Herodotus: On The Scythians

Herodotus, the “"Father of History,” was born in Hali-
carnassus, a town in Asia Minor, in the eighties of the
fifth century B.C. He lived on Samos and in Athens
(where he was admitted into the circle of Pericles and
became friends with Sophocles), and died in the Greek
colony of Thurii in Italy around 430 B.C.

His grandiose history of the decisive event of bis cen-
tury, the Persian Wars, includes a rich variety of infor-
mation on the customs, cultures, and geography of the
ancient world. As he collected information for his book,
his many travels led him to Egypt and Libya, the coasts of
Syria and Cyprus, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, Southern
Italy and Sicily, the islands of the Aegean, Macedonia,
Thrace, and the Black Sea. His account of the Scythians
—who had humiliated the Persian army sent out to sub-
due them—was based in part on his voyage by ship along
the shore of the Black Sea, and on first-hand information
gathered in Olbia, the Greek settlement and trading post
on the fringes of Scythian territory; he must also have
made several excursions on land. The value of bis
narrative lies in his skillful combination of personal
observations with stories told him by others, as well as
information already compiled by other historians and
geographers whose works are now mostly lost. Incredible
as some of his stories of Scythian customs may seem, many
of them have been borne out by modern archaeology,
and bis account remains the basis for present-day knowl-
edge of the Scythian people.

1. After the taking of Babylon, an expedition was
led by Darius into Scythia.! Asia abounding in men, and
vast sums flowing into the treasury, the desire seized him
to exact vengeance from the Scyths, who had once in days
gone by invaded Media, defeated those who met them in
the field, and so begun the quarrel. During the space of
twenty-eight years, as I have before mentioned, the Scyths
continued lords of the whole of Upper Asia. They entered
Asia in pursuit of the Cimmerians, and overthrew the
empire of the Medes, who till they came possessed the
sovereignty. On their return to their homes after the long
absence of twenty-eight years, a task awaited them little
less troublesome than their struggle with the Medes. They
found an army of no small size prepared to oppose their
entrance. For the Scythian women, when they saw that
time went-on, and their husbands did not come back, had
inteimarried with their slaves.

2. Now the Scythians blind all their slaves, to use them
in preparing their milk. The plan they follow is to thrust
tubes made of bone, not unlike our musical pipes, up the
vulva of the mare, and then to blow into the tubes with
their mouths, some milking while the others blow. They
say that they do this because when the veins of the animal
are full of air, the udder is forced down. The milk thus

1The date of Darius’ campaign seems to be 512 B.c. Al-
though chapters 1-144 have little to do with Herodotus’ main
subject, they are important as the earliest study we possess of
an uncivilised people.
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obtained is poured into deep wooden casks, about which
the blind slaves are placed, and then the milk is stirred
round. That which rises to the top is drawn off, and con-
sidered the best part; the under portion is of less account.
Such is the reaspn why the Scythians blind all those whom
they take in war; it arises from their not being tillers of
the ground, but a pastoral race.

3. When therefore the children sprung from these
slaves and the Scythian women, grew to manhood, and
understood the circumstances of their birth, they resolved
to oppose the army which was returning to Media. And
first of all, they cut off a tract of country from the rest of
Scythia by digging a broad dyke from
the Tauric mountains to the vast lake
of the Maeotis. Afterwards, when the
Scythians tried to force an entrance, they
marched out and engaged them. Many
battles were fought, and the Scythians
gained no advantage, until at last one of
them thus addressed the remainder,
“What are we doing, Scythians? We are
fighting our slaves, diminishing our
own number when we fall, and the
number of those that belong to us when
they fall by our hands. Take my advice
—Ilay spear and bow aside, and let each
man fetch his horse-whip, and go boldly
up to them. So long as they see us with
arms in our hands, they imagine them-
selves our equals in birth and bravery;
but let them behold us with no other
weapon but the whip, and they will feel
that they are our slaves, and flee be-
fore us.”

4. The Scythians followed this coun-
sel, and the slaves were so astounded, that they forgot to
fight, and immediately ran away. Such was the mode in
which the Scythians, after being for a time the lords of
Asia, and being forced to quit it by the Medes, returned
and settled in their own country. This inroad of theirs it
was that Darius was anxious to avenge, and such was the
purpose for which he was now collecting an army to in-
vade them.

5. According to the account which the Scythians them-
selves give, they are the youngest of all nations. Their
tradition is as follows. A certain Targitaus was the first
man who ever lived in their country, which before his
time was a desert without inhabitants. He was a child—I
do not believe the tale, but it is told nevertheless—of Zeus
and a daughter of the Borysthenes. Targitaus, thus de-
scended, begat three sons, Leipoxais, Arpoxais, and

Colaxais, who was the youngest born of the three. While
they still ruled the land, there fell from the sky four
implements, all of gold,—a plough, a yoke, a battle-axe,
and a drinking-cup. The eldest of the brothers perceived
them first, and approached to pick them up; as he came
near, the gold took fire, and blazed. He therefore went
his way, and the second coming forward made the at-
tempt, but the same thing happened again. The gold re-
jected both the eldest and the second brother. Last of all
the youngest brother approached, and immediately the
flames were extinguished; so he picked up the gold, and
carried it to his home. Then the two elder agreed to-
gether, and made the whole kingdom over to the young-
est born.

6. From Leipoxais sprang the Scythians of the race
called Auchatae; from Arpoxais, the middle brother,
those known as the Catiari and Traspians; from Colaxais,
the youngest, the Royal Scythians, or Paralatae. All to-
gether they are named Scoloti, after one of their kings:
the Greeks, however, call them Scythians.

7. Such is the account which the Scythians give of their
origin. They add that from the time of Targitaus, their
first king, to the invasion of their country by Darius, is
a period of 1,000 years, neither less nor more. The Royal
Scythians guard the sacred gold with most especial care,
and year by year offer great sacrifices in its honour. At this
feast, if the man who has the custody of the gold should
fall asleep in the open air, he is sure (the Scythians say)
not to outlive the year. His pay therefore is as much land
as he can ride round on horseback in a day. As the extent
of Scythia is very great, Colaxais gave each of his three
sons a separate kingdom, one of which was of ampler size
than the other two: in this the gold was preserved.
Above, to the northward of the farthest dwellers in
Scythia, the country is said to be concealed from sight and
made impassable by reason of the feathers which are shed
abroad abundantly. The earth and air are alike full of
them, and this it is which prevents the eye from obtaining
any view of the region.?

8. Such is the account which the Scythians give of
themselves, and of the country which lies above them.
The Greeks who dwell about the Pontus tell a different
story. According to them, Heracles, when he was carty-
ing off the cows of Geryon, arrived in the region which
is now inhabited by the Scyths, but which was then a
desert. Geryon lived outside the Pontus, in an island
called by the Greeks Erytheia, near Gades,® which is be-
yond the Pillars of Heracles upon the Ocean. Now some

2 Herodotus explains (iv. 31) that the so-called feathers are
snow-flakes.

8 The modern Cadiz.



say that the Ocean begins in the east, and runs the whole
way round the world; but they give no proof that this is
really so.* Heracles came from thence into the region
now called Scythia, and being overtaken by storm and
frost, drew his lion’s skin about him, and fell fast asleep.
While he slept, his mares, which he had loosed from his
chariot to graze, by some wonderful chance disappeared.

9. On waking, he went in quest of them, and, after
wandering over the whole country, came at last to the
district called the Woodland, where he found in a cave
a strange being, between a maiden and a serpent, whose
form from the buttocks upwards was like that of a
woman, while all below was like a snake. He looked at
her wonderingly; but nevertheless inquired, whether she
had chanced to see his strayed mares anywhere. She an-
swered him, “'Yes, and they were now in her keeping;
but never would she consent to give them back, before he
had intercourse with her.” So Heracles, to get his mares
back, agreed; but afterwards she put him off and delayed
restoring the mares, since she wished to keep him with
her as long as possible. He, on the other hand, was only
anxious to secure them and to get away. At last, when
she gave them up, she said to him, “When your mares
strayed hither, it was I who saved them for you; now you
have paid a reward; for I bear in my womb three sons
of yours. Tell me therefore when your sons grow up,
what must I do with them? Would you wish that I should
settle them here in this land, whereof I am mistress, or
shall I send them to you?”” Thus questioned, they say,
Heracles answered, *“When the lads have grown to man-
hood, do thus, and assuredly you will not err. Watch
them, and when you see one of them bend this bow as
I now bend it, and gird himself with this girdle thus,
choose him to remain in the land. Those who fail in the
trial, send away. Thus you will at once please yourself
and obey me.”

10. Hereupon he strung one of his bows—up to that
time he had carried two—and showed her how to fasten
the belt. Then he gave both bow and belt into her hands.
Now the belt had a golden goblet attached to its clasp. So
after he had given them to her, he went his way; and the
woman, when her children grew to manhood, first gave
them severally their names. One she called Agathyrsus,
one Gelonus, and the other, who was the youngest
Scythes. Then she remembered the instructions she had
received from Heracles, and, in obedience to his orders,
she put her sons to the test. Two of them, Agathyrsus

4 Herodotus considered that the eastern and northern bound-
aries of the earth were unknown, and that the general belief
that the sea encompassed the land was a pure conjecture resting
on no certain data.

and Gelonus, proving unequal to the task enjoined, their
mother sent them out of the land; Scythes, the youngest,
succeeded, and so he was allowed to remain. From
Scythes, the son of Heracles, were descended the after
kings of Scythia; and from the circumstance of the goblet
which hung from the belt, the Scythians to this day wear
goblets at their girdles. This was the only thing which
the mother of Scythes did for him. Such is the tale told
by the Greeks who dwell around the Pontus.

11. There is also another different story, now to be
related, in which I am more inclined to put faith than in
any other. It is that the wandering Scythians once dwelt
in Asia, and there warred with the Massagetae, but with
ill success; they therefore quitted their homes, crossed the
Araxes,’ and entered the land of Cimmeria. For the land
which is now inhabited by the Scyths was formerly the
country of the Cimmerians. On their coming, the natives,
who heard how numerous the invading army was, held
a council. At this meeting opinion was divided, and both
parties stiffly maintained their own view, but the counsel
of the Royal tribe was the braver. For the others urged
that the best thing to be done was to leave the country
and avoid a contest with so vast a host; but the Royal tribe
advised remaining and fighting for the soil to the last.
As neither party chose to give way, the one determined
to retire without a blow and yield their lands to the
invaders; but the other, remembering the good things
which they had enjoyed in their homes, and picturing to
themselves the evils which they had to expect if they
gave them up, resolved not to flee, but rather to die and
at least be buried in their fatherland. Having thus de-
cided, they drew apart in two bodies, the one as numer-
ous as the other, and fought together. All of the Royal
tribe were slain, and the people buried them near the
river Tyras, where their grave is still to be seen. Then
the rest of the Cimmerians departed, and the Scythians,
on their coming, took possession of a deserted land.

12. Scythia still retains traces of the Cimmerians;
there are Cimmerian walls, and a Cimmerian ferry, also
a tract called Cimmeria,® and a Cimmerian Bosporus. It
appears likewise that the Cimmerians, when they fled
into Asia to escape the Scyths, made a settlement in the
peninsula where the Greek city of Sinope was afterwards
built. The Scyths, it is plain, pursued them, and missing
their road, poured into Media. For the Cimmerians kept
the line which led along the sea-shore, but the Scyths in
their pursuit held the Caucasus upon their right, thus
proceeding inland, and falling upon Media. This account
is one which is common both to Greeks and barbarians.

5 It seems that the Araxes here represents the Volga.

6 The Cimmerians have given their name to the Crimea.
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13. Aristeas also, son of Caystrobius, a native of Pro-
connesus,” says in the course of his poem, that inspired
by Phoebus, he went as far as the Issedones. Above them
dwelt the Arimaspi, men with one eye; still further, the
gold-guarding griffins; and beyond these, the Hyper-
boreans, who extended to the sea. Except the Hyperbor-
eans, all these nations, beginning with the Arimaspi,
were continually encroaching upon their neighbours.
Hence it came to pass that the Arimaspi drove the Issedo-
nians from their country, while the Issedonians dispos-
sessed the Scyths; and the Scyths, pressing upon the
Cimmerians, who dwelt on the shores of the Southern
sea,8 forced them to leave their land. Thus even Aristeas
does not agree in his account of this region with the
Scythians.

16. With regard to the regions which lie
above the country whereof this portion of my history
treats, there is no one who possesses any exact knowledge.
Not a single person can I find who professes to be ac-
quainted with them by actual observation. Even Aristeas,
the traveller of whom I lately spoke, does not claim—and
he is writing poetry—to have reached any farther than the
Issedonians. What he relates concerning the regions be-
yond is, he confesses, mere hearsay, being the account
which the Issedonians gave him of those countries. How-
ever, I shall proceed to mention all that I have learnt of
these parts by the most exact inquiries which I have been
able to make concerning them.

17. Above the trading-port of the Borysthenites,
which is situated in the very centre of the whole sea-coast
of Scythia, the first people who inhabit the land are the
Callippidae, a Graeco-Scythic race. Next to them, as you
go inland, dwell the people called the Alazonians. These
two nations in other respects resemble the Scythians in
their usages, but sow and eat corn, also onions, garlic,
lentils, and millet. Beyond the Alazonians reside Scythian
cultivators, who grow corn, not for their own use, but for
sale.? Still higher up are the Neuri. Northwards of the

7 Proconnesus is the island now called Marmora, which gives
its modern appellation to the Sea of Marmora.

8 That is, the Euxine, in contradistinction from the Northern
Sea, on the shores of which dwelt the Hyperboreans, accord-
ing to Aristeas.

9 The corn-trade of the Scythians appears to have been chiefly
with the Greeks. Its extent is indicated in Herodotus by his as-
signment of the whole country west, and a portion of that east,
of the Borysthenes to Scythian husbandmen, who raised corn
only for sale.

Neuri the continent, as far as it is known to us, is un-
inhabited. These are the nations along the course of the
river Hypanis, west of the Borysthenes.

18. Across the Borysthenes, the first country after you
leave the coast is the Woodland. Above this dwell the
Scythian Husbandmen, who the Greeks living near the
Hypanis call Borysthenites, while they call themselves
Olbiopolites. These Husbandmen extend eastward a dis-
tance of three days’ journey to a river bearing the name
of Panticapes,'® while northward the country is theirs for
eleven days’ sail up the course of the Borysthenes. Fur-
ther inland there is a vast tract which is uninhabited.
Above this desolate region dwell the Cannibals, who are
a people apart, much unlike the Scythians. Above them
the country becomes an utter desert; not a single tribe,
so far as we know, inhabits it.

19. Crossing the Panticapes, and proceeding eastward
of the Husbandmen, we come upon the wandering Scyth-
ians, who neither plough nor sow. Their country, and
the whole of this region, except the Woodlands, is quite
bare of trees. They extend towards the east a distance of
fourteen days’ journey, occupying a tract which reaches
to the river Gerrhus.

20. On the opposite side of the Gerrhus is the Royal
district, as it is called: here dwells the largest and bravest
of the Scythian tribes, which looks upon all the other
tribes in the light of slaves. Its country reaches on the
south to Taurica, on the east to the trench dug by the
sons of the blind slaves, the mart upon Lake Maeotis,
called the Cliffs, and in part to the river Tanais.!* North
of the country of the Royal Scythians are the Black-
cloaks, a people of a quite different race from the Scyth-
ians. Beyond them lie marshes and a region without in-
habitants, so far as our knowledge reaches.

21. When one crosses the Tanais, one is no longer in
Scythia; the first region on crossing is that of the Sauro-
matae, who, beginning at the upper end of Lake Maeotis,
stretch northward a distance of fifteen days’ journey,
inhabiting a country which is entirely bare of trees,
whether wild or cultivated. Above them, possessing the
second region, dwell the Budini, whose territory is
thickly wooded with trees of every kind.

22. Beyond the Budini, as one goes northward, first
there is a desert, seven days’ journey across; after which,
if one inclines somewhat to the east, the Thyssagetae are
reached, a numerous nation quite distinct from any other,
and living by the chase. Adjoining them, and within the
limits of the same region, are the people who bear the

10 Here the description of Herodotus, which has been hitherto
excellent, begins to fail.

11 Now the Don.



name of Iyrcae; they also support themselves by hunting,
which they practice in the following manner. The hunter
climbs a tree, the whole country abounding in wood, and
there sets himself in ambush; he has a dog at hand, and
a horse, trained to lie down upon its belly, and thus make
itself low; the hunter keeps watch, and when he sees his
game, lets fly an arrow; then mounting his horse, he gives
the beast chase, his dog following hard all the while.
Beyond these people, a little to the east, dwells a distinct
tribe of Scyths, who revolted once from the Royal Scyth-
ians, and migrated into these parts.

23. As far as their country, the tract of land whereof
I have been speaking is all a smooth plain, and the soil
deep; beyond you enter on a region which is rugged and
stony. Passing over a great extent of this rough country,
you come to a people dwelling at the foot of lofty moun-
tains, who are said to be all—both men and women—bald
from their birth, to have flat noses, and very long chins.
These people speak a language of their own, but the dress
which they wear is the same as the Scythian. They live on
the fruit of a certain tree, the name of which is Ponticum;
in size it is about equal to our fig-tree, and it bears a fruit
like a bean, with a stone inside. When the fruit is ripe,
they strain it through cloths; the juice which runs off is
black and thick, and is called by the natives "“aschy.” They

lap this up with their tongues, and also mix it with milk:

for a drink; while they make the lees, which are solid,
into cakes, and eat them instead of meat; for they have
but few sheep in their country, in which there is no good
pasturage. Each of them dwells under a tree, and they
cover the tree in winter with a cloth of thick white felt,
but take off the covering in the summer-time. No one
harms these people, for they are looked upon as sacred,—
they do not even possess any warlike weapons. When
their neighbours fall out, they make up the quarrel; and
when one flies to them for refuge, he is safe from all hurt.
They are called the Argippaeans.

24. Up to this point the territory of which we are
speaking is very completely explored, and all the nations
between the coast and the bald-headed men are well
known to us. For some of the Scythians are accustomed
to penetrate as far, of whom inquiry may easily be made,
and Greeks also go there from the trading-stations on the
Borysthenes, and from the other trading-stations along
the Euxine. The Scythians who make this journey com-
municate with the inhabitants by means of seven intet-
preters and seven languages.

25. Thus far therefore the land is known; but beyond
the bald-headed men lies a region of which no one can
give any exact account. Lofty and precipitous mountains,
which are never crossed, bar further progress. The bald

men say, but it does not seem to me credible, that the peo-
ple who live in these mountains have feet like goats; and
that after passing them you find another race of men,
who sleep during one half of the year. This latter state-
ment appears to me quite unworthy of credit. The region
east of the bald-headed men is well known to be in-
habited by the Issedonians, but the tract that lies to the
north of these two nations is entirely unknown, except
by the accounts which they give of it.

26. The Issedonians are said to have the following
customs. When a man’s father dies, all the near relatives
bring sheep to the house; which are sacrificed, and their
flesh cut in pieces, while at the same time the dead body
undergoes the like treatment. The two sorts of flesh are
afterwards mixed together, and the whole is served up at
a banquet. The head of the dead man is treated differ-
ently: it is stripped bare, cleansed, and set in gold. It then
becomes an ornament on which they pride themselves,
and is brought out year by year at the great festival which
sons keep in honour of their fathers’ death, just as the
Greeks keep their feast of the dead. In other respects the
Issedonians are reputed to be observers of justice: and it
is to be remarked that their women have equal authority
with the men. Thus our knowledge extends as far as this
nation.

27. The regions beyond are known only from the ac-
counts of the Issedonians, by whom the stories are told of
the one-eyed race of men and the gold-guarding griffins.
These stories are received by the Scythians from the
Issedonians, and by them passed on to us Greeks: whence
it arises that we give the one-eyed race the Scythian name
of Arimaspi, arima being the Scythic word for one, and
spu for the eye.

28. The whole district whereof we have here dis-
coursed has winters of exceeding rigour. During eight
months the frost is so intense, that water poured upon the
ground does not form mud, but if a fire be lighted on it
mud is produced. The sea freezes, and the Cimmerian
Bosporus is frozen over. At that season the Scythians who
dwell inside the trench make warlike expeditions upon
the ice, and even drive their waggons across to the coun-
try of the Sindians. Such is the intensity of the cold dut-
ing eight months out of the twelve, and even in the
remaining four the climate is still cool. The character of
the winter likewise is unlike that of the same season in
any other country; for at that time, when the rains ought
to fall, in Scythia there is scarely any rain worth mention-
ing, while in summer it never gives over raining; and
thunder, which elsewhere is frequent then, in Scythia is
unknown in that part of the year, coming only in sum-
mer, when it is very heavy. Thunder in the wintertime
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is there accounted a prodigy; as also are earthquakes,
whether they happen in winter or summer. Horses beat
the winter well, cold as it is, but mules and asses are quite
unable to bear it; whereas in other countries mules and
asses are found to endure the cold, while horses, if they
stand still, are frost-bitten.

31. With respect to the feathers which are said by
the Scythians to fill the air, and to prevent persons from
penetrating into the remoter parts of the continent, or
even having any view of those regions, my opinion is,
that in the countries above Scythia it always snows, less,
of course, in the summer than in the wintertime. Now
snow when it falls looks like feathers, as every one is
aware who has seen it come down close to him. These
northern regions, therefore, are uninhabitable by reason
of the severity of the winter; and the Scythians, with
their neighbours, call the snow-flakes feathers because,
I think, of the likeness which they bear to them. I have
now related what is said of the most distant parts of this
continent whereof any account is given.

' 46. The Euxine sea, where Darius now went
to war, has nations dwelling around it, with the one ex-
ception of the Scythians, more unpolished than those of
any other region that we know of. For, setting aside
Anacharsis and the Scythian people, there is not within
this region a single nation which can be put forward as
having any claims to wisdom, or which has produced a
single person of any high repute. The Scythians indeed
have in one respect, and that the very most important of
all those that fall under man’s control, shown themselves
wiser than any nation upon the face of the earth. Their
customs otherwise are not such as I admire. The one thing
of which I speak, is the contrivance whereby they make
it impossible for the enemy who invades them to escape
destruction, while they themselves are entirely out of his
reach, unless it please them to engage with him. Having
neither cities nor forts, and carrying their dwellings
with them wherever they go; accustomed, moreover, one
and all of them, to shoot from horseback; and living not
by husbandry but on their cattle, their waggons the only
houses that they possess, how can they fail of being un-
conquerable, and unassailable even?

47. The nature of their country, and the rivers by
which it is intersected, greatly favour this mode of re-
sisting attacks. For the land is level, well-watered, and
abounding in pasture; while the rivers which traverse it
are almost equal in number to the canals of Egypt. Of

these I shall only mention the most famous and such
as are navigable to some distance from the sea. They are,
the Ister, which has five mouths; the Tyras, the Hypanis,
the Borysthenes, the Panticapes, the Hypacyris, the Ger-
rhus, and the Tanais. The courses of these streams I shall
now proceed to describe.

48. The Ister is of all the rivers with which we are
acquainted the mightiest. It never varies in height, but
continues at the same level summer and winter. Counting
from the west it is the first of the Scythian rivers, and the
reason of its being the greatest is, that it receives the
waters of several tributaries. Now the tributaries which
swell its flood are the following: first, on the side of
Scythia, these five—the stream called by the Scythians
Porata, and by the Greeks Pyretus, the Tiarantus, the
Ararus, the Naparis, and the Ordessus. The first-men-
tioned is a great stream, and is the easternmost of the
tributaries. The Tiarantus is of less volume, and more
to the west. The Ararus, Naparis, and Ordessus fall into
the Ister between these two. All the above-mentioned
are genuine Scythian rivers, and go to swell the current
of the Ister.

49. From the country of the Agathyrsi comes down
another river, the Maris, which empties itself into the
same; and from the heights of Haemus descend with a
northern course three large streams, the Atlas, the Auras,
and the Tibisis, and pour their waters into it. Thrace
gives it three tributaries, the Athrys, the Noes, and
the Artanes, which all pass through the country of the
Crobyzian Thracians. Another tributary is furnished by
Paeonia, namely the Scius; this river, rising near Mount
Rhodope, forces its way through the chain of Haemus,
and so reaches the Ister. From Illyria comes another
stream, the Angrus, which has a course from south to
north, and after watering the Triballian plain, falls into
the Brongus, which falls into the Ister. So the Ister is
augmented by these two streams, both considerable. Be-
sides all these, the Ister receives also the waters of the
Carpis and the Alpis, two rivers running in a northly
direction from the country above the Umbrians. For the
Ister flows through the whole extent of Europe, rising
in the country of the Celts!® (the most westerly of all
the nations of Europe, excepting the Cynetians), and

19 As Herodotus plunges deeper into the European continent,
his knowledge is less and less exact. He knows that the Danube
receives two great tributaries from the south in the upper part
of its course, but he conceives the rivers, of which he had heard
the Umbrians tell as running northwards from the Alps above
their country, to be identical with the great tributaries whereof
the dwellers on the middle Danube spoke. The length of the
Nile is 4,000 miles; of the Danube, 1,760 miles.



thence running across the continent till it reaches Scythia,
whereof it washes the flanks.

50. All these streams, then, and many others, add
their waters to swell the flood of the Ister, which thus
increased becomes the mightiest of rivers; for undoubt-
edly if we compare the stream of the Nile with the single
stream of the Ister, we must give the preference to the
Nile, of which no tributary river, nor even rivulet, aug-
ments the volume. The Ister remains at the same level
both summer and winter—owing to the following rea-
sons, as I believe. During the winter it runs at its natural
height, or a very little higher, because in those countries
there is scarcely any rain in winter, but constant snow.
When summer comes, this snow, which is of great depth,
begins to melt, and flows into the Ister, which is swelled
at that season, not only by this cause but also by the rains,
which are heavy and frequent at that part of the year.
Thus the various streams which go to form the Ister, are
higher in summer than in winter, and just so much
higher as the sun’s power and attraction are greater; so
that these two causes counteract each other, and the effect
is to produce a balance, whereby the Ister remains always
at the same level.

51. This, then, is one of the great Scythian rivers; the
next to it is the Tyras, which rises from a great lake
separating Scythia from the land of the Neuri, and runs
with a southerly course to the sea. Greeks dwell at the
mouth of the river, who are called Tyritae.

52. The third river is the Hypanis. This stream rises
within the limits of Scythia, and has its source in another
vast lake, around which wild white horses graze. The
lake is called, properly enough, the Mother of the Hy-
panis. The Hypanis, rising here, during the distance of
five days’ navigation is a shallow stream, and the water
sweet and pure; thence, however, to the sea, which is a
distance of four days, it is exceedingly bitter. This change
is caused by its receiving into it at that point a brook
the waters of which are so bitter that, although it is but
a tiny rivulet, it nevertheless taints the entire Hypanis,
which is a large stream among those of the second order.
The source of this bitter spring is on the borders of
the Scythian Husbandmen, where they adjoin upon the
Alazonians; and the place where it rises is called in the
Scythic tongue Exampaeus, which means in our language,
the Sacred Ways. The spring itself bears the same name.
The Tyras and the Hypanis approach each other in the
country of the Alazonians, but afterwards separate, and
leave a wide space between their streams.

53. The fourth of the Scythian rivers is the Borys-
thenes. Next to the Ister, it is the greatest of them all;
and, in my judgment, it is the most productive river, not

merely in Scythia, but in the whole world, excepting
only the Nile, with which no stream can possibly com-
pare. It has upon its banks the loveliest and most excel-
lent pasturages for cattle; it contains abundance of the
most delicious fish; its water is most pleasant to the taste;
its stream is limpid, while all the other rivers near it are
muddy; the richest harvests spring up along its course,
and where the ground is not sown, the heaviest crops of
grass; while salt forms in great plenty about its mouth
without human aid,?® and large fish are taken in it of the
sort called sturgeon, without any prickly bones, and good
for pickling. Nor are these the whole of its marvels. As
far inland as the place named Gerrhus, which is distant
forty days’ voyage from the sea,?! its course is known,
and its direction is from north to south; but above this no
one has traced it, so as to say through what countries it
flows. It enters the territory of the Scythian Husbandmen
after running for some time across a desert region, and
continues for ten days’ navigation to pass through the
land which they inhabit. It is the only river besides the
Nile the sources of which are unknown to me, as they
are also (I believe) to all the other Greeks. Not long
before it reaches the sea, the Borysthenes is joined by the
Hypanis, which pours its waters into the same lake. The
land that lies between them, a narrow point like the beak
of aship, is called Cape Hippolaus. Here is a temple dedi-
cated to Demeter, and opposite the temple upon the
Hypanis is the dwelling-place of the Borysthenites. But
enough has been said of these streams.

54. Next in succession comes the fifth river, called
the Panticapes, which has, like the Borysthenes, a course
from north to south, and rises from a lake. The space
between this river and the Borysthenes is occupied by the
Scythians who are engaged in husbandry. After watering
their country, the Panticapes flows through the Wood-
land, and empties itself into the Borysthenes.

55. The sixth stream is the Hypacyris, a river rising
from a lake, and running directly through the middle of
the Nomadic Scythians. It falls into the sea near the city
of Carcinitis, leaving the Woodland and the Race-course
of Achilles to the right.

56. The seventh river is the Gerrhus, which is a
branch thrown out by the Borysthenes at the point where
the course of that stream first begins to be known, the
region called by the same name as the stream itself,
Gerrhus. This river on its passage towards the sea divides

20 The salt of Kinburn is still of the greatest importance to
Russia.

21 The Dnieper is navigable for barges all the way from
Smolensk to its mouth, a distance of not less than 1,500 miles.
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the country of the Nomadic from that of the Royal
Scyths. It runs into the Hypacyris.

57. The eighth river is the Tanais,?? a stream which
has its source, far up the country, in a lake of vast size,
and which empties itself into another still larger lake, the
Palus Maeotis, whereby the country of the Royal Scy-
thians is divided from that of the Sauromatae. The
Tanais receives the waters of a tributary stream, called
the Hyrgis.

58. Such then are the rivers of chief note in Scythia.
The grass which the land produces is more apt to gen-
erate gall in the beasts that feed on it than any other grass
which is known to us, as plainly appears on the opening
of their carcases.

' 59. Thus abundantly are the Scythians pro-
vided with the most important necessaries. Their manners
and customs come now to be described. They worship only
the following gods, namely, Hestia, whom they reverence
beyond all the rest, Zeus and Earth, whom they consider
to be the wife of Zeus; and after these Apollo, Celestial
Aphrodite, Heracles, and Ares. These gods are wor-
shipped by the whole nation: the Royal Scythians offer
sacrifice likewise to Poseidon. In the Scythic tongue
Hestia is called Tabitz, Zeus (very properly, in my judg-
ment) Papaeus, Earth Apia, Apollo Oetosyrus, Celestial
Aphrodite Artimpasa, and Poseidon Thamimasadas.
They use no images, altars, or temples, except in the
worship of Ares; but in his worship they do use them.

60. The manner of their sacrifices is everywhere and
in every case the same; the victim stands with its two
fore-feet bound together by a cord, and the person who is
about to offer, taking his station behind the victim, gives
the rope a pull, and thereby throws the animal down; as
it falls he invokes the god to whom he is offering; after
which he puts a noose round the animal’s neck, and, in-
serting a small stick, twists it round, and so strangles
him. No fire is lighted, there is no consecration, and no
pouring out of drink-offerings; but directly that the beast
is strangled the sacrificer flays him, and then sets to work
to boil the flesh.

61. As Scythia, however, is utterly barren of firewood,
a plan has had to be contrived for boiling the flesh, which
is the following. After flaying the beasts, they take out
all the bones, and (if they possess such gear) put the
flesh into boilers made in the country, which are very like

22 The modern Don.

the cauldrons of the Lesbians, except that they are of a
much larger size; then, placing the bones of the animals
beneath the cauldron, they set them alight, and so boil
the meat. If they do not happen to possess a cauldron,
they make the animal’s paunch hold the flesh, and pour-
ing in at the same time a little water, lay the bones under
and light them. The bones burn beautifully, and the
paunch easily contains all the flesh when it is stripped
from the bones, so that by this plan the ox is made to boil
himself, and other victims also to do the like. When the
meat is all cooked, the sacrificer offers a portion of the
flesh and of the entrails, by casting it on the ground
before him. They sacrifice all sorts of cattle, but most
commonly horses.

62. Such are the victims offered to the other gods, and
such is the mode in which they are sacrificed; but the rites
paid to Ares are different. In every district, at the seat of
government, there stands a temple of this god, whereof
the following is a description. It is a pile of brushwood,
made of a vast quantity of faggots, in length and breadth
600 yards; in height somewhat less, having a square plat-
form upon the top, three sides of which are precipitous,
while the fourth slopes so that men may walk up it. Each
year 150 waggon-loads of brushwood are added to the
pile, which sinks continually by reason of the rains. An
antique iron sword is planted on the top of every such
mound, and serves as the image of Ares; yearly sacrifices
of cattle and of horses are made to it, and more victims
are offered thus than to all the rest of their gods. When
prisoners are taken in war, out of every hundred men they
sacrifice one, not however with same rites as the cattle,
but with different. Libations of wine are first poured
upon their heads, after which they are slaughtered over a
vessel; the vessel is then carried up to the top of the pile,
and the blood poured upon the scimitar. While this takes
place at the top of the mound, below, by the side of the
temple, the right hands and arms of the slaughtered
prisoners are cut off, and tossed on high into the air.
Then the other victims are slain, and those who have
offered the sacrifice depart, leaving the hands and arms
where they may chance to have fallen, and the bodies
also, separate.

63. Such are the observances of the Scythians with
respect to sacrifice. They never use swine for the purpose,
nor indeed is it their wont to breed them in any part of
their country.

64. In what concerns war, their customs are the fol-
lowing. The Scythian soldier drinks the blood of the first
man he overthrows in battle. Whatever number he slays,
he cuts off all their heads, and carries them to the king;
since he is thus entitled to a share of the booty, whereto



he forfeits all claim if he does not produce a head. In
order to strip the skull of its covering, he makes a cut
round the head above the ears, and, laying hold of the
scalp, shakes the skull out; then with the rib of an ox he
scrapes the scalp clean of flesh, and softening it by rub-
bing between the hands, uses it thenceforth as a napkin.
The Scyth is proud of these scalps, and hangs them from
his bridle-rein; the greater the number of such napkins
that a man can show, the more highly is he esteemed
among them. Many make themselves cloaks, like the
sheepskins of our peasants, by sewing a quantity of these
scalps together. Others flay the right arms of their dead
enemies, and make of the skin, which is stripped off with
the nails hanging to it, a covering for their quivers. Now
the skin of a man is thick and glossy, and would in white-
ness surpass almost all other hides. Some even flay the
entire body of their enemy, and, stretching it upon a
frame, carry it about with them wherever they ride. Such
are the Scythian customs with respect to scalps and skins.

65. The skulls of their enemies, not indeed of all, but
of those whom they most detest, they treat as follows.
Having sawn off the portion below the eyebrows, and
cleaned out the inside, they cover the outside with leather.
When a man is poor, this is all that he does; but if he is
rich, he also lines the inside with gold: in either case the
skull is used as a drinking cup. They do the same with
the skulls of their own kith and kin if they have been at
feud with them, and have vanquished them in the pres-
ence of the king. When strangers whom they deem of
any account come to visit them, these skulls are handed
round, and the host tells how that these were his rela-
tions who made war upon him, and how that he got the
better of them; all this being looked upon as proof of
bravery.

66. Once a year the governor of each district, at a set
place in his own province, mingles a bowl of wine, of
which all Scythians have a right to drink by whom foes
have been slain; while they who have slain no enemy are
not allowed to taste of the bowl, but sit aloof in disgrace.
No greater shame than this can happen to them. Such as
have slain a very large number of foes, have two cups
instead of one, and drink from both.

67. Scythia has an abundance of soothsayers, who
foretell the future by means of a number of willow
wands. A large bundle of these wands is brought and
laid on the ground. The soothsayer unties the bundle,
and places each wand by itself, at the same time uttering
his prophecy: then, while he is still speaking, he gathers
the rods together again, and makes them up once more
into a bundle. This mode of divination is of home growth
in Scythia. The Enarees, or womanlike men, have an-

other method, which they say Aphrodite taught them. It
is done with the inner bark of the linden-tree. They take
a piece of this bark, and, splitting it into three strips, keep
twining the strips about their fingers, and untwining
them, while they prophesy.

68. Whenever the Scythian king falls sick, he sends
for the three soothsayers of most renown at the time, who
come and make trial of their art in the mode above de-
scribed. Generally they say that the king is ill, because
such or such a person, mentioning his name, has sworn
falsely by the royal hearth. This is the usual oath among
the Scythians, when they wish to swear with very great
solemnity. Then the man accused of having forsworn
himself is arrested and brought before the king. The
soothsayers tell him that by their art it is clear he has
sworn a false oath by the royal hearth, and so caused the
illness of the king—he denies the charge, protests that
he has sworn no false oath, and loudly complains of the
wrong done to him. Upon this the king sends for six
new soothsayers, who try the matter by soothsaying. If
they too find the man guilty of the offence, straitway he
is beheaded by those who first accused him, and his goods
are parted among them: if, on the contrary, they acquit
him, other soothsayers, and again others, are sent for, to
try the case. Should the greater number decide in favour
of the man’s innocence, then they who first accused him
forfeit their lives.

69. The mode of their execution is the following: a
waggon is loaded with brushwood, and oxen are har-
nessed to it; the soothsayers, with their feet tied together,
their hands bound behind their backs, and their mouths
gagged, are thrust into the midst of the brushwood;
finally the wood is set alight, and the oxen, being startled,
are made to rush off with the waggon. It often happens
that the oxen and the soothsayers are both consumed
together, but sometimes the pole of the waggon is burnt
through, and the oxen escape with a scorching. Diviners
—lying diviners, they call them—are burnt in the way
described, for other causes besides the one here spoken
of. When the king puts one of them to death, he takes
care not to let any of his sons survive: all the male off-
spring are slain with the father, only the females being
allowed to live.

Cat. no. 76
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70. Oaths among the Scyths are accompanied with the
following ceremonies: a large earthen bowl is filled with
wine, and the parties to the oath, wounding themselves
slightly with a knife or an awl, drop some of their blood
into the wine; then they plunge into the mixture a scimi-
tar, some arrows, a battle-axe, and a javelin, all the while
repeating prayers; lastly the two contracting parties drink
each a draught from the bowl, as do also the chief men
among their followers.

71. The tombs of their kings are in the land of the
Gerrhi, who dwell at the point where the Borysthenes is
first navigable. Here, when the king dies, they dig a
grave, which is square in shape, and of great size. When
it is ready, they take the king’s corpse, and, having
opened the belly, and cleaned out the inside, fill the
cavity with a preparation of chopped cypress, frankin-
cense, parsley-seed, and anise-seed, after which they sew
up the opening, enclose the body in wax, and, placing it
on a waggon, carry it about through all the different
tribes. On this procession each tribe, when it receives the
corpse, imitates the example which is first set by the
Royal Scythians; every man chops off a piece of his ear,
crops his hair close, makes a cut all round his arm, lacer-
ates his forehead and his nose, and thrusts an arrow
through his left hand. Then they who have the care of
the corpse carry it with them to another of the tribes
which are under the Scythian rule, followed by those
whom they first visited. On completing the circuit of all
the tribes under their sway, they find themselves in the
country of the Gerrhi, who are the most remote of all,
and so they come to the tombs of the kings. There the
body of the dead king is laid in the grave prepared for
it, stretched upon a mattress; spears are fixed in the
ground on either side of the corpse, and beams stretched
across above it to form a roof, which is covered with a
thatching of twigs. In the open space around the body of
the king they bury one of his concubines, first killing her
by strangling, and also his cup-bearer, his cook, his
groom, his lackey, his messenger, some of his horses,
firstlings of all his other possessions, and some golden
cups; for they use neither silver nor brass. After this they
set to work, and raise a vast mound above the grave, all
of them vying with each other and seeking to make it as
tall as possible.

72. When a year is gone by, further ceremonies take
place. Fifty of the best of the late king’s attendants are
taken, all native Scythians—for, as bought slaves are un-
known in the countty, the Scythian kings choose any of
their subjects that they like, to wait on them—fifty of
these are taken and strangled, with fifty of the most beau-
tiful horses. When they are dead, their bowels are taken

out, and the cavity cleaned, filled full of chaff, and
straightway sewn up again. This done, a number of posts
are driven into the ground, in sets of two pairs each, and
on every pair half the felly of a wheel is placed archwise;
then strong stakes are run lengthways through the bodies
of the horses from tail to neck, and they are mounted
upon the fellies, so that the felly in front supports the
shoulders of the horse, while that behind sustains the
belly and quarters, the legs dangling in midair; each
horse is furnished with a bit and bridle, which latter is
stretched out in front of the horse, and fastened to a peg.
The fifty strangled youths are then mounted severally on
the fifty horses. To effect this, a second stake is passed
through their bodies along the course of the spine to the
neck; the lower end of which projects from the body,
and is fixed into a socket, made in the stake that runs
lengthwise down the horse. The fifty riders are thus
ranged in a circle round the tomb, and so left.

73. Such, then, is the mode in which the kings are
buried: as for the people, when any one dies, his nearest
of kin lay him upon a waggon and take him round to all
his friends in succession: each receives them in turn and
entertains them with a banquet, whereat the dead man
is served with a portion of all that is set before the others;
this is done for forty days, at the end of which time the
burial takes place. After the burial, those engaged in it
have to purify themselves, which they do in the follow-
ing way. First they well soap and wash their heads; then,
in order to cleanse their bodies, they act as follows: they
make a booth by fixing in the ground three sticks inclined
towards one another, and stretching around them wool-
len felts, which they arrange so as to fit as close as pos-
sible: inside the booth a dish is placed upon the ground,
into which they put a number of red-hot stones, and then
add some hemp-seed.

74. Hemp grows in Scythia: it is very like flax; only
that it is a much coarser and taller plant: some grows
wild about the country, some is produced by cultivation:
the Thracians make garments of it which closely resemble
linen; so much so, indeed, that if a person has never seen
hemp he is sure to think they are linen, and if he has,
unless he is very experienced in such matters, he will not
know of which material they are.

75. The Scythians, as I said, take some of this hemp-
seed, and, creeping under the felt coverings, throw it
upon the red-hot stones; immediately it smokes, and gives
out such a vapour as no Grecian vapour-bath can exceed;
the Scyths, delighted, shout for joy, and this vapour
serves them instead of a waterbath;?? for they never by
any chance wash their bodies with water. Their women
make a mixture of cypress, cedar, and frankincense wood,



