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In tr o d u c tio n

But the greatest wonder to me of all in that region, at least after 

the city itself, I am going to describe. It is their boats that go 

down the river to Babylon, all round and made of leather. For in 

the country of the Armenians, who live above the Assyrians, they 

cut ribs of willow and stretch around them watertight hides from 

the outside to serve as bottom, without broadening the stern or 

shaping the prow, but making it round like a shield. Then they fill 

this boat with straw, and after loading on the cargo, they launch it 

so that it is carried downstream. They mostly carry palmwood 

casks full of wine. The boat is steered by two paddles and two 

men standing up. One draws his paddle in and the other pushes 

his outward. These boats are made very large or of smaller size. 

The largest bear a cargo of up to five thousand talents. In each 

boat there is one live donkey, more if the boat is bigger. After 

they arrive by boat to Babylon and sell their cargo, they then 

auction off the frame and all the straw, but the hides they load 

on the donkeys and drive back to Armenia. For it is not in any 
way possible to sail upstream, because of the rapids of the river. 

For this reason, they make their boat not of wood but of leather. 

After they return to Armenia driving their donkeys, they make 

other boats in the same way. These are the boats they have. 

(Herodotus 1.194)

T h e  P r o b le m  o f  th e  E th n o g r a p h ie s R e fo r m u la te d

In  4 9 0  a n d  4 8 0  b .c ., th e G re ek  c ity -s ta te s m a n a g ed  to  d e fe a t th e  a g g r e s­

s io n  o f th e a u to c r a tica lly r u led  P e r sia n s . H e r o d o tu s ’ a c c o u n t o f th o se  

e v e n ts tw o  g e n e ra tio n s la te r  p r o ce ed s fr o m  th e  c o n flic t’s r e m o te  a n te c ed ­

e n ts . I t d e sc r ib e s th e r ise  a n d  e x p a n s io n  o f th e P e r sia n  E m p ir e u n til th e  

t im e w h en , in  th e p le n itu d e o f its r e so u r c es , it c a m e to  th r e a te n th e  

G r ee k s . B u t H e ro d o tu s ’ “ s to ry ” a lso  in c lu d e s m in u te e th n o g r a p h ic d e ­

sc r ip tio n s , w h o se  r ea so n  fo r  b e in g  a p p e a r s  le ss  p la u s ib le . F o r  d e c a d es , w e  

h a v e r e a d  th e Histories w ith  th e a ssu m p tio n , m o r e o r le ss r es is ted  b u t
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n e v er  e n tire ly  d e fea te d , th a t th e  e th n o g r a p h ie s b e lo n g e d  to  a n o th er  p r o j­

e c t, n o t o n ly  d e r iv in g  fr o m  a  d iffe r en t tr a d it io n  o f  p r o se  w r it in g , b u t a lso  

c o n ce iv ed  a t a  d iffe r en t s ta g e o f th e a u th o r ’s c a r ee r a n d  w ith  d iffe re n t 

a im s a n d  c o n ce rn s , a p r o je c t w h o se disiecta membra w e re a r tfu lly  b u t 

so m ew h a t p o in tle ssly  in se r te d  in to  th e h is to r ic a l n a r ra tiv e .  i T h e lists o f  

c u sto m s a n d  g e o g r a p h ic a l fe a tu r e s in  th e  e th n o g r a p h ie s o n ly  o c c a sio n a lly  

p r o v id e in fo rm a tio n  w e  n e ed  fo r  o u r  fa c tu a l u n d er sta n d in g  o f  c h a n g e s o f  

d y n a sty  a n d  c a m p a ig n s . W e h a v e c o m e to  a g r e e th a t th o u g h  th e y  e n r ic h  

th e h is to r y  in  so m e g e n er a l se n se , th e y  a r e n o t fu lly  in teg r a ted  w ith  it .

W e h a v e r e co u r se to  se v er a l s tra te g ie s fo r d e a lin g w ith  th e issu e o f  

“ u n ity ” in  H e r o d o tu s. T h e sty lis t ic a n d  c o n c e p tu a l a n a ly s is o f G r e ek  

a r ch a ic  liter a tu r e in  g e n er a l h a s ta u g h t u s n o t to  a p p ly  o u r  p o st-P la to n ic  

n o tio n s o f u n ity to  e a r lie r w o r k s.^  W e a lso d o n o t, e sp e c ia lly  in  o u r  

p r e se n t in te rd isc ip lin a r y g e n er a tio n , r eg a r d  a n c ie n t G r ee k  e th n o g ra p h y  

a n d  h is to r y  a s fo r m a lly  se p a ra te  f ie ld s . M o d e rn  lite ra r y  c r it ic ism  o u ts id e  

th e  c la ss ic s , fo r  its  p a r t , h a s a b a n d o n e d  th e  r eq u ir em e n t o f  c o h e r e n c e in  a  

te x t; w e  n o w  r e v e l in  its in c o n sis te n c ie s, c o n tra d ic tio n s , a n d  o m iss io n s.^  

B u t th e fa c t r e m a in s th a t th e a n c ie n t m o d e s o f d isco u r se o f h is to r y a n d  

e th n o g ra p h y , a s  th e se  g e n r e s a r e  c o m b in e d  in  H e ro d o tu s ’ w o r k , a r e  o b je c­

t iv e ly  d iffe re n t. T h e  o n e  d ia c h ro n ic a lly  r e c o u n ts u n iq u e  e v e n ts o f  th e  p a st 

a n d  r e lie s o n  c h ro n o lo g ic a l a n d  c a u sa l c o n tin u ity ; th e o th e r sy n c h r o n i-  

c a lly  d e sc r ib e s p e r m a n e n t c o n d it io n s a n d  c u sto m a r y  a c tio n s in  th e  p r e s­

e n t in  a d isco n tin u o u s c a ta lo g u e fo r m . W e a r e a lw a y s b o u n d  to  se e k , 

th e re fo re , a  b e tter  u n d er sta n d in g  o f th e ir  m u tu a l c o o p e r a tio n  a n d  o f  th e  

su b s ta n tia l c o n n ec tio n  b e tw ee n  th e ir  r e sp e ctiv e  a im s .

S o  fa r , th e b e st so lu tio n  o f a ll h a s c o m e fro m  th o se w h o  h a v e b r o a d ­

e n e d  H e r o d o tu s ’ su b jec t m a tte r a lm o st a d  in fin itu m . T h e y h a v e a ttr ib ­

u ted  th e d iv e rs ity  o f h is m a ter ia l to  h is a tte m p t to  e x p la in  th e h u m a n

1. Jacoby (1913, 281-362, especially 327-34, 341-55) attributes the genesis of the 

work to a conglomeration of originally independent logoi; the ethnographic logoi were 

composed earlier and have been integrated into a historical context with little modification. 

For a later developmental view, see von Fritz 1936. The Unitarians either reject the notion of 

development and advocate Herodotus’ adherence to an original plan (see, e.g., Lattimore 

1958) or focus on the conceptual unity of the work as we have it. See especially Pohlenz 

1937, on the assumptions of which the work of both Immerwahr (1966) and Lateiner 

(1989) is based. The integration of the ethnographic logoi and other digressions in Herodo­

tus is discussed by Cobet (1971), who also provides excellent surveys on Unitarians and 

separatists (1-44, 188-98).

2. See Frankel 1924; Van Groningen 1958. Cf. Pohlenz 1937, 67-87. On the history of 

the notion of literary unity in ancient Greek practice and criticism, see Ford 1990.

3. See Belsey 1980, 109.
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c o n d itio n  in  a  g lo b a l w a y  a n d  w ith  w h a te v er  e v id e n c e w a s a v a ila b le  to  a  

p ro se w r ite r .'' T h is is to o  v a g u e a  r e c o g n it io n , h o w ev e r , fo r it d o e s n o t 

e lim in a te  th e  n o tio n  th a t H e ro d o tu s  h a s lin g er ed  a lo n g  th e  w a y  o f  a  g o a l- 

d ir ec ted  n a r ra tiv e— le a d in g to  h is a c c o u n t o f th e P e r s ia n  W a r s to  in ­

c lu d e m a n y ite m s o f in fo rm a tio n  ju st “ in ter e stin g fo r th e ir  o w n  sa k e . ^ 

T h e p r o b lem  o f u n ity in  th e Histories, in  o th e r w o r d s, is s tr ic t ly  c o n ­

n ec te d  w ith  th a t o f th e ir p u r p o se . W e sh o u ld  a p p ro a c h  b o th  issu e s b y  

a sk in g . W h a t is th e b a s ic  r e la tio n  b e tw ee n  th e id e o lo g ic a l p o s it io n  th a t y  

e m er g es fr o m  H e ro d o tu s ’ h is to r y  o f th e c o n flic t w ith  th e o th e r a n d  th a t 

w h ic h  h e  tr a n sm its th ro u g h  h is d e sc r ip tio n  o f  m u ltip le  o th e r s?

M y r ep r esen ta tio n  o f w h a t th e Histories c o m m u n ica te to  th e ir in ­

ten d e d  a u d ien c e  is e sp ec ia lly  in d e b ted  to  tw o  v e ry  d iffer e n t b u t m u tu a lly  

c o m p lem e n ta r y  in s ig h ts o f r e ce n t sc h o la r sh ip . T h e  firs t o f  th e se  h a s b e en  

m o st lu c id ly  fo r m u la ted  b y  F o r n a ra  a s a  g e n er a l p r in c ip le  a n d  th r o u g h  

sp ec if ic illu s tra tio n s fr o m  H e r o d o tu s ’ n a r ra tiv e . H er o d o tu s w r o te a n d  

c o m p o sed  h is h is to r y  o f th e P e r s ia n  W a r s o v e r a  p e r io d  o f t im e in  th e  

4 4 0 s , th e  4 3 0 s , a n d  p e r h a p s e v en  th e  4 2 0 s  a n d  la te r : th e se  a r e  th e  y e a r s o f  

A th e n ia n  im p er ia lism , e v e r m o r e th r ea te n in g  a n d  o p p re ssiv e  to  so m e o f  

th e  G r e e k s b e fo r e  a n d  d u r in g  th e  f ir st s ta g e  o f  th e  so -ca lle d  g r e a t P e lo p o n ­

n e s ia n  W a r  a g a in st S p a r ta  a n d  h e r  a llie s .^  H e r o d o tu s ’ p e r sp e c tiv e is  th e re ­

fo r e  c o m p a r a b le , fo r  e x a m p le , to  th a t o f a n  a u th o r  w r it in g  a b o u t W o r ld  

W a r I in  th e  c o u r se  o f  W o r ld  W a r II .^  H is  v ie w  o f  th e  p a st is  b o u n d  to  b e

4 According to Immerwahr (1966, 5), Herodotus “first discovered history as a method 

of understanding the world as a whole.” Cf. Cobet 1971, 177-87. Lateiner (1989, 16) 

suggests a richer and more specific set of answers when he asserts that “ethnographic informa­

tion in the Histories ... is documentation deployed to assert an historical thesis, namely that 

mankind has benefited from ethnic and political separation and self-determination.”

5 The most radical denial of purposefulness in Herodotus comes from Howald ( 1923,

1944), but see also Frankel 1924, especially 87. The notion that something in Herodotus 

may be there simply because “it is itself worth reporting” in some obvious but unspecified 

way is still pervasive in some of the best Herodotean scholarship: see, e.g., Darbo- 

Peschanski 1987, 11; Fornara 1971a, 21, 23. , i • Am
6. The terminus post quern for the publication of the Histories as a whole is 430 B .C ., 

the time of the latest datable event mentioned in the work (7.137). On the basis of more 

indirect internal evidence and echoes of the Histories in other texts, Fornara (1971b; 1981) 

argues for a publication date close to 414 b .c . Cobet (1977) favors the more orthodox date 

of ca 425 B .c . The composition and dissemination of Herodotus’ work must in any case 
have stretched over a number of years; see Evans 1991, 90. My argument does not depend 

on precise dating after 430 b .c ., but I will briefly revisit the issue in chap. 3, “Divine

Communication.” .1.1;
7. I am modifying for the sake of simplification a more subtle parallel made by Fornara

(1971a, 40).
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a ffec ted  b y  la te r d e v e lo p m e n ts a n d  b y  th e m o m e n to u s p o litic a l c ir cu m ­

sta n ce s a n d  id e o lo g ic a l tr e n d s o f  h is o w n  tim e . In  th e  c a se o f  H e ro d o tu s , 

o b se rv e s F o r n a r a , th e in ter p r e ta tio n  o f th e p a st in  lig h t o f th e  p r e se n t is 

m er ely  im p lic it: h e o n ly  in fre q u e n tly  m e n tio n s th e h isto r ic a l d e v e lo p ­

m e n ts  in  G r e ec e  a fte r  4 7 9  a n d  e v en  e sch e w s m a n y  o p p o rtu n it ie s  to  d o  so  

in  th e  c o u r se  o f h is n a r ra tiv e . T h is is r e m a r k a b le  in  a n  a u th o r  w h o  is so  

in ter e ste d  in  c o m p le te  h is to r ic a l p r o c esse s th a t h e  h a b itu a lly  ju m p s b a c k ­

w a rd  a n d  fo rw a r d  in  t im e to  sh o w  h o w  a  s to r y  b e g a n  o r h o w  it e n d e d . 

W h a t w e h a v e a t se v er a l p o in ts , th en , is e v id en c e o f a  d e lib er a te  s ilen c e  

a b o u t r e ce n t h is to r y  a n d  p r esen t c irc u m sta n ce s, c o u p led  w ith  a n  ir o n ic a l 

in ten t  in  th e  r e p o r t o f  e a r lie r e v e n ts .*  H e r o d o tu s ’ n a r ra tiv e  c a p ita lize s o n  

th e a u d ien c e ’s k n o w le d g e o f h o w  th in g s tu r n e d  o u t a n d  d r a w s its fo r c e  

a n d  m e a n in g  fr o m  th o se la te r  o u tc o m es .

B y  d e scr ib in g a  n a r ra tiv e o f th e p a st sh a p e d  b y  th e c ir cu m sta n c e s o f  

th e  p r e sen t, F o r n a ra  d r a w s u s to w a r d  e n v is io n in g  th e  Histories a s  a  w o r k  

th a t, th r o u g h th e n a r ra tiv e o f th e ir r e c en t p a st , c o m m u n ic a te s to  th e  

G r e e k s (H e ro d o tu s ’ im p lie d  a u d ie n c e) th in g s th e y sh o u ld  le a r n a b o u t 

th em se lv e s .^  T h is is , a fte r a ll, a  tr a d itio n a l r o le o f h is to r ic a l o r  m y th ica l 

n a r r a tiv es d o c u m e n te d  e lsew h e re— in  th e sp ee c h e s o f H o m er ic h e r o e s , 

P in d a r ’s e p in ic ia n  d o e s , o r th e fu n er a l o r a tio n s o f A th e n s . N o n e o f th e  

n a r r a tiv e s to ld  b y  sp e a k er s in  th e  Histories c la im  a n y  o th e r  g o a l o r  e ffec t , 

su ch  a s e n ter ta in m e n t o r  p le a su r e .

I t is in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  th is d id a c tic  c h a ra c ter  o f th e  Histories th a t I 

w ish  to  e x p lo re  th e  r o le  o f  th e  e th n o g r a p h ic  d e sc r ip tio n s . T h e se o c c u p y  a  

c o n s id e r a b le  p o r tio n  o f  th e  n a r ra tiv e , y e t F o r n a r a  e x c lu d e s th em  fr o m  h is  

a r g u m en t a b o u t th e r e le v a n c e to  th e  w o r k  o f th e  h is to r ic a l a n d  p o lit ica l 

c irc u m sta n c es o f H e r o d o tu s ’ t im e . In  h is v ie w , th e  h is to r y  o f th e P e r sia n  

W a r s , p a r tic u la r ly  th e la s t th re e b o o k s o f th e Histories, a r e o n e th in g ,

8. See Fornara 1971b, 152-53. All Herodotean references to events after 479 B .c . are 

listed and discussed in Cobet 1971, 59-78.
9. See Fornara 1971a, 75-91; Raaflaub 1987; Corcella 1984, 186-235; Munson 

1988; Stadter 1992; Moles 1996. This direction of Herodotean scholarship is partially 

indebted to Strasburger 1955.
10. This is unlike the songs of Demodocus and Phemius or Odysseus’ narrative in the 

Odyssey (1.325-52; 8.62-92, 266-369, 471-541; 11.333-476). See Marincola 1997b,

11. Although ancient readers emphasize the enchanting effect of Herodotus’ narrative (see 

Dorati 2000, 33-47), the internal model for reading the Histories is provided, e.g., by the 

useful stories of Solon (1.30.4-5), Socles (5.92), and Leotychides (6.86a-6). See Stadter 

1992, 781-82; 1997. Within the narrative of the Histories, one audience who sets out to 

listen to a (musical/poetic) performance for the sake of pleasure is discredited (1.24.5). Cf. 

6.21; 6.129.
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w h ile  th e e th n o g r a p h ie s a r e q u ite  a n o th er : th e y  m ig h t a s w e ll b e lo n g  to  

a n o th e r a u th o r . I h a v e n o o b je ctio n  to  F o r n a r a ’s su p p o r t o f J a c o b y ’s 

th e o ry , fo r  e x a m p le , th a t th e  E g y p tia n  se c tio n  w a s c o m p o sed  e a r lie r th a n  

m o st o th e r p a r ts o f th e w o r k  a n d  th a t it b e a r s s ig n s o f h a v in g b e e n  

w r itte n  a s a n  e th n o g r a p h y  a n d  n o t a t a ll fo r  th e  p u r p o se  o f  o c cu p y in g  th e  

p la c e  it  n o w  d o e s w ith in  a  h is to ry . T o  e x p la in  th e  c o m p o site  n a tu r e  o f  th e  

w o r k  a n d  in  p a r ticu la r  th e  s ty lis tic  p e c u lia r it ie s  o f b o o k  2 , it w o u ld  h e lp  

to  p o stu la te th a t H e r o d o tu s m a y h a v e sta r te d  h is in te lle c tu a l d e v e lo p ­

m e n t b y  lo o k in g  o u tw a r d  a t e x o tic  p h e n o m en a , b e fo re  d ir e c tin g  h is g a z e  

in w a rd  a t th e G r ee k  w o r ld  in  h is m a tu r ity — th a t h e te n d e d  to w a r d  a  

sy n c h ro n ic  a p p ro a c h  b e fo r e tu r n in g  to  a  d ia c h ro n ic  r e se a r c h  o f  c a u se s. 

B u t th e  E g y p tia n  a n d  o th e r  e th n o g ra p h ie s h a v e  b e e n  in te rw o v en  w ith  th e  

h is to r ic a l sec tio n s in  th e  e x ta n t w o r k .^ ^  In  lig h t o f  th e  in s ig h ts  in sp ir ed  b y  

E o r n a ra  h im se lf a b o u t th e  m e ssa g e  H er o d o tu s  c o n v e y s to  h is G r ee k  a u d i­

e n c e a b o u t th em se lv es , it is tim e to r e c o n sid e r w h a t th is m e ssa g e is , 

w h e th er it in fo rm s a ll o f th e Histories o r m e re ly c er ta in  p a r ts , a n d  

w h e th er  th e  e th n o g r a p h ie s d ilu te  a n d  p u t it o n  h o ld  o r  c o n tr ib u te  to  it in  

th e  sp ec ia l w a y  th a t is  c o n so n a n t w ith  th e ir  g e n re .

T h e  a r g u m en t th a t th e  Histories c o m m u n ica te  a  te a c h in g  to  a  c o n tem ­

p o r a r y  a u d ien c e  b y  m ea n s o f  n a r ra tiv e  le a d s  u s to  m y  se c o n d  in ter p r e tiv e  

to o l fo r  r e a d in g  H e ro d o tu s. T h is is o ffe r e d  b y  G r eg o r y  N a g y  in  h is Pin­

dar’s Homer, a b o o k  th a t a im s a t e x p la in in g  th e c o m m o n  r o o ts a n d  

p a r a lle l d e v e lo p m e n ts o f d iffe r en t m o d e s o f  d isc o u rse  o f d ist in ct a r c h a ic  

a n d  c la ss ica l g e n r e s. W ith in  th is b r o a d e r d iscu ss io n , N a g y  a p p r o a ch e s  

H e r o d o tu s’ Histories a s a  p e r fo r m a n c e b a se d  o n  th a t sa m e tr a d it io n  o f  

th e ainos th a t b e ca m e e m b o d ie d  in  o th e r ty p e s o f p e r fo r m a n ce : in  th e  

fa b les o f A e so p o n  th e p r o se s id e a n d in  th e p o e tr y o f H e s io d , A r ­

c h ilo c h u s , T h e o g n is, a n d  P in d a r .

A c co r d in g  to  N a g y , H e ro d o tu s ’ p e r fo r m a n ce o f historie is th e p r o se  

c o u n te r p a r t o f th e ainos o f P in d a r ’s e p in ic ia n  o d e s . B o th  a r e a u th o r ita ­

t iv e sp e ec h  a c ts w ith  th e p o w er to  c o n v e y e x p lic it a s w e ll a s im p lic it

11. See Fornara 1971a, 1-23. The distinct features of Herodotus’ persona in book 2 

are discussed by Marincola (1987). However Fornara’s statement (1971a, 18-19) that 

book 2 differs from other parts of the work on account of “the utter absence of the moral or 

philosophical element” seems wrong to me.

12. As Drews (1973, 84-85) observes, the Histories only go to prove that Herodotus 

still had ethnographic interests at the end of his career. Drews’ explanation, however, that 

Herodotus’ descriptions of foreign peoples have the function of magnifying the Persian 

Empire and therefore the accomplishment of the Greeks in resisting its attack does not 

account for a great deal of ethnographic material in the Histories.
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m e ssa g e s .P in d a r  p la c e s th e  h e r e  a n d  n o w  o f  th e  a th le t ic  v ic to r y  in  d ir e c t 

r e la tio n  w ith  th e  h e ro ic  a c h iev e m en ts o f  th e  p a st b y  c o n fe rr in g  e p ic  kleos 

(re n o w n ) o n  th e m e m b er s o f a  p r iv ile g ed  g r o u p  w ith in  th e a r isto c ra tic  

c la ss o f h is t im e . A t th e sa m e tim e, h e a lso  im p lic itly  w a r n s a b o u t th e  

im p en d in g d a n g e r o f d e g e n e r a tio n  o f th e a r isto c ra c y  itse lf a n d  o f th e  

c o n se q u e n t r ise  o f  a  ty r a n t in  th e  p o lis .!" *  T h e  Histories o f  H e r o d o tu s, fo r  

th e ir  p a r t, d e a l c e n tra lly  w ith  a  r e la tiv e ly  la te h isto r ic a l p a st a n d  d o  so  

m o r e a m b iv a len tly  th a n  P in d a r tr ea ts h is p a r a d ig m a tic  tim e o f h e r o es . 

T h e so c io p o lit ic a l c o m p o s it io n  o f th e im p lie d  a u d ie n c e , th e id e o lo g ica l 

s ta n ce o f th e te x t, a n d  th e sp e c if ic  su b sta n c e o f th e m e ssa g e it c o n v ey s  

d iffe r  in  m a n y  im p o rta n t r e sp ec ts fr o m  th e ir  c o u n te r p a r ts in  P in d a r . B u t 

th e  p a st a n d  th e  p r e se n t, th e  e x p lic it a n d  th e  im p lic it , p r a ise  fo r m u la te d  in  

te rm s o f  kleos a n d  w a r n in g  a b o u t th e  th re a t o f  ty r a n n y  fo r  th e  s ta te , a n d  a  

m e ssa g e o f c e rta in  r e tr ib u tio n  fo r  h u b r is b a se d  o n  th e  m o r a l id e o lo g y  o f  

D e lp h i a r e  a ll p a r t o f  H e r o d o tu s ’ d isc o u r se , a s th e y  a r e  o f  P in d a r ’s .i^

N a g y ’s p a ra lle l b e tw e e n  H e ro d o tu s ’ historie a n d  th e ainos d o v e ta ils  

w ith  F o r n a r a ’s a n d  R a a fla u b ’s in siste n c e  o n  th e  r e le v a n c e o f  th e  h isto r ic a l 

c o n tex t o f  H e r o d o tu s ’ t im e to  th e  n a r ra tiv e  o f  th e  Histories.^^ H e ro d o tu s ’ 

d e lib e r a te s ilen c e c o n c er n in g  e v e n ts c lo se r to  h is o w n  tim e, e m p h a s ize d  

b y  F o r n a r a , is  su ita b le  to  th e  im p lic itn ess  o f  th e  ainos, to  th e  o b scu r ity  o f 

th e r e la ted  tr a d it io n  o f o r a c u la r p o e try , a n d  to  th e  p o s it io n  o f a n  a u th o r  

w h o  is a d v is in g  a  p o lit ica lly  d iv e rs ifie d  p u b lic  a b o u t sen s it iv e  c o n te m p o ­

r a ry  issu e s .1 7  x h e  a p p r o a c h e s o f b o th  F o r n a ra  a n d  N a g y  h a v e p r o v id e d  

fo u n d a tio n s to  m y  u n d e r sta n d in g  o f th e  Histories a s  a  sp ee ch  a c t b e a r in g  

a d v ice a n d  w a r n in g s th a t a d d r ess th e p r esen t a tt itu d e s a n d  b e h a v io r o f  

th e G r ee k  c itie s to w a r d  o n e  a n o th e r a n d  th e ir  fu tu r e p r o sp e cts .

F ro m  th e p o in t o f v ie w  o f N a g y ’s a n a ly s is , o u r  in it ia l q u e stio n  a b o u t 

th e r o le o f th e e th n o g r a p h ic m a ter ia l in  th e Histories b e c o m e s. T o  w h a t 

u se h a s th e g e n re o f G re ek  e th n o g r a p h ic w r itin g  b e e n  p u t a s p a r t o f a

13. Nagy 1990, 215-338, followed by Payen 1997, 62-74.
14. The features of the ainos of Pindar are described by Nagy (1990, especially 146-51, 

164-66, 173-74, 181,186-87, 192-99).
15. For the parallel between the mode of discourse of Herodotus and that of Pindar, see 

Nagy 1990, 215-338.
16. Fornara 1971a, 75-91; Raaflaub 1987; Nagy 1990, 305-16. Nagy characterizes 

Herodotus’ narrative about Croesus the Tyrant as “an ainos which applies to Athens”

(309). , jcu
17. See Nagy 1990, 332-35 for the element of ainigma (riddle) m the ainos and for the

connection between Herodotus and the ainos, on the one hand, and wisdom and oracular 

poetry, on the other.
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d isc o u r se a n a lo g o u s  to  th e  ainos? O n e  s ig n  o f  a d a p ta tio n  o f  e th n o g ra p h y  

to  th e m o d e o f th e ainos in  H er o d o tu s is p e r h a p s th e o n e a n d o n ly  

q u o ta tio n  fr o m  P in d a r  to  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  Histories, th e  g n o m ic  s ta te m e n t 

“ c u sto m  is k in g  o f a ll” (3 .3 8 .4 ) . H e r o d o tu s tw ists it o u t o f its P in d a r ic  

m e a n in g  a n d  g iv e s it h is o w n , p r e c ise ly  to  u se  it a s a n  in ter p r e tiv e  b r id g e  

b e tw e en  h is h is to r ic a l n a r ra tiv e a b o u t a h y b r is tic k in g a n d  h is e n tir e  

e th n o g ra p h ic p r o je c t o f d e scr ib in g  c u sto m s. M o r e o v e r , in  h is p o le m ica l 

e ssa y  On the Maliciousness of Herodotus, P lu ta r c h  a ttr ib u tes  to  H e ro d o ­

tu s th e U n ita r ia n  a g e n d a o f p r a isin g  th e b a r b a r ia n s a n d  c r it ic iz in g  th e  

G r e ek s a n d  a c c u se s h im  o f d o in g so  “ d e ce itfu lly .L a te r o n , w e w ill 

h a v e o th e r o p p o r tu n it ie s to  te st th e e x ten t to  w h ic h  P lu ta r c h ’s r a th er  

p e d estr ia n  v ie w  c a n  b e c re d ited . F o r th e m o m e n t, w e sh o u ld  n o tice  th a t 

w h a t h e  c a lls “ d e ce it”  is  r e la te d  in  p a r t to  H e r o d o tu s ’ sp e a k in g  o b sc u r e ly  

th r o u g h  th e  n a r ra tiv e  o f  th e  p a st , th e  w o r d s  o f  o r a c le s, a n d  th e  r ep r esen ta ­

t io n  o f  fo re ig n  p e o p les . In  r e fe re n c e  to  a  p a r tic u la r  p a ssa g e , P lu ta r ch  sa y s  

th a t H e ro d o tu s th er e u ses th e P y th ia n  g o d  a s h is m o u th p ie ce  ju st a s a t 

o th e r  tim e s “ in v e n ts w o r d s a n d  a ss ig n s th em  to  S c y th ia n s , P e rs ia n s , o r  

E g y p tia n s in  th e w a y  th a t A e so p  a ss ig n s h is to  r a v e n s a n d  m o n k e y s .”  

S in c e A e so p ’s fa b les a r e  ainoi— n a r r a tiv e s w h o se  im p lic it , o fte n  p o lit ica l 

te a ch in g  c o u ld  b e u n d e r sto o d  fr o m  th e c o n tex t in  w h ic h  th e a u th o r  p e r ­

fo r m ed  th em — P lu ta r ch ’s a sser tio n  c o n firm s N a g y ’s a r g u m en t a b o u t th e  

a n a lo g ie s b e tw e e n  H er o d o tu s ’ d isco u r se  a n d  th a t o f  th e  ainosd^

A lth o u g h  th e  d isc o u r se  o f  H e r o d o tu s fee d s o n  th e  sa m e  tr a d it io n s  a n d  

a ssu m p tio n s th a t g o v e r n  th e  ainos, N a g y  r ig h tly  in s is ts th a t its e ssen tia l 

c o m p o n e n t is  historie, “ in q u ir y .”  T h is is  th e  p r o c ess (a n d  th e  p r o d u c t) o f  

c o llec tin g  e v id en c e b y  se e in g  w h a t is p o ss ib le  to  se e a n d  b y  h e a r in g  th e  

a v a ila b le  v e rb a l te st im o n y : th e  Histories a r e  a  io x o Q L r |5  a r to h e ^ i^ , w h ic h  

m e a n s th e  p u b lic  p r esen ta tio n  o f  th o se  a c cu m u la ted  d a ta . H ero d o tu s ’ his­

torie is  a  “ sc ie n tif ic ”  u n d e r ta k in g , b u t it  is  a lso  c o m p a r a b le  to  th e  p r o ce ss  

o f  in q u iry  in  c a se s  o f  ju d ic ia l a r b itra tio n .^ o  In  a n  in q u iry  o f  a r b itr a tio n , th e  

e v id e n c e  c o lle c te d  ser v e s  a s  th e  b a s is  fo r  a  ju d g m e n t a b o u t w h o  is  r ig h t a n d  

w h o  is  w r o n g  in  a  d isp u te  a n d  fo r  th e  r e c o m m e n d a tio n  o f  a  se tt lem e n t o n

18. See especially Plut. De Malign. Herod. 12—14 — Mor. 857A—F.
19. Plut. De Malign. Herod. 40 = Mor. 871D. Concerning this passage and the connec­

tion between Herodotus and Aesop, see Nagy 1990, 322-26, with evidence from the Life of 

Aesop on the context in which Aesop told his fables. See also Payen 1997, 69, 71.
20. See Nagy 1990, 315-20, for the historie of Herodotus as a juridical process in the 

light of attested cases of arbitration between Greek states. On Herodotus’ scientific attitude 

and rhetoric, see Lateiner 1986; Thomas 1997; Thomas 2000.
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th e p a r t o f th e a r b itra to r o r histor. In  a s im ila r w a y , th e in fo r m a tio n  

p r e se n ted  in  th e Histories c o u n ts a s e v id e n c e in  v ie w  o f ju d g m e n ts a n d  

r ec o m m e n d a tio n s  b y  th e  histor H e ro d o tu s .2 1  T h e  d isp u te  is  u lt im a te ly  th a t 

a m o n g  th e G r ee k  c ity -s ta te s in  th e  t im e o f H e r o d o tu s h im se lf . T h e  ju d g ­

m e n t a n d  th e  r e c o m m e n d a tio n  r e p re sen t th e  m e ssa g e  o f  th e  Histories a s  a  

w h o le . T h is  is  c o m m u n ic a te d  fo r  th e  m o st  p a r t  im p lic itly , th r o u g h  e v id e n ce  

th a t is b o th  e th n o lo g ic a l a n d  h is to r ica l.

A ssy r ia n  B o a ts a n d  O th er  P a r tic u la r s

T h e d isc u ssio n  o f G r e e k s a n d  b a r b a r ia n s th a t p e r v a d e s H e ro d o tu s ’ w o r k  

is b a se d  o n  a  d ia lec tic  b e tw e e n  tra d it io n a l n o tio n s o f  th e G r e ek s , o n  th e  

o n e  h a n d , a n d  H e r o d o tu s ’ m o r e o r  le ss  o v e r t d isr u p tio n  o f  th e se  n o tio n s, 

o n  th e o th er . T h o u g h  r e c en t sc h o la r sh ip  h a s e n h a n ce d  o u r u n d er sta n d ­

in g o f G re ek  id e o lo g y a b o u t th e barbaroi, it h a s n o t p a id su ffic ie n t 

a tte n tio n  to  th e e x ten t to  w h ic h  th e se v er a l so u r ce s th a t c o n stitu te  o u r  

e v id en c e fo r th is id e o lo g y r e sp o n d  to  it in  p a r tic u la r ways.22 D r a w in g  

fr o m  a g e n e r a liz e d p e rc e p tio n p a r tia lly d isse m in a te d th r o u g h p o e tic  

te x ts a n d  o w n e d , a s it w e r e , b y  h is a u d ien c e , H e r o d o tu s lu r es h is m o d ­

e r n r e a d e r s in to a fa lse se n se o f r e c o g n it io n , o n ly to u n d e r m in e it . 

T h o u g h  h e r ep r e se n ts o th er n ess a c co r d in g  to  c u ltu ra lly  d e te r m in ed —  

o n e m ig h t sa y , u n c o n sc io u s a n d  in e v ita b le— p a tte r n s o f th o u g h t, h e d e ­

v a lu e s its fa m ilia r im p lic a tio n s th r o u g h  a se r ie s o f c o n c o m ita n t s tra te ­

g ie s . H e o c c a sio n a lly  se ts u p  th e o th e r a s a m o d e l o f w h a t th e G r ee k s  

w o u ld  c o n s id er  a p p r o p r ia te  b e h a v io r ; h e  c o m p lic a tes  k n o w le d g e to  b o th  

c o n fir m  a n d  c o n fu se id e o lo g ic a l s te re o ty p e s; o r h e c o u n ter b a la n ce s h is  

r e p re sen ta tio n  o f d iffe r en c e w ith  in d ica tio n s o f u n e x p e cte d  s im ila r it ies  
y b e tw e e n  h is e th n o g r a p h ic su b jec ts , o th e r g r o u p s o f b a r b a r ia n s, a n d  d if­

fe re n t  g r o u p s o f  G re ek s .2 3

H e r o d o tu s ’ e th n o g r a p h ie s a r e  th e m a tica lly  U n ita r ia n  d e sc r ip tio n s , e a ch  

d isc u ss in g  th e  c u sto m s, g e o g r a p h ic a l s itu a tio n , a n d  h is to r ic a l tr a d it io n s o f  

th is  o r  th a t p e o p le . T h e y  a r e  m a d e  u p  o f  p a r tic u la r s , w h ic h  c o n tr ib u te  to  a

21. The juridical meaning of histor is explained by Nagy (1990, 262, 315-20). See also 

Connor 1993. Dewald (1987) applies the term to Herodotus for the sake of a different 

distinction: to indicate the narrator and implied author of the Histories as he emerges from 

the work (on narrator, implied author, and real author, see Booth 1983, 67-77; Chatman 

1978, 147-58; Genette 1980, 213-14).

22. See, e.g., Hartog 1988, xxiii; Rosellini and Said 1978; Hall 1989.

23. See Felling 1997.
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g e n er a l r e p r ese n ta tio n  o f  th e  p e o p le  in  q u e stio n  b u t a lso  p o sse ss  a  m e a su r e  

o f a u to n o m y se p a ra te fro m  th e m o n o g r a p h ic se ctio n  to  w h ich  th e y  b e ­

lo n g .^ " * T h e u n c e rta in ty a b o u t th e r o le o f e th n o g r a p h y  in  th e Histories 

a r ise s a g a in  a n d  a g a in  fr o m  m a n y  in d iv id u a l e th n o g r a p h ic d e ta ils , p o s in g  

e a c h  t im e  a  se r ie s  o f  ty p ic a l q u e stio n s: W h a t is  th e  m e a n in g  o f  th is  fea tu re ?  

H o w  d o e s  it  c o n tr ib u te  to  c h a r a c te r iz e  a  g iv en  e th n ic  g r o u p ?  In  w h a t o th e r  

w a y s d o e s  it  r e la te  to  its  e th n o g ra p h ic  su rr o u n d in g s  o r  to  a n y  o th e r  p a r t o f  

th e  w o rk ?  E x a m in in g  H e r o d o tu s ’ d iscu ss io n  o f  th e  b o a ts  o f  th e  A ssy r ia n s  

(1 .1 9 4 ) w ill p r o v id e a  p r e lim in a r y  d e m o n str a tio n  o f  th e  v a lu e  o f  p a r tic u ­

la r s a s e v id en c e  in  th e  p o litic a l d isc o u r se o f  th e  Histories.

In  th e p h r a se  th a t in tr o d u c es  th e  d e sc r ip tio n , “ th e  g r e a tes t w o n d e r to  

m e in  th a t la n d , a fte r th e c ity  itse lf” (1 .1 9 4 .1 ), th e c ity  is B a b y lo n . H e ­

r o d o tu s h a s d isc u sse d  it e a r lie r , r ig h t a fte r th e n a r ra tiv e s ta te m e n t th a t 

C y r u s, h a v in g su b d u ed  m a n y o th e r p e o p le s o f A sia , n o w  p la n n e d to  

c o n q u e r it (1 .1 7 8 -8 7 ). B a b y lo n  is a n  a r c h ite c tu r a l m a rv e l, d e fin ed  b y  its 

r iv e r a n d  b e a r in g  th e s ta m p  o f r o y a lty . S u r ro u n d ed  b y  a  d o u b le  c irc le  o f  

w a lls , it s tre tc h es o n  b o th  sh o r es o f th e E u p h r a tes , w ith  o n e o f tw o  

sy m m etr ic a l s tr u ctu re s  r is in g  a t th e  c e n ter  o f e a ch  h a lf; th e sa n c tu a r y  o f  

Z e u s  B e lo s a n d  th e  r o y a l p a la ce  (1 .1 7 8 -8 3 ). B a b y lo n  h a s b e e n  b u ilt a n d  

a d o r n e d  b y  its  r u ler s . T h e  tw o  c lev e r  q u e e n s w h o m  H e ro d o tu s  s in g le s o u t 

fo r m e n tio n h a v e a d d ed to its w o n d r o u s q u a lity (d ^ io v B c b p a x o g , 

1 .1 8 5 .3 ; a ^ L o G etita , 1 .1 8 4 ). O n e h a s e n d o w e d  th e c ity  w ith  im p r ess iv e  

d ik e s to  p r e v en t f lo o d in g . T h e  la te r  o n e , N ito cr is , h a s d e to u re d  th e  c o u rse  

o f th e  E u p h ra te s b y  m ea n s o f  c a n a ls  to  th e  n o r th  a n d  a n  a r tific ia l la k e , to  

p r o tec t B a b y lo n  fr o m  th e  M e d e s . B y  d r a in in g  th e  w a te rs o f  th e  r iv e r in to  

th e la k e a n d le tt in g th em  flo w  b a c k a g a in , sh e a lso b u ilt a c r o ss th e  

E u p h ra te s a  b r id g e th a t c o n n ec ts th e  tw o  s id es o f th e  c ity  in  d a y tim e  a n d  

is  r e m o v e d  a t n ig h t to  p r e v en t c r im e (1 .1 8 4 -8 6 ).

T h e a lr ea d y  a n n o u n c e d  n a r ra tiv e  o f C y r u s ’ c a m p a ig n  a g a in st B a b y lo n  

r e su m e s a fte r th e d e scr ip tio n  o f th e c ity . A c c o m p a n ied  b y  m u le-d r a w n  

w a g o n s c a r ry in g  r o y a l fo o d  su p p lie s a n d  th e  d r in k in g  w a te r  o f h is n a tiv e  

C h o a sp e s R iv er  in  s ilv e r  v e sse ls , th e  P e r s ia n  k in g  c r o sses a n o th e r s tre a m , 

th e  G y n d e s , w h ic h  h e  d iv id es  in to  3 6 0  c h a n n e ls  in  p u n ish m e n t fo r  d r o w n ­

in g  o n e o f h is sa c re d  w h ite h o r se s (1 .1 8 8 -8 9 ). W a te r a n d  m ig h ty  w a lls  

se em  to  m a k e B a b y lo n  im p r eg n a b le . C y r u s, h o w e v er , tu r n s th e  h y d r a u lic  

w o r k s o f  N ito c r is  to  h is o w n  a d v a n ta g e : h e  d r a in s  th e  E u p h ra te s in to  th e  

a r tif ic ia l la k e sh e h a d  b u ilt a n d  in v a d e s th e c ity  th r o u g h  th e r iv er b ed .

24. See Darbo-Peschanski 1987, 138-39.
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D istra c te d  b y  fes tiv e  p le a su re s, th e B a b y lo n ia n s  d o  n o t se e h im  c o m in g , 

a n d  th e  c ity  fa lls in to  P e r s ia n  h a n d s (1 .1 9 0 -9 2 .1 ) .

T h e c a m p a ig n  n a r r a tiv e  is fo llo w ed  b y  a n o th e r , m o r e p r o p er ly  e th n o ­

g r a p h ic  d e sc r ip tio n , th is t im e o f th e A ssy r o -B a b y lo n ia n s a n d  th e ir  la n d . 

T h is  d e sc r ip tio n  b e g in s  b y  lis t in g  th e  r e so u r ce s th e  n e w ly  c o n q u e r e d  p r o v ­

in c e a d d ed  to  th e  P e r s ia n  E m p ir e , a m o u n tin g  to  a  th ird  o f  th o se  p r o v id e d  

b y  A sia  a s a  w h o le (1 .1 9 2 ). A  c h a p te r  o n  a g r icu ltu re  (1 9 3 ) e x p la in s th is  

fa b u lo u s w e a lth : a  h a n d -o p e ra te d  ir r ig a tio n  sy ste m  m a k es A ssy r ia  th e  

m o st fe r tile  o f  la n d s. C e re a l p la n ts g r o w  to  u n b e lie v a b le  p r o p o r tio n s . O il 

is  d e r iv e d  fr o m  sesa m e, a n d  th e  p a lm  tr ee s  y ie ld  a  fr u it u sed  to  m a k e  fo o d  

p r o d u c ts  a s d iv e rse  a s b r ea d , w in e , a n d  h o n e y .

H e re , th e  b o a ts  c a r ry in g  th e  m e r c h a n d ise  d o w n  th e  E u p h ra te s  a r e  in tro ­

d u c e d . In  th e  v a r io u s  se c tio n s  in  th e  e th n o h is to r ic a l B a b y lo n ia n  n a r ra tiv e  

so  fa r— th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  c ity , th e  a c co u n t  o f  C y r u s’ c a m p a ig n , a n d  th e  

A ssy r ia n  e th n o g r a p h y — d e a lin g  w ith  th e r iv e r h a s b e e n  a  te st o f sophie 

(c le v er n ess )  b y  w h ic h  a ll th e  p r o ta g o n ists  a r e  e v a lu a ted , e ith e r  im p lic it ly  o r  

e x p lic itly : th e r u ler s o f B a b y lo n  u sed  th e r iv er  to  in c r ea se its sa fe ty  a n d  

o r d er ; th e fo r e ig n  k in g C y r u s c o n q u e re d  B a b y lo n  b y m e a n s o f w a te r­

w o r k s; th e c a r e le ss c ity  d w e lle rs le t th e m se lv e s b e c a u g h t u n p r ep a r e d ; 

u n sp ec if ied  p e o p le a u th o r ed  th e ir r ig a tio n  sy s tem ; a n d  fin a lly , w h e n  w e  

r ea c h  o u r p a ssa g e , th e A ssy r ia n s ta k e a d v a n ta g e o f th e c u r re n t o f th e  

E u p h ra te s fo r th e ir jo u rn e y fro m  A r m e n ia  to  th e m a r k e ts o f B a b y lo n . 

T h e se m e rc h a n ts m a r k a tr a n s it io n  fr o m  r o y a lty  to  th e so c ie ty  w h o se  

c u sto m s a r e th e n  d e sc r ib e d in  a r e a s o f c u ltu r e c o m m o n  to  a ll n a tio n s  

a r o u n d  th e w o r ld — d r e ss , m a r r ia g e , h e a lth  c a r e , fu n er a ls , a n d  r e lig io n . 

Sophie r e m a in s in te rm itten tly  a  fa c to r (se e 1 .1 9 6 .1 ; 1 .1 9 7 ), d o w n  to  th e  

r ep o r t o f  th e  p e c u lia r  E ish  E a te rs , w h o , a s  th e  o th e r  n a tiv e s d o  w ith  p a lm  

d a te s, a r e a b le  to  p r o c e ss a  s in g le in g r ed ie n t in to  v a r io u s fo r m s (1 .2 0 0 ).

L ik e a ll te x ts , th is n a r ra tiv e  a n d  d e sc r ip tiv e se c tio n  is in te r se c te d  b y  a  

n u m b e r o f d iffe re n t a n d p a r tia lly o v e r la p p in g c u ltu r a l c o d e s o r su b - 

c o d e s.^ ^  A s a  r e so u r c e o r  a n  o b sta c le , th e  r iv e r is  n o t m e re ly  a  te r m  o f  th e

25. On the notion of “codes,” see Barthes 1970; Munson 1991. The primary code of 

any text is the linguistic (English, Greek, etc.). Second- or third-order cultural codes (more 

properly called “subcodes”) are represented by the words and ideas used when speaking 

about something: in a typical nineteenth-century fictional text, e.g., Barthes (1970, 18-20) 

identifies a proairetic code (code of action), a hermeneutic code (signaling the existence of a 

mystery or progress toward its resolution), a semic code (or code of connotation), a sym­

bolic code, and an indeterminate number of cultural codes that communicate by making 

reference to a certain body of cultural knowledge shared by the implied audience (e.g., the 

terminology of a medical textbook will constitute in effect a special language, a technical 

medical code).
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c o d e s o f a c tio n , g e o g ra p h y , a n d  m ilita ry  s tra te g y  b u t a lso  a sy m b o l o f  

w h a t is g iv e n , o n e ’s p r o p e r sh a r e , o r  th a t w h ic h  d e lim its it .^ ^  I t p a r tic i­

p a te s, in  o th e r  w o r d s— a s is  fr eq u e n tly  th e  c a se  w ith  c o n cr e te  fe a tu r e s in  

H e ro d o tu s ’ n a r r a tiv e— in  th e  sy m b o lic  c o d e  o f th e  te x t.^ ^

In  r e la tio n  to  th e  r iv e r , a n o th e r  c o d e  e m er g es , th a t o f  k in g sh ip , a n d  th e  

a c tio n s o f k in g s a lso  a c q u ir e  sy m b o lic  m e a n in g .^ * C h a r a c te r is t ic  o f b o th  

n a tiv e  a n d  fo r e ig n  r u ler s  in  th e  A ssy r o -B a b y lo n ia n  se c tio n  is  a  c o n tro l o v e r  

th e  n a tu r a l e n v iro n m e n t, a  c o n tr o l th a t a p p e a r s m o r a lly  p r o b lem a tic  a n d  

th e r efo r e d a n g e r o u s. C y r u s ’ r o y a lty  is  d e fin e d  a t th e  o u tse t b y  h is o w n e r­

sh ip  o f th e w a te r o f th e C h o a sp e s , w h ich  h e a n d  a ll P e r s ia n  k in g s c a r ry  

a ro u n d  fo r  th e ir  o w n  sp e c ia l u se  w h e r ev e r  th e y  g o  (1 .1 8  8 ) . C y r u s ’ e m a sc u ­

la tio n  o f  th e  G y n d e s  c o r r esp o n d s a t  lo n g  r a n g e , b a c k w a r d  a n d  fo r w a rd , to  

a ll th e  in s ta n c es o f  e x p a n s io n is t v io la tio n s o f  r iv er s in  th e  Histories. T h e  

f ir st o f  th e se  o c cu r s w h e n  C r o esu s in itia te s  w a r  a g a in st C y r u s a n d  c r o sse s  

th e H a ly s , w h ic h  so m e sa y  h e sp lit in to  tw o  str ea m s (1 .7 5 ) . T h e la s t a r e  

r ep re se n ted  b y  X er x e s ’ a b u se  o f  th e  H e lle sp o n t (7 .3 5 ) a n d  b y  th e  a d v a n c e  

a g a in st G r e e ce  o f  h is  la r g e  P e r sia n  fo r c e , w h ich  d r in k s r iv er s d r y .^ ^  U n lik e  

th e  v io la tio n s  o f  C r o esu s  a n d  X e rx e s, C y r u s ’ a ssa u lt o n  th e  G y n d es  h a s  n o  

n e g a tiv e  r e su lts . W h e n  h e  d r a in s  th e  E u p h r a te s a n d  c a p tu r e s B a b y lo n  a n d  

its  w e a lth , h is c lev e rn e ss  is  c r o w n e d  w ith  su cc ess . E th ic a lly , h o w ev e r , h is  

c o n q u est is o n  a c o n tin u u m  w ith  tw o la te r r o y a l th efts b y  D a r iu s a n d  

X e rx e s , m e n tio n ed  in  th e sa m e n a r ra tiv e  (1 .1 8 7 , 1 .1 8 3 .3 ) . C y r u s h im se lf 

w ill m e e t w ith  a n  u n fo r tu n a te e n d  in  d u e tim e, a fte r c ro ssin g  a n o th e r  

s tr ea m , th e A r a x es , in  h is a ttem p t to  su b ju g a te  th e M a ssa g e ta e (1 .2 0 8 ).

26. Croesus’ crossing of the Halys involves an attempt to acquire land beyond his 

poiga, “share,” (1.73.1). The symbolic interrelation of physical and moral boundaries in 

Herodotus is discussed by Lateiner (1989, 126-44). See also Immerwahr 1954, 19-28; 

Immerwahr 1966, 325; Konstan 1983; Stadter 1992, 785-95; Payen 1997, 138-45.

27. Physical objects as conveyors of meaning in Herodotus are discussed in Dewald 

1993. On the symbolism of metals, see Kurke 1995. Symbolic action in Herodotus is 

discussed by Payen (1997, 29-31 and passim). Any word or narrative element in a text 

normally belongs at once to many different codes and to codes within the codes (e.g., the 

word heart belongs to the codes of love, physiology, medicine, cardiology, etc.). The sym­

bolic code draws terms from overlapping codes and helps to reshuffle and reassign them to 

yet other codes. So in Herodotus, the river becomes, through the symbolic code, a part of 

the political code and the code of ethics, the languages in which we talk about such issues.

28. The actions and features typical of kings (i.e., all the terms of the “monarchical 

code”) are also terms of the symbolic code when they not only apply to real kings but 

become the means for talking about, for example, the human condition and human actions 

in general. See chap. 2, “Analogy as an Interpretive Tool.”

29. See 7.21.1, 7.43.1, 7.58.3, 7.108.2-109.1, 7.109.2, 7.127.2. There are twenty- 

five rivers mentioned in the account of Xerxes’ march from Critalla to Thessaly alone 

(7.26-131).
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T h e d ig g in g , d r a in in g , a n d  b r id g e b u ild in g  o f th e B a b y lo n ia n  q u e en s  

h a v e m o r e b e n ig n  m o tiv es a n d  d o  n o t e n ta il tr e sp a ss in g in to  so m eo n e  

e lse ’s la n d . T h e se a c ts a lso  r e p re sen t, h o w ev e r , m o n a r ch ic im p e ria lism  

/ o v e r  th e  e n v ir o n m e n t. L ik e  N ito c r is ’ a ttem p t to  im p o se  o r d er  o n  B a b y lo n  

X fr o m  a b o v e , th e se  a c ts a r e  u se less  g iv e n  th e  c it ize n s ’ la c k  o f  d isc ip lin e  a n d  

p r o v e c o u n te r p r o d u ctiv e  in  th e  fa c e  o f  th e  e n e m y a tta ck .

T h e fo lk s w h o m  H e ro d o tu s d e sc r ib e s a s m a k in g  th e ir  liv in g  th r o u g h  

th e r iv e r h a v e n e ith e r le isu r e fo r la p se s n o r m o n a r ch ic o p p o rtu n it ie s to  

e x e rc ise in tr u siv e m a ste ry o n  e a r th  a n d  w a te rs . T h e b o a ts o f A ssy r ia n  

m er ch a n ts a r e c o n str u cte d  o f in e x p en s iv e m a ter ia ls (t im b e r , h id e s, a n d  

s tra w ), w h ich  a r e th e n  r ec y c le d  a n d  r e a sse m b le d . U n lik e  r o y a l m a so n r y  

w o r k , th e y  d o  n o t m a r k  th e  la n d . T o  so m e  e x ten t, lik e  th e  le a th e r  tr o u se rs  

o f th e P e r sia n s o f lo n g  a g o  (1 .7 1 .2 ) , th e y  c o n n o te p r im itiv ity .^ o  T h e y  a r e  

c r u d e  in  sh a p e , a ll r o u n d , w ith  n o  s ter n  o r  p r o w . M o re  “ lik e  sh ie ld s”  th a n  

lik e sh ip s, r ea c tiv e r a th e r th a n  o ffe n s iv e , th e y  a r e d e sig n ed  n o t to  c r o ss 

th e sea s , to  b e  s tee r ed  in  d iffer en t d ir e c tio n s a n d  a g a in st th e  w a v e s, o r  to  

d o m in a te th e  e lem e n ts b u t to  d r ift d o w n stre a m  h e lp ed  a lo n g  b y  p a d d les . 

V e ry  la r g e o r le ss la r g e , th e y  o n ly  r eq u ir e a  c r ew  o f tw o  m e n . O n c e in  

B a b y lo n , th e  m e rc h a n ts  se ll th e ir  w a r es  a n d  th e  fr a m e w o r k  o f  th e ir  b o a ts , 

th e n  r e tr a c e th e ir  w a y  b y  la n d  o n  th e ir  d o n k ey s , b e c a u se th e  sw iftn ess  o f  

th e c u r re n t p r e v e n ts th em  fr o m  sa ilin g  b a c k  u p str ea m . T h e y  d isp la y  n o t 

o n ly  in d u stry  a n d  sophie b u t a lso  w h a t w e c a ll c o m m o n  se n se a n d  th e  

G r e e k s w o u ld  in c lu d e  in  th e ir  n o tio n  o f  sophrosune?^

T h e d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  c o lla p s ib le  b o a ts  a n d  o th e r  d e ta ils  in  th e  e th n o g ­

r a p h y c h a r a cte r iz e th e A ssy r ia n s in  a w a y  th a t o n  th e w h o le te n d s to  

r e d e fin e th e issu e o f d iffe r en c e : th o u g h  th e ir b o a ts a r e p e c u lia r , th e ir  

m a r k e t o f  b r id e s p r e p o ste r o u s, a n d  th e ir  d ie t e x o tic , a  ta le n t fo r  p r o b lem  

so lv in g  m a k e s th e A ssy r o -B a b y lo n ia n s s im ila r  to  th e G r ee k s . Sophie is a  

v ir tu e  th e  G r ee k s c la im e d  to  p o sse ss to  a  h ig h er  d e g re e  th a n  a ll b a r b a r ia n  

n a tio n s (see , e .g ., 1 .6 0 .3 ) . T o  c o u n te ra c t su ch  e th n o c en tr ic a ssu m p tio n s  
J y  b y  m e a n s o f sp e c if ic  e v id e n ce  a n d  p r a ise  is a n  im p o r ta n t g o a l o f  H e ro d o ­

tu s ’ historic.

30. Connotation, activated through signs or indices (the semic code; cf. n. 25), is closely 

akin to symbolism but involves a more immediate and less constructed connection between 

signifier and signified. See Barthes 1970, 6—9, 19; Prince 1987, s.v. ‘ seme.

31. See Geertz 1983, 71-93, on our tradition of regarding common sense as a 
transcultural category (“what anyone clothed and in his right mind knows”). On sophro- 

sune, see North 1966, especially 28, where North notes that although Herodotus uses 

sophr- words sparingly, he “is the most fertile source in Greek prose of stories illustrating 

traditional ideas of sophrosune. ”
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A t th e  sa m e  tim e, h o w e v e r , H e r o d o tu s ’ p a r tic u la r s o fte n  a p p e a r , a s  in  

th is c a se , to  h a v e  le ss  to  d o  w ith  th e  c o n str u c tio n  o f  th e  n a tio n a l id e n tity  

o f  a  fo r e ig n  p e o p le  th a n  w ith  p r o je c tin g  o n to  a  fa ra w a y  se tt in g  p ie ce s  o f  a  

p r o b lem a tic  th a t is  e n tire ly  G r ee k . O n e  w e ll-k n o w n  id eo lo g ica l c o n tr a d ic­

t io n  in  th e  m id -fifth  c en tu ry  w a s th a t o f  th e  s im u lta n eo u s d e sir a b ility  o f  

e x c ep tio n a l (i.e ., sy m b o lica lly “ r o y a l” ) s ta tu s a n d  n o r m a l (o r c itiz en )  

s ta tu s, a s is illu str a te d in  th e Histories, fo r e x a m p le , b y  th e c o n tes t o f  

h a p p in ess b e tw e e n  C r o e su s o f  L y d ia  a n d  T e llu s o f  A th en s .T h r o u g h o u t  

H e ro d o tu s ’ w o r k , th e r e p r ese n ta tio n  o f th e o th e rn e ss o f fo r e ig n  p e o p le s  

c o m p ete s  w ith  th e  r e p r ese n ta tio n  o f  th e  c r o ss -cu ltu ra l o th e r n e ss o f  k in g s. 

B y se tt in g  th e p r a g m a tic s o f e v e r y d a y life , e x o tic  b u t le g it im a te , s id e b y  

s id e w ith  th e b e h a v io r o f th e p o w e r fu l a g e n ts o f h is to ry , h is e th n o g ­

r a p h ie s r e p re sen t a c r u cia l p a r t o f a d isc o u rse a t o n c e “ d e m o cr a tic ”  

(a lm o st in  th e  m o d e rn  p o p u la r  sen se  o f  th e  w o r d ) a n d  a n ti- im p e r ia list ic . 

T o  th e  ta lk in g  S c y th ia n s , P e rs ia n s , a n d  E g y p tia n s w h o m  H er o d o tu s u ses , 

a c co r d in g  to  P lu ta r c h , fo r  sa y in g  w h a t h e  w a n ts to  sa y , w e  m a y  h e re  a d d  

th e s ile n t A ssy r ia n s . T h e d e scr ip tio n  o f th e ir b o a ts , lik e th e ainos o f  

T e llu s , p r o v id e s a  fo il fo r  th e  a c tio n s o f  k in g s .

T h e e th n o g r a p h ic s ty le o f th e Histories, in  th e A ssy ro -B a b y lo n ia n  lo­

gos a n d  e lse w h e r e , c o n s is ts  m o stly  in  th e  fa c tu a l d e sc r ip tio n  o f  p a r ticu la r  

fe a tu r e s, w ith  lit t le  in ter p re ta tio n  o f  th e ir  m e a n in g . W h a t h a s  b e e n  c h a ra c ­

te r iz e d a s R u th  B e n e d ic t’s ty p ica l m o d e , th e g e n er a l d e sc r ip tio n  o f a  

p e o p le ’s  w o r ld v iew , r e p ea te d  a g a in  a n d  a g a in  a n d  illu str a te d  b y  e x a m p le s 

o f w h a t th e y  d o  a n d  sa y , is in  g e n er a l a lie n  to  Herodotus.th e  Histo­

ries, th e  p o in t o f  w h a t “ th e y ” d o  a n d  th e  r ea so n s  w h y  “ w e ” sh o u ld  f in d  it 

in ter e stin g  h a v e  to  e m e rg e  fr o m  th e  d e scr ip tio n  o f  w h a t th e y  d o . T h e  n e a r  

a b sen ce o f e x p lic it in ter p r etiv e c o m m en ta r y fits th e tr a d it io n  o f G r e e k  

e th n o g r a p h ic  w r it in g  a s  w e ll a s  H e ro d o tu s ’ m o d e  o f  im p lic it c o m m u n ica ­

t io n . In  th e  c a se  w e  h a v e  e x a m in ed  a n d  se v er a l o th e r t im e s in  th e  Histo­

ries, c e le b r a tio n  o f th e  su b je ct s ta n d s in  lie u  o f  in ter p re ta tio n . T h e in it ia l 

sen te n c e o f th e p a ssa g e c o m m u n ic a tes to  th e r e c ip ie n t o f th e n a r ra tiv e  

th a t th e fe a tu r e is im p o rta n t o r , in  o th e r w o r d s , m e a n in g fu l. T h e p h ra se  

“ g r e a t w o n d er ” [0 c 5 fx a  p e y io x o v ] e s ta b lish e s its  m e m b e r sh ip  in  th e  b r o a d  

c a teg o r y o f “ a ch ie v e m e n ts g r e a t a n d w o n d e rfu l, so m e p e r fo r m e d b y  

G r ee k s , so m e b y  n o n -G r e e k s,”  th a t, a c c o rd in g  to  th e  f ir st sen ten c e  o f  th e

32. 1.30.3-5. On the Greek political and ethical discourse concerning tyrannical 

power, see McGlew 1993, especially 30-32, 196-212. On kingship as symbol, see my n. 28 

in this introduction.

33. For the description of Benedict’s style, see Geertz 1988, 108-20.
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w ork , are deserv ing of perm anent renow n. T he researcher and narrato r 

nam ed in  that first sen tence, H erodotus o f H alicarnassus, here com es in to  

the open— w ith “the greatest w onder to  m e”— to claim  the inclusion as 

h is ow n id iosyncratic cho ice. W hen he says, “the greatest w onder to  m e 

after the city .” he creates a paradox and helps to estab lish at the ou tset 

the sym bolic nexus betw een tw o discrepan t item s, “leather boats” and  

“B abylon ,” the people and their k ings. T his is, on the w hole , a m ore 

e loquent d irective than sim ply a red m ark on the page. It is alm ost as 

e loquent and in terpretive, in an im plic it w ay , as the fam ous title that 

announces one of R uth B enedict’s e thnographic inqu iries. The Chrysan­

themum and the Sword.

T he Histories as P erform ance

A nno uncem en ts and glosses such as the one w e have just considered 

signal the presence of the one w ho is te lling  the sto ry and h is reactions to  

it. T hey represen t the m etanarrative com ponent of the discourse , the 

study of w hich is a too l fo r better understand ing the m essage, ideo logy , 

and tone of a tex t. In the case of H erodotus, the m etanarrative often  

enhan ces our aw areness o f a d irect verbal com m unication  from  a speak­

ing au thor to a listen ing audience. T he Histories as w e have them  are 

obv iou sly  a w ritten tex t, and they con tain in ternal signs of w riting as a 

too l o f com position and publication.^^ T hese signs are less consp icuous, 

how ever, than  those ind icating  o r im ita ting an oral situation fo r H erodo­

tus’ speech act.^* A s N agy m ain tains, the w ork is “not a public oral 

perform ance as such ,” bu t it is nevertheless “a public demonstration of 

an  oral perform ance, by  w ay of w riting .

34 . B enedict (1989 , 2), w ith characteristic exp lic itness, exp lains her title : “B oth the 

sw ord and the chrysan them um  are part of the p ictu re . T he Japanese are , to the h ighest 

degree, bo th  aggressive and unaggressive, bo th  m ilitaristic  and aesthetic , bo th  inso len t and  

po lite  ...”

35 . E xam ples are the  au thoria l “I w rite” occurring side by  side w ith  “ I say” in  p rogram ­

m atic statem ents (see chap . 1, “T ypes of In troductions and C onclusions” and “S elf- 

R efe ren tia l G losses” ); long genealog ies and catalogues (see T hom as 1989 , 189; H arrison  

1998); perhaps the past tense in  m etanarrative sen tences o f the  type “it cou ld  be seen still in  

m y tim e” (see R osier 1991); and , o f course, the sta tem ent in  the first sen tence that H erodo­

tus in tends to  preserve the g lory o f g reat deeds and save them  from  obliv ion .

36 . S ee P ohlenz 1937 , 208-11 ; L ang 1984 , especially 1 -17 ; M unson 1993a; S tad ter 

1997.

37 . N agy (1990 , 220) so argues on the basis of the first sen tence. F or the no tion of 

perform ance app lied to  the H om eric poem s, see M artin 1989 , 1 -42 . W e do  no t, o f course .
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W e have som e external ev idence, m ore or less d irect, of h isto rical 

H erodotean perform ances.^* O ur w ritten  tex t m ay theoretically stand  in  

re la tion to these as a special version of a larger po ten tia l perform ance, a 

reserv o ir fo r po ten tia l perform ances, o r a  co llection o r sum m ary  designed  

to ex tend the life and usefu lness of actual or possib le contem porary  

perform ances. S ince I approach the Histories in  th is w ay , considering  it a  

tex t that is U nitarian bu t no t defin itive , I w ill no t em phasize its overall 

structure (each narrative in  the exact p lace in  w hich it stands) and in teg­

rity (the o rig inal p resence o f a ll the narratives it now  contains) as p rim ary  

conveyers o f m eaning .* ’ T hem atic and factual cross-references so m ulti­

fariously pervade the w ork and sp ill over on to the unm entioned real 

w orld  o f H erodotus’ aud iences that, to  com m unicate its m essage, a g iven  

narrative m ay relate in  fairly  specific w ays to  the im m ediately surround­

ing narratives though it is no t en tire ly dependent either on them  or on  

w hat is now  the w hole. T he narratives o f the Histories have the po tentia l 

fo r jo in ing up w ith m any other narratives that are now  far aw ay or 

sim ply no t there a t a ll. L ike the A ssyrian  boats, H erodotus’ Histories lend 

them selves to  being d isassem bled and  reassem bled in to sm aller (o r, theo­

retically , larger) functional w holes.

T he apparen t elastic ity of the Histories recalls to som e exten t the 

c ircum stances of rhapsodic perform ances of the H om eric tex ts in  classi­

cal tim es. It is a lso in ternally ind icated by their re la tive open-endedness, 

by the unfu lfilled prom ises they contain of narratives that cou ld have 

been included bu t are no t, and by the con trived and no t inev itab le char­

acter o f m any of the transitions betw een narratives.’® T he one and only

postu late the sam e sort o f o rality fo r the Histories as one m ay for the com position  of the 

H om eric poem s. B ut see the paralle l draw n in M urray 1987 , 107 . M ost im portan tly , 

H erodotus ’ use of w riting  a t a m om ent o f transition  betw een  preliterate  and literate condi­

tions does not en tail a w idespread readersh ip from  the beginn ing , and an audience of 

listeners is m ore likely . O n the rela ted issue o f literacy, read ing , and the aural recep tion of 

literatu re  in  the fifth  cen tury b .c ., see D avison 1962; F lory 1980; H avelock 1982 ,146-47 ; 

T hom as 1989 , 15-34 .

38 . S ee P lu t. De Malign. Herodot. 26 = Mor. 862A — B (= D iy llus, PGrHist 73 F 3); 

L ucian  Herodot. 1 -2 ; M arcellin . Life ofThuc. 54 ; E us. Chron. Olymp. 83 .4 . T h is ev idence is 

re jected by P ow ell (1939 , 31-36) and Johnson (1994). B ut see P arke 1946 , 86-87 ; 

M om igliano 1978 , 62 — 66; E vans 1991 , 89 — 132; D orati 2000 , 17 — 52.

39 . S tructure has been em phasized by W ood (1972 , especially 19) and productively 

stud ied by  Im m erw ahr (1966). S ee, how ever, Im m erw ahr 1966 , 308 .1 m ean no t to  devalue 

the m eaningfu lness o f the presen t structure bu t to  suggest that o ther com binations of logoi 

w ould be just as m eaningfu l.

40 . O n the end of the Histories, see D ew ald 1997 , w ith fu ll b ib liography on the 

p rev ious scholarly discussion . O n its unfu lfilled prom ises, see D rew s 1970 (d iscussing
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perform ance availab le  to  us, in  o ther w ords, possesses a re troactive un ity  

and also partakes of the incom pleteness o r flu id ity  o f the various po ten­

tia l perform ances of w hich w e can conceive.

A s a d isp lay in  fron t o f an  aud ience, the Histories are a “perform ance” 

in the ord inary sense of the w ord . T hey are also a “perform ance” in a 

narrow er sense, from  the po in t o f v iew  of speech-act theory . T hey repre­

sen t an utterance that does som eth ing , perform ing a range of w orld ­

changing operations. A t the surface level, they  in form , preserve the m em ­

ory  o f even ts, and  estab lish  a  record o f p raise  and  b lam e. Im plic itly  and  at 

a deeper level, they pred ict, adv ise , w arn , attem pt to persuade, or pro­

m ote a certa in pred isposition in the audience.''^ T he substance of these 

im plic it pred ictions, advice, and w arn ings represen ts, once again, the 

m essage of the w ork .

T he various functions (o r illocu tionary  acts) that the  Histories perform  

at d ifferen t levels th rough  the narrative are facilita ted by the m etanarra­

tive. N arrative sta tem ents (w hether recounting or descrip tive) are , theo­

retically , w orld-describ ing u tterances: any o ther even tual functions they  

m igh t perform  (e.g ., w arn ing) are especially  ind irect and  d isgu ised ."*^ T he 

narrative records w hat is real, sim ply because it is real. W ith the m eta­

narrative, how ever, the au thor o f the narrative em erges from  the tex t. A s 

an exp lic it m ediato r betw een reality  and the aud ience, he com m unicates 

to  the aud ience about h is record  of reality  and its reason for being .''^

1 .106 .2 and 1 .184); N agy 1990 , 235 n . 91 (on 7 .213 .3). T he artific ia lity of H erodotean  

transitions betw een differen t logoi is no ted by Jacoby (1913 , 343-46). W ith in m odern  

(w ritten) literature , an approx im ate paralle l to the rhapsodic nature of the Histories is 

p rov ided by w hat G enette (1980 , 149) calls the “unity after the even t” of P roust’s A la 

recherche du temps perdu, a w ork m ade up  of heterocly te m ateria l that w as being  con tinu­

ously  rearranged and rev ised by the au thor even during  the last stages of publication . S ee 

a lso E co ’s (1962) defin ition and descrip tion of w hat constitu tes an opera aperta and an  

opera da finite.
41 . F or the con junction of the ord inary and speech-act m eanings of the term s perfor­

mance and  performative, see M artin 1989 , especially  5 , 47 . S peech-act theory  w as in itia ted  

by A ustin (1962); for subsequent developm ents, see especially S earle 1976; B ach and  

H arn ish 1979 . A pplication of speech-act theory to  w orks of literatu re is d iscussed by van  

D ijk  (1976), P ratt (1977), C hatm an (1978 , 161-66), and S earle (1979 , 58-75).

42 . T hey are true-or-fa lse sta tem ents, such as “N apoleon w on the battle o f A usterlitz” 

o r “the earth is flat” (see A ustin 1962 , 132-49). In  S earle’s subsequent c lassification  o f five 

categories o f illocutionary  acts (1976), they are called “represen tatives.”

43 . T he presence of the narrato r as a m ore or less overt m ediato r of narrative sta te­

m en ts (and h is absence in “nonnarrated” narratives) is d iscussed  by C hatm an (1978 , 146- 

266). S ee a lso G enette 1980 , 212-62 ; fo r H om er, see R ichardson  1990 , especially 1 -8 . F or 

H erodotus, see D ew ald 1987 , fo rthcom ing a; de Jong 1998 .
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M etanarrative signs are of course em bedded in  the narrative th rough­

out. N arrative as pure transcrip t o f the real w orld ex ists on ly in theory , 

because w ords can ach ieve exact m im esis of o ther w ords only , no t of 

actions and states."^ B ut in H erodotus w e are faced w ith an especially  

m assive m etanarrative com ponent consisting of in troductions, conclu­

sions, and g losses that in  som e w ay sum m arize and exp lain  the narrative 

(“X  is like Y ,” “I w ill te ll X ,” “X  m eans Y ,” “I have fin ished  w ith  X ”).^^ 

T hese statem ents stand out from  m inim ally narrated narrative state­

m ents: P rince w rites, “ their appearance is sim ilar to  that o f a (fragm en­

tary) tex t in  the tex t, represen ting a language that is o ther in  the language 

o f the tex t and estab lish ing som e of the in terpersonal coord inates of a 

com m unicative situation .” '*® M any contain a gram m atical sign of the 

narrato r (e .g ., “the greatest w onder of all to m e . . . I am  going to de­

scribe” ). bu t o thers do  no t. S ince they  m anipulate the narrative, they are 

a lso m ore likely to evaluate , convey advice, question , argue, prom ise, 

express the narrato r’s sta te  o f m ind , and even bring , a sta te o f affa irs in to  

existence (e.g ., convict)— in sum , to reveal purposes that go beyond  

sim ple represen ting or reporting .'*^

T he C onten ts o f T h is B ook

D ifferen t types o f m etanarrative sen tences are briefly  c lassified in  chap ter 

1 , w hich serves to estab lish the basic d istinctions and term inology on  

w hich  the rest of the analysis in th is book is based . I then proceed to  

exam ine tw o overlapp ing functions pursued in H erodotus’ d iscourse by  

narrative and m etanarrative m eans: com parison  and in terpreta tion . T he

44 . H ence, although w e say that nonnarrated narrative (reality record ing itself) and  

even its c losest approx im ation , m in im ally narrated narrative, are theoretically “m im etic ,” 

P lato  uses the term  mimesis on ly  in  reference to  narrative in  its d ram atic fo rm  (Rep. 392d- 

394c). In the case o f a speech reported  by a narrato r in  oratio recta, no  m ediation  is v isib le  

betw een “reality” and the tex t. B y con trast, actions requ ire the m ediation of a narrato r, 

w ho pu ts them  in to  w ords th rough the narrato r’s ow n d iscourse .

45 . D ew ald (1987 ,148-50) com pares T hucydides’ narrative surface  to  “perfectly  trans­

paren t g lass th rough w hich one is encouraged to im agine one is d irectly  perceiv ing the res 

gestae narrated” and argues that H erodotus’ narrato rial in terrup tions resem ble rather 

“those little decals— flow ers, rainbow s and w hatno t— scattered by the cau tious on the 

surface of the g lass.”

46 . T h is quotation , w ell su ited to H erodotus ’ d iscourse , is part o f P rince’s descrip tion 

o f m etanarrative in  general (1982 , 127).

47 . S ee, e .g ., H erodotus’ “conviction” of E phialtes (7 .214 .3), d iscussed in  m y chap . 3 , 

“In terpreta tion in  the H isto ry .”
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first of these crisscrosses the tex t in tw o separate d irections: d iachron i- 

cally for the even ts of h isto ry and synchron ically for ethnographic and  

o ther phenom ena separated no t by tim e bu t by space. F iguring ou t how  

each of the tw o types w ork and how  they cohere w ith  one ano ther is the 

task in  chap ter 2 . T hrough the second and m ost encom passing function , 

in terpreta tion , the  tex t signals w hat facts m ean  and  evaluates  their w orth . 

H ere once again , h isto ry and ethnography go their separate w ays. A s I 

show  in chap ter 3 , the political m essage of the w ork depends on the 

cooperation  betw een a re la tiv istic e thnographer, w ho in terprets little  and  

evaluates cau tiously , and an abso lu tist h isto rian, w ho explains h isto rical 

action in  m oral term s.

H erodotus’ m essage is nuanced , com m unicated no t w ithou t obscurity  

and even , desp ite the charm  and lightheartedness of h is sty le , a certa in  

degree o f effo rt. It requ ires that w e bridge our d istance  from  the in tended 

aud ience to w hich it is d irected by a painstak ing analysis that w ill no t, 

how ever, en tire ly pro tect us from  in terpretive risks. T he opacity of the 

Histories partia lly  results from  the uneasy  series o f m ed iations on w hich  

they rely. W hat is far aw ay in space and tim e serves to ta lk about the 

p resen t of narration , bu t the burn ing issues of the audience’s here and  

now  are treated , as I have said , as a lm ost unm entionab le . P articu lars no t 

on ly  com m unicate general p rinciples bu t also prov ide con trad icto ry ev i­

dence. R eality is represen ted through the narratives and argum ents of 

sources and characters, som e m ore reliab le than others; the narrato r 

o ften declines to unify the p lurality  of voices."** H erodotus’ use of the 

term s of the G reek /barbarian an tithesis frustra tes h is p roject o f subvert­

ing  that an tith esis and  red istribu ting  the criteria o f o therness. H erodotus’ 

a ttem pt to  reconcile  the G reeks am ong  them selves is based on  a represen­

ta tion  of a cu ltu rally special and hom ogeneous G reekness; yet th is goal 

co llides w ith  h is need to  assign  them  to  the shuffle o f hum anity, show ing  

that they  are a lm ost just as d ifferen t from  each  o ther as from  non-G reeks. 

T he instab ility  and  uncerta inty  o f a logos that underm ines itself as it goes 

a long reflect the gaps and inconsistencies of the ideo logy to w hich H e­

rodotus responds from  w ith in . T hey are a lso  the m ark  of a  h isto rian  w ho , 

if w e w ill no t find h im  unfailing ly  honest and  ob jective, is still, in  the  w ay  

he d isp lays ev idence, m ore honest and ob jective than m ost."*’

48 . S ee D ew ald 1987 , 160-63 , 167 — 70.

49 . O n H erodotus’ early  repu tation  fo r d ishonesty  o r lack o f seriousness as a h isto rian , 

see E vans 1968 . S om e m odern  scho lars deny bo th  H erodotus’ accuracy and  the au then tic ity 

o f h is source citations. S ee especially F ehling 1989; W est 1985; H artog 1988 , especially
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H erodotus’ speech act stands a t the in tersection  o f the  th ree fundam en­

tal k inds of d iscourse . Just as w e can d istingu ish sentences that are de­

clarative (im part know ledge), im perative (g ive orders), and in terrogative  

(request in form ation), so  w e can , on  the basis o f these categ ories, iden tify  

corresponding types of tex t.^° A s the exposition of the results of an  

inqu iry and as a narrative of past even ts, the Histories conform  to the 

declarative m odality  of d iscourse . I argue, how ever, that by v irtue of its 

m essage, the w ork is also an im perative tex t: it “ inv ites the reader to  

adopt a position of strugg le rather than stab ility , specifically strugg le in  

re la tion to  som eth ing w hich is m arked in  the tex t as . . . ex isting  ou tside 

d iscourse , in the real w orld .” B ut to the ex ten t that the recip ien t of 

H erodotus’ logos is caught up in  con trad ictions and inv ited “to  produce  

answ ers [the tex t] im plic itly  o r exp lic itly  ra ises,” the Histories a lso  consti­

tu te an  in terrogative tex t.^^

T he com bination of the declarative, im perative, and  in terrogative  m o­

dalities in  the d iscourse o f H erodotus’ Histories is inscribed in  the recur­

ren t concep t of thoma, “w onder,” w hich is the top ic of chap ter 4 . A p­

peals to w onder belong to the celebrato ry function of the tex t, and “a 

w onder” is a fact that w ants to be narrated— incred ib le if true, hard to  

im agine if unknow n. T he narrato r shares it as in form ation , dem ands a 

reaction , and  leaves us w ondering  w hat it m eans fo r our understand ing o f 

the Histories. W ith  the term  thoma, the tex t leg itim izes the question that 

listeners and readers are bound to ask about any o ther apparen tly op­

tional fact included in  the Histories; w hy is th is here? S ince thoma w ords 

advertise onetim e occurrences, lasting ind iv idual achievem ents, geo­

graph ical features, and  cu ltu ral artifacts, an  exp loration  o f their m eaning  

w ill th row further ligh t on the ab ility of m etanarrative to bridge the 

d istinction betw een ethnography and h isto ry .

364 . C f. P ritchett 1993; F ow ler 1996 , 76-80 . M y w ork  investigates m eaning rather than  

factual tru thfu lness; an investigation of the m eaning H erodotus attribu tes to  facts he nar­

rates w ould  be even m ore urgen t if he had  inven ted them  rather than  seen o r heard  them . In  

p ractice , how ever, I believe that F eh ling and o thers have no t p rov en their case and that the 

gu lf betw een  the narrato r and  the real au thor is no t that w ide; see the m ore sub tle p roposal 

by M arinco la (1997b , 14-19). T he d ishonesty  o f T hucydides fo r the sake of advocacy  is a  

new er issue. S ee B adian 1993 , 125-62; cf. H ornb low er’s narrato log ical d iscussion  of T hu­

cydides’ rhetoric in  p resen ting  the ev idence (1994a). S ee M oles 1993 .

50 . S ee B enveniste 1971 , 110 , quo ted  by B elsey (1980 , 90).

51 . S ee B elsey 1980 , 91-92 , fo r the defin itions quoted .
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