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INTRODUCTION


“Palaeontology may be said to have been founded on the Mammoth.”


—Henry Neville Hutchinson, Extinct Monsters, 1896


Charles Darwin spent the last part of September 1833 traveling overland from Buenos Aires to Santa Fe in northern Argentina. As the naturalist on the HMS Beagle, it was his job to examine the local geology and collect samples of the plant and animal life whenever the ship landed. He also hunted for fossils. Four days into the trip, his caravan stopped on the banks of the Rio Tercero.


I staid here the greater part of the day, searching for fossil bones. . . . Hearing also of the remains of one of the old giants, which a man told me he had seen on the banks of the Parana, I procured a canoe, and proceeded to the place. Two groups of immense bones projected in bold relief from the perpendicular cliff. They were, however, so completely decayed, that I could only bring away small fragments of one of the great molar-teeth; but these were sufficient to show that the remains belonged to a species of Mastodon.


Darwin mentions mammoth and mastodon bones several times in his memoir of the Beagle’s five-year voyage around the world. In these references, we can see him struggling with the problems that would lead him to formulate his theory of natural selection as the driver of evolution. He lists more than a dozen large mammals that had disappeared from the South American landscape, leaving it impoverished and transformed. With the exception of some horse teeth he found, he believed that the large mammals that produced the bones were extinct and that none of them still lurked in some hidden corner of the earth. From the depth and position in the earth where he found the bones, he determined that all of these missing species had lived together and that they had disappeared only recently. He had no doubt that they had all been native to regions where their bones were found. Though he had studied for the clergy, he never considered that their bones had been brought there by the biblical Deluge. He believed that the climate there had once been different (though not substantially so) and that such changes led one collection of lifeforms to be replaced by another. Finally, he believed that those changes worked slowly over many thousands, even millions, of years. Two generations earlier, when his grandfather Erasmus Darwin had formulated his own theory of evolution, all of these ideas had been controversial. A few generations before that, they were unthinkable ideas or, worse, sacrilegious.


In the 1690s, less than two centuries before Darwin roamed the coast of Argentina, literate Westerners became aware of a new type of ivory found in Eastern Russia. Muscovite merchants said the ivory came from an unknown Siberian beast that the natives called “mamant.” Their descriptions of this beast ranged from sea monsters to cave-dwelling shape-changers to the biblical Behemoth. The beasts were known only from their remains; no one had ever seen one alive. Westerners realized that the shape of the ivory was similar to that of elephants’ tusks, but knew it was impossible for elephants to live in the Arctic. As they struggled to make sense of this information from Siberia, other elephant-like bones were discovered in North America. Older giants’ bones and saints’ relics from places like Ireland and Germany were reexamined and also recognized to be elephant-like. It began to look as if elephants had once roamed all parts of the earth. How was this possible? Had the biblical Deluge, or a similar cataclysm, transported elephants’ bones all over the globe? Had the whole earth once been tropical and home to elephants? Or was the solution even stranger?


At the time these same people became curious about the mysterious “mamant,” or “mammoth,” the study of fossils was dominated by seashells found in the wrong places, whether it was deep underground or on mountain tops. Yet because the sea is large and its depths unknown, differences in shape from known species—even completely unknown species—were not difficult for people to explain away. The remains of unrecognizable land animals, especially large ones, were a tougher problem. The mysterious mammoth pushed fossil studies in a new direction. Unraveling that mystery required the development of a new, specialized intellectual toolkit. Unthinkable ideas such as extinction and a history of the earth itself separate from, and older than, human history needed to be embraced. Revolutions in geology, comparative anatomy, and taxonomy had to come about. Even folklore was enlisted to shed light on strange bones in the earth. Each advance, being applied to the mammoth problem, provided a template for studying other mysterious remains.


Is it excessive to say that without the mammoth there would have been no paleontology and no dinosaurs? Perhaps. But, without the mammoth as a focusing problem and a catalyst that drove a revolution in thinking, vertebrate paleontology would have taken longer—perhaps much longer—to develop. It’s difficult to say when attention would have shifted from seashells to bones. Mastodon bones from North America weren’t examined until the 1750s. The first completely unrecognizable vertebrate discovered in Europe was a moasaur found at Maastrict in the Netherlands in 1764 and it was another sea creature, not a land animal. Without knowledge of the Siberian mammoth with its strange name and extreme location, the bones of large land mammals found in Western Europe were easily explained by citing Hannibal’s elephants or the Roman circuses. It was the mammoth that forced European thinkers to reconsider giant bones in their own collections. The first frozen mammoth to be recovered was spotted near the Lena delta in 1799. By then, the intellectual toolkit of paleontology had more than a century to be assembled. Many of the basic concepts had been debated and rough consensuses had been achieved. The Western intellectual elite was ready to accept that the world was a very old place and that the mammoth was a lost species that had lived in a place where similar modern elephants could not survive. The past was stranger than they had imagined. It was a liberating moment. The first important paper on the subject listed three extinct species. Within a few years the number had risen to twenty and has continued to rise ever since.


The same year that the Lena mammoth was discovered, Mary Anning was born in Lyme Regis, Dorset, England. Her father, Richard Anning, was a cabinet maker who supplemented his income by beach-combing for fossils eroded out of the nearby cliffs. He sold these to visitors as novelties. Richard Anning died in 1810, leaving the family with no income other than the fossil collecting that Mary and her brother Joseph conducted. Mary and Joseph were very skilled at recognizing and cleaning fossils, at gathering fragments of fossils, and at reassembling them into more profitable wholes. If the fossils they collected had remained curios, the income from them would not have enough to keep the family together. Fortunately, the market had changed since the days when Richard Anning first collected them. The gentlemen who came down from London were no longer dilettante collectors looking for decorative pieces; many were involved in serious scientific pursuits. When Mary and her brother, barely in their teens, assembled the first complete ichthyosaur, no one questioned that such a strange creature had hunted in seas that once covered Dorset. The discovery was written up in the local paper. The fossil was purchased and eventually became the subject of six papers in the journal of the Royal Society (written, of course, by a man of a better class). The easy acceptance of Mary Anning’s strange fossils was the end result of a century of studying the mammoth. It was a marked contrast to a time when they would have been viewed as holy relics or “jokes of nature,” rocks that only coincidentally resembled bones.
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Who discovered the mammoth? Don’t answer that; it’s a trick question. No one discovered the mammoth for the simple reason that mammoths were never unknown to us. From Cape Town to North Cape, from Spain to Siberia, from Ireland to Indonesia, and from Alaska to Argentina, we have lived among the bones and remains of mammoths and other extinct elephants for as long as we have been human. Long after the last mammoth died and was taken off the menu, our northern ancestors continued to use mammoth products. Their bones were used as building materials and their ivory was used to make tools and art, and as a trade commodity. But there came a time when our ancestors no longer knew what kind of creature the mammoth had been. Each culture interpreted the remains of mammoths and other giants through the lens of their own world view and mythology. When the Classical Greeks saw deposits of giant fossils, they knew they had discovered the battlefields where the gods had vanquished the Titans. When the Chinese discovered buried ivory, they knew they had found dragons’ teeth and used them for medicine. When Native Americans along the Ohio River found full skeletons in salt springs, they knew they were seeing the remains of the grandfathers of modern animals. When Northern Siberians found bloody carcasses eroding out of river banks, they knew they had found the recently deceased remains of giant mole-like creatures that caused the frozen ground to heave up in the winter and sink down in the spring. If no one discovered the mammoth, perhaps the question we should be asking is: how did the mammoth once again become a mammoth?


It began with someone finding some bones . . .




CHAPTER 1


GIANTS AND UNICORNS


Early on the morning of Friday, January 11, 1613, a group of workmen, digging in a sand pit near the Castle of Marquis Nicolas de Langon in the Dauphiné province of southern France, happened across the bones of a giant. We don’t know the names of the laborers, why they were digging, or what they thought of the bones, but we do know what they did next: they called off the work and sent someone to notify the master of the castle. Their response was more than a simple matter of taking advantage of an opportunity to get out of the weather, though that must have been a consideration; four months earlier, the powerful governor of the province, François de Bonne, the Marshal Lesdiguieres, had written to Langon specifically asking him to be on the lookout for large bones as he would like to have some for his “cabinet of curiosities.” These collections of natural history objects and curiosities had become popular in Renaissance Italy and no powerful or fashionable gentleman would dream of being without one. The discovery of large, ancient bones was not unknown in this part of France; the field where the laborers had been digging was known as the Field of Giants and Lesdiguieres made reference to other giant’s bones previously found on Langon’s lands. The marquis must have been pleased to be able to respond to the marshal so quickly. Before notifying Lesdiguieres, Langon sent for Pierre Mazurier (in some sources his name is given as Mazuyer), the barber-surgeon in the nearby town of Beaurepaire, to examine the bones and confirm the discovery. Mazurier arrived late that same day and confidently pronounced the bones to be those of a giant.


What happened next would be a source of controversy over the next months and years. As the workmen tried to lift the bones out of the pit, many of them fell to pieces leaving only unrecognizable fragments. Naturally, the workers were blamed for mishandling the bones. The accusation was a bum rap. It would have been difficult to save most of the bones. Ancient bones that have not petrified are very fragile things. Collagen rots and acidic water carries away many of the minerals. This is the beginning of petrification. Over a period of time, that can last from hundreds to hundreds of thousands of years, these materials are replaced by dissolved silica from the surrounding earth and compressed to become rock. It is also one of the most vulnerable times for bones on that journey. As exposed bones dry out, deprived of the surrounding soil that had maintained their shape for so long, they become brittle and delicate. Only the densest parts of bones survive very long out of the ground without careful preparation. The old horror movie trope of a long-hidden skeleton turning to dust at the first touch has a basis in reality. When Mazurier arrived to look at the bones, they had already been sitting in the open air for ten hours. Frustratingly, the skull was among those that disintegrated. In many species, a skull might look solid but, in reality, it’s nothing more than a series of thin plates honeycombed by sinuses. This is especially true of elephants and their relatives. Later, when the identity of the bones was being debated, the convenient lack of a skull would be called out as proof of fraud. Of the bones Mazurier recovered, the best surviving pieces were two sections of jaw, with teeth, a complete tibia, two vertebrae, a rib, some ankle and foot bones, and the end parts of some of the long bones. All of the surviving bones were from the left side of the skeleton, which was deeper in the ground and partially petrified. Mixed in with the bones were some silver coins or medallions.


When he heard the news of the discovery, Lesdiguieres had Langon send some of the bones to the bishop of Grenoble, who gave them to the doctors at the university in his town to identify. The good doctors agreed with Mazurier and proclaimed them to be the bones of a giant. It’s safe to assume that these were the very best bones and that at least one of them ended up in Lesdiguieres collection. Lacking a skull, part of a nice femur or some teeth always make good additions to a cabinet of curiosities. Lesdiguieres collection has not survived so we can’t know for sure what he chose. At the same time, Langon sent some of the other bones to the university in Montpellier, home to a medical school. The doctors there, possessing state-of-the-art knowledge of anatomy, also pronounced them to be the bones of a giant. Confident now that he had a box of genuine giant’s bones, the question for Langon was what to do with them. Mazurier had an idea. He was sure people would pay to see the bones of a giant and convinced Langon to let him tour the country with them. Mazurier drew up a contract giving him exclusive rights to show the bones for eighteen months unless the king decided to purchase them. By late March, he was on the road to Paris.


Bones of giants would indeed be impressive, but many churches in France in the late seventeenth century already had a bone or two from a giant. What made Mazurier so confident that people would pay to see Langon’s bones was that these bones came with a good story. Mazurier commissioned a Jesuit from Lyon, named Jacques Tissot, to write a pamphlet. The title tells the whole story:


True history of the life, death, and bones of Giant Theutobochus, King of Teutons, Cimbri and Ambrones, defeated 105 years before the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. With his army, which numbered four hundred thousand combatants, he was defeated by Marius, the Roman consul, killed and buried near the castle called Chaumont, and now Langon, near the town of Romans in Dauphiné. There his tomb was found, thirty feet in length, on which his name was written in Roman letters, and the bones therein exceeded 25 feet in length, with one of the teeth weighing eleven pounds, as you will see the in the city, all being monstrous in both height and size.


Who was this Theutobochus and how did he become identified with the bones? As the title of the pamphlet says, he was a barbarian king who threatened Rome at the end of the second century BCE. Not much is known about Theutobochus except that he was very large. The early Christian historian Paulus Orosius wrote that Theutobochus could “vault over four or even six horses” and that he towered above other men. Theutobochus was one of the leaders of a confederation of tribes that had been displaced from Denmark or northern Germany around 115 BCE. According to the Roman historian Florus, their lands were made uninhabitable by “inundations of the sea.” The Roman historian and geographer Strabo expressed doubt that such a thing was possible, but the phrase could easily describe a storm surge similar to that which flooded New Jersey and New York during Hurricane Sandy in 2012. Coastline-changing storms of this sort hit the North Sea every few generations. The Grote Mandrenke (Great Drowning of Men) of 1362 killed more than 25,000 people in the same region that the tribes under Theutobochus had called home and the second Grote Mandrenke in 1634 destroyed the Island of Strand. During the three centuries before the tribes began their trek, the North Sea had risen almost two meters, which would have made lowlands very vulnerable to inundation. After wandering through Central Europe for almost a decade, the tribes set their eyes on the fertile lands of the Po valley in northern Italy. The Roman Senate refused to allow them to enter Roman lands and sent an army to stop them from entering the valley. The northerners destroyed it. The Senate sent a second army and the northerners destroyed that one, too. They sent a third army and Celtic tribes in what’s now Switzerland destroyed it before it even reached the northerners. The fourth and fifth armies were sent together and, while the commanders squabbled over who was in charge, the northerners and the Celts joined forces to destroy them separately. At this point, rather than march on Rome, the tribes split up, with one part moving northwest to plunder Gaul (France) and the other southwest to plunder Iberia (Spain). During this lucky respite, Gaius Marius returned to Rome.


Marius was the ablest general of his generation. He had just concluded a victorious war in North Africa and been elected consul, the highest office in the Roman Republic. Through reforms enacted during an earlier term as consul, he was popular with the troops and the lower classes. This broad base made him by far the most powerful man in Rome. Whatever fears the senators may have had about concentrating too much power in the hands of one man, they feared the sack of the city and the destruction of their country even more. As preparations dragged on for the campaign against the German and Celtic invaders, they elected him to an unprecedented—and illegal—second, consecutive consulship. Marius gathered a force of veterans from Africa, bolstered by new conscripts, and entered Provence, an area that been annexed to the Roman Republic just fourteen years earlier. Two years passed, with Marius being elected to two more consulships, before the northerners returned to resume their march on Rome. Marius used those years training his new army and pacifying local Celtic tribes so that the northern barbarians would find no new allies and his armies would be hardened and confident after actual victorious combat.


In the summer of 102 BCE, Theutobochus led portions of the migrating tribes, made up of the Teutones, Ambones, part of the Cimbri, and one the revolting Swiss tribes, toward the route that Hannibal had used to cross the Alps 120 years earlier. This route led from the Rhône River, up the valley of the Isere, and over one of several possible passes to enter the Po valley from the northwest. Marius anticipated this route and had placed his army in a well-fortified camp at the junction of the Rhône and Isere Rivers, not far from where the Marquis Langon would have his lands seventeen centuries later. Theutobochus led his warriors in unsuccessful attacks against Marius’s defenses for three consecutive days. On the fourth day, rather than continue the attacks, Theutobochus broke off and led his people south hoping to take the coastal road along the Riviera to invade the Po valley from the Southwest. Marius waited until the entire horde was on the road, then broke camp and followed them. The Romans attacked and beat the barbarian rear guard and, full of confidence, raced past the main body of the horde to build a new fortified camp on high ground across the coastal road at the Roman settlement of Aquae Sextiae near the modern city of Marseilles. Once again Marius let Theutobochus attack his prepared position, this time uphill, under the unforgiving Mediterranean sun. Late in the day, the Romans counter-attacked, routing the northerners and killing tens of thousands. The fate of Theutobochus’s is unclear. Orosius says he was killed in the battle. Florus says he was taken alive to Rome for Marius’s triumphal parade, where, “being a man of extraordinary stature, he towered above the trophies of his defeat.” According to Roman tradition, he would have been executed in Rome immediately afterward.


How Theutobochus became identified with Marquis Langon’s giant’s bones is a bit of an historical mystery that has never been solved. Theutobochus’s story was fairly well known in France at the time. Both Orosius and Florus had been translated into common French several times since the advent of printing in the fifteenth century. Ten days after the discovery of the bones, Mazurier made a notarized statement about the discovery to Guillaume Assalin, the local constable. Mazurier gave the constable a very detailed description of the bones, including the skull which he had measured in place before the unsuccessful attempt to lift it out of the pit. Along with this description, Mazurier added two details. He claimed the workers found the bones inside a brick sepulcher thirty feet long, twelve feet wide, and eight feet high. On the front of it, he claimed, was a gray stone engraved with the words “Theutobochus Rex.” No trace of the tomb or the stone has ever turned up. He also described the silver medals saying they had the image of Marius on one side and the letters MA on the other.


In the four hundred years since, historians have generally regarded Mazurier as a charlatan who invented the Theutobochus story from whole cloth. If there was a fraud, Mazurier wasn’t alone in committing it. It’s highly unlikely that, of Marquis Langon, constable Assalin, and the notary, none of them was ever curious enough to look into the hole in the ground and confirm what Mazurier claimed. They would have known whether or not the tomb Mazurier described, or something like it, really existed. When critics began to attack Mazurier, all of these men were silent or unavailable for comment. Though none of them stepped forward to support him, none of them stepped forward to denounce him either. Although Theutobochus’s last battle took place at Aix near Marseilles, there was a local tradition in Dauphiné that battle took place on the stream that passes below the Castle Langon near where the earlier battles between Marius and Theutobochus had happened. The French paleontologist Léonard Ginsburg pointed out in the 1980s that the soil where the workers dug has a brick-like color and often breaks in straight lines. He believes that we should give Mazurier the benefit of the doubt and allow that his imagination caused him to see bricks and Roman letters where there were none and that his enthusiasm was great enough to convince the others to see the same.


We likely will never know the full truth of the discovery. What we do know is that the bones were real. For that, we should thank Mazurier rather than condemn him. The usual fate of giants’ bones in Medieval and Renaissance Europe was for them to be put on display at the local church or town hall as evidence of God’s majesty and to be brought out for special occasions until they fell to pieces. Alternatively, they might be picked up by a wealthy collector with an interest in the new natural philosophy, such as Marshal Lesdiguieres, and displayed in his cabinet of curiosities, also until they fell to pieces. Had either of these been the case, Langon’s bones would have vanished from history. Thanks to Mazurier’s showmanship, they did not. Mazurier brought the bones to the attention of a literate audience, who examined, argued over, and wrote about them. What the learned men of France had to say about the bones gives us an excellent view into how they viewed the whole concept of fossils at the beginning of the Scientific Revolution.
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On June 18, 1613, Mazurier arrived in Paris with the bones. He set up a tent with a large sign featuring a drawing of the bones and charged the curious a small fee to see the real thing. The show was a huge success. In two months, Tissot’s pamphlet ran through three more printings to meet popular demand. The show eventually attracted the attention of the court, as anticipated, and Mazurier received notice that the king would like to have the bones sent to Fontainebleau Palace so that he could look at them. King Louis XIII was twelve years old at the time. What twelve-year-old with unlimited power would not have “asked” to have them sent over? The bones were laid out in the chambers of the queen mother and regent, Marie di Medici. On seeing them, Louis asked a courtier if such giants had ever really existed. Yes, the courtier replied, imagine what a great army such men would make. The king was not enthusiastic about the idea; they would soon eat the country clean, he commented. By all appearances, the court enjoyed the exhibition. The king gave Mazurier a reward for the show, but even he had doubts about the Theutobochus part of the story. Two weeks after the viewing, the king’s secretary wrote to Langon requesting the rest of the bones and some parts of the tomb, including the gray stone inscribed with Theutobochus’s name, be sent to the court. Four days after that, Mazurier packed up, slipped out of town, and took the bones on a tour of northern France, England, and Flanders. He was last seen taking the bones to Germany. At least one other request for evidence of the tomb was sent from the court to Langon. Langon was away on business when both letters arrived. He stayed away for a year and never responded to the requests for additional evidence. Eventually, the king lost interest and the requests ceased.


Even though Mazurier and the bones had left Paris, people outside the court continued to talk about them for years and debate whether they were really the bones of a giant, and if it was a giant, whether that giant was Theutobochus, and whether they were really bones at all and not natural productions that just happened to look like bones. In late October, a pamphlet entitled Gygantosteologie, ou Discours des os d’un Géant (Gygantosteologie, or Speech on the Bones of a Giant) appeared in Paris. The author was Nicolas Habicot, a member of the barber-surgeon’s guild, the same guild as Mazurier. Habicot defended Mazurier’s claim that the bones were those of a human giant and specifically those of Theutobochus. Habicot’s pamphlet had three parts. First, he repeated Tissot’s story. Second, he explained how his own medical examination of the bones convinced him that these were the real remains of a human giant. Third, he made a more general argument for the historical existence of giants. Habicot was able to add many facts about the discovery that were not in Tissot’s pamphlet and that he could only have learned by talking to Mazurier, most importantly the measurements of the lost skull. Responding to the suggestion that bones might be those of some large animal such as a whale or elephant, Habicot explains that this is not possible. Man, he writes, possesses a soul as well as other unique attributes such as the bones in our hands that allow us make all manner of useful tools and the heels on our feet that allow us to walk upright. That last was very important to him. Two of the most identifiable bones Mazurier brought to Paris were a heel and and ankle bone. He admits he has never seen an elephant, but he knows it to be true that they do not possess these traits. Moving from the specific to the general, he delivers a passionate argument for the historical existence of giants. In this, he brings together examples from the Bible, classical mythology, history, chivalric poetry, and modern rumors, ultimately building an argument that amounts to little more than “so many eminent writers couldn’t all be wrong, could they?”


Habicot and the king’s courtier were not out of the mainstream in believing in the historical existence of whole nations of giants as opposed to occasional men of unusual height. The belief that giants had once walked the earth and tormented our ancestors was once found in mythologies all over the world. I won’t go so far as to say the belief was universal—anthropologists hate it when you say anything is universal—but it was very common. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the literate elite of Europe was divided over the question of giants. Those challenging the idea had to go against traditions that pre-dated Christianity. In the thirteenth century BCE all the major Mediterranean civilizations underwent a simultaneous collapse. Historians argue passionately about the causes of this collapse, the sequence of events, and how bad it was in each region. Some areas, such as Greece, were plunged into a dark age that lasted almost five hundred years. When they returned to an urban, literate society, a great deal of their specific knowledge of the past had been lost, including their writing system. Surviving records were indecipherable. A new writing system had to be borrowed from the Phoenicians and modified to the Greek language. Events like the Trojan War had become legendary narratives in which gods and demigods participated beside mortal men and women. To Classical Greeks, the ruins of pre-collapse temples, fortresses, and palaces seemed impossibly large, the sort of thing that only men of gigantic stature could have built. This idea fit in well with the idea that mankind and the world in general were in decline. Hesiod, writing around 700 BCE, left the earliest, surviving, Greek account of the Ages of Man. From the nearly perfect world of the Golden Age, Hesiod wrote that man declined into the Silver Age, the Bronze Age, the Heroic Age (a slight improvement), and into his own age, the Iron Age. In each age, mankind had a shorter lifespan, worse health, smaller stature, and more strife as the world itself became worn out. Eventually, mankind will reach the Clay Age and everything will fizzle out altogether. Six hundred years later, the Roman poet Lucretius looked at the world and lamented “what we are witnessing is already in its decay: the Earth has lost the creative power of the past, animals no longer produce the gigantic size of those early days, the ground is no longer capable of spontaneous fertility.”


Fossils contributed this dismal world view. The Classical Greek world surrounding the Aegean Sea has a great number of bone beds filled with the remains of large mammals, animals much larger than any known to the Greeks. A large percentage of these bones are from mammoths and other proboscideans. By interpreting these bones as human, the Greeks found one more proof of the idea of eternal decay. Various bone beds became identified as the specific locations of famous battles between the gods and the Titans. The Greeks and later the Romans also identified certain bones as the remains of specific heroes and monsters. Herodotus wrote that a Spartan cavalryman found the bones of Orestes at Tegea. Pausinias reported that the remains of Theseus had been found at Skyros and those of Ajax at Mysia. When the Romans diverted the Orontes River in Syria, they were said to have found the coffin of a giant sixteen feet tall. An oracle told them that it was Orontes, a giant from India for whom the river was named. Pliny described the discovery of the bones of Orion, uncovered by an earthquake in Crete. They were forty-six cubits (sixty-nine feet) long. The stories of various discoveries came to be gathered into a standard canon that each subsequent writer repeated while adding new reports. The most comprehensive, and later the most influential, were those of Pliny and Pausinias.


The early Christians adopted the gloomy tradition of the decay of the world and the historical reality of giants and combined them with the Old Testament narratives: the fall from Edenic perfection and of giants who once oppressed God’s chosen people. Several of the early Church fathers wrote about the decline of mankind. The most important of these was St. Augustine. In The City of God, while dismissing the arguments of pagans, he writes:


They do not believe that the size of men’s bodies was larger then than now, though the most esteemed of their own poets, Virgil, asserts the same, when he speaks of that huge stone which had been fixed as a landmark, and which a strong man of those ancient times snatched up as he fought, and ran, and hurled, and cast it—


Scarce twelve strong men of later mould


That weight could on their necks uphold;
thus declaring his opinion that the earth then produced mightier men. And if in the more recent times, how much more in the ages before the world-renowned deluge? But the large size of the primitive human body is often proved to the incredulous by the exposure of sepulchres, either through the wear of time or the violence of torrents or some accident, and in which bones of incredible size have been found or have rolled out. I myself, along with some others, saw on the shore at Utica a man’s molar tooth of such a size, that if it were cut down into teeth such as we have, a hundred, I fancy, could have been made out of it. But that, I believe, belonged to some giant. For though the bodies of ordinary men were then larger than ours, the giants surpassed all in stature. And neither in our own age nor any other have there been altogether wanting instances of gigantic stature, though they may be few. The younger Pliny, a most learned man, maintains that the older the world becomes, the smaller will be the bodies of men. And he mentions that Homer in his poems often lamented the same decline; and this he does not laugh at as a poetical figment, but in his character of a recorder of natural wonders accepts it as historically true.


By the late Middle Ages, the narrative of the aging and loss of vitality of man and the world had acquired a standardized form supported by the familiar list of giants. The giants’ roll call still was not closed. Boccaccio reported on a discovery made in Sicily during his lifetime, though he was not present to witness it himself. In 1342, near Trepani, on the western end of the island, a group of workers, digging the foundation for a new house, uncovered a deep cave. They climbed in and found a great grotto where they saw the figure of a seated man of almost unimaginable size. In his hand, he held a staff as large as ship’s mast. According to their report, he was two hundred cubits tall (three hundred or four hundred feet, depending on your cubit). The workers hurried back to the village of Erice to share the story of their discovery. Soon, a crowd of three hundred people armed with torches and pitchforks marched to the worksite and entered the cave. Once inside the grotto, they paused, all frightened and awestruck except for one brave man who stepped forward and touched the giant’s staff. It disintegrated, leaving only dust and some iron pieces. He then touched the leg of the titan who also turned to dust leaving only three enormous teeth. The teeth were taken to the Church of the Annunciation where they were strung on a wire to be displayed. Boccaccio does not report what happened to the iron. We can safely assume that the local blacksmith took advantage of the free materials. There was some debate over the identity of the giant. Some thought he was Eryx, a legendary early king and founder of the village. Although a demigod himself, Eryx was killed in boxing match with his fellow demigod Hercules who had a bad habit of doing that sort of thing. The opposing and more popular idea was that he was the cyclops Polyphemus and that this was the very cave where he was blinded by Odysseus and his crew. In making that claim, they faced some competition. Over the years, a number of villages in Sicily had discovered a number of caves containing the bones of a number of giants and all had proclaimed their giant to be Polyphemus. Classics scholars, then and now, believed that the Odyssey described an itinerary of real places around the central Mediterranean and that Sicily was the home of Polyphemus. Even the average Sicilian peasant knew this and was proud of the history of their island. And if the local giant wasn’t Polyphemus, well, enough giants had been found that no one doubted that the island had once been home to a whole race of them.


Almost six hundred years later, the Austrian paleontologist Othenio Abel wondered if there was more to the story than that. In 1862, Hugh Falconer, one of the first great authorities on the diversity of extinct proboscideans, had presented a paper on the discovery of the remains of a dwarf elephant on the island of Malta. Falconer named it Elephas melitensis. In the years after that, other dwarfed species were found on most of the major Mediterranean islands. All of these species, except one, are believed to descended from Palaeoloxodon antiquus, the straight-tusked elephant. The exception is a dwarf mammoth that lived on Sardinia. Sicily is especially rich in these fossils, having been home to three different species of dwarfed elephants at different times. Abel thought the skeletons explained the origin of the cyclops myth. Most land mammals share a basic skeletal structure, but proboscideans and humans have some very specific resemblances. The most obvious in the limbs. Both have long straight limbs with short ankles or wrists and five digits. Laying the disarticulated bones of the body of a proboscidean out on the ground, it’s easy to form something that looks like an enormous, stocky human. Then comes the problem of the skull. Abel pointed out that the most distinguishing feature of a proboscidean skull—if the tusks are missing—is a huge hole in the middle of the face. This is the nasal cavity, with all of the attachments for the trunk. The true eye sockets are on the sides of the skull and almost unnoticeable. This would make it very easy for an awestruck discoverer to mistake the nasal cavity for the socket of a single huge eye. Other differences in the skulls can be explained by the fact that giants are, by definition, monsters. For example, even if the tusks remain, on Elephas melitensis they are very small and can be interpreted as fangs. Finally, add to this the tendency of probosciean skulls to fall apart and the fact that the Greeks didn’t encounter elephants until the time of Alexander and you have all of the ingredients necessary to construct a race of one-eyed giants from bones.
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When the prominent Basel physician Felix Plater was called to Lucerne in 1584 to care for the ailing colonel Ludwig Pfyffer, he expected to spend his spare time collecting rare plants on the neighboring mountains and visiting with his friend Renward Cysat. He was successful on all counts. The colonel recovered, Plater gathered more than a hundred samples of plants unknown to him, and Cysat had a special treat for him: mysterious bones. His friend explained that seven years earlier, a tremendous storm had buffeted the village of Reyden, a village that Plater had passed through on his way to Lucern. When the brothers of the local monastery came out to inspect the damage, they found that an ancient oak on Kommende Hill had been knocked over. Tangled among its roots were the large bones that Cysat now showed him. Many of the bones were damaged and only a few fragments of the skull remained. Naturally, the workmen were blamed for mishandling them. Plater convinced the city council to let him take them back to Basel for study. From the long bones of the arms and legs and, especially, a digit that appeared to be a thumb, Plater felt confident in telling the Lucerners that they had the remains of a human giant. By his calculations, it stood fourteen strich tall (nineteen feet) in life. Since giants were not part of any local traditions, he believed that it must have lived and died during some prehistoric era before normal humans arrived in the mountains.


Plater hired Hans Boch, an artist who happened to be painting his portrait at the time, to prepare large drawings of the bones and an imaginative drawing of the giant as it must have appeared in life. In Boch’s reconstruction, the giant stands with one hand on a dead tree, perhaps an oak like the one he was found under, naked except for a laurel and a girdle of oak leaves. Despite Plater’s conclusion that the giant and normal people had never lived together, Boch included a Swiss pikeman, gaping in awe at the giant, for comparison. The Lucerners were delighted, both with Plater’s conclusions and with Boch’s drawings. The bones were put on display in the city hall and the giant was made the shield-bearer of the city’s coat of arms. They had him painted on a tower attached to the city hall with a poem telling the story of his discovery. That wasn’t the end of the giant’s fame. In the next century, Cysat and members of the city council decided to decorate the three footbridges that connected the two parts of the city across the Reuss River. They hired an artist to paint triangular panels to be hung inside the bridges, attached to the roof trusses. Prominent citizens were encouraged to sponsor panels and in return, their crests would be incorporated into the paintings. Cysat bought panel number one on the Chapel Bridge (Kapellbrücke). For the subject, he chose Boch’s giant along with a poem that he composed. Later, the Jesuit Athanasius Kircher adapted Boch’s drawing to illustrate the relative sizes of famous giants. In his well-known version, six smaller giants stand in the shadow of Boccaccio’s titan. All seven have the posture and attire of Boch’s giant. The Reyden giant stands next to Goliath as the second smallest. Habicot was twenty-seven when the tree in Reyden was blown over and was quite familiar with the conclusions of the Swiss doctor.


The Renaissance and Reformation brought with them strong intellectual challenges to the historical reality of giants and equally strong defenses of it. Plater and Cysat’s embrace of the giant of Reyden amounted to taking sides in an emerging debate. It was impossible for either Protestants or Catholics to come right out and say that the Bible was wrong about giants, even if they secretly believed it. The challengers crouched their arguments in terms of certain passages in the Bible needing to be read as allegory. The giants of old, they wrote, were giants in deed (good or evil) rather than giants in stature. When Theodore Zwinger wrote in 1565 that “although Scripture [uses the word giants], theologians nevertheless prefer to interpret these passages allegorically,” he was ahead of his time by a good century. No such consensus existed. One year earlier, a work was published by the poet and military engineer Girolamo Maggi (using the Latinized name Hieronymus Magius) in which the author struggled with ways to reconcile the evidence and non-evidence of giants and the aging of the earth. On the one hand were the authoritative writings of the Bible and respected authors of antiquity. On the other hand were the results of his personal research. He had examined Roman and Etruscan tombs and weapons from the Punic Wars, almost two thousand years earlier, and found them to be no bigger than those of his day. Maggi began by reasoning that many ancient accounts were exaggerated; certainly, there had been giants, just not really gigantic giants. Next, he took a rather creative approach to the doctrine of the decline of the world by suggesting that the loss of vitality didn’t happen at a consistent rate in all places and times. Thus, there could still be large numbers of extraordinarily large people in China and Patagonia while the Italians had remained the same size for the last two millennia.


The first unqualified denial of giants came at the end of the decade from the pen of the Flemish physician Jan van Gorp (Joannes Goropius Becanus) in his book Origins Antwerpianae. According to a popular legend, the future site of his city had once held a bridge across the River Scheldt guarded by a giant named Druon Antigoon. If anyone refused to pay their toll he would chop off one of their hands as payment and throw it in the river. He continued this unpopular practice until the arrival of a Roman soldier named Brabo who chopped off one of Antigoon’s hands and tossed it into the river while the giant bled to death. Brabo then became the namesake of the province of Brabant and the city that grew up next to the bridge took the name Antwerp from the Flemish words “hand werpen” which roughly translates as “hand tossing.” The part of the story that Gorp took issue with was the meaning of the word “giant.” Much of his work involved the construction of elaborate and fanciful etymologies. During his researches, he had been amazed to discover that the dialect of Flemish spoken around his home in Antwerp was the exact same language that had been spoken by Adam and Eve in Eden. This made it the oldest and most noble language on earth. It escaped the confusion of the languages at Babel because the tribe of Gomer, the ancestors of the Flemish, had already trekked off to Northern Europe by the time the tower was allegedly built four thousand years before his time. It had remained pure and unchanged during all those centuries. Through linguistic contortions, he proved that the Latin word gigant, was a contraction of the Flemish wijt gehant which he gave the meaning of qui manus habet longe lateque extensas [He has his hands stretched far and wide]. The name of the antediluvian giants in Genesis, Nephilim, comes from the Hebrew word naphal which he said was a cognate of the Flemish word val meaning “downfall.” From this, he concluded that the word “giant” had originally been used to describe a people who were in rebellion against God and who were punished for it. Large bones that had been found in the vicinity of Antwerp, he dismissed as nothing more than the bones of elephants brought north by the Romans or perhaps sea monsters that had gotten lost and swum up the river.


Though Gorp was not the first to propose an allegorical interpretation of ancient giants, the blunt and uncompromising nature of his attack demanded a response. Several were written at the time and continued to be argued over the next half century. Even Sir Walter Raleigh, who spent his time while in the Tower of London writing a history of the world, felt compelled to write a defense of giants. Jean Chassanion wrote an entire book to refute Gorp. Chassanion tried to overwhelm Gorp with an appeal to authority and the sheer volume of his evidence. His book was primarily the standard list of giants from the Bible and esteemed ancient writers and well known recent discoveries, such as the giant of Erice, supplemented by a few previously unmentioned giants that he uncovered in his research, including a giant tooth that he had seen with his own eyes. The book went through three editions. Chassanion did make one departure from his predecessors; he did not keep the theme of the decay of the world. His giants were departures from normal humanity, which had always been the size of modern men.


This was the state of European thought on giants when Mazurier picked up his bones and departed Paris, leaving Habicot the job of defending Theutobochus.
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The response to Habicot came in December, just before the end of the year, in the form of an anonymous pamphlet entitled Gigantomachie pour respondre à la Gigantostologie (Gigantomachie, a response to Gygantosteologie). The author was given as “a Student in Medicine” but everyone knew it was Jean Riolan, an influential member of the guild of physicians and son of a famous anatomist of the same name. Riolan never indicates that he saw the bones. His arguments are entirely directed at Habicot’s pamphlet. On the question of giants in general, Riolan matches citations of respected authorities of antiquity who argued for the reality of giants with his own list of respected authorities of antiquity who argued against the reality of giants. As to the identification of the bones as those of Theutobochus, he states that this is either a fraud or a credulous mistake on Habicot’s part. Riolan is at his strongest when he delves into the purely anatomical details of Habicot’s identification. After a lengthy and pedantic section focusing on the number of bones in the human body, he gets to the meat of the matter; the measurements that Habicot provides do not match the proportions of a normal human body. The skull is too big and the chest is too deep to fit with the named height of the skeleton. He concludes that the bones must have come from an elephant. Although he, like Habicot, admits he has never seen one, he thinks the bones are roughly the right size according to some descriptions he has read. Riolan does not limit himself to responding to Habicot’s arguments or to advancing new ones related to questions surrounding the bones. He attacks Habicot’s competence as an anatomist, the value of his previous works, his style as a writer, and even his spelling. He frequently throws out the words “ignorant,” “ridiculous,” and “inept.” Not satisfied to go after Habicot himself, Riolan expands his attacks to the entire guild of barber-surgeons and to its most famous practitioner, Ambroise Paré. Paré was considered one of the titans of French surgery and had been Habicot’s teacher, making this an especially bitter line of attack. Even his pseudonym “a Student in Medicine” is an insult; it carries the message that even a novice should see how wrong Habicot is.


Why was Riolan such a jerk? The medical professions in seventeenth-century France were bitterly divided. Physicians, barber-surgeons, and apothecaries each had their own guilds and jealously guarded their prerogatives. Outside the guilds, tooth pullers, bone setters, midwives, and oculists also practiced professionally, though with a lower social status. Paris was the center of education in France and both the physicians and barber-surgeons had schools there. The University of Montpellier, where the doctors had authenticated the bones, had its own school of medicine that competed with Riolan’s University of Paris. The social ranking of physicians and surgeons was the opposite of the way most Americans use the words today. Physicians had a far superior social ranking than surgeons. Physicians not only practiced medicine, they taught it, they studied the great writers of the past, and they communicated in the purest Latin. By contrast, surgeons were manual laborers of the human body who spoke vulgar French. Physicians treated diseases; surgeons repaired injuries. Only physicians could order internal medicines to be prepared by apothecaries; surgeons were limited to preparing ointments and topical treatments. The boundaries were a constant source of struggle with new charters being issued several times a century. The barbers were at the bottom of the totem pole in this struggle. Their medical role was to provide first aid in the villages. Sometimes they were merged with the surgeons and sometimes they were separate. Habicot and Riolan were both active participants in this political-professional struggle between the guilds. At the time, Habicot was working to once again separate the barber-surgeons from a more professional group of pure surgeons. Riolan acted from time to time as the inquisitor-general for the Faculty of Medicine, accusing and prosecuting physicians who dared use unapproved treatments. Habicot was a prolific writer on medical issues who published a practical manual on medicine. In describing his own discoveries and innovations, he appeared to cross the line into teaching and this was something Riolan could not tolerate.


The battle over Theutobochus continued off and on for five years. Four months after his original response, Riolan published a second anonymous attack, titled L’imposture descouverte des os humains supposés, et faussement attribués au Roy Theutobochus (The fraudulent discovery of alleged human bones falsely attributed to King Theutobochus). Even though the whole medical community knew he was the author, he still published anonymously, even going so far as to compliment the author of Gigantomachie. In this book, he expands on his anatomical critique of Habicot’s description and expands on his historical arguments. He does not go so far as to accuse Habicot of fraud but does call him naïve for being fooled by the real charlatan, Mazurier. A full quarter of his pamphlet is a direct attack on Habicot’s competence as a medical practitioner through a scornful rebuttal of an earlier treatise the surgeon had written on the muscles of the diaphragm. A significant difference between this pamphlet and Gigantomachie is that Riolan no longer claims the bones belonged to an elephant. Having had a while think about it, he doesn’t think these could have survived for seventeen centuries, as Tissot claims. Animal bones rot in the ground; only saints’ bones, being pure and incorruptible, last for centuries. The Theutobochus bones must be figured stones or “sports” or “jokes” of nature, natural mineral productions that only happen to look like bones. The word Riolan used to describe such a thing was fossile.


The word fossil has undergone a lot of evolution since Roman times. The original Latin root, fodere, is a verb meaning “to dig.” From there the word evolved to become a noun, fossa, describing the excavation itself—a ditch, trench, or moat—and continued to be used in that sense by military engineers into modern times. By the Renaissance, the form fossile had appeared as an adjective or noun meaning “a thing dug up.” At first, it meant anything of interest or value found in the earth. Metal ore, gemstones, crystals, opals, and other stones containing images, and bones or stones that looked like bones were all dubbed fossils at this time along with human artifacts like pottery and hidden treasures. None of these were quite as passive as we think of them today. Figured stones could grow and move directed by various forces, such as the astrological influences of the stars. Many examples of such mineral growth could be observed. Crystals could be grown from a solution of salt. Sometimes stalactites and stalagmites could be measured and seen to become longer over a period of years. Mineral springs were known to encrust objects with calcium making them look like stones. Sand and small pebbles grew in some peoples’ kidneys. And every gardener, even today, knows that small rocks “grow” in vegetable patches over the winter. This generative power of the earth, sometimes called vis plastica, made it reasonable for people to think that not only could one bone-shaped stone form in isolation, but that several could form together giving the false appearance that they had once belonged to a living person or animal.


If the tusks of the giant found on Marquis Langon’s land had survived, it would not have challenged Riolan’s conclusion in any way. Since antiquity, it was known that ivory could be found in the earth. Theophrastus, Plato’s student, wrote that a type of ivory “with white and dark markings” could be dug up. Theophrastus’s, work, On Stones, survived and influenced writers well into the Renaissance. In Riolan’s day, this substance was known as ebur fossile (fossil ivory). Pliny, and other Roman writers were happy to accept fossil ivory as the product of elephants. Elephants, being the wisest of animals, had many human characteristics, including burying their dead. No one believed that wild elephants had lived in France, but Hannibal and other armies had passed through. During the Middle Ages, this Classical tradition of thought about buried ivory began to be replaced by another set of beliefs. During the Renaissance, many, especially of the upper classes, believed fossil ivory to be the remains of unicorns, and one of the most precious of medicines. Riolan mentions the fact that buried ivory was often sold as unicorn.


Unicorn lore began not as a legend, but as a rumor. Ctesias of Cnidus left the Greek world in 416 BCE to become the personal physician to the Persian emperors Darius II and Artaxerxes II. He stayed abroad for seventeen years. When he returned to Greece, he wrote books based on what he had learned there. Though he never left the royal court, which stayed in the western part of the empire, he spent many evenings with merchants and travelers listening to their stories of lands to the far east. Ctesias did not have a great reputation among the literati of subsequent generations. At best, he was called gullible and at worst a liar. Only fragments of his books have survived leaving us little from which we can form our own judgment about his credibility. Not everything he wrote was dismissed out of hand. Some of his natural history was cautiously accepted and commented on by serious writers like Aristotle and Pliny. One of the animals he wrote about was the monoceros or unicorn. He described the unicorn as a type of wild ass native to India, as large as a horse and with a single horn growing from its forehead that was white near the animal’s face, black in the middle, and bright red at the tip. It was swift and powerful and almost impossible to catch. So far, there is nothing particularly fantastic about this animal except for the horn. The horn was special: “Those who drink out of these horns, made into drinking vessels, are not subject to convulsions or to the holy disease [epilepsy]. Indeed, they are immune even to poisons if, either before or after swallowing such, they drink wine, water, or anything else from these beakers.”

OEBPS/Images/t1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 
   
   
 

   
   
 

 
 
   
   
 


   





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
PEGASUS BOOKS

e SRE e





OEBPS/Images/mid_elepant.jpg





