The Lost Works of Strabo of Amaseia

Although best known for his expansive Geography, Strabo of Amaseia was a typical polymathic Greek scholar of the early Roman Imperial period, who wrote several other works that exist only as fragments, or are buried in the extant Geography.


Strabo was a descendant of a distinguished family from Pontos in Asia Minor and had come to Rome by the 40s BC.  Like many young scholars, he seems early in his career to have written on Alexander the Great.  His Deeds of Alexander is known only from a single fragment (Strabo, Geography 2.1.9) that examines the companions of Alexander who wrote about India.  More extensively preserved is his Historical Commentaries or Historical Commentaries After  Polybios (probably two titles for the same work), surviving in 19 fragments, over half of which come from Josephus.  Strabo himself wrote (Geography 9.9.3) that he began with the ending of Polybios' history (probably 146 BC).  The terminal date was sometime after 37 BC and probably after Octavian's return to Rome eight years later after the death of Antonius and Cleopatra.  The statement "after Polybios", probably means intellectually as well as chronologically, and demonstrates that Strabo carried  into the second century BC Polybios' concept of explaining the rapid spread of Roman power over the Greek world.  His sources including Timagenes, Asinius Pollio, and Poseidonios.  It was a long detailed study (43 books), and, Strabo believed, would be useful to political leaders as well as the general public (Geography 1.1.22).  Because Josephus used the work extensively, the extant fragments provide insights about the world of Judaea and the Jews in the second and first centuries BC.  There is also unique information about the careers of Sulla and Lucullus, and what seems to be an eyewitness account of the funeral of Julius Caesar (Plutarch, Caesar 63).


Although Strabo's history and his work on Alexander are the only two titles recorded in addition to the Geography, there is evidence within that work of other writings.  Strabo's section on Italy (Books 5-6) stands alone; in fact the end of Book 4 meshes with the beginning of Book 7 as if the intervening portions did not exist.  Thus it seems clear that he wrote a separate work on the geography of Italy, perhaps to explain it to people from the Greek heartland and Anatolia, which he later inserted into the Geography.  


The section on Strabo's home region of Pontos also betrays independent composition.  His ancestors had been in the service of the Pontic kings for many years--one was a close companion of the Mithridates VI the Great--and in the Pontic section of the Geography (Book 12) there is a wealth of detail about personalities not apparent elsewhere.  In fact this book is a primary source for the Roman organization of Asia Minor, from the days of Lucullus and Pompeius to those of Antonius and Cleopatra.  Strabo also had an ancestor who was also an ancestor who was priest at the famous Anatolian sanctuary of Komana, and Book 12 has much about the cultic history of the region.  These citations, as well as a comment by Strabo quoted by Tertullian (de anima 46) about the accession of Mithridates I in 302 BC, but neither cited in the Geography nor falling within the chronological parameters of the Historical Sketches, indicates the existence of a work on the Pontic monarchy, in which Strabo's ancestors played an important part, portions of which were later inserted into the Geography.  This treatise probably began with the accession of Mithridates I and may have ended with the death of Mithridates VI in 63 BC or even with the end of Antonius and Kleopatra in 30 BC.


There may have also been a separate work on Homeric geography, which, in fact, may have been the original nucleus of the extant Geography.   Portions of the latter have extensive intrusive comments about Homeric geography and the ignorance of previous authors who questioned its accuracy: as a proper Stoic, Strabo believed Homer was reliable in all things and the first geographer, and went to great lengths to demonstrate this, an almost impossible task given the change in geographical knowledge between Homer's day and his own.

Strabo's extant Geography is a complex and baffling work.  It is one of the three or four longest extant works of Greek literature, and its varied tone and subject matter have frustrated scholars for many years.  Much of this is explained by its cut-and-paste history.  Strabo was still working on it in the 20s AD, when he was over 80 years of age, and it seems that he included within it much of his former scholarship, often in a somewhat rough and ragged way, but revealing a wealth of information about his era and world.

