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

Bruce Lincoln 
 
 
 
I 
Iὀ the ἑὁeὀ ἴὄὁtheὄὅ’ 2013 film Inside Llewyn Davis, the title character offers a definition of 
the music he loves and plἳyὅμ “If it never was new ἳὀἶ it ὀeveὄ getὅ ὁlἶ, theὀ it’ὅ fὁlkέ” 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.  
 Such viewὅ, whiἵh ἶeὄive fὄὁm ώeὄἶeὄ’s theories of the Volk 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 occludes the ἳuthὁὄ’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 misperceive thἳt vἳὄiἳὀt ἳὅ “the myth,” its 
ὀἳὄὄἳtὁὄ ἳὅ “the peὁple,” and the specific interests that narrator advanced through that 
performance on that occasion ἳὅ “the peὁple’s abiding vἳlueὅέ”  
 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. 
 
II  
Herodotus provides us with a convenient example of how such inquiry might proceed – and 
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,1 
while the other has more recently become an object of interest. 2 The 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 – ὅἳyiὀg thiὀgὅ thἳt ἳὄeὀ’t ἵὄeἶiἴle tὁ me – were Zeus 
and the daughter of the river Borysthenes. This was the lineage from 

                                                 
1 Important discussions include Christensen 1918–34, vol. 1: 137–43; Benveniste 1938; Brandenstein 1953–55: 
Dumézil 1962 and 1978, 169-203; Cornillot 1981; Ivantchik 1999; Loma 2011; Barbara 2011. 
2 Ivantchik 2001; Visintin 1997 and 2000; Ustinova 2005. Other variants of the myth are found in Valerius 
Flaccus 6.48-59, Diodorus Siculus 2.43, and the Tabula Albana (IG XIV 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, and a phialē 
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 Skythai. 3 

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 Iranian *darga-
tavah-, “he whose strength is long-lἳὅtiὀg”),4 the river deity Borysthenes (< Old Iranian 
*  ar -stānā-, “wiἶe-ὅtἳὀἶiὀg”),5 and the three brothers Lipoxais, Arpoxais, and Kolaxais, 
whose names all end in the element -xais (< Old Iranian *  ai a, “ὄuliὀg”)έ6 Finally, there is 
                                                 
3 Herodotus 4.5-6 (ed. Medaglia): ὩȢ į੻ ȈțȪșαȚ ȜȑȖȠυıȚ, ȞİȫĲαĲȠȞ ਖπȐȞĲȦȞ ਥșȞȑȦȞ İੇȞαȚ Ĳઁ ıφȑĲİȡȠȞ, ĲȠῦĲȠ į੻ 
ȖİȞȑıșαȚ ੰįİ.  ਙȞįȡα ȖİȞȑıșαȚ πȡ૵ĲȠȞ ਥȞ Ĳૌ Ȗૌ ĲαȪĲૌ ਥȠȪıૌ ਥȡȒȝῳ Ĳ૶ Ƞ੡ȞȠȝα İੇȞαȚ ȉαȡȖȚĲȐȠȞ·  ĲȠῦ į੻ 
ȉαȡȖȚĲȐȠυ ĲȠ੝ĲȠυ ĲȠઃȢ ĲȠțȑαȢ ȜȑȖȠυıȚ İੇȞαȚ, ਥȝȠ੿ ȝ੻Ȟ Ƞ੝ πȚıĲ੹ ȜȑȖȠȞĲİȢ, ȜȑȖȠυıȚ į᾽੯Ȟ, Δȓα Ĳİ țα੿ ǺȠȡυıșȑȞİȠȢ 
ĲȠῦ πȠĲαȝȠῦ șυȖαĲȑȡα.  ȖȑȞİȠȢ ȝ੻Ȟ ĲȠȚȠȪĲȠυ įȒ ĲȚȞȠȢ ȖİȞȑıșαȚ ĲઁȞ ȉαȡȖȚĲȐȠȞ, ĲȠȪĲȠυ į੻ ȖİȞȑıșαȚ παῖįαȢ ĲȡİῖȢ, 
ȁȚπȩȟαȧȞ țα੿ ἈȡπȩȟαȧȞ țα੿ ȞİȫĲαĲȠȞ ȀȠȜȐȟαȧȞ.  ਥπ੿ ĲȠȪĲȦȞ ਕȡχȩȞĲȦȞ ਥț ĲȠῦ Ƞ੝ȡαȞȠῦ φİȡȩȝİȞα χȡȪıİα 
πȠȚȒȝαĲα, ਙȡȠĲȡȩȞ Ĳİ țα੿ ȗυȖઁȞ țα੿ ıȐȖαȡȚȞ țα੿ φȚȐȜȘȞ, πİıİῖȞ ਥȢ Ĳ੽Ȟ ȈțυșȚțȒȞ, țα੿ ĲઁȞ ੁįȩȞĲα πȡ૵ĲȠȞ ĲઁȞ 
πȡİıȕȪĲαĲȠȞ ਛııȠȞ ੁȑȞαȚ ȕȠυȜȩȝİȞȠȞ α੝Ĳ੹ ȜαȕİῖȞ, ĲઁȞ į੻ χȡυıઁȞ ਥπȚȩȞĲȠȢ țαȓİıșαȚ.  ਕπαȜȜαχșȑȞĲȠȢ į੻ 
ĲȠȪĲȠυ, πȡȠıȚȑȞαȚ ĲઁȞ įİȪĲİȡȠȞ, țα੿ ĲઁȞ α੣ĲȚȢ Ĳα੝Ĳ੹ πȠȚȑİȚȞ.  ĲȠઃȢ ȝ੻Ȟ į੽ țαȚȩȝİȞȠȞ ĲઁȞ χȡυıઁȞ ਕπȫıαıșαȚ, 
ĲȡȓĲῳ į੻ Ĳ૶ ȞİȦĲȐĲῳ ਥπİȜșȩȞĲȚ țαĲαıĲોȞαȚ, țα੿ ȝȚȞ ਥțİῖȞȠȞ țȠȝȓıαȚ ਥȢ ਦȦυĲȠῦ· țα੿ ĲȠઃȢ πȡİıȕυĲȑȡȠυȢ 
ਕįİȜφİȠઃȢ πȡઁȢ ĲαῦĲα ıυȖȖȞȩȞĲαȢ Ĳ੽Ȟ ȕαıȚȜȘȓȘȞ π઼ıαȞ παȡαįȠῦȞαȚ Ĳ૶ ȞİȦĲȐĲῳ. Ἀπઁ ȝ੻Ȟ į੽ ȁȚπȠȟ੺ȚȠȢ 
ȖİȖȠȞ੼ȞαȚ ĲȠ઄ĲȠυȢ Ĳ૵Ȟ Ȉțυș੼ȦȞ, Ƞ੄ ǹ੝χȐĲαȚ ȖȑȞȠȢ țαȜȑȠȞĲαȚ, ਕπઁ į੻ ĲȠῦ ȝ੼ıȠυ ἈȡπȠȟ੺ȚȠȢ Ƞ੄ ȀαĲ઀αȡȠ઀ Ĳİ țα੿ 
ȉȡ੺ıπȚİȢ țαȜ੼ȠȞĲαȚ, ਕπઁ į੻ ĲȠῦ ȞİȦĲ੺ĲαĲȠυ α੝Ĳ૵Ȟ ĲȠῦ ȕαıȚȜ੼ȠȢ, Ƞ੄ țαȜ੼ȠȞĲαȚ ΠαȡαȜ੺ĲαȚ·  ıȪȝπαıȚ į੻ İੇȞαȚ 
Ƞ੡ȞȠȝα ȈțȠȜȩĲȠυȢ, Ĳİυ ȕαıȚȜ੼ȠȢ ਥπȦȞυȝ઀ȘȞ, Ȉț઄șαȢ į੻ ἝȜȜȘȞİȢ ੩ȞંȝαıαȞ. All translations in this article, 
unless otherwise stated, are by the author. 
4 Mayrhofer 2006, 17, following Schmitt 2003, 24 and n. 91. See also Humbach and Faiss 2012, 1–2. 
5 Mayrhofer 2006, 11, following Thordarsson 1986), 502. Pace their reconstruction, the original gender of the 
name would have been feminine, as recognized by Humbach and Faiss 2012, 2. Greek authors treated it as 
masculine, however, associating the second element of the compound with Greek sthenos “ἴὁἶily ὅtὄeὀgth,” as 
in familiar names like Demo-sthenēs. 
6 Mayrhofer 2006, 10-11; Schmitt 2003, 2; Humbach and Faiss 2012, 2. Cf. Old Persian   āyaθiya, “kiὀg,” 
Avestan   ayant- “ὄuliὀg” (singular nominative   ayąs). Numerous authors have attempted to establish 
etymologies for the names of the three brothers that would permit them to be understood as a coherent set, but 
there is little agreement on the details, as shown in the table below (continued on the next page). 

 Lipo-xais Arpo-xais Kola-xais 

Christensen 1918  King of the   pa “King of the Skolotai” 

Brandenstein 1953 “He who leads the 
seniores” 

“He who leads the 
middle age-ἵlἳὅὅ” 

“He who leads the juniores” 

Dumézil 1978 “Chief of the young men 
belonging to a 
Mäὀὀeὄἴuὀἶ” 

“ἑhief ὁf (ἳgὄiἵultuὄἳl) 
wὁὄk” 

“ἑhief ὁf the liὀeἳge” 

Cornillot 1981 “ώe whὁ ἴeἳὄὅ the ἳx” “He who bears the 
yὁke” 

“He who bears the crown 
(sk δa)” 
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the name of the royal line (or tribe) founded by Kolaxais: Paralatai (< Old Iranian *para-
dhāta, “fiὄὅt-eὅtἳἴliὅheἶ” ὁὄ “ὅet iὀ fὄὁὀt”).7 
 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, elsewhere giveὀ the Sἵythiἳὀ ὀἳme Api (“the wἳteὄy”).8 
Like the ὁὄigiὀἳὄy ἵὁupliὀg ὁf Ahuὄἳ εἳὐἶā (ο ὅky) ἳὀἶ Aὄmἳiti (= earth) in Zoroastrian 
myth, 9 this is a conjunction of opposite principles – above 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 four genoi that descend from his sons).10 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 four golἶeὀ ὁἴjeἵtὅ, whiἵh ἵὁὀὅtitute “the whὁle kiὀgὅhip” 
(tēn basilēiēn pasan), his elder brothers having been proven less worthy by the ordeal of the 
fiery gold.11 Accordingly, the genoi these brothers were established in subordinate positions, 
as servants (douloi) of the line of kings descended from Kolaxais. 12 For their part, subsequent 
kings maintained the gold objects as the sign – and legitimating source – of their power and 
status, which they ritually renewed each year.13 
 The fact that the story of creation culminates in the establishment of kingship reveals the 
identity ὁf thὁὅe whὁ weὄe the ὀἳὄὄἳtive’s prime beneficiaries and the likeliest agents 
responsible for its production, reproduction, and circulation, just as the cosmogonic account 
produced by the Achaemenian scὄiἴeὅ ἵlimἳxeὅ iὀ the Wiὅe δὁὄἶ’s elevation of Darius (or one 
of his successors) to the Persian imperial throne.14 Given this, Herodotus is incorrect to 
ἶeὅἵὄiἴe thiὅ ἳὅ the ὅtὁὄy “the Scythiἳὀὅ tell ὄegἳὄἶiὀg themὅelveὅέ”15 More precisely, it is the 

                                                                                                                                                         
Ivantchik 1999 “Kiὀg ὁf the (mythiἵ) 

mὁuὀtἳiὀ” 
“Kiὀg ὁf the (wἳteὄy) 
ἳἴyὅὅ” 

“Suὀ Kiὀg” ὁὄ “ώeἳveὀly 
Kiὀg” 

Loma 2011 “Ruleὄ ὁf the peὀiὀὅulἳ” “Smἳll kiὀg” “Ruleὄ ὁveὄ ἳll, iέeέ ἕὄeἳt 
kiὀg” 

 
7 Mayrhofer 2006, 15; Humbach and Faiss 2012, 3. Cf. Younger Avestan Para-δāta, the standard epithet of the 
pὄimὁὄἶiἳl kiὀg ώἳὁšyἳŋhἳ, also attested in the Elamite of the Persepolis Fortification Tablets as Pa-ra-da-da 
and Par-da-ad-da. 
8 Herodotus 4.59. On the name (cognate to Avestan āp- “wἳteὄ”), see Mayrhofer 2012, 9; Humbach and Faiss 
2012, 9. 
9 Regarding the Zoroastrian comparandum, see Skjærvø 2002. Although Armaiti was identified with earth, this 
also included the terrestrial waters. Scythian Api seems to have the same associations, as evidenced by the fact 
that Herodotus identified her with Gē (4.59). 
10 See further Lincoln 2012b. Molé 1952 is also relevant. 
11 Ordeals by fire are attested in the earliest Avestan texts, as is the association of fire with the cardinal virtue of 
truth, as at Yasna 31.19, 32.7 and 51.9. The heavenly gold of the Scythian myth ought is also comparable to 
Avestan xvarǝnah (a term with Old Persian, Median, and Scythian cognates), the radiant nimbus that identifies 
and bestows good fortune on legitimate kings, on which see Gnoli 1983– vol. 9, 312–319 and the large literature 
cited therein. 
12 Regarding the relation of Scythian kings to their non-royal countrymen, Herodotus reports the following 
(ἂέἀί)μ “Aἵὄὁὅὅ the ἕeὄὄhὁὅ ἳὄe the ὁὀeὅ ἵἳlleἶ ὄὁyἳl, the ἴeὅt ἳὀἶ mὁὅt ὀumeὄὁuὅ ὁf the Sἵythiἳὀὅ, whὁ ἵὁὀὅiἶeὄ 
ἳll ὁtheὄ Sἵythiἳὀὅ tὁ ἴe theiὄ ὅlἳveὅέ” πȑȡȘȞ į੻ ĲȠῦ ΓȑȡȡȠυ ĲαῦĲα į੽ Ĳ੹ țαȜİῦȝİȞα ȕαıȚȜȒȚȐ ਥıĲȚ țα੿ ȈțȪșαȚ Ƞੂ 
ਙȡȚıĲȠȓ Ĳİ țα੿ πȜİῖıĲȠȚ țα੿ ĲȠઃȢ ਙȜȜȠυȢ ȞȠȝȓȗȠȞĲİȢ ȈțȪșαȢ įȠȪȜȠυȢ ıφİĲȑȡȠυȢ İੇȞαȚ.  
13 Kὁlἳxἳiὅ’ὅ pὁὅὅeὅὅiὁὀ ὁf “the whὁle kiὀgὅhip” is specified at Herodotus 4.5, his founding of the royal lineage 
at 4.6, and the kings continued possession of the gold at 4.7: ĲઁȞ į੻ χȡυıઁȞ ĲȠῦĲȠȞ ĲઁȞ ੂȡઁȞ φυȜȐııȠυıȚ Ƞੂ 
ȕαıȚȜȑİȢ ਥȢ Ĳ੹ ȝȐȜȚıĲα, țα੿ șυıȓῃıȚ ȝİȖȐȜῃıȚ ੂȜαıțȩȝİȞȠȚ ȝİĲȑȡχȠȞĲαȚ ਕȞ੹ π઼Ȟ ਩ĲȠȢέ 
14 Most extensively on the Achaemenian cosmogony, see Herrenschmidt 1977 and Lincoln 2012a. 
15 Herodotus 4.8: ȈțȪșαȚ ȝ੻Ȟ ੰįİ ੢πİȡ ıφȑȦȞ Ĳİ α੝Ĳ૵Ȟ … ȜȑȖȠυıȚέ 
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story Scythian kings and their apologists liked to tell to their countrymen, as it established the 
divine origins of kingὅhip ἳὀἶ the ὄight ὁf Kὁlἳxἳiὅ’ὅ ἶeὅἵeὀἶἳὀtὅ tὁ ὄuleέ 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 youngest (neōtaton) brother, the myth imputed similar 
preeminence to the Scythians, whὁ ὄegἳὄἶeἶ themὅelveὅ ἳὅ “yὁuὀgeὅt ὁf ἳll peὁpleὅ” 
(neōtaton pantōn ethneōn) and thus, by implication, superior to Greeks and others.16  
 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 
serveἶ ἳὅ ώeὄὁἶὁtuὅ’s informants.17 This is the name given the god at the head of the mythic 
genealogy, whom the Sἵythiἳὀὅ kὀew ἳὅ Pἳpἳiὁὅ (“ϊἳἶἶy”),18 ἴut whὁ ἴeἳὄὅ the ὀἳme “Zeuὅ” 
in the Herodotean text (Figure One). Although this might represent nothing more than the 
normal workings of interpretatio Graeca, the ὄeviὅiὁὀ iὀviteἶ ώeὄὁἶὁtuὅ’s readers to view the 
Scythians as patrilineal descendants of the Greek god and thus half-Greek in their origins.19  

 
 

 
   

 Zeus    ἐὁὄyὅtheὀeὅ’ ϊἳughteὄ 
 (= Scythian Papaios)       (= Scythian Api) 
 

 
            Targitaos 
 
 

 
 
                      Arpoxais        Lipoxais  Kolaxais 

 

Figure One: Mythic genealogy presented in the first version of the Scythian origin myth 
(Herodotus 4.5–6). The white triangle indicates the son who won the four heavenly objects 
constitutive of kingship. 

                                                 
16 Herodotus 4.5: ὩȢ į੻ ȈțȪșαȚ ȜȑȖȠυıȚ ȞİȫĲαĲȠȞ πȐȞĲȦȞ ਥșȞȑȦȞ İੇȞαȚ Ĳઁ ıφȑĲİȡȠȞ. 
17 The sole informant Herodotus cites by name is Tymnes, the deputy, steward, or viceroy (epitropos) of the 
Scythian King Ariapeithes (4.76; further on Ariapeithes, 4.78). Debate continues about whether Herodotus 
visited the Black Sea, as he claims, but most who find this credible acknowledge it is unlikely he got far beyond 
Olbia, although a trip to Exampaios is mentioned at 4.52 and 81. The most skeptical view remains Armayor 
1978. More sympathetic and nuanced is the discussion of Stephanie West 2000; 2004; 2007. On Greek-Scythian 
relations in the region, see the essays brought together in Braund and Kryzhitskiy (eds.) 2007 and in Braund (ed.) 
2005. 
18 Herodotus 4.59: ΖİઃȢ į੻ ੑȡșȩĲαĲα țαĲ੹ ȖȞȫȝȘȞ Ȗİ Ĳ੽Ȟ ਥȝ੽Ȟ țαȜİȩȝİȞȠȢ ΠαπαῖȠȢ. For the etymology of this 
Lallwort, see Mayrhofer 2006, 15; Humbach and Faiss 2012, 6. Note that Ahura Mazdā iὅ ἳlὅὁ ἶeὅigὀἳteἶ the 
divine father in Zoroastrian mythology, as at Yasna 31.8, 44.3, 45.4, and 47.2. 
19 The point is emphatically restated in a speech put in the mouth of the Scythian king. Responding proudly to 
ϊἳὄiuὅ’s call that he submit, Idanthyὄὅὁὅ iὅ ὄepὁὄteἶ tὁ hἳve ὅἳiἶ “I acknowledge only Zeus, my ancestor, and 
Hestia, Queen of the Sἵythiἳὀὅ, ἳὅ my mἳὅteὄὅέ” Herodotus 4.127 (emphasis added): įİıπંĲαȢ į੻ ਥȝȠઃȢ ਥȖઅ Δ઀α 
Ĳİ ȞȠȝ઀ȗȦ τާȞ ἐȝާȞ πρިγοȞοȞ țα੿ ἹıĲ઀ȘȞ Ĳ੽Ȟ Ȉțυș੼ȦȞ ȕαı઀ȜİȚαȞ ȝȠ઄ȞȠυȢ İੇȞαȚ. 
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III  
The second version involves a much more thorough reworking of Scythian materials by the 
Olbian Greeks to better advance their interests.20 Here, 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 inhabit… Having 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, she sἳiἶμ “These horses came here and I 
kept them for you, and you have furnished me with a reward, for I have 
three sons from you. Tell me what is right to do with them when they have 
grown big. Should I settle them here (for I myself hold power over this 
country) ὁὄ ὅhὁulἶ I ὅeὀἶ them tὁ yὁuς” 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 belt (zōstrē), make that one the inhabitant of this land. 
Whoever of them leaves these things that I command undone, send him 
away from this land. Having done these things, you will make yourself 
happy and you will aἵἵὁmpliὅh the thiὀgὅ I ὁὄἶeὄeἶέ” 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 gold phialē 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 
ώeὄἳkleὅ’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 Pontus.21  
                                                 
20 Herodotus begins and ends his presentation of the seconἶ vἳὄiἳὀt ἴy ἳttὄiἴutiὀg it tὁ “the Greeks dwelling on 
the ἐlἳἵk Seἳ” (4.10: ĲαῦĲα į੻ ἙȜȜȒȞȦȞ Ƞੂ ĲઁȞ ΠȩȞĲȠȞ ȠੁțȑȠȞĲİȢ ȜȑȖȠυıȚ; cf. 4.8).  
21 Herodotus 4.8-10: ἩȡαțȜȑα ਥȜαȪȞȠȞĲα Ĳ੹Ȣ «ΓȘȡυȩȞαȠ ȕȠȐȢ» ਕπȚțȑıșαȚ ਥȢ ȖોȞ ĲαȪĲȘȞ ਥȠῡıαȞ ਥȡȒȝȘȞ, 
ἥȞĲȚȞα ȞῡȞ ȈțȪșαȚ ȞȑȝȠȞĲαȚ … ਥȞșİῦĲİȞ ĲȩȞ ἩȡαțȜȑα ੪Ȣ ਕπȚțȑıșαȚ ਥȢ Ĳ੽Ȟ ȞῡȞ ȈțυșȚț੽Ȟ χȫȡȘȞ țαȜİȠȝȑȞȘȞ 
(țαĲαȜαȕİῖȞ Ȗ੹ȡ α੝ĲઁȞ χİȚȝ૵Ȟα Ĳİ țα੿ țȡυȝȩȞ), ਥπİȚȡυıȐȝİȞȠȞ Ĳ੽Ȟ ȜİȠȞĲોȞ țαĲυπȞ૵ıαȚ, Ĳ੹Ȣ į੻ Ƞੂ ੆ππȠυȢ Ĳ੹Ȣ 
ਫ਼πઁ ĲȠῦ ਚȡȝαĲȠȢ ȞİȝȠȝȑȞαȢ ਥȞ ĲȠȪĲῳ Ĳῳ χȡȩȞῳ ਕφαȞȚıșોȞαȚ șİȓῃ ĲȪχῃέ  ੮Ȣ į੻ ਥȖİȡșોȞαȚ ĲઁȞ ἩȡαțȜȑα, 
įȓȗȘıșαȚ, πȐȞĲα į੻ ĲોȢ χȫȡȘȢ ਥπİȟİȜșȩȞĲα ĲȑȜȠȢ ਕπȚțȑıșαȚ ਥȢ Ĳ੽Ȟ ὙȜαȓȘȞ țαȜİȠȝȑȞȘȞ ȖોȞ·  ਥȞșαῦĲα į੻ α੝ĲઁȞ 
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 Set iὀ ώylἳiἳ (“Wὁὁἶlἳὀἶ”),22 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 earth.23 An ambiguous creature (mi oparthenon… ekhidnan diph ea), 
simultaneously human and bestial, high-ranking and base, monstrous and seductive, she is the 
mὁἶel ὁf the Sἵythiἳὀ “ὀἳtiveέ” Initially, her situation is characterized by isolation, 
deprivation, and lack. Although she rules over the land, her realm is empty (gēn… herēmēn), 
wintry, without other inhabitants, assets, or marks of civilization. The arrival of Herakles 
changes things, hὁweveὄέ Aὅ ἳ “ὅtὄἳὀgeὄ-kiὀg” of the sort described by Marshall Sahlins, he 
embodies the power of alterity and the radical alterity of power.24 Union 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’s 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 
ἵhilἶὄeὀ’ὅ iἶeὀtityέ “Tell me what is right to do with them when they hἳve gὄὁwὀ ἴigς” ὅhe 
ἳὅkὅ, “Should I settle them here or send them to you?”25 Which 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 a phialē – 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 

                                                                                                                                                         
İਫ਼ȡİῖȞ ਥȞ ਙȞĲȡῳ ȝȚȟȠπȐȡșİȞȠȞ ĲȚȞȐ ਩χȚįȞαȞ įȚφυȑα, ĲોȢ Ĳ੹ ȝ੻Ȟ ਙȞȦ ਕπઁ Ĳ૵Ȟ ȖȜȠυĲ૵Ȟ İੇȞαȚ ȖυȞαȚțȩȢ, Ĳ੹ į੻ 
਩Ȟİȡșİ ੕φȚȠȢέ  ੁįȩȞĲα į੻ țα੿ șȦυȝȐıαȞĲα ਥπİȚȡȑıșαȚ ȝȚȞ, İ੅ țȠυ ੅įȠȚ ੆ππȠυȢ πȜαȞȦȝȑȞαȢ·  Ĳ੽Ȟ į੻ φȐȞαȚ ਦȦυĲȒȞ 
਩χİȚȞ țα੿ Ƞ੝ț ਕπȠįȫıİȚȞ ਥțİȓȞῳ πȡ੿Ȟ Ƞੂ ȝȚχșોȞαȚ, ĲઁȞ į੻ ἩȡαțȜȑα ȝȚχșોȞαȚ ਥπ੿ Ĳ૶ ȝȚıș૶ ĲȠȪĲῳέ  țİȓȞȘȞ Ĳİ į੽ 
ਫ਼πİȡȕȐȜȜİıșαȚ Ĳ੽Ȟ ਕπȩįȠıȚȞ Ĳ૵Ȟ ੆ππȦȞ, ȕȠυȜȠȝȑȞȘȞ ੪Ȣ πȜİῖıĲȠȞ χȡȩȞȠȞ ıυȞİῖȞαȚ Ĳ૶ ἩȡαțȜȑȧ, țα੿ ĲઁȞ 
țȠȝȚıȐȝİȞȠȞ ਥșȑȜİȚȞ ਕπαȜȜȐııİıșαȚ·  ĲȑȜȠȢ į੻ ਕπȠįȚįȠῦıαȞ α੝Ĳ੽Ȟ İੁπİῖȞ· «੆ππȠυȢ ȝ੻Ȟ į੽ ĲαȪĲαȢ ਕπȚțȠȝȑȞαȢ 
ਥȞșȐįİ ਩ıȦıȐ ĲȠȚ ਥȖȫ, ı૵ıĲȡα į੻ ıઃ παȡȑıχİȢ· ਥȖઅ Ȗ੹ȡ ਥț ıİῦ παῖįαȢ ĲȡİῖȢ ਩χȦέ  ĲȠȪĲȠυȢ, ਥπİ੹Ȟ ȖȑȞȦȞĲαȚ 
ĲȡȩφȚİȢ, ੖ ĲȚ χȡ੽ πȠȚȑİȚȞ, ਥȟȘȖȑȠ ıȪ, İ੅Ĳİ α੝ĲȠῦ țαĲȠȚțȓȗȦ (χȫȡȘȢ Ȗ੹ȡ Ĳોıįİ ਩χȦ Ĳઁ țȡȐĲȠȢ α੡ĲȘ) İ੅Ĳİ 
ਕπȠπȑȝπȦ παȡȐ ıȑ»έ  Ĳ੽Ȟ ȝ੻Ȟ į੽ ĲαῦĲα ਥπİȚȡȦĲ઼Ȟ, ĲઁȞ į੻ ȜȑȖȠυıȚ πȡઁȢ ĲαῦĲα İੁπİῖȞ· «ਥπİ੹Ȟ ਕȞįȡȦșȑȞĲαȢ ੁįȘαȚ 
ĲȠઃȢ παῖįαȢ, ĲȐįİ πȠȚİῦıα Ƞ੝ț ਙȞ ਖȝαȡĲȐȞȠȚȢ· ĲઁȞ ȝ੻Ȟ ਗȞ ੒ȡઽȢ α੝Ĳ૵Ȟ Ĳȩįİ Ĳઁ ĲȩȟȠȞ ੰįİ įȚαĲİȚȞȩȝİȞȠȞ țα੿ Ĳ૶ 
ȗȦıĲોȡȚ Ĳ૶įİ țαĲ੹ ĲȐįİ ȗȦȞȞȪȝİȞȠȞ, ĲȠῦĲȠȞ ȝ੻Ȟ Ĳોıįİ ĲોȢ χȫȡȘȢ ȠੁțȒĲȠȡα πȠȚİῦ·  ੖Ȣ į’ ਗȞ ĲȠυĲȑȦȞ Ĳ૵Ȟ 
਩ȡȖȦȞ, Ĳ૵Ȟ ਥȞĲȑȜȜȠȝαȚ, ȜİȓπȘĲαȚ, ਩țπİȝπİ ਥț ĲોȢ χȫȡȘȢέ  țα੿ ĲαῦĲα πȠȚİῦıα α੝ĲȒ Ĳİ İ੝φȡαȞȑαȚ țα੿ Ĳ੹ 
ਥȞĲİĲαȜȝȑȞα πȠȚȒıİȚȢ». ĲઁȞ ȝ੻Ȟ į੽ İੁȡȪıαȞĲα Ĳ૵Ȟ ĲȩȟȦȞ Ĳઁ ਪĲİȡȠȞ (įȪȠ Ȗ੹ȡ į੽ φȠȡȑİȚȞ ĲȑȦȢ ἩȡαțȜȑα) țα੿ ĲઁȞ 
ȗȦıĲોȡα πȡȠįİȓȟαȞĲα παȡαįȠῦȞαȚ Ĳઁ ĲȩȟȠȞ Ĳİ țα੿ ĲઁȞ ȗȦıĲોȡα ਩χȠȞĲα ਥπ’ ਙțȡȘȢ ĲોȢ ıυȝȕȠȜોȢ φȚȐȜȘȞ 
χȡυıȑȘȞ, įȩȞĲα į੻ ਕπαȜȜȐııİıșαȚ, Ĳ੽Ȟ įȑ, ਥπİ੿ Ƞੂ ȖİȞȠȝȑȞȠυȢ ĲȠઃȢ παῖįαȢ ਕȞįȡȦșોȞαȚ, ĲȠῦĲȠ ȝ੻Ȟ ıφȚ Ƞ੝ȞȩȝαĲα 
șȑıșαȚ, Ĳ૶ ȝ੻Ȟ ἈȖȐșυȡıȠȞ α੝Ĳ૵Ȟ, Ĳ૶ į੻ ਦπȠȝȑȞῳ ΓİȜȦȞȩȞ, ȈțȪșȘȞ į੻ Ĳ૶ ȞİȦĲȐĲῳ, ĲȠῦĲȠ į੻ ĲોȢ ਥπȚıĲȠȜોȢ 
ȝİȝȞȘȝȑȞȘȞ α੝Ĳ੽Ȟ πȠȚોıαȚ Ĳ੹ ਥȞĲİĲαȜȝȑȞαέ țα੿ į੽ įȪȠ ȝ੻Ȟ Ƞੂ Ĳ૵Ȟ παȓįȦȞ, ĲȩȞ Ĳİ ἈȖȐșυȡıȠȞ țα੿ ĲઁȞ ΓİȜȦȞȩȞ, 
Ƞ੝ț Ƞ੆ȠυȢ Ĳİ ȖİȞȠȝȑȞȠυȢ ਥȟȚțȑıșαȚ πȡઁȢ ĲઁȞ πȡȠțİȓȝİȞȠȞ ਙİșȜȠȞ Ƞ੅χİıșαȚ ਥț ĲોȢ χȫȡȘȢ ਥțȕȜȘșȑȞĲαȢ ਫ਼πઁ ĲોȢ 
ȖİȚȞαȝȑȞȘȢ, ĲઁȞ į੻ ȞİȫĲαĲȠȞ α੝Ĳ૵Ȟ ȈțȪșȘȞ ਥπȚĲİȜȑıαȞĲα țαĲαȝİῖȞαȚ ਥȞ Ĳૌ χȦૌέ  țα੿ ਕπઁ ȝ੻Ȟ ȈțȪșİȦ ĲȠῦ 
ἩȡαțȜȑȠȢ ȖİȞȑıșαȚ ĲȠઃȢ αੁİ੿ ȕαıȚȜȑαȢ ȖȚȞȠȝȑȞȠυȢ ȈțυșȑȦȞ, ਕπઁ į੻ ĲોȢ φȚȐȜȘȢ ਩ĲȚ țα੿ ਥȢ Ĳȩįİ φȚȐȜαȢ ਥț Ĳ૵Ȟ 
ȗȦıĲȒȡȦȞ φȠȡȑİȚȞ ȈțȪșαȢ· Ĳઁ į੽ ȝȠῦȞȠȞ ȝȘχαȞȒıαıșαȚ Ĳ੽Ȟ ȝȘĲȑȡα ȈțȪșῃέ  ĲαῦĲα į੻ ἙȜȜȒȞȦȞ Ƞੂ ĲઁȞ ΠȩȞĲȠȞ 
ȠੁțȑȠȞĲİȢ ȜȑȖȠυıȚ. 
22 While discussing Scythian resistance to foreign customs (4.76), Herodotus treats Hylaia as a territory 
geographically internal to Scythia, but exposed to the risk of Greek influence. Thus, when Anacharsis was 
making his way through the Hellespont, he stopped at the Greek city of Cyzicus, where he promised the Mother 
of the Gods that if she granted him a safe return to Scythia, he would establish her worship there. Upon entering 
Hylaia, he began performing her rites, hidden in the forest. There, however, he was observed by the native 
Scythian residents and subsequently slain by their king. 
23 As discussed by Visintin 1997 and 2000 and Ustinova 2005. 
24 Sahlins 1985, 73–103; 2008; 2011. Greek authors commonly cast Herakles in this role, thereby redefining 
other peoples as subordinate and somewhat lesser versions of themselves, a move first recognized by Elias J. 
Bickerman 1952. 
25 Herodotus 4.9: ĲȠȪĲȠυȢ, ਥπİ੹Ȟ ȖȑȞȦȞĲαȚ ĲȡȩφȚİȢ, ੖ ĲȚ χȡ੽ πȠȚȑİȚȞ, ਥȟȘȖȑȠ ıȪ, İ੅Ĳİ α੝ĲȠῦ țαĲȠȚțȓȗȦ (χȫȡȘȢ Ȗ੹ȡ 
Ĳોıįİ ਩χȦ Ĳઁ țȡȐĲȠȢ α੡ĲȘ) İ੅Ĳİ ਕπȠπȑȝπȦ παȡȐ ıȑ. 
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belt should remain in place and assume royal power (4.9).26 Note, however, that the Greek 
visitor claimed none of these youths as his own. The ablest – i.e. the one most Heraklean in 
his physical and cultural capacities – was to inherit Scythia. His less able brothers – i.e. those 
who received a leὅὅeὄ pὁὄtiὁὀ ὁf theiὄ fἳtheὄ’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 existence.27 Similarly, 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 Scythian.28  
 Bringing Herakles into the story thus serves to construe the serpent-wὁmἳὀ’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, phialē) 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 diphuea)  
 
 

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

Figure Two: Mythic genealogy presented in the second version of the Scythian origin myth 
(Herodotus 4.8–10). 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. 

                                                 
26 Herodotus never names Skythes as king, but at 4.6 he does state that the Skythai take their name from their 
first king, with implicit reference to Skythes (ıȪȝπαıȚ į੻ İੇȞαȚ Ƞ੡ȞȠȝα ȈțȠȜȩĲȠυȢ, Ĳİυ ȕαıȚȜ੼ȠȢ ਥπȦȞυȝ઀ȘȞ, 
Ȉț઄șαȢ į੻ ἝȜȜȘȞİȢ ੩ȞંȝαıαȞ). Diodorus Siculus 2.43.3 also makes Skythes the eponymous first king of the 
Skythian people, born of Zeus and an earth-born snake-woman. Hesiod also knew Skythes as primordial ancestor 
of the Scythians, although he makes no mention of kingship and identifies him as Zeus’s, rather than Herakles’s 
son. Fragment 150 (Merkelbach-West), lines 15-1ἄμ Ȉț઄șαȢ ੂππȠȝȠȜȖȠ઄Ȣέ / Ȉț઄șȘȢ ȝ੻Ȟ Ȗ੼Ȟİș’ υੂઁȢ ਫ਼πİȡȝİȞ੼ȠȢ 
ȀȡȠȞ઀ȦȞȠȢέ 
27 Herodotus 4.48-49 and 4.102 establish the locus of the Agathyrsoi. The first text places them second in the 
ὅequeὀἵe ὁf Sἵythiἳ’s northern neighbors, who are listed from west to east; the second puts them at the 
headwaters of the Ister (Danube), westernmost of the rivers that flows into Scythian territory. At 4.104, he says 
ὁf themμ “The Agathyrsoi are the most luxurious of men, particularly given to wearing gold. They have 
pὄὁmiὅἵuὁuὅ ὅexuἳl ὄelἳtiὁὀὅ with wὁmeὀ… ἳὀἶ iὀ ὁtheὄ ἵuὅtὁms, they resemble the Thὄἳἵiἳὀὅέ” ἈȖ੺șυȡıȠȚ į੻ 
ਕȕȡȩĲαĲȠȚ ਕȞįȡ૵Ȟ İੁıȚ țα੿ χȡυıȠφȩȡȠȚ Ĳ੹ ȝȐȜȚıĲα, ਥπȓțȠȚȞȠȞ į੻ Ĳ૵Ȟ ȖυȞαȚț૵Ȟ Ĳ੽Ȟ ȝῖȟȚȞ πȠȚİῦȞĲαȚέέέ Ĳ੹ į੻ ਙȜȜα 
ȞȩȝαȚα ΘȡȒȚȟȚ πȡȠıțİχȡȒțαıȚέ 
28 Herodotus 4.102 places the Gelonoi sixth of eight iὀ the liὅt ὁf the Sἵythiἳὀὅ’ northern neighbors, just before 
the Boudinoi and Sauromatai. Their nomoi are described at 4.108-9: İੁı੿ Ȗ੹ȡ Ƞੂ ΓİȜȦȞȠ੿ Ĳઁ ਕȡχαῖȠȞ ἝȜȜȘȞİȢ … 
țα੿ ȖȜȫııૌ Ĳ੹ ȝ੻Ȟ ȈțυșȚțૌ, Ĳ੹ įİ ἙȜȜȘȞȚțૌ χȡ੼ȦȞĲαȚ έέέ ΓİȜȦȞȠ੿ į੻ ȖોȢ Ĳİ ਥȡȖȐĲαȚ țα੿ ıȚĲȠφȐȖȠȚ țα੿ țȒπȠυȢ 
ਥțĲȘȝȑȞȠȚέ 
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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 mobility. ώeὄἳkleὅ’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 battle ax (sagaris) as their distinctive offensive 
weapon, an object derived not from the Greeks, but from heaven itself.29  
 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 same time, it ἶὄὁpὅ the fiὄὅt veὄὅiὁὀ’s 
cosmological concerns (divine origins, conjunction of opposites, fragmentation, reunification 
through kingship), erases most of the Iranian terminology,30 and reworks the genealogy to 
introduce an ethnogonic, rather than sociogonic line of analysis. Toward that end, it construes 
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. 
 
IV  
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 attempt (Figures 
Six and Seven).31 

 

                                                 
29 Herodotus mentions a sagaris four times only, always as the weapon of Scythians (4.5, 4.70, 7.64) or 
Massagetes (1.215). 
30 The name Skythēs is the sole exception and that is revealing in its details. Ultimately, the name is derived from 
Iranian *Skuδa or *Skōδa. Given normal phonologic developments, this became *Skolo in Scythian (attested in 
the royal name Skylēs and the ethnonym Skolo-tai), but Skythēs in Greek renditions of the Scythian name. See 
further Cornillot 1981; Loma 2011, 84–85. 
31 Raevskij 1977, 30–36; 1982–83; 1993, 48-54. Rἳevὅkij’s interpretation has been widely accepted. See, inter 
alia, Schiltz 1994, 170–178 and Ivantchik 2001, 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 Voronež, ἂth ἵeὀtuὄy ἐἑE) 
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). 

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


Lincoln, Once Again “the Scythian” Myth of Origins 

Nordlit 33, 2014  
 

12 

 
 
Figure Six: Agathyrsos (?) treated for a tooth ἴὄὁkeὀ ἴy the ἴὁw’ὅ ὄeἵὁilέ 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 for a leg wὁuὀἶ iὀfliἵteἶ ἴy the ἴὁw’ὅ ὄeἵὁilέ Greek 
manufacture in electrum for Scythian trade. Collection of the Hermitage (KO 11-1). 

 

V 
What we have been able to establish is that neither of the two variants Herodotus preserved is 
ὄightly ὄegἳὄἶeἶ ἳὅ ἳ “Sἵythiἳὀ” myth, if that term designates a story of, by, and about the 
people as a whole. Rather, as we have ὅeeὀ, the fiὄὅt vἳὄiἳὀt ἶὁeὅ ὀὁt ὁὄigiὀἳte with “the 
Sἵythiἳὀὅ,” ἴut with Sἵythiἳὀ kiὀgὅ ἳὀἶ theiὄ ἳpὁlὁgiὅtὅ, whὁ ἶiὅὅemiὀἳteἶ it tὁ the Sἵythiἳὀ 
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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 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 story in precisely this way and 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. 
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English summary 
Far from being authorless texts, eternal truths, and the authentic voice of the Volk (as 
Romantic theories have it), myths are narratives that disguise both their authorship and their 
tendentious nature. The twὁ vἳὄiἳὀtὅ ὁf “the” Scythian origin myth preserved in Herodotus 
4.5–6 and 4.8–10 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 occultant. ϊuἳe vἳὄiἳtiὁὀeὅ “ipὅiuὅ” ὁὄigiὀiὅ Sἵythiἵἳe illius 
mythi, qui apud Herodotum 4.5–6 et 4.8–20 asservatur, exemplum conveniens praebent illius 
modi, quo lectio exacta concedit, ut mὁmeὀtἳ uὀāquāque vἳὄiἳtiὁὀe pὄὁmulgἳtă peὄἵipiἳὀtuὄ 
illis modis, quibus res singulas structurae communis retractant. 
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