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ANTON E. RAUBITSCHEK 

The Phoinissai of Phrynichos 

In the Introduetion to his History Herodotus disassociates himself deliberately from the ae
counts of the eauses of the eonfliet between Greeks and barbarians whieh he has just given and 
attributes Ihem 10 the Persians and to the Phoenicians (I, 5, 3). The aecounls themselves are a11 
taken from Greek Mythology, best known to us and 10 Herodotus from Attic Tragedy. The slo
ries of 10, Europa, Medea, Helen are all given in chronological order and they culminate in the 
claim that the Greeks started the war between Asia and Europe and that the Persian attacks 
upon Greece merely eontinued the armed confliet. Herodotus was referring here to the Trojan 
War which was bcgun by the Greeks; we may recall that Herodotus himself was not unsympa
thetic to this type of argument since he declared (V, 97, 3) that the Athenian military support of 
the lonian revolt was 'the beginning of evil both to Greeks and barbarians' (&PX~ KUKroV 
r:yeVe'tO "EAAl1cri 'tE KUt ßupßapotcrL). Similarly, in Herodotus ' introduetion the various 
kidnappings of women are described as thc deed of unjust men (I, 4, 2: avöprov &ÖtKOlV ... 
epyov), and Herodotus begins his own account of the conflict (I , 5, 3) by pointing out that 
Kroisos was the first to start unjust aetions against the Greeks ({map~uvtu &ÖtKOlV epyOlv E<; 
tou<; "EAAl1VU<;). Thus Herodotus' introduction offers a mythological perspeclivc which places 
the Persian War within Greek History, beginning in Ihe days of the Heroes and even before 
their time, for both 10 and Europa belong to earlier generations. 

There are thematic links among Ihe stories wh ich show Ihat they have been slightly chan
ged to form a coherent transition from abduction of women to warlike action, from abductions 
in which various Greek and Asiatic eities were involved to warfare, first between Greeks and 
Trojans, then belween Persians and Greeks. While the Greeks involved in the mythieal episo
des were the same as those who fought in the Persian Wars, the Persians are considered the 
representatives of Asia and of places as far apart as Kolchis, Troy, Phoenicia, Egypt. Anolher 
striking feature is Ihe absence of the gods, espeeially of Zeus who plays such an imp0l1ant part 
in the stories of Io and of Europa. 

Herodotus maintains that Ihe entire story is told by the learned Persians (I, 1, 1: ITepcreOlv 
oi A6YWL) and corrected by the Phoenicians who disagree only wiLh Ihe story of 10 (I, 5,2), and 
we must take as a fact Ihat the historian conneeled Lhe aecounl with Persians and Phoenicians 
(I, 5, 3: tau'tU f.\.ev V'UV ITepcruL 'tE KUt <I>OtVLKf.<; Aeyo'U(H). It is however a Greek story which 
has been artful1y modified to suit the Persian claim that it was the Greeks who starled warlike 
activities against Asia (I, 4, 1: repo'tepo'U<; yap l:iP~UL crtPUtEUEOBuL E<; 'tTtV 'Acrtuv 11 crq>eu<; E<; 
'tTtV EVpO>TCl1V). While Greeks were involved in a11 these mythologieal stories, the only link 
with the Persians was the fact Ihat the Persians conquered during the sixLh century B.C. all the 
places in Anatolia which were involved in the kidnappings, Kolchis, Phoinicia and also Egypl. 

Herodotus' source was a poetic treatment of the mythologieal background of the Persian 
Wars, given from the Persian side and by Persian nobles, and involving Phoenicians in it so
mehow. If this interprelation is correet, the identity of this source is given by what we know of 
the 'Phoinissai ' by Phrynichos1: it dealt with the defeat of Xerxes, its scene was laid in Susa 
(and this was imitated by Aischylos in his 'Persians'), Ihe Chorus eonsisted of Phoenician wo-

1 B. Snell, Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta I, 1971, 75-77 <!>Otvt(TO"Ut, fragments 8-12. 



144 The Phoinissai of Phrynichos 

men who had come from Sidon, and among the characters were noble Persians, apxftc; nape-
8pot. We do not know much about the contents of the plays of Phrynichos, but he did eompose 
an earlier historieal play, mentiOlled by Herodotus (VI, 21, 2: notlJcruv'tL <llpuvixcr 8pullu 
MtAlJ'l:OU "AAcocrtv ... ), which shocked the Athenian audienee. 

There is no proof that Herodotus used the Phoinissai of Phryniehos in the introduction to 
his History , but this assumption would agree wiLh the growing evidence that Herodotus used 
poetie soure es not only in his accounts of Gyges, Kroisos, and Polykrates, but even in the story 
of the Persian Wars itself; in fact one may wonder how much of the 'dramatic' aeeount of Xer
xes and Artabanos (VII, 8-18 and 44-52) is derived 1'rom Phrynichos' play. Artabanos was one 
of the nobles left behind at Susa (VII, 53, 1) who eould have been 01' the characters in the play; 
Herodotus tells us that it was to Artabanos that Xerxes sent his reports from the expedition 
(VIII, 54), and he may have played as important a part in the 'Phoinissai' as Dareios, his 
brother, played in the 'Persians' of Aischylos. 

Stanford University 
475 Embarcadero Road 
Palo AHo, CA 94301 

Anton E. Raubitschek 


