
Herodotus: The Histories (Valentine’s Day 2024) 

Paul Cartledge – Betty Behrens Seminar, Clare Hall 

What to read in advance of the seminar 

50 pages would be about one-twelfth of the whole (the longest extant ancient Greek prose 
text), using the Holland/Cartledge edition below as a guide. 

The division into 9 ‘books’, each named after a Muse, beginning (of course) with Klio the Muse 
of History, is well post-Herodotean. If attendees would wish to read a single, whole book, the 
most interesting methodologically is Book 2 (from which Passage 7 below is taken).  

I. Translations  

Tom Holland (639 pp), with Cartledge (notes, 64 pp): Penguin 2013 (pb available)  

There are many other English translations – the one I rate most highly for fidelity and 
readability is G.C. Macaulay (1890), handily repr., rev. with intro and notes by D. Lateiner 
(Barnes & Noble Classics 2004). 

The (other!) Penguin – trans. A. de Sélincourt, rev. J. Marincola (2003) – is too readable. 

There are (at least) 3 US versions:  

complete –  

A.L. Purvis, ed. R.B. Strassler, The Landmark Herodotus (Pantheon 2007): the ‘Landmark’ 
series specialises in multiple maps and multiple Appendixes (here 21; Cartledge did B, on 
Sparta) 

P. Mensch, ed. with intro & notes J. Romm (Hackett 2014)  

abridged –  

W. Blanco, ed. Blanco & J. Roberts (Norton 1992). [with repr. early modern and modern 
criticism] 

II. Studies 

J. Roberts Herodotus (OUP’s Very Short Intro series, 2011) 

C. Baron ed. The Herodotus Encyclopedia, 3 vols (Wiley, 2021) 

 

 

 



III. Suggested PASSAGES (Greek originals, in Holland’s translation) 

1. Preface 

Ἡροδότου Θουρίου ἱστορίης ἀπόδεξις ἥδε, ὡς μήτε τὰ γενόμενα ἐξ ἀνθρώπων τῷ χρόνῳ 
ἐξίτηλα γένηται, μήτε ἔργα μεγάλα τε καὶ θωμαστά, τὰ μὲν Ἕλλησι, τὰ δὲ βαρβάροισι 
ἀποδεχθέντα, ἀκλέα γένηται, τά τε ἄλλα καὶ δι’ ἣν αἰτίην ἐπολέμησαν ἀλλήλοισι. (Preface) 

Herodotus, from Halicarnassus, here displays his enquiries, that human achievement may be 
spared the ravages of time, and that everything great and astounding, and all the glory of 
those exploits which served to display Greeks and barbarians alike to such effect, be kept alive 
— and additionally, and most importantly, to give the reason they went to war. (Preface) 

2. Distinction between ‘human’ and ‘mythical’ time 

Αἰτίαι μὲν δὴ αὗται διφάσιαι λέγονται τοῦ θανάτου τοῦ Πολυκράτεος γενέσθαι, πάρεστι δὲ 
πείθεσθαι ὁκοτέρῃ τις βούλεται αὐτέων. Ὁ δὲ ὦν Ὀροίτης ἱζόμενος ἐν Μαγνησίῃ τῇ ὑπὲρ 
Μαιάνδρου ποταμοῦ οἰκημένῃ ἔπεμπε Μύρσον τὸν Γύγεω ἄνδρα Λυδὸν ἐς Σάμον ἀγγελίην 
φέροντα, μαθὼν τοῦ Πολυκράτεος τὸν νόον. Πολυκράτης γάρ ἐστι πρῶτος τῶν ἡμεῖς ἴδμεν 
Ἑλλήνων ὃς θαλασσοκρατέειν ἐπενοήθη, πάρεξ Μίνω τε τοῦ Κνωσσίου καὶ εἰ δή τις ἄλλος 
πρότερος τούτου ἦρξε τῆς θαλάσσης· τῆς δὲ ἀνθρωπηίης λεγομένης γενεῆς Πολυκράτης 
πρῶτος, ἐλπίδας πολλὰς ἔχων Ἰωνίης τε καὶ νήσων ἄρξειν. 3.122 

Such are the two different reasons given for the death of Polycrates: as to which is more 
convincing, people are at liberty to decide as they will. What is certain, however, is that 
Oroetes, who had his headquarters in Magnesia, on the heights above the River Maeander, 
sent a man of Lydia — Myrsus son of Gyges by name — to Samos with a message. He did this 
because he had learned of Polycrates’ designs to found a maritime empire, a plan which, so 
far as I am aware, Polycrates was the first Greek ever to have had in mind. I make an exception 
of Minos of Cnossus, and anyone else prior to Minos who may have ruled the seas. Polycrates, 
however, was undoubtedly the first of what we would term the fully mortal race of men to 
aim at it; and certainly, he had every expectation that Ionia as well as the offshore islands 
would come under his rule. 3.122 

3. It was the Athenians wot won it – the Graeco-Persian Wars of 480-479 BCE 

Ἐνθαῦτα ἀναγκαίῃ ἐξέργομαι γνώμην ἀποδέξασθαι ἐπίφθονον μὲν πρὸς τῶν πλεόνων 
ἀνθρώπων, ὅμως δέ, τῇ γέ μοι φαίνεται εἶναι ἀληθές, οὐκ ἐπισχήσω. Εἰ Ἀθηναῖοι 
καταρρωδήσαντες τὸν ἐπιόντα κίνδυνον ἐξέλιπον τὴν σφετέρην, ἢ καὶ μὴ ἐκλιπόντες ἀλλὰ 
μείναντες ἔδοσαν σφέας αὐτοὺς Ξέρξῃ, κατὰ τὴν θάλασσαν οὐδαμοὶ ἂν ἐπειρῶντο 
ἀντιούμενοι βασιλέϊ…Νῦν δὲ Ἀθηναίους ἄν τις λέγων σωτῆρας γενέσθαι τῆς Ἑλλάδος οὐκ ἂν 
ἁμαρτάνοι τἀληθέος· οὗτοι γὰρ ἐπὶ ὁκότερα τῶν πρηγμάτων ἐτράποντο, ταῦτα ῥέψειν 
ἔμελλε· ἑλόμενοι δὲ τὴν Ἑλλάδα περιεῖναι ἐλευθέρην, τοῦτο <ἑλόμενοι> τὸ Ἑλληνικὸν πᾶν τὸ 
λοιπόν, ὅσον μὴ ἐμήδισε, αὐτοὶ οὗτοι ἦσαν οἱ ἐπεγείραντες καὶ βασιλέα μετά γε θεοὺς 



ἀνωσάμενοι. Οὐδέ σφεας χρηστήρια φοβερὰ ἐλθόντα ἐκ Δελφῶν καὶ ἐς δεῖμα βαλόντα 
ἔπεισε ἐκλιπεῖν τὴν Ἑλλάδα, ἀλλὰ καταμείναντες ἀνέσχοντο τὸν ἐπιόντα ἐπὶ τὴν χώρην 
δέξασθαι. 7.139 

It is at this stage that I feel obliged to express an opinion which most people will find hard to 
stomach — but when something seems to me true, I will not shrink from saying it. Had the 
Athenians been intimidated into abandoning their homeland by the menace that was bearing 
down upon them, or had they stayed put but surrendered to Xerxes, then no one would have 
sought to combat the King at sea…As it is, anyone who proclaims the Athenians the saviours 
of Greece would hardly be far from the truth. They were bound to tilt the scales in favour of 
whichever of the two sides they joined. By deciding to help in the preservation of Greek 
liberty, and backed as they were by the gods, they served to rouse to action everyone else in 
Greece who had not already gone over to the Medes, and to rout the King. Not even the 
blood-curdling oracles that had come from Delphi and thrown them into a terrible state of 
alarm could persuade them to abandon Greece. Instead, they stood their ground, held their 
nerve and met with the invader of their country. 7.139 

4. What it meant to be ‘Greek’ supposedly in 480/79 BCE 

‘Τὸ μὲν δεῖσαι Λακεδαιμονίους μὴ ὁμολογήσωμεν τῷ βαρβάρῳ κάρτα ἀνθρωπήιον ἦν· ἀτὰρ 
αἰσχρῶς γε ἐοίκατε, ἐξεπιστάμενοι τὸ Ἀθηναίων φρόνημα, ἀρρωδῆσαι, ὅτε οὔτε χρυσός ἐστι 
γῆς οὐδαμόθι τοσοῦτος οὔτε χώρη <οὕτω> κάλλεϊ καὶ ἀρετῇ μέγα ὑπερφέρουσα, τὰ ἡμεῖς 
δεξάμενοι ἐθέλοιμεν ἂν μηδίσαντες καταδουλῶσαι τὴν Ἑλλάδα. Πολλά τε γὰρ καὶ μεγάλα 
ἐστὶ τὰ διακωλύοντα ταῦτα μὴ ποιέειν μηδ’ ἢν ἐθέλωμεν…αὖτις δὲ τὸ Ἑλληνικόν, ἐὸν 
ὅμαιμόν τε καὶ ὁμόγλωσσον, καὶ θεῶν ἱδρύματά τε κοινὰ καὶ θυσίαι ἤθεά τε ὁμότροπα, τῶν 
προδότας γενέσθαι Ἀθηναίους οὐκ ἂν εὖ ἔχοι’. 

‘Maybe it was only human for the Lacedaemonians [Spartans] to fear that we [Athenians] 
would come to an arrangement with the Barbarian [the Persian empire]. Nevertheless, your 
anxiety does you no credit, bearing in mind what you know of the Athenian spirit. There is 
nowhere so rich in gold, not in all the world — no, nor any land so beautiful and fertile, putting 
all others in the shade — that we would be willing to accept it in exchange for collaborating 
with the Medes [=Persians], and enslaving Greece. Even were we so inclined, there is a whole 
host of pressing reasons why we could never adopt such a course of action…we are all of us 
Greeks [Hellenes], of one blood and one tongue, united by the temples that we have raised 
to the gods, and by the way in which we offer them sacrifice, and by the customs that we 
have in common. For the Athenians to prove traitors to all this would be a terrible thing’. 
8.144 

5. War is Hell, Civil War the most Hellish 

γνόντες, εἰ στασιάσουσι περὶ τῆς ἡγεμονίης, ὡς ἀπολέεται ἡ Ἑλλάς, ὀρθὰ νοεῦντες· στάσις 
γὰρ ἔμφυλος πολέμου ὁμοφρονέοντος τοσούτῳ κάκιόν ἐστι ὅσῳ πόλεμος εἰρήνης· 8.3 



‘αἴτιος δὲ τούτων ἐγένετο ὁ Ἑλλήνων θεὸς ἐπάρας ἐμὲ στρατεύεσθαι. Οὐδεὶς γὰρ οὕτω 
ἀνόητός ἐστι ὅστις πόλεμον πρὸ εἰρήνης αἱρέεται· ἐν μὲν γὰρ τῇ οἱ παῖδες τοὺς πατέρας 
θάπτουσι, ἐν δὲ τῷ οἱ πατέρες τοὺς παῖδας. Ἀλλὰ ταῦτα δαίμοσί κου φίλον ἦν οὕτω 
γενέσθαι’. 1.87 

[T]hey recognized — correctly — that if they embroiled everyone in a squabble about the 
command, Greece was doomed. After all, civil strife among people of the same heritage and 
race compares as disastrously to a united war effort as does war itself to peace. 8.3 

‘When I [Croesus, King of Lydia] launched the invasion [of Persian territory], however, it was 
with the full encouragement of the god of the Greeks [Apollo]— so the ultimate blame, I 
suppose, should lie with him. For would I otherwise ever have been so foolish as to choose 
war over peace? In peacetime it is sons who bury their fathers — but in times of war, it is 
fathers who bury their sons. Somewhere in the heavens there is someone smiling at what has 
happened’. 1.87 

6. Custom (convention, tradition) Rules OK, everywhere and at all times 

οἱ δὲ ἀμβώσαντες μέγα εὐφημέειν μιν ἐκέλευον. Οὕτω μέν νυν ταῦτα νενόμισται, καὶ ὀρθῶς 
μοι δοκέει Πίνδαρος ποιῆσαι, ‘νόμον πάντων βασιλέα’ φήσας εἶναι. 3.38 

[T]he Callantians [an Indian people] cried out in horror and told him that his words 
[advocating cremation, whereas the Callantians allegedly practised anthropophagy of kindred 
corpses] were a desecration of silence. Such, then, is how custom operates; and how right 
Pindar is, it seems to me, when he declares in his poetry that ‘Custom is the King of all’. 3.38 

7. The Reversed World of the Egyptians 

Ἔρχομαι δὲ περὶ Αἰγύπτου μηκυνέων τὸν λόγον, ὅτι πλεῖστα θωμάσια ἔχει [ἢ ἡ ἄλλη πᾶσα 
χώρη] καὶ ἔργα λόγου μέζω παρέχεται πρὸς πᾶσαν <ἄλλην> χώρην· τούτων εἵνεκα πλέω περὶ 
αὐτῆς εἰρήσεται. Αἰγύπτιοι ἅμα τῷ οὐρανῷ τῷ κατὰ σφέας ἐόντι ἑτεροίῳ καὶ τῷ ποταμῷ 
φύσιν ἀλλοίην παρεχομένῳ ἢ οἱ ἄλλοι ποταμοί, τὰ πολλὰ πάντα ἔμπαλιν τοῖσι ἄλλοισι 
ἀνθρώποισι ἐστήσαντο ἤθεά τε καὶ νόμους. 2.35 

About Egypt, however, I will have a good deal more to say, for it is a land which boasts an 
inordinate number of wonders, and possesses more monuments surpassing description than 
any other in the world. Reason enough, then, to describe it at some length. Certainly, it is not 
only the climate which renders Egypt unique, nor the fact that the river [Nile] behaves 
naturally in a way quite unlike any other river; there is also the fact that the Egyptians 
themselves, in almost all their customs and practices, do the exact opposite of the rest of 
mankind. 2.35 

Ἐν τοῖσι αἱ μὲν γυναῖκες ἀγοράζουσι καὶ καπηλεύουσι, οἱ δὲ ἄνδρες κατ’ οἴκους ἐόντες 
ὑφαίνουσι. Ὑφαίνουσι δὲ οἱ μὲν ἄλλοι ἄνω τὴν κρόκην ὠθέοντες, Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ κάτω. Τὰ 
ἄχθεα οἱ μὲν ἄνδρες ἐπὶ τῶν κεφαλέων φορέουσι, αἱ δὲ γυναῖκες ἐπὶ τῶν ὤμων. Οὐρέουσι 



αἱ μὲν γυναῖκες ὀρθαί, οἱ δὲ ἄνδρες κατήμενοι. Εὐμαρείῃ χρέωνται ἐν τοῖσι οἴκοισι, ἐσθίουσι 
δὲ ἔξω ἐν τῇσι ὁδοῖσι, ἐπιλέγοντες ὡς τὰ μὲν αἰσχρὰ ἀναγκαῖα δὲ ἐν ἀποκρύφῳ ἐστὶ ποιέειν 
χρεόν, τὰ δὲ μὴ αἰσχρὰ ἀναφανδόν. 2.35 

In Egypt, for instance, it is the women who go to the market and do business, while it is the 
men who stay at home and weave; and while people everywhere else do their weaving by 
pushing the weft upwards, the Egyptians push it downwards. Men carry loads on their heads; 
women on their shoulders. Women urinate standing up; men squatting down [Sitzpinkler]. 
Their homes they use for defecating in, while the streets outside are where they eat — this 
on the principle that anything which is embarrassing but unavoidable should be done behind 
closed doors, while anything that is not a cause of shame should be done fully in public. 2.35 

Ἱρᾶται γυνὴ μὲν οὐδεμία οὔτε ἔρσενος θεοῦ οὔτε θηλέης, ἄνδρες δὲ πάντων τε καὶ πασέων. 
Τρέφειν τοὺς τοκέας τοῖσι μὲν παισὶ οὐδεμία ἀνάγκη μὴ βουλομένοισι, τῇσι δὲ θυγατράσι 
πᾶσα ἀνάγκη καὶ μὴ βουλομένῃσι. 2.35 

Whether a god is male or female makes no odds, since women are banned from serving as 
priests, and only a man may officiate in a temple, be it that of a goddess or a god. Sons are 
under no obligation to care for their parents if they do not wish to; daughters, however, are 
under strict obligation to do so, whether they are willing or not. 2.35 

Οἱ ἱρέες τῶν θεῶν τῇ μὲν ἄλλῃ κομῶσι, ἐν Αἰγύπτῳ δὲ ξυροῦνται. Τοῖσι ἄλλοισι ἀνθρώποισι 
νόμος ἅμα κήδεϊ κεκάρθαι τὰς κεφαλὰς τοὺς μάλιστα ἱκνέεται, Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ ὑπὸ τοὺς 
θανάτους ἀνιεῖσι τὰς τρίχας αὔξεσθαι τάς τε ἐν τῇ κεφαλῇ καὶ τῷ γενείῳ, τέως ἐξυρωμένοι. 
Τοῖσι μὲν ἄλλοισι ἀνθρώποισι χωρὶς θηρίων <ἡ> δίαιτα ἀποκέκριται, Αἰγυπτίοισι δὲ ὁμοῦ 
θηρίοισι ἡ δίαιτά ἐστι. Ἀπὸ πυρῶν καὶ κριθέων ὧλλοι ζώουσι, Αἰγυπτίων δὲ τῷ ποιευμένῳ 
ἀπὸ τούτων τὴν ζόην ὄνειδος μέγιστόν ἐστι, ἀλλὰ ἀπὸ ὀλυρέων ποιεῦνται σιτία, τὰς ζειὰς 
μετεξέτεροι καλέουσι. Φυρῶσι τὸ μὲν σταῖς τοῖσι ποσί, τὸν δὲ πηλὸν τῇσι χερσί, καὶ τὴν 
κόπρον ἀναιρέονται. 2.36 

Everywhere else, priests in the service of a god will wear their hair long; but in Egypt they 
shave themselves bald. Among other nations, it is the custom for those closest to someone 
who has just died to mark their bereavement by cropping their hair; but the Egyptians, who 
are clean-shaven as a matter of course, will mark a death by letting both their hair and their 
beards grow out. It is otherwise a universal practice not to mix with animals at home, but the 
Egyptians habitually live alongside their livestock Whereas other people subsist on barley and 
the standard strain of wheat, any Egyptian who thought to do so would be regarded with 
utter scorn: bread in Egypt is made instead from a specially soft kind of wheat or zeia, as it is 
sometimes known. Dough is kneaded with the feet, clay with the hands — and dung as well 
is picked up by hand. 2.36 

Τὰ αἰδοῖα ὧλλοι μὲν ἐῶσι ὡς ἐγένοντο, πλὴν ὅσοι ἀπὸ τούτων ἔμαθον, Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ 
περιτάμνονται. Εἵματα τῶν μὲν ἀνδρῶν ἕκαστος ἔχει δύο, τῶν δὲ γυναικῶν ἓν ἑκάστη. Τῶν 



ἱστίων τοὺς κρίκους καὶ τοὺς κάλους οἱ μὲν ἄλλοι ἔξωθεν προσδέουσι, Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ ἔσωθεν. 
Γράμματα γράφουσι καὶ λογίζονται ψήφοισι Ἕλληνες μὲν ἀπὸ τῶν ἀριστερῶν ἐπὶ τὰ δεξιὰ 
φέροντες τὴν χεῖρα, Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ ἀπὸ τῶν δεξιῶν ἐπὶ τὰ ἀριστερά· καὶ ποιεῦντες ταῦτα αὐτοὶ 
μέν φασι ἐπιδέξια ποιέειν, Ἕλληνας δὲ ἐπαρίστερα. Διφασίοισι δὲ γράμμασι χρέωνται, καὶ 
τὰ μὲν αὐτῶν ἱρά, τὰ δὲ δημοτικὰ καλέεται. 2.36 

Other peoples, unless they have come under Egyptian influence, prefer to leave their private 
parts as they were at birth; in Egypt, they all [males] circumcise themselves. A man will own 
two garments, a woman only one. Whereas conventionally rings and ropes are fastened to 
the outside of a sail, in Egypt they are fastened to the inside. Unlike the Greeks, who move 
their hands from left to right as they write or do calculations on an abacus, the Egyptians 
move their hands from right to left; not only that, but they claim to be doing the precise 
opposite, and insist they that they are the ones who are moving their hands to the right, and 
the Greeks who are moving theirs to the left. They have two different kinds of writing: one is 
called ‘hieroglyphic’, and the other ‘demotic’ 2.36 

 

Other recommended passages (but where to stop…) are: 

3.80-82: the so-called ‘Persian Debate’, though the political thought and indeed theory are 
purely Greek 

6.51-60: the ‘privileges’ accorded by the Spartans to their two hereditary joint kings/dyarchs, 
some of which make Sparta look really quite un-Hellenic. 

 

 






















