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H 6 r o d o t e  f u t  s o u v e n t  a p p e l 6  " l e  p g r e  d e  l ' h i s t o i r e "  e t  les h i s t o r i e n s  d e  l ' h i s -  
t o i r e  o r a l e  o n t  s o u v e n t  f a i t  a p p e l  s a  m6rnoire e t  A s a  d 6 m a r c h e  p o u r  j u s t i f i e r  l a  
l G g i t i m i t 6  d e s  G t u d e s  q u ' i l s  e n t r e p r e n a i e n t  e n  h i s t o i r e  p a r  l e  b i a i s  d e  l ' h i s t o i r e  
o r a l e .  Mais  q u i  6 t a i t  v 6 r i t a b l e m e n t  ~ 6 r o d o t e ,  l e  p & r e  d e  " l ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e " ?  J u s q u ' i  
q u e l  p o i n t  s o n  h i s t o i r e  r e f l g t e - t - e l l e  l a  v G r i t G ?  Pour  r & p o n d r e  A ces q u e s t i o n s ,  
l e  p r o f e s s e u r  Evans  c o m p a r e  l a  m6thode  u t i l i s 6 e  e n  h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  e n  A f r i q u e  e t  d a n s  
l e  ~ r & c e  a n c i e n n e .  I1 e n  a r r i v e  h l a  c o n c l u s i o n  q u e  t o u t  c o m m e  d a n s  1 ' A f r i q u e  
p r ~ c o l o n i a l e ,  il e x i s t a i t  d e s  g e n s  s p 6 c i a l i s 6 s  d a n s  l e  f a i t  d e  r a p p e l e r  l e  p a s s & .  
C e s  c o n t e u r s  d i f f i c i l e r n e n t  i d e n t i f i a b l e s  a u  t emps  d ' ~ 6 r o d o t e  G t a i e n t  c e p e n d a n t  l es  
s e u l s  s e m b l e - t - i l  i p o u v o i r  f o u r n i r  u n e  v e r s i o n  o f f i c i e l l e  d e s  6 v 6 n e m e n t s  p a s s 4 s .  
C ' e s t  l a  r a i s o n  p o u r  l a q u e l l e  l a  m6thode d e  q u E t e  d ' i n f o r m a t i o n s  d l H & r o d o t e  a u p r G s  
d e  ces i n f o r m a t e u r s  d o i t  Etre e n v i s a g 6 e  a v e c  p r u d e n c e  d ' a u t a n t  p l u s  q u e  ces i n f o r m a -  
t i o n s  s e r v a i e n t  p l u s  s o u v e n t  q u ' a u t r e m e n t  i r e h a u s s e r  l e  p r e s t i g e  d ' u n  6 t a t  o u  d ' u n e  
d y n a s t i e .  N o t o n s  t o u t e f o i s  q u e  s i  l e s  s o u r c e s  d t H 6 r o d o t e  n ' e n  d e m e u r e n t  p a s  m o i n s  
p l a u s i b l e s  a u x  y e u x  d e  ses c o n t e m p o r a i n s ,  s a  m6thode  q u a n t  A e l l e  res te  d o u t e u s e .  

L e t  u s  s t a r t  w i t h  a n  o l d  c h e s t n u t ,  f a m i l i a r  t o  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  o f  a n c i e n t  h i s t o r i -  
o g r a p h y .  The G r e e k  h i s t o r i a n ,  D i o n y s i u s  o f  H a l i c a r n a s s u s ,  who l i v e d  i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  
t h a t  p r o d u c e d  t h e  Roman Emperor A u g u s t u s ,  and t h u s  o c c u p i e d  a  p i n n a c l e  o f  s o p h i s t i c a -  
t i o n  o f  s o r t s ,  w r o t e  a n  e s s a y  o n  T h u c y d i d e s  a d d r e s s e d  t o  o n e  Q u i n t u s  A e l i u s  T u b e r o ,  
who was a n  a m a t e u r  h i s t o r i a n  h i m s e l f  and  a  T h u c y d i d e a n  i m i t a t o r .  T u b e r o ' s  works  a r e  
l o s t  i n  o b l i v i o n ,  b u t  D i o n y s i u s '  l i t t l e  e s s a y  h a s  s u r v i v e d  t o  i n t r i g u e  t h e  s t u d e n t s  
of t h e  a n c i e n t  w o r l d .  I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  p a s s a g e ,  h e  is  c o n c e r n e d  t o  show how h i s t o r . . ,  
d e v e l o p e d  from dim b e g i n n i n g s ,  t h r o u g h  H e r o d o t u s ,  t h e  " F a t h e r  of H i s t o r y " ,  t o  
T h u c y d i d e s .  The h a l f - c h a p t e r  i n  q u e s t i o n  h a s  b e e n  much q u o t e d ,  b u t  i t  w i l l  heat 
r e p e t i t i o n :  

" ~ e f o r e  b e g i n n i n g  t o  w r i t e  a b o u t  'I'hucycliclet;, I would l i k e  t o  s a l .  
;t few words  a b o u t  t h e  o t h e r  h i s t o r i a n s ,  110th t h e  inore a n c i r t n t  c:nes ;ii l t l  

t h o s e  who f l o u r i s h e ~ l  i n  h i s  p e r i o d .  'l'i~esc. f e w  words w i l l  i l L u n i n , l t ~  ! i i . :  
c h o i c e  aE s u b j e c t ,  i n  which  h e  went  L~eyonri \-;is ! ~ c t ~ l c c e : ; s i ~ l - t ; ,  2nd ni : ;  
a b i l i t y  t o  d e a l  w i t h  i t .  N o w ,  t h e  L ~ n c  i e n t  i ~ i s t o r i a n s  f Lour i she i l  i n  .ir-e..it 

numbers  and  i n  v a r i o u s  p l a c e s  h e E o r e  t h e  Pe1oponne: ; ian i J ~ r r ,  i n c l u c l l ~ : , ~  
Euagon of Samos, D e i o c h u s  of C y z i c u s ,  9 i o n  of I'rocc1nnesu:;, Eadt.ir.or; I lf 



P a r o s ,  Democles  o f  P h y g e l a ,  H e c a t a e u s  o f  M i l e t u s ,  A c u s i l a o s  o f  A r g o s ,  
Charon  o f  Lampsacus,  and A m e l e s a g o r a s  o f  C h a l c e d o n .  Those  who were a  
l i t t l e  b e f o r e  t h e  P e l o p o n n e s i a n  War and  e x t e n d e d  down t o  t h e  t i m e  o f  
T h u c y d i d e s  w e r e  H e l l a n i c u s  o f  L e s b o s ,  Damas tes  o f  S igeum,  Xenomedes 
o f  C e o s ,  X a n t h u s  o f  L y d i a  and  many o t h e r s .  A l l  o f  t h e s e  showed a  l i k e  
b e n t  i n  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  t h e i r  s u b j e c t s ,  and  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  
i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y .  Some w r o t e  t r e a t i s e s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  Greek  h i s t o r y ;  t h e  
o t h e r s  d e a l t  w i t h  non-Greek h i s t o r y .  And t h e y  d i d  n o t  b l e n d  t o g e t h e r  
t h e s e  h i s t o r i e s  i n t o  o n e  work ,  b u t  s u b d i v i d e d  them b y \ n a t i o n s  and  c i t i e s ,  
and  g a v e  a  s e p a r a t e  a c c o u n t  o f  e a c h ,  k e e p i n g  i n  v i e w  o n e  s i n g l e  and  
u n v a r y i n g  o b j e c t ,  t h a t  o f  b r i n g i n g  t o  t h e  common knowledge  o f  a l l ,  
r e c o r d s  or t r a d i t i o n s  t h a t  w e r e  t o  b e  f o u n d  among t h e  n a t i v e s  o f  
i n d i v i d u a l  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  o r  s t a t e s ,  w h e t h e r  r e c o r d e d  i n  p l a c e s  s a c r e d  
o r  p r o f a n e ,  and  t o  d e l i v e r  t h e s e  j u s t  a s  t h e y  r e c e i v e d  them,  w i t h o u t  
a d d i n g  t h e r e t o  o r  s u b t r a c t i n g  t h e r e f r o m ,  r e j e c t i n g  n o t  e v e n  l e g e n d s  
which  had been  b e l i e v e d  f o r  many g e n e r a t i o n s ,  n o r  d r a m a t i c  t a l e s  which  
seem t o  m e  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  t i m e  t o  h a v e  a  l a r g e  m e a s u r e  o f  s i l l i n e s s . " l  

W e  a r e  o n  wel l -worn  g r o u n d  h e r e .  To u s ,  H e r o d o t u s  e m e r g e s  a s  t h e  f i r s t  h i s t o r i a n  
o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  w o r l d ,  a n d  i n d e e d  by t h e  t i m e  o f  C i c e r o ,  h e  was t h e  " F a t h e r  o f  H i s t o r y " ,  
t h o u g h  n o t  a l w a y s  a  r e l i a b l e  o n e . 2  What D i o n y s i u s  i n d i c a t e s  is t h a t  b e f o r e  H e r o d o t u s ,  
t h e r e  were a  l a r g e  number o f  h i s t o r i a n s  a t  work ,  p u t t i n g  down t r a d i t i o n s ,  some o f  
which  were o r a l ,  and o t h e r s  u l t i m a t e l y  b a s e d  upon o r a l  t r a n s m i s s i o n ,  t h o u g h  t h e y  may 
h a v e  b e e n  i n  w r i t i n g  by  t h e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y  B.C. B u t  it i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  a  good many o f  
t h e  h i s t o r i a n s  named by D i o n y s i u s  were  t o o  l a t e  t o  b e  u s e d  e x t e n s i v e l y  by  H e r o d o t u s ;  
h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  i n  t h e  f i e l d  t h e y  may h a v e  b e e n ,  b u t  t h e y  were n o t  s t u r d y  p i o n e e r s  
o n  whose s h o u l d e r s  H e r o d o t u s  s t o o d .  T h e i r  m e t h o d s ,  a s  d e s c r i b e d  by D i o n y s i u s ,  s o u n d  
l i k e  t h a t  which H e r o d o t u s  c l a i m e d  a s  h i s  own. H e ,  t o o ,  p u t  down r e c o r d s  a s  h e  r e c e i v e d  
them, e v e n  t h o u g h  h e  m i g h t  n o t  b e l i e v e  them. T h r o u g h o u t ,  t h e  v e r b  t h a t  h e  u s e s  c o n s t a n t -  
l y  o f  h i s  s o u r c e s  and  o f  h i s  own a c c o u n t  a s  w e l l ,  is  l e g e i n  ( t o  s a y ) ,  n o t  g r a p h e i n  ( t o  
w r i t e ) ;  when h e  d o e s  u s e  g r a p h e i n  upon o c c a s i o n ,  t h e r e  is u s u a l l y  a  s p e c i a l  r e a s o n  f o r  
i t .  H i s  s o u r c e s  " s p o k e " ;  t h e y  w e r e  n o t  t h e r e  t o  r e a d .  A s  Henry  Immerwahr p o i n t e d  o u t  
p e r c e p t i v e l y  i n  h i s  Form and  Thought  i n  ~ e r o d o t u s 3 ,  H e r o d o t u s  m a i n t a i n s  t h r o u g h o u t  
t h e  p e r s o n a  o f  a n  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  w o r k i n s  w i t h  o r a l  s o u r c e s .  

T h i s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  methods  by which  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  is t r a n s m i t t e d  and t h e  
l i g h t  i t  t h r o w s  upon H e r o d o t u s '  h i s t o r i c a l  s o u r c e s  began  w i t h  some t h o u g h t s  a b o u t  
t h e  f a l l  o f  C r o e s u s ,  k i n g  o f  L y d i a ,  who l o s t  h i s  kingdom t o  t h e  f o n n d e r  o f  t h e  P e r s i a n  
Empi re ,  C y r u s ,  l a t e  i n  5 4 7 B . C . o r  e a r l y  t h e  n e x t  y e a r .  C r o e s u s  was t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  w l t h  
whom H e r o d o t u s  began  h i s  h i s t o r y .  The H i s t o r y  s t a r t s  w i t h  a  k i n d  o f  i m a g i n a r y  d c t r a t e  
be tween  P e r s i a n  m e m o r i a l i s t s  o n  o n e  s i d e ,  and t h e i r  Greelk c o u n t e r p a r t s  o n  t h e  o t h e r ,  
and  t h e  s u b j e c t  was who began t h e  s t r i f e  be tween  E u r o p e  and A s i a .  T h e s e  g e n t l e m e n  a r e  
c a l l e d  l o g i o i :  men who were l e a r n e d  i n  l e g e n d s  and  h i s t o r y .  i - Ierodotus  ( 7 . 7 7 )  a p p l i e s  
t h e  t e r m  i n  i t s  s u p e r l a t i v e  form a t  o n e  p o i n t  t o  men who c u l t i v a t e d  t h e i r  memor ies .  
T h e i r  s t o c k - i n - t r a d e  was p r o s e ,  n o t  p o e t r y ,  which  was t h e  p r o v i n c e  o f  t h e  e p i c  p o e t .  
So " m e m o r i a l i s t s "  w i l l  d o  a s  a  t r a n s l a t i o n .  T h e s e  m e m o r i a l i s t s ,  Greek  and P e r s i a n ,  
a t t e m p t e d  t o  f i n d  t h e  cau:;e f o r  t h e  s t r i f e  be tween  E a s t  2nd \ s c s t  whicil w ~ s  w e l l -  
c s t a i > l i s h e d  121; i l i . r ~ ~ l o t u s '  clay, and t h e i r  method was t o  s e a r c h  f o r  t h c  c ; l r? ie : i t  
t i o r - t i l e  a c t ,  ant1 t o  . ~ s s i c j n  t h c  !>laiiie t o  w h i c h e v e r  s i d e  was r ~ s p o n ; i l . ~ l c  f o r  i t .  
'!'ht>ir ; . , r i lu~i ients  t ~ m l i  tllem i n t o  t h e  m y t h i c a l  p a s t ,  w e l l  tlefore t h e  Troj, in ! i s l r ,  ; i i l i l  

t i l e  r c s u l t s ,  .I:; one milgilt c s ~ ~ c c t ,  were  somewhat i n c o n c l u s i v e ,  f o r  , ~ n c i e n t  iii\..t!i:; t!!t->:. 
. . 

t l s ; ( - ~ l  a s  !ICI:;C's Lor t h c i r  arcluincnts e x i s t e d  i n  more t h a n  o n e  v e r s  ion, ar?ii t!!tl;, I - c ~ : :  I r ~ : ~ t i  

:;c- i c n t  i f i c  ~i:cttl<iJ. ! !e rodotus  cniicd t h e  d e b a t e  a b r u p t l y .  Ilc wou?ci n i ~ t  ,lo i ? r i  t;i L i i  ill>: 
 ti ', 1::1' t i i e s c  s t o r  i e s ;  h e  knew tllc inan w h o  f i r s t  d i d  wroncj t o  t ! ~ c  (;cccyk:;, -rr iLi  I I P  wc>u !.(I 
I ~ ~ I I I ; ~  11 i111 , ~ n 1 1  ~ ~ r c x : ( ~ ~ c l  F ~ j r t l ~ w i  t h  l..;i t!7 h i s  h i s t o r y .  Tt;a t IIL-III wa:: Lrc)c>:?~~:y, t ! : ~  :: \)II  ( - 1 1  



A l y a t t e s ,  and h e  w a s  t y r a n t  o f  t h e  n a t i o n s  w e s t  o f  t h e  Ha lys  R ive r  i n  A s i a  Minor. 

A g r e a t  many s t u d e n t s  have  f e l t  i n  t h e i r  bones t h a t  something  s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  
t h e  development  o f  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  h a s  t a k e n  p l a c e  h e r e .  ~ c h a d e w a l d t 4  a r g u e d  i n  1934 
t h a t  Herodotus  was d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  s h a r p l y  between myth and h i s t o r y ;  t h e  t a l e s  t h a t  
t h e  m e m o r i a l i s t s  who be longed t o  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  purveyed,  be longed t o  t h e  f i r s t  
c a t e g o r y ,  and Croesus  t o  t h e  second.  However, a s  w e  r e a d  o n ,  w e  f i n d  t h a t  Herodotus  
d o e s  n o t  h e s i t a t e  t o  ming le  h i s t o r y  w i t h  what w e  would denomina te  myth; h e  seems n o t  
t o  have  r e c o g n i z e d  any  s h a r p  d i s t i n c t i o n  between t h e  two. F o r , t h a t  m a t t e r ,  t h e  s t o r y  
o f  Croesus  i t s e l f  q u a l i f i e s  v e r y  w e l l  a s  a  myth which seems t o  modern e y e s  ( t o  q u o t e  
D i o n y s i u s )  t o  have  " a  l a r g e  measure  o f  s i l l i n e s s " .  

So  we must  a v o i d  d i s t i n c t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  c l e a r  and p r e c i s e  t o  t h e  modern mind,  
b u t  a n a c h r o n i s t i c  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  m i d - f i f t h  c e n t u r y  B.C. T h e r e f o r e  a  s e a r c h  
h a s  been u n d e r t a k e n  f o r  a n a l o g i e s  e l sewhere .  The s e a r c h  h a s  l e d  i n t o  t h e  work done  
on o r a l  h i s t o r y  by A f r i c a n i s t s ,  who have  been a b l e  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  s o c i e t i e s  where 
t h e  a p p a r a t u s  f o r  t h e  t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f  o r a l  h i s t o r y  is  s t i l l  i n  o p e r a t i o n ,  o r  was u n t i l  
a  few y e a r s  ago. I t  h a s  a l s o  l e d  i n t o  some d e t o u r s  i n t o  t h e  s t r u c t u r a l i s t  a n a l y s i s  o f  
myth,  f o r  myth and o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  a r e  a l l i e d ,  and it would be a  m i s t a k e  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  is  t r a n s m i t t e d  s i m p l y  f o r  l o v e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  a c c u r a c y .  The a im o f  a l l  
t h i s  is  t o  e l u c i d a t e  a  common Herodotean  c i t a t i o n :  a g a i n  and a g a i n ,  Herodo tus  p r e f a c e s  
a  s t o r y  w i t h  something  l i k e ,  " t h e  C a r i a n s  s a y " ,  o r  " t h e  Greeks  s a y " ,  o r  " t h e  p e o p l e  
l i v i n g  around Thermopylae s a y " ,  o r  t h e  l i k e .  Four t i m e s  o n l y ,  h e  men t ions  s p e c i f i c  
i n f o r m a n t s  who gave  him i n f o r m a t i o n  on  c e r t a i n  p o i n t s ,  b u t  t h i s  o n l y  deepens  t h e  
mys te ry .  Why s h o u l d  Herodotus  g i v e  " c r e d i t  l i n e s "  t o  t h e s e  f o u r  who gave  him minor 
p o i n t s  w i t h  which t o  f l e s h  o u t  h i s  s t o r i e s ,  w h i l e  a  g r e a t  body o f  t r a d i t i o n  is 
a t t r i b u t e d  m e r e l y  t o  g r o u p s  d e s i g n a t e d  a s  " t h e  S p a r t a n s " ,  " t h e  C a r i a n s "  o r  t h e  l i k e ,  
w i t h  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  g roup  named had p r e s e r v e d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  
i t ,  and a g r e e d  it was t r u e ?  

L e t  u s  t a k e  a n  example. Herodotus  (4. 145-148) r e l a t e s  a  l o n g  t a l e  o f  how t h e  
c o l o n y  o f  Cyrene  was f o u n d e d i n L i b y a ,  which he  b a s e s  on t h r e e  t r a d i t i o n s  i d e n t i f i e d  
a s  S p a r t a n ,  The raean ,  and Cyrena ic .  The f i r s t  t o l d  how Minyans, d r i v e n  from Lemnos, 
came a s  r e f u g e e s  t o  S p a r t a  and were a t  f i r s t  a c c e p t e d ;  t h e n  t h e y  grew a r r o g a n t  and 
t h e  S p a r t a n s  were a b o u t  t o  s l a y  them when T h e r a s ,  who was l e a d i n g  a  c o l o n y  from S p a r t a  
t o  s e t t l e  on  T h e r a ,  t h e  sou the rnmos t  i s l a n d  o f  t h e  C y c l a d e s ,  a sked  i f  h e  migh t  t a k e  
t h e  Minyans w i t h  him. Once t h e  c o l o n y  was founded,  S p a r t a n  t r a d i t i o n s  a b o u t  it c e a s e d ,  
and Herodotus  n o t e s  t h a t  h i s  n e x t  c h a p t e r ,  t e l l i n g  how Thera  i n  t u r n  founded Cyrene ,  
r e s t e d  on Theraean  t r a d i t i o n  a l t h o u g h  it c r o s s e d  p a t h s  a t  one  p o i n t  w i t h  a  s t o r y  from 
Samos. However, v e r y  soon Herodotus  in fo rms  h i s  r e a d e r s  t h a t  he  was now b a s i n g  h i s  
t a l e  upon t r a d i t i o n  from Cyrene  t h a t  t a l l i e d  w e l l  w i t h  Theraean  t r a d i t i o n  e x c e p t  
where it touched on t h e  o i k i s t  and f i r s t  k ing  o f  Cyrene ,  B a t t u s .  The t h r e e  traditions 
of  S p a r t a ,  Thera  and Cyrene a r e  c i t e d  a s  i f  t h e y  were q u a s i - o f f i c i a l  i n  t h e i r  s t a t e s ,  
b u t  Herodotus  i d e n t i f i e s  no s p e c i f i c  i n f o r m a n t s  though he d o e s  h i n t  t h a t  t h e  g r e a t  
S p a r t a n  c l a n  o f  t h e  Aegidae ,  t h a t  c l a i m e d  T h e r a s '  g randson  a s  i t s  p r o g e n i t o r  ~ n d  had 
members r e s i d e n t  a t  Thera a s  w e l l  a s  S p a r t a ,  may have  p r e s e r v e d  some u s e f u l  f a m i l l ,  
memor i e s  . 

What a r e  we t o  make o f  t h i s ?  Could t h e  S p a r t a n s ,  t h e  T h e r ~ e ~ n ~  ~lni1  t h e  
Q r r e n a e a n s  have  g i v e n  f-Ierodotus,  a s  h e  seems t o  impl:/, ~ 3 r ; l l  ~ccounts . T I -  C ; . ~ t . n e ' : ;  
f oun i l a t ion  t h a t  were a c c e p t e d  a s  o f f i c i ~ i l  i n  their se!~i-t'.iL : i t , ~ t c K ?  !.'L , ? c . + > . ;  !I,: L - C : , ; ~  L l ;  

< ,  have  a w r i t t e n  s o u r c e  which hc will not  aclmit t o ,  a s  Il:,li\\. ~ ! ~ i t ~ l l t ~ ! \ i i ~ c : . : i - I : i ~ ' . :  ! ~ , i v f y  I L  r~ iz ,  I 
. - - -. .- - 

O r  a r e  t h e  r u b r i c s ,  " t h e  S p a r t ~ n s  s a y "  and o t h e r  espres:;ion;; nf t l ; i : ;  i I ; \ ,  : ;~~u! j i ;*  
l i t c r a r y  t o p o i  i n t ended  t o  i j i ve  b o ~ ~ u s  a u t h e n t i c i t y  t o  t.i?cs t l ia t  l i t::  i ;~l~,r!it;  ; j i c l . ; t ? L i  

u p  e l s e w h e r e ?  I n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e ,  t i le  mys te ry  deepens  bt.c.1~:;~ .in i n : ; c r i i ) t i , : ~ l  w ~ s  



found  a t  C y r e n e  i n  1928  t h a t  p u r p o r t s  t o  g i v e  t h e  o r i g i n a l  d e c r e e  p a s s e d  by  
t h e  a s s e m b l y  o f  T h e r a  t h a t  o r d e r e d  t h e  d i s p a t c h  o f  t h e  c o l o n i s t s  t o  C y r e n e .  The 
i n s c r i p t i o n  d a t e s  t o  t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  B.C., and t h e  d e c r e e  i t  r e p r o d u c e s  b e l o n g s  
t o  t h e  s e v e n t h ;  how was it p r e s e r v e d  f o r  t h e  i n t e r v e n i n g  300 y e a r s ?  T h e r e  is a  
c e r t a i n  s m o o t h i n g  o f  d e t a i l  t h a t  l e a d s  o n e  t o  s u s p e c t  t h a t  it d i d  n o t  s p e n d  a l l  
t h o s e  y e a r s  i n  w r i t t e n  fo rm.  The l a t e s t  e d i t o r s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  it is t h e  r e s u l t  o f  
" a  l o n g  a n d  complex  m o u l d i n g  o f  a  g e n u i n e  o r i g i n a l  w i t h i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  T h e r a .  
We would n o t  c a r e  t o  make p r e c i s e  t h e  e l e m e n t s  o f  o r a l  a n d  w r i t t e n  t r a n s m i s s i o n  
i n  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  . . . I t 5  

F o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  a r g u m e n t ,  l e t  u s  t a k e  H e r o d o t u s  a t  h i s  word. H e  c l a i m e d  h e  was 
u s i n g  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  and s i n c e  h e  g a v e  p u b l i c  r e a d i n g s  o f  h i s  H i s t o r y  b e f o r e  it was 
p u b l i s h e d ,  h e  was i n  some s e n s e  s t i l l  f i f t y  p e r  c e n t  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  h i m s e l f .  What was 
t h e  s o r t  o f  w o r l d  w i t h i n  which  a  Greek  o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  m i g h t  o p e r a t e ?  Here w e  m u s t  
l o o k  e l s e w h e r e  f o r  a n a l o g i e s ,  a n d  t h e  r e s e a r c h  d o n e  i n t o  A f r i c a n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  o f  
p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t .  

T h e r e  a r e  two a s p e c t s  o f  A f r i c a n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h a t  m u s t  i n t e r e s t  t h e  s t u d e n t  
o f  H e r o d o t u s .  One i s  i ts  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  method;  t h e  o t h e r  i ts  manner o f  t r a n s m i s s i o n ,  
and  t h e  ways i n  which  t e s t i m o n i e s  c a n  b e  d i s t o r t e d .  C h r o n o l o g y  f i r s t .  I n  p r e - c o l o n i a l  
A f r i c a  s o u t h  o f  t h e  S a h a r a ,  t h e  s o u r c e s  o f  o r a l  h i s t o r y  were g e n e r a l l y  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
s t o r y - t e l l e r s  and  o f f i c i a l  k e e p e r s  o f  s t a t e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  and u s u a l l y  t h e y  h a v e  a t  b e s t  
a  h a z y  i d e a  o f  a b s o l u t e  c h r o n o l o g y . 6  B u t  i n  p r a c t i c a l l y  e v e r y  s t a t e  r u l e d  by k i n g s  
o r  c h i e f s ,  t h e  c u s t o d i a n s  o f  t r a d i t i o n  had l i s t s  o f  r u l e r s  i n ' w h a t  p u r p o r t s  t o  be 
c h r o n o l o g i c a l  o r d e r ,  and  when t h e s e  s t a t e s  came i n t o  c o n t a c t  w i t h  w r i t i n g ,  s u c h  l is ts  
w e r e  o f t e n  t h e  f i r s t  m o r s e l s  o f  h i s t o r y  t o  b e  w r i t t e n  down. The k i n g s  a r e  u s u a l l y  
shown a s  r u l i n g  c o n s e c u t i v e l y ,  e v e n  when t h e i r  r e i g n s  o v e r l a p :  t h e  p r a c t i c e  is 
f a m i l i a r  t o  t h e  a n c i e n t  h i s t o r i a n  f rom t h e  Sumer ian  k i n g  l is ts ,  and  a l s o  f r o m  t h e  
l i s t  o f  p h a r a o n i c  d y n a s t i e s  d rawn up by t h e  E g y p t i a n  p r i e s t  Manetho t h a t  s e r v e s  a s  
a  f ramework f o r  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  a n c i e n t  Egypt .  T h e r e  is  a l s o  a  n i c e  e x a m p l e  i n  t h e  
i n s c r i p t i o n  set  up a t  B e h i s t u n  by D a r i u s  t h e  G r e a t  o f  P e r s i a :  t h e r e  D a r i u s  names 
n i n e  a n c e s t o r s  o f  t h e  Achaemenid House r u l i n g  b e f o r e  him,  w i t h o u t  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  
t h e y  r u l e d  i n  p a r t ,  i n  p a r a l l e l  l i n e s . 7  On t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  some r e g n a l  l i s t s  c a n  
a s s i g n  a  v e r y  a c c u r a t e  sum o f  y e a r s  t o  a  r e i g n ' s  d u r a t i o n ; 8  s t a t i s t i c s  o f  t h a t  s o r t  
m i g h t  b e  k e p t  w i t h  g r e a t  c a r e ,  s o m e t i m e s  by means o f  mnemonic d e v i c e s .  I n  o n e  k i n g -  
dom t h e  l e n g t h  o f  e a c h  r e i g n  was m e a s u r e d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  a  r e p o r t  t h a t  h a s  n o t  b e e n  
u n c h a l l e n g e d ,  by p u t t i n g  a  n u g g e t  f o r  e v e r y  y e a r  i n t o  a  b r a s s  c o n t a i n e r  and  t h e n  
p r e s e r v i n g  t h e s e  c o n t a i n e r s  i n  a  s a c r e d  p l a c e ,  t h e  " C h a p e l  o f  t h e  S t o o l s " ,  i n  t h e  
s t a t e  c a p i t a l . 9  T h e r e  is  a  n o t a b l e  p a r a l l e l  f rom t h e  a n c i e n t  w o r l d :  i n  Rome, t h e  
p o n t i f e x  maximus who had i n h e r i t e d  t h e  s a c e r d o t a l  powers  o f  t h e  k i n g s ,  i n c l u d i n g  
t h e  r i g h t  t o  r e g u l a t e  t h e  c a l e n d a r ,  t o o k  a  n a i l  e a c h  y e a r  and d r o v e  it  i n t o  t h e  w a l l  
o f  t h e  t e m p l e  o f  J u p i t e r  Opt imus  Maximus on t h e  C a p i t o l i n e  H i l l ,  a  s i m p l e ,  p r i m i t i v e  
way o f  k e e p i n g  t r a c k  o f  t h e  number o f  y e a r s  t h a t  had p a s s e d  s i n c e  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  
t h e  c i t y .  I t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  when w e  f i n d  a r e i g n  measured  p r e c i s e l y  i n  y e a r s  i n  o r a l  
t r a d i t i o n ,  w e  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  u n d u l y  s k e p t i c a l ,  f o r  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  may g o  back t o  some 
method o f  t i m e - r e c k o n i n g .  To t a k e  a n  example  f rom H e r o d o t u s :  l o  h e  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  t h e  
P i s i s t r a t i d  d y n a s t y ,  f a t h e r  and s o n ,  r u l e d  A t h e n s  a s  t y r a n t s  f o r  36  y e a r s .  The l a s t  
P i s i s t r a t i d  t y r a n t  f e l l  i n  511 /10  B.C., and t h u s  t h e  r e i g n  o f  t h e  f a m i l y  began i n  
547/6 G.C. Now, when King C r o e s u s  o f  Lydia  was on t h e  e v e  o f  h i s  i l l - f a t e d  war w i t h  
P e r s i a ,  h e  s e n t  t o  A t h e n s  t o  a s k  f o r  h e l p ,  and h i s  e n v o y s  found  t h e  tyrann;T j u s t  
n i c e l y  e s t ~ b l  i s h e d .  ' rh ;~ t  Eac t  s h o u l d  f i s  t h e  d a t e  f o r  C r o e s u s  ' f a l l .  l i e ~ j r e t t a l ~ l l , :  t i ~ c  
m a t t e r  i s  n o t  th ; i t  s i m p l e ,  for I-leroclotus seems t o  h a v e  t h o u g h t  t h a t  C r o e s u s  f e l l  
a l rn~3s t  ;i clecacle e ; i r l i e r ;  t h e  r e a s o n  was ,  p e r h a k ~ s ,  t h a t  h e  was work inq  n o t  onl:: w i t ! )  
:in o r . i l  ck i rono loc j ica l  t r a c l i t i o n  from A t h e n s ,  b u t  also a  k i n g - l i s t  from 17ersi , t  which 
:~.1)' J:;IVE heen  u1t i rn; i teLy b a s e d  o n  o r a l  t r a d i t i c ~ n  t o o ,  2nd  i t  w;ls t h e  l a t t e r  t r c l t i i t i o n  



t h a t  m i s l e d  him. Y e t  w e  s h o u l d  c l i n g  t o  t h e  36 y e a r s  o f  P i s i s t r a t i d  t y r a n n y  f o r  t h i s  
is t h e  s o r t  o f  s t a t i s t i c  t h a t  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  would p r e s e r v e ,  and it is p r o b a b l y  
a c c u r a t e .  

However, r o y a l  g e n e a l o g i e s  from A f r i c a  were o f t e n  mere l i s t s  o f  names and  hence  
A f r i c a n i s t s  a r e  c o n c e r n e d  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a v e r a g e  l e n g t h s  o f  g e n e r a t i o n s  i n  o r d e r  t o  
s e c u r e  a  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  framework. For  t h e  sub-Sahara kingdoms, a n  a v e r a g e  g e n e r a t i o n  
l e n g t h ,  worked o u t  from 311 examples ,  comes t o  30 .3  y e a r s .  T h i s  i s  c l o s e  t o  t h e  30 .5  
y e a r s  which is t h e  a v e r a g e  i n  England between 1066 and 1951,  and n o t  much d i f f e r e n t  
from t h e  ru le -of - thumb t h a t  ~ e r o d o t u s l l  g i v e s ,  o f  t h r e e  g e n e r i t i o n s  t o  a  c e n t u r y .  
But  when w e  t r y  t o  work t h e  o t h e r  way and u s e  t h e  a v e r a g e  g e n e r a t i o n  t o  a s s i g n  
c a l e n d a r  y e a r s  t o  e v e n t s ,  t h e  c o n c e p t  c a n  be f u l l  o f  s h o r t c o m i n g s .  One s c h o l a r  who 
made t h e  e x p e r i m e n t  o f  u s i n g  t h e  a v e r a g e  g e n e r a t i o n  t o  a s s i g n  d a t e s  t o  e v e n t s  i n  
E n g l i s h  h i s t o r y  found t h a t  f o r  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  h e  c o u l d  be a s  much a s  f i f t y  
y e a r s  o u t .  12 G e n e a l o g i e s  g i v e  a  s e n s e  o f  t i m e ,  o r  p e r h a p s  even  a n  a r e a  o f  t i m e ,  b u t  
l i t t l e  more. 

They were, however,  k e p t  w i t h  some c a r e .  O r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  g e n e r a l l y  f e l l  i n t o  
two c a t e g o r i e s ,  o f f i c i a l  and  p r i v a t e .  The f i r s t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  o f f i c i a l l y  r e c o g n i z e d  
t r u t h  a b o u t  t h e  p a s t ,  and i t  is common t o  f i n d  d e s i g n a t e d  o f f i c i a l s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  
t h i s  t y p e  o f  t r a d i t i o n .  l 3  I n  Rwanda, a  monarchy u n t i l  1961,  t h e r e  were g e n e a l o g i s t s ,  
m e m o r i a l i s t s ,  R h a p s o d i s t s ,  and a  g roup  c a l l e d  t h e  a b i i r u ,  e a c h  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  keep ing  
one  c a t e g o r y  o f  t r a d i t i o n .  The g e n e a l o g i s t s  remembered t h e  l is ts  o f  t h e  k i n g s  and 
t h e  queen  m o t h e r s ,  t h e  m e m o r i a l i s t s  t h e  most  i m p o r t a n t  e v e n t s  o f  e a c h  r e i g n ,  t h e  
r h a p s o d i s t s  p r e s e r v e d  t h e  p a n e g y r i c s  on  t h e  k i n g s ,  and t h e  a b i i r u  k e p t  t h e  s e c r e t s  
o f  t h e  d y n a s t y .  I t  was t h e s e  g u a r d i a n s  o f  o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n  who c o n t r o l l e d  i t ,  n o t  
t h e  k i n g s .  None t h e  less, o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n s  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r o n e  t o  d i s t o r t i o n  
and t h e  m o t i v e  is o f t e n  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  g i v e  g r e a t e r  p r e s t i g e  t o  t h e  s t a t e ,  o r  t o  t h e  
d y n a s t y .  Royal  g e n e a l o g i e s  a r e  o f f i c i a l ,  a l m o s t  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  and t h e y  bes tow 
p r e s t i g e  upon t h e  r e i g n i n g  monarch by emphas i z ing  h i s  l e g i t i m a c y .  

The S p a r t a n  k i n g - l i s t s  i n  Herodo tus  a r e  a  good example o f  t h i s  s o r t  o f  t h i n g .  
S p a r t a  was a  d y a r c h y  w i t h  two k i n g s  and two r o y a l  f a m i l i e s ,  e a c h  t r a c i n g  i t s  d e s c e n t  
back t o  H e r a c l e s ,  which g a v e  l e g i t i m a c y  n o t  m e r e l y  t o  t h e  k i n g s ,  b u t  t o  S p a r t a n  
hegemony i n  t h e  Pe loponnesos .  He rodo tus  t e l l s  a  t a l e  of  how Cleomenes I o f  S p a r t a  
t ook  Athens  and was a b o u t  t o  e n t e r  t h e  t e m p l e  o f  Athena on  t h e  a c r o p o l i s  when t h e  
p r i e s t e s s  warned him t h a t  i t  was u n l a w f u l  f o r  a  Dor i an  t o  p a s s  o v e r  t h e  g o d d e s s '  
t h r e s h o l d .  " I  am no D o r i a n ,  b u t  a n  Achaean",  r e p l i e d  Cleomenes,  t h e r e b y  i n v o k i n g  
t h e  o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  h i s  house  t h a t  t ook  it back t o  t h e  Achaean H e r a c l e s ,  and 
t h e  p r i n c e s  o f  t h e  Mycenaean wor ld ,  whose c l a i m s  t h e  p r i e s t e s s  would be h a r d  p u t  t o  
deny.  

A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  t h i s  d e s c e n t  from H e r a c l e s  posed  a  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  p rob lem,  f o r  
t h e  Greeks  d a t e d  H e r a c l e s  b e f o r e  t h e  T r o j a n  PJar, and t h e  S p a r t a n  r o y a l  p e d i g r e e s  t i l l 1  

s t r e t c h  t h a t  f a r  o n l y  i f  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n s  have  a n  a v e r a g e  l e n g t h  o f  f o r t y  y e a r s . 1 4  
H i s t o r y  knows few d y n a s t i e s  w i t h  f o r t y - y e a r  g e n e r a t i o n s ;  most  o f  t h o s e  t h a t  have  
e s i s t e d  a r e  t o  be found i n  l a t e  med ieva l  and e a r l y  modern Germany, and mos t ,  f o r  
b i o l o g i c a l  r e a s o n s ,  become e x t i n c t  f a i r l y  e a r l y .  l 5  I t  is u n l i k e l y  t h a t  L a t h  S p a r t a n  
r o y a l  houses  c o u l d  have  s u r v i v e d  from b e f o r e  t h e  T r o j a n  War w i t h  g e n e r a t i o n s  t h a t  
ave raged  f o r t y  y e a r s .  The cl l ronolorjy h a s  been s t r e t c h e d ,  2nd t l ie  rc.lson was t h e  11c.ct: 

f o r  p r e s t i g e  and l e g i t i m a c y .  

P r i v a t e  t r a d i , t i o n s  a r e  t h o s e  t r a n s m i t t e c l  b y  iniliviLlu;iL ijrc>clps, > ;uc i~  2:; t ; i~ i i i l i c . : - ,  
w i t h o u t  o E f i c i a l  s a n c t i o n .  C lan  h i s t o r i e s  i ~ ? l l s c ~ m e w l ~ c r e  Lwtwecn t l ~ e  two c ~ ~ t e i i o r i c : ; :  
t h e y  a r e  " o f f i c i a l "  a s  t a r  a s  t h e y  r e f e r  t o  t h e  c l a n ,  b u t  i l r ivatc '  ::c> far- ;is t i ~ i ! ; .  rc ; t ' r  



t o h i s t o r y o u t s i d e .  P r i v a t e  t r a d i t i o n s  g e n e r a l l y  d o  n o t  g o  back  a s  f a r  i n  time a s  t h e i r  
o f f i c i a l  c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  f o r  memories  f a d e  a f t e r  t h r e e  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  and g e n e a l o g i e s  c a n  
s u f f e r  f rom a  p r o c e s s  known a s  " s t r u c t u r a l  a m n e s i a "  whereby  a  l i s t  o f  a n c e s t o r s  may 
h a v e  no  more names i n  i t  t h a n  it d i d  a  c e n t u r y  a g o .  The less  i m p o r t a n t  names f a l l  o u t  
b e c a u s e  o f  a  s u b c o n s c i o u s  d e s i r e  f o r  e f f i c i e n c y .  T h e r e  is a l s o  t h e  t e n d e n c y  o f  f a m i l y  
t r a d i t i o n  t o  remember t h e  g r e a t  d z e d s  o f  i ts  members and  f o r g e t  t h e i r  less h o n o r a b l e  
o n e s ,  b u t  f o r  a l l  t h a t ,  p r i v a t e  t r a d i t i o n s  a r e  less  p r o n e  t o  d i s t o r t i o n  t h a n  t h e i r  
o f f i c i a l  c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  f o r  t h e y  a r e  less  l i k e l y  t o  b e  c a l l e d  upon t o  s e r v e  a  s o c i a l  
f u n c t i o n .  Y e t ,  t h e r e  is  a l w a y s  some u l t e r i o r  m o t i v e  f o r  remember ing .  R e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  
y e t  t o  f i n d  a n  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  t r a n s m i t t e d  p u r e l y  f o r  l o v e  o f  knowledge.  

I t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which  a n  o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n  c a n  impose  i t s e l f  o n  
t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  a  s t a t e  d e p e n d s  i n  g r e a t  p a r t  o n  t h a t  s t a t e ' s  s o c i a l  and  p o l i t i c a l  
o r g a n i z a t i o n .  M o n a r c h i e s  and  c h i e f d o m s  p r o p a g a t e  o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n s .  S o  c o u l d  towns :  
i n  N i g e r i a ,  t h e  Yoruba town o f  Ketu  had a n  h e r e d i t a r y  o f f i c i a l  known a s  t h e  b a b a  e legum 
who knew t h e  t o w n ' s  h i s t o r y  by h e a r t ,  and  t h o s e  who h a v e  r e a d  A l e x  H a l e y ' s  R o o t s  w i l l  
b e  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  v i l l a g e  g r i o t  i n  t h e  R e p u b l i c  o f  t h e  Gambia.16 
T h e r e  a r e  e x c e p t i o n s :  i n  B u r u n d i ,  which was a  monarchy u n t i l  1 9 6 6 ,  t h e r e  was a p p a r e n t l y  
n o  o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n  b u t  h i s t o r y  was t o l d  i n  s o n g s ,  t a l e s  and  p r o v e r b s .  B u t  i n  g e n e r a l ,  
o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n s  would p r o b a b l y  f a c e  g r e a t e r  c o m p e t i t i o n  i n  a n  o p e n  s o c i e t y  s u c h  a s  
t h a t  o f  A t h e n s ,  t h a n  i n  a  c l o s e d  s o c i e t y  s u c h  a s  S p a r t a ' s .  B u t  e v e r y w h e r e  t h e r e  w e r e  
s p e c i a l i s t s  who s o u g h t  t o  t r a n s m i t  t r a d i t i o n  c o r r e c t l y  f rom g e n e r a t i o n  t o  g e n e r a t i o n ,  
and  t h e  s p e c i a l i s t  who e r r e d  was s u b j e c t  t o  v a r y i n g  s a n c t i o n s ,  r a n g i n g  f rom r i d i c u l e  
t o  d e a t h .  Such s p e c i a l i s t s  h a v e  been found  n o t  o n l y  i n  A f r i c a ,  b u t  a l s o  P o l y n e s i a ,  
and  among t h e  I n c a s  and  A z t e c s  i n  America .  Can we f i n d  c o u n t e r p a r t s  i n  a n c i e n t  G r e e c e ?  
Were t h e  Greek  and  P e r s i a n  l o g i o i  whose i m a g i n a r y  d e b a t e  o p e n s  t h e  H i s t o r y  s p e c i a l i s t s  
o f  t h i s  sor t?  T h e r e  is  no  d o u b t  t h a t  t h e r e  were  o r a l  p o e t s  i n  a r c h a i c  Greece: t h e  
C h i o t  c l a n  o f  t h e  H o m e r i d a i  who c l a i m e d  d e s c e n t  f rom ~ o m e r ,  w e r e  a  g r o u p  o f  s p e c i a l i s t s  
i n  e p i c  p o e t r y  a n a l o g o u s  t o  t h e  r h a p s o d e s  i n  Rwanda. But  were t h e r e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
m e m o r i a l i s t s  c h a r g e d  w i t h  k e e p i n g  o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n i n a r c h a i c  Greece, and c o u l d  

, H e r d o t u s  h a v e  t a l k e d  w i t h  them,  and  l e a r n e d  f rom them o f f i c i a l  t r a d i t i o n s  t h a t  h e  
r e p o r t s  w i t h  r u b r i c s  s u c h  a s  " t h e  S p a r t a n s  s a y " ,  " t h e  men o f  T h e r a  s a y " ,  and s o  o n ?  

when A r i s t o t l e  i n  h i s  p o l i t i c s 1 7  names t h e  o f f i c i a l s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a  c i t y ,  h e  
m e n t i o n s  v a r i o u s  r e g i s t r a r s  c a l l e d  hieromnemones,  e p i s t a t a i ,  and mnemones: " s a c r e d  
r e m e m b r a n c e r s " ,  " k e e p e r s  o f  a r c h i v e s " ,  and " r e m e m b r a n c e r s " .  I n  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  D i o n y s i u s  
a l r e a d y  q u o t e d ,  h e  m e n t i o n s  l o c a l  t r a d i t i o n s  " r e c o r d e d  i n  p l a c e s  s a c r e d  and p r o f a n e " ,  
which mus t  s u r e l y  b e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  p r e s e r v e d  by A r i s t o t l e ' s  o f f i c i a l s .  F i n a l l y ,  a  f e w  
y e a r s  a g o ,  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  a r c h a i c  i n s c r i p t i o n  t u r n e d  up o n  C r e t e ,  i n s c r i b e d  o n  a  b r o n z e  
m i t r a  o f  a b d o m i n a l  g u a r d .  I t  sets f o r t h  t h e  r i g h t s  and p r i v i l e g e s  o f  o n e  S p e n s i t h i o s ,  
who is  t o  be p o i n i k a s t e s  and mnemon o f  a  c i t y ,  and h i s  d e s c e n d a n t s  a f t e r  him. iie 

combines  two o f f i c e s  i n  h i s  p e r s o n :  t h e  s e c o n d ,  t h a t  o f  mnemon, is  " r e m e m b r a n c e r " .  
ile was t o  remember wha t  t h e  c i t y  needed  t o  remember,  and h i s  d e s c e n d a n t s  a r t e r  him. 
" T h e  o f f i c e  o f  Innemon (remernbrancc-r,  r e c o r d e r )  may h a v e  e x i s t e d  h e r e  a l r e a d y ,  a s  
e l s e w h e r e  i n  C r c t e " ,  remark L i l i a n  J e f f e r y  and Anna Morpurgn-Davies  i n  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  
p u b l i c a t i c 3 n  o i  t h i s  i n s c r i p t i o n , l s  " b u t  a  mnemon need n o t  be  l i t e r a t e ;  h i s  memory is 
e s s c ~ n t i a l " .  

'Siic E i r s t  or tic(., t h ~  t oi p o i n i l i a s t c s ,  cjii.:es some t r o u L ~ l e ,  f o r  t h e  vior~l J ~ L > c ; I L - : ;  
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o n c e  p r o t e c t e d  by c u s t o m ,  h e  had se t  down i n  w r i t i n g ,  and  i n s c r i b e d  o n  a  p i e c e  
o f  h i s  a rmour  t h a t  h e  wore s u s p e n d e d  f r o m  h i s  b e l t .  M o r e o v e r ,  h e  n o  l o n g e r  r e l i e d  
c o m p l e t e l y  o n  h i s  memory, a s  n o  d o u b t  h i s  f a t h e r  a n d  g r a n d f a t h e r  had d o n e .  H e  had 
m a s t e r e d  t h e  new t e c h n o l o g y .  H e  c o u l d  w r i t e .  B u t  i f  we may d r a w  a n  a n a l o g y  f r o m  
t h e  A f r i c a n  k ingdoms,  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  and  w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n s  p r o b a b l y  c o - e x i s t e d  
f o r  a  l o n g  time a n d  t h e  o l d  g u a r d i a n s  o f  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  d i d  n o t  g i v e  way t o  t h e  
new l i t e r a c y  w i t h o u t  r e l u c t a n c e .  

D i o n y s i u s  o f  H a l i c a r n a s s u s  a t t e m p t e d  t o  show t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l  method  i n  a n c i e n t  
G r e e c e  had  p r o g r e s s e d  f r o m  s u c h  e a r l y  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  a s  Euagon o f  Samos a n d  B i o n  o f  
P r o c o n n e s u s ,  t o  H e r o d o t u s ,  a n d  T h u c y d i d e s .  Whether  or n o t  h e  was r i g h t  c a n  s t i l l  
p r o v o k e  a r g u m e n t ,  b u t  some, a t  l e a s t ,  o f  t h e  p r e d e c e s s o r s  whom D i o n y s i u s  names were 
H e r o d o t u s '  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  and  what  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  t h e  c a s e  is t h a t  H e r o d o t u s  l i v e d  a t  
t h e  time o f  i n t e n s e  h i s t o r i c a l  a c t i v i t y .  N o t  m e r e l y  H e r o d o t u s ,  b u t  a  h o s t  o f  shadowy 
r e s e a r c h e r s  w e r e  a t  work p u t t i n g  down r e c o r d s ,  m o t i v a t e d  by  a  d e s i r e  t o  p r e s e r v e  
c o r r e c t  t r a d i t i o n s  a t  a  t i m e  when l i t e r a c y  was becoming w i d e s p r e a d ,  a n d  s t o r i e s  o n c e  
p r e s e r v e d  i n  t h e  h e a d s  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l  r e m e m b r a n c e r s  were b e i n g  p u t  i n t o  w r i t i n g .  W e  
h a v e  t h e  t i t l e s  o f  some o f  t h e s e  " w o r k s " ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  l i s t  o f  t h e  P r i e s t e s s e s  o f  t h e  
Hera  t e m p l e  a t  A r g o s ,  t h e  Olympic  V i c t o r  L i s t ,  t h e  V i c t o r s  a t  t h e  C a r n e i a n  f e s t i v a l  
i n  S p a r t a ,  g i v i n g  t h e  names o f  v i c t o r s  a t  t h e  Olympic  Games f r o m  776 B.C., and  s o  
on .  D u l l  s t u f f ,  b u t  somebody m u s t  h a v e  remembered it u n t i l  it c o u l d  b e  c o m m i t t e d  t o  
w r i t i n g .  B e h i n d  a l l  t h i s  a c t i v i t y  l a y  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s  i n  Greece i n  
t h e  l a t e r  s i x t h  and f i f t h  c e n t u r i e s  B.C. O u t b r e a k s  o f  g e n e a l o g i c a l  f e v e r ,  J . H .  Plumb 
n o t e d  i n  h i s  The D e a t h  o f  t h e  ~ a s t , l g  o c c u r  when new c l a s s e s  a r e  e m e r q i n q  i n  a  s t a t e ,  - - 
when t h e  o l d  e l i t e s  f e e l  t h r e a t e n e d ,  o r  when t h e y  f a l l  u n d e r  f o r e i g n  d o m i n a t i o n .  B u t  
t h e  s tor ies  o f  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n - - m y t h s  i n  t h e  Greek  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r d - - r e s i s t e d  s c i e n -  
t i f i c  method.  T h u c y d i d e s ,  r i g o r o u s  a s  h e  was ,  c o u l d  u s e  Homer a s  a  s o u r c e ,  b u t  t h e  
p r o b l e m  f o r  h im,  w r i t i n g  a  g e n e r a t i o n  a f t e r  H e r o d o t u s ,  was how t o  f i n d  a  c o r r e c t  
a c c o u n t  o f  a n  e v e n t  o n c e  a l l  t h e  w i t n e s s e s  were d e a d  and  c o u l d  n o t  g i v e  t e s t i m o n y .  
H e r o d o t u s  had  r e l i e d  upon o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  t o  r e c r e a t e  t h e  p a s t ,  and  when h e  f o u n d  
c o n f l i c t i n g  e v i d e n c e  h e  g a v e  v a r i a n t  v e r s i o n s .  T h a t  would n o t  d o  f o r  T h u c y d i d e s .  H e  
a imed  a t  h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h ,  and  a f t e r  h im,  it becomes a  c l i c h 6  among t h e  Greco-Roman 
h i s t o r i a n s  t h a t  w h a t  t h e y  p u r v e y  i s  " t h e  t r u t h " .  The " t r u t h "  was s o m e t h i n g  t o  b e  
a s c e r t a i n e d  by w i t n e s s e s  ( u n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  d e m o c r a c y  had t a u g h t  t h e  A t h e n i a n s  c o u r t  
p r o c e d u r e )  and  s i n c e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  c o u l d  n o t  p r o d u c e  them,  i t  had t o  b e  a b a n d o n e d .  
T h u c y d i d e s  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  t h e  d i s t a n t  p a s t  c o u l d  n o t  b e  r e c o v e r e d  w i t h  s c i e n t i f i c  
a c c u r a c y ,  and  a f t e r  h im,  t h e  a n c i e n t  h i s t o r i a n s  p r e f e r r e d  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  w o r l d .  

We a r e  l e f t  w i t h  a n  h y p o t h e s i s .  I t  is t h a t  a r c h a i c ,  p r e l i t e r a t e  G r e e c e  d i d  h a v e  
p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n a l o g o u s  t o  t h o s e  f o u n d  i n  p r e c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a ,  whose r o l e  i t  was t o  
remember t h e  p a s t .  Wi th  t h e  coming o f  t h e  a l p h a b e t ,  and t h e  g r o w t h  o f  l i t e r a c y ,  t h e  
r o l e  o f  t h e  remembrancer  c h a n g e d ,  b u t  t h e y  w e r e  s t i l l  t o  b e  f o u n d  i n  H e r o d o t u s '  d a y ,  
and  t h e y  w e r e  r e a d y  a n d  w i l l i n g  t o  p r o v i d e  " o f f i c i a l "  a c c o u n t s  o f  e v e n t s .  T h u s ,  when 
H e r o d o t u s  r e l a t e d  t h e  s t o r y  o f  how t h e  c o l o n y  o f  C y r e n e  was f o u n d e d ,  h e  c o u l d  g i v e  a  
S p a r t a n ,  a  T h e r a e a n  a n d  a  C y r e n a i c  v e r s i o n ,  which  d i d  n o t  a g r e e  o n  e v e r y  p o i n t ,  and 
t h e s e  w e r e  t h e  a c c o u n t s  p r e s e r v e d  by r e m e m b r a n c e r s  o f  t h e  t h r e e  s t a t e s .  I n  a c l c l i t i o n ,  
h e  found  some p r i v a t e  s o u r c e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  f o u r  i n f o r m a n t s  h e  m e n t i o n s  s p e c i f i c ~ l l y ,  
ancl w e  mus t  n o t  f o r g e t  f a m i l y  t r a d i t i o n s ,  f o r  t h e  v i e w  t h ~ t  1I t . rodotus  was c!cpentii.nt 
o n  t h e  Alkmaeonicl c l a n ,  and  i t s  h e a d ,  P e r i c l e s ,  f o r  much o f  h i s  A t h e n i a n  l ~ i s t o r ; . ,  i:: 
s o  w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  i t  mus t  be g i v e n  i t s  due. irlorcover , ilelrr!clvti~s w;ls 1 1 ~ ) t  ,-iLont? 
i n  h i s  r e s e a r c h .  iIe l i v e d  a t  a  t i m e  when L i t e r a c y  was L ~ c c ~ ~ m i n t j  r c l , ~ t  ivpL~8 \.ricii!:;tlrc.i,l 
ancl r e c o r d s  w e r e  b e i n g  p u t  i n t o  w r i t i n g .  I n  A t h e n s  itst:lC, somet ime  a b o u t  475 U . ; . ,  

a  l i s t  o f  t h e  a r c h o n s  f o r  e a c h  y e a r  was i n s c r i b e d  o n  s t o n e  2nd  s e t  u ~ )  i n  the in;irkr~t.- 
p l a c e ;  20 b e f o r e  t h a t  t i m e ,  t h e r e  is n o  s o l i c l  e v i d e n c e  t h ~ t  tLle List hat1 1~ct.n cc~mrni t t t x i i  

t o  w r i t i n g .  



By t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  B.C. t h e  s i t u a t i o n  had c h a n g e d .  I n  403/2 B.C. A t h e n s  
o r g a n i z e d  h e r  a r c h i v e s  i n  t h e  Met roon ,  t h e  t e m p l e  o f  t h e  Mother  o f  t h e  Gods. 
T h u c y d i d e s  w r o t e  h i s  h i s t o r y ,  w i t h  i ts  i m p l i e d  s t r i c t u r e s  o n  H e r o d o t u s '  t y p e  o f  
h i s t o r y  which had been  " p u b l i s h e d "  by p u b l i c  r e a d i n g s  b e f o r e  i t  r e a c h e d  i ts  f i n a l  
form. T h u c y d i d e s  b e l o n g s  t o  t h e  new w o r l d  o f  w r i t i n g ;  h e  was p r o d u c i n g  a " p o s s e s s i o n  
f o r  a l l  t i m e "  w r i t t e n  i n  d i f f i c u l t  p r o s e  t h a t  was meant  t o  b e  s t u d i e d ,  and H e r o d o t u s  
went  o n  t o  a c q u i r e  t h e  r e p u t a t i o n  t h a t  c l u n g  t o  him u n t i l  a  g e n e r a t i o n  a g o .  H e  made 
p l e a s a n t  r e a d i n g ,  b u t  h e  was g u l l i b l e  and  s i m p l y  n o t  r e l i a b l e .  
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