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ABSTRACT
INDIA IN EARLY GREEK LITERATT.JRE
KLAUS ruHAM KARTTUNEN
UMVERSITY OF I{ELSINKI (SÐ

In the early phase of Greek awareness of India (from the 6th to 4th centuries B.C.) the
amount of reliable knowledge was scanty and mostly obtained through intermediaries.
For Ionian ethnographers and other early authors India was a country of fabulous peoples
and marvels of nature situated on the very edge of the inhabited world. When compared
with the India known from more or less contemporary Indian sources it is not easily
recognized as the same country. The fact is that it is not.
It should be obvious that the bulk of the Greek descriptions is probably connected
with the Northwest, the country now comprising Pakistan and parts of Afghanistan and
northwestem India. But with the exception of the histories of Alexander s campaign this
viewpoint is rarely emphasized. Still it proves to be useful. A comparison of the accounts
written by Herodotus, Ctesias, the historians of Alexander and Megasthenes with such
material which is found in ancient Indian sources to be connected with the Northwest
turns out to be profitable and shows many common points,

It is important to keep in mind that the country here called simpty the Northwest was
situated on the frontier of hanian and Indo-Aryan, but it also formed a separate sphere

of

culture comprising several different ethnic elements and different traditions. In other
periods, like the third millennium B.C. and the early fint millennium 4.D., this has been
eagerly studied, but it is also true in the middle of the fi¡st millennium B.C.
There are no direct literary sources belonging to the Northwest of this period. Therefore our knowledge must necessarily be collected from diverse sources. Archaeological
finds and inscriptions offer primary material from the country itself. Something may be
culled from contemporary lranian, Greek and Indian sources. Further material is found
from later literary sources, among them also Chinese and Central Asian, and even from
modem ethnographic literature.

The present study concentrates on contemporary literary sources, but without
neglecting the other sources. Some emphasis is also laid on questions of chronology and
on relations between the different sources. The Greek sources are discussed both as
representatives of a rüfestem literary genre, eady ethnography, and as possible sources for
Northwest India. A comparison with Indian sources and other evidence is then attempted
in order to show the extent to which they can be used as such sources.

PREFACE
This study has grown during a long period in several different phases. When I fi¡st
became interested in Graeco-Indian relations, I began to study the rcmains of the Indíca
of Ctesias. For a while I thought I would write a thesis on Ctesias, and thus for a long
time collected material in order to explanthe Indica through Indian material. Yet it tumed
out to be unsatisfactory to simply compare the Greek accounts and the Indian material.
This has often been done since the early l9th century, and generally with unsatisfactory
results. It proved necessary to deal with more than one author only. Attention must be
paid to the Greek material of the period in its entirety, and many general questions must
be considered and discussed. The use of Indian material also needed a stricter method
than was commonly used.
Then I prepared a short paper about fabulous peoples in classical sources on India for

the VI World Sanskrit Conference held in Philadelphia in October 16-21 1984. Afterwards, when I was preparing this paper for publication, it somehow took its own shape
and became a draft in sixty pages for the present thesis. It was already wholly different
from the paper, which was never published as such. Now it is finished as far as a work

like this can ever be ñnished.
There are many people to whom I would like to express my deep feeling of gntitude.
Firstly my teachers, kof. em. Pentti Aalto and Prof. Asko Parpola in Indology, and
hof. em. Henrik Zilliacus, Prof. em. Holger Thesleff and Prof. Maarit Kaimio in Greek
philology. They have all contributed in one way or another to the evolution of this thesis.
Its very beginning was a short paper on Ctesias submitted in a seminar held by Prrofessor
Zilliacus in l974just before his retirement. My M.A. thesis on Ctesias and the Kuvo-

régoÀor (Karttunen 1977) was submitted to Professors Aalto and Kaimio, and afterwards I had an occasion to expound my ideas about Ctesias' Ittdica in a semina¡ under
Professors Aalto and Parpola. The original draft for this book was read by Professors
Thesleff, Kaimio and Parpola, and the two last-mentioned have been kind enough to read
a more final version as well. Each time I have benefited from their valuable advice, which
has naturally not been enough to pr€vent me from making some erors of my own.
Special thanks are due to my two friends Marni Læiwo (Lic. Phil.) and Bertil Tikkanen
(Ph.D.) for their encouragement and for many inspiring conversations we have had about

my thesis and related problems; to Dr. Tikkanen also for initiating me into the secrets of
the computer. The preliminary version was read and commented on, in addition to those
mentioned above, by Mr. Leiwo and Professors Saara Lilja (Helsinki), Franz Ferdinand
Schwa¡z (Graz) and Romila Thapar (Delhi). The comments Dr. Harry Falk (Freiburg) has
made on my published papers have often been valuable for the present thesis. Several
colleagues in related fields have always been willing to give advice from the point of their

own subject area. To my deep regret the enonnous scholarship and wise judgment of
Prof. Jussi Aro (1928-1983) was lost to us all so early. I would also like to mention Dr.

René Gothóni (Comparative Religion), Prrof. Tapani Harviainen (Semitics), Mr' Jaakko

Hämeen-Anttila (Semitics), Ms. Raija Mattila (Assyriology), Mr. Pertti Seppåilä (Sinology) and my brother Krister Kartn¡nen (Botanics).
Further I must thank Prof. U.P. Arora (Bareilly), Prof. A. Dihle (Heidelberg), Prof.
P.H.L. Eggermont (Louvain), Dr. Hans Bakker (UtrechÐ, Dr. I. Puskás (Budapest),
Prof. D. Schlingloff (München), Prof. F.F. Schwa¡z (Graz), Professors F. Tola and C.
Dragonetti (Buenos Aires), Dr. Ja.V. Vasil'kov (Leningrad), Mrs. Rosalfa Vochuk
(Buenos Ai¡es), Prof. F. rffilhelm (München), Dr. A. Zambrini (Firenze) and Prof. K.
Zysk @astern Michigan University) for sending ofþrints of their studies. rWithout their
generosity my list of sources would be shøt of several important items.
Mrs. Virpi Hämeen-Anttila, 8.4., has with great care and skill drawn the maps
according to my specifications,

Mr. Mark Shackleton, M.4., lecturer in English at the University of Helsinki,

has

kindly checked and patiently corrected my English.
During the work the Finnish Cultural Foundation has granted nro yearly scholarships
(19S6-8?). They were essential for the writing of this book, and I am very grateful for
this assistance. I must also thank another foundation, Heikli ja Hilma Honkasen Säätiö,
for a shoner scholarship (1989), which enabled me to finish the work. My sincere thanks
are also due ro the Finnish Oriental Society for accepting my work in its series Studia
Oríentalia.

Finally I would like to thank my wife Tuula for her patience and interest in my work,
and my two sons Einar and Reino, who have been as forbearing as their tender age
allows!
Klaus Ka¡ttunen
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