
ALEXANDER AND THE ARAL' 

IN his illuminating discussion of 'the Caspian question'2 Sir William Tarn, 
basing his case mainly on Aristotle, Meteorologica, 2. i. 10 and Strabo, I I. 7. 4, 
argued that Alexander knew of the existence of the Aral Sea. Tarn's conclusion, 
however, was soon challenged by Professor Lionel Pearson,3 who disagreed in 
particular with Tarn's interpretation of the passage in Strabo. But, although 
he undoubtedly succeeds in showing that some of Tarn's arguments are not 
valid, Pearson fails, as it seems to me, to disprove his main contention. Indeed, 
Pearson misunderstands the line of Strabo's argument and is led to propose an 
unnecessary emendation of the text. 

First, then, the Strabo passage. On his expedition Alexander had not 
advanced beyond the R. Jaxartes (Syr Darya), except for a brief foray across 
the river. He had left unconquered, as Strabo says, a large part of Asia between 
the Caspian Sea and the R. Tanais (Don), the established boundary between 
Europe and Asia.4 But, according to Strabo, some of the historians of Alexan- 
der devised a 'stratagem' which enabled them to claim that the king had 
conquered the whole of Asia-EkS E'V OVW UVVPIyOV TqjV TE McuZi'rtv A4lv7)V T7)v 

&eojEuv?7v rov T4~vaV' Kal Ti)v KaarHav Oa4AaTTav, A4t'v'IVv Kat raVrT7p KaLAovVT,s9 KaL 

cUvVETpjlYGaL 0Ca'cKOVTEST 7Trpos' ca'WAag Jqo E`pas, E'KaTEpav Se e'vat /tLE'OS T)S- 

Ifepas, 'they combined Lake Maeotis (Sea of Azov), which receives the Tanais 

(Don), with the Caspian, which they also called a lake, saying that the two 
were connected and that each formed part of the other'.5 We may note at this 

point that Strabo believed that the Jaxartes flowed into the Caspian. In fact, it 
has always flowed into the Aral. 

Strabo then goes on to relate the part played in the 'stratagem' by Poly- 
cleitus, a minor historian and geographer who accompanied Alexander's 
expedition.6 

IH0AV'KAELTos, & Kat% 7flcoFTEIg lTpocTcfEpETaL 7TEp'X Troy A4'lvwv EI'vat T?IJv GaAa-rrav 

rair-qv ("bEts- TE yadp E,K-rpE0bELV KatL l57yAVKV EtVcat -r' 'Swp), O TL8 Ka't ov 
'~~MaLtLjr8O'& E'UlTL TrEKtLaLLpo1LEVOS EK TOy--V TOVTvaiev ELSg avs3mqv E'i/3cl AAEv- EK yI 

TWOv a~VT0,j'v OpsTVIVatK()V, Ee WIV 0 TE QSXOSg KaCUpo TorI ' 'Q2o09 KaLL CaLAAoL ITAELOvs-, 

oEpETatL KacU 0' 'IaJcprI7s- E'K58WU,9 TE OJt'O)S' E'KEL'VOLS& ELSg r1 Kcowtov 7TEAayog, 
iravrwOv apKrTKwraTos- Tov3rov ov~v dwvol'actav TavaF:V. KaLL 7TpogU0EoraTV Ka'L -ro VT CP 

lLcTtv dc ELS) TdvaF, Ii tp7EVcHAV'KAELT0OS r-')v yap 7TTEpcLLV TOV -Tora,iov 

rovIrOV q!E'pCtV EAa4rp' Kae L%crr-oFi7 'JAactn'voti& xwp-q-"a ro' TamS~ 2KV'KOat, Toiro 5 
Kai, 7TEK_LL7pLov -roB T?jV X pcav r)v 7rpcav r~ Evtpo0',rnqs EC'VaL, [L7 -Tig Au'as- rv yap 

Iam most grateful to Mr. G. T. Griffith Loeb edition. Aristotle (Meteorologia 1. I 3) 
and Professor E. Badian for reading an had thought of an underground connection 
earlier draft of this article and for making between the Caspian and the Black Sea. 
many stimulating criticisms. 6 For the few surviving fragments see 

2 Alexander the Great (Cambridge, 1948), ii. F. Jacoby, F. Gr. Hist. InB, no. I128. They do 
5-15. not help to decide whether Polycleitus was 

3 CQ N.S. i (I 951), 80-4. likely to have contributed to the 'stratagem' 
4 See J. 0. Thomson, H-istory of Ancient or not. There is an excellent discussion of the 

Geography (Cambridge, I 948), 59. fragments in L. Pearson, The Lost Histories of 
5Possibly 'connected by an underground Alexander (1960), 70-7. 

passage', as H. L. Jones translates in the 
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Aralv rajv avw Kat Tr?v Trpos cog Ew bV?ELV Eavrrav. 'Eparoa0v4is S' o acnt Ka' Ev 

T 'I IV&IKC veaUOaL EAadr]qV Kal 
EVTEy0EV vavT7YrcryaaoOat r-ov TaroAov AA eav8pov.I 

Pearson2 considers that this text does not correctly describe the inference 
made by Polycleitus. 'His argument', he maintains, 'must have been: 

(i) the Jaxartes flows into the Caspian, the Tanais into the Maeotis. 

(2) I believe the Caspian is a lake and none other than the Maeotis. 
(3) Therefore I infer that the Jaxartes is the Tanais.' 

He holds therefore that the text is corrupt, and suggests that it should read 

TeK,uatpo,levos e dpKrov rOv Tavaiv E. s avtrlv Eqt13aActELv. 
But the correctness of the text in the first sentence can be established by a 

comparison with the (third) sentence beginning Kal rrpoaCreaav. The con- 
struction of the two sentences is exactly parallel, as may readily be seen when 

they are set out in parallel columns. 

I7oAVKAcELTO0 o Kal T7raTtELS Trpo0aeperat Kal 7rpoaceOeaav Kat TrovrT 7aTtV t g 

7Trpl Tov AXItvrv ELva vv V rvaarravOar er TavaFs o8v ei'prlKEv O HoAV'KAtITo 

Tatvrr7v TavTriv 

O(ELSS TrE yap EKTppE'qLV Kal VnTOyAvK V T yap 7repaLav Tov rorapov TovTov 

elvaL TO vWoSp ?epetv EAaXr7v Kal OorTOLls eAarivotl 

Xp,jc6aL TOVS TaVrr) ZKvOas3 

orTC e Kal ovX re'pa Trs MaLwtrtoos cEar, 7roVo To Kal reKJlpLov 7ro rv)v Xoapav 
TrK!uacpo'Levos EK TOV TOV TOva'v els rvv ?repav Tr$s EvpS7srrs clvat, Pr 7 
avTrhv EtpaAAcEtv. Acrag' Tr7v yap Acav T-7V acO) Kal Tr7v 

Tpos EW co p%Ef ?v EAarr,v. 

With 
TeKipOV . . . e. vat we must supply a verb of saying, viz. q'aauav, from 

7mlrtnv rTpoa0Oeaav, as H. L. Jones does in the Loeb edition: 'and they say that 
there is also evidence that the country . . .' There is no suggestion that the 
'flatterers' adduced a 'proof', as Pearson would have us believe. Similarly with 

on ... eort we must supply Acyec from TlrItgS frpoa'pecrat. We might express 
TOvTO oe Kal TeKL!r7pLov . . . EAadrqv as (AeyovaLv) onTI E Kal XoUpa rre'pav T?sg 

EVpt)nS EarTi, TEK,icatpo6LevoLt K TOV TV7o Acltav rTiV avto Kal riTv -rpos Eto pix? 

bVElV EAadrrv. Alternatively, the first sentence might be expressed as TOVTO oE 

Kac TeKxrjptOV TOV Tavrr7v oV X eTrpav TrSj MacoTC0oos Elvac Tov yap Tavaev Ets 
avT'rv elfJa/AAeLtv. 

In the first sentence Polycleitus first establishes by 'proofs' (the presence of 
snakes and fresh water) that the Caspian is a lake; then, using this fact, he 
infers that, since the Tanais flows into it, the Caspian is no other than the Mae- 
otis. In the third sentence the 'flatterers' establish by a 'proof' (the presence of 
firs north of the river) that Polycleitus really was talking of the Tanais; then, 
using this fact, they infer that, since firs do not grow in Asia, the country 
north of the river is a part of Europe. 

Strabo does not suggest, as Pearson maintains, that Polycleitus argued with 
'proofs' for the identity of the two seas, or that the 'flatterers' argued with 
'proofs' that the land north of the river is part of Europe. In the first instance, 

I 
I accept the punctuation suggested by 3 To be consistent editors ought to print 

L. Pearson (CQ, 1951, 81 n. i). For a pos- this clause in brackets, as they do qE?,rs re 
sible emendation of the text see below. yap KTA. 

2 CQ, I95i, 8i. 

io8 J. R. HAMILTON 
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Polycleitus infers the identity of the two seas from the fact that the Jaxartes/ 
Tanais flows into them; in the second, the 'flatterers' infer that the land north 
of the river is part of Europe from the fact that firs grow in this region, but not 
in Asia. There is no need to suppose that Polycleitus infers the identity of the 
two rivers. On the contrary, Strabo states plainly that the name Tanais was 
arbitrarily given to the Jaxartes-rovrov ov o ov6ptacrav Tava'v-quite dis- 

honestly in his opinion, as part of the 'stratagem' to enhance Alexander's 
reputation. 

The existing text, therefore, presents no difficulties of interpretation, and 
Pearson's emendation is unnecessary. Still, it is true, as he remarks,' that 
'Strabo does not distinguish Polycleitus from other writers as clearly as we 
should like; in fact his transition from singular to plural subject (reKCLatpd- 
IELVO ... v. . vuacav) is rather disconcerting'. However, it is likely, as Professor 
Badian has suggested to me, that what Strabo wrote was not rovrov oUv 
&ovodLacrav Tavacv but -oOrov ouv wvolWaCre Tava'v. This phrase rounds off what 
Strabo has been saying about Polycleitus, as the punctuation advocated by 
Pearson makes clear, and in the next sentence Strabo goes on to deal with 
other writers. The change from singular to plural may well have been caused 
by the presence of the following rpoaEOeacav. The part played by Polycleitus in 
the 'stratagem', according to Strabo, was to call the Jaxartes 'Tanais' in order 
to be able to infer that the 'Caspian' (proved to be a lake), into which the 
'Tanais' flowed, was no other than the Maeotis.2 For everyone knew, of course, 
that the Tanais flowed into the Maeotis. Later writers 'proved' that Poly- 
cleitus was correct in identifying the two rivers, and that consequently Alex- 
ander had conquered all Asia. 

Was Strabo correct in thinking that there was a 'stratagem' ? And, if there was 
one, was Polycleitus involved in it? The answer to the first question is almost 
certainly 'yes'; at any rate none of Alexander's followers can have been igno- 
rant of the existence of firs in Asia. There were fir-trees in plenty in Sogdiana, 
and Alexander's fleet on the Hydaspes (Jhelum) was built principally of fir.3 
But it is much less certain that Polycleitus was dishonest. There can be no 
doubt that Pearson is correct in maintaining, against Tarn, that Strabo did not 
distinguish Polycleitus from the 'flatterers', and that he thought him dishonest.4 
It is also true that 'Strabo certainly knew more about Polycleitus than we can 
ever hope to know',5 but Strabo had one grave, indeed fatal, disadvantage. 
Like all his contemporaries, he believed that the Caspian was a gulf of the 
Ocean.6 It was inevitable, therefore, that he should think Polycleitus dishonest in 

I Op. cit. 83. I5. I. 29 (from Aristobulus). Cf. Strabo, I I . 
2 It is not possible to deduce from Strabo's 7. 2 (Aristobulus) for the abundance of firs 

criticism exactly what Polycleitus said about in India. 
the two lakes, but it is not impossible that he 4 Pearson, op. cit. 82-3; Tarn, op. cit. ii. 
thought not of the two lakes being identi- 14. 5 Pearson, op. cit. 83. 
cal, but of the 'Caspian' as forming part of 6 This view is as old as Hecataeus (fr. 291 
the Maeotis. Plutarch's description of the Jacoby = Athenaeus 2. 70 A). It was ex- 
Caspian as an overflow (avaKo,r'4) from the pressly contradicted by Herodotus (i. 202), 
Maeotis may well derive from Polycleitus. and Aristotle (Meteorologica, 2. I. I o), per- 
Ephorus (fr. 78, Mueller) writes that the haps following him, also gave the correct 
Tanais had two mouths, and Polycleitus version. But after Patrocles, the admiral of 
may have thought that one mouth entered Antiochus I, in 284 or 283 B.C. 'explored' 
that part of the lake known as the Caspian the Caspian and pronounced it a gulf, this 
and the other that known as the Maeotis. erroneous view prevailed until the geo- 

3 See Arrian, Anabasis, 4. 2 I. 3 and Strabo, grapher Claudius Ptolemy restated the truth 

Iog 



saying that the Caspian was a lake and in identifying it with the Maeotis. He 
was bound too to believe that the identification of the Jaxartes with the Tanais 
had been made simply for the purpose of the 'stratagem'. 

But there are good grounds for thinking that Alexander and his followers 
genuinely believed that they had reached the Tanais / Don. The 'Gazetteer', a 
list of satrapies compiled in 324/3 B.C.,I refers to the Jaxartes by this name, as 
does Aristobulus, who accompanied Alexander and must have known the truth.2 
It is, indeed, hardly surprising that the two rivers should have been identified, 
when we consider what Herodotus and Aristotle had thought of the Jaxartes. 
For Herodotus3 had written of the Araxes (he obviously means the Jaxartes) as 
flowing east from the Caspian and forming with it the boundary between 
Europe and Asia, while Aristotle4 had described the Araxes (again the Jaxartes 
is meant) as rising in the Parnasos (i.e. the Parapamisus or Hindu-Kush) and 
possessing a branch called the Tanais which flowed into the Maeotis. More- 
over, as the name 'Tanais' is derived from a native word meaning 'water', it is 
easy to see how Alexander and his followers, conversing through interpreters, 
might obtain the name 'Tanais' for theJaxartes.5 Other factors, too, may have 
predisposed Polycleitus to identify (or link) the Caspian with the Maeotis. 
Polybius, for example, writes that the Maeotis was 'fresher than the Black Sea', 
while all ancient writers think of the Maeotis as much larger than it actually is 
and consequently as extending further east than it does.6 

Polycleitus, then, gave proof that the 'Caspian' was a lake, and inferred that 
it was no other than the Maeotis, since the Tanais (i.e. the Jaxartes) flowed 
into it. As the Jaxartes flows into the Aral Sea and has always done so, we must 
now ask whether Polycleitus, when he wrote 'Caspian', meant the Aral or our 
Caspian. Tarn thought the former alternative was correct, and adduced in 
support the passage in Aristotle's Meteorologica where he discusses inland seas.7 
There Aristotle clearly thinks of two seas, the Hyrcanian and the Caspian. As 
Tarn rightly points out,8 the use of the plural participles puts this beyond 
in the second century A.D. The 'gulf theory', 
however, soon prevailed again and held the 
field, with a few exceptions, until the four- 
teenth century. For references see Thomson, 
op. cit. 127-8, 163, 293-4, 390. 

1 See Tarn, op. cit. ii. 7, and for the date, 
ibid. ii. 309-I8. This document is preserved 
by Diodorus I8. 5. 4, who most probably 
(pace Tarn) took it from the reliable Hiero- 
nymus of Cardia. 

2 Aristobulus ap. Arrian, Anabasis 3. 30. 7. 
See also Plutarch, Alexander, 45. 6, -ov 
'OpEdapTrqv S3taas roTatuov ov v avros (sc. 

AAEeavpos) O)ETO Tocvaiv elvat, derived, as 
the form 'OpedprTqs shows, from Aristobulus. 

3 I. 202, 4. 40. 
4 Meteorologica, I. 13. 15. 
5 See Herrmann in RE, 2. Reihe, iv. 2, 

2162, s.v. 'Tanais'. Mr. Griffith had already 
suggested to me that 'Tanais' was compar- 
able, for Scythians, to Avon for Celts. See 
also J.R.S. 57 (1967), I-8, esp. 3-4, where 
Dr. A. H. McDonald argues convincingly 
that at Livy 38. 38. 4 we should retain the 
reading of the best MS., 'cis Taurum mon- 

tem usque ad Tanaim amnem', and that the 
'Tanais' is the name given to the R. Caly- 
cadnus in its upper reaches. 

6 Polybius, 4. 42. According to the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica (1963 ed.) the salin- 
ity of the Maeotis is iI per cent, a figure 
very similar to that for the Aral: see below. 
Herodotus (4. 86) calls the Maeotis 'not 
much smaller than the Black Sea', while 
Pseudo-Scylax in his 'Periplus', written 
about the middle of the fourth century, 
makes it half as large, and Polybius (4. 39) 
and Strabo (2. 125, 7. 310) rather more than 
a third. In fact, it is only about one-twelfth 
of the size of the Black Sea. It is obvious that 
the Greeks had only a hazy notion of the 
Maeotis in the time of Alexander. E. H. 
Bunbury, A History of Ancient Geography 
(London, 1879) 390, remarks of the 
Periplus of Pseudo-Scylax that 'his account 
of the northern shores of the Euxine (Black 
Sea) is indeed much less precise and full 
than that of the southern'. 

7 2. I. 10. 
8 Op. cit. ii. 6 n. 3. 

J. R. HAMILTON IIO 
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doubt. But when he goes on to argue that this proves that Aristotle knew of the 
existence of the Caspian, which he called by its original name 'Hyrcanian', 
and the Aral, which he called 'Caspian', he goes astray. For, as Pearson has 
pointed out,' it is simply not true that the original name of our Caspian was 
'Hyrcanian'. Both Hecataeus2 and Herodotus3 refer to the Caspian, but, 
while Hecataeus calls it 'Hyrcanian', Herodotus calls it 'Caspian'. The con- 
clusion that 'Hyrcanian' and 'Caspian' are alternative names for the Caspian 
is inescapable. It is, therefore, perfectly possible that Aristotle was misinter- 
preting earlier writers who had written 'Hyrcanian' and 'Caspian' indiscrim- 
inately.4 

Nevertheless, it is not legitimate to say that 'Tarn's interpretation breaks 
down completely if his theory about Aristotle's knowledge of the Caspian is 
wrong'.5 For, as Tarn remarks,6 Aristotle thought that there were two seas, and 
since Alexander will have been taught this he will have expected to find another 
sea apart from the Caspian. 

Since Tarn's argument is invalid, however, we cannot simply assume that 
Polycleitus was referring to the Aral, and Strabo's criticism does not enable us 
to determine whether Polycleitus meant that the 'Tanais' flowed into the 
Caspian or the Aral. If the problem can be settled it is only by his statement 
that the water in the 'Caspian' was 'nearly fresh'. The average saline content of 
the Caspian is 13 per thousand, i.e. 13 lb. of salt to I,ooo lb. of Caspian water, 
but the saline content in the south, the only part of which Alexander had any 
knowledge, is considerably greater. The average saline content of the Aral, at 
I0.7 per thousand, is significantly lower, and the water is certainly drinkable at 
the points where the Oxus and the Jaxartes enter the sea.7 

It appears very likely, then, that Tarn is correct in maintaining that Poly- 
cleitus was referring to the Aral when he wrote 'Caspian'. Our Caspian he 
presumably referred to as 'Hyrcanian', situated as it was in Hyrcania. If this 
is correct, Tarn's suggestion, that the information about the Aral came from 
the Chorasmian king, Pharasmanes, whose kingdom lay on the lower Jaxartes, 
is surely very probable.8 

University of Auckland, New Zealand J. R. HAMILTON 
I Op. cit. 82 n. i. Pearson, op. cit. 83. 6 Op. cit. ii. 6. 
2 Fr. 291 Jacoby = Athenaeus 2. 70 A. 7 Figures from the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
3 I. 202-3. (I963 ed.). 
4 As many scholars have thought. See, 8 Op. cit. ii. 8. For Alexander's meeting 

e.g., Thomson, op. cit. 86, and Bunbury, op. with Pharasmanes in Bactria see Arrian, 
cit. 40I n. 2. Anabasis 4. 15. 4. 
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