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Herodotus Book I 187.1-5

When reading Histories by Herodotus, it must be remembered that it reflects a Greek perspective and incorporates various biases. Darius I, for example, was traditionally viewed unfavourably by the Greeks, as the first Persian King to attack mainland Greece. In Book 3.88-9 Herodotus alludes to Darius’ acquisitive nature through his imposition of taxes and tributes, earning him the name κάπηλος “shopkeeper”.
This passage (1.187.1-5), in which Darius opens the tomb of Queen Nitocris, introduces Darius as both covetous and greedy, in contrast to Nitocris’ cunning. Indeed, the words for “money” and “corpse” are used 3 times respectively, contrasting Darius’ expectations with the reality of Nitocris’ deception.
Herodotus wrote in Ionic Greek, and this commentary will highlight differences between Ionic forms and the more familiar Attic, with the aim of aiding understanding of the narrative. It will also examine notable grammatical and stylistic features of the text.




Translation
[1] ἡ δ᾽ αὐτὴ αὕτη βασίλεια καὶ ἀπάτην τοιήνδε τινὰ ἐμηχανήσατο: ὕπερ τῶν μάλιστα λεωφόρων πυλέων τοῦ ἄστεος τάφον ἑωυτῇ κατεσκευάσατο μετέωρον ἐπιπολῆς αὐτέων τῶν πυλέων, ἐνεκόλαψε δὲ ἐς τὸν τάφον γράμματα λέγοντα τάδε. 
[2] ‘τῶν τις ἐμεῦ ὕστερον γινομένων Βαβυλῶνος βασιλέων ἢν σπανίσῃ χρημάτων, ἀνοίξας τὸν τάφον λαβέτω ὁκόσα βούλεται χρήματα: μὴ μέντοι γε μὴ σπανίσας γε ἄλλως ἀνοίξῃ: οὐ γὰρ ἄμεινον:’ 
[3] οὗτος ὁ τάφος ἦν ἀκίνητος μέχρι οὗ ἐς Δαρεῖον περιῆλθε ἡ βασιληίη: Δαρείῳ δὲ καὶ δεινὸν ἐδόκεε εἶναι τῇσι πύλῃσι ταύτῃσι μηδὲν χρᾶσθαι, καὶ χρημάτων κειμένων καὶ αὐτῶν τῶν γραμμάτων ἐπικαλεομένων, μὴ οὐ λαβεῖν αὐτά: 
[4] τῇσι δὲ πύλῃσι ταύτῃσι οὐδὲν ἐχρᾶτο τοῦδε εἵνεκα, ὅτι ὕπερ κεφαλῆς οἱ ἐγίνετο ὁ νεκρὸς διεξελαύνοντι. 
[5] ἀνοίξας δὲ τὸν τάφον εὗρε χρήματα μὲν οὔ, τὸν δὲ νεκρὸν καὶ γράμματα λέγοντα τάδε: ‘εἰ μὴ ἄπληστός τε ἔας χρημάτων καὶ αἰσχροκερδής, οὐκ ἂν νεκρῶν θήκας ἀνέῳγες.’ αὕτη μέν νυν ἡ βασίλεια τοιαύτη τις λέγεται γενέσθαι.

[1] This same queen also devised a trick as follows: Above the most frequented gates of the city, she commissioned a tomb constructed for herself high up on top of the gates themselves. She carved onto the tomb an inscription saying the following:
[2] ‘If any of those who become kings of Babylon after me should be in need of money, after opening the tomb let him take as much money as he wants: however, unless lacking, do not open for any other reason: for it will not be the better course.
[3] This tomb was undisturbed until the royal power passed over to Darius: and to Darius it seemed a terrible thing to make no use of these gates, and since money was lying there, and these words were inviting, not to take it:
[4] yet he made no use of these gates for this reason: that the corpse would have been above the heads of those riding through.
[5] But after opening the tomb he found not money, but the dead body and an inscription saying the following: ‘if you were not both insatiable for money and sordidly greedy, you would not be opening graves of corpses.’ This queen, certainly, is said to have been like this.


Commentary
[1] The most prominent of the eight gates of Babylon was the Ishtar Gate (Asheri, 2007), at the North of the city (Dewald, 2022). The Ishtar Gate has been partially reconstructed in the Pergamon Museum, Berlin; it originally stood approximately 14 metres high and 30 metres wide. However, there is no archaeological evidence that a tomb stood on the gates (Selincourt, 2003). Note that this passage directly contradicts Book III, 159.1, whereby Herodotus states that Darius destroyed the walls and gates of the city. One possibility is that this gate was left standing, but it is equally plausible that this story is a literary fabrication rather than an account of actual events.
The terms πυλέων … τάφον are repeated in quick succession. This repetition contrasts the everyday, functional role of the gates with the sacredness of the tomb. Indeed, the tomb’s height would make it a highly visible symbol of the queen’s power and influence. By situating it above an entry point, she is asserting her influence posthumously.
τοιήνδε – (accusative feminine singular) Ionic form of τοιόσδε (so, such, as follows)
ἑωυτῇ (dat fem sg) Ionic form of ἑαυτοῦ (reflexive pronoun). 
κατεσκευάσατο. Compare the noun κατασκευή, which generally refers to permanent fixtures, with παρασκευή, which denotes movable furniture or goods. The compound verb with κατα- emphasises that the tomb was a permanent construction, rather than something temporary or movable (Farnell, 1912). This choice of verb therefore reinforces the narrative of her careful planning and foresight. Additionally note the use of the middle voice with a direct object, literally she “got the tomb built,” that is, she commissioned someone else to construct it on her behalf.
μετέωρον ἐπιπολῆς – the juxtaposition of these two words (high up on top of) highlights the unusual position of the tomb. ἐπιπολῆς is a preposition commanding the genitive from ἐπιπολή surface (Dewald, 2022), translated here as “on top of”.
αὐτέων (feminine genitive plural) Ionic form of αὐτός
ἐς Ionic form of εἰς 
[2] Herodotus uses direct speech (in the form of inscriptions in this passage) to give his work a sense of authority, making the narrative seem authentic (see Haywood, 2021)
ἐμεῦ ὕστερον – genitive of comparison (Steadman, 2012) with the literal meaning “later than me”
ἢν σπανίσῃ:  ἢν is the Ionic form of ἐάν forming an open future condition using the subjunctive σπανίσῃ (cf Steadman, 2012). The aorist subjunctive presents the action as a complete event, suggesting a particular instance of being in need.
ὁκόσα (accusative neuter plural)  Ionic form of ὁπόσος (as much as; as many as) underscoring the total freedom in quantity the king may take, subject only to the condition set by the preceding warning.
μέντοι γε μὴ σπανίσας γε  the duplicated γε puts a limit on the strongly adversative μέντοι (see Denniston 1959) showing that the warning only applies in a very specific case, namely, only if the king is lacking money. Farnell (1912) suggests that this construction is equivalent to a conditional clause ἐάν γε μὴ σπανίσας hence the use of μὴ rather than οὐ as the appropriate negative with the participle. Sleeman (1909) proposes the translation ‘if he be not in want’ but the translation here seeks to remain faithful to the verb σπανίσας, which conveys a sense of being lacking in something.
μὴ … ἀνοίξῃ  -  μὴ with the subjunctive expresses a prohibition: “do not open”
ἄλλως “for any other reason/circumstance” (cf. Farnell, 1912; Sleeman, 1909; Powell, 1977) 
οὐ γὰρ ἄμεινον. Dewald (2022) suggests the translation “For it will not be the better course”, whereas Dillery (1992) suggests “otherwise it will not be well for him”. This phrasing occurs elsewhere in Greek literature, for example Hesiod’s Works and Days (c. 750), also in the context of contact with the dead and the observance of ritual purity, where it is οὐ γὰρ ἄμεινον (“ill-advised”) to neglect such practices (see Dillery, 2024). This suggests the use of a broader Greek idiom.
χρημάτων … χρήματα. Herodotus uses the word for “money” at the end of successive clauses employing a polyptoton to emphasise the sheer abundance of wealth in the tomb. Similarly, the framing of the clause with ἀνοίξας … ἀνοίξῃ (open) suggests that Nitocris is provocatively encouraging her successors to open the tomb, highlighting both the temptation and the moral test. 
[3] Δαρεῖον περιῆλθε ἡ βασιληίη The placement of ἡ βασιληίη at the end of the phrase shifts the focus onto Darius himself. By delaying the mention of royal power, Herodotus emphasises Darius’ personal response to temptation, suggesting that it is his character rather than his office that determines his actions. This reflects Greek hostile tradition against Darius, as noted by Selincourt (2003). 
ἐδόκεε  Ionic form of ἐδοκέω (it seemed; it appeared)
τῇσι… ταύτῃσι (plural feminine dative) Ionic forms of the definite article and οὑτος respectively
χρημάτων κειμένων καὶ αὐτῶν … ἐπικαλεομένων  are two genitive absolutes: χρημάτων κειμένων (with the money lying) and αὐτῶν τῶν γραμμάτων ἐπικαλεομένων (with the words themselves inviting). Powell (1977) renders ἐπικαλέω as “invite”, this translation is adopted here.
Note the use of polysyndeton in this passage καὶ … καὶ … καὶ (and…and…and) which gives the passage a sense of deliberation, as if Darius is carefully enumerating the reasons for opening the tomb. Interestingly, the first καί belongs to μηδὲν χρᾶσθαι and is somewhat displaced (Farnell, 1912), accordingly, the translation does not treat it as part of a simple successive series of ‘and’ clauses.


μὴ οὐ λαβεῖν   Dewald (2022) notes that the main clause contains no independent negative, producing a strongly emphatic negation: the phrase simply expresses “not” with added emphatic force (Steadman, 2012; Sleeman, 1909). This usage of μὴ οὐ with the infinitive is seen elsewhere in Greek literature, for example Antiphon 5.87 “οὐδεὶς ἂν τολμήσειεν μὴ οὐ χρῆσθαι τῷ νόμῳ” (nobody would dare not to obey the law) the negation likewise being strengthened.

[4] Herodotus’s explanation highlights Darius’s scrupulousness in avoiding walking under the tomb, contrasting with his later unscrupulousness when opening it (Asheri, 2007; Dillery, 1992).
εἵνεκα Ionic form of ἕνεκα (on account of, for the sake of)
οἱ (singular masculine dative) Ionic form of the definite article. It goes with διεξελαύνοντι (riding through), describing those passing under the tomb.
ἐγίνετο (3rd person singular imperfect active) Ionic form of γίγνομαι. Sleeman (1909) suggests it could be understood as ἐμέλλε γίνεσθαι (would have come to be)

[5] ἀνοίξας … ἀνέῳγες the polyptoton ring-composition emphasises that Darius really shouldn’t have opened the tomb.
The use of the inscription echoes the earlier inscription, thus closing off Nitocris’s trick.
χρήματα μὲν οὔ, τὸν δὲ νεκρὸν – The μὲν δέ construction gives a stark contrast of expectation vs reality; money vs the corpse. The delaying of οὔ to the end of the clause tricks the reader into thinking money had been found, creating shock and suspense.
ἄπληστος… αἰσχροκερδής   αἰσχροκερδής is αἰσχρος (shame, disgrace) compounded with κέρδος (gain, profit). In Aristotle “Nicomachean Ethics” 1122a.8 dice-players are described as “αἰσχροκερδεῖς” which Rackham (1934) translates as “sordid greed”. The pairing of ἄπληστος (insatiable) and αἰσχροκερδής thus intensifies the accusation of greed.
ἔας Ionic form of ἠσθα 
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