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HERODOTUS, AULUS GELLIUS
AND THOMAS MORE’S UTOPIA. *

The Yale Edition of Uropia ! gives a very comprehensive picture
of possible sources and parallels both in its detailed introduction (esp. p.
cliii sqq.) and in the commentary (p. 267 sqq.). Since 1965 our know-
ledge of influences from classical antiquity in More’s Urtopia has been
broadened through the publication of several short articles 2. The main
purpose of this -- likewise brief - contribution is to inform a larger sec-
tion of the public about an article by Moses Hadas, published in 1935 ?,
which has so far attracted little attention in the field of More research. I
would also like to illustrate certain parallels between the work of Tho-
mas More and that of both Herodotus and Aulus Gellius. The likeli-
hood that these writers provide sources is reinforced by the knowledge
that their writings were readily available in a number of editions 4. Some
of More’s other works leave no doubt as to his knowledge of the two
authors.

The envoys of the Anemolians, who visited Amaurotum at the
time of Hythlodaeus’ residence there, were unaware of the Utopians’
contempt for gold and silver ornaments. They adorned themselves with
gold-embroidered garments, gold necklaces and earrings, as well as
rings, pearls and precious stones (152/29 sqq.). Consequently their
attire provoked the ridicule of the Utopians, who regarded such jewel-
lery as nothing more than a blemish, or cheap baubles at best. Even little
children mocked them (154/8 sqq.). In addition to numerous ancient
sources -- assembled by Bernhard Kytzler * -- referring to the dangers of
gold and jewellery in general, one particular passage in Herodotus’ his-
torical work appears to be of some importance as a source. Although
Moses Hadas mentioned this very passage, he neglected to discuss it in
any great detail ®.

Whilst the Persian King Cambyses 11 (529-522 B.C.) was plan-
ning his campaign against the Ethiopians and Ammonians, he sent some
socalled Fish-eaters (’Iy8uoddyot) to Ethiopia as scouts, as they
were proficient in Ethiopian (Hdt. I, 19 sqq.). On arrival the Fish-
eaters made the Ethiopians a present of a purple robe, a twisted gold
necklace, gold bracelets, and an alabaster receptacle containing
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myrrh and a barrel of palm wine on behalf of the Persian King (Hdt.
111, 20 sqq.). But the King of the Ethiopians saw through the envoys and
branded them as spies. However, he did examine each of the gifts in
turn with the purpose of emphasizing the superiority of his people (Hdt.
111, 22 sqq.). Let us take a closer look at his reaction on seeing the gold
jewellery 7

Next he inguired about the twisted gold necklace and the bracelets ; and

when the Fish-eaters told him how they were made, the king smiled, and,

thinking them to be fetters, said : “We have stronger chains than these’.

As was the case with the Utopians (150/16 sqq.), the King shows an
utter lack of appreciation for the intrinsic value of the hand-made gold
jewellery, which was doubtless quite exquisite. Furthermore, at this
point it is merely implied that gold fetters were used whereas a short
while later this is quite clearly stated ® :

When they left the spring, the king led them to a prison where all the men

were bound with fetters of gold.
Hence we can speak of distinct parallels between More’s account of the
Anemolian envoys and Herodotus’ description of the Fish-eaters’ dele-
gation to the Ethiopians. But the remarkable thing about this passage is
its location in, as it were, Utopian surroundings, as is evident from
Hadas’ convincing arguments ?. This means that the news of the Fish-
eaters and the Ethiopians etc. must be classified as part of the Utopian --
in the broadest sense of the word -- literature of the 5th and 4th centu-
ries B.C. 1% To sum up then, we can consider Herodotus III, 20 sqq. to
be a probable source for More’s account of the Anemolian envoys and
consequently for the information gained about the Utopians’ attitude to
gold.

Abraxas, the original name of the island of Utopia, is the term
used by certain Gnostics for the divine Dynamis and refers to the name
Mithras which, according to Oliver, was formed in analogy to Abraxas
(p. 585). The total value of the individual stoicheia of both names in
Greek results in a numerical value of 365 ', thus ascribing symbolic
power over the days in an astronomical year, infinity and eternity to
both names '2, Mithras is also the name the Utopians give their supreme
being (216/21). Why did More choose this name ? The question beco-
mes more compelling when we consider that More’s description of the
specific characteristics of Utopian religion has nothing whatsoever in
common with those Mithraic mysteries known to us "’ -- apart from the
fact that the word ‘Father’, an additional name for the supreme divine
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being of the Utopians, is also used to denote the seventh and highest
level of initiation into the Mithras mysteries '*. It was probably because
of the carefully formulated parallelism between Christianity and the
rites of Mithras (21873 sqq.) that Halkin came up with a brief answer to
our question ** :
Dans la religion mithriaque, il y a tant de traits qui rappellent le christia-
nisme que I'on s’est posé la question d’éventuelles influences réciproques.
Mithra nait dans une grotte et des bergers assistent 3 sa naissance ; ses fide-
les connaissent un baptéme, des onctions et une communion ; ils appellent
leur dieu ‘Pere’ et ils vivent dans I’espérance de la résurrection. A la diffé-
rence des autres grands cultes palens, le mithralsme n’a pas été taxé
d’immoralité, de luxure ou de cruauté. Mithra était donc, pour I’Utopie, un
patron commode et sdr.

Apart from these concrete considerations supporting the choice of the
name of Mithras, there was one other major reason for More’s choosing
this name. Qur first encounter with a fairly detailed characterization of
Utopian religion is through Raphael Hythlodaeus : « There are diffe-
rent kinds of religion not only on the island as a whole but also in each
city. Some worship as god the sun, others the moon, others one of the
planets » (216/7 sqq.). There is a similar description to be found in
Herodotus’ account of Persian customs '¢ ;

They sacrifice also to the sun and moon and earth and fire and water and
winds. These are the only gods to whom they have sacrificed from the
beginning. ... She (the heavenly Aphrodite) is called by the Assyrians
Mpylitta, by the Arabians Alilat, by the Persians Mitra.

These parallels between Persian and Utopian customs are not at all sur-
prising in view of the amount of apparent evidence of close links bet-
ween the inhabitants of Persia and of Utopia. The country of the Poly-
lerites, mentioned by Raphael in the first book of Utopia, is situated in
Persia (74/20 sqq.) ; the Polylerites are tributary to the Persian King
(74/23). The narrator comes to the conclusion that the language of the
Utopians is very similar to that of the Persians (180/23 sqq.). He also
frequently refers to the tolerance of the Utopians in religious matters
(218718 sqq.), a characteristic which also applies to the Persians in the
face of customs alien to their own (Hdt. I, 135). Allin all, we can regard
Herodotus’ account of the customs of the Persians as a possible source
for More’s Utopia, yet another argument for the choice of the name of
Mithras. More chose the name of Mithras for the supreme being of the
Utopians not simply owing to the concrete considerations shown by
Halkin but because Herodotus spoke of Mithras as being the name of
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the supreme god of the Persians in a passage where at least one definite
parallel to More’s Utopia is apparent. This interpretation is backed up
to a certain extent by the fact that in Uropia there is no extended compa-
rison between the religious beliefs of the Utopians and the Christian
faith. However, it is advisable to avoid placing too much emphasis on
this argumentum e silentio as readers will scarcely have regarded the
religious ideas of the Utopians -- with no more than two common fac-
tors (deism and eternal redemption '’} -- as an alternative religion to
Christianity.

Although the editors of Utopia have 9ollected a fair number of
possible parallels between the works of More and Aulus Gellius ', the
following comments are intended to bring yet another parallel to light.
The first book of Utopia reports on a discussion at the house of Cardi-
nal Morton. One particular topic of conversation was the problem of
theft and robbery in England (60/5 sqq.). Raphael advocated the
Roman legal procedure in dealing with thieves, as opposed to the
English system, which generally imposed the death penalty. It is interes-
ting to note that one specific passage from the work of Aulus Gellius
allows us valuable insight into Roman criminal law. This passage, as has
already been observed by Surtz and Hexter (p. 343), corresponds to a
fair extent with Raphael’s line of reasoning in Utopia -- although the
possibility cannot be denied that More, as a man of law, could probably
have gained his knowledge of Roman law from other sources, too.
What is more, the close fink between the life of a soldier and that of a
robber, as stated by Hythlodaeus (62/24 sqq.), is also referred to by
Aulus Gellius. The latter comments that a number of esteemed authors
concerned with the customs and habits of the Spartans asserted that
Spartan youths were ardently engaged in the art of robbery and
thievery 1 :

.. a8 an exercise and training in the art of war ; for dexterity and practice in
thieving made the minds of the youth keen and strong for clever ambusca-
des, and for endurance in watching, and for the swiftness of surprise.

The fact that details about Roman criminal procedure in the case of
theft as well as the use of robbery as training for a soldier appear in the
same chapter in Aulus Gellius’ work implies that More had this chapter
in mind when he let Hythlodaeus describe his visit to England.

Let us conclude by outlining the main points : Herodotus (11, 20
sqq.) may be a probable source for the report about the Anemolian
envoys ; similarly, Herodotus (I, 131 saq.) could well have influenced
More’s description of Utopian religion ; and finally, Aulus Gellius
(Noctes Atticae X1, 18) contains definite parallels to descriptions in
Book 1.
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