Give a detailed account of Alexander’s encounter with Talestris in the sources and include analysis of reasons for the differences. Focus upon Walter of Châtillon, Alexandreis 8.1-48; Quintus Curtius Rufus 6.5.24-32; Historia de preliis pp77-9.

This essay is going to explore how Thalestris is used by different authors when writing about the life of Alexander the Great. Thalestris was believed to be an Amazonian Queen who met with Alexander. Most of the ancient sources that write about Alexander do include the encounter with Thalestris.[footnoteRef:1] Modern scholarship usually does not believe that Alexander met any Amazons because, in the modern day, the Amazons are seen as a myth “we are not really tempted to believe that Alexander got chummy with any Amazons”.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Munding, 2011, 125]  [2:  Baynham, 2001, 115] 


Even some ancient sources doubted whether Alexander met any Amazons which can be seen in both Strabo and Plutarch.[footnoteRef:3] The ancient authors believed in the Amazons but they thought that by the time that Alexander was alive, the Amazons were dead. This can be seen when Arrian comments that if the Amazons had been still around when Alexander was still, alive then the Amazons would have appeared in Xenophon.[footnoteRef:4] Plutarch notes how there may have been doubts about the credibility of Alexander meeting Thalestrius in his life of Alexander when Plutarch has Lysimachus ask “and where was I at this time?”.[footnoteRef:5] The ancient authors such as Plutarch and Arrian comment on how they thought the story of Thalestrius was not true but if that was the case, why did they choose to include the story within their accounts of Alexander's life? Furthermore, these writers did believe in the Amazons but they thought that the legendary Amazonian women had died before Alexander was alive.  [3:  Munding, 2011, 128-9]  [4:  Munding, 2011, 133]  [5:  Plut. Alex. 46.2] 


I am mainly going to be focusing on the accounts of Thalestris from Walter of Chatilon, Quintus Curtius Rufus and the Historia de Prelis. In the Historia De Prelis, Alexander and Thalestrius exchange a series of letters. In these letters, Alexander threatens to attack Thalestris and her kingdom unless they pay him tribute and then Thalestris threatens to attack Alexander’s army. Peace, however, is eventually agreed between Alexander and the Amazons. In both The Alexandries by Walter of Chatilon and the History of Alexander by Quintus Curtius Rufus, the same events happen in their accounts of the meeting between Thalestris and Alexander. Thalestris approaches Alexander and asks if she can sleep with him so that she can conceive a child from a great king.

In the Historia de Prelis, both Alexander and Thalestris could be considered as being threatening towards each other. This can be seen through the way that Alexander writes that the Amazons pay him tribute unless “wish me to come against you and inflict some harm upon you”.[footnoteRef:6] This is mirrored in Thalestris’ reply when she writes “And so we are bound to fight bravely against you to display our valour at your expense”[footnoteRef:7]. She also points out that if Alexander was to win against the Amazons “you will gain no glory, because you will have conquered women”.[footnoteRef:8] Eventually, the Amazons pay Alexander tribute and they do not go to war against each other “Then with peace established, Alexander began to move on”.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Historia de Prelis, 3.82]  [7:  Historia de Prelis, 3.83]  [8:  Historia de Prelis, 3.83]  [9:  Historia de Prelis, 3.84] 


The account of the meeting between Thalestris and Alexander in the Historia de Prelis is also different from the other two accounts because it is told in the epistolary form and Alexander and Thalestris do not meet till the end of the account once peace is established.

The meeting between Alexander and Thalestris is described very similarly in the Alexandries and The History of Alexander to the point where some scholarship suggests that Chailton may have read Quintus Curtius Rufus and based his account of Alexander's life on Rufus’.[footnoteRef:10] Munding describes in her article Alexander and the Amazon Queen how Quintus Curtius Rufus’ account of Thalestris is similar to that of Diodorus and Justin. They all give the same date, the queen has the same name, events take place in the same location and all include 300 armed women and Thalestris staying with Alexander for 13 days.[footnoteRef:11] Munding suggests that all these authors may have used a similar source, possibly Cleitarchus.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Towensend, 1995, 260]  [11:  Munding, 2011, 126]  [12:  Munding, 2011, 126] 


In both the Alexandreis and Rufus, Alexander offers Thalestris to join his army if she wishes but in both accounts, she gives the same reason, namely that she has to return to her people as she has left them without a ruler “giving as an excuse that she had left her realm without a guard”[footnoteRef:13], “she pleaded her realm now lacked a guardian”.[footnoteRef:14] This shows that in the two sources Alexander could be seen as being impressed with Thaletris’ military prowess which is why she was asked whether she would like to join Alexander's army.  [13:  Quintus Curtius Rufus, History of Alexander, 6.31-2]  [14:  Walter of Chailton, The Alexandreis, 8.53-4] 


In the Greek world, the Amazons were seen as being ‘other’ and could symbolize foreigners or barbarians.[footnoteRef:15] This could explain why an “ethnographical description”[footnoteRef:16] is given of the women in the texts. “The clothing of the Amazons does not wholly cover the body, for the left side is nude as far as the breast and the other parts of the body are veiled”,[footnoteRef:17] “The dress of the Amazons does not obscure their bodies wholly”.[footnoteRef:18] Therefore, the Amazons are in these two sources described in a way that makes them different normal women, Chailton even refers to Thalestris as a “simple savage”.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Munding, 2011, 135. Baynham, 2001, 116]  [16:  Townsend, 1995, 260-1]  [17:  Quintus Curtius Rufus, History of Alexander, 6.27]  [18:  Walter of Chailton, The Alexandreis, 8.18-9
]  [19:   Walter of Chailton, The Alexandreis, 8.32] 


The final similarity which this essay is going to explore is Thalestris’ initial reaction to the size of Alexander in Chailton and Rufus.[footnoteRef:20] “Talestris marveled that his meagre body ill fit his fame”[footnoteRef:21] “carefully surveying his person which did not by any means correspond to the fame of his exploits' '.[footnoteRef:22] Baynham comments in her article Alexander and the Amazons that Thalestris may have been skeptical of what she saw because “sources suggest that Alexander was a short man”[footnoteRef:23] and that his physical appearance “did not match the fame of his achievements”.[footnoteRef:24] Baynham notes how this was a detail which was added by Quintus Curtius Rufus which to me suggests that as this also appears in Chailton and the accounts are so similar indicating that Chailton heavily based his Alexandreis on Rufus. [20:  Dumas, 1992, 350]  [21:  Walter of Chailton, The Alexandreis, 8.29-30]  [22:   Quintus Curtius Rufus, History of Alexander, 6.29]  [23:  Baynham, 2001, 117]  [24:  Baynham, 2001, 117] 


To conclude, I think the reason why the three accounts are so different from one another is that Chailton’s account of Alexander and Thalestris was heavily based on Rufus’ which is why the account in the Historia De Prelis could be seen as more threatening. In addition, different events happen in the text when compared to the Alexandreis and the History of Alexander.
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