Ajax, Cambyses, and Herodotean Historiography

It is an old game to find tragic resonances in Herodotus’ Histories, though in recent decades, Charles Chiasson’s dissertation (1980) has cast serious doubt on the idea that Herodotus ever drew specifically on tragedies.  Since then, however, Chiasson has been one of the main scholars to trace tragedy’s influence on the historian, albeit in subtler ways.  I wish to contribute a similar study, beginning with a comparison of Herodotus’ Cambyses to Sophocles’ Ajax.  The two figures display some surprising similarities – and often similarities of detail, rather than broad, generic ones.  For instance, both attack harmless animals, both abuse their adversaries with a whip, and both take sadistic delight in their activities – not features typical of other madmen in either genre.  And, of course, both are mad.  But my main point is not to posit a direct relation between the two; while I find the idea attractive, the difficulties involved in dating either work (on which see e.g. Ostwald 1991, Finkelberg 1995, West 1999) make it impossible to prove.  Rather, I shall use Sophocles to problematize Herodotus’ historiographical approach.

The narrative of Cambyses in Book 3 is noticeably irregular internally, as well as inconsistent with the rest of the Histories.  Madness, as Cambyses’ most distinguishing feature, significantly receives no mention until chapter 25 (well after the Egyptian compaign) and not at all outside Book 3; if 3.25-66 should be deleted, we would be left with the impression of an exacting, harsh, sometimes arrogant king, but one with a sense of justice and respected by his successors for his conquest of Egypt.  Even within that narrative, inconsistency reigns:  sometimes Cambyses is mad, sometimes not, and not always when we might expect: for example, his abuse of Amasis’ mummy in contravention of both Persian and Egyptian νόμοι occurs before the first mention of madness.


I suspect that this constant inconsistency reveals Herodotus’ own anxieties over his historiographical method with regard to Cambyses.  He seems to take great pains to understand and explain Cambyses’ behavior, but he can never quite do so to his own satisfaction.  Simply put, he is unable to discern for sure whether, when, and why Cambyses is mad.  The causality of Cambyses’ madness versus his crimes is especially puzzling to the historian:  all the crimes that might cause divine punishment (i.e. madness) are of the sort that only a madman would commit in the first place.


More importantly, Cambyses represents a threat to the historian’s concept of νόμος – not, I think, because of his relativism (so Munson 1991), but through the implication that his way might actually be the right way.  As demonstrated by Padel 1995 (supplemented in the case of Ajax by Davis 1986), the ancient madman was often thought to enjoy a privileged knowledge of the divine and occult, an understanding inaccessible to the sane.  Thus, Ajax in his madness can see Athena, who is invisible (but no less real) to the sane Odysseus.  Sophocles and his audience in turn possess a wider perspective that allows them to know whether or not Ajax is mad and why, and to appreciate the madman’s privileged knowledge; the playwright may manipulate his mythical material extensively, effectively creating his own story and characters, and provide his audience with necessary information so that they, too, may understand events correctly.  The historian, on the other hand, has no such external leverage.  Despite inexhaustible research, his involvement with the material remains entirely internal, and cannot be superior to that of his readers, who, while potentially less learned, are also just observers.  Herodotus thus finds himself in the same position as several of Sophocles’ characters, who suspect (incorrectly) that Ajax is mad due to his unusual behavior.  As long as Herodotus is unable to rationalize the madness of Cambyses, there remains the possibility that the mad Persian king is right:  right to kill the Apis bull because it isn’t really a god, right to laugh at cult statues, right to discount cremation as a sacrilege, and so on.  I wonder whether Herodotus might have felt his own epistemological weakness more acutely because of his recent acquaintance with Sophocles’ play.
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