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What can early Greek literary sources (pre-Alexander the Great) tell us about Archaic and Classical Greek conceptions of the edges of the earth?
The majority of the early Greek literary sources were given a large amount of freedom when writing about the edges of the earth, as there was so little contact and so not much was known about the people who inhabited such a place.  The far corners of the earth were seen as desolate places, and the Greeks allowed imagination, belief and fantasy to influence their views.  The earliest Greek source to venture into India has not survived and is only seen through discussion by later authors.  Herodotus tells us that: Scylax of Caryanda was commissioned by Darius I to find a sea route going down the Indus, along the Arabian Peninsula, and then up the Red Sea to the Suez (4.44.1-3).[footnoteRef:1]  Scylax was not writing a history, it was more he kept accounts of the landscape and his own observations, it is not clear whether he ever made an official report of his voyage.[footnoteRef:2]  The likelihood that such a voyage took place was apparently corroborated by an inscription found during excavations at Suez which describes Darius’ conquest of India,[footnoteRef:3] although Tuplin (1991) is more sceptical about there being such a link between the inscription and Scylax’s journey.[footnoteRef:4]  Schwanbeck (1846) argues that everything about India goes back to Scylax[footnoteRef:5], Karttunen (1989) agrees with this assessment, following with the idea that Hecataeus probably had access to Scylax’s work, and then Herodotus access to Hecataeus, while Ctesias who was a contemporary to Herodotus and could possibly have used Scylax or Hecataeus.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Parker, 2008, pp. 14-15]  [2:  Karttunen, 1989, p. 66]  [3:  Parker, 2008, pp. 15-16]  [4:  Tuplin, 1991, p. 242]  [5:  Karttunen, 1989, p. 75; Schwanbeck, 1846, p. 5ff]  [6:  Karttunen, 1989, pp. 75-79] 

The Classical Greeks believed that the further you travelled from the centre of the world (meaning the Mediterranean) the stranger the creatures, geography, and customs would become.[footnoteRef:7]  Early literary sources such as Herodotus and Ctesias were filled with stories of marvellous and weird creatures from India and the East, most famously in Ctesias are the Cynocephaloi or Dog-Headed people, who live in the mountains around India and number up to 120,000 people (Ctesias F45, 37-40).  Ctesias is one of the most controversial early Greek writers, acting as a physician in the Persian court after being taken as a prisoner of war his writing focused mainly on natural history, but there are only 8 fragments available to modern readers most of which is a summary by Photius in the 9th century.[footnoteRef:8]  He gained an untrustworthy reputation by classical authors, who believed most of his work to be part of his imagination, and was not included in the classical canon of literature surrounding India so therefore has had little attention paid to him by modern scholars.[footnoteRef:9]  Even Herodotus recalls stories of strange creatures in the far east, such as the gold-digging ants who are described to be like Greek ants but are bigger than foxes and dig gold out of the sand (Herodotus 3.102.2-3).  Although the idea of such large ants may have seemed to the Greeks as exaggerated tales, modern interpretations have suggested that these gold-digging ants are actually a description of the Himalayan Marmot who live in the mountains and turn up gold dust.[footnoteRef:10]  Herodotus is known as being a critical author, who had travelled well and used a mix of local information and his own critiques and explanations to local traditions, due to the edge of the world being known as a land of superlatives and marvels he was less critical when it came to his stories of India compared to when he discussed other regions like Egypt,[footnoteRef:11] especially because there were no other sources of information to provide a counter-point or argument against what he was saying.[footnoteRef:12]  Despite having more freedom to say what he wished, Herodotus still left out the more incredible tales, as he was unsure how much his readers would believe (Herodotus 1, 193; Ctesias F45, 51).[footnoteRef:13] [7:  Karttunen, 2002, pp. 457; 460-464]  [8:  Parker, 2008, pp. 28-30; Karttunen, 1989, p. 80]  [9:  Karttunen, 1989, p. 80; Karttunen, 1997, p. 636]  [10:  Parker, 2008, p. 23; Lassen, 1856-62, pp. 314-15]  [11:  Karttunen, 1989, pp. 74-75]  [12:  Karttunen, 2002, pp. 457-458]  [13:  Karttunen, 1989, p. 75] 

The concept of the edge of the world in early Greek thought ties into early Greek geography, India was of interest to the Greeks because it would solve the problem of global geography: just how far India went towards the East determined where the ‘River Ocean’ or Okeanos would begin.[footnoteRef:14]  The earliest reconstruction of a Greek map can be worked out from the fragments of Hecataeus, who believed the earth was a disk shape split into two parts, Europe and Asia/Africa, which was all surrounded by the Okeanos or ‘River Ocean’ (see Figure 1).[footnoteRef:15]  Unfortunately, we only have fragments of Hecataeus’ work still available today, and only 8 of them relate directly to India.[footnoteRef:16]  It is likely that Hecataeus had access to Scylax’s account of his voyage from India to Egypt, which Herodotus most likely did not have, but otherwise, the sources of his information are not known as he did not travel to India himself.  His technique was the beginning of critical and rational thought, especially with the absence of monstrous creatures from the extracts that survive (although absence in the fragment does not mean they were not there in the overall work).  However, it has been argued that Hecataeus was not writing a history, and therefore his information is less reliable,[footnoteRef:17] although Karttunen (1989) argues that we do not have access to enough of his work to make a full assessment.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Romm, 2008, pp. 93-94; Parker, 2008, p. 20]  [15:  Parker, 2008, p. 20]  [16:  Parker, 2008, p. 18]  [17:  Drews, 1973, pp. 12-14]  [18:  Karttunen, 1989, p. 70] 

India was seen as the easternmost end of the oikoumene or ‘known world’, and it was believed that the ocean lay beyond it.  This belief in the ‘River-Ocean’ was even repeated in Aristotle, who believed that if you stood on the mountain named Parnassus (probably part of the Hindu Kush range), then you can glimpse the outer ocean from its peak.[footnoteRef:19]  Where Aristotle got his information from it is unclear, he relied mainly on Ctesias when discussing Indian plants although stating clearly that he did not trust him, but the mention of the mountain is the first in surviving Greek literature, and he probably did not get this information from Scylax, Ctesias or Herodotus but from another unknown source, and although the Indus river flows through this region, it was not the ‘outer sea’ that he believed it to be.[footnoteRef:20]  There was disagreement amongst the ancient authors, notably Herodotus who believed that there was desert beyond India and not an encompassing Ocean and that instead, the Ocean acted as the boundary with each area/region being surrounded by a desert (see Figure 2).[footnoteRef:21]  Herodotus was more open to the idea that there could be other lands beyond India, and although India was the edge of the ‘known world’ it was not the edge of the entire world, the desert is a boundary that can potentially be passed whereas the ocean had previously been viewed as a definite impassable boundary.[footnoteRef:22]  Romm (2008) discusses the idea of the line or boundary at the edge of the world, that where the path or eremos stops and communication is no longer viable beyond, a boundary is established but it is open-ended or a ‘dotted-line’ that explorers can pass if they so wish to try.[footnoteRef:23] [19:  Romm, 2008, p. 95]  [20:  Romm, 2008, p. 95]  [21:  Karttunen, 2002, p. 465; Parker, 2008, p. 19]  [22:  Romm, 2008, p. 94]  [23:  Romm, 2008, p. 94] 
Figure 2 Reconstruction of Map based on Herodotus from Ancient History Encyclopaedia

Figure 1 Reconstruction of Map based on Hecataeus from Wikipedia








In early Greek geography, there is a distinct fogginess surrounding the placements of Africa and Asia.  Both were seen as being ‘in the east’ and Hecataeus clearly saw Asia and Africa as half of the world, while Europe was the other half separated by the Mediterranean Sea,[footnoteRef:24] while even Aristotle was uncertain about the distinction between easternmost India and westernmost Africa.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Parker, 2008, p. 20]  [25:  Romm, 2008, p. 95] 

The Greeks also used the people and cultures at the edge of their world to compare and contrast themselves to those they deemed to be more ‘barbarous’ compared to their civilised lifestyle.[footnoteRef:26]  The Indians were viewed as “noble savages” still living in the Golden Age, living comfortably without working and being too ‘primitive’ to exploit the resources they had available.[footnoteRef:27]  The ‘barbarous’ and ‘simplistic’ ways of the fringes of the earth are seen in the Indian cultures discussed by Herodotus, most notably the Callatiae who eat their dead parents.[footnoteRef:28]  The Callatiae are discussed in Herodotus in an orchestrated event by the Persian king Darius where he is comparing the Greek burial practices of burning the dead, to the Callatiae practice of eating their parents (Herodotus 3.38).  Karttunen (2002) argues that Herodotus is here attempting to contrast the ‘complex civilisation and customs’ of the Greeks (burning their dead), to the ‘barbarous’ and ‘simplistic’ methods of the Callatiae, and by extension those who live on the fringes of the earth.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  Karttunen, 2002, pp. 460-465]  [27:  Karttunen, 2002, pp. 460-465]  [28:  Parker, 2008, p. 25]  [29:  Karttunen, 2002, pp. 460-461] 

The edge of the earth was also seen as a place of great wealth and abundance but also filled with curses and danger.[footnoteRef:30]  The wealth of the region becomes one of the main fascinations about the edge of the earth, the focus on the Indian gold is seen in Herodotus where he makes the point that as a satrap of the Persians under Darius, it is the Indians who pay the most tribute, amounting to 360 talents of gold dust per annum (Herodotus 3.94.2).[footnoteRef:31]  The emphasis on the Indian’s commodities and their wealth as being the lens through which to view Indian tradition, is continued throughout Indography in the classical world, most notably Pliny whose view of India is limited to it as a source of commodities (Pliny. HN 37.56).[footnoteRef:32]  This connection between wealth and danger is seen in Ctesais, as he says that there is an “abundance of silver” in India, but there is also gold, which is found in the “numerous large mountains where the griffins live” which makes it difficult to obtain the gold (Ctesias F45, 26).  The placement of the monstrous creatures like the griffin, who has the features of a wolf, bird, and lion, in the same place as the gold, helps to create the contrast of the wealth of the region, but also how dangerous it is, and therefore how difficult it is to obtain this wealth, the cross-breeding of the creatures adds to their danger and strangeness, and is often associated with the warmth of the climate.[footnoteRef:33]  The difficulty of trying to procure gold is also seen in Herodotus, where camels are used, once the Indians have obtained some gold and start their retreat, they will cut loose the male camels which are slower, and are then eaten by the ants which were giving chase wanting their gold (Herodotus 3.102). [30:  Romm, 1992, p. 87]  [31:  Parker, 2008, p. 22]  [32:  Parker, 2008, pp. 22, 28]  [33:  Romm, 1992, pp. 89-91] 

The early Greek literary sources that discuss the edges of the earth are mostly fragmentary at best (see: Scylax, Hecataeus, Ctesias), or include a short digression in a much larger work (see: Herodotus).  We, therefore, must also be wary that any information that they do present may have been corrupted by both the later authors the narrative is conveyed through, as well as translation issues from the original language.  The authors viewed the edges of the world as important in understanding their own global geography.[footnoteRef:34]  But, what is clear is that the sources portray an image of the fringes as strange, wonderful and marvellous places, an unknown world where anything is possible, and so the authors seize the opportunity to describe creatures or strange humanoids, that they would not see in the known world – you could here draw a parallel to the modern concept of aliens, space being our great unknown, where we create fantastical creatures that we can only imagine exist.  Ultimately the early authors, which included ethnographers and geographers, were not interested in trying to explain what it was they were describing, they were just recounting what they had heard, and presenting the ‘wonderful’ information to a larger Greek audience.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Romm, 2008, p. 93]  [35:  Romm, 1992, pp. 89-91] 
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