
We are pleased to announce the 2nd Summer School in Ancient Geography, Freie Universität 

Berlin, on 

 

Mapping the "World of Herodotus" or Restoring Hecataeus’ Mapping?  

Case Study: The Danube-Tributary Account in Hdt. 4.48-51, 

 

 

which will be hosted by University Professor Dr. Klaus Geus, head of the Department of Historical 

Geography of the Mediterranean World at Friedrich Meinecke Institute, FU Berlin, and facilitated 

by Konstantin Boshnakov, PhD, Professor at Conestoga College in Kitchener, Ontario, Canada  

 
from August 3rd to 7th, 2020. 

 

The Summer School aims at sparking a much-needed dialogue on the features of some written, 

visual and spoken media of geographical content in Herodotus, their cognitive pattern and 

stratigraphy, and not least the application of cross-disciplinary approaches to exploring the various 

contexts of emergence of mapmaking and early Greek geographies in prose.  

 

There are three relatively large accounts giving ethno-geographical information about Scythia in 

Book 4 of Herodotus’ Histories. They all are considered digressions from the main narrative of 

the Persian punitive campaign under Darius I against the Scythians in about 513 B.C.E. All 

together, they are neither pages from a travelogue nor a coherent geographical description but 

aiming to serve as a kind of backdrop in the theatre in which the military event would occur and 

progress.  

 

The first narrative gives priority to the description of the lands populated by Scythian tribes and 

their neighbours with some typical natural riches (4.16–31). The second one is mostly focused on 

the vast river system of Scythia (4.47–57). The third one is a schematic summary of the shape of 

"ancient Scythia" associated with the form of a square (4.99–101).  

 

A particular focus will be placed on the opening paragraphs of the second narrative as they prove 

to be the key to understanding the complexity of the cultural historical process under scrutiny. The 

paragraphs include the hydrographic description of the largest then known river in the world, the 

Danube, which is considered the westernmost, or the first river in Scythia. The description goes 

upstream enumerating hapax legomena hydronyms of left and right tributaries of the Danube far 

beyond Scythia, including vast territories of the Agathyrsians, Thracians, Illyrians, Ombricians, 

up to the Celtic region of the headwaters of the Danube. Following the river course throughout the 

whole of Europe, this description has little to do with the previous or following narratives on the 

actual Scythian lands in both form and content. Herodotus 4.48–51 is a pure and unique 

hydrographic narrative which forms a kind of a digression in the digression. It will be treated, 

therefore, as a relatively separate textual sub-unit and will be called the Danube-tributary account. 

Herodotus’ short description of the course of the Ister in 2.33, which generally repeats the final 

sentence in 4.49 but also adds new aspects will be referred to as the Extension of the Danube-

tributary account. The Account of the Scythian-river system (Scythian-river report) itself, though 

not central for the workshop, and the Danube-tributary account (Danube-tributary report), which 

overlap in 4.49–51, will be regarded and treated as parts of one and same larger textual unit, that 



of the second narrative on Scythian geography, suggesting a possible common origin and a more 

or less coherent purpose. 

 

The scholarship on the topic has a complex history. Casper Peucer’s seminal work De dimensione 

Terrae is the first to provide readers with a systematic scrutiny on the Danube-tributary account. 

In 1550, he published his work as a textbook in mathematical geography for his students at 

Wittenberg. To argue his thesis on the human ability to measure space through systematic calculus 

and triangulation which helps “to reveal the action of the divine Providence in the world” and 

produces data for the construction of more or less precise maps, he introduces the popular story of 

Aristagoras showing a bronze map of the then known world to King Cleomenes during his visit at 

Sparta in the preparation of the Ionian revolt. Peucer associates and illustrates the conjectural 

appearance of that map with the brilliant example of the Herodotean narrative of Scythian rivers 

emptying into the Pontus Euxine and Lake Maeotis. His pioneering attempts to identify literally 

each of the confluents mentioned in the Danube-tributary account practically laid the foundations 

for long-lasting scholarly endeavours. Since these days, for four hundred and seventy years now, 

the account of the Danube-tributary system provided in 4.48–51 has repeatedly attracted attention 

to unsolved problems and controversies in both external and internal criticism. Authenticity 

questions as to what the primary source of Herodotus’ source(s) might have been, what time the 

original composition of the account refers to, and how it survived through both diverse transmitters 

and shifting media only add to the build-up of reasonable skepticism among scholars about a 

panacea that might come anytime soon. In a similar manner, answers to dependability questions, 

which are still lingering on, require further and deeper criticism of the quality features and specific 

characteristics of the account.  

 

The close examination of the epistemological, historical and political contexts of the Danube-

tributary account would reveal a gamut of pragmatic purposes of this remarkable data collection 

and would argue that the specific content is first and foremost the result of a rarely undertaken and 

expensive data collection campaign which must have been driven by an event of far-reaching 

repercussions for many ancient peoples and Greek poleis involved in it and, thus, considerably 

more relevant than the “research question” put by Herodotus on the reason of the absence of floods 

on the Lower Danube. Also, the event should have been large enough to allow cognitive mapping 

and most likely subsequent cartographic documentation of the vastest European territories ever 

verbally charted in the Histories from the sources of the Danube in the west to the River Don 

(Tanais) delta in the east. In the deeper layers of the account, we would expect to encounter 

indigenous data which demanded usually the elaboration of a long-term system of local spatial 

monitoring, close trans-ethnic networks and cognitive mapping. 

 

Connecting the dots would eventually paint a slightly different portrait of Hecataeus of Miletus as 

the most likely source of the Danube-tributary account in contrast to his literary portrait as a 

relatively quite theorist, enthusiastic traveller thanks to his aristocratic descent and a more or less 

passive transmitter of catalogue-like accounts. Created in a period of intensive cognitive modeling, 

in which Greek ethno-geographical prose-writing and mapmaking emerged, the Danube-tributary 

account bears sound practical motives and real-life settings in a very close relation to Hecataeus. 

Γῆς Περίοδος (map) and Περιήγησις Γῆς (treatise) may have not simply been the result of the 

information gathered by and from sailors, soldiers, witnesses, envoys and scouts (πρόδρομοι) due 

to expanded knowledge in the course and the wake of the Scythian expedition. The Persian military 



operation itself was most likely preceded by carefully prepared logistics reports demanding the 

personal attendance of logopoioi such as Hecataeus and his contemporary Dionysius of Miletus 

under the Milesian tyrant Histiaeus. It could not be a coincidence that in the lemma dedicated to 

Hecataeus in the Suda Lexicon, both fellow countrymen are said to have lived at the time of Darius, 

during the 65th Olympiad (520–517). This makes their immediate contribution to the planning of 

the pontoon bridge on the Danube by mapping the tributary network real and palpable as never 

before. Traces of the profound preparation of the expeditions led by Darius and Xerxes would be 

found in the broader context of the Histories, in Hecateaus’, Dionysius’ and Ctesias’ fragmentary 

legacies, and other parallel traditions. 

 

By delving into the broader set of features of the Danube-tributary account the study takes the 

approaches of text-criticism, conventional content analysis and coding, analogical reasoning, the 

Gestalt principles of perception in cognitive mapping, and particularly the concrete figure-

background connotation.  

 

Tentative Program: 

 

August 3rd: Introduction: The Danube-Tributary Account in the Text-Critical Studies 

(Overview); Reading and Charting the Account a prima vista; Discussion; 

August 4th: Qualitative Content Analysis: Identification of the Danube Tributaries and the 

Location of the Danube Headwaters in Herodotus (Literature Review and New Suggestions); 

Restoring the archetypal cognitive map from the secondary spatial distortions; Discussion; 

August 5th: Spatial Cognitive Modelling and Mapping: Relating the Features of the Danube-

Tributary Account to Cognitive Typologies of Various Ancient Geographical Narratives 

(Literature Review and New Suggestions); Discussion; 

August 6th: Contextualizing the Danube-Tributary Account and its Cognitive Stratigraphy: 

Revisiting the accounts on Hecataeus of Miletus, the Logopoios; Discussion; 

August 7th: Consolidation Session: Charting the Restored Danube-Tributary Account as a 

Possible Segment of the Cognitive Model Once Integrated into the Map of Hecataeus; Discussion. 

  

Applications are invited from early career scholars and PhD students in Ancient History, Classics, 

and related disciplines. Information material will be sent to the selected participants via email 

several weeks before the summer school. They are expected to prepare accordingly. As the sessions 

will be held in English, the program is open to candidates of all nationalities with a sufficient 

command of that language. A basic knowledge of German is recommended. 

 

A complete application consists of a CV and a cover letter emphasizing on how the topic resonates 

with the candidate's scholarly interests and previous experience with Greek geographical texts. 

 

Though no participation fee is required, the number of seats is limited to 20. So, you are kindly 

required to apply by no later than March 31, 2020 by emailing the organizer at klaus.geus@fu-

berlin.de. All will be notified about the outcome of the selection process in April. 

 

Please be informed that accommodation and meals, as well as funds for travel expenses will not 

be arranged for the summer school. 
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For further information, please contact Prof. Dr. Klaus Geus, klaus.geus@fu-berlin.de, Freie 

Universität Berlin, GeschKult, FMI, Historical Geography of the Ancient Mediterranean, Koserstr. 

20, 14195 Berlin, Germany 

 

Prof. Dr. Konstantin Boshnakov 

Prof. Dr. Klaus Geus 
 

mailto:klaus.geus@fu-berlin.de

