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On miracles and freedom. 
Herodotus´ kypriakos logosA
Αntonis Tsakmakis

Archaic and classical Cyprus has only rarely been the focus of attention 
by historians in antiquity. The oldest event regarding Cyprus, recounted 
on its own terms in extant pre-hellenistic sources, is the revolt of the 
city-kingdoms of the island against the Persian rule in the course of the 
Ionian revolution, which broke out at the beginning of the 5th century. 
The revolt is described by Herodotus in chapters 104-115 of Book 5. 

The effects of the revolt were only temporary and short-lived, and its 
impact upon the wider historical development rather limited. In spite of 
this (or, may be, because of this), the account is organised and structured 
in a way that attracts the reader’s interest and captures his attention. Read-
ers can trace in it the strands of the principal ideas that permeate the work 
and which prove to be representative of the way in which Herodotus per-
ceived and construed Greek history. As is often the case in Greek tradi-
tion, a minor incident might serve as malleable material for conscious lit-
erary treatment, which weaves together historical data, legendary sources 
and the author’s creative imagination. This conjures up the impression of 
multidimensionality, often evoked by the works of classical historiogra-
phy which can at the same time be reliable – though incomplete – sources, 
pieces of artful literature and statements of the historian´s critical insights 
into the world and the human condition. They also contain signals which 
clearly ‘signify’ / manifest the limits of their credibility.

In earlier parts of the work, Herodotus refers, albeit fleetingly, to 
Cyprus; and the reader is informed about the island’s particularities: the 
ethnic diversity of its people, the use of some strange words, as well as 
about the island’s occupation by the Egyptians and subsequently by the 
Persians. Later on, the Cypriots are once again mentioned among the 
people who contributed to Xerxes’ campaign in Greece with a consid-
erable number of ships,150 in total. (7.90) Their allegedly low perfor-
mance at Salamis leaves unsatisfied the barbarians, who ascribe it to 
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their status as slaves. This is a genuinely herodotean idea, and the Greek 
reader is rather left with the suspicion that the Cypriots have actually 
done their best for their master´s defeat. 

The unit which is devoted exclusively to Cyprus sets out after the oc-
cupation of Sardis by the revolted Ionians, the withdrawal of the twenty 
Athenian ships from Ionia, και the repeated attempts of the former to 
expand their alliance. At this point (5.104.1) Herodotus remarks that 
‘All Cypriots came over, too, of their own will, except for the Amathu-
sians; [ for the revolt of the Cypriots from the Medes came about in the 
following way ] (Κύπριοι δὲ ἐθελονταί σφι πάντες προσεγένοντο πλὴν 
Ἀμαθουσίων· [ἀπέστησαν μὲν γάρ καὶ οὗτοι ὧδε ἀπὸ Μήδων]).

The subsequent narrative is marked off as notable both by its intro-
duction as a new chapter in the complex compositional structure that is 
Herodotus’ History and its opening section which echoes the opening of 
some of the most significant passages of the work, such as the histories 
of Croesus or Kandaules in Book 1. ‘There was one Onesilos...’ (ἦν 
Ὀνήσιλος), a phrase which lacks both formal and thematic cohesion 
with the preceding part of the text, in so far as its theme is utterly new 
for the reader. (5.104.1). From this point onwards, Onesilos will consti-
tute the focal point of the account. He is presented as brother of the King 
of Salamis Gorgos, and Herodotus goes as three generations back in or-
der to specify his genealogy. The historian then rushes to underline that 
in the past Onesilos repeatedly encouraged his brother to secede from 
the Persian rule, a piece of information which, not only looks forward 
at the subsequent action, but also proves to be crucial for the evaluation 
of Onesilos’ motives. 

When the Ionians rebel from the Persians, Herodotus goes on, Onesi-
los attempts, once more, to convince his brother to grasp the opportunity 
and incite Cypriots to revolt as well. Failing to persuade him, he escorts 
a conspiracy, seizes the throne and manages to join all Cypriots together 
in order to throw the Persian yoke off. The only kingdom which preferred 
to stay loyal to the Persians was Amathous, which Onesilus lays to siege 
in order to compel its submission. At this point, the narrative breaks off 
and Herodotus interjects another story about the reaction of the Persian 
king Dareios on hearing that the city of Sardis was captured by the Athe-
nians and the Ionians. Struck by the unexpected news, Dareios demands 
to be told who the Athenians are and swears to take revenge «Ὦ ЖеὮ, 
ὮкгенЭибй мпй ὮизнбЯпхт феЯубибй» (5.105)). Subsequently he calls 
for his counsellor, Histiaios, former tyrant of Miletos and instigator of the 
Ionian revolt who, pretending that he knows nothing about the revolt, asks 
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to be sent back to Miletos in order to assist with its suppression. Dareios 
is convinced and sends him to Miletus, without realising that Histiaios is 
cheating (λέγων ταῦτα διέβαλλε). The narrative on Cyprus resumes 48 
lines later in the form of ring composition. 

Far from being circumstantial, the embedded narrative calls forth asso-
ciations between the Cypriot logos and important themes of Herodotus’ œu-
vre. On the one hand, it links events in Cyprus with evolutions concerning 
Athens, the city which predominates in the following Books; on the other 
hand, it contrasts Onesilus with the Ionian leaders, their action and fall. 

Cyprus is linked to Athens in a twofold way. First of all, Herodotus 
has already reported that the Cypriots revolted shortly after the Athenian 
troops departed from Asia, despite Aristagoras’ repeated appeals for as-
sistance. Accordingly, the Cypriots actually replace the Athenians as the 
principal allies of the Ionians. Their freewill to join the revolt also comes 
into sharp contrast to the Athenians’ denial to continue fighting on the 
Ionians’ side. Second, the narrative on the Cypriot revolt is interrupted 
at the point where the anti-Persian movement on the island is at its peak, 
that is at the very moment when all Cypriot cities, but Amathous, unite 
against the Persians. The expected information about the Persians’ reac-
tion to the revolt is delayed, and Herodotus draws attention to Dareios’ 
plans against Athens, instead. Hence, narrative synchronization and the 
unexpected change of focus serve to enhance the association between 
Athens and Cyprus, and beg the question as to the similarities and differ-
ences between the two cases. The aforementioned narratological devices 
extend the significance of the Cypriot logos and invite the reader to place 
the reported events on Cyprus within a wider historical framework; the 
direct confrontation of the Persians with the Greeks. 

The second part of Herodotus’ digression on Dareios consists of a 
dialogue with Histiaios, the mastermind of the Ionian revolt. Comparison 
with Onesilos, the new leader of the Cypriots, at this very moment, when 
both enterprises are in progress and their outcome remains unknown, is 
almost inevitable. This association will be intensified further down owing 
to the circumstances related to their death; both will be decapitated by 
their opponents, and the treatment of their skull receives special atten-
tion by Herodotus. Yet, a closer examination sheds light upon the gap 
that separates the two leaders. Whereas Histiaios is a selfish opportunist, 
a devious and untrustworthy person who will be held responsible for the 
disastrous consequences of the revolt for Ionia and the whole of Greece, 
Onesilos is cast in an entirely different way. His revolt will be celebrated 
as a struggle for freedom, a conscious act motivated by an anti-Persian 



410

Αntonis Tsakmakis

policy. Even his brother´s expulsion from the throne of Salamis, a rare in-
stance of fraternal discord among Greeks in Herodotus, is not presented as 
emanating from Onesilos’ aspiration for power and longing for authority. 
Rather, it appears as a necessary and responsible political initiative aim-
ing, first and above all, at the freedom of the island. Contrary to the Ionian 
leaders, whose actions are motivated by personal ambitions and who are 
enmeshed in selfish intrigues (5.35), Onesilos seems to be inspired by 
high ideals and is distinguished for his consistent political behaviour.

Cypriots, unlike the Ionians, are taken seriously by the Persians. This 
is evidenced by the fact that Persian forces land to Cyprus in order to 
suppress the insurrection. On the whole, the account that follows the di-
gression clearly shows that the rebelling Cypriots are treated in a much 
more favourable way than the Ionians.

As soon as a fleet of the Ionians arrive to the island to enforce the 
revolt, the Cypriots ask them to choose between two options: either to 
disembark from their ships and confront the Persians on land, thus leav-
ing the Cypriots to face the Phoenicians, or to remain on their ships. 
As expected, the Ionians opt for the latter. Beyond doubt, the Cypriots’ 
peculiar but serious question, underlines in the most eloquent way their 
almost unique ability to excel in both land and sea engagements. 

Indeed, this is exceptional in the work of Herodotus, where the idea 
of the distinction and balance between terrestrial and naval power is quite 
prominent. This very theme appears programmatically in the first book, 
with the stichomythia between Croesus and Bias; Bias prevents the ship-
building of the Lydian fleet and Croesus’ planned campaign against the 
Greek islanders on the grounds that it would be equally impossible for 
the Asian monarch to encounter the Ionians at sea, as would be for the 
latter to match his cavalry (1.27). Throughout the Histories the Persians’ 
relationship to sea battles is presented as problematic, despite the fact that 
in reality their concerns are unsubstantial, as their fleet consisted mainly 
of the ships of the Ionians, the Cypriots and mainly the Phoenicians. In 
8.100.2 Mardonios appears negatively disposed to sea-battles: οὐ γὰρ 
ξύλων ἀγὼν ὁ τὸ πᾶν φέρων ἐστὶ ἡμῖν, ἀλλ’ ἀνδρῶν καὶ ἵππων. (for the 
contest that carries all and everything for us is not one of wood [ships], 
but of men and horses) Artemisia also warns Xerxes to spare the ships 
and avoid collision in the sea, noting that a sea battle between Greeks and 
Barbarians would resemble a war between men and women.

The claim to be skilled in both kinds of war is usually regarded as 
hybris, a tradition which can be traced back to Aeschylus. In the Per-
sians the possibility of a sea-battle is entirely ignored in the discussions 
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that take place at the Persian court, and is not mentioned up to line 13 
of the messenger’s speech, i.e. verse 273 of the play, where this turn 
of the Persian invasion is presented as unexpected, unbelievable and 
unreasonable. 

There is no question that the Persian defeat at Salamis was an issue of 
tactics. Nevertheless, it is always the final battle that decides the war, and 
this ultimate battle took place at Plataea. Herodotus’ narrative, however, is 
orchestrated in a way that promotes Salamis as the focal point of the Histo-
ries. The Persians’ problematic relationship to the water element, a persis-
tent motif which imbues the work as a whole, seems to provide the decisive 
factor which leads to the specific outcome of the events. Xerxes’ attempt 
to be victorious at sea is presented as unorthodox from the very beginning. 
Bearing all this in mind, the sheer fact that the Cypriots are credited with the 
ability to fight equally well on both land and sea, casts them as extremely 
gifted and masterly. In herodotean terms, this can be partly explained either 
as emanating from their recent feeling of being free, or, as a manifestation 
of qualities that place them above common measures. 

Let’s move on to another episode which further illustrates the virtues 
of the Cypriots by comparable means. Shortly before the battle, Onesi-
lus reports to his Karian servant that the Persian commander Artybios 
possesses a horse with both extraordinary physical qualities and training 
in fighting against hoplites. In a fashion similar to the twofold choice 
offered to the Ionians, Onesilus invites his servant to choose whether 
he prefers to encounter Artybios or to triumph over his horse. The ser-
vant replies that it is fitting for a king to confront an equal. Indeed, the 
Cypriot and the Karian prevail over the peculiar cluster Persian-horse. 
This scene is noteworthy, for it starkly demonstrates, on the one hand 
the superiority of the Cypriot against the barbarian warrior; on the other, 
the mysterious and brutal power of the horse which is adumbrated as a 
threatening natural phenomenon the harnessing of which poses a real 
challenge and puts in jeopardy one’s integrity. Once again the Cypriot 
prevails over every kind of adversaries. The description of the horse 
imparts a fairy-tale touch to the narration and places the episode and, by 
extension, Cyprus and its people, on the borderline between the real and 
the legendary, the familiar and the miraculous. 

This idea of the liminality of Cyprus is not peculiar to Herodotus, 
but distinguishes the position of Cyprus in the Homeric geography and 
cultural topography, as well. So, in Odyssey 4.81-83 Menelaus includes 
Cyprus among the places where he wandered during his long and toil-
some homeward journey. 
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Over Cyprus and Phoenicia I wandered, and Egypt, 
and I came to the Ethiopians and the Sidonians and the Erembi
and to Libya, where the lambs are horned from their birth. 
For there the ewes bear their young thrice within the full course of 

the year. 
Cyprus belongs to the zone which surrounds the space of epic action. 

Of interest is also the mention of the island in the fictive story narrated 
by Odysseus after his return to Ithaca, in an attempt to conceal his real 
identity, where he recounts there that he fell victim to the hands of Pi-
rates (Od. 17.442-444): 

But they gave me to a friend who met them to take to Cyprus, 
to Dmetor, son of Iasus, who ruled mightily over Cyprus; 
and from there have I now come here, much distressed. 
Once again Cyprus is located at the border between the familiar and 

the unknown. 
Cyprus might not be an imaginary or exotic locale, but it does not lie 

within the space that epic action unfolds. In spite of its marginal position 
though, Cyprus leans towards inclusion rather than exclusion and this is 
further testified by a cultural affinity as well; the behaviour of the local 
ruler is civilised and not primitive, as it happens with the inhabitants of 
many of the places that Odysseus comes across during his whereabouts, 
many of which are even devoid of any kind of sociability. 

Marginality signifies ambiguity, a feature which can be fruitfully ex-
ploited for literary purposes. Cyprus’ topography in the collective un-
conscious, as lying at the margin, between the known and the unknown, 
enhanced by historical, geographical, ethnic, cultural and political fac-
tors enables Herodotus to negotiate the meaning of what happens on the 
island. Heroes are also liminal creatures, and it would not be far-fetched 
to argue that Herodotus’ version of the Cypriot character derives fea-
tures from the imaginary world of heroes. As a result, the historian treats 
events in such a way, as to endow the Cypriot revolt with significance 
that transcends the limits of its immediate context. 

Onesilus’ fatal end and the close of the narrative about the revolt 
will further expand the importance of the incident in the economy of 
Herodotus’ work. The war is decided after the Kourians conjoin the Per-
sian side, Onesilos is killed, and the Amathusians cut his head and hung 
it over the gates of their city. Some time later, a swarm of bees enters 
the head and fills it with honeycomb, an event which is reckoned as a 
divine sign. The Amathusians consult an oracle and are told to take the 
head down, bury it and each year make sacrifices to Onesilos as hero: 
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‘And they keep doing it even now’, Herodotus adds, thus bridging the 
gap between the time of the narrative and the time of the narration, and 
hinting at the broader significance of the Cypriot logos from his audi-
ence’s perspective, significance which ideally presupposes knowledge 
of the work as a whole. The heroization of Onesilus at Amathus recon-
ciles this city with its enemy, and reconstructs an ideal form of unity of 
all Cyprus. The manifestation of divine will unveils the gods’ sanction 
of the large anti-Persian coalition and their disapproval of the cities that 
had medised prompted by particular interests and expediencies. 

The opposition between cities that medised and divine signs indi-
cating the Gods´ disapproval of Persian expansionism is re-enacted in 
the narrative of Xerxes´ campaign of 480; and it is articulated through 
explicit references to the repercussions of the Gods’ intervention for the 
size of the Persian forces. Referring to the two ruinous storms which 
struck the Persian ships before and after the battle at Artemisium, and 
which are ascribed to divine interference, Herodotus observes that by 
destroying the great number of the barbarian navy, the gods wanted to 
constrain the numeral supremacy of the Persian fleet. Nevertheless, fur-
ther down the historian will concede that the number of the Greeks who 
had medised and joined the Persian fleet during the Persians’ march to-
wards Athens substituted for the previous bereavement. Accordingly, 
the medism of the Greek cities and divine agency are presented as two 
contradictory and competitive forces with effects on the exact same 
field, the numerical correlations of the two opponents. 

The appearance and combination of the same motifs in the Kypria-
kos logos of Herodotus, serve to link this unit with the events narrated in 
Book 8 and the vexed question of the confrontation of the Persians in the 
work. Herodotus’ closing comment on the historical importance of One-
silos’ revolt confirms this association: ‘So for a year the Cypriots were 
free and then relapsed into slavery’ (Κύπριοι μὲν δὴ ἐνιαυτὸν ἐλεύθεροι 
γενόμενοι αὖτις ἐκ νέης κατεδεδούλωντο). The whole episode revolves 
around the idea of freedom. Thus interpreted, the rebellion acquires not 
only greater historical importance, but its key function in the design of 
Herodotus´ work is also revealed. The issue of freedom is one of the prin-
ciple ideas that underpin Herodotus’ work. In a well-known passage of 
Book 5 (ch. 78), the historian ascribes the Athenians’ cordial and whole-
hearted defence of their city to the fact that after the tyrants’ repulsion and 
the predominance of ισηγορίη, universal right of speech, the citizens felt 
responsible for their city considering that they are fighting for something 
that belongs to them. These remarks, undoubtedly look forward to the 
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victory over the Persians. So does the account of the revolt in Cyprus. 
The event is interpreted as a struggle against Persian domination, result-
ing from the Cypriots´ desire to become free. 

A caveat is in order here: Herodotus does not propagate a Helleno-
centric ideal but carefully disqualifies such an explication of the revolt 
through the arrangement of his account and the information he chooses 
to reveal or supress. For instance, he makes no particular mention of the 
stance that Phoenician Kition kept during the revolt, thus leaving it to be 
inferred that it did join Onesilos’ revolt, even though scholars are scepti-
cal about this. Moreover, Herodotus is reticent about the mixed popu-
lation of Amathus with its non-Greek rulers. On the contrary, he does 
remark that the city which deserted, Kourion, was inhabited by Argives, 
i.e. Greek, colonists. These seeming peculiarities can be adequately 
explained as Herodotus conscious attempt to discourage an interpreta-
tion of the revolt in ethnic terms. For Herodotus, the alternative to the 
Persian empire and its despotic rule is not a nationalist movement, to 
borrow a term applied to a modern phenomenon. In the eyes of the his-
torian, Onesilus envisaged a united Cyprus, allied against Persian rule. 

In a nutshell, the cypriot revolt allows Herodotus to hint, for the first 
time, at the possibility of an alternative large scale political structure of the 
world, which will be able to emulate the Persian empire based on various 
principles. Cyprus’ liminal topography, in conjunction with its recent his-
tory enables Herodotus to introduce in a paradigmatic way the key themes 
of the freedom of the Greeks and the divine favouritism towards those 
who struggle and fight in unison, regardless of the others’ medism. On 
the Cypriot logos converge the main stands of the hermeneutic principles 
which Herodotus applies to history, and which permeate his oeuvre, thus 
investing with meaning the overarching subject-matter of his work: Per-
sian expansionism and its limits. Nobody would deny that in the cypriot 
logos Cyprus is portrayed as an idealised exemplum of power, very close 
to the limits of human capability and measures. If some details recall po-
etic accounts of a heroic past or seem to denote fairy-tale heroism, and, 
therefore, cannot be true, this is exactly because for Herodotus history is 
by far more important than what we call historical truth. 
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