
The “Stone Tower” (Λίθινος πύργος) is mentioned 
as the most important landmark on the Great Silk 

Road in the famous “Geographical Guide” of Clau-
dius Ptolemy. Ptolemy knew about the “Stone Tow-
er” from two sources:  first of all, via his predecessor 
Marinus of Tyre from the itinerary of Maes Titianus. 
This itinerary contained the only complete descrip-
tion from Classical Antiquity of the land route of the 
Great Silk Road from Roman Syria to the capital of 
China.  Secondly, Ptolemy drew his information from 
sailors, his contemporaries, when the land route had 
already been connected through India with the mar-
itime route.  Both of these sources indicated that the 
“Stone Tower” divided the Great Silk Road at its mid-
point. Ptolemy’s information about this is both in the 
narrative part of his work and in his description of his 
maps.

Some observations on methodology1

Interpretations by historians using the written sources 
from Classical Antiquity frequently make the mistake 
of assuming those texts are original, primary sources, 
whereas in fact they tend to be complex compilations. 
Before one can use them, it is necessary to carry out 
specific textual analysis with reference to the sources 
they may have used and which can reasonably be doc-
umented.  In the process, it is important to understand 
how the ancient geographers went about compiling 
their descriptive texts and maps.

A recent example of what this author considers to 
be a flawed approach to analyzing Ptolemy’s map-
ping of Central Asia is an article by the distinguished 
French scholar Claude Rapin (1998/2001). Rapin ar-
gued that Ptolemy’s mapping of Central Asia derived 
in the first instance from some kind of a Seleucid map 
compiled from graphic documents which had been 
created for administrative purposes. This process of 
creating a collage from the sources involved various 
“rotations” and repositioning with resulting distor-
tions of geographic data. In Rapin’s view, Ptolemy 

then supplemented the Seleucid map with new ma-
terial contributed by Marinus of Tyre and by Ptolemy 
himself. Among the new sources was the itinerary of 
Maes Titianus.

Such an interpretation belongs to the category of hy-
potheses which are impossible to prove or disprove. 
The various “rotations” are pure supposition with the 
help of which one can explain anything one wishes. 
But in general the method presupposed by this hy-
pothesis — the creation of a global map by means of 
a diligent combination of many regional document 
maps —is not characteristic for ancient science. Broad 
generalizations in both ancient Greek geography and 
ancient Greek historiography always were developed 
on the basis of and within the framework of literary 
tradition. New information could change only specific 
details in traditional schema, and old schema usually 
were not discarded but rather were adjusted to co-ex-
ist with the new.  If documentary material was used, 
it did little to change the already established interpre-
tive framework. In ancient Greek cartography such 
documentary material was itineraries, which were 
simply overlaid on traditional cartographic concepts.

If we examine Ptolemy’s data against the broad 
background of the traditions of Classical geography 
(which Rapin did not attempt to do), then we find 
ample evidence of this. Of course even with this dif-
ferent approach the conclusions will be hypothetical, 
but nonetheless testable and based on concrete factu-
al material obtained from comparison with the data 
of other Classical authors. This approach informs the 
analysis in a number of my earlier publications, to 
which the reader is referred and which by and large 
have escaped the attention of scholars outside of Rus-
sia.  My conclusion is that in the first instance, Ptolemy 
derived his framework from data he extracted from 
Eratosthenes, Hipparchus and Poseidonius. The data 
from Maes Titianus, transmitted via Marinus of Tyre, 
was layered on top of that scheme, and then supple-
mented by reports of Ptolemy’s contemporaries.
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Maes Titianus and his itinerary2

The itinerary of Maes Titianus is a unique example of 
its genre in ancient Graeco-Roman literature. It alone 
describes the entire overland route of the Great Silk 
Road from the Syrian city of Hierapolis and the Ro-
man border on the Euphrates to the capital of Serika 
(China).

We know about Maes Titianus and his itinerary only 
from the information provided by Claudius Ptolemy 
in his “Geography” (ca. 150–160 CE).  And Ptolemy 
himself knew about this author only through his main 
source, the work of Marinus of Tyre (ca. 107–114 CE).3 
Various opinions have been expressed about the na-
ture of the contacts between Marinus and Maes. Some 
scholars have even suggested that they were personal-
ly acquainted (Hennig 1961, p. 402). But it is more per-
suasive to speak only of literary contact, a view sup-
ported by an analysis of Ptolemy’s text (Kubitschek 
1935, p. 235). Judging from Marinus’ comments, he 
had little faith in the accuracy of the data in Maes’ itin-
erary (Ptol., Geogr. I.11.6-7).4

The author of our itinerary, Maes (Μάης), nicknamed 
“Titianos” (Τιτιανός), was in all likelihood a Syrian 
of Macedonian origin, a “Macedonian” in social sta-
tus, a hereditary wholesale merchant who carried out 
long-distance trading operations with the help of his 
commercial agents. One can but hypothesize with re-
gard to the place where he lived and composed his 
itinerary.5 Most likely that was the ancient Phoenician 
city of Tyre in Syria, the main center for the manufac-
ture of purple silk textiles (Cary 1956, p. 130; Hennig 
1961, p. 402).  The need to import to Tyre Chinese raw 
silk, it appears, would have been the catalyst for the 
trading activity of the family of Maes Titianus. It is 
also no accident that the itinerary of Maes came down 
to us only thanks to the mediation of Marinus of Tyre, 
a presumed fellow-countryman of Maes. Apparently, 
this itinerary was known only in a narrow circle of 
the merchant houses of Tyre. Less probable is the idea 
that Maes Titianus was from Alexandria in Egypt or 
some other city of Hellenistic Egypt (Kubitschek 1935, 
p. 235). And it is very unlikely that he was an Iranian, 
born in Central Asia (Altheim and Stiehl 1970, p. 707).

Even less easily established are the dates of Maes Tit-
ianus’ life. Should we be able to determine his dates, 
then we could establish the date of the journey of his 
commercial agents and the composition of the itin-
erary.6 Unfortunately, the sources contain no direct 
indication at all concerning the date of these travels, 
leaving us with but indirect evidence about the his-
torical circumstances. Thus it is no surprise that opin-
ions range over a broad period approximately from 
the beginning of the Common Era to the beginning 
of the 2nd century CE. The majority of scholars are in-

clined to a late date: the end of the 1st to beginning 
of the 2nd century CE. Thus, Albert Herrmann, one of 
the most prominent historians of the Great Silk Road, 
dates the itinerary of Maes to 97 CE, or, in any event, 
prior to 100 CE.7 The attracton for scholars of a late 
dating is entirely understandable, since it was precise-
ly at that time that the struggle between the Romans 
and Parthians for the monopoly over the Great Silk 
Road reached its apogee, and the Parthian expedition 
of Trajan (113–117 CE), so it seems, tilted the scales in 
the favor of Rome.

Let us look at the possibilities of dating according to 
the historical circumstances on the overland route of 
the Great Silk Road within the chronological bound-
aries where the terminus post quem is 64 BCE, when 
Syria became a Roman province, and the terminus ante 
quem is 114 CE, when Marinus completed his collec-
tion of materials for his work (Honigmann 1930, col. 
1768; Lasserre 1969, col. 1027). In contrast to the usual 
approach by scholars, we will begin with the situation 
on the western end of the Great Silk Road, on the Ro-
man-Parthian border, not on its eastern end in China.8  

In the west at the beginning of the indicated period 
two routes competed, the overland one through Se-
leucia on the Tigris and the maritime route. The Ro-
mans controlled the maritime route, but evidenced 
an interest as well in the overland one. The silk of the 
Seres begins to be mentioned frequently in Roman lit-
erature approximately from 30 BCE. Horace (Quintus 
Horatius Flaccus, 65 BCE – 8 CE) names the Seres both 
together with the Indians (Horace 1959, Carm. 1.12. 53-
57), which indicates the maritime route, and in con-
nection with the Bactrians, Tanais and the Persians 
(Carm. 3.29.25-28; 4.15.21-24), which is evidence of his 
acquaintance with the overland route. It is precisely in 
the period of Augustus that Roman agents for the first 
time made their way overland into the heart of Parthi-
an territory (Debevoise 1938, p. 139; 2008, pp. 176–82). 

Following their serious conflict with Rome (the battle 
at Carrhae, 53 BCE), the Parthians, who had at first 
protected the overland routes, recognized the threat 
they posed to Arsarcid rule and attempted to block 
them. The overland route across the Iranian plateau 
along its entire distance was controlled by Greek colo-
nies which had been founded earlier in the Hellenistic 
period. These Greek cities were longstanding oppo-
nents of the Arsacids and adherents of the Romans. 
Along this route the Romans could easily penetrate 
the most significant and flourishing centers of the Par-
thian kingdom. It is no accident that Crassus, having 
occupied Greek cities on the Euphrates at the far west-
ern end of the Great Silk Road, threatened the Par-
thians that he will explain to them the reason for his 
actions in Seleucia (Plut., Crass 18; Cassio Dio 40.16). 9 
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But most importantly, the Parthians assiduously pro-
tected their monopoly of the trade in silk with the Ro-
man state and could not allow direct contacts of the 
Romans with the Chinese. So long as the route was in 
the hands of Greek colonies, to preserve the monopo-
ly was very difficult. A Chinese source speaks openly 
about this monopoly: the Parthians, wanting to be the 
only ones to supply the Romans with silk, would not 
allow Romans to pass through their territories to Chi-
na (1st–2nd centuries CE), nor would they permit the 
Chinese to reach Rome. The history of Gan Ying (97 
CE) attests eloquently to this: traveling via the over-
land route, apparently he reached the Euphrates, but 
thanks to the machinations of the Parthians at the  bor-
der of the Roman Empire, he could not cross into it 
(Bichurin 1950, pp. 225–27; Hill 2015, Vol. 1, pp. 23, 25, 
27).  Only in the 3rd century CE did the Chinese learn 
about the route to Rome overland through Iran (Sher-
kova 1991, p. 27).

There is reason to think that the continual rebellion 
of the Greek cities under Seleucia against the power 
of the Arsacids and the support for them by the Ro-
man protégés on the Parthian throne was evidence of 
the struggle by the Greeks to retain the benefits from 
their position on the Great Silk Road. The final event 
of this struggle was the enthusiastic reception by Se-
leucia and by the other Greek cities of the next Ro-
man protégé, Tiridates III (36 CE) (Tacit. Ann. 5.41-42). 
Characteristic is the list of cities which supported Tiri-
dates III immediately following Seleucia: Nicephorion 
and Anthemousias (Batnai), Hala and Artemita. The 
first two were cities on the Euphrates, on the western 
end of the Great Silk Road, and the last two in the val-
ley of the Diyala, on the approach to Seleucia from the 
east. One must think that this was an act of despera-
tion, immediately after which began the Great Rebel-
lion (35–42 CE) when Seleucia refused to recognize 
the rule of the Parthian emperor. After the suppres-
sion of the rebellion, as archaeology shows, Seleucia 
lost a significant part of its Greek heritage. One can 
think that the overland route in its capacity as an in-
ternational Roman-Parthian road ceased to function at 
that point.

Now the rivalry turned to the struggle for control 
of the sea route:  in the given instance for control of 
the eastern branch of the Palmyra route leading to the 
Persian Gulf. The Romans asserted their power in Pal-
myra; the Parthians built the city of Vologaesias (77 
CE), which controlled the lower Euphrates section of 
the route.  Seleucia soon (from 24 CE) was excluded 
from the Palmyra trade. The events of the Parthian 
campaign of the Roman emperor Trajan (113–117 CE) 
show that the Romans at that time had entirely lost in-
terest in Seleucia and that all their attention had shift-
ed to the port cities of the Persian Gulf in the lower 

reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates. In Seleucia, now 
no longer a Greek city, there was even an uprising of 
the Jewish population against the Romans, and Tra-
jan burned the city. At the mouths of the Tigris and 
Euphrates, the emperor established customs hous-
es, which is but one more indication of the effort of 
the Romans to control the maritime route. They sent 
off to the coastal city of Spasinou-Charax and sailed 
through the Persian Gulf.10

Given these circumstances, it seems anachronistic to 
date the itinerary of Maes Titianos the end of the 1st to 
beginning of the 2nd century CE.  More probable is an 
earlier date, the end of the 1st century BCE to begin-
ning of the 1st century CE. At that time the overland 
route still had not lost its relevance, and the relations 
of Rome with Parthia were the most friendly for the 
entire period we have examined. Thus the hypothesis 
of Max Cary acquires special significance, according 
to which the patron of Maes Titianus was Titius, the 
Roman viceregent of Syria (in 20–17 and 13/12 CE).  
This Titius was a close confidant of the Parthian em-
peror Phraates IV, judging from his participation in 
events that were unprecedented in the history of Ro-
man-Parthian relations. The emperor sent to Augus-
tus in Rome his sons and grandsons as hostages, and 
it was Titius who was the mediator in the negotiations 
with the emperor (12–10 CE) (Strab. 16.1.28). At that 
time Maes might have received permission from the 
Parthian ruler for his traders to penetrate the heart of 
Parthian territory. Max Cary proposes that the jour-
ney far to the east was thought up already by Agrippa, 
the closest collaborator of Augustus, but was put into 
effect by Titius with the help of Maes Titianus in the 
period between 20 and 1 BCE (Cary 1956, pp. 132–33). 
This was an exceptional case (although not necessari-
ly unique). The penetration of Roman traders through 
the Euphrates to Mesopotamia was not a great rarity 
(Raschke 1978, p. 642), but farther east the road had 
been closed to them. There are no Roman coins on the 
territory of the Arsacids east of Mesopotamia. 

The “Stone Tower” on the Continental Route.11 

The itinerary of Maes Titianus provides the basic in-
formation about the continental route. The immediate 
context for the data about the “Stone Tower” there 
is found in the description of the section of the route 
from Bactra to the halting place of the merchants. This 
description is both in the discussion of the itinerary 
(the section of the route from Bactra to the “Stone 
Tower”: Ptol. Geogr. I.12.7-8), and in the description of 
the maps (Bactriana, Sogdiana, The Land of the Sakai: 
Ptol. Geogr. VI.11-13; for his map, my Appendix, p. 74).

For Ptolemy, the information about the itinerary was 
an entirely new description of places about which 
nothing had been written in earlier sources. This re-
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quired even the insertion of changes into the tradi-
tional cartographic schemes which Ptolemy employed 
(P’iankov 1997, pp. 77, 270–72; 2010, pp. 318–24). In 
explaining Marinus, Ptolemy divided the route from 
Bactra to the “Stone Tower” into three parts.

The first part of the route is Bactra and the road from 
Bactra.  “The road to Bactra extends to the east” (from 
Antiocheia Margiana). According to Ptolemy, this 
road, like Bactra itself, is on the parallel of the Helles-
pont (41°) (Geogr. I.12.7). The map also provides these 
coordinates for Bactra: 116°/41°. “The road thence 
[from Bactra] to the ascent to the Mountain Country 
of the Komedes (Κωμηδῶν) ([the map adds:] from Sog-
diana) goes north” (Geogr. I.12. 7).

The second part of the route is the road through the 
Mountain Country of the Komedes. “The road through 
the Mountain Country itself up to the Gorge ([the 
map adds:] of the Komedes) which traverses a plain, 
goes south; it is oriented from the north-western 
parts of the Mountain Country, where the ascent is 
found, to the south-eastern parts.” Marinus locates 
the north-western parts on the parallel of Byzantium 
(43°), and the south-western parts on the parallel of 
the Hellespont (41°) (Ptol. Geogr. I.12.7). On Ptolemy’s 
map, the ascent in the north-west of the Mountain 
Country of the Komedes is indicated as 125°/43°, and 
the Gorge in the south-west of the Mountain Country 
as 130°/39°. Apparently this marked bending of the 
mountain road to the south had been noted already 
by Marinus, who considered (on the basis of the data 
in the itinerary of Maes Titianus?), that “this road, 
while it extends almost straight eastwards, bends to 
the south” (Ptol. Geogr. I.12.7).

The third section of the route is the road through the 
Gorge of the Komedes. “The road thence [from the 
exit from the Mountain Country of the Komedes at its 
south-western end along the Gorge of the Komedes?] 
in fifty schoinoi up to the ‘Stone Tower’ bends to the 
north,  and indeed after the ascent the Gorge gives 
way to the ‘Stone Tower,’ to whose east, the moun-
tains, opening out, adjoin the Imaon,” which ascends 
from Palimbothra to the north (Ptol. Geogr. I.12.8). The 
coordinates of the “Stone Tower” on Ptolemy’s map 
are 135°/43°. Regarding Ptolemy’s words concerning 
the Imaon, “which ascends from Palimbothra to the 
north,” they seem to be based on more recent sources 
(end of the 1st–beginning of the 2nd century CE) with 
which Ptolemy supplemented the information of 
Marinus. They concern the route through Bactra and 
the “Stone Tower” in the context of the maritime route 
with its overland branches through India, among 
them one through Palimbothra (Geogr. I.17.4).

As we can see, the description is not distinguished by 
its clarity. Scholars have suggested many interpreta-

tions of it, which form three basic groups:  some trace 
the road from Balkh along the Karategin and Alai val-
ley; others, from Balkh through Samarkand and Fer-
ghana; and the third from Balkh through the Pamirs.12 
However, none of these variants explains completely 
all of Ptolemy’s data.13 In our view, these data cannot 
be explained merely by locating them on a modern 
map. What is necessary first is to analyze Ptolemy’s 
text.

In Ptolemy’s indications, both the narrative and car-
tographic, what strikes us first of all is the differences 
in the way he characterizes the “ascent” (ἀνάβασις – in 
the given instance, a pass) into the Mountain Country 
of the Komedes. On the one hand, the road there goes 
directly north from Bactra; on the other, those travel-
ing from the Sogdians go there, and it is located most 
probably to the east rather than to the north of Bac-
tra (the coordinates of Bactra are 116°/41°, and of the 
ascent, 125°/43°). On the one hand, after the ascent, 
one immediately enters the Gorge, which extends to 
the “Stone Tower” and then enters the plain, while on 
the other, the ascent leads into the Mountain Country. 
Apparently Ptolemy himself did not note that the de-
scription deals with two different ascents. This obser-
vation is the key to deciphering all of Ptolemy’s data 
on the section of the route from Bactra to the “Stone 
Tower.”  Of itself, this interpretation is not new,14 but 
further conclusions have not been drawn from it, and 
for the analysis of Ptolemy’s text, as far as we know, it 
has not been used.

We can describe approximately in this way the his-
tory of the information about the section of the route 
from Bactra to the “Stone Tower.”  For that section 
of the route, the itinerary of Maes Titianus describes 
not one but rather two branches of the route. One led 
from Bactra directly to the country of the Saka people, 
the Komedes, and, after the ascent to that country, ran 
through the Gorge, past the “Stone Tower,” and then 
along a broader mountain valley. The other led to the 
Komedes through Sogdiana and, after the ascent, went 
through the Mountain Country. Marinus adhered to 
the geographical scheme which was widespread in his 
time, according to which Bactriana, Sogdiana and the 
Country of the Sakai were located along a single lati-
tude from west to east, the first two separated by the 
Oxus, and the second and third by the Jaxartes.  This 
scheme, borrowed by Ptolemy from Marinus was in-
scribed on the latter’s maps (for details, see P’iankov 
1997, pp. 243–46, 270–71; 2010, pp. 318–20). Under-
standably, such a scheme entirely excluded the pos-
sibility that the Bactrians were direct neighbors of the 
Sakai. Marinus apparently considered erroneous the 
indication of such proximity in the description of one 
of the branches of the road, but did not completely 
discard this description, instead attempting, follow-
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ing a rather common practice, to unite both branches 
into a single route.

In order to reconstruct and explain the original de-
scription of two branches of the road in the itinerary of 
Maes Titianus, we will focus on the main landmarks 
of this section of the route, including Bactra and the 
“Stone Tower” — the beginning and end points of the 
given section in the itinerary — the ascent to the Land 
of the Komedes, the Gorge of the Komedes, and, final-
ly the Komedes people themselves. We will also ex-
amine the route from the “Stone Tower” to the halting 
place of the merchants, about which we have only the 
information on the map.

1. Bactra and the road from Bactra, its two branches.

The starting and most important point on this segment 
of the route was Bactra (Βάκτρα). Ptolemy names this 
city both in the description of the itinerary and on the 
map (Geogr. VI.11.9; VIII.23.9).  Judging from the map, 
the city was located on the river Dargoid (Δάργοιδος) 
(Geogr. VI.11.2). This information of Ptolemy is based 
on the data of the itinerary of Maes Titianus, but Ptole-
my also knew about the same city and river from other 
sources, which duplicated them under the respective 
names of Zariaspa and Zariasp (Geogr. VI.11.2.7). The 
city and river which Ptolemy knew under two names 
and which he separated are the city of Balkh and the 
River Balkhab. We see no reason to seek alternative 
identifications for them as some have tended to do 
(e.g., Humbach, pp. 73–75).

The crossing of the Oxus. Bactra was the starting 
point for two branches of the route. In order to con-
tinue the route further in the northern direction, mer-
chants had to cross the Oxus (Amu Darya). There is 
nothing in the itinerary about this crossing, but it is 
evident from the map that the crossing was in any 
event necessary, whichever branch of the route was 
followed. Much later the direct route from Balkh to 
the north led to a crossing of the Amu Darya in the 
region of Termez, and there one branch went further 
north, along the valley of the Surkhan Darya to the 
Hisar valley and Karategin, and the other over the low 
mountain range of Baysuntau to Samarkand.

After crossing the Amu Darya, the route of the mer-
chants divided, and each of its two branches led to its 
own “ascent” of the mountains.

2. The road through the Gorge of the Komedes and the 
“Stone Tower”

One ascent was located directly north from Bactra, 
and from it began the Gorge (φάραγς) of the Kome-
des. If we consider the beginning of this Gorge to be 
Obigarm (Marquart 1938, pp. 63–64), then the ascent 
to the Gorge would have to be located somewhere 
on the approaches to the latter at the eastern end of 

the Hisar valley. It is of interest that located there is a 
place now called Kharangon. The Greek root *pharang- 
with slight phonetic changes in its reconfiguring in 
Persian might well give the form harang-on (where –on 
is the plural suffix). The preservation of Greek names 
in the later toponymics of Central Asia is not excep-
tional (Rtveladze 1977, pp. 182–87).

A road 50 schoinoi long goes through the Gorge and 
has a north-eastern direction and respective coordi-
nates of the beginning and end of 130°/39° (41° ac-
cording to Marinus) and 135°/43°. The information 
about this Gorge has also been interpreted in various 
ways, depending on how the given segment of the 
route according to Ptolemy’s map is superimposed on 
a modern map [Fig. 1, next page; Color Plate IV]. But if 
one examines the information about the Gorge of the 
Komedes independently of one or another preconcep-
tion, then the most natural and convincing conclusion 
would unequivocably be to identify it with the Kara-
tegin.15

The “Stone Tower” was located at the exit from the 
Gorge.  Ptolemy’s indications of its location are con-
tradictory: in one case it is located at 135°/43° (Geogr. 
VI.13.2), in another at a distance of 26,280 or 24,000 
stadia from the crossing of the Euphrates (Geogr. I.11.3; 
12.3.9), that is respectively on the meridians 137°30’ 
or 132°. J. Oliver Thomson (1953, p. 428) believed that 
no one has explained this discrepancy, a contradiction 
which had led some to think that the name “Stone 
Tower” did not designate a specific geographical lo-
cation (Kubitschek 1935, p. 233).  But that discrepancy 
in fact was explained by Albert Herrmann (1938, p. 
94): the second indication was based on the data of 
the itinerary of Maes, accompanied by Ptolemy’s cor-
rection, and the first on the cartographic calculations 
of Marinus, according to which the oecumene was 
90,000 stadia in circumference (cf. Geogr. I.11.1). The 
“Stone Tower” was also mentioned in the more recent 
sources used by Ptolemy to supplement the informa-
tion of Marinus, specifically in the previously men-
tioned descriptions of the maritime route to the Seres 
through India and Bactria (Geogr. I.17.4). Since the Ko-
medes of the Alai in the Chinese sources correspond 
to the Saka tribe of the Xiuxun (P’iankov 1994, p. 41), 
the mention of the “Stone Tower” on its territory and 
in the Chinese sources is to be expected.16

As most analysts now agree, the “Stone Tower,” 
which apparently represents a settlement that arose 
around some kind of stone structure, should be locat-
ed in the region of Daraut-Kurghan in the Alai valley. 
The very Perso-Turkic name “Daraut-Kurghan” sup-
ports such a conclusion: in the root of the first word is 
unquestionably the common Iranian *dara-, “gorge,” 
and as a whole the name apparently denoted roughly 
a “tower at the gorge.” Archaeological data confirm 
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such a localization: in the vicinity of Daraut-Kurghan 
have been found remains of a settlement with the 
stone foundations of large structures which existed 
in the Kushan and earlier times (from the 2nd half of 
the 1st century BCE) (Bernshtam 1952, pp. 205–07; 
Zadneprovskii 1962, p. 186). Another widely believed 
localization of the “Stone Tower” in the region of 
Tashkurghan in Sarikol has been supported only by 
the closeness in the meaning of these two names (the 
Turkic “stone tower”). However the toponym Tash-
kurghan is not all that rare and, moreover, is of rather 
late origin.17

The further route from the “Stone Tower” to the 
east, is already “along the plain (τά πεδία), where the 
hills open out (χωροῦντα) and come up” to the me-
ridial “branch of the Imaon” (Ἴμαον) (Geogr. I.12.7-
8), from 135°/43° to 140°/43°, to the halting place of 
the merchants near that same Imai range: this is the 
route through the Alai/Kyzyl Suu valley from 
Daraut-Kurghan to Irkeshtam.

Our interpretation of Ptolemy’s information about 
the “ascent” as describing two different ascents makes 
it unnecessary to search in the specific section of the 
route for bends first to the south-east and then to the 
north-east, obtained by Ptolemy as a result of his ar-
tificial combining of information about two different 
roads. In fact, the route here ran only to the north-
east. Thus, the route proposed by Albert Herrmann 
(1938, p. 104) is entirely improbable for trading cara-
vans — from Garm through the Peter the First Range 
into the Obikhingou valley, then to the Muksu gorge 
and through the Tersagar pass to Daraut-Kurghan — 
imagined by him only in order to explain these bends.

In 1979 the author was able to travel in an expedi-
tion vehicle the entire route of the specific section 
examined here. The area of the expedition was the 
Pamir plateau, and from there the route ran through 
the Pamir tract along the eastern edge of the plateau 
first to the north up to the city of Osh. Thus the author 
himself saw the Gorge of the Komedes — a narrow 
(not wider than 2 km) valley of the Karategin with 
steep cliff walls — as well as the “Stone Tower” — 
Daraut-Kurghan with an impressive structure resem-
bling a tower along the road, a border fort of the Khan 
of Kokand in the 19th century. (Apparently there was 
a centuries-old tradition of building fortified towers 
in that location). Beyond to the east we traversed the 
“plain” where the hills “open out” [Figs. 2, 3] — the 
broad (up to 40 km wide) Alai valley with a flat bot-
tom, coming up to “Imai”, the massive peaks of the 
Sarikol range bordering the Pamir from the east, and 
of other mountains extending this range to the north.18

3. The road through Sogdiana

The other ascent, “from the side of the Sogdians” (ἀπὸ 
τῶν Σογδιανῶν), was located at 125°/43° (Ptol. Geogr. 
VI.13.2); those same coordinates were given for the 
source of the Jaxartes (Ἰαξάρτης) (Ptol. Geogr. VI. 12. 
1). This coincidence was not accidental and was based 
not on some kind of general considerations as often is 
supposed (e.g., Gorbunova 1976, p. 27).  It is evidence 
of the fact that the place where the ancient merchants 
ascended to the Mountain Country of the Komedes in 
fact was located not far from the source of the river 
considered to be the beginning of the Jaxartes. Ptol-
emy’s map shows the Jaxartes in its upper reaches 

Fig. 2 (below). The broad Alai/Kyzyl Suu valley extending east from
 Daraut-Kurghan, whose location is indicated by the arrow.

Fig. 3 (right). Aerial view of Alai/Kyzyl Suu valley, taken approaching 
village of Sary Tash and looking east in the direction of the border with 
China. Sary Tash is approximately 40 km east of the point at the  right 

edge of the map in Fig. 2.

Fig 2 after: Kyrgyzstan State Agency for Geodesy and Cartography 1:200000 map “Pik 
Lenina” (1992 ed.); Fig. 3 courtesy of Daniel Waugh.
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flowing from the ascent into the Mountain Country 
of the Komedes directly north along the 125° meridi-
an (Ptolemy 1971, Tab. 2). This new information even 
obliged Ptolemy to introduce some corrections into 
his usual cartographic scheme, where the sources of 
the Jaxartes were shown somewhat differently, in or-
der to bring them into closer correspondence with the 
data of the itinerary of Maes Titianus (P’iankov 1997, 
pp. 269, 271; 2010, p. 321).

The mention of the ascent “from the Sogdians” pre-
supposes as well the existence of another branch of 
the route from Bactra: a route through Sogdiana. Un-
fortunately, the Land of the Sogdians (Σογδιανοί) on 
Ptolemy’s map is depicted in an entirely fragmentary 
way, divorced from reality (P’iankov 2010, pp. 318–
24). To separate out here the data deriving from the 
itinerary of Maes Titianus is difficult and controversial 
(P’iankov 1985, pp. 133–34). Nonetheless, it is possible 
that the coordinates of the “metropole” of Sogdiana, 
that is, Maracanda, through some misunderstanding 
termed by Ptolemy Drepsa (Δρέψα), 120°/45° (Geogr. 
VI.12.6), were provided from the indications in the 
itinerary of Maes.19

This branch of the route should have gone through 
Samarkand and Ferghana. The ancient road from 
Sogdiana, on arriving at the river Kurshab, one of the 
tributaries of the Syr Darya (Jaxartes), ran north along 
that river in the same longitudinal direction as shown 
on Ptolemy’s map for the upper course of the Jaxartes, 
and then turned to the Terek-Davan pass and came 
out in the valley of the River Kok Suu and went on 
to Irkeshtam. Apparently the given pass was also the 
second ascent into the Country of the Komedes, and 
Kurshab was considered the upper end of the Jaxartes 
(Mandel’shtam 1957, pp. 37, 38, 65; cf. Humbach, 1975, 
p. 73).

If this road in antiquity also came into the Kurshab in 
the region of Gulcha, then it is precisely here that one 
should look for Cyreschata (Κυρέσχατα), located by 
Ptolemy (Geogr. VI. 12.5) on the meridian of the source 
of the Jaxartes, that is, of the Kurshab. Cyreschata of 
Ptolemy, of course, has nothing in common with the 
Cyreschata of the time of Alexander of Macedon. It is 
possible that Marinus inserted the name Κυρέσχατα in 
place of some other, phonetically similar name found 
in the itinerary of Maes and preserved to this day in 
the name of the River Kursh-ab.

In general, this northern, Sogdian branch of the 
route, apparently, was better represented in the itin-
erary where it connected to the second “ascent.” In es-
sence, this was the route through Ferghana, through 
the region of the upper reaches of the Syr Darya–Kara 
Darya.  Ptolemy (Geogr. VI.12.4) places along the up-
per, meridional course of the Jaxartes depicted ac-

cording to the data of the itinerary a people called the 
Aristei (Ἀριστεῖς), whose name is preserved in the 
name of the city of Urest (Osh) and the village Rishtan 
on the route from Osh westwards. Here as well, to 
the west of the upper (meridional) Jaxartes, Ptolemy 
knows two tributaries this river, the Dym (Δύμος) and 
Baskatis (Βασκάτις). These two tributaries of the Syr 
Darya, west of the Kurshab, were later known as the 
rivers of the cities of Urest (Akbur) and Kuba (Bartol’d 
1965, p. 212).

The last segment of the route connected with the 
ascent “from the Sogdians” is the route through the 
Mountain Country (ὸρεινή) of the Komedes from 
the ascent itself (125°/43°) to the Gorge of the Kome-
des (130°/39° or 41° according to Marinus). In real-
ity, this is the short section of the road which goes 
in the south-eastern direction from Kurshab and the 
Terek-Davan pass to its intersection with the south-
ern branch at Irkeshtam, which went thence from the 
Gorge of the Komedes, i. e., the Karategin. Apparently 
Marinus, who had no precise information about the 
extent of this road but knew that the Komedes occupy 
all of the Mountain Country of the Saka (Ptol. Geogr. 
VI.13.3), correspondingly traced it to the south-east al-
most all the way through the Country of the Saka. And 
then, he combined it mechanically with the southern 
branch, heading north-east, beginning from the oth-
er ascent — the ascent to the Gorge of the Komedes. 
Hence he equated both ascents to a single one.

But the very concept of the “Mountain Country” of 
the Saka or Komedes was much broader. The mer-
chants of Maes borrowed it undoubtedly from local 
geographic representations.  The equivalent term here 
“Kohistan” later and down to the present is the name 
for the mountain region between the upper courses of 
the Amu Darya–Panj and Syr Darya, including as well 
the valley of the Surkhob–Kyzyl Suu.

4. The conflation of the two roads in the itinerary. The 
Komedes.

In consequence of the conflation of two ascents to the 
Country of the Komedes was obtained a line, clear-
ly visible on the reconstruction of Ptolemy’s map 
(Ptolemy 1971, Tab. 2).  It is precisely this line which 
Ptolemy has in mind when, right after the descrip-
tion of the road through the Mountain Country of 
the Komedes he continues: “Thus he [Marinus] says 
that this road, although it runs almost directly to the 
east, bends to the south” (Geogr. I.12.7). This sentence 
has elicited many different interpretations (e.g., Her-
rmann 1938, p. 103), but it is clear that at its core lies 
the understanding by Marinus about the road from 
the ascent to the Mountain Country of the Komedes 
to the “Stone Tower”: although both of these points 
have been placed by him on a single longitude (43°), 
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the road which connects them first heads south-east, 
indeed significantly bending here to the south, to lon-
gitude 41° or even 39° (from the ascent “from the side 
of the Sogdians” to the Gorge), and then heads north-
east (from the Gorge to the “Stone Tower”).

That Marinus did not have any real data about the 
distances between the main points along his single 
route reconstructed out of its two separate branches is 
evident from the coordinates of these points: the Sog-
dian metropole, 120°/45°; Cyreschata on the Jaxartes, 
125°/46°20’; the ascent to the Country of the Kome-
dai at the source of the Jaxartes, 125°/43°; the Gorge 
of the Komedes, 130°/39° (41° according to Marinus); 
the “Stone Tower”, 135°/43°; the halting place of the 
merchants, 140°/43°. It is clear that in indicating the 
distances between points, Marinus simply added to 
each of them 5° of longitude and specifies their lati-
tude as falling between definite limits — the parallels 
of the Hellespont (41°) and Byzantion (43°).

The same thing is indicated by the distances in sta-
dia. All of those who support the Karategin–Alai in-
terpretation of Ptolemy’s data note that the distance 
determined by Marinus and Ptolemy substantially ex-
ceeds the actual extent of the route through Karategin 
and the Alai valley. Thus, Albert Herrmann (Ibid., pp. 
106, 133) established the distance from Bactra to the 
“Stone Tower” as 8600 stadia or 1800 km, where the 
actual distance from Balkh to Daraut-Kurghan is 650 
km. And this despite Ptolemy’s attempts to shorten 
the distances! Such a discrepancy demands explana-
tion. Herrmann’s hypothesis (Ibid., pp. 107, 111) that 
this is a mistake incurred in the calculation of the 
Chinese li equivalent to the stadia is unlikely. More 
probably Marinus knew approximately the extent of 
the route along each of the two branches, but having 
combined them into a single route, combined their 
distances as well. The extent of the route from Balkh to 
Daraut-Kurghan through Karategin plus the distance 
of the route from Balkh to Irkeshtam through Samar-
kand and Ferghana in fact is approximately equal to 
the distinance from Bactra to the “Stone Tower” as cal-
culated by Herrmann.

Such is my explanation of the information of the itin-
erary about the “ascents” to the Country of the Ko-
medes and the branches of the route connected with 
them. Other explanations of this information — for 
example, the interpretation by Josef Marquart (1938, 
pp. 61–62), according to whom the single ascent to 
the Country of the Komedes was in Karatag, where 
the mountain path from the Zeravshan valley, that is 
“from the Sogdians”, connected with the main road — 
neither agree with the data of Ptolemy nor with reali-
ty. It is unlikely that this path could have served at one 
time as a caravan road: even today the road, no longer 
a path, through Anzob is considered one of the most 

difficult mountain roads of Central Asia.

The most important place on this segment of the 
route, on the other side of the two “ascents,” in the 
interpreation of Maes Titianus, is occupied by the 
Saka people, the Komedes (Κομῆδαι). The name of 
the Komedes appears at that time as well in another 
Classical written tradition independently of Maes, but 
in a more archaic form, *Caumedae. Later the Chinese 
sources speak of the Komedes, as Xiumito, Xiumi, and 
as also do the medieval Islamic sources: Kumed, Ku-
miji.  But in the Chinese sources contemporary with 
Maes they are known as the Saka tribe of the 
Xiuxun. At that time the Komedes occupied a very 
large territory: the whole Mountain Country of the 
Saka, the Gorge of the Komedes, the region of the “as-
cent from the Sogdians” and the region of the sources 
of the Jaxartes and its two upper left tributaries (Ptol. 
Geogr. VI.12.3). From this it follows that the Komedes 
at that time had settled the Alai valley and the moun-
tains of the Alai range, Karategin, and in the south, ap-
parently, Darvaz and the regions beyond up along the 
Panj, possibly even all the way to the Hindu Kush.20 
But this situation lasted only to the beginning of the 
Common Era, from which time into these parts from 
the north-east, from the Tian Shan, moved the Huns. 
Already in the 1st–2nd centuries CE they occupied the 
Alai, judging from their cemeteries in the region of 
Daraut-Kurghan (Bernshtam 1952, pp. 193, 204, 207). 
The itinerary of Maes does not know of Huns in these 
locations. This is yet one more argument in favor of 
the dating of the itinerary to a time no later than the 
beginning of the Common Era.

5. The route to the halting place of the merchants

The region east of the “Stone Tower” in Ptolemy’s de-
scription corresponds completely with the localization 
of the “Stone Tower” in the region of Daraut-Kurghan.  
But beyond, the route led to the Imai ranges and the 
border between two parts of the oecumene: on the one 
and on the other side of the Imai.

Here, first of all, it is necessary to note a certain im-
precision in the indications of the itinerary about the 
boundaries between the two parts of the oecumene. 
On the one hand, in the recounting of the itiner-
ary by Ptolemy, the “Stone Tower” is several times 
mentioned as the main boundary between the west-
ern and eastern parts of the route. To the east of the 
“Stone Tower” the route extends all the way to the 
Seres. On the othern hand, on Ptolemy’s map, which 
is also based on the itinerary, is evident that the actu-
al boundary along Imaon was the halting place of the 
merchants, located directly on the meridial branch of 
the Imai (Ptolemy 1971, Tab. 2). Such a duality is to 
be explained by the division of the route on the sec-
tion described above from Bactra to the halting place 

68



of the merchants with its two branches and mountain 
“ascents”: the road from the Land of the Sogdians 
and the road along the Gorge of the Komedes. The 
merchants of Maes Titianus went along the latter, 
southern branch of the route and passed the “Stone 
Tower,” which for some reason was for them the most 
important landmark. From it they also estimated the 
distance to the Seres. But both branches farther east 
come together at the halting place of the merchants. 
The road from the “Stone Tower” to the halting place 
of the merchants was the road from Daraut-Kurghan 
to Irkeshtam, which ran along the broad Alai valley, 
where “the mountains open out and come up to the 
Imaon” (Ptol., Geogr. I.12.8), in the given instance to 
the mountain ranges of Kashgaria.

In actual fact then the beginning of the route through 
the oecumene beyond the Imai was the halting place 
of the merchants (Ὁρμητήριον), who carried out trade 
with Seres (Ptol. Geogr. VI.13.1). The very fact of the 
determination of that place is evidence that the in-
formation about it derives from the itinerary of Maes 
Titianus. Apparently here was the collecting point for 
all the merchants who traveled through Central Asia 
specifically for trade with China. It was located im-
mediately east of the “Stone Tower” (its coordinates, 
140°/43°), directly on the meridial branch of the Imai, 
that is on the watershed. The one and the other cor-
respond to Irkeshtam, to the west of which flows the 
Central Asian Kyzyl Suu, and to the east, the Kash-
gar.21

Thus, analysis of the data of the itinerary of Maes Tit-
ianus about the route from Bactra to the “Stone Tow-
er” leads us to the following conclusion.  One cannot 
agree with a single one of the three interpretations in-
dicated above about these data. But it seems that the 
first variant is the one closest of all to the source. In 
all probability, the merchants of Maes themselves fol-
lowed the road through Karategin and the Alai, past 
the “Stone Tower” to the halting place of the mer-
chants, but they also knew about the route through 
Samarkand and Ferghana, at the same time that they 
were ignorant of the route through the Pamirs. How-
ever, this does not mean that such a route did not exist 
at the time.22 With regards to the period when these 
routes operated, all data are in agreement that we are 
talking about the end of the 1st century BCE to the be-
ginning of the Common Era, not later.

One should note that for the 1st–2nd centuries CE there 
is considerable evidence about intensive contacts of 
Central Asia with Rome and Roman merchants. This 
includes finds of Roman coins of the 1st–2nd centuries 
CE. And it includes information about the visits by 
Bactrians (usually accompanied by Indians) — at that 
time undoubtedly already subjects of the Kushans 
— to the Roman possessions, judging from the indi-

cations in the sources, through Egypt and Egyptian 
Alexandria.  But this evidence already concerns a 
completely different route, the maritime route which 
circumvented Parthian territories.

The “Stone Tower” on the continental-maritime 
route

Information about the “Stone Tower” is to be found 
also in a second source, in the communications by 
seamen who sailed along the shores of Arabia and 
India. These are the chronologically most recent 
sources for Ptolemy, unknown even to Marinus, and 
consequently much later than the itineraries of Maes. 
Inserting corrections to some assertions of Marinus, 
Ptolemy refers to “tales [of his] contemporaries” (τἀ 
νῦν ὶστορούμενα). These are the indications by people 
who often sailed along the shores of Arabia and India 
and knew well the lands all the way to Golden Cher-
sones and to port cities of the Sin of Cattigara (Geogr. 
I.17.1-4). 
They say that above the Sin is a country and the 
metropole of the Seres, and to the east [sic!] of them 
is an unknown land where there are swampy lakes 
in which is a tall reed, sufficiently thick that one can 
cross the lake on it, and that from there the road 
goes not only to Bactriana through the “Stone Tow-
er” but also to India through Palimbothra. [Geogr. 
I.17.14.]

Fragments from this new version of the description 
of the Great Silk Road are contained in other parts of 
Ptolemy’s work. One fragment is the words of Ptole-
my in the previously cited exposition of the itinerary 
of Maes Titianus about “Imai, which ascends from 
Palimbothra to the north,” to the “Stone Tower,” the 
Komedes mountains and Gorge (Geogr. I.12.8). In 
another fragment Ptolemy speaks of the “Mountain 
Country of the Lambatai at the sources of the Koas, 
which extends to the Mountain Country of the Kome-
des” (Geogr. VII.1.42). This last entry in its turn is part 
of the description of Western India (Geogr. VII.1.42-
63), very close in time to Ptolemy, judging from the 
fact that it mentions Tiastan (Chashtana) with his 
capital at Ozen (Geogr. VII.1.63), who lived at the end 
of the 1st – beginning of the 2nd century CE.  All this 
information is even younger than the “Periplus of the 
Erythraean Sea”, which knows the predecessors of 
Tiastan (Manbana to Nakhapan) but does not know 
Tiastan himself.23

This anonymous “Periplus of the Erythraean Sea” 
(ca. 70–90 CE) provides the closest analogy for the 
new version of the description of the Great Silk 
Road by Ptolemy. The indicted periplus is precisely 
a route description by one of those merchants who 
“sailed along the shores of Arabia and India” all the 
way to the Golden isles. It includes a mention of the 
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“huge city of Tina” (which corresponds to Sera as the 
metropole of the Seres), from which merchants go 
overland through Bactra (to India down along the In-
dus and then) to Barygaza, the port city at the mouth 
of the Narbada, or along the Ganges (and then along 
the eastern shore of India?) to Limyrika in south-west-
ern India (Periplus Maris Erythraei, 64).24 As we see, 
here is the road from Tina to Bactra, corresponding to 
the road described in the second part of the itinerary 
of Maes, which was mentioned in the context of the 
maritime route.

The “Stone Tower” in the new source of Ptolemy is 
mentioned in the context of the description of routes 
oriented to the sea. According to this description, the 
route from the “metropole” of the Seres, that is the 
“huge city of Tina” ran first to the “swampy lakes” 
(λίμναι ἐλώδεις). But it led, of course, not to the east 
but to the west.  It is possible, in this geographical 
misunderstanding somehow the “continental” viewpoint 
of Ptolemy is to blame, where he confused the shoreline 
of East Asia on his map. When we read about strange 
lakes on the routes leading from the metropole of the 
Seres, through which one crossed directly on thick and 
high reeds (Geogr. I.17.4), it becomes clear that we are 
dealing here with the pheonomenon of the periodical-
ly shallowing and disappearing “wandering” swamp-
lake Lop Nor. This means that the contemporaries of 
Ptolemy now led their caravans through those parts of 
Kroraina (Loulan) which were located directly at Lop 
Nor. The merchants of Maes Titianus passed south of 
Lop Nor. There, at the shores of Lop Nor, began the 
road for the caravans which, dividing after a certain 
time, opened before the travelers two routes — to the 
valley of the Indus and to the valley of the Ganges:

1. The route to the Indus valley went through the 
places already known to Maes Titianus — the “Stone 
Tower” and Bactria, but then turned south, circum-
venting Parthia, which was closed for the silk mer-
chants connected with the Roman Empire, and went 
on to the sea along the Indus valley. Here the mer-
chants brought their wares to the cities of the lower In-
dus and the Narbada valley, among them Ozen (Ud-
jain). There they dealt with seamen who sailed “along 
the shores of Arabia”, the merchants who enabled 
them to contact the countries of the Ancient world.

2. The route along the Ganges valley followed along 
the Imai (here the Himalaya), which “rises from Palim-
bothra [Pataliputra] to the north,” coming out in the 
plain located east of the “Stone Tower.” Apparently 
to the description of this route which crossed the Imai 
crest (here the Hindu Kush) are related the mentions 
that the Mountain Country of the Komedai is adjacent 
(in the given instance, the valley of the Upper Pianj on 
the northern slopes of the Hindukush) and the Moun-
tain Country of the Lambatai (the valley of Kabul 

Darya on the southern slopes of the Hindukush) “at 
the sources of the Koas” (Kunar). Here the merchants 
should have dealt with seamen who sailed all the way 
to the Golden Chersones (the Malacca peninsula) and 
Cattigara (most likely Canton) in the country of the 
Sin (of those Chinese who were also the Seres but 
known to the sailors via the sea approaches).
Thus the settlement called the “Stone Tower” which 

was located not far from the present Daraut-Kurghan, 
was the most important landmark on the Great Silk 
Road in the period, at least, from the 1st century BCE 
through the 2nd century CE.  On the territory of Cen-
tral Asia the overland trans-asiatic route divided into 
three branches. The “Stone Tower” was on the middle 
branch, which is evidence, it seems, of the fact that the 
given branch was the main artery of travel in the in-
dicated period.  When the overland route in Central 
Asia changed its direction and turned southwards, 
along the Indus and Ganges to the sea, the “Stone 
Tower” retained its significance. 
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Notes
1. This section has been translated from P’iankov 2004, esp. 

pp. 97–98 — Ed.
2. This section translates and adapts P’iankov 2015, esp. pp. 

16–20— Ed.
3. Kubitschek 1935, p. 235. On the date of Marinus of Tyre, 

see Honigmann 1930, 1767–68 (between 107 and 114 CE); 
Berggren and Jones 2000, pp. 23–24 (no later than 110 CE).
4. My quotations from Ptolemy are based on the editions 

and translations listed in the first section under “Referenc-
es” above.  I have provided my critical edition of the rele-
vant Greek texts and their Russian translation in P’iankov 
2015, pp. 4–14, followed by extensive commentary.
5. For a survey of the various opinions regarding the name 

Μάης and Maes himself, see Alemany 2002, pp. 106–13. Cf. 
Bernard 2005, pp. 930–39, where he concludes that Maes 
may have been a native of Hierapolis and, further, dates his 
itinerary to ca. 100 CE.
6.  For a review of the various opinions on this question, 

see P’iankov 1997, p. 73; Lerner 1998, p. 23 n. 40; Alemany 
2002, pp. 113–18.
7. Herrmann 1938, pp. 91, 93. The more recent work on this 

subject has proposed dates of 73–128 CE (Lerner 1998, p. 24) 
and 91–113 CE (Alemany 2002, pp. 113–18).
8. For a recent treatment of the Great Silk Road in a broad 

historical context, see Frye 1996, pp. 151–57.
9. The Classical texts cited here may all be found in the 

original and in translation in the editions of the Loeb Clas-
sical Library. 
10. On Trajan’s Parthian campaign, see Bokshchanin 1966, 

pp. 232–52; Debevoise 1938, pp. 238–39; 2008, pp. 183–202.
11. This section of the article to the end translates P‘iankov 

2014 — Ed.
12. On the history of the question, see Mandel’shtam 1957, 

pp. 39–43, and Zelinskii 1964, pp. 104–08. 
13. Lerner (1998, p. 19), author of one of the more recent 

discussions of this matter, reaches the same conclusion.
14. That Ptolemy describes two different ascents was noted 

long ago by V. V. Grigorev, in Ritter 1873, p. 63.

15. Concerning this see, e.g., Marquart 1938, p. 63; Thom-
son, 1953, p. 428; Mandel’shtam 1957, p. 43. The actual 
length of the “stadion of the itineraries” has been checked 
and confirmed by a calculation of the distance of the Gorge 
from Obigarm to Daraut-Kurghan. The correspondence of 

schonoi to stadia as adopted by Marinus and Ptolemy is pre-
cisely known: 1 schoinos = 30 stadia (Ptol. Geogr. I, 11.3). In 
another itinerary close in time to Maes, the “Parthian Sta-
tions” of Isidore, a schoinos is likewise adopted which equals 
three Roman miles (Tomaschek 1883, p. 149), that is, approx-
imately 4.5 km (more precisely 4.440 km = 1480 x 3). It is 
possible to confirm that this was also the schoinos of Maes 
thanks to the indication that the Gorge of the Komedes was 
50 schoinoi long (Ptol. Geogr. I.12.8). If we take the length of 
the Karategin (from Obigarm to Daraut-Kurghan) to be 220 
km (Marquart, p. 64), then the schoinos of Maes equals 4.4 
km (220 ÷ 50).  As one might expect, the length of a scho-
inos, which was the basic measure of distance for a group of 
itineraries contemporary with that of Maes, would be about 
the same for all of them. This was the schoinos which was de-
vised from the “decimally divided stadion” (in relationship 
to the Roman mile) (Lehmann-Haupt 1929, col. 1961–62), 
what is otherwise known as the itinerary stadion.
16. Lerner, p. 18, n. 31.  Of course it is one and the same 

Stone Tower.
17. For a summary of the various opinions as to what ex-

actly the Stone Tower was and where it was located, 
see Lerner 1998, pp. 18–19. I have not yet analyzed the ar-
guments of Tupikova et al. 2014, based on elaborate calcula-
tions of Ptolemy’s data that the authors claim point to Tash-
kurghan as the location of the “Stone Tower.” However, 
they admit that their data do not preclude its identification 
with Daraut-Kurghan. See Hill 2015, Vol. 2, p. 22.
18. Among the most recent commentators on Maes’ route, 

Bernard 2005, pp. 953–57, accepts the arguments for this 
route and specifically rejects Rapin’s support for the Fer-
ghana route through Osh. Citing Stein, both Berggren and 
Jones, in Ptolemy 2000, p. 51, and Hill 2015, Vol. 2, pp. 21–
23, also favor this view.  Stein (1932, pp. 22–24) traveled it: 
crossing the Amu Darya near Termez, the Surkhan Darya 
valley, the region of Dushanbe, the gorge of the Surkhab–
Kyzyl Suu (Karategin), Daraut-Kurghan, Irkeshtam. The 
present author proposed its reconstruction in P’iankov 1985, 
pp. 130–36.
19. On the reason for this misunderstanding and the histo-

ry of the question, see P’iankov 1972, pp. 54–56.
20. For a summary of information about the Komedes, see 

P’iankov 1994, pp. 41–42.
21. For a review of various opinions concerning the location 

of the halting place of the merchants, see Lerner 1998, p. 19.
22. I reached this conclusion earlier in P’iankov 1985, pp. 

130–36. There I published the reconstruction reproduced 
here for the two branches of the route. Of the works which 
have devoted particular attention to this problem, I would 
single out two which responded to my ideas:  Sherkova 
1991, p. 23, and Lubo-Lesnichenko 1994, pp. 235–36. In com-
paring my scheme with that of Lubo-Lesnichenko, T. A. 
Sherkova asserted that “the reconstruction proposed by I. 
V. P’iankov is rather convincing.” She further supports that 
reconstruction with archaeological data. On the other hand, 
E. I. Lubo-Lesnichenko agrees only partially with our view, 
while he admits that “the proposed scheme allows one to 
understand an extremely confused text of the ‘Geographic 
Guide’ and resolve the lack of correspondence in distanc-
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es and coordinates supplied by Marinus and Ptolemy. This 
explanation can be considered the most successful attempt 
to resolve the scholarly controversy which has lasted al-
most two centuries.” He agrees with the reconstruction of 
the northern route through Samarkand and Ferghana, but 
prefers instead of the Karategin variant that of the Pamir 
through Wakhan and Tashkurghan, referring to the Jap-
anese scholar Shiratori Kurakiti. But Lubo-Lesnichenko 
failed to take into account one review of Shiratori’s work 
(Mandel’shtam 1997, p. 234), where in very convincing  and 
substantiated fashion, one after another of that scholar’s ar-
guments concerning the Pamir route are rejected. Compare 

one of the most recent reconstructions of that section of the 
Silk Route: Lerner 1998, p. 22.
23. For a recent study of this source, see Bukharin 2007. For 

the dating of the life of Tiastan (Chashtany), who initiates 
the Saka period in 78 CE, see pp. 141, 161–68, 210.  The stan-
dard English translation and study of the “Periplus” is that 
by Casson 1989.
24. On the routes from Serika to Bactria and India, see 

P’iankov 1986, pp. 21–22.

— translated and edited by Daniel C. Waugh
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This ancient map, reproduced here from Ptolemy 1971, is a reconstruction based on the Geographia, in which 
Ptolemy indicates the coordinates of specific places, rivers and mountains. Shown here is the easternmost part 
of the oecumene as Ptolemy knew it, as represented in his maps of “Scythia beyond the Imai” and “Serica”. To 
a considerable degree, the information on the maps derives from very complex data about the Great Silk Road 

contained in the descriptions derived from Maes Titianus.

Appendix: A Reconstruction of Ptolemy’s Map



M
od

er
n 

to
po

gr
ap

hi
c 

m
ap

 s
ho

w
in

g 
ro

ut
e 

st
ar

tin
g 

no
rt

h 
of

 th
e 

O
xu

s 
al

on
g 

th
e 

V
ak

hs
h 

an
d 

Su
rk

ho
b 

riv
er

s 
in

 T
aj

ik
ist

an
, p

as
sin

g 
D

ar
au

t-K
ur

gh
an

 a
nd

 fo
llo

w
in

g 
th

e K
yz

yl
 S

uu
 R

iv
er

 in
 K

yr
gy

zs
ta

n 
to

 th
e C

hi
ne

se
 b

or
de

r. 
Ju

st
 w

es
t o

f D
ar

au
t-K

ur
gh

an
, t

he
 v

al
ley

 
flo

or
 is

 a
t a

n 
al

tit
ud

e o
f 2

41
5 

m
; t

he
 v

al
ley

 is
 fl

an
ke

d 
on

 th
e s

ou
th

 b
y 

pe
ak

s r
isi

ng
 to

 o
ve

r 7
00

0 
m

. C
om

po
sit

e i
m

ag
e.

A
fte

r: 
U

SS
R 

G
en

er
al

 S
ta

ff 
1:

50
00

00
 m

ap
s 

qu
ad

ra
nt

s 
J-4

2-
B 

(O
rd

zh
on

ik
id

ze
ab

ad
) (

19
87

=8
8 

ed
.),

 a
nd

 J-
43

-A
 (M

ur
ga

b)
 (1

97
7 

ed
.).

Plate IV

[P’iankov, “Maes 
Titianus,” p. 65]
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