What can Iambulos’ Island of the Sun and Euhemeros’ Island of Panchaea (as related by Diodorus) tell us about Greek notions of the ideal society?


In both the accounts of Iambulos’ journey to the Island of the Sun and Euhemeros’ account of the Island of Panchaea there are mentions of new ideals that the people of these islands live by that are different to that of the Greek and Roman society that they and Diodorus[footnoteRef:1] come from. In this essay I will be comparing the societies of the Island of the Sun and Panchaea, as mentioned in Diodorus’ texts, to the society of the Greeks, and how this comparison can explain to us the Greek notions of an ideal society. Whilst I shall be using the accounts of these ‘utopian’ islands in Diodorus’ work, he is not the first-hand writer, rather they are copies of the accounts of Iambulos and Euhemeros. Therefore, there might be aspects of these accounts missing within Diodorus’ retelling as he may not have seen them to be important or interesting enough to be included within his works. [1:  These two accounts only exist in fragments and through mentions of other ancient scholars, such as Diodorus] 


In Diodorus’ account of Iambulos’ journey to the Island of the Sun he mentions many aspects about the island and the life of the islanders, including the fact that there is little disease on the island, the people live very long lives, and when the people did get ill or to a certain age, there was a form of euthanasia. In comparison to the Greek society at the time, this would have been seen very much as a ‘utopian’ state. Whilst the islanders had little to no disease, the Greeks suffered with plagues, for example the Athenian Plague between 330 and 327 BC, which killed approximately 25% of the Athenian population,[footnoteRef:2] and a high-mortality rate within their young children as a result of the diseases within the poleis. Euthanasia is still thought of as a modern idea, in so much as it is illegal in many places in our day and age, and within Greek society it was not practiced, especially not in the same way that it was within the Island of the Sun.[footnoteRef:3] Within Diodorus’ account of Iambulos’ findings there is mention of a democratic way of life.[footnoteRef:4] During the fifth and fourth centuries BC, the Athenians had a system of democracy that suited them, but they were the only polis to implement this into their lives. Some of the main aspects that Diodorus mentioned of Iambulos’ accounts of the Island of the Sun are about the strange beasts and people that live there, along with an abundance of fauna and fruit that is ripe all year round. Some of the creatures mentioned include a type of tortoise that has four eyes and mouths and blood that could “glue together any severed parts of a body” and large birds that young children were made to ride “to determine whether they are suitable for rearing”.[footnoteRef:5] Later on in his article, Brown mentions that this test on young children could be compared to the training of children in Sparta and how they were also treated ruthlessly. A huge part of the Greek society were the slaves, and the class system, but in the accounts of the Island of the Sun there is no reference made to slavery. [2:  Morens and Litmen (1992)]  [3:  Brown (1955)]  [4:  Diodorus Siculus 6.1]  [5:  Brown (1955)] 



In his works Diodorus mentions another ‘utopian’ discovery made by Euhemeros to the island of Panchaea. This island had some similar aspects to that of the Island of the Sun, for example the idyllic country, which was covered in beautiful landscape and flora.[footnoteRef:6] Once again there is a lack of reference about slavery occurring on this island. However, in this account of the ‘utopian’ island there is mention of a caste system, though instead of it being a list of seven classes, like Megasthenes’ description of the Indians, there are only three classes within the society, in which there is no mention of there being economic or social privilege.[footnoteRef:7] Within this society Diodorus mentions that the only things that are private property to the people are their homes and gardens, any produce that they grow or offspring of animals is distributed among the people by the priests,[footnoteRef:8] with them receiving a double share. Objects and items were not brought and sold on Panchaea like they were within the Greek poleis, everyone except the priests received equal share of everything. However, unlike the description of the Island of the Sun where there is no reference of upset and the disruption of peace, the island of Panchaea is not fully peaceful, and there is a justice system in place. In comparison to the Greeks, this justice system does not include any form of capital punishment. [6:  Diodorus Siculus. 5.41-46]  [7:  Ferguson (1975)]  [8:  Many modern scholars relate this idea to communism (Ferguson, 1975. Brown, 1955)] 


Overall, what these two accounts of the ‘utopian’ islands make clear to us, is that they were living a very different life to that of the Greeks. Within Diodorus’ works they are mentions of idealistic features, such as no slaves and equality, little disease, long lives and an abundance of flora and fauna throughout the island, with the fruit trees bearing fruit all year round. These aspects that are mentioned give an idea of Greek notions of an ideal society. There are also mentions of fantastical creatures, such as a tortoise with four eyes and mouths, which are common within writings about the east. However, it is not clear whether these creatures are mentioned because they are part of the ideal society or just because they are different to the types of animals that are found in Greece and so are interesting to read about. Diodorus talks about people with split tongues whilst also describing the people of the island having extraordinary beauty, and once again it is not confirmed about whether or not this is a specific aspect of the utopian society.

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are many aspects mentioned within both accounts of ‘utopian’ islands that are clear to be an ideal society for that of the Greeks and the islanders, including the lack of slavery and disease, the abundance of fruit, and the communist like way of living. However, there are also aspects which are not so clear about whether they are mentioned with Diodorus’ works because they are part of the utopian society or just because he found them interesting to write about and wanted others to know about them too, such as the people with split tongues. Also, this is one man’s retelling of another man’s findings, so there could still be aspects missed out, and today we do not know if there are aspects that Diodorus may be added himself to make the islands sound more fantastical. As a result of the poor geographical knowledge and understanding of the time, we do not know where these islands are situated and therefore cannot explore them to find out if these accounts are true. Overall, these two accounts describe islands that are very different to the mainland of Greece and anywhere else encountered by the Greeks, and are described with great respect, not just for the land but for the people and the way that they live. Therefore, it can be said that the fact these accounts survived one way or another through history, meant that they were of some importance to the Greeks and could have been a way in which they wished to be able to live in.
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