Herodotus’ Prefatory Priamel


Most discussions of the relationship between Herodotus’ preface (his opening sentence through 1.5) and the Greek poetic tradition focus on the Homeric allusions that frame the preface.  I would like to discuss the poetic background to what lies between these allusions, namely, the controversy concerning the cause (αἰτίη) of the Greco-Persian wars.  More specifically, I plan to explore the various reasons why Herodotus uses the poetic rhetorical device known as the priamel to structure the contrast he draws between (allegedly) Persian and Phoenician sources, which posit primeval heroic origins for the conflict, and his own divergent view, which identifies the sixth-century Lydian king Croesus as the responsible/blameworthy party.  Thus, in the terminology of William Race (1982), the introductory “foil” (comprising the Persian and Phoenician accounts) leads by means of contrast and analogy to the “climax” that is Herodotus’ starting-point, Croesus.  In fact, Histories 1.1-5 contains all five features identified by Race as essential elements of the priamel.


But why should Herodotus use the priamel as his discursive model?  One effect of this construction is to place special emphasis upon three important features that distinguish his historie from Homeric epic, the tradition most strongly evoked by the stories of abduction and counter-abduction in 1.1-5.  First, in marking the climax at 5.3 by means of the “pronominal cap” ἐγώ (in Elroy Bundy’s terminology) as well as the “capping” particle δέ, Herodotus introduces with all due emphasis the first-person authorial voice that will be a constant, characteristic presence throughout the Histories.  Second, in qualifying the climactic superlative πρῶτον so as to identify Croesus specifically as the first inter-continental aggressor  of whom he has personal knowledge, Herodotus announces his focus on relatively recent Greek history, by contrast with  the Homeric focus on events of the “deep past.”  Third and finally, by acknowledging at the outset rival accounts of the origins of the Greco-Persian Wars, Herodotus deviates pointedly from storytelling convention in Homeric epic, which although the product of long-standing oral tradition never mentions any of the alternative versions that comprise that tradition. Thus Herodotus highlights his new role as adjudicator of the various traditions he reports, as well as his discovery of the problem of sources, which Robert Fowler (1996) considers “the unique element in his voiceprint.”


Intertextual relationships with other examples and genres of poetry may also be relevant. Race has pointed out fundamental similarities between Histories 1.1-5 and Sappho 16, which he considers the most famous priamel in Greek literature.  In view of these similarities, Hayden Pelliccia (1992) has argued that Herodotus consciously evokes Sappho’s poem for the sake of disagreeing with it, by reversing her preference for personal and erotic rather than martial themes:  Sappho finds greatest beauty in the object of one’s love rather than military display, while Herodotus rejects stories of lust-driven abductions to begin his inquiry with Croesus’ military transgression.  Looking beyond this particular poem, I would suggest that epinician poetry, in which the priamel plays an especially prominent role, also contributes important elements to the intertextual background of Herodotus’ preface.  Since a common function of the priamel in epinician is to intensify praise of the laudandus and his achievements, Herodotus’ use of the construction may have an ironic effect in this instance, where the climax of the priamel assigns blame rather than praise.


Moreover, the portrayal of Croesus as blameworthy or responsible for instigating the Greco-Persian wars signals a radical departure from the previous portrayal of the Lydian king in epinician poetry, where he serves as a positive paradigm of prosperity (ὄλβος) and generosity for the Greek aristocrat.  As will become clear in his programmatic confrontation with Solon (1.29-33), the Herodotean Croesus serves as a negative paradigm whose short-sighted “Eastern” perspective on ὄλβος is opposed to the Hellenic wisdom of his Athenian guest.  Gregory Crane (1996)  has argued that ὄλβος is a marked poetic term with specifically epinician associations, and that Herodotus “is exploring and redefining in prose the assumptions which underlay epinician poetry.”


Thus Herodotus’ use of the priamel form in his preface may be seen to activate a network of associations with various poets and poetic genres, and hints at broader cultural issues that may be implicated in his relationship to the Greek poetic tradition.
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