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    Empires and small communities collide on the fault line between ambition and freedom. Herodotus’ The Persian Wars captures this drama with a scope that is both panoramic and intimate, guiding readers from court to council, from camp to coastline. Composed in the fifth century BCE, this work treats recent history as a living puzzle to be examined, not merely remembered. Its pages present inquiries, testimonies, and stories woven into a sustained exploration of how a vast imperial power came to contend with a collection of independent Greek city-states. The result is a narrative that explains conflict while scrutinizing the human impulses that ignite it.

The author, Herodotus of Halicarnassus, wrote in Ionic Greek and is associated with the intellectual ferment of the classical Greek world. The work is commonly known as the Histories and is often published in English under the title The Persian Wars, emphasizing its central subject. Scholars place its composition in the fifth century BCE. At its core, the book investigates the causes and courses of confrontations between the Persian Empire and Greek communities, setting forth background, motives, and cascading events. Without presuming to predetermine outcomes, Herodotus stages the conditions under which small polities and a superpower enter a struggle of world-shaping consequence.

This book holds classic status because it inaugurates a recognizable practice of historical writing while remaining an engrossing literary achievement. Herodotus assembles evidence, weighs stories, and marks the boundaries of knowledge, modeling a reflective curiosity that later historians developed in more technical ways. Yet his influence is not only methodological. His narrative voice, sense of suspense, and command of scene laid groundwork for historical prose as a form of art. From antiquity onward, writers have responded to his example, sometimes emulating his breadth, sometimes defining themselves against it, but always acknowledging the formative power of his enterprise.

The Persian Wars endures because it marries inquiry with storytelling. Herodotus sets episodes in careful sequence, frames turning points with speeches, and sketches memorable portraits of leaders and communities under strain. He balances the immediate pull of an event with the spaciousness of explanation, showing how the press of circumstance intersects with habit, law, and belief. The resulting texture is distinctive: digressions illuminate rather than distract, and comparisons clarify causes as much as they entertain. This design allows the book to achieve momentum without sacrificing perspective, an achievement that helps account for its persistent appeal to general readers and scholars alike.

Among its enduring themes are power’s temptations and limits, the unpredictability of fortune, and the weight of moral choice in conditions of danger. Herodotus attends to counsel and decision, noting how fear, pride, caution, and hope shape the courses that actors pursue. He records religious practices and prophecies as facts of ancient experience while preserving his role as investigator. In this way, the narrative acknowledges beliefs that guided actions without collapsing into credulity. The book’s humane interest in motive and responsibility invites readers to measure public events not only by outcomes but by the deliberations that bring them into being.

The work also stands out for its sustained examination of cultural encounter. Herodotus describes the customs of peoples across the eastern Mediterranean and beyond, including Persians, Egyptians, Lydians, and Scythians. He dwells on differences of law, dress, diet, and ritual, often pausing to record how communities understand their own ways. This attention neither flattens distinctions nor caricatures the unfamiliar. Instead, it presents a comparative anthropology in embryo, allowing the reader to see that norms are products of place and history. By situating conflict within a broader survey of human variety, the book makes confrontation legible without reducing it to stereotype.

Geography and logistics matter throughout Herodotus’ account, and he treats them as causal forces. Seas, straits, passes, and plains shape decisions and constrain what armies and fleets can do. He notes road networks, provisioning, and engineering efforts that make distant campaigns conceivable. Rivers, storms, and seasonal cycles take their place alongside assemblies and commands, creating a canvas where nature and human intention interact. This attention to the practicalities of movement and supply stabilizes the narrative, grounding ambitious actions in the material conditions that enable or thwart them, and inviting readers to see strategy as a conversation with terrain and time.

Herodotus gives the conflict a deep prehistory, tracing currents of cause through earlier reigns and regional rivalries. His narrative extends beyond a single war to the antecedents that make it intelligible, drawing on stories of kings, cities, and dynasties whose choices ripple forward. By approaching origins at multiple scales, he resists simple explanations. Political calculation, personal ambition, legal custom, and accident all appear as threads in a fabric too complex for any one strand to dominate. This architecture encourages patient reading and rewards attention to connections that might otherwise remain obscured.

Later writers absorbed Herodotus’ lessons even when they changed his methods. Classical historians refined analysis of evidence, while still working within narrative structures that his example helped legitimate. Biographers, moralists, and geographers borrowed his eye for character and place. The flexible, scene-driven prose that he cultivated became a model for telling true stories with dramatic shape. Across centuries, from the ancient Mediterranean to early modern Europe and beyond, his work has been read, debated, translated, and imitated, its combination of explanation and spectacle proving a durable template for historical understanding.

The text reached modern readers through a manuscript tradition and an ancient division into nine books, a format commonly preserved in editions. In English, translations have long circulated, and many editions foreground the central conflict by presenting the work under the title The Persian Wars. This publishing practice highlights the through-line that organizes Herodotus’ wide-ranging inquiries. While titles and emphases vary, the core remains: an investigation into causes and events that shaped relations between a vast empire and a constellation of independent communities. That continuity of focus helps anchor readers amid the narrative’s rich variety.

Reading Herodotus today is to encounter a mind that tests testimony, marks uncertainty, and invites evaluation. He reports what he has seen, what he has been told, and what seems most plausible, giving readers tools to weigh the rest. Maps and notes can assist with place-names and genealogies, but the prose itself offers guidance through repetition, signposting, and careful transitions. The work asks for patience and rewards it with cumulative clarity, as motives overlap and contexts accrete. Above all, it treats understanding as a civic practice, linking careful listening to responsible judgment in times of stress.

The Persian Wars continues to resonate because it illuminates enduring questions about power, identity, and coexistence. It shows how communities narrate themselves under pressure, how leaders calibrate risk and honor, and how fear and hope can move multitudes. In a world still shaped by asymmetries of might, by alliances and rivalries, and by encounters across languages and customs, Herodotus offers a model of inquiry that remains fresh. His art turns distance into perspective rather than indifference. For contemporary readers, that combination of curiosity and clarity is not only instructive; it is a lasting source of pleasure and insight.
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    Herodotus’ The Persian Wars, often known as The Histories, is a fifth-century BCE inquiry into the origins and course of the conflicts between the Persian Empire and the Greek world. Combining narrative with ethnography, geography, and reported speeches, Herodotus examines how power expands and encounters resistance. He collects multiple versions of events, marking hearsay and personal observation, and arranges them to explain causes rather than merely list outcomes. The work surveys peoples from the Mediterranean to Central Asia, framing the wars as a culmination of long-standing interactions. Its scope extends beyond battles to the customs, leaders, and decisions that shaped the confrontation.

He begins with Western Anatolia, the rise of Lydia, and King Croesus, whose rule over Greek cities on the coast brought Asia and Greece into closer contact. Herodotus recounts alliances, counsel, and religious consultations that precede Croesus’ decision to confront Persia. The narrative follows Cyrus of Persia’s challenge to Lydian power and the capture of Sardis, setting Persia’s expansion into Ionia and beyond. These episodes establish themes of fortune’s reversals and the risks of misreading signs. Herodotus juxtaposes political calculation with traditional stories, emphasizing how leaders weigh uncertain information when empires meet at their frontiers.

Herodotus then traces Cyrus’ further campaigns against distant peoples and great cities, using them to illustrate Persian methods of warfare and rule. He describes the taking of Babylon and relates accounts of conflicts on the empire’s eastern edge, including the hazardous expedition against the Massagetae. The death of Cyrus closes one phase of expansion and opens the succession to Cambyses. Throughout, Herodotus integrates travel lore and local traditions, noting river engineering, siege tactics, and administrative arrangements as reported to him. These narratives deepen the portrait of a vast, multiethnic empire whose ambitions press steadily toward the Aegean.

The story turns to Cambyses’ conquest of Egypt, with digressions on Egyptian customs, religion, and geography that underline Herodotus’ comparative approach. He recounts expeditions planned toward Libya and Ethiopia and reports episodes that raise questions about royal judgment. With Darius’ accession, the work surveys imperial organization: satrapies and their tribute, the Royal Road linking capitals, and major building or canal projects that display administrative reach. Herodotus then narrates Darius’ northern expedition against the Scythians, including bridge-building and mobile warfare across rivers and steppe. The campaign’s challenges illuminate limits of imperial power, even as Persian authority continues to press against Greek communities.

The focus shifts to western Asia Minor and the Ionian Revolt, which Herodotus frames through local politics, the role of tyrants, and appeals to mainland Greece. He describes how Aristagoras’ initiatives draw Athens and Eretria into a raid on Sardis, prompting a sustained Persian response. Naval engagements, sieges, and internal rivalries shape the course of the uprising. The fall of leading Ionian cities becomes a pivotal turning point in Herodotus’ causal chain, establishing motives for later expeditions. His treatment highlights competing notions of autonomy and obligation, and the ways imperial policy intersects with city-state ambitions along the coast.

In the wake of the revolt, Darius directs punitive and exploratory expeditions across the Aegean. Herodotus catalogues island submissions, offers, and refusals, and follows the Persian advance to mainland Greece. The campaign culminates in a pitched battle at Marathon that showcases hoplite tactics, local leadership, and rapid strategic decision-making. The narrative balances battlefield movement with omens, oracles, and civic deliberation, presenting the conflict as both a military and cultural contest. Herodotus’s attention to named contingents and commanders reinforces his broader theme: that collective action, alliances, and timing weigh as heavily as numbers in shaping the course of war.

Preparation for renewed conflict occupies the next phase, as Xerxes inherits imperial aims and marshals a vast coalition. Herodotus records debates among Persian advisers over feasibility, reports engineering on an unprecedented scale—bridges over the Hellespont and a canal near Mount Athos—and describes supply lines that sustain the march. On the Greek side, he traces negotiations that produce a fragile alliance, the strategic thinking of leaders such as Themistocles, and the guidance sought from sanctuaries. The logistical descriptions emphasize both the reach and vulnerability of large forces, and set the stage for simultaneous land and naval operations in Greece.

The invasion brings the armies to narrow passes and constricted straits, where Herodotus concentrates on terrain, command decisions, and morale. At Thermopylae and Artemisium he juxtaposes stubborn defense with maneuver at sea, before shifting to later fighting that hinges on deception, counsel, and the selection of battlefields. He inventories contingents and ships on both sides, preserving local traditions about valor and tactics. Speeches, signals, and stratagems convey how leaders interpret intelligence under pressure. Throughout, Herodotus balances vivid episodes with reminders of contingency, avoiding a single cause and instead layering religious, political, and practical motives behind each confrontation.

The closing books move from the decisive land engagement in central Greece to a concurrent naval and coastal struggle that extends to Asia Minor, followed by operations around the Hellespont. Herodotus traces consequences for Greek alliances, Persian command, and the Ionian cities, while continuing to record rituals, dedications, and commemorations. He ends by situating the wars within a pattern of rising and falling powers, attentive to fortune and the limits of ambition. The work’s lasting significance lies in its explanatory reach: an early model of historical inquiry that links custom, character, and choice to the fate of communities without requiring a single verdict.
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    Herodotus’ account commonly known as The Persian Wars is set within the eastern Mediterranean of the late sixth and early fifth centuries BCE. The narrative spans the rise of the Achaemenid Persian Empire and its conflicts with the Greek city-states, culminating in the invasions of 490 and 480–479 BCE. The setting includes the Ionian cities of Asia Minor, the Aegean islands, and the mainland Greek poleis. Dominant institutions frame the story: Persian kingship and satrapal administration on one side; on the other, Greek poleis with distinctive constitutions, especially the democracy of Athens and the militarized oligarchy of Sparta, operating amid shifting alliances and rivalries.

The Greek world Herodotus describes is a mosaic of autonomous poleis bound by language, religion, and festivals yet fractured by competition. Political forms ranged from tyranny to oligarchy and democracy. Athens’ reforms (late sixth to early fifth centuries BCE) created an assembly of citizens and popular courts; Sparta’s dual kingship was balanced by the Gerousia and overseen by ephors. Sacred sanctuaries such as Delphi and Olympia served as neutral spaces, while proxeny networks facilitated diplomacy. Herodotus presents these institutions as decisive in mobilization, dissent, and interstate coordination, underscoring how fragmented authority could nonetheless coalesce when confronted by external threat.

Opposite the poleis stood the Achaemenid Empire, a vast, multiethnic state created by Cyrus the Great and consolidated under Darius I (r. 522–486 BCE). Its institutions included satrapies (about twenty administrative regions), a tribute system, and royal roads linking centers from Susa to Sardis. Royal ideology proclaimed the shahanshah, “King of Kings,” as guarantor of order, while administrative Aramaic and standardized coinage, such as the gold daric, aided governance. Herodotus highlights Persian logistical capacities, from courier relays to engineering works, emphasizing both efficiency and grandeur. He also examines how imperial organization integrated local elites, an approach central to Persian rule in western Anatolia.

Herodotus begins with Lydia and Croesus, whose wealthy kingdom (mid-sixth century BCE) dominated western Asia Minor before falling to Cyrus around 546 BCE. Croesus’ campaigns and famed treasury symbolize the region’s prosperity and the permeability of borders between Anatolia and the Greek Aegean. The Lydian collapse brought Ionian Greek cities under Persian control, reorienting regional politics and trade. By drawing Croesus into the narrative, Herodotus traces a chain of causation leading from Anatolian power shifts to imperial expansion. He also explores the role of oracles, alliances, and miscalculation, placing early Persian-Greek relations within a broader arc of ambition and reversal.

Ionian Greek cities, long embedded in maritime commerce and cultural exchange, faced new realities under Persian overlordship. Persian administrators often worked through local tyrants, preserving city institutions while ensuring loyalty and tribute. Ionian harbors tied the Aegean to Near Eastern markets, and Persian reliance on Phoenician and Ionian fleets shows how naval resources were imperial assets. Herodotus situates Ionia at the crossroads of influence and resentment: proud urban communities now part of an imperial system. The blend of autonomy and subordination he describes helps explain why grievances—fiscal burdens, curtailed freedoms, and dynastic local politics—could ignite cooperation against Persian authority.

The Ionian Revolt (c. 499–493 BCE) forms the immediate prelude to the wars. Triggered in part by Aristagoras of Miletus after a failed expedition to Naxos, the uprising won temporary support from Athens and Eretria and included the burning of Sardis (c. 498 BCE). Persian counteroffensives culminated in the defeat of the Ionian fleet at Lade (494 BCE) and harsh reprisals at Miletus. Herodotus links the revolt to Darius I’s decision to punish mainland Greece, making clear how local unrest escalated into imperial strategy. The revolt also revealed weaknesses in Greek coordination and the costs of Persian retaliation, themes revisited throughout his history.

The first Persian invasion of the Greek mainland (490 BCE), led by Datis and Artaphernes, targeted Eretria and Athens. After Eretria’s fall and deportations, the expedition landed at Marathon. Athenian hoplites, aided by Plataea, won a decisive victory. Herodotus notes Athens’ appeal to Sparta—delayed by religious observance—highlighting how ritual calendars affected strategy. Marathon became a benchmark of civic pride and an argument for Athenian leadership. In Herodotus’ telling, the battle’s outcome derived from tactical terrain, hoplite discipline, and resolve, while Persian retreat foreshadowed continued imperial interest in subduing a fractious, strategically placed peninsula.

Between the invasions, Athens reoriented its security toward the sea. On Themistocles’ advice, silver from the Laurion mines (c. 480s BCE) funded a massive trireme fleet and the development of Piraeus as a fortified port. Naval preparedness reshaped social and political life: large numbers of rowers from poorer citizen ranks gained new influence in a democracy already expanding civic participation. Herodotus identifies this maritime turn as crucial to later resistance, showing how financial resources, policy debate, and technological commitment could transform a city-state’s strategic identity and project power across the Aegean.

The second and larger invasion under Xerxes I (480–479 BCE) showcased Persian engineering and concentration of forces. Herodotus describes pontoon bridges over the Hellespont and a canal cut through the Athos peninsula, enabling a coordinated land-sea advance. In response, Greek states formed the Hellenic League (481 BCE) under Spartan leadership. Defensive stands at narrowed terrain and coastal chokepoints—Thermopylae and Artemisium—expressed a strategy adapted to geography and force composition. Herodotus highlights competing counsel among Greek leaders, the strain of defections, and how oracles, logistics, and weather shaped the campaign’s unfolding.

The turning of fortunes in 480–479 BCE included a decisive naval battle at Salamis and later victories at Plataea and Mycale. Herodotus emphasizes the strategic cunning that drew the Persian fleet into confined waters and the disciplined cohesion of hoplite formations on land. The aftermath saw Persian withdrawal from central Greece and renewed unrest in Ionia encouraged by the Greek success at Mycale. While hostilities continued in various theaters afterward, these outcomes marked the failure of Xerxes’ grand design. For Herodotus, the sequence illustrates how planning, leadership, and contingency define outcomes in conflicts between asymmetric political systems.

Religious belief and ritual permeate Herodotus’ narrative. The Greeks consulted Delphi and other oracles, interpreted prodigies, and sought divine favor through sacrifice before battle. Herodotus records multiple, sometimes conflicting, oracular responses, preserving how communities debated their meaning, such as the famous “wooden wall” prophecy associated with Athens. He juxtaposes Greek practices with those he reports for Persians and Egyptians, exploring the role of oaths, ancestral customs, and piety in public life. Religion thus shapes civic decision-making and diplomacy, reinforcing his broader theme that cultural norms and sacred obligations can mobilize or restrain collective action.

Technology and military organization receive sustained attention. Herodotus contrasts Persian strengths—archery, cavalry, engineering, and supply—with Greek advantages in heavy infantry combat and locally superior seamanship. The trireme, with three tiers of oars and a bronze ram, enabled ramming tactics and complex maneuvers in restricted waters. Persian engineers bridged straits and managed long-distance provision trains, while the royal courier system exemplified imperial communications. Coinage standardized payments for troops and allies. By tracing equipment, training, and infrastructure, Herodotus shows how technology interacts with terrain, weather, and morale to produce tactical opportunities and strategic constraints.

Economic and social frameworks shaped wartime mobilization. Athenian silver financed ships, pay for rowers, and harbor works, while allied contributions and spoils offset costs. Enslaved labor and metics supported urban economies, and agricultural cycles determined availability of hoplites. Maritime commerce spread information and risk but also created incentives to secure sea lanes. Herodotus’ anecdotes about provisioning, ransom, and tribute emphasize how money and materials determined endurance. Domestic pressures—evacuations, garrisons, and refugee movements—appear alongside battlefield episodes, reminding readers that logistics and civil society are inseparable from strategy and that victory depends on sustained, collective resource management.

Herodotus frames his work as an inquiry (historia), gathering accounts from witnesses, travelers, inscriptions, and local traditions. He often presents multiple versions of events, signaling evidentiary limits before judging plausibility. Autopsy—claims to have seen places or objects—coexists with reported speech and anecdote, a method that preserves competing memories. He foregrounds causes—proximate and deeper—linking personal ambition, institutional design, and divine or moral order. This approach, innovative for his time, lets the narrative critique sources of power across cultures while acknowledging the fragility of human knowledge about complex, multi-regional events.

The intellectual backdrop includes earlier prose chroniclers (logographers), Ionian natural inquiry, epic poetry, and fifth-century drama. Herodotus adapts epic’s broad scope to prose, embedding ethnography and geography within a political-military narrative. Works such as Aeschylus’ Persians (472 BCE) show that audiences were already reflecting on the wars’ meaning, including the experience of the defeated. Herodotus builds on this cultural conversation, expanding attention beyond Greece to Lydia, Egypt, Scythia, and Persia. By pairing narrative art with investigation, he helps define historical writing as a genre that can both entertain and test communal memory.

Commemoration and identity formation are central to the period. Monuments, casualty lists, and dedicatory offerings at panhellenic sanctuaries preserved a shared story of resistance; the Serpent Column, set up after the victories of 479 BCE and later erected at Delphi, named participating states. Herodotus’ catalogues and ethnographic portraits mirror this impulse to inventory the world, allies, and enemies. His attention to inscriptions and offerings underscores how memory-making stabilized alliances and shaped political legitimacy. The wars became a charter myth for Greek freedom in later decades, even as internal rivalries challenged the unity proclaimed by commemorative traditions.

After 479 BCE, the strategic landscape evolved as Greek states pursued security and advantage. A maritime alliance centered on Athens undertook campaigns in the Aegean and eastern Mediterranean, projecting power against Persian positions and reshaping inter-Greek politics. While the precise terms and timing of any formal peace remain debated, hostilities persisted in various forms for decades. Herodotus writes with knowledge of an era in which Athens’ influence expanded and tensions with Sparta intensified, though his narrative largely ends with the war’s decisive phase, allowing him to reflect on origins and outcomes rather than chart the subsequent rival hegemonies in detail. His focus preserves causal clarity while hinting at later consequences for Greek politics and society through the institutions and memories forged in crisis. The wars became a foundational reference point for claims of leadership, citizenship, and law, with public discourse frequently invoking Marathon, Salamis, and Plataea to authorize policy, celebrate sacrifice, or warn against hubris. Without overtly narrating later conflicts, Herodotus situates the seeds of future power struggles in the very mechanisms that enabled victory, showing how emergency coalitions, naval finance, and ideological appeals inevitably reconfigure domestic and interstate balances. His careful attention to precedent and reputation helps readers see why success can destabilize as much as secure a political order, a lesson his audience would find relevant as alliances hardened and ambitions sharpened across the Greek world. Through this lens, the book contextualizes shifts in diplomacy, economic extraction, and civic rhetoric that marked the middle decades of the fifth century BCE, even if it does not chronicle them directly. By ending near the wars’ resolution, Herodotus leaves a framework for interpreting the immediate postwar reforms, dedications, and diplomatic experiments as outcomes of choices and beliefs he has already anatomized. The interplay of inherited norms, new institutions, and hard-won confidence explains both the resilience and the volatility of the post-479 settlement. Herodotus’ narrative illuminates that interplay without presuming a definitive, lasting peace, underscoring the open-ended character of historical causation in a competitive interstate system. Readers thus confront a stabilized yet unsettled world, one where imperial and local logics continue to collide, and where the memory of victory becomes a resource and a temptation for future leaders. His restraint in projecting beyond his main period keeps the focus on the permanently instructive episodes he has recorded, as opposed to transient political configurations. The work’s structure—expanding out to empires, narrowing to battles, and returning to civic life—offers an implicit argument about how polities endure, adapt, and overreach. In this way, Herodotus crafts a lasting frame for later Greek debates about law, liberty, and leadership that would unfold in the decades after the wars. His readers, equipped with stories of deliberation and consequence, are left to draw parallels to their own changing circumstances, recognizing patterns of ambition, fear, and negotiation that transcend the specific campaigns of 490 and 480–479 BCE. The Persian Wars thus serves as both archive and mirror of a world remade by crisis, poised between cooperation and rivalry. This narrative economy—thick with cases, cautious about extrapolation—makes the book a powerful tool for thinking about continuities without fixing a single teleology for the postwar Greek order. Its silence on later grievances is not ignorance but method, inviting analysis of how the very means of survival can seed future contention. Herodotus’ compositional choices render his history a resource for prudence rather than a program for policy, grounded in the lived institutions and remembered actions of his time. By attending to these conditions, he preserves the relevance of the wars for audiences who would face new alignments and threats. He thus remains the historian of causes and conditions more than of settlements. His attention to institutional behavior, public speech, and unintended consequences equips readers to recognize recurring challenges in managing victory, alliance, and autonomy. The historical context he sketches is therefore both immediate and portable—a diagnostic for complex politics built from concrete, verifiable particulars. Herodotus’ concluding momentum carries forward a sober appreciation of limits: the ocean of chance surrounding human design, the fallibility of rulers, and the fragility of coalitions. This persistent emphasis on contingency and character speaks as a final caution against triumphalism.
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    Herodotus, traditionally dated to the early fifth century BCE and associated with Halicarnassus in Caria, is widely regarded as the “father of history.” Writing in Ionic Greek, he composed the Histories, an expansive inquiry into the causes and events of the Greco-Persian conflicts and the customs of the peoples involved. His project sought to preserve the memory of great deeds and to explain how and why they occurred. Combining travel reports, eyewitness testimony, and collected traditions, Herodotus established a model for historical prose that blended narrative artistry with investigation, shaping how the ancient Mediterranean understood both its past and its cultural diversity.

Little can be stated with certainty about Herodotus’s education, but his background in the cosmopolitan, Persian-ruled city of Halicarnassus placed him within the Ionian intellectual milieu. He wrote in the Ionic dialect and participated in a tradition of prose inquiry associated with earlier logographers, notably Hecataeus of Miletus. Poetic models, especially Homeric epic, informed his narrative techniques and thematic scope. He drew on oral storytelling practices and public recitation culture, while adapting them to prose historiography. Rather than belonging to a formal “school,” Herodotus exemplified the broader Ionian spirit of investigation—historiē—that prized collecting, comparing, and testing accounts about the human and natural world.

Herodotus repeatedly signals his method: he reports what he has seen, what he has been told, and where he is uncertain. In the Histories he describes journeys in parts of the eastern Mediterranean, including Egypt, the Black Sea region, Asia Minor, and areas of mainland Greece and southern Italy. He marks the difference between autopsy and hearsay, often presenting competing versions before offering a judgement or leaving the question open. Priests, local officials, and travelers serve as informants. Measurements, itineraries, and lists appear alongside anecdotes and marvels, reflecting a writer who both gathers empirical details and acknowledges the limits of his information.

The Histories, likely composed in stages over several decades, was later divided into nine books by Hellenistic editors. Beginning with the rise of Lydia and Persia, it proceeds through the reigns of Cyrus, Cambyses, and Darius, interweaving ethnographic digressions on Egypt, Scythia, and other cultures. The narrative culminates in Xerxes’ invasion of Greece and the battles that defined the war’s outcome. Throughout, Herodotus explores custom (nomos), the instability of fortune, and the consequences of overreaching power. He employs speeches, character sketches, and thematic set pieces to examine causation, preserving memory while probing the contingent nature of human affairs.

Ancient traditions surrounding Herodotus’s career include reports of public readings and an association with Athens; such testimony is later and not uniformly reliable. Another long-standing tradition places him in Thurii, a Greek colony in southern Italy, reflected in manuscript references to “Herodotus of Thurii.” Whatever the precise itinerary, his work circulated widely. Reception in antiquity was mixed: celebrated for breadth, style, and curiosity, he was also criticized for credulity. Plutarch’s essay On the Malignity of Herodotus represents one hostile strand, while Cicero’s designation of him as the “father of history” captures enduring admiration for his pioneering approach.

Herodotus’s intellectual stance is best inferred from his method and themes. He treats history as an inquiry into causes, assigning roles to human decision, chance, and the divine, without insisting on a single explanatory scheme. He frequently warns readers about uncertain reports and implausible numbers, yet preserves variant traditions as evidence of how events were remembered. The constitutional debate he narrates among Persian nobles illustrates his interest in political reasoning, not necessarily his personal advocacy. His ethnographic attention—detailing languages, rituals, and social practices—conveys an effort to understand difference on its own terms within a moral framework that cautions against hubris.

The final years of Herodotus’s life and the circumstances of his death remain uncertain; most place his death later in the fifth century BCE. His legacy, however, is clear. By combining investigation with compelling storytelling, he provided a template for historical writing and for cross-cultural description. Alexandrian scholars canonized the Histories, aiding its transmission, and later historians and geographers engaged his work, whether to emulate, correct, or contest it. Modern scholarship continues to mine his accounts, sometimes corroborated and sometimes challenged by inscriptions and archaeology. Herodotus endures as a foundational voice in studying empire, cultural encounter, and the craft of explaining the past.
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1. What Herodotus the Halicarnassian has learnt by inquiry is here set forth: in order that so the memory of the past may not be blotted out from among men by time, and that great and marvellous deeds done by Greeks and foreigners and especially the reason why they warred against each other may not lack renown.

The Persian learned men say that the Phoenicians[2] were the cause of the feud. These (they say) came to our seas from the sea which is called Red, and having settled in the country which they still occupy, at once began to make long voyages. Among other places to which they carried Egyptian and Assyrian merchandise, they came to Argos[3], which was about that time preeminent in every way among the people of what is now called Hellas. The Phoenicians then came, as I say, to Argos, and set out their cargo. On the fifth or sixth day from their coming, their wares being now well-nigh all sold, there came to the sea shore among many other women the king’s daughter, whose name (according to Persians and Greeks alike) was Io[1], the daughter of Inachus. They stood about the stern of the ship: and while they bargained for such wares as they fancied, the Phoenicians heartened each other to the deed, and rushed to take them. Most of the women escaped: Io with others was carried off; the men cast her into the ship and made sail away for Egypt.

2. This, say the Persians (but not the Greeks), was how Io came to Egypt, and this, according to them, was the first wrong that was done. Next, according to their tale, certain Greeks (they cannot tell who) landed at Tyre in Phoenice and carried off the king’s daughter Europe. These Greeks must, I suppose, have been Cretans. So far, then, the account between them stood balanced. But after this (say they) it was the Greeks who were guilty of the second wrong. They sailed in a long ship to Aea of the Colchians and the river Phasis: and when they had done the rest of the business for which they came, they carried off the king’s daughter Medea. When the Colchian king sent a herald to demand reparation for the robbery, and restitution of his daughter, the Greeks replied that as they had been refused reparation for the abduction of the Argive Io, neither would they make any to the Colchians.

3. Then (so the story runs) in the second generation after this Alexandrus son of Priam, having heard this tale, was minded to win himself a wife out of Hellas by ravishment; for he was well persuaded that, as the Greeks had made no reparation, so neither would he. So he carried off Helen. The Greeks first resolved to send messengers demanding that Helen should be restored and atonement made for the rape; but when this proposal was made, the Trojans pleaded the rape of Medea, and reminded the Greeks that they asked reparation of others, yet had made none themselves, nor given up the plunder at request.

4. Thus far it was a matter of mere robbery on both sides. But after this (the Persians say) the Greeks were greatly to blame; for they invaded Asia before the Persians attacked Europe. “We think,” say they, “that it is wrong to carry women off: but to be zealous to avenge the rape is foolish: wise men take no account of such things: for plainly the women would never have been carried away, had not they themselves wished it. We of Asia regarded the rape of our women not at all; but the Greeks, all for the sake of a Lacedaemonian woman, mustered a great host, came to Asia, and destroyed the power of Priam. Ever since then we have regarded Greeks as our enemies.” The Persians claim Asia for their own, and the foreign nations that dwell in it; Europe and the Greek race they hold to be separate from them.

5. Such is the Persian account of the matter: in their opinion, it was the taking of Troy which began their feud with the Greeks. But the Phoenicians do not tell the same story about Io as the Persians. They say that they did not carry her off to Egypt by force: she had intercourse in Argos with the captain of the ship: then, perceiving herself to be with child, she was ashamed that her parents should know it, and so, lest they should discover her condition, she sailed away with the Phoenicians of her own accord.

These are the stories of the Persians and the Phoenicians. For my own part, I will not say that this or that story is true, but I will name him whom I myself know to have done unprovoked wrong to the Greeks, and so go forward with my history, and speak of small and great cities alike. For many states that were once great have now become small: and those that were great in my time were small formerly. Knowing therefore that human prosperity never continues in one stay, I will make mention alike of both kinds.

6. Croesus[4] was by birth a Lydian, son of Alyattes[15], and monarch of all the nations west of the river Halys[5], which flows from the south between Syria and Paphlagonia, and issues northward into the sea called Euxinus[6]. This Croesus was as far as we know the first foreigner who subdued Greeks and took tribute of them, and won the friendship of others,—the former being the Ionians, the Aeolians, and the Dorians of Asia, and the latter the Lacedaemonians[17]. Before the reign of Croesus all Greeks were free: for the Cimmerian host which invaded Ionia before his time did not subdue the cities but rather raided and robbed them.

7. Now the sovereign power, which belonged to the descendants of Heracles, fell to the family of Croesus—the Mermnadae[8] as they were called—in the following way. Candaules, whom the Greeks call Myrsilus, was the ruler of Sardis[13]; he was descended from Alcaeus, son of Heracles; Agron, son of Ninus, son of Belus, son of Alcaeus, was the first Heraclid king of Sardis, and Candaules, son of Myrsus, was the last. The kings of this country before Agron were descendants of Lydus, son of Atys, from whom all this Lydian district took its name; before that it was called the land of the Meii. From these the Heraclidae[9], descendants of Heracles and a female slave of Iardanus, received the sovereignty and held it in charge, by reason of an oracle; and they ruled for two and twenty generations, or 50 years, son succeeding father, down to Candaules, son of Myrsus.

8. This Candaules, then, fell in love with his own wife, so much that he supposed her to be by far the fairest woman in the world; and being persuaded of this, he raved of her beauty to Gyges[7], son of Dascylus, who was his favourite among his bodyguard; for it was to Gyges that he entrusted all his weightiest secrets. Then after a little while Candaules, being doomed to ill-fortune, spoke thus to Gyges: “I think, Gyges, that you do not believe what I tell you of the beauty of my wife; men trust their ears less than their eyes; do you, then, so contrive that you may see her naked.” Gyges exclaimed loudly at this. “Master,” said he, “what a pestilent command is this that you lay upon me! that I should see her who is my mistress naked! with the stripping off of her tunic a woman is stripped of the honour due to her. Men have long ago made wise rules for our learning; one of these is, that we, and none other, should see what is our own. As for me, I fully believe that your queen is the fairest of all women; ask not lawless acts of me, I entreat you.”

9. Thus speaking Gyges sought to turn the king’s purpose, for he feared lest some ill to himself should come of it: but this was Candaules’ answer: “Take courage, Gyges: fear not that I say this to put you to the proof, nor that my wife will do you any harm. I will so contrive the whole business that she shall never know that you have seen her. I will bring you into the chamber where she and I lie and set you behind the open door; and after I have entered, my wife too will come to her bed. There is a chair set near the entrance of the room: on this she will lay each part of her raiment as she takes it off, and you will be able to gaze upon her at your leisure. Then, when she goes from the chair to the bed, turning her back upon you, do you look to it that she does not see you going out through the doorway.”

10. As Gyges could not escape, he consented. Candaules, when he judged it to be bed time, brought Gyges into the chamber, his wife presently followed, and when she had come in and was laying aside her garments Gyges beheld her; and when she turned her back upon him, going to her bed, he slipped privily from the room. The woman saw him as he passed out, and perceived what her husband had done. But shamed though she was she never cried out nor let it be seen that she had perceived aught, for she had it in mind to punish Candaules; seeing that among the Lydians and most of the foreign peoples it is held great shame that even a man should be seen naked.

11. For the nonce she made no sign and held her peace. But as soon as it was day, she assured herself of those of her household whom she perceived to be most faithful to her, and called Gyges: who, supposing that she knew nothing of what had been done, came at call; for he had always been wont to attend the queen whenever she bade him. So when he came, the lady thus addressed him: “Now, Gyges, you have two roads before you; choose which you will follow. You must either kill Candaules and take me for your own and the throne of Lydia, or yourself be killed now without more ado; that will prevent you from obeying all Candaules’ commands in the future and seeing what you should not see. One of you must die: either he, the contriver of this plot, or you, who have outraged all usage by looking on me unclad.” At this Gyges stood awhile astonished: presently he entreated her not to compel him to such a choice; but when he could not move her, and saw that dire necessity was in very truth upon him either to kill his master or himself be killed by others, he chose his own life. Then he asked the queen to tell him, since she forced him against his will to slay his master, how they were to attack the king: and she replied, “You shall come at him from the same place whence he made you see me naked; attack him in his sleep.”

12. So when they had made ready this plot, and night had fallen, Gyges followed the lady into the chamber (for he could not get free or by any means escape, but either he or Candaules must die), and she gave him a dagger and hid him behind the same door; and presently he stole out and slew Candaules as he slept, and thus made himself master of the king’s wife and sovereignty. He is mentioned in the iambic verses of Archilochus of Parus who lived about the same time.

13. So he took possession of the sovereign power, and was confirmed therein by the Delphi[10]c oracle. For when the Lydians were much angered by the fate of Candaules, and took up arms, the faction of Gyges and the rest of the people came to an agreement that if the oracle should ordain him to be king of the Lydians, then he should reign: but if not, then he should render back the kingship to the Heraclidae. The oracle did so ordain: and Gyges thus became king. Howbeit the Pythian priestess[11] declared that the Heraclidae should have vengeance on Gyges’ posterity in the fifth generation: an utterance of which the Lydians and their kings took no account, till it was fulfilled.

14. Thus did the Mermnadae rob the Heraclidae of the sovereignty and take it for themselves[1q]. Having gained it, Gyges sent not a few offerings to Delphi: there are very many silver offerings of his there: and besides the silver, he dedicated great store of gold: among which six golden bowls are the offerings chiefly worthy of record. These weigh 30 talents and stand in the treasury of the Corinthians: though in very truth it is the treasury not of the Corinthian people but of Cypselus son of Eetion. This Gyges then was the first foreigner (of our knowledge) who placed offerings at Delphi after the king of Phrygia, Midas son of Gordias. For Midas too made an offering, to wit, the royal seat whereon he sat to give judgment, and a marvellous seat it is; it is set in the same place as the bowls of Gyges. This gold and the silver offered by Gyges is called by the Delphians “Gygian” after its dedicator.

15. As soon as Gyges came to the throne, he too, like others, led an army into the lands of Miletus[14] and Smyrna; and he took the city of Colophon. But he did nothing else great in his reign of thirty-eight years; I will therefore say no more of him, and will speak rather of Ardys the son of Gyges, who succeeded him. He took Priene and invaded the country of Miletus; and it was while he was monarch of Sardis that the Cimmerians, driven from their homes by the nomad Scythians, came into Asia, and took Sardis, all but the citadel.

16. Ardys reigned for forty-nine years, and was succeeded by his son Sadyattes, who reigned for twelve years; and after Sadyattes came Alyattes, who waged war against Deioces’ descendant Cyaxares and the Medes, drove the Cimmerians out of Asia, took Smyrna (which was a colony from Colophon), and invaded the lands of Clazomenae. But here he came off not at all as he wished, but with great disaster. Of other deeds done by him in his reign these were most notable:

17. He continued the war against the Milesians which his father had begun. This was the manner in which he attacked and laid siege to Miletus: he sent his invading army, marching to the sound of pipes and harps and flutes bass and treble, when the crops in the land were ripe: and whenever he came to the Milesian territory, the country dwellings he neither demolished nor burnt nor tore off their doors, but let them stand unharmed; but the trees and the crops of the land he destroyed, and so returned whence he came; for as the Milesians had command of the sea, it was of no avail for his army to besiege their city. The reason why the Lydian did not destroy the houses was this—that the Milesians might have homes whence to plant and cultivate their land, and that there might be the fruit of their toil for his invading army to lay waste.

18. In this manner he waged war for eleven years, and in these years two great disasters befel the Milesians, one at the battle of Limeneion in their own territory, and the other in the valley of the Maeander. For six of these eleven years Sadyattes son of Ardys was still ruler of Lydia, and he it was who invaded the lands of Miletus, for it was he who had begun the war; for the following five the war was waged by Sadyattes’ son Alyattes, who, as I have before shown, inherited the war from his father and carried it on vigorously. None of the Ionians helped to lighten this war for the Milesians, except only the Chians: these lent their aid for a like service done to themselves; for the Milesians had formerly helped the Chians in their war against the Erythraeans.

19. In the twelfth year, when the Lydian army was burning the crops, it so happened that the fire set to the crops and blown by a strong wind caught the temple of Athene called Athene of Assesos1: and the temple was burnt to the ground. For the nonce no account Was taken of this. But presently after the army had returned to Sardis Alyattes fell sick; and, his sickness lasting longer than it should, he sent to Delphi to inquire of the oracle, either by someone’s counsel or by his own wish to question the god about his sickness: but when the messengers came to Delphi the Pythian priestess would not reply to them before they should restore the temple of Athene at Assesos in the Milesian territory, which they had burnt.

20. Thus far I know the truth, for the Delphians told me. The Milesians add to the story, that Periander son of Cypselus, being a close friend of Thrasybulus who then was sovereign of Miletus, learnt what reply the oracle had given to Alyattes and sent a despatch to tell Thrasybulus, so that thereby his friend should be forewarned and make his plans accordingly.

21. Such is the Milesian story. Then, when the Delphic reply was brought to Alyattes, straightway he sent a herald to Miletus, offering to make a truce with Thrasybulus and the Milesians during his building of the temple. So the envoy went to Miletus. But Thrasybulus, being exactly forewarned of the whole matter, and knowing what Alyattes meant to do, devised the following plan: he brought together into the market place all the food in the city, from private stores and his own, and bade the men of Miletus all drink and revel together when he should give the word.

22. The intent of his so doing and commanding was, that when the herald from Sardis saw a great heap of food piled up, and the citizens making merry, he might bring word of it to Alyattes: and so it befell. The herald saw all this, gave Thrasybulus the message he was charged by the Lydian to deliver, and returned to Sardis; and this, as far as I can learn, was the single reason of the reconciliation. For Alyattes had supposed that there was great scarcity in Miletus and that the people were reduced to the last extremity of misery; but now on his herald’s return from the town he heard an account contrary to his expectations; so presently the Lydians and Milesians ended the war and agreed to be friends and allies, and Alyattes built not one but two temples of Athene at Assesos, and recovered of his sickness. Such is the story of Alyattes’ war against Thrasybulus and the Milesians.

23. Periander, who disclosed the oracle’s answer to Thrasybulus, was the son of Cypselus, and sovereign lord of Corinth. As the Corinthians and Lesbians agree in relating, there happened to him a thing which was the most marvellous in his life, namely, the landing of Arion of Methymna on Taenarus, borne thither by a dolphin. This Arion was a lyre-player second to none in that age; he was the first man, as far as we know, to compose and name the dithyramb which he afterwards taught at Corinth.

24. Thus then, the story runs: for the most part he lived at the court of Periander; then he formed the plan of voyaging to Italy and Sicily, whence, after earning much money, he was minded to return to Corinth. Having especial trust in men of that city, he hired a Corinthian ship to carry him from Taras. But when they were out at sea, the crew plotted to cast Arion overboard and take his money. Discovering the plot, he earnestly entreated them, offering them all his money if they would but spare his life; but the sailors would not listen to him; he must, they said, either kill himself and so receive burial on land, or straightway cast himself into the sea. In this extremity Arion besought them, seeing that such was their will, that they would suffer him to stand on the poop with all his singing robes about him and sing; and after his song, so he promised, he would make away with himself. The men, well pleased at the thought of hearing the best singer in the world, drew away from the stern amidships; Arion, putting on all his adornment and taking his lyre, stood up on the poop and sang the “Shrill Strain,” and at its close threw himself without more ado into the sea, clad in his robes. So the crew sailed away to Corinth; but a dolphin (so the story goes) took Arion on his back and bore him to Taenarus. There he landed, went to Corinth in his singing robes, and when he came told all that had befallen him. Periander, not believing the tale, put him in close ward and kept careful watch for the coming of the sailors. When they came they were called and questioned, what news they brought of Arion, and they replied that he was safe in the parts of Italy, and that they had left him sound and well at Taras: when, behold, they were confronted with Arion, just as he was when he leapt from the ship; whereat they were amazed, and could no more deny what was proved against them. Such is the story told by the Corinthians and Lesbians. There is moreover a little bronze monument to Arion on Taenarus, the figure of a man riding upon a dolphin.

25. So Alyattes the Lydian, having finished his war with the Milesians, died after a reign of fifty-seven years. He was the second of his family to make an offering to Delphi—and this was a thank-offering for his recovery—of a great silver bowl on a stand of welded iron. This is the most notable among all the offerings at Delphi, and is the work of Glaucus the Chian, the only man of that age who discovered how to weld iron.

26. After the death of Alyattes Croesus his son came to the throne, being then thirty-five years of age. The first Greeks whom he attacked were the Ephesians. These, being besieged by him, dedicated their city to Artemis; this they did by attaching a rope to the city wall from the temple of the goddess, standing seven furlongs away from the ancient city, which was then being besieged. These were the first whom Croesus attacked; afterwards he made war on the Ionian and Aeolian cities in turn, each on its separate indictment: he found graver charges where he could, but sometimes alleged very paltry grounds of offence.

27. Then, when he had subdued and made tributary to himself all the Asiatic Greeks of the mainland, he planned to build ships and attack the islanders; but when his preparations for shipbuilding were ready, either Bias of Priene or Pittacus of Mytilene (the story is told of both) came to Sardis, and being asked by Croesus for news about Hellas, put an end to the shipbuilding by giving the following answer: “King, the islanders are buying ten thousand horse, with intent to march against you to Sardis.” Croesus, thinking that he spoke the truth, said: “Would that the gods may put it in the minds of the island men to come on horseback against the sons of the Lydians!” Then the other answered and said: “King, I see that you earnestly pray that you may catch the islanders riding horses on the mainland, and what you expect is but natural. And the islanders, now they have heard that you are building ships to attack them therewith, think you that they pray for aught else than that they may catch Lydians on the seas, and thereby be avenged on you for having enslaved the Greeks who dwell on the mainland?” Croesus was well pleased with this conclusion, for it seemed to him that the man spoke but reasonably; so he took the advice and built no more ships. Thus it came about that he made friends of the Ionian islanders.

28. As time went on, Croesus subdued well-nigh all the nations west of the Halys and held them in subjection, except only the Cilicians and Lycians: the rest, Lydians, Phrygians, Mysians, Mariandynians, Chalybes, Paphlagonians, Thymians and Bithynians (who are Thracians), Carians, Ionians, Dorians, Aeolians, Pamphylians, were subdued and became subjects of Croesus like the Lydians, and Sardis was at the height of its wealth.

29. There came to the city all the teachers from Hellas who then lived, in this or that manner; and among them came Solon[12] of Athens: he, having made laws for the Athenians at their request, left his home for ten years and set out on a voyage to see the world, as he said. This he did, lest he should be compelled to repeal any of the laws he had made, since the Athenians themselves could not repeal them, for they were bound by solemn oaths to abide for ten years by such laws as Solon should make.

30. For this reason, and to see the world, Solon left Athens and visited Amasis in Egypt and Croesus at Sardis: and when he had come, Croesus entertained him in his palace. Now on the third or fourth day after his coming Croesus bade his servants lead Solon round among his treasures, and they showed him all that was there, the greatness and the prosperous state of it; and when he had seen and considered all, Croesus when occasion served thus questioned him: “Our Athenian guest, we have heard much of you, by reason of your wisdom and your wanderings, how that you have travelled far to seek knowledge and to see the world. Now therefore I am fain to ask you, if you have ever seen a man more blest than all his fellows.” So Croesus inquired, supposing himself to be blest beyond all men. But Solon spoke the truth without flattery: “Such an one, O King,” he said, “I have seen—Tellus of Athens.” Croesus wondered at this, and sharply asked Solon “How do you judge Tellus to be most blest?” Solon replied: “Tellus’ city was prosperous, and he was the father of noble sons, and he saw children born to all of them and their state well stablished; moreover, having then as much wealth as a man may among us, he crowned his life with a most glorious death: for in a battle between the Athenians and their neighbours at Eleusis he attacked and routed the enemy and most nobly there died; and the Athenians gave him public burial where he fell and paid him great honour.”

31. Now when Solon had roused the curiosity of Croesus by recounting the many ways in which Tellus was blest, the king further asked him whom he placed second after Tellus, thinking that assuredly the second prize at least would be his. Solon answered: “Cleobis and Biton. These were Argives, and besides sufficient wealth they had such strength of body as I will show. Both were prize winners; and this story too is related of them. There was a festival of Here toward among the Argives, and their mother must by all means be drawn to the temple by a yoke of oxen. But the oxen did not come in time from the fields; so the young men, being thus thwarted by lack of time, put themselves to the yoke and drew the carriage with their mother sitting thereon: for five and forty furlongs they drew it till they came to the temple. Having done this, and been seen by the assembly, they made a most excellent end of their lives, and the god showed by these men how that it was better for a man to die than to live. For the men of Argos came round and gave the youths joy of their strength, and so likewise did the women to their mother, for the excellence of her sons. She then in her joy at what was done and said, came before the image of the goddess and prayed that her sons Cleobis and Biton, who had done such great honour to the goddess, should be given the best boon that a man may receive. After the prayer the young men sacrificed and ate of the feast; then they lay down to sleep in the temple itself and never rose up more, but here ended their lives. Then the Argives made and set up at Delphi images of them because of their excellence.”

32. So Solon gave to Cleobis and Biton the second prize of happiness. But Croesus said in anger, “Guest from Athens! is our prosperity, then, held by you so worthless that you match us not even with common men?” “Croesus,” said Solon, “you ask me concerning the lot of man; well I know how jealous is Heaven and how it loves to trouble us. In a man’s length of days he may see and suffer many things that he much mislikes. For I set the limit of man’s life at seventy years; in these seventy are days twenty-five thousand and two hundred, if we count not the intercalary month. But if every second year be lengthened by a month so that the seasons and the calendar may rightly accord, then the intercalary months are five and thirty, over and above the seventy years: and the days of these months are one thousand and fifty; so then all the days together of the seventy years are seen to be twenty-six thousand two hundred and fifty; and one may well say that no one of all these days is like another in that which it brings. Thus then, Croesus, the whole of man is but chance. Now if I am to speak of you, I say that I see you very rich and the king of many men. But I cannot yet answer your question, before I hear that you have ended your life well. For he who is very rich is not more blest than he who has but enough for the day, unless fortune so attend him that he ends his life well, having all good things about him. Many men of great wealth are unblest, and many that have no great substance are fortunate. Now the very rich man who is yet unblest has but two advantages over the fortunate man, but the fortunate man has many advantages over the rich but unblest: for this latter is the stronger to accomplish his desire and to bear the stroke of great calamity; but these are the advantages of the fortunate man, that though he be not so strong as the other to deal with calamity and desire, yet these are kept far from him by his good fortune, and he is free from deformity, sickness, and all evil, and happy in his children and his comeliness. If then such a man besides all this shall also end his life well, then he is the man whom you seek, and is worthy to be called blest; but we must wait till he be dead, and call him not yet blest, but fortunate. Now no one (who is but man) can have all these good things together, just as no land is altogether self-sufficing in what it produces: one thing it has, another it lacks, and the best land is that which has most; so too no single person is sufficient for himself: one thing he has, another he lacks; but whoever continues in the possession of most things, and at last makes a gracious end of his life, such a man, O King, I deem worthy of this title. We must look to the conclusion of every matter, and see how it shall end, for there are many to whom heaven has given a vision of blessedness, and yet afterwards brought them to utter ruin.”

33. So spoke Solon: Croesus therefore gave him no largess, but sent him away as a man of no account, for he thought that man to be very foolish who disregarded present prosperity and bade him look rather to the end of every matter.

34. But after Solon’s departure, the divine anger fell heavily on Croesus: as I guess, because he supposed himself to be blest beyond all other men. Presently, as he slept, he was visited by a dream, which foretold truly to him the evil which should befall his son. He had two sons, one of whom was wholly undone, for he was deaf and dumb, but the other, whose name was Atys, was in every way far pre-eminent over all of his years. The dream then showed to Croesus that Atys should be smitten and killed by a spear of iron. So Croesus, when he woke and considered the dream with himself, was greatly affrighted by it; and first he made a marriage for his son, and moreover, whereas Atys was wont to lead the Lydian armies, Croesus now would not suffer him to go out on any such enterprise, while he took the javelins and spears and all such instruments of war from the men’s apartments and piled them up in his storehouse, lest any of them should fall upon his son from where it hung.

35. Now while Croesus was busied about the marriage of his son, there came to Sardis a Phrygian of the royal house, in great distress and with hands unclean. This man came to Croesus’ house, and entreated that he might be purified after the custom of the country; so Croesus purified him (the Lydians use the same manner of purification as do the Greeks), and when he had done all according to usage, he inquired of the Phrygian whence he came and who he was: “Friend,” said he, “who are you, and from what place in Phrygia do you come to be my suppliant? and what man or woman have you slain?” “O King,” the man answered, “I am the son of Gordias the son of Midas, and my name is Adrastus; by no will of mine, I slew my brother, and hither I am come, banished by my father and bereft of all. “Croesus answered, “All of your family are my friends, and to friends you have come, among whom you shall lack nothing but abide in my house. And for your misfortune, bear it as lightly as may be and you will be the more profited.”

36. So Adrastus lived in Croesus’ house. About this same time there appeared on the Mysian Olympus a great monster of a boar, who would issue out from that mountain and ravage the fields of the Mysians. Often had the Mysians gone out against him: but they never did him any harm and rather were themselves hurt thereby. At last they sent messengers to Croesus, with this message: “King, a great monster of a boar has appeared in the land, who destroys our fields; for all our attempts, we cannot kill him; now therefore, we beseech you, send with us your son, and chosen young men and dogs, that we may rid the country of him.” Such was their entreaty, but Croesus remembered the prophecy of his dream and thus answered them: “Say no more about my son: I will not send him with you: he is newly married, and that is his present business. But I will send chosen men of the Lydians, and all the hunt, and I will bid those who go to use all zeal in aiding you to rid the country of this beast.”

37. So he replied, and the Mysians were satisfied with this. But the son of Croesus now came in, who had heard the request of the Mysians; and when Croesus refused to send his son with them, “Father,” said the young man, “it was formerly held fairest and noblest that we princes should go constantly to war and the chase and win thereby renown; but now you have barred me from both of these, not for any sign that you have seen in me of a coward or craven spirit. With what face can I thus show myself whenever I go to and from the market-place? What will the men of the city think of me, and what my new-wedded wife? With what manner of man will she think that she dwells? Nay, do you either let me go to this hunt, or show me by reason good that what you are doing is best for me.”

38. “My son,” answered Croesus, “if I do this, it is not that I have seen cowardice or aught unseemly in you; no, but the vision of a dream stood over me in my sleep, and told me that your life should be short, for you should be slain by a spear of iron. It is for that vision that I was careful to make your marriage, and send you on no enterprise that I have in hand, but keep guard over you, so that haply I may trick death of you through my lifetime. You are my only son: for that other, since his hearing is lost to him, I count no son of mine.”

39. “Father,” the youth replied, “none can blame you for keeping guard over me, when you have seen such a vision; but it is my right to show you this which you do not perceive, and wherein you mistake the meaning of the dream. You say that the dream told you that I should be killed by a spear of iron; but has a boar hands? Has it that iron spear which you dread? Had the dream said I should be slain by a tusk or some other thing belonging to a boar, you had been right in acting as you act; but no, it was to be a spear. Therefore, since it is not against men that we are to fight, suffer me to go.”

40. Croesus answered, “My son, your judgment concerning the dream does somewhat overpersuade me; and being so convinced by you I change my purpose and permit you to go to the chase.”

41. Having said this, Croesus sent for Adrastus the Phrygian and when he came thus addressed him: “Adrastus, when you were smitten by grievous misfortune, for which I blame you not, it was I who cleansed you, and received and still keep you in my house, defraying all your charges. Now therefore (as you owe me a return of good service for the benefits which I have done you) I ask you to watch over my son as he goes out to the chase. See to it that no ruffian robbers meet you on the way, to do you harm. Moreover it is but right that you too should go where you can win renown by your deeds. That is fitting for your father’s son; and you are strong enough withal.”

42. “O King,” Adrastus answered, “had it been otherwise, I would not have gone forth on this enterprise. One so unfortunate as I should not consort with the prosperous among his peers; nor have I the wish so to do, and for many reasons I would have held back. But now, since you so desire and I must do your pleasure (owing you as I do a requital of good service), I am ready to obey you in this; and for your son, in so far as I can protect him, look for his coming back unharmed.”

43. So when Adrastus had thus answered Croesus they went out presently equipped with a company of chosen young men and dogs. When they had come to Mount Olympus they hunted for the beast, and having found him they made a ring and threw their spears at him: then the guest called Adrastus, the man who had been cleansed of the deed of blood, missed the boar with his spear and hit the son of Croesus. So Atys was smitten by the spear and fulfilled the utterance of the dream. One ran to bring Croesus word of what had been done, and came to Sardis, where he told the king of the fight and the manner of his son’s end.

44. Croesus, distraught by the death of his son, cried out the more vehemently because the slayer was one whom he himself had cleansed of a bloody deed, and in his great and terrible grief at this mischance he called on Zeus by three names—Zeus the Purifier, Zeus of the Hearth, Zeus of Comrades: the first, because he would have the god know what evil his guest had wrought him; the second, because he had received the guest into his house and thus unwittingly entertained the slayer of his son; and the third, because he had found his worst foe in the man whom he sent as a protector.

45. Soon came the Lydians, bearing the dead corpse, with the slayer following after. He then came and stood before the body and gave himself wholly into Croesus’ power, holding out his hands and praying the king to slay him where he stood by the dead man: “Remember,” he said, “my former mischance, and see how besides that I have undone him who purified me; indeed, it is not fit that I should live.” On hearing this Croesus, though his own sorrow was so great, took pity on Adrastus and said to him, “Friend, I have from you all that justice asks, since you deem yourself worthy of death. But it is not you that I hold the cause of this evil, save in so far as you were the unwilling doer of it: rather it is the work of a god, the same who told me long ago what was to be.” So Croesus buried his own son in such manner as was fitting. But Adrastus, son of Gordias who was son of Midas, this Adrastus, the slayer of his own brother and of the man who purified him, when the tomb was undisturbed by the presence of men, slew himself there by the sepulchre, seeing now clearly that he was the most ill-fated wretch of all men whom he knew.

46. Croesus, after the loss of his son, sat in deep sorrow for two years. After this time, the destruction by Cyrus[19] son of Cambyses[20] of the sovereignty of Astyages son of Cyaxares, and the growth of the power of the Persians, caused him to cease from his mourning; and he resolved, if he could, to forestall the increase of the Persian power before they grew to greatness. Having thus determined, he straightway made trial of the Greek and Libyan oracles, sending messengers separately to Delphi, to Abae in Phocia, and to Dodona, while others again were despatched to Amphiaraus and Trophonius, and others to Branchidae in the Milesian country. These are the Greek oracles to which Croesus sent for divination: and he bade others go to inquire of Ammon in Libya. His intent in

 “Grains of sand I reckon and measure the spaces of ocean, Hear when dumb men speak, and mark the speech of the silent. What is it now that I smell? ’tis a tortoise mightily armoured Sodden in vessel of bronze, with a lamb’s flesh mingled together: Bronze thereunder is laid and a mantle of bronze is upon it.”



 “Lydian, beware of the day when a mule is lord of the Medians: Then with thy delicate feet by the stone-strewn channel of Hermus Flee for thy life, nor abide, nor blush for the name of a craven.”



 “Now hath the cast been thrown and the net of the fisher is outspread: All in the moonlight clear shall the tunny-fish come for the taking.”



 “Dear to Zeus thou hast come to my well-stored temple, Lycurgus, Dear to Zeus and to all who dwell in the courts of Olympus. Art thou a man or a god? ’Tis a god I deem thee, Lycurgus.”



 “Askest Arcadia from me? ’Tis a boon too great for the giving. Many Arcadians there are, stout heroes, eaters of acorns,— These shall hinder thee sore. Yet ’tis not I that begrudge thee: Lands Tegeaean I’ll give thee, to smite with feet in the dancing, Also the fertile plain with line I’ll give thee to measure.”



 “There is a place, Tegeē, in the level plain of Arcadia, Where by stark stress driven twain winds are ever a-blowing, Shock makes answer to shock, and anguish is laid upon anguish. There in the nourishing earth Agamemnon’s son lieth buried: Bring him, and so thou shalt be the lord of the land of thy foemen.”



 “Lydian, of many the lord, thou know’st not the boon that thou askest. Wish not nor pray that the voice of thy son may be heard in the palace; Better it were for thee that dumb he abide as aforetime; Luckless that day shall be when first thou hearest him speaking.”



 “Nor wall nor dig across your isthmus; long ago Your land had been an isle, if Zeus had willed it so.”
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