Critically examine the descriptions given by Greek authors about the land, animals and peoples of India prior to Alexander the Great. What can they tell us about Archaic and Classical Greek conceptions of the edges of the earth?

Introduction:
A range of Greek authors have written about India in the centuries before the invasion of the east by Alexander the great opened up a great age of Hellenic and Indian interaction. From the very earliest accounts of Scylax of Caryanda writing in the early fifth century BC up to Ctesias writing a near-century later these early authors and historians wrote on a wide array of topics from fantastical beasts and places to more sober accounts of the people, places and customs of the land. Throughout this essay I shall examine these early authors perceptions of the land, peoples and animals of India to demonstrate what these Greeks believed about the far east before the time of greater contact. 
Land:
The first possible descriptions of Indian peoples began in the Archiac period with Strabo mentioning that Hesiod had talked of the Makrokephaloi and of Pygmies[footnoteRef:1], Homer also mentions the Pygmies as being locked in a deadly war with cranes in the Iliad[footnoteRef:2]. It is clear that these races are probably not geographically ‘Indian’, but they may well provide a clue as to the whereabouts of the accounts of similar geranomachian creatures discussed by the later, and much copied, Ctesias[footnoteRef:3]. The first account coming from a Greek with supposed experience in India comes from Scylax of Caryanda writing around the late 6th Century – early 5th Century BC, whom in the service of Darius traversed the length of the Indus[footnoteRef:4]. Scylax’s extant corpus of work almost entirely focuses on depictions of monstrous creatures with very little information on the geography of the area, however Herodotus does write that it took Scylax thirty months to sail down the Indus and back to Egypt via the Arabian Sea[footnoteRef:5]. This detail is important as it demonstrates at least some geographical knowledge of the area and it is a detail that appears to be continued by Hecataeus of Miletus in his description of Asia. There is much controversy surrounding the account of Scylax of Caryanda with some even denying his existence[footnoteRef:6], of note to me is that Herodotus implies that Scylax’s account was verbally transmitted[footnoteRef:7]. This is highly plausible given the time period and may also explain the focus of the work on the weird and wonderful as opposed to the more serious geographical aspects of his journey. This figure was certainly no geographer however, as it is claimed he sailed ‘eastwards’ down the Indus, an incredible feat considering the Indus flows south-westerly to the sea[footnoteRef:8]. Thus, it is easy to see how little of the geography of the east these early Greek writers knew about. [1:  Strab. Geo. 1.13]  [2:  Hom. Il. 3.3-7]  [3:  Wittkower, R. 1942. Pg.160]  [4:  Hdt. 4.44.1-3]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Marcotte, D. 1986. cf. Shipley 2011. Pg.6-7.]  [7:  Hdt. 4.44. cf.Matijasic, I. 2016. Pg.5.]  [8:  Hdt. 4.44: Herodotus’ lack of knowledge of Indian geography is expressed here as he fails to correct this navigational error.] 

 Moving into the Greek classical period we find it to be dominated by the works of Ctesias and Herodotus. The former, Ctesias and his account of what he saw whilst in Persia acting as court physician to Artaxerxes II, is of some significance, as he claims to have seen not only Indian things but also people[footnoteRef:9]. Whilst the account of Ctesias is by no means an historic work and mainly focused on the inhabitants, man and beast, of India there are small parts alluding to his perception of Indian lands. There is one common thread however that becomes apparent through Ctesias’ account, that India is a simultaneously vastly wealthy land but troubled immensely by its proximity to the Sun.   [9:  Phot. Bibl. Indika. 19. ] 

Mentions that India has a large population, thus a fertile land? Furthermore, the sheep and goats are larger than European asses, as are the Indian dates with grow larger than their Babylonian counterparts.
India, Ctesias stresses, has large quantities of silver thought it is guarded by the mythological Griffin.
 In terms of geography Ctesias appears to reassert the link between the Indians and the Aethiopians in terms of the land’s proximity to the sun.
Thus we can see from Ctesias a India that is actually geographically plausible moving away from the earlier accounts. This is probably due to increased contact between the Persians and India, especially after Darius’ conquest of the Indus valley, allowing a greater confluence of knowledge of the east to enter the Greek consciousness.
PEOPLE:
However the works of Scylax were transmitted, one thing is clear, the introduction of many fantastical beasts inhabiting this land at the end of the earth. 
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