Give a detailed account, including variants, of Alexander’s encounter with Talestris in the sources.


Within The "Alexandreis" of Walter of Chatilon, book 8, we are introduced to Talestris, the Amazonian Queen, who is depicted as ‘aflame with her desire’ to meet Alexander the Great. Her demeaner throughout the extract is that of a powerful character, which is quickly contrasted with the description of Alexanders’ ‘meagre body’, something that clearly challenges her expectations of this powerful figure she had heard of. This portrayal of Alexander as of a lesser frame is not in accordance with the Amazonian standards of having a body fit to match the courage and deeds of the person, causing her to consider that his true power ‘transgresses all the body’s limbs’. The source states that the motive behind Talestris’ desire to meet Alexander is to ‘fill her womb’ in hopes that she may bear a child that shares the power that Alexander possess, considering herself as worthy to carry his child. 

Their encounter is described elsewhere within ‘History of Alexander’, book 6, by Quintus Curtius Rufus. Talestris is again introduced as the queen of the Amazons, described to have a ‘desire’ to meet Alexander. Rufus writes that she is soon granted permission to meet him, as Walter of Chatilon similarly described, and she is accompanied by 300 other Amazonian women. The two texts emphasise Talestris’ clothing to not ‘wholly cover the body’, and the Amazonian custom of removing a breast so that they can wield weapons with more ease whilst one is left for breast feeding. Talestris is written to be a brave figure who could stand before Alexander with ease. Again, Alexander’s physical form is said to not have any correspondence ‘to the fame of his exploits’, contrasting the Amazonian expectations of ‘physical attractiveness’ to be intertwined with one’s powerful nature. However, this does not dissuade her of her motive, which again is said to be her desire to produce an heir with Alexander. In contrast to the previous source, Alexander is written to have asked Talestris to serve alongside him in war, which she declines due to the ‘excuse’ of leaving her realm unguarded, and thus she should not be sent away. 

Finally, within book 3 of ‘Historia de Preliis’, the encounter between Alexander and Talestris is depicted within letters sent between the two figures. After encamping at the Caspian gates, Alexander writes a letter to Talestris that reiterates his glorious feats in battle against Darius, as well as Porus. He warns her that if she does not come to him and pay tribute, he will proceed to ‘inflict some harm on you’. This is dissimilar to the first two sources studied, as it depicts Alexander to have been driven to seek her out first. Talestris and the Amazonian women are again described as a powerful force in her letter to him, and a worthy opponent to Alexander. It is described in more detail the customs of the Amazonians, and that their superiority to Alexanders army would put him to shame. He finds this amusing and replies with the offer to instead create peace between them if the Amazonians were to give them ‘tribute’. Ultimately, the Amazonians do so, and peace is established between them, however there is no mention of Talestris’ desire to produce an heir with Alexander. 
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