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PREFACE

and the reason why Herodotus was considered Homeric in

antiquity. It stems from a conference at the School of History,
Classics and Archaeology of Newcastle University which took place in
March 2019, where most of the chapters that make up the book were
presented. The conference was funded by the Research Committee of the
School of History, Classics and Archaeology at Newcastle, and by the
Institute of Classical Studies in London. I wish to express my gratitude to
both institutions for their generous support, to the speakers for accepting my
invitation to Newecastle, to the other numerous participants for a successful
and fruitful discussion during the event, and to the chairs of each session:
Federico Santangelo, Rowland Smith, Christopher Tuplin, and Jaap Wisse.

I also wish to thank the Histos editors, Rhiannon Ash and Timothy
Rood, for accepting this edited book for publication in the journal’s
Supplements, and especially the supervisory editor of the Supplements, John
Marincola, for the extremely helpful guidance and valuable assistance in the
final stages of the publication process.

Each chapter is autonomous and includes a self-standing bibliography,
but all have benefitted from discussion during the conference and from
subsequent exchanges of emails and texts. The Covid-19 pandemic has
certainly made our work more challenging, especially because of limited
access to libraries, but we hope that our efforts have produced something
that will benefit Herodotean and Homeric scholars. If the book manages to
stimulate further thoughts or provoke some constructive reaction, it will have
accomplished its principal objective.

' I Yhis book explores the relationship between Herodotus and Homer

I. M.
Stena, October 2021
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HERODOTUS, HOMER, AND THE
CHARACTER OF THE GODS

Thomas Harrison

t the heart of his Egyptian logos, Herodotus contrasts his fellow-Greeks’
knowledge of the gods with that of the Egyptians (2.53):

” D ’ < ~ ~ ” » v 3 ’ < ~ 7 \
evbev 8e eyevovTo ekaoTos TV Bedv, eLTe aLel oav TAVTES, OKOLOL TE TLVES
T3 eldea, ok NmLaTéRTO PRéXPL OV TPWTY TE Kal XBes ws elmelv Adyw. [2]
’ n rexp pon Xves ws Y-
¢ ’ \ \ €/, < ’ ’ ” ’
Holobov yap kat "Opmpov mAwkiny tetpakootoiol €teot Sokéw pev
’ ’ \ ’ ’ T \ 7 N\ 3 ’
mpeoPuTepovs yeveabar kal ov WAEooL ovTOoL 8€ €LoL oL TOLNOAVTES
’ < \ ~ ~ \ 2 ’ ’ \ ’ \
Beoyoviny "EAAnou kat Totow Oeotol Tas emwvuptas 6ovTes Kal TLLas T Kal
’ ’ \ 7 2 ~ ’ ¢ \ ’ \
Téxvas GLedovTes kat eldea avTdv anunravtes. [3] oL 8e mpoTepov ToLyTaL
’ ’ ~ 2 ~ ’ 4 b4 ’
Aeyopevor TouTwy TGOV avdpav yevesbar vVoTepov, €porye Ookeelv,
b ’ ’ \ \ ~ ¢ ’ ¢ ~ ’ \ v
€y€vovTo. ToUTwWV Ta pLev TpoTa al Awdwvides Lpetat Aéyovat, Ta 8€ voTepa

\ b < ’ ’ \ € ” 2 \ ’
Ta €s Hotodov te kat "Opmnpov exovra eym Aéyw.

But whence the several gods had their birth, or whether they all were
from the beginning, and of what form they are, they did not learn till
yesterday, as it were, or the day before: [2] for Hesiod and Homer I
suppose were four hundred years before my time and not more, and
these are they who made a theogony for the Hellenes and gave the titles
to the gods and distributed to them honours and arts, and set forth their
forms; [g] but the poets who are said to have been before these men
were really in my opinion after them. Of these things the first are said
by the priestesses of Dodona, and the latter things, those namely which
have regard to Hesiod and Homer, by myself.

Unlike other chapters in this volume, this paper does not seek to explore
specific Homeric (or Hesiodic) intertexts. (The most obvious point of parallel
with this passage would perhaps be with Hesiod’s T/eogony, where the gods
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allocate themselves their #zmai rather than having them given to them.') Nor
will it directly explore wider parallels between Herodotean and Homeric
worlds—the different ways, for example, in which gods operate in each text.?
Instead it will attempt simply to elucidate the meaning of Herodotus’
reference to Homer and Hesiod (or, rather, Hesiod and Homer) in this
passage. What is their status for Herodotus here? In what sense did they give
the gods their titles and indicate their ‘honours’ and ‘skills’ and their ‘forms’
or characters? In attempting to answer these questions, the emphasis—in
keeping with other contributions to this volume—will frequently be on the
influence of Homer and Hesiod as mediated through other authors. Like
policemen or low comedians, moreover, the two poets will almost always
feature as a double-act.

The promise ‘simply to elucidate’ such a passage should perhaps elicit a
hollow laugh. The interpretative questions that arise from this passage are
such that ‘if you are not completely confused you have not begun to
understand’.’ In broad terms, there are two interpretative routes. On the
one hand, this passage is commonly seen as sceptical of conventional Greek
approaches to divinity.* So, for example, for Scott Scullion, it emerges’

that much or all of what constitutes for us and constituted for the Greeks
the essential personality of the various gods was, on what Herodotus
explicitly calls his own view, wnuvented ‘yesterday or the day before’ by the
poets Hesiod and Homer ...

Like many other scholars, Scullion then connects Herodotus’ statement here
both with a network of other passages in the Histories (notably Herodotus’
statement at 2.3.2 that all men know equally about the divine®) and with
some select pre-Socratic fragments. He then makes a wider case that

"Hes. Theog. 111-12: “Those who were born of them, gods, givers of good things, ... and
how they divided up their wealth and how each one chose his or her @me’ (ol 7" éx T@v
éyévovro, Beol Swripes éawv | s T’ dpevos SacoavTo kal ws Tiuas StéovTo).

2 See here, e.g., the observations of Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 70-1.

% A catch-phrase of the late Oxford epigrapher and historian D. M. Lewis.

* Munson (2001) 165,

> Scullion (2006) 199—200. The italics are mine.

% For an alternative reading, that it is the names (excepted from his policy of ‘reticence’)
that men know equally, see, however, Thomas (2000) 279-80; see here the discussion of
Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 85-6.
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individual gods only rarely make appearances in the Histories in Herodotus’
own mouth, and that these rare exceptions can be explained away.

This approach is, in many ways, an attractive one. It situates Herodotus
at the cutting edge of late-fifth century thought (who could object to that?).
Moreover, this reading of 2.53 is arguably of a piece with the picture of
Homer that emerges from other passages: with the suggestion that Homer
or another early poet had invented the name Ocean (todvopa evpovra, 2.23);
or with the Helen-logos (2.112—20), where Homer is seen as serving a
distinctively poetic agenda.” There is no space here for the inspiration of the
Muses; the critical historian instead envisages the Homeric texts as a
resource to be read (and mined) against the grain of their authors’
intentions.®

The alternative approach is to attempt to reconcile the apparent
implications of this passage with ‘conventional’ Greek polytheism. “This
seems in no way to devalue those traditional sets of [divine] attributes’, I
wrote more than two decades ago, following on from the work of Rudhardt
and Gould—a claim described as ‘venturesome’ by Scullion.” This paper
ventures a more detailed attempt at making this difficult case.

I begin with the pre-Socratic parallels. A wide range of intertexts can be
adduced for our passage. First and foremost, the opening of 2.53 (‘Whence
the several gods had their birth, or whether they all were from the beginning,
and of what form they are’) is—together with Herodotus’ statement at 2.3.2
(that all men have equal knowledge)—commonly connected to the famous
fragment of Protagoras’ Peri theon:"

\ \ ~ b ”n b ’ b ¥at] € b \ b ¥at) ¢ b b \ 7Ny ¢ ~ ’

mept pev fedv ovk exm eLdevar, ovl) ws etaty ovl ws ovk eLoly oVl omotol
b ’ \ \ \ ’ ’ b ’ e’ b ’ \ \

TLves t8eéav' moAda yap Ta kwAvovTa pe eLdevac, 1 Te adnAoTys kal Bpaxvs

n ¢ ’ ~ ) ’
wv o Blos Tov avbpwmou.

About the gods I am not able to know neither that they exist nor that
they do not exist nor of what kind they are in form: for many things

7 For the Helen-logos, see de Jong (2012).

8 Cf. Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 61—2: ‘L’investigation de ’enquéteur a remplacé 'inspir-
ation des Muses’.

9 Harrison (2000) 192; Scullion (2006) 207 n. 41. Cf. Rudhardt (1992a) 88, 103-6; (1992b)
233-4; Gould (1994).

10 Protagoras 80 B 4 D-K = D 10 L-M. See, e.g., Burkert (1985) 131; Munson (2001) 165.
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prevent me from knowing this, its obscurity and the brevity of man’s
life.

The basis for supposing a connection here is partly the pattern of the
sentence as a whole, partly the verbal similarity (okotol Te Tiveés Ta eldea
omotol Twes i(déav). There is then a wider body of parallel statements that
can be drawn in: Xenophanes’ declaration of the impossibility of clear
knowledge (70 ... cages) about the gods,'' for example, or the statement of
Socrates in the Cratylus—a dialogue concerned with the thesis of the natural
appropriateness of names—of a principle that sensible men must
acknowledge in discussing the names of the gods: ‘that of the gods we know
nothing, either of their natures or of the names, whatever they may be, by
which they call themselves’ (mept Oedv 00dev Lopev, olTe mepl avTdV 0lTe TepL
TOV ovopdTwy, ATTa TOTE €auToUs Kalobow, Pl. Cral. 400e).

Next, Herodotus’ statement of the centrality of Homer and Hesiod in
Greek culture 1s also common to pre-Socratic thinkers: “The teacher of the
most people is Hesiod; they are certain that it i3 he who knows the most
things’, according to Heraclitus—before he disabuses them." ‘Since the
beginning, all have learned according to Homer’, according to Xenophanes
(e’f &pxﬁg kat’ "O‘un]pov emel ;Le‘u,aeﬁK(lO‘L WdVTeg).13 If one were to follow an
interpretation of 2.53 such as Scullion’s, i.e., that Herodotus is distancing
himself from individuated ‘Homeric gods’, one might suppose also that he
subscribed more widely to a critical stance towards the poets’ centrality.'*
Xenophanes’ famous fragments on the anthropomorphic representation of
the gods might also be woven in; these have been seen, for example, as lying
behind the statement in Herodotus’ Persian ethnography that the Persians
do not consider their gods to take human form (1.131.1-2)."”

Finally, Herodotus’ theorising in the previous chapter (2.52) on the
original state of knowledge of the gods of the pre-Greek Pelasgians,'® i.e.,
before they had acquired the names—their inchoate sense of the gods, their
calling them theo: because they had placed (thentes) all affairs in order—can

! Xenophanes D 49 I-M = 21 B 34 D-K.
'2 Heraclitus 22 B 57 D-K = D 25 L-M.
5D 1o L-M = 21 B1o D-K.

* CGf. Raaflaub (2002) 157.

' Raaflaub (2002) 157; Xenophanes, D 13 L-M = 21 B 16 D-K; D 14 = B 15. For alleged
Persian influence on Protagoras, 80 A 2 D-K =P 7 L-M.

18 For the ambivalent ethnicity of the Pelasgians, see Sourvinou-Inwood (2003).
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be connected to a whole series of broadly contemporary accounts of the
origins of human perception of the divine: Democritus’ account of how
ancient men explained heavenly phenomena as caused by the gods out of
fear;'” Prodicus’ narrative whereby ‘first the things that provided
nourishment and help were considered gods and were honoured, and
afterward those who had discovered means of nourishment, protection, or
the other arts’;'® the Protagoras myth (with the establishment of altars and
agalmata, Pl. Prot. 922a); or the famous Sisyphus fragment attributed to Critias
or Euripides,'? with its very different emphasis on a cynical individual who
invented fear of the gods so that there might be something to ‘frighten bad
men even if they do or say or think (something) in secret’.

But how should we read these intertexts? Herodotus has been seen as a
‘follower of Xenophanes’ (by Edward Hussey) or as a disciple of
Anaximander (by Peter Derow).”” Kurt Raaflaub (in the context of 1.131) has
suggested that Herodotus ‘incorporates’ into his Histories Xenophanes’
critique of Homer’s and Hesiod’s stories about all-too-human gods and of
the concept of anthropomorphic deities’.?! There are reasons for caution
over such readings, however.

First, there are perhaps particular dangers which attach to pre-Socratic
intertexts specifically. By virtue of their fragmentary nature, there is a risk
that pre-Socratic positions take on the misleading appearance of clear
doctrines. (This potential problem is exacerbated rather than assisted by the
new Laks-Most edition with its division into P[erson], D[octrine], and
R[eception].)*? As Milette Gaifman has observed in relation to Xenophanes’
anthropomorphic fragments, however, these do not ‘necessarily [constitute]

7 Democritus D 207 L-M = 68 A 75 D-K.

'8 Prodicus D 15, 16 IL-M = 84 B 5 D-K.

1 Critias, Fr. 1 Nauck = 43 F 19 7GrF = 88 B 25 D-K.

2 Xenophanes: Edward Hussey, quoted by Gould (1994) 94 n. 7. See discussion of

Versnel (2011) 120. Anaximander: Derow (1994) 78; see my discussion in Harrison (2000)
116.

! Raaflaub (2002) 157. Cf. Gaifman (2012) 97 (Persian exclusion of images ‘could be
interpreted as an implicit rejection of anthropomorphism specifically, but it does not necessitate
such a notion’).

2 Some of the difficulties of categorisation (esp. the distinction between D and R) are
explored by Mourelatos (2018), but the reviews of Laks—Most to date largely reflect the
assumed primacy of the ‘doctrinal’ (so also Graham (2018)).
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a reproof, but rather an observation on the tendency to project one’s own
appearance onto the divine’.”

There 1s then a consequent danger that the significance of pre-Socratic
intertexts may be exaggerated. The identification of parallels encourages a
sense of discovery, that we have unearthed a kind of explanatory key to one
text in another, and that we can use the wider thought of one figure to
extrapolate that of the other.?* But, to develop the example of the intertext
with Protagoras’ Per: theon, although Herodotus’ phrasing may resemble that
of Protagoras, it 1s striking that he does not follow Protagoras in all respects.
There is no evidence at 2.53 that the existence of the gods is open to question.
Scullion and Burkert in essence read that meaning into the text (again by
making the link with 2.3.2). As Robert Fowler has written, they ‘mistake
Herodotus’ reluctance to speak of theology for scepticism about the existence
of gods’.* An allusion—even if we could securely identify it as such—to
Protagoras or to Xenophanes cannot be read as an indication of wholesale
investment in a wider set of ‘doctrines’.

This is for a number of reasons. First, given the nugatory state of survival
of the pre-Socratic authors, we can hardly gauge the level or extent of any
author’s familiarity with them. Robin Lane Fox once observed to me—in
Oxonian style—that Herodotus had been to his pre-Socratic tutorials but
could not remember them very well. (Influence can indeed occur in many
ways. Books, it has been suggested, can be divided into four categories: those
that you have read, those that you have forgotten, those you have only heard
about, and those that you do not know at all.?*® In a society on the cusp of
the oral and the written, in which “publication’ of a work such as the Histories
should be thought of as a process rather than a moment,*” the notion of any
straightforward influence is confounded to an even greater extent.) Even,
then, where a reader recognises an allusion from one author to another—
with an internalised ‘I see what you did there’ (in Pelling’s phrase, above, p.
40)—, the force of such a moment of connection between author,
reader/listener, and reference-text may be as much to highlight differences
In meaning, to create a jarring eflect, as to signal a common perspective. Far

» Gaifman (2012) 79. Cf., more broadly, Tor (2017).
# So, e.g., Roubeckas (2019) 142, building on Whitmarsh (2015) 87-9r.

® Fowler (2010) 319 n. 5; see also Lloyd ad loc. (I.18), Munson (2001) 165 (‘it is not
Herodotus but Protagoras who denies the possibility of human knowledge about the gods’).

% Bayard (2007) 17 n. 1, cited by Racine (2016) 197.

?7 See, e.g., Hornblower (2005) 19-38 for a review, and esp. now Irwin (forthcoming).
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from being the passive receiver of the pre-Socratics’ ‘doctrines’, it is possible
that Herodotus may actively have been engaging in, or commenting on,
their debates.? The more that we expand the range of possible pre-Socratic
intertexts, moreover, the more likely it is that the relationship is less direct
and mechanical than a mere alignment.

I'look here at a group of overlapping areas: the evidence for Herodotus’
‘monotheism’; the status of Homer and Hesiod; and finally, as a coda, the
nature of the primordial religion that preceded the poets’ allocation to the
gods of their eponyms, honours, skills, and forms.

First, ‘monotheism’. Scullion 1s drawn to the possibility of what we might
term a Xenophonean Herodotus who distances himself from the Homeric
gods—to the extent that he suggests that there are only three occasions on
which he names a Greek god in his own narrative voice:*

The first is Herodotus’ argument that Heracles the god is primary and
taken over from the Egyptians, Heracles the hero a late derivative of the
god (2.43-5). He concludes this startling reversal of Greek tradition with
a wish for benevolence from the gods and heroes (2.45.9). This passage
may be paired with his later comment ‘I suppose, if one may make
suppositions about divine matters’ that Demeter kept the Persians who
had burnt her sanctuary at Eleusis out of that at Plataea (9.65.2). So
straightforward an application of the sacrilege model needs no excuse,
and the easiest explanation is that both here and in the controversial
case of Heracles Herodotus 1s marking and excusing speculation about
a named divinity undertaken on his own narrative initiative. There 13
finally the ‘anger of Talthybius’ (7.134—7), which Herodotus emphati-
cally counts a ‘divine matter’ (7.137.1-2). This tale, pretty clearly
invented by Athenians to whitewash their killing of Spartan heralds in
430 BCE, 1s not only very tendentious in itself but also tendentiously
narrated by Herodotus. It seems then that a strong political rather than
religious motive prompted him to endorse this story and the essential
role played in it by the Spartan patron of heralds. By my reckoning
Herodotus nowhere else chooses to speak w propria persona of named
Greek gods, and, subjective as such reckoning inevitably is, there is at
any rate a reticence here that needs explaining.

8 Cf. Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 73, seemingly conceiving of the pre-Socratic influence as
one-way.

29 Scullion (2006) 198; cf. Lateiner (1989) 66—7, Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 74 n. 50.
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Reducing the number of such instances to three involves a certain strain.
There are more cases in which the intervention of a particular god, if not
always a particular identifiable god, is strongly implied. What distinguishes
the intervention of Demeter at Plataea is that there is clear evidence to
support the case that the goddess was responsible. Similarly, in the case of
the Potidaea floodtide, the evidence points to the identity of Poseidon (8.129).
Special pleading is also required then to undermine the significance of the
three remaining instances. A political motive hardly excludes a religious one.
As for Herodotus’ expression ‘I suppose, if one may make suppositions about
divine matters’ (eZ ¢ mept T@v Oelwv mpmypaTwy dokéewv Set), this cannot
reasonably support the weight put on it, as effectively neutralising this
passage as an instance of a named god’s intervention.* Such expressions are
widespread across Greek literature. ‘If a mortal must make conjecture of the
intention of the gods ...” (el 8¢ 8et Bvyrov ovra T7s Tév Oedv oroyacashar
Swavotas, Isoc. Dem. 50). ‘If it is necessary to speculate about the gods ...’
(elmep ovv et Ta Tdv Bedv vmovoelv, Andoc. 1.137-g). What unites all these
expressions of uncertainty over theologising is that they do not prevent
subsequent speculation but are precisely a prelude to it. Isocrates’ caution
prefaces a statement of what ‘all people believe’ about the gods. Andocides,
like Herodotus, makes a trenchant judgement on the operation of divine
retribution for human crimes.

Overall, it seems, there is a strain in Scullion’s account to render the wider
fabric of the Hustories consistent with the desired picture—the picture, that is,
of a pre-Socratic Herodotus who distances himself from individual gods.
How else then can we reconcile the seeming contradiction between 2.53 and
the representation of the gods elsewhere in the Histories? The answer is, in
essence, to embrace the contradiction. Xenophanes’ ‘one god’ was, of
course, ‘One god, among both gods and humans the greatest | Neither in
bodily frame similar to mortals nor in thought’ (eis Oeds, év Te fOeolor kal
&Vep(l’)’TTOLO'L ‘lLé')/LO"Tog' | Ol’)’Té Sé'lLGS 6V77’TOZO'LV 6‘lLO£LO§ Ol’)’TG VO"IZLLCL, D 16 L*M =
21 B 23 DK). (‘How are we to explain’, as Versnel asks, ‘that the first
intransigent monist of Greek philosophy admits through the back door what
he has just previously ousted triumphantly through the front door?™)

% Contrast the position of Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 72 (‘Cette remarque ... atteste a
contrario la réserve globale ...%).

! For Xenophanes, and for the manoeuvre of embracing contradiction, see Versnel
(2011) 244—67 (quotation from p. 247).
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Herodotus’ attraction to ‘monotheistic’ usages can both be tied to context
(such terms tend to appear in generalising contexts, or where divine
intervention is being diagnosed but there is insufficient evidence to pin
responsibility to a particular divinity™) and at the same time does not
preclude a role for individuated divinities.

What then is the status of Homer’s (and Hesiod’s) characterisations of the
gods? Again, the sceptical nature of Xenophanes’ position can be
exaggerated. Xenophanes’ critique of Homer and Hesiod—his pointing out
of the morally blameworthy actions attributed to the gods (thieving,
adultery, deceit: D 8, 9 L-M = B 11, 12 D-K)—Ccan be characterised as
contemptuous of traditional piety (so, ‘deriding (émkomrwv) what [Homer
and Hesiod] said about the gods™?). But it can also be given a more positive
construction. So, according to Arius Didymus,*

Eevopavovs mpayrov Aoyos mAfev eis Tovs “EAAnvas déios ypadis, apa
madld TAs Te T@OV dAAWY TOALAs EMTANTTOVTOS Kal TRV avTOD

’ K ’ < ” \ \ 3 \ 2 ’ ’ 2 9 \
mapLoTavTos evAafeiav ws apa feos pev otde Ty aAnleiav, dokos 8 emt

~ ’
TTA0L TETUKTOAL.

Xenophanes was the first author of a discourse worthy of mention that
came to the Greeks, playfully rebuking the audacities of other people
and at the same time demonstrating his own piety, on the idea that god
knows the truth, ‘but opinion extends over all men’.

Since truth is a divine prerogative, we are freed up to express our own
opinion without fear of impiety. In a similar vein, the acknowledgement
that the names of the gods (i.e., the names that the gods use amongst
themselves) are unknowable allows for us to investigate the conventional
human names without fear of impiety (Pl. Crat. 400). Such expressions of
unknowability, however, do not merely qualify Greek beliefs concerning the
gods.

If the gods are unknowable, how does one respond? Should one, first,
desist from speculation on their nature? This is the approach credited to

32 See, e.g., Harrison (2000) 169—81; more exhaustively, Frangois (1957).

¥DiL-M=21B1D-K.

% Xenophanes D 5 L-M = A 24 D-K; cf. Heraclitus, esp. D 22, 25 L-M = 22 B 56, 57
D-K.

% Cf. Xenophanes D 49 L-M= 21 B 34 D-K.
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Protagoras and others in Plato’s Theactetus. ““My good people, young and
old™’, Protagoras 1s envisaged as saying, ‘“‘you sit here orating; you drag in
gods, whose existence or non-existence I exclude from all discussion, written
and spoken ...”" (PL. Theaet. 162d; cf. 80 B 4 D-K = D 10 L-M). But there is
also a contrary position reflected, for example, in the passing questioning of
whether one can conjecture about the gods that we saw earlier: such
questioning of the difficulty of conjecture about the gods is invariably a
formulaic prelude to precisely that, or indeed to dogmatic assertion. How
then should one act on the unknowability of the divine? Overwhelmingly,
the answer is that one should proceed with the propitiation of the gods. For
the Socrates of the Cratylus, the initial principle (‘that of the gods we know
nothing ...°) is followed by a second: ‘namely to call them, as is customary
(vopos) in prayers, by whatever name and from whatever provenance they
prefer to be called (olTwvés Te kal omobflev yaipovary ovopalopevor) since we do
not know of any other’, Pl. Crat. 400e). A fragment credited to the late fourth-
century new comedian Philemon adopts a similar stance, albeit coupled with
an expression of the futility of ‘seeking out’ the god:*®

erv VO,‘lLLgé KCL;, O‘éBOU, ZﬁTéL Sé ’Lﬁ
~ \ QN w ~ ~
7T)\€LOV ‘}/CLP OU8€V a)\)\o TOU C’I]’TGLV EXELS.
IR R R \ ’ ~
ELT EOTLV ELT OUK €0TL ©wn BOUAOU l.L(l@éLV,

¢ ~ \ ’ 9 2 N\ ’
wsS OVTA TOUTOV KAl 7TCLPOVT aeL 0’6/801).

Believe in god and worship him, but seek him not:
you’ll have no other profit than the search.

Don’t try to find out if he is or not,

but worship him always as if he exists and is present!

In Versnel’s paraphrase, ‘Stop wasting your time with worrying and
thinking’; just ‘Do as if by just performing the proper rituals’.*” Or in the
analogy of Simmias in Plato’s Phaedo, in the absence of certain knowledge,
one should ‘adopt the best and most irrefutable of men’s theories and, borne
upon this, sail through the dangers of life as upon a raft, unless someone

% Fr. 118 a—b (Kock, Comicorum Atticorum Fragmenta, 1L.515) from Stob. Ecl. 2.1.5; the
attribution to Philemon disputed by Kassel-Austin, n. on Philemon fr. 198 (VIL.317). I am
indebted here to the discussion of Versnel (2011) 473, whose translation I adapt.

7 Versnel (2011) 473.
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should make that journey safer and less risky upon a firmer vessel of some
divine doctrine (Aoyov Oecov Twvos, Pl. Phd. 85b—d).*

It is in this context then that 2.5 (and its sister passage, 2.3.2) should be
seen. Both passages may reflect pre-Socratic influence (or, perhaps we
should say, a pre-Socratic background), and yet there is no need to see a
harsh distinction between revolutionary scepticism, on the one hand, and
traditional piety on the other.* Herodotus’ comment on human knowledge
of the divine at 2.3.2 need not imply a lack of human insight (that all men
understand ‘equally badly’*); instead it may suggest that ‘they all “really
know” something’, albeit ‘an (indeterminably) equal amount’.*! The closest
parallel to Herodotus’ expression of the equal knowledge of the divine comes
arguably not from a philosophical context but from a fragment of a paean of
Pindar (Pindar fr. 61 Snell-Machler, from Stob. 2.1.8):

’r ’ b4 o© b ’
TL E)\?TECLL GO¢LGV Gl.L‘lLGV, av O)\L’}/OV TOL
b \ € \ b \ ”
am]p U’]TEP avSpog LO'XEL;
b \ b4 @ \ ~
ov 'yap 60'6 oOTTWS TA 6€(JJV
IBOU}\EI} G,’T’G, EUV(;,O'EL B O’Té(l ¢ €V£'
pat €p poTeq ¢p

Bvaras & amo ‘u,a'rp(‘)g g(ﬁv.

What do you imagine wisdom to be, which one man possesses in slightly
greater degree than another? For it is impossible that he will search out
the gods’ plans with a mortal mind, since he was born from a mortal
mother (tr. Race).

Here one man can (scarcely) exceed another in wisdom (implicitly, wisdom
in relation to the gods’ plans). But the position does not then render any
speculation on the divine otiose. Unknowability indeed, far from diluting—

% A similar pattern of thought is perhaps reflected at Eur. Bacch. 200—9.

% Cf. the comments of Rudhardt (1992a) 104 (of ‘monotheistic’ expressions): ‘Cette
tendance, contrairement aux apparences, n’est pas révolutionnaire; elle ne conduit pas au
monothéisme. Loin de briser le cadre des habitudes ancestrales, elle correspond a I'un des
traits fondamentaux de la psychologie religicuse hellénique, que nous avons déja souligné.
Le Grec saisit concrétement le dieu sous des formes et pour ainsi dire dans les incarnations
diverses, mais 1l sait que la divinité reste au-dela, profondément inconnaissable.’

% Thomas (2000) 279; cf. Pirenne-Delforge (2020) 73—4.

1 Munson (2001) 165; see also Schwab (2020) 36. Cf. Lateiner (1989) 65: that is, all men
have beliefs and rituals which satisty them, and they are inaccessible to testing for objective
truth.
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or somehow rendering merely conventional—the worship of individuated
gods, 1s the necessary complement to that continued propitiation. It is because of
(and not despite) the gods’ unknowability that one can proceed with
apparent and unquestioning conviction.” One can believe that the epithets,
the honours, and the skills were given to the gods by Homer and Hesiod,
and that it was they that indicated their forms—that the demarcation of the
gods was, in effect, a human construct®—and nevertheless credit these
characterisations with validity. One can believe equally that ‘God is like no
one, and on account of this fact no one knows him through an ekon’
(according to a fragment of Antisthenes™) and yet—as Milette Gaifman has
argued—~these comments do not necessarily imply the rejection of figural
images, nor do they promote an alternative.’®

Finally, some brief remarks on ‘primordial religion’. If Homer and
Hesiod first created a theogony, and gave to the gods their eponyms, their
honours, skills, and forms, what did they have before that point? Scullion
suggests reasonably that this ‘leaves a remainder we might identify as their
essential, existent personalities, but it is difficult to see what this remainder
might consist of, unless a sort of disembodied ethos.”*® Some kind of picture
can be pieced together, however, with the help of pre-Socratic intertexts,
accounts such as those of Prodicus, Democritus, and the Platonic Protagoras,
as well as his own text. What one can discern is an evolutionary model in
which an inchoate sense of the divine 1s gradually fleshed out with a more
detailed recognition of the gods*” and with the paraphernalia of worship. At
2.4.2, the Egyptians are credited with being the first to introduce altars, and
images (ayaApara) and temples. Implicitly, then, there is a previous stage of

# Cf. Harrison (2000) 188—92, and more broadly Sourvinou-Inwood (2000) 20: ‘The
Greeks did not delude themselves that their religion incarnated the divine will’.

# Contrast Scullion (2006) 199. See also here Currie (2020) 155-6, countenancing various
softenings of the meaning of the primacy of Hesiod and Homer (either that Herodotus’
statement ‘could amount to a claim that we are unable to point to any other named
individual as having created a theogony for the Greeks’, or that he might have allowed that
there were Greek poets before Hesiod and Homer, but discounted these as, to all intents
and purposes, irrelevant’).

# Clement of Alexandria, Protrept. 6.71.2.
® Gaifman (2012) 8o.
* Scullion (2006) 200.

7 Cf. 2.145-6 where Herodotus concludes that the Greeks dated the origin of Pan and
Dionysus to the time at which they first gained knowledge of these gods. I attempt to flesh
out Herodotus’ picture of the earliest human development in Harrison (forthcoming).
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development—one of which we can still gain glimpses in contemporary
foreign contexts—before any people possessed such things. The Pelasgians
of 2.52 strikingly appreciate the plurality of the gods; they then obtain a basic
level of confirmation of the names of the gods they receive from abroad from
Dodona.* Homer and Hesiod fill out that picture: with a mythological
narrative, eponyms (leading to the specificity of cult), worked-out
characterisations or forms, and the honours they receive. “The gods’,
according to another fragment of Xenophanes, ‘have not indicated all things
to mortals from the beginning. But in time, by searching, they find
something more that is better’ (o0Tot am apyis mavra BOeol Bvnroto’
l‘)’]TéSELé:aV, d}\}\d XpO’V({J CnTOGV’TGg E’¢€UP[O'KOUO'LV C’l’,‘lLGLVOV>.49 We are all, like
the Pelasgians, fumbling in the dark. And so we hold on to whatever points
of reference we can find. Do as if.

8 T will not explore here the vexed issue of the meaning of the gods’ names, discussed,
e.g., by Harrison (2000) 251-64; Thomas (2000) 275-81; Roubeckas (2019) 134; Pirenne-
Delforge (2020) 75-7.

* Xenophanes D 53 L-M = 21 B 18 D-K, from Stob. 1.8.2; 3.29.41.
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