


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

 “For all those who accompanied Alexander preferred the marvellous to the true.”[footnoteRef:1]  Strabo's comment is particularly relevant to this tale.  Quintus Curtius Rufus’ Historiae Alexandri Magni, arguably written in the first century AD[footnoteRef:2], provides a vivid account.  Purportedly, when in Hyrcania,  Alexander was visited by Talestris, Queen of the Amazons, populace of the Themiscyran plains surrounding the Thermodon River and with dominion from the Caucasus mountains to the Phasis River.  The visit was voluntary and impromptu.  However, messengers were sent to Alexander when nearby, successfully requesting an audience.  Halting her escort Talestris approached on horseback with a retinue of 300 women.  Seeing Alexander, she dismounted, holding two lances in her right hand and wearing a knee-length robe, which, gathered in a knot, left the left breast naked.  The right nipple is described as seared to assist bow draw and spear throwing, the other, un-mutilated, remains available for breastfeeding.  Visibly devoid of fear, Talestris assessed  Alexander's appearance, which was modest compared to his reputation.  Although Barbarians consider physical perfection a prerequisite for high achievement, Talestris readily revealed that she wished to bear Alexander's children.  Males would be returned whilst females would be retained.  Alexander asked whether Talestris would consider a military alliance.  Alleging that her kingdom had been left undefended, she reiterated her request with a fervour not shared by Alexander but sufficient to persuade him to spend thirteen days attempting to realise it.  Subsequently, Talestris returned home, and Alexander went to Parthiene. [footnoteRef:3] [1:  Strabo, 15.1.28.]  [2:  Zuwiyya, 2011, p. 185. ]  [3:  Quintus Curtius Rufus, 6.5.24-32.] 

Walter of Chatillon’s Andreiis, composed between 1171 and 1181, uses Rufus as his main source.[footnoteRef:4]  Much is identical, but the first five lines mark a digression revealing the true nature of the work.  "Memmnon’s death”(Walter) is not a reference to a recent bereavement but instead an allusory supplication designed to evoke recollective comparison with Aurora in the Aeneid.[footnoteRef:5]  Walter employs poetic device to contrast the subtle dissemination of female tears with Alexander’s masculine imperialism.[footnoteRef:6]  Both Rufus and Walter have Bagoas’ pleas for Nabarzane’s life as a precursor to Talestris' visit.  Walter is more derisory, endowing Bagoas with a speech impediment not mentioned by Rufus and omitting his sexual relationship with Alexander.  Tailoring his work to a Christian medieval audience, Walter is more concerned with poetic aesthetics than historical detail. [4:  Furtado, 1999, p. 63.]  [5:  Townsend, 1995, p. 257.]  [6:  Townsend, 1995, p. 258.] 

The Historia de preliis are a series of Latin translations of the “Greek Romance of Pseudo-Callisthenes” by Archbishop Leo made between 951-968. [footnoteRef:7]  The Greek original dates to the 3rd Century BC.[footnoteRef:8]   Unlike Rufus, who is supposed to have used them as a source, the description is primarily confined to correspondence initiated by Alexander and occurring later after Porus' defeat.  Alexander provides a choice of tribute or military action.  Talestris’ counter-threat incongruously contains Amazonian military and cultural details.  Alexander replies with a choice of war or peace talks.  The Amazons accept the latter and provide some tribute which satisfies Alexander.  [7:  Hamilton, 1927, p. 113.]  [8:  Bridges, 2018, p. 243.] 

To provide a detailed account of this encounter is like trying to untie the Gordian knot.  No doubt, the kernel of truth lies in the encounters with female Scythian warrior groups.[footnoteRef:9]  In the absence of extant descriptions, the tale has been embellished to the limits of credibility to provide an interesting read by Rufus, heavily stylised for poetic effect by Walter and given a touch of Realpolitik by the Historia. [9:  Poe & Mayor, 2015, p. 64.] 
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