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    When empires collide and a curious mind tests rumor against experience, a new kind of truth struggles into being. The Histories stands at that crossroads, where memory, witness, and explanation meet the grand motions of war. Herodotus looks outward to peoples and landscapes and inward to motives, fears, and desires, creating a narrative that seeks causes rather than merely listing events. The resulting inquiry pivots between the sweep of imperial ambition and the intimate texture of custom, law, and belief. This tension—between breadth and detail, fate and choice—animates the work and gives it the pulse of a living world under pressure.

The book’s author, Herodotus of Halicarnassus, wrote in the fifth century BCE, in the aftermath of the conflicts that set Greeks and Persians against one another. Halicarnassus, a Greek city in Caria under Persian rule, offered him a vantage point from which rival worlds could be observed together. Composed in Ionic Greek, The Histories belongs to the middle decades of that century. Its central premise is clear: to record memorable deeds and to investigate the origins of the great confrontations between Greek city-states and the Achaemenid Empire, while situating those confrontations within a wider panorama of human variety.

The very title signals method. In Herodotus’ usage, history means inquiry, an approach grounded in asking how and why things happened. He collects stories, inscriptions, measurements, and testimonies, distinguishing what he has seen from what he has heard, and noting divergent versions when they matter. The narrative moves from causes to campaigns, but also into descriptions of rivers, climates, and rituals. That mixture is deliberate. It frames war not as an isolated spectacle but as the outcome of habits, resources, and decisions across cultures. The book thus invents a prose form that marries explanation with discovery.

Readers encounter a spacious architecture. Though later editors divided the work into nine books and associated them with the Muses, the underlying design is Herodotus’ own: an expanding circuit that ranges from Lydia and Persia to Egypt, Scythia, and the Greek mainland. Geographic reach supports interpretive reach. Campaigns are set against ethnographic portraits, and episodes of negotiation or counsel punctuate the movement of armies. The work’s rhythm alternates between advance and digression, creating a tapestry in which side paths illuminate main roads, and in which a single riverbank or marketplace can clarify the destinies of kingdoms.

Herodotus is also a master storyteller. He sets scenes with economy, sketches character through speech and deed, and builds suspense by foreshadowing consequences without announcing them. Speeches sharpen dilemmas and reveal competing values. Anecdotes test generalizations, while recurring motifs—warnings ignored, measures taken too late, boundaries crossed—stitch the narrative together. The prose is supple, capable of sudden irony and sober judgment. A reader senses both moral concern and intellectual patience: a willingness to let evidence accumulate, and a recognition that human motives are mixed, contingent, and often opaque even to the actors themselves.

The themes are enduring. Power expands and strains, testing the limits of command and the resilience of communities. Freedom and compulsion contend in councils and assemblies, as alliances form and fracture under pressure. Pride distorts vision; prudence sometimes steadies it. Fortune, chance, and timing complicate intention, reminding us that outcomes rarely follow a single cause. Cultural difference emerges as a central fact: customs are learned, loved, and defended, yet they can be compared and understood. The Histories treats foreignness neither as a curiosity to be mocked nor as a mirror for easy praise, but as material for careful examination.

Because he investigates causation, Herodotus also models a way to think. He weighs testimony, notes uncertainty, and entertains multiple explanations before judging their likelihood. He is frank about limits, yet diligent about evidence, whether it is physical, oral, or institutional. This habit—testing stories against patterns and context—laid groundwork for historical analysis as a disciplined craft. His attention to how people justify actions, and to how leaders manage information and counsel, teaches readers to follow arguments as closely as events. The result is a narrative that invites scrutiny rather than demanding belief.

The Histories earned classic status through both innovation and influence. Ancient readers regarded it as pioneering, and later historians defined themselves in dialogue with it. Thucydides, writing later in the century, adopted a different emphasis but shares with Herodotus a commitment to rational explanation. Hellenistic and Roman authors drew on Herodotean ethnography and set pieces; geographers and natural historians mined his descriptions; moralists and biographers debated his judgments. From Renaissance humanists to Enlightenment thinkers and modern scholars, writers learned from his union of storytelling, cultural observation, and inquiry into power.

Its literary impact is equally profound. The book establishes a scale for prose epic without ceasing to be analytical. It demonstrates how digression can illuminate rather than distract, how character can clarify policy, and how the past can be rendered intelligible without being simplified. The work’s language and structure became models for historical narrative, while its ethnographic passages influenced later travel writing and anthropology. It preserves traditions that would otherwise be lost, yet it does not merely repeat them; it sifts and arranges them into patterns that make the ancient Mediterranean and Near East legible as a connected world.

None of this requires specialized knowledge to appreciate. The reader will move from councils of state to markets and temples, from measured marches to festivals and funerals, from strategic debates to the quiet logic of local customs. The book’s digressions are purposeful; they prepare the mind to see war as an expression of character and circumstance. Without anticipating outcomes, one can say this: the narrative builds toward encounters that test the capacities of commanders and citizens alike, and it pauses at crucial junctures to ask what could have been foreseen, prevented, believed, or ignored.

Herodotus’ contemporary relevance is unmistakable. He confronts the challenges of writing about other cultures with respect and curiosity, reminding modern readers that understanding begins with listening. He examines information critically, a skill essential in any age of competing accounts. He traces how empires project power and how alliances cohere or fail, a lesson for states and institutions today. He shows that memory is contested, and that responsible remembrance demands both empathy and rigor. Most of all, he proves that narrative can be truthful without being flat, that explanation can engage the imagination without sacrificing clarity.

To read The Histories now is to encounter the first great experiment in making sense of a multicultural, conflict-riven world. Its pages enlarge horizons, sharpen judgment, and temper certainty. By binding conquest to culture, decision to character, and chance to design, Herodotus created a framework that still shapes how we ask questions about the past and present. The book endures because it embodies intellectual courage: the resolve to seek causes, to compare ways of life, and to learn from human variety. That resolve remains a guide, and its story continues to illuminate ours.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Herodotus of Halicarnassus composed The Histories in the fifth century BCE as an inquiry into the causes of conflict between Greeks and non-Greeks and a record of remarkable deeds. The work, transmitted in nine books by later editors, interweaves narrative, ethnography, geography, and reports from oral testimony. Herodotus often signals competing versions, distinguishes observation from hearsay, and embeds moral reflection in the fates of peoples and rulers. The canvas stretches from the Nile to the Black Sea and from Anatolia to Central Asia. At its center stands the rise of the Persian Empire and the sequence of events that led to the great wars with Greece.

The opening movement centers on Lydia and King Croesus, whose wealth and power bring him into contact and alliance with Greek communities of Asia Minor. Herodotus recounts encounters with Greek sages, consultations of oracles, and the complex decision-making that precedes war. The narrative follows Croesus's expansion and his confrontation with Cyrus of Persia, a ruler newly ascendant in the Near East. The fall of Sardis marks a turning point: Lydian authority collapses and the Ionians come under Persian control. Through this story, Herodotus introduces recurring questions about prudent counsel, the ambiguity of divine messages, and the precarious balance between good fortune and overreach.

Herodotus then broadens the frame to explain Persia's rapid growth under Cyrus. He narrates the overthrow of Median supremacy, the absorption of Babylon, and the incorporation of diverse peoples into a single imperial system. Digressions outline Lydian and Persian customs, Babylonian engineering, and the geography of major rivers. The account of Cyrus's final campaign against steppe peoples highlights Herodotus's method: he records multiple traditions, weighs plausibility, and leaves room for uncertainty. Throughout, the work contrasts settled empires with mobile societies and explores how different ways of life shape military strategy, political organization, and the pursuit of dominion across the Near Eastern world.

With Cambyses's accession, the narrative turns to Egypt. Herodotus pauses to survey Egyptian history, beliefs, funerary practices, and the annual rhythm of the Nile, drawing on temple lore and local informants. He recounts the Persian conquest, subsequent expeditions, and tensions that follow imperial occupation. Stories about impiety and excess are presented alongside administrative measures and logistical challenges. A crisis at the Persian court precipitates a brief usurpation, after which a group of nobles acts to restore stability. From their maneuvering emerges Darius, whose rise introduces a new phase of imperial consolidation, ambitious projects, and renewed engagement with the Greek world.

Under Darius, Herodotus describes the empire's organization: satrapies with assessed tributes, a road system linking distant provinces, and mechanisms for communication and control. The Persian campaign against the Scythians brings the narrative into southeastern Europe, prompting extended reflections on nomadic lifeways and the difficulties of waging war without decisive engagements. Ionian Greek contingents build bridges and debate loyalty amid shifting fortunes. Meanwhile, Persian activity in Thrace and the Aegean tightens imperial reach, and episodes on Samos, Cyrene, and India widen the survey. These strands set the conditions for friction between local autonomy and imperial demands across the eastern Mediterranean.

The Ionian Revolt forms the next major arc. Herodotus traces its origins to political upheaval in Miletus, the ambitions of Aristagoras, and appeals to mainland Greece. He recounts the burning of Sardis, naval struggles, and the fierce Persian response, culminating in the fall of Miletus and the reimposition of control. Interludes explain Spartan and Athenian institutions, earlier tyrannies, and the weight of oracles in public decisions. In the revolt's aftermath, Persian leaders plan punitive expeditions against those who aided the insurgents. Herodotus presents these developments as a chain of causes linking regional grievances to a broader confrontation between empire and Greek cities.

Herodotus narrates the first Persian moves against mainland Greece, including a failed thrust checked by storms near Mount Athos and a subsequent expedition that advances across the Aegean. Eretria is besieged and its fate becomes a cautionary emblem within the story. The campaign culminates on the plain of Marathon, where the Athenians and their allies confront Persian forces. Herodotus highlights preparations, intra-Greek debates, appeals to Sparta, and the roles of commanders and heralds. He situates the battle within a larger pattern of resolve and improvisation, using it to explore how civic cohesion, leadership, and terrain shape outcomes in sudden tests of arms.

Under Xerxes, about a decade later, a massive invasion takes shape. Herodotus details preparations on an unprecedented scale: bridges across the Hellespont, a canal through Athos, and musters from many subject peoples, each with distinctive arms and customs. Persian councils reveal competing advice, while in Greece, cities negotiate alliances under Spartan leadership and interpret oracles that frame strategy. The campaign unfolds through a sequence of land and sea actions - Thermopylae, Artemisium, Salamis - and later encounters in central Greece and along the Ionian coast. Herodotus balances tactics with character portraits, reports defection and counsel from exiles, and examines the pressures that empire and coalition place on decision-making.

Across these books, Herodotus develops a sustained inquiry into causation, responsibility, and the interplay between custom and power. He juxtaposes the ambitions of kings with the voices of advisers and ordinary people, attentive to contingency and the limits of foresight. Ethnographic excursions invite readers to consider how different societies define justice, piety, and freedom. The culminating scenes close the narrative arc of East-West conflict while preserving ambiguity about fate and human choice. As the earliest surviving work of Greek historiography, The Histories endures for its scope, curiosity, and method, offering a foundational model for explaining great events without losing sight of culture and character.
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    Herodotus composed The Histories in mid-fifth century BCE, in a world framed by the Achaemenid Empire and the independent Greek poleis. He was from Halicarnassus, a Greek city in Caria under Persian overlordship, positioned at the edge of the Aegean and Anatolian spheres. The dominant institutions shaping his narrative were imperial monarchy, with its satrapal administration in Asia, and the polis, with its assemblies, councils, and citizen armies in Greece. Trade routes connected Egypt, the Levant, and the Aegean, while sanctuaries such as Delphi mediated diplomacy. In this milieu, Herodotus sought to explain the causes of the wars between Greeks and Persians.

Cyrus II of Persia unified a vast realm between circa 559 and 530 BCE, conquering Media, Lydia, and Babylon. Croesus, king of Lydia, fell around 546 BCE, placing the Ionian Greek cities of western Anatolia under Persian rule. Herodotus begins by tracing such expansions to show long-term causes, linking imperial ambition with fortune’s reversals. His account of Lydian prosperity, the development of coinage, and the fall of Sardis situates the Persian–Greek conflict in regional shifts of power. By charting how Persian rule reached the Aegean, he prepares the ground for the later revolt of the Ionian Greeks and Darius’ punitive wars.

Around the same time, the Greek mainland was structured by competing polis regimes. Sparta maintained a mixed constitution of dual kings, a council of elders, and powerful ephors, supported by a society of citizens ruling over helots. Athens, after reforms associated with Solon and definitively with Cleisthenes in 508/7 BCE, developed institutions of assembly, council, and popular courts. Herodotus juxtaposes these models with Persian monarchy, even staging a debate on constitutions among Persian nobles to probe their merits. Whether or not the debate occurred, the themes reflect fifth-century discourse on law, equality before the law, and the political value of freedom.

The Ionian Revolt of 499–493 BCE arose from tensions between Greek cities under Persian-appointed tyrants, fiscal burdens, and local ambitions. Aristagoras of Miletus helped ignite the revolt, seeking support from mainland Greece. Athenians and Eretrians joined an expedition that burned Sardis in 498 BCE, provoking a strong Persian response. The revolt culminated in the naval defeat of the Ionians at Lade in 494 and the destruction or subjugation of rebellious cities, including the sack of Miletus. Herodotus traces personal motives, grievances, and miscalculations throughout, using the revolt to illustrate how local conflicts can draw imperial powers into deeper entanglement.

Darius I launched a campaign against Eretria and Athens in 490 BCE. After Eretria fell, Persian forces landed at Marathon in Attica. There, a largely citizen army of Athenians, joined by Plataean allies, defeated the Persian infantry in a pitched battle. Herodotus’ presentation emphasizes hoplite valor, tactical timing, and the political stakes for a nascent democracy asserting its autonomy. Marathon entered Athenian memory as proof that free citizens could repel an imperial expedition. The episode also marks the widening of a conflict first sparked in Ionia, confirming for Herodotus the importance of tracing both immediate causes and deeper antecedents.

In the decade after Marathon, Athenian politics turned to naval power. Revenues from the silver mines at Laurion in 483 BCE funded the construction of a large trireme fleet, an initiative associated with Themistocles. Athens fortified Piraeus and reoriented strategy toward sea control. Meanwhile, Xerxes I, succeeding Darius in 486 BCE, assembled forces and planned a massive invasion of Greece. Herodotus dwells on Persian preparations, including the bridging of the Hellespont and the canal cut across the Athos peninsula, highlighting imperial engineering, logistics, and the will to command nature. These preparations reveal the scale and organization of Achaemenid power.

In 481 BCE a Hellenic League formed under Spartan leadership to resist Xerxes. Greek contingents fought delaying actions at Thermopylae and Artemisium in 480 BCE, followed by the decisive naval battle at Salamis that autumn. In 479 BCE, Greek forces defeated Persian land troops at Plataea and struck the fleet at Mycale. Herodotus presents these events as a contest between cities defending their autonomy and a centralized monarchy imposing command. He also stresses rivalries, debates, and narrow margins, showing how alliance politics, leadership, and chance shaped outcomes. The victories checked Persian expansion into the Greek mainland and transformed Greek self-perception.

Herodotus devotes significant attention to how the Achaemenid Empire functioned. He describes satrapies paying assessed tribute, the celebrated Royal Road linking Sardis to Susa, and a courier system renowned for speed and reliability. Imperial Aramaic operated as a chancery language across provinces, while local elites mediated Persian rule. He notes the policy of respecting local customs, yet also records violence and exactions accompanying imperial campaigns. By detailing tribute lists, troop levies, and court protocol, his work implicitly compares the organizational reach of monarchy with the looser, coalition-based capacities of Greek cities, weighing the costs and benefits of imperial order.

The Histories range far beyond the battlefield into ethnography. Herodotus records Egyptian religious practices, explanations for the Nile’s floods, mummification, and temple economies, often citing what priests told him during visits. He describes Scythian nomadism and the failure of Darius’ expedition against them, using ecology to explain strategy. He treats Phoenician seafaring and Lydian commerce, connecting cultural habits to political power. Throughout, he repeats the maxim that custom governs human life, reporting practices without insisting on a single standard. This wide lens situates the Persian–Greek conflict within a larger Afro-Eurasian world of exchange, migration, and sharply differing ways of life.

Religious institutions permeate the narrative. The sanctuary at Delphi advises city-states as they confront Persia; Croesus’ oracles illustrate ambiguous prophecies and misinterpretation. Omens, prodigies, and sacrifices precede decisions or battles, and sacred landscapes like Olympia and Delphi serve as diplomatic meeting grounds. Herodotus often recounts variant versions of an oracle’s wording and evaluates later claims of fulfillment, showing interest in how belief shapes action. Rather than dismiss piety, he examines how ritual authority, priests, and interpreters steered policy. The interaction of divine signs, human prudence, and misreading becomes a recurring theme in his account of courage and catastrophe.

Economic structures underpin much of the story. Lydia pioneered struck coinage by the late seventh century BCE, and Croesus introduced separate gold and silver issues, innovations that facilitated taxation and mercenary pay. Persian governance relied on measured tribute in silver, while Greek cities financed fleets and fortifications through taxes, mines, and levies on allies. Piraeus grew into a maritime hub linking Attica to the Black Sea grain routes and eastern trade. Herodotus mentions caravans, markets, and artisans, and notes slave labor’s ubiquity across societies. By following money, tribute, and supplies, he shows how logistics and credit sustained both empires and coalitions.

Herodotus details the technologies and doctrines that shaped conflict. Greek hoplite infantry fought in phalanx formation with heavy shields, spears, and bronze armor. Persian forces relied on a mix of infantry, archers, and notable cavalry, drawn from many subject peoples. At sea, triremes propelled by three banks of oars used speed and ramming tactics, making harbors and straits crucial terrain. Persian engineering impressed contemporaries: Xerxes’ pontoon bridges across the Hellespont and the canal through Athos required coordinated labor and planning. Darius’ canal linking the Nile to the Red Sea extended navigable routes. Such feats showcased state capacity and strategic vision.

The fifth century BCE saw the maturation of Greek prose inquiry. Building on earlier logographers such as Hecataeus of Miletus, Herodotus organized his historia as a systematic investigation into causes. He collected testimonies, compared accounts, inspected sites, and sometimes cited inscriptions or measurements. He also composed speeches and scenes to clarify motives and principles, a narrative practice shared by contemporaries. Literacy expanded among elites, yet public life still relied on performance and memory, so extended histories circulated both orally and in written form. The Histories exemplify this transitional moment, blending travel report, ethnography, and political analysis into a coherent narrative.

Herodotus does not conceal Greek divisions. Some communities cooperated with Persia, whether out of fear, calculation, or rivalry, a stance contemporaries labeled medism. Others hesitated, delayed, or bargained. Thebes and Argos feature in debates over neutrality and alliance, and conflicts among islanders recur. After 479 BCE, Athens led a maritime coalition that evolved into the Delian League, extracting tribute and projecting force across the Aegean, while Sparta maintained leadership on land. Writing amid these rivalries and during the early years of the Peloponnesian War, Herodotus frames Persian wars as a shared memory even as he records persistent competition among Greeks.

Everyday life appears through comparative custom. Herodotus notes Egyptian market roles and domestic arrangements that invert Greek expectations, Persian etiquette in counsel and banquets, Scythian funerary rituals, and Lydian commercial habits. He mentions practices of marriage, slavery, and hospitality, showing how law and tradition regulate status and exchange. Greek symposia, athletic festivals, and public sacrifices created civic bonds and hierarchy; in Persia, court ceremony defined proximity to the king. By assembling such details, he reveals that war brought into contact societies whose norms were internally coherent yet often mutually unintelligible, complicating simplistic contrasts between Greek and barbarian.

Herodotus was born around 484 BCE in Halicarnassus, a Carian city with a Greek population under Persian authority. He writes in Ionic dialect and claims to have traveled widely, reporting visits to Egypt and regions around the Black Sea. Ancient testimonies associate him with the colony of Thurii in southern Italy, founded in the 440s, and the nine-book division of his work is a later, Hellenistic editorial convention. Composition likely spanned the mid-fifth century, with revisions into the 420s. His vantage from a Persian-ruled Greek city and his experience across multiple regions informed his sensitivity to cultural plurality and imperial power.

The Histories operate as both mirror and critique of the fifth-century Mediterranean. By tracing how empires rise, overstretch, and encounter resilient communities, Herodotus scrutinizes monarchy, collective decision-making, and the risks of hubris. He highlights contingency, the power of leadership, and the role of fortune, while exposing costs paid by subject peoples and by victorious cities. His attention to local customs proposes a comparative politics grounded in evidence rather than assertion. In presenting the Persian wars as the product of long chains of action, belief, and resource, he offers his contemporaries a cautionary analysis of power, memory, and responsibility.
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    Herodotus (c. 484–c. 425 BCE) was a Greek historian from Halicarnassus whose single extant work, The Histories, stands at the foundation of Western historiography. Writing in the fifth century BCE, he set out to preserve the memory of great deeds and to explain the causes of the wars between Greeks and Persians. He combined narrative history with geography, ethnography, and inquiry into customs. Throughout the work he marks what he claims to have seen himself and what he heard from others, inviting readers to judge. Later antiquity hailed him as the father of history, a testament to his ambition to record and interpret the human past.

Specifics of Herodotus’s education are not securely known, but his background in the cosmopolitan Ionian world shaped his methods and interests. He wrote in Ionic Greek and drew on the earlier tradition of logographers, engaging with and sometimes correcting figures such as Hecataeus of Miletus. The influence of epic is evident in his interest in heroic deeds and extended speeches, while the Ionian habit of geographical description and curiosity about natural and human diversity inform his approach. He shows familiarity with Greek poetry, genealogies, and local traditions, yet he subjects them to scrutiny, adopting inquiry as a guiding practice rather than relying solely on received tales.

Herodotus likely composed The Histories over several decades in the mid fifth century BCE. The work ranges widely but is organized around an investigation into the expansion of the Persian Empire and the subsequent Greek resistance, culminating in the early fifth century battles. Later editors divided it into nine books. His narrative proceeds through thematic and regional logoi, moving from Lydia to Persia, Egypt, Scythia, and the Greek mainland, and he often pauses for digressions that supply background or comparisons. He distinguishes among observation, testimony, and opinion, and he frequently notes when accounts conflict, modeling a critical stance while preserving multiple versions for the reader.

A distinctive feature of The Histories is its ethnographic curiosity. Herodotus describes the customs, myths, economies, and environments of Egyptians, Persians, Scythians, and many others, recording practices that differ from Greek norms. He articulates the notion that custom is king, using cross-cultural comparison to challenge assumptions about nature and law. He also reports marvels and wonders, yet he often signals doubts or proposes alternative explanations. His attention to geography and resources links environment to political power, while his catalogues of rivers, animals, and products display systematic interests. These materials, though embedded in a war narrative, form a panoramic survey of the ancient Mediterranean and Near East.

In antiquity Herodotus’s work circulated widely and drew mixed responses. Cicero praised him as the father of history, recognizing the scope and ambition of his inquiry. Thucydides, writing later in the fifth century, pursued a more austere style and stricter standards for contemporary events, establishing a contrast that shaped ancient and modern readings. Plutarch criticized Herodotus for perceived bias in On the Malice of Herodotus, illustrating how his judgments provoked debate. Hellenistic scholars preserved and arranged the text, and the nine-book division dates from that period. The Histories survives through papyrus fragments and medieval manuscripts, testifying to continuous interest across centuries.

Herodotus explores the interplay of human choice, chance, and custom in shaping events. He analyzes causes across multiple levels, from personal motives and political institutions to long-term patterns, and he repeatedly warns against hubris by showing reversals of fortune. His balanced attention to Greek and non-Greek perspectives, including sympathetic depictions of Persian leaders and critiques of Greek actions, supports a comparative method rather than simple partisanship. He uses speeches and councils to reveal deliberation and character, while reported oracles and portents reflect the religious language of his sources. Above all, he foregrounds inquiry, asking how we know what we know and marking uncertainty.

Details of Herodotus’s later years and death are not securely established; he appears to have died in the later fifth century BCE. His legacy, however, is clear. The Histories became a foundational text for historiography, shaping practices of source criticism, ethnographic description, and explanatory narrative. Renaissance and modern scholars reassessed his reliability, yet many of his methods, such as distinguishing observation from report, remain instructive. He influenced travel writing, anthropology, and comparative studies of law and custom. In contemporary scholarship and education, Herodotus serves as a key resource for understanding the ancient Mediterranean and the challenges of interpreting complex, contested pasts.
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If a new translation of Herodotus does not justify itself, it will hardly be justified in a preface; therefore the question whether it was needed may be left here without discussion. The aim of the translator has been above all things faithfulness — faithfulness to the manner of expression and to the structure of sentences, as well as to the meaning of the Author. At the same time it is conceived that the freedom and variety of Herodotus is not always best reproduced by such severe consistency of rendering as is perhaps desirable in the case of the Epic writers before and the philosophical writers after his time: nor again must his simplicity of thought and occasional quaintness be reproduced in the form of archaisms of language; and that not only because the affectation of an archaic style would necessarily be offensive to the reader, but also because in language Herodotus is not archaic. His style is the “best canon of the Ionic speech,” marked, however, not so much by primitive purity as by eclectic variety. At the same time it is characterised largely by the poetic diction of the Epic and Tragic writers; and while the translator is free to employ all the resources of modern English, so far as he has them at his command, he must carefully retain this poetical colouring and by all means avoid the courtier phrase by which the style of Herodotus has too often been made “more noble.”1

As regards the text from which this translation has been made, it is based upon that of Stein’s critical edition (Berlin, 1869-1871), that is to say the estimate there made of the comparative value of the authorities has been on the whole accepted as a just one, rather than that which depreciates the value of the Medicean MS[1]. and of the class to which it belongs. On the other hand the conjectural emendations proposed by Stein have very seldom been adopted, and his text has been departed from in a large number of other instances also, which will for the most part be found recorded in the notes.

As it seemed that even after Stein’s re-collation of the Medicean MS. there were doubts felt by some scholars2 as to the true reading in some places of this MS., which is very generally acknowledged to be the most important, I thought it right to examine it myself in all those passages where questions about text arise which concern a translator, that is in nearly five hundred places altogether; and the results, when they are worth observing, are recorded in the notes. At the same time, by the suggestion of Dr. Stein, I re-collated a large part of the third book in the MS. which is commonly referred to as F (i.e. Florentinus), called by Stein C, and I examined this MS. also in a certain number of other places. It should be understood that wherever in the notes I mention the reading of any particular MS. by name, I do so on my own authority.

The notes have been confined to a tolerably small compass. Their purpose is, first, in cases where the text is doubtful, to indicate the reading adopted by the translator and any other which may seem to have reasonable probability, but without discussion of the authorities; secondly, where the rendering is not quite literal (and in other cases where it seemed desirable), to quote the words of the original or to give a more literal version; thirdly, to add an alternative version in cases where there seems to be a doubt as to the true meaning; and lastly, to give occasionally a short explanation, or a reference from one passage of the author to another.

For the orthography of proper names reference may be made to the note prefixed to the index. No consistent system has been adopted, and the result will therefore be open to criticism in many details; but the aim has been to avoid on the one hand the pedantry of seriously altering the form of those names which are fairly established in the English language of literature, as distinguished from that of scholarship, and on the other hand the absurdity of looking to Latin rather than to Greek for the orthography of the names which are not so established. There is no intention to put forward any theory about pronunciation.

The index of proper names will, it is hoped, be found more complete and accurate than those hitherto published. The best with which I was acquainted I found to have so many errors and omissions3 that I was compelled to do the work again from the beginning. In a collection of more than ten thousand references there must in all probability be mistakes, but I trust they will be found to be few.

My acknowledgments of obligation are due first to Dr. Stein, both for his critical work and also for his most excellent commentary, which I have had always by me. After this I have made most use of the editions of Krüger, Bähr, Abicht, and (in the first two books) Mr. Woods. As to translations, I have had Rawlinson’s before me while revising my own work, and I have referred also occasionally to the translations of Littlebury (perhaps the best English version as regards style, but full of gross errors), Taylor, and Larcher. In the second book I have also used the version of B. R. reprinted by Mr. Lang: of the first book of this translation I have access only to a fragment written out some years ago, when the British Museum was within my reach. Other particular obligations are acknowledged in the notes.

Notes to Preface

1 See the remarks of P.-L. Courier (on Larcher’s version) in the preface to his specimens of a new translation of Herodotus (Œuvres complètes de P.-L. Courier, Bruxelles, 1828).

2 Mr. Woods, for example, in his edition of the first book (published in 1873) gives a list of readings for the first and second books, in which he almost invariably prefers the authority of Gronovius to that of Stein, where their reports differ. In so doing he is wrong in all cases (I think) except one, namely i. 134 το δεγομενο. He is wrong, for examine, in i. 189, where the MS. has τουτο, i. 196 αν αγεσθαι, i. 199 οδον, ii. 15 τε δε, ii. 95 υπ αυτο, ii. 103 και προσοτατα, ii. 124 το αδδο (without δαο), ii. 181 νο. Abicht also has made several inaccurate statements, e.g. i. 185, where the MS. has εσ τον Ευφρετεν, and vii. 133 Ξερξεσ.

3 For example in the index of proper names attached to Stein’s annotated edition (Berlin, 1882), to which I am under obligation, having checked my own by it, I find that I have marked upwards of two hundred mistakes or oversights: no doubt I have been saved by it from at least as many.
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This is the Showing forth of the Inquiry of Herodotus of Halicarnassos[2], to the end that1 neither the deeds of men may be forgotten by lapse of time, nor the works2 great and marvellous, which have been produced some by Hellenes and some by Barbarians, may lose their renown; and especially that the causes may be remembered for which these waged war with one another.

1. Those of the Persians who have knowledge of history declare that the Phenicians first began the quarrel. These, they say, came from that which is called the Erythraian Sea[3] to this of ours; and having settled in the land where they continue even now to dwell, set themselves forthwith to make long voyages by sea. And conveying merchandise of Egypt and of Assyria they arrived at other places and also at Argos; now Argos was at that time in all points the first of the States within that land which is now called Hellas; — the Phenicians arrived then at this land of Argos, and began to dispose of their ship’s cargo: and on the fifth or sixth day after they had arrived, when their goods had been almost all sold, there came down to the sea a great company of women, and among them the daughter of the king; and her name, as the Hellenes also agree, was Io[4] the daughter of Inachos. These standing near to the stern of the ship were buying of the wares such as pleased them most, when of a sudden the Phenicians, passing the word from one to another, made a rush upon them; and the greater part of the women escaped by flight, but Io and certain others were carried off. So they put them on board their ship, and forthwith departed, sailing away to Egypt. 2. In this manner the Persians report that Io came to Egypt, not agreeing therein with the Hellenes,3 and this they say was the first beginning of wrongs. Then after this, they say, certain Hellenes (but the name of the people they are not able to report) put in to the city of Tyre in Phenicia and carried off the king’s daughter Europa[5]; — these would doubtless be Cretans; — and so they were quits for the former injury. After this however the Hellenes, they say, were the authors of the second wrong; for they sailed in to Aia of Colchis and to the river Phasis with a ship of war, and from thence, after they had done the other business for which they came, they carried off the king’s daughter Medea[6]: and the king of Colchis sent a herald to the land of Hellas and demanded satisfaction for the rape4 and to have his daughter back; but they answered that, as the Barbarians had given them no satisfaction for the rape of Io the Argive, so neither would they give satisfaction to the Barbarians for this.

3. In the next generation after this, they say, Alexander the son of Priam, having heard of these things, desired to get a wife for himself by violence5 from Hellas, being fully assured that he would not be compelled to give any satisfaction for this wrong, inasmuch as the Hellenes gave none for theirs. So he carried off Helen, and the Hellenes resolved to send messengers first and to demand her back with satisfaction for the rape; and when they put forth this demand, the others alleged to them the rape of Medea, saying that the Hellenes were now desiring satisfaction to be given to them by others, though they had given none themselves nor had surrendered the person when demand was made.

4. Up to this point, they say, nothing more happened than the carrying away of women on both sides; but after this the Hellenes were very greatly to blame; for they set the first example of war, making an expedition into Asia before the Barbarians made any into Europe. Now they say that in their judgment, though it is an act of wrong to carry away women by force, it is a folly to set one’s heart on taking vengeance for their rape, and the wise course is to pay no regard when they have been carried away; for it is evident that they would never be carried away if they were not themselves willing to go. And the Persians say that they, namely the people of Asia, when their women were carried away by force, had made it a matter of no account, but the Hellenes on account of a woman of Lacedemon gathered together a great armament, and then came to Asia and destroyed the dominion of Priam; and that from this time forward they had always considered the Hellenic race to be their enemy: for Asia and the Barbarian races which dwell there the Persians claim as belonging to them; but Europe and the Hellenic race they consider to be parted off from them.

5. The Persians for their part say that things happened thus; and they conclude that the beginning of their quarrel with the Hellenes was on account of the taking of Ilion[7]: but as regards Io the Phenicians do not agree with the Persians in telling the tale thus; for they deny that they carried her off to Egypt by violent means, and they say on the other hand that when they were in Argos she was intimate with the master of their ship, and perceiving that she was with child, she was ashamed to confess it to her parents, and therefore sailed away with the Phenicians of her own will, for fear of being found out. These are the tales told by the Persians and the Phenicians severally: and concerning these things I am not going to say that they happened thus or thus,6 but when I have pointed to the man who first within my own knowledge began to commit wrong against the Hellenes, I shall go forward further with the story, giving an account of the cities of men, small as well as great: for those which in old times were great have for the most part become small, while those that were in my own time great used in former times to be small: so then, since I know that human prosperity never continues steadfast, I shall make mention of both indifferently.

6. Crœsus[8] was Lydian by race, the son of Alyattes and ruler of the nations which dwell on this side of the river Halys[9]; which river, flowing from the South between the Syrians7 and the Paphlagonians, runs out towards the North Wind into that Sea which is called the Euxine[10]. This Crœsus, first of all the Barbarians of whom we have knowledge, subdued certain of the Hellenes and forced them to pay tribute, while others he gained over and made them his friends. Those whom he subdued were the Ionians[11], the Aiolians, and the Dorians who dwell in Asia; and those whom he made his friends were the Lacedemonians[21]. But before the reign of Crœsus all the Hellenes were free; for the expedition of the Kimmerians[12], which came upon Ionia before the time of Crœsus, was not a conquest of the cities but a plundering incursion only.8 7. Now the supremacy which had belonged to the Heracleidai[13] came to the family of Crœsus, called Mermnadai, in the following manner:— Candaules, whom the Hellenes call Myrsilos, was ruler of Sardis and a descendant of Alcaios, son of Heracles: for Agron, the son of Ninos, the son of Belos, the son of Alcaios, was the first of the Heracleidai who became king of Sardis, and Candaules the son of Myrsos was the last; but those who were kings over this land before Agrond, were descendants of Lydos the son of Atys, whence this whole nation was called Lydian, having been before called Meonian. From these the Heracleidai, descended from Heracles and the slave-girl of Iardanos, obtained the government, being charged with it by reason of an oracle; and they reigned for two-and-twenty generations of men, five hundred and five years, handing on the power from father to son, till the time of Clandaules the son of Myrsos. 8. This Candaules then of whom I speak had become passionately in love with his own wife; and having become so, he deemed that his wife was fairer by far than all other women; and thus deeming, to Gyges[14] the son of Daskylos (for he of all his spearmen was the most pleasing to him), to this Gyges, I say, he used to impart as well the more weighty of his affairs as also the beauty of his wife, praising it above measure: and after no long time, since it was destined that evil should happen to Candaules, he said to Gyges as follows: “Gyges, I think that thou dost not believe me when I tell thee of the beauty of my wife, for it happens that men’s ears are less apt of belief than their eyes: contrive therefore means by which thou mayest look upon her naked.” But he cried aloud and said: “Master, what word of unwisdom is this which thou dost utter, bidding me look upon my mistress naked? When a woman puts off her tunic she puts off her modesty also[2q]. Moreover of old time those fair sayings have been found out by men, from which we ought to learn wisdom; and of these one is this — that each man should look on his own: but I believe indeed that she is of all women the fairest and I entreat thee not to ask of me that which it is not lawful for me to do.” 9. With such words as these he resisted, fearing lest some evil might come to him from this; but the king answered him thus: “Be of good courage, Gyges, and have no fear, either of me, that I am saying these words to try thee, or of my wife, lest any harm may happen to thee from her. For I will contrive it so from the first that she shall not even perceive that she has been seen by thee. I will place thee in the room where we sleep, behind the open door;9 and after I have gone in, my wife also will come to lie down. Now there is a seat near the entrance of the room, and upon this she will lay her garments as she takes them off one by one; and so thou wilt be able to gaze upon her at full leisure. And when she goes from the chair to the bed and thou shalt be behind her back, then let it be thy part to take care that she sees thee not as thou goest through the door.” 10. He then, since he might not avoid it, gave consent: and Candaules, when he considered that it was time to rest, led Gyges to the chamber; and straightway after this the woman also appeared: and Gyges looked upon her after she came in and as she laid down her garments; and when she had her back turned towards him, as she went to the bed, then he slipped away from his hiding-place and was going forth. And as he went out, the woman caught sight of him, and perceiving that which had been done by her husband she did not cry out, though struck with shame,10 but she made as though she had not perceived the matter, meaning to avenge herself upon Candaules: for among the Lydians as also among most other Barbarians it is a shame even for a man to be seen naked. 11. At the time then she kept silence, as I say, and made no outward sign; but as soon as day had dawned, and she made ready those of the servants whom she perceived to be the most attached to herself, and after that she sent to summon Gyges. He then, not supposing that anything of that which had been done was known to her, came upon her summons; for he had been accustomed before to go11 whenever the queen summoned him. And when Gyges was come, the woman said to him these words: “There are now two ways open to thee, Gyges, and I give thee the choice which of the two thou wilt prefer to take. Either thou must slay Candaules and possess both me and the kingdom of Lydia, or thou must thyself here on the spot be slain, so that thou mayest not in future, by obeying Candaules in all things, see that which thou shouldest not. Either he must die who formed this design, or thou who hast looked upon me naked and done that which is not accounted lawful.” For a time then Gyges was amazed at these words, and afterwards he began to entreat her that she would not bind him by necessity to make such a choice: then however, as he could not prevail with her, but saw that necessity was in truth set before him either to slay his master or to be himself slain by others, he made the choice to live himself; and he inquired further as follows: “Since thou dost compel me to take my master’s life against my own will, let me hear from thee also what is the manner in which we shall lay hands upon him.” And she answering said: “From that same place shall the attempt be, where he displayed me naked; and we will lay hands upon him as he sleeps.” 12. So after they had prepared the plot, when night came on, (for Gyges was not let go nor was there any way of escape for him, but he must either be slain himself or slay Candaules), he followed the woman to the bedchamber; and she gave him a dagger and concealed him behind that very same door. Then afterwards, while Candaules was sleeping, Gyges came privily up to him12 and slew him, and he obtained both his wife and his kingdom: of him moreover Archilochos the Parian, who lived about that time, made mention in a trimeter iambic verse.13 13. He obtained the kingdom however and was strengthened in it by means of the Oracle at Delphi[15]; for when the Lydians were angry because of the fate of Candaules, and had risen in arms, a treaty was made between the followers of Gyges and the other Lydians to this effect, that if the Oracle should give answer that he was to be king of the Lydians, he should be king, and if not, he should give back the power to the sons of Heracles. So the Oracle gave answer, and Gyges accordingly became king: yet the Pythian prophetess said this also, that vengeance for the Heracleidai should come upon the descendants of Gyges in the fifth generation. Of this oracle the Lydians and their kings made no account until it was in fact fulfilled.

14. Thus the Mermnadai obtained the government having driven out from it the Heracleidai: and Gyges when he became ruler sent votive offerings to Delphi not a few, for of all the silver offerings at Delphi his are more in number than those of any other man; and besides the silver he offered a vast quantity of gold, and especially one offering which is more worthy of mention than the rest, namely six golden mixing-bowls[16], which are dedicated there as his gift: of these the weight is thirty talents, and they stand in the treasury of the Corinthians, (though in truth this treasury does not belong to the State of the Corinthians, but is that of Kypselos the son of Aëtion).14 This Gyges was the first of the Barbarians within our knowledge who dedicated votive offerings at Delphi, except only Midas the son of Gordias king of Phrygia, who dedicated for an offering the royal throne on which he sat before all to decide causes; and this throne, a sight worth seeing, stands in the same place with the bowls of Gyges. This gold and silver which Gyges dedicated is called Gygian by the people of Delphi, after the name of him who offered it.

Now Gyges also,15 as soon as he became king, led an army against Miletos and Smyrna, and he took the lower town of Colophon:16 but no other great deed did he do in his reign, which lasted eight-and-thirty years, therefore we will pass him by with no more mention than has already been made, 15, and I will speak now of Ardys the son of Gyges, who became king after Gyges. He took Priene and made an invasion against Miletos; and while he was ruling over Sardis, the Kimmerians driven from their abodes by the nomad Scythians came to Asia and took Sardis except the citadel.

16. Now when Ardys had been king for nine-and-forty years, Sadyattes his son succeeded to his kingdom, and reigned twelve years; and after him Alyattes. This last made war against Kyaxares the descendant of Deïokes and against the Medes,17 and he drove the Kimmerians forth out of Asia, and he took Smyrna which had been founded from Colophon, and made an invasion against Clazomenai. From this he returned not as he desired, but with great loss: during his reign however he performed other deeds very worthy of mention as follows:— 17. He made war with those of Miletos, having received this war as an inheritance from his father: for he used to invade their land and besiege Miletos in the following manner:— whenever there were ripe crops upon the land, then he led an army into their confines, making his march to the sound of pipes and harps and flutes both of male and female tone: and when he came to the Milesian land, he neither pulled down the houses that were in the fields, nor set fire to them nor tore off their doors, but let them stand as they were; the trees however and the crops that were upon the land he destroyed, and then departed by the way he came: for the men of Miletos had command of the sea, so that it was of no use for his army to blockade them: and he abstained from pulling down the houses to the end that the Milesians might have places to dwell in while they sowed and tilled the land, and by the means of their labour he might have somewhat to destroy when he made his invasion. 18. Thus he continued to war with them for eleven years; and in the course of these years the Milesians suffered two great defeats, once when they fought a battle in the district of Limenion in their own land, and again in the plain of Maiander. Now for six of the eleven years Sadyattes the son of Ardys was still ruler of the Lydians, the same who was wont to invade the land of Miletos at the times mentioned;18 for this Sadyattes was he who first began the war: but for the five years which followed these first six the war was carried on by Alyattes the son of Sadyattes, who received it as an inheritance from his father (as I have already said) and applied himself to it earnestly. And none of the Ionians helped those of Miletos bear the burden of this war except only the men of Chios. These came to their aid to pay back like with like, for the Milesians had formerly assisted the Chians throughout their war with the people of Erythrai. 19. Then in the twelfth year of the war, when standing corn was being burnt by the army of the Lydians, it happened as follows:— as soon as the corn was kindled, it was driven by a violent wind and set fire to the temple of Athene surnamed of Assessos; and the temple being set on fire was burnt down to the ground. Of this no account was made then; but afterwards when the army had returned to Sardis, Alyattes fell sick, and as his sickness lasted long, he sent messengers to inquire of the Oracle at Delphi, either being advised to do so by some one, or because he himself thought it best to send and inquire of the god concerning his sickness. But when these arrived at Delphi, the Pythian prophetess said that she would give them no answer, until they should have built up again the temple of Athene which they had burnt at Assessos in the land of Miletos. 20. Thus much I know by the report of the people of Delphi; but the Milesians add to this that Periander[17] the son of Kypselos, being a special guest-friend of Thrasybulos the then despot of Miletos, heard of the oracle which had been given to Alyattes, and sending a messenger told Thrasybulos, in order that he might have knowledge of it beforehand and take such counsel as the case required. This is the story told by the Milesians. 21. And Alyattes, when this answer was reported to him, sent a herald forthwith to Miletos, desiring to make a truce with Thrasybulos and the Milesians for so long a time as he should be building the temple. He then was being sent as envoy to Miletos; and Thrasybulos in the meantime being informed beforehand of the whole matter and knowing what Alyattes was meaning to do, contrived this device:— he gathered together in the market-place all the store of provisions which was found in the city, both his own and that which belonged to private persons; and he proclaimed to the Milesians that on a signal given by him they should all begin to drink and make merry with one another. 22. This Thrasybulos did and thus proclaimed to the end that the herald from Sardis, seeing a vast quantity of provisions carelessly piled up, and the people feasting, might report this to Alyattes: and so on fact it happened; for when the herald returned to Sardis after seeing this and delivering to Thrasybulos the charge which was given to him by the king of Lydia, the peace which was made, came about, as I am informed, merely because of this. For Alyattes, who thought that there was a great famine in Miletos and that the people had been worn down to the extreme of misery, heard from the herald, when he returned from Miletos, the opposite to that which he himself supposed. And after this the peace was made between them on condition of being guest-friends and allies to one another, and Alyattes built two temples to Athene at Assessos in place of one, and himself recovered from his sickness. With regard then to the war waged by Alyattes with the Milesians and Thrasybulos things went thus.

23. As for Periander, the man who gave information about the oracle to Thrasybulos, he was the son of Kypselos, and despot of Corinth. In his life, say the Corinthians, (and with them agree the Lesbians), there happened to him a very great marvel, namely that Arion[18] of Methymna was carried ashore at Tainaron upon a dolphin’s back. This man was a harper second to none of those who then lived, and the first, so far as we know, who composed a dithyramb, naming it so and teaching it to a chorus19 at Corinth. 24. This Arion, they say, who for the most part of his time stayed with Periander, conceived a desire to sail to Italy20 and Sicily; and after he had there acquired large sums of money, he wished to return again to Corinth. He set forth therefore from Taras[19],21 and as he had faith in Corinthians more than in other men, he hired a ship with a crew of Corinthians. These, the story says, when out in open sea, formed a plot to cast Arion overboard and so possess his wealth; and he having obtained knowledge of this made entreaties to them, offering them his wealth and asking them to grant him his life. With this however he did not prevail upon them, but the men who were conveying him bade him either slay himself there, that he might receive burial on the land, or leap straightway into the sea. So Arion being driven to a strait entreated them that, since they were so minded, they would allow him to take his stand in full minstrel’s garb upon the deck22 of the ship and sing; and he promised to put himself to death after he had sung. They then, well pleased to think that they should hear the best of all minstrels upon earth, drew back from the stern towards the middle of the ship; and he put on the full minstrel’s garb and took his lyre, and standing on the deck performed the Orthian measure. Then as the measure ended, he threw himself into the sea just as he was, in his full minstrel’s garb; and they went on sailing away to Corinth, but him, they say, a dolphin supported on its back and brought him to shore at Tainaron: and when he had come to land he proceeded to Corinth with his minstrel’s garb. Thither having arrived he related all that had been done; and Periander doubting of his story kept Arion in guard and would let him go nowhere, while he kept careful watch for those who had conveyed him. When these came, he called them and inquired of them if they had any report to make of Arion; and when they said that he was safe in Italy and that they had left him at Taras faring well, Arion suddenly appeared before them in the same guise as when he made his leap from the ship; and they being struck with amazement were no longer able to deny when they were questioned. This is the tale told by the Corinthians and Lesbians alike, and there is at Tainaron a votive offering of Arion of no great size,23 namely a bronze figure of a man upon a dolphin’s back.

25. Alyattes the Lydian, when he had thus waged war against the Milesians, afterwards died, having reigned seven-and-fifty years. This king, when he recovered from his sickness, dedicated a votive offering at Delphi (being the second of his house who had so done), namely a great mixing-bowl of silver with a stand for it of iron welded together, which last is a sight worth seeing above all the offerings at Delphi and the work of Glaucos the Chian, who of all men first found out the art of welding iron.

26. After Alyattes was dead Crœsus the son of Alyattes received the kingdom in succession, being five-and-thirty years of age. He (as I said) fought against the Hellenes and of them he attacked the Ephesians first. The Ephesians then, being besieged by him, dedicated their city to Artemis and tied a rope from the temple to the wall of the city: now the distance between the ancient city, which was then being besieged, and the temple is seven furlongs.24 These, I say, where the first upon whom Crœsus laid hands, but afterwards he did the same to the other Ionian and Aiolian cities one by one, alleging against them various causes of complaint, and making serious charges against those in whose cases he could find serious grounds, while against others of them he charged merely trifling offences.

27. Then when the Hellenes in Asia had been conquered and forced to pay tribute, he designed next to build for himself ships and to lay hands upon those who dwelt in the islands; and when all was prepared for his building of ships, they say that Bias of Priene (or, according to another account, Pittacos of Mytilene) came to Sardis, and being asked by Crœsus whether there was any new thing doing in Hellas, brought to an end his building of ships by this saying: “O king,” said he, “the men of the islands are hiring a troop of ten thousand horse, and with this they mean to march to Sardis and fight against thee.” And Crœsus, supposing that what he reported was true, said: “May the gods put it into the minds of the dwellers of the islands to come with horses against the sons of the Lydians!” And he answered and said: “O king, I perceive that thou dost earnestly desire to catch the men of the islands on the mainland riding upon horses; and it is not unreasonable that thou shouldest wish for this: what else however thinkest thou the men of the islands desire and have been praying for ever since the time they heard that thou wert about to build ships against them, than that they might catch the Lydians upon the sea, so as to take vengeance upon thee for the Hellenes who dwell upon the mainland, whom thou dost hold enslaved?” Crœsus, they say, was greatly pleased with this conclusion,25 and obeying his suggestion, for he judged him to speak suitably, he stopped his building of ships; and upon that he formed a friendship with the Ionians dwelling in the islands.

28. As time went on, when nearly all those dwelling on this side the river Halys had been subdued, (for except the Kilikians and Lykians Crœsus subdued and kept under his rule all the nations, that is to say Lydians, Phrygians, Mysians, Mariandynoi, Chalybians, Paphlagonians, Thracians both Thynian and Bithynian, Carians, Ionians, Dorians, Aiolians, and Pamphylians),26 29, when these, I say, had been subdued, and while he was still adding to his Lydian dominions, there came to Sardis, then at the height of its wealth, all the wise men27 of the Hellas who chanced to be alive at that time, brought thither severally by various occasions; and of them one was Solon the Athenian, who after he had made laws for the Athenians at their bidding, left his native country for ten years and sailed away saying that he desired to visit various lands, in order that he might not be compelled to repeal any of the laws which he had proposed.28 For of themselves the Athenians were not competent to do this, having bound themselves by solemn oaths to submit for ten years to the laws which Solon should propose for them.

30. So Solon, having left his native country for this reason and for the sake of seeing various lands, came to Amasis in Egypt, and also to Crœsus at Sardis. Having there arrived he was entertained as a guest by Crœsus in the king’s palace; and afterwards, on the third or fourth day, at the bidding of Crœsus his servants led Solon round to see his treasuries; and they showed him all things, how great and magnificent they were: and after he had looked upon them all and examined them as he had occasion, Crœsus asked him as follows: “Athenian guest, much report of thee has come to us, both in regard to thy wisdom and thy wanderings, how that in thy search for wisdom thou hast traversed many lands to see them; now therefore a desire has come upon me to ask thee whether thou hast seen any whom thou deemest to be of all men the most happy.”29 This he asked supposing that he himself was the happiest of men; but Solon, using no flattery but the truth only, said: “Yes, O king, Tellos the Athenian.” And Crœsus, marvelling at that which he said, asked him earnestly: “In what respect dost thou judge Tellos to be the most happy?” And he said: “Tellos, in the first place, living while his native State was prosperous, had sons fair and good and saw from all of them children begotten and living to grow up; and secondly he had what with us is accounted wealth, and after his life a most glorious end: for when a battle was fought by the Athenians at Eleusis against the neighbouring people, he brought up supports and routed the foe and there died by a most fair death; and the Athenians buried him publicly where he fell, and honoured him greatly.” 31. So when Solon had moved Crœsus to inquire further by the story of Tellos, recounting how many points of happiness he had, the king asked again whom he had seen proper to be placed next after this man, supposing that he himself would certainly obtain at least the second place; but he replied: “Cleobis and Biton: for these, who were of Argos by race, possessed a sufficiency of wealth and, in addition to this, strength of body such as I shall tell. Both equally had won prizes in the games, and moreover the following tale is told of them:— There was a feast of Hera among the Argives and it was by all means necessary that their mother should be borne in a car to the temple. But since their oxen were not brought up in time from the field, the young men, barred from all else by lack of time, submitted themselves to the yoke and drew the wain, their mother being borne by them upon it; and so they brought it on for five-and-forty furlongs,30 and came to the temple. Then after they had done this and had been seen by the assembled crowd, there came to their life a most excellent ending; and in this the deity declared that it was better for man to die than to continue to live. For the Argive men were standing round and extolling the strength31 of the young men, while the Argive women were extolling the mother to whose lot it had fallen to have such sons; and the mother being exceedingly rejoiced both by the deed itself and by the report made of it, took her stand in front of the image of the goddess and prayed that she would give to Cleobis and Biton her sons, who had honoured her32 greatly, that gift which is best for man to receive: and after this prayer, when they had sacrificed and feasted, the young men lay down to sleep within the temple itself, and never rose again, but were held bound in this last end.33 And the Argives made statues in the likeness of them and dedicated them as offerings at Delphi, thinking that they had proved themselves most excellent.” 32. Thus Solon assigned the second place in respect of happiness to these: and Crœsus was moved to anger and said: “Athenian guest, hast thou then so cast aside our prosperous state as worth nothing, that thou dost prefer to us even men of private station?” And he said: “Crœsus, thou art inquiring about human fortunes of one who well knows that the Deity is altogether envious and apt to disturb our lot. For in the course of long time a man may see many things which he would not desire to see, and suffer also many things which he would not desire to suffer. The limit of life for a man I lay down at seventy years: and these seventy years give twenty-five thousand and two hundred days, not reckoning for any intercalated month. Then if every other one of these years shall be made longer by one month, that the seasons may be caused to come round at the due time of the year, the intercalated months will be in number five-and-thirty besides the seventy years; and of these months the days will be one thousand and fifty. Of all these days, being in number twenty-six thousand two hundred and fifty, which go to the seventy years, one day produces nothing at all which resembles what another brings with it. Thus then, O Crœsus, man is altogether a creature of accident[1q]. As for thee, I perceive that thou art both great in wealth and king of many men, but that of which thou didst ask me I cannot call thee yet, until I learn that thou hast brought thy life to a fair ending: for the very rich man is not at all to be accounted more happy than he who has but his subsistence from day to day, unless also the fortune go with him of ending his life well in possession of all things fair. For many very wealthy men are not happy,34 while many who have but a moderate living are fortunate;35 and in truth the very rich man who is not happy has two advantages only as compared with the poor man who is fortunate, whereas this latter has many as compared with the rich man who is not happy. The rich man is able better to fulfil his desire, and also to endure a great calamity if it fall upon him; whereas the other has advantage over him in these things which follow:— he is not indeed able equally with the rich man to endure a calamity or to fulfil his desire, but these his good fortune keeps away from him, while he is sound of limb,36 free from disease, untouched by suffering, the father of fair children and himself of comely form; and if in addition to this he shall end his life well, he is worthy to be called that which thou seekest, namely a happy man; but before he comes to his end it is well to hold back and not to call him yet happy



























































































Notes to Book 1
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