An account of the sources describing Alexander’s meeting with Thalestris

Alexander’s encounter with the Amazon queen Thalestris (sometimes spelled Talestris) is one of the most famous and controversial episodes in the Alexander tradition. Unlike the story between Alexander and Roxanne, where their marriage is mostly accepted to be historical, Thalestris and Alexander’s encounter shifts between history, legend and medieval romance. Many sources (such as Quintus Curtius Rufus 6.5.24-32, the Historia de preliis, and Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis 8.1-48) provide different versions of the encounter, each difference showing cultural expectations towards gender, royalty and power. Many scholars believe this story to be untrue.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Elizabeth Baynham, ‘Alexander and the Amazons’, The Classical Quarterly, 51.1 (2001), pp. 115–26, doi:10.1093/cq/51.1.115.] 


Quintus Curtius Rufus’ account offers the most straightforward and seemingly historical account. There is debate surrounding the date of composition of this account, Hamilton suggests a likely date of around the middle of the first century AD during the reign of Claudius.[footnoteRef:2] He tells us that Thalestris came to Alexander accompanied by an escort of female warriors. Having heard of his fame, she states that she wants to have his offspring in the hopes that the child would inherit the best qualities of both of them. Curtius puts emphasis on the unusual Amazonian gender roles in which the women rule and fight and are able to choose their sexual partners freely. This would be considered exotic and likely unsettling from the Greco-Roman perspective. In this telling Alexander is shown to respond with curiosity as opposed to desire and Curtius avoids excessive detail. Alexander spends several days with Thalestris before she leaves after achieving her aim. Curtius is shown to not fully endorse this story, he mentions that it is accepted by some historians and rejected by others. This shows that Curtius uses critical judgement in his account.  [2:  J. R. Hamilton, ‘The Date of Quintus Curtius Rufus’, Historia: Zeitschrift Für Alte Geschichte, 37.4 (1988), pp. 445–56.] 

The account written by Walter of Châtillon was written in the twelfth century and is reshaped in order to meet the morals and norms of medieval epics. Thalestris is written as a powerful but subordinate figure towards Alexander, she is viewed less as a political equal and more as a figure of marvel, representing tales of the East. The arrival of Thalestris is written more like a ceremony and she is shown to admire Alexander to a higher degree, this shifts the emphasis from calculated reward to the universal desire for Alexander. In this account the encounters reality is unquestioned in historical plausibility, focusing more on the greatness of Alexander being such that it even transcends cultures and is the ideal sire for the future line of the Amazon queen, confirming his world dominance. Walter of Châtillon adds more erotic tension to this account, portraying more symbolism of the different societal norms of the East and West, showing the West’s male sovereignty as favoured over the East’s female autonomy. Thalestris is still written with bold words, but her reasoning is framed more as recognition of Alexander’s superiority rather than dynastic planning. This account reinforces the medieval ideals of kingship and gender hierarchy, it subtly deals with the threat of the Amazons via bringing them into Alexander’s orbit and puts emphasis on the sexual male fantasy as mentioned by Peltonen. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  {Jaakkojuhani Peltonen, ' “Thirteen Days Were Devoted to Serving Her Passion”  Amazon Queen Thalestris as a Sexual Male Fantasy in Roman Historiography and Medieval Epic', pp.473, DOI: 10.4324/9781003024378-27}] 
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