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A Scythian Mirage in the Collectanea of Gaius Iulius Solinus

Ekaterina Ilyushechkina

1. Introduction

The text of the author’s preface to the Collectanea rerum memorabilium (‘A Collection 
of Memorable Things’), written in the form of a dedicatory letter to a certain patron 
and benefactor Adventus,1 allows us not only to clarify the goals and objectives of this 
ethnogeographical work as a whole, but also to acquaint ourselves with the outlines of 
the thinking of its author, Gaius Iulius Solinus, whose work is usually dated to the third 
century CE.2 The authors of ‘encyclopaedic’ compilations usually drew upon material 
from Greek and Latin sources without claiming originality.3 The same cannot be said of 
Solinus’ ideas.

2. Solinus’ world

Solinus’ compilation presents a comprehensive picture of the inhabited world known in 
his time, in all its breadth and diversity. The content of the Collectanea is quite variegated: 
along with geographical descriptions and historical legends, the reader encounters 
ethnographic excursions, references to the remarkable customs and manners of peoples 
in distant countries, and lists of fantastic animals or precious stones. In his periplous-style 
description, Solinus imagines a progression from west to east, from Italy to Greece, then 
to Pontus; then across the Caspian Sea, which still considers a bay of the Northern Ocean, 
before heading back west along the European coast to the shores of Britain. Subsequently, 
mentally rounding the Iberian Peninsula and returning to the Mediterranean Sea, Solinus 
describes the coast of North Africa and Asia Minor before turning to the inner regions 
of Asia. Finally, rounding the coast of Africa, he thus completes his description, in many 
respects repeating the route known from the geographical Books 3 and 4 of Pliny the 
Elder’s Historia Naturalis.

At the same time, the content of Solinus’ work and his approach to describing the 
oikoumene differ from the traditional scheme in a number of features. First of all, Solinus 
begins his ethnogeographical description of the world with the story of the foundation of 
Rome, supplemented by a brief sketch of Rome’s history from the founding of the City to 
the time of Augustus’ principate.4 Such a beginning departs from the traditionally accepted 

1 Who is identified by Robert Bedon with Marcus Oclatinius Adventus, praetorian prefect in the years 216–217: 
Bedon 2004, 60. 
2 Theodore Mommsen preferred to date Solinus’ compilation to the period between 200 and 400 CE, i.e. the 
third century (Mommsen 1895, vi–vii), Fernández Nieto dates Solinus’ text between 290 and 350 (Fernández 
Nieto 2001, 11–27), and Kai Brodersen dates it to the end of the third century (Brodersen 2014, 8); Richard 
Talbert dates Solinus’ work to 300 and links it to the date of the Peutinger Map (Talbert 2010, 136). See also the 
contributions in Brodersen (ed.) 2014.
3 See Formisano 2007.
4 Solin. 1.1–19, 1.20–52.
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order of geographical works and does not align with the information of the introductory 
parts of Solinus’ main sources, Pomponius Mela and Pliny the Elder. In Collectanea, 
Solinus combines in his own way the achievements of his predecessors, not only from 
the Hellenistic period, but also from earlier times. By structuring the known space of 
the oikoumene, which by his time was associated with the territory nearly equivalent to 
the Roman Empire, Solinus stresses the authority and greatness of the state, affirming 
Rome’s position as the centre of world power and associating the expression caput orbis 
[terrarum] (‘head of the world’) with political connotations:

Allow us also to take our start from the head of the world, that is the city of Rome, although 
the best authors have left nothing that may be added to the praise thereof, and it is almost 
superfluous to go by a path which has so often been traversed. Yet in order not to remain silent 
about it, I shall put all my effort into following its origin.5

At the same time, by using this expression (caput orbis) the author of the geographical 
compilation directs the reader toward classical texts by his Latin predecessors.6 As a 
result of his organisation of the geographical space of the empire – and in accordance 
with the historical tradition – the theme of Rome as the world’s capital acquired a stable, 
formulaic form characteristic of a topos, reflecting the political aspirations of the epoch.

Solinus’ general picture of the world is influenced by ideas borrowed from the 
early Ionian tradition and from Eratosthenes, particularly in what it comes to the world-
ocean girdling the oikoumene from the outside.7 However, Solinus does not provide a 
detailed description of it, mentioning only the names of individual parts, as he mentally 
moves from the south through the east to the west in a counterclockwise direction:

However, the Ocean surrounds the farthest lands, and the seas there are named after their own 
shores: the Arabian, Persian, Indian, Eoian, Serican, Hyrcanian, Caspian, Scythian, German, 
Gallic, Atlantic, Libycan and Egyptian.8 

5 Solin. praef.7–8: nos quoque a capite orbis, id est ab urbe Roma principium capessemus, quamvis nihil 
super ea doctissimi auctores reliquerint, quod in novum praeconium possit suscitari, ac supevacuum paene 
sit relegere tramitem decursum tot annalibus. ne tamen prorsus dissimilate sit, originem eius quanta valemus 
persequemur fide. Transl. by Z. von Martels. See also Nicolet 1988, 273–274; for more on the rhetorical features 
of Solinus’ preface, see Pavlock 2014; Ilyushechkina 2022.
6 See Cicero’s phrasing populum Romanum servire fas non est: quem di immortales omnibus gentibus imperare 
voluerunt (Cic. Phil. 6.7.19). Cf. also the words of Romulus in his divine hypostasis quoted by Livy: caput 
orbis terrarum (1.16.7); Luc. 2.653–654: caput mundi [...] Roma; Verg. Aen. 6.851–853; Ov. Fast. 2.688–689: 
gentibus est aliis tellus data limite certo: Romanae spatium est urbis et orbis idem.
7 For early Ionian tradition see e.g. Gisinger 1937, 2320. Cf. Str. 2.5.18, where he recounts Eratosthenes’ ideas 
on the Ocean.
8 Solin. 23.17: oras autem extimas Oceanus amplectitur, qui a litoribus suis Arabicus Persicus Indicus Eous 
Sericus Hyrcanus Caspius Scythicus Germanicus Gallicus Atlanticus Libycus Aegyptius dicitur. Transl. by A. 
Apps. It is noteworthy that Solinus also includes in the parts of the Ocean four of its major gulfs, which are 
described separately by most ancient geographers. The use of several names for separate parts of the Ocean 
indicates probably that these names are taken from different sources. We find confirmation of this in the passage 
about the names of the northern part of the Ocean (‘Frozen’, ‘Dead’ or ‘Cronian’), where Solinus directly refers 
to his sources: Oceanum septemtrionalem ex ea parte, qua a Propaniso amne Scythia adluitur, Hecataeus 
Amalchium appellat, quod gentis illius lingua significat congelatum. Philemon a Cimbris ad promunturium 
Rubeas Morimarusam dicit uocari, hoc est mortuum mare; ultra Rubeas quicquid est Cronium nominat. 
‘Hecataeus names the Northern Ocean ‘Amalchium’ from that part where the Scythian river Propanisus flows 
into it. In the language of the native people, the name signifies ‘frozen’. Philemon says that the Cimbri call the 
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For the first time, Solinus introduces the concept of mediterranea (maria), i.e. 
‘Mediterranean (seas)’, of which the fourth bay (i.e. the furthest away when starting from 
Gades) is Pontus. In this, Solinus follows Pliny.9 The whole oikoumene is divided by 
Solinus into three continents – Europe, Asia and Libya, the boundaries between which 
are defined by the Tanaïs and the Nile.10 According to Kai Brodersen, alongside the 
traditionally accepted way of describing geographical objects along the coasts, Solinus, 
unlike other geographers, incorporates initial elements of cartographic orientation, 
introducing the concept of a plaga to designate separate regions or ‘sections’ of the 
oikoumene (e.g., septentrionalis plaga ‘northern country’, Asiatica plaga ‘Asian land’, 
etc.).11 In addition, Solinus’ compilation presents various methods of human orientation 
in space that are characteristic of the Archaic period: by celestial bodies (stars and the 
sun), by wind directions (especially Aquilo), by the cardinal directions (with refinements 
by seasons: oriens brumalis/ oriens solstitialis), from the point of view of an imaginary 
observer (using ‘right/left’ markers: dextro latere, dextra laevaque, etc.). Brodersen 
concludes that Solinus presents the geographical information of his predecessors in a 
form accessible to the ancient reader (for instance, minimal data on distances appear in 
his text, which facilitated the reader’s assimilation of information) and provides a partially 
updated picture of the ancient world. Despite the controversial nature of Brodersen’s 
conclusions, we can agree that Solinus was well placed to apply the techniques of nascent 
cartography (cf. the Hereford Map, ca. 1290).

3. Solinus’ narrative of the Scythian north

In his description, Solinus endeavours to combine a diversity of content with the artless 
simplicity and clarity of a style devoid of embellishment.12 The interest of Solinus’ 
contemporary readership in ethnogeographical descriptions is probably due to their trust 
in such subjects and their desire for information about distant lands and peoples at the 
edges of the known world, about trade routes, and finally, their curiosity about the course 
of Rome’s campaigns of conquest and its attempts to establish control over land and 
sea. In addition to all this, familiarity with ethnogeographical literature was seen as a 
recognised way to acquire useful knowledge of the earth’s circumference. The study and 
memorisation of texts containing ethnogeographical information formed an integral part 
of the Roman educational system. Solinus’ Collectanea, with its ‘concise’ overview in 
the form of a brief guide to the ethnogeography of the oikoumene, fitted perfectly into the 
didactic tradition.

area to the promontory Rubeae Morimarusa, that is, the Dead Sea. Whatever is above Rubeae is known as the 
Cronian Sea.’ (Solin. 19.2, transl. by A. Apps; cf. Plin. HN 4.94–95).
9 Solin. 18.1; cf. Plin. HN 4.75.
10 Solin. 40.1; cf. 12.1, where Asia is separated from Europe by the Hellespont.
11 Solin. 10.12, 17.3, 29.3. For more, see Brodersen 2013.
12 Solin. praef.2: ut ne prodiga sit in eo copia nec damnosa concinnitas [...], ‘[...] so that the multitude of 
subjects discussed is not extravagant, and the beauty of its style is not unfortunate’. Transl. by Z. von Martels. 
Here concinnitas is used in the sense of ‘skilful conjunction of words or phrases’ to refer to the author’s style. 
Cf. Cic. Orat. 23.75; Quint. Inst. 11.1.53 describes a ‘simple’ and ‘clear’ (purus) style without embellishments, 
considered acceptable for special manuals and scholarly treatises (sermo purus et dilucidus et distinctus ceterum 
minime elatus ornatusque:).
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Declaring his respect for the traditions of Roman antiquity, which had retained 
their prestige in the Roman Empire, Solinus included in his narrative carefully selected 
information from ancient writers whose testimonies, in his words, were ‘worthy to be 
mentioned’ (digna memoratu).13 At the same time, he does not question the authority of 
his predecessors or of sources that continued to exert influence, especially Pomponius 
Mela and Pliny the Elder, whose information was largely based on the Hellenistic 
tradition. Solinus thus offers a very valuable insight into the indirect transmission and 
influence of the Greek geographical and ethnographical tradition in the High and Late 
Imperial Roman context. Both Pomponius Mela in his Chorographia and Pliny the Elder 
in his Historia Naturalis not only drew on the Hellenistic tradition, but also highlighted 
the advantages of ancient orders and manners over modern ones. Solinus most likely 
follows this perspective in his choice of sources. In addition to the information found in 
Pomponius Mela and Pliny the Elder, Solinus used works of Greek and Latin authors, 
only some of which he named, as well as sources unknown to us originating from a range 
of chronological contexts.14

The simplified style of Solinus’ narrative is well suited to the nature of the content: 
it was important for him to convey to the interested reader not only knowledge about the 
geography of the surrounding world, but also an impression of the vast space occupied 
by the Roman Empire. In any case, Solinus’ endeavour to make the Collectanea a more 
accessible work for a reading public beyond the circle of Roman intellectuals is evident.15 
Leaving aside much of the more or less well-known information on ethnogeography, 
Solinus draws his readers’ attention to rare and entertaining phenomena of the natural 
world – whether human, animal, or vegetal.16 Among such excursions and passages he 
deems ‘worthy to be mentioned’ we find stories about curiosities, whose purpose is both 
to give the reader ‘intellectual pleasure’ and to ensure that Solinus’ text remains engaging 
and entertaining.

4. Solinus’ Scythian mirage

4.I General characteristics

The general characteristics of the inner Scythian lands in Solinus do not deviate from 
traditional conceptions found in the ancient narrative tradition, well established by Greek 
sources that predate him by centuries:

13 Solin. praef.1.4. A similar approach is taken by Aulus Gellius and Macrobius, who, when writing in 
the prefaces to their works the information cited, use, like Solinus, the formulaic expression ‘worthy to be 
mentioned’. See Gell. NA praef.2: ut librum quemque in manus ceperam seu Graecum seu Latinum vel quid 
memoratu dignum audieram […]; Macr. Sat. 1.praef.3: nec indigeste tamquam aceruum congessimus digna 
memoratu.
14 See more: Apps 2014.
15 In the so-called ‘second’ preface, Solinus laments a certain reader who is ‘impatient rather than diligent’ 
(inpatientius potius quam studiosius, praef.2). A little further down, Solinus notes that the acquisition of 
knowledge requires diligence and considerable effort on the part of the reader (praeteritis quae ad incrementum 
cognitionis accesserunt cura longiore, praef.2). For more detail see: Schmidt 1995, 23–35.
16 Addita pauca de arboribus exoticis, de extimarum gentium formis, de ritu dissono abditarum nationum […] 
‘Added are a few things on exotic trees, on the form of peoples living in the most remote places, on the different 
customs of hidden races […]’ (praef.1.4, transl. by Z. von Martels).
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The Arimaspi, who are situated around Gesclithron, are a one-eyed people. Above them and the 
Riphaean ridge is a country which is continually covered with snow. They call it Pterophoros, 
as the prolonged fall of hoar-frost there looks like feathers. (21) It is a condemned part of the 
world. By the nature of things it is immersed in a cloud of eternal fog, and is utterly numbed 
by the very receptacle of the north wind. Alone of all the lands, it knows not the succession of 
the seasons; it receives from the heavens nothing other than perpetual winter.17 

The image of a hostile, sunlight-deprived northern country lying beyond the mythical 
Rhipaean Mountains, shrouded in eternal cold and named Pterophoron (‘Feathery’), so 
called because ‘the prolonged fall of hoar-frost there looks like feathers’, is borrowed 
almost verbatim by Solinus from Pliny the Elder.18 With some variations, the passages 
of both authors reflect chronologically distinct information of Greek and Latin authors 
about the northern expanses of Scythia.19 The idea of perpetual fog of the northern lands 
is already present in the Hippocratic On Airs, Waters, Places.20 In Solinus’ description, the 
coldness and harshness of the northern climate are rhetorically exaggerated: this unique 
land is immersed in eternal darkness, where there are no seasons, which – unlike other 
climatic zones – renders it bizarre and unusual in itself.21 Using rhetorical topoi, Solinus 
emphasises the wind Aquilo, which brings cold and snow from the north.22 Repeating 
Pliny’s rare word conceptaculum, with its diminutive suffix, Solinus specifies Aquilo’s 
‘receptacle’, or place of residence.23 However, information about the mythical Rhipaean 
Mountains, ‘covered by perpetual winter’ and located at the northern edge of the world, 
is found not only in Solinus and Pliny.24 The toponym Ripaei is habitually associated in 
antiquity with the idea of the North, whether with the north-dwelling Hyperboreans or, as 
in Pliny and Solinus, the Arimaspi. The origin of the toponym is ultimately found in the 
Homeric poems.25

As for the ‘shutter of the earth’ (Gesclithron, from the Greek Ges kleithron), it 
can be supposed that in the context of the Archaic tradition this locus denoted one of 
the entrances to the underworld, located on the northern outskirts of the oikoumene.26 
Appian’s Mithridatic Wars mention the mysterious ‘Scythian Shutters’ (Κλεῖθρα Σκυθῶν), 

17 Solin. 15.20–21: Arimaspi circa Gesclithron positi uniocula gens est. ultra hos et Riphaeum iugum regio est 
assiduis obsessa nivibus; Pterophoron dicunt, quippe casus continuantium pruinarum quiddam ibi exprimit 
simile pinnarum. damnata pars mundi et a rerum natura in nubem aeternae caliginis mersa ipsisque prorsus 
aquilonis conceptaculis rigentissima. sola terrarum non novit vices temporum nec de caelo aliud accipit quam 
hiemem sempiternam. Transl. by A. Apps.
18 Cf. Plin. HN 4.88: mox Ripaei montes et adsiduo nivis casu pinnarum similitudine Pterophoros appellata 
regio, pars mundi damnata a rerum natura et densa mersa caligine neque in alio quam rigoris opera gelidisque 
Aquilonis conceptaculis.
19 On the image of Scythia, see Aalto & Pekkanen 1975-1980; Gerstacker & al. (eds.) 2015; Schreiner 2020.
20 [Hippoc.] Aer. 19; cf. Hdt. 4.7, 28, 31.
21 Fuhrmann 1968, 23–66.
22 Similar geographical motifs can be found in the poetic imagery of Vergil and Ovid, cf. Verg. G. 3.382; Ov. 
Pont. 4.10.41–42, Tr. 3.10.17–18 (also 45–46).
23 Besides Pliny the Elder (HN 2.115; 4.88; 11.138) the word conceptaculum is found by Aulus Gellius (NA 
18.10.9), Frontinus (Aq. 22 and Apuleius (Met. 6.13; 7.20).
24 See Luc. 4.118; Val. Flacc. Argon. 7.562–564; Mela 2.1; Plin. HN 4.88. See also p. 5, 12–13, 39 in the 
‘Introduction’ to this volume.
25 Hom. Il. 15.171–172; 19.357–358: ῥιπῆ Βορέαο ‘gust of Boreas’. For more on this, see Rausch 2013, 22–23.
26 Cf. Plin. HN 7.10.
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which were overcome by Mithridates’ army as it advanced along the Black Sea coast from 
Dioscurias to the Cimmerian Bosporus.27 It is quite possible that the toponym ‘Scythian 
Shutters’, equivalent to the ‘shutter of the earth’ (gesclithron) found in Pliny and Solinus, 
served as a designation for a locality on the shore of the Black Sea. According to Askold 
Ivantchik, this location was identified until the late eight century BCE with the Northern 
or Scythian Ocean.28

The acute lack of sunlight, endless winters with heavy snowfall, and an 
abnormally cold climate caused by nearness of the source of the north-wind Aquilo not 
only determine the stereotypical features of the landscape at the edge of the oikoumene, 
but also as symbolic elements in depicting ‘Scythian’ space. Over time, the stereotypical 
information about the climate of the Northern Black Sea area became the basis for the 
emergence of a rhetorical topos, one variation of which is conveyed by Solinus. 

4.II Black Sea region

The terrestrial world known to Solinus was inhabited by numerous peoples, among whom 
Rome held a dominant position. As already noted, closely following the Pliny’s text, 
Solinus considers the Pontus Euxinus as the fourth gulf of the Mediterranean Sea:

The fourth gulf of Europe begins at the Hellespont, and ends at the mouth of Maeotis. The 
entire expanse of this gulf, which divides Europe and Asia, is drawn together into a strait 
seven stadia wide. (2) This strait is the Hellespont [...]. Thence, the gulf spreads out into open 
sea. Towards the end of the Propontis, it again draws together. Soon it narrows to half a mile, 
making the Thracian Bosporus.29 

By the time the Collectanea was created, ancient geographical tradition had accumulated 
diverse and contradictory information about the body of water itself and the territory 
adjacent to the Black Sea region. From the eighth to seventh centuries BCE, the Greeks, 
who established numerous settlements on the shores of the Pontus Euxinus and came into 
contact with the local population, wrote detailed descriptions of the newly discovered 
lands and the Black Sea basin. Herodotus was one of the first ancient Greek historians to 
visit the Northern Black Sea region and to provide a description of the area he himself 
had observed.30 Following Herodotus, descriptions of this part of the oikoumene were left 

27 App. Mith. 102. On Dioscurias, see now Coşkun 2020.
28 Ivantchik 2005, 82–85.
29 Solin. 12.1–2: quartus Europae sinus Hellesponto incipit, Maeotis ostio terminatur. atque omnis haec 
latitudo, quae Europam Asiamque dividit, in septem stadiorum angustias stringitur. hic est Hellespontus [...]. 
inde diffusus aequore patentissimo rursus stringitur in Propontidem; mox in quingentos passus coartatur fitque 
Bosporos Thracius […] Transl. by A. Apps. Cf. Plin. HN 4.75: quartus e magnis Europae sinus ab Hellesponto 
incipiens Maeotis ostio finitur [...] In accordance with the ancient geographical tradition Pliny (and after him 
Solinus) divides the body of the Mediterranean into four large gulfs (Plin. HN 3.5). The first gulf of Europe 
was considered to be the part of the Mediterranean Sea starting from the Strait of Gibraltar and ending with 
Locri Epizephyrii in Southern Italy; the second gulf starts from Cape Lachinius and ends with the rocky 
Acroceraunian Cape in Epirus (Solin. 2.24; cf. Plin. HN 3.11); the third ‘European’ gulf extends from the 
Acroceraunian Mountains to the Hellespont (cf. Plin. HN 4.1). On the sources of this division of the sea into 
gulfs, see Sallmann 1971, 55–60. Unlike Pliny, Mela counts three gulfs in the Mediterranean: the first forms 
the Aegean Sea, the second the Ionian and Adriatic, and the third the Tuscan or Tyrrhenian Sea (Mela 1.16–17).
30 Hdt. 4.85.
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by Pseudo-Scylax and Ephorus (both fourth-century BCE), who mention, in particular, 
the promontory of Kriou Metopon,31 as well as by Pseudo-Scymnus, who names both 
promontories on the northern and southern coasts of Pontus Euxinus – Kriou Metopon and 
Karambis.32 These capes served as reference points for ancient navigators. The detailed 
knowledge of the Black Sea region demonstrated by Greek authors, whose works have 
survived in excerpts, can be assessed from Strabo’s Geography, which has survived in its 
entirety.33 The surviving information from the Latin tradition (Sallust, Valerius Flaccus, 
Lucan, etc.) mostly repeats the testimonies of the Greeks. 

In contrast to Pliny’s description, Solinus’ text is light on details, but it does 
contain some peculiarities: first of all, our attention is drawn to the hydronym Maeotis, 
which is rarely found in Solinus’ text. In fact, Maeotis, or Lake Maeotis (Maeotis lacus) 
is mentioned by the author of the Collectanea only four times: twice when describing the 
extreme point of Pontus, once when describing the Tanaïs as the border between Asia and 
Europe, and once as the border of one of the Caucasian spurs.34 Besides, in this passage 
Solinus (following Pliny) mixes the designations of distances between objects indicating 
both Greek stadia and Roman miles; this occurs only one other time in the compilation, in 
a similar reference to the Hellespont.35 It is interesting that the word latitudo, used here to 
denote a wide expanse (in this case of water) and referring to the border between Europe 
and Asia, actually serves the function of a cartographic term in the sense of ‘parallel’.

4.III Pontic rivers

Of all the numerous Pontic rivers known to the ancient tradition, Solinus mentions only four: 
the Hister (Danube), the Hypanis (possibly the Southern Bug), the Borysthenes (Dnieper) and 
the Phasis (Rioni), and he seems to do this by design. Thus, following Mela and Pliny, who 
most likely relied on the testimony of Strabo,36 Solinus situates the sources of the Hister in 
the mountainous regions of southwestern Germany, on the border with Gaul, supplementing 
the traditional information with a list of the names of the seven mouths of the Hister and a 
list of their hydrographic features, intended to cause ‘wonder’ in his readers:

The Hister rises from the German ranges, issuing from a mountain which faces the Rauraci of 
Gaul. It takes sixty rivers into itself, of which almost all are navigable. It has seven mouths, 

31 [Scyl.] Peripl. 68; Eph. BNJ 70 F 41 ap. Schol. in Ap. Rhod. 2.360; cf. also Ag. Sam. BNJ 843 Scyth. F 1 ap. 
[Plut.] De fluv. 14.4–5 with the local name of Kriou Metopon, Brixaba.
32 [Scymn.] Nik. Per. F 28 Marcotte (= 953–957 Müller) ap. [Arr.] Eux. 18. As Shipley 2024c (GAGW 35), 
1000–1001 helpfully explains, the Periplus of the Euxine by ‘Pseudo-Arrian’ is a Late-Antique compilation 
masquerading as Arrian’s Periplus Maris Euxini but in fact constitutes a tapestry of material from various 
sources (including the Iambic Periodos to King Nikomedes, as in here), arranged rather differently than Arrian’s 
original. Cf. Hypot. (GAGW 35) 51–53.
33 Cf. e.g. Gratsianskaya 2014; Ilyushechkina 2017. Now also see the collection of Shipley (ed.) 2024 for the 
fragmentary writers.
34 Solin. 10.15, 12.1, 38.11, 40.1. 
35 Solin. 10.21. The width of the Hellespont in seven stadia was noted already by Herodotus (4.85).
36 Str. 4.6.9. According to ancient sources, the Greek name (H)ister (modern Danube River; cf. Hes. Theog. 339; 
Aesch. F 155 TrGF; Pind. Ol. 3.14; Hdt. 2.33; Arist. Mete. 350a; [Scymn.] Nik. Per. F 7a Marcotte [= 773–791 
Müller] ap. [Arr.] Eux. 68) is in Roman times more often found as a designation of the lower course of the river 
(Str. 7.3.13; Ov. Met. 2.241; Mela 2.8, 16, 22, 57, 63, 79, 98, 3.33; Plin. HN 4.79; Ptol. Geog. 3.10.2–6), while 
the upper course began to be called Danuvius/Danubius after Caes. BGall. 6.25.2).
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which flow into Pontus. Of these, the first is Peuce, the second Naracustoma, the third 
Calonstoma, and the fourth Pseudostoma. The fourth, Borionstoma, and the following mouth, 
Spilonstoma, run more lazily than the preceding. As for the seventh, it is truly sluggish, and 
has a marshy appearance; it does not have a name because it does not resemble a river. The 
first four mouths are so great that for the distance of forty miles, their waters do not mix with 
the sea. They keep their sweet draught with an uncorrupted taste.37 

The seven mouths of the Hister is a detail that probably follows Mela, who also mentions 
a similar number of mouths of the Hister-Danuvius, comparing this river to the Nile, 
as does Herodotus, who reports, however, only five mouths of the Hister.38 Finally, as 
if objecting to Pliny, Solinus writes that almost all sixty tributaries of the Hister are 
navigable, while Pliny attributes this feature to only half of the rivers flowing into the 
Hister-Danuvius.39

Reliable information about the sources of the North Pontic rivers is extremely rare 
in ancient geographical literature, due to the difficulties of river communication between 
the Greek cities of the coastal zone of Pontus and the adjacent lands to the north. All 
the more curious is Solinus’ brief mention of the upper reaches of the Scythian river 
Borysthenes (present-day Dnieper):

The source of the river Borysthenes is among the Neuri. In this river are fishes of excellent 
flavour, which have no bones except for a very tender cartilage.40 

At its source, Solinus, in contrast to his main sources Mela and Pliny, places the people 
of the Neuri (according to Pomponius Mela, in the country of the Neuri the Tyra River 
begins).41 The main focus of Solinus’ passage is not on the description of the river, but 
on another ‘curiosity’, i.e. a boneless fish (presumably of the sturgeon family) living 

37 Solin. 13.1: Hister Germanicis iugis oritur, effusus monte qui Rauracos Galliae aspectat. sexaginta amnes in 
se recipit ferme omnes navigabilis. septem ostiis Pontum influit, quorum primum Peuce, secundum Naracustoma, 
tertium Calonstoma, quartum Pseudostoma; nam Borionstoma ac deinde Spilonstoma languidiora sunt ceteris, 
septimum vero pigrum ac palustri specie non habet quod amni comparetur. priora quattuor ita magna sunt, 
ut per longitudinem quadraginta milium passuum non misceantur aequori dulcemque haustum incorrupto 
detineant sapore. Transl. by A. Apps.
38 Mela 2.1.8; Hdt. 4.50 (Nile), 4.47 (Ister). This testimony of Herodotus (4.47) or a source close to it, going 
back to the ancient Ionian tradition about the five-mouth Hister, is followed by some ancient authors (e.g. Eph. 
BNJ 70 F 157 ap. Str. 7.3.15; [Scymn.] Nik. Per. F 7a Marcotte [= 773–791 Müller] ap. [Arr.] Eux. 68). The 
notion of six (Plin. HN 4.79; Ptol. Geog. 3.10.2–6) or seven mouths of the Hister is common in geography of 
Roman times (Str. 7.3.15 on the basis of Ephorus, as we saw; Verg. Aen. 6.800; Ov. Tr. 2.189; Mela 2.8; Stat. 
Silv. 5.2.136; Amm. Marc. 22.8.44–45), which was most likely a tribute to literary tradition. 
39 Plin. HN 4.79.
40 Solin. 15.1: apud Neuros nascitur Borysthenes flumen, in quo pisces egregii saporis et quibus ossa nulla sunt 
nec aliud quam cartilagines tenerrimae. Transl. by A. Apps. According to Herodotus, ‘the Borysthenes is the 
greatest of the rivers after the Hister and the fullest, in our opinion, not only among the Scythian rivers, but also 
among all others, except the Egyptian Nile’ (Hdt. 4.53; cf. 4.5, 17, 18, 47, 54, 56, 71, 81, 101). The hydronym 
Borysthenes is also mentioned by Pseudo-Scymnus under the authority of Ephorus: [Scymn.] Nik. Per. F 15a 
Marcotte (= 835–859 Müller) ap. [Arr.] Eux. 98 (GAGW), whose testimony, according to Marcotte (2000, 
248 ad loc.), goes back to Hecataeus of Miletus (cf. BNJ 1 F 217 ap. Str. 12.3.22). Neither Herodotus (4.53) 
nor any other ancient author (Str. 2.4.6; Mela 2.6; Ptol. Geog. 3.5.6) know anything about the sources of the 
Borysthenes. But the extant sources convey many details ‘worthy of astonishment’ (Hdt. 4.53) about the mouths 
of most rivers of Scythia, located near the territories settled and developed by the Greeks. 
41 Mela 2.6 (2.7 on the river Tyras originating in the Neurian country); Plin. HN 4.82.
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in the Borysthenes.42 It seems that Solinus once again quite consciously includes in his 
narrative a number of details that look unusual and even implausible. In any case, most of 
the information he provides is based on Mela and Pliny, some elements of whose accounts 
go back to the Ionian tradition of the seventh-sixth centuries BCE.43 Sometimes Solinus 
does not indicate the exact location of geographical objects; he does, however, invariably 
draw the reader’s attention on amazing natural phenomena, which carry an additional 
significance in the text itself or ‘echo’ the content of other texts.

With regard to some details, Solinus’ dependence on the preceding Greek tradition 
is clear. His account of the sources of the Scythian river Hypanis and the amazing 
properties of its water is based almost entirely on information from Herodotus, which was 
apparently used in the Hellenistic period by the paradoxographer Antigonus of Carystus 
and transmitted by Mela in the first century CE.44 We read: 

The Hypanis rises among the Auchetae; it is the principal river of Scythia. It is clean 
and wholesome to drink all the way to the borders of the Callipides. Here is the fountain 
Extampeus, infamous for its bitter waters. Extampeus mixes its waters with those of the clear 
stream, and turns the river to its own defect, so Hypanis plunges into the sea dissimilar to 
itself. Thus, tales about the Hypanis are at variance between different peoples. Those who are 
acquainted with the upper reaches of the river, praise it, while those who know the end of it 
have good cause to curse it.45

Pliny places the Auchetae people mentioned by Solinus in the upper reaches of the 
Hypanis, while the identification of the Hypanis itself with one of the modern rivers of 
the Black Sea region remains difficult.46 About the Phasis we learn that in the area of 
this river, flowing from the region of the Moschi, there is a strange animal tragelaphus 
(τραγέλαφος, Greek for ‘goat-stag’).47

The example of the Pontic rivers brings out certain elements of Solinus’ descriptive 
scheme, including, among others, the identification of each river’s sources with a particular 
tribe (except for the river Hister, whose sources are placed in the Germanic mountains), the 
absence of any data on the number of days required to travel along the river or its length 
(at least in the ‘Scythian’ part of the narrative) and the lack of references to known cities 
at their mouths (which would be traditional for a periploutic description). The fascinating 
and partly mysterious nature of Solinus’ passages is enhanced by the stories about the 
amazing volume of the Hister and its seven mouths, the unusual properties of the fickle 
water of the Hypanis, the outlandish fish of the Borysthenes and the miraculous deer in 
the valley of the Phasis. All these mirabilia allow us to see in Solinus’ narrative technique 
elements of rhetorical embellishment and a quite conscious selection of source material.

42 Hdt. 4.53.
43 Mela 2.6; Plin. HN 10.45.
44 Hdt. 4.52; Antig. Car. Hist. mir. 85 (Giannini); Mela 2.1.7.
45 Solin. 14.1–2: Hypanis oritur inter Auchetas Scythicorum amnium princeps, purus et haustu saluberrimus, 
usque dum Callipidum terminis inferatur, ubi fons Exampaeus infamis est amara scaturrigine: qui Exampaeus 
liquido admixtus fluori amnem vitio suo vertit, adeo, ut dissimilis sibi in maria condatur. ita inter gentium 
opiniones fama de Hypane discordat: qui in principiis eum norunt, praedicant, qui in fine experti sunt, non 
iniuria execrantur. Transl. by A. Apps.
46 Plin. HN 4.88.
47 Solin. 15.19 on Moschi, 19.19 on tragelaphus; cf. Plin. HN 8.120. On Solinus’ zoology, see Belanger 2023.
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4.IV Island of Achilles

Paying tribute to tradition, Solinus reports something ‘surprising’ about the Island of 
Achilles as well, located opposite the mouth of the Borysthenes, also called in other 
sources the island of Leuke (‘White’).48 On the island of Achilles there was a temple of 
Achilles Pontarches, who was venerated in the cities of the northern Black Sea region 
for many centuries, beginning with the establishment of the first Greek settlements in the 
seventh to sixth centuries BCE.49 In his passage Solinus, following the paradoxographer 
Antigonus of Carystus (or Pliny), says that birds never fly into the temple on Achilles’ 
Island:

Before the Borysthenes is the island of Achilles with its sacred shrine, which no bird enters. If 
by chance one does fly in, it hurriedly makes its escape.50

A less lofty tone appears in Solinus’ passage, which repeats Pliny’s account about a 
sculpture of Apollo from the ‘island of the Apollonitae’, i.e. from the West Pontic Greek 
colony of Apollonia, which was partly located on the island.51 This statue of Apollo was 
taken to Rome during the Third Mithridatic War and valued at 500 talents, and appears for 
the first time in Pliny’s list of the biggest statues in existence. We can assume that Solinus, 
like his readers, could still have seen the statue in the temple on the Capitol, where it was 
dedicated in 72 BCE by the proconsul of Macedonia, Marcus Lucullus.52

4.V Scythian peoples

Relying on his sources, Solinus describes the way of life and manners of the Scythian 
peoples, who represent for the Romans a community of ‘the most barbarous of all 
barbarians’, whose characteristics in the ancient narrative tradition were endowed with 
features of savagery and superstition.53 At the same time, the contrasting juxtaposition of 
the Romans’ familiar system of values with the unusual way of life and cruel morals of the 
Scythian inhabitants at the edge of the world is accompanied by rhetorical exaggerations. 
Solinus provides a list of the peoples of European and Asian Scythia that closely 
resembles Pliny’s ‘catalogue’ of Scythian tribes.54 Thus, he writes that the Neuri have the 

48 Mela 2.98; Plin. HN 4.83, 93; cf. Str. 2.5.22. There is also evidence of the location of the island of Achilles 
opposite the mouth of the river Tyras (Str. 7.3.16) or the Hister (Rav. Anon. 8.18). According to Pseudo-
Scymnus, referring to Demetrius of Callatis, the island of Achilles lies far out to sea beyond the island of Peuca, 
which is opposite the mouth of the Hister: [Scymn.] Nik. Per. F 7a–7b Marcotte (= 773–791, 792–796 Müller) 
ap. [Arr.] Eux. 94, 97.
49 Hommel 1980, Ivantchik 2005, 71.
50 Solin. 19.1: ante Borysthenem Achillis insula est cum aede sacra, quam aedem nulla ingreditur ales; et quae 
forte advolaverit, raptim fugam properat. Transl. by A. Apps. Cf. Plin. HN 10.78: nec ulla avis in Ponto insula, 
qua sepultus est Achilles, sacratam ei aedem; Antig. Car. Hist. mir. 122 (Giannini). On the contrary, Arrian of 
Nicomedia, in the Periplus of the Pontus Euxinus authentically attributed to him (cf. p. 85 fn. 40 above) reports 
that many birds nest on the island, they clean the temple of Achilles with their wings: Arr. Peripl. M. Eux. 
21.1–4 (32–33).
51 Solin. 19.1; Plin. HN 4.92–93.
52 Plin. HN 34.39; Str. 7.6.1.
53 Solin. 15.15.
54 Solin. 14–15.15; cf. Plin. HN 4.88.
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ability to turn into wolves, and after some time, to reassume their original appearance, 
conforming to the received Herodotean anecdote. In addition, he highlights the cruelty 
and belligerence of the Neuri, who instead of venerating the image of their deity of war 
(whom Solinus, after Herodotus and Mela, identifies with Ares-Mars) worship swords 
and offer human sacrifices, and ‘feed their altar fires with the bones’: 

The Neuri, as we have heard, are transformed into wolves. They change back into their former 
shapes once the time to which this lot is attributed has expired. Mars is the god of these 
peoples. Swords are worshipped instead of images. As their sacrificial victims they have 
humans. They feed their altar fires with the bones.55 

In an effort to capture the readers’ imagination by describing the wild manners of the 
inhabitants of exotic Scythia, Solinus, clearly familiar with Mela’s information about the 
Neuri, ignores details that do not so much justify as explain, in part, the actions of the 
natives. For example, Mela explains that the Neuri, settled in barren lands, are forced – 
for lack of firewood – to keep their altars burning with bones.56 It may be that Solinus 
– due to his authorial aims to convey a comparatively ‘sensationalist’ image of barbarian 
customs – was not interested in bringing relativistic nuance and/or explanations into the 
image of the northerners that we find in Mela.

The tribe of the Geloni, neighbouring the Neuri, is no less cruel and savage: 
Solinus repeats the passage about the Geloni from Mela, who attributes to the Geloni the 
customs of the Scythians in general:

Adjacent to the Neuri are the Geloni. They make garments for themselves from the skins of 
their enemies as well as trappings for their horses.57 

At the same time, Solinus, like the Greek paradoxographers of the Hellenistic period, pays 
special attention to unusual facts and phenomena; we can compare this with the Pseudo-
Aristotelian De mirabilibus auscultationibus, where, when mentioning the Scythian tribe 
of the Geloni, the author describes the mysterious animal taranda living in their area.58 
However, the reverse is also true – in Solinus’ ethnogeographical descriptions there are 
occasionally details that complement the traditional descriptions. Thus, when mentioning 
the Agathyrsi, who practice the strange custom of painting themselves with blue dye, 

55 Solin. 15.2–3: verum Neuri, ut accepimus, statis temporibus in lupos transfigurantur; deinde exacto spatio, 
quod huic sorti adtributum est, in pristinam faciem revertuntur. populis istis deus Mars est; pro simulacris 
enses coluntur; homines victimas habent. ossibus adolent ignes focorum (cf. Hdt. 4.105). Transl. by A. Apps. 
The conjecture statis temporibus (cf. statum […] tempus, Mela 2.14) has been adopted in place of aestatis 
temporibus used in older editions. In Procop. Bell. 6.15.24–25 the inhabitants of Thule sacrifice humans to 
Ares in a number of ways, with the first captive in war being the most respected victim; cf. Jord. Get. 5.41. The 
original locus for the worship of Ares as a sword is Hdt. 4.62.2–4; after Solinus, one sees it being reused about 
different kinds of northerners in Clem. Al. Protr. 5.64.5 (= Eudox. Cnid. F 36); Amm. Marc. 31.3.21; Prisc. F 12 
(Blockley) ap. Exc. de legat. Rom. 3; cf. Jord. Get. 35.183.
56 Mela 2.15.
57 Solin. 15.3: Geloni ad hos proximant. de hostium cutibus et sibi indumenta faciunt et equis suis tegmina. 
Transl. by A. Apps. Cf. Hdt. 4.64; Mela 2.14.
58 [Arist.] Mir. ausc. 30 (Giannini). On the Hellenistic tradition of paradoxographers with descriptions of 
improbable stories and their influence on the writers of the early Roman Empire see: Schepens & Delcroix 
1996; Hardie 2009; Pajón Leyra 2011.
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Solinus adds – perhaps reflecting analogous ideas about the social aspects of Thracian 
tattooing – that the thicker the colouring on an individual, the higher his position in the 
tribal hierarchy:

The Agathyrsi border upon the Geloni; they paint themselves blue and dye their hair blue. 
This is not done indiscriminately, for the more eminent a man is, the more he is tinged with 
these distinguishing marks. It is an indicator of insignificance to be less coloured.59

The Greek form of the ethnonym Anthropophagi (lit. ‘cannibals’), dating back to 
Herodotus, is used by Mela twice: in the first case, this fierce nomadic people is localised 
in the area of the North Pontic coast, and in the second, no longer in the European but in 
the north of Asian Scythia.60 Pliny places the Anthropophagi far to the east of the Tanaïs 
River between the Nomades and the Sauromatae.61 Judging from the context, Solinus 
places the Anthropophagi in the desolate and cold terrain of Asiatic Scythia, in other 
words, at the very edge of the oikoumene, and focuses the reader’s attention not only on 
the description of the Anthropophagi’s savage manners, but also on the exceptionally 
bleak terrain of their habitat.

Next are the Anthropophagi, whose cursed food is human flesh. The gloomy solitude of 
the surrounding lands is what created this custom of this impious people. Because of their 
abominable custom, surrounding nations and fugitives avoid them in fear. For this reason, 
all the way to the sea they call Tabis, and throughout the length of its shore, which lies in the 
northeast, the land is without a human, and utterly deserted, until one comes to the land of 
the Serae.62 

The bloodthirstiness of the Anthropophagi is matched by the surrounding landscape, 
which is a rhetorically exaggerated picture of vast expanses and abandoned land left 
behind by peoples fleeing in terror from their neighbours. This rhetorical image of desolate 
space, akin to ‘the world turned upside down’, is reinforced in the following phrase 
through verbal repetition (sine homine terra sit et inmensa deserta, ‘the land is without 
a human, and utterly deserted’).63 Solinus’ description of the distant Scythian regions is 
saturated with a huge amount of overlapping evidence with fragments of varying length 
from previous Greek and Latin literature. Most likely, these overlaps stem from the fact 
that not only the main sources such as Mela and Pliny, but also earlier authors used by 
Solinus paint the same picture of this region of the world, a well-known image of the 
harsh landscape of Scythia with boundless steppes.

59 Solin. 15.3: Gelonis Agathyrsi conlimitantur, caerulo picti, fucatis in caerulum crinibus, nec hoc sine 
differentia: nam quanto quis anteit, tanto propensiore nota tinguitur, ut sit indicium humilitatis minus pingi. 
Transl. by A. Apps. About the custom of dyeing hair in grey-blue or blue colour among the Thracian tribe, to 
which researchers attribute the Agathyrsi, we find in Mela 2.110, Plin. HN 4.88, as well in Verg. Aen. 4.147.
60 Hdt. 4.106; Mela 2.14, 3.59.
61 Plin. HN 4.88; cf. HN 7.9 and 7.12 with reference to the paradoxographer Isigonus of Nicaea, F 15 (Giannini).
62 Solin. 15.4: post Anthropophagi, quibus execrandi cibi sunt humana viscera: quem morem impiae gentis 
adiacentium terrarium prodit tristissima solitudo, quas ob nefarium ritum finitimae nationes metu profugae 
reliquerunt. ea causa est, ut usque ad mare quod Tabin vocant per longitudinem eius orae, quae aestivo orienti 
obiacet, sine homine terra sit et inmensa deserta, quoad perveniatur ad Seras. Transl. by A. Apps. 
63 Solin. 15.4.
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As for Solinus’ phrase following this passage about the location of Tabis, it became 
another example of the criticism directed at Solinus’ general principles by Claudius 
Salmasius (Latinised name of French humanist Claude de Saumaise, 1588–1653) in his 
commentary on Solinus’ passage.64 Salmasius noted that all the printed editions of the 
Collectanea available to him gave in this case the spelling usque ad mare quod Tabin 
vocant ‘until the sea which they call Tabis’. However, according to Salmasius, Solinus 
misinterpreted and misattributed Pliny’s words: iterumque deserta cum beluis usque ad 
iugum incubans mari quod vocant Tabim (another manuscript reading is thabim) ‘again 
deserts with wild beasts as far as the mountain adjacent to the sea, which they call Tabis’.65 
Salmasius concluded that Pliny was referring to the deserts adjacent to the mountain, 
or rather to Cape Tabis on the sea coast, while in Solinus’ text the toponym Tabis 
designates the sea. However, this passage may not indicate Solinus’ misunderstanding 
of his predecessors (in this case, Mela and Pliny), but rather his new interpretation of the 
mysterious Tabis – or even the use of an unknown source. Considering the richness of the 
ancient tradition regarding the characteristics of northern lands and their peoples, as well 
as the complex and fragmentary nature of some of our literary sources, even the latter 
option is quite possible.

5. Conclusions

We can say that the inclusion of surprising curiosities, stories of miraculous natural 
phenomena and even improbable details in the ethnogeographical context of the 
Collectanea enriches Solinus’ narrative and makes it not only entertaining but also partly 
instructive. Given the specific features of the content of the geographical compilation, 
Solinus pursues didactic goals, without forgetting the rhetorical treatment of his chosen 
sources and a kind of ‘popularisation’ of knowledge about the ancient oikoumene. 
However, the use of the mirabilia in the works of ancient literature can be observed 
from the earliest times through the Roman period. All these legends regarding unusual 
instances of divine intervention in human affairs, descriptions of natural anomalies such 
as earthquakes or volcanic eruptions, and various kinds of information about strange 
customs and social structures of distant peoples were linked in the ancient thinking with 
the bending and even violation of the natural order of things. Most commonly, they were 
interpreted in light of established ideas about nature and the place of man in it. However, 
in Solinus’ work, this principle of cataloguing the mirabilia of the surrounding world 
becomes the narrative’s foundation, shaping his selection of material.

Similarly, Solinus’ main sources, Mela and Pliny, include numerous passages about 
the ‘curiosities’ of the surrounding world, where ‘foreign’ often equates to ‘unusual’. 
The passages above show that Solinus creatively reworked material borrowed from Mela 
and Pliny, sometimes demonstrating his engagement with earlier texts by supplying his 
passages in chapter 12 with references to Homer and Aristotle or in chapter 15 to Herodotus, 
sometimes reinterpreting and shaping his sources’ information in distinctive ways.66 While 

64 Solin. loc. cit. Salmasius 1689, 134B.
65 Plin. HN 6.53; cf. Mela 3.60: vasta deinde iterum loca beluae infestant, usque ad montem mari inminentem 
nomine Tabim.
66 Solin. 12 with Hom. Il. 3.3–7, Arist. Hist. an. 597a 4 about the battle between Pygmies and cranes. Solin. 15 
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Solinus repeatedly refers to specific Greek and Latin authors in his work, he also includes 
references to unnamed sources (cf. ‘I have read’, ‘they pass on’, etc.). This suggests that 
the still-understudied work of Solinus, beyond the already-known information on ancient 
history and culture, contains material unknown to researchers. A thorough study of 
Solinus’ Collectanea and its structure must consider the rhetorical function of the passages 
containing ‘surprising examples’.67 Their purpose is not solely ‘rhetorisation’; beneath the 
conventional requirements of stylistic sophistry, these passages reveal reliable facts and 
details, helping to resolve difficulties in understanding the ethnogeographical framework 
and mental mapping of Solinus, while also supplementing the known evidence for the 
study of the North Pontic region in antiquity.

with Hdt. 3.116 about the Arimaspians battling griffons over gold and precious stones, as well as Solin. 15.4 
about the Cape/Sea of Tabis.
67 Cf. Cic. Nat. D. 2.124–126; Val. Max. 1.8.18.
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