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Herodotean Soundings

The Cambyses Logos



Alexander Schütze and Andreas Schwab

In the present volume, researchers from different disciplines of Ancient Studies examine Herodotus’ famous narrative about the Persian king Cambyses and his conquest of Egypt. The papers here represent new and original research by an international group of both renowned scholars and young academics presented and discussed in an interdisciplinary circle in Heidelberg in June 2017.1

An important incentive for choosing the theme of the conference was the effort of one of the editors to understand the Cambyses logos in the context of his habilitation thesis focusing on encounters with foreign religions in the Histories of Herodotus.2 However, the Cambyses logos is not only of special interest for Herodotus’ account of foreign religion. Herodotus’ work offers the only comprehensive narrative of the conquest of Egypt under the Great King. At the same time, Cambyses and his misdeeds represent the first pinnacle of Herodotus’ characterization of a whole series of despots, beginning with the Lydian and Persian kings Croesus and Cyrus. In the logos on Cambyses, Herodotus demonstrates his understanding of the relativistic, and culturally relativistic, nature of history in a particularly condensed form as he contrasts Persian, Egyptian, and Greek views of the events he narrates. Last but not least, beginning with the opening of Book 2, the Cambyses logos in fact also frames the extensive Egyptian logos of Book two which in turn can be understood as a prelude to the narrative on Cambyses at the beginning of Book three. 

This central narrative from Herodotus’ Histories has been studied from the perspectives of Ancient Greek language and literature, Egyptology, and ancient history. However, these perspectives and also the experts in each of the fields are rarely brought together. The idea of the conference goes back to the desire to create an opportunity for scholars from these disciplines to meet and focus intensely on a discrete and seminal section of Herodotus’ work. The present volume attests to the benefit of such a multi-​disciplinary approach to Herodotus that arises from intense focus on a small, but important section of his work. Its contributors not only arrive at new conclusions to challenging aspects of Herodotus’ account, but at the same time have opened up further perspectives for future research.

 

In the last twenty years, a number of collected volumes dealing with different aspects of Herodotus’ Histories have been published which illustrate the complexity of this multifaceted text. One may roughly discern two tendencies: on the one hand, studies that deal with the text of the Histories itself through various modes of literary analysis, and on the other hand, works that juxtapose the narratives handed down in the Histories with indigenous sources belonging to the cultures his work describes. A number of volumes deal with Herodotus’ worldview and his portrayal of the other.3 Other works focus on the narrative strategies of the ancient author, illuminate the Histories in the context of contemporary historiography, or relate them to myth.4 In addition, there are volumes that juxtapose the Histories with contemporary sources of the cultures described by Herodotus or deal with how Herodotus portrays the Persians and incorporates ancient Near Eastern motifs into his narrative.5 

Of some relevance for this volume is the conference volume Hérodote et l’Égypte. Regards croisés sur le livre II de l’Enquête d’Hérodote edited by Laurent Coulon in 2013, in which the second book of Herodotus’ Histories was subjected to a revision building on the current state of Egyptological research on Egypt in the 1st millennium BC.6 Thanks to the numerous religious texts and archaeological findings from Late Period Egypt that have been published in recent decades, the facts that Herodotus knows to report about the Egypt of his time can be evaluated much better than Alan B. Lloyd was able to do in his commentary on Book two.7 In fact, it is possible to identify a real historical background for many of Herodotus’ descriptions, some of which seem strange to the modern reader. A whole series of contributions in the present volume continue these in-​depth soundings against the background of the current state of research.

With regard to method and approach, two volumes in particular influenced our perspective. While in the above-​mentioned volumes a variety of text passages is discussed, the following collected volume takes a different approach: In Reading Herodotus. A Study of the Logoi in Book 5 of Herodotus, the contributing authors discuss the logoi of an entire book in terms of structure, language, and place in the overall structure of the Histories as well as the significance for the overall interpretation of Herodotus’ monumental work.8 This approach of a discussion of a coherent, continuous section from the Histories is followed here on a small scale using the example of the Cambyses logos, because only in this way do repeating motifs, figures or rhetorical strategies become visible for a discussion from different angles. 

A multidisciplinary approach with a focus on the text of a particular episode from Herodotus seems suitable and promising for examining the ‘multivocality of his text’ in a multidisciplinary environment.9 In the volume Interpreting Herodotus, the editors examine anew Charles W. Fornara’s thesis that Herodotus’ Histories are to be read against the background of the Atheno-​Peloponnesian War and that Herodotus’ criticism of Athenian expansionist policies, which ultimately led to Athens’ downfall, is inherent in the work.10 This question can also be applied to Herodotus’ Cambyses logos (and the preceding Saite History), as the contributions by Elizabeth Irwin and Alexander Schütze in this volume show.11 Seen in this light, the volume also represents a continuation of this important contribution to the understanding of the Histories.

A narrative such as the Cambyses logos provides numerous challenges and welcomes, if not also demands, a discussion from multiple disciplinary angles. It deals with a concrete historical event, the conquest of Egypt by the Persian Great King, but is composed of a whole series of peculiar shorter narratives inviting critical examination of Herodotus’ account, whether the presumed reasons for Egypt’s conquest, descriptions of his failed campaigns, or the characterization of Cambyses as a mad king. At the same time, the logos alludes to and exploits in its telling a variety of Egyptian realia, such as the famous Apis bull, the oracle of Buto or the tomb of Amasis, that can be correlated with sources in the Egyptian tradition. We therefore see this logos as a perfect opportunity to conduct an interdisciplinary experiment that examined how all these aspects of the text might be dealt with together on one occasion and in one volume.

With its multidisciplinary structure, this volume addresses two research desiderata. On the one hand, for Egyptology and Ancient History, Herodotus’ narrative about the Persian king in Egypt is, along with the Egyptian inscription of Udjahorresnet, the only narrative source on a seminal event in Egyptian history: the conquest of Egypt by the Persians brought the Saite period to an abrupt end, a period that had brought Egypt a late-​flourishing cultural ‘renaissance’.12 And yet despite this extraordinarily central importance of Herodotus’ Histories for the Egyptological study of this historical and political caesura, it must be noted that Egyptologists have often engaged with the Histories with a particular interest in Book two mostly concentrating on what discrete facts might yield without a view of the overall work and composition of the Histories.13 But such focus on the historicity of Herodotus’ account in Egyptology and ancient history—which is often difficult to verify due to the lack of relevant sources—can sometimes cause one to lose sight of the fact that Herodotus’ multi-​layered text is more than a mere ‘factual account’. Rather it is a highly complex and well-​composed narrative of an author who pursued an agenda with regard to his Greek readership in a highly sophisticated age.14 On the other hand, Classicists find themselves all too often in want of the expertise of Egyptologists if they are to understand what might be distinctive about Herodotus’ handling of this material.15 Recent research in Demotic studies and discoveries in Egyptian archaeology (especially in the oases of the Western Desert, e.g. in the oases of Dakhla or Kharga), illuminates Herodotus’ text and often vindicates him. In doing so, such research can open up hitherto unimagined perspectives on the Greek text as well as on its meaning and interpretation16, whether, for instance, by placing Herodotus’ disparate narratives about the failed campaigns of Cambyses in relation to the geopolitical conditions in the areas bordering Egypt in the late 6th century BC or by making rather peculiar descriptions of Egyptian cult images plausible on the basis of archaeological findings.

 

The contributions in this volume are not intended to offer a “commentary” on the Cambyses logos. Instead, they both suggest to readers the kind of direction a commentary needs to take if it is to embrace the many facets of this complex and monumental work and constitute an important contribution to such a project in the future. Achaemenid and Ancient Near Eastern perspectives such as the source situation for the reign of Cambyses in the Persian heartland or Babylonia are not treated exhaustively, nor are text passages such as the excursus on Ethiopia.17 One aim of the individual contributions is rather to offer selected and targeted ‘soundings’ that deal with specific passages of the Herodotus text. On the one hand, these are ‘soundings’ taken directly from Herodotus’ text; on the other hand, they are ‘soundings’ of Herodotus’s legacy, impact on multiple fields of research, such as Egyptology, philology, ancient history, archaeology, ethnography, philosophy, and history of religion, which examine the logos of Cambyses and in doing so also pose the difficult question of what we can know about the ‘historical’ Cambyses. Following previous studies on the Cambyses logos, the contributions of this volume are organized in four parts reflecting the complexity of this particular passage in Herodotus’ Histories.18 


Part 1: Linguistic, narratological and philosophical perspectives


The first part of the volume contains three contributions that deal with the text of the Cambyses logos in particular, while all the other contributions relate it more or less to other sources. They offer a first close reading of the Cambyses logos from linguistic, narratological, historical and philosophical perspectives, looking at and analysing the logos as a whole.

In the first contribution Elizabeth Irwin (“Just Who is Cambyses? Imperial Identities and Egyptian Campaigns”) explores the method of reading required to get at what the complex and idiosyncratic account of Herodotus’ Cambyses in Egypt attempts to communicate about historiography, culture relativity, and morality. Building on her seminal article (“Just Why did Cambyses Conquer Egypt?”) from 2017, Irwin investigates the content and mode of narration of Herodotus’ extended Cambyses logos in order to demonstrate the degree to which the text challenges readers not to become implicated in the madness of its character. She reveals that challenge which involves their having to account not only for the cause of Cambyses’ madness, but also for the cause of Herodotus’ characterization of him as such. Through a close reading of the episodes of Cambyses’ story Irwin illustrates how Herodotus’ text holds up a mirror to those readers who fail to recognize the aims and complexity of his account, and the reflection found there is a startling, and not attractive, one.

In “Herodotus’ verbal strategies to depict Cambyses’ abnormality” Anna Bonifazi delves into the linguistic choices Herodotus makes in his characterization of Cambyses. Bonifazi draws close attention to the language Herodotus uses in depicting the king’s abnormal behaviour, behaviour that is largely nonverbal. Her argument draws on the general assumption that the historical, religious, and cultural significance of any Herodotean logos cannot be considered independently of the actual words it uses. At first, she illustrates how Herodotus shapes this logos by interweaving the accounts he attributes to others with his own narrative perspective to form his own inquiries into a literary work of art. Her second point is to reinforce Munson’s idea of an implicit comparison between Cambyses and Herodotus—words and non-​words being the pivotal elements. Thirdly, she relates his linguistic choices to the cognitive and semiotic phenomenon of iconicity. In doing so, she illuminates individual recurring patterns that represent strategies with iconic meanings to convey Cambyses’ abnormality.

Anthony Ellis examines the phenomenon of cultural relativism at play in the Cambyses logos in order to understand the text’s relationship to the kind of relativity practiced and advocated both by his contemporaries and by later moral philosophers. Ellis argues that Herodotus’ relativist perspective on the validity of diverse cultural practices is closely linked with the differences in how various peoples conceive of what is divine and holy. He draws attention to and examines the tension displayed in the work between the relativist-​sounding comments in the Egyptian logos and other apparently non-​relativist statements contains both in the logos and the rest of his work.


Part 2: The Cambyses logos and other sources on the conquest of Egypt


The second part deals with the relation of the Cambyses logos to contemporary Egyptian sources and its reception by later classical authors. While the first contribution provides a typology of sources on the conquest of Egypt under Cambyses, classifying them according to temporal and spatial proximity to the event, the second contribution deals with the image of Cambyses in Egyptian sources. The third contribution in turn traces the reception of the Cambyses logos by later authors who adapted the narrative material to suit their needs. Taken together, these contributions offer a comprehensive overview of the sources available to us.

In her contribution on “Perception and Reception of Cambyses as Conqueror and King of Egypt: Some Fundamentals”, Melanie Wasmuth draws attention to several studies evaluating the primary sources from the later 6th century BCE in Egypt and Persia that draw a very different picture of Achaemenid royal display and reception. She notes that scholarly discussion of the extent to which these primary sources are representative for the reception of Achaemenid rule is largely missing. Thus, her contribution seeks to address this gap in the scholarship by focussing on four questions: which sources are available to reveal ancient contemporary perceptions on Cambyses as king of Egypt? Could a different image of Cambyses be displayed in the contemporary sources from Egypt? To which extent can the primary and secondary sources on Cambyses’ reign help to re-​evaluate Herodotus’ history construction? And finally, how might the Cambyses logos be turned into a case study for discussing history constructions from an inside/outside angle? Her answers are illuminating and help to define the direction future research might take.

In the chapter “Cambyses the Egyptian?”, Alexander Schütze deals with the question of how Cambyses and the penultimate ruler of the Egyptian 26th dynasty, Amasis, were remembered in Egypt in the 5th century BC. In the absence of relevant sources that would provide information on this, the focus of the investigation is on how the names of said kings are handled: during the short reign of Cambyses over Egypt, the name of Amasis was apparently written without a royal title in documentary texts, and his name, as well as those of members of the royal family, were physically removed from both royal monuments and those of high officials. By contrast, the evidence suggests that Darius treated his predecessor with the same disrespect, depriving his name of a royal title. Schütze interprets these observations against the backdrop of the two Persian Great Kings’ efforts to legitimize their rule and discusses the role of Amasis in the Histories with regard to Herodotus’ portrayal of Cambyses.

Finally, Reinhold Bichler deals with a special aspect of reception: the image of Cambyses in Greco-​Roman texts written after Herodotus. He begins by concentrating on literary “echoes” of Herodotus’ “mad king”. Most of the author’s well-​known stories, such as Cambyses’ worst acts of violence directed against the corpse of Amasis and the killing of the Apis, were extracted from the wider complex narrative of the Histories and transformed through reworking to fit new narrative contexts. In the second part he asks whether there is “a post-​Herodotean Cambyses apart from Herodotus?”, and shows that within the widespread stories of Cambyses’ alleged destruction and plundering of the Egyptian sanctuaries and his misguided campaigns against the Ammonians and the Ethiopians, we find numerous elements that derive from other sources or are greatly extended variants of Herodotus’ narrative or even free inventions. Bichler makes available an appendix that outlines in detail the variety of facts and names that occur in the stories of Cambyses pertaining to his family, his conquest of Egypt and his fate.


Part 3: Geopolitical dimensions of the Cambyses logos


The third part deals with the geopolitical dimensions of Herodotus’ account of Cambyses’ conquest of Egypt. While one contribution deals with the Arabian island and its possible role in the conquest of Egypt, three contributions study Cambyses’ campaign against the Ammonians in the Egyptian Western Desert. This narrative of Herodotus is examined from a historiographical, archaeological and philological perspective, which together provide a dense description of this peculiar passage.

Gunnar Sperveslage investigates the striking parallels between the annals of Esarhaddon and Herodotus’ account of Cambyses’ rule. As there are no other sources that prove an alliance between Cambyses and Arab tribes, Sperveslage argues that Herodotus might have placed a historical event from the time of Esarhaddon in the context of the Persian conquest of Egypt. Seen this way the tribe of Qedar, which had a renewed and powerful position after the end of the Assyrian and Neo-​Babylonian Empires, would be the likely candidate for an alliance in connection with the conquest of Egypt. Herodotus’s report fits with the historical and archaeological situation in Northwest Arabia.

The following three contributions deal with one topic from different perspectives: the march of the Persian army against the Ammonians into the desert. Damien Agut engages in fundamental source criticism devoted particularly to Herodotus’ narrative at 3.26. Agut argues that Herodotus combined two strands of memory in narrating the fate of Cambyses’ army in the Western Desert. While he attributes the first part of the narrative (3.26.1–2) to common memories of the Greeks living in Egypt, he attributes the second part (3.26.2–3) of the narrative, that which is explicitly not shared by the Egyptians and others, to the Ammonians (i.e. the inhabitants of the oases) who have good reason to narrate the destruction and almost numinous downfall of the Persian army in a sandstorm. The “fairy tale” of the Ammonians would then have reached Herodotus through the mediation of the Cyreneans. In addition to this source-​critical distinction, Agut argues that the Persian king was interested in the oases of the western desert for strategic geopolitical and economic reasons: the Persian king sought to control a ‘rebellion zone’ and was interested in gaining control of valuable trade routes.

In contrast, Olaf Kaper argues that new archaeological excavations and finds in the Dakhla Oasis point to an Egyptian king Petubastis IV, who is said to have successfully rebelled against Persian rule and controlled large parts of Upper Egypt. The new material establishes that Petubastis IV successfully revolted against Persian rule and after which, crowned in Memphis, he went on to control Upper Egypt. Moreover, his reign lasted long enough to undertake building activities in the Dakhla Oasis as an important power base for him. Against this background, Kaper is particularly interested in two questions: when the revolt under Petubastis IV began—in view of Uzume Wijnsma’s argumentation, which refers to the investigation of the rebellions in the Behistun inscription—and why Cambyses moved with his "expedition" into the western desert. He explains the Persian king's expedition as a punitive measure aimed at suppressing a dangerous rebellion. The revolt in the desert was the real reason for the march and especially the large army. According to Kaper the story of the sandstorm was always more fantastic than it could be credible, but a military confrontation is more likely to have dispersed the Persian army and severely reduced its number.

The following contribution by Andreas Schwab examines Herodotus’ account of the disappearance of Cambyses’ army in the desert from a philological perspective. He shows that Herodotus’ narrative of the campaign against the Ammonians contains some linguistic clues that are ambiguous to his Greek readers. These clues reveal hints of earlier Greek literature and elicit literary motifs and mythical references. Based on Herodotus’ multi-​layered text, he argues that due to the frequently and significantly used word ψάμμος (sand) and the “Ammonians” (= “those who belong to the sand”), another way of reading and interpreting is possible. In support of and alongside the examinations of Agut and Kaper, Schwab argues, in particular with regard to Thebes, the Ammonians and ‘psammos’, for Herodotus’ literary engagement with Pindar. His investigation illustrates how the text’s literary and poetic design—with special attention to wordplay and references to Pindar—may support Kaper’s and Agut’s theses regarding a possible rebellion and even a rebel enigmatically present in the text of Herodotus.


Part 4: Cambyses and the Egyptian Temples


The last three contributions in this volume deal with a topic that has occupied generations of Egyptologists: Cambyses’ treatment of the temples of Egypt during and after the conquest of the land on the Nile. Herodotus’ account of Cambyses’ atrocities such as the murder of the sacred Apis bull, but especially those of later authors such as Diodorus and Strabo on the destruction of Egyptian temples, have strongly shaped the perception of researchers. While the first contribution offers an overview of the events described by Herodotus, another presents an Egyptian source on the cult politics of Cambyses in Egypt. The last ‘sounding’ places Herodotus’ account of the important sanctuary of Memphis in its historical context.

Dan’el Kahn deals specifically with Cambyses’ attitude towards the temples of Egypt in contemporary and later sources. He first discusses the conquest of Egypt under the Great King and its impact on Egyptian temples, drawing primarily on late sources. He then briefly discusses Cambyses’ campaigns against the Ethiopians and Ammonians and focuses on the atrocities that Cambyses is said to have committed in Egypt according to Herodotus. Finally, he presents Jeremiah 43 as another source not yet discussed in this context. 

Fabian Wespi’s contribution takes up the topic of contemporary realia behind the negative image of Cambyses—especially the curtailment of temple revenues. In addition to the often-​cited Pap. Bibliothèque Nationale Paris 215, he adduces recent evidence that demonstrates deviations from the known version in the designation of the name of Cambyses. These new findings have consequences for the historical image that Cambyses has among Egyptologists and have a connection to Schütze’s contribution.

In “Cambyses and the sanctuary of Ptah” Joachim Friedrich Quack investigates a short episode, namely Hdt. 3.37. Quack demonstrates that Herodotus’ story about a dwarf-​shaped cultic image of Ptah in Memphis as well as about children of Ptah in the same shape, located in an area of restricted access, and the link to Phoenicia and the Pataikoi, agree very well with the available Egyptian and Phoenician evidence. For the way the episode could have been shaped in memory, he draws attention to evidence for existing patterns of Egyptian thought.

 

The aim of this volume is to prepare and offer a deeper understanding of the Cambyses logos and its role for the historiography of this important epochal change in the history of late modern Egypt through marrying close reading of Herodotus’ logos in its own historical and cultural context with current research on the geopolitical relations of Egypt and its neighbouring countries during the Persian conquest (among other soundings). Moreover, it aims also to show what a reading of this extensive and complex text that considers both the literary character of the Histories and the realia behind the narratives could look like. It illustrates what such a marriage of disciplines might contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the genesis and meaning of the Histories. 

This volume may be read in exactly this sense: the contributions are organized in four thematic clusters examining one aspect of Herodotus’ logos of Cambyses from different perspectives. In part, the contributions complement each other, e.g., when Part 1 discusses Herodotus’ narrative style, his choice of words and his handling of the cultural relativism of his time. Part 3 even offers three different readings of the same passage, the Ammonian logos, which vividly illustrate the complexity of possible interpretations. In part, the contributions provide very different assessments of ancient sources, with regard to the image of Cambyses in later sources, or Cambyses’ dealings with Egyptian temples. We hope that these contradictions will lead to a productive discussion of the above-​mentioned questions.

The volume’s central premise, and that of the conference upon which it was based, is that such interdisciplinary discussions are absolutely required if we are to understand adequately the contribution a work of such complexity as the Histories can make to understanding not only the various histories of the ancient world, but also the histories of the disciplines that study them. One may say that hardly any ancient research discipline does not refer to Herodotus’ Histories in one way or another, and therefore the editors are convinced that the contributions are particularly well chosen to demonstrate the benefit from joint research by different disciplines of ancient studies on a concrete subject within them such as Cambyses’ logos. In this sense, they hope that further, equally fruitful in-​depth studies may follow.

 

A Mobility Grant from Ruprecht-​Karls-​Universität Heidelberg supported the conference at the International Academic Forum Heidelberg. For their grants for the printing costs and their support we like to express our thanks to the Geschwister Boehringer Ingelheim Stiftung für Geisteswissenschaften and the Cluster of Excellence ROOTS at Christian-​Albrechts-​Universität zu Kiel (CAU).

For their support in the preparation, we express our sincere thanks to our student helpers Patrick König and Caroline Stadlmann (LMU Munich) as well as Judith Adam, Samantha Philips, Christine Zaun and Jannik Sommer (CAU Kiel). Cordial thanks are due to Dr. Elizabeth Irwin (Columbia University) for stimulating and rich discussions of Herodotus’s narrative art and for linguistic improvements in the preparation of the volume. 

Special thanks are due to the two editors of Classica Monacensia, Prof. Dr. Claudia Wiener and Prof. Dr. Martin Hose (LMU Munich), who both welcomed with pleasure the inclusion of our volume in this series. For their generosity and support, we thank them both most sincerely.

 

 

Munich and Kiel, January 2023	    A. Schütze and A. Schwab
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Close readings: Linguistic, narratological and philosophical perspectives




Just Who is Cambyses?

Imperial Identities and Egyptian Campaigns



Elizabeth Irwin19

It was with enthusiasm that I accepted the invitation to participate in ‘Religion, Violence, and Interaction? An Interdisciplinary Approach to Herodotus’ Narrative on Cambyses’, the workshop that gave rise to this volume. The event offered a unique opportunity to meet with scholars from other disciplines and methodological perspectives in order both to share and to have challenged the understandings I had come to have about Herodotus’ treatment of Cambyses, and to explore further the method of reading required to get at what his complex and idiosyncratic account attempts to communicate about historiography, culture relativity, and morality. Those understandings were largely published in 2017 in an article on the first chapters of Herodotus’ account of Cambyses’ rule, his conquest of Egypt.20 In ‘Just why did Cambyses conquer Egypt? Herodotus’ logos of Cambyses’ Egyptian Campaign: his story as history’, the logoi pertaining to Cambyses’ conquest of Egypt were closely analyzed as an introduction to themes crucial to both Persian history of this period and to Herodotus’ account of it to follow in Book 3, and also as an oblique, yet sustained allusion to Athens’own military operations in Egypt and its citizenship law passed at the end of that period in 451/0 BC. Here in the present article I want to apply the approach of that article and its conclusions to the content and mode of narration of Herodotus’ extended Cambyses logos in order to demonstrate the degree to which the text challenges readers not to become implicated in the madness of its character, a challenge which involves their having to account not only for the cause of Cambyses’ madness, but also for the cause of Herodotus’ characterization of him as such. Herodotus’ text will be shown to hold up a mirror to those readers who fail to recognize the aims and complexity of his account, and the reflection found there will prove not a flattering one. As background to the present discussion, I will provide a brief recap of the conclusions of that earlier article.

The logos of Cambyses’ presence in Egypt sets out, as is fitting at its beginning, with an account of the aitie of his campaign, an account ostensibly explaining why Cambyses went to Egypt, but one whose real importance lies in its introduction of two themes central to this chapter in Persian history and to Herodotus’ handling of it. The ‘account’ is actually three different accounts dealing with the Egyptian concubine Nitetis and the role that her relationship to Cambyses had in inciting the campaign. This composite account serves two functions: first, it provides an implicit exploration of the difficulties of accounting for the cause of an event lying at some distance in the past, and, second, it foregrounds the question of Cambyses’ identity, who this Egyptian pallake Nitetis was, and—more importantly—who she was to him, and therefore what his motives would have been in bringing an army to Egypt.21 This second point is not unrelated to the first: the narrator comments in the second logos that in making Cambyses son of Nitetis, the Egyptians pervert the logos in order to be related to the house of Cyrus, and in doing so he conveys a crucial point about the role of human agency in altering accounts of the past, not least when constructing (often self-​serving) narratives of causation.

This seemingly offhand dismissal of the Egyptian version disguises its overall importance, introducing as it does three central themes in Herodotus’ depiction of both Cambyses and Persian monarchy at this juncture in Persian history. First, in its portrayal of the flagrantly mad Cambyses, the narrative implicitly explores madness as a deviation from and disrespect of norms, nomoi, and further raises questions about the criteria or standard against which one is able to declare someone mad, particularly on a figure occupying the exceptional position of king, which as the royal judges point out is a kind of law unto itself.22 Readers are invited to view Cambyses’ various acts from differing perspectives involving the question of who he is as agent, Persian or half-​Egyptian. The text at once raises the question, against whose nomos, Persian, Egyptian, (implicitly) Greek, Cambyses should be judged, while also rendering it otiose: for out of this display of multiple cultural perspectives, Herodotus’ logoi ultimately make an implicit argument for certain acts and attitudes being worthy of censure from all points of view. An argument for universal nomoi is paradoxically made through a display of cultural relativity.23 This is Herodotus the sophist at his finest, making the weaker argument the stronger, but doing so for the uncustomary purpose of upholding traditional morality.24 At the same time, his account subtly raises the question of how anyone can be in any position to judge Cambyses when it is impossible to be sure about even the cause of something on the scale of his expedition to Egypt or something as basic as the background of his mother, Egyptian or Achaemenid. The question of Cambyses’ identity will, in fact, prove central to understanding the history recounted in Book 3.

Second, with regard to Darius, the text sows seeds of uncertainty about the version of history it seems to go on to endorse. For in dismissing the Egyptians’ claim that Nitetis was Cambyses’ mother as a fabrication designed to connect them to the house of Cyrus (Hdt. 3.2: ἀλλὰ παρατρέπουσι τὸν λόγον προσποιεύμενοι τῇ Κύρου οἰκίῃ συγγενέες εἶναι—‘But they pervert the story in an attempt to pretend they are related to the house of Cyrus’), it draws attention to a distortion that many scholars of Persia impute to Darius in his efforts to legitimize what was actually a usurpation of the Persian throne.25 Although seeming to maintain the main thesis of the official Persian version of Darius’ succession—albeit with significant variation—26 as his having deposed a pretender to the throne, the version he gives is only ‘something like’ that promulgated by Darius: Herodotus’ introduction of a second Magus into the revolt (Hdt. 3.61.2), the brother of the first, one who looked like the brother Cambyses killed, and indeed, didn’t only look like him, but also (remarkably)—the force of καὶ δὴ καὶ had the same name—seems designed to test the credulity of readers,27 whose confidence should be further shaken by encountering a Darius prepared to transgress a fundamental Persian nomos (so Hdt. 1.136.2) in finding lying no different than telling the truth, both having profit as their goal.28 

This final point opens the third path to understanding Herodotus’ handling of Cambyses. For this chapter of Persian history itself provided Herodotus with the invitation to take great licence in its recounting: it would have been clear to well-​informed people of Herodotus’ day, if clear to us now at this distance, that owing to the efforts of Cambyses’ successor very little, let alone the truth, about Cambyses could be known, or at least known to the majority of his readers.29 This period of Persian history gave Herodotus both the inspiration and the licence to manipulate it—as Darius had, but to a different end—through fabricating stories about Cambyses in such a way as to invoke the ruler of another arche closer to Herodotus’ contemporaries, an arche that waged its own Egyptian campaign: namely, that of Athens. Of this Egyptian ambition, Herodotus reminds readers at salient moments of the campaign (Hdt. 3.12, 3.15) and once again at the very conclusion of Book 3 (Hdt. 3.160.2); moreover, Athens’ own ‘imperial phase’ was characterized by its own nomos restricting legitimacy and inheritance (Plut. Per. 37) in the form of Pericles’ Citizenship Law, passed at the time of their own Egyptian campaign and evocative of that attributed to the Persians in chapter 2.30 Moreover, in the eyes of some contemporaries these Greek possessors of this arche were deemed ‘mad’ by their attitudes towards the nomoi of themselves and others, as well as for denying the universality of certain (moral) nomoi. This essay develops that earlier argument by demonstrating how Herodotus’ narrative collapses the distinctions between Persia and Athens, and in particular between the figure of Cambyses as he pursues his imperial ambitions in scornful and indiscriminate disregard for nomoi—both his own and others’—and his readers who may have been (or be) afflicted with the same kinds of madness (see below).

The larger, more fundamental questions of that article were these: how are we are meant to be reading Herodotus’ text and what exactly is it trying to communicate to its readers through an account such as the one he provides in the case of Cambyses? An essential tenet in my reading of Herodotus is that he is a highly self-​conscious, highly rhetorical author, who has composed an account full of pitfalls designed to entrap readers who fail adequately to recognize these qualities at work within his text: quite simply, such readers risk finding that the naivité or gullibility that they have assumed in the narrator to be in reality nothing more than a demonstration of their own. In particular, those who underestimate the sophistication of this text, treating Herodotus as naively misled into accepting the truth or at least the sincerity of his sources, are in most cases the ones naively misled by their source, his text. The implications of this point for the text’s handling of Cambyses would be that for his account to be so at odds with the primary evidence available to us,31 that is, for there to have survived such diverse near contemporary sources allowing even us to realize this, despite the far greater chasm separating us from this period than Herodotus himself, would require either that he created such an account consciously, or—despite his claims—that he has greatly misrepresented, if not entirely fabricated, the firsthand experience of Egypt that he purports to possess.32 This point takes on even greater weight when we realize that Herodotus himself reveals, in the very second chapter of book 3, the possibility of seeing Cambyses otherwise, from an Egyptian perspective that embraced him as their own, and labels, in the third chapter, ‘unpersuasive to me’ an account that imputes to Cambyses the express intention of doing what Herodotus’ account goes on to portray him as doing, namely, turning Egypt upside down. 



1 Overview: the Cambyses logos—doubles, identity, recognition



The narrative of Book 3 is one of doubles: two Nitetises (Hdt. 3.1), two corpses said to belong to Amasis (Hdt. 3.16.5–7), two stories of Cambyses’ brother’s death (Hdt. 3.30.3), two sister-​wives of Cambyses (Hdt. 3.31.6), two stories of one of their deaths (Hdt. 3.32, with two puppies!), two Magi (Hdt. 3.61), two Smerdises (Hdt. 3.61.2), two Agbatanas (Hdt. 3.64.3–4), two stories about how Darius’ horse won the throne for him (Hdt. 3.87) 33 Duplicity in its two-​fold meaning as both ‘doubleness’ and ‘deception’ perfectly sums up the dominant thematic of Herodotus’ logos of Persian monarchy in this period.34 Held up next to Egyptian or Persian contemporary sources, Herodotus’ account constitutes what he might himself have called a διξὸς λόγος (‘a second, opposing account’) about Cambyses’ rule or Darius’ accession, and in the context of Book 3 this can hardly be accidental.35

In addition to duplicity, from its very outset identity and recognition are major themes of the Cambyses logos. Again and again, characters are depicted as failing to recognize that names both denote and mask, and that a single name may belong to more than one entity. On the flip side, the text also explores how one entity may occupy two (if not more) identities at once or be one of two mutually exclusive identities: king of Persia and either consort or son of Nitetis, entirely Persian or half-​Egyptian, a brother and husband of each of two sisters. Oedipus’ riddle and life come to mind—one creature can at different times walk on four, two, and three legs, one man can at the same time be stranger and native to Thebes, son and husband, father and brother. In the episodes of this logos that follow this comparison with tragedy will be seen to be central to Cambyses’ story owing to the defining features of that genre.

Cambyses’ logos begins and ends with questions about identity, whether of Cambyses—who was it who bore him?—or of the usurper of his throne, his brother or an imposter—seemingly the latter, but the figure who unmasks him openly declares that for profit’s sake he would become an unabashed liar. It begins with two people called Nitetis and ends with two called Smerdis. But might there also be two ‘Cambyses’? On one level, there certainly are in the form of two versions of the same person, the one Herodotus depicted and what seems the alternative figure for whom other sources exist, although there are two of these, Persian and Egyptian. But my concern here is not with the same individual, named Cambyses, for whom there are multiple versions, but rather that the one name, ‘Cambyses’, might be denoting more than one entity, the Cambyses of the narrative and a ‘Cambyses’ to whom his depiction alludes: to paraphrase Nitetis when she points out that she is not the Nitetis Cambyses thinks she is (Hdt. 3.1.4: διαβεβλημένος ὑπὸ Ἀμάσιος οὐ μανθάνεις, ‘You don’t understand that Amasis has put one over on you’), readers do not understand how Herodotus may have put one over on them in outfitting some other figure in the trappings of the Persian king. Perhaps they need to ask, using Cambyses’ phrase with a substitution, who is ‘stepping on the name’ of Cambyses (ἐπιβατεύων [τοῦ Καμβύσεω] οὐνόματος, Hdt. 3.63.3, 3.67.2) and who is ultimately responsible for the version of Cambyses, son of Cyrus, that Herodotus chose to present despite actual Egyptian sources suggesting Herodotus’ Cambyses to be an imposter.

I will argue that the text challenges readers to recognize the ways in which a narrative about Cambyses may also double for a narrative about certain of Herodotus’ readers. This possibility can also be framed using another prominent theme of Book 3: tragedy. One will see tragic allusion writ large in the stories of Psammenitus and in Cambyses’ end. The reason for this, I will argue, has to do with a central ingredient of tragedy, that of anagnorisis, recognition. In ways analogous to Sophocles’ Oedipus, Herodotus depicts his Cambyses as recognizing the error (hamartia) that he has made in misconstruing the future conveyed to him both in a dream and an oracle,36 turning on his family in fear of a conspiracy against his throne and becoming to his blood kin what he should not have been, a ‘brother-​killer’ (Hdt. 3.65.4): ‘And missing the mark about everything that going to happen, a brother-​killer I have become, when there was no need, and of my kingdom no less have I been deprived’ (παντὸς δὲ τοῦ μέλλοντος ἔσεσθαι ἁμαρτὼν ἀδελφεοκτόνος τε οὐδὲν δέον γέγονα καὶ τῆς βασιληίης οὐδὲν ἧσσον ἐστέρημαι). It is the recognition of who he is and who he has become. Realizing his error in the face of his mortality, he is made sophron (Hdt. 3.64.5), a state equivalent to ‘knowing oneself’, its opposite, according to one contemporary view, being the ‘nearest thing to madness’, the state in which Cambyses had been.37

Recognition is not, however, meant to be confined to the revelation had by the characters within the plot: Herodotus’ mode of narration puts at risk complacent readers who, feeling they occupy a greater position of knowledge and self-​knowledge than Herodotus’ protagonists, are comfortable in their assessment of their own ability to recognize and understand who they are, not only in relation to the characters about whom they are reading, but more fundamentally. They are those who feel they have transcended the universal limitations of the human condition, that they are eudaimones (‘happy, blessed’) and that their eudaimonia (‘good fortune’) is permanent.38 For as Herodotus constructs his account, readers are also implicated in the act of recognition, the challenge is there for them to recognize what is being conveyed by the text, and who they are as revealed by how they respond to what they find narrated. Below will be traced those ways in which the narrative engages readers, and its attempts to manipulate, reveal, and ultimately influence their responses. Herodotus’ mode of narration stratifies his audience according to their readerly reactions: those of them most enamoured by an imperial mindset will find themselves manoeuvred into responses identical to those of its mad Persian king, while others may respond to the encouragement, also present in the text, to recognize the nature of the madness from which Cambyses suffers and that, belonging as it does to ‘the many evils that are accustomed to afflict humans’ (οἷα πολλὰ ἔωθε ἀνθρώπους κακὰ καταλαμβάνειν), it is one to which anyone can be, and some of his contemporaries were, vulnerable/susceptible.

Who are these contemporary readers whose powers of recognition and self-​recognition will be challenged? And what about future readers? What is to be the nature of their (self-)recognition? In what follows, this essay most often means by ‘contemporaries’ Athenians, and a fortiori those of an imperialist disposition, because Athenians were not homogeneously disposed towards their city’s internal politics and arche as made obvious by the eventual political coups of the late fifth century. And there are other contemporaries, of course, those outside Athens—subjects and critics—who could justifiably have felt some Schadenfreude at Herodotus’ veiled portrayal of the Athenians.39 And there are also his future readers for whom Herodotus most certainly also wrote.40 I will have more to say about how Herodotus translates this notion of differentiation and stratification based on interpretive capacities and political orientation within his contemporary readership into the reception he orchestrates in future readers. But perhaps here it suffices to say that future readers will occupy a spectrum between the poles of those enamoured by Athens and/or empire, and those more critically disposed towards one or both. Readers of the former group are more likely to fall foul of his ‘Persian’ narrative: their investment (conscious or not) in the cultural superiority of the Greeks with Athens as pinnacle, as well as in their own intellectual and moral superiority over antiquity owing to an erroneous investment in the notion of progress, may cause them not to recognize whose is the madness that Herodotus depicts, and likewise to deny Herodotus (and perhaps any ancient author) the capacity to write a narrative of such sophistication and seeming modernity. For the danger is real: not only have the majority of Herodotus’ readers encountered both the Greeks and their language with an overwhelmingly Athenian focalization, but access to that education is most usually predicated upon belonging to cultures which are or have been imperialist, and by and large to a certain class within those cultures. Both reasons create obstacles for Herodotus’ readers (the polloi among those privileged oligoi) to see—or really see—Athens from a critical perspective (as, for instance, most Ionians or Peloponnesians would), and render it possible to enhance and exploit a stratification within his readership based on an ability and willingness to break free from a cultural focalization belonging to the Athenians which they have come to share.





2 Whose Version? Adopting a Persian viewpoint (chs. 1–3)41



The opening of Book 3 attempts to manoeuvre readers into adopting a Persian perspective on the cause of the Egyptian campaign and induces the unwary of them to read in a way that mirrors the viewpoint and attitudes of the conquerors. It does this by the way in which the three accounts of the cause of the Egyptian campaign are given. Audiences are induced to prefer the first account owing to its mode of presentation: it is both the longest of the three and, unlike the others, not explicitly dismissed by the narrator; in fact, as they first embark on their reading of the campaign, they will have been entirely unaware that other versions would follow.42 Moreover, the deployment of the source attribution is significant: readers will have heard the first logos in full before having it qualified by a source attribution (‘so now say the Persians’, οὕτω μέν νυν λέγουσι Πέρσαι) that might alert them to its provisionality, and they are likely to have forgotten by then that what the narrator declares will be presented is merely ‘a cause something like what follows (δι᾽ αἰτίην τοιήνδε)’, and as such something implicitly other than what they really say: like it, but therefore not actually it. Those readers who find themselves induced to accept (however non-​commitally) the first logos, the Persian version, or—once removed—to think that Herodotus does (and in doing so collapsing the author’s actual identity into that of the narrator he creates), have failed to recognize the absence of the narrator’s explicit endorsement.

Ultimately non-​commital as to the cause, the account he provides is therefore such as to make his readers particularly responsible for what they go away believing about the cause of the Egyptian campaign and/or for what they believe Herodotus’ view on the subject to have been.43 The text has in a sense manufactured in those readers a kind of complicity with the Persians in casually accepting ‘such a cause’ which is only ‘something like’ the real cause,44 and in both cases—the Persians’ and the readers’—doing so owing to a similar eagerness to get on with the conquest, whether as historical ergon or as logos. In a way, those readers themselves are aitioi for the way that Cambyses behaves (or rather the way that Herodotus depicts ‘Cambyses’ as behaving) towards and in Egypt. They have chosen to understand Cambyses’ actions in a particular way, despite no compulsion by the narrator, and that choice then becomes an early indicator of how they might respond to the rest of the narrative. 

Furthermore, closer scrutiny reveals both that all three accounts are in fact ‘something like’ each other,45 and that the reasons given to prejudice readers against the second and third accounts are hardly devastating. In the case of the third logos, it should be obvious that just because something is not persuasive to some one individual (whose subjectivity is stressed through the use of the first person: ἐμοὶ μὲν οὐ πιθανός, Hdt. 3.3.1) does not necessitate its being untrue. Ironically, without providing any reasons for this lack of persuasion, this bare statement manages to persuade, and even transfers responsibility for this judgment to those readers who may, induced by the absence of explanation, then supply their own. The second logos requires readers to recognize how dependent they are upon others—i.e. Herodotus’ account—to have the ‘knowledge’ needed to assess its content, in this case knowledge of Persian royal history and customs. Herodotus’ comment about the Egyptians’ knowledge is formulated in such a way as to raise the question of who, if indeed anyone (Hdt. 3.2.2: ‘For if anyone else knows the customs of the Persians, the Egyptians also do’),46 is truly in a position to know whether inheritance laws at the time of Cyrus’ death excluded a half-​Egyptian ascending to the throne,47 or even to know who Cambyses’ mother was. The corollary of having accepted the Persian version of the first logos is the necessary denegration of the Egyptian point of view found in chapter 2, and readers are ‘assisted’ in doing this by the narrator’s adoption of the authoritative register of the apodeixis.48 This anti-​Egyptian bias will be found again in the coming chapters, and is one that facilitates readers’ taking by default a dismissive view towards the version of history held by an arche’s ‘subjects’.49

This ‘imperial’ focalization is important: while some readers may not actually be committed to the truth of the Persian version (whether agnostic, indifferent, or oblivious of any choice they have had to make), if they are satisfied enough to press ever onwards, reading dismissively past the others, they reveal themselves as eager for the narrative of the conquest of Egypt as Cambyses apparently was for the conquest itself.50 Were they to understand that the text is being constructed as a mirror, they might already recognize their own reflection in its image of Persian imperialism.51 The text then not only collapses the Persian and reader’s perspective on the cause of the event, but also subtly and implicitly manoeuvres the reader into the role of the expansionist Persian king pressing onwards to Egypt.

Book 3’s introductory logos heralds in a textual strategy that places readers in positions in which they are not only led to adopt a Persian viewpoint, but also lured into mirroring the responses of the ostensibly mad Persian king. Throughout the Cambyses account we find a subtle and sustained attempt to erode the distinction between the reader and the character: whether readers succumb to the text’s efforts to cause them to behave as its protagonist will depend on the kind of critical reading in which they engage and their own moral commitments. Herodotus’ textual strategy of reader entrapment will become ever more difficult to avoid as the narrative continues, though the means are also present to enable readers to navigate its pitfalls, finding (if they are able) assistance and safety should they adopt its proffered moral footholds.





3 Halicarnassian guides (chs. 4–10)



With the figure of Phanes the strategy of manipulating readers into positions and reactions similar to those of Cambyses becomes manifest. A Halicarnassian (Hdt. 3.4.1: ἀνὴρ γένος μὲν Ἁλικαρνησσεύς, οὔνομα δέ οἱ Φάνης…) who both ‘knows the most accurate things about Egypt’ (Hdt. 3.4.2: ἐπιστάμενόν τε τὰ περὶ Αἴγυπτον ἀτρεκέστατα…) and from whom both the route and the diplomacy needed to cross the waterless desert can be learned, he provides an obvious double for Herodotus who has just narrated the monumental Book 2 and particularly as he, like the narrator, is about to provide readers with the information that Cambyses is alleged to have needed to reach Egypt. Whatever the historicity of a Phanes, if not ‘this’ Phanes (οὗτος ὁ Φάνης),52 the appearance of this Halicarnassian cannot help but introduce a meta-​dimension to the text. His name itself ‘speaks’, announcing his role as one who will ‘reveal’ (the verb would be ϕαίνειν), and is made to resound more closely with his function in the historical plot through Herodotus’ calling phanerai those eisbolai into Egypt that readers understand him to have revealed to the Persian king (Hdt. 3.5.1: μούνῃ δὲ ταύτῃ εἰσὶ φανεραὶ ἐσβολαὶ ἐς Αἴγυπτον…)—‘understand’ because that moment is not narrated and readers therefore can only infer them to be the same from the fact that these eisbolai are said to be the only route (μούνῃ). The point is not pedantic, but crucial: at the moment within the narrative that Phanes is expected to remove the literal aporia of the Persian king so that he may begin and complete his campaign of conquest, Herodotus instead uses his narrator’s voice to supply readers with the route whereby they might find their way through this waterless desert so as to be able to begin and complete (their reading of) Cambyses’ conquest of Egypt.53 The analogy forged between Halicarnassian guides purveying information about the route through a waterless desert is at once also an analogy between the intradiegetic and extradiegetic consumers of this ethnographic knowledge.54

This analogy continues in the way Herodotus uses his narratorial voice to convey the content of Phanes’ advice concerning how to obtain safe transit from the Arabian king (Hdt. 3.4.3).55 As in the case of the route, Phanes’ role in the narrative is taken over by the narrator’s exegesis, and it is a shift marked first by the emphatic repetition of the verb φράζω (‘I indicate’), used first of Phanes as he conveys information to Cambyses pertaining to the campaign (Hdt. 3.4.3: φράζει) and again twice in the narrator’s own communication with his readers (Hdt. 3.6.1–2: τοῦτο ἔρχομαι φράσων… ἐγὼ καὶ τοῦτο φράσω…).56 The later passage is especially marked given that what Herodotus points out to his readers are, paradoxically, things to which even those physically present in Egypt would not be able to point, namely wine jars (allegedly) neither there to be seen nor even their absence—now conspicuous, thanks to Herodotus—scarcely ever noticed: 


τὸ δὲ ὀλίγοι τῶν ἐς Αἴγυπτον ναυτιλλομένων ἐννενώκασι, τοῦτο ἔρχομαι φράσων. ἐς Αἴγυπτον ἐκ τῆς Ἑλλάδος πάσης καὶ πρὸς ἐκ Φοινίκης κέραμος ἐσάγεται πλήρης οἴνου δι᾽ ἔτεος ἑκάστου, καὶ ἓν κεράμιον οἰνηρὸν ἀριθμῷ κεινὸν οὐκ ἔστι ὡς λόγῳ εἰπεῖν ἰδέσθαι. κοῦ δῆτα, εἴποι τις ἄν, ταῦτα ἀναισιμοῦται; 

And what few of those sailing into Egypt notice, this I am going to point out. Into Egypt from the entire Greece and in addition from Phoenicia earthenware is imported full of wine throughout each year, but not one empty wine jar in number is, so to speak, to be seen. Where then, someone might ask, are they disposed of?



Note the effect of the passage, and in particular the narrator’s impersonation of the reader (κοῦ δῆτα, εἴποι τις ἄν, ταῦτα ἀναισιμοῦται;). It manufactures in readers’ minds momentary aporia about something that pertains to Egypt which the Herodotean narrator, the good Halicarnassian informant that he is, one who knows the ‘most accurate things about Egypt’, can then proceed to remove: ἐγὼ καὶ τοῦτο φράσω…57 And indeed, the solution to the readers’ aporia belongs to that very topic of Cambyses’ own aporia, namely water provision in the desert.58 What readers will learn, however, is that what their informed Halicarnassian informant has revealed is in fact more relevant to them than to Cambyses, belonging as it does not to the time of his narrative, but to their own present-​day, the Persians’ current solution to the problem, instituted as soon as Egypt was theirs, not existing before.59

One finds the same abrupt shift from narrative to narrator’s exegesis when it comes to handling diplomatic relations with the Arabian king.60 After a brief return to the narrative to tell readers about Cambyses taking this advice from his ‘Halicarnassian xenos’ (Hdt. 3.7.2: τότε δὲ οὐκ ἐόντος κω ὕδατος ἑτοίμου, Καμβύσης πυθόμενος τοῦ Ἁλικαρνησσέος ξείνου, πέμψας παρὰ τὸν Ἀράβιον ἀγγέλους καὶ δεηθεὶς τῆς ἀσφαλείης ἔτυχε, πίστις δούς τε καὶ δεξάμενος παρ᾽ αὐτοῦ),61 readers’ own Halicarnassian xenos interrupts to convey directly to them a full ethnographic account of the great significance that pacts have to the Arabians and the formal ceremony they use to conclude them (Hdt. 3.8.1: σέβονται δὲ Ἀράβιοι πίστις ἀνθρώπων ὅμοια τοῖσι μάλιστα…),62 all information that, as readers infer, Phanes would have given to Cambyses. That Herodotus chooses neither to present this information as part of the narrative nor to use Phanes’ proper name, but the more embracing demonymic (Ἁλικαρνησσέος ξείνου), helps to blur the line between the intra- and extradiegetic acts of conveying Arabian ethnography. The result is once again a reflection of the reader in the Persian king. 63

If one should be prepared to understand Herodotus as such an author, the meta-​literary dimension belonging to his introduction of Phanes—Herodotus’ play with levels of narration—would appear even more pronounced. When readers are told, οὗτος ὁ Φάνης μεμφόμενός κού τι Ἀμάσι (‘This Phanes angry with Amasis, I suppose, for some reason’), the vagueness of the κού τι is striking. On the one hand it manufactures a connection with the first logos characterized also by someone μεμφόμενός Ἀμάσι, but subtly draws attention to the contrivance of the link (κού τι). On the other, one might see here allusion to the unexpected stance of another Halicarnassian towards Amasis which is likewise inexplicable (κού τι), namely that of the Herodotean narrator: for he had seemed rather well disposed toward Amasis in Book 2, and will seem so again in Book 3 (chs. 40 and 43) when he is made to espouse sentiments akin to those of Solon, sentiments which themselves chime with the narrator’s own expressed programmatically in the proem of the Histories.64 The opening sentence may be seen as announcing the text’s change in tack towards Amasis. ‘This’ Phanes, as the narrator calls him, is neither the Phanes he used to be when he was still an ally of Egypt, and nor is ‘this Phanes’, the figure going under the name ‘Phanes’ (i.e. the Herodotean narrator) the same as he was in Book 2. Moreover, the description of Phanes within the plot as ‘wishing to come into logoi with Cambyses’ (βουλόμενος Καμβύσῃ ἐλθεῖν ἐς λόγους) has the capacity to allude, on one level, to the Halicarnassian narrator’s own ensuing logoi of Book 3: here he announces his intention to change the focus of his logoi from the ethnography and history of Egypt to logoi involving a focalization of them through Cambyses’ presence there. And on another level, one might see a mirroring of the extradiegetic frame in which Cambyses is ‘Cambyses’, a certain sort of reader, and Book 3 is the opportunity for ‘Phanes’, Herodotus, to gain an audience (that is, come into logoi, by means of his logoi) with ‘Cambyses’, his readers.





4 Pitying Psammenitus (ch. 3.14)



The parade of the conquered that Cambyses holds to test the spirit of the defeated Egyptian king Psammenitus displays an analogous strategy of mirroring the reader’s response in that of the Persian king, but intensifies it by introducing the genre of recognition par excellence, tragedy. Through enargeia readers are invited to ‘watch’ the performance choreographed by Cambyses as Egyptian maidens and youths are paraded past their helpless fathers who, in turn, are beside themselves with grief at the fates that await their children. The daughters, entering first, belong to the common demographic of tragic choruses. Composed of females called parthenoi (2x: Hdt. 3.14.2–3), they enter with the costume and accoutrements of slaves (ἐσθῆτι δουληίῃ ἐξέπεμπε ἐπ᾽ ὕδωρ ἔχουσαν ὑδρήιον), carrying as if props water jugs which allow them upon exiting to be collectively dubbed hydrophoroi (Hdt. 3.14.4: παρελθουσέων δὲ τῶν ὑδροφόρων), a good tragic title,65 and their cries of lamentation, called a klauthmos,66 are responded to antiphonally by that of another ‘chorus’ composed of their grief-​stricken fathers (Hdt. 3.14.3: ὡς δὲ βοῇ τε καὶ κλαυθμῷ παρήισαν αἱ παρθένοι παρὰ τοὺς πατέρας, οἱ μὲν ἄλλοι πάντες ἀντεβόων τε καὶ ἀντέκλαιον ὁρῶντες τὰ τέκνα κεκακωμένα).67 These, in turn, are said to repeat their performance upon seeing the degradation of their sons led to their deaths en masse as animals, equipped with bits in their mouths and ropes around their necks.68 Later, the departure of each group will be referred to as their exodos (ἐπ᾽ ἑκάστῃ ἐξόδῳ, Hdt. 3.14.8),69 and the verb of their motion described with the certainly (but not exclusively) tragic στίχοντα (Hdt. 3.14.9).70

The incomprehensibility of Psammenitus’ behaviour under such circumstances is the device that draws readers into responses that anticipate those in the text had by Cambyses. Although his children are among those marching to their fates, Psammenitus makes none of the displays of grief shown by the other fathers, and instead only lowers his head (προϊδὼν καὶ μαθὼν ἔκυψε ἐς τὴν γῆν). By contrast, it is rather the accidental sight of an older drinking companion, reduced now to begging from the army, that elicits from Psammenitus a dramatic display of grief, described by Herodotus in full tragic register.71 With no explanation yet given, ‘wonder’ is not only the predictable response readers would feel at Psammenitus’ paradoxical display of emotions, but also a response, as they learn just moments later, that the Persian king will himself share (Hdt. 3.14.8: θωμάσας δὲ ὁ Καμβύσης τὰ ποιεύμενα), and, moreover—fortunate for them—his curiosity allows them to have their own satisfied as they eavesdrop on the result of his inquiry into such perplexing behaviour (πέμψας ἄγγελον εἰρώτα αὐτὸν … cf. Hdt. 3.14.9: ὡς ἄλλων πυνθάνεται). That moment of mirroring is itself significant, but all the more so since it is immediately preceded by the revelation that Cambyses’ experience of this ‘tragic performance’ has been all the more similar to readers’ own insofar as he was not actually a theates of this drama, ‘seeing’ for himself its enactment, but rather had it narrated to him by Psammenitus’ guards (Hdt. 3.14.8–9): ἦσαν δ᾽ ἄρα αὐτοῦ φύλακοι, οἳ τὸ ποιεύμενον πᾶν ἐξ ἐκείνου ἐπ᾽ ἑκάστῃ ἐξόδῳ Καμβύσῃ ἐσήμαινον.72 Moreover, this act of narration undertaken by the guards is rendered all the more similar to that of the Herodotean narrator through the word used to denote it: ἐσήμαινον. For σημαίνω is very same verb used to announce the narrator’s intention to recount his logos of Croesus and beyond (Hdt. 1.5.3): ‘Having indicated this man (σημήνας) I will proceed with my logos …’ Simply put, the guards’ act of telling Cambyses how Psammenitus has responded mirrors the experience of readers who just moments earlier had their narrator convey the very same information to them: they are thereby rendered the extradiegetical analogue of Cambyses. To summarize how the passage manipulates readers: we are curious even before we know Cambyses has been made curious, and our curiosity, as his, comes not from seeing for ourselves, but from having learned through that which has been ‘signed’ to him, and already narrated to us. In our minds we want to ask Psammenitus, ‘Why?’, and no sooner have we formulated the question than Cambyses sends his guards to enquire. The passage orchestrates a juxtaposition that invites comparison between the readers’ responses to Psammenitus and that of their intradiegetic analogues, the Egyptian king’s Persian audience, and in particular the Persian king, and it is a comparison in which similarity is likely to obtain.

That the questioning of Psammenitus is ‘performed’ in Herodotus’ narrative as dialogue in direct speech not only further contributes to the episode’s allusion to drama, but also provides another mode in which readers might find their own curiosity identical to that of ‘Master Cambyses’, and hear, as if unmediated, Psammenitus speak to them as the implicit ‘you’ in the address he directs to the ‘Child of Cyrus’ (Hdt. 3.14.9–10):


Δεσπότης σε Καμβύσης, Ψαμμήνιτε, εἰρωτᾷ δι᾽ ὅ τι δὴ τὴν μὲν θυγατέρα ὁρῶν κεκακωμένην καὶ τὸν παῖδα ἐπὶ θάνατον στίχοντα οὔτε ἀνέβωσας οὔτε ἀπέκλαυσας, τὸν δὲ πτωχὸν οὐδὲν σοι προσήκοντα, ὡς ἄλλων πυνθάνεται, ἐτίμησας; ὃ μὲν δὴ ταῦτα ἐπειρώτα, ὃ δ᾽ ἀμείβετο τοισίδε. Ὦ παῖ Κύρου, τὰ μὲν οἰκήια ἦν μέζω κακὰ ἢ ὥστε ἀνακλαίειν, τὸ δὲ τοῦ ἑταίρου πένθος ἄξιον ἦν δακρύων, ὃς ἐκ πολλῶν τε καὶ εὐδαιμόνων ἐκπεσὼν ἐς πτωχηίην ἀπῖκται ἐπὶ γήραος οὐδῷ. 

‘Master Cambyses asks you, Psammenitus, why seeing your daughter in such an abject state and your son marching to his death neither did you raise a cry or weep, but you did this honour for a beggar who, as he learned from others, isn’t at all related to you.’ When the one asked these things, the other answered with the following, ‘Child of Cyrus, my own misfortunes are greater than any misfortune one might bewail, but the grief of a companion was worthy of tears, one who having fallen from much good fortune into poverty has arrived on the threshold of old age.’



And again, another opportunity is created for readers to find their reactions instantaneously mirrored in Psammenitus’ Persian audience. Before readers are allowed to know how the intradiegetic audience responded to the guards’ recounting of Psammenitus’ answer, they are given the opportunity to form their own response, and there is every likelihood that they have received it, just as the Persians will, with approval (καὶ ταῦτα ὡς ἀπενειχθέντα †ὑπὸ τούτου† εὖ δοκέειν σφι εἰρῆσθαι), particularly if they are those readers who have been weaned (as Athenians were, and Classicists are) on such depictions as to be found in tragedy and in Homer of characters of high station and noble character falling from their state of prosperity. Readers may not go as far as Croesus in actually weeping, but they are quite likely to find themselves feeling like Cambyses a ‘certain pity come over’ them (αὐτῷ τε Καμβύσῃ ἐσελθεῖν οἶκτον τινά)—the emotion tragedy is generically expected to evoke. Herodotus may have well been Pavlov for how predictably readers will salivate when he rings his bell—in this case, the Homeric flourish of ἐπὶ γήραος οὐδῷ ‘threshhold of old age’,73 the Homeric allusion itself evoking tragedy’s homage to Homer.

While the spectacle is above all choreographed for the conquerors, it is Croesus’ reaction that is registered first: 


ὡς [δὲ] λέγεται ὑπ᾽ Αἰγυπτίων, δακρύειν μὲν Κροῖσον (ἐτετεύχεε γὰρ καὶ οὗτος ἐπισπόμενος Καμβύσῃ ἐπ᾽ Αἴγυπτον), δακρύειν δὲ Περσέων τοὺς παρεόντας· αὐτῷ τε Καμβύσῃ ἐσελθεῖν οἶκτον τινά. 

And as is said by the Egyptians, Croesus wept (for also this man had followed Cambyses to Egypt), and those of the Persians present wept, and a certain pity came over Cambyses.



The parenthetical explanation that Herodotus gives for Croesus’ presence clearly marks it as a surprise,74 and draws maximum attention to a figure who, unbeknownst to readers, will be of great importance in the later narrative (Hdt. 3.34–6). In their ignorance of what is to come, any significance that they might construe will be inflected by its immediate context, the tragedy of the Egyptian king’s reversal of fortune. And in this there will be significance on a number of levels. On the one hand, in terms of plot, Croesus had good reason to weep, understanding intimately what has befallen the Egyptian king, having experienced a version of it himself. On the other, in terms of genre, the tragic stage was not only likely a venue that had staged a Croesus,75 but also recognizably informed Herodotus’ own earlier treatment of the Lydian king:76 the Histories’ first tragic set piece is the reversal of Croesus’ eudaimonia (Hdt. 1.32.1), first with the nemesis that takes his son (Hdt. 1.34–45), and later with his disastrous misconstrual of oracles (Hdt. 1.53.3–56.1; 1.90.3, 91.4–6), and finally in his recognition of his own ignorance in dismissing Solon’s wisdom (Hdt. 1.86). The relationship of this logos to Croesus, however, goes deeper. Croesus’ ‘performance’ on the pyre provides the template against which Psammenitus’ drama plays out: the conquered king’s perplexing reaction to extreme misfortune, the conquering king’s curiosity that led to inquiry, the former’s poignant and human response that moved the latter to attempt to undo the fate planned for his captive.77 Here Herodotus’ astonishing control over his readers is again manifest. At the very moment that Psammenitus’ response and its reception prompt engaged readers to think, ‘This reminds me of the Croesus logos’, et voilà: Croesus appears.

It is however repetition with telling variation:78 while divine intervention assists Cyrus who has recognized himself in Croesus and in vain tries to reverse the death he had orchestrated for him, too late will come the ‘pity’ said to have moved Cambyses to spare Psammenitus’ son, and with this failed attempt comes also a difference in each of the conquered kings’ responses—becoming advisor or rebel—to his new master that is emblematic of how Herodotus’ version of this second-​generation of Persian monarchy will play out. For our purposes here, however, another difference is of more relevance. In Book 1 readers were made privy to the meeting of Solon and Croesus, and therefore did not have to wait as Cyrus did for the Lydian’s elucidation of his unusual behaviour, and to that extent their response need not have so closely mirrored the Persian king’s. By contrast, in the case of Psammenitus, with no previous logos to fall back on, they experience what the Persian king experiences, a narrative of inexplicable behavior, and of thoma being induced that is only satisfied through the satisfaction of Cambyses’ own. And should they have been moved to pity, as is likely, by the tragic pathos of his utterance (all the more moved by their recognition of Homeric allusion) depicting the peripeteia of a eudaimon man, they will have been so moved just as Cambyses and his entourage also were, through its narration. 

This drama of Psammenitus, its intense tragic shaping, also looks forward to later events of Book 3, alluding proleptically to the importance that the genre of tragedy will have in Herodotus’ handling of Cambyses’ end, a discussion to which we will turn in due course.





5 Whose curiosity? The Ethiopian logos (chs. 17–25)



The next set piece of Book 3, the famous Ethiopian logos, likewise tempts readers into responding to what they encounter in ways that mirror the Persian king. As in the case of the Phanes logos, the characters of its plot afford Herodotus with the opportunity to reflect his role as narrator of ethnography purveying information to his own ambitious and inquisitive consumers of it. As part of a plan to launch three further campaigns deeper into the African continent, Cambyses decides that with one, against the Macrobioi Ethiopians, he will first send spies who have the express task of determining whether the so-​called Table of the Sun really exists (ὀψομένους τε τὴν ἐν τούτοισι τοῖσι Αἰθίοψι λεγομένην εἶναι ἡλίου τράπεζαν εἰ ἔστι ἀληθέως—‘with the purpose of seeing what is called among the Ethiopians the ‘Table of the Sun’, if it is really so’), as well as (of course) the general remit of military espionage (καὶ πρὸς ταύτῃ τὰ ἄλλα κατοψομένους—‘and in addition to this with the purpose of spying’), referred to, however, almost as an afterthought. These spies act as the texual double of the Herodotean narrator: the account arising from their alleged mission provides the means by which readers will find themselves implicated in the imperialist king’s curiosity as they consume via Herodotus’ account the intelligence gathered by Cambyses’ spies. Since the seminal article of Christ,79 it is common to see the Herodotean narrator reflected in his depictions of inquiring kings, but this logos is rather more complexly framed than the others he examines. Here the actual act of inquiry is performed by a third party who in turn becomes a third-​person narrator to the king, thus enabling the extradiegetic relationship of narrator to his readership to be mirrored in the plot.80

The opportunities for enabling that mirroring occur, as in the Phanes logos, in those moments when there is no mediation of information about these Ethiopians, when Herodotus conveys to his audience directly in his narrator’s voice such information as the Fish-​Eaters would have given to the Persian King. This is the case with the Table of the Sun. No sooner do readers learn of the king’s curiosity to learn the truth about the Table of the Sun than ‘Herodotus’ (that is, the narrator) steps in to edify his audience as to what it is, or at least a version of it (Hdt. 3.18)—τοιήδε τις (‘something such as this’):


ἡ δὲ τράπεζα τοῦ ἡλίου τοιήδε τις λέγεται εἶναι, λειμὼν ἐστὶ ἐν τῷ προαστίῳ ἐπίπλεος κρεῶν ἑφθῶν πάντων τῶν τετραπόδων, ἐς τὸν τὰς μὲν νύκτας ἐπιτηδεύοντας τιθέναι τὰ κρέα τοὺς ἐν τέλεϊ ἑκάστους ἐόντας τῶν ἀστῶν, τὰς δὲ ἡμέρας δαίνυσθαι προσιόντα τὸν βουλόμενον. φάναι δὲ τοὺς ἐπιχωρίους ταῦτα τὴν γῆν αὐτὴν ἀναδιδόναι ἑκάστοτε. ἡ μὲν δὴ τράπεζα τοῦ ἡλίου καλεομένη λέγεται εἶναι τοιήδε.81

The Table of the Sun is said to be something such as the following: it is a meadow in the suburbs full of boiled meat from all sorts of four-​legged animals, on which for nights on end those whose business it is, the people who each time have this office, place the meat, and by day whoever wishes comes and feasts. And the natives say each time that the earth itself produces these things. The so-​called Table of the Sun is said then to be something such as this.



The story begins with Cambyses attempting to satisfy his curiosity about a particular issue, but the curiosity first satisfied is the one generated in readers by Herodotus himself. They are not told the ‘truth’ about the Table of the Sun as part of the account of spies whose assignment was to inquire into this (and to whom in fact readers have not yet even been introduced). Such is the conflation of the action of the plot with Herodotus’ act of narration that the audience is not allowed, as with the other noteworthy features of Ethiopia, voyeuristically to have their curiosity satisfied simply by ‘overhearing’ (as it were) any logos about the Table given to the Fish-​eaters or later recounted by them to Cambyses. Rather, the narrator’s direct communication with readers blurs the distinction between the intradiegetic and extradiegetic audiences. As in Psammenitus’ logos, timing is crucial to the identification: if any in Herodotus’ audience had their curiosity piqued for a split second by mention of the Table of the Sun—‘Table of the Sun? What is that?’—the narrative will have caused them to feel a curiosity identical to that of the Persian king, and then satisfies that curiosity, telling them instantly what mention of it just now has made them, and earlier Cambyses, eager to know.

This identification may be seen to continue with the ‘gifts’ sent by Cambyses to the Ethiopian king, announced by the Fish-​Eaters as ‘those that the Persian king most enjoys using’ (Hdt. 3.21.1: καὶ δῶρα ταῦτά τοι διδοῖ τοῖσι καὶ αὐτὸς μάλιστα ἥδεται χρεώμενος). These objects, jewelry, incense, and wine, are those about which readers are likely to share Cambyses’ feelings. Moreover, ‘what the king customarily eats’ (Hdt. 3.22.3: ἐπείρετο ὅ τι τε σιτέεται ὁ βασιλεὺς), ‘bread’, as well as the upper age limit of a Persian (χρόνον ὁκόσον μακρότατον ἀνὴρ Πέρσης ζώει) at 80, likewise embrace the reader whose diet and lifespan these answers also describe, and all the more so in the way that the ‘scientific’ language used by the Fish-​Eaters (Hdt. 3.22.4) evokes the medical discourse about bread which was most certainly a staple in the intellectual diet of some of Herodotus’ contemporary readers.82 The Ethiopian king’s disdain for what was considered a major human achievement would set those readers at odds with him, and in doing so further align them with the Persian king.83

The many years Ethiopians are wont to live is the one explicit source of ‘wonder’ for the inquiring spies (Hdt. 3.23.2: θῶμα δὲ ποιευμένων τῶν κατασκόπων περὶ τῶν ἐτέων …—‘When the spies were amazed at the years …’) and in this they anticipate the Histories’ inquiring narrator whose own act of wonder is implicit in his attempt to explain its cause that interrupts the flow of his narrative.84 Upon the Fish-​Eaters’ next encounter, a fountain whose waters have remarkable properties, the narrator interrupts the account of their sight-​seeing to opine, ‘if they really have such water in any way as is said’ (Hdt. 3.23.3: εἴ σφι ἐστὶ ἀληθέως οἷόν τι λέγεται), then the fact of its general use by Ethiopians would explain their longevity. The effect of the narrator’s intervention is striking: in formulating his own hypothesis as contingent upon what he only knows from akoe (‘hearsay’), he creates an account able to generate in his readers a curiosity to know about this alleged marvel of Ethiopia, εἰ ἔστι ἀληθέως … (‘whether it truly is…’), thus replicating the ethnographic curiosity of the Persian king that prompted his campaign. Did what they heard about it encourage them to want to know whether it was true? If determining the truth about the Table of the Sun fueled Cambyses’ imperial ambitions, were those readers going to be of such a disposition as to be similarly propelled by a desire to know about the ‘Fountain of Youth’, ‘if it is truly in any way as’ presented by the akoe of Herodotus’ second-​hand (at best) account? Were they, like Cambyses, the sort to feel orge (‘anger’) when reported to them was a firm repudiation of their capacity to fulfill their imperial ambitions?85 Are they the sort to display the same kind of madness that Herodotus here first imputes to his Cambyses (Hdt. 3.25.2: οἷα δὲ ἐμμανής τε ἐὼν καὶ οὐ φρενήρης), prepared to set out to the ends of the earth? Do they recognize the ambition to undertake such ventures—both in terms of scale and morality—as madness?86 





6 Recognizing divinity: Apis (chs. 27–9)



The Persian king’s infamous encounter with the Egyptian deity Apis provides readers with another implicit challenge. Yet again, and more intensively, will they find themselves taxed to avoid responding to what they encounter in ways that would render the Persian king their textual double. How will they respond when they find themselves confronted, as Cambyses was, with the divinity of the Apis calf? Will they avoid, however unawares, finding their responses mirrored in those of the disdainful Persian king?87 Are they able to afford proper respect to the divinities of others, even when their essence is at odds with their own notion of divinity? 

Readers encounter Apis in the instance that Cambyses does, upon their arrival in Memphis, when both they and Cambyses learn of his epiphany (Hdt. 3.27.1): ἀπιγμένου δὲ Καμβύσεω ἐς Μέμφιν ἐφάνη Αἰγυπτίοισι ὁ Ἆπις, τὸν Ἕλληνες Ἔπαφον καλέουσι (‘When Cambyses arrived in Memphis Apis appeared to the Egyptians, [Apis] whom the Greeks call Epaphus’). Primed as they are with the immediate equation of the Egyptian god with the son of Zeus and Io, readers are given an advantage over Cambyses. Identification with Epaphus provides strong encouragement to afford respect to this event: they are invited to ‘recognize’ Apis. At the same time, Herodotus manufactures another kind of recognition in readers by having this information recall that already given at the end of Book 2. 88 In a sense, on a textual level, Herodotus creates the very epiphany for readers that Cambyses would deny.

The provision of this information allows readers to understand the Egyptians’ celebration as both pious and entirely appropriate to the occasion (Hdt. 3.27.1: ἐπιφανέος δὲ τούτου γενομένου αὐτίκα οἱ Αἰγύπτιοι εἵματά τε ἐφόρεον τὰ κάλλιστα καὶ ἦσαν ἐν θαλίῃσι—‘When he manifests himself straightaway the Egyptians put on their finest clothing and hold celebrations’), and puts them at odds with Cambyses who, arriving in Memphis after humiliating military losses and in ignorance of Egyptian nomos,89 can only understand the Egyptians’ behaviour—in his experience uncustomary, but for them entirely the opposite—through that (his own) frame of reference: victims of his aggression, they ‘naturally’ must be celebrating his misfortune (Hdt. 3.27.2: ἰδὼν δὲ ταῦτα τοὺς Αἰγυπτίους ποιεῦντας ὁ Καμβύσης, πάγχυ σφέας καταδόξας ἑωυτοῦ κακῶς πρήξαντος χαρμόσυνα ταῦτα ποιέειν—‘Seeing the Egyptians doing these things, he assumed that they were making his failures a cause for celebration’). His subsequent summoning of the governors of Memphis, called there only to confirm the validity of a deduction of which he is already certain, emerges as an abuse of logic. No more than the result of a post hoc, propter hoc fallacy (εἴρετο ὅ τι πρότερον μὲν ἐόντος αὐτοῦ ἐν Μέμφι ἐποίευν τοιοῦτον οὐδὲν Αἰγύπτιοι, τότε δὲ ἐπεὶ αὐτὸς παρείη τῆς στρατιῆς πλῆθός τι ἀποβαλών—‘He asked why before when he was in Memphis the Egyptians did nothing of the sort, but only then when he himself was present having lost some large section of his army’), his conclusion assumes a missing premise easily accepted as a given by despots and imperial powers:90 it is ‘natural’ for rulers to be hated by those they rule, and therefore their misfortune would elicit celebration. Here some readers might already reveal a reflection of themselves in the Persian king should this missing premise be one to which they would readily assent, sometimes even conferring upon it the authority of a ‘natural law’.91 

Even should some readers subscribe to Cambyses’ understanding of Realpolitik, they are given ample opportunity to avoid identifying with him. Cambyses’ certainty in his own interpretation, to the point of sentencing the governors of Memphis to death as liars, is presented as brutally ignorant (ταῦτα ἀκούσας ὁ Καμβύσης ἔφη ψεύδεσθαι σφέας καὶ ὡς ψευδομένους θανάτῳ ἐζημίου—‘Having heard this, Cambyses said they were lying and as liars he would punish them with death’) in light of the governors having supplied the same explanation that the narrator has already given to readers (Hdt. 3.27.1, quoted above):92 οἳ δὲ ἔφραζον ὥς σφι θεὸς εἴη φανεὶς διὰ χρόνου πολλοῦ ἐωθὼς ἐπιφαίνεσθαι, καὶ ὡς ἐπεὰν φανῇ τότε πάντες Αἰγύπτιοι κεχαρηκότες ὁρτάζοιεν (Hdt. 3.27.3, ‘They explained that a god appeared,one accustomed to make his appearance only at great intervals, and thus whenever he appears then do all Egyptians rejoice and hold celebrations’).93 Therefore, Cambyses’ murderous violence towards these truth-​tellers would strongly encourage readers to maintain the Egyptian focalization of the scene already fostered by the identification of Apis with Epaphus, earlier prepared for by the comprehensive immersion into Egyptian religion such as was constituted by their reading of Book 2.94 In light of their enhanced perspective, Cambyses’ further demand to learn from the priests themselves does not seem as rational as it otherwise could have done—they are the authorities, after all—but rather as excessive, and even impious. 

Of course, some readers may not need to adopt an Egyptian focalization in order recognize such behaviour as universally worthy of censure. But Herodotus is less interested in them. For although only the most parochial and insensitive reader would not understand as sacrilege Cambyses’ subsequent treatment of priests and a god (even one not their own), present in the text is simultaneously a strong undercurrent pulling in the opposite direction. Readers not inclined to afford proper respect both to the religious beliefs of others (or even religion tout court), nor to the sophistication of their narrator, are lured into occupying a role analogous to that of the Persian king, rendering them hypocritical in any moral condemnation they might profess of him or any belief they harbor of their own moral superiority. 

This undercurrent is above all evident in Herodotus’ handling of the equation of Apis with Epaphus. While the syncretism, as noted, induces recognition in a Greek audience, the actual—that is, textual—epiphany of the god pulls in the opposite direction: readers are challenged to recognize divinity in a form at odds with their conception of it.95 Most obviously, those with no other knowledge of the Egyptian god but his name are in for a surprise when they find an Epaphus who is not anthropomorphic, but bovine.96 And however reprehensibly ignorant Cambyses may appear, Herodotus attributes to him an insult, χειροήθης (‘hand-​tamed’), able to refer presciently, if disdainfully, to their god’s form of which both Cambyses and readers (as far as the text is concerned) 97 are still unaware. 

It is when the priests depart from the scene in order to present this god to the Persian king that the narrator steps in to do the same for his readers, shifting as we have seen in earlier logoi from historical narration to provision of the ethnography required by readers in order to understand the import of the situation depicted in the narrative (Hdt. 3.28.2–3). After stressing once again the equivalence between Apis and Epaphus (ὁ δὲ Ἆπις οὗτος ὁ Ἔπαφος), the narrator describes the god’s form and birth (μόσχος ἐκ βοός, ἥτις οὐκέτι οἵη τε γίνεται ἐς γαστέρα ἄλλον βάλλεσθαι γόνον—‘a calf from a cow, who becomes no longer able to become pregnant again’),98 what the Egyptian priests say about his conception (Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ λέγουσι σέλας ἐπὶ τὴν βοῦν ἐκ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ κατίσχειν, καί μιν ἐκ τούτου τίκτειν τὸν Ἆπιν—‘The Egyptians say a gleam from the heavens alights upon the cow, and from it she gives birth to Apis’), as well as those signs which distinguish him as a god rather than just any other ordinary calf: ἔχει δὲ ὁ μόσχος οὗτος ὁ Ἆπις καλεόμενος σημήια τοιάδε ἐὼν μέλας, ἐπὶ μὲν τῷ μετώπῳ λευκόν τετράγωνον, ἐπὶ δὲ τοῦ νώτου αἰετὸν εἰκασμένον, ἐν δὲ τῇ οὐρῇ τὰς τρίχας διπλᾶς, ὑπὸ δὲ τῇ γλώσσῃ κάνθαρον (‘It has, this calf, the one called Apis, the following such markings: it is black, with a white square upon its forehead, and on its back the likeness of an eagle, and the hairs of its tail twice as many [as one would expect], and under its tongue is a scarab.’) In theory, readers should now be well equipped to recognize the god. 

One might, however, feel that there has been intentionally TMI (‘too much information’). The requirement of such elaborate ‘assistance’ in order to recognize in a calf’s birth a god’s epiphany is just as likely to have the opposite effect: the detailed catalogue of strange signs establishing the divinity of ‘this Epaphus’ seems to belie the familiarity that the provision of a Greek—anthropomorphic—equivalent promised. Can the accumulation of any amount of idiosyncratic signs render the bovine divine, or does each additional detail induce further alienation?99 That is left up to readers to determine for themselves.

Here is where the text throws down its gauntlet. How will readers respond to the god’s epiphany? Particularly given they are likely to share Cambyses’ apparent view that gods are not flesh and blood, and certainly not mortal? Indeed, strictly speaking Epaphus is not even a god, but a hero and as such mortal. But any whiff of dismissal, if not outright disdain, they feel sets them on a path leading ever closer to the mirror in which they will find looking back at them a reflection of the Persian king (Hdt. 3.29.2): ὦ κακαὶ κεφαλαί, τοιοῦτοι θεοὶ γίνονται, ἔναιμοί τε καὶ σαρκώδεες καὶ ἐπαΐοντες σιδηρίων; ἄξιος μέν γε Αἰγυπτίων οὗτός γε ὁ θεός; (‘Idiots! Are your gods so begotten, of blood and flesh and able to feel weapons of iron?’) Hopefully, those readers at risk found a needed wake-​up call at the text’s description of Cambyses as hypomargoteros (‘verging on insane’) and at his violence, irrespective of whether the victim is a god or a helpless calf. And yet for some their ringer may have been muffled by a further technique of the logos that invidiously undermines the Egyptian god’s divinity even as it seems to affirm it: this is found in the narrator’s mode of identifying Apis and the very use of the god’s name. 

As noted, Herodotus’ initial and robust identification of Apis with Epaphus generates instantaneous recognition of a claim to divinity: ‘Apis, whom the Greeks call Epaphus’ (Hdt. 3.27.1: ὁ Ἆπις, τὸν Ἕλληνες Ἔπαφον καλέουσι). For readers this is the Apis that the priests are told to fetch (Hdt. 3.28.1: τοσαῦτα δὲ εἴπας ἀπάγειν ἐκέλευε τὸν Ἆπιν τοὺς ἱρέας. οἳ μὲν δὴ μετήισαν ἄξοντες), despite Cambyses calling him θεός τις χειροήθης (‘some hand-​tamed god’). While they are gone, ‘Herodotus’ will reiterate the identification with Epaphus (Hdt. 3.28.2 ὁ δὲ Ἆπις οὗτος ὁ Ἔπαφος), but with a difference: this time the name Apis is used in apposition with that of Epaphus and with a deictic adjective that renders the former a version of the latter, ‘this’ Epaphus rather than ‘the’ Epaphus, whose predicate consists of being ‘born “a” calf from a cow’ (γίνεται μόσχος ἐκ βοός). Having ‘become’ a calf (in the text) by being ‘born’ a calf, this god is then demoted both grammatically from subject to direct object (of an infinitive in indirect discourse) and conceptually, since readers are told that his divinity resides in what is ‘said’ about him: the Egyptians say ‘a gleam from the heavens’ impregnates the cow who in turn gives birth to Apis (Αἰγύπτιοι δὲ λέγουσι σέλας ἐκ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ ἐπὶ τὴν βοῦν κατίσχειν, καί μιν ἐκ τούτου τίκτειν τὸν Ἆπιν). At this point, the text will no longer use the name Epaphus, but rather speaks of Apis as ‘this calf, the one called Apis’ (ἔχει δὲ ὁ μόσχος οὗτος ὁ Ἆπις καλεόμενος…) who displays certain features (semeia). The effect of the exposition is that what Greek readers (and readers of Greek) had initially been told they call Epaphus emerges as really only a version of Epaphus (‘this’ Epaphus), a calf that becomes Apis (‘this calf called Apis’) through signs believed to distinguish him from an ordinary animal and a logos attributing divinity to his conception, evidence that by its nature is unverifiable, a matter of belief for the Egyptians. 

When the priests return leading Apis (ὡς δὲ ἤγαγον τὸν Ἆπιν οἱ ἱρέες), it is ‘this Epaphus’, that is, ‘a calf called Apis’, and (being led) evidently a ‘hand-​tamed’ creature, as Cambyses now seems not quite so wrong to have called him,100 and indeed passive grammatically as object of the verb. Brought before readers in that same moment he is led before the Persian king, readers then witness Cambyses’ demonstration of the god’s corporeal nature, the ‘proof’ that he is not divine which, although violent, corresponds to criteria of divinity to which they (Greeks or focalizing as Greeks) also subscribe.101 Readers may react with horror at the impiety, but they will also find nothing to belie the factual basis of Cambyses’ derisive characterization of the god as not only flesh and blood, but also as mortal. On the contrary, the last two appearances of the god’s name seem deployed to emphasize these very facts (Hdt. 3.29.1: θέλων τύψαι τὴν γαστέρα τοῦ Ἄπιος παίει τὸν μηρόν—‘wanting to strike the belly of Apis he struck the thigh’; Hdt. 3.29.3: ὁ δὲ Ἆπις πεπληγμένος τὸν μηρὸν ἔφθινε ἐν τῷ ἱρῷ κατακείμενος—‘Apis because of the wound to his thigh wasted away while lying in the temple’), and underscore the theological challenge to any readers whose own beliefs require their gods to be ‘immortal’ to the extent that they would dismiss respect for the divine as conceived by others. Recognizing this god’s divinity is therefore not as straightforward or as intuitive as the text might make it seem, unless one is already predisposed to respect things divine regardless of whose and irrespective of their form. The challenge posed here to Greek religious beliefs is thematically related to that of chapter 16, Cambyses’ desecration of Amasis’ body, which enjoins Greek readers to censure and see as impious an act of Cambyses that for them is in fact nomos, the burning of a corpse.102 Moreover, if there in ch. 16 fire could be considered either a god or an animal, depending on whether viewed from a Persian or Egyptian point of view, here Apis is at once both god and animal, but whether this is only an Egyptian point of view or one the text has induced its readers to adopt will depend on them and whether their prejudices have been more subtly engaged by the text’s counter-​current undermining this calf’s divinity.

This countercurrent becomes more explicit once the narrator makes himself present at the episode’s end. It is at once true that even those inclined to find absurd the deification of a cow should find themselves dissuaded from mirroring the murderous rage directed at a harmless creature displayed by a figure both Persian and called ‘all but insane’ (Hdt. 3.29.1: οἷα ἐὼν ὑπομαργότερος) in doing so. And yet, they may nevertheless embrace the apparent diminution of Apis’ divinity that closes the logos, when narrator asserts that, contrary to the explanation of the Egyptians, Cambyses’ insanity was not caused by his offense to the god, but preceded it (Hdt. 3.30):103 Καμβύσης δέ, ὡς λέγουσι Αἰγύπτιοι, αὐτίκα διὰ τοῦτο τὸ ἀδίκημα ἐμάνη, ἐὼν οὐδὲ πρότερον φρενήρης (‘And Cambyses, as the Egyptians say, straightaway on account of this act of wrong-​doing became mad, but not even before was he in his right mind’). This comment might lead one to infer that the narrator is simply attempting to be accurate in his account, but it is also possible that one might read more into it, finding the narrator’s point to be that Apis, unlike Greek gods and perhaps because he is mortal, was incapable of protecting his honour in such a way as to cause madness in his enemy.104 The comment is designed in such a way so as for readers to bear the responsibility for, and the consequences of, what they understand it to be saying.

Of course, that is not to say the narrator hasn’t nudged readers of a certain disposition in the latter direction, as he seems again to do when he shortly thereafter adopts the voice of medical authority to offer the possibility of a ‘natural’ cause responsible for Cambyses’ insanity (Hdt. 3.33): 


ταῦτα μὲν ἐς τοὺς οἰκηιοτάτους ὁ Καμβύσης ἐξεμάνη, εἴτε δὴ διὰ τὸν Ἆπιν εἴτε καὶ ἄλλως, οἷα πολλὰ ἔωθε ἀνθρώπους κακὰ καταλαμβάνειν· καὶ γὰρ τινὰ ἐκ γενεῆς νοῦσον μεγάλην λέγεται ἔχειν ὁ Καμβύσης, τὴν ἱρὴν ὀνομάζουσι τινές. οὔ νύν τοι ἀεικὲς οὐδὲν ἦν τοῦ σώματος νοῦσον μεγάλην νοσέοντος μηδὲ τὰς φρένας ὑγιαίνειν.105 

Cambyses acted insanely in these ways against his most intimate relations, whether indeed on account of Apis, or also otherwise, because many ills are accustomed to seize hold of men. For Cambyses is also said to have (had) a great illness from birth, which some call ‘sacred’. Now, you know, it is not at all unlikely that when a body suffers from a great affliction the mind is also not sound.



Even here, though, readers must themselves implicitly assent not to what is ‘likely’, but to what is more ambiguously ‘not unlikely’: they choose whether to understand this formulation as litotes expressing strong likelihood, or simply non-​committal (for it is possible for something to be neither unlikely nor likely). What is unlikely, however, is that some in his readership won’t find an intellectual appeal in opting for a medical explanation of the sort one finds in the Hippocratic corpus, in particular as appears in On the Sacred Disease, a text whose intertextuality with Herodotus’ passage is well recognized.106 That relationship generates a further understanding of why some readers might embrace the dismissiveness that they detect in the narrator’s comment. Their choice might have less to do with the belief that the Egyptian Apis is somehow an inadequate deity, than with their own eagerness to diminish the role of the divine in human affairs,107 in this case human illness. This intellectual position was certainly a popular one in Herodotus’ day, not least in Athens, and one not without moral implications.108 

Whether readers are enticed to adopt this view, or simply led to assume the narrator or even Herodotus is positively accepting the validity of this contemporary intellectual position, they may be in for some uncomfortable surprises, one immediate yet only implicit, and the other later and given tragic proportions. In the case of the former, those so readily engaged by the Hippocratic bauble dangled before them might not realize the challenge posed by this explanation to derogatory cultural stereotypes that they might cherish about Persian monarchy, or Persian nomoi, more generally. For assigning responsibility to a physiological condition, and a fortiori one congenital, in place of a religious—that is, also a moral—cause diminishes significantly Cambyses’ moral responsibility for his acts,109 and brings in its train the corollary that there is nothing distinctly Persian about Cambyses’ outlandish behavior. The so-​called sacred disease could afflict any human, irrespective of culture or position,110 as could any one of the ‘many evils accustomed to overtake men’ (πολλὰ ἔωθε ἀνθρώπους κακὰ καταλαμβάνειν). The possibility that Herodotus’ Cambyses can in some sense be anyone will have implications for recognizing the possibility that members of Herodotus’ audiences lie behind his portrayal of Cambyses.111

By suggesting that Cambyses might have born with a condition inducing his madness—that it was genetically fated, so to speak—or that some other ill inherent to the human condition is responsible, Herodotus lays the groundwork for the tragedy that he later stages with Cambyses’ end.112 When the narrative returns to Cambyses’ demise, a detail of it forces Cambyses to become, as the text says, sophron, and perhaps in becoming so, he will again provide a mirror for those readers who may be influenced to reconsider what they understood about the argument of ch. 33 and the narrator of it: Cambyses’ mortal wound, self-​inflicted and accidental, was, as the narrator informs us, in that very place where he struck Apis, whom the narrator will finally call a ‘god’ in his own voice (as he hasn’t before), albeit still qualified as ‘of the Egyptians’ (τὸν τῶν Αἰγυπτίων θεὸν Ἆπιν). We shall return to this passage in due course.





7 Who’s laughing now? Mocking agalmata (ch. 37)113



A final series of Cambyses’ impious acts violating the sanctity of both burials and of the precincts and cult statues in Memphis is adduced that, taken with the material that has preceded, form the evidence upon which the narrator will base his diagnosis of madness: proof of Cambyses’ mental state lies in his treatment of his own nomoi and those of others.114 Herodotus will here provide a final test of his readers to determine whether it is an affliction to which they are also susceptible. Again the text implicitly asks whether they will display appropriate respect for what Cambyses’ encounters, or instead be led to implicate themselves in the king’s madness by reflecting his responses.

Throughout Cambyses’ logos, Herodotus has punctuated his narrative with authorial references to the Persian king’s mad state,115 and at chapter 37 the last such reference effects a transition from Persians and allies as Cambyses’ victims back to Egyptians. Their dead, their gods, and their religious precincts are the objects of his desecration and mockery: 


ὃ μὲν δὴ τοιαῦτα πολλὰ ἐς Πέρσας τε καὶ τοὺς συμμάχους ἐξεμαίνετο, μένων ἐν Μέμφι καὶ θήκας τε παλαιὰς ἀνοίγων καὶ σκεπτόμενος τοὺς νεκρούς. ὣς δὲ δὴ καὶ ἐς τοῦ Ἡφαίστου τὸ ἱρὸν ἦλθε καὶ πολλὰ τῷ ἀγάλματι κατεγέλασε…ἐσῆλθε 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.

He was doing many such insane things against the Persians and his allies, remaining in Memphis and opening ancient tombs and inspecting corpses. And indeed such was the way also in which he came to the sacred precinct of Hephaestus and heaped ridicule on his cult statue…And he entered also the temple of the Kabeiroi, in which it is not permitted for anyone else to enter than the priest. These cult statues he also burnt after mocking them greatly. 



Although the movement in the text of Cambyses’ mad violence is from Persians as victims back to Egyptians, the μὲν / δὲ construction of this transition shows that the emphasis for Herodotus is not only the contrast between self and other, but also between things human and divine. Cambyses’ behaviour toward Persians and allies is tied closely with his treatment of Egyptian graves and human remains (μὲν) as together representing gross acts of outrage against things human,116 which are then contrasted and conjoined (δὲ) with sacrilege committed against cult statues and religious precincts (Hdt. 3.37.2–3) that happen to be Egyptian. The chapter reiterates in abridged form the impiety themes inherent in the desecration of Amasis’ corpse and the Apis logos,117 and is in one sense necessary: given the lengthy narratives about Cambyses’ treatment of those nearest—family, friends, and allies—Herodotus ensures with this episode that Cambyses’ sacrilegious treatment of Egyptian gods and burials is fresh in the reader’s mind before he embarks on his famous exegesis on madness that is chapter 38. And as a recap, it effects again a strategy of narration that ensnares certain of its readers in the madness of the Persian king, tempting them to respond to the images that the text conjures up for them in ways that mirror Cambyses’ own reactions to what he sees. 

Once again this is done through the ethnographic interruptions to the narrative which provide the information ‘necessary’ for readers to visualize the objects that induced Cambyses’ ridicule. The agalma of Hephaestus, the narrator explains (γὰρ, ‘for’), looks like the Pataikoi whom one sees as the figureheads of Phoenician ships (Hdt. 3.37.2): ἔστι γὰρ τοῦ Ἡφαίστου τὤγαλμα τοῖσι Φοινικηίοισι Παταΐκοισι ἐμφερέστατον, τοὺς οἱ Φοίνικες ἐν τῇσι πρῴρῃσι τῶν τριηρέων περιάγουσι (‘For the Phoenicians’ cult statue of Hephaestus bears most similarity with the Pataikoi whom the Phoenicians convey on the prows of their ships’). The comparison enables readers to ‘see’ what Cambyses saw, that first object of his laughter. Moreover, the elaboration provides them with not only the means, but also ample time to form a response (inadvertently or otherwise) through the moments added in which additional information is supplied. And his ‘assistance’ does not end there. Positing the existence of readers who might need help with their visualization, he explicitly addresses his next comparison to them, emphatically shifting his voice to the first person which draws readers into the text with the ‘you’ it implies: ὃς δὲ τούτους μὴ ὄπωπε, ὧδε σημανέω (‘Whoever has not seen these, I will indicate [sc. what they look like] in this way’). While helpful to those still not in on the humour, and flattering to the cosmopolitanism of those for whom no further elucidation is needed, the further elaboration causes readers to linger longer over the laughter-​inducing image, expanding the time in which those already familiar with Phoenician figureheads might recall any earlier encounters they may have had with them before another comparandum for visualizing Hephaestus’ agalma is supplied. After these delays, the last image is snappily delivered, as if a punchline, in such a way as likely to elicit a smile if not a chuckle from readers: it is, quite simply, ‘of a pygmy man a mimesis’ (πυγμαίου ἀνδρὸς μίμησίς ἐστί).118 The appearance of the word mimesis here seems marked,119 and relevant in its capacity to evoke such theoretical discussions of comedy as found in Aristotle, likely already formulated to some extent in the late fifth century (Poetics 1449a32): in contrast to tragedy, ‘comedy is a μίμησις of inferior people (ϕαυλοτέρων)’, focused on τὸ γελοῖον (‘the laughable’), as found, according to Aristotle, in the αἶσχος ἀνώδυνον (‘ugliness that causes no pain’) of the comic mask, to which one might perhaps add, or as found in a πυγμαίου ἀνδρὸς μίμησις. Inherently comic according to the definition of some, did the image of Hephaestus conjured up by the narrator strike them, like Cambyses, as γελοῖον? Did they laugh?

One might go further. When the narrator identifies a group who may not be familiar with the Pataikoi, subtle attention is at once drawn to readers who would not have had to wait to be implicated in a response akin to (if not perhaps as strong as) that of Cambyses, those already all too familiar with the sight of Phoenician ships. Given the hostile nature of their most likely encounters, there is a good chance that group had already laughed, and derisively, at Phoenician figureheads, having faced them as enemies in battle.120 Among this group would have been, like Cambyses, possessors of arche, who would have encountered such mimeseis of pygmies (among other places) where he also did, at Memphis, during campaigns to which Herodotus has already drawn readers’ attention (Hdt. 3.12, 3.15) and will again in the last words of Book 3. It would have taken a real act of will to refrain from engaging in mockery of the figureheads of the ships of one’s enemies, and not to recall, if not repeat, that response when hearing them likened to pygmies, however marked as inappropriate to the context laughter may have just been depicted to have been. By inducing this reaction, and (in the case of some) inviting a renewal of past ridicule, Herodotus’ stepwise comparison eases his readers into responding to Hephaestus’ image in a way similar to the mad Persian king.121 

As in the case of Epaphus, the use of the god’s Greek name has a function in generating recognition in his Greek audience. The effect ought to be rather stronger than that created in the case of Apis to the extent that only the Greek name is used, the god is certainly a god (and not a hero), and his form is definitely anthropomorphic (πυγμαίου ἀνδρὸς μίμησις ἐστί). But here it is familiarity—not strangeness—that has the potential to breed contempt. For Hephaestus has been well chosen to ensnare readers in the text’s Cambyses-​mirroring trap. If allusion to any Olympian god’s appearance could cause a reader to laugh, it would have to be Hephaestus’.122 Anyone weaned on the Homeric poems has no doubt laughed many times at their depiction of the god, though it is questionable whether on that basis such readers would have cut the Persian king any slack for his finding Hephaestus funny: the question this raises is whether Cambyses’ response, similar to theirs, should be seen as entirely mad, or is it that theirs has also been.123 It is important to note that three of the major impious acts of Cambyses, burning Amasis’ corpse, rejecting something flesh and blood as divine, and finding Hephaestus amusing are all things that would otherwise be unproblematic for most (if not nearly all) Greek readers. 

Before taking leave of narrating Cambyses’ mad acts, Herodotus will make one final attempt to provoke laughter in the mind’s eye of the reader. Describing Cambyses’ outrage of the precinct of the Kabeiroi, and his mockery and destruction of their cult statues (quoted above), he concludes with a visual also likely to be found amusing: ‘There are even these cult statues similar to those of Hephaestus; they are said to be his children’ (ἔστι δὲ καὶ ταῦτα ὅμοια τοῖσι τοῦ Ἡφαίστου· τούτου δὲ σφέας παῖδας λέγουσι εἶναι). While it is possible readers will not actually laugh (derogatorily or not) imagining how these ‘mini-​pygmies’ would look, one can feel fairly certain these kids would not have had an easy time of it in the schoolyard.





8 Proofs of Madness (chs. 38 and 34–5)



Herodotus punctuates the end of the first segment of his Cambyses logos with a diagnosis of the Persian’s king’s mental state as one of madness evident from his disdainful treatment of nomoi (Hdt. 3.38.1):


πανταχῇ ὦν μοι δῆλα ἐστὶ ὅτι ἐμάνη μεγάλως ὁ Καμβύσης· οὐ γὰρ ἂν ἱροῖσί τε καὶ νομαίοισι ἐπεχείρησε καταγελᾶν… 

Therefore, in every way to me it is clear that Cambyses was really very mad. For he would not have otherwise mocked sacred and customary things.



In support of that conclusion, a syllogism follows demonstrating the importance of nomoi to all humans from which the narrator concludes (Hdt. 3.38.2), ‘it is therefore not likely that anyone other than a madman would ridicule such things (οὔκ ων οἰκός ἐστι ἄλλον γε ἢ μαινόμενον ἄνδρα γέλωτα τὰ τοιαῦτα τίθεσθαι)’. Anyone, so the diagnosis implies, can demonstrate the madness of the Persian king: all it requires is mockery of customs, not only of one’s own (which some would find more obviously crazy),124 but even also those of others. Insofar as it argues for a non-​cultural specificity to Cambyses’ affliction, this conclusion resonates with chapter 33’s suggestion of a physical origin for his mental state.125 

With this ‘proof’, Herodotus creates a final opportunity for the readers to demonstrate just who they are based on their response to the ‘likelihood’ that the narrator imputes to his diagnosis of madness. But the Herodotean narrator’s argument for madness needs to be seen in context: his demonstration of Cambyses’ probable madness responds to Cambyses’ earlier demonstration of his sanity (chs. 34–5), and therefore a discussion of that earlier passage is required before turning to ch. 38. It will become clear that the logic, rationality, and morality demonstrated by these two proofs form a contrasting pair. Together they play with the tension between argument and assertion, the ‘reality’ that logic seems to prove versus what might actually (or more profoundly) be true.

Cambyses, prompted by his subjects’ equivocal response to his query as to what the Persians think of him, infers that they think that he is mad on the grounds that what they say now is at odds with what they had said before when they declared him better than his father.126 His inference seems at once both not to follow and yet to be entirely accurate: behind their polite allusion to his fondness for wine seems surely an awareness of his insanity,127 even if his conclusion does not follow logically from the reason upon which he bases it. Or rather it presumes a generally accepted, but missing premise,128 along the lines that subjects speak guardedly around an autocrat.129 In response to his (not logical but likely correct) conclusion, he creates an experiment intended to confirm or refute the allegation he imputes to them: σύ νυν μάθε εἰ λέγουσι Πέρσαι ἀληθέα εἴτε αὐτοὶ λέγοντες ταῦτα παραφρονέουσι (‘Now then learn whether the Persians speak the truth or in saying these things they themselves are the mad ones’). Proof will lie in whether he can shoot his young wine steward, son of Prexaspes, through the heart, right there and then:130 if he hits his target (τύχω), the Persians are talking rubbish (Πέρσαι φανέονται λέγοντες οὐδέν), but if he misses (ἁμάρτω), they ‘speak the truth and he is not sound in mind’ (Πέρσας τε λέγειν ἀληθέα καί με μὴ σωφρονέειν). Having struck the boy, he conducts what is essentially an autopsy131 in order to determine the accuracy of his aim (πεσόντος δὲ τοῦ παιδὸς ἀνασχίζειν αὐτὸν κελεύειν καὶ σκέψασθαι τὸ βλῆμα· ὡς δὲ ἐν τῇ καρδίῃ εὑρεθῆναι ἐνεόντα τὸν ὀιστόν…), and, finding it to be perfect, he is perfectly delighted with this ‘confirmation’—worthless to any other observer: obviously, his skill as an archer contributes nothing to a diagnosis of his mental state.132 In fact, one might say the very premise that it might constitutes sufficient proof of his insanity. The point is driven home by the inappropriateness of his laughter as he boasts of his aim to the father of the boy he just murdered: 


εἰπεῖν πρὸς τὸν πατέρα τοῦ παιδὸς γελάσαντα καὶ περιχαρέα γενόμενον Πρήξασπες, ὡς μὲν ἐγὼ τε οὐ μαίνομαι Πέρσαι τε παραφρονέουσι, δῆλά τοι γέγονε. νῦν δέ μοι εἰπέ, τίνα εἶδες ἤδη πάντων ἀνθρώπων οὕτω ἐπίσκοπα τοξεύοντα;

[It is said] he said to the father of the child laughing and being jubulent, ‘Prexaspes, that I am not the mad one, but the Persians are out of the minds, has become you see clear. And now tell me, whom have you ever seen of all mankind who is so accurate an archer?’



Cambyses’ ‘demonstration’ of his sanity is at once also on a more fundamental level Herodotus’ demonstration of something about the limits of logic. Cambyses first draws a conclusion that readers are likely to find correct—the Persians think he is mad—and yet that conclusion requires the supplying of an unspoken premise. Its correctness is hostage to that premise’s absolute or contextual truth, and therefore a matter of judgment, and judgment is where human error may derail logic. He responds by attempting to demonstrate the opposite, constructing his own experiment, its syllogism being, ‘If I can aim accurately, I am sane, and the Persians are mad’. His experiment, though perfectly executed with a conclusion that follows within the framework constructed, is, however, patently false. That is, although logical in its formulation, the very fact of the experiment is what demonstrates his insanity; or, otherwise said, his initial premise that sanity can be equated to bowmanship is flawed: that is, even if he ‘hits the mark’ (τύχοιμι), he may nevertheless ‘err’ (ἁμάρτω) and ‘not be sophron’ (μὴ σωφρονέειν).133

Against the backdrop of Cambyses’ proof of his mental state, the narrator provides his own proof: an experiment hypothetical in the extreme, requiring as it does the whole human race as participants, and therefore its outcome can only ever be a matter of assertion. Moreover, the ‘likely’ conclusion he draws, as stated, does not follow logically, despite appearing in the ‘convincing’ format of the syllogism.134 He posits a situation in which all mankind, tasked (by ‘someone’, τις) to choose the finest laws (εἰ γάρ τις προθείη πᾶσι ἀνθρώποισι ἐκλέξασθαι κελεύων νόμους τοὺς καλλίστους ἐκ τῶν πάντων νόμων), give due consideration to them all (διασκεψάμενοι ἂν ἑλοίατο ἕκαστοι τοὺς ἑωυτῶν), and nevertheless end up each preferring their own (οὕτω νομίζουσι πολλόν τι καλλίστους τοὺς ἑωυτῶν νόμους ἕκαστοι εἶναι).135 Herodotus uses this ‘fact’ that everyone would choose their own customs as finest as proof of the conclusion that it is therefore unlikely that anyone except a madman would laugh at such things, in general: οὔκ ων οἰκός ἐστι ἄλλον γε ἢ μαινόμενον ἄνδρα γέλωτα τὰ τοιαῦτα τίθεσθαι. He appears to support this conclusion by referring to many proofs of the thesis that all men feel this way about their own nomoi (ὡς δὲ οὕτω νενομίκασι τὰ περὶ τοὺς νόμους πάντες ἄνθρωποι, πολλοῖσί τε καὶ ἄλλοισι τεκμηρίοισι πάρεστι σταθμώσασθαι), adducing one in particular (ἐν δὲ δὴ καὶ τῷδε), an experiment alleged to have been conducted by Cambyses’ successor, Darius.

As compelling as Herodotus might make his ‘proof’ seem, there is no logical necessity to accept its conclusion: he has not demonstrated that preference for one’s own customs and laws—for which, as he says, many tekmeria exist—necessarily entails respect for those of others. The logic of the syllogism falters should readers fail to supply or refuse to accept (however consciously) this missing premise. It is a requirement of the text that either engages their complicity or provokes their disagreement, but according to the syllogism’s argument, their response is what demonstrates whether they are sane or mad. Despite Herodotus’ rhetoric, there will be some likely to reject the premise, finding evidence in day-​to-​day life that would seem to prove just the opposite. In the absence of any explicit defense, his conclusion that a universal respect for nomoi is a likely consequence of humans’ universal preference for their own nomoi (irrespective of whose) is only an assertion, however moral a reader may find it.136 The text juxtaposes two flawed proofs. Cambyses’ syllogism, although executed perfectly, is flawed in its initial premise. Herodotus with the help of his narrative renders his proof compelling despite the gap in logic that he requires readers to bridge themselves (however consciously) if they are to avoid Cambyses’ madness. 

In order to facilitate that crossing, the narrative adduces a further piece of ‘evidence’ of an intentionally engaging quality: Darius’ experiment. But that experiment does no more than provide an instantiation of the narrator’s general conclusion that everyone prefers their own customs: it requires readers (and if successful persuades them) to accept without proof that the unwavering adherence to one’s own nomoi he depicts somehow necessitates a universal respect for all nomoi. Herodotus’ argument is sophistic to the extent that it persuades without providing logical compulsion to do so.137 The complicity he attempts to secure from readers is their commitment to some notion of a universal morality,138 which is the opposite of the end to which sophistic arguments are customarily used: a mode of rhetoric customarily used to undermine customary beliefs and values is here used to an uncustomary end, the upholding of what is customary, nomoi. This is Herodotus sophistes.139 An argument that taken at face value seems to demonstrate cultural relativity is in fact employed in the service of upholding certain absolute moral principles.

His rhetorical strategy is, however, also intentionally not fail safe: readers can choose how they will respond to the ‘logic’ of Herodotus’ conclusion; the nature of their response will reveal whether they are complicit in the mad rationality of the Persian king. In short, if one objects to Herodotus’ logic as compromising his conclusion, one might well be a person who invests too much in logic and a certain form of rationality at the expense of, or indeed to reject, any commitment to the existence of certain universal nomoi of a moral nature, and, as the logos of Cambyses goes on implicitly to argue, such is a person who may one day painfully recognize oneself as having been suffering from a similar sort of madness as the mad Persian king.140 





9 Cambyses, c’est moi (ch. 64–5)



When Herodotus returns to Cambyses after a lengthy Samian interlude,141 it is to render his demise a tragic tour de force. No longer playwright and choregos of Psammenitus’ drama, and then auditor of its tragic diegesis,142 Cambyses will take to the stage as protagonist in a performance replete with all the classic ingredients of the genre: a double recognition (anagorisis) of error (hamartia) resulting in a complete reversal of fortune (peripeteia).143 Through Herodotus’ deployment of tragic allusion, the ‘rationality’ of Cambyses depicted earlier as madness becomes elevated to the grandeur of an Oedipus whose superlative intelligence deludes him into overlooking a more fundamental fact, namely that logic alone can only generate conclusions as valid as the knowledge—necessarily limited—to which it is applied, ever hostage to the premises upon which they are based.

To that extent, those who have been truly schooled in tragedy—if they are not blinded by a sense of their own cultural superiority—ought to recognize something universal in what befalls Cambyses: his downfall is neither distinctly Persian nor barbarian, but transformed through Herodotus’ dramaturgy into a paradeigma of human eudaimonia,144 and above all of its fragility. To this extent at least, readers ought to be able to identify with Cambyses, to recognize in him and in what he suffers something of themselves. The present study has been concerned with the textual mirror that Herodotus constructs for readers, one in which they will either find themselves reflected in his depiction of Cambyses, whether or not they recognize this, or have been persuaded to adopt (however consciously) certain fundamental moral commitments. But its interest goes beyond simply having readers ‘recognize’ in as unlikely a figure as Cambyses a shared humanity and on that basis having them ‘identify’ with him: rather, more specifically, the aim has been also to unveil the identity of those who lie behind the figure that Herodotus has called ‘Cambyses’—to modify the phrase used in the case of Smerdis (Hdt. 3.63.3, 3.67.2), just who it is ἐπιβατεύων τοῦ Καμβύσεω οὐνόματος (‘stepping onto (i.e. adopting) the name of Cambyses’)?145—and to demonstrate the text’s endeavor to cause readers to experience their own recognition, analogous to, if also differing from, that induced by tragedy: understanding what lies behind Herodotus’ Cambyses may have consequences for readers’ understanding of themselves. 

Before moving on to the extensive tragic allusion of the episode, it is paramount to demonstrate the ways in which Herodotus constructs Cambyses’ moments of recognition so as for them to become moments of recognition also for his readers. The first comes when readers are made to learn only shortly before Cambyses (Hdt. 3.63.2) that there is a second Smerdis, a magus who both looks like Cambyses’ brother and has the same name (Hdt. 3.61.2, ἦν τε δὴ ὅμοιος εἶδος τῷ Σμέρδι καὶ δὴ καὶ οὔνομα τὠυτὸ εἶχε Σμέρδιν): that is, up until this point readers have not been provided with the knowledge by which they would realize that Cambyses’ construal of his dream in ch. 30.2–3 was erroneous, and therefore were no better equipped there than Cambyses to understand the dream’s Smerdis to be denoting anyone other than Cambyses’ brother, and as such potentially a competitor to the throne.146 A unique element of the dream (and likely a sign of Herodotean invention)147 aligns readers even more closely with Cambyses: for Cambyses himself does not see ‘Smerdis’ sitting on the throne, but rather receives the information when it is narrated to him by a messenger.148 Cambyses is, therefore, made the audience of narration, as he was earlier by the guards of the Psammenitus scene, and therefore again depicted in a way that will mirror the experience of Herodotus’ readers consuming this story. This happens in no other dream in Herodotus,149 and is moreover entirely unnecessary from the point of view of the plot: given that the magus Smerdis is said to look like Cambyses’ brother, Herodotus could have made it seem to Cambyses that he saw his brother sitting on the throne, rather than enlist a messenger to arrive reporting this.150 

When Cambyses finally ‘understands’ what he has done, he responds in a way that leads to a second recognition and one that is again designed to trigger a sudden recognition in Herodotus’ readers. As he leaps upon his horse intent to arrive in Susa, his exposed dagger pierces his thigh ‘in precisely the place where he himself struck the god of the Egyptians Apis’ (Hdt. 3.64.3). Readers here are once again thrown back to an earlier episode in the narrative, and, as with the dream, it is again to chapter 30 where through the dissuasion of the narrator they may have dismissed out of hand the possibility that Cambyses’ behavior was responsible for his madness despite the murder of his full brother following hard upon it.151 The uncanniness of this wound causes readers to scramble to make sense of what they thought they understood either about Cambyses’ madness or the narrator of it, or rather both:152 after all, the narrator’s comment in ch. 30 that Cambyses was mad before the Apis affair, followed by the medical authority mobilized in ch. 33, downplayed, if not entirely dismissed, the idea of divine causality, while the interruption provided by the Samian logos further ‘verdunkelt den Schuld-​Sühne-​Gedanken’.153 In light of this new development, readers are likely to be persuaded that there is something numinous at work, or at least to be persuaded that the narrator, or even Herodotus, positively believes this.154 If they do, the text has manipulated them into a moment of recognition analogous to that which Cambyses seems also to be having: 155 the use of theos in the narrator’s own voice, withheld until now, serves to augment the epiphany of ‘the god of the Egyptians’ at the moment when he seems to be revealing his power.156 

The attempt to reconcile the narrator’s comments in chs. 30 and 33 with Herodotus’ later noting the coincidence of the wound results in scholarly turmoil, and as such is indicative of the state readers find themselves in at the moment when they are suddenly confronted with yet another surprising recognition,157 both Cambyses’ and their own. Prompted by an immediate sense that the wound is mortal, Cambyses’ inquiry into the name of the city in which these events have transpired (which—implausibly—he does not already seem to know) causes him to recognize his second error, the misconstrual of the Ecbatana denoted by an analepsis to an oracle foretelling his place of death: not, as he thought, in his capital as an old man, but in ‘this’ Ecbatana was he destined to die. 

Cambyses’ second recognition, a shock to him, has likely also blindsided readers. While they still reel from the coincidence of the wound, they suddenly learn of an oracle, of whose existence they had no inkling, no previous warning of any prophecy pertaining to Cambyses’ death, let alone its precise location.158 Here another moment is constructed in which they might find their reactions mirrored in the Persian king’s. If, in the split second after they learn of the oracle and its Ecbatana, they think, ‘But wait, isn’t Ecbatana in Persia’—that is, if they have been made to think of the ‘wrong’ Ecbatana at the very moment when they learn that at some time in the past Cambyses had also made that same mistake—then their realization of their misconstrual becomes nearly simultaneous with Cambyses’ own. Herodotus’ mode of narration has been designed to recapitulate for his readers in the moment of reading the experience of recognition that he narrates his character as having. And this state of sudden recognition is the state in which he puts his readers just moments before pulling out all the stops in his tragic handling of Cambyses’ end, to which now I turn.

This episode’s allusions to tragedy are extensive, and worth outlining in some detail. For not only is it the case that those otherwise happy to embrace the idea that Herodotus exploited tragedy spend comparatively little time on this episode,159 perhaps presuming Cambyses was a character too flawed to be worthy of the genre, 160 but also that the use of tragic themes, plot elements, and diction, so pervasive here, challenge those critics who feel inclined to underplay Herodotus’ use of this genre in favour of epic antecedents.161 Nevertheless, as important as the recognition of the tragic shaping of Herodotus’ Cambyses may be, it is not enough simply to demonstrate it: one must also explain why his demise has in this way been handled. The question that needs addressing is, therefore, why Herodotus has here drawn so heavily and obviously on tragedy and why has he done so for a figure who has been depicted as Cambyses has. There may well be a point about the morality of tragedy as a genre if it can elevate a figure like Cambyses to a paradeigma of the human condition, and thereby render him somehow less individually responsible for his acts.162 

To begin from the obvious—plot elements—Cambyses’ tragedy is first set in motion by his misinterpreting a dream, and earlier (though unnarrated) an oracle,163 in both cases failing to recognize that names—in this case, Smerdis and Ecbatana—can denote multiple entities. He suffers from a kind of blindness that arises in the case of the former from the despot’s predisposition, shared with Sophocles’ Oedipus, to fear plots that might rob him of his rule (Hdt. 3.65.3), and in the latter from the belief not only common to those in possession of good fortune, namely that it will never change, but also of special relevance to imperialists: Cambyses must have presumed he’d only return home to Ecbatana as an old man (γηραιός), after his days of waging acquisitive wars against foreign lands were over.164 Presumably the erroneous confidence engendered by this misconstrual of the oracle is what helped to inform such mad acts as campaigning to the ends of the earth against people who had done him no wrong.165 In any event, both hamartiai are the stuff of tragedy. The dream and the oracle—two features of the logos deemed most likely to be Herodotean inventions—are the plot devices that allow Herodotus to frame as tragedy a life better suited for depiction as a morality tale; the choice between these genres—a literary choice—has moral implications. 

The understanding that he is said to have experienced (Hdt. 3.64.2: μαθὼν δὲ ὡς μάτην ἀπολωλεκὼς εἴη τὸν ἀδελφεόν—‘Understanding that in vain he had killed his brother’) evokes the tragic maxim of ‘learning through suffering’ (πάθει μάθος),166 most clearly expressed (for us) in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon. And as Aeschylus’ chorus there goes on to say, such suffering causes even ‘the unwilling to become prudent’ (καὶ παρ' ἄκοντας ἦλθε σωϕρονεῖν, 181–2),167 which is precisely the consequences that Herodotus describes for Cambyses, said to have been made sophron by his situation and his fatal wound: 


ὑπὸ τῆς συμφορῆς τῆς τε ἐκ τοῦ Μάγου ἐκπεπληγμένος καὶ τοῦ τρώματος ἐσωφρόνησε, συλλαβὼν δὲ τὸ θεοπρόπιον εἶπε· Ἐνθαῦτα Καμβύσεα τὸν Κύρου ἐστὶ πεπρωμένον τελευτᾶν. 

Having been struck by the and the wound he saw sense, and understanding the prophesy he said, ‘Here is it fated for Cambyses son of Cyrus to die.’



As if composed from a handbook on tragedy, Cambyses’ final rhesis (Hdt. 3.65.3–4) presents his downfall as overdetermined, a combination of fate (to mellon), human nature (physis),168 and individual error (hamarton):169


δείσας δὲ μὴ ἀπαιρεθέω τὴν ἀρχὴν πρὸς τοῦ ἀδελφεοῦ, ἐποίησα ταχύτερα ἢ σοφώτερα· ἐν τῇ γὰρ ἀνθρωπηίῃ φύσι οὐκ ἐνῆν ἄρα τὸ μέλλον γίνεσθαι ἀποτρέπειν. ἐγὼ δὲ ὁ μάταιος Πρηξάσπεα ἀποπέμπω ἐς Σοῦσα ἀποκτενέοντα Σμέρδιν. ἐξεργασθέντος δὲ κακοῦ τοσούτου ἀδεῶς διαιτώμην, οὐδαμὰ ἐπιλεξάμενος μή κοτέ τίς μοι Σμέρδιος ὑπαραιρημένου ἄλλος ἐπανασταίη ἀνθρώπων. παντὸς δὲ τοῦ μέλλοντος ἔσεσθαι ἁμαρτὼν ἀδελφεοκτόνος τε οὐδὲν δέον γέγονα καὶ τῆς βασιληίης οὐδὲν ἧσσον ἐστέρημαι. 

In fear lest I be stripped of my rule by my brother, I did something more hasty than more wise; for within human nature it does not exist to avert what is going to be. I to no avail sent Prexaspes to Susa with the purpose of killing Smerdis, and once a bad act of such magnitude had been accomplished, I was living without fear, never having reckoned that once Smerdis had been made away with no other human would rise up in revolt against me. But, in error as to all that was going to happen, I have become a murderer of my brother when there was no need, and not any less have I been deprived of my kingdom. 



Moreover, further linguistic elements in the depiction of Cambyses’ downfall strongly evoke not only a tragic register, but also those episodes of Herodotus in which critics most frequently find allusions to the genre. πεπρωμένον, for instance, is significant not only as at once a poetic word common to tragedy and not appearing in Homer, but also because in Herodotus the only other appearances of this participle occur in the tragic demise of Croesus (Hdt. 1.91.1 and 1.91.3). Likewise, Cambyses’ impossible wish that he ‘had never seen the dream’ (τὴν μηδαμὰ ὄφελον ἰδεῖν) is likewise the stuff of tragedy (if also of Homer), and only otherwise used by Herodotus in the tragic vignette around the exposure of Cyrus (Hdt. 1.111.2: μήτε ἰδεῖν ὤϕελον μήτε κοτὲ γενέσθαι ἐς δεσπότας τοὺς ἡμετέρους).170 Moreover, his expressions of grief are characterized by the word, apoklaio (Hdt. 3.64.2 (2x) and 3.65.7) a word rarely deployed by Herodotus, and a compound belonging to tragedy—that is, one not found in Homer.171 And when upon concluding his injunction to the Persians, he is described as ‘wailing over his entire praxis’ (ἀπέκλαιε πᾶσαν τὴν ἑωυτοῦ πρῆξιν), the Herodotean narrator nods to the genre with the word praxis, used by him exclusively here, which as a technical term denotes the action of which tragedy is an imitation.172

Meanwhile, no longer consumers of another’s tragedy (Hdt. 3.14.11), the foremost Persian citizens will replace the earlier chorus of Egyptian fathers (cf. 3.14.3 and 3.14.6 and above): they rend their clothes and cry out with boundless lamentation at the fortunes of their ruined king (Hdt. 3.66.1: Πέρσαι δὲ ὡς τὸν βασιλέα εἶδον ἀνακλαύσαντα πάντες τά τε ἐσθῆτος ἐχόμενα εἶχον, ταῦτα κατηρείκοντο καὶ οἰμωγῇ ἀφθόνῳ διεχρέωντο) in true tragic style. Herodotean dramaturgy renders Cambyses’ downfall its own little Persae.173 Moreover, here the words used both of Cambyses’ crying (ἀνακλαύσαντα) and of the Persians’ response to it (οἰμωγῇ) are marked as poetic. The latter, found rarely in prose, appears in Herodotean contexts evoking tragedy,174 while the former, ἀνακλαύσαντα, is most definitively tragic (i.e absent from Homer), and is used by Herodotus elsewhere only in the tragedy of Psammenitus, and there a full four times (Hdt. 3.14.3, 3.14.7, 3.14.9, 3.14.10). The repetition of the word in that episode and its appearance here mark the word as important and tie these two passages closely together—and for good reason: it underscores the error of the figure who had earlier thought he was secure in watching a tragic reversal of the vanquished that he himself staged and to which he had obviously felt himself immune. 

There is in this a warning to those of Herodotus’ contemporary readers who might erroneously believe that they were deriving lasting mathemata (‘lessons’) from their enthusiastic staging and viewing of the pathemata (‘sufferings’) of others.175 On another level, there resides also a provocation to future readers who may be so invested in the superiority of the culture that gave them tragedy and their focalization of history as not to recognize that Herodotus’ Cambyses may not (or not only) be Cambyses, but the entity (also) that they so admire, not least for their tragedies.176 At the same time, they may possibly be also so invested in their own superiority and the notion of progress (a belief of which the present is—we are—by definition the beneficiaries) that they underestimate the sophistication of authors they comfortably label ancient. In not appreciating that Cambyses is also ‘Cambyses’ they find themselves reflected in the tragic Cambyses when he recognizes ‘[e]xpressis verbis …daß er das Opfer einer Namensidentität geworden sei’.177 
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