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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.[footnoteRef:1] 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.  [1:  Brown. 1957: 15] 


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.[footnoteRef:2] 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.  [2:  Hes. Theo. 831-835] 

The use of monsters in Indian society is shown primarily in the protection of precious metals and stones, especially in Megasthenes where he reverts back to the original tale.[footnoteRef:3] The ants which dig up gold are a recurring motif in works about India.[footnoteRef:4] Herodotus writes about them in his Histories.[footnoteRef:5] Describing them as larger than foxes, Megasthenes’ fragment tells the reader how the ants dig up the gold and then protect it.[footnoteRef:6] By adding a monster creature to the protection of precious metals, India becomes dangerous. There is no way to get to the gold without fighting of these monstrous ants, and the stories surrounding these ants keep people away from taking the gold from India to sell on around the ancient world.[footnoteRef:7] The giant ants, because they are common insects, they become monstrous as they are a size they should not be.[footnoteRef:8] This is a common theme in monstrous stories. Things become monstrous because they have more body parts than they should have, or they are a bigger size than they should be, or they exist in a space they should not.[footnoteRef:9] [3:  Brown. 1955: 29]  [4:  Mega. Frag. XXXIV – XL.]  [5:  Hero. His. 3.102]  [6:  Mega. Frag. XXXIV – XL.]  [7:  Mega. Frag. XXXIV – XL.]  [8:  Mega. Frag. XXXIV – XL.]  [9:  Mega. Frag. XXXIV – XL.] 

What the ancient world, in particular Greece, failed to recognise was that places had different cultures from them. The further a culture was from the centre (which was Greece), the stranger, or the more other, that culture was. This is applied to India on a rather large scale. While Megasthenes offers a better insight to the court of India, he still manages to place Greek expectations on to these people.[footnoteRef:10] This becomes problematic when looking at his fragments because he still sees things as strange and other, and in light of the times, barbarian. Megasthenes is not writing his work as a documentary of that country, but as a biased commentary.[footnoteRef:11] This is the same for many of the historians of the time, and is why Herodotus is slandered for his own Histories because they are not accurate, and he tells the histories as if it was a story.[footnoteRef:12] The impact of the representation of India is that it seems dangerous because of the monsters ingrained in to their society.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Barber and Sacks. 2005.]  [11:  Brown. 1957: 12]  [12:  Her. His. 7.152.3]  [13:  Examples include Ctes. Frag 40-42; Mega. Frag. XXXIV- XL; Frag. XXX] 


The monstrous people in India grow in numbers in Megasthenes in comparison to the works of Ctesias, whom Megasthenes used as a source. It is not just monstrous creatures who are used to portray India as a strange place in Megasthenes; it is people who have something slightly off about them. Compared to Ctesias, Megasthenes pushes these people to the periphery of India, further out than they already are in a country at the edge of the ancient world. There is no mention in Megasthenes of these monstrous people being integrated in to society, despite the uses Ctesias finds for them in his Indika. Such people are the Cynocephali, who were men with dog-heads.[footnoteRef:14] These men are favoured somewhat by the king in Ctesias, but in Megasthenes, there is no mention of this.[footnoteRef:15] Perhaps it is because of the changing ideas and times that Megasthenes thought it best to exclude that part of Ctesias, as he could not have the ‘other’ being favoured by any sort of royalty. This furthers the idea that the ‘other’ is wrong and cannot be seen outside the periphery zone where they belong. It becomes problematic when looking at the impact the ancient sources had on the representation of India. Many people would not have been able to afford to travel, unless they were merchants or part of the army, and hearing these stories from Megasthenes’ works would not have made their beliefs about the Eastern periphery any better. But despite Megasthenes changing details, he still makes the Cynocephali more monstrous than they are previously thought to be. But it is not just their appearance. Megasthenes describes the Cynocephali as not being able to communicate with human beings, because they bark and make dog noises.[footnoteRef:16] There is no mention of this in Ctesias. Being unable to communicate is a common motif often given to the enemies of the gods, seen in Hesiod’s Theogony.[footnoteRef:17] Typhoeus cannot communicate with the divine and is therefore shunned from that sphere of being. Similarly, the Cynocephali cannot communicate with humans and therefore, according to Megasthenes, deserve to be shunned to the outermost part of India.[footnoteRef:18] These people become more monstrous in Megasthenes – there is no detail about their lives in comparison to Ctesias, who explains nearly all of their day-to-day lives. The lack of communication and understanding means Megasthenes does not dwell on these people any longer than he has to.[footnoteRef:19] There appears to be a common theme in this, as there may be more monstrous people in his works compared to Ctesias but there is a significant lack of detail. Megasthenes does not see these people as human beings and this translates through his work. The impact of his bias makes sure that India is seen as a place of strangers and ‘other-ness’ because of the integration of monstrous creatures with human beings, particularly in Ctesias.[footnoteRef:20]  [14:  Ctes. Frag. 40-42; Mega. Frag. XXX]  [15:  Ctes. Frag. 40-42]  [16:  Mega. Frag. XXX]  [17:  Hes. Theo. 831-835]  [18:  Mega. Frag. XXX.]  [19:  Mega. Frag. XXX]  [20:  Ctes. Frag. 40-42 (where the Cynocephali interact with the King)] 

It is possible that the monstrous people exist outside the caste system, which seems to imply that a system such as the one that exists today in India, except with four castes and the ‘untouchables’.[footnoteRef:21] The existence of the monstrous creatures outside this caste system that Megasthenes introduces seems to liken the monsters to what becomes the ‘untouchables’.[footnoteRef:22] Megasthenes lists the jobs of the people in the seven castes but there is no mention of any of his monstrous people that he has introduced to the people of Greece.[footnoteRef:23] The monstrous people to Megasthenes are not important enough to have a job or enough to be mentioned in his seven tiered caste system. The term “dog-eaters” has been used to describe a lower caste of Indian society, which has been linked to Ctesias’ Cynocephali. The offensive term which has been given to the lower classes does not reflect the positive report Ctesias gave his Cynocephali.[footnoteRef:24] The impact of Megasthenes’ exclusion is something of a mystery. While it makes the monstrous creatures seem as though they do not belong, there is also the exclusion of women and the poor and sick. Either Megasthenes purposely left them out or he assumed they were not important enough to be mentioned in his caste system. When looking at the rest of Megasthenes’ fragments, it is more than likely he purposefully left them out. The reflection on today’s society from Megasthenes seems like nothing has changed from two-thousand plus years ago. The comparison of his seven-caste system, excluding all his monstrous people, with today’s four caste system, excluding all the people who are not seen as worthy or clean by Indian society, is striking because it shows how people’s prejudices have not changed. Megasthenes’ impact on the representation of this country is pronounced in that people still hold the same prejudgments that people in the ancient world held (even though it is unlikely to be primarily because of Megasthenes) – people who are different in culture, religion, and politics, are to be shunned. The monstrous people of Megasthenes’ India are on the same level of the ‘untouchables’ of modern India.  [21:  Mega. Frag. 40-41]  [22:  Bosworth. 1996: 124]  [23:  Mega. Frag. 40-41]  [24:  Nichols. 2008: 214] 


Megasthenes’ impact on the representation of India is problematic as he places Greek ideals on to the existence of Indian people.[footnoteRef:25] Because Greece was seen as normal, in the sense that the further away from the centre (Greece) a place was, the more strange or other it was. This is extremely true of India, where in Ctesias there is the inclusion of monstrous creatures and people in their society. This inclusion means India cannot be perfect and normal like Greece, and furthermore, there is also the fact it exists in the East, which the Greeks considered to be the lands of strangeness and ‘other-ness’. The Greeks believed that all monstrous creatures should be shunned or destroyed because of their lack of imperfection and that they do not look like the anthropomorphic divine. It is the divine who created the categories to establish law and order out of the chaos and because the creatures cannot fit into those categories, they need to be destroyed. This idea ruins the representation of India since it is all Greek propaganda which the Indians cannot thrive under because they have a different society, culture, religion, and laws. The Indians have their own social identities which are lost and ruined by the Greek ideals because of cultural differences. Megasthenes’ portrayal of India and its monstrous and fantastical creatures is not favourable.[footnoteRef:26] It takes something that Ctesias has presented to the ancient world – a place where monstrous beings and humans can live and work together in society – and turns it upside down. Because of the changing times and the occurrence of the Persian wars, this changed people’s perception of other cultures and other societies, and this prejudice continued until the adaption and adoption that spread the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Barber and Sacks. 2005.]  [26:  Barber and Sacks. 2005.]  [27:  Hornblower. 2014] 
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