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“The authors provide a succinct and readable compendium of unexpected journeys from this world to those which lie just beyond our ordinary human experience, as recounted in several ancient and medieval sources: Greek, Latin, Arabic, Scots, Old Czech, and Middle High German. Some of these unknown lands are deep within the forest or over the horizon; others are above or below or within our terrestrial world—a parallel universe in a different dimension of space and time altogether but not inaccessible to bold adventurers or curious readers who often discover their real selves in these imagined realms.”

CRAIG R. DAVIS,
PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND 
LITERATURE, MEDIEVAL STUDIES, AND WORLD LITERATURES AT SMITH 
COLLEGE, NORTHAMPTON, MASSACHUSETTS



Introduction

Between the Worlds

Heading off to discover unknown lands—whether for the purpose of conquering them, or to establish new trading outposts, or simply for the sake of advancing knowledge by pressing into the farthest reaches of the world—was always a risky venture during the Middle Ages. If we can believe what the written accounts tell us, there were countless dangers lying in wait for the traveler: overland routes offered almost insurmountable obstacles, near invisible paths, steep mountains, hostile natives, meteors, wild beasts, and reptiles like the iaculus, a snake that fell upon its victim from the treetops with the speed of an arrow.

But do not think that sailing the seas was any easier: the bluegreen waves contained a host of sea monsters ever ready to attack ships, such as the sawfish, who would unfurl his feathers and raise his tail above the waters and, by means of this improvised sail, set off in pursuit of the vessel and try to stop it. It was also necessary to contend with the currents that would carry you to the Magnetic Mountain or into the jaws of chaos,1 into which all the oceans spill, along with reefs, sirens, and undines. These perils were echoed in hundreds of legends.

The period of the Middle Ages was like a crucible, in which were melted narrative traditions coming from the four corners of the then known world. It was a time of explorations and discoveries made 
specifically by travelers, an era during which epics and romances drew a number of themes and motifs2 from tales and legends, a time in which authors tapped deep into geographies, encyclopedias, travel accounts, bestiaries, and herbals for material with which to spice up their stories. This is one of the ways in which many monstrous men and animals found a place in the writings intended to amaze and delight the readers of that time. Let us look at what one of these cosmographies—dating from 1190—tells us. It is a dialogue in which a teacher answers his student’s questions about India:

In this same country lives the animal called the cale [yale]: its chest is that of a wild boar, its tail is that of an elephant. He has two horns, each of which measures a klafter*1 in length; when the beast wishes to fight, it retracts one horn and fights with the other. When the first horn becomes weary, it retracts it and resumes the fight with the other one. This animal fears nothing as much as black peacocks and is equally bold on water and on land. Also in this country there live yellow bulls who grunt like wild boars, and their faces are split from ear to ear. They also fight with their horns like the previous animal. There is a beast there known as the manticorti [manticore]: its head resembles that of a man, but its teeth and the rest of its body are like a lion, and it has the blood-red tail of a scorpion. Its voice sounds like the hiss of a serpent. It runs faster than a bird can fly and eats nothing but human flesh. The monocerroz [unicorn] is also there, who is built like a horse but has the head of a stag, the feet of an elephant, and the tail of a pig. He has but one horn that measures some four ells†2 in length and is as sharp as a razor. This is a terrifying animal. He transfixes everything he meets with his horn, whether it is by the shores of the sea or by the many rivers in which live eels that are thirty feet long.3

To come alive, the stories need heroes whose epic deeds—real or legendary—have left their mark in human memory. While some of these figures like King Arthur, Roland, Siegfried, and Melusine have survived in popular consciousness, how many others are no longer remembered at all today! This book will allow you, the reader, to make their acquaintance.

Travelers’ tales open up an unusual world for us; they allow us to discover a mythic geography and meet people from the far ends of the earth. In its own way, each tale reflects the reactions of the human being when faced with the unknown. The letters of Alexander of Macedonia to his mother Olympias and his teacher Aristotle are a perfect example of this. Out of these letters emerge alarming creatures of unparalleled strangeness.

But journeys did not only take place in this world. In the Middle Ages, with its profound Christian imprint, the protagonists could also make their way into the Otherworld, the land of Faery; this is the case with Thomas of Erceldoune [also known as Thomas the Rhymer] or Guerrin Meschino.

The story of the knight Tundale serves as a paradigm here. Having fallen into a coma, the spirit of this knight was stolen away to visit hell and purgatory with an angel as his guide, before finally seeing heaven or its antechamber in the distance. This journey sometimes unfolds in corpore by means of a double persona that a deep coma can create, but the clergy preferred to substitute a more orthodox voyage in spiritu for this physical journey. In our day, this kind of journey has inspired many authors, such as the French novelists Bernard Werber4 or Laurent Gaudé.5 The traveler may also find himself in a place “between the worlds,” like Vollarc, who was given lodging there by the devil.

Romances of adventure often resemble travel narratives and follow a similar narrative outline, but the motivation for the hero’s departure is not necessarily a desire to discover the world. The story of Duke Ernst gives us an outlaw who sets sail for the Holy Land and is carried off by a tempest into the unknown. The story of Solomon and Marcolf, the first picaresque novel of the Middle Ages, features a man setting off for the East in order to bring back the fickle wife of his king, and the tale of Štilfríd and Bruncvík transports us into an unknown world where individuals are saddled with some peculiar patronyms, such as the king named Astronomus, and another named Olibrius.

In the tales we have brought together here, the element of the “marvelous” (merveilleux) or the “world of wonders” is omnipresent. In these stories we meet with fantastic creatures such as bird-men with the heads and necks of cranes, magical objects, potions, trees that can talk, hideous demons inflicting terrible tortures, monsters of all kinds, temporary metamorphoses, seductive fairies, parallel worlds that can often be quite easily entered, and islands inhabited by strange creatures. This is but a sampling of what one may encounter through these narratives.

We have envisioned this book as an introduction to the geography 
of a wondrous universe by favoring narratives that carry us off into a legendary Otherworld that reflects the dreams and beliefs of an earlier period.

We have given particular attention to the illustrations of the manuscripts and incunabula because they show again and again what their audience found most striking, and what was deemed most worthy of being painted, drawn, or engraved—which is to say, put within reach of the illiterate—as was similarly the case with sculptures and frescoes in the churches. For example, the frescoes at the Albi Cathedral in southern France corroborate what we are told in the story of the knight Tundale, while a sculpture in Remagen, Germany, contributes to disseminating the legend of Alexander the Great’s ability to fly through the air. Furthermore, the images are an interpretation of the text—and sometimes are even at odds with it, as the artists allow their imaginations free rein in attempting to depict such remarkable beings. Later, the printing press would help ensure the circulation of the stories and enable the rise of folk literature in the form of chapbooks, even if the latter are often much cruder than the paintings in the manuscripts. The reader will find a good example of this with the story of Solomon and Marcolf.
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Motif: refers to the Aarne-Thompson Index (AT) of folktale types

In the notes, when “cf.” appears before an AT motif, this is to indicate a possible kinship between the motif in the story and the one listed in Aarne-Thompson.

 



Part One

EXTRAORDINARY JOURNEYS




One

Journeys to the Borderlands


1. ALEXANDER’S LETTER TO OLYMPIAS (GREEK)

After he had defeated Darius and conquered the kingdom of Ariobarzanes*3 and Manazakes,†4 subjugated Media and Armenia, and the whole of Persia, Alexander set off toward the north.

King Alexander sends his greetings to his very dear mother and to his teacher Aristotle [. . .]

I brought guides because I wished to push through the desert toward the Plough.‡5 They advised me against this course because of the wild beasts living there, but I ignored them. We came to a region with many ravines, where the road was narrow and steep-sided, and for eight days we encountered strange and unknown animals.

We finally entered a large forest of trees called anaphanta, which produced a most peculiar fruit: enormous apples as large as gourds. The inhabitants, the Phytoi, 
a people some twenty-four ells in height, had horns that were around one and 
one-half ells and had long feet. But their forearms were saws. When they caught 
sight of us, they rushed to meet us. Horrified at their appearance, I ordered 
that one be captured. When we attacked them while shouting and blowing the trumpets, they fled. We killed thirty-two of them while one hundred of our soldiers were slain. We remained there for a time to eat the fruits of the anaphanta.

We resumed our journey in a dreary land inhabited by people like giants,1 who were massive and ruddy like lions. Near them lived the Ochlites, bald men about four ells in height and as wide as a spear. They wore lion hides and were quite skilled fighters. We attacked them but they slew many of us with their clubs. I grew scared and commanded that the forest be set alight. They turned tail once they saw the flames, but only after they had already killed one hundred eighty soldiers.

The next day I decided to visit their caves. We found wild beasts who had three eyes and resembled lions chained in front of the gates. We could see fleas the size of frogs jumping around. We resumed our journey and found a spring, nearby to which I ordered our tents to be set up. We stayed in this place for two months.

We then headed off again and arrived at the land of the Melophagi.*6 We saw a man who was entirely covered in hair and who was so large he scared us. I ordered him captured, then I had a naked woman go up to him; he seized her and began devouring her.2 My soldiers rushed upon him to pull her away, but he howled in his incomprehensible language, rousing his companions, around ten thousand of whom came out of the swamp. There were forty thousand of us and, following them in pursuit, we managed to capture three. But they refused all food and died eight days later. They were not human and barked like dogs.

Continuing on our route, we reached a river and called a halt. There were trees in the water there that grew from dawn to noon, then shrunk away to nothing. Their resin was similar to Persian myrrh and smelled wonderful. I ordered some to be cut down so that their resin could be collected with sponges, but my men were whipped by invisible beings when they tried to do so.3 We could hear the blows and see their victims fall onto their backs, but those who were holding the whips did not show themselves. A voice then rang out, forbidding us to cut down the trees and to collect their sap. “Stop, otherwise your entire army will be struck dumb.” I therefore obeyed this command.

We also found black stones in this river; anyone who grabbed hold of one would turn black. There were also reptiles and all kinds of fish that were not cooked by fire but by cold spring water. We learned this when a soldier washed a fish in the spring, put it in a container and saw that it was cooked. There were also birds similar to the birds of our lands living next to the river, but they breathed out flames when they were grabbed.*7

We resumed our journey the next day. Our guides told us: “We do not know where we are going. We should turn around in order to avoid entering even more inhospitable regions,” but I refused. We encountered many different animals, some with six paws, some with three or five eyes, some who were six ells long, and many others as well. Some of them fled when we came across them; others attacked us.

We then made our way into a sandy country that was inhabited by peaceful beasts resembling wild asses. They were twenty ells long and had six eyes, but could only see with two of them. The soldiers slew several with their bows.

We then arrived at the land of the headless men,4 who did however possess human speech. They went fishing—their sole food was fish—and brought us some. They were hairy and clothed in animal hides. Some of them gave us mushrooms that weighed twenty-five pounds each. We also saw a countless number of seals crawling on the shore. Our friends invited us to return, which I had no desire to do at all, as I wished to see the ends of the earth.

We continued our advance to the sea and no longer saw any birds or animals. 
All we could see were the earth and sky, not even the sun; we were completely 
swallowed by shadow. We raised camp at the water’s edge for several days. An 
island could be seen in the middle of the sea, which I wanted to explore. I had 
a large number of small boats constructed and some thousand men set sail to make the crossing. We could hear human voices coming from the island and proclaiming in Greek:

O son of Philip, child of Egypt,

Your name is already herald of your great deeds:

Your mother named you Alexander, and you have warded off and defeated men and driven kings from their kingdoms,

But you will soon become an ex-man*8

When lambda,†9 the second letter of your name, has been fulfilled.

We could not see a soul. Several careless soldiers swam to the island to search it for treasure, but the rest of us returned to the campground in fear.

When we got there, we saw a crab as big as a breastplate emerging from the water. Its claws and front pincers each measured six feet in length. We slew it with some difficulty as the iron of our spears could not pierce its shell, and the crab broke them with its pincers. We found seven pearls of incalculable value in its stomach, and I thought they must have been born in the depths of the sea.

I came up with an iron case in which I had placed a huge glass jar that was one and one-half ells thick. It had an opening at the bottom through which a person could stick out his hand. What I really wanted was to dive into the depths so I could discover what was on the floor of this sea. I would do this by proceeding as follows: I would keep the hole closed until I got to the bottom, whereupon I would open it, stick my hand out in order to grab some sand, then I would go back in and close the hole back up. I then had an iron chain that was 308 fathoms long, attached to the cage, and gave orders to not pull me back to the surface unless I shook the chain. When all was ready, I got into the barrel that was then sealed with a lead cover. When I had reached a depth of 120 ells, a passing fish gave a slap of its tail to the cage, and I was pulled back up. The same thing happened on my second attempt. But on my third attempt, I went down to a depth of 308 ells and I saw all kinds of fish. One of them, which was monstrous in size, seized the cage in its mouth and dragged me a full nautical mile. Three hundred sixty men were holding the chain on the boat and it dragged all of them to shore where the beast broke the cage open with its teeth and tossed me onto dry land. Half paralyzed with fear and half dead, I got on my knees to thank divine Providence, and said to myself: “Stop trying to do the impossible, Alexander!” I ordered the army to break camp and we took back to the road.

Two days later we came to a country where the sun never shined; it was the Land of the Blessed,5 which I wished to explore only in the company of my servants. My friend Callisthenes advised me to bring forty companions, one hundred slaves, and one thousand two hundred sturdy soldiers. I left the foot soldiers behind, along with the old men and the women, and left with the young men after I had forbidden the presence of anyone old. Piqued by curiosity, an old man told his two sons, both of whom were brave soldiers: “My children, obey your father and bring me; I will be helpful in this team. When Alexander finds himself at an impasse, he will look for an Elder,6 and if he finds one in me, you will be honored for that.”

“Father, we dread the king’s threat: if we disobey him, we will either have to remain here or we will be executed,” they responded.

“Cut off my beard and change my appearance! I am going to join you among your fellow soldiers and will aid you when peril threatens.”

They then obeyed their father.

After three days’ travel, we came to a dark and gloomy land,7 and could go no farther because the road was impossible; so we set up our tents. The next day, I left with a thousand armed men to learn if this was the end of the earth. We headed toward the right as it was lighter in that direction. We traveled until noon through a rocky region, hollowed out with ravines. I knew what time it was not from reckoning by the sun but by measuring the distance we had gone. I was gripped with fright and we turned back when it seemed no further advance was possible. This time we took the left-hand course where a very dark plain extended to the horizon. I hesitated before entering because my young companions advised me against entering for fear that the horses would become scattered and lose their way. I answered them: “You who are seasoned warriors can see that without wisdom and intelligence bravery is of no worth. If an Elder had come with us, he would have been able to tell us how to enter this land of darkness. Who among you has the courage to return to camp and bring one back? Your reward will be ten pounds of gold.” However, he found no volunteer for this task because the road was long and the sky was black.

The old man’s sons sought me out. They spoke to me saying: “Lord if you deign to hear us out without becoming angry, we will reveal something to you.”8

“Tell me what’s on your mind! I swear on divine Providence that I will do you no harm.”

They spoke to me about their father and went to get him. When I saw him, I greeted him in friendship and asked his counsel. He responded: “King Alexander, you will never see the light again unless you bring mares who have foals to be your steeds. Leave the foals in the camp before you go exploring; the maternal instincts of the mares will bring you safely back.”*10

I followed his advice and we found one hundred mares who had recently foaled, and I took them with me. In addition, the old man ordered his sons to gather up whatever they found on the ground during their journey and place it in their bags. We set off preceded by one hundred sixty foot soldiers and two hundred horsemen. We traveled some fifteen schoinos*11 and found a clear spring filled with sparkling water. The air was aromatic and not as dark. I was hungry and called Andreas, our cook, and asked him to prepare a meal. He took a dried fish and washed it in the water of the spring. It had barely gotten wet when the fish came back to life and escaped from the cook’s hands. Andreas was scared and said nothing of this to me. He drew more of the water that he had drunk and kept a little of it in a silver flask. How unfortunate that fate did not allow me to drink from the spring of immortality,9 the source that gave life back to the dead, which Andreas had discovered.

After we finished our meal, we marched for some one hundred thirty schoinos before coming upon a light that did not emanate from the sun, moon, or stars, and I spied two birds in flight who had human faces.10 One shouted down to me: “Alexander, why are you entering a land that belongs solely to God? Turn back, you wretch! It is forbidden to tread upon the ground of the Isle of the Blessed. Go back whence you came, and travel the land that has been granted to you and do not draw misfortune down upon you!”

I trembled and hastened to obey this command. The second bird also shouted in Greek: “The East is calling you. You will conquer the kingdom of Poros!” I prayed and then used the mares as our guide as well as the Plough. Our return journey took twenty-one days, the last of which we were accompanied by the whinnying of the foals.

Many of the soldiers had taken everything they had found and the sons of the old man had filled their bags. Once we were free of the darkness, it was seen that what they had brought back was pure gold and priceless pearls. All the soldiers who had only brought back little or nothing at all regretted they had not done likewise, and all praised the old man for his good advice.

After we had returned, Andreas told us what had happened to him at the spring. When I heard his tale, I was overcome with misery and punished him harshly. I then told myself: “Alexander, it does no good to cry over the past.” I did not know that he had drunk the water and had kept some of it, because he only told us about the fish. Andreas made advances to my daughter Unna and seduced her by promising to give her some of the water of life, which he did. When I learned of this, I must confess that I was envious of their immortality. I summoned my daughter and told her: “Take all your things and get out of my sight! You are immortal and have become a demon; you will be known as Nereida because you gained your immortality from the water.”11

She left me in tears to go live with the demons and no longer with humans. I then ordered a millstone be tied around the neck of Andreas and for him to be cast into the sea; he transformed into a demon12 and settled in a land beneath the waves that now bears his name.*12

All of these events helped me grasp that I had truly reached the edge of the world. I had a gigantic arch erected there, on which these words were inscribed: “You who wish to see the land of the Blessed, go toward the right-hand side to avoid your deaths.”

I then began to think on this and again wondered: “Is this truly the edge of the world, the place where heaven meets earth?” Wishing to know the truth of this for certain, I had several of the birds of this land captured.†13 They were very large and white, and would not flee from our presence.13 Several soldiers climbed onto their backs and were carried off into the sky.14 
These birds, who fed on carrion, were drawn to our camp to eat our dead horses. 
I had two of them caged and starved of food for three days. On the third day I 
ordered the construction of a kind of wooden yoke that was attached to their 
necks; then I made a kind of basket out of cowhide in which I installed myself. 
I carried a spear some seven ells in length that had a horse’s liver stuck on 
the tip. The birds soared off at once, trying to catch it, and carried me into the skies with them.15 We soared so high I believed I was able to touch heaven. The intense cold caused by the beating of their wings made me shiver. Finally, a winged being who was human in appearance*14 came to meet me and said: “Alexander, you understand nothing about the earthly realm and you are aspiring to reach the realm of heaven? Quickly return to earth so you do not end up becoming a meal for these birds. Look at the earth below!”

In terror I obeyed and I saw a huge dragon forming a circle, at whose center was a circular space similar to a small threshing floor. The creature spoke again to me: “That is the earth. The serpent surrounding it is the sea. Lower your spear toward it and go back down!” I followed his advice and returned to the earth [at a distance of] a seven-days’ march away from my vassals. I made my way back to camp, fully determined to no longer attempt the impossible. May all be well with you.

BIOΣ AΛΕΞΑΝΔΡOΥ ΤOΥ ΜΑΚΕΔΌΝΟΣ ΚΑΙ ΠΡΑΞΕΙΣ, BK. II, 27–41.

[image: image]Life and Deeds of Alexander of Macedonia, II, 27–41, in Meusel, ed., 
Pseudo-Callisthenes nach der Leidener Handschrift herausgegeben.




2. DHUL-QARNAYN’S ENTRY INTO DARKNESS NEAR THE NORTH POLE IN SEARCH OF THE SPRING OF LIFE (MEDIEVAL ARABIC)

Several Arab scholars appropriated the legend of Alexander, who was known as Dhul-Qarnayn,†15 meaning “the Two-Horned One” because he went to the “two horns of the world,” in other words, its two ends. Thalabi,16 referring to the prophet al-Khidr,‡16 recounts one of the raids of the Macedonian when he had set off in search of the Water of Life.17

Dhul-Qarnayn had conquered all there was to be found between the West and the East. He had a friend among the angels,18 Raphael, who often visited him. One day while they were conversing, Dhul-Qarnayn asked him: “O Raphael, what is your divine service compared to ours?”

The angel answered him with tears: “There are angels in heaven who are always standing and are not allowed to sit down, or those who bow eternally and have no right to lift their heads, or even those who are bent over and are not permitted to stand back up.”

They cry: “Praised be his holiness, the master of angels and the Holy Spirit. O Lord, we do not serve you as you deserve.”

Dhul-Qarnayn wept bitter tears and said: “I wish to live eternally so that I might achieve what is worthy of him and his service.”

“Is this truly your desire?”

“Yes!”

Raphael said: “God owns a spring on earth that is called the Spring of Life.19 He has decided that whoever drinks a mouthful of this water shall not die before he prays to his Lord to slay him.”

“Do you know where this spring is?”

“No! We tell each other in heaven that God possesses a Darkness20 on earth that no man or djinn may enter, and we assume the spring is there.”

Dhul-Qarnayn gathered together all the scholars in the world as well as all the individuals who knew the Holy Books and prophetic scriptures, and told them: “Teach me if you have discovered in the holy scripture or the tradition of the prophets which have come down to you, that God has placed a spring on earth that is called Spring of Life.”

“No,” they all replied, save one who spoke up: “I have read in the Testament of Adam that God created a Darkness into which no man and no djinn could enter, and that the spring of immortality is to be found there.”

“What part of the world is it in?” asked Dhul-Qarnayn.

“In the one where the horn of the sun is located.”

Dhul-Qarnayn gathered together lawyers, noblemen, and kings, then set off for the East. They traveled twelve years before reaching the outskirts of the Darkness, which boiled like steam, and he set up camp. He summoned the scholars and told them: “I wish to enter this Darkness.”

“O king,” they responded, “the sovereigns and prophets, who have come here 
before you, made no attempt to visit it—follow their example! We fear that some misfortune will befall you as well as upon the earth and all who dwell on it.”*17

“I must enter!”

“Please, O king, abstain from this wish! If we knew that God would not be annoyed at seeing you take what you desire, we would definitely follow you, but we are fearful of divine condemnation as well as the end of the world and all its people.”

“I must enter!”

“Then, that is your business,” they replied.

“What are the animals with the best eyesight at night,” asked Dhul-Qarnayn.

“That would be horses.”

“And which horses?”

“The mares.”

“And which mares?”

“The youngest ones.”

Dhul-Qarnayn had six thousand mares chosen for this task, and then selected six thousand courageous and sensible men from his army. He gave each man a horse and gave Khidr the command of a vanguard of two thousand men. He would follow with a force of four thousand men. He then commanded the rest of the army: “Do not leave the camp for twelve years.21 If we come back here by then, all will be well; if not, return to your homes and household gods.”

Khidr then said to the king: “O king, look, we are entering the Darkness without knowing how much time this journey will take and without being able to see one another. What will we do if we get lost?”

Dhul-Qarnayn handed him a red stone and told him: “If you become lost, cast this on to the ground. If it makes a noise, those who are lost will walk toward its sound.”

Khidr left. While forging ahead he stumbled upon a valley and, following his inspiration, immediately thought that the spring was very likely to be located there. He stopped at the edge and told his companions: “Stay here! Don’t stray far from each other.” He then cast the stone into the valley and waited a long time. Finally, he heard the stone and, walking in the direction of the noise, discovered it again and found himself on the edge of the spring. He undressed and entered the water. It was whiter than milk and sweeter than honey. He drank and washed, performed his ablutions, and then threw the stone in the direction of his companions. When he found them again, he leaped astride his horse and said to them: “In the name of God, let’s get out of here!”

But Dhul-Qarnayn never discovered the spring. He and his men crossed through the Darkness for forty days and forty nights before the sky began to grow lighter, but it was not a light cast by the sun or moon. They reached a land of red sand that crunched underfoot, and then stumbled upon a castle that was as large as a squared parasang*18 and equipped with one door. His army set up in front of the castle and he entered alone.

On an iron bar that stretched from one end of the building to the other, he saw a black bird that resembled a lark,22 who spoke to him: “Dhul-Qarnayn, you have forged your way to this point, but could you not be content with what you have achieved? Climb this stairway and you shall find what you desire.”

Dhul-Qarnayn obeyed the bird’s command and encountered a youth whose eyes were turned toward heaven with one foot forward and the other one backward. He held his hand in front of his mouth. With an air of disapproval, he addressed Dhul-Qarnayn: “Could you not be content with what you have already seen from crossing over the sea and through the Darkness back to me?”

“Who are you?” his visitor asked.

“I am the master of the trumpet*19 and I am awaiting the orders of my Lord.”23

He then handed him a stone, the secret of which only Khidr could explain.24

On the road back, Dhul-Qarnayn reports, we traveled through the dark and entered the Vale of Emeralds. “Gather what you find,” Dhul-Qarnayn ordered. “He who only takes some will feel regret as surely as he who takes nothing.”

There were those who took, and those who did not, but later, when these objects proved to be emeralds,25 all felt regret.

[image: image]

This narrative is the work of a certain Thalabi, about whom we know nothing except for the fact that the person he names as his source, Ali Ben Abi Talib, 
is also unknown to us. The manuscripts that have transmitted the legend date from 1119 and 1497. Another author, named Omara (eleventh–twelfth century), has transmitted a variant of this text. For the great Persian writer Ferdowsi (circa 940–1020), who follows the Syriac version of Pseudo-Callisthenes, the Darkness lies beyond the Land of Darkness. The Copts situate this land in Arabia, speaking of a spring of water that makes its drinker immortal, located on the right side of the rising sun, and they make Khidr the military general El-Khidr. The poet Nizami 
(1141–1209) also mentions the legend of a spring of immortality in his Eskander-Nāma, written around 1203. In his version, it is the prophet Khidr who discovers the spring, which sits beneath the pole, in the Land of Darkness. The stone that Alexander gives him is a carbuncle, which lights up when it is in close proximity to the water of life. The spring disappears when Khidr leaves to join Alexander again, and the prophet realizes that this water was not destined for him.


[image: image] Budge, The Life and Exploits of Alexander the Great, 246–47 and 261–72; Ethé, “Alexanders Zug zum Lebensquell im Land der Finsternis” (text of Nizami’s Eskandar-Nāma [1194–1200] with translation and commentary); Kappler, “Métamorphoses alchimiques de la mort en littérature persane Classique”; Lévi, “La légende d’Alexandre dans le Talmud” and “La légende d’Alexandre dans le Talmud et le Midrasch”; Lidzbarski, “Wer ist Chadhir?”; Wünsche, “Alexanders Zug nach dem Lebensquell.”




3. ALEXANDER’S LETTER TO ARISTOTLE (LATIN)

Even in the midst of the great dangers and difficulties of our campaign, I have continued to think about you who, after my mother and sister, are the one I love best, and as I know you live for the sciences, I thought it would be a good idea to inform you about the lands of India, about its climate, its countless species of snakes, men, and wild beasts, so that your own knowledge will be enriched [. . .]. It is astounding to see what the earth produces as both good and evil, plants, stones, and living things, and they are so numerous that man does not have enough names to name them all.

I am going to speak of what I’ve seen and strive not to be accused of fairy tales and lies [. . .].

We set up camp near a river. At the eleventh hour of the day, we sounded the trumpets. I ate and ordered my soldiers to do the same. The first rays of moonlight brought a countless number of scorpions, with tails raised, to our camp. They were followed by a numberless horde of vipers and cerastes.*20 Some had red scales, others were black and white, and yet others shined like gold. Hissing sounds surrounded us, and our fear was great. We sealed off the camp with our shields and used our spears to stab these wicked monsters, which took two hours until they flowed back the way they came in defeat.

Further on, we came to a lake girded by a thick forest. We slaked our thirst and raised camp after unloading the sumpters,†21 and then we lit five hundred fires, for there was an abundance of wood. In the third hour of the evening, when we were hoping to get some sleep, two- and three-headed serpents appeared to slake their thirst. They had crests as large as columns. They lifted their heads and darted their forked tongues from their wide-open mouths, their eyes shone with venom and their breath was fatal. We fought against them and lost thirty slaves and twenty soldiers.

Then came a host of crayfish with the hides of crocodiles that resisted our spears. Many of them perished in our fires while others made their way back into the water.

We had not yet been sleeping very long when the trumpets sounded the extinguishing of the fires, but white lions the size of bulls with upraised manes besieged us with extraordinary roars. They hurled themselves upon our spears causing huge chaos that was made even worse by the darkness. Monstrous boars then showed up with bristles that stood up like fence posts, and among them we saw spotted foxes, tigers, and terrible panthers. This was followed by an invasion of mice that were as big as pigeons and had human teeth, which they used to tear my soldiers to pieces. A monstrous beast then appeared; it was the size of an elephant but had three horns on its forehead; the Indians call it Odontotyrannus.‡22 It was black and had a head that looked like that of a horse. Once it had drunk its fill, it rushed at us undeterred by the flames. I sent a group of Macedonians to oppose it, but it slew thirty-six of them and trampled another fifty-two, making them unfit for combat. We had the greatest difficulty piercing it with our spears.

Just before dawn another horde of monsterlike frogs, who changed colors, penetrated our camp. They were accompanied by mice as big as foxes. The animals that were bitten died on the spot but this was not the case with the men. With the first gleam of dawn, there appeared nycticorax,*23 birds similar to vultures but much larger and dark yellow in color with black beaks and claws. The entire lakeshore was covered with them, but they were happy to remain there eating fish. We dared not disturb them and waited until they dried their claws and flew away. I then had my men break the arms and legs of our guides who had led us into such an ambush, and they were then left exposed to the elements so they could be eaten alive by the serpents, as they had intended to happen to us—a well-deserved punishment.

After assembling the army and exhorting the soldiers to keep up their courage, we quickly headed south to the sound of trumpets. I waged war with the barbarians and the Indians, entered into Bactria,†24 and four days later encountered Poros 
with his army, which I defeated. He led us to the monuments to Hercules and 
Dionysus at his kingdom’s borders; then I wished to know if there were yet more things to be discovered. I had heard about forests and mountains at the side of the ocean inhabited by reptiles and elephants. I decided to go there, if possible by sailing there on the sea that surrounds the land, but I was told that this ocean was dark and full of abysses. Because no one else had ever gone beyond the Pillars of Hercules and Dionysus, I wished to earn renown by going farther than either of them, and we set off.

We came to a dried-up marshland filled with reeds and wished to cross through it, but came upon an unknown two-headed beast with a spine equipped with teeth like sawblades. One of these heads was like that of a lioness and the other was that of a crocodile with sharp teeth. It hurled itself upon us and killed two soldiers. As we could not pierce it with our spears, we slew it using hammers.

Shortly afterward we reached the last Indian forests and set up camp on the edge of the river Buemar. Our foragers and woodsmen returned to the camp in a state of terror and gave the alarm: large herds of elephants were coming out of the woods. I ordered the Thessalian cavalry to mount their horses and to drive our swine before them by striking them ceaselessly and herd them into the monsters. I ordered this as the squealing of the pigs would send the elephants fleeing, which is precisely what happened.26

At dawn we continued on our way and crossed through other regions of India. We came upon the fields of men and women who were as furry as wild animals and measured nine feet. They were known as the Ichtyophages as they fed on raw fish.27 Once they caught sight of us, they dove into the waters of the Ebdimaris. We then entered forests filled with powerful cynocephalic beings.*25 They tried to attack us but we sent them fleeing with our arrows. Once we had made our way to the gates of the deserts, we returned to Fasiace†26 because the Indians told us there was nothing left to see.

After traveling around twelve miles, we raised camp near a spring but hardly had our fires been lit when a storm out of the east blew in and carried away our tents. The soldiers were of the belief that the gods were displaying their anger because I had gone beyond the Pillars of Hercules and Dionysus, but I informed them that this was an equinoctial storm that typically occurred in the fall. We settled at a dry spot a little farther away, but once evening fell, a merciless cold accompanied by an enormous snowfall came in. Out of fear of being buried in the snow, everyone trampled on it so that it would quickly melt and free the fires. A sudden downpour caused the snow to vanish and saved us. 
Then a black cloud arrived and a number of flaming small clouds could be seen 
falling from the sky. They could easily have been mistaken for torches. The fire 
burned the backs of our animals and our soldiers protected themselves with the aid of clothing. Then the sky grew clear. For three days things went on this way, the threatening cloud floated above us, and the sun was veiled. After we buried some five hundred soldiers killed by the snow, we resumed our march.

We also saw the promontories of Ethiopia,*27 as well as the Nysaean mountains and the cave of Dionysus. We sent some rogues there because it was said a curse would strike any who entered, and that they would die from fever in three days, which proved to be entirely true. Because there was nothing left to see, we took the road back to Fasiace. Previously, we had walked south.

Our path crossed that of two old men and I asked them if they knew of anything interesting in the area. “If you take this path, which is a difficult one because of its lack of water and the many wild beasts there,” they answered, “you will see things that are incredible: the trees of the Sun and the Moon. They speak Indian and Greek.28 The first is male and the second female. They will tell you what lies in store for you, both good and bad.”

I thought they were making fun of me, and I confronted them with the threat of punishment, but they swore they were speaking the truth. So I took forty thousand young and robust men, as well as the cavalry, and sent the rest of the army back to Fasiace. I followed the two old men who led us all the way to the sanctuary. The high priest was a black-skinned man who was more than seven feet tall and had the teeth of a dog. Pearls hung from his pierced ears, and he was clad in animal hides. He asked us: “What have you come here for?”

“I wish to see the trees of the Sun and the Moon,” I answered. “If you have not had congress with a woman or child, you may enter the sacred grove,” he responded, before ordering my three hundred friends and companions to take off their rings, clothes, and shoes.

Everyone obeyed him out of respect for his religion. At the eleventh hour, the priest was waiting for the sun to set and said: “The tree of the Sun speaks at the rising and the setting of its heavenly body, and the tree of the Moon does the same.” I was convinced that he was lying.

I visited the sacred grove. It was encircled by a crude wall and filled with the scents of the balm flowing from the trees. Two trees that looked like cypresses stood at the center of the grove; they measured one hundred feet, and the Indians called them breboniae.*28 No rainfall watered them; no wild animal, bird, or reptile ever entered these grounds. When an eclipse of the moon or sun occurred, both trees would stream with tears out of fear for their god. I wanted to offer them a sacrifice, but the high priest dissuaded me and urged me to kneel before them and kiss their trunks.

“Will they answer me in Greek or in Indian?” I asked the priest.

“The tree of the Sun predicts the future in both languages, that of the Moon only in Greek,” he answered.

As both their tips were now bathed in the light of the setting sun, he added: “Everyone look up at the sky and each think of what he would like to know, but speak not a word of it to anyone!” We all looked around to see if there was anyone hidden nearby to make fun of us but when we saw nothing of the sort, we all heeded the high priest.

I thought: “Will I ever see my mother Olympias and my dear sisters again, and will I return to my country in triumph after conquering the world?” The tree suddenly responded in Indian with a very gentle voice: “Undefeated in war shall you be, Alexander, and sole master of the world, but you shall never return alive to your home, for destiny has already set the date of your death.” Because I did not understand what the tree had told me, I forced the Indian translators with threats to translate the oracle that gave them gifts. This prediction terrified me, and I was vexed 
that I had brought so many companions with me. My friend wept bitterly. I consoled them and commanded them to keep this secret.

I then wished to hear the oracle of the Moon. The priest told me: “Not before midnight, when it rises.” I only brought with me my three most faithful friends, Perdicas, Ditoricas, and Philotas, as I feared nothing in this place where it is forbidden to kill. We entered the sacred grove, then I asked the tree of the Moon where I would die. “Alexander,” the tree answered when the first ray of the moon touched it, “you have already reached the end of your life. You will die in Babylon in a year and nine months’ time, betrayed by someone you least suspect.”*29 My friends and I wept bitter tears, but I was incapable of believing that I was threatened by any crime or felony. We left the grove and I went to get some rest. My companions forced me to eat some food; then I returned to the sacred grove so I could be present there when the sun rose. I woke the high priest up and asked the tree what assassin against whom I should seek to protect myself and what the deaths of my mother and sisters would be. It answered me in Greek: “If I revealed him to you, you could kill him and change fate, then the three sisters Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos,†30 would have it in for me. You shall die in one year and nine months in Babylon, not by iron as you fear, nor by gold, silver, or any other metal, but by poison. Your mother will also meet a miserable end and die unburied, prey to birds and wild beasts.‡31 Fate wishes long happy lives for your sisters. Although little time remains for you to live, you will be master of the world. Ask no more questions but leave this sacred grove and return to Fasiace!” I kept my silence about the oracle around my men and announced to them that we would be leaving. Out of their loyalty to me, my friends kept the secret.
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