Gobbet: Herodotus’ Histories 4.5
The segment of Herodotus’ Histories I will be looking at for my gobbet is book 4 chapter 5; chapter 5 details the Scythian myth of the formation of Scythia.[footnoteRef:2] In this gobbet I shall look at the credibility of the source and the author, the intended audience and the purpose of its inclusion. [2:  Hrd, 4.5] 

Herodotus we know published his Histories between 460-425 BCE[footnoteRef:3] however the Scythian empire was formed in the 8th century BCE so from this we can logically infer that he was working with word of mouth and folk lore that survived. This does draw into question the reliability of the source however; in reading the source we know that it is supernatural in form which Herodotus himself discounts as myth “I do not believe the tale, but it is told nevertheless”.[footnoteRef:4] So rather than seeking out the credibility of this source I believe that it should be attributed to the proem Herodotus introduces his histories in “the hope of thereby preserving from decay the remembrance of what men have done, and of preventing the great and wonderful actions of the Greeks and Barbarians from losing their due need of glory”.[footnoteRef:5] The inclusion of myth from other cultures such as the Scythian at 4.5 could be an attempt to appeal to that wider audience by making it diverse in the nature of his stories. Herodotus includes two other versions of events, the Greek and another which he does not source, the inclusion of these other tales validates the fanciful story in chapter 5 as it supports the claim that he is including it for the sake of preserving knowledge and giving it the due glory rather than naively accepting that as truth. Herodotus has demonstrated here that, even though it is brief, he has engaged with his sources on a somewhat critical level. [3:  British Library]  [4:  Hrd, 4.5]  [5:  Hrd, 1.0] 

Lincoln identifies that the ruler of Scythia is the one who benefits most from this story so it was most likely spread by them as a way to legitimize their rule[footnoteRef:6] and it was accepted by the general populous as the succession of the younger brother parallels Scythia being the youngest nation thus validating them as worthy. When we look into the meaning behind the text we see that there is a link between the etymology of the characters and the theory that it was a story proliferated by the monarch. Firstly the father Targitaos whose name has Old Iranian etymology and translates to long lasting which mirrors what the rulers desire, next the three brother all of whose names end in –xais which is old Iranian for ruling and lastly the youngest brothers name translates to first established ruling.[footnoteRef:7] This assessment of the myth put forward by Lincoln is very credible as it utilises the information provided by analysing the etymological evidence to draw a conclusion with this in mind I find it a compelling point of view. [6:  Lincoln, p20 (2014)]  [7:  Lincoln, p21 (2014)] 

Herodotus’ account of the birth of Scythia is the only primary source which has survived; the bible does mention Scythians but only in passing,[footnoteRef:8] so in terms of literary evidence he is our only authority on the matter. Archaeology though does give us more of an insight; the first mostly championed by the Soviets was that the Scythians were from Eastern Iranian people who came from Inner Asia, west of Serbia.[footnoteRef:9] The second being the Scythians are a splinter group from the “Timber Grave”/Srubna culture at the coast of the black sea.[footnoteRef:10] This is supported by the Scythian skulls that have been found to bare a resemblance to skulls found at the Timber Grave, this has however been called a tenuous link by Mallory. The best evidence of the formation of Scythia still comes from book 4 of the Histories. The importance of this is that it is the only version of this account that we have and although Herodotus receives a lot of criticism for his methodology I would argue that his contribution in terms of preserving knowledge outweighs the failings of his methodology. Without Herodotus we would have lost the only account of this myth, as there is no other literary or archaeological evidence, deprfhiving us of an insight into Scythian cultural beliefs.  [8:  Colossians 3:11 ]  [9:  Mallroy, 1989]  [10:  Mallroy, 1989] 

In their review of the Histories, Asheri, Lloyd and Corcella tell us that the purpose behind Herodotus’ inclusion of the story of the formation of Scythia was to correct the earlier Greek accounts by Hecataeus and Proconnesus.[footnoteRef:11] As a result of him being in the Pontic area and collecting information from sources he found himself he was able to accurately portray all the tales of Scythia’s formation. Given that Herodotus was the first to write a history of this style I would say although this is a plausible explanation for its inclusion it is in fact included because it fits the narrative that Herodotus is trying to tell.  [11:  Asheri, 2007] 

With everything mentioned above, this extract from Herodotus is crucial record in terms of history and preservation as without this we would have lost the origins of Scythia to time and despite Herodotus disregarding this particular segment as fantasy it is obvious by its inclusion that he felt it important enough to record.
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