Bethan Watts – 1700966		Assignment I – Account of Sources


“Give a detailed account of Alexander’s encounter with Talestris in the sources and include analysis of reasons for the differences. Focus on Walter of Chatillon’s “Alexandreis 8.1-48”, Quintus Curtius Rufus 6.5.24-32, and Historia de Preliis pp. 77 – 79.”


In this essay I will offer a detailed account of three sources concerning Alexander’s encounter with the Amazonian Queen Talestris. I will consider the Historia de Preliis, Walter of Châtillon’s Alexandreis and Curtius’ History of Alexander in this study. As well as describing the accounts, I will also interpret the differences between the sources, regarding not only the contents of the source, but also its context and authorship. 
I will begin with Curtius’ account. Immediately, we are made aware of the location in which this tale is set, ‘Hyrcania’, and introduced to the figure of Talestris and her cohort of 300 virgin women. Of her physical appearance, Curtius mentions that Talestris carries two lances, and that her right breast is ‘seared’ to accommodate for her quiver. Arguably, Curtius’ description of Talestris, as a military leader, is on-par to that of Alexander. Curtius states that Talestris was ‘fired with a desire to visit’ Alexander, and that their meeting was motivated by lust. Arguably, Curtius demeans Talestris’ gender by stating that ‘passion of the woman, being, as she was, more keen for love’ than Alexander. Curtius states that Talestris’ left breast is used to feed her offspring, serving as a reminder of her gender. The intention of their meeting, therefore, was to beget heirs, with Alexander proceeding to spend 13 days with Talestris to do so. This was the only source in which explicitly mentions the duration of time Alexander spent with Talestris. 
There is an element of deliberate myth-making in Curtius’ source, as is made evident by Alexander’s quest to impregnate all 300 virgins in just 13 days. Baynham criticises Curtius by suggesting that he “sacrificed accuracy for rhetoric”.[footnoteRef:1] Likewise, Fears argues that Curtius considered “noble fictions to be as serviceable to their purpose as historical fact”, suggesting that we must approach his accounts with caution.[footnoteRef:2] These fictionalised accounts “became an increasingly conspicuous feature of the Greco-Roman world”.[footnoteRef:3] Curtius is also considered an unreliable author due to his criticisms of Alexander. In Book 6, for example, Curtius presents Alexander as “tyrannus”.[footnoteRef:4] Additionally, according to Fears, Curtius’ accounts showcases Alexander as “an exemplum of vices”.[footnoteRef:5] It is pertinent to include this information as I believe it sets Curtius apart from the authors of the other sources, who are often considered more credible. This myth-making is a form of Alexandrian propaganda, which came about by writers who “were either on campaign with Alexander, or who were writing soon after”, which Curtius was.[footnoteRef:6] This greatly contrasts with the Alexandreis, which offers an alternative image of Alexander. [1:  Wheatley, 2015, p. 9.]  [2:  Fears, 2001, p. 448.]  [3:  Bowerstock, 2018, p. 9.]  [4:  Baynham, 1998, p. 42.]  [5:  Fears, 2001, p. 447.]  [6:  Blanshard, 2007, p. 30.] 

The Alexandreis is set in Hyrcania, the same location as Curtius’ account. In the Alexandreis, Talestris is surprised to find Alexander ‘ill fit his frame’, and wonders where the great ‘virtue of the unvanquished prince” lies concealed. She does not believe Alexander’s men capable “of mighty deeds”, ironically mirroring the sentiment from Curtius’ account, that ‘those […] capable of great deeds’ are those with ‘extraordinary physical attractiveness’. Walter of Châtillon therefore appears critical of Alexander by alluding to his qualities in this way – rather than presenting Alexander as a “heroic, legendary, and ever-successful” figure synonymous with Western traditions, the Alexandreis instead “present[s] a very different Alexander”.[footnoteRef:7] Whilst Alexander is perceived as a weaker figure in the Alexandreis, Talestris is represented as a capable military leader. Talestris’ right breast has been removed for her quiver, javelin, and two spears, mirroring Curtius’ account. The similarity of these sources indicates a common source between the accounts. According to Worthington, “Cleitarchus was the principal source for […] Curtius”, and in turn, Walter of Châtillon, and therefore the sources follow a common tradition.[footnoteRef:8] Despite this, the thematic style of the sources differ – whereas Curtius’ account is episodic,  the Alexandreis is written as an epic poem, perhaps intended for entertainment purposes, considering that Greco-Roman fallacies became popularised during the Middle Ages.  [7:  Worthington, 2002, p. 1. ]  [8:  Worthington, 2002, p. 2.] 

This context is important in considering how Talestris is represented in the Alexandreis. A woman’s role in the Middle Ages was to reproduce, and indeed the Alexandreis presents Talestris as a submissive female who judges herself ‘worthy’ to carry Alexander’s child. Like Curtius’ account, the intention of their meeting is that Talestris will fall pregnant and ‘bear offspring’. Interestingly, this similarity does not feature in the last of the sources, the Historia de Preliis, which offers an entirely different account of the meeting.
	Written in the 9th Century, the Preliis likely derived from earlier Arabic accounts, drawing from Eastern traditions and moving away from the Western traditions of the other sources.[footnoteRef:9] Despite this, it became one of the “most important lines of transmission into western medieval literature” alongside the Alexandreis, indicating that opposing opinions of Alexander were popular in the Middle Ages, and that Alexander was not considered as a linear figure.[footnoteRef:10]   [9:  Dönitz, 2011, p. 28.]  [10:  Wolohojian, 1969, p. 6. ] 

	The Preliis is the only source to mention the Caspian Gates, as well as the hostile creatures that live there, presenting a more dangerous scene than the other sources. It establishes Alexander as a dominant figure through devices such as Alexander’s letter in which details his military successes, which is synonymous with the celebratory traditions of the East. In the Preliis, Alexander warns Talestris that he will inflict ‘harm’ if she approaches, differing greatly from the weaker Alexander of the Alexandreis. Considering that the Preliis acted as “the foundation stone for the whole medieval European tradition”, it is interesting that the Alexandreis differs so greatly, indicating there was no consistent opinion of Alexander during this period.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Stoneman, 2011, p. 18.] 

Talestris is depicted as a battle strategist comparable to Alexander in the Preliis, and certainly not as a woman ruled by her sexual desires. Her army, which is ‘100,000’ strong, is mentioned only in the Preliis, which is also the only source to mention the mechanics of Amazonian society. In this account, there are ‘214,000’ women all undefiled by men, as compared to the ‘300’ stated in the other accounts. We also learn that men reside on a separate island, and that their wives procreate with them annually. This is also the only account in which does not place emphasis on Talestris’ sexual relations with Alexander, but instead presents their relationship as one of competition. When Alexander gifts Talestris’ women with a number of horses, it is the only account of the unity of the two societies through means other than sexual, and “represents the reconciliation between conquerors and barbarians”.[footnoteRef:12] 	 [12:  Baynham, 1998, p. 126.] 

To conclude, the individualism of these sources means that they should be treated as separate entities, due to the different social and political climates of the times in which they were written, as well as the cultural reception of the sources, and the attitudes of the authors towards the legend of Alexander. 
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