
Mythic Historie: Early mechanisms of the Oikoumenē

The Oikoumenē – the known world, sets the parameters for understanding events on earth.[footnoteRef:1] According to Greeks like Herodotus, the further one enters into the oikoumenē, the more civilised things become, with civilisation becoming more common. In contrast, the further one extends outwards, the more one might think to encounter ‘monstrous’ entities, both human and otherwise.[footnoteRef:2] Early conceptions of the physical plane of the world as an enormous spherical plate, with large bodies of water encircling all.[footnoteRef:3] This highlights the psychological comprehension of both ‘the known’, and ‘the other’, which commonly manifests itself in conceptions of monstrosity, in relation to both explanations of geological, cosmological, or biological phenomena.[footnoteRef:4] Firstly, this essay will detail what the Oikoumenē itself is, from the perspective of Greek and Roman antiquity, as well as whether or not the psychological manifestations of apeiron – a space without limits effect it.[footnoteRef:5] Secondly, how the various scholars that worked on matters of mapping the world interacted with prior conceptions of the Oikoumenē, and how their conception of the known world effected evolving genres. Lastly, I will argue that, with the evolution of written language, came the more evolved perception of writing works outside of pre-existing literary genre. The genre of writing history that later expanded to include philisophy and geography, eventually breaking out of previous linguistic traditions, becoming its own section of natural science is one such evolving tradition.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Romm.1992:3]  [2:  Aston, E:2011:212]  [3:  Romm.1992:4]  [4:  Hesiod.Theog.333-336]  [5:  Kahn.1960:231]  [6:  Romm.1992:4-5] 


In essence, the Oikoumenē provides a linguistic mechanism to articulate what is known about the world.[footnoteRef:7] In some accounts this also includes more unintelligible, abstract, realms which seem to not take place entirely on earth, but are not directly attributed to realms of the Gods such as the underworld or Mt. Olympus.[footnoteRef:8] This introduction to a ‘world with boundaries’ indicates a distinct change from the concept of the earth as seemingly endless mass of land, stretching off into the endless waste of desert or sea, depending on the account.[footnoteRef:9] The psychological comprehension of the known not only appears in ideas about other societies different from their own but physical expanses of landmass or sea. Examples of this occurring appear in Herodotus twice: firstly, when Xerxes orders a high-ranking officer of the Achaemenid court, Sataspes, to sail around the south coast of the African peninsula. However, after months of being at sea, Sataspes eventually gives up due to the daunting expanse of water surrounding him and turns back to Egypt.[footnoteRef:10] Secondly, this happens in his account of the Persian war, in which a group of allied Greeks, sailing through the Mediterranean, turn away from their original destination of Samos, dropping them off at an earlier destination: [7:  Diel Kranz fr.15]  [8:  Examples of these lands include the isle of Polyphemus, (Hom.Od. 9) and the space that the Hekatonkheires exist in (Hes. Theog.624).]  [9:  Both deserts and sea represent boundless expanses which cannot be penetrated through normal methods. Sometimes guarded by sea monsters, or other forms of monstrous beings, the boundless expanse becomes a plot device in for the protagonist to defeat or overcome. Odysseus, does not just fight the physical monstrosity he encounters, but the vast expanses of water he has become adrift on. This abstraction of the absence of society or civilisation manifests itself in these ways.    ]  [10:  Hdt.8.132; Romm.1992:17.] 



[bookmark: _Hlk497402674]The Greeks took them as far as Delos, and that not readily, for they, having no knowledge of those parts and thinking that armed men were everywhere, feared all that lay beyond. They supposed too that Samos was no nearer to them than the Pillars of Heracles.[footnoteRef:11]
 [11:  Hdt. 8.132] 

In this case, however, Herodotus has offered us an additional piece of semi-geographical information: the pillars of Heracles, a geographical marker designed to warn sailors they were treading into unknown waters. Arguably, the site’s location may not be less significant than the fluid conceptual barrier it represents, as evidence that the pillars were first associated with or represented a piece of the sea that connects the Atlantic Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea. However, the pillars become associated later with another patch of ocean closer to Ceuta.[footnoteRef:12] Consequently, this indicates a progression from what was previously thought to be impassable, to what was now consumed by the Oikoumenē in the Greek imagination.[footnoteRef:13] Hence, the new Pillars of Heracles near Ceuta became the new manifestation of apeiron. The proof of this is apparent if one examines the linguistics of certain words. By articulating the edges of civilisation, boundaries have been laid physically, and psychologically; with civilised society marked off within, and vague endless expanse outside it is named apeiron[footnoteRef:14] – boundless. Evidence of this occurs in both of the cornerstones of Greek literature: Homer and Hesiod, which extend this phrase even further, fully articulating articulated boarders of ‘known world’ by the phrase epi peirasi gaies.[footnoteRef:15]   [12:  Strabo outlines the expedition through the Strait of Gibraltar, but also the new geographical state of the Pillars, which have been moved significantly further out. (Strab. 3.5.5). ]  [13:  Romm.1992:19]  [14:  This word first appears to us in pre-Socratic quotations from Anaximander. In this case, he described the constituent parts (elements for lack of a better set of definitions) from which the cosmos was formed. It should be noted however, that he is not using the term in relation to the real world expanse that is terra incognita (Holsche.1953:257).  ]  [15:  Romm.1992:11-12.] 


Secondly, throughout the changing climates of the ancient world, its reliance on myth and didactic literature remains strong, despite gradual quasi-scientific and geographic advancements, the average citizen of antiquity seems to have been stubbornly rooted in mythical tradition as the ultimate cosmological argument to explain any sort of phenomena easily.[footnoteRef:16] The comprehension of mapping the world was one such example, despite relatively frequent theories on how the world looked on a macro scale,[footnoteRef:17] the longevity of the concept of the world as a circular object remained strong.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  The Clouds is an excellent example of this (Aristoph. Cl. 1506).]  [17:  Ancient Cartographers include Hacataeus, Herodotus, Democritus, Agathemerus, Strabo, and to some extent, Cicero (Hdt.3.38; Parker 2008:19; Romm, J.1992:1). ]  [18:  It is thought to have first been effetely introduced by Hacataeus of Miletus, who vaguely mapped the world as one circular plate, with a vast ocean encircling it. ] 



The work of scholars who have been motivated to overturn this model of the work by critiquing its flaws, only strengthen it by further propagating it.[footnoteRef:19]   [19:  Herodotus’ dismissive attitude to Hacataeus’ model of the world is one such example, as he seems forced to rely on it nonetheless. (Marncola.2006:13-16).] 


What become a relatively exact topic, that being collecting geographical information from parts unknown, adding it to the collective knowledge was still not fully formed, instead falling under vague digressions that was not intended to be of cartographical for later authors or explorers. 

Given the evidence we hold, it is difficult to ascertain the exact amount of knowledge the scholars of antiquity actually held. At the point of the early conceptualisation of the world –primarily thought this manifestation of what lies inside the Oikoimene, and what is outside -[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Romm.1992:11.] 

a word to represent work as ‘a geography’, in the literary sense, a geographical work, had not been produced.[footnoteRef:21]Not until the 2nd Century AD, do we have repeated acknowledgements that the field of writing a geography had reached a level of appropriate empirical detachment, similar to the advanced, modern day, scientific method that we use today.[footnoteRef:22]  Herodotus’ Histrorie is one such work that falls into multiple different genres of literature. By his own admission, Herodotus seems to be attempting to write something akin to a what modern interpreters would define as a proto-historical account, with the added authorial injections when needed.  [21:  Greek noun geographia (γεωγραφία). ]  [22:  Strab.1.2.21.] 


“So far, all I have said is the record of my own autopsy and judgment and inquiry. Henceforth I will record Egyptian chronicles, according to what I have heard, adding something of what I myself have seen.”[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Hdt. 2.99.1.] 


Firstly, this indicates that the traditional understanding of the translation of ‘historie’ would not have been understood as the modern ‘history’, but as “an inquiry”.[footnoteRef:24]  Problems of translation also apply to Herodotus’ “autopsy” (opsis), and judgement (gnome)[footnoteRef:25] upon which Luraghi argues that there is an underlying theme of linguistics in Herodotus’ signposting through his descriptions of methodology.	Comment by Kyle Erickson: you need more discussion of this in the note. Here modern scholarship is necessary.  [24:  Hdt.2.99.1.]  [25:  For an extended discussion of the linguistic of Herodotus’ use of oposis, and gnome see Luragi.2006:77-81.] 


  In the exert above, Herodotus’ opsis and gnome appear as the personal accounts of individuals who claim to have seen the events described,[footnoteRef:26] and Herodotus’ own judgment on the prior claim. Consequently, Herodotus’ methodology blurs the line between multiple different genres of ancient literature. While his so-called ‘inquiries’ represent a transitional approach to historiography, he also delves into geographical digressions which later authors do not imitate.[footnoteRef:27]  Hence, even to the 5th century authors, Herodotus’ unique style of writing history seems relatively archaic next to the stricter cannon set by Thucydides,[footnoteRef:28] both in turn, references Herodotus’ own inquiries negatively.[footnoteRef:29]  [26:  Luraghi.2006:77. ]  [27:   For example. See Herodotus’ detailed description of Egypt (Hdt. 2.6-11. Cf. Thuc. 1.22)]  [28:  Xenophon is at least partly aware of genre norms but chooses to ignore them ignores them. ELABORATE]  [29:  Thuc. 1.22] 

However, if Herodotus is indeed signposting his narratives with special terms to indicate his methodology of inquiry, autopsy, and judgement, one should also be to extract some underlying clues into Herodotus’ own stance on the story he is retelling. Given that Herodotus’ grandiose narrative details the: “great and marvellous deeds, some displayed by the Hellenes, some by the barbarians”[footnoteRef:30] features extremely wide ranging periods in time, [30:  Hdt. 1.1.0] 

stretching from both sides of the Oikoumenē, east and west, at periods ranging from the extreme archaic, where nothing but Herodotus’ related account exists, to the accounts of the Persian war.[footnoteRef:31] With this in mind, the earlier narratives detailing the events leading up to the Persian war seem to produce the most ‘mythically-rich’ narratives.[footnoteRef:32] In this way, Herodotus has little choice but to resort to accounts that he himself seems to dismiss. Primarily, this relates to Herodotus’ description of the far-off lands of India and Africa, which both boarder on and outside the Oikoumenē itself.[footnoteRef:33] His account references, and to some extent is probably based on, the geographical information of Hecataeus, which survives mainly through Herodotus himself, and other references or quotations from authors from antiquity.[footnoteRef:34] Consequently, Hecataeus’ own conceptions of the edges of the Oikoumenē only survive through what Herodotus understands and references. He imagines the world to be a circular definition, with the outermost edges consumed by the sea.[footnoteRef:35] Arguably however, it is Herodotus’ citation of this view that outlines his own critique of the ‘Ocean as apeiron’’ position, since he also attacks it as implausible, since all supporting arguments rest solely on the fact that the lands lie so far away that is impossible to refute.[footnoteRef:36] Consequently, although Herodotus’ account appears as a critique of Hacataeus’ flat round earth, his very acknowledgment further legitimises it, as Herodotus himself does not offer a better explanation or rebuttal.  [31:  Hdt.2.131, Luraghi.2006:77-80.]  [32:  For example, Arion riding on the dolphin (Hdt.1.23–24), or the anecdote of Egypt’s culture as a whole through Book 2.]  [33:  Hdt.3.38; 89-97.]  [34:  Whether or not Hacataeus was actually writing a geography cannot explicitly be argued for convincingly, since the work is so fragmented (Parker, G.2008:19).]  [35:  Hdt. 4.36.]  [36:  Romm.1992:96;101-103.] 


While the modern reader, and the vast majority of ancient recitations, would the model provided by Hacataeus, as something steeped in misinformation, it would not be fair to imagine him as a student of the status-quo, stubbornly refusing to let go of using abstractions, so everything could be explained by myth or divine beings. Relatively speaking, from the fragmentary evidence we possess, Hacataeus appears only to moderately deploy mythic mechanics to articulate he could not explain otherwise, preferring to use a more naturalistic approach, with no mention of any obvious monstrosity.[footnoteRef:37] This is easily noticeable when one compares other scholars who attempted to write a geography. Megasthenes and Ctesias, both of whom write a significant time after,[footnoteRef:38] and who include the usual aberrations expected. While Hecataeus’ worst sins come from his conceptual mapping of the world, his methodological scepticism of traditional values is to be praised.[footnoteRef:39] In comparison, both Ctesias and Megasthenes frequently cite the appearance of the fantastical, often blended with the seeds of credibility.[footnoteRef:40] Since Megasthenes’ work was written after the period of the partial conquest of India by Alexander, it marks the beginning of a slow dissemination of knowledge flowing back and forth between the cultures.[footnoteRef:41] While the context of Megasthenes of his travels through India are heavily debated,[footnoteRef:42] what cannot be disputed is the nature of his account, in that it probably was chiefly motivated in giving a chronological account of the Indian populous’ progression into a semi-civilised culture.[footnoteRef:43] Nevertheless, Megasthenes eventually strays into mythical justifications for his own analysis of the India cultures, since if they are slowly becoming a civilised force, at the boundaries of the Oikoumenē, there should also be a causal force to administer said civilisation.[footnoteRef:44] Megasthenes’ use of his own Greek gods Dionysus and Heracles as the Promethean figures, bringing the fire of technology and innovation to previously savage lands indicate a great deal of what the preconceptions of cultures that lay previously in terra incognita were,[footnoteRef:45] at least so far as Megasthenes’ account represents an evolution of trends in antiquity. It also suggests that ones’ own divine beings could be used universally, as an extension of the cosmological argument, explaining away differences in cultures, and in natural environments, and in some cases, fully merging their gods with the indigenous culture.[footnoteRef:46]  [37:  Hecataeus survives in three-hundred fragments, eight of which relate to India. However, none explicitly reference any monstrosity or fantastical elements (Parker, G.2008:19).]  [38:  Ctesias’ work originates sometime after his expedition thought Asia with Artaxerxes Mnemon, while Megasthenes comes later in the closing days of the 4th century (Romm, J.1992:13)]  [39:  Romm.1992:173]  [40:  Hdt. 4.44, Diod.Sic.2.32.4]  [41:  Romm.1992:173.]  [42:  Whether or not Megasthenes’ did in fact, trump Alexander in the length of his expedition is a topic which has considerable scholarship. Schwanbeck firstly, argues that Megasthenes cannot of made it past Ipsus through his diplomatic negotiations alone, based on a lone passage quoted from Arrian, as to who the “greatest of the India kings” (Arrian) actually spoke of (Schwanbeck: 1967:22). While Schwanbeck considered it ridiculous that Porus was in fact the king which Megasthenes was speaking of, and not the legendary Chandragupta (Schwanbeck: 1967:22). Rebuttals to this have come forth from Bosworth; his reply attempts to show that it was indeed possible for Porus to be, at this time, greater than Chandragupta, due to Porus’ stature as a postumous monarch, whereas Chandragupta, still being in his early years of his reign, had not consolodated India yet, and so had not solified his legacy (Bosworth 1996: 115-116). Arguably, Bosworth’s appeal to context seems more convincing than Schwanbeck’s criticism of incoherence or hints of Arrian tampering with Megasthenes’ original account. ]  [43:  Here, we should at least note that much of Megasthenes contextual evidence is quoted from Arrian. Arguments as to Arrian quotation is also of significant debate; given Arrian’s stylistic use rhetoric and paradoxical statements (Mookerji 1996: 33 Cf. Bosworth 1996:155).]  [44:  Pliny NH 6.21.59.]  [45:  Strabo Geog. 15.1.8.]  [46:  ] 


Ctesias’ account features similarly fantastical elements which are also found in Megasthenes however, there is significantly less linearity in the narrative, focusing more on aberrations and culture.[footnoteRef:47] His accounts provide more description of natural and unnatural wild-life that exist on the outer stretches of the Oikoumenē, but less digressions concerning geographic detail.[footnoteRef:48] [47:  ]  [48:  Pliny NH 6.21.50-60.] 


With this in mind, the authors of antiquity who seem to exist in transitionary periods of historiographical traditions, give some indication as to the process of the succeeding tradition.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  ] 


Additionally, these individuals exist between periods of geographical scarcity, where negligible evidence of lands unknown exist. This renaissance, heralded by Pliny and Aristotle jointly, elevated the methodology of writing both historical and geographical accounts without appealing to directly to unverified mythical elements becomes relatively solidified, without actually having significantly detailed geographic information about India.[footnoteRef:50]  The accounts given by Ctesias especially, have been argued to be of little value since its descriptions of the tribes of Indians appears starkly similar to Babylonian myths contemporary to Ctesias own time.[footnoteRef:51] The most obvious examples of this are the appeal to the hardiness of the local populous, their ability to resist crippling diseases, and most significantly, their strong adherence to ‘Justice ‘manifesting as unswerving loyalty both to their kingship and to their community.[footnoteRef:52] While the trope of the hardy barbarian is hardly unique, appearing in many different accounts throughout the centuries, the obsession with ‘just’ acts is a concept which is decidedly Greek in origin.[footnoteRef:53] While it probably has its roots in the projection of idealistic cultural norms onto non-Hellenic societies, the concept is also heavily popularised by 5th-century philosophers contemporary to Ctesias himself, chiefly among them being Plato and later Aristotle.[footnoteRef:54] This evidence strongly suggests that Ctesias is merely manufacturing tropes that a Greek audience would identify with, and as such, gives some indications to the psychological profile of Greek expectations of different cultures, seemingly constructed by their own authors.[footnoteRef:55] Additionally, Ctesias frequently references to the abnormal body proportions of the Indian population also indicates interference from Greek projections of beauty and normality further represented in both literature and especially their proclivity in art, or at least, the small window afforded us, by ancient authors, and their subsequent quotations.[footnoteRef:56] [50:  Arr. An. 5.3.4-5.2, Pliny NH 7.1.6-8.]  [51:  Romm 1992:108.]  [52:  Hou Han Shu 88.11-12, Majumda, R.1960: xv-xx.]  [53:  See its use it’s works dating from the Titanomachia Epic, (Titanomachia [fragmenta]. Fragment 11, line 1) in the 8th century BC. The origins and evolution of the Greek concept of Justice, with its more characteristic use in its not-procedural form dike, to its more advanced incarnation, especially when used in the context of philosophical digressions or discussions (Thuc.3.63) or works (Plat. Rep. 1.331c), in the form of dikaiosune, has been explored in Havelock’s works on the advancement of Greek linguistics (Havelock 1969: 49-70; Havelock 1978: 308-324.  ]  [54:  It is possible that Aristotle took the notion of Justice as the basic virtue from Plato and particularly from the Republic. (Plat. Rep. 1.331c. 6, Havelock.1969:65).]  [55:  Romm.1992:27, 146.]  [56:  F51a.Plin.NH.7.23; F450B.Pseullus; F45Db. Aelian.NA 4.21; F45.Phot. Bibl.45a21.] 


Megasthenes’ use of the fantastical in his account indicates that, while he seemingly travelled to India, still decided to include explicit reference to mythic creatures. Additionally, the legitimacy he gives to the narrative of ‘culture as entertainment was difficult to refute until Strabo sets himself up in opposition to his descriptions personally.[footnoteRef:57] The question then becomes, whether or not the objective for early geographers was using the principles of literature as entertainment over its later firmly didactic values to point of where they openly twisted accounts to sound more foreign.[footnoteRef:58] To some extent, this genre of half-truths blended with myth eventually fell out of popularity within the scholarly tradition to the point where authors who still wrote in the genre were criticised heavily.[footnoteRef:59] Megasthenes, writing relatively late in antiquity, in particular seems to have been lambasted heavily for accounts he should have easily been able to articulate without reference to obvious mythical elements.[footnoteRef:60] This indicates that to write, solely with the intention of entertaining the reader, and the objective of giving a semi-credible geographical information being secondary was no longer accepted as reasonable.[footnoteRef:61] Earlier writers such as Herodotus who retains the mythic elements one would expect from a work of the period is at least given some pedigree on the grounds that he himself was ignorant of the inaccuracies he regurgitates. Whether or not Strabo can sufficient claim that earlier writers have a justifiable case to still engage with fantastical elements, on the grounds that they would not have known better is debatable, especially in regard to Herodotus. Even to Herodotus’ relative contemporaries, the fallaciousness of his accounts was brought into question.[footnoteRef:62] 	Comment by Kyle Erickson: Careful here. See above. You are essentially pulling through Strabo as your own and making moral judgements on texts based on the selection of texts made for you. 
Also is this not a way for Strabo to do exactly this while blaming others?  [57:  Strab. 15.1.57. ]  [58:  Romm 1992:5.]  [59:  Much of this context is recorded by Strabo, in his repeated attacks on the tradition of myth in history (Strab. 15.1.57).]  [60:  In particular, Strabo’s cutting reference to Megasthenes and Deimachus (the latter figures work being lost, only appearing in Strabo’s own negative references) for their lack of responsibility, and for their deliberate misrepresentation of already mapped areas (Strab. 15.1.28).]  [61:  Strab. 15.1.28,37.]  [62:  Aristoph. Ach. 988;Thuc.1:22] 


Strabo’s own geographia at first glance, first appears to have little to offer conceptually, outside of what was previously discussed or recounted in Megasthenes’ own work. While he tells us that his intention is essentially to write a revisionist account of Indian geographic and social traditions, his own descriptions and anecdotes are founded upon the same gallery of myths and legends that earlier works invoked. While Strabo’s academic indignation at other scholars’ own tails of myth seems endless, he also renders significantly less criticism to Onesicritus,[footnoteRef:63] who engages in a similar style to both Megasthenes and Deimachus, both of whom face Strabo’s wrath. Additionally, after he begins an attempt to revise the tradition that his peers have erected, Strabo immediately resorts to references from other earlier traditions which should fall under the same scepticism as the rest, appealing to the fact that due to the Indian continents remoteness, not much concrete information can be extracted.[footnoteRef:64] In this regard, Strabo’s own principle of discarding old accounts that he criticises falls apart when his own standards of credibility among scholars become contaminated and contradictory.[footnoteRef:65] While his description of India in its beginning, is founded upon only plausible evidence, we quickly see him give more peculiar descriptions.[footnoteRef:66] Consequently, Strabo’s own work falls into the same camp as someone who was intentionally writing proto-historia; as his list of events and characters becomes increasingly distant from reality.[footnoteRef:67] Strabo’s own later side-note that some of the fables he has listed are of a fallacious nature does not help since his very reference to them gives them enough legitimacy to drag down the work into the incoherence of mythic literature. What began as a relatively conservative account of India quickly becomes an ungainly catalogue of wonderous creatures by proxy of his lengthy responses to other scholars.[footnoteRef:68]  [63:  Strab. 15.1.28]  [64:  Strab. 15.1.37.]  [65:  Most obviously, Strabo’s wrath upon Onesicritus; who is framed as “the worst liar of the Alexadrian group” (Strab. 15.1.12), but has now been given a more charitable rendition of being “plausible and worthy of retelling” (Strab. 15.1.28). Even worse, it is only because Onesicritus, in this particular context, is retelling a story that Strabo himself believes, thereby making Strabo’s motives all the more transparent that he seems to be of a more charitable nature (Romm.1992:100). ]  [66:  Strab. 15.1.57.]  [67:  Strab. 15.1.37.]  [68:  Strabo’s reference to Megasthenes’ men who “are without nostrils, with only two breathing orifices above the mouth.”, and “partridges, which are as large as geese” (Strab. 15.1.57) are both such examples of tangential digressions. It is not enough for Strabo simply to mention them in passing and tell the reader that they are a false invention. He must also explain in detail every facet of the phenomena (Romm 1992:102).] 


Arguably then, the question becomes whether or not this was Strabo’s intention all along. Though he strictly tells the reader that he is holding to ‘legitimate’ sources, to prevent contamination of this new tradition he hopes to foster,[footnoteRef:69] his goal seems to be repeat earlier writers’ earlier protestations of Indian wildlife and traditions. This predilection for including and connecting monstrous and fantastic elements to India is continued in Pliny’s Natural History. During Book-7 of the History,[footnoteRef:70] Pliny begins his account of Indian tradition and natural history, but in an almost uniquely discursive manner, jumping from one wonder to another in the least possible words. Consequently, Pliny’s methodology is really just cataloguing every single thing he has heard, and Pliny himself does not tell us whether he actually believes anything in his catalogue.[footnoteRef:71] However, he does preface in his introduction, before he relays the catalogue, that one should be mindful of every creature that one previously thought to have been fantastical or absurd, only to find out that was real.[footnoteRef:72] The first catalogues provided by Pliny would seemingly induce readers to believe his intention is just to provide a modernised rendition of the myths provided in the traditions of Megasthenes, Ctesias, and the like.[footnoteRef:73] If one judges Pliny alone on this exert this would be undoubtedly true, however, Pliny continues his catalogue in book - 8, with significantly more critical engagement than the previous account, becoming more of an autopsy, similar to the surgical nature of Aristotle zoological works;[footnoteRef:74] attempting to find the causal links between the animal in question, and its environment.  [69:  Strab. 15.2.35.]  [70:  Plin. Nat. 7.2.24-26.]  [71:  Plin. Nat. 7.1.32.]  [72:  Pliny’s own example of Peacocks as such fantastic beasts is perhaps one of the best (Plin. Nat. 7.1.7). To the uninitiated individual with no direct experience, the animal appears to be an aberration of other birds, but in facts stands as a testament to natural evolutionary diversity.  ]  [73:  Romm 1992:103-108.]  [74:  Aristotle is directly referenced in relation to this autopsy. Pliny’s use of Aristotle here gives at least some significance to the idea that he was one of the first intellectuals to attempt to provide some biological depth to creatures both fantastical and common place (Plin. Nat. 8.17.43-44). ] 


To conclude. Through the evolution of the genres pertaining to geographical accounts, there is strong evidence to conclude that a large number of scholars writing works which include geographical digressions, included accounts of myths and monsters as a way to abstract themselves from places outside their own sphere of understanding, accentuating the differences between what was civilised, and what was ‘other’. Even Herodotus, with all his claims to repeat the “great and marvellous deeds” of both Greek and Barbarian alike, all entail his confused perceptions of thoroughly alien cultures.[footnoteRef:75]    [75:  Hdt. 1.1.0] 


Consequently, however much some authors signpost their methods, using only reputable sources for their descriptions of the outer edges of the Oikoumenē, fantastical elements eventually seem to pervade the work. Whether or not, there was a general backlash against this tradition in ancient scholarly circles, as Strabo would have us believe, is debatable, as it seems most scholars who attempt to write geography or even a history of the lands outside civilisation, were forced to use the same source upon which said fantastical stories were established. 

Finally, it not until the late 1st century AD, that the typology to write historia without any appeal to mythologizing elements becomes possible, at least in regard to far-off lands such as India.[footnoteRef:76]  [76:  However, inside the periphery, writing history without fantastical digressions was common place well before. Examples include Thucydides and Xenophon, who do not appeal fantastical phenomena (Romm.1992:3-5).  ] 


The ability to receive at least reasonably accurate topographical information from far off continents, as well as the ability to rationalise or reverse engineer details about natural phenomena is available. The combination of both Aristotelian biology, and later geographical data from the Far East finally allows for the illumination of the outermost spaces of the Oikoumenē, with the need for rationalising elements produced in earlier renditions. Relatively speaking, attempting to write a geographical treatise was a task considered to be difficult at best. And that problem, as previously discussed, only magnified the earlier authors wrote. By the poet and orator Cicero’s day, writing a geography was a task still considered difficult, however, it was at least relatively well understood how to write one.  Early authors, such as Hecataeus, who undertook the monumental task of discussing what lay in the outermost corners of the known world often had significant problems in articulating either their own data or what they used in substitution. These substitutions often manifested themselves in mythical creatures, aberrations on familiar conceptual models.[footnoteRef:77] Contemporaneous evidence from seafarers like Scylax,[footnoteRef:78] who also establish legitimacy to Indian geographical conquest articulates themselves by alluding to fantastical elements. 	Comment by Kyle Erickson: Nothing you have shown argues this.  [77:  Gigantism in the animal kingdom, strange places of power said to be useful to what seems to be small pastoral tribes. ]  [78:  Strab. 14. 2. 20] 


In conclusion, to even ask the question of reliability to many scholars of early antiquity is to misunderstand the psychological and environmental context upon which such content is produced. Firstly, one should at least be aware that Herodotus and his ilk were trailblazers of what later become known as the genre of writing history, a concept that was conceptually innovative but and not fully formed, as was the genre of geography. As such, the inclusion of mythic elements to fill in one’s own ignorance is not entirely surprising. On the other hand, one should also acknowledge that we do not have the complete narrative to work with, since many works we have solely by reference of another authors’ citation, and countless more that we simply do not have reference to. Consequently, trying to establish a coherent narrative about how the mythological canon evolves. Seemingly, the tradition of including fantastical elements remains rigidly in place until scholars such as Pliny and Strabo, where the general acceptability in including fictitious elements was no longer so rigid, at least if Strabo’s disgust at the traditional is to be believed. While the conquest of Alexander played no small part in the authorial enlightenment related to the tradition of ‘entertaining historia’, it was seemingly only broken by both methodological and biological advancements in ‘scientific’ analysis. The Oikoumenē itself, as it expanded to include previously unknown areas of geography and natural history, inversely shrunk in terms of phenomena created by psychological projections of ‘the other’ and what was constituted civilised. 
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