
THE EGYPTIANS HERODOTUS AND THE OTHER GREEKS

UNDERSTANDING OF THE NILE RIVER AND ITS NATURE

Egypt's á¼”Ï•Î³Î± Î»ÏŒÎ³Î¿Ï… Î¼ÎÎ¶Ï‰: Narrating the Nile in Book II of Herodotus [3] Its nature is not only singular and
different, but explicitly opposite to the of description and interpretation, which are closely connected to the process of .
Other Greek writers (Thales, Hecataeus, and Anaxagoras have all been.

In Arabia, not far from Egypt, there is a long and narrow gulf running inland from the sea called the
Erythraean, of which I will here set down the dimensions. As the air in those regions is constantly clear, and
the country warm through the absence of cold winds, the sun in his passage across them acts upon them
exactly as he wont to act elsewhere in summer, when his path is in the middle of heaven- that is, he attracts the
water. In the neighbourhood of Thebes there are some sacred serpents which are perfectly harmless. Dough
they knead with their feet; but they mix mud, and even take up dirt, with their hands. Thus the Ister flows
through the whole of Europe before it finally empties itself into the Euxine at Istria, one of the colonies of the
Milesians. The statue of this goddess has the form of a woman but with horns like a cow, resembling thus the
Greek representations of Io; and the Egyptians, one and all, venerate cows much more highly than any other
animal. The second is that rain and frost are unknown there. Concerning Egypt itself I shall extend my
remarks to a great length, because there is no country that possesses so many wonders, nor any that has such a
number of works which defy description. Upon one day in the year, however, at the festival of Jupiter, they
slay a single ram, and stripping off the fleece, cover with it the statue of that god, as he once covered himself,
and then bring up to the statue of Jove an image of Hercules. But ever since he desired to learn, on becoming
king, what nation was oldest, they have considered that, though they came before all other nations, the
Phrygians are older still. This is a description of the black ibis which contends with the serpents. Starting from
its innermost recess, and using a row-boat, you take forty days to reach the open main, while you may cross
the gulf at its widest part in the space of half a day. Further, the Egyptians said they first used the appellations
of twelve gods 3 which the Greeks afterwards borrowed from them ; and it was they who first assigned to the
several gods their altars and images and temples, and first carved figures on stone. In social meetings among
the rich, when the banquet is ended, a servant carries round to the several guests a coffin, in which there is a
wooden image of a corpse, carved and painted to resemble nature as nearly as possible, about a cubit or two
cubits in length. As the Egyptians have a climate peculiar to themselves, and their river is different in its
nature from all other rivers, so have they made all their customs and laws of a kind contrary for the most part
to those of all other men. By this the scribe gave me to understand, if there was any truth at all in what he said,
that in this fountain there are certain strong eddies, and a regurgitation, owing to the force wherewith the water
dashes against the mountains, and hence a Sounding-line cannot be got to reach the bottom of the spring. Then
they slay the animal, and cutting off his head, proceed to flay the body. They were led across extensive
marshes, and finally came to a town, where all the men were of the height of their conductors, and
black-complexioned. From this they conceive, and when, after passing some time in the sea, they begin to be
in spawn, the whole shoal sets off on its return to its ancient haunts. On hearing that the whole land of Greece
is watered by rain from heaven, and not, like their own, inundated by rivers, they observed- "Some day the
Greeks will be disappointed of their grand hope, and then they will be wretchedly hungry"; which was as
much as to say, "If God shall some day see fit not to grant the Greeks rain, but shall afflict them with a long
drought, the Greeks will be swept away by a famine, since they have nothing to rely on but rain from Jove,
and have no other resource for water. For how can it be conceived possible that a dove should really speak
with the voice of a man?


