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Monsters in Greek Ethnography and Society in
the Fifth and Fourth Centuries BCE

DOMINIQUE LENFANT

TuAT muthos and loges should not be seen as opposed to one
another, as if the one succeeded the other in a progression of
Greek thought rowards increasing rationality, may be exemplified
by Greek views of monstrous beings. Such views may be ob-
served in three areas, namely mythology, ethnography, and soci-
ety. The present study will not deal with properly ‘mythological’
representations, but will survey (1) what Greeks wrote on mon-
sters observed in their own society, and (2) ethnographic descrip-
tions which claim to report foreign and distant things, and which
give much space to monstrous peoples.

Ethnographic accounts of monsters are in certain respects
analogous to myths—indeed, they were called muthoi by those
who wanted to stress their unreliability.! If the cthnography of
the ends of the world is not strictly speaking mythology, its
imagery looks in many ways like that of myth, and the spatial
distance involved in 1t allows the same type nf representation as
the chronological remoteness typical of myth.” Accordingly, cth-
nography, like myth, must be understood in connection with the
society which produced it.”

In the present article, the ethnographical counterpoint, which
was developed in Classical times, is preferred to the mythical one.
(Mythological monsters had appeared already in the Archaic
period.) Since ethnography claims to report on the contemporary
world, it has to be considered in relation to contemporary Greek
societies and their self-representation. My aim will be to try to

: e.g. Strab. 1. 2. 35, on Herodotus, Cresias, Hellanicus, and the authors of fudica.

* The images of Cresias’ India or Herodotus' Hyperboreans and Long-Lived Ethiopians
have obwvious athinitics with that of the Hesiodic Golden Race, Cf. Lenfant (1991), 117-
135,

' See, for myth, Buxton (1994).
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connect what was written by the Greeks about near and real
monsters with their view of remote, foreign, and imaginary
monsters, in order to understand better the attitudes and feclings
of the Grecks towards monsters in their own society, the meaning
of some of their ethnographic representations, and the relevance
of these issues to the connection between muthos and logos.

MONSTERS IN GREEK SOCIETY

The word ‘monster’ is derived from Latin monstrum, which origi-
nally referred to an unnatural phenomenon through which gods
warn (‘monent’) men. The corresponding Greek term 1s feras,
which originally had, just like monstrum, the special meaning of a
divine sign, a ‘portent’, with different sorts of referents. It also
more specifically designated mythological monsters (like Cerberus
or the Sphinx) and actual monstrous births.” It does not preciscly
tally with the modern and more limited notion, which the
present study addresses: ‘monster’ will be understood here as a
‘human being with abnormal formation’, which can be denoted
or described without this term.” So, our scope will not be con-
fined to a word or a concept, but will also include concrete cases
of human beings with abnormal formation.

However, teras is also used as a general term in the sense with
which we are concerned, and this use helps us to see how a
monster was perceived. Monsters in Greek society are defined in
a negative way, as beings who do not resemble their parents, in
that they deviate from the characteristics of their species.” Such a
definition 1s found in literary texts such as those of Plato and
Aristotle,” and also in curses within official oaths. Thus in the
oath sworn by the Amphictyons, according to Aeschines, an
imprecation against perpetrators of sacrilege on sacred land was

' Cf. Chantraine (1968—80), s.v. tépag; Stein (1909).

" For mnstance, the Hippocratic treatises never usc feras to designate a monstrous being;
the only occurrence where it could do so refers to the world of dreams: "Crossing nivers,
hoplites, enemies, monsters with strange forms [eerata allomerpha) indicate disease or
madness” (Reponen g4 (= Dreams) 93, s (Littre, vi. 662)), The fact 15 sufficiently explained
by the excessive looseness of the termi in a medical context,

“ On the diverse degrees ot unlikeness to the paTents (as individuals, as male or femnale,
or as human bemgs), sce Anst, GA 767'3 576010,

TPl Cra. 3942; Arist, GA 769"8 and 770"s.
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expressed as follows: “That the women bear no children who
resemble their parents, but monsters.”

Concrete cases of monsters are rarely described, explained, or
even mentioned in our sources, except in the writings of the
Hippocratic physicians and the biology of Anstotle. The Corpus
Hippocraticum reports a few cases of deformed stillborn children or
imvalid viable newborns, but the physician confines himself to a
briet description of the anomaly or an explanation of it by an
accident or a disease during the pregnancy. The interest of the
physician differs according to the type of case. For deformed
stillborn children, he only briefly describes their anomaly without
explaining its origin,” and his first concern is to remove these
foctuses." By contrast, regarding invalid viable newborns, he
always strives to explain their case by an accident or a disease
during the pregnancy.'’ But the vast Corpus Hippocraticium men-
tions only a few instances of congemtal malformation, and
Hippocratic physicians did not construct a teratology.

" ipte yovaikag TEkva TiKTel yovedow fokota, ik tépara (Aesching, In Cres. 111).
This oath would be subsequent to the First Sacred War and date from the carly 6th cent,
BCE. Similar words are found in the apoeryphal oath of the Athemans betore the bartle of
Plataea, i a curse agamst would-be perjurers: xai el pev éprmedopronpy i £v T Opxw
YEYPUUPEVA . . . YUVOLKES TIKTOLEY FOIKOTA yoveDowy, £l & ), tépara. The mscnption was
published by L. Robert (1938: 307-16), who suggested datng the forgery to the last third
of the 4th cent. BCE. In his edition, P. Stewert (1972: 98—9) argues that the msenpuon s
genuine and dates from the Second Persian War. But all scholars agree that the curse 15
copted from the Amphictyonic cath. Sinular curses occur i other mscniptions datng from
Hellemistic and Roman times (references m Siewert (1972), 98 n. 197), but they do not
mclude the expressions tépara and fooTa yovedoy.

" As in the case of the child born with an arm adherent to the side (Epid. 5. 13 (Lire,
v. 212)) or the ‘hetle plump child, whose most important parts were separate, four-fingers
long, without bones’ (Epid. 2. 19 (Littré, v. 92)),

" Mul. 1. 47, 70 (Littré, vin. 106, 146-8); Superf. 7 (Littré, vin. 480).

" The maimed foetus which 1s born ‘lame, blind, or affected with another disability’
has certamnly been all in wrero duning the cighth month of the pregnancy (Septim. 5 (Litre,
vil. 444)). Those born with a short arm must owe that infirmty 1o a dislocaton sutlered
in their mother’s womb (Arr. 12 (Liteé, av. 114)). Finally, the treause On Generation
assigns two possible mechamcal causes 1o the state of the mamed child: either external
violence (blow, fall, . . ) suftered by the mother or the extreme narrowness of the womb
which has impeded, at some point, the normal development of the foetus, For a much
more shight anomaly, which one should not call monstrous, such as a mark on the head
of the child, the physician even puts forward, excepuonally, the mfluence of the so-called
longings of the pregnant woman, and their sausfaction: "IFa pregnant woman longs to ear
some mould or coal and does it, the child who s born has on las head a sign which results
from those things' (Superf. 18 (Liré, vin, ¢86) ). Lastly, the physician somenmes mdicates
a way of correcting a congenital malformation, as in the case of club oot (An. 62 (Liteé,
v, 262-8)).
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Aristotle’s biology, by contrast, dwells at greater length
and more systematically on monsters, and does outhne a
teratology,” of which the essential is to be read in the fourth
book of the Generation of Animals.” In Aristotle, teras clearly
designates a monster, without implying any religious interpreta-
tion."" The philosopher deals with monsters rather methodically,
and 1s the first to do so. He strives to define the monster, to
distinguish between degrees of malformation, and to discriminate
between several types of monsters; he does not hesitate to de-
scribe some examples, and to try to explain their causes.

He defines the monster, in commonplace enough fashion, as a
human being who does not resemble his parents,” or as a being
who does not even resemble a man, but rather an animal.'® He
distinguishes between slight anomalies, which do not threaten
life, and others, which aftect wvital Drgans,” Lastly, he presents
different sorts of monsters: those which have a part of their body
resembling a different species (for instance, a being with an ox-
head),'” those which have supernumerary limbs or organs (for
instance, several heads),"” and those which lack limbs® or have an
orifice closed (for instance, that of the uterus).”

In all these cases, Aristotle refers to nature.”” Furthermore, he
is keen to emphasize that speaking of a being with an ox-head is
a simple metaphor to underline a resemblance to the bovine
specics, and that to admit the mixing of two species is out of the
quESI:iDILH Finally, for several of the monstrosities he describes,
he propounds purely biological explanations.”

Such a survey of monsters is particularly noteworthy, for it

“ Cf P. Lows, ‘Monstres et monstruosités dans la biologie d'Anstote’, in Bingen,
Cambier, and Nachtergael (1975), 277-84.

" GA 769377332

" The term was already so used before Aristotle, as appears from his own words (cf.
c.g. G o kol Afyeran tépata, GA 269°10), Cf. Stein (1909: 11) for other instances.
" Cf n 7 above,

% 260 "8—10. " oorrti1—14.
14 b LAY b

760 13-14. 769 26—7.
A ??ﬂhIG—J. 21 ??3114—11].

* The monster is mapd ¢iaw, contrary to the ordinary process of nature, but not contrary
to nature in an absolute sense, since ‘nothing occurs against nature’ {??ﬂbguiﬂ-

260" 13-17.

“ The cause derives generally from the matter (ikn), which is supplied by the female:
if not sufficiently mastered by the movements, which come from the male, the ammal
aspect dominates and produces a monster partially resembling another species (769" 11-13);
if the matter 1s superfluous, 1t causes the hypertrophy of a hmb or its splitting n two
(772"14-19).
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stands out against the general silence of the sources on the matter.
In fact, it 1s striking how Greeks kept silent about monstrous
births in their society—a silence which concerns at the same time
the existence of monsters, the nature of their monstrosity, and the
fate of such creatures, in relation to Greek attitudes towards
them.

[t 15 generally assumed that monsters and deformed newborns
were eliminated. But even on this subject the texts remain for the
most part silent or allusive.” It is well known that in Sparta the
civic community used to decide to dispose of d{:fc}nned ncwb{:rns
by throwing them into the chasm of the Apothetae.” But the
exposure of deformed babies seems to have been a more wide-
spread practice. For Athens, the most conclusive allusion is in
Plato’s Theaetetus, which mentions, in a metaphor, the baby who
1s stolen from his mother and exposed as being ‘unworthy of
being brought up’; but the text does not specify what makes
him unworthy.” All in all, the evidence is very scanty and
inconclusive.,

Such a silence cannot be explained only by the scarceness of
monstrous births: nowadays, in Europe, 2.5 to 3 per cent of
newborns are deformed or monstrous,” and there is no reason to
think that there were fewer in Classical Greece. Furthermore,
palacopathologists have observed ancu.nt skeletons which attest a
number of congenital malformations.” Lastly, the account which
Aristotle gives of monsters implies that there were indeed some to
be seen.

If the scarceness of monstrous births cannot sufficiently explain

® The allusions in Plutarch, Plato, and Anstotle are (differently) analysed by Delcourt
(19318), 36—44, and by Dasen (1993), 206—10.

" Plu. Lyc. 16.

Y 160e, of. 151c and 160e—161a. Delcourt (1038: 42—4) quotes also Plato and Aristotle.
who prescribe the exposure of malformed newboms. Cf. Pl. Rep. go00c (‘As for the
children of worthless men and those who may be born crippled, they will be lndden in
a secret and visible place, as s fitting.—Indeed so, if the race of the guardians 1s to be
pure'), and Anst. Pol. 1335" (‘As to exposing and reanng the newborns, let there be a law
forbidding the rearing of any maimed child’). As is well known, both philosophers sct
forth a fictive, ideal legislanon. Delcourt assumes that this reflects Atheman practice, but
for the questions under considerauon the model seems rather to have been Sparta (e.g. the
community of wives and children both in Sparta and Plato’s Republic). Morcover, if the
elimination of deformed newborns was a general custom, Aristotle’s wish to impose it by
law would be surprsing. It is most probable that the practice was imposed by law n
Sparta, whereas it devolved upon the fanuly in Athens (cf. Dasen (1993), 205-6).

" Fischer (1991), 14, 114,

" CE Grmek (1983: 109-18), who describes several of them.
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the silence of the Greeks about monsters, two other explanations
may be considered: cither monstrosity gave nise to a religious
interpretation, which made it a matter of outstanding impor-
tance, or, on the contrary, a monstrous birth had no particular
significance.

The first view was particularly developed by Marie Delcourt:
according to her, the birth of a monster was considered by
Greeks as a manifestation of divine anger and as a bad omen that
inspired religious fear in the whole community: this would ex-
plain its removal, in so far as Greeks hoped to suppress in this way
the calamity which it revealed or foretold.™ Furthermore, the
silence of the sources would iself be explained by a religious
dread.” But this view includes many assumptions which have no
support in the ancient evidence or rely on questionable interpre-
tations of the sources.™ It leads to a coherent picture, but it is no
more than a hypothetical construction.™

In what respect, then, did Greeks connect monsters with the
divine?

First, the two meanings of teras suggest a link between the
malformed being and the divine sign which indicates the (gen-
erally dark) future.” But such a link can hardly be perceived in
Classical Greece, and the monstrous births which are seen as
portents cither affect animals,” or seem to be impussibh:,y’ or are

" Delcourt (1938), 9-21, 20-49, 67-9. This view has become widespread, See e.g. den
Boer (1979): ‘To have given birth to deformed cliuldren was generally looked upon as a
pumshment, and it s understandable that the community took measures aganst these
unfortunates whenever possible’ (p. 133). "All that was considered was the interest of the
community, which maght be threatened by the “abnormal”™ child® {136). Den Boer here
makes no reference to sources.

' Deleourt (1938), 47, 93.

Y e Hes. WD 244 obdi yuvaixes rikrovowv 1s understood by Delcourt (1938: 11) as
les femimes n'enfantent plus monnalement’, whereas the Greek wording only suggests
stenihity. The abandoned newbormns which mamtest, in Sophocles’ OT (180-1), the curse
which strikes the Thebans, are interpreted as being monstrous newborns (Delcourt (1938),
11=$)—which can be no more than a hypothesis. Delcourt argues that in the g4th cent. sCE
the exposure of maltormed newborns received a ratonalistic explanaton which replaced
the ancient religious mouvation; but such motivauion 1s not attested . . .

" Delcourt’s religious interpretation was rejected especially by Roussel (1943) (con-
cermng exposure) and, more recently, by Dasen (1993), 209 (concermng monsters as evil
omens which mspired religious dread),

Y Cf. Stwein (1909), 7-31, for the first meaning (something unusual, especially a
malformed bewng), and 32-62 for the second (portent).

" e Plu. Per. 6. 2 (often quoted, although a quite isolated instance).

“ e.g Hde 7. §7 (a mare gives birth to a hare).
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supposed to occur in the East, where teratomancy was far more
developed than in Greece.”

If we compare the Greek situation with that in Babylonia,
where treatises on divination obligingly enumerate various mon-
strosities either possible or impossible,” or with that in Rome
under the Kings and the Republic, where monsters were omi-
nous and abundantly described,” the scarcity of Greek mentions
or descriptions would rather tell against their rehigious signifi-
cance, and certainly not in favour of the dread put forward by
Delcourt.™ Nothing provides support for the idea that, faced with
a bad omen, the Greek reaction would have been silence: on the
contrary.,

Secondly, the interpretation of a monstrous human birth as a
divine punishment is suggested by two facts. First, we have seen
that the monster was defined as a creature which does not look
like 1ts parents, and Hesiod presents the birth of such beings as a
punishment which gods inflict upon unjust societies.” Secondly,
when monsters occur in curses, as in the Amphictyonic oath,
they appear as a divine punishment threatening those who would
violate this oath.” However, these sources should not lead us
to overestimate the importance of the Greek interpretation of
monstrous births as divine punishments. In Hesiod as in the

V7

e.g. Hdt. 7. 57, Cresias, FGrHist 688 F 13 § 14, and Ps.-Callisth. Alex. 3. 30 {(on the
link between the last two and their Babyloman context, cf. Lenfant (1996), 372-3). It s
striking how Herodotus, who is perhaps the most fond of divine signs among Classical
writers, so rarely mentions monstrous births; the only one which concerns humans is both
impossible and located in the East (1. 84: a woman who bears a hon—which is not n itself
a monster . . .),

* Cf Bottéro (1985), 1—-28: (1987), 166. The majority of the preserved omens denved
from unusual births (more than two thousand) are published by Leichty (1970) (transcrip-
tion and English translation).

" Cf Delcourt (1938), 49=59. Sce, above all, Pliny, Livy, and Julius Obsequens (this
last compiled, in the 4th cent. cg, a list of unusual births).

" (1938), 93

' Hes. WD 182 oldé natip naideoov dpoiog obdé n raideg, a condition Zeus will
infhict upon the Fifth Race, by contrast with the one he will offer to just societes:
Tiktovowy 8¢ yuvaikes fowdta téxva yoveiar (1. 235).

' As a matter of fact, monstrous human births rarely occur in curses (in addition to the
Amphictyome oath and the oath of Plataca which copies 1t on that point, Siewert (1972:
08 n. 197) refers to six later inscriptions which present similar formulas, such as pn
yuvaixec edrexvoiev (SIG' 360) or pi) yovaixac tixtew xara oo (SIG' §27; Iuser. Cret,
ni. 5, p. 5o, Pouilloux (1960}, no. $2)). But what 15 exceptional is the detailed formula in
which they appear: m Classical tmes, a short, abstract formula is generally used:
eliopkotiviy pev mokh' dyafa eivan, tmopkoivn &8 xaxa (cf Siewert (1972), 26—7).
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curses—which reveal more about Archaic than Classical beliefs—
monstrous births are mentioned as a threat, as a potenuality,
but they do not account for real, historical monsters. Further-
more, the connection between monstrous births and divine anger
should not be understood as a symmetrical one. In other words,
divine punishment may consist, according to curses, in monstrous
births, barrenness of land, disease,” ‘defeat in war and in legal
cases and in the market-place’,” and so on. But this is not to say
that all these evils were always felt as a divine punishment. What
. Parker says about discase probably applies to monstrous births
also. Divine interference in human life is not considered in the
same way by different persons, or even by the same person in
different circumstances: gods may be sometimes credited with
punishing the bad, sometimes with giving way to chance or to
fate, and these rehgious explanations of disease coexist at all
periods. But, on the whole, disease was only exceptionally inter-
preted as a punishment, being more usually regarded as a random
event.” In the same way, it scems likely that monsters in general
lacked religious significance.

This view is not invalidated by the scientific writings of the
Hippocratics and Arnistotle. Although it is usually assumed that
their rational approach to monsters contrasted with general super-
stition on the matter,” nothing allows us to be so categorical.
True, they do not consider monsters as portents or as divine
punishments, and they both refer to nature.” But nor do they
attack a religious interpretation of monstrosities. Hippocratic
medicine refuses, as a general rule, to consider any disease as
having a divine origin, or at least as expressing a divine intention
towards the affected person or his community. It considers every
disease as having a natural cause.” Its specific attacks concern

CFf. the oath of Plataca (n. 8 above).
Cf. the Amphictyonic oath quoted by Aeschines, In Cres. 111,
Parker (1983), 2556,

* See e.g. Neumann (1995), at 47-8 (on Hippocrates), and Lows m Bingen, Cambier,
and MNachtergael (1975), 282 (on Anstotle).

“ For Anstotle, ¢f. n. 22 above.

" Cf. Aer, 22 'no one |disease| is more divine or more human than any other; all arc
alike, and all divine. Each of them has a nature of 1its own, and none anses without 1ts
natural cause’ (trans. W. H. 5. Jones, Loeb edn.). See above all Morb. saer. 1-2 (Littré, wi.
352-0G4). On these questions, cf. Jouanna (1992), 250-97.

44

a%
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epilepsy (or ‘the sacred disease’), usually interpreted as having a
divine origin,” or the disease of Scythians who become impotent,
a condition understood by themselves as a divine punishment.™
The Hippocratics never criticize a religious nterpretation of
monstrous births. This fact is not surprising, given that
Hippocratic concern with monsters was limited; in any case, it
does not support the idea that medical views on monsters stood
in opposition to a generally held religious interpretation.

There 1s thus no reason why the elimination of monsters
should be seen as a religious act.” The ancient sources justify it,
rather, on eugenic grounds: the aim was to preserve a healthy and
strong community.”” That could be no more than philum?hical
idealism (Plato, Aristotle) or late rationalization (Plutarch).” But
it 18 awkward to replace ancient explanations with modern ones
which are not attested and might simply be anachronistic.”* All in
all, Greek silence on the fate of the deformed is no more note-
worthy than the scanty evidence on exposure in general.”

So we come back to the silence of the sources. If this was on
the whole not due to religious dread, it may rather be connected
with a fear which is probably unavoidable at all times, but which
was increased by the sensibilities of Greeks, who valued so highly
physical harmony and integrity and were particularly hornfied by

Y Morb. sacr. 1 {(Littré, vio 352). " Aer. 22.

' Contra Delcourt (1938), 41—0. Parker (1983: 221) argues that an abnormal birth was
sometimes scen by Greeks as a source of pollution which required purification by being
burnt, although this 1s ‘a kind of concern that, mn contrast to the conspicuous Roman
obsession, scarcely penetrates our sources’. We may add that the sources quoted by Parker
(his n. 7%) are either unclear or late.

" CK. PL Rep. 460c (n. 27 above) and Plu, Lyc. 16. 2: ‘it was better for himself and for
the city that the newborn who from the outset was not disposed for health and strength
did not hive”

* Delcourt (19318: 41-6) argues that these authors assign a ranonal justficanon 1o
practices that ongmally had a superstitious monve, Dasen (1993: 209) stresses that “these
views must be taken caunously because they come from philosophers’ and “they cannor be
regarded as revealing for the popular opimon’.

" Genenally speaking, understanding of Greek pracuces and beliels in relanon to
monsters seems to have been distorted by knowledge of Roman ones. It is striking how
often modern statements on prodigies “in antguty” rest m fact on Latn sources and
Roman mstances.

" The evidence on exposure is especially scanty for Classical Greece. Cf. Germain
(1995). who stresses that we do not know of a simgle mstance of exposure m Classical
Greece (pp. 235—41). The extent of the practice is also controversial. Some references are
piven i e Eyben (1980/1), 14 n. 31, and Dasen (1993), 200 n, 3.
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a deformed or mutilated body (see below). However, such silence
about monstrosity close to home is in striking contrast to the
Greeks™ extensive descriptions of monsters which belong to an-
other world, either to the mythical past or to the contemporary,
distant space of ethnography. | will now deal with that second
sort of representation, the ethnographical one.

MONSTERS IN ETHNOGRAPHY

Greek ethnography describes all sorts of monsters, sometimes in
a very detailed manner, especially in depicting the confines of
the world, those regions which are only known from hearsay
and to whose distance corresponds a deterioration of human
attributes.

Herodotus and Ctesias mention a number of monstrous peo-
ples. The former locates some of them at the edge of Scythia, that
is to say in the northern confines of the inhabited world: here
dwell the Argippeans, who ‘are said to be all bald from their
birth, male and female alike’,” the one-cyed men,” the ‘men
with goats” feet’ or those ‘who sleep for six months of the
twelve’;” others he locates in the western part of Libya, that is to
say 1n its most distant part: for example ‘the Dog-heads and the
Headless that have their eyes in their breasts™—one cannot say
whether Herodotus considers them as human beings or not—and
also ‘the wild men and women'.”

Ctesias, for his part, mentions in his description of India, at the
eastern confines of the world, peoples whom he describes in
greater detail than does Herodotus, such as Pygmies, flat-nosed,
ugly, very small men, whose bodies are covered by long hair and
who have a thick penis which stretches down to their ankles;” or
the men with a dog-head, ‘black like other Indians’, but like dogs
for the rest of their body, borrowing from them head, teeth,
claws, tail, cry, and way of v.:»::::rpl.ﬂating;;‘“l also the men without
anuses who can only consume milk and cvacuate through

b |

" 423 ‘: 3. 116, 4. 13, 27;
4. 25. " 4. 191,
“" FGrHist 688 F 45 55 21-3 and F 45f .
‘" F 45 §§ 36-43, F 45p «, B. v: Pscllos (in Maas (1924)).

5
5
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vomiting;” the people whose women can give birth once only in
their life,” whose babies already have teeth, but also white hair
which darkens when they get older and becomes black when
they are old;"™ those who have eight digits on each hand and
foot,” whose ears are so big that they cover their back and arms;”
those who have only one leg,” who have no neck, and whose
eyes are in their shoulders;” or the Sciapodes, whose feet are so
big that they overshadow them when they lie down with their
legs up.”

Such monsters can be divided into two types: one group secem
to be hybnids (men with goat-feet or with a dog-head), the others
have an anatomical anomaly, which is generally an absence (of
hair, of an eye, of the head, the neck, the anus, or a leg) or an
excess (limbs with eight digits, ears or feet out of proportion).
These two types of anomalies might have been inspired by actual
monstrosities: as we have seen, Aristotle distinguished among the
monsters the ones who looked like hybrids, such as beings with
an ox-head, even if he indicated that the expression aimed only
at suggesting a hikeness. As for the type of monster charactenized
by a lack or an excess, this can be connected with anomalies or
monstrosities actually known, such as those exhibited by dwarfs,
monopods, or polydactyls.”

But naturally, even if ethnographers could have been inspired
by actual monstrosities and were also sometimes influenced by
oriental iconography and legends,”' these were no more than a
starting point for the construction of an imaginary world.

Ethnographical ‘alchemy’ presents the following features. First,
it chooses to locate monsters in those countries which are the
most distant from the Greek world. Then it changes an individual
anomaly into an ethnic feature. That anomaly is thus hereditary,
contrary to the usual definition of reras, according to which

““F 45 § 44. “F 45§ g0 and F 45t
" F 45 § so. F a5, F 52, “ F 45 § so.

" 1bid. ‘" F s1a,

“F s1. " F ¢1a. F s1b. F 6o.

™ Polydactyly is common, but generally affects one single hand or foot. Imperforate
anus 15 also awested. See Sant-Hilaire (1837), 1. 230~7 (polydactyly), 177 (imperforate
anus), and Stedman's Medical Dictionary, 26th edn. (Balumore, 1995), s.vv. ‘polydactyly’,
atresia

" See, for Cresias' Indian monsters, Lenfant (1993), 319-20 (on the influence of the
hybnds of Mesopotanuan and Achaememd wonography) and 321 (on their ikeness to the
strange creatures of Indian epics).
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monstrous children do not resemble their parents.”” Furthermore,
the anomaly is, of course, not inconsistent with life. More para-
doxical 1s the fact that it involves no disadvantage, for physiology
and habits adapt themselves (thus, men without anuses evacu-
ate in another way); it can even constitute an advantage (thus,
Pygmies use their hair as clothes and Sciapodes guard against sun
thanks to their feet). Lastly, another paradox contributes to situate
ethnographical monsters far from those evoked as a threat in the
Greek world by Hesiod and the curses. Ethnographical monsters
do not come into the world to punish the unjust; on the con-
trary, they live, at least in Ctesias’ India, in the most just society.”
How can we explain these diverse paradoxes, and what is the
meaning of an 1imagining process which follows such well-defined
rules? To understand it, we must first consider the Greek mental
universe, since cthnography does not form—any more than my-
thology does’*—a world apart.

Monstrosity deviates not only from the species, but also from
an aesthetic canon. One of the most striking features of Greek
Classical culture 1s a concern with physical harmony and the
perfection of the human body. This is to be seen in the practice
of athleticism, which strives to model the human body, as in art.
Not only do painters and sculptors choose man as their chief
subject: they also strive to give him a perfect body. Even if
caricaturc and the grotesque are not unknown, ‘iconography
reflects the sensitivity of the Greeks to the human body, i
proportions, its integrity”:”” V. Dasen points out that ‘Greek artists
had httle interest in showing human physical anomalies’, and
most mythological monsters are usually composed of normal
human and animal elements, whereas the rare physical anomalies
arc never emphasized.” For the same reason, they were reluctant
to depict mutilated bodies.”

In contrast to such a cultural background, the foreign countries

" But biologists admit that malformations may sometimes be transmutted (Hippoc.
Gemr. 11 (Litteé, vin, 485): Anst. GA 721" 17-20 and 724" 3-4. HA $85"20-33). Hippocrates
1p;3|us that principle on an ethme scale in the case of the Macrocephals (Aer. 14).

The great justice of Indians 15 a leitmonv of the Indica. Ct F 45 § 106, etc.
* Cf. Buxton (1994), 4 and passim.

I" Dasen (1993), 165,

" Because dwarfs are an exception to that rule since they were often depicted,
Dasen infers that their anomaly was seen as acceptable. " Dasen (1993), 166,



