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F o r ewo r d

Creatures with giant feet, wondrous griffins, and figures from gothic horror, such as
Frankenstein and Dracula, can all be found in the omas Fisher Rare Book Library. 
In his exhibition, De monstris, David Fernández explores the Library’s vast collections
in search of these fantastical creatures. Using medieval encyclopedias, wonder books,
travel guides, natural history volumes, medical texts, and popular books, the exhibition
reveals the complex history of monsters in the West from the Middle Ages to the 
Victorian era. As David reveals, while the medieval basilisk and the modern gothic 
monster may seem unrelated, both served as important social tools. How monsters were
created over the centuries is more indicative of the moral and existential challenges faced
by societies than the realities that they encountered. e chimerical beasts and grotesque
creatures inhabiting the pages of the Fisher collections reflect the boundaries, norms,
and beliefs of their times. Today, monsters continue to fascinate, enchant, and inspire
awe. ey also reflect our fears and anxieties.

I wish to acknowledge the wonderful support of Janet Dewan and Barbara
Tangney for this catalogue and the Friends of the omas Fisher Rare Book Library for
this exhibition. We are also grateful to Debbie Dearlove, David Mason, and Eric 
Robertson for lending us their materials for display. Above all, I wish to thank David
for this remarkable exhibition and for daring us to join him on a monstrous journey
through the Fisher collections and the dark corners of our imagination.

Loryl MacDonald
Interim Director of the Fisher Rare Book Library



p r efac e

A question that might occur to a visitor to a rare books and manuscripts library might
be: why monsters?  All of us, at one time or another, have come into contact with monsters
in popular culture.  ey jump out at us from movie screens, newspapers, folklore, inter-
net reports and rumours, children’s stories, television and theatre.  ey live in the shad-
owy spaces of our houses and our communities.  ey lurk at the edges of light and the
bounds of certainty, just outside the reach of the law.  ey terrify us and force us to clutch
at what we hold most dear.  Given the proliferation of monsters in popular cultures
around the world and their sometimes trivial or superficial nature, it may come as a
surprise that, historically speaking, monsters are a serious business.  De monstris, superbly
conceived and curated by David Fernández, provides a fascinating perspective onto the
learned traditions of thinking about monsters and recognizes that monsters have been
around for a long, long time.

e books in this exhibition all share one assumption in common: in whatever
form they may take, and whenever and wherever they appear, monsters lie at the basis of
serious inquiry and investigation.  We find some of western culture’s most noted and
consequential thinkers among these tomes, some of its most intrepid adventurers, and
some of its most renowned storytellers whose work spans a rich array of scholarly disci-
plines: geography, theology, history, cosmography, astronomy, anthropology, cartogra-
phy, zoology, medicine, and natural history.  Monsters regularly – we could even say
necessarily – appear at moments when knowledge takes new turns and received traditions
are questioned; they represent certain values held by societies at the times when those
values are threatened, questioned, or put into crisis.  Such moments encourage sustained
reflection on the nature and symbolic dimensions of monsters, on how monsters both
emerge from the fantastic dimensions of the imagination and are also the objects of disci-
plined and sober scholarly scrutiny.  Reacting to monsters with dread and fear is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon, exemplified by the famous novels of Mary Shelley and Bram
Stoker.  Prior to this time, however, the more common emotional posture toward
monsters was wonder and amazement, if emotion was involved at all.  For, at least since
the time of the Roman scholar Pliny the Elder, many thinkers regularly approached
monsters dispassionately and with presence of mind.  is commitment to thoughtful
reflection in addition to the wondrous and extraordinary dimensions of monsters, is 



exceptionally evident in De monstris.  ese books and ephemera are jewels of the Fisher
Library collection.  As repositories of the real and the imagined, they collectively issue an
appealing invitation: here be monsters.

Josiah Blackmore
Harvard University



Introduction

Monsters exist at the boundaries of human imagination. Wherever history takes us,
stories of monsters, prodigies, wondrous beasts, and natural wonders endure to this today
as integral elements of our shared cultural heritage. eir origins have long been associ-
ated with our subconscious fear of the unknown and relentless fascination with unex-
plained phenomena. e word monster is in itself indicative of the intricate etymological
and historical meaning of their place and role in our culture. Monster is a derivative of the
Latin word monstrum, which simultaneously traces its roots to the words monere (to
warn) and monstro (to show). In the same category, the word prodigy derives from the
Latin prodigium (portent), which also denotes something extraordinary which is consid-
ered an omen or sign of future events. Solely by their definition monsters (and their
cognates) have the potential to reveal, perhaps more than any other human creation, the
most complex sides of our culture and history. Modern ideas of race and racism are
grounded in historical traditions surrounding the supposed monstrous peoples of the
medieval and early modern periods. Contemporary concepts of gender and sexuality are
evocative of the culture of monstrosity in the medical and scientific theories of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries. Even our attraction to popular fantastic creatures is
deeply rooted in the ancient lore of wonders and marvels of nature. Every historical
period has ultimately conceived its own monsters as expressions of precise cultural, social,
religious, and political realities. Monsters are thereby symbolic ‘cultural bodies’ that not
only show us who we are as humans but also demonstrate particular ideas, feelings, places,
and moments in our culture and history.1 Today, monsters fundamentally survive as
stories that continue to evoke the most basic of our emotions—horror, pleasure, or repug-
nance—and to inspire the imagination of readers across the world. 
          De monstris is an exhibition about the European culture of writing on monsters and
monstrosity from the Middle Ages to the end of the Victorian era. e exhibition
explores the textual and visual sources at the heart of the stories of monsters recounted
in the pages of medieval encyclopedias, wonder books, cosmographies, compilations of
travels, natural history volumes, medical texts, and other popular books. Beyond show-
casing the remarkable collections of the omas Fisher Rare Book Library in the areas of
history, medicine, science, and literature, the exhibition follows the main traditions in 



the history of monsters in the West. e manuscripts, printed books, maps, and
ephemeral material on display reflect the historical interpretations of monsters as natural
errors, as warnings of future events, or as wonders of nature. Finally, the exhibition ques-
tions our knowledge of and possible assumptions concerning the subjects of monsters
and monstrosity by presenting a selection of textual and visual narratives that made
notable contributions to the history of monsters in Europe over the course of eight
centuries.
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9 Monster from Aggivnta alla quarta parte dell’Indie (1623).
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Part I: 
On Monstrous Peoples

Secular authors and early Christian writers of the Middle Ages imagined a world awash
with monsters. Natural history encyclopedias, compendia of knowledge, and theological
treatises were among the most prominent sources of theories on the origins, characters,
and manners of monstrous peoples. ese monsters were principally reported to inhabit
the continents of Africa and India. Individual accounts of dog-headed peoples, nations
of headless humans, and a legion of human-animal hybrids were commonly explained
within the tradition of natural wonders or, concurrently, as moral and religious prodigies.
As a result, the vision of the cultures, religions, and societies found at the periphery of
Christianity was tied to certain notions of monstrosity reproduced in a limited number
of very influential medieval treatises. e arrival of new printing technologies effectively
narrowed the distance between the medieval monstrous peoples of faraway lands and the
monsters and prodigies reported in Europe during the fieenth and sixteenth centuries.
What once was unique to medieval manuscripts was then widely disseminated in new
printed formats which were rapidly adapted to serve the cultural, social, political, and
religious contexts of the early modern period.

9
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1       ‘Table of effigies, monstrous peoples, animals, fish, birds, and insects’ from
        Historia natural de Cayo Plinio Segundo (1624-1629).



1     Pliny, the Elder (ca. 23–79 a.d.). Historia natural de Cayo Plinio Segundo; 
       traducida por Gerónimo Huerta. Madrid: Luis Sánchez, 1624–1629.

In a letter to his friend Baebius Macer, Pliny the Younger (61–ca. 113 A.D.) remembers his
adopted father and maternal uncle as an indiscriminate reader for whom ‘no book was so
bad that it was not useful at some point.’2 e maxim aptly describes this active Roman
commander who spent most of his spare time surrounded by books, papers, readers, and
scribes while compiling material for the monumental thirty-seven books of Pliny the
Elder’s Natural History, his only extant work and one of the most popular sourcebooks
on natural history ever published. Natural History is an impressive library of ancient
knowledge with an emphasis on human interaction with the natural world.3 In the
preliminary text to the first volume, Pliny indicates that his objective is to collate the
‘world of nature, or in other words life’ into an all-encompassing work with the mission
to ‘give novelty to what is old, authority to what is new’ and to ‘render what is slighted
acceptable, and what is doubtful worthy of our confidence.’4 Ranging from astronomy to
zoology, Pliny’s encyclopedia comprises over 35,000 facts taken from sources on the natu-
ral world written by more than four hundred Greek and Roman authors, many of which
only survive in his writings.5 Natural History is, as the author’s nephew declares, a collec-
tion of ancient and contemporary writings ‘no less varied than nature herself.’ 6 Pliny
remarks on the qualities of minerals in the context of pigments as he discusses the author-
ity of ancient authors on magic, describes the process of making papyrus, and records with
credulity the appearance and customs of monstrous peoples found in distant lands. 
         Pliny’s writings on monstrous peoples in the seventh volume of Natural History
established the tradition of wonders of nature in the medieval period.7 Plinian
monsters such as the cynocephali or ‘tribes of human beings with dog’s heads’ and ‘men
called the monoculi who have only one leg’ survive not only in some of the two
hundred extant manuscripts of Historia naturalis,8 but these humanoid beings also
exist in most medieval encyclopedias dealing with monsters, including the Ethimolo-
giae of Isidore of Seville (ca. 560–636) and the Collectanea rerum memorabilium of
Caius Julius Solinus (3rd century).9 The editio princeps of 1469 printed in Venice was
followed by another thirty-eight incunable editions, and by the year 1599 there were
eighty-nine editions of Natural History altogether.10 From treatises on natural philos-
ophy to geographical surveys and medical texts, European authors and readers contin-
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ually incorporated Pliny’s works in numerous ways, granting him the status of the ‘most
cited authority’ on monsters and marvels in the early modern period.11

          In a sonnet included in the preliminary text to the first volume of this Spanish
edition of Historia natural de Cayo Plinio Segundo, Alonso de Castillo Solórzano (1584–
1647) compares Pliny to Christopher Columbus (1451–1506) in his quest to ‘investigate
the secrets of the natural world.’12 First published in Madrid in 1599, this later edition of
Huerta’s translation contains all thirty-seven volumes, a ‘table of effigies, monstrous
peoples, animals, fish, birds, and insects’ in the form of woodcut illustrations, along with
one additional ‘anotación’ at the end of the sixth book describing the natural history of
the Americas as a land of ‘bestial peoples.’ Following Pliny’s uncritical and factual reports
of the customs and appearance of peoples residing at the edges of the ecumene, this addi-
tional chapter takes an imperial stand by classifying entire indigenous populations as
‘bestial and barbaric’ peoples, some of which are simply known for their peculiar looks
such as the mythical giants of the Patagonia or the peoples of very short stature found
near Greenland, while others come to embody the infamous ‘flesh eaters or Cannibals’
of the Caribbean and South America.13

2       Caius Iulius Solinus (3rd century). Collectanea rerum memorabilium. Ca. 1100.
Solinus’s Collectanea rerum memorabilium, or Polyhistor, is a ‘vast storehouse’ of knowl-
edge of monsters, marvels, and other curiosities of nature largely based on Pliny’s Natural
History.14 Rome opens this grand tour of geographical knowledge of the ancient world
that captured the imagination of generations of readers with the wonders found in the
geography of Western Europe, the Mediterranean, Northern Africa, the Near East, and
India. Solinus’s compendium stands as one of the most consulted sources on geography
and wonders by authors from late antiquity to the Renaissance.15 e popularity of the
Polyhistor rests not in its original content but in its ability to provide access to hundreds
of references from Pliny’s Natural History and the De situ orbis of Pomponius Mela (ca.
15–45 A.D.) into one condensed work of tremendous value for readers, scribes, and
authors.16 Catalogues of numerous medieval libraries in Europe listed Solinus in their
holdings before the end of the thirteenth century,17 while readers of the same period also
experienced the wonders of the Polyhistor in medieval world maps, bestiaries, and even
in the writings of Christian authors like Saint Augustine (354-430) and Isidore of
Seville.18
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2      ‘Basilisk’ from Collectanea rerum memorabilium (ca. 1100).
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          Solinus’s descriptions of monstrous peoples in parts of Asia, Africa, and India trav-
elled across the leaves of medieval manuscripts for over a millennium and into the pages
of books in European collections aer the advent of printing. e first incunable edition
of the Polyhistor comes out of the Venetian press of Nicholas Jenson (ca. 1420-1480) in
1473, followed by ten fieenth-century editions and early vernacular versions published
by the end of the sixteenth century in Spanish (1524), Italian (1557), English (1587), and
German (1600).19 e Renaissance naturalist and collector Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522-
1605), who cites Solinus’s description of the one-eyed monoculi or sciapods in his
Monstrorum historia,20 owned a copy of a commentary on the compendium published in
Basel in 1557.21 Aside from printed editions, complete copies, excerpts, and fragmentary
versions of the Polyhistor exist in more than 250 manuscripts today.22 is single leaf
belonged to a manuscript copied about the year 1100, perhaps in Germany, containing a
description of the emblematic creature known as the basilisk: ‘a serpent almost half a foot
long,’ reads the entry, ‘given to the utter destruction not only of man and beast, or what-
soever has life, but also even of the earth itself.’23

3 Saint Augustine of Hippo (354–430). De civitate Dei. Venice: Bonetus Locatellus 
for Octavianus Scotus, 1486–1487.

e prolific Christian theologian and philosopher Saint Augustine of Hippo began
composing his influential apologetic treatise in vindication of Christianity following the
events of the Sack of Rome in 410.24 Published between 413 and 426, the City of God
against the Pagans provided Christian readers and others at the periphery of Christianity
with an extensive collection of themes brought together in twenty-two books and 
explained via the metaphor of the two cities: the holy city of God and the earthly city of
humanity.25 In his treatise, Augustine compiles a variety of sources from secular writers
in Latin and Greek to advance his ideas on political theory, philosophy of history, cosmol-
ogy, theology, biblical interpretation, and writings on eschatology.26

          In chapter eight of book sixteen, Augustine confronts one of the most profound
questions in the history of monsters in the West. ‘Another moot question is whether we
are to believe that certain monstrous races of men,’ Augustine inquires, ‘were descended
from the sons of Noah, or rather from that one man from whom they themselves sprang.’27

Augustine reproduces in his answer the monstrous peoples of the seventh book of Pliny’s
Natural History, and then offers his own accounts of monsters in books fieen to eighteen
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3        De civitate Dei. (1486–1487).



of the City of God.28 But his most notable contribution to the history of monsters is to
bring the exotic beings from the realm of pagan authors into the foundation of Christian
doctrines on the origins of humanity.29 Although Augustine denies the existence of
monstrous peoples, he also ensures that his readers understand their dubious presence in
the world within Christian teachings. ‘What if God willed to create some races of this
sort,’ Augustine asks, ‘expressly to prevent us from thinking that the wisdom by which he
moulds the forms of men was at fault in the case of such monsters as are duly born among
us of human parents?’30 Augustine conceives monsters as indications of God’s wisdom
and, simultaneously, as prodigies brought to this world by divine power as sources of
divination.31 His theories on the lineage of monsters and views on monsters as prodigies
cast enduring influence over the writings of medieval thinkers, most notably in Isidore of
Seville’s Etymologies.32 As the book went through at least eighteen incunable editions in
Latin, Italian, and French, the City of God also le a visible imprint on the wonder books
of Protestant and Catholic authors circulating at the time of the Reformation.33

4      Saint Isidore of Seville (ca. 560–636). Isidorus ethimologiarum idem 
          de summo bono. Venice: Bonetus Locatellus for Octavianus Scotus, 1493.
Isidore of Seville reflects on the origins of monsters, portents, omens, and prodigies in
book eleven of his Etymologies, a large codex integrating palimpsests of readings and writ-
ings collected in the seventh century by one of the most prolific thinkers of the medieval
world.34 Isidore extracts most of his catalogue of monstrous peoples and races from Soli-
nus’s Polyhistor: he locates the cynocephali and the one-eyed cyclopes in India, finds the
headless blemmyes in Libya, and reports the long-eared panotians in Scythia.35 Aside
from descriptions of monsters and marvels, he also explains the origins of portents as
divine signs of future events. Isidore recollects the particular birth of a composite monster
whose animal limbs outlived the human ones, an event which he reports as a sign of the
imminent death of the king because the ‘worse parts had outlived the better ones.’36

          Echoing the writings of Augustine, the Etymologies conceives monsters, portents,
and other strange phenomena as part of the divine natural order. ‘Portents are not
contrary to nature,’ Isidore writes, ‘because they are created by divine will, since the nature
of everything is the will of the Creator.’37 From the Nature of ings of omas of Cantim-
pré (1201–1272) to the Nuremberg Chronicles of Hartmann Schedel (1440–1514), Isidore
presented medieval writers of encyclopedias, cosmographies, and natural histories with
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4        Isidorus ethimologiarum idem de summo bono. (1493).



a framework to explore the origins and nature of monsters within the doctrines of Chris-
tianity.38 Almost a thousand complete or partial manuscript copies of the Etymologies
survive in the present, many of which circulated for centuries amongst most centres of
learning in medieval Europe.39 e German printer Johann Zainer (d. 1478) produced
the first edition at Augsburg in 1472, notable for containing the earliest known printed
world map.40 Among the eleven incunable editions, this Venetian imprint from 1497
displays the same printer’s device of Octavianus Scotus (d. 1498) found in the 1486-1487
edition of the De civitate Dei, which is the first known printing by this book merchant
who, in association with the Franciscan friar Bonetus Locatellus (1486-1510), found
success printing music, as well as philosophy and classical works in Latin translation.41

5       Hartmann Schedel (1440–1514). Liber chronicarum. Nuremberg: Anton
          Koberger, 12 July 1493.
In the tradition of the ‘imago mundi’ genre of chronicles, the Nuremberg Chronicle
arranges the history of the world into the six established biblical ages, adding significant
contributions to the history of cities and nations until the year 1493.42 When the Nurem-
berg city physician and humanist scholar Hartmann Schedel joined this ambitious
project in 1490, he had access to a personal library of 370 manuscripts and more than six
hundred printed books.43 Schedel offers almost no original content as an author and
many of his sources can be traced to just a few Italian writers.44 He transcribes most of his
source material from the Supplementum chronicarum by Giacomo Filippo Foresti (1434–
1520), while also citing from the Historia Bohemica by Enea Silvio Piccolomini or Pius II
(1405–1464).45 What makes the Nuremberg Chronicle a truly innovative book is the
vision of its financiers, artists, and printers who sought to create an image of the world
through the use of graphic and printing standards unparalleled in books of the fieenth
century.46

          The first Latin edition of the Nuremberg Chronicle was published in July of 1493
after several years of production.47 The printer Anton Koberger (ca. 1440-1513), along
with the artists Wilhelm Pleydenwurff (ca. 1450-1494) and Michael Wolgemut
(1434-1519), are responsible for crafting one of the masterpieces of graphic and print-
ing arts from the early era of European printing.48 The Nuremberg Chronicle profusely
illustrates the history of the world into six hundred pages of text accompanied 
by more than eighteen hundred woodcuts, many of which provide early views of
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5      Ptolemy’s world map and monstrous peoples from Liber chronicarum (1493).
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5      Monstrous peoples from Liber chronicarum (1493).



historical and biblical events in print as well as images of medieval towns and portraits
of important historical figures.49

          In the age of the Great Flood, Schedel’s taxonomy of ‘men of diverse forms’ is illus-
trated by arguably the most iconographic pages in the history of monsters in early printed
books. Excerpted from Aristotle, Pliny, Augustine, and Isidore, Schedel brings his brief
accounts of monstrous peoples to life on paper by way of three sets of marginal woodcuts
located in both the original Latin and the German edition of 1493. Although earlier
depictions of the cynocephali, blemmyae, sciapods, and other monstrous peoples had
appeared in the scarce printed versions of the Book of Nature (1475) of Conrad of Megen-
berg (1309-1374) and the Travels (1482) of Sir John Mandeville, the representations of
monsters in both text and image in the Nuremberg Chronicle had significant influence in
the sixteenth century, most notably in the Chronica (1531) of Sebastian Franck (1499-ca.
1543) and the Cosmographia universalis (1544) of Sebastian Münster (1489-1552).50 e
Nuremberg Chronicle continues to inform modern investigations on the topic of
monsters partly because a considerable number of the original 2,500 printed volumes of
the Latin and German editions survive to this day. 

6      Gregor Reisch (1467–1525). Margarita philosophica. Basel: Johann Schott, 1508.
Gregor Reisch, a German Carthusian humanist author, invested more than ten years in
the preparation of this book intended for young students as an ‘epitome of the whole of
philosophy.’51 First published by Johann Schott (1477–1548) in 1503, Margarita philo-
sophica quickly became a popular illustrated compendium of all the branches of knowl-
edge that students in the sixteenth century were expected to acquire as part of their
education.52 Schott and several printers issued at least twelve editions between 1503 and
1600 to meet the high demand for this readable epitome which introduces philosophical
ideas as dialogues between masters and students through the course of twelve books, each
one lecturing readers on grammar, dialectic, rhetoric, arithmetic, music, geometry,
astronomy, natural philosophy, psychology, logic, and ethics.53

          In chapters nineteen and twenty of the eighth book, ‘On the principles of natural
things,’ Reisch explores the notions of monstrous peoples according to Augustinian prin-
ciples. ‘What about the various monsters which histories record as existing in diverse
parts of the world, but especially in India?’ asks the student, to which the master responds,
‘these and other monstrous kinds of men Augustine listed in book 16 of On the City of
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6  Monstrous peoples from Margarita philosophica (1508).
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God, and showed that the Creator had made all such things according to the beauty of
the world and that He cannot be said to have erred.’54 e dialogue, illustrated by a wood-
cut depicting five monstrous creatures, deals with the origins of monsters, miracles, and
the meaning of monstrosity in light of natural philosophy. As Margarita philosophica
reinforces Augustine’s ideas on monsters as messengers and evidence of God’s wisdom,
generations of students in Germany and other parts of Europe made this book one of the
earliest and most popular examples of a textbook that follows the curriculum of univer-
sities in the sixteenth century.55

7       Sebastian Münster (1489–1552). Cosmographia universalis. Basel: Heinrich 
          Petri, 1559.
e German geographer and polymath Sebastian Münster devoted eighteen years of his
life towards the publication of the first edition of his Cosmographia in 1544, an illustrated
encyclopedia of universal knowledge and a source of enduring influence for readers of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.56 e Cosmographia stands as a massive collection
of world chronicles presented in the form of a historical and geographical peregrination
through the German lands and the rest of the world across time.57 As more information
became available, Münster and his editors added new content to the Cosmographia in
response to the demands of eager readers who encountered a volume that gradually
increased in size from 670 to about 1780 pages in a period of eighty-four years. 58 Encom-
passing everything from travel information about European cities to the nature of fantas-
tical beasts, Münster incorporates an impressive range of topics assembled from
cartographic information, empirical evidence, regional descriptions, and general content
for a book that became the most popular of its kind.59

          Münster takes a critical stance on the existence of marvels and monstrous peoples.60

He cites Pliny, Solinus, and Mela for his accounts of ‘monstra humana’ in India and
Africa, authors whom he questions for fabricating monsters only found in the pages of
books. ‘e ancients have devised,’ he writes, ‘peculiar monsters which are supposed to
exist in India but there is nobody here who has ever seen these marvels.’61 Despite his
incredulous views and peripheral coverage on the subject, generations of readers and
authors have been drawn to the woodcuts of monstrous peoples and prodigies portrayed
in the Cosmographia.62 e version of the monsters in the Heydenweldt (1554) of Johann
Herold (1514–1567) is the same as Münster’s, while the Liber de prodigiis (1552) of Conrad



26

7      ‘Monstra humana’ from Cosmographia universalis (1559).
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Lycosthenes (1518–1561) borrows some of its illustrations from the Cosmographia and the
Nuremberg Chronicle as well.63 Prior to the author’s death in 1552, eight editions of the
Cosmographia had been printed, followed by a total of thirty-five editions by 1628. is
edition of 1559 contains the same gathering of monstrous peoples as the woodcuts present
in the definitive Latin edition of 1550, the last to be edited by Münster.64

8       Giavanni Battista de’ Cavalieri (1525–1601). Opera nelaquale vie molti mostri
          de tutte le parti del mondo antichi et moderni con le dechiarationi a 
          ciascheduno fine al presento anno 1585. Rome: By the author, 1585.
e Italian engraver and publisher Giovanni Battista de’ Cavalieri produced one of the
most remarkable and rarest illustrated books on monsters of the early modern period.
Cavalieri began his career in Rome in the 1560s where he published prints and several
works on Roman antiquities and religious subjects, including his Romanorvm impera-
torvm effigies (1583) and Ecclesiæ anglicanæ trophæa (1584).65 His Opera nelaquale vie molti
mostri de tutte le parti del mondo was published in 1585 as a suite of engravings containing
twenty plates of monstrous peoples, animals, and two contemporary reports of
monstrous births. Each plate is accompanied by brief information on the location,
behaviour, and main physical features of the monsters. e book portrays, for example,
the dog-headed peoples as ‘killers’ who eat animals and humans, the ‘bestial’ one-eyed
creatures with no neck and short legs, as well as the peculiar ‘bird’ peoples with long necks
like storks.66 Even though the album only survives today in five complete copies, some of
the engravings would eventually reach wider audiences as part of the illustrated supple-
ment to Delle relationi universali (1617) by Giovanni Botero (1544–1617).67

9       Giovanni Botero (1544–1617). Aggivnta alla quarta parte dell’Indie. 
          Venice: Alessandro de’ Vecchi, 1623.
e Relationi universali by the Italian geographer Giovanni Botero compiles descriptions
of Europe, Africa, Asia, and parts of the New World taken from early encyclopedias, first-
hand sources of travel literature, as well as contemporary accounts of travellers and
missionaries.68 is popular ‘political cosmography’ starts with a geographical explo-
ration of the continents and islands of the globe; it then covers the histories of the most
important rulers and states; it follows with descriptions of the peoples of the world, their
beliefs and habits; and it culminates with commentaries on the New World and the intro-
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8      Cynocephali from Opera nelaquale vie molti mostri de tutte le parti 
        del mondo antichi et moderni (1585).
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8      One-eyed monster from Opera nelaquale vie molti mostri de tutte le parti 
        del mondo antichi et moderni (1585).
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9      Cynocephali from Aggivnta alla quarta parte dell’Indie (1623).



duction of Christianity in the Spanish and Portuguese colonies.69 Botero presented read-
ers of the period of the Italian Counter-Reformation with a vision of the world based in
traditional theological doctrines and interspersed with pages of new cosmological infor-
mation, updates on the state of religion, along with accounts of the diversity of peoples
throughout the world.70 For the European ruling classes, the Relationi universali also
served as a manual of political geography with valuable information on the resources,
governments, and religions of the world.71

          Originally published in three parts in Rome between 1591 and 1595, with a second
expanded edition printed in Venice in 1596, the Relationi universali saw over sixty
editions and translations published by the end of the seventeenth century.72 In 1618 and
1623, the Aggivnta alla quarta parte dell’Indie, or supplement, was published together
with the Relationi universali as well as a separate illustrated companion to Botero’s reports
of ‘monsters and the customs of the Indies.’ e Aggivnta contains sixteen woodcut illus-
trations of monstrous peoples accompanied by explanations of their habitats, customs,
and physical nature. Besides containing the same illustrations of monsters in Cavalieri’s
book of prints (1585), the supplement also reproduces Hans Burgkmair’s earlier depic-
tions of natives of Africa and the Americas, some of which first illustrated the important
broadside De Novo Mondo (1508) by Amerigo Vespucci (1454–1512).73 e monstrous
peoples of the past give way to exotic peoples of the world in the pages of the Aggivnta.
Next to the illustration of the cynocephali, Botero supplies an account of a monster with
the head of a dog, with human arms and legs like horses, all covered in animal fur, capable
of barking, and surviving on hunting human flesh like ‘those in Brazil.’74 Botero contex-
tualizes the narratives of medieval monstrous peoples in the contemporary realities of
European imperial expansion in Africa and the Americas.75 In this ideological frame-
work, the union of the old narratives of the cynocephali and the recent tales of cannibal-
ism in the New World into one discourse illustrates a process of ‘Othering’ in motion. In
essence, Botero creates the figure of the ‘Other’ by viewing the cultures, religions, habits,
and bodies of non-European peoples through the lens of monstrosity.76

10    Julius Obsequens (4th century A.d.). Prodigiorum liber.
          Basel: Johannes Operinus, 1552.
In 1508, the Venetian humanist scholar and printer Aldus Manutius (1449–1515)
published the first printed collection of Prodigiorum liber, a chronicle on Roman
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10    Monster from Prodigiorum liber (1552).
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monsters and prodigies assembled from Livy’s History of Rome (written between 27 and
9 B.C.) by the fourth-century author Julius Obsequens. First published with the Epistolae
of Pliny the Younger, Manutius’s edition of this wonder book circulated among Renais-
sance readers keen to decipher the meanings of prodigies, omens, and other secrets of the
supernatural world.77 Oen illustrated, wonder books inspired the imagination of subse-
quent generations of readers by transporting monstrous beasts and peoples from the
finite leaves of medieval manuscripts into the copious pages printed in books of the early
modern period.78

          Religious debates on the significance of supernatural phenomena and monsters
during the course of the Reformation ultimately shaped the publication of Prodigiorum
liber and other books of the same genre, including works such as Histoires prodigieuses
(1560) and Tractatus de monstris (1570).79 Books, pamphlets, broadsheets, and printed
material of all sorts exposed readers of the period to an array of views on teratology—
understood as the study of monsters and human deformities—while also providing
theologians and secular authors with the means to disseminate religious propaganda and
popular works devoted to monsters. In interpretations of the Lutheran and humanist
scholar Conrad Lycosthenes, God’s rejection of religious errors such as blasphemy, heresy,
conspiracy, and sedition found a medium of expression in the bodies of exotic monsters
as well as abnormal births, strange meteorological events, natural disasters, and plagues.80

Prodigiorum liber had at least twelve printings prior to the most important edition
brought forth by Lycosthenes in 1552, a volume which also contained the works De
prodigiis and Norica, sive De ostentis.81 In his edition of Obsequens, Lycosthenes chroni-
cles Roman prodigies and monsters from the years 190–12 B.C., explains the consequences
of each event, and illustrates a number of them with eighty-three woodcuts printed
within the text. Such preoccupations with deciphering the meanings of prodigies and
monsters found expression in the pages of wonder books, a distinctive genre which
advanced considerably with the publication of Lycothenes’s own richly illustrated
compendia of wonders in 1557.82

11     Pierre Boaistuau (ca. 1517–1566). Histoires prodigieuses.
          Paris: Jean de Bordeaux, 1568.
Prior to the publication of the first edition of 1560, the French Renaissance writer Pierre
Boaistuau made a journey to the royal court of England to present Queen Elizabeth I with
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11     ‘Hideous monster’ from Histoires prodigieuses (1568).



his Histoires prodigieuses, a precious dedication manuscript profusely illustrated with
forty-two illuminations of the most remarkable subjects.83 Boaistuau’s Histoires
prodigieuses was printed within months as a quarto volume covering a selection of
thematic chapters, each introduced with woodcut vignettes of prodigies, supernatural
phenomena, and monsters of different natures.84 In the tradition of wonder books,
Histoires prodigieuses interprets the exotic peoples of medieval encyclopaedias, chroni-
cles, and bestiaries as signs of the religious and political struggles tied to the Reforma-
tion.85 As reports of births of strange creatures from all over Europe were published,
monstrous peoples ceased to exist in the popular imagination only at the world’s fringes.
In this instance, Boaistuau recounts the presence of two monsters found in towns in
Poland and Germany, one bearing an elephant’s trunk and the other resembling a centaur,
both of which were taken to explain the prophetic significance of ‘monsters with human
figures’ in the political and religious context of the time.86

          e complex publication history of Histoires prodigieuses is intertwined with the
prodigy tradition at the centre of religious polemics in sixteenth-century France. In the
first chapter of the 1560 edition, Boaistuau introduces a Protestant and anti-papal under-
tone when he describes the existence of a devil worshiped in India who wears ‘a crown
made like the papal tiara.’87 Subsequent editions of the work would omit this claim and
other fragments offensive to Catholic sensibilities.88 In fact, François de Belleforest
(1530–1583) and Arnauld Sorbin (1532–1606) recast the Protestant stance of Histoires
prodigieuses to represent their Catholic views in their own editions published before
1598.89 Both authors went beyond editing the book in the process of defending their faith
by reappropriating emblematic monsters like the Papal Ass and the Monk Calf for
Catholic propaganda against reformers.90 Of all the wonder books published in the
sixteenth century, Histoires prodigieuses became the most important in France with
thirty-seven editions printed before 1598, along with the 1,282 pages of content added to
the original text by Boaistuau and by other authors aer his death.

12    Arnaud Sorbin (1532–1606). Tractatus de monstris. Paris: Jerome de Marnef
          and Guillaume Cavellat, 1570.
Arnaud Sorbin, Bishop of Nevers and preacher to the king, was one of the many writers
in the sixteenth century who turned to publishers to meet the high demand from readers
of every class and region in Europe for literature on prodigies. ese books took the form

35O n  Mo n st ro us  P eo p les



36

12     Cynocephali from Tractatus de monstris (1570).

D e  Mo n st r is :  t h e  Wo n d er s  o f  H um a n  I m agi nat i o n



of wonder books, theological pamphlets, propaganda broadsides, and printed news
pertaining to the tradition of divination via monsters and monstrous births.91 First
published in Latin in 1570, Tractatus de monstris is the source for the fih volume of Boais-
tuau’s Histoires prodigieuses. In 1582, François de Belleforest’s translation of the original
Latin was added to this popular six-volume French series on prodigies taken from ancient
sources, the Bible, and contemporary reports.92 Jerome de Marnef (1515?–1595), a member
of an active family of publishers and printers in Paris, prepared both editions of Sorbin’s
Tractatus de monstris following the scheme set by Boaistuau in 1560. 93 Sorbin repurposes
the pages of the Histoires prodigieuses with their original controversial Protestant
subtexts, in order to target the writings of Calvinists and Lutheran authors on monsters
directly.94 e birth in 914 of a ‘strange and monstrous figure,’ resembling the dog-headed
beings of classical and medieval sources, is recorded in one of the early episodes of the
book to symbolize a curse upon humanity as a consequence of its endless struggles to
unite under one faith.95 In general terms, Sorbin regards the occurrences of monstrous
births as the religious transgression of entire groups instead of representing the sins of an
individual, particularly the mother.96

          Every monster in this wonder book is presented as a sign of divine displeasure over
religious and political conflicts from the period of the Roman Empire to the early years
of the sixteenth century.97 Sorbin relates the polemic accounts of two monstrous births
known as the Papal Ass (1496) and the Monk Calf (1523) in an effort to voice his harsh
anti-Protestant views. Both prodigies circulated in a number of broadsides around the
time of the publication in 1523 of an influential propaganda pamphlet in which these
monsters were explained as indicative of the vices of the papacy and monastic institu-
tions.98 In turn, Sorbin reinterprets the Papal Ass and the Monk Calf as symptoms of the
negative effects of Calvinism during his time and, simultaneously, as expressions of the
heresy of key figures of the Reformation, especially Martin Luther (1483–1546) and his
supporters.99

13    Abbildung des Bapstum. [Wittenberg, 1545].
e message of Evangelical authors found a quick, affordable, and effective medium in
the pamphlets and the broadsides printed and disseminated across the cities and towns
of Europe during the Reformation. In the same vein, Protestant and Catholic authors
exploring the divine implications of prodigies in accordance with their respective tradi-
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tions also took to these ephemeral publications to spread stories of monstrous births and
monsters in general. In the hands of literate individuals such as preachers, visual and
textual representations of monsters like the Papal Ass rapidly le the printed pages to be
transformed into oral tales heard and then retold by peoples from all walks of life in the
late fieenth century and throughout the sixteenth century.100

13     ‘Monster of Rome’ from Image of the Papacy (1545).



          As with countless other tales of monsters and prodigies, the story of the Papal Ass
begins with rumours. In December of 1495, Rome’s thriving street life was interrupted by
a great devastation caused by four days of heavy rains.101 Amid the destruction, rumours
surfaced about the sighting of a hideous monster. One possible source for these rumours
was the street itself, speaking through the voices of anonymous city dwellers, street criers,
or possibly peddlers. e first person to commit the story to paper was a Venetian diplo-
mat who wrote about it in a letter to government officials in January of 1496 and, from
that moment on, accounts of the monster multiplied in the pages of broadsides,
pamphlets, and books for several decades.102 e earliest known printed illustration of
the Papal Ass is a 1498 engraving signed by the Moravian printmaker Wenzel von Olmütz
(active 1481–1497), which was eventually used by the reformer Philip Melanchthon
(1497–1560) for his popular propaganda pamphlet first published in 1523, with woodcuts
by Lucas Cranach (ca. 1472–1553).103 In e Pope-Ass of Rome, Melanchthon conceives the
monster as the embodiment of the papal Antichrist.104 e image of this portent circu-
lated between 1523 and 1549 in at least fourteen editions in various formats, translations,
and versions for an estimated total of more than twenty thousand copies.105

          ‘What God himself thinks of the papacy is shown here by this horrible picture,
which should horrify all who would take it to heart.’106 Luther wrote these words of warn-
ing to accompany Cranach’s depiction of the ‘Monster of Rome’ of 1523, which was
reprinted twenty-two years later as part of a series of nine woodcut illustrations under the
title Image of the Papacy.107 e monster stands in the centre of this broadside, showing
all its distinct body parts in one frame in order to be seen, taken in, and above all, to be
deciphered for what it is: the product of an extensive process of appropriation. Each of
the monster’s elements, from its equine body and head to its mixed animal limbs, were
initially taken from medieval iconography understood by readers and witnesses in the
last decade of the fieenth century.108 In the following decades, the Papal Ass grew intri-
cate layers of new meaning when writers like Luther and Sorbin appropriated it as a
propaganda instrument in their polemic works. e story of this emblematic monster has
remained alive in the pages of wonder books, Reformation pamphlets and broadsides,
natural history volumes, and teratology treatises published in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. In the case of the Fisher copy of the Image of the Papacy, the Papal Ass
survived into the present (along with six of the nine other original illustrations) as a paste-
down in the binding of a Saxon imprint from 1569.
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14    Monsters from Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon (1557).



14   Conrad Lycosthenes (1518–1561). Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon. 
          Basel: Henrich Petri, 1557.
In the years of the early Restoration period when the Anglican cleric and scholar John
Spencer (1630–1693) published his Discourse concerning Prodigies in 1663, the influence
of prodigies in religious propaganda was still very much alive. ‘e superstition of prodi-
gies commits no small waste upon religion,’ Spencer argues, ‘as the fears it creates abuse
the minds of men.’109 Spencer not only rejected the interpretation of prodigies as divine
signs altogether, but he also criticized their use in the religious and political campaigns
carried out against the Restoration in publications such as Mirabilis annus (1661–
1662).110 In addition to newspaper reports, printed ballads, and other popular genres, such
wonder books published in English cite, at great length, a variety of continental author-
ities on prodigies and monsters.111 In the preface to first Mirabilis annus, its anonymous
compiler quotes a century-old reference in what is arguably the most significant wonder
book published in the sixteenth century.112

          Lycosthenes’s Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon came out in concurrent German
and Latin folio tomes from the press of Heinrich Petri (1508–1579), an important Refor-
mation printer who had previously produced various editions of Münster’s Cosmo-
graphia.113 From Creation to the year 1557, this wonder book presents a wide range of
episodes in chronological order with descriptions directing the reader to receive God’s
message through prodigies, portents, and omens revealing stories of the end of days.114

Each page contains several illustrations amounting to some fieen hundred woodcuts
mainly derived from the Basel editions of the Cosmographia and Schedel’s Nuremberg
Chronicle.115 What constitutes a prodigy in Lycosthenes’s approach is almost anything
supernatural or foreign to the natural order, including monstrous peoples, deformed
births, earthquakes and floods, strange celestial events, and other supernatural phenom-
ena that might appeal to his readers.116 Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon favours clas-
sical sources such as Pliny but it also embraces the writings of contemporaries like Job
Fincel (d. 1582) in his Wunderzeichen (1556), a collection offering a Protestant outlook on
portents and prodigies that supplied much of the material for the last seven years of the
chronicle.117 Lycosthenes’s wonder book became a model for printers looking to venture
into this profitable genre and desiring to create similar reference books on prodigies and
monsters for readers beyond the Renaissance period.118

42 D e  Mo n st r is :  t h e  Wo n d er s  o f  H um a n  I m agi nat i o n



43O n  Mo n st ro us  P eo p les

15     ‘Prodigal monsters’ from De naturae divinis characterismis (1575).



15     Cornelius Gemma (1535–1578). De naturae divinis characterismis. 
          Antwerp: Christophe Plantin, 1575.
e Belgian physician Cornelius Gemma (1535–1578) holds a significant place in the
history of cosmology for his role in the intellectual debates over two significant celestial
events of the sixteenth century: the appearance of a new star in 1572 and the observation
of a comet in 1577.119 In his De naturae divinis characterismis, Gemma looks beyond the
stars to advance his ‘cosmological art’ in order to convert the divine code of prodigies into
a language understood by his contemporary readers.120 e range of methods Gemma
applies to decipher the signs of prodigies are all supported by his broad interests in astron-
omy and astrology, in addition to theories relating to natural philosophy, medicine,
divination, teratology, eschatology, encyclopedism, and mnemonic principles.121 Gemma
turned a page in the history of monsters as a result of his ars cosmocritica, an approach
which analyzes the ‘critical signs’ of prodigies in order to interpret their physical nature,
predict the future in their signs, and unravel other hidden messages.122

          In De naturae divinis characterismis, Gemma produces an extensive list of
monstrous peoples or ‘wild humans in appearance and way of life’ as he explains a number
of causes for their physical qualities and describes some of the ways that monsters are
produced in nature. Gemma takes the same route as Botero in his Relationi universali in
locating monstrous peoples in the lands described by classical authors, in the most recent
printed accounts of the Americas, and in the polemical reports and medical treatises of
monsters born in Europe during the sixteenth century.123 He also defines monsters as
prodigies delivered to humans as divine warnings, manifested in both terrestrial forms
and as celestial events.124 Lycosthenes and Boaistuau are represented in his writings on
prodigies but he also branches outside the field of monsters to include authorities
involved in the development of sixteenth-century science.125 In the process of defining his
cosmological approach, Gemma manages to introduce a ‘new teratology’ that assigns
medical and other meanings to monsters and prodigies.126 In the end, he releases his
subjects from the conventional categories of monsters found in wonder books, ency-
clopaedias, cosmographies, theological pamphlets and broadsides, as well as other genres.
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Part II:
On Monstrous Encounters

e history of every civilization is the history of encounters.127 In the Age of Exploration,
the initial wave of European travellers reported the first narratives of encounters in travel
accounts, journals, letters, cartographic material, and dispatches that were immensely
popular in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In these narratives, European
explorers let their imagination run wild when describing encounters with the peoples
and lands of the New World and other continents. European readers eventually learned
from these narratives how to define their own identities as ‘normal’ in response to 
the ‘Otherness’ of the peoples who soon became colonial subjects. In this view, every
aspect of European culture and society was located at the centre of a colonial discourse
that oen preconceived non-European peoples through the lenses of primitivism,
cannibalism, and monstrosity. As a result, the medieval writings on monsters and
monstrosity were revived once again to fuel the machinery of European colonial expan-
sion into the rest of the world.
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16    Frontispiece from Delle meraviglie del mondo (1626).



16    Marco Polo (1254–1323?) Delle meraviglie del mondo. 
          Venice: Ghirardo & Iseppo Imberti, 1626.
e Venetian merchant Marco Polo and the romance writer Rustichello of Pisa (ca. 1250–
ca. 1300) met as prisoners in Genoa in the aermath of the Battle of Meloria in 1284.
Under these circumstances, Polo and Pisa brought together their stories and talents as
they began the journey of composing one of the most influential books of the medieval
period. Both Marco Polo and his multifaceted book have become historical icons over
the course of centuries. 128 Marco Polo is regarded as the first European to leave a written
record of his extensive travels to China and other regions of the East prior to the end of
the thirteenth century.129 e book, known under the titles Le Devisement du Monde and
Il Milione, was the first of its kind to provide readers with ‘eye-witness’ accounts of the
peoples, cultures, religions, and commerce of another world as yet unwritten in European
sources about the East.130 Although the figure of Marco Polo and the veracity of his book
are oen met with disbelief, together they stand as one the most compelling narratives of
encounters between the East and the West. Marco Polo covers geographical and political
knowledge, myths, marvels, natural history, historical accounts, as well as sources about
commodities of the East in a book that details each topic as a ‘steady narrative.’131 e Trav-
els of Marco Polo, as it is commonly known today, presented European readers with a new
world of information about the East encompassing the fields of geography to travel narra-
tives, merchant handbooks, and missionary chronicles.132 As a result, the book intro-
duced a new genre of western literature and, more precisely, a vision of the East of
enduring influence over the writings of encounter during the Age of Exploration.133

          In his description of the Andaman Islands near India, Marco Polo refers to its inhab-
itants as ‘wild beasts’, and proceeds to write that ‘all the men of this island have heads like
dogs, and teeth and eyes likewise’ and even argues that ‘they are a cruel generation, and
eat everybody that they can catch, if not of their own race.’134 If Marco Polo’s allusion to
the classical dog-headed monsters is not fully evident in this passage, the artists producing
the miniatures found in the leaves of a number of manuscript versions of the book clearly
identify them as the cynocephali.135 Contrary to common conceptions, Marco Polo
reveals few details of the cynocephali and other medieval monsters in his descriptions of
the peoples and lands of the East Indies and China.136 However, he frequently writes on
idolatry and the practice of cannibalism, pointing directly to the traditional figure of the
‘monster-cannibal’ of the classical and medieval monstrous peoples of the East.137
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17    Marginal annotations from Delle navigationi et viaggi (1559-1565).



e fourteenth-century account of Sir John Mandeville references Marco Polo on this
matter, while editions of Ptolemy’s Geographia and even Mercator’s world map (1569)
convert his depiction of cannibals in the Andaman Islands into new geographical infor-
mation.138 Moreover, European explorers writing letters and chronicles also make refer-
ences to Marco Polo and other medieval accounts of flesh-eating monsters as they
encounter new and strange peoples across the world in the fourteenth and fieenth
centuries. In the end, e Travels of Marco Polo is neither a travel narrative nor a
compendium of marvels or monsters. What the book offers to readers across time and
regions, in all its manuscript versions and printed editions, is a foundational text on the
discourse of Otherness in western literature.139

17    Giovanni Battista Ramusio (1485–1557). Delle navigationi et viaggi. 
          Venice: Giunti, 1559–1565.
Written during the last two years of the thirteenth century, the now lost original
manuscript of the Polo and Piso collaboration was the common source for a family tree
of 150 extant manuscript versions of e Travels of Marco Polo composed in a variety of
European languages, including several translations completed during Polo’s lifetime.140

e book was extremely popular from the initial years of its circulation in the medieval
manuscript tradition to the abundant printed editions published in the following cen-
turies.141 e first incunable edition appeared in 1477 in German, quickly followed by the
Latin translation of 1485, in addition to numerous editions issued in multiple European
languages before the Italian geographer Giovanni Battista Ramusio shied the course of
the book in his best-selling collection of travels published between 1550 and 1559.142

          In the second volume of the Navigazioni e viaggi (1559), Ramusio hails Marco Polo
as a hero of the Venetian Republic at a crucial time in the process of European expansion
to the Americas.143 Ramusio not only presents the first biographical sketch of Marco Polo,
but he also assigns the book to the genre of travel narratives in the context of his monu-
mental collections of modern voyages around the world.144 Although readers of this
period had access to some twenty-five editions of the book circulating in the sixteenth
century, Ramusio’s version of I viaggi di Messer Marco Polo offers another approach to the
text as a result of his editorial ambitions.145 Instead of writing a new cosmography in the
way of Münster, Ramusio aims to advance geographical knowledge by collecting first-
hand accounts of explorers into a sourcebook available to contemporary readers in the
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18    Cynocephali from e voyages & travels of Sir John Mandeville (1684).



vernacular.146 e medieval voyages of Marco Polo are edited with the most recent travels
of pioneer explorers such as Niccolò de’ Conti (1395–1469), Sebastian Cabot (ca. 1474–
1557), and Christopher Columbus (1451–1506).147 In this light, Marco Polo’s vision of the
East would become a surface, much like a palimpsest, onto which humanist writers and
European explorers would impose their own views on the encounters with the ‘Other’—
understood as the non-European colonized subject—as expressed in travel narratives,
maps, and chronicles of the Americas and the rest of the world.148 One instance of such
textual encounter appears in this copy of Ramusio’s Navigazioni e viaggi where a reader
has marked with three words his impressions on the passage on the Andaman Islands:
‘possono esser(e) canibali’ or ‘they could be cannibals.’149 Written on the margin, this defi-
nition of the peoples of these islands reflects the reader’s own interpretations of the text
just as it highlights one of the key elements of the notion of monstrosity in the process of
European imperial expansion to the New World: anthropography.

18    Sir John Mandeville. e voyages & travels of Sir John Mandeville. 
          London: R. Scot, T. Basset, J. Wright, and R. Chiswel, 1684.
Similar to e Travels of Marco Polo, the stories of e Book of John Mandeville have
appealed to the imagination of readers across generations. One such reader is Christopher
Columbus, who consulted and annotated the 1485 Latin edition of Marco Polo and prob-
ably read the popular story of Mandeville in one of the thirty-seven editions available in
the late fieenth century.150 In general terms, e Book of John Mandeville is a fictional
travel journey to the Holy Land, India, and Cathay, and was compiled around 1356 by an
English knight whose real identity eludes any kind of factual reference.151 e book was
evidently very popular in the late medieval period, for almost three hundred manuscript
versions survive in at least twelve European languages to this day.152 Mandeville’s textual
journey to the Holy Land and the Far East brings together numerous medieval sources
that are still known today, mainly the Relatio (1330) or missionary travels of the Francis-
can friar Odoric of Pordenone (1286–1331) and the pilgrimage of the Dominican William
of Boldensele (ca. 1285–1338?) in his Itinerarius (1336).153 As a compiler, Mandeville
prefers fantasy to reality in craing a travel narrative that takes readers to ‘many divers
kingdoms and countries and isles towards the east part of the world’ where they will find
the sciapods, cynocephali, epiphagi, cyclopes, among other Plinian monsters.154 Even
more popular than e Book of Marco Polo, this fictional account was not so much
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favoured in the writings of humanist scholars or geographers as it was inspiring to readers
who discovered the marvels and monsters of the East beyond the boundaries of this
region.155 e Book of John Mandeville exhibits an exotic vision of the East in its diverse
displays of marvels and monsters, as well as in its observations on Eastern religious prac-
tices from a Christian frame of reference.156

          e travel narratives of the fieenth and sixteenth centuries extended the life of the
medieval monsters of the East by becoming the new authorities on such things.157 In the
journal of the First Voyage of 1492 and in the Letter to Luis de Santángel of April of 1493,
Columbus becomes the first European to write about monsters in the New World.158 On
4 November 1492, he records in his journal second-hand stories of ‘one-eyed peoples’
somewhere far in Hispaniola in addition to recounting tales of ‘peoples with dog’s snouts
who eat men and drink their blood.’159 Monstrous peoples like the monoculi and the
cynocephali, both described and illustrated in this early-modern edition of e Voyages
& Travels of Sir John Mandeville, reside among the natives of the Americas according to
Columbus’s writings. Whether Columbus actually read or found inspiration in Marco
Polo or Mandeville in preparation for his journeys to the ‘East’ is not as significant as the
fact that he was the guiding light that transported the medieval monsters to the shores
and lands of the New World. As a result, subsequent European explorers and writers
imagined a similar exotic world of marvels and monsters as they encountered the striking
realities of the Americas in their journeys.

19    Johann Ludwig Gottfried (ca. 1584–1633). Newe Welt und Americanische
          Historien. Frankfurt: Merianische Erben, 1655.
e Flemish engraver and publisher eodor de Bry (1528–1598) journeyed across vast
territories of the world without ever leaving his workshop in Frankfurt where he
published his instrumental collection of travel narratives between 1590 and 1634.160 India
Occidentalis and India Orientalis comprise nearly fiy first-hand accounts of European
explorers in the Americas and Asia compiled in twenty-seven volumes, all of which are
illustrated with engravings of the encounters between Europeans and the diverse inhab-
itants and natural beauty of these regions during the Age of Exploration.161 In these
compilations, European readers, comprised largely of educated and mercantile classes,
experienced the notion of the noble savage for the first time. ey also witnessed the
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19    Engraving from Newe Welt und Americanische Historien (1655).



cruelty of the conquistadores towards the inhabitants of the New World, learned about
the exotic nature of these newly ‘discovered’ lands, and faced the gruesome yet improba-
ble accounts of cannibalism among the natives.162 If the goal of the publishers was to
further the interest of readers in the realities and myths of the New World, de Bry’s firm
clearly understood the value of presenting sensational images alongside recent travel
reports, set within the framework of the publishing practices of the sixteenth century.163

          In a sort of semantic encounter, the word ‘cannibal’ derives from the Arawak caniba
or cariba, a term used to identify the enemy tribes of the Arawaks, and purposely relates
to the Latin word canis (dogs) as well.164 For navigators like Columbus or Vespucci, the
meaning of this word rapidly became tangled in a net of stories and expectations of
monstrous peoples within the boundaries of European civilization.165 So to unravel this
complex semantic association, the origin of the cannibal-monster of the New World
conveniently traced its roots to familiar stories of the dog-headed peoples in Asia and
Africa with a long lineage in the classical and medieval traditions.166 e consequence for
the textual and visual representations of the Other in these narratives was profound: the
Other was oen portrayed as an imaginary subject, existing only in stories with neither
agency nor voice. In this sense, it is necessary to note that the Other present in these narra-
tives of encounters is not a real human subject but a concept forged by some Europeans
in the business of empire.167 In the end, the figure of the cannibal was transformed into a
strategic discourse in numerous travel narratives to limit the Other—Indigenous Peoples
and their religions, cultures, and identities—within the confines of monstrosity.
          In the same way Columbus promoted the perception of cannibalism within the
discourse of monstrosity in the New World, de Bry’s engravings accompanying the travel
journeys of Columbus and other explorers also played a key role in this matter.168 Indeed,
readers across Europe saw in these collections the most iconic representations of canni-
balism in the New World.169 De Bry based most of these depictions on a popular account,
published with woodcuts from the 1550s, of German explorer Hans Staden (ca. 1525–ca.
1576) in which he describes his voyages and captivity among the Tupinambá people of
Brazil.170 Not only did Europeans use these engravings to distinguish themselves from the
colonized subjects, but the images and the stories also supported the religious and moral
justifications for the European imperial expansion into the Americas.171

          ree decades aer the death of eodor de Bry, the engraver Matthaeus Merian
the Elder (1593–1650) entered into a partnership with editor-scholar Johann Ludwig
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Gottfried (ca. 1584–1633) to publish an abridged folio edition of the fourteenth volume
of de Bry’s India Occidentalis.172 Merian and Gottfried had access to the published texts
and to many of the original six hundred engravings that had appeared in earlier editions,
including the notorious depictions of controversial scenes of human sacrifice, idolatry,
marvels, exotic creatures, and, as one might expect, cannibalism.173 First published in 1631
under the title Antipodum oder Newe Welt and later available in this second edition of 1655,
both volumes followed the editorial vision of the original collection by showing readers
the fantastic nature of the New World and illustrating with precision the Otherness of its
inhabitants.174 One engraving in particular demonstrates the publisher’s taste for the sensa-
tional interpretations of the traveller’s journeys in the Americas.175 is new engraving,
published as part of the third volume of the Americas series between 1592 and 1593, appears
in the abridged editions as a single visual narrative, taken from several scenes initially
printed as individual plates in the account of Hans Staden.176 In it, a monstrous creature
replaces the original depiction of the Tupinambá capturing a member of an enemy tribe.
is new scene takes place against the backdrop of a feast of human flesh, drawing upon
an earlier engraving as a source.177 is example demonstrates a preference for the exotic
and, in some cases, the monstrous as a method to captivate readers by means of the visual
stories told in these popular engravings. Although neither eodor de Bry nor his pupils
ever set foot in the Americas, their engravings illustrated almost every region of the conti-
nent and le visible impressions on the European conception of the New World.178

20   Honorius Philoponus (1556–1627). Nova typis transacta navigatio novi 
          orbis Indiae Occidentalis. Linz, 1621.
A strong commitment to the Christian faith encouraged European missionaries to
deliver their message to populations around the world during the Age of Exploration. At
the time of Columbus’s Second Voyage to the Americas (1493–1496), the Benedictine
Bernardo Boyl (ca. 1440–ca. 1507) arrived at Hispaniola, in the company of other monks,
with a mission from the Spanish crown to improve the treatment of Indigenous
Peoples. 179 Aside from celebrating the first recorded Mass in the Americas on 6 January
1494, Boyl’s overall contribution to the religious life of the island was minimal given his
early departure for Spain that same year.180 However, the compiler of this apologia for the
conversion of Indigenous Peoples to Christianity refers to the Benedictine as the ‘first
American apostle.’181
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          e author of this relation is another Benedictine monk, Caspar Plautus, who wrote
under the pseudonym Honorius Philoponus.182 e Nova typis transacta navigatio novi
orbis Indiae Occidentalis is a partial history of the Benedictine missions and a compilation
of other travel accounts, principally those of Peter Martyr d’Anghiera (1457–1526) and
Francisco López de Gómara (ca. 1511–1566).183 e relation contains several woodcuts of
nautical diagrams and nineteen engravings, most of which are modeled aer the aesthetic
of eodor de Bry’s illustrations to the Americas collection.184 Each engraving illustrates
a series of stories about encounters between Europeans and Indigenous Peoples amid the
introduction of Christianity to the New World. One of the first engravings harkens back
to the legendary medieval journey of St Brendan to the Isle of the Blessed, illustrated with
the episode of the Mass celebrated on the fantastic ‘Whale Island.’185 What follows is a
sequence of representations accentuating the differences between Europeans and the
culture of the inhabitants as well as the nature of the Caribbean. Several engravings depict
cannibalism and idolatry as a trope for the urgency of religious conversion of indigenous
populations while others illustrate the natural world as monstrous. In the case of the
manatee, the compiler cites López de Gómara’s Historia general de las Indias (1552) to
relate the story of the domestication of the marine mammal by the Arawak people,
depicted in an engraving as a creature of monumental proportions surrounded by other
sea monsters and exotic creatures.186

56 D e  Mo n st r is :  t h e  Wo n d er s  o f  H um a n  I m agi nat i o n

20    Arawak people riding a manatee from Nova typis transacta (1621).



21    Claudius Ptolemy (ca. 100–ca. 170 A.d.). Geographia universalis. 
          Basel: Heinrich Petri, 1545.
Renaissance geographers turned to extant works of ancient authors in search of carto-
graphic methods to represent the known world and the geographical encounters of the
late fieenth century.187 At the end of the fourteenth century, Ptolemy’s second-century
Geographia (or Cosmographia) reached a new generation of readers aer centuries of
neglect in most medieval treatises on geography.188 By the time the Renaissance polymath
Sebastian Münster issued his edition of Ptolemy’s Geographia universalis in 1540, human-
ist scholars had been commissioning manuscript copies of the work for decades and
cartographers had already applied Ptolemy’s mathematical geography to mapmaking
during the first half of the fieenth century.189 Aer the invention of printing with
movable type in the 1450s, some seventeen incunable editions of the Geographia
contained a considerable percentage of the early printed maps available to readers before
the turn of the century.190 Münster’s edition of the Geographia established this ancient
work as a primary source on geography in the sixteenth century with five editions
published between 1541 and 1552.191
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21     Map of Africa from Geographia universalis (1545).



Münster not only consulted the original Greek text but also collated several printed
editions of the Geographia in preparation for his edition.192 For all the investigations and
first-hand data on the geography and ethnography of every part of the world, Münster
belongs to a group of proficient scholars of the Renaissance who still chose to reference
classical and medieval ideas of monstrosity in their works.193 In the same tradition of the
early extant manuscript versions of Ptolemy’s maps that embraced the monstrous peoples
of Pliny in their coordinates, printed editions of Ptolemaic maps also included the
medieval marvels within their geographical boundaries.194 Arguably the most recogniz-
able example of this is Schedel’s version of Ptolemy’s world map in e Nuremberg Chron-
icles.195 Münster and other Renaissance authors exploited monsters as commodities that
made their writings even more appealing to readers who would have expected to find
them in the books, maps, broadsides, and other manuscript and printed materials avail-
able for acquisition.196 is edition of the Geographia incorporates fiy-four double-page
maps equally divided into ancient and modern, many of which will show up again in
Münster’s Cosmographia.197 e monoculi in Africa, the remaining Plinian monsters in
Asia, sea monsters, as well as the symbolic cannibals of Brazil would all emerge as woodcut
illustrations contained within the maps of this ancient compilation of geographical
knowledge revived for readers during the period of the Renaissance.

22    Abraham Ortelius (1527–1598). eatrum orbis terrarum. 
          Antwerp: Christophe Plantin, 1595.
Narratives of encounter generated a wealth of geographical sources that fuelled the most
significant cartographic representations of the world in the course of the fieenth and
sixteenth centuries. In the case of the publication of the eatrum orbis terrarum in 1570,
the renowned Flemish cartographer Abraham Ortelius acquired maps and additional
sources from a network of travellers and other collectors leading to the publication of this
large volume regarded as the first modern atlas.198 Ortelius’s masterpiece was in high
demand from the start. Indeed, the influential publishing firm of Christophe Plantin (ca.
1520–1589) printed four issues of the atlas in 1570 alone, succeeded by a total of thirty-
one editions published until 1612.199 e first edition contained fiy maps while the last
edition brought the total to 121, each one produced in the same format along with descrip-
tions of the maps assembled by author from a variety of sources.200 Recognized during his
lifetime as a great collector of books, maps, art, and antiquities, Ortelius had access to
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4,971 maps (including 3,221 of his own production), nearly three thousand books, and
one hundred manuscripts.201 In the posthumous edition of the eatrum orbis terrarum
of 1601, he cites the works of 182 authorities on cartography,202 whereas on the subject of
sea monsters, he draws inspiration from the Carta marina of 1539 by the Swedish scholar
Olaus Magnus (1490–1557) and a didactic Old Norse tale from the mid-thirteenth
century. 203

          e first accurate map of Iceland for the standards of the period contains a selec-
tion of sea monsters emerging from the pages of the works of Olaus and Münster.204 e
shark (I) and the ziphius (E) are taken from the Carta marina; the description of the sea
hog (D) derives from Olaus’s Historia; and the roider (B) and the ‘kraken’ (H) are
inspired by the Old Norse tale e King’s Mirror.205 Unlike Olaus and Münster, the visual
representations of the monsters in this map are in some ways more realistic and Ortelius
identifies most creatures by name and even provides brief descriptions for each one.206
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22    Map of Islandia from eatrum orbis terrarium (1595).



Opened to this specific map, contemporary owners of the Ortelius atlas would have
encountered the latest advances in cartography engraved on its pages, along with the
perennial myths about sea monsters collected from all sorts of authoritative sources
within Renaissance scholarship.

23    Olaus Magnus (1490–1557). Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus. 
          Rome: Giovanni Maria Viotti, 1555.
e majority of depictions of sea monsters in medieval and renaissance maps frequently
make reference to stories which originate in sources outside the maps they actually illus-
trate.207 Besides the Ortelius map of Iceland, two examples that demonstrate this fact are
the world maps of Schedel and Münster in their Liber chronicorum and Geographia,
respectively. e work of the cartographer and historian Olaus Magnus is one exception
because he introduces original textual and visual material to supplement his influential
writings on sea monsters in northern Europe.208 Olaus learned many of the stories on sea
monsters from sailors and fishermen in the course of his journeys through Northern
Europe, during which he also took note of the illustrations found in the natural history
encyclopedia Hortus sanitatis (1491), and the Carta marina (1516) of Martin Wald-
seemüller (1470–1520).209 Together, the Carta marina of 1539—extant in just two
copies—and the Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus of 1555 are the most prominent
sources on sea monsters of the sixteenth century.210

          First published in Rome in 1555 and edited by Christophe Plantin in 1558 and 1562,
the book was significantly popular, with several abridged editions and translations
appearing until the mid-seventeenth century. is first edition of Olaus’s most important
work recounts the history of the northern peoples in twenty-two books and 778 chapters
accompanied by more than 480 woodcut illustrations. e book embraces a variety of
topics that include the systems of politics and religions of the peoples of the north as well
as their folklore, customs, medicine, inventions, and prodigies.211 Olaus wrote this book
while in exile in Rome and even set up a printing press with the purpose of educating read-
ers of the period on the history of northern Europe as part of his endless campaign to
bring his native Sweden back to Catholicism.212

          Olaus devotes two books and several sections of the Historia de gentibus septentri-
onalibus to sea monsters, which he defines as wonders of nature in the same tradition of
earlier and contemporary authors on this subject. 213 ‘e vast ocean,’ he writes, ‘offers a
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23    ‘Prister’ from Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus (1555).



wonderful spectacle to every nation in its waters.’ Such spectacle includes sea monsters
dangerous to sailors and fishermen; it also covers creatures whose monstrous appearance
differs from their benign nature, and deals with the traditional notion of monsters as
prodigies.214 e ‘prister,’ known to represent actual whales or sharks, is an example of a
composite horse-reptile creature of the sea with great power and capable of destruction.215

With a long tradition in European imagination, the Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus
conceived and illustrated the Norwegian and Northern Seas as places of monstrous
encounters. Olaus’s specific descriptions of creatures like sea unicorn and sea serpent, the
polypus, and other monsters of the deep ultimately went on to influence the writings of
numerous Renaissance scholars and, more importantly, inform the popular readings on
the sea as a bottomless source of monstrosity.

24   Erasmus Francisci (1627–1694). Ost und West Indischer wie auch Sinesischer 
          Lust- und Stats Garten. Nürnberg: Johann Andreæ, 1668.
e first scholarly journal to circulate in Germany, the Miscellanea curiosa, began publi-
cation in 1670 as a venue for physicians and natural philosophers to explore curiosities in
the nature of monsters, marvels, medical cases, natural specimens, antiquities, and
more.216 is periodical was published in the midst of a rise in popularity of newspapers,
miscellanies, compendia of natural history and occult sciences, and other books delving
into the culture of collecting curiosities in seventeenth-century Germany.217 Erasmus
Finx, known also as Erasmus Francisci, was a German polymath and author of several
popular compilations of historical, scientific, and fictional curiosities and wonders
reported around the world.218 His main contribution to this field of knowledge was to
distill the vast amount and variety of information into equally large volumes that were
very useful to scholars and that appealed to amateur readers at the same time.219

          An unlimited desire for knowledge combined with a culture of collecting curiosi-
ties laid the foundation for the development of institutional and personal museums,
libraries, and cabinets of curiosities during the early modern period.220 Francisci projected
a vision of the world inspired by this culture and by the very ‘exotic’ objects and ‘curious’
stories that he collected for his popular compendia of curiosities. In the preface to his
second compilation on the East and West Indies and Asia, he lists an impressive collection
of more than 250 sources of natural history, travel accounts, geographies, and general
histories. Divided into three parts, the first two cover the natural history of the Indies
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24   Sea monsters and mermaid from Ost und West Indischer (1668)



with a focus on the exotic creatures and monsters of these regions. e third deals with
the Indigenous Peoples of America and the East Indies, their cultures, religions, forms of
government, as well as their ‘exotic’ nature.221 When readers encounter Francisci’s
outstanding collection of sources, they are in the presence of a cabinet of curiosities, or
Wunderkammer, manifested in print. Almost every subject of Renaissance collecting—
from specimens of natural history to monsters and wonders of every kind—is displayed
over 1762 pages of text with sixty-five engraved plates arranged by an author who is
described as a ‘prolific popularizer of the world lore of infinite varieties.’222 His formula
for instructing and amusing readers within the confines of his compendia was so success-
ful that Francisci managed to live solely off the profits generated from his writings on
curiosities and wonders published in the seventeenth century.223

25    Eberhard Werner Happel (1647–1690). Gröste Denckwürdigkeiten der Welt oder
          sogennante Relationes Curiosae. Hamburg: omas von Wiering, 1683–1691.
Erasmus Francisci and Eberhard Werner Happel were the most prolific German authors
on the subject of curiosities and wonders in the seventeenth century.224 Like Francisci,
Happel was a polymath and an advocate of the exotic as a profitable method to explain
and display the Otherness of peoples, cultures, and societies which was the focus of his
writings.225 Happel published a corpus of twenty ‘polymathic’ novels and five books of
wonders, including the esaurus exoticorum (1688) and the Relationes curiosae (1683–
1691).226 His endless novels and lengthy historical compendia transported readers to
almost every corner of the globe with descriptions that combined fact and fiction, along
with the author’s own interpretations.227 Like Francisci in Nuremberg, Happel was able
to gain access to great collections of books in public and private collections and, even
more, he exploited the rich print culture of news publishing in Hamburg to write the
historical content of his novels and to gather material for his news compilations.228

         In Relationes curiosae, Happel favours a worldview drawn from news of all types of
events occurring over the course of the European expansion into America, Africa, and
Asia in search of lands, commodities, and peoples to be introduced (and subdued) into
the domains of the emerging Colonial infrastructures.229 is is the historical context for
the print version of Happel’s collection of curiosities within which he writes about sea
monsters with the same pen that he uses to sketch descriptions of monstrous peoples,
strange natural phenomena, and exotic products from faraway lands. Published in five
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25    Mermaids from Relationes curiosae (1683-1691).
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26    Monstrous peoples from Specula physico-mathematico-historica (1696).
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volumes in a period of eight years, the Relationes curiosae contains 196 illustrations, both
engravings and woodcuts, accompanied by descriptions tailored for middle-class readers’
fascination with the lives and cultures of a world beyond their boundaries.230 Happel’s
most popular work of non-fiction is, in effect, written evidence of the influence of news
reports and their role in the construction of the early modern world for European audi-
ences.231

26   Johann Zahn (1641–1707). Specula physico-mathematico-historica notabilium 
          ac mirabilium sciendorum. Nuremberg: Johann Christoph Lochner, 1696.
In 1696, the German cleric Johann Zahn published a comprehensive encyclopedia of
natural knowledge founded on the hermetic and occult principles of the Jesuit scholar
Athanasius Kircher (1602–1628).232 His Specula physico-mathematico-historica is
arranged into three parts. e first consists of the history of Creation followed by exten-
sive writings on astrology as well as cosmography and cosmology; the second deals with
geography, geology, mineralogy, botany, and zoology; and the third covers the diversity
of humans and their inventions.233 In the eighth chapter of the second volume, Zahn refers
to the ‘rarity’ and ‘spirit of wonder’ in the displays arranged by the kingdoms of the sea.234

He cites Pliny and Albertus Magnus (ca. 1193–1280) for descriptions of classical and
medieval sea creatures like tritons and nymphs; he uses Olaus for reports on the famous
monkfish and other monsters of the northern seas; and he compiles numerous works to
document examples of early-modern encounters with sea monsters. is chapter lists
forty-three entries in total, six of which illustrate a selection of sea monsters from the
sources. 
          In the ninth chapter of the third volume, Zahn explores the ‘forms of the human
body’ and relates ‘wonderful exotic things’ acquired from different regions.235 He quotes
the natural history of Peru by José de Acosta (1539–1600) as one of the thirty-nine
accounts of giants and ‘exotic humans of great magnitude’ (including fossils) before relat-
ing the encounter between the explorer Juan Álvarez Maldonado (d. 1608) and two
‘Andean pygmies’ in Cuzco in 1561. is section continues with twenty-one chronicles of
‘famous’ monstrous peoples of the medieval tradition next to descriptions of men with
tails, women with horns, and young boys with green-coloured skin. e illustration
accompanying this section shows nine figures representing medieval and early modern
ideas of monstrosities, all of which can be traced back to particular sources such as the
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collection of Ramusio’s Delle navigationi et viaggi in addition to the accounts of the
explorers Antonio Pigafetta (ca. 1491–1531), and Gregorio García (1556–1627), among
others. 
          e approach to wonders in this encyclopedia corresponds to the methods applied
by Francisci, Happel, and natural philosophers that situate wonders as the focus of their
scientific inquiries.236 Zahn’s views in this regard are also similar to Gemma’s Ars cosmo-
critica in that both authors rigorously explore astrological and cosmological theories
without losing sight of other forms of knowledge in the act of evaluating the vast body of
evidence provided by the natural world. As a result, this rich cabinet of scientific and
historical wonders and curiosities surveys contemporary notions of natural philosophy
and science while also examining wonders such as earthquakes, volcanoes, comets, celes-
tial events as well as prodigies, monstrous peoples and animals as rational objects of
contemplation.237

27   John Bulwer (1606–1656). Anthropometamorphosis: Man transform’d, or, 
          e Artificial Changeling. London: W. Hunt, 1653.
e concept of monstrosity in John Bulwer’s last book relies on the existence of ‘foreign’
and ‘exotic’ bodies. Bulwer was an English physician who wrote five books on non-verbal
communication prior to turning his attention to this manual on reading the manners,
customs, and fashions of ‘foreigners’ as signs of monstrosity.238 e book is arranged into
twenty-four chapters with the parts of the human body as the central focus for each ‘scene,’
as he labels them. Bulwer cross-examines the artificial transformations performed on the
human body—tattooing, piercing, binding, and scarring— as acts of ‘high-treason’
against nature. From Pliny to Augustine, eodor de Bry, Münster, Olaus Magnus,
Gemma, and Lycosthenes, Bulwer’s observations on the bodies of peoples of different
nationalities are supported by a collection of 288 sources listed at the beginning of the
book. Aer the first edition of 1650, Anthropometamorphosis saw four editions under
several titles within a decade, including this enlarged and illustrated edition of 1653.239

          e editors of the English periodical on antiquarianism, e Retrospective Review,
and Historical and Antiquarian Magazine, draw a parallel between Bulwer’s Anthro-
pometamorphosis and ‘modern discoveries in phrenology’ in their review of the book
published in 1828.240 Such comparison is accurate as Bulwer interprets the anatomical
features of the head as a way to advance his ideological views against artificial modifica-
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27    ‘Headless nations’ from Anthropometamorphosis (1653).



tion of the human body. Among all the traditional monsters, Bulwer particularly focuses
on the ‘headless nation’ in this chapter. ‘But let us hear Sr. Walter Raleigh’s relation of this
kind of transformed nation,’ Bulwer writes, ‘which though it may be thought a mere fable,
yet for my own part I am resolved it is true.’ He begins the description of the acephali with
his own reviews of the early writings of Pliny, Solinus, Augustine, and Mandeville, among
other authors, then lists contemporary accounts of sighting and births of these peoples
from 1525 to 1562, and explains the nature of this deformity within the scheme of artificial
modification. 
         Besides illustrating another early-modern method to perceive and even analyze
ethnicity through the lens of monstrosity, Anthropometamorphosis offers a historical
view into collective concerns of Europeans in response to the racial encounters with
peoples from every corner of the globe after the geographical ‘discoveries’ of the
fifteenth century.241 Bulwer’s treatment of foreign bodies eventually inspired notions
of monstrosity in scientific and medical approaches of the nineteenth century.242 This
fact is summed up in the pages of The Retrospective Review in which the editors portray
Bulwer as a scholar who wrote in an ‘age of great learning and little judgement, when
fact and fiction were indiscriminately gorged and devoured by all who sought for the
reputation of learning.’243

28   Joseph-François Lafitau (1681–1746). Moeurs des sauvages amériquains,
compares aux moeurs des premiers temps. Paris: Charles Estienne Hochereau, 1724.
e coming into maturity of the discipline of anthropology was partially facilitated by a
discourse of monstrosity published during the Age of Exploration and expressed in some
of the works on the customs, manners, and fashions of the peoples of the world. When
the Jesuit scholar and missionary Joseph-François Lafitau published his comprehensive
two-volume treatise Moeurs des sauvages amériquains, compares aux moeurs des premiers
temps in 1724, readers of the period held in their hands the first manifestation in the field
of comparative anthropology.244 Lafitau depends on analogies to describe his encounters
with the rituals, customs, commodities, and different aspects of Iroquois societies and
cultures as part of his mission in New France between 1711 and 1717. One of the key efforts
of this treatise is to trace the origins of Native Americans to classical and medieval sources
as a method of establishing a common historical ground upon which to illustrate their
cultures for European readers.245
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28    e acephali among Indigenous Peoples of the Americas from Moeurs 
        des sauvages amériquains, compares aux moeurs des premiers temps (1724).



          In the second chapter of the book, Lafitau questions the existence of ‘various
monstrous peoples’ in the context of an overall discussion of the origins of Native Amer-
icans. He disputes the veracity of Pliny, Solinus, and other classical sources in the same
way he rebuffs contemporary accounts of Walter Raleigh (ca. 1554–1618) and Jacques
Cartier (1491–1557) on monstrous peoples in Guiana and Canada, respectively.246 Lafitau
then reconsiders, just for a moment, the presence of the acephali in North America when
he recounts the ‘rumours’ of the capture of one of these headless creatures by Iroquois
hunters in the fall of 1721.247 For reasons that are embedded in his theory that the origins
of all humans and their religions date back to the story of Genesis, the monster functions
as a metaphor for encounters between the peoples of the East and the West.248 ‘Acepheles
were formerly inhabitants of Africa near the Nile of the Red Sea,’ Lafitau writes, ‘today,
according to these accounts, there should be at least two nations of them […] on the
Amazon River and in the centre of Guiana.’249 Now located among the Iroquois of North
America, Lafitau argues that the monster stands as evidence that ‘confirms the idea that
America and Asia are connected.’250 In the engraving that accompanies this passage, an
effort is made to exploit this idea by illustrating the acephali standing next to the Indige-
nous Peoples of the West Indies, Brazil, Florida, and Virginia. At the end of this story,
Lafitau echoes the writings of Bulwer by warning readers that the ancient and modern
headless peoples are not actual monsters but the result of ‘artifice’ or bodily modification,
birth defects, or the product of the mother’s imagination at the time of gestation.251

29   Distinta relazione del monstruoso pesce preso da’ pescatori 
          napolitani nella spiaggia detta il Ponte della Maddelena il di 6 giugno 1721. 
          Naples: Francesco Ricciardi, 1721.
30   daniel George (1757–1804). An Almanac for the Year of our Lord Christ 1784.
          Boston: daniel George, 1784.
For European readers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a range of options were
available to know more about the lives of peoples and the wonders of nature on the fringes
of their world. Encyclopedias of natural history, anthologies of travel narratives, cosmo-
graphies, cartographic materials, and historical volumes were not the only messengers 
of wonders uncovered during the age of European colonial expansion. Rather, it was
amateur writers who were mainly responsible for making these popular stories available
to readers across every social status, religion, language, and region of the world. Such
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30    Shark from An Almanac (1784).

29    Shark from Distinta relazione del monstruoso pesce (1721).
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31     Monster from Monstruo prodigioso (1751).



writers effectively transcribed the oral stories of wonders and monsters for the pages of
newspapers, broadsides, almanacs, journals, and other ephemera. Without these popular
genres intended for the general public, the history of monsters in the West would simply
be a catalogue of untold stories of monstrous encounters. 
          e Canis charcharias or shark is the protagonist of these two reports. On 6 June
1721, a group of fishermen captured and killed a female shark that had devoured a citizen
of the town of Borgo a Mozzano, Italy. Once dissected, the insides of the ‘monstrous fish’
bore witness to the unfortunate event. In the year 1784, another story involving a ‘sea
monster’ attacking a man was printed as part of an almanac published in Boston,
Massachusetts. In both stories, the long tradition of representing sharks as vile, monstrous
creatures is made even more evident as a result of crude woodcuts illustrating the attacks.
In the end, sharks encapsulate all of the features common to sea monsters, provoking fear
and awaking a sense of wonder in readers even to this day. 

31    Monstruo prodigioso, que appareceu no Reino de Chile.
          Coimbra: No Real Colegio das Artes da Companhia de Jesus, 1751.
32    Relaçam verdadeira de hum formidavel monstruo, que no mez de janeiro 
          de ste anno apareceo em hums matos da Turqia, e da fórma, com que foy 
          morto, tirada de cartas fidedignas vindas do mesmo imperio.
          Lisbon: Joze da Sylva, 1750.
33    Bicho asiatico, monstruosa appariçam das montanhas da Persia, e juizo 
          que se fez sobre a materia na Corte de Turquia. Lisbon: Rita Cassiana, 1736.
Between 1727 and 1751, at least eight anonymous stories of monsters were published as
pamphlets of the kind frequently sold in bookstalls located in the streets of Portugal.252

e accounts of monsters in these popular pamphlets are formulaic narratives devised to
attract readers to entertaining yet religious and moralizing notions of the wonderful
nature of remote and exotic lands.253 Most oen illustrated with woodcut vignettes on
the upper covers, readers of the period were drawn to these images as part of the vibrant
print culture known as literatura de cordel or ‘string literature.’254 Famous shipwreck narra-
tives deeply associated with the Portuguese colonial expansion populated this particular
reading market with explorers’ and sailors’ encounters with the ruthless nature of the sea.
In the same spirit, stories of prodigious monsters and natural wonders were regularly
featured in cordel pamphlets published in the first half of the eighteenth century.255
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          e three stories retold in these pamphlets transport readers to inhospitable regions
in the interior of Chile, Turkey, and Persia. In each account, ‘armies’ of men eventually deci-
mate the monsters aer fearful battles resulting in considerable human casualty. e two-
headed creature reported in Chile is a horrible sight that simultaneously aroused terror
and admiration; the dead body of the equine-monster in Turkey is exhibited in the town
square so that all might witness its strength and magnitude; and the beast found in Persia
is killed in a cave and then presented by the narrator as a symbol of church-state relations.
In these cordel pamphlets, the prose of travel narratives merges with the tradition of books
of wonders as observations on the geography, flora, and fauna of the regions set the stage
for interpretations of the nature of the monsters in each story.256 Aer the second half of
the eighteenth century, the Real Mesa Censória denied the publication of such stories
which they claimed took advantage of the credulity of readers.257 Today, these accounts
survive as examples in print of the long-lasting impressions of monsters and wonders le
by real and imaginary encounters between Europeans and the rest of the world.
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32    Equine-monster from Relaçam verdadeira (1750).
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33     Prodigy from Bicho asiatico (1736).



80 De Monstris :  the Wonders of  Human Imagination

‘Manticore’ from Opera nelaquale vie molti mostri de tutte le parti del
mondo antichi et moderni (1585).



Part III:
On Monstrous Nature

e wonders of the natural world have always captivated the human imagination. e
annals of Renaissance natural history abound with references to monstrous animals,
mythical creatures, strange phenomena, and every kind of natural curiosity. Zoological
encyclopedias, compendia of natural philosophy, and travel narratives hold many stories
of monstrosity which expose our obsession with explaining the secrets of nature. Myth-
ical creatures like the unicorn and phoenix, for example, stand as timeless figures that
capture our desire to decipher nature’s healing powers and ability to achieve eternal life.
Newly ‘discovered’ species of New World animals, like the opossum and the manatee,
were associated with hybrid creatures found in earlier European sources. As Europeans
travelled the world during the Age of Exploration, reports about and specimens of exotic
and curious natural objects were sent back to join renowned cabinets of curiosities, as well
as museums, and libraries of natural history across Europe. e rise of modern ‘scientific’
writing during the Renaissance, however, essentially reproduced the ancient and
medieval lore of wonders and marvels of nature—confined to the leaves of medieval
manuscript tradition—in the new printed formats available to wider audiences. As a
result, monsters ‘existed’ as part of the historical narrative concerning natural wonders
and the development of new ideas and methods to interpret the natural world. 
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34    Monoceros, manticore, and giraffe from ierbuch Alberti Magni (1545).



34   Albertus Magnus (ca. 1193–1280). ierbuch Alberti Magni. 
          Frankfort: Cyriaco Jacobi zum Bart, 1545.
Well before he was canonized in 1931, and even named ‘patron of those who cultivate the
sciences of nature’ in 1941, Albertus Magnus was firmly established in the canon of the
natural sciences.258 e English natural philosopher Roger Bacon (ca. 1219–1292) called
him ‘the most noted of Christian scholars’ of his time and later Renaissance naturalists
appraised his zoological works as indispensable sources for their own descriptions of
animals.259 Known as Doctor universalis at the peak of his career, Albertus took advantage
of his positions as Master of eology, provincial of the Dominican Order, and Bishop
of Regensburg to further his philosophical interests by visiting libraries and cultivating
relations with other scholars of his generation.260 Albertus not only had the tremendous
privilege of working alongside Roger Bacon as well as with students of the calibre of
omas Aquinas (1225–1274) and omas of Cantimbré (1201–1272) but his career
trajectory was also guided by having access to the recently translated texts of Aristotle.261

Amongst a vast corpus of 470 titles attributed to his name,262 Albertus’s major contribu-
tion to the natural sciences was to recover Aristotle’s zoological works and make them
available as compendia and commentaries for medieval readers, together with his original
observations of the natural world.263

          Albertus’s De animalibus, composed between 1256 and 1260 and extant in over forty
manuscript copies, is one of his seventy works on philosophy, science, and theology.264 In
the first nineteen books of this compendium about animals, Albertus introduces to
medieval scholarship one of the first and most influential commentaries of Aristotle’s
zoological writings aer centuries of obscurity.265 For the next two books (20–21), he
discusses his original observations on animals, followed by the last five books (22–26)
consisting of a bestiary mainly based on omas of Cantimbré’s De natura rerum.266

Albertus catalogues 476 entries of animals, most of which derive from Cantimbré with
additional references to Pliny, Solinus, Isidore of Seville, and other sources.267

          Like lapidaries and herbals, bestiaries provide readers with quick points of reference
organized as alphabetical entries with concise descriptions of the name, features, and
behaviour of the natural subjects, and occasionally entwined with moral and religious
meanings.268 ‘e basiliscus is a serpent called regulus in Latin translation,’ reads one entry,
‘for the word means the same as the Greek basiliscus.’269 e rest of the entry for the
basilisk captures the folklore of this powerful creature able to kill with its hiss and glare,
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35     Unicorn from Historiae animalium (1585).



and include interjections by Albertus who explains the plausible causes for its behaviour
and existence. Although Albertus was methodical in explaining the role of monstrosity
in the natural world, he reports several composite creatures with a certain level of
credulity.270 One example is the manticore, a human-eating animal which he describes as
having ‘the face of a human, gray eyes, the body of a lion blood-red in color, the tail of a
scorpion that is spiked with a strong stinger, and a voice that is so sibilant that it imitates
the sound of pipes and trumpets.’271 In this German translation of 1545 of the last five
books of De animalibus, some of its 218 woodcut illustrations depict a number of ‘hybrid’
creatures of the land and sea. All kinds of real and imaginary animals are scattered across
the pages of what would become the first comprehensive treatise of natural philosophy
to embrace Aristotelean principles of zoology for the Middle Ages.272

35    Conrad Gessner (1516–1565). Historiae animalium.
          Frankfurt: Robert Campier, 1602–1604.
Natural history publications furnished almost one fih of the private library of Conrad
Gessner, a Swiss physician and scholar whose monumental encyclopedia, Historia
animalium, was published between 1551–1558 and 1587.273 In his studio, Gessner collected
drawings of animals, derived information from his correspondence with other scholars,
and transcribed passages from ancient and contemporary treatises on natural subjects
into his commonplace books.274 All of these efforts brought him closer to his goal of
compiling into one collection every available source ever written on the natural history
of animals.275 Historia animalium is the most comprehensive and ground-breaking
zoological study of its kind, one that continues the legacy of Aristotle and his medieval
promoter Albertus Magnus into the sixteenth century.276

          Historia animalium is arranged into five volumes (the last one published posthu-
mously in 1587) with the division of the animal kingdom into five main groups
(quadrupeds, amphibians, birds, fish, and reptiles), each one organized in alphabetical
order with the nomenclature of all the species supplied in Latin, Hebrew and several
vernacular languages known to Gessner. e encyclopedia comprises over 4,500 pages of
descriptions with more than twelve hundred woodcut illustrations, some of which were
commissioned for this work.277 Obtained from modern travel accounts, and natural
histories, Gessner’s visual and textual descriptions of animals from the New World—like
the opossum, armadillo, sloth, and llama—appear beside legendary monsters of classical
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and medieval texts.278 Regarding the dragon, for example, Gessner compiles information
from popular and natural history sources for his novel interpretations of this mythical
creature that would become the model for later treatments by Aldrovandi and Kircher.279

e sea monsters of Olaus’s Historia de gentibus septentrionalibus also make their way into
this encyclopedia which accurately describes real fish as well. In contrast with his prede-
cessors, Gessner uses rational arguments to explain the exotic and strange creatures found
in earlier sources.280 In the case of the manticore, Gessner analyzes various references on
the composite nature of the creature and even compares its multiple names to assert, in
the end, that the manticore is a close relative of the hyena.281 For Gessner and other natural
philosophers of the period, the monsters of classical and medieval sources remain present
in their works simply as reminders of a long tradition but not as evidence of their belief
in the existence of monstrous animals.282

36    Edward Topsell (1572–1625?). e History of Four-Footed Beasts and Serpents.
          London: Printed by E. Cotes, for G. Sawbridge, 1658.

In e History of Four-Footed Beasts and Serpents, the cleric Edward Topsell offered read-
ers of the English language the first substantial book on animals to be published in Great
Britain.283 His translation from the Latin of the first volume of Gessner’s pioneering ency-
clopedia of zoology was first published in 1607 and enlarged in 1658 to include new
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editions of e History of Serpents (1608) and e eatre of Insects (1634). While the
zoological works of Gessner and Aldrovandi circulated in the rest of Europe, English
readers had access to Topsell’s books which were organized in the convention of bestiaries
and illustrated with hundreds of woodcuts based on Gessner’s and other sources. 284

Unlike Gessner and Aldrovandi, Topsell was not a naturalist for his aim was not to create
new zoological knowledge based on first-hand observation. Instead, by using existing
sources, he derived moral lessons from their descriptions of the habits, physical qualities
and habitats of the animals, as well as their medicinal and nutritional properties.
          e traditional animal lore found in earlier sources is an intrinsic part of this book.
Topsell replicates the monstrous and mythical beasts of the past while also adding iden-
tifiable traits from the behaviour of real and imaginary animals. ‘ere is no creature
among all the beasts in the world,’ Topsell writes, ‘which is so ample demonstration of the
power and wisdom of Almighty God as the elephant.’ e fox, for instance, is a ‘deceitful’
creature, the hyena or manticore is known to be a ‘voice-counterfeiter,’ and the mythical
lamia is described as a ‘monster compounded of a beast and a fish’ that lures men with her
beauty into deadly traps. Even though at times Topsell attempts to warn readers of the
veracity of his sources, in his own arguments he reproduces and even augments the tradi-
tion of monstrous and mythical creatures of the past.

37    Guillaume Rondelet (1507–1566). Libri de piscibus marinis. Lyon: Matthiam
          Bonhomme, 1554.
38    Pierre Belon (1517?–1564). La nature & diversité des poissons. Paris: Charles
          Estienne, 1555.
Ichthyology emerged as a single discipline within the field of zoology in the works of the
French naturalists Pierre Belon and Guillaume Rondelet.285 Initially published in the
1550s, their investigations set subsequent works on fish on the path towards scientific clas-
sification prior to the rise of the Linnaean taxonomy in 1750.286 Belon, who also wrote a
popular book of travels filled with scientific observations (1553), published his Histoire
naturelle des estranges poissons in 1551 as a small quarto volume considered today as the
first printed book solely devoted to fish, a category which included, at the time, water-
dwelling animals like dolphins and hippopotamuses.287 Similarly, Rondelet toured the
Mediterranean Sea in order to observe and describe native fish as the basis for the publi-
cation of his Libri de piscibus marinus (1554) and Universae aquatilium historiae (1555),
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37    Sea bishop from Libri de piscibus marinis (1554)
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38    Monk fish from La nature & diversité des poissons (1555).
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two significant treatises in which he improved upon the scientific descriptions of fish by
his predecessor.288 Belon and Rondelet are oen regarded as the founders of modern
ichthyology as a result of their compilation of sources on the subject and for their
approach to produce descriptions that, in a number of cases, originated from direct and
comparative observations of the anatomy of fish (including marine mammals, reptiles,
and shellfish).289

          Both Belon and Rondelet admitted into their innovative works on fish one of the
most significant monsters of the sixteenth century. Albertus and Cantimbré list the giant
creature known as the sea monk or monk fish in their medieval bestiaries and it also
appears in the early-modern books of Lycosthenes (1557), Gessner (1558), and Sluperius
(1572).290 In De animalibus, for example, Albertus Magnus claims that the monachus
marinus has the ‘head of a monk who has been recently tonsured’ and explains that the
creature ‘entices those travelling on the sea until it lures them in’ before it takes its victims
to the bottom of the ocean to devour their flesh.291 Aside from referencing earlier sources,
Belon and Rondelet’s information on the creature also derive from recent sightings of the
monster in the Øresund, the strait between Denmark and Sweden, between the years
1545 and 1550.292 In the French translation of La nature & diversité des poissons (1555),
Belon describes a ‘fish with the habit of a monk’, along with a woodcut illustration that
returns in later depictions of the monster. Likewise, various editions of Rondelet’s Libri
de piscibus marinis contain a replica of the monk fish in addition to reports of hybrid crea-
tures like the sea bishop or the sea lion. e monk fish continued to exist in the works of
Aldrovandi (1642) and Schott (1662) and other naturalists who invoked popular reports
of the monster and reproduced earlier descriptions of the sea monk in their volumes of
natural histories published in the seventeenth century.
          
39    Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522–1605). Serpentarum et draconum historiae. 
          Bologna: Clementem Ferronium, 1640.
40  Ulisse Aldrovandi (1522–1605). Monstrorum historia cum Paralipomenis
          historiae omnium animalium. Bologna: Nicolai Tebaldini, 1642.
e celebrated Bolognese naturalist Ulisse Aldrovandi frequently signed his books with
the inscription ‘Ulisse Aldrovandi and friends.’293 Such a peculiar mark of ownership
encapsulates in one brief statement the ethos of Aldrovandi and his ‘friends’—an inter-
national community of patrons, naturalists, collectors, artists, merchants, students,
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40   Sea monsters from Monstrorum historia (1642).
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39    ‘Dragon of Bologne’ from Serpentarum et draconum historiae (1640).
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amanuenses, and citizens of the ‘Republic of Letters’ whose joint efforts helped transform
natural history into a formal discipline over the course of the sixteenth century.294 Indeed,
collaboration is at the heart of Aldrovandi’s body of writings. To examine the complex
production of the thirteen volumes of Aldrovandi’s encyclopedia of natural history is to
witness the manifestation of a print culture which, during the Renaissance, relied upon
the widespread practices of collecting natural specimens and sharing scientific informa-
tion via letters among naturalists.295

          In the same spirit of Gessner’s zoological works, Aldrovandi spent almost three
decades collecting sources to identify and describe every component of the natural world
and, in doing so, produced the most ambitious publishing enterprise of the seventeenth
century on natural history. When the naturalist died in 1605, the Studio Aldrovandi was
established to preserve a library of 3,598 printed books and over three hundred
manuscripts.296 e Studio also contained Aldrovandi’s renowned museum which
housed at the time some eighteen thousand ‘natural things,’ seven thousand dried speci-
mens of plants, eight thousand paintings of ‘naturalia,’ and hundreds of woodcut printing
blocks.297 Even though Aldrovandi only had direct involvement in the publication of the
initial volumes for Ornithologia (1599, 1600, 1603) and De animalibus insectis (1602), his
literary successors carried out his legacy by publishing the unfinished nine volumes from
1606 to 1667.298 With a vast range of primary sources at their disposal, the custodians of
the Studio Aldrovandi were ultimately responsible for overseeing the publication of the
encyclopedia by making available in print the results of decades of labour and collabora-
tion so deeply ingrained in the rich textual, visual, and material legacy of Aldrovandi’s
library and museum.299

          Bartolomeo Ambrosini (1588–1657), custodian of the Studio Aldrovandi from 1632
until 1657, edited the volumes of Serpentium et draconum historia libri duo (1640) and
Historia monstrorum (1642) on the basis of Aldrovandi’s wealth of research material on
these topics.300 For Aldrovandi, a complete encyclopedia of natural history should also
consider the place of monsters in the natural world.301 For this purpose, he accumulated
centuries of classical, medieval, and modern sources in various formats such as
manuscripts, printed books, and even specimens.302 One highlight of these sources is the
alleged discovery of a ‘dragon’ on the outskirts of Bologna on the same day as the investi-
ture of Pope Gregory XIII (1572–1585) in 1572. 303 Aldrovandi welcomed the mysterious
specimen into his museum where naturalists, scholars, and patrons sent missives to
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inquire into the nature and meaning of the portent.304 As news of the creature travelled
across Italy and other parts of Europe, Aldrovandi quickly became the expert on the
dragon.305 But it took thirty-five long years for his interpretations to reach wider audi-
ences with the publication of the print version of his treatise in 1640.306 In Serpentum et
draconum historiae, Aldrovandi describes the dragon in the span of sixteen pages where
he defines it as a natural phenomenon instead of a portent charged with religious conno-
tations.307 He also analyzes the anatomy of the creature amid a broader history that covers
the folklore, mythology, iconography, and even the medical uses of snakes and dragons.
In the end, the dragon of Bologna was nothing more than a hoax, a composite of different
animals fabricated by a Renaissance taxidermist.308

          Aldrovandi’s Historia monstrorum is one of the most significant contributions of
the Renaissance to the history of monsters. First published in 1642 and reprinted in 1658,
the book presents an extensive illustrated catalogue of monsters without making a clear
distinction between myths and realities or commonly accepted notions of monstrosity.309

e structure of the book was innovative since it was the first treatise to study monsters
based on their form.310 Traditional monstrous peoples populate the first chapters of the
book, followed by numerous accounts of animal and botanical monstrosities, celestial
prodigies, fossils, monsters in antiquarian objects, as well as human deformities. Like the
rest of the volumes of Aldrovandi’s encyclopedia, Monstrorum historia is a visually stun-
ning folio illustrated with 477 woodcuts.
          Aldrovandi archived over twenty years of readings and observations into the eighty
three volumes of his Pandechion epistemonicon .311 On the subject of monsters, the natu-
ralist and his amanuenses filled numerous pages with research notes written on paper and
pasted onto the pages in alphabetical order.312 Ambrosini built upon these existing sources
and the contents of the library to edit this tome of almost 800 pages.313 As a result,
Monstrorum historia contains every major classical, medieval, and modern source on the
subject of monsters. Aldrovandi references Aristotle, Pliny, St Augustine, and other
medieval sources in addition to books by Schedel, Gessner, Lycosthenes, Rueff, and
numerous contemporary authors, some of whom were eventually included on the Index
of Prohibited Books.314 Ambrosini updates the work, supplementing the original sources
to cover monsters and events reported aer the death of Aldrovandi in 1605.315 What
makes Monstrorum historia a pioneer work in the field of Renaissance teratology is the
book’s extensive coverage of sources, comprehensive categories of monsters, and
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42   Sea monster from Figure di mostri marini (1608).

41    Manticore and tiger from Nova raccolta (1650).



hundreds of woodcut illustrations. For over three hundred years, readers have constantly
turned to these resources to learn about monsters in the context of one of the key ency-
clopedic studies of Renaissance natural history.

41   Antonio Tempesta (1555–1630). Nova raccolta de li animali piu curiosi del mondo.
          Rome: Giovanni Iacomo Rossi, 1650.
42   Giovanni Andrea Maglioli (fl. 1580–1610). Figure di mostri marini e putti. 
          Rome: Lorenzo Vaccari, 1608.
Book illustration was a central feature of the print culture of Renaissance natural history.
In the context of printed volumes of natural history, woodcuts and engravings provided
many of the visual representations of natural specimens as part of the process of gener-
ating knowledge about nature during this period.316 In the album Nova raccolta de li
animali piu curiosi del mondo, the Florentine artist and printmaker Antonio Tempesta
presents 193 etchings of mammals, reptiles, insects, birds, and some fantastic creatures
designed to ‘provoke wonder.’317 He illustrates the manticore, the griffin, the unicorn,
and other mythical creatures of antiquity. Tempesta was one of the most prolific
engravers of the early-modern period with 1,461 prints attributed to him on a variety of
religious and historical themes as well as mythological subjects, battle and hunting
scenes, processions and ceremonies, and images of animals.318 He also published an
earlier undated set of natural history illustrations titled La curiosa raccolta di diversi
animali quadrupedi. Giovanni Andrea Maglioli, an Italian artist and designer of orna-
mental prints, produced a series of sixteen engravings depicting cherubs and sea
monsters which were printed in Rome by Lorenzo Vaccari in 1608. e engravings
combine the lore of the sea monsters with the aesthetic of the grotesque popularized in
all forms of art in sixteenth-century Italy. Renaissance collectors held these books of
prints as prized possessions in their museums and libraries because they were able to
display artistic renditions of unobtainable specimens of exotic animals of distant lands,
monstrous creatures, and curiosities of the natural world.319
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43    Mythical birds from Historiae naturalis de avibus (1650).
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44   Unicorns from Historiæ naturalis de quadrupedibus (1657).
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43   John Jonston (1603–1675). Historiae naturalis de avibus. 
          Frankfurt: Matthäus Merian, 1650.
44  John Jonston (1603–1675). Historiæ naturalis de quadrupedibus libri. 
          Amsterdam: Johann Schipper, 1657.
Following the footsteps of Gessner and Aldrovandi, the Polish physician and natural
historian John Jonston aspired to revive the study of natural history with the publication
of the six volumes of his zoological encyclopedia between 1650 and 1653.320 Jonston was
strongly influenced by theories on the transformative power of education expressed by a
number of seventeenth-century naturalists, particularly Francis Bacon (1561–1626) and
Johann Valentin Andreae (1586–1654).321 In addition, he also found inspiration in the
realistic approach introduced in the natural history treatises of the New World, namely
the Historia naturalis Brasiliae (1648) of Georg Marcgrave (1610–1644) and Willem Piso
(1611–1678).322 Jonston made a significant contribution to pre-modern natural history by
focusing on the ‘world of things’ as a way to draw concise, accurate, and independent
descriptions of natural history subjects.323 is means that Jonston saw nature differently
from the ‘emblematic worldview’ of his forerunners whose descriptions of animals, for
example, rested on demonstrating the similarities among species or groups of animals
instead of outlining their qualities as individual entities.324

          Jonston’s Historia naturalis is still dependent on the textual legacy of his predeces-
sors.325 Despite conducting first-hand observations, he mostly relies upon the books of
Aristotle and Pliny on animals while also referencing the works of Gessner, Aldrovandi,
and other zoological treatises of the period.326 is is why his works remain true to the
traditional elements of earlier natural histories in their treatment of monsters and
mythological creatures.327 Similar to Topsell’s views on monsters, Jonston is critical of his
sources yet he leaves it to the readers to determine what to make of the accounts of
monstrous creatures in his books.328 In the appendix to his Historiae naturalis de avibus
(1650), Jonston describes the qualities of the three mythical birds—the griffin, the
phoenix, and the harpyca—which he draws from classical, medieval, and modern
sources, while in Historiæ naturalis de quadrupedibus libri (1657), he includes numerous
accounts of unicorns and monstrous animals like the manticore and the griffin, now clas-
sified as a quadruped. Jonston introduces these monstrous animals in order to delight his
readers as they learn about the wonders of nature from the pages of his encyclopedia of
natural history.329
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45    Wild creature from De monstris (1647).
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45   Georg Stengel (1584–1651). De monstris et monstrosis. Ingolstadt: Gregor 
          Haenlin, 1647.
e Jesuit philosopher and theologian Georg Stengel wrote his treatise on monsters at a
crucial moment in the study of natural philosophy in Jesuit institutions in Germany.330

e Scholastic tradition, founded on Aristotelian logic and the writings of the early
Church Fathers, was gradually superseded by new methods and modern authorities in
natural philosophy.331 In the course of their education, Jesuits learned the main principles
of the ‘speculative sciences’ of metaphysics, physics, and mathematics.332 Published in
1647, De monstris et monstrosis responds, to some extent, to the requirement of physics to
understand natural bodies, their matter, form, and causes for their changes.333 In this
book, Stengel not only investigates the natural causes of monsters as ‘physical bodies’ but
he also considers their theological implications in the framework of seventeenth-century
natural philosophy.334

          Stengel suggests at the outset of the book that monsters are natural phenomena
which originate in deviations from the normal dispositions of their kind. e more a
monster departs from the normal form, the more its body becomes monstrous. In the
course of seventeen chapters, Stengel asks a series of didactic questions to explore the
nature of monstrosity in humans, animals, vegetables, and minerals. His work encom-
passes monstrous births, as well as human deformities and abnormalities, monstrous
animals according to their habitats, and even delves into notions of demonology and
witchcra. Stengel cites a range of authorities on natural history such as Pliny, Solinus,
Isidore of Seville, Albertus Magnus, along with the more recent writings of Münster and
Lycosthenes. e only illustration in the book appears on the title-page and it depicts a
wild creature also found in Lycosthenes, Aldrovandi, and Schott. Stengel is consistent
with contemporary authorities on the subject of monsters since he poses intriguing ques-
tions, not to corroborate the existence of monsters but as a way to elaborate on the prin-
ciples of natural philosophy.335

46  Caspar Schott (1608–1666). Physica curiosa, sive Mirabilia naturæ et artis.
          Würzburg: Johann Andreas Endteri, 1667.
On 19 May 1664, the German Jesuit mathematician and natural philosopher Caspar
Schott sent a letter to one of his correspondents requesting sources for the second edition
of his popular compendium of monsters and wonders of nature. ‘Fr. Caspar Schott asks
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the most illustrious Baron,’ reads the brief letter, ‘if he should have any book of curiosities,
from which something might be taken for the Physica curiosa which was published last
year and is now to be reissued.’336 In less than a decade (1657–1666), Schott compiled
sources from books and his own correspondence into twelve manuscripts volumes cover-
ing various elements of natural philosophy, ten of which were published under his guid-
ance prior to his death.337 Physica curiosa originally appeared in 1662, and the second
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edition of 1667 contained over six hundred pages of new material added to what was
already an eclectic taxonomical treatise on monsters and natural wonders.338 Physica
curiosa, like Schott’s Magia naturalis (1657–1659) and Technica curiosa (1664), were
conceived with the purpose of renewing the study of mathematics, physics, and natural
magic among seventeenth-century readers in Germany and other parts of Europe.
          Schott discusses the wonders and secrets of nature in the twelve chapters of his Phys-
ica curiosa.339 e book begins with supernatural wonders such as demons, angels, ghosts,
and apparitions before it turns its attention to monstrous peoples and births, portents,
as well as monstrous animals, and natural wonders. Besides engaging the narrative of
demonology with the field of teratology, Schott offers little original material or new
interpretations on these subjects and most of the engravings in the book are drawn
directly from earlier sources, especially from Aldrovandi.340 Physica curiosa is, above all,
an encyclopedia that brings under the umbrella of ‘natural magic’ every monster that has
existed in the pages of medieval encyclopedias, world histories, wonder books, cosmo-
graphies, travel narratives, natural histories, and medical treatises.
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Part IV:
On Monstrous Bodies

Teratology—originally defined as the study of fantastic creatures and monsters—has a
long history dating back to Antiquity when ‘monstrous births’ were closely tied to the
traditions of monsters as errors of nature and religious omens. Reports of conjoined
twins, extreme forms of congenital deformities, and human-animal hybrids circulated in
nearly every book dealing with monsters published before the end of the eighteenth
century. e monsters in these accounts generally challenged the limits of humanity and
posed a threat to the laws of nature as evidence of the divine power. e monsters of
medieval encyclopedias and Renaissance wonder books remained credible until the
emergence of modern theories based on empirical scientific and medical methods in the
nineteenth century. e proponents of the new discipline of teratology—defined today
as the scientific study of congenital abnormalities and abnormal formations— for
decades exploited the tired language and beliefs of earlier sources despite advances in
embryology and pathology. For this reason, the concept of material impression and other
long-discredited medical theories informed popular ideas on reproduction until the end
of the Victorian period. Today, the output of nineteenth-century teratology evinces the
long and complex history of labeling real human bodies as monsters. ese books also
intersect with contemporary revisions of ideas of race, gender, sexuality, and class by femi-
nist scholars and academics in disability studies and medical humanities.
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47   Aristotle (384–322 B.C.). De generatione animalium. 
          Venice: Bartolomeo Zanni for Octaviano Scotto, 1498.
Aristotle was possibly the most prominent ancient philosopher studied during the
Renaissance. His corpus circulated in more than 150 editions in the fieenth century and
over fourteen hundred editions were published before the end of the sixteenth century.341

Renaissance natural historians adhered to the Aristotelian principles of studying the
natural world in terms of its causes, classifications, and purposes.342 His zoological works
in particular have long remained fundamental to the formulation of theories on the
origins of monsters. Gessner and Aldrovandi’s encyclopedias of natural history, for exam-
ple, reaffirmed Aristotle’s assessment that monstrous animals are random errors of nature,
as much as they advanced the more credulous views of Pliny and his supporters. But, in
his writings, Aristotle devoted more attention to understanding the causes of human and
animal congenital abnormalities as opposed to exploring the lore of mythical monstrous
creatures.343 For this reason Aristotle’s theories on the natural causes of monsters, espe-
cially monstrous births, dominated the field of teratology from the Renaissance until the
nineteenth century.344

          In the fourth book of his Generation of Animals, Aristotle proposes one of the foun-
dational theories on the origins of monsters. Aristotle argues that ‘anyone who does not
take aer his parents is really in a way a monstrosity.’345 In this view, monsters are the prod-
uct of errors which originate at the time of the conception and gestation of humans and
animals. According to Aristotle, the first sign of monstrosity occurs when a female is
conceived rather than a male, while most errors materialize the moment the female
contribution overpowers its counterpart during conception.346 Aristotle’s conception
theory inaugurates a scientific tradition in the study of monsters, one that justifies male
dominance and conceives the female body as a prime cause of monstrosity.347 However,
Aristotle and other ancient writers also believed there was another powerful cause for
monsters and monstrous births: the female imagination.348

          Early-modern accounts of monstrous births relied on the idea of the power of the
female imagination to generate monsters. e mother’s most hidden desires, feelings, or
fears were thought to manifest themselves in their progeny through the power of imagi-
nation.349 Giambattista della Porta (1535–1615), for example, argues in his Magiae natu-
ralis (1558) that the ‘conceit of the mind, and the force of imagination is great’ and that
the mother’s fixation with things or images may ‘so imprint the likeness of the thing
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mused upon, in the tender substance of the child.’350 Reports of conjoined twins,
hermaphrodites, hybrid creatures, newborns with severe congenital disorders, missing or
additional limbs, and strange birthmarks circulated widely across Europe in the pages of
books, pamphlets, and broadsides. Some of these accounts identified the power of the
maternal imagination or impression as the main cause for monstrous births whereas
others simply upheld the opinion that the limited role of the female in procreation could
not produce any extreme variation at all.351 But most early modern reports still alluded 
in some way to the tradition of interpreting monstrous births as portents or divine 
prodigies.352 Altogether, Aristotle’s Generation of Animals remained an essential author-
ity for these teratological accounts because his writings provided the means to compre-
hend the workings of nature in the conception of monstrous bodies.353

48   Jakob Rueff (1500–1558). De conceptu et generatione hominis. 
          Zurich: Christoph Froschauer, 1554.
49  Jakob Rueff (1500–1558). De conceptu et generatione hominis. 
          Frankfurt: Georg Rab, 1580.
In 1554, Swiss physician Jakob Rueff published a treatise on the generation and births of
humans. ough Rueff ’s De conceptu et generatione hominis became a popular textbook
for midwives and surgeons, the book would reach an even wider audience since concur-
rent German and Latin editions were strategically published in the heyday of treatises of
teratology in Europe.354 Modelled aer the Der Rosengarten (1513) of Eucharius Rösslin
(ca. 1470–1526), the book appeared in at least five editions before the publication of the
popular English translation in 1637 under the title e Expert Midwife, or an Excellent
and Most Necessary Treatise of the Generation and Birth of Man. e edition of 1580
contains a set of woodcuts by the prolific artist Jost Amman (1539–1591), whose illustra-
tions were later reproduced in the works of Paré (1573), Aldrovandi (1642), Liceti (1665),
and others.
          De conceptu et generatione hominis was an innovative text in the field of teratology
because its focal point was to study the natural causes of monstrous births instead of just
interpreting them from within the scope of religious portents.355 Aristotle’s theory of
sexual generation plays a key role in the descriptions of the natural causes of certain
monstrous births present in the book.356 But Rueff strikes a balance in his interpretations.
He reassures his readers that, regardless of the natural causes, the ultimate origin of
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monstrosity is the intervention of the will of God.357 In the third chapter of the fih book,
Rueff describes thirty-two cases of monstrous births with corresponding woodcut illus-
trations intended to show a range of examples of both congenital defects and mythical
creatures.358 e book takes a number of cases and illustrations from Obsequens (1552)
and contemporary accounts of monstrous births.359 It depicts and describes classical
monsters like the ‘elephant-headed boy’ in the same place as widespread early-modern
reports of monstrous births like the Monk Calf and the monsters of Krakow and
Ravenna.360 For its contemporary midwife readers, this early work on obstetrics combines
practical lessons on every aspect of the pregnancy with moral instruction pertaining to
the intricate meanings of monstrous births at that time.361 In the history of teratology, De
conceptu et generatione hominis is the first book to present a comprehensive coverage of
monstrous births and their natural causes from the classical to the early modern period.362

50   Ambroise Paré (ca. 1510–1590). Deux livres de chirurgie. 
          Paris: Andreas Wechel, 1573.
51    Ambroise Paré (ca. 1510–1590). Opera. Paris: Jacques dupuys, 1582.
e French surgeon Ambroise Paré appealed to the ‘power of imagination’ to explain the
appearance of a report in 1517 that a child in France had been born with the face of a frog.363

e child in question became a monster because the mother, as Paré tells us, was holding
a frog at the moment of conception.364 is strange story is one of forty cases of monstrous
births included in Paré’s Des monstres et prodiges, a practical treatise on teratology which
was originally published in 1573 as the second part of Deux livres de chirurgie.365 e text
was incorporated in Paré’s Oeuvres in 1575 and later reprinted in several editions and trans-
lations of his collected works into Latin (1582), German (1601), and English (1634). Paré
is oen considered the founder of modern teratology because his investigations into the
natural causes of monstrous births provided future medical scholars with a historical
background to study severe congenital disorders.366

          In general terms, Paré defines monsters as ‘things that appear outside the course of
nature.’367 He lists thirteen causes connected to the origins of monsters in the first chapter
of the book. Paré argues that some monsters have divine or evil origins while others are
the result of discrepancies in the balance of the ‘seeds’ during conception. 368 e mother’s
imagination, her physical well-being, and illnesses or other issues affecting the womb may
also produce monsters during the pregnancy.369 e list is indicative of the contents of
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rest of the book because Paré pays more attention to the natural origins of monsters rather
than focusing on their meanings as prodigies.370 His descriptions of monstrous births in
humans and animals, for instance, have a clear medical approach, whereas writings on
monstrous animals in nature, celestial events, and exotic creatures follow the convention
of wonder books.371 e main sources for the book are, consequently, both medical and
historical. Lycosthenes’s Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon (1557) and Boaistuau’s
Histoires prodigieuses (1560) supply several of the historical accounts of monstrous births
and mythical monsters. As for the medical sources, Paré uses Rueff ’s De conceptu et gener-
atione hominis (1554) and Weyer’s Medicarum observationum rararum liber (1567).
Surgeons and students of medicine also found in this book an accessible, entertaining yet
informative collection of monstrous stories.372 Because of these qualities, Des monstres et
prodiges is one of the most significant books on monsters ever published.373 Its repertoire
of monstrous births and varied interpretations allowed Renaissance readers to experience
a transitional moment in history when monsters were the subject of wonder books, popu-
lar literature, travel accounts and, simultaneously, a matter of inquiry in books of science
and medicine.374
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52    Johann Georg Schenck (1503–1620). Monstrorum historia memorabilis. 
          Frankfurt: Matthias Becker, 1609.
Monstrorum historia memorabilis is one of the first contributions to the history of
teratology in Europe.375 e German physician Johann Georg Schenck collaborated
with the successful engraver and publisher eodor de Bry to issue a treatise solely
devoted to monstrous births with all the elements of a ‘best-seller.’ Divided into two
parts, the first deals with cases of birth defects in humans and the second covers defor-
mities in animals including hybrid creatures. e two most notable qualities of the
book are the brevity of the descriptions and, of course, the use of engravings by de Bry.
In the span of 135 pages, the treatise reports the date and place of occurrence of close to
one hundred examples of physical abnormalities along with fiy-five engravings, most
of which have two figures per plate. Schenck excludes the legendary monsters and
prodigies of wonder books to concentrate on monstrous births from the sixteenth
century.376 e popular accounts of the monsters of Krakow and Ravenna complement
the selection of malformations, stories of conjoined twins, hermaphrodites, and physi-
cal disabilities. Lycosthenes is the central source but Schenck also references cases from
contemporary authorities like Rueff (1554), Fincel (1556), Paré (1573), among others.
Schenck’s editorial choices suggest that he knew well that the popularity of this publi-
cation depended on reaching different audiences such as medical scholars, students,
and amateur readers.377

53    Fortunio Liceti (1577–1657). De monstris. Amsterdam: Andreas Frisius, 1665.
54   Fortunio Liceti (1577–1657). De monstris. Padua: Paolo Frambotti, 1668.
e Italian physician and philosopher Fortunio Liceti initially conceived De monstrorum
causis natura et differentiis as a reference source for medical scholars and not as a practical
manual for physicians.378 e first edition was therefore published in 1616 with no illus-
trations. But the growing market for studies on monsters during the seventeenth century
finally steered the publication towards the popular genre of books on teratology aimed
at wider audiences. Not surprisingly, the second edition of 1634 came out as a richly illus-
trated volume with fiy-eight engravings containing more than one hundred individual
depictions of monsters. e third and fourth illustrated editions were published in 1665
and 1668 comprising additional content.379 Most of the illustrations derived from
contemporary broadsides on news of monstrous births and from the works of Lycos-
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thenes (1557) and Paré (1573).380 e inclusion of illustrations not only made the book
more attractive to potential readers but it also elevated the alledged authenticity of the
reports.381

          Liceti’s approach coincides with the methods of natural philosophers and medical
scholars like Aldrovandi and Paré. In De monstrorum, Liceti offers a systematic classifica-
tion of monstrosity grounded upon classical, medieval, and early-modern sources which
he interprets according to the recent scientific and medical discoveries of the period.382

e book analyzes in two sections the causes, origins, and individual qualities of cases of
general and human monstrosities.383 Liceti deviates from the genre of wonder books inas-
much as he discards the tradition of monsters as prodigies or as ‘errors’ of nature.384 On
the monster of Ravenna, for example, Liceti prefaces his descriptions by arguing that such
monsters are not messengers of future events nor signs of divine wrath.385 Instead, he
defines them as natural creations that incite wonder and horror when in the presence of
their hideous bodies.386 Liceti also considers monsters to be ‘jokes of nature’ or physical
expressions of nature’s ingenious creations from imperfect or incomplete matter.387 e
book also incorporates some recent monstrous births reported aer the first edition.
Liceti recounts in detail the case of Octavia Riparolia, a young girl born in 1624 with one
eye and a deformed head, which the book depicts in two engravings based on an original
painting of the girl in the collection of the Cardinal Francesco Barberini (1597–1679).388

Every monster in this treatise, regardless of their nature, is studied, classified, and
explained through logic and science.389 Liceti’s De monstrorum was a turning point in the
history of the teratology because the author looked beyond the conventional theories and
knowledge of the time to methodically analyze the nature of monsters.390

55    Jan Palfyn (1650–1730). Description anatomique des parties de la femme, 
          qui servent à la generation: avec un traité des monstres. 
          Leiden: Bastiaan Schouten, 1708.
Accounts of the monster of Ravenna circulated for almost two centuries by the time the
Flemish anatomist and surgeon Jan Palfyn published a French translation of Liceti’s De
monstrorum. First reported in Bologna in 1512, the monster earned its name from its asso-
ciation with the outcome of the Battle of Ravenna in the same year.391 News of the monster
quickly travelled through Europe in broadsides, pamphlets, letters, and diaries, as well as
in most books of wonders and works of teratology of the period.392 e monster was
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frequently featured as a prodigy, even in books that disagreed with this interpretation,
and the incongruent elements of its body were oen seen, one by one, as signs of religious
and moral weakness.393 From the horned head to the birthmarks on the chest with the
letters YXV, wings of a bat or bird, and bird or reptile legs with eyes, the complex iconog-
raphy of the monster drew the attention of authors and readers alike to the point of
becoming the most documented and notorious monstrous birth of the early modern
period.394 But by the time the story resurfaced in Palfyn’s treatise of 1708, the monster of
Ravenna was no more than a legend with little consequence to the realities of the eigh-
teenth century.395

          Liceti’s Traité des monstres was published together with Palfyn’s treatise on the
anatomy of the female reproductive organs and a text on monstrous births. e new
edition reused the original engravings of earlier volumes but the text had been ‘enriched’
by the translator.396 Palfyn’s Description anatomique accepts teratological ideas of the
female role in the generation of monsters inasmuch as his book pathologizes the female
reproductive system as a source of monstrosity.397 Palfyn indicates, for example, that
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‘these organs are the cause of most of our ills’ and also claims that ‘almost all of the world’s
disorders, past and present, can be traced to them.’398 e third portion of the text deals
with Palfyn’s own reports on the anatomy of two cases of conjoined twins which he had
previously dissected and described in 1703.399 Palfyn associated the latest developments
on anatomy and obstetrics with the discourse of teratology to advance, once again, corro-
sive notions of female sexuality that would persist even through the Enlightenment.400

56   Aristoteles Master-Piece, or e Secrets of Generation Displayed in all the Parts.
          London: Printed for J. How, 1684.
57    Aristotle’s Compleat and Experience’d Midwife. London: Printed and
          sold by the booksellers, ca. 1750.
Far from the Aristotelian theories on reproduction, Aristoteles Master-Piece was first
published in London in 1684.401 e publication dominated the market of popular sex
and midwifery manuals in the eighteenth century with nearly one hundred editions
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issued before 1800.402 In the introduction to the first edition, the book offers to ‘unravel
the mysteries of generation’ in the course of thirty-seven chapters. While the promise of
revealing secret knowledge captured the imagination of readers, printers and publishers
in England and America also profited from the lasting popularity of this manual devoted
to the subjects of sex, reproduction, and childbirth.403 Aristoteles Master-Piece remained
in circulation as a separate title, or published with other pseudo-Aristotelian works until
the twentieth century, when it essentially became a source for medical historians
concerned with the sexual lore of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.404

          Aristoteles Master-Piece survives in at least three distinct versions published in the
editions of 1684, 1697, and 1702.405 Each version uncovers the most common causes of
monstrous births tied to ideas of sex and reproduction in the fih chapter. ‘Now a
monstrous habit or shape of body is contracted divers ways,’ the text explains, ‘as from
fear, sudden frights, extraordinary passion, the influence of the stars, too much or too
little seed, the mother’s strange imagination, and divers phantasms.’406 What follows are
reports of monstrous births along with advice on how and when to avoid producing
‘preposterous forms’ at the time of conception. e well-known accounts of the monster
of Ravenna and the Monk Calf are present, as are the cases of a hairy woman and a black
baby born as ‘monsters’ owing to the imagination of their parents. Most of the content of
the book derives from earlier midwifery manuals, mainly Lemnius’s e Secret Miracles
of Nature (1658) and Rueff ’s e Expert Midwife (1637).407 e English edition of Paré’s
Works (1634) is the source for the illustrations that appear at the end of the treatise with
brief captions in the earlier versions, while the latest contains the same set of illustrations
within the text.408 e enduring popularity of Aristoteles Master-Piece is evident in the
various versions and abundance of editions available to readers eager to learn the ‘secrets
of generation.’ e coherent approach to the subject and the presence of illustrations of
monstrous births also contributed to making the book the most popular guide on sex,
reproduction, and monstrosity in the eighteenth century.409
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58    Georg Christian Werther. Disputatio medica de monstro Hungarico. 
          Leipzig: Christian Goez, 1707.
59    Jacopo Pellegrino Nuvoletti. Lettera scritta all’illustrissimo Monsignore 
          Ridolfo de’ Contidi Montevecchio, sopra d’ un parto monstruoso. 
          Fano: Benardino Vigolini, 1714. 
Reports of children physically joined at birth were featured in every substantial book on
monsters issued before the end of the eighteenth century. In books of teratology, more
specifically, the most predominant cases of monstrous births were the ‘double monsters’
or conjoined twins.410 Physicians oen described and classified cases according to their
anatomy.411 Two pamphlets issued in the early years of the eighteenth century expose two
cases of monstrous births in Hungary and Italy as popular stories and medical reports at
the same time. e first tells the story of the twin sisters Ilona and Judith Gófitz who were
born at Szöny on 19 October 1701 and who lived without being separated until 1723. e
second refers to the case of the twin boys Francesco and Domenico, who were born on 1
August 1713 in the Marche region in Italy and who died within four months of their birth.
e physicians Georg Christian Werther and Jacopo Pellegrino Nuvoletti wrote the
corresponding accounts in two illustrated pamphlets that identify the births as
monstrous, provide anatomical descriptions for each case, and comment on the health
and the possibility of surgery to separate the twins. Werther’s account of the Hungarian
Sisters, as they came to be known, relates a life of health complications until their death
at the age of twenty-two. In the case of the Italian boys, Nuvoletti recounts the observa-
tions of a local physician who had delivered the twins and later examined them at the time
of their death. Like other early-modern reports on conjoined twins, the two stories resort
to sensational elements by relating the unfortunate experiences of the conjoined twins
participating in shows or displays of curiosities. But the reports also discuss the medical
causes and moral implications of monstrosity for individuals and society at large. In this
sense, the approach to the medical aspects of the cases foresees some of the concerns of
modern teratology in the nineteenth century.412

121O n  Mo n st ro us  B o d i es



122 D e  Mo n st r is :  t h e  Wo n d er s  o f  H um a n  I m agi nat i o n

58    Ilona and Judith Gófitz from Disputatio medica de monstro Hungarico (1707).



60  Jean-Hippolyte danyzy (b. 1748). Notebook of Observations on 
          Cases of Teratology. Montpellier & Privas, 1780–1827.
French physicians and medical practitioners submitted more than forty manuscript
reports of congenital anomalies to the Société Royale de Médicine and other medical insti-
tutions between the years of 1780 and 1815.413 e surviving records of these reports
contain anatomical descriptions, illustrations, notarized statements, and general infor-
mation on cases of malformations which trace their provenance back to all sorts of private
and public institutions or individuals throughout France.414 e astronomer, mathemati-
cian, and natural philosopher Jean-Hippolyte Danyzy kept a similar record of his
personal observations on malformations in plants, animals, and humans during the same
period. e manuscript journal comprises over forty years of notes, illustrations, anatom-
ical descriptions, and general comments on a variety of cases taken from correspondence
with peers and from first-hand accounts. One particular entry dates from Danyzy’s travels
to Aragon where he saw an engraving depicting a girl born in the region of Murcia on 31
January 1775.415 A local surgeon who had studied the girl’s severe facial deformities
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59     Francesco and Domenico from Lettera scritta all’illustrissimo Monsignore Ridolfo (1714).



provided him with enough information to create a new and more accurate illustration.
Two ink drawings appear next to each other in the journal: one with description of the
case in Spanish and the other with the French translation underneath the new image
based on the surgeon’s report. Danyzy’s account is characteristic of the period since he is
not only interested in describing the girl in medical terms but he also asks questions that
indicate moral and religious concerns within the context of the study of birth defects.416

He asks, for example, whether the girl has one or two souls given that her face shows two
sets of eyes, noses, and mouths. Even though this journal was possibly kept for private
study, its contents make references to collaboration, first-hand observations, and even a
mention of a lecture delivered on the subject of monsters. Apart from presenting evidence
on the ‘naturalization’ and ‘medicalization’ of monsters within the framework of teratol-
ogy,417 these reports also speak to some of the scientific and ethical concerns at the heart
of the physical investigations of monsters by physicians, public officials, and natural
philosophers during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.418
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60   Ink drawings of monstrous birth from Notebook of Observations on Cases of 
        Teratology (1780-1827).



61    Adolph Wilhelm Otto (1786–1845). Monstrorum sexcentorum descriptio
          anatomica. Breslau: Ferdinand Hirt, 1841.
e field of teratology owes a great deal to the scientific investigations of nineteenth-
century physicians and natural philosophers into the nature of human birth defects and
malformations. e German anatomist Johann Friedrich Meckel (1781–1833) is recog-
nized as the first medical scholar to unify the science of teratology and embryology in his
Handbuch der pathologischen Anatomie (1812–1818), a book that laid the foundation for
modern scientific teratology.419 e French zoologist Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire
(1805–1861) also advanced the systematic study of teratology in his Traité de tératologie
(1832–1836) in which he introduced the term ‘teratology’ to define the new science along
with other terms for particular abnormalities.420 Together, Meckel and Saint-Hilaire
envisioned the profound transformations in the study of monstrous births from esoteric
theories like the maternal imagination to new principles and practices of embryology and
anatomy within the science of teratology.421
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61    Engravings from Monstrorum sexcentorum descriptio anatomica (1841).



          Adolph Wilhelm Otto was the first to conduct comprehensive pathological studies
on the causes, development, description, and classification of congenital malforma-
tions.422 Monstrorum sexcentorum descriptio anatomica, published in 1841, is one of the
earliest examples of pathological anatomy of humans and animals, some of which are
based on actual dissection of specimens.423 e large volume describes six hundred spec-
imens from the anatomical museum at Breslau and contains thirty plates of engravings
with 146 individual illustrations of the external and internal anatomy of the cases.424 e
illustrations and the brief descriptions in Latin provided medical scholars, scientists, and
natural historians with useful references to particular cases of malformations. In a letter
dated 31 December 1864, for instance, Charles Darwin (1809–1882) refers to Otto’s trea-
tise as a ‘great work on monsters’ and even mentions five cases of malformations in the
context of his own studies on variation.425 Over the course of the nineteenth century, the
book became a valuable source for the study of pathological anatomy and one of the great-
est contributions to the rising science of teratology.426

62   Barton Cooke Hirst (1861–1935) and George A. Piersol (1881–1966). 
          Human Monstrosities. Philadelphia: Lea Bros., 1891–1893.
Human Monstrosities is the first book of teratology to contain photographic illustrations
as well as the most extensive book on the subject to be published in the nineteenth
century. e book is organized as a reference source to assist obstetricians and general
practitioners in the identification, classification, and possible treatment of cases of
malformations in humans. Based on the classification of Saint-Hilaire, the four volumes
make available—for the first time in English—a medical classification of ‘human
monsters’ and provide references to the works of earlier French and German anatomists
and embryologists.427 e physicians and professors Barton Cooke Hirst and George A.
Pierson introduce an extensive classification, production, and description of malforma-
tions, in addition to examples of ‘monstrosities’ which they define as the ‘most radical
departures from normal development by the offspring of man.’428 e authors make no
reference in the book to maternal imagination or similar obscure causes of monstrosity
while focusing their attention on the classification of fetal malformations.429

          e editor of the journal e Medical News published a favourable review of the book
in 1891 in which he praises it as a ‘beautiful example of the art of printing.’430 He also thought,
however, that the book has failed to address the theory of maternal imagination as a source
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of monstrosity, specifically when he argues that ‘there is a vast body of evidence that strongly
goes to prove the operation of this factor.’431 e book review reflects the complexities asso-
ciated the study of monsters and monstrosity as it came face-to-face with nineteenth-
century science. Even though this period saw the development of teratology as a separate
science, the medical concepts of the monster and monstrous in humans and animals
changed constantly in the midst of debates among anatomists, embryologists, pathologists,
and medical experts undertaking methodical studies of monstrous bodies.432 Despite all the
ongoing changes, new forms of scientific knowledge did not entirely replace the traditional
emblematic meanings of monsters and their bodies. Instead, human monstrosity became a
subject of scientific inquiry while it also existed as a commodity to be exploited by the popu-
lar culture of freak shows and literary stories of the nineteenth century.
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Part V:
On Monstrous Stories

Mary Shelley (1797–1851) and Bram Stoker (1847–1912) are united by their writings on
the subjects of monsters. Each of these authors craed distinct visions of monstrosity in
their own novels, inspiring the imagination of readers over the course of two centuries.
Together, their novels also hold the answers to which writers, artists, filmmakers, and
other creators have turned in their quests to the lands of monsters. Both stories have been
transformed into new representations of monstrosity which are deeply ingrained in our
cultural memory even to this day.



63    Fronticepiece from Frankenstein (1831).



63   Mary Wollstonecra Shelley (1797–1851). Frankenstein; or, 
          the Modern Prometheus. London: H. Colburn and R. Bentley, 1831.
Mary Wollstonecra Shelley gave life to one of the two most famous monsters of the last
two centuries in her renowned novel Frankenstein; or, the Modern Prometheus. Since the
conception of the nameless monster in the first edition of 1818, Shelley’s Gothic and
Romantic narrative has been taken apart and put together again in countless new stories
told through every imaginable form of art, literature, and popular culture. Between the
appearance of the first edition and the publication of Shelley’s revised edition in 1831, the
story saw adaptation as a popular play in 1823 and was reissued in two separate editions
in 1823 and 1826. It was also during this period that the initial reception of the book—the
lack of sales of the 500 copies of the first edition and early unfavourable reviews—failed
to reflect the immense success of a novel that would go on to transform representations
of monstrosity in the literature and culture of the West.433

          e first revised edition of Frankenstein was published on 31 October 1831 as part
of the ‘Standard Novels’ series in a run of just over four thousand copies.434 In the intro-
duction to the volume, Shelley reveals some aspects of the origin of the story for the first
time. She mentions, for example, the theory of ‘galvanism’ as one of the inspirations
behind the science of reviving the composite body of the monster through electricity.435

She also refers to the novel as her ‘hideous progeny,’ a statement which has led readers to
pay attention to the text’s autobiographical references along with its literary and scientific
sources.436 In light of Shelley’s statements, the novel may be read as much as a reflection
of the personal woes and anxieties of the author caused by her experience of motherhood,
as a tale of the meaning of life and death, and, among other interpretations, as a warning
against the dangers of science and technology.437 e 1831 edition holds a prominent place
in the publishing history of Frankenstein because the introduction and extensive revi-
sions expose the complex relationship between the author and her the famous book.438

is edition also serves as a testament to Shelley’s own views of the legacy of her novel
amid the literary and cultural realities of the nineteenth century.439

          e revised edition is also significant because it is the first to depict the figure of
the monster within the framework of the novel.440 e frontispiece, illustrated by
eodor Von Holst (1810–1844) and engraved by William Chevalier (1804–1866),
shows the moment when the creature comes to life as Victor Frankenstein exits the room
in horror at the sight of his creation. In Holst’s frontispiece, together with the cover for
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63    Yellowback edition of Frankenstein (1882).



G. Routledge and Sons yellowback edition of 1882 and the wood-engravings by Lynd
Ward (1905–1985) published in 1936, the monster retains the human qualities bestowed
by Shelley’s original story. While in the book the monster speaks with eloquence aer
having learned English by reading Milton’s Paradise Lost, the first film and subsequent
visual and textual adaptations of the novel eventually confined the monster to the silence
of ignorance and brutality. As a reflection the creature’s inner monstrosity, over time its
physical appearance gradually turns more bestial than human. e modern monster has
thus become a faint echo of the complex yet insightful creature that Shelley once
conceived two hundred years ago. Frankenstein’s monster has irreversibly le the bound-
aries of Shelley’s ‘hideous progeny’ to be constantly reproduced and reinterpreted as the
most popular literary embodiment of monstrosity.

64  Bram Stoker (1847–1912). Dracula. 
          London: Archibald Constable and Company, 1897.
e novels of Frankenstein and Dracula are landmarks in the history of literature largely
because the stories and their monsters have become modern myths.441 Like Shelley’s
Frankenstein, Bram Stoker’s Dracula is no longer bound to his original novel given that
it has inspired a myriad of adaptations and interpretations in the last hundred and twenty
years. Dracula was first published in London on 16 May 1897 to reviews that quickly
pointed out the ‘horrid’ and ‘gruesome’ elements of a story aligned with the vampire
fiction and Gothic literary tradition of the nineteenth century.442 Dracula transported
the ancient lore of vampires and blood-sucking creatures to a modern narrative that effec-
tively took hold of the fears that haunted the imagination of readers of the Victorian
fin-de-siècle.443

          Stoker unearthed the story of Dracula from a rich tradition of popular, literary, and
political depictions of the vampire as a metaphor for evil and corruption.444 e vampire
always defies the principles of death and life because its corpse is neither fully dead nor
fully alive; its form challenges the laws of nature as its body is both human and animal;
and its seductive bite is dangerous since it not only consumes the essence of life but it also
has the power to eradicate humanity altogether.445 Stoker assigned such qualities to his
monster through reading contemporary vampire stories like e Vampyre (1819), Varney
the Vampyre (1847), Carmilla (1872), and Le Capitaine Vampire (1879), as well as old folk
tales and passages of historical books on the regions and peoples associated with the
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Cover of abridged edition of Dracula (1901).

64   Cover of Dracula (1897).



heritage of his monster.446 Altogether, the novel gathers numerous sources into one frag-
mentary narrative that contains extracts from journals, letters, news reports, and other
documents uncovering the terrifying nature of the main character.447

          e publishers of the first edition of the novel strategically chose red and yellow for
the cover in order to place the novel within the genre of illicit French books and other
publications known for their transgressive and decadent content.448 Dracula had several
editions until the 1950s when it went out of print before the story was revived by the film
industry in the 1990s. e same publishers of the first edition, Archibald Constable and
Company, issued in 1901 the first abridged edition of the novel. is popular edition is
significant since it contains the first illustration of the Count, who appears on the cover
climbing down the walls of his castle in Transylvania. e photoplay editions by Grosset
and Dunlap were published to coincide with the release of the film that initiated the
American boom of horror films in the 1930s.449 ese editions oen contained still
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Michael Wilcox’s designer bookbinding, Dracula (1897).



images from the film along with vivid dust-jacket designs which illustrated the iconogra-
phy of the story. Another interpretation of the novel survives in the unique designer bind-
ing completed for a copy of the first edition in 1995 by master bookbinder Michael Wilcox
(1939– ). Wilcox’s binding speaks directly to the story because the designs are inspired by
the voices of the characters.450 When fully open, the binding brings to life the most recog-
nizable elements of the story: Dracula and his castle, the mountains, the animal figures
of the bat and the wolf, droplets of blood and, in the distance, the female character
protected by the garlic plants. Artists, writers, publishers, filmmakers, playwrights, and
creators of all sorts have captured for more than a century the essence of the novel in their
own interpretations of the most famous vampire of all time.451
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