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Translator’s Note

I have made every attempt to keep as close to the original text as
possible and at the same time convey something of the grace and
fluidity of the author’s style. Two specific points should be brought to
the reader’s attention. In allusions to the works of classical and
neoclassical writers, the names of the gods and heroes have been given
in the form that the writer cited would have used (e.g., Aphrodite in
Pausanias, but Venus in Cicero). Since French writers of the
Renaissance and the neoclassical period tended to use the Roman
forms of these names, even in works dealing with Greek subjects, that
practice has been adhered to. Also, I have occasionally used the
somewhat gothic-sounding term ‘‘supernatural’’ as a gloss to the
French merveilleux or le merveilleux. Although supernatural is
perhaps not the best term to associate with Greek attitudes toward
mythology, the context of the author’s discussions sometimes made
the use of other less surprising terms (‘‘marvelous,’” *‘fabulous,”
etc.) confusing. The author also uses the term surnature/—rarely, to
be sure—but again to refer to the realm of myth and legend as opposed
to everyday reality. I hope that the more frequent use of the term does
not distort his thought.






Preface

How is it possible to half-believe, or believe in contradictory things?
Children believe that Santa Claus comes down the chimney, bringing
them toys, and at the same time believe that these toys are put there by
their parents. Do they then really believe in Santa Claus? Yes, and the
faith of the Dorzé is no less whole. In the eyes of these Ethiopians,
says Dan Sperber, *‘the leopard is a Christian animal who respects the
fasts of the Coptic church, the observance of which, in Ethiopia, is the
principal test of religion. Nonetheless, a Dorzé is no less careful to
protect his livestock on Wednesdays and Fridays, the fast days, than
on other days of the week. He holds it true that leopards fast and that
they eat every day. Leopards are dangerous every day; this he knows
by experience. They are Christian; tradition proves it.’’

Taking the example of the Greek belief in their myths, I have set out
to study the plurality of the modalities of belief—belief based on
word, on experience, and so on. This examination has led me
somewhat further on two occasions.

It was necessary to recognize that, instead of speaking of beliefs,
one must actually speak of truths, and that these truths were
themselves products of the imagination. We are not creating a false
idea of things. It is the truth of things that through the centuries has
been so oddly constituted. Far from being the most simple realistic
experience, truth is the most historical. There was a time when poets
and historians invented royal dynasties all of a piece, complete with
the name of each potentate and his genealogy. They were not forgers,
nor were they acting in bad faith. They were simply following what
was, at the time, the normal way of arriving at the truth. If we take this
idea to its conclusion, we see that we hold true, in this same way, what
we would call fiction after we have put down the book. The /liad and
Alice in Wonderland are no less true than Fustel de Coulanges.

Xi



PREFACE

Similarly, we look on the totality of the past as dreams, certainly
interesting ones, and regard only the latest state of science as true, and
that only provisionally so. This is culture.

I do not at all mean to say that the imagination will bring future
truths to light and that it should reign; I mean, rather, that truths are
already products of the imagination and that the imagination has
always governed. It is imagination that rules, not reality, reason, or
the ongoing work of the negative.

This imagination is not the faculty we know psychologically and
historically by the same name. It does not, through dream or
prophecy, expand the fishbowl in which we live. On the contrary, it
creates boundaries. Outside this bowl is nothing, not even future
truths. We cannot make them speak. Religions and literatures, as well
as politics, modes of conduct, and sciences are formed within these
containers. This imagination is a faculty, but in the Kantian sense of
the word. It is transcendental; it creates our world instead of providing
the leavening or being the demon. However—and this would make
any Kantian worthy of the name faint with horror—this transcendence
is historical; for cultures succeed one another, and each one is
different. Men do not find the truth; they create it, as they create their
history. And the two in tumn offer a good return.

My cordial thanks to Michel Foucault, with whom I discussed this
book; to my colleagues at the Association of Greek Studies, Jacques
Bompaire and Jean Bousquet; and to Frangois Wahl, for his
suggestions and criticisms.

xii



Introduction

Did the Greeks believe in their mythology? The answer is difficult, for
‘‘believe’’ means so many things. Not everyone believed that Minos,
after his death, continued being a judge in Hell! or that Theseus fought
the Minotaur,? and they knew that poets *‘lie.”’ However, their way of
not believing these things is disturbing to us. For in the minds of the
Greeks, Theseus had, nonetheless, existed. It was necessary only to
*‘purify Myth by Reason’’3 and refine the biography of Heracles’
companion to its historic nugget. As for Minos, Thucydides, at the
cost of prodigious mental effort, uncovers the same core at the heart of
this subject: *‘Of all those we know by hearsay, Minos was the earliest
to have a navy.’’# Phaedra’s father, the husband of Pasiphaé, is no
more than a king who was master of the sea. The purification of myth
by logos is not another episode in the eternal struggle between
superstition and reason, dating from earliest times to the days of
Voltaire and Renan, which would bring glory to the Greek spirit.
Despite Nestle, myth and logos are not opposites, like truth and
error.> Myth was a subject of serious reflection,® and the Greeks still
had not tired of it six hundred years after the movement of the
Sophists, which we have called their Aufkldrung. Far from being a
triumph of reason, the purification of myth by logos is an ancient
program whose absurdity surprises us today. Why did the Greeks go to
the trouble of wishing to separate the wheat from the chaff in myth
when they could easily have rejected both Theseus and the Minotaur,
as well as the very existence of a certain Minos and the improbable
stories tradition gave him? We see the extent of the problem when we
realize that this attitude toward myth lasted for over two millennia. In
a history in which the truths of the Christian religion and the realities
of the past lend support to each other, the Discours sur I’histoire
universelle, Bossuet combines mythological chronology with the

1
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INTRODUCTION

sacred chronology of the world since creation. In this way he is able to
date ‘‘the famous battles of Hercules, son of Amphitryon,’”’ and the
death of ‘‘Sarpedon, the son of Jupiter,”” a ‘‘short time after
Abimilech.””” What did the bishop of Meaux have in mind when he
wrote this? What is going on in our minds when we believe
contradictory things, as we constantly do in matters of politics or on
the subject of psychoanalysis?

We are in much the same position as a folklorist faced with a
treasure trove of legends or Freud pondering Schreber’s logorrhea.
What is to be made of this mass of nonsense? How can all this not have
a meaning, a motivation, a function, or at least a structure? The
question of whether myths have an authentic content can never be put
in positive terms. To know whether Minos ever existed, we must first
of all decide whether myths are simply holiow tales or whether they
are altered history. No positivist criticism can adequately deal with
mythology and the supernatural.® Then how does it happen that
people cease believing in legends? How did people come to stop
believing in Theseus, the founder of Athenian democracy, in
Romulus, the founder of Rome, or in the historicity of the first
centuries of Roman history? What made them no longer believe in the
Trojan origins of the Frankish monarchy?

Thanks to George Huppert’s fine book on Estienne Pasquier, we
have a clearer idea about the modern era.® History as we know it was
born, not when criticism was invented— for that happened long ago—
but on the day when the work of the critic and the work of the historian
were joined in one task: ‘‘Historical research was practiced for many
centuries without seriously affecting the way of writing history, the
two activities remaining foreign to each other, sometimes in the mind
of the same man.”’ Was the same thing true in Antiquity? Does
historical reasoning follow a royal road, the same in each period? We
will take as our guiding thread an idea of A. D. Momigliano:
‘‘Modemn methods of historical research are completely founded on
the distinction between original and secondary sources.”’ !0 It is not
altogether certain that this great scholar’s idea is correct; I believe that
it is not even pertinent. But it has the merit of presenting, albeit in the
form of an opposition, a methodological problem, and it has
appearances in its favor. Think of Beaufort or Niebuhr, whose
skepticism concerning the early centuries of Roman history was
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founded on the absence of contemporary sources and documents from
these distant ages or was at least justified by this absence.!!

The history of the sciences is not the story of the progressive
discovery of good methods and true truths. The Greeks have their own
way of believing in their mythology or being skeptical of it, and their
way only appears to resemble our own. They also have their way of
writing history, which is not our way. The Greek way relies on an
implicit presupposition of such a kind that the distinction between
original and secondary sources, far from being ignored out of
methodological weakness, is simply irrelevant. Pausanias provides an
excellent example of this way, and we will refer to him often.

Pausanias is not a mind to be underestimated, and we do him an
injustice when we accept the assessment of his Description of Greece
as the Baedeker of ancient Greece. Pausanias is the equal of any of the
great nineteenth-century German philologists or philosophers. To
describe the monuments and narrate the history of the different
countries of Greece, he combed the libraries, traveled a great deal,
cultivated himself, and saw it all with his own eyes.!2 He approaches
collecting local oral legends with the zeal of a French provincial
scholar of the days of Napoleon 111. The precision of his descriptions
and the breadth of his knowledge are astounding. He amazes us, too,
by his visual accuracy (by examining sculpture and inquiring about
dates, Pausanias leamed to date statuary according to stylistic
criteria). And, as we will see, Pausanias was obsessed by the problem
of myth and wrestled with this enigma.






1
When Historical Truth Was
Tradition and Vulgate

There is a good reason why the ancient historians rarely offer us the
opportunity to ascertain whether they make a distinction between
primary and secondary sources. A historian of this period does not cite
his sources or, rather, he does so rarely, irregularly, and not at all for
the same reasons as we do. If we seek to understand the implications
of this silence and pursue the consequences, the whole picture will
emerge. We will see that history then and history now are alike in
name only. Not that history then was imperfect and had only to
progress to fully become the Science it would then forever be. In its
own genre, ancient history was as complete a means of creating belief
as our journalism of today, which it resembles a great deal. This
‘‘hidden part of the iceberg’’ of what history was, long ago, is so
immense that . . . we realize that it is not the same iceberg.

The ancient historian does not use footnotes. Whether he does
original research or works from secondary sources, he wishes to be
taken at his word—unless he is proud of having discovered a little-
known author or wants to bring to public attention a rare and precious
text, which to him is in this case a kind of monument rather than a
source.!3 Most often Pausanias is content to say, ‘'l learned
that . . ., or ‘‘According to my informants....”’ These
informants, or exegetes, may be written documents or information
collected orally from the priests or local scholars he encountered during
his travels. !4 This silence concerning sources has not ceased to puzzle
us and has given rise to the Quellenforschung.

Let us return to Estienne Pasquier, whose Recherches de la France
appeared in 1560. Before publishing it, G. Huppert tells us, Pasquier
circulated his manuscript among his friends.!> Their most frequent
reproach concerned Pasquier’s habit of giving too many references to
the sources he cited. This procedure, they told him, cast a *‘scholastic
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CHAPTER ONE

pall’”’ (‘‘umbre des escholes’’) on the book and was unbecoming in a
work of history. Was it truly necessary each time to confirm his
‘‘words by some ancient author’’? If it was a matter of lending his
account authority and credibility, time alone would see to that. After
all, the works of the Ancients were not encumbered by citations, and
their authority had been affirmed with time. Pasquier should let time
alone sanction his book!

These startling lines show us the gulf that divides our conception of
history from the one that was held by ancient historians and was still
current among Pasquier’s contemporaries. For them, as for the ancient
Greeks, historical truth was a vulgate authenticated by consensus over
the ages. This consensus sanctioned the truth as it sanctioned the
reputation of those writers held to be classical or even, I imagine, the
tradition of the Church. Far from having to establish the truth by
means of references, Pasquier should have waited to be recognized as
an authentic text himself. By putting his notes at the bottom of the
page, by furnishing proofs as the jurists do, he indiscreetly sought to
force the consensus of posterity concerning his work. Given such a
conception of historical truth, one cannot claim that the distinction
between primary and secondary sources is neglected or even that it is
unknown and awaiting discovery. It simply has no meaning or
application, and if this supposed lapse had been brought to the
attention of these historians, they would have answered that they had
no use for it. I do not say that they wouldn’t have been wrong; only
that, since their conception of the truth was not our own, their
omission cannot be used as an explanation.

To understand this conception of history as tradition or vulgate we
can compare it to the very similar way in which ancient authors—or
even Pascal’s Pensées of a century and a half ago—were published.
What was printed was the received text, the vulgate. Pascal’s
manuscript was accessible to any publisher, but no one went to the
Bibliothéque du Roi to consult it; one simply reprinted the traditional
text. The publishers of Latin and Greek texts had to rely on
manuscripts, but, for all that, they did not establish the genealogical
relationships among the copies. They did not attempt to base the text
on completely critical foundations and proceed from a tabula rasa.
They took a ‘‘good manuscript,’” sent it to the printer, and confined
themselves to improving the details of the traditional text by referring
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to other manuscripts they had consulted or discovered. Instead of
reestablishing the text, they copied or improved the accepted version.

In their accounts of the Peloponnesian War or the legendary first
centuries of Roman history, the ancient historians copied one another.
This happened not simply because, lacking other sources and
authentic documents, they were reduced to such an undertaking; for
we, who have access to even fewer documents and are reduced to the
statements of these historians, do not necessarily believe them. For us
their texts are simply sources, while the ancient historians considered
the version transmitted by their predecessors as tradition. Even had
they been able to, they would not have sought to rework this tradition
but only to improve it. Moreover, for the periods for which they did
have documents, they either used them not at all or used them much
less than we would and in a completely different way .

Thus, Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus imperturbably narrated
the four obscure centuries of earliest Roman history by compiling
everything their predecessors had stated without ever asking, *‘Is it
true?’’ They limited themselves to removing details that seemed false
or, rather, unlikely or unreal. They presumed that their predecessors
were telling the truth. It made no difference that this predecessor wrote
several hundred years after the events had taken place. Dionysius and
Livy never asked the question that seems so elementary to us: ‘‘But
how does he know that?’’ Could they have supposed that this
forerunner himself had predecessors, the first of whom had been a
witness to the actual events? Not at all. They knew very well that the
earliest Roman historians had lived four hundred years after Romulus
and, furthermore, theydid not care. The tradition was there and it was
the truth; that was all. If they had learned how this tradition had
originally taken form among the first Roman historians—what
sources, legends, and memories had been blended in their crucible—
they would have seen this as merely the prehistory of the tradition. It
would not have made a more authentic text in their eyes. The materials
of a tradition are not the tradition itself, which always emerges as a
text, a tale carrying authority. History is born as tradition, not built up
from source materials. We have seen that, according to Pausanias, the
memory of an epoch is ultimately lost if those near the great ones
neglect to relate the history of their time, and in the preface to his War
of the Jews Flavius Josephus says that the most praiseworthy historian
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is the one who recounts the events of his own day for the benefit of
posterity. Why was it more meritorious to write contemporary history
than the history of past centuries? The past already has its historians,
while the present awaits a historian who will constitute a historical
source and establish the tradition. We see that an ancient historian
does not use sources and documents; he is source and document
himself. Or, rather, history is not built up from sources but consists in
reproducing what historians say about it by correcting or possibly
completing what they have communicated.

It sometimes happens that an ancient historian notes that his
*‘authorities’’ diverge on some point or even that he has abandoned
his own attempt to know the truth on this point because the versions
differ so much. But these displays of critical spirit do not form an
apparatus of proofs and variants underlying his text in the modem
manner of a scholarly apparatus. They are nothing but hopeless or
dubious spots, suspicious details. The ancient historian believes first;
his doubts are reserved for details in which he can no longer believe.

It also happens that an ancient historian cites or transcribes a
document or describes some archeological object. He does so either to
add a detail to the tradition or to illustrate his account and open a
parenthesis as a kindness to the reader. Livy does both at once in his
book 4. He wonders whether Comelius Cossus, who killed the
Etruscan king of Veii in single combat, was a tribune, as all the
authorities said, or whether he was a consul. He opts for the second
solution because the inscription on the king’s cuirass, consecrated by
the victor Cossus in a temple, said ‘‘consul’’: ‘'l have heard,’’ he
writes, ‘‘that Augustus Caesar, founder and restorer of all our
temples, entered the shrine . . . and himself read the inscription on
the linen corselet, and I have felt, in consequence, that it would be
almost a sacrilege to deprive Cossus of so great a witness to his spoils
as Caesar.”’ Livy did not consult any documents. He encountered one
by chance, or, rather, he received the emperor’s testimony on the
subject. This document is less a source of knowledge than an
archeological curiosity and relic in which the sovereign’s prestige
Jjoins with that of a past hero. Often early historians and even those of
today cite still visible monuments from the past in this manner, less as
proof for their assertions than as illustrations that take on the light and
brightness of history more than they actually illuminate it.

Since a historian is an authority for his successors, they may
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criticize him on occasion. This is not because they have reexamined
his whole enterprise, but because they have found errors and are
rectifying them. They do not rebuild; they correct. Or they may
demolish him. For the finding of errors can be a judgment founded on
presumed intentions. In other words, one does not criticize an
interpretation of the whole or a detail, but one can undertake to destroy
a reputation, to sap an unmerited authority. Does Herodotus’ account
deserve its authority, or is the author only a liar? As in matters of
orthodoxy, so too in questions of authority or tradition: it is all or
nothing.

An ancient historian does not cite his authorities, for he feels that he
is a potential authority himself. We would like to know where
Polybius finds all that he knows. We are even more curious each time
his account, or that of Thucydides, takes on a beauteous precision that
seems too true to be real because it conforms to some political or
strategic reality. When a text is a vulgate, it is tempting to confuse
what the author has actually written with what he ought to have written
to be worthy of himself. When history is a vulgate, it is difficult to
distinguish what actually occurred from what could not have
happened according to the truth of things. Each event conforms to
type, and this is why the history of the obscure eras of Rome is strewn
with extremely elaborate accounts, whose details are to reality what
Viollet-le-Duc’s restorations are to authenticity. A similar conception
of historical reconstitution offered forgers, as we will see, facilities
that academic historiography no longer provides.

If we may be permitted to make a supposition about the birthplace
of this program of truth in which history is a vulgate, we believe that
the ancient historians’ respect for the tradition transmitted by their
predecessors can be explained by the fact that for them history is born,
not out of controversy—as it is with us—but from inquiry (and that is
precisely the meaning of the Greek word historia). When one inquires
(whether as traveler, geographer, ethnographer, or reporter), one can
only say, ‘‘Here is what I found, here is what I was told by generally
reliable sources.’’ It would be futile to include the list of informants.
Who would check them? One bases one’s estimation of a;journalist not
on his respect for his sources but on an internal critique or a detail
where he has been caught in a blatant error or lapse into partiality.
Those strange lines of Estienne Pasquier would not be so surprising
had they been applied to a modern reporter, and it would be pleasant to
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pursue the analogy between ancient history and the deontology or
methodology of modemn journalism. A reporter adds nothing to his
credibility by including his informant’s identity. We judge his value
on internal criteria. We need only read him to know whether he is
intelligent, impartial, or precise and whether he has a broad cultural
background. It is exactly in this way that Polybius in book 12 judges
and condemns his predecessor Timaeus. He does not discuss the
details, except in one case, the foundation of Locris, where, by a
happy coincidence, he was able to retrace Timaeus’ steps. A good
historian, says Thucydides, does not blindly welcome all the
traditions he encounters; !¢ he must be able to verify his sources, as our
reporters say.

However, the historian does not lay out the whole proceeding
before his readers. The more demanding he is of himself, the less he
will do so. Herodotus likes to report the various contradictory
traditions that he gathered. Thucydides almost never does this; he
relates only the one he holds to be valid.!” He takes responsibility for
deciding. When he categorically states that the Athenians are
mistaken concerning the murder of Pisistratus and gives the version he
believes to be true, he restricts himself to stating it. '8 He does not offer
any hint of proof. Moreover, it is hard to see how he could have found
a means to verify his statements for his readers.

Modemn historians propose an interpretation of the facts and give the
reader a way to verify the information and formulate a different
opinion. The ancient historians take this burden on themselves and do
not leave the task to the reader. This is their office. They discriminate
very well, whatever one may say, between primary sources
(eyewitness accounts or, failing that, tradition) and secondary
sources, but they keep these details to themselves. For their readers
were not historians, any more than newspaper readers are journalists.
Both kinds of readers have confidence in the professional.

When and why did the relation between the historian and his readers
change? When and why did references begin to appear? I am not a
great expert on modern history, but several details have struck me.
Gassendi does not give any references in his Syntagma philosophiae
Epicureae. He paraphrases or develops Cicero, Hermarchus, and
Origen, and the reader cannot tell whether he is being presented with
the thoughts of Epicurus himself or those of Gassendi. This is because
Gassendi is not being erudite but wants to revive Epicureanism in its

10
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eternal truth and, with it, the Epicurean sect. Bossuet, on the other
hand, in his Histoire des variations des églises protestantes, gives
references, and Jurieu gives them, as well, in his response. These,
however, are works of controversy.

That is the key word. The habit of citing authorities, of scholarly
annotation, was not invented by historians but came from theological
controversy and juridical practice, where Scripture, the Pandects, or
trial proceedings were cited. In the Summa contra Gentiles, Aquinas
does not refer to passages from Aristotle; he takes responsibility for
reinterpreting them and regards them as the very truth, which is
anonymous. On the other hand, he cites Scripture, which is
Revelation and not the truth of anonymous reason. In his admirable
commentary on the Theodosian Code in 1695, Godefroy gives his
references. This legal historian, as we would call him, considered
himself a jurist, not a historian. In short, scholarly annotation has a
litigious and polemical origin. Proofs were flaunted about before they
were shared with other members of the ‘*‘scientific community.’’ The
main reason for this shift is the rise of the university, with its
increasingly exclusive monopoly on intellectual activity. Social and
economic causes are at work. Landholders, such as Montaigne or
Montesquieu, who were men of leisure, no longer exist. And it is no
longer honorable to live as the dependent of a lord instead of working.

Now, at the university the historian no longer writes for the
common reader, as journalists or ‘‘writers’’ do, but instead writes for
other historians, his colleagues. This was not the case for ancient
historians. Thus the latter have an apparently lax attitude toward
scientific rigor that we find shocking or surprising. In the eighth of the
ten books that make up his great work, Pausanias finally writes,
*“When I began to write my history, I was inclined to count these
legends as foolishness; but on getting as far as Arcadia I grew to hold a
more thoughtful view of them, which is this: in the days of old, those
Greeks who were considered wise spoke their sayings not straight out
but in riddles, and so the legends about Cronos I conjectured to be one
sort of Greek wisdom.’’ This tardy confession shows inretrospect that
Pausanias did not believe a word of the innumerable unlikely legends
that he had calmly put forth in the preceding six hundred pages. We
think of another avowal, no less tardy, coming from Herodotus at the
end of the seventh of his nine books. Did the Argives betray the Greek
cause in 480 B.C., and did they ally themselves with the Persians, who

11
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claimed to have the same mythic ancestor as they, i.e., Perseus? *‘My
business,’’ writes Herodotus, *‘is to record what people say; but I am
by no means bound to believe it—and that may be taken to apply to
this book as a whole.”’!®

If a modern historian presented to the scientific community facts or
legends he himself did not believe, the integrity of science would be
weakened. The ancient historians have, if not a different idea of
integrity, at least different readers, who are not professionals and who
form a public that is as heterogeneous as the readership of a
newspaper. Thus they have a right, even a duty, to their reserve, and
they have some room in which to maneuver. They do not express the
truth itself; it is up to their readers to form their own idea. This is one
of the numerous, barely visible particularities that reveal that, despite
great similarities, the historical genre in Antiquity is very different
from what it is today. The audience of the ancient historians is varied.
'Some readers seek entertainment; others read history with a more
critical eye; some are even professionals in politics or strategy. Each
historian makes a choice: to write for everyone, by tactfully dealing
with different categories of readers, or to specialize, as Thucydides
and Polybius did, in technically safe information that will always
produce data useful to politicians and military men. But the choice had
been given. Moreover, the heterogeneity of the public gave the
historian some leeway. He could present the truth in harsh or soft
colors as he liked, without, however, betraying it. Therefore one must
not be surprised or shocked at the letter, amply discussed by modemn
commentators, in which Cicero asks Lucceius ‘‘to elevate the actions
of his consulate’’ more, perhaps, than he would have done and not *‘to
take too much account of the law of the historical genre.”” A simple
matter among friends, which does not exceed what one could, without
too much dishonesty, ask of a journalist, who will always have part of
his audience on his side.

Behind the apparent question of scientific method or integrity lies
another: the relation of the historian to his readers. Momigliano
speculates that a new attitude toward documents appeared during the
Late Empire and that it heralded the future method of scientifically
directed history; the Augustan History and especially Eusebius’
Ecclesiastical History display evidence of a ‘‘new value attached to
documents.’’29 | confess that these works have left me with a rather
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different impression. The Augustan History does not cite its sources;
from time to time it transcribes a text from a famous author as a
curiosity and monument of Antiquity. The Alexandrians had already
done this. Moreover, what Eusebius transcribes are not truly sources
but excerpts. He compiles ‘‘partial accounts,’’ as he himself calls
them in the first lines of his history. It is a setting of precious pieces in
which the author avoids the trouble of writing the history by copying
his forerunners. Far from evincing a new attitude, Eusebius confirms
the ‘‘absolute objectivity,”’ in Renan’s phrase, with which late
Antiquity regarded the historical work.2! We can already see the
method of compiling massive excerpts in Porphyry (who preserved
texts by Theophrastus and Hermarchus in this manner), and Eusebius
also resorts to it in his Evangelical Preparation (which makes it
possible for us to read Oenomaus the Cynic and Diogenianus the
Peripatetic).

The aim for objectivity delimited the historian’s role: before the age*
of controversy, before the time of Nietzsche and Max Weber, facts
existed. The historian had neither to interpret (since facts existed) Tior
prove (because facts are not the stakes of a controversy). He had only
to report the facts, either as a ‘‘reporter’’ or acompiler. Forthat he did
not require vertiginous intellectual gifts. He needed only three virtues,
which any good joumnalist possesses: diligence, competence, and
impartiality. He must diligently inquire into books, question
witnesses, if any still could be found, or gather traditions or ‘‘myths."’
His competence on political matters, such as strategy or geography,
permits him to understand the actions of public figures and to criticize
his information. His impartiality will prevent him from lying, either
by commission or omission. His work and his virtues mean that the
historian, unlike the crowd, will know the truth concerning the past.
For, as Pausanias says, ‘‘There are many false beliefs current among
the mass of mankind, since they are ignorant of historical science and
consider trustworthy whatever they have heard from childhood in
choruses and tragedies; one of these is about Theseus, who in fact
himself became king, and afterwards, when Menestheus was dead,
the descendants of Theseus remained rulers even to the fourth
generation.’’22

As we see, Pausanias separated the grain from the chaff. He
extracted the authentic kernel from the legend of Theseus. How did he
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do this? By means of what we would call the doctrine of present
things. The past resembles the present, or, in other words, the
_marvelous does not exist. Now today, men with bulls’ heads are rarely
seen, and kings do exist; therefore the Minotaur never existed, and
Theseus was simply a king. For Pausanias does not doubt Theseus’
historicity, and Aristotle, five hundred years before him, did not doubt
it either.23 Before taking the critical attitude that reduces myth to
verisimilitude, the average Greek had a different viewpoint.
According to his mood, mythology was either a collection of old
wives’ tales, or else the supernatural provoked a stance in which
questions of historicity or fiction had no meaning.

/ The critical attitude toward myth, that of Pausanias, Aristotle, and
‘even Herodotus, consists of seeing in myth an oral tradition or a
historical source that must be criticized.2* The method is an excellent
"one, but it raised a false problem that dogged the Ancients for a
millennium. It took a historical mutation, Christianity, to enable them
not to resolve the issue but to forget it. This problem was the
following: mythical tradition transmits an authentic kernel that over
the ages has been overgrown with legends. These legends, not the
kemel itself, are the source of the difficulty. As we have seen, it is
with respect to these legendary additions, and only them, that the
thought of Pausanias evolved.23

Thus, the question of the criticism of mythical traditions is poorly
formulated. A writer such as Pausanias only seems to resemble
Fontenelle, who, far from sorting out the wheat from the chaff,
speculated that everything in the legends was false.2¢ And the
resemblance between ancient criticism of myth and our own is equally
deceptive. In legend we see history magnified by the ‘‘spirit of the
people.”’ We view a particular myth as the epic aggrandizement of a
great event, such as the ‘*‘Dorian invasion.’’ But for a Greek the same
myth is a truth that has been altered by popular naiveté. At its
authentic core are small true details, such as the names of heroes and
their genealogies, which contain nothing of the marvelous.

The paradox is all too familiar. If legends are thought to transmit
collective memories, the historicity of the Trojan War is believable. If
these legends are considered as fiction, the historicity of that war is
unacceptable, and the equivocal finds of the archeologists will be
otherwise interpreted. Underlying the issues of method and positivity
we find a more fundamental question: What is myth? Is it altered
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history? History that has been amplified? A collective mythomania? Is
it allegory? What was myth to the Greeks??7 This is the moment for us
to note not only that the feeling of truth is a capacious one (which
easily comprehends myth) but also that ‘‘truth’’ means many
things . . . and can even encompass fictional literature.
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2

The Plurality and Analogy
of True Worlds

For Greek mythology, whose connections with religion were very
loose,28 was basically nothing but a very popular literary genre, a vast
realm of literature, mainly oral in character—if, indeed, the term
*‘literature’’ can be applied when the distinction between fiction and
reality had yet to be made and the legendary element was serenely
accepted.

Reading Pausanias, one understands what mythology was: the most
insignificant little village described by our author has its legend
concerning some local curiosity, natural or cultural.?® This legend,
invented by an unknown storyteller, was later discovered by one of
those innumerable local scholars whom Pausanias read (he called
them ‘‘exegetes’’). Each of these authors or storytellers knew the
work of his colleagues, since the various legends have the same heroes
and take up the same themes, and the divine or heroic genealogies are
largely in agreement or at least do not suffer from blatant
contradictions. This unknown literature recalls another one: the lives
of the local saints and martyrs from the Merovingian era up to the
Golden Legend. Amold van Gennep has shown that these apocryphal
hagiographies, which the Bollandists had so much trouble refuting,
were in reality works of an extremely popular character. They abound
with abducted princesses (horribly tortured or saved by saintly
knights), along with snobbery, sex, sadism, and adventure. The
people adored these accounts. Artists illustrated them, and an
extensive literature in verse and prose took them up.3°

These legendary worlds were accepted as true in the sense that they
were not doubted, but they were not accepted the way that everyday
reality is. For the faithful, the lives of the martyrs were filled with
marvels situated in an ageless past, defined only in that it was earlier,
outside of, and different from the present. It was the ‘‘time of the

17



CHAPTER TwWO

pagans.’’ The same was true of the Greek myths. They took place
““‘earlier,’’ during the heroic generations, when the gods still took part
in human affairs. Mythological space and time were secretly different
from our own.3! A Greek put the gods ‘‘in heaven,’’ but he would
have been astounded to see them in the sky. He would have been no
less astounded if someone, using time in its literal sense, told him that
Hephaestus had just remarried or that Athena had aged a great deal
lately. Then he would have realized that in his own eyes mythic time
had only a vague analogy with daily temporality; he would also have
thought that a kind of lethargy had always kept him from recognizing
this difference. The analogy between these temporal worlds disguises
their hidden plurality. It is not self-evident that humanity has a past,
known or unknown. One does not perceive the limit of the centuries,
held in memory, any more than one perceives the line bounding the
visual field. One does not see the obscure centuries stretching beyond
this horizon. One simply stops seeing, and that is all. The heroic
generations are found on the other side of this temporal horizon in
another world. This is the mythical world in whose existence thinkers
from Thucydides or Hecataeus to Pausanias or Saint Augustine will
continue to believe—except that they will stop seeing it as another
world and will want to reduce it to the mode of the present.32 They will
act as if myth pertained to the same realm of belief as history.33

On the other hand, those who were not thinkers saw beyond the
horizon of collective memory a world that was even more beautiful
than that of the good old days, too beautiful to be real. This mythical
world was not empirical; it was noble. This is not to say that it
incammated or symbolized ‘‘values.’’ The heroic generations did not
cultivate virtue any more than do the men of today, but they had more
‘‘value’’ than the men of today. A hero is more real than a man, just
as, in Proust’s eyes, a duchess has more value than a bourgeoise.

Pindar offers a good example of such snobbery (if we may resort to
humor for brevity’s sake). The problem is well known. What is the
source of the unity, if indeed there is any, in Pindar’s epinikia? Why
does the poet choose to present to the victor a myth whose relation to
the subject is no longer apparent? Is this the poet’s royal whim? Or is
the athlete only a pretext that allows Pindar to express views that are
dear to him? Or, again, is the myth an allegory, and does it allude to
some particularity of the victor or his ancestors? H. Frinkel offers the
valid explanation: Pindar elevates the victor and his victory to a higher
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world, that of the poet.34 For, as a poet, Pindar is the familiar of the
world of gods and heroes. He raises the victor, this worthy plebeian,
up to his world by treating him as an equal and by speaking to him of
this mythical world, which henceforth will be his, thanks to Pindar,
who has introduced him to it. There is not necessarily any close
relationship between the victor’s personality and the matters on which
the poet speaks to him. Pindar does not make a point of ensuring that
the myth always contains a delicate allusion to the victor’s person.
What is important is that he treats the victor as a peer by speaking
familiarly to him of this mythical world.

In our century the natural tendency is to explain the products of the
mind in sociological terms. When examining a work we ask, ‘‘What
was it meant to bring to society?’’ This is acting too quickly. We must
not reduce the explanation of literature, or its hermeneutics, to a
sociology of literature. In Paideia, Wemer Jaeger seems to have
telescoped his case. According to him, when the Hellenic aristocracy
was engaged in its last battles, it found in Pindar a poet it could claim
as its own, one who could satisfy a social need. In fact, according to
Jaeger, this aristocratic class of warriors saw itself elevated with its
values to the world of myth. The heroes would thus have been models
for these warriors. Pindar would have praised mythical heroes to exalt
the hearts of his noble listeners. In his verse the mythical world would
be the sublime image of this aristocracy.

Is this true? We easily note that Pindar uses myth not at all to exalt
the aristocracy but to raise his own position vis-a-vis his listeners. As a
poet he deigns to elevate to his own level the victor whom he
celebrates. It is not the victor who performs this feat. In Pindar the
myth does not fulfill a social function and does not contain a message.
It plays what semiotics has only recently called a pragmatic role: it
establishes a certain relationship between the listeners and the poet
himself. Literature is not reducible to a relationship of cause and effect
with society any more than language is red