Slide 6 Handout: Textual evidence for Greek attitudes towards people with
different skin colors (the Classical Period, ca. 479 — 323 BCE)*

(Reminder: ancient Greeks did not consider skin color ‘significant’ the same way we do, so do not mention it

often!)
I. ‘Aithiopians’ in Herodotus’ Histories (written between 440-20 BCE):

Herodotus 3.20 discusses the Egyptian Pharaoh Cambyses’ dealings with the Aithiopians, then mentions in
passing what many say about the Aithiopians:

oi 8¢ Aifionec ovto1, &¢ ToVG dmémepme 6 Kapfoong, And these Aithiopians to whom Cambyses was sending [ambassadors]
Aéyovtol glvan péyioTot kol kKAMoTol dvOpdnmy méviwy.  are said to be the tallest and most beautiful of all humankind.

I1. Xenophon’s Agesilaus (a biography of this Spartan king, written ca. 360-59 BCE).
Below we see the Greeks’ negative response to men with ‘white’ skin:

In Agesilaus 1.28, Agesilaus attempts to inspire his men before they fight Lydians and Persians by
‘demonstrating’ that Lydians and Persians are ‘weaklings’. Note: White skin is considered effeminate: This
passage also indicates that the Greeks saw themselves as darker-skinned, not ‘white.’

NYoOUEVOG 0€ KOl TO KATAPPOVETY TV TOAEU®V POUNY TV EUPAAETV TPOG TO payecat, Tpogine Toig KNpvEL
TOVG VIO TV ANGTAHV GMGKOUEVOLS BapPapong YOVODC TOAETV. OpMVTEG 0DV 01 GTPATIBTOL AEVKOVS UEV Sid
10 pndémote &kdvecBou, miovag 8¢ kai dmdvoug S To el & dymudtmv givol, vopcoy undiv Stoicety Tov
noAepov 1| €l yovouél oéot pdryesOat.

And, too, believing that feeling contempt for the enemy would instill some strength and confidence in [his
men’s] fighting, he directed his heralds to sell the barbarians captured in raids (stripped) naked. Then, upon
seeing that the barbarians were white-skinned because of never disrobing [for outdoor exercise], and fat and

lazy because of constantly riding on carriages, his soldiers believed that the war would be no different from
fighting against women.

II1. Sophocles’ Inachus, a satyr-play (comedy) produced in Athens between 468-06 BCE.
Though fragmentary, in Fr. 269a (v. 54) a speaker describes the stranger (Zeus) who
impregnated Io:

KapPoavog aifog (‘a black stranger/foreigner’).

Zeus is black here because: 1) his son by lo (Epaphos) was black (and born in Egypt!); 2) black Zeus may
also be Zeus Ploutos (‘Zeusof wealth/bounty/fertility’). As a chthonic (‘of the earth/underworld’) form of
Zeus, he can be portrayed as black — like fertile soil and/or the darkness under the ground (where we find
silver, gold, & gemstones). Zeus Ploutos (a “Zeus of the Underworld’) also has ties to Hades. In sum, ancient
Greeks did think that Zeus could appear as a ‘black’ man/Ethiopian.

IV. Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women (ca. 463 BCE) features a chorus of Egyptian black
women called the Danaids (‘daughters of Danaus’). They are Io’s descendants:

Leah R. Himmelhoch



1o avoid being forced to marry their cousins, the Danaids flee Egypt to seek refuge in Argos (Greece). They
beg Argos’king (Pelasgus) for asylum, claiming they are Argive via lo (who was from Argos). Below,
Pelasgus is surprised at their claim. But, ultimately, both he & the Argives accept the Danaids as kin (black

Argives), caring more about their lineage/ethnicity than their skin color!

dmioto LOLEIGD’, M Eévat, KAVEW &poi, Foreign maidens, you tell me a story unbelievable to hear,
Omwg 160 VUV €oTv Apyeiov YEvog. how your descent/family is Argive.
A1Bootikaig yop LAAAOV EUQPEPESTEPOL. For you are more like women of Libya and
280  yuvai&iv €éote KODOAPDG EYYOPLOIG. are not at all like the women native to our land.
kai Nethog Gv Opéyete toodtov Qutdv, The Nile, too, would nurture your kind of stock,
Komprog yapaxtip T°év yovaukeiolg Tomois. and a Cypriot engraved-design in your likeness
EIKADG TEMANKTOL TEKTOV®V TPOG APCEVAV: is impressed on female figures by male artisans.
Toiag T Kov® vopddag inmofdapocty And I hear that there are nomad women of such appearance
285 eivar kapnolg dotpaPiiovcac, x0ova, who ride on padded cushions atop camels as steeds and
nop’ AiBioytv doTLYEITOVOVEVOC. live in a land neighboring the Aithiopians.
Kol Tag avavopovg kpeofopoug Apalovag, Indeed, had you been armed with a bow, I would have guessed
&l ToEoTevyEic fte, KapT dv firooa that you were husbandless, flesh-devouring Amazons.
VUdc. d1daydeilg 8’ dv T0d” €ideiny mAéov, But if I should be enlightened [by you], I would understand
290 6mwg yévebiov oméppo T Apysiov 10 GOV. in more depth how your lineage and seed are Argive.

*Translations by Leah Himmelhoch
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