ONCE AGAIN “THE SCYTHIAN” MYTH OF ORIGINS
(HERODOTUS 4.5-10)

Bruce Lincoln

I

In the Coen brothers’ 2013 film Inside Llewyn Davisthe title character offers a definition of

the music he loves andays: “If it never was newand it never gets old, then it’s folk.” One

could make similar claims regarding myth, another genre that admits no originals, no singular
masterworks produced by a solitary genius, no authentic or definitive versions, just
recirculation through countless anonymous iterations. Like folk songs, myths represent
themselves as eternal wisdom and the very voice of a people.

Suchviews, which derive from Herder’s theories of thé/olk and German romanticism
more broadly, remain as attractive as they are misleading. Most importantly, while mythic
narrators may remain nameless, this does not make their products authorless, trans-temporal,
or collective. Rather, it occludehe author’s identity, agency, position within the social
whole, and situation of interest, as well as the ritual (or other) context in which a given variant
was performed, all of which makes it easy to mispercéiue variant as “the myth’’ its
narrator as “the people,” and the specific interests that narrator advanced through that
performance on that occasies“the people’s abidingvalues.”

Accordingly, critical scholarship on myth begins by declining the seductions of
romanticism, insisting on the particularities of each variant, seeking to identify as best as
possible the unnamed narrators, and attempting to understand the way the details of a given
variant not only correlate with, but actively advance the interests of the narrator and that
fraction of society s/he represents.

[l

Herodotus provides us with a convenient example of how such inquiry might proeceed

what it can offer- In his summary of the Scythian myth of creation, which he presents in two
variants. One of these has received considerable scholarly attention over many decades,
while the other has more recently become an object of intefigse. important task, however,

is to consider them in relation to each other, exploring their commonalities, differences, and
the implications of the latter. The first text reads as follows.

The Scythians say they are the youngest of all peoples and this is how it
came to be so. A first man was born in this country, which was
(previously) uninhabited. His name was Targitaos. The parents of this
Targitaos, they say saying things that aren’t credible to me — were Zeus

and the daughter of the river Borysthenes. This was the lineage from

! Important discussions include Christensen 1383 vol. 1: 13743; Benveniste 1938; Brandenstein 1953
Dumézil 1962 and 1978, 169-203; Cornillot 1981; Ivantchik 1999; Loma Xdrbara 2011.

2 |vantchik 2001; Visintin 1997 and 2000; Ustinov2005 Other variants of the myth are found in Valerius
Flaccus 6.48-59, Diodorus Siculus 2.43, and the Tabula Alb&n&lY 1293 A 93-96).
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which Targitaos was born and of him were born three sons: Lipoxais,
Arpoxais, and Kolaxais, the youngest. In the time of their reign, golden
products fell from the sky: a plow and also a yoke, a battle ax, ahid/a

fell to Scythia. Seeing these first, the oldest went close, planning to take
them, but as he approached, the gold burst into flame. When he had
departed, the second son approached the gold, and it flared up again. And
when the flaming gold had repelled them, the fire was extinguished at the
approach of the third and youngest son, and he carried it off as his own.
The older brothers then accepted that the whole kingship be handed over
to the youngest. From Lipoxais was born the tribe of those Scythians who
call themselves Auchatai, from Arpoxais, the middle brother, were born
those who call themselves Katiaroi and Traspies, and from the youngest,
who was king of them, those who call themselves Paralatai. The name of
them all together is Skolotai, taken eponymously from the king. The
Greeks call them Skythdi.

Although Herodotus recounts the story in Greek, most of its characters bear Scythian names
with good Iranian etymologies. This includes the first man Targitaos (< Old Iradé&ga-

tavah; “he whose strength is lorigsting”),* the river deity Borysthenes (< Old Iranian
*yaru-stand-, “wide-standing”),” and the three brothers Lipoxais, Arpoxais, and Kolaxais,
whose names all end in the elemerdis (< Old Iranian %saia, “ruling”).? Finally, there is

% Herodotus 4.5-6 (ed. Medagli&pc 5 Zx00o Aéyovot, vedtotov Gmdvioy E0vémy elval 10 6eETEPOV, TODTO B8
Tapy1Tdov ToVTOL TOVE TOKEAC AEYOUst sivat, Epol pév od moTd Aéyovtsg, Aéyovot 8’ v, Ala te kai Bopvodiveog
10D motapod Buyatépa. yéveog PEV TotovToL M Tvog YevésBat tov Tapyttdov, tovtov 88 yevésBot moidag Tpeic,
Amo&aiv kol Apro&aiv kai vedtotov Kold&aiv. £mi tovtav dapydviov €k 100 obpavoDd @epoOpevV XpOGEN
mompata, Gpotpov te kal Quyov kol clyaptv Kol QraAny, mecelv £¢ v Zkvbikniv, Kol tov ido6vta TpdToV TOV
TpecPuTATOV AGGOV 1Evol Povddpsvov ot AaPelv, TOV 88 ypucdv émovioc kaiscBor. dmadloyfévroc 8¢
TOVTOV, TPOGIEVOL TOV SEVTEPOV, Kol TOV oDTIC TODTY TOEEY. TOUG UEV 81) Kaudpevov OV xpucdv dndcocdol,
pito 6¢ 1@ vewtdt® EmeABOVTL Kotaotijvol, kKol pv €kelvov kopiocor & £ovtod” Kol ToLG TPesPuTéPOvg
G0EAPEOVG TTPOG TADTA GLYYVOVTOG TNV PociAninv wdcav mapadodvor T@ VEOTAT®. Amd pev on Awmo&diog
yeyovéval TovToug TdV Zkvémv, ot Avydtotl yévog Kodéovtat, amo 8¢ 1o péoov Apno&iog ol Katiapoi te kol
Tpéomeg karéovial, amd 8¢ Tod vemthratov avtdv tod Puciiéoc, ol kodéovrar apardtar coumact 88 givar
obvoua Tkordtovg, tev Pactiéog énmvopinv, Tkvbag 8¢ "Elnvec avoupacav. All translations in this article,
unless otherwise stated, are by the author.

* Mayrhofer2006,17, following Schmit2003 24 and n. 91. See also Humbach and Faiss 2022, 1

®> Mayrhofer2006 11, following Thordarsson 1986), 50Racetheir reconstruction, the original gender of the
name would have been feminine, as recognized by Humbach and2BaB<s2. Greek authors treated it as
masculine, however, associating the second element of the compotn@reéksthenosbodily strength,” as

in familiar names likéddemasthenés.

® Mayrhofer 2006 10-11; Schmitt 2003, 2; Humbach and FaR@®12,2. Cf. Old Persiansayatiya, “king,”
Avestan xsayant- “ruling” (singular nominativexsaygs). Numerous authors have attempted to establish
etymologies for the names of the three brothers that would permit theenunderstood as a coherent set, but
there is little agreement on the details, as shown in the table below (continued ext thaege).

Lipo-xais Arpo-xais Kola-xais ‘
Christensen 1918 King of theRpa “King of theSkolotar’
Brandenstein 1953 “He who leads the “He who leads the “He who leads thpiniores’
seniore3 middle ageelass”
Dumézil 1978 “Chief of the young mer “Chief of (agricultural)  “Chief of the lineage”
belonging to a work”
Ménnerbund”
Cornillot 1981 “He who bears the ax” “He who bears the “He who bears the crown
yoke” (skuda)”
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the name of the royal line (or tribe) founded by Kolaxais: Paralatai (< Old Irapema-*
dhata, “first-established” or “set in front”).”

The narrative itself unfolds in three episodes, each of which involves cosmological
constructs well attested in Iranian cosmogonies. The first involves the sexual union of Zeus
and a daughter of the Borysthenes, elsewharen the Scythian name Api (“the watery”).

Like the originary coupling of Ahura Mazda (= sky) and Armaiti (= earth) in Zoroastrian
myth,® this is a conjunction of opposite principlesbove and below, male and female, warm

and moist- that produced the first human. In the second act of the drama, the unity embodied
in Targitaos is subjected to fragmentation along multiple lines, including kinship (his three
sons), class (the fiery golden objects, each associated with a different occupation and social
stratum), ethnicity and territory (the fogenoithat descend from his sort8)The story then
reaches closure by establishing kingship as the solution to the problem of fragmentation,
insofar as the king encompasses and reintegrates all elements of the primordial whole. Thus,
Kolaxais gains possession of all fourldgm objects, which constitute “the whole kingship”

(ten basileien pasan), his elder brothers having been proven less worthy by the ordeal of the
fiery gold!* Accordingly, thegenoithese brothers were established in subordinate positions,
as servantsdpuloi) of the line of kings descended from KolaxafsFor their part, subsequent

kings maintained the gold objects as the sigand legitimating source of their power and

status, which they ritually renewed each y&ar.

The fact that the story of creation culminates in the establishment of kingship reveals the
identity of those who were the narrative’s prime beneficiaries and the likeliest agents
responsible for its production, reproduction, and circulation, just as the cosmogonic account
produced by the Achaemenianibes climaxes in the Wise Lord’s elevation of Darius (or one
of his successors) to the Persian imperial thfér@iven this, Herodotus is incorrect to
describe this as the story “the Scythans tell regarding themselves.”*> More precisely, it is the

Ivantchik 1999 “King of the (mythic) “King of the (watery) “Sun King” or “Heavenly
mountain” abyss” King”

Loma 2011 “Ruler of the peninsula”  “Small king” “Ruler over all, i.e. Great
king”

" Mayrhofer 2006, 15; Humbach and Faiss 2012, 3. Cf. YouAgestanPara-data, the standard epithet of the
primordial king Hao$yanha, also attested in the Elamite of the Persepolis Fortification Tablé®s-ees-da-da
andPar-da-ad-da.

8 Herodotus 4.59. On the name (cognate to Avegariwater”), see Mayrhofer 2012, 9; Humbach and Faiss
2012,9.

® Regarding the Zoroastrian comparandum, see Skjeervg 2002. AlthomngtitiAvas identified with earth, this
also included the terrestrial waters. Scythian Api seems to have the same asspeaist@éidenced by the fact
that Herodotus identified her witke (4.59).

10 5ee further Lincolr2012. Molé 1952 is also relevant.

M Ordeals by fire are attested in the earliest Avestan texts, as is the assodifit®with the cardinal virtue of
truth, as at Yasna 31.19, 32.7 and 51.9. The heavenly §ole Geythian myth ought is also comparable to
Avestanx‘aranah (a term with Old Persian, Median, and Scythian cognates), the radiantsnihai identifies
and bestows good fortune on legitimate kings, on which see G38&- vol. 9, 312319 and the large literature
cited therein.

12 Regarding the relation of Scythian kings to their non-royal countryrderodotus reports the following
(4.20): “Across the Gerrhos are the ones called royal, the best and most numerous of the Scythians, who consider

all other Scythians to be their slaves.” mépny 8¢ 100 ['éppov tadta o1 10 Koredueva PactAfid éott kol Tkvbat ol
&ipioTol Te Kai TAgioTol Kai Tovg dALovg vopilovieg Zih0ag SouAovg GEETEPOLE Elval.

¥ Kolaxais’s possession of “the whole kingship” is specified at Herodotus 4.5, his founding of the royal lineage
at 4.6, and the kings continued possession of the gold at®.3s ypvcov todtov OV ipov PLAdccoLGL Ol
Booiréeg &g Ta poloTa, kot Buoinot peydAnot ihackopevol PeTEpYOVTOL AV iV £T0G.

14 Most extensively on the Achaemenian cosmogony, see Herrensd@vittind Lincoln 2014.

15 Herodotus 4.8Zx0001 piv hde Hrep opéwv Te adTAV ... Aéyovot.
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story Scythian kings and their apologists liked to tell to their countrymen, as it established the
divine origins of kirgship and the right of Kolaxais’s descendants to rule. Presumably, the

story was attractive to non-royal Scythians for the way it legitimized and stabilized their
central political institution and an intriguing detail also contributed to its appeal. Thus, in
thematizing the superiority of the youngesedaron) brother, the myth imputed similar
preeminence to the Scythianshovregarded themselves as “youngest of all peoples”
(nedtaton panton ethnean) and thus, by implication, superior to Greeks and otffers.

This claim of preeminence was countered by a minor revision to the story effected, in all
probability, by Greek colonists on the Black Sea, who had close relations with Scythians and
sened as Herodotus’s informants-’ This is the name given the god at the head of the mythic
genealogy, whonthe Scythians knew as Papaios (“Daddy”),"® but who bears the name “Zeus”
in the Herodotean text (Figure One). Although this might represent nothing more than the
normal workings ofnterpretatio Graecathe revision invited Herodotus’s readers to view the
Scythians as patrilineal descendants of the Greek god and thus half-Greek in theif%origins.

A ®

Zeus Borysthenes’ Daughter
(= Scythian Papaios) (= Scythian Api)
L A I
I
Targitaos
L 1
Arpoxais Lipoxais Kolaxais

Figure One Mythic genealogy presented in the first version of the Scythian origin myth
(Herodotus 4.56). The white triangle indicates the son who won the four heavenly objects
constitutive of kingship.

18 Herodotus 4.5Qc¢ 8¢ Zk00ar A£youot ve@TaToV TAVIOVY £0vEMV Elvatl TO GETEPOV.

" The sole informant Herodotus cites by name is Tymnes, the degpenvard, or viceroyepitropo3 of the
Scythian King Ariapeithes (4.76; further on Ariapeithes, 4. T8bate continues about whether Herodotus
visited the Black Sea, as he claims, but most who find this credible aledumnit is unlikely he got far beyond
Olbia, although a trip to Exampaios is mentioned at 4.52 and 81. Tsieskeptical view remains Armayor
1978 More sympathetic and nuanced is the discussion of Stephanie 908s2204; 20070n Greek-Scythian
relations in the region, see the essays brought togetBeaimd and Kryzhitskiy (eds.) 2007 aimBraund (ed.)
2005.

18 Herodotus 4.59Z¢bc 8¢ dpOoTaTa KoTd Yvédunv ye T uiv kokedpevoc Hamaiog. For the etymology of this
Lallwort, see Mayrhofer 2006, 15; Humbach and Faiss 2012, 6. Note thed Mazdi is also designated the
divine father in Zoroastrian mythology, as at Yasna 31.8, 44.3, 4514l 7aP.

¥ The point is emphatically restated in a speech put in the mouth of thga®dsing. Responding proudly to
Darius’s call that he submit, Idantisos is reported to have said “I acknowledge only Zeusny ancestorand
Hestia, Queenfathe Scythians, as my masters.” Herodotus 4.127 (emphasis adde@dgnotog 6¢ Epovg £ym Ala

1€ vopilm 0V éuov mpdyovov kai Totinv v Zxvdémv Basilewav povvoug eivor.
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[l

The second version involves a much more thorough reworking of Scythian materials by the
Olbian Greeks to better advance their inter&stdere, the union of heaven and earth
disappears, as does the primordial unity represented by Targitaos. When the story begins,
humanity has already come into existence, as have divisions of gender, geography, status and
ethnicity.

Driving the cattle of Geryon, Herakles arrived at this land, which was
desolate, but which the Scythians now inhablaving arrived there, he
pulled the lion-skin over himself to fall fast asleep, for he was overtaken
by winter and frost. At this time, his horses, which had been grazing under
the chariot, disappeared by divine fortune. When Herakles awoke, he
searched for the horses, roaming over all of the country. Finally, he
arrived at the land called Hylaia and in a cave there, he found a certain
half-maiden, a biform viper who was a woman above her buttocks and a
serpent below. Seeing and marveling at her, he asked if she had seen his
horses wandering about. She said that she had them herself and would not
give them up to him until she had slept with him. Herakles slept with her
for this reward. She delayed restitution of the horses, planning thus to be
together with Herakles for a long time, since he would wish to depart once
he obtained them.

At last, having given them back, shéds“These horses came here and |
kept them for you, and you have furnished me with a reward, for | have
three sons from you. Tell me what is right to do with them when they have
grown big. Should | settle them here (for | myself hold power over this
country) or should I send them to you?” They say he responded this:

“When you see the boys grown to men, if you do these things, you will not
err. Whichever one of them you see stringing this bow and girding himself
in this way with this beltzpst#ré), make that one the inhabitant of this land.
Whoever of them leaves these things that | command undone, send him
away from this land. Having done these things, you will make yourself
happy and you will @omplish the things I ordered.” Then, having drawn

one of his bows (for until then, Herakles carried two), he presented to her
that bow and a belt that had a gplialé at the top of its clasp, and having
given them, he departed.

And when the sons born to her had grown to be men, she assigned names to them: Agathyrsos
to the first of them, Gelonos to the next one, and Skythes to the youngest. And remembering
Herakles’s instructions, she did the things he had ordered. Two of her children, Agathyrsos
and Gelonos, not having become capable of the task set before them, were cast out by their
mother to dwell apart from their country. Having accomplished it, Skythes, the youngest of
them, settled down in the country. This alone his mother contrived for Skythes. These things
are told by the Greeks dwelling in Pontds.

% Herodotus begins and ends his presentation of the éeadant by attributing it to “the Greeks dwelling on
the Black Sea” (4.10:tadta 8¢ ‘EAMvov ot tov [16vtov oikéoveg Aéyovot; cf. 4.8).

2 Herodotus 4.8-10Hpoxiéa €havvovta T «Impodvao Podcy Gmikéodar &¢ yijv tadtny Soboav Epruny,
fiviva vov Zxv0ot vépovtat ... €vBedtev tov Hpaxiéa mg dmikécBat ¢ TV vov L0V ydpNv KOAEOUEVTV
(koTaAaBelv yop aOTOV YEUDVO TE KOl KPUULOV), EXEPVCAUEVOV THV AEOVTRV KATLIVADGAL, TG 6¢ ol ITmovg Tag
OO Tod GPUOTOG VEROUEVOS €V TOVTE T® YPOve apavicOijvar Bein toyn. ¢ o0& €yepbijvan tov Hpaxdéa,
ditnoBar, mavta o€ Thig ydpns Ene&elBovia téhog dmkéchan £ v YAainv kakeopévny yijv: €vBadta 6& adTOV
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Set in Hylaia (“Woodland”),?? the story begins with two people who have markedly
different relations to that territory: Herakles, a Greek who enters from outside, and a woman
identified as an autochthon by the serpentine lower members that connect her to the soil and
her dwelling inside the earffi.An ambiguous creaturei{xoparthenon... ekhidnan diphuea),
simultaneously human and bestial, high-ranking and base, monstrous and seductive, she is the
model of the Scythian “native.” Initially, her situation is characterized by isolation,
deprivation, and lack. Although she rules over the land, her realm is egapty (erémén),
wintry, without other inhabitants, assets, or marks of civilization. The arrival of Herakles
changes thingshowever. As a “stranger-king” of the sort described by Marshall Sahlins, he
embodies the power of alterity and the radical alterity of p&fveinion with him provides
the means to transform the pre-civilized status of Scythia into something more like the world
of the Greeks to introduce the potent, but morally ambiguous institution of kingship. To
accomplish that end, the serpent-woman makes use of her thievish and feminine wiles,
stealing Herakles horses and refusing to return them until the hero shares her bed.

As a result, she bears three sons and before the hero departs, she seeks to define her
children’s identity. “Tell me what is right to do with them whelney have grown big?” she
asks, “Should | settle them here or send them to §GUR/hich is to say: Are they mine or
yours? Scythian or Greek? By way of answer, Herakles gave her three novel instruments of
culture— a bow, a belt, and phiale — and told her to use them as a test. When the boys
reached adulthood, he explained, the one able to string this bow and to gird himself with the

gOpelv &v dvpm wEomdpBevov Tvd Epdvay Sipuéa, Thc T8 pEv Gve 4md TOY YAOLTAY elvon yovarkoc, To 88
gvepbe Bprog. 106vTa 6¢ Kol Bovpdcavia Ensypécbar v, €l Kov idot mtmovg Thavopévag v 08 eavol vty
Exew Kol oVK Amoddoey Eketve mpiv ol pydijvar, tov 0& Hpokiéa pydivor €mi 1@ webd todtm. keivny 1€ om
vrepPdArector v anddoowy TV immwv, PovAopévny @g mAgiotov ypodvov cvveival @ Hparhél, kai tov
Kopodpevov €0éhey amoildocector TEAOG O& AmodId0DCAV ATV EMEV" «ITMOVg HEV 01 TAHTOG AMIKOUEVOG
€vBade Ecmad Tol &ym, oMOTPa 0¢ GV TAPESKEG €YD Yap €K oed maidag Tpelg £xm. TOVTOVG, EMEAV YEVOVTOL
PoOPleg, 6 TL yp1 Toéey, E&nyéo oV, eite avTod Katowilm (ympng yop THode &® TO KpdTog avtr) eite
ATOTEUT® TTOPA GEM. TNV PEV 01 TaDTA EMEPMTAV, TOV 08 AEYOVOL TPOG TADTA EINEIV: «Emedv AvdpmBivtag idnat
Tov¢ moidag, T4de moledoa ovK &v AHOPTAVOLS TOV PV v Opdc odTdv T6de TO T6E0v Mde Srotevousvoy Kol T
Cootiipt T®de katd tade {@vvopevov, TodToV LEV THodE TG YdpNG oiknTopa moed” Og &’ av ToLvTéE®V TMV
Epyav, TOV &viéAlopat, Asinnrtal, Ekmepme €K TG ¥dpne. kol tadta mwoledoa avtn TE VQPAVENL KOl TO
EVTETAALEVQ TTOMOELG». TOV eV O gipvoavta TV TOEmv 10 £tepov (dV0 yap on eopéely Témg Hpaxiéa) kai TOv
{owotiipo wpodei&avto mapadodvar 10 T0Eov 1€ kal Tov (woTtiipa Egovta €n’ &kpng TG GLUPOARG PLAANV
YXPVOENY, d0vTa O¢ dmardldooeaboal, TV O¢, EnEl ol YevopuEvoug Tovg Taidag avopwbijval, ToUto pHEV 6ol ovvouaTa
0éc0at, T® pev Ayabvpoov avtdv, 1@ 0¢ Emopéve I'edmvov, Tkodnv 8¢ @ vemtdrty, ToUT0 08 TG EMIGTOATG
HELVNUEVIV aDTHV TTotfjo0t TO EVTETOAUEVA. KOl 1) dV0 eV ol TV maidwv, Tov T Ayabvpcov kal tov ['edwviv,
oUK ofovg te yevopévoug E&kéctat mpog TOv Tpokeipevov debiov ofyecOat ék TG ydpng EkPAnBEvTag Hito Tilg
yewapévng, Tov 8¢ vemtatov avt®v XkOONV émtedécavta kotapeivol €v T ¥of. Kol and pev Zkvdem tod
‘HpoxAéog yevésBar tovg aiel Baciiéas yvopévoug Zkvbémv, and 3¢ ThHe euaAng &t kai &g t0de PLiAg €K TMV
{oompav gopéely Zk0Bag O O podvov unyavicactaot v untépa Zkvon. tavto 8¢ EAMvev oi tov I1ovtov
oikéovteg Aéyouot.

2 While discussing Scythian resistance to foreign customs (4.76), dtesodreats Hylaia as a territory
geographically internal to Scythia, but exposed to the risk of Greek noBuerhus, when Anacharsis was
making his way through the Hellespont, he stopped at the Greek city oli€yzicere he promised the Mother
of the Gods that if she granted him a safe return to Scythia, he estalblish her worship there. Upon entering
Hylaia, he began performing her rites, hidden in the forest. There,veowee was observed by the native
Scythian residents and subsequently slain by their king.

% As discussed by Visintin 1997 and 2000 and UstirD@6.

%4 Sahlins1985 73-103; 2008; 2011. Greek authors commonly cast Herakles in thistheleby redefining
other peoples as subordinate and somewhat lesser versions of themseiees, fast recognized by Elias J.
Bickerman1952.

% Herodotus 4.9to0toug, £medv yévovtal IpOQIES, & TL xpT) TOLELY, EEnyéo ob, site oMTod KaTowkilm (ydpng yap
tijode &xm 10 Kpdrtog avtn) eite dnonéunw mapd cE.
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http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dh%5C&la=greek&can=dh%5C0&prior=te
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belt should remain in place and assume royal power {&!9dte, however, that the Greek
visitor claimed none of these youths as his own. The ablest the one most Heraklean in
his physical and cultural capacitiesvas to inherit Scythia. His less able brothers. those
who received &esser portion of their father’s gifts— were to be sent, not to their father, but in
the opposite direction. Thus, the first-born son, Agathyrsos emigrated to the northwest and
founded the people known as Agathyrsoi, whom Herodotus elsewhere describes as living a
dissolute, unmanly existenéeSimilarly, Gelonos moved to the northeast, where his people
lead a sedentary, non-heroic and non-nomadic life, working the soil, tending gardens, eating
bread, and speaking a language half Greek and half Sc{thian.

Bringing Herakles into the story thus serves to construe the sevpsnii’s offspring as
Greek in their descent, but only partially so. That Skythes was more Greek than his brothers is
suggested in four different ways. First, it was the physical excellence he inherited from his
father that let him win the kingship. Second, he obtained implements of Greek culture (bow,
belt, phiale) that his brothers were denied. Third, as an adult he dwelt closer to the Greeks,
while his brothers were exiled far to the north. Finally, he established a more virile cultural
style for his people than did his brothers, whose mores would strike a Greek audience as
deriving from their Asian mother (Figure Two).

/\ ®

Herakles Scythian Queen
(itinerant Greek hero) mixoparthenos, ekhidnan diphyea

A A A

Agathyrsos Gelonos Skythes
(goes northwest) (goes northeast) (remains Scythian)

Figure Two: Mythic genealogy presented in the second version of the Scythian origin myth
(Herodotus 4.810). White indicates Greek identity; Scythian, black; and grays depict
intermediate mixes of Greek and Scythian. The most Greek (= least gray) of the three sons
wins the Scythian kingship.

% Herodotus never names Skythes as king, but at 4.6 he does atateeBkythaitake their name from their
first king, with implicit reference to Skythesiunact 8¢ givan oBvopa Zxordtovg, 18V BociAéog Enwvopuiny,
Yx00ag 8¢ "EAAnveg mvopacav). Diodorus Siculus 2.43.3 also makes Skythes the eponymauskifig of the
Skythian people, born of Zeus and an earth-born snake-woman. lésidchew Skythes as primordial ancestor
of the Scythians, although he makes no mention of kingship antifielehim as Zeus, rather than Herakles
son. Fragment 150 (Merkelbach-West), linesl&5X«k000g inmopoiyovs. / ZxvOng pev yéved’ viog vmepuevéog
Kpoviovog.

2" Herodotus 4.48-49 and 4.102 establish the locus of the Agathytssifirst text places them second in the
sequence of Scythia’s northern neighbors, who are listed from west to east; the dquus them at the
headwaters of the Ister (Danube), westernmost of the rivers thatifimwScythian territory. At 4.104, he says
of them: “The Agathyrsoi are the most luxurious of men, particularly giverwearing gold. They have
promiscuous sexual relations with women... and in other customs, they resemble the Tdeians.” AyaBvpcot 8¢
appotatotl avopdv gict Kol xpuGoEOPOL TO PAAOTA, ENIKOVOV 0€ TMV YuvoIK®Y TNV PIEWY TotedvTat... T 8¢ GAAa
vopato @p1i&L TpocKeypHKAGL.

% Herodotus 4.102 places the Gelonoi sixth ofieig the list of the Scythians® northern neighbors, just beéor
the Boudinoi and Sauromatai. Thawmoiare described at 4.108-86i yap ot ['ehwvoi 10 dpyoiov "EAnveg ...

Kol YAdoot] ta pev Zkvhiki, 1o 8 EAAvikty ypéovton ... ['ehovoi 6¢ yijg 1€ Epydrot Kai orto@dyol Kol KImovg
EKTNUEVOL.
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Understanding Skythes as largely, but not fully Greek helps one recognize the cultural goods
he received as an incomplete set. Thus, the bow, belt, and horses Herakles introduced to
Scythian terrain are construed as the Greek gifts that gave Scythian troops their powers of
offense, defense, and mobilit{erakles’s club, however, goes unmentioned, implicitly
explaining why the Scythians, unlike the Greeks, preferred to avoid close combat. In contrast,
the first version of the myth gave Scythians a battlesagdrig as their distinctive offensive
weapon, an object derived not from the Greeks, but from heaverfitself.

The Greek adaptation of the Scythian origin myth thus retains a plot in which the youngest
of three brothers becomes first king of his people. At the sameeit drops the first version’s
cosmological concerns (divine origins, conjunction of opposites, fragmentation, reunification
through kingship), erases most of the Iranian terminot8@nd reworks the genealogy to
introduce an ethnogonic, rather than sociogonic line of analysis. Toward that end, it sonstrue
the Scythians as largely, but not entirely Greek in their origins and ethnic identity, while
characterizing certain traits as defects peculiar to non-Greeks (e.g. the luxury and promiscuity
of the Agathyrsoi, the agrarian passivity of the Gelonoi, Scythian avoidance of close combat
and their thefts of livestock), all of which the barbarians in question inherit from their
primordial, autochthonous mother.

v

To propagate this version, presumably in competition with the other, the craftsmen of Olbia
and other Greek outposts on the Black Sea produced splendid artistic renditions of the story
for distribution as trade goods to their Scythian neighbors. Surviving examples include
representation of the serpent woman from Tsymbalova Moguila (Figure Three), the vase from
Voronezh that seems to show Herakles bestowing his bow on Skythes (Figure Four), or the
one from Kul Oba, which, as D.S. Raevskij first recognized, juxtaposes a scene of Skythes
stringing that bow (Figure Five) with pictures of his two brothers receiving medical attention
for the kind of wounds typically suffered from the recoil of an unsuccessful attemptggigu

Six and SevenY*

* Herodotus mentions aagaris four times only, always as the weapon of Scythians (4.8, 4®B4) or
Massagetes (1.215).

% The nameSkytl#s is the sole exception and that is revealing in its details. Ultimately, the naewévisddrom
Iranian *Skwa or *Skoda. Given normal phonologic developments, this becaBkofoin Scythian (attested in
the royal nameskylées and the ethnonyrkolo-ta), but Skythées in Greek renditions of the Scythian name. See
further Cornillot198% Loma 201184-85.

31 Raevskij1977 30-36; 1982-83; 1993,48-54. Raevskij’s interpretation has been widely accepted. See, inter
alia, Schiltz 1994170-178 and Ivantchi001,208-209.
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Figure Three: Scythian horse frontlet in gold from the Tsimbalka kurgan near the Dnepr (4th
century BCE), depicting the serpent-woman. Greek manufacture for Scythian trade.
Photograph © The State Hermitage Museum. Photo by Vladimir Terebenin, Leonard
Kheifets, Yuri Molodkovets. Image courtesy of The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg
(Collection #Dn 1868, 1/8).
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Figure Four: Silver vessel from Tchastje Kurgan #3 (near Vo#pheh century BCE)

showing an older warrior bestowing a bow on an unbearded youth. The figures quite probably
represent Herakles and Skythes. Greek manufacture for Scythian trade. Photograph © The
State Hermitage Museum. Photo by Vladimir Terebenin, Leonard Kheifets, Yuri

Molodkovets. Image courtesy of The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg (Collection
#Do 1911).
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Figure Five: Vase from the Kul-Oba kurgan in the Crimea (4th century BCE). Skythes
stringing the bow. Greek manufacture in electrum for Scythian trade. Photograph © The State
Hermitage Museum. Photo by Vladimir Terebenin, Leonard Kheifets, Yuri Molodkovets.
Image courtesy of The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg (Collection #KO 11-3).
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Figure Six: Agathyrsos (?) treated for a thdroken by the bow’s recoil. Greek manufacture
in electrum for Scythian trade. Photograph © The State Hermitage Museum. Photo by

Vladimir Terebenin, Leonard Kheifets, Yuri Molodkovets. Image courtesy of The State

Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg (Collection #KO 11-2).
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Figure Seven Gelonos (?) treated forlag wound inflicted by the bow’s recoil. Greek
manufacture in electrum for Scythian trade. Collection of the Hermitage (KO 11-1).

Vv

What we have been able to establish is that neither of the two variants Herodotus preserved is
rightly regarded as a “Scythian” myth, if that term designates a story of, by, and about the
people as a whole. Rather, as we hsxm, the first variant does not originate with “the
Scythians,” but with Scythian kings and their apologists, who disseminated it to the Scythian
population more broadly. At some point it came to the attention of Greek colonists at Olbia
and elsewhere on the Black Sea, who retouched it lightly and transmitted it to Herodotus, who
retold the story once more. Prior to revision, it asserted the superiority of the royal line to all
other Scythians and the corresponding superiority of Scythians to all other peoples. Revision
rendered the latter half of this argument slightly more problematic by raising the question of
whether the Scythians really were Greeks.

The second variant represents a more thorough appropriation and transformation of the
narrative, which was reworked by Greek colonists in ways that assert a) the superiority of
Greeks to Scythians, b) the dependence of Scythia on Greece for whatever civilizing arts it
has come to possess, and c) the superiority of the most hellenized Scythians to their more
barbarous northern neighbors.
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14 Lincoln, Once Again “the Scythian” Myth of Origins

Beyond the intrinsic interest of these materials lies a broader point of theory and method.
Here, as elsewhere, rescuing a variant from its posture of anonymity by identifying those who
told the storyin precisely this waynd the audience they hoped to influence thereby, is the
crucial step in discovering what it was all about. Doing this permits one to recognize that
details distinctive to individual variants represent the instruments through which rival
narrators jockeyed for position, as they attempted to turn the story into a brief for the
superiority of the groups they represented.

Works Cited

Armayor, O. Kimball.“Did Herodotus Ever Go to the Black Sea?” Harvard Studies in
Classical Philology82 (1978): 4562.

Barbara, SébastiefiEncore sur le mythe de royauté des scythes d’aprés le logos skythikos
d’Hérodote (IV, 5-7) et le probléme des sources stythicos logos’Hérodote.” Figures
royales des mondes ancieigls. Sébastien Barbara, Michel Mazoyer, and Jain Meurant.
Paris: Harmattan, 2011. 337.

Benveniste, Emile:Traditions indoianiennes sur les classes sociales.” Journal asiatique
230 (1938): 536537.

Bickerman, Elias J:Origines Gentium.” Classical Philology47 (1952): 6581.

Brandenstein, W:Die Absammungssagen der Skythen.” Wiener Zeitschrift fur die Kunde
des Morgenlandes2 (195355): 183-211.

Braund, David, edScythians and Greeks: Cultural Interactions in Scythia, Athens and the
Early Roman EmpireExeter: University of Exeter Press, 2005.

Braund, David and S.D. Kryzhitskiy, edSlassical Olbia and the Scythian World: From the
Sixth Century BC to the Second Century @&Rford: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Christensen, ArthurlLe premier homme et le premier roi dans [’histoire légendaire des
Iraniens.Uppsala: Appelberg, 1918934.

Cornillot, Frangois:‘De Skythes a Kolaxais.” Studia IranicalO (1981): #52.

—. “L’Origine du nom des Scythes.” Indo-Iranian Journal23 (1981): 2939.

Dumézil, Georges:La société scythique avaitlte des classes fonctionnelles?” Indo-Iranian
Journal5 (1962): 187202.

—. Romans de Scythie et alentourgris: Payot, 1978.

Gnoli, Gherardo.“Farr(ah).” Encyclopaedia IranicaLondon: Routledge, 1983 Vol. 9.
312-319.

Herrenschmidt, Clariss€Les créations d’ Ahuramazda.” Studia Iranicab (1977): 1758.

Humbach, Helmut and Klaus FaisHerodotus’s Scythians and Ptolemy’s Central Asia:
Semasiological and Onomasiological Studid$esbaden: Ludwig Reichert, 2012.

Ilvantchik, Askold.“Une légende surdrigine des Scythes (Hdt. IV 5-7).” Revue des études
grecquesl1? (1999): 141192.

—. “La légende ‘grecque’ sur 1’origine des Scythes (Hérodote 418).” Origines Gentium.
Eds. Valérie Fromentin and Sophie Gotteland. Paris: de Boccard, 20022R07

Lincoln, Bruce.“Happiness for Mankind”’: Achaemenian Religion and the Imperial Project.
Louvain: Peeters, 2012. [Cited as 28]12

—. “The One and the Many in Iranian Creation Myths: Rethinking ‘Nostalgia for Paradise’.”
Archiv fur ReligionsgeschichtE3 (2012): 1530. [Cited as 2014

Loma, Aleksander:‘Namenkundliches zur skythischen Abstammungssage.” Studia Etymo-
logica Cracoviensidl6 (2011): 7592.

Mayrhofer, Manfred.Einiges zu den Skythen, ihrer Sprache, ihrem NachleWenna:
Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2006.

Nordlit 33, 2014t


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

Lincoln, Once Again “the Scythian” Myth of Origins 15

Molé, Marijan. “Le partage du monde dans la tradition iranienne.” Journal asiatique240
(1952): 455463.

D. S. RaevskijOcerki ideologii skifo-sakskich plemermoscow: Nauka, 1977.

—. “The Scythian Genealogical Legehdnthropology & Archaeology of Eurasiil (1982
1983): 3366 and 806122,

—. Scythian MythologySofia: Secor, 1993.

Sahlins, Marshalllslands of HistoryChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985.

—. “The Stranger-King Or Elementary Farif the Political Life.” Indonesia and the Malay
World 36 (2008): 177199.

—. “The Alterity of Power and Vice Versa, with Reflections on Stranger Kings and the Real-
Politics of the Marvellous.” History: From Medieval Ireland to the Post-Modern World.
Eds. Anthony McElligott, Liam Chambers, Clara Breathnach, and Catherine Lawless.
Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2011.-8%1.

Schiltz, VéroniqueDie Skythen und andere Steppenvdlker: 8. Jahrhundert v. Chr. bis 1.
Jahrhundert nach ChiMunich: C. H. Beck, 1994.

Schmitt, Rudiger.“Die skythischen Personennamen bei Herodot.” Annali del Istituto
Orientale di Napoli63 (2003): 131.

Skjeervg, Prods Oktof‘Ahura Mazda and Armaiti, Heaven and Earth, in the Old Avesta.
Journal of the American Oriental Societ@2 (2002): 399410.

Thordarsson, FrederikOssetisclugexak usqaeSchulter’, Lexikalische Marginalien.” Studia
Grammatica Iranica: Festschrift fur Helmut Humbadbds. Ridiger Schmitt and Prods
Oktor Skjeervg. Munich: R. Kitzinger, 1986. 484.1.

Ustinova, Yulia.“Snake-limbed and Tendril-limbed Goddesses in the Art and Mythology of
the Mediterranean and Black Sea.” Scythians and Greeks: Cultural Interactions in Scythia,
Athens and the Early Roman Empited. David Braund. Exeter: University of Exeter
Press, 2005. 64/9.

Visintin, Monica.“Di Echidna, e di altre femmine anguiformi.” Métis 12 (1997): 205221.

—. “Echidna, Skythes e I’arco di Herakles: Figure della marginalita nella versione greca delle
origini degli Sciti, Herodot 4:810.” Materiali e discussioni per [’analisi dei testi classici
45 (2000): 4381.

West, Stephanie“Herodotus in the North? Reflections on a Colossal Cauldron (4.81).”
Scripta Classica Israelica9 (2000): 1534.

—. “Herodotus and Scythia.” The World of Herodotudkds. Vassos Karageorghis and loannis
Taifacos. Nicosia: Foundation Anastasios G. Leventis, 20048973

—. “Herodotus and Olbia.” Classical Olbia and the Scythian World: From the Sixth Century
BC to the Second Century ABds. David Braund and S.D. Kryzhitskiy. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007. 792.

About the Author

Bruce Lincoln is the Caroline E. Haskell Distinguished Service Professor of History of
Religions at the University of Chicago. His most recent books indeteeen History and
Myth: Stories of Harald Fairhair and the Founding of the Stataiversity of Chicago Press,
2014),Discourse and the Construction of Socjég edition (Oxford University Press, 2014),
and “Happiness for Mankind”: Achaemenian Religion and the Imperial ProjéBeeters,
2012).

Nordlit 33, 2014t


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

16 Lincoln, Once Again “the Scythian” Myth of Origins

English summary

Far from being authorless texts, eternal truths, and the authentic voice dblhdas
Romantic theories have it), myths are narratives that disguise both their authorship and their
tendentious natur@he two variants of “the” Scythian origin myth preserved in Herodotus
4.5-6 and 4.810 provide a convenient example of how close reading permits one to identify
the interests advanced by each variant through the ways they rework details of the structure
they have in common.

Latin summary

Etiamsi mythi non sunt sine auctoribus, neque veritatem aeternam neque vocem propriam
populi (ut in theoriis romanticis dicitur) exprimentes, iidem sunt narrationes, quae et auctores
et naturam suam unilateralem occultdDiiae variationes “ipsius” originis Scythicae illius

mythi, qui apud Herodotum 4.6 et 4.820 asservatur, exemplum conveniens praebent illius
modi, quo lectio exacta concedit momenta unaquaque variatione promulgata percipiantur

illis modis, quibus res singulas structurae communis retractant.

Keywords
Myth, Scythia, Scythian Origins, Scythian Kingship, Herodotus, Stranger-King.
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