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 This paper examines the relationship between Herodotus’ ethnographic account of 

the Persians and his narrative of their actions in the Histories. The first chapter analyzes 

the placement of this ethnography within the historian’s description of the fall of Croesus 

and the rise of Cyrus and then examines the language that Herodotus uses to describe the 

Persian customs. The second chapter focuses more narrowly on the elements of the 

Persian trivium (truth telling, archery, and horsemanship) and analyzes the way in which 

the historian incorporates these themes into his narrative. Finally, the third chapter of the 

report examines how Herodotus integrates all three elements of the trivium into an 

extended logos, that of the revolt of the Persian nobles against the usurper Magi and the 

subsequent ascension of Darius. This analysis thereby demonstrates that the multifaceted 

relationship between the historian’s Persian ethnography and his narrative connects the 

Persians’ successes with their adherence to their customs.  
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Introduction 

 Herodotus weaves into the Histories a vast amount of ethnographic material, in 

addition to the many other Exkurse that he incorporates into his account. This report 

examines the connection between his larger narrative and one of these ethnographies, that 

of the Persians, found in the first book of the Histories. This analysis establishes a 

relationship between the Persians‘ adherence to or departure from their customs and their 

successes and failures in Herodotus‘ narrative. Part of the aim of the historian‘s work is 

to demonstrate the causes of the vicissitudes of human fortune. In Herodotus‘ estimation, 

no single explanation reveals all of the reasons for the volatility of human fate as evident 

in the Histories. In an effort to analyze one cause of individuals‘ and states‘ successes 

and failures, this report examines how Herodotus uses specific elements of the Persian 

ethnography to explicate the relationship between custom, action, and outcome in his 

narrative.  

At the outset of his inquiry, Herodotus claims to have cast a wide net in his search 

for suitable topics of discussion in the Histories. In the proem to his work, he maintains 

that he will set out the many exploits of men, leaving no avenue of investigation 

unexplored: 

Ἡξνδόηνπ Ἁιηθαξλεζζένο ἱζηνξίεο ἀπόδεμηο ἣδε, ὡο κήηε ηὰ γελόκελα 

ἐμ ἀλζξώπσλ ηῷ ρξόλῳ ἐμίηεια γέλεηαη, κήηε ἔξγα κεγάια ηε θαὶ 

ζσκαζηά, ηὰ κὲλ Ἕιιεζη, ηὰ δὲ βαξβάξνηζη ἀπνδερζέληα, ἀθιέα γέλεηαη, 

ηά ηε ἄιια θαὶ δη' ἡλ αἰηίελ ἐπνιέκεζαλ ἀιιήινηζη.
1
 (Proem) 

 

This is the publication of the inquiry (historia) of Herodotus of 

Halicarnassus so that the deeds done by men would not become forgotten 

                                                 
1
 The Greek text of Herodotus given throughout this paper follows that of Hude‘s (1960) edition of the 

OCT.  
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in time, and so that the great and marvelous deeds, performed by both 

Greeks and barbarians, would not be without fame, both other things and, 

in particular, the cause for which they went to war with one another.
2
  

 

Herodotus‘ apodexis is vague but thereby effectively marks out the all-encompassing 

nature of his work.
3
 Jacoby uses the vagueness of the proem as part of his larger 

argument that the historian‘s seemingly unfocused narrative reflects a multi-stage method 

of composition or even that the author reflects such disparate concerns in the various 

segments of the text that the Histories cannot be analyzed as a coherent unit.
4
 Conversely, 

Erbse argues that any attempt to use the proem to predict the content of the Histories will 

result in confusion and misdirection.
5
 Bakker argues that the historian displays this 

ambiguity in his proem to allow his audience to judge on their own the events laid out in 

the Histories.
6
 In the process of delving into Herodotus‘ work, therefore, his readers can 

each draw their own conclusions as to the causes and significance of certain events. 

Bakker argues that Herodotus intends to allow his audience to be placed in the position of 

an historian analyzing and evaluating the relationships between the various people, states, 

and conflicts that Herodotus discusses in his work. Herodotus‘ explicit purpose in 

undertaking this monumental effort reveals his intention of expressing the causes of 

individuals‘ and states‘ successes and failures.  

                                                 
2
 All translations given throughout this paper are those of the author.  

3
 Scholars argue that the term apodexis also demonstrates Herodotus‘ method of publication or 

dissemination of the Histories. v., e.g., Evans (1991), pp. 90-100, and Thomas (2000), pp. 257-60 for the 

argument that this term reflects that the Histories were first set out as a work in progress, rather than a 

completed text. Nagy (1987), pp. 175-84, argues that the patterns of orality evident in the Histories reflect 

the performative nature of the work.  
4
 Jacoby (1913), pp. 275-80.  

5
 Erbse (1992), pp. 123-25. Erbse also reviews the scholarship on the proem and provides a good 

introduction to the various themes that scholars discover in Herodotus‘ apodexis.  
6
 Bakker et al., (2002), pp. 3-32.  
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The historian claims that he records the events of the past to ensure that the deeds 

of men become neither forgotten (ἐμίηεια) nor without fame (ἀθιέα), a desire that 

compels Herodotus to leave no line of inquiry unexamined. He reveals the broad 

sweeping scope of his Histories by claiming that he will: ὁκνίσο κηθξὰ θαὶ κεγάια ἄζηεα 

ἀλζξώπσλ ἐπεμηώλ, ―go through in detail both the small and large cities of men alike‖ 

(1.4.3). As if to demonstrate how famous events and notable figures can fall into the state 

of obscurity that he so fears, the historian follows this statement with a description of the 

effects of the vicissitude of human fortune:  

Τὰ [ἄζηεα] γὰξ ηὸ πάιαη κεγάια ἤλ, ηὰ πνιιὰ αὐηῶλ ζκηθξὰ γέγνλε· ηὰ δὲ 

ἐπ' ἐκέν ἤλ κεγάια, πξόηεξνλ ἤλ ζκηθξά. Τὴλ ἀλζξσπείελ ὦλ 

ἐπηζηάκελνο εὐδαηκνλίελ νὐδακὰ ἐλ ηὠπηῷ κέλνπζαλ, ἐπηκλήζνκαη 

ἀκθνηέξσλ ὁκνίσο. (1.5.4) 

 

For those [cities] which were great in former times, many of them have 

become small, and those which were great in my time, were at an earlier 

date small. Thus, understanding that human fortune does not remain in the 

same state, I will make mention of both alike.  

 

The contrasting adjectives κέγαο and ζκηθξόο carry the connotations of both size and 

quality or importance. Thus, Herodotus has in mind that these cities vary not only in 

magnitude, but also alternatively between being ―of great importance‖ and ―of lesser 

importance.‖
7
 This report traces the rise and fall of various Persians throughout the 

Histories and analyzes the role that their customs play in their successes and failures. 

Herodotus uses the information that he presents in his ethnography of the Persians to 

connect their adherence to their nomoi with their victories and their departures from these 

customs with their demise.  

                                                 
7
 v. LSJ, p. 1088, meaning II.1, and p. 1133, meaning I.2, respectively, for the connotations of significance.  
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 A brief summary of a few of the more significant works of scholarship that 

examine Herodotus‘ use of the ethnographies reveals a variety of related explanations, 

ranging from internal historiographic concerns to external didacticism. Hartog, in his 

groundbreaking work on the Histories, argues that Herodotus uses the Scythian 

ethnography as a means for the Greeks to define themselves through the explication of a 

set of customs inversely related to their own.
8
 That is, that in looking through the 

―mirror‖ of the Scythians‘ customs, this historian‘s audience learns what it means to be 

―Greek.‖ Hartog makes the important observation that the structure of the historian‘s 

presentation of Scythian nomoi parallels his later narrative of the Persian invasion of 

Hellas.
9
 West follows Hartog‘s views about the relationship between the Scythian 

ethnography and the overarching structure of the Histories.
10

 She differs from Hartog, 

who asserts that Herodotus is purposefully mendacious in his presentation of the Scythian 

customs, in arguing that that Herodotus adjusts his presentation of the customs to suit his 

purpose in distinguishing between Greek and Scythian customs, but that he otherwise 

presents traditions that he has uncovered during his research into foreign cultures.
11

  

Thomas extends her own analysis beyond the Scythian nomoi, suggesting that Herodotus 

develops the themes of his ethnographies in a manner that conforms to the larger Greek 

tradition of recounting foreign customs within the medico-scientific authors of the early 

fifth century BCE.
12

 Munson examines Herodotus‘ ethnographic accounts and concludes 

that, at least in part, the historian develops an evaluation of the attitudes of both Greeks 

                                                 
8
 Hartog (1988), v. esp. pp. 35-60 and 360-77.  

9
 Hartog (1988), v. pp. 34-56, esp. 44-9.  

10
 West in Bakker et al (2002), pp. 437-56.  

11
 Hartog (1988), pp. 371-82; West in Bakker et al (2002), pp. 446-56.  

12
 Thomas (2000), pp. 75-134.  
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and foreigners in order to stress the disparities between the internal ethnic definitions 

evident within the larger Hellenic world.
13

  

 Common to much of the scholarship analyzing the historian‘s use of his 

ethnographic accounts is the concept of self-definition among the Greeks. As noted 

above, the model of Hellenic self-definition through comparison with the ―other‖ began 

with Hartog‘s work, but has since led scholars of other genres of classical literature to 

follow suit.
14

 Georges notes that in examining the Greek practice of self-definition 

through a comparison of their own nomoi with foreign customs, we come to understand 

the style of the Greeks‘ presentation of others‘ customs more than the foreign cultures 

themselves.
15

 Mitchell, in her recent work tracing the development of the concept of Pan-

Hellenism among the Greeks, argues that neither Herodotus‘ account of the Greco-

Persian Wars nor the conflicts themselves prove to be the crucial event in the 

development of the idea of the all-encompassing, universally ―Greek‖ culture, but instead 

maintains that this concept develops over a long period of time, beginning in the archaic 

period and continuing throughout the fifth century BCE.
16

 J. Hall likewise discusses the 

conceptualization of a universal ―Hellenicity,‖ arguing that Greek self-definition and the 

Hellenes‘ consciousness of the ―other‖ develop simultaneously.
17

 Herodotus incorporates 

into his account of Persian customs patterns of ―otherness‖ and self-definition similar to 

those evident in his other ethnographies, but he refines and narrows this technique of 

                                                 
13

 Munson (2001), pp. 134-232.  
14

 Notably among them is E. Hall (1989), who argues for a similar phenomenon in Greek tragedy. She 

relies heavily upon Hartog‘s analysis of Herodotus‘ text to show the ―rhetoric of otherness‖ evident in the 

tragic plays. 
15

 Georges (1994), pp. 47-75.  
16

 Mitchell (2007), v. esp. pp. 77-168.  
17

 J. Hall (2002), v. esp. pp. 172-220.  
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explicating divergence by specifically highlighting the omissions evident in the Persians‘ 

nomoi.  

 This report focuses on Herodotus‘ presentation of the Persian customs and the 

relationship between these nomoi and the Persians‘ actions in the Histories. Though this 

analysis will not deal directly with the question of Herodotus‘ sources, it is worth note 

that scholars have long examined the basis of Herodotus‘ information regarding foreign 

customs and events. Most notably, Fehling, in his hypercritical attack against the 

historian‘s method of source citation, claims that any section in which Herodotus names 

his source, regardless of the form of that citation, contains demonstrably false 

information.
18

 Fehling‘s work has given rise to a large group of scholars who all operated 

under the assumption that the historian‘s source citations cast doubt onto his account.
19

 

Pritchett reversed this trend in his straightforward attack on Fehling, West, and the others 

who adopted this view.
20

 Likewise, Murray‘s work on the oral sources available to 

Herodotus in Asia Minor has since reinvigorated the thought that Herodotus may well 

reflect local, Asian traditions in circulation during the fifth century BCE, while still 

developing his narrative to suit his own historiographic purposes.
21

 Scholars of history 

must reconcile the discrepancies evident between Herodotus‘ presentation of the history 

                                                 
18

 Fehling (1971).  
19

 v., e.g., Hegyi (1973), pp. 73-87; Waters (1985); West (1985), pp. 278-305; Gould (1989), esp. ch. 2; 

Lateiner (1989), pp. 91-103; and Mandell (1990), pp. 103-8.  
20

 Pritchett (1993).  
21

 Murray (1987), pp. 93-115, v. esp. p. 110. Murray stresses the dual nature of Herodotus‘ oral sources, 

that is, that the historian had access only to the Greeks working within the Persian court in Asia Minor but 

direct access to aristocratic families in Hellas. Murray, perhaps, draws too narrow a conclusion in asserting 

that Herodotus had no access to aristocratic Persian sources. The historian quite likely gathered oral 

testimonies from multiple strata of Persian society, both directly and indirectly.  
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of the Persian Empire with the often contradictory, but scant evidence available from 

Persian sources directly.
22

  

 As the third chapter of this report deals directly with the revolt of the Persian 

nobles against the usurper Magi and the ascension of Darius to the throne, it is worth 

noting scholars‘ arguments concerning the relationship between Herodotus‘ version of 

this account and another well known source of information for these events, the Behistun 

inscription. Scholars have long turned to the Behistun inscription, the official 

Achaemenid account of the fall of the Magi and ascension of Darius, in an effort to 

discover the sources for Herodotus‘ narrative of these events.
23

 Though the historian does 

not name a source for his logos, there are both parallels and discrepancies between these 

two texts that have served as fodder for scholarly debate. Fehling treats the historian‘s 

relation to the Behistun text only indirectly, but expresses surprise when Herodotus 

agrees with the monumental version of events in a detail as simple as the number of 

conspirators.
24

 Cook maintains that the ―mistakes‖ that the historian makes in his logos 

demonstrate that he certainly did not know of this inscription and instead crafts his 

                                                 
22

 Briant‘s (1996) landmark analysis of the rise of the Persian Empire up to the time of Alexander is notable 

in this regard. Briant makes extensive use of Greek literary sources, including Herodotus, while comparing 

these accounts with archaeological, textual, and epigraphic evidence available from the Persian perspective. 

Likewise, scholars have long compared Herodotus‘ use of Persian words and names in an effort to explain 

the discrepancies that arise between Greek and Persian accounts, v., e.g., Schmitt (1969) and (1976), 

Armayor (1978a) and (1978b), Sancisi-Weerdenburg (1988) and (1989), and Mandell (1990). These 

analyses are largely critical and argue that Herodotus‘ errors in rendering Persian words and names 

demonstrate his lack of access to or lack of interest in gathering information directly from Persian sources.  
23

 For general studies on the relationship between Herodotus‘ account and possible Persian sources, v. 

Pohlenz (1961); Waters (1985); and Hegyi (1973), pp. 73-87.   
24

 Fehling (1971), pp. 160-61. Following Fehling‘s example, West (1985) analyzes Herodotus‘ explicit 

citation of epigraphic sources and argues that he is deliberately underhanded in his citation of inscriptions, 

belying his reliance instead upon, in her estimation, demonstrably false oral traditions. Pritchett (1993) 

refutes each of these scholars for their lack of comprehension of Herodotus‘ purpose and an understanding 

of his Eastern sources.  
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account from an oral tradition that derives from one of the Seven other than Darius.
25

 

Conversely, Balcer treats the relation between the prose text of Herodotus and its 

monumental counterpart at length and concludes that the historian derives his account 

from various Persian oral sources that each developed various details stemming from 

their knowledge of the Behistun inscription.
26

 Balcer describes Herodotus‘ account of the 

fall of the Magi and the ascension of Darius as a puzzle fitted together from various 

pieces, which each has at its heart some understanding of the official Achaemenid 

monumental version of events. As this report is primarily concerned with the internal 

historiographic purposes for Herodotus‘ account of the Persian nomoi, the relationship 

between the historian and his sources for the Persian customs is largely incidental to our 

concern with his method of presentation and the utilization of this ethnography 

throughout the narrative of the Histories. The extent to which Herodotus strays from or 

remains loyal to his sources does not affect this analysis.  

Instead of naming an external source for his account of the Persians‘ customs, 

Herodotus stresses his personal experience in learning about these practices. Herodotus 

hints at his autopsy of the Persian nomoi at two points within this ethnography. When he 

first breaks off from his description of Cyrus‘ ascension at the beginning of this Exkurs, 

Herodotus states: Πέξζαο δὲ νἶδα λόκνηζη ηνηνῖζηδε ρξεσκέλνπο, ―I know that the 

Persians practice the following customs‖ (1.131.1). Herodotus‘ choice of the verb νἶδα, a 

perfect tense form which bears the connotation of ―I have seen,‖ emphasizes both his 

                                                 
25

 Cook (1983), pp. 18-19; v. also Murray (1987) for the possibility of Herodotus‘ oral sources in Asia 

Minor.  
26

 v. Balcer (1987), esp. pp. 157-66.  



9 

 

active role in attempting to discover the Persian customs for himself and his position as 

knowledgeable chronicler explicating information gained from his prior experiences. 

Thus, an alternative translation of the phrase above renders the historian‘s intended dual 

meaning: ―I have seen the Persians practicing these customs and thus know that they 

practice them.‖ After describing several facets of the Persian nomoi in chapters 1.131-39, 

Herodotus again emphasizes his personal familiarity with Persian customs: Ταῦηα κὲλ 

ἀηξεθέσο ἔρσ πεξὶ αὐηῶλ εἰδὼο εἰπεῖλ, ―I am able to speak accurately about these things, 

having seen them‖ (1.140.1). The adverb ἀηξεθέσο stresses the accurate and precise 

nature of Herodotus‘ account.
27

 The historian uses a participial form, εἰδὼο, of νἶδα to 

substantiate his ability to speak about the Persian nomoi; that is, because Herodotus has 

personally witnessed the Persians practicing these customs, he is able to discuss these 

nomoi accurately.  

Herodotus closes his ethnography of the Persians with a topic for which he cannot 

express the same certainty. Before describing Persian customs regarding the dead, the 

historian claims: Τάδε κέληνη ὡο θξππηόκελα ιέγεηαη θαὶ νὐ ζαθελέσο πεξὶ ηνῦ 

ἀπνζαλόληνο, ―The following matters concerning the dead, however, are not discussed 

openly but instead as though they are concealed‖ (1.140.1). Given that Herodotus claims 

that the Persian burial customs are not discussed in the open, he exposes that at least a 

portion of his examination of Persian customs was completed through an investigation 

into oral tradition. He maintains that these matters are treated as if they are concealed (ὡο 

θξππηόκελα), not that the Persians are, in fact, completely furtive concerning their nomoi. 

                                                 
27

 v. LSJ, p. 272, II.1.  
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This claim demonstrates that Herodotus did gather information about Persian burial 

customs through oral inquiry. For several other notable ethnographic accounts Herodotus 

also stresses the verbal nature of his sources through the use of the verb ππλζάλνκαη, 

―learn by oral inquiry.‖
28

 However, as the historian turns next to discuss customs among 

the Magi concerning the dead, he again emphasizes his position as an eyewitness to the 

events. He claims: Μάγνπο κὲλ γὰξ ἀηξεθέσο νἶδα ηαῦηα πνηεῦληαο· ἐκθαλέσο γὰξ δὴ 

πνηεῦζη, ―For I know for certain that the Magi do these things, for they do them in plain 

sight‖ (1.140.2). Through these references to his personal acquaintance with and oral 

investigation into these customs, Herodotus portrays himself as an actual eyewitness 

truthfully recording the nomoi of the Persians. The historian‘s claims of autopsy and oral 

inquiry reveal his method of gathering information for his description of the Persian 

customs and emphasize the personal experience that he had in seeing and being informed 

of the Persian nomoi.  

This report examines Herodotus‘ use of the Persian ethnography in the Histories 

by undertaking an increasingly narrowed argument. Each successive chapter focuses 

more closely on the historian‘s treatment of these customs within his narrative. The first 

chapter analyzes the historian‘s presentation of the Persian nomoi in the first book of the 

Histories. Herodotus‘ account of the Persian ethnography (1.131-40) curiously stands out 

as one of the shortest of his ethnographies, though its subject is a nation that plays such a 

                                                 
28

 For this meaning, v. LSJ, svv ππλζάλνκαη, p. 1554. For examples of oral inquiry in the ethnographic 

accounts, cf. Herodotus‘ comments on the Babylonians: ππλζάλνκαη (1.196.1); Scythians: ππζέζζαη 

(4.81.1); and Thracians: ππζέζζαη (5.9.1).  



11 

 

major role in the historical narrative of the Histories.
29

 Though this Exkurs seems 

undersized at first glance, both the context in which Herodotus places this ethnography 

and its influence on the later narrative history demonstrates the additional layers of 

meaning through which the historian intends this account to be understood. We will see 

how the historian develops the themes of differentiation and divergence between the 

Persians and the Greeks in an effort to define the customs of each and then utilizes a 

similar pattern of omission to distinguish further between the Magi and their Persian 

rulers.  

 The second chapter of this report then narrows its focus to examine in depth one 

facet of this ethnography, the Persians‘ educational trivium and the reappearance of these 

three elements throughout the Histories. The historian describes that from the ages of five 

to twenty, the Persians teach their youths three things: horsemanship, archery, and truth 

telling (ἱππεύεηλ θαὶ ηνμεύεηλ θαὶ ἀιεζίδεζζαη; 1.136.2). We will analyze how Herodotus 

evokes these three elements of the trivium at critical moments in the Histories to 

demonstrate a relationship between his description of the Persians‘ customs and their 

actions. The historian‘s presentation of these nomoi foregrounds the events of his later 

narrative and exhibits the link that Herodotus develops between the Persians‘ nomoi and 

the success that they achieve in their exploits.  

 The third chapter examines how Herodotus incorporates the three elements of the 

trivium into a single extended account, that of the fall of the Magi and ascension of 

                                                 
29

 The ethnography of the Persians (1.131-40) comprises only ten chapters, roughly equivalent to the 

ethnographies of the Babylonians (1.192-200) and the various peoples of Thrace (5.3-10) and in stark 

contrast to the lengthier ethnographies of the Egyptians (2.35-98), Scythians (4.59-82), and Libyans (4.168-

96).   
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Darius. We will see how the historian continues the theme of divergence between the 

Persians and Magi, as established in the first chapter, to make clear that these two groups 

are distinct in terms of their nomoi and thus behave in divergent ways. Herodotus then 

takes care to describe how the Persians succeed only when they adhere to the elements of 

the trivium, thereby linking their victory over the Magi with their ability to demonstrate 

their knowledge and practice of truth telling, archery, and horsemanship.  

 This correlation between adherence to one‘s nomoi and one‘s success helps to 

explain Herodotus‘ purpose in crafting a text so laden with ethnographic data. Following 

his account of Cambyses‘ madness in the third book of the Histories, Herodotus relates a 

proleptic Exkurs that demonstrates his estimation of the relationship between custom and 

action. The historian describes how Darius summons a group of Greeks and a group of 

Indians to his court on two different occasions and asks each of them if they would be 

willing to practice the other‘s burial customs (3.38.3-4). The Greeks dismiss the thought 

of eating their dead, while the Indians, who do consume their deceased relatives, are 

appalled by Darius‘ suggestion that they burn the bodies instead. After establishing this 

contrast, Herodotus then records his opinion as to the significance of this divergence: 

Οὕησ κέλ λπλ ηαῦηα λελόκηζηαη, θαὶ ὀξζῶο κνη δνθέεη Πίλδαξνο πνηῆζαη, «λόκνλ πάλησλ 

βαζηιέα» θήζαο εἶλαη, ―Since they practiced those customs at that time, Pindar seems to 

me to have put it correctly when he said: ‗Custom is king of all‘‖ (3.38.4).
30

 The historian 

cites this fragment of Pindar to close his account of Darius‘ wish to demonstrate within 

                                                 
30

 Pindar fr. 152 (Bowra), 169 (Schneider). cf. Plut. Dem. 42.8.3 and Plato Gorg. 484b4. Thomas (2000), 

pp. 125-27, notes that Herodotus uses this quote in a different sense than Pindar‘s original implication. For 

an analysis of this fragment within Pindar‘s work, v. Heinemann (1945), pp. 67-68.  
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his court the disparity between the customs of the Greeks and those of the Indians. To 

Herodotus, this sentiment sums up his belief of the correlation between nomos and action, 

that is, that people live in obedience to their customs and would not consider adopting the 

nomoi of others. As his various accounts of Persians exhibiting their adherence to their 

customs will demonstrate, the success of an individual is defined by his obedience to his 

nomoi. First, however, we will analyze the placement of Herodotus‘ Persian ethnography 

in the first book of the Histories and see how it develops the theme of divergence 

between Greek and Persian customs.  
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I: Herodotus’ Ethnography of the Persians 
 

 This chapter will analyze the context and themes of Herodotus‘ Persian 

ethnography in an effort to describe the method that the historian uses to explicate the 

Persians‘ customs. First, we will examine how the historian uses the conflict between 

Croesus and Cyrus as a framing point for his account of the Persian nomoi. Herodotus‘ 

narrative of the fall of the Lydian king and the rise of his Persian counterpart serves as 

the backdrop for his presentation of the Persian ethnography, thereby linking the 

Persians‘ customs with their ascendancy. Secondly, this chapter will analyze how 

Herodotus defines the Persian nomoi by contrasting them with the Greeks‘ customs. The 

historian‘s portrayal of Persian customs stresses the omissions which they exhibit from 

the standpoint of Hellenic practices. As Herodotus presents the individual elements of the 

Persian ethnography, he uses his account of these nomoi to draw clear distinctions 

between the Persians and the Greeks. Herodotus then recalls these customs that separate 

the Persians from the Hellenes at various points through his narrative account to reinforce 

the disparity that he demonstrates in the ethnography. Thus, the historian‘s account of the 

nomoi of the Persians foregrounds the later narrative of the Histories. Herodotus‘ 

evocation of these individual elements of the Persian ethnography throughout his later 

narrative will forecast the second chapter of this project, which will trace the three 

elements of the Persian educational practices throughout the Histories. Finally, this 

chapter will examine how Herodotus uses the same patterns of omission and disparity at 

the close of this ethnography to distinguish between the Persians and the Magi. This 

technique of emphasizing the omission of certain practices becomes a device that the 
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historian uses to articulate the ―otherness‖ of the Persians. Building upon the previous 

scholarship that argues that Herodotus uses his descriptions of the ―other‖ to establish the 

concept of self-definition among the Greeks, this chapter will show how this pattern of 

omission allows Herodotus to distinguish between the Persians and both the Greeks and 

the Magi.
31

 The distinctions that the historian makes throughout the ethnography between 

the Greeks and Persians thereby inform his identification of the Magi as a distinct ethnic 

group from their Persian rulers, a division that will play an important role in his logos of 

the revolt of the Persian nobles against the usurper Magi, an account that will be analyzed 

in the third chapter of this report. This analysis of the Persian ethnography, however, will 

set the stage for the subsequent investigation into Persian educational customs by 

explicating how Herodotus ties the Persians‘ victories to their nomoi and how their 

practices distinguish them from both the Greeks and the Magi. 

Herodotus places his depiction of the Persian nomoi at a crucial juncture in the 

first book of the Histories. This book largely consists of two logoi, those of the reigns of 

Croesus and Cyrus, interspersed with Exkurse that are largely analeptic and of varying 

lengths. The narrative of the actions of these two prominent kings allows the historian to 

analyze more fully the stated objective of his inquiry. As Herodotus states in the proem of 

the Histories, he undertakes this work due to his desire that human deeds be neither 

forgotten (ἐμίηεια) nor without fame (ἀθιέα) and because he recognizes the vicissitude 

of human fortune.
32

 The historian begins this explication of how states and individuals 

rise and fall in the first book of the Histories by contrasting the reigns of Croesus and 

                                                 
31

 For a discussion of the concept of Greek self-definition and ―otherness‖ in Herodotus, v. pp. 5-6 above. 
32

 1.1 and 1.5.4, v. pp. 1-3, above.  
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Cyrus, each of whom will come to power and subsequently decline over the course of the 

narrative.
33

 Herodotus claims that Croesus‘ role in subjugating the Asiatic Greeks 

prompts him to begin his Histories with the Lydian king: ηὸλ δὲ νἶδα αὐηὸο πξῶηνλ 

ὑπάξμαληα ἀδίθσλ ἔξγσλ ἐο ηνὺο Ἕιιελαο, ηνῦηνλ ζεκήλαο πξνβήζνκαη ἐο ηὸ πξόζσ 

ηνῦ ιόγνπ, ―having discussed the one whom I know first undertook unjust acts against 

the Greeks, I will proceed forward in my narrative‖ (1.5.3).
34

 This starting point 

highlights the historian‘s desire to focus on the rise and fall of individuals and nations, as 

he correlates Croesus‘ ascendancy with the defeat of the Ionian Greeks. As Herodotus 

advances through his logos of Lydian history, the focus of the narrative remains on 

Croesus until the historian reaches the fall of Sardis to the Persian army. At this point, 

Herodotus shifts his focus to Cyrus and the emergence of Persian power in the east.
35

  

This description of the life of Cyrus and the rise of the Persian Empire in the latter 

part of the first book of the Histories is the immediate context for Herodotus‘ 

presentation of Persian customs.
36

 Herodotus first turns his attention to the Persians only 

                                                 
33

 There is no shortage of scholarship that analyzes the role that Croesus plays in book one and the larger 

picture of Herodotus‘ Histories. Pelling (2006), for instance, analyzes the first book of the Histories 

through a focus on Croesus‘ ability and inability to learn from historical experience. Marg (1953) describes 

Croesus‘ Selbstsicherheit (―self-assurance‖) as the central theme of the book and demonstrates that Croesus 

represents the first of several typical ―eastern despots‖ who exemplify similar behaviors. Among these are 

Cyrus, Cambyses, Darius, and Xerxes. Scholars have also examined the role of Solon and his effect on 

Croesus, who, in turn, becomes an advisor to Persian kings, v., e.g., Regenbogen (1930), Schneeweiss 

(1975), and Shapiro (1996). For the larger theme of the ―wise advisor‖ in the Histories, v. Lattimore 

(1939). For various interpretations of the force of Herodotus‘ choice to begin the Histories with the Lydian 

logos, v. Bernadette (1969), pp. 13-14; Schneeweiss (1975), pp. 164-65; Lang (1984), p. 3; Lateiner (1989), 

pp. 39, 43, 122; and Pelling (1997) passim and (2006), pp. 172-73.  
34

 Herodotus continues in the next chapter (1.6) to describe Croesus‘ actions against the Asiatic Hellenes as 

justification for starting his narrative with Croesus.  
35

 Pelling (2006), p. 154, n. 51, describes how Herodotus marks this shift in focus with a marked shift in 

grammatical subjects. Up to 1.74, ―Croesus‖ predominates as the subject; from 1.75-78, Herodotus utilizes 

a mix of ―Croesus‖ and ―Cyrus,‖ and from 1.79 forward, ―Cyrus‖ stands out as the predominant 

grammatical subject. 
36

 Herodotus‘ description of the life story of Cyrus comprises §§108-214 of the first book of the Histories.  
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after he describes how Cyrus‘ army captures Sardis and the aftermath of this defeat for 

the Lydians (1.84-94). The historian then looks back in time in an extended analeptic 

Exkurs that describes the Median kingship up to the time of Cyrus.
37

 Herodotus then 

narrates the failed exposure of the infant Cyrus and his subsequent recognition by 

Astyages, the Median king and grandfather of the former who allows Cyrus to return to 

his parents in Persia (1.107-22). The historian then describes Cyrus‘ successful bid to 

lead the Persians in revolt against the Medes (1.123-30). The shift of power in the east 

from Media to Persia is the final element of the analepse, at which point Herodotus 

pauses to explain Persian customs. Before describing the Persian nomoi, however, the 

historian first ends the extended analepse by recalling where it began, as he notes that the 

fall of Sardis results in Cyrus ruling over all of Asia (πάζεο ηῆο Ἀζίεο ἤξμε; 1.130.3). At 

this crucial juncture in Persian history Herodotus presents the Persian nomoi. Though the 

historian places other ethnographic accounts around a narrative of conflict involving 

those peoples, he ties only the Persian ethnography to the success of a non-Hellenic 

ethnos.
38

 Herodotus‘ account of Persian nomoi is the only example of an ethnography that 

he frames on both sides with direct examples of the peoples‘ victories. Following this 

ethnography, the historian returns to the present in the narrative and describes the 

aftermath of the Persian defeat of the Lydians. Herodotus thereby uses his account of the 

                                                 
37

 In employing the terminology ―analeptic Excurse,‖ the author follows the ―anachronical‖ construction of 

time and digression in the Histories, as described by I.J.F. de Jong (1999), pp. 230-41, and (2001). de Jong 

developed further the term ―anachronies,‖ first described by Genette (1980), pp. 35-36.  
38

 Herodotus‘ other ethnographic accounts either precede a Persian attack against those peoples, as do those 

of the Egyptians (2.35-98) and Scythians (4.59-82), or follow their defeat at Persian hands, as do the 

accounts of the nomoi of the Babylonians (1.192-200) and the various peoples of Thrace (5.3-10). The 

historian‘s brief account of Lacedaemonian customs (1.65) during his account of archaic Greek history 

demonstrates a similar pattern of success as tied to nomoi as he next narrates the Spartans‘ eventual victory 

against the Tegeans (1.66-68).  
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emergence of Persian power, the commencement of Cyrus‘ kingship, and his victory over 

Croesus as framing elements that emphasize the link between the customs of the Persians 

and their triumphs. This connection between success and nomos becomes a recurring 

theme within the Histories as Herodotus will incorporate elements of the Persian 

ethnography at pivotal moments in his narrative. The historian begins this correlation by 

framing the Persian ethnography with his contrasting accounts of the changing fortunes 

of these two kings. Thus, Herodotus recounts the Persians‘ nomoi at the turning point of 

the first book of the Histories, a position which makes the ethnography the fulcrum upon 

which the historian balances his presentation of the vicissitudes of human fortune evident 

in the fall of Croesus and rise of Cyrus.  

Within the ethnography itself, the historian depicts the Persian nomoi using 

consistent patterns. That Herodotus focuses his ethnographies on customs that are 

disparate from Greek practices is well attested.
39

 This analysis of the Persian ethnography 

will reveal that the language that the historian uses to define their customs emphasizes 

what the Persians omit from their practices. This pattern of stressing omission over 

inclusion allows Herodotus to distinguish between Persian and Greek nomoi. In the first 

few sections of the ethnography, the historian explicitly differentiates between the 

customs of these two peoples by recording not only how their practices differ but the 

opinions they hold of each other‘s conventions. Herodotus then describes Persian 

                                                 
39

 Hartog (1988) famously describes this as Herodotus‘ effort to define the Greeks‘ customs by viewing 

them through the ―mirror‖ of the Scythian nomoi, that through delineating the ethnography of the ―other,‖ 

the historian implicitly defines what it means to be Greek, v. esp. pp. 35-60 and 360-77; v. also Thomas 

(2000), pp. 75-134, and West (2002) in Bakker et al., pp. 437-56. E. Hall (1989) relies on Hartog‘s 

delineation of a ―rhetoric of otherness‖ in demonstrating a similar trend in Attic tragedy. v. also the 

discussion on pp. 4-6, above.  
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customs that he will recall throughout the Histories to reinforce the distinctions he makes 

between the Greek and Persian practices. Finally, the historian closes his account of this 

ethnography using the same patterns of omission and divergence to distinguish more 

clearly between the Persians and the Magi, a distinction that will have an impact later in 

the Histories.  

 The first customs that Herodotus addresses in this ethnography are Persian 

religious practices.
40

 Herodotus chooses not to begin his account of the Persian religious 

customs with what rites they perform, but rather with what they omit. He first describes 

the lack of physical structures used in their worship: ἀγάικαηα κὲλ θαὶ λενὺο θαὶ βσκνὺο 

νὐθ ἐλ λόκῳ πνηεπκέλνπο ἱδξύεζζαη, ―they do not customarily establish statues, and 

shrines, and altars‖ (1.131.1).
41

 These three elements of religious practice would have 

been very familiar to Herodotus‘ audience, given that these are typical components of 

Hellenic worship.
42

 Hartog‘s analysis of the description of the Scythian nomoi in the 

fourth book of the Histories highlights how Herodotus uses his description of ―the other‖ 

in his ethnographic material to allow his primarily Greek audience to relate more readily 

                                                 
40

 For a general discussion of Herodotus‘ treatment of foreign religions, v. Burkert (1990), pp. 1-39; Gould 

(1994). 
41

 This assertion is markedly incorrect, v. A. de Jong (1997), pp. 110-13. Herodotus makes the same claim 

about the Scythians later in the Histories: Ἀγάικαηα δὲ θαὶ βσκνὺο θαὶ λενὺο νὐ λνκίδνπζη πνηέεηλ πιὴλ 

Ἄξετ, ―They are not accustomed to make statues, and shrines, and altars, except to Ares‖ (4.59.2).  
42

 v. Burkert (1990), pp. 14-18, on the characteristically un-Greek nature of Herodotus‘ description of 

Persian practices; cf. Burn (1962), pp. 65-68, and Lateiner (1989), pp. 152-55. Georges (1994), pp. 54-58, 

describes how Herodotus here misrepresents Persian religious customs. Gould (1994), pp. 98ff,  argues that 

Herodotus stresses ritual practices over beliefs; Harrison (2000), p. 213, tempers Gould‘s analysis slightly 

but notes how Herodotus focuses on ritual while commenting on the underlying beliefs in situations where 

he may have been given some explanation as to the viewpoint behind the practice. Harrison also notes that 

the distinction between ―ritual‖ and ―belief,‖ as well as the emphasis placed on ―belief‖ is a modern notion.  
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to the foreign cultures which he describes.
43

 The Greeks‘ familiarity with the religious 

structures that the Persians omit prompts the historian‘s next statement in this 

ethnography:  

ἀιιὰ ηνῖζη πνηεῦζη κσξίελ ἐπηθέξνπζη, ὡο κὲλ ἐκνὶ δνθέεηλ, ὅηη νὐθ  

ἀλζξσπνθπέαο ἐλόκηζαλ ηνὺο ζενὺο θαηά πεξ νἱ Ἕιιελεο εἶλαη (1.131.1) 

 

But they charge those who do these things with folly because, as it seems 

to me, they do not believe that the gods have a human nature as do the 

Greeks. 

 

Not only do the Persians observe religious customs disparate from the Greeks, but they 

also judge, in Herodotus‘ opinion, that Hellenic beliefs about anthropomorphic gods are 

foolishness. Although Herodotus often contrasts Persians customs with those of the 

Greeks, this is one of the few places where he describes the underlying belief behind the 

former‘s practices.
44

 The historian thereby explicitly emphasizes the incongruity between 

Persian and Greek religious practices by recording not only the elements of worship that 

the former omit, but also their opinion of the latter‘s customs.  

After the historian relates the dedicatees of the Persian‘s offerings (1.131.2), he 

continues to stress the portions of the sacrificial rites omitted from their practices:  

Θπζίε δὲ ηνῖζη Πέξζῃζη πεξὶ ηνὺο εἰξεκέλνπο ζενὺο ἣδε θαηέζηεθε. Οὔηε  

βσκνὺο πνηεῦληαη νὔηε πῦξ ἀλαθαίνπζη κέιινληεο ζύεηλ·  

νὐ ζπνλδῇ ρξέσληαη, νὐθὶ αὐιῷ, νὐ ζηέκκαζη, νὐθὶ νὐιῇζη. (1.132.1) 

 

The following form of sacrifice prevails among the Persians for the 

aforementioned gods: they neither build altars nor kindle a fire when they 

                                                 
43

 Hartog (1988), v. esp. ch. 6 for his analysis of Herodotus‘ ―rhetoric of otherness‖ through the use of the 

specific verbal cues, including difference/inversion and comparison/analogy.  NB how Hartog demonstrates 

that the historian uses no more than two terms of comparison, thus even though Herodotus describes the 

Persians‘ and Scythians‘ lack of physical representations of deities in their worship, he does not compare 

the two directly, but rather contrasts each of them, in turn, with Greek customs.  
44

On this point, v. Mikalson (2003), p. 165.  
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are about to sacrifice; they do not use libation, nor the flute, nor garlands, 

nor barley.  

 

These elements of worship, like those discussed above, are common parts of Greek 

religion. The historian describes below (1.132.1-3), however, that a Persian who makes a 

sacrifice wears a tiara (ηηήξελ) and boils the meat (ἑςήζῃ ηὰ θξέα), seemingly 

contradicting this claim. A. de Jong argues that Herodotus‘ description of the elements 

that the Persians exclude can only be understood in connection with the particular use of 

those elements within Greek worship.
45

 de Jong argues that Herodotus is technically 

correct in that the Persians of the fifth century BCE did not ―light‖ a fire (πῦξ 

ἀλαθαίνπζη) as part of their ritual, but rather carried the flame in the fire-vase.
46

 

Herodotus uses two different words for the garlands that he describes in these passages. 

He notes that the Persians do not wear laurel wreaths (ζηέκκαζη), but instead a tiara made 

of myrtle branches (ηηήξελ κπξζίλῃ). The historian thereby stresses the slightest technical 

disparities between Greek and Persian worship.  

At a later point in the ethnography, Herodotus returns to a very specific aspect of 

their religious customs, the veneration of rivers. As he did with their more general 

religious customs discussed above, the historian first explains what the Persians omit 

from their practices, namely, that they do not disrespect the rivers in various ways:  

ἐο πνηακὸλ δὲ νὔηε ἐλνπξένπζη νὔηε ἐκπηύνπζη, νὐ ρεῖξαο ἐλαπνλίδνληαη 

νὐδὲ ἄιινλ νὐδέλα πεξηνξῶζη, ἀιιὰ ζέβνληαη πνηακνὺο κάιηζηα. 

(1.138.2) 

 

                                                 
45

 A. de Jong (1997), pp. 110-13, provides a thorough analysis of this passage in light of our understanding 

of Persian worship.  
46

 A. de Jong (1997), p. 111; v. also Briant (1996), pp. 256-62, for a description of the Persian rituals 

related to this passage and the practices of the fire-worship cult.  
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They neither urinate nor spit into a river. They do not wash their hands in 

a river, nor allow any other person whatsoever to do so, but, above all, 

they worship rivers.  

 

Herodotus describes how the Persians refuse to perform what would amount to basic 

hygienic practice among the Greeks. Moreover, since he stresses that they do not permit 

anyone else to urinate, spit, or wash their hands in rivers, Herodotus thus portrays these 

actions as verboten among the Persians. He then continues by stating that they venerate 

rivers. The verb ζέβνκαη conveys the connotation of religious worship, thus Herodotus‘ 

use of the term in this context clarifies that the Persians pay respect to rivers as divine 

entities and therefore the prohibited actions that he mentions above become acts of 

impiety in their view.
47

 Though the historian does not provide further details about the 

form of the Persians‘ veneration of rivers, he does follow his established pattern of first 

noting the omissions from their customs. Herodotus therefore defines the Persian 

religious nomoi in multiple sections of his ethnography by describing the rites and 

routines that they do not perform, in an effort to distinguish more clearly between Persian 

and Greek customs.  

 In the passage of the ethnography that follows the Persian religious practices 

Herodotus continues to stress the disparity between Persian and Hellenic customs. The 

historian now turns to their gastronomic practices, noting discrepancies that he will evoke 

at a later moment in the narrative of the Histories and in a way that emphasizes his 

personal knowledge of Persian customs. After he describes the various types of meat 

served during the Persians‘ birthday feasts (1.133.1), the historian explains further details 

                                                 
47

 v. LSJ, p. 1588, meaning i.2-3 for the specifically religious connotations of this term. 
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about the manner in which they eat: Σίηνηζη δὲ ὀιίγνηζη ρξέσληαη, ἐπηθνξήκαζη δὲ 

πνιινῖζη θαὶ νὐθ ἁιέζη, ―they consume little bread, but many desserts and not all at 

once‖ (1.133.2). A meal abounding in meats and desserts but wanting for bread would 

have indeed seemed foreign and opulent to the historian‘s Greek audience. Herodotus 

recalls this disparity between Greek and Persian eating habits in his description of the 

aftermath of the battle of Plataea. Pausanias, having inspected Mardonius‘ tent, orders the 

Persian cooks to prepare a customary meal that they would serve to the Persian general 

(9.82.1). The historian then notes Pausanias‘ reaction to this sumptuous feast:  

ηὸλ Παπζαλίελ ἰδόληα...παξαζθεπὴλ κεγαινπξεπέα ηνῦ δείπλνπ, 

ἐθπιαγέληα ηὰ πξνθείκελα ἀγαζὰ θειεῦζαη ἐπὶ γέισηη ηνὺο ἑσπηνῦ 

δηεθόλνπο παξαζθεπάζαη Λαθσληθὸλ δεῖπλνλ. Ὡο δὲ ηῆο ζνίλεο 

πνηεζείζεο ἤλ πνιιὸλ ηὸ κέζνλ (9.82.2-3) 

 

Pausanias saw the magnificent preparation of the meal, was amazed at the 

good things that were set out and ordered his servants to prepare a 

Laconian meal as a joke. When the feast was prepared, the discrepancy 

was great. 

 

Herodotus then describes how Pausanias gathers the Greek generals together to view the 

contrast between Hellenic and Persian customs and ridicules Xerxes for wishing to 

deprive the Greeks of this way of life (9.82.3). Near the end of his narrative, then, the 

historian recalls the divergence between the Persians‘ and Greeks‘ gastronomic customs 

that he had established in the first book of the Histories.  

To return to our analysis of the ethnography, Herodotus again uses the disparity 

between the Persians‘ and Greeks‘ customs as an opportunity to describe the former‘s 

opinion regarding the latter‘s customs:  
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θαὶ δηὰ ηνῦηό θαζη Πέξζαη ηνὺο Ἕιιελαο ζηηενκέλνπο πεηλῶληαο 

παύεζζαη, ὅηη ζθη ἀπὸ δείπλνπ παξαθνξέεηαη νὐδὲλ ιόγνπ ἄμηνλ, εἰ δέ ηη 

παξαθέξνηην, ἐζζίνληαο ἂλ νὐ παύεζζαη. (1.133.2) 

 

For this reason the Persians say that the Greeks stop eating while they are 

still hungry, because nothing worth note is served to them after the meal, 

and if anything else should be served, they would not stop eating.  

 

For a second time the historian articulates a Persian opinion regarding Hellenic nomoi.
48

 

In the above example, regarding the physical representations of deities in the Greek and 

Persian religious practices, Herodotus describes both the Persians‘ judgment about 

Hellenic practice as well as his own explanation for that attitude. Here, however, the 

historian expresses the Persians‘ reasoning for their opinion. The vivid way in which 

Herodotus describes the feast above, when combined with this statement of Persian 

rationale, suggests that the historian wishes to portray himself subtly as a convivial guest 

of the Persians at such a birthday feast, depicting how they shared with him both their 

food and their judgment concerning Greek customs. In this section of the ethnography 

that addresses Persian eating habits, Herodotus again stresses the disparity between the 

nomoi practiced by the Persians and the customs of his audience and takes this 

opportunity to express the former‘s opinion of the latter‘s practices. Furthermore, the 

historian uses his later narrative to highlight this separation, thus demonstrating that he 

uses the ethnography to foreground the events that he recounts at other moments in the 

Histories.  

                                                 
48

 Herodotus here as at 1.131 reflects Persian opinion of Greek practice, just as he does when he shares 

Cyrus‘ disparagement of the Spartan civic practices (1.153), a passage that will be analyzed in the second 

chapter below.  
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 Following the historian‘s discussion of Persian gastronomic customs, he continues 

to highlight the disparity between Hellenic and Persian nomoi by describing a social 

custom that is fraught with misapprehension among the Greeks. This social practice will 

again provide Herodotus with the opportunity to foreground subsequent events in his 

narrative. He recalls these customs in later portions of the Histories to stress the 

distinctions he makes between Hellenic and Persian nomoi as he describes Persians 

committing the acts that Greeks explicitly refuse to do. Herodotus presents Persian forms 

of social greeting as follows: 

ληπγράλνληεο δ' ἀιιήινηζη ἐλ ηῇζη ὁδνῖζη, ηῷδε ἄλ ηηο δηαγλνίε εἰ ὅκνηνί 

εἰζη νἱ ζπληπγράλνληεο· ἀληὶ γὰξ ηνῦ πξνζαγνξεύεηλ ἀιιήινπο θηιένπζη 

ηνῖζη ζηόκαζη. Ἢλ δὲ ᾖ νὕηεξνο ὑπνδεέζηεξνο ὀιίγῳ, ηὰο παξεηὰο 

θηιένληαη. Ἢλ δὲ πνιιῷ ᾖ νὕηεξνο ἀγελλέζηεξνο, πξνζπίπησλ 

πξνζθπλέεη ηὸλ ἕηεξνλ. (1.134.1) 

 

But when they meet each other in the streets, in the following way one can 

discern if those who meet each other are of equal rank: for instead of 

addressing each other by name, they kiss each other on the mouth. But if 

one is of slightly lower rank than the other, they kiss on the cheek. If, 

instead, one is much lower born than the other, he falls down in 

supplication and prostrates himself before the other.  

 

The first line of this passage demonstrates the didactic purpose behind Herodotus‘ 

presentation of this nomos, as he indicates that this knowledge will allow one to 

distinguish (ηηο δηαγλνίε) between the various classes of the highly stratified Persian 

society.
49

 The historian then continues the trope of portraying Persian customs by 

contrasting them with Greek practices. He describes how the former do not address (ἀληὶ 

ηνῦ πξνζαγνξεύεηλ) each other, before he explains their actual greeting practice, 

                                                 
49

 v. Briant (1996), pp. 314-66, esp. 344-46 and 361-62, for a discussion of Persian social hierarchy and its 

importance within the royal court.  
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something akin to the Italian bacio.
50

 Herodotus‘ use of the verb πξνζαγνξεύσ, a term 

which bears strong sociopolitical connotations for the Greeks, demonstrates how different 

the Persians are from the historian‘s audience.
51

 The etymological connection between 

this verb that the historian uses here and the agora, the center of Greek public life, 

demonstrates how characteristically ―Greek‖ a greeting by πξνζαγόξεπζηο is.
52

 

Herodotus thereby distinguishes between Hellenic social customs and those of the 

Persians by first noting what the latter omit.  

 In the above passage Herodotus also describes the practice of proskynesis, a form 

of social greeting practiced between Persians of vastly different social classes or 

performed before the Great King.
53

 The process of proskynesis is performed by the 

inferior individual who bows prostrate on the ground before his superior, an action 

which, to the Greeks, constituted self-abasement.
54

 At several points in the Histories, 

Herodotus recalls this practice, describing how various Persians prostrate themselves 

before the Great King. Harpagos, called before Astyages to answer for the sudden 

reappearance of Cyrus, prostrates himself (πξνζθπλήζαο) after hearing the king‘s 
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 Briant (1996), pp. 321 and 346, describes the use of the ―greeting kiss‖ within the Persian social 

hierarchy.  
51

 πξνζαγνξεύσ is a compounded form of ἀγνξεύσ (v. LSJ, p. 13) a denominative verb derived from 

ἀγνξά.  
52

 For the Persian viewpoint of the Greek agora, v. Hdt. 1.153, in which Cyrus expresses his disdain for the 

agora, cf. pp. 47-49, below. 
53

 v. Briant (1996), pp. 234-36, for a discussion of the practice of proskynesis. Briant analyzes the supposed 

discrepancy between Herodotus‘ depiction of proskynesis and official royal reliefs and shows how this 

inconsistency is solved through careful analysis of the texts and the figures in the reliefs. There are multiple 

forms of proskynesis depicted in official reliefs, the simplest appearing to consist of the inferior leaning 

forward and blowing a kiss toward the superior; v. also Frye (1972) and E. Hall (1989), pp. 96-96.  
54

 The Greeks only practice this most extreme form of proskynesis before representations of divinity, v. 

Harrison (2000), p. 219. E. Hall (1989), pp. 90-91 and 96-97, discusses the misconception that the Persian 

practice constituted recognition of the divinity of the Great King. This fallacy has been constructed through 

an extrapolation from the Greek literary sources which themselves misrepresent the custom, cf., e.g., Arr. 

Anab. iv.9-11.  
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supposedly favorable response to his explanation (1.119.1).
55

 When Darius is recognized 

as king for the first time, Herodotus describes the Persian nobles dismounting from their 

horses and prostrating themselves before Darius (3.86.2). This passage will be analyzed 

fully and within its context in the third chapter. Herodotus‘ descriptions of the Persian 

practice of proskynesis before mortals stand at odds with Greek customs and each time he 

recounts this tradition, he further stresses the disparity between Hellenic and Persian 

nomoi. 

As Herodotus relates the aftermath of the Battle of Salamis, he recounts what he 

believes is a dubious account that includes the Persian practice of proskynesis. The 

historian‘s explanation as to why he doubts this story, however, reveals the reason that he 

includes it. Herodotus recounts two versions of Xerxes‘ return to Sardis, the first by land 

and the second by sea (8.115-20). In the naval nostos that the historian recounts, Xerxes‘ 

ship becomes engulfed in a storm and is in danger of sinking. The helmsman suggests 

that they will only survive if the ship is lightened, upon which Xerxes requests that the 

Persians on board throw themselves into the water (8.118.2-3). The men on the deck of 

the ship then demonstrate their veneration for their king: ηνὺο δὲ πξνζθπλένληαο ἐθπεδᾶλ 

ἐο ηὴλ ζάιαζζαλ, ―these men prostrated themselves and leapt out into the sea‖ (8.118.4). 

Though Herodotus calls this account into question, his rationale for doubting this story 

hints at the reason for its inclusion within the Histories:  

Εἰ γὰξ δὴ ηαῦηα νὕησ εἰξέζε ἐθ ηνῦ θπβεξλήηεσ πξὸο Ξέξμελ, ἐλ κπξίῃζη 

γλώκῃζη κίαλ νὐθ ἔρσ ἀληίμννλ κὴ νὐθ ἂλ πνηῆζαη βαζηιέα ηνηόλδε, ηνὺο 
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 Though Astyages will trick Harpagos into consuming portions of his own son (1.119), an act which 

prompts the latter to encourage Cyrus to revolt against the king (1.123-24), Harpagos‘ initial response to 

honor Astyages through proskynesis is due to the king‘s feigned clemency.  
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κὲλ ἐθ ηνῦ θαηαζηξώκαηνο θαηαβηβάζαη ἐο θνίιελ λέα, ἐόληαο Πέξζαο 

θαὶ Πεξζέσλ ηνὺο πξώηνπο, ηῶλ δ' ἐξεηέσλ, ἐόλησλ Φνηλίθσλ, ὅθσο νὐθ 

ἂλ ἴζνλ πιῆζνο ηνῖζη Πέξζῃζη ἐμέβαιε ἐο ηὴλ ζάιαζζαλ. (8.119.1) 

 

For if indeed these things were thus said by the helmsman to Xerxes, I 

maintain that not one among ten thousand opinions would say that the 

king did not do as follows, that instead he would send them down from the 

deck to the hold of the ship, since they are Persians and the foremost 

among the Persians, and would have thrown out into the sea a number of 

others, being Phoenician, equal to the number of the Persians.  

 

Herodotus makes it clear that he questions the veracity of this story not because the 

supposed proskynesis and self-sacrifice of the Persian nobles are implausible, but rather 

on the grounds that Xerxes‘ failure to save his own countrymen by instead sacrificing the 

Phoenicians makes the account suspect. The historian‘s expression of his doubt thereby 

suggests that he recounts this tale not just to record an alternative version of the story of 

Xerxes‘ return, but instead because it offers him the opportunity to describe the 

proskynesis carried out by the Persian nobles in veneration of their king and an occasion 

to express the Great King‘s relations with the Persian elite. Thus, the inclusion of this 

dubious account allows Herodotus to record another example of proskynesis and thereby 

continue his exposition of the disparity between Greek and Persian social practices.  

 The Persian practice of proskynesis before the king or other individual of vastly 

superior social rank particularly troubled the Greeks, as Herodotus demonstrates in an 

anecdote recorded as an Exkurs within the narrative of Xerxes‘ expedition to Greece. The 

historian first describes how the Spartans become vexed by the wrath of Talthybios for 

the murder of Darius‘ heralds (7.133-34). In order to atone for this impropriety, the 

Spartans determine that the best course of action is to send two volunteers to the Persians 

to offer themselves to Xerxes as reparation for the Spartans‘ crime. When these two men 
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reach Susa and enter the court of the Great King, Herodotus evokes the custom of 

proskynesis by describing these Greeks‘ refusal to practice it:  

πξῶηα κὲλ ηῶλ δνξπθόξσλ θειεπόλησλ θαὶ ἀλάγθελ ζθη πξνζθεξόλησλ 

πξνζθπλέεηλ βαζηιέα πξνζπίπηνληαο νὐθ ἔθαζαλ ὠζεόκελνη πξὸο αὐηῶλ 

ἐπὶ θεθαιὴλ πνηήζεηλ ηαῦηα νὐδακά νὔηε γάξ ζθη ἐλ λόκῳ εἶλαη ἄλζξσπνλ 

πξνοθπλέεηλ νὔηε θαηὰ ηαῦηα ἣθεηλ (7.136.1) 

 

At first, although the bodyguards ordered them and even used force 

against them to fall down in supplication and prostrate themselves before 

the king, the [Spartans] said that they would do no such thing, even if they 

were forced down headfirst by the guards, for it was neither their custom 

to prostrate themselves before a human being, nor did they come for these 

reasons. 

 

The historian relates how the guards order the Spartans to show obeisance to Xerxes and 

how the latter resist even the physical force used by the Persian soldiers who attempted to 

coerce the Greeks to perform proskynesis. To describe the guards‘ use of force against 

the Spartans, Herodotus uses the noun ἀλάγθε, a word which implies both necessity and 

compulsion exerted by a superior, perhaps through physical torture or violence.
56

 The 

historian describes the Persians‘ efforts using concessive participles, θειεπόλησλ and 

πξνζθεξόλησλ, strengthening the impact of the Spartans‘ refusal. Though the Persians 

use force against the Greeks in their attempt to push (ὠζεόκελνη) them to the ground, the 

guards are unsuccessful in this effort. The dual reference to the attempted physical 

coercion (ἀλάγθελ and ὠζεόκελνη) enhances the sense that the Spartans will refuse to 

prostrate themselves before the king regardless of the demands made. Herodotus then 

relates the Greeks‘ rationale behind their rejection of proskynesis. These Spartans claim 

that they will not prostrate themselves before any human being (ἄλζξσπνλ), thereby 
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 v. LSJ, p. 101, meanings 3a and 3b.  
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emphasizing their viewpoint that the act of proskynesis should only be performed in the 

presence of divinity.
57

 The final aspect of the Spartans‘ refusal to prostrate themselves 

before the Great King is their assertion that they did not come to do so. Their insistence 

in this matter evokes their true purpose for visiting Xerxes, to whom they will offer their 

lives in expiation of the wrath of Talthybios.
58

 Thus, the Spartans make clear that they are 

willing to die, but not to show obeisance in this way in the Persian court. The refusal of 

the Spartans to practice proskynesis before the Persian provides Herodotus with 

corroboration for his claim that the Persians and the Greeks act differently in this regard. 

Throughout the Histories, he accumulates examples of Persians prostrating themselves 

before their King, in an act that the Greeks would not perform even under the compulsion 

of physical force, as the example of these Spartans demonstrates. Thus, Herodotus uses 

the narrative of his work to reveal further the disparity between Greek and Persian 

customs that he sets out in the latter‘s ethnography.   

 In the generation following Herodotus, the Greeks‘ freedom from the practice of 

proskynesis takes on additional meaning. Xenophon‘s Anabasis records a judgment about 

the custom that very likely circulated among the Greeks following the Persian War. As 

the Ten Thousand deliberate a course of action following Cyrus‘ defeat, Xenophon, as 

one of the five newly elected generals, expresses this sentiment:  

ἔπεηηα ὅηε Ξέξμεο ὕζηεξνλ ἀγείξαο ηὴλ ἀλαξίζκεηνλ ζηξαηηὰλ ἤιζελ ἐπὶ 

ηὴλ ιιάδα, θαὶ ηόηε ἐλίθσλ νἱ κέηεξνη πξόγνλνη ηνὺο ηνύησλ 

πξνγόλνπο θαὶ θαηὰ γῆλ θαὶ θαηὰ ζάιαηηαλ. ὧλ ἔζηη κὲλ ηεθκήξηα ὁξᾶλ ηὰ 

ηξόπαηα, κέγηζηνλ δὲ καξηύξηνλ  ἐιεπζεξία ηῶλ πόιεσλ ἐλ αἷο ὑκεῖο 
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 v. n. 53, p. 26, above. 
58

 The Spartans‘ speech to Xerxes which Herodotus quotes directly makes explicit mention of this purpose. 

Though the Great King releases the Spartans from this obligation, their intentions are made clear (7.136.2-

137).  
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ἐγέλεζζε θαὶ ἐηξάθεηε· νὐδέλα γὰξ ἄλζξσπνλ δεζπόηελ ἀιιὰ ηνὺο ζενὺο 

πξνζθπλεῖηε. (3.2.13) 

 

Afterwards, when Xerxes gathered the innumerable army and came to 

Greece, at that time our ancestors prevailed over theirs both by land and 

by sea. Seeing the trophies is proof of these things, but the greatest witness 

is the freedom of the cities in which you were born and raised: for you 

prostrate yourselves before no man as master, but instead before the gods. 

 

Xenophon‘s speech makes direct reference to Xerxes‘ campaign against Hellas, recalling 

the Greeks‘ victories at Plataea, Salamis, and Mycale (θαὶ θαηὰ γῆλ θαὶ θαηὰ ζάιαηηαλ), 

thus overtly evoking Herodotus‘ account of the Persian Wars. Xenophon then follows 

this allusion to the Histories with the claim that the greatest representation of the Greeks‘ 

triumph over the Persians is their exemption from the ritual of proskynesis. Herodotus 

and Xenophon both describe the Hellenic attitude toward self-abasement through 

prostrating oneself as a matter appropriate only before the gods. Xenophon‘s indirect 

reference to the Histories demonstrates the persistence of the Hellenic attitude toward 

proskynesis, an opinion that Herodotus methodically defines, first through his account of 

the Persian ethnography and then secondly throughout his narrative in which he records 

multiple examples of the Persians‘ willingness to practice proskynesis and the Greeks‘ 

refusal to do so.  

 Herodotus‘ discussion of the Greeks‘ reluctance to practice proskynesis adds 

further meaning to the subsequent section of his Persian ethnography. The historian 

continues his account of the Persian nomoi by describing their attitude toward 

neighboring peoples and noting that the Persians exhibit a sense of geographical 

relativism in their opinions of others: 
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Τηκῶζη δὲ ἐθ πάλησλ ηνὺο ἄγρηζηα ἑσπηῶλ νἰθένληαο κεηά γε ἑσπηνύο, 

δεύηεξα δὲ ηνὺο δεπηέξνπο, κεηὰ δὲ θαηὰ ιόγνλ πξνβαίλνληεο ηηκῶζη· 

ἣθηζηα δὲ ηνὺο ἑσπηῶλ ἑθαζηάησ νἰθεκέλνπο ἐλ ηηκῇ ἄγνληαη (1.134.2) 

 

They esteem those that live nearest to them above all, after themselves at 

any rate, and secondly those that are the next closest, and advancing 

thence, they esteem others according to this reasoning: those living the 

furthest from them are held in honor the least of all.  

 

This prompts Herodotus to take note of their willingness to implement foreign nomoi: 

μεηληθὰ δὲ λόκαηα Πέξζαη πξνζίεληαη ἀλδξῶλ κάιηζηα, ―of all men the Persians 

especially adopt foreign customs‖ (1.135.1).
59

 The historian uses the word order of this 

description to emphasize two important points. First, Herodotus begins this remark with 

the adjective μεηληθὰ, putting stress on the fact that the nomoi which the Persians adopt so 

readily are acquired from other peoples. Secondly, the historian closes the thought with 

the superlative adverb κάιηζηα, thus concluding the remark with the image that the 

Persians more so than any other nation adopt foreign customs. Herodotus consequently 

accentuates the Persians‘ separation from others in the way in which he records their 

willingness to practice foreign nomoi. The historian then provides three concrete 

examples of customs that the Persians have adopted:  

Καὶ γὰξ δὴ ηὴλ Μεδηθὴλ ἐζζῆηα λνκίζαληεο ηῆο ἑσπηῶλ εἶλαη θαιιίσ 

θνξένπζη θαὶ ἐο ηνὺο πνιέκνπο ηνὺο Αἰγππηίνπο ζώξεθαο. Καὶ εὐπαζείαο 

ηε παληνδαπὰο ππλζαλόκελνη ἐπηηεδεύνπζη θαὶ δὴ θαὶ ἀπ' ιιήλσλ 

καζόληεο παηζὶ κίζγνληαη. (1.135.1) 

 

For they wear Median clothing, considering that it is more beautiful than 

their own and they also wear Egyptian breastplates in war. They inquire 

into and practice enjoyments of all sorts and in particular they have 

intercourse with children, which they learned from the Greeks. 
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 Asheri (1988), p. 345, describes how this attitude of the Persians toward foreign nomoi presents them as 

the antithesis to the Egyptians and Scythians, who are described as adverse to foreign practices, v. Hdt. 

2.91 and 4.76, respectively.  
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The historian provides the rationale for why the Persians implement Median clothing, 

claiming that it is because of its aesthetic superiority to their own. He does not, however, 

explicitly describe why the Persians adopt the Egyptian breastplates.
60

 Herodotus has a 

different motive behind sharing this implementation of Egyptian armor by the Persians. 

In this description, the historian moves from the people nearest to the Persians (the 

Medes) to the farthest (the Greeks). The placement of his mention of the Egyptians in the 

midst of these two extremes strengthens the parallel between this passage and the account 

of the Persians‘ geographical relativism mentioned just above. Herodotus thereby 

tempers his account of the Persians‘ attitude toward their neighbors with his mention of 

their willingness to adopt customs from even the most remote peoples. The historian also 

recalls the Hellenic custom of pederasty in the passage analyzed above and claims that 

the Persians adopted this practice from the Greeks.
61

 Regardless of the veracity of this 

statement, Herodotus makes this claim in order to contrast the Persians‘ willingness to 

learn pederasty from the Greeks with the latter‘s refusal to practice proskynesis, a 

common social practice among the former. The discrepancy evident between these two 

peoples‘ attitude toward the adoption of foreign customs—the one showing enthusiasm, 

the other reluctance—advances Herodotus‘ explanation of the distinction between the 

Greeks and the Persians. Even as the Persians adopt a social custom of the Greeks they 

                                                 
60

 Though there is no direct mention of Egyptian breastplates in the Histories after this passage, the armor 

mentioned in Herodotus‘ description of the Persian armament (7.61) is described as having fish-like iron 

scales (ιεπίδνο ζηδεξέεο ὄςηλ ἰρζπνεηδένο). Following Biel‘s amendment to this problematic passage, this 

could refer to these Egyptian breastplates used by the Persians. Briant (1996), pp. 554-56, discusses the 

Persian armor used on the campaign of Xerxes, but does not consider any possible Egyptian connection.  
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 v. Sergent (1986), pp. 192-98, for the Persian practice of pederasty. Briant (1996), p. 944, doubts that this 

extends beyond references to a few rare cases involving court eunuchs.  
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still demonstrate the disparity with their Hellenic counterparts in their very willingness to 

implement a foreign custom.  

 Herodotus continues to explicate the divergence between Greek and Persian 

practices when he turns to their domestic policies. Before the historian explains how the 

Persians raise and educate their children, he first describes the rationale behind their 

admiration of prolific fathers and foregrounds a theme that will play an important role in 

the later narrative of the Histories.
62

 Herodotus relates how the birth of children provides 

distinction for Persian men: Ἀλδξαγαζίε δὲ αὕηε ἀπνδέδεθηαη, κεηὰ ηὸ κάρεζζαη εἶλαη 

ἀγαζόλ, ὃο ἂλ πνιινὺο ἀπνδέμῃ παῖδαο, ―this virtue of manliness is approved, after being 

brave in battle, for he who begets many children‖ (1.136.1). Herodotus thus claims that 

the Persians hold the production of progeny as the second best measure of excellence that 

a man might attain. The historian‘s next observation clarifies the reason behind the 

Persians‘ veneration of prolific childbirth: ηῷ δὲ ηνὺο πιείζηνπο ἀπνδεηθλύληη δῶξα 

ἐθπέκπεη βαζηιεὺο ἀλὰ πᾶλ ἔηνο· ηὸ πνιιὸλ δ' ἣγεληαη ἰζρπξὸλ εἶλαη, ―to the one who 

produces the most children throughout the entire year, the king sends forth gifts: they 

believe that the multitude is strong‖ (1.136.1). The Persians‘ belief of trusting in their 

―strength in numbers‖ plays a significant role in their strategy during Xerxes‘ grand 

campaign against Greece.
63

 Herodotus reveals a constant concern for the enumeration of 

Greek and Persian forces, both those arrayed against one another before battle and the 

casualties counted afterward.
64

 The historian often explicates the disparity between the 
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 The threefold system of Persian education in truth telling, archery, and horsemanship (1.136.2) will not 

be discussed further here because it is the subject of full analysis in the following chapters.  
63

 Hammond (1988) provides a thorough discussion of the many complicated facets of this campaign. 
64

 v., e.g., 6.117, 7.60, 7.184-7, 7.202-03, 8.1-2, 8.100, 9.28-32. 
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sizes of the Greek and Persian armies, an evocation made most clear by his description of 

the forces at Thermopylae.
65

 Herodotus, having enumerated the various contingents of 

the Persian army, arrives at over five million fighting men arrayed on Xerxes‘ side 

(7.184-87).
66

 Just a few thousand Greeks oppose this multitudinous host in the pass at 

Thermopylae (7.202). The historian claims that Xerxes expresses disbelief that so few 

Greeks would fight against his vast army: ἐπεηξώηα ὅληηλα ηξόπνλ ηνζνῦηνη ἐόληεο ηῇ 

ἑσπηνῦ ζηξαηηῇ καρήζνληαη, ―[Xerxes] asked in what way the [Greeks], being so few, 

will fight against his own army‖ (7.209.5). As the fighting ensues, Herodotus describes 

how the Hellenic army inflicted many casualties upon the Persians and explains the 

reason for the Greeks‘ success: δῆινλ δ' ἐπνίεπλ παληί ηεῳ θαὶ νὐθ ἣθηζηα αὐηῷ βαζηιέτ 

ὅηη πνιινὶ κὲλ ἄλζξσπνη εἶελ, ὀιίγνη δὲ ἄλδξεο, ―they made it clear to everyone and 

especially to the king himself that although [the Persians] were many, few of them were 

men‖ (7.210.2). Herodotus thus portrays the Greeks‘ success over the Persians as a feat 

dependent on quality rather than quantity, a depiction that recalls and disputes the 

Persians‘ claim that they demonstrate ἀλδξαγαζίε through valor in battle (1.136.1). The 

historian goes on to describe Xerxes as ―at a loss‖ (ἀπνξένληνο δὲ βαζηιένο; 7.213.1) to 

explain the Persians‘ lack of progress in the first two days of fighting. Though the Greeks 

would eventually succumb to the Persians, Herodotus makes clear that Xerxes‘ army was 

unable to conquer the Greeks due to the Persians‘ numerical superiority alone. Only 
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 For a complete analysis of the preparation, the conflict itself, and the aftermath of the battle of 

Thermopylae, v. Bradford (1980) and Cartledge (2006).  
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 Many scholars have discussed the absurdity of this number, made evident through a number of concerns, 

but most notably contradicting archaeological evidence, vastly smaller population estimates for Persian 

territories, and logistical impossibilities. For estimates of the actual size of Xerxes‘ force, based on 

thorough analysis of both textual and archaeological evidence, v. Young (1980); Hammond (1988), pp. 

532-35; Lazenby (1993), pp. 90-96. The estimates nevertheless vary widely.  
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through Ephialtes‘ betrayal in revealing the Anopaia path, which allows the Persians to 

encircle the remaining Greeks in the pass, does Xerxes achieve victory at Thermopylae 

(7.213-25). The historian‘s portrayal in his ethnography of how the Persians rely on their 

―strength in numbers‖ accordingly foregrounds the events which will occur during 

Xerxes‘ campaign and justifies the significance which the Persians place on producing 

numerous children. In recalling the theme of Persian reliance upon the multitude at this 

pivotal moment in his narrative, Herodotus further demonstrates the disparity between 

Persian and Hellenic customs as he describes the myriad nations of the Persian Empire 

arrayed against a few thousand Greeks at Thermopylae.  

  Throughout his ethnography of the Persians, Herodotus carefully stresses the 

divergence between Greek and Persian customs by noting what the latter fails to do. In 

the later narrative of the Histories, he corroborates his claims as to the disparity between 

Hellenic and Persian practices by demonstrating how each group acts as the nomoi that he 

sets out in the ethnography predict. In the final passage of his account of the Persian 

nomoi, Herodotus discusses their burial practices. The historian‘s treatment of these 

practices helps clarify his stance on the identity of the Magi, as he follows patterns 

similar to his portrayal of Greek and Persian customs established above. As previously 

noted, the historian hints at his sources in this passage, providing valuable evidence for 

the origins of his knowledge of Persian customs, if we are willing to believe his claims.
67

 

Herodotus claims that it is difficult to discover sure information about some elements of 

Persian burial customs, but posits the following detail: ὡο νὐ πξόηεξνλ ζάπηεηαη ἀλδξὸο 
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 v. pp. 8-10, above. 
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Πέξζεσ ὁ λέθπο πξὶλ ἂλ ὑπ' ὄξληζνο ἠ θπλὸο ἑιθπζζῇ, ―for instance, the corpse of a 

Persian man is not buried before it has been torn apart by a bird or dog‖ (1.140.1).
68

 

Herodotus does not accept this report of Persian customs, but instead recounts the 

practice to contrast the Persians with the Magi. The historian casts doubt upon this 

statement, both with the uncertainty with which he introduced the topic of burial customs 

and with the account that follows:  

Μάγνπο κὲλ γὰξ ἀηξεθέσο νἶδα ηαῦηα πνηεῦληαο· ἐκθαλέσο γὰξ δὴ 

πνηεῦζη. Καηαθεξώζαληεο δὲ ὦλ ηὸλ λέθπλ Πέξζαη γῇ θξύπηνπζη 

(1.140.2) 

 

For I know for certain that the Magi do these things, for they do them in 

plain sight. But the Persians bury a corpse in the earth having first covered 

it in wax.  

 

The historian claims above to be uncertain about Persian funerary practices and yet 

speaks confidently about the customs of the Magi. Herodotus therefore explicitly 

differentiates between the Magi and the Persians here in his account of their burial 

customs. He then strengthens this distinction by recounting a completely discrete form of 

inhumation practiced among the Persians which involves first covering the body in 

wax.
69

 Herodotus therefore uses these distinctions between the funerary practices of the 

Persians and the Magi to accentuate the divergence between these two peoples, as he had 

done earlier in the ethnography with the disparity between Hellenic and Persian customs. 
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 cf. Strabo XV.3.20. Briant (1996), pp. 106-07, treats Persian burial practices and notes that, although the 

Magi allow cadavers to be mutilated by birds or dogs, inhumation is considered the normal practice among 

the Persians.  
69

 cf. Hdt. IV.71 for an account of the use of wax to cover Scythian kings before burial. Asheri (1988), p. 

347, suggests that the Persian practice of embalming with wax was reserved for royalty and nobles. Briant 

(1996), p. 539, suggests that this practice bears resemblance to Spartan customs.  
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The historian closes his account of the Persian ethnography with this differentiation to 

draw his audience‘s attention to this distinction.  

The identity of the Magi within the Histories is problematic, at best.
70

 Herodotus 

claims that they are one of the six tribes of the Medes (1.101.1) and indeed depicts the 

Magi serving the function of dream interpreters within Astyages‘ court.
71

 However, they 

also serve this function under Xerxes‘ rule when they interpret one of his dreams as a 

sign that he will rule over the whole earth (7.19). Although the Magi turn Astyages 

against the infant Cyrus (1.107-08) and wrongly usurp the throne from Cambyses (3.61), 

Herodotus describes their role in performing important sacrificial rites within Xerxes‘ 

court and also explains their responsibility in general religious practices at an earlier 

point in the ethnography.
72

 Herodotus even stresses the importance of the Magi to Persian 

sacrifices: ἄλεπ γὰξ δὴ κάγνπ νὔ ζθη λόκνο ἐζηὶ ζπζίαο πνηέεζζαη, ―for it is not their 

custom to make sacrifices without a Magus‖ (1.132.3). The problem with identifying the 

Magi in the Histories is that Herodotus fails to explain why a group explicitly associated 

with the Medes serves such vital functions within the Persian court.
73

 The historian uses 
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 v. Asheri (1988), p. 347, for more information about the problematic nature of the Magi and the term 

magos in Herodotus‘ work and intellectual milieu. v. Briant (1996), pp. 255-58, for a description of the 

largely religious function of the Magi within the Persian court. v. A. de Jong (1997), pp. 35-39 and 85-91, 

for an introduction to the problematic identity of the Magi in Greek literature and how Herodotus‘ attempt 

to define foreign religion as a subset of nomoi clouds his description of the Magi.  
71

 For the Magi as dream interpreters in the Median court: 1.107-08, 1.120, and 1.128.  
72

 Herodotus describes the Magi presiding over sacrifices and libations: 7.43.2, 113.2-114.1, and 191.2. 

Briant (1996), pp. 255-58 and 260-62, discusses the role of the Magi as cult officials under the Persian 

Empire. For the usurpation of the throne by the Magi and the Persian nobles‘ revolt against them, see the 

third chapter which will analyze this account in light of the historian‘s depiction of the Persian educational 

customs.  
73

 On the explicit association between the Magi and the Medes, v. 1.101.1, in which Herodotus describes 

the Magi as one of the six Median tribes; and 3.65, in which Cambyses, recognizing that the Magi have 

revolted against him, exhorts the Persian nobles not to let the kingship fall back into the hands of the 

Medes: κὴ πεξηηδεῖλ ηὴλ γεκνλίελ αὖηηο ἐο Μήδνπο πεξηειζνῦζαλ (3.65.6).  
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his descriptions of the burial customs of the Magi to accentuate their separation from the 

Persians and to alleviate the complications arising from the imprecise nature of the 

Magi‘s identity in the narrative of the Histories. Herodotus‘ purpose in drawing these 

explicit distinctions between these two peoples will become clear in the account of 

Darius‘ ascension to the throne, which begins with the revolt of the seven Persian nobles 

against the two imposter Magi who wrongly possess the kingship. This passage will be 

analyzed fully and in its context in the third chapter of this paper. The patterns of 

separation between Persians and Magi established within the ethnographic description of 

the burial practices of each will inform our reading of that account. The historian 

establishes the disparity between the Magi and the Persians early in the Histories so that 

his audience can recognize that, although the former often serve important functions 

within the court of the latter, the two groups are distinct in terms of their nomoi and thus 

are discrete ethnic groups that will behave differently throughout the course of the 

narrative.  

Herodotus positions his ethnography of the Persians in his account of a watershed 

moment in the first book of the Histories, as Cyrus conquers the Lydian empire, bringing 

the Persians into contact with the Asiatic Greeks of Ionia. Furthermore, the historian 

frames his discussion of the Persian nomoi with a description of the ascension of Cyrus to 

the kingship and the fall of Croesus‘ rule at the Great King‘s hands. Herodotus thus 

contrasts the rise of the founder of the Achaemenid dynasty with the fall of Croesus and 

an independent Lydian kingdom. The historian‘s placement of this ethnography in his 
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account of the changing fortunes of these eastern potentates therefore links the Persians‘ 

customs to their success, a theme that pervades the Histories.  

The various elements of the Persian nomoi that Herodotus presents demonstrate 

that the historian stresses the dissimilarities between Persian and Greek customs, thus 

allowing his primarily Hellenic audience to understand these foreigners through a lens 

shaded to suit their own cultural understanding. Herodotus then utilizes his audience‘s 

understanding of these contrasts between Persian and Hellenic customs in his narrative. 

Throughout the Histories, he recalls the practices with which he distinguished between 

the Persians and the Greeks in the former‘s ethnography in order to corroborate his 

description of these divergences, a practice that demonstrates how he foregrounds within 

the Persian nomoi events that he will later describe in his narrative. Furthermore, the 

patterns of omission and disparity that Herodotus uses to define the Persian customs help 

clarify his identification of the Magi as distinct from their Persian rulers. This divergence 

will inform our understanding of the historian‘s presentation of the revolt of the Persian 

nobles against the usurper Magi, whose customs Herodotus contrasts with the Persians‘ at 

this earlier point in his narrative. The awareness and comprehension of the Persian 

customs therefore enhances one‘s appreciation for and insight into the complicated and 

intricately crafted text of the Histories.  

The following chapter will focus provide a focused analysis on the educational 

trivium of the Persians. We will see how Herodotus continues the pattern of stressing the 

disparity between Greek and Persian customs as he weaves the three elements of the 

Persian educational practices into his narrative. The historian recalls the themes of truth 
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telling, archery, and horsemanship throughout the Histories to corroborate his claim of 

the link between nomos and action and to demonstrate how adherence to one‘s customs 

leads to success.  
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II: Educating the Persians: The Trivium in the Histories 

Herodotus describes the Persian educational system as a threefold system of 

training their youths in horsemanship, archery, and telling the truth (ἱππεύεηλ θαὶ ηνμεύεηλ 

θαὶ ἀιεζίδεζζαη; 1.136.2) from ages five to twenty. This chapter will examine each of 

these three elements in turn and investigate how the historian draws upon these 

components throughout the Histories. This analysis will follow the order of Herodotus‘ 

incorporation of the trivium into his extended narrative of the revolt against the Magi and 

the ascension of Darius to the throne. First, we will examine how the theme of truth-

telling allows the historian to contrast Greeks and Persians further. Secondly, the analysis 

will turn to the theme of archery, a part of the trivium that Herodotus describes as a skill 

used by the Persians to attest to their own competence. Both Cambyses and Darius use 

the bow in their courts; the former to prove his sanity, the latter to validate a request that 

he makes of Zeus. Herodotus‘ account of the Battle of Thermopylae contrasts the 

Persians‘ skill at archery with Greek hoplite combat. Finally, we will trace the topic of 

Persian horsemanship throughout the histories and examine how Herodotus evokes this 

theme at moments which tie the fortunes of the Persians to their success or misfortune as 

cavalrymen. The conflict between Croesus and Cyrus for control of Lydia provides the 

historian with an account that demonstrates that other nations cannot use the 

quintessential Persian skill of horsemanship against them. Herodotus also reports on two 

notable commanders, whose accomplishments are the direct result of their aptitude as 

cavalrymen and whose subsequent demises stem from the misfortunes that they suffer 

while riding their horses. Just as the Persian ethnography as a whole, as analyzed in the 
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previous chapter, allows Herodotus to contrast the Persians with the Greeks, we will see 

here how his use of  the individual facets of the trivium reveals further dissimilarities 

between these two peoples. Furthermore, the Persians‘ dedication to their educational 

nomoi becomes clear through their actions and successes, as the final chapter, which will 

analyze the revolt against the Magi and Darius‘ ascension to the throne, will further 

demonstrate. Throughout the Histories, Herodotus returns to the three elements of the 

Persian paideia at pivotal moments in his narrative and uses these themes to contrast the 

Persians with the Greeks and to corroborate his account of their successes and failures. 

In his larger account of the Persians‘ customs, Herodotus uses the verb 

παηδεύνπζη (1.136.2) to describe their practice of training their youths at horsemanship, 

archery, and telling the truth. This word choice suggests that the historian desires to 

correlate this custom with the Greeks‘ formal system of education, paideia, a term which 

is derived from the verb that Herodotus uses. This educational trivium is one of only two 

customs that the historian explicitly praises in his account of the Persian nomoi 

(1.137.1).
74

 There are no extant Persian sources that describe the method or form of 

education during the Achaemenid period, a fact that dictates that scholars rely upon 

Herodotus‘ account of the paideia, with no corroboration for the historian‘s claim that he 

acquired this information from personal experience and Persian informers (1.131; 

1.140).
75

 Asheri, in looking for a Persian source for Herodotus‘ description of the 

trivium, claims that formulae of self-glorification among eastern monarchs who 
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 The other is that Persians do not punish or kill each other or their slaves for any single offense, but rather 

weigh all of their wrongs against all of their good services before dispensing judgment (1.137).  
75

 For the lack of Persian sources and the necessity of relying on Greek sources, v. Briant (1996), pp. 339-

40. For the discussion of Herodotus‘ sources for the ethnography, v. pp. 6-10, above.  



44 

 

commonly depict themselves as skilled archers and horsemen are the foundation of the 

historian‘s depiction.
76

 Root, in her exhaustive analysis of the official artistic programme 

of the Achaemenid kings, notes that the horse and rider motif is nonexistent in official 

court sculpture, though it is common in satrapal coin issues and aristocratic luxury goods 

such as signature seals.
77

 Herodotus is likely to have been familiar with these more 

portable media, thus Asheri‘s claim may have some merit.  

Regardless of the actual source of the historian‘s knowledge of the trivium, the 

emergence of a larger Greek tradition of discussing the Persian educational system in the 

generation after Herodotus reflects that his account fueled the Hellenic idealization of this 

practice. In two separate works (Anab 1.9.2-6; Cyr. 1.2.3-12), Xenophon praises Persian 

educational customs, describing a system similar to that which Herodotus describes, but 

adds that the youths are trained in justice (δηθαηνζύλελ) and throwing the javelin 

(ἀθνληίδεηλ). In these accounts, Xenophon stresses the moral component of these 

practices and employs them as part of his own didactic program. Ps.-Plato (Alc. 121e-

122a) further idealizes the Persian educational system by altering Herodotus‘ and 

Xenophon‘s depiction to resemble more closely that of the Academy, as he claims that 

the Persians entrust the youths to four royal tutors (βαζηιείνπο παηδαγσγνὺο) who are the 

wisest (ζνθώηαηνο), the most just (δηθαηόηαηνο), the most temperate (ζσθξνλέζηαηνο), 

and the bravest (ἀλδξεηόηαηνο).
78

 Strabo (15.3.18) returns to the Herodotean model of the 

Persian educational trivium, while adding more detail about the organization of the 
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 Asheri (1988), p. 345.  
77

 Root (1979), pp. 129-130; v. Farkas (1969) for complete analysis of the horse and rider motif in non-

sculptural art.  
78

 On the correlation between the Ps.-Platonic depiction of Persian customs and the Academy, v. de Jong 

(1997), pp. 447-448.  
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groups of young men. Briant notes these trends in the accounts of Persian paideia in these 

authors and stresses that the Greeks are familiar only with forms of education among the 

Persian elite.
79

 Regardless of the source behind the historian‘s portrayal of the Persian 

didactic nomoi or their prevalence among the various levels of Persian society, the three 

elements of this trivium play a significant role in his analysis of the Persians‘ actions in 

the Histories. Herodotus recalls the Persians‘ emphasis on horsemanship, archery, and 

telling the truth at decisive moments in his narrative and demonstrates that their successes 

and failures correlate directly to their ability to demonstrate competence in the elements 

of their educational customs.  

Herodotus describes the Persian training in truth telling using the verb 

ἀιεζίδεζζαη, a term that specifically denotes speaking the truth.
80

 In a subsequent section 

of the Persian ethnography, the historian expounds upon this tradition of truth telling. 

Here Herodotus makes clear why the Persians spend fifteen years teaching their children 

to tell the truth:  

Αἴζρηζηνλ δὲ αὐηνῖζη ηὸ ςεύδεζζαη λελόκηζηαη, δεύηεξα δὲ ηὸ ὀθείιεηλ 

ρξένο, πνιιῶλ κὲλ θαὶ ἄιισλ εἵλεθα, κάιηζηα δὲ ἀλαγθαίελ θαζὶ εἶλαη 

ηὸλ ὀθείινληα· θαί ηη ςεῦδνο ιέγεηλ (1.138.1) 

 

Lying is considered the most shameful thing to them, but the second is 

owing a debt. They say this for many reasons, but most of all because 

necessity compels the indebted man to speak some lie.  

 

Herodotus uses an empiric perfect to describe the Persians‘ attitude toward lying, thus 

stressing the general recognition of this fact while at the same time portraying that he has 
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 For a complete discussion of Persian elite educational customs and their function in establishing and 

maintaining the royal ideology, v. Briant (1996), pp. 339-42 and 949-50.  
80

 v. LSJ, pp. 63-64.  
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gained firsthand knowledge about this custom.
81

 Although the action that the Persians 

consider second worst is incurring debt, this is largely due, as the historian records, to the 

association between owing money and telling lies. Thus Herodotus heightens the 

importance of his description of truth telling in the Persian ethnography through this 

twofold emphasis on their attitude toward the reprehensible nature of lying.  

The Persians, quite simply, speak the truth in the Histories. The only notable 

Persian who lies in Herodotus‘ narrative is Artabazos, who conceals the truth about the 

Greek victory at Plataea as he passes through Thessaly (9.89). In his account of this lie, 

however, Herodotus notes the general‘s reluctance to misinform the Thessalians and 

portrays the lie as one of omission more than one of commission. By indicating 

Artabazos‘ unwillingness to lie in this way, the historian calls to his audience‘s mind the 

fact that the Persians thoroughly train their children to tell the truth. Herodotus‘ depiction 

of this educational custom aimed at veracity likely reflects his understanding of the 

ethical codes of honesty and justice promulgated as an integral part of the religious 

ideology espoused in Zoroastrianism.
82

 The episode of the revolt of the seven Persian 

nobles against the usurper Magi is the Histories’ most illustrative example of Persian 

reluctance to lie. The subsequent chapter will examine this account in detail and analyze 

its place as part of an extended narrative that combines the three elements of the trivium 

into a coherent account. Though there are few other explicit references to the Persians‘ 

obligation or compulsion to tell the truth at all times, their attitude toward lying reveals a 
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 Smyth §1948: the empiric perfect ―sets forth a general truth expressly based on a fact of experience.‖ 
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 Though it is unclear if these Zoroastrian traditions stretch as far back as the Achaemenid period, de Jong 

(1997), pp. 446-51, makes the case for the extrapolation of this tradition back into the Classical age.  
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sharp contrast between their customs and their perception of the Greeks‘ behavior. As we 

will see, battlefield stratagems and court subterfuge, however, fall into a separate 

category of deception from outright verbal mendacity.
83

 This disconnect between speech 

and action within Herodotus‘ analysis of the Persians‘ exploits will become evident in the 

subsequent chapter.  

The first element of the Persian educational trivium to which Herodotus alludes 

following his report of the Persian ethnography is the theme of truth telling. Immediately 

after he describes the Persians‘ customs, Herodotus returns to his account of the 

ascension of Cyrus the Great and his victory over Croesus, the very deeds which had 

initially prompted the historian to describe the Persian nomoi. The aftermath of Cyrus‘ 

victory over the Lydians prompts the Ionians to fortify their cities against the growing 

Persian threat and to appeal for help from the Greeks of Hellas (1.141). Though the 

Spartans rebuff the Ionians‘ request (1.152), the affairs in Asia pique their curiosity 

enough to provoke them to send envoys to Cyrus. After the Spartan herald delivers his 

message, warning the Great King not to attack any city in Hellas, Cyrus asks the Greeks 

in his court about the Lacedaemonians and then offers the following response: 

Οὐθ ἔδεηζά θσ ἄλδξαο ηνηνύηνπο, ηνῖζί ἐζηη ρῶξνο ἐλ κέζῃ ηῇ πόιη 

ἀπνδεδεγκέλνο ἐο ηὸλ ζπιιεγόκελνη ἀιιήινπο ὀκλύληεο ἐμαπαηῶζη 

(1.153.1) 

 

I have not yet feared such men, who have a space reserved in the middle 

of their city, gather to it, swear oaths, and deceive one another.  

 

                                                 
83

 cf., e.g., Cyrus‘ stratagem to use camels against the Lydians (1.80), Darius‘ employment of donkeys 

against the Scythians (4.129), the groom‘s ruse to secure the throne for Darius (3.85-87); each will be 

analyzed below.  
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The verb used to denote their acts of deception, ἐμαπαηῶζη, is a compounded form of 

ἀπαηάσ, which explicitly denotes deceiving someone through the use of mendacity.
84

 

Thus Herodotus uses the Great King‘s criticism to contrast directly Cyrus‘ view of the 

―lying Spartans‖ with the historian‘s earlier depiction of the ―veracious Persians‖ 

recorded in the latter‘s ethnography. Regardless of the veracity of this statement 

concerning the Lacedaemonians, the verb which the historian uses above to describe the 

Spartans‘ declaration, πξναγνξεύνπζη (1.153.1), alludes to the fact that Cyrus‘ reproach 

takes aim at the larger Greek civic institution of the agora. Furthermore, after the 

conclusion of the Great King‘s rebuke, Herodotus clarifies that the target of this rebuke is 

the Hellenic agora en bloc: ηαῦηα ἐο ηνὺο πάληαο Ἕιιελαο ἀπέξξηςε ὁ Κῦξνο ηὰ ἔπεα, 

ὅηη ἀγνξὰο ζηεζάκελνη ὠλῇ ηε θαὶ πξήζη ρξέσληαη, ―for Cyrus cast these words at all the 

Greeks, because they establish agoras and have the custom of buying and selling there‖ 

(1.153.2). The participle, ὀκλύληεο, that Herodotus uses to describe the Greek practice of 

swearing oaths in the agora bears politico-legal connotations and therefore evokes the 

democratic function of the Hellenic agora. Thus, the historian depicts the Great King as 

opposed to the center of Greek political, mercantile, and social life.
85

 Cyrus‘ rebuke 

therefore contrasts the Hellenic deceit and its democratic associations with the Persian 

proclivity for veracity. Thus, much as the other elements of the Persian ethnography 

discussed in the previous chapter, Herodotus‘ use of the themes of Persians who are 

notable for telling the truth and the Greeks who are deceitful, at least in the public sphere, 

                                                 
84

 v. LSJ, p. 181.  
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 Asheri (1988), p. 354, describes this passage as ―il contrasto è qui tra il primitivismo dei Persiani (cf. 

71.2) e la civiltà greca e ionica.‖ 
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allows him to define Persian behavior by contrasting it with the converse practice among 

the Greeks.  

 The second element of the Persian educational trivium, archery (ηνμεύεηλ), 

becomes a recurring theme that Herodotus evokes at pivotal moments in his narrative to 

corroborate his claims about the Persians‘ actions and to distinguish between Greek and 

Persian practices. The historian describes Persian proclivity for archery in the distinct 

settings of both the court and the battlefield. First, this section will analyze how the use of 

a bow becomes a source of both exculpation and condemnation in Cambyses‘ skilled 

hands. Secondly, Darius uses an arrow shot into the air to seal a request made of the gods 

in a prayer that sets into motion the remainder of the narrative of the Histories. Finally, 

we will examine how the discussion of archery in Herodotus‘ account of the Battle of 

Thermopylae reveals further contrasts between the Greek and the Persian combat 

techniques and foregrounds the latter‘s victory in the pass. 

Cyrus‘ son, Cambyses, provides the historian with an example of a notorious king 

whose shocking actions combine several elements of the nomoi discussed in the Persian 

ethnography, including archery and truth telling. In the third book of the Histories, 

Herodotus treats the subject of Cambyses‘ madness at considerable length. He first 

describes how the Great King becomes enraged at the Egyptians‘ worship of the calf-god 

Apis and mortally wounds the calf in response, a sacrilege which the Egyptians claim 

caused Cambyses to lose his mind (3.27-30). Briant analyzes inscriptional evidence from 
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Egypt and concludes that the story of Cambyses‘ killing of the Apis is a fabrication.
86

 

The likely falsification of this tale heightens the historian‘s agency in including this 

account and crafting it in such a way that is replete with themes drawn from the Persian 

ethnography. The historian then describes various other acts of madness on the Great 

King‘s part, in an attempt to show instead that the ―sacred disease‖ caused this insanity.
87

 

The examples that Herodotus uses to demonstrate Cambyses‘ madness evoke various 

Persian customs that he described in the ethnography.
88

 

 This allusion to Persian customs sheds further light on the lengthiest account that 

Herodotus utilizes in his discussion of Cambyses‘ madness. The historian first describes 

how Cambyses asks Prexaspes, a trusted noble, for the Persians‘ opinion about their king. 

The latter‘s response angers the Great King: Ὦ δέζπνηα, ηὰ κὲλ ἄιια πάληα κεγάισο 

ἐπαηλέαη, ηῇ δὲ θηινηλίῃ ζέ θαζη πιεόλσο πξνζθεῖζζαη, ―Master, you are praised greatly 

in respect to all other matters but they say that you are greatly inclined to the love of 

wine‖ (3.34.2). Prexaspes tempers his criticism by first mentioning that the king is 

praised in other respects, before describing Cambyses‘ excessive drunkenness. Herodotus 

describes the Persians‘ affinity for wine in his account of their nomoi: νἴλῳ δὲ θάξηα 

πξνζθέαηαη, ―they are excessively inclined to wine‖ (1.133.3). The historian uses the 
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 Briant (1996), pp. 66-68, demonstrates that Cambyses‘ actions reflect an attempt to improve his standing 

with the Egyptians.  
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 Herodotus uses the phrase: ηὴλ ἱξὴλ [λνῦζνλ] ὀλνκάδνπζί ηηλεο, ―some call the disease sacred‖ (3.33). 

The historian‘s description of this illness in this fashion is a clear allusion to the Hippocratic treatise On the 

Sacred Disease. Thomas (2000), pp. 34-35, analyzes the connections between this passage and the medical 

text. She notes that Herodotus‘ explanation of the disease as hereditary (ἐθ γελεηῆο), in particular, 

demonstrates the historian‘s awareness of the Hippocratic text; cf. Hipp. Morb. sacr. § 5.7-8 (Jones), 

ἄξρεηαη δὲ ὥζπεξ θαὶ ηἄιια λνπζήκαηα θαηὰ γέλνο.  
88

 Herodotus describes how Cambyses was driven mad against his closest relatives (3.33.1). He notes 

Cambyses‘ role in the murder of his brother Smerdis (3.30) as well as his sister and wife (3.31), but does 

not ascribe to the Great King any acts of parricide, an omission that recalls the Persian ethnography, where 

Herodotus notes that Persians do not kill their parents (1.137). 
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same verb, πξόζθεηκαη, to describe both Cambyses‘ and his subjects‘ attitudes toward 

drink. Herodotus thus opens his account of the exchange between Prexaspes and the 

Great King with a direct reference to his account of the Persian nomoi. The rest of this 

description of Cambyses‘ drunkenness, however, sets the king apart from the rest of the 

Persians. Herodotus portrays Cambyses‘ fondness as a ‗love‘ for wine (θηινηλίῃ), instead 

of a mere inclination. The comparative adverb πιεόλσο further separates the king from 

the rest of the Persians. Thus, Herodotus crafts Prexaspes‘ criticism of Cambyses in such 

a way that both recalls the ethnography of the Persians and demonstrates that the fault of 

the king‘s love of wine is that it is excessive. Between Cambyses‘ refraining from 

parricide amidst his other deplorable murders and his love of wine, Herodotus frames his 

description of Cambyses‘ madness with references to his description of Persian nomoi 

and thus foregrounds this account with his interest in the king‘s adherence to his peoples‘ 

customs. Cambyses‘ reaction to Prexaspes‘ reproach will incorporate two elements from 

the pedagogical trivium: truth telling and archery.  

 The Great King takes exception to Prexaspes‘ denigration, claiming that the 

Persians are wrong in expressing their opinion of his drunkenness. Cambyses 

communicates his anger at this disparagement in terms that recall Herodotus‘ 

ethnography of the Persians: ζύ λπλ κάζε [αὐηὸο] εἰ ιέγνπζη Πέξζαη ἀιεζέα εἴηε αὐηνὶ 

ιέγνληεο ηαῦηα παξαθξνλένπζη, ―Find out for yourself if the Persians speak the truth or if 

they themselves are mad in saying these things‖ (3.35.1). Cambyses thus claims that 

either his subjects are lying, contrary to their educational custom focused on truth telling, 

or the king has driven himself mad through his love of wine, a state markedly in excess of 



52 

 

the normal Persian fondness for the drink. The Great King claims that either he himself or 

his subjects, but not both, are in a state that is in contradiction of their customary nomoi. 

In an attempt to prove that he is not excessively prone to drunkenness, Cambyses uses a 

second element of the Persian educational trivium: shooting a bow. He threatens 

Prexaspes‘ son, as follows:  

εἰ κὲλ γὰξ ηνῦ παηδὸο ηνῦ ζνῦ ηνῦδε ἑζηεῶηνο ἐλ ηνῖζη πξνζύξνηζη βαιὼλ 

ηύρνηκη κέζεο ηῆο θαξδίεο, Πέξζαη θαλένληαη ιέγνληεο νὐδέλ· ἠλ δὲ 

ἁκάξησ, θάλαη Πέξζαο ηε ιέγεηλ ἀιεζέα θαὶ ἐκὲ κὴ ζσθξνλέεηλ (3.35.2) 

 

For if I happen to hit your son, standing there in the portico, in the middle 

of his heart, the Persians will seem to be saying nothing, but if I miss the 

mark, it would show that the Persians speak the truth and that I am not in 

my right mind.  

 

Cambyses thus constitutes his defense of his character as a test of his adherence to the 

Persians‘ educational nomoi: if he can prove his aptitude at archery, he calls into question 

the nobles‘ capacity for telling the truth. Cambyses proves successful in this attempt as 

his shot is found to have passed through the heart of the slain son of Prexaspes, thus 

proving, at least in his own mind, his sanity and his skill at a quintessential Persian nomos 

(3.35). The historian also, however, confirms the veracity of the Persians‘ claim that the 

Great King is insane with the collection of the examples of Cambyses‘ madness that he 

presents.
89

 Thus, Herodotus does describe the Great King‘s adherence to the custom of 

learning to shoot a bow effectively, but he also demonstrates how the nobles who claim 

that Cambyses is mad are also telling the truth and thus following an element of the 

Persian trivium for their own part.  
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 Herodotus presents these examples in both the preceding and subsequent chapters (3.27-38), leaving little 

doubt in the reader‘s mind as to his stance on Cambyses‘ madness. 
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 Lest any of his audience remain confused as to his stance on Cambyses‘ madness, 

Herodotus closes this account with an explicit statement as to the Great King‘s mental 

state: παληαρῇ ὦλ κνη δῆιά ἐζηη ὅηη ἐκάλε κεγάισο ὁ Κακβύζεο, ―all things considered, 

therefore, it is clear to me that Cambyses was thoroughly mad‖ (3.38.1). The final piece 

of evidence that the historian presents to corroborate this claim is that the king committed 

sacrilegious acts against various cult statues of Hephaestus. Herodotus subsequently 

maintains that had Cambyses not been mad: νὐ γὰξ ἂλ ἱξνῖζί ηε θαὶ λνκαίνηζη ἐπερείξεζε 

θαηαγειᾶλ, ―he would not have attempted to mock holy and customary things‖ (3.38.1). 

The historian concludes his narrative of the madness of the Great King with an explicit 

reference to the concept of customs (λνκαίνηζη).
90

 Herodotus thus evokes the nomoi of 

the Persians throughout his depiction of Cambyses‘ madness. Though the historian claims 

that the Great King mocks the customs of others, he depicts Cambyses as living in 

accordance with the earlier account of Persian nomoi. Herodotus notes how the Great 

King demonstrates his aptitude at archery in a way that contrasts this adherence to custom 

with the nobles‘ observance of their pedagogical nomos of learning to tell the truth. 

Herodotus‘ description of these elements of the Persian educational trivium in his earlier 

ethnography therefore foregrounds these themes within his account of Cambyses‘ 

madness and substantiates his claim that their behaviors reflect their adherence to these 

customs.  

 Darius, the first of the Achaemenid kings to rule following the death of Cambyses 

and the brief interlude during the reign of the imposter Magus, likewise uses his aptitude 
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at archery within the court.
91

 A crisis arose during his reign when the Ionian Greeks of 

Asia Minor, with assistance from Athens and Eretria, rose up against their Persian 

satraps. As news of Athenian involvement in the Ionian revolt reached the Great King, he 

first inquires about these mainland Greeks and then:  

αἰηῆζαη ηὸ ηόμνλ, ιαβόληα δὲ θαὶ ἐπηζέληα ὀτζηὸλ ἄλσ πξὸο ηὸλ νὐξαλὸλ 

ἀπεῖλαη, θαί κηλ ἐο ηὸλ έξα βάιινληα εἰπεῖλ· «Ὦ Ζεῦ, ἐθγελέζζαη κνη 

Ἀζελαίνπο ηείζαζζαη» (5.105.1-2) 

 

He asked for his bow and, after taking it up and placing an arrow upon it, 

he shot the arrow up toward the heavens and, having cast the arrow into 

the air, he said: ―O Zeus, allow me to take vengeance on the Athenians.‖ 

 

The request that Darius makes of Zeus to take vengeance on the Athenians for their 

participation in the Ionian Revolt effectively drives Herodotus‘ narration of the 

subsequent Persian invasions of Greece.
92

 Herodotus relates two invasion attempts during 

Darius‘ reign: the fleet under Mardonius‘ command that a storm wrecks off the coast of 

Athos (6.43-45) and the famed Marathon campaign (6.94-117). The Great King‘s debate 

with the Persian nobles over his grand campaign against Hellas is likewise replete with 

allusions to Darius‘ request to take vengeance against Athens, as both Mardonius (7.5) 

and Xerxes himself (7.8.β) recall the former king‘s prayer. Thus, this entreaty has a direct 

bearing on the remainder of Herodotus‘ Histories and its form relates back to the Persian 

educational customs. Darius uses a bow and the action of shooting an arrow into the air to 

formalize his appeal to Zeus. In his study of the Classical traditions of the Magi and 

Zoroastrian religion, A. de Jong notes that there is no corroboration for the ritual of 
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shooting an arrow into the sun as described by Herodotus.
93

 What is clear, however, is 

that Persian kings did formalize their prayers by turning toward and addressing the sun.
94

 

The historian takes the time to describe each step of the Great King‘s process of lifting, 

loading, and firing the bow. Herodotus augments the known Persian tradition of praying 

to the sun with his own detailed portrayal of Darius shooting an arrow into the sky. 

Moreover, Herodotus‘ depiction of Darius‘ action reaches a level of pleonasm as the 

historian devotes more words to the shooting of the arrow than to the Great King‘s 

entreaty itself. Thus, Herodotus‘ language emphasizes Darius‘ use of the bow in this 

physical enactment of his prayer and therefore recalls this element of the Persian 

educational nomoi at this watershed moment of the Histories.  

 Few stories from the Greco-Persian wars are better known than Herodotus‘ 

account of the Battle of Thermopylae. After the historian narrates the now famous last 

stand of the Lacedaemonians and Thespians, he records an anecdote concerning 

Dienekes, a Spartan whom he claims proved himself the most valiant combatant in the 

final defense of the pass. Herodotus first relates the concern that an unnamed Trachinian 

expresses over the vast number of the Persian force: ἐπεὰλ νἱ βάξβαξνη ἀπίσζη ηὰ 

ηνμεύκαηα, ηὸλ ἣιηνλ ὑπὸ ηνῦ πιήζενο ηῶλ ὀτζηῶλ ἀπνθξύπηνπζη, ―Whenever the 

barbarians shoot their arrows, they blot out the sun with the multitude of their shafts‖ 

(7.226.1). Through the apprehension of this anonymous Trachinian, Herodotus thus uses 

the Persians‘ proclivity for archery to demonstrate the abundance of their troops, the 
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reliance upon which Herodotus notes in his account of their ethnography (1.136.1).
95

 

Dienekes replies to this concern with a typically laconic quip: εἰ ἀπνθξππηόλησλ ηῶλ 

Μήδσλ ηὸλ ἣιηνλ ὑπὸ ζθηῇ ἔζνηην πξὸο αὐηνὺο  κάρε θαὶ νὐθ ἐλ ιίῳ, ―If the Medes 

block out the sun, then the fight against them would be under the shade and not in the 

sun‖ (7.226.2). Furthermore, Dienekes‘ retort recalls the recently narrated skirmish 

between the Phocians guarding the Anopaia path and the encircling Persian force. 

Hydarnes prepares his soldiers to engage the Greeks, and the Persians let loose a volley 

of arrows:  

Οἱ δὲ Φσθέεο ὡο ἐβάιινλην ηνῖζη ηνμεύκαζη πνιινῖζη ηε θαὶ ππθλνῖζη, 

νἴρνλην θεύγνληεο ἐπὶ ηνῦ ὄξενο ηὸλ θόξπκβνλ. (7.218.3) 

 

When the Phocians were struck by the arrows, which were numerous and 

densely packed, they departed, fleeing to the summit of the mountain.  

 

 The barrage that Herodotus here describes consists of many (πνιινῖζη) arrows that are 

crowded in a thick mass (ππθλνῖζη). Thus, the Persian volley proves capable of providing 

shade as Dienekes had speculated. More significantly, however, the Persians use this 

barrage of arrows to force the Phocians to retreat, an act that allows Hydarnes‘ encircling 

force to progress by way of the Anopaia path and successfully surround the Greeks in the 

pass at Thermopylae. Thus, the emphasis that Herodotus places upon the Persians‘ 

aptitude at archery in his account of the Battle of Thermopylae makes clear that this skill 

paves the way for Persian success in this encounter.  

Throughout the narrative of the Histories, Herodotus evokes the theme of 

shooting a bow at pivotal moments both to foreground the Persians‘ behavior and to 
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corroborate his claims as to their actions. The historian uses other elements of the Persian 

ethnography to frame his depiction of Cambyses‘ madness, while incorporating both 

archery and truth telling into his most detailed example of the Great King‘s insanity. 

These two elements of the Persians‘ educational nomoi allow Herodotus to contrast the 

king‘s adherence to his customs with that of his subjects. In a ritual very likely fabricated 

by the historian, Darius shoots an arrow into the air in order to formalize a request that he 

makes of the gods. The physical enactment of this prayer, emphasizing the theme of 

archery, predicts and drives Herodotus‘ later narrative history. Finally, the historian‘s 

description of the anonymous Trachinian‘s fear of the multitude of Persian arrows at 

Thermopylae and the progression of Hydarnes‘ flanking force through the Anopaia path 

contrasts the fighting techniques of the Persians with those of the Greeks and 

demonstrates that the Persians achieve victory through the observance of their 

educational nomoi. The Persians‘ actions and fortunes in the Histories are therefore 

predicated upon their adherence to the custom of learning to shoot a bow as youths. 

 The third facet of Herodotus‘ account of Persian educational customs consists of 

training the youths to ride horses (ἱππεύεηλ; 1.136). Like the two other elements of the 

trivium, Persian horsemanship also plays an integral role in the Histories. Herodotus 

relies on his description of their aptitude at riding horses to foreground his presentation of 

the Persians‘ rise to prominence and fall from power. First, this section will examine how 

the failure of an enemy to recognize the Persians‘ understanding of equine behavior leads 

to their defeat at the hands of Cyrus‘ army. Secondly, the historian makes clear through 

his depiction of two notable commanders that a Persian‘s authority and power is directly 
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linked to the skill that he demonstrates and the good fortune that he enjoys while riding 

his horse. Thus, Herodotus draws a correlation in the Histories between the Persians‘ 

triumphs and their aptitude for horsemanship, between their defeats and the misfortunes 

that they suffer while riding their mounts.  

 The conflict between Cyrus and Croesus over the control of Asia Minor provides 

the opportunity for Herodotus to lay the backdrop for his presentation of the Persian 

nomoi shortly thereafter in the first book of the Histories. The turning point of this 

struggle, as the historian presents it, is the failure of Croesus to understand the 

importance of horsemanship to the Persians. Herodotus foregrounds this element of 

Persian educational system within his narrative of the war between these two kings. The 

result of the Lydians‘ and Persians‘ first battle at Pteria is a stalemate, prompting Croesus 

to withdraw to Sardis (1.76-77). While at his capital, the Lydian king sees what he 

believes to be an ominous portent: 

ηὸ πξνάζηεηνλ πᾶλ ὀθίσλ ἐλεπιήζζε. Φαλέλησλ δὲ αὐηῶλ νἱ ἵππνη, 

κεηηέληεο ηὰο λνκὰο λέκεζζαη, θνηηῶληεο θαηήζζηνλ (1.78.1) 

 

The entire space before the city was made full of snakes. After these 

serpents appeared, the horses ceased grazing in their pastures, but roaming 

about they instead ate the snakes.  

 

Though Croesus did not receive the interpretation of this omen before his capture, 

Herodotus records the meaning that the Telmessians deduced, lest his audience fail to see 

the significance of this strange sign: 

Τεικεζζέεο κέληνη ηάδε ἔγλσζαλ, ζηξαηὸλ ἀιιόζξννλ πξνζδόθηκνλ εἶλαη 

Κξνίζῳ ἐπὶ ηὴλ ρώξελ, ἀπηθόκελνλ δὲ ηνῦηνλ θαηαζηξέςεζζαη ηνὺο 

ἐπηρσξίνπο, ιέγνληεο ὄθηλ εἶλαη γῆο παῖδα, ἵππνλ δὲ πνιέκηόλ ηε θαὶ 

ἐπήιπδα (1.78.2) 
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Indeed, the Telmessians perceived the following: that a foreign army is 

expected to come to Croesus against his country, and having come there 

this army will subdue the natives, and the Telmessians explain that the 

snake is the child of the land, while the horse is the enemy and foreigner. 

 

The seers‘ interpretation equates the snakes with the autochthonous Lydians, a common 

symbolism in the geoethnographic accounts of the Greeks.
96

 The horses, therefore, 

represent the Persians, who will conquer their enemies just as the equines consumed the 

serpents. Herodotus, by recording this portent and its explanation that the horses 

symbolize the Persians, foregrounds his later account of their educational nomoi. In this 

premonition, the very subject of one element of their trivium, horses, represents the 

Persians.  

 Croesus, however, fails to perceive this interpretation of the portent and instead 

confronts the Persians on the plain before the city, the same location where the king first 

saw the omen. Herodotus presents this conflict as a meeting of two notable armies, both 

demonstrating remarkable skill on horseback. He describes the Lydians‘ aptitude for 

horsemanship as follows:  

Ἦλ δὲ ηνῦηνλ ηὸλ ρξόλνλ ἔζλνο νὐδὲλ ἐλ ηῇ Ἀζίῃ νὔηε ἀλδξεηόηεξνλ νὔηε 

ἀιθηκώηεξνλ ηνῦ Λπδίνπ. Ἡ δὲ κάρε ζθέσλ ἤλ ἀπ' ἵππσλ, δόξαηά ηε 

ἐθόξενλ κεγάια θαὶ αὐηνὶ ἤζαλ ἱππεύεζζαη ἀγαζνί (1.79.3) 

 

At that time, there was no nation in Asia more courageous or stronger than 

the Lydian race. Their way of battle was from horseback, and they bore 

long spears and they themselves were good at riding horses.  

 

In this statement on Lydian superiority, the historian remarks that they are proficient 

(ἀγαζνί) at an action, riding a horse (ἱππεύεζζαη), which he will later denote as an 
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element of the Persian educational trivium. Perhaps the Lydians‘ own aptitude for 

horsemanship causes Croesus to fail to recognize the meaning of the portent discussed 

above. Though Herodotus makes no explicit statement in this passage about the relative 

prominence of Persian cavalrymen, the stalemate to which the two armies fought at Pteria 

(1.76) suggests that the Persians are not inadequate horsemen themselves. Furthermore, 

Herodotus had just previously tempered this report with the portent that he had recorded 

which predicted that the Persians would defeat the Lydians in this conflict. Thus, the 

stratagem behind Cyrus‘ victory tips the scales in the struggle that had otherwise reached 

a standoff between these two powerful kings. Herodotus first sets the scene and then 

comments on Cyrus‘ reaction to the Lydian forces:  

ἐλζαῦηα ὁ Κῦξνο ὡο εἶδε ηνὺο Λπδνὺο ἐο κάρελ ηαζζνκέλνπο, 

θαηαξξσδήζαο ηὴλ ἵππνλ ἐπνίεζε Ἁξπάγνπ ὑπνζεκέλνπ ἀλδξὸο Μήδνπ 

ηνηόλδε· ὅζαη ηῷ ζηξαηῷ ηῷ ἑσπηνῦ εἵπνλην ζηηνθόξνη ηε θαὶ ζθεπνθόξνη 

θάκεινη, ηαύηαο πάζαο ἁιίζαο θαὶ ἀπειὼλ ηὰ ἄρζεα ἄλδξαο ἐπ' αὐηὰο 

ἀλέβεζε ἱππάδα ζηνιὴλ ἐλεζηαικέλνπο, ζθεπάζαο δὲ αὐηνὺο πξνζέηαμε 

ηῆο ἄιιεο ζηξαηηῆο πξντέλαη πξὸο ηὴλ Κξνίζνπ ἵππνλ (1.80.2) 

 

Then, when Cyrus saw the Lydians drawing themselves up for battle, and 

feared their cavalry, he did the following at the suggestion of a Median, 

Harpagos: however many baggage and pack camels were following his 

army, he gathered them together, removed their loads, and mounted on 

them men, dressed in the equipment of a cavalryman. Having prepared 

them, he ordered them to advance before his army against the cavalry of 

Croesus.  

 

Herodotus stresses the distinction between the Lydian cavalry and these Persian pseudo-

horsemen. The historian both begins and ends this description with a mention of the 

former‘s horse, while he makes clear that the latter‘s camel riders are not true 

cavalrymen, but rather some men merely dressed and armed like them. Herodotus next 

explains that Cyrus places his actual cavalry in the rear of his battle lines in order to 
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reiterate the distinctions between the front lines of the Lydian and Persian forces. The 

historian then provides the rationale behind the Great King‘s stratagem:  

ηὰο δὲ θακήινπο ἔηαμε ἀληία ηῆο ἵππνπ ηῶλδε εἵλεθελ· θάκεινλ ἵππνο 

θνβέεηαη θαὶ νὐθ ἀλέρεηαη νὔηε ηὴλ ἰδέελ αὐηῆο ὁξέσλ νὔηε ηὴλ ὀδκὴλ 

ὀζθξαηλόκελνο. Αὐηνῦ δὴ ὦλ ηνύηνπ εἵλεθελ ἐζεζόθηζην, ἵλα ηῷ Κξνίζῳ 

ἄρξεζηνλ ᾖ ηὸ ἱππηθόλ (1.80.4) 

 

[Cyrus] arranged his camels opposite the cavalry for the following 

reasons: the horse fears the camel and they can suffer neither the sight nor 

the smell of one. For this very reason, then, he devised this so that the 

cavalry would be useless to Croesus.  

 

The historian makes clear that the horses become useless (ἄρξεζηνλ) to Croesus due to 

the Great King‘s scheme.
97

 By placing his camels opposite the Lydian horse, Cyrus 

effectively negates his opponents‘ cavalry. This scheme plays out as the Great King 

expects. Croesus‘ horses fled and the Persians were able to besiege and subsequently 

capture Sardis. Given Herodotus‘ inclusion of horsemanship within the Persians‘ 

educational trivium, the meaning behind Cyrus‘ use of the camels to defeat the Lydian 

cavalry extends beyond mere stratagem. In this account, the Persians demonstrate a 

superior knowledge of equine behavior. As we will see in the subsequent chapter, Darius 

and his groom will likewise exhibit an understanding of horses‘ behavior in their ploy to 

ensure that Darius becomes king.
98

 Croesus does not recognize the danger of advancing 

his cavalry opposite the Persian camels and pays for that mistake with the loss of his 

kingdom. Herodotus‘ depiction of Cyrus‘ battlefield stratagem thus demonstrates that the 
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Persians‘ enemies will find defeat if they fail to comprehend the level of skill and 

knowledge that the Persians possess in the elements of their educational nomoi.  

 Throughout the Histories, Herodotus draws a parallel between an individual 

Persian‘s success and his aptitude at horsemanship. Artybios and Pharnuches, two 

distinguished Persian commanders, find their fortunes rise and fall in accordance with 

their successes and failures on horseback. In the midst of the Ionian Revolt, Onesilos 

leads the Cyprians in a concurrent rebellion against Persia. Darius sends a fleet under the 

command of Artybios to quell the Cypriot revolt. The historian records this Persian 

commander‘s deadly style of fighting from horseback: Ἤιαπλε δὲ ἵππνλ ὁ Ἀξηύβηνο 

δεδηδαγκέλνλ πξὸο ὁπιίηελ ἵζηαζζαη ὀξζόλ, ―Artybios rode a horse that had been trained 

to rear up directly at a hoplite‖ (5.111.1). Herodotus depicts Artybios‘ way of fighting as 

a conflict between hoplite and cavalryman, thus contrasting the strengths of the Greek 

and Persian forces. This unusual technique causes Onesilos to take counsel with his 

shield bearer, who devises a plan in which the two will work together to bring down 

Artybios and his horse (5.111.2-4). The squire‘s strategy highlights the cooperative 

nature of Greek hoplite warfare and proves successful, as Onesilos and his shield bearer 

do kill the Persian commander and his mount. The shield bearer maims the horse in this 

conflict as he: δξεπάλῳ πιήμαο ἀπαξάζζεη ηνῦ ἵππνπ ηνὺο πόδαο, ―struck the horse with a 

scythe and cut off its legs‖ (5.112.2), thereby transforming the horse into a monstrous 

two-legged creature. The squire‘s action against the horse therefore highlights the 

impropriety of these battlefield tactics as the shield bearer hacks the animal into this 

unnatural state so that: κή κηλ ἀλδξὸο ἔηη γε κεδελὸο ζηήζεζζαη ἐλαληίνλ, ―it never again 
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rear up opposite anyone‖ (5.111.4). The historian then concludes this account with an 

aperçu that emphasizes the importance of the horse to the Persian‘s status: Ἀξηύβηνο κὲλ 

δὴ ὁ ζηξαηεγὸο ηῶλ Πεξζέσλ ὁκνῦ ηῷ ἵππῳ πίπηεη αὐηνῦ ηαύηῃ, ―Artybios, then, the 

general of the Persians, fell on that very spot together with his horse‖ (5.113.1). 

Herodotus makes explicit the direct correlation between Artybios‘ demise and the death 

of his horse. This explanation recalls the emphasis placed upon horsemanship in the 

educational training of the Persians. Although Artybios had trained his horse to rear up in 

the presence of hoplites, a terrifying technique that had previously earned him renown, he 

and his horse met their fate together at the hands of Onesilos and his shield bearer. 

Herodotus depiction of Artybios‘ downfall contrasts Persian cavalry warfare with Greek 

hoplite combat and therefore makes clear that the general does not fail because of a lack 

of skill at riding his horse, but rather because of the superiority of the Greeks‘ hoplite 

technique.  

 Xerxes had initially appointed Pharnuches to a position of command within the 

forces that undertook the Great Expedition against the Greeks. As the army set out from 

Sardis, however, this general suffered an accident, became ill, and subsequently lost his 

command. Herodotus depicts this calamity and its aftermath in detail:  

Ὡο γὰξ ὁξκῶλην ἐθ Σαξδίσλ, ἐο ζπκθνξὴλ ἐλέπεζε ἀλεζέιεηνλ· 

ἐιαύλνληη γάξ νἱ ὑπὸ ηνὺο πόδαο ηνῦ ἵππνπ ὑπέδξακε θύσλ, θαὶ ὁ ἵππνο 

νὐ πξντδὼλ ἐθνβήζε ηε θαὶ ζηὰο ὀξζὸο ἀπεζείζαην ηὸλ Φαξλνύρεα· 

πεζὼλ δὲ αἷκά ηε ἢκεε θαὶ ἐο θζίζηλ πεξηῆιζε  λνῦζνο (7.88.1) 

 

As they were setting out from Sardis, he fell upon a terrible misfortune: 

for while he was riding out, a dog ran up under the feet of his horse, the 

horse did not see it and was alarmed. The horse stood straight up and 

threw Pharnuches down. Having fallen down, he vomited blood and the 

disease progressed to consumption.  
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The historian describes this misfortune with language that echoes Artybios‘ technique 

discussed above. That general taught his horse to stand up straight (ἵζηαζζαη ὀξζόλ), just 

as Pharnuches‘ horse stands up straight (ζηὰο ὀξζὸο) when it encounters the dog. The 

difference, therefore, is the latter‘s failure to control his horse when it became afraid. 

Though Herodotus does describe the seriousness of the injury that befell Pharnuches, he 

notes lastly how the commander ordered his slaves to punish his horse for this mishap:  

Τὸλ δὲ ἵππνλ αὐηίθα θαη' ἀξρὰο ἐπνίεζαλ νἱ νἰθέηαη ὡο ἐθέιεπε· ἐο ηὸλ 

ρῶξνλ ἐλ ηῷ πεξ θαηέβαιε ηὸλ δεζπόηελ ἀπαγαγόληεο, ἐλ ηνῖζη γνύλαζη 

ἀπέηακνλ ηὰ ζθέιεα. Φαξλνύρεο κὲλ νὕησ παξειύζε ηῆο γεκνλίεο. 

(7.88.2) 

 

Immediately, the servants did to the horse as [Pharnuches] commanded: 

they brought it back to the spot on which it threw down its master, and 

they cut off its legs at the knees. Thus, Pharnuches was dismissed from his 

command.  

 

The historian, by concluding his account of Pharnuches with mention of the punishment 

inflicted upon his horse, makes clear that the general lost his command not because of the 

injury that impeded him, but instead as a consequence of the misfortune that he suffered 

while failing to restrain his rearing horse. Pharnuches lost control of his horse and 

consequently lost his position as general. The physical dismemberment imposed upon 

Pharnuches‘ horse recalls the exploit of Onesilos‘ shield bearer, who similarly cut the 

legs off of Artybios‘ mount. This correspondence between these two accounts 

demonstrates that Herodotus explicitly ties together an individual Persian‘s success and 

prominence with his achievements as a horseman. Conversely, a Persian who suffers 

misfortune or defeat while on horseback, regardless of whether this is due to his own lack 
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of skill or because of the superiority of his enemy, will consequently fall together with his 

horse.  

The theme of Persian horsemanship recurs throughout the Histories. The war 

between Croesus and Cyrus over control of Lydia pits against one another two peoples 

skilled as cavalrymen. The turning point in this conflict, however, comes when Croesus 

fails to recognize the Persians‘ superior knowledge of equine behavior and the latter rout 

his cavalry from the field with donkeys employed on the front lines. The two Persian 

generals, Artybios and Pharnuches, suffer misfortunes that cost one his life, the other his 

health and command. In each of these accounts, Herodotus emphasizes the correlation 

between the Persians‘ demises and their failure at riding their horses. Thus, through his 

depiction of the conflict between Cyrus and Croesus and the tales of Artybios and 

Pharnuches, the historian makes clear that the Persians‘ successes or failures correlate 

directly to their understanding of horses and achievements as cavalrymen, at both the 

individual and state level.  

Throughout the Histories, Herodotus recalls the trivium of the Persians‘ 

educational customs: riding a horse, shooting a bow, and telling the truth. These three 

elements allow the historian to distinguish further between Greek and Persian patterns of 

behavior and to demonstrate the link between the Persians‘ customs and their actions in 

his narrative. Herodotus describes Cyrus‘ denigration of the Greek agora as a difference 

between the fundamental principles of Hellenic and Persian society; the latter customarily 

tell the truth, while the former are wont to deceive one another in a public setting. Two 

Great Kings, Cambyses and Darius, shoot a bow within their courts in attempts to 
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corroborate their speech with the action of archery. Cambyses kills Prexaspes‘ son with 

an arrow in an attempt to demonstrate his sobriety, while, to Herodotus at least, this very 

act proves that the Persian nobles are telling the truth about the Great King‘s excessive 

drunkenness. The historian‘s depiction of Cambyses‘ madness is replete with references 

to the Persians‘ nomoi, framing the extended account of the murder of Prexaspes‘ son 

with demonstrations of the Persians‘ adherence to their customs. Darius, conversely, 

shoots an arrow into the air to formalize his request of Zeus that he be permitted to take 

vengeance on the Athenians. This prayer then drives the historian‘s portrayal of the 

subsequent conflicts between the Greeks and Persians. The Persians prove themselves 

victorious at the Battle of Thermopylae after first encircling the Greeks in the pass by 

traversing the Anopaia path, an action made possible through their use of archery. 

Dienekes‘ laconic quip about the numerous Persian arrows that the Greeks face at 

Thermopylae recalls the Persian custom of relying on the strength of numbers. Thus, 

Herodotus invokes the theme of archery at pivotal moments in the Histories to 

demonstrate the Persians‘ adherence to their customs. Lastly, the historian establishes a 

correlation between horsemanship and the success of the Persians‘ endeavors. As the 

account of Croesus‘ and Cyrus‘ struggle for control of Lydia and the stories of Artybios 

and Pharnuches demonstrate, the Persians thrive when they exhibit their knowledge of 

horses and aptitude as cavalrymen, but meet their downfall when they suffer defeat or 

misfortunes on horseback. Thus, the educational customs of the Persians become an 

integral part of the narrative that Herodotus presents in the Histories, both foregrounding 

and corroborating the historian‘s analysis of events.  
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 The following chapter will build upon this examination of the elements of the 

trivium by evaluating how Herodotus weaves the three elements of the Persians‘ 

educational nomoi together into one account. We will examine how the historian evokes 

the themes of truth telling, archery, and horsemanship in a pivotal moment in his 

narrative, that of the fall of the Magi and the ascension of Darius. This analysis will 

further develop the correlation between the Persians‘ customs and their actions in the 

Histories. We will see how Herodotus evokes similar themes surrounding the failure of 

the Persians‘ enemies to understand the latter‘s nomoi and how their adherence to their 

customs to leads to their success.  
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III: Nomoi Revealed: The Ascension of Darius 
 

 The previous chapter analyzed how Herodotus incorporates the theme of the 

Persian trivium into the larger narrative of the Histories. Now, we will examine how the 

historian incorporates all three elements of the Persian educational customs into one 

extended account, that of the revolt against the Magi and the ascension of Darius. In 

weaving the trivium into this logos, Herodotus develops further the relationship between 

the Persians‘ educational practices and their actions. The historian recalls the themes of 

truth telling, archery, and horsemanship in three distinct stages of this narrative. The 

pattern of divergence that the historian developed in the Persian ethnography, as analyzed 

in the first chapter above, demonstrated how he distinguished between the Persians and 

Magi by contrasting the burial customs of each. First, this chapter will examine how 

Herodotus sets the stage for this conflict by contrasting the Magi‘s penchant for lying 

with the Persians‘ reluctance to do so. We will see how Herodotus demonstrates that the 

Persians find victory in their revolt against the Magi only through their adherence to their 

nomoi. Second, we will analyze how Herodotus uses language that parallels his other 

accounts of the defeat of Persian enemies to describe how one Magus‘ reliance upon the 

bow reveals the usurper‘s lack of knowledge of the practice of archery, a fact that 

consequently leads to his downfall. The final section of this chapter will examine how the 

historian describes Darius‘ reliance upon his horse and a trick devised by his groom to 

secure the kingship. In this account, Darius‘ groom reveals his knowledge of the behavior 

of horses and the Persian nobles demonstrate their recognition of the importance of horse 

riding to their customs through their show of obeisance before the new king. Thus, in his 
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narrative of the fall of the Magi and the ascension of Darius, Herodotus recalls all three 

elements of the Persians‘ educational practices. The historian‘s reliance upon these 

pedagogical nomoi in his portrayal of Persian behavior reveals the links that Herodotus 

constructs between his ethnography of the Persians and his narrative. The account of the 

fall of the Magi and rise of Darius provides for Herodotus the chance to weave all three 

facets of the Persians‘ educational trivium into a single narrative as he demonstrates how 

the Persians find success only through their adherence to their practices of truth telling, 

archery, and horsemanship.  

 Much scholarly attention has been devoted to the question of Herodotus‘ 

―accuracy‖ in relation to the Behistun inscription.
99

 Given that the current examination of 

Herodotus‘ Histories deals with the work‘s internal historiographic concerns, its relation 

to the official version of events sanctioned by Darius is incidental to the narratological 

and literary analysis that is stressed here. Furthermore, the monument is recognizably 

propagandistic in purpose and therefore has its own set of concerns regarding its 

historicity.
100

 This chapter will argue instead that Herodotus‘ account of the fall of the 

Magi and ascension of Darius stems, at least in part, from an interest in demonstrating the 

relationship between the Persians‘ nomoi and their actions. Any correlations between the 

Behistun inscription and the historian‘s account may reflect portions of the oral traditions 

derived from the monumental text prevalent in Asia Minor that Herodotus found 

expedient to his aim of drawing the parallels between the educational trivium of the 

                                                 
99

 v. Introduction, above, pp. 7-8. 
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 For a summary of the problems surrounding the complicated process of composition and dissemination 

of the Behistun inscription and its propagandistic nature, v. Balcer (1987), pp. 26-32 and 49-69, 

respectively.  
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Persians and their behavior. Alternatively, Herodotus may have been aware of the text of 

the Behistun inscription and reworked the details of its account, combining these with the 

oral traditions related to him.  

 The theme of truth telling among the Persians occupies a central position from the 

very beginning of Herodotus‘ account of the fall of the Magi. This section will analyze 

how the historian contrasts Persian veracity with the Magi‘s penchant for lying to set the 

stage for the larger logos of the ascension of Darius. We will see how the Magi take the 

throne by propagating a falsehood concerning the identity of the imposter Smerdis and 

encourage Prexaspes to lie about the former‘s true identity. The Seven, on the other hand, 

find themselves hard pressed to justify mendacity even under these harsh circumstances. 

Though the Persian nobles do eventually agree, in speech, to tell a lie in their effort to 

reclaim the throne, this concession to diverge from their nomos goes unfulfilled as the 

historian recounts how they instead turn to the use of violence to force their way through 

the courtyard. Herodotus foregrounds this relationship between speech and action in the 

opening exchanges of his larger logos. Ultimately, we will analyze how Herodotus 

constructs his depiction of the fall of the Magi by contrasting lying and truth telling, as 

the Persians come upon success and honor as rewards for their veracity, while the Magi 

find only their deaths as the consequence of their mendacity.  

 After Herodotus describes Cambyses‘ early reign and his madness in the first part 

of the third book of the Histories (3.1-38), he briefly narrates a war between Sparta and 

Samos (3.39-60) before returning his focus to Persia. At this juncture, the historian 

describes how the Magi take advantage of the murder of Cambyses‘ brother Smerdis by 
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placing a Magus who also happens to be named Smerdis on the throne (3.61). Herodotus 

then relates how the Magi send heralds: πξνεξένληα ηῷ ζηξαηῷ ὡο Σκέξδηνο ηνῦ Κύξνπ 

ἀθνπζηέα εἴε ηνῦ ινηπνῦ ἀιι' νὐ Κακβύζεσ, ―to proclaim to the army that Smerdos, the 

son of Cyrus, must be obeyed but not Cambyses‖ (3.61.3). This mendacious claim 

demonstrates that the historian establishes the revolt of the Magi upon a foundation of 

their deceptive speech, propagated throughout the empire by heralds.  

  Cambyses learns the truth behind the Magi‘s conspiracy to seize the throne while 

on his deathbed in Syria. Before he dies, the Great King informs the assembled Persian 

nobles of the usurpation of the throne at the hands of the Magi and charges the Persians 

with reclaiming the kingship from these imposters:  

κὴ πεξηηδεῖλ ηὴλ γεκνλίελ αὖηηο ἐο Μήδνπο πεξηειζνῦζαλ, ἀιι' εἴηε δόιῳ 

ἔρνπζη αὐηὴλ θηεζάκελνη, δόιῳ ἀπαηξεζῆλαη ὑπὸ ὑκέσλ, εἴηε θαὶ ζζέλεΐ 

ηεῳ θαηεξγαζάκελνη, ζζέλετ θαηὰ ηὸ θαξηεξὸλ ἀλαζώζαζζαη (3.65.6) 

 

Do not allow the rule to return once more to the Medes, but if they 

acquired it through a trick, then take it away from them by a trick; and if 

they wrangled it by might, then recover it forcefully by might.  

 

Cambyses equates these imposter Magi with the Medes in his directive to the Persian 

nobles. This correlation recalls the historian‘s description of the Magi as a caste of the 

Medes (1.101), but more significantly demonstrates that he wishes to stress to his 

audience the distinction between the Magi and the Persians.
101

 The historian thereby sets 

up the conflict between the Magi and Persian nobles as a struggle between distinct 

ethnographic groups, a divergence discussed in the first chapter above. The Great King 

then urges the nobles to reclaim the throne using the same means that the Magi employed 
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 v. Asheri (2007), p. 463, on this connection between the Magi and the Medes in Herodotus.  
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in usurping the kingship, even if that necessitates employing deceit (δόιῳ). The term that 

the Great King uses to describe the Magi‘s treachery (δόιῳ) conveys the meanings of 

both deceptive action and verbal trickery.
102

 Given, however, that Herodotus makes clear 

that the Magi wrongly claimed the throne through deceptive speech (3.61-63), Cambyses 

thereby urges the Persians to use verbal deceit in turn, a method that would be contrary to 

their custom of truth telling.
103

 This passage also foregrounds Herodotus‘ later depiction 

of the events that unfold in the palace courtyard as the Persians attack the Magi (3.77), an 

account that will be analyzed more fully below. Cambyses contrasts deceit with the use 

of force (ζζέλετ), a dichotomy evident in authors even before Herodotus.
104

 In essence, 

therefore, Cambyses urges the Persians to oppose the Magi by matching them word for 

word, deed for deed.  

 Shortly after Darius joins the six other nobles in Susa, these co-conspirators 

debate the proper course of action to follow. Darius urges immediate action and first 

addresses Otanes as follows: πνιιά ἐζηη ηὰ ιόγῳ κὲλ νὐθ νἷά ηε δειῶζαη, ἔξγῳ δέ, 

―Many things are not able to be explained by word, but only in action‖ (3.72.2). By 

contrasting ιόγῳ with ἔξγῳ, Darius establishes a divergence between the two that 

privileges action over speech. As he continues his argument, however, Darius then urges 

his fellow nobles to tell a lie and overcome the palace guards through deceit, though he 

feels it necessary to defend the use of mendacious speech: Ἔλζα γάξ ηη δεῖ ςεῦδνο 
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 v. LSJ, p. 443. Aeschylus, Pers. 775, uses the phrase ζύλ δόιῳ to describe the death of Mardos, the 

name which the playwright uses to describe the Magus put on the throne in place of the royal Smerdis. The 

Persian texts claim that the name of the imposter was Bardiya, though this identity has its own problems, v. 

Balcer (1987), pp. 49-69. 
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 Hdt. 1.136, v. pp. 45-49, above. The verb that Herodotus uses to describe the Persian education in truth 

telling, ἀιεζίδεζζαη, does specifically denote veracity in speech, v. LSJ, pp. 63-64.  
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 v., e.g., Homer, Od. 9.406, Il. 7.142, and Aeschylus Prom. 215.  
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ιέγεζζαη, ιεγέζζσ, ―For when it is necessary to tell a lie, let it be told‖ (3.72.4). What 

follows is a sophistic argument in which Darius stresses the ambiguity between the 

objective behind lying and telling the truth and contends that the type of speech and 

action matter little because the ultimate goal is the same.
105

 The rationale behind his 

argument matters less to this analysis than its necessity. The very effort that Darius 

undertakes to convince his fellow conspirators to lie demonstrates the other Persians‘ 

reluctance to contradict their custom of learning to tell the truth. Darius‘ argument in 

favor of mendacity, at least in a situation where a lie can achieve the same result as the 

truth, demonstrates his lack of compunction about lying and foregrounds his use of a ruse 

to secure the kingship, discussed below. Though this assertion for the need for mendacity 

runs contrary to the previously established connection between the Persians‘ adherence to 

their nomoi and their successes, the resolution of this conflict between the Magi and the 

Seven will demonstrate that the Persians do, in fact, faithfully exhibit their devotion to 

their customs. Darius concludes his proposal by mentioning that they can use force 

against any guard who continues to stand in their way (3.72.5), thus continuing the 

contrast between both speech and action by noting the potential need for both. Following 

Darius‘ argument, Gobryas expresses his approval for this proposed course of action and 

the other nobles agree with him (3.73). Thus, the council of the Seven moves to action 

with a resolution that involves an agreement to speak a lie, if necessary. Though their 

agreement notably contradicts the Persians‘ training in truth telling, the concession to lie 
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larger theme of deceit and veracity in the third book of the Histories.  
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if needed goes unfulfilled as they instead utilize force to move past the guards, 

highlighting the likelihood that they will ultimately succeed in this endeavor.  

 Later in the narrative when the co-conspirators reach the palace, Herodotus 

describes how they advance unopposed at first: παξίεζαλ ζείῃ πνκπῇ ρξεσκέλνπο, νὐδ' 

ἐπεηξώηα νὐδείο, ―They passed through, enjoying a divine escort, and no one questioned 

them‖ (3.77.1). When they come to the courtyard, however, the eunuchs are the first to 

oppose the conspirators:  

  πείηε δὲ θαὶ παξῆιζνλ ἐο ηὴλ αὐιήλ, ἐλέθπξζαλ ηνῖζη ηὰο ἀγγειίαο  

ἐζθέξνπζη εὐλνύρνηζη, νἵ ζθεαο ἱζηόξενλ ὅ ηη ζέινληεο ἣθνηελ· θαὶ ἅκα 

ἱζηνξένληεο ηνύηνπο ηνῖζη ππινπξνῖζη ἀπείιενλ ὅηη ζθέαο παξῆθαλ, ἶζρόλ 

ηε βνπινκέλνπο ηνὺο ἑπηὰ ἐο ηὸ πξόζσ παξηέλαη. Οἱ δὲ δηαθειεπζάκελνη 

θαὶ ζπαζάκελνη ηὰ ἐγρεηξίδηα ηνύηνπο κὲλ ηνὺο ἴζρνληαο αὐηνῦ ηαύηῃ 

ζπγθεληένπζη (3.77.2-3) 

 

When they arrive at the courtyard, they came upon the eunuchs who admit 

messengers to the king and who asked them for what purpose they had 

come, and while they were questioning them, they were threatening the 

gatekeepers because they had let them pass, and they restrained the Seven 

who intended to push further. But the Seven, exhorting one another and 

drawing their daggers, stabbed the men restraining them on that very spot.  

 

Thus, Herodotus describes the turn of events in such a way that the Persian conspirators 

did not make use of lies as previously agreed. Instead, they employed force at the first 

sign of resistance. The narrative of these events thus recalls but contradicts both 

Cambyses‘ mandate and Darius‘ proposal: though the Seven had agreed to use speech, by 

telling a lie, to enter the palace, this proved unnecessary at first and they instead push 

their way past the eunuchs with violence. Cambyses had exhorted the Persian nobles to 

mirror the means that the Magi had used to usurp the throne in order to reclaim the 

kingship, thereby urging them to use deceptive speech to defeat the Magi imposters. As 
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the incident unfolds, however, the Persian conspirators abandon both their own 

agreement to lie and their former king‘s demand that they use deception, and instead they 

act in accordance to their nomoi and avoid the use of mendacity. In the end, the Seven 

find success in their endeavor without the need for mendacity. They accomplish their 

objective without contradicting their customs. The emphasis that the historian places 

upon Darius‘ argument in favor of lying and the nobles‘ agreement to do so heightens the 

contrast between both speech and action and truth and lies in this account: the Persians 

verbally agreed to lie but ultimately realize victory by adhering to their nomoi.  

 Between Darius‘ proposal for mendacity and the Seven‘s arrival at the palace, 

Herodotus records the fate of Prexaspes, the confidant whom Cambyses commissioned to 

kill the true Smerdis and the one Persian who knew the truth behind the Magi‘s scheme. 

Upon the death of Cambyses, the historian first notes that Prexaspes lies about his 

involvement in the death of the royal Smerdis to save his own life:  

δεηλῶο γὰξ θαὶ ὁ Πξεμάζπεο ἔμαξλνο ἤλ κὴ κὲλ ἀπνθηεῖλαη Σκέξδηλ· νὐ 

γὰξ ἤλ νἱ ἀζθαιὲο Κακβύζεσ ηεηειεπηεθόηνο θάλαη ηὸλ Κύξνπ πἱὸλ 

ἀπνισιεθέλαη αὐηνρεηξίῃ (3.67.1) 

 

Fearfully, the denial of Prexaspes was that he did not kill Smerdis, for it 

was not safe, with Cambyses dead, for him to say that he had slain the son 

of Cyrus with his own hand.  

 

Thus, Prexaspes defies the Persian custom of truth telling solely for the sake of self-

preservation, an act that allows the Magi to secure the throne without initial Persian 

opposition.
106

 Herodotus records that the imposter Smerdis and his brother bring 

Prexaspes to their side: δηόηη κνῦλνο πίζηαην ηὸλ Σκέξδηνο ηνῦ Κύξνπ ζάλαηνλ 
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 As discussed above, pp. 49-52, Cambyses had murdered Prexaspes‘ son for telling the truth about the 

Great King‘s drunkenness, thus Prexaspes‘ fears are not without merit.  
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αὐηνρεηξίῃ κηλ ἀπνιέζαο, ―because of the fact that he alone knew about the death of 

Smerdis the son of Cyrus, since he killed him with his own hands‖ (3.74.1). Had the 

Magi killed Prexaspes in turn, they could have concealed the truth. Instead, in accordance 

with their custom that Herodotus records in their ethnography, the Magi do not kill 

Prexaspes.
107

 As an alternative to murdering the Persian noble, the imposters ask him to 

swear: κεδ' ἐμνίζεηλ κεδελὶ ἀλζξώπσλ ηὴλ ἀπὸ ζθέσλ ἀπάηελ ἐο Πέξζαο γεγνλπῖαλ, 

―that he would not declare to any man the deceit that came about at their hands against 

the Persians‖ (3.74.2). In order to secure his friendship with the Magi, Prexaspes 

therefore swears to maintain this lie throughout his life, in violation of his childhood 

training to tell the truth.  

As the final assurance to Prexaspes‘ secrecy, the Magi request that he speak 

before the assembled Persians and confirm that Smerdis, the son of Cyrus, yet lives and 

that he occupies the throne. The newly obtained confidant of the Magi climbs a tower to 

deliver this lie, but instead discusses Cyrus‘ lineage and accomplishments, following 

which:  

ἐμέθαηλε ηὴλ ἀιεζείελ, θάκελνο πξόηεξνλ κὲλ θξύπηεηλ (νὐ γάξ νἱ εἶλαη 

ἀζθαιὲο ιέγεηλ ηὰ γελόκελα), ἐλ δὲ ηῷ παξεόληη ἀλαγθαίελ κηλ 

θαηαιακβάλεηλ θαίλεηλ· θαὶ δὴ ἔιεγε ηὸλ κὲλ Κύξνπ Σκέξδηλ ὡο αὐηὸο 

ὑπὸ Κακβύζεσ ἀλαγθαδόκελνο ἀπνθηείλεηε, ηνὺο κάγνπο δὲ βαζηιεύεηλ 

(3.75.2) 

 

He disclosed the truth, saying that he had concealed it earlier (for it was 

not safe for him to say what happened), but that at the present time 

necessity compelled him to speak, and indeed he said that he killed 
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Herodotus‘ account the Magi are not responsible for the royal Smerdis‘ death, but rather simply take 

advantage of its convenience.  
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Smerdis, the son of Cyrus, as he was ordered by Cambyses, and that the 

Magi held the kingship.  

 

Thus, Prexaspes acquits himself of his former lies by revealing the entire truth to the 

assembled Persians. Herodotus not only notes that Prexaspes spoke the truth (ἀιεζείελ), 

he also records the full details of the nobleman‘s confession in order to assure his 

audience that Prexaspes left no element of the story unspoken. Prexaspes also insists that 

necessity (ἀλαγθαίελ) compels him to speak the truth, echoing Darius‘ assertion that, at 

times, it is necessary (δεῖ) to tell a lie (3.72.4). Following this revelation, the historian 

records Prexaspes‘ ultimate fate:  

ἀπῆθε ἑσπηὸλ ἐπὶ θεθαιὴλ θέξεζζαη ἀπὸ ηνῦ πύξγνπ θάησ. Πξεμάζπεο 

κέλ λπλ ἐὼλ ηὸλ πάληα ρξόλνλ ἀλὴξ δόθηκνο νὕησ ἐηειεύηεζε (3.75.3) 

 

He threw himself off to fall down headfirst from the tower. Prexaspes thus 

died as an excellent man, just as he had lived for all time.  

 

Through his placement of this judgment immediately after his description of Prexaspes‘ 

final act of truth telling, Herodotus implies that Prexaspes met his end as an admirable 

man because he had spoken the truth at the end of his life, in accordance with the Persian 

nomos. The historian‘s audience understands this brief comment because of the way in 

which he establishes the strong connection between the Persians‘ educational customs 

and their actions throughout the Histories. Prexaspes seals his fate as an honest man in 

this final act and thus exonerates himself from his earlier lies.  

 The centrality of the themes of lying and truth telling to the initial portions of 

Herodotus‘ logos of the fall of the Magi demonstrates a clear link between the 

ethnography that he presents in the first book of the Histories and this later narrative. 

Cambyses‘ deathbed mandate and Darius‘ argument in favor of the use of mendacity to 
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reclaim the throne both stress the relationship between word and deed and reveal the 

Persians‘ general unwillingness to lie even under the direst of circumstances. Herodotus‘ 

narrative of the actual assault of the Seven against the Magi, however, reveals that lying 

was not necessary to achieve their objective. Thus, though the Persian conspirators do 

initially agree to use deceptive speech, they find success only through the actions that are 

in accordance with their nomoi. The Magi, conversely, claim the throne through their 

penchant for lying and force Prexaspes to do the same in an effort to secure their false 

kingship. Though he initially lies about his involvement in the royal Smerdis‘ death, 

Prexaspes reveals the truth in the end and dies as an honorable man that adheres to his 

childhood training in honesty. Herodotus therefore sets the stage for his account of the 

fall of the Magi and the ascension of Darius by correlating the Persians‘ educational 

custom of truth telling with their success and by contrasting this nomos with the Magi‘s 

own proclivity for dishonesty.  

 Archery, the aspect of the Persian educational customs that Herodotus recalls 

prominently at crucial moments in the Histories, plays a small but significant role in the 

fall of the Magi. As discussed in the previous chapter, the historian records how the 

Persians use a bow to reinforce their claim to authority and to demonstrate their proper 

adherence to their own customs. In his account of the revolt of the Seven against the 

imposter Smerdis, Herodotus relies upon his presentation of the Persian nomoi from the 

first book of the Histories, in which he exhibits a clear distinction between the Magi and 

the Persians. One of the Magi attempts to defend himself from the attack of the 

insurrectionary nobles and finds that this attempt at archery proves to be his downfall. 
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The failure of the bow in the hands of the Magus recalls a theme that Herodotus 

established earlier in the Histories, namely that an enemy of the Persians who attempts to 

use the elements of their educational trivium against them will find defeat in this 

endeavor.  

 The climax of the struggle between the Magi and the Persian rebels provides the 

historian with the occasion to evoke the theme of the practice of archery. As the Seven 

force their way into the courtyard, the uproar of the eunuchs within causes the two Magi 

inside to jump up and arm themselves: ὁ κὲλ δὴ αὐηῶλ θζάλεη ηὰ ηόμα θαηειόκελνο, ὁ δὲ 

πξὸο ηὴλ αἰρκὴλ ἐηξάπεην, ―one of them first snatched up the bow and arrows, the other 

turned to the spear‖ (3.78.2). Herodotus makes clear that one Magus‘ initial response was 

to reach for the bow, only after that did the other brother take up a spear. As the skirmish 

commences, however, the former weapon was of little use: Τῷ κὲλ δὴ ηὰ ηόμα 

ἀλαιαβόληη αὐηῶλ, ἐόλησλ ηε ἀγρνῦ ηῶλ πνιεκίσλ θαὶ πξνζθεηκέλσλ, ἤλ ρξεζηὰ νὐδέλ, 

―The bow was of no use to the one that picked it up, since the fighting was in close 

quarters and they were pressed hard‖ (3.78.2). The historian thereby records that the style 

of combat that the Persian nobles utilized against the Magi rendered the bow useless, a 

situation that leads the Magus to his death. The historian notes that: ἐπείηε νἱ ηὰ ηόμα 

νὐδὲλ ρξεζηὰ ἐγίλεην, ἤλ γὰξ δὴ ζάιακνο ἐζέρσλ ἐο ηὸλ ἀλδξεῶλα, ἐο ηνῦηνλ 

θαηαθεύγεη, ―since the bow became useless to him, he fled to a bedroom that was tucked 

away in the men‘s quarters‖ (3.78.3). Herodotus then records how Darius and Gobryas 

together manage to kill this imposter. The Magus thereby demonstrates his ignorance of 

the proper application of a bow in combat.  
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In the words that Herodotus uses to present the outcome of the Magus‘ choice to 

use a bow, he recalls the language that he uses to describe Cyrus‘ stratagem to neutralize 

the Lydian cavalry, where he notes that the Great King‘s use of camels renders Croesus‘ 

horses useless (ἄρξεζηνλ; 1.80.4). In this prior account, the historian‘s presentation of 

Cyrus‘ plan demonstrated that the Lydians were unable to utilize a quintessential facet of 

the Persians‘ educational practices, horsemanship, against Cyrus‘ army. Croesus 

demonstrated his inferior knowledge about the behavior of horses, while the Magus 

proves that he does not know in what circumstances a bow will be useful in combat. The 

parallels between the descriptions of the collapse of the Lydian cavalry and the failure of 

the Magus‘ bow therefore elucidate a revealing aspect to Herodotus‘ presentation of the 

Persian pedagogical methods. Each of these men finds defeat because he understood less 

about the Persian trivium than did his Persian foes.  

 After the Seven successfully kill the false Smerdis and his brother, chaos erupts in 

Susa as Persians attack and kill Magi across the city. As the bedlam in the capital 

subsides, the conspirators attempt to reestablish order. To do so, the Seven debate as to 

what form of government they should now institute.
108

 The historian riddles his narrative 

of this deliberation with language and ideology befitting Hellenic political discourse.
109
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As the final speaker in this debate, Darius argues for the reestablishment of monarchy 

(3.82). Following his defense of autocracy, four of the Seven vote in favor of 

reestablishing the kingship.  

The final section of Herodotus‘ account of the fall of the Magi and rise of Darius 

addresses the process through which the latter becomes the Great King. Though the 

historian presents two versions of Darius‘ ruse to secure his selection as king, each of the 

accounts maintains that his horse ensures his success. The final section of this chapter 

will analyze the language that Herodotus employs to describe the future king‘s 

contrivance and demonstrate how this ruse stresses the groom‘s knowledge of equine 

behavior. At the conclusion of the historian‘s account, Darius, as the newly appointed and 

divinely approved Great King, sits alone atop his horse, furthering the association 

between kingship and the importance of horse riding to the Persians. 

 After the Seven elect to reestablish the monarchy, they next determine the method 

of selecting the next king. Herodotus does not explain the rationale behind their decision, 

but instead simply notes:  

Πεξὶ δὲ ηῆο βαζηιείεο ἐβνύιεπζαλ ηνηόλδε· ὅηεν ἂλ ὁ ἵππνο ιίνπ 

ἐπαλαηέιινληνο πξῶηνο θζέγμεηαη ἐλ ηῷ πξναζηείῳ αὐηῶλ ἐπηβεβεθόησλ, 

ηνῦηνλ ἔρεηλ ηὴλ βαζηιείελ (3.84.3) 

 

About the kingship, they determined the following: that, at sunrise, after 

they mounted their horses in front of the city, the horse of the man that 

first neighs, this man would hold the kingship.  

 

The historian describes that the Persian nobles first mounted (ἐπηβεβεθόησλ) their horses 

before undertaking this process of selection. Thus, as a part of Herodotus‘ description of 

their method of choice as to who would be the next Great King, the nobles ride their 
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horses just as they had been trained from their youths, an act that indicates that they are 

all eligible to be king. Though the historian makes no mention of any positive evidence 

for the Persian practice of hippomancy, the act of divination through horses, this custom 

is likely the source of his account.
110

 Further religious ties to this passage are evident in 

Herodotus‘ insistence that the nobles performed the act of divination at sunrise, given that 

the sun was central to their religion.
111

 Though the conspirators intend this selection 

process to be divinely inspired, Herodotus describes how Darius leaves little to chance.  

 The future king uses his groom, Oibares, to secure the autocracy for himself. 

After Darius repeats the decision of the nobles‘ council to his groom, he asks him for 

assistance in this matter: Νῦλ ὦλ εἴ ηηλα ἔρεηο ζνθίελ, κεραλῶ ὡο ἂλ κεῖο ζρῶκελ ηνῦην 

ηὸ γέξαο θαὶ κὴ ἄιινο ηηο, ―Therefore, if you now have any skill, contrive it so that we 

could hold this privilege and not any other man‖ (3.85.1). Oibares assures his master that 

he will ensure that his horse neighs first, to which Darius replies: Εἰ ηνίλπλ ηη ηνηνῦην 

ἔρεηο ζόθηζκα, ὥξε κεραλᾶζζαη θαὶ κὴ ἀλαβάιιεζζαη, ―If you have some such 

contrivance, it is time to prepare it and not to delay‖ (3.85.2). Though the verb that 

Darius uses in each of these exhortations, κεραλῶ, often does convey the meaning of a 

deceptive ruse, in the negative sense, Herodotus often uses this term in a more positive or 

                                                 
110

 Dumézil (1984), pp. 143-49, describes the formulaic language associated with Herodotus‘ description of 

the election through the neighing of Darius‘ horse. Herodotus does note the sacred white horses of the 

Persians on two occasions: 1.189 and 7.113. Asheri (2007), p. 477, maintains that this anecdote is 

aetiological, and represents the historian‘s attempt to explain Darius‘ equestrian statue, which Herodotus 

describes at 3.89.3, discussed below.  
111

 v. Asheri (2007), p. 477, for more on this connection. For Herodotus‘ awareness of sun veneration 

among the Persians, v. 1.131.2, where he describes the basic tenets of their worship.  



83 

 

neutral light.
112

 The words that the future king uses to describe this contrivance, ζνθίελ 

and ζόθηζκα, emphasize that his groom bases his plan as much upon skill as upon 

cleverness.
113

 Each of these terms conveys a meaning beyond simple wisdom to include 

the sense of understanding how to manipulate that knowledge to one‘s advantage. These 

words do, however, stress the groom‘s understanding of equine behavior. Indeed, Oibares 

demonstrates an intimate knowledge of the behavior of Darius‘ horse, as he uses the 

stallion‘s favorite mare to devise the means through which he assures his master gains the 

kingship. Though Herodotus describes two separate versions of Oibares‘ stratagem, each 

utilizes the sexual attraction of Darius‘ horse to the mare.
114

 The groom‘s stratagem 

worked and Darius‘ stallion d id neigh before those of the other nobles. Herodotus then 

notes that a divine portent corroborates the initial endorsement that Darius gains through 

his horse:  

Ἅκα δὲ ηῷ ἵππῳ ηνῦην πνηήζαληη ἀζηξαπὴ ἐμ αἰζξίεο θαὶ βξνληὴ ἐγέλεην. 

πηγελόκελα δὲ ηαῦηα ηῷ Δαξείῳ ἐηειέσζέ κηλ ὥζπεξ ἐθ ζπλζέηνπ ηέν 

γελόκελα (3.86.2) 

 

While the horse did this, a flash of lightning and thunder appeared out of a 

clear sky. The things that befell Darius sealed his success as though they 

happened by agreement.  

 

Although the historian makes note of these signs of divine approval, he follows up this 

brief mention with further references to Persian horsemanship. Before giving the second 

                                                 
112

 v. LSJ, p. 1131, meaning 2, for Herodotus‘ use of the word in its positive or neutral light: v. Hdt. 1.94 

and 2.21.  
113

 v. LSJ, svv, ζνθία and ζόθηζκα, respectively. Though both of these words can convey the sense of 

―cleverness,‖ the sense remains rooted in the person‘s knowledge or experience more than in an aim at 

deceit.  
114

 Fehling (1971), pp. 82-83, lists this account among those in which he feels that Herodotus demonstrates 

a falsification of the story through the citation of multiple sources. Pritchett (1993), ch. 2, attacks Fehling‘s 

premise at length, v. esp. pp. 10-29. Cook (1983), pp. 18-19, likewise accepts Herodotus‘ version of these 

events.  
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version of Oibares‘ trick in the subsequent chapter, Herodotus first describes the other 

nobles‘ reaction to Darius‘ selection as Great King: νἱ δὲ θαηαζνξόληεο ἀπὸ ηῶλ ἵππσλ 

πξνζεθύλενλ ηὸλ Δαξεῖνλ, ―the others jumped down from their horses and prostrated 

themselves before Darius‖ (3.86.2). Thus, the rest of Darius‘ co-conspirators remove 

themselves from their positions on horseback and show obeisance to their new king by 

performing proskynesis, a custom that further recalls the historian‘s Persian 

ethnography.
115

 As the nobles descend from their horses to show respect to their new 

king, they leave Darius as the sole Persian mounted on horseback. Here the Persians‘ 

veneration of Darius through the practice of proskynesis signifies their approval and 

acceptance of his selection from among their ranks as king.  

 To conclude his logos of Darius‘ ascension to the throne, Herodotus records how 

the new king erects a monument that leaves little doubt as to how he secured the 

kingship. The historian describes what he claims is the new king‘s first official act:  

Πξῶηνλ κέλ λπλ ηύπνλ πνηεζάκελνο ιίζηλνλ ἔζηεζε· δῷνλ δέ νἱ ἐλῆλ ἀλὴξ 

ἱππεύο, ἐπέγξαςε δέ [νἱ] γξάκκαηα ιέγνληα ηάδε· «Δαξεῖνο ὁ Ὑζηάζπενο 

ζύλ ηε ηνῦ ἵππνπ ηῇ ἀξεηῇ (ηὸ νὔλνκα ιέγσλ) θαὶ Οἰβάξενο ηνῦ 

ἱππνθόκνπ ἐθηήζαην ηὴλ Πεξζέσλ βαζηιείελ.» (3.88.3) 

 

First, he made and set up a stone statue: a horse on which there was a 

cavalryman, and he carved an inscription on it, saying the following: 

―Darius, the son of Hystaspes, procured for himself the kingship of the 

Persians with the help of the excellence of his horse (recording the name) 

and his groom, Oibares.‖  

 

                                                 
115

 Herodotus discusses the Persian practice of proskynesis at 1.134, v. pp. 26-31, above. 
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West analyzes the lack of evidence for such a statue and concludes, following Fehling‘s 

example, that this account is merely a ―fantasy‖ of Herodotus.
116

 Farkas, however, notes 

that the horse and rider motif is common in non-statuary media, such as seals and coins, 

during the Achaemenid period.
117

 Though no such statue survives and even Herodotus‘ 

description of the statue does not match the statuary convention of the Achaemenid 

period, the historicity of this monument is of little importance. The historian closes his 

narrative of the ascension of Darius with a depiction of the association between the 

Persians‘ success and their understanding of equine behavior and their status as 

horsemen. Herodotus does not speak as to the identity of the rider that the statue depicted. 

It may portray Darius himself, astride his horse as he was when his co-conspirators 

acknowledged his newfound position as king, or it may represent the groom, Oibares, 

whose knowledge of horse behavior was instrumental in securing the throne. The 

inscription that the historian records demonstrates that both men, as well as the horse, 

share the credit and the honor for the success of Darius‘ and Oibares‘ ruse. Herodotus 

makes it clear that Darius won his kingship while riding his horse and, in fact, the explicit 

description of the nobles dismounting their own steeds leaves the newly appointed Great 

King as sole rider among men who are now his inferiors. Darius‘ dutiful observance of 

the Persian nomoi therefore leads directly to his successful ascension of the throne.  

 Herodotus‘ logos of the fall of the Magi and the ascension of Darius is replete 

with explicit references to the ethnography of the Persians that he presented in the first 
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 West (1985), pp. 296-97, follows the conclusions of Fehling (1971) that any story in the Histories for 

which Herodotus provides a source citation is demonstrably false. She then extends this pattern to her 

analysis of Herodotus‘ recording of epigraphic sources.  
117

 Farkas (1969), pp. 57-76.  
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book of the Histories. The themes of truth telling, archery, and horsemanship become 

integral aspects of this account. Herodotus first provides the background for the downfall 

of the Magi by contrasting the Persians‘ custom of honesty with the former‘s penchant 

for mendacity. Both Cambyses‘ deathbed command and Darius‘ sophistic defense of the 

necessity of lying demonstrate the Persian‘s reluctance to lie even when pushed by 

extreme events. The Seven prove themselves successful, however, without the need to 

resort to telling lies and thus find victory over the Magi while remaining faithful to their 

nomoi. The story of Prexaspes, likewise, provides Herodotus with an example of a 

Persian noble who, although mendacious in the past, proves himself both honest and 

honorable at the end of his life. As the Seven break through the courtyard and into the 

men‘s chambers, one of the Magi attempts to use a bow to ward off his attackers, an 

endeavor that leads to his death. The Magus‘ reliance upon the bow during a close-

quarters conflict not conducive to the use of archery reveals his unfamiliarity with this 

combat technique. This account parallels other portions of the Histories, in which 

Herodotus notes how enemies of the Persians fail in their attempts to use a portion of the 

educational trivium against them, thereby demonstrating the superior knowledge that the 

Persians have in regards to the elements of the trivium. Thus, Darius and his co-

conspirators find success through the failure of the bow in the Magus‘ hands. Lastly, the 

historian‘s narrative of the ruse that Darius uses to secure the kingship hinges upon the 

success of the soon-to-be king‘s groom and the cooperation of the horse. Oibares 

demonstrates his superior knowledge concerning equine behavior as he successfully 

ensures that Darius‘ horse neighs first. The final image that Herodotus records of the 
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newly enthroned Great King describes Darius as riding his stallion while his now lesser 

co-conspirators dismount their horses and prostrate themselves before him. Thus, 

references to Persian horsemanship, including both their actions as horse riders and their 

knowledge of equine behavior, pervade the historian‘s account of Darius‘ successful bid 

to gain the throne. Herodotus reveals the importance of the act of riding a horse to the 

Persians in the equestrian statue that he describes.  

Throughout this lengthy logos, then, the historian foregrounds the three elements 

of the Persian educational customs. He weaves all three components of the trivium—truth 

telling, archery, and horsemanship, into a coherent narrative of the fall of the Magi and 

the ascension of Darius. Herodotus‘ Persians find themselves successful as they live in 

compliance with their nomoi and their enemies find defeat when they try to oppose them 

using the same methods. Thus, the historian‘s intended link between ethnography and 

narrative history becomes clear: custom dictates action. Persians who violate their own 

nomoi do so at the risk of defeat and death. To Herodotus, therefore, to live in accordance 

to one‘s customs is the very measure of success.  
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Concluding Remarks 
 

Herodotus crafts his account in such a way that recalls the customs that he 

described in the Persian ethnography throughout his narrative. The first chapter of this 

report analyzed the Persian ethnography within its context in the first book of the 

Histories. By surrounding his description of Persian customs with his narrative of the fall 

of Croesus and the rise of Cyrus, Herodotus begins to establish the correlation between 

the Persians‘ adherence to their nomoi and their success. As stated in his proem, the 

historian desires to analyze the way in which individuals and nations rise and fall. By 

placing the Persian ethnography within his narrative of the struggle between Croesus and 

Cyrus, Herodotus foregrounds for his audience that the Persian nomoi serve as one 

component of his explanation of the reasons behind their successes and failures.  

Furthermore, the language that the historian uses to describe the individual 

elements of the Persian ethnography reveals that Herodotus explains the Persians‘ 

customs by explicitly contrasting them with the Greeks‘ practices. The method that the 

historian uses to describe the Persian nomoi, however, is narrower and more focused than 

the typical process of self definition through representation of the other. Herodotus 

repeatedly stresses what the Persians omit from their practices. He then draws upon this 

theme of divergence and exception throughout his narrative to establish further the 

separation between Persians and Greeks. At the close of his Persian ethnography, 

Herodotus uses the theme of omission to demonstrate parallel patterns of disparity 

between the practices of the Persians and the Magi to draw a contrast between these two 

peoples.  
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Next, the second chapter examined the theme of the Persian trivium of truth 

telling, archery, and horsemanship in detail. We saw how the historian integrates the 

individual elements of the trivium into his narrative at moments of particular significance 

to the Persians to demonstrate the correlation between their educational customs and their 

actions. This association between nomoi and behavior allows Herodotus to establish how 

their adherence to their customs leads to their success. Thus, Herodotus uses the trivium 

both to highlight how the elements of the Persian trivium are evident within their actions 

and to demonstrate how the Persians‘ victories and defeats are predicated upon their 

adherence to or departure from their nomoi.  

Finally, this report demonstrated how Herodotus incorporated the three elements 

of the Persians‘ educational practices into one extended narrative. The themes of truth 

telling, archery, and horsemanship pervade the historian‘s account of the revolt of the 

Seven against the Magi and the ascension of Darius to the Persian throne. Herodotus 

demonstrates throughout this logos that the Persian nobles find success only through 

actions that are in accordance with their nomoi, though their speech may reflect 

otherwise. Darius, who is the first of the two Great Kings to send an expedition against 

Hellas, comes to power by demonstrating his adherence to the Persian customs of the 

trivium. The historian thereby draws a clear correlation between the Persians‘ exhibition 

of their nomoi and their success. 

After his narrative of the decisive conflict at Plataea (9.25-89), Herodotus 

describes how the Greeks dole out the spoils of their victory (9.81). After noting that one-
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tenth of the amassed goods were taken to Delphi and dedicated to Apollo there (9.81.1), 

the historian then describes how each Greek receives his share:  

ηὰ ινηπὰ δηαηξένλην θαὶ ἔιαβνλ ἕθαζηνη ηῶλ ἄμηνη ἤζαλ, θαὶ ηὰο παιιαθὰο 

ηῶλ Πεξζέσλ θαὶ ηὸλ ρξπζὸλ θαὶ ηὸλ ἄξγπξνλ θαὶ ἄιια ρξήκαηά ηε θαὶ 

ὑπνδύγηα (9.81.1) 

 

They divided up the remainder and each took what he deserved: including 

the Persians‘ concubines, gold, silver, other goods, and their pack animals.  

 

Herodotus then relates what Pausanias, the engineer of Greek victory, received in 

recognition of his efforts: 

Παπζαλίῃ δὲ πάληα δέθα ἐμαηξέζε ηε θαὶ ἐδόζε, γπλαῖθεο, ἵππνη, ηάιαληα, 

θάκεινη, ὣο δὲ αὕησο θαὶ ηἆιια ρξήκαηα (9.81.2) 

 

Ten of everything were separated and given to Pausanias, including 

women, horses, talents, camels, and all the other goods just as before. 

 

The historian therefore contrasts his descriptions of the spoils given to Pausanias with 

those offered to the rest of the Greeks. In addition to Pausanias‘ larger share of the goods, 

Herodotus notes that this Spartan general received horses (ἵππνη) as reward for his efforts, 

while the lay soldiers received merely pack animals (ὑπνδύγηα). The correlation between 

the Persians‘ successes and their customs, that we have seen established throughout the 

Histories and notably in the account of the fall of the Magi and ascension of Darius, 

allows a more nuanced reading of this passage that explains how these gifts extend 

beyond the usual aristocratic and Homeric ideal of heroic gifts.
118

 The Persians, who had 

so often in the Histories found victory through the proper application of their knowledge 
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 For the epic intentions of Herodotus, v. Erbse (1992), p. 122. For analysis of traditionally Homeric 

themes in the historian‘s account of the Battle of Plataea, v. Nagy (1987), p. 178, on Hdt. 9.72.  
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of horse behavior and demonstration of horse riding, thus lose their horses together with 

their defeat at the hands of the Greeks.  

The bestowal of these horses upon Pausanias thereby symbolizes a transfer of 

power from Xerxes and the Persians to this Spartan general, who will take command of 

the Greek fleet following their victory over the Persians.
119

 This transmission of authority 

through the prize of the Persian horses may, however, spell doom for this Spartan 

general, as it was well known by Herodotus‘ day that Pausanias Medizes and 

consequently loses his command and his life for turning his back on his own customs.
120

 

Herodotus‘ correlation of custom, action, and success thereby reflects the highly crafted 

nature of the Histories. Portions of these accounts simply cannot be read in a vacuum. 

The historian intricately interweaves references to the Persian ethnography within the 

fabric of his narrative. One who pays attention to this ethnographic material will become 

aware of the fact that Herodotus uses his accounts of foreign customs to add yet another 

layer of cause and effect to the Histories. The parallels between the Persians‘ nomoi and 

their victories, when coupled with the defeat of their enemies, serve as a cautionary tale. 

As a person abandons his or her ancestral customs, he or she runs the risk of finding 

defeat in this endeavor.  
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 Herodotus alludes to this fact at 8.3.2.  
120

 For a description of Pausanias‘ Medism and subsequent downfall, v. Thuc. 1.95.1-5 and 1.128-35.  
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