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ABSTRACT 

 

Modern studies on the seer Aristander of Telmessus have rarely considered more 
widely the significance of ancient testimonies relevant to his reputation. This 

paper reviews the testimonia relevant to the seer’s eminence. The ancient evidence 
indicates not only a diviner with expertise in many fields (extispicy, augury, the 
interpretation of prodigies, oneiromancy, and spontaneous prophecy), but one 

who was also a warrior, author, and possible Platonist. I argue that it was not 
Callisthenes or another historical source who was responsible for Aristander’s 

emergence from obscurity. Rather, as a close confidant of the King and published 
author, Aristander was already a suitable subject for inclusion in the histories of 

Alexander. His enduring reputation in the testimonia indicates that it was through 

his own merit that Aristander bequeathed his name to posterity. 

 

Modern studies on the seer Aristander of Telmessus have rarely considered 
more widely the significance of ancient testimonies relevant to his 
reputation.1 Even when they have, as in King’s recent thesis and presen-
tation,2 they have been used to determine whether a single source for his 
actions can be identified in the Alexander historians. This paper reviews the 
testimonia relevant to the seer’s reputation and argues that Aristander’s 

                                                
* It is with great pleasure that I offer this contribution in honour of Professor John 

Atkinson, who provided much needed support to the Department of Classics at the 
University of the Witwatersrand during its final years. I am grateful for the sugges-
tions of Professor Nigel Nicholson in response to an earlier draft of this paper. 
1 None of the most significant articles reference the testimonia: H. Berve, Das 

Alexanderreich auf prosopographische Grundlage (Munich 1926) 2.62-63, no. 117; W.S. 

Greewalt, ‘A Macedonian mantis’, Ancient World 5.1 (1982) 17-25; F.L. Gattinoni, 

‘L’indovino Aristandro e l’eredità dei Telmessii’ in M. Sordi (ed.), La profezia nel 

mondo antico (Milan 1993) 123-38, see esp. n. 2 on the state of scholarship. 
2 C.J. King, Alexander and Divination: Dreams, Omens, and Aristander of Telmessus in 

the Alexander Historians (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Brown University, 2004); 

‘Aristander of Telmessus and divination in the Alexander historians’, APA 

Abstracts 2004, 79; see also M. Plezia ‘De Aristandri vaticinio’, Eos 59 (1971) 227-30. 
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enduring reputation in antiquity was due more to his own intellectual 
accomplishments than the preservation of his actions through the work of 
Callisthenes, Ptolemy, or another Alexander historian.3 

In the sources for the history of Alexander the Great, the name Aristander 
occurs some 41 times connected with 20 different divinatory episodes 
relevant to Alexander or one of his generals.4 The evidence from the histories 
of Alexander reveals a diviner skilled in various arts of divination: extispicy, 
augury, the interpretation of prodigies, oneiromancy, and in one (possibly 
spurious) example, spontaneous prophecy. Indeed, the overall portrayal of 
Aristander is, as Pritchett suggested of the Greek military ‘mantis’, one who 
was a ‘jack-of-all-trades in the field of divination’.5  

The ancient sources are flattering in their praise: Curtius states unam-
biguously that Aristander is ‘peritissimus vatum’,6 Arrian less unequivocally 
that the seer made many correct prophecies for Alexander.7 Artemidorus 
names him oJ a[risto~ ojneirokrivth~.8 In later sources Aristander is frequently 
listed alongside famous mythological seers, certain of whom, according to 
Clemens of Alexandria, were awarded godlike status.9 Here Aristander 
appears in the same context as Teiresias, Amphiaraus or Orpheus,10 else-

                                                
3 Berve (note 1) postulated a Priesterjournal; C.A. Robinson Jr., ‘The seer Aristander’, 

AJP 50 (1929) 195-97, Callisthenes; N.G.L. Hammond, Three Historians of Alexander the 

Great (Cambridge 1983) 125, Callisthenes and the Ephemerides (Royal Diaries); 

Gattinoni (note 1), Callisthenes; but adding the proviso that it is not necessary to 
assume Aristander’s death was contemporaneous with the death of the court 

historian; King (note 2), that the representation owes much to Ptolemy and 
Aristobulus, although she argues against the notion of one common source. 
4 Arrian 14 times: Arr. 1.11.3; 1.25.8 (twice); 2.18.1; 2.26.4; 2.27.2 (twice); 3.2.2; 3.7.6; 

3.15.7; 4.4.3 (twice); 4.4.9; 4.15.8; Plutarch 8 times: Plut. Alex. 2.5.3; 14.9.2; 25.1.4; 25.5; 
31.9; 33.2; 50.5; 52.2; Curtius: 9 times: 4.2.14; 4.6.12; 4.13.15; 4.15.27; 5.4.2; 7.7.8-9 (cf. 

7.7.22-29); 7.7.22; 7.7.23; 7.7.29; In other sources: twice in Zonaras (Zon. 4.8 

(P1.183D); Zon. 4.12 (P1.191D); the Itinerarium Alexandrinum (Itiner. 85; Itiner. 97); 

Aelian (Varia Historia 12.64, twice); once at Artem. Oneir. 4.24.18; FGrH 151 = Frag. 

Sab. 11; Ephorus, FGrH 70 217 (= Tert. De Anima 46); Eustath. Comm. in Dionys. 

747.17; Appian, Syriaca 64. Two more references to his name may be added if we 

accept that Melampus at Ps.-Callisthenes 1.42 substitutes one famous seer for another 
and that the reference to Alexander at Diod. Sic. 17.17.6-7 is simply an error for 
Aristander. The Appendix outlines the instances by chronological date. 
5 W.K. Pritchett, The Greek State at War (Berkeley 1979) 3.138. 
6 Curt. 4.2.14. 
7 Arr. 3.2.2. 
8 Artem. Oneir. 4.23.1. 
9 Clem. Alex. Strom. 1.21.134.3. 
10 Clem. Alex. Strom. 1.21.134.1, 2 and 4. 
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where with Megistias and Silanus.11 The confusion between the man and his 

mythological status is most evident in the Greek Alexander Romance when the 
legendary seer Melampus is named instead of Aristander.12 Other testimonia 
fill out a more comprehensive picture: that Aristander was a warrior, man of 
letters, and possibly a Platonist. 

The renown of Aristander is evident shortly after the death of Alexander. 
The Alexander Mosaic (c. 200 BC) depicts a unique figure behind Alexander. 
The horseman wears a white helmet with a visor and cheek coverings, 
embellished with a gold wreath. According to Plutarch prior to the battle at 
Gaugamela, Aristander rode along the ranks wearing a white cloak and a gold 
crown (‘stephanon’) on his head.13 His reference to the seer comes after 
acknowledging Callisthenes as the source for the image of Alexander 
appealing to the gods, his right hand held aloft. Curtius (perhaps inspired by 
the mosaic) has Darius in his chariot and Alexander on horseback defended 
by their élite troops while Aristander, wearing white and bearing a laurel 
wreath, points out an augural sign.14 Although the Alexander historians never 
explicitly refer to the part Aristander played during the course of a battle, 
since the time of Homer literary sources often depict diviners in warrior roles 
too.15 It seems that the artist of the Alexander Mosaic has extrapolated from 

                                                
11 Philostrat. Vita Apollonii 8.7.670. 
12 Ps.-Callisthenes 1.42. 
13 Plut. Alex. 33.2; see Curt. 4.13.15; 4.15.27 wearing a white robe. See P. Moreno 

Apelles. The Alexander Mosaic (Milan 2001), 19: other writers on the mosaic frequently 
do not mention this figure, preferring to concentrate on the main battle action: for 

example A. Cohen, The Alexander Mosaic: Stories of Victory and Defeat (Cambridge 1997); 
E. Badian, ‘A note on the ‘Alexander Mosaic’ in F.B. Titchener & R.F. Morton (edd.), 

Life and the Arts in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Berkeley & Los Angeles 1999) 75-92.  
14 Curt. 4.15.23-27; Plut. Alex. 33.1-4; cf. Arr. 3.14.1-3.  
15 See Hom. Il. 13.39-75 where Poseidon urges on the Aiantes in the guise of the 

seer Calchas, which suggests a similar role could be ascribed to the legendary 

prophet; also Od. 11.281-97 (Melampus); 15.223-81 (Theoclymenus). See also Pind. 

Pyth. 4.191; Ov. Met. 8.316 (Mopsus the seer of the Argonauts); Aesch. Sept. 568-69 

and Pind Ol. 6.17 (Amphiaraus); Hdt. 7.228.3-4 (Megistias, the Spartan seer and 

descendant of Melampus); Xen. Hell. 2.4.18-19 (an anonymous seer at Munychia). 

For modern discussions on the seer in battle, see Pritchett (note 5) 3.56-57. For a 

more recent discussion, see J. Dillery, ‘Chresmologues and manteis: independent 

diviners and the problem of authority’, in S. Iles Johnson & P. Struck (edd.), Mantike. 

Studies in Ancient Divination (Leiden 2005) 200-09. He points to the historical exam-

ples from the casualty list of the Erectheid tribe (IG 13 1147 = ML 33, lines 128-29) 

and an Argive casualty list (SEG 29.361). In addition, there is the tombstone from 

Menidi (SEG 16.193) to one Kleoboulos, the uncle of Aeschines, and another to 
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an Alexander account (probably Callisthenes) to give the seer an active role in 
the battle portrayed (whether it is meant to represent a specific battle or not), 
an image perhaps later appropriated by Curtius and Plutarch in their 
descriptions of the encounter at Gaugamela. 

Aristander was not just famous for his association with Alexander but also 
his literary output. During a discussion on the imperfections (vitia) of trees, 
Pliny suggests there is a space for prodigia.16 There follow two chapters of 
examples: trees bearing fruit in unusual fashion, miraculous tree revivals, 
changes of colour (which are not always to be regarded as portentous), finally 
a list of prodigies associated with unnatural alterations to the natural state of 
a fruit or tree (sweet to sour; wild to cultivated; white grape or fig to black 
and vice versa). At the end of the section Pliny reveals that the work of  
Aristander overflowed (scatet) with such ostenta.17 The index to book seven-teen 

suggests a title De Portentis.18 
A terminus ante quem for this work is established by Theophrastus, HP 2.3.1-

3: 
  

1. Fasi; d' j ou\n aujtomavthn tina; givnesqai tẁn toiouvtwn 
metabolhvn, oJte; me;n tẁn karpẁn oJte; de; kai; o{lw~ aujtẁn tw`n 
devndrwn, a} kai; shmeìa nomivzousin oiJ mavntei~: oi|on rJovan ojxeìan 
glukeìan ejxenegkeìn kai; glukeìan ojxeìan· kai; pavlin a{plw~ aujta; 
ta; devndra metabavllein, w{ste ejx ojxeiva~ glukeìan givnesqai kai; 
ejk glukeiva~ ojxeìan: ceìron de; to; eij~ glukeìan metabavllein. kai; 
ejx ejrineoù sukh̀n kai; ejk sukh̀~ ejrineovn· ceìron de; to; ejk sukh̀~. 
kai; ejx ejlava~ kovtinon kai; ejk kotivnou ejlavan· h{kista de; toùto. 
pavlin de; sukh̀n ejk leukh̀~ mevlainan kai; ejk melaivnh̀~ leukhvn. 
oJmoivw~ de; toùto kai; ejpi; ajmpevlou. 
 
2. Kai; taùta me;n wJ~ tevrata kai; para; fuvsin uJpolambavnousin· 
o{sa de; sunhvqh tẁn toiouvtwn oujde; qaumavzousin o{lw~· oi|on to; 
th;n kavpneion a[mpelon kaloumevnhn kai; ejk mevlano~ bovtruo~ 
leuko;n kai; ejk leukoù mevlana fevrein· oujde; ga;r oiJ mavntei~ ta; 
toiaùta krivnousin· ejpei; oujde; ejkei`na, par’ oi|~ pevfuken hJ cw`ra 

                                                                                                           
Sthorys of Thasos (IG 22 17 with SEG 15.84 and 16.42), who perhaps fought at 

Cnidus. Both scholars note, too, the strategic role often played by manteis. Pritchett 
cites in particular the eve of the battle at Gaugemela when Alexander spent the 

night in front of his tent with Aristander (Plut. Alex. 31.9; Curt. 4.13.15). Earlier (p. 

55) he points to examples of athlete-manteis, demonstrating that these men could be 
much more than mere diviners. Similarly priests also took part in battle: e.g. Hom. 

Il. 5.43; 16.569. 
16 Plin. NH 17.241. 
17 Plin. NH 17.243. 
18 Plin. NH 1.17c. 22. 
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metabavllein, w{sper ejlevcqh peri; th`~ rJova~ ejn Aiguvptw/· ajlla; 
to; ejntaùqa qaumastovn, dia; to; mivan movnon h] duvo, kai; tauvta~ 
ejn tw`/ panti; crovnw/ spaniva~. ouj mh;n ajll j ei[per sumbaivnei, 
ma`llon ejn toi`~ karpoì~ givnesqai th;n parallagh;n h] ejn o{loi~ 
toi`~ devvnroì~. 
 

3.  jEpei; kai; toiauvth ti~ ajtaxiva givnetai peri; tou;~ karpouv~· 
oi|on h[dh pote; sukh̀ ta; sùka e[fusen ejk toù o[pisqen tẁn qrivwn· 
kai; rJoa de; kai; a[mpelo~ ejk tw`n stelecw`n, kai; ajmpelo~ a[neu 
fuvllwn karpo;n h[negken. ejlava de; ta; me;n fuvlla ajpevbale to;n 
de; karpo;n ejxhvnegken· o} kai; Qettalw/` tw`/ Peisistravtou 
genevsqai levgetai. sumbaivnei de; kai; dia; ceimw`na~ toùto kai; 
di j a[lla~ aijtiva~ e[nia tẁn dokouvntwn ei\nai para; lovgon oujk 
o[ntwn dev· oi|on ejlava pot j ajpokauqeìsa televw~ ajneblavsthsen 
o{lh, kai; aujth; kai; hJ qaliva. ejn de; th`/ Boiwtiva/ katabrwqevntwn 
tw`n ejrnẁn uJp j ajttelevbwn pavlin ajneblavsthse· ta; d j oi|on 
ajpevpesen. h{kista d' j i[sw~ ta; toiau`ta a[topa dia; to; fanera;~ 
e[cein ta;~ aijtiva~, ajlla; màllon to; mh; ejk tw`n oijkeivwn tovpwn 
fevrein tou;~ karpou;~ h] mh; oijkeivou~· kai; mavlista d' j eij th`~ 
o{lh~ fuvsew~ givnetai metabolhv, kaqavper ejlevcqh. peri; me;n ou\n 
ta; devndra toiaùtai tinev~ eijsi metabolaiv. 
 

1. They say therefore there is some spontaneous change of these kinds: 
sometimes of the fruit, sometimes even of the whole tree, which the 
seers think are portents. For instance, an acid pomegranate may pro-

duce sweet fruit, and a sweet one acid fruit; and again, generally, the 
tree itself changes, so that from acid it becomes sweet, and from sweet 

acid. And it is worse to change to sweet. Also a cultivated fig may arise 
from a wild one, and a wild fig from a cultivated one. From the culti-
vated one is worse. And a cultivated olive may arise from a wild one, 

and a wild olive from a cultivated one. But this is rare. And again a 
black fig may arise from a white fig, and white from a black one. This 

is the same in the vine. 
 

2. And these they understand as prodigies and contrary to nature. But 
they are not at all surprised at natural changes of those types. Such as 
when the ‘smoky’ vine, as it is called, bears a white instead of black 

grape and a black instead of white grape. For the seers do not consider 
such changes. Nor those instances when the soil produces a natural 

change as was said concerning the pomegranate in Egypt. But it is a 
marvel here, because there are only one or two instances and these 
separated through the whole of time. Nonetheless, if such changes 

happen, it is better the change occurs in the fruit than in the tree as a 
whole. 
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3. Indeed such an irregularity also occurs in fruits. Such as once before 

already a fig-tree bore its figs from behind the leaves; and the 
pomegranate and vine from the stems, while the vine has borne fruit 

without leaves. The olive again has lost its leaves and yet produced fruit; 
which is said to have happened to Thettalos, son of Peisistratos. This 
may happen because of wintry weather; and because of other reasons, 

some think that they are abnormal but they are not. For example, there 
was an olive that, when it had been utterly burnt down, sprang up again 

whole, the tree itself and all its branches. And in Boeotia an olive, after 
its shoots had been eaten off by locusts, grew back again. But, in this 

example, the shoots had only been shed. Perhaps such phenomena are 
least strange, since the causes in each case are manifest, but rather it is 
strange that trees should bear fruit from unnatural places, or fruit that is 

not indigenous. And especially if there is a change in the entire charac-
ter of the tree, as has been said. Such are some of the changes which 

occur in trees. 
  

The same elements as in Pliny’s account are evident, albeit in the reverse order: 
spontaneous changes to the fruit or tree which are regarded as portents 
(shmeìa); natural changes of colour or metamorphoses due to the soil ignored 
by the ‘manteis’; more surprising changes if they occur in Greece; irregularities 
in fruits and some abnormal changes. Here are examples also found in Pliny: 
an olive that revived after being completely burnt, and, from Boeotia the 
revival of the shoots of a young tree which had been completely eaten by 
locusts. Theophrastus’ tightly ordered account, replete with balanced, chiastic 
phrases, is punctuated with terse observations on the importance of a particular 
change (ceìron de; to; eij~ glukeìan metabavllein; ceìron de; to; ejk sukh̀~; 

h{kista de; toùto), perhaps a reflection of the concise formulaic structure one 
might expect of a diviner’s handbook.19 Pliny’s narrative, on the other hand, is 

                                                
19 The observation of omens in ancient texts was often framed as a conditional 
sentence with the protasis describing the ominous event, and the apodosis, 

what is signified (‘if x is observed, the y is indicated’). This casuistic structure 
has similarities in the codification of ancient legal narratives. Potential models 
for these divinatory ‘narratives’ and for Aristander’s work can be seen in the 

prophetic and divinatory texts of Mesopotamia, Assyria, and the ancient Near 
East, works which continued to have an influence on the development of Greek 

and Roman divinatory practices. For example, see S.M. Freedman, If a City is 
Set on a Height. The Akkadian Omen Series Šumma Alu ina Mēlê Šakin 

(Philadelphia 1998), vol. 1: Tablets 1-21; U. Koch-Westenholz, Babylonian Liver 
Omens. The Chapters Manzāzu, Padānu, and Pān tākalti of the Babylonian Extispicy 
Series mainly from Aššurbanipal’s Library (Copenhagen 2000); J. Bottéro, 
‘Symptômes, signes, écritures en Mésopotamie ancienne’, in J.-P. Vernant (ed.), 

Divination et Rationalité (Paris 1974) 70-196; U. Koch-Westenholz, Mesopotamian 
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more prosaic. He varies his constructions: the simple aut contra is effective in 
its simplicity, as is the change from active to passive in the middle of the 
sentence; he takes care to offer a synonym (ostentum) for prodigium; there is no 
unnecessary repetition; there is a preponderance of polysyndeton, but varying 
conjunctions add to the rhythm of his lines. Nonetheless the distinct 
linguistic similarities in the two versions make it obvious that both authors 
are using the same source. 

Further dissimilarities might help us to understand the nature of the origi-
nal source. Use of the judicious fasi; ... a} kai; shmeìa nomivzousin oiJ mavn-
tei~ close to the beginning both distances Theophrastus from the prodigious 
material and reveals an unspecified and contemporary mantic source or 
sources, a point that is reiterated at the beginning of the next chapter: kai; 
taùta me;n wJ~ tevrata kai; para; fuvsin uJpolambavnousin. His account is far 
more rational than that of Pliny. Later Theophrastus informs the reader that 
there are certain types of phenomena which the mavntei~ do not take into 
account. Presumably Aristander’s De Portentis had been specific about the 
kinds of sign regarded as portentous and those that were not. Pliny alludes to 
the sentiment in the phrase non semper prodigio, a softer and less blunt 
appraisal. Subsequently he says much less about the significance of natural 
colour-changes or geographic locale. In the final section of Theophrastus’ 
narrative (2.3.3) there are references to irregularities in fruits. The examples 
include a fig-tree producing figs from behind the leaves, a pomegranate and a 
vine growing on the same stem, and vines and olives bearing fruit without 
leaves are the same as Pliny – although he lacks the detail of Thettalos son of 
Peisistratos. Theophrastus then remarks kai; di’ a[lla~ aijtiva~ e[nia tẁn 
dokouvntwn ei\nai para; lovgon oujk o]ntwn dev·and produces the examples we 
have mentioned above of trees that have miraculously revived. In contrast, 
Pliny reverses the Theophrastian account and after his direct opening: inter 
vitia arborum est et prodigiis locus, he proceeds immediately to the discussion of 
phenomena that Theophrastus does not seem to think of as prodigious. Even 
the amazing revitalisation of trees is described by Pliny as miracula fortuita. 
The Latin writer then remains closer to the language of divination and 
miracles and, in so doing, extenuates the rationalisation of the Theo-phrastan 
account. 

                                                                                                           
Astrology. An Introduction to Babylonian and Assyrian Astrology (Copenhagen 1995) 81-86 

and Appendix A: ‘Reports written on March 15th (Addaru 16th) 669 BC’, 180-85. See 

too G. Manetti, Theories of the Sign in Classical Antiquity, transl. by C. Richardson 

(Bloomington & Indianapolis 1993) 1-13 (esp. 9-11) on Mesopotamian divination. In 
the Etruscan and Roman worlds similar syntactical structures are observed in divina-

tory texts: e.g. Lydus (De Ost. 27-38) preserves a brontoscopic calendar attributed to 

Nigidius Figulus, probably derived from an Etruscan source. 
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Both natural historians are clear that they have a mantic source and there 
seem to be no good grounds for disputing the evidence of Pliny that that 
source was Aristander. Theophrastus would have been well-placed to utilise 
Aristander’s work. Although it seems likely that the opening sentences of 
Theophrastus’ narrative contain language closer and more appropriate for 
inclusion in a practical handbook De Portentis, the lack of rationalisation by 
the Elder Pliny would suit the divinatory object of such a work. The 
conservation by Pliny of a detail not found in Theophrastus – the meta-
morphosis of a plane tree on the arrival of Xerxes at Laodicea – makes it 
likely that Aristander’s De Portentis was supplemented with evidence gathered 
from, or relevant to, his Persian travels. 

Further evidence for the literary reputation of Aristander comes from 
Artemidorus, who spared no effort in collecting material for his Oneiro-

criticon.20 Early in Artemidorus’ work we learn that Aristander was an expert 
on the subject of tooth dreams, a topic, we are told, that he treated better 
than the majority.21 Later, at 4.23.1, the seer is specified as the best dream 
interpreter (a[risto~ w]n ojneirokrivth~), a superlative unused of any other 
diviner in the Oneirocriticon. Artemidorus then refers to the prooimion of 
Aristander (and other writers) in which he taught (didaskousin) anagram-
matical transposition (the principle of transposing syllables or adding and 
omitting letters), but made no use of it in the succeeding treatise. Artemi-
dorus argues that the use of this principle will enhance the reliability of the 
dream interpreter. Artemidorus, of course, did employ anagrammatical trans-
position, so his comments are intended to increase his own credibility and 
prestige at the expense of Aristander. It supports the importance attached to 
both men in the Byzantine text once attributed to Lucian, the Philopatris, 
where the author claims to speak after the manner of Aristander and 
Artemidorus when he inteprets a dream for Chleuocharmus.22 In short, 
Artemidorus saw Aristander as one of his closest rivals, if not the closest, on 
the subject of dream interpretation. 

The references in Artemidorus make it possible to assume that Aristander 
published a dream book. Artemidorus’ reference to anagrammatical trans-
position indicates that the work had a certain didactic and theoretical appli-
cation. Artemidorus’ observations on tooth dreams offer a hierarchical system 
of semiotics. For example, the upper teeth represent the more important and 
excellent members of the dreamer’s household; the lower those who are less 

                                                
20 Artem. Oneir. Praef. He refers three times to Aristander: Artem. Oneir. 1.31.3; 

4.23.1; 4.24.18. 
21 Artem. Oneir. 1.31.3. 
22 Ps.-Lucian, Philopatris 21-22.1. 
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important; the right side men, the left women, incisors the young, canines the 
middle-aged, molars old people. Similarly the teeth can represent possessions, 
in addition to the functions of life. For the remainder of chapter 31 
Artemidorus gives examples of specific tooth dreams which he presuma-bly 
drew from Aristander. A smorgasbord of interpretations is presented based on 
the status of a dreamer, the number of teeth that fall out, the condition of the 
teeth. Indeed, the inherent complexities of Aristander’s system of interpreting 
tooth dreams have some resonance in the carefully coded, yet nuanced systems 
of other ancient divinatory schemes.23 The seer’s treatise would thus have had 
a serious practical as well as theoretical application. 

Other sources, too, support the notion of a highly literate and educated 
seer. Origen states that Aristander wrote (ajnevgrayen) that Plato was not the 
son of Ariston, but of a phantom, which approached Amphictione in the 
guise of Apollo.24 Origen goes on to remark that many other followers of 
Plato have made similar statements in their lives of Plato (kai; a[lloi de; 

pleivone~ tẁn Platwnikẁn ejn tẁ/ Plavtwno~ bivw/ toiaùt j eijrhvkasi). It is 
possible that such a vision could have featured in a dream book written by 
the seer – it would correspond to the class of dream known as ejnuvpnion 

described by Artemidorus25 – but the implication of Origen’s words is that 

                                                
23 See above n. 19. The texts in S.M. Freedman (note 19) suggest the dramatic 

importance attached to omens which afflicted the household. Notions of binary 
oppositions (e.g. left-right; above-below) are apparent in Babylonian and Assyrian 

texts: see A.K. Guinan, ‘Left/right symbolism in Mesopotamian divination’, State 

Archives of Assyria Bulletin 10.1 (1996) 5-10; Koch-Westenholz (note 19, 1995) 97-99. 
Koch-Westenholz’s work on Babylonian and Assyrian astrology also indicates quite 

how complex the divinatory schemes of ancient societies might be. It was also custo-
mary in the Near East for different forms of divination to be bundled together. The 

diviners, like Aristander, were apparently expected to be conversant with a wide 
variety of divinatory schemes: see M. Nissinen, ‘The socioreligious role of the Neo-

Assyrian prophets’, in M. Nissinen (ed.), Prophecy in its Ancient Near Eastern Context. 

Mesopotamian, Biblical and Arabian Perspectives (Atlanta 2000) 107. The potential 
complexities of Greek divination are outlined in Manetti (note 19) 14-35 (‘Greek 

Divination’). 
24 Origen, Contra Celsum 6.8.10. 
25 Artem. Oneir. 1.2; cf. Aristotle, Peri;  jEnupnivon and Peri; th̀~ kaq j {Upnon 

Mantikh̀~ in the Parva Naturalia. Aristotle’s work contains some of the first 
rationalisation of the importance of dreams. For him they are the ‘causes’ of things, 

and any prophecy is the result of coincidence (Arist. De Div. per Somn. 462b; 463b). 

See L. Repici,  ‘Aristotele, gli stoici e il libro dei sogni nel de divinatione di Cicerone’, 

Metis 6.1.2 (1991) 167-203, for Aristotle on dreams and the Stoic view of such 

phenomena; cf. D. Del Corno, Il libro dei sogni (Milan 1975)  xv-xvi. For a discussion 
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Aristander was a Platonist and may have written a life of Plato. If this was 
the case, it might explain a reference found in Proclus’ Commentary on 
Plato’s Timaeus. Here the diviner is paired with Numenius, the second-
century AD gnostic, a Platonist and Pythagorean, as one whose followers 
considered the soul a unity and indivisible, whereas the indefinite is twofold 
and divisible.26 As a philosopher-adviser-diviner, Aristander would have been 
little different from later and better documented individuals such as Cicero’s 
friend and partner in philosophical matters, Nigidius Figulus, whom St. 
Jerome called pythagoricus et magus,27 or the astrologer and Platonist, 

                                                                                                           
of the classes of dreams see A. Bouché-Leclerq, Histoire de la divination dans l’antiquité 

(Paris 1879) 1.291-329. A.H.M. Kessels, Studies on the Dream in Greek Literature (Utrecht 
1978) 190-92, reviews the occurrences of the Greek terms o[nar, o[neiro~, ejnuvpnion and 

indicates that the latter term seems confined to prose literature. In scientific, mostly 
medical, literature ejnuvpnion is the only term used for ‘dream’. The term corresponds 

to the Latin insomnium: see A. Walde Lateinisches Etymlogisches Wörterbuch (Heidelberg 

1954) 1.705. See Macr. in Somn. Scip. 1.3.2: (de generibus somniorum) aut ... est o[neiro~ 

secundum Graecos, quod Latini somnium vocant ..., aut est ejnuvpnion, quod insomnium 

dicitur; Macr. In Somn. Scip. 1.3.5: hinc et insomnio nomen est, non quia per somnum 

videtur ..., sed quia in ipso somnio tantummodo esse creditur. See also A.H.M. Kessels, 

‘Ancient systems of dream classification’, Mnemosyne 22 (1989) 389-424; R.G.A. Van 

Lieshout, Greeks on Dreams (Utrecht 1980); more recently B. Näf, Traum und 

Traumdeutung im Altertum (Darmstadt 2004) esp. 43-79, offers a general introduction 
to the subject of dreams and dream interpretation in Classical and Hellenistic Greece. 
26 Procl. Comm. in Plat. Tim. See Numenius fr. 46 in The Neoplatonic Writings of 

Numenius, collected and translated by K.S. Guthrie, Great Works of Philosophy, 

vol. 6, ed. R. Navon (Lawrence, Kansas 1987) 48. 
27 Pythagoricus et magus: Hier. Ad Eus. Chronol. 183.4; see A. Della Casa, Nigidio Figulo 
(Rome 1962) 101ff. Nigidius was credited with a revival of Pythagoreanism in the 

first century BC: see Della Casa (above) 106-11; E. Rawson, Intellectual Life in the Late 

Roman Republic (London 1985) 309-12. Plutarch (Cic. 20.3) thought he was Cicero’s 

companion in philosophy. As an intellectual Nigidius’ range is striking. He wrote 

books – De Diis (A. Swoboda [ed.], P. Nigidii Figuli Opera [Amsterndam 1964], fr. 69); 

Liber Auguralis, De Augurio Privato (Swoboda, fr. 80; Gell. 7.6.10); De Extis (Swoboda, 

fr. 81; Gell. 16.6.12); De Somnio (Swoboda, fr. 82; Lyd. De Ost. 99.17) – as well as a 

brontoscopic calendar and books on astrology (Sphaerae Graecanicae and Sphaerae 

Barbaricae: Swoboda, 106-28, frr. 84-101; 102-03; 128. See Della Casa 111-20. This array 

of philosophical and theological works reveals an intimate knowledge of Roman, 
Etruscan, Greek, Egyptian and Chaldaean systems of knowledge; see W. Kroll, 

‘Nigidius (3)’, RE (1936) 17.1, 204-05; F. Boll, Sphaera (Leipzig 1903) 350-61; Della 
Casa 120. Nigidius also played a very public political role. He was a member of the 

Roman Senate in 63 (Cic. Sulla 42; Suet. Aug. 94.5; Plut. Cic. 20.2) and by 60 was in a 

position to cite jury men (Cic. Ad Att. 2.2.3). Kroll (above) 201 suggested that 
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Thrasyllus, whose ability to make accurate predictions for the Emperor 

Tiberius made him a reliable confidant for the aspiring princeps.28 The 
philosophical and intellectual works of Nigidius and Thrasyllus are unmen-
tioned in the later second-century AD historical accounts which focus solely 
on the predictions that they are reputed to have made. It seems less surpri-
sing then that Arrian or Quintus Curtius omit to mention the lesser known 
works of Aristander from their accounts, preferring to concentrate on his 
divinatory ability and its dramatic possibilities for their historical narratives.29 
For example, Curtius does not cite Aristander’s name in connection with a 
single instance of dream interpretation, preferring to depict him as a 
sacrificer and expert in the interpretation of prodigies, using vocabulary that 
is reminiscent of the practices of Roman priests or Etruscan haruspices,30 a 
style that is appropriate for his Romanisation of Alexander.31 Nonetheless the 

historical accounts and testimonia suggest strongly that the historical 
Aristander had a responsibility for overseeing sacrifices (Cicero attributes a 

                                                                                                           
Nigidius had been aedile in 60 (supported by Della Casa 27), T.R.S. Broughton, The 

Magistrates of the Roman Republic (New York 1951-52) 2.356, that he was tribune of the 

people in 59 (using Cic. Att. 2.2.3). He was praetor in 58 BC. His standing as a 
politician may have been quite high since Caesar never granted him clemency and he 
died in exile in 45 BC. 
28 On the relationship of Thrasyllus to Tiberius, see Suet. Tib. 14; Tac. Ann. 6.20; Dio 
55.11; J. North, ‘Diviners and divination at Rome’ in M. Beard & J. North (edd.), 

Pagan Priests (London 1990) 70; T. Barton, Ancient Astrology (London 1994) 44-49. 
Thrasyllus was one of a number of authors of the early Empire who produced 

theoretical books; cf. F. Cramer, Astrology in Roman Law and Politics (Philadelphia 

1951) 50; W. Gundel & H. Gundel, Astrologumena. Die Astrologische Literatur in der 

Antike und Ihre Geshichte (Wiesbaden 1965) 140-64, 202-53. R. Tarrant, Thrasyllan 

Platonism (Ithaca, NY 1993), discusses in detail the Platonism of Thrasyllus. Thrasyl-
lus, like Nigidius, also had strong Pythagorean leanings (p. 8). It seems that, like other 

diviners of the late Republic and early Empire (haruspices and astrologers), he was a 

suitable choice as confidant partly because of an intellectual capacity that combined 
the esoteric and philosophical knowledge. 
29 See King (note 2) 233. 
30 Aristander appears at Gaugamela (4.13.15) capite velato and bearing a verbena, the 
symbol of the fetial priest. Prior to the battle at the River Tanais (7.7.8) his 

expertise is explicitly referred to as haruspical. Furthermore, the vocabulary 

(portendo, exta, spectare, explorare, fibris pecudum) has strong overtones of haruspical 

practice at 4.2.14; 7.7.8; see C.O. Thulin, Die Etruskische Disciplin (Göteborgs 1905) 
1.11; (1906) 2.12; (1909) 3.5.  
31 See E. Baynham, Alexander the Great. The Unique History of Q. Curtius (Ann Arbor 

1999). 
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thorough knowledge of extispicy to the Telmessians),32 interpreting prodigies, 
and for analysing dreams.  

Aristander would have had much in common with Alexander and the 
educated companions of Alexander’s army. Some, like the  bematists Baeton 
or Diognetus, Alexander’s courier and surveyor Philonides of Crete, his 
admiral Nearchus, the Cynic and pilot Onesicritus, the trierach Medius of 
Larisa, managed to balance their military careers with their literary endea-
vours.33 Some were associated with the expedition specifically to write 
histories or epic poems in honour of Alexander, as Cicero reminds the reader 
(Pro Archia 24: Quam multos scriptores rerum suarum magnus ille Alexander secum 

habuisse dicitur!34 Atque is tamen, quum in Sigeo ad Achillis tumulum astitisset: ‘O 

fortunate’, inquit, ‘adolescens, qui tuae virtutis Homerum praeconem inveneris!).35 
Others, in particular Callisthenes and Anaxarchus, seem to have been en-
listed precisely because their intellectual capability made them suitable 
advisers to the King.36 They also reflected the King’s own personal interests in 
philosophy that had been fostered by Aristotle.37 

                                                
32
 Cic. De Div. 1.90; 94. 

33 Baeton: C.A. Robinson, The History of Alexander the Great (Providence 1953) 1.35-

39, no. 119; Berve (note 1) 2.99-100, no. 198; Diognetus: Robinson 1.39-40, no. 
120; Berve 2.143, no. 271; Philonides: Robinson 1.40, no. 121; Berve 2.392, no. 
800; Nearchus: Robinson 1.100-49, no. 133; Berve 2.269-72, no. 544; Onesicritus: 

Robinson 1.149-66, no. 134; Berve 2.288-90, no. 583; Medius: Robinson 1.92-95, 
no. 129; Berve 2.261-62, no. 521. 
34 Incorrectly translated by Watts (a translation retained in Robinson’s collection, 
p. 269) as ‘we read that Alexander the Great carried in his train numbers of 
historians and epic poets …’ 
35 Cf. Arr. Anab. 1.12.1-2. 
36 Callisthenes: 124 Robinson (note 31) 45-77; Berve (note 1) no. 408; Anaxarchus: 

Berve no. 70. On the importance and role of philosophers in Alexander’s campaigns, 

see J. Roisman, ‘Honor in Alexander’s campaign’ in J. Roisman (ed.), Brill’s Compa-

nion to Alexander the Great (Leiden 2003) 305; F. Borza ‘Anaxarchus and Callisthenes: 

Academic intrigue at Alexander’s court’ in H.J. Dell (ed.), Ancient Macedonian Studies 

in Honor of Charles F. Edson (Thessaloniki 1981) 73-86; R. Stoneman ‘The legacy of 

Alexander in ancient philosophy’ in Roisman (above) 325-45. 
37 See especially Plut. Alex. 7.3-4. For the general importance of Aristotle in the 

education of Alexander, see Plut. Alex. 7.2; Quint. Inst. 1.1.23; see also Plin. NH 8.44. 

Other philosophers attended Alexander: Pyrrho; cf. E. Flintoff, ‘Pyrrho and India’, 

Phronesis 25 (1980) 88-108; Psammon and Leon; the Cynic Diogenes; the 

‘gymnosophists’; cf. Stoneman (note 34) 328-29; 329-30; 334-35; also R. Stoneman, 
‘Naked philosophers: the Brahmans in the Alexander historians and the Alexander 

Romance’, JHS 115 (1995) 99-114. Alexander even went out of his way to place a 

wreath on the statue of the philosopher Theodectes, whose works he had read (Plut. 
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The most recent publication on Alexander the Great’s personal seer, 
Aristander of Telmessus, suggests: ‘sappiamo, però che soltanto grazie a 
Callistene Aristandro, unico tra gli indovini al seguito di Alessandro, esce 
dall’ anonimato ed entra nella luce della storia.’38 Gattinoni’s sentiment is 
rooted in the Quellenforschung that has plagued Alexander studies: that the exe-
cution of Callisthenes in 328/327 BC and the subsequent disappearance from 
the historical record of Aristander are connected; that what we know of 
Aristander is derived from the history of Callisthenes.39 The evidence from 
the testimonia, however, makes it clear that the seer had his own reputation in 
antiquity. It seems likely that Alexander placed his faith in Aristander in part 
because of a shared intellectual bond as much as the personal and public 
service that a good diviner could offer. It was not Callisthenes who was 
responsible for Aristander’s emergence from obscurity. Rather, as a close 
confidant of the King and published author, Aristander was already a suitable 
subject for inclusion in the histories of Alexander. His enduring reputation 
in the testimonia indicates that it was through his own merit that Aristander 
bequeathed his name to posterity. 

                                                                                                           
Alex. 17). Theodectes had been a pupil of Plato, Isocrates, and Aristotle. His son, 

according to Suda Q138 had written an enkomion for Alexander the Epirote. There is 
thus a strong connection with his family and the Macedonian court in the time of 
Alexander. 
38 Gattinoni (note 1) 133. 
39 See, for example, C. Robinson jr., ‘The seer Aristander’, AJP 50 (1929) 195-97; 

see also A. Fraenkel, Die Quellen der Alexanderhistoriker (Breslau 1883; repr. 1969, ed. 
Aalen) 171-95. Later, Hammond (note 3) 125, argued that differences between 
Arrian and Curtius at Gaza specifically could be accounted for if the Royal 

Diaries and Callisthenes were sources for Aristander’s role during the campaigns. 
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Appendix: References to Aristander in Historical Accounts of Alexander ‘The 

Great’ III of Macedon 
 

Date and 

Historic 

Event 

Divination 

Type 

Interpretation Aristander 

Mentioned by 

Name 

Cross References 

(Aristander not cited) 

     

357/356 BC 

Conception 

of Alexander 

Dream 

Seal with figure 

of lion on 

womb of Olym-

pias 

Interpretation 

Seal implies preg- 

nancy, and lion  

implies character 

of Alexander 

Plut. Alex. 2.2-5 

Zon. 4.8 

(P1.183D) 

Ephorus, FGrH 70 217 

(= Tert. De Anima 46.5) 
Ps.-Call. 1.5 (cf. 1.30.3-4) 

Cf. Ps.-Call. 1.8-9 

Steph. Byz. s.v.  jAlex-
avndreia 

335-334 BC 

Macedonia 

Prodigy 

Sweating statue 

of Orpheus 

Prediction 

Celebration of Ale-

xander’s fame by  

Poets 

Arr. 1.11.3 

Plut. Alex. 14.9 

Ps-Callisthenes 1.42.6-8  

[Melampus=Aristander]40 

Itin. 17. Cf. Steph. Byz. 

s.v. jAlexavndreia 

334 BC 

Prior to 

Granicus 

Prodigy 

Fallen statue of 

Ariobarzanes 

Prediction 

Victory at Grani- 

cus 

 Diod. Sic. 17.17.6-7 [Ale-

xander=Aristander?] 

334-333 BC 

 Siege of 

Halicarnassus 

Augury/Prodigy 

Swallow flies 

around Alexan- 

der’s head 

Prediction 

Reveals a plot by 

one of Alexander’s  

friends 

Arr. 1.25.6-8  

332 BC 

Siege of Tyre 

Prodigy 

Blood from 
 Bread 

Prediction 

Portended an end 
for the city 

Curt. 4.2.14 

 

Diod. Sic. 17.41.7 

332 BC  

Siege of Tyre 

Dream 

Alexander sees 

Heracles 

Prediction 

Tyre would be  

taken but with an  

effort 

Arr. 2.18.1 

 

Curt. 4.2.17 

Plut. Alex. 24.5 

332 B.C. 

Siege of Tyre 

Dream 

Satyr dancing 

on shield 

Prediction from  

omen 

Sa and Tyre 

meaning ‘Tyre is  

yours’ 

Artem. Oneir. 

4.24.18 

Plut. Alex. 24.8-9 

Ps. Call. 1.35.7-8 

Cf. Eust. DP  911 

332 BC 

Siege of Tyre 

Sacrifice Prediction 

Tyre will fall within 

the month 

Plut. Alex. 25.1  

332 BC  

Siege of  

Gaza 

Augurium 

Raven drops a 

clod 

Prediction 

Portended destruc-

tion of the city 

Curt. 4.6.12 

Arr. 2.26.4; 

2.27.2 

Plut. Alex. 25.4-5 

Itiner. 46 

332-331 BC 

Site of Alex- 

andria 

Portent? 

Marking of cir- 

cuit of city with  

meal of soldiers 

(portent?) 

Prediction 

City would be suc- 

cessful 

Arr. 3.1.5-3.2.2 

FGrH 151 = 
Frag. Sab. 11 

Curt. 4.8.6 

Plut. Alex. 26.8-10 
Strabo 17.1.6 

Val. Max. i.4.ext.1 

Ps-Call. 1.32.7 

Itiner. 49 

Sept. 20/21, Portent Prediction Arr. 3.7.6 (cf. Curt. 4.10.1-7 

                                                
40 The event occurs in Hipperia. The interpretation also stresses the connection 
between Orpheus’ conquest by music and song and Alexander’s conquest by force 

of arms. 
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331 BC  

River Tigris  

prior to Gau- 

gamela 

Interpretation of 

eclipse and  

sacrifice to 

Moon, Sun and  

Earth 

Favourable to  

Macedonians, that  

the battle would  

take place that  

month, and sacri- 

fices indicated vic- 

tory for Alexander 

Arr. 3.15.7) see Plut. Alex. 31.8 

Cf. Cic. De Div. 1.121 

Plin. NH 2.180 
App. 8.5; Diod. 55.6 

331 BC 

Prior to Gau-

gamela 

Sacrifice 

Aristander 

sacrifices to Ju- 

piter and Miner- 

va Victoria 

Gods duly propiti- 

ated 

Curt. 4.13.15 Plut. Alex. 31.9 [prayers  

to Fear] 

FGrH 148=Pap. Oxyrch. 
1798 

331 BC 

Prior to Gau-

gamela 

Augurium 

(auspicium) 

Aristander in- 

terprets auspi- 
cium of Eagle 

Prediction 

A clear auspice of  

victory 

Curt. 4.15.27 

Plut. Alex. 33.1- 
2 

 

331 BC 

Persian Gates 

Comment 

Alex. rejects  

sacrifices assu- 

ming Aristander  

could do no- 

thing 

N/A Curt. 5.4.2  

328 B.C. 

Cleitus affair 

a) Sacrifice  

Cleitus is fol- 

lowed by three  

of the sheep he  

had been prepa- 

ring to sacrifice. 

 

b) Dream 

Cleitus with  

sons of Parme- 

nio in black  
robes 

Interpretation is 

unfavourable to  

Cleitus 

Plut. Alex. 50.2- 

4 [plus the seer  

Kleomantis]; 

with Plut. Alex. 

 5.2.1 

 

 

 

 

Zon. 4.12 

(P1.191D) 

See Arrian 4.9.5 neglect  

of sacrifice to Dionysus 

329 BC 

River Tanais  

v. the Scy- 

thians 

Sacrifice 

Aristander 

sacrifices and  

looks at entrails  

and revises opi- 

nion 

Danger portended  

to Alexander 

Further sacrifices 

 in Curtius result in  

a reversal of  

opinion. 

In Arrian Alexan- 

der falls ill so the  

prediction comes  

true 

Curt. 7.7.8-9  

with 7.7.22, 23,  

29 

Arr. 4.4.3 

Itiner. 85 

 

328 BC  

River Oxus 

Prodigy 

Spring of oil 

A glorious expedi- 

tion but difficult  

and toilsome 

Arr. 4.15.7-8 

Itiner. 97 

Eustath. Comm.  

In Dionysii  

747.17 

Plut. Alex. 57.5-9 

Strabo 9.7.3 

Athen. 42 f. 
Curtius 7.10.4 
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Not known 

but probably  

prior to 323  

BC 

Prodigy 

(Auspicium in  

Justin) 

Prediction 

that Lysimachus 

would one day be  

king 

Appian, Syriaca 

64 

Justin 15.3.11-14 

323 BC Divine Inspira- 

tion 

Prediction 

Aristander sugges- 

ted that land which  
had Alexander’s  

body would be  

most favoured [so  

Ptolemy took the  

corpse] 

Aelian, Varia  

Historia 12.64 

(twice) 

 

 






