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ORACLES, ADVISERS, AND POETS: CONSTRUCTING AUTHORITY IN THE 

HISTORIES OF HERODOTUS

William M. Kingdon
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ABSTRACT

Herodotus was a fifth-century writer who produced The Histories. He is considered the 

“Father of History”, and his work is likewise considered the first text of the genre 

“history”. This new genre had to borrow conventions from earlier texts, and also establish 

new ones. This thesis will make several arguments about those conventions, especially 

the convention of Herodotus's persistent first-person voice. In the first chapter, close-

reading of the text will show that Herodotus uses the authority and knowledge of the 

Oracle at Delphi as a model for his own authoritative voice. It is argued that Herodotus 

also models his “wise-advisers” off the Oracle. In the second chapter, it will be shown 

how Herodotus aligns himself in importance with Homer and Hesiod, the two great 

archaic poets. It will also be shown that Hesiod, more likely than Homer, established the 

convention of persistent and authorital first-person voice. The last chapter argues a 

pessimistic view of both the “didactic interpretation” of Herodotus and the efficacy of 

“wise-advisers” and their oracle-like power.

Thesis Adviser: Carl Shaw

Division: Classics
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INTRODUCTION

Herodotus of Halicarnassus was a fifth-century writer who produced The 

Histories, a multifaceted text comprising ethnographies, geographies, local histories, the 

Persian War, and more. The dates surrounding his life and the publication of his work are 

uncertain, and the biographical information retained about him is scarce. 1 Herodotus was 

afforded a brief entry (Suda H536) in the Suda, a 10th century Byzantine encyclopaedic 

text, where it is written (among other things) that Herodotus was born in Halicarnassus, 

and died at either Thurii or Pella. The entry from the Suda is unsatisfying, however, in 

that it makes no mention of the extensive world-travel which Herodotus must have 

undertaken to write his project2.  

The theme of my thesis is, broadly speaking, the construction of authority in The 

Histories. As one of the first prose authors in the primarily poetry-driven Greek world, 

Herodotus would have encountered a number of issues, not least of which would have 

been the construction of an authorial voice.  For centuries, Greek literature was made up 

of performative poetry sung to an instrument and inspired by the muses.  Homer, Hesiod, 

and other archaic and early Classical poets “connected” directly to divine inspiration for 

their song, which gave authority to their literary creations.  Herodotus, however, makes 

no invocation of the muses and relies on himself and his historia (enquiry) for the stories 

he offers, but the way in which he constructs authority in his text is interesting.  Most of 

the time, Herodotus constructs this authority for the benefit of his first-person voice-- to 

emphasize his role in the research he is presenting, and to assert its superiority to other 

versions. At other times, this authority is lent to characters in his work, particularly wise-

1 Asheri, based on textual evidence, is comfortable placing the year of Herodotus' birth at 484 BC, and 
the year of his death at not earlier than 430 BC   (Asheri, 2007, pg. 3-5)

2 Asheri, 2007, pg. 6
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advisers. By the end of the work, the role of authority is even passed on to the reader.

The first chapter of this thesis discusses the ways in which Herodotus constructs 

authority in his text off of the model of the Oracle at Delphi. I argue that Herodotus, in 

order to establish his own authority, models his first-person voice after the Oracle's 

authoritative voice. The Oracle at Delphi transmitted the infinite knowledge of the god 

Apollo through the verb σημαίνειν (“to indicate”). Herodotus embellishes his own 

authority by using this verb. For example, he often presents side-by-side conflicting 

accounts in his text, but when Herodotus has his own superior answer to resolve these 

accounts, he will sometimes “indicate” it with the verb σημαίνειν. Another way that 

Herodotus models his voice off of the Oracle's is through his obsession with collecting 

and reporting fine details, counts, and measurements. In the first oracular response quoted 

in the text, the Oracle says that it knows “the number of grains of sand and the 

measurements of the sea.” This is a programmatic statement from the Oracle about the 

nature of its wisdom, and Herodotus' imitation of it is established throughout the text. He 

pointedly displays his collection of the distances between cities, the lengths of coastlines 

and rivers, the heights of monumental buildings, and more.

Herodotus also makes connections between the Oracle and his “wise-adviser” 

characters, sage men who are roughly similar to Herodotus himself. With their pithy 

advice and accurate forewarnings, they are themselves authoritative. Herodotus naturally 

makes them Oracle-like as well. Just as the Oracle predicts the future, wise-men such as 

Amasis are seers of things to be. In addition, these wise-men figures exhibit interest in 

the “number of grains of sand” type knowledge as well.  Herodotus uses these oracles and 

oracle-like figures to imbue authority on himself and his Histories.

2



The second chapter of this thesis concerns the relationship between Herodotus' 

work and the works of Homer and Hesiod, the two most famous archaic poets. First, I 

argue that Herodotus aligns himself in importance and status with Homer and Hesiod, 

again, through the verb of authoritative speech, σημαίνειν. Herodotus credits Homer and 

Hesiod with “indicating” to the Greeks their pantheon-- the names, honors, arts, and 

especially the appearances of the gods. We see later in the text that Herodotus “indicates” 

to his own audience the appearance of two obscure Egyptian cult deities. By reading this 

episode in tandem with his earlier words on the magnificent indication by Homer and 

Hesiod, it becomes clear that Herodotus is interested in adopting conventions from these 

two great poets to put himself in the tradition of authoritative author, even though he does 

not have the divine connection to the Homer and Hesiod’s muses.  

The remainder of the chapter continues with the theme of “conventions” as 

adopted from Homer and Hesiod. Longinus, a first-century literary critic, called 

Herodotus “Oμηρικώτaτoς” (most Homer-like, 13.2), and it is not difficult to see why. 

Scholars have been prolific in writing about the ways that Herodotus aspired to be like 

Homer.3 For example, Pelling has offered a number of “Homeric echoes” to be found in 

Herodotus; these are verbal and thematic “clusters” which should trigger Herodotus' 

readers to “think distinctively of Homer.”4 Far less explored by scholars are the 

conventions borrowed by Herodotus from the other great archaic poet, Hesiod. In the 

final section, I try to assign Hesiod his due diligence, by arguing for the existence of 

some “Hesiodic echoes” and some conventions lent from Hesiod. The most important of 

these conventions borrowed from Hesiod is Herodotus' authoritative and insistent first-

3 Recent scholarly works on the debt owed by Herodotus' work to those of Homer include Boedeker 
(2002), Pelling (2006), and Marincola (2007)

4 Pelling, 2006, pg. 3
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person voice.  It will be shown that the precedent for this voice could not have come from 

Homer, but rather from Hesiod.

The third chapter is focused on the conclusion of The Histories. It is argued that 

there is sub-text of oracular, authoritative wise-advisers in the work's final movements. 

The conclusion consists of three episodes: the story of an immoderate infatuation by the 

Persian king Xerxes, the violent recapture of Sestos from the Persians by the Athenians, 

and finally a speech from Cyrus, the Persian king of old, warning his contemporaries not 

to be eager for expanding their empire. It is generally accepted that the conclusion 

foreshadows events beyond the scope of the text,5 and makes readers ponder on how 

things will play out after the work is over. For example, the conclusion heavily suggests 

to readers that some retribution is pending for the Athenians, based on their burgeoning 

imperialistic tendencies and their violent punishment of the Persian in charge at Sestos, 

Artayktes.6 The episodes of the  conclusion make readers look to the future, beyond the 

text, by resonating thematically with earlier parts of the work, which have their ending 

within the text. So when Xanthippus and the Athenians brutally punish Artayktes, readers 

will be inclined to think that the Athenians  will receive a counter-punishment, as they 

have seen happen so many times throughout The Histories. In short, readers of Herodotus 

can predict what will happen in the future based on their familiarity with the past. There 

is already a precedent for this type of activity in the text, and it is the wise-adviser. 

Amasis, for example, predicts the future for his guest-friend Polycrates based on his 

knowledge of the human past. If we accept that readers by the end have become like 

wise-advisers, then we have a new way to interpret the work's conclusion. The final 

5 This view is “almost canonical” (Gould, 1989, pg. 118)
6 Desmond, 2003, pg. 20
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words by Cyrus (in a new role as wise-adviser) are now not only an ominous warning 

about the dangers of empire, but a reminder of the failure of “wise-advice” and predictive 

power to prevent the necessary retributions and punishments of the historical process.  

Herodotus constructs this role for the reader by association.  Having shown himself, his 

characters, and his work as wise advisers, the reader is given the ability to construct his 

own authority and understanding of future events.
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CHAPTER ONE

Herodotus's history is replete with the Delphic Oracle's commands and 

predictions.7 Opulent kings and rugged Greeks alike send delegates to Apollo's Oracle on 

account of its wisdom and awesome power to see the future. Whether they wish to wage 

war, found a settlement, or cleanse themselves of disease, those in Herodotus's world 

look first and last to the Oracle. After all, the Oracle at Delphi is the "ultimate voice of 

authority" in the universe,8 and this is no less true in the world of Herodotus. In order to 

establish his own authority, I will argue in this chapter that Herodotus constructs his 

voice, the voice of historian, to be like the voice of the Oracle. 

The Delphic Oracle was enigmatic, and often communicated in cryptic riddles.9 

Heraclitus, an important pre-Socratic philsopher,10 helpfully offers this wisdom to 

describe how the Oracle functioned: "The Lord whose oracle is at Delphi neither says, 

nor conceals, but indicates."11 With this quote, Heraclitus explains to us that "σημαίνειν" 

is the modus operandi of the oracle. The Oracle "indicates", because "indication" is an 

authoritative kind of speech. Gregory Nagy explains: 

"In Greek usage someone sêmainei 'indicates', that is, 'makes a sign 

[sêma]', when speaking from a superior vantage point, as when a scout 

7 Bowden, 2005, pg 69.  In his book on the Oracle, Bowden says that Herodotus mentions the Delphic 
Oracle over a hundred times

8 Nagy, 1990, pg 165 
9 Consider Croesus as an archetypal example. Desirous of war, he asks the Oracle whether he should 

wage war against the Persians. He is told by the Oracle that a great empire will fall if he attacks. He 
only thinks to consider one interpretation of the Oracle's response. He interprets the “great empire” to 
fall as the Persian one, not his own, and tragically proceeds with the plan that will ruin his own 
kingdom.

10 Osborne, 1997, pg 80 “No philosopher before Socrates can have had such a profound influence on so 
many generations of subsequent thinkers as Heraclitus.”

11 Heraclitus fragment 93 “ὁ ἄναξ, οὗ τὸ μαντεῖόν ἐστι τὸ ἐν Δελφοῖς, οὔτε λέγει οὔτε κρύπτει ἀλλὰ 
σημαίνει.” 
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goes to the top of a hill and then comes back down to indicate what he 

saw (Herodotus 7.192.1, 7.219.1). By extension, someone sêmainei 

'makes a sign [sêma]' when he or she speaks from a metaphorically 

superior vantage point, as when an authoritative person makes a 

pronouncement that arbitrates between contending points of view 

(Herodotus 1.5.3)." 

If “σημαίνειν” is authoritative speech, then it is fitting that the Delphic oracle's nature is 

“to indicate”, since "...the ultimate voice of authority belongs to the god of the Oracle at 

Delphi, whose supreme vantage point confers upon him the knowledge of all things, even 

the precise number of all grains of sand in the universe.”12

As we can see, authoritative speech, "indication", and the oracle are densely 

interwoven. The connection of these items is also seen throughout Herodotus. On the 

topic of authority and its relation to Herodotus and history, Kindt argues that “Herodotus 

uses oracles to establish the authority of his Histories as text written in a new genre.” 

Furthermore, “The authoritative voice of oracles ...corresponds to the authoritative voice 

of the historian in his role as the researcher and narrator of the history he tells.”13 Kindt 

comes close to describing accurately the relationship between the voice of the Oracle and 

the voice of the historian, but I will take her point further. My argument is that, within the 

text, Herodotus models his authority on the Delphic Oracle. He constructs his voice, the 

voice of the historian, as a kind of oracular voice throughout his own text by co-opting 

oracular qualities, especially the power to indicate (σημαίνειν). Firstly, I will demonstrate 

that Heraclitus's fragment about the oracle is true in Herodotus, showing that the oracle in 

12 Nagy, 1990, pg 165 
13 Kindt, 2006, pg 35
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Herodotus is an 'indicator'. Having established the link between the Oracle and σημαίνειν 

within Herodotus' text, I will then demonstrate several uses of σημαίνειν by Herodotus 

that make him like the Oracle. After that, I will show that wise men in the history are both 

like oracles and like Herodotus, further cementing the link between Herodotus's voice 

and the Oracle.

THE ORACLE AND “INDICATION” IN HERODOTUS

Heraclitus says that the Delphic Oracle “indicates.” The Delphic Oracle also 

indicates in Herodotus's history.  The praise heaped upon the Alkmeonids in Book Six 

portrays the indicative power of the Oracle in the world of Herodotus.

 

᾿Αλκμεωνίδαι δὲ ἐμφανέως ἠλευθέρωσαν, εἰ δὴ οὗτοί γε ἀληθέως ἦσαν 

οἱ τὴν Πυθίην ἀναπείσαντες προσημαίνειν Λακεδαιμονίοισι ἐλευθεροῦν 

τὰς᾿Αθήνας, ὥς μοι πρότερον δεδήλωται. ᾿  (6.123.10-12)

“The Alkmeonids, on the other hand, were without doubt the real 

liberators, if these had truly bribed Pythia to indicate to the 

Lacedaimonians to free the Athenians, as I cleared up earlier.” 

Here Herodotus is praising the Alkmeonids as the true liberators of Athens from the 

tyranny of the Pesistratids, their rival family in Athens. He esteems the Alkmeonids over 

Harmodios and Aristogeiton, who had actually done the killing of the Pesistratid tyrant 

Hipparchos.. Herodotus says that this action did not end the tyranny, but only made the 
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surviving Pesistratids more menacing. The credit for ending the tyranny belongs to the 

Alkmeonids, since bribed Pythia, the priestess through whose lips Apollo spoke, to 

indicate to the Spartans that they should march to Athens and kick the Pesistratids out. 

This episode demonstrates not only that the Oracle in The Histories “indicates”, 

but also the incredible authority which is commanded by its indication. The Alkmeonids 

bribe Pythia to indicate to the Spartans that they free Athens, and the Spartans listen. As a 

last resort to liberate their city from the savage rule of the Pesistratids, the Alkmeonids 

understood that a 'σημαίνειν' in their favor from the oracle would ensure their success 

beyond doubt. 

This shows that 'σημαίνειν' is connected with the oracle in Herodotus. Since this 

has been done, we will see that Herodotus, the historian, connects himself to the oracle 

through different uses of the verb. 

“MAKING A DISPLAY” OF CERTAINTY

The Oracle at Delphi is the authoritative voice which transmits the infinite 

knowledge of the god Apollo.14 Herodotus, on the other hand, has mortal limitations to 

his wisdom- he cannot know everything. To his credit, he does not shy from admitting 

those occasions when he does not know something with certainty, which happens when 

his inquiry ('ἱστορίη') fails to produce an answer beyond reasonable skepticism. 

Herodotus draws special attention to this word for inquiry in his very first line, calling his 

14 Kindt, 2006, on the divide between the omniscience of the gods and the fundamental blindness of 
mortals
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work “The display of the results of Herodotus' inquiry.” (῾Ηροδότου Ἁλικαρνησσέος 

ἱστορίης ἀπόδεξις ἥδε).15 The word 'ἱστορίη', cognate with the word 'history', has come to 

define the reception of Herodotus.16 Yet we must remember that Herodotus' work is not 

merely 'inquiry', but the display of that inquiry's findings ('ἀπόδεξις'). When the historian 

wishes to indicate that he has a certain answer to a question, he “makes a display” of it 

with the verb σημαίνειν. One such σημαίνειν appears very early on in the history, utilized 

by the first-person voice of the historian.

 Ταῦτα μέν νυν Πέρσαι τε καὶ Φοίνικες λέγουσι. ᾿Εγὼ δὲ 

περὶ μὲν τούτων οὐκ ἔρχομαι ἐρέων ὡς οὕτως ἢ ἄλλως κως 

ταῦτα ἐγένετο, τὸν δὲ οἶδα αὐτὸς πρῶτον ὑπάρξαντα 

ἀδίκων ἔργων ἐς τοὺς ῞Ελληνας, τοῦτον σημήνας προβή-

σομαι ἐς τὸ πρόσω τοῦ λόγου, ὁμοίως μικρὰ καὶ μεγάλα 

ἄστεα ἀνθρώπων ἐπεξιών. (1.5.9-14)

“Now these are the things which the Persians and the Phoenicians say. I 

will not answer whether these things actually happened this way or that 

way, but I myself know him who first undertook injustices against the 

Greeks, and having indicated him I will proceed further into my story, 

going equally over the small and great cities of men.”

15 Aristotle (Rhet. 3.9, 1409a 34) says, against all manuscript tradition, that The Histories begins 
“Herodotus of Thurii” (“῾Ηροδότου Θουρίου”). 

16 After all, Herodotus is “The Father of History” to Cicero (De Legibus,Bk. 1, V). In the preface to his 
translation of Herodotus' work, Rev. William Beloe writes “Herodotus is styled The Father of History 
because he was the first who wrote general history, and the first to adorn it with the graces of 
eloquence.” (Beloe, 1859)
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Herodotus has just finished describing the animosity between Greeks and Asians, which 

begins far back in a quasi-mythological time period. This animosity manifested in a back-

and-forth series of women-snatching and eventually resulted in the Trojan War. 

Herodotus says that these are the versions of events as told by the Phoenicians and the 

Persians, but that he will not confirm one version over the other. He says, however, that 

he will point out (σημήνας προβήσομαι) the one whom he knows (οἶδα) to be the first to 

commit unjust acts against the Greeks. With his use of indication, Herodotus makes a 

new starting point to his history, where his own authority over the matters in his text 

begins. In effect, Herodotus is giving his history two starting points, both the Proem 

along with 1.1, and then 1.5.9 where he indicates that Croesus the Lydian began to 

subjugate previously free Greeks on the coast of Asia Minor. When he creates his own 

beginning, stamped by the oracular authority vested in 'σημήνας', he signals his authority 

and his own role in assembling his research. Furthermore, his use of the verb σημαίνειν 

suggests that what he does know (that Croesus definitely brought injuries upon the 

Greeks), he knows with oracular conviction-- that is, beyond a shadow of a doubt. By 

using the Oracle's word, he persuades the audience of the authority of his voice. In the 

next section, we will see how Herodotus uses σημαίνειν to display his knowledge of fine 

details, facts, and measures, and how his interest in this knowledge is itself borrowed 

from the Oracle.

THE NUMBER OF GRAINS OF SAND

Herodotus's obsession with reporting all manner of heights, counts, and distances 
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is another way in which the historian's voice mimics something oracular in order to 

demonstrate his own authority.  The practice is derived directly from the mouth of the 

Delphic Oracle in Book One, from the first oracular response presented in verse. When 

Croesus considers waging war on the Persians, he knows that he needs to consult an 

oracle to learn whether this venture will go well for him. He devises a test for all the 

oracles in the world so that he may know which ones have true foresight, and can tell him 

truthfully whether to attack Persia. Herodotus reports only the response of the Delphic 

Oracle:

«Οἶδα δ' ἐγὼ ψάμμου τ' ἀριθμὸν καὶ μέτρα θαλάσσης, 

καὶ κωφοῦ συνίημι καὶ οὐ φωνεῦντος ἀκούω. 

᾿Οδμή μ' ἐς φρένας ἦλθε κραταιρίνοιο χελώνης 

ἑψομένης ἐν χαλκῷ ἅμ' ἀρνείοισι κρέεσσιν, 

ᾗ χαλκὸς μὲν ὑπέστρωται, χαλκὸν δ' ἐπίεσται.»  

“I know the number of grains of sand and the measures of the sea,

I understand the mute and hear the speechless.

Into the depths of my senses has come the smell of hard-shelled tortoise

Boiling in bronze with the meat of lamb,

Laid upon bronze below, covered with bronze on top.”

This is a programmatic statement for the Oracle’s authority in The Histories. The Delphic 

Oracle makes clear the type of incredible knowledge which it possesses, for it even 
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knows what exactly Croesus is doing far away in Sardis. Kindt aptly describes this 

episode as a “grotesque distortion” of the usual consultation at Delphi (Kindt, 2006). 

Croesus already knows the answer to his question, and instead of the requester wrangling 

with an obscure oracular response, the oracle is challenged with divining the obscure 

actions of the request-maker. That this grotesque distortion appears so early in The 

Histories is helpful to the reader. The oracle's response clues readers in to the exact nature 

of the oracle's knowledge (everything). What the oracle signifies that it knows is “an 

excess of signification” (Barker, 2006).  The “number (ἀριθμὸν) of grains of sand” and 

“the measurements (μέτρα) of the sea” suggest something incomprehensible, and serve to 

delineate human and mortal spheres of knowledge (Kindt, 2006). While Herodotus 

cannot know what he cannot know, he can asymptotically approach oracular omniscience 

by reporting all kinds of counts (ἀριθμα) and measures (μέτρα). 

 Therefore, mimicking the oracle's knowledge of minutiae is one way in which the 

voice of the historian becomes authoritative. He constructs himself as an oracular voice 

over his own text through the meticulous compilation of all kinds of figures about the 

natural world. For example, when Herodotus turns to Egypt in Βook Τwo, he soon starts 

reporting numbers about the natural landscape, such as the distance between Heliopolis 

and Thebes as 4,860 stades, or the length of the coastline of Egypt as 3,600 stades. The 

language leading up to one particular statistic reads as follows:

τρισχιλίων, ὅσον δέ τι ἀπὸ θαλάσσης ἐς μεσόγαιαν μέχρι 

Θηβέων ἐστί, σημανέω· στάδιοι γάρ εἰσι εἴκοσι καὶ ἑκατὸν (2.9.7-8)

“As for how far it is from the sea, through the middle of the land, and 
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then to Thebes, I will indicate it:  6,120 stades.”

In this instance, the verb σημαίνειν is in the first person-- a declaration from the voice of 

the historian. By using 'to indicate' in this list of numbers, Herodotus augments the 

oracle-ness of his voice as historian. He presents these numbers with no concrete mention 

of their source; the reader is left to imagine that Herodotus has measured these distances 

himself. Even then, there is no mention of how these distances were measured. This 

build-up to the eventual reveal of Thebes's distance from the coast, climbing to an apex of 

tension in 'σημανέω', is peculiar. The figure of the distance seems to the reader as if it 

were the conclusion to some arithmetic with the previous numbers, but it is not. The 

ultimate effect of “I will indicate” in this sentence is that the historian simply knows these 

things about his world, just as the Oracle at Delphi knows how many grains of sand there 

are. 

Herodotus also uses some of our key words when he maps out the geography of 

Scythia in book four. 

Τῆς δὲ Σκυθικῆς γῆς ἡ Θρηίκη τὸ ἐς θάλασσαν 

πρόκειται· κόλπου δὲ ἀγομένου τῆς γῆς ταύτης ἡ Σκυθική 

τε ἐκδέκεται καὶ ὁ ῎Ιστρος ἐκδιδοῖ ἐς αὐτήν, πρὸς εὖρον 

ἄνεμον τὸ στόμα τετραμμένος. Τὸ δὲ ἀπὸ ῎Ιστρου ἔρχομαι 

σημανέων τὸ πρὸς θάλασσαν αὐτῆς, τῆς Σκυθικῆς χώρης 

ἐς μέτρησιν. ᾿Απὸ ῎Ιστρου αὕτη ἤδη <ἡ> ἀκταίη Σκυθική (4.99.1-6)

“Thrace runs farther out into the sea than Scythia; and where a bay is 
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formed in its coast, Scythia begins, and the mouth of the Ister, which 

faces to the south-east, is in that country. Now I will indicate the coast 

of the true Scythia from the Ister, and give its measurements.”

 “Σημαίνειν” is here a participle paired with “ἔρχομαι”, a construction which indicates the 

future tense, meaning “I am going to indicate.” As earlier, we see the voice of the 

historian using σημαίνειν in the guidance of his own text. The use of “μέτρησιν” recalls 

its placement in the Oracle's response to Croesus: “I know the measurements (μέτρα) of 

the sea.” (1.47.3).  It shows that he knows even the finest details of the world which he 

has authored. Just as the Oracle is all-knowing about the natural world's measurements, 

so is Herodotus. Through this choice of words, the historian shows us that his practice of 

detailed measuring has some link with both authority and oracle-ness.

WISE MEN AS ORACULARLY-ENDOWED

There are some figures in the history who are conspicuous as men of wisdom, 

whose advice is always pithy, and who are oracular in that their predictions always come 

to fruition.  Examples of such a character type are Solon and Amasis. I will first establish 

the ways in which these figures are like the Oracle. Then, I will establish that such 

characters are also like Herodotus, by extension showing that Herodotus himself is like 

the Oracle.

Like the Oracle, Amasis has the impressive power of prophecy and foresight. 

Herodotus records in book three a correspondence between Polykrates, the tyrant of 
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Samos, and Amasis, the ruler of Egypt. Noticing how much good fortune had come to his 

friend Polycrates, Amasis warns his him how extremely worried he is on his behalf, since 

he has “never heard of anyone enjoying good fortune in all things who did not ultimately 

die in total disaster.” (3.40) Later on, Polycrates gets what is coming his way and he is 

killed “in a way too disgusting to relate.” Herodotus ends this story with: “thus all the 

prosperity and fortune of Polykrates came to an end, just as Amasis the king of Egypt has 

prophesied.” (3.125). Although a mortal, Amasis evidently had the power to look ahead 

to the future, since Herodotus says that Amasis προεμαντεύσατο. This verb, literally “to 

foresee the future”, certainly ties Amasis to oracles. After all, divination of the future is 

the Oracle's premier activity. But how is such reading of the future possible for a mortal 

to do? Amasis does not have a divinely-granted power of prophecy, rather, he has 

something available to all mortals: he understands how history functions. He 

demonstrates this when he says that he “has never heard” of anyone being too prosperous 

without downfall. This suggests that those who have studied the past can learn to predict 

the future, like the Oracle, if he has studied the past well enough. If Amasis can predict 

the future based on his knowledge of the human past, then Herodotus is like the Oracle as 

well, based on his similar quality of knowledge. After all, Herodotus, with his meticulous 

collection of logoi, has this type of knowledge. Furthermore, if studiers of the past are 

like oracles, then isn't a study of the past (like Herodotus's history) an oracular device? I 

will expand on this idea in a later chapter, in which I support a reading of Herodotus's 

conclusion as a device foreshadowing the future, which is accomplished through a sub-

text of wise-advisers.

Solon is another such oracular wise man. In Book One, Herodotus describes how 
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Solon the lawmaker arrives at Sardis (the capital of Croesus's Lydia) during his time of 

exile from Athens. Herodotus says that he traveled not only as part of his self-imposed 

exile, however, but also for sight-seeing. He even visited Amasis in Egypt. This visit with 

Amasis is an interesting detail. It suggests in advance that Solon and Amasis are of a 

similar type of character. Any audience familiar with the legendary legacy of Solon may 

be triggered to think of Solon-like “wise-adviser” qualities when they reach parts of the 

work later that feature Amasis. At Sardis, Herodotus depicts a dialogue between the wise 

man and the wealthy king. Croesus, thinking himself to be the happiest man alive, asks 

Solon whether this notion of his is true. Solon tersely responds that the happiest man was 

Tellus the Athenian, and only when pressed does he explain why: because Tellus lived in 

a thriving city, had good children who survived him, died on the battlefield, and had a 

fine state burial.  Croesus presses further and asks whom Solon thinks is second place in 

happiness. Solon then gives a detailed and complete account of the story of Cleobis and 

Biton, young men who yoked themselves to a wagon and hauled their mother to the 

temple of Hera for five miles. As a reward they were granted “the best thing a human 

being could have”: the end of their lives. They fell asleep inside the temple and never 

woke again.   At this point, the impatient and vexed Croesus asks why Solon values so 

poorly Croesus's own fortune, and it is this answer which interests us:

Ο δὲ εἶπε· «῏Ω Κροῖσε, ἐπιστάμενόν με τὸ θεῖον πᾶν 

ἐὸν φθονερόν τε καὶ ταραχῶδες ἐπειρωτᾷς ἀνθρωπηίων 

πρηγμάτων πέρι. ᾿Εν γὰρ τῷ μακρῷ χρόνῳ πολλὰ μὲν ἔστι 

ἰδεῖν τὰ μή τις ἐθέλει, πολλὰ δὲ καὶ παθεῖν. ᾿Ες γὰρ  
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ἑβδομήκοντα ἔτεα οὖρον τῆς ζόης ἀνθρώπῳ προτίθημι. 

Οὗτοι ἐόντες ἐνιαυτοὶ ἑβδομήκοντα παρέχονται ἡμέρας 

διηκοσίας καὶ πεντακισχιλίας καὶ δισμυρίας, ἐμβολίμου 

μηνὸς μὴ γινομένου· εἰ δὲ δὴ ἐθελήσει τοὔτερον τῶν ἐτέων 

μηνὶ μακρότερον γίνεσθαι, ἵνα δὴ αἱ ὧραι συμβαίνωσι 

παραγινόμεναι ἐς τὸ δέον, μῆνες μὲν παρὰ τὰ ἑβδομήκοντα 

ἔτεα οἱ ἐμβόλιμοι γίνονται τριήκοντα πέντε, ἡμέραι δὲ ἐκ 

τῶν μηνῶν τούτων χίλιαι πεντήκοντα. Τουτέων τῶν 

ἁπασέων ἡμερέων τῶν ἐς τὰ ἑβδομήκοντα ἔτεα, ἐουσέων 

πεντήκοντα καὶ διηκοσιέων καὶ ἑξακισχιλιέων καὶ δισμυ-

ριέων, ἡ ἑτέρη αὐτέων τῇ ἑτέρῃ ἡμέρῃ τὸ παράπαν οὐδὲν 

ὅμοιον προσάγει πρῆγμα. Οὕτω ὦν, ὦ Κροῖσε, πᾶν ἐστι 

ἄνθρωπος συμφορή... (1.32.5-21)

“Croesus, you ask me about human affairs, since I know about 

the jealousy and troublesomeness of the divine. For in a large span of 

time there are many things to see which one may not wish to see, which 

one may not have decided to endure. For I set the upper limit of life for a 

human at seventy years. This many years, being seventy, consist of 

25,200 days, if we do not count the intercalary month. But if every other 

year is made greater by a month, so that the seasons concord properly, 

then there are 35 of these intercalary months, which have in them 1,050 

days. Thus in all these seventy years, there are in total 26,250 days. And 

not one of these days is exactly like another in what it brings. Therefore, 

Croesus, all of man is but chance...” 

The effect of Solon's calculation of the number of days in a man's life is one of precision 
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and attention to detail. The argument is impressive. He lays out the exact number of days 

in the human lifespan, and does it all over again to account for intercalary months. This is 

exactly the “grains of sand” type of knowledge which is constructed as oracular and 

authoritative in Herodotus. This type of speech from the mouth of a quasi-legendary, 

larger-than-life type such as Solon emphasizes the credibility of this practice. The oracle 

does it, wise men do it, and as we know, Herodotus does it exceedingly. 

CONCLUSION 

Were Herodotus as powerful as the Delphic Oracle, he would always have a 

certain answer to the questions which arise throughout his massive “inquiry” (ἱστορίη). 

This is unfortunately not the case. However, it is important to remember that Herodotus 

does not merely label his work “ἱστορίη” (“inquiry”), but “ἀπόδεξις ἱστορίης”, “the 

display of the results of an inquiry”. Whenever Herodotus is confident in the results he 

has found, and wishes to emphasize this confidence (in other words, when he wishes to 

“display the results”), it stands to reason that he would have a specific way of marking 

such definitive knowledge.  This chapter has shown that oracles, and the oracle’s verb of 

σημαίνειν, are his way of doing so. Clearly, the Oracle is tied to authority in The 

Histories. The story of the Alkmeonids’ bribery of Pythia to tell the Spartans to free 

Athens demonstrates this fact. One type of knowledge that Herodotus marks in an 

oracular way (with σημαίνειν) is that of precise details and measurements- the reason he 

reports this type of knowledge is the Oracle itself, who claims to know even “the number 

of grains of sand” in the very first oracular response in the work. This chapter has also 
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shown other facets of Herodotus’s first-person voice to be tied to oracles. The Oracle is 

known for diachronic knowledge- knowledge of past, present, and future. It has been 

shown that when Herodotus wishes to look forward to later parts of his text, or look back 

to previous parts, he naturally borrows the verb σημαίνειν. Finally, wise- adviser figures 

are shown to be both like Herodotus and like the Oracle. The Oracle, Herodotus, and 

Solon all display this “number of grains of sand” type knowledge, for example.  

Herodotus and wise-advisers like Amasis are alike earnest students of history (the past). 

Amasis is able to use his wisdom of the past to be able to predict the future, like an 

oracle. Herodotus, likewise a student of history, implicitly has a similar power. This 

observation about oracularity and future-seeing power of wise advisers will be used to 

make an argument in my third chapter, that the conclusion of the work trains readers to 

predict the future by making them act like wise-advisers. 
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CHAPTER TWO

Herodotus’s Histories is a project of groundbreaking scale and scope. In the time 

of its creation, few other literary undertakings were written in prose; verse was 

overwhelmingly the preferred language of literature.17  No other work was yet labeled 

“history”.18 No other author had woven together disparate topics as ethnography, 

geography, and history (“proper”) in a text so monumental in size. A project so unlike 

ones preceding it presents some challenges to its author in its construction and 

organization. A text as diverse in its content and so generically unique as the Histories 

naturally appropriated multiple conventions from multiple sources. This chapter will 

show how Homer and Hesiod, the two most famous archaic poets, are sources for some 

of those conventions. The first section establishes that Herodotus equates himself in 

importance with Homer and Hesiod. The second section concerns the specific Homeric 

and Hesiodic conventions on which The Histories leans. While others have made clear 

the importance of Homer to The Histories, far less explored is the importance of Hesiod. 

In the vein of those projects which have so successfully described the “echoes” of Homer 

in Herodotus, 19 I will do the same for the “echoes” of Hesiod. The goal of this display is 

to give Hesiod appropriate credit for the significant conventions he lends to The 

Histories, like the large first-person voice which Herodotus adopts.20 

17 Romm, 1998, pg. 13: “To understand the revolutionary nature of Herodotus's achievement, it is 
important to recognize the paltry status of prose in Greece up until his time.”

18 Romm, 1998, pg. 9: Herodotus labels his work “ἱστορίη”, which referred then more to an “inquiry” than 
a  “narrative of past events.” Herodotus's work, however, takes the credit for beginning the evolution of 
this word to our contemporary “history”. 

19 That is, Pelling's 2006 “Homer and Herodotus”
20 Asheri says that to read Herodotus is “like hearing him talk. References to himself...are frequent.” 

Asheri (2007), pg. 1
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HOMER AND HESIOD AS ‘INDICATORS’

My first chapter zoomed in closely on the word “σημαίνειν” (“to indicate”) in The 

Histories. I connected this verb to the speech of the Oracle, and then showed how 

Herodotus used the verb in a way that made his voice and those of certain historical 

characters oracle-like. Characters who “indicate” speak with authority and are typically 

portrayed in a positive manner. Examples of such figures include Amasis, a wise king of 

Egypt, and Solon, the legendary wise-man of Athens.  Herodotus also has Homer and 

Hesiod make an appearance as “indicators”:

῞Οθεν δὲ ἐγένετο ἕκαστος τῶν θεῶν, εἴτε δὴ αἰεὶ ἦσαν πάντες, ὁκοῖοί τέ 

τινες τὰ εἴδεα, οὐκ ἠπιστέατο μέχρι οὗ πρώην τε καὶ χθὲς ὡς εἰπεῖν 

λόγῳ. ῾Ησίοδον γὰρ καὶ ῞Ομηρον ἡλικίην τετρακοσίοισι ἔτεσι δοκέω 

μέο πρεσβυτέρους γενέσθαι καὶ οὐ πλέοσι· οὗτοι δέ εἰσι οἱ ποιήσαντες 

θεογονίην ῞Ελλησι καὶ τοῖσι θεοῖσι τὰς ἐπωνυμίας δόντες καὶ τιμάς τε 

καὶ τέχνας διελόντες καὶ εἴδεα αὐτῶν σημήναντες· 

“But from where each of the gods came, and whether they have always 

been, and how they are in respect to form, none of these things were 

known until pretty much yesterday, if I may. For I would judge Hesiod 

and Homer to be only four-hundred years before my time and not any 

more than that. Rather it was they who made Theogony for the Greeks 

and gave to the gods their names and honors, assigned them their skills 

and arts, and indicated their forms.” (2.53)

Here Herodotus attributes an important religious achievement to Homer and Hesiod. He 
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credits them with giving the Greeks the important details about their pantheon. To be 

precise, he says that Homer and Hesiod indicated the forms (εἴδεα) of the gods. They 

learned the names of the gods from the Egyptians and Libyans and related their 

appearances to the unknowing Greeks. Σημαίνειν is the communication of information 

from a superior vantage point, and evidently this new activity of handing down to your 

audience the forms of gods fits under its scope. Herodotus, not to be outdone by the great 

archaic poets, mimics this way in which they “indicate”:

῾Ο μὲν δὴ τοιαῦτα πολλὰ ἐς Πέρσας τε καὶ τοὺς συμμά-

χους ἐξεμαίνετο, μένων ἐν Μέμφι καὶ θήκας τε παλαιὰς 

ἀνοίγων καὶ σκεπτόμενος τοὺς νεκρούς. ῝Ως δὲ δὴ καὶ ἐς 

τοῦ ῾Ηφαίστου τὸ ἱρὸν ἦλθε καὶ πολλὰ τῷ ἀγάλματι κατεγέ-

λασε. ῎Εστι γὰρ τοῦ ῾Ηφαίστου τὤγαλμα τοῖσι Φοινικηίοισι 

Παταΐκοισι ἐμφερέστατον, τοὺς οἱ Φοίνικες ἐν τῇσι 

πρῴρῃσι τῶν τριηρέων περιάγουσι· ὃς δὲ τούτους μὴ ὄπωπε, 

ἐγὼ δέ <οἱ> σημανέω· πυγμαίου ἀνδρὸς μίμησίς ἐστι. 

᾿Εσῆλθε δὲ καὶ ἐς τῶν Καβείρων τὸ ἱρόν, ἐς τὸ οὐ θεμιτόν 

ἐστι ἐσιέναι ἄλλον γε ἢ τὸν ἱρέα· ταῦτα δὲ τὰ ἀγάλματα 

καὶ ἐνέπρησε πολλὰ κατασκώψας. ῎Εστι δὲ καὶ ταῦτα ὅμοια 

τοῖσι τοῦ ῾Ηφαίστου· τούτου δέ σφεας παῖδας λέγουσι 

εἶναι.  

“Such were the many crimes against even Persians and their allies in 

his madness. While in Memphis, he [Cambyses] busted open the 

ancient tombs and scrutinized the corpses. When he went into the holy 

area of Hephaistos, he thoroughly ridiculed his cult statues, for the cult 
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statues of Hephaistos most resemble those things which the 

Phoenicians bind to the prows of their triremes. Whoever has not seen 

these things, I will indicate them for him. They are the imitation of a 

pygmy-man. He also went into the holy area of the Kabeiroi, where it is 

not permitted for anyone other than the priest to enter. There he made 

mockery of the idols and incinerated them. These idols resemble those 

of the ones of Hephaistos, and they are said to be his sons.” (3.37)

This desecration of an Egyptian temple was committed by Cambyses, son of Cyrus, 

during his madness. This is one of many terrible acts wrought by Cambyses, who was the 

then-ruler of Persia. The episode here stresses his hubris and religious impropriety. It is 

clearly a terrible offense to break open tombs and inspect the bodies therein. It is likely 

also inappropriate for Cambyses to go into “holy area of Hephaistos” where the cult 

statues are, and further inappropriate to ridicule those statues. We must infer from context 

that this “holy area” normally maintains restricted access, like the Kabeiroi's “holy area”, 

which Herodotus says that no one “other than the priest” may enter. Like the inner 

sanctum of Hephaistos, the sanctum of the Kabeiroi also contains idols. If these sanctums 

have limited access, then the idols inside are only seen by a rather small number of 

people. The appearance of the idols is, in other words, highly classified information. Yet 

Herodotus is able to indicate (σημαίνειν) to anyone who is not familiar with these statues 

precisely what they look like: the pygmies which Phoenicians tie to their ships. 

Herodotus's σημαίνειν in this episode has some interesting implications. Earlier 

we saw that the way which Homer and Hesiod indicated was to relate to their audience 

the appearance of a number of gods. Herodotus' activity here is very similar, relating to a 

broad audience the appearance of some gods which few could know. With this type of 
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σημαίνειν, Herodotus is clearly drawing a parallel between himself, Homer, and Hesiod. 

Herodotus gives himself the kudos of doing for his audience what the archaic poets did 

for theirs, and then some. The gods which Herodotus generously shares with his audience 

are exotic and rare. In this section, we were lucky to see Herodotus defining explicitly a 

convention which he borrows from the archaic poets (in this case, the indication of how 

gods look). The following sections of this chapter will deal with some of the conventions 

whose source Herodotus does not name so explicitly.

THE HOMERIC ECHO

Homer, the poet of The Iliad and The Odyssey, is often brought to mind when 

reading The Histories. After all, “the supreme model for a narrative of this scale was 

provided by Homer.” (Strassler, pg. xviii) Many scholars affirm this closeness between 

Herodotus and Homer.21 One such scholar is Pelling, who has done a great deal of work 

in collecting verbal and thematic allusions to Homer in The Histories. (Pelling, 2006) He 

calls these “Homeric echoes”: moments in Herodotus which should”trigger in readers or 

listeners a greater readiness to think distinctively of ‘Homer’”. This section will relate a 

portion of these “echoes” in order to make clear to the reader of this chapter the presence 

which Homer has in The Histories. For example, Pelling points out an echo of Homer 

during Herodotus’s depiction of the Ionian Revolt, when the Ionian Greeks sought to 

overthrow the rule of the Persians, who at the time were led by Cyrus. In Her. 5.97, 

Aristagoras, the ruler of Miletus (in Ionia), beseeches the Athenians to send him ships for 

fighting the Persians. Aristogoras wins them over, and the Athenians agree to dispatch 20 

21 Boedeker (2002), Pelling (2006), Marincola (2007), to name recent contributions
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ships to help the Ionians. Herodotus says then that these ships were the “beginning of 

evils (ἀρχὴ κaκών) for Greeks and barbarians.” Pelling notes that the idea of ships that 

begin evil is also found in Homer, 5.62-63 (“Those well-balanced, evil-causing ships 

which were the source of evil for all the Trojans”). Whereas in Homer the evil was 

brought only for the Trojans,  Herodotus says the suffering is for Greek and Barbarian 

alike. Pelling calls this “a Herodotean unification”, and argues that such a unification is 

Homeric, since “the similarity of the sufferings of both sides is basic to the insight of 

Achilles in Iliad 24.” 

Pelling draws similar connections between Homer’s character of Priam, the 

elderly king of the Trojans in The Iliad, and certain characters in The Histories of 

Herodotus, such as Croesus. Book One sees Cyrus, the ruler of the Persians, overcome 

the kingdom of Lydia and her emperor, Croesus. The victorious Cyrus is about to burn 

Croesus on a pyre in a ceremonial execution, but in the end pities him and spares his life. 

Herodotus writes that “Cyrus ordered him to be freed, and sat him at side, treating him 

with great respect and both Cyrus and all those nearby stared in Croesus in 

wonder…”(Strassler, p. 50) Pelling provides for us that this “wonder” is “very much the 

‘marvel’, the θáμβoς with which Achilles so memorably gazed upon Priam ‘and the 

others marvelled too’, at Iliad 24.480–4.” Herodotus’s character of Psammenitus 

similarly echoes Priam. Psamennitus is an emperor of Egypt who, like Croesus, has been 

conquered by a ruler of Persia. This time that Persian is Cambyses. Cambyses prepares a 

ceremonial execution (yet another) for Psammenitus. The defeated king is exposed to a 

procession of sore sights: his daughter carrying water in slave’s dress, his son being led to 

execution, and his old friend reduced to beggary. Herodotus says that this friend is “on 
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the threshold of age” (ἐπὶ γήρaoς oὐδώ) (14.10), and the sight of him is what finally 

drives Psammenitus to tears. Priam too is “on the threshold of age” (in the same words) 

when he is “contemplating his own coming death at Iliad 22.60” What concretizes this 

episode as an echo of Homer for Pelling “is the way that Priam went on gloomily to 

foresee ‘his sons being killed and his daughters being dragged away’ into slavery (22.62), 

very much the previous elements in Psammenitus’ misery here.”

The examples provided here are a small selection of what Pelling offers as 

“Homeric echoes”, but they make clear to the reader that Homer is a constant presence of 

The Histories. Pelling proves that The Histories appropriates from Homer not only in the 

broad strokes of subject matter and scale, but also in compact verbal clusters that have a 

corresponding thematic resonance to their Homeric counterpart. But does Homer get all 

the glory? There must be some connections between Herodotus and the other great 

archaic poet, Hesiod. Pelling's type of fine-combing search for verbal clusters will be 

attempted as a way to find allusion to Hesiod (“Hesiodic Echoes”, in other words) within 

The Histories.

THE HESIODIC ECHO

In the beginning of Works and Days, Hesiod invokes the Muses of Pieria to tell of 

their father Zeus. He then begins to enumerate the awesome powers of Zeus for his broth-

er Perses. Herodotus will refer back to these opening ten lines in a way which I will argue 

is an “echo” of Hesiod.

μοῦσαι Πιερίηθεν ἀοιδῇσιν κλείουσαι
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δεῦτε, Δί᾽ ἐννέπετε, σφέτερον πατέρ᾽ ὑμνείουσαι:

ὅντε διὰ βροτοὶ ἄνδρες ὁμῶς ἄφατοί τε φατοί τε,

ῥητοί τ᾽ ἄρρητοί τε Διὸς μεγάλοιο ἕκητι.

ῥέα μὲν γὰρ βριάει, ῥέα δὲ βριάοντα χαλέπτει,

ῥεῖα δ᾽ ἀρίζηλον μινύθει καὶ ἄδηλον ἀέξει,

ῥεῖα δέ τ᾽ ἰθύνει σκολιὸν καὶ ἀγήνορα κάρφει

Ζεὺς ὑψιβρεμέτης, ὃς ὑπέρτατα δώματα ναίει.

κλῦθι ἰδὼν ἀίων τε, δίκῃ δ᾽ ἴθυνε θέμιστας

τύνη: ἐγὼ δέ κε, Πέρση, ἐτήτυμα μυθησαίμην.

“Muses of Pieria who give glory through song, come now, tell us of 

Zeus your father and chant his praise. By his will, mortal men are 

famed or unfamed, sung or unsung alike, as great Zeus wills. For easily 

he makes strong, and easily he brings the strong man low; easily he 

humbles the proud and raises the obscure, and easily he straightens the 

crooked and blasts the proud,—Zeus who thunders aloft and has his 

dwelling most high. Attend thou with eye and ear, and make 

judgements straight with righteousness.  And, Perses, I would tell of 

true things. “ (Translation borrowed from Evelyn-White)

The first ten lines of Works and Days talk about the power of Zeus to alter the for-

tunes of men as he sees fit. Sung becomes unsung, humble becomes proud, and proud be-

comes blasted into dust. In other words, Hesiod begins this poem with themes of justice 

and (appropriately measured) reversals of fortune. Readers of Herodotus are very familiar 

with these themes. Balance, justice, and retribution (τίσις)—the themes at the beginning 

of Works and Days are an important part of the storytelling framework of the Histories. 
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Herodotus’ logoi often feature a crucial reversal of fortune.22 Things start to go awfully in 

proportion to how good they were before. This is one of the rules in Herodotus’s uni-

verse: 

…ὁμοίως σμικρὰ καὶ μεγάλα ἄστεα ἀνθρώπων ἐπεξιών. τὰ γὰρ τὸ 

πάλαι μεγάλα ἦν, τὰ πολλὰ σμικρὰ αὐτῶν γέγονε: τὰ δὲ ἐπ᾽ ἐμεῦ ἦν 

μεγάλα, πρότερον ἦν σμικρά. τὴν ἀνθρωπηίην ὤν ἐπιστάμενος 

εὐδαιμονίην οὐδαμὰ ἐν τὠυτῷ μένουσαν, ἐπιμνήσομαι ἀμφοτέρων 

ὁμοίως. (1.4)

“…I will proceed through small and great cities equally. For those 

which were great in the old days, have by my time become small, and 

those which are great in my day, were small before. So, knowing that 

human happiness never remains that way, I will make mention of both 

types of cities the same.” 

These lines are in a very important spot near the beginning of the Histories. Herodotus 

has just finished going through the accounts of women-snatchings that have plagued most 

of human history. He has just pinned Croesus as the beginning point of his history (“the 

one whom I can confirm to have started injuries against the Greeks”). About to launch 

into the bulk of his work, he gives this insight into both his method of organizing his 

inquiry, and a principle which will appear over and over throughout the text.  

This section, I believe, suggests an announcement of his project as a blend of 

22 Derow (2003), pg .43 on the “pervasiveness of this model” which “runs throughout the Histories”
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Homeric and Hesiodic tradition. The “Homeric echo” here is the use of the phrase 

“ἄστεα ἀνθρώπων” (“cities of men”), which alludes to the third line of The Odyssey.23  I 

suggest that there is a “Hesiodic echo” in the description of how great cities are made 

small, and vice-versa. Pelling says that a “Homeric echo” impels the reader with “a 

greater readiness to think distinctively of ‘Homer’.” However, the concurrence of 

antonyms in this section of Herodotus ought to provide readers a “greater readiness” to 

think of Hesiod, as well. Herodotus is talking about great being made small, small being 

made great, happy being made unhappy, and unhappy being made happy. The cluster of 

antonyms is reminiscent of Zeus’s powers outlined in the opening lines of Works and 

Days, where Zeus makes fameless into famous, strong into weak, proud into humble. It 

might be argued that a preponderance of antonyms is not a sufficient trigger for 

Herodotus’s audience to think of the first ten lines of Works and Days. The topic of this 

chapter, though, is conventions.  What role does Hesiod come to bear in The Histories' 

broad strokes, the kind of conventions of “structure” and “scale” for which Homer 

receives so much credit? 

HESIOD AND HERODOTUS’S PERSISTENT VOICE

Readers of Herodotus immediately recognize that the Historian’s voice is a 

constant interruption in his own text.24 Herodotus's project would not be the same without 

his insistent first-person voice to weigh various interpretations of a story against each 

23 “ πολλῶν δ᾽ ἀνθρώπων ἴδεν ἄστεα καὶ νόον ἔγνω”:”he saw the cities of many men 
and learned their minds”

24 Asheri, 2007, pg. 6
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other, testify to the veracity of his own versions, and explain the methods of his research 

overall. For those who accept that Herodotus is, as Longinus says (13.2), the 

“Oμηρικώτaτoς” (most Homer-like) author, the persistence of his voice is one of his most 

striking differences from Homer.  As Rosenmeyer writes, Homer has a “genre-

conditioned policy of keeping his own personality out of his poem…” Rosenmeyer goes 

on to say that Homer’s policy starkly contrasts with “Hesiod’s striking insistence on the 

importance of his own person and on the veracity of his account.” This section will first 

show that Homer is an unlikely source of convention for Herodotus' policy of inserting a 

heavy-handed first-person voice.  This section will then establish that Hesiod is an 

exceedingly plausible source of convention for this important facet of Herodotus' work.

Homer's very first act in both of his poems is to minimize his own role. In the 

Iliad, Homer calls upon a “Goddess” to begin the song, and in the Odyssey, he calls upon 

a Muse to relate to poem to him. Homer plays no role in the assembly of his text; rather, 

the Muse or the Goddess inspire him with the song. Homer's his first-person voice very 

scarcely, and when he does, its effect is the very unlike that of Herodotus' first-person 

intrusions:

῎Εσπετε νῦν μοι Μοῦσαι ᾿Ολύμπια δώματ' ἔχουσαι· 

ὑμεῖς γὰρ θεαί ἐστε πάρεστέ τε ἴστέ τε πάντα, 

 ἡμεῖς δὲ κλέος οἶον ἀκούομεν οὐδέ τι ἴδμεν· 

οἵ τινες ἡγεμόνες Δαναῶν καὶ κοίρανοι ἦσαν· 

πληθὺν δ' οὐκ ἂν ἐγὼ μυθήσομαι οὐδ' ὀνομήνω, 

οὐδ' εἴ μοι δέκα μὲν γλῶσσαι, δέκα δὲ στόματ' εἶεν, 

φωνὴ δ' ἄρρηκτος, χάλκεον δέ μοι ἦτορ ἐνείη, 

εἰ μὴ ᾿Ολυμπιάδες Μοῦσαι Διὸς αἰγιόχοιο 
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θυγατέρες μνησαίαθ' ὅσοι ὑπὸ ῎Ιλιον ἦλθον· 

ἀρχοὺς αὖ νηῶν ἐρέω νῆάς τε προπάσας. 

“Tell me now, ye Muses that have dwellings on Olympus— for ye are 

goddesses and are at hand and know all things, whereas we hear but a 

rumour and know not anything—who were the captains of the Danaans 

and their lords. But the common folk I could not tell nor name, nay, not 

though ten tongues were mine and ten mouths  and a voice unwearying, 

and though the heart within me were of bronze, did not the Muses of 

Olympus, daughters of Zeus that beareth the aegis, call to my mind all 

them that came beneath Ilios. Now will I tell the captains of the ships 

and the ships in their order.” (Translation from Murray) (Il. 2.485-495)

These lines are found right before the famous catalogue of ships in book two of the Iliad, 

where every lord who came to fight at Troy is listed, along with praise of his fame, 

mention of the band he's leading, and the number of ships he brought with him. Homer, in 

a rare use of his first-person voice, says that he would simply be unable to recount all of 

the common folk who arrived to fight at Troy, and so he limits himself to the recounting 

the captains of the ships, and their number. But even for this task, it must be kept in mind 

that the Homeric bard asks the Muses for help first (485-486). With these lines, Homer 

continues to credit the Muses with both the assembly of the poem, and the assurance of 

its veracity. When Homer the bard speaks up, it is a reminder that he borrows his song 

from the Muses. Although Herodotus, like Homer in this section, will freely admit to his 

uncertainty or inability, his audience knows that it will not belong before they hear the 
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voice of the historian again. Even Herodotus' confessions of aporia remind the audience 

that the text is of his creation, distinguishing it from Homeric epics. 

Hesiod has a first-person voice that functions far more like that of Herodotus. As 

early as the tenth line of Works and Days, Hesiod's authorial voice appears so that he can 

address his brother Perses. Hesiod says that he will be telling true things (ἐγὼ 

μυθησαίμην ἐτήτυμα). The use of the verb μυθείν makes Hesiod's type of voice very 

different from Homer's. At face value, μυθείν means “to utter” or “to tell”. Its stem is 

related to the word μυθος, which referred in Hesiod's time to a story or speech so 

irrefutable as to be the “final word” in a discussion. So, Hesiod promises to 

authoritatively speak things that are true in his poem. The voice of Hesiod is personally 

accounting for the truth-value of his poem. This is a markedly different policy from 

Homer's, who, as we saw earlier, leaves the assurance of his poem's veracity to his 

Muses. Hesiod cannot rely on his Muses like Homer can, for in Theogony we see that his  

Muses are in fact as likely to tell lies as they are truth (Th. 27-28). Thusly, the role of 

Hesiod's first-person voice in Works and Days is much more like Herodotus' voice, which 

continually asserts itself as the warrant of truth in The Histories. Hesiod's authorial voice 

asserts itself early on in Theogony as well:

 

Ὥς ἔφασαν κοῦραι μεγάλου Διὸς ἀρτιέπειαι·

καί μοι σκῆπτρον ἔδον δάφνης ἐριθηλέος ὄζον

δρέψασαι, θηητόν· ἐνέπνευσαν δέ μοι ἀοιδὴν

θέσπιν, ἵνα κλείοιμι τά τ᾽ ἐσσόμενα πρό τ᾽ ἐόντα.

Καί μ᾽ ἐκέλονθ᾽ ὑμνεῖν μακάρων γένος αἰὲν ἐόντων,

σφᾶς δ᾽ αὐτὰς πρῶτόν τε καὶ ὕστατον αἰὲν ἀείδειν. 

Ἀλλὰ τί ἦ μοι ταῦτα περὶ δρῦν ἢ περὶ πέτρην;   
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“So said the ready-voiced daughters of great Zeus, and they plucked 

and gave [30] me a rod, a shoot of sturdy laurel, a marvellous thing, 

and breathed into me a divine voice to celebrate things that shall be and 

things that were aforetime; and they bade me sing of the race of the 

blessed gods that are eternally, but ever to sing of themselves both first 

and last. [35] But why all this about oak or stone?” (Th. 29-35)

In this selection, Hesiod is defining the relationship that he, a poet, has with his Muses.   

The Muses give him a rod (σκῆπτρον), a symbol of rule and authority. In addition they 

give him a “divine voice”. In Hesiod's poem, the Muses glorify him. They hand to him 

the symbol of their “rule” over poetry (the rod). Whereas Homer is a vessel which the 

Muses fill with poetry, Hesiod informs his audience that he is the fountainhead of his 

poems. We also see Hesiod trying to construct his voice as an authoritative one. Hesiod 

solves this problem by assigning himself these sanctions from the Muses, the rod and 

voice. In other words, he re-purposes for his own benefit the qualities of a commonly-

accepted source of authority.  My first chapter argued that the voice of Herodotus re-

purposed qualities of the Delphic Oracle, another commonly-accepted source of 

authority, in order to construct itself as authoritative. That tactic now appears to have a 

basis in the archaic poetry of Hesiod. 

CONCLUSION
      

This chapter examined the ways in which Herodotus' work borrowed conventions 

from and compared his work with the works of the archaic poets, Homer and Hesiod. 
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Herodotus drew a parallel between himself, Homer, and Hesiod, through indicating to his 

audience the form of new gods, just as he claimed that Homer and Hesiod did for theirs. 

It was then demonstrated that far more scholarly work has been devoted to connections 

between Herodotus and Homer than Herodotus and Hesiod.  Homer plays a massive role 

for The Histories, and certainly one far more significant than that of Hesiod's role. 

However, Herodotus aligns himself with Hesiod in their emphasis on reversals of fortune, 

as seen in the connection between Herodotus' “cities great and small” section and the 

opening lines of Hesiod's Works and Days. Furthermore, Hesiod also sources a 

convention for The Histories which is extremely important for the entire organization of 

the work, and which simply cannot be attributed to Homer: Herodotus's first-person 

voice. Its convention is plausibly borrowed from Hesiod, especially when one considers 

the way that both authors sought prove their own authoritative voices by constructing 

themselves to be similar to sources of authority which were commonly accepted.
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CHAPTER THREE

The conclusion of The Histories is tantalizingly open-ended. The first part of the 

conclusion is the story of Xerxes' extramarital affair with his niece (the daughter of his 

brother Masistes), which ends poorly, and results in the elimination of her side of the 

family tree.  The second part of the conclusion is the driving out of Persians from Sestos 

by the Greeks. Having been captured, the Persian provincial ruler Artayktes is shown by 

an omen the error of his ways, and offers to make very generous reparations for his 

dismal actions as viceroy. But instead the Greeks crucify him, and stone his son before 

his eyes. The third and final part of the conclusion is a speech by Cyrus, whose story 

ended far earlier in Book One. He warns his contemporaries of the dangers in taking steps 

to expand empire. He persuades them, but we know already that his successors are unable 

to hold off the desire to expand.

Scholars have offered a number of perceptive ways to read and interpret the 

closing episodes of the work. “Didactic” interpretations of the conclusion are popular.25 

In fact, such a view of the work's conclusion is “almost canonical” (Gould 1989, pg. 118). 

It is agreed that Herodotus is signaling for his audience to think of how the events of his 

conclusion will unfold or have unfolded beyond the time-line of his narrative, in 

particular the assassination of Xerxes, and the course of the Athenian hegemony. Scholars 

have compellingly suggested that Herodotus has trained his readers to answer for 

themselves the open-ended questions in the work's final episodes.26 His readers therefore 

become predictors of the future beyond his text. I will argue that there is, already within 

25  See Fornara (1971), Moles (1996), Desmond (2003), Welser (2009)

26 Desmond (2003), Welser (2009)
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the work, a model for these future-predicting activities which Herodotus relies on in his 

conclusion: the use of the wise-adviser figures like Solon and Amasis. With this model, 

we will see how Cyrus's speech (another wise-adviser) at the very end of the work comes 

not just as a warning to the Athenians about empire (Moles 1996), but as a warning to 

readers about the limitations of their foresight in affecting change.

There is general agreement as to which parts of The Histories comprise its 

“ending” movements. 27 The beginning of the end is the depiction of the Greek victory in 

the battle at Mycale, after which the surviving Persians retreat to Sardis. At this point, the 

remainder of the book is divided roughly into three episodes, the first of which is the 

story of Xerxes’s immoderate infatuations. At Sardis, Xerxes attempts to woo the wife of 

his brother Masistes. This unnamed woman rejects his advances. Xerxes then arranges a 

marriage between his son, Darius, and the daughter of Masistes, Artaynte. Having 

brought this Artaynte into his home, he forgets about Masistes’s wife, and begins to woo 

his daughter instead. He is successful, and they begin an affair. They are soon found out 

by Xerxes’s wife Amastris, who believes that the affair was the plan of the wife of 

Masistes. In retaliation, Amastris mutilates the wife of Masistes. This leads to a 

disagreement between Xerxes and Masistes, who is eventually killed by Xerxes’s forces 

after a failed attempt at revolt.

The second episode of the conclusion is the capture of Sestos by the Athenians 

and the subsequent punishment of the Persian governor there, Artayktes. In addition to 

the crime of subjugating Greeks, Artayktes had looted the tomb of the Greek hero 

Protesilaus at the nearby location of Elaious. Later, after he had been captured by the 

27 Herington (1991) : 154 “Those chapters (9.108-22) that succeed the account of the Mycale battle and its 
aftermath...”
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Athenians and Elaeans, a dried fish which was being prepared as a meal by one of his 

guards begins to dance about as if still alive. Artayktes interprets this omen as indicating 

the power of heroes, in this case Protesilaus, to punish from beyond the grave. Scared and 

remorseful, Artayktes offers to make handsome reparations (apoina), but Xanthippus, his 

Athenian captor, rejects his offer. They crucify him on the very spot where Xerxes made a 

bridge to Europe, they stone his son before his eyes, then sail home with piles of Persian 

loot. Herodotus effectively calls this the end of the Persian war narrative, saying, "And 

during this year nothing happened any more beyond these things."

This conclusion to the war is followed by the final moment of the text, the speech 

of King Cyrus, who plays the role of a “wise-adviser” type character.28 Herodotus reveals 

that the ancestor of Artayktes, a man named Artembares, asked Cyrus whether the 

Persians, having taken power, should extend their imperium to new lands. Cyrus thinks 

that this is a bad plan, for, if successful, they would become the rulers of soft, fertile 

lands, and thus become soft men themselves. Cyrus advises that it is better to rule as 

valiant men over a rugged and barren land, than to live comfortably as slaves. So ends 

The Histories.We will see how Herodotus presents these events in such a way as to 

trigger readers to remember past events (and how they turn out), and subsequently to 

anticipate the future.

XERXES AND CANDAULES

Herodotus constructs the story of Xerxes' immoderate love in Book Nine in a way 

28 Lattimore (1991) : 26
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that makes his audience remember the story of Candaules in Book One. Candaules, the 

king, is sexually obsessed with his wife, and wants his bodyguard, Gyges, to be able to 

attest to the beauty of his wife's body. Candaules compels the terrified Gyges to furtively 

catch a glimpse of his undressed wife as she prepares for bed. Gyges is not as sneaky as 

he needed to be, and is caught by the queen, who orders him either to kill himself or kill 

Candaules and take the throne at Sardis. Gyges chooses to save himself. He kills 

Candaules in his bed chamber at night. This story and the one of Xerxes and Artaynte are 

about the “immoderate sexual conduct of an Eastern monarch”.29 He sets up another 

parallel as well.  Although the Persian nobles (like Xerxes and Masistes) are normally in 

Sousa, Herodotus sets the Persian love-tragedy in Sardis, the locale of the first story. 

Furthermore, the language used in the Book Nine story mirrors the language in Book 

One. Whereas the opening line of the first story is “Οὗτος δὴ ὦν ὁ Κανδαύλης ἠράσθη 

τῆς ἑωυτοῦ γυναικός” (“So this Kandaules was in desirous love with his wife”, 1.8.1), the 

opening line of the second is “Τότε δὴ ἐν τῇσι Σάρδισι ἐὼν [ἄρα] ἤρα τῆς Μασίστεω 

γυναικός” (“At that time, while at Sardis, he had desirous love for the wife of Masistes”, 

9.108.1). And just as things were required to end up badly for Kandaules (“χρῆν γὰρ 

Κανδαύλῃ γενέσθαι κακῶς”, 1.8.7), things needed to go badly for the household of 

Artaynte (“Τῇ δὲ κακῶς γὰρ ἔδεε πανοικίῃ γενέσθαι”, 9.109.2).30 

The two stories are overtly connected, but Herodotus also makes some very 

notable changes between them. The difference between these two stories is important for 

understanding the significance of the Xerxes version in the conclusion, and the way in 

which it encourages the reader to anticipate the future. The crucial difference between 

29 Directly from Herington, 1991 : 152
30 See Herington, 1991 : 152, for several more verbal similarities between these two stories
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these stories is the distribution of justice. In the Kandaules version, there is “Herodotean” 

justice.31 For his immoderate sexuality, Kandaules dies. He is murdered by Gyges. For 

Gyges, the retribution comes several generations later. His descendant, Croesus, pays the 

price for his ancestor's crime. But in The Histories, delayed punishments of this sort are 

not out of the ordinary, and Herodotus will usually “go out of his way” and jump ahead 

chronologically in order to assure us of just desserts (Welser, 2009 : 366)  In sum, 

Herodotus lets us know that justice is fully meted out in the story of Kandaules, just as 

justice always is in Herodotus. The Xerxes story is a massive departure from this rule. 

Xerxes, to whom belonged the immoderate sexual desire, does not die. But the “steadfast 

Masistes, his innocent wife, and his loyal sons” (Welser, 2009 : 366) are all killed. 

Readers of Herodotus are conditioned by the connections to the Kandaules story, and by 

Herodotean retribution more broadly, to assume that Xerxes will be punished. And yet 

Xerxes' death never comes in The Histories. The story of Xerxes' final demise was surely 

known by Herodotus's contemporaries, however. The most recorded version of the story 

of his death is that he was killed at night in his bedchamber by a guard, just as Kandaules 

was.32 Herodotus has liberally utilized his license to make the stories of Xerxes and 

Kandaules link to each other so deeply that he makes readers think ahead of his text and 

recall the manner of Xerxes' demise. This raises the poignant question of why Herodotus 

would require his readers “to complete a ready-made pattern he had gone to such trouble 

to construct.” (Welser, 2009 pg. 367) Welser has an answer: the completion of the 

Xerxes’ story by readers gets them ready to think beyond the text in the story that 

31 Justice in balance/retribution, which is τίσις. Roberts (2011) : 94 “A key Greek concept that focuses on 
the maintence of balance in the world” The justice for Kandaules is “Herodotean” because his love is 
immoderate, beyond normal bounds of human conduct, lacking restraint, and so forth.

32 See Welser 2009 : 365 for a brief analysis of the sources attesting to this popular conception of the death 
of Xerxes
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follows, i.e. to think about the future and fate of Athens in the light of Xanthippus’ brutal 

punishment of Artayktes at Sestos. But how does Herodotus’s portrayal of the events at 

Sestos trigger his readers to think in this way?

SESTOS AND THE FUTURE OF ATHENS

Xanthippus’s vengeance on Artayktes is the very last in a long series of 

punishments throughout The Histories, whose “historical process as a whole can almost 

be reduced to a series of crimes and punishments” (Desmond, 2003 : 28). The pattern of 

crime, punishment and counter-punishment is the scheme which propels the work from 

start to finish. At the beginning, Herodotus describes the thefts of Io, Medea, and Europa 

in order to establish the deep origins of East-West conflict. Greeks and Asiatics see fit to 

steal individual women from each other, until Helen is stolen by a Trojan, Paris. 

Agamemnon’s στόλος μέγας (“huge expedition”)  to retrieve Helen and punish Priam’s 

people, the campaign known as the Trojan War, introduces right away the idea of a 

response that is too great compared to the crime it seeks to rectify (1.4). This sets a 

precedent early on:  counter-punishments in Herodotus will very often be 

disproportionate to the original crime, thus becoming themselves crimes in need of 

retribution (τίσις). We saw this principle at work  in the case of Kandaules, where the 

king is punished by being murdered at the hands of his body guard, Gyges. This 

punishment by Gyges is itself a crime, which receives retribution through the tragic fall 

of his descendant, Croesus, the king of Lydia. Incidentally, Croesus had subjugated the 

Ionian Greeks, an injustice which they attempt to make whole through a revolt, which 

leads to the burning of Sardis (5.101–102.1), an important city belonging then to the 
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Persians. The burning of Sardis leads to new retaliations against the Greeks, and so the 

cycle goes on, up until the end of the work. As Desmond says, “The events of world 

history are thus seen as bound together in one long sequence of crimes, punishments, and 

counter-punishments” (2009 : 28). 

Although the events at Sestos conclude the Persian War, this does not mean that 

they also conclude this long sequence of injuries between East and West. Rather, the 

Sestos episode is depicted in such a way as to make readers think that this sequence will 

continue beyond the domain of the text. Namely, Xanthippus’s punishment of Artayktes 

is portrayed as disproportionate, and therefore a new transgression which will itself 

demand retribution. There are several ways in which the treatment of Artayktes is 

disproportionate. Firstly, he takes responsibility for looting the tomb of the hero 

Protesilaus and offers generous reparations (apoina) for his crime, which Xanthippus 

rejects. Secondly, the mode of his death is gruesome, for the Greek party “nails him to a 

plank” (9.120.4). Furthermore, his innocent son is stoned to death for the crimes of his 

father, and no less terrible is that the father is forced to witness it helplessly. After this, we 

are told that Xanthippus and his men sail home. Herodotus thus ends the narrative of the 

Persian War, and segues into Cyrus’s closings words. We are not told how things turn out 

for Xanthippus and the Athenians he represented, but in the context of their actions, there 

is little question how we would expect things to go for them in the long-term. 

Xanthippus, father of Pericles, has transgressed against Artayktes and his son. Thus, some 

counter-punishment is anticipated, if not for Xanthippus, then for Pericles and Periclean 

Athens.

 Just as in the story of Xerxes and Masistes, Herodotus pushes his audience to 
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complete for themselves the arc of the story at Sestos. However, unlike the Xerxes story 

(where audiences were well aware of the manner of Xerxes’s demise), the arc of the 

Athenians was not yet determined at the time The Histories was written.  Perhaps, then, 

Cyrus’s speech that follows these events can be read as a suggested answer from 

Herodotus to his now fore-thinking readers on the question of “how will things turn out 

for the Athenians?” The answer provided by that speech is that the Athenians will 

inadvertently trade their hegemony for slavery. Cyrus, as a wise-adviser figure, is 

certainly right in this regard. What other scholars have missed, and which I will now lay 

out, are the more subtle roles of which wise-advisers other than Cyrus play in the 

conclusion. By now it is clear to see that Herodotus has effectively trained his readers to 

think and make predictions about the future beyond his text. I will argue that Herodotus 

models the training of his readers after the wise-adviser figures in his work. 

STUDY THE PAST, PREDICT THE FUTURE

Welser astutely observes that Herodotus, over the course of The Histories, has 

trained his readers to “look to the very end of every affair” (3.32.9). This is most 

famously revealed in Solon’s warning of unstable human fortune when he visits Croesus 

in Book One. Solon is one of The Histories' “wise-advisers”, who are “important figures 

in Herodotus' conception of history, recurring at important occasions, a motif like the 

oracle, the dream, and the portent.”33 Here Welser makes a subtle gesture towards the idea 

that there are unexplored connections between the conclusion and wise-advisers. He then 

33 (Lattimore, 1939 : 24) See Lattimore's “The Wise Adviser in Herodotus” for the authoritative treatment 
of this topic
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recapitulates how exactly Herodotus's conclusion makes his readers “look to the end of 

things” like Solon: “it points backward to ideas and motifs that have developed 

significance throughout the Histories, and hints at subsequent events that Herodotus does 

not report.” What Welser neglects to mention is that there are already models in the text 

for this exact behavior of predicting the future based on understanding of the past. This 

model is known as the wise-adviser.  Just as the reader thinks of the patterns in The 

Histories to predict the future, wise advisers use their knowledge of historical lessons and 

motifs to construct their advice and predict the future also. Examples of such a model are 

wise-advisers like Gyges, and Amasis, king of Egypt, and Cyrus, king of Persia.

Gyges, son of Daskylos, is the first wise-adviser character to appear in The 

Histories. As discussed previously, Gyges was the bodyguard of the king Kandaules, who 

demanded that Gyges attain a glimpse of his naked queen. Gyges responds to the demand 

of the king in this way: 

“῾Ο δὲ μέγα ἀμβώσας εἶπε· “Δέσποτα, τίνα λέγεις λόγον οὐκ ὑγιέα, 

κελεύων με δέσποιναν τὴν ἐμὴν θεήσασθαι γυμνήν;  ῞Αμα δὲ κιθῶνι 

ἐκδυομένῳ συνεκδύεται καὶ τὴν αἰδῶ γυνή. Πάλαι δὲ τὰ καλὰ 

ἀνθρώποισι ἐξεύρηται, ἐκ τῶν μανθάνειν δεῖ· ἐν τοῖσι ἓν τόδε ἐστί, 

σκοπέειν τινὰ τὰ ἑωυτοῦ. ᾿Εγὼ δὲ πείθομαι ἐκείνην εἶναι πασέων 

γυναικῶν καλλίστην, καί σεο δέομαι μὴ δέεσθαι ἀνόμων.”” (1.8.5-10)

“Gyges shouted loudly and said, “Master, what insane plan is this you 

speak of, ordering me to look at my mistress naked? When a woman 

strips off her clothes, she strips off her sense of honor at the same time. 

Men have already discovered long ago the things which are good, 
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things from which it is needed to learn. Among these rules is this one: 

that a man should get to look at only what is his. I do believe that your 

wife is the most beautiful of all women, but I beseech you to not 

require me to do what is lawless."

These lines demonstrate that wise-advisers collect their wisdom by studying the past. For  

Gyges, the past is a source of lessons that men ought to use to guide their actions. We can 

see this in the way that Gyges tries to deflect the unjust order of his king: Gyges informs 

Kandaules that men long ago (“πάλαι”) discovered what is good (“τὰ καλὰ”), and that 

one of these discovered rules is not to look at the wife of another. Gyges's “wise advice” 

to his king, then, is to disallow him from seeing his queen, and the source of this advice is 

his knowledge of things from “long ago”. We can see from his speech that the Gyges 

character is obsessed with lessons and teachings-- this is not surprising. After all, 

Herodotus has named Gyges “son of Daskylos” (“ὁ Δασκύλου”).  The stem δασκ- is the 

center of the “teaching” words in Greek (“διδάσκειν”: “to teach”, 

“δίδαξις”:”instruction”). This renders Gyges “son of teacher”, and evidently his teacher is 

the past itself. To continue the use of δασκ- words, we can say that Gyges' relationship 

with the past is a didactic one. As the very first wise adviser in The Histories, Gyges's 

didactic relationship with the past is paradigmatic for later characters of this type. 

We have established that wise-advisers place on importance on the past. We must 

also show that they use this knowledge about the past to predict the future, as Herodotus 

has trained his readers to do in the conclusion. The wise adviser we will look to is 

Amasis, the legendary king of Egypt. The nature of Amasis was already examined in my 
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first chapter. There, I argued that Amasis, as a wise-adviser, was also oracular. The 

argument that Amasis is oracular is that he can predict the future. He is able to do this 

based on his knowledge of the past. Let us return to that argument, and then apply its 

premise to the work’s conclusion: In Book Three, Amasis forms a friendship (ξεινίην) 

with the new tyrant of Samos, Polycrates (3.39.2). Things are going incredibly well for 

Polycrates in every affair, especially in the areas of conquer and plunder, and this success 

becomes a cause of concern for his friend Amasis. Amasis knows that no good fortune 

can last, and that wavering fortune is superior to consistently excellent fortune. This is 

because he “has never heard” (“οὐδένα...ἀκούσας”, 3.40.3)  of anyone who, being 

successful in all things, did not then meet an utterly terrible end. Based on this 

knowledge, he offers some advice to his friend Polycrates. He advises him to cast away 

the thing which is most valuable to him, and the thing which would grieve him the most 

to lose. Polycrates, following the advice, tosses his prized signet-ring into the sea, and 

mourns its loss. Several days later, a fisherman catches a magnificent fish, which he 

presents to Polycrates to honor him. When his servants prepare the fish for dinner, they 

slice it open and find Polycrates' discarded ring, and, rejoicing, they return to him. 

Unsure how to interpret this eerie chain of events, Polycrates writes of them to Amasis. 

Having read his missive, Amasis realizes that “it is impossible for man to rescue himself 

from what is destined to happen to him” (“ὅτι ἐκκομίσαι τε ἀδύνατον εἴη ἀνθρώπῳ 

ἄνθρωπον ἐκ τοῦ μέλλοντος γίνεσθαι πρήγματος”, 3.43.1), and in particular that 

Polycrates, having been so successful in all things, is totally doomed. Accordingly, 

Amasis ends this guest-friendship in order to distance himself from the misfortune which 

he knows will rain down on Polycrates. We are informed later that Amasis's predictions 
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were spot on. Polycrates is eventually killed in a way “not fitting to be told of” (“οὐκ 

ἀξίως ἀπηγήσιος”, 3.125.3), and all his good fortune comes to a terrible end, and 

Herodotus tacks on that this is just as Amasis prophesied (“προεμαντεύσατο”). 

Herodotus makes sure his readers remember, a considerable 85 chapters after their 

first correspondence, that Amasis foresaw this horrible end for Polycrates. This has two 

effects. The first is to remind that retribution (τίσις) has no statute of limitations in the 

moral framework of The Histories. Once again, the lack of justice and closure in the 

stories at the work's conclusion is a conspicuously rare departure from this rule. The 

second effect is to draw attention to Amasis' incredible feat of foreseeing the future. How 

exactly does Amasis accomplish this? Like Gyges, he has studied the past. He knows that 

Polycrates cannot be forever successful in war and looting and all other things, because 

he has never heard of such a thing. From this historically-sourced understanding of the 

patterns of prosperity (3.40.2), he knows  that those who appear to be successful without 

limits have the worst ends coming to them. Thusly does Amasis look back to patterns and 

motifs he has heard of in order to predict how these patterns will turn out in their current 

iteration.  We can see, then, there are strong connections between the way which wise-

advisers predict the future, and the way which Herodotus' readers are invited to complete 

the episodes of the conclusion. By the end of the work, the patterns of success and 

downfall are as familiar to Herodotus' audience as they are to Gyges, Amasis, and Solon. 

Throughout the recounting of Xerxes' infatuation story at Sardis, and the Athenian crimes 

at Sestos, there is clearly a sub-text about wise-advisers. Herodotus effectively unmasks 

this sub-text, and lays bare the importance of wise-advisers to the conclusion, by ending 

the work with the speech of a wise-adviser, Cyrus.  Our newfound links between readers 
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and wise-advisers will lend a new interpretation to the closing words of Cyrus.

THE PRIMACY OF PATTERN

Cyrus is a major figure in The Histories. His exploits are recounted in Book One, 

and include his miraculous upbringing, the overthrowing of the rule of the Medes over 

the Persians, the elimination of the Lydian empire, and his pity for the defeated Lydian 

king, Croesus. In the very last scene of the work, he shifts from his usual role of king into 

that of wise-adviser. His advice is, in short, anti-imperialistic: it is far better, he says, to 

rule at home than to live as slaves to others. Some rumination of the nature of empire is 

fitting for this part of the work. We have just seen at Sestos, simultaneously, the final 

extrication of the Persian empire from  Greece and the suggested beginning of the 

Athenian one. Cyrus' warnings (i.e. his “wise-advice”) about empire naturally strengthen 

not only the indication of the Sestos episode that the Athenian empire is gaining ground, 

but also that such strides towards domination are to be cautioned against.

Although Cyrus' audience concurs with his advice against empire, Herodotus' 

readers know already that the advice is not heeded by his people in the long-term. We 

have just seen the Persians punished for the greed of their expansion at Sestos. Even 

Cyrus himself is killed in a needless battle against the Massagetai in Book One, despite 

the counsel of his own wise-adviser, Croesus. Herodotus' audience have become 

accustomed to finishing the other parts of the conclusion through their familiarity with 

the patterns of the work. The readers themselves have become like wise-advisers. They 

know that Xerxes will end up being murdered in his bedchamber. They know that the 
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Athenians cannot have an endless string of victories and successes. What then, for these 

savvy readers, is the completion beyond the text of Cyrus' speech? The answer is a 

pessimistic one: their advice, as newly-minted wise-advisers, will probably be ignored, 

and even if heeded, cannot change what is destined to happen.

 If we are so comfortable with Herodotean pattern in providing the answers to the 

other parts of the conclusion, it would be inconsistent to not apply that technique to the 

Cyrus section as well. And the track record of wise-advisers with tragic warnings in The 

Histories is not one of success. Gyges' plea to Kandaules about the precepts of good 

handed down from long ago mean no hesitation at all. Cyrus' qualms about the spread of 

Persian rule are not taken to heart, arguably not even by Cyrus. Perhaps this makes 

Amasis the wisest of all wise-advisers. His advice is followed perfectly by Polycrates, 

and yet does not avail him of his retribution. Amasis realizes that it is impossible for 

wise-advice to stave away what is destined to happen. For readers calculating all of this 

evidence, their completion “beyond the text” of Cyrus' speech is that foresight is a very 

limited power. The only lesson left over for them is, tentatively, the ultimate lesson of the 

work: nothing ever changes. The ebb-and-flow of power, greed, and punishment goes on 

forever, over the background noise of weary groans from those who have seen it all 

before. 

CONCLUSION

It is of near-universal agreement that the ending of The Histories is didactic, but 

there are many opinions as to exactly which lessons are being taught. Nevertheless, it is 
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agreed upon by most that Herodotus is saying with his conclusion something 

apprehensive about the prospect of the Athenians, the fate of whose empire was not yet 

decided in his lifetime. Herodotus manages to translate his apprehension to his audience 

by means of his detailed, elaborately constructed conclusion. This conclusion presents 

stories whose skeletons are very familiar to his audience, but without the characteristic 

ending of retributive justice. Instead, Herodotus presents these stories in such a way as to 

make readers figure out the ending for themselves. I argued that this technique is 

remarkably similar to the heuristic employed by his wise-adviser characters, who use 

their knowledge about the past to make their advice about the future. This sub-text of 

wise-advisers culminates in the work's ultimate act: an actual wise-adviser monologue, 

from Cyrus. Readers have, like wise-advisers, thought “beyond the scope of the text” for 

the other parts of the conclusion besides Cyrus' speech. I urged them to apply that wise-

adviser thinking to the actual words of a wise-adviser, to perhaps pessimistic results 

about the efficacy of their foresight to make a difference about anything. With the final 

speech from Cyrus now completed in the minds of readers, they should see that 

Herodotus is warning them that their predictive power is not meant to change what they 

know will turn out, and that it will not influence those who are destined to ruin 

themselves. This perhaps fits in nicely with the Greek motif of foreseers who are never 

believed, like Cassandra and Tiresias. Moreover, this possibly makes Herodotus a kind of 

meta-wise-adviser, who is so learned, that his advice is directed at wise-advisers, and is a 

tragic warning about the shortcomings of wise-advice itself. 
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