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edievalists, according to Caroline Bynum, must 
write about “what is other – radically 
terrifyingly, fascinatingly other.”2  The 

fascination we feel in dealing with radically different 
cultures, and the attendant trepidation such encounters 
inspire, would not have been unfamiliar to the Anglo-
Saxons.  They, too, chose to dwell upon that which is 
“other,” often terrifyingly so.  I am separated from my 
Anglo-Saxon Others by a chronological gap which 
cannot be crossed.  They were separated from a number 
of theirs by equally insurmountable geographical 
stretches.  For them, the Others were monstrous, not in 
the metaphorical way we now use the term, but in the 
most literal sense.  They were not merely monstrous; they 
were actual monsters.  The preface to an eleventh-
century manuscript of the Liber Monstrorum, or The Book of 
Monsters explains that the text was written in response to 
a request for knowledge:3 

You have asked about the hidden parts of the orb 
of the earth, and if so many races of monsters 
ought to be believed in which are shown in the 
hidden parts of the world, throughout the deserts 
and the islands of the ocean, and are sustained in 
the most distant mountains . . . and that I ought to 
describe the monstrous parts of humans and the 
most horrible wild animals and innumerable forms 
of beasts and the most dreadful types of dragons 
and serpents and vipers.4 

Where did such monsters – or at least their legends – 
come from?  The author of the Liber Monstrorum is 
justifiably skeptical about a number of the tales he has 
heard of monsters in far-off lands which “if it were 
possible to fly with wings, exploring, one might prove 
them to be fictions, despite so much talk.”5  If, that is, 
one were oneself monstrous, a hybrid bird-man, then one 
could disprove the existence of monsters.  Still, the 
author begins his catalogue with a personally verified 
account, writing, “in the beginning of this work, I declare 
that I knew a certain man, who nevertheless appeared in 
the face and in the breast much more masculine than 
feminine . . . but he delighted in women’s work.”6   Here, 
the author tells us that he is relying on personal 
experience and his description, relatively commonplace 
by contemporary standards, gives us no reason to suspect 
otherwise.  On the other hand, many of the monsters in 
this text and that are described and depicted elsewhere 

were not likely to have been personally observed, 
regardless of the claims of their authors.7 

If authors and illuminators were not writing from 
personal experience, where did they get their fabulous 
stories?  The converted Anglo-Saxons considered holy 
Scripture to be the most reliable source of information, 
accurate in all of its details.  Beginning with Genesis, the 
book of the Old Testament most often reproduced in 
Anglo-Saxon England, we read that “giants were on the 
earth in those days.”8  This verse is illustrated in the 
Hexateuch, a lavishly illuminated eleventh-century 
manuscript of the Old Testament.9  

 
Here, these figures fill their half-page frame.  They are 
logically the largest out of the thousands of figures in this 
massive volume, as if drawn to scale within the 
manuscript, but they are otherwise not particularly 
fearsome or monstrous.10  Quite to the contrary, they 
gesture to one another in a restrained manner as they 
seem to hold a polite conversation.  Their manners of 
dress, hair and beard in no way distinguish them from 
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the rest of the biblical characters.  There are numerous 
other references to giants and other monsters in the Old 
Testament, with Goliath as the most famous example.11  
While twenty-first-century readers might scoff at the 
notion of turning to the Bible for scientific information 
about the races of the Earth, this was still being done 
well into the nineteenth-century, when prolific essayist 
and novelist Charles Mackay wrote that Acts 17:26 
(“God made of one blood all nations of the earth.”) was 
in common usage by “preachers, professional lecturers, 
salaried philanthropists, and weak-minded women . . . 
together with the philosophers and the strong-minded 
women . . . and all the multitude of theorists” in 
discussions of the human races.12 

Giants also appear as a common Anglo-Saxon poetic 
trope.  As part of a semi-mythical history, they were 
credited with having built the monumental stone 
structures which remained from prehistory and the 
Roman occupation of Britain.13  The Ruin describes one 
such building in its opening lines:14 

Wrætlic is þes wealstan;  wyrde gebræcon, burgsede 
bursotn, brosna# enta geweorc. 

Splendid is the rampart, broken by fate, the burg 
burst apart, the work of giants crumbles. 

This enta geweorc, this work of giants, was considered to be 
too great to have been the product of human labor.  The 
trope of work of giants served to distance the Anglo-
Saxons from the entirely human past of Britain.  Of 
course, all of the Christian and, indeed, Jewish and 
Moslem world would have had the Biblical texts which 
may have inspired some of these later accounts, and yet 
“there is something distinctly Anglo-Saxon about this 
fascination with giants conjoined to the formation of 
alienated, human identities.”15  In an Old English homily, 
giants were connected with two other traditions:  
Classical antiquity, kept alive through the monastic 
copying of texts, and Germanic religion, still very much 
alive in the living memories and belief even of long-
converted groups.  Biblically sanctioned giants are used 
by an Anglo-Saxon homilist as an explanation for the 
otherwise inexplicable worship of beings outside the 
Christian context: 

The devil ruled men on earth, and he strove against 
God and God’s people; and he raised himself over 
all, so that the heathens said that the gods were 
their heathen leaders; such a one was the giant 
Hercules and Apollo, who left the glorious God; 
Thor also and Odin, whom the heathens greatly 
praise.16 

Here, the divinity of Hercules and Thor, of Apollo and 
Odin is overwritten with monstrosity.  Of course, the 
Germanic tradition had its own wealth of giants and 
other monsters, still a part of the active belief system of 
the Anglo-Saxons many centuries after Saint Augustine’s 

missionary efforts.  Beowulf, the greatest example of 
Anglo-Saxon heroic poetry, tells us that man-eating 
Grendel is not the only wild danger, but that there are 
also “monsters and elves, and orcs, and giants too,” 
(eotenas ond ylfe, ond orcneas, swylce gigantas).17  We 
may be tempted to dismiss such accounts as ‘mere’ 
poetry, as a fictional reflection of imagination and 
whimsy rather than an indicator of practically held 
beliefs.  Indeed, I think that it is very difficult to believe 
that such creatures were, for the Anglo-Saxons, “alien yet 
real,” and yet we must.18  We might wish to dismiss these 
creatures, along with Susan Kim, as nothing more than 
“literalised representations of their function as allegorical 
figures, or as signs.”19  However, while they might have 
been used within allegories, usage would only serve to 
indicate their supposed reality.  Like the hedgehogs and 
beavers of the Bestiaries, certainly familiar to Anglo-Saxon 
readers, these marvels, these freaks and miracles of 
nature would have been, though more distant, 
nonetheless quite real.  Jonathan Sumption elaborates: 

If the majority [of medievals] . . .  accepted the 
evidence for miracles, it was not because they were 
unduly credulous or irrational, still less because they 
cared nothing for the truth.  It was rather because 
in assessing the evidence they applied criteria very 
different from those of [the Empiricists].  They may 
often have been misled by lying witnesses, but the 
fundamental cause of their error was that they 
considered a miracle to be a normal, though 
nonetheless remarkable, incident of life.20 

It is therefore not surprising that we find all three Anglo-
Saxon versions of the Marvels of the East bound with other 
‘factual’ matter, including works by Bede and Macrobius.  
They are simply included within the “corpus of factual 
literature about distant places.”21  “But,” Augustine 
notes, “it is not necessary to believe in all of the races of 
men, which are said to exist.”22  Still, even today there are 
many for whom this would seem to be within the realm 
of actual experience, as demonstrated by the endless 
eyewitness accounts still being reported of Bigfoot, the 
Yeti, aliens (which of course, take their name from the 
Latin for “stranger” or “foreigner”) and, of course, the 
same water-beast first seen by St. Columba in the sixth 
century.23  
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We may be quick to dismiss those who report such 
sightings as quacks and nutcases, but that does not shake 
the conviction of contemporary ‘pilgrims’ who spend 
time and effort traveling to a cold lake in Scotland to see 
if the 1500-year-old monster is alive and well in the murk 
of Loch Ness.24  As Jeffrey Cohen writes, regardless of 
the illogic of such situations, “uncannily . . . the monster 
lives.”25 

Returning to Anglo-Saxon sources, we can examine other 
less poetic texts to document the belief in monsters.  
Wooden rune-sticks, rare survivals given their perishable 
substance, were used for various magical rituals of 
protection and invocation by several Germanic groups.  

 
These rune sticks were used for many purposes – 
practical, prayerful, invocatory and magical.  One set 
contains “Christian prayers, Ave Marias, names of 
archangels, prayers for childbirth, some fifty fuþarcs 
[which are sets of the runic alphabet], [and] a charm 
against hostile creatures which reads, ‘I cut runes of help, 
I cut runes of protection, once against the elves, twice 
against the trolls, thrice against the ogres.’”26  Such 
inscriptions are part of a larger Scandinavian context, in 
which runes “could save one from all sorts of perilous 
situations,” like battles or sea-voyages.27  Even R. I. Page, 
who openly refers to himself as a “sceptical runologist” 

assumes it probable that the Anglo-Saxons turned to 
runes for magical help “quite extensively.”28  These 
runesticks were not used for the expression of poetic 
imagination, but for practical purposes, thus indicating 
real belief.  Further, their call for protection suggests that 
this belief was strong enough to inspire fear.  Finally, the 
structure of this particular protective charm implies a 
hierarchy within the monstrous world in which ogres are 
more dangerous than trolls, who in turn are more 
dangerous than elves.  Further support for the practical 
belief in monsters comes from medical texts and charms 
which appear in a variety of contexts.  While magical 
charms may be found in a number of works, perhaps 
their most interesting occurrence is in an eleventh-
century manuscript of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, the 
same fundamental text which contains the origin myths 
of the Anglo-Saxons and attempts to explain who the 
Anglo-Saxons were and where they had come from.  In 
addition to more pedestrian cures for common aliments 
such as eyeaches, earaches and stomach-aches, this 
manuscript also contains a charm for protection against 
all fiends.29  We also have several cures for ælfadle, which 
is literally elf-disease, or nightmares inspired by the 
poisoned arrows of the elves.30  These various examples 
serve to demonstrate that the Anglo-Saxons did have a 
genuine belief in monsters and the dangers associated 
with them.  Likewise, they suggest that the poetic and the 
practical are not as far apart as modern ‘sensibility’ might 
lead us to believe. 

The final source for monstrous inspiration was classical.  
Just as the homily I mentioned earlier groups Odin and 
Thor with Hercules and Apollo, so too the Liber 
Monstrorum, the Book of Monsters, forms a link between the 
monsters of Beowulf, the giants, elves and orcs, and the 
monsters of the Marvels of the East, which are my main 
subject, today.  In this work, Classical and Germanic 
monsters are listed in free association with one another.  
A description of Colossus directly follows that for 
Beowulf’s uncle, King Hygelac of the Geats.31  In this 
context, both are made monstrous, enlarged into giants.  
No distinction is made to account for their origins.  Both 
are monstra from unspecified historical moments, and 
both are memorialized; Hygelac’s bones are on display on 
an island in the Rhine and the Colossus, of course, was 
portrayed in a huge sculpture that, although long gone, 
remains “a work heard of throughout the whole orb of 
the earth.”32 

It must be recalled that, without the active scriptoria of 
the Middle Ages, we would have precious few Classical 
texts remaining, and the communities of monks who 
copied and preserved them read them, too.33  One of the 
more popular texts dealing with monsters, the Marvels of 
the East, survives in three Anglo-Saxon manuscripts.  
This work is itself based on classical sources.34  The three 
manuscripts were produced under differing 
circumstances over three centuries; yet all three share a 
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number of commonalities which merit a unified 
discussion.  Secular subjects are rare in Anglo-Saxon 
manuscripts, but this text exists in three illustrated 
versions of increasing lavishness:  Two in the British 
Library and one in the Bodley at Oxford.35  The earliest 
in date is the Vitellius manuscript, dated to the late-tenth 
century.36  Following on the heals of Edgar’s peaceful 
reign, the late-tenth century was dominated by the 
lengthy rule of Aethelred Unraed, whose moniker literally 
translates to “Good Advice the Ill-Advised.”37  While his 
thirty-seven years on the throne (979-1016) was one of 
the longest reigns in English history, Eric John refers to 
this period of renewed Viking invasions as “a reign of 
almost unremitting disaster.”38  Somewhere within this 
violent period of intense warfare, illuminators and scribes 
were at work on the tumultuous Vitellius manuscript, 
whose monsters overflow their boundaries as readily as 
the Vikings crossed theirs. 

The Tiberius manuscript was produced in the first half of 
the eleventh century, another period of relative political 
instability.  The beginning of the century saw the Viking 
conquests, and Cnut’s death in 1035 left England “on the 
verge of chaos,” which was, it seems, slimly and 
temporarily avoided.39  In the thirty-one years between 
the death of Cnut and the Norman Conquest in 1066, 
Harold (1035-40), Harthacnut (1040-42) and Edward the 
Confessor (1042-66) all reigned, culminating in the 
famous squabble for succession which led to the 
Conquest.  Sometime during this tumultuous period, the 
vigorous images of Tiberius were created.   

The Bodley manuscript, the last in this trio of Marvels, 
was created on the far side of the Conquest, which may 
account for its designer’s abandonment of the Old 
English version of the text.  Dated fairly precisely to ca. 
1120-1140, this manuscript is much smaller than the 
other two.40 

The similarities between Tiberius and Bodley are clear.  
Still, there are significant differences, most obviously that 
Bodley is tiny and Tiberius is quite large.  Some of the 
changes may be attributed to this variation, alone.  
Nevertheless, Anglo-Saxon illuminators frequently 
altered images when producing copies.  As Richard 
Gameson observes, “while absolute fidelity to the 
exemplar was the aim of the scribe, it was generally not 
that of the artist:  at most his task was more like that of 
producing a paraphrase.”41  Nonetheless, the images in 
these manuscripts seem to maintain a self-consciously 
rigid continuity from one manuscript to the next.  The 
men with two faces on one head, for example, are 
extremely similar in Tiberius and Bodley. 

  

 
Both illustrations follow the text by representing a man 
with two faces on one head, but they also share features 
not mentioned by the text.  Their poses are almost 
identical, and each man holds in his right hand a horn 
with the wide end pointing inward and up.  The text 
specifies that these men have “long noses,” and indeed 
they do, but in both manuscripts, the rear-facing faces 
have longer, more pointed noses and the front-facing 
faces have broader noses.  More significant, perhaps, is 
the similarity between this pair of images and the 
corresponding image in the Vitellius manuscript, which 
on the whole is less similar and is generally considered to 
be based on a different exemplar.42  
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Here, we are again presented with a two-faced figure 
whose head and feet overlap the frame in which he is 
centered.  Again, he holds the horn, facing inward, which 
is not mentioned in the text.  Again, there is a line of 
dark hair running down the center of the head, separating 
one face from the other.  And again, we even find that 
the left face bears a longer, sharper nose and the right 
face bears a large, broader nose.  Is there any significance 
in these details?  Perhaps, and perhaps not.  Regardless, 
their accumulation indicates a desire to maintain 
continuity, to preserve ethnographic information through 
the centuries.  These three images are all fairly literal 
representations of their texts, and yet within these 
confines, their designers had plenty of room for wide 
variation.  Why, then, did they choose to preserve this 
visual continuity?  This can hardly be dismissed as slavish 
copying, when then manuscripts differ in so many other 
significant ways; they are of vastly differing sizes; their 
texts are in different languages; and they are written in 
different scripts.  I would therefore argue that, in some 
manner, these images represent lasting notions in Anglo-
Saxon culture, that they were viewed as repositories of 
information which the creators of these manuscripts 
wished to preserve accurately. 

The Marvels contain a series of descriptions from dog-
headed and headless men to plants which produce 
precious stones.  These accounts of various human and 
animal oddities are disconnected, discontinuous 
descriptions.43  The format is an alteration from the 
original ancient Greece source, which couched this 
information within a narrative context.   Here, extracted 
and essentialized, they become little ethnographical and 
zoological morsels, easily consumable individually or all 
together.  The descriptions frequently contain 
information about the name, location, appearance and 
habits of the monsters.  These passages tend to contain 
the same basic information for each Marvel:  Name, 

location, appearance and diet.  This pattern, apparently 
quite appealing, continued to be used for discussions of 
“monstrous” races for a millennia, reappearing with great 
similarity in anthropological writing through the 
nineteenth century.  Frederic Farrar provides an 
archetypal example in a discussion of Race: [Brace 
yourselves for this.] 

Such are the tallow-coulored Bosjesmen who, when 
not living on worms and pismires, are glad to 
squabble for the putrid carcase of the hyaena and 
the antelope; . . . the aborigines of Victoria, among 
whom new-born babes are, when convenient, killed 
and eaten by their parents and brothers; the 
Alforese of Ceram, who live in families in the trees; 
the Banaks, who wear lumps of fat meat 
ornamentally in the cartilage of the nose; . . . the 
pigmy Dokos, south of Abyssynia, whose nails are 
grown long, like vultures’ talons that they may dig 
up ants, and tear the skin of serpents, which they 
devour raw; the Veddahs of Ceylon, who have 
gutterals and grimaces instead of languages, who 
have no God, no notions of time or distance, no 
name for hours, days, and years, and who cannot 
count beyond five upon their fingers.  Many tribes 
like these, in the lowest mud of barbarism, so far 
from having traditions or traces of preceding tribes, 
attribute their origin directly to lions (like the 
Sahos), to goats (like the Dangalis), or with 
contented unanimity to the ape, on whose 
deformed resemblance to themselves they look 
without any particle of horror and repugnance, as 
on a type to which they are assimilated by their own 
abject degradation, fierce squalor, and protuberant 
jaws.44 

In this remarkable and repellent passage, Farrar follows 
the format of the Marvels fairly closely, listing names, 
locations, appearances and diets, but little else.  We may 
also note that the list descends from dietary to moral to 
religious failings.  These races, for Farrar, go from bad to 
worse.  The ‘Bosjesmen’ eat animals we do not, but this 
is hardly as gross a transgression as that of the 
‘aborigines’ who eat their own children.  This moral 
monstrosity eventually gives way to physical monstrosity, 
and so enter the familiar pygmies, staples of the medieval 
texts.45  For the ‘modern anthropologist,’ the pygmies are 
not merely short people;  rather, they approach the sort 
of hybridity common to the Anglo-Saxon’s monsters, 
bearing ‘vultures’ talons.’46  Still, even these part-animal, 
snake-eating marvels are not so horrifying for Farrar as 
the ‘Veddahs,’ who are utterly beyond the pale because 
they do not know God.  These ‘Veddahs’ recall rather 
sharply the naked men from Connacht described by 
Gerald of Wales who“knew nothing of Christ nor had 
they heard anything of him.”47  These physically normal 
people are for Farrar, as for Gerald, the most 
incomprehensible, the most appalling of all 
monstrosities.  Farrar’s passage reads as if it were copied 
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directly out of the Gerald’s History and Topography of 
Ireland.  Farrar writes that these Veddahs have “no 
notions of time or distance, no name for hours, days, and 
years.”48  Gerald writes of the naked men that they did 
not know how the names “of the year, or the month, or 
of the week.  They were as yet deeply ignorant of the 
designation of the names of the days of the week.”49  
This resemblance is so strong that it is difficult to write it 
off as mere coincidence.  Rather, it seems as if medieval 
discussions of monstrous races were direct inspirations 
for modern discussions of genuine human variety.  Even 
more recently, in a ‘scientific’ discussion of human 
evolution, Raymond Dart describes our distant African 
ancestors, Australopithecus Africanus, as “carnivorous 
creatures that seized living quarries by violence, battered 
them to death, tore apart their broken bodies, 
dismembered them limb from limb, slaking their 
ravenous thirst with the hot blood of victims, and 
greedily devouring living writhing flesh.”50  We have no 
evidence whatsoever that suggests any of the habits of 
these proto-human individuals, so Dart is here allowing 
his imagination free rein, and in doing so, falls back on 
the old, familiar patterns.  As is often the case, it is the 
Other within – in this case within our own human past 
and genetic composition – who receives the most 
vociferous condemnation.  The paradigms established in 
the Anglo-Saxon period have proved enduring, perhaps 
more so than we might wish. 

Having suggested where Anglo-Saxon monsters may 
have come from, I would like to see where they went.  
These creatures tend to be located far from the holy 
centers of Jerusalem and Rome.  Instead, in Michael 
Gaudio’s words, they appear in “infected zones, where all 
kinds of monstrosities are possible, and where a different 
man is born, an aberrant from the prototype who 
inhabits the center of things.”51  This is particularly vital 
for the Anglo-Saxons who, unlike those living in Rome 
or even in Continental Europe, saw themselves as living 
at the edge of the world, in a limnal zone where such 
things, perhaps unthinkable elsewhere, seemed rather 
more likely.  In his discussion of the monstrous races 
that appear in the manuscripts of the Marvels of the East 
and elsewhere, John Friedman finds a connection 
between location and physical appearance, writing that 
“the peoples introduced to the West by Ctesias, 
Megasthenes, and Pliny . . . both in themselves and in 
their geographic location . . . were creatures of the 
extreme.”52  Indeed, he continues, their “traditional 
placement at the world’s edges was closely related to their 
monstrousness.”53 

I would now like to focus on a few key examples of the 
monsters of Africa which appear in the three Anglo-
Saxon manuscripts of the Marvels of the East.  Here, many 
of the monsters and monstrous men are clearly labeled, 
sometimes redundantly.  For the dogheaded man in the 
Tiberius manuscript, for example, the text tells us 

“similarly there cynocephali are born, whom we call 
conopoenas, having the manes of horses, the teeth of a wild 
boar, the head of a dog.  His breath is fire.”54  This Latin 
text is followed by an Anglo-Saxon translation which 
informs the reader, “similarly there are healf hundingas 
(half-dogs) that are called conopoenas.”55  In total, then, this 
manuscript tells us that we may call these monsters 
cynocephali, conopoenas (twice) and healf hundingas.  In his 
wonderfully embodied discussion of monsters, Michael 
Camille proposes the construction of “a canon of 
monsters . . . lists of the slimy, feathery, and scaly.”56  
This effort, as Camille acknowledges, is one of 
nomination and therefore of control.  Jacques Derrida 
elaborates by noting that “a monster is a species for 
which we do not have a name,” created through either 
“composition or hybridization of already known 
species,” just like these dog-headed men.57  However, he 
continues, “as soon as one perceives a monster in a 
monster, one begins to domesticate it.”58  In this manner, 
words help us to comprehend the natural world.59  For 
Michel Foucault, grouping individuals into categories 
with names is “a form of power which makes individuals 
subjects . . . subject to someone else by control and 
dependence.”60  The connection between naming and 
controlling would also have been familiar to any Anglo-
Saxon who had read or listened to Genesis, in which 
Adam is given dominion over the animals through the 
process of naming them: 

Then God led to there the beasts that he shaped of 
earth, and the birds of the air to Adam which, 
before, he had shaped to see how he would name 
them.  Then each of the beasts which live, just as 
Adam named them, so they are named.  And Adam 
called all of the animals by their names, and all the 
birds and all the wild beasts.61 

In the Hexateuch, the accompanying image shows God 
standing before Adam, gesturing to a selection of animals 
who seem to await eagerly their nomination.  

 
If, indeed, to name is to control, then the Anglo-Saxon 
compiler of the Tiberius manuscript has done all he can 
to rein in the monstrous, fire-breathing cynocephali, or, 
perhaps I should say, the conopoenas or even the 
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healfhundingas.  For Juila Kristeva, defining the Other 
not only allows it to be controlled, but also to be 
“excluded, but in a strange fashion:  not radically enough 
to allow for a secure differentiation between subject and 
object, and yet clear enough for a defensive position to be 
established.”62  That which is controlled and excluded is, 
for all intents and purposes, subjugated.  In 1849, 
Benjamin Disraeli declared in England’s House of 
Commons, “race implies difference, difference implies 
superiority, and superiority leads to predominance.”63  
Disraeli’s desire for literal predominance over the 
‘monstrous’ races of the world seems to resurrect the 
unspoken desires of the Anglo-Saxon designers who 
created the images for the Marvels manuscripts.  Such 
subjugation, such control and exclusion would have been 
a powerful means of dealing with the more aggressive 
members of the Marvels of the East. 

I would now like to confront a few of these monsters 
face to face, as they are embodied in the images of the 
Marvels of the East.  In the three manuscripts, we find a 
curious headless man.  

 

 

 
This race, although identified as “blemee” on the great 
Hereford world map, is not named in the Vitellius or 
Bodley manuscripts, or even in the Tiberius manuscript, 
which had provided multiple names for the dog-headed 
men.64  They are, however, identified by location:  “And 
there is another island in the Brixonte toward the south 
in which there are born men without heads.”65  This is 
followed by a very cursory physical description of the 
blemmye:66  “They have eyes and a mouth in their chest.  
They are eight feet tall and in a similar manner eight feet 
wide.”67   

What was the appeal of such an odd creature?  Why does 
he appear in Marvels and maps and even in the margins of 
unrelated texts? 
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Kristeva argues that abject objects, vile and wretched 
things evoke a “fascinated start that leads me toward and 
separates me from them.”68  In his detailed study of the 
powers of disgust, William Miller offers a similar 
observation: 

Even as the disgusting repels, it rarely does so 
without also capturing out attention.  It imposes 
itself upon us.  We find it hard not to sneak a 
second look or, less voluntarily, we find our eyes 
doing “double-takes” at the very things that disgust 
us.69 

Disgust must always repel in some sense or it is not 
disgust.  Repulsion, however, might bring in its train 
affects that work to move one closer again to what one 
just backed away from.  These affects could range from 
curiosity, to fascination, to a desire to mingle.  Repulsion 
can also raise resentment for having been repelled and a 
consequent desire to reclaim lost territory.  And that too 
draws one forward again. . . Something makes us look at 
the bloody auto accident, thrill to movies of horror, gore, 
and violence . . . Is there no moral offensiveness that 
doesn’t by some dark process elicit fascination, if in no 
other way than in the horror, wonderment, and 
befuddlement such depravity evokes?70 

Charles Baudelaire gives this notion poetic grace in his 
“A Carrion,” in which a rotting corpse by the side of the 
road on a hot day is “clamorous with foul ecstacy . . . 
Blooming with the richness of a flower.”71  This revolting 
image compels Baudelaire’s gaze, as the blemmye arrests 
mine.  But what might have rendered these curious, 
perhaps amusing images of headless men disgusting or 
abject to their medieval viewers?  As Miller notes, while 
disgust takes the form of a bodily reaction, it can 
nonetheless be deeply rooted in a moral objection.  
Indeed, he links deformity, very much in evidence with 
our blemmye, with immorality.  “Disgust,” he writes, 
“ranges more widely than we may wish, for it judges 
ugliness and deformity to be moral offenses.  It knows 
no distinction between the moral and the aesthetic.”72  

We may wish to distance ourselves from this offensive 
notion, but medieval viewers would, by and large, have 
made no such effort, for they made a direct connection 
between deformity and sin.  As Katherine O’Brien 
O’Keeffe argues, the body in Anglo-Saxon England was 
consciously used as a legible sign for guilt, which was the 
end result of sin.73  In his History and Topography of Ireland, 
Gerald of Wales deems deformities to be common in 
Ireland as a direct result of the character of its people: 

Nor is it marvelous if nature produces such people, 
against the laws of nature, on account of an 
adulterous race, an incestuous race, a race of 
illegitimate birth and conception, a race outside of 
the law, foully ravishing nature herself with hateful 
and hostile craft.74 

An illuminated manuscript of this text even provides an 
image so that its readers may see a genuine crippled 
Irishman, whom they are then to personally condemn as 
wicked.75  

 
Although we could imagine particularly wicked, evil-
looking deformed people without the image, this pictorial 
representation seems sympathetic enough, with the man 
gazing calmly, perhaps mournfully upward from his 
kneeling position.  His right foot is wrenched painfully 
backward (recalling the antipodes of the Marvels of the East) 
and his left leg seems atrophied, withered from disuse.  
This is not a generalized image of moral failing, but a 
specific, well-observed depiction of genuine human 
deformity.  And, in looking at this image, we are 
encouraged by Gerald to feel moral repulsion for this 
unfortunate figure.  Gerald tells us that “it seems a 
deserving vengeance of God, that those who do not 
reflect on the same with the interior light of the mind 
ought to suffer, in being deprived of the favor of that 
light which is exterior and bodily.”76 

Like Gerald’s semi-mythic Ireland, the Marvels of the East 
“is crammed with bodies transfigured and deformed.”77  
The Marvels were based on Greek texts, written in a 
context in which the ugly members of society were 
considered blameworthy for their state.78  By examining 
Anglo-Saxon legal texts, we can see that body was, for 
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them, no general assemblage of parts, but a very precisely 
defined entity.  In an Anglo-Saxon Handbook for a 
Confessor, for example, there are specific instructions for 
confessing sins “for skin and for flesh, and for bone and 
for sinew, and for veins and for gristle, and for tongue 
and for lips, and for gums and for teeth, and for hair and 
for marrow, and for anything soft or hard, wet or dry.”79  
Despite our modern biological understanding that the 
body is divided into musculature (flesh), bones and 
ligaments (bones and sinew) and the circulatory system 
(veins), it is nonetheless difficult to imagine one of these 
parts sinning, while the others remain uninvolved.  But 
for the Anglo-Saxons, to speak generally of “sins of the 
flesh” was not adequate.   

The result of conviction for a serious crime in Anglo-
Saxon England was generally bodily mutilation.  
However, this was not necessarily done as a form of 
punishment, though of course it would serve as such.  
Rather, it was evidentiary.  Guilt was manifest, visible and 
legible on the body, through mutilation:80  As O’Keeffe 
writes, “to view those eyeless, noseless faces, those 
scalpless heads, arms without hands, legs without feet is 
to read upon their bodies the legal exactment of 
punishment for crimes.”81  These bodies, for all of their 
deep-seated corporeality, were still texts to be read, 
sometimes quite literally.  Two priests convicted of theft 
and adultery were actually branded on their foreheads 
with their crimes (i.e. “This is a profane adulterer.”).82  
Here, we need no metaphors to convey the notion of a 
legible body.83 

Returning to the blemmye, I would argue that we are able 
to read in his most severe bodily mutilation, his 
decapitation, the mark of deep-seated moral failing.84  
The exact nature of his crime is not relevant, nor is its 
location to flesh, bone or gristle.  In a society that would 
cut the nose from a thief, the appearance of a man whose 
head has been removed, not by a potentially fallible legal 
system but by the perfect God who formed him, would 
be the very definition of the disgusting.85  

Having declared the Anglo-Saxon blemmye morally abject, 
I would like to turn to the methods employed to contain 
them.  As stated above, the blemmye is not named in any 
of the three Marvels texts.86  A name could have provided 
an element of containment, of Derrida’s ‘domestication,’ 
without which these nameless creatures retain the full 
measure of their monstrosity.87  For Friedman, this 
quality is manifested as a tension in the images and texts 
of the Liber Monstrorum and Marvels, a “demonic energy . . 
. about the monstrous races, making them ever ready to 
burst into the world of the western Europeans.”88  On 
the Hereford Mappamundi, this energy is allowed greater 
rein.  

 
While the majority of the monsters, including the blemmye, 
are neatly contained within their boxes at the southern 
edge of the world, a handful have broken out and are 
straying toward Europe.  Just beyond the restraining 
boundary of the Nile we find a cloven-hoofed satyr, a 
centaur-like faun and a sphinx.89  

 
Half way across the map, at the eastern extreme, we find 
the fleet-footed sciopod, shading himself from the sun as 
he does in the Marvels.  
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Continuing counterclockwise around the map we find, 
not far to the east of England, a pair of cannibals known 
as essedones grimly undertaking to “eat the corpses of their 
parents in solemn feasting, thinking this better than 
letting them be consumed by worms.”90  

 
They sit on small rock piles, with the dismembered head 
and limbs of a dead parent between them as they 
commence their feast, which recalls Raymond Dart’s 
violent description of his cannibalistic Australopithecus, 
mentioned earlier.91  These figures are certainly revolting 
according to English norms of conduct, not merely 
eating human flesh, but the very flesh which produced 
them.  The limbs seem freshly hacked and raw, as blood 
drips from their stumps.  However, I believe that they 
would be in some sense disgusting even without these 
gory details.  They would be offensive to the English 
simply by virtue of their location.  As Miller observes, 
something perfectly harmless can easily become 
disgusting if it is out of place.  In his example, borrowed 

from Darwin, soup in a bowl can be perfectly appetizing, 
but the same soup, dripping though a man’s beard, is 
nauseating.92  This is hard to deny.  It seems, based on 
the logical construction of the Mappamundi and Marvels, 
and of the divinely ordered world they represent, that the 
monstrous races have a proper place, which is far, far 
from England.  The essedones, and the sciopod and sphinx, 
are disgusting in their transgression of boundaries, and 
the closer to the come to the British Isles, the more 
alarming they become. 

Like the wandering monsters on the Hereford 
Mappamundi, the blemmyes of the Tiberius and Bodley 
manuscripts seem quite ready to burst out of their frames 
and off of their pages, into the world of their readers.  
They grip their frames with long, highly prehensile 
fingers like prisoners in cells, but these bars are too far 
apart to restrain their giant bodies.  Their feet have 
thumbs as well, turning them into extra hands with which 
they seem to grip the lower edge of their frames, poising 
them to spring forward.  In Anglo-Saxon art, frames 
were flexible, allowing for movement back and forth 
between the image and the text block but also between 
the fictive space of the image and the real space of the 
reader.93  The frame is also frequently absorbed into the 
plane of the image so that “the distinction between the 
space occupied by the image and the plane of the frame 
became virtually non-existent.”94  It is this conflation that 
allows the blemmye not only to cross the frame, but to 
actively grip it in the process. 

Exactly what moment is being depicted in this literal, 
ostensibly non-narrative image?  In general, the monsters 
of the Marvels are shown enacting their most typical 
behaviors, like the animals in a modern zoological 
taxonomy.  For example, the homodubii are described as 
follows:  “In another region there are found people six 
feet tall.  They have beards to the knee and hair to the 
heel. They are called homodubii and they eat raw fish.”95  
The Bodley image is as literal as it could be.  
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We see a man who is actually six of his own feet tall, with 
his beard touching his knee and his hair curving around 
his heel.  And he is most certainly about to eat a raw fish.  
His name, homodubii may indicate “man of doubt,” which 
could explain the expression on his face as he attempts to 
eat whole and head-first a fish far too large for his 
mouth.  The text provides a description and an action, 
and the illuminator illustrates both rigorously.  On the 
other hand, the text for the blemmye does not provide any 
sort of action.  It tells us where they live, what they look 
like (in the most general of terms) and how big they are.  
The action, therefore, was up to the illuminators to 
determine, and they have turned the blemmyes toward the 
reader, endowing them with a sense of forward motion.  
Perhaps they are poised tensely between their world, 
“south of the Brixontem River” in Africa, and England, 
the world of their readers.  On the other hand, perhaps 
they are standing firmly in both places at once.  
According to Gameson, “by focusing on a turning point 
in a story, one image could illustrate the transition 
between two immediately consecutive moments.”96  If 
this is the case, what is the ‘story’?  Are the blemmyes 
coming into our space, and if so, what is their intent?  If 
they are not, could they possibly harm us?  Friedman has 
written that “one of the most important characteristics of 
the Anglo-Saxon [Marvels] texts and their illustrations is 
that the races are seen in some sort of relationship to the 
viewer.”97  Proceeding through the tiny Bodley 
manuscript, just over four by five inches, we have the 
opportunity to observe a broad array of wondrous 
creatures, but we do so with a sense of security, as they, 
but for a single exception, never look back at us.  This is 
particularly important for such a small manuscript, in that 
the lack of confrontation allows the reader to hold the 
manuscript fearlessly, right up to his nose to observe 
more carefully the small images and minuscule text.  
Indeed, some of the first sixteen monstrous races seem 
to go to great lengths to avoid any eye contact.  The next 
twenty-one do likewise, most particularly the pantoii who 
not only avoid looking at us but are known to gather up 
their long ears and flee if approached by humans.98  

 
In the middle of this generally non-confrontational 
atmosphere, reading and looking with the manuscript 
held close before our eyes, we come across the single 
figure who gazes directly out at us:  the blemmye.  Of 
course, in each of the three Marvels of the East 
manuscripts, the context is somewhat different.  They 
were made over the course of three centuries and yet in 
each of the Marvels, the blemmye is the first and only 
monster to gaze directly out of the page at his viewer.  
This is particularly noteworthy in an Anglo-Saxon 
context where few figures other than Christ ever make 
eye contact with the viewer.  For example, in all two-
hundred-and-thirty feet of the Bayeux Tapestry, there 
appear only three directly frontal figures.99  

How do headless men face us?  The images of the 
blemmyes provide them with full faces in their chests.  
Turning to the textual descriptions of the blemmyes, 
however, we find that they only reference two facial 
features, the eyes and the mouth.  In the Latin text of 
Tiberius, we are told that “they have eyes and a mouth in 
their chest,” and in the Anglo-Saxon text, “they have 
upon their breasts their eyes and mouth.”100  In the texts, 
it is only the organs of sight and consumption which 
merit mention, two organs closely linked by their capacity 
to absorb natural phenomena.  We do not generally 
speak of consuming smells, sounds or tactile sensations 
in the manner that we do speak of consuming images.  
Given this context, the headless man’s stare seems 
fraught with significance.  He seems as interested in 
consuming our image as we are in consuming his.   

However, in the images, the blemmyes are generously 
granted noses and ears, as well.  As Susan Kim asserts, 
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“in representing the absence of the head, the illustrator has 
exactly presented the head.  The representation of the 
monster’s difference, in the illustration, outlines its sameness, 
its recognizablility not as a monster, but as a man.”101  I 
would further argue that this familiarity is a necessary 
component in the blemmye’s ability to disgust:  If, as Miller 
notes, “our bodies and our souls are the prime generators 
of the disgusting,” then this estranged re-presentation of 
our own form would be more alarming, more loathsome 
and therefore more compelling, for a human reader.102  
Recalling Frederic Farrar’s racist diatribe cited earlier, we 
can see that he is extremely disturbed that “many tribes 
like these, in the lowest mud of barbarism . . . attribute 
their origin . . . with contented unanimity to the ape, on 
whose deformed resemblance to themselves they look 
without any particle of horror and repugnance.”103  
Farrar cannot understand how any human could look on 
the ‘deformed resemblance’ of an ape without utter 
disgust. 

As discussed earlier, physical deformity was read as a 
legible sign for guilt.  Looking at the blemmye in the 
Bodley manuscript in an effort to deduce his moral 
failing, we may take note of his huge size (recall that he 
stands eight feet tall and eight feet wide), his oversized, 
grasping hands, and his location of his face in his chest 
and belly.  He seems an embodiment of physicality, 
bereft of any intellect.  In his seminal essay on human 
evolution, Alfred Wallace concludes that man is 
separated from the beasts by his “wonderfully developed 
brain, the organ of the mind, which now, even in his 
lowest examples, raises him far above the highest 
brutes.”104  This brain makes possible not only “the art of 
making weapons, division of labor [and] anticipation of 
the future” but also the “restraint of the appetites,” 
which is so significantly missing in the blemmye.105  
Wallace speaks of the brain ‘raising’ man above his 
physical body.  Mihkail Bahktin describes the reverse-
process:  “degradation, that is, the lowering of all that is 
high, spiritual, ideal.”106  The result of this process is a 
close relative of Miller’s disgust:  the grotesque.  Indeed, 
the blemmyes seem to be a literalization of this notion, as 
their heads, the seat of the spiritual, have sunk down into 
their fleshy bodies.  The blemmye is a man who has 
become a purely physical body, a material entity, whose 
eyes in his chest are, to borrow from Leonard Da Vinci, 
windows only to the body.  Like the knife-wounds and 
bullet-holes described by Miller, they are passages into 
the “muck” which forms our insides.107  Lower down on 
his gut, the seat of materiality, he has a distinctly 
emphasized belly-button.  Bearing in mind the 
connection between vision and consumption, this belly-
button looks rather like a third eye.108  This eye is literally 
located in the gut, where Miller locates the seat of 
disgust, equating sight with revolting appetite, and so the 
blemmye’s wide-eyed stare becomes an act of ocular 
consumption.109  The viewer of this manuscript has, by 
the time he reaches the confrontational blemmye, already 

read forty folios and filled his belly full of monsters 
through his metaphorical ruminatio, the metaphor through 
which reading was understood as a gastronomic process 
of mental chewing and digestion.  Turning to the 
Tiberius manuscript, the blemmye may also be graced with 
an abdominal eye, now paler but larger, stretched to 
encompass his entire stomach.  As these images confront 
us directly through eye-contact, they draw our attention 
to our own viewing process and then connect this 
process with consumption, in its literal and figurative 
senses.  We are left to wonder if this blemmye is 
reciprocating, ruminating on us with his third belly-eye, 
digesting us as we digest him.110 

If further support is needed for the connection between 
vision and consumption in the Marvels of the East, we can 
turn to two other images in the Tiberius manuscript. 

 
In a much more narrative ‘marvel,’ we are told that the 
donestre address foreigners, using 

the names of their parents and the names of their 
relatives, coaxing them with speech in order to 
deceive them and kill them.  And when they have 
seized them, they kill them and eat them, and 
afterwards they seize the head of the same man 
which they have eaten and weep over it.111 

In Cohen’s insightful analysis, the victim is incorporated 
into the body of the donestre, becoming a constituent part 
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of this hybrid half-human creature and thereby 
commingling his flesh with that of his consumer.  In this 
image, at the moment of physical consumption, the lower 
half of the donestre’s head is transformed into a beast’s 
muzzle.112  Still, even in this moment of bestial ferocity, 
the donestre locks his consumptive gaze on the body he is 
currently ingesting.  The donestre eats the entire body of 
his human meals, but leaves behind the head, over which 
he mourns, resulting from a strange moment of 
confusion between subject and object (he has just eaten 
himself, as he has now literally in-corporated the man’s 
body by putting it into his own), or from the guilt which 
plagues him, now that he has returned to his more 
human physiognomy.  

The earliest image we have of the donestre, that in 
Vitellius, is rather different from the later pair. 

 
This image has garnered virtually no discussion beyond, 
and yet is a fascinating scene.  We see the monster, 
looking somewhat duck-headed, holding a human foot, 
standing next to an alarmed woman.  This would be 
intriguing enough on its own, but is ever so much more 
interesting once we realize that the limb being held by the 
donestre is actually the lower half of the woman’s left leg, 
which is distinctly missing from her body.  This is, quite 
understandably, why she looks so upset.  She is 
confronted with her imminent literal consumption, piece 
by piece.  This is a model of homophagia – of the eating 
of a human being – that is very different from those we 
see in Tiberius and Bodley, where the victim is eaten as a 

whole unit, not in pieces torn off, like the drumsticks of a 
Thanksgiving turkey.  The woman is, at the time her foot 
is consumed, very much alive and aware of the process 
but unable to escape.  Of severed limbs, Miller 
notes,“there are few things that are more unnerving and 
disgust evoking than our partibility.”113  We are 
frightened and disgusted by the sight of the severed limbs 
of others.  How much greater must by the horror of 
watching a semi-human monster consume one’s own 
limbs, one by one?  This is the situation presented by the 
illuminator of Vitellius, who challenges his audience to 
become aware of the ‘partibility’ of their own bodies.  In 
this context, the crimson background of this gory image 
seems to intensify the violence within its frame. 

This image, chronologically the earliest we are looking at 
today, seems rather closely connected to a visual detail on 
the Hereford world map, the latest work I am discussing.  
The essedones, the parent-eating cannibals mentioned 
above, resemble the Vitellius donestre.  Both hold up 
unmistakably human limbs for consumption.  They differ 
in that the essedones are entirely human, if not necessarily 
humane, and so, unlike the donestre, they do not have to 
eat humans to become human, as does the donestre of 
Tiberius.  Rather, they begin as human as the parents 
who sired them and now constitute their grisly meal.  In 
this image, the cannibals wear formless, sack-like robes 
which conceal their bodies entirely except their hands, 
feet and heads, significantly the very same portions of the 
dismembered parent which lie between them.  By 
covering the rest of their bodies in this manner, the 
illuminator seems to be emphasizing the connection 
between consumer and consumed who are, most 
evidently, made of the same parts.  We might ask 
whether the donestre and the essedones conjure fears of 
contamination or of consumption, but there really is little 
difference, as that which is eaten becomes incorporated 
into the body which eats; either way, the observer is at 
risk of becoming that which he detests, by way of 
contamination or incorporation. 

Our interaction with the blemmye, more reciprocal than 
that of the man with the donestre, likewise serves to 
collapse the chasm between subject and object, between 
consumer and consumed and therefore between man and 
monster.  If, as the old saying goes, ‘you are what you 
eat,’ then as consumers of, as ruminators on the 
marvelous races, we are as likely to ingest and 
incorporate their monstrousness as they are to absorb 
our humanity.  And yet, it seems more likely that we will 
be degraded by this contact than that they will be 
elevated by it:  As it has been elegantly phrased, “a 
teaspoon of sewage will spoil a barrel of wine, but a 
teaspoon of wine will do nothing for a barrel of 
sewage.”114 

Facing the blemmye across the gutter of the Bodley 
manuscript is a very similar image of a creature who 
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crouches in his terribly confining frame to bite at the 
head of his human victim.  

 
Unlike the donestre, these creatures, which the text 
informs us “we rightly call enemies,” quickly eat their 
captives:  “For whomsoever they seize they quickly 
devour.”115  He grasps his victim around the chest and by 
the shoulder as he leans into him.  The man in turn 
clasps the monster’s arm, not in any clear sign of 
rejection, but rather, in a gesture which might be 
mistaken for tenderness.  Indeed, were it not for the 
gaping position of the monster’s toothless mouth, this 
might be mistaken for a scene of cross-species romance.  
Their mouths are drawing closer while the man looks up 
with his wide eye, into the gullet of the monster, down 
the path he knows he will soon traverse.  Again, ocularity 
seems central.  This is more an image of sight and of 
touch than of taste.  This, perhaps, is logically explained 
by our inherent desire to identify with the human rather 
than with the homophagic monster.  Sight is therefore 
our only link to the process of his – or our – 
consumption by the monster. 

Returning to the blemmye, I would argue that, like the 
other monsters just discussed, his transgressive nature 
does not stop with his transitional location.  For Camille, 
“the monster, being unstable, crosses boundaries 
between human and nonhuman, mingling the appropriate 
and inappropriate, showing itself in constantly novel and 
unexpected ways.”116  For Saint Augustine, too, the 
monsters existed to show themselves, as he proves 
linguistically, through a series of puns:   

And to us the monsters, signs, portents, prodigies, 
as they are named, ought to demonstrate, ought to 
signify and portend, and prophesy that God is 
going to do with the bodies of men what he 
foretold he was able to do, with no difficulty to 
impede him, with no laws of nature dictating 
him.117 

While Augustine connects monstra with monstrare, 
linguistically linking monsters with demonstration, Isidore 
instead connects it with monere, ‘to warn.’  Both imply the 
ability of God to use phenomena to prove his powers 
and to influence human affairs.  If, indeed, the 
monstrous races were either “‘that which shows’ 
(Augustine) or ‘that which warns’ (Isidore), a morally and 
physically deformed creature arriving to demarcate the 
boundary beyond which lies the unintelligible, the 
inhuman,” then why are the blemmyes so resolutely 
proceeding across that boundary?118  These monsters, 
and many others, were not so much monstrous beasts as 
monstrous humans.  They were able to bridge the divide 
between monstrosity and humanity, between Africa and 
Europe, because they have elements of both human and 
monster in their physical construction.  Perhaps this is 
why the semi-human Grendel is a fascinating and 
enduring cultural icon, and the entirely bestial dragon 
who ultimately defeats Beowulf is barely recalled.  If 
monsters like Grendel and the blemmye are, at least in part, 
human, then they may function to represent, in Scott 
Westrem’s words, the “dangerous element already lurking 
in the European social fabric.”119  In their liminal state of 
being, they could serve double-duty, embodying in 
monstrous flesh both the threat from without and the 
threat from within. 

I would like now to focus on the construction of the 
monstrous bodies which appear in the Marvels of the East 
and the Hereford Mappamundi.  Camille notes that “the 
monster is a material creature, a creation.”120  But whose 
creation?  Certainly, insofar as they are believed to exist 
literally at the other end of the world, they are God’s; on 
the other hand these painted images are human creations, 
medieval Frankensteins cobbled together out of various 
parts of various known creatures.  Their hybridity is an 
essential component of both their monstrosity and their 
“continued popularity, usefulness, and appeal.”121  
Indeed, the physical bodies of these monsters, the skin 
on which they are written and the inks in which they are 
painted, were no less violently hybrid in their 
constitution, occasionally quite readily recalling 
Frankenstein.  
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This leaf from a manuscript of Wulfstan’s law codes is 
crudely stitched together, leaving a scar which, for 
modern viewers, brings to mind Boris Carloff, and 
which, for medieval viewers might have reflected the 
bodily punishments the manuscript describes. 

 
Essentially, every manuscript may be seen as “a relic of 
bodily pain, desire, and death.  We should not forget . . . 
that books were also produced from bodies.”122  The 
vellum pages are the skins of animals, while the inks and 
colors often include human spittle and urine.123  The 
bodily nature of manuscripts, somewhat foreign to 
modern readers raised with wood-pulp pages, was by no 
means unfamiliar to Anglo-Saxons, as we can see by 
examining one of the riddles of the Exeter Book:124 

A life-thief stole my world-strength, 
Ripped off my flesh and left me skin, 
Dipped me in water and drew me out,  
stretched me bare in the tight sun; 
The hard blade, clean steel, cut, 
Scraped – fingers folded, shaped me.   
Now the bird’s once wind-stiff joy 
Darts often to the horn’s dark rim, 
Sucks wood-stain, steps back again –  
With a quick scratch of power, tracks 
Black on my body, points trails. 
Shield-boards clothe me and stretch hide, 
A skin laced with gold.  The bright song 
Of smiths glistens on me in filigree tones. 
Now decorative gold and crimson dye,  
Cloisoned jewels and a coat of glory 
Proclaim the world’s protector far and wide - 
Let no fool fault these treasured claims. 

This is, of course, an account of the construction of a 
manuscript which, estranged through the poetry of the 
riddler, reveals itself as it truly is, as the skin of a beast, 
ripped from its flesh, written with a bird’s feather, dipped 
in a cow’s horn.  Each element is reanimated so that the 
vellum may speak of the violence enacted upon it and the 

quill may suck and scratch.  The emphasis in this poem is 
on the life of the parts, the animals from which the 
manuscript has been assembled and the violence of this 
process.  Returning to the blemmyes, we find that their 
skin, so human in tone, is not a painted color, but simply 
the real skin of the which the page is made. 

The monstrous races are composed of “unfailingly 
disturbing hybrid bodies.”125  However, these bodies 
contain no elements unknown in Anglo-Saxon England.  
Even the most outlandish of monsters is, when closely 
examined, no more than an assemblage of familiar bits 
and pieces, as we can see in the lertice, who has “ass’s ears, 
sheep’s wool and bird’s feet.”126  

 
These parts were not always fixed in their relations to 
one another, and so on occasion one race may, through 
literary or artistic alteration, become another.127  This 
mutability, this hyper-hybridity, was an essential 
component of their monstrosity.  The cynocephalus, for 
Cohen, is monstrous precisely “because of its hybridity.  
Human and canine affects freely play across its species-
mingling flesh, marking it as alien.  Miscegenation made 
corporeal, he has no secure place in a Christian identity 
structure generated around a technology of exclusion.”128  
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For Kristeva, the definition of the abject is that which 
“does not respect borders, positions, rules.  The in-
between, the ambiguous, the composite.”129  The very 
text of the Marvels may be seen as hybrid in its nature.  In 
Vitellius and Tiberius, the Anglo-Saxon texts are formed 
in Latin characters.  The result is a written fusion of two 
linguistic systems.  This hybridity is heightened by the 
retention of a few runic characters, used to convey 
sounds not found in Latin.  For example, in the passage 
describing the lertice mentioned earlier, “Þonne” begins 
with the runic ‘thorn,’ a letter indicating the dental 
spirant we approximate with ‘th’ in Modern English. 

Certainly, the cynocephalus with his dog head and human 
body and the classically inspired centaur with its human 
trunk and equine lower half are distinctly constructed, 
composite bodies.130  But the blemmyes are not in 
possession of any parts other than human.  Rather, they 
are missing a vital part – their heads.131  They are 
therefore not so much constructed bodies as they are 
deconstructed bodies, recalling the Anglo-Saxon law 
codes I mentioned.  If, as O’Keeffe asserts, viewing 
dismembered and mutilated bodies is tantamount to 
seeing the sinful nature of the souls therein contained, 
how then are we to read the removal of the whole 
head?132  Certainly, the monster’s crimes must be 
weighty.  Nevertheless, perhaps there is hope left for the 
headless blemmye.  King Aelthred’s legal code of 1008, 
compiled by the famous monastic reformer Wulfstan, is 
noteworthy as the first to suggest that punishment for 
crimes ought stop short of killing the convicts so that 
they might live long enough to save their souls.133  This 
code, written not long before the first of the three Anglo-
Saxon Marvels of the East manuscripts was created, turns 
punishment into a means to salvation.  Another of 
Wulfstan’s codes elaborates as follows: 

the culprits ought  . . . . be saved through various 
punishments, lest their souls, for which the Lord 

himself suffered, be undone in eternal punishment.  
Some by chains and whips, others, however, ought 
to be bound by hunger and cold;  let others, losing 
at the same time skin, hair and beard, suffer 
disgrace shamefully;  others should be restrained 
still more sharply;  that is, let them lose a body part, 
namely an eye or ear, a hand or foot, or some other 
member.134 

Such punishments were considered merciful alternatives 
to death, for “thus may one punish and also save the 
soul.”135  In this context, since the blemmyes are still alive, 
there remains hope for their salvation.  Perhaps it seems 
logical, then, to encounter an account of an attempt to 
convert them.  A forged chronicle claiming to be by Saint 
Augustine of Hippo recounts his efforts in Ethiopia 
when he is reported to have preached to the blemmyes and 
cyclops.136  While not explicitly stated in the text, it seems 
possible that, had Augustine been successful, the blemmyes 
might at the moment of their conversion have sprouted 
heads onto which their faces could then migrate.  If they 
could be restored to God in spirit, they ought then be 
restored in body. 

Of course, it is not only monsters who have their heads 
removed in Anglo-Saxon England.  One other group 
seems particularly prone to this disorder, namely saints.  
There are a number of encephalaphor saints – that is, 
those saints depicted carrying their own head around – in 
the Anglo-Saxon canon, but a single example will suffice 
to connect monstrosity and sanctity.  Ælfric translated 
into Old English an account of the martyrdom of Saint 
Edmund, King of East Anglia in the ninth century.  
Known for his holiness, Edmund was the unfortunate 
victim of a series of attacks by the Danes in 870.  After 
having been captured and riddled with arrows that failed 
to kill him, Edmund was decapitated.  His head was left 
in the woods by the Danes, when, the account relates: 

A wolf was sent, through the guidance of God, to 
protect that head both day and night from the other 
animals.  The people went searching and also 
calling out, just as the custom is among those who 
often go into the wood:  “Where are you now, 
friend?”  And the head answered them:  “Here, 
here, here,” and called out the answer to them as 
often as any of them called out, until they came to it 
as a result of the calling.  There lay the grey wolf 
who watched over that head, and had the head 
clasped between his two paws.  The wolf was 
greedy and hungry, but because of God he dared 
not eat the head, but protected it against animals.  
The people were astonished at the wolf’s 
guardianship and carried home with them the holy 
head, thanking almighty God for all His miracles.  
The wolf followed along with the head as if he was 
tame, until they came to the settlement, and then 
the wolf turned back to the woods.137 
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The saint is made headless, like the monsters, but his 
head is then protected by a ravenous wolf, an animal 
associated with violence and death through the trope of 
the Beasts of Battle.138  Why do saints and monsters 
share this common ground?  As Kristeva writes, “the 
abject is edged with the sublime.”139  Literally, on the 
Hereford Mappamundi, the English are ‘edged’ with the 
monsters of Africa.  This zone, which Kristeva might 
describe as “a land of oblivion that is constantly 
remembered,” is the realm of the abject, the disgusting.140  
If the monsters might be said to live “at civilization’s 
periphery,” this is also where the Anglo-Saxons found 
themselves, beyond the pale, in the margins of the world, 
surrounded by monsters.141 

Gillian Overing and Clara Lees have observed that 
periods tend to define themselves through a process of 
“dependent differentiation,” defining themselves against 
others.142  This “definition by means of difference” was, 
they argue, particularly important for the Anglo-
Saxons.143  The Anglo-Saxons certainly formed extreme 
opinions about their new neighbors.  From the earliest of 
their writings, we can note a vitriolic tone of disgust with 
regard to the native Britons whom Gildas, the earliest 
Anglo-Saxon historian, considered to be “ungratefully 
rebelling, stiff-necked and haughty, now against God, 
now against [their] own countrymen.”144  He enumerates 
their “ancient errors,” “devilish monstrosities . . . 
numerous almost as those that plagued Egypt,” “the 
mountains and hills and rivers . . . on which, in those 
days, a blind people heaped divine honours,” and on, and 
on.145  Gildas’s writings, to which Bede turned for 
information on the earliest days of Anglo-Saxon history, 
clearly convey a bitter disgust with all things British.  The 
Venerable Bede similarly “emphasized the identity of the 
English people more intensively by the moral judgements 
that he passed upon the other peoples of the island when 
he reviewed ‘the whole state of Britain’ in his final 
chapter.”146  For Miller, “our very core, our soul, is 
hemmed in by barriers of disgust.”147  For Kristeva, our 
“lives are based on exclusion.”148  To some degree, 
societies are defined by their disgust.  It sets their 
boundaries.  Gildas, in defining who the Anglo-Saxons 

were, looked first and foremost to the Britons, in order 
to define who the Anglo-Saxons were not.  Somehow, the 
‘devilish monstrosities’ of the Britons were not disparate 
enough for Anglo-Saxon authors and illuminators.  In 
their anxieties of self-definition, they invented and 
reproduced a whole host of monsters against which they 
might define their human identities.  For Friedman, the 
monstrous races render their observer’s culture as 
central, as the norm from which they differ.149  In this 
manner, as Camille writes, “the centre is . . .  dependent 
upon the margins for its continued existence.”150   

Why did the Anglo-Saxons feel such a great need for 
disparate Others who would allow them to see 
themselves as paragons of normality?  Why is it that 
England produced the only illustrated manuscripts of the 
Marvels of the East and produced not one by three codices.  
Perhaps, as has been suggested above, this was the result 
of their unique location, outside the boundaries of 
Europe, separated from the Continent by what Gildas 
calls “a vast and more or less uncrossable ring of sea.”151  
This location, in the medieval Christian world-view, 
placed the Anglo-Saxons very far from the holiest and 
most sacred sites of the divinely ordered universe.  In his 
discussion of the disgust felt for the lower classes of 
England in the modern era, Miller concludes that this 
sentiment has its origins not in the upper classes who, in 
the words of George Orwell, felt nothing more than 
“sniggering superiority,” but rather, in the middle classes 
who felt themselves to be much closer to the lower 
classes.152  This feeling led to an exaggerated disgust, a 
need to make the distinctions between middle and lower 
more stark then they were in reality.  Perhaps the Anglo-
Saxons, at the edge of the world, felt that they were too 
close to the monsters or the monstrous and thus they 
focused on these others with a greater intensity than is 
found in the more ‘central’ areas of the medieval world.  
While the monsters were often said to live “at 
civilization’s periphery,” this is likewise where the Anglo-
Saxons found themselves, beyond the pale, in the 
margins of the world, surrounded by monsters.153 
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