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ABSTRACT: Focusing on Herodotus’ portrayal of snake invasions and Persian
expansionism, this essay examines the divergent forms of agency and
causation through which the natural and the divine act on the observable world
in the Histories. The historian’s usage of physisat 3.109.1 shows that the divine
counters the natural dispositions of mortals who attempt to maximize their
territorial growth. This counteraction has implications for power relations and
provides a new way to conceptualize the relationship between ethnographic
and historical sections in the work. The snake invasions and the dynamics of
Persian expansion, as Herodotus envisions them across the Histories, prompt
images of density and spatial expansion, evoking the tension between the
natural and the divine orders over reproduction in 3.108-9.
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One of Herodotus’ best-known statements on divine action is found in his account
of the winged snakes of Arabia (3.108.2):?

Kai kwg Tob Beiov 1) Tpovoin, woTep kai oikog éoTl, <@aivetal> éodoa
co@n). 6oa pev yap Ypuxnv te delAd kai €dwdipa, tadta pév mavra
moAUyova memoinke, tva pun €mAinn kareoBiopeva, 6oa &¢ oxetAia
Kai avinpd, 6Atyoyova.

And somehow divine providence, as is reasonable, <appears> clever.
For it has all the edible beings with fearful spirits reproduce a lot,
lest they go extinct by being eaten. By contrast, it has the fierce and
noxious reproduce little.

As envisioned by Herodotus, divine foresight affects reproduction just as Hesiod’s
Zeussurveils hybrisand ‘fiercedeeds’ (oxetAia épya, Op. 238).% For Hesiod, ‘through
Zeus’s contrivances, women do not give birth and households decrease’ (o0&¢
YUVaikeC TikTovowy, piviBouot 8¢ oikol | Znvog epadpocuvnoty, 244-5).4 Unlike the

' T am grateful to Egbert Bakker, Emily Greenwood, Alwyn Harrison, Jan Haywood, Cemal
Kafadar, Scarlett Kingsley, and the Doris Post Essay Prize panel for their helpful comments.
Remaining errors are mine. [ would like to thank the Blegen Library staff for their endless
support. The revision phase of this work has benefited from the Eugene Vanderpool Fellowship
of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens.

2 I quote and translate Herodotus from Wilson’s 2015 edition. For other authors I base my
translations on the latest Loeb.

® Herodotus’ frequent use of ‘god’ (B€6¢) as a singular noun, and his references to ‘divinity’
(Belov) are not monotheistic, but mark either particular gods or divinity in general. See
Harrison 2000: 171-5; Asheri in Asheri et al. 2007: 102.

4 Demont 2022: 59 offers another Hesiodic comparison with Hdt. 3.108-9.
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other passages in the Histories that parallel Hesiod’s example, the winged snake
episode situates physis as a potential force repressed by the divine.” We learn
that, because of divine foresight, vipers and winged snakes do not ‘reproduce
according to their nature’ (¢yivovto wg 1 @Uo1g avtoiot vapxel, 3.109.1). Here the
‘catchword’ physis, by which Herodotus means ‘natural constitution’, is grafted
onto a conventional model of divine intervention.®

Scholars have taken Herodotus’ statement on divine foresight, and the
analysis of animal reproduction that follows (3.108.3-109.3), as proof that he saw
balance in the universe.” This emphasis on balance has obscured the underlying
opposition between the natural and the divine.® Henry Immerwahr holds that
for Herodotus gods are ‘the guarantors of the workings of nature’, thus implicitly
ascribing a constructive role to physis and overlooking the disorder and excessive
growth Herodotus attributestoitat3.109.1.° Mary Zingross goes further by equating
Herodotus’ notion of the divine with the totality of nature.'° Neither Immerwahr
nor Zingross, however, examines the significance of physis in this passage,
instead retrojecting modern notions of the ‘natural world’, which is not the sense
in which Herodotus uses the term." By contrast, recent approaches emphasize
the alterity of the ancient ideas of nature.!”> One impact these approaches have
had on Herodotean scholarship has been to foster an interest in how Herodotus
frames certain boundaries as natural, and notably a reluctance to impose modern
assumptions about what is natural on the Histories."

Prioritizing Herodotus’ usage of physis, this essay discusses the divergent
forms of agency and causation through which nature and the divine act on the
observable world in the Histories. It argues that the identification of the nature—
god tension provides a new way to conceptualize the relationship between
ethnographic and historical sections in the work. What would today be separated
as historical, natural and theological statements are intimately connected in

> Hdt. 6.138-9 and 9.93 situate divine responses among the causes of fertility rates (6.137.3:
hybris; 6.138.3: ‘fierce deeds’, oxétAia épya). Parallels outside Herodotus include Aesch. Ag.
129-50; Soph. OT 22-5, 171-3; and RO 88.39-46. Similar assumptions about divine action
and reproduction underlie curses (arai) from later periods (Lamont 2023: 234-9).

6 For physis in Herodotus, see now Kingsley 2024: 117-66. She offers (p. 123) that physis
‘is best translated as “nature” or “natural constitution” in the Histories' and cites Kahn 1960:
201 for its ‘catchword’ quality (p. 117). For divine intervention, see Harrison 2000: chapters 2-5.
Thomas 2000: 149 suggests that divine providence is Herodotus’ ‘own slant’ on current debates.
7 Pelling 2019: 18-21; Lateiner 1989: 194-6; Immerwahr 1966: 312-15; Pagel 1927.

& Demont (2022: 55; 2011: 75) and Kingsley (2024: 138) note the opposition without further
exploration.

® Immerwahr 1966: 311.

10 Zingross 1998: 182-91. Cf. Romm 2006: 182-6.

1" Kingsley 2024: 127; Bosak-Schroeder 2020: 19-20; cf. Holmes 2017: xi. On the emergence
of physis' holistic sense in fifth- and fourth-century BC texts, see Macé 2012; cf. Kingsley 2024:
127 n. 45.

12 E.g. Schliephake 2020; Bianchi et al. 2019.

13 This turn is exemplified in Bosak-Schroeder 2020: 53-6, who finds in Herodotus ‘not the
crossing of predetermined “natural” boundaries, buta demonstration of how those boundaries
are made and can be remade by both humans and other beings’ (p. 35). Examining ‘the
constructed landscape in Herodotus” work’ from a narratological perspective, Clarke 2018:
42-3 also argues that Herodotus ‘both upholds and blurs boundaries’ through physical space.
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Herodotus. The first section explores the nature—god tension over reproduction
at 3.108-9 in terms of power relations. After showing that Herodotus’ views on
reproduction implicitly problematize the idea that ‘might is right’, I consider
Artabanus’ warnings in Book 7 as an example of the link between reproduction
and (anti-)expansionism. Divine action is crucial to Herodotus’ conception of this
link. The second section analyses the images of density and spatial expansion in
the parallels between Herodotus’ references to snake invasions and the dynamics
of Persian expansion. | survey the verbal echoes of 3.108-9 in spatial depictions
of Persian armies. | detect further resonances in episodes of snake infestations at
Sardis, Buto and Scythia, and assess divine interventions implicit in these episodes.
Overall, it becomes clear that ethnographic and historical passages display a
similar concern with linking reproduction to expansionism, a link that is reinforced
by assumptions about natural constitutions and divine action. Herodotus’ spatial
triangulation of humans, animals and the divine is particularly resonant today,
when humans leave little room for other species in the world.

NATURE’S OVIPARITY VERSUS GOD’S SEXUAL CANNIBALISM

In Herodotus’ famous comments on animal reproduction (3.108-9), divine
foresight suppresses the numbers, and limits the spatial expansion, of ‘fierce and
noxious” animals (oxétAla kai avinpd, 3.108.2). This act of restriction constitutes
a permanent intervention in an underlying reality. The two fierce species he
mentions do not reproduce in accordance with their nature (physis): ‘it would be
unliveable for humans if the vipers and the winged snakes in Arabia, reproduced
in accordance with their nature’ (ai €x16vai te xai ot év Apafiotol UTOTTEPOL OPLES
£l £yivovTo @w¢ 1) @LOIC avToiol VTdpyel, oUk dv Ny Piwotpa avlpwrolot, 3.109.1).
As the verb vmdpyw indicates, the counterfactual denotes an unrealized physis."*
Divine foresight has not altered the nature of these snakes, which exists in an
unrealized state; instead, it has introduced obstacles to counterbalance it, as we
learn in the next sentence. This unrealized status highlights a permanent clash
between physis and divinity in the curtailment of vipers and winged snakes. The
divine always has the upper hand, but its occasional antagonism towards individual
animal natures endures."” Even if all of Herodotus’ allusions to the natural and the
divine do not situate the two in conflict, at 3.108-9 he envisions them so. It is a
conflict that revolves around reproduction and expansion.

Two assumptions inflect Herodotus’ approach to the supposed link between the
reproduction and expansion of animal groups. First is the idea that viviparity, namely
the act of giving birth to live offspring, is a quantitatively inefficient reproduction
type. Second is that oviparity, namely the act of laying eggs, will yield superior
numbers. Herodotus takes viviparity as a behaviour that is against snake physis.'®

14 Thuc. 2.45 and Isoc. 7.76 use the phrase ‘existing physis’ (Utapyovong evoews) to designate
the unrealized nature of women (hypothetically, in Thucydides) and the Athenians (factually,
in Isocrates).

* In the Q&A of my Herodotus Helpline talk in November 2025, Paul Demont kindly
reminded me that the two sides of this tension are not on an equal footing.

16 For a comparison of oviparity and viviparity in snakes: Mattison 2007: 158-62. Vipers’
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We infer this unnaturalness from his positioning of the fact of viviparity after the
counterfactual on natural reproduction. If realized, the natural reproductive
potential of winged snakes and vipers would culminate in them having absolute
power vis-a-vis humans.”” Humanity has not become extinct, however.'®
Herodotus lists three reproductive habits of the two snake groups as the reasons
why this has not happened: viviparity, matriphagy and sexual cannibalism.” The
counterfactual and these three behavioural facts exemplify his generalization
on divine action quoted at the beginning of this essay. This exemplarity requires
that the divine offsets the physis of vipers and winged snakes through somehow
introducing sexual cannibalism, viviparity and matriphagy. It is because divine
foresight partially restrains their reproductive nature that the females of these two
groups eat their mates, give live birth instead of laying eggs, and are then eaten
by their vengeful offspring (3.109.1-2). Herodotus’ flexible conception of physis
allows that, despite their partially unrealized physis, the two species retain other
dispositions.?° Divine foresight does not stop them from being ‘fierce and noxious,
for example. It overrides, but does not fully abolish, the underlying pattern of
submissive/assertive properties by introducing new patterns.?!

At 3.108-9, oviparity is supposedly the natural behaviour of snakes. This
supposition is clear from Herodotus’ juxtaposition of the counterfactual physis of
the two snake groups with the factual oviparity of other snake species at 3.109.3.%2
All snakes apart from the two species that endanger humans ‘lay eggs and hatch a
great deal of their offspring’ (3.109.3). The reproductive physis of all snake groups
but two is realized. Divine measures offset the natural inclination towards oviparity
only in vipers and winged snakes. ‘Other snakes’ thus provide a litmus test against
the two that require divine intervention. They are oviparous and hence at least
visibly prolific due to the sheer amount of young hatched in one go. That their

viviparity often takes the form of ovoviviparity (Mattison 2007: 160-1), that is, the act of giving
live birth without placental attachment, where the yolk — not the placenta — nourishes the
embryo, as in seahorses and tiger sharks. In antiquity, ovoviviparity was already observed by
Pliny: ‘the viper ... is the only land animal that lays eggs in itself’ (terrestrium eadem sola intra
se parit ova, HN 10.62).

17 Aesch. Suppl. 262-70 and Arist. [Mir. ausc.] 23 refer to an analogous situation.

18 A discourse-external ‘now’ with an accented viv (3.109.1-2) separates the reproductive
facts from the counterfactual; cf. Bakker 2006: 97.

19 Sexual cannibalism is today known mostly from spiders and praying mantises. Female
Lataste’s vipers have been observed to eat male partners between laying eggs, not during
copulation (Freiria et al. 2006). Future research may give Herodotus empirical support,
because ‘snakes appear to offer an underappreciated array of cannibalistic scenarios’ (Maritz
etal. 2019: 2). Matriphagy is observed among insects, not snakes.

2 Kingsley 2024: 136: ‘in the Histories, physis encompasses the set of possible dispositions
and physical attributes of its object’ (my emphasis). Vlastos 1975: 19: ‘Now from the fact that
a given thing has a physis Herodotus would not allow us to infer that we will always see it in full
possession of that physis.’

2l The natural and the divine elicit conflicting predictions at 3.108-9. Cf. Harrison 2000:
100: ‘Whilst by definition [miracles] break the rules of ordinary expectations, ultimately they
operate according to principles which are predictable.” See Munson 2001: 247.

22 At3.109.1, How and Wells gloss ‘@Uo1g: i.e. from eggs, according to the “nature” of serpents’.
Aristotle too considers the snake genus as oviparous and prolific (Gen. an. 770a26), with the
exception of vipers (732b22-3).
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numbers do not need to be curtailed illustrates the principle laid out in 3.108.2,
namely that the divine intervenes to prevent extinction. When extinction is not at
stake, there is no need to intervene. For animal groups like the Theban two-horned
snake, whose natural growth does not threaten humans, divine foresight does not
introduce new behavioural patterns.?® Since ‘other snakes lay eggs’, the prevalence
of viviparity among vipers — a cornerstone of ancient etymologies — requires an
explanation.?* Herodotus finds it in the tension between the natural and the divine.?

Through reproductive patterns, the nature-god tension influences
the control of space by different animal groups. This influence is clear in
Herodotus’ memorably excessive depiction of the unrealized population
growth of the two snake species. He bases this depiction on Arab sources
in 3.108.1: ‘the whole earth would be filled with these snakes, the Arabs say’
(Aéyovol &¢ kai 10de ApaPlol, ws mdoa dv yi EmipmAato T@V 0@iwv TOLTWV),
if divine foresight did not cause them to reproduce less than their natural
disposition.?® Snakes would fill up all available space, leaving no refuge for
humans. Herodotus lends partial support to this counterfactual by asserting that
he recognized their reproductive system from the example of vipers, which he
‘knew’ (Nmotapny, 3.108.1), a system he then explains in his own words (3.109.1-
2).?” As discussed above, this system consists of viviparity, sexual cannibalism, and
matriphagy. Thanks to these supposedly unnatural behaviours, the two snake
species do not fill the earth. We will see in the next section that the images of
density and the filling up of space at the expense of other entities are not exclusive
to non-human animals, and resonate through cognates of mipmAnut in Herodotus’
depiction of Persian expansion.

Herodotus’ linking of the reproduction of one group with the extinction of
another conveys an implicit message against overgrowth. The normative question
that underlies this link is whether a group should grow its numbers and territory
unchecked at the expense of others, if naturally capable of doing so. Herodotus’
treatment of human physis echoes this question more clearly than the passage
on animal reproduction. As Scarlett Kingsley convincingly argues, his framing of
human nature evokes ‘a debate on empire much discussed among philosophers
on the right of the stronger to rule, a philosophy underwritten by an appeal to
physis.”® For Kingsley, Herodotus’ involved use of physis, both testing and refuting
its supremacy, cuts across the terms of the contemporary physis-nomos debate,

2 The word ‘noxious’ (dnAnpoveg) is repeated at Hdt. 2.74 and 3.109.2.

2+ On the etymology of vipera, see de Vaan 2008: 681; on that of &1/éx18va, Bodson 2014: 563.

25 Later explanations did not place the divine in direct interaction with physis. For Aristotle,
it is the relative ‘perfection of the physis of viviparous animals (teAewtepa v @O, Gen. an.
732b30; cf. Arist. Div. somn. 463b15) that explains viviparity. Pliny treats viviparity as a given
but explains vipers’ sexual cannibalism through female ‘pleasure’ (voluptatis dulcedine) and
matriphagy through infantile impatience (inpatientes, HN 10.170).

% The point holds even if we translate mdoa yf as ‘all Arabia’ as Godley does in his Loeb.
When specifying the land of Arabia with a noun, Herodotus uses only xwpn (2.11.1, 3.107.1,
3.113.1), except in reference to its soil (yfjv, 2.12.3). His explanation that ‘winged snakes
seem to be abundant in Arabia because they are found nowhere else’ (3.109.3) supports the
‘whole earth’ translation of mdoa yA.

27 On the reading nmotaunv, Demont 2022: 50.

%8 Kingsley 2024: 161-5, quotation p. 161.
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and innovates on the position, defended by various philosophers, that instruction
and exercise are alternatives to the supremacy of physis.?° She thus shows that
Herodotus is concerned with the different manners of challenging the moral
superiority attributed to physis. Read through this concern, the historian’s framing
of the divine in 3.108-9 implicitly undermines the idea that ‘might is right’. Instead
of countering physis with nomos, this passage posits divine foresight as a force
that restrains the stronger from destroying the weaker entirely.*° He thus alludes
to naturally strong animals like Plato’s Callicles would do, only to reach a different
conclusion by bringing in the divine. In Gorgias, Callicles refers to lions bred in
captivity to argue that human customs unjustly restrain those that are naturally
strong.®! For Callicles, ‘physis itself shows that the better justly has more than the
worse, the stronger more than the weaker’ (pUo1g alt dmogaivel avtod d11 dikaiov
€0TLY, TOV Apeivaw ToD xeipovog TAéov Exetv kai TOvV duvatwtepov ToU Aduvatwtépou,
483d). At 3.108.4, by contrast, Herodotus’ lions have less than they would naturally
(as a group), not because they are in captivity, but because divine foresight is not
letting them.??

By juxtaposing the natural with the divine in explaining why fierce
animals lack numerical superiority, Herodotus problematizes the natural drive
of stronger groups to dominate weaker ones.** In the power hierarchy assumed at
3.108-9, every group risks extinction at the hands of more powerful ones. Yet this
pessimistic scenario does not materialize, as it would if the physis of the strong
ruled supreme.?* Stronger and weaker animals continue to coexist. It is not that
lions do not frequently kill physically weaker animals. But the latter do not lose
the fight in the grand scheme of things: what they lose in the battlefield, they win
back in the bedroom, as it were. The divine moderates the natural dominance of
strong mortals at the collective level without eliminating them at the individual
level. A lion remains fiercer than a rabbit in single combat, but rabbits do not lose

2 Kingsley 2024: 164-5 cites fragments of Epicharmus, Critias, Democritus and Protagoras.
%0 On the physis/nomos dichotomy in Herodotus, see Thomas 2000: 84, 124-5; Kingsley
2024: 86-7.

31 Pl. Grg. 483e-484a: ‘We shape those that are the best and strongest of us, catching them
from a young age like [we do with] lions. Enchanting and bewitching, we make them our slaves,
saying they must have an equal share’ (mAdtrovreg Tovg PeAtioToug Kal éppwLeveaTATOUG LAV
avT®V, €k véwv AapBavovte wotep Aéovtag, KatemddovTES Te Kai yonTeLoVTeG KatadovAoupeba
AéyoVTEC WG TO (o0OV XpT) EXELY).

32 Cf. Antisthenes’ lion-rabbit pair (Arist. Pol. 1284a15): Dodds 1959: 269. Unlike Antisthenes,
Callicles’ allusion to lions works at the individual level. As with intergenerational retribution,
Herodotus’ view of divine intervention in reproduction de-emphasizes the individual.

33 Aristotle is also interested in explaining why large animals are less numerous. According
to him, the reason they reproduce less prolifically than small animals is to be explained within
the framework of physis: Gen. an. 725a30-55, 760b21-8, 771a20-35.

3 Hdt. 3.108 does not explicitly refer to the physis of rabbits and lions. But Herodotus’
chiastic positioning and paradigmatic usage of their reproductive systems suggest that the
divine counteracts their physeis too. Divine foresight boosts rabbits’ birth rates against their
viviparous nature (3.108.3) and curbs lion fertility against their superlative strength and
boldness (3.108.4). On the paradigmatic usage in this passage, see Zingross 1998: 183. On
the chiastic structure, see the Appendix below.
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as a group and go extinct.* Underdogs occasionally defeat fiercer opponents in
unexpected, supposedly unnatural ways.

The link between reproduction and expansion thus enables Herodotus
to approach power relations through the competing forces of the divine and the
natural. Power is relative and dynamic, as with the unstable magnitude of cities in
his programmatic statement (1.5.3-4).%° This dynamism is also present at 3.108-9.
The nature-god tension does not result in equal numbers or powers. Humans are
stronger than rabbits (3.108.3) but weaker than vipers and winged snakes (3.109.1).
Divine concern with the continued existence of the weak alongside the strong is a
principle thatapplies on a case-by-case basis. The use of mavra at 3.108.2 indicates
that the principle applies dynamically to a//living beings. Divine foresight worries
about humans vis-a-vis the two deadly snake species, but the principle is not
anthropocentric, asitalsoapplies torelations between rabbitsand lions (and birds of
prey, 3.108.3). Divine foresight protects rabbits againsthumans, and humansagainst
certain snakes. The divine protection of the weak against extinction theoretically
extends to human groups at risk of destruction by invasive forces. It also extends
to the depletable resources like plants and rivers that sustain these human groups.
The nature-god tension acquires partial explanatory power for why large armies
are not always victorious, and do not always exhaust the resources of weaker
groups. It joins the causes of human conflicts alongside human decisions and
coincidences.?” Herodotus’ programmatic interest in the Persian Wars is not far
removed from his views on animal reproduction.*® We will pursue this connection
through verbal echoes in the next section.

The natural and the divine implicitly interact in Herodotus’ depiction of
human conflicts, although he rarely situates physis as an explicit factor in these
antagonisms.*® In Artabanus’ well-known warning in Book 7, divine jealousy
counteracts the natural growth, human or not.*® Herodotus’ Artabanus does not
explicitly mention physis but refers to a divine concern with natural growth as
at 3.108-9.*! Divine action explains why trees, animals and armies occasionally
stop growing at the expense of others, while natural dispositions explain why

% The unequal (but symmetrical?) distribution of things across the earth (though more balanced
at the centre, that is, in Greece: 1.142.1, 3.106.1) similarly prevents a single group from having
too much power (1.32.8). See Pelling 2019: 86; Immerwahr 1966: 315-16; Pagel 1927: 31-2.

% Greenwood 2018.

37 On the compatibility of divine and godless explanations in Herodotus: Romm 2006: 124;
Harrison 2000: 92-7; Pelling 2019: 101-5; 1991: 139.

% Herodotus’ ethnographicsectionsare betternottakenasdigressions fromamain topic. Read
through Bakker’s stylistic analysis (2006: 94-5), the depictions of frankincense production
and animal reproduction are only two of the short and long /ogoi that Herodotus integrates
as ‘disparate action strings into the ongoing progression of one single, heterogeneous, /ogos'.
39 Hdt. 5.118.2 refers to physisin a hypothetical military conflict (Kingsley 2024: 142-4.)

40 For the connection between divine jealousy and foresight in Herodotus, see e.g. Bowie
2012:271-2.

4 In another well-known passage, Artabanus likens Xerxes’ decision to attack Greece to a
turbulent sea that cannot ‘enjoy its physis’ (pUol T éwuThc xpdoBal, 7.16a) because of winds.
He presents marine physis and, by extension, Xerxes’ physis as peaceful. Not every nature is
a destructive force. Its positive or negative evaluation depends on what a given physis entails.
Cf. Kingsley 2024: 87.
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they were growing in the ways they did. Artabanus’ jealous god ‘hurls his bolts
always at the greatest buildings and the tallest trees’ (¢g oixnuara ta peylota aiei
Kai 6évdpea td toladta amooknmtel Td PéAea), and curtails the ‘powerful animals’
(ta Vmepexovta (@a, 7.10e).#? As at 3.108-9, the problem is not growth itself, but
the drive to maximize growth. The divine targets large armies in the same way it
targets naturally growing trees and animals: ‘even a large army is thus destroyed
by a small army’ (obtw &¢ kai otpatdg mMoAAdG Ut dAiyov dagBeipetal, 7.10e).4® If
Xerxes ‘thinks big’ (ppoveewv peya, 7.10e) and is inclined towards world domination
to become Zeus’s neighbour (7.8c.1), chances are that the divine will foil him. The
past shows that the weak sometimes beats the strong (7.18.2). Certain details in
Herodotus’ narrative echo Artabanus’ generalization at 7.10e. A Scythian king’s
‘large and luxurious house’ (oiking peyaAng xai moAvteAéog, 4.79.2) is struck by
a thunderbolt.** Later, ‘thunder and lightning bolts’ (Bpovtai te kai mpnothpeg,
7.42.2) kill soldiers in Xerxes’ large army, and ‘fear’ (popog, 7.43.2) falls upon
it as Artabanus prophesied.* Parts of Herodotus’ depiction of Xerxes Greek
campaign, as we will see in the next section, fit the nature—god tension at 3.108-9.
Paraphrasing Thomas Harrison’s observation on Herodotus’ belief in retribution,
we can assert that the nature—god tension is part of ‘an attitude of mind that has
both shaped and been shaped by the events that Herodotus records’.*® Besides its
clear articulation at 3.108-9, this attitude is implicit in his references to invasive
snakes and Persians, as | will now argue.

SNAKES AND PERSIANS

In the Histories, the nature—god tension temporarily influences power relations
beyond the permanent impact Herodotus attributes to it at 3.108-9. This
temporary activity is implicit in the verbal echoes in descriptions of snake
and Persian expansion. That the growth of the Persian realm parallels snake
infestations will become clear from Herodotus’ recurring usage of words denoting
consumption and density (especially forms of mipmAnut ‘fill’, é06iw ‘eat’ and Asinw
‘be missing’). Rosaria Munson describes this kind of parallelism thus: ‘Similarities
among different actions, their motives, and their outcomes may emerge from the
recurrence of words and concepts within different contexts.”” In what follows, 1
examine the recurrence of density and consumption in parallel to 3.108-9. The
portentous snake infestation at Sardis (1.78), Herodotus’ passing comments on the
space occupied by large armies in books 3 and 7, his representation of the Persian
elite’s views on expansionism and the snake invasions of Buto (2.75) and Scythia
(4.105) contain verbal echoes of 3.108-9. The image of one group filling the earth

42 Solon reminds Croesus, who has ‘great wealth’ (Aovtéewv péya, 1.32.5) and ‘many men’
(moA\@v ... avBpwmwv), of the divine jealousy that ‘destroys root and branch’ (mpoppiloug
avérpeye, 1.33.1).

4 The divine equalizes the chances of military success: 6.109.5, 6.11.3, 8.13; cf. Hes. Op. 246.
4 Cf. Thrasybulus imitating the divine (Hdt. 5.92f.2).

4 Pelling 1991: 134-40; Harrison 2000: 99; Clarke 2018: 301.

46 Harrison: 2000: 116.

47 Munson 2001: 48. Not every verbal repetition proves intentional usage on Herodotus’ part,
as Dillery 2024 carefully distinguishes in the case of verbal pairings.
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at the expense of others, vividly expressed in the counterfactual at 3.109.1, recurs
in Herodotus’ allusions to the growth of Persian power.

While it is certainly true that Herodotus’ representation of the Persians
is complex and not always negative,*® his depiction of the dynamics of Persian
expansiondisplaysremarkable parallelswith thatof the growth of snake populations.
This parallelism between dangerous snakes and the imperialist human group of the
time par excellencehas gone mostly unnoticed.*® Attention has been given instead
to the anthropomorphic qualities of Herodotus’ winged snakes.*° For example, they
‘protect’ (puAdooovol, 3.107.2) frankincense trees. Greeks commonly saw snakes as
guards, perhaps most famously exemplified in the protector of the Golden Fleece.*
The Orestian vengeance of the baby snakes upon their mothers is also
anthropomorphic (‘the female pays such a penalty to the male: ... the children
take revenge’, 1} 6¢ O1)Aea tiowlv TowrvOe ATTOTIVEL TQ EPOEVL ... TIHWPEOVTA ... TA TEKVA,
3.109.2).>? In Fiona Mitchell’s words, ‘they behave in a manner that reflects some
sort of justice’.>® This vengeful behaviour is not unique to Herodotus, as seen in
the iconographic and literary evidence that associates snakes with the vengeful
Erinyes.>* Within this larger group of ideas about snakes, it makes sense that a
winged snake is ‘both a protector and avenger’ like the River Scamander in Book
21 of the /liad.*> These two features are not exclusive to invasive snakes.

The motif of excessive territorial growthis specifically common to portrayals
of dangerous snakes and Persians. That this excessive dimension is nota permanent
group characteristic of Persians is clear from the oracular snake/Lydian equation
at 1.78.3. At this point in the Histories, Herodotus associates excessive territorial
growth not with the Persians but with the Lydians under Croesus. They are the
region’s strongest group: ‘At this time, in Asia there was no ethnos more manly or
warlike than the Lydian’ (1.79.3). They carry ‘tall spears’ (doparta ... peydAa). This
power typically leads to excessive growth, and the Lydian king desires expansion.>®
Growing at the expense of the other groups in the region, he crosses the Halys
and attacks Cyrus (1.75.2-6).°” When the Persians counter-attack, the Lydians are

% E.g. Flower 2006: 285.

49 Mitchell 2021: 93 only notes that both snakes and Persians have a ‘variegated’ (motkilol)
appearance, listing Hdt. 1.111, 5.49,7.61, 7.75, 9.80, 9.82, 9.109. See also Griffiths (2001: 162-3).
%0 Demont 2022: 52; Mitchell 2021: 102; Clarke 2018: 140.

> Ap. Rhod. 4.88: @poupov 6¢Lv (‘guardian snake’). Ogden 2013: index s.v. ‘guardians, snakes
as’. See also Demont 2022: 52 n. 13.

2. Demont 2022: 57; How and Wells 1928: 291.

>3 Mitchell 2021: 102. Pagel 1927: 33: ‘die Natur wird hier wie ein Rechtsstaat angesehen, in
dem die Pflicht, den ermordeten Vater zu rachen, auf die Kinder Gibergeht’ (‘Nature is seen
here as a legal state in which the duty to avenge the murdered father passes to the children’).
> Ogden 2013: 254-8. On p. 256, Ogden writes: ‘For both Aeschylus and Euripides, the
Erinyes are strongly serpent-associated or are indeed she-serpents themselves.’

> Holmes 2015: 49.

6 Clarke 2018: 204.

7 Croesus’ crossing of the Halys (1.75.3-6) also relates the invasion of space to the momentary
disruption of an existing pattern — the water course that constitutes an obstruction. As Clarke
2018: 227 emphasizes, this crossing ‘in some ways prefigures the later sequence of iconic
Persian river crossings in the service of aggressive imperialism’, although she is careful to note
the ‘important differences of degree’ between Croesus’ and the Persians’ transgressive acts.
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‘not afraid’ (ov ... dethoi, 1.80.6), a key trait motivating divine action at 3.108.2.
Cyrus can defeat them only with a trick involving predictions about usual horse
behaviour (1.80.2). Before the Persian victory over the Lydians, the gods send a
signal to Croesus in the form of a snake invasion, as if giving him a last chance
to curb his self-confidence. In what Herodotus confirms to be a ‘portent’ (tépag),
when snakes fill (¢verrAno01) the Sardian proasteion or suburbs, ‘horses eat them’
(irrmot ... xatoBwov, 1.78.1), temporarily abandoning their usual diet. Snake
reproduction results in the invasion of space, and the elimination of a group from
an area takes the form of exhaustive consumption as at 3.108.1-2, a passage that
resonates through the verbs éumimAnuu (‘fill’) and xateobiw (‘eat’). The Telmessian
seers explain that the unusual snake and horse behaviours mean that the snakes
are the Lydians and will be defeated by the Persians, but this message arrives too
late (1.78.3).°8 Unusual animal behaviours (albeit not explicitly denoted as cases
of unrealized physis) accompany a divine action as the excessive growth of one
group is curbed, as Herodotus describes at 3.108. After the destruction of Croesus’
‘great empire’ (peydAnv apxmny, 1.53.3, 1.91.4), the Lydians lose their assertiveness,
and are pacified following Croesus’ advice (1.155-6). They no longer lay claim to
the space of other groups.

The Persian kings occupy whole swathes of territory. When Darius becomes
king thanks to a horse trick in a proasteion and divine thunder, ‘everyone in Asia
except the Arabs was Darius’ subject, because Cyrus and then Cambyses subdued
them’ (oifjoavévTi Aoin mavregkatikoot TAnvApaBiwyv, Khpou te kataotpePpapévou
xai botepov avtis KapBiosw, 3.88.1). Darius uses marriage as a means to curb the
growth of competing lineages. When these lineages pass under Darius’ control,
we are told that ‘everything was full of his power’ (Suvapid¢ te mavta oi emumAéaro,
3.88.3). This figurative use of ‘fullness’ evokes an image of Asia entirely under
Darius’ control. Obviously, Darius and his soldiers do not physically fill the entire
space of Asia, nor can they possibly control everything happening there. The
image rather emphasizes the absolute power that Darius has supposedly acquired.
Even if exaggerated, Herodotus’ holistic language insinuates that no room is left
in Asia for the growth of another power. He conveys absolute power with the same
verb he uses for snakes’ world domination at 3.108.1: mipmAnut. This echo would
not necessarily imply that Persian control of Asia is at odds with divine foresight.

8 Herodotus takes the timing of the oracle as a retroactive confirmation of its accuracy
(1.78.3). Although he does not make it explicit, it is probable that according to an underlying
oral version, ‘Croesus was encouraged by the straightforward equation “horses = Lydians,
snakes = Persians” (Griffiths (2001: 162). This oral version would not require a universal
‘snakes = Persians’ equation, because it relies on other specifics like the prominence of Lydian
cavalry and Persian infantry.
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Parts of Darius’ expansion in this continent appear to have divine sanction, for
example, his capture of Babylon, which is ‘fated’ (uopowpov, 3.154.1).°

A desire for infinite growth later makes an appearance among Xerxes’
aspirations, in which the metaphor of filling up space is implicit. Herodotus places
this idea in Xerxes’ mouth (7.8c.1-2):

yiv v [epoida amodetopev 1@ Alog aibBept Opovpeovoav. ov yap om
Xwpnv ye ovdepiav katopetal HAlog Opovpéovoav T1) NHETEPT), AAAA
o@éag maoag éyw dpa vpiv piav xwpnv Onow, dia mdong diefeAbBwv
TS Evpw .

We will show that the Persian land is bordering Zeus’s realm. Because
the Sun will certainly not gaze upon any land that is bordering ours.
But together with you, I will traverse all of Europe and put all lands
into one land.

This drive to maximize growth would disturb the hierarchy between mortal and
immortal realms by imagining Xerxes as Zeus's neighbour. It triggers Artabanus’
warning about the dangers of incurring a god’s envy by growing too much (7.10e).
Xerxes' desire for limitless growth is accompanied by a blatant lack of justice.
Emphasizing that ‘no one will be left’ (00d¢v avBpwmwv VoAeinmeoBal) to oppose
him, the king adds that after his conquest of Europe, not only those who have
wronged the Persians (i.e. Athens and Eretria), but ‘also guiltless people will become
their slaves’ (oUtw of te Npiv aitiol £€ovot dovAlov Quyov oi te avaitiol, 7.8c.3).
Maximalist expansion resonates several times in Herodotus’ representation
of Xerxes. Before the Greek expedition, Xerxes dreams that the branches of his
olive wreath ‘occupy the entire earth’ (yfjv mdoav émioxetv), but then the wreath
‘disappears’ (apavioBfjvair) from his head (7.19.1). The magi interpret the dream
to mean that ‘he will seize hold of the entire earth and enslave all humans for
himself’ (pepewv te émi maoav yijv dovAevoetv t¢ ol mavrag avBpwmoug). This dream
differs from the two of Astyages signalling Cyrus’ domination of Asia. Astyages
dreams that ‘his daughter urinates so much that it fi//s his city and floods al// Asia’
(ovpfoat TooolToV WOTe TAROAL HEV TNV EWVTOD TTOALY, émikatakAvoat &¢ xai Tnyv
Aoinv mdoay, 1.107.1), and that ‘a vine grows from his daughter’s genitals, and the
vine covers all Asia’ (¢x v aidoiwv ¢ Buyatpdg Tav TG @Uval durelov, Ty O¢
aumeAov emoyeiv v Acinv mdoay, 1.108.1).6° In Cyrus’ case, the whole of Asia, not
the entire earth, is at stake, while in Xerxes’ dream the olive wreath which covers
the entire earth disappears, evoking Artabanus’ jealous god who does not let
others ‘show themselves’ (pavtaleoBal, 7.10e). In the ensuing narrative, the Persians
can only temporarily ‘hold’ (¢méoye, 7.127.1; émeoyov, 8.32.2) parts of Europe.®! Persian

5% Cf. Hdt. 1.4.4, 8.109.3.

0 Cf. Cambyses’ dream of Smerdis” head touching the sky: Hdt. 3.30.2.

61 It is also temporarily that ‘the Scythians occupied all Asia’ (oi 8¢ Zx00al v Acinv mdoav
¢méoyov, 1.104.2).
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and snake growth apparently become problematic when they target ‘the entire earth’
(3.108.1, 7.19.1).

Xerxes' invading army fills up space in memorable ways. After finally
crossing the Hellespont, Xerxes sits on a throne on a hill (probably the Abydonian
acropolis, modern Maltepe)®?> and ‘looking down at the shore, he watched his
infantry and ships’ (xatop@v émi g NOvoGg €0neito kai tov meldv kai Tag veag,
7.44). He sees ‘the entire Hellespont covered by his ships, and all the shores
and fields of the Abydonians full of his men’ (mavra pév tov ‘EAAomOVTOV UTTO
TOV VEQV ATTOKEKPUHHEVOY, TTAoAg O¢ TAC akTdag kai ta APudnvav media émimAea
avbpwmwv, 7.45). The use of émimAea (‘full of’), cognate with mipmAnp, stresses the
maximization entailed in Persian expansion, as at 3.108.1 and 3.88.3. It is perhaps
not the entirety of Europe that is literally filled by Xerxes, but in a given area of
Europe all the space he can see around him is full of his power.®® In his elation he
is reminded of his mortality, the ultimate curbing of human growth. He weeps and
has a Solonian conversation with Artabanus (7.45-7).%4

Watching from high on his throne at the Hellespont, Xerxes also desires to
see his ships compete in their lower position, not unlike the ecologist god of 3.108-9
who surveys competing animal groups. His vantage point places him above the
competition among the supposedly inferior men below.®® The height difference,
as repeated elsewhere (7.212; perhaps: 4.85.1, 88.1), ominously presents Xerxes in
a godlike position, which is the impression he gives the locals (7.56.2). Admittedly,
Herodotus does not present Xerxes as a one-dimensional villain, as shown for
example by his respect for Zeus while crossing the Hellespont (7.40.4) and other
gestures of piety (7.43.2, 54.2).%¢ Still, despite his relatively positive aspects, Xerxes’
maximalistapproach to growth presents a threat to the absolute power of the divine.
The king and his magi typically overlook their expansion’s negative evaluation by
the divine, misreading bad omens like the solar eclipse at the Hellespont (7.37.1).
The Persian arrows are later imagined as ‘hiding’ (a@moxpumtovtwv) the sun, almost
imitating an eclipse (7.226.2). The repetition of the verb amoxpUmtw evokes the
ships covering the sea at 7.45. The image reflects the huge size of the Persian army.
This expression of Persian spatial expansion chimes with Xerxes’ plan to establish
his border with Zeus’s aether, at which point he will control all the land under the
sun (7.8c.1).

In Herodotus’ snake invasions, we find similar expressions of spatial
expansion that implicitly echo the tension we examined at 3.108-9. In his account

62 How and Wells 1928: 147.

6 Hdt. 8.4.1 similarly describes how, after the storms at Artemisium, Xerxes' ‘army was
everywhere’ (otpatifi¢ dmavra mAsa).

¢ Solon famously understands well-being in terms of human mortality, not financial wealth,
when he tells Croesus that ‘one must look at the end of each matter’ (oxoméev 8¢ xp1y Tavtog
Xprparog v teAevtny, 1.33). On the programmatic importance of the Solon—-Croesus dialogue,
see Kingsley 2024: 4-5.

65 Xerxes organizes a cavalry race in Thessaly, where Greek horses ‘lose decisively’ (éAsimovto
oAOV, 7.196), a report Herodotus juxtaposes with that of the local rivers extinguished by his
army (see below).

6 Bridges 2014: 63-9.
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of the sacred animals of Egypt, winged snakes repeatedly try and fail to conquer
the country (2.75.3):

dpa @ €apl mTepwTOVS OQIC €k TS Apafing méreoBal ¢’ AiyvmTov,
Ta¢ O¢ (BIg Tag OpviBag amaviwoag £ TNV E0POATV TAVTNGS THS XWPNS
ol mapléval Toug 6@Ig AAAA KatakTeivelv.

In the spring, winged snakes from Arabia fly to Egypt. The ibises
encounter them at the entrance of this land, do not let them pass
but kill them.

This seasonally recurring attack is described as a military campaign elsewhere:
‘they march on Egypt’ (¢’ Alyvmtov émotpatevovral, 3.107.2).8” We are not
given the reasons behind the expedition. Its seasonal nature dovetails with a
predictability based on snake physis. Their natural ‘expansionist’ tendency, as we
saw above (7.8c.1), is denoted by the counterfactual that they would fill the earth
unless the divine stymied their physis (3.109.1).

One similarity between this snake campaign and Xerxes’ Greek expedition
arises from the location of the battle, which bears a significant resemblance to
Thermopylae.®® Herodotus locates the snake-ibis war at a pass near the town of
Buto to the north-east of the Nile Delta.®® Buto (modern Tell el-Farein) is about
60 km away from Pelusium, the first town one reaches after taking the only
feasible land entrance into Egypt (3.5.1-3, 10.1, 11.1). Herodotus indicates that he
went to the pass near Buto to inquire about the winged snakes, where he saw snake
bones of ‘indescribable quantity’ (mAn0¢i pev dduvara ammynoacbai, 2.75.1).7°
The entrance into Egypt, where the ibises fight the snakes, happens to be a ‘narrow
mountain pass [opening] to a great plain, and this plain borders on the Egyptian
plain’ (¢oBoAn €€ opewv otewvr) € mediov peya, TO d¢ mediov TOUTO CUVATITEL TY)
Aiyvmtio mediw, 2.75.2).”! Herodotus later stresses the narrowness of the mountain
pass at Thermopylae several times in his account of Xerxes’ attack on the sole land
entrance into Greece.”?

Herodotus’ reason for describing the pass near Buto is presumably to
locate the snake bones he claims to have inspected in situ, anticipating objection.
That this was supposed to be an air battle throws into relief his description. Dead
flying snakes would fall somewhere, but why a mountain pass, as if the (flying)
invaders had to walk into the land? My point is not whether Herodotus is lying
or not, but what such details tell us about the parallels between his treatment
of snake infestation and Persian expansion. The ostensibly trivial image of the
narrow mountain pass would certainly evoke Thermopylae for a generation of
Greeks very familiar with Leonidas and his 300 Spartans. A small group of men

67 Demont 2022: 52.

8 Clarke 2018: 140, 288.

8 Lloyd in Asheri et al. 2007: 290.

70 Locating the pass is difficult because the Suez Canal has altered the area’s geomorphology.
For possible locations, see Lloyd 1976: 327-8.

71 Wilson accepts Stein’s emendation otelvn) over the manuscripts’ oTelvav.

72 Narrowness: Hdt. 7.175.1, 200.1, 223.2-3; entrance into Greece: Hdt. 7.175.2, 176.2.

o
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stops Xerxes' large army, while the ibis, later described by Aelian as ‘girly’ and
‘slow-moving’, stops the fierce winged snakes every spring.”® The underlying idea
of the scenes at both Buto and Thermopylae is the curbing of the excessive growth
of a mighty attacker defeated by an underdog.

It is difficult to assess whether Herodotus would have seen the divine as a
factor in this animal battle. The context is certainly sacred, since he introduces
the snake—-ibis battle as an etiological account to explain why this ibis is sacred. It
is ‘because of this feat” (did To0TO 10 €pyov, 2.75.4), namely the prevention of the
snake invasion, that Egyptians greatly honour the black crested ibis. The idea that
all animals in Egypt are sacred (2.65.1) could be lurking behind the effort to stop
the winged snakes, which divine foresight restrains (3.108-9).”* The hindering of
the snake invasion by the sacred ibis (Thoth’s animal, but Herodotus tries to avoid
details: 2.65.2) tallies with Herodotus’ view of divine foresight at 3.108-9.

Since these winged snakes would make life unliveable for humans (3.109.1),
their invasion of Egypt would result in the extinction of the Egyptians.”” Centuries
later, this point is emphasized by Aelian, who ascribes a protective role to the bird:
‘Or else, what would prevent Egyptians from perishing by the arrival/prevalence of
snakes?’ (fj Ti dv ékwAvoe d1d T ekeivwv Emdnpiag Tovg Atyvmtioug dmmoAwAéval;, NA
2.38). Aelian’s ibis ‘fights for its beloved land’ (tfi¢ yfiG Tf¢ @iAng mpomoAepodoal, 2.38),
for a land which Herodotus’ divine foresight prevents the snakes from filling (3.109.1).
Moreover, Aelian’s assumption that ibis reproduction follows the phases of the Moon
god also endows this animal’s battles with divine significance.”® The internal and later
external evidence thus suggests that Herodotus (or his sources) envisioned the ibis—
snake battle as subject to divine intervention, like the Persian Wars.

Herodotus does not vouch for the snake-ibis /logos (2.75.3) as he does for
the Sardis portent (‘and so it was’, @oTep kai fv, 1.78.1) and the Arab account of
winged snakes (‘l knew’, nriotapny, 3.108.1). Still, he asserts thatboth Egyptians and
Arabs agree on the snake-ibis war, providing additional support beyond the snake
remains he claims to have seen with his own eyes. His autopsy at the mountain pass
is full of unexpected detalil, listing both ‘bones’ (6otéa) and ‘spines’ (akavOag), and
lingers on the huge number of bone heaps perhaps in an effort to forestall disbelief:
‘there were large, [somewhat] smaller, and much smaller heaps’ (cwpoi 6¢ noav
HeydAol xai vrodeéotepol Kai éAdoooveg €Tt Tovtwy, 2.75.1). The scene Herodotus
conjures at the pass near Buto almost evokes a war memorial. It resembles the
other skeleton autopsy he conducts on a battlefield: his notorious observation
of the strong Egyptian skulls and weak Persian skulls of those who died at the

73 Ael. NA 2.38: ‘It walks slowly and girlishly, and no one would see it advancing more quickly
than walking speed’ (Badilel 6¢ iouxf kai kopik@g, kai ovk dv avtiv Bdttov fj BAdNV poiovoav
BedoaiTo T1Q).

74 On Egyptian animal worship, see Munson 2001: 93-5.

> The oracle of Amun defines Egyptians as those ‘who live above Elephantine and drink the
Nile’ (Aiyvrrtioug eival Tovtoug oi évepOe EAs@avtivng moAlog oikéovTeg Amd ToD motapod TovTou
mivoual, 2.18.3). Given this divine definition, if Egypt is overrun by these snakes, Egyptians as a
group will become extinct and cannot survive by emigrating.

6 Ael. NA 2.38: ‘The bird is sacred to the moon. It lays eggs on as many days as the goddess
waxes and wanes’ (iepd TR oeAnvng 1) OpvI¢ €0Ti. TOCOUTWY YOOV NUEPDV TA WA EKYAVPEL, oWV
1 Be0¢ abtel Te xai Anyel).
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Battle of Pelusium (3.12), after which Cambyses invaded Egypt.”” The battlefield
or wherever the human skeletons were placed must be in the vicinity of Pelusium.
As with the winged snake remains, this information combines autopsy (‘1 saw’,
eidov) and local knowledge (‘having learned from the locals’, mTu6épevog tapa tov
emiywpiwy, 3.12.1). The human bones are ‘heaped’ (mepikexvpevay, 3.12.1) like the
snake bones (kataxkexvarat, 2.75.2).”° The shared image of ‘heaped bones’ at Buto
and Pelusium is striking. So is the proximity of the two locations. Lloyd positions the
mountain pass close to Tell el-Defennah.® If true, the heaps of snake remains are
near Pelusium.® The same local guide could well have narrated Cambyses’ invasion
and the winged snake attack.

Herodotus’ reports on Pelusium contain further similarities with the implicit
divine action in the Siege of Sardis. Like the portentous snake invasion before the
Persian expansion into Lydia (1.78), the ‘great portent’ (paopa... peyotoy, 3.10.3) of
rainat Thebes precedes the Persian invasion of Egypt. In both cases, an unidentified
power disrupts observably regular patterns in the world.3? Pelusium too evokes the
divine foresight of 3.108 when it is the scene of another divine intervention in
animal behaviour, also during human conflict. A deity (presumably Hephaestus)
intervenes to help the weaker army by changing the consumption habits of mice
(2.141.1-6). When the priest of Hephaestus (Ptah) ruled Egypt, Sennacherib’s ‘large
army of Arabs and Assyrians’ (otpatov péyav Xavaxdpipov paciAéa ApaPiwv te xai
Aooupiwy, 2.141.2) attacked Egypt, but the Egyptian soldiers refused to fight. The
deity tells the Egyptian king not to worry in his dream, and before the Assyrian
army attacks Egyptian civilians at Pelusium, field mice eat the enemy’s weapons,
thus causing their defeat. In this episode, divine intervention in observable norms in
the world once again accompanies an underdog’s victory.

The invasion of the Neuri land by snakes also exhibits verbal parallels
with the language Herodotus uses to describe Persian expansion. Describing the
human groups neighbouring Scythia, Herodotus mentions the Neuri, who may
be sorcerers because they become wolves for a few days once a year, as reported
from two sources (4.105.2). Snakes invaded the Neuri country a generation before
Darius unsuccessfully invaded Scythia (4.105.1):

yeven 8¢ Wiy opeag mpotepov TG Aapeiov otpatnAacing katéAape
EKALTELV TNV YwpnV TTdoav UTTO O@iwv. 6@LAC Yap @l TTOAAOUG pEV T

7 On the combined effect of Egyptian customs and the physical properties of the sun on skull
thickness, see Thomas 2000: 31-2.

78 Scullion 2022: 105-9 doubts that Herodotus saw these remains and argues that his claim for
autopsy at Buto and Pelusium simply enhances the reporting of oral accounts. My argument
for the similarities between the two passages does not require actual autopsy.

79 Cf. the buried Greek tombs at Plataea: Hdt. 9.85.1-3.

8 Lloyd 1976: 327-8; Asheri et al. 2007 ad Hdt. 2.75.

81 Leclére et al. 2014: 3; Bernand 2000: 1119. Herodotus refers to Tell el-Defennah as
‘Daphnae of Pelusium’ (2.30.2-3), indicating its proximity to Pelusium.

82 Another, probably coincidental, similarity is that at both Sardis and Pelusium the Persian
invader is designated as ‘of another tongue’ (AAA6Bpo0g), a term that is otherwise only found
in epic and the tragic chorus. Its use at 1.78.3 by the Telmessian seers is expected, given the
metrical and archaizing style of oracles. At Pelusium, however, its use by the Greek and Carian
mercenaries in Egypt seems ironic (3.11).
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XOPN AvéQalve, ol 6¢ TAeDVEC AvwOEV oL EK TV EPTILWV ETTETTECOV, £G
oL meldpevol oiknoav petd Boudivwv Thv ¢wuTt@v EKALTTOVTEC.

One generation before Darius’ campaign, it happened that [the
Neuri] /eft their whole land because of snakes. Because their land
made many snakes appear, and more snakes attacked them from
the northern deserts. The Neuri were pressed to such an extent that
they /left their own land and settled with the Budinians.

This is an example of the situation described at 3.109.1, namely snakes filling
an entire area and making it unliveable for humans, ‘pressing them to leave’®?
A group being pressed to leave its land does not seem out of the ordinary in
nomadic Scythia.®* Referring to this snake invasion, Mitchell argues that the
distance of Scythia from Greece allows Herodotus to describe its inhabitants and
events in ‘a mythological framework’ which substitutes ‘chronological distance
for physical distance’.®> But Herodotus relates the snake invasion chronologically
to that of Darius a generation later, thus placing it on a continuum with human
actions. If there is a temporally distant element that the snakes evoke, it is the
tradition (rejected by Herodotus) according to which Scythians are descended
from a snake-human ancestor (4.8-10).

This invasion evokes wars among animals, because it leads the shape-
shifting wolf-men to leave their territory, as depicted in 3.108-9. The human/
non-human boundary blurs at the edges of the earth.® For instance, the cannibal
neighbours of the odd werewolf Neuri have the ‘wildest customs’ (aypwtara ...
fBea, 4.106.1) and live without justice or nomos. At the edges of the earth, there
are areas dominated by animals, such as the uninhabited northern regions from
which the snake invaders came (4.105.1), or the parts of Libya where only animals
live (2.32.4,4.181.1, 191.3; cf. 4.174). However, there is no indication that Herodotus
considers the divine as a factor in the animal domination of these areas. He
rejects the Thracian idea that ‘bees control the land beyond the Ister’ (péAlooat
kareyovol ta mépnv 1ol lotpov, 5.10), instead postulating cold air as the reason for
the scarcity of humans north of the Danube.

The snake invasion of the Neuri occurs because ‘their land makes them
appear’ (1 xwpn avepatve). Herodotus uses the verb avagaivw in various passages
where divine intervention is implicit or explicit. Part of ‘god’s great revenge’ (¢x
Beol vépeois peydAn, 1.34.1) on Croesus is a great boar that ‘emerged’ (Gvepavn)
from Mount Olympus in Mysia and indirectly caused the death of his son (1.36.2).
The same verb is used to express the rising of the River Dyras to save Heracles from
fire in anti-Scamandrian fashion (7.198.2). Elsewhere, the verb appears in oracular
and ominous contexts (e.g. Hom. /I 1.87, 11.62; Pind. Pyth. 4.62). In Xenophon,
gods are the subject: ‘They revealed stars at night’ (Gotpa év 1) vukTi avépnvay,

8 See n. 17 above. [Aesch. Suppl. 262-70...]

8 Cf. Hdt. 4.11.1: the Scythians are ‘pressed by the Massagetae in war’ (moAépw mieaBévtag
VO Maooayetéwv) to cross the Araxes; 4.13.2: the Cimmerians are ‘pressed by the Scythians
to leave their country’ (V10 ZxuBéwv mmelopévoug exMmelv v xwpnv). Cf. 8.77.1.

8 Mitchell 2021: 83, 111.

8 Mitchell 2021: 83-102; cf. Munson 2001: 236.
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Mem. 4.3.4). Herodotus’ word choice, then, combined with his observations on
divine interest in snake reproduction (3.109), implies an underlying ominous
aspect, especially given that the event is temporally related to Darius’ invasion.
When Darius attacks, instead of fighting him, the Neuri flee back to their country,
which is presumably no longer snake-infested (4.125.5).

The verb éxAsimw, which Herodotus employs twice in the Neuri snake-
invasion episode, evokes his description of the motivations of divine foresight
for counteracting physis. Recall that at 3.108.2, the divine has reduced predators’
fertility and made their prey more productive ‘so that they will not go extinct
(¢rAimtm) by being eaten’. Recall also that Xerxes expects ‘no one will be
left’ to oppose him after his conquest of Europe. Most strikingly, the image of
extinguishing emerges in the repeated exhaustion of rivers by Xerxes’ army.®’ The
Scamander (7.43), Melas (7.58.3), Lisus (7.108.2), Echedorus (7.127.2), Onochonus
(7.196), Apidanus (7.196) and a fishy lake by Pistyrus (7.109.2) are drunk dry.® This
is precisely the fate divine foresight wants to avoid for weaker animal species
(3.108.2). In these hyperbolic accounts of water consumption, Herodotus uses the
verb é¢miAeinw (here ‘run dry’) four times (7.43.1, 58.3, 108.2, 127.2). This depiction
of expansion has the invading army fill up the space of Europe while eliminating
its component parts. A parallel image of evacuation by filling recurs when the
Greeks in Thrace have to feed Xerxes’ army: even though the soldiers are full,
they leave no movable object behind them (7.119.4).8° Here, it is not space they fill,
rather they themselves literally empty the space they are passing through. Unlike
the rivers pressed by Xerxes, and the Neuri pressed by snakes, the Athenians do
not ‘leave Greece’ (¢xAurelv tr)v EAAada, 7.139.6), although they briefly evacuate
Athens (cf. 7.139.1). Herodotus is explicit that they are able to do this ‘together
with their gods’ (petd ye Beovg, 7.139.5). The Sun god can ‘leave’ (éxAurelv) too,
disrupting the usual course of atmospheric phenomena, as a warning against
excessive growth: ‘The sun left its celestial seat and became invisible’ (6 fjAtog
EKATT@V TNV €K TOD ovpavol é8pnv apavng 1y, 7.37.1).%°

CONCLUSION

The verbal echoes between episodes of snake infestation and Persian expansion
show that, for Herodotus, the tension between the natural and the divine underlies
the expansion of both humans and non-humans. They also suggest that this tension
helps express a critique of the drive for maximum growth. The tension presented at
3.108-9 has relevance for the power dynamics among human groups. Temporary
divine intervention in the natural dispositions of animals accompanies some of

87 Clarke 2018: 200-1.

8 The destruction of rivers is closely related to rendering an area uninhabitable by humans.
Men. Rhet. 2.16.14-15 (Race) contains a later depiction of Pytho (an enormous snake whose
‘physis is neither utterable in word, nor easily believable when heard’, pUow oUte Adyw
PNV ouTe dxof) motevdijval padiav, 2.16.14), who made Delphi uninhabitable for humans
by consuming entire rivers and herds, and was therefore killed by Apollo (Ogden 2013:
164 n. 98).

8 Seealso 8.115.2.

% Zingross 1998: 141.
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the conflicts between unequal powers — even without explicit reference to physis.
Herodotus uses common imagery to depict the expansion of snakes and Persians.
The implicit divine actions in these depictions reveal that his view of the nature—
god tension influences both his ethnographic and historical statements.

The connections between reproduction and expansionism explored above
rely on Herodotus’ dynamic treatment of the natural and the divine.®! The divine
only partially curbs the natural expansion of mortals. Instead of equating the
natural with the divine, or the complete dominance of one over the other, we find
a shared dynamism that leaves room for temporal and spatial variations of powers
and capacities.” For Herodotus, the divine is not inherently against the growth of
either snakes or Persians, but acts only when they endanger the existence of others
by filling the space which other groups inhabit. He leaves room for an irreducible
elementin the physisof entities, namely their potential for growth. His juxtaposition
of natural dispositions with the divine generates a dynamic of growth and decline
that applies not only to humans, but to all mortal creatures. As a result, the view
that Herodotus sees the world as a system in equilibrium should be qualified with
the assertion that he recognizes shifting patterns in moments of order and disorder.
Balance appears when one looks at the world as a whole. As soon as one focuses
on a particular temporal or spatial segment of the world, one finds asymmetry and
reciprocal attempts at encroachment. This dynamic view accounts for the episodes
of oppression and cruelty, the individuals who remain unavenged within their
lifetimes and the conditions that generate victorious underdogs in the Histories.

Yale University
nazimcan.serbest@yale.edu

9 That the divine is sometimes just a co-factor has already been observed by Harrison 2000:
67 (on Hdt. 9.100-1).

%2 This dynamism chimes with Herodotus’ pessimism described by Asheri: ‘Herodotus’
fatalism is not a dogmatic principle but an attitude which comes and goes’ (in Asheri et al.
2007: 37).
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Appendix

FUNCTIONAL CHIASMUS®? (3.108.2-109.3) INSIDE HERODOTUS' FRANKINCENSE RING
(3.107.2-110.1)%*

Chiastic Element

Counterfactual Result
(if physis were the
only force)

Against Physis

Through the Nature—
God Pair, Herodotus
Explains

A-B polygonia-
oligogonia

(3.108.2: moAuyova

Stronger animals
would eat weaker
animals to extinction.

God has made it
so that stronger
animals do not eat
weaker animals to

Why stronger animals
do not eradicate weaker
animals.

(3.108.4: dmag v
0 Biw TiKTel €v)

lions would lead to
excessive population
growth and the
extinction of the meek.

sharpest claws and
uterine  laceration
to lions, restraining
their numbers.

... OAtyoyova

tyoyova) extinction.

A polygonia Viviparity in harmless | God has bestowed [Why  rabbits  survive

(3.108.3: rabbits would lead | superfetation upon |despite being hunted by

Tro.)\byc.)v;')c) to insufficient rabbit | rabbits,  boosting | all predators.
growth and  their | their numbers. Why rabbits are prolific
extinction through despite being viviparous.
being eaten. Why rabbits present

superfetation.
B oligogonia Viviparity in assertive | God has added the |Why lions do not

produce large numbers
of offspring.

Why lions have the
sharpest claws.
Why lions expel the

womb during birth.

B’ oligogonia
(3.109.1-2: &
¢yivovto wg 1 guolg
avToiot LTTapyel)

Oviparity in snakes that
are harmful to humans
would lead to the
extinction of humans.

God has bestowed

viviparity, sexual
cannibalism, and
matriphagy  upon

winged snakes and
vipers.

Why vipers and winged
snakes do not produce
large numbers of
offspring.

Why vipers and winged
snakes practice viviparity,
sexual cannibalism, and
matriphagy.

A polygonia

(3.109.3: TOAAGV TL
XPAHA TOV TEKVWV)

God has not offset
the  reproductive
system of all snakes.

Why snakes that do not
threaten humans are
oviparous.

% | take this passage to be an example of what van der Eijk 1997: 107 n. 112 has called
a ‘functional chiasmus’ after Slings: ‘in contexts where two items are first stated and then
discussed individually the chiastic order A B B’ A’ is preferred over the parallel order AB A’ B
in cases where the comment (A’ B’) is more complex’.
% Demont 2022: 47-8 analyses Herodotus’ ring composition in his depiction of frankincense
production (3.107.2-110.1). My detection of a second chiasmus inside the frankincense ring
is inspired by Demont’s discussion of the double chiasmus in the highly relevant passage of PI.
Prt. 321b7-c3 (Demont 2022: 60-1).
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