Herodotus Gobbet

Hdt. 9. 111.

The gobbet I have chosen to write is on this passage from Herodotus’ Histories, concerning King Xerxes’ lust for his brother Masistes’ wife and the atrocities carried out because of it. This passage appears in the Histories at a point at which the Persian invasion of Greece had failed. Xerxes’ commander Masistius was killed by the Athenians, he lost his uncle Mardonius at the hands of the Spartan Aeimnestus, and his forces were crushed at Plataea and Mycale. After his failure at Salamis Xerxes retreated to Sardis, and during his stay he began obsessing over Masistes’ wife, who rejected him. 
In an attempt to get closer to her, Xerxes tried arranging a marriage between his son Darius and Masistes’ daughter Artaynte, but he then lusted after Artaynte too, and they became lovers in exchange for him giving her his beautiful robe. When Xerxes’ own wife Amestris saw Artaynte wore the robe in public, she became jealous and vowed revenge, not on her husband or her niece, but her innocent sister-in-law. On her husband’s birthday, therefore, when the custom was that the king had to grant all gifts to those who asked, Amestris requested permission to torture Masistes’ wife, and Xerxes couldn’t refuse- afterwards, Amestris cut off the tongue, breasts, lips, ears and nose of her sister-in-law and threw them to the dogs. Meanwhile, Xerxes attempted to convince Masistes to relinquish his wife and marry one of Xerxes’ daughters instead, but Masistes saw what Amestris had done to his wife and refused. The displeased Xerxes warned him, “I no longer offer you the chance of marrying my daughter- nor will you live another day with that wife of yours. Thus may you learn to accept a proffered gift.”(9.114) Masistes replied, “Master, you have not killed me yet!” and fled for Bactria with his sons, attempting to raise a rebellion against his brother, but Xerxes’ forces caught him on the road and put him to death.
The Greek perception of Xerxes was one of a man who was both a weak and morally dubious ruler. Xerxes was portrayed earlier on in the Histories in an unpleasant light in his interactions with Greek forces- an example lies in Book 7: Xerxes was initially friendly towards Pythius, but when Pythius later requested that one of his sons be released from Xerxes’ army to take care of him, Xerxes had the son cut in half and marched his army between the two halves: Herodotus’ narrative portrays this decision as “another act of gratuitous cruelty… of the kind one might expect from despots.”(Baragwanath and Bakker, 2012) It shows that, despite his attempts to highlight the great deeds of Greece and the barbarians, Herodotus did not portray the Persian king as entirely benevolent.
Herodotus is the sole source we have of the tale of Masistes’ wife. Modern scholarship, however has noted mythological epic themes in this scene. Flower and Marincola compared it to “the god granting a request,”(Griffith, 2011) specifically Zeus honouring his non-retractable promise to Thetis in The Iliad to ensure the war effort goes ill for Greece after Achilles is slighted by Agamemnon. Griffith, however, suggests that Xerxes is re-enacting the myth of Zeus and Semele instead: jealous of her husband’s affair, Hera tricks Semele into making Zeus agree to grant her whatever she asks for, and she asks him to appear to her as he appeared to Hera on their wedding night; Zeus cannot refuse, so he ends up electrocuting Semele to death by accident. “Amestris’ jealousy, like Semele’s, is sexual: she displaces her wrath from the cheating husband on to an innocent victim, and pursues her grudge to its fatal end. Xerxes, as he nods, recognises the disaster- and worse still, knows that he has caused it.” (Griffith, 2011) Such a comparison highlights the similarities of the two tales: the innocent Masistes’ wife, like Semele, suffers thanks to the trickery of Xerxes’ persecuting wife, and thanks to Xerxes being coerced into honouring a promise he now regrets.
Welser, on the other hand notes that “The story seem(s) to me to have been devised with a definite purpose…that reflects upon Herodotus’ preoccupation with issues of transgression and retribution.”(Welser, 2009). Xerxes transgresses familial bounds by lusting after his sister-in-law and sleeping with his niece, and his sister-in-law suffers for it, along with his brother and nephews, while Xerxes himself appears to get off unpunished. “Herodotus’ contemporaries,” Griffith notes, “would have known that the historical Xerxes did in fact meet with a fate suggestive of divine retribution.” In 465 BCE., his bodyguard killed him and blamed his son Darius for it, so that his other son Artaxerxes slew Darius and took the throne: perhaps, therefore, Herodotus seeks to establish a reason for Xerxes’ usurpation in this tale, by highlighting the king’s moral flaws and ultimate failings. 
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