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An Historical Disquisition Concerning
the Knowledge Which the Ancients Had of India

William Robertson (1721-93), Principal of the University of Edinburgh and historiographer to His Majesty for
Scotland, published this work in 1791. Already famous for a History of Scotland, which went into many editions,
and a History of America, Robertson aimed to synthesise all earlier western accounts of the subcontinent from
classical times to the sixteenth century. Beginning with a consideration of the practical difficulties facing explorers
from Europe and Africa who headed east, Robertson discusses the (legendary) Pharaoh Sesostris of Egypt,
Alexander the Great, and Roman military incursions into, and trade with, India, before turning to the Portuguese,
Spanish, French and English explorers of the early modern period, furnishing his account with copious source
notes. A long appendix then describes ‘the genius, the manners, and institutions of the people of India, as far as
they can be traced from the earliest ages to which our knowledge of them extends’.
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P R E F A C E

HE perufal of Major Rennell’s Memoir for
illuftrating his Map of Indoftan, one of the

moft valuable geographical treatifes that has appeared
in any age or country, gave rife to the following
work. It fuggefted to me the idea of examining
more fully than I had done in the Introductory
Book to my Hiftery of America, into the know-
ledge which the Ancients had of India, and of
confidering what is certain, what is obfcure, and
what is fabulous, in the accounts of that country
which they have handed down to us. In un-
dertaking this inquiry, I had originally no other
obje& than my own amufement and inftrucion :
a But
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P R E F A C E

But in carrying it on, and confulting with care the
authors of antiquity, fome facts, hitherto unob-
ferved, and many which had not been examined
with proper attention, occurred; new views
opened ; my ideas gradually extended and became
more interefting ; until, at length, I imagined that
the refult of my refearches might prove amufing
and inftru&ive to others, by exhibiting fuch a view
of the various modes in which intercourfe with
India had been carried on from the earlieft times,
as might fhew how much that great branch of

commerce has contributed, in every age, to in-
creafe the wealth and power of the nations which

poflefled it.

Taus the Hiftorical Difquifition which I now
lay before the Reader was begun and completed.
What degree of merit it poffeffes, the Public muft
determine. My grateful recolle@tion of the fa-
vourable manner in which my other works have
been received, naturally increafes the folicitude with
which I wait for its decifion concerning this which

I now publifh.
WuEN
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P R EF A C E

WueN I firft turned my thoughts to this fub-
ject, I was fo fully aware of the difadvantage under
which I laboured in undertaking to defcribe coun-
tries of which I had not any local knowledge, that
I have been at the utmoft pains to guard againft
any errors which this might occafion. I have con-
fulted, with perfevering induftry, the works of
all the authors I could procure, who have given
any account of India; I have never formed any
decided opinion, which was not fupported by re-
{pectable authority ; and as I have the good for-
tune to reckon among the number of my friends
fome Gentlemen who have filled important fta-
tions, civil and military, in India, and who have
vifited many different parts of it, I had recourfe
frequently to them, and from their converfation
learned things which I could not have found in
books. Were it proper to mention their names,
the Public would allow that by their difcern-
ment and abilities they are fully entitled to the
confidence which I have placed in them.

vil
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vili P R E F A C L

In the progrefs of the work, I became fenfible
of my own deficiency with refpe@ to another
point. In order to give an accurate idea of the
imperfe&ion both of the theory and practice of
navigation among the Ancients, and to explain with
{cientific precifion, the manner in which they afcer-
tained the pofition of places, and calculated their
longitude and latitude, a greater portion of mathe-
matical knowledge was requifite, than my attention
to other ftudies had permitted me to acquire. What
I wanted, the friendfhip of my ingenious and re-
{pectable Colleague, Mr. Playfair, Profeflor of Ma-
thematics, has fupplied, and I have been enabled by
him to elucidate all the points I have mentioned, in
a manner which, I am confident, will afford my
Readers complete fatisfaction. To him, likewife,
I am indebted for the conftruction of two maps
neceffary for illuftrating this Difquifition, which
without his afliftance I could not have under-
taken.

I nave adhered, in this work, to an arrangement
I followed in my former compofitions, and to

12 which
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P R E F A C E ix

which the Public has been long accuftomed. I
have kept hiftorical narrative as much {eparate as
poflible from {cientific and critical difcuflions, by
referving the latter for Notes and Illuftrations. I
flatter myfelf that I may claim, without prefump-
tion, the merit of having examined with diligence
what I fubmit to public infpe&ion, and of having
referred, with fcrupulous accuracy, to the authors
from whom I have derived information.

College of Edinburgh,,
May 10th, 1791.
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