
§ 6 

In the early days of Sumeria and Akkadia the city-kings were priests and medicine-
men rather than kings, and it was only when foreign conquerors sought to establish 
their hold in relation to existing institutions that the distinction of priest and king 
became definite. But the god of the priests remained as the real overlord of the land 
and of priest and king alike. He was the universal landlord; the wealth and authority of 
his temples and establishments outshone those of the king. Especially was this the 
case within the city walls. Hammurabi, the founder of the first Babylonian Empire, is 
one of the earlier monarchs whom we find taking a firm grip upon the affairs of the 
community. He does it with the utmost politeness to the gods. In an inscription 
recording his irrigation work in Sumeria and Akkadia, he begins: “When Anu and Bel 
entrusted me with the rule of Sumer and Akkad——.” We possess a code of laws 
made by this same Hammurabi—it is the earliest known code of law—and at the head 
of this code we see the figure of Hammurabi receiving the law from its nominal 
promulgator, the god Shamash. 

An act of great political importance in the conquest of any city was the carrying off of 
its god to become a subordinate in the temple of its conqueror. This was far more 
important than the subjugation of king by king. Merodach, the Babylonian Jupiter, was 
carried off by the Elamites, and Babylon did not feel independent until its return. But 
sometimes a conqueror was afraid of the god he had conquered. In the collection of 
letters addressed to Amenophis III and IV at Tel-Amarna in Egypt, to which allusion 
has already been made, is one from a certain king, Tushratta, King of Mitani, who has 
conquered Assyria and taken the statue of the goddess Ishtar. Apparently he has sent 
this statue into Egypt, partly to acknowledge the overlordship of Amenophis, but 
partly because he fears her anger. (Winckler.) In the Bible is related (Sam. i. v. 1) how 
the Ark of the Covenant of the God of the Hebrews was carried off by the Philistines, 
as a token of conquest, into the temple of the fish god, Dagon, at Ashdod, and how 
Dagon fell down and was broken, and how the people of Ashdod were smitten with 
disease. In the latter story{v1-246} particularly the gods and priests fill the scene; 
there is no king in evidence at all. 

Right through the history of the Babylonian and Assyrian empires no monarch seems 
to have felt his tenure of power secure in Babylon until he had “taken the hand of 
Bel”—that is to say, that he had been adopted by the priesthood of “Bel” as the god’s 
son and representative. As our knowledge of Assyrian and Babylonian history grows 
clearer, it becomes plainer that the politics of that world, the revolutions, usurpations, 
changes of dynasty, intrigues with foreign powers, turned largely upon issues between 
the great wealthy priesthoods and the growing but still inadequate power of the 



monarchy. The king relied on his army, and this was usually a mercenary army of 
foreigners, speedily mutinous if there was no pay or plunder, and easily bribed. We 
have already noted the name of Sennacherib, the son of Sargon II, among the 
monarchs of the Assyrian Empire. Sennacherib was involved in a violent quarrel with 
the priesthood of Babylon; he never “took the hand of Bel”; and finally struck at that 
power by destroying altogether the holy part of the city of Babylon (691 B.C.) and 
removing the statue of Bel-Marduk to Assyria. He was assassinated by one of his sons, 
and his successor, Esarhaddon (his son, but not the son who was his assassin), found 
it expedient to restore Bel-Marduk and rebuild his temple, and make his peace with 
the god.[141] 

Assurbanipal (Greek, Sardanapalus), the son of this Esarhaddon, is a particularly 
interesting figure from this point of view of the relationship of priesthood and king. His 
father’s reconciliation with the priests of Bel-Marduk went so far that Sardanapalus 
was given a Babylonian instead of a military Assyrian education. He became a great 
collector of the clay documents of the past, and his library, which has been 
unearthed, is now the most precious source of historical material in the world. But for 
all his learning he kept his grip on the Assyrian army; he made a temporary conquest 
of Egypt, suppressed a rebellion in Babylon, and carried out a number of successful 
expeditions. As we have{v1-247} already told in Chapter XVI, he was almost the last of 
the Assyrian monarchs. The Aryan tribes, who knew more of war than of priestcraft, 
and particularly the Scythians, the Medes and Persians, had long been pressing upon 
Assyria from the north and north-east. The Medes and Persians formed an alliance 
with the nomadic Semitic Chaldeans of the south for the joint undoing of Assyria. 
Nineveh, the Assyrian capital, fell to these Aryans in 606 B.C. 

Sixty-seven years after the taking of Nineveh by the Aryans, which left Babylonia to the 
Semitic Chaldeans, the last monarch of the Chaldean Empire (the Second Babylonian 
Empire), Nabonidus, the father of Belshazzar, was overthrown by Cyrus, the Persian. 
This Nabonidus, again, was a highly educated monarch, who brought far too much 
intelligence and imagination and not enough of the short range wisdom of this world 
to affairs of state. He conducted antiquarian researches, and to his researches it is 
that we owe the date of 3750 B.C., assigned to Sargon I and still accepted by many 
authorities. He was proud of this determination, and left inscriptions to record it. It is 
clear he was a religious innovator; he built and rearranged temples and attempted to 
centralize religion in Babylon by bringing a number of local gods to the temple of Bel-
Marduk. No doubt he realized the weakness and disunion of his empire due to these 
conflicting cults, and had some conception of unification in his mind. 
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Events were marching too rapidly for any such development. His innovation had 
manifestly raised the suspicion and hostility of the priesthood of Bel. They sided with 
the Persians. “The soldiers of Cyrus entered Babylon without fighting.” Nabonidus was 
taken prisoner, and Persian sentinels were set at the gates of the temple of Bel, 
“where the services continued without intermission.” 

Cyrus did, in fact, set up the Persian Empire in Babylon with the blessing of Bel-
Marduk. He gratified the conservative instincts of the priests by packing off the local 
gods back to their ancestral temples. He also restored the Jews to 
Jerusalem.[142] These were merely matters of immediate policy to him. But in{v1-
248} bringing in the irreligious Aryans, the ancient priesthood was paying too highly for 
the continuation of its temple services. It would have been wiser to have dealt with the 
innovations of Nabonidus, that earnest heretic, to have listened to his ideas, and to 
have met the needs of a changing world. Cyrus entered Babylon 539 B.C.; by 
521 B.C. Babylon was in insurrection again, and in 520 B.C. another Persian monarch, 
Darius, was pulling down her walls. Within two hundred years the life had altogether 
gone out of those venerable rituals of Bel-Marduk, and the temple of Bel-Marduk was 
being used by builders as a quarry. 

 
 

 

§ 7[143] 

The story of priest and king in Egypt is similar to, but by no means parallel with, that of 
Babylonia. The kings of Sumeria and Assyria were priests who had become kings; they 
were secularized priests. The Pharaoh of Egypt does not appear to have followed 
precisely that line. Already in the very oldest records the Pharaoh has a power and 
importance exceeding that of any priest. He is, in fact, a god, and more than either 
priest or king. We do not know how he got to that position. No monarch of Sumeria or 
Babylonia or Assyria could have induced his people to do for him what the great 
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pyramid-building Pharaohs of the IVth Dynasty made their people do in those vast 
erections. The earlier Pharaohs were not improbably regarded as incarnations{v1-
249} of the dominant god. The falcon god Horus sits behind the head of the great 
statue of Chephren. So late a monarch as Rameses III (XIXth Dynasty) is represented 
upon his sarcophagus (now at Cambridge) bearing the distinctive symbols of the three 
great gods of the Egyptian system.[144] He carries the two sceptres of Osiris, the god 
of Day and Resurrection; upon his head are the horns of the cow goddess Hathor, and 
also the sun ball and feathers of Ammon Ra. He is not merely wearing the symbols of 
these gods as a devout Babylonian might wear the symbols of Bel-Marduk; he is these 
three gods in one. 

 
 

 

Ramses III as Osiris—between the goddesses Nephthys and Isis.... 

Relief on the cover of the sarcophagus (at Cambridge). After Sharpe. 

Inscription (round the edges of cover), as far as decipherable. 

“Osiris, King of Upper and Lower Egypt, lord of the two countries ... son of the 
Sun, beloved of the gods, lord of diadems, Rameses, prince of Heliopolis, 
triumphant! Thou art in the condition of a god, thou shalt arise as Usr, there is no 
enemy to thee, I give to thee triumph among them....” Budge, Catalogue, Egyptian 
Collection, Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. 

The student will find much more in Sir J. G. Frazer’s Golden Bough about the ancient 
use of human beings as well as statues to represent gods. Here we have merely to 
point to an apparent difference of idea between the Asiatic and African monarchies in 
this respect. 
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We find also a number of sculptures and paintings to enforce{v1-250} the idea that the 
Pharaohs were the actual sons of gods. The divine fathering and birth of Amenophis III, 
for instance (of the XVIIIth Dynasty), is displayed in extraordinary detail in a series of 
sculptures at Luxor. Moreover, it was held that the Pharaohs, being of so divine a 
strain, could not marry common clay, and consequently they were accustomed to 
marry blood relations within the degrees of consanguinity now prohibited, even 
marrying their sisters. 

The struggle between palace and temple came into Egyptian history, therefore, at a 
different angle from that at which it came into Babylonia. Nevertheless, it came in. 
Professor Maspero (in his New Light on Ancient Egypt) gives a very interesting account 
of the struggle of Amenophis IV with the priesthoods, and particularly with priests of 
the great god, Ammon Ra, Lord of Karnak. The mother of Amenophis IV was not of the 
race of Pharaoh; it would seem that his father, Amenophis III, made a love match with 
a subject, a beautiful Syrian named Tii, and Professor Maspero finds in the possible 
opposition to and annoyance of this queen by the priests of Ammon Ra the beginnings 
of the quarrel. She may, he thinks, have inspired her son with a fanatical hatred of 
Ammon Ra. But Amenophis IV may have had a wider view. Like the Babylonian 
Nabonidus, who lived a thousand years later, he may have had in mind the problem of 
moral unity in his empire. We have already noted that Amenophis III ruled from 
Ethiopia to the Euphrates, and that the store of letters to himself and his son found at 
Tel Amarna show a very wide range of interest and influence. At any rate, Amenophis 
IV set himself to close all the Egyptian and Syrian temples, to put an end to all 
sectarian worship throughout his dominions, and to establish everywhere the worship 
of one god, Aton, the solar disk. He left his capital, Thebes, which was even more the 
city of Ammon Ra than later Babylon was the city of Bel-Marduk, and set up his capital 
at Tel Amarna; he altered his name from “Amenophis,” which consecrated him to 
Ammon (Amen) to “Akhnaton,” the Sun’s Glory; and he held his own against all the 
priesthoods of his empire for eighteen years and died a Pharaoh. 



 
 

 

Opinions upon Amenophis IV, or Akhnaton, differ very widely.{v1-251} There are those 
who regard him as the creature of his mother’s hatred of Ammon and the uxorious 
spouse of a beautiful wife. Certainly he loved his wife very passionately; he showed 
her great honour—Egypt honoured women, and was ruled at different times by several 
queens—and he was sculptured in one instance with his wife seated upon his knees, 
and in another in the act of kissing her in a chariot; but men who live under the sway of 
their womenkind do not sustain great empires in the face of the bitter hostility of the 
most influential organized bodies in their realm.[145] Others write of him as a “gloomy 
fanatic.” Matrimonial bliss is rare in the cases of gloomy fanatics. It is much more 
reasonable to regard him as the Pharaoh who refused to be a god. It is not simply his 
religious policy and his frank display of natural affection that seem to mark a strong 
and very original personality. His æsthetic ideas were his own. He refused to have his 
portrait conventionalized into the customary smooth beauty of the Pharaoh god, and 
his face looks out at us across an interval of thirty-four centuries, a man amidst ranks 
of divine insipidities. 

A reign of eighteen years was not long enough for the revolution{v1-252} he 
contemplated, and his son-in-law who succeeded him went back to Thebes and 
made his peace with Ammon Ra. 

To the very end of the story the divinity of kings haunted the Egyptian mind, and 
infected the thoughts of intellectually healthier races. When Alexander the Great 
reached Babylon, the prestige of Bel-Marduk was already far gone in decay, but in 
Egypt, Ammon Ra was still god enough to make a snob of the conquering Grecian. The 
priests of Ammon Ra, about the time of the XVIIIth or XIXth Dynasty (circa 1400 B.C.), 
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had set up in an oasis of the desert a temple and oracle. Here was an image of the god 
which could speak, move its head, and accept or reject scrolls of inquiry. This oracle 
was still flourishing in 332 B.C. The young master of the world, it is related, made a 
special journey to visit it; he came into the sanctuary, and the image advanced out of 
the darkness at the back to meet him. There was an impressive exchange of 
salutations. Some such formula as this must have been used (says Professor 
Maspero): “Come, son of my loins, who loves me so that I give thee the royalty of Ra 
and the royalty of Horus! I give thee valiance, I give thee to hold all countries and all 
religions under thy feet; I give thee to strike all the peoples united together with thy 
arm!” 

So it was that the priests of Egypt conquered their conqueror, and an Aryan monarch 
first became a god....[146] 

§ 8 

The struggle of priest and king in China cannot be discussed here at any length. It was 
different again, as in Egypt it was different from Babylonia, but we find the same effort 
on the part of the ruler to break up tradition because it divides up the people. The 
Chinese Emperor, the “Son of Heaven,” was himself a high-priest, and his chief duty 
was sacrificial; in the more disorderly phases of Chinese history he ceases to rule and 
continues only to sacrifice. The literary class was detached from the priestly class{v1-
253} at an early date. It became a bureaucratic body serving the local kings and rulers. 
That is a fundamental difference between the history of China and any Western 
history. While Alexander was overrunning Western Asia, China, under the last priest-
emperors of the Chow Dynasty, was sinking into a state of great disorder. Each 
province clung to its separate nationality and traditions, and the Huns spread from 
province to province. The King of Ts’in (who lived about eighty years after Alexander 
the Great), impressed by the mischief tradition was doing in the land, resolved to 
destroy the entire Chinese literature, and his son, Shi Hwang-ti, the “first universal 
Emperor,” made a strenuous attempt to seek out and destroy all the existing 
classics.[147] They vanished while he ruled, and he ruled without tradition, and 
welded China into a unity that endured for some centuries; but when he had passed, 
the hidden books crept out again. China remained united, though not under his 
descendants, but after a civil war under a fresh dynasty, the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.). 
The first Han monarch did not sustain this campaign of Shi Hwang-ti against 
the literati, and his successor made his peace with them and restored the texts of the 
classics.{v1-254} 
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XX 
 
SERFS, SLAVES, SOCIAL CLASSES, AND FREE INDIVIDUALS 

§ 1. The Common Man in Ancient Times. § 2. The Earliest Slaves. § 3. The first 
“Independent” Persons. § 4. Social Classes Three Thousand Years Ago. § 5. Classes 
Hardening into Castes. § 6. Caste in India. § 7. The System of the Mandarins. § 8. A 
Summary of Five Thousand Years. 

§ 1 

WE have been sketching in the last four chapters the growth of civilized states out of 
the primitive Neolithic agriculture that began in Mesopotamia perhaps 15,000, 
perhaps 20,000, years ago. It was at first horticulture rather than agriculture; it was 
done with the hoe before the plough, and at first it was quite supplementary to the 
sheep, goat, and cattle tending that made the “living” of the family tribe. We have 
traced the broad outlines of the development in regions of exceptional fruitfulness of 
the first settled village communities into more populous towns and cities, and the 
growth of the village shrine and the village medicine-man into the city temple and the 
city priesthood. We have noted the beginnings of organized war, first as a bickering 
between villages, and then as a more disciplined struggle between the priest-king and 
god of one city and those of another. Our story has passed on rapidly from the first 
indications of conquest and empire in Sumer, perhaps 6000 or 7000 B.C., to the 
spectacle of great empires growing up, with roads and armies, with inscriptions and 
written documents, with educated priesthoods and kings and rulers sustained by a 
tradition already ancient. We have traced in broad outline the appearance and{v1-
255} conflicts and replacements of these empires of the great rivers. We have directed 
attention, in particular, to the evidence of a development of still wider political ideas 
as we find it betrayed by the actions and utterances of such men as Nabonidus and 
Amenophis IV. It has been an outline of the accumulations of human experience for 
ten or fifteen thousand years, a vast space of time in comparison with all subsequent 
history, but a brief period when we measure it against the succession of endless 
generations that intervenes between us and the first rude flint-using human creatures 
of the Pleistocene dawn. But for these last four chapters we have been writing almost 
entirely not about mankind generally, but only about the men who thought, the men 
who could draw and read and write, the men who were altering their world. Beneath 
their activities what was the life of the mute multitude? 

The life of the common man was, of course, affected and changed by these things, 
just as the lives of the domestic animals and the face of the cultivated country were 



changed; but for the most part it was a change suffered and not a change in which the 
common man upon the land had any voice or will. Reading and writing were not yet for 
the likes of him. He went on cultivating his patch, loving his wife and children, beating 
his dog and tending his beasts, grumbling at hard times, fearing the magic of the 
priests and the power of the gods, desiring little more except to be left alone by the 
powers above him. So he was in 10,000 B.C.; so he was, unchanged in nature and 
outlook, in the time of Alexander the Great; so over the greater part of the world he 
remains to-day. He got rather better tools, better seeds, better methods, a slightly 
sounder house, he sold his produce in a more organized market as civilization 
progressed. A certain freedom and a certain equality passed out of human life when 
men ceased to wander. Men paid in liberty for safety, shelter, and regular meals. By 
imperceptible degrees the common man found the patch he cultivated was not his 
own; it belonged to the god; and he had to pay a fraction of his produce to the god. Or 
the god had given it to the king, who exacted his rent and tax. Or the king had given it to 
an official, who was the lord of the common man. And sometimes the god or the king 
or the noble had work to be done, and{v1-256} then the common man had to leave his 
patch and work for his master. 

How far the patch he cultivated was his own was never very clear to him. In ancient 
Assyria the land seems to have been held as a sort of freehold and the occupier paid 
taxes; in Babylonia the land was the god’s, and he permitted the cultivator to work 
thereon. In Egypt the temples or Pharaoh-the-god or the nobles under Pharaoh were 
the owners and rent receivers. But the cultivator was not a slave; he was a peasant, 
and only bound to the land in so far that there was nothing else for him to do but 
cultivate, and nowhere else for him to go. He lived in a village or town, and went out to 
his work. The village, to begin with, was often merely a big household of related people 
under a patriarch headman, the early town a group of householders under its elders. 
There was no process of enslavement as civilization grew, but the headmen and 
leaderly men grew in power and authority, and the common men did not keep pace 
with them, and fell into a tradition of dependence and subordination. 

On the whole, the common men were probably well content to live under lord or king 
or god and obey their bidding. It was safer. It was easier. All animals—and man is no 
exception—begin life as dependents. Most men never shake themselves loose from 
the desire for leading and protection.[148] 

§ 2 
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Egyptian peasants seized for non-payment of taxes ... (Pyramid Age) 

The earlier wars did not involve remote or prolonged campaigns, and they were waged 
by levies of the common people. But war brought in a new source of possessions, 
plunder, and a new social factor, the captive. In the earlier, simpler days of war, the 
captive man was kept only to be tortured or sacrificed to the victorious god; the 
captive women and children were assimilated into the tribe. But later many captives 
were spared to be slaves because they had exceptional gifts or peculiar arts. It would 
be the kings and captains who would take these slaves at first, and{v1-257} it would 
speedily become apparent to them that these men were much more their own than 
were the peasant cultivators and common men of their own race.[149] The slave 
could be commanded to do all sorts of things for his master that the quasi-free 
common man would not do so willingly because of his attachment to his own patch of 
cultivation. From a very early period the artificer was often a household slave, and the 
manufacture of trade goods, pottery, textiles, metal ware, and so forth, such as went 
on vigorously in the household city of the Minos of Cnossos, was probably a slave 
industry from the beginning. Sayce, in his Babylonians and Assyrians,[150] quotes 
Babylonian agreements for the teaching of trades to slaves, and dealing with the 
exploitation of slave products. Slaves produced slave children, enslavement in 
discharge of debts added to the slave population; it is probable that as the cities grew 
larger, a larger part of the new population consisted of these slave artificers and slave 
servants in the large households. They were by no means abject slaves; in later 
Babylon their lives and property were protected by elaborate laws. Nor were they all 
outlanders. Parents might sell their children into slavery, and brothers their orphan 
sisters. Free men who had no means of livelihood would even sell themselves into 
slavery. And slavery was the fate of the insolvent debtor. Craft apprenticeship, again, 
was a sort of fixed-term slavery. Out of the slave population, by a converse process, 
arose the freed-man and freed-woman, who worked for{v1-258} wages and had still 
more definite individual rights. Since in Babylon slaves could themselves own 
property, many slaves saved up and bought themselves. Probably the town slave was 
often better off and practically as free as the cultivator of the soil, and as the rural 
population increased, its sons and daughters came to mix with and swell the growing 
ranks of artificers, some bound, some free. 

https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/pg45368-images.html#Footnote_149_149
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/pg45368-images.html#Footnote_150_150
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0199-illo_lg.png


As the extent and complexity of government increased, the number of households 
multiplied. Under the king’s household grew up the households of his great ministers 
and officials, under the temple grew up the personal households of temple 
functionaries; it is not difficult to realize how houses and patches of land would 
become more and more distinctly the property of the occupiers, and more and more 
definitely alienated from the original owner-god. The earlier empires in Egypt and 
China both passed into a feudal stage, in which families, originally official, became for 
a time independent noble families. In the later stages of Babylonian civilization we 
find an increasing propertied class of people appearing in the social structure, neither 
slaves nor peasants nor priests nor officials, but widows and descendants of such 
people, or successful traders and the like, and all masterless folk. Traders came in 
from the outside. Babylon was full of Aramean traders, who had great establishments, 
with slaves, freed-men, employees of all sorts. (Their book-keeping was a serious 
undertaking. It involved storing a great multitude of earthenware tablets in huge 
earthenware jars.) Upon this gathering mixture of more or less free and detached 
people would live other people, traders, merchants, small dealers, catering for their 
needs. Sayce (op. cit.) gives the particulars of an agreement for the setting up and 
stocking of a tavern and beerhouse, for example. The passer-by, the man who 
happened to be about, had come into existence. 

But another and far less kindly sort of slavery also arose in the old civilization, and that 
was gang slavery. If it did not figure very largely in the cities, it was very much in 
evidence elsewhere. The king was, to begin with, the chief entrepreneur. He made the 
canals and organized the irrigation (e.g. Hammurabi’s enterprises noted in the 
previous chapter). He exploited mines. He seems (at Cnossos, e.g.) to have organized 
manufactures for export. The Pharaohs of the 1st Dynasty were already working the 
copper and{v1-259} turquoise mines in the peninsula of Sinai. For many such 
purposes gangs of captives were cheaper and far more controllable than levies of the 
king’s own people. From an early period, too, captives may have tugged the oars of the 
galleys, though Torr (Ancient Ships) notes that up to the age of Pericles (450 B.C.) the 
free Athenians were not above this task. And the monarch also found slaves 
convenient for his military expeditions. They were uprooted men; they did not fret to 
go home, because they had no homes to go to. The Pharaohs hunted slaves in Nubia, 
in order to have black troops for their Syrian expeditions. Closely allied to such slave 
troops were the mercenary barbaric troops the monarchs caught into their service, 
not by positive compulsion, but by the bribes of food and plunder and under the 
pressure of need. As the old civilization developed, these mercenary armies replaced 
the national levies of the old order more and more, and servile gang labour became a 



more and more important and significant factor in the economic system. From mines 
and canal and wall building, the servile gang spread into cultivation. Nobles and 
temples adopted the gang slave system for their works. Plantation gangs began to 
oust the patch cultivation of the labourer-serf in the case of some staple products.... 

§ 3 

So, in a few paragraphs, we trace the development of the simple social structure of 
the early Sumerian cities to the complex city crowds, the multitude of individuals 
varying in race, tradition, education, and function, varying in wealth, freedom, 
authority, and usefulness, in the great cities of the last thousand years B.C. The most 
notable thing of all is the gradual increase amidst this heterogeneous multitude of 
what we may call free individuals, detached persons who are neither priests, nor 
kings, nor officials, nor serfs, nor slaves, who are under no great pressure to work, who 
have time to read and inquire. They appear side by side with the development of social 
security and private property. Coined money and monetary reckoning developed. The 
operations of the Arameans and such-like Semitic trading people led to the 
organization of credit and monetary security. In the earlier days almost the only 
property, except a few movables, consisted of rights in{v1-260} land and in houses; 
later, one could deposit and lend securities, could go away and return to find one’s 
property faithfully held and secure. Towards the middle of the period of the Persian 
Empire there lived one free individual, Herodotus, who has a great interest for us 
because he was among the first writers of critical and intelligent history, as 
distinguished from a mere priestly or court chronicle. It is worth while to glance here 
very briefly at the circumstances of his life. Later on we shall quote from his history. 

 
 

 
Brawl among boatmen ... (From tomb of Ptah-hetep——Pyramid Age) 

We have already noted the conquest of Babylonia by the Aryan Persians under Cyrus 
in 539 B.C. We have noted, further, that the Persian Empire spread into Egypt, where 
its hold was precarious; and it extended also over Asia Minor. Herodotus was born 
about 484 B.C. in a Greek city of Asia Minor, Halicarnassus, which was under the 
overlordship of the Persians, and directly under the rule of a political boss or tyrant. 
There is no sign that he was obliged either to work for a living or spend very much time 
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in the administration of his property. We do not know the particulars of his affairs, but 
it is clear that in this minor Greek city, under foreign rule, he was able to obtain and 
read and study manuscripts of nearly everything that had been written in the Greek 
language before his time. He travelled, so far as one can gather, with freedom and 
comfort about the Greek archipelagoes; he stayed wherever he wanted to stay, and he 
seems to have found comfortable accommodation; he went to Babylon and to Susa, 
the new capital the Persians had set up in Babylonia to the east of the Tigris; he toured 
along the coast of the Black Sea, and{v1-261} accumulated a considerable amount of 
knowledge about the Scythians, the Aryan people who were then distributed over 
South Russia; he went to the south of Italy, explored the antiquities of Tyre, coasted 
Palestine, landed at Gaza, and made a long stay in Egypt. He went about Egypt looking 
at temples and monuments and gathering information. We know, not only from him, 
but from other evidence, that in those days the older temples and the pyramids (which 
were already nearly three thousand years old) were visited by strings of tourists, a 
special sort of priests acting as guides. The inscriptions the sightseers scribbled upon 
the walls remain to this day, and many of them have been deciphered and published. 

 
 

 
Statuettes from Middle-Class Egyptian Tombs showing Low Class Social Types in 
the Ancient Communities. 

{v1-262} 

As his knowledge accumulated, he conceived the idea of writing a great history of the 
attempts of Persia to subdue Greece. But in order to introduce that history he 
composed an account of the past of Greece, Persia, Assyria, Babylonia, Egypt, 
Scythia, and of the geography and peoples of those countries. He then set himself, it 
is said, to make his history known among his friends in Halicarnassus by reciting it to 
them, but they failed to appreciate it; and he then betook himself to Athens, the most 
flourishing of all Greek cities at that time. There his work was received with applause. 
We find him in the centre of a brilliant circle of intelligent and active-minded people, 
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and the city authorities voted him a reward of ten talents (a sum of money equivalent 
to £2,400) in recognition of his literary achievement.... 

But we will not complete the biography of this most interesting man, nor will we enter 
into any criticism of his garrulous, marvel-telling, and most entertaining history. It is a 
book to which all intelligent readers come sooner or later, abounding as it does in 
illuminating errors and Boswellian charm. We give these particulars here simply to 
show that in the fifth century B.C. a new factor was becoming evident in human 
affairs. Reading and writing had already long escaped from the temple precincts and 
the ranks of the court scribes. Record was no longer confined to court and temple. A 
new sort of people, these people of leisure and independent means, were asking 
questions, exchanging knowledge and views, and developing ideas. So beneath the 
march of armies and the policies of monarchs, and above the common lives of 
illiterate and incurious men, we note the beginnings of what is becoming at last 
nowadays a dominant power in human affairs, the free intelligence of mankind. 

Of that free intelligence we shall have more to say when in a subsequent chapter we 
tell of the Greeks. 

§ 4 

We may summarize the discussion of the last two chapters here by making a list of the 
chief elements in this complicated accumulation of human beings which made up the 
later Babylonian and Egyptian civilizations of from two thousand five hundred to three 
thousand years ago. These elements grew up and became distinct{v1-263} one from 
another in the great river valleys of the world in the course of five or six thousand 
years. They developed mental dispositions and traditions and attitudes of thought one 
to another. The civilization in which we live to-day is simply carrying on and still further 
developing and working out and rearranging these relationships. This is the world from 
which we inherit. It is only by the attentive study of their origins that we can detach 
ourselves from the prejudices and immediate ideas of the particular class to which we 
may belong, and begin to understand the social and political questions of our own 
time. 

(1) First, then, came the priesthood, the temple system, which was the nucleus and 
the guiding intelligence about which the primitive civilizations grew. It was still in these 
later days a great power in the world, the chief repository of knowledge and tradition, 
an influence over the lives of every one, and a binding force to hold the community 
together. But it was no longer all-powerful, because its nature made it conservative 
and inadaptable. It no longer monopolized knowledge nor initiated fresh ideas. 
Learning had already leaked out to other less pledged and controlled people, who 



thought for themselves. About the temple system were grouped its priests and 
priestesses, its scribes, its physicians, its magicians, its lay brethren, treasurers, 
managers, directors, and the like. It owned great properties and often hoarded huge 
treasures. 

(2) Over against the priesthood, and originally arising out of it, was the court system, 
headed by a king or a “king of kings,” who was in later Assyria and Babylonia a sort of 
captain and lay controller of affairs, and in Egypt a god-man, who had released 
himself from the control of his priests. About the monarch were accumulated his 
scribes, counsellors, record keepers, agents, captains, and guards. Many of his 
officials, particularly his provincial officials, had great subordinate establishments, 
and were constantly tending to become independent. The nobility of the old river 
valley civilizations arose out of the court system. It was, therefore, a different thing in 
its origins from the nobility of the early Aryans, which was a republican nobility of 
elders and leading men. 

(3) At the base of the social pyramid was the large and most{v1-264} necessary class 
in the community, the tillers of the soil. Their status varied from age to age and in 
different lands; they were free peasants paying taxes, or serfs of the god, or serfs or 
tenants of king or noble, or of a private owner, paying him a rent; in most cases tax or 
rent was paid in produce. In the states of the river valleys they were high cultivators, 
cultivating comparatively small holdings; they lived together for safety in villages, and 
had a common interest in maintaining their irrigation channels and a sense of 
community in their village life. The cultivation of the soil is an exacting occupation; the 
seasons and the harvest sunsets will not wait for men; children can be utilized at an 
early age, and so the cultivator class is generally a poorly educated, close-toiling 
class, superstitious by reason of ignorance and the uncertainty of the seasons, ill-
informed and easily put upon. It is capable at times of great passive resistance, but it 
has no purpose in its round but crops and crops, to keep out of debt and hoard against 
bad times. So it has remained to our own days over the greater part of Europe and 
Asia. 

(4) Differing widely in origin and quality from the tillers of the soil was the artisan class. 
At first, this was probably in part a town-slave class, in part it consisted of peasants 
who had specialized upon a craft. But in developing an art and mystery of its own, a 
technique that had to be learnt before it could be practised, each sort of craft 
probably developed a certain independence and a certain sense of community of its 
own. The artisans were able to get together and discuss their affairs more readily than 
the toilers on the land, and they were able to form guilds to restrict output, maintain 
rates of pay, and protect their common interest. 



(5) As the power of the Babylonian rulers spread out beyond the original areas of good 
husbandry into grazing regions and less fertile districts, a class of herdsmen came 
into existence. In the case of Babylonia these were nomadic Semites, the Bedouin, 
like the Bedouin of to-day. They probably grazed their flocks over great areas much as 
the sheep ranchers of California do.[151] They were paid and esteemed much more 
highly than the husbandmen. 

(6) The first merchants in the world were shipowners, like the people of Tyre and 
Cnossos, or nomads who carried and traded{v1-265} goods as they wandered 
between one area of primitive civilization and another. In the Babylonian and Assyrian 
world the traders were predominantly the Semitic Arameans, the ancestors of the 
modern Syrians. They became a distinct factor in the life of the community; they 
formed great households of their own. Usury developed largely in the last thousand 
years B.C. Traders needed accommodation; cultivators wished to anticipate their 
crops. Sayce (op. cit.) gives an account of the Babylonian banking-house of Egibi, 
which lasted through several generations and outlived the Chaldean Empire. 

(7) A class of small retailers, one must suppose, came into existence with the 
complication of society during the later days of the first empires, but it was not 
probably of any great importance. It is difficult to understand how there could be 
much active retailing without small change, and there is little evidence of small 
change to be found either in Egypt or Mesopotamia.[152] Shekels and half-shekels of 
silver, weighing something between a quarter and half an ounce, are the lightest 
weights of stamped metal of which we find mention. 

(8) A growing class of independent property owners. 

(9) As the amenities of life increased, there grew up in the court, temples, and 
prosperous private houses a class of domestic servants, slaves or freed slaves, or 
young peasants taken into the household. 

(10) Gang workers.—These were prisoners of war or debt slaves, or impressed or 
deported men. 

(11) Mercenary soldiers.—These also were often captives or impressed men. 
Sometimes they were enlisted from friendly foreign populations in which the military 
spirit still prevailed. 

(12) Seamen. 

In modern political and economic discussions we are apt to talk rather glibly of 
“labour.” Much has been made of the solidarity of labour and its sense of community. 
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It is well to note that in these first civilizations, what we speak of as “labour” is 
represented by five distinct classes dissimilar in origin, traditions, and outlook{v1-
266}—namely, classes 3, 4, 5, 9, 10, and the oar-tugging part of 12. The “solidarity of 
labour” is, we shall find when we come to study the mechanical revolution of the 
nineteenth century A.D., a new idea and a new possibility in human affairs. 

§ 5 

Let us, before we leave this discussion of the social classes that were developing in 
these first civilizations, devote a little attention to their fixity. How far did they stand 
aloof from each other, and how far did they intermingle? So far as the classes we have 
counted as 9, 10, 11, and 12 go, the servants, the gang labourers and slaves, the gang 
soldiers, and, to a lesser extent, the sailors, or at any rate the galley rowers among the 
sailors, they were largely recruited classes, they did not readily and easily form 
homes, they were not distinctively breeding classes; they were probably replenished 
generation after generation by captives, by the failures of other classes, and especially 
from the failures of the class of small retailers, and by persuasion and impressment 
from among the cultivators. But so far as the sailors go, we have to distinguish 
between the mere rower and the navigating and shipowning seamen of such ports as 
Tyre and Sidon. The shipowners pass, no doubt, by insensible gradations into the 
mercantile class, but the navigators must have made a peculiar community in the 
great seaports, having homes there and handing on the secrets of seacraft to their 
sons. The eighth class we have distinguished was certainly a precarious class, 
continually increased by the accession of the heirs and dependents, the widows and 
retired members of the wealthy and powerful, and continually diminished by the 
deaths or speculative losses of these people and the dispersal of their properties. The 
priests and priestesses too, so far as all this world west of India went, were not a very 
reproductive class; many priesthoods were celibate, and that class, too, may also be 
counted as a recruited class. Nor are servants, as a rule, reproductive. They live in the 
households of other people; they do not have households and rear large families of 
their own. This leaves us as the really vital classes of the ancient civilized community: 

(a) The royal and aristocratic class, officials, military officers, and the like;{v1-267} 

(b) The mercantile class; 

(c) The town artisans; 

(d) The cultivators of the soil; and 

(e) The herdsmen. 



Each of these classes reared its own children in its own fashion, and so naturally kept 
itself more or less continuously distinct from the others. General education was not 
organized in those ancient states, education was mainly a household matter (as it is 
still in many parts of India to-day), and so it was natural and necessary for the sons to 
follow in the footsteps of their father and to marry women accustomed to their own 
sort of household. Except during times of great political disturbance therefore, there 
would be a natural and continuous separation of classes; which would not, however, 
prevent exceptional individuals from intermarrying or passing from one class to 
another. Poor aristocrats would marry rich members of the mercantile class; 
ambitious herdsmen, artisans, or sailors would become rich merchants. So far as one 
can gather, that was the general state of affairs in both Egypt and Babylonia. The idea 
was formerly entertained that in Egypt there was a fixity of classes, but this appears to 
be a misconception due to a misreading of Herodotus. The only exclusive class in 
Egypt which did not intermarry was, as in England to-day, the semi-divine royal family. 

At various points in the social system there were probably developments of 
exclusiveness, an actual barring out of interlopers. Artisans of particular crafts 
possessing secrets, for example, have among all races and in all ages tended to 
develop guild organizations restricting the practice of their craft and the marriage of 
members outside their guild. Conquering people have also, and especially when there 
were marked physical differences of race, been disposed to keep themselves aloof 
from the conquered peoples, and have developed an aristocratic exclusiveness. Such 
organizations of restriction upon free intercourse have come and gone in great variety 
in the history of all long-standing civilizations. The natural boundaries of function were 
always there, but sometimes they have been drawn sharply and laid stress upon, and 
sometimes they have been made little of. There has been a general tendency among 
the Aryan peoples to distinguish noble (patrician) from common{v1-268} (plebeian) 
families; the traces of it are evident throughout the literature and life of Europe to-day, 
and it has received a picturesque enforcement in the “science” of heraldry. This 
tradition is still active even in democratic America. Germany, the most methodical of 
European countries, had in the Middle Ages a very clear conception of the fixity of 
such distinctions. Below the princes (who themselves constituted an exclusive class 
which did not marry beneath itself) there were the: 

(a) Knights, the military and official caste, with heraldic coats-of-arms; 

(b and c) The Bürgerstand, the merchants, shipping people, and artisans; and 

(d) The Bauernstand, the cultivating serfs or peasants. 



Mediæval Germany went as far as any of the Western heirs of the first great 
civilizations towards a fixation of classes. The idea is far less congenial both to the 
English-speaking people and to the French and Italians, who, by a sort of instinct, 
favour a free movement from class to class. Such exclusive ideas began at first 
among, and were promoted chiefly by, the upper classes, but it is a natural response 
and a natural Nemesis to such ideas that the mass of the excluded should presently 
range themselves in antagonism to their superiors. It was in Germany, as we shall see 
in the concluding chapters of this story, that the conception of a natural and 
necessary conflict, “the class war,” between the miscellaneous multitudes of the 
disinherited (“the class-conscious proletariat” of the Marxist) and the rulers and 
merchants first arose. It was an idea more acceptable to the German mind than to the 
British or French.... But before we come to that conflict, we must traverse a long 
history of many centuries. 

§ 6 

If now we turn eastward from this main development of civilization in the world 
between Central Asia and the Atlantic, to the social development of India in the 2000 
years next before the Christian era, we find certain broad and very interesting 
differences. The first of these is that we find such a fixity of classes in process of 
establishment as no other part of the world can present. This fixity of classes is known 
to Europeans as the institution of{v1-269} caste;[153] its origins are still in complete 
obscurity, but it was certainly well rooted in the Ganges valley before the days of 
Alexander the Great. It is a complicated horizontal division of the social structure into 
classes or castes, the members of which may neither eat nor intermarry with persons 
of a lower caste under penalty of becoming outcasts, and who may also “lose caste” 
for various ceremonial negligences and defilements. By losing caste a man does not 
sink to a lower caste; he becomes outcast. The various subdivisions of caste are very 
complex; many are practically trade organizations. Each caste has its local 
organization which maintains discipline, distributes various charities, looks after its 
own poor, protects the common interests of its members, and examines the 
credentials of newcomers from other districts. (There is little to check the pretensions 
of a travelling Hindu to be of a higher caste than is legitimately his.) Originally, the four 
main castes seem to have been: 

The Brahmins—the priests and teachers; 

The Kshatriyas—the warriors; 

The Vaisyas—herdsmen, merchants, money-lenders, and land-owners; 
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The Sudras; 

And, outside the castes, the Pariahs. 

But these primary divisions have long been superseded by the disappearance of the 
second and third primary castes, and the subdivision of the Brahmins and Sudras into 
a multitude of minor castes, all exclusive, each holding its members to one definite 
way of living and one group of associates. 

Next to this extraordinary fission and complication of the social body we have to note 
that the Brahmins, the priests and teachers of the Indian world, unlike so many 
Western priesthoods, are a reproductive and exclusive class, taking no recruits from 
any other social stratum. 

Whatever may have been the original incentive to this extensive fixation of class in 
India, there can be little doubt of the rôle played by the Brahmins as the custodians of 
tradition and the only teachers of the people in sustaining it. By some it is supposed 
that the first three of the four original castes, known also as the “twice{v1-270} born,” 
were the descendants of the Vedic Aryan conquerors of India, who established these 
hard-and-fast separations to prevent racial mixing with the conquered Sudras and 
Pariahs. The Sudras are represented as a previous wave of northern conquerors, and 
the Pariahs are the original Dravidian inhabitants of India. But those speculations are 
not universally accepted, and it is, perhaps, rather the case that the uniform 
conditions of life in the Ganges valley throughout long centuries served to stereotype 
a difference of classes that have never had the same steadfastness of definition under 
the more various and variable conditions of the greater world to the west. 

However caste arose, there can be no doubt of its extraordinary hold upon the Indian 
mind. In the sixth century B.C. arose Gautama, the great teacher of Buddhism, 
proclaiming, “As the four streams that flow into the Ganges lose their names as soon 
as they mingle their waters in the holy river, so all who believe in Buddha cease to be 
Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaisyas, and Sudras.” His teaching prevailed in India for some 
centuries; it spread over China, Tibet, Japan, Burmah, Ceylon, Turkestan, Manchuria; 
it is to-day the religion of one-third of the human race, but it was finally defeated and 
driven out of Indian life by the vitality and persistence of the Brahmins and of their 
caste ideas.... 

§ 7 

In China we find a social system travelling along yet another and only a very roughly 
parallel line to that followed by the Indian and Western civilizations. The Chinese 
civilization even more than the Hindu is organized for peace, and the warrior plays a 



small part in its social scheme. As in the Indian civilization, the leading class is an 
intellectual one; less priestly than the Brahmin and more official. But unlike the 
Brahmins, the mandarins, who are the literate men of China, are not a caste; one is 
not a mandarin by birth, but by education; they are drawn by education and 
examination from all classes of the community, and the son of a mandarin has no 
prescriptive right to succeed his father.[154] As a consequence{v1-271} of these 
differences, while the Brahmins of India are, as a class, ignorant even of their own 
sacred books, mentally slack, and full of a pretentious assurance, the Chinese 
mandarin has the energy that comes from hard mental work. But since his education 
so far has been almost entirely a scholarly study of the classical Chinese literature, 
his influence has been entirely conservative. Before the days of Alexander the Great, 
China had already formed itself and set its feet in the way in which it was still walking 
in the year 1900 A.D. Invaders and dynasties had come and gone, but the routine of 
life of the yellow civilization remained unchanged. 

The traditional Chinese social system recognized four main classes below the priest-
emperor. 

(a) The literary class, which was equivalent partly to the officials of the Western world 
and partly to its teachers and clerics. In the time of Confucius its education included 
archery and horsemanship. Rites and music, history and mathematics completed the 
“Six Accomplishments.” 

(b) The cultivators of the land. 

(c) The artisans. 

(d) The mercantile class. 

But since from the earliest times it has been the Chinese way to divide the landed 
possessions of a man among all his sons, there has never been in Chinese history any 
class of great land-owners, renting their land to tenants, such as most other countries 
have displayed. The Chinese land has always been cut up into small holdings, which 
are chiefly freeholds, and cultivated intensively. There are landlords in China who own 
one or a few farms and rent them to tenants, but there are no great, permanent 
estates. When a patch of land, by repeated division, is too small to sustain a man, it is 
sold to some prospering neighbour, and the former owner drifts to one of the great 
towns of China to join the mass of wage-earning workers there. In China, for many 
centuries, there have been these masses of town population with scarcely any 
property at all, men neither serfs nor slaves, but held to their daily work by their utter 
impecuniousness. From such masses it is that the soldiers needed by the Chinese 
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government are recruited, and also such gang labour as has been needed for the 
making of canals, the building of walls, and the like has{v1-272} been drawn.[155] The 
war captive and the slave class play a smaller part in Chinese history than in any more 
westerly record of these ages before the Christian era. 

One fact, we may note, is common to all these three stories of developing social 
structure, and that is the immense power exercised by the educated class in the early 
stages before the crown or the commonalty began to read and, consequently, to think 
for itself. In India, by reason of their exclusiveness, the Brahmins, the educated class, 
retain their influence to this day; over the masses of China, along entirely different 
lines and because of the complexities of the written language, the mandarinate has 
prevailed. The diversity of race and tradition in the more various and eventful world of 
the West has delayed, and perhaps arrested for ever, any parallel organization of the 
specially intellectual elements of society into a class ascendancy. In the Western 
world, as we have already noted, education early “slopped over,” and soaked away out 
of the control of any special class; it escaped from the limitation of castes and 
priesthoods and traditions into the general life of the community. Writing and reading 
had been simplified down to a point when it was no longer possible to make a cult and 
mystery of them. It may be due to the peculiar elaboration and difficulty of the 
Chinese characters, rather than to any racial difference, that the same thing did not 
happen to the same extent in China. 

§ 8 

In these last six chapters we have traced in outline the whole process by which, in the 
course of 5000 or 6000 years—that is to say, in something between 150 and 200 
generations—mankind passed from the stage of early Neolithic husbandry, in which 
the primitive skin-clad family tribe reaped and stored in their rude mud huts the wild-
growing fodder and grain-bearing grasses with{v1-273} sickles of stone, to the days of 
the fourth century B.C., when all round the shores of the Mediterranean and up the 
Nile, and across Asia to India, and again over the great alluvial areas of China, spread 
the fields of human cultivation and busy cities, great temples, and the coming and 
going of human commerce. Galleys and lateen-sailed ships entered and left crowded 
harbours, and made their careful way from headland to headland and from headland 
to island, keeping always close to the land. Phœnician shipping under Egyptian 
owners was making its way into the East Indies and perhaps even further into the 
Pacific. Across the deserts of Africa and Arabia and through Turkestan toiled the 
caravans with their remote trade; silk was already coming from China, ivory from 
Central Africa, and tin from Britain to the centres of this new life in the world. Men had 
learnt to weave fine linen[156] and delicate fabrics of coloured wool; they could 
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bleach and dye; they had iron as well as copper, bronze, silver, and gold; they had 
made the most beautiful pottery and porcelain; there was hardly a variety of precious 
stone in the world that they had not found and cut and polished; they could read and 
write; divert the course of rivers, pile pyramids, and make walls a thousand miles long. 
The fifty or sixty centuries in which all this had to be achieved may seem a long time in 
comparison with the threescore and ten years of a single human life, but it is utterly 
inconsiderable in comparison with the stretches of geological time. Measuring 
backward from these Alexandrian cities to the days of the first stone implements, 
the rostro-carinate implements of the Pliocene Age, gives us an extent of time fully a 
hundred times as long. 

We have tried in this account, and with the help of maps and figures and time charts, 
to give a just idea of the order and shape of these fifty or sixty centuries. Our business 
is with that outline. We have named but a few names of individuals; though 
henceforth the personal names must increase in number. But the content of this 
outline that we have drawn here in a few diagrams and charts cannot but touch the 
imagination. If only we could look closelier, we should see through all these sixty 
centuries a procession of lives more and more akin in their fashion to our own. We 
have shown how the naked Palæolithic savage gave place to the Neolithic{v1-
274} cultivator, a type of man still to be found in the backward places of the world. We 
have given an illustration of Sumerian soldiers copied from a carved stone that was 
set up long before the days when the Semitic Sargon I conquered the land. Day by day 
some busy brownish man carved those figures, and, no doubt, whistled as he carved. 
In those days the plain of the Egyptian delta was crowded with gangs of swarthy 
workmen unloading the stone that had come down the Nile to add a fresh course to 
the current pyramid. One might paint a thousand scenes from those ages: of some 
hawker merchant in Egypt spreading his stock of Babylonish garments before the eyes 
of some pretty, rich lady; of a miscellaneous crowd swarming between the pylons to 
some temple festival at Thebes; of an excited, dark-eyed audience of Cretans like the 
Spaniards of to-day, watching a bull-fight, with the bull-fighters in trousers and tightly 
girded, exactly like any contemporary bull-fighter; of children learning their cuneiform 
signs—at Nippur the clay exercise tiles of a school have been found; of a woman with 
a sick husband at home slipping into some great temple in Carthage to make a vow for 
his recovery. Or perhaps it is a wild Greek, skin-clad and armed with a bronze axe, 
standing motionless on some Illyrian mountain crest, struck with amazement at his 
first vision of a many-oared Cretan galley crawling like a great insect across the 
amethystine mirror of the Adriatic Sea. He went home to tell his folk a strange story of 
a monster, Briareus with his hundred arms. Of millions of such stitches in each of 



these 200 generations is the fabric of this history woven. But unless they mark the 
presence of a primary seam or join, we cannot pause now to examine any of these 
stitches.{v1-275} 

BOOK IV 
 
JUDEA, GREECE, AND INDIA{v1-277} 

XXI 
 
THE HEBREW SCRIPTURES AND THE PROPHETS[157] 

§ 1. The Place of the Israelites in History. § 2. Saul, David, and Solomon. § 3. The Jews a 
People of Mixed Origin. § 4. The Importance of the Hebrew Prophets. 

§ 1 

WE are now in a position to place in their proper relationship to this general outline of 
human history the Israelites, and the most remarkable collection of ancient 
documents in the world, that collection which is known to all Christian peoples as the 
Old Testament. We find in these documents the most interesting and valuable lights 
upon the development of civilization, and the clearest indications of a new spirit that 
was coming into human affairs during the struggles of Egypt and Assyria for 
predominance in the world of men. 

All the books that constitute the Old Testament were certainly in existence, and in very 
much their present form, at latest by the year 100 B.C. They were probably already 
recognized as sacred writings in the time of Alexander the Great (330 B.C.), and known 
and read with the utmost respect a hundred years before his time.[158] At that time 
some of them were of comparatively recent composition; others were already of very 
considerable antiquity. They were the sacred literature of a people, the Jews, who, 
except for a small remnant of common people, had recently been deported to 
Babylonia from their own country in 587 B.C. by Nebuchadnezzar II, the Chaldean. 
They had returned to their city, Jerusalem, and had rebuilt their temple there under the 
auspices{v1-278} of Cyrus, that Persian conqueror who, we have already noted, in 
539 B.C. overthrew Nabonidus, the last of the Chaldean rulers in Babylon. The 
Babylonian Captivity had lasted about fifty years, and many authorities are of opinion 
that there was a considerable admixture during that period both of race and ideas 
with the Babylonians. 

The position of the land of Judea and of Jerusalem, its capital, is a peculiar one. The 
country is a band-shaped strip between the Mediterranean to the west and the desert 
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beyond the Jordan to the east; through it lies the natural high road between the 
Hittites, Syria, Assyria, and Babylonia to the north and Egypt to the south. It was a 
country predestined, therefore, to a stormy history. Across it Egypt, and whatever 
power was ascendant in the north, fought for empire; against its people they fought for 
a trade route. It had itself neither the area, the agricultural possibilities, nor the 
mineral wealth to be important. The story of its people that these scriptures have 
preserved runs like a commentary to the greater history of the two systems of 
civilization to the north and south and of the sea peoples to the west. 

These scriptures consist of a number of different elements. The first five books, 
the Pentateuch, were early regarded with peculiar respect. They begin in the form of a 
universal history with a double account of the Creation of the world and mankind, of 
the early life of the race, and of a great Flood by which, except for certain favoured 
individuals, mankind was destroyed. Excavations have revealed Babylonian versions 
of both the Creation story and the Flood story of prior date to the restoration of the 
Jews, and it is therefore argued by Biblical critics that these opening chapters were 
acquired by the Jews during their captivity. They constitute the first ten chapters of 
Genesis. There follows a history of the fathers and founders of the Hebrew nation, 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. They are presented as patriarchal Bedouin chiefs, living 
the life of nomadic shepherds in the country between Babylonia and Egypt. The 
existing Biblical account is said by the critics to be made up out of several pre-existing 
versions; but whatever its origins, the story, as we have it to-day, is full of colour and 
vitality. What is called Palestine to-day was at that time the land of Canaan, inhabited 
by a Semitic people{v1-279} called the Canaanites, closely related to the Phœnicians 
who founded Tyre and Sidon, and to the Amorites who took Babylon and, under 
Hammurabi, founded the first Babylonian Empire. The Canaanites were a settled folk 
in the days—which were perhaps contemporary with the days of Hammurabi—when 
Abraham’s flocks and herds passed through the land. The God of Abraham, says the 
Bible narrative, promised this smiling land of prosperous cities to him and to his 
children. To the book of Genesis the reader must go to read how Abraham, being 
childless, doubted this promise, and of the births of Ishmael and Isaac. And in 
Genesis too, he will find the lives of Isaac and Jacob, whose name was changed to 
Israel, and of the twelve sons of Israel; and how in the days of a great famine they went 
down into Egypt. With that, Genesis, the first book of the Pentateuch, ends. The next 
book, Exodus, is concerned with the story of Moses. 

The story of the settlement and slavery of the children of Israel in Egypt is a difficult 
one. There is an Egyptian record of a settlement of certain Semitic peoples in the land 
of Goshen by the Pharaoh Rameses II, and it is stated that they were drawn into Egypt 



by want of food. But of the life and career of Moses there is no Egyptian record at all; 
there is no account of any plagues of Egypt or of any Pharaoh who was drowned in the 
Red Sea. There is much about the story of Moses that has a mythical flavour, and one 
of the most remarkable incidents in it, his concealment by his mother in an ark of 
bulrushes, has also been found in an ancient Sumerian inscription made at least a 
thousand years before his time by that Sargon I who founded the ancient Akkadian 
Sumerian Empire. It runs: 

“Sargon, the powerful king, the king of Akkadia am I, my mother was poor, my father I 
knew not; the brother of my father lived in the mountains.... My mother, who was poor, 
secretly gave birth to me; she placed me in a basket of reeds, she shut up the mouth 
of it with bitumen, she abandoned me to the river, which did not overwhelm me. The 
river bore me away and brought me to Akki the irrigator. Akki the irrigator received me 
in the goodness of his heart. Akki the irrigator reared me to boyhood. Akki the irrigator 
made me a gardener. My service as a gardener was pleasing unto Istar and I became 
king.{v1-280}” 

 
 

 

{v1-281} 

This is perplexing. Still more perplexing is the discovery of a clay tablet written by the 
Egyptian governors of a city in Canaan to the Pharaoh Amenophis IV, who came in the 
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XVIIIth Dynasty before Rameses II, apparently mentioning the Hebrews by name and 
declaring that they are overrunning Canaan. Manifestly, if the Hebrews were 
conquering Canaan in the time of the XVIIIth Dynasty, they could not have been made 
captive and oppressed, before they conquered Canaan, by Rameses II of the XIXth 
Dynasty. But it is quite understandable that the Exodus story, written long after the 
events it narrates, may have concentrated and simplified, and perhaps personified 
and symbolized, what was really a long and complicated history of tribal invasions. 
One Hebrew tribe may have drifted down into Egypt and become enslaved, while the 
others were already attacking the outlying Canaanite cities. It is even possible that the 
land of the captivity was not Egypt (Hebrew, Misraim), but Misrim in the north of 
Arabia, on the other side of the Red Sea. These questions are discussed fully and 
acutely in the Encyclopædia Biblica (articles Moses and Exodus), to which the curious 
reader must be referred.[159] 

Two other books of the Pentateuch, Deuteronomy and Leviticus, are concerned with 
the Law and the priestly rules. The book of Numbers takes up the wanderings of the 
Israelites in the desert and their invasion of Canaan. 

Whatever the true particulars of the Hebrew invasion of Canaan may be, there can be 
no doubt that the country they invaded had changed very greatly since the days of the 
legendary promise, made centuries before, to Abraham. Then it seems to have been 
largely a Semitic land, with many prosperous trading cities. But great waves of strange 
peoples had washed along this coast. We have already told how the dark Iberian or 
Mediterranean peoples of Italy and Greece, the peoples of that Ægean civilization 
which culminated at Cnossos, were being assailed by the southward movement of 
Aryan-speaking races, such as the Italians and Greeks, and how Cnossos was sacked 
about 1400 B.C., and destroyed altogether about 1000 B.C. It is now evident that the 
people of these Ægean seaports were crossing the sea in search of securer land 
nests. They invaded the Egyptian delta and the African{v1-282} coast to the west, they 
formed alliances with the Hittites and other Aryan or Aryanized races. This happened 
after the time of Rameses II, in the time of Rameses III. Egyptian monuments record 
great sea fights, and also a march of these people along the coast of Palestine 
towards Egypt. Their transport was in the ox-carts characteristic of the Aryan tribes, 
and it is clear that these Cretans were acting in alliance with some early Aryan 
invaders. No connected narrative of these conflicts that went on between 
1300 B.C. and 1000 B.C. has yet been made out, but it is evident from the Bible 
narrative, that when the Hebrews under Joshua pursued their slow subjugation of the 
promised land, they came against a new people, the Philistines, unknown to 
Abraham,[160] who were settling along the coast in a series of cities of which Gaza, 
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Gath, Ashdod, Ascalon, and Joppa became the chief, who were really, like the 
Hebrews, newcomers, and probably chiefly these Cretans from the sea and from the 
north. The invasion, therefore, that began as an attack upon the Canaanites, speedily 
became a long and not very successful struggle for the coveted and promised land 
with these much more formidable newcomers, the Philistines. 

It cannot be said that the promised land was ever completely in the grasp of the 
Hebrews. Following after the Pentateuch in the Bible come the books of Joshua, 
Judges, Ruth (a digression), Samuel I and II, and Kings I and II, with Chronicles 
repeating with variation much of the matter of Samuel II and Kings; there is a growing 
flavour of reality in most of this latter history, and in these books we find the Philistines 
steadfastly in possession of the fertile lowlands of the south, and the Canaanites and 
Phœnicians holding out against the Israelites in the north. The first triumphs of Joshua 
are not repeated. The book of Judges is a melancholy catalogue of failures. The people 
lose heart. They desert the worship of their own god Jehovah,[161] and worship{v1-
283} Baal and Ashtaroth (= Bel and Ishtar). They mixed their race with the Philistines, 
with the Hittites, and so forth, and became, as they have always subsequently been, a 
racially mixed people. Under a series of wise men and heroes they wage a generally 
unsuccessful and never very united warfare against their enemies. In succession they 
are conquered by the Moabites, the Canaanites, the Midianites, and the Philistines. 
The story of these conflicts, of Gideon and of Samson and the other heroes who now 
and then cast a gleam of hope upon the distresses of Israel, is told in the book of 
Judges. In the first book of Samuel is told the story of their great disaster at Ebenezer 
in the days when Eli was judge. 

This was a real pitched battle in which the Israelites lost 30,000 {v1-284}(!) men. They 
had previously suffered a reverse and lost 4000 men, and then they brought out their 
most sacred symbol, the Ark of the Covenant of God. 

“And when the ark of the covenant of the Lord came into the camp, all Israel shouted 
with a great shout, so that the earth rang again. And when the Philistines heard the 
noise of the shout, they said, ‘What meaneth the noise of this great shout in the camp 
of the Hebrews?’ And they understood, that the ark of the Lord was come into the 
camp. And the Philistines were afraid, for they said, ‘God is come into the camp,’ And 
they said, ‘Woe unto us! for there hath not been such a thing heretofore. Woe unto us! 
who shall deliver us out of the hand of these mighty Gods? these are the Gods that 
smote the Egyptians with all the plagues in the wilderness. Be strong, and quit 
yourselves like men, O ye Philistines, that ye be not servants unto the Hebrews, as 
they have been to you: quit yourselves like men, and fight.’ 
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“And the Philistines fought, and Israel was smitten, and they fled every man into his 
tent: and there was a very great slaughter for there fell of Israel thirty 
thousand[162] footmen. And the ark of God was taken; and the two sons of Eli, 
Hophni and Phinehas, were slain. 

“And there ran a man of Benjamin out of the army, and came to Shiloh the same day 
with his clothes rent, and with earth upon his head. And when he came, lo, Eli sat 
upon a seat by the wayside watching: for his heart trembled for the ark of God. And 
when the man came into the city and told it, all the city cried out. And when Eli heard 
the noise of the crying, he said, ‘What meaneth the noise of this tumult?’ And the man 
came in hastily, and told Eli. Now Eli was ninety and eight years old; and his eyes were 
dim, that he could not see. And the man said unto Eli, ‘I am he that came out of the 
army, and I fled to-day out of the army.’ And he said, ‘What is there done, my son?’ And 
the messenger answered and said, ‘Israel is fled before the Philistines, and there hath 
been also a great slaughter among the people, and thy two sons also, Hophni and 
Phinehas, are dead, and the ark of God is taken.’ And it came to pass when he made 
mention of the ark of God, that Eli fell from off his seat backward by the side of the{v1-
285} gate, and his neck brake, and he died: for he was an old man, and heavy. And he 
had judged Israel forty years. 

“And his daughter in law, Phinehas’ wife, was with child, near to be delivered: and 
when she heard the tidings that the ark of God was taken, and that her father in law 
and her husband were dead, she bowed herself and travailed; for her pains came 
upon her. And about the time of her death the women that stood by her said unto her, 
‘Fear not; for thou hast born a son! But she answered not, neither did she regard it. 
And she named the child I-chabod,[163] saying, ‘The glory is departed from Israel:’ 
because the ark of God was taken, and because of her father in law and her husband.” 
(1 Sam., chap. iv.) 

The successor of Eli and the last of the Judges was Samuel, and at the end of his rule 
came an event in the history of Israel which paralleled and was suggested by the 
experience of the greater nations around. A king arose. We are told in vivid language 
the plain issue between the more ancient rule of priestcraft and the newer fashion in 
human affairs. It is impossible to avoid a second quotation. 

“Then all the elders of Israel gathered themselves together, and came to Samuel unto 
Ramah, and said unto him: ‘Behold, thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways: 
now make us a king to judge us like all the nations.’ 

“But the thing displeased Samuel, when they said, ‘Give us a king to judge us.’ And 
Samuel prayed unto the Lord. And the Lord said unto Samuel, ‘Hearken unto the voice 
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of the people in all that they say unto thee: for they have not rejected thee, but they 
have rejected me, that I should not reign over them. According to all the works which 
they have done since the day that I brought them up out of Egypt even unto this day, 
wherewith they have forsaken me, and served other gods, so do they also unto thee. 
Now therefore hearken unto their voice: howbeit yet protest solemnly unto them, and 
shew them the manner of the king that shall reign over them.’ 

“And Samuel told all the words of the Lord unto the people that asked of him a king. 
And he said, ‘This will be the manner of the king that shall reign over you: He will take 
your sons, and{v1-286} appoint them for himself, for his chariots, and to be his 
horsemen; and some shall run before his chariots. And he will appoint him captains 
over thousands, and captains over fifties; and will set them to ear his ground, and to 
reap his harvest, and to make his instruments of war, and instruments of his chariots. 
And he will take your daughters to be confectioners, and to be cooks, and to be 
bakers. And he will take your fields, and your vineyards, and your oliveyards, even the 
best of them, and give them to his servants. And he will take the tenth of your seed, 
and of your vineyards, and give to his officers, and to his servants. And he will take 
your menservants, and your maidservants, and your goodliest young men, and your 
asses, and put them to his work. He will take the tenth of your sheep: and ye shall be 
his servants. And ye shall cry out in that day because of your king which ye shall have 
chosen you; and the Lord will not hear you in that day.’ 

“Nevertheless the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel; and they said, ‘Nay; 
but we will have a king over us; that we also may be like all the nations; and that our 
king may judge us, and go out before us, and fight our battles.’” (I Sam., chap. viii.) 

§ 2 

But the nature and position of their land was against the Hebrews, and their first king 
Saul was no more successful than their judges. The long intrigues of the adventurer 
David against Saul are told in the rest of the first book of Samuel, and the end of Saul 
was utter defeat upon Mount Gilboa. His army was overwhelmed by the Philistine 
archers. 

“And it came to pass on the morrow, when the Philistines came to strip the slain, that 
they found Saul and his three sons fallen in Mount Gilboa. And they cut off his head, 
and stripped off his armour, and sent into the land of the Philistines round about, to 
publish it in the house of their idols, and among the people. And they put his armour in 
the house of Ashtaroth; and they fastened his body to the wall of Beth-shan.” (I Sam., 
chap, xxxi.) 



David (990 B.C. roughly) was more politic and successful than his predecessor, and he 
seems to have placed himself under the{v1-287} protection of Hiram, King of Tyre. This 
Phœnician alliance sustained him, and was the essential element in the greatness of 
his son Solomon. His story, with its constant assassinations and executions, reads 
rather like the history of some savage chief than of a civilized monarch. It is told with 
great vividness in the second book of Samuel. 

The first book of Kings begins with the reign of King Solomon (960 B.C. roughly). The 
most interesting thing in that story, from the point of view of the general historian, is 
the relationship of Solomon to the national religion and the priesthood, and his 
dealings with the tabernacle, the priest Zadok, and the prophet Nathan. 

The opening of Solomon’s reign is as bloody as his father’s. The last recorded speech 
of David arranges for the murder of Shimei; his last recorded word is “blood.” “But his 
hoar head bring thou down to the grave with blood,” he says, pointing out that though 
old Shimei is protected by a vow David had made to the Lord so long as David lives, 
there is nothing to bind Solomon in that matter. Solomon proceeds to murder his 
brother, who has sought the throne but quailed and made submission. He then deals 
freely with his brother’s party. The weak hold of religion upon the racially and mentally 
confused Hebrews at that time is shown by the ease with which he replaces the 
hostile chief priest by his own adherent Zadok, and still more strikingly by the murder 
of Joab by Benaiah, Solomon’s chief ruffian, in the Tabernacle, while the victim is 
claiming sanctuary and holding to the very horns of Jehovah’s altar. Then Solomon 
sets to work, in what was for that time a thoroughly modern spirit, to recast the 
religion of his people. He continues the alliance with Hiram, King of Sidon, who uses 
Solomon’s kingdom as a high road by which to reach and build shipping upon the Red 
Sea, and a hitherto unheard-of wealth accumulates in Jerusalem as a result of this 
partnership. Gang labour appears in Israel; Solomon sends relays of men to cut 
cedarwood in Lebanon under Hiram, and organizes a service of porters through the 
land. (There is much in all this to remind the reader of the relations of some Central 
African chief to a European trading concern.) Solomon then builds a palace for 
himself, and a temple not nearly as big for Jehovah. Hitherto, the Ark of the Covenant, 
the divine symbol of these ancient Hebrews, had{v1-288} abode in a large tent, which 
had been shifted from one high place to another, and sacrifices had been offered to 
the God of Israel upon a number of different high places. Now the ark is brought into 
the golden splendours of the inner chamber of a temple of cedar-sheathed stone, and 
put between two great winged figures of gilded olivewood, and sacrifices are 
henceforth to be made only upon the altar before it. 



This centralizing innovation will remind the reader of both Akhnaton and Nabonidus. 
Such things as this are done successfully only when the prestige and tradition and 
learning of the priestly order has sunken to a very low level.[164] 

“And he appointed, according to the order of David his father, the courses of the 
priests to their service, and the Levites to their charges, to praise and minister before 
the priests, as the duty of every day required; the porters also by their courses at every 
gate; for so had David the man of God commanded. And they departed not from the 
commandment of the king unto the priests and Levites concerning any matter, or 
concerning the treasures.” 

Neither Solomon’s establishment of the worship of Jehovah in Jerusalem upon this 
new footing, nor his vision of and conversation with his God at the opening of his reign, 
stood in the way of his developing a sort of theological flirtatiousness in his declining 
years. He married widely, if only for reasons of state and splendour, and he 
entertained his numerous wives by sacrificing to their national deities, to the Sidonian 
goddess Ashtaroth (Ishtar), to Chemosh (a Moabitish god), to Moloch, and so forth. 
The Bible account of Solomon does, in fact, show us a king and a confused people, 
both superstitious and mentally unstable, in no way more religious than any other 
people of the surrounding world. 

A point of considerable interest in the story of Solomon, because it marks a phase in 
Egyptian affairs, is his marriage to a daughter of Pharaoh: This must have been one of 
the Pharaohs of the XXIst Dynasty: In the great days of Amenophis III, as the Tel 
Amarna letters witness, Pharaoh could condescend to receive a Babylonian princess 
into his harem, but he refused absolutely{v1-289} to grant so divine a creature as an 
Egyptian princess in marriage to the Babylonian monarch. It points to the steady 
decline of Egyptian prestige that now, three centuries later, such a petty monarch as 
Solomon could wed on equal terms with an Egyptian princess. There was, however, a 
revival with the next Egyptian dynasty (XXII); and the Pharaoh Shishak, the founder, 
taking advantage of the cleavage between Israel and Judah, which had been 
developing through the reigns of both David and Solomon, took Jerusalem and looted 
the all-too-brief splendours both of the new temple and of the king’s house. 

Shishak seems also to have subjugated Philistia. From this time onward it is to be 
noted that the Philistines fade in importance. They had already lost their Cretan 
language and adopted that of the Semites they had conquered, and although their 
cities remain more or less independent, they merge gradually into the general Semitic 
life of Palestine. 
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There is evidence that the original rude but convincing narrative of Solomon’s rule, of 
his various murders, of his association with Hiram, of his palace and temple building, 
and the extravagances that weakened and finally tore his kingdom in twain, has been 
subjected to extensive interpolations and expansions by a later writer, anxious to 
exaggerate his prosperity and glorify his wisdom. It is not the place here to deal with 
the criticism of Bible origins, but it is a matter of ordinary common sense rather than 
of scholarship to note the manifest reality and veracity of the main substance of the 
account of David and Solomon, an account explaining sometimes and justifying 
sometimes, but nevertheless relating facts, even the harshest facts, as only a 
contemporary or almost contemporary writer, convinced that they cannot be 
concealed, would relate them, and then to remark the sudden lapse into adulation 
when the inserted passages occur. It is a striking tribute to the power of the written 
assertion over realities in men’s minds that this Bible narrative has imposed, not only 
upon the Christian, but upon the Moslim world, the belief that King Solomon was not 
only one of the most magnificent, but one of the wisest of men. Yet the first book of 
Kings tells in detail his utmost splendours, and beside the beauty and wonder of the 
buildings and organizations of such great monarchs as Thotmes III or Rameses II or 
half{v1-290} a dozen other Pharaohs, or of Sargon II or Sardanapalus or 
Nebuchadnezzar the Great, they are trivial. His temple, measured internally, was 
twenty cubits broad, about 35 feet[165]—that is, the breadth of a small villa 
residence—and sixty cubits, say, 100 feet, long. And as for his wisdom and 
statescraft, one need go no further than the Bible to see that Solomon was a mere 
helper in the wide-reaching schemes of the trader-king Hiram, and his kingdom a 
pawn between Phœnicia and Egypt. His importance was due largely to the temporary 
enfeeblement of Egypt, which encouraged the ambition of the Phœnician and made it 
necessary to propitiate the holder of the key to an alternate trade route to the East. To 
his own people Solomon was a wasteful and oppressive monarch, and already before 
his death his kingdom was splitting, visibly to all men. 

With the reign of King Solomon the brief glory of the Hebrews ends; the northern and 
richer section of his kingdom, long oppressed by taxation to sustain his splendours, 
breaks off from Jerusalem to become the separate kingdom of Israel, and this split 
ruptures that linking connection between Sidon and the Red Sea by which Solomon’s 
gleam of wealth was possible. There is no more wealth in Hebrew history. Jerusalem 
remains the capital of one tribe, the tribe of Judah, the capital of a land of barren hills, 
cut off by Philistia from the sea and surrounded by enemies. 

The tales of wars, of religious conflicts, of usurpations, assassinations, and of 
fratricidal murders to secure the throne goes on for three centuries. It is a tale frankly 
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barbaric. Israel wars with Judah and the neighbouring states; forms alliances first with 
one and then with the other. The power of Aramean Syria burns like a baleful star over 
the affairs of the Hebrews, and then there rises behind it the great and growing power 
of the last Assyrian Empire. For three centuries the life of the Hebrews was like the life 
of a man who insists upon living in the middle of a busy thoroughfare, and is 
consequently being run over constantly by omnibuses and motor-lorries. 

“Pul” (apparently the same person as Tiglath Pileser III) is, according to the Bible 
narrative, the first Assyrian monarch{v1-291} to appear upon the Hebrew horizon, and 
Menahem buys him off with a thousand talents of silver (738 B.C.). But the power of 
Assyria is heading straight for the now aged and decadent land of Egypt, and the line 
of attack lies through Judea; Tiglath Pileser III returns and Shalmaneser follows in his 
steps, the King of Israel intrigues for help with Egypt, that “broken reed,” and in 
721 B.C., as we have already noted, his kingdom is swept off into captivity and utterly 
lost to history. The same fate hung over Judah, but for a little while it was averted. The 
fate of Sennacherib’s army in the reign of King Hezekiah (701 B.C.), and how he was 
murdered by his sons (II Kings xix. 37), we have already mentioned. The subsequent 
subjugation of Egypt by Assyria finds no mention in Holy Writ, but it is clear that before 
the reign of Sennacherib, King Hezekiah had carried on a diplomatic correspondence 
with Babylon (700 B.C.), which was in revolt against Sargon II of Assyria. There 
followed the conquest of Egypt by Esarhaddon, and then for a time Assyria was 
occupied with her own troubles; the Scythians and Medes and Persians were pressing 
her on the north, and Babylon was in insurrection. As we have already noted, Egypt, 
relieved for a time from Assyrian pressure, entered upon a phase of revival, first under 
Psammetichus and then under Necho II. 

Again the little country in between made mistakes in its alliances. But on neither side 
was there safety. Josiah opposed Necho, and was slain at the battle of Megiddo 
(608 B.C.). The king of Judah became an Egyptian tributary. Then when Necho, after 
pushing as far as the Euphrates, fell before Nebuchadnezzar II, Judah fell with him 
(604 B.C.). Nebuchadnezzar, after a trial of three puppet kings, carried off the greater 
part of the people into captivity in Babylon (586 b.c.), and the rest, after a rising and a 
massacre of Babylonian officials, took refuge from the vengeance of Chaldea in Egypt. 

“And all the vessels of the house of God, great and small, and the treasures of the 
house of the Lord, and the treasures of the king, and of his princes; all these he 
brought to Babylon. And they burnt the house of God and brake down the wall of 
Jerusalem, and burnt all the palaces thereof with fire, and destroyed all the goodly 
vessels thereof. And them that had escaped from the{v1-292} sword carried he away 



to Babylon; where they were servants to him and his sons until the reign of the 
kingdom of Persia.” (II Chron. xxxvi. 18, 19, 20.) 

So the four centuries of Hebrew kingship comes to an end. From first to last it was a 
mere incident in the larger and greater history of Egypt, Syria, Assyria, and Phœnicia. 
But out of it there were now to arise moral and intellectual consequences of primary 
importance to all mankind. 

§ 3 

The Jews who returned, after an interval of more than two generations, to Jerusalem 
from Babylonia in the time of Cyrus were a very different people from the warring Baal 
worshippers and Jehovah worshippers, the sacrificers in the high places and 
sacrificers at Jerusalem of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. The plain fact of the Bible 
narrative is that the Jews went to Babylon barbarians and came back civilized. They 
went a confused and divided multitude, with no national self-consciousness; they 
came back with an intense and exclusive national spirit. They went with no common 
literature generally known to them, for it was only about forty years before the captivity 
that king Josiah is said to have discovered “a book of the law” in the temple (II Kings 
xxii.), and, besides that, there is not a hint in the record of any reading of books; and 
they returned with most of their material for the Old Testament. It is manifest that, 
relieved of their bickering and murderous kings, restrained from politics and in the 
intellectually stimulating atmosphere of that Babylonian world, the Jewish mind made 
a great step forward during the captivity. 

It was an age of historical inquiry and learning in Babylonia. The Babylonian influences 
that had made Sardanapalus collect a great library of ancient writings in Nineveh were 
still at work. We have already told how Nabonidus was so preoccupied with 
antiquarian research as to neglect the defence of his kingdom against Cyrus. 
Everything, therefore, contributed to set the exiled Jews inquiring into their own 
history, and they found an inspiring leader in the prophet Ezekiel. From such hidden 
and forgotten records as they had with them, genealogies, contemporary histories{v1-
293} of David, Solomon, and their other kings, legends and traditions, they made out 
and amplified their own story, and told it to Babylon and themselves. The story of the 
Creation and the Flood, much of the story of Moses, much of Samson, were probably 
incorporated from Babylonian sources.[166] When the Jews returned to Jerusalem, 
only the Pentateuch had been put together into one book, but the grouping of the rest 
of the historical books was bound to follow. 

The rest of their literature remained for some centuries as separate books, to which a 
very variable amount of respect was paid. Some of the later books are frankly post-
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captivity compositions. Over all this literature were thrown certain leading ideas. 
There was an idea, which even these books themselves gainsay in detail, that all the 
people were pure-blooded children of Abraham; there was next an idea of a promise 
made by Jehovah to Abraham that he would exalt the Jewish race above all other 
races; and, thirdly, there was the belief first of all that Jehovah was the greatest and 
most powerful of tribal gods, and then that he was a god above all other gods, and at 
last that he was the only true god. The Jews became convinced at last, as a people, 
that they were the chosen people of the one God of all the earth. 

And arising very naturally out of these three ideas, was a fourth, the idea of a coming 
leader, a saviour, a Messiah who would realize the long-postponed promises of 
Jehovah. 

This welding together of the Jews into one tradition-cemented people in the course of 
the “seventy years” is the first instance in history of the new power of the written word 
in human affairs. It was a mental consolidation that did much more than unite the 
people who returned to Jerusalem. This idea of belonging to a chosen race 
predestined to pre-eminence was a very attractive one. It possessed also those Jews 
who remained in Babylonia. Its literature reached the Jews now established in Egypt. It 
affected the mixed people who had been placed in Samaria, the old capital of the 
kings of Israel when the ten tribes were deported to Media. It inspired a great number 
of Babylonians and the like to claim Abraham as their father, and thrust their company 
upon the{v1-294} returning Jews. Ammonites and Moabites became adherents. The 
book of Nehemiah is full of the distress occasioned by this invasion of the privileges of 
the chosen. The Jews were already a people dispersed in many lands and cities, when 
their minds and hopes were unified and they became an exclusive people. But at first 
their exclusiveness is merely to preserve soundness of doctrine and worship, warned 
by such lamentable lapses as those of King Solomon. To genuine proselytes of 
whatever race, Judaism long held out welcoming arms. 

To Phœnicians after the falls of Tyre and Carthage, conversion to Judaism must have 
been particularly easy and attractive. Their language was closely akin to Hebrew. It is 
possible that the great majority of African and Spanish Jews are really of Phœnician 
origin. There were also great Arabian accessions. In South Russia, as we shall note 
later, there were even Mongolian Jews. 

§ 4 

The historical books from Genesis to Nehemiah, upon which the idea of the promise 
to the chosen people had been imposed later, were no doubt the backbone of Jewish 
mental unity, but they by no means complete the Hebrew literature from which finally 



the Bible was made up. Of such books as Job, said to be an imitation of Greek tragedy, 
the Song of Solomon, the Psalms, Proverbs, and others, there is no time to write in 
this Outline, but it is necessary to deal with the books known as “the Prophets” with 
some fullness. For those books are almost the earliest and certainly the best evidence 
of the appearance of a new kind of leading in human affairs.[167] 

These prophets are not a new class in the community; they are of the most various 
origins—Ezekiel was of the priestly caste and of priestly sympathies, and Amos was a 
shepherd; but they have this in common, that they bring into life a religious force 
outside the sacrifices and formalities of priesthood and temple. The earlier prophets 
seem most like the earlier priests, they are oracular, they give advice and foretell 
events; it is quite possible that at{v1-295} first, in the days when there were many high 
places in the land and religious ideas were comparatively unsettled, there was no 
great distinction between priest and prophet. The prophets danced, it would seem, 
somewhat after the Dervish fashion, and uttered oracles. Generally they wore a 
distinctive mantle of rough goat-skin. They kept up the nomadic tradition as against 
the “new ways” of the settlement. But after the building of the temple and the 
organization of the priesthood, the prophetic type remains over and outside the formal 
religious scheme. They were probably always more or less of an annoyance to the 
priests. They became informal advisers upon public affairs, denouncers of sin and 
strange practices, “self-constituted,” as we should say, having no sanction but an 
inner light. “Now the word of the Lord came unto”—so and so; that is the formula. 

In the latter and most troubled days of the kingdom of Judah, as Egypt, North Arabia, 
Assyria, and then Babylonia closed like a vice upon the land, these prophets became 
very significant and powerful. Their appeal was to anxious and fearful minds, and at 
first their exhortation was chiefly towards repentance, the pulling down of this or that 
high place, the restoration of worship in Jerusalem, or the like. But through some of 
the prophecies there runs already a note like the note of what we call nowadays a 
“social reformer.” The rich are “grinding the faces of the poor”; the luxurious are 
consuming the children’s bread; influential and wealthy people make friends with and 
imitate the splendours and vices of foreigners, and sacrifice the common people to 
these new fashions; and this is hateful to Jehovah, who will certainly punish the land. 

But with the broadening of ideas that came with the Captivity, the tenour of prophecy 
broadens and changes. The jealous pettiness that disfigures the earlier tribal ideas of 
God give place to a new idea of a god of universal righteousness. It is clear that the 
increasing influence of prophets was not confined to the Jewish people; it was 
something that was going on in those days all over the Semitic world. The breaking 
down of nations and kingdoms to form the great and changing empires of that age, the 
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smashing up of cults and priesthoods, the mutual discrediting of temple by temple in 
their rivalries and disputes—all these influences were{v1-296} releasing men’s minds 
to a freer and wider religious outlook. The temples had accumulated great stores of 
golden vessels and lost their hold upon the imaginations of men. It is difficult to 
estimate whether, amidst these constant wars, life had become more uncertain and 
unhappy than it had ever been before, but there can be no doubt that men had 
become more conscious of its miseries and insecurities. Except for the weak and the 
women, there remained little comfort or assurance in the sacrifices, ritual and formal 
devotions of the temples. Such was the world to which the later prophets of Israel 
began to talk of the One God, and of a Promise that some day the world should come 
to peace and unity and happiness. This great God that men were now discovering lived 
in a temple “not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.” There can be little doubt of 
a great body of such thought and utterance in Babylonia, Egypt, and throughout the 
Semitic east. The prophetic books of the Bible can be but specimens of the 
prophesyings of that time.... 

We have already drawn attention to the gradual escape of writing and knowledge from 
their original limitation to the priesthood and the temple precincts, from the shell in 
which they were first developed and cherished. We have taken Herodotus as an 
interesting specimen of what we have called the free intelligence of mankind. Now 
here we are dealing with a similar overflow of moral ideas into the general community. 
The Hebrew prophets, and the steady expansion of their ideas towards one God in all 
the world, is a parallel development of the free conscience of mankind. From this time 
onward there runs through human thought, now weakly and obscurely, now gathering 
power, the idea of one rule in the world, and of a promise and possibility of an active 
and splendid peace and happiness in human affairs. From being a temple religion of 
the old type, the Jewish religion becomes, to a large extent, a prophetic and creative 
religion of a new type. Prophet succeeds prophet. Later on, as we shall tell, there was 
born a prophet of unprecedented power, Jesus, whose followers founded the great 
universal religion of Christianity. Still later Muhammad, another prophet, appears in 
Arabia and founds Islam. In spite of very distinctive features of their own, these two 
teachers do in a manner arise out of, and in succession to these Jewish{v1-
297} prophets. It is not the place of the historian to discuss the truth and falsity of 
religion, but it is his business to record the appearance of great constructive ideas. 
Two thousand four hundred years ago, and six or seven or eight thousand years after 
the walls of the first Sumerian cities arose, the ideas of the moral unity of mankind 
and of a world peace had come into the world.[168] 

{v1-298} 
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XXII 
 
THE GREEKS AND THE PERSIANS[169] 

§ 1. The Hellenic Peoples. § 2. Distinctive Features of Hellenic Civilization. § 
3. Monarchy, Aristocracy, and Democracy in Greece. § 4. The Kingdom of Lydia. § 
5. The Rise of the Persians in the East. § 6. The Story of Crœsus. § 7. Darius Invades 
Russia. § 8. The Battle of Marathon. § 9. Thermopylæ and Salamis. § 10. Platæa and 
Mycale. 

§ 1 

AND now our history must go back again to those Aryan-speaking peoples of whose 
early beginnings we have given an account in Chapters XIV and XV. We must, for the 
sake of precision, repeat here two warnings we have already given the reader: first, 
that we use the word Aryan in its widest sense, to express all the early peoples who 
spoke languages of the “Indo-Germanic” or “Indo-European” group; and, secondly, 
that when we use the word Aryan we do not imply any racial purity. 

The original speakers of the fundamental Aryan language, 2000 or 3000 years B.C., 
were probably a specialized and distinctive Nordic race of fair white men, 
accustomed to forests and cattle, who wandered east of the Rhine and through the 
forests of the Danube valley, the Balkan peninsula, Asia Minor, and eastward to the 
north and west of the great Central Asian Sea; but very early they had encountered 
and mixed themselves extensively, and as they spread they continued to mix 
themselves with other races, with races of uncertain affinities in Asia Minor and with 
Iberian and Mediterranean peoples of the dark-haired white race.{v1-299} For 
instance, the Aryans, spreading and pressing westward in successive waves of Keltic-
speaking peoples through Gaul and Britain and Ireland, mixed more and more with 
Iberian races, and were affected more and more by that Iberian blood and their 
speech by the characteristics of the language their Keltic tongue superseded. Other 
waves of Keltic peoples washed with diminishing force into Spain and Portugal, where 
to this day the pre-Keltic strain is altogether dominant although the languages spoken 
are Aryan. Northward, in Europe, the Aryan peoples were spreading into hitherto 
uninhabited country, and so remaining racially more purely Nordic blonds. They had 
already reached Scandinavia many centuries B.C. 

From their original range of wandering, other Aryan tribes spread to the north as well 
as to the south of the Black Sea, and ultimately, as these seas shrank and made way 
for them, to the north and east of the Caspian, and so began to come into conflict with 
and mix also with Mongolian peoples of the Ural-Altaic linguistic group, the horse-
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keeping people of the grassy steppes of Central Asia. From these Mongolian races the 
Aryans seem to have acquired the use of the horse for riding and warfare. There were 
three or four prehistoric varieties or sub-species of horse in Europe and Asia, but it 
was the steppe or semi-desert lands that first gave horses of a build adapted to other 
than food uses.[170] All these peoples, it must be understood, shifted their ground 
rapidly, a succession of bad seasons might drive them many hundreds of miles, and it 
is only in a very rough and provisional manner that their “beats” can now be indicated. 
Every summer they went north, every winter they swung south again. This annual 
swing covered sometimes hundreds of miles. On our maps, for the sake of simplicity, 
we represent the shifting of nomadic peoples by a straight line; but really they moved 
in annual swings, as the broom of a servant who is sweeping out a passage swishes 
from side to side as she advances. Spreading round the north of the Black Sea, and 
probably to the north of the Caspian, from the range of the original Teutonic tribes of 
Central and North-central Europe to the Iranian peoples who became the Medes and 
Persians and (Aryan) Hindus, were the grazing lands{v1-300} of a confusion of tribes, 
about whom it is truer to be vague than precise, such as the Cimmerians, the 
Sarmatians, and those Scythians who, together with the Medes and Persians, came 
into effective contact with the Assyrian Empire by 1000 B.C. or earlier. 

East and south of the Black Sea, between the Danube and the Medes and Persians, 
and to the north of the Semitic and Mediterranean peoples of the sea coasts and 
peninsulas, ranged another series of equally ill-defined Aryan tribes, moving easily 
from place to place and intermixing freely—to the great confusion of historians. They 
seem, for instance, to have broken up and assimilated the Hittite civilization, which 
was probably pre-Aryan in its origin. They were, perhaps, not so far advanced along 
the nomadic line as the Scythians of the great plains. 

The general characteristics of the original Aryan peoples we have already discussed in 
Chapter XV. They were a forest people, not a steppe people, and, consequently, 
wasteful of wood; they were a cattle people and not a horse people. The Greeks 
appear in the dim light before the dawn of history (say 1500 B.C.), as one of the 
wandering imperfectly nomadic Aryan peoples who were gradually extending the 
range of their pasturage southward into the Balkan peninsula and coming into conflict 
and mixing with that preceding Ægean civilization of which Cnossos was the crown. 
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In the Homeric poems these Greek tribes speak one common language, and a 
common tradition upheld by the epic poems keeps them together in a loose unity; 
they call their various tribes by a common name, Hellenes. They probably came in 
successive waves. Three main variations of the ancient Greek speech are 
distinguished; the Ionic, the Æolic, and the Doric. There was a great variety of dialects 
in Greece, almost every city having its own output of literature.[171] The Doric 
apparently constituted{v1-302} the last and most powerful wave of the migration. 
These Hellenic tribes conquered and largely destroyed the Ægean civilization that had 
preceded their arrival; upon its ashes they built up a civilization of their own. They took 

https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0237-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0237-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0237-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0253-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0253-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0253-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/pg45368-images.html#Footnote_171_171
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0237-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0237-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0253-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0253-illo_lg.png


to the sea and crossed by way of the islands to Asia Minor; and, sailing through the 
Dardanelles and Bosphorus, spread their settlements along the south, and presently 
along the north borders of the Black Sea. They spread also over the south of Italy, 
which was called at last Magna Græcia, and round the northern coast of the 
Mediterranean. They founded{v1-303} the town of Marseilles on the site of an earlier 
Phœnician colony. They began settlements in Sicily in rivalry with the Carthaginians as 
early as 735 B.C. 

In the rear of the Greeks proper came the kindred Macedonians and Thracians; on 
their left wing, the Phrygians crossed by the Bosphorus into Asia Minor. 

 
 

 
An early Greek sea-fight. From a painted vase, about 550 B.C. 

We find all this distribution of the Greeks effected before the beginnings of written 
history. By the seventh century B.C.—that is to say, by the time of the Babylonian 
captivity of the Jews—the landmarks of the ancient world of the pre-Hellenic 
civilization in Europe have been obliterated. Tiryns and Cnossos are unimportant 
sites; Mycenæ and Troy survive in legend; the great cities of this new Greek world are 
Athens, Sparta (the capital of Lacedemon), Corinth, Thebes, Samos, Miletus. The 
world our grandfathers called “Ancient Greece” had arisen on the forgotten ruins of a 
still more Ancient Greece, in many ways as civilized and artistic, of which to-day we 
are only beginning to learn through the labours of the excavator. But the newer Ancient 
Greece, of which we are now telling, still lives vividly in the imaginations and 
institutions of men because it spoke a beautiful and most expressive Aryan tongue 
akin to our{v1-304} own, and because it had taken over the Mediterranean alphabet 
and perfected it by the addition of vowels, so that reading and writing were now easy 
arts to learn and practise, and great numbers of people could master them and make 
a record for later ages.[172] 

§ 2 

Now this Greek civilization that we find growing up in South Italy and Greece and Asia 
Minor in the seventh century B.C., is a civilization differing in many important respects 
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from the two great civilized systems whose growths we have already traced, that of 
the Nile and that of the Two Rivers of Mesopotamia. These civilizations grew through 
long ages where they are found; they grew slowly about a temple life out of a primitive 
agriculture; priest kings and god kings consolidated such early city states into 
empires. But the barbaric Greek herdsmen raiders came southward into a world 
whose civilization was already an old story. Shipping and agriculture, walled cities and 
writing, were already there. The Greeks did not grow a civilization of their own; they 
wrecked one and put another together upon and out of the ruins. 

To this we must ascribe the fact that there is no temple-state stage, no stage of priest 
kings, in the Greek record. The Greeks got at once to the city organization that in the 
east had grown round the temple. They took over the association of temple and city; 
the idea was ready-made for them. What impressed them most about the city was 
probably its wall. It is doubtful if they took to city life and citizenship straight away. At 
first they lived in open villages outside the ruins of the cities they had destroyed, but 
there stood the model for them, a continual suggestion. They thought first of a city as 
a safe place in a time of strife, and of the temple uncritically as a proper feature of the 
city. They came into this inheritance of a previous civilization with the ideas and 
traditions of the woodlands still strong in their minds. The heroic social system of 
the Iliad took possession of the land, and adapted itself to the new conditions. As 
history goes on the{v1-305} Greeks became more religious and superstitious as the 
faiths of the conquered welled up from below.[173] 

We have already said that the social structure of the primitive Aryans was a two-class 
system of nobles and commoners, the classes not very sharply marked off from each 
other, and led in warfare by a king who was simply the head of one of the noble 
families, primus inter pares, a leader among his equals. With the conquest of the 
aboriginal population and with the building of towns there was added to this simple 
social arrangement of two classes a lower stratum of farm-workers and skilled and 
unskilled workers, who were for the most part slaves. But all the Greek communities 
were not of this “conquest” type. Some were “refugee” cities representing smashed 
communities, and in these the aboriginal substratum would be missing. 

In many of the former cases the survivors of the earlier population formed a subject 
class, slaves of the state as a whole, as, for instance, the Helots in Sparta. The nobles 
and commoners became landlords and gentlemen farmers; it was they who directed 
the shipbuilding and engaged in trade. But some of the poorer free citizens followed 
mechanic arts, and, as we have already noted, would even pull an oar in a galley for 
pay. Such priests as there were in this Greek world were either the guardians of 
shrines and temples or sacrificial functionaries; Aristotle, in his Politics, makes them 
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a mere subdivision of his official class. The citizen served as warrior in youth, ruler in 
his maturity, priest in his old age. The priestly class, in comparison with the equivalent 
class in Egypt and Babylonia, was small and insignificant. The gods of the Greeks 
proper, the gods of the heroic Greeks, were, as we have already noted, glorified 
human beings, and they were treated without very much fear or awe; but beneath 
these gods of the conquering freemen lurked other gods of the subjugated peoples, 
who found their furtive followers among slaves and women. The original Aryan gods 
were not expected to work miracles or control men’s lives. But Greece, like most of the 
Eastern world in the thousand years B.C., was much addicted to consulting oracles or 
soothsayers. Delphi was particularly famous for its oracle. “When the Oldest{v1-
306} Men in the tribe could not tell you the right thing to do,” says Gilbert Murray, “you 
went to the blessed dead. All oracles were at the tombs of Heroes. They told you what 
was ‘Themis,’ what was the right thing to do, or, as religious people would put it now, 
what was the Will of the God.” 

 
 

 
Rowers in an Athenian warship, about 400 B.C. (Fragment of relief found on the 
Acropolis) 

The priests and priestesses of these temples were not united into one class, nor did 
they exercise any power as a class. It was the nobles and free commoners, two 
classes which, in some cases, merged into one common body of citizens, who 
constituted the Greek state. In many cases, especially in great city states, the 
population of slaves and unenfranchised strangers greatly outnumbered the citizens. 
But for them the state did not exist; it existed for the select body of citizens alone. It 
might or might not tolerate the outsider and the slave, but they had no legal voice in 
their treatment—any more than if it had been a despotism.[174] 

{v1-307} 

This is a social structure differing widely from that of the Eastern monarchies. The 
exclusive importance of the Greek citizen reminds one a little of the exclusive 
importance of the children of Israel in the later Jewish state, but there is no equivalent 
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on the Greek side to the prophets and priests, nor to the idea of an over-ruling 
Jehovah. 

Another contrast between the Greek states and any of the human communities to 
which we have hitherto given attention is their continuous and incurable division. The 
civilizations of Egypt, Sumeria, China, and no doubt North India, all began in a number 
of independent city states, each one a city with a few miles of dependent agricultural 
villages and cultivation around it, but out of this phase they passed by a process of 
coalescence into kingdoms and empires. But to the very end of their independent 
history the Greeks did not coalesce. Commonly, this is ascribed to the geographical 
conditions under which they lived. Greece is a country cut up into a multitude of 
valleys by mountain masses and arms of the sea that render intercommunication 
difficult; so difficult that few cities were able to hold many of the others in subjection 
for any length of time. Moreover, many Greek cities were on islands and scattered 
along remote coasts. To the end the largest city states of Greece remained smaller 
than many English counties; and some had an area of only a few square miles. 
Athens, the largest of the Greek cities, at the climax of its power had a population of 
perhaps a third of a million. Hardly any other Greek cities ever exceeded 50,000. Of 
this, half or more were slaves and strangers, and two-thirds of the free body women 
and children. 

§ 3 

The government of these city states varied very widely in its nature. As they settled 
down after their conquests the Greeks retained for a time the rule of their kings, but 
these kingdoms drifted back more and more to the rule of the aristocratic class. In 
Sparta (Lacedemon) kings were still distinguished in the sixth century B.C. The 
Lacedemonians had a curious system of a double kingship; two kings, drawn from 
different royal families, ruled together. But most of the Greek city states had become 
aristocratic{v1-308} republics long before the sixth century. There is, however, a 
tendency towards slackness and inefficiency in most families that rule by hereditary 
right; sooner or later they decline; and as the Greeks got out upon the seas and set up 
colonies and commerce extended, new rich families arose to jostle the old and bring 
new personalities into power. These nouveaux riches became members of an 
expanded ruling class, a mode of government known as oligarchy—in opposition to 
aristocracy—though, strictly, the term oligarchy (= government by the few) should of 
course include hereditary aristocracy as a special case. 

In many cities persons of exceptional energy, taking advantage of some social conflict 
or class grievance, secured a more or less irregular power in the state. This 



combination of personality and opportunity has occurred in the United States of 
America, for example, where men exercising various kinds of informal power are 
called bosses. In Greece they were called tyrants. But the tyrant was rather more than 
a boss; he was recognized as a monarch, and claimed the authority of a monarch. The 
modern boss, on the other hand, shelters behind legal forms which he has “got hold 
of” and uses for his own ends. Tyrants were distinguished from kings, who claimed 
some sort of right, some family priority, for example, to rule. They were supported, 
perhaps, by the poorer class with a grievance; Peisistratus, for example, who was 
tyrant of Athens, with two intervals of exile, between 560 and 527 b.c., was supported 
by the poverty-struck Athenian hillmen. Sometimes, as in Greek Sicily, the tyrant 
stood for the rich against the poor. When, later on, the Persians began to subjugate 
the Greek cities of Asia Minor, they set up pro-Persian tyrants. 

Aristotle, the great philosophical teacher, who was born under the hereditary 
Macedonian monarchy, and who was for some years tutor to the king’s son, 
distinguishes in his Politics between kings who ruled by an admitted and inherent 
right, such as the King of Macedonia, whom he served, and tyrants who ruled without 
the consent of the governed. As a matter of fact, it is hard to conceive of a tyrant ruling 
without the consent of many, and the active participation of a substantial number of 
his subjects; and the devotion and unselfishness of your “true kings” has been known 
to rouse resentment and questioning. Aristotle was also able to{v1-309} say that while 
the king ruled for the good of the state, the tyrant ruled for his own good. Upon this 
point, as in his ability to regard slavery as a natural thing and to consider women unfit 
for freedom and political rights, Aristotle was in harmony with the trend of events 
about him. 

A third form of government that prevailed increasingly in Greece in the sixth, fifth, and 
fourth centuries B.C., was known as democracy. As the modern world nowadays is 
constantly talking of democracy, and as the modern idea of democracy is something 
widely different from the democracy of the Greek city states, it will be well to be very 
explicit upon the meaning of democracy in Greece. Democracy then was government 
by the commonalty, the Demos; it was government by the whole body of the citizens, 
by the many as distinguished from the few. But let the modern reader mark that word 
“citizen.” The slave was excluded, the freedman was excluded, the stranger; even the 
Greek born in the city, whose father had come eight or ten miles from the city beyond 
the headland, was excluded. The earlier democracies (but not all) demanded a 
property qualification from the citizen, and property in those days was land; this was 
subsequently relaxed, but the modern reader will grasp that here was something very 
different from modern democracy. At the end of the fifth century b.c. this property 



qualification had been abolished in Athens, for example; but Pericles, a great 
Athenian statesman of whom we shall have more to tell later, had established a law 
(451 B.C.) restricting citizenship to those who could establish Athenian descent on 
both sides. Thus, in the Greek democracies quite as much as in the oligarchies, the 
citizens formed a close corporation, ruling sometimes, as in the case of Athens in its 
great days, a big population of serfs, slaves, and “outlanders.” A modern politician 
used to the idea, the entirely new and different idea, that democracy in its perfected 
form means that every adult man and woman shall have a voice in the government, 
would, if suddenly spirited back to the extremist Greek democracy, regard it as a kind 
of oligarchy. The only real difference between a Greek “oligarchy” and a Greek 
democracy was that in the former, the poorer and less important citizens had no voice 
in the government, and in the latter every citizen had. Aristotle, in his Politics, betrays 
very clearly the practical outcome{v1-310} of this difference. Taxation sat lightly on the 
rich in the oligarchies; the democracies, on the other hand, taxed the rich, and 
generally paid the impecunious citizen a maintenance allowance and special fees. In 
Athens fees were paid to citizens even for attending the general assembly. But the 
generality of people outside the happy order of citizens worked and did what they were 
told, and if one desired the protection of the law, one sought a citizen to plead for one. 
For only the citizen had any standing in the law courts. Greek democracy was, in fact, 
a sort of government by a swarm of hereditary barristers. Our modern idea, that any 
one in the state is a citizen, would have shocked the privileged democrats of Athens 
profoundly.[175] 

One obvious result of this monopolization of the state by the class of citizens was that 
the patriotism of these privileged people took an intense and narrow form. They would 
form alliances, but never coalesce with other city states. That would have obliterated 
every advantage by which they lived. There would have been no more fees, no more 
privileges. The narrow geographical limits of these Greek states added to the intensity 
of their feeling. A man’s love for his country was reinforced by his love for his native 
town, his religion, and his home; for these were all one. Of course the slaves did not 
share in these feelings, and in the oligarchic states very often the excluded class got 
over its dislike of foreigners in its greater dislike of the class at home which oppressed 
it. But in the main, patriotism in the Greek was a personal passion of an inspiring and 
dangerous intensity. Like rejected love, it was apt to turn into something very like 
hatred. The Greek exile resembled the French or Russian émigré in being ready to treat 
his beloved country pretty roughly in order to save her from the devils in human form 
who had taken possession of her and turned him out.{v1-311} 
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In the fifth century B.C. Athens formed a system of relationships with a number of 
other Greek city states which is often spoken of by historians as the Athenian Empire. 
But all the other city states retained their own governments. One “new fact” added by 
the Athenian Empire was the complete and effective suppression of piracy; another 
was the institution of a sort of international law. The law, indeed, was Athenian law; 
but actions could now be brought and justice administered between citizens of the 
different states of the League, which of course had not been possible before. The 
Athenian Empire had really developed out of a league of mutual defence against 
Persia; its seat had originally been in the island of Delos, and the allies had 
contributed to a common treasure at Delos; the treasure of Delos was carried off to 
Athens because it was exposed to a possible Persian raid. Then one city after another 
offered a monetary contribution instead of military service, with the result that in the 
end Athens was doing almost all the work and receiving almost all the money. She 
was supported by one or two of the larger islands. The “League” in this way became 
gradually an “Empire,” but the citizens of the allied states remained, except where 
there were special treaties of intermarriage and the like, practically foreigners to one 
another. And it was chiefly the poorer citizens of Athens who sustained this empire by 
their most vigorous and incessant personal service. Every citizen was liable to military 
service at home or abroad between the ages of eighteen and sixty, sometimes on 
purely Athenian affairs and sometimes in defence of the cities of the Empire whose 
citizens had bought themselves off. There was probably no single man over twenty-
five in the Athenian Assembly who had not served in several campaigns in different 
parts of the Mediterranean or Black Sea, and who did not expect to serve again. 
Modern imperialism is denounced by its opponents as the exploitation of the world by 
the rich; Athenian imperialism was the exploitation of the world by the poorer citizens 
of Athens. 

Another difference from modern conditions, due to the small size of the Greek city 
states, was that in a democracy every citizen had the right to attend and speak and 
vote in the popular assembly. For most cities this meant a gathering of only a few 
hundred people; the greatest had no more than some thousands{v1-312} of citizens. 
Nothing of this sort is possible in a modern “democracy” with, perhaps, several 
million voters. The modern “citizen’s” voice in public affairs is limited to the right to 
vote for one or other of the party candidates put before him. He, or she, is then 
supposed to have “assented” to the resultant government. Aristotle, who would have 
enjoyed the electoral methods of our modern democracies keenly, points out very 
subtly how the outlying farmer class of citizens in a democracy can be virtually 
disenfranchised by calling the popular assembly too frequently for their regular 



attendance. In the later Greek democracies (fifth century) the appointment of public 
officials, except in the case of officers requiring very special knowledge, was by 
casting lots. This was supposed to protect the general corporation of privileged 
citizens from the continued predominance of rich, influential, and conspicuously able 
men. 

Some democracies (Athens and Miletus, e.g.) had an institution called the 
ostracism,[176] by which in times of crisis and conflict the decision was made 
whether some citizen should go into exile for ten years. This may strike a modern 
reader as an envious institution, but that was not its essential quality. It was, says 
Gilbert Murray, a way of arriving at a decision in a case when political feeling was so 
divided as to threaten a deadlock. There were in the Greek democracies parties and 
party leaders, but no regular government in office and no regular opposition. There 
was no way, therefore, of carrying out a policy, although it might be the popular policy, 
if a strong leader or a strong group stood out against it. But by the ostracism, the least 
popular or the least trusted of the chief leaders in the divided community was made 
to retire for a period without loss of honour or property. Professor Murray suggests that 
a Greek democracy, if it had found itself in such a position of deadlock as the British 
Empire did upon the question of Home Rule for Ireland in 1914, would have probably 
first ostracized Sir Edward Carson, and then proceeded to carry out the provisions of 
the Home Rule Bill. 

This institution of the ostracism has immortalized one obscure and rather illiterate 
member of the democracy of Athens. A certain Aristides had gained a great reputation 
in the law court for{v1-313} his righteous dealing. He fell into a dispute with 
Themistocles upon a question of naval policy; Aristides was for the army, 
Themistocles was a “strong navy” man, and a deadlock was threatened. There was 
resort to an ostracism to decide between them. Plutarch relates that as Aristides 
walked through the streets while the voting was in progress, he was accosted by a 
strange citizen from the agricultural environs unaccustomed to the art of writing, and 
requested to write his own name on the proffered potsherd. 

“But why?” he asked. “Has Aristides ever injured you?” 

“No,” said the citizen. “No. Never have I set eyes on him. But, oh! I am so bored by 
hearing him called Aristides the Just.” 

Whereupon, says Plutarch, without further parley Aristides wrote as the man 
desired.... 
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When one understands the true meaning of these Greek constitutions, and in 
particular the limitation of all power, whether in the democracies or the oligarchies, to 
a locally privileged class, one realizes how impossible was any effective union of the 
hundreds of Greek cities scattered about the Mediterranean region, or even of any 
effective co-operation between them for a common end. Each city was in the hands of 
a few or a few hundred men, to whom its separateness meant everything that was 
worth having in life. Only conquest from the outside could unite the Greeks, and until 
Greece was conquered they had no political unity. When at last they were conquered, 
they were conquered so completely that their unity ceased to be of any importance 
even to themselves; it was a unity of subjugation. 

Yet there was always a certain tradition of unity between all the Greeks, based on a 
common language and script, on the common possession of the heroic epics, and on 
the continuous intercourse that the maritime position of the states made possible. 
And, in addition, there were certain religious bonds of a unifying kind. Certain shrines, 
the shrines of the god Apollo in the island of Delos and at Delphi, for example, were 
sustained not by single states, but by leagues of states or Amphictyonies (= League of 
neighbours), which in such instances as the Delphic amphictyony became very wide-
reaching unions. The league protected the shrine and the safety of pilgrims, kept up 
the roads leading thereunto, secured peace at the time of special festivals, upheld 
certain rules{v1-314} to mitigate the usages of war among its members, and—the 
Delian league especially—suppressed piracy. A still more important link of Hellenic 
union was the Olympian games that were held every four years at Olympia. Foot 
races, boxing, wrestling, javelin throwing, quoit throwing, jumping, and chariot and 
horse racing were the chief sports, and a record of victors and distinguished visitors 
was kept. From the year 776 B.C. onward[177] these games were held regularly for 
over a thousand years, and they did much to maintain that sense of a common Greek 
life (pan-Hellenic) transcending the narrow politics of the city states. 

Such links of sentiment and association were of little avail against the intense 
“separatism” of the Greek political institutions. From the History of Herodotus the 
student will be able to gather a sense of the intensity and persistence of the feuds that 
kept the Greek world in a state of chronic warfare. In the old days (say, to the sixth 
century B.C.) fairly large families prevailed in Greece, and something of the old Aryan 
great household system (see Chap. XV), with its strong clan feeling and its capacity for 
maintaining an enduring feud, still remained. The history of Athens circles for many 
years about the feud of two great families, the Alcmæonidæ and the Peisistratidæ; the 
latter equally an aristocratic family, but founding its power on the support of the 
poorer class of the populace and the exploitation of their grievances. Later on, in the 
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sixth and fifth centuries, a limitation of births and a shrinkage of families to two or 
three members—a process Aristotle notes without perceiving its cause—led to the 
disappearance of the old aristocratic clans, and the later wars were due rather to 
trade disputes and grievances caused and stirred up by individual adventurers than to 
family vendettas. 

It is easy to understand, in view of this intense separatism of the Greeks, how readily 
the Ionians of Asia and of the islands fell first under the domination of the kingdom of 
Lydia, and then under that of the Persians when Cyrus overthrew Crœsus, the king of 
Lydia. They rebelled only to be reconquered. Then came the turn of European Greece. 
It is a matter of astonishment, the Greeks themselves were astonished, to find that 
Greece itself did{v1-315} not fall under the dominion of the Persians, these barbaric 
Aryan masters of the ancient civilizations of Western Asia. But before we tell of this 
struggle we must give some attention to these Asiatics against whom they were pitted; 
and particularly to these Medes and Persians who, by 538 B.C., were already in 
possession of the ancient civilizations of Assyria, Babylonia, and about to subjugate 
Egypt. 

§ 4 

We have had occasion to mention the kingdom of Lydia, and it may be well to give a 
short note here upon the Lydians before proceeding with our story. The original 
population of the larger part of Asia Minor may perhaps have been akin to the original 
population of Greece and Crete. If so, it was of “Mediterranean” race. Or it may have 
been another branch of those still more generalized and fundamental darkish peoples 
from whom arose the Mediterranean race to the west and the Dravidians to the east. 
Remains of the same sort of art that distinguishes Cnossos and Mycenæ are to be 
found scattered over Asia Minor. But just as the Nordic Greeks poured southward into 
Greece to conquer and mix with the aborigines, so did other and kindred Nordic tribes 
pour over the Bosphorus into Asia Minor. Over some areas these Aryan peoples 
prevailed altogether, and became the bulk of the inhabitants and retained their Aryan 
speech. Such were the Phrygians, a people whose language was almost as close to 
that of the Greeks as the Macedonian. But over other areas the Aryans did not so 
prevail. In Lydia the original race and their language held their own. The Lydians were a 
non-Aryan people speaking a non-Aryan speech, of which at the present time only a 
few words are known. Their capital city was Sardis. 

Their religion was also non-Aryan. They worshipped a Great Mother goddess. The 
Phrygians also, though retaining their Greek-like language, became infected with 



mysterious religion, and much of the mystical religion and secret ceremonial that 
pervaded Athens at a later date was Phrygian (when not Thracian) in origin. 

At first the Lydians held the western seacoast of Asia Minor,{v1-316} but they were 
driven back from it by the establishment of Ionian Greeks coming by the sea and 
founding cities. Later on, however, these Ionian Greek cities were brought into 
subjection by the Lydian kings. 

The history of this country is not clearly known, and were it known it would scarcely be 
of sufficient importance to be related in this historical outline, but in the eighth 
century B.C. one monarch, named Gyges, becomes noteworthy. The country under his 
rule was subjected to another Aryan invasion; certain nomadic tribes called the 
Cimmerians came pouring across Asia Minor, and they were driven back with difficulty 
by Gyges and his son and grandson. Sardis was twice taken and burnt by these 
barbarians. And it is on record that Gyges paid tribute to Sardanapalus, which serves 
to link him up with our general ideas of the history of Assyria, Israel, and Egypt. Later, 
Gyges rebelled against Assyria, and sent troops to help Psammetichus I to liberate 
Egypt from its brief servitude to the Assyrians. 

It was Alyattes, the grandson of Gyges, who made Lydia into a considerable power. He 
reigned for seven years, and he reduced most of the Ionian cities of Asia Minor to 
subjection. The country became the centre of a great trade between Asia and Europe; 
it had always been productive and rich in gold, and now the Lydian monarch was 
reputed the richest in Asia. There was a great coming and going between the Black 
and Mediterranean Seas, and between the East and West. We have already noted that 
Lydia was reputed to be the first country in the world to produce coined money, and to 
provide the convenience of inns for travellers and traders. The Lydian dynasty seems 
to have been a trading dynasty of the type of Minos in Crete, with a banking and 
financial development.... So much we may note of Lydia by way of preface to the next 
section. 

§ 5 

Now while one series of Aryan-speaking invaders had developed along the lines we 
have described in Greece, Magna Græcia, and around the shores of the Black Sea, 
another series of Aryan-speaking peoples, whose originally Nordic blood was perhaps 
already mixed with a Mongolian element, were settling and spreading{v1-317} to the 
north and east of the Assyrian and Babylonian empires. We have already spoken of 
the arc-like dispersion of the Nordic Aryan peoples to the north of the Black and 
Caspian Seas; it was probably by this route that the Aryan-speaking races gradually 
came down into what is now the Persian country, and spread, on the one hand, 



eastward to India (? 2000 to 1000 B.C.), and on the other, increased and multiplied in 
the Persian uplands until they were strong enough to assail first Assyria (650 B.C.) and 
then Babylon (538 B.C.). 

There is much that is not yet clear about the changes of climate that have been going 
on in Europe and Asia during the last 10,000 years. The ice of the last glacial age 
receded gradually, and gave way to a long period of steppe or prairie-like conditions 
over the great plain of Europe. About 12,000 or 10,000 years ago, as it is reckoned 
now, this state of affairs was giving place to forest conditions. We have already noted 
how, as a consequence of these changes, the Solutrian horse hunters gave place to 
Magdalenian fishers and forest deer hunters; and these, again, to the Neolithic 
herdsmen and agriculturists. For some thousands of years the European climate 
seems to have been warmer than it is to-day. A great sea spread from the coast of the 
Balkan peninsula far into Central Asia and extended northward into Central Russia, 
and the shrinkage of that sea and the consequent hardening of the climate of south 
Russia and Central Asia was going on contemporaneously with the development of 
the first civilizations in the river valleys. Many facts seem to point to a more genial 
climate in Europe and western Asia, and still more strongly to a greater luxuriance of 
plant and vegetable life, 4000 to 3000 years ago, than we find to-day. There were 
forests then in south Russia and in the country which is now Western Turkestan, 
where now steppes and deserts prevail. On the other hand, between 1500 and 2000 
years ago, the Aral-Caspian region was probably drier and those seas smaller than 
they are at the present time. 

We may note in this connection that Thotmes III (say, the fifteenth century B.C.), in his 
expedition beyond the Euphrates, hunted a herd of 120 elephants in that region. 
Again, an Ægean dagger from Mycenæ, dating about 2000 B.C., shows a lion-hunt in 
progress. The hunters carry big shields and spears, and stand{v1-318} in rows one 
behind the other. The first man spears the lion, and when the wounded beast leaps at 
him, drops flat under the protection of his big shield, leaving the next man to repeat 
his stroke, and so on, until the lion is speared to death. This method of hunting is 
practised by the Masai to-day, and could only have been worked out by a people in a 
land where lions were abundant. But abundant lions imply abundant game, and that 
again means abundant vegetation. About 2000 B.C. the hardening of the climate in the 
central parts of the Old World, to which we have already referred, which put an end to 
elephants and lions in Asia Minor and Greece,[178] was turning the faces of the 
nomadic Aryan peoples southward towards the fields and forests of the more settled 
and civilized nations. 
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These Aryan peoples come down from the East Caspian regions into history about the 
time that Mycenæ and Troy and Cnossos are falling to the Greeks. It is difficult to 
disentangle the different tribes and races that appear under a multitude of names in 
the records and inscriptions that record their first appearance, but, fortunately, these 
distinctions are not needed in an elementary outline such as this present history. A 
people called the Cimmerians appear in the districts of Lake Urumiya and Van, and 
shortly after Aryans have spread from Armenia to Elam. In the ninth century B.C. a 
people called the Medes, very closely related to the Persians to the east of them, 
appear in the Assyrian inscriptions. Tiglath Pileser III and Sargon II, names already 
familiar in this story, profess to have made them pay tribute. They are spoken of in the 
inscriptions as the “dangerous Medes.” They are as yet a tribal people, not united 
under one king. 

About the ninth century b.c. Elam and the Elamites, whose capital was Susa, a people 
which possessed a tradition and civilization{v1-319} at least as old as the Sumerian, 
suddenly vanish from history. We do not know what happened. They seem to have 
been overrun and the population absorbed by the conquerors. Susa is in the hands of 
the Persians. 

 
 

 
Scythians ... as portrayed by a Greek artist.... 
One of the Few Existing Representations of the Ancient Scythians. From a Greek 
Electrum Vase. 

A fourth people, related to these Aryan tribes, who appear at this time in the narrative 
of Herodotus, are the “Scythians.” For a while the monarchs of Assyria play off these 
various kindred peoples, the Cimmerians, the Medes, the Persians, and the Scythians, 
against each other. Assyrian princesses (a daughter of Esarhaddon, e.g.) are married 
to Scythian chiefs. Nebuchadnezzar the Great, on the other hand, marries a daughter 
of Cyaxares, who has become king of all the Medes. The Aryan Scythians are for the 
Semitic Assyrians; the Aryan Medes for the Semitic Babylonians. It was this Cyaxares 
who took Nineveh, the Assyrian capital, in 606 B.C., and so released Babylon from the 
Assyrian yoke to establish, under Chaldean rule, the Second Babylonian Empire. The 
Scythian allies of Assyria drop out of the story after this. They go on living their own life 

https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0269-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0269-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0269-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0269-illo_lg.png
https://gutenberg.org/cache/epub/45368/images/0269-illo_lg.png


away to the north without much interference with the peoples to the south. A glance 
at the map of this period shows how, for two-thirds of a century, the Second{v1-
320} Babylonian Empire lay like a lamb within the embrace of the Median lion. 

Into the internal struggles of the Medes and Persians, that ended at last in the 
accession of Cyrus “the Persian” to the throne of Cyaxares in 550 B.C., we will not 
enter. In that year Cyrus was ruling over an empire that reached from the boundaries 
of Lydia to Persia and perhaps to India. Nabonidus, the last of the Babylonian rulers, 
was, as we have already told, digging up old records and building temples in 
Babylonia. 

§ 6 

But one monarch in the world was alive to the threat of the new power that lay in the 
hands of Cyrus. This was Crœsus, the Lydian king. His son had been killed in a very 
tragic manner, which Herodotus relates, but which we will not describe here. Says 
Herodotus: 

“For two years then, Crœsus remained quiet in great mourning, because he was 
deprived of his son; but after this period of time, the overt hrowing of the rule of the 
son of Cyaxares by Cyrus, and the growing greatness of the Persians, caused Crœsus 
to cease from his mourning, and led him to a care of cutting short the power of the 
Persians if by any means he might, while yet it was in growth and before they should 
have become great.” 

He then made trial of the various oracles. His method of trial we will not relate here, 
but it led him to the belief that the Delphi Oracle was alone trustworthy. What follows 
is rather a lengthy passage, but it is so characteristic of the garrulousness and 
wonder-loving mind of the Father of History, and with such a pleasant touch of spite 
against the Lacedemonians, that it is impossible to resist the quotation. 



 
 

 

“After this, with great sacrifices, he endeavoured to win the favour of the god at 
Delphi: for of all the animals that are fit for sacrifice he offered three thousand of each 
kind, and he heaped up couches overlaid with gold and overlaid with silver, and cups 
of gold, and robes of purple, and tunics, making of them a great pyre, and this he burnt 
up, hoping by these means the more to win over the god to the side of the Lydians; and 
he proclaimed to all the Lydians that every one of them should make sacrifice{v1-
321} with that which each man had. And when he had finished the sacrifice, he melted 
down a vast quantity of gold, and of it he wrought half-plinths, making them six palms 
in length and three in breadth, and in height one palm; and their number was one 
hundred and seventeen. Of these four were of pure gold weighing two talents and a 
half each, and the others of gold alloyed with silver weighing two talents. And he 
caused to be made also an image of a lion of pure gold weighing ten talents; which 
lion, when the temple at Delphi was being burnt down, fell from off the half-plinths, for 
upon these it was set, and is placed now in the treasury of the Corinthians, weighing 
six talents and a half, for three talents and a half were melted away from it. So 
Crœsus, having finished all these things, sent them to Delphi, and with them these 
besides: two mixing-bowls of great size, one of gold and the other of silver, of which 
the golden bowl was placed on the right hand as one enters the temple, and the silver 
on the left, but the places of these also were changed after the temple was burnt 
down.{v1-322}... Moreover, Crœsus sent four silver wine-jars, which stand in the 
treasury of the Corinthians, and two vessels for lustral water, one of gold and the other 
of silver, of which the gold one is inscribed ‘from the Lacedemonians,’ who say that it 
is their offering; therein, however, they do not speak rightly, for this also is from 
Crœsus, but one of the Delphians wrote the inscription upon it, desiring to gratify the 
Lacedemonians; and his name I know, but I will not make mention of it.... And many 
other votive offerings Crœsus sent with these, not specially distinguished, among 
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which are certain castings of silver of a round shape, and also a golden figure of a 
woman three cubits high, which the Delphians say is a statue of the baker of Crœsus. 
Moreover, Crœsus dedicated the ornaments from his wife’s neck and her girdles.... 

“To the Lydians who were to carry these gifts to the temples Crœsus gave charge that 
they should ask the Oracles this question also: whether Crœsus should march 
against the Persians, and, if so, whether he should join with himself any army of men 
as his friends. And when the Lydians had arrived at the places to which they had been 
sent and had dedicated the votive offerings, they inquired of the Oracles, and said: 
‘Crœsus, king of the Lydians and of other nations, considering that these are the only 
true Oracles among men, presents to you gifts such as your revelations deserve, and 
asks you again now whether he shall march against the Persians, and, if so, whether 
he shall join with himself any army of men as allies.’ They inquired thus, and the 
answers of both the Oracles agreed in one, declaring to Crœsus that if he should 
march against the Persians he should destroy a great empire.... So when the answers 
were brought back and Crœsus heard them, he was delighted with the Oracles, and 
expecting that he would certainly destroy the kingdom of Cyrus, he sent again to 
Pytho, and presented to the men of Delphi, having ascertained the number of them, 
two staters of gold for each man: and in return for this the Delphians gave to Crœsus 
and to the Lydians precedence in consulting the Oracle and freedom from all 
payments, and the right to front seats at the games, with this privilege also for all time, 
that any one of them who wished should be allowed to become a citizen of Delphi.” 

But here we may not run on as Herodotus loved to do. Suffice{v1-323} it to say that 
Crœsus made a defensive alliance both with the Lacedemonians and the Egyptians. 
We will not quote the story of how a great bronze mixing-bowl that the Lacedemonians 
sent to Crœsus went astray, but we will note a light on the life of the Medes and 
Persians of that time. 

“Thus, then, it happened about the mixing-bowl; but meanwhile Crœsus, mistaking 
the meaning of the Oracle, was making a march into Cappadocia, expecting to 
overthrow Cyrus and the power of the Persians; and while Crœsus was preparing to 
march against the Persians, one of the Lydians, who even before this time was thought 
to be a wise man, but in consequence of this opinion got a very great name for wisdom 
among the Lydians, had advised Crœsus as follows: ‘O king, thou art preparing to 
march against men who wear breeches of leather, and the rest of their clothing is of 
leather also; and they eat food not such as they desire, but such as they can obtain, 
dwelling in a land which is rugged; and, moreover, they make no use of wine but drink 
water; and no figs have they for dessert, nor any other good thing. On the one hand, if 
thou shalt overcome them, what wilt thou take away from them, seeing they have 



nothing? and, on the other hand, if thou shalt be overcome, consider how many good 
things thou wilt lose; for once having tasted our good things, they will cling to them 
fast, and it will not be possible to drive them away. I, for my own part, feel gratitude to 
the gods that they do not put it into the minds of the Persians to march against the 
Lydians.’ Thus he spoke not persuading Crœsus; for it is true indeed that the Persians 
before they subdued the Lydians had no luxury nor any good thing.” 

Crœand Cyrus fought an indecisive battle at Pteria, from which Crœretreated. Cyrus 
followed him up, and he gave battle outside his capital town of Sardis. The chief 
strength of the Lydians lay in their cavalry; they were excellent, if undisciplined, 
horsemen, and fought with long spears. 

“Cyrus, when he saw the Lydians being arrayed for battle, fearing their horsemen, did 
on the suggestion of Harpagos, a Mede, as follows: All the camels which were in the 
train of his army carrying provisions and baggage he gathered together, and he took off 
their burdens and set men upon them provided with the{v1-324} equipment of cavalry; 
and, having thus furnished them, forth he appointed them to go in front of the rest of 
the army towards the horsemen of Crœsus; and after the camel-troop he ordered the 
infantry to follow; and behind the infantry he placed his whole force of cavalry. Then, 
when all his men had been placed in their several positions, he charged them to spare 
none of the other Lydians, slaying all who might come in their way, but Crœsus 
himself they were not to slay, not even if he should make resistance when he was 
being captured. Such was his charge: and he set the camels opposite the horsemen 
for this reason—because the horse has a fear of the camel and cannot endure either 
to see his form or to scent his smell; for this reason then the trick had been devised, in 
order that the cavalry of Crœsus might be useless, that very force wherewith the 
Lydian king was expecting most to shine. And as they were coming together to the 
battle, so soon as the horses scented the camels and saw them, they turned away 
back, and the hopes of Crœsus were at once brought to nought. The Lydians, however, 
for their part did not upon that act as cowards, but when they perceived what was 
coming to pass, they leapt from their horses and fought with the Persians on foot. At 
length, however, when many had fallen on either side, the Lydians turned to flight; and 
having been driven within the wall of their fortress, they were besieged by the 
Persians.” 

In fourteen days Sardis was stormed and Crœsus taken prisoner.... 

“So the Persians having taken him brought him into the presence of Cyrus; and he 
piled up a great pyre and caused Crœsus to go up upon it bound in fetters, and along 
with him twice seven sons of Lydians, whether it was that he meant to dedicate this 



offering as first-fruits of his victory to some god, or whether he desired to fulfil a vow, 
or else had heard that Crœsus was a god-fearing man, and so caused him to go up on 
the pyre because he wished to know if any one of the divine powers would save him, 
so that he should not be burnt alive. He, they say, did this; but to Crœsus as he stood 
upon the pyre there came, although he was in such evil case, a memory of the saying 
of Solon, how he had said with divine inspiration that no one of the living might be 
called happy. And when this thought came into his mind, they say that{v1-325} he 
sighed deeply and groaned aloud, having been for long silent, and three times he 
uttered the name of Solon. Hearing this, Cyrus bade the interpreters ask Crœsus who 
was this person on whom he called; and they came near and asked. And Crœsus for a 
time, it is said, kept silence when he was asked this, but afterwards, being pressed, he 
said: ‘One whom more than much wealth I should have desired to have speech with 
all monarchs.’ Then, since his words were of doubtful import, they asked again of that 
which he said; and as they were urgent with him and gave him no peace, he told how 
once Solon, an Athenian, had come and having inspected all his wealth had made 
light of it, with such and such words; and how all had turned out for him according as 
Solon had said, not speaking at all especially with a view to Crœsus himself, but with 
a view to the whole human race, and especially those who seem to themselves to be 
happy men. And while Crœsus related these things, already the pyre was lighted and 
the edges of it round about were burning. Then they say that Cyrus, hearing from the 
interpreters what Crœsus had said, changed his purpose and considered that he 
himself also was but a man, and that he was delivering another man, who had been 
not inferior to himself in felicity, alive to the fire; and, moreover, he feared the requital, 
and reflected that there was nothing of that which men possessed which was secure; 
therefore, they say, he ordered them to extinguish as quickly as possible the fire that 
was burning, and to bring down Crœsus and those who were with him from the pyre; 
and they, using endeavours, were not able now to get the mastery of the flames. Then 
it is related by the Lydians that Crœsus, having learned how Cyrus had changed his 
mind, and seeing that every one was trying to put out the fire, but that they were no 
longer able to check it, cried aloud, entreating Apollo that if any gift had ever been 
given by him which was acceptable to the god, he would come to his aid and rescue 
him from the evil which was now upon him. So he with tears entreated the god, and 
suddenly, they say, after clear sky and calm weather clouds gathered and a storm 
burst, and it rained with a very violent shower, and the pyre was extinguished. Then 
Cyrus, having perceived that Crœsus was a lover of the gods and a good man, caused 
him to be brought down from the pyre and asked him as follows: ‘Crœsus,{v1-326} tell 
me who of all men was it who persuaded thee to march upon my land and so to 
become an enemy to me instead of a friend?’ And he said: ‘O king, I did this to thy 



felicity and to my own misfortune, and the causer of this was the god of the Hellenes, 
who incited me to march with my army. For no one is so senseless as to choose of his 
own will war rather than peace, since in peace the sons bury their fathers, but in war 
the fathers bury their sons. But it was pleasing, I suppose, to the divine powers that 
these things should come to pass thus.’” 

But Herodotus is too alluring a companion for one who would write an Outline of 
History; and the rest of the life of Crœsus, and how he gave wise counsels to Cyrus, 
must be read in his ampler page. 

When Lydia was subdued, Cyrus turned his attention to Nabonidus in Babylon. He 
defeated the Babylonian army, under Belshazzar, outside Babylon, and then laid siege 
to the town. He entered the town (538 B.C.), probably as we have already suggested, 
with the connivance of the priests of Bel. 

§ 7 

Cyrus was succeeded by his son Cambyses, who took an army into Egypt (525 B.C.). 
There was a battle in the delta, in which Greek mercenaries fought on both sides. 
Herodotus declares that he saw the bones of the slain still lying on the field fifty or 
sixty years later, and comments on the comparative thinness of the Persian skulls. 
After this battle Cambyses took Memphis and most of Egypt. 

In Egypt, we are told, Cambyses went mad. He took great liberties with the Egyptian 
temples, and remained at Memphis “opening ancient tombs and examining the dead 
bodies.” He had already murdered both Crœsus, ex-king of Lydia, and his own brother 
Smerdis before coming to Egypt, and he died in Syria on the way back to Susa of an 
accidental wound, leaving no heirs to succeed him. He was presently succeeded by 
Darius the Mede (521 B.C.), the son of Hystaspes, one of the chief councillors of 
Cyrus. 

The empire of Darius I was larger than any one of the preceding empires whose growth 
we have traced. It included all{v1-327} Asia Minor and Syria, that is to say, the ancient 
Lydian and Hittite empires, all the old Assyrian and Babylonian empires, Egypt, the 
Caucasus and Caspian regions, Media, Persia, and it extended, perhaps, into India to 
the Indus. The nomadic Arabians alone of all the peoples of what is nowadays called 
the Near East, did not pay tribute to the satraps (provincial governors) of Darius. The 
organization of this great empire seems to have been on a much higher level of 
efficiency than any of its precursors. Great arterial roads joined province to province, 
and there was a system of royal posts;[179] at stated intervals post horses stood 
always ready to carry the government messenger, or the traveller if he had a 
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government permit, on to the next stage of his journey. Apart from this imperial right-
of-way and the payment of tribute, the local governments possessed a very 
considerable amount of local freedom. They were restrained from internecine 
conflict, which was all to their own good. And at first the Greek cities of the mainland 
of Asia paid the tribute and shared in this Persian Peace. 

Darius was first incited to attack the Greeks in Europe by a homesick Greek physician 
at his court, who wanted at any cost to be back in Greece. Darius had already made 
plans for an expedition into Europe, aiming not at Greece, but to the northward of 
Greece, across the Bosphorus and Danube. He wanted to strike at South Russia, 
which he believed to be the home country of the Scythian nomads who threatened 
him on his northern and north-eastern frontiers. But he lent an attentive ear to the 
tempter, and sent agents into Greece.[180] 

This great expedition of Darius opens out our view in this history. It lifts a curtain upon 
the Balkan country behind Greece about which we have said nothing hitherto; it 
carries us to and over the Danube. The nucleus of his army marched from Susa, 
gathering up contingents as they made their way to the Bosphorus. Here Greek allies 
(Ionian Greeks from Asia) had made a bridge of boats, and the army crossed over 
while the Greek allies sailed on in their ships to the Danube, and, two days’ sail up 
from its mouth, landed to make another floating bridge. Meanwhile,{v1-328} Darius 
and his host advanced along the coast of what is now Bulgaria, but which was then 
called Thrace. They crossed the Danube, and prepared to give battle to the Scythian 
army and take the cities of the Scythians. 

But the Scythians had no cities, and they evaded a battle, and the war degenerated 
into a tedious and hopeless pursuit of more mobile enemies. Wells were stopped up 
and pastures destroyed by the nomads. The Scythian horsemen hung upon the skirts 
of the great army, which consisted mostly of foot soldiers, picking off stragglers and 
preventing foraging; and they did their best to persuade the Ionian Greeks, who had 
made and were guarding the bridge across the Danube, to break up the bridge, and so 
ensure the destruction of Darius. So long as Darius continued to advance, however, 
the loyalty of his Greek allies remained unshaken. 

But privation, fatigue, and sickness hindered and crippled the Persian army; Darius 
lost many stragglers and consumed his supplies, and at last the melancholy 
conviction dawned upon him that a retreat across the Danube was necessary to save 
him from complete exhaustion and defeat. 

In order to get a start in his retreat he sacrificed his sick and wounded. He had these 
men informed that he was about to attack the Scythians at nightfall, and under this 
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pretence stole out of the camp with the pick of his troops and made off southward, 
leaving the camp fires burning and the usual noises and movements of the camp 
behind him. Next day the men left in the camp realized the trick their monarch had 
played upon them, and surrendered themselves to the mercy of the Scythians; but 
Darius had got his start, and was able to reach the bridge of boats before his pursuers 
came upon him. They were more mobile than his troops, but they missed their quarry 
in the darkness. At the river the retreating Persians “were brought to an extremity of 
fear,” for they found the bridge partially broken down and its northern end destroyed. 

 
 

 

At this point a voice echoes down the centuries to us. We see a group of dismayed 
Persians standing about the Great King upon the bank of the streaming river; we see 
the masses of halted troops, hungry and war-worn; a trail of battered transport 
stretches away towards the horizon, upon which at any time the advance guards{v1-
330} of the pursuers may appear. There is not much noise in spite of the multitude, but 
rather an inquiring silence. Standing out like a pier from the further side of the great 
stream are the remains of the bridge of boats, an enigma.... We cannot discern 
whether there are men over there or not. The shipping of the Ionian Greeks seems still 
to be drawn up on the further shore, but it is all very far away. 

“Now there was with Darius an Egyptian who had a voice louder than that of any other 
man on earth, and this man Darius ordered to take his stand upon the bank of the Ister 
(Danube) and to call Histiæus of Miletus.” 
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This worthy—a day is to come, as we shall presently tell, when his decapitated head 
will be sent to Darius at Susa—appears approaching slowly across the waters in a 
boat. 

There is a parley, and we gather that it is “all right.” 

The explanation Histiæus has to make is a complicated one. Some Scythians have 
been and have gone again. Scouts, perhaps, these were. It would seem there had 
been a discussion between the Scythians and the Greeks. The Scythians wanted the 
bridge broken down; they would then, they said, undertake to finish up the Persian 
army and make an end to Darius and his empire, and the Ionian Greeks of Asia could 
then free their cities again. Miltiades, the Athenian, was for accepting this proposal. 
But Histiæus had been more subtle. He would prefer, he said, to see the Persians 
completely destroyed before definitely abandoning their cause. Would the Scythians 
go back and destroy the Persians to make sure of them while the Greeks on their part 
destroyed the bridge? Anyhow, whichever side the Greeks took finally, it was clear to 
him that it would be wise to destroy the northern end of the bridge, because otherwise 
the Scythians might rush it. Indeed, even as they parleyed the Greeks set to work to 
demolish the end that linked them to the Scythians as quickly as possible. In 
accordance with the suggestions of Histiæus the Scythians rode off in search of the 
Persians, and so left the Greeks safe in either event. If Darius escaped they could be 
on his side; if he was destroyed, there was nothing of which the Scythians could 
complain. 

Histiæus did not put it quite in that fashion to Darius. He had at least kept the shipping 
and most of the bridge. He represented{v1-331} himself as the loyal friend of Persia, 
and Darius was not disposed to be too critical. The Ionian ships came over. With a 
sense of immense relief the remnant of the wasted Persians were presently looking 
back at the steely flood of the Danube streaming wide between themselves and their 
pursuers.... 

The pleasure and interest had gone out of the European expedition for Darius. He 
returned to Susa, leaving an army in Thrace, under a trusted general Megabazus. This 
Megabazus set himself to the subjugation of Thrace, and among other states which 
submitted reluctantly to Darius was a kingdom, which thus comes into our history for 
the first time, the kingdom of Macedonia, a country inhabited by a people so closely 
allied to the Greeks that one of its princes had already been allowed to compete and 
take a prize in the Olympian games. 

Darius was disposed to reward Histiæus by allowing him to build a city for himself in 
Thrace, but Megabazus had a different opinion of the trustworthiness of Histiæus, and 



prevailed upon the king to take him to Susa, and, under the title of councillor, to keep 
him a prisoner there. Histiæus was at first flattered by this court position, and then 
realized its true meaning. The Persian court bored him, and he grew homesick for 
Miletus. He set himself to make mischief, and was able to stir up a revolt against the 
Persians among the Ionian Greeks on the mainland. The twistings and turnings of the 
story, which included the burning of Sardis by the Ionians and the defeat of a Greek 
fleet at the battle of Ladé (495 B.C.), are too complicated to follow here. It is a dark 
and intricate story of treacheries, cruelties, and hate, in which the death of the wily 
Histiæus shines almost cheerfully. The Persian governor of Sardis, through which 
town he was being taken on his way back to Susa as a prisoner, having much the same 
opinion of him as Megabazus had, and knowing his ability to humbug Darius, killed 
him there and then, and sent on the head only to his master. 

Cyprus and the Greek islands were dragged into this contest that Histiæus had stirred 
up, and at last Athens. Darius realized the error he had made in turning to the right and 
not to the left when he had crossed the Bosphorus, and he now set himself to the 
conquest of all Greece. He began with the islands. Tyre and Sidon were subject to 
Persia, and ships of the Phœnician and of the{v1-332} Ionian Greeks provided the 
Persians with a fleet by means of which one Greek island after another was 
subjugated. 

§ 8 

The first attack upon Greece proper was made in 490 B.C. It was a sea attack upon 
Athens, with a force long and carefully prepared for the task, the fleet being provided 
with specially built transports for the conveyance of horses. This expedition made a 
landing near Marathon in Attica. The Persians were guided into Marathon by a 
renegade Greek, Hippias, the son of Peisistratus, who had been tyrant of Athens. If 
Athens fell, then Hippias was to be its tyrant, under the protection of the Persians. 
Meanwhile, so urgent was the sense of a crisis in the affairs of Hellas, that a man, a 
herald and runner, went from Athens to Sparta, forgetful of all feuds, to say: 
“Lacedemonians, the Athenians make request of you to come to their help, and not to 
allow a city most anciently established among the Hellenes to fall into slavery by the 
means of Barbarians; for even now Eretria has been enslaved and Hellas has become 
the weaker by a city of renown.” This man, Pheidippides, did the distance from Athens 
to Sparta, nearly a hundred miles as the crow flies, and much more if we allow for the 
contours and the windings of the way, in something under eight and forty hours. 

But before the Spartans could arrive on the scene the battle was joined. The 
Athenians charged the enemy. They fought—“in a memorable fashion: for they were 



the first of all the Hellenes about whom we know who went to attack the enemy at a 
run, and they were the first also who endured to face the Median garments and the 
men who wore them, whereas up to this time the very name of the Medes was to the 
Hellenes a terror to hear.” 

The Persian wings gave before this impetuous attack, but the centre held. The 
Athenians, however, were cool as well as vigorous; they let the wings run and closed in 
on the flanks of the centre, whereupon the main body of the Persians fled to their 
ships. Seven vessels fell into the hands of the Athenians; the rest got away, and, after 
a futile attempt to sail round to Athens and seize the city before the army returned 
thither, the fleet made a retreat to Asia. Let Herodotus close the story with a 
paragraph that still{v1-333} further enlightens us upon the tremendous prestige of the 
Medes at this time: 

 
 

 

“Of the Lacedemonians there came to Athens two thousand after the full moon, 
making great haste to be in time, so that they arrived in Attica on the third day after 
leaving Sparta: and though they had come too late for the battle, yet they desired to 
behold the Medes; and accordingly they went on to Marathon and looked at the 
bodies of the slain: then afterwards they departed home, commending the Athenians 
and the work which they had done.{v1-334}” 

§ 9 
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So Greece, unified for a while by fear, gained her first victory over Persia. The news 
came to Darius simultaneously with the news of a rebellion in Egypt, and he died 
while still undecided in which direction to turn. His son and successor, Xerxes, turned 
first to Egypt and set up a Persian satrap there; then for four years he prepared a 
second attack upon Greece. Says Herodotus, who was, one must remember, a 
patriotic Greek, approaching now to the climax of his History: 

“For what nation did Xerxes not lead out of Asia against Hellas? and what water was 
not exhausted, being drunk by his host, except only the great rivers? For some 
supplied ships, and others were appointed to serve in the land-army; to some it was 
appointed to furnish cavalry, and to others vessels to carry horses, while they served 
in the expedition themselves also; others were ordered to furnish ships of war for the 
bridges, and others again ships with provisions.” 

 
 

 
Monument of Athenian foot soldier, found near Marathon. 

Xerxes passed into Europe, not as Darius did at the half-mile crossing of the 
Bosphorus, but at the Hellespont (the Dardanelles). In his account of the assembling 
of the great army, and its march from Sardis to the Hellespont, the poet in Herodotus 
takes{v1-335} possession of the historian. The great host passes in splendour by Troy, 
and Xerxes, who although a Persian and a Barbarian, seems to have had the 
advantages of a classical education, turns aside, says our historian, to visit the citadel 
of Priam. The Hellespont was bridged at Abydos, and upon a hill was set a marble 
throne from which Xerxes surveyed the whole array of his forces. 
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“And seeing all the Hellespont covered over with the ships and all the shores and the 
plains of Abydos full of men, then Xerxes pronounced himself a happy man, and after 
that he fell to weeping. Artabanus, his uncle, therefore perceiving him—the same who 
at first boldly declared his opinion advising Xerxes not to march against Hellas—this 
man, I say, having observed that Xerxes wept, asked as follows: ‘O king, how far 
different from one another are the things which thou hast done now and a short while 
before now! for having pronounced thyself a happy man, thou art now shedding tears.’ 
He said: ‘Yea, for after I had reckoned up, it came into my mind to feel pity at the 
thought how brief was the whole life of man, seeing that of these multitudes not one 
will be alive when a hundred years have gone by.’” 

This may not be exact history, but it is great poetry. It is as splendid as anything in The 
Dynasts. 

The Persian fleet, coasting from headland to headland, accompanied this land 
multitude during its march southward; but a violent storm did the fleet great damage 
and 400 ships were lost, including much corn transport. At first the united Hellenes 
marched out to meet the invaders at the Vale of Tempe near Mount Olympus, but 
afterwards retreated through Thessaly, and chose at last to await the advancing 
Persians at a place called Thermopylæ, where at that time—2300 years have altered 
these things greatly—there was a great cliff on the landward side and the sea to the 
east, with a track scarcely wide enough for a chariot between. The great advantage to 
the Greeks of this position at Thermopylæ was that it prevented the use of either 
cavalry or chariots, and narrowed the battle front so as to minimize their numerical 
inequality. And there the Persians joined battle with them one summer day in the year 
480 B.C. 

For three days the Greeks held this great army, and did them much damage with small 
loss to themselves, and then on the third{v1-336} day a detachment of Persians 
appeared upon the rear of the Greeks, having learnt of a way over the mountains from 
a peasant. There were hasty discussions among the Greeks; some were for 
withdrawing, some for holding out. The leader of the whole force, Leonidas, was for 
staying; and with him he would keep, he said, 300 Spartans. The rest of the Greek 
army could, meanwhile, make good its retreat to the next defensible pass. The 
Thespian contingent of 700, however, refused to fall back. They preferred to stay and 
die with the Spartans. Also a contingent of 400 Thebans remained. As Thebes 
afterwards joined the Persians, there is a story that these Thebans were detained by 
force against their will, which seems on military as well as historical grounds 
improbable. These 1400 stayed, and were, after a conflict of heroic quality, slain to a 
man. Two Spartans happened to be away, sick with ophthalmia. When they heard the 



news, one was too ill to move; the other made his helot guide him to the battle, and 
there struck blindly until he was killed. The other, Aristodemus, was taken away with 
the retreating troops, and returned to Sparta, where he was not actually punished for 
his conduct, but was known as Tresas, “the man who retreated.” It was enough to 
distinguish him from all other Spartans, and he got himself killed at the Battle of 
Platæa a year later, performing prodigies of reckless courage.... For a whole day this 
little band had held the pass, assailed in front and rear by the whole force of the 
Persians. They had covered the retreat of the main Greek army, they had inflicted great 
losses on the invaders, and they had raised the prestige of the Greek warrior over that 
of the Mede higher even than the victory of Marathon had done. 

The Persian cavalry and transport filtered slowly through the narrow passage of 
Thermopylæ, and marched on towards Athens, while a series of naval encounters 
went on at sea. The Hellenic fleet retreated before the advance of the Persian 
shipping, which suffered seriously through its comparative ignorance of the intricate 
coasts and of the tricks of the local weather. Weight of numbers carried the Persian 
army forward to Athens; now that Thermopylæ was lost, there was no line of defence 
nearer than the Isthmus of Corinth, and this meant the abandonment of all the 
intervening territory, including Athens. The population had either to fly{v1-337} or 
submit to the Persians. Thebes with all Bœotia submitted, and was pressed into the 
Persian army, except one town, Platæa, whose inhabitants fled to Athens. The turn of 
Athens came next, and great efforts were made to persuade her to make terms; but, 
instead, the whole population determined to abandon everything and take to the 
shipping. The women and non-combatants were carried to Salamis and various 
adjacent islands. Only a few people too old to move and a few dissentients remained 
in the town, which was occupied by the Persians and burnt. The sacred objects, 
statues, etc., which were burnt at this time, were afterwards buried in the Acropolis by 
the returning Athenians, and have been dug up in our own day with the marks of 
burning visible upon them. Xerxes sent off a mounted messenger to Susa with the 
news, and he invited the sons of Peisistratus, whom he had brought back with him, to 
enter upon their inheritance and sacrifice after the Athenian manner upon the 
Acropolis. 

Meanwhile, the Hellenic confederate fleet had come round to Salamis, and in the 
council of war there were bitter differences of opinion. Corinth and the states behind 
the Isthmus wanted the fleet to fall back to that position, abandoning the cities of 
Megara and Ægina. Themistocles insisted with all his force on fighting in the narrows 
of Salamis. The majority was steadily in favour of retreat, when there suddenly arrived 
the news that retreat was cut off. The Persians had sailed round Salamis and held the 



sea on the other side. This news was brought by that Aristides the Just, of whose 
ostracism we have already told; his sanity and eloquence did much to help 
Themistocles to hearten the hesitating commanders. These two men had formerly 
been bitter antagonists; but with a generosity rare in those days, they forgot their 
differences before the common danger. At dawn the Greek ships pulled out to battle. 

The fleet before them was a fleet more composite and less united than their own. But 
it was about three times as great. On one wing were the Phœnicians, on the other 
Ionian Greeks from Asia and the Islands. Some of the latter fought stoutly; others 
remembered that they too were Greeks. The Greek ships, on the other hand, were 
mostly manned by freemen fighting for their homes. Throughout the early hours the 
battle raged confusedly. Then it{v1-338} became evident to Xerxes, watching the 
combat, that his fleet was attempting flight. The flight became disaster. 

 
 

 

Xerxes had taken his seat to watch the battle. He saw his galleys rammed by the sharp 
prows of other galleys; his fighting-men shot down; his ships boarded. Much of the 
sea-fighting in those days was done by ramming; the big galleys bore down their 
opponents by superior weight of impact, or sheared off their oars and so destroyed 
their manœuvring power and left them helpless. Presently, Xerxes saw that some of 
his broken ships were surrendering. In the water he could see the heads of Greeks 
swimming to land; but “of the Barbarians the greater number perished in the sea, not 
knowing how to swim.” The clumsy attempt of the hard-pressed first line of the Persian 
fleet to put about led to indescribable confusion.{v1-339} Some were rammed by the 
rear ships of their own side. This ancient shipping was poor, unseaworthy stuff by any 
modern standards. The west wind was blowing and many of the broken ships of 
Xerxes were now drifting away out of his sight to be wrecked on the coast beyond. 
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Others were being towed towards Salamis by the Greeks. Others, less injured and still 
in fighting trim, were making for the beaches close beneath him that would bring them 
under the protection of his army. Scattered over the further sea, beyond the 
headlands, remote and vague, were ships in flight and Greek ships in pursuit. Slowly, 
incident by incident, the disaster had unfolded under his eyes. We can imagine 
something of the coming and going of messengers, the issuing of futile orders, the 
changes of plan, throughout the day. In the morning Xerxes had come out provided 
with tables to mark the most successful of his commanders for reward. In the gold of 
the sunset he beheld the sea power of Persia utterly scattered, sunken and destroyed, 
and the Greek fleet over against Salamis unbroken and triumphant, ordering its ranks, 
as if still incredulous of victory. 

The Persian army remained as if in indecision for some days close to the scene of this 
sea fight, and then began to retreat to Thessaly, where it was proposed to winter and 
resume the campaign. But Xerxes, like Darius I before him, had conceived a disgust 
for European campaigns. He was afraid of the destruction of the bridge of boats. With 
part of the army he went on to the Hellespont, leaving the main force in Thessaly 
under a general, Mardonius. Of his own retreat the historian relates: 

“Whithersoever they came on the march and to whatever nation they seized the crops 
of that people and used them for provisions; and if they found no crops, then they took 
the grass which was growing up from the earth, and stripped off the bark from the 
trees and plucked down the leaves and devoured them; alike of the cultivated trees 
and of those growing wild; and they left nothing behind them: thus they did by reason 
of famine. Then plague too seized upon the army and dysentery, which destroyed 
them by the way, and some of them also who were sick the king left behind, laying 
charge upon the cities where at the time he chanced to be in his march, to take care of 
them and support them; of these he left some in Thessaly, and some at Siris in 
Paionia, and some in{v1-340} Macedonia.... When, passing on from Thrace they came 
to the passage, they crossed over the Hellespont in haste to Abydos by means of the 
ships, for they did not find the floating bridges still stretched across, but broken up by 
a storm. While staying there for a time they had distributed to them an allowance of 
food more abundant than they had had by the way, and from satisfying their hunger 
without restraint and also from the changes of water there died many of those in the 
army who had remained safe till then. The rest arrived with Xerxes at Sardis.” 

 


