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An Indian Rhino, Rhinoceros unicornis, 
(V34) on the Artemidorus Papyrus. 

Its position in the antique cultural tradition 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Introduction to the Artemidorus papyrus 

The verso of the Artemidorus papyrus, which at the latest was written in the very 
early first century A.D. in Alexandria, is covered by 42 drawings by the same 
hand, 40 of them animal pictures (sometimes comprising two animals, and there
fore 45 animals in total), most of them provided with a name label in Greek. Ac
cording to the general title on the verso of the papyrus it contains "terrestrial 
quadrupeds, birds, fish, and whales", an Aristotelian description of biodiversity 
(LEYRA 2011). There is no particular principle of order, except that only large 
and rare animals are depicted, from a variety of taxa: a jellyfish, a mantis 
shrimp, five fish s. I., six reptiles s. t., 11 birds, and 17 mammals. They are of 
Southern Mediterranean, African and South Asian provenience. No common 
domestic animals are included. The illustrations belong to the Hellenistic tradi
tion of labelled animal pictures, starting with Aristotle, continued by the original 
of the Nile mosaic of Praeneste (Palestrina) and by the sepulchral painting of 
Marisa (Israel), followed in Hellenistic-Roman art by decorative mosaics and 
wall paintings, and on the other hand by "scientific" illustrations in Byzantine 
codices (KADAR 1984). The Artemidorus papyrus was obviously made and used 
as a model sheet. -

The particular value of the Papyrus lies in the large number of drawings in 
a consistent style with identical characteristics, and the fact that they are la
belled. Three scenes show mythological animal fights in a plesiomorphic man
ner, making it much easier to draw conclusions about the original zoological 
background than is the case for later, more standardized pictures. A distinct 
group of Indian s. t. animals can be identified. Of 45 animals, at least eleven are 
certainly of Indian provenience or stem from more eastern trade connections re
lated to India. For others, no decision can be made since they occur in Africa as 
well as in South Asia. 

In 20 B.C., a delegation from India arrived in Daphne near Antioch (Anta
kya, Turkey), where it was granted its first audience with the princeps, the later 
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