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    At once a map of the inhabited world and an argument about how knowledge should be gathered, judged, and put to use, The Geography of Strabo stages a sustained negotiation between lived places and inherited reports, between the restless expansion of Roman rule and the stubborn particularity of local lands and peoples, between the allure of poetic tradition and the discipline of measurement, and between the traveler’s eye and the scholar’s desk, asking how one might describe the earth in ways that are truthful, useful, and humane without erasing the complexities that make regions distinct and histories meaningful.

Composed in Greek in the early first century CE, this expansive work belongs to the ancient genre that fuses geography with history and ethnography, surveying the Mediterranean and its adjoining continents from the vantage of the early Roman Empire. Strabo writes as a learned synthesizer shaped by the Hellenistic scholarly tradition and by a world newly knit together through imperial roads, ports, and administration. Rather than a nautical manual or a traveler’s diary, his books form a systematic prose compendium designed for educated readers, placing landscapes, cities, and peoples within frameworks of politics, economy, and culture that were intelligible to his contemporaries.

Across its books, The Geography unfolds as a guided tour of the oikoumene, moving region by region to assemble a coherent picture from disparate testimonies and observations. Mountains, rivers, and coasts share space with markets, cults, and constitutions; distances are balanced by narratives of how places came to be significant. The voice is patient, argumentative when needed, and attentive to contradictions. Strabo frequently evaluates earlier authorities, weighing plausibility and utility, and he signals where certainty yields to likelihood. The style is expansive and occasionally digressive, yet the tone remains measured, oriented toward clarity rather than spectacle, and toward synthesis rather than catalog.

Several themes govern the enterprise. Knowledge is inseparable from power: mapping routes, resources, and frontiers serves administrators and merchants as much as scholars, even as Strabo warns against credulity and exaggeration. The work probes the fit between universal claims and local truths, testing poetic or legendary material against experience and reason. It examines how environment shapes customs without resorting to reduction, and how political arrangements imprint themselves upon space. At its core lies a question about utility and responsibility—what a geography should include, whom it should serve, and how to respect difference while creating an intelligible account of a connected world.

For contemporary readers, the book offers both a record of ancient knowledge and a method for thinking about global description. Its careful scrutiny of sources models how to compare testimonies, weigh authority, and distinguish observation from rumor—skills as relevant to modern information ecosystems as to antiquity. Its reflections on how empires imagine peripheries illuminate enduring dynamics of center and margin, and its attention to trade routes, natural resources, and urban networks prefigures concerns with connectivity and exchange. At the same time, its blind spots and biases invite critical reading, encouraging questions about representation, voice, and the ethics of writing about others.

As a reading experience, these volumes reward steady, region-by-region engagement rather than rapid traversal. Strabo’s chapters move from broad frameworks to local particulars, pausing to assess claims, report measurements, and note customs, before situating places within larger circuits of movement. The prose favors clarity over ornament, yet its cumulative richness emerges through repetition and comparison across distant shores. Readers will encounter shifting place-names, ancient measures, and references to now-lost works; the author frequently marks uncertainties so that judgment remains transparent. The result is a layered portrait whose intellectual rhythm mirrors the very processes of gathering, sorting, and testing knowledge.

Situated at the crossroads of literature, science, and statecraft, The Geography of Strabo stands as a cornerstone in the classical tradition of describing the world. It speaks from an age of integration and redefinition, yet it resists the erasures that often accompany conquest by insisting on the specificity of regions and the accountability of the writer. Approached today, it opens a dialogue about how we come to know distant places and how such knowledge circulates. Read across these three volumes, the work invites reflection, patience, and a broadened sense of scale, offering guidance for navigating complexity in any era.
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    Strabo’s Geography, written in Greek in the early first century CE and now preserved in seventeen books, offers a comprehensive description of the known world as shaped by nature, history, and empire. The three-volume set presents his work in sequence, moving from methods and sources to regional surveys that span Europe, Asia, and Africa. Strabo explains that geography serves practical needs for rulers, generals, and educated readers, integrating topography with ethnography and political organization. He situates his account within Roman imperial realities while drawing on earlier scholarship and travel reports, aiming to sift reliable testimony from myth and to correlate places, peoples, and routes into a coherent whole.

Books 1 and 2 establish Strabo’s agenda and critique predecessors. He assesses poets and scientists alike, testing where Homer can illuminate real places and where caution is required. He weighs the achievements of Eratosthenes, Hipparchus, Polybius, and Posidonius, disputing extreme skepticism or excessive precision. Geography, he argues, should privilege usefulness over exact calculation, yet still respect mathematics when measuring distances, climates, and the size of the inhabited world. He outlines latitudinal zones, prevailing winds, and the relation of seas to continents, and he explains how itineraries, military surveys, and merchants’ logs can anchor maps, while acknowledging gaps and contradictions in the record.

Turning to Europe, Strabo begins with the far west. He describes the Iberian Peninsula’s coastal plains and rugged interior, its rivers, resources, and diverse communities, interpreted through both Greek and Roman encounters. He proceeds to Gaul and Britain, noting major rivers, the ocean-facing harbors, and the commercial links that carry metals and other goods. The Alps receive attention for their passes and peoples, important to recent Roman campaigns. Throughout, he balances reports of customs and institutions with geographic outlines, comparing land routes to coastal sailing stages. His emphasis stays on features that matter to administration and warfare, while signaling where knowledge remains uncertain.

In his account of Italy and the central Mediterranean, Strabo traces the peninsula from the northern plains through Etruria and Latium to Campania and the south. He characterizes Rome’s position and connections, then surveys notable cities and landscapes, including volcanic zones and fertile districts. Southern Italy and Sicily are treated with attention to straits, harbors, and long-standing Greek cultural presence. Sicily’s mountains and coasts are mapped to explain navigation and settlement patterns. Across these sections, Strabo ties physical geography to political organization, noting how terrain, agriculture, and communications support civic life, military logistics, and the integration of regions within Roman rule.

Strabo then outlines northern and eastern Europe, a region he often presents through secondary reports. He sketches the Adriatic shores and lands beyond the Danube, characterizing peoples of Illyria, Thrace, and neighboring areas, and he marks the transitions toward the steppes near the Black Sea. Rivers and coastal contours structure his narrative, as he traces trade and migration routes that cross mountain chains and plains. He records Greek colonies on the Pontic littoral and examines seasonal conditions that affect travel. Acknowledging fragmentary information, he tests rival accounts, stressing how distance, climate, and limited access constrain the precision possible in these descriptions.

Returning southward, Strabo surveys Greece and the Aegean. He treats the Peloponnese, central districts, Attica, and Thessaly, linking cities and sanctuaries to their surrounding terrain, ports, and passes. He includes major islands and archipelagos, considering their harbors, mountain spines, and roles in commerce and warfare. Literary traditions are assessed for topographic clues, yet he confines himself to verifiable correspondences between story and place. The concerns remain practical: road networks, fertile basins, naval stations, and the distribution of communities. By assembling local descriptions into larger regions, he shows how geography underpins civic identities and interconnections across a maritime landscape dense with history.

With Asia, Strabo begins around the Black Sea and the Caucasus before turning to Anatolia. He reviews the shores and hinterlands of Colchis and the lands toward Armenia and Media, attending to passes and river systems that channel movement between plateaus and coasts. In Anatolia he divides the peninsula into familiar regions—Pontus, Cappadocia, Bithynia, Paphlagonia, Galatia, Phrygia, Lydia, Caria, Lycia, Pamphylia, Cilicia, Ionia, Aeolis, and the Troad—linking them by rivers such as the Halys and the Maeander. He notes urban centers, resources, and strategic corridors, framed by Hellenistic legacies and Roman provincial arrangements, and he weighs conflicting testimonies on distances and frontiers.

Further east, Strabo assembles reports on Persia and India, drawing on historians and expedition records to relate major rivers, agricultural zones, and patterns of settlement. He remarks on long-distance trade and travel across deserts and seas, then turns to Mesopotamia and the Syrian lands, including Phoenicia and Judaea, where river valleys, caravan routes, and coastal cities structure economies and administration. Arabia is treated with attention to its peninsular geography and the movement of aromatics and other goods. He integrates Egypt into this eastern survey, describing the Nile valley, irrigation, and the organization of a country aligned along a single great river.

The final book concentrates on Egypt and North Africa, from the Nile’s course and delta to Libya and the far western coasts. Strabo compiles views on the river’s flooding and the limits of exploration toward Ethiopia, then follows the littoral through Cyrenaica, Carthage, and Mauretanian shores, measuring distances by stages and marking harbors, cities, and hinterlands. He closes by reaffirming the value of geography as a practical, encyclopedic discipline that integrates reliable observation with critical selection of sources. The work endures as a foundational compendium of ancient knowledge, illuminating how physical settings, routes, and resources shape cultures and the management of empires.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Strabo (c. 64/63 BCE–c. 24 CE) was a Greek geographer, historian, and philosopher from Amaseia in Pontus. His Geography, written in Greek and organized into seventeen books, was composed and revised under Augustus and Tiberius. Drawing on decades of travel and study, he set out to describe the inhabited world—its regions, peoples, and political arrangements. He wrote during the consolidation of Roman rule after the civil wars, when imperial administration reshaped local landscapes. His vantage is that of a Greek intellectual living within a Roman order, and his work reflects an era seeking comprehensive, authoritative surveys to support governance and cultural integration.

Strabo inherited and interrogated the Hellenistic scientific tradition centered on institutions such as the Library and Museum of Alexandria. He engages Eratosthenes on the earth’s size and regional outlines, debates Hipparchus’s mathematically driven corrections, and adapts Polybius’s political geography. He cites Artemidorus of Ephesus, Poseidonius, Ephorus, and Homer, weighing their credibility. Educated by the grammarian Aristodemus of Nysa and later by Tyrannion and the philosopher Xenarchus, he combined philology with Aristotelian inquiry. His method collates texts, travelers’ reports, and personal observation, and the resulting synthesis both preserves Hellenistic learning and critiques its excesses in the service of practical description.

The political backdrop is Rome’s transition from Republic to principate. After Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul and the ensuing civil wars, Octavian’s victory at Actium in 31 BCE led to Augustus’s long rule. Provincial administration, taxation, and military frontiers were reorganized, and secure sea lanes and roads facilitated movement across the Mediterranean. The so‑called Pax Romana expanded opportunities for trade, travel, and information gathering. Strabo writes for readers formed by these institutions, treating geography as a tool for the education of statesmen and for imperial logistics. His emphasis on utility mirrors Augustan priorities of order, stability, and comprehensive oversight.

Events in Anatolia and the Levant marked Strabo’s formative milieu. The Mithridatic Wars ended in 63 BCE with Pompey’s victory and the reorganization of the eastern provinces, bringing Pontus, Bithynia, and neighboring regions firmly into Rome’s sphere. Client kingships in Cappadocia, Galatia, and Judaea mediated imperial interests. Under Augustus, the prefect Aelius Gallus led an expedition toward Arabia Felix (26–25 BCE); Strabo knew Gallus and accompanied him to Egypt, later recounting the campaign’s failures and routes. His Pontic origin and eastern travels inform his assessments of peoples and polities, and his descriptions weigh local histories against Roman structures of power.

The annexation of Egypt in 30 BCE created a unique imperial province governed by an equestrian prefect reporting directly to the emperor. Alexandria remained a leading center of Greek culture and scholarship, even as Roman authority set administrative limits and secured grain shipments to Rome. Strabo visited Alexandria and traveled up the Nile as far as Syene, observing settlements, temples, and the river’s annual flood. He evaluates earlier measurements and descriptions from Ptolemaic scholars, notably Eratosthenes, within a Roman provincial framework. This combination of autopsy and critical compilation exemplifies how his work transmits Hellenistic science while registering Augustan political realities.

In western and northern Europe, Strabo’s era saw consolidation after Caesar’s conquest of Gaul and prolonged campaigns in Iberia. Augustan reorganization created provincial structures and urban foundations such as Lugdunum, while Alpine wars (16–15 BCE) secured approaches to Italy. Knowledge of the far north remained partial; the defeat of Varus in 9 CE curtailed Roman ambitions east of the Rhine. Strabo collects reports on the Rhine, Danube, and Britain, often expressing skepticism toward extravagant claims descending from Pytheas. His measured treatment of frontier regions underscores a preference for reliable testimony and supports a cautious view of imperial expansion.

Strabo distinguishes between mathematical geography and chorographic description, privileging what benefits civic life. He accepts a spherical earth and latitude concepts yet resists letting astronomical models override credible reports. He tests sources against autopsy and experience, criticizing Hipparchus’s pedantry, Pytheas’s northern tales, and marvel‑filled ethnographies. At the same time, he mines Homer and tragedy for geographic hints, insisting on careful exegesis. His emphasis on utility, plausibility, and ethical judgment presents geography as an extension of statesmanship. By balancing science, literature, and observation, the work critiques extremes and articulates a pragmatic, human-centered account of the oikoumene.

The Geography also registers cultural dynamics of a Greek-speaking elite within Roman hegemony. Greek remained the primary language of scholarship in the eastern Mediterranean, and Strabo addresses readers fluent in that tradition while describing a world now mapped by Roman roads, armies, and laws. He praises order and urbanization yet notes regional customs and economies with attention to difference. Preserved through medieval manuscripts, the work offers one of the fullest ancient surveys of the known world. Its sustained evaluation of sources and peoples reflects, and occasionally questions, the administrative and ideological horizons of the early principate.
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    Strabo (c. 64 BCE–c. 24 CE) was a Greek geographer and historian from Amaseia in Pontus, active during the transition from the Hellenistic kingdoms to the Roman Empire. Writing under Augustus and Tiberius, he sought to synthesize inherited Greek scholarship with contemporary Roman realities. His principal surviving work, the Geographica, in 17 books, offers a broad description of the known world, combining topography, ethnography, and historical reflection. Drawing on firsthand travel and extensive reading, Strabo aimed to produce a resource useful to statesmen and educated readers. His writings remain a major source for the political and cultural landscape of the early imperial Mediterranean and its borderlands.

Strabo received a thorough education in grammar, rhetoric, and philosophy typical of elite Hellenistic culture. He studied with the grammarian Tyrannion of Amisus and the Stoic philosopher Athenodorus of Tarsus, influences that fostered his critical use of texts and interest in practical ethics. His intellectual formation reflects both Peripatetic and Stoic currents, and his methods show engagement with the scholarly traditions associated with Alexandria. He read widely in earlier authorities, especially Homer, Eratosthenes, Polybius, and Posidonius, and he assessed them with a measured skepticism. This blend of literary, scientific, and historical training shaped his ambition to write geography as a disciplined, policy-relevant inquiry.

Travel and observation were central to Strabo’s research program. He journeyed across Asia Minor and the Aegean, visited mainland Greece and Italy, and spent extended periods in Rome. He also traveled in Egypt, reporting a trip up the Nile as far as Syene (Aswan). Although he did not claim to have seen every region he described, he was careful to distinguish personal observation from well-sourced report, and he weighed testimony from merchants, soldiers, and officials. These itineraries, combined with a lifetime of study, gave him the empirical grounding to integrate local detail with broader patterns of climate, economy, and political organization.

The Geographica presents methodical coverage of the oikoumene, the inhabited world known to Greco-Roman readers. After programmatic discussions of purpose and method, Strabo surveys Europe, then Asia and Africa, interweaving physical features with accounts of peoples, cities, and histories. He mined earlier geographers—above all Eratosthenes—while criticizing errors and exaggerations. He also drew on historians like Polybius and on poetic authorities, notably Homer, whose geographic value he defended against overly literal criticisms. A second, earlier work, a large-scale historical study now lost, is attributed to Strabo; only fragments and references remain, but it attests his dual commitment to history and geography.

Strabo repeatedly argued that geography serves practical ends: it should guide rulers, generals, and administrators. He praised the unifying effects of Roman rule, treating imperial infrastructure and provincial organization as factors that knit regions into a comprehensible whole. At the same time, he resisted sensational tales, marvels, and unreliable distances, preferring cautious synthesis. He was interested in how environment and resources shape customs without reducing peoples to stereotypes. His treatment of contested sources—such as his criticisms of Pytheas—illustrates a method that balances skepticism with respect for evidence, positioning geography as a critical, ethically informed discipline.

The ancient reception of Strabo’s work was steady rather than spectacular. His Geographica circulated among learned readers and informed later compilations, while offering an alternative to more mathematically oriented geographers. The text survived in Greek through medieval manuscript transmission, particularly within Byzantine scholarly circles. During the Renaissance, new editions and translations carried Strabo back into wide circulation, where humanists and early modern geographers valued his synthesis of historical and regional knowledge. Since then, historians, philologists, and archaeologists have mined his descriptions for toponyms, ethnographic notes, and insights into administrative geography under Augustus.

Little is securely known about Strabo’s final years. References within the Geographica indicate he lived into the reign of Tiberius and continued revising his work late in life. He likely completed the Geographica in the early first century CE, drawing on decades of study and travel. His legacy endures as a model of integrative scholarship: a writer who linked landscape to history, literature to politics, and local detail to imperial frameworks. For modern readers, Strabo remains indispensable for reconstructing the late Hellenistic and early Roman worlds, showing how knowledge was organized for governance and how geography could illuminate the human communities that inhabit it.
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Geography stands beside the loftiest studies of the mind. Homer, Anaximander, Hecataeus, Democritus, Eudoxus, Dicaearchus, Ephorus, Eratosthenes[5], Polybius, Posidonius and others prove its nobility; only one versed in things human and divine may enter. It guides politics, illumines heaven, land, sea, plants, creatures, and the quest of happiness. Homer leads the line: roaming in thought he reached the world’s rim and proclaimed the encircling Ocean, naming Libya, Ethiopia, Sidonians, Erembi[1], hinting at coasts beyond. He lets the sun rise from “the gently-swelling flood profound” and sink again, “dragging night after him over all the earth,” while the stars plunge with it.
He paints the western margin rich with Zephyr’s breath and lays Elysium there: “Thee the gods have destined to the blest Elysian isles… no snow, no biting winter, but gentle sea-breeze forever.” Beside Maurusia[2] the Isles of the Blest gleam opposite Spain. East and west stand the divided Ethiopians: “utmost of mankind,” ocean-bounded; “to the banks of Oceanus, where Ethiopia holds a feast to Jove, he journeyed yesterday.” At the pole the Bear wheels, “only star denied to slake his beams in Ocean’s briny baths.” Second Bears, new constellations and wandering, cheese-fed, mare-milking northerners crowd the horizon.
“Forth I go to earth’s farthest bounds, to visit Oceanus, sire of gods,” cries Juno, and the shield of Achilles shows that same ocean circled like a river. The ebbing sea “each day thrice disgorges, and again thrice drinks the deluge down,” its soft-flowing pulse betraying one great tide. Sailors quit “the smooth Oceanus” and still ride the same deep-flowing water. Sight and reason agree: inhabited land forms a single island. Indians in the east, Iberians and Maurusians in the west, southern and northern extremes alike are walled by water; little unknown remains, for the Atlantic lies open and unbroken.
Hipparchus[4] rejects the idea that the Atlantic loops endlessly, citing Seleucus, yet the opposing view suits the uniform tides and explains how heaven draws vapour from abundant seas. Homer traces the Mediterranean from the Pillars past Libya, Egypt, Phoenicia, Cyprus, the Solymi, Lycia, Caria, Mycale, Troas, the Propontis and the Euxine to distant Colchis and Jason’s goal. He knows the Cimmerian Bosporus and the marauding Cimmerians, whose land lies, he says, "With clouds and darkness veiled… sad night canopies the woeful race." He recognizes their recent raids from the strait to Ionia, proving his familiarity with both people and place.
He marks the Ister beside the Mysians and details the Thracian shore to the Peneus, naming Paeonians, Athos, the Axius and nearby isles, then follows the Hellenic coastline to Thesprotis. Italy appears with Temese and Sicily, Spain with its famed fertility. Omissions earn pardon, for even a geographer misses details, and fable may mix with fact. Poets, far from mere entertainers, speak primitive philosophy. Thus Homer stands as father of geography, followed by Anaximander, first to draw a chart, and Hecataeus, whose book survives. Hipparchus insists accurate mapping demands astronomy and eclipses to gauge latitude and longitude.
Accurate portrayal demands extent, distance, latitude and climate, for small slips balloon from Scythia to Ethiopia or India to Spain. Such study links earth and heaven, blending geometry, meteorology and natural history of plant and sea. Wise wanderers prove its worth: Nestor boasts he went "from the Apian land afar," and Menelaus lists Cyprus, Phoenicia, Egypt, Ethiopia, Libya, adding, "There thrice within the year the flocks produce," and "Where the sustaining earth is most prolific." Thebes shines as "the city with an hundred gates, whence twenty chariots rush to war." Geography guides rulers of land and sea; specialists describe regions, for value lies in usefulness.
Even in hunting, success belongs to the hunter who knows the breadth of the forest; so in war the veteran arranges camp, ambush, or march. In grander ventures the contrast blazes. Agamemnon’s fleet, mistaking Mysia for Troy, plundered the wrong coast and slunk home in disgrace. Persians and Libyans, believing narrow straits unnavigable, almost perished and slew Salganeus and Pelorus as scapegoats. After Xerxes, beaches lay with wreckage; Aeolian and Ionian migrations echo the ruin. Yet knowledge wins: Ephialtes reveals a mountain track, Persians envelop Leonidas and burst through Pylai; later, Parthians, Germans, and Kelts lure Romans into marshes, woods, deserts, hiding roads and sustenance.
Civil power is named for its masters—king, nobles, or people—and each forges its own laws, hence the saying that right is ‘the interest of the strongest.’ Political theory helps rulers; geography guides them better in action. The study unites art, mathematics, nature, story; Ulysses or Jason amuse only when they yield practical lessons, so the geographer keeps what is useful and credible. Geometry and astronomy are indispensable: the spheroidal earth draws all bodies inward; the sea’s curve hides lights until mast or eye rises; sailors watching coasts ascend echo Homer’s ‘Lifted on the wave he beheld afar.’ Gnomons[7] track the sky, treatises map the climata.
Generals and statesmen must know heaven’s outline, lest in strange lands they cry, “Neither west know we, nor east, where rises or where sets the all-enlightening sun.” Lists of risings, zeniths, and arctic circles belong to philosophers; but ignorance of tropics, equator, zodiac, or the Great Bear locks the gate to geography. The novice must first learn lines, circles, spheres; earlier guides to ports and voyages failed for want of mathematics and astronomy. This book, forged in plain speech for leaders, keeps only the great and memorable, casting off trifles like a sculptor shaping a colossus. Such labor demands skill worthy of a philosophic spirit.
Unjust is the charge, the speaker declares, that revisiting a familiar subject is mere copying; earlier authorities left gaps, and recent Roman and Parthian conquests have widened the map. Alexander threw open Asia and Europe northward to the Danube; Rome reached the Elbe and the Dniester; Mithridates revealed the shores from the Dniester to Colchis; Parthian arms unveiled Hyrcania, Bactriana, and the farther Scythians. With these gains the present work hopes to add even a trifle. Yet scrutiny will fall chiefly on Eratosthenes, Posidonius, Hipparchus, Polybius and their peers, for lesser geographers, being negligible, pass without debate.
In review, Eratosthenes is summoned first. Polemon’s slur that he “never even saw Athens” is dismissed, yet blind trust is withheld. The scholar himself boasted, “Never, in one city and time, did so many philosophers flourish as in mine,” extolling Arcesilaus, Ariston, Apelles, and Bion—of whom the cry rings, “How great is Bion in spite of his rags!” Though a pupil of Zeno he forgets the Stoics and applauds obscure opponents, dabbling in ethics as pastime. Turning to geography he asserts that poetry seeks only amusement. Antiquity answers that poesy is primal philosophy, children’s first teacher, wisdom set to song.
Example is sought in Homer. The bard sprinkles Greece with epithets—“Thisbe abounding in doves,” “Haliartus grassy”—and paints far Ethiopia, Egypt, and Libya, to teach as well as delight. He crowns Odysseus with every practical virtue: “Discover’d various cities, and the mind and manners learn’d of men,” “Of a piercing wit and deeply wise.” Diomede cries, “Let him attend me, and through fire itself we shall return,” while the hero boasts of reaping with a “well-bent sickle” and cutting furrows straight and true. Antenor marvels, “From his breast flowed a torrent swift as winter snow.” A poet so skilled must first be worthy.
To strip Homer of oratorical grace is cruel. What role suits an orator better than eloquence, and who is more sweetly eloquent than Homer? Yes, poetry and prose own different tones—tragic, comic, historic, forensic—yet flowery prose is merely poetry deprived of metre. Early verse dazzled; Cadmus, Pherecydes, and Hecataeus copied it, discarding rhythm but saving every sparkle, then later ages shed ornament until speech stood plain. So comedy slid down from tragic height to everyday talk. The ancients called eloquent speech "to sing," for poems were sung; rhapsody, tragedy, comedy prove that lineage, while "prose" itself suggests a fall from the chariot.
Homer charts not only Greece but distant realms, his storytelling finer than later imitators. He invents sparingly, preferring to teach through real scenes enhanced by allegory, counsel, and alluring adventure, especially in the Odyssey. Eratosthenes insults him by shouting that poet and scholars are fools. Long before poets, rulers used myth, knowing humankind’s hunger for novelty. Children first taste fable, lured by wonders that kindle study; untutored adults remain similar. Marvels that delight can also frighten: Lamia, Gorgo, Ephialtes, Mormolyca. Thus citizens pursue Heracles’ or Theseus’ glory and shun wickedness when thunderbolts, aegis, tridents or dark omens threaten. Poetry still schools the multitude; Homer leads.
Homer, like gold edging bright silver, drapes fact with graceful fiction to guide the crowd, never spinning empty tales. He recounts the Trojan war, Aeolus ruling Lipari, Cyclopes near Etna, savage Læstrygonians, pirate-haunted Scylla[11] and Charybdis[10], and northern Cimmerians lurking by Hades—real places colored with myth. Knowing Colchis, Circe, Medea, and Jason, he joins their kin and tracks the Argo from Ceraunian peaks to Tyrrhenian isles; Symplegades[12] become the Wandering Rocks; the vast Euxine stands for ocean. Solymi on Taurus rise "beyond the ocean," where Neptune spies Ulysses. One-eyed Cyclopes echo Scythian Arimaspi[18]. Thus Italian traces of Odysseus are credible, though monsters are not.
Eratosthenes, finding no firm footing, scorns earlier theories: Homer, he sneers, is “a mere gossip,” his Sirens pure invention. He mocks scholars who place the enchantresses “close to Pelorus” or “two thousand stadia[6] off near the Sirenussæ,” insisting the supposed three-peaked rock is actually a narrow ridge from Surrentum to Capria, temple on one side, three barren islets on the other. Yet, replies the counter-voice, disagreement over details need not damn the tale; both camps still set the scene by Sicily or Italy, and Parthenope[13]’s tomb at Naples sits within the same gulf, tightening the circle around the Sirens.
The critic proceeds: “Ætna and Tyrrhenia well known, yet Scylla, Charybdis, Circæum, Sirenussæ obscure?” He flays Eratosthenes, summoning witnesses ancient and local to prove Homer drew on living memory, not idle fancy. Polybius joins, guessing Æolus, teacher of strait-craft, earned worship as wind-king, just as Danaus, Atreus, and Egyptian priests rose by useful lore. He rejects the scoff, “we shall track Ulysses when we find the cobbler who stitched the winds,” and points to Scyllæum, where look-outs signal sword-fish, oarsmen dart barbed shafts, and wounded giants drag boats as in the poem, while Charybdis devours and disgorges the tide.
He recalls the lotus-eating men of Meninx, notes Homer’s craft mixes factual kernel, stirring rhetoric, and enchanting fiction; bare invention could never persuade. The “nine days of cruel storm” likely covered little sea, he argues, calculating that no galley ever swept twelve days’ distance in two, and sailors long shunned the fatal strait. Yet Polybius blunders, ignoring lines about Oceanus, Ogygia[9], and the far-off Phæacians[8] “utmost of all mankind.” Still, both agree the roamings hugged Sicily and Italy, as graves of Parthenope, Baius, Misenus, and the fiery Acheron testify. Myths, therefore, deserve neither pin-pricking nor contempt.
Eratosthenes admits, “Any one would believe the poet meant Ulysses to roam in the west, yet he strays from fact for lack of knowledge or to heighten terror.” The reply concedes the marvels but denies futile purpose; Homer sought solid benefit and drew wonders chiefly from Greece itself—Heracles, Theseus, Crete, Sicily, Cithæron, Helicon, Parnassus, Pelion, Attica, the Peloponnese. Truth hides beneath the myths; seekers must test whether Ulysses really wandered and where. The poet thus towers above theatrics. Compare his orderly landscapes with Sophocles’ Triptolemus and Euripides’ Bacchae: Juno’s flight and the list—Cyprus, Phœnice, Egypt, Ethiopia, Sidon, Erembi, Libya—while the tragedians jumble Lydia with Bactria.
Homer handles winds with care. He places “sun-burnt Ithaca… farthest toward the west,” describes a cave with “twofold entrance, one north, one south,” and guides omens “right-hand to the ruddy east, left into evening.” He laments, “Alas, my friends, we know not west nor east.” In the clash of “Boreas and Zephyrus blowing from Thrace,” Eratosthenes claims he mislocates Zephyr, yet the coast swings south-west, so islanders feel west winds from Thrace and call them Scirones. Posidonius arrays eight winds: Cæcias, Libs, Eurus, Argestes, east and west between; Homer’s “stormy Zephyr” means north-west, “clear-blowing” west, and “Argestes-Notus” the bright southern cleanser.
Eratosthenes sneers that Homer neither knows the Nile’s name nor its many mouths. The title may not yet have existed, and obscure channels merit pardon; the poet still sings of Egypt, Thebes, and Pharos[14], proof of knowledge. Common facts need no mention. Menelaus, fond of embellishment, heard in Ethiopia of sources, floods, and land-building silt; thus he repeats that Pharos lay “entirely surrounded by sea,” a phrase once true though alluvium had linked it to shore. The verse, “The Ethiopians, utmost of mankind, these eastward situate, those toward the west,” likewise shows awareness of the isthmus between the Egyptian Sea and the Arabian Gulf.
Insisting Homer understood the isthmus, the speaker accuses modern critics of error and notes that neither Aristarchus nor Crates grasped the poet’s wording. Homer writes, “The Ethiopians, utmost of mankind, these eastward situate, those towards the west,” yet Aristarchus reverses it to “These towards the west, and those towards the east,” while Crates reads, “As well in the west as also in the east.” Crates, guided by mathematics, imagines a torrid ocean flanked by two temperate zones; he doubles the Ethiopians, one shore opposite another, and justifies his version by saying the sun always rises and sets within that belt.
To simplify, he suggests saying the Ethiopians live on both sides of the ocean from sunrise to sunset, but Aristarchus rejects any twin-nation theory. Aristarchus insists Homer meant only the land south of Greece bordering Egypt and accuses the poet of ignorance. The speaker counters: Nile floodplain clearly splits Egypt—and equally long, narrow, inundated Ethiopia—into “these towards the west, those towards the east.” A river that marks frontiers between Asia and Libya and surrounds populous islands like Meroë[15] is no trivial divider. Even skeptics who dislike continental boundaries admit shipping tales of a midway isthmus that forces voyagers back.
Reports from Tartessians say some Ethiopians marched westward and settled there, while others lined the coast; Homer could well echo this in “The Ethiopians, the farthest removed of men, separated into two divisions.” The speaker argues early Greeks lumped every southern shore under one name just as they once called all northerners Scythians. Aeschylus pictures “the luxuriant marsh of the Ethiopians” where the sun bathes; Euripides calls their realm “the radiant stable of the Morn and Sun.” Ephorus assigns Ethiopians the whole south, Scythians north, Indians east, Kelts west. Homer too sets Ithaca “towards the gloomy region,” cranes fleeing winter, pygmies lamenting.
Modern scholars chain the name “Ethiopians” to lands beside Egypt and pen the Pygmies into similar limits, yet the ancients ranged the title across every coast from sunrise to sunset. That shore is cleft naturally by the Arabian Gulf, a river-like chasm fifteen thousand stadia long and never more than one thousand wide, its head lying but three or four days’ march from Pelusium. Hence geographers choose the Gulf, not the far-off Nile, as the truer frontier of Asia and Africa. Our poet saw the same, dividing southern peoples by that vast water and never ignoring the isthmus that stitches it to the Egyptian Sea.
It is folly to grant Homer accurate sight of Thebes, five thousand stadia inland, yet deny him a gulf and isthmus scarcely one thousand. He knew the river that gives the land its name, prized its rise and fertile silt, and chased knowledge with restless feet. Egyptian critics forget that silence is not ignorance. He calls each river “heaven-sent,” but the Nile receives the phrase in highest measure. Mouths unmentioned trouble no one; even Alcaeus passed them by. He stretches Pharos to “a whole day’s sail,” yet adds, “The haven there is good, and many a ship finds watering there from rivulets on the coast.
Menelaus recounts, “After numerous toils… Cyprus, Phoenicia, Sidon, Egypt; then distant Ethiopia and Libya.” Scholars object: no Ethiopians border our sea, Sidonians are already Phoenicians, and “Erembi” is strange. Some drive his keels round Cadiz into the Indian Ocean, others across the Suez isthmus or mythical canals; yet storms that sank fifty-five ships and greedy trading easily stretch eight years. Sesostris failed to cut a canal, and the Euripus current still shifted. Proteus foretells, “The gods have destined thee to the blest Elysian Isles where the Zephyr ever breathes.” Thus the poet divides Ethiopians and fills the Spartan’s hall with gold, electrum, silver, ivory.
Ethiopians lack wealth except ivory, living as needy nomads. Arabia and India lie beside them, one called Felix, the other Blessed; yet Homer knew neither India nor a wealthy Arabia. Then Arabia’s perfumes came from a single district; only later did trade enrich it. A lone merchant might profit, but Menelaus gained riches by plunder or royal gifts, as Agamemnon’s corslet from Cinyras shows. After Troy he roamed Phoenicia, Syria, Egypt, Africa, Cyprus and many coasts, seizing or receiving treasure, while tribes offered nothing. His journey in Ethiopia marks reaching Egypt’s border near Thebes, like Ulysses claiming Cyclops’ land; ports above Paraetonium keep his name.
After Phoenicia the poem names Sidon, royal city, repeating it to stress Menelaus’s long stay. Sidon glows with prosperity, art and welcome: Paris brings Helen laden with Sidonian fabrics; Menelaus shows Telemachus a silver cup with gold rim, gift of King Phædimus, calling it “work of Vulcan,” a flourish for fine craft. Homer likewise praises a Sidonian bowl traded in Lemnos. Next come the Erembi—likely Arabs. Posidonius links the name with Armenians, Aramaeans and Syrians, observing shared speech, habits and bordering lands. Arabs near the Thebaid, like Ethiopians, mostly extend the hero’s route and glory.
Others wildly make Erembi Ethiopians, Cephenes or Pygmies, or move Sidonians to the Persian Gulf and Ethiopia to Joppa, mixing fable with fact and contradicting themselves. Such inventions, Strabo argues, mirror Hesiod’s Hemicynes, Alcman’s Steganopodes, Aeschylus’s Cynocephali: dazzling marvels woven for delight, not through ignorance. Even sober historians sprinkle similar tales; Theopompus boasts he will outdo Herodotus and Ctesias in Indian wonders. Homer too cloaks natural truth in myth. His Charybdis echoes the tide in the Sicilian Strait; he triples its daily surge, not from error, but to heighten Circe’s terrifying warning to Odysseus.
“Each day she thrice disgorges, and each day thrice swallows it—beware the swallowing, for not even Neptune could save thee.” In spite of that warning, Odysseus, sucked down by the whirl, lives. “It was the time she absorbed the briny flood; upborne by a wave I gripped a wild fig and clung like a bat.” He hangs until Charybdis belches the keel and mast; “I clenched the boughs till she disgorged again,” he says, the wreck rising only when an over-laboured judge leaves court for supper. Homer’s own “Thrice-happy Greeks!” and kindred cries show hyperbole common as Circe’s over-bold count of tides.
Apollodorus, siding with Eratosthenes, censures Callimachus for planting Odysseus on Gaudus and Corcyra, islands Homer sets beyond the outer sea. He insists the charge stands only if the voyage never happened; otherwise a critic must name the true course, and none has, so the grammarian walks free. Demetrius of Skepsis flares next, rejecting Neanthes’s claim that the Argonauts consecrated Cyzicene temples to the Mother when they sailed for Phasis; yet Homer spares Lemnos for Jason’s son Euneos, knew Admetus, Alcestis, and Eumelus, and links Achilles’ kinship to Iolcan Jason—proof Demetrius unwittingly repeats while denying it.
Colchian names, the city of Æa beside the Phasis, gold-rich soil, Phrixium between Iberia and Colchis, Jasonia scattered through Armenia and Media, shrines from Sinope to Lemnos and Pola—these living tokens proclaim that Jason and Phrixus travelled as surely as Odysseus or Menelaus. Callimachus sings, “I sing how the heroes from Cytæan Æeta returned again to ancient Æmonia,” and of Colchians who “founded their city…Pola named.” Some give the Ister a secret mouth to the Adriatic, others turn back earlier; either way the story stands. Meanwhile Eratosthenes scolds Damastes yet cites him, credits lakes for gulfs, misplaces Issus, and invents the vanished isle of Kerne.
Eratosthenes says the elders hugged the coast, yet Jason left his ships in Colchis and trekked to Armenia and Media; Bacchus, Hercules, Ulysses and Menelaus ventured still farther; Theseus and Pirithous earned fame for reaching Hades, the Dioscuri for rescuing sailors. Minos mastered the waves, and Phoenicians crossed beyond the Pillars to found towns along Africa. After Troy, Aeneas, Antenor, the Heneti and crowds of Greeks and barbarians, stripped of livelihood or spoils, turned pirate, roamed the seas, and planted colonies on distant coasts and even inland. Ancient journeys were longer, not shorter, than later ventures.
After praising new geographic gains, he leaps to the whole globe, calling it almost spherical yet pitted by fires, floods, and earthquakes—blemishes too small for so vast a mass. He cites regions far inland where oyster or scallop shells lie thick: three thousand stadia to Ammon the road glitters with salt beds, wreckage, and dolphin monuments from Cyrene. Xanthus speaks of a drought under Artaxerxes and shell-strewn plains in Armenia, Matiana, Phrygia. Strato contends the Euxine once stood landlocked, later burst into the Propontis, and the Mediterranean, swollen by rivers, broke the Pillars, leaving former seabeds like Egypt dry.
He then faults Strato. Sea basins do not differ in permanent height; inundations arise when the strata beneath the waters rise or sink, not when one basin perches above another. Tides and river floods swell gradually and never overwhelm coasts; shifting beds moved by moisture and wind cause the real upheavals. Strato’s river-silt theory, claiming the Euxine sits higher than the Propontis and the Mediterranean higher than the Atlantic, mistakes river practice for ocean truth. Were this so, a constant inflow at the Pillars would match the rush through the Bosporus, yet only the ebb and flow appear there.
Imagine, he says, that before the Bosporus broke, silt from rivers filled the Euxine until its bed matched the Propontis; balanced pressures withheld escape until surplus water smashed the barrier and fused the basins, shaming Strato’s idea. The same logic covers the Mediterranean: rivers could fatten a lake, burst the Pillars, mingle with the Atlantic, and settle on one level. Outflow obeys inflow, not gradients. Silt piles only at deltas: the Ister’s Stethe, Salmydessus, Colchis, Themiscyra, Sidene, and Cilicia, where the Pyramus pushes seaward, fulfilling the oracle, “This shall occur when the waters of the Pyramus have enlarged their banks as far as sacred Cyprus.
The constant tide, like breathing, shoves delta clay back. Watch from the shore: waves veil and bare your feet in endless cadence. Even calm water swells landward, flinging debris and, as the poet says, “Flings forth the salt weed on the shore.” Wind heightens the push, yet the sea still marches landward when breezes blow off it—“Loud sounds the roar of waves ejected wide.” Each oncoming crest purges foreign matter, casting corpses, wreckage, and cork onto sand; the retreating wash cannot haul them back. Slumping cliffs drop mud that settles close by, and river force fades past the mouth, otherwise the ocean would be filled.
Yet floods, quakes, blasts, and upheavals lift or lower tracts, raising islands as well as ridges. Chasms swallowed Bura, Bizone, and towns; Sicily may have risen from the sea, as Ætna forged Lipari and Pithecussan isles. Still, Eratosthenes mocks Archimedes’ rule that resting water forms one sphere. He quotes engineers who stopped Demetrius cutting the Corinthian isthmus, fearing the gulf sat above Cenchrea. He ties strait currents to uneven levels, pointing to the Sicilian surge that swings twice daily with the moon. Yet tides differ: Chalcis shifts seven times, Constantinople never, and cataracts only pour downhill. Water, unlike earth, always seeks one plane.
Eratosthenes claims Mount Casius and the flats of Gerra once lay beneath shallow water that stretched to the Erythraean bay until the strait at the Pillars tore open and the Mediterranean fell. He warns the word “touching” can mean mere nearness, not mixing. Hipparchus insists real contact is implied, so if the inland sea overflowed, the outer ocean’s level must have dropped too; hence every water beyond the Pillars to the Erythraean shares one height. Eratosthenes answers that a single sea need not be level everywhere: “Look at Lechaeum and Cenchrea.
Hipparchus rejects dolphins inscribed 'by the delegates from Cyrene', citing no records, yet sea washed the oracle. He grants a bed could push water 3000 stadia inland but says that rise cannot drown Pharos or Egypt—else Libya and Europe would lie beneath and the Ister meet the Adriatic. The river begins beyond Adriatic hills and forks near its mouths. Such upheavals formed Sicily, Aeolus’s isles and Pithecussae. Later, flames burst between Thera and Therasia four days, boil the strait, heap an island where Rhodians build a temple to 'Asphalian Poseidon'. A Phoenician quake swallows a town, shatters Sidon, chokes Arethusa, and rends Lelanto, spewing mud.
Demetrius recalls Homer: “two springs from Scamander, one hot, one cold,” and states the warm flow is gone. He lists quakes under Tantalus that shattered Lydia and Ionia, threw down Mount Sipylus, turned marshes to lakes, and drowned Troy. Pharos, once an island, now hugs Egypt. At Pelusium I saw the sea climb until Casius stood apart and boats sailed on to Phoenicia. The isthmus between Egyptian and Erythraean waters may break likewise. Piraeus was isle; Leucas cut; Syracuse joined; Bura, Helice, Methone, Arne, Mideia, Thracian and Echinade towns, harbourless Asteria, and Ithaca, lacking the nymphs’ cave, have all shifted.
Myrsilus records that Antissa was once an island facing Lesbos, once called Issa. Others say Lesbos split from Mount Ida, like Prochyta and Pithecussa from Misenum, Capreae from the Athenæum, Sicily from Rhegium, and Ossa from Olympus. Rivers too have altered: Arcadia’s Ladon stopped flowing; chasms at the Caspian Gates wracked Rhagae. Ion jested about Euboea, “The light wave of the Euripus has divided the land of Euboea from Bœotia; separating the projecting land by a strait.” Demetrius of Callatis then lists a quake: islands drowned, springs smothered, walls, towns, and maidens hurled into the sea, rivers rerouted, and Atalanta cleft enough for ships.
To free us from childish awe, the account turns from earthquakes to the wanderings of nations. Western Iberians crossed beyond the Euxine toward Colchis; Egyptians marched into Ethiopia and Colchis; Heneti sailed from Paphlagonia to the Adriatic. Ionians, Dorians, Achaeans, Aeolians, Aenians, and Perrhaebi all shifted homes. Later came quieter tales of Carians, Treres, Teucrians, and Galatae, and of restless leaders: Madys the Scythian, Tearko the Ethiopian, Cobus of Trerus, and the Egyptians Sesostris and Psammeticus. Cimmerians and Treres raided Paphlagonia and Phrygia, Lygdamis stormed Sardis, and only Madys finally drove Cobus’ hordes away for good.
Eratosthenes dismisses Herodotus’ notion that Hyperboreans cannot exist because no Hypernotii, calling the reasoning absurd and noting that Notus blows even in Ethiopia up to the equator; people at the pole are simply ‘beyond Boreas.’ He condemns fantastic tales and closes his first survey. In the second he proves a spheroidal world and, by meridian measures—Meroe to Alexandria 10,000 stadia, thence to the Hellespont 8,100, to the Dnieper 5,000, and on to Thule another 11,500—sets the habitable breadth at 38,000. Strabo retorts that Pytheas[17] exaggerates Britain, Thule is mythical, and Eratosthenes’ latitude would freeze any inhabitant.
Eratosthenes misjudges the earth’s breadth, so his length must likewise err. He calls the breadth the run from southern Ethiopia to Thule and then forces length past its proper bounds. “India, where it narrows, measures 16,000 stadia to the Indus; the projecting capes add 3,000. From the Indus to the Caspian Gates are 14,000, then 10,000 to the Euphrates, 5,000 to the Nile, 1,300 to the Canopic mouth, 13,500 to Carthage, and at least 8,000 to the Pillars—70,800 in all.” He tacks on 3,000 for Europe’s western curve and, to keep length double breadth, another 2,000 east and west.
Eager to ground the scheme in natural law, he insists the greatest span must run east-west through the temperate zone, “a continuous circle returning upon itself; if the Atlantic did not intrude we could sail from Iberia to India on the same parallel.” He counts that arc at less than 200,000 stadia. The critic rebuts: the question belongs to mathematicians, not to one describing the inhabited patch we know; several separate lands might lie along that band, especially near the Athens parallel. He repeats that the earth is spheroidal, resumes his surly railing at Homer, and marches on.
“There has been much argument respecting the continents; some cut them by the Nile and Tanais and call them islands, others join them by isthmuses,” he declares, dismissing the issue as “a bone of contention for angry litigants.” He likens uncertain borders to Colyttus and Melitē, recalls strife over Thyrea and Oropus, and notes that early Greeks named only their land and opposite Caria, widening the terms as exploration spread. The opponent seizes the point, choosing to gnaw that bone himself, and asks who actually coined the threefold division, how they could partition a world they barely knew, calling such talk nonsense.
He scoffs at the notion that borders matter little: wars flared over Thyrea and Oropus, and a dispute over Egypt’s continent would be no trifle. Rivers can mark limits well enough when viewed with the earth’s contours. Rejecting the Greek-Barbarian divide, Eratosthenes urges judgment by virtue, praising Indians, Ariani, Romans, Carthaginians; “Alexander,” he says, “welcomed merit everywhere.” The critic answers that the conqueror already followed such counsel. On his chart, Eratosthenes draws a parallel from the Pillars through Sicily, Peloponnesus, Rhodes, Issus, and the Taurus to India, then recalculates by comparing Meroe, Bactria, Amisus, the Hellespont, and counts 18,000 stadia.
Hipparchus mocks Eratosthenes' geography, insisting ancient charts and writers Deimachus and Megasthenes show the southern ocean lies twenty- or thirty-thousand stadia distant, so no one should trust Patrocles’ lone report or alter the maps. The criticism misfires: Eratosthenes relied on many witnesses. Travelers fixed India’s southern tip on the same parallel as Meroë, measured the stretch from Meroë to Athens, matched the Taurus breadth with the Cilicia-Amisus span, and traced a straight eastward line from Amisus through Colchis, Hyrcania, Bactria to the eastern sea, mountains always on the right, continuing west across Propontis and Hellespont. All these testimonies filled the library Hipparchus praises.
Patrocles’ reliability stands on royal commissions, followers, and critics whose challenges enhance his standing; he records that Alexander’s troops glimpsed India hurriedly while surveyors drew charts handed to him by the treasurer Xenocles. Hipparchus objects that Eratosthenes himself dismissed Patrocles because Megasthenes gives India’s northern length as sixteen thousand stadia and Patrocles fifteen, yet accepts an itinerary contradicting both. Eratosthenes weighed proofs, accepting the source the itinerary confirmed. Large discrepancies do not automatically condemn a witness; small errors trap observers as experts. Deimachus and Megasthenes, by contrast, peddle fantasies of ear-bed sleepers, mouthless men, gold-digging ants and snake-gulped oxen, while calling each other liars.
Observations prove Rhodes and Byzantium share a meridian; thus Cilicia and Amisus align, and a due-east track runs from Amisus across Colchis, the Caspian and Bactra to the Ocean. Testimony can outweigh instruments, yet Hipparchus trusts sailors for the Pillars-Sicily line while demanding the oblique grid remain. This breeds contradictions: he puts south India with Meroë, counts eighteen thousand stadia to Byzantium, then adds thirty thousand to the mountains. Because Byzantium equals Marseilles in latitude and shares longitude with the Dnieper, his numbers push Dnieper to Celtica. The Cinnamon Coast lies 8,800 stadia from equator, Ierne 5,000 beyond, compressing inhabited breadth to thirty thousand.
Opposite the Cinnamon coast, eastward under the same latitude, lies Taprobane[16], a great sea-girt island said to stretch more than five thousand stadia toward Ethiopia. If its breadth matches its length, the gap between it and India cannot be under three thousand stadia. Add Deimachus’s thirty thousand from India’s southern cape to Bactria and Sogdiana and those nations would stand beyond the temperate world. Yet northern India, Hyrcania, Aria, Margiana and Bactriana are famed for soft airs and overflowing plenty: vines yield a metrete apiece, fig-trees sixty medimni, wheat reseeds itself, leaves drip honey, and massive grapes hang from trunks two men can scarcely clasp.
Even in warm latitudes mountains chill: Cappadocian uplands are sterile while Sinope, Amisus and Phanaroea below abound in olives. Bagadania, a plain three thousand stadia south of the Euxine, yields little fruit, yet the Oxus carries Indian wares through Hyrcania toward that sea. Northward the vine falters; on Maeotic waters the frost once bore Mithridates’ cavalry in winter and, thawed, his fleet in summer. In Panticapaeum an urn declares, “If any one doubts the intensity of our winter’s cold, let him believe when he sees this vase. The priest Stratius placed it here, not as an offering but as proof of our winter’s severity.
Add four thousand stadia to Deimachus’s thirty-thousand and Bactria and Aria stand thirty-four thousand from the torrid line, eight thousand eight hundred north of the Dnieper, though lands only five thousand beyond Keltica are hardly habitable and Scythians live even farther on. Hipparchus notes endless Dnieper twilight and the sun at nine, six, then four cubits, yet, trusting Pytheas, sets southern Britain still higher—the same parallel he assigns Bactra—though its thriving harvests belie such darkness. Eratosthenes counters Deimachus, proving equinoxes equal and that five thousand stadia south of Alexandria both Bears sink and shadows reverse; Hipparchus, swapping winter for summer, only exposes his own emptiness.
Hipparchus first allows, then denies that India’s southern tip shares a parallel with Meroë. “When two lands far apart claim one parallel, their climata must match,” he says; Philo and Eratosthenes record Meroë’s vertical sun, yet, he adds, no one tells India’s. If both Bears set in India, the claim collapses. Strabo replies that this very remark gives the needed clima, and recalls Eratosthenes charging Deimachus with ignorance while rejecting the shadow myth. Even Hipparchus still places India south of Syene. He also misreads distances, making over 6,000 stadia from Babylon to Armenia by inventing an unmeasured 2,100-stadia span and shifting Thapsacus too far north.
Eratosthenes traces a west-east line from the Pillars of Hercules[3] along Taurus, splits the world into northern and southern halves, and further into sections. India, first in the south, is a rhombus edged by mountains, the Indus, and two oceans. Ariana, second, is near-parallelogram; its western side from Caspian Gates to Carmania is uncertain. The third section suffers more: its shared western boundary is vague, the Persian Gulf interrupts the south, so he treats the Susa–Persepolis road, a little over nine thousand stadia, as a straight substitute without claiming parallelism. The Euphrates, likened to a rower’s cushion, wrecks lines, yet Hipparchus attacks him geometrically.
Eratosthenes sets the southern side, Babylon–Susa–Persepolis–Carmania, at 9,200 stadia, shorter than the 10,000-stadia north because the Euphrates veers east. The western boundary follows the river 4,800 stadia from Thapsacus to Babylon and 3,000 to Teredon, with only 1,100 measured north to the Armenian Gates; beyond that is unknown. Eastward, Persia runs 8,000 stadia toward Media, then 3,000 more to the Caspian Gates. The Tigris and Euphrates curve round Mesopotamia like a cushion. Strabo concedes a few errors, yet fewer than Hipparchus claims. Hipparchus defends maps and declares, “According to Eratosthenes, Babylon is 1,000 stadia east of the Euphrates crossing at Thapsacus,” a reckoning Strabo rejects.
“If Caspian Gates and the Carmania–Persia frontier lay on one meridian, and if straight roads from these points to Thapsacus and Babylon met that meridian at right angles, Babylon would sit east of Thapsacus by an exact proportion,” the speaker concedes. Yet Eratosthenes never asserts such geometry: his road from the Gates to Thapsacus slants across Taurus, forming an acute angle; the Carmania-Babylon road is not parallel, nor does it cross a meridian squarely. Hipparchus ignores this, assumes Babylon lies over a thousand stadia east, invents a right-angled triangle with a hypotenuse of 4,800 stadia, and builds further calculations upon that fiction.
From his imagined triangle Hipparchus subtracts the thousand-stadia offset, adds the measured 1,100 stadia from Thapsacus to Armenian heights and another 1,000 guessed, totals 2,100, and declares that Taurus and Armenia must sit far north of Athens, overthrowing Eratosthenes. The overthrow fails: the Euphrates bends, the Thapsacus–Babylon road is not straight nor near 4,800 stadia, and the claimed parallels exist only in Hipparchus’s sketch. Charging Eratosthenes with “childish ignorance” is dismissed as nonsense. The discourse shifts to method: lands should be parted like natural limbs, not hacked at random—“Cutting them limb from limb;” rivers, seas, mountains, peoples, size, and form give true limits.
A grand scheme follows: Taurus and the Mediterranean split the inhabited world in two. India, ringed by mountains, river, seas, and a single people, forms a tidy rhombus. Ariana, bounded on three nearly straight sides, is passable; but the third section fails—its southern line pierces its heart, the north is longer, and the crooked Euphrates cannot guard the west. The critic extends this tract to the Syrian Sea, coasting from Carmania round the Persian Gulf, the Arabian isthmus, Pelusium, and Canopus to Cilicia. A fourth section—Arabia Felix, Red Sea, Egypt, Ethiopia—falls between its extreme meridians and parallels
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