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Alexander’s Encounter with Talestris: Account of Sources

Introduction
Alexander the Great’s encounter with Talestris, the Amazon queen, holds a notable position within the literary canon of his life. Talestris, depicted as the ruler of a society of warrior women, is said to have sought Alexander’s temporary companionship not for political alliance or conquest, but to conceive a child by him, under the belief that the union of the greatest man and woman would produce extraordinary children. This narrative appears in various sources, each presenting it differently: including Quintus Curtius Rufus’ Histories of Alexander the Great (6.5.24-32), which offers a Roman historiographical account, Walter of Châtillon’s, Alexandreis (8.1-48), revising the story into medieval epic poetry, moderating content to befit a Christian audience and play into current events; and the medieval romance Historia de Preliis. These variations offer insight into differing moral and societal influences across time.

Quintus Curtius Rufus 6.5.24-32
Quintus Curtius Rufus, a first-century CE Roman historian, composed the Histories of Alexander the Great as a prose narrative detailing the life of Alexander and his campaigns, incorporating both historical facts and legendary elements within his work, in the hopes of engaging a Roman audience. In his account, the encounter between Alexander and Talestris occurs in Hyrcania, where she arrives accompanied by group of her warrior women seeking to conceive a child by Alexander. She argues that their partnership, despite it being only temporary, will produce offspring surpassing all others in strength and valour, a proposition which Alexander accepts, thus they spend thirteen nights together before parting. 
The purpose of Curtius Rufus’ narrative appears not only to propagate the moral implications of engaging with foreign customs, but equally to accentuate Alexander’s character. Talestris exemplifies skill in combat and is not at all shy or submissive in her request, while Alexander is presented as heroic and morally complex. Curtius Rufus’ appears to attempt to reflect Roman tastes for exotic, exciting stories serving as a character study, prioritising moral and literary significance over historical accuracy. Waldemar Heckel argues that it is widely believed that “Curtius has invented episodes or details rather than taken from his sources” (Notes on Q. Curtius Rufus' History of Alexander, 1994), which further illustrates this. By situating Alexander within a context that is both morally and culturally intricate, Curtius Rufus establishes a narrative framework that highlights the components most interesting to his intended audience, exploring the conflict and interaction with unfamiliar cultures. 

Walter of Châtillon, Alexandreis 8.1-48
[bookmark: _Int_XONb0KNK][bookmark: _Int_Xf4AVunV][bookmark: _Int_66UW9G8a]Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis, composed in the late twelfth century, reworks the life of Alexander into a Latin epic poem influenced by previous classical writers such as Virgil and Lucian, while simultaneously adapting the content to align with moral values appropriate for a medieval Christian audience. Alexander’s interaction with Talestris is included, but was significantly altered in relation to its tone and implications. In contrast to aligning with the idea that it was a consensual, mutually desired sexual encounter, this version is far more subdued and morally conscious. Talestris continued to be depicted as the queen of the Amazons, seeking Alexander for his renown, but the meeting is characterised more as an assessment of Alexander’s moral fibre and self-control, rather than pure indulgence. 
	The sexual detail in this version is hugely diminished, fitting with more sensitive or conservative attitudes surrounding this period. The medieval attitude surrounding literature was largely uneasy regarding explicit material, and while Walter of Châtillon’s work was hugely popular when first published (Bridges, 2015), it is unlikely to have recieved as much recognition had it been more descriptive. Alexander is depicted as demonstrating self-restraint, whereas the Amazons, while still formidable, are portrayed with their otherness in mind, their society filtered through a moralising lense reinforcing Christian and medieval gender norms. This in particular is similar to the account of Curtius Rufus, where the Amazons are used as a direct opposite of expected gender roles, as well as the Historia de Preliis, in which the strangeness of Amazonian customs is emphasised.

Historia de Preliis
The Historia de Preliis, a medieval prose deriving from the Alexander Romance tradition, offers the most mythological and embellished account of Alexander’s encounter with Talestris. In this version, it is presented as more of a marvel, emphasising the strangeness of the Amazonian customs and the ‘otherness’ of their customs, such as the weight placed on them “fight[ing] on horseback” and them “number[ing] one hundred thousand” in combat.  Talestris is depicted to be actively seeking Alexander in order to bear a child by him, despite not explicitly stated, however the customary ritual of bearing children and raising them in their correct customary way is explained, portrayed as a natural and commendable behaviour within her culture, with little moral constraint. 
[bookmark: _Int_BjrwlzEu]Unlike Walter of Châtillon’s moralistic epic or Curtius Rufus’ more historically focused account, the Historia de Preliis prioritises the more entertaining and fantastical elements of their encounter, presenting the Amazonian women as a direct inversion of ‘normal’ gender roles. This trope strongly appealed to medieval audiences fascinated by the exotic. Alexander’s participation in the encounter elevates his legendary status rather than questioning his morality, he is portrayed as a universal conqueror whose greatness transcends the confines of a specific culture. His lack of moral discomfort, shown in his willingness to provide the Amazons with “the finest gifts” in the Historia de Preliis reflects its standing within the romance literature genre. It is not intended to be purely historical and accurate, but serves as a narrative ‘story’ of sorts. This allows Alexander’s encounter with Talestris to reinforce his mythical stature, rather than offering critique on his moral character.

Comparative Analysis & Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_beEN8FQt]Alexander’s encounter with Talestris exemplifies how a singular narrative can be reshaped across time to satisfy varying literary and cultural needs dependent on time period and audience. Curtius Rufus writes within Roman historiography, placing emphasis on moral complexity and character analysis. To contrast, Walter of Châtillon’s adapts the encounter to fit within the medieval expectations of a Christian epic, his Alexander serving as a moral example, suppressing sexual excess and practicing self-discipline. The Historia de Preliis differs most significantly, its primary focus on the conventions of romance literature. Within this context, historical accuracy and moral evaluation is secondary to entertainment. Talestris and the Amazons are exaggerated to heighten the sense of cultural difference and ‘otherness’, while Alexander’s character surrounding them elevates his status without questioning his moral standing.
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