500 Words Sources – Classical Mythology in Roman and Medieval Times

Almost every account of Alexander the Great’s history contains a passage on his meeting with Queen Thalestris of the Amazons, apart from the Metz Epitome, due to probable text loss. Three notable examples are: Quintus Curtius Rufus, a historical source of roman origin; Walter of Chatillon’s Alexandris, a medieval ten book epic poem on the life of Alexander the Great; and the Historia de Preliis, a medieval Latin translation by Leo of Naples of a 3rd century Greek history of Alexander the Great. This source analysis will summarise these three accounts and attempt to explain and justify why their differences might have occurred.  

Both Quintus Curtius Rufus and Walter of Châtillon share several details in their account of Alexander’s meeting with Thalestris. They both begin by stating Thalestris’ desire to meet with Alexander, Walter of Châtillon calling her “aflame with desire”. They then detail her approach with an escort. While in Curtius, she must gain permission to approach and thus sent messengers ahead, in Walter she approaches the camp without announcement. In both accounts a detailed description of her dress, and the dress of the Amazons, is given when she leaves her horse. However, while Curtius gives minimal description of dress and appearance, Walter gives a much more embellished version, using words such as raiment (opposed to robe), infants (opposed to children), and javelin (opposed to spears). In both versions Thalestris is unimpressed by Alexander’s physique and how it does not correspond to his fame, and yet she wishes to have children with him. Curtius calls her a barbarian in this moment, while Walter calls her a savage, most likely because in Walter’s time, barbarian as a Roman word had lost its meaning as someone outside of Rome’s ideal of a ‘civilised culture’.  Furthermore, Walter’s use of embellishment could be due to both his style of epic poetry and his culture’s familiarity with the Alexander mythos. Neither of these accounts detail what happened to Thalestris or her potential child after meeting with Alexander. 

On the other hand, the Historia de Preliis presents a very different account. Here, Alexander is the first to contact Thalestris within a letter format. Here, he demands tribute in return for leaving the Amazons alone, as he has established himself as a military power. Thalestris responds by writing a letter back to Alexander, talking about where and how the Amazon’s live, including details about childbirth. This is all written in an impersonal manner, as if the author is using Thalestris’ words to tell the audience about how the Amazon’s live. Alexander then has a second letter back to Thalestris, bragging about his achievements in ‘subjugating the three parts of the world’, and threatening Thalestris by asking them to send a tribute or he would invade. The passage then ends with Thalestris sending him 10 untamed colts and 10 fine white horses. In this version of events, Thalestris and Alexander never met in person, as the extent of their communication was through letters. This is much different to other accounts, where they were said to meet. This could be due to the nature of this account, being a supposed translation of a 3rd century AD Greek text, translated by Leo of Naples in the 10th century AD.
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