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Introduction

The poets and scholars of the Renaissance, when they discovered
Pindar, saw him as a disorderly singer whose sublime emotions
refused to be disciplined by the laws of verse.¹ His ‘odes’ were
largely incomprehensible but welcome, especially in France,
because they seemed to justify a similar licence in his imitators.
Ronsard praised his ‘fureur’, his ‘vagabondes digressions . . . ses
admirable inconstances’,² and created a new verb when he
announced, ‘Le premier de France | J’ay Pindarizé’ (Odes 2. 2.
36–7). And in England in the following century Abraham
Cowley continued in the same spirit:

Mine the Pindaric way I’ll make.
The Matter shall be grave, the Numbers loose and free.
It shall not keep one settled pace of Time,
In the same tune it shall not always chime,
Nor shall each day just to his Neighbor Rhime.
A thousand Liberties it shall dispense
And yet shall manage all without offence,
Or to the sweetness of the Sound, or greatness of Sence,
Nor shall it never from one Subject start,

Nor seek Transitions to depart . . .
‘Upon Liberty’, 6. 5–14 (1668)

The court of Louis XIV was taught by Boileau to admire the
‘beau désordre’ of a poet whose spirit ‘parût plutôt entrainé du
démon de la poésie, que guidé par la raison’ (‘Discours sur l’Ode
de Namur’, 1693).³ This notion of a lawless verse continued to
appeal to Goethe and Hölderlin in the next century, but Pope
had already added a drop of vinegar to his appreciation of the
Theban:

Across the harp a careless hand he flings
And boldly sinks into the sounding strings . . .

¹ Revard (2001) chs. 1 and 2. ² Preface to Odes (1550).
³ Compare Basil Kennett, The Lives and Characters of the Ancient Grecian

Poets (1697), ‘this Libertinism of Conduct being the very Life and Soul of his
Pieces’.



The champions in distorted postures threat,
And all appear irregularly great.

‘The Temple of Fame’ 213–14 (1715)

Voltaire, who perhaps knew the poet only in translation,⁴ went
further and addressed the ‘divin Pindare’ with exhausted scorn:

Sors du tombeau, divin Pindare,
Toi qui célébras autrefois
Les chevaux de quelques bourgeois 
Ou de Corinthe ou de Mégare; 
Toi qui possèdes le talent 
De parler beaucoup sans rien dire, 
Toi qui modulas savamment 
Des vers que personne n’entend 
Et qu’il faut toujours qu’on admire . . . 

‘Galimatias Pindarique’ (1768)⁵

Among the early English Romantics, Gray praised Pindar not
so much for his unreason as for a kindred quality, that of sublim-
ity, and introduced himself modestly as one who had inherited 

Nor the pride nor ample pinion 
That the Theban Eagle bear
Sailing with supreme dominion 
Through the azure deep of air . . . 

‘The Progress of Poesy’ iii. 3 (1757)⁶

Shelley and Wordsworth were also admirers, and Elizabeth
Barrett Browning was dazzled by a 

. . . bold
Electric Pindar, quick as fear, 
With race-dust on his cheeks, and clear 
Slant startled eyes that seem to hear 
The chariot rounding the last goal 
To hurtle past it in his soul. 

‘A Vision of Poets’, 312–17 (1844) 
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⁴ Wilamowitz (1922) 5 made this assumption without explanation; for a
refutation of the idea that Pindar’s way was to speak largely about small subjects,
see Young (1983) 156–61.

⁵ Œuvres Complètes de Voltaire, Ode 17, vol. viii (Paris 1877).
⁶ Johnson, in his Life of Gray (1781), found in this imitation ‘a kind of

cumbrous splendor which we wish away’; cited by J. Crofts, Gray. Poetry and
Prose (Oxford 1926) 10.



Tennyson, however, could speak of ‘a kind of Australian poet;
has long tracts of gravel, with immensely large nuggets em-
bedded’,⁷ and this judgement was restated in twentieth-century
language by Ezra Pound, who called Pindar ‘a damn’d rhetori-
cian half the time . . . the prize wind-bag of all ages’.⁸

Probably most educated Victorians would have agreed with
Dryden’s old assessment: ‘Pindar is generally known to be a dark
writer, to want connection (I mean as to our understanding), to
soar out of sight and leave his reader at a gaze’ (‘Preface to Ovid’s
Epistles’, 1680). His renown, or at any rate his vogue had
declined since his discovery, but nevertheless the nineteenth and
the early twentieth centuries produced editions and commen-
taries in which learning was sometimes matched by love—one
thinks of Bury, Wilamowitz, even Farnell, whose scoldings,
when his poet lapsed from Edwardian standards of propriety,
fair play, or relevance, were fuelled by his intense admiration.
And meanwhile a revolution took place in the area of metrics as
the intensive observations of Maas, Irigoin, and Snell⁹ showed
that the ‘licence’ so much envied by the Renaissance poets was in
fact Pindar’s elegant exploitation of the traditional rhythms of
choral song.¹⁰

Pindar thus lost his reputation for ‘dithyrambic lawlessness’
while becoming more abstruse than ever, and for some time his
name was kept alive principally by the animosity of scholars
newly interested in questions of economics and class. Between
the World Wars he was generally condemned as the spokesman
of a reactionary anti-democratic élite, and this opinion persisted.
Gilbert Norwood announced that the poet’s work reflected ‘the
lethal stupidity of a long dormant class whose education had
been moulded to suit, not to correct, their prejudices’.¹¹ Moses
Finley, reviewing Bowra’s Pindar in the New Statesman, called
the poet a ‘toady’ and asked rhetorically, ‘Can one divorce a great

Introduction 3

⁷ Reported by F. T. Palgrave and recorded by Hallam Tennyson, Alfred
Lord Tennyson: A Memoir (London 1897) ii. 499.

⁸ Cited by M. I. Finley (1968) 38.
⁹ P. Maas (1913) 289–320; (1921) 13–31; Irigoin (1953) passim; Snell (1953)

305–21.
¹⁰ West (1982) 63 speaks of ‘a common stock of metrical figures’ which poets

‘develop and embroider’.
¹¹ Norwood (1956) 67; one may wonder which society ever produced an edu-

cation meant to correct its own prejudices.



poet from his deeply felt but odious beliefs?’¹² Marcel Detienne,
drawing on the insights of Louis Gernet, described Pindar as a
singer who used the total assertiveness of pseudo-magical speech
to support ‘la puissance obstinée d’une certaine élite’.¹³ This
obsequious poet was nevertheless still heard as one who frowned
and warned and fulminated against those in power, and it was a
relief when Leslie Kurke qualified the simple identification of
Pindar with an anti-democratic noble class by arguing that a
money economy in fact forced the poet to compose, not just for a
victor’s house, but for his city as well.¹⁴ Others however still
maintain the old prejudice by describing certain ‘splendid’
Pindaric effects, in particular meditations on the function of
praise, as tricks meant to mask the poet’s ‘partisan ideological
role’ from this broader audience.¹⁵

Fortunately, the widespread political and sociological con-
cerns of the twentieth century did not keep significant formal
discoveries from being made. Once the odes were located within
the larger family of choral performance, Pindar’s rhetoric, like
his metrical practice, was found to follow certain rules, and
scholars like Dornseiff, Schadewaldt, and Bundy¹⁶ were able 
to determine the true function of elements once judged to be
random or disorderly—at best ‘belles digressions’. Understood
as deriving from ritual conventions, the poet’s exclamations,
prayers, proverbs, and priamels no longer seemed mere wilful
interruptions, while passages of self-scrutiny or self-exhortation

4 Introduction

¹² Reprinted in M. I. Finley (1968) 38–43. In particular Pindar was accused
of being anti-Athenian, see e.g. Page (1951) 142: ‘Pindar, who is forever cele-
brating the prowess of second-rate Aeginetan athletes, and who can hardly
bring himself to name the illustrious Athenian trainer Menander even when his
Aeginetan host would take it as a compliment.’

¹³ Detienne (1967) 27: ‘Le poète n’a plus pour mission que d’exalter les
nobles, de louanger les riches propriétaires qui développent une économie de
luxe, de dépenses somptuaires, s’enorgueillissent de leur alliances matrimoni-
ales et tirent vanité de leurs quadriges ou de leurs prouesses athlétiques . . . À la
limite, le poète n‘est plus qu’un parasite, chargé de renvoyer à l’élite qui l’entre-
tient son image, une image embellie de son passé.’ Cf. Gernet (1938) 36–43.

¹⁴ Kurke (1991a) 6: ‘Everything in epinikion aimed at the defusion and reso-
lution of these same tensions’ (i.e. between household and polis); cf. 255. Others
who emphasize the polis are Gentile (1983) 183–211, 221ff.; I. Morris (1996) 37
hears odes that offer ‘to incorporate everyone in the polis into a single song’.
Note also Carey (1995) 95, who suggests that ‘the illusion of informality’ typical
of Pindar’s odes is meant to disguise their actual performance before a very large
civic audience. ¹⁵ Rose (1992) 151.

¹⁶ Dornseiff (1921); Schadewaldt (1928); Bundy (1986).



could be recognized as generic choral claims to sincerity and
spontaneity. All belonged to what Bundy termed ‘the thematic
and motivational grammar of choral composition’.¹⁷ Read in this
way, the odes no longer showed that high contempt for sequence
and transition that Cowley had so admired; they gained in unity,
but seemed to lose in lyric immediacy, and not a few scholars
rebelled. However traditional his means, they said, Pindar was
an individual poet of Thebes whose personal voice dominated
odes that were self-revelatory and perhaps even meant for a solo
performer.¹⁸

This present study will not treat the ‘odious beliefs’ or the
‘partisan ideological role’ or even the lawless ‘fureur’ of a ‘dark’
Pindar who soars out of sight. Instead, it will consider one set 
of odes—the eleven made for the lords of Aigina—and try to dis-
cover the pleasures taken and the influences felt as a particular
audience watched each performance. How did these entertain-
ments induce the shared joy (eÃfros»na) that best put an end to
the pain of contest (N. 4. 1, I. 3. 10)? Clearly they did succeed in
this, for Pindar was chosen again and again for island commis-
sions, and the fact that each occasion was almost exactly like the
others invites an investigation of poetic means based upon close
comparisons. In whatever house they might gather, the men who
attended these victory celebrations had essentially the same
tastes and characteristics, from the 490s into the 440s bc, in spite
of the Athenian conquest. The odes made for them share this
homogeneity, for all are ample in scale, richly textured, con-
structed around a central mythic passage, and all—though this
must be argued—celebrate victors who have not yet reached
manhood. 

Like Pindar’s other epinicians (and like his dithyrambs,
paeans and maiden songs), these odes will have been performed
by small companies of singers who know how to ‘whirl’ and to
‘mix in the light footwork of the dance’ (P. fr. 107b M, probably 
from a paian).¹⁹ Choral dancing was, as Plato remarks again and

Introduction 5

¹⁷ Bundy (1986) 88, 92.
¹⁸ For a summary of this opinion see Lefkowitz (1995) 139–50 and the bibli-

ography cited there.
¹⁹ For a review of the case for choral performance see Carey (1989a) 545–65

and Burnett (1989) 283–93; Lefkowitz (1991a) 173–91 (with Heath) disagrees,
but their arguments are addressed by Carey (1991) 192–200, and more exhaus-
tively by Pavese (1997) 29–49.



again, a kind of mimesis²⁰—the imitation in action of character
and a way of life (Leg. 2. 655d)—and also a form of paideia (Leg.
2. 672e5), because it worked an enchantment upon the dancers
and upon those who listened and watched (Leg. 2. 665c).²¹
According to this view, threnody will be an imitation of inchoate
lament that teaches men how to grieve, just as a paean replicates
the unrehearsed cry of those witnessing a marvel, and so teaches
a mode of worship. In the same way, the secular song of praise
will mime the spontaneous response of a group to an extra-
ordinary deed done by one of its members, teaching the commu-
nity (whether household, tribe, or town) how to receive,
perpetuate, and give thanks for a boon.²² It belongs by nature to
the festive moment that follows a successful action, and its task is
complex, as multiple singers extend an individual’s achievement
until it can be annexed by all who listen, while they also 
provide repayment in the form of a glory that is sacralized and
made permanent. Informal bands of k∫mos-singers did this on
the spot, when one of their group was victorious in athletic con-
test, and their spontaneous explosions of joy served as rough
models for formal celebrations held later, at home. Inside the
victor’s house, however, the context of hospitality caused the
dynamic of the choral action to shift, for here in the banquet 
hall the company of dancers (provided by the host) represented,
not just the group that took its share and made its repayment, 
but also the family who supplied this fresh glory. Themselves 
a gift from the victor’s house, the band of singers extracted 
the magic of victory, gave it a form that could be shared, and
offered it to the community represented by themselves and 
the present guests.²³ And meanwhile, like outsiders, they gave

6 Introduction

²⁰ Rep. 3. 395–399e. Nagy (1990) 14 calls the chorus ‘the ultimate mimesis of
authority in early Greek society’, cf. 36, 42, but one must always remember that
a choral performance was a source of pleasure: Plato (Leg. 653) derived the word
from car3.

²¹ Calame (1995) 23: ‘by singing the poems composed by Alcman the young
women become initiated and acquire knowledge, as does the public that is pres-
ent at the choral performance.’

²² For an extension of this notion see A. Miller (1993) 21–53 who notes that
‘Pindar casts the encomiastic persona of his odes in the role of extemporizing
speaker . . . characterized by unconscious spontaneity.’

²³ Compare Kurke (1991a) 204–6, who uses Benveniste’s discussion of kudos
in Homer to argue that an epinician ode activates a transfer of success-magic
from athlete to city.



reimbursement in kind by rendering the victor’s triumph un-
forgettable.²⁴

In its original context of cult, a choral song brought a touch of
the eternal upon an earthly celebration,²⁵ and the same pressure
of multiplied voice and gesture was applied in epinician per-
formances. Many voices, hands and feet worked together to
bring a transforming power into the festival moment, one that
could change brute athletic success into a timeless possession
and bring a new definition, both to the victor and to those 
who were close to him. The most obvious mechanisms for this
essential work were invocation and prayer, but the epinician
choruses often used as well a combination of narrative and drama
to recreate a power-filled moment from myth (like the victory-
night dancers who revived the dance of Herakles)²⁶ and Pindar
borrowed this trick for every one of his Aiginetan odes. In 
the chapters that follow it will be argued that, far from being
mere decoration (or ‘diminuendo’, as Bundy suggested),²⁷ such
mythic glimpses are central because they invest an ephemeral
triumph with permanence, while they also bring an audience of
ordinary guests into a state of revelatory wonder.²⁸
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²⁴ Pleket (2000) 751–5 suggests that ‘casting victors as role-models for their
peers’ was the simple purpose of epinician praise, but if this were the case the
odes would necessarily contain more athletic detail, less metaphoric and mythic
definition.

²⁵ The spectator at the choral dances on Delos for a moment felt himself to be
‘deathless and ageless’ (Hom. h. Ap. Del. 151–5). Choral performances brought
men into association with gods, causing them to experience ‘enchantment’ or
‘contemplation,’ according to Plato (Leg. 2. 653c); his ideal chorus worked
primarily upon the dancers (Leg. 663a–665c) but note 657d, where youthful
performers rouse memories in watching elders. Aristotle concluded that an
audience of erstwhile dancers would receive a choral performance actively, with
wonder at things greater than man (Pol. 1340a8–1342a28).

²⁶ Wilamowitz (1895) ii. 49, ad Eur. HF 180.
²⁷ Bundy (1986) 44 did however admit that ‘legendary exploits’ could add a

‘temporal dimension’ to the epinician present.
²⁸ Burkert (1979) 24 speaks of ‘Pindar, whose myth is alive by virtue of imme-

diate reference and relevance to all aspects of genealogy, geography, experience
and evaluation of reality’; Ledbetter (2003) 66 remarks upon Pindaric myths
which ‘invest the present with universal weight’. For the parallel use of myth in
hymns see Furley (1995) 46: ‘The telling of a tale may not be mere entertain-
ment, but may seek to make things happen; it may establish a precedent, or it
may seek to work actively, as in the historiolae we have mentioned in a magico-
medical context.’ Note Arist. Met. 982b, ‘It is owing to their wonder that men
now begin and at first began to philosophize’; cf. Pl. Tht. 155d and Llewelyn
(1988) 173–5.



This discussion of the Aiginetan victory songs will assume
performance by troupes of singing male dancers, amateurs who
were, like the victors, not yet 18 years old. These entered, well-
rehearsed²⁹ and naked or nearly so,³⁰ into a limited space (hall or
courtyard of a house in town, or perhaps in one case the lower
terrace of the Apollo temple) and there entertained a small and
familiar audience³¹—the relatives and friends of the host, most of
whom had, at least as boys, performed in similar choruses. These
discriminating listeners were ready to be delighted by the sight
of youthful bodies in motion (a version of the pleasure one might
take on a visit to the gymnasium ) and by the tones of their voices,
at once sweet and sharp—the kind of sound Greeks most
admired. To provide these, their host had called upon an urbane
and practised poet³² who could hear a musical accompaniment
and see gestures and dance figures, even as the Muse disclosed 
to him the words of his ode.³³ He will have imagined, as his
instrument, the throats of a particular set of dancers promised by
his client, and as his/their audience, a gathering of island nobles
most of whom he knew at least by reputation. In consequence,
each of his odes will speak in a ‘voice’ that is an amalgam of the

8 Introduction

²⁹ For the most part the choreography will have been a fresh arrangement of
familiar dance figures. Calame (1977) argued that festival choruses danced
always in circles, but sculptors and vase-painters show performers running,
walking, bounding, breaking into pairs or in threes, in a single line, in a double
line, etc., with one or two instrumentalists. Since the basic dance pattern would,
like the melody, repeat with repeating stanzas, its specific mimesis will have been
limited to the upper body. Mullen (1982) held that all triadic choruses circled
one way in the strophe, the opposite way in the antistrophe, and came to a stand-
still during the epode, but see my review, Burnett (1984) 154–60.

³⁰ Compare the choruses at the Thyrea (Athen. 15. 678bc), the paian-singers
after Salamis (Life of Sophokles 3 TrGF p. 31), the pyrrhic dancers at the
Panathenaia (Lysias 21. 1. 4). More generally on nudity see Stewart (1997)
24–42. 

³¹ On Aigina these were most probably private entertainments; there may
have been a preliminary public entry of the victor into the city, but such an occa-
sion would not explain performances consistently self-described as gestures of
hospitality; see Slater (1984) 241–64 and, for an opposite emphasis on the polis,
Kurke (1993) 139. For one Aiginetan case of what seems to be performance at
the Apollo temple, see below, Ch. 9, on Nemean 3; note also the suggestion of a
general dedicatory procession to the Aiakeion, made at the end of Nemean 5.

³² Later antiquity believed that Pindar had been trained as dance-master at
Athens, and had served there in that capacity (Vit. 1. 1. 11 Dr.).

³³ For the natural alternation of I/we ‘in the expression of the subject in
choral poetry’, see Calame (1995) 21 n. 28; C. concludes that the poet is ‘not
excluded’ from this first-person narrator; see also Calame (1997) i. 436ff ., ii.
45ff .



Theban poet’s with that of the youthful Aiginetan chorus from
whose mouths it actually comes.³⁴ Most of the time the visible
dancers will predominate, occasionally the maker of their song,
but now and then the two may join in a non-specific utterance
that seems to come from guest-friends of the house or from 
mortals in general—a voice that emerges from the song as it goes
about its work of transformative praise.³⁵

The stanzas of choral song followed one another, either in
unbroken sequence (making the composition monostrophic), or
divided into pairs by a third stanza of slightly different form
(making it triadic). Either way, their complex repetitions of
rhythm and melody worked to reinforce the poetic argument of
the performance in ways that were immediately apprehended by
an audience of connoisseurs, but beyond recovery for us. Each
word in our texts had its musical note and also its gesture, step,
or turn, imposed by the poet/trainer and lost to today’s mere
readers.³⁶ Here and there the dance may become obvious in
boastful self-exhortations to perform a certain step (e.g. ‘Jump
from the ground!’ I. 5. 38, ‘My knees are nimble!’ N. 5. 20, ‘I
shall come to a stop!’ N. 5. 16). Otherwise structure, word order,
and the patterns of rhythmic phrases in their repetition are the
only indications of the poet’s aural and choreographic artistry,³⁷
and this is why the translations that are provided reproduce, as

Introduction 9

³⁴ Stehle (1997) 15–16 describes choral performers ‘conceived by the audi-
ence as speaking “spontaneously”, by which I mean that the words they spoke
were assumed to be their own’, and adds ‘listeners attach “I” automatically to
the speaker they see speaking’.

³⁵ W. R. Johnson (1982) 202 n. 41 remarks, ‘His I wavers firmly between per-
sonal and choral.’ The present study is in agreement with Nagy (1994) 23: ‘Yes,
Pindar may superimpose his own “I” on the activities of the chorus, making
them act out his role as master–poet, but we must remember that this role is pri-
marily a function of the victory song itself.’ The identification of the ego of
Pindar’s songs has been exhaustively discussed; for a survey and restatement of
the ‘ego = Pindar the Theban poet’ position , see Lefkowitz (1995) 139–50; for
discussion of the difficulties of this position, see J. M. Bremer (1990) 41–57;
Danielewicz (1990) 7–17; d’Alessio (1994) 117–139; Anzai (1994) 141–50;
Stehle (1997) 16–17; Severi (1998) 191–204. 

³⁶ On the dramatic poets as choreographers, note Phrynichos (at Plut. Q,
conv. 8. 732ff . and Athen. 1. 21e–22a) who quotes an Aristophanic Aischylos as
boasting ‘I gave the chorus new figures!’

³⁷ Note the passage cited by Radermacher (1897) 112f. from the Sicilian his-
torian Timaos, in which rhetoric is an alternative to danced pantomime in estab-
lishing emphasis and sense.



nearly as possible, not the rhythms (‘that were an empty hope’,
like the resurrection of Megas at N. 8. 45), but at any rate the 
verbal design of the originals. Cowley warned that if a word-for-
word version were undertaken, ‘it would be thought that one
Mad-man had translated another’,³⁸ but when effects like post-
ponement, enjambment, emphatic placement, balancing con-
cepts, and echoing melodies are to be discussed, one could wish
for such madness. I have tried, at any rate, to make proper
names, significant actions, and major concepts stand roughly in
their ordained places, unobscured by clarification or ‘transla-
tion’ into fluid English. There is no attempt to reflect the poet’s
notorious grandeurs, while his mannerisms—contrived con-
fusions, obtrusive relative pronouns, negatived negatives,
strophic breaks that leave sense up in the air³⁹—are preserved as
devices essential, not just to style, but to ultimate meaning.
Versions such as these are not ‘Pindaric’, certainly not ‘sublime’,
but it is hoped that they will serve a practical discussion of the
verbal means used by Pindar as, time and again, he brought his
audience—contestant, patron, performers, and a houseful of
guests—into a common experience of victory extended and
made imperishable.⁴⁰

10 Introduction

³⁸ Preface to ‘Olympia 2’ (1668) 155–6; so also Dryden, ‘So wild and
ungovernable a poet cannot be translated literally’ (Preface to Ovid’s Epistles,
1680). Both were thinking as poets bound to create new ‘Excellencies’ equal to
Pindar’s own.

³⁹ Pindar’s style has been characterized by Hummel (2001) 47–8 as filled with
obstacles like ‘l’ étrangeté de l’inachevé . . . le malaise de l’instable et de l’erra-
tique’.

⁴⁰ This is what Kurke (1991a) 139 calls a song’s ‘coercion’.
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1. Aigina and the Aiakids

Pindar’s Aiginetan odes were made for the commercial aristoc-
racy of a small, civilized, and very rich island. In Neolithic times
a light population living close to Aigina’s single harbour had
traded with the Kyklades and Krete, and was exporting its own
figured pottery by about 1600 bc.¹ Tiny settlements appeared
even on the eastern side of the island, where the Aphaia temple
would eventually stand, but when Mykenai was destroyed the
Aiginetan villages were likewise devastated. The island was
essentially deserted until, in the years between 1000 and 800 bc,
settlers moved across from Argos, Arkadia, and Epidauros (Hdt.
8. 46. l; Paus. 2. 29. 5) or, as Pindar put it, ‘The Dorian host of
Hyllos and Aigimios came and founded Aigina’ (I. 9. 1–4). These
newcomers went as far as the top of Mt. Oros to set up an altar to
Zeus in what would become the temenos of Zeus Hellanios, but
the inland regions were not adapted to agriculture, not even to
olives or vines (Strabo 8. 6. 16), and so, like their predecessors,²
the new inhabitants gathered around the one good harbour and
became seamen. All islanders, as Thukydides remarked (1. 8. 1;
cf. 1. 5. 1–3), have been pirates at one time and these Geometric
settlers made a rapid progression from random raids to regular
toll-taking, and then to trade in slaves, metals, and grain, while
they also imported ore for island craftsmen who soon became
famous for their bronze statues. Increased prosperity meant
extended commercial operations, rivalries, and shifting alliances
throughout the Mediterranean, but a powerful landowning 
class did not appear. Aigina never knew a set of chivalric nobles

¹ For the warrior tomb of c.1600 near the south gate of the lower town, see
Higgins (1987) 182, who reports grave-goods that suggest ‘a rich settlement of
Mainland type, tempered by a substantial Minoan element’. Walter (2001)
146–7 holds that this was the tomb of a young king, the last of a line that had
ruled since c.1800 bc. For the second millennium in general see Welter (1938b)
7ff ; Kirsten (1942) 289–311.

² Pottery from c.1800 bc shows ships handled by sailors who may or may not
carry lances, and also a daimonic figure who rides a dolphin; see Walter (2001)
116–18.



whose task was to lead armed foot-soldiers because its terrain,
unfriendly to cultivation and also to horses, was on all sides
defended by the sea.³

The commercial success of Aigina attracted the interest of
Argos and Epidauros, and for about a century the sea-going lords
of Aigina supplied ships and probably tribute to one or the other
of the older mainland powers. During this time a man might
have to cross to the Peloponnese for court hearings (Hdt. 5. 83. 1)
as well as for certain religious duties, especially in connection
with the cult of Apollo Pythaieus,⁴ and it was said that an
Aiginetan, Kleandros, was called over as assassin, when the
tyrant of Epidauros wanted a visiting Athenian killed (Plut. Mor.
403c). Meanwhile supervision of ordinary affairs was in the
hands of trusted island families, and when, towards the end of
the seventh century (Hdt. 3. 59. 1–4),⁵ the island began to rival
Korinth and Samos as a commercial power, these local rulers
‘stiffened themselves’ to revolt (Hdt. 5. 83). There was no resist-
ance from the weakened Epidauros and round about 610 bc.
Aigina began a century and a half of free-ranging independence.
When men from the island organized a coastal raid and stole the
sacred figures from the mainland cult of Damia and Auxesia, the
Epidaurians were unable to take them back.⁶

The separation seems to have been the work of the same com-
mercial nobles who had locally administered the Epidaurian
hegemony, and they apparently continued to rule the island in its
independence.⁷ They showed a special reverence for the non-
Doric Apollo Delphinios, whose games opened every sailing 
season,⁸ but the local Pythaieus cult kept up its traditional con-
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³ Ephoros FGrH 70 F 176 reported that the island (30 sq. miles = 85 sq. km.),
more than one-third rock, could not support itself. Hans Goethe found remains
of several elaborate late 6th-cent. farmsteads in the central plain, evidently the
not-necessarily self-sustaining properties of rich men (lecture, Univ. of
Pensylvania, 28 Sept. 1999).

⁴ See Figueira (1981) 176–7.
⁵ Jeffery (1976) 150 puts the separation ‘probably in the first half of the 7th

century’ but Figuiera (1993) 33 suggests c.610 bc, the time of Periander’s cam-
paign against Epidauros.

⁶ Figueira (1983) 8–29.
⁷ So Kirsten (1942) 300–2.
⁸ Graf (1979) 2–22 argues from parallels at Athens, Dreros, and Olbia that

the Delphinios cult was originally initiatory and that it derived from pre-Doric
times; cf. Birge (1994) 14. Aiginetans also honoured Apollo as Oikistes and
Domatites (schol. P. N. 5. 88); see Nilsson (1906) 172.



nection with mainland centres⁹ and island athletes went regu-
larly to Epidauros, Nemea, and the Isthmos in demonstration of
aristocratic vitality. There is no sign of any internal political
change and the early silver coinage is proof that the city’s rev-
enues continued to be taken in and spent by men fundamentally
concerned with trade,¹⁰ their emblem the amphibious sea-
turtle.¹¹ It is not known how the polity was organized, but 
its policies and projects were under the effective control of a 
limited group drawn from certain familial units called patrai.¹²
Only seven tribal names have survived, but since the women’s
choruses for Damia and Auxesia were organized by ten men each
(Hdt. 5.83),¹³ and since the hostages taken by Kleomenes were
ten (‘most worthy because of wealth and family’, Hdt. 6. 73),¹⁴ it
seems probable that this was the number of the ruling tribes.
Their members will have filled the various priesthoods, decided
on building projects, and maintained the calendar of religious
celebrations, while they, or some inner group, also fixed alliances
and city policy. 
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⁹ Barrett (1954) 422 n.3. The theoroi of the Apollo temple mentioned at P. N.
3. 70 were said by the schol. to be either temple supervisors or archons, and
Welter, Kirsten, and Figueira suppose a group of actual magistrates who pre-
side over the aristocracy of Aigina. On the other hand Felton and Wurster
(1975) 32–5, 50–3 note Hellenistic inscriptions from the thearion that show
banquet organization as the chief duty of these ‘overseers’. Reference to a
pentapolis in one late inscription suggests that Aigina was (with Argos and
Asine?) one of five cities joined in a cult of Apollo Pythaieus.

¹⁰ Figueira (1981) 107–12, 290, links the expanding currency to the state
building projects of the 6th cent. Winterscheidt (1938) refused to believe that
the governing class was commercial, holding that trade was in the hands of the
people, and he was followed by de Ste Croix (1972) 266–7, (1981) 120. Most
scholars agree with Kirsten (1942) 302 and Figueira (1981) 286 that the scale of
Aiginetan commerce demanded direction by the nobility; cf. Zunker (1988) 35
who assumes rule by prominent ‘Kaufmannsfamilien’. Arnheim (1977) 127–8
argued that a ‘fusion’ of ‘nouveaux riches’ with the aristocracy kept a tyrant
from appearing on Aigina. 

¹¹ The sea-turtle would be changed for a land-turtle after the Athenian occu-
pation; see Picard (1978) 330–3.

¹² Parker (1996) 63 n.26 and bibliography cited there, esp. Winterscheidt
(1938) 42–46. According to Nagy (1990) 176 the members of these ‘lineages’
made up ‘a closed and specially privileged group within the aristocratic com-
munity,’ but he cites no evidence.

¹³ Nagy (1990) 365 n. 141 takes the ‘ritual strife’ mentioned by Herodotos (5.
83. 3) to mean that each male chorus-leader mocked his own group of female
singers, but this would be without precedent. Some form of contest between
groups, accompanied by multi-voiced insults, would seem more probable; see
Calame (2001) 139.

¹⁴ The 500 hoplites sent to Plataea were perhaps 50 from each of ten groups.



As for the citizens, who in the early fifth century numbered
somewhere between 20,000 and 40,000,¹⁵ a few of them may have
cultivated the pampered inland fields, but most were sailors or
artisans, especially metalworkers,¹⁶ while a significant propor-
tion were, like the nobles, slave-dealers and ship-owners
engaged in trade.¹⁷ Herodotus, indeed, remembered Sostratos, a
commoner who among other ventures carried Attic pottery into
Etruria in the mid-sixth century (4. 152),¹⁸ and outstripped all
other Greek traders in wealth. Like their rulers, the men of
Aigina thought of themselves as descendants of the Dorian 
settlers who had come three centuries earlier, and as living under
the Dorian constitution of Hyllos, though as islanders they
boasted a special regard for the laws of piety and hospitality (P. I.
9. 5–6).¹⁹ What is more, their women fastened their dresses with
Dorian pins to commemorate the defeat of Athenians who would
have seized the stolen images of Damia and Auxesia (Hdt. 5.
87).²⁰ These consciously ‘Dorian’ traders established outposts in
Krete and at Naukratis (Hdt. 2. 178),²¹ and by the first decade of
the fifth century their city was, according to later report, the
Ruler of the Sea.²²
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¹⁵ Estimates based on two ‘facts’: Aigina seems to have had 3,500 potential
oarsmen to man its seventy pentekonters in 487 bc (Hdt. 6. 92), and something
like 6,000 men must have gone with the thirty triremes sent to Salamis (Hdt. 7.
46. 1).

¹⁶ The island was known for sculpture, bronze-casting, and metalwork of all
sorts, especially the manufacture of arms, all traditionally done by free artisans;
see Kirsten (1942) 299–300.

¹⁷ Arist. Pol. 4. 4. 1291b 224 reported that the most numerous class of
Aiginetans was made up of men concerned with the sea, specifically with sea-
borne trade.

¹⁸ According to Hdt. 4. 152 Sostratos was the Greek trader who made the
greatest profit in the mid-6th cent. A stele dedicated by him stood in the Hera
sanctuary at Gravisca, and the mark SO on Attic pottery found there seems to be
his; see Torelli (1971) 55–60; Johnston (1972) 416–23; Harvey (1976) 206–14.
The pottery from the Aphaia temple area on Aigina gives evidence of trade in the
550–500 bc period with the Black Sea area and also with Umbria and Apulia, as
well as of strong contacts with Rhodes and Lakonia; see Williams (1993) 571–98.

¹⁹ ‘Founded by followers of Hyllos and Aigimios, Aigina was inhabited by
men who lived according to their Dorian constitution, dealing with strangers
according to divine law and secular justice’. The island had been ‘treasured up
for its Dorian people since the time of Aiakos’ (P. O. 8. 30; cf. N. 3. 3, and the
‘Dorian Sea’ of Pa. 6. 123–4. For self-identification as Dorians in general, see
Zunker (1988) 36 and n. 174. ²⁰ Amit (1973) 19–20.

²¹ On Aiginetan prosperity in the mid-6th cent. see Osborne (1996) 257.
²² They were the 17th such power in Eusebius’ overall chronological table;

see Forrest (1969) 105.



The authority of the Aiginetan oligarchs seems never to have
been challenged from within the city until the second decade of
the fifth century, when Athens supported the unsuccessful revolt
of Nikodromos. Theirs was the one form of government that a
unified and prosperous local population could remember,²³ but
though they were unquestioned these nobles needed to explain
their position to themselves, to their sons as they came of age,
and also to their guests and the island’s many visitors. The
Aiginetan aristocrats opened their doors to brothers and uncles
of brides brought from elsewhere, to strangers who came as 
pilgrims to the shrine of Zeus Hellanios, and also to clients, 
merchants, exiles, and trainers from other cities, to all of whom
the peculiar status of the empowered patrai had to be indicated.
The men of the great families were wealthy, yes, but their 
wealth was variable and not unlike that of many other island
families, nor as Dorian lords among a Dorian people could they
pretend to a superiority of blood. Consequently, the story-tellers
of Aigina began very early to patch together a mythic cloak, a
combination of borrowed ‘Aiakid’ traditions with basic local
legend,²⁴ which should lend a distinguishing identity to the
island lords.

In spite of their Dorian traditions, the population of Aigina
knew a living folk tradition about a primeval local hero, the
island’s first and only king, who was honoured at a shrine on the
city’s most prominent height. Mysterious rites were held there,
and initiates knew that his altar was his heroic tomb (Paus. 2. 29.
8–9),²⁵ while a nearby shrine belonged to a preliminary monster
who had been slain. Stories were in place at the beginning of the
seventh century, telling how an inaugural human inhabitant 
was engendered by Zeus upon a nymph called Oinona, who was 
then transformed to become this lonely island (Hes. Cat. 205.1
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²³ The wealth of the island is indicated by the tribute of 30T levied after 446
bc, after that of Thasos the highest of any member of the League; see Amit
(1973) 40; Figueira (1993) 272. Arnheim (1977) 127 mentions the ‘“middle-
class” character of the bulk of the population’ as the reason for the island’s ‘com-
paratively tranquil political history’.

²⁴ Prinz (1979) 34–38.
²⁵ Harland (1925) 69ff. believed cults of Aiakos and Zeus Hellanios had been

brought to the island by Achaians arriving in LGH I; cf. Töpffer RE s.v. Aiakos.
Kirsten (1942) 293 suggested that a sanctuary on Mt. Oros belonging to an ear-
lier Aiakos Hellanios might have been taken over by incoming Dorians; others
posit early Thessalian settlers as bringers of Aiakos.



MW).²⁶ It was also said that, as companions for his isolated son,
Zeus brought ants up from underground to become Aigina’s
hard-working sailor-citizens (Hes. fr. 205. 3–7 MW; cf. Apollod.
3. 158; Ovid Met. 7. 614–60). This story of the god-sent ants
(m»rmhkeß) answered the definitional question of all islanders:
‘Are we creatures of the land or of the sea?’ But it is hard to make
heroes of ants, and in time the tale-makers developed a more 
satisfying response. The Zeus-born Founder engendered two
sons,²⁷ one a seal-like monster born to a sea-bride,²⁸ the other a
fully human prince born from the womb of a dryad called Endaïs
(Earth).²⁹ These two quarrelled and when the earthborn heir
killed Phokos, the Nereid’s child, the nature of Oinona’s inhabi-
tants was settled.³⁰ With this tale, the early people of Aigina
described themselves as masters of the sea but fully human and
belonging to the soil of their island.

As the episodes of the Iliad became current, the echo between
the Myrmidons of Thessalian legend and the ant-men of
Aigina³¹ encouraged island singers to identify their Founder
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²⁶ Of Oinona the schol. at  P. N. 4. 46 says only that this was a previous name
for Aigina, taken from ‘some nymph’; the island is so named also at N. 5. 16 and
N. 8. 7. Carnes (1995) 7–48 holds that the function of the Aiakos story is to
sexualize a myth of autochthony. 

²⁷ A tradition known to Eustathius reported the father of Patroklos,
Menoitios, as a third son of Aiakos (Hes. Cat. 212a MW); the schol. at P. O. 9.
104–7 makes Menoitios the son of Aktor, a mortal mate of Aigina, and so half-
brother to Aiakos.

²⁸ Hes. Theog. 1005; schol. Eur. Andr. 687. The seal was thought of as a mon-
ster close to the Man of the Sea because he had hands but not arms, and neither
feet nor legs (Pliny HN 32.144); he seemed friendly but had the smell of the sea-
depths and death about him (Od. 4. 406, 442, 445–6), and he showed the evil eye
(Plut. QConv. 664c).

²⁹ Endaïs= $Egga≤oß; in later tradition the daughter either of Skiron (Paus. 2.
29.7; Apollod. 3. 12; Plut. Thes. 10) or of Chiron (Hyg. Fab. 14; schol.Il. 16.14;
schol. P.N.5.12). 

³⁰ Tradition buried the murdered elder son close to the spot where Aiakos
would lie; both graves were associated with mystery rites (Paus.2. 29. 8–9).
Welter (1938a) 52 and (1954) 43 identified a circular 6th-cent. foundation with
a base in prehistoric levels, located just west of the Apollo temple, as the grave of
Phokos. On the general type of the hero who clears the sea of monsters, see
Wilamowitz (1895) ii. 99 (ad Eur. HF 394).

³¹ Kirsten (1942) 293 n. 1 supposed that autochthonous ant people of early
island stories were later identified with Myrmidons of Thessaly. Compare the
ant-like forebears of the Attic Kekropidai and of a family from Ephyra (Roscher
s.v. Myrmidons) and see Carnes (1990) 41–4 where the Euhemerist version of
Theogenes is noted (FGrH 300 F, quoted by schol. at P. N. 3. 13). For the ety-
mological non-connection between m»rmhkeß and Myrmidons, see Boemer
(1976) 331–2.



with the father of Homer’s Peleus.³² Homer had called Aiakos a
son of Zeus (Il. 21. 189), as was the island hero, and as for the
mother one had only to identify Oinona, the ‘isolated’ local
mother, with an Asopid named Aigina, while the city’s chief
water source became Asopos (P. N. 3. 4)³³. The rest of Greece
accepted this incorporation of Aiakos into island legend and by
the end of the sixth century the rape of Aigina—the necessary
preliminary to the birth of an Aiginetan Aiakos—had become a
familiar subject for vase-painters who gave it a fixed iconography
of outraged father, fleeing sisters, and the pursuing god.³⁴ At
home, the scene was depicted in one of the pediments of the 
temple of Apollo (finished about 510 bc) and again in a pediment
of the new Aphaia temple in its first phase (late 490s?).³⁵ Finally,
a more reverent, cosmic version was reflected, perhaps in the
490s, in the performance of Aiginetan dancers sent to the
Delphic Theoxenia (P. Pa. 6. 124–40).³⁶ In the song that Pindar
made for them, the chase is ignored as the bride is lifted away
from Asopos and transported to a star-like island in the Dorian
Sea, there to receive the divine seed, her modesty protected by
strands of golden mist. 

By the end of the sixth century bc Aiakos belonged unarguably
to Aigina, while he also served as acolyte in the panhellenic cult
of Zeus that was celebrated at the peak of Mount Oros.³⁷
Embassies from all of Greece regularly climbed to that height in
memory of a time of killing drought when similar groups were
said to have come to Aiakos, on the advice of Delphi, asking that
he beg for rain at his father’s shrine (Isok. 9.15; Paus. 2. 29. 6–8;
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³² West (1985) 163–4 supposes that Aiakos, as well as Psamathe and Phokos,
originated in Thessalian fairy-tales that were drawn first into the Trojan Saga,
then appropriated by Aiginetans during the 7th cent. as local genealogies ‘trav-
elled about’.

³³ See below, Ch. 9, p. 143 and n. 9. 
³⁴ Note in particular the Brygos cup, c.490 bc (ARV2 381, 182, Boston Mus.

Fine Arts 95.36) where the taking of Aigina is coupled with that of Ganymede.
Aischylos apparently made the rape of Aigina the premise of his satyr-play
Sisyphos drapetes, and Pherekydes also told the tale (fr. 78 Mueller); cf Apollod.
1. 9. 3; 3. 12. 6.

³⁵ For the Apollo temple group, see Walter (1993) 45 and figs. 42, 43; for the
Aphaia group, see Ohly (1976) xiv.

³⁶ Burnett (1998) 493–520.
³⁷ Farnell (1921: 310; cf. 1896: i. 61–3) believed that this cult must have been

brought down from Dodona by a migrating tribe called either Myrmdones or
Hellenes.



schol. P. Pa. 6. 125). His prayers were successful, and this Aiakid
salvation of Hellas was memorialized by relief sculptures show-
ing the suppliant foreigners, which were set up at the Aiginetan
sanctuary where Aiakos had his tomb. A Founder-King who
saved Greece from famine was a splendid hero for a community
of merchants who regularly supplied grain where local crops
were insufficient, and the local endurance of this legend needs no
explanation. Its general acceptance throughout Greece, on the
other hand, like its service as aition at the Delphic Theoxenia,³⁸
may suggest some elements of historicity. Certainly it was
remembered after the great drought in the years around 700 bc,³⁹
when cities all over Greece gave thanks to the Zeus Panhellanios
who had saved them, and also to his son, Aiakos, first and only
king of Aigina (Paus. 1. 44. 9, of a sanctuary above Megara).⁴⁰

Aiakos was proverbial for his wisdom and piety⁴¹ and later 
legend made him a judge in the underworld, but at the opening
of the fifth century he was primarily a proof of possible contact
between earth and heaven—the son of a generous mountain-top
Zeus who guaranteed to him and his island a pre-eminence
peacefully gained and peacefully enjoyed.⁴² On Aigina he
remained essentially the hero-founder whose tomb was close to
the burial mound of his seal-son and whose shrine held powerful
ancient images of wood or terracotta.⁴³ With him all culture
began, and he was celebrated with annual processions, sacrifices,
and games;⁴⁴ sometimes too an athletic crown taken in mainland
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³⁸ P. Pa. 6. 62; Isok. 9. 15; Paus. 2. 29. 6–8; Apollod. 3. 12. 6; Diod. 6. 4. 60–1;
schol. P. N. 5. 17a.

³⁹ Camp (1979) 397–411.
⁴⁰ Excavators report a simple shrine at peaktop with a large terrace on the

slope below arranged for the accommodation of pilgrims (H. Goethe, lec-
ture,Univ. of Pennsylvania, 28 Sept. 1999).

⁴¹ Isok. 9. 14–15; Plut. Thes. 10.
⁴² First named as underworld judge at Ar. Ran. 464; then Pl. Apol. 41a; Gorg.

523e; Isok. 9. 15; Dem. de Cor. 127; CIG III 6298; Pap. gr. Mag. V 1467. The
earliest representations in vase-painting are in Hades scenes on Apulian volute
kraters of the 4th cent. (LIMC s.v. Aiakos). Pindar seems to know an Aiakos
who served at least once as mediator among the gods (I. 8. 26); see Hubbard
(1987) 5–22.

⁴³ They were called simply ‘the Aiakids,’ always a plurality but never with
separate names; von der Mühll (1930) 21–2 suggested that they might have been
cult objects from an older shrine dedicated to a pair of Helper Heroes.

⁴⁴ On the Aiakeia, see Bernardini (1983) 187 n. 72, 188 n. 74. Pindar com-
posed a Prosodion for worshippers approaching the Aiakeion (fr. 52n S = 52p
M), from which Rutherford (1992) 59–72 would reconstruct a statue-carrying



contest was dedicated to him (N. 5. 53). Nevertheless this tran-
quil figure, true to his function as mediator, gave the sea-going
Aiginetans access to the epic battlefields of northern tradition.
Peleus was Aiakides in the Iliad (16.15, 18. 433; cf Hes. 211. 7
MW = 81. 7 Rz.), and with the annexation of the Homeric tradi-
tion he was necessarily brought to Aigina as the son of its first and
only king. There was great prestige to be gained from an island-
born Peleus, even though the singer who took advantage of this
motif was immediately bound to explain why this hero did not
stay to take his father’s crown, but went instead to Thessaly.
Fortunately, the ancient tale of the Brothers’ Quarrel was 
fixed among the most primitive of island traditions, so that if a
Peleus who was son of Endaïs were to kill his half-brother, the
monstrous Seal Prince,⁴⁵ he could be sent into exile, like the
heroes of so many colonization tales (cf. Tlepolemus at Rhodes,
in O. 7).⁴⁶ In this way, after a brief appearance as the earthborn
son who removed an heir too closely associated with the sea,
Peleus could proceed to the north, a permanent embellishment
for island mythology, though he was geographically removed
from Aigina. 

Acting as his killer, Peleus paradoxically revived the signifi-
cance of the primeval Phokos, but even without this epic intru-
sion into the old tale, Phokos would surely have maintained 
his dark existence in certain local celebrations and in the secret
rites at the Aiakeion.⁴⁷ He had a grave near his father’s tomb—a
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procession that brought a figure of Psamathe to Aiakos, or returned a figure of
Aiakos to the city. 

⁴⁵ But see Prinz (1979) 44–5 who supposes the Phokos legend to have been a
new importation meant to answer a Salaminian introduction of Telamon into
the Aiakid line.

⁴⁶ Burnett (1988) 149–50; Dougherty (1993) 178–200.
⁴⁷ For Phokos as one of a pair of heroes who might bring rescue, see von der

Mühll (1930) 21–3. A Phokian tradition named a Phokos son of Ornytion, a
Korinthian, as founder of Phokis (Diod. Sic. 4. 72. 6; Paus. 10. 1. 1; 2. 29. 3);
buried at Tithorea, he was father of the Phokian Krisos and Panopeus (Hes. Cat.
58. 7 MW; Asios fr. 5 Bernabé), grandfather of Epeios and ancestor of Strophios
and Pylades. Even to this Korinthian Phokos the motif of fraternal strife was
attached, for his twin sons fought with one another in the womb (Hes. Cat. 58.
77). In time storytellers identified the Korinthian with the Aiginetan bearer of
this name (Paus. 10. 1. 1), explaining that the islander had been driven from
Aigina, had been taken in by men of Phokis, had married a king’s daughter and
led his new northern people in an expansion of their territory, but finally had
returned to Aigina where he was killed by his Aiakid brothers; see McInerney
(1999) 140–6.



circular mound topped by what looked like a discus (Paus. 2. 29.
7)⁴⁸—and he was surely represented among the cult figures kept
in the Founder’s shrine. He was, after all, the eldest son of
Aiakos, engendered upon the Nereid Psamathe who left him on
the shore when she returned to her element. In the primitive
story his killing had served to establish the islanders’ identity as
landsmen who were triumphant over the sea,⁴⁹ but he took on a
sharper significance when it was Peleus who removed him. Ever
a figure for ‘what-might-have-been,’ he now entered panhellenic
myth as a preliminary version of Achilles, erased by the hero-
father of that more perfect son of a Nereid. ‘Of the daughters of
the Old Man of the Sea, the one—Psamathe—bore Phokos to
Aiakos, having loved him in Aphrodite’s way, but the other—
Thetis the silvershod goddess—mastered by Peleus, gave birth
to Achilles, the lion-hearted crusher of men’ (Hes. Theog.
1003–7).⁵⁰ Retold in this way, the fratricide of the island founda-
tion legend ensured the eventual birth, to the proper daughter of
the Sea, of an Aiakid who was not a monstrous amphibious crea-
ture, but instead a godlike hero of epic.⁵¹

The story of the violent death of Phokos at the hands of Peleus
was evidently told in various forms and in various places, and at
some early point an Aiginetan teller of tales saw that it could be
used to introduce more epic heroes into the Aiakid family. With
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⁴⁸ On the grave see Welter (1954) 43. The tale of his death by discus throw
makes Phokos a distant double to the Spartan Hyakinthos. Certain Aiginetan
rites for Poseidon Monophagos suggest a cult in which worshippers bonded in
common symbolic guilt (Plut. QGr 301d–e), and which might conceivably have
been connected with Phokos; on the cult act of dining at separate tables, see
Burkert (1983) 220–1 and n. 23.

⁴⁹ Detienne (1970) 219–33 notes that seals were thought to be like islands,
neither mainland nor sea. The Telchines who came out of the sea to be the first
inhabitants of Rhodes were turned out by sons of Helios, as Phokos is here
‘turned out’ by a grandson of Zeus. The same sea/land ambiguity is expressed in
the artificial sand bar on which Telamon stood in later legend while arguing that
the killing of Phokos was involuntary (Paus. 2. 29. 10).

⁵⁰ Later tales would make the two moments of generation more similar by
describing a resisting, form-changing Psamathe who took the shape of a seal as
Aiakos raped her; schol. A Eur. Andr. 687; Apollod. Bib. 3. 12. 6; Ov. Met. 7.
476. Euripides knew a story in which Psamathe left Aiakos to become the wife of
Proteus (Hel. 6).

⁵¹ That the slaughter of Phokos was viewed as a heroic deed is clear from a bit
of elaborate Euripidean irony at Androm. 687, where the weak and uxorious
Menelaus suggests that Peleus should have been like him – should have refused
to kill Phokos as he had refused to kill Helen.



his similar name, Ajax was a likely grandson for Aiakos,⁵² and
fortunately his father was a hero without a patronymic,⁵³ being
known to Greeks at the end of the seventh century simply as
Telamon of Salamis, a man proverbially ready for a fight.⁵⁴ So
why should that belligerent man not have been a third son of
Aiakos, brother and ally of Peleus and like him exiled after the
killing of the Seal Prince, at which time he took refuge on
Salamis? Telamon was known as a favoured companion of
Herakles; he had made the first kill in the battle with the
Amazons (Hes. fr. 278 Rz.)⁵⁵ and had also accompanied
Alkmena’s son against Amykos, Alkyoneus, and the Meropes on
Kos. This association was, with the fathering of Ajax, the prime
fact of his mythic life and Hesiod had joined the two motifs in a
scene in which Herakles, as Telamon’s friend and guest, asks
Zeus to send his host a son and is answered by the appearance of
the eagle that gave Ajax his name (Cat. 250 MW=schol. P. I. 6.
53). This meant that when Telamon was claimed as an Aiakid,
Aigina gained not only his son, Ajax, but also his friend,
Herakles, whose cult does not seem to have been prominent in
the earliest times, in spite of the island’s Dorian traditions.⁵⁶
Only in the sixth century does he make a strong appearance, as in
the poros figure from the old Apollo temple (c.570–60 bc) and the
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⁵² The Aiginetan interest in Telamon and Ajax may have been excited by the
Megarian moves that culminated, at the end of the 7th cent., in annexation of
Salamis. See Prinz (1979) 44–8 who, however, supposes that the original
impulse to Aiakidize came from Salaminians looking for a divine ancestor. For
6th-cent. Athenian claims to Ajax (and Salamis), note the interpolation at Il. 2.
557–8 and Plutarch’s report, Sol. 10. 3; in general, see Parker (1996) 119,
316–17; Davies (1971) 294–312; Higbie (1997) 278–307.

⁵³ Pherekydes (FGrH I 410 = FHG 3 F 60) named a local pair, Aktaios and
Glauke, as parents of Telamon; he was thus grandson of Kychreus the earth-
born serpentine first king of Salamis, and friend but not brother of Peleus (cf.
Apollod. 3. 12. 7). It may be that Pherekydes also made Theseus, not Telamon,
the father of Ajax; see Barron (1980) 1–8.

⁵⁴ Aristophon CAF 2. 277K; Hesych. s.v. Telam0noß ajde∏n.
⁵⁵ In eight black-figure representations he is identified by inscriptions, a

bearded hoplite in the act of killing an Amazon who is once named Glauke, once
Toxis. In others he may come to the aid of Herakles; the earliest of these are
from the second quarter of the 6th cent. 

⁵⁶ P. N. 7. 93–4 locates the house of Sogenes’ father between two precincts of
Herakles, and at Xen. Hell. 5. 1 there is mention of a Herakleion that seems to be
outside the city, but no remnants of either have been found. The schol. at N. 7.
86 refers to a theoxenic rite called Herakleia, commemorating Aiakos’ reception
of Herakles, but this is otherwise unknown. For Herakles in the decorations of
the Apollo temple, see below, Ch. 2, p. 40 n. 47.



pedimental Amazon battle from the same building in its rebuilt
form (c.510).⁵⁷

As a companion of Herakles, Telamon was a hunter and 
legend had given him a part in the Kalydonian Boar Hunt,⁵⁸
along with Peleus, so it was easy to make the two young heroes
companions, then brothers and allies in the killing of Phokos. By
the end of the seventh century their collaboration was so well
accepted that the Korinthian poet of the Alkmaionis (c.600 bc)
could use it as an illustrative digression. In that epic, probably in
comparison with Alkmaion’s similar deed of kin-killing, a ‘god-
like’ Telamon (innocent of patronymic)⁵⁹ works side by side with
Peleus in an attack on their brother (EGF fr. 1 = schol. Eur.
Androm. 687):

Then with the wheel-shaped discus did god-like Telamon
strike at his head, while swift Peleus, hatchet of bronze 
in his outstretched hand, sent a punishing blow to his back.

These lines do not explicitly make Telamon the brother of
Peleus, but they do describe a complicity almost necessarily 
fraternal, and from this time on there will be a second killer of
Phokos, Telamon, the father of Ajax and the son of Aiakos.⁶⁰
Subsequent tellings (inspired by the preservation of what looked
like a discus at the tomb of Phokos) would assume an athletic
context in which the fratricide might be due to envy of the older
brother’s prowess (schol. Eur. Androm. 687; Apollod. Bib. 3. 12.
6 reports that Phokos was famous for his strength) or even to an
accidental misthrow (Diod. Sic. 4. 72. 6). And though Peleus
remains the principal assassin, reflecting the earlier form of the
tale in which he alone destroyed Psamathe’s son,⁶¹ both brothers
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⁵⁷ Poros figure from older temple, Walter (1993) fig. 34; pedimental Amazon
battle, Fuchs and Floren (1987) 310.

⁵⁸ For Telamon at the Kalydonian boar hunt see Furtwängler,
Vasensammlung i. 246, no. 1706, Berlin vase from Orvieto; Eur. Mel. fr. 530 N 2
where he carries a shield with an eagle device; schol. Il. 16. 14; Paus. 8. 45. 6
(pediment of Athena temple at Tegea).

⁵⁹ Telamon and Peleus are not explicitly called brothers until P. N. 5. 12; cf.
Ba. 13. 96–9, for the same pre–480 bc victory.

⁶⁰ Furthest from the story in the Alkmaionis is the report of the schol. at Il. 15.
14 which speaks of an accidental killing in connection with the Kalydonian boar
hunt as the cause of Telamon’s exile. It may be that the Alkmaionis showed
killers who acted at their mother’s instigation, in contrast to Alkmaion’s deed;
cf. later accounts reported by Pausanias (2. 29. 9).

⁶¹ Only at Apollod. 2. 12.6, 11 does Telamon perform the chief role.



depart at once into their necessary exiles. The storytellers send
Peleus to the north in accordance with his epic reputation,
Telamon to Salamis so that Ajax may enjoy a nearby birthplace.⁶²

In a sense Ajax himself was likewise an easy hero to claim, for
Homer had given him neither host nor homeland.⁶³ He had no
known grandfather, nor any named ancestors, and even his
patronymic had a certain openness, since Ajax Telamonios
might indicate ‘Ajax the Protector’ as strongly as it did ‘Son of
Telamon’.⁶⁴ Hesiod had given him Herakles as a kind of god-
father (Cat. 250 MW), thus increasing his separation from ordi-
nary epic genealogy, and meanwhile his association with Salamis
was not necessarily exclusive. He had an ancient hero-cult
there,⁶⁵ which suggests a tradition of his death on that island, but
this did not rule out an association with Aigina. Even Hesiod’s
inclusion of Aigina among the cities from whom the ‘blameless
warrior from Salamis’ had taken cattle could be explained away
(Cat. 204. 44–51 MW), though of course as the son of an exile he
could not, any more than Achilles, be introduced directly into
island legend. Like the son of Peleus, Ajax had to remain at a 
distance, exercising the more general functions of protection and
rescue that belonged to his oldest pre-epic manifiestations.⁶⁶

As a result of this slow process of mythic patchwork the nobles
of Aigina could appear, at the beginning of the fifth century, in a
fictive garment that made them spiritual heirs to Homer’s most
notorious heroes. Zeus had given the Aiakids a special grant of
defensive courage (ålk3, Cat. 203.1) and this they employed,
even as they passed it on, in behalf of the present-day nobles of
Aigina.⁶⁷ It was the strengthening immanence of this quality that
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⁶² Huxley (1964) 53 supposes that the story of Telamon’s plea of innocence
before Aiakos (Paus. 2. 29. 10) was told in the Alkmaionis, but it seems unlikely
that he and Peleus were so extensively treated in that poem. His mole and the
delta where Alkmaion settled both reflect the fairy-tale motif of banishment
until a marvel occurs (Stith Thompson Motif Index Q 431.4) but the rationalism
of the first, with its justice-dispensing Aiakos, marks it as probably much later. 

⁶³ Ajax was Salaminian only at Il. 2. 557–8 and 7. 199, both generally thought
interpolations, though Hope Simpson and Lagenby (1970) 50–60 accepted the
passage from the Catalogue.

⁶⁴ Von der Mühll (1930) 34–5, citing Bethe, Homer iii. 120–1.
⁶⁵ Ferguson (1938) 17. ⁶⁶ Von der Mühll (1930) 22–4.
⁶⁷ Some have thought that the entire free population of Aigina might be

called Aiakids (e.g. Nagy (1990) 178 n. 136); Slater (1969) s.v. Ajak≤daß c. offers
eleven presumed examples, but most of these seem to refer to the mythic Aiakids
as they continue to inhabit the island, not to the actual population.



Pindar described when he imagined the island as encircled with
Aiakid powers ready to hear its songs (N. 4. 44–56): 

Weave now sweet lyre this present song! 
Mix in a Lydian harmony, making it 45
dear to Oinona and far-away Kypros where 
Teukros, Telamon’s son, holds sway while 
Ajax keeps Salamis as his paternal realm and,
off in the Euxine, Achilles inhabits his 
radiant isle; Thetis holds power in Phthia, 50 
Neoptolemos out on the vast headland 
where cattle-rich heights stretch 
down from Dodona towards the Ionian strait. At 
Pelion’s foot lies Iolkos, city enslaved
and consigned to Thessalian rule by 55 
Peleus’ warlike hand . . .

The lords of Aigina did not, as far as we know, seek control
over any of these places,⁶⁸ nor is there evidence that they pre-
tended to blood descent from the Aiakids.⁶⁹ Athenian families
had already monopolized the sons of Ajax,⁷⁰ so this would have
been plausible only through Molossos, the half-Trojan son of
Neoptolemos,⁷¹ through a lost daughter of Peleus, or some
offspring of Teucer.⁷² The Dorian nobles of Aigina, unlike the
Salaminioi or the Philiads, had no apparent wish to occupy
Salamis and when they sang Telamon and Ajax their boast was
simply that their own island was strengthened in all its enter-
prises by the direct engagement of Aiakid heroes who were their
symbolic ancestors. What was more, this magical aid could be
manipulated, for it was lodged in cult figures that were kept in
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⁶⁸ Prinz (1979) 46–7 supposes that the absorption of Telamon/Ajax into the
Aiakid line began on Salamis, sometime between 650 and 600 bc, inspired by the
Megarian resistance to Athenian control of the island.

⁶⁹ See Zunker (1988) 36 and n. 175; for an admittedly hard to prove assertion
of an aristocratic claim of descent from Aiakos, see Nagy (1990) 175–81.

⁷⁰ Athenian Salaminioi, Plut. Sol. 10. 3; Paus. 1. 35. 2; Philiadai, Pherekydes
FGrH 3 F2; Hdt. 6. 35; the Kleisthenic Aiantes came later. See Ferguson (1938)
16–17; Davies (1971) 294–312; Thomas (1989) 161–72; Parker (1996) 316.

⁷¹ Note E. Androm. 1246–7. At a later date Epirotes in need of ancestors
would discover two more sons of Neoptolemos and Andromache, Pielos and
Pergamos (Paus. 1. 11. 1).

⁷² Certain families in Paionia and around the Strymon claimed descent from
Teucer, who was supposed to have passed through the area on his return from
the first attack on Troy (Hdt. 7. 75. 2). For a genealogy that worked through
Polydora, a daughter of Peleus, see Pherekydes FHG F 61.



the Aiakeion as the island’s most sacred possessions. These were
familiarly called ‘the Aiakids’, but how many they were, whether
of wood or of terracotta, whether aniconic or iconic, relics or
figurines, there is no way to know, nor is there a clue as to what
became of them after the Athenian occupation. It is usually
assumed that they represented Aiakos and Phokos, perhaps also
Peleus and Achilles,⁷³ but the only certainty is that they were 
the magical implements by which the supernatural power that
supported the rulers of Aigina could be manipulated.

These totem ‘Aiakids’ make their first appearance in a
Herodotean story (5. 79–81), a tale that may contain no literal
truth and one that at any rate carries an anti-Aiginetan per-
fume,⁷⁴ but which nevertheless shows how outsiders understood
the game of mythic genealogies as played by the nobles of Aigina.
In the final years of the sixth century, says the historian, a call
was made from Thebes to Aigina, asking support against aggres-
sions from Athens. The plea was framed as coming from one
daughter of Asopos to another, but in honour of their sisterly
connection the arrogant seamen of Aigina sent nothing but ‘the
Aiakids’, whatever exactly they were. Despite having these cult
objects with them, the Thebans were trounced, and the anecdote
ends when ‘the Aiakids’ are sent back with a message saying that
not objects but ‘men’ were required. As it stands, this is a story
about a city ‘swollen with prosperity’ and ready to risk sacred
images, but not real warriors, where its own interests are not
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⁷³ See above, n. 43. Presumably for Herodotos these were the same images
representing ‘Aiakos and the other Aiakids’ (Phokos and Peleus?) that were later
sent to Salamis to join images of Telamon and Ajax (8. 64 and 83). Bury (1965a)
xviii spoke of ‘wooden xoana, very rudely fashioned’, but did not suggest any
identification; Von der Mühll (1930) 23 supposed agalmata representing an
anonymous Aiginetan pair that balanced the Salaminian pair. How and Wells
(1912) ad Hdt. 5. 80, spoke of ‘images of Aeacus and his sons’, among whom
they included Telamon and Ajax, then later (ad 8. 64) they admitted a certain
confusion: ‘Apparently only Aeacus and Phokos were regarded in legend as
inhabitants of Aegina, and possibly the images are of these two heroes, but their
descendants in Thessaly (Peleus, etc.) and Phokis (Paus. 2. 29. 2) would have a
share in their honors.’ Walter (1993) 177 asserts that they were ‘grosse Tonidole
wie die späte Bronsezeit kannte’, without offering evidence or speculation as to
their identification. Nagy (1990) 177 suggests that what went to Thebes were
bones of Aiakos and Phokos, ‘possibly accompanied by living representatives of
current lineage’ (which would rather spoil the punch-line of the story).

⁷⁴ Pace Figueira (1993) 55 who holds that Herodotos’ informants were ‘mem-
bers of the Aiginetan ruling class’. The historian’s anti-Aiginetan stance is also
evident in his account of events after Plataia (9. 78–80).



involved. Nevertheless, it also reflects the positive self-definition
of Aiginetan nobles at the commencement of their Undeclared
War with Athens, for their gesture carries this overt sense: ‘The
hero Aiakos and his heroic offspring are ours to deploy as we
please!’ To which the Athenians respond, ostensibly on the
advice of Delphi, by setting up a precinct in the Agora for that
same Aiakos,⁷⁵ and dreaming of an eventual conquest of
Aigina.⁷⁶

28 The Audience

⁷⁵ Sokolowski (1962) 49–54, no. 19 + IG2 2. 1232. Kearns (1989) 47 suggests
that this shrine was modelled after the Aiakeion on Aigina.

⁷⁶ Hdt. 5. 79. 1–89. 3; but note How and Wells ad loc. who are certain that
before Marathon no thought of conquering Aigina could have been entertained
at Athens.



2. The Pediments of the Aphaia Temple 

Herodotos’ anecdote about the Aiakid relics would not have 
survived if it had not seemed to embody a kind of truth. Clearly
his listeners believed that Aiginetans were the sort of men who
would put sacred figures onto a ship and send them to Thebes in
an act of mythic manipulation that was grandiose, arrogant, and
anti-Athenian.¹ And in fact the lords of Aigina soon did engage
in another such exercise, though this time the exploited Aiakids
were not small cult statues but enormous pieces of sculpture, and
they were not sent abroad but conspicuously hoisted up during
the construction of an imposing local building. This was the new
temple of Aphaia,² put up in the 490s³ at the north-eastern tip of
the island, on the site of an older temple that had burnt c.500 bc.
The site had been sacred even before the fall of Mykenai,⁴ and it
belonged to a goddess associated with the Kretan Britomartis or
Diktynna, though her cult was peculiar to Aigina.⁵ Like Phokos,

¹ The story belongs to the general type in which statues move (though in this
case the move is neither independent nor effective); Hdt. 5. 82ff . associates it
with the Aiginetan tale of the cult-figures of Damia and Auxesia, which fell to
their knees and remained fixed, like the relics of many medieval saints, when the
Athenians tried to repossess them.

² The name Aphaia is fixed by a 6th-cent. inscription (IG 4. 1580 +) that
records the establishment of an oikos and altar with the re-establishment of an
ivory cult figure of the goddess; Furtwängler (1902) 252–8; Williams (1982)
55–68 and LIMC s.v. Aphaia 876ff . A few scholars rejected his identification of
the temple’s divinity; for bibliography see Sinn (1987) 165.

³ This is now the majority opinion; see Williams (1987) 629–74; Johnston
(1990) 37–64 reports amphorae from terrace fill contemporary with pieces from
the Miletos destruction layer dated 494 bc, also pieces associated with Persian
destruction at Athens. Bailey (1991) 31–68 finds the lamps consistent with a date
before 480; Bankel (1993) 169 puts the building in the 490s, with revision of the
pediments finished before 480 bc. For an alternate dating based on the
Francis/Vickers chronology, see Gill (1988) 169–77 and (1993) 173–9, who puts
the new temple’s inception after 480, perhaps even in the 460s.

⁴ Furtwängler (1906) 1ff .; Reinach (1908) 442–55; Nilsson (1950) 305, 471ff .
Continuous cult activity from the 12th cent. bc is asserted by Coldstream (1977)
331–3, denied by Snodgrass (1971) 397.

⁵ Pausanias associated Aphaia with Diktynna (22. 30. 3); he identified a
Spartan Artemis Aiginaia as, not Artemis, but the Kretan Britomartis, the same
as the goddess on Aigina (3. 14. 2); and he found a cult statue of Artemis



Aphaia represented a combination of land and sea, being both
nymph and naiad, and as divine inventor of the net she was a
patron divinity of fishermen.⁶ She was close to Artemis and 
perhaps to Hekate,⁷and votive figurines from her temple prove
that, like her Olympian doublet, she was a virgin protector of
children (kourotrÎfoß).⁸ Her Aiginetan name, A-phaia, was
explained by tales in which she suddenly became invisible, to
reappear elsewhere (Paus. 2. 30. 3), and there were stories in
which she was pursued by a semi-monstrous creature, jumped
into the water, then surfaced near Aigina, caught in a fishnet
(Ant. Lib. 40).⁹ She was thus like Dionysos, a marvel taken up
from the sea, while her net signified her availability: in time of
need, men could draw her power towards themselves and it
would be a rewarding haul. 

The virginal escape of Aphaia, her dive,¹⁰ her mythic function
as rescued and rescuer, her association with madness (Eur. Hipp.
145), and her precinct on the promontory furthest from the 
city all suggest that Aphaia was essential to Aiginetan initiation
ceremonies. Certainly those who planned her new temple pro-
vided what seems to have been a banquet-hall,¹¹ in the Propylon
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Diktynaia in Phokis, said to be of Aiginetan work (10. 36. 5). Some modern
scholars follow Strabo 479 and suppose that the Aphaia cult was imported from
Krete, others believe that it originated on Aigina and was exported; see E. Maas
(1923) 175–86, a commentary on a Hellenistic hymn, P. Oxy. IV (1904) no. 661.
Williams LIMC s.v. Aphaia 876f. concludes, ‘nothing is known of her cult and
nothing of her real character at any period.’

⁶ Diod. Sic. 5. 76; cf. Ar. V. 369.
⁷ The marble cult statue, c.500 bc, found to the north of the temple (Nat.

Mus. Athens 4500; LIMC s.v. Aphaia 877) seems to have represented Aphaia as
a huntress, spear in right hand, torch in left, though Ohly (1976) 53–4 suggested
that this was a figure of Athena. Ant. Lib 40 reported a xoanon of Aphaia in the
Aiginetan temple, and E. Maas (1923) 183 supposed this to have been of the type
that is bound or wrapped in a net. For a Hekate connection see Eur. Hipp.146,
1129 and schol; Steph. Byz. s.v. Aphaia. Aigina was later famous for its Hekate
mysteries (Luk. Nav. 15).

⁸ Furtwängler (1906) 471, ‘ein Göttin . . . welche das weibliche Geschlecht
. . . Geburt u. Pflege der kleinen Kinder in Schutz nahm’; see also Hadzisteliou-
Price (1978) 122; Sinn (1988) 150–2 and fig. 4.

⁹ For the leap of Diktynna–Britomartis, pursued by Minos, see Call. Dian.
190–200; for transformation, schol. Ar. Ran. 1356.

¹⁰ On the ritual dive, Wide (1898) 13ff .; further bibliography cited in Burnett
(1985) 168 nn. 39–41.

¹¹ Ohly (1976) 32 and n. 29 called this building ‘Priester und Ver-
waltungshaus’, but Sinn (1987) 140 and (1988) 154–7, taking Aphaia as an 
initiation goddess, considers it a location for ‘ Stammesgemeinschaften’.



to the east, and also a broad terrace suitable for dancing and other
ceremonies. Among the remains, moreover, are votive masks
and more than a hundred hair-clasps evidently designed for ini-
tiatory hair-offerings.¹² If Aphaia dominated the rites in which
young aristocrats marked their advance from boy, to beardless
(ågvneioß, in the language of the games), and then to man, it is easy
to understand why Pindar was asked to make a hymn to be 
performed at her temple (Paus. 2. 30. 31).¹³ It is also less odd that
so many of the temple’s pedimental warriors are shown as
smooth-faced youths in athletic postures, with pubic hair care-
fully delineated. And finally, if this is where membership in one
or another of the ruling tribes was confirmed, the reason for the
cessation of cult activities, when the island came under Athenian
rule, becomes obvious.

The decentralized Aphaia cult was at any rate central to the
concerns of the rulers of Aigina, and those who held power in the
490s decided to replace the sixth-century temple with a new hall
on a more monumental scale. The terrace was enlarged and
strengthened and on it was placed a vast Doric peristyle build-
ing, its two façades carrying pediments filled with painted sculp-
ture and topped with akroteria. Who will have been in control 
of such a project? At Delphi some years earlier, it was the
Amphiktyons who had hired the Alkmaionids to oversee the
building of Apollo’s temple (supervisors clever enough to make
a profit even as they improved on the selected model, Hdt. 5. 62;
Arist. Ath. Pol. 19). And at Athens the building of the Parthenon
would be directed by a civil commission who hired architects 
and sculptors, in the beginning using money from the annual
tribute.¹⁴ We know nothing about the priests or priestesses 
who served Aphaia here on Aigina,¹⁵ but judging from the island
cult of Apollo, the physical shrine was probably under the
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¹² Masks, Furtwängler (1906) 382; hair clasps, Sinn (1987) 139–40; see also
de Polignac (1995) 3. On adolescent hair-offerings to a kourotrophic deity, see
Leitao (2003) 112–13.

¹³ It sounds as if priests told visitors ‘Pindar performed here’, perhaps on the
basis of an inscription; Ohly (1976) 41 nn. 22, 23; 45 n.32 compares the inscrip-
tion in the temple of Athena Lindia on Rhodes; Nagy (1990) 175, cf. 162 points
to the inscription of Hipparkhos’ poetry at Athens. There is no reference to
Aphaia in Pindar’s surviving works.

¹⁴ Dinsmoor (1913) 53–80.
¹⁵ For what may be the remains of the priest’s house see D. Brown (2001) 3.



supervision of a traditional college drawn from certain noble
families.¹⁶ This group will have approved the original scheme of
rebuilding, will have accepted an architect’s initial model, with
its proposed pedimental subjects, and will perhaps then have
turned the work over to a building commission or to hired con-
tractors. The expense of the project can hardly have been cov-
ered from the temple treasury, however, so these men must have
been drawing upon their own wealth, while they also sought
contributions from other individuals, households, and tribes.¹⁷

The question of who was in control of the Aphaia project is
particularly vivid because someone decided to alter the chosen
system of decoration, just as the temple reached completion.
Building had gone on for about a decade, the roof was in place
and the east façade was complete, the other very nearly so, when
the recently positioned pedimental sculptures were taken down
and replaced by two entirely different groups, first on the west
and then on the east (see pp. 36, 37, Figures 1 and 2). There is no
evidence of natural disaster or of violent destruction of any
sort,¹⁸ and the demoted figures were set up in a conspicuous
place of honour in the eastern forecourt.¹⁹ They belonged to
scenes much favoured on the island—Zeus as he carried off
Aigina, and Telamon and Herakles in battle with the Amazons—
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¹⁶ Bury and others have thought that the qe3rion mentioned at P. N. 3. 70
indicates a building used by such a college (see below, Ch. 9 nn. 13, 14); Race
(1997) i. 29 n.3 supposes with less probability that it belonged to delegations
sent to Delphi with the island’s Pythian contenders.

¹⁷ For parallels from Athens, Tanagra, and Epidauros, see Burford (1965)
21–36. Williams (1987) 673 suggests that money from the raids on Attika in the
early 490s could have been used.

¹⁸ Lightning, suggested by Welter (1938b), like fire or earthquake would have
left some signs, as would destruction by attacking rebels under Nikodemos, as
suggested by Figueira (1993) 39, following Thiersch. Furtwängler (1906) imag-
ined a contest, the rejected figures the work of the runner-up, while Ridgway
(1970) 13ff . supposes that the original East Pediment figures, of wood with
bronze fittings, suffered from weather, but Ohly’s survey of all the remains
(1976) 15, does not support any of these notions . He dated the West Pediment
replacements c.490 bc, those on the East c.480 or 475; Martini (1990) 246 dates
both replacements ‘nach 480’; Boardman LIMC s.v. Herakles 2792 dates the
renewed East Pediment 490–480; Stewart (1990) 138 like Ohly puts the West
Pediment replacements c.490, the East c.480.

¹⁹ Ohly’s ‘Nymphengruppe’ and ‘Kriegergruppe’ (1976: xiv); cf. Williams
(1987) 668. These subjects were already to be seen on the Apollo temple,
finished c.510 bc; see Walter (1993) 45 and figs. 42, 43. It may be noted that
Bankel (1993) supposes that only the figures from the East Pediment were taken
down.



but they were nonetheless taken down and replaced by twenty-
two warriors and two central goddess figures. It was a superfluous
and expensive²⁰ gesture made in stone, and it must have aroused
some resistance, but the building’s supervisors evidently
believed that the second pair of pediments made a symbolic
statement so necessary that cost should be forgotten. 

Any consideration of the Aphaia pediments must depend
almost entirely on the work of D. Ohly, who liberated the
Munich pieces from their smug Thorwaldsen reconstructions,
combined them with other fragments, and placed them accord-
ing to the beddings cut in the surviving plinths.²¹ Unfortunately,
Ohly’s work was interrupted by his death, and we have his full
conclusions only for the later East Pediment which decorates the
temple’s principal façade. Nevertheless, the positions of all the
figures are now fixed and the subjective work of identification
and interpretation can continue, though not without some
uncertainty. To begin with, both compositions were centred on
an unexpected deity, for Athena stood at the apex of each. Her
temenos was on the other side of the island, next to that of
Apollo,²² and neither in cult nor in myth has she any connection
with Aphaia. What is more, she has taken over the place that was
most probably held, in the first compositions, by two favourite
masculine powers. Zeus, the father of Aiakos, will have domi-
nated the ravishing of Aigina, frightening the fleeing sisters who
were part of the group,²³ while in the scene from the Amazon 
battle Herakles will have taken the central place as he did in vase
paintings.²⁴ The new pedimental schemes thus dared to replace
the ruler of the gods and Alkmena’s son with Athena twice-over,
while suggesting a congruity between Zeus’ daughter and the
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²⁰ If slave labour was used, as it was at Akragas (Diod. 13.82–4), the expense
may not have been as great as comparisons would suggest.

²¹ Ohly (1976), (1978), (1986); for a summary of his achievement see the
review of Ostgiebelgruppe by M. Robertson (1978).

²² On one of a set of sixth-cent. horos stones a boundary between cult-spaces
of Apollo and Athena is marked, but since these have been reused the location of
Athena’s precinct remains unknown (Goethe, lecture, Univ. of Pennsylvania,
28 Sept 1999).

²³ As shown by surviving fragments; see Delivorrias (1974) 181; Ohly (1976)
xiv; Walter-Karydi (1987) 136 fig. 211. This identification is marked as ques-
tionable at LIMC s.v. Aigina 370.

²⁴ See however Walter (1993) 48 fig. 42, who supposes a central Athena for
the Amazon battle of the east pediment of the Apollo temple.



ancient fish-net goddess to whom the great temple belonged.
Aphaia was presumably still represented by her cult figure in the
cella below,²⁵ and it was to her that worshippers would pray, but
outdoors two monumental Athenas now presided over a brace of
almost identical battle compositions.

The West Pediment (Fig. 2) was the first to have its figures
replaced (perhaps because its original sculptures had not yet all
been mounted), and here the goddess so strongly associated with
Athens was made to stand in columnar serenity, supporting her
heavy shield and smiling, her lips and eyebrows painted.
Warriors fought and fell, six on either side, seemingly unaware
of her. The design established by these thirteen figures is con-
ventionally archaic, their postures and shields easily matched
with compositions from contemporary black-figure pottery.
And as examples of sculpture they belong to the final moments 
of the ripe archaic style, their closest parallel found in pieces
from the Apollo Daphnephoros temple in Eretria, which was
destroyed c.490 bc.²⁶ At the other, eastern end of the building,
however, in the sculptural group set up just a few years later,
there is a shift in style and scale as eleven instead of thirteen
figures fill the triangle and the design takes on an increased 
tension (Fig. 1).²⁷ Athena occupies precisely the same architec-
tural space, but here her dominance extends into the furthest
corners of the composition as, with feet separated, she flings out
an arm to display the magical aegis.²⁸ Because of her suggested
movement, all ten of the battling figures on either side seem to
draw their dynamism (or their deaths) from her. And here on the
East Pediment, though some of the same hands were at work 
in cutting the stone, the goddess and the warriors provide the
earliest known expression of the new ‘severe style’.
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²⁵ Ohly (1977) 40 n.19 suggested that the sixth cent. ivory cult statue men-
tioned in IG 4. 1580+ had stood in the north-west corner of the cella of the late
archaic temple. ²⁶ Williams (1987) 629–80

²⁷ Stewart (1990) 138 describes the two schemes as ‘flat-patterned in a series
of outward-falling diagonals on the west, three-dimensional and interlocked on
the east’. He sees this as ‘calculating one-upmanship’ on the part of a ‘master of
East II’ who ‘simply waited’ in order to trump his colleague. Ohly (1976) 105
nevertheless found some of the same hands at work on both pediments.

²⁸ Whether in protection (so LIMC s.v. Telamon) or as a threat, no one can
be sure. In the Iliad the aegis, like divine power in general, is ambivalent, some-
times favouring friends (as at 18. 203–4), sometimes causing panic and destruc-
tion among enemies (as at 15. 230); see the detailed discussion of Walter-Karydi
(1987) 136–7.



In general arrangement the two compositions are almost 
identical—the same pairs of circular shields on either side of the
goddess, the same pairs of lateral archer figures (though with
positions slightly altered), and the same reclining corpses in the
corners. Such large congruence supports the usually accepted
identification of the two scenes as the two battles at Troy,²⁹ and
confirmation exists in two of the figures. On the (earlier) West
Pediment the warrior to Athena’s right (W.viii, Fig. 2) was iden-
tified as Ajax by an eagle once painted on his shield,³⁰ making this
necessarily the attack on Priam’s Troy. And meanwhile on the
(later) East side, the archer who wears a lion-form helmet (E.v,
Fig. 1) is plainly a youthful Herakles, whose revenge upon the
ungrateful Laomedon (Il. 5. 640–2) was his one conventional
battle. From these two recognitions others follow. On the West
Pediment, the warrior (W.ix, Fig. 2) who faces Ajax will most
probably be Hektor,³¹ while the archer in Oriental costume
(W.x, Fig. 2) who kneels to Hektor’s back may possibly be
Paris,³² allied with a second Trojan (W.xi, Fig. 2) as the two
destroy the pair of Greeks who collapse in the far corner (W.xii
and xiii, Fig. 2). On Athena’s left the symmetrical bowman
(W.iv, Fig. 2) is probably Teukros who, with a comrade (W.v,
Fig. 2), dispatches a pair of Trojans (W.vi and vii, Fig. 2) whose
fallen bodies balance the dying Greeks in the opposite angle.
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²⁹ On the pairing of the two Trojan campaigns see Anderson (1997) 42. In
recent years the only serious dissent from this identification has come from Sinn
(1987) 145–7, 156–8 who argues that the usual reconstruction of the West
Pediment is un-Homeric in its exaltation of Ajax, that Ajax cannot be placed in
close contiguity with Athena, that a glorification of Aiakids would be bound to
make Zeus, not Athena, its centre. Since all Aiginetan Aiakid legends were
extra-Homeric, while the motif of Athena/Ajax enmity exists at this time only in
rare red-figure scenes of the vote that bestowed Achilles’ arms, these objections
fall, especially in the light of the alternative subject proposed, the Coming of the
Heraklids, led by Hyllos and Herakles (in battle against whom?)

³⁰ Ohly believed that all the figures had painted attributes or inscriptions; his
identifications are slightly revised by Zunker (1988) 194–5 and summarized by
Knell (1990) 66–78.

³¹ As at P. N. 2. 14; see Sotirou (2000) 134–8 who cites Il. 7. 216; 14. 409–12;
17. 279; Od. 11. 550. Ajax and Hektor appeared on the Chest of Kypselos with
an Eris figure between them (Paus. 5. 19. 2); see LIMC s.v. Aias I for early vase-
painting representations and note in particular no. 46, Attic black-figure
amphora of the Leagros group (Munich 1408 = ABV 368.106) where an archer
in eastern costume kneels just behind the labelled Ajax figure; also no. 37, red-
figure cup by Douris, c.480 bc (Louvre G 115 = ARV2 437. 74), where a gigan-
tic Hektor falls backwards before an oncoming Ajax.

³² So E. Petersen, as reported by Ohly (1976) 65.



Figure 1. Aphaia Temple. East Pediment. First Trojan Campaign
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Figure 2. Aphaia Temple. West Pediment. Second Trojan Campaign
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Going round to the East Pediment, one works from the archer,
a beardless Herakles (E.v, Fig. 1). The magnificent bearded 
warrior (E.xi, Fig. 1) in the opposite extreme angle must be
Laomedon, struck by a vengeful arrow that has flown from the
hero’s bow and passed just under Athena’s nose. And the
unarmed youth (E.iv, Fig. 1) who stands so close as almost to
touch the hero’s flank must be his favourite, Iolaos,³³ while the
boy with pretty metallic curls (E.vi, Fig. 1) who expires just
behind him will also be of his party. Iolaos is rushing forward
with a helmet for the warrior in front of him (E.iii, Fig. 1),³⁴ who
is clearly a friend and most probably Telamon, the traditional
ally of Herakles in the campaign against the Amazons (Hes. fr.
278 Rz.).³⁵ This gives a cluster of four Greeks at this side of the
goddess, balancing the four Trojans on her other side. 

This description leaves one major Greek warrior on each
façade without identification, but names are not hard to find. If
the temple supervisors asked that, on the West Pediment, an
Ajax should stand on Athena’s right, then it is almost a certainty
that they requested a balancing Achilles to her left (W.ii, Fig. 2),
engaged perhaps with Memnon (W. iii, Fig. 2).³⁶ The two Aiakid
princes of the second generation were similarly coupled in the
popular song that hailed ‘Bold Ajax, son of Telamon, next to
Achilles best of all the Greeks that went to Troy!’³⁷ Closer to
home Bakchylides, in an ode for a young Aiginetan, describes
Ajax at the ships, then joins him with Achilles, making them a
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³³ Cf. P. N. 3. 36–7 where Telamon is the ‘flanking comrade of Iolaos’ when
Laomedon is killed; more generally on Iolaos as figuring the initiate, see Sergent
(1984) 171–82.

³⁴ Something is held in the palm of his nearly open right hand; Ohly (1976)
56–7, figs. 48–51, 62 and n.7, supplied a helmet; M. Robertson (1978) assents;
Knell (1990) 74 reports only that this figure comes to help the man in front of
him.

³⁵ At Hes. fr. 278 Rz. Telamon draws first blood against the Amazons, killing
Melanippe. For numerous red-figure representations of Telamon as a bearded
hoplite fighting along with a central Herakles who carries a club, see LIMC s.v.
Telamon nos. 3–9. A warrior figure from the West Pediment of the late sixth-
cent. temple of Apollo on Kolonna is identified as Telamon; see Walter (1993)
45.

³⁶ Memnon was Achilles’ opponent on the throne of Amyklai (Paus. 3. 18. 7),
the chest of Kypselos (Paus. 5. 19. 1), the east frieze of the Treasury of the
Siphnians at Delphi, five Korinthian vases from 580–530 bc, and a long series of
Attic black- and red-figure vases; see LIMC s.v. Memnon. Aineias would be a
less probable opponent.

³⁷ The so-called ‘Telamon catch’ (Athen. 15. 50) referred to at Ar. Lys. 1237.



pair of ‘Aiakid destroyers of defence-towers’ who will make
Skamandros run purple with Trojan blood (Ba. 13. 164–6).
Achilles will dominate the right side of the composition as Ajax
does the left, the thrust of his attack continued in the arrow that
the archer (W.iv, Fig. 2, possibly Teukros) sends into the 
furthest angle where dying Trojans lie (W.vi and vii, Fig. 2). In
the same way, if, for the East Pediment, the temple officials chose
the ‘Aiginetan’ Telamon as a major contestant (E.iii, Fig. 1),
then there is reason to think they would have wanted his brother
Peleus to be present also, in the dominating figure (E.vii, Fig. 1)
just to Athena’s right.³⁸ This is the first known representation of
the war against Laomedon,³⁹ but a Pindaric ode from the 480s
proves that post-Homeric versions of the story were current 
(I. 6. 26–54); at mid-century Sophokles will assume that his
audience knows just how the Salaminian won Hesione (Ajax
1300 and 434 + schol.), and Hellanikos will then take Telamon’s
participation for granted.⁴⁰ As for Peleus, he too would make his
first Trojan appearance here, though Pindar again corroborates
(fr. 155B=172S),⁴¹ and before many decades have passed
Euripides’ Thetis will refer easily to the bloody work that Peleus
shared with Herakles at Ilium (Eur. Androm. 796).⁴²

It should be noted, however, that the aggressive opponent
(E.ii, Fig. 1) who has Telamon in difficulties can hardly be 
Priam, though he is often so named.⁴³ There are no early 
accounts of this campaign, any more than there are visual repre-
sentations, but, like their successors, archaic storytellers had to
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³⁸ At Soph. Ajax 437–8 Ajax twins the two campaigns, comparing his own
deeds done ‘in the same place’ with those of his father.

³⁹ Ohly (1976) 64 n.11 quotes a letter from M. Robinson: ‘Yes, it’s strange the
Trojan expedition of Herakles and Telamon is so rare. I certainly don’t know
any picture on a vase.’ Vian (1945) 5–32 notes six black-figure scenes in which
Herakles, armed with a club, pounces on one or two hoplites, as possible but
doubtful representations. Even the attractive motif of the rescue of Hesione
makes only ‘occasional’ archaic appearances (LIMC s.v. Herakles p. 112).

⁴⁰ Hellanikos FGrH 4 F26b has Telamon first through the wall and into the
city; cf. Xen. Kyneg. 1. 9; Arist. Rhet. 3. 15; Diod. 4. 32 and 49; Apollod 2. 6. 4;
3. 12. 7.

⁴¹ Note the plurality of sons of Aiakos who follow Herakles at P. I. 5. 36.
⁴² The schol. at Eur. Androm. 796 treats this as a Pindaric innovation: ‘Many

say that Telamon accompanied Herakles, and Pindar [fr. 155] adds Peleus.’
⁴³ So identified by Ohly (1976) 84–5, cf. 64, and explicitly approved by

Robertson (1978) 209; cf. Knell (1990) 73. Others have taken this figure to be
either Peleus or Telamon; see F. Canciani LIMC s.v. Telamon no. 17.



be able to explain why the victorious Greeks, who killed all the
other royal sons, spared Priam. And in later times, at any rate, the
reasons given all depended on Priam’s extreme youth: either he
was an honourable child who urged his father not to fight but to
give up the promised mares,⁴⁴ or else he was a mere babe (infans,
Hyg. Fab. 89) at the time of the attack. Some (Apollodorus 2. 6. 4)
even said that his name came from Hesione’s act of ransoming
(pr≤amai) her little brother from slavery, though Seneca let him,
parvus and puer, save his own life by weeping infant tears before a
merciful Greek hero (Troades 718).⁴⁵ In extreme contrast to all
this, the East gable figure (E.ii, Fig. 1) is a powerful striding
hoplite whose spear has caused Telamon (E. iii, Fig. 1) to stagger,
and it is inconceivable that any story-teller could have let such a
one survive the Heraklean vengeance. Telamon’s opponent must
be another of Laomedon’s sons—one who will lie dead when this
battle is done. 

The assertiveness of the East Pediment’s picture of Aiakids at
the first taking of Troy is made the more brash by the secondary
position in which Herakles appears. In Tlepolemos’ epic boast,
the attack on Laomedon was his lion-hearted father’s own act of
retaliation, and Sarpedon views it as a kind of single combat
between the Greek hero and the Trojan king (Il. 5. 639–51). The
story was then attached to that of the Argo, with the liberation of
Hesione and her consignment to Telamon added to sweeten the
bloody repayment, but it was always an example of Herakles’
violent justice.⁴⁶ The battle does not appear on vases, but scenes
from the parallel Amazon campaign fix a standard iconography
for a Herakles in battle: he always engages an enemy directly,
ever at the centre of the composition, ever bearded and wearing
full lion skin, ever brandishing either sword or club.⁴⁷ All of
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⁴⁴ Diod. Sic. 4. 32 and 49. 3–6.
⁴⁵ Three Roman paintings show an 8- or 10-year-old boy, sometimes in the

presence of Hesione, reaching beseechingly towards a seated Herakles who may
put a little Phrygian cap on his head (LIMC s.v. Priam nos. 2–4).

⁴⁶ When Herakles resents the forwardness of Telamon in the actual seige, the
result is an altar to Herakles Kallinikos (Hellanikos FHG 1 64); for the expand-
ed story, see Diod. 4. 32; Apollod. 2.6.4; 3.12.7, and for Hesione, Soph. Ajax
1300, cf. 434 and schol; Xen. Kyneg. 1. 9; Arist. Rhet. 3. 15.

⁴⁷ Compare the Herakles figure from one of the pediments of the old Apollo
temple, c.570–60 bc, who is centred, kneeling, with club; Walter-Karydi (1987)
129–49; Walter (1993) 45 fig. 34. In vase-paintings Telamon may rise to a kind
of equality, his body crossed with that of Herakles, and on the West Pediment of



which is directly contradicted here on the East Pediment, where
a smooth-faced bowman crouches to one side, wearing a minimal
lion-form helmet, and sending an arrow from a distance while
his fellows confront their enemies directly. His aspect is so
unprecedented⁴⁸ that some have refused to call him Herakles,⁴⁹
but this helmet can belong to no one else. His displacement,
indeed, serves to emphasize the grand purpose of a pedimental
design that puts youthful Aiakids in positions of leadership,
while their legendary hero-commander is recast as a kind of
older brother. As if in compensation, however, the actual victory
remains with Herakles, for Laomedon lies opposite, already
stricken by an arrow from his not quite martial bow.⁵⁰

Athenians would tell of ghostly aid from Alkmena’s son on the
beach at Marathon, but the East Pediment of the Aphaia temple
makes this hero a flesh and blood ally of Aigina’s fighting
Aiakids. What is more, with Herakles involved, aigis-bearing
Athena can stand quite naturally at the apex of this second
design, for although no known tradition associated her directly
with the revenge against Laomedon, she had given aid in the 
preliminary section of this tale, the rescue of Hesione (Il. 20.
146–8). Because of Herakles, then, the two pediments can offer
their two battles in almost exact responsion. They announce that
Aigina has twice led Greeks against Troy, the barbarian enemy
of all Hellas, and that her power stems from a glorious alliance
between the descendants of Aiakos, their patron Herakles, and
the goddess Athena.⁵¹

As to the immediate conditions that inspired this monumental
gesture, one can only speculate. At the time of the change the
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the second Apollo temple, c.500 bc, the two may have stood back to back, sepa-
rated by Athena as they battled Amazons (Walter (1993) 48–9), but nowhere else
does Telamon take the superior position.

⁴⁸ Ohly (1976) 84 n.12 called the placement ‘daring.’ In appearing as a war-
rior instead of the usual hunter/ adventurer, the Herakles of the East Pediment
conforms to a Lakonian type.

⁴⁹ Sinn (1987) 154–58 played with the idea that this might be Hyllos or an
ephebic Herakles; C. M. Robertson (1975) 166 identified the figure as Paris, tak-
ing the subject to be the death of Achilles.

⁵⁰ According to Isokrates (5. 111–12) Herakles achieved in a few days, alone,
what it took all Greece ten years to do; this made him a model for the king-killer
who might unite all Greeks against barbarians.

⁵¹ Williams (1987) 673 speaks of ‘a counter-blow in the propaganda war with
Athens . . . trumpeting Aigina’s Aiakid heroes’.



original pedimental pieces were already in place (the West not
quite complete), so the new resolve must have come about ten
years after the building’s inception. And since the later of the two
new sets of sculptures was completed round about 480 bc, the
earlier must have been begun by the middle of the 490–480
decade.⁵² The decision to replace the original pieces with others
more telling must, in other words, have come either just before
or just after Marathon and it is tempting to look for a particular
event that might have inspired it. In 491 bc Aigina’s friendly
reception of the Persian emissaries had brought the Spartan
king, Kleomenes, to the island to take hostages against any 
possible collaboration (Hdt. 6. 50).⁵³ Led by Krios,⁵⁴ the local
oligarchs resisted, and for a time they were backed by the second
Spartan king, but Demaretos was deposed, and in the following
year two unfriendly kings returned and enforced their demand
(Hdt. 6. 73).⁵⁵ Ten Aiginetan aristocrats, ‘those most prominent
for wealth and family’, were taken away along with (including?)
their unofficial leaders, Krios and Kasambos, to be placed with
certain Athenian families. After Marathon, an attempt to secure
the return of these hostages failed, but then the Aiginetans 
captured an Athenian ship carrying a sacred embassy (Hdt. 6.
87), perhaps in the spring of 489 when the sailing season had
reopened,⁵⁶ and this gave the islanders a balancing group of 
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⁵² Stewart (1990) 138 treats the ‘decision’ and the ‘revision’ as if they were
simultaneous, seeming to prefer a time after 480 bc, while Williams (1987)
points to the prosperous early or mid-490s as ‘an excellent moment’.

⁵³ Probably Aigina was a member of the Peloponnesian League; see Leahy
(1954) 235ff .; de Ste Croix (1972) 334; Podlecki (1976) 396–413.

⁵⁴ This was probably the same Krios who was ‘fleeced’ by Simonides’ victor
(507 PMG = schol. Ar. Nu. 1556); see Bowra (1961) 312–14. At Hdt. 8.92.2 his
son, Polykritos, calls out from a ship at Salamis, demanding that Themistokles
should note his egregious ‘Medizing’.

⁵⁵ Following the revised chronology of Wilamowitz (1893) 281ff ., accepted
by How and Wells (1912) ii. 101f.; Sealey (1976) 13–20; Figueira (1988) 144–5
and (1993) 410–11. What seems to be the Herodotean chronology has been
defended by Hammond (1955) 371–411; Jeffrey (1962) 44–54; Podlecki (1976)
396–413 and others. Andrewes (1936) 1–7 proposed a hybrid scheme in which
the Athenian encouragement of the democratic revolt, the buying of Korinthian
ships, and an Athenian naval victory all preceded Marathon and the taking of
the Aiginetan hostages, while the capture of the Athenian sacred embassy and
the loss of the four Athenian ships came after Marathon; Leahy (1954) 238–9
was in agreement.

⁵⁶ If Herodotos is rigidly followed this event, with all that precedes, up
through the death of Kleomenes (6. 50–85), and all that comes immediately after



eminent Athenian prisoners. No exchange is documented,⁵⁷ but
the Athenians were not likely to have left their representatives in
enemy hands, and on the other side there was clearly no lack of
Aiginetan leadership when, in the months that followed, the 
oligarchs drove out the rebel Nikodromos and slaughtered some
700 of his followers (Hdt. 6. 89–91). The nobles must have been
in full force when, after an initial defeat at sea, they repulsed the
Athenian attempt to occupy their island, then avenged earlier
losses by taking four Attic ships (Hdt. 6. 92–3). Humiliated by
the hostage-taking, then vindicated in battle against enemies
both local and foreign, the ruling Aiginetans will have emerged
from these events with an angry sense of unity and power—
intensified perhaps by a common crime against a suppliant, if
Herodotus’ tale of the chopped-off hand is true (6.91).⁵⁸ At any
rate it is certain that in the mid-480s the oligarchs proclaimed the
power and independence of their island by constructing a new
set of city fortifications and also a walled military harbour 
separate from the commercial basin. Might not the same impulse
have taken a symbolic form as well, causing the directors of the
Aphaia temple project to replace two conventional sculptural
programmes with a pair of innovations that gave to the lords of
Aigina a much more aggressive mythic identity?⁵⁹

The raising up of the two new pedimental compositions is
generally described as an act of ‘propaganda’⁶⁰ but the term is
misleading because propaganda is aimed, as a rule, at outsiders
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(the uprising of Nikodromos and the attempted Athenian invasion, 6. 88–93)
must be crammed into the seven months just before Marathon.

⁵⁷ How and Wells (1912) ii. ad Hdt. 6. 87 approved Macan’s ‘ingenious’ sug-
gestion of an exchange. The number of qewro≤ taken is not known but since the
crew would also have been captured there may have been extra Athenians for
whom a ransom could be asked, though whether or not an inscribed Aiginetan
stater from an Athenian collection might come from such a payment is far from
clear: ‘Yes’, says Ashton (1987) 1–7, ‘No’, responds Bucknell (1990) 223–4; see
Figuiera (1988) 142.

⁵⁸ Hdt. 6.91 describes the severing of a suppliant’s hand at the shrine of
Demeter Thesmophoria; this sacrilege was later urged by occupying Athenians
as cause for the expulsion of the ruling Aiginetan families.

⁵⁹ The expense involved means that there must have been extended discus-
sions in which arguments for revision finally prevailed; this will not have been
the mystical process envisioned by Knell (1990) xii, cf. 190–1, in which Art and
Myth draw together to produce a city’s portrait of itself.

⁶⁰ Williams (1987) speaks of a ‘propaganda war with Athens’; Osborne (1996)
326 concludes, ‘we must suspect political motivation’; Stewart (1990) 138 rec-
ognizes propaganda ‘either related to the Athenian war or to the Persian’.



while the Aphaia temple, unlike the Hellanios shrine or the cult
centres of the city, was not generally visited by strangers. It
might stare across at Sounion, but there was no good approach
by sea and the distance from the great harbour on the west was
almost twelve kilometres. Its oddly Kretan goddess, moreover,
and its initiatory functions, attached the Aphaia cult almost
exclusively to the island, so that its sculptured ‘message’ must
have been meant essentially for local eyes and ears. It was, in
other words, to themselves and their sons that the lords of Aigina
offered the revised self-description carried by the second set of
pediments. ‘We have ever been a Zeus-bred, justice-bearing
people whose influence stretches to exotic places,’ they say, ‘but
the Rape of Aigina and the Battle with the Amazons must stand
down as we now proclaim ourselves heirs to Aiakid warriors who
were twice victorious at Troy.’ 
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3. Contest and Coming of Age

The disestablishment of the first set of sculptures for the Aphaia
Temple, the raising of their replacements, and the reaction of the
island’s population to the new decorations provide an external
background to Pindar’s odes for Aigina, all but one performed in
the decades between 490 and 460 bc. Often the temple’s elevated
scenes bring light to the singers’ words, but there is as well an
opposite sort of illumination that comes from the actualities of
the Aiginetan victory celebration. This earthly occasion is for 
the most part reconstructed from clues found in the songs com-
missioned for it, but because there are so many of these, the
process is rescued from its seeming circularity. Experienced as a
single poetic phenomenon, the Aiginetan songs offer a reliable
sketch of the island’s practice, as it recognized and commemor-
ated an athletic victory.

The patrons of the eleven odes for Aigina were not like any 
of Pindar’s other clients, and the victors to be praised show a 
special quality as well, for in every case the successful athlete was
probably more than 12 years old, but not yet 18—a youth who did
not yet compete with men or take any serious part in the 
symposium.¹ There is no way to check the ages of the several
other Aiginetan victors who are incidentally mentioned,² but we

¹ N. 4, 6, 7, and O. 8 were so identified by ancient scholars; I. 8 and P. 8 con-
tain internal references to youth; N. 5, I. 5, and I. 6 include praise of a trainer,
indicating a youthful victor; N. 8 opens with a salute to Hora. For the special
case of N. 3 , performed by a chorus of adolescents (nean≤ai), see below, Ch. 9.
Hamilton (1974) 106–8 would accept all but N. 3 and 8 as dedicated to boy vic-
tors; Pfeijffer (1998) 21–38 would accept N. 4, 5, 6, O. 8, I. 8, and P. 8. For
entrance at the symposium, note Pl. Leg. 2. 666, where drinking is prohibited to
anyone under 18; boys nonetheless seem to have sometimes been present, for at
Xen. Symp. 3. 13 a 16-year-old ‘nestles against his father’. Bremmer (1990)
135–48 supposes that non-participating youths might attend, but for an oppo-
site opinion see Booth (1991) 105–20, who argues (against painted evidence)
that no one under 18 could be present at a symposium.

² The one certain adult victor is the Nikokles named at I. 8. 67–8. At N. 5. 43
the victor’s maternal uncle may be under or over 18, nor is there any way to
know the age of the grandfather, Themistios (50), when he took his Nemean
crowns. Similarly, the age of the wrestler Teisias, praised by Bakchylides in his
Ode 12, cannot be fixed, though in the case of Krios, defeated by a client of



do know that the three further Olympic crowns (won in Pindar’s
time but not celebrated by him) were all taken by adolescent
wrestlers.³ And finally it is plain that these boy athletes share a
common predilection for the oldest and most violent forms of
contest, for there is but a single runner among them, while one
has been victorious in the pentathlon, four are wrestlers, and five
are pankratists.⁴ (Not being great landowners, the Aiginetans
were not horsemen and there is no indication of any interest in
horse or chariot races.) Nine of the eleven youthful victories that
Pindar celebrates have been taken at nearby mainland contests,
six at Nemea and three at Isthmia, the others at Olympia and
Delphi. Taken all in all, these facts make it plain that panhellenic
contest was primarily the business of boys on Aigina, its charac-
teristic form being a one-to-one struggle between pairs of naked
opponents.⁵ It was a trial held on foreign ground, one that meant
blood, lost teeth, injury, possibly even death,⁶ but one in which
courage and ‘sharp-shifting’ trickery (as at O. 9. 91) could tri-
umph, and it led to ceremonies by which elder relatives recog-
nized a successful participant on his return. For the sons of this
island mainland competition was patterned like a rite of passage.⁷
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Simonides, the poet’s pun suggests that it was a boys’ competition in which he
was ‘fleeced’ (507. 1 PMG); see Page (1951) 140–2. Robbins (1987) 26 n. 3
would find evidence in P. fr. 4 M that Pytheas competed as an adult, but the
schol. says only that this mention of an Isthmian victory (in a song for a certain
Meidias) came after the death of Pytheas.

³ Only four Aiginetan Olympic victors from the 6th and 5th cent. are known:
Praxidamas, 544 bc (N. 6. 15; Paus. 6. 18. 7); Theognetos (P. P. 8. 36; Paus. 6. 9.
1 and Ebert (1972) no.1; P.Oxy 222 col I. 15; AP 16.2); Pherias (Paus. 6. 14.1;
Ebert (1972) no.19; Hansen CEG 350); and Alkimedon (P. O. 8.17). The three
from Pindar’s time were all wrestlers who won as boys (pa∏deß).

⁴ For the extreme violence of the combat sports and their apparent opposi-
tion to Greek ideals of civic life, see Poliakoff (1987) 89–115.

⁵ On nudity see Glass (1988) 155–73, esp. 158.
⁶ For the ideal of death in contest see Poliakoff (1987) 91; for the actuality

(only at Olympia), Brophy and Brophy (1985) 171–98 who, with Poliakoff
(1986) 400–2, bring the totals to four deaths in boxing and two each in the
pankration and wrestling between c.550 and 100 bc. Note the recognition in
Athenian law of unintentional killing in contest, as involuntary and not
demanding punishment (Dem. 23. 53; Pl. Leg. 865a–b).

⁷ Compare Crotty (1982) 104–38. For the sequence, marginal behaviour,
nudity, acts of violence, reintegration through banquet and dancing, with
emphasis on past ancestors, future sons, see among many Brelich (1969) 449–56;
Calame (1977) 36–38; Vernant (1989) 173ff .; and for the initiatory symbolism
of athletic festivals in general, see Nagy (1990) 118–24. The overall usefulness of
this concept to classicists is considered by Graf (2003) 3–24.



The male children of these self-consciously Doric families
evidently shared a traditional education that began when they
were about 7 years old and continued until the beginning of
adulthood, at about 18.⁸ When very small they would be taught
choral dancing⁹ and would exercise under supervision, probably
in ‘light’ or ‘heavy’ groups; then when they were 10 or 11,
depending on their physical development (when they had most
of their new teeth?), they would begin to compete in local games
at the Aiakeion, the Delphinion, or the Heraion.¹⁰ At 12 or 13,¹¹
those who had been successful at home would start to train in
earnest for the boys’ contests of the mainland, especially the
nearby ones at Megara, Epidauros, Nemea, and the Isthmos.¹²
Competing across the water meant leaving home for a consider-
able length of time—at Olympia the preliminaries began thirty
days before the actual contest¹³—so each would set out with an
entourage of male relatives, companions, and perhaps a trainer.¹⁴
A number of families will have sent such hopeful groups, and
those accepted as competitors will have been lodged in a com-
munal dwelling place; in later times there were special houses
called ‘halls of admission’ (ƒgkrit&rioi o”koi ) at the Isthmos (IG
4. 203, second century ad). And whether a boy was or was not
allowed to enter, whether finally he lost or won, this prolonged
and exotic experience—sea journey, isolation in an all-male
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⁸ Arist. Ath. Pol. 7. 15. 11; 8. 4. 1; see Tazelaar (1967) 127–53; Frisch (1988)
179–85; Golden (1998) 104–7.

⁹ Epicharmos fr. 13. 104 Kaibel calls a school a corhge∏on, and Pollux 9. 41
explains that among Dorians a school might also be termed corÎß, its master,
corhgÎß.

¹⁰ Krause (1841) 76. For the games for Apollo Delphinios, see Graf (1979)
2–22, and for this cult as associated with coming of age, Birge (1994) 14.
Diagoras of Rhodes took six crowns in various Aiginetan games (O. 7. 86).

¹¹ Paus. (6. 2. 10–11) noted a 12-year-old Olympic victor from Messene. The
physical criterion was perhaps a full set of adult teeth; see Frisch (1988) 179–85;
Crowther (1988) 304–8; Golden (1990) 67–8; (1998) 104–11.

¹² Nemea and the Isthmos were good places for boys to compete because both
had an intermediate age-class, the ågvneioi (whose beards were beginning to be
downy; cf. P. N. 5. 6 where one whose cheek does not yet even promise a beard
is a pa∏ß); this meant competition within narrower groups (boys roughly 12–15,
youths roughly 15–18 yrs.)

¹³ Crowther (1991) 161–6.
¹⁴ At Olympia preliminary oaths promising to abstain from all mis-

demeanours were taken by trainers, fathers, and brothers, if present, as well as
by the athletes (Paus. 5. 24. 9–10). For family members as trainers see Gardiner
(1910) 111–12.



group, preparatory training (£skhsiß), confrontation (actual or
vicarious) with an opponent—would find its ultimate term in
fires and disorderly revels on a final night. These celebrations
would then be imitated in the joy (eÃfros»na, N. 4. 1) of the
danced entertainments arranged by fathers or grandfathers or
uncles for those who came back with crowns. 

The victory ode extended the boy’s newly won glory to family,
friends, and the island as a whole,¹⁵ while at the same time it fixed 
a change in status that would mark the athlete for life.¹⁶ Every
victor, whatever his age, returned to his city in need of reintegra-
tion because of his altered aspect, but a crowned youth re-
entered his father’s house on a markedly new footing. He was the
embodiment of his age-group—the adolescents (nean≤ai) who
hailed him with their song¹⁷—but he returned to a closer iden-
tification with the men of his family, even if he was not yet ready
to join them in the drinking of wine.¹⁸ This was particularly 
evident, of course, if he was passing from childhood into that
youth-time (~bh) in which he would be a legitimate object of
adult desire, but whatever his precise age, the young victor was a
changed creature in need of a revised view, both of himself and of
his elders, and on Aigina at any rate the song that praised him
also gave instruction about his altered status. 

Boys whose education centred on formal athletic competition
were naturally loath to grow up: each wanted to be the strongest
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¹⁵ Pausanias’ story (6. 9. 68) of a Chian, Kleomedes, describes the victory cel-
ebration through its opposite. This boxer killed his opponent at Olympia, c.490
bc; his return without a crown maddened him and he broke the pillar support-
ing the schoolhouse roof, killing boys and teachers; the people stoned him and
he took refuge in a temple of Athena, hiding in a chest, but when the chest was
opened it was empty and Delphi, questioned on the marvel, decreed heroic
sacrifices for him. Reversed, this yields: joyous return of crowned victor brings
life to the youth of the city, a ‘lapidation’ of praise from fellow-citizens, and a
kind of heroization; see Fontenrose (1968) 73–104.

¹⁶ Kurke (1991a) 259 stresses the epinician ‘message of reintegration’,
though for her this has a strongly civic sense; Crotty (1982) 121 describes every
epinician celebration as an ‘act of inclusion’.

¹⁷ The chorus is explicitly of the victor’s age at I. 8. 1 and 72, and Bury
remarks (1965a) ad 1: ‘It is possible that the hymn is conceived as a lutron for the
comrades of Cleander also.’ At N. 3. 5 and 66 the performers are likewise explic-
itly youthful. Boys sing for Hieron in P. 1 and for Arkesilaos in P. 5, but the only
known case of a men’s chorus that sings for a boy comes from the court of the
Aleuadai (P. 10. 6).

¹⁸ This is the overt effect of the openings of N. 4 and I. 6, with their references
to eÃfros»na and the rituals of the symposium.



of his present class, not the weakest of the next, and best would
be to remain always a winner among the pa∏deß.¹⁹ Nor was this
natural reluctance countered, on Aigina, by compelling images
of men who had won renown as athletes or warriors, for the local
magnates were primarily men of commerce. In consequence
there was a sharp need for figures who could lend both definition
and enchantment to the condition of young adulthood. Also 
necessary for an advance towards maturity was a company of
witnesses who would be shamed if a boy betrayed his natural 
talent and strength (N. 3. 13–16), and agents of transformation
were also required for those taking on a heightened social iden-
tity after foreign trials. These three requirements are economic-
ally met, in the ten odes that Pindar made for Aigina before 458
bc, by the danced revival of a particular group of heroic warriors.
The victor has always had a family name and a tribal name, but
now he is freshly identified as member of an ‘Aiakid’ communi-
ty (his song will be received by the fortified seat of the Aiakids,
N. 4. 11–12) and he joins a larger group whose Doric ancestors
were mystically descended from the only king and first inhabi-
tant of the island (O. 8. 30). 

Pindar makes it a ‘law’ (teqmiÎß, I. 6. 20) that there should be
some manipulation of the Aiakid name in any Aiginetan ode; nor
is this a formality satisfied by simple mention. A hero from this
family appears in every pre-conquest song as the principal in a
‘narrative passage’ that cannot be classified as moral example,
political propaganda, or decorative postponement.²⁰ Instead, it
is a realized episode created by a chorus that uses the full power
of its once-ritual function to revive a specific moment of Aiakid
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¹⁹ Note the anecdote of Plutarch (Ages. 13. 3, cf. Xen. Hell. 4. 1. 40) in which
a king exerts illegal influence to get an over-age youth admitted among the boys
(pa∏deß) at Olympia. It was unlucky for a boy to dream that he had defeated a
man in wrestling, for this was a sign that his time among the pa∏deß was coming
to an end (Artem. 1. 60). Pausanias’ stories (e.g. 6. 14. 2) of athletes excluded
from the boys, only to go on to win in the ‘beardless’ class (ågvneioi) or the men’s
(£ndreß), were obviously preserved because they addressed this retrogressive
wish. At P. O. 9. 89 Epharmostos, excluded from the ågvneioi at Marathon, goes
on to take a crown in the men’s competition.

²⁰ Compare the more genial notion of Rose (1974) 155, who speaks of ‘self-
conscious interpretations of reality’ which constitute ‘aristocratic Paideia’.
Brillante (1990) 97 assumes more traditionally that Pindar was ‘aiming at a more
moralized version of the tale’ when he innovated, but supposes that the ‘mythic
example’ served the present victor/victory ‘much as a genealogical myth serves
a people’.



action, pressing it upon each spectator as a part of his own imme-
diate experience. In this way, the company is brought into the
presence of one or more of the island heroes, while the boy him-
self discovers a token name and deed which he may now attach to
himself and his victory. He knows a moment of identification
with the Achilles who drops upon Memnon, the Peleus who
holds out against a form-changer, or the Telamon who receives
an eagle portent, and so the sense of his new ‘Aiakid’ name is
revealed to him. In almost every case (the exception is Ajax, in
Nemean 8) the heroes evoked are youthful, just beyond boyhood
themselves,²¹ and they are closely associated (like the Aiakids of
the West Pediment of the Aphaia temple) with fathers from
whom their force comes. They are not, however, models of
behaviour, any more than are the smiling stone figures. Instead,
like esoteric symbols displayed in an initiation, they cause the
celebrating youth to recognize his victory as a link to a further
and peculiarly Aiginetan splendour. 

The young victors are moving towards a world of masculine
maturity, both ideal and actual, and their celebrations give an
appropriately ambivalent treatment to female figures. Mothers,
and above all Aigina (N. 7. 84; N. 8. 6–8), transmit the strain of
nobility that launches a youth into conflict (N. 3. 56–7, N. 5.
12–13, I. 6. 45, cf. Philyra as foster-mother at N. 3. 43), and on
occasion they may even contribute qualities of their own to their
sons (N. 5. 13; I. 8. 36–7).²² Nevertheless, though it is to a 
mother that a defeated contestant returns (P. 8. 85), the victori-
ous boy now goes among men,²³ and mothers are excluded from
the major mythic actions of the odes, as they were from the con-
tests at Olympia. Thetis is of ever-renewed interest, but she is
neither seen nor heard, nor does she give birth. Instead, these
scenes made for adolescents show her as the devious opponent
and the prize taken in a wrestling match that makes procreation a
kind of athletic activity (N 4. 62–5). Nor (in contradiction to the
Aphaia pediments) do the major female divinities have any place
in the Aiginetan odes: a disinterested Athena, with Artemis, wit-
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²¹ Even the Aiakos of O. 8 has yet to engender his sons.
²² The mother of Pytheas and Phylakidas (N. 4. 80; N. 5. 43) seems to have

brought the quality that attracts victory into her sons’ crownless paternal inher-
itance. 

²³ The victorious boy may, however, be rewarded with a mother’s smile, if
one may judge by the fate of the losers described at P. 8. 85. 



nesses the infant exploits of Achilles (N. 3. 50), but nowhere does
she or any other goddess take an active part in the Aiakid deeds
that the dancers revive.²⁴ The Themis of Isthmian 8 does urge
the immortals to arrange the engendering of Achilles, but it is
Zeus and Poseidon who make the actual decision (I. 8. 49–50). As
if in compensation, however, six of the eleven Aiginetan odes use
their invocations to call feminine powers or influences into the
immediate celebration. A personified Olympia (O. 8) one might
have expected, also a maternal Muse (N. 3) and, since these are
young singers, Hora, Aphrodite’s messenger (N. 8), but Theia,
the Sun’s mother (I. 5) , Eleithyia, the birth goddess (N. 7), and
Hesychia, the powerful enemy of angry revolt (P. 8. 1), are also
invoked as patronesses suitable to athletes who do not yet contest
in the adult class. 

Another characteristic of the youthful Aiginetan odes is their
treatment of the athlete’s education, and in particular their
praise of trainers. According to modern reconstructions of 
‘élitist views’, Pindar should have kept silent about such 
creatures, since Greek aristocrats were supposedly defensive
about their athletic dominance and suspicious of anyone who
presumed to teach the ‘heroic excellence’ that they alone pos-
sessed.²⁵ The Aiginetan odes, however, tell a different story, for
in four cases the noble patron has requested that a professional
trainer be named, and in a fifth that an elder brother should be
praised for teaching a youngster.²⁶ What is more, though most
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²⁴ There is an oblique reference to Athena as one with whom Herakles may
have influence at N. 7. 96.

²⁵ See among many Nicholson (2002) 31–59, where it is supposed that any
outsider and all artisans would be cause for ‘anxiety’ in ‘aristocratic society’; cf.
Percy (1996) 118, who speaks of ‘Aristocratic conservatives from Theognis to
Pindar, who believing that blood matters more than training in the molding of
human nature, scorned schoolmasters.’ To prove that Pindar condemns train-
ers, the passage at O. 9. 100ff . is often cited, but the plain point there is not that
training is bad but simply that fu3 with daimonic support is stronger than
trained talent. The opposite case is recognized at I. 4. 36–7, where the combina-
tion of tvcnh with t»ch may let a lesser man triumph over a greater. Discussions
of the gymnasium are coloured by the same reconstruction of so-called élitist
attitudes, for some take this as an extra-aristocratic phenomenon, others as the
invention of aristocrats fearful for their natural dominance; see Glass (1988)
155–73; Golden (1998) 84–8, and the review of the latter by Pleket (2000) 751–5.

²⁶ Menander, N. 5. 48–9; Melesias, N. 4. 93–6, N. 6. 64–6, O. 8. 54–64;
Pytheas, I. 5. 59. To such epinician trainer-praise one may compare the trainer-
statue reported by Pausanias (6. 3. 6), set up at Olympia by his pupil, Kratinos
of Aigina, victor in the boys’ wrestling.



commentators have felt that ‘enemy’ trainers ought to have been
supremely embarrassing to the retrograde Aiginetans and to
their poet, the two elaborately praised professionals were
Athenians.²⁷ Some scholars have tried to read tones of shame or
hostility into the passages where the names of Menander and
Melesias are sounded, but there is no hint of discomfort when
towards the end of Nemean 5, for example, the chorus sings out
with a joyful pun, ‘It is right that a builder of athletes should hail
from Athens!’(49).Athens and Aigina were rivals at sea, but it is
plain that Athenians were frequent visitors to the island in the
early decades of the fifth century, as exiles, trading opposites, 
litigants, guest-friends, and also as teachers and educators.²⁸

Every free-born boy will have known a trainer of some sort,²⁹
a father, a brother, or an outsider, whether hired by a parent or
shared with others at the gymnasium. Furthermore, no boy, no
matter how noble, could attempt panhellenic competition in
boxing, wrestling, or the pankration without extensive and
knowing preparation,³⁰ and expenditure for the very best of
training gave final enhancement to any victory he might take
(e.g. I. 5. 57). The trainer (paidotr≤bhß) is a standard figure on
vases, using the long umpire’s wand to indicate where a mistake
has been made, or where a winning grip may be taken, or perhaps
where he will punish a foul.³¹ A private trainer would supervise
sleep and diet at home, and would accompany the boy when he
left the island for the great contests, working with him inten-
sively through the preparation period,³² even shouting direc-
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²⁷ Wilamowitz (1922) 398 saw Melesias as an Aiginetan of non-aristocratic
family; he is followed by Kirchner (1996) 165–76, who concludes, with no new
evidence, that an aristocrat could not act as a trainer; so also Silk (1998) 63 n.
102. Most others hold that both Melesias and Menander were aristocrats; see
Gardiner (1930) 70–1; Wade-Gery (1958) 239–70, who identified Melesias as a
descendant of Kimon; Woloch (1963) 102–4, 121; Davies (1971) 231.

²⁸ Robbins (1986) 321 n.23 terms the praise of Melesias in O. 8 ‘a sobering
counter-consideration to the common belief that Melesias, as an Athenian, was
persona non grata in 460 bc in Aegina’; cf. Figueira (1993) 205–6.

²⁹ As adults came to make more use of trainers the term paidotr≤bhß was
replaced by gumnast&ß; see Pl. Rep. 3. 406a; Philostratos Gym. 14, and Juethner
(1909) 3–5.

³⁰ Gardiner (1910) 111–12; Hamilton (1974) 108; Hubbard (1985) 108–9.
³¹ Poliakoff (1987) figs. 3, 10, 25–31, 37–40, 53–4.
³² Gardiner (1930) 89–90; Poliakoff (1987) 17. At Olympia a trainer could be

punished with whipping if, in the athlete’s preparation, he defied or exceeded
the commands of the Hellanodikai; see Crowther (1991) 165.



tions during matches, if the anecdotes of Pausanias are to be
believed.³³ Such were the actualities, and in the Aiginetan odes
Pindar expands the trainers’ role through mythic figures who are
seen to divert a youth from the world of women in order to 
activate his inherited strength and ambition.³⁴ The trainer is like
Chiron, a kind of initiation master who may rescue an adoptive
son from a wilderness enemy (N. 4. 60), even bring him a bride
(N. 3. 56–7). Above all, this educator is one who knows how to
transform a childish huntsman into a contender whose opposite
will be deprived of a joyous return home (N. 3. 42–63; cf. 
O. 8. 69). 

Herakles, god of the palaistra and of youths as they come of
age, has a strong presence in these Pindaric performances. As son
of Zeus, he is Aiakos’ brother (N. 7. 86), but where the hero
Founder is somewhat remote (a mortal who settled conflicts
among the gods, I. 8. 26), Herakles appears as a youthful and
kindly neighbour who will increase the blessings that a boy may
win (N. 7. 86–92). Within this set of songs, his own definitional
adventures are those of an initiate—killing giants (N 4. 25–30; I.
6. 33; N. 7. 90), fighting monstrous women (N. 3. 38), and jour-
neying out to the Pillars and back (N. 3. 21–6).³⁵ He does not
carry a warrior’s sword; instead he is unsparing of his bow (I. 6.
33–4) as he leads young Aiakids towards distant, exotic conflicts
(N. 4. 25–30; I. 6. 26–34). And finally this companionable
Herakles may be present at the wedding of one of his followers,
arranging for the passage from youth to fatherhood, even as he
summons the groom to a final trial (I. 6. 35–55). Like Chiron,
then, and like his sculptured double, this Herakles oversees the
transit from unruly youthful exploits to adult deeds performed
on the battlefield. 

Finally, these odes, in sharp contrast to the Aiakid composi-
tions of the Aphaia temple, are suffused with the presence of
Zeus (N. 7. 80 ),³⁶ god of mature men gathered in the symposium
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³³ Note Pausanias (6. 10. 1–3) on the father-trainer of Glaukos of Karystos.
³⁴ On the role of such companions in the initiation sequence, see Jeanmaire

(1939) 450–5; Burkert (1985) 391–2; (1979) 29.
³⁵ He has also made a campaign against the Meropes (N. 4. 26, I. 6. 31), the

sense of which is not clear, though Il. 14. 250–61 suggests that this was a suc-
cessful response to a stepmother’s plot.

³⁶ Even P. 8. 98–100 ends by placing the present celebration, the city, and the
island under his care, along with that of Aigina and the Aiakids.



(I. 6. 1–3). This is true whether or not the contest was his,
because Fate gave him the island nobility as his own when Aiakos
was engendered (O. 8. 15–16). Zeus is referred to at least once in
every ode, in prayers, exclamations, and scattered references,
while his name is sounded five times in Nemean 7, five times also
in Isthmian 5 (where the contest gods, Apollo and Poseidon, are
not named). He may be Hellanios (N. 5.10), or the source of
Fatality (N. 4.61; cf. N. 6.13), but he is primarily the god who
ravished Aigina and so became the progenitor of the Aiakid
heroes (‘Zeus, yours is the blood!’ N. 3.65). Mythic scenes that
feature Aiakids intensify the sense that Zeus’ force is always
present, and in three cases the god plays an active role, relin-
quishing Thetis in Isthmian 8, bestowing her in Nemean 5, and
dispatching the eagle that promises a son to Telamon in Isthmian
6. (Compare I. 5. 49–50, where he churns out the battle-storm at
Salamis in an actuality that is treated as myth.) Perhaps most
striking is Nemean 7, which treats of Delphi but leaves the
Delphic god unnamed and invisible in his own precinct (he is
merely theos at 40 and 46), as the Aiakid race fulfils its Zeus-
driven necessity (N. 7. 50). Among the men and gods of these ten
odes, the son of Kronos and father of Aiakos seems almost to rule
alone: ‘Zeus makes the apportionment, for Zeus is lord of all’ (I.
5. 52–3).
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PART II

THE PERFORMANCES
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4. Nemean 5: Peleus’ Wedding Song

For Pytheas, son of Lampon, of the Psalychiad tribe, victor in
the boys’ pankration; also for his mother’s brother, Euthymenes,
and for her father, Themistios; c.483 bc. Triads.

str. a* OÛk åndriantopoiÎß ejm’, ¿st’ ƒlin»sonta ƒrg3-

zesqai åg3lmat’ ƒp’aÛt$ß baqm≤doß

‰staÎt’: åll’ ƒp≥ p3saß

Ølk3doß πn t’ åk3t8, gluke∏’ åoid3,

ste∏c’ åp’ Ajg≤naß, diaggvllois’ Òti

L3mpwnoß uÈÏß Puqvaß eÛrusqen&ß

n≤kh Neme≤oiß pagkrat≤ou stvfanon, 5
oÇpw gvnusi fa≤nwn tere≤naß

matvr’ ojn3nqaß øp*ran, 6b

ånt. a* ƒk d† KrÎnou ka≥ ZhnÏß ~rwaß ajcmat¤ß futeuqvn-

taß ka≥ åpÏ cruse$n Nhrhºdwn

Ajak≤daß ƒgvrairen

matrÎpol≤n te, f≤lan xvnwn £rouran:

t3n pot’ eÇandrÎn te ka≥ nausiklut¤n

qvssanto, p¤r bwmÏn patvroß }Ellan≤ou 10
st3nteß, p≤tnan t’ ƒß ajqvra ce∏raß Åm9

$Endaºdoß årign0teß uÈo≥

ka≥ b≤a F*kou krvontoß, 12b

ƒp. a* Ø t$ß qeoı, n Yam3qeia

t≤kt’ ƒp≥ Âhgm∏ni pÎntou. 13b

ajdvomai mvga ejpe∏n

ƒn d≤k6 te m¶ kekinduneumvnon, 14b

p0ß d¶ l≤pon eÛklva n$son, 15
ka≥ t≤ß £ndraß ålk≤mouß 15b

da≤mwn åp’ Oj*naß πlasen.

st3somai: oÇ toi ‹pasa kerd≤wn

fa≤noisa prÎswpon Ål3qei’ åtrek&ß:

ka≥ tÏ sig$n poll3kiß ƒst≥ sof*-

taton ånqr*p8 no[sai.

str. b* ej d’ Ôlbon ∂ ceir0n b≤an ∂ sidar≤tan ƒpain[-

sai pÎlemon dedÎkhtai, makr3 moi



aÛtÎqen ‹lmaq’ Ëposk3- 20
ptoi tiß: πcw gon3twn Ørm¤n ƒlafr3n:

ka≥ pvran pÎntoio p3llont’ ajeto≤.

prÎfrwn d† ka≥ ke≤noiß £eid’ ƒn Pal≤8

Mois$n Ø k3llistoß corÎß, ƒn d† mvsaiß

fÎrmigg’ !pÎllwn ‰pt3glwsson

crusv8 pl3ktr8 di*kwn 24b

ånt. b* Åge∏to panto≤wn nÎmwn: aÈ d† pr*tiston m†n \mnh-

san DiÏß årcÎmenai semn¤n Qvtin

Phlva q’, ¿ß tv nin Åbr¤ 26
KrhqeΩß } Ippol»ta dÎl8 ped$sai

‡qele zun$na Magn&twn skopÏn

pe≤sais’ åko≤tan poik≤loiß boule»masin,

ye»stan d† poihtÏn sunvpaxe lÎgon,

„ß Ára numfe≤aß ƒpe≤ra 30
ke∏noß ƒn lvktroiß !k3stou 30b

ƒp. b* eÛn$ß: tÏ d’ ƒnant≤on πsken:

poll¤ g3r nin pant≥ qum‘ 31b

parfamvna lit3neuen.

to∏o d’ ørg¤n kn≤zon ajpeino≥ lÎgoi: 32b

eÛqŸß d’ åpan3nato n»mfan,

xein≤ou patrÏß cÎlon 33b

de≤saiß: Ø d’ eˆ fr3sqh katvneu-

svn tv oÈ ørsinef¶ß ƒx oÛranoı

ZeŸß åqan3twn basile»ß, ¿st’ ƒn t3cei 35
pont≤an crusalak3twn tin¤ Nh-

reºdwn pr3xein £koitin,

str. g* gambrÏn Poseid3wna pe≤saiß, ß Ajg$qen pot≥ klei-

t¤n qam¤ n≤setai ∞IsqmÏn Dwr≤an:

πnqa nin eÇfroneß ”lai

sŸn kal3moio bo9 qeÏn dvkontai,

ka≥ sqvnei gu≤wn ƒr≤zonti qrase∏.

pÎtmoß d† kr≤nei suggen¶ß πrgwn pvri 40
p3ntwn. tŸ d’ Ajg≤naqe d≤ß, EÛq»meneß,

N≤kaß ƒn ågk*nessi p≤tnwn

poik≤lwn πyausaß \mnwn. 42b

ånt. g* ‡toi metaºxanta ka≥ nın teÏß m3trwß 〈s’〉 åg3llei

ke≤nou ØmÎsporon πqnoß, Puqva.

Å Nemva m†n £raren

me≤ß t’ ƒpic*rioß, n f≤lhs’ !pÎllwn:

‹likaß d’ ƒlqÎntaß o÷koi t’ ƒkr3tei 45
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N≤sou t’ ƒn eÛagke∏ lÎf8. ca≤rw d’ Òti

ƒslo∏si m3rnatai pvri p$sa pÎliß.

÷sqi, gluke∏3n toi Men3ndrou

sŸn t»c6 mÎcqwn åmoib¤n 48b

ƒp. g* ƒpa»reo. cr¶ d’ åp’ !qan$n

tvkton’ åeqlhta∏sin πmmen: 49b

e÷ d† Qem≤stion Jkeiß 50
¿st’ åe≤dein, mhkvti Â≤gei: d≤doi 50b

fwn3n, ån¤ d’ Èst≤a te∏non

prÏß zugÏn karcas≤ou, 51b

p»ktan tv nin ka≥ pagkrat≤8

fqvgxai ‰le∏n ∞Epida»r8 diplÎan

nik0nt’ året3n, proq»roisin d’ Ajakoı

ånqvwn poi3enta fvre stefan*-

mata sŸn xanqa∏ß C3rissin.

1. I am no sculptor whose works stand 
idle upon their base.

Go forth, sweet song, with every ship 
or merchant bark! Set sail from

Aigina bearing the news that Lampon’s son, 
strong Pytheas, takes a pankratic crown
at Nemea, though not yet has he 5
shown to his mother a first soft 

bloom on his cheek.

Spear-bearing heroes that Kronos and Zeus
begat upon Nereus’ golden girls—

Aiakids!—he honours, and too this dear 
refuge of strangers, their mother-city.

That she be known for ships and fine men,
such was the prayer of the three who stood, 10
arms stretched in the air, at the altar of Father Hellanios, 
two far-famed sons of Endaïs and also

Phokos, fierce and commanding, 

sprung from divinity, whom Psamathe bore at the 
sea’s edge. I scruple to tell the great deed, both just

and unjust, that was risked and done, 
or how they abandoned this fair-famed 15

isle, and which god drove
such valiant men away from Oinona.

I stand mute! Blunt truth does not
always uncover her face to advantage:
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silence is sometimes the prime mode
that any man can devise.

2. But if it be bliss, or muscle-strength, 
or iron war that is chosen for praise, then

dig me a broad trench ! My knees 20
promise a nimble jump—

eagles can vault across the sea!
Muses in fairest chorus did joyfully
sing of these men on Pelion, while
in their midst Apollo put plectrum of gold

to his seven-stringed lyre,

leading, whatever the melody. Zeus was sung 25
first, in preamble, then reverend Thetis, then

Peleus, as they recounted how pampered
Hippolyta, daughter of Kretheus,

tried to destroy him with trickery—how 
with an artful scheme to persuade her lord,
Magnesia’s king, she embroidered the false tale 
that he, their guest, had attempted to 30

enter the nuptial couch of Akastos,

his host’s wife! The reverse was true—many 
times she implored him with passionate prayer, but

speech so perverse roused his rage 
and he spurned her as bed-mate, fearing the ire

of the Father of Hosts and guests.
And indeed, the Driver of Clouds took

note from the skies and decreed—Zeus,
King of the Deathless ones!—that this man should 35
straightaway take to wife one of the 

gold-spindled sea-spawned Nereids,

3. himself persuading her suitor Poseidon, who 
often from Aigai comes down to the 

Dorian isthmos where festival crowds with 
loud-voiced flutes receive him as god

and strive together in strong-limbed games.
Ancestral fate determines all. You, 40
o Euthymenes, twice went from Aigina,
sank upon Victory’s lap and touched the

music of elegant praise! 

Pytheas, see how this uncle who speeds after you
brings joy to that hero’s kindred race! 
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Nemea claims him, as does the local month
loved by Apollo, for he did trounce

agemates who challenged him here, and 45
others in Nisos’ enfolding glades. I rejoice
that all of the city strives for noble rewards! 
Know ye! this sweet repayment for toil comes 

as part of Menander’s good 

fortune, and right it is that a builder of athletes
should hail from the city of Athens! Now, 50

if you are gathered to sing of Themistios,
don’t stint! Cry out—let full sails

billow against the forestay! 
Proclaim him as boxer and tell how he took,

at Epidauros, a double pankration 
prize! Then out to the forecourt of Aiakos
carry his grassy garlands, taking as your com- 

panions the fair-haired Charites! 

This, the first surviving ode for an Aiginetan,¹ was commis-
sioned for his smooth-cheeked son by a nobleman named
Lampon.² He himself has had no athletic success, nor has his
house produced victors in the past,³ but he has married into a
family of prizewinners. His wife’s father, Themistios, won at
Epidauros (N. 5. 50), and Euthymenes, one of her brothers, has
taken crowns at home, at Megara (N. 5. 41–6; I. 6. 58), and just
now at Nemea, alongside his young nephew, the boy that this
song celebrates.⁴ Lampon takes a close interest in the making of
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¹ Maehler (1982) i. ii. 251 would place N. 5 in 483 bc, though he admits the
possibility of a date as early as 485; he dates I. 6 in 480 and I. 5 in 478 bc. Taccone
(1906) 253–5 had suggested a date in the late 480s or early 470s for Pytheas’ vic-
tory, and he is followed by Figueira (1993) 206 n. 34; Pfeijffer (1995a) 318–32
suggests 487 or 485 bc.

² Lampon is son of Kleonikos (I. 6. 16); he is probably a cousin of the
Lampon son of Pytheas who is named by Herodotos (9.78.1) as the most emi-
nent Aiginetan at Plataia. Nothing supports the suggestion of Gaertner (1978)
40 that the commission was given, not by Lampon but by Themistios.

³ At I. 6. 57–65 Euthymenes, the maternal uncle, is grouped with Pytheas
and his brother, all said to have revived the Psalychiad tribe and exalted the
house of Themistios. Strictly speaking this ought to make Euthymenes, like the
boys, a Psalychiad, but probably he is thought of as an honorary member
because of his sister’s marriage.

⁴ Euthymenes’ earlier victories, plus the fact that m3trwß usually signifies
someone of more advanced age, indicate that he did not compete in the same
age-group as Pytheas. On the other hand, this ‘uncle’s’ past victories were won
over boys (45, cf. Ebert (1972) no. 72 1–3), so that his current victory at Nemea



athletes (I. 6. 72–3) and he has hired one of the most famous
teachers of the day, Menander of Athens, to supervise the train-
ing of his sons. Now, though not yet 15,⁵ Pytheas has crossed to
Nemea and won in the pankration, a brutal mixture of boxing
and wrestling in which almost any move was permitted. The boy
has rescued his father’s house from athletic obscurity, but his
flair for victory comes from the maternal family, and the singers
of this ode playfully suggest that it was his mother who, before he
was scrutinized by Poseidon’s officials, checked his right to enter
in the boys’ class (N. 5. 5–6).⁶ She is not, of course, actually 
present, nor is she named, but because of her prominent position
at the end of the first stanza, this wife of Lampon and daughter of
Themistios seems to look on as performers probably as young as
Pytheas sing about women, and specifically about the mate who
will, and the mate who will not, give a man a surpassing son.⁷
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may have been taken in the ‘beardless class’ (ågvneioi). That class probably fol-
lowed the boys in the day’s events (see Klee (1918) 24–5); hence Pindar’s little
joke at 43, where Euthymenes ‘rushes after’ Pytheas. The assertion of Pfeijffer
(1995a) 318–22 that uncle and nephew could not have competed at the same fes-
tival derives from misreading Ajg≤naqe at 41, then wrongly employing Pytheas as
subject at 43–6. The present reading is in agreement with the minimal interpre-
tation of Cole (1987) 564 and n. 15, which has been unconvincingly qualified by
Carey (1989b) 287–95.

⁵ Pytheas has won his victory before showing any ‘delicate ripeness of vine-
bloom on his jaw’, which is to say he competed among the boys, not yet among
the ‘beardless’, whose cheeks are attractively downy but not yet scratchy; com-
pare O. 1. 68–9, where a chin made dark by whiskers marks the end of the flower-
ing time and so readiness for marriage. On these classes see Ebert (1972) nos. 40,
72, 78, and Pl. Leg. 7. 833c. If the three Isthmian and Nemean age-classes were
co-ordinated with the two at Olympia, then the ‘boys’ were roughly 12–15 years
old, the ‘beardless’ 15–18; see M. Finley and Pleket (1976) 62, also Bernardini
(1983) 148–49; Frisch (1988) 179–85; Crowther (1988) 304–8; Golden (1998)
105–6. These divisions are roughly parallel to those made in erotic epigrams
between boys not yet quite ready, and boys ready for love; the second group
show downy cheeks but cease to be proper erotic objects when chins darken with
rough beards and heavy body hair appears (AP 12. 24, 25, 27, 30, 31, 205, 228,
etc.) In Pindar’s language the desirable boy is sung as kalos when he shows the
not yet fruitful flowering that solicits Aphrodite (I. 2. 4–5), and it is this flower-
ing that Pytheas does not yet display (N. 5. 6). For a contradictory understand-
ing, see Maehler (1982) ii. 250–1, who assumes that the ‘beardless’ were aged 17
to 20, and that this was Pytheas’ class; he is followed by Pfeijffer (1999) 105.

⁶ In actuality this decision was made by officials at the site of the games, at
locations called in later times ƒgkrit&rioi o”koi ; see Frisch (1988) 184. Some,
however, read matvr(a) in line 6, in fanciful apposition to øp*ran; see Race (1997)
ii. 47.

⁷ But note Robbins (1987) 32–3, who hears in this song a ‘delicate counter-



Other odes announce their purpose with an opening invoca-
tion, a wise generality, or an elaborated simile, but the chorus of
Nemean 5 begins with a negative boast that defines its function.
‘I am no sculptor,’ they say, ‘my song is like a piece of news 
carried abroad by ship’ (1–2). The notion that sculpture must
stay in place while an ode can travel seems a bit odd, since the
exported work of Aiginetan sculptors was to be seen in many
mainland places,⁸ while the olive-wood figurines of Damia and
Auxesia⁹ were, like the sacred figures from the temenos of
Aiakos,¹⁰ notorious for journeys actual and aborted. This per-
formance, however, takes place just as the Aiakid replacements
were being set into the pediments of the Aphaia temple, and con-
sequently decorative images, agalmata that ‘stand fixed upon the
same base’ (ƒp’ aÃt$ß baqm≤doß, 1–2) will inevitably suggest those
unmoving figures.¹¹ The reference is concrete and local, and it
allows the poet’s generic ‘I can spread your fame’ (as at Theognis
237, or P. I. 1. 64) to assume the aspect of a particular promise.
The new pedimental pieces are placed at a far corner of the
island, inert and mute; they depict motion as never before in
stone, but they do not even seem to speak. Poetry, on the other
hand is speech itself; it can travel as far as Hades, and it can be
transferred into the mouths of the beings it creates, thus giving
them momentary life.¹² This first Aiginetan ode thus suggests
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point to the maternal inheritance’, and in particular a warning against what
might be ‘a mother’s enervating influence’.

⁸ The Aiginetan sculptor Kallon made an Athena for Troezen as well as a
Kore for Amyklai and soon a colossal bronze statue of Zeus would be sent from
an Aiginetan workshop to Olympia to commemorate the victory at Plataia; see
Bury (1965b) xxvi.

⁹ Kidnapped from Epidauros and carried over the water to Aigina (Hdt. 5.
82ff .).

¹⁰ Said to have been sent to Thebes in the previous generation (see above Ch.
1, pp. 26–8 ) and soon to be sent to Salamis. For the possibility of Aiginetan cer-
emonies in which heroic statues were transported in procession, see Rutherford
(1992) 62–72.

¹¹ Steiner (1998) 123–49 would hear a reference to a statue of Pytheas as vic-
tor set up in the city though there is no evidence of any such custom at this date.

¹² Note the ever-present play in N. 5 with contrasting types of speech: true
words that should not be sung (14), imposed silences that are best rhetoric
(16–19); lies told for impious purposes (29) but recorded in a true song sung by
goddesses. Ritual supplication asking population and prosperity for the island
(9–11), is parodied in a sexual supplication begging for an adulterous union
(31b–32), while corrupt mortal persuasion (28) is echoed in a saving act of divine
persuasion (37). In the realm of praise the music of Apollo’s lyre (24) prepares



that, along with the news of a particular victory, it will export
something of the temple’s sculptured programme, transformed
and made moveable through the animating power of choral
song.¹³

True to its opening boast, Nemean 5 carries images that could
never have decorated a temple. The song is centred upon Peleus
and, like no other Pindaric ode, it evokes its hero doubly, not
only in its central narrative but also in an introductory mythic
glimpse. In neither appearance, however, is this a helmeted 
warrior; instead it is a youth whose first appearance is too sinis-
ter, his second too vulgar,¹⁴ for representation on any sacred
building. Some critics, indeed, have found these two danced 
narratives unsuitable even for a secular victory hymn. How, they
ask, can an act of kin-murder and an attempted seduction 
properly illustrate the song’s final commonplace about familial
destiny (40)? How, furthermore, do these episodes illuminate
the news that the boy Pytheas has taken a crown in the Nemean
pankration? And finally how can an act of fratricide serve, with-
in the song, as prologue to events that lead to a wedding? It is the
Phokos episode in particular that moderns find offensive, and
their shocked response is followed, in a surprising number of
cases, by a reformulation of Farnell’s conclusion that ‘the most
wayward and capricious of poets’ is caught here in flagrant 
carelessness.¹⁵

The inattentive poet hypothesis, however, cannot even be
considered because the killing of Phokos is emphasized and
made literally ‘arresting’ by various poetic tricks. Formally
speaking, it serves as rejected foil, as the singers approach their
central mythic evocation by way of an oddly balanced priamel.¹⁶
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for the responding ornate hymns heard from Victory’s lap (42), while both stand
in contrast to the ornate blandishments of an unchaste woman (28). All of these
are imitated in the shouted wind-borne words of the present song (51).

¹³ The opening conceit, song as cargo (2–3), becomes, at the end of the ode,
singers as ship and crew (50–1).

¹⁴ Froidfond (1989) 80 speaks of ‘le caractère allusif et presque furtif du
premier . . . la banalité du second’.

¹⁵ Farnell (1930) 188.
¹⁶ A single item is rejected, a multiplicity chosen. Bundy (1986) 74 calls this a

device whereby ‘unpropitious matter is converted into foil for a subsequent
crescendo’; Robbins (1987) 31 hears instead an example of Maehler’s
‘Bereitwilligkeits-Motiv’, though this is to ignore the overall rhetoric of ‘this I
won’t/ this I will.’



‘I won’t sing of that deed,’ they say, ‘but I will praise blessed-
ness, athletic strength, or war’(19), their refusal made the more
effective by a melodramatic choral act of self-suppression (‘I will
be mute! I will stand still!’ 14–16). Nevertheless this interrupted
mythic reference is no mere stylistic flourish, for where other
‘suppressed’ matters (e.g. Herakles’ violence against the gods at
O. 9. 30–6) are amended, marked as irrelevant, or given the lie,
this one is confirmed as ‘straight truth’ (ålaqei’ åtrek&ß, 17) and
plainly linked to a central tale that concerns ‘these same men’
(22).¹⁷ What is more, this ‘unsung’ action is introduced like no
other with a fully realized scene that is hung up for a moment
before the eyes of the audience. It is a story that cannot be told
but it is nonetheless plainly marked as necessary to the overall
enchantment that the ode means to effect, and the stanzas given
to it (antistrophe and epode of the first triad) must be heard with
full attention. 

The performance has hardly begun and the boy Pytheas has
just been named, when the singers take the word ‘mother-city’ as
cue for the creation of a tableau in which three sons of Aiakos
pray at an altar. They stand where their father once prayed to his
father for rain,¹⁸ and they ask Zeus Hellanios (10–11)¹⁹ to pro-
vide Aigina with a sea-going population of fine men (9–10). This
is a moment from the very beginning of the island’s history, and
the employment of a Hesiodic verb associated with prayers 
asking for male offspring (qvssanto,10)²⁰ raises an inevitable
question: how are heroes who live among ant-people²¹ ever to
engender ‘fine men’? Mothers will be necessary, and the
significance of maternal parents is at once confirmed by the
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¹⁷ But note Fogelmark (1979) 76, who argues that reference to the Aiakids is
impossible because Pindar does not ‘look back over his shoulder’; F. believes
that the sense is, ‘for Peleus and Thetis, as for those others, Kadmos and
Harmonia’(!)

¹⁸ See above, Ch. 1, pp. 19–20. Hesiod suggests that an earlier prayer offered
by Aiakos was answered by the creation of the ant-people (fr. 205 MW).

¹⁹ Without explanation Segal (1998) 183 reported that the altar of Zeus
Hellanios has a ‘negative significance’.

²⁰ Cf. Hes. Cat. 231 where the prayer is for offspring for Hyllos; at AR 1. 824,
in what appears to be a learned joke, the men of Lemnos use this verb when they
beg their wives for the sons already born.

²¹ Hes. Cat. 205; Apollod. Bib. 3. 12. 6; see Carnes (1990) 41–4, who notes
traditions that insisted on the ant-like qualities of these first creatures; also
(1996) 31, where Peleus is seen as ‘the Aiakid who breaks out of the closed inces-
tuous pattern of autochthony to establish . . . marriage and thus civilization’.



nomenclature of these three youths,²² for though they are all sons
of Aiakos, the song identifies them only by their mothers’
names.²³ Two are economically covered by the single formula
‘famous sons of Endaïs’ (12), while the third gets his own name
before he is specified as born to a different mother, the disjointed
syntax allowing her to appear in an emphatic nominative as
Psamathe (13). As last in a list, the son of this Nereid enjoys a
necessary emphasis which is intensified by his formal intro-
duction as ‘force of royal Phokos’ (b≤a F*kou krvontoß, 12b), the
epic phrase setting him apart from brothers who are merely 
‘recognizable’ (årign0teß, as girls or even swineherds might be,
cf. Sappho 97. 1; Od. 17. 375). 

The name Phokos sounds out among the final syllables of the
first antistrophe, almost as a threat; it is remembered through 
the subsequent pause, to be expanded by the reiterated relative
pronoun that opens the epode, ‘who was son of the goddess;
whom Psamathe bore’ (13). The sons of Endaïs obviously belong
to earth,²⁴ but the child of this goddess came into being at the
island’s sandy edge, where a seal might properly be found,²⁵ and
this becomes the essential information about the victim of a
crime that can’t be sung: Phokos is either a beast-like man or a
man-like beast. Watery, shifting, and marginal, he is unlike 
his father’s other sons, but he is certainly of the ruling family
(krvontoß, 12b). Then, at the beginning of the epode, the sudden
refusal to describe deeds neither just nor unjust²⁶ causes the ini-
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²² Nothing in the text fixes the age of any of the three but since the continu-
ing tale brings Peleus to adulthood only later it is probable that Pindar imagines
Phokos too as a youth, or at most a young adult, when he is struck down;
Wilamowitz (1922) 171 refers to him as ‘der Knabe’. The later legends that
made Phokos the founder of Phokis naturally placed his death at the end of his
northern career, on the occasion of a return to his home island (Paus. 10. 30. 4).

²³ For the Phokos legend, see above, Ch. 1, pp. 21–2 and nn. 28, 30, 45,
47–51.

²⁴ Endaïs was daughter of Chiron in Thessalian legend (schol. Il. 16. 14;
schol. P. N. 5. 12a; Hyg. Fab. 14), of the Megarian Skiron according to the
Aiginetans (Paus. 2. 29. 7; Apollod. Bibl. 3. 12. 6; Plut. Thes. 10); some said that
her mother, Chariklo, was the daughter of the Kychreus who mastered Ophis,
the serpent of Salamis (Plut. Thes. 10. 3 = FGrH 487 F 1). Aiakos’ marriage with
her was presumably regular, she having been given, by Skiron or Chiron, with
Zeus’ consent. ²⁵ Detienne (1970) 219–33.

²⁶ Bury (1965b) ad loc. pointed out the ambivalence of ƒn d≤k6 te m& (14) and
translated, ‘a grand venture, perhaps just, perhaps not,’ to which Farnell
responded with outrage (1931) ii. 276 that Pindar ‘could not have been doubtful
as to the moral quality of this murder’. In apparent agreement Gentile (1995)



tial scene of supplication to collide with the (unspoken) murder.
For a listener, the ‘huge venture’ best rendered by silence (14b)
grows directly from the prayer at the altar of Zeus Hellanios,²⁷ as
if it promised fulfilment of the inaugural plea for well-formed
citizens who are masters of the sea (9). Nor is there anything
extraordinary in this notion, since the killing of an original 
monster by the first men provided the essential deed for many
foundation legends. As a liminal, not quite human first-comer,
Phokos stands to Aigina as the Ophis Snake did to Salamis (Hes.
fr. 226 MW), and his close kinship with the sea means that when
the first inhabitants destroyed him, they completed the separa-
tion of their island from the water that surrounds it. 

Those who write about Nemean 5 report, almost to a man, that
in the Phokos passage Pindar (for whatever reason)²⁸ treats a
supremely reprehensible crime which must elicit horror and
moral indignation from any listener.²⁹ Yet what in fact is pre-
sented is a sketch of the legendary deed that confirmed Aigina 
as a place for human habitation. The sung words contain no
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201 reports a simple negative (‘in maniera non giusta’); cf. Race (1997) ii. 49,
‘not in accordance with justice’, but two contradictory senses are present in the
phrase.

²⁷ Apollodorus (Bib. 3. 12. 6) was perhaps influenced by this passage when he
placed the murder immediately after the panhellenic supplication. Carnes
(1996) 39 notes that ‘beyond merely juxtaposing the prayer and the murder,
Pindar establishes formal and linguistic correspondences’.

²⁸ Unless, like Farnell (1930) i. 188, they dismiss the mention of Phokos as an
example of Pindar’s characteristic ‘heedlessness’. J. Finley (1955) 47 reported
that Pindar absentmindedly followed his story to the ‘dilemma, at which point
his higher view asserted itself’, but Bowra (1964) 69, 103 insisted that the poet
’did not conceal his disapproval of the murder of Phocus’, but wanted a ‘note of
strife and disorder’ to set off the ‘celestial song of the Muses’. Stern (1971)
169–73 more ingeniously supposed that the ode’s ‘descent into unwanted topics’
was parallel to Hippolyta’s adulterous propositions, while the song in its con-
tinuing progress was meant to show strife of brothers replaced by Zeus-spon-
sored athletic strife. Segal (1998) 169–72 reported that the felled brother
mysteriously represented ‘the negative side of Pytheas’ bloom’. Cole (1992) 58
speaks of ‘past errors’ for which Peleus will offer ‘atonement’ (by denying him-
self his host’s wife?). For a summary of opinion, see Robbins (1987) 25–33; R.
himself concentrates on the exile, suggesting that these Aiakid heroes are shown
to be, like victors, men who had to leave home to win glory.

²⁹ Segal (1998) 169 supposed, without explanation, that ‘our horror at the
impiety of the deed’ brings Phokos into a ‘significant moral and aesthetic struc-
ture’; he reported a Phokos presented ‘in a sympathetic light’, but his only evi-
dence was ‘the allusion to his birth’. In general modern critics have felt that
Pindar should have moralized the episode, or at least indicated (like Ovid at Met.
11. 268–70) that the killing blighted Peleus’ happiness.



syllable that condemns Peleus or Telamon, nor any that supplies
Phokos with a positive aspect. Instead, the act of brother-killing
is explicitly labelled as ‘a heroic risk that cannot be measured
according to justice or injustice’ (ƒn d≤k6 te m& kekinduneumvnon
14b).³⁰ Aigina, the scene of the crime, remains ‘glorious’ (15),
while the two who are driven away are qualified as ‘brave,’ with
an adjective properly applied to fine warriors (ålk≤mouß 15b).³¹
Furthermore, the exiles that follow the fratricide are effected by
a daimon (16)³² that enforces the will of the Zeus who guides the
familial fate of all Aiakids (7), the same who will, at the close of
the next triad, reward the wandering Peleus (34–5). The overall
design of the song asserts that the killing of the seal-brother must
precede the taking of the Nereid bride, and one may note that the
prayer of the sons of Aiakos is shown as fulfilled after the murder,
for present-day Aigina, a place from which ships constantly
depart (2–3), is a city where youths compete for prizes and ‘the
whole population strives to do noble deeds’ (prayer and
fulfilment sung to the same music and the same danced figures,
at 10–11 and 46–7).³³ The melodramatic choral trick of self-
imposed silence identifies the fratricide, not as a deed too vile for
speech, but rather as a shared secret too charged and too unstable
for secular performance. Overtly, the singers label their self-
censorship as a poetic device: ‘Silence is often the most poetically
expert means that one can find’ (N. 5. 18).³⁴ They also, however,
liken the suppressed matter to a revelation that initiates inhibited
by awe do not mention even among themselves (ajdvomai . . .
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³⁰ The odd perfect form kekinduneumvnon (14) brings associations of adventure
and courage to the killing (cf. Soph. Ant. 42, OC 564).

³¹ Segal (1998) 170 was, however, sure that their departure ‘redounds not to
the credit of the island but to its shame’.

³² Robbins (1987) 31–2 notes that daimon ‘is never per se malign in Pindar’.
Responsion causes this daimon to echo in the potential anger of Zeus Xenios
which becomes the object of Peleus’ fear in the next epode (15–16 / 33–34).

³³ For this sense of m3rnatai as virtuous competition among fellow-citizens,
cf. P. O. 5. 16; Pfeijffer (1999) 177 would nonetheless hear a reference to a war
with Athens in line 47.

³⁴ Silence need not always be the ‘active gesture of condemnation’ described
by Walsh (1984) 42. Note I. 1. 63 where epinician silencing reflects a secure
knowledge of good things; closer to the present passage is O. 9. 38, where a truth
about Heraklean violence, though an ƒcqr¤ sof≤a were it told, is not a condem-
nation of that hero; at fr. 180 SM silence is again a matter of poetic technique. In
these cases the rejected matter, as Bundy remarked, ‘must be present through-
out’ and will ‘add lustre’ to the matter that is chosen (1972) 45–6. 



ejpe∏n, 14).³⁵ ‘Think upon what I am not making public!’ is the
song’s command, and as they comply Lampon’s guests experi-
ence an instant of psychic unity. Everyone on the island knew the
tomb of Phokos, close to the altar-tomb of Aiakos where the
present chorus will soon deposit crowns for Themistios (53–4).³⁶
Some of the listeners will have taken part in games that regularly
celebrated the death of the Seal-Prince,³⁷ some also in the mys-
teries that were performed at the spot where he was buried,³⁸ and
all will have known the protective images of the island’s original
father and son. What is more, all Hellenes knew from Hesiod
that two daughters of the Old Man of the Sea had mated with
Aiakids, first Psamathe, who bore a Phokos unworthy of epithet,
and then Thetis, mother to ‘Achilles the lion-hearted crusher 
of men’ (Theogony 1003–7). They knew, in other words, that
Phokos was a kind of trial sketch for the island’s greatest hero, a
preliminary creature who had to be removed so that Homer’s
Achilles could become the son of an Aiginetan Peleus.

In narrative terms the murder of Phokos is the necessary cause
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³⁵ See Hummel (1997) 221–2: ‘Le silence, plus que l’envers muet de la parole
poétique, apparaît donc comme une parole impossible ou volontairement
réprimée.’

³⁶ Reading fvre at 54 (with Bowra and SM, after Wilamowitz) as a choral self-
injunction: ‘Carry this shaggy flower-crown to the area in front of Aiakos’
doors!’ (possibly the location of a shrine of Phokos as prothuros hero). This
seems rhetorically stronger than the mss. fvrein, which Bury ad loc. took with
fqvgxai (52), ‘proclaim that he wears,’ supposing that a statue of a crowned
Themistios stood at the Aiakeion. Pfeijffer (1999) ad loc. also keeps the infinitive
but takes the sense to be ‘proclaim that he had the honor to dedicate Pytheas’
victory in the shrine of Aeacus’.

³⁷ Note the suggestion of Rutherford (1992) 63 n. 18 that in P. Pa.15 ‘we may
have the aitiology of the pentathlon at the Aiakeia in the myth that Telamon and
Peleus killed Phocus after challenging him to a pentathlon (Paus. 2. 29. 9)’. The
killing was given an athletic context in accounts as early as the Alkmaionis (fr.1
Davies), where Telamon uses a disc-shaped weapon; the tomb itself was deco-
rated with what Pausanias (2. 29. 9) called disc-shaped stones. The discus is also
Peleus’ murder implement at Tzetz. Lyk. 175; schol. P. N. 5. 25. Later versions
might locate the killing (sometimes accidental) at a contest, and Pausanias
reported a story in which the murder, by Peleus, was intentional but made to
look like an athletic accident. In some accounts the brothers’ action was moti-
vated by envy of Phokos’ athletic superiority; see Diod. Sic. 4. 72. 5–7; schol.
Vat. Eur. Andr. 687; Apollod. Bib. 3. 12. 6.

³⁸ Paus. 2. 29. 9. Welter (1938b) 52 and (1954) 43 reported a 6th-cent. circu-
lar foundation west of the Apollo temple, its base in prehistoric levels, as the
grave of Phokos. The similarities between Phokos and Palaimon suggest that
Phokos may have been a protector of sea-farers (cf. Eur. IT 270; Lyk. Alex.
229); von der Mühll (1930) 21–3). On possible cult see above, Ch. 1 n. 48. 



of the exile that took Peleus towards the central mythic moment
of this ode, his marriage on Pelion (cf. the murder of Likymnios,
necessary to the foundation of Rhodes in O. 7. 27–32). On 
another level his birth to Psamathe opens the song’s discussion
of the significance of mothers in the transfer of heroic qualities.
Union with this Nereid produced a son ill-suited to the fate of
Aigina, whereas an Aiakid union with Thetis (like Lampon’s
with a wife who carried a victory-fate within her) created the
greatest of heroes. There is, then, no reason for surprise when
with an emphatic pompousness (‘I leap . . . eagles soar beyond
the sea!’ 20–1) the chorus transports its audience to the great
wedding that gave Thetis to Peleus.³⁹ With this parallel, today’s
mortal mother is likened to a goddess, the beardless Pytheas to an
(as yet unborn) Achilles, while Lampon, the under-endowed
father, is given one of Aiakos’ sons for his double. Once achieved,
these effects serve the present occasion to perfection, and yet the
young dancers of Nemean 5 give the blessed Aiakid bridegroom
a strangely lukewarm celebration. An ordinary storyteller knows
that a man who takes a superlative bride should first be measured
against some worthy opponent, so as to establish his stature, but
these singers do just the opposite. Having refused to describe 
the slaying of the awful Phokos, they pit Peleus against a con-
temptible figure—the bawdy wife of his upcountry host. And,
what is more, they insist on their own impropriety, contriving an
overblown approach that invests the chosen anecdote with a
touch of comic bathos. 

At the beginning of the second triad the chorus announces the
subjects that deserve song (blessedness, strength of arm, and
martial skill, 19), after which they flex their knees and leap away
to Pelion where, by assuming the voice of the Muses,⁴⁰ they
bring Lampon’s guests into the immediate presence of a groom
who has reached the height of bliss.⁴¹ With the scene thus set, the
audience expects a replica of praise at its most sublime, but what
these boys who imitate goddesses actually produce is a vulgar
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³⁹ On this effect see Gaertner (1978) 38ff .; Robbins (1987) 25–33, esp. 31.
⁴⁰ Compare Ba. 13, with its mingling of immediate choral voices with those of

the choruses set up by the daughters of Proitos. It is typical of this trick of over-
lapping songs that no one can say just where, in N. 5, the Muses’ performance
ends.

⁴¹ Hesiod reported the divine shout of makarismÎß that marked Peleus’
blessedness as supreme (fr. 211 MW).



folk-tale set to music. They sing of a kind of contest, it’s true, but
an indecent one that pits a lusty and scheming female against an
immature youth who has no chance to show heroic courage, or
strength of arm, or yet soldierly skill. He does not even engage
his opponent, much less defeat her; he merely escapes, his only
action being to reject (with a verb that likens her to Kirke, him-
self to Odysseus, åpan3nato, 33) an illicit sexual proposition, out
of fear of Zeus Xenios (34).⁴² What the pseudo-Muses laud in
this bridegroom is thus not a rare inherited virtue but one that is
available to all—an inhibiting respect for heaven’s laws⁴³—and
even this is displayed in an exclusively negative form, the avoid-
ance of an act of blatant impiety.⁴⁴ The ultimate blessedness of
the wedding on Pelion has thus been won by mere discretion,
and the anecdote—introduced and narrated as if it were of great
weight—brings the listener a disappointment lightened by a hint
of amusement, since the guests at any actual wedding would be
hearing, not about the groom’s chastity, but about his virility.⁴⁵

Because the Hippolyta episode, as told by the Muses, is ordi-
nary, even sordid, the hero’s non-victory (his refusal to engage)
hardly seems to deserve the astonishing prize of a bride equipped
with a golden spinning-staff (36). Nor does the wedding-song
ever produce that bride, for though she was the first, after Zeus,
to be praised (25), Thetis figures only as ‘one of the Nereids’ (36),
conferred as a reward for pious fear. There is no suggestion of the
honourable male/female contest in which Peleus could boast 
an active victory (cf. N. 3. 35–6 and N. 4. 62–5),⁴⁶ nor is there
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⁴² The imperfect, lit3neuen at 32 expresses an action not successful, while
poll3 (31) suggests length and intensity as well as frequency; see Homeric par-
allels cited ad loc by Pfeijffer (1999). Perhaps the episode reflected ordeals that
trained a youth to resist fear, lubricity, and enchantments (Pl. Rep. 3.
412e–413d; Leg. 1. 633c), for which see Vernant (1989) 179.

⁴³ Compare I. 8. 44, where the goddess Themis praises Peleus for his
eÃsvbeia.

⁴⁴ Storytellers sometimes sharpened the tale by making Akastos not only
Peleus’ host but also the one who purified him from the blood of Phokos; see
Carnes (1999) 1–9.

⁴⁵ Stern (1971) 171–2 gave a sexual sense to the phrase ørg¤n kn≤zon (32b); he
concluded that Pindar described a Peleus who was sorely tempted, and like
Segal, Pfeijffer (1999) ad loc. agreed. If this sense is heard, the Muses praise sex-
ual self-discipline as well as fear of Zeus, but though the verb kn≤zw does once
have a pleasureable colour in the Pindaric odes (I. 6. 50), ørg3 in Aiakid contexts
means ‘inherited heroic temperament’ (I. 5. 34; 6. 14); cf. Slater s.v.

⁴⁶ It has been supposed that the tale of the wrestling match was originally sep-
arate from that of the great wedding (see Reitzenstein (1900) 73–105), but



mention of the son so strongly promised in other accounts of the
great wedding.⁴⁷ Obviously Hippolyta, in her corruption, offers
a kind of reverse portrait of the pure and unwilling Nereid 
(does Pindar, one wonders, make her talk so much because,
according to some, Thetis never spoke in the entire course of her 
marriage?),⁴⁸ but the replacement of a figure of beauty with a
tainted opposite is a dangerous trick. Which means that it must
be a necessary part of this ode’s central scheme. 

The poet has contrived an emptiness where Thetis should have
been, and this effect is at first emphasized, then reversed in an
unexpected way. The last phrase of the storytelling triad con-
cerns the reward granted to Peleus: ‘Zeus, Cloud-driving King of
Immortals, noted his action and promised that at once he should
take, from among the Nereids whose spindles are gold, a seaborn
wife’ (35–6). The final word is £koitin and it refers back to the
Qvtin named as the first subject of the Muses’ song (25), making
the sort of closed ring that signals completion. The listener
expects only a few conclusive lines, repeating the name of Thetis,
mentioning Achilles perhaps, but at any rate returning quickly
from the glorious wedding to Lampon’s immediate banquet hall.
His sense of neat closure, however, endures for a moment only,
for it is destroyed by a left-over participial phrase that suddenly
projects Poseidon into the scene when the next triad begins (37).
According to this added information, Zeus’ decision to reward
the god-fearing Peleus was not the automatic consequence of that
hero’s behaviour, but depended as well upon Poseidon’s consent
(37), and this qualification (made the more surprising by the pre-
monitory pause that let the singers regroup) leads the song off
into a seemingly unconnected account of this god’s regular
arrivals at the Dorian Isthmos. The trick of superimposed sound
is readapted now, as the Muses’ orderly singing dies away, to be
replaced in the auditor’s induced experience by the wild music
that welcomes the sea-god to his festival (38). With this postscript
added, the heroic wedding celebration now seems to reach its
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Stoneman (1981) 58–62 argues that they were probably already combined in the
Kypria.

⁴⁷ Compare P. Pa. 15.9 which follows the design of Alkaios 42V in placing
wedding in one stanza, gestation between stanzas, and birth at the opening of the
next; at N. 3. 56–7 the betrothal comes in one line, the birth in the next, but at P.
3. 92 a stanza intervenes because the example is doubled with that of Kadmos.

⁴⁸ Sophokles in his Troilos termed Peleus’ marriage ‘speechless’ (fr. 618 Ll-J).



climax, not among the gods on Pelion, but among mortals who
gather at the Isthmos, and the sudden shift of locale leaves the lis-
tener momentarily disoriented. What have this god, his games
and the music of his pipes, to do with Peleus’ union with Thetis,
and why are they associated with Pytheas’ present victory, which
has been won at Nemea?⁴⁹

Zeus makes an agreement with a Poseidon who is called gam-
bros (37), a term that usually denotes an ally or relation, where
the connection is by way of a female.⁵⁰ The word inaugurates 
the final triad, and its position suggests that it is the key to the
sudden appearance of this intrusive power. Simply as one of 
the Olympians, Poseidon will be linked to a Peleus who marries
a goddess,⁵¹ and being himself husband of Amphitrite, he could
also be described as brother-in-law to any Oceanid. For Pindar,
however, the word gambros twice indicates a suitor (O. 7. 4, P. 9.
116), and that is evidently the character in which Poseidon enters
the present song.⁵² In another (roughly contemporary) treat-
ment of the marriage that created Achilles, Pindar describes
Zeus and Poseidon, first as rivals for the bed of Thetis (I. 8. 30),
then as parties to a special agreement which gave her to a mortal
when the danger in her womb was recognized (I. 8. 51–2). Here
in Nemean 5, where Thetis is a reward, the threat that she posed
in heaven is irrelevant, but nevertheless the arrival of the ‘suitor’
Poseidon at the Isthmos emerges directly from his brother’s per-
suasions (pe≤saiß, ß . . . n≤setai $IsqmÎn, 37), and the clear impli-
cation is that the Isthmian cult was somehow contained in Zeus’
cajolery. Poseidon abandons a Nereid mate and receives in
return an ancient festival, his loss of an alliance with one watery
pre-Olympian power balanced by his gain of another (though
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⁴⁹ Some have looked for an immediate agonistic relevance: Dissen suggested
that Pytheas’ brother, Phylakidas, was preparing to compete at the Isthmos; L.
Schmidt believed that Euthymenes had been successful there. By contrast,
Mommsen (1845) 47 found a political significance in the subordination of an
Achaian Poseidon to a Hellenic Zeus.

⁵⁰ Chantraine, s.v., ‘il désigne l’homme (mari, beau-frère, beau-père) par
rapport à la femme.’

⁵¹ Note the reverse at I. 6. 25, where Peleus is gambros of the gods because of
his marriage; Poseidon is also gambros to Zeus because he is Hera’s brother.

⁵² Privitera (1982) 122 n. 1 understands ‘(prospective) bridegroom’. For the
opposite opinion see Lesky RE s.v. Peleus 294ff ., who holds that the present
motif of a reward for Peleus would be incompatible with that of the Themis-
warning in I. 8. Nevertheless, Themis herself suggests the idea of a reward in
this latter passage when she describes Peleus as eÃsebvstatoß at I. 8. 44.



Palaimon is not named).⁵³ And meanwhile, within the tale being
told, perpetual joys experienced among hordes of happy young
men in a sense describe the attractions of Thetis, for they meas-
ure the value of what the god has relinquished, while they also
provide a climax to the tale of Peleus’ wedding that is purely
masculine and suitable for the voices of boys.⁵⁴

The Isthmian celebrations thus bring the mythic episode to its
end with inferential praise of Thetis (only this could compensate
for such a loss!). Such indirection demands close collaboration
from the spectator, but it is consistent with the game of negative
demonstration that is played throughout this ode. The audience
has been asked to recognize, in the Zeus-prohibited and over-
eager Hippolyta, a reverse portrait of the mother of Achilles, just
as it was expected to see, in Phokos, a negative definition of her
son. Now, through Poseidon, the negative description of that
same Achilles, the song’s inner subject, is rendered complete. He
is not an amphibious monster, not the frontier bastard Hippolyta
might have borne, and finally he is not the destructive super-god
who would have been engendered, if Poseidon had not accepted
a perennial athletic competition in place of a wedding celebra-
tion. Avoiding the commonplace by these somewhat tortuous
means, the poet forces his audience to supply its own picture of
the child that Thetis will give to Peleus. Through his father’s
mother, Endaïs (12), he will be rooted in the earth of Aigina,
while through his own mother he will be destined to surpass even
his father, the killer of Phokos. Above all, this unnamed Achilles
will embody the virtue that caused Zeus to give Peleus a Nereid-
bride, for he would not exist had his father not honoured the laws
of hospitality (xenia)—laws unknown in the depths of the sea,
but dear to Aigina, the beloved refuge of strangers (8).
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⁵³ In a song for another Aiginetan Pindar referred to Isthmian celebrations
established, under orders from the Nereids, by Sisyphos for the dead
Melikertes/ Palaimon (fr. 6. 5(1) SM). The earlier Isthmian hero-cult seems to
have been taken over by Poseidon c.600 bc, to become panhellenic c.590 (Paus.
1. 44. 7–8; 2. 1. 3–7); Palaimon continued to receive funeral honours within
Poseidon’s temenos, and oaths were sworn in his hidden adyton (Paus. 2. 2. 1).
Like Phokos he was associated with a humanlike sea creature, in his case the
dolphin.

⁵⁴ The grandiose epic words in which Poseidon ‘descends upon the Dorian
Isthmos’ (37) are sung to the same musical phrase as ‘beginning with august
Thetis’ (25), while the mortal flute music that greets him at his new precinct (38)
offers a conceptual echo to the immortal lyre that sounds at Thetis’ wedding (24).



Each element of Nemean 5 has been calibrated to a youthful
chorus that performs in celebration of a victory through which a
son has redeemed his father’s house from athletic nonentity.
Pytheas is so young that his mother’s fingers still stroke his cheek
in search of the first downy promise of a beard (6–6b)⁵⁵ and like
the (not yet conceived) Achilles who is his mythic doublet, he is
scarcely present. He is named at the beginning as one whose 
victory is the subject of the song’s message (4), addressed in the
penultimate stanza in connection with his uncle’s victories (43),
then finally advised to remember his trainer (48–9). His success,
indeed, is attributed almost entirely to Menander, and his 
proper childish gratitude is pointed out with a silly pun about
athletes and Athens (49–49b). Nevertheless, by undergoing local
trials, then leaving home to defeat an opponent full of trickery,⁵⁶
he has drawn closer to the Aiakids (especially to Peleus) and to
the men of his city (7–8). And because he will soon advance into
the next age-class, that of the ageneioi, his ode offers him instruc-
tion in the central mystery of adulthood, that of generation. A
nuanced chart of mating pairs is held up, the two god-inspired
marriages, Aiakos with Endaïs and Peleus with Thetis, being
posed against three faulty or unachieved unions, those of Aiakos
with Psamathe, Peleus with Hippolyta, and Poseidon with
Thetis. This sequence is meant to remind Pytheas and his 
chorus that the purpose of marriage is—as all young nobles
should know—the transfer of an inherited, divinely determined,
and success-bearing fate from one generation to the next (40–1).
What is actually reinvented by the mimetic chorus, however, is
an indecent liaison manqué, because for boys of 13 or 14 the wife
who will mother one’s sons is better left undescribed. For them,
the ideal female is better figured by the Victory whose sublime
embrace, after contest, is still strongly maternal (42).⁵⁷
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⁵⁵ Robbins (1987) 26 calls him ‘quite possibly the youngest victor represent-
ed in our Pindaric corpus’.

⁵⁶ Trickery in athletic contests was most evident in wrestling and boxing and
above all in the almost unrestricted pankration; see Poliakoff (1987) 54–63.

⁵⁷ Silk (1974) 154 notes the erotic suggestions that mix with a wrestling
metaphor in the ‘fall’ into Nike’s arms (42). There may be dim echoes of this
embrace in the ‘sweet folds’ of Nisos (46) and the Nemea that ‘cleaves to’
Euthymenes (44), ‘with the fidelity of a bride’, according to Bury ad loc., and
one may note too that the ‘hymns’ heard from the lap of Victory echo the wed-
ding music heard on Pelion (24).



Meanwhile the chorus offers satisfactions to the adult guests as
well. The young dancers tease Euthymenes by reporting that
(because his event came later) he ‘followed behind’ his boy-
nephew.⁵⁸ With accents more serious, they assert that Aigina has
become the mother-city that Peleus and Telamon envisioned
(9–10), and that the men of the audience are themselves the 
maritime lords demanded by those heroes, for they bring fame to
Aigina by engaging in the fairest sorts of strife (47). What is
more, their kind will surely continue because hereditary fate
decides all things (40), and so they are encouraged to spread sail
(50–1) like the sailors they are, and join in the loud shout that
hails old Themistios. He is a father who—like Zeus—has given a
bride to a man who understands hospitality, and because of him
Lampon, like Peleus, knows the supreme joy of being surpassed
by a son. 
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⁵⁸ Reading metaºxaiß se ka≥ nın at 43 with SM. Youth is usually said to follow
in the footsteps of age (e.g. P. N. 6. 15; P. 8. 35; P. 10. 12, cf. P. 6. 46); see von
der Mühll (1964) 96–7.



5. Isthmian 6: The Engendering of Ajax

For Phylakidas, second son of Lampon, brother of Pytheas; of
the Theandrid tribe; victor in the boys’ pankration, c.480 bc.
Triads

str. a* Q3llontoß åndr0n „ß Òte sumpos≤ou

de»teron krat[ra Moisa≤wn melvwn

k≤rnamen L3mpwnoß eÛav-

qlou gene$ß \per, ƒn Nemv6 m†n pr0ton, _ Zeı,

t≥n £wton dex3menoi stef3nwn,

nın aˆte ∞Isqmoı despÎt6 5
Nhreºdess≤ te pent&konta, pa≤dwn Øplot3tou

Fulak≤da nik0ntoß. e÷h d† tr≤ton

swt[ri porsa≤nontaß ∞Olump≤8 A÷ginan k3ta

spvndein mellifqÎggoiß åoida∏ß.

ånt. a* ej g3r tiß ånqr*pwn dap3n6 te care≥ß 10
ka≥ pÎn8 pr3ssei qeodm3touß året3ß,

s»n tv oÈ da≤mwn fute»ei

dÎxan ƒp&raton, ƒscatia∏ß ‡dh prÏß Ôlbou

b3llet’ £gkuran qeÎtimoß ƒ*n.

to≤aisin ørga∏ß eÇcetai

ånti3saiß aºdan g[r3ß te dvxasqai poliÏn 15
Ø Kleon≤kou pa∏ß: ƒg° d’ Ëy≤qronon

Klwq° kasign&taß te prosennvpw 1spesqai kluta∏ß

åndrÏß f≤lou Mo≤raß ƒfetma∏ß.

ƒp. a* Çmme t’, _ crus3rmatoi Ajak≤dai,

tvqmiÎn moi fam≥ safvstaton πmmen 20
t3nd’ ƒpiste≤conta n$son Âainvmen eÛlog≤aiß.

mur≤ai d’ πrgwn kal0n tv-

tmanq’ ‰katÎmpedoi ƒn scer‘ kvleuqoi,

ka≥ pvran Ne≤loio pag$n

ka≥ di’ }Uperborvouß: 23b

oÛd’ πstin o\tw b3rbaroß oÇte pal≤gglwssoß pÎliß,

‹tiß oÛ Phlvoß åºei klvoß ~- 25
rwoß, eÛda≤monoß gambroı qe0n,

str. b* oÛd’ ‹tiß A÷antoß Telamwni3da

ka≥ patrÎß: tÏn calkoc3rman ƒß pÎlemon



›ge sŸn Tirunq≤oisi

prÎfrona s»mmacon ƒß Troºan, ~rwsi mÎcqon,

Laomedonti$n Ëp†r åmplaki$n

ƒn naus≥n !lkm3naß tvkoß. 30
eÍle d† Pergam≤an, pvfnen d† sŸn ke≤n8 MerÎpwn

πqnea ka≥ tÏn boubÎtan oÇre∫ ÷son

Flvgraisin eËr°n !lkuon[, sfetvraß d’ oÛ fe≤sato

cers≥n barufqÎggoio neur$ß

ånt. b* }Hraklvhß. åll’ Ajak≤dan kalvwn

ƒß plÎon 〈ko»rwn〉 k»rhsen dainumvnwn. 36
tÏn m†n ƒn Âin‘ lvontoß

st3nta kel&sato nektarvaiß sponda∏sin £rxai

kartera≤cman !mfitruwni3dan,

#ndwke d’ aÛt‘ fvrtatoß

ojnodÎkon fi3lan crus‘ pefriku∏an Telam*n, 40
Ø d’ ånate≤naiß oÛran‘ ce∏raß åm3couß

aÇdase toioıton πpoß: “E÷ pot’ ƒm$n, _ Zeı p3ter,

qum‘ qvlwn år$n £kousaß,

ƒp. b* nın se, nın eÛca∏ß ËpÏ qespes≤aiß

l≤ssomai pa∏da qrasŸn ƒx ∞Eribo≤aß 45
åndr≥ t‘de, xe∏non ÅmÏn moir≤dion telvsai:

tÏn m†n £rrhkton fu3n, ¿s-

per tÎde dvrma me nın periplan$tai

qhrÎß, n p3mprwton åvqlwn

kte∏n3 pot’ ƒn Nemv6: 48b

qumÏß d’ ‰pvsqw.” taıt’ £ra oÈ famvn8 pvmyen qeÏß

årcÏn ojwn0n mvgan ajetÎn: Å- 50
de∏a d’ πndon nin πknixen c3riß,

str. g* e”pvn te fwn&saiß ‹te m3ntiß ån&r.

“ >Esseta≤ toi pa∏ß, n ajte∏ß, _ Telam*n:

ka≤ nin Ôrnicoß fanvntoß

kvkleu ƒp*numon eÛrub≤an A÷anta, la0n

ƒn pÎnoiß πkpaglon ∞Enual≤ou.”
˘ß Ára ejp°n aÛt≤ka 55
1zet’. ƒmo≥ d† makrÏn p3saß 〈ån〉ag&sasq’ året3ß:

Fulak≤d6 g¤r Álqon, _ Mo∏sa, tam≤aß

Puqv6 te k*mwn EÛqumvnei te: tÏn !rge≤wn trÎpon

ejr&seta≤ pou kån brac≤stoiß.

ånt. g* £ranto g¤r n≤kaß åpÏ pagkrat≤ou

tre∏ß åp’ ∞Isqmoı, t¤ß d’ åp’ eÛf»llou Nemvaß, 61
åglao≥ pa∏dvß te ka≥ m3-

trwß. ån¤ d’ £gagon ƒß f3oß oJan mo∏ran \mnwn:
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t¤n Yalucid$n d¤ p3tran Car≤twn

£rdonti kall≤st6 drÎs8,

tÎn te Qemist≤ou ørq*santeß o”kon t3nde pÎlin 65
qeofil[ na≤oisi: L3mpwn d† melvtan

πrgoiß øp3zwn }HsiÎdou m3la tim9 toıt’ πpoß,

uÈo∏s≤ te fr3zwn paraine∏,

ƒp. g* xunÏn £stei kÎsmon ‰‘ pros3gwn:

ka≥ xvnwn eÛerges≤aiß ågap$tai, 70
mvtra m†n gn*m6 di*kwn, mvtra d† ka≥ katvcwn:

gl0ssa d’ oÛk πxw fren0n: fa≤-

hß kv nin £ndr’ ƒn åeqlhta∏sin πmmen

Nax≤an pvtraiß ƒn £llaiß

calkod3mant’ åkÎnan. 73b

p≤sw sfe D≤rkaß ÅgnÏn \dwr, tÏ baq»zwnoi kÎrai

crusopvplou Mnamos»naß ånvtei- 75
lan par’ eÛteicvsin K3dmou p»laiß.

1. Like men when the banquet crests,
we mix the Muses’ second cup 
to honour the race of fine athletes 

Lampon has sired. As first at Nemea, O Zeus, 
taking the highest of crowns in your honour,
so again now, when for Isthmia’s lord 5
and the fifty Nereids his younger son,
Phylakidas, gains this latest victory. May we 
make yet a third libation, poured out on 

Aigina, mixed with sweet song, and
offering thanks to the Olympian Saviour!

For if a man rejoice as he spends, and 10
toil at what task the gods may set, and if some 
power should plant sweet fame for him, he

anchors his ship, honoured by gods, 
in the ultimate harbour of bliss. That, in 
like disposition, he may encounter death and
grisly old age—such is the prayer 15
of Kleonikos’ son, and I would beg 
favour from Klotho, throned on high,

and from her sister Fates, 
for the noble requests of my friend.

To you, O Aiakid drivers of chariots, I declare 
this as my plainest rule: ever to rain down 20
praise upon you, when I walk this isle!
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Ten thousand paths your fair deeds have cut, each
a hundred feet broad and stretching 

up from the source of the Nile to lands beyond Boreas.
There is no city so brutish, so wrong-tongued, as

not to have heard of the
glory of Peleus, hero and, by his marriage, 25

blessed kin to the gods,

2. or of Ajax, Telamon’s son, or indeed 
of that father—he who sailed towards 
battle’s bronze clash, bringing Tirynthian men to Troy

because of Laomedon’s crimes! 
He came with his ships, a willing ally 
led by Alkmena’s son into heroic toil. 30
He took Pergamon, slaughtered the Meropes
and too the giant who loomed like a mountain
on Phlegra’s plain, Alkyoneus the oxherd—

nor were his hands 
sparing in use of the deep-voiced bowstring, 

this Herakles! Come to enlist the Aiakid hero, 35
he happened upon a wedding feast, 
and as he stood, wrapped in the lion’s pelt, his host 

asked him to pour the first offering of nectar—
this was strong Telamon, holding up 
to Amphitryon’s spearman son a
wine cup of glittering gold. And that other, 40
stretching his fearsome hands to the skies, 
uttered these words: ‘If,

Father Zeus, you have ever
listened with willing heart to my pleas,

hear me now when my solemn prayer
asks that you bring a bold son to this man 45
from Eriboia’s womb! Make him my fated friend,
impervious, just like this feral hide 

that wraps me around,
won from the beast I killed in the first
contest at Nemea! And let his courage 

follow!’ He spoke, and at once the god
sent an eagle, the ruler of birds, 50

and a sweet inner joy pleasured him.

3. Then like a prophet he spoke out:
‘The child you require will come, Telamon!
Call him after this eagle-sign, let his 
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name be “Aias the mighty”, fearsome 
where men take part in the labors of Ares!’
This said, he sat, and the brave deeds that followed 55
are more than I can recount. I am come
for Phylakidas, O Lady Muse, as keeper of revels, 
for Pytheas too, and for Euthymenes—

hence my speech will be short, 
Argive, indeed, in its brevity !

Three pankratic crowns they took at 60
Isthmia, at bosky Nemea too, these 
sparkling boys and their uncle—what a

portion of song they unearthed!
To all the Psalychiad line they bring
clearest dew, the draught of the Graces, and
Themistios’ house they exalt as they 65
dwell in this city beloved of god. Meanwhile 
Lampon spends zeal on his task, true to

Hesiod’s rule which he 
cites as he counsels his sons;

his town he adorns for all to see; 
beloved for benefits given to strangers, he 70
seeks measure in judgement, then holds to it, 
nor does his tongue outrun his heart. Among athletes

this man, you may say, is
Naxian stone, finest for sharpening bronze! 
To them I bring drink from Dirke’s pure stream,

drawn up by deep-girdled daughters of
gold-robed Mnemosyne, close by the gates of the 75

high-walled city of Kadmos!

About three years after Pytheas’ success,¹ his younger brother,
Phylakidas, went to Poseidon’s games at the Isthmos and
brought back his own pankratic crown. The circumstances of his
celebration are almost identical with those of Nemean 5, though
now the athletic reputation of Lampon’s house approaches that
of his father-in-law. There is even talk of entering Phylakidas at
Olympia (7–9),² and this ambition is reflected in a Zeus-filled
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¹ The date seems to be just before 480 bc since the ode that follows in this
series makes reference to the battle of Salamis (I. 5. 49).

² There was at this time no boys’ pankration at Olympia, so either Phylakidas
means to wait until he is 18, or else he intends to enter another event, presum-
ably wrestling or boxing; see M. Finley and Pleket (1976) 44.



performance in which Poseidon is referred to only once (5), and
then not by name but simply as Lord of the Isthmos. This 
second song, slightly longer than the ode for the older boy,
appropriately takes Peleus’ younger brother, Telamon, as its
Aiakid hero, while its mythic scene is once more a wedding,³ its
topic once more the making of a son stronger than his father, its
predominant Aiakid virtue once more an understanding of the
laws of hospitality (xenia). This time, however, the exemplar of
this virtue is a young man who observes the duties of xenia
actively, not one who practises self-restraint, and his reward is
not a bride given by Zeus but instead a son, provided by a visit-
ing Herakles.

Alike as they are, the odes for the two brothers display effects
and employ techniques that are radically dissimilar. To begin
with, the song for Phylakidas places itself initially, not in the
company of heroic sculptured figures, but instead in its actual
setting of men gathered in well-ordered pleasure. The young
performers are ‘like men’ as they attempt to bring about two 
formal advancements, that of Phylakidas into the highest rank of
athletic victors (7–9), and that of Lampon into the highest rank 
of the blessed (10–18).⁴ This will be done according to their self-
imposed Law of Aiakid Praise (20–1), and the episode chosen for
choral revival could not be more apt, for in it a hero is led from
hall to battlefield and from youth to fatherhood, while his son
moves from non-being into what will be a glorious existence.
This double dynamic perfectly suits the aims of the occasion, but
the singers are nevertheless not going to give either their
Telamon/Lampon or their Ajax/Phylakidas a full choral realiza-
tion, and the audience is warned of this negative fact by an intro-
ductory priamel that playfully refuses to produce a nominative
form of the essential name: ‘There is no city so wrong-tongued
and barbarous as not to have heard of Peleus, or Ajax, son of
Telamon, or of that father . . .!’ (24–7). Telamon thus begins as a
mere patronymic, and he continues as a relative pronoun in an
oblique case (tÏn, 27) through a swift résumé of adventures that

82 The Performances

³ Reading g3mon or g3mouß at 36, with Schwenn (1940) 210; cf. Od. 4. 3
dain»nta g3mon. See von der Mühll ((1959) 130–2; Privitera (1982) 208.

⁴ Bernardini (1985) 145 speaks of the paired libations made by the chorus at
line 3 and by Herakles at line 41 as ‘Un atto rituale (libagione augurale) a favore
della coppia padre/figlio’.



cleverly confounds him with Alkmena’s son (27–33).⁵ This is his
wedding night, and he is ostensibly the hero upon whom praise
must be showered (21), but he is a mute and secondary figure
whose single action is to present to his guest a cup that ‘bristles
with gold’ (40). It is Herakles who occupies the centre of this
stage. 

Telamon’s guest, ‘Alkmena’s boy’ (30), is introduced as a
leader of allies in battle, killer of Meropes and (prospective) con-
queror of Troy (31–3), but like the figure on the East Pediment of
the Aphaia temple, he carries neither sword nor club. Instead, he
walks into his friend’s wedding, and into this anecdote, wearing
his lion’s skin and holding a bow whose strings seem still to be
vibrating (the arresting aural epithet, barufqÎggoio, 34, sounds
through the stanza break). He is given a cup and, much as the
singers would hail Phylakidas as victor at Olympia (7), he pours
a libation and asks for another kind of victor. A ‘bold boy’ (45) is
demanded from the womb of Eriboia,⁶ and though this will be a
son for Telamon, it is Herakles who fixes both the physical
nature (fu3, 47) and the fighting spirit (qumÎß, 49) of the child not
yet conceived. His prayer does its work and the hall is at once
penetrated by an agent of divine force, a huge eagle sent by Zeus
(qeÎß, 49).⁷ This is the official ‘wonder’ of the tale, a moment of
mystical begetting, and it is Herakles (not the youth whose 
wife will receive his seed), who reacts with an inner shudder of
pleasure (Åde∏a d’ πndon nin πknixen c3riß, 50).⁸ The divine response
brings him a ‘sweet joy’, and this grace-filled experience spreads
through the audience during the pause that closes the central
triad. 

Herakles has asked that the best of himself be implanted in the
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⁵ Euripides will have had this passage in mind when he composed Tro.
805–19, though he was evidently also aware of Isthmian 5. 36, with its d≤ß.

⁶ Cf. Ba. 13. 102. Eriboia is the inscribed name of the wife who presents a
baby to Telamon on a red-figure cup by the Kodros painter, 440–430 bc; see
LIMC s.v. Aias I 12, and Berger (1968) 125–36. Why Pindar names her is a puz-
zle; perhaps to indicate a particular epic source, or to locate the scene on
Salamis, or to discriminate his version from Attic stories that associated a
Periboia, mother of Ajax, with Theseus (as does Xen. Kyneg. 1. 9; Plut. Thes. 29,
though on the François vase she is Eriboia). 

⁷ Compare the arrival at Amphitryon’s hall of the literally engendering Zeus
for the making of Herakles (N. 10. 16).

⁸ For the erotic sense latent in πknizen (50) cf. P. P. 10. 60; Ba. 17. 8. Thummer
(1968–9) ii. 95 ad I. 5. 58 summarizes the pleasant/unpleasant aspects of such a
tickle or scratch.



unborn boy—strength as invulnerable as the lion’s skin and a
ferocious courage to match⁹—while Zeus has promised a third
inborn quality, a fated supremacy, by sending the great chieftain
of all birds (50) as his sign of approval. The guest’s surpassing
gift has been given and it would seem to be time for the mythic
banquet, like the actual, to reach its climax in preparations for
tomorrow’s departure. Herakles, however, has a final paternal
gesture to make. He joins the bird of Zeus to the now promised
boy (52) by way of a name (53),¹⁰ and in so doing he gives reality
to that name’s recipient. Technically speaking ‘mighty Ajax’ is
not yet an embryo, but Herakles presents him to the gathered
wedding guests as if this were the sixth day after his birth. He is
not the child’s father,¹¹ but he testifies that this son legitimately
takes a double inheritance of ‘wide-stretching violence’ and
eagle-like pre-eminence from two godfathers, himself and the
Zeus who has just answered his prayer. 

For Phylakidas and Lampon, Pindar has chosen a Hesiodic
story¹² in which Herakles conforms to a familiar folk-tale figure,
the Hellenic god-come-to-visit, or the uninvited guest of many
European fairy-tales. Treated badly, such a one brings terrible
punishments, but taken in and honoured, he or she sends bless-
ings upon the household. Sometimes the outsider arrives at a
wedding, like Eris at the marriage of Peleus and Thetis,¹³ and
sometimes on the day of a birth or a christening, as in the tale of
Sleeping Beauty, bringing a good or bad gift that will settle the
fate of the child. Attached to Herakles and Ajax, the tale seems to
have taken the second form at an early stage, as the visiting hero
wrapped the newborn in his own lion’s skin and gave him the gift
of invulnerability. Such magic, however, had to be flawed and so
most storytellers had made use of the Achilles-motif to report

84 The Performances

⁹ This donation of qualities foreshadows Ajax’s legacy to Eurysakes at Soph.
Ajax 545ff ., esp. 574–6.

¹⁰ Svenbro (1988) 86 notes that ‘l’enfant porte un nom qui est (ou qui pourrait
être) l’epithète de l’un de ses parents ou d’un ancêtre’. It is as if the eagle were
parent, Zeus an ancestor, as indeed he is.

¹¹ Telamon must be the father, but the situation is like that of O. 9. 57–61,
where Lokros is given a bride impregnated by Zeus. 

¹² At Hes. Cat. 250 MW the eagle sign is likewise central but one can’t know
whether the lion’s skin plays a part, or whether the visit comes on the wedding
day or on the day of Ajax’s birth.

¹³ Compare I. 8. 52–3 where Achilles’ future deeds seem to be sung at Thetis’
wedding; cf. also the Parcae at Catullus 64.



that one part of the baby was not in contact with the saving pelt.
In this way Ajax remained mortal, his death achieved in a bizarre
scene, evidently known to Aischylos,¹⁴ in which his suicidal
sword refused to cut his flesh until a female daimon arrived to
point out the spot that was not enchanted. That this version was
familiar to Pindar is evident from the trouble he takes to correct
it, eliminating all fairy-tale hocus-pocus and selecting the wed-
ding as the moment for his visitor’s arrival. There is no baby to
be wrapped, and the singers specify a pelt that does not leave the
hero’s back (37),¹⁵ for in this telling the lion-skin serves only to
identify Herakles as a monster-killer from the edges of culture, a
patron of games (like the Nemean, 48) which are presented as a
form of beast-battle, a wilderness activity. The pelt is not
manipulated in any way but serves only as part of a simile meant
for Zeus’ ear, because the incipient Ajax of this ode will not have
the vulgar advantage of a bewitched skin, nor will he be marred
by any magical imperfection. The Heraklean action here revived
is not a form of bewitchment, but instead a solemn libation that
links men with Zeus.

When Herakles finally sits (56), the old fantasy of making a
child by a strictly masculine process seems to have been
fulfilled.¹⁶ Introduced as a maker of death (‘he killed the entire
race of the Meropes and Alkyoneus, too’, 31–3), this Herakles
has been transformed by Telamon’s hospitality and Zeus’ favour
into a giver of life. The hands that had kept his bow busy (34)
have taken the cup and stretched out in prayer (41) for the 
creation of the ‘bold boy’ (45). With this episode, then, Pindar
has brought Herakles into the Aiakid line as a surrogate father of
Ajax and this ultimate marvel (qaıma), this wonder that cannot
be capped, is marked as such by a formal break-off phrase: ‘The
glorious deeds that followed are too many for me to tell’ (56).
These words signal the end of the mythic section, but they are
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¹⁴ Fr. 284 Ll.-J 83 N = schol. Soph. Ai. 833; cf. Lyc. Alex. 459 and Tzetzes
ad 455; see Robert (1881) 1044ff . According to the Argument to Soph. Ajax
Pindar told of the vulnerable point where lion-skin had not touched baby skin;
either this is a misremembrance or it refers to an ode now lost. 

¹⁵ Some have thought that Herakles throws the lion-skin on the ground and
stands upon it but the phrase ƒn ˜in‘ (37) means ‘wearing the skin’; see Bury ad
loc.

¹⁶ Eur. Hipp. 618–24. Compare I. 6. 62 where Pytheas, Phylakidas, and
Euthymenes bring marvellous songs ‘into the light’, like midwives.



sung to the same melodic phrase that covered the fall of
Pergamon (31), and it is clear that what is left unsung are acts of
courage (åreta≤) performed on the plain at Troy. The ‘too many’
formula, like the exhortation to silence at Nemean 5. 14–18, not
only marks a transition to a new subject, but also forces the 
suppressed material into the minds of the listeners.¹⁷ ‘I won’t
tell’ signifies ‘You must tell yourselves!’ and consequently,
though the song now turns to other matters, the spectators join
one another to contemplate the exploits of all three heroes, those
of Ajax against Priam as well as those of Telamon and Herakles
against Laomedon (29). They have already been reminded of the
new sculptures at the Aphaia temple by the appearance of an
archer Herakles, taker of Troy (31), who might have stepped
down from the East Pediment with his pelt and his ‘deep-voiced’
bow. It is towards that battlefield that he would now lead
Telamon, which means that the spectator, when challenged to
remember Ajax and his deeds, has only to walk in his imagination
from the East face of the temple to the West.¹⁸ All of which gives
a special significance to the three changes that Pindar has made
in the sculptural programme. First, he returns Herakles to his
proper place at the centre of the composition; his name, empha-
sized by postponement, opens the central stanza of the central
triad (35), while his voice is the only one to be heard in direct 
imitation. Second, he removes Athena and puts in her place an
ever dominant Zeus who is called at the opening (3) and is pres-
ent as saviour (swt&r), father (pat&r), and god (qeÎß), at both the
actual and the mythic occasions (8, 42, 44, 49). And finally, with
his notion of a Herakles as surrogate father who creates a guest-
friend for himself (xe∏non, 46), Pindar makes the hero into an
honorary Aiakid whose link to Aigina is now as close as that of
kinship.¹⁹

Thirteen sung syllables (56) bring an audience occupied with
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¹⁷ Bundy (1986) 12–13, 71–5, notes the close relationship between the ‘too
much to tell’ formula and the motifs of åscol≤a, kÎroß, and sig3. The present
example is, however, remarkable for its (appropriate) brevity: it uses only five
words where N. 10. 1–20, for example stretches the same ploy to twenty lines.

¹⁸ As Jebb remarked (1882) 178, this is ‘a case in which we can conceive that
the poet’s immediate theme may have occurred to his mind as he gazed on the
sculptor’s work in the splendid entablature of the temple’. 

¹⁹ Schol. 123b, P. N. 7. 86 (Dr. 3 134. 15–16) refers to a story in which
Herakles was received by Aiakos; Rutherford (1992) 65 and n. 27 supposes an
Aigenetan theoxenic ritual with this as its aition.



sculptured heroes and the fields of Troy face to face with the
present Psalychiad athletes, so that the three great warriors of
epic are necessarily confounded with Euthymenes, Pytheas, and
Phylakidas (57–8),²⁰ the recipients of immediate praise. The
conceit of matching an athlete who entertains Olympic hopes
with a violent warrior who does not yet occupy his mother’s
womb is baroque, to say the least, and it would not have suited an
adult victor, but Phylakidas is a fierce pankratist who may be no
more than 12 years old.²¹ His youth also explains why he, the
ostensible object of praise, is named only twice (7, 57) in an ode
that makes much of his father. The first antistrophe is filled with
a choral prayer for Lampon, ‘Kleonikos’ son’, that he may
achieve blessedness (10–18), and an answering passage at the end
of the song (66–73) shows that this nobleman has now reached
that state, even without the longed-for Olympic victory. In 
service to his god-loved city he gives assistance to strangers
(69–71), presumably acting sometimes as judge,²² while he
delights his fellow-citizens with public decorations offered for
their common enjoyment (kÎsmon, 69).²³ In addition he has
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²⁰ Pytheas and Euthymenes have both won at Nemea, Euthymenes also at
Megara, as recorded at N. 5. 44–6; now Phylakidas adds an Isthmian victory.
This is the most economical interpretation of lines 60–1; see Bury ad loc.,
Maehler (1982) i. ii. 251ff ., and esp. Cole (1987) 553–68. Those who under-
stand ‘three at Isthmia and some others at Nemea’ must attribute two otherwise
unnoted Isthmian victories to Euthymenes; so Privitera (1982) 88; Carey
(1989b) 294. A contrived ambiguity that effects a kind of joke is discovered by
Kurz (1974) 2–25.

²¹ At the time of his next victory, which must have been at least two years
later, Phylakidas was still young enough to have his older brother Pytheas as his
trainer (I. 5. 59; see below, Ch. 6, pp. 100–1 ); for the present contest he seems
to have been trained by his father (72–3).

²² Cf. the themis and dike that Aiginetans observe in respect to strangers at I.
9. 4–5. Lines 71–2 are usually taken as a free-standing description of Lampon’s
general character but sense is sharpened by punctuating with Privitera (1982)
213–14, with a stop after paraine∏ (68), but none after pros3gwn (69), so that the
two participles extend the reasons for which Lampon is beloved. Since aid to
foreigners would be given most frequently in legal and business matters, gn*ma
may here take its restricted sense, ‘opinion rendered’ (LSJ s.v. III); cf. Zeus’
delivered opinion as judge at N. 10. 89. In Lampon’s case, the phrase will sug-
gest a distinction between making judgements and administering them, and will
then apply also to judgements given in the gymnasium.

²³ Since a victor’s fame enhances his city this reference may be simply to the
winning athletes, his sons and others, whom Lampon has encouraged (72–3); so
schol.  I. 6. 97, and one may note N. 2. 8, where the victor will be the kÎsmoß of
Athens. At O. 3. 13 and O. 8. 83 the wreath is so named, while at N. 3. 31 , O. 11.
13 and fr. 194.2 S, a song-kosmos is mentioned; thus Thummer (1968–9) ii. 110



served as amateur coach to the city’s athletes (or at any rate to
Phylakidas),²⁴ putting an edge on the basic metal presented by
each would-be contestant (72–3). Lampon has, in other words,
worked at god-given tasks, showing the zealous concern (melv-
tan, 66) that Hesiod recommended;²⁵ he has spent money joy-
ously (10–11), and to the earlier-mentioned qualities necessary
for achieving bliss he has added measure, displayed in his deci-
sions and also in his actions (71). Now his sons and his brother-
in-law sprinkle dew on the Psalychiad tribe while exalting the
house of the maternal grandfather (63–5),²⁶ and this means that
the third requirement for lasting bliss (12) is fulfilled. A daimon
has engendered fair fame for him and his heirs, and Lampon
does indeed ‘drop his anchor in the furthest reach of blessedness’
(13) as he sips from this well-mixed cup of song. 
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supposed that this was a reference to the present celebration. Nevertheless the
verb pros3gwn suggests a more concrete form of decoration (perhaps contribu-
tions towards the new Aphaia pediments?).

²⁴ As one who sharpens athletic skills Lampon is to other trainers as Naxian
stone to other whetstones; Wilamowitz (1922) 102. This praise for his work
among athletes comes precisely where trainers are named in other odes (with the
exception of Melesias, in O. 8. 54), and some commentators have assumed that
it must refer to a professional, not to the aristocratic father of the athlete. For
this reason T. Mommsen emended the text that the scholiasts knew to produce
the name of Menander, Pytheas’ trainer at N. 5.48, from nin £ndr’ (72); see Bury
ad loc. and the discussion of Privitera (1982) 213–4.

²⁵ Hes. Erg. 412: ‘concerned zeal (melvth) gives due aid to a task.’ Bakchylides
in his ode for Pytheas (13. 191) chose the same word to indicate the special virtue
of a trainer.

²⁶ At 63–6 the p3tra of the Psalychiads is distinguished from the o”koß of
Themistios, though Lampon’s sons and Euthymenes work as a group to bring
honour to both; this suggests that Euthymenes may be an honorary Psalychiad.



6. Isthmian 5: Achilles and Telephos

For Phylakidas, son of Lampon, grandson of Kleonikos; victor
in boys’ pankration. Soon after Salamis, perhaps 478 bc. Triads.

str. a* M$ter ¡l≤ou polu*nume Qe≤a,

svo 1kati ka≥ megasqen[ nÎmisan

crusÏn £nqrwpoi peri*sion £llwn:

ka≥ g¤r ƒrizÎmenai

n$eß ƒn pÎnt8 ka≥ 〈Ëf’〉 ‹rmasin Jppoi 5
di¤ te3n, •nassa, tim¤n ∑kudin&-

toiß ƒn Åm≤llaisi qaumasta≥ pvlontai:

ånt. a* πn t’ ågwn≤oiß åvqloisi poqeinÏn

klvoß πpraxen, Òntin’ åqrÎoi stvfanoi

cers≥ nik3sant’ ånvdhsan πqeiran

∂ tacut$ti pod0n. 10
kr≤netai d’ ålk¤ di¤ da≤monaß åndr0n.

d»o dv toi zw$ß £wton moına poima≤-

nonti tÏn £lpniston eÛanqe∏ sŸn Ôlb8,

ƒp. a* e÷ tiß eˆ p3scwn lÎgon ƒslÏn åko»7.

m¶ m3teue ZeŸß genvsqai: p3nt’ πceiß,

e÷ se to»twn mo∏r’ ƒf≤koito kal0n. 15
qnat¤ qnato∏si prvpei.

t≥n d’ ƒn ∞Isqm‘ diplÎa q3llois’ året3,

Fulak≤da, ke∏tai, Nemv6 d† ka≥ åmfo∏n

Puqv6 te pagkrat≤ou. tÏ d’ ƒmÏn

oÛk £ter Ajakid$n kvar \mnwn ge»etai: 20
sŸn C3risin d’ πmolon L3mpwnoß uÈo∏ß

str. b* t3nd’ ƒß eÇnomon pÎlin. ej d† tvtraptai

qeodÎtwn πrgwn kvleuqon #n kaqar3n,

m¶ fqÎnei kÎmpon tÏn ƒoikÎt’ åoid9

kirn3men ånt≥ pÎnwn. 25
ka≥ g¤r Ór*wn ågaqo≥ polemista≥

lÎgon ƒkvrdanan: klvontai d’ πn te form≤g-

gessin ƒn aÛl0n te pamf*noiß Ømokla∏ß

ånt. b* mur≤on crÎnon: melvtan d† sofista∏ß

DiÏß 1kati prÎsbalon sebizÎmenoi.



ƒn m†n Ajtwl0n qus≤aisi faenna∏ß 30
Ojneºdai kratero≤,

ƒn d† Q&baiß ÈpposÎaß ∞IÎlaoß

gvraß πcei, PerseŸß d’ ƒn ⁄rgei, K3storoß d’ ajc-

m¤ Polude»keÎß t’ ƒp’ EÛr*ta Âevqroiß.

ƒp. b* åll’ ƒn Ojn*n6 megal&toreß ørga≥

Ajakoı pa≤dwn te: to≥ ka≥ sŸn m3caiß 35
d≥ß pÎlin Tr*wn πpraqon, spÎmenoi

}Hrakl[∫ prÎteron,

ka≥ sŸn !tre≤daiß. πla nın moi pedÎqen:

lvge, t≤neß K»knon, t≤neß fiEktora pvfnon,

ka≥ str3tarcon AjqiÎpwn £fobon 40
Mvmnona calko3ran: t≤ß £r’ ƒslÏn T&lefon

tr0sen ‰‘ dor≥ Kaºkou par’ Ôcqaiß;

str. g* to∏sin A÷ginan profvrei stÎma p3tran,

diaprepva n$son: tete≤cistai d† p3lai

p»rgoß Ëyhla∏ß åreta∏ß ånaba≤nein. 45
poll¤ m†n årtiep¶ß

gl0ss3 moi toxe»mat’ πcei per≥ ke≤nwn

keladvein: ka≥ nın ƒn ⁄rei martur&sai

ken pÎliß A÷antoß ørqwqe∏sa na»taiß

ånt. g* ƒn polufqÎr8 Salam≥ß DiÏß Ômbr8

ånar≤qmwn åndr0n calaz3enti fÎn8. 50
åll’ Òmwß ka»cama kat3brece sig9:

ZeŸß t3 te ka≥ t¤ nvmei,

ZeŸß Ø p3ntwn k»rioß. ƒn d’ ƒratein‘

mvliti ka≥ toia≤de tima≥ kall≤nikon

c3rm’ ågap3zonti. marn3sqw tiß πrdwn

ƒp. g* åmf’ åvqloisin gene¤n Kleon≤kou 55
ƒkmaq*n: oÇtoi tet»flwtai makrÏß

mÎcqoß åndr0n oÛd’ ØpÎsai dap3nai

ƒlp≤dwn πknix’ Ôpin.

ajnvw ka≥ Puqvan ƒn guiod3moiß

Fulak≤d6 plag$n drÎmon eÛqupor[sai, 60
cers≥ dexiÎn, nÎ8 ånt≤palon.

l3mbanv oÈ stvfanon, fvre d’ eÇmallon m≤tran,

ka≥ pterÎenta nvon s»mpemyon \mnon.

1. Theia, mother of Helios, many-named,
all men, because of you, count
gold as supreme in its might;
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so too ships that war on the sea, or 
horses harnessed to chariots 5
are by your office discovered, O Queen, as 

marvels engaged in swift-circling strife;

so too the athlete in contest who
wins fame, long desired, when crowns
gained by his hands or his racing feet 
are bound in his tangled hair! And yet 10
a man’s valour is judged by the Powers: 
two events, joined, alone may shepherd

life at its sweetest into a flowery bliss—

success, and a following fair report ! 
Seek not to be Zeus: you have all, if a
due share of such blessings comes to you! 15
Mortal ways suit men who must die.
Twice-blooming success is marked up at Isthmia, 
Phylakidas, for you, and at Nemea too, for
you and for Pytheas, in the pankration. But, with 
Aiakids absent, my heart can’t savour a song! 20
I come for Lampon’s sons, bringing the Graces

2. into this tranquil city. Once he is set 
on a plain path of god-sponsored deeds, 
a singer should never be stingy
in pouring out boasts, song-mixed, 25
as payment for toil! Thus have great warriors
gained praise; they are sung to the lyre and the 

many-voiced babbling pipe

since ages ago; their worship
by Zeus’ command keeps poets at work!
In the Aitolian rites bright flames 30
remember the powerful Oineïdai; 
at Thebes, Iolaos the driver wins honour; 
in Argos, Perseus; lance-strong Kastor,

with Pollux, where the Eurotas flows, 

but here on Oinona the great-hearted
temper of Aiakos’ line is supreme. 35
Twice in battle they stormed the city of Troy,
first led by Herakles, then in alliance
with Atreids. Leap now, well off the ground!
Speak out! Who were the killers of Kyknos? 
of Hektor? of Memnon, the fearless Ethiope chief 40
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armoured in bronze? Whose lance, where
Kaïkos flows, wounded the noble Telephos?

3. My lips make Aigina home to these heroes, 
island beyond compare, for here,
since past ages, their deeds tower high. 45
My tongue, ever ready with words, keeps
many an arrow of song for their race, but today,
tested by Ares, the city of Ajax bears witness that 

she was upheld by our sailors—

she, Salamis!—during the ruinous Zeus-made 
storm, when blood fell like hail from countless 50
men. But drown all such vaunting in silence!
Zeus dispenses both good and bad,
Zeus is ruler of all! Success like today’s 
delights in a honey-dipped victory-shout.

Let all who struggle for

prizes in contest consider Kleonikos’ line! 55
The great toil of these men is not eclipsed,
nor is the sum of the moneys spent to excite
their hopes for success! Pytheas, too,
I would praise among tamers of limbs;
he set the course for Phylakidas’ blows, 60
clever of hand, his mind the same. 
Take up a crown for him, bring him a tasselled cap, 
and send out this winged fresh-made song!

This last ode in the series commissioned by Lampon again cele-
brates the younger son, Phylakidas, probably in 478 bc.¹
Coached by his older brother, he has taken another pankratic
victory at the Isthmos, but he has evidently not gained the
Olympic prize that was publicly prayed for in Isthmian 6.² The
family’s satisfaction is thus slightly flawed, but among the island
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¹ Since the ode closes with praise of Pytheas as Phylakidas’ trainer (60, but
see below, n. 22) it is reasonable to suppose that Phylakidas was still under 18 
at the time of the present victory. Elsewhere in the Aiginetan odes trainer-
praise occurs at O. 8. 54–64, N. 4. 93–6, N. 5. 48–9, N. 6. 64–6 (also I. 6. 66–73
if Lampon trained his son), all songs for youthful victors; see Snell (1953) 
45–6*.

² There being no boys’ pankration at Olympia (M. Finley and Pleket (1976)
44) Phylakidas may have decided to wait until he could enter as a man; he may
have been prevented from going in 480 bc, or he may have tried in boxing or
wrestling and failed.



nobility there is cause for general rejoicing because Aiginetan
ships have recently taken the palm at Salamis. As he made a song
to be presented at Lampon’s table, Pindar thus had two special
problems: he had to praise a victor who has so far missed his
heart’s desire (I. 6. 7–9), and he had to glorify the lesser victory
of a youth at a time when men of his city had recently triumphed
(or died) in a bloody encounter with invading Persians. In addi-
tion, a cosmic event may have troubled poet, chorus, and audi-
ence alike, for the Isthmian games of 478 bc had come a few
months after the solar eclipse that occurred on 17 February of
that year,³ and we know that Pindar, at any rate, saw the sun’s
disappearance as a darkening of men’s wisdom and strength (see
Paian 9, composed for the Thebans after the total eclipse of 463
bc). All these conditions, actual and cosmic, are met, in Isthmian
5, with a swift efficiency as the light of heaven is praised, then
shown to be surpassed by another sort of illumination, after
which the deeds of the usual Aiakids are hailed, then capped with
the work of the Aiginetan sailors at Salamis. Finally, however, all
such ‘towering exploits’ (45) are consigned to silence by per-
formers who arrive, with victor and guests, at the felt presence of
a Zeus whose power is absolute (52–3). This clears the way for
pragmatic praise of the House of Kleonikos for its exemplary
athletic success. 

This ode for Phylakidas must laud one boy’s fight against
another, though Persian armies are still on Greek soil, and to this
purpose its opening lines may have seemed oddly irrelevant,
even to its own audience. Moderns, at any rate, have found 
the address to Theia highly unsuitable, the work of a distracted
poet who sets a noble porch before a commonplace house.⁴
Nevertheless, since this deity has been summoned, it will be
right to study the relation of her conspicuous invocation to the
ode that follows. Four other pre-conquest odes are addressed to
a female power:⁵ Nemean 3 to a Muse, Nemean 8 to Hora,
Olympian 8 to Olympia, and Nemean 7 to Eleithyia. Among 
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³ Boll RE 6 (1909) s.v. Finsternisse 2354; Coppola (1931) 73; Mucke, Meeus
(1983).

⁴ Privitera (1982) 78, ‘al portico che splende lontano non sta dietro una nobile
casa’.

⁵ Only six of the other thirty-four non-Aiginetan odes open with invocations,
five to female powers (Tyche, O. 12; Charites,O. 14, N. 10; Hestia, N. 11;
daughters of Kadmos, P. 11), and one to Zeus (O. 4.).



these ladies, Theia is distinguished by her position as a cosmic
divinity who, being a daughter of Ge, belongs to the time of 
creation. She is the opposite of Night and therefore the mother of
Helios, Selene, and Eos (Theog. 371–3); in other words she is the
source of all forms of light.⁶ By extension, then, she is ‘mother of
eyes’(!kt≥ß åel≤ou . . . m$ter ømm3twn, Pa. 9. 1), and a power
essential to every act of visual evaluation (1–10). Thanks to
Theia, men look upon gold and judge it powerful, look upon
ships and chariots and find them marvellous, while the athlete in
his moment of victory (also a visible event) wins, not the respect
given to gold, nor the wonder that greets a warlike display, but
something far better, fame. 

Such is the rhetoric of the opening lines as, with a movement
much like Sappho’s ‘Some say a company of horse . . .’ (fr. 16V),⁷
the singers construct a hierarchy of what is valuable. The neat
twist (from sights rewarded with admiration to others that earn
fame—klvoß, 8) marks what seems to be the supremely valued
item—athletic endeavour—but then a super-cap is abruptly pro-
duced, one that depends upon neither light nor sight. Men see
the crowned athlete, value him, and reward him with visible
signs of glory, but alka, ‘pure courage’ (ålk3, 11), is recognized
and distinguished by divinities, without the help of light. There
is, then, at least one superlative quality that does not depend
upon Theia and therefore cannot be eclipsed: the special bravery
with which a man defends his friends.⁸ Where virtue of this sort
is granted effect and fixed in lasting legend (13), there the true
peak of mortal achievement is found, and the singers mark this
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⁶ Themis, Tethys, Mnemosyne, and Theia were made by Ge without the aid
of Ouranos (Orph. fr. 95 Abel = 114 Kern), but according to Hesiod (Theog.
371–4) Theia’s own children were fathered by Hyperion, called by Pindar at O.
7. 39, ‘power that brings light to mortals’. Wilamowitz (1922) 203, however,
reported the object of this invocation as a divine light that came from within a
man in a moment of high achievement; similarly D. Bremer (1975) 85–96 would
identify Theia as ‘die Gottlichkeit’. Sappho likewise moves from the visible to
something that cannot be seen, then back to a combination, the beloved’s man-
ner of walking; see Race (1982) 111 and (1989a) 16–33.

⁷ Bundy (1986) 36 and n. 6 has a slightly different analysis; for him the state-
ment about ålk3 (11) is the close of the athletic item and so of a priamel that eval-
uates games over gold, horses, and ships; after this the statement about sweetest
bliss is gnomic transition, preparing for the ‘pronominal cap’ at 17–19.

⁸ Chantraine s.v. ålk&. Hesiod had made this the special virtue of the Aiakids,
given them by Zeus (Cat. 203. 1 MW), as sense was to the Amythionids and
wealth to the Atreids.



ultimate, most valued item with the exotic superlative, £lpniston,
‘gentlest’, ‘smoothest’ (12).⁹

The priamel is a trick of persuasion well suited to discussion of
qualities that cannot be seen, for it is a ‘proof’ that merely asserts,
and one that often produces the unexpected.¹⁰ In this case,
though the demonstration that emanates from Theia first arrives
at a formal cap that is quite conventional (the ‘flowering blessed-
ness’ of success truly praised, 12–13), its ultimate discovery is
not of a simple superlative but instead of a system of discrimina-
tions. All phenomena are divided into those that demand light
for their recognition, and those that do not—those that address a
judging mortal eye, and those that are discovered and marked by
powers of another sort (daimones, 11). Where light determines
value, gold (crusÎß, 3) and fame (klvoß, 8) are most precious, but
where daimonic forces make their lightless discoveries, a super-
lative god-given state of true blessedness (of olbos and logos, bliss
and praise, in combination, 12–13) comes into being, a condition
neither visible nor invisible. Nevertheless, the two sorts of 
values—those that do, and those that do not depend upon illumi-
nation—are in no way antagonistic; rather they fit each other like
parts of a metaphor because music acts as mediator. The logos
that crowns the heroic temperament with bliss (13, 27) is,
according to the will of Zeus, proclaimed by lyre and flute (28–9),
and this is possible because men, through their ears, can take in
even the invisible. (Plato will remark, at Rep. 507d–508b, that
light acts as a yoke between vision and the visibility of what is
seen, while between the hearer and what is heard no similar agent
is needed.) Song can serve as a kind of illumination that reaches
where sunlight cannot, allowing the listener a momentary 
perception of what gods actually see. Like sunlight, then, the
present ode can display crowns won by the superb use of hands
and feet (7–10, 62–3), but it can also grant something like divine
vision, first letting its auditor see, in Achilles, the mythic alka
that was Zeus’ special gift to Aiakids (Hesiod Cat. 203 MW),
then causing him to look—as an overseeing god might—upon the
actual bravery of Aiginetan sailors at Salamis.
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⁹ The adjective is invented or very rare; J. Wackernagel, Zeitschr. f. verglei-
chende Sprachforschung 43 (1910) 377 would accent the final syllable. At P. P. 8.
84 πpalpnoß describes the happy victor on his return.

¹⁰ Griffith (1990) 193–4.



This play of the quantifiable (Theia’s realm) against what 
cannot be seen and measured (the realm of the daimones) con-
tinues in the body of the ode, as does the rhetoric of the priamel.
The song will exemplify the ultimate superlative of its opening
with the valour that Aigina showed in defending Hellas at
Salamis, but it approaches this cap by way of several lesser lists.
To begin with, in order to arrive at the Aiakids, four sets of local
heroes are listed, then topped with the heroes of Aigina (35).
These last are rendered superlative and almost visible by a 
mention of the two campaigns against Troy which, paired in this
way, ask auditors to think of the Aphaia pediments (note the
emphatic d≥ß, 36).¹¹ Then, with a self-imposed ‘leap’ into the
mythic dimension (38),¹² the singers arrive among warriors of
the second Aiakid generation, but they do not provide the usual
glimpse of a particular episode. Instead they challenge the 
listener with questions that force him to supply three battlefield
contests to his own inner eye, then cap these with a fourth. ‘Who
killed Kyknos? Hektor? Memnon? who wounded Telephos?’ the
chorus cries, and each time the spectator responds with a silent
shout, ‘Achilles!’ Chorus and audience share a happy complicity,
but this does not obscure the oddness of a series made up of 
victim-names, nor the extreme anomaly of its cap.¹³ Achilles’
action against this last opponent has been dramatically set up as
superlative among all the exploits of the Aiakids, but how can
one youth, injured in a back-country quarrel, be of higher value
than three great Trojan warriors felled with a heroic sword? The
spectator is asked to make this out for himself, in the time it takes
to sing ten words (41–2): ‘Who on Kaïkos’ banks injured noble
Telephos with his lance?’ 

The three introductory duels have let the responding auditor
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¹¹ Bury (1965a) xxviii, ‘in brief the argument of the pediments’. This is the
first literary pairing of the two campaigns; the Aphaia temple provides the first
example in visual art. See above, Ch. 2, pp. 35–41 and nn. 39 and 40.

¹² Such choreographic self-exhortations are among the devices developed by
cult choruses to support the fiction of spontaneity; cf. Pratinas 1. 15, ‘Here’s the
right way to kick up your foot!’ These two imperatives also prepare for the final
pair at 62. For the usual reading in which a chariot-driving Muse is addressed,
see Thummer (1969) ii. 91 ad loc., where Pindar is said to call the goddess ‘wie
ein Wagenlenker seinen Pferden’.

¹³ The ‘crescendo’ takes a sophisticated form as two names are presented
without modifiers, followed by a third with three modifiers as if it were the cap,
all this then finished with the final name (the true cap), again with no modifiers
but placed in a specific geographic spot (41–2).



imagine a different Achilles-killer each time. Against Kyknos he
sees a young but practised warrior, against Hektor, a mature
hero at the height of his powers, and against Memnon, a son of
Thetis who will soon die. Then comes the name of Telephos
(well known from the Kypria)¹⁴ and with those three syllables
the aspect of the visionary Achilles undergoes a radical change.
Now the listener sees a beardless boy who stands on a river bank
in Asia Minor and defends his dearest friend by striking an
offensive local prince (42). This Achilles does not kill; indeed as
Seneca would put it, his hand is ‘both brave and merciful’
(Troades 218), for even before the tragedians adapted the tale,
everyone knew that the wound his lance gave (with help from
Dionysos) would eventually be cured by the same weapon, thus
opening the route to Troy. Consequently, when this central triad
ends, still demanding the killer’s name, the Achilles who takes
shape in each listening mind is the same smooth-cheeked adoles-
cent seen on a red-figure cup from Vulci, intent on bandaging
Patroklos’ wounds.¹⁵ He is a youth caught between childhood
and manhood, out on the edge of the Hellenic world, and his sole
weapon is his father’s,¹⁶ but with it, and with Dionysos as his
protector, he saves his comrade, draws his first blood, and wins 
a contest by a kind of cheat since the Telephos he attacks is
entangled in vines.¹⁷ The victory that caps Pindar’s priamel is
thus the one by which Achilles came of age, the one in which he
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¹⁴ See the red-figure krater by Phintias (ARV2 23. 5) c.510 bc, which shows
Patroklos running from a fallen Telephos who is entangled in the vine of
Dionysos, all proper names inscribed. This early skirmish was mentioned in the
Kypria (Procl. enar. 48–9 Davies EGF) and Il. Parv. (4A and 4B Davies EGF =
schol. Il. 19. 326); see Kullmann (1960) 44–5; Bauchenss-Thüriedl (1971)
16–18. It was also reflected in the pedimental sculptures made by Skopas for the
temple of Athena Alea at Tegea (Paus. 8. 45. 7); later versions are found in
Apollod. Bib. 3. 17.20; schol. Il. 11. 59); Hyg. Fab. 101; sometimes Agamemnon
(Paus. 1. 4. 6), Thersander (P.O. 9. 70; Paus. 9. 5. 14), or Protesilaos (Philostr.
Her. 2. 17) may participate.

¹⁵ LIMC s.v. Achilleus 468 = ARV2 21.1.1620, red-figure cup by the Sosias
painter; cf. LIMC s.v. Telephos 51 = ARV2 817.2 (470–460 bc) where Achilles
is beardless even at the healing of Telephos.

¹⁶ Schol. T Il. 16. 142. This is the lance cut by Chiron (Il. 16. 140–4) or by
Peleus himself (N. 3. 33), eventually used by Neoptolemos in the killing of
Eurypylos, son of Telephos (Paus. 3. 26–9). It had two points on a single shaft
according to Il. Parv F 30 Davies EGF = schol. P. N. 6. 55.

¹⁷ At P. I. 8. 54–5 it is the ‘vine-bearing plain of Mysia’ that is bloodied by
Telephos’ gore (cf AP 9. 477). Dionysos was either angered by Mysian failure to
pay him honours (schol.Il. 1. 59), or favourably influenced by a sacrifice offered
by Agamemnon (schol Lyk. Alex. 211).



made his first show of defensive courage, the one that fore-
shadowed all the deeds of his adult years.

The wounding of Telephos qualifies as an outward sign of
inner alka, discerned by daimonic powers, interpreted by song,
and preserved in good report (11–13), as men’s tongues assign it
to the invisible tower of Aiginetan achievement (44–5). It has
been selected as superb among the deeds of all the Aiakids (who
by way of the preliminary priamel at 30–35 had themselves been
selected as superb among other sets of local heroes). Neverthe-
less the ode’s closing section dismisses all these traditional
unseen glories as mere foil to an ultimate action that daylight
reveals. The singers could provide a more complex portrait of
Aiakid virtue (46–8), but instead they move directly into here-
and-now actuality. An abstract Aiginetan island hails the 
bravery of the sons and grandsons of Aiakos by claiming to be
their homeland (43), but the tangible city of Ajax bears witness to
the practical courage found in the men of today’s Aigina. Salamis
exists in the light, standing upright (48), thanks to sailors¹⁸ from
this city, men who fought to defend their Hellenic friends. Their
ships, like the ‘contending ships’ of the invocation (4–5), were
illuminated by Theia and to the eye their recent bravery seems
more real than that of the Aiakid heroes, so that the largest 
priamel of all can now be suggested: Aiakids are best among
heroes, Achilles is best among Aiakids, but best of all are the
sailors of Aigina who fought at Salamis! 

With its elevation of ordinary men over the sons of gods, this
patriotic demonstration verges on impious arrogance. No crime
is committed, however, because the superiority of the priamel’s
mortal cap is still only implicit when, at the word ‘gore’, the
singers suddenly order themselves to ‘extinguish’ their boast
(51). They call for silence, as if in the presence of the sacred, and
then, like a ritual chorus, they sound a supreme name twice,
singing ‘Zeus dispenses good and bad, | Zeus, the Lord of All!’
(52–3).¹⁹ The emphatic repetition of the god’s name²⁰ creates the
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¹⁸ The strophe has begun with the Aiakids (to∏sin, 43), who are referred to
again in 47; consequently the ‘sailors’ of line 48 are logically sailors from Aiakid
Aigina, while the audience will hear simply ‘our sailors’.

¹⁹ On the sequence 46–53 see Race (1989b) 203–4; R. however believes that
lines 52–3 ‘apologize for turning from the glories of war to athletics’.

²⁰ Cf. Ba. 3. 21. Zeus is mentioned five times in the 64 lines of I. 5, once in
each of the preceding triads (14, 29) and three times here at the climax; mean-



sense of an immanent divine presence, cleansing the passage of
any potential impiety while justifying the mixed content of the
ode as a whole. Where Zeus is present, all earthly things—
unseen and seen, mythic and actual, Aiakids and sailors at
Salamis, mature warriors and youthful athletes—sink into a kind
of equality. Daylit mariners can follow heroes from another kind
of time in a single rhetorical demonstration because, just as the
campaigns at Troy and the duel beside Kaïkos belonged to Zeus,
so did the storm of blood at Salamis (49). It is he who plants alka
in men of today, as he did in the heroes descended from Aiakos,
and it is by his will (29) that poets make this virtue visible to men,
as it is to gods.

This momentary levelling of all things mortal means that news
of a youthful victory in the pankration may now follow immedi-
ately, and without apology, upon the bloodshed at Salamis. With
Zeus’ name still in the air, the vaunt that is proper to epinician
song (kÎmpoß, 24) can be embodied in the sweet praise that
belongs to a victory celebration (53–4).²¹ Through his sons,
Lampon’s house has emerged from obscurity and this time it is
his father, not his wife’s, on whom the present success reflects.
The line of Kleonikos is offered as an example of ambition and
free expenditure to all who would engage in athletics, because its
members (like the sailors at Salamis) go visibly to work. They
would win glory and blessedness for their house and for Aigina,
and the extent of their engagement²²—the toil, money, and hope
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while this Isthmian song makes no reference whatsoever to Poseidon. Compare
N. 7, where Zeus is named six times in 105 lines, and O. 8, five times in 89 lines;
in the other Aiginetan odes he is named thrice in N. 7 and I. 8, twice in N.5, N.6
and I. 6, once in N .3 and N. 4.

²¹ At 53–4 the sense is clear, though the construction is awkward; the asser-
tion stands in a kind of opposition (ƒn d’, 53) to what has gone before: ‘(Salamis
was splendid ) but celebrations like these for Phylakidas also crave the delight of
a victory cry expressed in honeyed praise.’

²² Discussion of 56–8 has been extensive; I follow the text of SM which gives,
in literal translation: ‘the huge toil of (these) men is not darkened, nor how great
were the expenditures that roused hopes in respect of the (divinely determined)
future.’ Cf. Wilamowitz (1922) 204 n. 1: ‘so wenig wie der mochthos bleiben die
vielen dapanai im Dunkel.’ Toil and expenditure are a traditional Pindaric pair,
the requirements for victory (I. 1. 42; I. 6. 10–11; O. 5. 16); cf. the advice to
Hieron at P. 1. 90, where only expenditure is demanded. For the particular
expenses of the athlete note P. 5. 106 and see Szastynska-Siemion (1981) 90–2.
As for hope (58), great expenditure excites it by securing practical advantages
and also because it marks the coming attempt as the sort that may attract the
notice of the gods; see Burkert (1981) 195–204. A summary of the debate on this



invested—is not eclipsed (56–8) but displayed in full light. An
Olympic crown is not yet theirs, but they have hoped and spent
towards this present Isthmian prize and the mortal fame it
brings, for they know that disappointment or fulfilment is ulti-
mately in the hands of Zeus. 

The courageous virtue of Kleonikos’ descendants has been
made visible even to mortals, according to the four lines that
begin the final epode, but the singers would with their last breath
salute one further quality that inheres in this house. Pytheas
(already mentioned as Nemean victor, 19) is named as the model
and trainer²³ who has known how to guide his younger brother
‘along the course of blows’, infusing him with his own skill and
experience (59–61). The two have collaborated and Phylakidas
has faced his opponent knowing himself to be the creation of an
elder brother whose care and skills now enable him to win.
Consequently that elder, unlike any other Pindaric trainer, is
invested with a headband (m≤tra, 62) and absorbed into the
pageantry of the immediate performance.²⁴ This crowning
image comes to the spectator as performed reality and it revives
the notion of friendship inherent in the scene by the river
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passage and an entirely different interpretation (with some unlikely emenda-
tions) can be found in Silk (1998) 25–88; it is argued there that this passage does
not apply particularly to the men of Kleonikos’ family but is instead a generaliz-
ing transitional gnome; so also Race (1989b) 203–5.

²³ Compare the Melesias of O. 8. 63 who knows ‘what style will move a
wrestler forward.’ This praise seems to fix Pytheas as his brother’s trainer, but
Hamilton (1974) 107–8 terms it ‘metaphoric use of trainer praise’, because he
assumes that Phylakidas is an adult. Also opposed to Pytheas as trainer is Silk
(1998) 56–65, who asserts that ‘aristocratic attitudes’ would not allow anyone of
good family to serve in this way. Silk goes on to argue that eÃqupor[sai cannot
have a causal sense; he emends to read a vocative Fulak≤da in line 60 (as did
Mommsen (1845) 178), so that the following lines become a description of the
victor’s own ‘athletic achievement in general’. In favour of eÃqupor[sai as causal
(and so of a Pytheas who acted as trainer) Privitera (1982) ad loc. 201 cites
Demosth. 33. 7. Privitera however, like Farnell, will not allow ajnvw to be fol-
lowed by an acc. + infinitive construction; he takes the infinitive with dexiÎn (61),
which spoils the balance of the final phrase.

²⁴ This is to take the reduplicated imperative, l3mbane . . . fvre (62), as choral
self-instruction; if the sons of Lampon were with their father in the closest ranks
of the audience, such commands might have been mimed or effectively carried
out, action duplicating description as in a magical operation. In an athletic con-
text, the m≤tra was the same as the woollen tain≤a that the victor put on his own
head before the formal crowning (cf. P. O. 9. 84; at N. 8. 15 it serves as a
metaphor for song). Those who have emended to make Phylakidas the subject
of eÃqupor[sai (60) must take crown (m≤tra) and ‘fresh ode’ as all offered to him
alone in lines that give a résumé of the present performance.



Kaïkos, for what is now seen is not a single decorated youth but a
closely allied pair. Actual daylight lets the guests discover in
Phylakidas and Pytheas reflections of the boyish Achilles who
finished a contest that Patroklos had begun. And meanwhile the
song has given its audience something of the gods’ power, so that
these spectators can discern in both brothers the alka (the other-
oriented courage) that was Zeus’ distinctive gift to the Aiakids. 
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7. Isthmian 8: A Monster Avoided

For Kleandros, son of Telesarchos and cousin (or second cousin)
of Nikokles; victor in pankration at Nemea as well as Isthmia,
sometime after Plataia, c.475 bc. Repeating stanzas.

str. a* Kle3ndr8 tiß Ålik≤6 te l»tron

eÇdoxon, _ nvoi, kam3twn

patrÏß åglaÏn Teles3rcou par¤ prÎ-

quron j°n ånegeirvtw

k0mon ∞Isqmi3doß te n≤kaß £poina, ka≥ Nemv6

åvqlwn Òti kr3toß ƒxeıre: t‘ ka≥ ƒg*, ka≤per åcn»menoß 5
qumÎn, ajtvomai crusvan kalvsai

Mo∏san: ƒk meg3lwn d† penqvwn luqvnteß

m&t’ ƒn ørfan≤6 pvswmen stef3nwn,

m&te k3dea qer3peue: paus3menoi d’ åpr3ktwn kak0n

gluk» ti damwsÎmeqa ka≥ met¤ pÎnon:

ƒpeid¶ tÏn Ëp†r kefal$ß 10
l≤qon ge Tant3lou par3 tiß πtreyen £mmi qeÎß,

str. b* åtÎlmaton }Ell3di mÎcqon. åll’

ƒmo≥ de∏ma m†n paroicomvnwn

karter¤n πpause mvrimnan: tÏ d† prÏ

podÏß £reion åe≥ 〈skope∏n〉
cr[ma p3n: dÎlioß g¤r aj°n ƒp’ åndr3si krvmatai, 15
‰l≤sswn b≤ou pÎron: jat¤ d’ ƒst≥ broto∏ß s»n g’ ƒleuqer≤6

ka≥ t3. cr¶ d’ ågaq¤n ƒlp≤d’ åndr≥ mvlein.

cr¶ d’ ƒn ‰ptap»loisi Q&baiß trafvnta

Ajg≤n6 Car≤twn £wton pronvmein,

patrÏß o\neka d≤dumai gvnonto q»gatreß !swp≤dwn

ØplÎtatai, Zhn≤ te ‹don basilv∫. 20
 t¤n m†n par¤ kallirÎ8

D≤rk6 filarm3tou pÎlioß )kissen ÅgemÎna:

str. g* s† d’ ƒß n$son Ojnop≤an ƒnegk°n

koim$to, d∏on πnqa tvkeß

AjakÏn barusfar3g8 patr≥ kednÎ- 25
taton ƒpicqon≤wn.  ka≥

daimÎnessi d≤kaß ƒpe≤raine: toı m†n ånt≤qeoi



år≤steuon uÈveß uÈvwn t’ århºfiloi pa∏deß ånorv6

c3lkeon stonÎent’ åmfvpein Òmadon:

s*fronvß t’ ƒgvnonto pinuto≤ te qumÎn.

taıta ka≥ mak3rwn ƒmvmnant’ ågora≤,

ZeŸß Òt’ åmf≥ Qvtioß åglaÎß t’ πrisan Poseid¤n g3m8, 30
£locon eÛeidva qvlwn ‰k3teroß

‰¤n πmmen: πrwß g¤r πcen.

åll’ oÇ sfin £mbrotoi tvlesan eÛn¤n qe0n prap≤deß,

str. d* ƒpe≥ qesf3twn ƒp3kousan: e”pen

eÇbouloß ƒn mvsoisi Qvmiß 35
o\neken peprwmvnon Án fvrteron pa-

tvroß £nakta gÎnon teke∏n

pont≤an qeÎn, ß keraunoı te krvsson £llo bvloß

di*xei cer≥ triÎdontÎß t’ åmaimakvtou, D≤ te misgomvnan

∂ DiÏß par’ ådelfeo∏sin. “åll¤ t¤ m†n

pa»sate: brotvwn d† lecvwn tuco∏sa

uÈon ejsidvtw qanÎnt’ ƒn polvm8, 40
ce∏raß ⁄reº 〈t’〉 ƒnal≤gkion steropa∏s≤ t’ åkm¤n pod0n.

tÏ m†n ƒmÎn, Pulv∫ gvraß qeÎmoron

øp3ssai g3mou Ajak≤d6,

Òn t’ eÛsebvstaton f3tiß ∞Iaolkoı tr3fein ped≤on:

str. e* jÎntwn d’ ƒß £fqiton £ntron eÛqŸß 45
C≤rwnoß aÛt≤k’ åggel≤ai:

mhd† Nhrvoß qug3thr neikvwn pv-

tala d≥ß ƒggualizvtw

£mmin: ƒn dicomhn≤dessin d† ‰spvraiß ƒratÏn

l»oi ken calinÏn Ëf’ ~rw∫ parqen≤aß.” ˘ß f3to Kron≤daiß

ƒnnvpoisa qe3: to≥ d’ ƒp≥ glef3roiß

neısan åqan3toisin: ƒpvwn d† karpÏß 50
oÛ katvfqine. fant≥ f¤r x»n’ ålvgein

ka≥ g3mon Qvtioß £nakte. ka≥ near¤n πdeixan sof0n

stÎmat’ åpe≤roisin året¤n !cilvoß:

 ka≥ M»sion åmpelÎen

aJmaxe Thlvfou mvlani Âa≤nwn fÎn8 ped≤on, 55

str. 5* gef»rwsv t’ !treºdaisi nÎston, 

}}Elvnan t’ ƒl»sato, Troºaß

”naß ƒktam°n dor≤, ta≤ nin Â»ontÎ

pote m3caß ƒnarimbrÎtou

πrgon ƒn ped≤8 kor»ssonta, MvmnonÎß te b≤an

Ëpvrqumon fiEktor3 t’ £llouß t’ åristvaß: oÍß d0ma FersefÎnaß 60
man»wn !cile»ß, oˆroß Ajakid$n,

A÷ginan sfetvran te Â≤zan prÎfainen.
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tÏn m†n oÛd† qanÎnt’ åoida≤ ti l≤pon,

åll3 oÈ par3 te pur¤n t3fon q’ }Elik*niai parqvnoi

st3n, ƒp≥ qr[nÎn te pol»famon πcean.

πdox’ ¢ra ka≥ åqan3toiß, 65
ƒslÎn ge f0ta ka≥ fq≤menon \mnoiß qe$n didÎmen.

str. f* tÏ ka≥ nın fvrei lÎgon, πssuta≤ te

Moisa∏on ‹rma Nikoklvoß

mn$ma pugm3cou kelad[sai. gera≤re-

tv nin, ß >Isqmion #n n3poß

Dwr≤wn πlacen sel≤nwn: ƒpe≥ perikt≤onaß 70
ƒn≤kase d& pote ka≥ ke∏noß £ndraß åf»kt8 cer≥ klonvwn.

tÏn m†n oÛ katelvgcei kritoı gene¤

patradelfeoı: Ål≤kwn t‘ tiß ÅbrÏn

åmf≥ pagkrat≤ou Kle3ndr8 plekvtw

murs≤naß stvfanon. ƒpe≤ nin !lkaqÎou t’ åg°n sŸn t»c6

ƒn ∞Epida»r8 te neÎtaß dvketo pr≤n: 75
tÏn ajne∏n ågaq‘ parvcei:

~ban g¤r oÛk £peiron ËpÏ cei9 kal0n d3masen.

1. For Kleandros and for his youth, young friends,
someone must go to the grand 

outer gate of his sire, Telesarchos, there to
rouse up the revel that brings 
glorious ransom from toil—repayment for 

victory taken at Isthmia 
and for his Nemean dominance! So 5

I am required, though I sorrow,
to call on the golden Muse. Released as we are
from giant griefs, we must not 
orphan ourselves of garlands, 
nor should we nurse our losses and cares.

Recovered from stubborn evils,
let us combine, after such pain, in sweet
civic rejoicing. Once suspended above
our heads, the Tantalos stone has been 10

shifted away by some god—that

2. task beyond daring set for Greece! But—fear 
yet persists, drawn from the past, 

halting my inspiration. Best keep one’s 
eyes where the foot goes next, since a 
treacherous life-span hangs 15

over each man, ready to
twist his path. Still, where Freedom is,
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even such fear has its cure!
We should encourage good hope, and the man
brought up in Thebes of the Seven Gates must
offer the Graces’ best blooms to 
Aigina! Those two were the youngest 

daughters of Asopos,
both of them pleasing to royal Zeus, who 2o
settled the one at Dirke’s swift stream,

queen of a town that loves chariots, while

3. you he transported to Oinopa’s isle, 
couched you, and there you bore

Aiakos, trusted beyond all men 
by his thunderous father! He 25
settled disputes among gods, and 

his sons and their sons, all of them
godlike warriors, were deemed 

best among men in the bold 
practice of bronze-clashing war, while yet
temperate ever, and wise at heart. 
All this the assembled gods recalled,
that time when Zeus and splendid Poseidon 30

fought over Thetis’ bed,
each determined that she should be
his own well-favoured bride. Lust raged, 
but the ambrosial wits of the gods 

let neither enjoy her couch,

4. for they listened well to the words 35
wise Themis spoke in their midst, 

telling the fate of the sea-goddess, how she must bear
a lordly son, mightier than his sire, 
whose hand would cast a different dart—

harsher than thunderbolt’s fire 
or the invincible trident, should she be 

mated with Zeus or with
one of his brothers. ‘This you must stop! 
Let her lie in a mortal’s bed; let her watch 
as her son dies in battle, though he be 40
like Ares in strength of hand, like 

lightning in swiftness of foot! 
This is my counsel: send her away as a 
fateful bride-prize for Aiakid Peleus! He is
rumoured to be the most god-fearing mortal 

Iolkos’ plain ever nourished. 
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5. Let messengers go at once, straight to 45
Chiron’s unchanging cave! 

This daughter of Nereus must not 
twice bring her dowry of discord among us.
Let her instead, on some 

evening at midmonth, 
loosen her virgin halter, tamed by 

that hero!’ Thus spoke the goddess,
urging the children of Kronos, and 
their divine brows gave consent, 
nor were her words without fruit, 50
for we’re told that the two Lords 

agreed to this marriage for Thetis, and 
poets’ tongues told ignorant men
of the youthful deeds of Achilles, how he
bloodied the vine-rich Mysian plain 55

with black gore, how he 

6. bridged the return of the Atreids, 
set Helen free, and with his lance

cut out the sinews of Trojans who had
briefly resisted when on that field 
he brought his murderous work to its crest—

fierce Memnon, angry 
Hektor and other great lords. These he 60

sent to Persephone’s palace—
Achilles, the Aiakids’ following wind—while 
Aigina and his familial stem he made bright.
Songs, when he died, did not desert him,
for maidens of Helikon stood at his pyre

and circled his tomb
pouring libations of many-voiced threnody.
So the immortals resolved that fine men, 65
when they die, may be assigned as a theme 

even when goddesses sing! 

7 . Such is the rule today, as the car of the Muses
speeds out for Nikokles, 

making a song that remembers his boxing. 
Honour him who, in the Isthmian vale,
took the Doric celery crown, 70

the same who long ago 
trounced all opponents from round about, his  

fists like the tireless surf.
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Nor does the line of his father’s 
brother belie his fame, so let some 
age-mate confect for Kleandros a sweet
pankratic garland of myrtle, for surely 

Alkathoös’ games gave him success
as did, in the past, the Epidaurian lads. 75
Him the good man will praise: this is no 
youth-time untried in fine deeds that he thrusts

into the lair of a snake!

The special problems Pindar had faced in making a post-Salamis
song for Lampon were intensified when, a few years later, 
another Aiginetan father, Telesarchos, commissioned an ode for
his son, Kleandros. This time the celebration is to take place, not
in a moment of success but against a background of subsequent
events:¹ the ravaging of Attica, the burning of Athens and other
cities, the occupation of Boiotia, and the closely drawn battle at
Plataia, where something like 1,500 Greeks were killed.² Worse
yet, the song is to celebrate not just the youth, Kleandros, but
also his father’s nephew, Nikokles, a victorious athlete who
seems to be recently dead.³ Whether or not he died in battle, this
regretted cousin is an adult figure (65), in contrast to a Kleandros
who only now ‘buries his youth’ like an abandoned toy (77)⁴—
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¹ Thummer (1968–9) ii. 127 entertained the possibility of a performance just
after Marathon, and Lefkowitz (1991b) 44 n. 71 concludes that no precise dating
is possible, but there is nevertheless general agreement on a post–480 bc date,
disagreement on whether the ode was made before or after Plataia. J. Finley
(1958) 121–31 sensed mild gloom and put the song before the battle; others per-
ceive embarrassment on the part of the poet and assume composition after
Pausanias’ retaliation upon Thebes (e.g. Carne-Ross (1985) 125). It would
seem, however, that the term eleutheria (15) could have been employed only
after the Persian withdrawal.

² Plut. Arist. 19. 5; cf. Diod. 11. 32. 5–33. 1.
³ Kleandros is ‘of the line of Nikokles’ father’s brother’ (65a–66), so

Telesarchos is either that brother, or the son of that brother, either uncle or
cousin to Nikokles. Lost relatives are mentioned by schol. 12a III Dr., and
Nikokles’ death in recent action against the Persians is often taken for granted
because of the ode’s sequence (66–7) from the dead Achilles to this remem-
brance for him. Thus Bury (1965a) 133 called I. 8 ‘a monument in verse to . . .
Nikokles who had fallen in war’; cf. Ruck (1968) 672 who reports Nikokles as
‘perhaps killed in the war’; Köhnken (1975) 25–36 speaks of ‘mourning for a
dead relative (who was perhaps killed in the wars)’, while Ledbetter (2003) 67
mentions Nikokles’ ‘bravery in the battles of the Persian War’. In contradiction,
Carne-Ross (1985) 122 observes that Nikokles is praised only as an athlete, and
finds no reason to suppose even that he is dead.

⁴ The line is corrupt, and even with its most common emendation (ÕpÏ cei9,



who has, in other words just finished his last season in the ‘beard-
less class’, i.e. among the ågvneioi.⁵ These are conspicuous obsta-
cles to a fully joyous performance, and behind them are two
others that are unmentionable but also undeniable: Thebes, the
poet’s city, has collaborated with the Persian enemy, and Aigina
has been far from prominent in the final defeat of Mardonius.
Herodotos’ report of a false tumulus raised by craven Aiginetans
(9. 85) is typical of his prejudice, but the charge could never have
been made if the islanders had been conspicuous for bravery at
Plataia. Aigina will be named on the Serpent Column, along with
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as in SM, after Triclinius) it is ambivalent. The snake-hole recommends itself
by its very oddness, but the application of the negative remains a question;
either ‘he does not force into a snake’s hole an adolescence inexperienced in fine
deeds’, or ‘it is an adolescence not inexperienced in fine deeds that he, etc.’ The
first would deny a shameful hiding of cowardice (like that of the man who feeds
an undistinguished old age in the dark at O. 1. 82–3), and for a strong recom-
mendation of this sense see Thummer (1968–9) ii. 127; also Race (1990) 69. This
understanding, however, demands the dismantling of the peculiarly Pindaric
negative plus alpha-privative , oÃk £peiron , and this makes the second version
more attractive: ‘it is a not unadventurous adolescence that Kleandros now mas-
ters and buries’ as he moves into adulthood. (At P. 6. 48 it is a youth neither
unjust nor outrageous that Thrasyboulos harvests.) In other contexts a snake in
his hole may represent anger (Il. 22. 93–5) or simply a spot to be approached
with caution (Plut. De Superstit. 169e), but here the metaphor would reflect the
childish love of hiding things in holes. To some the snake-hole is simply unac-
ceptable; Young (1973) 319–26; Slater (1977) 348–9, and Papillon (1989) 1–9
have proposed various forms of kÎlpoß in the sense of ‘pocket’, and for emenda-
tions with forms of ce≤r see Galiano (1943) 134–41 and Schwenn (1940) 230f.
Carey (1981) 205 follows Farnell in reading cre≤6, ‘for he did not enslave his
youth, untried, to a dearth of achievement.’ Taking another tack, Bury (1965a)
ad loc. understood ~ba as representing all the youths whom Kleandros has
defeated, with the negative doubly applied: the victory was not hidden and was
won over not unskilled rivals. Further pursuing this notion Norwood (1952)
161–2 emended further to produce ‘by mastery of hand he conquered the skilled
vigour of youthful adversaries’. Finally one may note Borthwick (1976)
198–205, who remarked that snakes were thought to change an old skin (g[raß)
for a new one (~bh) as they came out of their holes, thus achieving, ‘it is not a
youth-skin unscarred by experience that the boy now sloughs off.’

⁵ Along with Kleandros the ode celebrates youth itself, his and that of his age-
mates (1); the chorus call themselves nvoi (2); at 75 Kleandros’ former rivals are
explicitly youths; at 77 it is ~ba, puberty (as at O. 6. 58), that is buried. All of
which seems to point to a victory won by a boxer who is leaving the class of the
15–18-year-old ågvneioi and must in future compete among the men; Privitera
(1982) 117. Nevertheless Carey (1981) 185, though he takes it to be puberty that
is buried at the end of the song, then follows Wilamowitz (1922) 196–7 to con-
clude that the present victory was probably ‘won as a man’. And on the other
hand Thummer (1968–9) ii. 127 argued that ~ba here means childhood and that
Kleandros, having taken this crown among the boys at Isthmia, is just now pass-
ing out of that class and into that of the ‘beardless’.



Sparta, Athens, Korinth, and Megara, but the glory that
Aiginetan sailors won at Salamis has been tarnished.⁶

Pindar’s response to these difficulties is to dramatize them in a
fast but elaborate opening movement. Not that Isthmian 8 boasts
a grand initial decoration; there is no all embracing simile (‘Like
men when the banquet reaches its peak . . .’), no programmatic
declaration (‘I am no sculptor . . .’), no invocation of a powerful
presence (‘Holy Theia . . .’). Indeed, one commentator speaks of
an ‘inconspicuous’ beginning, while another dismisses these first
lines as ‘plain and commonplace’.⁷ Leaving such judgements
aside we, like Telesarchos’ guests, can at any rate recognize a
familiar choral conceit by which well-rehearsed performers
mime the spontaneity of a k∫mos as they begin to sing.⁸ It is as if
the last words uttered just outside the dining hall have been put
to music so as to become the first sung phrases of their entrance:
‘Let’s get going! We’re supposed to dance at Telesarchos’
house!’⁹ The trick is traditional, belonging to the essential choral
function of miming the impulsive reaction of a group, but the
illusion of the impromptu is here increased by a non-triadic form
and prolonged well past the opening as the singers question the
timeliness of their performance in a kind of curtain-raiser.
Where other choruses may start by saying, ‘How I long to sing!’
these young performers (nvoi, 2) present themselves as divided in
their impulse—needing to rejoice but not quite ready to do so. ‘I
am called upon to sing,’ they say,¹⁰ ‘and there are good reasons
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⁶ In later times the festival of Eleutheria featured a ritual debate wherein
Aigina had no part, while Spartans and Athenians argued over which group
should lead the procession; N. Robertson (1986) 88–106.

⁷ ‘Inconspicuous’, according to Köhnken (1975) 25–36; ‘schmücklos und
sachlich’, Thummer (1968–9) ii. 127.

⁸ Cf. Alkman 3 PMG; Ba. 19. 1–14; P. N. 9.1; Pa. 6. 1–18; fr. 84. 5–11 B = 94b
6–15 SM; fr. 96B = 107ab SM, and the common metapoetical rhetoric of ‘How
shall I sing?’ (e.g P. O. 2. 1–2; I. 7. 1–3, etc.). Carey (1981) 5 terms this ‘oral sub-
terfuge’; Kurke (1991a) 113 speaks of ‘scripted spontaneity’. For parallels, esp.
at P. Pa. 6. 1–18, see Burnett (1998) 493–501, and for the relation of this device
to choral self-correction, Scodel (1996) 59–79; Bonifazi (2000) 69–86. Tragic
imitations are discussed by Henrichs (1993–4) 56–111; (1996) 48–62.

⁹ The opening call for a move to Telesarchos’ house to organize a celebration
(1–4) is echoed in Themis’ call for a move to Chiron’s cave to organize a wedding
(45–8), and one may note a parallelism between the victor’s ‘release’ from the
toil of contest (l»tron, 1), the Greek ‘release’ from the pain of war (luqvnteß, 6),
and Thetis’ act of releasing herself from virginity (l»oi, 45).

¹⁰ Taking ajtvomai (5a) as passive, ‘I (poet + chorus + song) am asked to
invoke the Muse for the same purpose, that of rousing a celebration.’ Though it



for dancing, but yet I am oppressed at heart by my grief’ (ka≤per
åcn»menoß qumÎn, 5). Perhaps they should not begin . . .?

The last half of the first strophe and the first half of the second
are made to move haltingly,¹¹ as an inner reluctance challenges
the inauguration of the performance. From the admission of
grief (5) to the reminder that god has removed the tantalizing
threat (10), the self-described celebrant is obedient to his duty,
though not eager. He defines his resistance negatively as a wish to
hold on to pain and orphan the city of its proper glory (7), while
he presents the act of singing in a positive way. It will be 
the ‘ransom’ needed to reclaim the victor from his dedicated
exertions (4), the right response to release (6), and a shared
sweetness after toil (8). By these means the singers are, at the end
of the first strophe, self-convinced that dancing is their proper
business; they are a choral embodiment of the standard elegiac
call to put aside care (e.g. Sem. fr. 1. 22–4 W). The inter-strophic
pause, however, brings a change, and when they recommence,
their inner discomfort breaks out again with a dramatic objec-
tion: ‘But . . .!’ (12). Song, like athletic competition, demands a
bold ambition (mvrimnan, 14),¹² and recent events have left this

110 The Performances

need not carry an adversative sense (cf. P. Pa. 4.19) the phrase t0 ka≥ ƒg* is usu-
ally taken to mean either ‘therefore I too, separately from and in addition to the
members of the troupe’, or else ‘even I, (the shamefaced Theban poet)’. J.
Finley (1958) 129 found here a pre-Plataia Pindar ‘dejected’ because of the
Persian occupation of his city; Lefkowitz (1963) 211 hears the phrase as ‘stress-
ing separation . . . as a Theban’; Carne-Ross (1985) 125 discovers the poet’s
embarrassment at ‘coming from a city which disgraced itself’. This notion may
then be developed to produce a cringing poet who dares not show himself on
Aigina but begs to be allowed to send his ode; so Wilamowitz (1922) 195–8.
There is however no evidence that Pindar was associated with the Medizers; see
Ruck (1968) 661–74. With ƒg* speaking for the poet-created chorus and song,
the grief expressed becomes that felt by every Aiginetan (and all Greece) over
recent events; it may refer also to particular losses in the family, perhaps that of
Nikokles, but no such specific sense is evident.

¹¹ Theunissen (2000) 117–18 notes the play of alternating negative and posi-
tive sentiments. There is a certain likeness between this inner debate and the
standard Homeric battlefield monologue (e.g. Il. 11. 404ff . ‘to run away would
be shameful, but to stay . . .’). More frivolously one might compare Fred
Astaire’s routine, ‘I won’t dance!’ in Roberta.

¹² The overall movement of the passage at 12–16 depends upon the sense
given to mvrimnan at 14. For Pindar this term usually indicates the concerned
ambition that moves athletes and heroes to their best performances (O. 1. 108;
O. 2. 54; P. 8. 92; N. 3. 69; fr. 94b. 62 SM; fr. 227.1 SM; cf. Ba. 19.34). For this
reason Gundert (1935) 112 understood ‘der Mut zu schönen Tat’; Thummer
(1968–9) ii. 130 suggested ‘Tatendrang’ or ‘Streben (nach Erfolg und Glück)’;



chorus with nothing but desolate caution. They can’t risk danc-
ing because fear teaches a man to keep his eyes on the ground
(14–15).¹³ Fear, indeed, recognizes a general threat of fickle 
destiny (dÎlioß . . . aj*n, 15) as replacing the particular Persian
threat that some god has removed (11),¹⁴ and when life’s path is
difficult, one must step cautiously. In effect, this cowardly voice
urges the same ‘nursing of care’ which has just been repudiated
(8); if it were allowed to dominate there would be no celebration,
but the earlier sickbed image suggests a triumphant response.
‘Yet there is a cure, even for such crippling fear! It comes with
Freedom and is contained in the imperative of Good Hope’ (16). 

The two key concepts, Good Hope and Freedom, produce a
turn of thought that is half commonplace, half timely innova-
tion. In Greek thinking, hope was notoriously unstable, even
deceptive (as at P. O. 12. 6, O. 13. 83, P. 3. 23, N. 8. 45),¹⁵ but at
the same time a good elpis had ever been the standard response to
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Wilamowitz (1922) 198 understood ‘Kraft des Denkens’, a reference to the
poet’s own inner powers; Schadewaldt (1928) 279 heard ‘der Schrecken, der
nun vorüber ist, die Kraft des Geistes gelähmt hat’. If the word carries this pos-
itive sense then the progress of thought is as follows: (a) ‘the stone is gone but
(åll’ 12) fear (de∏ma mvn, 13) originating from events just past stops my song-
project; caution seems best when life is uncertain’ (b) and yet this fear can be
cured (jat¤ d’, 16)!’ Those who find a negative sense of anxiety in mvrimnan tend
to read paroicÎmenon (13) in agreement with de∏ma (against P. Oxy. 26.2439) and
to understand: ‘the stone is gone and fear, having departed, stops my mighty
anxiety’; cf. Lefkowitz (1963) 213, ‘the passing of the fear has put an end to my
heavy concern’; also Carey (1981) 190–91. This however leaves nothing in need
of the ‘cure’ that comes so emphatically at 16.

¹³ ‘In all matters it is best to look at what is before your foot’ (14–15). This
precept seems to be the verbal instrument with which fear silences the ambition
to sing; it cannot be advice valued by the present song (like similar sayings at P.
3. 60; P. 10. 61–3; N. 3. 75) because it is in need of correction or ‘healing’ (16).
In the present case keeping one’s eyes on the ground would mean continuing to
be absorbed in immediate griefs, and taken literally it would mean: ‘Walk! Don’t
leap or dance!’ The majority opinion is, however, that this is the voice of the ode
giving valued advice; see Carey (1981) 190–2; Day (1991) 47–61 reviews various
readings and concludes that the saving ‘hope’ belongs to a Pindar who urges
himself to get to work on the job at hand. Theunissen (2000) 117–19 finds a hint
of optimism in the old saw by identifying ‘what is just at one’s foot’ as a future
reality produced by a tricky time-span, the sense being ‘We must look towards a
change for the better’. 

¹⁴ This life-fate (15) is suspended (krvmatai) in threatening fashion like the
‘blame’ of O. 6. 74, and conceptually it is like the Tantalos-stone just sung at I.
8.11. Compare the ‘tearless aj0n ‘ of the blessed at O. 2. 66–7, and see
Theunissen (2000) 100–6.

¹⁵ Those who trust in hope are fools (Sim. 20 IE ) for it is a da≤mwn calepÎß
(Theogn. 637–8; cf. Eur. Supp. 479 ).



painful cares (k&dea lugr3, Hesiod WD 95, cf. the k3dea here, 8).
A familiar passage from the Theognidea (1135–50) responded to
the Pandora tale with praise of an Elpis who was the partner 
of right reverence among men. Now in Isthmian 8 this same 
reverent hope,¹⁶ derived from the disappearance of the Tantalos
Stone, is recommended as the best support for a phenomenon
that has only just come into being—Eleutheria. It is hard to
appreciate the novelty of this now hackneyed and exploited
notion of an abstract Freedom, but it was taking shape only at
this moment. With the Persians in retreat, the threat of a foreign
ruler for Greece dissolves, and this new circumstance creates its
own terminology, derived from a sense of slavery escaped.¹⁷ An
offering was made to a Zeus Eleutherios (Thuk. 2. 71. 2), and
later the inscription for his altar¹⁸ explained this new title (Plut.
Mor. 873b De Malig. Hdt.):¹⁹

Victorious Greeks who carried out Ares’ command and 
drove the Persians away now

Set up this altar for free (eleuthera) Greece, honouring 
Zeus Who Brings Freedom (Eleutherios).

In this context a generalized condition of freedom from outside
masters (to be reconfirmed every fourth year in a festival held at
Plataia)²⁰ would naturally be called eleutheria, a word that enters
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¹⁶ In fr. 214 SM Pindar speaks of a ‘sweet fostering Elpis’ who is, for those
who have lived in justice and piety, a ‘nurse for the elderly’. This is presumably
hope for some sort of life after death, as promised by various mysteries; see
Cumont (1949) 401ff .; Newman (1987) 89–91. Joined as it is with Eleutheria,
the Good Elpis of I. 8.16 is almost certainly secular but it nevertheless depends
on a continuing faith in the divine favour that removed the Tantalos Stone. Day
(1991) 47–61 points also to the narrower sense in which a poet/athlete needs
hope in order to attempt new contests.

¹⁷ For ƒleuqer≤a as opposite to doul≤a understood as submission to a foreign
power, compare P. P. 1. 61 and 75; Aisch. Pers. 403; Hdt. 1. 95, 4. 137; Thuk. 3.
58. 5; IG 3. 127.

¹⁸ How soon after the battle the altar was established is not known; Raaflaub
(1985) 126 says simply ‘nicht aus dem Jahre 479 bc’. Plut. Aristid. 19 puts the
first offering to Zeus Eleutherios on the day of the battle and tells of Delphic
instructions for a permanent altar where the first sacrifice is to be offered only
after all sacred fires polluted by barbarians have been extinguished and re-lit
with fire from Delphi.

¹⁹ Compare the dolled-up version at AP 6. 50. Plutarch cites a line from
Timotheos’ Persai that seems to derive from or influence this dedication
(Philopoem. ii. 2. 2. 15 LZ; cf. Paus. 8. 50. 3 and 9. 2. 7, probably a later altar).
For Zeus Eleutherios cf. P. O. 12. 1, at Himera, 466 bc.

²⁰ Aristides (Plut. Aristid. 21) proposed panhellenic delegations every year



Greek literature²¹ when it is sounded out by the chorus that now
praises Kleandros. It is strongly emphasized in this, its first
appearance, where it is given the metaphoric sense of a balm or
cure for widespread fear,²² while it signifies the status of those
who are not, after all, to serve foreigners.

Eleutheria was the gift of the few who died resisting the
Persians but it has come to all Hellenes, all of whom may now
make ambitious attempts, whether military, athletic, or musical,
and entertain fair hopes for success. It is reasonable, then, that
once these emancipating syllables are sung the choral drama of
hesitation should collapse, for if Eleutheria means slavery’s end
then the singers must similarly release their city from its thrall 
to recent pain (8). Furthermore, since this freedom has been
granted to all Greeks, a Theban song-maker is not an embarrass-
ment as he brings his best work to Aigina, his city’s sister
(17–18). Indeed, in the form of a pair of accommodating
nymphs, the two cities now let the song move into the company
of Aiakid warriors who are courageous, healthy-minded, and
intelligent (27–8),²³ then on into a mythic narrative. Neverthe-
less, though the couching of Aigina and the birth of Aiakos seem
to promise an episode filled with clashing bronze (25), Tele-
sarchos’ friends are presented, not with the deafening sounds of
war, but instead with a disciplined Olympian council. The
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and games every fourth, but it is not known when the first festival was held. It
has been suggested that Simonides’ Plataia song may have been composed for its
inauguration; see Rutherford (1996) 174. The festival was expanded by Philip
and Alexander in the late 4th cent. (Paus. 9. 2. 5; Plut, Alex. 34. 2); see Raaflaub
(1985) 127.

²¹ Compare the roughly contemporary P. fr. 65B = 77 S, which praises the
Athenians for Artemisium where the ‘bright foundations of Eleutheria were
laid’; also O. 12. 1–6, where Tyche Soteira, Daughter of Zeus Eleutherios, per-
mits sailing, wars, markets, and hopes of all sorts. The fallen Megarian dead
allow others the sight of a ‘day of freedom’ in an inscription from the end of the
460s (IG 7. 53 = Tod 1. 20 = Sim. 96 D); cf. the release from ‘the day of slavery’
in the Simonidean epigram for the Athenian dead at Salamis and Plataia (IG 12

763 = 26 ML), so identified by Pritchett (1960) 160–8; cf. Welwei (1970)
295–305. A skolion inscribed on a cup from the Akropolis mentions ‘the lovely
garland of Eleutheria’, and Peek (1933) 118–21 would associate this with the vic-
tory celebrations of 480/79, but see Raaflaub (1985) 77, who thinks the cup pos-
sibly as late as the 460s.

²² Compare the Euphrosyna of N. 4. 1, who is pÎnwn . . . jatrÎß. Eleutheria is
Hieron’s gift to his new city at P. 1. 61.

²³ Their virtues are ånorva (27), swfros»na (28), and frÎnhsiß (28), to which
Peleus adds eÃsvbeia (40).



official marvel proves to be the voice of a goddess, heard by a
double audience of immortal divinities and mortal Aiginetans, 
as it urges an act of self-preservation. Or more accurately, the 
thauma is the monster revealed as lurking inside Thetis’ womb.
The reported words of Themis (36–8) make this Chaos-Power
apparent to both groups of listeners, and his imminence directs
the continuing mythic action as the gods give their vote for the
creation of an alternate power, the supreme but mortal Achilles
(36–40). 

As a representative of established order,²⁴ Themis is almost as
abstract as the notions of Good Hope and Eleutheria but she is
worshipped on Aigina as ‘Soteira, throne-mate of Zeus Xenios
(P. O. 8. 21–2), and Pindar here puts her in momentary com-
mand of the cosmic order. He also places her like the apex figure
in a pediment, with flanking sets of Zeus and Poseidon pairs—
first quarrelling (30), then in agreement (52)²⁵—all surrounded
by balancing wars, Greeks against Persians (6–11) being answered
by Achilles’ war against Trojans (56–60), while mirroring repre-
sentations of athletic success (1–5, 69–75) fill the gable angles, as
it were. Themis plays the role of the folk-tale figure who issues a
warning, while she also functions as author of the saving trick
that substitutes an Aiakid for the divinity who would otherwise
have fathered Thetis’ son. Her essential work is thus done when
she names Peleus (42–3) and schedules an earthly end to the
Nereid’s virginity (48–9),²⁶ yet hers is one of the longer speeches
to be found in all the Pindaric odes,²⁷ and it is moreover set
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²⁴ Her daughters are Eunomia, Dika, and Eirena (P. O. 13.7) and at Il. 20. 4
it is she who calls the gods together; see Rudhardt (1999) 56, ‘Themis n’est pas
la loi . . . pas la règle établie mais l’exigence qui conduit à la découverte d’une
règle et à son observation’; cf. Pötscher (1960) 31ff . At Thebes the sanctuary of
Themis was close to those of the Moirai and Zeus Agoraios because she inspired
the deliberations of men in council (Paus. 9. 25. 4). She is traditionally as beau-
tiful as Artemis, Leto, Aphrodite, Athena, and the Graces (Hom. h. Aphr. 90–9). 

²⁵ Reading Triclinius’ £nakte (52) as referring to Zeus and Poseidon; only
with their explicit agreement can the discord be ended. Von der Mühll (1965)
49–52 urged £nakta, referring to Peleus, and was followed by Thummer (1969)
ad loc. and Privitera (1982) ad loc. Against this notion see Carey (1981) 199, who
argues that if the mortal groom were suddenly introduced at this point he would
have to be named (and why should the gods seek his consent?).

²⁶ The dissolution of the threat, effected by the bride’s letting go of her vir-
ginity-curb (49), responds to the description of the threat itself (38).

²⁷ In odes of comparable length her 18 lines are surpassed only by Chiron’s
speech at P. 9. 39–65.



between a generous introduction (29–34) and a yet more ex-
tended résumé of its effects (50–66). Such length and passion are
explicable in part because the whole episode is an innovation—
this is the first time in surviving art or literature that Themis is
involved in arranging the marriage of Thetis with Peleus.²⁸ It is
also the first time that the motif of Thetis’ father-surpassing son
is made explicit,²⁹ which means that the most arresting feature of
this mythic narrative—the potential chaos-divinity who waits 
in Thetis’ womb—may be a fresh Pindaric invention.³⁰ But
whether that is or is not the case, it is clear that this Themis is no
tricky fairy-tale creature but a goddess whose prolonged voice is
demanded by the horror of the threat and the magnitude of the
salvation that she contrives for the Cosmos. 

This imposing goddess brings a solution to the difficulties of
the present performance, too, for in her presence boy victor,
deceased uncle and Aiakid hero are all reduced to a similar status,
all part of a heavenly plan that substitutes mortal for immortal
combat. The song doesn’t let Themis name Achilles, but like a
fairy godmother (like Herakles in Isthmian 6) she fixes his fate,³¹
and her proleptic demand for his conception effectively brings
him into being,³² as the ode proves by leaping from the gods’
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²⁸ In the Kypria (2 Allen) and at Hes. Cat. fr. 210 MW there is no need for
Themis because Thetis honours Hera by refusing Zeus, who then gives her to
Peleus. The beginnings of Themis’ involvement in the wedding may perhaps 
be seen on the early 6th-cent. dinos of Sophilos (LIMC s.v. Peleus 211), where
she follows immediately after Chiron in the wedding procession; a mediator of
some sort is implicit in the abandoned rivalry of Zeus and Poseidon, as seen at
N. 5. 37. 

²⁹ Compare the parallel tale of the child of Metis (Hes. Theog. 886–900)
where Ge and Ouranos give warning, and see West ad loc. A Thetis who is a
source of potential destruction is an essential reverse concept to that of the
Thetis creatrix possibly indicated in the so-called cosmogonic poem of Alkman
(fr. 5. 2. ii PMG).

³⁰ The schol. at I. 8 57b, 67 Dr. took the quarrel of Zeus and Poseidon, as well
as Themis and her warning, to be Pindaric inventions, and many agree; see e.g.
Köhnken(1975) 25–36; Hubbard (1987) 5–22. Others believe that Pindar adapt-
ed a known tale; e.g. Solmsen (1949) 128 n. 19; Stoneman (1981) 58–82. The
author of PV seems to have been working from this passage when he produced
his expanded descriptions of the surpassing god (920–30). It is nevertheless pos-
sible that an epic version provided a common source; see Lesky RE s.v. Peleus
296; for epic expressions in I. 8 see Stoessl (1988) 57 n. 128.

³¹ Compare Hom. h. Ap. 90–2 and 120–6, where Themis gives the newborn
Apollo his first taste of nectar, ensuring his immortality.

³² According to widespread Mediterranean belief women were fertile at full-
moon, as at Eur. IA 717, but note Hes. Erg. 800 and West ad loc.



affirmation (50) directly to the marriage (52), and then to the
songs men still sing about the deeds of the son who was con-
ceived according to her divine advice (53). Not so much a hero as
a ‘following wind’,³³ Achilles moves without gesture or weapon,
nor does he kill—he merely shows his enemies the way to
Persephone’s house (60). Indeed these reported bardic versions
of his doings are so vague and exaggerated that they can make
him rescue Helen and bring the Atreids home, as he must, if he is
to embody the earthly war that replaced a cosmic catastrophe.
Nevertheless, Themis’ deeper concern, as Pindar shapes it, is
with death and its place in the order she represents. Achilles’
deeds of destruction at Troy will be an earth-bound reflection of
what a father-surpassing son of Zeus or Poseidon might have
done; his strength is almost monstrous, but the Olympian order
is safe because he, like Peleus, will die. As soon as she begins to
speak directly Themis affixes the word ‘dying’ (qanÎnt’, 40) to a
son of Thetis who is as yet only a saving hypothesis, and this
essential definition is echoed and confirmed by the same parti-
ciple two stanzas later (62, sung to the same musical notes; and 
followed by fq≤menon at 66). Death preserves the cosmic order,
makes heroes, and confers upon men a privilege that the gods are
denied—the joy of looking upon sons stronger and more glorious
than themselves. 

The mythic episode shows a heavenly war replaced by a surro-
gate war on earth, but the audience, like the congress of divini-
ties, has nevertheless been asked to envisage an immortal agent
of Chaos whose weapon of mass destruction is more dreadful
than Zeus’ thunderbolt or Poseidon’s trident (37–8, the central
lines of the central stanza). Within the narrated episode this
monster is disallowed, while he serves nonetheless as an exagger-
ated model, both positive and negative, for Achilles. More 
generally, however, his potential for destruction measures the
magnitude of the cosmic escape, and also provides the solution to
Pindar’s immediate dilemma. Once entertained, the notion of
supreme cosmic violence lingers, and with such a background
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³³ Taking o÷roß at 55a to mean ‘wind that gives purpose and direction’ (as at
P. O. 13. 28 and I. 4. 5, and cf. P. 1. 34 and P. 4. 292) rather than as ‘guardian’ or
‘oveerseer’, which would carry inappropriate Nestorian associations. There
may be a whispered reminder of the Hellespontine wind that injured the
Persians before Artemisium (Hdt. 7. 188–9), for this was said to have come from
the Tomb of Achilles; see Nagy (1990) 190 n. 200, and (1979) 344.



even the recent Persian invasions, like Achilles’ skirmishes at
Troy, grow less horrific.³⁴ When the singers claim that Achilles
‘bridged’ (56) a return for the Atreidai, the legendary Greek
return from Ilion is superimposed upon the present Persian
return to Asia,³⁵ with a vague suggestion that the actual struggle
with Mardonios was, like the deeds of Achilles, a saving replace-
ment for the violence of a universal destruction. Even athletic
contests that imitate and prepare for battle serve as proxies, and
in proof the singers cite the continuing rule (67) that grants 
victors a version of the divine praise offered to Achilles.³⁶ In a
line that responds to the ‘bridging’, they cause the Muses’ car to
drive across the final stanza break, from Achilles’ tomb directly
into the present world of athletes and victory celebrations (61). 

Today’s praise echoes the gods’ praise of a dead hero (67) and
this notion allows the chorus an easy approach to Nikokles, the
second subject of its immediate attention. Whether or not he
died as a warrior, his death presumably contributed to the initial
civic grief that weighed upon the dancers (the kadea of line 8),
but now the mood of the opening has been reversed. Among 
men who must die, contest is an ordained privilege whether it be
exercised in actual battle against foreign invaders, or at the least
of local festivals (70–1, cf. 74–5), because it is a saving substitute
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³⁴ Carne-Ross (1985) believes that Pindar’s Theban identity was what had to
be diminished by ‘creating a myth so vast in its implications that the differences
between one Greek city and another fade into insignificance’.

³⁵ The sacred figures of the Aiakids had been present at Salamis and the
hymn that opens Simonides’ Battle of Plataia (P. Oxy. 3965 + 2327) proves that
contemporaries could easily associate this hero with present-day events; see
West (1993) 1–14. The elegy, like the epinician, seems to have been made soon
after the battle of Plataia, but there is no way to establish the relative chronology
of the two pieces. Like Pindar, Simonides makes the legacy of Thetis significant:
at Sim. 11. 1–20 W Achilles is not ‘son of Peleus’ but ‘powerful son of the 
goddess-daughter of watery Nereus’ (cf. 10. 5). In that elegy, as at I. 8. 56,
Achilles is the single hero who sends Achaians home from Troy (Sim. 11. 13);
both accounts omit the actual taking of the city (though Simonides credits
Athena with its fall, 11. 9), and both culminate in song: at Sim. 11.13, Homer’s
singing of all who fought; at P. I. 8. 63–4, the Muses’ singing of Achilles. It is
further notable that Simonides speaks of Spartan forces that save Greece from
the ‘day of slavery’ (11. 30–31, cf. 25 ff.). On the elegy’s performance, see
Rutherford (1996) 167–92, who supposes a festival occasion rather than the
sympotic one proposed by West.

³⁶ Taking fvrei lÎgon in its commonplace sense of ‘holds true’, ’proves right’;
some suppose that ‹rma must be the subject: ‘wherefore the Muses’ chariot even
now carries praise’ (Köhnken (1975) 29). For a summary of readings, see Carey
(1981) 202 ad loc.



for the chaos of competing divinities. Freedom and Good Hope
direct that men should strive to fulfil their ambitions (12), stretch
their courageous strength (ånorv6, 27) to its fullest, like the
Aiakids, and then celebrate by giving free rein to healing song
that imitates that of the Muses (68; cf. 5–6). And Kleandros is
ready to take on these responsibilities, for he moves into the adult
state after a youth devoted to the harsh challenge of the pankra-
tion (73), the most warlike of contests. Or, as his age-mates 
prefer to say, it is an adolescence not ignorant of trial that he now
puts away as a childish thing (77).
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8. Nemean 4: Wrestling with a Form-Changer

For Timasarchos, son of Timokritos (deceased), grandson of
Euphanes; of the Theandrid tribe; nephew on his mother’s side 
of deceased victor Kallikles; victor in wrestling; late 470s or early
460s. Repeating single stanzas.

str. a* ⁄ristoß eÛfros»na pÎnwn kekrimvnwn

jatrÎß: aÈ d† sofa≥

Mois$n q»gatreß åoida≥ qvlxan nin ÅptÎmenai.

oÛd† qermÏn \dwr tÎson ge malqak¤ tvggei

gu∏a, tÎsson eÛlog≤a fÎrmiggi sun3oroß. 5
Â[ma d’ ƒrgm3twn croni*teron biote»ei,

Ò ti ke sŸn Car≤twn t»c6

gl0ssa frenÏß ƒxvloi baqe≤aß.

str. b* tÎ moi qvmen Kron≤d6 te D≥ ka≥ Nemv6

Timas3rcou te p3l6 10
\mnou prok*mion e÷h: dvxaito d’ Ajakid$n

]ÿpurgon 1doß, d≤k6 xenarkv∫ koinÏn

fvggoß. ej d’ πti zamene∏ TimÎkritoß Ål≤8

sÏß pat¶r ƒq3lpeto, poik≤lon kiqar≤zwn

qam3 ke, t‘de mvlei kliqe≤ß, 15
uÈÏn kel3dhse kall≤nikon

str. g* Klewna≤ou t’ åp’ åg0noß Òrmon stef3nwn

pvmyanta ka≥ lipar$n

eÛwn»mwn åp’ !qan$n, Q&baiß t’ ƒn ‰ptap»loiß

o\nek’ !mfitr»wnoß åglaÏn par¤ t»mbon 20
Kadme∏o≤ nin oÛk åvkonteß £nqesi me≤gnuon

Ajg≤naß 1kati. f≤loisi g¤r f≤loß ƒlq°n

xvnion £stu katvdraken

}Hraklvoß ølb≤an prÏß aÛl3n.

str. d* sŸn · pote Troºan krataiÏß Telam°n 25
pÎrqhsi ka≥ Mvropaß

ka≥ tÏn mvgan polemist¤n πkpaglon !lkuon[,

oÛ tetraor≤aß ge pr≥n du*deka pvtr8

~ro3ß t’ ƒpembeba0taß Èppod3mouß 1len

d≥ß tÎsouß. åpeirom3caß ƒ*n ke fane≤h 30



lÎgon Ø m¶ sunie≤ß: ƒpe≥

Âvzont3 ti ka≥ paqe∏n πoiken.

str. e* t¤ makr¤ d’ ƒxenvpein ƒr»kei me teqmÏß

—ra≤ t’ ƒpeigÎmenai:

÷”ggi d’ 1lkomai Átor neomhn≤6 qigvmen. 35
πmpa, ka÷per πcei baqe∏a ponti¤ß ‹lma

mvsson, ånt≤tein’ ƒpiboul≤6: sfÎdra dÎxomen

daºwn Ëpvrteroi ƒn f3ei kataba≤nein:

fqoner¤ d’ £lloß ån¶r blvpwn

gn*man kene¤n skÎt8 kul≤ndei 40

str. 6* cama≥ peto∏san. ƒmo≥ d’ Øpo≤an året¤n

πdwke PÎtmoß £nax,

eˆ o”d’ Òti crÎnoß 1rpwn peprwmvnan telvsei.

ƒx»faine, gluke∏a, ka≥ tÎd’ aÛt≤ka, fÎrmigx,

Lud≤6 sŸn Årmon≤6 mvloß pefilhmvnon 45
Ojn*n6 te ka≥ K»pr8, πnqa Teıkroß åp3rcei

Ø Telamwni3daß: åt¤r

A÷aß Salam∏n’ πcei patr=an:

str. 5* ƒn d’ EÛxe≤n8 pel3gei faenn¤n !cileŸß

n$son: Qvtiß d† krate∏ 50
Fq≤6: NeoptÎlemoß d’ åpe≤r8 diaprus≤6,

boubÎtai tÎqi pr0neß πxocoi kat3keintai

Dwd*naqen årcÎmenoi prÏß ∞IÎnion pÎron.

Pal≤ou d† p¤r pod≥ latr≤an ∞IaolkÎn

polem≤6 cer≥ prostrac°n 55
PhleŸß parvdwken AÈmÎnessin

str. h* d3martoß }Ippol»taß !k3stou dol≤aiß

tvcnaisi crhs3menoß.

t9 Daid3lou d† maca≤r6 f»teuv oÈ q3naton

ƒk lÎcou Pel≤ao pa∏ß: £lalke d† C≤rwn, 60
ka≥ tÏ mÎrsimon DiÎqen peprwmvnon πkferen:

pır d† pagkrat†ß qrasumac3nwn te leÎntwn

Ônucaß øxut3touß åkm¤n

ka≥ deinot3twn sc3saiß ødÎntwn

str. q* πgamen ËyiqrÎnwn m≤an Nhreºdwn. 65
e”den d’ eÇkuklon 1dran,

t¤n oÛranoı basil[eß pÎntou t’ ƒfezÎmenoi

d0ra ka≥ kr3toß ƒxvfanan ƒß gvnoß aÛt‘.

Gade≤rwn tÏ prÏß zÎfon oÛ peratÎn: åpÎtrepe

aˆtiß EÛr*pan pot≥ cvrson πntea naÎß: 70
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£pora g¤r lÎgon Ajakoı

pa≤dwn tÏn ‹pant3 moi dielqe∏n.

str. i* Qeandr≤daisi d’ åexigu≤wn åvqlwn

k3rux ‰to∏moß πban

∞Olump≤6 te ka≥ ∞Isqmo∏ Nemv6 te sunqvmenoß, 75
πnqa pe∏ran πconteß o÷kade klutok3rpwn

oÛ nvont’ £neu stef3nwn, p3tran Jn’ åko»omen,

Tim3sarce, te¤n ƒpinik≤oisin åoida∏ß

prÎpolon πmmenai. ej dv toi

m3tr8 m’ πti Kallikle∏ kele»eiß 80

str. ia* st3lan qvmen Par≤ou l≤qou leukotvran:

Ø crusÏß ‰yÎmenoß

aÛg¤ß πdeixen Åp3saß, \mnoß d† t0n ågaq0n

ƒrgm3twn basileısin jsoda≤mona te»cei

f0ta: ke∏noß åmf’ !cvronti naiet3wn ƒm¤n 85
gl0ssan eËrvtw kelad[tin, ∞Orsotriaina

Jn’ ƒn åg0ni barukt»pou

q3lhse Korinq≤oiß sel≤noiß:

str. ib* tÏn EÛf3nhß ƒqvlwn geraiÏß prop3twr

‰o∏ß £eise k’ ƒta∏ß, 90
£lloisi d’ ‹likeß £lloi: t¤ d’ aÛtÏß åntit»c7,

πlpeta≤ tiß 1kastoß ƒxoc*tata f3sqai.

oÍon ajnvwn ke Melhs≤an πrida strvfoi,

Â&mata plvkwn, åp3laistoß ƒn lÎg8 1lkein,

malak¤ m†n fronvwn ƒslo∏ß, 95
tracŸß d† paligkÎtoiß πfedroß.

1. Joy is best healer, once toil is judged! 
Songs artfully made, the daughters of Muses,
charm as they touch, nor does warm water 
such comfort bring for limbs as praise does,
sounded in concert with the lyre! Fame 5
cast into speech lives longer than deeds 
when, with the help of the Graces, the tongue 
draws from the depths of the heart.

2. May such be my way as, for Kronian Zeus, 
Nemea, and Timasarchos’ skill in the ring, I 10
arrange a loud prologue to my song! May it be 
welcome here at this towering Aiakid throne, this
beacon of justice for strangers! If the sun’s warmth 
yet touched Timokritos, your father, he would 
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finger his lyre, lean to this tune, and 15
give out the victory cry for this son who

3. now from the games at Kleonai sends back 
a garland of crowns, and from Athens, rich and
much praised, and from Thebes, Seven-Gated, where,
near to Amphitryon’s vaunted tomb, descendants of 20
Kadmos were not loath to deck him with flowers,
honouring Aigina. There, as friend among 
friends, he surveyed the welcoming city,
standing beside the blest hall of Herakles,

4. with whom, time past, strong Telamon sacked Troy, 25
conquered the Meropes and, too, that horrible
enemy, fearsome Alkyoneus—though 
not before he, with one stone, had smashed 
twelve four-horse chariots and, as well, 
twice that number of drivers! He who 30
misses the point is revealed as untried in war, where  
pain once inflicted tends to return to the doer!

5. Custom forbids any lengthy account, as do
hastening hours, yet my heart is drawn, as 
by new-moon magic, to touch upon grandeur. 35
Sea-depths may swirl at the ship’s waist,
but with treacherous plots once foiled, we 
think to arrive in full daylight, stronger than rivals, 
while he of the envious glance sits in shadow,
rolling his empty proverbs out, to see them 40

6. fall flat. For my part, I know this well: 
whatever strength Lord Destiny grants,
creeping Time will bring to fulfilment. 
Weave, then, sweet lyre, this present song! 
Mix in a Lydian harmony, making it 45
dear to Oinona and far away Kypros, where 
Teukros, Telamon’s son, holds sway while 
Ajax keeps Salamis as his paternal realm,

7. and off in the Euxine Achilles inhabits his 
radiant isle; Thetis has power in Phthia, 50
Neoptolemos out on the vast headland 
where cattle-rich heights stretch 
down from Dodona to reach the Ionian strait. At
Pelion’s foot lies Iolkos, city enslaved
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and consigned to Thessalian rule by 55
Peleus’ warlike hand, after he’d dealt with the

8. crafty schemes of Hippolyta—she who was
wife to Akastos. That man, Pelias’ son, 
engendered an ambushed death to be 
wrought upon him with Daidalos’ knife, but Chiron 60
rescued his friend and accomplished the fate that
Zeus had determined. Fire all-devouring, 
sharpness of fierce lion-claws and
edges of teeth most dire he endured, then

9. married a high-throned Nereid! 65
He saw the circling chairs where sat
Rulers of Sky and Sea, displaying the gifts
and the power that would come to his race.
But no one may pass to the west, beyond Cadiz!
Let’s come about and fix our course for 70
Europe’s shores—never could I explore 
the whole of the legend of Aiakos’ sons!

10. I come to Theandrids, engaged as prompt
herald of limb-stretching games 
held at Olympia, Isthmia, Nemea too, 75
whence they return after trials of strength
not without fame-fruited crowns. 
Rumour reports, Timasarchos, that your clan is
viceroy to Victory’s songs! If from me 
you command for Kallikles, your mother’s brother, 80

11. a monument whiter than Parian stone,
know this! Gold that is polished shows each 
bright gleam, but a hymn that honours fine deeds 
gives a man bliss like that of a king.
So may the one who dwells beside Acheron 85
hark to my tongue as it now sings 
here where he once, in games for the thundering 
Trident God, wore the bloom of Corinthian parsley!

12. Him Euphanes, your ancient grandsire, 
did gladly sing, my boy. Others have other 90
age-mates and each may expect to describe best 
what he has himself confronted. Yet what a 
match it would be for one chosen to praise Melesias—
twisting his phrases, hoping to grasp with a word, 
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himself still upright and gentle with good men but, 95
for those of ill-will, a harsh opponent-in-waiting!

Composed about a decade after Nemean 5, this song once again
takes Peleus as the figure through whom a victorious boy (90)
may discover his new identity. It was made for Timasarchos, a
young wrestler who has won in Athens and Thebes as well as at
Nemea (17–19), having been coached in this most devious of
Greek sports by the famous trainer, Melesias (93). The paternal
family is Theandrid (73) and perhaps the maternal as well, for
the Nemean victory of a mother’s brother, now dead (80–8), 
is associated with this clan’s record of athletic successes 
(which incidentally included a crown taken at Olympia, 73–4).
Timasarchos’ prizes have been brought back to his grandfather,
his father, Timokritos, being dead (13–15),¹ and it is this grand-
father, Euphanes (89),² who celebrates the boy’s victory with an
ode that addresses an audience explicitly divided in age and
experience (91). Nevertheless, though the middle generation is
missing in Timasarchos’ family, there is no suggestion of war or
of recent loss, as there was in Isthmian 8. The boy has been able
to travel to Kleonai and Athens and even to Thebes, as well as to
Nemea, all of which seems to place his present victory in the
prosperous later 470s.³

Nemean 4 announces itself as an agent of Euphrosyna, the
high-spirited sense of Joy that rules during the spontaneous 
victory night celebration (11, 16) and also in the more mature
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¹ Lines 20–4 may suggest that Timokritos had been proxenos for Thebans at
Aigina, but this cannot be proved. 

² Euphanes is named as grandfather at 89; he cannot be the maternal grand-
father, as one schol. had it, because that would make him father, not age-mate
(89–90) of the maternal uncle, Kallikles. On the other hand Kallikles, if consid-
erably older than his sister, could be treated as belonging to the generation of her
father-in-law; Nicholson (2002) 42 ignores the question of generations. Line 90
is corrupt but the near conjunction of geraiÎß and pa∏ (codd.) seems to represent
Pindar’s intention and it is hard to see how an original £eisen (so SM following
Boeckh) could have produced the åe≤setai read by the scholiasts. The best read-
ing seems to be Mommsen’s åe≤setai, pa∏, Ø sÎß, a performative future as the old
man now joins in the ode that he has commissioned, having himself witnessed
Kallikles’ past triumphs. Some have heard references, here and at 15, to inde-
pendent songs composed by Euphanes and Timokritos, to conclude with Cole
(1992) 97 that this is ‘a family of poets’.

³ Bernardini (1983) 95–120 follows Gaspar (1900) 117–19 and Bowra (1964)
409, 412 in assigning N. 4. to 473 bc; Figueira (1993) says simply pre–458 bc.



and inhibited symposium.⁴ Like a k∫mos song,⁵ the ode moves
rapidly, being made not of triads but of single stanzas (as was
Isthmian 8), and the choreography must have followed this rush
of repeated melodies. Such an ode will have been easy to teach to
singers who are almost certainly boys, given the lines about
praising members of one’s own age-group (90–1). What is more,
as if offering instruction to untried performers, this song dis-
cusses its own design and effects to an extent that is notable even
for Pindar. Indeed, there are moments that come close to self-
parody, as when the dancers, having announced a performance
that will work like a warm bath (1–5),⁶ toss an unlikely monster,
Alkyoneus (27), into their tub and then engage in a sixteen-line
metaphoric discussion of their own practice (33–46). 

The singers of Nemean 4 confess that they are drawn to grand
mythic subjects, in spite of their treacherous undercurrents.
They promise a splendid traverse and a brilliant arrival, while
more cautious performers sit in obscurity, toying with platitudes
(36–41).⁷ Fulfilling this boast, their song will engage with the
magnificence of the Aiakids (44ff .), specifically with Peleus’
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⁴ To this opening compare Ba. 3. 85–90, a priamel made of caps from other
priamels: deep air knows no taint, sea-water cannot rot, gold is eÃfros»na, but no
man returns to youth from old age. In that passage eÃfros»na includes all bought
pleasures such as music, comfort, drink, companionship, as it seems to do here
in N. 4; see Carey (1977) 69–71; also Slater (1981) 207–14. Bundy (1986) 2 heard
the dv of line 2 as marking an opposition between today’s joyful revel and ‘song
as a permanent record of achievement’, but in these opening lines the ‘magic of
the Muses’ daughters’ is plainly located within the area where eÃfros»na works.

⁵ In its plainest form the on-the-spot victory song repeated the three-line
stanza attributed to Archilochos (324 W), wherein the syllables of t&nella are
supposedly an imitation of an accompanying lyre;. P. O. 9. 1 and schol. ad loc.

⁶ Hot springs were associated with Herakles; at Thermopylai they were said
to have been created by Athena to relax the hero after his labors (see Meautis
(1962) 296); at Himera he stopped to bathe at local springs on his return from the
West.

⁷ Wilamowitz, Thummer, and Köhnken followed a scholiast’s suggestion to
take this sea of mythic possibilities as an actual body of water dividing the poet
from Aigina. Similarly the threatening ‘plots’ have been taken literally as com-
ing from Pindar’s enemies, though Köhnken (1971) 206–7 has suggested plots
aimed at Timasarchos by those envious of his victory. Bundy (1986) 42 under-
stood these as the work of the poet’s inner inhibitions, which might include
temptations towards irrelevant or magniloquent subjects. In the same way, the
jealous ‘other’ who will fail has often been taken to be a particular rival; see e.g.
Norwood (1945) 179; Puech (1958) iii. 50–2; Méautis (1962) 311–12. Most
recent scholars, however, recognize a hypothetical opposite: any poet who
would not risk what Pindar risks.



struggle with the Thetis-monster, but the advertised grandeur of
these matters is from the start a bit reduced by the semi-comic
curtain-raiser that is cued to a mention of Herakles’ name (24).
This initial glimpse of the mythic world proves to be a fast and
irreverent doublet of the major scene, with the Aiakid hero
played here by a presumptuous youth,⁸ while a giant takes 
the Nereid’s part. Like Peleus, his younger brother Telamon
wanders in an exotic place with a powerful companion and does
battle with a non-human enemy, but the effect is dubious
because, as these singers tell it, the monster comes off best in this
preliminary encounter, and meanwhile the ‘hero’ is diminished
by over-praise. Telamon is introduced (like his namesake on the
East Pediment of the Aphaia temple) as the principal in exploits
traditionally Heraklean, and this with considerable swagger. It
was ‘strong Telamon’, according’ to these performers, who (with
a bit of help from his friend) ‘destroyed’ (26) Troy and the
Meropes, as well as an ‘enormous, warlike and astounding’ 
(27) Alkyoneus.⁹ Such exaggerated claims rouse the listener’s
appetite, but the song does not pretend to show its lesser Aiakid
actually engaged in any of these triumphs. Instead, the moment
chosen for evocation is one in which the youth stands apparently
paralysed while the giant’s strength is demonstrated through an
arithmetical tally of battle-cars and warriors, all crushed by a sin-
gle stone.The size of this heap serves to measure the might of the
fairy-tale monster,¹⁰ but as the spectator stops to multiply twelve
four-horse chariots by two drivers each, he necessarily pulls away
from the scene and at once senses a certain absurdity. This is a
tableau from a satyr-play or a south-Italian vase, and its boulder
paradoxically lacks weight because it is a fresh invention¹¹
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⁸ In an attempt to find an occasional function for this first mythic glimpse,
Farnell (1932) ii. 266 suggested that perhaps Timasarchos, like the warriors
who accompanied Telamon and Herakles, had suffered in the preliminary phas-
es of his contest; Köhnken (1971) 206 supposes that the Alkyoneus episode is
meant to represent the pains and trials that precede any athlete’s victory; Cole
(1992) 93 finds reference to ‘troop losses during a heroic campaign’.

⁹ Compare I. 6. 31–3 where Herakles, in company with Telamon, achieves
the same three exploits in the same order; that passage and the present one con-
stitute the earliest known literary references to Alkyoneus.

¹⁰ For Koepp (1884) 31–46 the enumeration was Pindar’s way of drawing
attention to his mythic innovation.

¹¹ A black-figure drinking cup from Tarquinia (LIMC s.v. Alkyoneus 16,
500–490 bc) shows the attacking Herakles backed by a second warrior and, on
the reverse, two quadrigas with cattle cavorting about them, but there is no sug-



appended to a little-known exploit from the athla of Herakles.¹²
All in all, the scene is cartoonish rather than awesome, and its
dubious quality is enforced by a version of the choral trick of self-
censorship: ‘If you know anything about battle,’ the singers say in
effect, ‘you can do the last bit for yourself—we will say only that
he got what was coming to him!’ (30–2).¹³

Like singers in general, this chorus is not eager to treat the
death of Alkyoneus, but the audience can be trusted to picture it
because it was a beloved motif among vase-painters. In their
illustrations, the folk-tale giant was killed as he slept, and 
this detail inspired repeated semi-comic scenes of inglorious
trickery. Propped against a tree, even upon cushions, the mon-
ster cradles a club of appropriate scale while enjoying a nap—he
is often turned full face to show eyes that are shut, and the small
winged figure of Hypnos may be present as proof that the giant is
wholly disempowered.¹⁴ Towards this helpless enemy Herakles
creeps, armed with arrows or sword, and though Athena may
make an approving gesture,¹⁵ the victim’s insensibility labels the
attack as an inglorious deed of almost comic guile. This is what
Pindar (like other poets) chose not to describe, replacing it with
the initial forty-eight fallen horses and twenty-four heroic
corpses, and challenging his audience to supply the dénouement.
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gestion of the boulder. Its only possible painted representation would be a
lumpish shape held in the arms of a large seated figure approached by two war-
riors on a black-figure Pontic vase from Vulci, c.550 (LIMC s.v. Alkyoneus 34).
The stone may have been borrowed from folk-tale, for the schol. knew a later
story from the Isthmos concerning a stone that killed the giant; in that version,
however, Herakles used his club like a cricket bat to send the boulder back upon
Alkyoneus.

¹² Robert (1884) 473ff . attempted to reconstruct the history of the tale,
beginning with a pre-Doric cosmic legend in which Alkyoneus stole the cattle of
Helios; cf. Andreai (1962) 130–210. Later the story was drawn into the
Gigantomachy complex (as at schol. N. 4. 25, schol. I. 6. 32, and Apollod. Bib.
1. 6. 1a), but there is no sign that Pindar made this association; see Vian (1952)
217–21.

¹³ The proverb is ambivalent: either ‘he who does (harm) is likely to suffer in
return’, or ‘one suffers in the course of doing (something worthwhile)’. With the
latter sense the schol. heard reference to pains suffered by an athlete in prelimi-
nary trials, but the former is clearly meant here, its vengeful sense emphasized
by the challenge to the audience to understand correctly or seem unmanly.
Compare Il. 5. 2236, ‘They are women who don’t know the ways of war,’ or P.
fr. 99a B = 110 M: ‘War is sweet to those who haven’t tried it.’

¹⁴ LIMC s.v. Alkyoneus 7, 11, 12, 16–21, 23, all earlier than 470 bc. In this
form the episode resembles Odysseus’ tricky blinding of the Kyklops.

¹⁵ LIMC s.v. Alkyoneus 17, cf. 5, 6, 11.



In this way each onlooker becomes an accomplice as the song
steals one of Herakles’ less than heroic exploits and hands it over
to a pretentious adolescent, letting him avenge the death of com-
rades upon a monster who is . . . having a nap.

With Alkyoneus in place as a gross premonition of the Thetis-
opponent, the song turns away from Telamon (33), though not,
as the chorus hastens to assure us, from all mythic matters
(35–41).¹⁶ The proximity of the central scene is announced first
by a call to the lyre (44–5), and then by an extended priamel
(46–53) in which, not the usual two or three, but five foil figures
are set aside in favour of an ultimate sixth. This is the passage
mentioned earlier (Ch. 1, p. 26), in which Aiakid rulers spread
their power over the whole Hellenic world while encircling
Aigina, and its exaggerated length puts tremendous pressure
upon the figure who is finally chosen as cap. Consequently, when
‘Peleus’ takes command of the series (his name further empha-
sized as first word in a final line, 56), the formal oddity of his 
citation cannot be overlooked. In priamels of the most elegant
sort, the superb item will twist into a new realm of excellence,
but it will not appear as a blatant aberration. Here, however,
where five preliminary Aiakids are hailed as still holding their
ghostly geographical power, Peleus betrays the series, for he is
cited, not as one who rules but instead as one who gives up the
sovereignty he has gained (56).¹⁷ And it is with this anomalous
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¹⁶ The fifth stanza contains a compound of break-off and transition formulae:
in effect the chorus says, ‘epinician convention and limited time tell me not to
continue this (initial) tale’, ‘yet I am drawn as if by magic to extend my song with
a major narrative’. Thus Bury ad loc. takes the ÷”ggi at 35 as agent with 1lkomai,
t¤ makr3 as implied object of qigvmen: ‘I am drawn on by a new-moon charm to
touch thereon (that is upon the tale of the Aeacidae).’ The limitless subject of
Aiakid virtues has its dangers, but the poet/singers will resist false courses and
outdo the songs that stick to gnomic praise. That this is a metaphoric journey
(not a contest, though kataba≤nein 38, might so suggest) is confirmed when at the
end of this Aiakid section the song exhorts itself not to sail further but to make
for land (69–70). Some commentators, however, have made ƒr»kei and 1lkomai
parallel to produce three sources of inhibition: rule or contract, time, and an
inner need, either to finish the song (Bundy (1986) 3 n. 11), or to participate in
an otherwise unknown New Moon Festival (von der Mühll (1959) 128). All
three conspire against a poet who must nevertheless extend his praise; see Carey
(1980) 143–62; Race (1997) ii. 37 n. 4, and for a summary of opinion A. Miller
(1983) 202–20. As for the magic of the new moon, note Theophrastos Char. 4.
12 where to ‘keep the Noumenia’ = to party wildly, so that the sense here would
be a magic that calls one to join in a revel.

¹⁷ Five instances of ‘X holds power in Y locality’ are capped by ‘A does not



bit of rhetoric that the singers unveil their mythic episode—a
stanza and a half in which three glimpses of a curiously ill-
defined Peleus are swiftly superimposed.

From the priamel’s Iolkos the song moves back to an unpopu-
lated mountainous spot where the city-conqueror Peleus comes
close to being ambushed by wild centaurs.¹⁸ That non-event,
however, is expressed in syntax so tortured that its carefully 
chosen Aiakid hero appears only as an anonymous dative pro-
noun (59) to whom no deed is attributed. His enemy, Akastos, is
credited with having engendered a death-plan¹⁹ that turned on
the knife that Daidalos made (59),²⁰ but here Peleus is no more
than the passive object, first of this plot and then of a rescue. Nor
is there a realized scene of attack, for the awkward tale²¹ of a dis-
armed Peleus enticed into a place of danger is compressed into
six syllables (q3naton ƒk lÎcou 59–60). Chiron is the single agent
present, but even the saving centaur remains abstract, his action
simply the fulfilment of a Zeus-made destiny (61). Zeus has
decided everything and once his name sounds the enemy, the
knife, the hero and the centaur all dissolve into fire and strange
beast-forms (62–4). Now there are words with sensory affect, but
still nothing that the listener can see, as three detached attributes
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hold power in B’. To moderate this effect Köhnken (1971) 203 n. 58 took Peleus
as subject at 61, though nothing suggests that Chiron has been replaced.

¹⁸ This at any rate is the usual later version (Apollod. Bib. 3. 13. 3); Pindar’s
lines make Akastos and the knife the sole enemies.

¹⁹ The reference to Hippolyta’s deceit (57) has been taken in various ways
due to the difficulty of the phrase with crhs3menoß (58). The scholiast understood
‘taking her tricks as an excuse’; Bury (1965b) ad loc. translated ‘having dealt
with her tricks’. Others, after Dissen, understand ‘having experienced’ these
tricks; so Bowra (1964) 114; Slater (1969a) s.v. cr3w; Race (1997) ii. 39. On the
other hand Carnes (1999) 1–9 supposes the sense to be ‘turning her tricks against
her, using them to his own advantage’, which is more or less accepted by
Nicholson (2002) 31–59, so that Peleus himself becomes an active trickster.
With the opposite effect Schroeder (1900) ad loc. put a full stop at the end of 56,
and in 59 wrote te for d†, ⁄kastoß for !k3stou, making him the subject. Köhnken
(1971) 202–3 proposed a gen. absolute, !k3stou . . . crhsamvnou (57–8).

²⁰ The schol. at Ar. Nub. 1063 explains that the gods presented Peleus with
this knife when he was lost in the woods; the schol at P. N. 4. 59 cites Xenobius
Paroem. 20, where the knife, which has a magic blade, is a reward for swfros»nh
and the basis of the proverb ‘Prouder than Peleus when he received his knife.’
Its magical power is here suggested by its responsion with the magical song of
the Muses (3) and the magical attraction of the ÷ugx (35).

²¹ To be reconstructed from Hes. fr. 209 MW + schol. AR 1. 224; cf.
Apollod. Bib. 3. 13. 3: Akastos steals and hides the knife so that Peleus, seeking
it, will go defenceless where centaurs can attack him.



(fire, tooth, claw) belonging to a shifting unspecified force are
met, at stanza end, by an anonymous Aiakid who simply ‘holds
on’, not, be it noted, with a finite verb but with a mere participle
(sc3saiß, 64). 

This featureless Peleus has passed through a tripartite trial
under the protection of his old teacher, Chiron, for he has
engaged with men of a strange city, with wilderness enemies, and
finally with an opponent who is neither man nor beast. He has
somehow held out against a congeries of all that is most fearful
and so, with the opening word of the succeeding stanza, he comes
of age and makes his first finite move since he relinquished Iolkos
(56)—he marries (πgamen, 65) ‘a single high-throned Nereid’.
The fact that this heavenly mate is the same as the previous 
horrifying form-changer is not expressed, but this only makes
the inter-stanza transformation the more provocative, as the
spectator explains it to himself. An effect so blatant can be risked,
however, because the couch in which a hero-son will be made is
not, this time, the wonder towards which the narrative aims.
Having looked upon the gathered gods, Peleus reverts at once to
his passive status while the divine guests capture the action.
They show him their gifts, and it is this solemn transfer of 
‘riches and rule’ (68) that is marked as the official marvel of the
song. This is the destination of the promised voyage across 
dangerous poetic waters, and the singers mark their arrival ‘in
brightness and superior to enemies’ (38),with a formal admoni-
tion against sailing further (69). 

The mythic section completes a circle with the revelation of
the wealth and power that came to the race of Peleus, for this 
is the origin of the extended web of Aiakid holdings that was
sketched in the introductory priamel (46–56). Nevertheless, one
can’t but notice that in this formally supreme passage the 
language is spare, if not flat. To begin with, the event is entirely
without ethical colour; no syllable makes Peleus fearful, or
deserving, or even glad. Nor is he an explicit example of blessed-
ness. In other odes festivity shared with gods represents happi-
ness raised to its extremest height (e.g. Ôlbon Õpvrtaton, P. 3.
89),²² but here Peleus is no more than a neutral witness. He 
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²² At N. 5. 23 the Muses sing his wedding song; at O. 2. 78 he is on the Isle of
the Blessed with Kadmos, who likewise entertained divine guests at his wed-
ding; at I. 6. 25 he is gambrÏß eÃda≤mwn..



doesn’t drink nectar from the gods’ table, as the bridegroom
seems to do in Paian 15;²³ these thrones are not specifically 
gold; the Muses do not sing, nor do divinities cry out, ‘O thrice
blessed Aiakid Peleus, o blessed four times over!’ as Hesiod had
them do (Cat. 211 MW). And finally, though the gifts are
‘shown’ they remain abstract—here are no magical horses, no
lance of polished ash.²⁴ For the Aiakids, the divine endowment 
is of primary importance, but the song offers no word or concept
to make it tangible. The initial place-names still echo dimly
(‘Kypros, Salamis, Phthia, Euxine, Dodona, Iolkos’) but
nothing in this moment of official sublimity can challenge the
much sharper effects of the appearances just evoked—the
murderous god-made knife and the devious form-changing
wrestling-mate. 

The three lines (62–4) in which an unnamed Peleus struggles
with an equally nameless tangle of fire, claw, and tooth will have
been particularly impressive because this wrestling match was
not, at the time, as notorious as it later became. This, indeed, is
the first poetic version to survive, though sculptural and painted
representations suggest that the struggle with Thetis was treated
in at least one of the post-Homeric epics.²⁵ In its early form the
tale evidently concerned a hero who caught sight of a bevy of
Nereids, pursued them as they ran to their father for protection,
and caught the one who turned out to be Thetis.²⁶ The motif of
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²³ This according to the suggestions of SM, but see Rutherford (1992) 62–72,
who supposes that the fragment describes an unidentifiable mythic event cen-
tering on Aiakos, possibly his marriage with Psamathe.

²⁴ Horses: Il. 16. 886–7; 17. 443–4; 23. 177–8; schol. P. P. 3. 167. Lance: Il.
16. 143–4; 19. 390–91; Kypria F 3 EGF D. Both: Apollod. 3. 13. 6.

²⁵ It is assumed that the wrestling match was described in the Kypria; this at
any rate is the implication of schol. TV Il. 18. 433–5, where the match is located
in the works of the neoteroi; see Jouan (1966) 66–87. Because the wedding always
takes place on Mt. Pelion, the wrestling on the shore (sometimes in Asia Minor),
the usual conclusion is that there were originally two separate accounts, the rape
story coming from an early ‘Thetis poem’ and combined with the wedding by
way of the figure of Chiron (Reitzenstein (1900) 73–105; Séchan (1930–1)
673–88; Lesky (1956) 216–26). At Apollod. Bib. 3. 13. 5 he intervenes at the
shore and at once leads the pair to the gathered gods, which is what Pindar indi-
cates with his inter-strophic switch of locations (N. 4. 64–5).

²⁶ The scene is usually set near a flaming altar with a palm tree behind; see
some forty black-figure and red-figure examples at LIMC s.v. Peleus nos.
51–93. The shore location may be indicated by a fish or dolphin, carried by
Nereus or one of the girls; see e.g. LIMC s.v. Nereus 71, 87, 88, 90; s.v. Peleus
175. 



pursuit made Peleus a doublet of Zeus in the rape of Aigina, or
Poseidon in that of Amymone,²⁷ and it is the favoured moment
for depiction throughout the sixth century and into the fifth. At
the time of the performance of Nemean 4, however, the wrestling
match had become popular, usually shown within the older
scene,²⁸ so that there are still fleeing sisters and a watching
Nereus; Chiron may on occasion supervise or even intervene,
and once a satyr looks on.²⁹ For Thetis the form-changer, how-
ever, there was no fixed iconography.³⁰ In earliest appearances
she was depicted in the process of turning into a snake, as on the
early sixth-century chest of Kypselos (Paus. 5. 18. 5), and a
bronze shield-band from Olympia (c.550–540 bc) presents her,
still running away but with a snarling lion’s head growing from
her own high brow.³¹ Quite often, first in black-figure and then
in red-figure examples, the animal forms (most frequently snake,
then lion, panther, or small hybrid monster) detach themselves
from her body to leap like demon creatures upon Peleus’ back, or
snap at one of his legs.³² Though it is hard to render, a number of
painters show flames that flicker up from Thetis’ shoulders or
arms, or even from the top of her head.³³ And the Peleus of these
later scenes, by contrast to his occasional early bearded repre-
sentations,³⁴ is now almost invariably a youth; in his wrestling
stance he is reminiscent of Herakles, but he is smooth-faced,
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²⁷ Note Pindar’s phrase at N. 3. 35, ka≥ pont≤an Qvtin katvmaryen. For a simi-
lar scene of Zeus pursuing Thetis, see LIMC s.v. Nereus 104, 105.

²⁸ Exceptions occur where space is limited, as in the scene on a late 7th-cent.
Kretan dish from the Museum at Herakleion which, if correctly identified, is the
first example both of the isolation of the struggle and also of the motif of trans-
formation. On it an enormous Thetis with a small fish growing out of her back is
clasped by a tiny Peleus; see Schefold (1964) 133 and fig. 128.

²⁹ Chiron, LIMC s.v. Peleus 158, 159, 163; satyr, ibid. 161.
³⁰ After the doubtful Kretan dish (above, n. 28) and the chest of Kypselos

(Paus. 5. 18. 5), the first representations of form-changing appear in the mid-6th
cent.; see e.g. LIMC s.v. Peleus 64, an Attic black-figure krater in the Louvre,
where, in the presence of Nereus and a Nereid, a beardless Peleus chases a
fleeing Thetis from whose left shoulder a small lion’s head grows. The iconog-
raphy remains the same, whether or not there are indications of transformation;
compare nos. 113, 114, 115, 162.

³¹ LIMC s.v. Peleus 71, where the metopic decoration frame allows only two
figures, a bearded Peleus who pursues a nearly naked Thetis, a lion growing
from the front of her head, a snake from the back.

³² LIMC s.v. Peleus 114, 164, 177, 188.
³³ LIMC s.v. Peleus 163, 167, 169.
³⁴ LIMC s.v. Peleus 47, 61, 81, 83, 84, 109, 121, 122.



sometimes sporting a leafy crown,³⁵ on occasion even wearing a
childlike chiton.³⁶ He may carry a sword that looks too big for
him, and he is frequently depicted as smaller, both in height and
in breadth, than his female opponent. 

Such was the match with Thetis that Pindar chose and trans-
formed so as to give his song an instant in which the listener was
drawn into a kind of mystery. He has eliminated all that is litoral
and picaresque—the fish, the fleeing sisters, the protective
father—though a scheming Akastos, a magical implement, and a
beast-man are to be seen in the near background. The poet 
has also entirely desexualized the encounter, for there are no
entangled arms and legs here. Where the painted boy-Peleus
clasps a large female whose breasts are well delineated, the 
invisible youth of Nemean 4 faces pure fire and bestial ferocity in
an abstract and defensive confrontation with all that is fearsome,
unnatural, and inconstant. What the ode presents, then, is a
struggle from which even the contestants are absent, a testing of
one form of vitality against another, and in this de-mythologized
state the match with Thetis becomes an emblem appropriate to
any athlete and especially to a child. It represents the moment in
all contests when trainer and onlookers disappear and a partner
who embodies opposition becomes a metaphysical problem to be
seized and held. Endured with courage, as it was by Peleus, and
also by the boy-wrestler now being saluted, such a moment is 
followed by celebrations and the empowerment of the victor’s
family. 

With the Aiakids assured of their eternal geographical pres-
ence, thanks to Peleus’ victory, the chorus of Nemean 4 returns to
the present occasion (73, beginning of ninth stanza), praising
Timasarchos for belonging to a praiseworthy family, naming as
well his mother’s brother, and also the grandfather who has
asked for this song. Then, because the victor is young (and
because this was presumably part of the poet’s commission) they
append one final element—a formal recognition of the trainer
Melesias.³⁷ An athlete himself, the distinguished Athenian was
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³⁵ This may mark him as having just come from the funeral games for Pelias;
crown, LIMC s.v. Peleus 110, 162, 170, 188; youth, 113–15, 166–70.

³⁶ LIMC s.v. Peleus 170,189, c.470 bc.
³⁷ Himself a famous pankratist (P. O. 8. 54–9), Melesias was probably the

Athenian father of Thukydides; see Wade-Gery (1958) 243–52; Davies (1971)
231; this praise was presumably requested by Euphanes. Those who believe in



the greatest wrestling master in Greece and would claim, in 460
bc, to have brought thirty trainees to victory (O. 8. 66). At the
time of the present performance he was probably in his 60s, the
contemporary of Euphanes and like him an aristocrat who could
boast Aiakid connections (through Kimon, Paus. 2.29.4). He
must have been in the house during Timasarchos’ training and
he probably went with him to the mainland contest, which makes
it very likely that he is among the guests at today’s celebration.
Perhaps, then, the singers actually turn to face him as, with their
closing lines, they suggest one more wrestling bout, an unthink-
able contest something like that of Peleus with the form-changer
Thetis (and sung to the same melodic phrases) in which a 
mere maker of praise is matched against Melesias’ indescribable
excellence. A singer could try all his tricks as he grappled with
this superb subject, but what a struggle he would face as he tried
to do justice to such powers without exaggerating or falling
short, so as to finish, unthrown³⁸ and still able to sing! Fortu-
nately, this particular chorus does not need to make the attempt
because they are young and he is old (91), and also because
Melesias has already been given timeless renown through his
mythic doublet, Chiron. As a trainer guides his pupil from local
into panhellenic competition, so Chiron has sent Peleus from an
outlandish contest into the Zeus-decreed wrestling match that
prepared permanent fame for his family. The centaur’s action
has moreover been conveyed by a verb suggestive of protection
against sickness, agony, beasts, or magical attack (£lalke, 60),
and in this way the audience is reminded that Chiron, the teacher
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an aristocratic anti-trainer prejudice (most recently N. Nicholson (2002) 34, 37,
39, 41, 44, 51) are sure that Melesias must have been particularly odious to the
Aiginetan élite, as an Athenian, though the three passages in which Pindar prais-
es him (N. 4. 93–6; N. 6. 64–6; O. 8. 54–64) can only be read as invidious by
severe distortion; see Robbins (1986) 321 n. 23. On wrestlers and their trainers,
and for vase-painting depictions, see Poliakoff (1987) 38–43.

³⁸ For wrestling terminology, esp. 1lkein (94), see Gardiner (1905) 14–31 and
263–93, esp. 266; Poliakoff (1982) 137–41. Bury ad loc. supposed the sense to be,
‘What an adversary in speech were he who learned a lesson from Melesias! How
he would wrestle . . .!’ and it is true that ajnvwn might mean ‘imitating,’ as at I. 7.
32; nevertheless it is impossible to maintain the notion of a poet-opponent as the
passage continues. The figure is rather of a poet/chorus that wrestles with the
object of praise (as at N. 7. 70–3 and 103), attempting to grasp his excellence
with words; success would leave them ready to contend with others, either in
praise or in blame. With this fantasy the actual chorus achieves what it describes
as impossible.



of Asklepios (N. 3. 54–5), shared functions with the real-world
trainers who dealt in diet, exercise, sprains, and broken bones, as
well as in confidence and clever moves.³⁹

Like a smaller Telamon or Peleus, Timasarchos has left home
in the company of friends and crossed the water—to Zeus’ games
at Nemea, as well as to Thebes and Athens. He has measured
himself against foreign opponents and returned victorious and
now, being sung, he knows a bliss equal to that of kings (84). He
is being praised among men of his grandfather’s age, but he is
still a child and Pindar has made a song that insists on this fact.
Peleus wrestled his way to a bride and a solemn reception among
the gods, but Timasarchos comes home to jokes and good cheer
(eÃfros»na, 1) created by eager young singers who imitate the
rowdy victory-night song (11, 16). First they offer a mythic
sketch that is less than heroic because its giant is not confronted
(and will be asleep when he is), less than lyrical because of its
arithmetic and its focus on a single smashing rock. Then they
propose a second, a botched ambush that produces, by poetic
sleight of hand, a wrestling bout with a set of horrific but fugitive
abstractions. Sung by his age-mates, these slightly puerile 
mythic matters are offered as a bracing liniment of good cheer for
Timasarchos’ tired limbs (4–5), while the grandfather and his
guests enjoy their own forms of cheer. Aigina is safely placed
among its Aiakid protectors (46–56), Theandrid triumphs are
revived (73–9), a victor of the middle generation is named (80)
and sung, though he is now in Hades (85). Finally, by a clever
feint, the dancing boys have managed to praise the trainer
Melesias, an embodiment of elderly virtues (likened to Thetis by
the song’s design), by ostentatiously refusing to attempt a
‘match’ with such a one (93–6).
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³⁹ Herodikos, well known as physician-trainer, is mentioned by Plato (Rep.
406b, Protag. 316 d) and also by Arisotole (Rhet. 1361); see Jüthner (1909) 5;
Gardiner (1930) 89.



9. Nemean 3: The Education of Achilles

For Aristokleidas, son of Aristophanes; victor in the pankration;
tribe and date unknown. Triads.

str. a* # X pÎtnia Mo∏sa, m$ter Åmetvra, l≤ssomai,

t¤n poluxvnan ƒn Èeromhni6 Neme3di

Íkeo Dwr≤da n$son A÷ginan: \dati g¤r

mvnont’ ƒp’ !swp≤8 meligar»wn tvktoneß

k*mwn nean≤ai, svqen Ôpa maiÎmenoi. 5
diy∫ d† pr$goß £llo m†n £llou,

åeqlonik≤a d† m3list’ åoid¤n file∏,

stef3nwn året$n te dexiwt3tan øpadÎn:

ånt. a* t$ß åfqon≤an Ôpaze m&tioß Åm$ß £po:

£rce d’, oÛranoı polunefvl6 krvonti q»gater, 10
dÎkimon \mnon: ƒg° d† ke≤nwn tv nin ø3roiß

l»r6 te koin3somai. car≤enta d’ 1xei pÎnon

c*raß £galma, MurmidÎneß Jna prÎteroi

)khsan, —n pala≤faton e÷ran

oÛk ƒlegcvessin !ristokle≤daß te¤n 15
ƒm≤ane kat’ a”san ƒn perisqene∏ malacqe≥ß

ƒp. a* pagkrat≤ou stÎl8: kamatwdvwn d† plag$n

£koß ËgihrÏn ƒn baquped≤8 Nemv6

tÏ kall≤nikon fvrei.

ej d’ ƒ°n kalÏß πrdwn t’ ƒoikÎta morf9

ånorvaiß Ëpert3taiß ƒpvba 20
pa∏ß !ristof3neoß, oÛkvti prÎsw

åb3tan ‹la kiÎnwn \per }Hraklvoß per$n eÛmarvß,

str. b* ~rwß qeÏß 4ß πqhke nautil≤aß ƒsc3taß

m3rturaß klut3ß: d3mase d† q[raß ƒn pel3ge∫
ËperÎcouß, jd≤6 t’ ƒre»nase tenagvwn

Âo3ß, Øp9 pÎmpimon katvbaine nÎstou tvloß, 25
ka≥ g$n fr3dasse. qumv, t≤na prÏß ållodap¤n

£kran ƒmÏn plÎon parame≤beiß;

Ajak‘ se fam≥ gvnei te Mo∏san fvrein.

1petai d† lÎg8 d≤kaß £wtoß, “ƒslÏn ajne∏n”,



ånt. b* oÛd’ ållotr≤wn πrwteß åndr≥ fvrein krvssoneß: 30
o÷koqen m3teue. pot≤foron d† kÎsmon πlaceß

gluk» ti garuvmen. palaia∏si d’ ƒn åreta∏ß

gvgaqe PhleŸß £nax, Ëpvrallon ajcm¤n tam*n:

ß kjaolkÏn eÍle mÎnoß £neu strati$ß,

ka≥ pont≤an Qvtin katvmaryen 35
ƒgkonht≤. Laomvdonta d’ eÛrusqen¶ß

Telam°n ∞IÎl6 parast3taß ƒ°n πpersen:

ƒp. b* ka≥ pote calkÎtoxon !mazÎnwn met’ ålk¤n

1petÎ oÈ, oÛdv n≤n pote fÎboß åndrod3maß

πpausen åkm¤n fren0n.

suggene∏ dv tiß eÛdox≤6 mvga br≤qei. 40
ß d† did3kt’ πcei, yefennÏß ån¶r

£llot’ £lla pnvwn oÇ pot’ åtreke∏

katvba pod≤, muri$n d’ året$n åtele∏ nÎ8 ge»etai.

str. g* xanqÏß d’ !cileŸß t¤ m†n mvnwn Fil»raß ƒn dÎmoiß,

pa∏ß ƒ°n £qure meg3la πrga: cers≥ qamin¤

bracus≤daron £konta p3llwn ÷sa t’ ånvmoiß, 45
m3c6 leÎntessin ågrotvroiß πprassen fÎnon,

k3prouß t’ πnaire: s*mata d† par¤ Kron≤dan

Kvntauron åsqma≤nonta kÎmizen,

‰xvthß tÏ pr0ton, Òlon d’ πpeit’ #n crÎnon:

tÏn ƒq3mbeon ⁄rtem≤ß te ka≥ qrase∏’ !q3na, 50

ånt. g* kte≤nont’ ƒl3fouß £neu kun0n dol≤wn q’ ‰rkvwn:

poss≥ g¤r kr3teske. legÎmenon d† toıto protvrwn

πpoß πcw: baqum[ta C≤rwn tr3fe liq≤n8

∞I3son’ πndon tvgei, ka≥ πpeiten !sklapiÎn,

tÏn farm3kwn d≤daxe malakÎceira nÎmon: 55
n»mfeuse d’ aˆtiß åglaÎkolpon

Nhrvoß q»gatra, gÎnon tv oÈ fvrtaton

åt≤tallen 〈ƒn〉 årmvnoisi p$si qumÏn aÇxwn:

ƒp. g Ôfra qalass≤aiß ånvmwn Âipa∏si pemfqe≥ß

ËpÏ Troºan dor≤ktupon ålal¤n Luk≤wn 60
te prosmvnoi ka≥ Frug0n

Dard3nwn te, ka≥ ƒgcesfÎroiß ƒpime≤xaiß

AjqiÎpessi ce∏raß, ƒn fras≥ p3-

xaiq’, Òpwß sf≤si m¶ ko≤ranoß øp≤sw

p3lin o÷kad’ åneyiÏß zamen¶ß }Elvnoio Mvmnwn mÎloi.

str. d* thlaug†ß £rare fvggoß Ajakid$n aÛtÎqen:

Zeı, teÏn g¤r aÍma, svo d’ åg*n, tÏn \mnoß πbalen 65
øp≥ nvwn ƒpic*rion c3rma keladvwn.
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bo¤ d† nikafÎr8 sŸn !ristokle≤d6 prvpei,

ß t3nde n$son eÛklv∫ prosvqhke lÎg8

ka≥ semnÏn åglaa∏si mer≤mnaiß

Puq≤ou Qe3rion. ƒn d† pe≤r6 tvloß 70
diafa≤netai —n tiß ƒxoc*teroß gvnhtai,

ånt. d* ƒn pais≥ nvoisi pa∏ß, ƒn åndr3sin ån&r, tr≤ton

ƒn palaitvroisi, mvroß 1kaston oÍon πcomen

brÎteon πqnoß: ƒl9 d† ka≥ tvssaraß året¤ß

Ø qnatÏß aj*n, frone∏n d’ ånvpei tÏ parke≤menon. 75
t0n oÛk £pesti: ca∏re, f≤loß: ƒg° tÎde toi

pvmpw memeigmvnon mvli leuk‘

sŸn g3lakti, kirnamvna d’ πers’ åmfvpei,

pÎm’ åo≤dimon Ajol∫sin ƒn pnoa∏sin aÛl0n,

ƒp. d* øyv per. πsti d’ ajetÏß ∑kŸß ƒn potano∏ß, 80
ß πlaben a”ya, thlÎqe metamaiÎmenoß,

dafoinÏn £gran pos≤n:

kragvtai d† koloio≥ tapein¤ nvmontai.

t≤n ge mvn, eÛqrÎnou Kleoıß ƒqelo≤-

saß, åeqlofÎrou l&matoß 1neken

Nemvaß ∞EpidaurÎqen t’ £po ka≥ Meg3rwn dvdorken f3oß.

1. Mother of singers, sovereign Muse, I beg you,
now in the sacred Nemean month,
come to this Doric isle, to guest-loving Aigina!
Here beside Asopos’ waters young craftsmen of
sweetly sung revels await, mad for a signal from you. 5
Each deed has its separate thirst and
triumph in contest craves song, best
comrade of courage and crowns, so

send an abundance, drawn from my skill !
You are his daughter—open a hymn 10
for the Ruler of cloud-covered heaven, while I set 
parts for these echoing voices, and for the lyre! 
Theirs will be sweet work, for they embellish a land
first held by Myrmidons whose ancient councils, 
thanks to your favour, Aristokleidas did not defile with 15
mildness, when he was tried in that savage

pankratic company! Sung in the deep Nemean fields,
the victory strain puts poultice to

injuries he brings away.
Being fair, Aristophanes’ boy matches his beauty 
with deeds and mounts to the heights 20

138 The Performances



of courage, but one does not easily 
enter the untried sea beyond Herakles’ pillars, those

2. witnesses set by the Hero-God, marking the sailor’s
furthest stretch. He mastered proud maritime beasts;
alone, he charted the shallows, reached the goal that
turned him towards home, and mapped 25
the lands he had found. But, O my heart, 
why beach me on this strange shore?
To Aiakos and to his race must I carry my Muse.
Justice follows the precept, ‘Praise what is noble!’

nor are exotic ambitions the best a man can pursue. 30
Seek nearer home! Fit decoration for sweet song is
part of your portion. Primitive virtues brought
joy to lord Peleus, cutting his conquering shaft, 
he who alone and bereft of an army
took Iolkos, he who subdued ocean-born Thetis, 35
though she resisted. Standing beside Iolaos, bold 
Telamon stormed Laomedon’s walls, then 

followed his friend to attack bronze-armed
Amazon archers, nor did fright ever stop him 

or blunt his intention!
Fame inborn gives weight to a man, but 40
one who needs teaching pants blindly after 

this and that, his foot never sure 
as he foolishly samples ten-thousand exploits.

3, Pale-haired Achlles, still in Philyra’s care,
toyed with bold deeds, twirling his small spear
and sending it swift as the wind to 45
bloody the coats of furious lions, or to kill boar. 
He carried their gasping corpses
back to the Kronian centaur, first 
when he was six, and all through the following years.
Artemis marvelled, and warlike Athena as well, 50

for he took deer, not with dogs or entangling nets, but
racing on his two feet! Hear next an oft-told tale,
how in his troglodyte cavern deep-thinking Chiron 
housed Jason, Asklepios too, whom he 
trained in the soothing practice of pharmacy. 55
He gave to her bridegroom the daughter of Nereus 
(hers was a glorious womb!) then, taking her strong son 
into his care, nurtured his temper in all fit ways, that

Nemean 3: The Education of Achilles 139



when he was carried by gusting sea-winds 
over to Troy, he might resist the screaming hosts— 60

Phrygians, Lykians, Dardanians too—and, 
mixed in close combat with Ethiope warriors, might
hammer this purpose into his will:

‘No return home for 
Helenos’ cousin, Memnon, their mighty lord!’

4. Forth from his deeds an Aiakid light stretches far.
Zeus, yours is the blood, yours the contest 65
tossed by this hymn to the voices of boys 
to be sung as a local joy! Wild shouts suit Aristokleidas, 
victor whose triumph adds fame to this isle and
splendid concerns to the august house of the
Pythian Thearoi. Perfection appears in mid-trial; 70
where one is meant for pre-eminence,

child prevails over child, man among men and
elder is first with the old. These three portions 
mortality shares, but Fate holds four virtues in harness,
the last being care for whatever lies near. 75
Of these not one is absent today! Farewell, friend. 
I offer this toast of honey well mixed
with white milk, frothing with dew and
borne on the breath of Aeolian flutes, but—

a bit late. Wild for his distant prey, the eagle 80
is swift in his flight and sudden when claw

strikes at the bloodied kill, while
chattering jackdaws huddle below.
Now by the favour of Klio whose throne is high, and

because of your prize-winning temper, from
Nemea, Megara, and Epidauros, light falls upon you!

Nemean 3 is a song of unknown date,¹ made for Aristokleidas, a
young pankratist (17) whose tribe is not named and whose father,
Aristophanes (20), may or may not be alive. Its peculiarities,
moreover, are internal as well as external, for the chorus, now
singing and dancing, begins by pretending that it has not yet
begun. This, then, is another artful representation of a pre-
performance moment, like that found at the opening of Isthmian
8, though the poet here claims a stronger role for himself, as his
performers depict an imaginary instant in which inspiration,
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¹ Stylistic analyses have generally yielded dates in the late 470s; for a survey
of the bibliography see Pfeijffer (1999) 197.



composition, musical scoring, and hours of rehearsal combine to
become today’s unique celebration.² The singers ‘wait . . . here’
as they beg for the present arrival of the Muse (‘Come to this
Doric island!’ 3), but then they embrace the past duties of the
poet in a promise to split the song between lyre and their young
voices (11–12). The ultimate blending of all these elements is
achieved by the Muse; she is to come (3), she is to sing the first
note (5) for she is to lead the dance, and her arrival is marked
when the poet/chorus at last cries out to her, ‘Begin!’(10).³ At last
the achieved song is ready and the singers (the c*raß £galma, 13)⁴
no longer wait, for their work (pÎnoß, 12) has been assigned. They
dance now upon ground that once belonged to followers of
Peleus, and this contact with the mythic past brings the name of
Aristokleidas into their mouths. They are here because
Aristokleidas is worthy of the Myrmidons (15), and with that
assertion the fragmentary parts of a hypothetical ode join to
become a unified performance. The victory-night celebrations
are revived (17–18) and the Muse-charged song moves ahead to
fulfil all the functions of praise. 

This ode that passes from potential into actuality is pervaded
with images which suggest a parallel passage from youth to
maturity. There is a swift sketch of Herakles (patron of youth
and the palaistra) as he explores the furthest reaches of the sea,
defeats monsters, learns the shape of a strange land, then returns
with task complete (22–6). He does this without a syllable of
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² Carey (1980) 152 reports, ‘By a familiar fiction . . . Pindar represents the cho-
rus as waiting for the arrival of his song’; cf. Carey (1989a) 545–65, esp. 552–7; cf.
Race (1997) ii. 112, ‘Pindar has invested the moment of performance with dra-
matic tension.’ For the chorus that invents itself see above, Ch. 7, p. 109 n. 8.

³ The singers wait for a vocal signal from the Muse (5, 10); she, like a lyre-
playing chorus-leader (corhgÎß), is to sound the first note, but later they will
control a song which can be called their Muse (28). Both notions are common-
place (cf. Ba. 12. 1–3; 3. 3 and 92) but the final compliment to Klio (83) suggests
a special relation with this Muse; Bury suspected that a pun was being made
between her name and that of the victor. Alternatively Aristokleidas may have
distinguished himself as a choral performer.

⁴ Wilamowitz (1922) 277 n. 13 cited Eur. Supp. 631 where the chorus calls
itself the £galma of Zeus; to this compare Eur. Supp. 373 and 1164, where a son
is a mother’s ‘ornament’; with the same sense Aisch. Agam. 205; cf. Eur. Hel.
206, heroes ornament their native land. Those who do not recognize the chorus
in this phrase must supply Aigina (so schol.) or hymnos (so Erbse (1969) 272–91,
after Bury) as subject. The pÎnoß here assigned is clearly the singing of the pres-
ent song, but Steiner (1993) 165 would nevertheless identify the £galma as a
(very early and rapidly made) victor-statue standing in the town square.



effort, though his isolation is emphasized, and the same lightness
marks two further examples of status-change, first as Peleus
takes Iolkos and then Thetis (33–6), and next as a fearless
Telamon joins a handsome young friend to sack Troy and even
outface Amazons (38–9). Then comes a central episode in which
a 6-year-old Achilles emerges from the women’s hut, hurls a tiny
spear, passes into the care of a wilderness trainer, and finally
moves across the sea to a meeting with his own double at Troy
(43–63). To these models the present victory of Aristokleidas
closely conforms, for he has become worthy of his elders, the
Myrmidons (13), by crossing to the mainland and taking on a
‘fierce band of pankratists’ (16), in this way reaching ‘the heights
of courage’ (20). He is hailed both as ‘fair’ (kalÎß) and as ‘boy’
(pa∏ß) (19–20)⁵ by singers self-described as a group of slightly
rowdy youths (5, 66–7), and he seems to be clearly labelled as
about to enter his ephebic years. Nevertheless, in spite of all
these sung indications of happy advancement, Nemean 3 is 
routinely described as a gloomy warning sent by a presumptuous
poet to a man who is too old, too sick, or too untalented to 
continue as an athlete.⁶

This influential (mis)reading is derived from a passage in the
final triad, where Aristokleidas is said to deserve the shouts of
youth because he has brought fame to Aigina and has ‘linked the
Thearion of the Pythian god to splendid ambitions’ (67–70).⁷
According to the scholiasts this is a reference to a meeting-house
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⁵ Compare P. I. 2. 4–5 where being kalÎß means having ‘that sweetest late-
summer bloom which woos Aphrodite’; cf. N. 5. 6, also of pre-beard state. The
singers too are young, for their tones are still light enough to be called ø3roi (11),
whisperings or lovers’ sounds.

⁶ Mezger (1880) 384 reported that Aristokleidas ‘bereits in höheren
Lebensalter stand’, because of the reference to old age at 72; Fennell (1899) 23
called the victor ‘a member of the college of theoroi . . . well advanced in age’;
Wilamowitz (1922) 277, ‘Mitglied des Collegiums’; Bury (1965b) 38 placed him
in ‘years of later manhood’; Pfeijffer (1999) 226–7 concluded that this victory ‘in
fact did put an end to his athletic career . . . severely injured’. As a partial excep-
tion see Ruck (1972) 156–8 who notes that the kalÎß at 19 ‘should make it
improbable that the victor is an old man’; cf. Erbse (1999) 32 who refers in pass-
ing to N. 3, ‘wo dem Knaben Aristokleides, einem tapferen Pankrationsieger
aus Aigina, die erstaunlichen Leistungen des jungen Achilleus vor Augen gehal-
ten werden’.

⁷ Pfeijffer (1999) 378 destroys the parallelism of the phrasing by making
Aristokleidas add the ‘Thearion . . . to his bright concerns’, which is supposed
to mean that ‘his new public function . . . is presented as a result of his athletic
victory’ (ibid. 227); injured and incapable of further competition, he has been



and dining-place belonging to officials of the temple of Apollo,
men who also served as delegates (qearo≤) to other Apolline cults.
If, say the critics, Aristokleidas brings bright expectations to
such a building, then he must belong to the group that gives it its
name,and consequently he must be a man of mature years. Some
then go on to cite the transition passage at the end of the first triad
where the chorus suggests that their victor cannot pass through
the pillars of Herakles (21). This is the epinician way of saying
that Aristokleidas’ success is as full as any mortal success can be,⁸
but certain scholars have nonetheless heard these pithy lines—in
spite of their reference to the victor’s beauty (19)—as a warning
issued to an ageing or ailing patron. Aristokleidas, they say, is
being told, ‘It is time for you to give up athletic competition!’ (As
if Theron, at the end of Olympian 3, were being advised to give
up chariot racing.)

The pillars of Herakles say nothing about the age of Aristo-
kleidas, but his connection with the Thearion must be con-
sidered. There was a building on the lower terrace of the Apollo
precinct, beside the Asopos well-head;⁹ it was smaller and earlier
than the great temple, and some of its reused blocks carry
inscriptions from Hellenistic and Roman times identifying it as a
place for common meals.¹⁰ It must have belonged to a college of
officials and it is natural to see it as the Thearion that Pindar
names. Whatever their precise functions,¹¹ the men who dined
here will represent the island’s most ancient families (or one of

Nemean 3: The Education of Achilles 143

given a place among the qearo≤ as ‘compensation’ (see also 219–20). The song
says rather that Aristokleidas connects the Thearion with athletic concerns as he
brings Aigina into contact with his pankratic fame.

⁸ The ‘if’ form being an example of Bundy’s ‘encomiastic conditional’ (1986)
59), while the pillars motif represents the ‘categorical vaunt . . . introduced to
enhance the glory of Aristokleidas’ (ibid. 44).

⁹ This was the goal of Apollo’s favourite contest, the Hydrophoria; Nilsson
GF ii. 172–3; Graf (1979) 18–19. For a summary of the arguments about the
nature and location of the Aiginetan Asopos, see Pfeijffer (1999) 247–8 and nn.
19–22. Its identification with the collection basin on the lower terrace of the
Apollo temple was made by Privitera (1988) 63–70, who cites H. Fahlbusch,
Zentralblatt der Bauverwaltung 25 (1905) 557ff . on the water supply of ancient
Aigina. For the location of the well-house attached to the north retaining wall of
the temple, see Hoffelner (1999) 179, where the well-house if reported as older
than the Thearion, which is dated c.520 bc.

¹⁰ See Welter (1938a) 87; Walter (1993) 63 fig. 49; Hoffelner (1999) 135ff . On
the identifying inscriptions, see Wurster (1975) 50.

¹¹ For supposed parallels from Naxos and Miletos (Thuk. 6. 3. 1), see
Bultrighini (1980) 123–46.



them), for the cult of Apollo Pythaieus had been in existence 
at least since the time of the Epidaurian hegemony.¹² And
Aristokleidas must be linked to this group, for his glory is
brought back, not in the usual way to his patra and his father’s
hall, but instead to the overseers (qearo≤) and their place of meet-
ing. Indeed, since the chorus announces itself as assembled at the
Asopos well-head (4) which stands alongside the Thearion, it
may be that they literally bring his crown to the august body of
supervisors, in which case one function of the opening choral
self-portrait will be to emphasize and incorporate an unusual
performance spot. But does such a setting, whether physical or
only symbolic, impose middle-age and college membership
upon Aristokleidas? Since he is ‘fair’ and ‘a boy’ (kalÏß . . . pa∏ß,
19–20) while his chorus is explicitly youthful (5, 66),¹³ and since
the virtues of all three ages are emphatically present (76), the
most efficient conclusion is that he is himself a youth, the son (or
grandson) of a college member. He alone among the Aiginetan
victors has been left without tribal identification, apparently
because the college that serves the shrine of Apollo Pythaieus is
for him a yet more magnificent family, to whom his garlands and
his glory are due. 

When Nemean 3 is recognized as a song for an adolescent
whose trials have brought him into the company both of Myrmi-
dons and also of Apollo’s overseers (qearo≤)—to the heights of
courage (20)¹⁴—its seeming problems disappear. One such is the
sly exaggeration given to the exploits of Telamon. Reduced in
age and scale by being paired with Iolaos, Telamon is neverthe-
less placed so as to eclipse Peleus in the Aiakid catalogue (32–9)
that prepares for the major myth. After which he is 
blatantly announced as the one who ‘destroyed Laomedon’ (with
πpersen emphasized as last word in the stanza, 36–7), though epic
tradition (Il. 5. 640–42) as well as the East Pediment of the
Aphaia temple made Herakles the one who put an end to the
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¹² Graf (1979) 2–22 argues that the Aiginetan god was a conglomerate, a pre-
Doric Delphinios joined with a Doric Apollo, both originally initiation deities.
On the Argive Apollo Pythaieus, see Barrett (1954) 421–44.

¹³ They call themselves ‘builders of revels’ (4–5) which, according to Kurke
(1991a) 192–3, calls attention to the song as the patron’s gift to the whole of his
city.

¹⁴ Much as Spartan youths arrived at manhood through a difficult £skhsiß
(Thuk. 2. 39. 1).



Trojan king.¹⁵ Worse, the singers go on to boast that, again with
Iolaos, he pursued the bronze-bowed might of the Amazons,
insisting (as if some objection had been raised) that he did this
without ever feeling the effects of ‘man-crushing fear’ (39).¹⁶ Set
loose from any evident senior leadership, these two brash lads
(the term parast3taß at 37, makes them equals), both favourites
of Herakles,¹⁷ take the credit for that hero’s only military
exploits, and by doing so transform the Amazon campaign and
the first siege of Troy into adolescent pranks.¹⁸ Such foolishness
would be unsuitable in an ode for an ageing athlete, but coming
from the mouths of young revellers who praise a happy friend it
is quite in order, as were the same effects in praise of the lad,
Timasarchos, in Nemean 4.

Again, if Nemean 3 is a song about the move from pre-
adulthood into the company of men both mature and old,
Memnon’s prominence can be appreciated. His name stands at
the peak of the mythic section (closing the third of four triads, 63)
and his failure to go home expresses the entire purpose of
Achilles’ training and his years on the field of Troy. Why has this
single Ethiopian been selected as the supreme victim of the
Aiakid hero?¹⁹ In parallel passages other names may cap a list 
of his foremost opponents—Hektor, or Kyknos, or even Tele-
phos²⁰—but here three hosts, Lykians, Phrygians, and Dardanians,
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¹⁵ Compare N. 4. 25–6. There is later evidence of a story in which Telamon
was the first to enter the city, to the disgust of Herakles (Tzetzes ad Lyk. 469;
Diod. Sic. 4. 32. 5; Apollod. 2. 6. 4).

¹⁶ The West Pediment of the Temple of Apollo on Aigina showed Telamon
as assistant to Herakles in this battle; Walter-Karydi (1987) 136–7; Walter
(1993) figs. 41, 43.

¹⁷ Iolaos was explicitly the beloved of Herakles only later (Plut. Amat.
761d–e; Pelopidas 1. 18. 5 = (Arist.) fr. 97 : lovers exchanged vows at his tomb)
but he is usually shown by 6th- and 5th-cent. vase-painters as beardless and
boyish, often with no weapon of his own (LIMC s.v. Iolaos passim), as he is on
the East Pediment of the Aphaia Temple; he may be bare-headed or wearing a
little hat.

¹⁸ Somewhat like the brother of Alkaios who single-handedly rescued the
Babylonians and killed an enemy almost eight feet tall (350 V).

¹⁹ Wilamowitz (1922) 280 n. 2 asked why Helenos is named and answered
that this was an idle rhetorical trick, Helenos being Memnon’s paternal uncle, as
Helios was his maternal. Farnell (1932) ii. 260 likewise complained that Helenos
was ‘only distinguished as a prophet’ but it seems probable that in the Kyklos
Helenos associated the return/non-return of Memnon with the survival/fall of
Troy. 

²⁰ At N. 6. 50, as here, Memnon is the single most glorious victim; at O. 2.
81–2, the representative opponents of Achilles are Hektor, Kyknos, Eos’ son; at



serve as rejected foils (60–1), before this single most glorious
opponent is named. Memnon seems, according to this song,
more formidable than three armies, which means that Achilles, as
his destroyer, receives equal magnification. In this way the entire
Trojan war is compressed into one duel which the singers do not
describe but offer for completion to an audience all under the
spell of a set tradition. It will appear to each listener as the con-
frontation of a pair of age-mates who are mirror images of one
another. Both are young,²¹ beautiful, half-immortal, and famed
for horses and weapons made by Hephaistos,²² and each is more-
over inalienably associated with a grieving immortal mother²³—
a Nereid and a sister of Helios.²⁴ Thetis and Eos are not named
here, but their maternal ghosts enhance the youth of the contest-
ants, while they also suggest the motif of immortality—failed, in
Achilles’ case, but achieved in that of Memnon. This, then, is 
a matched pair who test one another in a far off place;²⁵ both 
display an inborn potential for glory (suggene∏ . . . eÃdox≤6, 40),²⁶
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I. 5. 39–41, Kyknos, Hektor, Memnon, Telephos; at I. 8. 55–60, Telephos,
Memnon, Hektor, and others. Memnon marks the furthest leap of Aiakid fame
at N. 6. 50, and the preliminary circumstances of his death are related at P. 6.
30–2 (without mention of Achilles). According to Proklos, the Thetis of the
Aithiopis predicted Memnon’s death (T 3. 15 Davies EGF). On the possibility
of a post-Iliadic Memnonis, see West (2003) 13, and in general on the pair
Achilles/Memnon see Privitera (1977) 263–6.

²¹ Vase-painters usually show one or both as beardless (LIMC s.v. Memnon,
esp. 44, 66, 75, 78). Note Philostr. Im. 1.7 where the painter has given Memnon
‘the downy first beard growth that makes him the same age as his killer’.

²² Memnon’s beauty, Od. 4. 187–8; arms, Aithiopis, Procl. Enar. 14 Davies
EGF, cf. Hom. h .Herm. 220; horses, Ar. Ran. 961; mother, Hes. Theog. 984–5.
Both had famous tomb monuments as well, though Memnon’s Phrygian colos-
si are known only from late sources, Ovid Met. 13, Plin. NH 10. 74; Philostr. Im.
1. 7.

²³ The two faced each other in the presence of Eos and Thetis on the chest of
Kypselos (Paus. 5. 19. 1); the decorations of the Siphnian treasury (c.525 bc)
combined the combat with the psychostasia, and the two scenes were often
shown on opposite sides of a vase (LIMC s.v. Memnon nos. 14–24). The weigh-
ing of the souls may have been included in the Aithiopis, and one of the plays in
Aischylos’ Memnon trilogy was a Psychostasia.

²⁴ Thetis’ name has been strongly sounded in responding passages: she is ‘of
the sea’ and ‘unwilling’ at 35–6, ‘Nereus’ daughter of the shining crown’ at 57.

²⁵ Their confrontation suggests the ritual duel sometimes found in reintegra-
tion ceremonies marking entry into a phratry; see Jeanmaire (1939) 380–3.

²⁶ Responsion superimposes Memnon (62–3) upon the pillars of Herakles
which represent the furthest stretch of manly courage (ånorva) at 20–1; it also
associates him (as source) with the ultimate flood of light that strikes today’s vic-
tor (83–4).



but neither returns to his grieving maternal parent. Instead,
Memnon will move into the company of the gods, while Achilles
brings a new illumination to Aiakids who, through him, inherit
light borrowed from the son of Dawn²⁷—light that today rests
upon Aristokleidas (84).

And yet it is not this ultimate contest, but rather a short but
perfect Education of Achilles that Pindar has placed in the central
triad of his ode. Those who would hear a song for an ageing 
athlete are troubled, as are those who believe in an aristocratic
prejudice against trainers,²⁸ for the third triad (43–63) is filled
with what is for them ‘inappropriate’ material. Appropriate or
not, it is certain that in this passage, strophe depicts a pupil as
nature made him; antistrophe sketches a cave-dwelling teacher
who strengthens the pupil’s temper, and epode promises a
moment when instruction and innate potential will combine 
to produce a superb action. The whole exemplum is perfectly
balanced and conspicuously set between a grandiloquent intro-
duction (ending in a tight gnomic preface, 31–9 + 41–2) and a
closing acclamation of Zeus (65–6). The audience is prepared, as
so often, by a kind of priamel. ‘Peleus took Iolkos, Telamon con-
quered Troy, but,’ the chorus says in effect, ‘for an inbred, Zeus-
sponsored impulse toward glory, consider Achilles, when he was
a tow-headed, 6-year-old boy!’²⁹ This produces the one mythic
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²⁷ Taking aÃtÎqen at 64 to refer to the place where Memnon fell; so Privitera
(1977) 266; cf. Slater (1969a) s.v. ‘location last mentioned’. Compare Bury
(1965b) ad loc. ‘Pindar seems to conceive that when Achilles killed the son of
Morning he spoiled him of his light.’ Others would understand the Aiakids’
light as coming from themselves, or from ‘this place’ (i.e. Aigina); Kurke
(1991a) 25 n. 31 suggests that it comes from the tomb of Achilles, representing
his steady fame. 

²⁸ Pfeijffer (1999) 228–31 summarizes the discussion and finds Chiron’s pres-
ence so strange that he can only suppose the poet meant ‘to imply the hope or
expectation that Aristoclidas may one day exploit his fighting experience and
become a trainer’.

²⁹ Achilles is xanqÎß at Il. 1. 197 and 23. 141; elsewhere in Pindar the epithet
is given to Menelaos (N. 7. 28), Athena (N. 10. 7; fr. 15 B), the Graces (N. 5. 54).
Köhnken (1971) 62 n. 125 notes that with Pindar this word always indicates an
aspect that is ‘(jugendlich-) schönes’. There is no unity of tradition as to the age
at which Achilles came to Chiron; at Hes. Cat. 204. 89 he is ‘still a child’; on
vases it is sometimes an infant in arms but more often a young adolescent who is
handed over to Chiron (LIMC s.v. Achilleus 19–49), and these two ages are
reflected in two story types, one in which the baby’s immortalization is inter-
rupted by Peleus (AR 4. 869–79; Apollod. Bib. 3. 13. 6), another in which Thetis
abandons her son at the age of 12; see Mathé (1995) 45–62.



scene to be fully evoked, an episode from Achilles’ earliest child-
hood which is nowhere else depicted. The small hero still lives
among women,³⁰ but he undertakes the initiate’s chasse solitaire
and matches himself against fierce creatures of the wilderness;³¹
then, as if asking to advance, he carries their corpses to the deep-
witted creature who will be his trainer.³² This action, the official
marvel of the mythic section, is offered directly to the spectator’s
senses with the ‘gasping’ (åsqma≤nonta 48) of the stricken animals
and the audience, following the example of a pair of divine 
witnesses (50), will respond with wonder. 

Achilles enters the cave of his trainer self-prepared for mascu-
line company,³³ though he scorns the wiles of ordinary youths.
Already he pursues his prey with more purity even than Plato’s
ideal huntsman³⁴— not with nets or traps, and not even with
dogs (51). Nevertheless, the boy who knew at 6 how to use hand
and foot must learn to use his intelligent will (fr&n, 62) as well,
and for this he needs a teacher. It is by Chiron’s arrangement 
that he is son of Peleus and descendant of Zeus (56–7, 65), and
now the old shaman of Pelion³⁵ must finish the work, drawing the
boy away from the women’s quarters and preparing him for
coming exploits at Troy. Chiron is presented as a generalized
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³⁰ Only Pindar brings Achilles and Philyra together; not only is she sister to
Thetis, but as an Okeanid she is a proper protector of pre-pubescent males (Hes.
Theog. 347 and West ad loc.).

³¹ Detienne (1979) 24–6; Vidal-Naquet (1981) 170; for Kretan examples
which emphasize the carrying of animals, see Marinatos (2003) 130–5.
Responsion superimposes this childhood campaign against forest beasts (open-
ing of third triad) upon Herakles’ campaign against monsters of the sea (open-
ing of second triad).

³² Recognizing the initiatory quality of this tale, later writers sometimes
made Chiron feed the infant Achilles on the flesh of lions and swine and the mar-
row of bears; so Apollod. Bib. 3. 13. 6; Statius Achill. 2. 382ff .; and Philolstr.
Her. 20.2, where the food is honeycombs and the marrow of fawns; see D. S.
Robertson (1940) 177–80.

³³ Xen. Kyneg. 2. 1 proposes that a boy should begin to hunt when moving
out of childhood into adolescence; at Kyrop. 1. 2. 8 he reports that Persian boys
concentrated on the use of bow and spear until the age of 16 or 17, when they
entered among the ephebes. Athen. 1. 18a cites Hegesandros for a Makedonian
custom which permitted a young man to recline at the men’s banquets only after
he had speared a boar without using a net.

³⁴ At Leg. 7. 824a–b Plato speaks of those who use only their own powers and
‘make divine courage their concern’.

³⁵ Chiron’s name contains a ‘hand’, like that of the Kretan Daktyls who initi-
ate Zeus, and Jeanmaire (1949) 261 calls him ‘maître d’initiations’, noting his
knowledge of herbs; cf. (1939) 290, ‘l’antique chamane du Pélion’.



teacher³⁶—he could train an Asklepios as well as a Jason—and
with Achilles he simply ‘increases the spirit’ of his pupil (58), so
that wild elements are not extinguished but exploited.³⁷ The
youth learns the pure concentration that Xenophon describes as
essential to both hunter and warrior (Kyneg. 1. 5, 2. 1), a state in
which ƒpimvleia, attentive care for every detail, is combined with
proqum≤a, one’s own particular eagerness (cf. Lampon’s teach-
ings from Hesiod at I. 6. 67–8). He is to be equipped with a
single, almost artisanal skill—the ability to hammer a developed
purpose into his own active will (62)—and this he is to use on the
field of Troy against his fated opponent. The teaching of Chiron
is, in other words, the precise opposite of the scorned ‘learning’
that makes an unsteady man taste now this, now that (42).³⁸
Rather, it is a technique for activating the innate thrust towards
glory (40) that is here exemplified by a 6-year-old who displays
the still moving victims of his solitary hunt. 

Returned to the festive present in the fourth triad, the ode 
produces a toast to the victor, as one who has brought added
splendour to the island and to the Thearion, and also as one who
has, like Achilles, proved his inborn powers in contest with his
age-mates (71–4). This is no more than the generically required
direct praise, but it is shaped by a gnomic statement that is more
than usually indigestible.³⁹ ‘The perfection for which one will be
distinguished appears only in trial, as boys strive against boys,
men against men, and elders with others of their third group,
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³⁶ The idea that Chiron taught more than hunting was becoming popular at
this time, witness the Chaironos Paraineseis which appeared c.480 bc, addressed
to Achilles and often attributed to Hesiod, according to Pausanias (9. 31. 5).
Later Chiron’s curriculum would be expanded by the Romans to include horse-
manship, use of lance and discus, music, and reading.

³⁷ Achilles is not to be an orderly member of a fighting group but rather an
individual warrior characterized by furor, lyssa, celeritas, and menos, as at
Dumezil (1958) 57–8. 

³⁸ On parallel passages at O. 2. 86 and O. 9. 100–1 see Bundy (1972) 90 n. 113:
‘the “learning” he speaks of is mere rote imitation of things not understood.’

³⁹ Literally ‘Perfection (completion, tvloß) appears during trial of those mat-
ters (in which) one will become pre-eminent, child among children, man among
men, thirdly (old man) among the old, (in respect to) each portion such as we the
race of man hold. But surely a mortal life-span drives along behind four virtues
and demands attention to the present task, and of these not one is absent here’
(70–6). Stoneman (1979) 71 translates: ‘The consummation of that in which
each man excels is apparent in the test: a boy among boys, a man among men,
and thirdly among the older men, each division which our mortal life has.’



according to each mortal portion. But man’s life-span drives four
virtues and commands attention to what is immediate.’ Such is
the ‘shout’ (67) of Aristokleidas’ enthusiastic young friends.
They suggest that a glimpse of ultimate excellence comes only
during contest—contest held among peers in the exercise of
powers and virtues proper to each age-group. The singers do not
specify, but everyone knows that among youths one strives to be
first in daring and courage, among men, in justice or policy, and
among elders in wisdom, moderation, or piety.⁴⁰ This much is
commonplace, but just here the demonstration takes a witty
swerve: ‘(in each age-group one strives to be appropriately best)
but the full lifespan of every mortal drives a team of four virtues!’
(74). The notion of age-determined rivalry, in each of three
virtues, is thus trumped by a fourth virtue over which there can
be no rivalry, since there is no age-class left.⁴¹ Concentration on
the immediate task (frone∏n . . . tÏ parke≤menon, 75) is the over-
arching mortal quality, the one that determines success in a trial
of any of the other three, and the auditor immediately equates
this fourth virtue with the skill that Chiron taught. In any
endeavour one must be able to shape one’s action according to a
sharp resolve. Those who take Aristokleidas to be a tired old man
understand this fourth virtue to be the modesty that should
inhibit any and all mortal ambitions,⁴² but this cannot be its
sense in a song that praises brash youths who besiege cities (33),
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⁴⁰ Virtues were variously assigned to the various age-groups: Hes. fr. 321
MW specifies πrga ne0n, boula≥ d† mvswn, eÃca≥ d† gvrontwn; cf. P. fr. 199 SM =
189 B of Sparta ‘where the counsels of the elders and the spears of the young are
best’. There was not yet a fixed list, but the notion of four cardinal virtues was
becoming popular, as evidenced by Pindar’s play between the numbers three
and four; see Ruck (1972) 153–8; Stoneman (1979) 70–5, both of whom recog-
nize intentional humour in the ‘faulty rational parallelism’ of the fourth virtue.
The extensive discussion of this passage is reviewed by Pfeijffer (1999) 638–47,
cf. 218–20.

⁴¹ To a sequence such as Boldness/ Justice/ Wisdom there is added a fourth
virtue, Concern for what is immediate. In Pindaric usage frone∏n refers to willed
mental action that shapes physical action, as at N. 4. 95. This act of concentra-
tion will be effective in any endeavour, as would the other frequently mentioned
fourth virtue, Sophrosyne; cf. I. 8. 28; Pl. Lach. 198a.

⁴² Those who understand tÏ parke≤menon as ‘one’s mortal condition’ (presum-
ably parallel to tÏ p¤r podÎß at P. 3. 60) sometimes point to o÷koqen at line 31 as
evidence that Pindar was urging modesty, though the Aiakid tales that the poet
there urges himself to tell are ‘homely’ only by a kind of joke. The real sense of
this ‘what is in front of one’(N. 3. 75) is evidently ‘the present opportunity’ or
kairÎß. 



chase Amazons (38–9), and drag home panting animal corpses
(48). Where the man of innate glory is to be described in contrast
with him whose appetites are tutored, the issues of modesty and
a due sense of mortality are irrelevant, for neither the one nor the
other checks himself (40–2). Instead, the fellow whose ambitions
are tutored attempts everything, both great and small, while the
one bursting with inherited power concentrates on a single trial
that is almost cosmic in scope.

However they take the lesson of the fourth virtue, scholars
almost always assume that this gnome is offered directly to
Aristokleidas. ‘No one of these virtues is lacking in you!’ the 
chorus is reported as saying, and sometimes the line that closes
the passage is rewritten so as to make this explicit (£pesti in 76 is
changed to £pessi).⁴³ From which an ostensibly inevitable con-
clusion is drawn: this victor who has the virtues of all the ages can
only be one of the elders! If, however, the statement, ‘of these
four no single one is missing’, is given full value as a mode of
transition its application will be, not just to the victor, but to an
occasion that includes patron, singers, and audience as well.
Here at this celebration (here at the Thearion?) all the virtues
gather as a band of trained youths performs before an audience of
mature and elderly temple-administrators, to honour a victor
who has made deliberate trial of his boldness in contest with
youthful rivals. Aristokleidas has discovered his special area of
excellence in the pankration, and now (like Achilles to Chiron)
he brings his fame and his new-found ambitions (mvrimnai) back
to Aigina and to the select group of island nobles who serve
Apollo Pythaieus (68–70).

The ode closes with a proud metaphor and a final flood of light.
A swooping eagle (80–2) appears with an obvious propriety since
the games at Nemea belong to Zeus, as do all members of the race
of the Aiakids, as does also this present hymn (65–6). Though
late,⁴⁴ the royal bird seizes his quarry with the same eagerness
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⁴³ The change, first made by Bergk, is repeated by many editors, including
SM but not Bowra. Like Bury, Pfeijffer (1999) 219–20 would keep the third-
person form while nevertheless insisting that the line ‘explicitly ascribes all
three of the virtues’ along with the fourth to Aristokleidas.

⁴⁴ From this announced lateness Fennell (1899) 23 concluded, ‘he won this
victory many years before the composition of the ode.’ Others hear an apologetic
Pindar who is years late in fulfilling his commission, as reflected in the waiting
chorus of the opening, and Figueira (1981) 318 finds lateness everywhere: a late



that marked the chorus at the opening, when it longed to seize the
Muse’s voice (maiÎmenoi, 5, metamaiÎmenoß, 81), and the echo is full
of sense because this eagle is the ode itself, seizing upon the
youth who is the subject of its praise.⁴⁵ As the bird swoops, how-
ever, the repeating melody likens the eagle/song to the Achilles
of line 59, borne along towards Troy by gusts of sea-wind, and
meanwhile lesser echoes compare its swift attack to that of the
child Achilles’ short lance, shot towards lions and wild boar with
the speed of wind (45). There is even a dim conceptual likeness
between the bird that comes from a great distance (thlÎqe, 81)
and the far-spreading (thlaugvß, 64) Aiakid light that now 
reaches Aigina and the Thearion, thanks to this present victory
(84)—light that seems to originate from the fallen Memnon
(63–4). And finally, stretched to its largest sense, the bird’s clean
swoop figures the concentrated intention of any man of inborn
fame, be he old or young, singer, hero, or athlete, as he seizes
upon the deed of glory that lies before him, while the chattering
low-flying daws represent those whose ambitions are learned.⁴⁶
All in all, the eagle emblem illustrates the fullest sense of this ode
for Aristokleidas, while it also gives pictorial proof that, within
this performance at any rate, the fourth virtue has nothing to do
with modesty or staying close to the ground.
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victory, celebrated late, won by a victor who came to office late. By contrast
Ruck (1972) 153–8 understands this motif as part of a metapoetic conceit in
which a song that got off track (going towards Herakles instead of towards the
Aiakids) has been tardy in getting back to praise of its subject. The only certain-
ty is that this emphasized lateness, real or rhetorical, sharpens the sense of swift
finality that invests the eagle’s arrival.

⁴⁵ At 77–9 the singers toss a song-drink into the air, to be borne up on the
breathings of flutes; in the passage from antistrophe to epode this convivial
image is transformed and completed, becoming the eagle in its descent. Pindar
likes to establish a playfully aggressive relation between song and subject: e.g.
the ‘wrestling match’ with Melesias (N. 4. 93; cf. N. 7. 103) and the ubiquitous
‘shafts’ of song (O. 1. 112; O. 2. 83; O. 9. 8; O. 13. 95, etc.).

⁴⁶ Contrast the one-dimensional eagle at P. 5. 111–12, who simply figures
boldness; other eagles are discussed by Pfeijffer (1994) 305–17; (1999) 221–3.
The jackdaws are often identified as particular rival poets whom Pindar scorns;
e.g. Ruck (1972) 156–8 who cites in comparison the crows at O. 2. 86–8. 



10. Nemean 6: Athletes as Heroes

For Alkimidas, grandson of Praxidamas (first Aiginetan Olym-
pic victor); member of the Bassid tribe; victor in boys’ wrestling.
Date unknown. Triads.

str. a* =En åndr0n,

2n qe0n gvnoß: ƒk mi$ß d† pnvomen 1b

matrÏß åmfÎteroi: die≤rgei d† p$sa kekrimvna

d»namiß, „ß tÏ m†n oÛdvn, Ø d† c3lkeoß

åsfal†ß aj†n 1doß

mvnei oÛranÎß. åll3 ti prosfvromen πmpan ∂ mvgan

nÎon ‡toi f»sin åqan3toiß, 5
ka≤per ƒfamer≤an oÛk ejdÎteß oÛd† met¤ n»ktaß

£mme pÎtmoß 6b

‹ntin’ πgraye drame∏n pot≥ st3qman.

ånt. a* tekma≤rei

ka≥ nın !lkim≤daß tÏ suggen†ß jde∏n 8b

£gci karpofÎroiß åro»raisin, aJt’ åmeibÎmenai

tÎka m†n _n b≤on åndr3sin ƒphetanÏn 10
ƒk ped≤wn πdosan,

tÎka d’ aˆt’ ånapaus3menai sqvnoß πmaryan. Álqv toi

Nemvaß ƒx ƒrat0n åvqlwn

pa∏ß ƒnag*nioß, ß ta»tan meqvpwn DiÎqen a”san

nın pvfantai 13b
oÛk £mmoroß åmf≥ p3l6 kunagvtaß,

ƒp. a* ÷cnesin ƒn Praxid3mantoß ‰Ïn pÎda nvmwn 15
patrop3toroß Ømaim≤oiß.

ke∏noß g¤r ∞OlumpiÎnikoß ƒ°n Ajak≤daiß

πrnea pr0toß 〈πneiken〉 åp’ !lfeoı,

ka≥ pent3kiß ∞Isqmo∏ stefanows3menoß,

Nemv6 d† tre∏ß, πpause l3qan 20
Saokle≤da’, ß Ëpvrtatoß

¡ghsim3coi’ Ëvwn gvneto.

str. b* ƒpe≤ oÈ

tre∏ß åeqlofÎroi prÏß £kron året$ß 23b

Álqon, oJ te pÎnwn ƒge»santo. sŸn qeoı d† t»c6



1teron oÇ tina o”kon åpef3nato 25
pugmac≤a 〈pleÎnwn〉

tam≤an stef3nwn muc‘ }Ell3doß Åp3saß. πlpomai

mvga ejp°n skopoı £nta tuce∏n

¿t’ åpÏ tÎxou Èe≤ß: eÇqun’ ƒp≥ toıton, £ge, Mo∏sa,

oˆron ƒpvwn 28b

eÛklva: paroicomvnwn g¤r ånvrwn

ånt. b* åoida≥

ka≥ lÎgoi t¤ kal3 sfin πrg’ ƒkÎmisan: 30b

Bass≤daisin ‹ t’ oÛ span≤zei, pala≤fatoß gene3,

÷dia naustolvonteß ƒpik*mia,

Pier≤dwn årÎtaiß

dunato≥ parvcein polŸn \mnon åger*cwn ƒrgm3twn

1neken. ka≥ g¤r ƒn ågaqv6

ce∏raß Èm3nti deqe≥ß Puq0ni kr3thsen åpÏ ta»taß 35
aÍma p3traß 35b

crusoplok3mou pot† Kall≤aß Åd°n

ƒp. b* πrnesi Latoıß, par¤ Kastal≤6 te Car≤twn

‰spvrioß Øm3d8 flvgen:

pÎntou te gvfur’ åk3mantoß ƒn åmfiktiÎnwn

taurofÎn8 triethr≤di Kreont≤dan 40
t≤mase Poseid3nion #n tvmenoß:

bot3na tv n≤n poq’ Å lvontoß

nik0nt’ ‡refe dask≤oiß

Fleioıntoß Ëp’ ∑gug≤oiß Ôresin.

str. g* plate∏ai

p3ntoqen log≤oisin ƒnt≥ prÎsodoi 45b

n$son eÛklva t3nde kosme∏n: ƒpe≤ sfin Ajak≤dai

πporon πxocon a”san året¤ß åpo-

deikn»menoi meg3laß,

pvtetai d’ ƒp≤ te cqÎna ka≥ di¤ qal3ssaß thlÎqen

Ônum’ aÛt0n: ka≥ ƒß Ajq≤opaß

Mvmnonoß oÛk åponost&santoß πpalto: barŸ dv sfin 50
ne∏koß !cileŸß 50b

πmpese cama≥ katab¤ß åf’ Årm3twn

ant. g* faenn$ß

uÈÏn eˆt’ ƒn3rixen !Îoß åkm9 52b

πgceoß zakÎtoio. ka≥ taıta m†n palaiÎteroi

ØdÏn åmaxitÏn e˜ron: 1pomai d† ka≥

aÛtÏß πcwn melvtan:

tÏ d† p¤r pod≥ naÏß ‰lissÎmenon aje≥ kum3twn 55
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lvgetai pant≥ m3lista done∏n

qumÎn. ‰kÎnti d’ ƒg° n*t8 meqvpwn d≤dumon £cqoß

£ggeloß πban 57b

pvmpton ƒp≥ e÷kosi toıto gar»wn

ƒp. g* eˆcoß åg*nwn £po, toŸß ƒnvpoisin Èero»ß:

!lkim≤da, tÏ d’ ƒp3rkesaß 60
kleit9 gene9: d»o m†n Kron≤ou p¤r temvnei,

pa∏, sv t’ ƒnÎsfise ka≥ Polutim≤dan

kl$roß propet¶ß £nqe’ ∞Olumpi3doß.

delf∏n≤ ken t3coß di’ ‹lmaß

js3zoimi Melhs≤an 65
ceir0n te ka≥ jsc»oß Ån≤ocon.

1. One is the race of men and of gods: both take
breath from one mother, yet powers distinct
keep us apart, for men are as nought,

while the bronze throne of heaven 
rests safe forever. True, we sometimes resemble
the deathless in grandeur of mind 5
or of body, but we cannot know,

by day or by night, what 
course marked by destiny we are to run.

Alkimidas now proves this kinship to be 
like to a fruitful field where the soil for a time
sends up rich nurture to men, then rests, 10

hoarding its forces. He comes
back from beloved Nemean strife, a boy
well tried in contest who,
true to this Zeus-made rule, returns

from his match, not as a
hunter deprived of his prey, but 

fitting his foot to the track of Praxidamas, 15
his father’s sire, that one who first, 
as Olympian victor, brought 
garlands from Alpheos back to the Aiakids.
Crowned five times at Isthmia, thrice too at
Nemea, he put an end to 20
Sokleides’ obscurity, making him
first among Hagesimachos’ sons.

2. His three winners then scaled virtue’s peak,
having tasted of toil, and aided by god their
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art in the ring illumined a house
unrivalled in all the Hellenic realm 25

for its treasure of boxing crowns. I trust
my boast will strike home like an arrow
loosed from the bow! Bring a glorious

wind-blast of words, O Muse, for,
as men pass and then disappear,

stories and songs revive noble deeds, 30
nor is the fabled race of the Bassids
lacking in legend! They sail with a cargo of 

praise-songs, supplying Pieria’s ploughmen
with plentiful hymns inspired by their lordly
exploits. So did one of this blood, first 
binding his fists, conquer on Pytho’s holy field— 35

Kallias, bringing delight to the  
nurslings of Leto whose spindle is gold! At 

Kastalia, ’mid shouts of the Graces, he 
blazed in the night, and so too
did the bridge of the tireless sea give
praise to Kreontidas when, at Poseidon’s shrine, 
men met for the third-year killing of bulls, 40
and the parsley-crown of the lion 
shadowed his conqueror’s brow in the
bosky age-old mountains of Phleious!

3. Broad highways of legend open when 45
one would embellish this famous isle, for
in their display of magnificent virtue

Aiakids show the fated way. 
Their name soars high above earth and sea:
it leapt even to Ethiope lands when
Memnon failed to return—heavy 50

the strife that fell upon him
as Achilles jumped from his car

and with the point of his angry spear
stripped the son of bright Eos! Poets of old 
have driven this track and I follow,

strong in my purpose. The wave that 
breaks in the rigging, so proverbs tell, 55
ever gives sharpest pitch to the heart.
I come with a double burden 

strapped to my willing back, 
a herald who voices this twenty-fifth boast
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brought from the sacred contests by you, 
Alkimidas, to furbish your glorious line, 60
though the lot’s early fall in the Kronian shrine 
did rob you, my boy—Polytimidas too—
of a pair of Olympian garlands !
To a dolphin that swiftly cuts through the sea 
would I liken Melesias, skilled 65
driver of science and strength!

This ode of unknown date¹ is unlike any of the other Aiginetan
songs because it is performed to honour, not just one victor or
even a pair, but five generations of Bassids who have assembled,
in all, twenty-five victories taken in the four major contests.²
What is more, this accumulated glory has a special quality
because the family traces itself back to an early sixth-century
ancestor named Hagesimachos (22) whose grandson, Praxi-
damas, became, in 544 bc, the first Aiginetan ever to take an
Olympic crown (15–17).³ He alone added nine victories to those
of his grandfather, great-uncles, brothers, and cousins, and in 
his time the family total had reached twenty-four, where it had
rested. Now at last one more crown has been won and though the
burden of the present song is ostensibly double (57)—it must
praise this fresh victory, and also those of the past⁴—the newly
crowned lad,⁵Alkimidas, shrinks to little more than a statistic
when the singers proclaim the astounding total, pvmpton ƒp≥
e÷kosi (58).⁶ With these syllables it is numerically proved that 
the athletic fame of this family is unmatched, and yet today’s
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¹ Wade-Gery (1958) 239–70 used the praise of Melesias and a calculation
from Praxidamas’ victory to date this ode to 484 bc, but his preliminary assump-
tions are open to doubt; Bowra (1964) 412 suggested c.461 bc; SM give c.465.
For a review of the question see Gerber (1999) 34–6, who favours a date c.475 bc.

² Only thirteen of these Bassid victories are specified as won in major con-
tests; compare O. 8. 76 where the Blepsiads are praised for having reached a total
of six victories in the four crown games.

³ Pausanias 6. 18. 5 reports seeing Praxidamas’ statue at Olympia, from
which he presumably took the date he gives, 544 bc. If this victory was won as a
boy, his grandson could have been competing as late as the early 460s .

⁴ Bury ad loc supposed the double burden to be praise of Bassids and Aiakids;
for other explanations see Gerber (1999) 81–2 who understands the burden as
praise of both Alkimidas and Melesias.

⁵ He is pa∏ß at 13 and again at 62 and he has been trained by Melesias; cf.14,
where he (metaphorically) still hunts with dogs.

⁶ The song as a whole shows an unusual density of numerical expressions: 1,
18, 19, 20, 23, 58, 61.



praise-singer faces a painful problem because neither the father
nor the great-grandfather of the present young wrestler was a
successful athlete. The poet must somehow devise a victory cele-
bration that illuminates the sum of Bassid glory without deepen-
ing the shadow that lies upon the uncrowned men of this brilliant
line. In particular it must not shame the obscure sire of today’s
victorious boy.⁷

Pindar’s approach is seemingly self-contradictory. First he
discovers a philosophical stance that recognizes no difference
between failure and success (‘mortal powers are as nothing’, 3),
then he uses the traditional epinician design to describe athletes
of the past as if they were mythic heroes whose stature could not
embarrass an ordinary mortal. These extremes would seem to be
irreconcilable, but a principle of alternation is proposed as a
bridge between them. The young dancers begin with a definition
of mortality that makes weakness its prime characteristic. Men,
like the gods, derive originally from Gaia,⁸ yet in existential
terms their separation from the immortals is absolute. They 
can be godlike in ambition and strength, but they are blind and
ignorant of fate, weak and time-bound before the power and per-
manence of the divine (3–7). This premise⁹ fills the first stanza
but, as so often happens, a shift in attitude and tone is achieved
during the pause at its end. With the name of Alkimidas (8), the
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⁷ In all other odes for boy victors the father is named, even if he is dead.
Concerning this father the scholia report that Asklepiades found an ‘Alkimidas,
Kretan, son of Theon’ in the Nemean victory lists, but this can hardly be the
present Bassid victor, unless his father was a Kretan adopted into that tribe, or
a Bassid who had settled on Krete. Carey (1989c) 6–9 rightly judges such expla-
nations improbable, the Kretan victor irrelevant, and concludes that Alkimidas’
father is not mentioned because he belonged to a ‘fallow’ generation.

⁸ The common descent from Gaia may be offered as proof of a single race, or
as qualification of the notion of separation. Arguments for the sense ‘one com-
mon race’ are found at Bury ad loc.; Farnell (1932) ii. 282; J. Finley (1955) 73;
Duchemin (1955) 185; Fränkel (1962) 602; Bowra (1964) 96–7; Gentili (1995)
202. For the sense ‘one of men, another of gods’, see Mezger (1880) 414;
Wilamowitz (1913) 240; Puech (1958–61) iii. 79 n. 1; von Kloch-Kornitz
(1961a) 370–71, (1961b) 155–9. Bundy (1986) 37 found ‘separate and distinct
categories’ which are ‘grouped in a single category’ by the ‘climactic term’, i.e.
the motherhood of Gaia. See the discussion of Gerber (1999) 43–5. Whether the
initial state is one of singleness or separateness, the thought sequence after the
opening line is: common mother, yet separate powers; like in mind and nature,
yet separate in knowledge/ignorance of fate.

⁹ Kurke (1991a) 39 calls this a ‘bleak image’, but that is to ignore one half of
its sense.



cloud of metaphysics disappears and the notion that man’s great-
est successes yet contain a definitional failure is brought down to
earth in a curiously distorted but positive form. ‘Look at this
Bassid line!’¹⁰ the singers continue: in their case time discrimi-
nates, so that man’s kinship with the immortals appears, not in
conflation with his separation from them, but in alternate dis-
plays. Within this family, godlike strength (drawn from Gaia) is
now made richly manifest, now again stored up unseen like the
fertility of a field that rests between crops.¹¹ The boy Alkimidas
brings in a harvest of crowns today because fathers and uncles
have allowed the innate talent for success a season of rest in
which to grow strong (11).

The image of the field that is now unproductive, now rich in 
its crop, allows the singers to consider a glory that stretches 
over five generations of alternating appearance and disappear-
ance. The simile is auspicious but even so the singers do not
choose to name Alkimidas’ father. Instead, as representative of
those in whom family strengths remain underground, the great-
grandfather Sokleidas is made to serve—a man of the previous
century whose obscurity (20) was transformed into pre-
eminence by sons who became the greatest boxers in all Greece
(23–6). This move into the familial past draws attention from 
the immediate family while it also permits the identification 
of today’s boy with Aigina’s all-time best-known athlete,
Praxidamas. It cannot be accident that this grandfather takes the
island’s first Olympic crown in lines that are precisely echoed, in
the final epode, by the granting of ‘might-have-been’ Olympic
garlands to Alkimidas and a certain Polytimidas (a youthful

Nemean 6: Athletes as Heroes 159

¹⁰ Standing in the first line of the antistrophe, tÏ suggenvß (8) looks in both
directions: backwards to the kinship with gods announced in line 1, forward to
the investigation of Battiad kinship. Alkimidas in his success exemplifies the
mortal who is like to the gods in mind and form; he will also, however, prove the
next point—the likeness of his particular race to a cultivated field.

¹¹ The essential element in the simile is the persistence of godlike force
through manifestations alternately present and absent. The term ånapaus3menai
(11) suggests (though it does not impose) the notion of fallow seasons deter-
mined by a cultivator, and at least in later times certain sorts of land were given
regular rests (Varro RR 1. 44. 2; Columella 2. 4. 1). Stoneman (1979) 77 asserts
that ‘the point here is not that crops were alternated’, which is surely true, but
he then discounts the regularity implicit in åmeibÎmenai (9) to conclude that the
‘point’ is that men are helplessly ignorant: only the gods know when a field will
bear fruit. It seems to be rather that men know, of certain fields, that they must
rest in a regular way.



Bassid, a brother or a cousin, 61–3). By the end of the first triad,
then, Alkimidas has been named, placed in a generation produc-
tive of godlike deeds, then glimpsed (14–16) as an athlete-hunter
who follows his grandfather’s tracks (a wise practice when a
mortal does not know what course destiny has set, 7). And that
grandfather, the Olympic victor, has been represented, as if by a
stele, in a tight catalogue of eight victories (17–20) that reflect the
success of his grandfather, Hagesimachos (22), the original
Bassid victor. The paternal family has been traced back to its
illustrious founder, and at last the singers are able to recognize
obscurity as well as notorious glory. They do this with an easy
reference to an entire generation of sixth-century non-victors,
‘sons of Hagesimachos’ whose safe repute was derived exclusive-
ly from the success of their offspring (22).¹²

In an ode made of three triads, the central system is ordinarily
occupied by mythic matters, perhaps an introductory glimpse
first, then a more developed passage that proposes a moment of
magical permanence. Here in Nemean 6, however, the second
triad holds a surprise. It opens with a return to the household of
Alkimidas’ non-victorious great-grandfather, Sokleidas, where
the brothers of the Olympic victor join him to amass more box-
ing victories than those of any other house in Greece (23–6).¹³
This initial boast is then formally put aside, as a preliminary
myth might have been, but the singers nevertheless use an 
attention-seeking invocation of the Muse (27–8) to announce a
change: their tales about men of the past will concern, not the
heirs of Aiakos but instead ‘Bassids of antique repute’, for they
too provide subjects for songs (30–5).¹⁴ With their innovation
thus clearly marked, they produce a pair of ordinary mortals and
invest them with the same lyric immediacy that is usually given
to heroes of legend and cult.¹⁵ Kallias and Kreontidas are actual
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¹² The line of descent goes: (1) victor Hagesimachos; (2) three sons including
Sokleidas, who do not take victories; (3) sons of these, including Praxidamas,
who make their fathers’ houses glorious; (4) a son of one of these, unnamed; (5)
his son, Alkimidas, the present victor.

¹³ So schol. 38a and most commentators; others, however, take oØ at 23 to
refer to Hagesimachos, so that these boxers are Sokleidas and his brothers; see
Fraccaroli (1914) ii. 254, followed by Sandys (1937) 366 and Puech (1958–61)
iii. 74. This identification would destroy the premise of alternating generations.

¹⁴ The Bassid ‘race of ancient renown’ at 31 is in responsion with the Aiakidai
of 46.

¹⁵ Hamilton (1974) 59 recognizes this as a ‘mythic complex’, and Gerber



Basssid athletes (if they were of Praxidamas’ generation they
may even have been known to some of the elder spectators),¹⁶ but
they here take on heroic proportions, partly because of their
position in the ode, but essentially because each is presented to
the listener as a marvellous yet immediate presence. Hands
bound with thongs (a threat of pain)¹⁷ enforce a sense of actuality
as the first Bassid boxer destroys a rival at Delphi, after which
this same Kallias flames out like a torch during his noisy victory-
night revel.¹⁸ That moment of combustion (38) replaces the 
formal marvel of the ordinary mythic episode, and it generates 
a second marvel as, in an unexpected shift of scene, another
familial victor, Kreontidas, seems to appear simultaneously at
Isthmia and Nemea, frozen in the moment of his crowning, like
a victor’s commemorative statue. Taken together, the two
tableaux resume every phase of contest, from preliminary prepa-
ration (35), through actual mastery (35), past the descent of
crown upon head (44), to the ultimate near-apotheosis of the 
victory-night revel (38). Today’s victor, Alkimidas, has been
sketched only metaphorically as a boy huntsman, and the
Olympic winner, Praxidamas, is no more than a list of victories,
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(1999) 73, though critical of such a ‘misuse of terminology’, concedes that
Pindar ‘wished to draw an analogy’ between Bassids and Aiakids. Cf. Ba. 9. 26
where the victor’s body is displayed as a kind of marvel.

¹⁶ It is sometimes assumed (e.g. Wilamowitz (1922) 399) that these are broth-
ers of Praxidamas, other sons of Sokleidas who make up the ‘three’ mentioned at
23, and Carey (1989c) 8 approves: ‘we should expect the other two sons of
Sokleidas to be named.’ On the contrary, since numbers are essential, and since
the whole tribe is being honoured, we should expect reference to as many
different victors as possible. The two directly celebrated in the central triad are
more probably the cousins of Praxidamas who for a time rendered their fathers
more honourable than Sokleidas (20–2), though it is also possible that one or
both belonged to the earlier generation of Hagesimachos. The evocation of the
two victors functions, in relation to the passage on the house of Sokleidas, as
major myth to introductory sketch, which means that it is not likely to be a sim-
ple continuation or expansion. Schol. 58b, incidentally, finds in this passage not
two but only one Bassid victor of old, a Kallias son of Kreon (= Kreontidas). 

¹⁷ For the use of thongs see Pl. Prt. 342; Paus. 8. 40. 3–4; Philostr. Gymn.
9–10. Poliakoff (1987) 68–73 and fig. 70 remarks that they are meant to cut into
an opponent’s flesh.

¹⁸ Cf. P. P. 5. 45. The intransitive use of the verb flvgein at 38 is unusual
enough to suggest a parallel between Kallias (or any other Pythian victor with
his komasts and fires) and the legendary Phlegyas with his invading followers
(Paus. 10. 7. 1); see Nagy (1979) 121–2. For fire at Delphi as symbol of
purification, renewal and divinization, see Burkert (1966) 436–7, a review of
Delcourt (1965).



but these two boxers are visible, almost tangible embodiments of
athletic triumph. They are men who approached the immortals
in splendour of stature and mind (cf. 4–5), though they were but
creatures of their day (6), distillations of Bassid excellence as it
appeared in past seasons of fruitfulness.

The central passage gives mythic status to two figures from an
earlier generation (or generations?), but Aigina must still hear
some celebration of the Aiakid source of its glories (45–9).
Consequently Nemean 6 arranges a fleeting appearance, just
where we anticipate a return from narrated past to immediate
present, for Achilles. He occupies only seven lines, in compari-
son with the twelve given to Kallias and Kreontidas, but he adds
an element of direct violence to their embodiment of the ideal
victor as he falls upon his opponent with a pointed and furious
sword (52–3)—the only fully actualized object in the entire ode.
The hero himself is hardly more than an embodiment of battle:
he drops from his chariot as an embodiment of ‘heavy strife’
(barÀ . . . ne∏koß, 50), while the Memnon whose corpse he strips is
nothing more than an absence, one whose non-return para-
doxically carries someone else’s fame into Ethiopia (50). The
pair of flesh-and-blood Bassids still dominate the ode, even after
Achilles has won his match, but the idea of contest has now been
touched with death, and the audience has been reminded that
even a son of Eos does not know what course Fate may have
marked out for him.

As the product, not just of fruitful but also of fallow genera-
tions, Alkimidas’ crown can now be claimed by the twenty-four
previous Bassid crowns as their necessary complement. The 
stupendous total, twenty-five, is ritually announced (‘I come
announcing!’ 58) in the final line of the third antistrophe, which
leaves the auditor wondering what can follow. He expects, 
perhaps, some ultimate recognition of the boy’s victory as
significant in itself, but what the chorus brings forth instead is an
unexpected, half-bitter fantasy of ‘what might have been’. If
destiny had decided otherwise—‘if it weren’t for the luck of the
draw’¹⁹—we would now be celebrating a success twice as great as
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¹⁹ The schol. at 104a understood the ‘premature leaping forth of the lot’ (63)
as an early show of facial hair that had eliminated the two from the boys’ class. It
is more reasonable, however, to suppose reference to the actual lot that set the
contestants in order and assigned a particular opponent or perhaps a bye; see



that of Hagesimachos, for Alkimidas and Polytimidas²⁰ would
have brought paired Olympic crowns into the family (61–3)! A
contrary-to-fact boast, offered in full seriousness, would be a
poetic error since a praise song must not exaggerate, but here the
young singers drop a familiar ‘my boy!’(62) into their assertion,
as if giving their friend a nudge.²¹ This is the sort of over-
confident claim that one youth can make for another, and though
it seems to illustrate the inscrutability of the courses fixed by 
destiny (pÎtmoß, 6b–7), it is a far cry from the solemn thoughts
about man’s condition that opened the ode. A boyish defiance of
both fate and epinician good taste is possible here because the
intervening stanzas have identified the present Bassid generation
as one in which kinship with the gods springs up like a rich crop,
and this is only the opening of its season. The current pair of 
athletes are probably not yet 14 years old²² and what is more,
they are in the hands of the famous trainer, Melesias.²³ He is an
outsider, yes—a dolphin (64–6) in this green familial field²⁴—but
he is also a charioteer of skills²⁵ as he shapes their burgeoning
Bassid virtues. Which means that, with better luck, the near
future may soon provide what the recent past almost gave.
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Lefkowitz (1984) 5–12; Bernardini (1985) 140 and n. 3; Crowther (1992) 68–74.
S. Miller (1991) 71 n. 71 notes the Olympic victor who boasts on his statue base
that he was winner, not by the luck of the kl[roß, but without a bye.

²⁰ Schol.104a identifies Polytimidas simply as a member of Alkimidas’
household; he is evidently another member of the present potentially successful
generation who seems to share in the benefits of Melesias’ training. 

²¹ It is likewise to a boy that Bakchylides’ chorus grants a might-have-been
Olympic crown at 11. 24–7. At Ba. 4. 11–13 Hieron is reminded that this, his
third Pythian chariot victory, might have been his fourth if the scales of justice
had been differently held, but Maehler (2002) 19–21 suggests that the reference
there is not to a loss but to Hieron’s decision to cede a victory to Polyzalos.

²² At Nemea one passed from the boys’ class into that of the ‘beardless’
(ågvneioi) at about age 14; see Golden (1990) 67–9; Pfeijffer (1998) 21–38.

²³ Melesias was also employed by the Theandrids (N. 4. 93) and the Blepsiads
(O. 8. 54); see above, Ch. 8, pp. 133–4, n. 38.

²⁴ At P. fr. 140b 15–17 S the dolphin is a creature who loves music and calm
seas; see Henderson (1992) 148–58.

²⁵ Compare Ebert (1972) no. 12.2 (first half of 5th cent.) where Theognetos of
Aigina, a boy wrestler, is called palaimos»nhß dexiÏn Ón≤ocon and for an erotic par-
allel, cf. Anak. 360. 4 PMG. 



11. Nemean 8: Slander and Praise

For Deinias and his father, Megas (now dead), both victors in the
double-course footrace; Chariad tribe; c.460 bc. Triads.

str. a* fiWra pÎtnia, k3rux !frod≤taß

åmbrosi$n filot3twn,

‹ te parqenhºoiß pa≤dwn t’ ƒf≤zoisa glef3roiß,

tÏn m†n Åmvroiß ån3gkaß cers≥ bast3-

zeiß, 1teron d’ ‰tvraiß.

ågapat¤ d† kairoı m¶ planaqvnta prÏß πrgon 1kaston

t0n åreiÎnwn ƒr*twn ƒpikrate∏n d»nasqai. 5

ånt. a* oÍoi ka≥ DiÏß Ajg≤naß ge lvktron

poimvneß åmfepÎlhsan

Kupr≤aß d*rwn: πblasten d’ uÈÏß Ojn*naß basileŸß

ceir≥ ka≥ boula∏ß £ristoß. poll3 nin pol-

lo≥ lit3neuon jde∏n:

åboat≥ g¤r Ór*wn £wtoi perinaietaÎntwn

‡qelon ke≤nou ge pe≤qesq’ ånax≤aiß ‰konteß, 10

ƒp. a* oJ te kranaa∏ß ƒn !q3naisin ‹rmozon stratÎn,

oJ t’ ån¤ Sp3rtan Peloph∫3dai.

Èkvtaß Ajakoı semn0n gon3twn pÎliÎß q’ Ëp†r f≤laß

åst0n q’ Ëp†r t0nd’ ‹ptomai fvrwn

Lud≤an m≤tran kanacad† pepoikilmvnan, 15
De≤nioß diss0n stad≤wn

ka≥ patrÏß Mvga Nemea∏on £galma.

sŸn qe‘ g3r toi futeuqe≥ß

Ôlboß ånqr*poisi parmon*teroß: 17b

str. b* Òsper ka≥ Kin»ran πbrise plo»t8

pont≤6 πn pote K»pr8. 18b

Jstamai d¶ poss≥ ko»foiß, åmpnvwn te pr≤n ti f3men.

poll¤ g¤r poll9 lvlektai, near¤ d’ ƒxeu- 20
rÎnta dÎmen bas3n8

ƒß πlegcon, ‹paß k≤ndunoß: Ôyon d† lÎgoi fqonero∏sin,

‹ptetai d’ ƒsl0n åe≤, ceirÎnessi d’ oÛk ƒr≤zei.

ånt. b* ke∏noß ka≥ Telam0noß d3yen uÈÎn, 23
fasg3n8 åmfikul≤saiß.



Á tin’ £glwsson mvn, Átor d’ £lkimon, l3qa katvcei

ƒn lugr‘ ne≤kei: mvgiston d’ ajÎl8 yeu- 25
dei gvraß åntvtatai.

kruf≤aisi g¤r ƒn y3foiß ∞Oduss[ Danao≥ qer3peusan:

crusvwn d’ A÷aß sterhqe≥ß Òplwn fÎn8 p3laisen.

ƒp. b* Á m¤n ånÎmoi3 ge d5oisin ƒn qerm‘ croΩ
1lkea Â[xan pelemizÎmenoi

Ëp’ åleximbrÎt8 lÎgc6, t¤ m†n åmf’ !cile∏ neoktÎn8, 30
£llwn te mÎcqwn ƒn polufqÎroiß

Åmvraiß. ƒcqr¤ d’ £ra p3rfasiß Án ka≥ p3lai,

aÈm»lwn m»qwn ØmÎfoi-

toß, dolofrad&ß, kakopoiÏn Ôneidoß:

4 tÏ m†n lamprÏn bi$tai,

t0n d’ åf3ntwn kıdoß ånte≤nei saqrÎn. 34b

str. g* e÷h m& potv moi toioıton Áqoß, 35
Zeı p3ter, åll¤ kele»qoiß

ÅplÎaiß zw$ß ƒfapto≤man, qan°n „ß pais≥ klvoß 36
m¶ tÏ d»sfamon pros3yw. crusÏn eÇcon-

tai, ped≤on d’ 1teroi

åpvranton, ƒg° d’ åsto∏ß Åd°n ka≥ cqon≥ gu∏a kal»yai,

ajnvwn åinht3, momf¤n d’ ƒpispe≤rwn ålitro∏ß.

ånt. g* aÇxetai d’ året3, clwra∏ß ƒvrsaiß

„ß Òte dvndreon o÷naß, 40b

〈ƒn〉 sofo∏ß åndr0n åerqe∏s’ ƒn dika≤oiß te prÏß ËgrÏn 41
ajqvra. cre∏ai d† panto∏ai f≤lwn ån-

dr0n: t¤ m†n åmf≥ pÎnoiß

Ëper*tata, maste»ei d† ka≥ tvryiß ƒn Ômmasi qvsqai

pistÎn. _ Mvga, tÏ d’ aˆtiß te¤n yuc¤n kom≤xai

ƒp. g* oÇ moi dunatÎn: kene$n d’ ƒlp≤dwn caınon tvloß: 45
seı d† p3tr6 Cari3daiß t’ ƒlafrÏn

Ëpere∏sai l≤qon Moisa∏on 1kati pod0n eÛwn»mwn

d≥ß d¶ duo∏n. ca≤rw d† prÎsforon

ƒn m†n πrg8 kÎmpon Èe≤ß, ƒpaoida∏ß d’ ån¶r

n*dunon ka≤ tiß k3maton 50
q[ken: Án ge m¤n ƒpik*mioß \mnoß

d¶ p3lai ka≥ pr≥n genvsqai

t¤n !dr3stou t3n te Kadme≤wn πrin. 51b

1. Hora, mistress of love’s holy sweets,
herald of Aphrodite, 

throned upon eyelids of boys and maids,
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one suitor you raise with gentle force, 
another you treat in an opposite fashion.

True pleasure comes, in any affair, when a timely choice,
made among nobler desires, is triumphant. 5

As when her shepherds bore to the couch where
Aigina lay with Zeus

gifts sent by Kypris, whence grew a son, 
Oinona’s king, foremost in counsel and might.

Many and often did men come to
beg for a glimpse of him; unasked, the flower of 
neighbouring bravery chose to obey his command, 10

men who controlled the forces of rocky Athens, and 
Pelopids drawn up from Sparta. I too 
touch Aiakos’ sacred knees in behalf 

of the city he loved and of these
townsmen, a suppliant bringing a
Lydian crown inlaid with music, the prize 15
Deinias gained at Nemea, like Megas, his father,

running the double course. 
Blessedness planted by god stops 

longest with men. Such bliss did

2. Kinyras know, covered with wealth on
Kypros, his sea-circled land.

Light feet at a standstill, I take breath, then speak!
Many the tales told and many their forms, but 20

fresh invention, put to the test, is
ever at risk. Renown is a feast for envious men 
who devour what is noble, leaving the base.

Envy it was that bit into Telamon’s son, 
twisting him onto his sword. 

The man without words, but bold at heart, oblivion
pins down in ugly strife, while a great prize 25

exalts an insidious lie! 
Casting their secret ballots, Greeks fawned on Odysseus:
robbed of the golden arms, Ajax wrestled with gore.

Unequal too were the wounds that they wrought 
in warm enemy flesh, making their slow retreat 
before the attacking lance, defending the new-killed 30

corpse of Achilles, and
labouring through long days of destruction!
Yes, loathsome slander is ancient, the ally of
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ugly suggestions, scheming and ever inventing
injurious taunts, damaging

all that is bright and fostering rotten fame
where no deeds can be shown!

3. Never let this be my chosen mode, 35
Father Zeus, but let me follow 

life’s gentler paths and dying bequeath to my sons, not
evil repute, but good fame! Some pray for gold, some

for a stretch of land, but I would
gladden the city, then cover my limbs with earth,
praising the praiseworthy, scattering blame upon wrong.

Excellence grows like the stalk of a vine 40
under fresh dew; it is

raised to the liquid heights of the sky by
men who are just and wise. The need for a friend is

various, greatest in trouble, but
joy too seeks a pledge from a friendly eye.
To bring back your life, Megas, this

I cannot do (it were the aim of an empty hope) 45
but to raise, for Chariads and for your land,
a Muse-stone marking the work of

two pairs of feet—that is an easy task!
In full joy I shout out this boast
earned by your deed, for a chanted spell can
deaden the pain of hard toil. 50

The victory hymn with its revel
was born long ago, even before lord Adrastos

attacked the kinsmen of Kadmos!

Nemean 8 was performed to honour an adolescent boy who had
chosen his father’s event, the double-stade race,¹ and repeated
his father’s mainland victory. Beyond this no details are known,
and certainly not the date, for earlier scholars assigned the ode to
the ’90s, the ’80s, the ’50s, and even the ’40s of the fifth century,²

Nemean 8: Slander and Praise 167

¹ Runners went up, then back down the length of the stadium, c.400 yards in
all; Gardiner (1930) 36.

² Mezger suggested the time of Marathon, when Athens denounced Aigina,
and he was followed by Bury (1965b) 145, ‘written in the day of her humiliation’,
‘the allusion to the political situation could scarcely be clearer’. Fennell and
Puech thought that N. 8 came soon after N. 7, presumably in the 480s, while
Bowra (1964) 412 followed Wilamowitz and Farnell to associate the ode with 
the Athenian conquest: ‘war between Athens and Aegina may not have broken
out but it cannot be far off.’ N. O. Brown (1951) 10–15 likewise argued for



on the assumption that the Ajax who occupies its central triad
must represent an Aigina dishonoured or under attack.³ More
recent studies⁴ have left the date even more uncertain, but have
at any rate made it plain that the song identifies Aigina, not with
a despised Ajax, but with an admired Aiakos sought out by all as
a panhellenic leader (8–12). It calls itself a gift brought to this
legendary hero-founder in behalf of the island-city that he loves
(13–16), a city that—much like the Kypros of Kinyras (18)⁵—
enjoys a permanence of god-given bliss (17—18). These are the
announced conditions in which the present performers greet a
youth who is entering his first season of love,⁶ and its initial tone
of rich promise stands in stark contradiction to all readings and
chronologies based upon a mistreated Aigina–Ajax and a dis-
honourable Athens–Odysseus. This chorus addresses a happy
gathering where choice amongst the finest of desires is open
(4–5), and where a poet may take the novel poetical risk (21)⁷ of
bringing a bloodied hero, skewered on his sword, into the pres-
ence of a flower-decked Spirit of Youth.

Hora, the opening figure of Nemean 8, is strongly eroticized.
She rests on the eyelids of desirable youths (2),⁸ tells of their
readiness for love (1), and decides when a suitor may be success-
ful (with a slightly suggestive action of raising and letting fall, 3).
She fixes the moment (kairÎß) in which a young creature may be
approached (4) and decides whether a lover may triumph (5).
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composition soon after 446 bc. In the early 19th cent. it was fashionable to make
an Ajax–Pindar equation, with a poet who suffered from the ill-will either of
rivals, or of Aiginetans because of Pa. 6.

³ E.g. N. O. Brown (1951) 13, ‘The myth of Ajax must be interpreted politi-
cally’; Bowra (1964) 412, ‘Aegina is being attacked in words if not in fact.’

⁴ Köhnken (1971) 19–24 disputes the pretended historical allusions point by
point; cf. Carey (1976) 26–41; A. Miller (1982) 111–20. In general see Bulman
(1992) 37–55.

⁵ At N. 4. 46 Kypros is an Aiakid island; Kinyras is the beloved of Apollo and
a priest of Aphrodite at P. 2. 16; cf. Pl. Leg. 660e; Hyg. Fab. 270.

⁶ The salute to a power that resides upon the eyelids of desirable youths can
only be appropriate for a victor in the 14–17 year group. For ¿ra as specifically
the time when a boy is attractive to an ƒrast&ß cf. e.g. Ar. Av. 705; Thuk. 6. 54.
2; Pl. Rep. 474d; Alk. 131e; Arist. EN 1157a8.

⁷ The two passages are in responsion, suggesting a comparison between the
taking of this poetic risk (21–2) and the timely pursuit of finest passion (4–5).

⁸ Eros looks out from beneath shadowed eyelids at Ibyk. 287 PMG; cf. Alkm.
58 PMG where Eros perches in the garland of the beloved. Rudhardt (1999) 92
sums up the Horai as, ‘En bref, liées à la floraison, à l’amour et à la séduction.’
Other Pindaric references at O. 4. 2; P. 9. 60; Pa. 1.6; fr. 30. 6 M.



She determines fertility, too, for the bevy of Erotes who carried
gifts to the couch where Aiakos was conceived seem to emanate
from her.⁹ The Horai were daughters of Zeus and Themis (Pa. 1.
6), and their Hesiodic names, Eunomia, Dike, and Eirene, reflect
their maternal heritage,¹⁰ but this present nymph probably
answers to one of the more popular rustic names—Thallo,
Karpo, or Auxo—for she is allied to Kypris and has power over
liquid processes of growth and change.¹¹ Seen in this aspect Hora
and her sisters are ever in motion, three dancing¹² flower-decked
girls who specialize in preparing youths for sexual experience
and brides for their weddings.¹³ It is their privilege to open gates,
those of Olympus when rain is to fall (Il. 5. 749–51 = 8. 393–5),
and those of the garden of youth when its flowers are ready for
picking.¹⁴ Here it is the ode for a boy victor that Hora opens, and
in her character as herald of Aphrodite (1) she marks Deinias’
appearance among the adult guests as a moment of erotic oppor-
tunity when the best sorts of love may be chosen and won (4–5,
cf. the song for Theoxenos).¹⁵ All of which makes the subsequent
introduction of Ajax the more baroque.¹⁶

Protected by Aiakos, today’s hall and the city of Aigina are
filled with a promise of god-given blessedness at the end of the
first triad (17). To this the singers add a consummate image of
prosperity laced with eroticism, that of Kinyras, Apollo’s
beloved, as he lies smothered in gifts from heaven (18). Then
they mark a sudden stop (19). They are going to take a great leap,
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⁹ This is the earliest appearance of πrwß in its pl. form; see Rosenmeyer (1951)
17.

¹⁰ These names are used by Pindar at O. 13. 6–8; cf. Pa. 1. 6–10. Pausanias 5.
1 notes, close to the Hera temple at Olympia, a figure of Themis and also figures
of the Horai made by the Aiginetan sculptor, Emilos.

¹¹ The song as a whole favours the language of rural nurture: poimvneß, 6b;
πblasten, 7; £wtoi, 9; futeuqe≤ß, 17 ; ƒpispe≤rwn, 39; clwra∏ß ƒvrsaiß . . . dvndreon, 40. 

¹² Cf. èlissÎmenai, O. 4 4; polu3nqemoi, O. 13. 17.
¹³ In the Kypria F 4 Davies EGF they dress Thetis for her wedding in cloth-

ing perfumed with the blossoms they carry, and at Hes. Erg. 74–5 they crown
Pandora with flowers.

¹⁴ At. P. Dithy. fr. 63 B = 75 SM the Horai open their purple chamber, that
Spring may bring out perfumed flowers for Semele’s bridal ceremony; cf. Alk.
296b V.

¹⁵ Cf. P. fr. 108 B = 123 SM; compare also O. 10. 99–105 with its reference to
Ganymede. In some Hellenistic works of art the Horai were accompanied by
putti-like Kairoi ( LIMC s.v. Kairos nos. 2–5).

¹⁶ Carey (1976) 30 speaks of a ‘blithe idyllic atmosphere . . . about to be
shattered’.



and in fact within nine lines they will have capped the figure of
the divine favourite reclining on his isle with that of Telamon’s
son as he writhes in a final pool of blood (the two names in
responsion at 18 and 23). The juxtaposition is harsh, but Nemean
8 is not addressed exclusively to its youthful victor; it describes
itself rather as a double crown, freshly won by young Deinias in
the two-stade race at Nemea, but also won long ago by his father,
Megas, in the same event (16).¹⁷ They are two who share a single
garland, and at the song’s end they are again paired with play on
the number two (d≥ß d¶ duo∏n, 48), but nevertheless, while the 
one can wear a tangible wreath, the other lies buried, so that a
proper song-repayment for the pair of them is best likened to 
a doubly inscribed memorial stone (46–7).¹⁸ The son can be
saluted as a fresh erotic object, but what, the singers ask, can
praise do for someone who is underground? According to its own
principles the present ode should—like Hora—water the reputa-
tion of (a formerly unsung?) Megas until it grows like a tree, thus
sending his revitalized ‘excellence’ (året3) soaring into the 
upper air (41–2).¹⁹ And yet a song that attempted to exalt such a
one as he once was—victor, inhabitant of Aiakos’ blessed isle 
and one whose name, moreover, was Megas—would certainly
excite envy.²⁰ And so the chorus—after proudly insisting on 
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¹⁷ Puech (1958–61) iii. 104 persuaded himself that the victories were double
for each, but not won in the two-stade race, taking lines 47–8 to mean ‘les jambes
glorieuses de vous deux, par deux fois (pour chacun)’.

¹⁸ The ode seems to imply that, for whatever reason, Megas was not granted
a song celebration at the time of his victory. Bury (1965b) ad N. 8. 16 connected
the l≤qoß at 47 with the £galma at 16, supposing a metaphor that makes the song
‘a statue for Deinias and a sepulchral stele for Megas’, but the ostensible image
at 13–16 is of a doubly won crown now offered to Aiakos. 

¹⁹ Reading å≤ssei at 40 with SM; forced from its prominent position by an
explanatory aÇxetai, the verb was evidently thrust into the next phrase; for a
contary argument in support of aÇxetai, see Carey (1976) 35 f.

²⁰ On the opposition fqÎnoß/mvgaß see Mette (1961) 332–44. For Bundy
(1986) 40 n. 16, ‘O Megas!’ at 44 was the ‘climactic name cap’ set up by the ‘foil’
of 20–1, and also by the ‘praiseworthy object of praise’ at 39; he nevertheless
supposed as well (31 n. 75) that lines 20–2 expressed ‘fear of detraction aimed at
the victor’, and he is followed by Carey (1976) 32–4, who refers to a ‘danger
which the phthoneroi present to Deinias’. Bury (1965b) 147 assumed that Pindar,
like Aigina, had envious rivals, and many have agreed, but if the phthonos motif
derives from actuality, the song’s design strongly suggests that the reference is
to some event in the life of Megas. The mythic passage is enclosed by two men-
tions of his name (16, 44), and it is notable that ‘Megas’ at 44 stands in respon-
sion to ‘Aias’ at 27, while the slander of 34 and the reviving epinician song of 50
both echo the first mention of Megas at 16.



the novelty of its stratagem (20–1)²¹—produces a mythic
example of the opposite process. They give a moment of poetic
life to a jealous slander that killed (23–7), then ask, in a respond-
ing passage (35–9), for the power to distribute praise and 
blame correctly, thus offering celestial life to splendid actions
(40–2). 

The reference to envious men that introduces the Ajax section
of Nemean 8 seems to put the listener on familiar epinician
ground. Envy (fqÎnoß) is elsewhere a favourite motif because
envy is a natural measure of successful excellence, an ugly twin to
the epinician ode.²² Or, to put it another way, one purpose of a
praise-song is to expose its subject to envy. Envious impulses
flutter in all men’s minds, but this is no reason that either son 
or singer should skimp in praise of a father’s excellence (året3)
(I. 2. 43).²³ Nor should the universality of this unpleasant
tendency ever affect a man’s impulse towards splendid achieve-
ments (P. l. 85–6). There was, after all, a good form of envy
(z[loß), the spirit of emulation that could make others try to
imitate the man of excellence (O. 7.6), and Pindar elsewhere
repeats the commonplace conclusion that to be envied was
always better than to be pitied (P. l. 85).²⁴ In its lesser appear-
ances, then, this Pindaric envy is unlovely but sometimes 
useful, an aspect of human nature that for the most part merely
mutters in the dark.²⁵ The man who doesn’t inspire it is 
probably mediocre (fr. 94a 11), while the man who never feels 
it must be, like Hieron, divorced from ordinary mortality 
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²¹ Following Bundy (1986) 40, A. Miller (1982) 113–14 asserts that near3 at
20 refers to the freshly won honours of Deinias, but singers who announce that
they will catch their breath before beginning on what comes next (19) clearly
emphasize what follows:‘Watch for an innovation in the tale you are about to
hear!’ Bulman (1992) 44 would have it both ways: when first heard of, these
‘novelties’ will seem to refer to the present victory; then the sense will change
when the listener is confronted with something new in the myth. 

²² Thummer (1968–9) i. 81; Adkins (1972) 77 describes phthonos as ‘the trib-
ute that failure pays to success’; see the survey of passages at Bulman (1992)
17–31.

²³ For areta as the natural prey of phthonos, cf. P. N. 4. 39; I. 1. 44; Parth. 1 =
fr. 94a 9–11; for victor as object, O. 6. 74; all success as object, P. 2. 89–90. For
the ultimate ineffectiveness of phthonos, note N. 4. 39; Pa. 2. 56.

²⁴ Attributed to Thales, 64 Z 9 Diels I; cf. Epicharmos 23 B 34 DK; Hdt 3.
52. 5; see Milobenski (1964) 1–2; Eitrem (1953) 531ff . This is the capping argu-
ment in the exhortation of Deinomenes at P. P. 1. 85; cf. Aesch. Agam. 939.

²⁵ At Thuk. 6. 16.1, Alkibiades remarks that conspicuous honours and
expenditure cause phthonos among fellow-citizens, ‘according to nature’.



(P. 3. 71).²⁶ Here in Nemean 8, however, what Pindar depicts is
not simply phthonos but the partnership of envy and slander, as
ill-will is whipped into destructive action by an evil misuse of
speech.

Envy is the understood grammatical subject, as the mythic
episode of Nemean 8 is introduced. It derives syntactically from
the previous transitional gnome that announced an innovation,
being distilled from a category of ‘envious men’ who necessarily
dislike what is new (20–22).²⁷ This envy is however nameless (a
mere ke∏noß, 23) as it rolls the son of Telamon upon his own
sword,²⁸ and when oblivion (l3qa, 24) joins envy in its ugly quar-
rel with a speechless hero the scene grows yet more obscure as a
generalized ‘refusal to remember’ wrestles Ajax to the ground.
The listener knows that the singers refer to the suicide of Ajax
(though this is not yet, in the first half of the fifth century, an
inevitable part of the hero’s story), but midway through this
choral telling the evil cause of this bloody action remains non-
explicit, while the opposite great prize ‘offered to squirming
falsehood’ (25) likewise comes from no one in particular. The
audience has been promised a Pindaric invention (20), but so far
no visible tableau has been created, no characters have been
delineated, and the determining envy has almost dissolved. After
four lines of such dizzying insubstantiality the names of
Odysseus and Ajax, finally heard (26–7), bring a sense of satis-
faction, while the ‘hidden votes’ (kruf≤aisi . . . y3foiß, 26) at last
supply the passage with a precise and exclusive detail. The
sword, golden armour, and gore all remain generalized, but these
secret ballots are both finite and peculiar, and they are forced
into rhetorical prominence as the opening of a sentence that
opens a line (26). They are the mechanism on which the episode
turns, the means by which the craven Greeks steal from Ajax to
flatter Odysseus, and they have the shock of newness because
they make their first literary appearance here. 
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²⁶ The singer of praise specifically renounces what would be his natural envy
at P. P. 7. 15; I. 1. 44; I. 5. 24.

²⁷ Bowra (1964) 344 heard these lines as ‘excuses for telling an old story
again’.

²⁸ Contrast I. 4. 38–40 where Ajax actively wields the sword and thereby casts
blame upon the Greeks. Here in N. 8 he is the entirely passive victim of ke∏noß (=
fqÎnoß, 23), whose work is completed by men’s refusal to remember and praise
(l3qa, 24). 



Anyone who would tell this story had to explain why the arms
were given, not to Ajax, but to Odysseus. The Cyclic poets had
brought in Trojans to act as judges,²⁹ which at any rate exon-
erated the Greek leaders, but in the course of the sixth century a
less fanciful judgement tale began to be told, one in which the
Achaian chieftans themselves—the leaders and the shepherds of
the people, as Aischylos insisted (fr. 284. 8–9)—awarded the
arms to Odysseus because of his eloquence. Such a decision may
have been imagined originally as following a Homeric pattern by
which the assembled men roared out their opinions, as first one
warrior and then the other presented himself. Towards the end
of the sixth century, however, a decision by open ballot had a
sudden vogue among vase-painters,³⁰ presumably reflecting an
influential retelling of the story at that time. The vote by ballots
meant that the decision could be represented visually as a large
pile of tokens to one side, a small pile to the other, while it also
became more solemn and inarguable. Reached in this way, the
choice of Odysseus was no longer an act of temporary enthusi-
asm, but was instead an expression of the true will of the group,
reduced to numerical terms. And, as shown by the painters, it
was also a public event directly overseen by an imposing Athena
who, as central figure seemed to decide the question of the arms
herself and so, in effect, to condemn the son of Telamon. The
iconography was satisfying, but it amounted to an indictment of
Ajax for having offended the goddess, and at some point before
the time of Sophokles (Aj. 1135) a storyteller with more sym-
pathy for the hero hit upon the notion of a bought or fraudulent
vote. Narrated with this detail, the punitive act of divine anger
became instead a matter of sordid mortal corruption. 

It is clear that whenever exactly Pindar was composing
Nemean 8, the death of Ajax could have been attributed to Trojan
ill-will, to Greek impressionability, to Odysseus’ superior
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²⁹ Il. parv. F 2A Davies EGF = schol. Ar. Eq. 1056 tells of spies who overhear
the comments of two Trojan women, the second insisting that Odysseus did the
actual fighting while Ajax merely carried the corpse of Achilles. The notion of
counting wounds may have derived from another cyclic poem (see schol. Od. 11.
547, attributed to the Aithiopis by Jebb) in which Trojans wounded in the bat-
tle for the corpse were asked to testify. At any rate Pindar seems to have known
the Aithiopis, for at I. 4. 39 he puts the suicide at the end of the night, as did that
poem.

³⁰ See the series of seven vases from the first quarter of the 5th cent., LIMC
s.v. Aias I nos. 81–6.



eloquence, to Athena’s dislike, or to bought votes. And it is equal-
ly clear that none of these motifs would serve the song the poet
meant to make for Deinias and Megas. Insisting that he had 
‘discovered something new’ (20), Pindar adopted the legalistic
ballots but refused both divine power and mortal fraud as deter-
mining influences.³¹ His core topic was speech, its use and mis-
use, and this necessarily gave silence an equal interest. Tradition
provided the motif of the smooth-talking man who defeats one
whose language is rough, but Pindar now creates an absolute
opposition by posing a liar (Odysseus is ajÎlon ye»doß, ‘shifty
falsehood’ personified, 25) against a man who is mute (£glwssoß,
24).³² His contest is between Slander and Speechlessness, which
explains why he chose the silent ballot as a substitute for an open
decision by voiced acclamation.³³ Further, by specifying ballots
that were ‘hidden’,³⁴ and by dismissing the inimical Athena, he
was able to describe an act of injustice that depended, not upon
piety, or fear, or a corrupt expectation of profit,³⁵ but exclusively
upon the words of Odysseus. By way of their secret votes, these
Achaians transpose malignant dispraise (30–4) into an activated
forgetfulness that is lethal and wholly silent (24–5). Led by
Odysseus they are thus the mirroring opposites of the present

174 The Performances

³¹ For an opposite understanding see Hubbard (2000) 330–42 who asserts
that Pindar refers to a ‘rigged voting’ motif that had first appeared, according to
him, in the Aischylean Hoplon krisis. That play, however, seems rather to have
set Ajax and Odysseus before an assembly of Achaians to argue their claims; see
Weir Smyth and Lloyd-Jones Aeschylus, ii (London 1963) 438–9. A contempo-
rary painted scene (LIMC s.v. Aias I, no. 80) shows the arms of Achilles cen-
trally piled, flanked on the left by a self-assured Odysseus standing on a podium
in mid-speech, on the right by a listening Ajax (who has just finished speaking?
must speak next?). Antisthenes composed a pair of speeches, one for Ajax and
one for Odysseus, and the two became models for later rhetorical contests, as
reflected at Ov. Met. 13.

³² This speechlessness is a concept peculiar to Pindar; see Calabrese De Feo
(1984) 120–32.

³³ Another alternative, if silence were not essential to Pindar’s purposes,
might have been a vote by individual voice, as in the Peloponnesian League
(Thuk. 1. 125. 1); see Larsen (1949) 164–81.

³⁴ Pindar’s vision need not have conformed either to Athenian actualities or
to the practice indicated by Aischylos in the Eumenides; for various modes of
secrecy in voting, see Boegehold (1963) 366–74.

³⁵ It is sometimes said that kr»fioß (26) must mean ‘fraudulent’ because the
poet cannot be saying that Odysseus won by a fair vote; so N. O. Brown (1951)
15 n. 3. A bought vote, however, would be open, so that the buyer could know
who had delivered; such a vote is termed ‘stolen,’ not ‘hidden’ (Soph. Ajax
1135). 



epinician singers who, under their poet’s direction, ‘praise what
is praiseworthy’ (39) and by doing so bring their subject a release
from pain (50).

Odysseus’ slanders leave Ajax wrestling with an oblivion that
has already given him a fall (27, cf. 24), but the stanza that fol-
lows rouses him and restores his fame, for such is the power of
song. Or rather the singers, by demanding that certain images be
used in a certain way, cause each listener to raise the bloodied
hero in his own imagination. This is choral coercion at its most
blatant, and the first thing to note is that, though the subject is
epic, the means are not.³⁶ The battle-virtue of Ajax is here
demonstrated, as it was traditionally, in the struggle for Achilles’
corpse, but painted scenes, compositions dense with strenuous
bodies,³⁷ underline the surreal absence of the physical in this
lyric version (28–34). Warriors, wounds, and a lance are indi-
cated (30), but no living creature is offered to the spectator’s
vision, nor is either of the two men who are set up for comparison
represented by so much as a pronoun. Indistinguishable in their
non-presence, they exist in perfect equality as a pair of syntacti-
cal abstractions. Neither makes a gesture peculiar to himself: just
as they fall back in combination, so do they inflict wounds in
combination (Â[xan pelemizÎmenoi, 29),³⁸ and this is because the
listener is asked, not for a physical response, but for one that is
exclusively intellectual. He is not to compare two warriors but
instead to make a statistical survey of their work, quantified 
in the number of wounds each inflicted. The previous stanza
indicated that, once counted, many Greek ballots favoured
Odysseus, few Ajax, but now the singers demand a count of
another sort. Ruptures (1lkea, 29) torn in an amorphous expanse
of warm enemy flesh (28) are offered, not to the listeners’ senses
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³⁶ Bowra reported not quite accurately that ‘Pindar’s account of Ajax’ is
‘confined to his death’; on the other hand Carey (1976) ad loc. speaks of this pas-
sage as an ‘aristeia’ of Ajax, though it is precisely not that, since no single specific
action is attributed to him.

³⁷ For earlier or roughly contemporary examples, see LIMC s.v. Achilleus
nos. 88–52. In a special category are thirty-two depictions of Ajax as he carries
the gigantic corpse, a motif Pindar does not wish to revive because it had served
in arguments for the superiority of Odysseus; a few further vases mix the two
scenes as Ajax takes Achilles upon his shoulders during the battle; see Padgett
(2001) 3–17.

³⁸ Note the generalizing combination of plural participial subject (29) with
singular weapon (30).



but in order that each should in fancy sort and enumerate. Or
rather that each should accept the singers’ tally and discover a
reversed inequality (Á m¤n ånÎmoi3 ge, 28)—many for Ajax and
few for Odysseus. If these open wounds (mute like Ajax) could
have replaced the hidden ballots, the golden armour would have
gone to a hero who was truly second only to Achilles. Of course,
epic ‘truth’ cannot be contradicted, but a danced sequence can
cause the single self-inflicted wound of the antistrophe (23) to be
capped and replaced by the innumerable slashes that the epode
evokes (28–30). What is more, this actual, audible praise sung for
the warrior Ajax can destroy the oblivion (24) that was his most
effective enemy. 

The battle reminiscence has shifted quickly from the particu-
lar struggle for the corpse to ‘other such engagements’ (31), and
in the same way the wound-count and the revival of Ajax at once
produce a broadened focus that prepares for a general statement
about spoken language. The listener still has Odysseus’ name in
his ears but the singers now describe an abstraction as they move
into an impassioned condemnation of evil persuasion: it is a
speech-form that ‘keeps company with pernicious tales, intends
trickery, and destroys with slander’ (33).³⁹ This is not ordinary
blame, which can be salubrious (39), but a verbal action that 
poisons valid reproach by encouraging what is rotten while it
violates what is naturally bright (34). The mythic section has
brought those who celebrate Deinias and Megas first into shared
contact with the blood of a hero self-destroyed (27), then into
shared assessment of openings made in enemy flesh, and these
experiences are now transformed to yield a shared disgust at the
outrages that are wrought upon the splendid language of praise
and blame. 

The prayer that opens the final triad—‘Oh let this never be my
way!’ (35)⁴⁰—explicitly identifies the present praise-poet and 
his chorus as reverse-figures to Odysseus. Slander of Ajax and
praise of Megas are opposed versions of the same essential act,
and this truth is made evident in the echoing structures of
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³⁹ The term Ôneidoß (33) is probably a souvenir of Thersites at Il. 2. 222.
Odysseus’ false blame of Ajax is the conceptual counterpart of Homer’s false
praise of Odysseus at N. 7. 20- 23.

⁴⁰ On the first person expressions in this stanza see Carey (1976) 33, who cites
E. Des Places Le Pronom chez Pindar (Paris 1947) 9.



Nemean 8 . In the early transition into the myth, envious slander
ever seizes upon the noble (22) but has no quarrel with the base;
then, in the responding line of the final triad, singers who have
followed their vocation (35–6) reverse this process, praising (39)
the praiseworthy and sowing blame among doers of wrong. The
two names, Ajax and Megas, stand in exact correspondence and
are emphasized by position, being sounded in the closing lines of
the second and the third antistrophes (27, 44; cf. 10 where ke≤nou
in the same position refers to Aiakos). In the same way the ‘son of
Telamon’ who opens the second antistrophe (23) has the same
melody as the generalized excellence (året3) that opens the same
stanza of the song’s final section (40)—the first destroyed by 
bad fame, the second exalted by celebration. Again, the Greek
toadies who flatter Odysseus with their ballots (26) appear in
echoing position to their subsequent opposites, the true friends
who gather around a man to share either misfortune or joy
(43–4). And note the imagery: envy devours the man of magnifi-
cent deeds (21–2), while the excellence of a praiseworthy man is
nourished by those who are wise and just (41). Within this 
conceptual system the liquid gore (27) into which Ajax falls,
deprived of the armour, finds its opposite in the fresh dew of
praise (40) that causes the virtue-tree to stretch upwards (both 
in the dative but not in responsion). And finally there is the 
categorical contrast (and metrical matching) between the two
summary sections (32–3 and 49–50), where ‘false speech’ and
‘hymns of praise’ (p3rfasiß and ƒpaoida≤, 32 and 49), are music-
ally matched, as are also the ‘evil-working slander’ and the 
‘revellers’ song of praise’ (kakopoiÏn Ôneidoß and ƒpik*mioß \mnoß,
33 and 50), both of which have their beginnings in the deep past
(32 and 51), though praise is the elder.⁴¹

What then of Hora and the boy who now comes of age by 
winning his father’s crown? One of the two pairs of feet com-
memorated on the metaphorical stone of the Muses obviously
belongs to him (47–8), and the song’s magical remedy for pain
and fatigue (49–50) can be felt only by one who still lives, but
Deinias has received no direct reference after his first mention as
victor (16), nor do the singers use their closing lines for a last
salute to victor or trainer. Instead of sacralizing the immediate
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⁴¹ Since Aphrodite was named in the opening line of the song it is worth
remembering the loving p3rfasiß that was one of her gifts at Il. 14. 217.



ceremony with sung commands, they spend their final phrases
on a nutshell defence of their own procedure, should anyone
have failed to understand it. They have sung about invidious
blame, a monstrous misuse of speech that goes back to Odysseus,
but they would insist that their own high-spirited and festive
praise (50) is more powerful because it is older yet, more ancient
even than the founding of the games at Nemea. The younger
genre, slander, is in a sense no more than a nasty imitation of the
elder, and this means that defamation may be undone and 
corrected by words of the opposite character. Singers cannot
bring the dead back to life (44–5), but anyone may superimpose
a healing vaunt (49–50) upon pain, even the pain of slander and
oblivion, as this ode has just demonstrated.

What Deinias receives, then, on his entrance into adolescence,
is a revelation about the nature of adult speech. Words may be
used as Odysseus used them when he caused the Greeks, with
their secret votes, to violate the manifest glory of a wordless Ajax
and offer a rotting notoriety to his own seductive self (32–4). But
words may also be used in an opposite way—to praise the praise-
worthy and rebuke wrongdoers (39), to ease the pain of exertion
(49–50), and bring excellence into the light. And the final word,
here, belongs to the praise-mode, for it has just destroyed the
oblivion (l3qa) that obscured the courageous heart of Ajax (24),
while commemorating the excellence of (a possibly defamed?)
Megas. Aigina is now truly as blessed as Kinyras’ island, for envy
(fqÎnoß) and slander have been driven out, that Aphrodite may
enter, lured by Hora and the charms of a youthful victor. 
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12. Nemean 7: Neoptolemos at Delphi

For Sogenes, son of Thearion, of the Euxenid tribe; victor in the
boys’ pentathlon; c.461 bc. Triads.

str. a* ∞Ele≤quia, p3redre Moir$n baqufrÎnwn,

pa∏ megalosqenvoß, £kouson, fiHraß, ge-

nvteira tvknwn: £neu svqen

oÛ f3oß, oÛ mvlainan drakvnteß eÛfrÎnan

te¤n ådelfe¤n ƒl3comen åglaÎguion fiHban.

ånapnvomen d’ oÛc ‹panteß ƒp≥ ÷sa: 5
e÷rgei d† pÎtm8 zugvnq’ 1teron 1tera. sŸn d† t≥n

ka≥ pa∏ß Ø Qear≤wnoß året9 kriqe≥ß

eÇdoxoß åe≤detai Swgvnhß met¤ pentavqloiß.

ånt. a* pÎlin g¤r filÎmolpon ojke∏ dorikt»pwn

Ajakid$n: m3la d’ ƒqvlonti s»mpeiron 10
ågwn≤6 qumÏn åmfvpein.

ej d† t»c7 tiß πrdwn, mel≤fron’ ajt≤an

Âoa∏si Mois$n ƒnvbale: ka≥ meg3lai g¤r ålka≥

skÎton polŸn \mnwn πconti deÎmenai:

πrgoiß d† kalo∏ß πsoptron ÷samen ‰n≥ sŸn trÎp8,

ej Mnamos»naß 1kati lipar3mpukoß 15
e\rhtai £poina mÎcqwn kluta∏ß ƒpvwn åoida∏ß.

ƒp. a* sofo≥ d† mvllonta trita∏on £nemon

πmaqon, oÛd’ ËpÏ kvrdei bl3ben:

åfneÏß penicrÎß te qan3tou pvraß

4ma nvontai. ƒg° d† plvon’ πlpomai 20
lÎgon ∞Odussvoß ∂ p3qan

di¤ tÏn Åduep[ genvsq’ fiOmhron:

str. b* ƒpei ye»des≤ oÈ potan9 〈te〉 macan9

semnÏn πpest≤ ti: sof≤a d† klvptei par-

3goisa m»qoiß: tuflÏn d’ πcei

Átor Òmiloß åndr0n Ø ple∏stoß. ej g¤r Án

2 t¤n ål3qeian jdvmen, oÇ ken Òplwn colwqe≥ß 25
Ø karterÏß A÷aß πpaxe di¤ fren0n

leurÏn x≤foß: n kr3tiston !cilvoß £ter m3c6

xanq‘ Menvl6 d3marta kom≤sai qoa∏ß

#n naus≥ pÎreusan eÛqupnÎou Zef»roio pompa≥



ånt. b* prÏß >Ilou pÎlin. åll¤ koinÏn g¤r πrcetai 30
kım’ !ºda, pvse d’ ådÎkhton ƒn ka≥ do-

kvonta: tim¤ d† g≤netai

—n qeÏß ÅbrÏn aÇxei lÎgon teqnakÎtwn.

boaqo0n toi par¤ mvgan ømfalÏn eÛrukÎlpou

mÎlen cqonÎß—ƒn Puq≤oisi d† dapvdoiß

ke∏tai—Pri3mou pÎlin NeoptÎlemoß ƒpe≥ pr3qen, 35
t9 ka≥ Danao≥ pÎnhsan: Ø d’ åpoplvwn

Sk»rou m†n ‹marte, plagcqvnteß d’ ejß ∞Ef»ran Jkonto.

ƒp. b* Moloss≤6 d’ ƒmbas≤leuen øl≤gon

crÎnon: åt¤r gvnoß aje≥ fvrei

toıtÎ oÈ gvraß. )ceto d† prÏß qeÏn 40
ktvat’ £gwn Troºaqen åkroqin≤wn:

Jna kre0n nin \per m3caß

πlasen åntitucÎnt’ ån¶r maca≤r6.

str. g* b3runqen d† periss¤ Delfo≥ xenagvtai.

åll¤ tÏ mÎrsimon åpvdwken: ƒcr[n dv

tin’ πndon £lsei palait3t8

Ajakid$n kreÎntwn tÏ loipÏn πmmenai 45
qeoı par’ eÛteicva dÎmon, Óroºaiß d† pompa∏ß

qemiskÎpon ojke∏n ƒÎnta poluq»toiß.

eÛ*numon ƒß d≤kan tr≤a πpea diarkvsei:

oÛ yeıdiß Ø m3rtuß πrgmasin ƒpistate∏,

A÷gina, te0n DiÎß t’ ƒkgÎnwn. qras» moi tÎd’ ejpe∏n 50

ånt. g* faenna∏ß åreta∏ß ØdÏn kur≤an lÎgwn

o÷koqen: åll¤ g¤r ån3pausiß ƒn pant≥

gluke∏a πrg8: kÎron d’ πcei

ka≥ mvli ka≥ t¤ tvrpn’ £nqe’ !frod≤sia.

fu9 d’ 1kastoß diafvromen biot¤n lacÎnteß,

Ø m†n t3, t¤ d’ £lloi: tuce∏n d’ 1n’ åd»naton 55
eÛdaimon≤an ‹pasan ånelÎmenon: oÛk πcw

ejpe∏n, t≤ni toıto Mo∏ra tvloß πmpedon

•rexe. Qear≤wn, t≥n d’ ƒoikÎta kairÏn Ôlbou

ƒp. g* d≤dwsi, tÎlman te kal0n åromvn8

s»nesin oÛk åpobl3ptei fren0n. 60
xe∏nÎß ejmi: skoteinÏn åpvcwn yÎgon,

\datoß ¿te Âo¤ß f≤lon ƒß £ndr’ £gwn

klvoß ƒt&tumon ajnvsw:

pot≤foroß d’ ågaqo∏si misqÏß o˜toß.

str. d* ƒ°n d’ ƒggŸß !caiÏß oÛ mvmyeta≤ m’ ån¶r

∞Ion≤aß Ëp†r ÅlÏß ojkvwn: pro- 65
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xen≤6 pvpoiq’: πn te damÎtaiß

Ômmati dvrkomai lamprÎn, oÛc Ëperbal*n,

b≤aia p3nt’ ƒk podÏß ƒr»saiß, Ø d† loipÏß eÇfrwn

pot≥ crÎnoß 1rpoi. maq°n dv tiß ånere∏,

ej p¤r mvloß πrcomai y3gion Ôaron ƒnnvpwn.

EÛxvnida p3traqe S*geneß, åpomn»w 70
m¶ tvrma prob¤ß £konq’ ¿te calkop3raon Ôrsai

ånt. d* qo¤n gl0ssan, ß ƒxvpemyen palaism3twn

aÛcvna ka≥ sqvnoß åd≤anton, a÷qwni

pr≥n Ål≤8 gu∏on ƒmpese∏n.

ej pÎnoß Án, tÏ terpnÏn plvon pedvrcetai.

πa me: nik0nt≤ ge c3rin, e÷ ti pvran åerqe≥ß 75
ånvkragon, oÛ trac»ß ejmi kataqvmen.

e÷rein stef3nouß ƒlafrÎn: ånab3leo: Mo∏s3 toi

koll9 crusÏn πn te leukÏn ƒlvfanq’ Åm9

ka≥ le≤rion £nqemon pont≤aß Ëfelo∏s’ ƒvrsaß.

ƒp. d* DiÏß d† memnamvnoß åmf≥ Nemv6 80
pol»faton qrÎon \mnwn dÎnei

Ósuc9. basil[a d† qe0n prvpei

d3pedon #n tÎde garuvmen Åmvr6

øp≤: lvgonti g¤r AjakÎn

nin ËpÏ matrodÎkoiß gona∏ß futeısai,

str. e* ‰9 m†n pol≤arcon eÛwn»m8 p3tr6, 85
}Hr3kleeß, svo d† propr3on’ πmen xe∏non

ådelfeÎn t’. ej d† ge»etai

åndrÏß ån&r ti, fa∏mvn ke ge≤ton’ πmmenai

nÎ8 fil&sant’ åtenv∫ ge≤toni c3rma p3ntwn

ƒp3xion: ej d’ aÛtÏ ka≥ qeÏß ånvcoi,

ƒn t≤n k’ ƒqvloi, G≤gantaß ß ƒd3massaß, eÛtuc0ß 90
na≤ein matr≥ Swgvnhß åtalÏn åmfvpwn

qumÏn progÎnwn ƒ”kt&mona zaqvan £guian.

ånt. e* ƒpe≥ tetraÎroisin ¿q’ Årm3twn zugo∏ß

ƒn temvnessi dÎmon πcei teo∏ß, åmfo-

tvraß j°n ceirÎß. _ m3kar,

t≥n’ d’ ƒpvoiken fiHraß pÎsin te peiqvmen 95
kÎran te glauk*pida: d»nasai d† broto∏sin ålk¤n

åmacani$n dusb3twn qam¤ didÎmen.

ej g¤r s» Èn’ ƒmpedosqenva b≤oton ÅrmÎsaiß

~b6 lipar‘ te g&ra∫ diaplvkoiß

eÛda≤mon’ ƒÎnta, pa≤dwn d† pa∏deß πcoien aje≥ 100

ƒp. e* gvraß tÎ per nın ka≥ £reion Ôpiqen.
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tÏ d’ ƒmÏn oÇ pote f3sei kvar

åtrÎpoisi NeoptÎlemon ‰lk»sai

πpesi: taÛt¤ d† tr≥ß tetr3ki t’ åmpole∏n

åpor≤a telvqei, tvknoi- 105
sin ‹te mayul3kaß “DiÏß KÎrinqoß”.

1. Birth Goddess, throne-mate of deep-purposed Moirai, 
daughter of powerful Hera, listen,

O maker of children! Without you,
no one sees light and the kindly dark, or takes up his
portion of supple youth, gift of your sister Hebe. And yet 
men do not draw that first breath as equals, for 5
each is yoked to a fate apart. Marked,
thanks to you, by high courage, the son of Thearion,
Sogenes, hears himself praised for pentathlon fame.

He dwells in a song-loving city where Aiakid
heroes with clashing spears honour a temper 10

well tried in contest. When a man
acts and succeeds, he tosses a sweet
subject for song into the Muses’ stream, but
even magnificent boldness lies shadowed, 
if praise fail. We can mirror a noble deed
only when garlanded Memory finds 15
ransom for toil in chant and echoing melody. 

Wise men foresee the third wind 
in its coming; their wits are not dulled by gain: 
rich man and pauper alike move towards death’s
boundary stone. I find that the fame 20
of Odysseus outstrips his deeds, thanks to

Homer’s honey-sweet tongue.

2. With lies and winged devices, a certain 
grandeur enwraps him, for poets’ 

tales lead men astray.
A mortal mob is blind at heart. Could it see truth, 
great Ajax had never been angered, had never 25
thrust the pale blade through his lungs, for
he was the mightiest, after Achilles, of those who
went off to claim the woman of fair Menelaos, 
their swift ships sent by the breezes of Zephyros 

out against Troy! But the billow of Hades 30
breaks over all, him who expects it and 
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him who does not, while honour attends 
only where god fosters a fair report of the dead.
An ally, he came to the navel of deep-wombed earth—
he lies there in Pythian soil!—Neoptolemos,
after he’d sacked Priam’s city, where 35
Danaans too had suffered. Sailing home, he missed
Skyros, wandered, and struck the Epirote shore.

A brief while he ruled as King of Molossians—
his line ever holds this, his honour—but 
soon he set off to the god, carrying wealth 40
from the spoils of Troy, and there in strife 
over the sacred meats, a man 

struck him down with a knife.

3. His friendly Delphian hosts felt deep grief but he
paid what was due: Fate required, for the

god’s ancient grove, one of the
powerful Aiakids, housed for ever beside the splendid 45
walls of the temple, maintaining order whenever
hero-processions should pass with their gifts.
For Justice of Fair Name, three words suffice:
not false is the witness marking the deeds of those, O
Aigina, whose descent is from you and from Zeus! 50 

This I make bold to say: a sovereign highway cut by 
bright acts of courage departs from their door. But 

respite is ever sweet while 
surfeit hides even in honey, even in petal-soft
pleasures of love! We differ in innate power as 
each takes his portion of life—one granted this gift, 55
one given that—but no man is everywhere fortunate,
nor could I name one to whom Moira brought 
fixed success. To you, Thearion, she gives

suitable wealth and a bold passion for fine deeds,
leaving your wisdom unharmed. 60
I am a guest; scorning the dark sneer, I bring 
true fame to my friend, offering praise like 
free-flowing water, for this is the proper wage 

owed to all who are noble.

4. Being nigh, the man from Achaia whose 
halls overlook the Ionian Sea will not fault me— 65

I trust in guest-friendship!—
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and citizen eyes I meet with pride, not overshooting, but
spurning all violence from my path. May 
Time in its coming be kind: he who listens shall 
say if I sing off-key or mouth foolish platitudes!
Sogenes, born of the Euxenid line, this I do swear: 70
I did not toe the mark and cast my swift tongue

like the bronze-fitted spear that dismisses a man
from the ring, no sweat on his neck, his limbs

untouched by the sun!
But if there was toil, this following joy is the fuller!
Let me proceed. Roused though I was to a loud shout, 75
I’m not uncouth as I pay this debt to a victor.
Garlands are simple to weave, so begin! The Muse
devises an inlay of gold, pale ivory and that lily-like
bloom she draws from the foam of the sea!

Chanting the name of Zeus in honour of Nemea, 80
whirl out a clamour of many-voiced hymns—but 
gently! The King of the Gods, in this place,
must be hailed with sounds that are suave
for he, so they say, begat Aiakos here, with seed

well received by the mother, making 

5. him, for my land of the lovely name, both 85
founder and prince, and for you, Herakles, 

a generous brother and friend. To a 
man with a taste for society, a neighbor whose
love is unflagging brings joy beyond price. Should this 
hold for the gods, then Sogenes—trusting in you, 90
O Tamer of Giants, and nursing a
tender concern for his father—may happily 
dwell in the sacred street of his forebears, where

his hall is placed as if yoked to a double pair,
with precincts of yours placed on either hand, 

as he goes forth. O blessed one, 
you have the power to sway Hera’s lord and 95
also the grey-eyed Maid! Often you strengthen 
men when there seems no salvation. May you equip 
both his youth and his lustrous old age
with a firm life-force! Weave him a 
span of contentment, and may his sons’ sons 100

ever retain, even surpass, the honour he now receives!
My heart will assert that it never employs rough 
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words to engage Neoptolemos, but ploughing the same 
ground three times or four ends in futility, 
much like the child who barks out to the others,

‘Korinthos was son of Zeus!’ 105

Nemean 7 ostensibly praises a boy named Sogenes, son of
Thearion, a Euxenid who has been victorious in the difficult 
pentathlon, probably at some time in the 460s bc.¹ It is a highly
polished epinician performance on a grand scale, but thanks to a
remark made by a Hellenistic commentator it is often read as if
Pindar had here indulged in an act of private self-vindication.²
According to this ancient report, the poet used his commission to
put himself right with Aiginetan nobles enraged by slanders
against Neoptolemos which they had found in his sixth Paian.³
Taking these remarks as primary truth, scholars have discovered
in the ode a controlling ‘mood’—either of defensive apology or
else of defiant self-justification—that destroys the performance
as an act of praise.⁴ And yet this tale of a poet who employs a
patron’s chorus to fight his own professional battles is full of
flaws. It cannot be proved that Paian 6 preceded this ode; nor 
can any part of that Delphic song, whatever its date, be read as
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¹ The scholiast’s date, as emended by Hermann, is 467 bc; see Carey (1981)
133, who concludes that there is ‘no objective evidence for any of the dates that
have been assigned’.

² See Schol. 94a: ‘he wished to apologize to the Aiginetans’; at 150a the notion
of earlier offence and present apology is attributed to Aristodemos. For discus-
sion of this hypothesis, see Köhnken (1971) 37–42.

³ Schol. 150a rendered èlk»sai (N. 7. 103) as ƒnubr≤sai and assumed a
metaphoric reference to dogs that drag corpses; N. 7 was for this reason report-
ed as an Apology for a Paian 6, supposed to have been a ‘savage’ poetic attack
upon a ‘savage’ suppliant-killer, though the extensive fragments of the paian in
no way support such a description; see below nn. 53–5 and Burnett (1998)
493–520. Erbse (1999) 23–4 concludes that connection between this ode and the
paian is ‘nicht ausgeschlossen aber doch unwahrscheinlich’, and would date
Paian 6 as later than N. 7.

⁴ See e.g. D’Alessio (1994) 137 who speaks of ‘the unmistakable apologetic
tone about Neoptolemos’ in N. 7. On the supposed relation between ode and
paian see further Most (1985a) 160–9, 207–9; Poiss (1993) 85–119. As a variant,
note Tugendhat (1960) 385–409, and following him Gentili (1995) 191–8, who
conclude that N. 7 is not a palinode, but that it does refer to Pa. 6 as Pindar
boasts of his ability to reshape a position according to his patron’s wish. Because
the last triad of Pa. 6 seems to have been used in later times as a prosodion for
Aiakos, Rutherford (1997) 18 supposes that these stanzas were an early version
of the ‘apology’ to be made later in N. 7, and that they were intended to articu-
late ‘a difficult relationship between Aeginetan pilgrims and an unflattering
account of an Aiakid’.



necessarily offensive to Aiginetans;⁵ nor finally can anyone
explain why the islanders, if they were angry, continued to give
Pindar commissions. Why would Thearion bring in a hated poet,
perhaps to ruin his son’s celebration? The answer is that he did
not. Wherever anxious or assertive self-references have been
supposed to exist, a fair reading will discover recognizable
(though sometimes much elaborated) choral conventions. If
ancient literary gossip is put aside, Nemean 7 ceases to be Pindar’s
contorted defence of himself and becomes instead an extended
and inventive celebration of Sogenes,⁶ the first Aiginetan to win
the boys’ pentathlon at the games held for Zeus at Nemea.⁷

In its course Nemean 7 moves its boy victor from birth-
chamber to palaistra, transferring him from the care of Eleithyia
(1–8, sÀn d† t≤n, 6)⁸ to that of Herakles (86–101, ƒn t≤n, 90). This
large pattern, however, becomes evident only as the perform-
ance unrolls, so that the opening invocation of the birth-goddess,
when first heard, seems slightly shocking. Women in labour cry
out to Eleithyia and midwives greet her when a newborn appears
(h. Hymn Ap.Del 119), but this is a chorus of boys who call out
her name in a gentleman’s banquet hall. Why has Pindar made
her the mistress of this masculine occasion? Or, as one of the
scholiasts put it, why has she been ‘dragged in’?⁹ The most obvi-
ous reason is that these singers (like midwives) salute the family’s
newborn victory, along with Sogenes’ emergence from child-
hood.¹⁰ Eleithyia is invoked as ‘sister of bright-limbed Hebe’ (4;
cf. Hes. Theog. 922) because she was traditionally one who loved
and cared for children (filÎpaiß, filotrÎfoß, Orph. hymn. 2. 3. 5
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⁵ Köhnken (1971) 71–3.
⁶ The name Sogenes, ‘saviour of the race’, suggests that Thearion had to wait

for some time before an heir appeared; Pindar at any rate notes a special tender-
ness between son and father (91–2). The claim of Aristodemos (schol. p. 117 Dr.
12ff .) that a fragment of Simonides substantiated this notion of a late-born son
was questioned by Fränkel (1961) 385–97; Young (1970) 633–40.

⁷ S. Miller (1975) holds that Sogenes must have competed in the men’s class,
there being no boys’ pentathlon at Nemea at this time, but the scholia on which
his argument is based are too confused to serve as evidence.

⁸ For an analysis of the hymnic elements in this passage see Race (1990) 86–9.
⁹ Schol. 1a used the verb pareilk»sqai; some ancient scholars supposed that

Eleithyia was invoked to justify play between her powers and the boy’s name;
some guessed that Thearion might have been her priest; others that she had a
temple nearby; others yet that she was being thanked for a late-born son; see
further Köhnken (1971) 43; Race (1990) 86–9.

¹⁰ For Kurke (1991a) 71–2 Sogenes ‘comes to birth’ for his house by winning
at the great games.



K; kourosÎoß, AP 6. 274), a kind of ‘mother’ (genvteira, 2), and a
divinity who (like the local Aphaia)¹¹ brought boys through their
first ten years, then watched over their adolescence and their
move into adult company. She carried a torch because she led
children from dark into light (Paus. 7. 23. 6) and at Sparta she
had a common shrine with Apollo Karneios and Artemis Hage-
simone, just outside the race-course (drÎmoß) where maturing
youths made offerings to Herakles (Paus. 8. 14. 6). Eleithyia has
seen the ‘child of Thearion’ through his boyhood trial of strength
and this is the obvious reason for her supervision of his ode: she
has let him ‘take up his portion of bright-limbed adolescence’
(4). She also, however, represents one pole in a continuing 
poetic meditation upon two characteristics that mark all men:
common mortality and diversity of powers. Here at the opening,
Eleithyia signifies the ultimate equality of men who all alike
come down the birth channel (2–4) and all alike die (30).

Sogenes’ transfer from Eleithyia’s protection into that of
Herakles is achieved, as one would expect, by way of an Aiakid,
and it occurs under the patronage of a second female figure, that
of Aigina. She represents, not the equality of birth, but an
inequality of portion that is determined earlier, at conception.
When Zeus brought Aiakos into being, it was done ‘with seeds
accepted by the mother’ (ÕpÏ matrodÎkoiß gona∏ß, 84),¹² and at the
song’s centre (50) this actively conceiving Aigina is called upon
to recognize the extraordinary quality of the deeds of her
offspring, as proclaimed by Delphic witness. She was a collabo-
rator in the paternal act of begetting, and through her the present
song can distance itself from the idea of mortal equality, so as to
arrive at the contrapuntal notion of inherited excellence. This
inborn quality is as usual exemplified by Aiakos, but in the 
present ode the founder of this island city (84) is wanted only as
a link to his friend and brother, Herakles (86), friend and protec-
tor of all Aiakids and the recipient of a final prayer. He is to treat
Sogenes as his beloved neighbour, endowing his youth and his
ultimate old age with steady vitality and the power to beget new
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¹¹ For the kourotrophic Aphaia see de Polignac (1995) 63 and bibliography
cited above, Ch. 2 n. 8. 

¹² At P. P. 4. 143 the gon3 is a ‘generation’ of offspring but compare I. 7. 6
where Zeus approaches Alkmena with ‘Heraklean seeds’. The final word of this
fourth triad is futeısai (84).



generations (98–100). The young victor is explicitly made a kind
of ward of the god, his house held in the hero’s embrace (93–4),
while he is also redefined in relation to the father who will now be
in his care (91). Like the Kleandros of Isthmian 8, Sogenes leaves
his youth-time behind, and his chorus reflects his newly
assumed condition by instructing themselves in how to make an
adult-style hymn to Zeus (80–4), after which they reject, in their
final lines, the songs that children sing (105). 

For critics ancient and modern, however, it has been Neo-
ptolemos, not Eleithyia who opens any discussion of Nemean 7.
He is, according to the usual argument, wholly unsuitable to a
praise song because of his atrocious crimes,¹³ and consequently
Pindar can only have had an extra-epinician reason for choosing
him, i.e. apology or amelioration for the offensive Paian 6. That
Neoptolemos was, in and of himself, an abhorrent hero is taken
for granted, and yet a review of the evidence fails to suggest that
he was loathed or even criticized in the early fifth century bc. He
will, of course, have been known to Pindar’s audience through a
multitude of poems and stories that are lost to us, but from what
survives of the literary and painted materials a single strong
delineation emerges, and it is positive. Neoptolemos, ‘he who
went young to war’, was the son who, having inherited Achilles’
task and his wrath, finished what his father had begun. When
Odysseus described him in Hades, where only the truth could be
told (Od. 11. 505–37), he made him point by point the son who
was all that a father could wish: in might (mvnoß) like no other, in
beauty second only to Memnon, in counsel outdone only by
Odysseus and Nestor, in the field always first, yielding to no
opponent, and in the final attack eager and aggressive. This
youth was the killer of many, in particular of Eurypylos son of
Achilles’ first enemy, Telephos, and he was the winner of a noble
share of spoils, a conqueror who set out for home without a
wound, but one who was ever submissive to the counsels of his
elder companion.¹⁴ The Neoptolemos of the Cycle was much the
same, as far as one can see, a boy who followed Odysseus from
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¹³ Thummer (1968–9) i. 154 ‘nicht besonders gut geeignet, das Loblied eines
aiginetischen Siegers zu schmucken’. Most (1985a) 160 describes Neoptolemos
as ‘the first great war criminal of Greek cultural history’; cf. Lloyd-Jones (1973)
136. 

¹⁴ Anderson (1997) 47–8 reaches the opposite conclusion, arguing that the



Skyros to Troy, received the arms of Achilles, spear included,
and heard the instructions of his father’s ghost (Il. parv. Enar.
12–14 D).¹⁵ And it is notable that this epic taker of Troy was not
much more than a child (Kypria fr. 16 D = Paus. 10. 26. 4);
indeed, taken literally, the Kypria would force one to imagine a
conqueror barely 10 years old, since in that poem his conception
came only after the wounding of Telephos (Enar. 38–42 D).
Even if his birth is moved back to the time when Achilles was still
hiding among the girls, the Neoptolemos who went to Troy will
be in his middle teens, and vase-painters generally reflect this
chronology. A little boy of 6 or 7 is often included in scenes 
of Achilles’ departure from Skyros,¹⁶ and a beardless youth of
about 16 takes his father’s arms from Odysseus on a red-figure
cup by Douris from about 490 bc.¹⁷ Here the lad looks earnestly
into the helmet’s empty visage, as if asking instruction, for this is
the son any man might want—one whose actions grow out of his
father’s will, converting unachieved success into finished fame.
In short, the legendary Neoptolemos stands to Achilles some-
what as today’s Aiginetan boy does to a father who seems not to
have known victory.

This ideal son, however, is the same who killed Priam and this
deed, the critics claim, disqualifies him as a mythic emblem in a
song of praise. Though no syllable of Nemean 7 suggests this
notorious killing—the singers say only that Neoptolemos had
sacked Priam’s city (35)—it is generally assumed that any listener
must further identify Neoptolemos as the author of an impious
atrocity. Certainly the sixth Paian (whether it was earlier or later)
took Apollo’s punishment of a crime against suppliancy as its
major mythic event, but this does not mean that Priam’s killing
necessarily came to mind, whenever Achilles’ son was named,
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report of Odysseus at Od. 11. 519–22 suppresses the sacrilegious killing of Priam
in ‘implicit condemnation’ of an act that contradicts Achilles’ mercy in Il. 24.

¹⁵ Bethe (1922) ii. 218 described Neoptolemos as the ‘Ebenbild des Vaters . . .
und Vollender dessen was diesem das Schicksal versagt hatte’. Fontenrose
(1960) 191–266 concluded that at the deepest level father and son were ‘one and
the same Thessalian hero’; Nagy (1979) 118–39 notes that Neoptolemos’ quar-
rel over honour at Delphi is a repetition of Achilles’ quarrel with Agamemnon,
and Anderson (1997) 39–41 concludes that the Neoptolemos of the Cycle is ‘not
a shadow of his father but a worthy successor’, his ‘first battle . . . constructed as
a step by step re-enactment of Achilles’ last battle’.

¹⁶ See for example LIMC s.v. Neoptolemos no. 12, a small nude boy.
¹⁷ LIMC s.v. Neoptolemos no. 15 = ARV2 429. 26.



nor that the deed could only be thought of as loathsome. The
destruction of the Trojan royal family was an indispensable ele-
ment in any full version of the taking of Troy, and just as Achilles
was credited with the slaying of Hektor and others of the sons,
symmetry suggested that Neoptolemos should finally kill the old
king and the youngest heir.¹⁸ Vase-painters sometimes coupled
these deaths with the recovery of Helen, as signifying the satis-
factory close of the long campaign, for these killings were simply
acts of war until the notion of sacrilege was added. In the Little
Iliad, for example (T 7 and F 17 D = Paus. 10.27.2), Priam was
not slain at the altar of Zeus, but dragged away to die on his own
door-sill as he himself had foreseen (Il. 22. 60), after which ‘the
glorious son of great-hearted Achilles’ took Hektor’s child and
threw him from the walls (F 20 D). The Ilioupersis, on the other
hand, specified the altar of Zeus Herkeios as the place of Priam’s
death (Enar. 19–20 D), but made Odysseus the killer of Astyanax
(Enar. 30 D).¹⁹ The death of Priam, in other words, did not have
to be recounted as a religious crime, nor was the child’s death (as
predicted by Andromache at Il. 24. 735) necessarily associated
with it. All the same, Priam at the altar offered a fine visual subject
and black-figure vases from the very end of the sixth century may
show a somewhat ignoble old man sinking back upon a sacrificial
table and stretching out begging hands towards an armed 
attacker.²⁰ Soon a more complex composition became popular as
painters added the figure of Astyanax, held by one foot in the 
left hand of the threatening warrior,²¹ thus creating an image
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¹⁸ Anderson (1997) 27–48 supposes that such symmetrical actions were elab-
orated in lost Ilioupersis narratives so as to become a ‘defamatory indictment’ of
Neoptolemos, after which they became ‘more Iliadic’ in the Little Iliad.

¹⁹ For discussion of these differences see the bibliography cited by Burgess
(2001) 214 nn. 66–7.

²⁰ In the earliest painted scenes the killer of Priam is an anonymous Greek
warrior, often bearded; a version with a youthful Neoptolemos becomes popu-
lar in Attic black-figure c.510 bc; see LIMC s.v. Priamos nos. 87–93. Ancient
scholars would argue that the killing of Priam at an altar was a just action
because it answered the killing of Achilles in the temple of Apollo Thymbraios;
e.g. schol. Eur. Tro. 16.

²¹ LIMC s.v. Astyanax nos. 7–25; it is notable that, as in the Priam scenes, the
killer of Astyanax is in the earlier exx. simply an armed warrior, sometimes
bearded, whereas in the red-figure examples (with the exception of no.18) he
becomes a beardless youth. For Achilles and Troilos, see Hellanikos FHG 135;
Apollod. Bib. 3. 12. 5; Lyk. Alex. 307, 313 and schol. vet. 215 (Tzetzes ad 269);
for the relation of this scene to the general iconography of city-sacking see S.
Morris (1995) 221–45.



reminiscent of earlier painted scenes in which Achilles had killed
Troilus at the altar of Thymbraean Apollo. For the makers and
consumers of pottery, at any rate, Neoptolemos was the mirror of
his father even in his sacrilege.

Pindar, at Paian 6. 83–4, matched an Achilles who was Thetis’
‘violent child’ with a Neoptolemos ‘broad in his violence’ (102).
Both were threats to the gods, the might of Achilles endangering
the fated programme of Zeus (89–91), the force of Neoptolemos
dishonouring Apollo’s altar with Priam’s blood (113–14), and
this was why both were destroyed by the god. Such was the story
as told for a Delphic festival, but it was also possible to recount
the fall of Troy without any mention of the killing of Priam, and
this was what Polygnotos did, also in a Delphic setting.²² Among
the hundreds of figures that filled his painting of the Fall of Troy
in the Lesche of the Knidians, Ajax and Cassandra were the 
most prominent, while a subordinate Neoptolemos, having dis-
patched Elasos, slashed away at a kneeling Astynoos, himself 
the only figure still engaged in combat. For Polygnotos and his
audience, then, Neoptolemos was primarily the most persistent
of all the Greek warriors, and Pausanias makes a point of saying
that this definition was peculiarly appropriate to the hero’s
tomb, which was located just below (10. 26. 4). 

In Nemean 7, Pindar asks his patrons to consider that same
Delphic tomb and the Aiakid hero who occupies it, but not a
whisper suggests that Neoptolemos is to be charged with any
excess of violence. Instead, his story is told ostensibly as proof
that an epinician song may discover an ultimate glory that epic
has ignored.²³ Homer may tart up a figure like Odysseus (21), but
the present ode remembers and establishes a solemn truth about
Neoptolemos, one to which the young man’s conquest of Troy
(35)²⁴ is a mere preliminary. Bardic lies have been challenged
(20–3), and the singers emphasize their independence of such
with the first word of their mythic account. Before he has even
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²² Kebric (1983) 22–3.
²³ Pindar’s insistence on a return by sea (N. 7. 36; Pa. 6. 110) emphasizes his

divergence from epic tradition. In the Nostoi T 2. 20 Davies EGF, Neoptolemos
was counselled by Thetis to return on foot and he found Peleus when he came
among the Molossians; at Od. 3. 188 and 4. 5 he is living in Phthia with the
Myrmidons; for a detailed comparison between epic and Pindaric accounts, see
Wüst (1967) 155ff .

²⁴ The peak of his career, now to be surpassed; see Pellicia (1989) 71–101.



been named, Neoptolemos is described by a conspicuously
placed participle: the hero comes to Delphi offering aid (boaqo0n,
33).²⁵ In other versions he might visit the shrine looking for 
recompense for his father’s death, or asking for help in engen-
dering a son,²⁶ but here he comes as king of the Molossians²⁷ and
as an ally. His one action is to approach the god ‘carrying splen-
did gifts’ (40–1) and the continuing song shows how these time-
bound spoils were transformed by Fate into the enduring tomb
of a guardian hero (44–7, summed up at 34–5). The death itself is
reported with absolute economy, and the audience experiences
it, not as a marvel but with a sense of shock. The killer has no
face, no name, no specified connection with an equally nameless
Apollo; he is simply there, and nine words let the story end, like
Neoptolemos himself, with a knife conspicuously placed at close
of sentence, close of stanza, close of triad (42). 

This emphatic weapon revives the metallic image of the blade
that finished Ajax (27),²⁸ suggesting an ultimate parallelism
between the two Aiakids, both under-appreciated by epic
singers, both in final receipt of the good fame that a god brings
into being with the help of mortal praise (32).²⁹ The major
difference is that here—as if the audience as well as the Delphians
were in need of consolation (43)—the ‘pleasing report’ follows at
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²⁵ So Carey (1981)148–50, ‘he came with helpful intentions’; cf. Köhnken
(1971) 67 and n. 143 where the line is linked with line 41, the bringing of spoils;
see also Pavese (1978) 669ff . and Loscalzo (1998) 119–31. For a summary of the
ways in which 33–4 had been read up to 1980, see Carey loc. cit.; to this add the
bibliography of Most (1986) 262–71. Those who cannot allow Neoptolemos to
arrive at Delphi as a supporter generally alter the text in one of two ways: (1) the
participle is applied to the poet, the verb emended to mÎlon or with Bundy to
mÎle; (2) boaqo0n is read with teqnakÎtwn (32, as in SM), some supposing an
official Delphic group known as ‘Helpers’; cf. Erbse (1999) 26. One of the
Delphic months was called Boathoos; see Homolle (1895) 63.

²⁶ Various motivations are catalogued by Woodbury (1979) 95–133. Later
tales could bring him with hostile intent, even meaning to loot the temple treas-
ury (Paus. 10. 7. 1; Strabo 9. 3. 9; Apollod. Ep. 6. 14; scholiasts at P. N. 7. 58, Pa.
6. 118b, Eur. Or. 1655).

²⁷ Cf. N. 4. 51 ‘Neoptolemos (rules) . . . from Dodona to the Ionian Sea.’
These are the first known mentions of Neoptolemos as founder of a Molossian
dynasty and Perret (1946) 5–28 notes the ambiguity of Pindar’s phrase here at
N. 7. 39–40, which he translates, ‘Mais sa race lui fit toujours honneur de cette
royauté.’

²⁸ Köhnken (1971) 61 n. 121 notes this as the only Pindaric passage in which
the sword of Ajax has an attribute.

²⁹ Neoptolemos’ return by sea (36–7) is placed in responsion with the loosely
imaged voyage out of Ajax (29–30).



once, as Neoptolemos is given a glorious place in the precinct. He
died in a perverted sacrifice, but now he supervises the steady
arrival of glorious offerings (pompa∏ß . . . poluq»toiß 46–7) for the
heroes whose shrines were close to Apollo’s. Here is the marvel,
and in order that listeners should feel the rightness of the story’s
end, the description of his ultimate post beside the temple (46–7)
is sung to melodies that echo the initial announcement of his
arrival, with its disjointed assertion that he lies even now in
Pythian soil (33–5). Neoptolemos serves there as a keeper of
Delphian order (47) because ‘an Aiakid had to remain in the
ancient grove, by the god’s well-built house, for ever!’ (44–6). He
has won the splendid report that god grants only after death
(31–2; cf. the recompense of song at 16), with his deeds formally
recognized as those of the ultimate royal Aiakid (45), his tomb
seen as a confirmation of Aigina’s pride in the brilliant excellence
of her sons (50). 

Destiny (tÏ mÎrsimon, 44) is served, and a summation prepares
for a change of the song’s subject: ‘For fair-named justice, three
words suffice: not false the witness that marks the deeds of the
offspring of Aigina and Zeus’ (48–50).³⁰ But what is this witness?
Some have thought that it was Pindar himself, some that it was
Apollo, or Neoptolemos, or even ‘time as it passes’,³¹ but the 
easiest reference is to the hero’s just-mentioned resting place.
The verb ƒpistate∏ (49) suggests a grave-marker (an ƒp≤sthma is a
monument or tomb, Pl. Leg. 958e; Isok. fr. 159), and the concept
has already been evoked with the ‘marker of death’ that is the
goal of all men (reading the s$ma of the codd. at 19–20).³²
Moreover, if this is the sense of the ‘witness,’ the ‘three words’
that serve justice (48) take on a second sense; they are on the 
surface a ‘brief convincing statement’, but they also suggest an
archaic inscription—something like ‘Neoptolemos, Achilles’
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³⁰ This with the punctuation of Hermann, as also Bowra and SM; Race fol-
lows Bury in making ‘Aigina’ begin a new sentence at 50.

³¹ For the ‘witness’ as Pindar, Schadewaldt (1928) 54–6; Tugendhat (1960)
395 n. 1; Lloyd-Jones (1973) 133; Poiss (1993) 102 and n. 79; ‘witness’ as Apollo,
Schwenn (1940) 115; Most (1985a) 176–8; ‘witness’ as Neoptolemos, Bowra
(1964) 73. Carey (1981) 154–5 reviews the arguments and concludes, ‘Apollo
remains the most likely candidate,’ but Carne-Ross (1985) 140 without argu-
ment takes the witness to be tomb + poet. It may be noted that at N. 3. 23
Herakles sets up the pillars as ‘witnesses’.

³² Note also the hero who stood at the door of Eetion (Kallim. Ep. 24 Pf = 60
Gow–Page), said to be ƒp≤staqmoß.



son’.³³ This honoured grave-marker still exists at Delphi,³⁴ bear-
ing permanent witness to the fame of the Aiakids (49) and
offering its inscription to all who visit the sanctuary—as some of
Thearion’s guests will surely have done.

The third strophe ends with Neoptolemos lying in his grave
and exercising the Delphic duties that give proof of the brilliant
Aiakid destiny (50). The performance is now half achieved, and
as they turn from legendary Aiakids to the boy-victor of today,
the singers mark this as a resting point (52) for their listeners.
They salute their host and patron as one in whose blessed success
Nature and Moira collaborate (54–60) and then, since best praise
comes from a praiseworthy source, they embark on a description
(61- 79) of their own song. It is, they say, a pleasing, seemly, and
harmonious ‘wage paid to fine deeds’ (63), and so a good example
of the ‘mirror of fair actions’ promised earlier (14; compare 16,
‘repayment of exertion’). All this is conventional, but their
extended meditation on epinician excellence contains two extra-
ordinary details that suggest a special purpose. The first of these
is a man from Achaia who will not blame them (64), the second a
poetical ‘bye’ that the singers have not profited from (70–3), and
both of these have provoked extensive critical discussion. 

To begin with the Achaian. When first heard of, he appears to
be simply one half of an all-embracing negative boast (‘neither
stranger nor citizen will fault my praise’),³⁵ but this sharply
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³³ Cf. Day (1989) 16–28. For the convention of the speaking stone see
Svenbro (1988) 37–42; Steiner (2001b) 154. It should be noted, however, that
Aristarchos and several other scholiasts assumed that ‘three words’ meant three
arguments, i.e. that Delphians grieved, that the death was fated, that
Neoptolemos was a guardian; Aristodemos, by contrast, thought the poet meant
‘my next three triads’.

³⁴ Pherekydes F 64 FGrH reported an original burial by the priests under the
temple doorsill; Asklepiades F 15 FGrH = schol. P. N. 7. 72 noted that the
remains were moved by Menelaos, and Strabo 421 added that this move was rec-
ommended by an oracle; see F. Pouilloux, Fouilles de Delphes ii. (1960) 49–60.
Remains of Mykenaian houses under the shrine may indicate cult use from that
time; see Defradas (1954) 147–9, who supposed that Paus. 1. 4. 4 meant, not that
the hero cult began after the Gaulish invasion, but that it was refurbished at that
time. For the role of Neoptolemos in pre-Apolline Delphi see Fontenrose
(1980) 396–401, 418–22.

³⁵ For the stranger/citizen gamut compare P. P. 3. 71; P. 9. 108; O. 7. 90; O.
13. 2–3 and note the Attic grave epigram (CEG 13) cited by Day (1989) 18. In
the paraphrase of Köhnken (1971) 81 the sequence of thought is ‘Gastgeschenk
und Belohnung für Thearion ist meine Darstellunng des Neoptolemosmythos,
und sie ist so, dass selbst ein Nachkommer des Neoptolemos nichts an ihr



drawn stranger far outbalances the contrasted townsmen (66),
standing as he does in the first line of a new triad, and named as
he is for his place of origin. Furthermore, if his function were
simply to represent ‘abroad’ vs. ‘at home,’ one would expect
someone from much further away—a Hyperborean perhaps.
The exactitude of this Achaian’s home place makes him specific-
ally a Molossian (cf. N. 4. 52–3), one who hails from the land
where the descendants of Neoptolemos still dwell (38), so that
the listener feels a powerful reference back to the myth just
recounted. And yet this ‘Achaian man’ is labelled as belonging,
not to the mythic but to the real world, for there are particular
grounds for the singers’ claim that he will not blame them: ‘I
trust in proxenia,’ they say (65).³⁶ Their claim might, of course,
be figurative, but the simplest assumption is that this man from
the north-west who is bound in a formal relationship with the
singers and their patron, Thearion, is a real person who is actu-
ally present,³⁷ nor is an Epirote visitor to Aigina unthinkable.
This celebration occurs most probably in the late 460s, and
envoys from Molossia had already been received at Athens,
according to Thukydides (1. 135), at some time in the previous
ten years.³⁸ A stranger to whom Thearion, the Euxenid, is 
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auszusetzen fände’; cf. Thummer (1968–9) i. 97 n. 82. In Bundy’s more com-
plex reading (1986) 40 the laudator counters imaginary criticism over the song’s
turn from myth to Euxenidai by bringing in an imaginary Molossian witness
who pronounces himself satisfied, all of which is a tribute to the enormity of the
subject (ibid. 4). 

³⁶ Some of those who hear an apologetic-defensive poet in the song’s first-
person statements conclude that Pindar must have been Theban proxenos to
Molossians; so Wilamowitz (1908) 328–35; (1922) 167. In a variant Most
(1985a) 323–4 and nn. 31–2 supposes that ‘proxeny’ refers to Thearion’s friend-
ship for the poet: ‘if Pindar feels confident it is because of the generous hospital-
ity his host has extended to him.’ Others recognize a poet who here speaks for a
Thearion who is proxenos to Molossians in Aigina; e.g. Carey (1981) 163–4.

³⁷ Note Bury ad loc. who supposed that an Epirote chosen from the many for-
eigners in the streets of Aigina was present; cf. Farnell ad loc. who translated
‘though he be near . . .’ and suggested, not a Molossian guest, but one who, ‘with
the poet’ was a visitor to the island. In contradiction Gildersleeve (1910) 125–53
dismissed the ‘assuredly improbable case of the presence of an Epirote in the
festal crowd.’

³⁸ This is part of the account of Themistokles’ theatrical escape through the
north which Gomme (1945) i. 267, 439 was inclined to accept in outline; cf.
Podlecki (1975) 38–41; Lenardon (1978) 127–31. The passage proves at least
that the historian could entertain the notion that Epirotes sought contacts in the
area of the Saronic gulf in the years around 470 bc.



proxenos might well be welcomed at the celebration of a son’s
victory, and such hospitality would link him to all his fellow-
guests, including the poet/chorus self-described as ‘guest-
friend’ of this house (61). All would thus be protected from the
visitor’s hypothetical displeasure by the reciprocal condition of
proxenia that the singers claim (65),³⁹ while his actual presence
would mean that they do not say rather awkwardly, ‘Were such a
one here, he will not blame . . .’ as some have supposed. Instead
they offer a civil form of introduction: ‘Here is an Achaian man
from above the Ionian Sea, and he will delight in our perform-
ance just as much as you do!’⁴⁰ Finally, if today’s guest is a
Molossian, then Neoptolemos may have been chosen as the
Aiakid hero of today’s performance, not by Pindar but by
Thearion, in order to please his visitor.⁴¹ At any rate, to sing
Neoptolemos as king of Molossia and also as the ultimate Aiakid
is to welcome a man from Epiros, whether imaginary or real, as if
he were mythically connected with every Aiginetan noble. 

The Achaian man, real or hypothetical, joins local citizens to
applaud a song that ‘spurns all violence’ from a path neither
crooked nor harsh—a song that is, in other words, pleasing,
straight, and melodious (66–9). This would seem sufficient self-
praise, and the following invocation of the victor—‘O Sogenes of
the Euxenid clan!’—seems to come just where it ought, at the
opening of a section of direct praise. Which means that the
singers’ immediate return to questions of composition suggests
bad design, while it is also arresting in its obscurity. Word for
word, what the performers say is this: 
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³⁹ At I. 4. 7- 9 the Kleonomids are called prÎxenoi åmfiktiÎnwn, friends and
representatives of men from the neighbouring area; see Privitera (1982) ad loc.

⁴⁰ Some have held that the Molossians were at this time too ‘barbaric’ to have
had any relations with the Greek states. Herodotos (6. 127) told of a Molossian
among the suitors of Agariste but Thukydides classed the Epirotes with ‘the
other barbaroi’ (2. 81. 3– 8), perhaps because they used slings instead of Hellenic
weapons. Plutarch (Pyrrh. 13) would have Greek customs, laws, and letters
introduced among them only in the last quarter of the 5th cent. when they were
ruled by a boy king, Tharyps, who was given Athenian citizenship and under
whom divine honours were given to Achilles. The possibility of real contact
between Aigina and the Molossians is denied by Perret (1946) 5–28 and by
Woodbury (1979) 95–133 (‘half savage highlanders’ who would not speak Greek
or enter into proxeny relations with a Greek); it is asserted by Hammond (1967)
465–8, 492–3, Carey (1981) 152, and Most (1985a) 315–31.

⁴¹ There was a 4th-cent. Molossian king named Neoptolemos; Woodbury
(1979) 122.



I swear that I have not, approaching the line, cast my swift tongue like
the bronze-cheeked javelin which sends shoulder and strength from the
wrestling ring sweat-free, before one limb touches the ground under
the burning sun. If there was toil, joy follows more fully. Let me go on.
If, over-exalted, I cried out, yet I am not rough about making repay-
ment of thanks to a victor. (70–6) 

To us who are aliens, these lines make no sense, but the sequence
of javelin throw and wrestling match shows that the song here
involves itself in a poetic version of the fivefold contest wherein
Sogenes has taken his crown. These singers have not performed
in such a way as to win exemption from a final and most strenu-
ous trial⁴²—they still must meet directly with an ultimate oppo-
nent, the victor who is the subject of their song. This much is
clear, but to understand the tone of this obtrusive passage one
must look more closely at the pentathlon itself. 

There were five events—running, jumping, discus throw,
javelin cast, and wrestling—and in the first four a contender was
measured against an ever-diminishing field, whereas in the final
trial he faced a single antagonist as successful as himself. It was,
however, possible to finesse the final wrestling match because
any three wins, whatever the events, immediately made a 
victor.⁴³ The javelin throw that avoids the wrestling is thus a
winning throw in the penultimate event, made by one who
already holds two firsts. A perfect cast at this point will give him
the pentathlon crown before any wrestling has been done—‘with
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⁴² A contestant in the javelin throw took running steps up to a set line (tvrma,
71) and from there made his cast, as seen for example at Gardiner (1930) fig.145.
Many have supposed that the sense here is ‘I swear that I have not committed a
foul’, i.e. by overstepping the line, though this notion would be expressed by
Õperb3ß, not prob3ß. In a variant of this reading Segal (1968) 31–2 supposed a
line that marked out-of-bounds, the sense being that the poet has not exaggerat-
ed; so also Poiss (1993) 109. Lee (1976) 70–9 insists that tvrma must mean the
line from which one throws, but he likewise finds denial of failure; Carey (1981)
165–70 follows but takes the sense as proleptic: ‘I shall not throw amiss.’ The
sense urged here is that of Floyd (1965a) 139–51.

⁴³ See e.g. Paus. 3. 11. 6 where two men, each with two victories from the first
four events must wrestle for the final crown. This was proverbially a contest in
which a second-place man could win (Philostr. Gym. 3. 136, Peleus among the
Argonauts), which suggests some form of scoring, over which there is much
scholarly disagreement; see Sweet (1983) 287–90, (1987) 56–59 with bibliog.
Nevertheless it is clear that if a contestant came through the first triad with two
wins and then took a first in the javelin throw he was at once proclaimed victor,
without having to enter the wrestling ring; see Harris (1972) 60–4; Merkelbach
(1973) 261–69.



no sweat’, as Pindar has it.⁴⁴ Such a victory is entirely valid, and
surely welcome after a gruelling day, and yet it will not carry with
it the glamour of single combat that is especially valued among
boys. And what the chorus says (with a characteristically nega-
tive expression) is that they have not had this kind of early suc-
cess; they have met multiple opponents (all those poets who
would blindly follow Homer and the singers of the Epic Cycle)
but they have not completely outdistanced the competition.
Consequently they must now wrestle directly with Sogenes in
the final match that brings both toil and best pleasure (74).
Maintaining the metaphor, the singers, as if shaking off a 
cautious trainer, cry out ‘Let me go! I know what to do!’ (75–6)⁴⁵
as they turn towards the one who has, by his actual victories,
made himself their ‘opponent’. Then, because they know how to
make a true repayment in kind for gratification (c3riß) received
(75–6), they at once abandon the athletic metaphor and call in an
artisanal Muse (77–9), causing the not quite realized image 
of sweat-covered bodies to be overlaid with an evocation of 
precious materials and sublime craft.

From a creative Muse who fixes coral and ivory into a golden
ground it is an easy transit to a Zeus who plants the seed of Aiakos
in Aigina’s womb (80–4), and at the beginning of the ode’s final
section the chorus is in position to call upon Herakles as the
brother of their city’s great founder. Like Apollo to Neo-
ptolemos, he stands to Sogenes as divine neighbour and friend,
for the paternal house of the Euxenids lies between paired
Herakles-shrines as a chariot tongue does between yoked horses
(93–4). And like the Eleithyia who was addressed at the song’s
opening, the hero-god of its closing now receives a hymn that
reminds him of his powers.⁴⁶ She can bring men into life, but he
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⁴⁴ A victory won by default or exemption was termed åkonit≤, ‘taken without
dust’ (Philostr. Gym. 11. 207–8); see Jüthner ad loc. who notes that these ‘dust-
less’ awards came only in wrestling. Paus. 5. 11. 4 reports that the first such was
given at Olympia in 480 bc, a ‘walkover’ declared because Dromeus’ opponent
was too exhausted to face him in the final match; no loss of honour attached to
the victor in such cases.

⁴⁵ See Nagy (1994) 11–25, for whom the sense is ‘Your indulgence, please! If
I—to reciprocate the victor—shouted something out loud as I soared too far up,
I am not unversed in bringing it back down,’ all sung in a ‘spirit of merriment’
(25).

⁴⁶ Like an Aiakid he is characterized by ålk3 (96). For other prayers to neigh-
bouring heroes see Rusten (1983) 289–97. 



can rescue them from threatening danger (96–7), and he can as
well act as mediator in their dealings with the Olympians (95).
He knows how to be a friend, even to a mortal (89), and so the
chorus begs Herakles to behave towards this family as neighbour
to neighbour (ge≤ton’ . . . ge≤toni, 88–9), yoking strength and force
to Sogenes’ youth and also to an old age that will be splendid
(99). Above all, he is to watch over the transformation that will
make of this boy an engendering father who transfers today’s
glory (gvraß, 101), along with yet greater prizes, to grandsons of
the future. In the same way, the Aiakid glory (gvraß, 40) that
came to Achilles’ son was passed on to his Molossian descend-
ants, and this echo lets the poet/chorus make a final (and unique)
statement about their mythic demonstration (102–4). The spec-
tator is asked to recall the effects of the mythic triad, to remark
their boldness, and to appreciate the artistry involved. The
transformation of a Neoptolemos slain by ‘a man with a knife’
into the hero who proves the glory of the Aiakids has not been
easy, and Pindar and his chorus insist that their daring shall 
be admired. Again using the language of the wrestling ring they
add a final boast: ‘My heart will assert that it never drags
Neoptolemos into a song with untoward words’ (102–3).⁴⁷
Which statement, reversed to its positive form, becomes, ‘I boast
that I have chosen my mythic subject well and have wrestled
with him in a neat fashion!’ They have not been unfair, praising
the wrong man as Homer did; they have neither exaggerated nor
done violence to the truth, and they have not taken the easy way,
but have sung a true tale sweetly (66–9), rejoicing in the extra toil
(74) of their chosen struggle. 

Or is this a true report of the close of Nemean 7? Many 
scholars find here (if nowhere else) an open reference, apologetic
or defiant, to harsh treatment that Pindar had supposedly 
given to Neoptolemos in Paian 6.⁴⁸ Following Aristodemos, they
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⁴⁷ The reading of this passage has been complicated by arguments over the
force of the negative oÇ pote; Slater (2001) 360–7, who negates the infinitive and
applies the claim to this song, understands, ‘my heart says that it has never
dragged’. Compare Bundy (1986) 78 n. 103, who heard this as a prayer: ‘“I shall
never” is a very strong “May I never”.’ Those who recognize a defensive poet
take the negative with the verb of speaking: ‘my heart will never admit or con-
fess to having mauled Neoptolemos with outrageous words’; see e.g. Cerri
(1996) 83–90. For the effects of litotes, see below, Ch. 15, pp. 243–5.

⁴⁸ As exceptions note Slater (1969b) 91ff . and (2001) 360–7; Lefkowitz
(1991b) 127–46.



recognize in the verb èlk»sai (103) a metaphor based on pariah
dogs and hear a poet who says either: ‘I will never admit that I
mauled Neoptolemos (in my paian)’ or else: ‘I deny that my for-
mer brutal treatment of Neoptolemos cannot be changed (by a
clever poet like me).’⁴⁹ Either way, these critics agree with the
scholiast (150a) who reports that Pindar ‘means “outrage”
(ƒnubr≤sai) when he says “drag” (èlk»sai)’ and therefore must
refer to charges of having ‘savaged’ the fame of his hero.⁵⁰ This
verb, however, while it covers all actions of hauling or pulling,
carries the sense of mauling a corpse only rarely,⁵¹ and never in
Pindar’s odes. On the contrary, it is found in an almost allegori-
cal passage at Nemean 11. 32, where a timid spirit takes a man by
the hand and ‘pulls’ him (timidly, one assumes) away from the
good things he might have had. Again, in a metapoetical passage 
closely parallel to the present one (N. 4. 35), another chorus
describes itself as ‘drawn’ to touch upon certain matters, ‘as if by
a charm’,⁵² then goes on to liken an act of praise to that of a
wrestler who must ‘draw’ his subject (in this case the trainer,
Melesias) into his grasp (N. 4. 94). For Pindar, then, this com-
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⁴⁹ In the first group, Aristodemos (cited by schol. 150a) and accepted by
Fränkel (1961) 386–8; Lloyd-Jones (1973) 131–6. In the second, Tugendhat
(1960) 385–409; followed by Segal (1967) 475; Gentili (1979) 8–16 and (1995)
198. Most (1985a) 203–9 concludes that the question of reference to Pa. 6 can-
not be settled but is ‘not decisive’ because either way Pindar is claiming that he
can tell a story in more than one way. 

⁵⁰ Even those who reject the idea of reference to Pa. 6 give this violent sense
to èlk»sai ; e.g. Lefkowitz (1991b) 44; Steiner (2001b) 157.

⁵¹ Carey (1981) ad loc. claimed that the verb 1lkein ‘always denotes extreme
violence’, but this is not the case. It is used of dogs that tear corpses in two
Homeric passages (Il. 17. 557 and 22. 33), as well as in one from Herodotos (1.
140), but there are more than eighty other Homeric appearances in which a
weaver pulls his thread, mules a plough, horses a chariot, men a ship up on the
beach, an archer an arrow from his quiver, warriors the body of friend or enemy
from the field, etc. The Homeric action when taken by a human contains vio-
lence only when a male drags off a female captive (Il. 6. 465; 22. 62; Od. 11. 580)
or when the suitors would drag Odysseus from the door-sill (Od. 18. 12);
Euripides, to describe the violence of Ajax, added b≤6 to this verb (Tro. 70), and
in the legal language of the 4th cent. it had to be intensified with bi3zein or
Õbr≤zein to describe acts of outrage, and even qualified in this way the verb often
carried a sense merely of seduction (at Dem. 21.150 impiety thus draws a man to
crime, at Herondas 2. 71 a man thus pulls at a prostitute); the sense is explicitly
sexual at Lys. 1. 122; 3. 97.

⁵² For this magical sense, cf. Men. fr. 210.3 KT where a man may ‘draw’ a
god to him and get power over him by means of cymbals; 1lkein was frequently
used with £gein in spells meant to bring the beloved; see Petropoulos (1993) 51
n. 52; Faraone (1999) 67 n. 118.



mon verb is associated with control, the bewitching force of
sound, and the metaphor of singer as athlete, but not with slaver-
ing dogs. A choral singer may use a combination of music, magic,
and words as, like a wrestler, he takes hold of a subject and pulls
it/him into his power, and this has been made explicit when the
present ode turned just now to wrestle with Sogenes (70–5).⁵³
There is no dog and no corpse here; rather, the metaphor that
dominates the closing boast of Nemean 7 involves a pair of 
athletes whose moves are fixed by tradition as one attempts to get
a hold on the other.⁵⁴ The ode asserts that its mythic subject,
Neoptolemos, has, like its praise subject, Sogenes, been used in
seemly and elegant fashion. 

The performers with a final gesture point to another essential
fact about their Neoptolemos stanzas: they do not contain fam-
iliar scraps from the rhapsodes. Lesser singers travel over the
same ground for a third or fourth time, they say, like someone
running in circles (104), but this we have refused to do. Which
denial, translated into a positive statement by the complicit 
listener, becomes a boast: ‘Our myth is not only appropriate, it is
new to epinician!’⁵⁵ The penultimate lines contain a hint of 
professional scorn for other poets in the field, but this slight 
deviation into blame is covered by the momentary assumption of
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⁵³ According to schol. 150a, ‘He says that neither improperly nor inappropri-
ately has he come to speak of Neoptolemos. Indeed, Kallistratos adds that
because he said Sogenes was neighbour of Herakles and Neoptolemos neigh-
bour of the Delphic god, it is this neighbouring that makes the mention of
Neoptolemos appropriate.’ This is to take ‘not inappropriately’ as equivalent to
‘suitably’, ‘in a fashion relevant to the matter at hand’; contrast the reading of
Tugendhat (1960) 385–409, which negates the verb of speaking and produces, ‘I
deny that I did my savaging with stubborn and irreversible words (look how
differently I have just told the same story!)’

⁵⁴ For 1lkein as a technical wrestling term see Poliakoff (1982) 114, 137–9;
Vallozza (1996) 129 n. 36 explains it as indicating the wrestler’s opening move as
he draws his opponent into close struggle (as at Il. 23. 711–12 or Ar. Eccl. 259).
In the Slater Lexicon s.v., Gardiner JHS 1905 28 is cited as witness to a
wrestling usage in which the verb is equivalent to bi3zesqai, but in fact Gardiner
there explains that this was a legitimate move using no undue violence. Steiner
(1986) 118 reports an athletic metaphor at line 103, but suggests that the poet
there disclaims having taken his poetic victory by improper means. For terms
common to wrestling and dance, see Athen. 14. 629b.

⁵⁵ The statement is an example of what Bundy (1986) 52 n. 43 called ‘assev-
eration, overcoming real or imaginary objection’. The chorus pretends to have
been accused of unsuitable innovation so that it may say, ‘At any rate we didn’t
bore you with grandiose tales you have heard again and again!’ Compare the
same claim, made prospectively, at N. 8. 20.



a falsely infantile voice. Singers who repeat the old tales sound
like children at play, endlessly crying, ‘Korinthos was son of
Zeus!’ (105).⁵⁶ These five closing syllables sum up all the tedious
songs composed for lesser boys by lesser poets, for this bit of
patriotic glorification (only Korinthians believed it, Paus. 2. 1. 1)
belongs to the scapegoat figure of a common children’s game. He
is the one who is ‘It’, and he yelps out his ridiculous assertion
while those in the circle around him attack, crying, ‘Strike him!
Strike the “Korinthos son of Zeus!”’ (pa∏e, pa∏e, schol. N. 7
155b; schol. Ar. Ran. 439a).⁵⁷ This playground charade had long
ago spawned a proverbial usage in which ‘Korinthos son of Zeus’
could designate any pompous repetition of a valueless claim,⁵⁸
and antiquarians supposed that it had originated in an historical
event, when a representative of Korinth was driven out by the
people of Megara or Korkyra.⁵⁹ Whatever its local beginnings,
however, the game was evidently popular everywhere, and the
automatic response of any audience, on hearing its provocation,
will be a joyous inner shout of ‘Strike him!’ as the purveyor of
tired tales is driven out. Though young like Sogenes, the singers
of Pindar’s ode are well beyond children’s play. They have
praised Aigina, the Aiakids, and their friend, not with preten-
tious Homeric lies (22), but with a piece of Delphic tradition that
is as true as the letters on a tomb (48–9). 
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⁵⁶ Sappho used the same ‘barking’ word to warn her tongue against (presum-
ably childish) expressions of anger (158 V). Having read dogs into the act of
dragging, Steiner (2001b) 157–8 discovers a consistently canine description of
blame, and a boast here of having avoided, not over-familiar materials, but slan-
der: ‘The audience is reminded of the impeccably laudatory account of the hero
in the song they have just heard.’

⁵⁷ For a game of similar design see PMG 875, the Pot Game.
⁵⁸ As at Ar. Ran. 439; Eccl. 828; fr. 434 K; Pl. Euthy. 292c and 439b;

Heraklides Pont. 5b; Paus. 2. 1. 1.
⁵⁹ See Eitrem RE s.v. Korinthos.



13. Olympian 8: Aiakos at the Walls of Troy

For Alkimedon, son of Iphion (now dead); grandson of
Timosthenes; nephew (or brother?) of Kallimachos (now dead);
of the Blepsiad tribe; victor in the boys’ wrestling, 460 bc.
Triads.

str. a* M$ter _ crusostef3nwn åvqlwn, ∞Olump≤a,

dvspoin’ ålaqe≤aß, Jna m3ntieß £ndreß

ƒmp»roiß tekmairÎmenoi parapeir0n-

tai DiÏß årgikera»nou,

e÷ tin’ πcei lÎgon ånqr*pwn pvri

maiomvnwn meg3lan 5
året¤n qum‘ labe∏n,

t0n d† mÎcqwn åmpno3n:

ånt. a* £netai d† prÏß c3rin eÛseb≤aß åndr0n lita∏ß:

åll’ _ P≤saß eÇdendron ƒp’ !lfe‘ £lsoß,

tÎnde k0mon ka≥ stefanafor≤an dv- 10
xai. mvga toi klvoß aje≤,

·tini sÏn gvraß 1spet’ åglaÎn.

£lla d’ ƒp’ £llon πban

ågaq0n, polla≥ d’ Ødo≥

sŸn qeo∏ß eÛprag≤aß.

ƒp. a* TimÎsqeneß, Çmme d’ ƒkl3rwsen pÎtmoß 15
Zhn≥ geneql≤8: ß s† m†n Nemv6 prÎfaton,

!lkimvdonta d† p¤r KrÎnou lÎf8

q[ken ∞Olumpion≤kan.

Án d’ ƒsor$n kalÎß, πrg8 t’ oÛ kat¤ e”doß ƒlvgcwn

ƒxvnepe kratvwn p3l6 dolic&retmon A÷ginan p3tran: 20
πnqa S*teira DiÏß xen≤ou

p3redroß åske∏tai Qvmiß

str. b* πxoc’ ånqr*pwn. Ò ti g¤r polŸ ka≥ poll9 Âvp7,

ørq9 diakr≤nein fren≥ m¶ par¤ kairÏn

duspalvß: teqmÏß dv tiß åqan3twn ka≥ 25
t3nd’ Ålierkva c*ran

pantodapo∏sin Ëpvstase xvnoiß

k≤ona daimon≤an—



Ø d’ ƒpantvllwn crÎnoß

toıto pr3sswn m¶ k3moi—

ånt. b* Dwrie∏ la‘ tamieuomvnan ƒx Ajakoı: 30
tÏn pa∏ß Ø Latoıß eÛrumvdwn te Poseid$n,

∞Il≤8 mvllonteß ƒp≥ stvfanon teı-

xai, kalvsano sunergÏn

te≤ceoß, Án Òti nin peprwmvnon

ørnumvnwn polvmwn

ptolipÎrqoiß ƒn m3cqaiß 35
l3bron åmpneısai kapnÎn.

ƒp. b* glauko≥ d† dr3konteß, ƒpe≥ kt≤sqh nvon,

p»rgon ƒsallÎmenoi tre∏ß, oÈ d»o m†n k3peton,

aˆqi d’ åtuzÎmenoi yuc¤ß b3lon,

eÍß d’ ånÎrouse bo3saiß. 40
πnnepe d’ ånt≤on Ørmainwn tvraß eÛqŸß !pÎllwn:

“Pvrgamoß åmf≥ tea∏ß, ~rwß, cerÎß ƒrgas≤aiß Ål≤sketai:

˘ß ƒmo≥ f3sma lvgei Kron≤da

pemfq†n barugdo»pou DiÎß:

str. g* oÛk £ter pa≤dwn svqen, åll’ ‹ma pr*toiß Â&xetai 45
ka≥ tert3toiß.” „ß Ára qeÏß s3fa e÷paiß

X3nqon ‡peigen ka≥ !mazÎnaß eÛ≤p-

pouß ka≥ ƒß >Istron ƒla»nwn.

∞Orsotr≤aina d’ ƒp’ ∞Isqm‘ pont≤6

‹rma qoÏn t3nuen,

åpopvmpwn AjakÏn 50
deır’ ån’ Jppoiß crusvaiß

ånt. g* ka≥ Kor≤nqou deir3d’ ƒpoyÎmenoß daitiklut3n.

terpnÏn d’ ƒn ånqr*poiß ÷son πssetai oÛdvn.

ej d’ ƒg° Melhs≤a ƒx ågene≤wn

kıdoß ånvdramon \mn8,

m¶ balvtw me l≤q8 trace∏ fqÎnoß: 55
ka≥ Nemv6 g¤r Øm0ß

ƒrvw ta»tan c3rin,

t¤n d’ πpeit’ åndr0n m3caß

ƒp. g* ƒk pagkrat≤ou. tÏ did3xasqai dv toi

ejdÎti Â5teron: £gnwmon d† tÏ m¶ promaqe∏n: 60
koufÎterai g¤r åpeir3twn frvneß.

ke∏na d† ke∏noß #n e÷poi

πrga pera≤teron £llwn, t≤ß trÎpoß £ndra prob3sei

ƒx Èer0n åvqlwn mvllonta poqeinot3tan dÎxan fvrein.
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nın m†n aÛt‘ gvraß !lkimvdwn 65
n≤kan triakost¤n ‰l*n:

str. d* ß t»c6 m†n da≤monoß, ånorvaß d’ oÛk åmplak*n,

ƒn tvtrasin pa≤dwn åpeq&kato gu≤oiß

nÎston πcqiston ka≥ åtimotvran gl8s-

san ka≥ ƒp≤krufon o”mon,

patr≥ d† patrÏß ƒnvpneusen mvnoß 70
g&raoß ånt≤palon:

!ºda toi l3qetai

£rmena pr3xaiß ån&r.

ånt. d* åll’ ƒm† cr¶ mnamos»nan ånege≤ronta fr3sai

ceir0n £wton Bleyi3daiß ƒp≤nikon, 75
1ktoß oÍß ‡dh stvfanoß per≤keitai

fullofÎrwn åp’ åg*nwn.

πsti d† ka≤ ti qanÎntessin mvroß

k¤n nÎmon ƒrdomvnwn:

katakr»ptei d’ oÛ kÎniß

suggÎnwn kedn¤n c3rin. 80

ƒp. d* }Erm$ d† qugatrÏß åko»saiß ∞If≤wn

!ggel≤aß ƒnvpoi ken Kallim3c8 liparÏn

kÎsmon ∞Olump≤6, Òn sfi ZeŸß gvnei

•pasen. ƒsl¤ d’ ƒp’ ƒslo∏ß

πrga qvloi dÎmen, øxe≤aß d† nÎsouß åpal3lkoi. 85
eÇcomai åmf≥ kal0n mo≤r6 nvmesin dicÎboulon m¶ qvmen:

åll’ ap&manton £gwn b≤oton

aÛto»ß t’ åvxoi ka≥ pÎlin.

1. Olympia, Mother of gold-crowned games, 
Mistress of Truth, seat of prophetic men 
whose fiery trials discover from

Zeus of the silver bolt
what he intends for those who, 
deep in their hearts, are eager to 5
seize upon valour, then 
capture the respite that follows toil. Yet

piety’s recompense grows with men’s prayers.
O leafy Pisa, there beside Alpheos’ stream,
welcome this joyous crown-bearing band! 

Great fame is forever his, whom 10
your brilliant prize attends, yet
various goods come to 
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various men, and with aid from the gods
multiple paths can lead to success.

Timosthenes, your clan was allotted by Fate 15
to a familial Zeus who, at Nemea, gave you acclaim, 
then set up Alkimedon, there beside Kronos’ hill,
as an Olympian victor.
A fair lad to see, his deeds matched his form when,
best of the wrestlers, he claimed as his home 

Aigina, city of long-oared ships. 20
There the Saving One, the throne-mate of 
Zeus, lord of strangers—Themis!—receives

2. honors unique among men. Where much 
hangs in the balance, judgement both fair and apt 
is hard to achieve, but divine law sets up this 25

land that the sea surrounds 
as a magical pillar where
strangers from far away find
safety. May Time ever dawning 
never grow tired of supporting her—this land kept

safe for its Dorian people since Aiakos’ day! 30
Him did Leto’s fair son and mighty Poseidon
summon as helper to Ilion

when they prepared its
circlet of walls, for Fate had 
decreed for that city an onrush of war, 
battling attacks, and a 35
belching of turbulent smoke.

Citadel built, three gleaming snakes
assaulted it, two to fall back and 
die on the spot, terror-struck, while the third
gave a shout and leapt over the wall! 40
Apollo considered, then answered the omen:
‘Troy will be taken, o hero, where

your hand has wrought —
so speaks this sign sent by Kronos’ son,
deep-thundering Zeus—nor, apart from your

3. sons, shall its walls crack, but with the first and 45
third generations.’ The god spoke and then,
urging his team, drove off towards Xanthos, the Ister,

and well-mounted Amazons.
Then did the lord of theTrident aim his swift
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car with its golden team out towards the
sea-bridge of Isthmos, bringing Aiakos 50
back to this very place, and intending to 

view the famed feast-grounds of Korinth.
No mortal joy will be equal to this! If my
song did race on to Melesias’ fame, 

won among beardless youths,
let Envy not cast his rough stone! 55
Such a success, garnered at Nemea,
I shall recount and, too, a victory 
won in that place against men 

in the pankration. Teaching is easy for him who
knows by experience, while not to foresee is 60
foolish, and hearts untried are too light.
Better than others this trainer predicts
which moves, what style, will advance
one who intends to take coveted fame from

contests that honour the gods.
So now Alkimedon brings to his trainer 65
the prize of a thirtieth victory!

4. His luck was god-given, his courage his own 
as he forced on the legs of four other boys
a hateful return, insults, and 

hidden back ways, while
into his own grandsire he breathed 70
the strength to contend with old age. 
While timely rites are performed,
Hades goes unremembered!

I must speak and awaken remembrance—how
Blepsiad hands took the flower of victory, how six 75
crowns circled their heads, brought from games

where garlands are won.
The dead too take a portion of
rites well observed, 
nor does dust mute the
valid rejoicings of kinsmen. 80

Learning from Angel, daughter of
Hermes, Iphion may speak to Kallimachos, 
naming the rich Olympian crown that Zeus 
offers their race! May he pile more splendid deeds 85
upon these, may he banish sharp woe! 
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I pray he will not, with their portion of good, 
send a Nemesis of two minds:

may he rather exalt this race and this city,
bringing them life without pain!

This is the only Aiginetan ode that celebrates an Olympic vic-
tory.¹ In 460 bc Alkimedon, a boy of the Blepsiad tribe, sailed
round the Peloponnese, probably in the company of his trainer,²
and after a month’s preparation at Pisa defeated all his opponents
in the wrestling ring. Through this rare triumph Zeus ‘exalted’
the boy’s city and his tribe (O. 8. 88), the elder generations of
which had also known major victories. Consequently, that the
whole record might be permanent, the new victor’s grandfather,
Timosthenes,³ commissioned the present song, to be performed
among the gathered members of their tribe.⁴ The occasion
demanded a more than ordinarily joyous celebration, but a num-
ber of critics have reported that, for this moment of familial and
general elation, Pindar provided a gloomy, commonplace, or
even careless song.⁵ Indeed, after Wilamowitz and Farnell had
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¹ There had been earlier victories however; Praxidamas, a Bassid, was in 544
bc the first islander to win at Olympia (P. N. 6. 15; Paus. 6. 18. 7); for
Theognetos, an earlier Olympic victor in boys’ wrestling, see Ebert (1972) no.
12; at N. 4. 75 Pindar mentions a Theandrid victory at Olympia; finally Paus. 6.
14. 1 reports an Olympic wrestling victory taken by an Aiginetan boy, Pherias
son of Chares, in 464 bc; see Ebert (1972) no. 19 where 476 bc is suggested as a
more likely date.

² For trainers and the training month at Olympia see M. I. Finley with Pleket
(1976) 61, 90–2.

³ A scholiast identified Timosthenes (15–16) as Alkimedon’s brother, citing
Didymos, but Carey (1989c) 1–6 has shown that the ode itself makes him the
patron of today’s entertainment and the grandfather referred to at 70. One of the
two kinsmen in Hades (81–2) is the father; Carey chose Kallimachos because he
is the ultimate recipient of the ode’s message, but Race (1990)160–1 and n. 47
argues that the father, named at the moment of his son’s crowning, must be
Iphion, the first to know; this leaves Kallimachos as most probably his brother,
the victor’s uncle. These two are responsible for some or all of the family’s five
previous crowns from the major games (76). Kurke (1991b) 292–8 attempts to
return to the scholiast’s identification but can explain the absence of a name for
the grandfather only by assuming that he too was called Alkimedon.

⁴ The call to Pisa at line 9 has caused some to suppose a performance at
Olympia (e.g. Bundy (1986) 81). Nevertheless the singers are clearly located on
Aigina at 25 and 51; Wilamowitz (1922) 403 assumed an Aiginetan celebration
in a local Olympieion, but it is easier to hear the call to Pisa as equivalent to a
wish to please a hypothetical distant audience as well as the present one, as at 
N. 4. 46.

⁵ Wilamowitz (1922) 405; Farnell (1930) i. 46. Puech (1958–61) i. 102 excus-
es the ode’s inferiority on the grounds that it was composed for a child.



agreed that the ode did not represent the highest plane of the
poet’s work, most scholars have limited themselves to identify-
ing premonitions of the Athenian conquest,⁶ or observing a
detail presumably unsuitable to that looming disaster—the ode’s
extraordinary praise of the Athenian trainer, Melesias.⁷ Above
all they discover a prognostic of doom in the mention of nemesis
at the song’s close, remarking that the destruction of the island’s
independence is but a few years away. Just how Timosthenes
was able to see this, or why Pindar might suppose him to want his
grandson’s ode to predict disaster in this moment of Blepsiad tri-
umph, they do not say. 

What follows will be a description of Olympian 8 as in its
wholeness it responds, not to events yet to come, but to a long
past, both legendary and familial, that culminates in the present
superb occasion. As one would expect, it is a Zeus-filled song in
which the god is four times formally named—as Zeus of the
Silver Bolt (3), Zeus genethlios (16), Zeus Xenios (21), and Zeus
the deep-thundering Son of Kronos (43–4)—before a final
prayer in which he is summoned as one who apportions splendid
things among mortals (83, 85–8). Furthermore he is specified as
the loud-roaring (44) source of the prophecy that sounds out in
the mythic episode. Olympia is not so much the place where men
contest as the hearth where Zeus’ will, as dimly read by priests,
responds to mortal piety (8). This is a cosmic god who has taken
as his throne-mate the goddess Themis Soteira (21–7),⁸ through
whom he has ensured a mysterious permanence for the island of
Aigina. Because of her cult and her function as protector of
strangers, a massive column rises up from the island, to stand
like a roof-tree or a sky-pillar⁹ supported by an ever-dawning

Olympian 8: Aiakos at the Walls of Troy 209

⁶ The scholia date O. 8 to 460 bc (Ol. 80), three or four years before the capitu-
lation of Aigina; even if the Battle of Kekryphaleia has already taken place it will
not necessarily have signalled subjugation to Aiginetans who had known rivalry
with Athens for half a century. Figueira (1993) 104, 107–8, 169 places the battle
in 460 bc and at (1991) 107 n. 9 he puts the capitulation in 457–6 bc; Hammond
(1977) 293 would put the battle in 458 bc, the capitulation in 457 or 456. 

⁷ A major exception is Race (1990) 141–64. 
⁸ Wilamowitz (1922) 404 n. 1 stated categorically that Themis had no cult on

Aigina, but the ‘honours’ of line 22 suggest formal observance.
⁹ Such a pillar is one element in Klytaimnetsra’s metaphorical flattery of

Agamemnon (Aisch. Agam. 896ff .). Theunissen (2000) 582 calls the column an
image of ‘Standfestigkeit’; established for strangers (26), its form may derive
from the columns that mark painted scenes of suppliancy; there may also be ref-
erence to Mt. Oros with its sanctuary of Zeus Hellanios, cf. P. P. 1. 19b of Etna.



Time. Flanked on one side by Olympia, Mistress of Zeus’ Truth
(1–2), on the other by Nemesis, agent of the Kronian god in over-
seeing men’s prosperity (86), this Zeus-sponsored tower of
Themis–Aigina becomes the axial prop for Alkimedon’s song.

But why Nemesis at the close?In their final prayer the singers
first ask that Zeus may continue the good fortune of the
Blepsiads (that he should heap splendour upon splendours,
84–5), then that he may not ‘set a Nemesis of two minds’¹⁰ upon
the clan’s portion of fine things (86). ‘May he continue, may he
not discontinue,’ is the form their litany takes, and this positive
plea, repeated as a double-negative, has close parallels in other
Pindaric passages where there is no question of impending dis-
aster. In Pythian 10, for example, made in the early 490s for
secure Thessalian lords, the chorus prays (20–1) that the
Aleuadai, ‘having got no small portion of good things, may not
encounter resentful overturn from the gods’.¹¹ Here in Olympian
8 we have the same notion of hypothetical divine resentment and
the same formula for turning it away, the difference being that
here the possible resentment is embodied in a personified
Nemesis, an agent of Zeus who may be of two minds (86).¹²This
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¹⁰ Transposed, the litotes becomes ‘I pray that he set a Nemesis of single
(unchanging) intention upon their portion of good things’; cf. N. 10. 89. 

¹¹ The closing element of this plea for the Aleuadai is ‘may god have a heart
that does no harm’ (åp&mwn, P. 10. 22); cf. the prayer at P. P. 8. 71–2 for an
‘unenvious divine eye’ upon the house of Xenarkes; also the prayer on a statue
base from Paros, c.500 bc asking for offspring and a life led in a condition of åph-
mos»nh (CEG 414).

¹² This Nemesis set by Zeus to watch over the fortunes of the house at the end
of the fourth epode (86–8) exactly balances the Themis throne-mate of Zeus
who watches over Aigina at the end of the first epode (20–2). Editors of the past
usually reported a personified Nemesis (e.g. Mommsen, de Jongh,
Gildersleeve, Cerrato, Farnell), but more recent scholars have followed the
scholiasts in finding an ordinary noun (e.g. Bowra, Puech, Slater, Snell–
Maehler), and Race (1997) i. 145 translates ‘I pray . . . he not make the appor-
tionment dubious.’ An apportionment, however, does not have a divisible ‘plan’
or ‘will’, whereas Nemesis at least in later times was called Aristoboule as well as
Eunomia (Artemid. Oneir. 2. 37). On the powers of Nemesis and her cult see
Gruber (1963) 65–71; Luppe (1974) 193–202; Stafford (2000) 75–110. At
Rhamnous a statue attributed to Phidias showed the goddess wearing a crown
embellished with deer and small figures of Nike, and carrying in one hand an
apple-branch, in the other a phiale decorated with Ethiopian figures (Paus. 1.
33. 3); the first surviving representations are from the 4th cent. (K. Schefold in
Freundesgabe Robert Boehringer (1957) 548 fig. 4). It is notable that in Roman
times she, like the Themis of O. 8, might carry a balance; she also appeared with
the wheel of Tyche and was sometimes identified with Aphrodite; see LIMC
s.v. Nemesis passim.



figure is traditionally a daughter of Okeanos (Paus. 1. 33. 3), the
companion of Aidos (Hes, WD 197–201), and she was created as
a bane (p[ma) that would restrict mankind to its proper shame-
bound areas of activity (Hes. Theog. 223–5). Meanwhile, as a
nymph who is Zeus’ mate, she shows a close likeness to Aigina
and also to Thetis, for Nemesis too is a form-changer (Kypr. fr.
9 Davies = Athen. 8. 334b; cf. Eur. Or. 1638–42). 

Nemesis works to punish shameless excess, and consequently
when the present chorus begs that this family be granted a ‘life
without pain’ (b≤oton åp&manton (86–7), the listener is inevitably
reminded of opposite cases of legendary overstepping that she
has disciplined. As mother of Helen, Nemesis was the ally of
Zeus in the punishment of overweening Ilium (Kypria fr. 7
Davies EGF, p. 31 5–6 D), and more recently she has seized upon
Kroisos and toppled his swollen fortunes (Hdt. 1. 34. 1). What is
more, she blocked the Persian advance from Marathon accord-
ing to a popular tale just now in the making, which is why the
head of her cult statue at Rhamnous will be described as carved
from captured stone intended for the enemy’s victory trophy
(Paus. 1. 33. 2–3). The request for a steady-minded Nemesis to
oversee an ‘unruined’ (87) life thus suggests that a mortal success
measured by six major crowns is almost, but not quite, at the
level which would bring divine resentment. The magnificence of
this house is of course of interest to Nemesis, but this present
glory is safe because it has been provided by an ancestral Zeus
(16), won in piety at Olympia (8), then offered to a Themis-
loving city (22–3).¹³ As agent of Zeus (and perhaps as sister to
Themis, with whom she often shares sacred space),¹⁴ Nemesis is
to treat the Blepsiads as she did the Hyperboreans (P. P. 10. 44),
with single-minded complaisance. There is, in other words, no
hint of fear in these closing lines, and certainly no reference to an
Athenian naval threat. Instead, the singers end with a boast of
divinely sponsored blessedness, typically rendered as an
apotropaic prayer: May the mind of their divine supervisor not
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¹³ This is the positive side of the truth stated by Cairns (1996) 20: ‘in divine
resentment of human prosperity there will always be an element which focuses
on the attitude of the human victim.’

¹⁴ The temple of Nemesis at Rhamnous, built some thirty years after the
composition of this ode, stood cheek to cheek with a smaller older building dedi-
cated to Themis; see Orlandos (1924) 305–20; Miles (1989) 135–44.



be divided! May the full intention of Nemesis continue to 
support this god-favoured city (86–8)!

Though it does not make reference to special tensions in the
Saronic Gulf, Olympian 8 does display two risky peculiarities of
content and form—a seemingly un-epinician mythic scene, and
an extended ‘hymn’ addressed to the trainer, Melesias. First, the
myth. In the nine other pre-conquest odes Pindar has followed
his own self-imposed ‘Law of Aiakid Praise’, building narrative
sections around the heroic descendants of Aiakos, while here and
only here he places the aboriginal ancestor himself at the centre
of a mythic scene. Perhaps this choice of the most ancient and
most splendid is made in honour of Olympia, but however that
may be it gives the ode an extraordinary flavour because Aiakos,
unlike the violent Aiakids, was never a contender. As a man of
perpetual maturity who brought order and peace wherever he
went, he does not easily lend himself to the celebration of a boy
wrestler, nor has Pindar given him any kind of confrontation or
adventurous challenge. Instead, the song places him in a spot
where the founder of the Aiakid line can only labour, listen, and
then depart, having helped to make a wall that will not stand.
Because the episode follows directly upon the transformation of
Aigina into a sky-pillar (Aiakos’ name, at line 30, serves as a
hinge between civic ideology and panhellenic myth), its effect is
to confront one divine structure with another—the first being
abstract, eternal, and perfect, the second concrete, temporary,
and fated to crumble. This contrast, however, takes effect slowly
because the story-book wall (and Aiakos with it) is at once veiled
in proleptic smoke (36), while the attention of the audience is
drawn exclusively to a magical sign. Three shimmering snakes
open the epode by leaping at the wall (ƒsallÎmenai, 37) like fish or
like dancers (also like the Achilles of Priam’s worst fears, Il. 21.
536), after which one sound is heard, the bizarre battle-cry of the
single successful serpent (40). With this portent the whole
course of the coming war is fixed, and Apollo has only to put his
father’s sinuous message into speech (40–1). 

The scene at the wall has none of the elements one expects in
an epinician myth; here there is no grasping of a timely risk, no
expenditure of courage, to give a mythic expansion to the victor’s
success. Nor does a dignified tradition work to obscure its
unsuitability (as with the Hippolyta tale of Nemean 5), for this is
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the first time, as far as we know, that poet or painter has sent
Aiakos to Troy. Some believe it to be pure Pindaric invention,¹⁵
but though he may have been the first to cast Aiakos as one of the
builders of Laomedon’s wall, only the presence of a powerful
model can explain the coexistence in this account of a portent and
an ultimate prophecy that are so patently out of joint.¹⁶ The basic
story is of the Achilles’ heel type, meant to explain how some-
thing that was under divine protection could yet be destroyed.
Storytellers knew various explanations of how a wall built by
gods could be breached (including that of the Horse), but for this
ode Pindar chose a tale of rustic simplicity in which the flaw in
the divine product is the work of a non-divine hand.¹⁷ In a popu-
lar telling, this co-worker might have been a peasant, a satyr, or
perhaps a clever beast, but Pindar evidently wanted to illustrate,
not the difference between mortal and immortal powers, but
rather the single strength of Fate as it worked through both men
and gods to fix the destruction of Troy (33–6). For this purpose,
Aiakos, the mortal closest to the gods, was the best representa-
tive of the non-divine because he could participate, not just in
the building of a vulnerable wall, but also in its dismantling,
according to the grand plans of Zeus and Nemesis. 

The charm of the folk-tale about the non-divine helper was
evidently lodged in its snake-prodigy,¹⁸ which Pindar must have
savoured, for he kept it in spite of the embarrassment it caused.
What he really needed was a portent that was temporal as well as
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¹⁵ The scholiast at O. 8. 41a reports that Didymos so believed because the
motif was not to be found in any earlier author; Wilamowitz (1922) 245–7
agreed, arguing that the source could not be a folk-tale because Pindar would
not use such material in a song meant for the nobility. Carey (1989c) 5 supports
the idea of innovation but Hubbard (1987) 21 admits the possibility of a ‘felici-
tous . . . selection . . . from prior tradition’.

¹⁶ Failure to see this conflation of old and new is responsible for much of the
critical confusion about the second half of Apollo’s prophecy where, in spite of
the failure of the first snake, the first generation of Aiakid warriors is allowed a
preliminary success; see Robbins (1986) 317–21.

¹⁷ The version in which the wall had a section that invited entry (cf. Il. 6.
433–4) was the alternative to stories in which the walls were dismantled from
within, as for the Horse (Proklos Il. parv. 29–30 Davies EGF). For this reason it
is hard to understand why von der Mühll (1964) 51–7 insists that Pindar meant
to include Epeios with Neoptolemos in the third generation’s conquest.

¹⁸ Snakes were probably associated with predictions about the timing of the
fall of Troy because of Kalchas’ interpretation of the sparrow-eating snake at
Aulis (Il. 2. 323–9). They are appropriate as well to Pindar’s concern, in this
song, with communication with the dead.



locative, for in his version the collapse of Pergamon will occur
where Aiakos’ mortal hands have worked (42), yes, but more
significantly the walls will be broken¹⁹ when descendants of his
shall come, men of the first generation (i.e. Telamon and Peleus)
and of the third (i.e. Neoptolemos, 45–6).²⁰ Framed to explain an
improbable failure, the snake-motif must now represent that
failure as a success while it also explains the timing of the event,
and this double sense proves awkward even for a divine inter-
preter. Certainly the gleaming serpent that leaps the wall does
very well as Neoptolemos, but no joy can come from identifying
the two campaigns so gloriously depicted on the Aphaia pedi-
ments with two snakes who fall dead, stricken with fear (39).²¹
Especially not in a passage where the first generation of Aiakids
is explicitly saluted as having entered the city (45). The snakes
and the Aiakid takers of Troy cannot really be reconciled, and
Pindar covers the course of two long wars in ten words (45–6),
then moves on immediately, trusting that the lack of congru-
ency, coming from Apollo’s mouth, will pass unobserved.²²
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¹⁹ Reading ̃ 3xetai at 45, suggested by Gildersleeve (1885) ad loc. as having ‘a
vigorous ring’, and taken up by Wilamowitz and Bowra; von der Mühll (1964) 52
noted that the verb belongs to the language of boxing (Pollux 3. 155). Carey
(1989c) 4 n.17 on the other hand objects on the odd ground that the verb is ‘melo-
dramatic’; he suggests πrxetai. The impossibility of £rxetai (codd.) is demon-
strated in Race’s attempt to translate (1997) i. 141: ‘It will begin with the first
ones and also with the fourth.’ For reviews of the discussion of the problem see
Robbins (1986) 317–21; Hubbard (1987) 5–21; Race (1990) 151 nn. 19 and 20.

²⁰ SM read tert3toiß in 46 after Ahrens (Philol. 16, 1860, 52); the ms.
tetr3toiß was perhaps influenced by the tvtrasin in the responding line, 68.
Those who believe that four generations are specified must take Aiakos as the
first, as does Bowra (1964) 299, ‘Troy will be captured first by Aiakos and later
by his descendants’; see also Hill (1963) 2–4. Race (1990) 151 and n. 19 explains
that Pindar left Aiakos out when counting Telamon and Peleus as the first gen-
eration, then counted him when placing Neoptolemos in the fourth. Such inclu-
sion of Aiakos is supposed to refer to his faulty work on the wall, which makes
him in a sense a collaborator with Neoptolemos; so Robbins (1986) 317–21.
With four generations, however, prophecy and portent are more than ever out of
joint, while Apollo’s linked phrases, ‘not without your children but with the first
and the xth generations’, clearly exclude Aiakos from the count. A Telamon
who went ‘first’ against Troy and an Ajax who was ‘second’ with Achilles were
sung in an Attic drinking refrain ( 899 PMG).

²¹ Especially not if the story that Telamon made the first breach in
Laomedon’s wall was current this early; see von der Mühll (1964 )51–7 and
Hellanikos 4 F 109 FGrHist.

²² Of course it has not; Farnell (1932) ii. 63–4, always ready to disapprove,
noted that ‘the omen is carelessly constructed . . . Apollo gets confused in his
counting . . . The slip may well be due to hurry.’ 



Apollo reads the snake-portent, his words conveyed in direct
speech, like those of Herakles when he reads the eagle-portent 
in Isthmian 6, but this time the prophecy is not marked as the 
climax of the present choral tale, for the scene is not finished. For
all his inactivity, Aiakos is central here and a final marvellous
truth about him is impressed upon the audience when the singers
cap Apollo’s departure²³ with another flight. Using twice as
many words, they display the hero-founder of Aigina as he is 
lifted away by Poseidon, then label the event as superlative. Up
to this point the hero has existed only as a relative pronoun (tÏn,
31, drawn from Ajakoı, 30); Apollo has addressed him (42), but
there has been no epithet and not so much as a participle to make
him present to the listener. Now, however, one bright image
likens this passive and faceless hero to a Herakles, a Tithonos, or
a Pelops (cf. O. 1. 41), as a god carries him aloft in a chariot drawn
by a golden team (48–52). This is the moment of crucial choral
magic, the instant in which myth enters actuality, and it is
marked by an explicit ‘right here’ (deır’, 51), as Poseidon returns
Aiakos to the very place where the dancers are now giving their
performance. After which a gnomic exclamation marks his flight
as the ultimate marvel of the sung narrative: ‘No joy known to
mortals will be equal to this!’(53).²⁴ Elsewhere this inaugural
Aiginetan (30) is a lover of order and an embodiment of defensive
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²³ A motif familiar from the East Pediment of the Aiginetan Apollo temple;
the West Pediment showed an Amazon battle scene; see Wurster (1974); Fuchs
and Floren (1987) 310 and n. 20. Compare Ba. 3. 57–61 where Kroisos is lifted
away by Apollo after Zeus has shown his power in an action similarly marked as
supreme with a gnomic phrase.

²⁴ Rutherford (1992) 66–7 considers the possibility that P. Pa.15 M was com-
posed for an Aiginetan rite commemorating Poseidon’s arrival with Aiakos. O.
8. 53 is usually understood with the scholiasts as asserting the various tastes of
men in preparation for possible objections to the trainer-praise to follow; e.g.
Farnell (1930) i. 43, ‘human beings are not equally happy everywhere.’ For
Bundy (1986) 16 this was explicit subjective foil that looked forward, the sense
being ‘I can’t please everybody, I know, yet I hope that no one will criticize me
for eulogizing Melesias.’ By contrast Mezger (1880) 383 had understood ‘gleich
dem der Götter’, the whole phrase being ‘unter den Menschen findet sich kein
göttergleiches Glück’; Gildersleeve (1885) ad loc. also perceived a contrast with
the blessedness of the gods. Carey (1989b) 288 advocates the reading chosen
here, ‘“no joy among mankind will be equally great” to that of Aiakos who asso-
ciated with gods.’ This provides a formal summation of the poem’s mythic sec-
tion, but Lloyd-Jones (1991) 240–2 labels the line ‘opaque in the extreme’ and
emends ÷son to åe≤ to get ‘all human pleasure is evanescent’ (so praise of Melesias
should excite no envy).



strength; here he enjoys a kind of apotheosis because he holds
within himself, in potential form, all the daring and success that
the gods will demand for the destruction of Troy (45). The pause
before the antistrophe catches him suspended between earth and
heaven, his name sounding out (50), his course determined by a
friendly god, because he is one who mediates (as in the building
of the wall) between divine will and the impassioned doings of
men. With this visible marvel superimposed upon Apollo’s
prophecy, the song’s representation of Aiakos is complete, as is
also its peaceable metaphor for the return of a victor.

From an Aiakos set down on Aigina by his divine chauffeur,
the chorus turns directly and with a rhetorical flourish, not to
Alkimedon, but to his trainer. Their challenge—‘If with my
song I traverse (run through)²⁵ the fame that Melesias found
among the beardless, let resentment cast no stones!’—has been
heard in a number of ways. It is sometimes described as the
poet’s expression of embarrassment (at praising an Athenian), or
of disgust (at having been asked to do such a thing),²⁶ or of
defiance (of aristocratic anti-trainer sentiment), etc. ‘Let no one
criticize’, however, is easily recognized as the artfully negatived
form of ‘Let all take note and praise!’—the equivalent of the fre-
quent cries of ‘Watch me, now!’ that mark shifts of subject in
other Pindaric odes.²⁷ In his commission, Timosthenes evident-
ly asked that his family’s Olympic triumph should be especially
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²⁵ The verb ånvdramon has here a rare transitive sense and serves like a gnomic
aorist. Many critics have fixed upon the envy (55) that the poet seems to expect,
assuming it to mean political resentment expected from anti-Athenian aristo-
crats at praise of a trainer from Athens. Von der Mühll (1964) 50–5 on the other
hand, takes this to be a topos with playful reference to the ‘offence’ of singing
Nemean victories in an Olympian context. The parallel passage of praise for
Menander at Ba. 13. 199–202 suggests a common association of fqÎnoß with
trainers (perhaps because they were expensive?).

²⁶ Thus Wade-Gery (1958) 248 found the passage to be in Pindar’s ‘stickiest
style’, due to his embarrassment at having to praise an Athenian. On the absurd-
ity of finding pro- or anti-Athenian sentiment in these lines see Race (1990)
154–5 and n. 27.

²⁷ Other examples at I. 1. 1; N. 8. 19–20; N. 4. 37–8; N. 5. 19–21 (one might
compare Jack Teagarden’s ‘Look out folks, I’m gonna take a trombone coda!’).
Bundy (1986) 40 put the present instance in a special class of ‘real or imaginary
objections’, but found in it a sense that is playful and positive: ‘I am going to tell
of a glory so great that it will rouse your jealousy even of the song that announces
it.’ A different assumption is made by Woloch (1963) 102–4 and 121, who
understands this passage as the ‘heartfelt and spontaneous’ reflection of a per-
sonal relationship between Pindar and Melesias.



marked as a thirtieth pupil-victory (66) for Melesias,²⁸ and it 
is possible that the chorus here salutes an aged trainer who is
actually present.²⁹ However that may be, the passage is at any
rate unlike any of the others in which a trainer is mentioned,
because elsewhere there is a flavour of afterthought, as three or at
most four lines, coming near the end of an ode, record a name.³⁰
Here, by contrast, Melesias receives a miniature hymn of his
own at the centre of the victor’s song—thirteen lines that include
formal introduction, victory list,³¹ wise generalization, and clos-
ing praise (54–66). What is more Melesias, like no other trainer,
becomes an element in the ode’s essential meditation—this time
upon prophecy and the role of human exertion in a providential
world. 

Athletes, like the generations of Aiakid warriors at Troy,
freely exert themselves to the utmost while they nonetheless
work within a fated design. This paradox is sharply reflected at
Olympia where priests use pyromancy to test what may be in
store for impassioned contestants who spend all their strength
(2–3),³² though Zeus fixes the outcome of the games (16–18, 83),
just as he did that of the Trojan War (43–4). Like his grandfather
(15), today’s handsome youth (19) receives his victory from this
same god, for his reverence in prayer (8), his ‘mad desire to prove
his own huge excellence’ (5–6), and his right use of male strength
inherited from ancestors (67), have been completed with a good
fortune (t»ca) that came from god (67). He has in other words
wrought his own Zeus-made fate, and he has done so by listen-
ing, not just to fairy-tale portents or inscrutable Olympian
priests, but to a trainer who reads immediate indications in the
light of experience and so arrives at a kind of foresight (60–4). In
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²⁸ According to Davies (1971) 231 Melesias, whose family claimed descent
from Aiakos via Telamon,was probably about 70 years old at the time of
Alkimedon’s victory.

²⁹ So Figueira (1993) 205.
³⁰ Menander, at N. 5. 48–9, beginning of final epode; cf. Ba. 13. 190–91, the

epode of the sixth of seven triads; Melesias, at N. 4. 93–6, final lines; at N. 6.
64–6, final lines; Pytheas, at I. 5. 59–63, final lines; Lampon, at I. 6. 72–3, penul-
timate lines.

³¹ For a failed attempt to show that the victories enumerated at 54–6 were not
won by Melesias, see Fowler (1953) 167–8.

³² Farnell (1932) ii. 60 supposed that Alkimedon’s family had made an actual
consultation and had learned of this coming victory, but it is obvious that the
priests can only have reported generally on the favorable or unfavourable aspect
of whatever was burnt.



Nemean 6, this same Melesias is likened to a charioteer swift as a
dolphin (64–6), and in Nemean 4 his excellence is projected as a
wrestling opponent hard to throw (93–6), but here he is a
prophet: his speciality is foresight (60)³³ and his function, like
Apollo’s, is to speak out (62; cf. Apollo, 41 and 46).³⁴ Mantic
priests may indicate probable victors (2), but he can predict
exactly what mortal factors will send one contestant home with
the glory he longed for (62–4), while his opponents slink back
without honour (68–9).³⁵ Here, then, is a figure who reconciles
mortal exertion with a determining divine will and who, like
Aiakos, transmits, to ‘descendants’ destined to take it, the power
to destroy even what gods have built. 

Alkimedon’s courage, shaped by Melesias’ foresight (67, cf.
60) and (like the skill of Aiakos) put into the service of divine
providence, has produced an Olympic victory that condemns
four boys to deep disgrace while it works something like resur-
rection upon an old man (67–73).³⁶ Timosthenes (forgetful of
Hades in his present ritualized joy, 72)³⁷ may see his own state as
a mortal reflection of the bliss of Aiakos, for he too looks forward
to the deeds of future generations. And by the same token the boy
conqueror who has gained an Olympic crown may feel a certain
fraternity with that other youth who, in a time treated as both
past and future, once took/will take Troy for the Aiakids. Even
better, Alkimedon can adopt as his own special emblem a gleam-
ing snake that howls like an Olympic herald or a k∫mos-dancer on
a victory night (40; cf. O. 13. 99–100; O. 9. 93). Nevertheless, if
this consummate triumph is to be complete, it must be shared
with the father and the uncle who are now in Hades, and so the
entertainment continues with lines that suggest a rite for making
contact with the dead (called in some places a Nemeseia).³⁸ First,
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³³ The praise of Melesias takes the characteristic form of dispraise of one who
is his opposite, a man with no sense and no foresight.

³⁴ Cf. Crotty (1982) 26. 
³⁵ Lines that roused Farnell’s British disgust (1930) iii. 46: ‘the chief blemish

. . . is the ugly passage about the shameful return of the defeated athletes.’
³⁶ Alkimedon won in the most exhausting way, never getting a bye but taking

on four opponents; see Ebert (1972) 228–9 and nos. 32, 55, 76.
³⁷ It is clearly the old grandfather of the previous lines who forgets Hades as

he performs (and presumably pays for) the proper household rituals (73) of vic-
tory, but for some reason Kurke (1991b) 293–4 asserts that ‘the victor must be
the ån&r who has accomplished fitting things.’

³⁸ Deubner (1956) 230. Such rituals were not (pace Rohde (1966) i. 197 n. 91)



a general memory is activated, to revive the five older crowns
won by Blepsiads (74–6); next the invigorating power of that 
recollection is directed towards two victors who are now in
Hades, reminding them that they still partake in the family glory
(79–80). Then finally, as it enters the closing stanza, the song
becomes a message sent to Iphion³⁹ by way of a divine messenger
who brings an audible grave-gift for those underground. The
victory that restores an appetite for life in an aged grandfather
(70) can also bring the power of speech to the dead, allowing the
shade of Alkimedon’s father (82) to spread the joy of victory
among kinsmen who, like himself, lie beneath the dust (79).

For as long as this performance lasts, then, three generations
of Blepsiads join in a common experience of the blessed life with-
out pain that Zeus, master of a single-minded Nemesis, is asked
to bestow. Nor are any premonitions of Aiginetan defeat made to
undermine this happy condition. Aigina is a god-built monu-
ment that rises up supported, not attacked, by time (28), and
consequently prolonged prosperity may be expected. With its
central narrative, moreover, the ode has continued Pindar’s
manifold response to another enduring monument, the Aphaia
temple and its two pediments. As Nemean 7 extended the roster
of Aiakid heroes to include the last, Neoptolemos, so Olympian 8
supplies the first, the serene masculine figure from whom all the
splendid violence of the two sculptured scenes was projected
(45). The strengths and virtues of this island that worships
Themis took their form when Aiakos was its lord (30), and they
continue because, like its founder, the city and its Dorian men
are employed by the thundering son of Kronos (43–4), to do his
will as defenders of strangers and guests (21, 26–7).
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always limited to the rousing or appeasing of the anger of the dead; more gener-
ally they let children fulfil responsibilities to deceased parents; see Dem. 41. 11
and the scholiast’s description, ‘they fulfilled the customary rites for the dead’,
which is very close to O. 8. 77–8 (cf. Pl. Leg. 717d).

³⁹ Angel is thus congruent with Aiakos in that she mediates between one level
of existence and another. Note that she is more independent than the Echo of O.
14. 20–4, who uses the ode as her means of communication, and contrast P. 5.
96–100, where the words of the chorus drip directly into the underworld like
dew; cf. Segal (1998) 133–48.



14. Pythian 8: A Phantom’s Dream

For Aristomenes, son of Xenarkes; nephew of Olympic victor
Theognetos and of Nemean victor Kleitomachos (his mother’s
brothers?); of the Meidylid clan; victor in wrestling (also pen-
tathlon victor in local games for Apollo and Artemis, and victor
in wrestling at Megara and Marathon); 446 bc. Triads.

str. a* FilÎfron }Hsuc≤a, D≤kaß

_ megistÎpoli q»gater,

boul$n te ka≥ polvmwn

πcoisa klaªdaß Ëpert3taß

PuqiÎnikon tim¤n !ristomvnei dvkeu. 5
tŸ g¤r tÏ malqakÏn πrxai te ka≥ paqe∏n Øm0ß

ƒp≤stasai kair‘ sŸn åtreke∏:

ånt. a* tŸ d’ ØpÎtan tiß åme≤licon

kard≤6 kÎton ƒnel3s7,

trace∏a dusmenvwn 10
Ëpanti3xaisa kr3tei tiqe∏ß

\brin ƒn £ntl8: t¤n oÛd† Porfur≤wn m3qen

par’ a”san ƒxereq≤zwn. kvrdoß d† f≤ltaton,

‰kÎntoß e÷ tiß ƒk dÎmwn fvroi.

ƒp. a* b≤a d† ka≥ meg3laucon πsfalen ƒn crÎn8. 15
Tuf°ß K≤lix ‰katÎgkranoß oÇ nin £luxen,

oÛd† m¤n basileŸß Gig3ntwn: dm$qen d† keraun‘

tÎxois≤ t’ !pÎllwnoß: ß eÛmene∏ nÎ8

Xen3rkeion πdekto K≤rraqen ƒstefanwmvnon

uÈÏn po≥6 Parnass≤di Dwrie∏ te k*m8. 20

str. b* πpese d’ oÛ Car≤twn ‰k¤ß

Å dikaiÎpoliß åreta∏ß

kleina∏sin Ajakid$n

qigo∏sa n$soß: telvan d’ πcei

dÎxan åp’ årc$ß. pollo∏si m†n g¤r åe≤detai 25
nikafÎroiß ƒn åvqloiß qrvyaisa ka≥ qoa∏ß

Ëpert3touß ~rwaß ƒn m3caiß:

ånt. b* t¤ d† ka≥ åndr3sin ƒmprvpei.

ejm≥ d’ £scoloß ånaqvmen



p$san makragor≤an 30
l»r6 te ka≥ fqvgmati malqak‘,

m¶ kÎroß ƒlq°n kn≤x7. tÏ d’ ƒn pos≤ moi tr3con

÷tw teÏn crvoß, _ pa∏, ne*taton kal0n,

ƒm9 potanÏn åmf≥ macan9.

ƒp. b* palaism3tessi g¤r jcne»wn matradelfeoŸß 35
∞Olump≤6 te QeÎgnhton oÛ katelvgceiß,

oÛd† Kleitom3coio n≤kan ∞Isqmo∏ qras»guion:

aÇxwn d† p3tran Meidulid$n lÎgon fvreiß,

tÏn Ònper pot’ ∞O∫klvoß pa∏ß ƒn ‰ptap»loiß jd°n

uÈoŸß Q&baiß ajn≤xato parmvnontaß ajcm9, 40

str. g* ØpÎt’ åp’ ⁄rgeoß ‡luqon

deutvran ØdÏn ∞Ep≤gonoi.

—d’ e”pe marnamvnwn:

“fu9 tÏ genna∏on ƒpiprvpei

ƒk patvrwn pais≥ l[ma. qavomai saf†ß 45
dr3konta poik≤lon ajq$ß !lkm$n’ ƒp’ åsp≤doß

nwm0nta pr0ton ƒn K3dmou p»laiß.

ånt. g* Ø d† kam°n protvr6 p3q6

nın åre≤onoß ƒnvcetai

Ôrnicoß åggel≤6 50
⁄drastoß ~rwß: tÏ d† o÷koqen

ånt≤a pr3xei. mÎnoß g¤r ƒk Dana0n stratoı

qanÎntoß østva lvxaiß uÈoı, t»c6 qe0n

åf≤xetai la‘ sŸn åblabe∏

ƒp. g* ⁄bantoß eÛrucÎrouß ågui3ß.” toiaıta m†n 55
ƒfqvgxat’ !mfi3rhoß. ca≤rwn d† ka≥ aÛtÏß

!lkm$na stef3noisi b3llw, Âa≤nw d† ka≥ \mn8,

ge≤twn Òti moi ka≥ kte3nwn f»lax ƒm0n

Ëp3ntasen jÎnti g$ß ømfalÏn par’ åo≤dimon,

manteum3twn t’ ƒf3yato suggÎnoisi tvcnaiß. 60

str. d* tŸ d’, ‰katabÎle, p3ndokon

naÏn eÛklva dianvmwn

Puq0noß ƒn gu3loiß,

tÏ m†n mvgiston tÎqi carm3twn

•pasaß, o÷koi d† prÎsqen Årpalvan dÎsin 65
pentaeql≤ou sŸn ‰orta∏ß Ëma∏ß ƒp3gageß:

_nax, ‰kÎnti d’ eÇcomai nÎ8

ånt. d* kat3 tin’ Årmon≤an blvpein

åmf’ 1kaston, Òsa nvomai.
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k*m8 m†n Ådumele∏ 70
D≤ka parvstake: qe0n d’ Ôpin

£fqonon ajtvw, Xvnarkeß, Ëmetvraiß t»caiß.

ej g3r tiß ƒsl¤ pvpatai m¶ sŸn makr‘ pÎn8,

pollo∏ß sofÏß doke∏ ped’ åfrÎnwn

ƒp. d* b≤on korussvmen ørqobo»loisi macana∏ß: 75
t¤ d’ oÛk ƒp’ åndr3si ke∏tai: da≤mwn d† par≤scei,

£llot’ £llon \perqe b3llwn, £llon d’ ËpÏ ceir0n.

mvtr8 kat3bain’: ƒn Meg3roiß d’ πceiß gvraß,

muc‘ t’ ƒn Maraq0noß, fiHraß t’ åg0n’ ƒpic*rion

n≤kaiß trissa∏ß, ∑ristÎmeneß, d3massaß πrg8: 80

str. e* tvtrasi d’ πmpeteß ËyÎqen

swm3tessi kak¤ fronvwn,

to∏ß oÇte nÎstoß Øm0ß

πpalpnoß ƒn Puqi3di kr≤qh,

oÛd† molÎntwn p¤r matvr’ åmf≥ gvlwß glukŸß 85
_rsen c3rin: kat¤ la»raß d’ ƒcqr0n åp3oroi

pt*ssonti, sumfor9 dedagmvnoi.

ånt. e* Ø d† kalÎn ti nvon lac°n

ÅbrÎtatoß πpi meg3laß

ƒx ƒlp≤doß pvtetai 90
Ëpoptvroiß ånorvaiß, πcwn

krvssona plo»tou mvrimnan. ƒn d’ øl≤g8 brot0n

tÏ terpnÏn aÇxetai: o\tw d† ka≥ p≤tnei cama≤,

åpotrÎp8 gn*m6 seseismvnon.

ƒp. e* ƒp3meroi: t≤ dv tiß; t≤ d’ oÇ tiß; ski$ß Ônar 95
£nqrwpoß. åll’ Òtan a÷gla diÎsdotoß πlq7,

lamprÏn fvggoß πpestin åndr0n ka≥ me≤licoß aj*n.

A÷gina f≤la m$ter, ƒleuqvr8 stÎl8

pÎlin t3nde kÎmize D≥ ka≥ krvonti sŸn Ajak‘

Phle∏ te kågaq‘ Telam0ni s»n t’ !cille∏. 100

1. Kindly Tranquillity, daughter of Dika,
you who make cities great, 
holding the high keys of
counsel and war, accept this
Pythian prize from Aristomenes! Soft 5
pleasure is your domain: you understand
its making, its taking, and its fitting hour!

Still, should a man hammer dire hatred 
into his heart, you resist,
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roughly thrusting his 10
insolence into the bilge. This truth 
lord Porphyrion had not learned
when he defied you! Gain is a friend,
yes, if it come from one willing to give. 

Violence trips even the proudest, in time. 15
Taurian Typhos, the hundred headed, did not escape,
nor did the King of the Giants; instead, one was
felled by the bolt, one by darts from Apollo—that same 
god who received Xenarkes’ son, come up from Kirra 
crowned with Parnassian grass and Dorian revelry! 20

2. Not far from the Graces was this
city of justice cast, she who is linked
to the Aiakid virtues.
From the beginning her ultimate 
fame was ordained: to be sung as 25
nurse to prize-winning victors and 
heroes superb in swift battles!

She is also remarked for her men, but
my time is short; I cannot adapt the full
length of their tale to 30
lyre and young voices, lest 
glut bring fatigue. Here at my feet, 
boy, is the debt owed to your latest deed—
may it speed away on my winged machine!

Tracking your uncles into the ring, you did not 35
shame Theognetos’ Olympian crown, nor the Isthmian
victory taken by Kleitomachos’ bold limbs. You 
strengthen the Meidylid clan and confirm the riddling words
spoken by Oikleos’ child on seeing the Sons,
waiting, spears ready, at Thebes of the Seven Gates, 40

3. when they came up from Argos 
making their second siege as Epigonoi.
He spoke, while they fought:
‘A noble temper by nature prevails, 
passing from father to son. I see it plain— 45
the mottled snake on Alkmaon’s bright shield,
first in the action at Kadmos’ gates!

He who survived the elder attack,
hero Adrastos, receives now 
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a happier omen, though worse for 50
his own familial hall. Alone of the Danaan force, 
he must sift earth for the bones of his son 
before, by the favour of heaven, he 
returns with his host unharmed

to the broad streets of Abbas.’ Such were 55
Amphiaraos’ words, and I too in my joy would 
honour Alkmaon with tossed crowns, drench him with song,
for he, my neighbour, my treasure’s keeper, met me
journeying towards the much sung navel of earth
and prophesied, using his father’s arts! 60

4. Then did you, Far-shooting God, 
lord of a shrine that 
welcomes all in the Pythian 
glade, there grant this greatest of joys, as 
earlier, here in your shared games, you 65
gave the coveted pentathlon prize!
Lord, I pray you shall gladly send

harmonious glances down upon
whatever path I may take! 
Beside this sweet-singing throng 70
stands Dika. I ask that the gods take an 
unjealous view of your fortunes, Xenarkes.
A man who succeeds without heavy toil seems
clever to many, his opposites fools, as if 

life crested high by one’s own contrivance! 75
These things are not man’s to control. A daimon decides:
tossing one to the top, overwhelming the next, he
steps in to keep order. At Megara you took the prize,
in Marathon’s hollow too, and here in Hera’s lists, 
o Aristomenes, three victories came to you. 80

5. Four bodies you fell upon, 
meaning them harm, and to these
no suave return was awarded by
Pythian judges! Finding their mothers, 
no sweet laughter brought joy: they came 85
dodging their enemies, skulking up alleys,
marked by misfortune’s sting.

But that one whose portion is
fresh splendour—hope sends him
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floating on softest bliss, lifted by 90
pinions of manliness, his strong concern
aimed far beyond wealth! And yet 
such mortal joy, swift in its growth, as swiftly 
falls, shaken by dire premonition. 

We live day by day. Someone, no one—what are they? 95
Man is the dream of a phantom but whenever god-given
splendour comes, brilliance rests upon all, and a sweet life-

portion. 
Aigina, mother beloved, pilot this city on freedom’s course!
Let Zeus and Lord Aiakos be of its convoy, Peleus and 
brave Telamon too, with Achilles as their companion! 

According to ancient scholars, Pythian 8 was performed in 446
bc, shortly before Pindar’s death.¹ Ten years had passed since
the Athenian conquest of Aigina, and the fleet that had dominat-
ed the Mediterranean a half-century ago was now gone from the
island. For some time the city had known a period of ‘enslave-
ment’, do»lwsiß,² rule by governors appointed from Athens, per-
haps with a resident garrison, and the most powerful nobles had
taken refuge abroad. A few of the oligarchical families neverthe-
less stayed on, preserving a reduced version of their former ways,
as proved by the continued celebration of island games for
Apollo and Artemis (‘for the two of you’, 66), or the local festival
of Hera (79), but mainland competition was no longer the
standard test for any noble boy. Even tribes that had known pan-
hellenic success in the old days, as had the Meidylids (36–7),³
seem to have kept to minor contests and small-scale celebrations,
for Pythian 8 is the first Pindaric ode known to have been per-
formed on Aigina since the island lost its freedom.

In this year, however, the Athenians were caught at Koronea,
Euboia rebelled, the occupying garrison was slaughtered at
Megara, and the Spartans advanced into Attika in late May or
early June (Thuk. 1. 114. 1–2). Aigina, as far as one can tell,
remained on the periphery of these anti-Athenian actions,⁴ but
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¹ This was the scholiasts’ date; see Burton (1962) 174.
² Wade-Gery (1945) 228 n. 34; de Ste. Croix (1954–5) 1–40, esp. 20.
³ Theognetos was victor in boys’ wrestling at Olympia in 476 bc according to

P. Oxy. 222.15; cf. Simonides 149B, Paus. 6. 91.
⁴ The Aiginetan tribute for 449 bc was not fully paid and the island is 

not mentioned in the 447 bc lists, facts which may or may not indicate some



Xenarkes expressed his revived optimism by sending his son
with a troupe of companions⁵ off to Delphi in July. The boy’s
victory there⁶ coincided with the success of the Spartan expedi-
tion, and the father chose to celebrate in the style of better days,
for Pythian crowns had ever been rare among the Aiginetans.
Then in August (while Pindar was at work on the ode?) the
Peleponnesians pulled out of Attika (Thuk. 2. 23. 3), significant-
ly enriched, according to rumour,⁷ after which the Athenians
recovered Euboia, and the Delian League was reaffirmed. By
early autumn, then, the most probable time for the performance
of Pythian 8, the summer’s sharp hopes for freedom had col-
lapsed. There was no smiling expectation, but neither was there
any definite threat, for the terms of the Thirty Years’ Peace,
though perhaps under discussion, were apparently not yet
known.⁸ The political situation was thus fluid and ill-defined,
and it is matched by critical opinion about the ode that Pindar
made for young Aristomenes. A few scholars hear a standard
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resistance; see Wade-Gery (1945) 228. Schol. 1a reported that there had been
internal disorders at the time of the ode, but this was probably inference from
the figure of Hesychia.

⁵ Some of these companions may well be among today’s singers; see below n.
22. In the years just previous Xenarkes had sent his son to compete at Marathon
as well as at Megara (78–9), which suggests that he was not strongly anti-
Athenian.

⁶ Aristomenes’ opponents return to their mothers (85), which means that he
competed in the under-18 class; if he is today for the first time introduced to a
symposium of sorts he may be just entering the group of 15–18 year-olds.

⁷ Meiggs (1972) 181.
⁸ Wilamowitz (1922) 439 believed that the ode was composed before the

terms of the Thirty Years Peace were known, in a time of high hope inspired by
the freedom of Delphi; Bowra (1964) 300 and 156 would have it reflect ‘a situa-
tion in which excited hopes are busy with revival and revenge’; N. O. Brown
(1951) 4–6 assumed that Pindar did not know the terms of the Peace; Gentili
(1995) 214 likewise seems to place the performance before the peace was con-
cluded. Others argue for performance after the terms were known; Wade-Gery
(1945) 228–9; Figueira (1993) 216. Cole (1992) 32 associates the celebration
with the Spartan withdrawal from Attika in August, asking whether it came
before or after, though the first of these hypotheses would crowd the sending of
the commission, the composition of the ode, its travel to Aigina, and the train-
ing of a chorus into a single month. Pfeijffer (1995b) 156–65 first described this
as a song offered to the entire population of Aigina in celebration of the victory
at Koronea, then modified this notion in his commentary (1999) 451 and 455
n.62. On Aigina and the Thirty Years Peace see de Ste Croix (1972) 66, 196–9,
and on the uncertain sense of autonomia (1954–5) 20; D. M. Lewis CAH2 v
(1992) 137 notes that the nature, even the existence of Aigina’s autonomy under
the treaty ‘remains unclear’.



epinician song that is oblivious of immediate circumstances,⁹
while a larger number discover a monitory poet who urges cau-
tion, or pessimism, or hope upon an audience of island nobles
variously tempted either to lie low, or to revolt against Athenian
overlords.¹⁰ The present argument will try to separate the song
from its uncertain context, at least to begin with, so as to consid-
er it, not politically but poetically, as the last in the series of
Pindaric odes made for the boys of this island. 

In formal terms the work is impeccable. A system of five triads
produces a cleanly marked sequence of invocation, turn towards
Aigina and victor, mimesis of mythic episode, prayerful precau-
tion, and direct praise,¹¹ but in every part there are anomalies
and innovations. The opening is like that of five of the previous
odes, an invocation addressed to a female power, but in contrast
to Eleithyia, Hora, Olympia, Theia , and the Muse, Hesychia has
nothing maternal or kourotrophic about her.¹² Instead, she prom-
ises the kind of luxury that adults appreciate (tÏ malqakÎn, 6),
while she also carries a bitter threat of violence, for she is Janus-
faced. Her true kinship (as has often been remarked) is with the
Golden Lyre of the much earlier Pythian 1,¹³ both being smiling
patrons of all that is smooth and honeyed, both violent in their
suppression of enemies who are figured as threatening Giants.
Both personifications are, moreover, closely associated with
Apollo and through him with song and choral dancing, activities
in which disorder and rebellion are unthinkable.¹⁴ In Pythian 1
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⁹ Slater (1981) 205–14 concludes that P. 8 ‘moralizes about the circumstances
of just praise’ in a traditional epinician fashion; so also Dickie (1984) 83–110;
Race (1990) 154 and n. 27; Erbse (1999) 27–9. Nevertheless Lefkowitz (1991b)
144 n. 56 admits, ‘It is hard not to see in P. 8. 98 a reference to Aigina’s subjec-
tion to Athens.’

¹⁰ In an influential piece first published in 1932, Wade-Gery (1958) 251
asserted that the ‘message’ was, ‘Leave Athens to the Gods . . .!’ and Bowra
(1964) 157 likewise found a moderating poet who warned that ‘thoughtless
ardour may defeat its own ends’. More recently Cole (1992) 101–4 reported an
ambiguous song that either warns against insurrection, or else rationalizes the
Aiginetan failure to engage in such action.

¹¹ One may note that each of the first four triads ends with a two-syllable
dative noun of implementation (k*m8, ajcm9, tvcnaiß, πrg8) capped in the fifth
by !cille∏ as the song’s final word.

¹² Some such quality is, however, implied at P. fr. 109 SM where Stasis is a
hateful nurse.

¹³ On the connection between the two passages see E. Fraenkel (1957) 276–8.
¹⁴ Cf. P. P. 4. 294–7 where Damophilos dreams of home, h∂sychia, and han-

dling the lyre in the symposium; N. 9. 48 where h∂sychia loves the symposium;



the city favoured by the Lyre is to attain to a harmonious tran-
quillity (s»mfwnan . . . Ósuc≤an, P. 1. 70), thanks to the freedom
(ƒleuqer≤a) of well-made Doric customs and laws (P. 1. 61–2),
while here, in Pythian 8, Hesychia resides in an Aigina engaged
on an expedition of freedom (ƒleuqvroß stÎloß, 98). At the same
time, however, there are striking differences in scale—one song
is, after all, performed for Hieron, the other for an Aiginetan
boy. The Lyre praised at a tyrant’s court in Sicily is a non-
anthropomorphic cosmic force that can quench a volcano, and its
effects are felt by gods as well as by monsters—even Ares is
charmed (P. 1. 10). Hesychia, on the other hand, is a lesser
Olympian, a daughter of Dika (1) whose powers are essentially
civic; she too can face monsters but, unlike the Lyre, she needs
time (15), as well as the supporting weaponry of Zeus and Apollo
(17–18), if she is to overcome. The giants of Pythian 8 may per-
haps represent Aigina’s Athenian rulers, but the passage about
their defeat gives all honours to Apollo and seems to suggest a
future possibility rather any accomplished event.¹⁵ For the pres-
ent moment, Hesychia is enthroned within Xenarkes’ hall, but if
the parallel with the Lyre of Pythian 1 is active in Pindar’s mind
(consciously or not), this may mean only that today’s entertain-
ment takes place within a private haven of Doric law and tradi-
tion (P. 1. 61). 

As the ode continues, melody and dance render Hesychia
almost identical with Aigina, the one making cities supremely
great (megistÎpoliß, 2), the other possessing a just city
(dikaiÎpoliß, 22), the one holding the city’s keys, the other touch-
ing the city’s Aiakid virtues (in responding participles, 4 : 24).
Both are allied with the Far-shooter who opens the fourth triad
(Hesychia at 18, Aigina at 65) and, through him, with the
Harmonia that is within his gift (68, in responsion with
Hesychia, 1). And finally, one and the same melodic phrase first
describes the Hesychia who fosters a timely enjoyment of luxury
(6),¹⁶ then the Aigina who nurtures heroes and song (26), and
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fr. 109. 2 SM where one who loves the common good seeks h∂sychia and plucks
stasis from his thoughts.

¹⁵ Because of the later commonplace, some have assumed that the Giants who
are overcome by Hesychia must represent a particular form of Stasis, either a
misguided oligarchical uprising or a pro-Athenian movement that threatens the
island; Pfeijffer (1995b) 161 perceives the latter.

¹⁶ Bundy (1986) 86 heard line 6 as meaning that Hesychia understands the



finally (after the shield sign that heartens Amphiaraos, 46) the
Apollo who grants pleasing gifts to Aristomenes (66). This civic
identity of Quietude harmonizes with the Doric associations
borrowed from the Lyre, and also with the punitive powers so
extensively described (8–18), and since Dika’s daughter has been
presented as having command of a vessel (12), the listener’s
imagination naturally places Hesychia on board the city-ship
that moves off at the song’s end (98). Her image as the serene but
effective opponent of disorder seems in consequence to melt into
that of Aigina, the active guardian of a polis-vessel as it sets out on
a poetic voyage of liberty. 

With her combined attributes of passive enjoyment and active
punishment, Hesychia is a far more paradoxical figure than any
of the powers that opened earlier odes, and the oddities of this
late song do not stop here. In a quick transit from invocation to
ode proper, the chorus evokes an Apollo who seems to finish off
two overweening giants with one hand (16–17), while with the
other he welcomes Aristomenes and his Doric k∫mos, after the
Delphic victory (18–19). Minimal mentions of Aigina and
Aiakidai then bring the singers to the present task of praise, and
for this—the determining responsibility of all epinician song—
they find a boyish, almost irreverent metaphor. Other songs have
been represented as payment, consolation, drink, medicine, mir-
ror, warm water, or weapon aimed at a praise-mark, but always
as part of a finite transaction between the poet-chorus and the
victorious boy. Here, by contrast, a duty of praise (a crvoß, 33,
owed to victor + song’s patron) runs awkwardly at the dancers’
feet (like a dog, or a child’s toy, or an importunate creditor?) and
their response is to render it airborne on a ‘song-contrivance’
(32–4), then order it away (÷tw! 33). The metaphor is odd because
it is open-ended (what is the goal of this flight?), and also vague-
ly disturbing because of the poet’s critical dismissal, in another
song, of Homer’s ‘lies . . . and winged machinery’ (N. 7. 22).
What is worse, two further revolutions of this present dance will
directly challenge this ‘machine’ that lets a debt fly away, for the
responding lines of the final antistrophe proclaim a fall as the
inevitable end for any flight of bliss (93–4).
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soft behaviour that provokes a soft return, but the following lines do not support
this notion of reciprocity.



The ‘song-contrivance’ launched at 33 easily passes over vic-
torious uncles and tribal glory (36–8) on its way towards mythic
matters, but there the first heroic name to be sounded (39) defies
the prime rule of all the earlier songs: ‘When on Aigina, sing
about Aiakids!’ (I. 6. 19–21). The names of Aiakos, Peleus,
Telamon, and Achilles will eventually be packed into this ode’s
final lines, as if in reparation,¹⁷ but the great dialogue with the
Aphaia pediments is here discontinued. No one of the sculptured
heroes is brought into being, nor indeed is any comparable
figure, for the Argive Alkmaon who is named is left without
voice, outline, colour, or distinction as he first waits with others
(40), then works with others (47), without ever commanding a
finite verb. He and his father are no more than necessary figures
in a logos (38), and the singers, as they repeat the father’s pro-
nouncement, evoke, not the son, but his bright shield—or rather,
not his shield, but its insignia (46). Nor does even this painted
snake¹⁸ appear as a narrated lyric actuality (compare, for exam-
ple, the immediacy of the chaos monster’s potential weapons, at
I. 8. 37–8), for it is merely the central item in a vision entertained
by a distant seer who is long-since dead. Amphiaraos’ words are
directly spoken, but they are denied any particular immediacy by
a chorus that presents them as a wise saw already many times
repeated.¹⁹ What is more, the prophet’s speech continues, giving
the indiscernible Alkmaon a double—another even more trans-
parent hero-son whose nature is likewise stamped by his father’s
powers, but one who will return to Argos only as gathered bones
(53).²⁰ As a result, what the audience sees in the course of this
passage is a generalized gesture of attack, as it is reflected in a
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¹⁷ Or as if in a spell against bad weather; note too the passing reference at
23–4, where Aigina ‘touches upon’ famous Aiakid deeds or qualities.

¹⁸ For the snake as a sign of a hero-presence see Küster (1913) 72ff . and for
the importance of curative snakes in the Amphiaraos cult, see Ogden (2001)
84–5.

¹⁹ In comparable Pindaric episodes in which signs are interpreted, the scene
is made finite with details (e.g. lion’s pelt and cup in I . 6. 37, 40), or rendered
dramatic by accompanying events (e.g. the departure of the divinities at O. 8.
47–52). For another gnomic pronouncement from Amphiaraos, see O. 6. 13–17.

²⁰ Responsion couples the Alkmaon seen by his father, Amphiaraos, in line
46, with the dead son of Adrastos in 53; Aristomenes is ‘son’ at 20, the Epigonoi
are, in responsion, ‘sons’ at 40, while Aigialaos is ‘son’ at 53. On the supposed
‘irrelevance’ of the reference to Adrastos and his son see A. Miller (1993) 32–4
and n. 28.



dead father’s eye, and paired (in the mind behind that eye) with
the fall of a second very similar creature. Though the seer’s
explicit point is the nobility of temperament that comes in each
case from the father ‘by nature’ (44), the pairing of the two non-
figures reminds the audience that doers, however noble,
inevitably die. Furthermore, as sensed poetic creations, these
two have nothing in common with the vital Aiakids glimpsed in
earlier odes for Aigina, for they have neither substance nor felt
affect. Neither moves as a hero: instead, one is ‘someone’, the
other ‘no one’, while each is literally a thing that a shadow has
dreamed of (cf. 95–6).²¹

The voice of Amphiaraos falls silent (56) and the chorus, by
joining directly in his (undepicted) joy, does its best to create a
moment in which mythic reality touches festival actuality (as 
at Olympian 8. 51, when Poseidon brings Aiakos ‘here’).
Alkmaon’s power was inherited (44–5) and just as the father
prophesied about victory at Thebes, so did the son prophesy to
those who went off to Delphi with Aristomenes—the same age-
mates (more or less) who sing the present song (58–60).²²
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²¹ Amphiaraos, who is dead, interprets his own dream-vision much as, in
more ordinary conditions, his priests would interpret the dreams of those who
slept in his temple (Hdt. 8. 134; Paus. 9. 8. 3). For the ‘dream of a shade’ (95) see
below, n. 36.

²² Interpretations of 56–60 depend upon the critic’s view of the Pindaric use
of the first person. The present treatment hears the choral voice as primary,
supposing a shrine on Aigina visited at the time of departure by Aristomenes
and his party, some of whom belong to the troupe of performers for which
Pindar composed P. 8. This was the understanding of schol 82 and 83a, and it
has been followed by Dornseiff (1921) 84; Thummer (1957) 32; Slater (1979)
68–70; Pavese (1991) 150–1; d’Alessio (1994) 135–6. A second interpretation
follows schol. 78a to suppose that the chorus here takes on the persona of the vic-
tor; Bundy (1986) 69 thought that, though the prophecy came only to the victor,
‘the chorus is here speaking urbanely as if they were he’. A third view takes the
passage as a bit of Pindaric autobiography that reflects the poet’s relations with
a Hero-Neighbour at Thebes; so Wilamowitz (1922) 441; Farnell (1932) ii. 195;
Bowra (1964) 340 ; Lefkowitz (1975) 179–85, (1977) 213–14; Krischer (1985)
123 supposed that the poet had received a prophecy numbering the days of
Athenian dominance. Nagy (2000) 103 says, ‘the poet himself experienced the
vision’, but then he expands thus: ‘Pindar’s song claims to have received as a gift
the manteumata “mantic crafts” (8. 60) of the seer’; cf. Nagy (1990) 329. After a
survey of opinion Pfeijffer (1999) 540–5 concludes that this was Pindar’s ‘per-
sonal experience,’ as does Erbse (1999) 27–8; as a variant Hubbard (1993)
194–203 hears Pindar reporting on his own consultation, not of Alkmaon but of
Amphiaraos at the Theban Amphiaraon, while Carne-Ross (1985) 180 suppos-
es a metapoetical meeting: ‘As I now turn towards Pythia in my song, he proph-
esies . . .’



Whether this hero-neighbour²³ made an unsought appearance or
responded to a formal consultation, whether he came to them in
daylight or in dream, whether his prophecy was received direct-
ly or through some mechanism, the singers do not say. Such a
lack of specificity suggests that this was a phenomenon familiar
to the audience, and it is natural to suppose some island depar-
ture rite in which one asked for safety and success as one jour-
neyed, and protection for goods and friends who were left
behind.²⁴ In Alkmaon’s case, the significant point is that his mes-
sage brought a joy that would suitably be repaid with a shower of
crowns and song—it was related, in other words, to the victory
now being sung.

Whatever the ritual details of Alkmaon’s message, this
reminder of the victor’s actual embarkation when he sailed
towards the omphalos (59) lets the song make its transit to Apollo
and Delphi and then, by way of god-given victories brought
home (61–6), back again to Aigina, where the Far-shooter must
oversee the present celebration (67–9). It is he who will keep the
singers’ actions appropriate to their purpose of praise,²⁵ and
appropriate also to Hesychia’s mother, Dika, the patron and
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²³ He is ge≤twn (58), which suggests a local hero; see Slater (1979) 69 n. 21;
Rusten (1983) 289–97. In general such heroes, often called Prothuroi, were
addressed on entering or leaving a household or neighbourhood (e.g. Eur. Hel.
1165–68; Her. 609; note too Ar. Vesp. 389–94 where Philokleon is about to jump
out the window). For money or valuables left with them for safekeeping, see
Rohde (1967) 152–3 and n. 105.

²⁴ Alkmaon had a tomb in Psophis (Paus. 8. 24. 8) and later tradition said he
was a prophet in Akarnania (Clem. Strom. 1. 134. 4) but nothing is known about
his function in popular religion. A cult of Alkmaon, not likely at Thebes, is eas-
ily imaginable wherever Peloponnesian traditions persisted; his wanderings and
their eventual end by order of Delphi would make him an appropriate guardian
for travellers and especially for a community of merchants.

²⁵ Understanding 67–9 as ‘I pray that you look (send) harmony (fittingness)
down upon everything that I attempt’; see the discussion of Giannini (1995)
45–53. This ocular action by Apollo will be one element in the general ‘unjeal-
ous gaze’ of all the gods that is requested for the Meidylids (71–2). For Apollo as
subject of kat¤ . . . blvpein see schol. 67a, as followed by Wilamowitz, Schroeder,
Puech, Burton, Thummer, Lefkowitz, Race, and Giannini in Gentile (1995b)
578–9 where there is further bibliography. Taillardat (1986) 229 reverses the
force of the verb into ‘apercevoir’ so as to achieve a wish that the god may dis-
cover a ‘justesse de propos’ in every one of the poet’s works. Verdenius (1983)
367–8 would take kat3 with Årmon≤an, understanding ‘look in agreement with
what I do’. For the speaker as subject see, among many, Hubbard (1983)
286–92, ‘I pray that I may show proportion as I fit one part of my song to the
next.’ Pfeijffer (1995b) 164 suggests katalipe∏n with poet as subject praying that
he may leave behind ‘the very harmony that he is now witnessing’(?).



creature of any well-ordered chorus (70–1).²⁶ Then, having
attributed their own excellence to heavenly powers, the singers
protect the magnificence of the occasion with an apotropaic ges-
ture against the envy, both divine (71–2) and mortal (73–5), that
might afflict Xenarkes and his fortunate family.²⁷ Finally their
self-validating plea²⁸ is closed with a useful wisdom-passage.
Mortal envy, they say, is never in order because success (like a
wrestling victory) always depends upon the immortals, one of
whom acts as umpire (76–8).²⁹ It is to be noted that this daimon
interferes to the same melodic phrase that will be heard, at the
song’s end, when a god-given brilliance comes upon men (line
end 76 / line end 96), and also that he enters the ring (78) to the
same tune that accompanies Apollo’s arrows, as they work to
support Hesychia against the Giants (18). With the Meidylid
successes thus explicitly subordinated to a fate determined by
the immortals, praise may be applied full-strength, and at this
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²⁶ This choral d≤ka involves paying the praise that is due (as at 56–7, to
Alkmaon), and also following an assigned path, dancers’ movements being like
the ordained movements of heavenly bodies (Hom. Od. 12. 34; Eur. El. 464;
Plut. De Defectu Orac. 422b, etc.). Bundy (1986) 61 n. 69 explained d≤ka in other
passages as ‘encomiastic propriety’.

²⁷ The possibility of divine Phthonos (71–2) stands in responsion with
Hesychia’s harsh action against one who outrages her (11–12). Wilamowitz
(1922) 442: ‘die Götter können auch den phthonos im Auge haben, den bösen
Blick, der alles zerstört.’ Kirkwood (1984) 176 translates, ‘I pray, Xenarkes, that
the glance of the gods be unenvious of your fortunes,’ comparing Aisch. Agam.
947. See also Burkert (1981) 203, where this passage is listed as the only one in
which the opis of the gods has a clearly positive sense. Giannini in Gentile (1995)
580 ad 71–2 would (like Bergk and Turyn) keep the £fqiton of the mss., arguing
that an original £fqonon could never have produced it; this, however would cause
the song to wish upon its patron what an audience would hear as ‘unceasing jeal-
ous attention from the gods’, which is unthinkable, especially as a replacement
for the very Pindaric ‘unjealous jealous attention’. 

²⁸ For an extensive analysis of the entire passage at 61–78 see A. M. Miller
(1989) 461–84, though he makes this essentially a prayer for a future Olympic
victory.

²⁹ See the discussion of Giannini in Gentile (1995) 581–2 who, like Burton,
understands a decisive third-party interference between two wrestlers, made in
the interest of order (mvtr8, 78). Giannini, however, believes that the verb kata-
ba≤nei makes metaphoric reference to the use of lots for determining opponents,
while Taillardat (1986) 232–8 supposes more probably that the daimon descends
into the ring like a brabeus or umpire/trainer with his rod (mvtr8 = ̃ 3bd8). Those
who reject the notion of the divine umpire detach line 78 and rewrite it as a free-
standing (and not quite comprehensible) moral command; cf. Race (1997) ad
loc., ‘Enter the contest in due measure!’ Miller (1989) 481, following Coppola
(1931) 210, understands this as a suggestion that Aristomenes’ Olympic ambi-
tions should be moderated.



point the song turns directly to the actual triumphs of
Aristomenes.

The boy has had two major previous victories, at Marathon
and at Megara, and three wins at the local games for Hera, all of
which creates a playfully numerical background to the four
opponents who have been sent home, defeated, after
Aristomenes’ greatest (fourth) success.³⁰ (Note how the triss$iß
of line 80 grows into the tvtrasi that opens the following line.)
Pindar is clearly enjoying himself, and yet this quadrupled
achievement gets a strangely contorted treatment as the ode
comes to its close. First it is celebrated in reverse by singers who
give very specific motions to four boys who have failed. The
motif of the losers has been used before (O. 8. 68–9), for it brings
spice to the satisfactions of a youthful victory, but only here are
the defeated given enlivening poetic attention. They are nega-
tions of victors, characterized by the processions and the mater-
nal smiles they do not receive (83–5), yet even as they hang in the
air like ghosts (£p3oroi, 86, the first appearance of the word),
their return is the one passage in this entire ode that evokes actu-
ality. These boys become real when the victor’s ‘fall’ upon them
is enlivened by intention (kak¤ fronvwn, 82), more so when their
‘cowering’ movements are localized with a rare epic word for a
filthy back-alley (la»ra, 86),³¹ and ultimately so when they are
‘gnawed’ by their sufferings (87). They are not just another
rhetorical device that allows the singers, without being sticky, to
say that Aristomenes won sweet laughter from his mother.
Rather, these nameless boys stand to the victor as does Aigialaos,
the son of Adrastos, to Alkmaon, for they are the inevitable shad-
ow cast by any brilliant event. And finally, with an effect that
borders on the bathetic, these young contenders defeated at
Apollo’s games offer a dim conceptual echo of the Giants Apollo
shot down in support of Hesychia. 

After being praised in litotes for what it is not, this glorious
Pythian victory receives a direct description that is more surpris-
ing than anything that has gone before. There is one way, it
seems, in which the bliss of Aristomenes’ return will be not so
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³⁰ At Delphi Aristomenes had to meet three opponents before arriving at his
final match (84); on the technicalities see Bernardini (1985) 135 n. 27.

³¹ Which dimly associates them with the suitors at Ithaka (Od. 22. 128 and
137). 



different from the shame of the defeated, for it too will be short-
lived. True, a victor rests for a while on a cloud of almost orien-
tal luxury,³² but he must still work to maintain his manliness and
the purity of his ambition (88–94) and even if he succeeds, his
elevated joy will not endure. The brief flight of happiness will
inexorably end in a drop to the ground (93), and though in the
previous triad it was a daimon who tossed a man up or let him fall
(76–8), this subsequent reversal is not honoured by the presence
of any superhuman power. Instead, the agent by which bliss (93)
is overturned is merely human and surprisingly psychological,
being nothing more than the victor’s own perception of an oppo-
site condition which must surely come (gn*ma åpotrÎpoß, 94).³³
A fatal shake is inevitably given to any ripening joy—even that of
victory—by man’s recognition of mutability. 

Aristomenes is being sung by a group of boys who perform
with perfect regard for tradition—they have Dika beside them
like a trainer (71), while Apollo instils harmony into their per-
formance (68–9), so that it is fittingly adjusted, both to them-
selves and to the occasion. Nevertheless, they have first likened
their friend’s victory to the frozen non-gesture of an Alkmaon
whose double must die,³⁴ then described its actuality as (not
humiliation but) a delicious elevation that will end in a fall. The
song thus arrives, in the last line of its ultimate antistrophe, at an
epinician joy that has dropped to the ground like fruit from a
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³² The schol. 126a found reference in the ‘great luxury’ of 89 to the wealth of
Aristomenes’ family; others hear a reflection of the elegance of the present cere-
mony (as at 6), and Nagy (1990) 263–4 supposes that this floating cloud of luxu-
ry suggests an almost effeminate joy; cf. Fränkel (1946) 133 n. 9, ‘The winner
flies like an oriental king.’

³³ What Fränkel (1946) 133 and n. 9 called ‘ a turn of the mind’ or ‘a reversal
of his disposition’; cf. (1962) 638, ‘verkehrt sich ihre Denkart im Gegenteil’,
explained by men’s changeable nature as ƒp3meroi. Others have given the phrase
a more judgmental turn, e.g. Wade-Gery (1958) 251 ‘crooked twists of thought’;
Bowra (1964) 157 ‘an unlucky twist of thought’. For the sense of gn*ma see O.
12. 10 and P. 12. 32, where the meaning is ‘expectation’ (generally wrong) as to
the divinely determined future; it is what Elpis directs (fr. 214. 3 SM). Although
this organ/locus of opinion is usually mortal (but see P. N. 10. 89), some suppose
that it here contains a divine intention; Burton (1962) 189 suggests ‘the hostile
purpose of the daimon’ (then exchanges this for an ordinary ‘unexpectedly’);
Giannini in Gentile (1995) 565 ad 93 reports it as ‘il “volere” degli dei’, citing
[Aisch.] PV 1002; Taillardat (1986) 237 n. 38 would have this ‘expectation’ refer
to the judgement issued by the daimon/umpire of 76.

³⁴ In responding passages Alkmaon first pursues the paternal art (60), then
Aristomenes gains local victories as Meidylid ancestors have done before (80).



branch rudely shaken (94). In earlier odes the sensation of ath-
letic triumph was comparable to that of a Peleus as he received
the gods’ eternal gifts (N. 4. 67–8), while the magic of victory was
able to revive the old and rejoice the dead (O. 8. 70ff .; N. 4. 85),
and strong enough to refresh an entire clan (I. 6. 63), reaching
down even to succeeding generations (N. 7. 100). Success
crowned by fame gave a man safe anchorage in bliss (I. 6. 13), for
he and his city enjoyed a happiness planted by god and compara-
ble to that of Kinyras (N. 8. 17–19). Excellence, watered by
poets, rose into the upper air like a tree (N. 8. 40); triumph, well
praised, led a man into a meadow of blessedness (I. 5. 1–13), but
none of these elder horticultural metaphors contained any hint of
a storm. Here, however, the singers use these penultimate lines
to announce that achieved pleasures, in particular those of victo-
ry, must match their rise with a fall (93). This rule caps a song in
which the familiar claim that praise can transform the momen-
tary into something eternal (especially evident in reference to the
Muses’ songs, as at N. 7. 11, or I. 8. 66–8) is entirely absent.
Instead of being the vehicle of an enduring glory, this present
performance is merely an aspect of the impermanent luxury that
Hesychia understands. It is a man-made contrivance which
might remove a debt of praise (32–4), but one upon which Apollo
may or may not confer harmonia (68). When everything mortal,
even praise and the exaltation of victory, lives according to the
shifting day (95),³⁵ always expecting a fall, can there be any dis-
tinction even between glory and obscurity—between being
someone and being no one? ‘Creatures of a day!’ the singers
chant. ‘What is man, and what is no man?’(95).³⁶

Then, with only five lines left, the chorus mimes a sudden rev-
elation as they cry out, ‘But. . .!’ (96). Bad fortune as well as good
will be subject to mutability, and just because we have no more
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³⁵ Fränkel’s discussion of ƒp3meroi (1946) 131–2 fixes the sense as ‘deter-
mined for the day by the peculiarities of that day’, so that ‘men are moulded and
remoulded by changing events’.

³⁶ Understanding 95 with schol. 135ab as equating all men in their insub-
stantial impermanence; this seems to harmonize best with the levelling descrip-
tion of all as ‘the dream of a shade’; see Giannini (1982) 69–76, following whom
Nagy (1990) 195 translates, ‘What is a someone? What is a no one?’; cf. (2000)
111. Others follow the more expansive version of Fränkel (1962) 637 : ‘Was ist
man, and was nicht?’ (cf. Hölderlin’s ‘Was aber ist einer? Was aber ist er nicht?’)
so that man is potentially all things in succession.



substance than the dreams that haunt the dead (95 ),³⁷ a moment
of brightness, when it comes, falls upon us with the effect of a
lifetime flavoured with honey (96–7).³⁸ This is such a moment!
Alkmaon, or more precisely his shield’s snake-emblem, was a
phantom’s dream and also an omen, the promise of a return to
Argos for the Epigonoi. That same Alkmaon gave a signal to the
party that left Xenarkes’ house for Delphi (59),presumably indi-
cating success and a safe voyage home,³⁹ and Aristomenes’ exer-
cise of inherited strength (60) has in fact now brought a happy
return for himself and his party. Surely, then, his extraordinary
Pythian victory is a third sign, one that indicates a prosperous
‘return’ for this house where Hesychia dwells, perhaps even for
the entire island. Hope is indicated, and the singers call the
whole assembly into a final prayer: ‘Aigina, pilot this city on a
voyage of freedom, while Zeus and the Aiakids give it safe con-
voy!’ (98–100).⁴⁰

Earlier odes have closed with assertions of present bliss (e.g.
N. 8, I. 8), sacralizing descriptions of present ceremonies (e.g. N.
5, I. 5), or praise of the trainers who made victory possible (e.g.
N. 4), but always with a sense of joyous expansion. Here there is
a closing prayer, something like that at the end of Olympian 8,
but now the singers ask, not for the continuance of god-given
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³⁷ Silk (2001) 37 notes the syntactical absolutism of the ‘all-noun idiom’ but
does not discuss the extraordinary effect of imposing it upon an assertion of
vaporous intangibility.

³⁸ Whether lines 96–7 are meant to encourage or discourage is debated.
Wilamowitz (1922) 444 heard a bleak announcement that the joy of a happy hour
cannot raise up the nothingness of human life; for Kirkwood (1984) 181 the clos-
ing expresses ‘the rarity of success and the inadequacy of human resources’;
Giannini in Gentile (1995) 215 finds ‘l’idea . . . dei limiti imposti ai mortali e
della vanita d’ogni successo umano’; for bibliography of those who find ‘despair’
see Lefkowitz (1975) 174 n. 3. On the other hand, N. O. Brown (1951) 4 heard
‘an ambiguous juxtaposition of hope and despair’, while Pfeijffer (1995b) 165
supposes that this is a ‘joyful’ song, and Segal (1998) 152 discovered ‘optimism’
and reference to ‘a permanent and divinely given joy’ that was revealed to the
poet in his old age.

³⁹ Alkmaon’s sign was encouraging and the singers associate it with their
present joy (56), but of course no prophet, not even a priest at Olympia (O. 8.
2–3), could make an explicit promise of victory.

⁴⁰ Aigina, island/nymph/bride of Zeus (mother of Aiakos) acts as pilot of a
polis-ship engaged upon a ‘freedom voyage’; as in a propemptikon the essential
prayer is: ‘bring X safely to port’ (here, to a condition of Eleutheria). Compare
O. 6. 103–5, another journey-prayer; a more distant parallel would be a cable-
loosing song of the sort Simonides is supposed to have made (535 PMG).



good fortune, but instead for a divine rescue. Aigina is no longer
a tower that stands firm by divine ordinance, welcoming
strangers throughout all time (O. 8. 25–7); instead she is in com-
mand of a ship that floats on a doubtful sea. This vessel is
manned by insubstantial citizens dependent on the fortunes of
each day, and disorder always threatens (P. 8. 10–12). All the
same, this island-ship is engaged on a ‘freedom voyage’ (ƒleuqvr8
stÎl8, 98), the epithet  suggesting that the aim of its journey is
release from the ‘slavery’ of outside governance.⁴¹ Like a
propemptikon, this closing invocation would ensure a successful
arrival in a chosen port, and the singers fortify the magic of their
plea by calling at last upon Zeus and the Aiakids. The splendid
warriors who attacked Troy have not been given any part in an
ode made for the dishonoured lords of a subjugated island, but if
Aristomenes’ victory is recognized as a proof of continuing local
vitality and an omen suggesting a coming ‘return’ to Freedom,
then they can at last be named. Apollo figured prominently in the
depiction of Hesychia, and he was the recipient of a prayer for
present ceremonial success (61ff .), but with the discovery of a
moderate, albeit disenchanted, hope for Aigina, the singers turn
back to the god who ruled all the earlier songs for this island. The
consort of Aigina, father of Aiakos, progenitor of Aiakid heroes,
is the one who may yet arrange a prosperous return to freedom
(99–100), and so the present audience can be led into a final
prayer that makes ‘Zeus and Lord Aiakos, Peleus and brave
Telamon, with Achilles’ the last Pindaric words to be sung 
on Aigina, perhaps the last to be sounded by any chorus of his,
anywhere.
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⁴¹ On ƒleuqer≤a and related words see above, Ch. 7 nn. 18–22; the expression
stÎloß ƒle»qeroß suggests a journey towards freedom, but it could alternately
mean a journey freely undertaken, one that follows a free course, or one that is
enhanced by freedom (like the blossom-decked stÎloß at P. 2. 62); note the
translation offered by Peron (1974) 139: ‘Égine, mère chère, fais que cette ville
puisse à l’avenir voguer librement.’



15. Afternote: The Audience as Participant

Pindar meant that his odes for Aigina should bring audiences
into the state of healing jollity that he called Euphrosyna (N. 4.
1–2). This condition belonged properly to informal groups of
fortunate like-minded men, and when it was joined with reputa-
tion (dÎxa, P. 11. 45) it represented life at its song-filled best (O.
14. 14; P. 3. 98; P. 4. 129; I. 3. 10 cf. O. 1. 58). As distinct from
the symposium, however, a victory celebration had a further and
more complex aim, for the choral performance was meant to
present the victor with his own triumph rendered imperishable,
while it also offered that same permanent glory to his neighbours
and friends. And in the Aiginetan odes (as in many others) this
essential shift from the actual into a realm beyond time was
accomplished by way of mythic scenes brought to life through
choral mimesis. Audiences became witnesses, even participants,
as they watched the recreation of moments in which a divine
presence determined the accomplishment of a marvel. By such
means an actual victory from the immediate past was linked to a
world of permanence while the gathered guests, in a reflection of
the winner’s experience, felt the touch of immediate immortal
power. 

The audience, in all eleven cases, was essentially the same, a
gathering of aristocrats united in wealth, commercial interests,
cult duties, and devotion to the Aiakids. In all cases, however,
this group was joined by an ‘outside’ element, for immature boys
appeared among its active men and responsible elders. The
young victor was present, no doubt sitting close to his father or
grandfather, his ode was delivered by the mouths, hands, and
feet of his age-mates, and probably other companions of his were
invited as well. The celebration introduced this adolescent
group to the ways of maturity, while the elders were led to accept
the imminent newcomers, and spectators of all ages were
brought to a common experience of the magic of success.
Everyone present was to be in some degree changed, which is
why these odes in particular were regularly given a ritual aspect



by phrases much like those used by magicians. The Aiginetan
choruses do not chant ‘I cut’ or ‘I stir’ to enhance the witchery of
their gestures, but they do chant ‘I pour out praise!’ (I. 6. 74.), ‘I
stand and take breath before I sing further!’ and then ‘I sprinkle
him with my ode!’ (N . 8. 19, 48–9).¹ With each performance
something more than ordinary will be made to occur.

To begin the process, a multi-aged congregation of hosts and
guests, family and friends, must be transformed into a single
recipient of pleasure and common illumination. Pindar knows
many techniques for such unification, of which prayer is the
most obvious as again and again a roomful of silent spectators are
drawn into a performed plea. No one could abstain from a call
like that addressed to ever-dawning Time at Olympian 8. 28 in
behalf of the city, or the supplication of Aigina herself at the close
of Pythian 8 (‘Aigina, dear mother . . .!’), where the entire island,
young, old, rich, poor, is embraced by the choral voice. By con-
trast, the Herakles who is called upon in the last triad of Nemean
7 is physically linked to Sogenes’ particular house but neverthe-
less, when the hero is asked to intervene in behalf of all mortali-
ty, each listener necessarily joins in the cry of ‘O blessed
one!’(94).²

Spectators could also be pulled into simultaneous recognition
of a divinity without the formality of prayer, as when the chorus,
having produced a vision of Achilles’ inborn strength, cries out
for all, ‘Zeus! Yours was that blood!’ (N. 3. 65).³ In a secular par-
allel, since all listeners are sharing the same hospitality, all can be
caught up in any address to the occasion’s host, seconding pas-
sages like that at Nemean 7. 58–61, ‘Thearion . . . I am your guest
. . .!’ Finally, a more philosophic unification is achieved by the
maxims that remind an audience that, though separate in age,
fortune, and ambition, all adhere to Hellenic definitions of mor-
tality. Their explosive joy can be confirmed and made safe with
brief commonplaces like ‘Don’t seek to be Zeus!’ (I. 5. 14), ‘No
one goes west of Cadiz!’ (N. 4. 69), or ‘Such things do not depend
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¹ Cf. ‘I send forth this song!’ N. 3. 76–7.
² At O. 8. 84–8 all guests are drawn into the prayer to Zeus for the continued

prosperity of the house; similarly with the prayer to Herakles, at N. 7. 98–101,
though it asks particular favours for future generations to come from Sogenes. 

³ The burst of choral praise for Zeus at I. 5. 52–3 is similarly inclusive in
effect.



upon men: a daimon controls them!’ (P. 8. 76). However many
spectators are present, all join in the single condition of humani-
ty on hearing the measured words that begin Nemean 6, ‘One is
the race . . .’ We should remember, however, that even unar-
guable wisdom will carry a hint of subversive levity when offered
by boys to their elders.⁴

Among the tricks of inclusion and interaction that Pindar took
over from the sacred choruses, the fiction of spontaneity is the
most striking. This is a device, current at least since the time of
Alkman (3 PMG ),⁵ by which a chorus pretends to improvise its
song, or even to inhabit the moment that preceeded its actual
performance. In Pindar’s time the stance of being caught
unawares probably seemed a bit old-fashioned to the experi-
enced listener, but by making each guest a witness to the ‘cre-
ation’ of the event, it forced all who were present into a unifying
complicity with the performers—having sanctioned its creation,
all were implicated in the continuation of the ode. Nor did the
illusion of improvisation necessarily demand dramatized effects
like those that open Nemean 3 and Isthmian 8. It was created
more economically whenever a well-rehearsed chorus interrupt-
ed itself with metapoetical advice (e.g. ‘Drench that boast in
silence!’ I. 5. 51).⁶ The song being invented on the spot could
directly solicit approval from its audience, as at Nemean 7. 69,
‘Let him who listens report whether I sing off-key!’ but even the
most ordinary aside such as ‘I hope to hit the mark’ (N. 6. 26–7)
or ‘I shall be Argive in brevity’ (I. 6. 58) pretends to address an
involved gathering of single-minded listeners.⁷

More overt in their unifying effects are rhetorical questions
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⁴ Such maxims were condemned as proper only to the vulgar or the elderly by
Aristotle (Rhet. 1395a) but they were preserved in epic or pseudo-epic form and
Pindar assumes that the merest hint will cause listeners to supply a given gnome
(e.g. I. 6. 67). Slater (2001) 99–121 discusses a group of athletic/metapoetic
gnomes, and it may be noted that in certain African societies initiatory learning
takes the form of fresh sets of gnomes to be memorized.

⁵ Cf. P. fr. 94b 6–15 SM; see above, Ch. 7, pp. 109–10, Ch. 9, p. 141 n. 2.
⁶ This command is ostensibly self-addressed but in effect laid upon all 

present, from whom some positive response to the name ‘Salamis’ might be
expected.

⁷ Claims to be following the rules (as at N. 4. 33), or a response to an imagined
objection (as at N. 7. 102–5) will have the same effect. See A. Miller (1993)
21–53, who notes these devices but does not consider their effects upon an audi-
ence. 



that provoke a single unvoiced response from all listeners. So
when the chorus of Isthmian 5, in seeming self-exhortation, calls
(39), ‘Speak out! Who killed Kyknos, killed Hektor . . .?’ their
own failure to respond is covered by a silent but unanimous
shout of ‘Achilles!’ from the audience.⁸ Parallel, though less dra-
matic, are cases of the ‘no time to tell’ convention, or its partner,
the threat of surfeit (e.g. P. 8. 29–32; N. 4. 71–2), for these work
to fill all listening minds with the same ghostly catalogue of the
material suppressed. This device is found in exemplary form at
Isthmian 6. 56, where the singers announce, ‘for me the listing of
all their deeds would be too long’, thus challenging Lampon’s
guests to a common whirlwind review of the battle-deeds of
Telamon, Herakles, and Ajax. A less magnificent example
occurs at Nemean 4. 30–2 when the unedifying scene of
Alkyoneus’ death, disallowed by the Law of Song, is asssigned
directly to the spectators for mental reconstruction.

When an audience is drawn into an act of numerical reckoning
a similar effect of good-tempered collaboration is achieved. For
the best results these challenges will be wholly unnecesary, as
with the three Ages of Man and the Four Virtues (N. 3. 72–4),
the ten thousand roads all one hundred feet wide (I. 6. 22), or the
twelve four-horse chariots each with two drivers (N. 4. 28–30).
Teases such as these, inflicted upon an audience of mixed ages,
provoke a sense of solidarity when resolved, and this will also be
the effect when humour is directly employed.⁹ A pun like that
between ‘athletes’ and ‘Athens’ (N. 5. 49) creates a shared
moment of knowing levity, and the same brief disengagement
from poetic enchantment is induced by bathetic juxtapositions.
When, again in Nemean 5, the generic boast of a magnificent leap
towards a grand subject (19–20) drops upon a depraved
Hippolyta (26), listeners old and young share the objective
amusement of an audience momentarily misled. Any lapse from
full seriousness brings something of the same response, as when
a bold sea-going Pindaric song meets a rival composition in
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⁸ This will be true, whether the two imperatives are self-addressed or dir-
ected towards a Muse extrapolated from a chariot which in turn is extrapolated
from the verb ƒla»nw, as Race (1997) ii. 179 n. 2 would have it.

⁹ For humour in Pindar see Jurenka (1896) 92–98; Rome (1946) 424–32, on
O. 10 and P. 12; Kabiersch (1999) 368–71, on O. 10. For the most part the exam-
ples noted have been qualified as ‘geistreiche Selbstironie’; see Kurz (1974) 15. 



which clichés are rolled out like knuckle-bones (N. 4. 40), when
a song-drink wafted on the Aiolian breath of flutes arrives ‘. . . a
bit late’ (N. 3. 80), or when singers, taking advantage of line-end,
tell themselves to ‘whirl and shout / quietly!’(N. 7. 81–2). Even
Achilles is touched with bathos when he is brought on, a tow-
headed 6-year-old, to demonstrate the force of a ‘weighty inborn
fame’ (N. 3. 40–3).¹⁰

Pindar had one more device, apparently a favourite, by which
he imposed a common, unifying response upon his audience.
This was litotes,¹¹ a denial of a negative employed in the asser-
tion of its positive twin, so that, for example, ‘not falling short of
his courage’ signifies ‘surpassing himself in daring’ (O. 8. 67). Or
again, in the favoured alpha-privative form, ‘not portionless’
indicates a condition of exuberant good fortune (N. 6. 14). The
artificiality of such ‘veiled superlatives’ is strongly marked, and
there is a consequent negative effect upon the poetic spell
wrought upon an audience,¹² yet this oblique verbal trick
appears with great frequency, often in statements of supreme
importance. Thus the consummate Aiakid prophecy, put in
Apollo’s mouth at Olympian 8. 45, is cast in this form: ‘Not with-
out your children will this wall crumble!’¹³ Emphasized or not,
each negated negative, by demanding a mental act of revision,
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¹⁰ Ostensibly opposite, exaggerations have a similarly reductive effect, as
with Telamon’s overblown achievements in N. 3. 36–8. Likewise bits of con-
trived ambiguity, like the confusion of Telamon with Herakles at I. 6. 31–5,
which produce, when clarified, a psychic event much like that of getting the
point of a joke.

¹¹ ‘Laudatio non virtutibus apellandis sed vitiis detrahendis’ (Gellius 3. 6.
11). Pindar is much fonder of litotes than is Bakchylides, but the elaborate pas-
sage at Ba. 13. 175–81 should not be missed. Not one of the eleven Aiginetan
odes is without an example; I count 45 instances but have surely overlooked
more than one. O. 8 shows the greatest density with seven examples in 88 lines;
N. 7 is almost equal with eight in 105 lines.

¹² Dornseiff (1921) 78 describes the effects upon an audience: ‘Die Litotes ist
eine art “fishing”, sie nötigt den Hörer von sich aus zu dem Gesagten etwas
hinzuzutun und hat dadurch etwas Unausgedrücktes, Gedämpftes,
Anregendes, Beunruhigendes, Spornendes, Kitzelndes.’ See also Köhnken
(1976) 62–7, an all too brief treatment with a good example in its conclusion:
‘Die eigenwillige Verwendung des Stilmittels der Litotes ist also ein nicht
unwesentlicher Aspekt seiner Sprache.’

¹³ Cf. N. 3. 76, beginning of the envoi, ‘. . . of these no one is missing here!’;
I. 8. 77, final line, ‘it is no untried Youth that he buries now!’; N. 7.49, ‘Not false
is the witness . . .!’ I. 5. 56–8, envoi, ‘neither the great exertion, nor the amount
spent . . . is kept obscure.’



creates an instant in which a predetermined and simultaneous
effort occupies every listening mind. This effect varies, of
course, with the difficulty of the expression; many examples
reverse themselves almost automatically as ‘may it not cease’
becomes ‘may it continue’, ‘he will not blame’ yields ‘he will
praise’, and ‘do not grudge!’ sounds a call to generosity.¹⁴ Even
these, however, may be more telling than they seem, as with the
common phrase, ‘X did not give the lie to the achievements of his
forebears’ (e.g. I. 8. 71; P. 8. 36), where the ease of interpretation
seems almost to illustrate the power of ancestral influence.
Compare the version at Nemean 3. 15, ‘he did not defile the
Myrmidons with mildness’, which provokes each listening mind
to a pleasureful recapitulation of epic deeds while it is also occu-
pied with a vision of the fierce boy pankratist. What is more, the
matter that is logically put out of mind will always remain to
some degree significant.¹⁵ A request for immortal attention that
is ‘not envious’ (P. 8. 71) doesn’t entirely efface the notion of
divine displeasure, while the address to Eleithyia, ‘Without you
we see neither day nor dark night’ (N. 7. 2–3) creates an instant
of hypothetical non-being for each listener, even as he reverses it
into positive praise. With similar effect, ‘The hymn that my
heart loves to taste is not without Aiakids’ (I. 5. 20) invites all to
sample and reject a song that lacks this essential flavour. More
conducive to jollity is the boast at Isthmian 6. 24, ‘No city is so
barbaric or perverse of tongue as not to hear of Peleus’ fame!’ In
simple reversal this produces ‘Even non-Hellenic cities know his
tale’, but meanwhile the double emphasis brings a happy sense 
of superiority as audience members consider the appalling
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¹⁴ Cf. P. 8. 21, ‘Aigina has fallen not far away from the Charites,’ or the boast
of being ‘not rough’ as a singer of praise at N. 7. 76. The same simplicity marks
‘Do not be grudging as you pour a fitting boast into your song’ (I. 5. 24), and N.
8. 4, where success in Aphrodite’s realm comes to one who ‘does not stray from
kairos’ (i.e. seizes the opportunity). In some cases the positive version is append-
ed, as in Apollo’s statement about Troy’s fall (O. 8. 45), ‘not without your chil-
dren but in the time of the first and third generations’; cf. ‘You don’t disgrace . . .
but rather exalt’ (P. 8. 36–38); ‘do not freeze but give out your song’ (N. 5. 50b);
‘abstaining from dark blame . . . I bring glory’ (N. 7. 61); Zeus should ‘not send
a Nemesis of divided mind but rather bring a painless life’ (O. 8. 86–7); ‘the
Bassids do not lack songs and tales . . . but rather supply shiploads of subjects for
praise’ (N. 6. 31–5).

¹⁵ Fränkel (1962) 569 n. 14, ‘die polare Denkart immer auch das Umgkehrte
im sinne hat.’



ignorance in which those who are not Greek do, for the most
part, dwell.

Prayer, spontaneity fiction, even litotes were all traditional
choral techniques for manipulating an audience but Pindar
employed as well one further mode of influence special to this
place—reference to the sculptured decoration of the Aphaia
Temple. All but one of the eleven odes revived an Aiakid tale
because the exploits of these heroes were essential to the island’s
definition—‘Aiakids . . . for whom I claim Aigina as home’ (I. 5.
43)—and the pediments were tangible proof of this claim. In
particular, the familiar presence of the huge figures meant that
whenever one of them was named, any and all local listeners
would entertain a common initial vision. For an instant the hero
would stride, stab, or crouch as his sculptured likeness did, and
Pindar played upon this programmed response in a variety of
ways. Even when he pretended to set them aside, the pedimental
compositions were to be present, and this he made clear in the
first of his Aiginetan songs. Nemean 5 begins with the assertion,
‘I am no sculptor’, an artful negative that implies the positive
claim, ‘I am a singer!’ while it yet carries a strong secondary sug-
gestion, i.e. ‘Keep sculpture in mind as you listen to me!’ This
advice, hardly necessary to an Aiginetan audience, inaugurated a
Pindaric commentary on the temple’s decorations that would
continue until the Athenian occupation.

The great innovation of the sculptured scenes was their dis-
play of fathers and sons, two Aiakid generations at work in paired
campaigns against Troy, and this notion is embraced by Pindar.
The Aiakids are defined at Isthmian 5. 36 as those who, first fol-
lowing Herakles, then with the Atreids, took Troy ‘twice,’ the
word d≤ß emphatically placed at the beginning of a line.
Nevertheless, the pedimental focus on these two groups is in the
poet’s eye too narrow and he adds two further generations, thus
causing Apollo a certain difficulty when he reads the snake-sign
in the eighth Olympian (45–6). A final Neoptolemos (N. 7) and
an initial Aiakos (O. 8) complete the sculptured statement of
innate familial virtue while they also supply one figure congruent
with boy victors, another suitable to their proud grandfathers. 

With Herakles, however, Pindar offers not an extension but a
firm correction to the temple’s version of the first Trojan cam-
paign. In Isthmian 6 he provokes a vision of the archer of the East
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Pediment with a conspicuous exercise of litotes—‘a warrior
whose hand does not spare the bowstring’ (33–5)—then at once
raises the sculptured hero from his oddly secondary position and
brings him striding into the mythic action as Telamon’s com-
mander (28, 35). In this ode Herakles is no supporting figure but
the primary warrior who imposes battle and fatherhood upon a
youthful ally; as godfather to Ajax he collaborates in the making
of a second Aiakid generation. He was an archer, yes, but a leader
in battle, a conqueror of Troy, the brother of Aiakos (N. 7. 86),
and even in the present day a hero-companion ready with active
aid for every young Aiginetan (N. 7. 95–7). 

The pedimental sculptures cast the special Aiakid virtue,
defensive courage, in the form of a Trojan tale that Pindar
embraces, though he would extend and qualify it. Nevertheless,
there is one area—that of theology—in which his songs stand in
emphatic opposition to the stones, for every ode made for Aigina
evicts Athena from scenes of Aiakid glory and sets a pantokratic
Zeus in her place. (Even Pythian 8 puts Aigina in his hands in the
end.) In this way the songs reveal to boys still under the direction
of tutors the god to whom the men of their island belong.¹⁶
Through his son Aiakos, Zeus is progenitor (‘yours is the blood!’
N. 3. 65, cf. N. 5. 7; N. 7. 50) of the race of heroes who protect all
inhabitants and are honoured by them in return (I. 5. 28, 34–5).
This Zeus who shaped the two Trojan campaigns (O. 8. 44) also
determines the outcome of battles in which young islanders may
die (I. 5. 49–50), while his games fix the peak of athletic ambition
(O. 8. 3) and, just as he keeps slander away (N. 8. 35), so he caus-
es praise-songs to be sung (I. 5. 29). Within the world of myth,
this Zeus not only rescues Order from Chaos with the movement
of an eyebrow (I. 8. 50), but also fixes the shape and scale of the
conflict that will replace war among the gods, dividing its two
phases among three generations of Aiakids (O. 8. 43–6), and
arranging for the conception of an Achilles (I. 8. 46–7; N. 5. 35;
N. 4. 61). He is a cosmic cloud-gathering King (N. 5. 34), master
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¹⁶ At O. 8. 16 he is Genethlios, which may reflect a general claim by aristo-
cratic families that their survival is Zeus-protected, though Wilamowitz (1922)
403 took this as a title claiming descent and used exclusively by the Blepsiads.
Other usages are not decisive; at P. 4. 167 Zeus is genethlios to the two families of
Pelias and Jason; at O. 13. 105 a family rejoices in a good fortune that is geneth-
lios.



of a Nemesis who may destroy men and cities should good-
fortune become excessive (O. 8. 86), but as Aigina’s consort he
may also rescue the physical island (P. 8. 99), while his throne-
mate Themis (O. 8. 22) preserves its enviable order. The boys in
the audience are presumably not yet much interested in civic
tranquillity but the divinity central to the adult life of their island
(central too to the Rape of Aigina that briefly decorated one of the
Aphaia Temple’s pedimental triangles) has been shown to them
as Zeus, Lord of All (I . 5. 52–3). He will preside as Soter when
they are ready to take part in the symposium (I. 6. 1–9).

Prepared in these many ways, Aiginetan audiences were drawn
into chorally reconstructed marvels in which a divinely
approved telos (cf. N. 3. 70–1) was ensured by a touch of dai-
monic force. In the five simplest examples these are moments of
contest, and their congruence with athletic victory is schemati-
cally demonstrated in Nemean 6, where Achilles’ fall upon a
Memnon not meant to go home (49–53) redescribes and trans-
lates the victories of Kallias and Kreontidas (34–44). The
extraordinary action can be rendered immediate through a par-
ticularized implement, which may belong to the victor, like the
small-scale javelin of the childish Achilles (N. 3. 45), or to his
opponent, like the fire, teeth, and claws that Peleus endures as he
wrestles with Thetis (N. 4. 62–4).¹⁷ And these moments of mar-
vellous success are confirmed and sacralized by divine witnesses:
by the gift-giving gods, after the Thetis-struggle (N. 4. 67–8), by
the awed Athena and Artemis, after the 6-year-old huntsman has
delivered his prey (N. 3. 50),¹⁸ by Zeus, king of the immortals,
when Peleus spurns Hippolyta (N. 5. 34–5). 

The audience is more directly worked upon when the divine
enters the world in the form of a voice. The Amphiaraos who
looks out of his dream and reads the shield device of his son (P. 8.
44ff .) addresses no one within the scene, but his speech comes
directly to the ears of Xenarkes’ friends. It then becomes almost
literally a part of their own experience through a poet’s trick that
confounds these words from the prophet with others from his
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¹⁷ Cf. the spearpoint at N. 6. 52–3, the knife at N. 7. 42.
¹⁸ The goddesses ‘marvel’ (ƒq3mbeon, N. 3. 50); compare P. 9. 31, where

Apollo commands Chiron to marvel. When Achilles wounds Telephos at I. 5. 42
the river Kaïkos seems to fulfil this function of witnessing.



son, given in an actual roadside prophecy (57–60). In another
ode the strongly visualized wonder of three shining snakes (O. 8.
37–40) elicits words from Apollo that are heard by his two com-
panions at the walls of Troy and overheard by guests gathered in
Timosthenes’ hall, after which the marvel of divine communica-
tion is confirmed, not only by the chariot-driving Poseidon, but
also by the earth of Aigina, when the airborne Aiakos is set down
‘right here!’ (51). In Isthmian 6 Herakles’ prayer is spoken before
Telamon’s wedding guests while the epinician guests in
Lampon’s house listen as well; thus united, the entire mixed
gathering perceives a consummate marvel, Zeus’ entrance in the
form of an eagle (49–50). They have been prepared for this
epiphany by ritualized gestures (41–2) and a memorable token
object (the golden cup, 40), and its sense is confirmed by
Herakles himself, with his shiver of pleasure (50). Eriboia will
bear a son, and the two audiences to whom the vision comes seem
to have taken part in his mysterious engendering.

By contrast, the voice of Themis in Isthmian 8 sounds out to a
gathering of gods and also to the actual audience with an effect
that is superficially opposite, since her words bring both groups
into the felt presence of a cosmic danger.¹⁹ Themis advocates not
contest, but its avoidance, her own victory being one of persua-
sion as this single goddess convinces a congress of her peers, and
with them today’s audience, that chaos is close. She wins her vic-
tory by forcing on all a glimpse of the creature who might inhab-
it Thetis’ womb; he is the inner marvel of this song, and she
paradoxically makes him actual by picturing weapons that are,
like himself, hypothetical (34–35a). The birth of this monster is
to be blocked (for the present at least) by that of an Aiakid hero,
but the singers apply to Achilles’ deeds a generalizing exaggera-
tion that drains them of any immediacy, while the potential
Other maintains his obscure threat. This is the supreme oppo-
nent whom gods and mortals must recognize and strive to avoid
through earthly war and contest, both of which appease the spir-
it of disorder.

In the two most complex odes the voice of the poet/chorus is
dominant as mythic moments that seem to represent defeat, not
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¹⁹ Themis’ speech is direct when urging her solution but indirect for the
description of the threat, perhaps in order to guard against summoning him in
any way.



victory, are revived. In Nemean 7 Neoptolemos falls in an uncon-
tested contest, struck by a specific implement-weapon that is
deployed for maximum shock effect (42), and the spectator’s dis-
tressed response is reinforced by laments from Delphic witness-
es (43). At once, however, the singers offer an interpretation that
replaces this isolated and senseless event with a practice that is
solemn and perennial. The perverted sacrifice is revealed as an
event owed to the Aiakid fate (44), and the king who was killed
when he brought spoils from Troy becomes, by dying at this
spot, a guardian of the god’s treasures (46). The bare knife and its
single slash are overwhelmed, in the listening mind, by the per-
petual arrival of rich processions, all carrying offerings for the
Delphic god (46–7), all kept in order by the fallen conqueror of
Troy. Without context or attribute, the murder weapon has dis-
appeared while the ceremonial gifts continue, experienced in
imagination by the epinician audience and witnessed by Aigina
(50)—proof of an incomprehensible destiny which needs this
island’s Aiakids for its fulfilment.

A similar reversal of feeling and thought is imposed upon the
audience of Nemean 8 as they assist in a revival of Ajax that works
to cleanse Aigina of blame-speakers. This time the ultimate
‘marvel’ is not mythic but metapoetical as Ajax is ‘raised’, not by
the narrative, but by the singers and their auditors. First the
guests of this fatherless household are presented with an
obscurely drawn figure who, though he ‘wrestles’ with the shed-
ding of his own blood (27), is overcome by oblivion (24). At once,
however, the troubled spectators are pulled further back in time
and onto a familiar battlefield where they are made to collaborate
in a reckoning of wounds dealt among enemies by that same hero
(28–32). Guests who have gathered to honour a boy and his dead
father are in this way made agents of reputation and success as
Praise attacks Slander and resurrects a Glory that had been over-
come by oblivion. The audience then joins the chorus in a vow
addressed to Zeus (35), making their island a place where blame
fixes only on evildoers, while fine deeds are watered by the dew
of praise (39–40). In such a city the charm and the success-magic
of a victor on whom Hora smiles can be saluted with unspoiled
joy.

Such were the pleasures that Pindar contrived for Aiginetan
audiences. In one or two cases the epinician performance may
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have been capped by an informal procession, as victor, family,
friends, and dancers set out towards the Aiakeion or some other
sacred spot (as at N. 5. 53). More often, however, the company
will have continued to exult in shared music and wine, encour-
aged by whatever benignant power had been summoned—a
Muse, Hesychia, Hora, Euphrosyna, or perhaps their common
kinsman, Herakles. Hosts had been lifted out of ordinary time by
the happy performance of ritual, elders by contact with youthful
success, boys by a glimpse of the mythic tokens that defined
manhood on Aigina, and all, for this brief time, had been ren-
dered ‘forgetful of Hades’.²⁰
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²⁰ Like Timosthenes at O. 8. 72–3.
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