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INTRODUCTION

In the stacks of the library of the American Academy on Rome’s Janiculum hill, I came face to face with M.I. Finley, whose The World of Odysseus had a great influence on me, not to mention on two generations of classical scholars. He was an American academic who had been driven out of his native land in the 50s when the spirit of Titus Oates was in the land. He settled in England; he became a leading authority on the Greek world of the Fifth Century BC. We praised one another politely. He had liked my Julian while I told him that, for Creation, I was mercilessly borrowing from him. I asked him about one of his colleagues who had written on Zoroaster. Was he reliable? “The best in the field.” Finley’s great dentures shifted slightly in his mouth. “Of course he makes most of it up, like the rest of us.”

Now, as every dullard knows, the historical novel is neither history nor a novel. History means footnotes and careful citations from others tenured in the field, while the “serious.” novel is about the daily lives of those who teach school and commit adultery; if they are English academics, they go to America or Zaire and experience a comical cultural shock. Curiously, imagination is not much admired in today’s novels though demonstrations of literary theory through signs and signals are, if not very readable, highly teachable.

Until the last century the mainline of imaginative literature had always been stories of the gods, heroes, kings of a people. From Aeschylus to Dante to Shakespeare to Tolstoi, what went on in the palaces or on Olympus provided the main line of narrative in verse, prose, drama. I think it a pity that, as a character in Saul Bellow’s Herzog remarks, somewhere around 1840 the novel fell into the quotidian, to which Professor Herzog irritably asks, So where was it standing before it fell? The answer was in myth or history or whatever narrative is back of us.

Although I personally don’t care for historical novels as such (I’m obliged to read history in order to write stories set in the past), I was drawn to write A Search for the King because it seemed to me a love story of great charm. My re-creation of Blondel and Richard Lion-Heart was deliberately more ballad than history. On the other had, Julian took years to write and my description of how Christianity was, in a sense, invented at a series of fourth-century synods was based on a thorough study of the primary sources. Since I have never been an enthusiast of monotheism, the apostate emperor was the ideal protagonist. To my publisher’s astonishment, the book was popular and continues to be read in most languages. Plainly, people find not only Julian but the times of interest. In due course, I received the least known literary award in the world, and the one most valued by me, the Greek Cultural Association’s International Prize, awarded by “The Cities of Magna Graecia.” Of course I live in Magna Graecia but even so.

With Creation I went back to Finley’s period. One man, had he lived to be seventy-five, could have known Socrates, Zoroaster, the Buddha and Confucius. That anyone might have done so is highly unlikely – China was still very much off the as yet unbeaten Silk Road. But I created such a character, a Persian grandson of Zoroaster (whose dates are vague, to say the least). Cyrus Spitama is sent out on embassy by the Great King Darius and, later, by his heir Xerxes. If nothing else, this narrative is a sort of crash course in comparative religion and ethical systems; also, for the truly serious-minded, interest rates were running at a Thatcherite 20 per cent in the four societies – Greek, Persian, Indian, Chinese – despite the absence of fax machines or, indeed, of any regular communication at all between the four.

The American publisher so disliked this book that it was sabotaged in-house; then, to everyone’s amazement it became a bestseller. I am told that it is a cult book at Beijing though never translated because of the shifting party line on Confucius.

Why write historical fiction instead of history? Because, when dealing with periods so long ago, one is going to make a lot of it up anyway, as Finley blithely admitted. Also, without the historical imagination even conventional history is worthless. Finally, there is the excitement when a pattern starts to emerge. Creation is a favorite book of Noam Chomsky, whose studies in linguistics demonstrated that language is innate to the human brain and every child is born with an aptitude for learning language at a certain calculable rate. Chomsky noted my own astonished discovery that four separate literate societies, more or less at the same time, abandoned their ancient oral system of communication in favor of writing everything down.

From this one detail, I recognized – as did Chomsky – that it may well be that the human race has been programmed, like a human baby, and that the race goes from phase to phase, as one does from infancy to puberty to maturity and breeding to death. Chilling question: where are we now? Middle age or old age or – what? Is there a Lesson for Today in History? No. Today is history, too, and that’s what makes it so interesting to examine.

Gore Vidal
Ravello, 1993




AUTHOR’S NOTE

To the people of the fifth century B.C.,India was a Persian province on the Indus River, while Ch’in was only one of a number of warring principalities in what is now China. For clarity’s sake, I’ve used the word India to describe not only the Gangetic plain but also those regions that currently enjoy the names Pakistan and Bangladesh. Since China would be a real misnomer at this period, I’ve used the archaic word Cathay to describe those states between the Yangtze and Yellow rivers. Whenever possible, I have chosen the contemporary word in English for such entities as the Mediterranean and Confucius; on the other hand, I prefer to call unhappy Afghanistan – and equally unhappy Iran – by their ancient names, Bactria and Persia.

For measuring distances I’ve used homely nonmetric miles. As for dates, the narrator is usually careful to relate events to the time when he began to dictate his answer to Herodotus (not yet known as “the father of history.”) – the evening of what we would call December 20, 445 B.C.
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BOOK ONE

Herodotus Gives a Reading at the Odeon in Athens



1

I am blind. But I am not deaf. Because of the incompleteness of my misfortune, I was obliged yesterday to listen for nearly six hours to a self-styled historian whose account of what the Athenians like to call “the Persian Wars” was nonsense of a sort that were I less old and more privileged, I would have risen in my seat at the Odeon and scandalized all Athens by answering him.

But then, I know the origin of the Greek wars. He does not. How could he? How could any Greek? I spent most of my life at the court of Persia and even now, in my seventy-fifth year, I still serve the Great King as I did his father – my beloved friend Xerxes – and his father before him, a hero known even to the Greeks as Darius the Great.

When the painful reading finally ended – our “historian” has a thin monotonous voice made even less charming by a harsh Dorian accent – my eighteen-year-old nephew Democritus wanted to know if I would like to stay behind and speak to the traducer of Persia.

“You should,” he said. “Because everyone is staring at you. They know you must be very angry.” Democritus is studying philosophy here at Athens. This means that he delights in quarrels. Write that down, Democritus. After all, it is at your request that I am dictating this account of how and why the Greek wars began. I shall spare no one – including you. Where was I? the Odeon.

I smiled the poignant smile of the blind, as some unobservant poet characterized the expression of those of us who cannot see. Not that I ever paid much attention to blind men when I could see. On the other hand, I never expected to live long enough to be old, much less go blind, as I did three years ago when the white clouds that had been settling upon the retinas of my eyes became, suddenly, opaque.

The last thing that I ever saw was my own blurred face in a polished-silver mirror. This was at Susa, in the Great King’s palace. At first I thought that the room was filling up with smoke. But it was summertime, and there was no fire. For an instant I saw myself in the mirror; then saw myself no longer, saw nothing else, ever again.

In Egypt the doctors perform an operation that is supposed to send the clouds scurrying. But I am too old to go to Egypt. Besides, I have seen quite enough. Have I not looked upon the holy fire, which is the face of Ahura Mazdah, the Wise Lord? I have also seen Persia and India and farthest Cathay. No other man alive has traveled in as many lands as I.

I am digressing. This is a habit of old men. My grandfather in his seventy-fifth year used to talk for hours without ever linking one subject to another. He was absolutely incoherent. But then, he was Zoroaster, the prophet of Truth; and just as the One God that he served is obliged to entertain, simultaneously, every aspect of all creation, so did His prophet Zoroaster. The result was inspiring if you could ever make sense of what he was saying.

Democritus wants me to record what happened as we were leaving the Odeon. Very well. It is your fingers that will grow tired. My voice never deserts me, nor does my memory . . . Thus far.

There was deafening applause when Herodotus of Halicarnassus finished his description of the Persian “defeat” at Salamis thirty-four years ago. By the way, the acoustics of the Odeon are dreadful. Apparently, I am not alone in finding the new music hall inadequate. Even the tone-deaf Athenians know that something is wrong with their precious Odeon, recently thrown together in record time by order of Pericles, who paid for it with money that had been collected from all the Greek cities for their common defense. The building itself is a copy in stone of the tent of the Great King Xerxes which somehow fell into Greek hands during the confusions of Persia’s last campaign in Greece. They affect to despise us; then they imitate us.

As Democritus led me to the vestibule of the music hall, I heard on every side the phrase “The Persian ambassador!” The throaty syllables struck my ears like those potsherds on which Athenians periodically write the names of anyone who has happened to offend or bore them. The man who gets the most votes in this election – or rejection – is exiled from the city for a period of ten years. He is lucky.

I give a few of the remarks that I heard en route to the door.

“I’ll bet he didn’t like what he heard.”

“He’s a brother of Xerxes, isn’t he?”

“No, he’s a Magian.”

“What’s that?”

“A Persian priest. They eat snakes and dogs.”

“And commit incest with their sisters and mothers and daughters.”

“What about their brothers and fathers and sons?”

“You are insatiable, Glaucon.”

“Magians are always blind. They have to be. Is that his grandson?”

“No. His lover.”

“I don’t think so. Persians are different from us.”

“Yes. They lose battles. We don’t.”

“How would you know? You weren’t even born when we sent Xerxes running home to Asia.”

“That boy is very good-looking.”

“He’s Greek. He has to be. No barbarian could look like that.”

“He’s from Abdera. The grandson of Megacreon.”

“A medizer! Scum of the earth.”

“Rich scum. Megacreon owns half the silver mines in Thrace.”

Of my two remaining and relatively unimpaired senses – touch and smell – I cannot report much of the first, other than the wiry arm of Democritus, which I clutched in my right hand, but as for the second! In summer Athenians do not bathe often. In winter – and we are now in the week that contains the shortest day of the year – they bathe not at all, while their diet appears to consist entirely of onions and preserved fish – preserved from the time of Homer.

I was jostled, breathed upon, insulted. I am of course aware that my position as the Great King’s ambassador at Athens is not only a perilous one but highly ambiguous. It is perilous because at any moment these volatile people are apt to hold one of their assemblies in which every male citizen may speak his mind and, worst of all, vote. After listening to one of the city’s many corrupt or demented demagogues, the citizens are quite capable of breaking a sacred treaty, which is what they did fourteen years ago when they sent out an expedition to conquer the Persian province of Egypt. They were roundly defeated. This adventure was doubly shameful because, sixteen years ago, an Athenian embassy had gone up to Susa with instructions to make a permanent peace with Persia. The chief ambassador was Callias, the richest man in Athens. In due course, a treaty was drafted. Athens acknowledged the Great King’s sovereignty over the Greek cities of Asia Minor. In turn, the Great King agreed to keep the Persian fleet out of the Aegean Sea, and so on. The treaty was very long. In fact, I have often thought that during the composition of the Persian text, I permanently damaged my eyes. Certainly, the white clouds began to thicken during those months of negotiation when I was obliged to read every word of what the clerks had written.

After the Egyptian debacle, another embassy went up to Susa. The Great King was superb. He ignored the fact that the Athenians had broken the original treaty by invading his province of Egypt. Instead, he spoke warmly of his friendship for Sparta. The Athenians were terrified. Quite rightly, they fear Sparta. In a matter of days it was agreed that the treaty, which neither side could ever acknowledge, was once more in force, and as a proof of the Great King’s faith in his Athenian slaves – so he calls them – he would send to Athens the friend closest to the bosom of his late father Xerxes, Cyrus Spitama, myself.

I cannot say that I was entirely pleased. I never thought that the last years of my life would be spent in this cold and windy city amongst a people as cold and windy as the place itself. On the other hand, and what I say is for your ears alone, Democritus – in fact, this commentary is largely for your benefit, to be used in any way you like once I am dead . . . a matter of days, I should think, considering the fever that now burns me up and the fits of coughing that must make this dictation as tiring for you as it is for me . . . I have lost my train of thought.

On the other hand . . . Yes. Since the murder of my beloved friend Xerxes and the accession of his son Artaxerxes, my position at Susa has been less than comfortable. Although the Great King is kind to me, I am too much associated with the previous reign to be entirely trusted by the new people at court. What little influence that I still exert derives from an accident of birth. I am the last living grandson in the male line of Zoroaster, the prophet of the One God, Ahura Mazdah – in Greek, the Wise Lord. Since the Great King Darius converted to Zoroastrianism a half-century ago, the royal family has always treated our family with reverence, which makes me feel something of an impostor. After all, one cannot choose one’s grandfather.

At the door of the Odeon, I was stopped by Thucydides, a somber middle-aged man who has led the conservative party at Athens since the death of his famous father-in-law Cimon three years ago. As a result, he is the only serious rival to Pericles, the leader of the democratic party.

Political designations hereabouts are imprecise. The leaders of both factions are aristocrats. But certain nobles – like the late Cimon – favor the wealthy landowning class, while others – like Pericles – play to the city mob whose notorious assembly he has strengthened, continuing the work of his political mentor Ephialtes, a radical leader who was mysteriously murdered a dozen years ago. Naturally, the conservatives were blamed for the murder. If responsible, they should be congratulated. No mob can govern a city, much less an empire.

Certainly, if my father had been Greek and my mother Persian – instead of the other way around – I would have been a member of the conservative party, even though that party can never resist using the idea of Persia to frighten the people. Despite Cimon’s love of Sparta and hatred of us, I would like to have known him. Everyone here says that his sister Elpinice resembles him in character. She is a marvelous woman, and a loyal friend to me.

Democritus reminds me, courteously, that I am again off the subject. I remind him that after listening all those hours to Herodotus, I can no longer move with any logic from one point to the next. He writes the way a grasshopper hops. I imitate him.

Thucydides spoke to me in the vestibule of the Odeon. “I suppose that a copy of what we’ve just heard will be sent on to Susa.”

“Why not?” I was both bland and dull, the perfect ambassador. “The Great King enjoys wondrous tales. He has a taste for the fabulous.”

Apparently I was insufficiently dull. I could sense the displeasure of Thucydides and the group of conservatives who were in attendance. Party leaders in Athens seldom walk out alone for fear of murder. Democritus tells me that whenever one sees a large group of noisy men at whose center looms either a helmeted onion or a scarlet moon, the first is bound to be Pericles, the second Thucydides. Between onion and autumnal moon the city is irritably divided.

Today was the day of the scarlet moon. For some reason the helmeted onion had not attended the reading in the Odeon. Could it be that Pericles is ashamed of the acoustics in his building? But I forget. Shame is not an emotion known to the Athenians.

Currently Pericles and his cabal of artists and builders are constructing a temple to Athena on the Acropolis, a grandiose replacement for the shabby temple that the Persian army burned to the ground thirty-four years ago, a fact that Herodotus tends not to dwell on.

“Do you mean, Ambassador, that the account we have just heard is untrue?” Thucydides was insolent. I daresay he was drunk. Although we Persians are accused of heavy drinking because of our ritual use of haoma, I have never seen a Persian as drunk as certain Athenians and, to be fair, no Athenian could ever be as drunk as a Spartan. My old friend King Demaratus of Sparta used to say that the Spartans never took wine without water until the northern nomads sent Sparta an embassy shortly after Darius laid waste their native Scythia. According to Demaratus, the Scythians taught the Spartans to drink wine without water. I don’t believe this story.

“What we have heard, my dear young man, is only a version of events that took place before you were born and, I suspect, before the birth of the historian.”

“There are still many of us left who remember well the day the Persians came to Marathon.” An old voice sounded at my elbow. Democritus did not recognize its owner. But one hears that sort of old voice often enough. All over Greece, strangers of a certain age will greet one another with the question, “And where were you and what did you do when Xerxes came to Marathon?” Then they exchange lies.

“Yes,” I said. “There are those who still remember the ancient days. I am, alas, one. In fect, the Great King Xerxes and I are exactly the same age. If he were alive today, he would be seventy-five years old. When he came to the throne, he was thirty-four – the prime of life. Yet your historian has just finished telling us that Xerxes was a rash boy when he succeeded Darius.”

“A small detail,” Thucydides began.

“But typical of a work that will give as much delight at Susa as that play of Aeschylus called The Persians, which I myself translated for the Great King, who found delightful the author’s Attic wit.” None of this was true, of course; Xerxes would have gone into a rage had he ever known to what extent he and his mother had been travestied for the amusement of the Athenian mob.

I have made it a policy never to show distress when insulted by barbarians. Fortunately, I am spared their worst insults. These they save for one another. It is a lucky thing for the rest of the world that Greeks dislike one another far more than they do us outlanders.

A perfect example: When the once applauded dramatist Aeschylus lost a prize to the currently applauded Sophocles, he was so enraged that he left Athens for Sicily, where he came to a most satisfying end. An eagle, looking for a hard surface on which to break up the turtle that he held in his claws, mistook the bald head of the author of The Persians for a rock and let slip the turtle, with fatal accuracy.

Thucydides was about to continue what looked to be the beginning of a most ugly scene, when young Democritus suddenly propelled me forward with the cry, “Way for the ambassador of the Great King! ” And way was made.

Fortunately, my litter was waiting just outside the portico.

I have had the good luck to be able to rent a house built before we burned down Athens. It is somewhat more comfortable if less pretentious than the houses currently being built by wealthy Athenians. There is nothing like having your native city burned to the ground to inspire ambitious architects. Sardis is now far more splendid after the great fire than ever it was in the time of Croesus. Although I never saw the old Athens – and cannot of course see the new Athens – I am told that private houses are still built of mud brick, that the streets are seldom straight and never wide, that the new public buildings are splendid if makeshift – like the Odeon.

At present, most of the building is taking place on the Acropolis, a lion-colored lump of rock, Democritus’ poetic phrase, that overhangs not only most of the city but this house. As a result, in winter – right now – we get less than an hour of sun a day.

But the rock has its charms. Democritus and I often stroll there. I touch ruined walls. Listen to the clatter of the masons. Ponder that splendid family of tyrants who used to live on the Acropolis before they were driven out of the city, as everyone truly noble is driven out sooner or later. I knew the last tyrant, the gentle Hippias. He was often at the court of Susa when I was young.

Today the principal feature of the Acropolis is the houses or temples that contain the images of the gods which the people pretend to worship. I say pretend because it is my view that despite the basic conservatism of the Athenian people when it comes to maintaining the forms of old things, the essential spirit of these people is atheistic – or as a Greek cousin of mine pointed out not long ago, with dangerous pride, man is the measure of all things. I think that in their hearts the Athenians truly believe this to be true. As a result, paradoxically, they are uncommonly superstitious and strictly punish those who are thought to have committed impiety.
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Democritus was not prepared for some of the things that I said last night at dinner. Not only has he now asked me for a true account of the Greek wars but, more important, he wants me to record my memories of India and Cathay, and of the wise men that I met at the east – and at the east of the east. He has offered to write down everything that I remember. My guests at dinner were equally urgent. But I suspect that they were simply polite.

We are seated now in the courtyard of the house. It is the hour when we get the sun. The day is cool but not cold and I can feel the sun’s warmth on my face. I am comfortable, because I am dressed in the Persian fashion. All parts of the body are covered except the face. Even the hands in repose are covered by sleeves. Naturally, I wear trousers – an article of clothing that always disturbs the Greeks.

Our notions of modesty greatly amuse the Greeks, who are never so happy as when they are watching naked youths play games. Blindness spares me the sight not only of Athens’ romping youths but of those lecherous men who watch them. Yet the Athenians are modest when it comes to their women. Women here are swathed from head to toe like Persian ladies – but without color, ornament, style.

I dictate in Greek because I have always spoken Ionian Greek with ease. My mother, Lais, is a Greek from Abdera. She is a daughter of Megacreon, the great-grandfather of Democritus. Since Megacreon owned rich silver mines and you are descended from him in the male line, you are far richer than I. Yes, write that down. You are a part of this narrative, young and insignificant as you are. After all, you have stirred my memory.

Last night I gave dinner to the torchbearer Callias and to the sophist Anaxagoras. Democritus spends many hours a day with Anaxagoras, being talked at. This is known as education. In my time and country, education meant memorizing sacred texts, studying mathematics, practicing music, and archery . . .

“To ride, to draw the bow, to tell the truth.” That is Persian education in a proverbial phrase. Democritus reminds me that Greek education is much the same – except for telling the truth. He knows by heart the Ionian Homer, another blind man. This may be true but in recent years traditional methods of education have been abandoned – Democritus says supplemented – by a new class of men who call themselves sophists. In theory, a sophist is supposed to be skilled in one or another of the arts. In practice, many local sophists have no single subject or competence. They are simply sly with words and it is hard to determine what, specifically, they mean to teach, since they question all things, except money. They see to it that they are well paid by the young men of the town.

Anaxagoras is the best of a bad lot. He speaks simply. He writes good Ionian Greek. Democritus read me his book Physics. Although I did not understand a lot of it, I marvel at the man’s audacity. He has attempted to explain all things through a close observation of the visible world. I can follow him when he describes the visible but when it comes to the invisible, he loses me. He believes that there is no nothing. He believes that all space is filled with something, even if we cannot see it – the wind, for instance. He is most interesting (and atheistic!) about birth and death.

“The Greeks,” he has written, “have a wrong conception of becoming and perishing. Nothing comes to be or perishes, but there is mixture and separation of things that exist. Thus they ought properly to speak of generation as mixture, and extinction as separation.” This is acceptable. But what are these “things.”? What makes them come together and go apart? How and when and why were they created? By whom? For me, there is only one subject worth pondering – creation.

In answer, Anaxagoras has come up with the word mind. “Originally, from the infinitely small to the infinitely large, all things were at rest Then mind set them in order.” Then those things (what are they? where are they? why are they?) started to rotate.

One of the largest things is a hot stone that we call the sun. When Anaxagoras was very young, he predicted that sooner or later a piece of the sun would break off and fall to earth. Twenty years ago, he was proved right. The whole world saw a fragment of the sun fall in a fiery arc through the sky, landing near Aegospotami in Thrace. When the fiery fragment cooled, it proved to be nothing more than a chunk of brown rock. Overnight Anaxagoras was famous. Today his book is read everywhere. You can buy a secondhand copy in the Agora for a drachma.

Pericles invited Anaxagoras to Athens and gave him a small pension, which currently supports the sophist and his family. Needless to say, conservatives hate him almost as much as they do Pericles. Whenever they wish to embarrass Pericles politically, they accuse his friend Anaxagoras of blasphemy and impiety and all the usual nonsense . . . no, not nonsense for Anaxagoras is as much an atheist as all the other Greeks, but unlike the rest he is not a hypocrite. He is a serious man. He thinks hard about the nature of the universe, and without a knowledge of the Wise Lord you must think very hard indeed for otherwise nothing will ever make sense.

Anaxagoras is about fifty years old. He is an Ionian Greek from a town called Clazomenae. He is small and fat, or so I am told by Democritus. He comes from a wealthy family. When his father died, he refused to administer the ancestral estate or hold political office. He was interested only in observing the natural world. Finally he turned over all his property to distant relatives and left home. When asked whether or not his native land concerned him at all, Anaxagoras said, “Oh, yes, my native land very much concerns me.” And he pointed to the sky. I forgive him this characteristic Greek gesture. They do like to show off.

During the first table, as we dined on fresh rather than preserved fish, Anaxagoras was curious to know my reaction to the tales of Herodotus. I tried several times to answer him, but old Callias did most of the talking. I must indulge Callias because our invisible peace treaty is by no means popular with the Athenians. In fect, there is always a danger that our agreement will one day be renounced and I shall be obliged to move on, assuming that my ambassadorial status is recognized and I am not put to death. The Greeks do not honor ambassadors. Meanwhile, as co-author of the treaty, Callias is my protector.

Callias described yet again the battle of Marathon. I am very tired of the Greek version of this incident. Needless to say, Callias fought with the bravery of Hercules. “Not that I was obliged to. I mean, I’m hereditary torchbearer. I serve the mysteries of Demeter, the Great Goddess. At Eleusis. But you know all about that, don’t you?”

“Indeed I do, Callias. We have that in common. Remember? I am also hereditary . . . torchbearer.”

“You are?” Callias has not much memory for recent information. “Oh, yes. Of course. Fire-worship. Yes, very interesting, all that. You must let us watch one of your ceremonies. I’m told it’s quite a sight Particularly the part where the Arch-Magian eats the fire. That’s you, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” I no longer bother to explain to Greeks the difference between Zoroastrians and Magians. “But we don’t eat the fire. We tend it. The fire is the messenger between us and the Wise Lord. The fire also reminds us of the day of judgment when each of us must pass through a sea of molten metal – rather like the real sun, if Anaxagoras’ theory is true.”

“But then what happens?” Although Callias is an hereditary priest, he is most superstitious. I find this odd. Hereditary priests usually tend to atheism. They know too much.

I answered him, traditionally: “If you have served the Truth and rejected the Lie, you will not feel the boiling metal. You will –”

“I see.” Callias’ mind, such as it is, flits about like a threatened bird. “We have something like that, too. Anyway, I want to watch you eat fire one of these days. Naturally, I can’t return the favor. Our mysteries are very deep, you know. I can’t tell you a thing about them. Except that you’ll be reborn once you’ve got through the whole lot. If you get through them. And when you’re dead, you’ll be able to avoid – “ Callias stopped; the bird settled upon a bow. “Anyway, I fought at Marathon, even though I was obliged to wear these priestly robes that I must always wear, as you can see. Well, no, you can’t see them, of course. But priest or not, I killed my share of Persians that day –”

“– and found your gold in a ditch.” Anaxagoras finds Callias as exasperating as I do. Unlike me, he does not have to endure him.

“That story has been much distorted in the telling.” Callias was suddenly precise. “I happened to take a prisoner who thought I was some sort of general or king because I wear this fillet around my head, which you can’t see. Since he spoke only Persian and I spoke only Greek, there was no way to sort the matter out. I couldn’t tell him that I was of no importance at all, outside of being torchbearer. Also, since I was only seventeen or eighteen, he should have figured out that I wasn’t important. But he didn’t. He showed me a riverbank – not a ditch – where he had hidden this chest of gold. Naturally, I took it. Spoils of war.”

“And what happened to the owner?” Like everyone in Athens, Anaxagoras knew that Callias had promptly killed the Persian. Then, thanks to that chest of gold, Callias was able to invest in wine and oil and shipping. Today he is the richest man in Athens. He is deeply envied. But then, at Athens everyone is envied for something – even if it be nothing more than the absence of any enviable quality.

“I set him free. Naturally.” Callias lied easily. Behind his back he is known as rich-ditch Callias. “The gold was by way of ransom. Normal sort of thing in battle. Happens every day between Greeks and Persians – or used to. That’s all over now, thanks to us, Cyrus Spitama The whole world owes me and you eternal gratitude.”

“I will be quite happy with a year or two of gratitude.”

Between the removal of the first tables and the arrival of the second tables, Elpinice joined us. She is the only Athenian lady who dines with men whenever she chooses. She is privileged because she is wife to the rich Callias and sister to the splendid Cimon – sister and true widow, too.

Before she married Callias, she and her brother lived together as man and wife, scandalizing the Athenians. It is a sign of the essential crudity of the Greeks that they do not yet understand that a great family is made even greater when brother marries sister. After all, each is a half of the same entity. Combine the two in marriage and each is doubly formidable.

It is also said that Elpinice, not Cimon, actually ruled the conservative party. At the moment, she has great influence with her nephew Thucydides. She is admired and feared. She is good company. Tall as a man, Elpinice is handsome in a ravaged way – my informant is Democritus, who at the age of eighteen regards anyone with so much as a single gray hair as an unlawful fugitive from the tomb. She speaks with that soft Ionian accent which I like as much as I dislike the hard Dorian accent. But I learned my Greek from an Ionian mother.

“I am a scandal. I know it. I can’t help it. I dine with men. Unattended. Unashamed. Like a Milesian companion – except I’m not musical.” Hereabouts, the elegant prostitutes are called companions.

Although women have few rights in any Greek city, there are barbarous anomalies. The first time that I attended the games in one of the Ionian Greek cities of Asia Minor, I was startled to note that although the unmarried girls were encouraged to attend the games and examine potential husbands in the nude, the married ladies were forbidden to watch, on the no doubt sensible ground that any alternative to a lawful husband must not be viewed. In conservative Athens, wives and maidens are seldom allowed to leave their quarters, much less attend games. Except for Elpinice.

I could hear the great lady as she settled herself – like a man – on a couch instead of sitting modestly in a chair or on a stool, the way Greek ladies are supposed to do on those rare occasions when they dine with men. But Elpinice ignores custom. She does as she pleases and no one dares complain . . . to her face. As sister of Cimon, wife of Callias, aunt of Thucydides, she is the greatest lady in Athens. She is often tactless, and seldom bothers to disguise the contempt she has for Callias, who admires her inordinately.

I can never decide whether or not Callias is stupid. I daresay it takes a kind of cleverness to make money with or without a treasure found in a ditch. But his shrewdness in business matters is undone by his silliness in all other aspects of life. When his cousin the noble, the honest, the selfless (for an Athenian) statesman Aristides was living in poverty, Callias was much criticized for not helping him and his family.

When Callias realized that he was getting a reputation for meanness, he begged Aristides to tell the assembly how often he had refused to take money from Callias. The noble Aristides told the assembly exactly what Callias wanted him to say. Callias thanked him, and gave him no money. As a result Callias is now regarded not only as a miser but as a perfect hypocrite. Aristides is known as the just. I am not sure why. There are great blanks in my knowledge of this city and its political history.

Last night one blank was promptly filled by Elpinice. “She has had a son. Early this morning. He is delighted.” She and he pronounced with a certain emphasis always mean the companion Aspasia and her lover, General Pericles.

The conservative Callias was much amused. “Then the boy will have to be sold into slavery. That’s the law.”

“That is not the law,” said Anaxagoras. “The boy is freeborn because his parents are freeborn.”

“Not according to that new law Pericles got the assembly to vote for. The law’s very clear. If your mother is foreign. Or your father is foreign. I mean Athenian . . .” Callias was muddled.

Anaxagoras set him right. “To be a citizen of Athens, both parents must be Athenian. Since Aspasia is a Milesian by birth, her son by Pericles can never be a citizen or hold office. But he is not a slave, any more than his mother is – or the rest of us foreigners.”

“You’re right. Callias is wrong.” Elpinice is brisk and to the point. She reminds me of Xerxes’ mother, the old Queen Atossa. “Even so, I take some pleasure in the fact that it was Pericles who forced that law through the assembly. Now his own law will forever exclude his own son from citizenship.”

“But Pericles has other sons. By his lawful wife.” Callias still resents deeply, or so he maintains, the fact that many years ago the wife of his eldest son left her husband in order to marry Pericles, thus making two families wretched instead of one.

“Bad laws are made to entrap those who make them,” said Elpinice, as if quoting some familiar proverb.

“Did Solon say that?” I asked. Solon is a legendary wise man, often quoted by Athenians.

“No,” said Elpinice. “I said it. I like to quote myself. I am not modest. Now, who will be the king of our dinner party?”

As soon as the second tables are taken away, it is the Athenian custom for the company to elect a leader who will then decide, first, how much water should be mixed with the wine – too little obviously means a frivolous evening – and, second, to choose the topic of conversation. The king then guides, more or less, the discussion.

We elected Elpinice queen. She ordered three parts water to one of wine. A serious discussion was intended. And there was indeed a very serious discussion about the nature of the universe. I say very serious because there is a local law – what a place for laws! – which forbids not only the practice of astronomy but any sort of speculation as to the nature of the sky and the stars, the sun and the moon, creation.

The old religion maintains that the two largest celestial shapes are deities called, respectively, Apollo and Diana. Whenever Anaxagoras suggests that the sun and moon are simply great fiery stones rotating in the heavens, he runs a very real risk of being denounced for impiety. Needless to say, the liveliest of the Athenians speculate on these matters all the time. But there is the constant danger that some enemy will bring a charge of impiety against you in the assembly, and if you happen to be unpopular that week, you can be condemned to death. Athenians never cease to astonish me.

But before we got to dangerous matters, I was quizzed by Elpinice about Herodotus’ performance at the Odeon. I was careful not to defend the Great King Xerxes’ policy toward the Greeks – how could I? But I did mention with what horror I had heard Herodotus slander our queen mother. Amestris does not in the least resemble the bloodthirsty virago that Herodotus saw fit to invent for his audience. When he said that she had recently buried alive some Persian youths, the audience shuddered with delight. But the true story is quite different After Xerxes was murdered, certain families went into rebellion. When order was restored, the sons of those families were executed in the normal manner. Magian ritual requires the exposure of the dead to the elements. As a good Zoroastrian, Amestris defied the Magians and ordered the dead youths buried. This was a calculated political gesture, demonstrating once again the victory of Zoroaster over the devil-worshipers.

I told them of Amestris’ perfect loyalty to her husband the Great King. Of her heroic behavior at the time of his murder. Of the hard intelligence which she demonstrated in securing for her second son the throne.

Elpinice was delighted. “I should have been a Persian lady. Obviously I am wasted in Athens.”

Callias was shocked. “You are far too free as it is. I’m also certain that not even in Persia is a lady allowed to lie on a couch, swilling wine with men and talking blasphemy. You’d be locked up in a harem.”

“No, I’d be leading armies like what’s-her-name from Halicarnassus. Artemisia? You must,” Elpinice said to me, “prepare an answer to Herodotus.”

“And tell us all about your travels,” said Callias. “About all those eastern places you’ve seen. The trade routes . . . That would be really useful. I mean, just how does one get to India or Cathay?”

“But more important than trade routes are the notions about creation that you’ve encountered.” Anaxagoras’ dislike of trade and politics sets him apart from other Greeks. “And you must put into writing the message of your grandfather Zoroaster. I have heard of Zoroaster all my life, but no one has even made clear to me who he was or what he actually believed to be the nature of the universe.”

I leave to Democritus the recording of the serious discussion that followed. I note that Callias was predictable; he believes in all the gods, he says. How else was he able to win three times the chariot race at Olympia? But then, he is torchbearer of the mysteries of Demeter at Eleusis.

Elpinice was skeptical. She likes evidence. That means a well-made argument. For Greeks, the only evidence that matters is words. They are masters of making the fantastic sound plausible.

As always, Anaxagoras was modest; he speaks as one “who is simply curious.” Although that stone which fell from the sky proved his theory about the nature of the sun, he is more than ever modest, since “there is so much else to know.”

Democritus asked him about those famous things of his: the things that are everywhere all the time and cannot to be seen.

“Nothing,” Anaxagoras said, after his third cup of Elpinice’s highly diluted wine, “is either generated or destroyed. It is simply mixed and separated from existing things.”

“But surely,” I said, “nothing is no thing and so has no existence at all.”

“The word nothing will not do? Then let us try everything. Think of everything as an infinite number of small seeds that contain everything that there is. Therefore, everything is in everything else.”

“This is a lot harder to believe than the passion of holy Demeter after her daughter went down into Hades,” said Callias, “taking the spring and the summer with her, an observable fact.” Callias then muttered a prayer, as befitted a high priest of the Eleusinian mysteries.

“I made no comparison, Callias.” Anaxagoras is always tactful. “But you will admit that a bowl of lentils has no hair in it.”

“At least we hope not,” said Elpinice.

“Or fingernail parings? Or bits of bone?”

“I agree with my wife. I mean, I hope that none of these things gets mixed in with the lentils.”

“Good. So do I. We also agree that no matter how closely you observe a lentil bean, it does not contain anything but bean. That is, there are no human hairs in it or bones or blood or skin.”

“Certainly not Personally, I don’t like beans of any kind.”

“That’s because Callias is really a Pythagorean,” said Elpinice. Pythagoras forbade members of his sect to eat beans because they contain transmigrating human souls. This is an Indian notion that somehow got taken up by Pythagoras.

“No, because I am really a victim of flatulence.” Callias thought this amusing.

Anaxagoras made his point. “On a diet of nothing but lentils and invisible water, a man will grow hair, nails, bone, sinew, blood. Therefore, all the constituents of a human body are somehow present in the bean.”

Democritus will record for himself but not for me the rest of our dinner party, which was pleasant and instructive.

Callias and Elpinice left first. Then Anaxagoras came over to my couch and said, “I may not be able to visit you for some time. I know you will understand.”

“Medism?” This is what Athenians call those Greeks who favor the Persians and their brother-race the Medes.

“Yes.”

I was more exasperated than alarmed. “These people are not sane on that subject. If the Great King didn’t want peace, I wouldn’t be ambassador at Athens. I would be military governor.” This was unwise – the wine’s effect.

“Pericles is popular. I am his friend. I also come from a city that was once subject to the Great King. So, sooner or later, I shall be charged with medism. For Pericles’ sake, I hope it is later.” As a very young man Anaxagoras fought at Marathon on our side. Neither of us has ever alluded to this episode in his life. Unlike me, he has no interest at all in politics. Therefore, he is bound to be used by the conservatives as a means of striking at General Pericles.

“Let us hope that you are never charged,” I said. “If they find you guilty, they’ll put you to death.”

Anaxagoras gave a soft sigh which might have been a laugh. “The descent into Hades,” he said, “is the same no matter where or when you start.”

I then asked the grimmest of Greek questions, first phrased by the insufficiently hard-headed author of The Persians, “ ‘Is it not better for a man never to have been born?’ ”

“Certainly not.” The response was brisk. “Just to be able to study the sky is reason enough to be alive.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t see the sky.”

“Then listen to music.” Anaxagoras is always to the point. “Anyway, Pericles is convinced that the Spartans are behind the rebellion of Euboea. So this season Sparta is the enemy, not Persia.” Anaxagoras lowered his voice to a whisper. “When I told the general that I was coming here to dinner, he asked me to apologize to you. He has wanted to receive you for some time. But he is always watched.”

“So much for Athenian freedom.”

“There are worse cities, Cyrus Spitama.”

As Anaxagoras was taking his leave I asked, “Where was all this infinitesimal matter before it was set in motion by mind?”

“Everywhere.”

“No real answer.”

“Perhaps no real question.”

I laughed. “You remind me of a wise man that I met in the east. When I asked him how this world began, he made a nonsensical answer. When I told him that his answer made no sense, he said, ‘Impossible questions require impossible answers.’ ”

“A wise man,” said Anaxagoras, without conviction.

“But why was it that mind set creation in motion?”

“Because that is the nature of mind.”

“Is this demonstrable?”

“It has been demonstrated that the sun is a rock which rotates so quickly that it has caught fire. Well, the sun must have been at rest at some point or it would have burned out by now, the way its fragment did when it fell to earth.”

“Then why won’t you agree with me that the mind which set all these seeds in motion was that of the Wise Lord, whose prophet was Zoroaster?”

“You must tell me more about the Wise Lord, anti what he said to your grandfather. Perhaps the Wise Lord is mind. Who knows? I don’t. You must instruct me.”

I find Anaxagoras agreeable. He does not push himself forward like most sophists. I think of my kinsman Protagoras. Young men pay him to teach them something called morality. He is the wealthiest sophist in the Greek world, according to the other sophists – who should know.

Many years ago I met Protagoras in Abdera. He came one day to my grandfather’s house to deliver wood. He was young, charming, quick-witted. Later, somehow, he became educated. I don’t think that my grandfather helped him, though he was a very rich man. Protagoras has not been in Athens for several years. He is said to be teaching in Corinth, a city filled with wealthy, idle, impious youths, according to the Athenians. Democritus admires our kinsman and has offered to read me one of his many books. I have declined this pleasure. On the other hand, I should not mind meeting him again. Protagoras is another favorite of Pericles’.

Except for one brief public meeting with General Pericles at government house, I have not come within half a city of him. But then, as Anaxagoras said last night, Pericles is always watched. Although he is, in effect, the ruler of Athens, he can still be charged in the assembly with medism or atheism – or even the murder of his political mentor Ephialtes.

Democritus finds the great man dull. On the other hand, the boy admires Aspasia. Lately, he has had the run of her house, where a half-dozen charming girls from Miletus are permanently in residence.

Since Democritus is taking dictation, I cannot give my views on the ideal behavior of a young man in society. He assures me that Aspasia is still good-looking despite her advanced age – she is about twenty-five – and recent motherhood. She is also fearless, which is a good thing, since there is much to fear in this turbulent city; particularly, for a metic – the local word for foreigner – who happens to be the mistress of a man hated by the old aristocracy and their numerous hangers-on. She also surrounds herself with brilliant men who do not believe in the gods.

Currently, a mad soothsayer is threatening to charge Aspasia with impiety. If he does, she could be in real danger. But according to Democritus, she laughs at the mention of the soothsayer’s name. Pours the wine. Instructs the musicians. Listens to the talkers. Attends to Pericles; and to their new son.
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At the beginning there was fire. All creation seemed to be aflame. We had drunk the sacred haoma and the world looked to be as ethereal and as luminous as the fire itself that blazed upon the altar.

This was in Bactra. I was seven years old. I stood next to my grandfather Zoroaster. In one hand I held the ritual bundle of sticks and watched . . .

Just as I was beginning to see again that terrible day, there was a banging at the door. Since the servant is never in the house, Democritus unlatched the door and admitted the sophist Archelaus and one of his pupils, a young mason.

“He’s been arrested!” Archelaus has the loudest voice of any Greek that I’ve ever met, which means the loudest voice in the world.

“Anaxagoras,” said the young mason. “He’s been arrested for impiety.”

“And for medism!” thundered Archelaus. “You must do something.”

“But.” – I was mild – “since I am the Mede at Athens, I don’t think anything that I might say is apt to impress the assembly. Quite the contrary.”

But Archelaus thinks otherwise. He wants me to go before the authorities and say that since the treaty of peace, the Great King has no designs on the Greek world. More to the point, since there is now, demonstrably, a perfect peace between Persia and Athens, Anaxagoras cannot be guilty of medism. I found this argument moderately ingenious, like Archelaus himself.

“Unfortunately,” I said, “it is a condition of the treaty that the terms not be discussed in public.”

“Pericles can discuss it.” The sound reverberated in the courtyard.

“He can,” I said. “But he won’t. The matter is too delicate. Besides, even if the treaty were discussable, the Athenians are still capable of finding Anaxagoras guilty of medism, or of anything else that strikes their fancy.”

“Quite true,” said the pupil. The young mason is called Socrates. Uncommonly ugly, according to Democritus, he is uncommonly intelligent. Last summer, as a favor to Democritus, I hired him to repair the front wall of the house. He made such a botch of it that we now have a dozen new chinks through which the icy wind can whistle. As a result, I have been obliged to abandon the front room entirely. Socrates has offered to re-do the wall but I fear that if he so much as touches the house with his trowel, the whole mud edifice will fall down about our ears. As an artisan, he is most disconcerting. In the midst of plastering a wall he is apt, suddenly, to freeze and stare straight ahead for minutes at a time, listening to some sort of private spirit. When I asked Socrates what sort of things the spirit told him, he simply laughed and said, “My daimon likes to ask me questions.”

This struck me as a highly unsatisfactory sort of spirit. But, I dare say, the lively Socrates is as highly unsatisfactory a sophist as he is a mason.

Archelaus agreed with me that since the conservatives don’t dare to attack Pericles personally, they must satisfy themselves with an indictment of his friend Anaxagoras. But I disagreed with Archelaus when he said that I should tell the assembly that the charge of medism is false.

“Why should they listen to me?” I asked. “Besides, the main charge is bound to be impiety – of which he’s guilty. As are you, Archelaus. As am I, in the eyes of the mob and those who’ve accused him. Who did bring the charge?”

“Lysicles, the sheep dealer.” The name broke upon my ears like some huge wave. Lysicles is a vulgar, hustling sort of man who is bent on making his fortune by serving Thucydides and the conservative interest.

“Then it’s quite clear,” I said. “Thucydides will attack Anaxagoras – and his friend Pericles in the assembly. Pericles will defend Anaxagoras – and his own administration.”

“And you . . .?”

“Will do nothing.” I was firm. “My own position here is fragile, to say the least. The moment that the conservatives decide that it is time for another war with Persia, I shall be put to death – if time does not anticipate your politicians.” I made myself cough pathetically; then could not stop coughing. I am indeed ill.

“What,” asked Socrates abruptly, “happens when you die?”

I gasped for air: it seemed an eternity before the air filled up my chest. “For one thing,” I said, “I shall have left Athens.”

“But do you think that you yourself will continue in another fashion?” The young man seemed genuinely interested in what I thought or, rather, what Zoroastrians think.

“We believe that all souls were created at the beginning by the Wise Lord. In due course, these souls are born once, and once only. On the other hand, in the east, they believe that a soul is born and dies and is born again, thousands and thousands of tunes, in different forms.”

“Pythagoras held the same view,” said Socrates. “When Archelaus and I were in Samos, we met one of Pythagoras’ oldest disciples. He said that Pythagoras got this doctrine from the Egyptians.”

“No.” I was firm. I can’t think why. I don’t really know anything about Pythagoras. “He got it from those who live beyond the Indus River, where I have traveled . . .”

Archelaus was impatient. “This is most fascinating, Ambassador. But the fact remains that our friend has been arrested.”

“The fact also remains,” said Socrates coolly, “that men die, and what happens or does not happen to the mind that inhabits their flesh is of considerable interest.”

“What shall we do?” Archelaus seemed close to stormy tears. In his youth, he had been a student of Anaxagoras’.

“I’m hardly the person to ask,” I said. “Go to General Pericles.”

“We did. He’s not at his house. He’s not at government house. He’s not at Aspasia’s house. He’s vanished.”

Eventually I got rid of Archelaus. Meanwhile Anaxagoras is in prison, and at the next meeting of the assembly he will be prosecuted by Thucydides. I assume that he will be defended by Pericles.

I say assume because early this morning the Spartan army crossed the border into Attica. General Pericles has taken the field, and the war that everyone has been anticipating for so long has at last begun.

I am fairly certain that Athens will be defeated. Democritus is upset. I tell him that it makes no difference at all who wins. The world goes on. In any case, between Athens and Sparta, there is not much choice. Each is Greek.

I shall finish explaining to you, Democritus, what I was not able to tell your friend who asked me what happens after death. Once free of the body, the soul returns to the Wise Lord. But, first, the soul must cross the bridge of the redeemer. Those who have followed in life the Truth will go to the house of good mind, and happiness. Those who have followed the Lie – that is, the way of the Wise Lord’s twin brother Ahriman, who is evil – will go the house of the Lie, and there suffer every sort of torment. Eventually, when the Wise Lord overwhelms evil, all souls will be as one.

Democritus wants to know why the Wise Lord created Ahriman in the first place. This is a good question, which my grandfather answered once and for all.

At the moment of creation, the Wise Lord said of his twin, “Neither our thoughts, nor our deeds, nor our consciences, nor our souls agree.”

Democritus says that this is not a proper answer. I say it is. You say that it is merely a statement about oppositions. I say that it is deeper than that. You say that the Wise Lord does not explain why he created his evil brother. Because each was created simultaneously. By whom? You are very annoying in your Greek way. Let me explain.

At the moment of creation there was only infinite time. But then the Wise Lord decided to devise a trap for Ahriman. He proceeded to create time of the long dominion within infinite time. The human race is now encased in time of the long dominion rather like a fly in a piece of amber. At the end of time of the long dominion, the Wise Lord will defeat his twin, and all darkness will be burned away by light.

Democritus wants to know why the Wise Lord has gone to so much trouble. Why did he consent to the creation of evil? Because, Democritus, he had no choice. Whose choice was it? you ask. I have devoted my life to trying to answer that question, a question which I have put to Gosala, the Buddha, Confucius, and many other wise men to the east and to the east of the east.

So make yourself comfortable, Democritus. I have a long memory, and I shall indulge it. As we wait in this drafty house for the Spartan army to come – not a moment too soon as far as I’m concerned – I shall begin at the beginning and tell you what I know of the creation of this world, and of all other worlds too. I shall also explain why evil is – and is not.




BOOK TWO

In the Days of Darius the Great King



1

At the beginning there was fire. All creation seemed to be aflame. We had drunk the sacred haoma and the world looked to be as ethereal and as luminous and as holy as the fire itself that blazed upon the altar.

This was in Bactra. I was seven years old. I stood next to my grandfather Zoroaster. In one hand, I held the ritual bundle of sticks and watched closely as Zoroaster lit the fire on the altar. As the sun set and the fire flared upon the altar, the Magians began to chant one of those hymns that Zoroaster had received directly from Ahura Mazdah the Wise Lord. In my grandfather’s thirtieth year, he had begged the Wise Lord to show him how a man could practice righteousness in order to achieve a pure existence, now and forever. It was then that the miracle happened.

The Wise Lord appeared to Zoroaster. The Wise Lord told Zoroaster exactly what must be done in order that he – and all mankind – might be purified before the end of time of the long dominion. As the Wise Lord lit with fire the way of Truth that we must follow if we do not succumb to the Lie, so Zoroaster and those who follow the true religion light the sacred fire in a sunless place.

I can still see the light from the fire altar as it illuminated the row of golden jars that held the sacred haoma. I can still hear the
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