of war and became the personal physician at the court of the Persian king Artaxeres II between 405 and 398/7BC, and during this time, he wrote one of his main works, the Indika.[footnoteRef:1] This work focuses on the Indus Valley and the northwest of the continent, and potentially not realising the subcontinent existed, and is a combination of traditional historic accounts and fantastical descriptions of monsters and peoples that reside in India. Whilst only surviving in fragments from other authors, we can being to build an accurate picture of the India that he was trying to represent. 
 [1:  Nichols, A. 2008. 43; ‘Ctesias’. Oxford Classical Dictionary] 

As mentioned previously, only fragments of Ctesias survive in other works, such as in Aelians On Animals or Pausanias’ Description of Greece.[footnoteRef:2] However, an almost complete summary of Ctesias’ work survives in Photius’ Bibliotheca, dated to the ninth century A.D., which is arguably the most important resource for the original.[footnoteRef:3] Whilst Photius’ work is problematic in its own ways, it allows us to have an overview of Ctesias’ whole account. Photius appears to have had access to a copy of the Indika itself rather than creating his summary using fragments from ancient sources, so whilst his summary may be erratic in depth, he can also be considered a somewhat reliable source for Ctesias’ work.[footnoteRef:4] On the other hand, the ancient authors whom quote him usually focus on the more fantastical aspects of his accounts, either out of interest or in an effort to discredit him as a historian.[footnoteRef:5] However, some modern scholars, such as Bigwood and Stonk, believe that Ctesias’ work should not be so easily dismissed as a work of pure fiction, as the fragments we retrieve from other ancient authors are taken out of context of the original work, and it provides a useful source on Greek and Persian perceptions of the east.[footnoteRef:6]
 [2:  For example: Paus.9.21.4; Ael. NA. 4.24, 27]  [3:  The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, Bibliotheca; Bigwood, J.M. 1989. 302-3]  [4:  Bigwood, J.M. 1989: 308-310]  [5:  Aeilian, On Animals. 4.21.]  [6:  Bigwood, J.M. 1989; Stronk, J.P. 2007] 

India has captured the imaginations of many Greek authors due to the fantastical creatures, peoples and geography that are associated with it. This association was in part due to an originally Greek concept called the Oikoumene, the inhabited and civilised world that is centred on Greece.[footnoteRef:7] Due to this concept, the further away from the centre of the Oikoumene you are, the stranger and more fantastical things become. This means that Ctesias’ position in the court of Artaxeres II was a unique one, as it allowed him to interact with foreign peoples and gain their first-hand accounts, and see the strange creatures that were delivered to court, which he uses as a basis for his work.[footnoteRef:8]
 [7:  ‘Oikoumene’. The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium]  [8:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.51] 

The griffin as described by Ctesias are “four-footed birds the size of a wolf with legs and claws like a lion. The feathers on the breast are red while those covering the rest of the body are black” whom live in the mountains of India and guard vast quantities of gold.[footnoteRef:9] Griffin traditionally originated from the area to the north of Greece, commonly associated with the Arimaspoi and the Hyperboreoi and are present in Greek art, as can be seen in Figure 1, unlike other creatures described by Ctesias, such as the manticore.[footnoteRef:10] However, in later periods they have become associated with India, possibly due to a shift in attention by ancient authors to the east and the fascination with the fantastical creatures there. In this example, as it is not possible that Ctesias saw this creature himself, he relied on a second-hand account, and so may have associated the tale that he received with that of a griffin, which he would have known about.
 [9:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.26]  [10:   Hdt. Hist. 4. 13. 1] 
Fig 1. Griffin. Red Attic Klyx c380 BC. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna

Whilst it is not uncommon in mythology for monsters to be guarding items of incredible wealth, such as the drakon that guards the golden fleece in the Argonautica¸ Ctesias’ description implies that the native population go to great lengths to retrieve this gold, as it is guarded by these monstrous and dangerous creatures, however, it is worth the danger as the country itself has incredible wealth due to the natural resources that it contains.[footnoteRef:11] Ctesias also offers us another description of creature that is associated with a natural resource, this is a worm that resides within the Indus River who’s carccus produces an oil that produces a flame that cannot be extinguished except for being covered in clay. The description is as follows: [11:  Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica. 8] 


“In the Indus River there is a worm that resembles the one that lives in the fig tree and is more or less seven cubits long. They say it is so wide that a ten-year-old child could hardly embrace it. It has two teeth, one up top and one below, and eats whatever it grabs with these teeth. Throughout the day they live in the mud of the river but come out by night.” (Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.46)

This description highly resembles that of a crocodile that are native to the region, however the description of the oil that is harvested from the worm’s carcass is problematic. An observation that can be made between the descriptions of this worm and the griffin is that it seems to be a reoccurring theme in Ctesias that whilst there are potentially deadly animals in this region, the native population seems to approach these animals as part of daily life. This could have been an attempt to add to the ‘strangeness’ of the people in India by contrasting it against the more ‘normal’ Greeks daily life of the readers of his work.

The Greek perception of India is that it is not just the animals that reside there that are strange the people that live there are also affected by living at the edges of the Oikumene. For example, Ctesias describes a race of people living in the mountains of India whom have the head of a dog and communicate in barks called the Cynocephaloi.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45. 37-40] 
Fig 2. Cynocephalus. Nuremburg Chronicle. 1493.

Ctesias goes into great detail about the description of these people, their eating habits, the social system and even their sexual practices. However, because these fragments have come from Photius’ summary of Ctesias’ work, it may be that this is more due to the interest of the scholar in the fantastical than Ctesias’ actual writing.
Ctesias’ description of these people presents an image of believable fantasy. 

Whilst the Cynocephaloi may live in ways that are a stark contrast to the way of life of Greeks of the time, Ctesias’ describes an entire way of life that seems plausible, even trading with the native Indians, supplying them with dyes, amber and fruit, whilst getting bread, meal and cotton garments in exchange. Due to Ctesias’ placement at court, he would have met Indian merchants who would have travelled to Persia to trade their goods and pay tribute to Artaxeres II and so upon hearing the stories of these trades occurring, could have accepted them as truth, and just associated with the wonderous nature of India. However, not all modern scholars agree that the people described by Ctesias as the Cynocephaloi were entirely fanciful, but rather the name ‘dog-headed people’ has come from a series of mistranslations and misunderstanding on the part of Ctesias, and he is describing a race of people that did in fact live in India.[footnoteRef:13]
 [13:  Shafer, R. 1964. 499-503] 

However, according to Ctesias the Cynocephaloi were not the only monstrous race of people that lived in India. He describes a people called Pygmies, a race whom live in the middle of India, whose skins are entirely black, and describes them as “are very small; the tallest is two cubits while most are one and a half of a cubit in height. They have very long hair that reaches their knees … they wear no clothes at all but comb the hair from their head down their back well below their knees … using it in place of clothing.”.[footnoteRef:14] These people too have interactions with the native Indians, as they speak the same language and even serving the king of the Indians as they are supposedly excellent bowmen. Here we see the realms of normal and fantastical overlap again, with the introduction of such a fantastical people into something that is very normal such as the army.  [14:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.21] 


When one compares the stories of the Cynocephaloi and the Pygmies we similarities between them. Both interact with the general population of India, and so are considered normal to them, however their behaviours are entirely out of the realms of normal for Greeks whom would read Ctesias’ account. What we can take away from comparing these two descriptions is that whilst these races may be considered ‘monsterous’ they live in a land heavily associated with fantastical beings and so have the life-style, behaviours and mannerisms to meet those expectations.

Finally, whilst Ctesias describes the strange peoples and animals that reside on the outer edges of the Oikumene, he also describes the environment in which they live. He describes a rather harsh environment where “there are no thunder, lightning, or heavy rainstorms in India, but heavy wind and hurricanes frequently wipe out whatever is in their path”, however the land is irrigated by a river.[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, the way that Ctesias describes the landscape and fauna of India, it seems that nature provides the necessary nourishment for the population, where one only needs to gather and hunt for food rather than utilise agricultural methods. [15:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.18; 5] 


An example of this fantastical fauna can be found in the description of two trees, one called the parebon and the other siptachora. The first is a tree, the parebon, is “the size of an olive tree and is only found in the royal garden”, the roots of the tree attract precious metals such as gold, silver and bronze from the ground, and if harvested and placed somewhere else, it attracts lambs and birds. It is using this method that Indians are supposed to predominantly hunt.[footnoteRef:16] The second tree overhangs a river called the Hyparchos, and it is said to produce amber that drips into the river and solidifies, whilst also producing fruit in grapevine-like clusters and “berries similar to the nuts from Pontus”.[footnoteRef:17] It is from these descriptions that Ctesias gives us the ideal of a utopian world where the land naturally produces wealth and nourishment with little effort, which is a sharp contrast to the Greek idea that the edges of the Oikumene is inhospitable and dangerous. [16:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.35]  [17:  Ctesias, Indika. Frag 45.36] 

In conclusion, Ctesias’ Indika gives us an insight into the Greek and Persian perceptions of the landscape of India, and the people and animals that live there. From the descriptions Ctesias gives of the monstrous creatures that live in this environment, it gives the reader the perception that it is considered a relatively dangerous place to those from the outside, however the native population faces these threats on a day to day basis with relative ease. Some of the creatures that Ctesias describes may be real, such as the worm that resides in the Indus River, however, many of them are presumably second-hand tales from travellers or Indian merchants that were told to spread the fantastical elements of India.

The perception that India is an inhospitable place is continued with Ctesias’ description of the environment, which gives the image of an almost harsh and arid landscape. On the other hand, this is contrasted against the almost utopian-like natural resources that are on offer to the native population, naturally occurring wealth and nourishment that is easy to access and requires little effort. 

Finally, the Indika gives us the perception that as India is outside of the Oikumene, it is a place of mystery and fantasy that could only exist at the edges of the known world. It is a place of almost mythical bounty and wealth, but also contains its own dangers in the creatures that reside there and the inhospitable environment. It is used as a contrast on the everyday life and environment that the Greek reader may be used to, which only emphasises the ‘strangeness’ of the place.


Bibliography
Images
Figure 1 - 'Apollo riding Griffin, Athenian red-figure kylix C4th B.C., Kunsthistorisches Museum'. 'GRYPS'. Theoi.com. http://www.theoi.com/Thaumasios/Grypes.html. [Date Accessed 19/01/18]
 Figure 2 - 'Cynocephalus from the Nuremburg Chronicle (1493)'. 'Kynokephaloi'. Theoi.com. http://www.theoi.com/Phylos/Kunokephaloi.html [Date Accessed 19/01/18]
Ancient Sources
Aelian, On Animals. A.F. Scholfield (trans.). 1958. Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University Press pp. 302-316Ctesias, Indika. in Nichols, A. (trans.). 2008. The Complete Fragments of Ctesias of Cnidus: Translation and Commentary with an Introduction. Florida: University of Florida Press
Pausanias, Description of Greece. W.H.S. Jones (trans.), D. Litt. (trans.), and H.A. Ormerod. (trans.). 1918. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Modern Scholarship
'Bibliotheca' in A.P. Kazhdan (ed.). 1991. The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bigwood, J.M. 1989. Ctesias' "Indica" and Photius. Phoenix, Vol. 43, No. 4. 
'Ctesias' in S. Hornblower (ed.), A. Spawforth (ed.), and E. Eidinow (ed.). 2012. The Oxford Classical Dictionary (4 ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press
Nichols, A. (trans.). 2008. The Complete Fragments of Ctesias of Cnidus: Translation and Commentary with an Introduction. Florida: University of Florida Press
'Oikoumene' in A.P. Kazhdan (ed.). 1991. The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium. Oxford: Oxford University Press
Shafer, R. 1964. Unmasking Ktesias' dog-headed People. Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte, Bd. 13, H. 4. pp 499-503
Stronk, J.P. 2007. Ctesias of Cnidus, a Reappraisal. Mnemosyne, Fourth Series, Vol. 60, Fasc.1 pp 25-58

image3.png




image4.png




image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg




