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COMMENTARII BREVIORES

THE DARK-SKINNED AND WOOLLY-HAIRED
KOLCHOI (HDT. 2. 104 F.)*

Herodotus suggests that the Kolchoi on the river Phasis were descendants
of the Egyptians. He admits that the idea is not new, but claims that he
conceived of it before he had heard it from others. His main argument for
the relationship of the both peoples is the common practice of circum-
cision. He also refers to the fact that both the Kolchoi and the Egyptians
are dark-skinned and woolly-haired (neAdyypoeg kai oDAOTPLYEC).

To portray the Egyptians as Herodotus does is somewhat surprising,'
but to find Negroid population on the Black Sea shores is really sensational.
A good number of artificial explanations were proposed. I need not com-
ment on them since the tendency of scholars to suppress the difficulties of
Herodotus’ statement was already emphasised” and since I offer a possibi-
lity that has been never considered. I suggest that Herodotus’ fancies were
inspired by a vague echo of Scylax’ account.

There are many reasons to conclude that Scylax (sent by Darius I) sailed
down the Ganges and circumnavigated India.’ Now both the Periplus Maris
Erythraei (59) and Ptolemy’s Geography (7. 1. 10) know the Kolchoi as the
inhabitants of southernmost India, somewhere near the Cape Comorin.* These

* English translations of Greek authors quoted in this paper come from the Loeb
Classical Library; minor modifications are not specified.

I Not only in terms of colour, “as the Egyptians themselves shaved wholily or in
part” (How and Wells, ad loc.).

2 Detlev Fehling, Herodotus and His ‘Sources’: Citation, Invention and Narra-
tive Art (Leeds 1989) 17 £.

3 See my “Scylax’ Circumnavigation of India and Its Interpretation in Early Greek
Geography, Ethnography and Cosmography, 1", Hyperboreus 4 (1998): 2, 211-242.

4 See further The Periplus Maris Erythraei, text with introd., transl., and comm.
by Lionel Casson (Princeton 1989} 226. Eratosthenes (apud Strab. 15. 1. 14) calls the
inhabitants of the southernmost India the Koniakoi. The southernmost Indian country
is called Kolias in Dionys. Perieg. 1148 (cf. Eustaph. ad loc.).
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Kolchoi were, of course, dark-skinned and woolly-haired indeed, and they
were confused with the Kolchoi of the Phasis region.

The essence of what happened, I assume, is clear. The details are the
matter of conjecture. I cannot say whether the circumcision was practised
in southern India, but it is not a rare practice in areas of excessive heat. If
it was practised in southern India, the common habit found in two distant
groups of dark-skinned people should have been taken as a proof of a
natural suggestion that Indian and Libyan Ethiopians were historically
related to each other. It is not, however, excluded that the practice of the
circumcision was attributed to the Kolchoi by Herodotus who wished to
contribute his own argument to the discussion; it is characteristic that he
dismisses the similarity of colour and hair as insignificant.

Herodotus’ suggestion appears in the context of his story of Sesostris.
His “inquiry” allows him to establish the “fact” that the Kolchoi were
originally a part of Sesostris’ army. This helps us to understand how the
Kolchoi were transferred from India to the Phasis. Sesostris began his world-
wide conquest with an expedition by sea: “he set out with a fleet of long
ships from the Arabian Gulf and subdued all the dwellers by the Erythrian
Sea, till, as he sailed on, he came to a sea which was too shallow for his
vessels” (2. 102). The naval expedition of Sesostris should have been
thought of to have reached India since there was no impassable sea on
Scylax’ way from India to Egypt. India also appears in Diodorus’ version
of the story (1. 55. 2). It is also worth noting that, according to Herodotus,
“Sesostris was the only Egyptian king who also ruled Ethiopia” (2. 110: cf,
Strab. 17. 1. 5) and that, according to Diodorus, the conquest of Ethiopia
preceded the naval expedition (1. 55. 1-2). A good part of Sesostris’ army
could then consist of the Ethiopians.

It is easy to infer now that the story of Sesostris was originally related to
the presence of the dark-skinned and woolly-haired population in southern
India. Such a relation was established either to explain the existence of
two similar races in two distant parts of the world or to provide a basis for
the story of Sesostris’ world-wide advancement.

Scylax is the only likely source of the fifth-century knowledge of the
Kolchoi in southern India, but Herodotus, who locates the dark-skinned
and woolly-haired Kolchoi on the Phasis, is unlikely to have had the first-
hand knowledge of Scylax’ account. Who were, then, the intermediaries
between Scylax and Herodotus?

The one, though less important, is self-suggesting. Pindar, Pyh. 4.212
calls the Kolchoi xedovdneg. Pindar shows elsewhere an interest in the
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geography of the edges of the oikumene (Nem. 3. 19-26).° He might have
heard about the Kolchoi in the extreme south-east. He places, however,
“the swarthy Kolchoi” on the Phasis. It was not necessarily just a mistake.
The Argonauts were commonly thought of to have sailed westwards, as far
as the land of Aeétes, the son of Helios, and already Mimnermus locates
the city of Aeétes ‘Qkeavod mapa xeideawv (fr. 10. 5-7 Gent.-Pr.; Strab.
1. 2. 40). That was why Scylax heard the local name as Kolchoi.® One may
easily envisage, therefore, a fifth-century man of learning arguing that the
Argonauts reached the easternmost parts of the world and that their land of
destination should be identified accordingly.

Herodotus cites Pindar once (3. 38). But it was not Pindar’s poetry from
which the association between the Kolchoi and Sesostris” army came.

Strabo 1. 3. 21 mentions “the migration of Egyptians to Ethiopia and
Colchis”. The whole passage begins with a reference to Democritus (68 A
168 DK fr. 744 Luria): “Writers also add the changes’ resulting from migra-
tions of peoples, wishing to develop in us, to a still greater extent, that
virtue of not marvelling at things (a virtue which is lauded by Democritus
and all other philosophers)”. The passage ends with a reference to the
effects caused by “the expeditions of the princes to lands far remote”;
Strabo’s list includes “Madys the Scythian, Tearko the Ethiopian, Cobus
the Treran, Sesostris and Psammetichus the Egyptians, and Persians from
Cyrus to Xerxes”. Strabo’s source seems to follow an old Ionian tradition:
Alexander is not mentioned and the unique details on the Cimmerian
invasion of the Asia Minor are given at the end of the paragraph.® One
may assume that Democritus cited the emergence of the Kolchoi as a re-
sult of Sesostris’ expedition. He meant the Indian Kolchoi, but had no

5 See also Adolf Schulten, Tartessos. 2. Aufl. (Hamburg 1950) 97 f.

¢ According to Casson’s commentary on the Periplus Mar. Erythr., “the name
appears in Tamil literature as Korkei (= Korkai)™.

7 That is, the changes relevant to geographical descriptions.

$ The reference to the principle of not marvelling at things picks up Strabo’s remark a
little earlier, 1. 3. 16. The text that immediately precedes the remark is worth quoting. Strabo
criticises the view of Hipparchus according to which the Ister flows in both the Pontus and
the Adriatic; he specifies: “this mistake of Hipparchus is shared with him by some of his
predecessors, who supposed that there was a river of the same name as the Ister, which
branched off from it and emptied into the Adriatic, and that the tribe of Istrians, through
whose territory this lster flows, got their appellation from it, and that it was by this route that
Jason made his return voyage from the land of the Kolchoi” (1. 3. 15). The person who lived
after Hipparchus, who knew well old scholarly traditions and who, being a Stoic philoso-
pher, approved the virtue of not marvelling at things was, of course, Posidonius.
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reason to specify this. Herodotus, having heard nothing about the Kolchoi
in India, took it as a reference to the Kolchoi of the Phasis region.

One more famous remark in Herodotus belongs to the context of Se-
sostris’ story. I mean Herodotus’ assertion about Egyptian origin of geo-
metry and Babylonian origin of astronomical instruments used by the Greeks
(2. 109). The Father of History never studied geometry”® and there is nothing
in his work to show his competence in astronomy. Therefore his remark
was not due to his own inquiry, but it came ready-made from a Greek source.
Democritus, who was competent in both geometry and astronomy and who
spent many years travelling over the East, is an obvious candidate.' It js
remarkable that one finds in both Democritus (68 B 115 a; fr. 156 Luria)
and Herodotus (1. 170) the assertions about Phoenician origin of Thales,
the founder of Greek science.

Another famous remark of Herodotus is worth recalling: “I laugh to see
how many have ere now drawn maps of the world, not one of them showing
the matter reasonably; for they draw the world as round as if fashioned by
compasses, encircled by the river of Ocean, and Asia and Europe of equal
size”."" Aristotle criticises the maps he knows in similar words, They make
him “laugh” too."? It is highly unlikely that Aristotle could follow Herodotus
in scientific matters."” Now according to Agathemerus (1. 1. 2; Democr. fr.
407 Luria; 68 B 15 DK), “the ancients draw the oikumene as being round...
Democritus was the first to recognise that the oikumene is elongated and
that its length is half as much against its breadth”. One may infer that
Democritus was the first to criticise round maps of the oikumene. The context
of Agathemerus also implies that Democritus’ work marked an important
stage in the history of Greek geography. It was probably the recognition of
the size of India that made Democritus stretch the oikumene.' In that case,

® Hdt., 1. 93 implies a ratio between the circumference and diameter of a circle
less than three, and in 2. 124 Herodotus fails to repeat the achievement of Thales in
measuring the height of a pyramid.

' Not so for numerous Commentaries on Herodotus, Surprisingly, the idea seems
to have never occurred to Salomo Luria who edited the fragments of Democritus and
who published books on Herodotus as well as early Greek science.

"' Hdt. 4. 36: TeA® 8¢ opéwv yiic TEPLOdOVG Ypayavtag moAAobg Hidn kai 0hSE var
voov éxdving EEnynodpevoy, ol ‘Qreavédv 1e pEovta yp&oovot népLE Thv yfiv, éoloav
KVkAoTEpEQ (g Mo TOPVOU, Kok THV "Aciny tfj Edpénn nowedvion fonv.

'? Meteor. 362 b 12: 815 xoi yehotwg YPaQovoL VDV Tag mepLédoug 1hic yiic:
YP&@ovoL Yap kxukAotepf thy oikovpévnv. Cf. Gemin. Isag. 16. 4.

" Aristot. Gen. an. 756 b 5 calls Herodotus “the fable-teller” (nvBoAdyoc).

!4 See Hyperboreus 4 (1998): 2,236 f.
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Asia and Europe could not be of equal size according to Democritus, which
further points to the relationship between Democritus’ views and Herodotus’
critical remark.

Thus we may formulate a series of likely conclusions:

Scylax observed the striking similarity of Indian and Libyan dark-
skinned and woolly-haired peoples. The author of Sesostris novel used this
similarity to show the advancement of Sesostris’ army. Democritus cited
the alleged fact that the Kolchoi were descendants of Egyptian army in
order to illustrate the changes on the world map in the course of time.
Herodotus took his reference as pointing to the Kolchoi of the Phasis
region. Herodotus’ criticism of traditional maps also depends on Democritus.
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['epoI0T FOBOPHT O TEMHOKOXHX H KyP4aBOBOIIOCHIX KOJIXaX, 0GHTAIOIIHX Y PEKH
dacuc. OH CUNTAET UX MOTOMKAMH eTHIETCKON apmuu (apaona CecocTpHca. 3a
apajoKcATbHBIM YTBEPXKACHHEM [ €pooTa He CIIeyeT HCKATh KaKoit-nmubo 3THO-
HCTOPHYECKOH PealbHOCTH. I'pedecKre aBTOphl 3HAIOT TAKXE JAPYTHX KOIXOB —
obuTaTteneil Haubonee xHbIX obnacreld Muauu, 1edcTBUTENbHO TEMHOKOXHX H
Kyp4aBOBOJIOCHIX. JTHX KOJIXOB, CY/d 11O BceMy, oTKpbiT Ckinak. Ilucatens, ckon-
CTPYHpPOBABIIMA HCTOPHIO 3aBOCBATENbHBIX M0X010B CecocTpHuca, OOBSIBHIT HX
IOTOMKaMH apMHH dhapaoHa, COCTOSBIIEH H3 eTHITAH K 3¢uonos. [[pyrok aBrop,
KOTOPBIM CKOpee Beero 6buT JIeMOKPHT, METHKOM YIIOMSHYJT IPOHCX 0K ACHHE KO-
XOB OT erumerckoil apmMun. ['eponot xe, 6yTyun 3HakoM ¢ pacckasoM Ckuiaka
TOJBKO M3 BTOPBIX PYK M HHYEro He 3Has 00 HHAMHACKHX KONXaX, 3aKIIOIHIT, 9T0
peus uzet 06 oburarenax Komxuapl.





