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Herodotus, The Persian Wars – Book II, Chapter 19
Greek text
19. Ἐπέρχεται δὲ ὁ Νεῖλος, ἐπεὰν πληθύῃ, οὐ μοῦνον τὸ Δέλτα ἀλλὰ καὶ τοῦ Λιβυκοῦ τε λεγομένου χωρίου εἶναι καὶ τοῦ Ἀραβίου ἐνιαχῇ καὶ ἐπὶ δύο ἡμερέων ἑκατέρωθι ὁδόν, καὶ πλέον ἔτι τούτου καὶ ἔλασσον. τοῦ ποταμοῦ δὲ φύσιος πέρι οὔτε τι τῶν ἱρέων οὔτε ἄλλου οὐδενὸς παραλαβεῖν ἐδυνάσθην. πρόθυμος δὲ ἔα τάδε παρ᾿ αὐτῶν πυθέσθαι, ὅ τι κατέρχεται μὲν ὁ Νεῖλος πληθύων ἀπὸ τροπέων τῶν θερινέων ἀρξάμενος ἐπὶ ἑκατὸν ἡμέρας, πελάσας δὲ ἐς τὸν ἀριθμὸν τουτέων τῶν ἡμερέων ὀπίσω ἀπέρχεται ἀπολείπων τὸ ῥέεθρον, ὥστε βραχὺς τὸν χειμῶνα ἅπαντα διατελέει ἐὼν μέχρι οὗ αὖτις τροπέων τῶν θερινέων. τούτων ὦν πέρι οὐδενὸς οὐδὲν οἷός τε ἐγενόμην παραλαβεῖν παρὰ τῶν Αἰγυπτίων, ἱστορέων αὐτοὺς ἥντινα δύναμιν ἔχει ὁ Νεῖλος τὰ ἔμπαλιν πεφυκέναι τῶν ἄλλων ποταμῶν· ταῦτά τε δὴ τὰ λελεγμένα βουλόμενος εἰδέναι ἱστόρεον καὶ ὅ τι αὔρας ἀποπνεούσας μοῦνος ποταμῶν πάντων οὐ παρέχεται.

My Translation 
“When full the Nile not only overflows the Delta, but also the lands called Libya and Arabia, in places for two days’ journey on each side (of the river), and (sometimes) more than that and (sometimes) less and about the river’s nature, neither from the priests nor from any other, was I able to ascertain anything.  And I was eager to learn from them why the Nile flows down full in such a manner from the beginning of the summer solstice for a hundred days, and nearing towards the number of those days, the same way as it came, the flow of water recedes sinking, with the result that during the whole winter it continues to be low in that way until the summer solstice.  Concerning this, I happened to ascertain nothing at all from any of the Egyptians, inquiring of them what power has the Nile to be the opposite in nature from other rivers; indeed I wanted to know what these things mean and to inquire why it does not produce a cool wind to blow from it, alone of all the rivers.”

Commentary
Although ostensibly a history of the Persian wars, Herodotus’ history contains much information about the history, geography and ethnology of foreign lands.  Book II is devoted entirely to a description of Egypt and this Chapter is an inquiry into a natural phenomenon; the flooding of the Nile.  

In this commentary I focus on the content and accuracy of Herodotus’ statements, discuss his historiographical method and his travels and encounters in Egypt, (in so far as we can ascertain).  I also comment upon aspects of his literary style and linguistic differences between Ionic and Attic Greek.

δύο ἡμερέων   It has been debated whether Herodotus is speaking simply about the area around the Delta flooding the lands for two days’ journey or whether this is a general statement about the Nile.  How and Wells believe that if Herodotus means the region of the Delta, then it is an accurate statement.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  How and Wells 1967: 169] 


ἡμερἐων, τῶν θερινέων, τουτέων τῶν ἡμερέων (τοῦτων)  The Ionian form for the genitive plural of these nouns differs from the Attic, ending in έων not ων, although interestingly both τουτέων and τοῦτων appear in this Chapter.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  JACT Reading Greek 359] 


τοῦ ποταμοῦ δὲ φύσιος πέρι  Waddell notes the reversal of the normal word order with πέρι which would usually appear before the noun.  Herodotus does the same again later with τούτων ὦν πέρι.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Waddell 1998: 141] 


τῶν ἱρέων   Ionian for ἱερεύς.[footnoteRef:4]  Lloyd suggests that although it may be surprising Herodotus was unable to obtain information from the priests, it is possible that they provided an unsatisfactory theological or “mythical” response.[footnoteRef:5]  Lloyd does not doubt that Herodotus had access to legitimate Egyptian priests, some possibly also high-ranking, but Armayor thinks it beyond belief that learned Egyptian priests would have been prepared to engage with Herodotus, a mere traveller, not regarded of high status and furthermore, that there is no evidence of what he terms a “Graeco-Egyptian syncretism” in the 5th century BCE, making contact unlikely.   Armayor believes that the Egyptian priests were simply a literary tradition following Hecataeus.[footnoteRef:6]  And of course, as he describes it himself, Herodotus’ own encounter with the priests at Thebes closely mirrors Hecataeus’ account, suggesting that Armayor may be correct in his reasoning.[footnoteRef:7]   [4:  Liddell and Scott 2010: 383]  [5:  Lloyd 1975:111-112]  [6:  Lloyd 1975: 112-113; Armayor 1978: 63-65]  [7:  Hdt. ii. 143] 


ἔα  This is Ionian dialect for ἦ or ἦν; the imperfect of εἰμί.  And later in the passage we find ἐὢν; Ionian for the present participle of ἐιμί.[footnoteRef:8]  Waddell also notes that in i. 187 ἔας occurs as the second person singular and in iv. 119 ἔατε as the 2nd person plural.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Liddell and Scott 2010: 219, 342]  [9:  Waddell 1998: 141 ] 


Waddell notes how κατἐρχεται is contrasted with ἀπερχεται.[footnoteRef:10]  This one would say is typical of Herodotus’ writings; he introduces a kind of symmetry by using opposites.[footnoteRef:11]  For example, he explains how in Egypt: [10:  Waddell 1998; 141]  [11:  Redfield 1985: 103] 

“the women buy and sell, the men abide at home and weave; and whereas in weaving all others push the woof upwards, the Egyptians push it downwards. Men carry burdens on their heads, women on their shoulders. Women make water standing, men sitting…..”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Hdt. ii. 35] 



ἀπὸ τροπέων τῶν θερινέων ἀρξάμενος ἐπὶ ἑκατὸν ἡμἐρας    It is not clear whether Herodotus witnessed the flooding of the Nile himself.  Brown, relying on Camille Sourdille’s research, accepts that it was probable Herodotus arrived in Egypt late in July but had left by the first of December in the same year.[footnoteRef:13]  If correct, it is possible that Herodotus witnessed the Nile in flood.   But both Armayor and How and Wells agree that Herodotus’ failure to note the change in colour of the Nile from green to red, suggests he did not see the beginning of the flood.[footnoteRef:14]   [13:  Brown 1965: 60]  [14:  Armayor 1978: 70; How and Wells 1967: 169] 


Lloyd, moreover, is highly critical of Sourdille’s attempts to reconstruct Herodotus’ itinerary believing that we simply do not have the information to make the assertions Sourdille does.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Lloyd 1975: 69-72] 


For my part, the language of this chapter (and following chapters) does not necessarily suggest that Herodotus saw the Nile in flood.  

Nevertheless, How and Wells confirm that he is “fairly right” with his “summer solstice” in that the flood would begin in Cairo about the end of June, (if not elsewhere) and that he is also correct that it rises for a hundred days.  Waddell agrees.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  How and Wells 1967: 169; Waddell 1998: 141] 


Armayor is sceptical that Herodotus visited Egypt at all as he did not appear to know what the Egyptians looked like, believing that they were black and woolly-haired.  Furthermore, he says there is no archaeological or other evidence to identify the cities of Chemmis and Neapolis referred to by Herodotus.  Armayor, as we have noted, does not believe Herodotus met with the Egyptian priests and in short, Herodotus could not possibly have written about Egypt and the Egyptians in the terms he did, had he really travelled extensively in that country.[footnoteRef:17]   But his is perhaps an extreme view; others believe in Herodotus’ intellectual integrity and accept he travelled where he said he did.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Armayor 1978: 60-71]  [18:  Lloyd 1975: 75] 


ἐς   This is the Ionian and old Attic form of εἰς.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Liddell and Scott 2010: 317] 


τὸ ῥέεθρον   In Attic Greek this word would be contracted to read τὸ ῥεῖθρον.  Its meaning is “that which flows, a river, stream” or can mean “the bed or channel of a river, ii., Hdt.”[footnoteRef:20]  διατελέει is a further example of a word that would have been contracted in Attic Greek.  [20:  Liddell and Scott 2010: 716] 


ἱστορέων  This verb (literally meaning to learn by inquiry)[footnoteRef:21] appears in the opening words of Herodotus’ histories. “Ἡροδότου Ἁλικαρνησσέος ἱστορίης ἀπόδεξις ἥδε, (WHAT Herodotus the Halicarnassian has learnt by inquiry is here set forth).”[footnoteRef:22] In so far as can be ascertained, Herodotus explored new ground in terms of historiography in that he attempted to provide an accurate account of what he described, which was not invented, but based on his “inquiries”.  Schepens says that Herodotus’ preface is the first recorded use of the word, although given the loss of so many ancient works prior to Herodotus, we cannot be certain about this.  But he believes there is an essential difference between Hecataeus’ approach to the writing of history and Herodotus in that Herodotus adopted a more empirical approach. As Schepens says Herodotus used modes of inquiry including seeing, questioning, hearing and judging and, moreover, he claims to have used these methods in his account of the geography and ethnology of Egypt up to the passage in ii. 99. [footnoteRef:23]  “Μέχρι μὲν τούτου ὄψις τε ἐμὴ καὶ γνώμη καὶ ἱστορίη ταῦτα λέγουσα ἐστί, (Thus far all I have said is the outcome of my own sight and judgment and inquiry.)”[footnoteRef:24] [21:  Liddell and Scott 2010: 385]  [22:  Hdt. i. 1]  [23:  Schepens 2011: 43, 46]  [24:  Hdt. ii. 99] 


τὰ ἔμπαλιν  Here, as Waddell notes Herodotus uses the genitive to express comparison with the words τῶν ἄλλων ποταμῶν.  Herodotus sometimes used genitive in this way, but also used ἤ to express comparisons, for example in ii. 35, where, in the same chapter ἔμπαλιν is followed by the dative;  “καὶ τῷ ποταμῷ φύσιν ἀλλοίην παρεχομένῳ ἢ οἱ ἄλλοι ποταμοί, τὰ πολλὰ πάντα ἔμπαλιν τοῖσι ἄλλοισι ἀνθρώποισι ἐστήσαντο ἤθεά τε καὶ νόμους·” (and their river is different in its nature from all other rivers, so have they made all their customs and laws of a kind contrary for the most part to those of all other men.)  Waddell claims that Herodotus uses the phrase τὰ ἔμπαλιν ἤ in i. 107 but in fact it does not appear there. [footnoteRef:25]   [25:  Waddell 1998: 141-142; Hdt. ii. 35] 


Herodotus is fascinated by what is different, in other words different from Greece.  As Redfield states in Egypt, as Herodotus sees it, their culture is opposite to what a Greek would expect and so too, the river, which is different from rivers elsewhere, in that it floods in summer, not winter.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Redfield 1985: 103, 106] 


ἀποπνεούσας   Literally, the verb ἀποπνέω as Herodotus uses it means “to blow from a particular quarter”.[footnoteRef:27]  Here, Waddell says, it means blowing downstream as a wind blowing from the south is the exception on the Nile.[footnoteRef:28]  Armayor says Herodotus was in error, assuming Herodotus meant there were no winds on the Nile  itself.  Armayor uses this as part of his argument that Herodotus did not travel widely, or perhaps even at all, in Egypt.[footnoteRef:29]  However, How and Wells believe that if Herodotus is saying the winds do not blow from the south, rather than they do not blow on the Nile itself, (as Waddell also believes), then this is accurate.  [27:  Liddell and Scott 2010: 104]  [28:  Waddell 1998: 142]  [29:  Armayor 1978: 70] 


1,645 words.
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