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Introduction:
Marking the North in the Greek Tradition

Antti Lampinen

Out of the four cardinal directions, the ancient ideas regarding the East have undoubtedly 
received the greatest amount of research. This is understandable, to a degree, since the 
Greek and Roman experience of the societies of Anatolia, Egypt and the Near East was 
a longstanding feature in the development of their identities. Yet the peoples north of 
the Mediterranean basin – Thracians, Scythians, Celts, and others – also played a major 
role in Greco-Roman thinking about cultural difference, civilisation, and the relationship 
between humans, nature, and the divine. There are clear heuristic gains, then, in thinking 
through the northern lens. Moreover, Greco-Roman ways of imagining the North are also 
important for reception studies, since many elements passed into the Latin and Greek 
Middle Ages and shaped later representations of northern societies. 

This volume explores the variety of ways in which the Greeks – and in their 
footsteps, the Romans – ‘marked’ the North and its peoples, rendering them intelligible, 
distinct, and bounded. Particular attention is given to how the ethnographical tradition 
operated through knowledge-creation processes, topoi, and established stereotypical 
beliefs and commonplace imagery.1 What emerges is the outline of a tradition of ‘writing 
the North into being’. Thus, the reader will find both ‘North’ and ‘north’ used throughout 
this book: the upper-case form indicates the cultural construction of values, images and 
commonplaces that constituted the imagined collectivity of northern lands and peoples; 
the lower-case form indicates the cardinal direction and its semantic derivatives. The 
general arrangement of the chapters within the volume is associative, but more or less 
chronological on the basis of the main preponderance of their sources; diachronic chapters 
are placed where they help to summarise thematic developments or bridge regional or 
chronological contexts. This rather lengthy introductory chapter sketches out themes 
and motifs that recur throughout the volume, reviews previous scholarship, and offers 
definitions for approaching the subject. Though longer than is nowadays common, it has 
many precedents,2 and its methodical survey of how antiquity generated knowledge about 
the North – and of the constituent elements of the ‘boreal imagination’ – is meant to 
enhance the volume’s coherence and scope.

It is worth suggesting that if we can detect a consistent ancient tradition of writing 
about the North – and this volume argues that this is the case – then this tradition could 
perhaps be called ‘septentriography’. In a way, such septentriography would be a literary 
manifestation of the ideological and cultural pool of imagery that Christopher Krebs 
has termed ‘Borealism’: a shared pool of imagery repeatedly invoked to lend authority 

1 On the historical study of images, see. e.g. Oktaş 2001; Arndt & al. (eds.) 2004; Beller & Leerssen (eds.) 2007; 
Ratz 2007; Fält 2008; Zacharasiewicz 2010; Leerssen 2016; Edtstadler & al. (eds.) 2022. On stereotypes and 
stereotyping, see e.g. Brigham 1971; Hagendoorn 1993; Pelling 1997; Schneider 2004; Pümpel-Mader 2010; 
O’Bryhim 2020; Dueck 2021; Durrheim 2022, Greenland 2022; Thiele 2022.
2 I have been inspired – as well as, hopefully, vindicated – by the lengthy but rich, indeed indispensable, 
introduction by Altay Coşkun to his 2022 edited volume on Galatia and Galatians (Coşkun 2022).
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to entrenched prejudices.3 Such motifs and commonplaces were especially powerful 
when the geographical, physical, cultural and moral ‘markers of northernness’ were 
framed through the prestigious explanatory models of antiquity, such as climatic theory, 
astrological causation, or physiognomics.4 In his recent, nuanced philological exploration 
of the idea of the Hyperboreans, Renaud Gagné has written about the ‘Greek boreal 
imagination’, which ‘endlessly rework[ed] the same terms of reference into new shapes 
of meaning.’5 

A good dozen or so previous studies of the ‘North’ and northerners in the Greek 
tradition deserve mention as predecessors and inspiration for this volume. Among the 
first was Lutz Käppel’s 2001 article in a diachronic volume edited by Annelore Engel-
Braunschmidt, Gerhard Fouquet, Wiebke von Hinden and Inken Schmidt. Käppel 
focused on the earliest Greek accounts, with the fragments of Pytheas forming a kind 
of coda.6 Similar focus on the early evidence also guided Sven Rausch’s important 
Bilder des Nordens (2013), which systematically examined Archaic and Classical 
Greek perceptions. Rausch stressed the ideological dimension of Greek representations, 
showing how the North was imagined as a zone of alterity: liminal both symbolically 
and anthropologically. He also proposed a typology of pre-Hellenistic descriptions of 
the north into three categories – ‘near’, ‘far’ and ‘mythical’ North. I would certainly 
agree to the first two of them, but the third one is a much hazier notion, and may prove 
to be anachronistic upon closer examination. These studies already reveal that the North 
was conceptualised in antiquity as a place of both fascination and fear, idealisation and 
critique.

Several diachronic volumes have examined traditions of imagining the North. 
Two belong to the publisher Peter Lang’s Imaginatio Borealis series: Imagologie des 
Nordens (2004), edited by Astrid Arndt, Andreas Blödorn, David Fraesdorff and Annette 
Weisner, and Norden und Nördlichkeit. Darstellungen vom Eigenen und Fremden (2010), 
edited by Dennis Hormuth and Maike Schmidt.7 A mention should also be made of the 
Images of the North. Histories – Identities – Ideas (2009), edited by Sverrir Jakobsson. 
These volumes trace the persistence and transformation of northern stereotypes over 
time, with their essays showing how Greco-Roman traditions shaped later conceptions 
of the North as exotic, fearsome, or holy. A tighter focus on the premodern period 
characterises Dolly Jørgensen’s and Virginia Langum’s very useful edited volume Visions 
of North in Premodern Europe (2018), which explores the medieval and early modern 
reinterpretation of classical northern representations, adapted to emerging political and 
religious ideologies. Our present volume aims to combine this diachronic attention to the 
vagaries of the ancient tradition with a stricter focus on the Greek – and to a lesser extent 

3 Krebs 2011. Kaldellis 2013, too, makes a terminological difference between thinking and writing about 
barbarians. Cf. also the ‘Nordvölkerbild’ of Trzaska-Richter 1991.
4 On physiognomics, Evans 1969; Armstrong 1958; Barton 1994; Sassi 2001; Isaac 2004, 149–162; Swain (ed.) 
2007; within ethnography, Lampinen 2019b. On climatic explanations, Dicks 1956; Johnson 1960; Chiasson 
2001; again Sassi 2001; Romm 2010; Livingstone 2011; and the contributions in Kennedy & Jones-Lewis (eds.) 
2016, particularly Goldman 2016; Irby 2016; also Popa 2024. For the knowledge regime of ancient astrological 
theories, Barton 1994. Generally, see Kaufman 2022. All these interacted with the pool of ‘common sense’ 
representations of the world: Thiering 2014, 267–290.
5 Gagné 2021, 69; cf. 266.
6 Käppel 2001.
7 Arndt & al. (eds.) 2004; Hormuth & Schmidt (eds.) 2010.
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Roman – sources ranging from Herodotus to Late Antiquity. There is much more yet to 
be said about the very Late-Antique and Medieval reception of the Greek ‘markers of 
northernness’, but this will have to wait until another volume.8 

Among the individual groups encountered and imagined by Greeks and Romans, 
the Scythians and Thracians have received sustained attention.9 The image of the North in 
antiquity was also deeply influenced by the depiction of the Celts. Kurt Tomaschitz’s Die 
Wanderungen der Kelten (2002) explores the literary depictions of Celtic migrations and 
their manipulation by ancient authors in order to align with Hellenistic political goals, and 
later to justify Roman expansionism towards the north. Erich Kistler’s Funktionalisierte 
Keltenbilder (2009) examines how Hellenistic literature and political discourse used Celtic 
representations to propagate norms and values, reinforcing Greek notions of superiority 
and cohesion.10 He shows how these Celtic images served both to reflect and reinforce 
social and political ideologies, portraying the Celts as both noble savages and threats to 
established order. Even before Tomaschitz and Kistler, David Rankin’s classic volume 
Celts and the Classical World (1987) had paid attention to the role of Celtic representations 
in the broader classical world, emphasising how the Celts were both feared and admired 
by Mediterranean societies. In terms of northern groups encountered due to the expansion 
of the Roman Empire – especially the Germans and the Britons – several studies have 
covered the ethnographical perspectives of Greek writers.11 Occasionally, groups in the 
inland and mountainous areas of Iberian peninsula, too, were described through elements 
that are otherwise met more regularly with northerners.12 Such examples point to a broad 
set of ideas about civilisational and ethnic qualities, often modulated by ancient theories 
of environmental determinism.

Beyond the heuristic challenges posed by the shifting ways in which antiquity 
applied ethnographic and geographic markers to northern lands and peoples, it is important 
to acknowledge the very evident limitations of studying the ancient ethnographical register 
more generally.13 One striking feature of modern scholarship on the North – especially 
when compared with work on the Orient – is how often northern Europeans themselves 

8 Some useful studies on the later stages of the tradition include Thompson 1963; Terras 1965; Alonso-Núñez 
1987b; Heather 1988 and 1999; Goldenberg 1998; Majeska 1999; Fraesdorff 2005; Chekin 2006; Valtonen 2008 
and 2009; Gillett 2009; Humphries 2010; Janson 2011; Mund-Dopchie 2012; Kaldellis 2013; Berg 2013; Rix 
2015; Berzon 2016; Greisiger 2016; Kominko 2016; Gandila 2018; Retsö 2018; Sarantis 2018; Szabo 2018; 
Zimonyi 2019; Denisov 2019; Ford 2020; Schreiner 2020; Podossinov 2021; Destephen 2022; Barnes 2023; 
Young 2025, 44–59.
9 Boyancé 1934; Bowra 1956; Aalto & Pekkanen 1975-80; Coman 1981; Shaw 1982; Shapiro 1983; Gandeva 
1984; Harmatta 1990; Archibald 1994, 1998 and 1999; Wilkes 1996; Ivantchik 1999b; Tsiafaki 2000 and 
2016; Irimia 2001; Chiasson 2001; Braund (ed.) 2005; Batty 2007; Christesen 2010; Ash 2010; Marazov 2011; 
Gerschkovych & Romashko 2013; Braund 2015; Dan 2015; Gerstacker & al. (eds.) 2015; Bravo 2018; Häussler 
2018; Chiai 2021; Speich 2022; Asirvatham 2024; Hart 2024.
10 On ‘Celts’ of different kinds, see also Zwicker 1934; Tierney 1960; Fischer 1972; Nash 1976; Nachtergael 
1977; Hatt 1984; Coppola 1991; Berger 1992; Hannestad 1993; Kremer 1994; Freeman 1996 and 2002; Barlow 
1998; Marco Simón 2000; Cain & Rieckhoff (eds.) 2002; Cain 2006; Verger 2006; Coşkun 2013; Sims-Williams 
2017; Fless 2022; Collis 2003; Dallara 2005; Nelson 2022.
11 Saddington 1961; Lund 1991; Stewart 1995; Günnewig 1998; Pagán 1999; Clarke 1999 on the overall 
dynamics; Cunliffe 2001; Wilkes 2007; Bianchetti 2014 and 2015; Allen-Hornblower 2014; Damtoft Poulsen 
2017; Johnston 2019; Smith 2022.
12 See e.g. García Moreno 2005; Cowan 2006; Keyser 2011; Woolf 2011, 24–31; also Johnston 2017.
13 On the applicability of modern ideas of ‘ethnography’ to the ancient context, see Gieseke in this volume, 195 
fn. 17, as well as Woolf 2011, 12–17.
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have been active in the field. This reflects intrinsic power imbalances in the still-all-
too Eurocentric field of Ancient Studies. Whereas European and American scholars from 
non-minority backgrounds have often perpetuated colonialist knowledge regimes in their 
studies of ancient Orientalism, the history of scholarship on the North points towards a 
different kind of prejudice. What I mean is the alignment of modern research according to 
the ancient ethnonyms whenever a link to present identities could be drawn. References 
to ancient Germani have tended to catch the attention of contemporary (or early modern) 
German scholars, while references to Celts (Κελτοί) or Galli appealed to figures from 
societies that construed a ‘Celtic’ heritage as central to modern identity, and so forth.14 
Editing a volume like the present one, I cannot exempt myself from this pattern. Yet in 
inviting contributors and shaping themes I have sought both to broaden representation 
beyond Northern Europe and to encourage northern European scholars to pursue self-
reflective analysis of their own positionality in researching ancient depictions of regions 
which, in some cases, they have grown up in. Only through such reflexivity can we begin 
to avoid reproducing the essentialising tendencies of earlier traditions of ‘marking’ the 
North. 

1. The ‘North’ and ‘northernness’ in ancient Greek thinking – what, where, 
who?

Before turning to the typologies and epistemic anchors of northern imagery, we should 
first ask whether Greek thought recognised a distinct category of ‘northernness’ – a 
unifying concept that linked the characteristics of the regions and peoples of the ‘North’. 
The very existence of this volume arguably suggests an affirmative answer. Previous 
scholarship has fairly often employed ‘North’ and ‘northernness’ as framing concepts, 
though with widely varying emphases. When the ‘northern imaginaire’ is approached as a 
culturally shared and transmissible construct – an assemblage of ideas – historical studies 
provide many compelling examples of the value of tracing the contours of the North.15 
Overall, however, the ‘idea of North’ has been more actively studied in the medieval and 
early modern contexts so far. The studies most relevant to antiquity have been reviewed 
in the preceding section. Much still remains to be done on the cultural dynamics at play, 
and further questions can be asked in order to distinguish the ways in which northern 
lands and peoples were marked. Where did this non-Greek ‘North’ begin? How did it 
differ from ‘non-North’? Who were its inhabitants, and what were they like? How and 
why were peoples assigned different affinities and degrees of alterity within the broader 
continuum of ‘northernness’?

Greek conceptions of northern space and geography can already be traced in early 
epic and mythography. These processes did not necessarily require sustained contacts 

14 Especially on the Germanic side, see e.g. Goffart 2006, esp. 1–11, 20, 40–55; Wiwjorra 2006; Zernack 2018; 
the example of ‘Celts’, see e.g. Collis 2003 and 2017; Cassibry 2017; and the contributions in Kaminski-Jones 
& Kaminski-Jones (eds.) 2020. Generally on scholars’ own nationalities directing their interests, see Bohak 
2005, 207–208.
15 Already Sherwin-White 1967, 1–32; Chevallier 1984; Dilke 1984; Todd 1987; Trzaska-Richter 1991; 
Günnewig 2000; Molina Moreno 2001; Davidson 2005; Valtonen 2009; Krebs 2011; Verger 2013; Maiuri 2013; 
Chiai 2015; Chiai 2018; Avdagic 2018; Dan 2018; Gagné 2020; Steinacher 2021; Ferris 2021; Brunner 2022; 
Gieseke 2024. For a rather diachronic treatment in Latin, see Pekkanen 2014.
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with distant regions. As in many other respects, no continuity can be postulated between 
the Mycenaean-era amber trade from the north and the Classical period.16 Yet a few natural 
features and phenomena of the Aegean macro-region, such as the reliably occurring 
northerly and north-easterly winds, helped conceptualise the northerly direction through 
such figures as Boreas, the personified North Wind, who assumed both mythological and 
genealogical guises. Boreas was imagined as dwelling in the Haemus mountains of Thrace, 
but became particularly important in Athens during the Classical period, where political 
and ideological developments may well have underpinned his popularity. Herodotus 
recounts the story of Boreas wrecking the invading Persian fleet near Cape Sepias, while 
Athenian economical and colonial interests along the Thracian seacoast would have made 
reverence to Boreas all the more relevant.17 This link was solidified through references 
to Boreas’ abduction of Oreithyia, daughter of king Erechtheus, which made the god of 
the North Wind a kind of brother-in-law to the Athenians – precisely what the Delphic 
oracle called him, according to Herodotus’ anecdote.18 Diodoros Siculus describes Boreas 
‘the best of winds’, since it permeates to every corner of the inhabited world while still 
remaining cold.19 In Mediterranean summer its freshness was a welcome boon.

In terms of concrete enquiry and horizons off knowledge-creation, both the 
northern lands and their peoples became objects of the Greek gaze due through sustained 
Greek engagement with, and exploration towards, the northerly direction. The Thracian 
coast and the Pontic area were colonised and explored early on by a range of Greek 
groups.20 While early Greeks believed Boreas’ breezes blew down from the Thracian 
Haemus, the subsequent expansion of Greek horizons gradually pushed the localisation 
of Boreas’ home ever northwards. This evolved into the idea of the Rhipaean Mountains 
separating Scythia from the land of the Hyperboreans.21 The rest of the geography of 
northern Eurasia – as well as the delineation of the border between the two continents 
– remained relatively indistinct and a matter of ongoing debate.22 If any specific natural 
features marked ‘the North’ at this stage, besides the Rhipaean Mountains, they were the 
vast rivers of Scythia and the hypothetical ring of the Ocean encircling the world. Some 
information may have even filtered in from further afield in the Eurasian steppe zone.23

16 See below p. 27.
17 On Boreas’ home at the Haemus: Callim. Hymn. 4.63; the Herodotean story Hdt. 7.189 (cf. 6.44).; other 
references include Pherec. BNJ 3 F 145 ap. Schol. L ad Ap. Rhod. 1.211c; Acus. BNJ 2 F 30 ap. Schol. in Od. 
14.533, F 31 ap. [Apollod.] Bibl. 3.199; Hereas Megar. BNJ 486 F 3 ap. Schol. in Ap. Rhod. 1.211; Pl. Phdr. 
229c-d. See Podossinov 2019, 1–2; Rausch 2013, 8–10. 
18 See Agard 1966, 246; also Burns 1981 and Finkelberg 2014 on vase depictions.
19 Diod. Sic. 3.48.5 (possibly to be counted as Agatharch. De m. rubr. F 2.108, as suggested in GAGW 15, 
Burstein & Shipley 2024, 438). From Timosthenes of Rhodes we have an early wind rose, which relocates 
Boreas to our north-north-east: Timosth. BNJ 354 (GAGW 10) F 18 ap. Agathem. 2.6–7.
20 See e.g. Archibald 1998, 94–102; Batty 2007; Marazov 2011; Dan 2014a; ead. 2015; Braund 2015; Porucznik 
2017a; Lancini 2019; Harland 2021; Müller 2024.
21 E.g. in Pind. Pyth. 10.29 one cannot get to Hyperborea either by land or sea. On the Rhipaean Mountains, 
see below p. 12–13. West (M.) 2007, 349–350 points to the possibility that the motif of a northern ‘land of the 
blessed’ is Proto-Indo-European.
22 On the delineation of the continents, see Sordi & al. 1999; Janni 2008; Romm 2010.
23 Scythian rivers: Hdt. 4.47–58, probably taken from Hecataeus (Jacoby FGrH 1a Kommentar, 349–351); see 
the schematic map in Shaw 1982, 10. Regarding the Northern Ocean: Romm 1992, 12–26, 33–34, 176–182; 
Van Nuffelen 2019. On the possible information about Central Asia, cf. Bolton 1962, 104–118; Schulz 2024, 
83–124; also Malinowski 2024.
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Greek engagement with the Thracian and Pontic areas provided a continuous 
epistemic impetus for the development of the iconosphere of northern lands and peoples, 
as well as the concrete everyday ‘middle grounds’ in which Greeks and locals swapped 
stories, rehabilitated each other’s traditions, and sought to understand different cultural 
modes and knowledge frames.24 By the Classical era, the early Homeric references to the 
furthest north, with its twin peoples of ‘lordly milk-drinking Mare-milkers’ and ‘Abioi, the 
most just of men’, had already been diversified into two main strains of imagery.25 These 
are frequently denoted as ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ primitivism: the Hyperboreans embodied the 
idealising, ‘soft’ vision of a pious and blessed life, while most – though not all – authors 
cast ‘Scythians’ and related groups in the ‘hard’ primitive mode.26 

Several of the chapters in this volume are attentive to the Greek image of 
Hyperboreans and its manifestations in the later literary tradition.27 The Hyperboreans, 
who participated in the imagery that was commonly attributed to otherworldly groups 
in all cardinal directions (especially the Aethiopians of the South and Indians of the 
East), do not appear to have attracted explanations based on the developing iconosphere 
of ‘northernness’ – except for the predictable fact that they were always located in the 
north.28 Imagined to live long, blessed lives in a land of plenty, favoured by the gods, they 
were a distant mirror to the Greeks themselves: a far-off utopia curiously similar to the 
Hellenes and thus affirming the Greeks’ ethnocentric assumptions of normativity.29

In contrast with the Hyperboreans, who affirmed Grecocentric feelings 
of exceptionality, the reverse holds true with the Scythians, who epitomised the 
‘septentriographic’ repertoire of northern traits. Illyrians, along the Adriatic northwards 
from modern Albania, were similarly known from early on.30 From Scythians, Thracians, 
and Illyrians, elements were readily transposed to other European groups. The relative 
featurelessness of the continental European expanse made it easier to transfer elements 

24 An example is the mention by Timosthenes of Rhodes about how ‘three hundred ethne’ were represented 
among the traders at Dioscurias (mod. Sukhumi) in Georgia: Timosth. BNJ 354 (GAGW 10) F 14 ap. Plin. 
HN 6.5.15. Some studies into the early exchange of stories, myths and interpretations along the Pontic shores 
include Hind 1984; Ivantchik 1999a, 2001, 2011 and 2013; Braund 2003, 2007, 2008 and 2011; Rusyaeva 2007 
and 2010; Guldager Bilde 2008; Hinge 2008; Lincoln 2014; Porucznik 2017b, 2021; Bravo 2018; Rabadjiev 
2018; Donnellan 2021; Chiai 2021; and the contributions in Braund (ed.) 2005. Parmenter 2024 locates the 
Athenian creation of racialised ‘whiteness’ and the roster of northern somatic characteristics within the ‘Greek 
hunger for human bodies’ from the Pontic region: 172–174, 181–185, 191–204.
25 Il. 13.5–6: ἀγαυῶν ἱππημολγῶν γλακτοφάγων Ἀβίων τε δικαιοτάτων ἀνθρώπων. Cf. [Hes.] Cat. F 150 ap. 
POxy. XI 1358 fr. 2 col. 1, l. 22 (M-W) on ‘well-horsed’ Hyperboreans; also F 151 ap. Str. 7.3.9 (M-W) on 
Galactophagi (also considered Eph. BNJ 70 F 42). See Dion 1976; Lévy 1981, 59; Ivantchik 1999b; Chiasson 
2001, 36 n. 8; Skinner 2012, 68–69, 166, 184.
26 ‘Hard’ and ‘soft’ primitivism was already proposed by Lovejoy & Boas 1935; on idealisation, see Romm 
1996; Gonzales & Schettino (eds.) 2014; also Gagné 2021, 320–367. The exception of ‘just Scythians’, 
especially in Ephorus, is discussed by Motta 1999; Christesen 2010; Harland 2024.
27 See esp. the chapters of Lampinen, 87–91, 94, 98, 106, 107–108, 135, 163–165; on the idealisation of 
Hyperboreans and Ethiopians, Romm 1992, 45–66.
28 Cf. Bondzhev 2023. We may also note the involution of the classical Hyperboreans into the Gadarontan 
islanders in Cosm. Aeth. 35. Despite the different name, it has been noted (Herren 2011, 90 ad loc.) that in terms 
of their substance, these northern islanders are very similar to the classical Hyperboreans in the quality of their 
music (cf. Pind. Pyth. 10.30–46; Hecat. Abd. BNJ 264 F 7ap. Diod. Sic. 2.47; cf. F 12 ap. Ael. NA 11.1).
29 Cf. Romm 1992, 63.
30 On Illyrians, see Hammond 1992; Wilkes 1992; Matijašić 2011; Lippert & Matzinger 2022; Gieseke 2023; 
also Ehrhardt 2002; Landucci Gattinoni 2024.
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from one group to the next. Indeed, the northern direction served as one of the earliest 
bases for attributing common traits to barbarian groups, a pattern visible both in Herodotus 
and especially the Hippocratic On Airs, Waters, Places. Environmental determinism 
envisioned a world divided into climatic zones, with northern bodies affected by the 
northern climate, from which a predictable set of somewhat pathologised and innate 
bodily and mental characteristics ensue.31 Occasionally, the climatic explanation model 
approaches a kind of ‘continental’ determinism, and cultural or ‘nomic’ (from nomos, 
νόμος) explanation models frequently interfere in accounts of northern character.32 This 
is, in fact, to be expected, since these theories always took the existing pool of stereotypes 
(‘iconosphere’) as their starting point, and primarily sought to accommodate and explain 
them rather than being fully ‘theory-driven’.

In the following centuries, further elaborations of the climatological template 
helped to reify the perceived similarities among the macrogroup of northerners. The 
‘northernness’ of the European barbarians appears as a plausible epistemic base for their 
perception as a broad but hazy commonality. The fourth-century BCE Atthidographer 
Androtion said that ‘all barbarians living in Europe consider it dishonourable to set things 
in writing’.33 The geographical dimension was used to explain the northerners’ perceived 
similarities; by the Roman era, this had become commonplace and is used by many 
authors without explanations.34 In the Imperial context, the collective characteristics of 
northern peoples could be explained by combining traditional climatic essentialism with 
fashionable astrological theories, as in Claudius Ptolemy (fl. ca. 150).

Ptolemy is by far the most influential representative of Imperial-era writers who 
married astrological and other forms of environmental determinism. An astronomer-
astrologer (the two fields were not yet distinct), mathematician, and geographer, Ptolemy 
sought in his Apotelesmatika (Tetrabiblos) to explain comprehensively how astral 
bodies affect the sublunar world.35 In so doing, he produced an impressive if sometimes 
idiosyncratic synthesis of the astro-climatological reasoning of his day.36 Ptolemy’s 
account of human diversity has been called ‘astrological ethnography’ by Maria Michela 
Sassi.37 It does, however, also involve climate, even if Ptolemy never exactly articulates 
whether the stars influence both climates and peoples, or whether astral influences are 
channelled onto human constitutions by the climatological template. Ptolemy’s purpose 
in the Apotelesmatika was to demonstrate the validity of astrological climatology as a 
predictive tekhne (τέχνη). Just as the sun’s position accompanies different seasons of 

31 [Hippoc.] Aer. 12–24; Arist. Pol. 1327b; [Phgn.] 806b 15; Eratosth. Herm. F 16 ap. Comm. in Arat. 3 (Coll. 
Alex. 62–63); Vitr. De arch. 6.1.3–11; Manil. 4.710–720; Sen. Ira 2.15; Ascl. Bith. ap. [Plut.] Plac. philosoph. 
5.30 (911c). See Backhaus 1976; Chiasson 2001; Livingstone 2011; Goldman 2016; Langum 2018; Bosak-
Schroeder 2020; Popa 2024; also Sassi 2001; Romm 2010; Irby 2016.
32 This has been particularly noted on the Pseudo-Hippocratic Airs by Chiasson 2001, 55; cf. already Sordi & 
al. 1999, 13.
33 Androt. BNJ 324 F 54a ap. Ael. VH 8.6. The same motif is attributed to Gauls by Caes. BGall. 6.14; but also 
cf. Pl. Phdr. 275a-b in an Egyptian context.
34 Hdn. 1.25; Flor. 1.37. Cf. especially with Strabo’s view of Europe as a cultural sphere unified by many 
characteristics: Str. 1.1.13, 2.1.13, 7.1.3, 11.6.2; cf. 3.4.17 (Iberians, Celts, Thracians and Scythians: seen as 
Pos. F 58a in BNJ, but not counted as a fragment in E-K). See Sordi & al. 1999.
35 As noted by Komorowska 2016, 353, also ead. 2011.
36 Barton 1994, 120 ‘by far the most complicated schema’; Isaac 2004, 101 on other astrologers rejecting 
environmental determinism.
37 Sassi 2001, 172–177.
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the year and the productivity of animals, so other astral bodies ‘signify’ meteorological 
conditions on earth.38 This is, for him, the basic model of how heavenly bodies shape the 
bodies – and minds – of the world’s populations. 

The value of the Apotelesmatika lies in how often it draws on accepted stereotypes 
– ‘doxic knowledge’ – about the peoples of the Roman world to support its explanatory 
model.39 Describing Europe – the north-west of the inhabited world, synonymously called 
‘Celtogalatia’ – Ptolemy highlights its dominant constellations Aries, Leo, and Sagittarius, 
ruled by Jupiter and Mars.40 This renders north-western peoples ‘warlike, freedom-
loving, and magnanimous’; all were, at the time, already well-established parts of the 
northern iconosphere. Yet Leo under the rulership of Jupiter distinguishes the benevolent, 
co-operative peoples of Italy from the wild, stubborn, beastly Britons, Gauls, Germans 
and Bastarnians under Aries and Mars.41 The great explanatory advantage of astro-
climatological determinism, in comparison with the purely zonal climatological models – 
with their strong emphasis on the east-west parallel ‘belts’ – was its ability to differentiate 
peoples at the same latitude, thus explaining for instance, the superior moral character of 
Italians compared to their western neighbours on roughly the same clime (klima, κλίμα). 

The strength of customs and other essentialisingly portrayed qualities is, in Ptolemy, 
influenced by whether a given area lies near the world’s centre (and hence deriving some 
influence from its opposing heavenly quarter), or at its edges.42 Generally, the central 
areas – which in the different quarters conveniently include Italy, Greece, and Ptolemy’s 
own home of Alexandria – are more civilised, harmonious, and normative. The stars also 
influence the sexuality of entire peoples: the occidental Jupiter and Mars governing the 
north-western triangle are considered to be of a feminine nature, thus accounting for the 
by-now long-standing topos of the northerners’ homosexual preferences (though this is 
said ‘not to diminish their manliness’), love of kinsmen, and helpfulness.43 Tyrrhenia, 
Celtica, and Hispania derive their independence, simplicity, and cleanliness from the 
influence of Sagittarius and Jupiter. In the north-eastern quarter, the most northerly 
regions mentioned are those of Sarmatia (or Sauromatica), Oxiana and Sogdiana, which 
fall under Aquarius and Saturn, producing savagery and grimness in their inhabitants.44

Thus, the perceived ‘northern’ characteristics of many Eurasian societies in 
Greek and Roman perceptions were, despite appearing to us like obvious stereotypes, 
reified and seemingly proven by influential and sometimes elaborately argued theoretical 
models. Partly, the perceived commonality of many northern groups may also reflect 
the Greco-Roman encounter with certain observable similarities in material culture and 
social organisation among Iron Age Europeans.45 Yet, as noted in the first section of this 

38 Ptol. Tetr. 1.1–2.
39 Isaac 2011, 497; Barton 1994, 119 ; also Maas 2025, 132–135.
40 Tetr. 2.3.60; cf. Marc. Her. Peripl. 19 (see Altomare 2015). Another common name for the continental whole 
was Keltike, used e.g. by Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 14.1. On the structure of Book 2 of Tetrabiblos, Komorowska 
2011; on Ptolemy’s approach to ethnographical knowledge-generation, see Marcotte 2017 and 2021.
41 Tetr. 2.3.62. On the stereotypical matches of planetary rulers and peoples (Mars for warlike nations, Mercury 
for learning, etc.): Komorowska 2016, 356.
42 Tetr. 2.3.61. On this particular feature of Ptolemy’s, see Komorowska 2016, 354.
43 Tetr. 2.3.62. The proverbially pale northern complexion may have helped their association with notions of 
femininity. On the longstanding topos of Κελτοί preferring male-male relations, see below p. 22–24, 40, 94, 182.
44 Tetr. 2.3.68.
45 On La Tène culture and Iron Age European societies: Collis 2003, 187–190; also Dowden 2000 and the 
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introduction – and as Gideon Bohak has observed – scholarship on ancient ethnography 
has often been directed and delimited by modern national categories and ideas of 
descent.46 Hence the tendency to discuss societies under the rubrics of ‘Germanic’, 
‘Celtic’, or ‘Thraco-Getic’, while any possible similarities between the ancient sources’ 
depictions of these groups and others have been left unexamined from the point of view of 
ancient Greek and Roman in-group communication. The question of why (and under what 
generic, literary and ideological constraints) did the Greeks and Romans spoke among 
themselves about these groups in the way they did has been relatively seldom posed. 

It seems that ‘the North’ as a broad and interlinked matrix of cultural and 
ethnographical perceptions, should, by the virtue of its very breadth and its genuine existence 
in antiquity, be able to counteract modern national-ethnic foci. We should never forget 
that ancient sources were not written with modern historians in mind, but for their ancient 
audiences. Informed and delimited by culturally shared perceptions, septentriographic 
writing lent, in turn, authority to already-existing prejudices. The value of northerners for 
political and triumphalist posturing, as well as doctrinal polemics, becomes clear in several 
of this volume’s chapters, and especially those focusing on Late Antique sources: Maia 
Kotrosits casts an eye on the fascinating role of ‘Scythianism’ in heresiological polemics, 
while Maijastina Kahlos and Cédrik Michel’s chapters look at the political, symbolic and 
ideological uses of northerners in a number of Late Antique sources. 

2. Distinguishing features of the North and the northerners in the Greek 
tradition

As the discussion above has hopefully established, there certainly existed a Greek 
tradition about the ‘North’, which had a strong influence on the nascent Roman ‘boreal 
imagination’. These two pools of ideas later merged into a broadly unified and intertwined 
literary and ideological chain of utterances in both Greek and Latin, which ultimately 
wielded a huge influence on portrayals of northern groups throughout classical reception, 
even into our era. This tradition consistently attributed certain characteristics to northern 
nature and populations, so much so that some became clichés or topoi. But what were 
the distinguishing features of the North and of northernness in Greek thinking? Many 
chapters in this volume focus on distinct themes or motifs that formed important parts of 
the whole. Despoina Tsiafaki’s chapter looks at tattoos as ethnic markers of Thracians in 
the Greek imagination. Cédrik Michel applies the angle of material markers into the Late 
Antique context, examining how the Theodosian dynasty used torque necklaces, long 
associated with northern groups, as an ethnic marker. In terms of social characteristics, 
Joanna Porucznik’s chapter discusses the persistent Greco-Roman way of imagining 
northern women as strong and independent.

In addition to these theme-specific chapters, and the wealth of pertinent observations 
in most others, it may be useful to sketch a rough typology of the main elements that 
appear whenever Greeks and Romans imagined the northern regions and their inhabitants. 
That is what the rest of this introduction will attempt. The selection of texts is, naturally, 
non-exhaustive, but aims for representativeness within the volume’s context. First, we 

contributions in Bonfante (ed.) 2011.
46 Bohak 2005, 207–208; cf. O’Gorman 2012; Drinkwater 1996; Goffart 2006, esp. 1–11.
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examine perceptions about northern environments, landforms and climates, as well as 
the way in which northern natural wonders and anthropological marvels intertwine. 
Then we summarise the main themes through which northerners’ lifeways and social 
institutions were perceived. Lastly, we discuss the recurring motifs about their mental, 
physical and social characteristics. There will be some overlap, since in practice many of 
these typologies were reinforced by other aspects of the image complex. As noted in the 
previous section, northerners’ characteristics were frequently conceived as having a deep, 
essentialist, and almost metonymical relationship with northern nature.47

2.I Northern nature, climate(s) and environments

The observable phenomenon that at northern latitudes daylight varies dramatically by 
season was understandably striking to Mediterranean peoples, who were used to milder 
variation. The tradition begins with the Cimmerians of the Odyssey’s ‘Nekyia’ and its 
reference to the Laestrygonian land where ‘the paths of the night and day are close’.48 
Following Circe’s orders, Odysseus sails until the deep-flowing Oceanus, where stand the 
homeland and city of the Cimmerians, ‘wrapped in mist and cold’.49 The sun never shines 
there, and they dwell in constant darkness. A place, then, that sounds both ‘northern’ 
and fittingly otherworldly. As so often with Homeric influence, this motif occasionally 
reappears later. It is not always tied to northernness, but the Ocean forms a vital 
component: in Quintus Curtius, Alexander’s soldiers fear that sailing the Indian Ocean 
will take them to ‘gloom, darkness and perpetual night’, beyond the courses of stars and 
sun.50 In this case, the fear of the darkness at the edges of the world was connected to the 
southern stretch of the Ocean, but the West could just as well be the stage for the same 
idea. In Avienus’ Late-Antique Ora Maritima, in this instance possibly rewriting material 
from the Carthaginian explorer Himilco, darkness is described as shrouding the air and 
the face of the deep like a cloak, remaining for the whole darkened day.51

The more specific motif of certain northerners living in perpetual night may 
also stem from Homer’s Cimmerians. A fragment attributed to Eudoxus of Rhodes, a 
probably third-century BCE wonder-writing historian – who may even be an alter ego 
for, or duplication of, Eudoxus of Cnidus, the better-known geographical author of the 
Periodos – offers a glimpse into the way middle-Hellenistic audiences engaged with the 
idea. Apollonius’ Historiae Mirabiles quotes Eudoxus for a Celtic ethnos (ἔθνος) which 
‘sees not by day(light) but looks upon night’.52 Homer’s Cimmerians may well have been 
the inspiration for this strange group of Κελτοί. The entry on ‘Germara’ in Stephanus 
of Byzantium’s Ethnica, referring to On Marvels attributed to Aristotle, may be related, 
too: it refers to ‘a Celtic ethnos that does not see (by) daylight’. Santo Mazzarino thought 

47 Descola 2018, 411, while largely concerned with much-later forms of anthropological comparatism, 
nonetheless offers pertinent observations about the universal features of the relevant cognitive processes 
(especially ‘analogism’).
48 Od. 11.14–19 on Cimmerians; 10.80.86 on Laestrygonians.
49 See Von der Mühll 1959; for later interpretations for instance by Crates of Mallos, see Bilić 2012, 300 and 
fn. 22.
50 Curt. Ruf. 9.4.18.
51 Avien. Ora 386–389; see Romm 1992, 21.
52 Eudox. Rhod. BNJ 79 F 2 ap. Apoll. Mir. 24 (FGrH Cont. 1672): ὃ τὴν ἡμέραν οὐ βλέπειν, τὴν δὲ νύκτα 
ὁρᾶν.
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this piece of pseudo-Aristotelian paradoxography was connected to a current of thought 
linking Homeric peoples with contemporary northern groups.53 Perhaps this group was 
meant to be only able to see in the darkness of the night, in a classic paradoxographical 
topos of inverted normality.

Ephorus of Cyme had rationalised the darkness-dwelling Homeric Cimmerians 
already in the Late Classical period as the underground guardians of the Cumaean oracle, 
relocating them to his homeland.54 The region was conceptually well-incorporated to the 
Greek worldview, but nonetheless afforded more interpretational leeway by not being 
wholly populated by long-standing Greek mythonarratives. Ephorus’ reference seems 
to have been intended also as an etymology: Κύμη or Κύμαι could plausibly enough 
be linked with the ethnonym Κιμμέριοι. Since both Odyssey and Ephorus mentioned a 
Cimmerian city, the city of Cimmeris cited by Strabo from Hecataeus (probably of Abdera) 
in association with the furthest north, is clearly part of this tradition.55 That a name tied to 
the Black Sea region and seventh-century BCE invaders of Asia Minor should be moved 
northward is not unusual – mythogeographical referents were highly mobile – but it shows 
the enduring power of Homer’s darkness motif and its rationalisation.56 Far-off lands and 
geographical features were often involved in exoticising textual operations, and provided 
apt fringes onto which later writers could push mythical episodes that had originally been 
conceived as taking place closer to Greece. This latter process had Hellenistic roots, and 
was denoted by Strabo with the term exoceanismus (ἐξωκεανισμός) – literally ‘[moving] 
out towards the Ocean’.57

The motif of an abnormal day-night cycle was later put to use by the first- or 
second-century CE author Antonius Diogenes in his paradoxographic novel Incredible 
Things Beyond Thule (Τὰ ὑπὲρ Θούλην ἄπιστα), known through a synopsis in Photius’ 
Bibliotheca and some papyrus fragments.58 Photius’ summary still refers to certain 
elements that may have seemed apt in a northern context. Among these is a spell – cast 
by an evil Egyptian sorcerer – afflicting Dercyllis, the love interest of the protagonist 
Deinias, causing her to come alive only at night. Another version of the motif occurs 
when, after meeting an immortal being called Astraeus and hearing his insights on 
Pythagoras, Dercyllis arrives in an Iberian town whose inhabitants can see at night but are 
blind by day.59 The Iberian context recalls the nocturnal dances among the Celtiberians, 
which Strabo mentions.60 It seems that Antonius Diogenes may have gotten this element 

53 Steph. Byz. s.v. Γέρμαρα: Κελτικῆς ἔθνος which τὴν ἡμέραν οὐ βλέπει; Mazzarino 1957, 78–79. Marco 
Simón 2007, 174–175 suggests a connection with the importance of night-time in Celtic ritual life. Night-time 
rituals were also an alienating motif in ancient rhetoric: Kahlos 2013.
54 Eph. BNJ 70 F 134a ap. Str. 5.4.5.
55 Hecat. Abd. BNJ 264 F 8 ap. Str. 7.3.6; cf. the cave of Cimmeros Eudox. Cnid. (GAGW 6) F 6 ap. Antig. 
Car. Hist. mir. 123.
56 Hdt. 1.6.16, 4.11–12. On the Cimmerian (Assyrian Gi-mir-ra-a) activities in Western Asia, see Ivantchik 
2010; Adali 2017. Place names around the Black Sea continued to have Cimmerian associations even in Str. 
1.1.10, 1.2.9, 3.2.12, 7.4.3, 11.2.5. See Cozzoli 1968, 67; Schmedt 2020, 147–148.
57 Str. 1.2.10.
58 On the work of Antonius Diogenes generally, Morgan 1985; Romm 1992, 205–210; Araújo 2013; Schmedt 
2020. Discussions of its genre: Ruiz-Montero 1996, 40–41, pointing to the Apista as the high point of 
paradoxographic novel; also Stephens 1996, 674–680; Ní Mheallaigh 2008, 415–419 and ead. 2014, 150–170.
59 Ant. Diog. 2.11.5 (Schmedt) ap. Phot. Bibl. 166.110b, 109b. See Schmedt 2020, 160, 524–526.
60 Str. 3.4.16; regarding which see Blazquez 1983, 238, 275. Also connected may be Plin. HN 7.12, citing 
Isigonus of Nicaea (F 16 Giannini) on certain Albanians (of Caucasus) being born grey-eyed, grey-haired (on 
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from either Ephorus or Apollonius the Paradoxographer – both sources would point 
to his desire to include marvels in his racy narrative. Photius even scolds Antonius for 
appealing to earlier authorities in presenting his marvels: in an impressive display of 
pseudo-documentarism, every book began with a list of earlier writers.61 

The great northern mountain range, most often known as the Rhipaean (or 
Riphaean) Mountains, held a significant place in Greek mental maps, as it was commonly 
imagined as separating the blessed, sun-filled land of the Hyperboreans from the rest of 
the world. From early on, the range was known as the place from which Boreas blows, 
leaving the lands to the north of it unaffected by the cold breeze. The earliest Archaic-era 
localisation of the Rhipaeans was probably in Thrace.62 In a fragment of Alcman, the Rhipē 
is linked with night, and the Ionian thinkers likewise supposed that a northern mountain 
chain simply obscured the sun during nighttime.63 

Perhaps the most hotly debated literary testimony to this early stage of 
Greek engagement with continental Eurasia consists of the fragments of Aristeas of 
Proconnesus, who may have written sometime between ca. 600 and 550 BCE.64 His epic 
poem Arimaspea had combined complex mystical and visionary techniques of authority-
building with a significant amount of ethnographically framed content. Aristeas conjured 
up a teeming, fascinating northern expanse by combining pre-existing elements such as 
the Hyperboreans and the Rhipaean Mountains with names and details he encountered 
through Black Sea routes – much used by the Proconnesians – and perhaps his own 
travels. In an important 1962 study, James Bolton argued that the Arimaspea and traditions 
surrounding Aristeas should not be approached primarily through the lens of Eurasian 
shamanistic traditions, as some previous scholars had done, but through the dual lens of 
Greek literary tradition and real enquiries into inland Eurasia.65

By the fifth century BCE, when Herodotus and Damastes of Sigeum were writing, 
it had become common to locate Scythians and Arimaspians south of the Rhipaeans, in a 
land where ‘snow never abandons them’. The Hyperboreans lived beyond them – though 
Herodotus expresses doubt about their existence.66 The wintry climate was sometimes 
portrayed as ‘thick mist’ and at other times as falling feathers.67 Many Eurasian rivers 
were at some point said to rise in the Rhipaeans – including the Ister and the Tanaïs 
–  and, as Bolton noted, the mountain range was frequently confused with the Caucasus 
mountains: whether the actual range or its rather more freely localised mythogeographical 

this detail, Diod. Sic. 5.32.2 regarding Gauls), and better able to see at night than at daytime (cf. Gell. NA 9.4). 
Isid. Etym. 14.3.34 transmitted the detail even to Cosm. Aeth. 63.
61 Phot. Bibl. 166.111a.
62 Arist. Mete. 350b 6-7 and [Hippoc.] Aer. 19 make a clear connection between ‘the bear stars’ and the Rhipaean 
mountains; also Arist. [Pr.] 942b 4. See Romm 1992, 65; Podossinov 2019, 1–2.
63 Alcm. F 90 (P-D) ap. Schol. in Soph. O.C. 1248; on the Ionian philosophers’ opinion, Anaximen. (D-K 3) A 
7.6; cf. Arist. Mete. 354a; Soph. F 956 TrGF ap. Str. 7.3.1. This idea was picked up in Late Antiquity by Cosm. 
Ind. TC 88c–89c, 185c–199d. See Podossinov 2019, 3; also Bolton 1962, 40–44 on Alcman; and Bilić 2020, 
580 on Pytheas.
64 See Dowden in BNJ ‘Aristeas (35)’, Biographical Essay 1, favouring a date closer to 600 than 550.
65 Bolton 1962; see also Dowden 1980, 486–487; Alemany i Vilamajó 1999; Bremmer 2002, 36–39; West 2004; 
Zhmud’ 2016; Schulz 2024, 83–124.
66 Damast. Sig. BNJ 5 De gent. F 1 ap. Steph. Byz. s.v. Ὑπερβόρεοι; Hdt. 4.13, 28–31. On the remaining 
evidence for Damastes, see González Ponce 2008.
67 Hdt. 4.7, 28, 31; [Hippoc.] Aer. 19; cf. Callim. Hymn 4.171–176; even as late as Solin. 15.20–21, from which 
Cosm. Aeth. 34 lifted the detail. See Bolton 1962, 40 on these elements possibly deriving from Aristeas.
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echo.68 Another mountain chain into which the mythical Rhipaeans could be euhemerised 
was the Alps, as Posidonius of Apamea seems to have done in the early first century 
BCE.69 In the Roman era geographers were divided: some, such as Strabo, dismissed 
the Rhipaeans as myth, while others, such as Pomponius Mela, repeated the traditional 
information, including their link with the Hyperboreans.70 What seems clearer is that in 
this period, their position appears to have been increasingly fixed in the northeast of 
Europe, as Alexander Podossinov has pointed out.71

Apart from darkness, snow, and mountains, another natural feature that was 
central to Greek perceptions of the northern world was the notion of parokeanitis 
(παρωκεανῖτις): the lands along the great world-encircling Ocean’s northern stretch.72 
The maritime topography of the northern shores of Eurasia remained for a long time 
almost entirely mysterious to the ancients, allowing space for imaginative localisations, 
flexible topographies, and wandering myths. Any successors to such little-known figures 
as Colaeus of Samos, Euthymenes of Massalia, and Midacritus would have been seriously 
hindered by Carthaginian dominance around the Pillars of Hercules (Strait of Gibraltar).73 
Much better known than the actual dimensions and shorelines of the northern stretches of 
Oceanus were its tides – a phenomenon both deeply puzzling and distinctly frightening 
to those used to navigating the Mediterranean. Did the tides signify the breathing of 
some unutterably vast and ancient being? Was it impious even to consider sailing on such 
waves? 

In more concrete terms, the idea that certain groups living on the shores of the 
Ocean suffered from inundations or encroachments by seawater had a Classical-era 
pedigree, though it is somewhat unclear whether Ephorus or Aristotle was behind the 
motif.74 Ephorus, the older of the two contemporaries, is cited by Strabo for a description 
of how the Celts show their fearlessness by allowing the sea to destroy their homes and 
then rebuilding them, suffering more losses from flooding than from warfare.75 Aristotle’s 
Eudemian Ethics speaks of the false bravery of the Celts, which stems from sheer 
ignorance and leads them to take up arms against the waves; the Nicomachean Ethics 
likewise uses this group as an example of how those who do not fear either the earth’s 
movements or the waves are like madmen.76 The reports are clearly connected, but both 

68 On Ister, Aesch. PS F 197 (TrGF) ap. Schol. in Ap. Rhod. 4.284; on Tanaïs, Mela 1.115; Plin. HN 4.78 
(see Zehnacker 2004); Luc. 3.272; also see [Plut.] De fluv. 5.3; Eustath. Comm. in Dionys. Per. 663–665; a 
connection is there also in Plin. HN 6.5.15. On the confusion with Caucasus, see Bolton 1962, 52–53.
69 See p. 91 below; also Podossinov 2019, 2.
70 Str. 7.3.1; Mela 3.5. On Pliny’s Rhipaean mountains, see Podestà 2016. Later on, in Cosm. Aeth. 19, the 
Rhipaean mountains have been morphed into insolae Rifaricae, known for their savage wind, cold climate and 
plentiful snow.
71 Podossinov 2019, 3.
72 For the term, Str. 7.3.1 while critiquing information attributed to Pytheas about the northern seacoasts.
73 Roller 2006, xvii, 1–21; id. 2015, 43–44; Bianchetti 1998, 47–52; Nesselrath 2005; Cole 2010; McPhail 
2014, 249 fn. 11.
74 Marco Simón 2007, 165 conjectured that Aristotle obtained the ‘mytheme’ from his rough contemporary 
Ephorus, while Freeman 2006, 28–29 thought that Ephorus took the motif from Aristotle. Parmeggiani 2023 
is cautions about arguing a dependency either way, though cf. 198 fn. 175, 352 fn. 42 remain open to Aristotle 
being able to consult Ephorus’ Histories.
75 Eph. BNJ 70 F 132 ap. Str. 7.2.1. Ephorus is quite likely behind the comparative information in Nic. Dam. 
BNJ 90 F 109 ap. Ael. VH 12.23 and Stob. Flor. 3.7.39–40.
76 Arist. Eth. Nic. 1115b, Eth. Eud. 1229b. 
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Ephorus and Aristotle may, in fact, have drawn on a common source or widely known 
proverbial knowledge of the time. The Celts were at this stage merely a far-off group of 
barbarians bordering the Ocean and only recently coming into direct Greek awareness 
through mercenaries sent by Dionysius I of Syracuse to aid the Spartans in 369 BCE.77

Strabo’s reason for citing Ephorus and others on Oceanic floods was his criticism 
of earlier theories on the causes of northern migrations. In Book 7, Strabo discusses 
the connections between the Cimbri, who had shocked the Romans by their warlike 
wanderings just before 100 BCE, and the mythohistorical Cimmerians of old. In some 
ways, Roman exploration of the North Sea, which had led to increased knowledge by 
Strabo’s own time of writing under Tiberius’ early principate, allowed him to critique his 
Hellenistic predecessors, whose information about the Northern Ocean had not seen as 
extensive changes as, for instance, the expansion of Greek horizons towards the East. To 
give an example, the late-fourth-century Alexander-historian Cleitarchus of Alexandria 
thought of the Caspian Sea as an inlet of the ‘Scythian Ocean’, connected to it by ‘a 
narrow mouth of considerable length’. He also underestimated the distance between the 
Euxine and the Caspian, and located on this isthmus the already-existing trope of periodic 
Oceanic inundations.78 Strabo even cites Cleitarchus’ story of fast-galloping horsemen 
barely escaping the inflow of the sea.79 It remains unclear whether these riders were local 
barbarians or Alexander’s scouts, since Strabo, following Posidonius, is more concerned 
with dismissing the tale as a misrepresentation of ordinary tides.

Repurposing the old idea of Oceanic inundations to explain the Cimbric 
wanderings was not Strabo’s invention but probably came from either Posidonius or 
Artemidorus of Ephesus, close contemporaries writing around or soon after 100 BCE. 
Artemidorus, interested in the Oceanic littoral and a frequent source for Strabo, was 
suggested by Eduard Norden as Strabo’s source for the inundation motif.80 The alternative 
is that Posidonius, while criticising Cleitarchus, reapplied his predecessor’s details to a 
new group of recently notable northerners, the Cimbri – it would be highly surprising if 
already Cleitarchus had used the term Kimbroi.81 They, too, seemed to originate beside 
the Northern Ocean, where the similarly named Cimmerians had been located since the 
Odyssey. Identifying the Cimbri as the Cimmerians of old was thus easy.82 The origin of 
their destructive wanderings around Europe was a topic that Posidonius’ Roman patrons 
would have been keenly interested in. Regardless of whether Artemidorus or Posidonius 

77 Xen. Hell. 7.1.20. Before this, Celts were generally only one among the very furthest-away barbarians 
of Europe, as in Hdt. 2.33, 4.49. See Fischer 1972; Freeman 1996, 14–20. The theme of the Keltoi as the 
westernmost folk also underlies the ludicrous image of the Middle Comedy poet Ephippus of Athens (fourth 
century BCE), where a huge fish spanning the whole of the Mediterranean is cooked by a team of chefs from all 
peoples surrounding the sea; a Celt is told to lower the flames in his part so as not to overcook the fish (Ephipp. 
Geryones F 5.21 ap. Ath. 8.346f–347e). See Papachrysostomou 2021, 44, dating Ephippus’ play based on 
Xenophon’s report of ‘the Celts’ first contact with the Greeks’.
78 Clitarch. Alex. BNJ 137 F 12 ap. Plin. HN 6.36, 38; F 13 ap. Str. 11.1.5 (cf. 11.7.4). Cf. Podossinov 2014b, 
141–142.
79 Clitarch. Alex. BNJ 137 F 26 ap. Str. 7.2.1–2. It does not seem necessary to connect Cleitarchus’ fragment 
with Nearchus’ report on the tides at the mouth of the Indus (BNJ 133 F 33 ap. Arr. Anab. 6.18.2–21.2), since 
we know that Cleitarchus had already discussed Oceanic inundations in the context of Scythia.
80 Norden 1922, 468. 
81 It has been noted by Prandi 1996, 20–22 that Strabo probably did not consult Cleitarchus directly, but only 
through Posidonius.
82 On the Cimmerians, see above p. 10–11; Pos. F 272 (E-K) ap. Str. 7.2.1–2.
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invented the theory, Strabo did not accept it uncritically. Without naming the originator, 
he criticises those who envisioned a flooding sea driving the Cimbri from their homeland. 
Since the motif of northern barbarians either fighting or fleeing Oceanic waves recurs 
in many authors, it was clearly influential enough to warrant the lengthy critique Strabo 
devoted to it.83

Regarding Greek exploration of the Ocean, no figure is more hotly debated than 
Pytheas of Massalia, who marks a fascinating – though fragmentary – stage in northern 
geographical and natural inquiry. After exploring Britain and the North Sea coasts in the 
second half of the fourth century BCE, Pytheas published his findings in On the Ocean. 
As Serena Bianchetti argues in her chapter, Pytheas’ observations had a strong empirical 
component, making him valuable to mathematical geographers such as Eratosthenes 
and his great critic Hipparchus of Nicaea. On the other hand, this made Pytheas’ type of 
septentriography unfashionable in the Roman era, with Strabo, in particular, channelling 
rather harsh criticism of him from Polybius and others.84 Pliny, by contrast, was happy to use 
Pytheas. Bianchetti also proposes a very welcome, minimalistic reconstruction of Pytheas’ 
likeliest route, which likely did not extend into the Baltic, contrary to some suggestions.85 
Among his northern observations, Pytheas recorded the short summer nights, as well as the 
congealing and thawing of the sea into a sludge that allowed neither walking nor sailing.86 
Significantly, he may have been the first to associate the tidal movements of the Atlantic 
with the phases of the Moon.87 He also recorded, though perhaps without visiting, an island 
called Thule north of Britain. Much ink has been spilled in attempts to localise Thule – 
whether Shetlands, Faroes, Iceland, or even a Baltic island.88 

After Pytheas, we must wait until the turn of the second and first centuries BCE 
for significant Greek engagement with the Atlantic, in the works of Artemidorus and 
Posidonius – already discussed above. Of the two, Artemidorus’ importance has frequently 
been underestimated, while Posidonius’ has tended to be overestimated at least in northern 
ethnography.89 It cannot be contested, however, that both in terms of Oceanic hydrology 

83 Much of Strabo’s criticism stems directly from Posidonius: Kidd 1988, II 929–932. Later, the motif of 
Oceanic inundations causing European population movements is found e.g. in Flor. 1.38.1; Amm. Marc. 15.9.4 
(probably based on Timagenes); cf. Diod. Sic. 14.113 on the Senones (see Amat Séguin 1987).
84 Though Str. 1.4.4 and 2.1.12–13 also preserved Hipparchus of Nicaea’s reliance on Pytheas regarding the 
latitudes of Britain: Hipp. Nic. F 35 and F 36 (GAGW 16), respectively; and cf. F 40 ap. Str. 2.5.43.
85 See Bianchetti 1998 and 2015; as well as below p. 44–54. 
86 Pyth. F 13a Bianchetti (= F 9a Mette) ap. Gemin. Elem. Astron. 6.9, 70.24–72.2 on the sun and daylight (cf. 
Hipp. Nic. F 37 ap. Str. 2.1.18, F 40 ap. Str. 2.5.42); F 8d Bianchetti (= F 7a Mette) ap. Str. 2.4.1 on the ‘sea 
lung’. The Carthaginian Himilco observed the same phenomenon ca. 500 BCE: Avien. Ora 117–129. See Roller 
2006, 27–28.
87 Pyth. F 2a Bianchetti (= F 2 Mette) ap. Aët. De placit. 3.17.3. Cf. [Plut.] Comp. de An. Pr. in Tim. 3.17; 
Dicaearch. F 127 (Mirhady) ap. Stob. Flor. 1.38.2–3 (though perhaps better attributed to Euenius of Messene, 
as in FGrH Cont. IV B.9, 34).
88 See e.g. Mund-Dopchie 1990; Bianchetti 1998, 63–64; Roller 2006, 57–91; Dueck 2012, 56; McPhail 2014; 
Breeze & Wilkins 2018; Scott 2022; Shipley (ed.) 2024 (GAGW 8), 235 esp. fn. 24. Generally on Pytheas, in 
addition to the ones mentioned, Cunliffe 2001; Bilić 2012 and 2020; Schmedt 2020, 519–521; Herbaux 2024, 
13–100, as well as a fascinating section on Pytheas’ modern reception 103–134.
89 On Artemidorus’ relative modern underappreciation and the almost equal importance of him and Posidonius 
for Strabo, see Shipley 2024b, 502. Examples of modern admiration for Posidonius as an ‘anthropologist’: 
Momigliano 1975, 67–73; Dobesch 1995, 60–61; Sassi 2001, 128; Freeman 2006, 4, 148; Martin 2011, 23–
34, 49, 68–69. Nash 1976, 111 called for a reassessment; cf. Marcone 2022 with a look back at the previous 
scholarship.
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and the ethnography of continental European groups, Posidonius became a benchmark 
for his successors. His On the Ocean – pointedly sharing Pytheas’ title – discussed tides 
based on personal observations at Gadeira (Cádiz).90 His ethnographic material on Celts, 
in particular, was transmitted by post-Caesarian writers such as Diodorus Siculus and 
Strabo, making it difficult to gauge how much they depended solely on him.91

2.II Wonders of the northern nature and humanity

The strange and miraculous aspects of northern nature offered intriguing elements for 
Greek and Roman wonder-writers, as Ekaterina Ilyushechkina’s chapter on the later stage 
of the tradition in Solinus’ collection demonstrates. In many stories the wonders of the 
natural world jostled with anthropological or ethnographical curiosities. Recently, Clara 
Bosak-Schroeder has explored the environmental entanglements of Greek ethnographical 
thinking in a particularly insightful way.92 We can see this clearly in the Greek accounts 
of the British Isles. After Pytheas, the next period of heightened interest in the Atlantic 
– and especially the British Isles – came immediately after Caesar’s two invasions: the 
quotations from Posidonius and Artemidorus in Diodorus Siculus and Strabo attest to 
this. This interest carried into the Julio-Claudian period, as Julian Gieseke shows in his 
chapter.93 We may even detect an imperially sponsored attempt to explore the Scottish 
coasts under Domitian, near-contemporary with Agricola’s campaign, if Ian Gordon 
Smith is right about Demetrius of Tarsus’ mission.94 Unlike Roman elites – Agricola’s 
ambitions were famously thwarted by Domitian’s jealousy – Greek agents were perhaps 
felt safer for marginal areas where triumphalist conquest, in Caesar’s footsteps, might 
have encouraged usurpation. Such ambitions became rather common in Late Antiquity.95

Examples of the Julio-Claudian ‘pivot to north’ can be found in Diodorus’, Strabo’s 
and Pomponius Mela’s attention to the Atlantic seaboard of Gaul and the British Isles.96 
Within Strabo’s Book 4 Caesar is an equally important source on Britain as he is on Gallic 
matters.97 But the little-known island of Ireland was a different matter. To claim Caesar’s 
two brief British campaigns brought ‘un réel progrès de la connaissance’ about Ireland 
by Strabo’s time is untenable.98 On the contrary, Caesar had expressly admitted that he 
was unable to verify almost anything about Ireland.99 Merchants and other informal 
sources no doubt carried tales, but elitist geographers discounted them – Pytheas had 
been criticised for his low birth. Strabo accordingly recycled generalised ‘hard-primitive’ 
topoi: he reports that the inhabitants of Ierne eat their dead fathers and have sex with their 

90 Pos. F 214–217, 220–221 (E-K = 33–38 GAGW) ap. Str. 1.1.7–9, 1.3.9–12, 3.3.3–4; F 219 (E-K = 46 GAGW) 
ap. Prisc. Lyd. Sol. ad Chosr. 6. See Nicolai 2022.
91 See Lampinen 2014a.
92 Bosak-Schroeder 2020.
93 Gieseke in this volume, see esp. pp. 201–205.
94 For this fascinating, though sparsely documented chapter in the Greek exploration of the British Isles, see 
Smith 2022.
95 Cf. Pan. Lat. 6(7).7.2, 9.5; cf. 8(5).11; Euseb. Vit. Const. 4.50. Also Jer. Ep. 133.9.4.
96 Cf. Drinkwater 1983, 35–36, 140 on Gaul.
97 Although Roller 2018, 200–201 notes how Strabo’s Britain seems to be an amalgamation of pre-Caesarian 
material from Pytheas to Posidonius.
98 Roman 1983, 265 posits an accumulation of information.
99 Caes. BGall. 5.13.3–4.
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female relatives.100 These traits are reported without any attempt of interpretation or any 
outright moral judgement, reinforcing their paradoxographic effect. This has been used 
as an example of Strabo’s gullibility about marvels, despite his professed scepticism.101 
Both Ireland and Britain, as fringes of the earth ‘beyond the Ocean’, proved useful for 
discussing the limits of Roman imperialism. Ireland, being further away, was more often 
drawn into reflections on human morality itself.102 It exemplifies a typical case of ‘edge-
of-the-world’ hard primitivism and inversion of supposedly universal norms – treatment 
of the dead and family relations.

Even before Strabo, Diodorus Siculus had briefly mentioned Irish funerary 
cannibalism, noting that ‘the most savage peoples dwelling under the Bear stars 
and bordering Scythia’ and the Britons of Iris are cannibals.103 Strabo’s localisation 
of cannibalism in Britain recalls Diodorus, though the fact that we are dealing with 
endocannibalism (eating one’s dead relatives) binds Strabo closer to the Herodotean 
tradition.104 Strabo’s Irish also resemble the Issedones of Herodotus (or in fact Aristeas) 
in the sense that their death-ritual seems to be gendered, pertaining only to fathers. Yet 
another similarity is the lack of any attempt to explain the funerary cannibalism through 
beliefs about the afterlife. What is omitted in the pursuit of the image of a truly hard-
primitive custom is the Herodotean detail of gilding the skulls of the dead.105 Strabo, 
with his universalist outlook, sought parallels in anthropophagy: Scythians practiced this 
custom, while many peoples, such as Celts and Iberians, resorted to it under siege.106 It 
may be that Strabo’s Irish are presented as an intentional western parallel to the Herodotus’ 
Indians, as James F. Killeen suggested, but it is also worth remembering that Strabo’s 
depiction of Ierne casts it as ‘a bastard cousin’ of Britain.107 Accusations of cannibalism 
attached easily to northerners who were perceived as nomadic or subsisting on meat as 
a cultural preference. Yet the key framework for Strabo’s Irish was his climatic theory 
of habitability.108 Northern environments themselves attracted images of hard-primitive 
customs. 

Natural marvels were not only confined to the furthest north. The Pseudo-
Plutarchan On rivers (De fluviis), a text eagerly embracing pseudo-documentarism, 
contains a puzzling piece of mythography located in Gaul. The interpretation of the story 
is not made any easier by the passage’s wilful obfuscation or fabrication of its sources. 
It is attributed to Book 13 of the Galatica of a ‘Callisthenes of Sybaris’, supposedly 

100 Str. 4.5.4; cf. Mela 3.53; Solin. 22.2.
101 French 1994, 135.
102 Woolf 2007, 137 on the usefulness of Britain; see also Moore 2019.
103 Diod. Sic. 5.32.2–4.
104 Hdt. 4.26; cf. Mela 2.9. See Killeen 1976, 210–212. 
105 Cf. the Scordisci in the later tradition: Fest. Brev. 9.1; Amm. Marc. 27.4.4; Oros. 5.23.18. Cf. the discussion 
in Gandeva 1984.
106 Str. 4.5.4. Strabo may have been thinking of such examples as Thuc. 2.70; Caes. BGall. 7.77, and the Roman 
traditions about the defence of Numantia (e.g. Val. Max. 7.6). For the motif, see Rankin 1969, 384; on Strabo’s 
historiographical tendencies, Malinowski 2017.
107 Killeen 1976, 212; Merrills 2005, 94.
108 Thollard 1987, 15–19. Bianchetti 2002, 301–304 investigates the possibility that Strabo’s idea of Ireland as 
the oikoumene’s northern limit came from Pytheas (cf. Clarke 2001, 97; see also Gieseke in this volume, 199–
202), though she dismisses Pytheas as the source to Strabo’s ‘hard-primitive’ image (305). On the epistemic 
base of cannibalism accusations, Shaw 1982; Isaac 2004, 207–208; Fink & al. (eds.) 2017.
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transmitted via ‘Timagenes the Syrian’, likely an invented author based on Timagenes of 
Alexandria.109 It is an origin tale for the name of the river Arar (modern Saône). Formerly 
Brigoulos, it was renamed after Arar, who, mourning his brother Keltibēros who had been 
torn apart by beasts, wounded himself and leapt in. The (pseudo-)fragment then reports 
a paradoxographical phenomenon involving colour-changing fish in the river, which also 
bear a stone in their heads that cures quartan fever.110 The whole passage is introduced in 
connection Arar-Rhodanus confluence, an important site for Roman Gaul with its Altar of 
the Three Gauls.111 It is not unlikely that such an important religious site in Imperial Gaul 
would have attracted mythologising constructions around its topography. What we read 
in De fluviis is undoubtedly one example of such stories, although the author is eager to 
indicate its origin in the earlier Galatica-tradition.

Above, we saw how Antonius Diogenes used the old idea of darkness and an 
abnormal day-night balance in his novel Incredible Things beyond Thule. In another 
episode preserved by Photius’ synopsis, when the immortal Pythagorean character 
Astraeus saves the Iberian town from its enemies by playing a flute, the adventurers 
are set upon by Celts, from whom they flee on colour-changing horses.112 Antonius 
Diogenes characterised the Celts as ‘cruel and senseless people’ (τοῖς Κελτοῖς, ἔθνει ὠμῷ 
καὶ ἠλιθίῳ), echoing an ethnic jibe included in Lucian’s Alexander the False Prophet.113 
Even if Photius was wrong in claiming Lucian’s True Story parodied Diogenes – the 
majority opinion in current scholarship – the shared stereotype of ‘senseless Celts’ 
suggests a common topos in the High Empire.114 The references in the Apista are not 
exactly ethnographical, but it was clearly possible to imagine astrological deities and 
Pythagorean doctrines as being located at the north-western fringes of the world. The 
theme of colour change is shared with the Pseudo-Plutarchan On rivers, and may thus 
have emerged as a minor theme in miracle-writing related to the day-night cycle in the 
Atlantic or western regions.115 Another interesting detail is flute-playing as a means of 
saving a town from Celts: Pausanias, a rough contemporary of Antonius Diogenes and 
Lucian, attributed the same feat to Marsyas when the town of Celaenae faced a Galatian 
invasion.116 

The Incredible Things beyond Thule is particularly interesting here for the way in 
which it represents a vanished geographical dimension for paradoxographical episodes 
within the tradition of Greco-Roman lighter literature. Diogenes’ fascination with fringes 
and liminality has often been noted.117 Some well-worn areas were also included, as 
seen in an episode where Astraeus meets Zalmoxis among the Getae in what is clearly 
a Herodotean reference.118 It has been suggested that Pythagoreanism could have been a 

109 [Plut.] De fluv. 6.1–3, regarded in the BNJ as Timagenes (88) F 13, though with justified scepticism. On the 
pseudo-documentarism of both De fluviis and Parallela Minora, see Cameron 2004, 127–134; cf. Jacoby 1940.
110 Cf. Lyd. Mens. 3.11 on the same fish. 
111 CIL 13.1541, 1719, 2940.
112 Ant. Diog. 2.11.5 (Schmedt) ap. Phot. Bibl. 166.109b. For commentary, Schmedt 2020, 153–155, cf. 529.
113 Cf. Lucian Alex. 27: ὁ ἠλίθιος ἐκεῖνος Κελτὸς.
114 On Antonius Diogenes and Lucian, Morgan 1985; Ní Mheallaigh 2014, 150–170; Schmedt 2020, 448–459.
115 [Plut.] De fluv. 6.1–3.
116 Paus. 10.30.9. 
117 Ní Mheallaigh 2014, 151; see also Schmedt 2020, 515–539.
118 Ant. Diog. 2.11.5 (Schmedt) ap. Phot. Bibl. 166.110a. See Bowersock 1994, 100–101; Araújo 2013, 171; 
Schmedt 2020, 159–160. 
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device meant to impart a measure of respectability to the Apista.119 Similarly, the presence 
of both Celts and Getae could serve this purpose in a tangential way, considering that both 
peoples were famous for their belief in life after death, a theme prominently explored 
in Diogenes’ book. The Pythagorean – and Thracian – associations with Orpheus and 
otherworldly journeys provided a fertile assemblage of imagery, in which figures such 
as Abaris, Zalmoxis, and the Hyperboreans helped to anchor the stories of many ancient 
eras in a northerly direction.120 In the past, some scholars took the literary connections 
between Pythagoras and the northern groups of Thracians and Celts as evidence for actual 
ideological transfers; this led them to speculate about the possible direction of influence – 
whether from Pythagoreans to barbarians, or vice versa – and about potential transmission 
of such ideas between barbarian groups.121 Such speculation is unnecessary. Even within 
the literary accounts, the Pythagorean doctrine of metempsychosis and the ideas about 
the afterlife attributed to the barbarians are clearly distinct. The ancient sources were also 
divided on the direction of the influence.

2.III The remarkable lifeways of the northerners

In every cardinal direction and on each continent, the Greco-Roman ethnographical gaze 
encountered peoples whose customs were defined by what they lacked in comparison with 
the ‘civilised’ inhabitants of regions the Mediterranean societies regarded as central. Their 
simple, rudimentary or tough ways of life made for fascinating anecdotes, and when a 
detail or story entered the literary tradition, there were strong formal, generic, and heuristic 
pressures encouraging its reuse. In Imperial-era literature, pre-Roman practices remained 
part of the ethnographical register precisely because they were the most distinctive and 
shocking. Ken Dowden has referred to this tendency as ‘saving the phenomena’.122 

The northern peoples’ ways of life or bioi (βίοι) formed another theme within which 
the miraculous aspects of northern nature and anthropological marvels intertwined.123 
These aspects were not only intimately perceived as illustrating the northern groups’ 
mental and physical characteristics, but in many ways they also depended on these 
characteristics. Once again, these linkages point to the mutual reinforcement among the 
different assemblages of ideas under the broader umbrella of the ‘boreal imagination’ or the 
literary tradition of ‘septentriography’. Many of the elements discussed in this subsection 
should therefore be kept in mind when the essentialisingly perceived characteristics of 
northerners are examined, in the next.

A. Cruel rites
Whenever northerners’ ritual practices and religious behaviour were imagined, a set of 
common and culturally highly transmissible motifs was likely to be activated among the 
Greeks and Romans. As Antti Lampinen explains in his chapter on the development of 
Greek ways of imagining ‘northern religion’, the roots of this imagery are often found 
in early conceptions of Thracian and Scythian religious behaviour. A prominent theme 

119 Stephens & Winkler 1995, 112–114, with some credible parallels.
120 Cf. Zhmud’ 2016; Gagné 2021, 289, 292, 313, 341–346; also Macurdy 1920; Sandin 2014.
121 E.g. Eliade & Trask 1972, 292; Aldhouse-Green 2010, 172.
122 Dowden in ‘Aristeas’ BNJ 35 ad F 3b ap. Plin. HN 7.9–12.
123 On bios, see e.g. Bosak-Schroeder 2020, 23–28; also Shaw 1982, 17–19.
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was the cruelty of northern rites, at once horrifying, titillating, and memorable. Human 
sacrifice frequently appears, while religious structures were imagined as humble or 
barely existent.124 Some of the earliest expressions of such religious alterity are found in 
mythography and drama, where the Thracian tendency to treat Greek gods disrespectfully 
and violently became a recurring motif. Similarly – in a puzzling and multi-layered claim 
– the Herodotean Getae are said to deny the existence of any other gods except their own 
and to try to attack thunder with their weapons.125 Their aggressively defended belief in 
their own subterranean god Zalmoxis is presented by Herodotus as an ambiguous cultural 
addition: despite its massive societal and cultural influence (such as the Getic belief in 
immortality and their consequent bravery) it is nonetheless portrayed as based on a ruse 
by the historical Zalmoxis that could not have succeeded in a more developed society.126 
It seems, indeed, that northerners’ beliefs and rituals were often used as a shorthand 
illustration of what made each given society among them distinctive, strange, or deficient. 
Another long-living topos was the ritualised killing (or suicide) of Thracian widows on 
the funeral pyres of their husbands.127

The idea of human sacrifice began to be attached to the Celts during the Late 
Hellenistic era. Although Caesar’s influence on further elaborations of this theme was 
particularly significant – including on authors typically regarded as transmitting Posidonian 
material, such as Strabo and Diodorus – the motif itself predated him. Greek literary 
precedents are also possible. Caesar's most memorable scene, the wicker man filled with 
victims and set alight, may have been inspired by Herodotus’ description of Scythian 
punishment of false diviners, a parallel a learned reader could detect.128 Caesar’s influence, 
in any case, ensured that the general idea of Gallic human sacrifice, as well as some of the 
most dramatic methods of conducting it, remained popular in the subsequent tradition. 
The theme crops up in depictions of many groups of northerners, as well as continuing to 
feature prominently in accounts of the Scythians and various groups in the Balkans.

The gods demanding such cruel rites are sometimes given local names in our 
sources (such as Zalmoxis), but at least as often they undergo interpretatio, a process 
whereby Greek or Roman narrators sought to convey something about their nature by 
calling them by a Greco-Roman divine name. As for the divinities who demanded (or 
accepted) northern human sacrifices, the Greek tradition was influenced by Herodotus’ 
and Euripides’ interpretatio of the bloodthirsty Taurian goddess as their own Artemis. 
Jan Bremmer has noted that in Greek myths, the divinities receiving human sacrifice are 
often left vague.129 This is far less the case in the ethnographical register. References to 

124 On ritual killings of humans, see Rives 1995; Aldhouse-Green 2001; Hughes 2003; Bremmer 2007 and 
2013; Schorn 2009; Tonkova 2009; Bonnechere & Gagné (eds.) 2013; Alfaye & Marco Simón 2016; Innemée 
2022; Ter Keurs 2022; Gazzano 2024. See also the chapter of Lampinen, 160–163, 167, 178–179, 181.
125 Hdt. 4.94. See Xydopoulos 2007.
126 On Zalmoxis, see below 97–98; also Rabadjiev 2015, 444. Another instance of giving a Getic (and Dacian) 
positive characteristic (in this case equality, isonomia) a negative slant thanks to their primitiveness is Dicaearch. 
F 46b Mirhady ap. Philodem. Hist. Acad. (PHerc. 1021, col. Y.1-41, l. 30; Gaiser p. 153), though the passage 
could rather stem from Philip of Opus (Mirhady 2017, 53 n. 1).
127 E.g. Hdt. 5.5; Hegesipp. BNJ 391 F 2 ap. Parth. Narr. 6; Mela 2.19–20; the widows’ suicides are applied to 
Slavs in Maur. Strat. 11.4; the transmitting author may well be Procop. Bell. 6.14.6–7 on the Herulian widow-
suicides, in close connection with funeral-pyres constructed as a form of euthanasia for the elderly. See Kotova 
2017.
128 For the possible Herodotean inspiration, see Lampinen’s chapter (pp. 160, 176).
129 Bremmer 2007, 5; also see id. 2013. On the Taurian Artemis, see Hdt. 4.103; Eur. IT 39–40, 52–54, 334. 
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northern sacrifices are usually generalised and suspiciously similar, but they confirm that 
Greeks and Romans thought northerners still considered humans valid sacrificial victims. 
This was yet another aspect in which northern lifeways seemed archaic and even close to 
the mythical (or mythistorical) past. The older generation of supernatural beings – whether 
the monstrous Cyclopes, Laestrygonians, or the often interchangeable Giants and Titans 
– was sometimes evoked as a hybristic and cruel mythical antecedent that was used to 
explain metaphorically and genealogically the northerners’ propensity for bloody rituals.130 
Several chapters in this volume refer to the role of the Titans and Giants as analogies to 
northerners from different perspectives.131 Cronus, for his part, was frequently localised 
onto an Atlantic island.132 Again, aspects of the imagery reinforce each other.

The sources thus present a broad array of implausibly dramatic, moralising rituals. 
What, then, is the role of ethnographical knowledge-generation in all this? The ritual 
killings of humans in northern societies undoubtedly belonged to the roster of ‘barbarian 
customs’ that were repeated and widely recognised in Greek, Latin, and even Syriac 
literature in the Imperial Era.133 What everyone ‘knew’ was that human sacrifices either 
had happened or still occurred; what remained vague were the actual methods. The 
references to Taurian, Thracian, and Scythian ritual killings remained a fixed element of 
the tradition, needing no reinforcement from actual contemporary sacrifices.134 Ekaterina 
Ilyushechkina’s chapter in this volume studies the later reception of Greek ideas of 
Scythian marvels and customs from Mela to Solinus.

B. Strong northern women and other types of gender-bending
Another distinct theme in Greco-Roman depictions of northerners’ lifeways concerned 
gender relations, sexualities, and sexualised bodies, often imagined as deviating from 
ingroup norms. The tendency to imagine atypical (i.e. non-Greek) gender roles, relations 
or sexual practices holding sway among barbarian peoples was not limited to northern 
or European groups, but we can detect a handful of motifs that recur frequently. As 

130 Ancient exemplars include Od. 7.59, 7.206, 10.119; Pl. Leg. 701b-c; Agatharch. De m. rubr. F 1.7 (GAGW 
15, Burstein & Shipley 2024, 382) ap. Phot. Bibl. 250.444a 32–42 on Darkness, the personification of a quality 
often associated with the North and the West, engendering the Titans; Callim. Hymn 4.171; Plin. HN 7.9; Plut. 
De superst. 13 (171d); Gell. NA 15.21.1; Dio Chrys. Or. 13.26. Called ‘titanism’ by Dauge 1981, 33; on the 
Laestrygonian example for northern imagery, Killeen 1976, 208. On blood, see Dowden 2000, 168–169.
131 Especially see Maijastina Kahlos’ chapter, exploring the Late Antique permutations of the Gigantomachy 
theme.
132 Already in Hes. Op. 173a-e; Pind. Ol. 2.68–70, on the basis of which it was easy to elaborate: Dion. Hal. 
Ant. Rom. 1.38.1–2 on the human sacrifices that Cronus demanded of ancient Italians, a custom continued by 
his contemporary Celts; cf. Diod. Sic. 3.61.3. See Plut. De def. or. 18 (420a) on Cronus asleep on an island near 
Britain, guarded by Briareus (see Plácido 1993, 67–68; Bos 2004); in De fac. 26 (940f–941b, 942a-b) on Cronus 
on the mainland encircling the far side of the Ocean. Ptol. Geog. 2.6.73 ‘Isles of the Gods’. See Killeen 1976, 
209; Freeman 2001, 29–30; also Nesselrath 2005, 164 on North Atlantic as a conduit to otherworldly wisdom 
in Plutarch (cf. Smith 2022).
133 On the Syriac reflections of the Greco-Roman tradition, see Lampinen in this volume.
134 Taurians (besides Herodotus and Euripides, for whom see fn. 129 above) in Cic. Rep. 3.9.15; Diod. Sic. 
4.44.5–6; Ov. Tr. 4.4.61–64, Pont. 3.2.45–58; Str. 7.4.2; Mela 2.11; [Apollod.] Epit. 6.27; Paus. 3.16; Clem. 
Al. Protr. 3.36–37. Cf. the Pontic Achaeans in App. Mithr. 102 (cf. Str. 11.2.12; Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 1.89.4), 
who were descended from the Greeks returning from the Trojan War, but had become Scythicised both through 
interactions with their neighbours and through their grudge after having been rebuffed by their Hellenic 
relatives: their human sacrifices are specifically directed at Greeks and motivated by hate: see also Zizza 2014, 
127. On Thracians: Diod. Sic. 33.14; Amm. Marc. 27.4.2; on Scythians: Str. 7.3.6; Mela 2.12–13; Lucian Tox. 
2; Sacr. 13; Euseb. Praep. evang. 1.4.
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with other themes, outcasting and idealisation are both visible in our sources: while 
northerners’ sexual mores and gender relations were often deemed aberrant, the ingroup’s 
own morally upright past could also be located among them, as Tacitus does with his 
pure, chaste, but fertile Germani. As Rhiannon Evans has recently noted, the Germanic 
model of masculinity appeared ‘both attractively tough and shockingly brutish’ to the 
Imperial-era observers.135

Just as German chasteness and fertility were explained through climate, so too 
the cold and humid north could be imagined producing bodies that were inherently 
flabby and emasculated.136 The proverbially pale northern complexion may have helped 
associate them with notions of femininity. Herodotus’ contemporaries used a tale of 
divine punishment against invading Scythians to explain certain forms of androgynous 
social roles observed in steppe societies. These Enarees or Anarieis appear in Herodotus’ 
Histories and the broadly coeval Hippocratic On Airs, Waters, Places.137 While Herodotus 
provided a largely supernatural explanation for their condition, the Hippocratic author 
applies his climate-based framework to it, but without discounting cultural/nomic 
explanations, either. According to him, Scythian nobles suffer from emasculating health 
condition due to a combination of climatic conditions, constant horseback riding, 
misguided cures for resulting hip ailments, as well as their wearing of trousers, which 
prevents them from handling their genitals as freely as Greek men were accustomed to do 
under their loose-fitting garments.138

Another recurring motif is attributed to a range of northern groups, principally 
Thracians and Celts – namely, that of homosexual preferences in sexual relations, or 
the disdaining of women. The figure of Orpheus may have been one of the origins of 
this stereotype: he was well connected to Thrace and often imagined having been killed 
by the Maenads. These, in their turn, were sometimes thought to have been spurred to 
their frenzied attack by Orpheus’ deliberate ignoring of them in his grief over the loss 
of Eurydice.139 Later, Strabo describes Thracian ‘Founders’ who avoided women as a 
religious duty.140

Celts are mentioned as notable for their preference for male-male relationships 
in Aristotle’s Politics, where the philosopher comments that in states where women 
are allowed too much liberty, or where society even becomes ‘ruled by women’ 
(gynaikokratoumenoi, γυναικοκρατούμενοι), too much emphasis begins to be placed on 
acquiring wealth. This, according to Aristotle, is true of many warlike peoples, except 
those who – like the Celts – prefer homosexual love. The Aristotelian comment was 
very likely behind the reference in Paradoxographus Vaticanus, which states that the 

135 Tac. Germ. 19, 30; see Evans 2023; on ethnographic topoi in Germania, also Bringmann 1989.
136 [Hippoc.] Aer. 19–22; Vitr. De arch. 6.1.3; Tac. Germ. 4; Sen. Ira 2.19, 4.15; Ptol. Tetr. 2.2.
137 Hdt. 1.105; 4.67; [Hippoc.] Aer. 22. See Ballabriga 1986; Gardiner-Garden 1988; Chiasson 2001; Lieber 
2003; Papathomas & Tsitsianopoulou 2022.
138 [Hippoc.] Aer. 22: καὶ ὅτι ἀναξυρίδας ἔχουσιν αἰεὶ καί εἰσιν ἐπὶ τῶν ἵππων τὸ πλεῖστον τοῦ χρόνου, ὥστε 
μήτε χειρὶ ἅπτεσθαι τοῦ αἰδοίου (‘and due to always wearing breeches and being on horseback for most of the 
time, so that they cannot touch their privates with their hands’).
139 Orpheus’ killing by Thracian women (Maenads), e.g. Phanocl. F 1 (Coll. Alex.) ap. Stob. Flor. 4.20b.47; 
Isoc. Bus. 39; Pl. Symp. 179d; Conon BNJ 26 Narr. F1.45 ap. Phot. Bibl. 186.140a-b; Aesch. Bass. F 83a (Mette) 
ap. [Eratosth.] Cat. 24; Hyg. Poet. astr. 2.7.1, 3; Paus. 9.30.5; for the variants, see Heath 1994. See also Tsiafaki’ 
chapter, esp. 61, 67–68, 71. 
140 Str. 7.3.3.
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Celts regard women as the source of all evils.141 Diodorus Siculus later repeats the motif: 
although Gallic women were beautiful, their men disdained them, ‘raging with lust for 
male embraces’, sleeping on animal skins with youths at either side, and showing no 
shame in the practice.142 This may partly reflect his aim of addressing a Roman audience: 
Bernhard Kremer has noted the absence of the motif of Celtic homosexuality from Roman 
sources.143 After Diodorus, some Imperial-era Greek writers did, however, continue to 
refer to this topos.144

In contrast, other northern groups were thought to practise communal sexual access 
to women – a sort of collective polygyny, often confused in the sources with polygamy 
or consensual promiscuity. This custom tends to be located at the furthest edges of the 
known world, where such a radically different approach to relationships, alien to both 
Greek and Roman sensibilities, could most plausibly be imagined. This tendency partly 
stems from a perception of women as a natural resource, and the custom can be framed 
either through the ‘hard primitive’ template of utter animality, or through ‘soft primitive’ 
ideas about utopian societies, as Clara Bosak-Schroeder has pointed out.145 We already 
saw above how Strabo ascribes promiscuity to the Irish, echoing Caesar’s account of 
polygyny among the remote Britons living outside Gallic influence.146 The roots of this 
motif are in fact much older, going back at least to the Massagetae and Agathyrsi of 
Herodotus.147 The same historian also attributed communal promiscuity to Thracians 
in general.148 The overall tenor of Caesar’s few ‘ethnographic’ remarks on Britain is 
unmistakably Herodotean, with the motif of polygyny, in particular, a possible borrowing 
from the Skythikos logos.149 Soon after Caesar, Nicolaus of Damascus attributed sexual 
communitarianism to the Illyrian Liburni and the Scythian Galactophagi; he also applied 
the gynaikokratoumenoi motif to the Sauromatae.150 Later, Cassius Dio evoked nomadism 
and communally shared women among the Caledonians, while Solinus pushed the motif 
even further away to the edges of the world, locating it on the Ebudes insulae (Hebrides).151 
Overall, the idea appears particularly persistent about the British.

141 Arist. Pol. 1269b; Par. Vat. 24. The Cantabrian gynaecocracy in Str. 3.4.18 may be related. On the theme, 
see Porucznik in this volume.
142 Diod. Sic. 5.32.7; cf. Bard. Ed. BNJ 719 F 3 ap. Euseb. Praep. evang. 6.10.27 on Gauls (Syriac version 
mentions Germans), with an emphasis much like in Diodorus about the lack of social censure.
143 Kremer 1994, 272 fn. 4.
144 Ptol. Tetr. 2.3.62; [Plut.] De fluv. 14.1 about Tanaïs, the eponym of the river; Ath. 13.603a; and Bardaiṣan/
Bardesanes (see p. 182–183 and fn. 146).
145 Bosak-Schroeder 2020, 73.
146 Str. 4.5.4, cf. Caes. BGall. 5.14. Günnewig 1998, 277 on the topos of polygyny. British polygyny is also 
circulated in the Syriac tradition by Bard. Ed. BNJ 719 F 3 ap. Euseb. Praep. evang. 6.10.28. Like Bardaiṣan, 
Georgius Monachus (‘Hamartolus’) moves from the British polygyny to Amazons: Georg. Mon. Chron. 4.38.
147 Hdt. 1.216, 4.104. The difference between the two is that among the Massagetae each man has one wife, 
despite the freedom in sexual relations (cf. Eudox. Cnid. F 12 ap. Sext. Emp. Pyrrh. 1.152, and F 15 ap. Diog. 
Laert. 9.11.83). See Bosak-Schroeder 2020, 73–74. Caes. BGall. 5.14 resembles Hdt. 4.104 in emphasising the 
notions of brotherhood associated with the polygyny.
148 Hdt. 5.5–6, including both polygyny and the free sexual relations being allowed to unmarried women. 
149 Thomas 1982, 51–55 demonstrates Herodotus’ enduring influence via examples.
150 Nic. Dam. BNJ 90 F 103d ap. Stob. Flor. 4.2.25; F 103f ap. Stob. Flor. 4.2.25 (cf. Eph. BNJ 70 F 160a ap. 
[Arr.] Eux. 74); F 104 ap. Stob. Flor. 3.1.200.
151 Cass. Dio 77.12.2–4 ap. Xiph. 321.24–322.12. On Dio’s use of ‘generic all-purpose barbarian ‘attributes’’ 
about the Caledonii: Bédoyère 2003, 98. Solin. 22.12–15; also cf. Jer. Ep. 69 ad Ocean. 3 on Scoti and Atticotti.
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Alongside these motifs, which relied on gendered angles to conceptualise northern 
societies – and through them, the Greek and Roman ingroups – lay the widespread 
theme of strong women. Northern women were frequently perceived as headstrong, 
independent, and active – indeed, in some ways as ‘masculine’ according to the Greco-
Roman expectations of gender roles. Joanna Porucznik’s chapter delves deeper into the 
dynamics and realities reflected in this gendered gaze. Like the themes above, this topos 
depended on contrast with ingroup norms. From the perspective of the Greek and Roman 
elite males who produced the vast majority of our sources, there was something deeply 
fascinating, albeit also worrying, about the indomitable northern women. Nicolaus of 
Damascus, Aelian, and others depict them as equal to men in warfare.152 Here, the hugely 
influential imagery about Amazons was particularly important.153 The Amazons also 
serve as a telling example of the complex ways in which the cultural and societal realities 
of the Eurasian societies interacted with the Greco-Roman pool of cultural expectations, 
assumptions, stereotypes, and identity-construction processes. Amazons functioned 
simultaneously as mythical adversaries, aetiological founders, eroticised objects and 
ethnographically described curiosities.

But the Amazons were not the only independent northern women to excite the 
Greek imagination. From the time of the Galatian Wars against Rome in the early second 
century BCE, two heroic and brave Galatian women entered the tradition: Chiomara and 
Camma. Both demonstrate great resolve, initiative, and virtus/andreia (ἀνδρεία) when 
confronting threats of sexual violence (in the case of Chiomara) or forced marriage (in 
the case of Camma).154 Another brave and commanding Celtic woman is Onomaris, 
who appears in the anonymous De mulieribus claris in bello as a leader who guides the 
Galatians during their migration after a famine forces them to move.155 When none of the 
Galatian men is willing to take up the task, Onomaris orders all of her people’s property 
to be pooled into a common stockpile and leads the numerous settlers to new lands.156 
At some point, she crosses the Danube and subdues the natives, ruling the country as 
its queen.157 Diodorus Siculus, in addition to describing the homosexual inclinations of 
Gallic men, emphasises how equally strapping in physique and brave in comportment 
Gallic women are.158 Such stories had particular Augustan resonance, when tales of active 
Gallic princesses circulated widely.159 

Through the Roman conquest and the establishment of provincial administration, 
the attention of Greek writers also turned to the specifics of pre-conquest Gallic society. 

152 Nic. Dam. BNJ 90 F 104 ap. Stob. Flor. 3.1.200; Ael. VH 12.38 (on Sacae); cf. already [Hippoc.] Aer. 17 
on Sauromatae.
153 On Amazons, see Shapiro 1983; Hardwick 1990; Blok 1995; Paradiso 1995; Veness 2002; Castriota 2005; 
Ivantchik 2013 (as well as the other contributions in the same edited volume); Mayor 2014; Penrose 2016; 
Liccardo 2018; Braund 2021 and 2025.
154 Chiomara: Polyb. 21 F 38 ap. Plut. De mul. vir. 22 (258e-f); Livy 38.24.2–11; Val. Max. 6.1.2. Camma: Plut. 
De mul. vir. 20 (257e–258c); Polyaen. Strat. 8.39. On the ‘Greek/barbarian’ dichotomy, partially collapsed by 
these virtuous barbarian women, see Nikolaidis 1986; Schmidt 2002; Delattre 2021.
155 The text in Gera 1997, 10.
156 Koch & Carey 2003, 42. See also Clavel-Lévêque 1996.
157 The conquering of natives in an area in the Balkans recalls vividly Just. 24.4.3; as does the reason of the 
migration: 24.4.1.
158 Diod. Sic. 5.32.2.
159 See below p. 99–100, 103, 105, 108, 175.
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Women frequently serve as focalisers in ancient ethnographical texts – just as they do 
in conquest narratives.160 This suggests that they were used to indicate the supposed 
essential and immutable characteristics of barbarian societies, and thus often appeared 
in combination with other striking features of a given foreign group. One example of 
this is the way in which the late Historia Augusta mentions ‘Druidesses’ in Gaul – likely 
‘ethnic’ embellishments in moralising tales of imperial ascents and downfalls. Arnaldo 
Momigliano may well have been close to the mark in judging these as ‘late fantasies’, 
though his implication of their consequent low value is unfortunate. Neither ‘lateness’ 
nor ‘fantasy’ are valid reasons today for avoiding engagement with a text, and neither 
implies that broader Roman ideas about women’s substantial power within northern 
religious systems had not shaped these stories.161 Similarly late is Ammianus Marcellinus’ 
humorous yet eroticised vignette of a strong and white-skinned Gallic wife joining her 
weaker husband in a fistfight against a larger group of foreigners.162

In Cassius Dio, too, powerful northern women are projected onto northern Britain, 
newly significant after Septimius Severus’ campaigns. Dio describes a light conversation 
between Julia Domna and the wife of the Caledonian chief Argentocoxus at a signing of 
a treaty.163 Though almost certainly fictional and moralising, the episode provides another 
rhetorical counterpoise between Roman views and (imagined) northern realities. Julia 
Domna jestingly confronts the Caledonian lady about the free sexual relations ascribed 
to the Britons, but receives an unflappable response: unlike Roman women debasing 
themselves secretly with the vilest of men, Caledonian women fulfil their natural demands 
by consorting openly with the best.164 The scene combines familiar motifs: northern 
women’s prominence, Gallic wit, idealised sexual mores, and meritocratic leadership. 
The critique recalls that voiced by Boudica against Nero in Tacitus and Cassius Dio’s 
earlier books.165

C. Northern materialities and foodways
Did the Greeks recognise certain materials or objects as particularly northern? A recurring 
set of substances and products does seem to cluster around northern environments and 
populations, suggesting a ‘material North’. Some products were destined to remain 
mysterious, such as the ‘Hyperborean gifts’ imagined by Herodotus and others as 
reaching Delos from the farthest north, via Dodona, wrapped in straw.166 Yet other 
materials were both coveted and increasingly familiar. Northern foodways – always a 
mainstay of ethnographic writing – also drew frequent comment, and sometimes came to 
imply distinctive markers that to us are largely hidden, such as smells. Very occasionally, 
the intended effect still comes across from some references, such as when Sidonius 
Apollinaris complains about the barbarian Burgundians billeted at his household, treating 
their long hair with rancid butter and smelling of garlic and onion; out of these, butter 

160 Cf. Saavedra 1999; also Bosak-Schroeder 2020, 57–83.
161 SHA Alex. Sev. 60.6, Aurel. 43.3–4, Car. Carin. Num. 14. See Momigliano 1975, 72; cf. Hofeneder 2009.
162 Amm. Marc. 15.12.1, despite its vividness possibly stemming from Timagenes of Alexandria (BNJ 88 F 15), 
and thus Augustan. See Porucznik’s chapter, p. 121.
163 Cass. Dio 77.16.5 ap. Xiph. 325. See Gieseke’s chapter later in this volume, p. 206–207 fn. 128.
164 Briefly analysed by Fraser 2009, 27. 
165 Cass. Dio 62.6.3–5; cf. Tac. Ann. 14.35. See, below, Porucznik pp. 119–122 and Gieseke p. 208.
166 Hdt. 4.32–35; Callim. Hymn 4.278–299 mentioning them as first-fruits from the Arimaspeans dwelling 
‘beyond Boreas’; [Plut.] De mus. 14; Paus. 1.31.2. See Sale 1961, 85, 88–89.
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was a clearly ‘northern’ foodstuff, deployed in a way that emphasised the disgustingness 
of Sidonius’ situation.167

Gold was not unique to the northern lands, but Greco-Roman tradition persistently 
associated it with the northerners. From the Archaic period onwards, the mines of the 
Thracian Mount Pangaeum were the most significant source of gold for the Greeks. 
Beyond them, imagination pictured even greater riches. In the Archaic Greek imagination 
since at least Aristeas’ Arimaspea, it was the one-eyed Arimaspians, somewhere in the 
depths of the Eurasian continent, who were the principal northerners obsessed with 
gold.168 Their battles with griffins, who unearthed the metal, circulated in both literary and 
pictorial form. In Prometheus Bound, sharp-beaked griffins and an army of Arimaspian 
horsemen alike menace Io on her cursed wanderings.169 Herodotus expresses scepticism 
about the existence of the Arimaspi due to their supposed one-eyedness, but the materiality 
of precious metals and the wonder of extraordinary bodies combine in the story in such 
a way that they were too memorable to drop from the tradition.170 Another Herodotean 
group of northerners with a love of golden ornaments are the Agathyrsi.171 The emphasis 
on gold-hoarding in references to Iron Age Europeans was no doubt partly influenced 
by the very genuine importance of golden prestige objects among Thracian, Scythian, 
Halstatt, La Tène, and other continental societies. The best-known examples of Iron Age 
toreutics among the Mediterranean observers were the Celtic torque necklaces, which in 
many ways became emblematic of northern barbarian identity, as Cédrik Michel explains 
in his chapter focusing on Late Imperial evidence. 

Despite the genuine prestige of gold objects in many European societies, the 
cultural and literary portrayals of the northern barbarian groups’ supposed obsession with 
gold was most of the time narrated from a staunchly Greek viewpoint, following the 
broader pattern in which the fringes of the world, in all cardinal directions, were imagined 
to hold vast riches of gold.172 Yet among these far-off regions, for Herodotus at least, the 
Eurasian north boasted the greatest abundance of gold anywhere, as he explicitly notes in 
reference to the Arimaspians.173 In the later tradition, depictions of northerners tended to 
converge on a specific angle that emphasised their greed, immoderation, and a readiness 
to accumulate the precious metal by any means available.174

Among the warlike northerners, other metals could also be imagined as being 
valued as highly as gold. Herodian, for instance, depicts the Britons wearing iron as 

167 Sid. Apoll. Carm. 12.7–15.
168 See Schulz 2024, 90–92.
169 [Aesch.] PV 801–808 (counted at BNJ 35 as Aristeas F 5). On battling griffins in art, see LIMC 8, Suppl. s.v. 
‘Arimaspoi’, s.v. ‘Gryps’. See also Finkelberg 1998; D’Ercole 2009.
170 Hdt. 3.116. On the Arimaspi, see Dowden 1980; Bowra 1956; Bolton 1962 passim; Pirart 1998; Alemany i 
Vilamajó 1999; Pinault 2008; Pérez Aguayo 2015; Podestà 2016; Gagné 2020; Malinowski 2024.
171 Hdt. 4.104.
172 Keyser 2011, 42–44.
173 Hdt. 3.116; cf. 3.106. See Schlosser 2020, 47.
174 See e.g. Aesch. Cho. 372–374; Pos. F 272 (E-K) ap. Str. 7.2.2, F 273 ap. Str. 4.1.13, F 274 ap. Str. 4.4.4 
(inverted; also behind Diod. Sic. 5.29.5, while 5.27.1–4 refers to the lack of silver and wealth of gold in Gaul), 
and F 240a ap. Ath. 6.234b (cf. F 284b.4 ap. Sen. Ep. 90.11–13); Parth. Narr. 8 (introduced as an exception that 
confirms the rule); Livy 23.24.11 (combined decapitation/ritual killing); Just. 24.6.5, 32.3.9–10; Plut. Vit. Pyrrh. 
26.11–12; inverted also in Tac. Germ. 5, 15.
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their only ornament besides tattoos, valuing it as others valued gold.175 Tin was a very 
significant product of the Atlantic north, as Serena Bianchetti notes in her chapter. An 
even more prized northern resource was the mysterious amber. Greeks had been sourcing 
this fossilised resin through trade routes to the northern European coasts along the Baltic 
and the North Sea already in the Mycenaean era.176 Later, amber played a minor role in 
mythical geography, and the amber route that reached the Adriatic at its northern end 
seems to have led to associations of the river Po with the story of Phaethon’s demise 
– a tale repurposed as an origin-story for the valuable droplets.177 Pytheas’ exploratory 
voyage was probably driven in part by his Massalian patrons’ interest in such products; 
amber is explicitly attested among his fragments.178 Other typical northern exports likely 
included furs and pelts, often imagined as the locals’ main clothing and bedding along 
with animal skins.179 This imagery has certainly been very influential, persisting even 
in our contemporary popular imaginaire of ‘northern barbarians’ in comics, movies, 
video games and other media.180 From the Classical to the Roman eras, northern bodies 
themselves (see below) were likewise highly prized, obtained through slave trading and 
warfare, and in the Roman Empire, specifically, blonde hair from Germanic captives was 
a much-fetishised commodity.181 In both classical Athens and Imperial Rome, northerners 
were deployed as an ostensibly neutral force: in the former case as a sort of publicly 
owned police force, and in the latter case as imperial bodyguards (as Cédrik Michel 
explains in his chapter).182 Behind both of these ways of using the northern muscle may 
have been the assumption that the naïve, unintellectual northerners were a blunt weapon, 
to be manipulated safely and without overt danger to the state.

Foodways – that is, the northerners’ eating and drinking habits – also played an 
active role in marking the North. This aligns with the Greek tradition of ethnographic 
thinking, in which foreign diets and table manners were objects of fascination.183 Among 
northerners, a clear set of stereotypes emerges. While ‘soft primitive’ groups – especially 
the Hyperboreans – were sometimes imagined as living on a wholly plant-based diet, 
much like in the mythical ‘Golden Age’, most ‘hard primitive’ northerners offered a stark 

175 Hdn. 3.14.7. Northerners as inventors of iron: [Aesch.] PV 714–716. Cf. Evans 2008, 150–153.
176 For this stage, see Hughes-Brock 1985; Czebreszuk 2013; Janko 2015; Harding & Hughes-Brock 2017.
177 Hdt. 3.115 on the mysterious origins of both tin and amber; on the latter, [Arist.] Mir. ausc. 81–82; Ap. Rhod. 
Argon. 4.611–618; Diod. Sic. 5.23–24; Ov. Met. 1.750–2.380; Dionys. Per. 292–293; Quint. Smyrn. 5.625–630; 
Nonn. Dion. 23.89–97; 38.97–102. See Ahl 1982; Mastrocinque 1991; Smělý 2017; for later amber-routes in 
antiquity, see Braemer 1986; Teichner 2013; Braund 2014; somewhat connected is also Grane 2017.
178 Pyth. F 15 Bianchetti (= F 11a Mette) ap. Plin. HN 37.35–36.
179 Ov. Tr. 3.10.19, 5.7.49, 5.10.32; Diod. Sic. 5.28.4; Tac. Germ. 46 (see Pekkanen 1983 and 1985); Amm. 
Marc. 30.2.5–6; Claud. IV Cons. Hon. 466, De bello Get. 481; In Ruf. 2.82; Prisc. F 15.4 (Blockley) ap. Exc. de 
legat. Rom. 5 (Attila gifts horses and animal skins to the Romans); Cosm. Aeth. 65; Paul. Diac. HL 1.5. See e.g. 
Rummel 2007, 143–157, 163–168, 181–183, 199–206; also Gergel 1994.
180 See e.g. Coert 2018; also the contributions in Prida (ed.) 2012.
181 Cf. Ov. Am. 1.14.45–46; Mart. Epigr. 5.68, 14.26; Juv. 6.120; Auson. Biss. 3.10; SHA Gall. 21.3; Beda Hist 
eccl. 2.1.82. On northern slaves in Athens, see Braund 2011, 123 and passim; Scheidel 2011, 295–296, 303. See 
Huisman & Olthof 2024 on the ‘Batavian froth’ hairstyle; the Oceanic location of this coastal group of Germanic 
northerners may have inspired the idea of a spuma.
182 On the Scythian police force in Athens: Bäbler 2005, 114–122; Braund 2006; on the imperial bodyguards, 
Michel in this volume, 239–240, 244–248.
183 See Shaw 1982, 29–30; Karttunen 1989; Braund 1999; Raga 2019; Bosak-Schroeder 2020, especially 
84–105.
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contrast.184 It is no accident that Brent D. Shaw’s seminal 1982 article on the Greco-
Roman image of pastoral nomads was titled ‘Eaters of Flesh, Drinkers of Milk’. Because 
some (though not all) steppe groups genuinely relied on cattle-raising, milk-drinking – 
especially mare’s milk – became an early marker of northern diets.185 

The Hippocratic On Airs, Waters, Places lists roasted meat, mare’s milk, and cheese 
made from it as the Scythians’ main sustenance.186 As noted earlier, at least since Ephorus 
of Cyme there was an intermittent tendency to emphasise ‘Scythian justice’, modelled on 
the Homeric motif of finding the ‘most just of men’ among northern nomads.187 Nicolaus of 
Damascus drew an explicit causal link between diet and character when he blended Homeric 
and Herodotean elements in his account of the Scythian Galactophagi (‘Milk-drinkers’). 
Carrying mare’s-milk cheese everywhere as their food supply, they were hard to defeat, 
Nicolaus argued, as shown by Darius’ failure against them.188 He added that the Galactophagi 
held all possessions in common, including their women, who were equally brave and 
martially skilled as men – traits that recur across descriptions of northern groups.189 The 
ostensibly peaceful milk diet could also be combined with other, harsher culinary features. 
Dionysius Periegetes, for instance, describes the Massagetae beyond the Araxes as hostile to 
strangers, consuming neither grains nor wine, and mixing milk with horse blood.190

Grains, a key dietary marker of ‘true’ civilisation for Greeks and Romans, were 
not always found among northern peoples, as Dionysius’ example shows.191 It is true that 
the idealised, ‘soft-primitive’ northerners were sometimes seen as foragers subsisting on 
vegetarian diets.192 Yet more often than not, northerners were stereotypically perceived 

184 The binary between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ primitivism – useful, but hardly uniform – is that of Lovejoy & Boas 
1935.
185 Shaw 1982, 9 (cf. 11) notes how Herodotus carefully categorises each Scythian group as either agricultural 
or nomadic; cf. Valtonen 2008, 436; Bosak-Schroeder 2020, 26; also 94–99. Cf. the ‘horse-eating races of 
barbarians’ in [Arr.] Eux. 51.
186 [Hippoc.] Aer. 18; cf. e.g. Str. 7.3.17.
187 Il. 13.5–6; Eph. BNJ 70 F 42 ap. Str. 7.3.9. In some ways, also Herod. Pont. BNJ 31 F 30 ap. Schol. in Ap. 
Rhod. 2.1248 on a euhemerised Prometheus, king of the Scythians, being punished for letting his subjects down. 
188 Nic. Dam. BNJ 90 F 104 ap. Stob. Flor. 3.1.200. The crux of Darius’ campaign is in Hdt. 4.126. Like 
Eph. BNJ 70 F 42 ap. Str. 7.3.9, Nicolaus understood the Homeric galaktophagoi as an ethnonym, not merely 
a descriptive adjective. Cf. Schlosser 2020, 50–51 on Herodotus’ idea of nomadism as the root of Scythian 
freedom. Later on, the very health of the Scythians could be connected with their nomadic ways, with urbanism 
causing them to fall sick, in a twist of the old climatological-nomic essentialism: Alex. Pelopl. ap. Philostr. VS 
572–573; we see the ‘Scythian’ criticism of urban sedentism still being used in Petr. Patr. F 187 (Banchich) ap. 
Exc. de sent. 170. Cf. Tac. Germ. 16.
189 Justice and milky diet are repeated e.g. in [Arr.] Eux. 78 about the Limnaioi of Maeotis, perhaps deriving 
from the Iambic Periodos to King Nikomedes (see GAGW 17 F 17); connected is also the positive assessment 
in Philo De v. contempl. 17.
190 Dionys. Per. 741–745; cf. even as late as Cosm. Aeth. 33 on the ‘Turks’.
191 On the civilisational value invested in agriculture: Shaw 1982, 19–23. Some of the most primitive 
northerners, like the Fenni in Tac. Germ. 46, Huns in Priscus F 1 ap. Jord. Get. 24.123 and the Scrithiphinoi/
Scritobini in Procop. Bell. 6.15.16–23 and Paul. Diac. HL 1.5 live only by hunting; cf. Rav. Anon. 4.12. Diod. 
Sic. 5.39.3 uses the theme about the mountain-dwelling Ligurians. Hdt. 5.6 describes the Thracian opinion that 
to live by war and plunder is the best, while agriculture is dishonourable.
192 Hdt. 4.23 on the Argippaei, eating fruit and milk, and thought holy by their neighbours; cf. Mela 3.19, 37; 
Plin. HN 4.89–90, 6.19, 6.34–35; Solin. 26; Mart. Cap. 6.664–665. Hdt. 4.109 imagines the blue-eyed and pale 
Budinoi subsisting on pine cones (see Gruen 2020, 46); an extraordinarily late reference to the Herodotean 
Budinoi may be seen in the ‘forest of Frosbodina’ (possibly from πρὸς Βουδῖναν) in Cosm. Aeth. 63: see Herren 
2011, 235 ad loc.
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as prodigious meat-eaters. The Celts, for instance, were associated with archaic-
sounding communal feasts where the choicest meat cuts became the cause of quarrels or 
duels.193 In general, northern banquets were imagined as scenes of violent competition: 
Posidonius noted this about the Celts, and Seleucus of Alexandria about the Thracians.194 
For Classical Greeks – city-dwellers who consumed modest amounts of meat, mainly at 
religious festivals – northern meat-feasting likely carried bestial associations. Indeed, 
some northerners were imagined to consume their meat raw.195 In the 6th century, a 
Constantinopolitan doctor called Anthimus, who had been sent as an ambassador to the 
Merovingian court of Theuderic I, had to tread a fine line between flattery and professional 
probity when engaging with the Frankish habit of eating raw bacon. Sounding somewhat 
sceptical despite the surface politeness, Anthimus rather unctuously praises this foodstuff 
as the miraculous cure-it-all for his host society, but frames this health effect as something 
that only works for the Franks.196

Eating raw meat seemed simply bestial to the Greeks, no matter what part of 
the tradition we are examining. We may note in passing other human-animal blurrings, 
such as Herodotus’ skin-changing Neuri in Scythia, or the half-human, half-animal 
Hellusii and Oxiones with which Tacitus concludes his Germania.197 From here it was 
only a short step to associating human sacrifice with cannibalism – paralleling the Greek 
consumption of sacrificial animals. This is part of the rationale behind the topos of 
northern anthropophagy.198 Capturing victims for sacrifice (and perhaps consumption, 
with their blood drunk) was also a predatory act that was easy to imagine in a society 
that was thought to have many opportunities for hunting animals and humans alike. The 
analogy between these two is sometimes spelled out.199

In Diodorus Siculus’ vibrant description of Gallic feasts, the Greek gaze dwells at 
length on Celtic foodways. The transition from describing the Celts’ bodies and facial hair 
to their feasting customs is an apt demonstration of the mixture of fascination and disgust 
evoked by foreign banqueting practices in a Greek audience. Diodorus first describes how 
most Celts allow their moustache to grow very long. When they eat, the food inevitably 
gets tangled in their whiskers, and when they drink, the moustache acts as a kind of 

193 E.g. in Diod. Sic. 5.28.4–5 on Celts (cf: Str. 4.4.3 on Celtic diet as based on meat and milk); Amm. Marc. 
27.4.9 on the Thracian Odrysae.
194 Pos. F 68 (E-K) ap. Ath. 4.154a-c; Sel. Al. BNJ 341 F 4 ap. Ath. 4.155e.
195 On meat as a cultural signifier, Fiddes 1991, esp. 94–118. On Greek ritual meals and meat consumption, 
Burkert 1966, 102–109; Broekart & Zuiderhoek 2014, 42, 45; associations with religious ritual when thinking 
about human ritual killing and cannibalism: Hughes 2003, 99–100, 187; Schorn 2009, 19–29; Nagy 2009, 
15–16, 29–31, 144–145; Frankfurter 2021, 197–205; also cf. Fiddes 1991, 121–131. On eating raw meat among 
the nomadic Huns: Amm. Marc. 31.2.3; Anth. De obs. cib. praef.; but already in Arist. Eth. Nic. 1148b about 
some of the Pontic peoples.
196 Anth. De obs. cib. 14: […] miror satis quis illis ostendit talem medicinam ut non opus habeant alia medicina 
[...] quod illis melius est, per istum cibum saniores aliis sunt.
197 Hdt. 4.105 on the Neuri, who can assume the shape of a wolf once a year; Tac. Germ. 46 (see Pekkanen 
1983; Lightfoot 2020).
198 E.g. Hdt. 4.106 on the literal Androphagi (Man-Eaters); 4.26 on the Issedonian funerary cannibalism; 4.64–
66 on Scythians generally (followed by Par. Vat. 47); Arist. Eth. Nic. 1148b; [Scymn.] Nik. Per. (GAGW 17) F 
17 ap. [Arr.] Eux. 78; Diod. Sic. 5.32.3; Str. 4.5.4; Juv. 15.13; Plin. HN 7.9, 30.13; Plut. De Alex. fort. 5 (328c-e); 
Paus. 10.22.7 on Celtic cannibalism during the sack of Kallion; also Tert. Scorp. 7.6; Jer. Adv. Iov. 2.7; Porph. 
Abst. 2.9, 3.17, 4.21 (as opposed to Mac. Magn. Apocr. 3.15); and Cosm. Aeth. 67d on the Assyrian king Ninus 
teaching Scythians to drink human blood. See Shaw 1982, 12–13; Lindenbaum 2004; Isaac 2004, 207–208.
199 E.g. Diod. Sic. 5.29.4 on the Celtic headhunting. See also below p. 67, 161, 169 fn. 71, 174, 181.
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strainer. What follows is a memorable vignette of a Celtic communal feast, rich in material 
details and Homeric references.200 Diodorus’ Gauls are also described as ‘making a drink 
out of barley which they call zythos’, or beer, as well as honey mead.201 This is explained 
through the cold local climate, which supposedly prevents vine-growing. As a result, 
whenever the Gauls obtain much-coveted wine from merchants, they drink it unmixed 
and suffer its effects in the most extreme fashion.202

Though later both Celts and Germans were thought to display their greed for wine 
by drinking it undiluted or immoderately, this theme was originally strongly attached 
to Thracians, Illyrians and Scythians. The verbs skythizo (σκυθίζω) and episkythizo 
(ἐπισκυθίζω) capture it, denoting either reckless drinking ‘in the Scythian manner’ 
or plying someone with alcohol until they are completely inebriated.203 Drinking also 
lay at the heart of another well-worn theme: exuberant feasting. A fragment from the 
Hellenistic historian Phylarchus, cited in Athenaeus’ characteristically banquet-oriented 
Deipnosophists, describes the sumptuous annual feasts – heavy on meat, wine and 
grain – hosted by the Galatian noble Ariamnes, for which not only locals but all passing 
strangers were invited.204 Celtic hospitability was a fairly well-known stereotype in Late 
Hellenistic literature, and was later extended to Germans by Tacitus.205 Athenaeus goes 
on to quote Posidonius on the table manners of Celts, who are said to eat ‘cleanly enough, 
but voraciously like lions by taking entire joints into their hands and biting into them’.206 
Two further fragments from Posidonius deal with northern banquets. Eustathius of 
Thessalonica quotes him on the Germanic feasting on roasted joints of meat for breakfast 
or lunch, washed down with unmixed wine.207 This reference is probably accessed through 
Athenaeus’  very similar quote, but Eustathius chose to omit the previous compiler’s 
mention of milk-drinking as an alternative to drinking wine.208

200 Diod. Sic. 5.28.3–5; cf. Tac. Germ. 21–23 on Germans. For the Iron Age European dynamics, see Arnold 
1999.
201 Other references to beer or mead include Archil. F 42 ap. Ath. 10.447b; Glauc. Exp. part. sinistr. Pont. BNJ 
806 F 1 ap. POxy. XV 1802 fr. 3, col. ii ll. 8–14 on the Scythian honey-drink melygeion/meligyon and their 
millet beer (cf. EtMag s.v. μελύγειον; Zonar. Lex. μελίγυον); Pos. F 67 (E-K) ap. Ath. 4.151b–152f, giving 
the stuff the Celtic gloss of korma; also Timag. BNJ 88 F 15 ap. Amm. Marc. 15.12.4; Plut. Quaest. conv. 3.2 
(648b-c), 4.6 (672b). See Nelson 2005.
202 Diod. Sic. 5.26.2–3. Cf. Just. 24.7.6, 8.1.
203 LSJ, s.v. σκυθίζω. On hard-drinking northerners, see e.g. Hdt. 1.207–212, 6.84; Theopomp. BNJ 115 F 39 
ap. Ath. 10.443a-b on Illyrians; F 31 ap. Ath. 12.531e–531a on the Thracian king Kotys; F 288 ap. Nep. Alc. 
7.11.4 on Thracians generally; Tac. Germ. 23; Plin. HN 14.29; Ael. VH 2.41 (even the wise Anacharsis drinks 
copiously, and drinking undiluted wine is a Scythian habit), 3.15 (on Thracians and Illyrians); Paus. 10.23.12 
(cf. Diod. Sic. 22.9.2 ap. Eclog. legat. Hoesch. 495–497); Julian. Epigr. 1 (insulting the beverage for its ‘goat-
smell’ and explaining its existence by the Gallic lack of grapes); Amm. Marc. 15.12.4. See Shaw 1982, 12; 
Hartog 1988, 169–170.
204 Phyl. BNJ 81 F 2 ap. Ath. 4.150d-f. See Motta 1985; on Phylarchus more broadly, Hau 2025, 68–110.
205 Cic. Deiot. 18; Parth. Narr. 8; Diod. Sic. 5.22.1, 5.28.5, 5.34.1; Comm. anon. in Prudent. (168 Burnam p. 
168) C. Symm. ad 2.688; cf. Tac. Germ. 21.
206 Pos. F 67 (E-K) ap. Ath. 4.151b–152f.
207 Pos. F 277b (E-K) ap. Eustath. Comm. in Il. 13.6.
208 Pos. F 73 (E-K) ap. Ath. 4.153e. The passage is more commonly discussed as the possible first mention 
of the name of the Germani in the literary tradition; the different possibilities are well outlined in Kidd 1988, I 
323–326. See also Pekkanen 1974; Lampinen 2014a.
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2.IV ‘Savage! Furious! Thrilling!’ The physical and mental characteristics of the 
northerners

Above, we discussed the theoretical bases for Greco-Roman perceptions of northern 
groups’ indelible characteristics, ranging from environmental and cultural (nomos-
based) determinism to astro-climatological templates. It may now be useful to take a 
more sustained look at the stereotypes most often used in the Greek tradition to explain 
northerners’ behaviour and institutions. The immense influence of the Greek (and Greco-
Roman) boreal imagination on later Western cultural perceptions of outgroups ensured 
that the most-often repeated characteristics evolved into a compelling, self-affirming pool 
of ideas, still visible in literature, popular culture, memes, media depictions, games, and 
similar forms of representation.209 In the previous section on northern nature, we began 
by examining the physical topography and geography of the North; in this section, we 
first turn to the physical characteristics of northerners, before focusing on their supposed 
mental and behavioural traits.

A. Northern bodies
The physical characteristics of northerners constituted some of the most enduring elements 
of the septentriographic tradition.210 From early on, Thracians were frequently described 
as red-haired and blue-eyed, as seen in the writings of Xenophanes of Colophon. Similarly, 
Herodotus refers to the blue-eyed Budinoi of Scythia.211 The fair hair of many northern 
groups remained an often-commented physical characteristic. Strabo reinforces Caesar’s 
earlier distinction between Celts and Germans along the Rhine by noting that the Germans 
differ only little from the Celts, but are wilder, taller, and blonder.212 It is worth recalling 
that the earlier Greek categorisation of European barbarians was essentially limited to 
the two macrogroups of Celts and Scythians.213 Caesar’s introduction of the Germani 
as a separate category between these two groups did not gain immediate acceptance, 
especially among Greek writers. Authors of the immediate post-Caesarian period, such 
as Diodorus, still adhered to the twofold model, and even writers of the High Empire, 
such as Appian and Cassius Dio, hesitated to elevate the Germanoi into a fully-fledged 
macrogroup alongside Celts and Scythians.214

Later on, hair and eye colour remained two of the most frequently referenced 
markers of northerners; these traits were often linked to descriptions of their tall and 
muscular build and pale skin.215 Tacitus, for instance, observes that while the Germani 

209 Figures such as Robert E. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian and the Pictish Bran Mak Morn are important 
for transmitting the hard-primitivist imagery to contemporary popular culture: on Conan, see e.g. Shanks 2013. 
The caption ‘Savage! Furious! Thrilling!’ in this section’s title is from a cover blurb for a 1969 Dell edition of 
Howard’s Bran Mak Morn: see Maldonado 2017. For the theme more broadly see also Geroulanos 2024, 31–42.
210 Günnewig 1998, 172; Skinner 2012, 85.
211 Xenophan. Silli (D-K 21) F 16 ap. Clem. Al. Strom. 7.4.22.1 (cf. Hipponax F 72 ap. POxy. XVIII 2174 fr. 
3); Hdt. 4.108; Getae are mentioned as blonde as late as in Isid. Etym. 19.23.7. 
212 Str. 7.1.2, reinforcing this with a Latin-based etymology about Germans being ‘genuine’ Celts: see Johnston 
2019, 59.
213 Eph. BNJ 70 F 30a ap. Str. 1.2.28, F 30b ap. Cosm. Ind. TC 148, F 30c ap. [Scymn.] Nik. Per. 167–182; see 
Freeman 1996, 34–37.
214 See Johnston 2019, 56–60.
215 For the blonde or reddish hair, grey, green, or generally ‘piercing’ eyes, tall and muscular stature, and pale 
skin – often described in a combination of all three – see e.g. Diod. Sic. 5.24.2–3, 5.28.1–3; Livy 7.9.3–11; 
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are numerous, they all share a similar physique – a reiteration, within a more restricted 
ethnographical context, of the same generic northern iconosphere. They have piercing blue 
eyes and ruddy hair; they also possess large bodies suited to sudden action, though they 
are reluctant to endure sustained exertion.216 What is crucial here is that the ‘whiteness’ 
of northerners was not, unlike in later ‘Western’ racialised frameworks, a positive or 
even an ‘ingroup’ quality. The modern notion of Nordic ‘whiteness’ is a relatively recent 
construct, tied to modern racialised thought and racism.217 Ideas about the characteristics 
of ‘northern’ groups often reached later European iconosphere – especially from the Early 
Modern period to our contemporary perceptions – in a shape that was crucially shaped 
by the Roman adaptation of often originally Greek elements. Worryingly, we have in 
the recent decades seen a surging interest within ethno-nationalist and ‘alt-right’ circles 
in using racialising and essentialising rhetoric about supposed ‘white’ or ‘European’ 
qualities that in fact directly stem from the Roman clichés about northerners, though 
almost always presented in an unambiguously positive, valorised way and with occasional 
gestures towards climatic determinism.218

The later nativist, white-supremacist and eugenicist registers of rhetoric in the 
Euro-American discourse have, then, been able to bring about – or rather, to build upon – 
the curious bifurcation of inherited ‘hard-primitive’ imagery, making their own imagined 
non-Roman ancestors a sort of genuine, admirable and purifying barbarian factor, while 
at the same time seeking metaphors and comparisons for their own bugbears and panicky 
imaginings about the ‘fall of the West’ from the ancient ‘hard-primitive’ barbarians of 
supposedly ‘non-white’ kind. But what is crucial to emphasise is that neither the ancient 
Greeks nor the Romans considered themselves ‘white’ in this sense. According to ancient 
theories of human variation (as discussed above), to be white meant to exhibit the set 
of qualities associated with northern peoples – qualities that were usually far from 
flattering.219 Instead, the Greek and Roman ingroup was defined by eukrasis (εὐκρᾶσις), 
the ‘perfect mixture’ of balanced qualities attributed to those living in the world’s middle 
climes, which uniquely suited them to rationality and rulership.220 

It seems undeniable, then, that as the ancient Greeks and Romans directed their 
gaze at northern bodies, they engaged in an embodied kind of ‘racecraft’.221 Archives can 
serve as topographies for procedure, but far more often they have constituted a thoroughly 
imperialist form of ordering knowledge; both can be said to be true about culturally 

Vitr. De arch. 6.1.3; Manil. 5.692, 715–716; Tac. Germ. 4; Plin. HN 2.189; Plut. Vit. Mar. 11.3; Clem. Al. 
Paed. 3.3.24.2; Pan. Lat. 8(5).16.4; Amm. Marc. 15.12.1 (Gauls), 30.2.21 (Alans); Polemo ap. Anon. Lat. De 
physiogn. 14, Adamant. Phgn. 2.31, 37; Maur. Strat. 11.3. The piercing gaze is given a paradoxographic slant in 
the case of Triballi and Illyrians by Isig. Nic. F 19 (Giannini) ap. Plin. HN 7.16.
216 Tac. Germ. 4. 
217 See Lundström & Teitelbaum 2017; Rastas 2019; cf. on historical ‘whiteness’ more generally and with 
great clarity, Dee 2004; McCoskey 2022, 10–18. On the Early Modern history of antiquarianism and national 
narratives in Scandinavia, see Roling & Schirg (eds.) 2019.
218 On these, see Slobodian 2025, 61, 63 on the ‘boreal’ iconosphere’s significance to the ‘alt-right’ racism; cf. 
Geroulanos 2024, 156–158, 189–228; for background, see Chatterjee 2021. See also fn. 209 above.
219 See e.g. Sassi 2001, xii–xiii, 1–8, 19–26, 50–52, 58, 73–74, 94; on the creation of ‘white people’ well 
postdating antiquity, Dee 2004. Also Isaac 2009; McCoskey 2012, 2–9, 23–24, 140–148, 177–184; McCoskey 
2022, 4; Derbew 2022, 32–36, 51; Skinner 2022; Parmenter 2024, 171–205.
220 [Hippoc.] Aer. 12; Arist. Pol. 1327b; Polyb. 6.52.9–11; Vitr. De arch. 6.1.10–11; Str. 17.3.24; Sen. Ira 2.15; 
Plin. HN 2.80; Mela 1.4; Ptol. Tetr. 2.2. On eukrasis/eukrasia, see e.g. Bos 2009; Korobili 2023.
221 On ‘racecraft’ in an earlier context, see Murray 2022; also Harrison 2025.
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shared mental archives of ethnographically framed knowledge.222 The characteristics of 
these northern bodies were debated, assessed, admired, and mocked. Like those of other 
barbarian groups, they were often treated as readily available for scrutiny – a perception 
stemming partly from the assumption that materially ‘primitive’ societies were scantily 
dressed.223 Nakedness itself had long been part of northern imagery, both in connection 
with warfare and in references to northerners bathing in rivers to harden their bodies.224 

The supposedly naked or scantily clad bodies of northerners allowed the Greek 
and Roman imagination to dwell on two related motifs: tattooing and body-painting. 
Initially associated with Thracians – famed for their tattoos and studied in this volume 
by Despoina Tsiafaki – these motifs were later freely applied to a wide range of northern 
barbarians.225 As in other respects, Herodotus framed Thracians as cultural inversions of 
Greeks: among them, tattoos conferred nobility rather than low status.226 The mainstream 
Greek association of tattoos with criminality or slavery within their own Hellenic 
ingroup,227 or with an outgroup perceived through a lens of negative stereotypes – in the 
case of Thracians, injustice, impiety, greed and violence – meant that tattooing could be 
used to communicate any of these associated characteristics on a symbolic level. We have, 
for instance, a Late-Archaic Attic red-figure neck amphora, where an axe-wielding Dike, 
or the personification of Justice, strikes down Adikia, or Injustice.228 What is interesting is 
that apart from being depicted in clearly more grotesque fashion than Dike, Adikia also has 
her skin decorated with round patterns that are very probably intended to evoke Thracian 
tattoos.229 Two possible dimensions of punishment come to mind: the everyday violence 
inflicted on Thracian slaves in Athenian households, and the more abstract chastisement 
of Thracians for their hybris in the mythistorical register.230

The essentially Herodotean detail regarding the social stratification of tattooing 
was later occasionally transferred to other peoples, as in Pomponius Mela when he 
writes the same thing about the Agathyrsi of Scythia.231 Interestingly, Clearchus of Soli 
blamed the Scythians for initiating the well-known custom of tattooing among Thracian 

222 On archive as a ‘topography for procedures’, Bhagat & Mogel 2007; see also Assmann 2010.
223 E.g. Sall. Hist. 3 F 88 (McGushin = 104 Maurenbrecher) ap. Isid. Etym. 19.23.4 on the Germans.
224 About warfare, mostly that of the Celts: Polyb. 2.28.8; Diod. Sic. 5.30; Livy 22.46, 38.21; Tac. Germ. 6. The 
motif of bathing in freezing rivers: Arist. Pol. 1336a; Caes. BGall. 4.1.10, 6.21; cf. variants of this in Par. Vat. 
18; Anth. Gr. 9.125; Gal. San. tu. 1.10: see Lampinen 2014b.
225 See Tsiafaki in this volume; also Dinter & Khoo 2020; Rees 2020. For the Thracian tradition, see Zidarov 
2017.
226 Hdt. 5.6; cf. Diss. Log. 2.13 noting this particularly about Thracian girls; gendered angle is also there in 
Phanocl. F 1.25–29 (Coll. Alex.) ap. Stob. Flor. 4.20b.47 (see Stern 1979; Jones 1987, 145), as well as Plut. 
De sera 12 (557d), where Thracians are said to tattoo their women in punishment to their primordial murder of 
Orpheus. In Solin. 15.3, the social stratification still exists, but the Agathyrsi are said to colour both their hair 
and bodies blue. Cf. also Mart. Epigr. 2.29 on a pretentious freedman using wraps to cover his tattoos.
227 Sext. Emp. Pyrrh. 3.202. On the contrasting evaluation of tattoos in antiquity, see Jones 1987; duBois 2012, 
57–71; Dinter & Khoo 2020, 86–89; Rees 2020, esp. 280–283.
228 Vienna Kunsthistorisches Museum 3722 (BAPD 200050), from ca. 520–500 BCE; cf. Basel HC 826 (BAPD 
28963). On the repertoire of barbarian depictions in the vase-paintings of this period, see Vlassopoulos 2024.
229 See Frel 1963; Shapiro 1993, 39–40; Smith 2011, 15.
230 Cf. Tsiafaki 2015, 96–98, 108–113; also Parmenter 2024, 172–182. Some Thracian slaves are portrayed as 
taking pride in their toughness and its consequent punishment: Men. Asp. 240–245.
231 Mela 2.10. Amm. Marc. 30.2.14 echoes the details about Agathyrsi and Geloni.
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women.232 This is one more example of the haziness and interchangeability that was such 
a source for enrichment and generic involution in the northern ethnographic sphere. A 
further example of this vagueness is the uncertainty among ancient writers as to whether 
a given group practiced tattooing or body-painting – yet this distinction seemed to matter 
little to their audiences. The noteworthiness of the custom did not hinge on such details. 
The British Isles became later on a frequent location for the motif of tattooing or body-
painting, with the Picti, in particular, becoming proverbially associated with the idea.233 
Here, northern material culture sometimes enters the discussion. In Book 22, while 
speaking about tattooing and body-painting practices, Pliny tells of a plant similar to 
plantago – glossed through its Gallic name glastum – which is used by British women of 
all ages to colour their entire naked bodies while participating in ‘certain sacred rites’.234 
The plant itself and the vaguely identified rituals are mere side notes in a vignette that 
is much more interested in the image of the barbarian female body. The scenario of a 
white northern body turning into a deeply coloured one was, it seems, easy to sexualise. 
Indeed, Pliny goes on immediately afterwards to compare the British women to another 
subaltern group, the proverbially dark-hued Aethiopians – another good example of the 
transferability of ethnic evidence by way of analogies that are coordinated by the imperial 
knowledge regime.235 

B. Anger, greed, hybris: the mental and social characteristics of the northerners
The northerners’ mental qualities were thought to arise from the same explanatory 
templates as their physical appearance and were, in turn, believed to shape their behaviour 
and social life. The clearest statement of this underlying logic appears in Seneca’s De Ira. 
According to the Stoic, the northern peoples’ anger and violence stem from their inner 
heat (calor), necessitated by the cold climate in which they live. If, however, warlike 
activity is absent from their lives, the abundant moisture of their bodies renders them 
soft and flabby.236 Northerners were seen as naturally adapted to their own climate but 
especially prone to weakness in Mediterranean heat.237 Sometimes, a ‘nomic’ type of 
explanation for the supposed ferocity of northerners was sought in their beliefs about the 
afterlife. From Thracians to Celts, many were thought to imagine death as a passage to a 
happier life in another world.238 Antti Lampinen’s chapter on the supposed belief-worlds 
of the northerners looks at these elements in greater detail. 

Such commonly held ideas among Greco-Roman audiences, reinforced and reified 
by broader explanatory models – particularly climatology – help explain the longevity 

232 Clearch. Sol. F 44 (Dorandi & White = 46 Wehrli) ap. Ath. 12.524c. For the fragments of Clearchus, it is 
now advisable to consult Dorandi & White 2022, published as part of Mayhew & Mirhady (eds.) 2022.
233 Caes. BGall. 5.14; Hdn. 3.14.7; Claud. Cons. Stil. 2.249–260 about the personification of Britain with ferro 
picta genas; Isid. Etym. 9.2.103; 19.23.7 (separately attributed to Britons and Picts).
234 Plin. HN 22.2.
235 A ‘simulacrum of blackness’, from wherever in the world of gentes, could thus trigger another part of 
ethnicised knowledge – in this case the sexualisation of black skin. The transfer of the motif of ‘strong women’ 
from the East to the North, investigated by Joanna Porucznik in her chapter (111–122, 128) is another good 
example of this transferability.
236 Sen. Ira 2.19, 4.15. See also above 22, 34. On anger as an ethnographic trope, see Ford 2022.
237 Suited for cold climate: Ael. VH 7.6; still in Cosm. Aeth. 29 on Germani. Suffering in warm climate: 
[Hippoc.] Aer. 20; Livy 5.48.3, 10.28.2–4, 34.47.5; Tac. Germ. 4; App. Celt. 4; Veg. Mil. 1.2; Agath. Hist. 
1.19.2; Cosm. Aeth. 29.
238 See pp. 97, 161–162, 173, 177, 188 below, in the chapters of Lampinen. 
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and tenacity of the septentriographic set of stereotypes. At the same time, the ‘prestige of 
formal elements’ – i.e. literary use of topoi – also played a role.239 For Greeks and Romans 
of the Long Hellenistic Age, knowing foreign peoples was partly a way to ensure they 
would never be surprised by them – or rather, never again, after the traumatic experiences 
of the Galatian attacks and the Cimbric wars. It was the stock stereotypes of ancient 
thinking, and the concomitant topoi of literature, that ensured barbarians rarely defied 
expectations. Although the North itself occasionally delivered unpleasant surprises, truly 
‘new’ barbarians could hardly exist.240

The fiercest groups were typically located at the world’s edges. Strabo states this 
explicitly, noting that the strongest Gauls live ‘towards the north and next to the Ocean’, 
effectively reiterating Caesar’s characterisation of the Belgae.241 The Oceanic setting 
continued to shape perceptions of the surrounding population groups, reinforcing ideas 
of their archaic character and remoteness. As seen earlier, the movements of northern 
peoples were often explained through a natural prodigy – the inundation of the Ocean. 
The notion that northern groups were constantly jostling for space among each other, 
triggering concatenated migrations of peoples, already appears in Herodotean vision of 
the continental expanse of Scythia. The Greek desire to explain the seemingly sudden 
and large-scale population movements of the steppe world resulted in narratives such 
as Aristeas’ image of Scythian pressure against the Cimmerians, which Herodotus cites. 
With the exception of the blessed Hyperboreans, every group presses upon its neighbours: 
Arimaspians push Issedonians to move, who in turn cause Scythians to migrate, who in 
turn attack the Cimmerians and drive them out.242 

From these early perceptions of the northern Eurasian landmass teeming with 
warlike peoples poised to migrate in search of new territory, the subsequent tradition 
inherited the topos of ‘people on the move.’ In due course, it fed into the concepts 
of Völkerwanderung and the ‘Migration Age’, rightly criticised for essentialist and 
teleological assumptions.243 But what is less often acknowledged is that the roots of these 
scholarly constructs are connected with ancient Greek and Roman ways of explaining 
the supposed mobility – and the perceived threat – of northern groups. Northerners’ 
aggression was often explained through their greed for gold and material goods, as well 
as their indifference towards any normal forms of reverence owed to the deities.244 By 

239 On the literary aspects, see Zerjadtke 2020 and the entire edited volume Zerjadtke (ed.) 2020; also Zasterova 
1985. Cf. the ‘prestige of formal elements’ in sculptural media, analogous to the literary considerations: von 
den Hoff 2004, 121.
240 The ‘impossibility of new barbarians’ is an apt formulation for this by Wolfram 1997, 37 (but cf. the nuances 
of Clark 1999). Amm. Marc. 31.2 on the Huns is a relatively rare statement, even if the contents of the excursus 
resemble Herodotus’ more primitive types of Scythians; see Burgersdijk 2016; also Wiedemann 1986.
241 Str. 4.4.2; cf. Caes. BGall. 1.1, 2.4.
242 Aristeas BNJ 35 F 2 ap. Hdt. 4.13. As Romm 1992, 66 notes, only the climatically blessed Hyperboreans 
are exempt from this competition that is partly motivated by the harsh northern climate. The old Aristean-
Herodotean image is still active in Evagr. Schol. Hist. eccl. 5.196 on Turks setting off the migration of the 
‘Scythian race’ of wagon-dwelling Avars: see Pohl 2018, 21–68.
243 Especially Goffart 2006, dismantling the notion with great panache; see also Kulikowski 2018; Donecker 
2018.
244 E.g. Just. 24.6.5, 8.1–2 and Paus. 10.19.8 on Brennus’s Celts aiming to loot Delphi; Her. Dex. Scyth. 2 Cod. 
Vind. hist. gr. 73, ff. 192v–193r, Mallan & Davenport 2015, 206) on the ‘Scythians’ (i.e. Goths) in the early 260s 
CE planning to lay waste to Achaea (as they did, if Syncellus’ Chron. 466.1–7 M is correct). On Dexippus’ 
image of Goths, Potter 2020.
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Late Antiquity, as Maia Kotrosits and Maijastina Kahlos explain in their chapters, the 
‘Scythian’ paradigm could be put into many symbolically and ideologically rich uses 
in the heresiological and polemical registers. The Scythians could be seen as typifying 
a specific kind of ancestral religious error, from which further impieties were thought 
to stem. Applied to the contemporary groups, especially as a Classicising label for the 
Goths, this paradigm cast them as mobile, possibly useful but basically untrustworthy 
‘foreigners’ within the imperial body politic. They were not only bearers of ‘wrong 
religiosity’ but also carried an inherent, symbolic Titanism, making them the eternal 
antagonists of the forces of order, re-enacting the best-known cosmic battle of the past.245 

The Cimmerians and Scythians were the original ‘peoples on the move’, but the 
migrations of Celtic groups and the Cimbri in the Hellenistic period further reinforced 
this motif. The predatory nature of northerners was sometimes paired with explanations 
portraying them as seeking new lands to settle.246 A concern with the land-grabbing 
tendencies of the Galatae is evident in a post eventum prophecy attributed to the Epirote 
seeress Phaennis in Zosimus’ early-sixth-century history.247 The motifs of disturbing 
the ingroup’s sacred treasures and taking hold of new lands emerge as two prominent 
Hellenistic themes amidst the unease generated by the barbarian enemy. The barbarian 
invaders are also characterised as migratory (as opposed to the peaceful Greek farmers) 
in the Delphic Hymn by Limenius.248 This was the aspect that Middle Republican Roman 
writers found particularly compelling when applying the motif of the ‘Gallic invasion’ to 
Italian history.249 

Subsequent barbarian ‘invasions’ from the north reinforced the image of a vast 
continental expanse of predatory peoples all poised to descend on the cities of the 
Mediterranean world. This perception was further strengthened in Late Antiquity and 
eventually developed into a scholarly trope that has been difficult to dismantle. To the 
contemporaries of the fourth and fifth centuries CE, there was something deeply unsettling 
in the idea of the populous North. Sometimes the fear it generated led to magical thinking. 
Photius recorded a passage he found in Olympiodorus of Thebes’ History:

The historian says that he heard from a certain Valerius, a man of high rank, about silver 
statues which had been consecrated to ward off barbarians. He says that during the reign 
of Constantius the Emperor, when Valerius was governor of Thrace, it was reported that a 
treasure had been found. Valerius visited the site and learned from the locals that it was sacred 
and that statues had been consecrated there according to an ancient rite. [...] When the spot 
was excavated, three solid silver statues were found deposited there, of barbarous style, with 
long hair and inclining towards the North, that is towards the land of the barbarians. As soon 
as the statues were removed, a few days later the whole Gothic nation poured over Thrace and 

245 See the chapters of Kotrosits and Kahlos in this volume.
246 The idea of Celts as a fugax gens (the term of Nenci 1990, 316) is Hellenistic; also see Tomaschitz 2002.
247 Zos. 2.37.1 (see Parke 1982). The northerners continued in the subsequent centuries to be perceived as 
primarily yearning to occupy Roman lands, and ready to betray and backstab in pursuing this: cf. the Goths in 
Eunap. F 42 (Blockley) ap. Exc. de legat. gent. 6 and F 59 (Blockley) ap. Exc. de legat. gent. 7; the Gepids and 
Avars in Men. Prot. F 12.6 (Blockley) ap. Exc. de legat. Rom. 9, F 12.7 ap. Exc. de legat. gent. 15; F 15.1 ap. 
Exc. de legat. gent. 17.
248 Limen. II Delph. Paean ll. 31–33. Fantuzzi 2010, 193.
249 Williams 2001, 100–140, 207–212 on the dissociating potential of the ancient claims about Gallic 
‘externality’ to Italy. On the Italian Gauls, see also Häussler 2018.
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shortly afterwards the Huns and the Sarmatians were to invade Illyricum and Thrace also. For 
the site of the consecration lay between Thrace and Illyricum, and to judge from the number 
of statues they had been consecrated against the whole of barbary.250

Already the Hellenistic kings had endeavoured not only to contain the Galatian raids, but 
also to stabilise their presence. Part of this was achieved by epistemic means: another 
instance of knowledge-ordering in the service of royal domination employing ethnicised 
writing. An etymology for Gaizetai (Γαιζήται), which the Etymologicum Magnum takes 
as a synonym of Galatai (Γαλάται) – based on the polymath Euphorion of Chalcis who 
wrote at the court of Antiochus III (222–187 BCE) – may relate not only to the perceived 
Galatian interest in finding a land to settle, but also to a less clearly recognised, perhaps 
even subconscious, desire among the inhabitants of Asia Minor for the marauders to settle 
down.251 This largely came to pass after the Seleucid victory at the so-called ‘Elephant 
Battle’, which probably consolidated the future Galatia as the invaders’ permanent 
territory.252 Whether Euphorion’s etymology was primarily a learned allusion or part of a 
celebratory composition, it is not impossible to imagine that a celebration of the Seleucid 
achievement against the roaming barbarians might have included an etymologically 
masked reference to a settlement that even the barbarians themselves, on some level, 
were perceived as desiring.

As with so many other aspects of his depiction of the Gauls, Germans and 
Britons, Caesar’s description of the migration of the Helvetii drew heavily on pre-
existing tradition. In justifying his own intervention in Gaul, Caesar leveraged the 
inherent fear factor of the topos of migrating northerners. This reflected aspects of earlier 
ideas about ‘northerners on the move’, but rather than invoking the aforementioned 
inundation stories, he presented two essentialising motivations: the excessive fecundity 
of northerners, leading to unchecked population growth, and their inherent willingness to 
uproot themselves in search of new lands to conquer.253 Caesar’s contemporaries reacted 
to such scenarios emotionally and viscerally. The existential threat from the proverbial 
ferocity and inhumanity of the northerners was not only imagined through their conquests 
and raids, but also through their rituals of human sacrifice, headhunting, decapitation, 
scalping, and other customs perpetrated in their own lands. Here, too, Classical ideas 
about Taurians and Scythians were foundational, though later developments gave them 
many new expressions – often as justifications for hostilities against ‘insolent’, ‘impious’, 
‘hybristic’ or ‘savage’ northern communities.254 

250 Olymp. Theb. F 27 (Blockley) ap. Phot. Bibl. 80.177. Transl. Blockley. Three statues imply the three 
continents, and thus metonymically the whole of barbaricum.
251 Euph. Chalc. Polych. F 34 (Meineke) ap. EtMag s.v. Γαιζήται (see Barbantani 2001, 184–185); cf. Steph. 
Byz. s.v. Γάζα; Zonar. Lex. s.v. Γαιζήται; Eustath. Comm. in Il. 2.140. Also Tract. de mul. 14 (Gera 1997, 10–11); 
Memnon BNJ 434 F 1.8.8 ap. Phot. Bibl. 224.227b; Heges. Alex. BNJ 45 F 3 ap. Str. 13.1.27; Just. 24.4.1; Plut. 
Vit. Cam. 15. 
252 The Galatian settlement in Anatolia: Moraux 1957; Nachtergael 1977; Mitchell 1993, 13–26; Darbyshire & 
al. 2009, 122–131. See also Oreshko & Alagöz 2023.
253 Caes. BGall. 1.2–29; on Gallic fecundity, see also Ap. Rhod. Argon. 4.646; Simyl. De Tarpeia 724 SH ap. 
Plut. Vit. Rom. 17.7; Cic. Prov. cons. 33; Diod. Sic. 14.113; Livy 38.16; Str. 4.4.3; Just. 24.4.1, 25.2.8.
254 On the headhunting of Herodotus’ Scythians, see Hartog 1988, 157–192; also Jouanna 1981, 9–12; Isaac 
2004, 205–209. In addition to the many cases cited in this introduction, we add just a few additional examples of 
the ancient sources, e.g. Pos. F 274 (E-K) ap. Str. 4.4.5 on the Celtic headhunting (cf. Diod. Sic. 5.29); Diod. Sic. 
31.13 ap. Exc. de virt. et vit. 2.1 p. 281.25–27; Just. 24.6.5 on Galatian’s sacrilegious greed (see Moreno 2021); 
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Conclusions

The aim of this volume is to show that ‘the North’ in Greco-Roman thought was 
conceptualised in a myriad of ways, which, despite the broad range of motifs, gravitated 
towards a very distinctive set of ideas that persisted through antiquity and went on 
to influence later European perceptions of northern societies. Northern regions and 
populations were not solely seen as a ‘heartland of inexplicable hostility’.255 On the 
contrary, ancient sources present a kaleidoscope of impressions and images, ranging 
from fear and bafflement to admiration and lust. Thinking through the prism of ‘the 
North’ helped Greeks and Romans to conceptualise both positive and negative aspects 
of the human condition, while the northern lands themselves offered both material and 
conceptual stimuli to excite the imagination. The North was not just ‘out there’, but also 
a presence that touched the everyday lives and senses of Greeks and Romans in tangible 
ways. The chapters in this volume will explore the ways in which the North and its 
inhabitants were distinguished, marked, and marketed in a long tradition stretching from 
Homer to Late Antiquity.

The concept of ‘northern barbarian’ appears frequently in this volume, but not 
uncritically. Recent scholarship has revisited ‘barbarian’ as a valuable and genuinely 
ancient term, frequently employed as an analytical category whenever Greeks and Romans 
debated human nature, the essence of culture and civilisation, and the moral character 
of individuals and groups. But what is important to remember is that, contrary to what 
its contemporary usage would imply, ‘barbarian’ did not in antiquity imply ‘barbarity’. 
Instead, it had started off and largely remained a term constructed in opposition to the 
ingroup of Greeks and Romans. Calling somebody a ‘barbarian’ did not necessarily 
invoke the idea of savagery, but simply denoted the person or group as non-Greek or, 
later, non-Roman, even if they lived within the empire.256 The sort of ideas about simple 
mode of life, primitive culture and savage behaviour that ‘barbarian’ now conjures up 
were not an intrinsic part of what the word barbaros meant, in itself. It is true that the 
image of northern barbarians did partially conform with these ideas, but there was an 
equally long-lived tradition about holy, wise or just northerners living at ease in utopian 
lands. 

Should we wish to summarise the central motifs outlined in this chapter, we 
might categorise them into elements defining northern nature and geography, and those 
pertaining to northern populations. These categories often overlapped, with the former 
frequently serving both as an explanatory framework and, at times, as a metonym for the 
latter. The ethnographically oriented details of ‘boreal imagination’ can also be broadly 

Stat. Crito BNJ 200 F 11 ap. Suda s.v. ἐξυβρίζοντα on Dacian hybris; Cass. Dio 62.7.2 on cruelly celebrating, 
hybristic Britons. Hybris features prominently in the Celtic characterisation of Polybius: Berger 1992, 120. 
Later, too, e.g. in Eunap. Chron. F 37 (Blockley) ap. Exc. de legat. gent. 5; Men. Prot. F 21 (Blockley) ap. Exc. 
de legat. Rom. 15 (both Slavs and Avars); Maur. Strat. 11.2.16–20; Theoph. Sim. Hist. 1.3.1.
255 Merrills 2005, 56.
256 On the discursive, cultural concept of the ‘barbarian’, mainly in antiquity, see e.g. Dauge 1981; Chauvot 
1984; Hall 1989 (but cf. Kim 2013); Podossinov 1996; Ferris 2000; Dubuisson 2001; Rowan 2004; Dallara 
2005; Almagor 2005; Ndiaye 2005; Brenk 2005; Feld 2005; Barbero 2007; Mitchell 2007; Hodot & Jouin 2008; 
Todorov 2010; Liebeschuetz 2012; Błażejewski 2014; Boletsi & Moser (eds.) 2015, especially Hartog 2015; 
Bârcă (ed.) 2016; Kulatunga 2016; Bjornlie 2018; Antonova 2019; Rubel 2020; Marcone 2021; Kulawiak-
Cyrankowska 2022.
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divided into those evoking the ‘soft primitivism’ of peacefulness, justice, and plenty, and 
those contributing to the ‘hard primitive’ image of bestial, warlike, and cruel barbarians. 
It is also worth noting that many elements were neutral or could be interpreted in different 
ways depending on the needs and aims of any given author.

Some of the earliest features of Greek mental geography of the North included 
the Rhipaean Mountains, from which the North Wind (Boreas) was believed to blow 
and beyond which the sun was thought to hide at night. Right beyond this mountain 
chain, northern snow and frost were imagined giving way to a land of plenty and warmth, 
inhabited by the pious Hyperboreans. More broadly, the rhythm of darkness and daylight 
was understood to differ in the northern regions compared to the Mediterranean. Vast 
rivers provided structure to the Eurasian expanse. The encircling Ocean was known from 
an early stage, while its tides and inundations became a subject of intense speculation 
from the Late Classical period onwards. Materials and resources particularly associated 
with the North included amber, tin, gold, animal furs, horses, honey and slaves.

Apart from the blessed Hyperboreans, with their affinity to music and a particularly 
strong connection to Apollo, other northern groups were also at times ascribed certain 
positive, ‘soft primitive’ attributes. Their relationship with nature was thought to be 
characterised by the sort of Golden Age simplicity that the Greeks had lost long ago. 
Nature provided for these northerners their food without the need for agriculture, and 
sometimes they were imagined simply as plucking their nourishment straight from the 
trees. Either entire peoples were imagined ‘holy’, or they had holy men and sages of their 
own. Hospitality was another theme that appears even in the Roman era in descriptions of 
some European groups. Lastly, the Scythians attracted comments about their simple and 
just way of life, although the majority opinion saw them as representing the ‘hard’ kind of 
primitivism that nomadic societies exhibited.

On balance, it is these ‘hard primitive’ elements that dominate Greek 
septentriography. Despite the occasional ‘northern wise men’, northerners were 
commonly thought averse to letters and learning, sometimes explained through climatic 
theories portraying them as hotheaded, aggressive, and lacking in intellect. Even in their 
own rituals, they were seen as misunderstanding correct religiosity, not to mention that 
they often lacked respect for gods and sanctuaries of other peoples, sometimes suffering 
divine punishment as a result. Yet the northern greed for riches and possessions was 
seen as enduring. Their vast and destructive migrations were sometimes attributed to 
population growth, wars among themselves, the encroaching of the Ocean’s waters 
or other natural disasters, or simple predatory greed. Northern cruelty was proverbial, 
and perhaps one of the first and most widely shared themes that any ancient audience 
would have ‘known’ about them. Equally proverbial was their inability to drink wine in 
a civilised manner: either by neglecting to dilute it or through overindulgence. In battle, 
they showed daunting recklessness and foolhardiness, but their attacks could be endured 
through patience, rationality, and piety towards the ingroup’s own gods. Loss against 
such northern adversaries did not bear thinking about: Greek and Roman audiences 
were convinced that an archaic, frightening world of headhunting, human sacrifice, and 
ritual killings either still existed – or had vanished only recently and reversibly – among 
northern groups. Closely linked to human sacrifice was the idea of cannibalism: stories 
from the far edges of the North spoke of incestuous practices and feasts of human flesh.

Many ostensibly neutral elements were also ‘known’ about northern groups. Like 
most of the previously mentioned ideas, these were very easily transferred from one group 
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to another and appear in various contexts linked to different ethnonyms. The stereotypical 
physical appearance of northerners was not necessarily either negative or positive, even 
though ancient physiognomical theory tended to interpret it as a sign of undesirable traits. 
Their bodies were almost always imagined as paler than those of Mediterranean peoples; 
often they were also thought to be tall and muscular, with blonde or reddish hair and eyes 
that were striking either due to their colour or their ‘harsh’ expression. Their bodies were 
frequently decorated with tattoos or paint, which, since Greeks associated such markings 
with slavery, made their pride in them appear strange.

In terms of social relations ascribed to northern peoples, their oft-mentioned 
strong women were not exactly neutral in the eyes of the patriarchal writers, but the 
theme could be given either a ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ primitive slant. Besides the active, brave, 
and often somehow ‘masculine’ women, non-typical gender roles were often projected 
onto northern societies. Ideas about ‘eunuchs’, cross-dressing, and other nonconforming 
practices appear occasionally, as well as notions of communal marriage or polyamorous 
sexual relations. The idea of a cultural preference for homosexual relations among men 
was extended from the Thracian Orpheus to the Celts, as was the idea of a northern 
belief in an afterlife. Occasionally, this afterlife was imagined as a never-ending feast, 
and communal feasts were, in fact, frequently mentioned as a feature of some northern 
societies. Mixed with features such as skull-cups, these ideas acquired a more ‘hard 
primitive’ tone. Dietary habits were part of the stereotype: meat, cheese, and milk were 
typical, linked to pastoral and hunting economies. Northerners were also imagined as 
highly fertile and populous, a disquieting complement to their other traits.

The Greco-Roman antiquity operated with a meaningful, culturally shared set of 
ideas about northern qualities, customs, and environments. Diachronic changes within 
this assemblage of images did occur, especially in response to expanding knowledge and 
encounters, but striking continuities are also evident. This set of images may have been 
comforting in its predictability, but it was not an accurate tool for analysing real-life events 
or responding to them. However conventional, tendentious, and dictated by tradition, the 
ethnographically presented stereotypes of ancient literature constituted a primary source 
of information for a large section of the educated elite. The macroscopic theoretical 
structures of the Imperial era – particularly the climatological and astrological models – 
were instrumental in explaining how human difference was generated and maintained in 
the world. Combined with cultural stereotypes, these theoretical structures gave support 
to a set of moralising arguments about the essential qualities of human groups. The 
practice of collecting and listing ‘ethnic customs’, in turn, reified cultural multiplicity in 
a different but equally rhetorical way, while usually relying on the audience’s already-
established knowledge about different northern groups’ rituals, cults, or practices. 

Shaped by such material, the ancient Greek and Roman elites looked at northern 
societies – whether provincial subalterns or the ‘free’ groups beyond the borders – 
through heavily tinted lenses. In many cases, they were more likely to believe their own 
education than any contrary information from the field. At the same time, although most 
of the Roman elite was not well-equipped to form an accurate or sympathetic view of 
northerners’ motivations, aims or habits, the very literariness of their received ideas 
could, one suspects, have in practice led to a kind of permissive ignorance. This would 
have been even more glaring if, as seems likely, the Roman administration ‘in the field’ in 
the northern provinces adhered slightly less rigidly to the age-old imagery from the Greek 
tradition, at least when compared with the highly literary classes at the urban centres of 
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the empire. But when circumstances led to an even temporary intensification of these 
received images in the elite’s perspective – as happened in times of northern uprisings 
or threats – the rhetorical and tradition-bound elements could occasionally influence not 
only propaganda, but also active policies of suppression, retaliation, or discrimination. 
The northerners were a resource both in terms of their bodies and produce, but also as 
material for propagandistic and politicised speech. Even in Late Antiquity, with plenty 
of interactions with individuals and groups judged to be somehow ‘northern’, at least 
our written sources constantly lead to an impression that despite centuries of coexistence 
and enquiry, the Greeks and Romans often struggled to see past their own markers of 
northernness.
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