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    A world is drawn in words as routes, rivers, and regimes align into a usable map of power. Strabo’s Geography presents the inhabited world as a coherent whole, shaped by coastlines, mountains, peoples, and political order. Composed in Greek by a learned traveler from Pontus who wrote under the early Roman Empire, it gathers what could be known and weighed about the earth and its inhabitants. The book’s ambition is practical as well as intellectual: to render space meaningful for action. It studies how environments foster customs, how cities anchor regions, and how reliable knowledge emerges from discerning sources.

This work is a classic because it stands at the confluence of history, science, and literature, uniting the Greek tradition of inquiry with the Roman appetite for utility. Its long life in scholarly libraries is owed to the rare breadth of its synthesis: poetry and mathematics, eyewitness and archive, criticism and narrative. Geography offered later ages a durable model of selective compilation and critical judgment. It influenced the texture of ethnographic writing, the rhetoric of empire, and the habit of interweaving local detail within global structure. As a monument of learned prose, it established expectations for what a geographical survey could accomplish.

Strabo, born in Amasia in Pontus and active in the late first century BCE and early first century CE, was a historian and geographer who traveled widely around the Mediterranean. He wrote in Greek for an educated audience in the Roman world. Geography, often referred to by its Greek title Geographika, was conceived amid the consolidations of Augustus and continued into the reign of Tiberius. Its author sought to provide knowledge useful to statesmen and curious readers alike. He recorded the dispositions of peoples and places, balanced reports with criticism, and pursued a comprehensive view of the inhabited world as organized space.

The work survives largely intact in seventeen books, with some portions fragmentary, and it offers a sequential tour from west to east, organized by coasts, rivers, and political regions. Strabo’s focus extends from Iberia to India, from the northern ocean to the Nile’s cataracts, always attentive to boundaries and connections. His survey does not depend on maps but on measured distances, routes, and relative positions conveyed through prose. The composition draws on earlier authorities and contemporary reports, integrating them into a single narrative that values coherence over wonder. It is a guide to spatial thinking as much as a catalog of places.

Crucial to its method is critique. Strabo judges the claims of predecessors like Eratosthenes and Hipparchus, engages Homeric geography with measured caution, and questions marvels when they outrun evidence. He assesses the reliability of travelers, the distortions of hearsay, and the temptations of fame that color exotic tales. The result is a standard for geographic writing that balances respect for tradition with scrutiny. Ethnography, environmental description, and political analysis mingle in these pages, revealing how climate, resources, and institutions shape each other. What counts as knowledge is always under negotiation, and the book invites the reader to watch that process unfold.

Strabo’s own journeys inform his account. He visited Egypt and describes the Nile country with the texture of observation, yet he never pretends to have crossed every boundary he charts. Where he relies on others, he tells you so, naming sources and weighing them. This layered authorship—autopsy where possible, testimony where necessary—enlarges trust rather than diminishes it. It creates a conversation across generations of inquiry, binding local experience to wide patterns. The Geography thereby becomes a museum of reports, disciplined by measurement and policy-minded judgment, a textual expedition that welcomes the reader into a pragmatic exploration of the known world.

As literature, the book is distinguished by clarity of structure and a learned, exacting tone. Strabo composes not a gazetteer but an argument about how to read the earth historically. Cities are described as outcomes of terrain and trade; myths are treated as repositories of geographic memory; and political boundaries are mapped as provisional facts within longer stories. The prose lingers on harbors, plains, and mountain chains, but always with an eye to usefulness—what a statesman, merchant, or traveler needs to understand. This purposeful elegance explains its endurance: the writing is articulate without ornament, judicious without coldness, and inquisitive without credulity.

The book’s afterlife underscores its classic stature. Preserved and transmitted through Byzantine scholarship, it was taken up again by Renaissance humanists who prized it as a master compendium of ancient geographic knowledge. Early modern cartographers and historians consulted its measured descriptions as they reconsidered the ancient world’s shape and scope. In modern scholarship, it remains a cornerstone for reconstructing classical conceptions of space, empire, and cultural difference. Its method—synthesizing diverse sources into a coherent picture while declaring standards of evidence—has influenced historical geography, classical philology, and the historiography of science, ensuring that its voice continues to be heard across disciplines.

Key facts set the frame. Geography is authored by Strabo of Amasia; it was written in Greek during the transition from the late Hellenistic era to the early Roman Empire; and it surveys the oikoumene—the inhabited world—as known to Greeks and Romans in his time. Its seventeen books proceed region by region, describing coastlines, river systems, cities, resources, and peoples. The author’s purpose is explicitly practical: to provide reliable knowledge for political and civic life. Without attempting a universal map, Strabo nonetheless offers a maplike logic of connections and scales, teaching readers to situate particulars within the order of the whole.

The classic status of Geography also rests on its themes: the relation between environment and custom, the critique of rumor, the tension between center and periphery, and the ethics of useful knowledge. Strabo repeatedly tests the allure of marvels against measurements, insisting that descriptions serve judgment rather than curiosity alone. He views the earth as a stage for human communities shaped by climate, terrain, and exchange, while recognizing the contingencies of conquest and governance. The work’s insistence on proportionality—how to size claims, weigh distances, and balance sources—offers a lasting lesson in method that transcends its ancient particulars.

Contemporary readers find in it a rigorous interdisciplinarity that feels strikingly modern. Historians of science note its standards for evidence; literary scholars trace its engagement with epic and historiography; students of politics observe its attention to administration and logistics. For anyone interested in how knowledge travels—through merchants, soldiers, scholars, and poets—the book dramatizes the making of credible description. It shows how cultural understanding arises from comparing places without flattening their differences, and how grand syntheses depend on humble measurements. Its measured curiosity provides a template for global thinking that resists both naive wonder and cynical skepticism.

Above all, Geography endures because it fashions a readable world out of disparate testimonies, giving form to distance and meaning to diversity. It offers a disciplined wonder: a readiness to admire without surrendering to exaggeration. Strabo’s synthesis, composed in the early imperial age and attentive to older Greek learning, remains a touchstone for how to write about places with purpose. Its themes—useful knowledge, critical scrutiny, the interplay of nature and custom—retain urgency. In an era saturated with information and travel, this ancient book still instructs in orientation: how to judge reports, to think in scales, and to connect parts to wholes.
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    Strabo’s Geography is a seventeen-book survey of the inhabited world as known to the Greco-Roman era under Augustus and Tiberius. It synthesizes earlier Greek learning with contemporary Roman experience to describe lands, peoples, climates, resources, cities, and routes. Strabo states geography’s practical value for statesmen, generals, and travelers, linking physical features with ethnography and history. The work proceeds from general principles to regional descriptions, arranged broadly by continents—Europe, Asia, and Africa—while noting seas, mountains, and frontiers. Throughout, Strabo reports distances, itineraries, and administrative divisions, citing predecessors and official records to provide a coherent account useful for governance and informed movement.

Books I–II establish method, sources, and scope. Strabo reviews Homer, Eratosthenes, Hipparchus, and others, assessing their measurements and claims. He defines the earth’s sphericity, climate zones, winds, parallels, and meridians, and explains how distances may be inferred from travel accounts and astronomical observation. He outlines the ocean’s encircling role and the limits of the oikoumene from the Pillars of Heracles westward to India, and from northern peoples near the Scythians to southern lands by Ethiopia. He emphasizes geography’s utility over exact mathematical precision, yet he employs numerical measures and maps to frame the subsequent regional surveys.

Book III treats Iberia and neighboring islands. Strabo describes the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts, the Pyrenees, and major rivers such as the Baetis, Anas, Tagus, and Iber. He notes the Celtiberians, Turdetani, and Lusitanians, and the Roman provincial organization of Baetica, Lusitania, and Tarraconensis. Mines of silver and gold, fisheries, saltworks, and agricultural products like wine and oil are recorded. Ports and cities, including Gades and Carthago Nova, are situated by distances and coastal features. The Balearic Islands and the strait by Gades receive attention, with observations on navigation, currents, and promontories that structure itineraries and maritime routes.

Book IV surveys Gaul, the Alps, and Britain. Strabo delineates Gallia Aquitania, Celtica, and Belgica, the courses of the Rhone, Seine, Loire, and Rhine, and the Alpine passes leading into Italy. He remarks on Lugdunum’s centrality and the road network associated with Agrippa. Britain’s position, outline, resources, and tribes are summarized, with Ireland mentioned at the ocean’s edge. Coastal configurations of the Channel and North Sea, tidal behavior, and climatic conditions appear alongside notes on commerce and taxation. The chapter integrates campaign narratives and administrative changes to present the region’s geography within Roman spheres of control and contact.

Books V–VI address Italy, Sicily, and western islands. Strabo outlines Italy’s peninsular form, the Apennines and Po plain, volcanic districts, and the regions of Etruria, Latium, Campania, Samnium, Lucania, and Bruttium. Rome’s site on the Tiber, its harbors, roads, and hinterlands are described in relation to supply and communication. Magna Graecia’s cities, their coasts, and maritime approaches receive concise treatment. Sicily’s straits, Mount Etna, fertile plains, and harbors are recorded, as are Sardinia and Corsica with notes on resources and settlements. The Adriatic side is sketched with coastal towns and crossings, linking Italy to Illyria and the eastern mainland.

Book VII turns to northern and eastern Europe. It covers Illyria and Epirus along the Adriatic, and proceeds through Macedonia and Thrace toward the Hellespont and Black Sea. Inland, Strabo follows the Danube (Ister) and its tributaries, identifying the Getae, Dacians, Sarmatians, and neighboring peoples. He places the European boundary near the Tanais (Don) and describes coastal stations, river mouths, and passes. Notes on colonies, trade, and military roads situate Roman frontiers and interactions. The surviving text is partly fragmentary, yet it preserves the principal outlines of terrain, ethnography, and routes connecting the Balkans, Lower Danube, and Pontic shores.

Books VIII–X present Greece and the Aegean. Strabo details the Peloponnese—Laconia, Messenia, Arcadia, Argolis, and Elis—then central Greece including Attica, Boeotia, Phocis, and Doris, before turning to Thessaly. Sanctuaries such as Olympia and Delphi mark the religious and geographic centers. He describes harbors, plains, mountain passes, and coastal sailing distances, integrating local histories and traditions. Islands including Euboea and the Cyclades are surveyed for position, resources, and routes. Crete and Rhodes, with their cities and shorelines, conclude the Greek section. Throughout, Strabo uses epic and earlier chronicles as guides, aligning literary geography with observed topography and travel.

Books XI–XVI cover Asia in successive arcs. North and east of the Taurus come Pontus, Colchis, Cappadocia, Armenia, and Media, with links toward Hyrcania and Bactria. He then treats Anatolia’s interior and western littoral—Galatia, Phrygia, Lydia, Ionia, Caria, Lycia, Pamphylia, and Cilicia—before moving to Syria, Phoenicia, Judaea, and the Euphrates corridor. Assyria and Babylonia, Persia and Parthia follow, with attention to royal roads, satrapies, and major cities such as Babylon, Seleucia, Antioch, and Ephesus. Arabia Deserta and Arabia Felix are outlined for routes and products. India appears from earlier embassies and reports, including rivers, crops, and monsoon-supported maritime trade.

Book XVII concludes with Egypt and neighboring Africa. Strabo traces the Nile from the cataracts to the Delta, describing Memphis, Alexandria, and the organization of nomes, canals, and irrigation cycles. He records routes to the Red Sea and the administration of ports and customs. Cyrenaica and stretches of the Libyan coast are sketched, with notes on settlements and resources. Ethiopia and Meroë are included for geography, peoples, and commerce. Measurements, distances, and centers of authority close the account. The work’s overall purpose emerges: to render the inhabited world intelligible for governance, war, and exchange by integrating physical landscapes with inhabitants, economies, and communications.
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    Strabo’s Geography emerged in the late Hellenistic and early Roman imperial age, a period spanning roughly from the 60s BCE to the 20s CE. Born at Amaseia in Pontus around 64–63 BCE and dying under Tiberius, Strabo wrote amid Rome’s consolidation of power after decades of civil wars. The work reflects the administrative and military realities of the Augustan settlement, when provincial boundaries, roads, and ports were stabilized and surveyed. Rome and Alexandria served as intellectual hubs, while the eastern Mediterranean—long Greek-speaking—was being integrated into Roman structures. The book’s temporal horizon extends to Augustan and early Tiberian campaigns, offering near-contemporary observations.

The setting is trans-Mediterranean: from the Atlantic coasts of Iberia and Mauretania to the Black Sea and from Britain to the Red Sea and India. Strabo traveled extensively, visiting Egypt and likely Rome and Asia Minor’s principal cities, while collecting reports from officials, merchants, and soldiers. He drew on Greek scholarly traditions centered at Alexandria and on Roman administrative data collected under Augustus. The geography of cities, provinces, and frontiers mirrors an empire defining itself spatially. His Pontic origins anchor a detailed knowledge of Anatolia, while his sojourns in Egypt furnish firsthand notes on the Nile, Alexandria’s institutions, and the Red Sea routes.

The decisive Augustan consolidation followed Actium in 31 BCE, where Octavian defeated Antony and Cleopatra off the coast of Epirus. Alexandria fell in 30 BCE, and Egypt was annexed. In 27 BCE, Octavian received the title Augustus and arranged the first constitutional settlement, dividing control of provinces between himself and the Senate. A second settlement in 23 BCE formalized powers that underwrote durable governance. These events defined the political frame within which Strabo compiled his work. Geography becomes the description of a world reorganized by a single hegemon, with cities refounded, provinces delimited, and the Mediterranean reconceived as a coherent Roman lake.

Administrative reforms under Augustus produced new provincial structures, censuses, and monumental surveying. The imperial road system, milestones, and curated itineraries made movement and measurement practicable. Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa surveyed the oikoumene and created a world map displayed in the Porticus Vipsania in Rome after his death in 12 BCE, providing distances and regional outlines. Strabo cites and critiques Agrippa’s figures, revealing dialogue between scholarly and administrative geography. The imperial census and tax districts required precise chorography; Strabo’s systematic regional books mirror those demands. His reliance on itineraries, stadia-measurements, and coastal periploi reflects a state-sponsored quantifying impulse.

The Pax Romana stabilized sea lanes and frontiers, enabling the collection and verification of geographical knowledge. Augustus ceremonially closed the gates of Janus multiple times (29, 25, and 13 BCE), signaling peace. Cities such as Nicopolis near Actium and Lugdunum in Gaul illustrate a new urban and administrative order. Peace allowed safe passage for merchants and officials whose reports feed Strabo’s descriptions of mines, harbors, and ethnographic patterns. The book’s authority rests on the reliability that this pacification conferred on travel and communication. Strabo explicitly frames the utility of geography as serving imperial logistics, law, and provisioning across pacified, interconnected regions.

The Mithridatic Wars (89–63 BCE) reshaped Asia Minor. Mithridates VI of Pontus fought Sulla, Lucullus, and finally Pompey, whose victory in 66–63 BCE ended Pontic power. The massacre of Romans in Asia in 88 BCE and sieges such as Cyzicus devastated cities; Pompey reorganized the East, creating the province of Bithynia et Pontus and strengthening Cappadocian and Galatian client kings. Under Augustus, Amyntas’s death led to the annexation of Galatia in 25 BCE; Cappadocia became a province in 17 CE. Strabo, a Pontic native, records these rearrangements with precision, naming rulers like Deiotarus, Polemon, and Queen Pythodoris, and showing how Rome integrated fractious kingdoms into stable provinces.

Mediterranean piracy culminated in the mid-first century BCE, fed by war and displacement. In 67 BCE, the Lex Gabinia gave Pompey extraordinary command; he divided the sea into sectors, swept fleets across the eastern Mediterranean, and resettled captured pirates, notably at Soli, refounded as Pompeiopolis in Cilicia. The rapid campaign—measured in months—reopened grain routes and commerce. Strabo relates the causes and geography of piracy, anchoring it in Cilicia’s coasts and rugged hinterlands. The suppression made safe the maritime arteries that his book maps in detail, and it epitomizes how Roman military solutions underwrote the stable exchanges his economic and coastal descriptions presuppose.

The conquest of Gaul by Julius Caesar (58–50 BCE), culminating at Alesia in 52 BCE, brought Transalpine Gaul firmly into Roman control. Augustus later organized Gaul into provinces such as Lugdunensis, Aquitania, and Belgica, and promoted Lugdunum (founded 43 BCE) as an administrative center; the altar of the Three Gauls was dedicated in 12 BCE. Strabo draws on Caesar’s Commentaries and subsequent administrative developments to describe rivers (Rhone, Garonne), peoples, and resources, emphasizing agricultural productivity and roads. His account mirrors Rome’s transformation of a frontier into an integrated region, where standardized measures and colonial grids replaced tribal polities.

The Cantabrian and Asturian Wars (29–19 BCE) completed the conquest of Hispania’s northwestern highlands. Augustus, Agrippa, and legates like Publius Carisius mounted campaigns against Cantabri and Astures, culminating in pacification by 19 BCE. Subsequent exploitation of gold deposits, notably at Las Médulas, and expansion of road networks intensified integration. Strabo details Iberia’s mineral wealth, including gold and silver, and notes the shift from raiding societies to taxed communities. His economic descriptions of mining districts, river systems, and coastal emporia directly reflect the outcomes of these wars, which transformed an insurgent frontier into a securely administered, fiscally productive Roman zone.

Egypt’s annexation in 30 BCE created a special prefecture governed by an equestrian, crucial for Rome’s grain supply and eastern policy. Senators were barred without imperial permission, underscoring its strategic status. Alexandria remained a center of scholarship and commerce, with institutions inherited from the Ptolemies. Strabo visited Alexandria around the prefecture of Aelius Gallus, observed the Museion’s diminished but persistent scholarly infrastructure, and wrote on the Nile’s inundations, canal systems, and the topography of the Delta. His Egyptian books pair administrative realities—taxation, military posts, and the monopoly-like grain apparatus—with close physical description, reflecting how imperial control reshaped Ptolemaic legacies.

Aelius Gallus’s expedition to Arabia Felix (26–24 BCE) sought allies, intelligence, and control over incense routes. Misled by the Nabataean official Syllaeus and plagued by disease and terrain, the army advanced from the Red Sea ports toward Marib but withdrew after heavy losses. Strabo knew Gallus personally and reports the march’s route, hardships, and strategic aims. He links the failure to subsequent reliance on maritime trade: in his time, over a hundred ships sailed yearly from Myos Hormos to India, exploiting monsoon winds. These details anchor his Arabian and Indian Ocean sections in contemporary Roman policy and expanding commercial horizons.

Roman-Nubian conflict followed southern unrest: in 25 BCE the Kushite queen Amanirenas raided Elephantine and Syene. The prefect Gaius Petronius counterattacked, advancing to Napata and Primis, destroying urban centers before withdrawing. Negotiations around 21–20 BCE, when Augustus was at Samos, established a frontier near Hiere Sycaminos and exempted Nubia from tribute. Strabo, writing with Egyptian informants and perhaps autopsy, narrates the strategic geography of the First Cataract, fortified posts, and the desert routes. The episode illuminates how frontier warfare and diplomacy shaped borders that structure his Nile chapters, melding ethnographic observation with clear military geography.

In Germania, Roman expansion under Drusus (12–9 BCE) and Tiberius (8–5 BCE, 4–5 CE) met limits. In 9 CE, Publius Quinctilius Varus suffered annihilation in the Teutoburg Forest at the hands of Arminius, forcing a strategic withdrawal to the Rhine. Fortifications, roads, and river fleets defined the stabilized frontier. Strabo discusses Germanic environments—forests, marshes, and climate—and reasons for Rome’s restraint: limited revenues, difficult terrain, and fierce resistance. His assessments translate military outcomes into geographic and economic judgments, illustrating how recent campaigns recalibrated imperial expectations and framed his regional descriptions of the Rhine and beyond.

Augustan campaigns secured the Alpine arc and Danubian basin. In 16–15 BCE, Tiberius and Drusus subdued Raetia and Noricum; roads such as the later Via Claudia Augusta tied Italy to the northern provinces. The Pannonian and Dalmatian regions were organized, though the Great Illyrian Revolt (6–9 CE), led by Bato the Daesitiate and Bato the Breucian, required massive forces under Tiberius to suppress. Strabo’s account of the Alps and Illyricum integrates these operations, noting passes, river systems (Danube, Sava, Drava), and new administrative nodes. His chorography reflects the hard-won knowledge produced by conquest and counterinsurgency.

Rome’s eastern policy toward Armenia and Parthia oscillated between war and diplomacy. Crassus’s defeat at Carrhae in 53 BCE exposed Roman vulnerability; Antony’s 36 BCE campaign faltered. In 20 BCE, Augustus recovered the captured standards through negotiation with Phraates IV, a triumph of symbolic diplomacy. Imperial interventions continued, with Tiberius and Gaius Caesar involved in Armenian successions around 1–4 CE. Strabo uses these episodes to evaluate Parthian cavalry strength, Armenian geography between Euphrates and Araxes, and the logic of client kingship as a buffer. His narrative embeds geopolitical boundaries within a landscape of passes, capitals, and rivers that condition imperial strategy.

Geography functions as a political critique by testing imperial claims against measured space, productivity, and logistics. Strabo praises Rome’s order but cautions against overextension where revenues do not offset costs, implicitly questioning conquest for its own sake. He traces piracy and brigandage to misgovernment and social dislocation, implying that stable rule, just taxation, and urban provisioning are ethical obligations. By privileging autopsy and official reports over sensational tales, he criticizes ruling elites who govern on misinformation. His reflections on client kings and provincial arrangements weigh local customs against uniform law, revealing tensions between centralized authority and regional autonomy.

The work exposes social fissures characteristic of the age: unequal incorporation of peoples, reliance on enslaved and coerced labor in mines and estates, and urban crowd politics in metropolises such as Alexandria. Strabo’s emphasis on civic institutions—assemblies, harbors, and markets—highlights disparities between prosperous colonies and marginal frontier communities. His careful accounts of taxation districts, grain routes, and military logistics tacitly interrogate the burdens placed on subject populations. By mapping where governance succeeds or fails, he critiques the injustices of predation, the fragility of peace without equity, and the imperial temptation to prize revenue and glory over the lived conditions of provincials.
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    Strabo was a Greek geographer, historian, and man of letters who lived from the late first century BCE into the early first century CE. Born in Amaseia in Pontus, he worked at the intersection of Hellenistic scholarship and the emerging Roman imperial order. His major surviving work, the Geography (Geographica), spans seventeen books and offers a sweeping description of the known world. Combining literary erudition with firsthand observations, Strabo sought to show how geography underpinned history and politics. His synthesis of earlier authorities with contemporary realities made him a crucial mediator between classical traditions and the practical needs of Roman-era readers.

Strabo’s education reflects the cosmopolitan networks of his time. After early training in his native Pontus, he studied with the grammarian Aristodemus at Nysa, a center of advanced literary instruction. He later continued in Rome under Tyrannion, a renowned scholar of Greek literature and geography. He heard the Peripatetic philosopher Xenarchus and was exposed to Stoic teaching associated with Athenodorus. These encounters shaped his intellectual method: philological rigor, philosophical framing, and attention to civic life. His reading extended to poets and historians alike, and he treated Homer not only as a literary authority but also as a source—in need of critique—for early geographical knowledge.

Travel informed Strabo’s scholarship. He journeyed across Asia Minor and the Aegean, spent time in Greece and Italy, and visited Egypt in the 20s BCE. He reports accompanying the Roman prefect Aelius Gallus to Egypt and traveling up the Nile to Syene. Alexandria’s scholarly milieu, with its commentaries and maps, enhanced his access to earlier geographical debates. While he did not aim to chronicle every voyage, he used movement through landscapes, cities, and frontiers to test written sources against observation. The resulting interplay between autopsy and citation gives his descriptions of regions such as Egypt, western Anatolia, and parts of the Mediterranean particular depth.

Before the Geography, Strabo composed an extensive historical work, now lost except for fragments and notices. That earlier project likely trained him to interweave political narrative with spatial awareness. He spent decades assembling and revising the Geography, completing it during the transition from the late Republic to the reigns of Augustus and Tiberius. The work’s architecture is deliberate: two books of prolegomena set out aims and method, followed by regional books that treat Europe, Asia, and Africa in turn. Strabo pursues a descriptive, human-centered geography, emphasizing cities, peoples, resources, and institutions over abstract mathematical modeling, while still engaging technical arguments where relevant.

Strabo’s method is comparative and argumentative. He evaluates authorities such as Eratosthenes, Hipparchus, and Polybius, often siding with practical plausibility against extreme speculation. He reads epic poetry historically, treating Homer as a witness filtered through time and genre. Where travelers’ tales strain credibility, as in some claims about far northern regions, he registers skepticism without dismissing inquiry. His portraits of communities pair ethnographic notes with assessments of political organization and economic activity. Throughout, he frames geography as a guide for statesmen and educated readers, a tool for understanding the oikoumene’s coherence under Roman rule while preserving the diversity of local customs and landscapes.

In antiquity, Strabo’s Geography circulated among learned audiences and complemented more mathematical approaches associated with later authors. Its survival owes much to Byzantine scholars, whose manuscript traditions transmitted the full text. Medieval and early modern readers found in Strabo a compendium of classical place knowledge joined to historical explanation. With the rise of humanist philology and the expansion of early modern cartography, editors and translators renewed attention to the Greek text, consolidating its place in the canon of ancient geographical writing. Modern critical editions further refined the text and commentary, helping specialists gauge Strabo’s sources, accuracy, and contribution to ancient science.

Today Strabo stands as a foundational witness for the geography, ethnography, and political landscapes of the Greco-Roman world. Historians mine his pages for information on cities, road networks, trade, and administrative structures; classicists study his literary method and debates with earlier scholars; geographers appreciate his insistence that spatial description must serve historical understanding. Though some measurements and identifications are outdated, his careful weighing of authorities, attention to regional interconnections, and emphasis on practical knowledge remain instructive. Strabo’s legacy endures in the way scholars read across disciplines, aligning texts, landscapes, and material evidence to reconstruct the inhabited world of antiquity.
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SUMMARY.

That geographical investigation is not inconsistent with philosophy.—That Homer gives proof of it throughout his poems.—That they who first wrote on the science have omitted much, or given disjointed, defective, false, or inconsistent accounts.—Proofs and demonstrations of the correctness of this statement, with general heads containing a summary description of the disposition of the whole habitable earth.—Credit to be attached to the probabilities and evident proofs that in many regions the land and sea have been shifted, and exchanged places with each other.


CHAPTER I.
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1.1If the scientific investigation of any subject be the proper avocation of the philosopher, Geography, the science of which we propose to treat, is certainly entitled to a high place; and this is evident from many considerations. They who first ventured to handle the matter were distinguished men, Homer, Anaximander the Milesian, and Hecatæus, (his fellow-citizen according to Eratosthenes,) Democritus, Eudoxus, Dicæarchus, Ephorus, with many others, and after these Eratosthenes, Polybius, and Posidonius, all of them philosophers.

Nor is the great learning, through which alone this subject can be approached, possessed by any but a person acquainted with both human and divine things,2 and these attainments constitute what is called philosophy. In addition to its vast importance in regard to social life, and the art of government, Geography unfolds to us the celestial phenomena, acquaints us  with the occupants of the land and ocean, and the vegetation, fruits, and peculiarities of the various quarters of the earth, a knowledge of which marks him who cultivates it as a man earnest in the great problem of life and happiness.

2. Admitting this, let us examine more in detail the points we have advanced.

And first, [we maintain,] that both we and our predecessors, amongst whom is Hipparchus, do justly regard Homer as the founder of geographical science, for he not only excelled all, ancient as well as modern, in the sublimity of his poetry, but also in his experience of social life. Thus it was that he not only exerted himself to become familiar with as many historic facts as possible, and transmit them to posterity, but also with the various regions of the inhabited land and sea, some intimately, others in a more general manner. For otherwise he would not have reached the utmost limits of the earth, traversing it in his imagination.

3. First, he stated that the earth was entirely encompassed by the ocean, as in truth it is; afterwards he described the countries, specifying some by name, others more generally by various indications, explicitly defining Libya,3 Ethiopia, the Sidonians, and the Erembi (by which latter are probably intended the Troglodyte Arabians); and alluding to those farther east and west as the lands washed by the ocean, for in ocean he believed both the sun and constellations to rise and set.





          “Now from the gently-swelling flood profound
        


          The sun arising, with his earliest rays,
        


          In his ascent to heaven smote on the fields.”4



          “And now the radiant sun in ocean sank,
        


          Dragging night after him o’er all the earth.”5








The stars also he describes as bathed in the ocean.6

 4. He portrays the happiness of the people of the West, and the salubrity of their climate, having no doubt heard of the abundance of Iberia,7 which had attracted the arms of Hercules,8 afterwards of the Phœnicians, who acquired there an extended rule, and finally of the Romans. There the airs of Zephyr breathe, there the poet feigned the fields of Elysium, when he tells us Menelaus was sent thither by the gods:—





          “Thee the gods
        


          Have destined to the blest Elysian isles,
        


          Earth’s utmost boundaries. Rhadamanthus there
        


          For ever reigns, and there the human kind
        


          Enjoy the easiest life; no snow is there,
        


          No biting winter, and no drenching shower,
        


          But Zephyr always gently from the sea
        


          Breathes on them, to refresh the happy race.”9








5. The Isles of the Blest10 are on the extreme west of Maurusia,11 near where its shore runs parallel to the opposite coast of Spain; and it is clear he considered these regions also Blest, from their contiguity to the Islands.

6. He tells us also, that the Ethiopians are far removed, and bounded by the ocean: far removed,—





          “The Ethiopians, utmost of mankind,
        


          These eastward situate, those toward the west.”12








 Nor was he mistaken in calling them separated into two divisions, as we shall presently show: and next to the ocean,—





          “For to the banks of the Oceanus,
        


          Where Ethiopia holds a feast to Jove,
        


          He journey’d yesterday.”13








Speaking of the Bear, he implies that the most northern part of the earth is bounded by the ocean:





          “Only star of those denied
        


          To slake his beams in Ocean’s briny baths.”14








Now, by the “Bear” and the “Wain,” he means the Arctic Circle; otherwise he would never have said, “It alone is deprived of the baths of the ocean,” when such an infinity of stars is to be seen continually revolving in that part of the hemisphere. Let no one any longer blame his ignorance for being merely acquainted with one Bear, when there are two. It is probable that the second was not considered a constellation until, on the Phœnicians specially designating it, and employing it in navigation, it became known as one to the Greeks.15 Such is the case with the Hair of Berenice, and Canopus, whose names are but of yesterday; and, as Aratus remarks, there are numbers which have not yet received any designation. Crates, therefore, is mistaken when, endeavouring to amend what is correct, he reads the verse thus:





          Οἶος δ’ ἄμμορός ἐστι λοετρῶν,
        







replacing οἴη by οἶος, with a view to make the adjective agree  with the Arctic Circle, which is masculine; instead of the Arctic Constellation, which is feminine. The expression of Heraclitus is far more preferable and Homeric, who thus figuratively describes the Arctic Circle as the Bear,—“The Bear is the limit of the dawn and of the evening, and from the region of the Bear we have fine weather.” Now it is not the constellation of the Bear, but the Arctic Circle, which is the limit of the rising and the setting stars.

By the Bear, then, which he elsewhere calls the Wain, and describes as pursuing Orion, Homer means us to understand the Arctic Circle; and by the ocean, that horizon into which, and out of which, the stars rise and set. When he says that the Bear turns round and is deprived of the ocean, he was aware that the Arctic Circle [always] extended to the sign opposite the most northern point of the horizon. Adapting the words of the poet to this view, by that part of the earth nearest to the ocean we must understand the horizon, and by the Arctic Circle that which extends to the signs which seem to our senses to touch in succession the most northern point of the horizon. Thus, according to him, this portion of the earth is washed by the ocean. With the nations of the North he was well acquainted, although he does not mention them by name, and indeed at the present day there is no regular title by which they are all distinguished. He informs us of their mode of life, describing them as “wanderers,” “noble milkers of mares,” “living on cheese,” and “without wealth.”16

7. In the following speech of Juno, he states that the ocean surrounds the earth.





          “For to the green earth’s utmost bounds I go,
        


          To visit there the parent of the gods,
        


          Oceanus.”17








Does he not here assert that ocean bounds all its extremities, and does it not surround these extremities? Again, in the  Hoplopœia,18 he places the ocean in a circle round the border of Achilles’ shield. Another proof of the extent of his knowledge, is his acquaintance with the ebb and flow of the sea, calling it “the ebbing ocean.”19 Again,





          “Each day she thrice disgorges, and again
        


          Thrice drinks, insatiate, the deluge down.”20








The assertion of thrice, instead of twice, is either an error of the author, or a blunder of the scribe, but the phenomenon is the same, and the expression soft-flowing,21 has reference to the flood-tide, which has a gentle swell, and does not flow with a full rush. Posidonius believes that where Homer describes the rocks as at one time covered with the waves, and at another left bare, and when he compares the ocean to a river, he alludes to the flow of the ocean. The first supposition is correct, but for the second there is no ground; inasmuch as there can be no comparison between the flow, much less the ebb of the sea, and the current of a river. There is more probability in the explanation of Crates, that Homer describes the whole ocean as deep-flowing, ebbing, and also calls it a river, and that he also describes a part of the ocean as a river, and the flow of a river; and that he is speaking of a part, and not the whole, when he thus writes:—





          “When down the smooth Oceanus impell’d
        


          By prosperous gales, my galley, once again,
        


          Cleaving the billows of the spacious deep,
        


          Had reach’d the Ææan isle.”22








He does not, however, mean the whole, but the flow of the river in the ocean, which forms but a part of the ocean. Crates  says, he speaks of an estuary or gulf, extending from the winter tropic towards the south pole.23 Now any one quitting this, might still be in the ocean; but for a person to leave the whole and still to be in the whole, is an impossibility. But Homer says, that leaving the flow of the river, the ship entered on the waves of the sea, which is the same as the ocean. If you take it otherwise you make him say, that departing from the ocean he came to the ocean. But this requires further discussion.

8. Perception and experience alike inform us, that the earth we inhabit is an island: since wherever men have approached the termination of the land, the sea, which we designate ocean, has been met with: and reason assures us of the similarity of those places which our senses have not been permitted to survey. For in the east24 the land occupied by the Indians, and in the west by the Iberians and Maurusians,25 is wholly encompassed [by water], and so is the greater part on the south26 and north.27 And as to what remains as yet unexplored by us, because navigators, sailing from opposite points, have not hitherto fallen in with each other, it is not much, as any one may see who will compare the distances between those places with which we are already acquainted. Nor is it likely that the Atlantic Ocean is divided into two seas by narrow isthmuses so placed as to prevent circumnavigation: how much more probable that it is confluent and uninterrupted! Those who have returned from an attempt to circumnavigate  the earth, do not say they have been prevented from continuing their voyage by any opposing continent, for the sea remained perfectly open, but through want of resolution, and the scarcity of provision. This theory too accords better with the ebb and flow of the ocean, for the phenomenon, both in the increase and diminution, is every where identical, or at all events has but little difference, as if produced by the agitation of one sea, and resulting from one cause.

9. We must not credit Hipparchus, who combats this opinion, denying that the ocean is every where similarly affected; or that even if it were, it would not follow that the Atlantic flowed in a circle, and thus continually returned into itself. Seleucus, the Babylonian, is his authority for this assertion. For a further investigation of the ocean and its tides we refer to Posidonius and Athenodorus, who have fully discussed this subject: we will now only remark that this view agrees better with the uniformity of the phenomenon; and that the greater the amount of moisture surrounding the earth, the easier would the heavenly bodies be supplied with vapours from thence.

10. Homer, besides the boundaries of the earth, which he fully describes, was likewise well acquainted with the Mediterranean. Starting from the Pillars,28 this sea is encompassed by Libya, Egypt, and Phœnicia, then by the coasts opposite Cyprus, the Solymi,29 Lycia, and Caria, and then by the shore which stretches between Mycale30 and Troas, and the adjacent islands, every one of which he mentions, as well as those of the Propontis31 and the Euxine, as far as Colchis, and the locality of Jason’s expedition. Furthermore, he was acquainted with the Cimmerian Bosphorus,32 having known the Cimmerians,33 and that not merely by name, but as being familiar with themselves. About his time, or a little before, they had ravaged the whole country, from the Bosphorus  to Ionia. Their climate he characterizes as dismal, in the following lines:—





          “With clouds and darkness veil’d, on whom the sun
        


          Deigns not to look with his beam-darting eye,
        


*******



          But sad night canopies the woeful race.”34








He must also have been acquainted with the Ister,35 since he speaks of the Mysians, a Thracian race, dwelling on the banks of the Ister. He knew also the whole Thracian36 coast adjacent thereto, as far as the Peneus,37 for he mentions individually the Pæonians, Athos, the Axius,38 and the neighbouring islands. From hence to Thesprotis39 is the Grecian shore, with the whole of which he was acquainted. He was besides familiar with the whole of Italy, and speaks of Temese40 and the Sicilians, as well as the whole of Spain41 and its fertility, as we have said before. If he omits various intermediate places this must be pardoned, for even the compiler of a Geography overlooks numerous details. We must forgive him too for intermingling fabulous narrative with his historical and instructive work. This should not be complained of; nevertheless, what Eratosthenes says is false, that the poets aim at amusement, not instruction, since those who have treated upon the subject most profoundly, regard poesy in the light of a primitive philosophy. But we shall refute Eratosthenes42 more at length, when we have occasion again to speak of Homer.



11. What we have already advanced is sufficient to prove that poet the father of geography. Those who followed in  his track are also well known as great men and true philosophers. The two immediately succeeding Homer, according to Eratosthenes, were Anaximander, the disciple and fellow-citizen of Thales, and Hecatæus the Milcsian. Anaximander [Pg 12]

  [Pg 13]  was the first to publish a geographical chart. Hecatæus left a work [on the same subject], which we can identify as his by means of his other writings.

12. Many have testified to the amount of knowledge which this subject requires, and Hipparchus, in his Strictures on Eratosthenes, well observes, “that no one can become really proficient in geography, either as a private individual or as a professor, without an acquaintance with astronomy, and a knowledge of eclipses. For instance, no one could tell whether Alexandria in Egypt were north or south of Babylon, nor yet the intervening distance, without observing the latitudes.43 Again, the only means we possess of becoming acquainted with the longitudes of different places is afforded by the eclipses of the sun and moon.” Such are the very words of Hipparchus.

13. Every one who undertakes to give an accurate description of a place, should be particular to add its astronomical and geometrical relations, explaining carefully its extent, distance, degrees of latitude, and “climate.”44 Even a builder before constructing a house, or an architect before laying out a city, would take these things into consideration; much more should he who examines the whole earth: for such things in a peculiar manner belong to him. In small distances a little deviation north or south does not signify, but when it is the whole circle of the earth, the north extends to the furthest confines of Scythia,45 or Keltica,46 and the south to the extremities of Ethiopia: there is a wide difference here. The case is the same should we inhabit India or Spain, one in the east, the other far west, and, as we are aware, the antipodes47 to each other.

14. The [motions] of the sun and stars, and the centripetal  force meet us on the very threshold of such subjects, and compel us to the study of astronomy, and the observation of such phenomena as each of us may notice; in which too, very considerable differences appear, according to the various points of observation. How could any one undertake to write accurately and with propriety on the differences of the various parts of the earth, who was ignorant of these matters? and although, if the undertaking were of a popular character, it might not be advisable to enter thoroughly into detail, still we should endeavour to include every thing which could be comprehended by the general reader.

15. He who has thus elevated his mind, will he be satisfied with any thing less than the whole world? If in his anxiety accurately to portray the inhabited earth, he has dared to survey heaven, and make use thereof for purposes of instruction, would it not seem childish were he to refrain from examining the whole earth, of which the inhabited is but a part, its size, its features, and its position in the universe; whether other portions are inhabited besides those on which we dwell, and if so, their amount? What is the extent of the regions not peopled? what their peculiarities, and the cause of their remaining as they are? Thus it appears that the knowledge of geography is connected with meteorology48 and geometry, that it unites the things of earth to the things of heaven, as though they were nearly allied, and not separated.





          “As far as heaven from earth.”49








16. To the various subjects which it embraces let us add natural history, or the history of the animals, plants, and other different productions of the earth and sea, whether serviceable or useless, and my original statement will, I think, carry perfect conviction with it.

That he who should undertake this work would be a benefactor to mankind, reason and the voice of antiquity agree. The poets feign that they were the wisest heroes who travelled and wandered most in foreign climes: and to be familiar with many countries, and the disposition of the inhabitants, is, according to them, of vast importance. Nestor prides himself  on having associated with the Lapithæ,50 to whom he went, “having been invited thither from the Apian51 land afar.”

So does Menelaus:—





          “Cyprus, Phœnicia, Sidon, and the shores
        


          Of Egypt, roaming without hope I reach’d;
        


          In distant Ethiopia thence arrived,
        


          And Libya, where the lambs their foreheads show
        


          With budding horns defended soon as yean’d.”52








Adding as a peculiarity of the country,





          “There thrice within the year the flocks produce.”53








And of Egypt:—“Where the sustaining earth is most prolific.”54 And Thebes,





          “the city with an hundred gates,
        


          Whence twenty thousand chariots rush to war.”55








Such information greatly enlarges our sphere of knowledge, by informing us of the nature of the country, its botanical and zoological peculiarities. To these should be added its marine history; for we are in a certain sense amphibious, not exclusively connected with the land, but with the sea as well. Hercules, on account of his vast experience and observation, was described as “skilled in mighty works.”56

All that we have previously stated is confirmed both by the testimony of antiquity and by reason. One consideration however appears to bear in a peculiar manner on the case in point; viz. the importance of geography in a political view. For the sea and the earth in which we dwell furnish theatres  for action; limited, for limited actions; vast, for grander deeds; but that which contains them all, and is the scene of the greatest undertakings, constitutes what we term the habitable earth; and they are the greatest generals who, subduing nations and kingdoms under one sceptre, and one political administration, have acquired dominion over land and sea. It is clear then, that geography is essential to all the transactions of the statesman, informing us, as it does, of the position of the continents, seas, and oceans of the whole habitable earth. Information of especial interest to those who are concerned to know the exact truth of such particulars, and whether the places have been explored or not: for government will certainly be better administered where the size and position of the country, its own peculiarities, and those of the surrounding districts, are understood. Forasmuch as there are many sovereigns who rule in different regions, and some stretch their dominion over others’ territories, and undertake the government of different nations and kingdoms, and thus enlarge the extent of their dominion, it is not possible that either themselves, nor yet writers on geography, should be equally acquainted with the whole, but to both there is a great deal more or less known. Indeed, were the whole earth under one government and one administration, it is hardly possible that we should be informed of every locality in an equal degree; for even then we should be most acquainted with the places nearest us: and after all, it is better that we should have a more perfect description of these, since, on account of their proximity, there is greater need for it. We see there is no reason to be surprised that there should be one chorographer57 for the Indians, another for the Ethiopians, and a third for the Greeks and Romans. What use would it be to the Indians if a geographer should thus describe Bœotia to them, in the words of Homer:—





          “The dwellers on the rocks
        


          Of Aulis follow’d, with the hardy clans
        


          Of Hyria, Schœnus, Scolus.”58








To us this is of value, while to be acquainted with the Indies  and their various territorial divisions would be useless, as it could lead to no advantage, which is the only criterion of the worth of such knowledge.

17. Even if we descend to the consideration of such trivial matters as hunting, the case is still the same; for he will be most successful in the chase who is acquainted with the size and nature of the wood, and one familiar with the locality will be the most competent to superintend an encampment, an ambush, or a march. But it is in great undertakings that the truth shines out in all its brilliancy, for here, while the success resulting from knowledge is grand, the consequences of ignorance are disastrous. The fleet of Agamemnon, for instance, ravaging Mysia, as if it had been the Trojan territory, was compelled to a shameful retreat. Likewise the Persians and Libyans,59 supposing certain straits to be impassable, were very near falling into great perils, and have left behind them memorials of their ignorance; the former a monument to Salganeus on the Euripus, near Chalcis, whom the Persians slew, for, as they thought, falsely conducting their fleet from the Gulf of Malea60 to the Euripus; and the latter to the memory of Pelorus, who was executed on a like occasion. At the time of the expedition of Xerxes, the coasts of Greece were covered with wrecks, and the emigrations from Æolia and Ionia furnish numerous instances of the same calamity. On the other hand, matters have come to a prosperous termination, when judiciously directed by a knowledge of the locality. Thus it was at the pass of Thermopylæ that Ephialtes is reported to have pointed out to the Persians a pathway over the mountains, and so placed the band of Leonidas at their mercy, and opened to the Barbarians a passage into Pylæ. But passing over ancient occurrences, we think that the late expeditions  of the Romans against the Parthians furnish an excellent example, where, as in those against the Germans and Kelts, the Barbarians, taking advantage of their situation, [carried on the war] in marshes, woods, and pathless deserts, deceiving the ignorant enemy as to the position of different places, and concealing the roads, and the means of obtaining food and necessaries.

18. As we have said, this science has an especial reference to the occupations and requirements of statesmen, with whom also political and ethical philosophy is mainly concerned; and here is an evidence. We distinguish the different kinds of civil government by the office of their chief men, denominating one government a monarchy, or kingdom, another an aristocracy, a third a democracy; for so many we consider are the forms of government, and we designate them by these names, because from them they derive their primary characteristic. For the laws which emanate from the sovereign, from the aristocracy, and from the people all are different. The law is in fact a type of the form of government. It is on this account that some define right to be the interest of the strongest. If, therefore, political philosophy is advantageous to the ruler, and geography in the actual government of the country, this latter seems to possess some little superiority. This superiority is most observable in real service.

19. But even the theoretical portion of geography is by no means contemptible. On the one hand, it embraces the arts, mathematics, and natural science; on the other, history and fable. Not that this latter can have any distinct advantage: for instance, if any one should relate to us the wanderings of Ulysses, Menelaus, and Jason, he would not seem to have added directly to our fund of practical knowledge thereby, (which is the only thing men of the world are interested in,) unless he should convey useful examples of what those wanderers were compelled to suffer, and at the same time afford matter of rational amusement to those who interest themselves in the places which gave birth to such fables. Practical men interest themselves in these pursuits, since they are at once commendable, and afford them pleasure; but yet not to any great extent. In this class, too, will be found those whose main object in life is pleasure and respectability: but these  by no means constitute the majority of mankind, who naturally prefer that which holds out some direct advantage. The geographer should therefore chiefly devote himself to what is practically important. He should follow the same rule in regard to history and the mathematics, selecting always that which is most useful, most intelligible, and most authentic.

20. Geometry and astronomy, as we before remarked, seem absolutely indispensable in this science. This, in fact, is evident, that without some such assistance, it would be impossible to be accurately acquainted with the configuration of the earth; its climata,61 dimensions, and the like information.

As the size of the earth has been demonstrated by other writers, we shall here take for granted and receive as accurate what they have advanced. We shall also assume that the earth is spheroidal, that its surface is likewise spheroidal, and above all, that bodies have a tendency towards its centre, which latter point is clear to the perception of the most average understanding. However we may show summarily that the earth is spheroidal, from the consideration that all things however distant tend to its centre, and that every body is attracted towards its centre of gravity; this is more distinctly proved from observations of the sea and sky, for here the evidence of the senses, and common observation, is alone requisite. The convexity of the sea is a further proof of this to those who have sailed; for they cannot perceive lights at a distance when placed at the same level as their eyes, but if raised on high, they at once become perceptible to vision, though at the same time further removed. So, when the eye is raised, it sees what before was utterly imperceptible. Homer speaks of this when he says,





          Lifted up on the vast wave he quickly beheld afar.62








Sailors, as they approach their destination, behold the shore continually raising itself to their view; and objects which had at first seemed low, begin to elevate themselves. Our gnomons, also, are, among other things, evidence of the revolution of the heavenly bodies; and common sense at once shows us,  that if the depth of the earth were infinite,63 such a revolution could not take place.

Every information respecting the climata64 is contained in the “Treatises on Positions.”65

21. Now there are some facts which we take to be established, viz. those with which every politician and general should be familiar. For on no account should they be so uninformed as to the heavens and the position of the earth,66 that when they are in strange countries, where some of the heavenly phenomena wear a different aspect to what they have been accustomed, they should be in a consternation, and exclaim,





          “Neither west
        


          Know we, nor east, where rises or where sets
        


          The all-enlightening sun.”67








Still, we do not expect that they should be such thorough masters of the subject as to know what stars rise and set together for the different quarters of the earth; those which have the same meridian line, the elevation of the poles, the signs which are in the zenith, with all the various phenomena which differ as well in appearance as reality with the variations of the horizon and arctic circle. With some of these matters, unless as philosophical pursuits, they should not burden themselves at all; others they must take for granted without searching into their causes. This must be left to the care of the philosopher; the statesman can have no leisure, or very little, for such pursuits. Those who, through carelessness and ignorance, are not familiar with the globe and the circles traced upon it, some parallel to each other, some at right angles to the former, others, again, in an oblique direction; nor yet with the position of the tropics, equator, and zodiac, (that circle through which the sun travels in his course, and by which we reckon the changes of season and the winds,) such persons we caution against the perusal of our work. For  if a man is neither properly acquainted with these things, nor with the variations of the horizon and arctic circle, and such similar elements of mathematics, how can he comprehend the matters treated of here? So for one who does not know a right line from a curve, nor yet a circle, nor a plane or spherical surface, nor the seven stars in the firmament composing the Great Bear, and such like, our work is entirely useless, at least for the present. Unless he first acquires such information, he is utterly incompetent to the study of geography. *So those who have written the works entitled “On Ports,” and “Voyages Around the World,” have performed their task imperfectly, since they have omitted to supply the requisite information from mathematics and astronomy.*68

22. The present undertaking is composed in a lucid style, suitable alike to the statesman and the general reader, after the fashion of my History.69 By a statesman we do not intend an illiterate person, but one who has gone through the course of a liberal and philosophical education. For a man who has bestowed no attention on virtue or intelligence, nor what constitutes them, must be incompetent either to blame or praise, still less to decide what actions are worthy to be placed on record.

23. Having already compiled our Historical Memoirs, which, as we conceive, are a valuable addition both to political and moral philosophy, we have now determined to follow it up with the present work, which has been prepared on the same system as the former, and for the same class of readers, but more particularly for those who are in high stations of life. And as our former production contains only the most striking events in the lives of distinguished men, omitting trifling and unimportant incidents; so here it will be proper to dismiss small and doubtful particulars, and merely call attention to great and remarkable transactions, such in fact as are useful,  memorable, and entertaining. In the colossal works of the sculptor we do not descend into a minute examination of particulars, but look principally for perfection in the general ensemble. This is the only method of criticism applicable to the present work. Its proportions, so to speak, are colossal; it deals in the generalities and main outlines of things, except now and then, when some minor detail can be selected, calculated to be serviceable to the seeker after knowledge, or the man of business.

We now think we have demonstrated that our present undertaking is one that requires great care, and is well worthy of a philosopher.
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1. No one can [justly] blame us for having undertaken to write on a subject already often treated of, unless it appears that we have done nothing more than copy the works of former writers. In our opinion, though they may have perfectly treated some subjects, in others they have still left much to be completed; and we shall be justified in our performance, if we can add to their information even in a trifling degree. At the present moment the conquests of the Romans and Parthians have added much to our knowledge, which (as was well observed by Eratosthenes) had been considerably increased by the expedition of Alexander. This prince laid open to our view the greater part of Asia, and the whole north of Europe as far as the Danube. And the Romans [have discovered to us] the entire west of Europe as far as the river Elbe, which divides Germany, and the country beyond the Ister to the river Dniester. The country beyond this to the Mæotis,70 and the coasts extending along Colchis,71 was brought to light by Mithridates, surnamed Eupator, and his generals. To the Parthians we are indebted for a better acquaintance with Hyrcania,72 Bactriana,  73 and the land of the Scythians74 lying beyond, of which before we knew but little. Thus we can add much information not supplied by former writers, but this will best be seen when we come to treat on the writers who have preceded us; and this method we shall pursue, not so much in regard to the primitive geographers, as to Eratosthenes and those subsequent to him. As these writers far surpassed the generality in the amount of their knowledge, so naturally it is more difficult to detect their errors when such occur. If I seem to contradict those most whom I take chiefly for my guides, I must claim indulgence on the plea, that it was never intended to criticise the whole body of geographers, the larger number of whom are not worthy of consideration, but to give an opinion of those only who are generally found correct. Still, while many are beneath discussion, such men as Eratosthenes, Posidonius, Hipparchus, Polybius, and others of their stamp, deserve our highest consideration.

2. Let us first examine Eratosthenes, reviewing at the same time what Hipparchus has advanced against him. Eratosthenes is much too creditable an historian for us to believe what Polemon endeavours to charge against him, that he had not even seen Athens. At the same time he does not merit that unbounded confidence which some seem to repose in him, although, as he himself tells us, he passed much of his time with first-rate [characters]. Never, says he, at one period, and in one city, were there so many philosophers flourishing together as in my time. In their number was Ariston and Arcesilaus. This, however, it seems is not sufficient, but you must also be able to choose who are the real guides whom it is your interest to follow. He considers Arcesilaus and Ariston to be the coryphæi of the philosophers who flourished in his time, and is ceaseless in his eulogies of Apelles and Bion,  the latter of whom, says he, was the first to deck himself in the flowers of philosophy, but concerning whom one is often likewise tempted to exclaim, “How great is Bion in spite of his rags!”75 It is in such instances as the following that the mediocrity of his genius shows itself.

Although at Athens he became a disciple of Zeno76 of Citium, he makes no mention of his followers; while those who opposed that philosopher, and of whose sect not a trace remains, he thinks fit to set down amongst the [great characters] who flourished in his time. His real character appears in his Treatise on Moral Philosophy,77 his Meditations, and some similar productions. He seems to have held a middle course between the man who devotes himself to philosophy, and the man who cannot make up his mind to dedicate himself to it: and to have studied the science merely as a relief from his other pursuits, or as a pleasing and instructive recreation. In his other writings he is just the same; but let these things pass. We will now proceed as well as we can to the task of rectifying his geography.

First, then, let us return to the point which we lately deferred.

3. Eratosthenes says that the poet directs his whole attention to the
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