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Proverbial Wisdom in Herodotus
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I. Introduction

Herodotus' frequent use of proverbs and other wisdom expressions helps to
make his Histories more colorful and gives us insight into the folk wisdom of
the past. But do the proverbs in the Histories smply provide enjoyment and
exemplify traditional modes of thought, or do they serve a more seriousfunction
as wdl? In this paper | will argue that Herodotus uses proverbial expressions,
particularly contradictory gnomai, as part of the presentation of his historical
analysis, to help explain the reasons why events turned out the way they did.

Greek writers of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E. used avariety of terms
for wisdom expressions. Some, such as Aéyos or mos,! have such a wide
semantic range that it is clear they were not used as technical terms. Of those
terms referring specificaly to wisdom expressions (such as mapouuia,
uTrofnkn, amoéebeyua, and yvcoun), yveoun seems to have been the most
inclusive.2 Although the Gresk gnome is not exactly the same as the modern
proverb, the two genres share key characteristics in form, content and usage.
According to Aristotle, agnomeisageneral statement concerning the objects of
practical wisdom (i.e., what should be chosen and what should be avoided with
regard to human action).3 The form of a gnome is relatively stable, but not
rigidly fixed.4 Like the modern proverb, the gnome was based on traditional

1E.g., Hdt. 7.51.3: &5 Bupdw 6dv Baked kai TO TaAad ET0s. ...

2L ardinois 214.

3See Aristotle’ s definition of the yveoun at Rh. 1394a21-25, and compare his defini-
tion of practica wisdom at EN 1140b20-21. For detailed discussions of Aristotle sdefinition
of the yvcoun, see Horna and von Fritz 74—75, Kindstrand 74, and Lardinois 214-15.

4For example, the Aeschylean gnomic phrase w&8¢e1 uéBos (A. 177) appearsin Hero-
dotusasTd 3¢ pot TadnuaTa E6vTa axapiTa HadnuaTa yéyove (1.207.1). For fur-
ther discussion of thisissue see Lardinois 215-17.
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wisdom.> Also like the proverb, the gnome was frequently used to influence
behavior or to argue for a particular point of view.® Thus, while we tend to
categorize most wisdom expressions as proverbs, it seems correct to conclude
that “Herodotus' audience would have recognized hisgeneralizationsasgnomai.””

The most comprehensive discussions of wisdom expressions in Herodotus
are those of Lang and Gould.8 Lang identifies seventy-four gnomai in the
Histories and discusses about fifty of these in some detail.® Concentrating
mainly on the wisdom expressions in the speeches, she groups them according
to subject matter and compares them to similar expressions in Homer and the
tragedians. Lang's conclusion that “whether the maxim is used to support a
warning, to explain a point being made, or to urge a course of action, it applies
a generally accepted truth to the particular situation and so putsit in a context
that lends conviction,” is an important contribution to understanding Herodotus'
use of wisdom expressions.10 Lang's treatment is weakened, however, by the
assumption that Herodotus use of these wisdom expressions simply reflects
“the continued operation and influence of traditional folk wisdom.”11 Lang does
note that the maxim “look to the end” is “basic to Herodotus ...historica
interpretation,” but the possibility that Herodotus may be systematicaly
manipulating his speakers' use of such expressionsis not fully explored.

Gould seems to share Lang's view that, in his use of gnomai, Herodotus
naively reflects contemporary folk traditions. Gould argues that Herodotus is

SHorna and von Fritz 74-75, Spoerri 823, cf. Silk. Some of the gnomai cited by
Aristotle include: oux éoTiv 8oTis TAYT avnp eudaipovel (1394b2) and abBavaTtov
OpyTv Uty pUAacae Buntds v (1394b23).

SHorna and von Fritz 75. On the modern proverb see below.

“Gould 1989: 81. The Greek term mapoiuia seems to have referred to a wisdom
expression that was particularly distinguished by antiquity, brevity and wit, but was
otherwise very close to the yvcoun, cf. Russo 122 and Edwards et al. 1115. For the lack
of aclear distinction between yvcoun and Tapoiuia, see Kindstrand 74-75 and Huxley
332. Although Tapoia is frequently trandated as “proverb,” while yvcoun is often
translated as “maxim,” the yvcoun does seem to be the closest parallel to the modern
proverb. See, however, Holscher 238.

8ang 58-67 and Gould 1989: 63-85; see also Russo's treatment of the gnomai in the
Candaules/Gyges story, 126-29. For the history of scholarship on wisdom expressionsin
Greek and Roman authors in general, see Hornaand von Fritz, Spoerri, Taylor 1931: 42—
62 and Strémberg; more recently, Kindstrand, Tzifopoulos, and Lardinois, al with
extensive bibliography. On modern paroemiography, see below.

9Lang 58-67. For more on Lang’s survey of Herodotean gnomai, see below.

10_ang 65.

11| ang 52.
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essentially “a storytdler whose view of the world and whose modes of
explanation are rooted...in the tradition of his craft.”12 Accordingly, he takes
issue with those scholars who see a “theory of history” expressed in the
Herodotean maxim that “human happiness never abides in the same place’
(1.5.4).13 Gould contends that a proverb or maxim cannot provide an
explanation of historical events because it “does not claim to put forward the
sort of general truth that...[can] be verified or falsified” by future events. In
other words, a proverb or gnome “is not an assertion that any counter-example
will render void.” A counter-example will simply elicit a contradictory proverb,
without challenging the validity of the first one: “ ‘Look after the pennies; the
pounds will look after themsalves ...exists happily side by side with ‘Penny
wise, pound foolish,” just as ‘ Too many cooks spoil the broth,” does not exclude
‘Many hands make light work.”” Since proverbs and gnomai are “gen-
eralizations which permit contradiction and conflicting interpretations,” Gould
concludes, they have no explanatory power. Consequently, Herodotus' use of such
generalizations should not be confused with “an explanatory hypothesis of why
things happen in human experience.” 14

Gould's claim that a proverb or gnome cannct function on its own as an
explanation of historical causes is certainly valid. To reiterate his point, a
proverb such as “It is necessary to look to the end” (1.32.9) can aways be
countered with “Let nothing go untried” (7.9y); and the gnome “Man is
completely subject to chance” (1.32.4) can be answered by “1 find that planning
well isthe greatest gain” (7.1082). Taken by itself, a proverb can never provide
a satisfactory historical analysis because, as Gould points out, it is so easily
contradicted. But Gould’s argument suffers, | believe, from his assumption that
a coherent historical explanation must take the form of an abstract, theoretical
statement.15 As recent scholarship has shown, Herodotus frequently uses a more
subtle type of historical explanation, that of repeating patterns of action and
result. Literary in form but historical in content, these narrative patterns gain
authority with each repetition. Cumulatively, they demonstrate to the reader or

12Gould 1989: 63.

13Gould 1989: 78-82.

14Gould 1989: 81-82. Gould suggests that the theme of “reciprocal action,” while not
rising to the level of an explanatory principle, is the “most pervasive strand of
explanation in Herodotus' narrative” (82-85). Gould' s point iswell taken, although heis
not the first scholar to note that Herodotus frequently uses the motif of reciprocal action
(or revenge) as an explanation for historical events (see n. 55 below). | hope to discuss
the topic of reciprocal action in Herodotus elsewhere.

15Gould 1989: 80; cf. Gould 1996: 698.



92 Susan O. Shapiro

listener that specific types of actions generally lead to specific results.16
Herodotus' historical explanations are thus frequently embedded in his narrative
and are not always expressed as abstract statements. There is no reason why
proverbs should not play an important rdein thistype of historical explanation.
Furthermore, Gould seems not to have made use of the wide range of secondary
literature on proverbs and their usage. Scholarsin thefield of paroemiology (the
study of proverbs and other wisdom expressions) have produced a substantial
body of research dealing with the kinds of questions Gould raises, including that
of contradictory proverbs.

The studies of Lang and Gould not only indicate the importance of wisdom
expressions in the Histories but also raise crucial questions concerning
Herodotus' use of them. In order to discover whether the wisdom expressionsin
the Histories do, in fact, serve a purpose beyond the colorful presentation of
traditional beliefs, | propose to begin with a review of recent scholarship on
proverbsin general and on contradictory proverbsin particular. This survey will
then provide the analytical background necessary for athorough examination of
the contradictory gnomai in the Histories. This analysis will show that contra-
dictory gnomai do play an important role in Herodotus method of historical
explanation. While Herodotus' modes of expression may be those of a story-
teller, hisaims and goals are those of a historian: the preservation of the past and
an explanation of historical causes, as outlined in the proem. Herodotus uses
traditional storytelling methods (such as contradictory gnomai, narrative pat-
terns, and paradigmatic tales) as part of a complex presentation in which the
analysis of events is embedded in the narrative. By using the tools of modern
paroemiology to understand Herodotus use of contradictory gnomai, we can
begin to separate Herodotus' explanations of events from the narrative in which
they occur.

[1. Modern Paroemiology

Although the proverb is primarily an oral genrel” and new proverbs are
continually being developed while others fall into obscurity,18 there is a
consensus among scholars concerning the proverb’s nature and function.
Scholars agree that a proverb is a short and witty general statement, cast in

16pioneering work on narrative patterns in the Histories was done by Bischoff,
Lattimore, Immerwahr 1966, and Wood. More recently see Lateiner 1977 and 1989: 111—
44, Flory 1978aand 1987: 13-16, Boedeker 1987 and 1993, Gray, Shapiro 1996 and Dillery.

17 3as0n 619, Abrahams and Babcock 415, and Norrick 12.

185ee Barrick for a case study of this phenomenon.
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poetic (or heightened) speech, whose form is more or less fixed.19 A proverb
expresses practical wisdom (often a comment on the human condition or moral
or practical advice) that is based on experience and is widely accepted by the
society in which the proverb dircul ates.20

The proverb’s essential function is to explain a particular situation in light
of a generally accepted truth.21 Thus, proverbs are used to “sum up a situation,
pass judgment, recommend a course of action, or serve as...precedents for
present action....”22 Proverbs are frequently used to resolve a conflict?3 or to
encourage the listener to modify his behavior in accordance with a generally
accepted norm.24 Because a proverb admonishes indirectly, it can be used in
situations where direct criticism would be inappropriate.2> In all of its uses, the
proverb has an explanatory function: the proverb user attempts to clarify a
situation through the use of traditional wisdom.26

Because a proverb's meaning is so closely associated with the context in
which it is used, paroemiologists have increasingly emphasized the study of

19A proverb isageneral statement: Jason 617, Norrick 13, Simpson ix. Cf. Aristotle's
definition of the gnome: £oT1 81 yveoun &mdpavols, o HEvTol oUTe el TGOV Kb’
gEkaoTov...0AA& kabdAov...., Rh. 1394a21-23. A proverb is a short and witty
statement: Taylor 1931: 34, Seitel 124, Finnegan 14, Silverman-Weinrich 71, Norrick
31. A proverb is cast in poetic or heightened speech: Finnegan 23, Dundes 53,
Silverman-Weinrich 70, Yankeh 10, Norrick 31. Some scholars (e.g., Russo 121 and
Norrick 31), argue that the proverb has a fixed form; others argue that its form can
evolve, e.g., Taylor 1931: 22-27, Wilson 176—77, Sherzer, Barrick, and Mieder 112.

20A proverb expresses wisdom: Taylor 1962: 3-4, Goodwin and Wenzel 14243,
Norrick 28, Robinson 64. “A proverb is a traditiona saying which offers advice or
presents a moral in a short and pithy manner,” Simpson ix; cf. Russo 121. A proverb’s
wisdom is widely accepted by society: Taylor 1962: 8, Finnegan 14-15, Jason 617,
Abrahams and Babcock 425, Silverman-Weinreich 71, Goodwin and Wenzel 14243,
Yankeh 7. Cf. Aristotle’'s comment on gnomai: Si&d ydp TO sival kowadi, s
OHoAoyouvTwy TavTwy, dpbdds Exelv Sokouotv, Rh. 1395a11-12.

21Kjrshenblatt-Gimblett 118, Abrahams and Babcock 415-18.

22Dundes and Arewa 71; cf. Taylor 1965: 7, Yankeh 8, and Norrick 18.

23Taylor 1931: 87, Messenger, Finnegan 30-31, Norrick 27.

24gj|verman-Weinreich 71: “a proverb points out that a given specific occurrence
illustrates an accepted general rule. The hearer supposedly already knows the rule, and
the intention of the user of the proverb is to link situation and rule.” Cf. Jason 619,
Goodwin and Wenzel 142.

25Finnegan 28-29.

26Norrick 28. Cf. Lang 65 on Herodotean maxims, quoted above, p. 90.
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proverbs in context.2’ For example, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has shown that the
Anglo-American proverb “A rolling stone gathers no moss’ can be used with
opposite meanings, depending on whether the moss on the stone is viewed
positively or negatively.28 Seitel discusses four different meanings for a single
African proverb, depending on whether an older man addressesit to ayounger, a
guest to his hogt, a host to his guest, or one man to another regar ding athird.29
Because of the growing awareness of the importance of context, modern
paroemiologists generally include both the text and the context of the proverbs
that they discuss:30

The existence of contradictory proverbs has frequently been noted.
Contradictory proverbs often occur in what anthropologists call “verbal duds.”
Verbal dueling includes any form of verbal conflict ranging from the
disagreements that occur in ordinary conversation to the exchange of opposing
arguments at a trial.3! Contradictory proverbs naturally occur in verbal duelsas
each speaker searches for a proverb that will best support his argument. Dundes
and Arewa describe an argument between a husband and wife in Nigeria that
was composed almost entirely of contradictory proverbs.32 Toward the end of
their argument, the husband used the proverb “Untrained and intractable
children would be corrected by outsiders’ to make the point that if they did not
punish their disobedient child, the community at large would take action. His
wifereplied, “If a man beats his child with hisright hand, he should draw him to
himself with his left,” thus agreeing to the punishment, but urging that her
husband also demonstrate his love. As this exchange illustrates, proverbs cited
in verbal duels are not self-contradictory; the opposition between the proverbs
serves to clarify the difference between opposing points of view. Proverbs are
useful in verbal duels precisdy because they have explanatory power: each
person believes his argument will be made stronger and more persuasive by the
citation of an appropriate proverb.33

Contradictory proverbs are also found outside of verbal duels, but these,
too, are consistent with the proverb's explanatory function. According to

27E.g., Messenger, Dundes and Arewa, Finnegan, and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett.

28K jrshenbl att-Gimblett 112-13.

295¢itel 128-32.

30see Lardinois and Russo on the importance of context in the study of ancient Greek
wisdom expressions.

SlFarh.

32Dundes and Arewa 74-75.

33See Messenger for the importance of contradictory proverbs in the traditional
Nigerian judicial system.
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Yankeh, many so-called “contradictory proverbs’ actually refer to different
contexts. He points out that the proverbs “Out of sight, out of mind” and
“Absence makes the heart grow fonder” would each be appropriately used in
different situations.3# Kirshenbl att-Gimblett notes that supposedly contradictory
proverbs such as “Haste makes waste’ and “ Strike while theiron is hot” simply
demonstrate that “a proverb’s meaning and ‘truth’ are conditioned by the
context.” 35> Goodwin and Wenzel argue further that, even when used within a
single context, contradictory proverbs can support the process of practical
reasoning, because “on reflection they may be found to achieve consistency at a
higher level.” For example: “...knowing both ‘Look before you leap,” and ‘He
who hesitatesislost,” oneisinclined to hesitate just long enough to look!” Thus
Goodwin and Wenzel conclude that contradictory proverbs can improve
deliberation when “the contemplation of contrary proverbs leads to a moderation
of impulses,” and hence to the selection of “asensible middle course.” 36

Thus, when considered in context, proverbs do have an explanatory
function. By applying a widdy accepted truth to a particular situation, a proverb
user attemptsto explain that situation and, in most cases, to recommend a course
of action as well. Contradictory proverbs are no exception. In verbal duels they
are used to support opposing points of view; outside of verbal duels, they may
apply to different contexts or encourage deliberation about a particular situation.

I11. Her odotean Gnomai

Any consideration of the gnomai in Herodotus must beginwith the survey made
by Mabd Lang as part of her investigation into Herodotus narrative
techniques.3” Although Lang has identified seventy-four gnomai in the His-
tories,38 four of these are not true gnomai. Oneisreally afable (7.152.5); oneis
not a complete statement (6.37.2); and two seem so closely tied to their
respective contexts that they cannot be considered general statements (6.86 and
8.102.1). Tothe seventy gnomai that remain, | have added sixteen more, making
a total of eighty-six gnomai in the Histories.39 Of these eighty-six, | have

34y ankeh 10-11; cf. Mieder 239-40.

35K rshenbl att-Gimblett 114-15.

36Goodwin and Wenzel 142-43; cf. Robinson 64-65.

37Lang 58-67.

38she does not list them all, however, and her citations are sometimes difficult to find,
sincethey are scattered over several pages and often buried in end notes: Lang 58-67 and
161-62 nn. 10-24.

39These are listed in the Appendix. Following Lang, | have excluded oracular gnomai
except for the gnome at 1.91.1, which echoes a frequently repeated sentiment in the
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identified only six groups or pairs that can in any way be seen as contradicting
one another: (1) Gyges and Candaules (1.8-13); (2) The Congtitutional Debate
(3.80-83); (3) Xerxes, Mardonius, and Artabanus (7.8-10); (4) The
Conversation at Abydos (7.47-51); (5) Themistocles and Adeimantus at Salamis
(8.59); and (6) Candaules and Xerxes (1.8.2 and 7.39.1).40 In the first five of
these citations, the contradictory gnomai occur in verbal duels, in which two (or
three) individuals are debating about a particular issue; only the last pair is not
part of a verbal duel. | will consider all of the contradictory gnomai in context,
to better elucidate the way that Herodotus uses them. 41

1. Gyges and Candaules (1.8-13)

The first three contradictory gnomai occur in the Gyges-Candaules story,#2 in
which Herodotus explains how Gyges, Croesus ancestor and a member of the
Mermnad clan, took the Lydian monarchy away from Candaules and the Hera-
clid dynasty, to whom it had traditionally belonged. Herodotus tells us that
Candaules thought his wife was “by far the most beautiful of all women,” and
that he praised his wife's beauty excessively (Umepaivécov, 1.8.1). As Russo
notes, Candaules excessive devotion to his wife is already a violation of
custom, since royal marriages are traditionally based on dynastic, rather than
emotional, considerations.#3 Since Candaules shared all his important affairs
with Gyges, his bodyguard, he wanted to share with him the object of his
obsession as well. One day Candaules said to Gyges, “since people trust their
eyes more than their ears (Ta yap Tuyxdvel GvBpcdTolol £vTa
amoTdTepa OPBaAucov, 1.8.2), | want you to see my wifewithout her clothes
on.” The request strikes Gyges as perverse: “Master, what kind of a sick
suggestion is that (Aoyov ouk uUyiéa), your ordering me to see my mistress
naked?’ (1.8.3). Gyges here identifies the king and queen as his master and

narrative (cf. Lang 64). Aside from oracular gnomai, | have attempted to make thislist as
complete as possible, although some gnomai may have been inadvertently omitted.

40| have been asinclusive as possible in compiling this list.

411t should be clear that in all of these examples | am not concerned with the question
of factual accuracy, i.e., whether these gnomai were actually cited, but with the coherence
of Herodotus' presentation.

425ee Russo for an insightful discussion of the wisdom expressionsin this passage; see
Cairns for athorough treatment of the gnome Gua 8¢ K18cov1 EKBUOUEVEG GUVEKSUETAL
kai TNy aidé yuvn (1.8.3). For discussions of the passage as awhole, see Aly 34-35,
Hellmann 30-33, Benardete 11-15, Evans 1985, Flory 1978b and 1987: 29-38, Konstan
1983: 11-13, Long 9-38, and Arieti 16-23.

43Russo 127. On Candaules’ obsessive passion, see Flory 1987: 32 and Konstan 1983:
11-13.
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mistress, thus stressing the impropriety of the king’'s command. As he argues
against Candaules plan, Gyges cites two gnomai of his own: “A woman
removes her modesty along with her clothes’ (Gua 8t kiBcov ékduouéve
ouvekdUeTal kal TV aiddd yuvn), 1.8.3) and “Fine things were discovered by
men long ago from which it is necessary to learn; among them isthis: Let each
one look to his own” (T&Aal 8¢ T& kaAd avbpcomolot EEevupnTal, £k TEV
uavbdve Bel év Tolol v TOBe 0T, okoTéely TIvd T& €couTol, 1.8.4).44
Gyges concludes. “I believe that she is the most beautiful of all women, and |
beg you not to require me to do unlawful things Gvoua, 1.8.4).”

As noted above, wisdom expressions often articulate shared social values
and thus can be used to indirectly request the listener to modify his behavior.
Gyges gnomai are intended to serve this function. Gyges first warns of
permanent damage to a woman's sense of propriety if she reveals hersdf to
someone other than her husband. He then articulates a universal paradigm for
appropriate social interaction: Let each one look to his own.4> Gyges gnome
thus directly contradicts Candaules suggestion that “seeing isbelieving,” and is
clearly intended to do so. Gyges uses a contradictory gnome to politely inform
the king that his wife should not be revealed to others. Note, too, that Gyges
exhorts Candaules to learn from wisdom expressions because of their ancient
origin and the traditional values they express (T& kaAd&). Gyges' final plea (“I
beg you not to require me to do unlawful things’) establishes a further
opposition between “the fine things’ (T& kaAd) discovered by men long ago,
and the “unlawful things’ (&voua) that Candaules now proposes.

The king, however, persists in his demand until his bodyguard finally
agrees. That night Gyges hides in the roya bedroom and watches the Queen
undress, but the Queen notices him as he tiptoes out of the room. Redlizing
immediately that her husband is behind the scheme, the Queen says nothing, but
she confronts Gyges the next morning, informing him that, because he has
“acted contrary to custom” (TomoavTa oU vouGdueva), he must either kill
Candaules (who planned the deed) or he himsalf must die (1.11.2-3). That night,
Gyges kills Candaules as he deeps and takes possession of his wife and
kingdom. The Delphic Oracle later confirms his position as king, although

44This last quotation includes not only the gnome itself (“let each one look to his
own™), but also a brief explanation of the value of a wisdom expression (its basis in
traditional wisdom) and its proper social function (influencing behavior).

45piato later gave this sentiment an important role in hisideal republic: R. 4.441d12—
€2 and 10.620c3-d2. See Lateiner 1989: 141 for the thematic importance of thisgnometo
the Histories.
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warning darkly that Candaules and the Heracleidae will take revenge on the
Mermnadsin thefifth generation (1.13.2).

In this story of how the Heracleidae lost their power, Candaulesis presented
as a foolish king who does not understand the norms of his own society. Gyges,
on the other hand, is presented as knowing the right course of action, although
he twice proves unable to take it.46 The contradictory gnomai in this passage do
not contradict themselves; they are used to clarify and support the two opposing
positions. Furthermore, both of Gyges gnomai are validated by subsequent
events, though not in the way that Gyges had anticipated. By inciting the
bodyguard tokill hisking, the Lydian Queen does*“remove her modesty along with
her clothes,” although her purpose in doing so isto defend the social norms that
have been transgressed.4’” And because Gyges failed to “look to his own,”
Croesus, hisfifth generation descendant, will be punished (1.13.2).

2. The Congtitutional Debate (3.80-83)

Herodotus' use of contradictory gnomai to delineate opposing viewpoints in a
verbal dud can also be seen in the Congtitutional Debate. The seven Persian
conspirators, after removing the Magian impostors from the royal throne, meet
to decide on what form of government to establish for the Persians. At this
meeting, three types of government are proposed: democracy, oligarchy and
monarchy. The argumentsin this passage have been much discussed,48 but what
has not, | believe, previoudy been noted is the fact that each of the three
arguments ends with a gnome.

465ee Long 31-32 and Flory 1987: 37-38 on the problematic aspects of Gyges
choice; cf. Flory 1978b.

47As Cairns (82 n. 26) explains, the Queen’ s message to Gyges is that the right to see
her naked “can belong to only one man.” In forcing Gygesto make the difficult choice of
becoming either amurderer or a dead man, the Queen steps out of her subordinate role.

48See Vlastos, Immerwahr 1966: 101, Benardete 84-87, Ostwald 178-79 and 107-8,
Lasserre, Evans 1981 and 1991: 57-58, Flory 1987: 13035, and Lateiner 1989: 167—70.
Discussions concerning the sources of Herodotus' debate are perhaps best seen as
disagreements about the relative importance of different influences. In view of
Herodotus' repeated insistence that the debate actually occurred (3.10.1 and 6.43.3), itis
clear that there was some Persian influence, unless oneiswilling to argue that Herodotus
was deliberately lying (cf. Fehling 120-22). Ostwald (178-79) argues for afull Persian
substrate while Evans (1981: 81-84) argues for a more attenuated Persian influence, but
both scholars agree that Herodotus interpreted whatever Persian information he received
in terms of contemporary Greek political discussions.



Proverbial Wisdom in Herodotus 99

Otanes first argues that the unlimited power granted to a monarch insures
that any man placed in that position will becomeinsolent, lawless and jeal ous4?
He then suggests that they ingtitute a democracy, which, he claims, is
characterized by equality under the law (icovouin), accountability and open
discussion.>0 Otanes summarizes his proposal with agnome: “for everything lies
in the many” (¢v y&p T TOAAGD évi T TavTa, 3.80.6).

Megabyzus agrees with Otanes about the dangers of a monarchy, but argues
that a democracy is even more dangerous, since a mob is inherently foolish,
ignorant and undisciplined. He suggests that they grant power to a select group
of top men (including themselves, of course), and concludes with the gnome “it
is reasonable that the best men make the best plans’ (&pioTcwv 8¢ dvdpdov
oikds &plota BovAsUuaTta yiveobal, 3.81.3). The juxtaposition of &plioTa
and &pioTeov adds force to his argument.

Darius agrees with Megabyzus that rule by the people breeds corruption
(kakdTnTC), but argues that dligarchy produces stasis and bloodshed; the rule
of one best man (&Gvdpds Evds ToU &pioTou, 3.82.2) would be the best
solution. Darius then notes that the Persians have been ruled by amonarch since
Cyrus brought them their freedom, and concludes with the gnome “do not
destroy the good customs inherited from our fathers’ (maTpious véuous
Ut Alew gxovTas €U o yap &usivov, 3.82.5). By using this gnome, which
expresses a sentiment similar to that of Gyges, that it is necessary to learn from
“the fine things discovered by men long ago” (1.8.4), Darius affirmsa principle
of action that supersedes the arguments proposed for each particular type of
government. A majority of the conspirators then vote for Darius' view (3.83.1),
and a monarchy is soon established with Darius at its head. 51

The fact that these three gnomai contradict one another contributesto their
explanatory power. Because the first two speakers gnomai summarize their op-
posing views, they indicate deep divisions within the conspiracy as to the best
form of government to establish for the Persians. These differences are resolved
only by Darius appeal to their valued ancestral customs, a principle that a
majority can uphold.>2 Thus Herodotus uses these three speeches, together with

490tanes cites a gnome to support this contention: pBovds 8t Apxffev EupueTa
avBpcome (3.80.3).

50see Vlastos 2-6 and Ostwald 108.

51The deceitful means by which Darius obtains the kingship is a separate issue (3.85-
86), athough it is worth noting that an omen from Zeus seems to confirm Darius
selection (3.86.2). See Lateiner 1990 for a discussion of Herodotus' generally favorable
presentation of artful deception.

52Fvans 1991: 58; cf. Flory 1987: 131-32.
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their contradictory gnomai, to explain why, in hisview, the conspirators decided
to preserve the monarchy: when they could not agree on a particular form of
government on the basis of its own merits, they chose to preserve the traditional
customsthat had served them well.

3. Xerxes, Mardonius, and Artabanus (7.8-10)

The next group of contradictory gnomai also occurs within a verbal dud in
which an important political decision must be made. In this passage, Mardonius,
Artabanus and Xerxes express opposing views concerning the proposed Persian
attack against the Greeks. Xerxes invasion of Greece is perhaps the most im-
portant action of the Histories, and Herodotus presentation of the decision-
making process is correspondingly long and complex. The present analysis,
however, will belimited to a consideration of the contradictory gnomai and their
rolein the deliberation process.>3

At 7.8.1 Xerxes calls a meeting of the highest-ranking Persians to announce
his intention of attacking Greece and to request their military aid. In outlining
his reasons for the attack, Xerxes first mentions three general reasons for
invading a foreign power (Persian nomos, religion, and emulation of his
predecessors) and three specific reasons for the attack against Greece (glory,
land acquisition and revenge). As Xerxes becomes more excited, however, he
reveals a different mativation:

We will make the Persian land coterminous with the heaven of Zeus.
For the sun will ook down on no other land sharing a border with
ours, but | will make all of their lands into one single land for you, as
| march through all of Europe.... Thus, both the innocent and the
guilty alike will bear the yoke of slavery to us (7.8y1-2).

Xerxes stated intention to conquer the world casts doubt on hisclaimto be
following Persian nomos, since Herodotus el sawhere reports that the Persians
traditionally considered Europe to belong to the Greeks (1.4.4 and 9.116.3).54
Xerxes vow to endave “both the innocent and guilty alike” also belieshis claim
to be seeking revenge.>®

53For discussions of this passage, see Pohlenz 120-24, Immerwahr 1954: 30-33 and
1956: 272—76, Evans 1961, and F. Solmsen 8-12.

S4For the claim that X erxes was in fact following Persian nomos, see Evans 1961 and
1991: 23-28.

55There are several passages throughout the Histories in which Herodotus speaks
approvingly of men and women who pay retribution (tiois) for injustices they have
caused, e.g., 3.126-28, 6.71-72, 6.74-75, 8.105-106, 9.64; at 3.108 thereis an example
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Herodotus here presents Xerxes plans for the expedition as marred by
excessive ambition and even megalomania, > but Mardonius, motivated by his
own hopes of becoming the governor of Greece (7.6.1), enthusiastically supports
Xerxes plans. First he flatters the monarch (7.9.1), then belittles the Greeks as
poor fighters (7.9a—3), while praising the Persians as the greatest fighters of all
(&dvBpcomeov &ploTol Ta ToAéula, 7.9y). He stresses Xerxes' strong numeri-
cal advantage (TTAfiBos TO £k Tiis "Acins kal véas Tés amdoas, 7.9y), and
concludes his speech with a gnome: “But let nothing go untried; for nothing
comes automatically, but all things tend to come to men through trying” (EoTco
8 v undtv ameipnTov: aUTOMaTOY Yap oUdéy, AAN aTd Teipns TavTa
avBpcotolol iAéel yiveoBan, 7.9y). Thus, after first minimizing the risks,
Mardonius encourages Xerxes plans by focusing on the gains which can only
be won “through trying.”

Herodotus next comment is revealing: “The other Persians were silent,
since they did not dare to express an opinion opposite to the one that had been
put forward” (7.10.1). After rousing speeches by Xerxes and Mardonius
focusing only on the benefits to be gained, none of the Persians present favored
making the attack. Their consistent lack of enthusiasm (cf. 7.14) may indicate a
more realistic assessment of the gains and risksinvolved. Only Artabanus dares
to openly question Xerxes plan, relying on his close familial relationship with
the king (TT&Tpceos, 7.10.1). While Xerxes and Mardonius had glossed over the
dangers of the expedition, Artabanus emphasizes the risks. He begins by
discussing Darius failed attack againgt the Scythians, noting that the Greeks
“are far better fighters than the Scythians’ and are “said to be the best fighters
(&ploTor) on both sea and land” (7.10x3), thus challenging Mardonius' claim
that the Persians are the best fighters of all (&pioTol, 7.9y). If the Greeks were
to win a sea battle and destroy the Hellespontine bridge, Artabanus continues,
disaster would ensue, as almost happened to Darius during the Scythian
campaign (7.1032—y). Artabanus then asks Xerxesto reconsider the expedition,
supporting his point with a gnome: “For planning well is the greatest gain” (To
ya&p eU PoulevecBal képdos uéyioTov, 7.1052). Artabanus gnome is meant
as adirect challenge to Mardonius' claim that “all things come to men through
trying.” In Artabanus’ view, the adviceto “try anything” isfoolish, because any
attempt not supported by careful planning isbound to end in failure.

of Tiois inthe natural world. See Pagel, Pippidi, de Romilly, Flory 1987: 23-48, L ateiner
1989: 14144, Gould 1989: 82-85, Evans 1991: 19-20, and Gray 194-200 for discus-
sions of Tiots in Herodotus as a means of restoring a proper balance.

S6F, Solmsen 9, Fornara 88, Lateiner 1989: 129.
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Artabanus next two gnomai, “The god likes to cut down everything that
standsout” (pihéel y&p 6 Beds Ta UmepéxovTa TAGVTa KOAoUelv, 7.10¢) and
“The god does not allow anyone to ‘think big’ other than himself” (oU y&p €&
ppovéelv Péya O Beds &AAov 1) €couTdv, 7.10¢), recall Solon’s maxim
EMOTAUEVOV UE TO Belov Tav £Ov pBovepdy (1.32.1). They directly challenge
Mardonius' point that Xerxeswill have the advantage of size (7.9y) and arealso
critical of Xerxes' plansfor world domination.5” Artabanus returns to the theme
of planning near the end of his speech: “To always act in haste brings disaster,
from which great penalties often result; but good things come with delay”
(EmeixBijvanl wév vuv TGy Tpfyua TikTEl OpAAMaTa, £k TGOV Cnuiol
ey &Aan piAéouot yiveoBar év Bt TS émoxeiv éveoT ayabd, 7.100). As
Artabanus begs Xerxes to delay military action until he has considered the
matter more carefully, he again contradicts Mardonius maxim to “let nothing
go untried.”

Although Artabanus later changes his mind under the influence of divinely-
inspired dreams (7.12-18) and encourages Xerxes to undertake the expedition,
here he argues strongly against it.58 Artabanus gnomai in this passage are
intended to contradict Mardonius: each man cites gnomai to support his
argument and to persuade Xerxesthat hisview is correct. Furthermore, just asin
the other verbal duels in the Histories, one side will later be vindicated at the
expense of the other. When Xerxes expedition ends in disaster, the reader or
listener will recall that Mardonius gnome “Let nothing go untried” had been
opposed by Artabanus two gnomai “Planning well is the greatest gain” and “To
act in haste always brings disaster.” Thus, Herodotus uses the opposing gnomai
in their immediate context to summarize thetwo opposing arguments, but, inthe
larger context of the Histories as a whole, the two sets of gnomai illustrate
the validity of Artabanus view.>°

It is important to note that the gnomai presented by one side in a
Herodotean verbal duel are always proved correct by later events, one side
ultimately “wins’ the duel. Thus, the contradictory gnomai in the Histories do
more than simply explain the motivation of particular historical agents; they

57For Herodotus' programmatic use of Solonian wisdom, see Shapiro 1996.

58For the role of the gods in encouraging the invasion of Greece to go forward, see
Immerwahr 1954: 33-37, Marinatos, and Shapiro 1994. The precedent for a deceptive
dream had been set at 1. 2.5-83.

59Herodotus’ use of gnomai is closely linked with the warner or wise adviser theme. |
am currently working on a study of the theme of advice in the Histories, atopic which
has not been re-examined since Bischoff and Lattimore.
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show, in retrospect, that one view of events was more accurate than the other.
Thisisan important means of Herodotean historical explanation.

4. The Conversation at Abydos (7.47-51)

About five years later (7.20.1), Xerxes and Artabanus sit on a hill at Abydos,
viewing the enormous Persian army and navy, before Xerxes crosses the
Hellespont into Europe.f9 As Xerxes shows Artabanus his vast armament,
covering all the visible land and sea (7.45), he asks him whether, if the dream
had not appeared to him, he would still advise against making the attack
(7.47.1).61 In framing the question in these terms, Xerxesis asking Artabanusto
judge the expedition solely on its merits, without the divine help he believes
they were promised (7.18.3). Xerxes assumes that the great size of his forces
will ensure an easy victory (7.48), and he expects Artabanus to say so as well.
But Artabanus sees danger in the very things Xerxes is most counting on: the
great size of their forces and the possibility that the Greekswill not oppose them
(7.8y1-2). Artabanus first notes that, because the navy is so huge, there is no
harbor large enough to shelter it in a storm, citing the gnome “Learn that
misfortunes rule men, men do not rule misfortunes’ (u&be OT1 al ouugopal
TV AvBpcTeov &pxoust kal oukl cdvbpcaTrol TGV oupgpopécov, 7.49.3).62
He then describes the famine that may result if, because of their success, the
army marches too far to maintain adequate provisions (7.49.5).63 Both of
Artabanus fears will soon come true: Xerxes navy is severely damaged by
storms (7.188 and 8.12). L ater, after the Persian defeat at Salamis, his retreating
army is forced to eat grass, leaves and tree bark in order to survive (8.115.2-3).
Artabanus concludes his speech with a gnome: “That man is best who isfearful
in planning, because he considers everything he will suffer, but bold in action”
(Gvnp Bt oUtw Gv €in &piloTos, el Pouleuduevos Uty dppeodéol, TGV
gmAeyoduevos Teioeobal xpfiua, v 8¢ T Epyc Bpaous ein, 7.49.5).
Although Artabanus no longer advises against making the attack, he is still
urging Xerxes to plan it more carefully in order to minimize the dangers of
unforeseen misfortunes. Artabanus gnomai consistently advocate the impor-
tance of careful planning in an uncertain world.

60For discussions of this passage, see Bischoff 60-63, Pohlenz 132—33, Immerwahr
1954: 41-44 and 1966: 75, F. Solmsen 2123, Flory 1978a, and Konstan 1987: 63-64.

61Thisis parallel to Croesus' first showing Solon hisgreat wealth and then asking him
who was the happiest man he had ever seen; cf. Flory 1978a: 148 and Konstan 1987: 68.

62Cf. Solon's gnome at 1.32.4: & £6T1 &vBpwTOs GUUPOPT.

63At 7.49.5: crs oUEvds EvavTieupivou, Ay TNV xwpnv TAeUva £v TAfowt
Xpovw ywopévny Ainov Té€eobal. For the interpretation of this passage see Lateiner
1989: 130.
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But in hisreply Xerxespointedy reects the need for careful planning: “Itis
better to be bold in everything and suffer half of what you fear, than to fear
everything in advance and not to suffer at all” (kpéooov & TavTa Bapotovta
THUIOU TAV Belvdv TAoxew MaGAAov 1) Tav xpfiua TpodelpaivovTa
undapd undtv Tabeiv, 7.50.1). Xerxes gnomeis meant to contrast with Arta
banus' in form aswell as content. Whereas Artabanus had begun with the phrase
“that man isbest (&pioTos),” Xerxesreplies, “it isbetter (kpéooov)....” Where
Artabanus had advised Xerxesto “be bold in action” (év 8¢ 16 €py o BpaoUs
gin), Xerxesprefersto“bebdd in everything” (m&vta Bapoiovta). While Artaba
nus praises the man who “is fearful because he considers everything he will
suffer” (&ppcodéol, Tév EmAeyduevos meioeobal xpfiua), Xerxes criticizes
the man who “fears everything in advance’ (T&v xpfiua TpodeluaivovTta).

Xerxes opposition to Artabanus now becomes more pointed. Using a
gnome reminiscent of Mardonius' “Let nothing go untried” (7.9y), he declares:
“Gains usually go to those who are willing to act, not to those who consider
everything and hang back” (Toioi Tolvuv Boulouévolol Toidelv cos TO
gmimav eiAéel yiveoBan T& képdea, Tolol B¢ EmMAeyouévolot Te TAVTO Kal
okvéouol oU u&Aa £6¢éAel, 7.50.2). Xerxes use of the term T& képdea recalls
Artabanus gnome at 7.1082 (T6 yd&p eU PoulevecBal képdos WéyioTov
gupiokeo €6v), and highlights his relection of it. Xerxes sees planning as
nothing but a coward' s excuse for inaction (cf. his dismissive reply to Artabanus
at 7.11.1).

Xerxes next argues that if previous Persian kings had held Artabanus
views, or if they had had advisers like Artabanus, they would never have
acquired a great empire. Xerxes caps his argument with a gnome: “Great gains
are achieved through great risks’ (UeydAa y&p TPHYURTA MEYGAoLOL
Kwduvolol E6éAel kaTalpéeobal, 7.50.3). But Herodotus' account does not sup-
port Xerxes claim. The successful military actions made by Xerxes
predecessors were endorsed by his advisers.84 On the other hand, Croesus,
Cyrus, Cambyses, and Darius might not have suffered defeat if they had listened
to the cautionary advice they received.®® The Histories show that great gains are

64Harpagus advises Cyrus to organize a Persian revolt against the Medes (1.124), and
to use camels against Croesus Lydian cavalry (1.80). Herodotus notes that Cyrus may
have received advice on how to capture Babylon (1.191), and Phanes, amercenary soldier
from Halicarnassus, gives Cambyses crucia advice in his march against Egypt (3.4).

65Sandani's advises Croesus not to attack Cyrus (1.71); Tomyris advises Cyrusto leave
her territory while he is still aive (1.212); the Ethiopian king advises Cambyses not to
attack hispeople(3.21.3); and Artabanus advises Darius not to attack the Scythians (4.83).
Some of the passages cited in this and the previous note are discussed by L attimore.
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achieved, not through great risks as Xerxes claims, but through moderate risks
supported by careful planning.

Xerxes concludes his speech by re-affirming his aspirations to world
domination while scoffing at Artabanus fears: “Having conquered all of
Europe, we will return home, having encountered no famine anywhere, nor
having suffered anything else unpleasant” (&xapi, 7.50.4; cf. xpnota
TpRyMaTa, 7.47.1). Xerxes predictions of a complete and painlessvictory in-
dicate a stubborn refusal to acknowledge the dangers they are about to face. In
his reply, Artabanus cites one more gnome stressing the need for better
planning: “And therefore take to heart this ancient saying (T TaAaidv €1os),
sinceit waswell said: the end is not always clear at the beginning” (T6 un Gua
&pxfj Tév Téhos kaTapdiveobat, 7.51.3).56 These are Artabanus' final words
in the Histories.

Artabanus gnomai have consistently emphasized the importance of fore-
thought and planning. But Xerxes' gnomai, too, are consistent: “It is better to be
bold in everything,” he says, “Great gains are achieved through great risks.”
Herodotus has presented the verbal duel between Xerxes and Artabanusin order
to highlight Xerxes impatience for action and his willful ignorance of the dan-
gers he is about to incur. The eventual failure of Xerxes expedition and the
amost total destruction of hisforces will soon reveal the folly of his“just doit”
approach. By clarifying the opposition between Xerxes and Artabanus views
through the use of contradictory gnomai, and then juxtaposing their argument
with the eventual outcome, Herodotus provides a partial explanation for the
Persian military defeat. Because he believed in being bold and taking risks,
Xerxes did not adequately plan his campaign; he raised a force that was too
large to fight effectively, as events at Thermopylae and Salamis later showed.
By articulating two consistent but opposing viewpoints, each summarized by
gnomai, and then showing that one of these two views was proved correct,
Herodotus uses the contradictory gnomai as a means of historical explanation.

5. Themistocles and Adeimantus at Salami s (8.56-59)

A final example of contradictory gnomai in a verbal duel is the argument
between Themistocles and Adeimantus as to whether the allied Greek fleet
should fight the Persians at Salamis or withdraw to the Peloponnese. Although
Herodotus treats their altercation with some humor, it is clear that a crucial
decision is about to be made.

66Cf. Solon’s gnome to Croesus at 1.32.9: okoTéely Ot XPT TAVTOS XPNHATOS TTV
TeAEUTTV K GToPriceTal.
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When the Greek fleet at Salamis hears that the Persians have taken Athens,
some of the generals immediately board their ships and set sail; those who
remain simply vote to retreat to the Isthmus (8.56). When Themistocles returns
to his ship, one of his crewmen persuades him that withdrawing to the Isthmus
would mean the destruction of Greece. Themistocles then returns to the Spartan
commander Eurybiades, who reconvenes the generals for another meeting
(8.58). But before Eurybiades can explain why he has called them, Themistocles
begins to speak passionately in favor of staying at Salamis. Adeimantus, the
Corinthian general, interrupts him with the gnome: “Themistocles, in the games,
those who jump the gun are flogged” (*Q ©OepiotdkAees, év Toiot aydol o
mpoegavioTauevol pamiCovtar, 8.59.1). But Themistocles replies with a
contradictory gnome, and, Herodotus implies, wins the verbal duel between
them: “And he said, releasing himself, ‘but those who are left behind are not
crowned’” (6 Bt amoAudpevos Eprr Of B¢ ye éykaTaleimdpevol o
oTepavouvTal, 8.59.1).

In this brief exchange, Herodotus uses contradictory gnomai to characterize
the two speakers and clarify their opposing points of view. Adeimantus, the
Corinthian general, who is no doubt particularly anxious for the fleet to
withdraw to the Isthmus, wishes to shame Themistocles and prevent the others
from taking him seriously. Themistocles, however, shows himself to be quick-
witted and resourceful by coming up with a gnome that blunts the force of
Adeimantus’ remark. The contradictory gnomai in this passage focus our
attention on the opposing strategies of these two very different men. The events
at the Battle of Salamis later demonstrate the wisdom of Themistocles’ plan.57

As we have seen, the contradictory gnomai in the Histories that occur in
verbal duels are part of Herodotus’ historical analysis. In each of the five cases
discussed above, the opposing speeches with their supporting gnomai serve to
clarify the main positions when an important political or military decision must
be made.%8 But Herodotus himself does not maintain a neutral position on these
issues. The fact that one view is supported by later events is the key to
Herodotus’ historical analysis. The Greek victory at Salamis was, in Herodotus’

67Herodotus elsewhere shows Themistocles using threats, bribery, and deceit to
pressure the Greek fleet to remain and fight, first at Artemisium (8.4-5) and then at
Salamis (8.61, 8.75, 8.80). Herodotus’ portrayal of Themistocles is somewhat contro-
versial. According to Evans 1991: 77, Herodotus portrayed Themistocles as “a political
opportunist who used his opportunism and political skill to save Greece.” Cf. Fornara 66—
72 and Konstan 1987: 70-72. For the view that Herodotus presents an essentially
negative portrait of Themistocles, see Patterson 14648 and Waters 1985: 14243,

80n Herodotean speeches see L. Solmsen 1943, 1944 and Waters 1966.
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view, the turning point of the Persian War (7.139; cf. 8.57.2 = 8.6832), while
the Peloponnesian generals' desire to withdraw to the Isthmus nearly cost them
their victory (7.139.4; cf. 8.94). Xerxes blind ambition, his foolish trust in the
enormous size of his armament, and his lack of strategic planning were crucia
factorsin his defeat. Herodotus uses these verbal duels, with their contradictory
gnomai, to emphasize what he sees as the causes of historical events.

6. Candaules and Xerxes (1.8.2 and 7.39.1)

| hope | have demonstrated that Herodotus uses contradictory gnomai within
verbal duels to clarify opposing views on important issues and, by juxtaposing
the verbal duel with the outcome of events, to indicate which side “wins.” The
final example of contradictory gnomai in the Histories occurs outside of a verbal
duel; when considered in context, however, it is clear that even these gnomai
contribute to Herodotus' coherent presentation of events, if not to his analysis of
them. As discussed above, Candaules cites the gnome “People trust their eyes
more than their ears’ (1.8.2) to encourage his bodyguard to violate a cultural
norm. In his reply, Gyges does not respond to the content of Candaules’ gnome
(that is, he does not argue that people actually trust their ears more than their
eyes), but responds directly to the impropriety of the king's request: “I beg you
not to require me to do unlawful things’ (1.8.34). Xerxes gnome at 7.39.1,
though expressing the opposite point of view, is similarly used to justify an
inappropriate action. In his march through Sardis on his way to attack the
Greeks, Xerxes stays at the home of a wealthy Lydian named Pythius, probably
Croesus grandson.59 Pythius entertains Xerxes lavishly, and Xerxes responds
with even greater generosity (7.29). But later, after atroubling omen, an eclipse
of the sun (7.37.2-3), Pythius begs Xerxes to allow the eldest of hisfive sonsto
stay home from the war. At this, Xerxes becomes enraged (k&pTa £0uncodn)
and lectures Pythius: “Now understand this well, a man’s spirit dwells in his
ears’ (eU vuv TOY £gemrioTaco, cos &v TOIOL ol TGV GvBpcoTreov oikeél O
Bupds, 7.39.1). Xerxes explains that the Bupds either fills the body with joy or
swells in anger, depending on what it hears. Since, after hearing Pythius
request, Xerxes Buuds is now full of anger, he cuts Pythias' edest son in two,
sets one half on either side of the roadway, and marches his army between them
(7.39.3).70 Herodotus frequently shows Persians engaging in the disfigurement

69See How and Wells 11.138. For discussions of the Pythius logos, see Aly 171-72,
Flory 1987: 59-60, and Evans 1988.

7OFvans 1988 argues that Xerxes act may be areligious ritual, but this possibility is
not considered by Herodotus; cf. How and Wells 2:145 and West 52-53.
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of the body or the mutilation of corpses,’ and, as Pausanias states in rejecting
the suggestion that he impale Mardonius corpse (9.79.1), the Greeks blame
such action in the Persians and they consider thisto be a distinction between the
barbarians and themselves.”2 Xerxes violent response to Pythius' request helps
characterize the king as barbaric and impulsive, unable (or unwilling) torestrain
his Bupds (cf. Bupcobels, 7.11.1 and £0upcobn at 7.238.2). Like Candaules,

Xerxes misuses a gnome to justify his action. The fact that Candaulestrusts the
eyeswhile Xerxesfollows his ears only emphasizes the similar impul siveness of

their actions and the irrelevance of the gnomai used to support them. Neither

eyes nor ears should be trusted, but rather good judgment, which both Xerxes
and Candaules significantly lack. | am not suggesting that Herodotus intends his
audience to compare the two contradictory gnomai and note the underlying
similarities between them. But | do want to stress that, even outside of verbal

duels, contradictory gnomai in Herodotus do not simply cancel one another out.

In these two paralld passages, Herodotus emphasizes the two kings similar

misapprehension of what good sense requires.”3

IV. Conclusion

While the proverbs in Herodotus Histories do reflect contemporary modes of
thought, they also have an explanatory function. Contradictory gnomai are used
in verbal duels not only to clarify and distinguish two (or more) opposing points
of view, but also (after one of these views has been proved correct by later
events) to provide an explanation of why events turned out the way they did.
The Persiansretained their monarchy not because they saw no other alternative,
but because they decided to reaffirm their traditional form of government.
Xerxes, who inherited that monarchy, raised an oversized and ill-planned
expedition aimed at world conquest, but refused to take into account the dangers

71Cambyses mutilates Amasis’ corpse (3.16.1); Cyrus cuts off Smerdis’ ears (3.69.5);
Intaphernes cuts off the ears and noses of Darius messenger and guard (3.118.2);
Oroetes kills Polycrates and impales his corpse (3.125.3); Darius intends to impale his
Egyptian doctors (3.132.2); Zopyrus mutilates hisown body to help Darius take Babylon
(3.154.2); after capturing Babylon, Darius impales the heads of three thousand of its
foremost citizens (3.159.1); Xerxes kills Sataspes and impales his body (4.43.6); Xerxes
impales Leonidas’ head (Tapevounce, 7.238.2); and Amestris disfigures Masistes' wife
(9.112). When Pheretime (who is Greek) mutilates and impales her defeated enemies
(4.202.1), Herodotus relates that she was punished by the gods for “excessively violent
revenge” (Ainv ioxupal Tincwpial, 4.205); cf. Africaand Chiasson.

720n Herodotus' depiction of physical mutilation as a barbarian trait, see Hartog 142
and 332-34, Lateiner 1989: 139, Hall 158-59 and Gray 202.

73For further similarities between the two kings, see Wolff.
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that were involved. While Xerxes hampered his own expedition through blind
impulsiveness, the Greeks' courageous decision to remain and fight at Salamisis
presented asthe key to their victory.

Beyond the explanation of specific events, Herodotus uses repeating
patterns of opposing gnomai compared with later results to provide larger
explanatory principles. Proverbs expressing the transitory nature of human
happiness and the concomitant need for careful planning arevalidated again and
again throughout the Histories, forming a kind of leitmotif to the whole.
Herodotus, of course, does not rely solely on gnomai for his complex
presentation of historical events, nor are the events described by contradictory
gnomai the only important factors in his account of the Persian Wars. Never-
theless, Herodotus' use of the contradictory gnomai does play a significant role
in his historical explanation. Herodotus may use traditional wisdom and other
literary methods, but he uses them as a historian to explain the causes of
historical events.”

741 would like to thank Charles C. Chiasson and Alexander P. D. Mourelatos for their
helpful comments on this paper, as well as the TAPA editor, Marilyn B. Skinner, and the
anonymous readers for the journal .
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Appendix:
Eighty-six Gnomai in Herodotus Histories’

Book 1

1. 1.5.4: v &vBpcomminy...eudaiuoviny oudaud v TCUTE uévouoav.

2.1.8.2: 1A yap TUyXGvel GvBpcotroiot §dvTa amoTéTePa OPOaAUGY.

3. 1.8.3: Gua B¢ k18w Ekduouévey ouvekdueTal kal THy aidéd yuvn.

4. 1.8.4: mdAan 8¢ T& kaAd &vBpcotolol EEgupnTal, £k TGV navBdvew
Bel- Ev Tolo1 8V TOSE £0Ti, okoTéev TIve T& EcouToU.

5. 1.32.1: 10 Belov dv £ov pbovepdv...

6. 1.32.4: mdv ot &vBpcoTos cuppopt.

7. 1.32.8: o&dua €v oudtv alTtapkés EOTL.

8. 1329 oxoméew Ot xpn TAVTOS XPNMATOS TNV  TEAEUTTV

k] &moProsTal.

9. 1.74.4: &vev yap avaykaings loxuptis ovuPdaoies ioxupal ouk £éBéhouot

OUMUEVELV.

10. 1.87.4: év utv y&p i [elpnvn] ol Taides Tous TaTépas B&Tovol, Ev OE

TS [TTOAéUE] ol TTaTEpes TOUs TAIDAS.

11. 1.92.1: TMv TempUEVNY Hoipav &BUVaTE EOTI ATTOPUYEY Kal Bedd.

12. 1.96.2: 16 Sikaico TO &dikov ToAEUIOV EOTL.

13. 1.120.3: mapd oMIKPS y&p Kal TEV Aoyicov UV Evia KEXCOPTIKE.

14. 1.207.1: & 8¢ ot mabnuaTta édvTta Ax&piTa LabriuaTa yéyove.

15. 1.207.2: kixAos Téov &vBpcoTmicov £0TI TPNYUA TV, TEPIPEPOUEVOS

5t oUK & alel ToUs qUTOUS EUTUXEELV.

Book 2

16. 2.120.5: TV ueydAwv adIKNUATLY MeydAal elol kal al Tinwplal

Tapd TAV Beddv.

17S. 2.173.2: oUTwo AlyumTiol T &v NTIOTEQTO s U Gvdpods ueydAou

&pxovTal.

75All gnomai are taken from the citationsin Lang 58-67 and 161-62 nn. 10-24, except
those designated with “ S;” which were added by the present author.
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Book 3

18. 3.36.1: &dyabbv Tol Tpdvoov eival, copdv 8t 1y Tpoundin.
19S. 3.38.4: véuov TdvTeov BaciAéa...elval.

20. 3.40.2: T Belov s EoTl PBovepdv.

21. 3.43.1: ékkouical Te adivaTov €in avlpdomew &vBpcomov £k ToOU
UEAAovTOS ylveoBal TpRyuaTOS.

22. 3.52.5: pBovéeoBa kpéooov £0Ti 1) oikTipeoban. ..

23. 3.53.4: 1} plAoTIMIN KTHUC OKa1OV.

24, 3.53.4; ury TG KakG TO KAkoOv 1dd.

25. 3.53.4: moAAol TG dikaicov TG EMEIKEOTEPQ TTPOTIOEIOL.

26. 3.53.4: ToAAoi 8t 8N TG uNTela BICMEVOL TG TTa TPl XTERaAov.
27S. 3.53.4: Tupawvis xpiiua opaiepdv, ToAAol 8t auTiis épaoTal iol.
28S. 3.53.4: un 8¢s T& oecovuToU &yabd &AAolot.

29. 3.65.3: £v Tij y&p avBpcoTmin euol ouk £vijv &pa TO MEAROV yiveobal
ATOTPETELY.

30. 3.72.2: TOAAG 0TI TG AdY @ MEV oUK Old Te nAddoal, Epyw 8¢ EAAa
8 £0Ti Ta Adyw HEv old T, Epyov Bt oUdty &1 aUTdY AauTpov yiveTal.
31S. 3.72.4: &vba y&p T1 Oel weldos Aéyeobal, Aeyéobeo.

32. 3.80.3: pBovos Bt apxiibev EupueTal avBpcomey.

33S. 3.80.6: £v yap TS MOAAG vl Ta TAvTQ.

34. 3.81.3: aploTwov 8¢ &vdpdov oikds &ploTa PouvAevuaTa yiveohal.
35S. 3.82.5: TaTpiovs vouous ur Alsv Exovtas el oU yap &ugivov.

36. 3.127.2: évBa y&p coping Bel, Rins Epyov oUdiv.

37. 3.134.2: tva kai TTépoal EkudBeool 8T1 U Gudpds &pxovTal.

38. 3.134.3: aufouévey yap TG ocuaTl ouvaufovTal kal ol @péves,
ynpdokovTt & ouyynpdokouot kal £ TX TENYMATA TAVTX
amauPAvvovTal.

39S. 3.134.6: Gux ETros Te Kol Epyov EToiee.
Book 4

40S. 4.205: &avbpcomolol al Ainv loxupal Tiwcopial mpods Bedov Emigbovol
yivovtal.
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Book 5
41. 5.24.3: xTMUATWY TAVTWY 0TI TIWOTATOV GVip iAos cuveTds Te
Kal eUvoos.

Book 6

42. 6.1.2. ToUto TO UmMédnua Eppawas UEv oU, umednoaTo O
"AploTaydpns.

43.6.11.2: ¢l Eupol y&p AKkufis EXeTal MUV T& TP YUATA.

Book 7

44. 7.9y Eoteo & Qv undev ameipnTov: aUTOUaTOY YU p oUdey, GAN &Td
meipns TavTa &dvBpcotroiot piAéel yiveohal.

45, 7.1082: TO y&p eU PouletecBal képdos Héy1oToV eUpioKed £6v.

46. 7.10e: pihéel yap O Beds T UmepéxovTa TAVTA KOAOUELY.

47. 7.10e: oU yap €& ppovéelv uéya O Beds &AAov T £couTdv.

48S. 7.10C: £meixBijvan pév vuv GV TPTyUa TIKTEL OPEAAUGTA, EK TV
Cnuion uey&Aal @idéouot yiveoBar év 8¢ TG Emoxelv EveoTi &dyabd.

49. 7.10n2: BixBoAt) y&p £0TL SewdTATOV.

50. 7.11.3: oléew 1 abeiv TpodkeiTal &ycov.

51. 7.16a: ioov ékeivo...ppovéely Te U kal TG AéyovTl XxpnoTd £0shew
meibeobal.

52S. 7.16a2: cos kakdv €in did&oKeW TNV WwuxNv TAfov T1 dilnobal aiel
Exewv ToU TapedvTos....

53S. 7.18.2: ToAA& Te kol eydAa TeodvTa TP Y UATS UTTO TIO0OVCOV.
54, 7.18.2; ¢ MOTAUEVOS €3S KAKOV €N TO TTOAAGOV Emibupéetv.

55. 7.39.1: év Tolo1 ool Téov avBpcomeov oikéel 6 Buuds.

56. 7.46.2: w5 Bpaxus €in 6 més avBpcomvos Rios.

57. 7.46.4: oUTcos O uEv 8A&vaTos poxbnptis éovons Tiis LONns kaTapuy
APETWOTAETN TG AvBPoTTE Yéyove, O 8t Beds yAuklv yeloas Tov alddva
@Bovepds v auTd euplokeTal Ecov.

58S. 7.47.1: und¢ KakGV HEMVEOUEDa XpNOTA EXOVTES TTENY MO T £V XepOl.

59. 7.49.3: ai ocuugpopal TGV &vBpcoteov &pxouct kal oUkl covbpcotol
TEOV CUUPOPECOV.
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60. 7.49.4: eurpnSins 8¢ ouk £0T1 dvBpcotolol oudepiar TANBOEN.

61. 7.49.5: avnp B¢ oUTew Gv €in &ploTos, el Bouleuduevos uév appwdéol,
Tav EmAeyouevos Teicecbal xpfiua, év 8¢ T €pyw Bpaous €in.

62. 7.50.1: kpéooov &t TmAvTa BapotovTa TUIOY TV Belvddy TAOXEW
uaAAov ) Tav xpiua Tpodeiuaivovta undaud undev Tabeiv.

63. 7.50.2: €idévan 8t &vbpcomov EdvTa kds X1 TO RPEéRalov;

64. 7.50.2. Tolol Tolvuv Poulouévolol Toléely s TO ETITav PLAel
yiveoBal T& képdea, Tolol B¢ EmMAeyouévolol Te TAVTa Kal OkvEouot ou
UGAa €6€AeL.

65. 7.50.3: ueydAa ydap mpAYMaTa MeydAolol kivduvolol £B€Ael
kaTalpéeobal.

66. 7.51.1: &vaykaicos yap €xel mepl TOAAGY TENYMATwY TAsUva
Adyov ékTeival.

67. 7.51.3: &5 Bupov v PaAel kal TO TaAaidv ETros s eU glpnTal, TO UN
dua apxij &y TéAos kaTaedivechal.

68. 7.104.2: ol v olkds 0TI Evdpa TOV 0COPPOVA EUVOINY PAIVOUEVTIV
diobéeobal, GAAG oTépyelv uGAIOTa.

69. 7.157.3: TG 3t €U PoulsuBévTi TPARYMaTI TEAEUTN s TO EmiTav
XpnoTn £0¢Ael émyivechal.

70. 7.160.1: oveidea kaTIOVTO GvBpcote PiAéel ETavdyev TOV Bupdv.
71. 7.162.1: Uuels olkaTe TOUs UEV &PXOVTAS EXELY, TOUs Ot & pfoUEvous
oUK EEEW.

72.7.162.1: ¢k TOU éviauToU TO Eap...EEapaipnTal.

73. 7.173.4: &ppwadin fiv 16 Teibov.

Book 8
74. 8.59.1: év ToloI Ay ol ol TpoeSavioTaevol paTifovTal.

75. 8.59.1: ol 8¢ ye EyKaATAAEITTOUEVOL OV OTEPAVOUVTAL.

76. 8.60y: olkdéTa uév vuv Poulevopévolol avBpcotrool s TO Emimav
£0éAel yiveoBar un Bt oikdTa Bouleuouévolol ouk EBEAel oudt & Beds
TpooxXwpéely TPos TAs dvBpcoTmias yvouas.

77. 8.68y: Tolol MV XPNOTOIOL TGV avbpcomwv Kakol doUAol pihéouot
yiveoBal, Toiol 8¢ kakoiol xpnoTol.
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78. 8.142.5: BapB&poloi 0Tl oUTe MoTOV 0UTe AGANBES OUBEV.

Book 9

79. 9.16.4: & T Bel yevéobal éx ToU BeoU, aunxavov A&moTpéwal
avBpcote.

80. 9.16.4: oUdt y&p moTa Aéyovuot £BéAel eiBecBan oudeis.

81S. 9.16.5: £xbiotn B¢ 6dUvn [£oTl] TAW v avBpcomolotl auTtn, TOAAX
PPOVEOVTA UNdEVOS KPOTEEIV.

82. 9.17.4: xpéooov y&p TMOoIEUVTAS TL KAl AUUVOMEVOUS TEAEUTTOO TOV
AldVa 1) Tep TapéxovTas diapbapiival aioxioTe ndpc.

83S. 9.27.4 : xal yap &v xpnoTol TOTe £4vTes couTol viv Av eglev
phaupdTtepol kail TéTe £6vTes pAalpol viv &v elev ausivoves.

84.9.54.1: ...& \\a ppovedvTwv kal GANa AeydvTeov.

85. 9.122.3: piAéelv y&p €K TGOV UOAQKGV Xopwv HaAakous &vdpas
yiveoBal.

86S. 9.122.3: oU ydp TI THis aUThs yfis elval kapmdy Te BcopaoToOv puely
kol &vdpas Gyabous TA TOAEUI.
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