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In Euripides’s play The Bacchae, from the late fifth century BC, as the tragic protagonist 

Pentheus seeks to enact revenge against the interloper Dionysius, the chorus describes the 

Theban king as “a savage monster in his very mien, not made in human mould, but like some 

murderous giant pitted against the heaven” (103). Euripides’s text is a dramatic exploration of 

the threshold that marks the limit between humanity and monstrosity. Centuries later, during the 

expansion of the Roman Empire, the portrayal of such monsters becomes articulated according to 

ontological status and geographic location by authors who take up and rework themes found in 

Euripides’ play. As Alexa Wright describes, “for a long period, lasting from some time before 

the fifth century BC until the sixteenth century AD, they [human monsters] were popularly 

characterized throughout Europe as real creatures that could not be considered fully human 

because of their remote existence, far from ‘civilized’ human society” (9). From late antiquity 

through the end of the middle ages, however, these depictions undergo a series of significant 

adjustments that will shape the way monsters are construed for centuries after. 

Throughout the middle ages the praxis of representing the monstrous other endures, with 

a focus on beings that exceeded or transgressed what were held to be the norms of human 

biology and morality, and which were usually situated geographically at the outer limits of 

European experience: typically Asia to the east, especially India, but also to a lesser degree south 
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of the Mediterranean, in Africa. In his thorough tracing of the history of representations of what 

he calls the “monstrous races” (159), Rudolf Wittkower demonstrates that these human monsters 

continued to be prevalent in both intellectual and popular culture through the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, and that it was only with the increasing insistence of scientific veracity 

that they began to become excluded from accounts of the peoples of the world.  

Ironically, Wittkower suggests that this decline in interest, at least scholarly interest, in 

the monstrous peoples is tied to their earlier inclusion in Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies, the 

seventh century encyclopedic work which purported to contain the totality of contemporary 

knowledge of the world. Whereas Wittkower identifies the fundamentally unscientific quality of 

Isidore’s treatment of monsters as paving the way for their ultimate disappearance in written and 

verbal representations, he also suggests that the Etymologies were crucial in establishing their 

own tradition which would follow “Isidore’s example…almost without exception and with only 

minor divergencies in encyclopaedias, cosmographies, and natural histories of the following 

centuries” (169). In what follows I would like to explore the pivotal role that Isidore’s writing on 

monsters played in both sustaining and rearticulating the discourse of monstrosity, and how his 

work, careful or careless depending on one’s reading, shaped certain patterns of thought and 

discourse regarding monstrosity and the limits of human knowledge moving forward. In 

particular, I will examine how Isidore’s work might have had a specific if surprising impact on 

the Iberian world through a consideration of the depiction of human monsters in Columbus’s 

accounts of his first voyage to the new world. 

Human monsters appear in Isidore’s text in the eleventh book, dedicated to the human 

being and what Isidore refers to as portents.1 In the final chapters of this book, 3 and 4, Isidore 

 
1 Elsewhere, he shows that portent and monster are terms which can be used interchangeably (Crivat). 
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describes what he calls unnatural beings, monstrosities and monstrous peoples. These figures 

range from individuals marked by various birth defects to the so-called monstrous races. The 

contours of Isidore’s account move from examples of monstrosity that shift from identifying 

particular cases to a consideration of general monstrosity shared by specific communities, before 

discussing briefly the possibility of transformation, a process by which the non-monstrous is 

made monstrous. 

By the time Isidore composed his encyclopedia, the issue of human monsters had already 

been addressed by earlier Christian thinkers. Already in the early fifth century, Augustine of 

Hippo had felt the need to broach the subject in his City of God, a text directed fundamentally to 

contesting pagan beliefs which represented challenges to Christian philosophy and theology. In 

book 16, chapter 8, Augustine considers the possible existence and origins of the monstrous 

races, noting that “it is also asked whether we are to believe that certain monstrous races of men, 

spoken of in secular history, have sprung from Noah’s sons, or rather, I should say, from that one 

man from whom they themselves were descended” (314).  

The inclusion of the topic itself suggests in Augustine, as it will later for Isidore, what 

Mary Beagon has described as an “anxiety” regarding the status of the monstrous races, and thus 

too regarding the limits of humanity. This anxiety is manifested in the problematically 

ambivalent solution Augustine provides for the question regarding the existence of human 

monsters: “to conclude this question cautiously and guardedly, either these things which have 

been told of some races have no existence at all; or if they do exist, they are not human races; or 

if they are human, they are descended from Adam” (315). For Augustine, the existence of 

monsters remains fundamentally hypothetical; he neither rejects nor accepts the reality of 

monsters, although his text does take pains to reprise in some detail earlier descriptions of 
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monsters, thus perpetuating their textual existence at the very least. Instead, Augustine’s purpose 

is to affirm the essential coherence of a divine plan which exceeds humanity’s capacity to 

comprehend its parameters. If monsters did exist, then they would necessarily be a part of God’s 

creation, with heavy emphasis on the conditional. Additionally, monsters would themselves act 

as signifiers of that divine excess, that is, of the limits of human understanding. Monsters, for 

Augustine then, are significant only as matters of theological, and not biological, dispute. 

Nonetheless, Augustine makes certain claims which will reappear in Isidore’s work: thus 

where Augustine suggests that “the same account which is given of monstrous births in 

individual cases can be given of monstrous races” (315), Isidore will write that “Just as, in 

individual nations, there are instances of monstrous people, so in the whole of humankind there 

are certain monstrous races, like the Giants, the Cynocephali (i.e. ‘dog-headed people’), the 

Cyclopes, and others” (244). However, the uneasiness that characterizes Augustine’s discussion 

of the existence of human monsters, which he makes explicit when he suggests that “we are not 

bound to believe all we hear of these monstrosities” (315), is transformed in Isidore through the 

naming in this passage of the monsters in question. Though he relies heavily on Augustine and 

other sources, Isidore, wittingly or not, makes subtle shifts in the arguments surrounding the 

ontological status of human monsters.2 Isidore’s departure from his source material becomes 

clearer when, after several paragraphs naming and describing different forms of monstrosity, 

including “Blemmyans,” “Panotians,” “Artabatitans,” “Satyrs” and “Sciopodes”: 

 

the Blemmyans in Libya [who] are born as trunks without heads, and having their mouth 

and eyes in their chest…the monstrous…nations in the far East: some with no noses, 

 
2 Partha Mitter refers to “the curious ambiguity of meaning in Isidore…between the monster as a figment of the 
imagination and as a living creature” (8). 
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having completely flat faces and a shapeless countenance; some with a lower lip so 

protruding that when they are sleeping it protects the whole face from the heat of the sun; 

some with mouths grown shut, taking in nourishment only through a small opening by 

means of hollow straws…, the Panotians of Scythia, who have such huge ears that they 

cover all the body…, the Artabatitans of Ethiopia [who] are said to walk on all fours, like 

cattle… The Satyrs, [who] are little people with hooked noses; they have horns on their 

foreheads, and feet like goats, or the race of Sciopodes [who] are said to live in Ethiopia; 

they have only one leg, and are wonderfully speedy…the Greeks call them…“shade-

footed ones”…because when it is hot they lie on their backs on the ground and are shaded 

by the great size of their feet (245) 

 

Subsequently, Isidore remarks that there are “other fabulous human monstrosities [that] are told 

of, which do not exist but are concocted to interpret the causes of things” (245). On one hand, 

this follows both Augustine and even Aristotle, who each in their own way proposed that what 

are deemed monsters merely reflect a condition of ignorance on the part of the observer, 

ignorance of God and his plan in the case of the former, and ignorance of nature in the case of 

the latter. Monsters exist as divine or natural signs of that ignorance. Yet on the other, whereas 

Augustine’s anxiety regarding the existence of human monsters is generalized to all such 

monstrosities, Isidore distinguishes between those which are real and those which merely 

represent figures of speech, explanatory metaphors used to render the illegible legible, human 

signs rather than divine ones. The examples Isidore provides of this sort of misapprehended 

monstrosity –which include “Geryon, the Spanish king fabled to have three bodies, for there 

were three brothers of such like minds that there was, so to speak, one soul in their three bodies” 
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and “the Gorgons, harlots with serpentine locks, who would turn anyone looking at them into 

stone, and who had only one eye which they would take turns using [but in actuality] were three 

sisters who had a single beauty, as if they had a single eye, who would so stun those beholding 

them that they were thought to turn them into stone”– are contrasted with those he names earlier 

(the giants, cynocephali and cyclopes, for example) (245).  

In these cases, Isidore frames his depictions with phrases that delineate the error in which 

believers of such marvels find themselves, reporting what certain “people imagine” or what an 

unspecified “they say” (245). These accounts of monsters are at once construed as fantastical and 

untrue, and explained as understandable rhetorical devices for describing the unintelligible. Such 

monsters perform two functions, then: they demonstrate the ignorance in which those who 

believe in them exist, while also revealing a creative discursive capacity that Isidore seems to 

admire even as he discloses the erroneous nature of its referents.  

As Mary Kate Hurley suggests, even such metaphorical monsters “are real in so far as 

they influence culture” (1176). Without explicitly saying so, Isidore’s account situates monsters 

not only in the realm of theological conundrum, but also in the realms of material ontology, on 

the one hand, and rhetoric on the other. In doing so, Isidore provided later authors with radically 

distinct yet concrete ways of engaging with the forms of (human) monstrosity. As real beings, 

Isidore’s monsters, as Asa Mittman and Susan Kim have shown, were simultaneously exotic and 

“natural parts of creation” (337). As rhetorical tools, monsters, as Jeffrey Jerome Cohen puts it, 

“became a kind of cultural shorthand for the problems of identity construction” and self-

knowledge (Cohen 5). 

According to Isidore, then, monsters both real or metaphorical have actual and valid 

impacts on human experience and knowledge. In what follows, I will examine some of the 
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possible ways of thinking and talking about monsters opened up by Isidore that influenced later 

medieval and early modern works that engage with the monstrous in one form or another. 

The widespread popularity and dissemination of Isidore’s work throughout the medieval 

period, as discussed by scholars such as Ernest Brehaut and Mark Lewis Tizzoni, points not only 

to the actual, demonstrated impact of Isidore’s larger project, but also to the potential impact that 

specific aspects of Isidore’s text, such as his multifaceted depiction of monsters, might have on 

later writers. Here, I would like to follow one potential trace of influence particular to the Iberian 

context in which Isidore produced his work. Lynn Ramey has suggested that the Etymologies 

played a significant role in shaping the thinking that informed early modern visualizations of 

discovery in the form of maps and the depictions of distant lands and people they contained.  

More generally, however, Ramey affirms that “Renaissance appropriations of the 

medieval discourse on descriptions of…monstrous races proved to be not a rupture with the 

medieval past but rather its extension. Medieval travelers continually relocated the monstrous 

races to unexplored areas; early modern explorers simply reenvisioned their placement in the 

newest of unexplored lands” (109). While reflecting the continuity Ramey describes, the 

descriptions Christopher Columbus offers of his voyages in search of the Indies at the threshold 

of the early modern period demonstrates an approach to the category of the monstrous that enacts 

not a simple displacement and redistribution of the monstrous, but rather closely resembles the 

distinctions between different forms of, and attitudes toward, the monstrous presented in 

Isidore’s work. 

Despite the recorded influence of classical and medieval authors who depicted 

monstrosity, from Isidore to Pliny, and Marco Polo to Mandeville, Columbus’s journals and 

letters recounting his four voyages to the new world include relatively few references to the 
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human monsters described by his predecessors. However, the mentions he does make present a 

complexity that reflects Isidore’s articulations of monstrosity. For the sake of brevity, I will 

focus on the journal of Columbus’s first voyage, and a subsequent letter he composed to Rafael 

Sánchez, a Spanish royal treasurer, upon his arrival at the port of Lisbon. In these texts 

Columbus recounts the discovery of land after a long voyage westward and the initial 

experiences of his party on American soil, which he assumed to be the distant lands of Cathay, 

Cipango (that is, China and Japan) and India. In the majority of his representations of the 

indigenous populations he encountered, Columbus specifies their lack of monstrosity, noting for 

example on his second day after landing that “at daybreak great multitudes of men came to the 

shore, all young and of fine shapes, very handsome; their hair not curled but straight and coarse 

like horsehair, and all with foreheads and heads much broader than any people I had hitherto 

seen; their eyes were large and very beautiful…they were straight-limbed without exception, and 

not with prominent bellies but handsomely shaped” (26). Further descriptions follow a similar 

pattern, remarkable more for their sympathetic perspective and the absence of monstrosity than 

what one would perhaps expect, and certainly what Columbus himself could have expected.  

However, on November 4th, Columbus reports that in his interactions with a group of 

indigenous people, “they…informed him that at a distance there were men with one eye only, 

and others with faces like dogs, who were man-eaters, and accustomed upon taking a prisoner, to 

cut his throat, drink his blood, and dismember him” (60). Again, on November 23rd, he receives 

another report of “inhabitants with one eye in their foreheads and others which they called 

Canibales” (80); the journal, referring to Columbus in the third person, states that “the Admiral 

declares that he believes there is some truth in their representations” (81), which would confirm 

Columbus’s expectation that he would encounter monstrous races in the far east, expectations 
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that would have been created by Columbus’s extensive reading in earlier travel writings such as 

Marco Polo’s and John Mandeville’s accounts (Greenblatt). In contrast, however, on another 

occasion, Columbus hears “that the men of this country had the faces of dogs, with only one 

eye…this the Admiral did not believe,” attributing the description to one arising from fear and 

ignorance rather than empirical experience (Nov. 26th).  

In his letter to Sánchez, Columbus similarly alternates between acceptance and rejection 

of monsters. After reporting without further comment of hearing of a province which the 

indigenous people he has come into contact with call the home of men with tails (216), he 

continues by specifying that while he has not found evidence of the monstrous races found in the 

texts from his own library, he did find other monsters: a further paragraph begins with what 

seems to be a categorical denial of monstrosity in the new lands: “People of a monstrous 

description I saw none nor heard of any” (218); nonetheless, this rejection of the monstrous as a 

general condition of the peoples of what is for him the east is immediately tempered by the 

exception, when he mentions cannibals, Amazons and a community of hairless people: 

 

except those of an island named Caris which is the second on the course from Espanola to 

India: this island is inhabited by people who are regarded by their neighbors as 

exceedingly ferocious; they feed upon human flesh… These are the natives who go to 

visit the females who are the sole inhabitants of the island Matenin, which is the first on 

the route from Espanola to India. These women exercise none of the occupations of their 

sex, but manage the bow and dart, as we are told of the ancients. They wear armour made 

of plates of copper, of which metal they have great abundance. I am assured by the 
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Indians that there is another island, larger than Espanola, whose inhabitants are without 

hair, and who possess a greater quantity of gold than the others. (218-219) 

 

As Wes Williams has pointed out, Columbus here is careful to clarify those monsters he 

has found and those he has not yet come across (242). Despite not locating the fabulous 

monstrous races found in medieval texts like those of Isidore, he does, as Williams describes, 

something more than just fail to meet or exceed expectations: he “inaugurates the long and 

complex ethnography of New World wildness, cannibalism and colonization” (242). In a way 

that echoes the influence of Isidore’s writing on monsters, Columbus’s texts both respond to past 

narratives and shift the discourse in a way that will prove influential moving forward. Williams 

summarizes this dual temporal movement succinctly, stating that Columbus’s accounts serve  

 

“to foster narrative speculation, and to generate readerly suspense…The monsters, 

cannibals, amazons and others whom we encounter in New World writing can, then, be 

understood as ‘found objects’ of a certain kind….they respond to (and exceed) 

expectations about the shape and customs of others, elsewhere in the world…[and] they 

provoke responses which reveal the force of cultural stereotypes, inherited polemics and 

their imbrication in the abuse of power, [helping] us to better understand the terms in, and 

by, which we come to know ourselves as properly human” (243). 

 

Columbus’s texts, in this way, perpetuate an evolving negotiation of the limits between self and 

other, while also reflecting the multiple significance and use of figures of human monstrosity 

found in Isidore. Elena Daniele has argued that Columbus’s references to human monsters reflect 
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“the factual circumstances that led [Columbus] and his contemporaries to identify native 

populations (at least in part) with the monstrous races of their classical and medieval sources” 

(119). According to Daniele, these anecdotes suggest “neither solely a tribute to a well-

established literary tradition nor the product of an allegedly prejudiced mindset, [but rather that 

the] monstrous representation in these texts…might be rooted in factual observations” (130). 

Much as Isidore offers his readers multiple ways of thinking about monsters and the discourse of 

monstrosity, Columbus’s account registers a multifaceted approach to monstrosity that engages 

the category of human monsters as one which ranges from an ontological reality to a rhetorical 

conceit or metaphorical signpost that marks a new frontier of human knowledge and experience 

which Isidore himself likely could not have imagined. 
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