Walter de Chatillon’s epic poem Alexandreis is a Latin poem about the life of Alexander the Great. It is heavily fictionalised and borrows a lot from the historical accounts of previous Latin authors such as Quintus Curtius Rufus on the life of Alexander.[footnoteRef:2] The Alexandreis is divided into ten books and then marked out by line.[footnoteRef:3] The section of the Alexandreis that is contained in book one lines 461-92 is a description of Asia, and India in a very Medieval framework. The excerpt is an interesting window into the mind of the Medieval scholars, and on how they viewed Alexander the Great and his legacy. An analysis of this description as well as a look at medieval conceptions of how the world was laid out will help to understand how Alexander the Great fit in with the medieval mind and understanding of the world. The section on Asia is laid out in a geographical way trying to help the medieval mind to understand the world.  [2:  Ruth Parkes, 'Classical Mythology and Legends in Roman and Medieval Times', lecture delivered at the University of Wales Trinity St. David, Lampeter, 16 April 2024.]  [3:   David Townsend. 1996. The ‘Alexandreis’ of Walter of Chatillon: A Twelfth-Century Epic, JSTOR (University of Pennsylvania Press) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt18crxvp.7?seq=13> [accessed 25 April 2024]
] 

“Near the rising of the sun, it's bounded by the whirl of Ocean; from the south, it stretches northward to Lake Maeotis and the Tanais, which close it off from Boreas' chill winds, while our own sea divides its lands from Europe. A fair division of the world would grant to this region alone a full half-share: though it be one of three, geographers claim it divides the world in twain; and so it does not envy the more central place of the two continents of lesser breadth. Such is the site of Asia: gentle growth of forest shadows it, where rivers flow. It glories in its various regions' praise. The elephants of jeweled India shriek, that country which sows twice and reaps as often. The Caucasus arises to the north; the scent of Paradise blows from the East. Assyrians, Medes, and Persians hold the land The Akxandreis whose name is Parthia, now, and next to this Mesopotamia stands, receiver of the wealth of Babylon and the Chaldean realms. Then come Arabian lands, made redolent  with incense of Sabaea: there that bird is born, alone forevermore, the Phoenix, despair of all logicians, while nearby, the cinnamon and neighboring myrrh tree grow. Euphrates on this side laps Syria's shores; on that, Armenia, mindful of the Flood assails the heavenly realms above with threats.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  David Townsend. 1996. The ‘Alexandreis’ of Walter of Chatilon: A Twelfth-Century Epic,] 


This is an excerpt from the account of Walter de Chatillon in the Alexandreis, he is describing Asia, and the lands that Alexander the Great conquered in his march through the Persian Empire. Not much is known about Walter de Chatillon, he was a French author in the early part of the 12th century. He wrote extensively on Alexander the Great and on other things, many of his early works ended up in the satirical section of the Carmina Burana a famous set of medieval songs that were compiled in a Benedictine monastery in Bavaria. The songs were compiled in the 13th century but many of the songs are much older.[footnoteRef:5] Walter de Chatillon is most remembered for the Alexandreis. [5:  Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2024. ‘Carmina Burana | Medieval Manuscript’, Encyclopedia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Carmina-Burana-medieval-manuscript>] 

	The Section of the Alexandreis from book 1 lines 462-491 is a description of Asia. He opens by describing the continent of Asia by its boundaries. Like many of his contemporaries Walter de Chatillon he would have had a very hazy idea of what Asia was like, Europe was in contact with Asia through the medium of the Silk Road, but the everyday experience of the common people was not one where Asia was a concept they encountered regularly.
	Walter de Chatillon’s rendering of Asia is very similar to the common medieval understanding of the world as expressed through T and O mapping, T and O mapping is what is described in the work on Asia.[footnoteRef:6] The idea of the T and O map is that Asia is at the top of the world banded by seas, that ring the whole of the landmasses of the earth, that is the O, and that Asia makes up half of all land in the world but that the lands of Europe and Africa are separated from each other by water forming a stylized T shape. This is what is being described in the discussion of Asia.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2024. [n.d.-b]. ‘Map - the Middle Ages | Britannica’, Www.britannica.com <https://www.britannica.com/science/map/The-Middle-Ages#ref506121>]  [7:  Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2024. [n.d.-c]. ‘T and O Rendering | Cartography’, Encyclopedia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/science/T-and-O-rendering
] 

	Walter de Chatillon starts by describing the furthest reaches of Asia, discussing the verdant forests and vast nature that is there because of its enormous breadth. The Alexandreis being an Epic Poem on Alexander the Great spares no time describing the enormous size of the conquest that Alexander the Great made in Asia. This is part of the reason for Walter de Chatillon spent so long describing the continent of Asia to his readers. Walter de Chatillon illustrates the extent of the land that Alexander the Great took, this is in a way trying to paint him in the same light as other heroes of Epic poetry, heroes like Achilles, Beowulf and King Arthur. 
	The way that Walter de Chatillon describes the world is very similar to a Mappa Mundi, a medieval map of the world which is heavily decorated and stylised. The sources for this description of Asia are varied, drawing on sources such as Quintus Curtius Rufus,[footnoteRef:8] the Bible and from medieval contemporary thought. [8:  Ruth Parkes, 'Classical Mythology and Legends in Roman and Medieval Times' April 16th 2024] 

Given that this is a epic poem about Alexander the Great special attention is paid to the depiction of India. India was considered especially exotic, far, far to the east in the direction of paradise, in the East. 
The elephants of jeweled India shriek, that country which sows twice and reaps as often. The Caucasus arises to the north; the scent of Paradise blows from the East.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  David Townsend. 1996. The ‘Alexandreis’ of Walter of Chatilon: A Twelfth-Century Epic. pp. 1.467-469] 

India is a land of Elephants animals almost from myth with their legendary size. The land of India is rich in food as they harvest crops twice a year, presumably with twice the yield of Europe in the same time. Given their close proximity to Paradise this is to be expected of this legendary location. This is the kind of description that would be expected of a legendary hero like Alexander the Great. 
	There are mentions of other incredibly important civilizations that would have been familiar to the medieval readers such as Babylon, and the Medes and the Persians. Through the books of the Bible these groups would have been familiar to the Medieval people, and would have served to ground his more foreign and alien descriptions of the parts of Asia further east. Especially as at the end of this segment he is discussing the lands owned by the Arabs, during the 12th century when Walter de Chatillon was writing the Crusades were in full swing, and during this era travel to and from the Holy Land was not uncommon. This would mean there was at this time an increased, during this time the Medieval readers of the Alexandreis would have been increasingly familiar with the nearer parts of Asia, the part of the world that is now called the Middle East. 
	Other than the writings of other historians, such as Quintus Curtius Rufus, and Ovid the information about the east would come from the Silk Road, a long series of interconnected trade routes. Unlike popular imagination the silk road was not a continuous trade lane but rather a series of shorter trade routes.[footnoteRef:10] This is part of the reason that Asia was so mystical to the imagination of the medieval people. Because they hadn’t heard much about it directly, save for through hearsay and gossip that they got second hand. For a hero such as Alexander to have gone there is incredibly exciting for the Medieval world.  [10:  Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica . 2021. ‘Silk Road | Facts, History, & Map’, Encyclopædia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/topic/Silk-Road-trade-route>
] 

	This section of the Alexandreis by Walter de Chatillon is a fascinating window into the medieval world, and how Walter de Chatillon and his contemporaries would have viewed and understood the world that existed before them. This almost mythic figure of Alexander the Great who took over the world, and conquered most of Asia, would have been a fascinating figure to the Medieval mind. This description of the world is centred around the Catholic worldview that would have been incredibly prevalent in the world of Walter de Chatillon. This description is an incredible source on the world of Walter de Chatillon rather than of Alexander the Great. 
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