
Vestnik drevney istorii Вестник древней истории
81/3 (2021), 615–634 81/3 (2021), 615–634
© The Author(s) 2021 © Автор(ы) 2021

Keywords: Dioscorides, Sextius Niger, Pliny the Elder, Bosporan kingdom, beavers, castoreum, 
medical materials, India, Volga, rhubarb, rhaponticum, Aorsi, cardamom

This paper discusses the brief comments of Dioscorides about the Black Sea region, especially 
on the goods traded there from the Volga region and northern India. Three particular medical 
materials are at issue. First, beavers and their testicles, which were a favourite theme of Roman 
culture and were strongly associated with the Pontic regions from the fifth century BC onwards. 
Second, wild rhubarb from the Volga region, which was important in ancient medicine and was 
traded via the Bosporan kingdom. Third, cardamom from the Himalayas, brought via Central 
Asia as far as the Bosporan kingdom. In economic terms, we glimpse a network of exchange 
and movement which stretched from northern India to the Volga region and westwards to the 
Bosporan kingdom in the later first century AD, when Dioscorides was writing. These were light, 
high-value goods, which were part of a wider set of merchandise – carried by way of the northern 
steppe above the main Caucasus range, on the camels of the Aorsi, who derived wealth and power 
from these goods, as Strabo earlier indicates. This route was evidently far more important than 
the much riskier route that might have been tried through the centre of the mountains and Iberia 
into Colchis. While there has been much consideration of the markets of the Colchian coast, we 
must also consider the profits made in the Bosporan kingdom from the medical materials and 
other light items that were traded there.
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Dioscorides provides valuable information about medical substances that 
were traded in the Bosporan kingdom, and elsewhere around the region. By 
examining his short statements we can enhance significantly our understanding 

of trade in the region, especially in goods that were brought to the Bosporus from the 
Caspian region and further afield. If we date his work around AD80, as argued in Part I, 
his evidence is all the more interesting, because it offers rare insight into the continuity 
in economic activity in the region that seems to have accompanied the emergence of 
a major new political entity there, the Alans, who are first mentioned in classical texts 
in the reign of Nero, and who became a major factor on this frontier in the decades 
that followed him, when Dioscorides’ work was probably published 1. It should not be 
imagined that our author has much close knowledge of the region. We have seen that 
Heraclea Pontica might have drawn him there, but there is no word about Olbia and 
very little about the west or east coasts. His two mentions of the Bosporan kingdom are 
in that sense all the more notable, while his general references to Pontus are inevitably 

1 See in general Bosworth 1977, with further comment below.
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В статье обсуждаются краткие сообщения Диоскорида о Причерноморском регионе, 
в особенности о товарах, попадавших туда из Поволжья и Северной Индии. Три лечебных 
средства находятся в центре внимания. Во-первых, это бобры и их яички – излюбленная 
тема римской литературы, ассоциировавшаяся с Понтийским регионом еще с V в. до н. э. 
Во-вторых, это ревень из Поволжья, который был важным препаратом античной меди-
цины и приобретался через Боспорское царство. В-третьих, это кардамон из региона Ги-
малаев, поступавший в Боспорское царство через Центральную Азию. С экономической 
точки зрения в конце I в.  н. э., когда писал Диоскорид, мы можем наблюдать сеть обмена 
товарами, простиравшуюся от северной Индии до Поволжья и Боспорского царства. Эти 
легкие, но при этом дорогие предметы были частью более широкого набора товаров, пе-
ревозившихся на верблюдах через степи к северу от Кавказа аорсами, которым, согласно 
более раннему сообщению Страбона, эта торговля доставляла власть и богатство. Этот 
маршрут был, очевидно, гораздо более важным, чем более рискованный, хоть и возмож-
ный, путь через горы и Иберию в Колхиду. В то время как возможная прибыль от сбыта 
товаров на колхском побережье уже достаточно исследована, следует учесть и выгоду 
продажи медицинских и других легко транспортируемых товаров в Боспорском царстве.
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ambiguous, as we have seen. In looking more closely at indications of Bosporan trade, 
in particular, we shall be concerned with an unusual set of materials, as was Dioscorides 
himself, which offer a  substantial picture, when brought together: namely, beaver 
products (especially beaver-oil, castoreum), rhubarb, and cardamom.

BEAVERS: MYTH, TRADE, MEDICINE AND ABSURDITY

As we might expect from Dioscorides’ stern remarks in the Preface, his apparent dis-
taste for mythology embraced also a dislike of erroneous notions of other kinds. We may 
be sure that plant lore contained an abundance of notions which were inaccurate and 
potentially even dangerous. For example, his account of the mandrake, a magnet for 
such notions 2, is remarkable for its sobriety and restraint. The determined seriousness 
of Dioscorides immediately emerges from the merest glance at the various absurdities 
presented on medical materials in Pliny’s Natural History, though not all there is non-
sense of course 3. The beaver is a good case in point, whether the much-vaunted Pontic 
beaver or its cousins in Italy and elsewhere 4. In setting out its uses, Dioscorides takes 
the trouble to denounce the absurd notion that the beaver bites off its own testicles to 
escape the hunter (2. 24. 2):
But the story that the animal when pursued tears off its testicles and throws them away is 
utter nonsense. For it is impossible for it to reach them, since they lie flat like the hog’s. 
After cutting open the skin, you must remove the honey-like liquid with the membrane that 
surrounds it, and thus dry and store.

(Translation by L. Beck)

Our author’s fulmination here is very unusual in his work, though perhaps concor-
dant with his concern for precision. Moreover, there was scant need for him to hold 
forth in this way, closing an account of beaver’s parts which was as sober as usual in the 
work. The habits of the beaver were of no direct relevance to his theme, which was the 
purchase and use of the parts, under whatever circumstances they had been obtained. 
Two factors should be considered in explanation of his outburst here. First, there was 
a significant tradition in Roman culture about the (supposed) remarkable behaviour of 
hunted beavers in this regard, so that Dioscorides was addressing a topic which, however 
marginal to his theme, was at least familiar to his readers. This was not the abstruse detail 
that it might seem to be. Second, the whole subject of testicles was of course important 
to a medical man. Aside from beavers, Dioscorides mentions testicles no less than twenty 
times as medical material (including hippopotamus testicles, no doubt from Egypt) and 
as the medical problem to be treated, where testicular inflammation occurs with notable 
frequency. In that sense, testicles are a recurrent theme in the work and in Dioscorides’ 
attention 5. Moreover, the beaver is often treated in Roman culture as especially a Pontic 

2 Engstrom 1965.
3 See further, Kitchell 2015, 125–151.
4 There are only two kinds of beaver, the Eurasian and the North American: here the former 

is of course at issue throughout. See Kitchell 2014, 14–15.
5 1.103.3; 2.3 (hippopotamus); 2.104; 2.105.2; 2.158; 2.169.2; 3.40.1; 3.45.3; 3.59.2; 3.60.2; 

3.63; 3.102,3; 4.68.4; 4.78.2; 4.96.2; 5.3.3; 5.109.4; 5.150; 5.153.3; 5.156.2. Further passages 
might be added, both for the beaver and for the use of testicles to describe other things.
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creature 6. The specialness of castoreum from Pontic beavers is well illustrated by Scri-
bonius Largus, who often mentions the substance, but specifies the Pontic variety only 
once, when describing a mixture plastered on the empress Livia herself 7. From another 
perspective, we should also bring to bear the particular concern with testicles in accounts 
of the Black Sea region and its environs. In general culture, we should include in par-
ticular the self-castration of Attis, which tends to be located around Bithynia, especially 
as the key point in the beaver- story is that beavers also castrate themselves. With that in 
mind, one might consider Attis himself to have been hunted – by Cybele and the beasts 
of prey that serve her 8. In a medical context, Dioscorides will have been aware of the 
Hippocratic account of the Scythian lifestyle and climate, as well as the Enarees 9. Of 
course, Dioscorides will also have had some knowledge of the botany of Scythia, though 
we have no reason to think that he went there, while his silence on Olbia and much more 
suggests that he probably did not (Diosc. 3. 5). The key topic of milk also recurs, for him 
as for the Hippocratics, but without explicit reference to Scythia 10.

For his long account of beavers, Pliny explicitly relies on the medical writings of Sextius 
Niger, though how much has been inserted by Pliny himself remains unclear (NH 32. 26–27):
The might of Nature, too, is equally conspicuous in the animals which live upon dry land as 
well; the beaver, for instance, more generally known as “castor”, and the testes of which are 
called in medicine “castorea”. Sextius, a most careful enquirer into the nature and history of 
medicinal substances, assures us that it is not the truth that this animal, when on the point 
of being taken, bites off its testes: he informs us, also, that these substances are small, tightly 
knit, and attached to the back-bone, and that it is impossible to remove them without taking 
the animal’s life. We learn from him that there is a mode of adulterating them by substituting 
the kidneys of the beaver, which are of considerable size, whereas the genuine testes are 
found to be extremely diminutive: in addition to which, he says that they must not be taken 
to be bladders, as they are two in number, a provision not to be found in any animal. Within 
these pouches, he says, there is a liquid found, which is preserved by being put in salt; the 
genuine castoreum being easily known from the false, by the fact of its being contained 
in two pouches, attached by a single ligament. The genuine article, he says, is sometimes 
fraudulently sophisticated by the admixture of gum and blood, or else hammoniacum: as the 
pouches, in fact, ought to be of the same colour as this last, covered with thin coats full of 
a liquid of the consistency of honey mixed with wax, possessed of a fetid smell, of a bitter, 
acrid taste, and friable to the touch.
The most efficacious castoreum is that which comes from Pontus and Galatia, the next best 
being the produce of Africa.    (Translation by J. Bostock)

Pliny had earlier, when less concerned with medicine, repeated the usual story of 
self-castration in the face of danger, which tends to confirm that Niger’s contribution to 
Roman knowledge on this matter had some significance. That is important context for 
Dioscorides’ own comments on the beaver’s self-castration, because in his Preface he not 

6 E.g. Plin. NH 8. 109. They first appear in classical texts in regions north of the Black Sea: 
Hdt. 4. 108–109, where nothing is said of this supposed behaviour.

7 Largus 175, which appeared under Claudius; on Livia here, see Baldwin 1992, 74–75.
8 Attis’ relevance is noted by Larmour 2005 (albeit marginal to the Pontus); further, Har-

rison 2004.
9 See Airs, waters, places; cf. Hdt. 1. 105.

10 On milk-products, where he omits mention of Scythia, see Diosc. 2. 71.
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only complains in general terms about more recent authors, listing names, but also di-
rects most of his fire specifically at Sextius Niger, “who is considered prominent among 
them” (2–3). It seems that Dioscorides regarded Niger as his principal rival, although 
the fact that he was active under Augustus would suggest that he was dead by the time 
Pliny wrote, let alone Dioscorides. Niger’s work and reputation lived on. In attacking 
Niger, he offers detailed criticisms about Niger’s comments on materials, which he takes 
to demonstrate his rival’s reliance on book-learning (as opposed to autopsy), and his fail-
ure to grasp even that, while also making a broader complaint about organisation in the 
work of Niger and his associates. While Dioscorides does not carry his criticisms through 
to the main body of his work (Niger is nowhere mentioned after the Preface), there must 
be some sense in which the shadow of Niger hangs over it, and not only with regard to 
the materials which Dioscorides names in the Preface. In fact, some scholars have seen 
Niger as Dioscorides’ source in parts of his account. It is therefore especially interesting 
to observe Dioscorides’ curt dismissal of the tale of beaver self-castration. Pliny indi-
cates that this had been rather a triumph for Niger. Dioscorides (exceptionally) departs 
from his usual ways to tackle the success of his rival, who also wrote in Greek 11. In ef-
fect, he seeks to diminish Niger’s achievement, by briefly dismissing the story as clear 
nonsense. If, as Pliny suggests, Niger’s work on the beaver was famous in intellectual 
circles, it hardly matters that Dioscorides does not bring Niger into his text. Meanwhile, 
in mitigation of any such purpose on our author’s part, we must also observe that other 
ancient authors are slow to show any belief in the absurd tale, so that Niger had, at most, 
confirmed the general view of the more sophisticated in his world, that (as Dioscorides 
says) the tale was indeed absurd.

Dioscorides’ information on the use of the beaver is also relatively brief (when com-
pared with all that Pliny sets out), and he diverges in some details from the account of 
his rival (at least, as reported by Pliny). One aspect of that divergence is of particular rel-
evance to the present discussion: Dioscorides says nothing about provenance of the bea-
ver, although elsewhere in his work he very often offers an opinion about the best source 
for medical materials. The omission in this case seems to imply that there is no signifi-
cant difference between beavers’ parts by reason of their origin, and in fact the same 
Eurasian beaver is the only species across all Europe and Asia. Instead he is concerned 
about the sharp practice of traders (who might also of course deceive on the geographi-
cal source of their goods). Very possibly, sharp practice was especially at issue in this 
case, where the consumer might well not know what to look for without specialist advice. 
For Sextius Niger (through Pliny) was also concerned to warn his readers against such 
deceit. By contrast with Dioscorides, however, Niger had evidently given a view about 
the best source of beavers’ parts, for Pliny reports that the best come from Pontus and 
Galatia and the next best from Africa, oddly 12. As usual, the term Pontus is unhelpful, 
since it may mean either the Black Sea region as a whole or some part of it (especially 
the specific portion of Asia Minor, on the southern coast of the Black Sea), or indeed 
both. Given the broad Pontic associations of the beaver, it is tempting to prefer the last 
of the three options. However, Dioscorides’ omission is more important, especially as he 

11 See Scarborough 2008 on Niger and Dioscorides’ criticisms.
12 Kitchell 2014, 14 denies their existence there in antiquity.
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clearly knew Asia Minor well enough, and, as we have seen, may well have visited Hera-
clea Pontica in the southwestern Black Sea as well as Italy. The Pontic association with 
beavers was strong (not least for Pliny himself) 13, which may well have been enough for 
Niger and Pliny. However, the well-travelled and critical Dioscorides will have realised 
that beavers were to be found in very many regions, and in the matter of their parts there 
was nothing to choose between beavers from different places. The beaver was not an ex-
otic creature in Italy, where it lived until the sixteenth century, when hunting by man 
(its main predator by far) drove it to extinction there. Therefore, we should not imagine 
that the beaver was somehow alien to ancient Romans, nor yet the fruit of Roman im-
perialism overseas 14.

The story of the testicles was indeed nonsense. In fact, Dioscorides was more correct 
than he knew, for these items were not testicles at all. They are a pair of sacs, which con-
tain the key medical material, castoreum or simply castor oil, whose use has continued 
across the centuries from antiquity. The female beaver has these castor sacs as well as the 
male. They use these, as well as further anal apparatus, to deposit large mounds of very 
smelly material, so that we probably have here the origin of the bizarre notion that they 
bite off and leave their testicles to effect their escape from hunters. The beaver is territorial 
and in that sense static and easily located, especially in view of its taste for lodge- building 
and dam-making. Those who came to kill beavers would certainly find plentiful remains 
of stinking scent in particular spots. No doubt the beaver’s prodigious teeth, mentioned 
by Pliny, also assisted in the development of the notion that they bit off their own testi-
cles. The fact that the sex organs of beavers are in fact internal will also have contributed. 
Of course, the deeper significance of the tale of beaver self-castration is what mattered to 
most in Roman culture, not biological realities or folklore: both Niger and Dioscorides are 
unusual in that regard, by virtue of their medical concerns, which (at least in Dioscorides’ 
case) did not stretch to explicit rumination on ethics, despite his evident concern with 
philosophical thought and idiom on his soldier’s journey through life.

The beaver offered a focus for a large and important set of issue in Roman thought. 
For, according to the story of self-castration, it made a choice: it abandoned its dear-
est possessions in order to save its life, which was dearer still. For that reason the beaver 
could be adduced as a parallel for the merchant at sea, who jettisons his cargo in rough 
seas so as to save his life (Iuv. 12. 29–49). The money- grubbing merchant loves his cargo 
rather as the beaver loves his testicles, but both choose to abandon their treasures for life 
itself. The merchant has made the right choice, but under special pressure, rather as the 
beaver. Yet, as Juvenal asks, “who else now, and in what part of the world does someone 
dare to put their life before money, and their well-being before property?” 15 The sati-
rist’s point is clear: proper priorities are revealed under life-and-death conditions, for 
merchant as for beaver, but mankind does not perceive them otherwise. The beaver’s 
contribution to the satire is to bring the natural world to bear: his supposed practice 
shows where nature stands on proper priorities. At the same time, of course, the beaver 

13 NH 8. 109; cf. Sostratus of Alexandria (above) and Juvenal (below).
14 Smith 2020, 24. The claims of Devecka 2013 are therefore groundless.
15 Iuv. 12, 48–49: sed quis nunc alius, qua mundi parte quis audet argento praeferre caput re-

busque salutem?
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brings a likely element of humour to the moralising satire, both in its bathetic self and 
by the implied characterisation of the merchant’s cargo as a set of (his) private parts 16. 
Of course the satirist is not concerned with the reality of the beaver- story. He deploys 
it because it suits his purpose, combining ethics and laughter. If he had wanted reality, 
Niger and Pliny were available, quite apart from Dioscorides. However, the beaver was 
a means to a different end. As Larmour observes, through its story “the satirist is able to 
link the motifs of castration and impotence in a novel way with the dominant Roman 
moral discourse surrounding greed and the accumulation of material possessions” 17. In-
deed, Dioscorides, whose claim to a military life suggests his awareness of moral phi-
losophy at Rome, may also have been attuned to the ways in which the beaver’s self-
castration could be deployed in moral discourse, as here in satire.

Long before Juvenal, other Roman authors had used the beaver- story for rhetorical 
purposes, involving humour and moralising. Cicero had used it in defence of Scaurus, 
seeking to bring absurdity to bear in defending his client against claims about his immor-
al conduct towards a married woman, allegedly left to her fate by her fleeing husband: 

“no doubt he abandoned his wife there and made his escape, like beavers who, they say, 
pay off their hunters with the part of their bodies for which they are mostly hunted” (pro 
Scauro 2. 7) 18. While Cicero makes the most of the humour (whereby the wretched hus-
band is made a self-castrating beaver), his note of caution about the truth of the story 
indicates significant doubts about the truth of the tale, well before Sextius Niger’s sci-
entific breakthrough. For the tale was surely outlandish enough to encourage scepticism 
and ridicule. We may also observe that this story seems to be a Roman creation, insofar 
as it is nowhere attested in Greek texts before the Roman period 19. The Augustan author, 
Sostratus of Alexandria, therefore counts as an early Greek writer on the theme: we see 
him treating the beaver very much as a Scythian beast, and again a firm distancing from 
the tale of the beaver’s testicles (Schol. on Nicander’s Theriaca 565d) 20:
Sostratus says in the On the nature of animals that this creature is amphibious, that is to say 
the beaver. And that it is found in the empty lands of Scythia, and has testicles which are flat 
like a goat’s. It is said that, when hunted, it cuts off its own testicles, aware that it is being 
hunted for their sake.

16 Devecka 2013, esp. 94 (corrected in part by Scarborough 2020) perceives humour, but 
stresses inversion here. As far as I understand his claims, inversion comes only through his 
introducing the idea that the merchant has stolen his cargo, which is not in Juvenal’s text. 
Nor is imperialism at issue here, so much as the folly of greedy trade (cf. Juv. 14. 256–302): 
Smith 1989. On philosophical links, see Larmour 2005; cf. Gellar- Goad 2018, stressing Epicu-
reanism. Juvenal’s choice of castor here (the Greek name not the usual fiber) evokes castration, 
perhaps, but may also be a wry allusion to Castor, with Pollux the saviour of sailors in storms 
(see Phaedrus, Appendix Perrotina 30. 1–4 on the Greek word, god and beaver).

17 Larmour 2005, 142.
18 Scilicet relicta illic uxore ipse fuga sibi consuluit, quem ad modum castores, ut aiunt, a vena-

toribus redimunt se ea parte corporis, propter quam maxime expetuntur.
19 Aristotle’s comments on beavers, under various names, has nothing of the sort: on these 

passages, see Kitchell 2014, 14–15.
20 Wellmann 1891; Zucker 2008, 754.
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Accordingly, we have no strong reason to suppose that the poem of Phaedrus (as it is 
thought to be) on the beaver- story has been taken from an original Greek fable 21, while 
its author’s decision to allow doubt about the story’s literal truth (fertur, it is said) is no 
more remarkable than Cicero’s note of caution had been. In their different ways both 
Cicero (in mocking a tale of lust) and Phaedrus (in using the beaver to illustrate proper 
priorities) use the beaver- story in contexts of moralising discourse, while both also help 
further to illustrate how Niger’s discovery was more a confirmation than a revolution in 
Roman thinking about the realities of beavers and their behaviour.

Set in that context, Dioscorides’ curt dismissal of the beaver- story may also be un-
derstood as a scientific contribution to the discourse of morality. For, while the beaver- 
story seemed to offer a splendid example from nature of the appropriate approach to 
treasures, it was simply untrue and so invalid as a moral exemplum of any kind. In fact, 
we must search hard for an expression of belief in it. The clearest and earliest is Pliny, 
well over a century after Cicero, and we have seen that even Pliny combines assertion 
with subsequent praise of Niger’s discovery, which confirmed earlier doubts. We have 
seen too that his beaver was by no means a mythical beast, and there is no reason to sup-
pose it exotic to Greeks or Romans. Quite apart from the beavers of ancient Italy, and 
neighbouring regions 22, there were also beavers enough around the Mediterranean, as 
Pliny indicates, as well as their Pontic populations. Varro even mentions the beavers of 
Latium (LL 5. 13). However, beaver- hunting seems not to have been a pursuit of the 
gentleman, since we hear little of it (outside the beaver- story). They tend to be hunted 
by night and are commonly trapped, for their meat and their fur 23 as well as their castor 
sacs. While a beaver would feed a family, it was hardly the meat of the prosperous, and 
fur was of limited interest. The quest for castor was hardly the concern of high society, 
even if it might be valued by specialists in medicine and perfumery, and ultimately prized 
in those forms. On that very theme, Lucretius draws attention to the irony in a lady’s use 
of beaver- product (castoreum) 24.

Therefore, the beaver- story had enjoyed a currency beyond the constraints of literal 
truth long before Aelian presented his version of it in his De natura animalium. The story 
suited his general purpose very well, for it combined entertainment of his readers with 
a moral tale which anthropomorphised the animal 25. We have seen the opportunities for 

21 Larmour 2005, 147 observes the concern with self-castration in Lucilius, though beavers 
are not mentioned in the extant fragments. There is no particular reason that Phaedrus, Ap-
pendix Perrotina 30 has been translated from Greek, as Devecka 2013, 91 contemplates; its 
early lines were clearly not.

22 In northern Greece, we may note the modern town of Kastorias, famous for its furs.
23 Even its fur might be used in Roman medicine: Plin. NH 17. 265; 32. 119 with Kitch-

ell 2014, 15, who also observes evidence on beaver-fur cloaks and the like in the later Roman 
empire (as at Hdt. 4. 109 in greater Scythia).

24 Lucr. 6. 794–796 (cf. Hdt. 4. 109):
castoreoque gravi mulier sopita recumbit,
et manibus nitidum teneris opus effluit ei,
tempore eo si odoratast quo menstrua solvit.

25 On Aelian’s work, see Smith 2014, esp. 41 on castration in general. Apuleius, his contem-
porary, used the beaver story in much the same way: Met. 1. 9. For the larger issue of animal- 
human interactions in ancient texts, see Fögen, Thomas 2017.
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humour and moralising alike in earlier treatments of the beaver- story, and Aelian devel-
ops them still further (NA 6. 34):
The beaver lives both on land and in the water. By day it hides itself in rivers, but at night it 
wanders around on land, feeding itself with whatever it finds. Hunters pursue it avidly, and 
the beaver knows this, so when it feels itself in danger it will chew off its own testicles and 
drop them in the hunters’ path, just as a wise man pursued by robbers will drop whatever 
treasures he is carrying in order to save his life. If it has done this once but is pursued all 
the same, then the beaver will stand up in the path and show the hunters that their chase is 
pointless, for hunters believe that a castrated beaver does not taste as good as one that is fully 
equipped, so to speak. Often, however, beavers will tuck away their privates and then pretend 
they have been castrated, tricking their pursuers and keeping their own treasures.

The beaver is credited with the knowledge that its story requires, as usual: it knows that 
hunters want its parts. The animal’s knowledge was no doubt all the more plausible be-
cause of its ability to construct a home with timber it had cut down for itself, rather like 
a human. Aelian explicitly compares its abandonment of its treasures with the conduct 
of a wise man pursued by robbers, who leaves his goods for them in order to save his life. 
We have seen the key elements of this idea in earlier authors. However, Aelian extends 
the story by introducing the beaver who had already used this ploy, and must therefore 
show hunters that he does not have what they want. The intelligent beast is able also to 
deceive hunters into believing that he has already given up his parts. Aelian says that the 
beaver often does this: it was not only human traders who could deceive in the matter of 
beavers’ parts. Moreover, the immorality of traders was not shared by the beaver, since, 
while traders were notoriously deceitful, the deceiving of robbers and the like was mor-
ally acceptable 26. In exploring possible ramifications of the tired story, Aelian sought to 
improve its rationale in details which had escaped our other extant authors on the subject, 
and to re-invigorate it by doing so. For the hunter might wish to eat the beast in any case. 
To meet the point, therefore, and to explain how the lack of parts might somehow fore-
stall consumption, Aelian invents (if he did not import it from elsewhere) a groundless 
belief among hunters that a beaver without parts was less tasty. His failure to address the 
same problem with regard to fur would tend to confirm that beaver-fur was not of great 
interest in imperial culture at this stage. Therefore, while the beaver story was familiar 
enough by Aelian’s day, and unlikely to be taken literally by his readers, he made it con-
tribute to his work by the familiar linkage to human morality and the unfamiliar, playful 
development of weaknesses inherent in the story as usually told.

Of course, these various versions of the beaver- story coexisted with the reality of the 
use of castoreum, and trade in the substance (in forms indicated by Dioscorides and 
Pliny), despite the fact that there was very little contact between the mercantile or me-
dicinal realities and the beavers of literary men and moralists. Since Pliny’s Niger cites 
Pontic beavers first, and since the written tradition is far more concerned with Pontic 
beavers than with any other locale for them, we can only infer that their parts were in 
fact traded around the Black Sea, and taken from there to Rome and elsewhere, though 
we must also be clear that beavers were widespread around the Roman world at large. 

26 On tricky traders, see Davidson 1993; on the ethics of deceiving robbers, see e. g. Braund 
1993. For from the beaver’s viewpoint what else were these hunters?
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Archaeology is not well suited to the discovery of such delicate organic materials (espe-
cially in past times), but it can at least show us the consumption of beavers on the north 
coast of the Black Sea, thanks to the fundamental surveys of Tsalkin and Liberov, even if 
we remain unclear as to how these beavers were used: presumably their value was maxi-
mized, entailing the consumption of their meat, fur and of course their various parts, 
whose value is clear enough, not least from attempts to market misleading substitutes. 
These scholars report the archaeological discovery of beaver bones at various sites in 
the northern Black Sea, including Olbia 27. However, such finds are rare. For those who 
brought goods from the interior to the coast had little interest in carrying whole beavers, 
which can be heavy 28. Castor sacs (and indeed furs) were light and would have been 
gathered for shipment over any distance. Strabo does not specify them, understandably 
enough, in his outline of the substantial trade that took place at Tanais, but his general 
characterisation of exchange there would include beaver- parts 29. For he perceives this 
trade as exchange between two systems, whereby the products of Scythian nature and 
pastoralism were exchanged for those of Greek and Roman culture, the manufactured 
goods that pastoralists might desire. In broad terms, Strabo’s sense of these exchanges 
fits well enough with our inferences from the limited evidence, and such trade was no 
doubt replicated in large part across the region.

WILD RHUBARB OF THE DON AND VOLGA

Inevitably, perhaps, the more specialised goods traded at places like Tanais found little 
or no place in the literary record, and often they are unlikely to be detected by archae-
ology either. That is why Dioscorides is so important. He offers some invaluable detail, 
which not only extends our knowledge of goods traded, but more importantly contrib-
utes greatly to our understanding of the sources of Bosporan wealth and Bosporan sig-
nificance in the ancient world, while indicating the long-distance exchange that could 
be involved. Beyond beavers, he happens to mention a trade in rhubarb, with a view not 
to food of course 30, but to its use in medicine. He is concerned with the root of the rhu-
barb, a rhizome, not the edible stalks. For that reason our author groups it in the begin-
ning of his third book with other medicinal roots. The root can be chewed or rubbed on 
the body, but more usually it was dried and administered as a drink, especially in treat-
ing digestive problems.

However, the practical identification of rhubarb species is very difficult, and Di-
oscorides’ description gives only a general sense of it. The most striking feature of his 
account is the little he says about its source (3. 2):

27 Further, Smirnov 1960, 120. Their uncommon presence in the Greek cities and more fre-
quent finds in the wooded steppe sites, probably attest the transport to the coast of the private 
parts and possibly fur, not the whole beaver, which can be heavy and will have been usually con-
sumed locally. Cf. Hdt. 4. 109 on use of fur in the interior, and so the killing of the animal there.

28 See Kitchell 2014, 14. Herodotus says nothing of beavers at Olbia, but holds forth on 
them in the interior.

29 Strab. 11. 2. 3, where he makes it clear that his list is not complete. He is clear too that trad-
ers from the more southerly cities of the Bosporan kingdom came to Tanais for this exchange.

30 Rhubarb has never been part of the “Mediterranean diet”, as indicated by its omission 
from Dalby 2003.
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Rha (rhubarb), but some call it rheon 31. It grows in the lands beyond the Bosporus 
from where it is brought 32.

By “the lands beyond” he means the Don- Volga region, above and to the east of the 
Bosporan kingdom 33. It is hardly a coincidence that the river Volga was named Rha 
(Rhubarb) by the Greeks of the Roman empire, as first attested in Ptolemy’s Geography 
of the second century AD, in which it is a key landmark 34. The obvious inference seems 
to be right: rhubarb was found growing by the river. Two centuries after Ptolemy, we 
happen to be told precisely that by Ammianus Marcellinus 35. Later history can be mis-
leading on these matters, for medicinal rhubarb was energetically sought later in Siberia 
and China, and some of this material was brought to the Volga region, en route to Mos-
cow and St. Petersburg, where it commanded high prices 36. However, this Far Eastern 
rhubarb seems not to have found its way into the Roman empire, at least not in sufficient 
quantities to disturb the Roman sense that rhubarb was sourced from the Don- Volga 
area 37. Crucially, Dioscorides identifies only the Bosporan kingdom as its place of sale 
into his world, and refers (albeit vaguely) to the Don- Volga region as its source. This 
pharmacologist of Cilicia would surely have been aware of medicinal rhubarb crossing 
into the Roman empire at more southerly points, for example along the Euphrates. Simi-
larly, Ammianus, who is usually thought to have his origins in Syria, possibly in Antioch 
on the Orontes, where he lived for many years. He also alludes to the Volga origins of 
this rhubarb 38. Meanwhile, the reality of rhubarb growing on the Don and Volga has the 
authority of Linnaeus himself, in the sense that his collection showed examples gathered 
from both river- valleys. This was not the so-called Chinese rhubarb (Rheum officinale) 
with its powerful medical effects, but weaker local varieties of the plant, whose impact 
on the patient was less 39. This “wild rhubarb” (Rheum rhaponticum) is now very much an 
endangered species, recorded only in a small area in Bulgaria, it seems: Linnaeus wrote 
that it lived in Thrace and Scythia, covering both areas 40. We can make no assumptions 
about how this wild rhubarb was produced and gathered, though comparison with the 

31 = ῥῆον, the name preferred by Galen 12. 112 K. (De simplicium medicamentorum temper-
amentis ac facultatibus).

32 ῥᾶ· οἱ δὲ ῥῆον καλοῦσι. γεννᾶται ἐν τοῖς ὑπὲρ Βόσπορον τόποις, ὅθεν καὶ κομίζεται. 
Dioscorides 3. 5 makes it clear that the “Pontic root” (radix Pontica, Celsus 5. 23. 3) is liquo-
rice, not rhubarb, as sometimes claimed.

33 On these rivers, see Dzhakson et al. 2007.
34 There were few others available: see esp. Ptol. 5. 9. 12–13.
35 Amm. Marc. 22. 8. 28: “Next to this (i. e. the river Don, ancient Tanais) is the river Ra, 

on whose brows a certain plant-root of the same name grows, appropriate for many uses in 
medical treatments” (Huic Ra vicinus est amnis, in cuius superciliis quaedam vegetabilis eius-
dem nominis gignitur radix, proficiens ad usus multiplices medelarum). Ammianus’ knowledge is 
striking in any event. See Nutton 1972 on Ammianus’ medical interests.

36 Further, Monahan 2013.
37 Amigues 2016 has shown that plants might have arrived earlier than usually imagined, 

notably pepper.
38 On his origins, see Barnes 1998, 60–61. Note his medical interests: Nutton 1972.
39 Foust 1992, 109, with details of sub-species.
40 On Linnaeus and the Bulgarian evidence, see Libert, Englund 1989. I am not wholly 

convinced that the species has died out in southern Russia.
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case of Indian black pepper suggests that it may well have been gathered by foraging, not 
through horticulture 41.

There is also the testimony of the edict of Diocletian on maximum prices, which 
has been neglected in this regard 42. The edict itself is an historical curiosity, an impe-
rial attempt from the early fourth century AD to stop price- inflation by setting maxi-
mum prices for a wide range of goods. It achieved nothing, but was widely inscribed. Its 
contents include rhubarb, listed with other medicinal plants, including Chian terebinth 
(probably mastic oil) and aristolochia. Two specific details demand attention. First, the 
rhubarb is named in Latin as Raponticum (Greek, Rhapontikon). The name seems to 
combine its origins on the river R(h)a and its market on the Pontus. Secondly, we have 
its maximum price, as set by the emperor: the artificiality of that price allows only a lim-
ited sense of its market- price. A pound of this rhubarb (dried?) is priced at 50 denarii: 
that is, it cost much the same as four pounds of pork or three pounds of sardines, also 
listed in the edict. It carries the same price as aristolochia and Chian terebinth as well 
as other medicinal plants listed. Apparently, this rhubarb was expensive enough in the 
Roman empire of the day, but by no means as expensive as often reported in later cen-
turies of Chinese rhubarb, though we may also wonder whether the blanket- pricing of 
medicinal plant- products in the edict might illustrate some of the shortcomings in this 
imperial attempt to curb price- inflation. It seems broadly plausible that the less-effective 
Don- Volga variety of antiquity was less expensive than the later Chinese rhubarb, whose 
transportation (and chain of trade) was also much more extended, while rhubarb tends 
to degrade easily, even when dried 43. The importance of rhubarb export from the Bos-
poran kingdom is hard to estimate, but the kingdom’s apparent monopoly of the product 
is likely to have kept prices high.

CARDAMOM FROM INDIA

We also know another medicinal plant- product which was purchased in the Bosporan 
kingdom: it came there from much further afield. For Dioscorides tells us also of high-
quality cardamom that could be acquired there (1. 6. 1):
The best cardamom is that brought from Commagene and Armenia and the Bosporan 
kingdom. It grows both in India and in Arabia 44.

As with rhubarb root, the pods of cardamom were small, light and easily transported, 
by land as well as by waterways. In recommending cardamom from northern markets, 
Dioscorides seems to prefer the black cardamom that was produced in the Himalayas, 
and is sometimes therefore called Nepal cardamom. Presumably less green cardamom 

41 De Romanis 2015, whose essay raises a series of possibilities about the role of this rhubarb 
in the local economy, for which we have no direct evidence. The silphium gathered in Libya 
may also be compared.

42 See Lauffer 1971, ch. 36, 126.
43 As Foust 1992, 4 observes, with little concern for the ancient evidence and non- Chinese 

varieties.
44 καρδάμωμον ἄριστον τὸ ἐκ τῆς Κομμαγηνῆς καὶ Ἀρμενίας καὶ Βοσπόρου κομιζόμενον· 

γεννᾶται δὲ καὶ ἐν Ἰνδίᾳ καὶ Ἀραβίᾳ. On cardamom in Greek, see Dalby 2003, 74, correct-
ing Miller 1969.
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came that way, since much of it was produced in southern India and associated locations, 
from which it was more easily shipped into the Greek world via the Red Sea. It is not 
hard to appreciate the rationale whereby cardamom and the like was brought from the 
more northerly inland regions of the Indian subcontinent, across Central Asia to Com-
magene, Armenia or the Bosporan Kingdom.

In this way, Dioscorides illustrates how the Black Sea was linked into the great net-
work of overland transport and exchange which brought goods in all directions across 
these great spaces. Further, Schneider has drawn valuable attention to Neronian satire 
(in many ways a precursor to the satire of Juvenal on trade, above) on the foolishness 
of greedy traders receiving these goods in the empire 45, rushing to bring them from the 
Black Sea (zander, beaver-oil, pitch- resins). As we can now understand, these goods 
are elided with goods more familiar as merchandise of the far south and east (ebony, 
frankincense, and silk). This is an imagined trade, like that of Juvenal’s Catullus: the 
trader rushes to north and to south, eager to be first to seize the pepper from the still- 
thirsty camel as it arrives, wherever that may be. The merchant’s folly is greed, for riches, 
not consumption (the folly of his customers). We should be clear that pepper was not 
only a condiment for food, but also an important part of medical material, so that Di-
oscorides has a lot to say about it 46. There may also be a sense in which pepper is men-
tioned not only for itself, but also as an umbrella term for all such items, including car-
damom and the rest.

The route from India to the Bosporan Kingdom was a long one, and was no doubt not 
so much a route as a fragmented network of exchanges 47. It was especially appropriate 
for goods which started life to the north (notably the wild rhubarb) and in the northern 
and eastern interior of Asia and the Indian subcontinent, where sea-transport westwards 
was a relatively awkward option. Possibly some goods were vulnerable to damage in the 
damp conditions of sea travel, so that carriage by land might seem preferable. It is worth 
noting that it was in the north- eastern part of the subcontinent that a principal (and 
probably the earliest) pepper of the Mediterranean and Black Sea worlds had its origins: 
this was “long pepper” (P. longum), by contrast with the black pepper (P. nigrum) of the 
Malabar coast 48. Indeed, we should observe Pliny’s mention of writers who associated 
pepper trees with the sunny slopes of the Caucasus, which might suggest trade in pep-
per in the Caucasian regions, or at least ancient belief in such trade: we hear of ancient 
geographical perspectives that made the Caucasus and Himalayas into a single range 49. 
While Central Asian routes have been considered extensively, Strabo’s explicit and con-
vincing testimony about the last part of the route to the Bosporus has largely been ne-
glected in studies of trade movements.

45 Schneider 2017 on Persius 5. 134–136; cf. 55. On camels of the north, see further below.
46 Especially, Diosc. 2. 159, but it recurs through his work. See, in general, Ravindran 2006.
47 Graf 2018 has explored these issues thoroughly, albeit in contributing to a collection of 

papers on the Roman imperial economy which ignores the Black Sea.
48 See Dalby 2003, 254: long pepper was already used in Greece by c. 400 BC. See Parker 

2008, 152 on products traded from the Himalayas.
49 Plin. NH 12. 26. After Alexander, there was a tendency to link the Himalayas and the 

Caucasus: see in general Stoneman 2019.
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For Strabo sketches the locations of peoples he identifies as the Aorsi (whom he di-
vides into Upper and Lower) and the Siraci. He introduces them in the context of their 
links to the Bosporan kingdom, and more specifically their massive military contribu-
tion (in cavalry) to the forces of Pharnaces II, son of Mithridates Eupator. These con-
nections were still important in the first century AD, as events of Claudius’ Bosporan 
campaign showed. Accepting failure in that war for the Bosporan throne, Mithridates 
(usually numbered as Mithridates VIII) went to the king of the Aorsi, whom Tacitus 
names as Eunones 50, who arranged his surrender to Rome on terms which were far from 
unattractive: Mithridates lived on until Nero’s death, among the elite of Rome, which 
helps to explain the space that Tacitus allots to his story 51. While Tacitus stresses Eu-
nones’ alliance with Rome against Mithridates, we should observe his good relations 
with the Bosporans, not only the defeated Mithridates but also his victorious brother, 
Cotys. For what Tacitus presents as an alliance with Rome might also be interpreted as 
Eunones’ military support of one Bosporan brother against the other. A very fragmentary 
inscription, apparently cut in the mid-first century AD, indicates the potential extent of 
regional Greek (Bosporan?) diplomatic dealings with the Aorsi 52.

Meanwhile, Strabo, taken together with Dioscorides’ evidence on cardamom in par-
ticular, gives us insight into the economic aspect of the relationship between the Bospo-
rus and the Aorsi, whose prosperity (especially in the case of the Upper Aorsi, it seems) 
Strabo traces to the trade from India and Babylon (11. 5. 8):

…One may almost say that the Aorsi ruled over most of the Caspian coast; and consequently 
they could import on camels the Indian and Babylonian merchandise, receiving it in their 
turn from the Armenians and the Medes 53, and also, owing to their wealth, could wear golden 
ornaments. Now the Aorsi live along the Tanaïs, but the Siraces live along the Achardeüs, 
which flows from the Caucasus and empties into Lake Maeotis.

 (Translation by H. L. Jones)

Camels are key, presumably the two-humped Bactrian variety, not the dromedaries of 
the south. However, we should observe that both dromedaries and Bactrian camels have 
been found in Hungary from the Roman period, where the former have been associated 
with troops from Syria and the latter with civilian trade and Sarmatian contexts 54. In 

50 The name is attested in the Bosporan kingdom and the wider region to the east: 
LGPN IV s. v.; SEG 59. 1651.

51 On Eunones, see Batty 2007, 436; Saprykin 2002. Mithridates was sufficiently integrated 
at Rome to be executed by Galba as a supporter of Nymphidius Sabinus’ attempt to succeed 
Nero: Plut. Galba 15; cf. 13; Suet. Nero 24 probably refers to Eupator. He evidently knew the 
elder Pliny: NH 6. 17. Cf. Hekster 2010.

52 Tac. Ann. 12. 15–21. The grand self-opinion of Eunones may be reflected in SEG 46. 947, 
honouring an envoy to the “greatest kings of Aorsia”, perhaps a Bosporan inscription, though 
taken to be Olbian. As to the Siraci, see Marchenko 1996, esp. 114–116 seeking to reconcile 
archaeology with the remarks of Strabo and Tacitus. For the development of Graeco- Roman 
knowledge of the Aorsi and their neighbours, see Olbrycht 2001a, arguing that they had moved 
westwards from the Aral Sea area; cf. Olbrycht 2001b on long-distance trade.

53 That is, from the south: Media Atropatene approximates to modern Azerbaidjan, on the 
western side of the Caspian.

54 Daróczi- Szabó et al. 2014.
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Dioscorides’ list of the best sources for cardamom, his seemingly odd locations become 
cogent when we consider its journey by way of Central Asia. While many routes were 
possible, it was likely to be Nepal cardamom of northern Indian regions that found its 
way to Commagene, Armenia and the Bosporan kingdom, though some of the south-
ern variety might have come too. While routes to northern Syria (Commagene) and Ar-
menia are familiar, the way to the Bosporus is less well-known. It required passage by 
way of the Caspian, by sea or its coasts. On its northern edges, the Aorsi held dominion 
(as Strabo tells us, above) and used their camels to move Indian and other goods west-
wards. Their route lay across the plains north of the Caucasus mountains, where they 
held sway enough too. It was a long trek over the extensive steppe, sometimes called the 
North Caucasian Foreland, but it was secure for those who controlled the region 55. The 
goods might find their Bosporan market first at Tanais or by the Kuban river, most ob-
viously at Phanagoria. Accordingly, we should not be surprised that remains of camels 
were found at Phanagoria, and Tanais 56. However, we should also be clear that camels 
also found their way to the Crimea, where we happen to have finds from Panticapaeum 
and inland at Ilurat, where they will have been especially useful 57.

Strabo is clear that the Aorsi amassed substantial wealth by moving these goods, which 
would suggest that their earlier prices had risen sharply by the time they reached the Bo-
sporan market. Since Dioscorides identifies the Bosporan kingdom as the best source 
for rhubarb (which may have come by camel as well as by river from the Don- Volga 
network), and as one of the best sources for cardamom, we may reasonably speak of 
a Bosporan “spice- trade” in products which were in fact largely for medicinal use. Un-
fortunately, we have no way to measure the scale or value of that trade, but it brought 
great wealth to the Aorsi and may well, therefore, have also been significant for the Bo-
sporans. Especially so, because, in addition to the Mediterranean demand indicated by 
Dioscorides, there was the regional market in the cities around the Black Sea. We should 
also consider the potential market among the Scythian elite and other non- Greek peo-
ples of the region. Much later, Constantine Porphyrogenitus mentions the desire for 

“pepper” among the Pechenegs, who now occupied Scythia 58. And already in Herodotus’ 
account we see Scythians with access to much more than their famous cannabis 59, while 
Herodotus also displays clear knowledge of passage across the North Caucasian Foreland 

55 Mela 3. 33–50 (completed under Claudius) seems to reflect some knowledge of the region, 
as far as the Chineses (Seres). His concern with security by the Caspian and navigation on its 
waters are notable, while his belief in a narrow passage to an outer sea probably indicates the 
Volga. Cf. Graf 2018.

56 Smirnov 1960, 106 (Phanagoria, Roman period); on Tanais, see Myagkova 2000, set in 
a larger context by Tomczyk 2016.

57 Smirnov 1960, 101 (Roman Panticapaeum); 102 (Ilurat). Note also an example at Bol’shaya 
Znamenka, to the west of the Volga (Tambov region): Smirnov 1960, 104.

58 DAI 6, together with textiles and more. Here pepper might mean a set of spices, while 
pepper itself was both medicine and condiment, as noted above.

59 Hdt. 4. 71. Some of the specific substances listed must have come from the far south, by 
whatever route; cf. Diosc. 1. 4 and Asheri 2007 ad loc. (Corcella) for bibliography. Cf. Archi-
bald 2007, 264 for inferences from containers found in Bosporan burials; also Stolba, Rogov 
2012, 343, n. 1 on alabastra and their likely contents in burials at Panskoye in western Crimea.
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and by way of the west coast of the Caspian 60. In addition, we know that cardamom, for 
example, was in use by Greek doctors in the classical period (whether black, green or 
both) 61, so that we have to consider the possibility that some of it was shipped out of the 
Black Sea, from the Bosporan market, already at that stage. It may well be that Herodo-
tus’ reference to the use of beaver parts in treating problems of the womb is an allusion 
not simply to local practice, but to practice he knew among Greeks, using materials 
brought from the northern interior, whether or not by way of the Bosporan kingdom 62.

In addition to spices and the like, of course, archaeology has also produced a vari-
ety of small objects (lacquered boxes, jewellery, pearls, silk remnants, glassware) which 
somehow found their way to the northern Black Sea from the south and east 63. We may 
reasonably suppose that some proportion of this also came into the region through the 
lands of the Aorsi, loaded on their camels. Meanwhile, if we are right that Dioscorides’ 
work appeared around AD80, when the Alans had already been the major force of the 
North Caucasian Foreland for several decades, it would seem to follow that the pattern 
of trade between the Caspian and the Bosporus continued from the reign of Tiberius, 
when Strabo completed his work, whatever the new complexities across the region 64.

And finally, there is the vexed question of the supposed route from the Caspian 
through the Caucasus to Phasis on the eastern Black Sea coast. By and large, it seems 
agreed (though not universally) that this route was more an idea than a firm reality, not 
least because the surmountable difficulties of physical geography were made insurmount-
able by the insecurity that prevailed along most of the route. This was no way to trans-
port high-value goods 65. Dioscorides’ remarks on cardamom have the extra importance 
that, while they envisage cardamom from Central Asia reaching the Bosporus, Armenia 
and Commagene, our author says nothing at all about its possible availability at Phasis 
or at some southern port of the region. While the explanation for his silence is a matter 
of inference, the simplest solution, in line with recent views on routes from the Caspian, 
is that cardamom and other such goods did not travel through the Caucasus, however 
enticing the potential of such a route might have seemed in antiquity. As Dioscorides’ 
testimony indicates, we should not underestimate Roman awareness of the routes and 
river- systems of the Caucasian regions, especially after Corbulo’s campaigning in Ar-
menia. In AD77 Pliny not only mentions his conversations with Mithridates VIII, who 
had travelled among the Aorsi, but also the maps created by Corbulo, which he was bold 
(and unwise) enough to challenge.

Pliny also shows Roman thinking on the possibility of digging a canal to link the Don 
and Volga rivers, an idea worthy of Nero, which was, we are told, in the mind of the 

60 Hdt. 4. 12 (the route said to have been taken by the Scythians into Media).
61 See Dalby 2003, 74 on Hippocrates, Affections of Women 34.
62 Hdt. 4. 109; cf. Kitchell 2014, 14. On Herodotus and medicine, see Dawson, Harvey 

1986; Thomas 2000.
63 See further Treister 2018; cf. 1997; Mordvintseva, Myskov 2005; Schörle 2015. Also on 

silk, de la Vaissière 2012; Graf 2018; Braund, forthcoming; cf. Kvavadze, Chichinadze 2020 
on silk from Georgia, esp. Pichvnari, whose journey to Colchis remains obscure.

64 Note the “chief translator of Alans” attested in the Bosporus: CIRB 1035 (early third 
century AD).

65 See in detail Braund, forthcoming.
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emperor Claudius, presumably in the context of his Bosporan war. Apparently, Claudius 
traced the idea to Seleucus I Nicator, whose realm included much of Central Asia, so 
that it is hard to resist the suspicion that Seleucus’ consideration of such a canal was 
substantially connected with the movement of goods 66. It is in this context of renewed 
reflection on the Caspian regions and associated routes (including passage to the Bos-
porus) that we must understand the isolated inscription that was hacked in the rock by 
a centurion of Domitian, on the dry plain close below the hills of Gobustan, replete with 
prehistoric carvings of all kinds, by the western shore of the Caspian 67. It is at least an 
interesting coincidence that Domitian was sufficiently interested in spices to establish 
warehouses for large stocks, the so-called Pepper Barns 68. Conceivably the emperor’s 
concern with such materials played some part, with broader questions of military strat-
egy, in the centurion’s mysterious mission to the western Caspian. A few decades later, 
Aelian provides a picture of the Caspii, as he calls a local agricultural and fishing popu-
lation of the Caspian region, who may include inhabitants of the northern and western 
shores. He speaks of their many fine camels, which carry preserved fish to Iran, and the 
isinglass which they produce from the remains of these sturgeon, both a glue and another 
medical substance 69. Since similar fish-products were available more locally in the Bos-
poran kingdom, we cannot be sure how much of these products were carried in that di-
rection. Dioscorides, whose knowledge of the Black Sea region should not be overrated, 
regards fish glue as a Pontic product, presumably meaning the whole Euxine, and per-
haps encompassing also any that was brought there from the Caspian 70. Meanwhile, we 
should observe Aelian’s mention of the excellent textiles produced by these Caspii from 
the especially fine hair of their camels, clearly the shaggy Bactrian 71. Unfortunately, we 
have only scattered and limited glimpses of the vigorous economic activity around the 
northern Caspain, with attendant uncertainties, but these literary indications combine 
with archaeological remains (we have no camel hair, as far as I am aware) to show in 
broad outline that the economic connection between the Caspian and the Bosporus was 
substantial, while other neighbouring regions (in Iran, Scythia, Bactria etc.) were also 
part of the bigger picture of this complex of production and exchanges. And Dioscorides’ 
remarks – especially on beavers, rhubarb and cardamom – offer a valuable way into that 
environment in the later first century AD.

66 On Corbulo’s mapping, see Plin. NH 6. 40; cf. 30. On Seleucus’ plan, only credible if 
a Don- Volga link was meant, see NH 6. 31: Claudius Caesar a Cimmerio Bosporo ad Caspium 
mare CL prodidit eaque perfodere cogitasse Nicatorem Seleucum quo tempore sit ab Ptolemaeo 
Cerauno interfectus. Ptolemy 5. 9. 13 describes the rivers’ proximity. Cf. Stoneman 2019 on 
Seleucus’ exploratory interest in northern India.

67 Braund 2003, with photos; see also Smyshlyaev 2018, 581–610.
68 See Houston 2003; De Romanis 2020.
69 Aelian NA 17. 17; 32; 24. On medical isinglass, see Scarborough 2015.
70 Diosc. 3. 88, with comments on his Black Sea knowledge, which is worthy, but narrow: see 

above on his possible visit to Heraclea Pontica, perhaps with nearby Chalcedon (Diosc. 3. 40). 
Dioscorides’ remarks (2. 23) on Pontic absinth (wormwood) did not require a trip to the Black 
Sea. Pontic absinth was the best, specified in the edict on maximum prices, and well known 
(further, Crawford, Reynolds 1979, 205).

71 Textiles may find a market anywhere: see Schaefer 1943 on Hellenistic woollens in north-
ern Mongolia, preferring explanations in terms of Roman diplomacy.
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