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Marvelous India in Medieval European 
Representations* 
 
Corin Braga 
Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj, Romania 

 

Abstract 

To the Europeans, throughout the Middle Ages, India represented a fabulous country, a realm 
of wonders, an “oneiric horizon” (Jacques Le Goff). By using varied traditions inherited 
from Antiquity, the Fathers of the Church, the encyclopedists (from Isidore of Seville 
to Brunetto Latini or Vincent of Beauvais) or the authors of extraordinary travellogues 
peopled this imaginary land with a marvellous flora and a monstrous fauna, as well as 
strange human races. A (psycho) analysis of these fantastic figures (dog-headed men, 
one-legged ones, men with eyes, nose and mouth on their chest, hermaphrodites, 
pygmies, giants, Amazons, cannibals, etc.) would uncover the fantasies, scare, 
frustrations, unconscious complexes, prejudices and stereotypes that the Europeans 
projected on the figures of some “others”, whom they situated at the antipodes of 
Europe – not so much geographical, as cognitive, moral, cultural and spiritual, 
antipodes.  

Keywords: European medieval tradition; Fabulous India; Marvels of the East; 
Monstrous Races. 

 

The Church Fathers and the encyclopedists of 
the European Middle Ages saw India as a 
fantastical rather than a real land. In that age, 
on the so called T-O maps of the world 
(Terrarum orbis), India lay at the antipodes of 
Europe. On these maps, representing the 
known world (Europe, Asia and Africa, as a 
disc surrounded by the river Okeanós), 
Europe and Africa each occupied a quarter of 
the disc, with Asia occupying the remaining 
half. India, in its turn, occupied the southern 
half of Asia, therefore a quadrant of the 
oïkoumènê. Attribution of a quarter of the 
known world surface to India goes back to 
Ctesias, who, as Strabo commented, assumed 
that “India equals in grandeur the rest of Asia 
as a whole.”1 Other authors were still more 

                                                
1 ”L’Inde égale en grandeur tout le reste de l’Asie”, in 
Strabon, Géographie, II, 5, 5, Texte établi et traduit par 

enthusiastic: Onesicritus, according to Strabo 
again, stated that India  “made up the third of 
the inhabited world”2, an estimation that was 
taken up by Pliny the Elder in his Naturalis 
Historia3 and by Solinus in his Collectanea 
rerum memorabilium.4   

These global approximations, whose role is 
mnemonic rather than systematising, were 
taken up by almost all the mediaeval 

                                                                         

Germaine Aujac, Paris, Les belles lettres, 1969, tome II, p. 
83-84.  
2 ’Inde ”fait le tiers de toute la terre habitée”, in Strabon, 
Géographie, XV, I, 12, Traduite du grec en français, à 
Paris, de l’Imprimerie Royale, 1819, tome Ve, p. 13.  
3 Pline l’Ancien, Histoire naturelle, VI, 59, Texte établi, 
traduit et commenté par J. André et J. Filliozat, Paris, Les 
belles lettres, 1980, p. 33. 
4 Julius Solinus, Collectanea rerum memorabilium, Iterum 
recensuit Th. Mommsen, Berolini, Apud Weidmannos, 
1895, p. 184. 
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mythographers and geographers who dealt 
with India. As graphic plans of the world seen 
through the Christian religion, T-O maps were 
not at all interested in the practical 
representation of distances and connections. 
These world maps offered a simplified 
description of India. Starting with Isidore of 
Seville, who set the standard image of India1 
for several centuries, some descriptive traits 
were kept from the whole ancient tradition, 
being relentlessly and stereotypically 
reproduced. India became an asset of 
mediaeval science, but mostly as a name and 
as a malleable, abstract graphical space, 
capable of garnering study-room fantasies, 
rather than a physical geographical reality that 
might provoke real journeys.  

Most medieval treatises and encyclopedias 
rehearse the same composite sketch of India, 
reduced to a few characteristics taken from 
the classical geographers. Firstly, India 
continues to occupy a fourth of the oïkoumènê 
and half of Asia (see Fig. 1: Isidore of Seville5, 
Etymologiarum, 7th century, Ed. Augsburg, 
1472). As T-O maps of the world face east, 
India covers the top right-hand orbiculus 
section on the map, contained between the 
two perpendicular radii going from Jerusalem 
(the center), follow the diaphragm line 
eastward, i.e. from the Nile southward. This 
geometrical simplification, framing India 
within two classical continental demarcation 
lines, stretches over a huge territory, which, in 
modern geography, belongs to other areas and 
continents. Medieval “India” included three 
large regions that the Church doctors used to 
call: Higher, Minor or Intra-Ganges India, 
which corresponds more or less to the 
present-day Indian peninsula; Lower, Major or 
Extra-Ganges India, i.e. Indochina and 
present-day Southeast China; and Middle 
India, or the space stretching between the Nile 
and the Indian peninsula. 

                                                
5 Reydellet, 1984 ; Livre XII, Texte établi, traduit et 
commenté par Jacques André, 1986. 

 

Fig. 1 

Thus India’s arc of a circle starts from the 
higher cardinal point of the terrestrial orb, 
from the east, where lies the earthly paradise, 
going all the way to the cardinal point situated 
to the right of the orb, the south, on the level 
of the sources of the Nile, more precisely the 
“Mountains of the Moon”. This is the arc of 
the circle directly opposed to the section 
occupied by Europe. Posidonius and Solinus6 
stated that India is diametrically symmetrical 
with Gaule, while Eratosthenes7 and 
Martianus Capella8 surmised that the 
circumnavigation of the oïkoumènê would lead 
from Spain to India. On T-O maps, which 
reduce the terrestrial three-dimensional globe 
to a flat projection, India becomes nothing 
less than the Antipodes of Europe, with one of 
them resting on the south-east, and the other 
on the north-west arc of the terrestrial disc.  

                                                
6 Julius Solinus, op. cit., p. 183. 
7 Strabo related that, according to Eratosthenes, ”if the 
immensity of the Atlantic Ocean were not an obstacle, 
we could travel by sea from Iberia to India: it would be 
enough to follow the same parallel and to cross the rest 
of the [globe’s] section, once the distance defined above 
is over [the distance India-Iberia by land]” (”si 
l’immensité de l’océan Atlantique n’y faisait obstacle, il 
nous serait possible d’aller par mer d’Ibérie jusqu’en 
Inde : il suffirait de suivre le même parallèle, et de 
parcourir la section [du globe] qui reste, une fois ôtée la 
distance définie ci-dessus  [la distance Inde-Ibérie par 
terre]”). Géographie (1969), I, 4, 6, p. 170-171. 
8 Martianus Capella, The Seven Liberal Arts, vol. II The 
Marriage of Philology and Mercury, Translated by 
William Hanis Stahl and Richard Johnson with E. L. 
Burge, New York, Columbia University Press, 1977, p. 
230-231. 
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Diametrically opposed to Europe, India 
became the perfect symbol of alterity, the 
European Other. Jacques Le Goff shows that 
the Indian Ocean was perceived as an anti-
Mediterranean, a region governed by the rules 
of the oneiric worlds, directly opposed to the 
laws of reality and rationality assumed by the 
civilisation of “mare nostrum”.9 In this 
antipodal land, Europeans projected not only 
their paradisial dreams, but their nightmares 
as well. As it was hard to control by means of 
pragmatic experience, this space became a 
kind of dumping ground or an attic of 
medieval representations, used as a projecting 
screen of all the dreams and marvels of the 
Europeans. Thus a magical geography was 
born, with unknown regions and mythical 
islands, an exuberant flora, monstrous and 
terrifying fauna, teratomorphous human races 
and all kinds of other magical objects and 
settings. 

It is in the 6th century B.C. that the make-
up of a “Indian” dossier starts, with the 
Histories of Herodotus10, a historian and 
mythographer with access to Persian sources, 
with the Indica by Ctesias of Cnidus11, doctor 
at the Persian court in the 5th century, and 
with the Indica of  Megasthenes, emissary of 
king Seleucus at the Indian court of 
Chandragupta in the 4th century. Alexander’s 
expedition and the Hellenistic, and later 
Roman domination in the Middle East 
enriched this dossier by military and historical 
accounts, such as those of Arrian,  of 

                                                
9 Jacques Le Goff, Pour un autre Moyen Âge. Temps, 
travail et culture en Occident, Paris, Gallimard, 1978, 
chap. III. Voir aussi Idem, L’imaginaire médiéval, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1985. 
10 Jacques Lacarrière, En cheminant avec Hérodote, 
followed by Les plus anciens voyages du monde, Paris, 
Hachette, 1981. 
11 Ctésias, Histoires de l’Orient, Traduit et commenté par 
Janick Auberger, Préface de Charles Malamond, Paris, 
Les Belles Lettres, 1991. Fragments of Ctesias’ lost 
writings, Sur l’Inde et Histoire des Perses, were preserved, 
in quotations and summaries, in different ancient and 
medieval authors, such as Aelian, Arrian, Pausanias, 
Pliny, etc., or Photius, patriarch of Constantinople in the 
9th century, 

Deimachus, of Onesicritus and of Nearchus, 
more or less accurate, more or less truthful. 
The geographers of Late Antiquity, Pomponius 
Mela in his Description of the World12, Strabo 
in his Geography, Ptolemy in his Tetrabible13, 
collected and systematized this physical, as 
well as mythical information. Finally, there 
came the essential contribution of the 
encyclopedists of late Antiquity, such as Pliny, 
with his Historia naturalis, the « polyhistor » 
Solinus, with his Collectanea rerum 
memorabilium, and Martianus Capella, with 
his comprehensive treatise Seven Liberal Arts. 
Even though common sense told them that 
accounts of certain fantastical animal or 
human race were scientifically unaccountable, 
the most skeptical of these scholars, such as 
Strabo14, could not afford to ignore the legacy 
of these sources. Having expressed their doubt 
and misgivings and proffered their witticism 
and sarcasm, they would always conclude by 
quoting at length the incriminated fantastical 
accounts. 

                                                
12 Pomponius Mela, De Situ Orbis [Description de la 
Terre], Traduit en français sur l’édition d’Abraham 
Gronovius. Le texte vis-à-vis la traduction, Avec des 
notes critiques, géographiques et historiques par C.-P. 
Fradin, À Paris, chez Ch. Pougens, À Poitiers, chez E.-P.-
J. Catineau, 1804. 
13 Ptolémée, Manuel d’astrologie. La Tétrabible, Préface 
de Elizabeth Teissier, Traduction de Nicolas Bourdin au 
XVIIe siècle, Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 1993. 
14 Strabo treats all these authors as ”inveterate liars” 
(”fieffés menteurs”), that one must be wary of, “because 
it is them we owe the mention of men with ears like 
beds, or mouthless, or noseless, single-eyed men, long-
legged or with outward-turned fingers; they have also 
brought back to life the Homeric battle of the cranes 
against the Pygmies, who they say are three-span tall. It 
is also they who talked of gold-burrowing lions, fauns 
with pointed heads, snakes able to swallow cows and 
deer, with their antlers and all.” (”car c’est à eux que l’on 
doit la mention d’hommes aux oreilles comme des lits, 
ou sans bouches, ou sans nez, d’hommes à l’œil unique, 
aux membres allongés, ou aux doigts recourbés en 
arrière ; ils ont fait revivre également le combat 
homérique des grues contre les Pygmées qu’ils disent 
hauts de trois empans. Ce sont eux aussi qui ont parlé de 
lions fouilleurs d’or, de faunes à têtes pointues, de 
serpents capables d’engloutir des vaches et des cerfs, 
cornes comprises”). Géographie (1969), II, 1, 9, p. 16-17. 
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In the Middle Ages, the collapse of the 
« global » society of the Roman Empire 
dramatically reduced the interest in and the 
relations with the areas outside of Europe and 
the Mediterranean.  Having no possibility of 
acquiring new, first hand information any 
longer, on India and the Middle East, the 
Christian doctors had to content themselves 
with pre-existing descriptions and syntheses. 
What with the compilation of inherited 
sources, they proceeded to a spontaneous 
selection of the amount of information, 
keeping only the traits that tallied or that 
appealed to the religious representations and 
the inquiring spirit of their age. Thus a 
simplified image of India was born, 
stereotypical in the extreme, which fulfilled 
the function of a breviary for the whole of the 
first millennium, up until the Mongolian 
invasions and the reconnection with the Asian 
empires in the 13th - 14th centuries.  

The descriptive pattern of India for most 
of the medieval treatises was given by Isidore 
of Seville in his Etymologies. In book XIV, 
concerning “De terra et partibus”, within the 
framework of the description of Asia, having 
spoken about the earthly paradise, Isidore 
brings together, from the ancient geographers 
and encyclopedists, the traits that will remain 
emblematic of the medieval image of India.15 

                                                
15 « 5. India vocata ab Indo flumine, que ex parte 
occidentali clauditur : haec a Maridiano mari porrecte 
usque ad ortum solis, et a Septentrione usque ad montem 
Caucasum pervenit, habens gentes multas, et oppida, 
insulam quoque Taprobanam elephantis refertam, 
Chryseus et Argyram auro, argentoque fecundas, Tylen 
quoque arborum folis nunquam carentem. 
       6. Habet et fluvios Gangen, et Indum, et Hypasin 
illustrantes Indos. Terra Indiae Favonii spiritu 
saluberrima, in anno bis metis fruges ; vice hiemis Etesiis 
potitur. Gignit autem tincti coloris homines, elephantes 
ingentes, monoceron bestiam, psittacum avem, ebenum 
quoque lignum, et cinnamum, et piper, et calamum 
aromaticum. 
      7. Mittit et ebur, lapides quoque pretiosos, berillos, 
chrysoprasos, et adamantem, carbunculos, lychnites, 
margaritas, et uniones, quibus nobilium feminarum ardet 
ambitio. Ibi sunt et montes aurei, quos adire propter 
dracones, et gryphas, et immensorum hominum monstra 
impossibile est. » 

The Indian “continent” takes its name from 
the river Indus, one of its great water courses, 
together with the Ganges and the Hyphasis 
(the last frontier of Alexander’s expedition). 
Its limits are, to the west, the Indus (the 
border between Middle India and Lower 
India), to the north, the Caucasus (which 
connects the Middle East with Middle India 
and Lower India), to the south the southern 
sea and to the east the earthly paradise (thus 
Lower India is attached to Higher India). The 
great islands of the Ocean also belong to India 
– such as the famous Taprobana (seemingly 
Ceylon, as transfigured by the magical 
imagination of the Middle Ages) and the 
mythical Chryse and Argyre, whose soil would 
be covered in gold or silver, respectively. The 
dominating wind (information taken from 
Posidonius) would be Favonius, a most 
agreeable, pure, healthy southeast wind. The 
climate would be mellow, with seasons that 
are propitious for two harvests per year, 
keeping vegetation evergreen. 

Several juxtaposed enumerations suggest a 
richness and abundance that are due not so 
much to the tropical climate, as to the 
mythical atmosphere embracing India. These 
enumerating series summarise the lists of 
lapidaries, bestiaries, human catalogues and 
other encyclopedias of the Antiquity and 
Middle Ages. There are spices: cinnamon, 
pepper, sweet flag, ebony wood; precious 
stones: gold, beryllium, chrysoprase, diamond, 
ruby, fine or large pearls; exotic or fantastical 
animals that are often guardians of these 
natural treasures: elephants, rhinoceros, 
parrots, dragons and griffins; finally, 
monstrous human races, impossible to list, 
because of the immense numbers of the 
Indian population (Pliny explains the 
multitude of Indians – nine thousand tribes 
and five thousand large cities – as a 
consequence of the Indians’ being the only 
people never to have migrated from their 
territory16). This descriptive pattern will allow 

                                                                         

 
16 Pline, Histoire naturelle, VI, 59, p. 33. 
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medieval scholars to fill in every compartment 
and every class with exuberant, fantastical 
examples, taken up from the whole tradition 
of Antiquity, the legends imported from the 
Orient or simply to the fantasies and 
nightmares of European representations. 

The standard digest drawn up by Isidore of 
Seville will offer, both on the conceptual and 
the imaginary level, the systematised 
framework that will be used by the coming 
encyclopedists in order to present India17. In 
the 12th century Hugh of Saint Victor, in his 
Excerptionum Allegoricarum, reproduces 
Isidore’s text word for word.18 Vincent of 
Beauvais, in his Speculum naturale, faithfully 
follows the same descriptive procedure.19 
Honorius of Autun, in his De imagine mundi, 
does not allow himself more than minimal 
innovations, such as the inclusion within 
India, together with the Caucasus Mountains, 
of the peoples of Gog and Magog that 
Alexander’s epic places beyond the “Caspian 
gate”.20 Finally, as a last example of the 
medieval locus for the encyclopedic 
description of India, I am quoting the 
respective passage from the Livre du Trésor by 
Brunetto Latini: « And in India there are five 
thousand well peopled and inhabited cities; 
and it is no wonder, because the Indians were 
never removed from their land. And the great 
rivers of India are: the Ganges, Indus and 
Hyphasius, the most noble river that hindered 
Alexander’s advance, as the landmarks that he 
threw over the river amply demonstrate. […] 

                                                
17 For a corpus of texts on fabulous India, see the list 
established by Jacques Le Goff, Pour un autre Moyen Âge. 
Temps, travail et culture en Occident, in the chapter 
”L’Occident médiéval et l’Océan Indien : un horizon 
onirique”.  
18 Hugo de Saint Victor, Excerptionum Allegoricarum, 
Liber III, cap. II, in PL 177, col. 210-211. 
19 Vincent de Beauvais, Speculum naturale, Liber XXXII, 
cap. III, in Speculum quadruple: Naturale, Doctrinale, 
Morale, Historiale, col. 2401, Dvaci, Ex Officina 
Typographica Baltazaris Belleri, anno MDCXXIV, 
réproduction photo-mécanique par Akademische Druck-
u. Verlagsanstalt, Graz, Austria, 1964. 
20 Honoré d’Autun, De imagine mundi, Liber I, cap. XI-
XIII, in PL 172, col. 123-125. 

Off the coast of India are the isles of Chryse 
and Argyre; where there is such a lot of metal, 
that most people think that the whole soil is of 
gold and silver […] And there is another island 
in India called Taprobana in the Red Sea, 
crossed by a great river; on one side of this 
river there are elephants and other wild 
beasts, on the other side there are men with 
such a great amount of precious stones. And 
you might know that, in that country, there 
shine no stars, as there is only a very big, 
bright one, by the name of Canopus.”21 (Fig.  2: 
Brunetto Latini, Livre du trésor). 

 

Fig. 2 

Among all the lists of (geographical, mineral, 
vegetal, animal and human) Indian marvels, it 
was the catalogue of monstrous races that 

                                                
21 Brunet Latin, Le Livre du Trésor, livre I, quatrième 
partie, in Jeux et sapience du Moyen Âge, Paris, 
Gallimard, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1951, p. 767-768. 
”Et en Inde avoir .Vm. [5.000] villes bien poplées et 
habitées de gent ; et ce n’est pas merveille, à ce que li 
Yndiens ne furent onques remué de lor terre. Et li grant 
flum qui sont en Inde sont : Gange, Indus et Ypazius, li 
très nobles flums qui detint les aleures Alixandre, selons 
ce que les bones qui il ficha sor le rivière demonstrent 
apertement. […] Hors de Inde sont .ij. [2] isles, Erile et 
Argite ; où il a si très grant chose de metal, que li plusor 
cuident que toute la terre soit or et argent. […] Et encore 
a en Ynde une autre isle qui est apelée Oprobaine 
dedanz la Rouge mer, où il court parmi .i. grans fluns ; et 
d’une part sont li olifant et autres bestes sau-vages, de 
l’autre part sont home a grant plenté de pierres 
precieuses. Et sachiez que en celui païs ne servent nulles 
estoiles, car il n’en i a nules qui luisent fors une grant i 
clere qui a non Canopes.”  
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exerted the greatest lure. The man of the 
Middle Ages had an image of the peoples 
situated at the limits of the known world quite 
different from ours. All the travellogues and 
descriptions from encyclopedias conveyed a 
discourse of places away that raises a question 
of imagology. According to Vincent Fournier, 
”the enunciation of the travellogue (the deictic 
marks that underline the different modalities 
of the subject in time and space) is a true 
cultural (ideological) statement. It conveys a 
stale social discourse that will colonise the 
foreign space”.22 Every age projects its own 
Weltanschauung on the territory and the 
civilisations that it discovers, every cultural 
movement imprints its own fantastical goals 
on the travellers that it sends beyond its own 
geographical contour.  

The geographical discourse establishes a 
representation of the Other through the 
cultural stereotypes of the traveller. Far from 
being “objective” accounts, travellogues of the 
age, whether real or fictitious, were, rather, 
internal documents testifying to the 
mechanisms that shape self-awareness 
through the confrontation with the other, to 
the projection processes of depreciating 
images, to the springs of the eurocentric 
mentality. The image of the other was 
modelled, beyond empirical experience and 
direct contacts, on a complex system of 
mythical stereotypes and cultural clichés. The 
European mediaeval man saw the inhabitants 
of the peripheral worlds as monstrous races 
whose figuration was inherited from classical 
Antiquity or from Christian mythology. These 
troubling, menacing unknown people, 
guardians of fabulous lands, personified the 
anxieties and the terror of the medieval world. 
The description of Indian wonders would 

                                                
22 Vincent Fournier, L’utopie ambiguë. La Suède et la 
Norvège chez les voyageurs et essayistes français (1882-
1914), Clermont-Ferrand, Adosa, 1989, p. 48. 9 
(”l’énonciation du récit de voyage (les déictiques qui 
marquent et soulignent les différentes modalités du sujet 
dans le temps et dans l’espace) est un véritable énoncé 
culturel (idéologique). Par elle transite un discours social 
banalisé qui va coloniser l’espace étranger”).  

stage a complex cognitive grid that arranged, 
by means of fantasies, a practically unknown 
geographical space. 

On the disc-shaped maps of Antiquity and 
the Middle Ages, the world developed from its 
sacred centre, Babylon, Delphi, Jerusalem, etc. 
Starting from the ancient writers already, from 
Homer and Herodotus to Strabo, Pomponius 
Mela and Ptolemy, the scale of civilization 
would descend from the center of the world 
(Mesopotamia, Greece, Rome, etc.) towards 
the hidden limits. The medieval maps of the 
world did no more than organise this 
cognitive procedure on a perfectly circular 
general survey. The more the explorer’s 
imagination, whether real or in his study, 
peered into the faraway lands, bordering on 
the river Okeanós, the more it plunged into a 
primitive, chaotic universe. A luxuriant or 
perfectly barren flora, a monstrous and 
terrifying fauna, an amphibious humanity, 
dominated by bestiality, peopled these 
regions. Ancient and later medieval man 
projected in the image of the other, of the 
unknown individual who inhabited the 
unexplored areas of the world, all the desires 
and anxieties that he would censure in 
himself. Every time he left, whether on a 
practical or imaginary journey, towards the 
frozen north, the fabulous India or Saharian 
Africa, he would explore not so much an 
external geography, as a map of images and 
symbols of his own unconscious. The array of 
mirabilia, carefully passed on by all the 
medieval encyclopedists and scholars, worked 
as a raster of mythical clichés and cultural 
stereotypes, by whose means the European 
individual perceived and interpreted what he 
discovered.  

All these eccentric habitats are peopled by 
monstrous human races, placed on the edge of 
animality, having an amphibious condition 
between beast and man. Devised by 
geographers, encycopedists and men of letters, 
the vague information about the border 
countries of the known world were rapidly and 
inexorably amplified up to the point where 
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they became myths of fantastical beings. 
Pondering over the maps of the Middle Ages, 
there is an impression that the oïkoumènê was 
literally besieged by the hordes of a chaotic ad 
regressive humanity, that only the force of 
civilisation and armies could keep at bay. 
Starting from Homer and Herodotus, from 
Ctesias, Megastheses and Arrian, up until 
Strabo, Pomponius Mela, Pliny, Solinus and 
Martianus Capella, Antiquity devised, of bits 
and pieces, a true panopticon of bestial 
humanity.  

 

   Fig. 3 

This “human bestiary”, that not even the 
most skeptical of scholars could afford to 
ignore, out of reverence for the received 
tradition, acquired an astonishing stability. 
Along the ages it changed into a constellation 
of loci that configured medieval 
representations. The Christian Fathers and the 
medieval encycopedists, from Isidore of Seville 
up until Brunetto Latini and Vincent of 
Beauvais, took over the teratomorphous 
gallery as a whole, with the standard 
description and the fixed iconography of each 
species. One particular characteristic (dog 
head, absence of mouth, huge ears, single leg, 
etc.) sufficed to devise the facial composite of 
every figure. Certain maps, such as that of 
Ebstorf (Fig. 3 : Mappa mundi, Ebstorf, 1240), 
itemised these races in a series of frames 
(”cartouches”) unfolding on the southern 

perimeter of the oïkoumènê.23 

What are these monstrous races?24 A more 
or less general distinction can be drawn from 
the start: the monstrosity of the populaces 
inhabiting the north of Asia is most often of a 
moral nature; that of the populaces inhabiting 
fabulous India, to the south, is physical. 
Northern races do not differ from the 
Europeans by their bodily aspect, they have a 
perfectly recognisable and homogeneous 
anatomy: their bestiality manifests itself in 
morals and behaviour. The barbarity of the 
Scythians and Siberians is summarised in an 
emblematic characteristic that puts an 
irrevocable stigma: cannibalism. Attested by 
Herodotus, Strabo, Mela, Pliny, Ammianus 
Marcellinus and others, anthropophagy is 
conceived of as the most repulsive stamp of 
human degeneracy. These tribes, of whom 
Alexander the Great is supposed to have said 
“never have we seen such cruel creatures since 
God created the world”, are grouped together 
under the name of Gog and Magog, the 
impure peoples that will make up the army of 
the Antichrist. As legend has it, Alexander, 
having vanquished them, inclosed them 
behind a gigantic metal wall in a valley on the 
northern outskirts of Asia. This gesture has a 
civilising significance, with the same bearing 
as the eating taboos and hindrances instituted 
by the gods in illo tempore. Alexander’s wall 
expresses the revulsion against a dietary 
behaviour that separates the civilised from the 
animal world. Like the Titans imprisoned by 
the Olympians in Tartarus, the peoples of Gog 
and Magog shut behind closed doors personify 

                                                
23 In order to gouge the formation of medieval 
representations of the “marvels of the East”, see ”Marvels 
of the East: A Study in the History of Monsters”, in 
Rudolf Wittkover, Allegory and the Migration of Symbols, 
New York, Thames & Hudson, 1987. 
24 From the immense bibliography on the theme, see for 
instance Claude Kappler, Monstres, démons et merveilles 
à la fin du Moyen Âge, Paris, Payot, 1980; John Block 
Friedman, The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and 
Thought, Cambridge (Massachusetts) & London, 
Harvard University Press, 1981; Rudolf Wittkover, 
L’Orient fabuleux, Paris, Thames & Hudson, 1991. 
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the suppressed terrors and panic of medieval 
man. In the representation of the Middle Ages 
Alexander became a numinous character, 
bearer of light, who, like an archangel, 
censures the evil that threatens to spring out 
of the collective unconscious. By this subtle 
Christian contamination of Alexander’s figure, 
the peoples of the north are assimilated to 
nothing less than demonic hordes. 

 

Amyctyrae                             Astomos 

 

Blemmie           Cynocephalus 

Fig. 4 

By contrast, the peoples of the south no 
longer appear as demons (moral evil), but as 
beasts (physical anomaly). The races that 
inhabit the fabulous India and “Libya” (Trans-
Saharian Africa) have a half-anthropomorphic 
condition. Ancient and medieval man 
imagines a series of mutants, in a combinatory 
game that experiments all possible 
permutations between man and beast. Men of 
letters and draughtsmen graft animal organs 
on the human body: snouts, horns, fangs, 
paws, claws, talons, tails, fur, etc. Thanks to 
such cloning, these creatures acquire 
functions and abilities that relate them to 
non-human kingdoms (Fig. 4). 

To such an organic chaos, with no genetic 
delimitation, belong the amyctyrae (men with 
gigantic lips that are used as an umbrella), 
androgynies, antipodes (who walk upside 
down), artibatirae (who walk on all four) , 
astomi (mouthless men, who feed only on the 
flavour of fruit) , blemmyes (headless men, 
having eyes, nose and mouth on the chest), 
centaurs and satyrs, cyclopes, cynocephales 
(dog-headed men), enotocoetes (men whose 
feet are turned heel first), epiphagi (with eyes 
on the shoulders) , bearded women, giants, 
himantopodes (with straplike legs), 
hippopodes (with horse paws) , horned men, 
ichtyophagi  (they swim for hours underwater 
and only eat fish), macrobes (who live for 
hundreds of years), eaters of raw meat, 
microbes (they live for only eight years, their 
women conceive at five years old), monoculi, 
ocypodes (they run faster than horses), panoti 
(with gigantic ears that cover them when they 
sleep), parossites (noseless, mouthless men, 
with only one orifice, which they eat through, 
with the help of a straw),  pygmies, red-legged 
men, sciapodes (one-legged men; the leg being 
quite large they used it as an umbrella at 
noontime), sciritae (noseless), women whose 
eyes glow at night, six-handed men, velvet-
legged, dog-tailed, troglodytes (living 
underground), men who are born old and die 
young, etc. 

In order to speak about monstrous races, it 
is necessary to establish criteria capable of 
differentiating humanity from the fauna. 
Although the borderlines of the human were 
generally unstable, the scholars of the Middle 
Ages established a real grid of distinctions that 
displays the differences between the animal 
and the human kingdoms. By using Aristotle’s 
categories, they came up with a minute 
casuistry reifying and nominalising the 
slightest anatomical and behavioural accidents 
and peculiarities. Nevertheless, the great 
categories that distinguish man from a beast 
remain quite general and vague. Saint 
Augustine, for instance, does not feel the need 
to resort to supplementary criteria to 
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Aristotle’s definition, according to which, man 
is a mortal rational animal. That the ape and 
the sphinx are beasts and not humans is not 
the subject of a practical inquiry or a scientific 
debate, but a convention generally admitted 
by the collective common sense. Without the 
“consciousness” of the animality of their 
objects of meditation, says Saint Augustine, 
scholars would easily err and boast of having 
discovered new human species.25 

On his fantastical journeys to the lands of 
monsters, medieval man would explore the 
permanent and the limited features of the 
human condition. The teratological humanoid 
typologies are the result of an imaginative 
game of permutation among different animal 
species. Like imaginary laboratories, with 
specimens preserved in vials, the maps of the 
world of the age displayed, in iconographic 
series of frames, the homunculi resulting from 
the fantastical cloning of human nature with 
the animal and vegetal ones. Each monstrous 
race was set in a description and a standard 
visual icon, representing its specific genome, 
its facial composite. The descriptive code 
functioned impeccably, like a perfectly 
structured scientific idiom, allowing explorers 
(whether in their study-rooms or in the field) 
to find their bearings in an unknown 
landscape. Monstrous races, together with the 
geography, mineralogy, botany and zoology, 
made up a true scientific apparatus, the best 
adapted and most functional one at the time. 
If we attempted, as in a game of  mental 
simulation, to remove from the theoretical 
education of explorers and missionaries their 
knowledge of mirabilia, under the pretext that 
they might be simple clichés and superstitions 
that falsified the genuine, immediate 
perception, what we would get would not be 
more accurate, likelier accounts, but an almost 
deafening ”silence”. In fact we would be 
depriving these explorers of mental and verbal 

                                                
25 Saint Augustin, La Cité de Dieu, Livre XVI, VIII, 
Traduction nouvelle par L. Moreau, Édition avec le texte 
latin, Paris, Librairie Garnier Frères, 1929, p. 456-457. 
 

instruments that allow for a first identification 
and verbalisation of experience.  

It is the refinement of the medieval 
cognitive apparatus that explains the reason 
why, most often, the system of marvellous 
categories superseded empirical experience. In 
the 13th-14th centuries, for instance, when pax 
mongolica reopened the routes of Asia to the 
Europeans, not only adventurers and men of 
letters, but also diplomats, missionaries and 
traders did not hesitate to include in their 
travellogues the topoï of the ”enchanted 
thought” (”pensée enchantée”) of the Middle 
Ages. In the writings of both regular travellers 
on a diplomatic mission, such as John of Plano 
Carpini26, Odoric of Pordenone or William of 
Rubruck, as well as adventurers, whether real 
of fictitious, such as Marco Polo27 or Sir John 
Mandeville,28 the monstrous races are always 
there. Obviously, all these explorers are more 
or less manipulated by the desire to validate 
the loci of scholarly tradition on location (or 
in the imagination). After all, the protocol of 
the fantastical geographical accounts did not 
change as a result of real journeys and 
concrete experience. The paradigm turn only 
occurred when the instruments of thinking, 
the magical epistemological apparatus, were 
replaced, in the 17th century, by English 
empiricism and the new Cartesian science.  

Beside these cognitive causes, the 
representations of monstrous races nurtured 
by Europeans can also assume a subliminal 
explanation, of a psychoanalytical type. The 
                                                
26 Giovanni di Pian di Carpine, Storia dei mongoli, Edizio 
ne critica del testo latino a cura di Enrico Menesto, 
Traduzione italiana a cura di Maria Cristiana Lungarotti 
e note di Paolo Daffina, Introduzione di Luciano Petech, 
Studi storico-filologici di Claudio Leonardi, Maria 
Cristiana Lungarotti, Enrico Menesto, Spoleto, Centro 
italiano di studi sull’alto Medioevo, 1989. 
27 Marco Polo, La Description du monde, Édition, 
traduction et présentation par Pierre-Yves Badel, Paris, 
Lettres gothiques, 1998 
28 Sir John Mandeville, The Travels, With three narratives 
in illustration of it : The Voyage of Johannes de Plano 
Carpini, The Journal of Friar William de Rubruquis, The 
Journal of Friar Odoric, New York, Dover Publications, 
1964.  



39 Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities, V7N2, 2015 

 

wonderful creatures are the projection of 
suppressed desires and aspirations, as well as 
of the terror and anxiety of the European man. 
Jacques Le Goff underlines, among other 
functions of the mediaeval mirabilia, their 
compensating function. The extraordinary 
journeys present a “world upside down” a 
country where flow milk and honey, 
characterized by dietary abundance, nudity 
and sexual freedom, in a word, the age of 
gold.29 These fantastical accounts restore the 
image of the lost Paradise. They allow for the 
materialisation of fantasies of immortality and 
Edenic felicity, inhibited by Mosaic and 
Christian theology. In the maps of the world, 
in encyclopedias and medieval accounts, the 
ancient script of the quest of initiation 
reappears exuberantly. The concept of 
mirabilia functioned as a kind of theoretical 
master key that might sidestep religious 
censure, thus allowing readers to get away 
with the joy of the pagan material preserved 
within the exotic wonders. 

Claude Kappler identified in the medieval 
human bestiary the projection mechanisms of 
fantasies and of the satisfaction of drives, 
defined by Sigmund Freud. The ambiguous 
fascination, where the attraction is akin to 
repulsion, appears to him as the combined 
result of desire and censure, of Eros and 
Thanatos. Through the antipodean peoples, 
the European man expresses libidinal drives, 
suppressed by a double process of censure: 
geographical (these monsters are set in 
inaccessible places) and biological (they are 
thrown out of the human kind). Beside the 
function of the fantastical satisfaction of 
desires, teratological representations are also a 
means of exorcising anxieties and nightmares. 
Visualising and verbalising the objects of 
anxiety can bring about decompression, 
changing the course of anxious energies 
towards external referents, scinded from the I.  
“The creation of such a being equals the 
incarnation of anxiety, i.e. doing away with it 

                                                
29 Jacques Le Goff, L’imaginaire médiéval, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1985. 

to a certain extent, enjoying the fantastical, 
unreal, sometimes even the whimsical, 
amusing aspect of this “creature”. The 
monster, by manifesting the anxiety, also 
succeeds in denying it”.30  

According to Claude Kappler’s analysis, 
the accounts of extraordinary journeys, just 
like tales and myths, allow the individual to 
organize his unconscious mental life. In this 
context, “the monster also offers a way of 
access to the knowledge of the world and of 
the self. The monster is an enigma: it conjures 
reflection, it demands a solution. Any monster 
is in a way … a sphinx: it inquires and stands 
on the wayside of all human life”.31 Strange 
places, astonishing creatures, terrifying 
ordeals that the protagonists have to undergo, 
facilitate the activation and structuring of the 
unconscious formations of the readers. The 
geographical quest follows a route of self-
knowledge, the initiation journey is an 
objective correlative of the interior 
exploration. 

It would be risky to attempt a global 
analysis of the unconscious of the European 
medieval man, starting from bestial 
anthropology. The traditional status of these 
figures, the stereotypical nature of their 
textual and visual conveyance system, bring 
them closer to statue-like images than to 
living fantasies. They do not have the energy 
of a spontaneous enactment, but merely the 
residual charge of a massive initial investment, 
worn out by reiteration. Nonetheless, they still 
point to and manifest collective fixations. 

                                                
30 Claude Kappler, op. cit., p. 286. ”Créer un tel être 
revient à incarner l’anxiété, donc à s’en débarrasser 
partiellement, et à jouir de l’aspect fantaisiste, irréel, 
parfois même saugrenu et amusant de cette ’créature’. Le 
monstre, tout en manifestant l’angoisse, parvient 
également à la nier”. 
31 Ibidem, p. 12-13. ”Le monstre offre lui aussi une voie 
d’accès à la connaissance du monde et de soi. Le monstre 
est énigme : il appelle la réflexion, il réclame une 
solution. Tout monstre est en quelque sorte… un sphinx : 
il interroge et se tient aux lieux de passage de toute vie 
humaine”. 
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These fixations stem from a pagan pool, 
suppressed by the dominating culture, i.e. by 
Christian theology and ideology. The result of 
this pressure of the Christian religious super-
ego was the acculturation of the pagan 
material. One of the symptomatic situations in 
this respect is the “demonization” or 
“satanisation” of monstrous races, the 
transformation of certain mythical figures, 
undoubtedly terrifying, but not necessarily 
maleficent, into devils. 

Monstrous races testify to a process of 
collective projection, carefully wrought by 
European culture. The internal enemy, 
opposing either the individual or the social 
corpus, is scinded between the social super-
ego and the conscious I, materialised by 
external enemies. The projection of the 
collective shadow is obvious in the legend of 
the impure races of Gog and Magog. Borrowed 
from the ancient traditions about the 
anthropophagous Scythians, grafted on the 
Judaic legends referring to the ten tribes that 
did not return from the Babylonian exile, the 
myth was attached to the quest of Alexander. 
The Macedonian king, according to this 
narrative corpus, would have enclosed these 
peoples behind iron gates (the Caspian gate), 
until the coming of the Antichrist. Now every 
time a historian treated the Asian invasions in 
Europe, he identified these warrior tribes 
(Cimmerians, Scythians, Huns, Khazars, 
Turks, Hungarians, Mongolians, Tatars, etc.) 
to the peoples of Gog and Magog.32 These 
names functioned as the image of the arch-
enemy, the Mongolians being attached, by 
fantastical folk etymologies, to Magog, the 
Tatars to the Tartars, i.e. to the inhabitants of 
classical Tartarus, etc. 

The “barbarian” pagan peoples represented 
rather the moral aspect of the collective 
shadow of the Europeans. Yet, according to C. 
G. Jung, the shadow contains not only the 
                                                
32 See Andrew Runni Anderson, Alexander’s Gate, Gog 
and Magog, and the Inclosed Nations, Cambridge 
(Massachusetts), The Medieval Academy of America, 
1932. 

suppressed drives as moral evil, but also the 
physical traits felt as physical stigma, as 
organic misshapenness, as monstrosity. The 
bestial races are the expression of this 
“abnormal” biological component repressed in 
the shadow. One must not forget that 
medieval Europe was wrecked by wars, 
famines, undernourishment, plagues, leprosy 
and all kinds of diseases that created a 
numerous population of lame and crippled 
individuals. 

The representations of monstrous races 
allowed for the exorcism of the fear of 
misshapenness. The edges of the earth became 
a kind of faraway leper colony, where the 
fantasies of malformation were kept in 
quarantine. The series of frames with 
teratological humans, pictured on the edges of 
the maps of the world played the role of penal 
colonies and prisons that, in the collective 
representations, isolated the wished-for 
normality and health from the abhorred 
abnormality and degradation.  

 
[Acknowledgement: This paper was first 
published in French, as a larger chapter in the 
volume Le Paradis interdit au Moyen Âge. La quête 
manquée de l’Éden oriental, Paris, L’Harmattan, 
2004. English translation by Liliana Pop.] 
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