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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis takes as its starting point current views on the relationship between 
man and god in Archaic and Classical Greek literature, according to which 
mortality and immortality are primarily temporal concepts and, therefore, 
mutually exclusive. This thesis aims to show that this mutual exclusivity between 
mortality and immortality is emphasised only in certain poetic genres, while 
others, namely those centred on extraordinary achievements or exceptional 
moments in the life of a mortal, can reduce the temporal notion of immortality and 
emphasise instead the happiness, success, and undisturbed existence that 
characterise divine life. Here, the paradox of momentary immortality emerges as 
something attainable to mortals in the poetic representation of certain occasions. 
The chapters of this thesis pursue such notions of momentary immortality in the 
wedding ceremony, as presented through wedding songs, in celebrations for 
athletic victory, as presented through the epinician, and at certain stages of the 
tragic plot. In the chapter on the wedding song, the discussion focuses on explicit 
comparisons between the beauty of bride and bridegroom and that of heroes or 
gods, and between their happiness and divine bliss. The chapter on the epinician 
analyses the parallelism between the achievement of victory and the exploits of 
mythical heroes, and argues for a parallelism between the victory celebration and 
immortalisation. Finally, the chapter on tragedy examines how characters are 
perceived as godlike because of their beauty, success, or power, and discusses 
how these perceptions are exploited by the tragedians for certain effects. By 
examining features of a rhetoric of praise, this thesis is not concerned with the 
beliefs or expectations of the author, the recipient of praise, or the surrounding 
milieu. It rather intends to elucidate how moments conceived of as extraordinary 
are communicated in poetry.  
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INTRODUCTION 
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PURSUING PARADOXES 

 

The particular notion of immortality pursued in this thesis could seem to be a 

contradiction in terms. Modern Western notions of immortality, as reflected in 

everyday usage and scholarly concepts, seem to be focused exclusively on a 

temporal quality. As a result of Christian theology and the philosophical 

discourses branching out from it, immortality is understood as a state of being 

exempt from death and, therefore, as a form of endless existence.1 Consequently, 

a temporarily limited experience of something defined only by its infinity would 

not seem to be possible outside, say, Eleatic paradoxes. 

In pre-Christian antiquity, however, notions of immortality appear to be 

more diverse. On the one hand, we find several forms of continued, even endless, 

existence following physical death. Some of these are desirable, like life in the 

Elysian Fields (e.g., Od. 4.560–5, Verg. Aen. 6.637–78), on the Isles of the 

Blessed (e.g., Hes. Op. 170, P. O. 2.78–9), or among the Hyperboreans (e.g., P. P. 

10.31–46, B. 3.58–9). Others are downright appalling, like the eternal punishment 

of Tityus, Tantalus, Sisyphus, and Ixion (e.g., Od. 11.660–89, P. O. 1.55–64, P. 

2.21–30, Verg. Aen. 6.562–627), or like the endless aging of Tithonus (e.g., HH 

5.218–38). 

 
1 On the modern usage of ‘immortality’, cf. OED s.v. ‘immortality’, ‘The quality or condition of 
being immortal; exemption from death or annihilation; endless life or existence; eternity; 
perpetuity’, and s.v. ‘immortal’ A.1a, ‘Not mortal; not liable or subject to death; deathless, 
undying; living forever’; ODP s.v. ‘immortality’, ‘The condition of being exempt from death or 
destruction, of living forever.’ For a survey of the development of the term through theological 
and philosophical discourse, cf. OCP s.v. ‘immortality’, HWPh s.v. ‘Unsterblichkeit’, and Pattison 
(2015) 1–8. 
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On the other hand, actual deathlessness appears to be inextricably connected 

with divinity. The term ἀθάνατοϲ, which etymologically denotes something or 

someone not subject to death, is used, from its earliest attestations in epic 

onwards, to refer to the gods and the particular form of existence enjoyed by 

them.2 In fact, the long first syllable of the term, where short alpha privativum 

would be expected, seems to present an attempt to accommodate in epic metre the 

phrase οἱ ἀθάνατοι as a fixed term.3 Conversely, terms that etymologically denote 

something or someone subject to death, like βροτόϲ and θνητόϲ, are used 

historically as synonyms for ‘human’ or ‘the humans’.4 The same observations 

can be made for the Latin terms immortalis and mortalis.5  

Divinity, however, is characterised not only by the absence of death, but 

also by the absence of any restriction or disruption in that existence, as is 

indicated in Greek by a colourful variety of privative adjectives, apart from 

ἀθάνατοϲ, that describe this form of life (e.g. ἀπήµων/ἀπήµαντοϲ,6 ἄπονοϲ,7 

 
2 On ἀθάνατοϲ, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘ἀθάνατοϲ’, 196.7–10, ‘Die Bezeichnung ἀθάνατοι ist ursprünglich 
als das charakteristische Prädikat der Gruppe “Götter” im Gegensatz zu der Gruppe der 
“sterblichen Menschen (θνητοί, βροτοί)”, zu deren Teil der θάνατος gehört, entwickelt worden.’ 
As an adjective, it is a stock epithet of the gods, cf. ibid. 197.29–200.2; as a noun, οἱ ἀθάνατοι can 
function as a synonym for οἱ θεοί, cf. ibid. 200.3–204.62.  
3 Cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘ἀθάνατοϲ’, 194.60–7; the first syllable is exclusively lengthened, which is 
necessary only where the last syllable is long, as in ἀθάνατοι.  
4 On βροτόϲ, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘βροτόϲ’, 101.14–21 ‘β[ροτόϲ] kennzeichnet den Menschen durch 
e[inen] wesentl[ichen] Mangel u[nd] entspr[icht] damit der ep[ischen] Auff[assung] vom 
Mängelwesen, das haupts[ächlich] im G[egensatz] zu den (unsterbl[ichen]) Göttern, kaum zu den 
Tieren, gesehen wird.’ On θνητόϲ, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘θνητόϲ’, 1049.33–47 ‘characterizing humans 
. . . , generally opp[osed] to gods, who are ἀθάνατοι.’ 
5 For immortalis as an epithet for deus, cf. TLL s.v. ‘immortalis’, A.1a, 492.31–40, and TLL s.v. 
‘deus’, 906.31–8; for immortalis as a noun, cf. TLL s.v. ‘immortalis’, 492.61–6. For mortalis as an 
adjective, meaning ‘human’, cf. TLL s.v. ‘mortalis’, 1510.3–34; for mortales as a noun, meaning 
‘the humans’, cf. ibid. 1510.42–1511.6. 
6 For ἀπήµων/ἀπήµαντοϲ, cf. Hes. Thg. 955 (of the deified Heracles) ναίει ἀπήµαντοϲ καὶ ἀγήραοϲ 
ἥµατα πάντα, Aesch. Ag. 553–4 τίϲ δὲ πλὴν θεῶν | ἅπαντ’ ἀπήµων; 
7 For ἄπονοϲ, cf. Aesch. Suppl. 100–3 (lyr.) πᾶν ἄπονον δαιµονίων· | ἥµενοϲ ὃν φρόνηµά πωϲ 
| ἀυτόθεν ἐξέπραξεν ἔµ-|παϲ ἑδράνων ἀφ’ ἁγνῶν, Soph. OC 1585 (Chorus to the Messenger about 
Oedipus’ death) πῶϲ; ἆρα θείαι κἀπόνωι τάλαϲ τύχηι; 
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ἀκηδήϲ,8 ἀγήραοϲ9). A comprehensive account of divine life in these terms is 

found in Pindar’s fr. 143 SM: κεῖνοι γάρ τ’ ἄνοϲοι καὶ ἀγήραοι | πόνων τ’ ἄπειροι, 

βαρυβόαν | πορθµὸν πεφευγότεϲ Ἀχέροντοϲ.10 Pindar uses similar language to 

describe the immortal life of the semi-divine Hyperboreans in Pythian 10: νόϲοι 

δ᾿ οὔτε γῆραϲ οὐλόµενον κέκραται | ἱερᾶι γενεᾶι· πόνων δὲ καὶ µαχᾶν ἄτερ | 

οἰκέοιϲι φυγόντεϲ | ὑπέρδικον Νέµεϲιν (41–4). In Simonides PMG 523 (= 245 

Poltera), the contrast with the life of the gods is implicit when freedom from 

suffering is denied to even the best of mortals: οὐδὲ γὰρ οἳ πρότερόν ποτ’ 

ἐπέλοντο, | θεῶν ἐξ ἀνάκτων υἱ⟨έ⟩εϲ ἡµίθεοι, | ἄπονον οὐδ’ ἄφθιτον οὐδ’ 

ἀκίνδυνον βίον | ⟨  ⟩  ἐϲ γῆραϲ ἐξίκοντο τελέϲαντεϲ.11 Finally, for Solon according 

to Herodotus (Hdt. 1.32.6), true happiness is characterised as a state of being 

ἄπηροϲ, ἄνουϲοϲ, and ἀπαθήϲ (as well as εὔπαιϲ and εὐειδήϲ)—a state which can 

never be fully obtained by humans (cf. 1.32.8 τὰ πάντα µέν νυν ταῦτα ϲυλλαβεῖν 

ἄνθρωπον ἐόντα ἀδύνατον ἐϲτί). 

Unhindered by harm, toil, worry, disease, age, or death, immortal life is 

perceived as a life of supreme, unsurpassable ease and happiness. Hence the gods 
 

8 For ἀκηδήϲ, cf. Il. 24.526 (the gods, αὐτοὶ δέ τ’ ἀκηδέεϲ εἰϲί), Hes. Thg. 61 (the Muses, ἀκηδέα 
θυµὸν ἐχούϲαιϲ), 489 (young Zeus, ἑὸϲ υἱὸϲ ἀνίκητοϲ καὶ ἀκηδήϲ), Op. 112 (people of the golden 
age, ὥϲτε θεοὶ δ’ ἔζωον ἀκηδέα θυµὸν ἔχοντεϲ), 170 (people living on the Isles of the Blessed, καὶ 
τοὶ µὲν ναίουϲιν ἀκηδέα θυµὸν ἔχοντεϲ). 
9 For ἀγήραοϲ, cf. the formula ἀθάνατοϲ καὶ ἀγήραοϲ, combined with either ἤµατα πάντα or αἰεί, 
in Il. 8.539 (Hector on himself), 12.322–8 (Sarpedon to Glaucus), 17.444 (on Peleus’ horses), Od. 
5.136 = 7.257 = 23.336 (all three by Calypso on Odysseus), 5.218 (Odysseus addressing Calypso), 
7.94 (on the dogs of Alcinous), Hes. Thg. 277 (on Medusa’s sisters), 305 (on Echidna), 949 
(Dionysus immortalising Ariadne), 955 (on the deified Heracles, see above n. 6), HH 2.242, 260 
(Demeter, planning to immortalise Demophoon), 3.151 (about the Delians), 5.214 (Ganymede). 
Cf. also Janko (1994) 10, Currie (2005) 44 with n. 21, 277. On the thought of divine agelessness, 
cf. also Soph. OC 607–9 ὦ φίλτατ’ Αἰγέωϲ παῖ, µόνοιϲ οὐ γίνεται | θεοῖϲι γῆραϲ οὐδὲ κατθανεῖν 
ποτε, | τὰ δ’ ἄλλα ϲυγχεῖ πἀνθ’ ὁ παγκρατὴϲ χρόνοϲ. 
10 Plutarch, quoting these lines, indicates that they are concerned with the gods, cf. Superst. 167e–f 
ὁ Πίνδαροϲ θεούϲ φηϲί; cf. also Amator. 763c, Adv. Stoic. 1075a. 
11 On the implicit contrast with the gods, cf. Poltera (1997) §403 and (2008) 411–12. Note that 
Wilamowitz (1879) 170 reads ἀφθόνητον for ἄφθιτον, Poltera (2008) 412 ad loc. ἄφθονον. 
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are described as ῥεῖα ζώοντεϲ in epic, 12  and called µάκαρεϲ 13  or beati 14 

throughout antiquity. A connection between immortality and bliss is also 

suggested by Epicurean philosophy, which considers imperishability and 

happiness the only two conditions for divinity, and locates this view in popular 

beliefs.15 

Immortality can therefore be understood not only as eternal life, but also as 

the enjoyment of all the other qualities that constitute the life of the gods. In this 

way, concepts of momentary immortality do not necessarily present a 

contradiction, though individual formulations may still ring paradoxical and be 
 

12 For θεοὶ ῥεῖα ζώοντεϲ, cf. Il. 6.138, Od. 4.805, 5.122. Cf. also Σ Il. 6.139 ῥεῖα ζώοντεϲ· ῥεῖα καὶ 
ἀπόνωϲ ζῶντεϲ, Ael. Arist. In Sarap. 47, 19–21 καὶ ταῦτα δὴ οὕτω µεγαλοπρεπεῖϲ εἰϲιν, ἀφ’ οὗ 
πᾶϲ ὅδε λόγοϲ ὡρµήθη, ὡϲ εἰϲὶν εὐδαίµονεϲ κατ’ αὐτὸν τὸν Ὅµηρον ῥεῖα ζώοντεϲ. 
13 On µάκαρ, its meaning, and its point of reference in the divine sphere, cf. De Heer (1969) 4–11, 
esp. 6, ‘To be µάκαρ is to be divine, to have a home secure against adversity, to be untroubled by 
wind and rain, to enjoy perpetual sunshine, to enjoy oneself all day long. This sums up the 
Homeric ideal of the easy life whose attainment was beyond human hope’, West (1978) 186–7 on 
Hes. Op. 141, and ibid. 193–4 on Hes. Op. 171 ‘µάκαρεϲ unqualified in the poetic language almost 
always means “the gods”.’ Cf. also Keyssner (1932) 50, 69, 133. See also below, nn. 219 and 328. 
14 On beatus as an attribute of the gods, cf. TLL s.v. ‘beo’, 1913.25–47, ibid. s.v. ‘deus’, 905.52; 
on the combination of immortalis and beatus, cf. TLL s.v. ‘beatus’, 1920.35–40, esp. Cic. Fin. 
2.88, ND 1.24, 45 (3x), 47, 49, 85, 86, 95, 96, 104, 105, 106, 114, 3.3; Aug. Civ. 7.1, 8.16, 17, 
9.13, 14, 15, 10.3, 31, 11.11). The adjective felix can describe divine life in a similar way, cf. TLL 
s.v. ‘felix’, IIB, 439.16–48. 
15 Cf. Epicurus Men. 123.2–7 Arrighetti πρῶτον µὲν τὸν θεὸν ζῶιον ἄφθαρτον καὶ µακάριον 
νοµίζειν, ὡϲ ἡ κοινὴ τοῦ θεοῦ νόηϲιϲ ὑπεγράφη, µηθὲν µήτε τῆϲ ἀφθαρϲίαϲ ἀλλότριον µήτε τῆϲ 
µακαριότητοϲ ἀνοίκειον αὐτῶι πρόϲαπτε. πᾶν δὲ τὸ φυλάττειν αὐτοῦ δυνάµενον τὴν µετὰ 
ἀφθαρϲίαϲ µακαριότητα περὶ αὐτὸν δόξαζε, Hdt. 75.8–12 Arrighetti καὶ µὴν ἐν τοῖϲ µετεώροιϲ 
φορὰν καὶ τροπὴν καὶ ἔκλειψιν καὶ ἀναϲτολὴν καὶ δύϲιν καὶ τὰ ϲύϲτοιχα τούτοιϲ µήτε 
λειτουργοῦντόϲ τινοϲ νοµίζειν δεῖ γίνεϲθαι καὶ διατάττοντοϲ ἢ διατάξοντοϲ καὶ ἄµα τὴν πᾶϲαν 
µακαριότητα ἔχοντοϲ µετὰ ἀφθαρϲίαϲ, Lucr. 5.1175–82 aeternamque dabant uitam, quia semper 
eorum | subpeditabatur facies et forma manebat, | et tamen omnino quod tantis uiribus auctos | 
non temere ulla ui conuinci posse putabant. | fortunisque ideo longe praestare putabant, | quod 
mortis timor haud quemquam uexaret eorum, | et simul in somnis quia multa et mira uidebant | 
efficere et nullum capere ipsos inde laborem, Cic. ND 1.44–5 quod quoniam fere constat inter 
omnis non philosophos solum sed etiam indoctos, fatemur constare illud etiam, hanc nos habere 
siue anticipationem, ut ante dixi, siue praenotionem deorum . . . hanc igitur habemus, ut deos 
beatos et immortales putemus, Sen. Ep. 92.27 Dis, inquit [sc. Epicurus], solis et uirtus et beata 
uita contigit, nobis umbra quaedam illorum bonorum et similitudo, Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. 9.44–7 
καὶ καθόλου καὶ πρὸϲ πάϲαϲ τὰϲ ἐκκειµέναϲ δόξαϲ ἐνέϲτι λέγειν, ὅτι οὐ κατὰ ψιλὸν µέγεθοϲ 
ἀνθρωποειδοῦϲ ζῶιου νόηϲιϲ θεοῦ λαµβάνουϲιν ἄνθρωποι, ἀλλὰ ϲὺν τῶι µακάριον εἶναι καὶ 
ἄφθαρτον καὶ πλείϲτην δύναµιν ἐν τῶι κόϲµωι προφερόµενον . . . οὕτωϲ ἄνθρωπον εὐδαίµονα 
νοήϲαντεϲ καὶ µακάριον καὶ ϲυµπεπληρωµένον πᾶϲι τοῖϲ ἀγαθοῖϲ, εἶτα ταῦτα ἐπιτείναντεϲ τὸν ἐν 
αὐτοῖϲ ἐκείνοιϲ ἄκρον ἐνοήϲαµεν θεόν. 
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exploited for that effect. It would seem possible to describe moments of 

extraordinary happiness, ease, or success as limited versions of the state that the 

gods enjoy eternally. A human could thus be called ἀθάνατοϲ or immortalis 

because he appears to be like the ἀθάνατοι or immortales in a certain moment, 

without any reference to death. The purpose of this thesis is to identify typical 

moments where this occurs. 

If it is possible to describe human states and experiences in terms of 

immortality, a central question has to be exactly how the two relate to each other. 

Do formulations of momentary immortality create an analogy between the 

particular state enjoyed by a mortal momentarily and the general state enjoyed by 

the gods indefinitely, or an equation of one with the other? In the case of analogy, 

the two states would have to be understood as fundamentally distinct in terms of 

quality, and merely comparable by similarity. Here ‘momentary immortality’ 

would be a metaphor, with divine life as the source domain (vehicle) and the 

human moment as the target domain (tenor).16 In the case of equation, the human 

experience would be identical with the divine experience in terms of quality, and 

distinct merely in terms of quantity, i.e., duration. Here ‘momentary immortality’ 

would be a literal expression. These questions matter because the two possible 

usages of momentary immortality would seem to have a different impact on 

potential wider preconceptions about the relationship between mortality and 

immortality, and between human and divine. The metaphorical usage, though 

bold, might nevertheless appear acceptable, whereas the literal usage could easily 
 

16 On analogy and metaphor, cf. Boys-Stones (2003) 2-5, Innes (2003); on tenor and vehicle, cf. 
Richards (1936) 96, Silk (1974) 9–15; on target and source domain, particularly in lyric poetry, cf. 
Hutchinson (2012), esp. 278.  
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seem to constitute an act of arrogance or impiety, and could even provoke divine 

intervention. 

 

 

 

MOMENTARY IMMORTALITY IN HELLENISTIC AND 

IMPERIAL TIMES 

 

Notions of momentary immortality, as outlined in the preceding paragraphs, are 

formulated in a particularly explicit and, for the present purposes, illuminating 

way in Greek and Latin literature from Hellenistic times onwards. Thanks to their 

explicitness, these formulations can serve as a first approach to the kinds of 

experiences that can be thought of as approximating to immortal life or equalling 

it. 

Happiness, joy, and pleasure appear to be the dominant experiences 

underlying comparisons with immortal life. A general idea of a momentary taste 

of immortal bliss is conveyed in the colloquial phrase immortaliter gaudere, 

attested in a letter of Cicero to his brother (QF 3.1.9 Quod scribis te a Caesare 

quotidie plus diligi, immortaliter gaudeo). In his speech Against Piso, Cicero 

seems to use an elaboration of this phrase, with a stronger accent on temporality, 

to characterise his satisfaction on returning home from exile: unus ille dies mihi 

quidem immortalitatis instar fuit quo in patriam redii (Pis. 52).  
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A more particular context, found in a variety of poetic genres from comedy 

to elegy and epigram, is erotic and sensual pleasure. Love and sex seem to inspire 

several poetic topoi concerned with collapsing boundaries between mortal and 

immortal, like, for instance, comparisons between the beloved and a goddess,17 or 

rejections of immortality if it were to be spent without the beloved.18 Here, 

however, it may suffice to focus only on those passages where the experience of 

love and sex is described as a moment of immortality.  

In New Comedy, it is a stock motif that the protagonist compares the 

happiness that he feels in certain situations to divine bliss.19 These situations tend 

 
17 On comparisons between the beloved and deities, cf. Plaut. Bacch. 217 (Pistoclerus about 
Bacchis) ni nanctus Venerem essem, hanc Iunonem dicerem, Curc. 192 (Phaedromus about 
Planesium) Tun meam Venerem uituperas?, 196, Poen. 277–8 (Agorastocles about Adelphasium) 
nam Venus non est Venus: | hanc equidem Venerem uenerabor me ut amet posthac propitia, Rud. 
420 (Sceparnio about Ampelisca) Pro di immortales, Veneris effigia haec quidem est; Cat. 68.71–
2 (about Lesbia) quo mea se molli candida diua pede | intulit, Verg. Ecl. 3.68 (Damoetas about 
Galatea) parta meae Veneri sunt munera, Ov. Am. 11.47 perque tuam faciem, magni mihi numinis 
instar, Met. 4.320–1 (Salmacis to Hermaphroditus) puer o dignissime credi | esse deus, seu tu deus 
es, potes esse Cupido, 7.86–8 (Medea seeing Jason) spectat et in uultu ueluti tum denique uiso | 
lumina fixa tenet nec se mortalia demens | ora uidere putat, nec se declinat ab illo, Her. 13.159 
(Laodamia to Protesilaus) mea numina; Rufinus AP 5.70 = 26 Page κάλλοϲ ἔχειϲ Κύπριδοϲ, 
Πειθοῦϲ ϲτόµα, ϲῶµα καὶ ἀκµὴν | εἰαρινῶν Ὡρῶν, φθέγµα δὲ Καλλιόπηϲ, | νοῦν καὶ ϲωφροϲύνην 
Θέµιδοϲ καὶ χεῖραϲ Ἀθήνηϲ· | ϲὺν ϲοὶ δ’ αἱ Χάριτεϲ τέϲϲαρέϲ εἰϲι, Φίλη, AP 5.94.1–2 = 35.1–2 
Page ὄµµατ’ ἔχειϲ Ἥρηϲ, Μελίτη, τὰϲ χεῖραϲ Ἀθήνηϲ, | τοὺϲ µαζοὺϲ Παφίηϲ, τὰ ϲφυρὰ τῆϲ 
Θέτιδοϲ. Lucr. 4.1170–91 criticises the folly of comparing a girl to Venus. Moreover, in Rufinus 
AP 5.73 = 27 Page and AP 5.75 = 29 Page the beloved is mistaken for Aphrodite. In Rufinus AP 
5.35 = 11 Page, AP 5.36 = 12 Page, and AP 5.69 = 25 Page, it is asserted that the beloved would 
win the beauty contest against Athena and Hera in front of Paris; similarly, in Plaut. Poen. 1219–
20, Agorastocles claims that he, even if he were Jupiter, would reject Juno and marry 
Adelphasium (si sim Iuppiter, | iam hercle ego illam uxorem ducam). Finally, in adesp. AP 5.95, 
Callimachus AP 5.146 = Epigr. 51 Pfeiffer, Meleager AP 5.148 = HE 47, AP 5.195 = HE 39, AP 
5.196 = HE 40, adesp. AP 5.195b, the beloved is ranked among the Graces. In general, cf. Rohde 
(1876) 155–6, Kroll (1922) 229 on Cat. 68.70, Lieberg (1962) 9–13, Bömer (1976) 224 on Ov. 
Met. 7.87–8, Syndikus (1990) 2.274–5 on Cat. 68.70. 
18 On rejections of immortality, cf. Tib. 2.3.31–2 fabula nunc ille est, sed cui sua cura puella est, | 
fabula sit mauolt quam sine amore deus, CIL 4.1928, tab. 22.7 = CLE 2.2, 937 scribenti mi dictat 
Amor monstratque Cupido: | a] peream, sine te si deus esse uelim, and the material collected in 
Kost (1971) 267–8 on Musaeus, Hero and Leander 80–1 (οὐκ ἂν ἐγὼ κατ’ Ὄλυµπον ἐφιµείρω 
θεὸϲ εἶναι | ἡµετέρην παράκοιτιν ἔχων ἐνὶ δώµαϲιν Ἡρώ). 
19 Cf. Webster (1953) 203 and Shipp (1960) 196 on Ter. And. 959–60 ‘It is a commonplace in 
comedy for the young men to claim to be (like) gods when it appears that they will marry their 
girls, or when blessed by the sight of them.’ On the proverbial character of these and similar 
utterances, cf. Otto (1890) s.v. ‘deus’ 5, p. 109, and Häussler (1968) s.v. ‘deus’ 5, p. 153. 
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to be either the first entry of the beloved or, later in the plays, the realisation that 

marriage is possible after all. As for the first type of situation, one may recall 

Saturio’s description of Toxilus as Iuppiter terrestris in Persa (100–1), or 

Phaedromus’ reaction to seeing Planesium in Plautus’ Curculio, where a brief sum 

deus is designed to evoke the complex image of immortal happiness (167–8 PH. 

est lepida. PA. nimis lepida. PH. sum deus. PA. immo homo haud magni preti. | 

PH. quid uidisti aut quid uidebis magis dis aequiparabile?). One may also think 

of Agorastocles’ reaction to seeing Adelphasium in Poenulus, where, first, the 

pleasure of seeing the beloved is explicitly equated with immortal pleasures and,20 

second, the beloved is equated with Venus (275–8 di immortales omnipotentes, 

quid est apud uos pulchrius? | quid habetis qui mage immortalis uos credam esse 

quam ego siem | qui haec tanta oculis bona concipio? nam Venus non est Venus: | 

hanc equidem Venerem uenerabor me ut amet posthac propitia).21 

As for the second type of situation, a passage in Terence’s Heauton 

Timoroumenos is illuminating (693 deorum uitam apti sumus), where the 

reference is explicitly to the pleasures of divine life rather than its endlessness.  

One may also refer to the brief exclamations in Terence’s Hecyra (843 deus sum 

si hoc itast) and in Plautus’ Mercator (603–4 CH. ubi ego sum? hicine an apud 

mortuos? | EU. neque apud mortuos neque hicine. CH. saluos sum, immortalitas | 

mihi data est: hic emit illam, pulchre os subleuit patri), or to the penultimate 

 
20 Cf. the similar statement in Rufinus AP 5.94.3–4 = 35.3–4 Page εὐδαίµων ὁ βλέπων ϲε, 
τριϲόλβιοϲ ὅϲτιϲ ἀκούει, | ἡµίθεοϲ δ’ ὁ φιλῶν, ἀθάνατοϲ δ’ ὁ γαµῶν. 
21 On the comparison with Venus in 277–8, cf. Fraenkel (2007) 149 = (1960) 209 ‘In fact 
something quite extraneous enters here; the thought that a divinity is now present in human form 
conflicts very disturbingly with the earlier mood in which the overjoyed human feels no less 
immortal on earth than the gods do in heaven.’ 
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scene of Pseudolus, when the hero describes his erotic ecstasy in terms of 

immortality (1257–74 hic omnes uoluptates, in hoc omnes uenustates | sunt: deis 

proxumum esse arbitror. | nam ubi amans complexust amantem, ubi ad labra 

labella adiungit, etc.). Finally, in Terence’s Andria, Charinus describes, in the 

most illuminating fashion, his present happiness as a form of immortality (959–61 

ego deorum uitam propterea sempiternam esse arbitror | quod uoluptates eorum 

propriae sunt; nam mi immortalitas | partast, si nulla aegritudo huic gaudio 

intercesserit).22 In all these passages, references to immortality are evidently not 

intended to deny that the protagonist or his beloved will die eventually, but rather 

to convey an extraordinary degree of happiness, which is, at most, enjoyed until 

death. The focus of this description is, however, on the particular moment. 

The paradox potentially arising from notions of momentary immortality is 

explored, also in the context of love, in two Propertian poems, where the speaker 

describes the pleasures enjoyed during nights spent with Cynthia. In 2.14, the 

pleasures of one such night are presented, through a series of mythical exempla 

(1–8),23 as a metaphorical triumphus. These pleasures are then summarised with 

the words quanta ego praeterita collegi gaudia nocte: | immortalis ero si altera 

talis erit (9–10). Here, immortalis explicitly refers to the pleasures (gaudia) 

experienced during one single night (altera talis, sc. nox).24 The same thought 

 
22 Donatus ad loc. (5.3.4) offers an interesting view on this passage: “ego deorum uitam” non dixit 
quod sit, sed quod uerum putet et est δόγµα Ἐπικούρειον, quod a ceteris philosophis repudiatur, 
de otio deorum ac perenni uoluptate. 
23 On these exempla, cf. Lyne (1980) 88–9; his concept of Propertius ‘believing’ in these exempla 
is valid only insofar as the speaker of the poem is portrayed as naive enough to overlook the 
sinister implications of all the stories referred to. 
24 Cf. Enk (1962) 205 ad loc., Fedeli (2005) 422 ad loc. ‘Il motivo dell’ immortalità legato a uno 
gioia straordinaria.’ 
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appears in 2.15, in the context, not of a metaphorical triumphus, but of a 

metaphorical wedding.25 After an explicit reference to the speaker’s mortality (36 

huius ero uiuus, mortuus huius ero), we find perhaps the most pronounced 

rendering of momentary immortality:26 si dabit haec multas, fiam immortalis in 

illis: | nocte una quiuis uel deus esse potest (39–40).27 Similar to these two 

instances in Propertius is one epigram in the Anthologia Palatina, attributed to 

Dioscorides (AP 5.55 = HE 5), in which the speaker recalls an experience with a 

certain Doris in the words: Δωρίδα τὴν ῥοδόπυγον ὑπὲρ λεχέων διατείναϲ | 

ἄνθεϲιν ἐν χλοεροῖϲ ἀθάνατοϲ γέγονα (1–2). Since the poem as a whole focuses 

exclusively on the moment spent with Doris, and particularly on its ‘climax’ (cf. 

7–8), there is no reason to think that the speaker’s experience of immortal bliss 

extends beyond that moment, even though the perfect γέγονα is ambiguous.28 

Apart from love, a second context in which a notion of momentary 

immortality is attested is military and warfare. In his biography of Alexander, 

Plutarch narrates an episode in the campaign against Darius when the Macedonian 

army, worn out and short of water supplies, regain morale after Alexander rejects 

 
25 On wedding imagery in Prop. 2.15, see below, n. 58. 
26 Cf. Richardson (1977) 255 ‘. . . the play is on the theme of what is eternal and what is transient, 
the night of love being the merest moment of time and yet granting immortality, and simply the 
climax of a love that cannot be limited in any way,’ Fedeli (2005) 462 ad loc. ‘Su deus per definire 
un uomo che si considera al culmine della felicità.’ 
27 The passage is considered spurious by Jachmann (1951), Günther (1997) 141–42, and in 
Heyworth’s edition; cf. also Heyworth (2007) 176 ‘This is an interpolator’s embellishment, 
designed to make this passage match xiv 10.’ Indeed, the anticlimax from 39 to 40—from many 
nights (multas) to a single night (una nocte)—seems hard to reconcile. Even more problematic is 
the apparent distinction between immortalis and deus, and attempts to explain it are unsatisfactory; 
cf., e.g., Richardson (1977) 257 (see below, n. 41).  
28 On resultative perfects in general, cf. KG §384.1–2. Elsewhere in Hellenistic poetry, forms of 
γέγονα refer to a person’s permanent, inalterable qualities; cf. Call. fr. 493 Pfeiffer εἴ ϲε 
Προµηθεὺϲ | ἔπλαϲε καὶ πηλοῦ µὴ ’ξ ἑτέρου γέγοναϲ, Apoll. Rhod. 2.1162 Κρηθεὺϲ γάρ ῥ’ 
Ἀθάµαϲ τε καϲίγνητοι γεγάαϲιν, 3.366 ἀθανάτων υἷέϲ τε καὶ υἱωνοὶ γεγάαϲιν, 731 . . . οἳ δή µοι 
ἀδελφειοὶ γεγάαϲιν (all three in direct speech). 
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an offering of water and gives it to his soldiers instead (Alex. 42.6). Witnessing 

their leader’s self-control and selflessness (ἀθυµήϲουϲιν οὗτοι θεαϲάµενοι δὲ τὴν 

ἐγκράτειαν αὐτοῦ καὶ µεγαλοψυχίαν), the soldiers declare ‘that they are neither 

weary nor thirsty, nor consider themselves mortal at all, as long as they have such 

a king’ (οὔτε γὰρ κάµνειν οὔτε διψᾶν οὔθ’ ὅλωϲ θνητοὺϲ εἶναι νοµίζειν αὑτούϲ, 

ἕωϲ ἂν ἔχωϲι βαϲιλέα τοιοῦτον). This passage presents a noteworthy view on 

what it means, for Plutarch or his source, to be more than mortal in a military 

context. As is indicated by οὔτε κάµνειν οὔτε διψᾶν, such a state is characterised 

by the absence of the needs and restrains of the human body. Moreover, if the 

phrase οὔθ’ ὅλωϲ θνητοὺϲ εἶναι provides not only a summary of the two 

preceding items, but widens the scope (ὅλωϲ), other qualities may be associated 

with this state as well, like for instance extraordinary strength and courage and a 

certain safety from harm. While these attributions of superhuman or immortal life 

would appear conventional and intuitive enough, the temporal condition attached 

to them (ἕωϲ ἂν ἔχωϲι βαϲιλέα τοιοῦτον) is striking. It reflects the soldiers’ 

knowledge that the immortal strength that they seem to experience is not 

perpetual, as it would be for actual immortals, but, as it emanates from 

Alexander’s inspirational aura, depends on his existence, presence, and 

leadership. The statement does not deny that the soldiers, or Alexander, are 

ultimately subject to their mortality, but acknowledges that, for a certain period 

and in a certain respect, they seem to transcend this condition. 

A third context is moral philosophy. Here a first notion of immortality is 

found in Epicurus’ ethics, which is similar to the one attested by Plutarch in a 
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military context. On the basis of the theory that pleasure is derived from satisfying 

the needs of the body,29 Epicurus states that someone who feels no hunger, thirst, 

or cold ‘will rival Zeus for happiness’ (Epicurus SV 33 Arrighetti ϲαρκὸϲ φωνὴ τὸ 

µὴ πεινῆν, τὸ µὴ διψῆν, τὸ µὴ ῥιγοῦν· ταῦτα γὰρ ἔχων τιϲ καὶ ἐλπίζων ἕξειν κἂν 

Διὶ ὑπὲρ εὐδαιµονίαϲ µαχέϲαιτο). Immortality here represents the ideal of 

happiness to which the philosopher aspires.30 There is no intimation, here or 

elsewhere in Epicurean philosophy, that, if a mortal attained this ultimate state of 

happiness, he would transcend death. In fact, the necessity of dying, and strategies 

of acknowledging this necessity, are a constant theme in Epicurean philosophy.31 

Hence the Epicurean notion of immortal happiness is also a temporal notion.  

More evidence, also in the context of moral philosophy, is found in 

Seneca’s letter to Lucilius (Ep. 53). Seneca here meditates on the practical 

implications of a life dedicated to philosophy, and in particular on the relationship 

between the philosopher and the rest of humanity (11). He concludes that there 

will be a gulf between the two (ingens interuallum inter te et ceteros fiet)—a gulf 

so great that the philosopher will be closer to the gods than to ordinary mortals 

(omnes mortales multo antecedes, non multo dii antecedent). As Seneca points 

 
29 Cf. Cic. Fin. 1.37 ut enim, cum cibo et potione fames sitisque depulsa est, ipsa detractatio 
molestiae consecutionem affert uoluptatis, sic omni re doloris amotio successionem efficit 
uoluptatis, 55, 2.9–10, Σ Epicurus RS 29 = 149.1–8 Arrighetti φυϲικὰϲ καὶ ἀναγκαίαϲ ἡγεῖται ὁ 
Ἐπίκουροϲ τὰϲ ἀλγηδόνοϲ ἀπολυούϲαϲ, ὡϲ ποτὸν ἐπὶ δίψουϲ· κτλ., Ath. 12.67.14–15, 546f (= 
Epicurus fr. 409 Arrighetti) καὶ ὁ Ἐπίκουροϲ δέ φηϲιν “ἀρχὴ καὶ ῥίζα παντὸϲ ἀγαθοῦ ἡ τῆϲ 
γαϲτρὸϲ ἡδονή”, Plut. Contra Ep. Beat. 1089d τὸ γὰρ εὐϲταθὲϲ ϲαρκὸϲ κατάϲτηµα καὶ τὸ περὶ 
ταύτηϲ πιϲτὸν ἔλπιϲµα τὴν ἀκροτάτην χαρὰν καὶ βεβαιοτάτην ἔχειν τοῖϲ ἐπιλογίζεϲθαι δυναµένοιϲ. 
30 On the relationship between divine and human happiness in Epicurean philosophy, cf. Diog. 
Laert. 10.121 τὴν εὐδαιµονίαν διχῆ νοεῖϲθαι, τήν τε ἀκροτάτην οἵα ἐϲτὶ περὶ τὸν θεόν, ἐπίταϲιν 
οὐκ ἔχουϲαν· καὶ τὴν ⟨κατὰ τὴν⟩ προϲθήκην καὶ ἀφαίρεϲιν ἡδονῶν. 
31 Cf. Epicurus Men. 124–7 Arrighetti, esp. 124.8–11 ὅθεν γνῶϲιϲ ὀρθῆ τοῦ µηδὲν εἶναι πρὸϲ ἡµᾶϲ 
τὸν θάνατον ἀπολαυϲτὸν ποιεῖ τὸ τῆϲ ζωῆϲ θνητόν, οὐκ ἄπειρον προϲτιθεῖϲα χρόνον, ἀλλὰ τὸν τῆϲ 
ἀθαναϲίαϲ ἀφελοµένη πόθον, RS 19–21 = 145.1–146.4 Arrighetti; Lucr. 3.830–911, 966–1023, 
1087–94. 
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out, the quality that brings the philosopher close to immortality is securitas (12 

ecce res magna, habere imbecillitatem hominis, securitatem dei); the word is 

employed here, following Classical usage, to denote freedom from worry and 

fear, an unshakable mental disposition.32 A prerequisite for the uita beata,33 this 

kind of securitas is understood, here and elsewhere, to be a characteristic feature 

of immortal life.34 Seneca then raises the question of whether the philosopher, 

since he is able to obtain so fundamental a prerogative of the gods, is in any way 

different from them (quaeris quid inter te et illos interfuturum sit?). His answer is 

brief, and focused exclusively on time: diutius erunt. This is to say that the ideal 

life awaiting the student of philosophy is no less than a temporally restricted 

version of the immortal life enjoyed by the gods. Seneca’s notion of temporary 

immortality is, therefore, surprisingly literal. 

The examples chosen here develop ideas of momentary immortality in 

different contexts and by focusing on different aspects of immortal life: in the 

context of love, immortality refers to an experience of sensual pleasure and erotic 

happiness; in a military and philosophical context, to a transcendence of physical 

restraints; and elsewhere in philosophical contexts, to a stable mental disposition 

 
32 Cf. OLD s.v. ‘securitas’, IA; Sen. Ep. 53.11 est aliquid quo sapiens antecedat deum: ille naturae 
beneficio non timet, suo sapiens, and 105.7 securitatis magna portio est nihil inique facere. 
confusam uitam et perturbatam inpotentes agunt; tantum metuunt, quantum nocent, nec ullo 
tempore uacant. The post-Classical sense, ‘absence from danger’, ‘safety’, seems to be used in 
Sen. Clem. 1.19.5. 
33 On the relationship between securitas and uita beata, cf. Cic. Fin. 5.8.23 Democriti securitas, 
quae est animi tamquam tranquillitas, quam appellauit εὐθυµίαν, eo separanda fuit ab hac 
disputatione, quia ista animi tranquillitas, ea ipsa est beata uita, Tusc. 5.15.42 securitatem nunc 
appello uacuitatem aegritudinis, in qua uita beata posita est, ND 1.20.53 beatam uitam in animi 
securitate et omnium uacatione munerum ponimus, Amic. 45 caput enim esse ad beate uiuendum 
securitatem. 
34 Cf. Cic. Amic. 47 o praeclaram sapientiam! solem enim e mundo tollere uidentur ei, qui 
amicitiam e uita tollunt, qua nihil a dis immortalibus melius habemus, nihil iucundius. quae est 
enim ista [sc. deorum] securitas? 
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independent of external influences. While all the passages discussed so far range 

from the fourth century BC to the first century AD (and, depending on the dating 

of some epigrams in the AP, beyond), this thesis aims to pursue comparable 

notions of momentary immortality in the poetry of Archaic and Classical Greece: 

immortal pleasure and happiness in the traditions of wedding songs, 

transcendence of physical restraints in victory odes, and perceived stability and 

independence from external influences in tragedy. 

 

 

 

MORTALITY AND IMMORTALITY IN ARCHAIC AND 

CLASSICAL TIMES 

 

There seems to be something distinctly Hellenistic about all the texts discussed in 

the previous section. The passages from Plautus and Terence, which Propertius 

seems to adapt, 35  are almost certainly modelled on plays of Menander. 36 

Plutarch’s narrative is situated in the fourth century. Epicurus was active in the 

fourth and third centuries. Seneca’s philosophy generally elaborates traits of 

Hellenistic philosophy, especially Stoicism, and the particular concept of 

 
35 Cf. Enk (1962) 205, Fedeli (2005) 422, 462, Heyworth (2007) 176. 
36 Cf. Donatus on Ter. And. 959 hanc sententiam totam Menandri de Eunucho transtulit, Fraenkel 
(1960) 208–10 = (2007) 148–50, Webster (1953) 203. However, Shipp (1960) 196–7 on Ter. And. 
959–60 is sceptical of Donatus’ specific reference to Eunuchus. 
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securitas leading to uita beata recalls Epicurean doctrines about the relationship 

between εὐδαιµονία and ἀταραξία.37  

This connection between explicit formulations of momentary immortality 

and Hellenistic times is unlikely to be coincidental. After all, it is during the 

fourth and third centuries BC that individual humans receive cultic honours 

during their lifetime, on a broad scale, and, in some cases, by default. Monarchs 

of the Diadochi dynasties are worshipped as gods in centrally organised cults 

throughout their empires and receive, alongside successful generals, victorious 

athletes, and other eminent individuals, local cults from independent 

communities.38 The extent to which such forms of cult have precursors in Archaic 

and Classical Greece is controversial,39 but it is generally held that the boundaries 

between mortal and immortal, and between human and divine, are defined 

differently before and after Alexander.40 Explicit formulations of momentary 

immortality in Hellenistic and Imperial literature could appear to be literary 

reflections of a more obscured perception of these boundaries from the fourth 

 
37 On the relationship between εὐδαιµονία and ἀταραξία, cf. Epicurus Men. 4 = 127–32 Arrighetti 
passim, RS 7–10 = 141.1–142.10 Arrighetti, 17–18 = 144.6–12 Arrighetti, 40 = 154.6–10 
Arrighetti, SV 79, Lucr. 2.7–19, 5.1154–7, Diog. Laert. 10.136–7. 
38 Shipley (2000) 157–8 distinguishes between ‘civic’ and ‘royal’ ruler cults; on the former, cf. 
Habicht (1970) passim, Fears (1981) and (1988), Shipley (2000) 158–9; on the latter, cf. Habicht 
(1970) 160–71, 195–213. On cults for athletes, Cf. Currie (2005) 120–9. On the increasing number 
of hero cults in Hellenistic times, cf. Sourvinou-Inwood (1995) 205–6, Herrmann (1995) 195–7, 
R. Parker (1996) 276. 
39 Religious discontinuities between Classical and Hellenistic times, especially regarding religion, 
are stressed, e.g., by Bosworth (1988) 278, (1994) 871, Walbank (1992) 209–10, Sourvinou-
Inwood (1995) 199–216, Ekroth (2002) 17; continuities, e.g., by Price (1984) passim, Graf (1995), 
R. Parker (1996) 280, Mikalson (1998) 315–23, Shipley (2000) 153–63, Currie (2005) passim, 
esp. 9–10, 137–8, 158–9, 406–7. On pre-Hellenistic cults for living mortals in particular, cf. 
Habicht (1970) 3–16, Dover (1974) 81, Préaux (1978) 1.238–41, 257, Fredrickmeyer (1981), 
Sanders (1991) 257–87, Currie (2005) 89–119, 158–72.  
40 Cf., e.g., Farnell (1920) 152–4, (1921) 369, Nilsson (1925) 288. 
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century onwards.41 This may prompt the question of exactly how the boundaries 

between mortal and immortal are drawn in Archaic and Classical times, and 

whether or not notions of momentary immortality are conceivable during that 

period. 

Our understanding of Archaic and Classical attitudes towards immortality 

still seems to contain problematic assumptions datable roughly to the first half of 

the twentieth century. These are represented, for example, by the studies of 

Rudolf Pfeiffer, Bruno Snell, Wolfgang Schadewaldt, and, above all, Hermann 

Fränkel. Applying to early Greek poetry Goethe’s theory of the three ‘natural 

forms of poetry’ (epic, lyric, and drama),42 these studies argue for a historical 

succession of the three genres, with epic emerging as the preferred mode of poetic 

expression in the eighth century, lyric (considered broadly, including elegy and 

iambus) in the seventh and sixth centuries, and tragedy in the fifth century.43 As a 

transitional period between the ‘Dark Ages’ and Classical Athens, the seventh and 

 
41 Cf., e.g., Richardson (1977) 257 on Prop. 2.15.40 ‘[Propertius’] meaning here seems to be that 
on a night in the company of his mistress any man will seem to become a god for that moment, but 
if his mistress will grant many nights, then he will become one of the immortals. The distinction 
between “gods” and “immortals” is possible because of such institutions as divine monarchy in the 
East.’ 
42 Cf. J. W. v. Goethe, ‘Naturformen der Dichtung’, in Noten und Abhandlungen zum besseren 
Verständnis des west-östlichen Divan, ed., e.g., E. Trunz (7th ed., Hamburg 1967) 2.187–90, ‘Es 
gibt nur drei echte Naturformen der Poesie: die klar erzählende, die enthusiastisch aufgeregte und 
die persönlich handelnde: Epos, Lyrik und Drama.’  
43 Cf., with explicit references to Goethe, Pfeiffer (1929) 137–8 and Schadewaldt (1989) 9–12 
(from his 1959 and 1960 lectures). Cf. also Snell (1946) 56–7 ‘Wir nehmen als selbstverständlich 
an, daß es in den abendländischen Literaturen verschiedene Dichtungsarten nebeneinander gibt, 
das Epos, die Lyrik und das Drama. Bei den Griechen, die diese Dichtungsgattungen als Formen 
großer Poesie geschaffen haben und durch deren direkten Einfluß sie sich bei den europäischen 
Völkern entfaltet haben, blühten sie nicht neben-, sondern nacheinander: Als das Epos verklang, 
hob die Lyrik an, und als die Lyrik ihrem Ende entgegenging, entstand das Drama. Im Lande ihres 
Ursprungs waren also diese Dichtungsgattungen Leistung und Ausdruck einer bestimmten 
geschichtlichen Situation’, and Bowra (1961) 9 ‘Such evidence as we have suggests that between 
the fall of the Mycenaean world and the seventh century the dominating art was the epic. It suited 
the temper of the time . . . But when this age passed into another more civically minded, another 
means of expression was needed and was found in choral song’, 14–15.  
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sixth centuries are understood as a time of social, political, and religious 

revolution and crisis, and lyric poetry as the voice of these processes.44 With 

regards to religion in particular, there is supposed to be a profound sense of 

human weakness and divine strength.45 Fränkel, who considers a tendency to 

think in polar opposites characteristic of Archaic literature,46 detects one such 

dichotomy in the relationship between man and god. Accordingly, humans are 

perceived as having no knowledge, power, or means to influence their fate, 

whereas gods are omniscient, omnipotent, and generally unrestricted in their 

actions.47 In his view, Archaic literature presents a gulf between mortal and 

immortal that is conceptually extreme, and so in practice insurmountable.48 More 

recent scholarship on Archaic and Classical literature is critical of many of the 

propositions made by Fränkel and his contemporaries, but it often retains notions 

of a stark contrast between human and divine, between extreme frailty and 

omnipotence, and between vulnerability and self-determination.49 

 
44 Cf. esp. Schadewaldt (1989) 11–16. 
45 Cf. Snell (1928) 27, (1946) 59, 71–5, and Pfeiffer (1929) on human ἀµηχανία; Fränkel (1955b) 
26–31 and Dickie (1976) on human nature as ἐφήµεροϲ.  
46 Cf. Fränkel (1962) passim, esp. 59 ‘. . . eine Denkform, die im archaischen Zeitalter der 
Griechen, nach Homer, die herrschende sein wird: die polare Denkweise. Qualitäten können nicht 
anders konzipiert werden als gemeinsam mit ihrem Gegensatz’, 603 ‘Ein Widerspiel polarer 
(absoluter, oder schroffer, extremer) Gegensätze ist konstitutiv für das frühgriechische (und 
besonders für das archaische) Denken und Fühlen; Werte, und Qualitäten überhaupt, konnten nur 
gemeinsam mit ihrem Gegensatz konzipiert werden.’ 
47 Cf. Fränkel (1962) 59–60 ‘Die enge Gebundenheit des menschlichen Daseins bedarf des 
Gegenbildes eines unbeschränkten, aber im übrigen menschenähnlichen, gottähnlichen Daseins’, 
603 ‘Die ewigen, himmlischen, seligen und freien Götterpersonen sind unter anderem konzipiert 
als Gegenbilder des sterblichen, irdischen, unseligen, und gebundenen Menschentums.’ 
48 Cf. Fränkel (1962) 128–9 on Hesiod, and 544–5 on Pindar. More nuanced is Pfeiffer (1929) 150 
on Pindar ‘So gelangen die Auserlesenen nahe an die Trennungslinie, die Göttliches von 
Menschlichem scheidet. Die an Leib und Geist, an ἀρετή, vollkommenen Sieger in den 
panhellenischen Wettspielen erheben sich bis zu dieser äußersten Grenze: sie feiert Pindars Lied.’ 
49 Cf. the, overall very balanced, discussion in M. Griffith (2009) 78 ‘Many Greek hymns and 
poetic prayers include narratives demonstrating the god’s wonderfully superior capabilities and 
entitlement, often to the point of exaggerating human feebleness and futility; the gulf separating 
human from divine is unbridgeable’, and 80–1. 
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The purpose of this thesis is not to argue that, in the historical reality of 

Greek communities in the seventh, sixth, and fifth centuries, the boundaries 

between mortality and immortality are as permeable as they appear to be from the 

fourth century onwards. The primary focus of this thesis is not historical realities, 

but their representations in poetic realities. In the latter we may find varied 

approaches to those boundaries, even when there are firm preconceptions about 

them in the former. In fact, there could, intuitively, seem to be a greater appeal for 

a poet to explore, redefine, or even cross the limits of mortality in an environment 

where transitions from mortality to immortality are not expected to happen, rather 

than in one where they occur frequently and regularly. This thesis aims to show 

that, at least for lyric poetry, one decisive factor for such variations is genre or, to 

be more precise, occasion, performance, and audience. 

It should be noted that the ‘pessimistic’ world-view, supposedly 

characteristic of Archaic writing and thinking, and with it notions of a vast gulf 

between mortal and immortal, features, in a pronounced and exclusive manner, 

only in some genres of poetry. Apart from one famous passage in the Odyssey,50 

such views are primarily found in iambus and elegy. Archilochus, for instance, 

describes his own concerns as ἀµήχανα κήδη in IEG 128.1 and characterises the 

general vicissitude of human fortune in IEG 130 (τοῖϲ θεοῖϲ τ’ †εἰθεῖάπαντα· 

πολλάκιϲ µὲν ἐκ κακῶν | ἄνδραϲ ὀρθοῦϲιν µελαίνηι κειµένουϲ ἐπὶ χθονί, | 

 
50 Od. 18.129–37 (Odysseus to Amphinomus) τοὔνεκά τοι ἐρέω, ϲὺ δὲ ϲύνθεο καί µευ ἄκουϲον· | 
οὐδὲν ἀκιδνότερον γαῖα τρέφει ἀνθρώποιο, | πάντων ὅϲϲα τε γαῖαν ἔπι πνείει τε καὶ ἕρπει. | οὐ µὲν 
γὰρ ποτέ φηϲι κακὸν πείϲεϲθαι ὀπίϲϲω, | ὄφρ’ ἀρετὴν παρέχωϲι θεοὶ καὶ γούνατ’ ὀρώϲηι· | ἀλλ’ 
ὅτε δὴ καὶ λυγρὰ θεοὶ µάκαρεϲ τελέωϲι, | καὶ τὰ φέρει ἀεκαζόµενοϲ τετληότι θυµῶι· | τοῖοϲ γὰρ 
νόοϲ ἐϲτὶν ἐπιχθονίων ἀνθρώπων | οἷον ἐπ’ ἧµαρ ἄγηιϲι πατὴρ ἀνδρῶν τε θεῶν τε. Cf. also Steiner 
(2010a) 175 ad loc. 
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πολλάκιϲ δ᾿ ἀνατρέπουϲιν καὶ µάλ’ εὖ βεβηκόταϲ | ὑπτίουϲ, κείνοιϲ δ’ ἔπειτα 

πολλὰ γίνεται κακά, | καὶ βίου χρήµηι πλανᾶται καὶ νόου παρήοροϲ). Human 

ignorance is the topic of IEG 131 (τοῖοϲ ἀνθρώποιϲι θυµόϲ, Γλαῦκε Λεπτίνεω πάϊ, 

| γίνεται θνητοῖϲ, ὁποίην Ζεὺϲ ἐφ’ ἡµέρην ἄγηι) and 132 (καὶ φρονέουϲι τοῖ’ 

ὁποίοιϲ ἐγκυρέωϲιν ἔργµαϲιν). Semonides characterises the human condition in a 

very similar way in IEG 1 (esp. 1–5 ὦ παῖ, τέλοϲ µὲν Ζεὺϲ ἔχει βαρύκτυποϲ | 

πάντων ὅϲ’ ἐϲτὶ καὶ τίθηϲ’ ὅκηι θέλει, | νοῦϲ δ’ οὐκ ἐπ’ ἀνθρώποιϲιν, ἀλλ’ 

ἐπήµεροι | ἃ δὴ βοτὰ ζοούϲιν, οὐδὲν εἰδότεϲ | ὅκωϲ ἕκαϲτον ἐκτελευτήϲει θεόϲ). 

Finally, for Mimnermus, humans are as exposed to external forces as are leaves in 

the wind (IEG 2, esp. 1–5 ἡµεῖϲ δ᾿, οἷα τε φύλλα φύει πολυάνθεµοϲ ὥρη | ἔαροϲ, 

ὅτ’ αἶψ’ αὐγῆιϲ αὔξεται ἠελίου, | τοῖϲ ἴκελοι πήχυιον ἐπὶ χρόνον ἄνθεϲιν ἥβηϲ | 

τερπόµεθα, πρὸϲ θεῶν εἰδότεϲ οὔτε κακὸν | οὔτ’ ἀγαθόν).  

Outside iambus and elegy, in lyric poetry in a stricter sense, similar views 

are found mainly in fragments of Simonides.51 In PMG 520 (= SLG S332, F21 

Poltera), mortality and suffering are powerfully asserted as the main forces in 

human life (ἀνθρώπων ὀλίγον µέν | κάρτοϲ, ἄπρακτοι δὲ µεληδόνεϲ, | αἰῶνι δὲ 

παύρωι πόνοϲ ἀµφὶ πόνωι· | ὁ δ’ ἄφυκτοϲ ἐπικρέµαται θάνατοϲ. | κείνου γὰρ ἴϲον 

λάχον µέροϲ οἵ τ’ ἀγαθοί | ὅϲτιϲ τε κακόϲ). According to PMG 523 (= F245 

Poltera) not even the heroes of the past were exempt from these ills (see above, p. 

4). In PMG 521 (= F244 Poltera), the swiftness of reversals of fortune is 

compared to the flap of a fly’s wing (ἄνθρωποϲ ἔων µή ποτε εἴπηιϲ ὅ τι γίνεται 

αὔριον | µηδ’ ἄνδρα ἰδὼν ὄλβιον ὅϲϲον χρόνον ἔϲϲεται· | ὠκεῖα γὰρ οὐδὲ 

 
51 Cf. Bowra (1961) 324–6. 
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τανυπτέρυγοϲ µυίαϲ | οὕτωϲ ἁ µετάϲταϲιϲ). In PMG 527 (= F349 Poltera (spur.)), 

the role of the gods in these reversals is highlighted (οὐκ ἔϲτιν ἀνεπιδόκητον 

ἀνθρώποιϲ κακόν· | ὀλίγωι χρόνωι δὲ πάντα µεταρρίπτει θεόϲ). Death is the 

inescapable end of a life of toil (PMG 522 = F258 Poltera πάντα γὰρ µίαν ἱκνεῖται 

δαϲπλῆτα Χάρυβδιν, | αἱ µεγάλαι ἀρεταὶ καὶ ὁ πλοῦτοϲ, PMG 524 = F22 Poltera ὁ 

δ’ αὖ θάνατοϲ κίχε καὶ τὸν φυγόµαχον). Although these fragments seem to 

develop a perspective comparable to that of Archilochus, Semonides, and 

Mimnermus, it should be noted that some originate almost certainly from the book 

of threnoi in the Alexandrian edition of Simonides,52 while others can reasonably 

be assumed to originate from it too.53 In a threnodic context, that is, in a context 

of lamenting the dead and consoling the bereaved, an emphasis on the toils of life 

and the inescapability of death is not necessarily a reflection of some sort of 

 
52 Cf. Stob. 4.41.9 and 4.34.14, introducing the quotations of PMG 521 and 523 respectively with 
Ϲιµωνίδου θρήνων. On the book of threnoi in the Alexandrian edition of Simonides, cf. Suda σ  
439 (4.361.10–14 Adler) καὶ γέγραπται αὐτῶι [sc. Ϲιµωνίδηι] Δωρίδι διαλέκτωι ἡ Καµβύϲου καὶ 
Δαρείου καὶ Ξέρξου ναυµαχία καὶ ἐπ’ Ἀρτεµιϲίωι ναυµαχία δι’ ἐλεγείαϲ, ἡ δ’ ἐν Ϲαλαµῖνι 
µελικῶϲ· θρῆνοι, ἐγκώµια, ἐπιγράµµατα, παιᾶνεϲ καὶ τραγωιδίαι καὶ ἄλλα, Σ Ar. Vesp. 1411 λέγει 
δ’ ἴϲωϲ Ϲιµωνίδην τὸν Λεοπρεποῦϲ . . . θρῆνοι, παιᾶνεϲ, ἐγκώµια, ἐπιγράµµατα, τραγωιδίαι καὶ 
ἄλλα, Σ Theocr. 16.36/37 (= PMG 529, F247 Poltera) καὶ Ϲιµωνίδηϲ ἐν θρήνοιϲ, Σ Theocr. 16.44 
τὸν Ϲιµωνίδην φηϲί, παρόϲον αὐτὸϲ τοῖϲ προειρηµένοιϲ ἐνδόξοιϲ ἀνδράϲι τῶν Θεϲϲαλῶν 
ἐπινικίουϲ ἔγραψε καὶ θρήνουϲ, Harp. T3 (p. 247 Keaney = PMG 530, F248 Poltera) Ταµύναι· 
Αἰϲχίνηϲ κατὰ Κτηϲιφῶντοϲ (3.86.88) πόλιϲ ἐϲτὶν ἐν Εὐβοίαι ἐν τῆι χώραι τῆι Ἐρετριέων αἱ 
Ταµύναι, ἔνθα καὶ ἱερὸν Ἀπόλλωνοϲ, ὡϲ οἵ τε τὰ Εὐβοϊκὰ γράψαντεϲ (FGrHist 427 F1) 
µαρτυροῦϲι καὶ Ϲιµωνίδηϲ ἐν τῶι εἰϲ Λυϲίµαχον τὸν Ἐρετριέα θρήνωι. On Simonides being 
famous especially for his threnoi, cf. Cat. 38.7–8 paulum quid lubet allocutionis | maestius 
lacrimis Simonideis, Hor. Carm. 2.1.37–40 sed ne relictis, Musa procax, iocis | Ceae retractes 
munera neniae: | mecum Dionaeo sub antro | quaere modos leuiore plectro (with Porph. ad loc. 
nenia lugubre carmen est, quod in mortuos canitur. Simonides autem ex ⟨C⟩ea insula lyricus poeta 
θρήνουϲ optime scripsit. Inde Ceam neniam appellauit), Aristid. Or. 11.75 (2.212.9–13 Keil = 
PMG 528, F246 Poltera) ποῖοϲ ταῦτα Ϲιµωνίδηϲ θρηνήϲει; 
53 Page PMG (tentatively) and Campbell (1984) assign PMG 520–31 to the threnoi. Rutherford 
(1990) 202 and Poltera (2008) 329 consider the possibility that PMG 520 might be an epinician, 
since POxy. 32, 2623, which contains part of the fragment, preserves also epinicians. On the 
problems with this kind of argument, cf. D’Alessio (1997) 23–4. Cf. also Poltera (2008) 449 on 
uncertainties regarding the generic provenance of PMG 522, and ibid. 584–5 on those regarding 
the authorship of PMG 527. 
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cultural melancholy, but can also be conceived of as an attempt to meet the more 

immediate demands of the occasion, namely consolation.54  

Other occasions may pose different demands, and compositions performed 

on such occasions may define the distance between mortality and immortality in 

different terms. In a recent study on Greek humour, Stephen Halliwell argues that 

poetry performed at the symposium (or imagined to be performed at it) tends to 

present the symposium as an ideal space of harmony, joy, and festivity, where 

worries, or any negative thinking, are not allowed to enter.55 As is clear from the 

passages quoted at the beginning of this chapter, worrying is a symptom of 

ignorance and weakness, characteristic of the human condition, and a life 

completely free of worry (ἀκηδήϲ/securus) is a prerogative of the gods. Hence the 

symposium can be thought of as an occasion where the mortality of the 

participants is temporarily suspended, where mortals can indulge in what 

Halliwell describes as a ‘simulation’ of immortality.56 Evidently, if sympotic 

poetry presents the human symposiasts as having a taste of immortal ease, the gulf 

between mortal and immortal is here treated as considerably less vast than it is in 

iambus, elegy, and threnos. 

This thesis aims to pursue similar phenomena in the poetic representations 

of other occasions. Community celebrations—extraordinary occasions that engage 

 
54 This argument must not be stressed too much, as there is a risk of circularity: some fragments 
are assigned to the threnoi precisely for their negative perspective, cf. Rutherford (1990) 202 and, 
on similar problems in Pindar, Currie (2005) 34–5. 
55 Cf. Halliwell (2008) 104–7; on sympotic exclusion of pessimism, cf. already Burkert (1977) 
363. 
56 Cf. Halliwell (2008) 104 ‘. . . the thematic place of laughter in human symposia is connected at 
least subliminally to a simulation of immortality: a simulation that, for the duration of the 
symposium, tacitly renders the participants god-like, suspended in the hoped-for perfection of the 
moment and able to float temporarily free of the downward drag of pessimism.’ 
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with the population of a polis and lift them out of their everyday tedium—are in 

general likely to be presented as inspiring in their participants a positive, 

‘immortal’, state of mind similar to that of the symposium. This must particularly 

be the case where celebrations are owed to the actions and achievements of 

individual members of a community, and where these individuals are singled out 

and glorified, as happens at wedding ceremonies and victory celebrations. This 

thesis aims to show that the songs conveying the praise on these two occasions 

can present the happiness felt by the bridal couple and the victorious athlete at 

these celebrations as moments of immortality. Tragedy, pursued in the third part 

of this thesis, provides a useful contrast to these positive notions of momentary 

immortality. On the one hand, tragic heroes are often perceived as godlike or 

divine for their happiness, power, or success and, when such perceptions are 

uttered, the permanence or transience of this state is not usually considered. On 

the other hand, with the ultimate downfall of the hero, any illusion of this state 

being permanent is shattered. In depicting fluctuations between exuberant 

happiness and extreme suffering, tragedy emphasises strongly the temporary 

nature of any experience approximating or equating to immortality. 



 

THE WEDDING SONG 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The material presented in the introduction suggests that love and sex provide 

general experiences that can be presented as approximating to divine pleasure. In 

those cases where marriage is understood to be the ultimate goal of love, 

weddings can be presented as particular moments of extraordinary, immortal, 

happiness. This is evidently the case in New Comedy, where the protagonist’s 

realisation that marriage with his beloved is possible defines the conventional 

climax of the plot. It is also suggested in Propertius 2.15, though in a spurious 

passage,57 where a series of wedding images leads to the conclusion si dabit haec 

multas, fiam immortalis in illis: | nocte una quiuis uel deus esse potest (39–40).58 

Finally, in an epigram attributed to Rufinus, the various ways of enjoying a 

 
57 On the textual uncertainties concerning this passage, see above, n. 27. 
58 As for wedding images in Prop. 2.15, we should note that, first, the opening (1–2 O me felicem! 
o nox mihi candida! et o tu | lectule deliciis facte beate meis) contains a clear reference to an 
epithalamium by Ticida (FPL 1 = FRP 102  felix lectule talibus | sole amoribus ⟨ ⟩), cf. Hollis 
(2007) 162. Second, in 27–8, the narrator compares his relationship with his mistress to the life-
long coniugium of doves. Third, the sentence huius ero uiuus, mortuus huius ero (36) seems to 
adopt Roman wedding vows of the type ubi tu Gaius, et ego Gaia; on these vows, cf. Plut. Quaest. 
Rom. 30 Διὰ τί νύµφην εἰϲάγοντεϲ λέγειν κελεύουϲιν “ὅπου ϲὺ Γάιοϲ, ἐγὼ Γαΐα”; κτλ., Cic. Mur. 
27 in omni denique iure ciuili aequitatem reliquerunt, uerba ipsa tenuerunt, ut, quia in alicuius 
libris exempli causa id nomen inuenerant, putarunt omnis mulieres quae coemptionem facerent 
“Gaias” uocari, Quint. Inst. 1.7.28 Quid? quae scribuntur aliter quam enuntiatur? nam et Gaius 
C littera significatur, quae inuersa mulierem declarat; quia tam Gaias esse uocitatas quam Gaios 
etiam ex nuptialibus sacris apparet; cf. also [Val. Max.] Praen. 10.7. On the legal and contractual 
aspects of such vows, cf. Kunkel (1930) 2281–2, Hersch (2010) 187–90; similar poetic 
elaborations of wedding vows are found in Prop. 2.20.17 me tibi ad extremas mansurum, uita, 
tenebras, and Hor. Epod. 15.1–10 nox erat et caelo fulgebat Luna sereno | inter minora sidera, | 
cum tu, magnorum numen laesura deorum, | in uerba iurabas mea, | artius atque hedera procera 
adstringitur ilex | lentis adhaerens bracchiis, | dum pecori lupus et nautis infestus Orion | turbaret 
hibernum mare | intonsosque agitaret Apollinis aura capillos, | fore hunc amorem mutuum. On 
marital metaphors in Propertius in general, cf. 2.6.41–2 nos uxor numquam, numquam deducet 
amica: | semper amica mihi, semper et uxor eris, Lyne (1980) 79 ‘Propertius is fond of marriage 
terminology, particularly in his second book’, Miller (2013) 175. On the theme in Catullus’ 
elegiacs, Lyne (1980) 33–8, Syndikus (1990) 2.279, Miller (2013) 170; in Tibullus, cf. Miller 
(2013) 171–2. 
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certain Melite are ranked according to the degree of pleasure that they bestow on 

her partner (AP 5.94 = 35 Page ὄµµατ’ ἔχειϲ Ἥρηϲ, Μελίτη, τὰϲ χεῖραϲ Ἀθήνηϲ, | 

τοὺϲ µαζοὺϲ Παφίηϲ, τὰ ϲφυρὰ τῆϲ Θέτιδοϲ· |  εὐδαίµων ὁ βλέπων ϲε, τριϲόλβιοϲ 

ὅϲτιϲ ἀκούει, | ἡµίθεοϲ δ’ ὁ φιλῶν, ἀθάνατοϲ δ’ ὁ γαµῶν). Marriage with Melite is 

here presented as the ultimate stage, and it is compared to being immortal. This 

chapter aims to show that the conventional language and imagery of wedding 

songs ascribe to the bridal couple, in the moment of their wedding, a similarly 

supreme degree of bliss. 

Accounts of the wedding song as a genre of ancient poetry, and particularly 

of lyric poetry, are confronted with a series of problems. On the one hand, only 

scanty fragments in Sappho and a handful of songs in drama have survived to 

represent a widespread tradition of lyric wedding songs in Archaic and Classical 

Greece.59 On the other hand, if the scope is broadened so as to accommodate later 

poems, the result is a highly diverse corpus, comprising lyric songs and dactylic 

poems, composed by Greek and Roman authors for real, imagined, or enacted 

weddings, over a period that starts in the seventh century BC and extends far into 

the Roman Imperial period. In fact, limiting the scope would appear difficult and, 

to some extent, arbitrary, since hymenaeic traditions are pursued in Claudian’s 

epithalamia and the Christian literature of the Western Roman Empire, and in the 

 
59 On these traditions, see below, p. 35. Alcman is praised as an expert in ὑµέναιοι by Leonidas of 
Tarentum, AP 7.19 = HE 57 (τὸν χαρίεντ’ Ἀλκµᾶνα, τὸν ὑµνητῆρ’ ὑµεναίων | κύκνον, τὸν 
Μουϲῶν ἄξια µελψάµενον), and Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 47–63 attempts, rather unconvincingly, 
to interpret various papyrus fragments as wedding songs. Epithalamia are absent from the 
preserved lists of book titles of Simonides, Pindar, and Bacchylides, but that does of course not 
exclude the possibility that these poets did write wedding songs.  
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conventions of Byzantium and modern-day Greece.60 In pursuing the treatment of 

the bridal couple, these difficulties determine the structure of this chapter. In an 

attempt to balance out the scarcity of Archaic and Classical wedding songs, the 

first part of this chapter juxtaposes evidence for the wedding ceremony and 

evidence for the iconography of weddings on vases, and evaluates how notions of 

mortality and immortality are relevant in the treatment of the bridal couple there. 

The second part of this chapter discusses, en bloc, all the wedding songs and 

poems up to Lucian’s Symposium (41.18–25) and an anonymous fourth-century 

papyrus.61 In order to address the prima facie diversity of this corpus, the 

discussions focus on the conventionality of these texts by surveying elements, 

both structural and thematic, that the majority seem to have in common. On the 

basis of this survey, the third and final part of this chapter assesses the ways in 

which immortality features in wedding songs and how it can affect the 

characterisation of the bridal couple.  

 

 

WEDDING CEREMONIES 

 

The wedding songs that we possess are all, in some way or other, rooted in the 

performative context of the wedding ceremony. Sapphic wedding songs were 

most likely performed at these ceremonies. Wedding songs in drama re-enact this 

 
60 On Claudian and Byzantine wedding songs, cf. Mangelsdorff (1913) 47–51; on Roman late-
antique songs, cf. Horstmann (2004); on modern Greek wedding songs, cf. Contiades-Tsitsoni 
(1990) 110–32.  
61 PRyl. 1.17, edd. Hunt (1911) no. 17, Page (1950) no. 139, Heitsch (1961) no. 25. 
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performance and its context.62 Recited poems, even those of a mythical subject 

matter, allude to their imagined performance by a chorus at the wedding.63 In 

Catullus 61, the same context seems to be artificially contrived for the historical 

wedding of Manlius Torquatus and Iunia (or Vinia) Aurunculeia. 64  The 

performative context serves, in this way, as one unifying principle for the diverse 

body of texts that are considered here as wedding songs. 

The treatment of the bridal couple at the wedding ceremony provides a first 

hint at a conventional perception of bride and bridegroom as transcending their 

normal status temporarily. This perception can still be studied at traditional Greek 

wedding ceremonies in modern times. The central elements of this ceremony, the 

crowns (στέφανα), create a strong sense of the bridal couple becoming royalty at 

their wedding. This happens regardless of the status of the bridal couple prior to 

their wedding, and has no effect on it thereafter. The bridal couple are elevated 

 
62 Cf., however, the caveat in Krummen (1998), esp. 322 ‘Sicher ist, daß sie [sc. rituelle 
Handlungen] eine pragmatische Verankerung im kultisch-rituellen Leben des athenischen Alltags 
haben, jedoch so, daß sie diesen Alltag nicht unkittelbar abbilden, sondern jeweils sorgfältig an die 
inhaltlichen und dramatischen Erfordernisse der Stücke angepaßt werden.’ 
63 Cf. [Hes.] fr. 211.6 MW καὶ τοῦτ’ ἔποϲ εἶπαν ἅπαντεϲ, Theocr. 18.7–8 ἄειδον δ’ ἅµα πᾶϲαι ἐϲ 
ἓν µέλοϲ ἐγκροτέοιϲαι | ποϲϲὶ περιπλέκτοιϲ, ὑπὸ δ’ ἴαχε δῶµ’ ὑµεναίωι, Cat. 64.321 talia diuino 
fuderunt carmine fata, Stat. Silv. 1.2.16–17 te concinit iste | (pande fores!) te, Stella, chorus. Cf. 
also the epithalamium of Dracontius, apparently composed in prison, sed quia captiuo fas non est 
dicere carmen | nec reticere licet festiuo in tempore | ista canant pueri, quia carmine uera 
loquentur (Rom. 7.25–7), and Ausonius’ Cento Nuptialis (68–9) at chorus aequalis, pueri 
innuptaeque puellae, | uersibus incomptis ludunt et carmina dicunt. On the last two, cf. Horstmann 
(2004) 325 ‘In einigen spätantiken Epithalamien wird eine mimetisch-dramatische Erzähltechnik 
angewandt, die auf Catull 61 zurückgeht. Sie suggeriert eine persönliche Anwesenheit des Autors 
bei den Hochzeitsfeierlichkeiten, der als Ich-Erzähler Teile der Zeremonie auffordernd oder 
kommentierend begleitet. Dies ist als literarisches Stilmittel anzusehen, das die Darstellung 
lebendiger halten soll, und läßt keinen Rückschluss auf eine tatsächlichen Anwesenheit des 
Verfassers bei der Eheschließung zu.’ An exception is the song in Luc. Symp. 41, introduced with 
παύϲαϲθε, ἔφη· ἐγὼ γὰρ ὑµῖν ἐπιθαλάµιον ἀναγνώϲοµαι. καὶ ἀρξάµενοϲ ἀνεγίγνωϲκεν.  
64 Cf. Forsyth (1986) 295 ‘Yet it shows no signs of having been composed for an actual 
performance; rather, it is a sophisticated and elegant fantasy in which the poet assumes the role of 
an imaginary master of ceremonies organizing the ritual involved.’ Cf. also Horstmann (2004) 77–
8. On difficulties regarding the name of the bride, cf. Syndikus (1990) 2.1 n. 2. For a similar 
argument regarding Cat. 62, cf. Thomsen (2002). 
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only for the duration of the ceremony. The following section aims to assess 

whether a similar temporary elevation can be detected in the customs of Archaic 

and Classical wedding celebrations. 

Generalising about ancient Greek wedding ceremonies is not without 

difficulties. However, while it is possible that wedding ceremonies varied, to 

some extent, across time and from one Greek community to another,65 there 

appear to be certain objects and acts that feature prominently throughout Greek 

thinking about weddings, in literature as well as in vase painting, which is the 

subject of the following section (pp. 34–46). Among these objects and acts are 

wedding sacrifices (προτέλεια or προαύλια)66 and the singing of paeans,67 the 

wedding symposium,68 and the procession to the house of the bridegroom at 

 
65 Sparta seems to have been particularly exceptional in its wedding rituals, cf. Plut. Lyc. 15.3–6. 
66 On wedding sacrifices generally, cf. Eur. IA 433–9, Men. Sam. 673–4, Plut. Amat. 771d, Cat. 
68.75–6 (Protesilaus) . . . nondum cum sanguine sacro | hostia caelestis pacificasset eros, Pollux 
3.39, Hesych. s.v. ‘γάµων ἔθη’, Suda s.v. ‘προτέλεια’, Σ Ar. Thesm. 973, Serv. ad Verg. Aen. 
3.136 apud ueteres neque uxor duci neque ager arari sine sacrificiis peractis poterat. Cf. Kroll 
(1922) 229–30 on Cat. 68.75, also Burkert (1983) 62–3, Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 39 ‘ähnlich wie 
die Hochzeit hatten sie [sc. wedding sacrifices] religiösen Charakter’, Oakley and Sinos (1993) 
11–12. For sacrifices in honour of Aphrodite, cf. Diod. 5.73.2, Paus. 2.34.12, 3.13.9. For sacrifices 
in honour of Artemis, cf. Nicomedes AP 6.318 Κύπριδι κουροτρόφωι φάµαλιν ῥέξαντεϲ ἔφηβοι | 
χαίροντεϲ νύµφαϲ ἐκ θαλάµων ἄγοµεν, Pollux 3.38, Xenophon of Ephesus 1.8.1, Plut. Arist. 20.6, 
SEG 9.72.84–5 = LSCG Suppl. 115 b.1–2. For sacrifices in honour of Hera (and Zeus), cf. Plut. 
Mor. 141f, Pollux 3.38, Diod. 5.73.2, Σ Ar. Thesm. 973. 
67 On wedding paeans, cf. Sapph. fr. 44.31–4 V γύναικεϲ δ’ ἐλέλυϲδον ὄϲαι προγενέϲτερα[ι, | 
πάντεϲ δ’ ἄνδρεϲ ἐπήρατον ἴαχον ὄρθιον | Πάον ὀνκαλέοντεϲ ἐκάβολον εὐλύραν, | ὔµην δ’ 
Ἔκτορα κ’ Ἀνδροµάχαν θεοεικέλο[ιϲ, Ar. Thesm. 1034–6 (= Eur. Andr. TrGF 5.1, F122) 
γαµηλίωι µὲν οὐ ξὺν | παιῶνι, δεϲµίωι δέ, | γοᾶϲθέ µ’, ὦ γυναῖκεϲ, Aesch. inc. fab. TrGF 3, F350 
(= Plat. Rep. 383a7) τὰϲ ἐµὰϲ εὐπαιδίαϲ | νόϲων τ’ ἀπείρουϲ καὶ µακραίωναϲ βίου | ξύµπαντά τ’ 
εἰπὼν θεοφιλεῖϲ ἐµὰϲ τύχαϲ | παιῶν ἐπηυφήµηϲεν εὐθυµῶν ἐµέ; cf. also Philippus AP 16.177.1–3 
= GP 72.1–3 Κύπρι φιλοµµειδήϲ, θαλαµηπόλε . . . ϲοὶ παιὰν φίλοϲ ἦν καὶ ὁ χρυϲοκόµηϲ 
Ὑµέναιοϲ, Stat. Silv. 1.2.2–3 cui, Paean, noua plectra moues umeroque comanti | facundum 
suspendis ebur? Cf. Deubner (1919) 391, Käppel (1992) 50–1, Rutherford (2001a) 56. 
68 On wedding symposia, cf. Ath. 5.1, 185b10–11 ὡϲ νενόµιϲται ἄγειν ϲυµπόϲια περὶ τοὺϲ γάµουϲ 
τῶν τε γαµηλίων θεῶν ἕνεκα καὶ τῆϲ οἱονεὶ µαρτυρίαϲ, Luc. Symp. 47, Ter. Andr. 361–74. 
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dusk,69 with torches held by the participants,70 shouts of ὑµήν (or variations of 

it),71 and a vehicle carrying the bridal couple.72   

These objects and acts suggest that wedding ceremonies are not, as might 

prima facie appear, located in a purely mortal sphere,73 but exhibit a certain 

connection with ritual, especially with cultic ritual. In the Odyssey, the 

performance of wedding rites is described with the verb ἐκτελεῖν (sc. γάµον),74 

which puts it on a plain with other rites of passage, such as the funeral (cf. Il. 

 
69 Originally, ὑµέναιοϲ seems to have denoted only the wedding procession; as the most important 
part of the wedding, however, it came to represent the ceremony as a whole as well as all songs 
performed at it, cf. Swift (2010) 243. 
70 On torches, cf. Eur. IA 732 τίϲ δ’ ἀναϲχήϲει φλόγα; ἐγὼ παρέξω φῶϲ ὃ νυµφίοιϲ πρέπει, Σ Eur. 
Phoen. 344 ἔθοϲ γὰρ ἦν τὴν νύµφην ὑπὸ τῆϲ µητρὸϲ τοῦ γαµοῦντοϲ µετὰ λαµπάδων εἰϲάγεϲθαι, Σ 
Eur. Troad. 315 νόµιµον γάρ ἐϲτι τῆι µητρὶ δαιδουχεῖν ἐν τοῖϲ γάµοιϲ τῶν θυγατέρων, Σ Apoll. 
Rhod. 4.808 ὅτι παλαιὸν τὰϲ µητέραϲ τῶν γαµούντων ἐν τοῖϲ γάµοιϲ δαιδουχεῖν ἔθοϲ ἦν. Cf. also 
Erinna AP 7.712.6 = HE 2.6. 
71 Cf. [Oppian] Cyneg. 1.341 εἰϲ θάλαµον βαίνηιϲιν ὑµὴν ὑµέναιον ἀείδων, Nonn. Dionys. 16.290 
αὐλὸϲ ἐπεϲµαράγηϲεν ὑµὲν Ὑµέναιε λιγαίνων, 24.271 οὐ λιγὺϲ αὐλὸϲ ἔµελψεν ὑµὴν Ὑµέναιε 
λιγαίνων, Ov. Her. 14.27 uulgus ‘hymen Hymenaee’ clamant. Cf. also Maas (1907), Mangelsdorff 
(1913) 4–5, Muth (1954) 7–8 ‘Wir können annehmen, daß der älteste literarisch bezeugte 
Hochzeitsgesang der Griechen . . . nur aus ὑµήν-Rufen, wohl auch in mannigfaltigen 
Erweiterungen, bestand.’  
72 Lexicographers preserve a term, χαµαίπουϲ, for the poor bride that cannot afford a cart for the 
wedding procession, cf. Pollux 3.40 ἐπὶ ζεύγουϲ γὰρ τὰϲ νύµφαϲ ὡϲ τὸ πολὺ µετήιεϲαν· εἰ δὲ πεζὴ 
ἀφίκοιτο ἡ νύµφη, χαµαίπουϲ ἐλέγετο, 2.195 ἡ χαµαίπουϲ. ἐκάλουν δὲ οὕτω τὴν οὐκ ἐπὶ ζεύγουϲ 
κοµιζοµένην νύµφην, and 10.33 οὐ µέντοι ἀγνοῶ ὅτι κλινὶϲ ἐκαλεῖτο τὸ ἐπὶ τῆϲ ἁµάξηϲ 
καταϲτορνύµενον, ὅταν µετίωϲι τὰϲ νύµφαϲ, ἐφ’ οὗ κάθηται ἡ νύµφη µεταξὺ τοῦ παρόχου τε καὶ 
τοῦ νυµφίου. See also Hesych. s.v. ‘κλινίϲ’, Phot. s.v. ‘ζεῦγοϲ ἡµιονικὸν ἢ βοεικόν’, Suda s.v. 
‘ζεῦγοϲ ἡµιονικὸν ἢ βοεικόν’, ζ 33.22–30. Vase evidence, and the differences between mule-carts 
and horse-chariots, are discussed in the following section. 
73 The wedding song as a lyric genre, and with it the wedding ceremony, are considered secular 
(εἰϲ ἀνθρώπουϲ) in Hellenistic scholarship, cf. Phot. Bibl. 320a1–9, p. 5.159 Henry, εἰϲ δὲ 
ἀνθρώπουϲ ἐγκώµια, ἐπίνικον, ϲκόλια, ἐρωτικά, ἐπιθαλάµια, ὑµεναίουϲ, ϲίλλουϲ, θρήνουϲ, 
ἐπικήδεια. The same arrangement is implicitly applied in Pollux Onom. 4.52, pp. 1.216–17 Bethe; 
cf. also Färber (1936) 1.16–19 and the material in 2.12–22. Similarly, the wedding song is defined 
as ἐγκώµιον in Him. Or. 9.227–31 (ὦ καλὴ ὦ χαρίεϲϲα, πρέπει γάρ ϲοι τὰ τῆϲ Λεϲβίηϲ ἐγκώµια) 
and Tzetzes ad Lyc. Alex., pp. 4.9–15 Sheer (ἐπιθαλαµιογράφοι δὲ ποιηταί, ὅϲοι πρὸϲ τοὺϲ 
νυµφίουϲ ἐν γάµοιϲ ἐγκώµια ἔγραφον). On problems regarding the classification of poems εἰϲ 
θεούϲ and εἰϲ ἀνθρώπουϲ, cf. Harvey (1955) 159–60; on the wider problems regarding secular and 
profane rituals, cf. Yatrimanolakis and Roilos (2004) 26–8. 
74 Cf. Od. 4.6–7 (Menelaus’ children) ἐν Τροίηι γὰρ πρῶτον ὑπέϲχετο καὶ κατένευϲε | δωϲέµεναι, 
τοῖϲιν δὲ θεοὶ γάµον ἐξετέλειον, P. P. 9.66 (Apollo and Cyrene) τερπνὰν γάµου κραίνειν τελευτάν. 
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24.60 τελεῖν τάφον), and with cultic forms of worship.75 By comparison, vehicles 

feature widely in a variety of forms of cultic worship, especially where cult 

images are transported or gods enacted,76 while torches are a stock component of 

the nocturnal worship of Dionysus, Demeter, and other deities.77 The cultic cry 

puts the wedding ceremony on a par with the performances of cultic songs such as 

paeans or iobakchoi.78 Another connection between the wedding ceremony and 

cultic ritual is suggested by the deity Hymenaios who, perhaps from the fifth 

century onwards,79 is invoked as a patron of weddings, which are presented as 

acts of worship performed in his honour.80  

Among the rituals that are similarly centred on mortal protagonists,81 the 

funeral ceremony reveals, in many of its conventional elements, a striking 

similarity with the wedding celebration: from the ritual washing to the wearing of 
 

75 On the semantics of τελετή/τελῶ, cf. Yatromanolakis and Roilos (2004) 5–6 and the literature 
recorded there. 
76 Cult processions are discussed in detail in the following section on wedding iconography. 
77 On torches in divine cults generally, cf. Mau (1909) 1953 and Gagé (1969) 158–9, and the 
puzzling statement in 161 ‘Der Gebrauch der [Fackel] bei der Hochzeit stammt wohl aus dem 
Cereskult.’ On torches in the Demeter cult at Eleusis, cf. Arnob. 5.24, Lact. Div. Inst. 1.21.24; on 
torches in the cult of Iacchus at Eleusis, cf. Eur. Ion 1076; on torches in the cult of Dionysus, cf. 
Eur. Bacch. 145–6, Ion 716, Ar. Nub. 603–6, Burkert (1977) 109, Käppel (1990) 251 n. 170, 
Krummen (1998) 316 n. 52. Ambiguities between the wedding ceremony and Dionysiac mania, 
exemplified in the use of torches, are exploited in Eur. Troad. 308–40, on which cf. Krummen 
(1998) 320 ‘Das ganze Lied ist denn auch gekennzeichnet durch ekstatische, bakchantische 
Thematik. Man braucht im Grunde “Hymenaios” nur durch “Iakchos”, den Ruf Ὑµήν durch Ἴακχε 
zu ersetzen, dann wird es ganz deutlich.’  
78 On the similarities between the cultic cries at weddings and those in cult, cf. Rutherford (2001a) 
56–7 and Swift (2010) 245 ‘generating a sense of ritual’. It is noteworthy that all genres listed in 
P. fr. 128c SM share these elements. 
79 The first reference that is not merely a cultic cry is P. fr. 128c.7–9 SM (= Thren. 3) ἁ δ’ 
Ὑµέναιον, ⟨ὅν⟩ ἐν γάµοιϲι χροϊζόµενον | [Μοῖρα] ϲύµπρωτον λάβεν, | ἐϲχάτοιϲ ὕµνοιϲι. On the 
deity Hymenaios and its relationship to the cultic cry, cf. Muth (1954) 8–22. 
80 Echos of weddings as offerings are found in Eur. Troad. 322–4 διδοῦϲ’, ὦ Ὑµέναιε, ϲοί, | 
διδοῦϲ’, ὦ Ἑκάτα, φάοϲ, | παρθένων ἐπὶ λέκτροιϲ | ἇι νόµοϲ ἔχει, and Theocr. 18.58 Ὑµὴν ὦ 
Ὑµέναιε, γάµωι ἐπὶ τῶιδε χαρείηϲ. Cat. 61.1–75 appears as an adaptation, and substantial 
expansion, of these invocations. Cultic worship of Hymenaios outside of weddings is attested only 
for Argus, cf. Hyg. Fab. 273.2 and the discussion in Horstmann (2004) 195–8. 
81 The victory procession, too, displays many similarities, which are pursued in the following 
section. Its performance within a given polis is located on a different scale of frequency and 
regularity, in comparison to funerals and weddings. 
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special garments and wreaths, the uttering of cultic cries and singing of choral 

songs, and the torch-lit procession alongside vehicles carrying the protagonists.82 

In tragedy, as well as in funerary epigrams for unmarried or newly-wed girls, 

these similarities are explored in discourses evolving around the identification of 

marriage with death or of death with marriage.83 However, what sets the funeral 

apart from the wedding ceremony is the decisive evidence for laws, passed by a 

number of communities from the seventh century onwards, which meticulously 

restrict the size of funeral ceremonies and the luxury displayed at them.84 The 

majority of these laws reflect attempts to confine family funerals to the domestic 

sphere and reduce their engagement with the community to a minimum. In 

contrast, in fifth-century Athens, precisely those elements prohibited for family 

funerals are used in the state-controlled funerals of the casualties of the Persian 

 
82 On the general outlook of Archaic and Classical funerals, cf. Kurtz and Boardman (1971) 142–
61, (1985) 169–87, Engels (1999) 24–9. On the similarities between the two rituals, cf. Seaford 
(1987) 107, Rehm (1994) 29, Swift (2010) 251–4. 
83 Cf. Soph. Ant. 781–805, 806–16, esp. 813–16 οὔθ’ ὑµεναίων | ἔγκληρον, οὔτ’ ἐπὶ νυµ-|φείοιϲ πώ 
µέ τιϲ ὕµνοϲ ὕ-|µνηϲεν, ἄλλ’ Ἀχέροντι νυµφεύϲω, Eur. Alc. 922 νῦν δ’ ὑµεναίων γόοϲ ἀντίπαλοϲ, 
Med. 626 γαµεῖϲ τοιοῦτον ὥϲτε θρηνεῖϲθαι γάµον, HF 481–4 νύµφαϲ µὲν ὑµῖν Κῆραϲ ἀντέδωκ’ 
ἔχειν, | ἐµοὶ δὲ δάκρυα λουτρὰ δυϲτήνωι φέρειν. | πατὴρ δὲ πατρὸϲ ἑϲτιᾶι γάµουϲ ὅδε, | Ἅιδην 
νοµίζων πενθερόν, κῆδοϲ πικρόν, Troad. 351–2 δάκρυά τ’ ἀνταλλάξατε | τοῖϲ τῆϲε µέλεϲι, 
Τρωιάδεϲ, γαµηλίοιϲ, IA 460–1 τὴν δ αὖ τάλαιναν παρθένον—τί παρθένον; | Ἅιδηϲ νιν, ὡϲ ἔοικε, 
νυµφεύϲει τάχα, Meleager AP 7.182 = HE 123, Parmenion AP 7.183 = GP 3, Antonius Thallus AP 
7.188 = GP 3, Xenocritus of Rhodes AP 7.291, Agathias Scholasticus AP 7.568, Pallades of 
Alexandria AP 7.610, Antipater AP 7.711 = GP 56, Erinna AP 7.712 = HE 2; GVI 1.658 (Rome, 
3/4th c. AD), 1162 (Lemnos, 2nd c. AD), 1238 (Leontopolis, 1st c. AD), 1551 (Teos, 2nd/1st c. BC), 
1553 (Crete, 1st c. BC), 1989 (Pantikapaios, 2nd/1st c. BC), and the material evaluated in Seaford 
(1987), (2004) 87–90, and Rehm (1994). 
84  For Athens, cf. the ‘Solonic’ legislation ([Dem.] 43.62 = Sol. fr. 466 Martina, 109 
Ruschenbusch; 65–7 = Sol. fr. 467 Martina; Cic. Leg. 2.59 = Sol. fr. 468 Martina, 72b 
Ruschenbusch; 63–6 = fr. 469 Martina, 72a and 151 Ruschenbusch; Plut. Sol. 21.1, 5–7 = Sol. fr. 
465c Martina) and the so-called post-aliquanto law (Cic. Leg. 2.64–6). For Mytilene, cf. Cic. Leg. 
2.66.1. For Catana, cf. Stob. Flor. 4.2.24. For Locri, cf. Diod. 12.21.1–2 and Heraclides Lembus 
Exc. Polit. 60 Dilts = Arist. fr. 611.10 Rose. For Sparta, cf. Plut. Lyc. 27.1–4 = Lac. Apophth. 18. 
For Gortyn on Crete, cf. ICr 4.22, 46b, 76 = LSAM 315 n. 2, 4, 8 (450–400 BC). For Delphi, cf. 
SEG 36.520 = CID 1.9, GDI 2561, LSCG 77, IGT 46 (400–350 BC). For Iulis on Ceos cf. LSCG 
97 = IGT 60 (500–450 BC). For Thasos, cf. LSCG Suppl. 64 (400–350 BC). For Gambreion near 
Pergamon, cf. LSAM 16 (3rd c. BC). 
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Wars.85 Because of this discrepancy between ‘private’ and ‘public’ funerals, 

funerary legislation is interpreted as an attempt of the polis authorities, either to 

dissolve tensions between influential families, exacerbated and perhaps even 

escalating at lavish funeral processions,86  or to appropriate the privilege of 

installing hero cults through funerals, hitherto wielded by aristocratic clans.87  

In the light of the apparent need to restrict the size of funerals, it seems 

remarkable that no comparable laws are known concerning the wedding 

ceremony,88 which could, potentially, provide an equally suitable stage for the 

display of wealth, power, and support among the polis population.89 Admittedly, it 

 
85 Cf. Thuc. 2.34, IG 1.523–5, Lys. 2.80, [Plat.] Menex. 249b5–6, Arist. AP 58.1, [Dem.] 60.36. On 
the controversy as to whether the war dead were heroised, cf. Currie (2005) 112–14 with further 
literature.

 
86 Cf. Alexiou (1974) 13–19, Garland (1989), Toher (1991) 174–5, Morris (1992) 35–50, and 
Engels (1998) 30–47. 
87 Cf. Humphreys (1980) 102 = (1983) 89 ‘The aim of the celebration of public festivals, and of 
the legislation restricting ostentation in private celebrations, was to reserve the right of conferring 
“heroic” honours on the dead to the polis’, Engels (1998) 86–7 ‘In kunstvoll komponierten 
Threnoi ließen zuvor Aristokraten bei aufwendigen Beerdigungen den Ruhm ihrer Vorfahren und 
des mythischen Stammvaters ihres Geschlechtes von professionellen Dichtern und Musikern 
feiern. Diese Sitte bedrohte aber den sozialen Frieden innerhalb der Bürgerschaft und die 
Gemeinschaft aller Politen. Denn solche auch in literarischer Form publizierte Threnoi konnten 
zusammen mit dem Totenkult in besonders auffälligen Gräbern und mit der Erinnerung an ein 
„heroisches“ prachtvollen Begräbnis zum Ausgangspunkt für zahlreiche neue private, 
aristokratisch kontrollierte Heroenkulte werden. Diese stellten aber eine Bedrohung für die 
religiöse Gemeinschaft aller Politen dar, vor der schon Aristoteles in den Politika [sc. Arist. Pol. 
6.4.11, 1319b24–5] warnte.’ Cf. also Toher (1991) 175. For other possible motives, cf. Cannon 
(1989) 437–58, who examines social interactions by means of anthropological comparison, and 
Sourvinou-Inwood (1995) 33–49, 429–39, who regards them as a protection of the living from the 
power of the dead. 
88 There is a vague reference in Pollux 1.206 to a ‘Solonic’ law defining the household goods to be 
carried by the bride during the procession. In Plato’s Laws, marriage laws are among the most 
important responsibilities of the lawgiver, cf. 8, 841d–e τὰ µέγιϲτα ἤδη νενοµοθετηκὼϲ περὶ γάµουϲ 
ἅµα καὶ γενέϲειϲ παίδων καὶ τρόφαϲ. 
89 In the fourth and fifth centuries AD, Christian authors criticise the pagan wedding ceremony 
precisely for its display of profana ambitio, cf. Paulinus of Nola Carm. 25.231–4 nulla per ornatas 
insultet turba plateas; | nemo solum foliis, limina fonde tegat, | nec sit Christicolam fanatica 
pompa per urbem: | nolo profana pios polluat ambitio; cf. also Cyprian Hab. Virg. 21 and, in the 
east, Joh. Chrys. In Acta Hom. 62.3 and In 1 Cor. Hom. 12.6. On this criticism, cf. Horstmann 
(2004) 255 ‘Das Festhalten an einer Hochzeitszeremonie, die weite Kreise der Bevölkerung in das 
Geschehen miteinbezog, zeigt deutlich, daß sich das Selbstverständnis der Oberschicht trotz der 
Ausbreitung des Christentums in vielen Punkten noch nicht verändert hatte.’  
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would seem that the line between glorifying mortal men and worshipping 

immortal heroes is less easily blurred at a wedding than at a funeral, partly 

because the bridal couple are alive while being so glorified and will resume 

normal mortal lives after the ceremony. However, the impression remains that 

Greek communities seem willing to grant bridal couples honours that are, in cultic 

contexts, employed to worship gods and, in other rituals for mortals, perceived as 

problematic or even transgressive. In concluding our first approach to the 

treatment of the bridal couple in wedding poetry, we may note that the wedding 

ceremony itself, as the real, enacted, or imagined performative context of this 

poetry, conveys a strong spirit of exceptionality and reveals a high degree of 

elevation.   

 

 

WEDDING ICONOGRAPHY 

 

A second approach to the treatment of the bridal couple is offered by wedding 

iconography; this is preserved with particular richness on Athenian black-figure 

and red-figure vases. The shapes of most of these vases suggest that they 

functioned as gifts in the contexts of weddings.90 Hence they appear to be rooted 

in the same context that is reflected in the songs. More than that, these vases serve 

the celebration of the wedding for which they were produced or acquired in a 

manner parallel to the wedding song. A similar relationship between song and 

 
90 Cf. Fink (1974) 187, 247. It is no objection that the majority of vases were found in tombs, since 
it is conceivable that precious wedding gifts would be buried with their owners. 
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commemorative object has significantly deepened our understanding of the 

pragmatics of the victory ode,91 and the same can be achieved for the wedding 

song. Lastly, wedding vases depict, like wedding songs, mortal, heroic, and divine 

weddings. By understanding the ways in which these vases distinguish between 

these three spheres, we might be able to gain a sharpened perspective on the 

wedding song. 

We begin with a description of black-figure wedding iconography. In three 

instances, all of which depict the wedding of Peleus and Thetis, we see the bridal 

couple standing as they receive their divine guests on chariots.92 All other 

instances depict wedding processions with bride and bridegroom mounted on a 

horse-chariot and accompanied by mortal or divine figures.93 Towards the end of 

 
91 See below, p. 70, on victory sculpture.  
92 See Kleitias, krater (570–60 BC), Florence 4209 = ABV 76.1, Paralipomena 29, Fink 5; 
Sophilos, dinos fr. (600–575 BC), Athens Akropolis 587 = ABV 39.15, Paralipomena 19.16, Fink 
1; Sophilos, dinos fr. (600–550 BC), London Erskine = ABV 40.16, Paralipomena 19.16, Fink 2. 
93 See Group-E Painter, amphora (575–550 BC), London BM 160 = ABV 134.15, Fink 16; Group-
E Painter, pan-Athen. amphora (575–550 BC), Tarquinia RC1061 = ABV 137.58, Paralipomena 
56.58, Fink 17; Painter of the Vatican Mourners, amphora (560–550 BC), Canterbury 43.57 = ABV 
140, Paralipomena 58, Fink 18; Painter of the Vatican Mourners, amphora (c. 550 BC), Basel = 
ABV 140, Paralipomena 58, Fink 19; London-Group Painter, amphora (c. 550 BC), London BM 
B174 = ABV 141.1, Fink 20; London-Group Painter, amphora (550–525 BC), Melbourne 1729.4 = 
ABV 141.4, Paralipomena 58.4, Fink 21; London-Group Painter, neck amphora (550–525 BC), 
Naples 2498 = ABV 141.5, Fink 22; Towry-Whyte Painter, amphora, Orvieto 315 = ABV 141.2, 
Fink 23; Towry-Whyte Painter, neck amphora (550–525 BC), Vatican 358 = ABV 142.7, 
Paralipomena 58, Fink 24; Taleides Painter, loutrophoros fr., Athens Akropolis = ABV 174.2, 
Paralipomena 73.2, Fink 26; Lysippides Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), Florence 3790 = ABV 
260.30, Paralipomena 114, Fink 27; Lysippides Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), Oxford 1965.119 = 
ABV 261.35, Paralipomena 115, Fink 28; Lysippides Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), New York 
MM 14.105.10 = ABV 261.35, Fink 29; London-Group Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), London BM 
B339 = ABV 264.1, Fink 30; Antimenes Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), London BM B340 = ABV 
267.9, Fink 31; Antimenes Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), Berlin 1891 = ABV 267.10, Fink 32; 
Antimenes Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), Civitavecchia 1319 = ABV 267.11, Fink 33; Anitmenes 
Painter, amphora (550–525 BC), Paris Hirsch = ABV 274.132, Fink 34; painter in the manner of 
Antimenes Painter, hydria (530–525 BC), Toronto 296 = ABV 277.10, Fink 35; painter in the 
manner of Antimenes Painter, lebes (550–525 BC), Athens NM 19.363 (bis) = ABV 280, 
Paralipomena 122, Fink 36; painter in the manner of Antimenes Painter, amphora, Orvieto 578 = 
ABV 281.13, Fink 37; painter in the manner of Antimenes Painter, amphora (550–525 BC), Naples 
2466 = ABV 281.14, Fink 38; painter in the manner of Antimenes Painter, calyx krater (550–525 
BC), Brussels R310 = ABV 281.17, Fink 39; Painter of the Auge-Sirene Group, hydria, Basel 
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the black-figure style, this theme is merely varied when we see the groom 

mounting a chariot with the bride already on it.94 A striking feature of these vases 

is their uniform representation of the bridal couple. In the vast majority of cases, 

 
Schweizer = ABV 287.13, Fink 40; Painter of the Würzburg-Group, neck amphora (550–525 BC), 
Orvieto 1008 (=198) = ABV 288.22, Fink 41; Würzburg-199 Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), 
Florence 94.315 = ABV 289.29, Fink 42; Berlin-1686 Painter, amphora (550–525 BC), London 
BM B197 = ABV 296.1, Fink 43; Berlin Painter, amphora (550–525 BC), Munich 1375 (J392) = 
ABV 297.15, Fink 44; Louvre-F42 Painter, hydria (c. 530 BC), Louvre F42 = ABV 304.1, Fink 45; 
Munich-1410 Painter, amphora fr. (c. 530 BC), Brussels A2091 = ABV 311.3, Fink 46; Euphiletos 
Painter, neck amphora (550–525 BC), Berlin 1872 = ABV 322.15, Fink 47; Euphiletos Painter, 
neck amphora, London BM = ABV 323.16, Fink 48; Euphiletos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), 
Munich 1697 (J44) = ABV 324.31, Fink 49; Euphiletos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Aberdeen 
696 = ABV 324.32, Fink 50; Euphiletos Painter, hydria, San Simeon Hearst 9518 = ABV 324.33, 
Fink 51; Euphiletos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Munich 1699 (J649) = ABV 324.34, Fink 52; 
Euphiletos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Würzburg 312 = ABV 324.35, Fink 53; Long-Nose 
Painter, amphora (525–500 BC), Basel Erlenmeyer (priv.) = ABV 328.11, Fink 54; Perikles 
Painter, neck amphora (525–500 BC), Syracuse = ABV 328.4, Fink 55; painter in the manner of 
Madrid Painter, neck amphora (525–500 BC), Munich 1529 (J312) = ABV 330.1, Fink 56; painter 
in the manner of Madrid Painter, neck amphora (525–500 BC), Munich (J1196) = ABV 330.2, Fink 
57; Priamos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Oxford 1965.108 = ABV 333.35, Fink 58; Priamos 
Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Naples 112.847 = ABV 333.29, Fink 59; Rycroft Painter, amphora 
(525–500 BC), Lyon 1169 = ABV 335.5, Fink 60; Rycroft Painter, amphora fr. (525–500 BC), 
Athens Agora = ABV 336.7, Fink 61; Rycroft Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Copenhagen 
Thorvaldsen 74 = ABV 337.28, Fink 62; Rycroft Painter, hydria (c. 510 BC), Los Angeles Silver = 
ABV 337.28, Fink 63; painter in the manner of Rycroft Painter, amphora (525–500 BC), 
Copenhagen 113 = ABV 364.51, Fink 64; painter of the Leagros Group, hydria (525–500 BC), St 
Petersburg 2067 = ABV 364.59, Fink 66; painter of the Leagros Group, hydria (525–500 BC), 
Florence 94.322 = ABV 364.60, Fink 67; painter of the Leagros Group, amphora (c. 501 BC), 
Munich 1413 (J693) = ABV 366.85, Fink 69; painter of the Leagros Group, amphora (c. 510 BC), 
Munich 1406 (J592) = ABV 368.108, Paralipomena 171.1, Fink 70; painter of the Würzburg-346 
Group, oinochoe (c. 510 BC), Philadelphia 4838 = ABV 421, Fink 71; painter of the Altenburg 
Group, oinochoe (c. 510 BC), New York Popelka = ABV 423, Fink 72; painter of the Vatican-G47 
Group, oinochoe (c. 510 BC), Berlin 1923 = ABV 431.4, Fink 73; painter of the Vatican-G47 
Group, oinochoe (c. 510 BC), Munich 1778 (J433) = ABV 431.5, Fink 74; painter of the Phanyllis 
Group A, lekythos (525–500 BC), Antwerp Vleeshuis 877 = ABV 463, Paralipomena 204, Fink 
75; Oxford-245 Painter, lekythos (c. 510 BC), Oxford 245 = ABV 472, Fink 76; Edinburgh Painter, 
lekythos (c. 510 BC), Maplewood Noble = ABV 477, Paralipomena 217, Fink 77; painter of the 
Athens-581 Group, lekythos (c. 500 BC), Lincoln C2338 = ABV 492.79, Fink 78; unknown 
painter, neck amphora (c. 500 BC), New York Gallatin = ABV 489, Paralipomena 295, Fink 79; 
painter of the Villa Giulia-M482 Group, neck amphora (c. 500 BC), Tarquinia 645 = ABV 590.5, 
Paralipomena 295.5, Fink 80; painter in the manner of Red-Line Painter, amphora (c. 500 BC), 
Naples 2535 = ABV 607, Fink 81; unknown painter, amphora (c. 550 BC), Rome = Fink 82–4; 
unknown painter, hydria (c. 550 BC), Louvre F48 = Fink 85; unknown painter, hydria (575–550 
BC), Louvre F10 = Fink 86; unknown painter, hydria (c. 550 BC), Louvre F44 = Fink 87. Cf. the 
summary in Fink (1974) 180. 
94 See Priamos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Oxford 1965.108 = ABV 333.35, Fink 58; Priamos 
Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Naples 112.847 = ABV 333.29, Fink 59; Rycroft Painter, amphora 
(525–500 BC), Lyon 1169 = ABV 335.5, Fink 60; Rycroft Painter, hydria (c. 510 BC), Los 
Angeles Silver = ABV 337.28, Fink 63; painter in the manner of Rycroft Painter, amphora (525–
500 BC), Copenhagen 113 = ABV 364.51, Fink 64; painter of the Villa Giulia-M482 Group, neck 
amphora (c. 500 BC), Tarquinia 645 = ABV 590.5, Paralipomena 295.5, Fink 80. 
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there is no iconographical attribution that would, for us, mark a couple as mortal, 

heroic, or divine. Instead we find that, in a few cases where the couple is 

identified as heroic through inscriptions, these figures lack the attributes that they 

usually display in vase painting.95 A figure like Heracles, who is identified by his 

conventional attributes throughout the black-figure and red-figure styles, even in 

the secondary zones of many wedding vases,96 is shown without these attributes 

and recognised only through inscriptions when depicted as a groom. As a result of 

this uniform iconography, some of these bridal couples are interpreted differently, 

by some as ordinary mortals, by others as Peleus and Thetis or even Zeus and 

Hera.97 

Similar phenomena can be observed on red-figure vases. Though these 

depict a greater variety of wedding scenes, the procession with horse-drawn 

 
95 See Menelaus and Helen: Sophilos, lebes (c. 570 BC), Smyrna = ABV 40.20, Paralipomena 18, 
Fink 3; Peleus and Thetis: painter in the manner of Lysippides Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), 
Florence 3790 = ABV 260.30, Fink 27; Heracles and Hebe: painter in the manner of Lysippides 
Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), New York MM 14.105.10 = ABV 261.37, Fink 29. On other, more 
dubious, cases, see Boardman (1952) 43 n. 219.   
96 See Guglielmi Painter, hydria (575–550 BC), Leiden xv.e26 (PC44) = ABV 105.132, Fink 11; 
painter of Group E, amphora (575–550 BC), London BM B1160  = ABV 134.15, Fink 16; Painter 
of the Vatican Mourners, amphora (560–550 BC), Canterbury 43.57 = ABV 140, Fink 18; painter 
in the manner of Lysippides Painter, hydria (550–525 BC), Florence 3790 = ABV 260.30, Fink 27; 
Antimenes Painter, hydria, Civitavecchia 13/9 = ABV 267.11, Fink 33; painter in the manner of 
Antimenes Painter, hydria (530–525 BC), Toronto 296 = ABV 277.10, Fink 35; painter of the 
Würzburg-199 Group, hydria (550–525 BC), Florence 94.315 = ABV 289.29, Fink 42; Berlin-1686 
Painter, amphora (575–550 BC), London V197 = ABV 196.1, Fink 43; Euphiletos Painter, hydria 
(525–500 BC), Munich 1697 (J.44) = ABV 324.31, Fink 49; Pasikles Painter, neck amphora (525–
500 BC), Syracuse = ABV 328.4, Fink 55; Priamos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Oxford 
1965.108 = ABV 333.25, Fink 58; Priamos Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Naples 112.847 = ABV 
333.29, Fink 59; Rycroft Painter, hydria (525–500 BC), Copenhagen Thorvaldsen 74 = ABV 
337.28, Fink 62; Rycroft Painter, hydria (c. 510 BC), Los Angeles Silver = ABV 337.28, Fink 63; 
painter of the Leagros Group, hydria (525–500 BC), St Petersburg 2067 = ABV 364.59, Fink 66; 
painter of the Leagros Group, hydria fr. (525–500 BC), Florence 94.322 = ABV 364.60, Fink 67. 
97 See Peleus and Thetis perhaps on Edinburgh Painter, lekythos, Maplewood Noble = ABV 477, 
Paralipomena 217, Fink 77 (c. 510 BC). A mortal wedding or that of Zeus and Hera on Oxford-
245 Painter, lekythos (c. 510 BC), Oxford 245 = ABV 472, Paralipomena 212.1, Fink 76. Divine 
or mortal weddings on Athens Lydos, chalix fr. (575–550 BC), Agora P14.326 = ABV 107.3, Fink 
13; Berlin-1686 Painter, amphora (575–550 BC), London BM B197 = ABV 296.1, Fink 43. 
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chariots remains a dominant theme.98 Again, the general iconography of the bridal 

couple does not allow us to identify them as mortal, heroic, or divine. Only in one 

case can we discern with certainty a heroic wedding, namely that of Admetus and 

Alcestis, but identification is only possible through inscriptions.99 Even Dionysus, 

who features in most black-figure wedding processions with unmistakable 

iconography, is bare of his usual attributes and recognised only through 

inscriptions in a scene where he seems to be the groom.100 In other cases, which 

lack specific attributes or inscriptions, the couples are variously interpreted either 

as mortal or as heroic and divine (Heracles and Hebe, Menelaus and Helen, Peleus 

and Thetis).101   

 
98 See Bologna-228 Painter, frr., Tübingen E86 + Amsterdam 2307, 2308 = ARV2 513.21, Fink 13; 
painter in the manner of Alkimachos Painter, loutrophoros, Athens Akropolis = ARV2 534.11, Fink 
19; Florence Painter, lebes, Athens NM 1251 = ARV2 544.19, Fink 23; London-E494 Painter, 
loutrophoros fr., Athens Akropolis + New Jersey (priv.) = ARV2 1079.2, Fink 50; painter in the 
manner of Tarquinia-707 Painter, hydria, Würzburg 535 = ARV2 1112.3, Fink 66; Athens-1454 
Painter, lebes or loutrophoros fr., Athens Vlasto = ARV2 1179, Fink 93; painter of the 
Oppenheimer Group, pyxis, Brussels A3547 = ARV2 1224, Fink 96. The hymenaios appears as a 
new type of komos-like procession scene where neither bride and groom nor chariots feature, cf. 
Bologna-228 Painter, loutrophoros fr., Athens Akropolis = ARV2 513.16, Fink 12; Pan Painter, 
loutrophoros hydria, Houston 37.10 = ARV2 544.79, Fink 25; Ariana Painter, loutrophoros, Basel 
Borowski = ARV2 1102.2, Fink 60; Wash Painter, loutrophoros, Athens Akropolis = ARV2 1127.19, 
Fink 82.  
99 See Methyse Painter, loutrophoros fr. (475–425 BC), Athens Akropolis = ARV2 632.1, Fink 29.  
100 See painter of the Polygnotos Group, fr., Tübingen 5439 = ARV2 1057.97, Paralipomena 445, 
Fink 49 (image in Antike Kunst 6 (1963) pl. 5.1). In some Dionysiac scenes it is doubtful whether 
they depict a wedding: painter of the Polygnotos Group, fr., Tarquinia RC4197 = ARV2 1057.96, 
Paralipomena 445, Fink 48 clearly features a satyr rather than Dionysus; Painter of the Otchët 
Group, lekanis, Eleusis 628 = ARV2 1498.10, Fink 151; painter in the manner of Otchët Group, 
lekanis, St Petersburg 1983 = ARV2 1499.2, Paralipomena 499, Fink 166 are too unspecific to be 
decisive. 
101 See Heracles and Hebe perhaps on Persephone Painter, lourophoros, Athens Akropolis = ARV2 
1013.2, Fink 41; Menelaus and Helen perhaps on Providence Painter, lekythos, Boston 95.44 = 
ARV2 640.76, Fink 30; Peleus and Thetis perhaps on Berlin Painter, fr., Athens Akropolis 732 = 
ARV2 205.119, Fink 3; Makron, bowl frr., Boston o3.856 = ARV2 460.16, Paralipomena 377, Fink 
8; Makron, bowl fr., Louvre C11.272 = ARV2 460.17, Fink 9; Makron, bowl frr., Florence PD278, 
280–1 = ARV2 460.18, Fink 10; painter in the manner of Alkimachos Painter, loutrophoros, Athens 
Akropolis = ARV2 534.11, Fink 19; painter in the manner of Dinos Painter, krater fr., Athens = 
ARV2 1155.1, Fink 89; Athens-1454 Painter, lebes or loutrophors fr., Athens Vlasto = ARV2 1179, 
Fink 93. 
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It could be thought that the presence of inscriptions is a necessary condition 

for identifying mythical scenes and that, consequently, all unlabelled wedding 

scenes are of a non-mythical nature.102 However, even the unlabelled scenes are 

not straightforwardly non-mythical nor are they likely to give an adequate 

impression of the wedding customs contemporary with the vases depicting them. 

The presence of Apollo, Dionysus, Hermes, and other deities in all these scenes 

does not in itself render them mythical, as their presence could have been 

perceived in elements of the wedding ceremony, particularly in the music 

performed.103 What seems to elevate the unlabelled scenes, however, is the almost 

invariable presence of the horse-chariot.104 For literary sources tend to refer to 

mule-carts (ἄµαξα, ζεῦγοϲ, ἀπήνη) rather than horse-chariots (e.g., ἅρµα, δίφροϲ), 

and lexicographers in particular attest to the wide use of this kind of vehicle at 

wedding processions (see above, n. 72). These testimonies do not exclude the 

possibility that chariots were used at some weddings, but they challenge the 

uniform impression emerging from vase evidence. 

That chariots would have been used on a particularly large scale becomes 

further unlikely when we consider other occasions where chariots feature in civic 

processions. Its most widely attested function is in cultic contexts. Cult images, 

for example, are carried in procession and when gods are ritually represented, 

 
102 Cf. Fink (1974) 12, 183 and Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 40. 
103 Cf. Boardman (1952) 34. 
104 A bridal mule-cart followed by another mule-cart is depicted on Amasis Painter, lekythos, New 
York MM 56.11.1 = ABV 155, Fink 25, ABFH 77. 
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they ride a chariot.105 The image of the chariot as the vehicle of gods is paralleled 

in literary descriptions of epiphany.106 The story of Pisistratus’ return to Athens, 

as related in Herodotus 1.60, can serve to illustrate the strong association of 

chariots with the divine sphere. Few civic occasions are known when living 

mortals feature on chariots. Before Hellenistic times, it is only in tragedy that 

kings travel on chariots, and here ideas of excess and orientalism are often found 

in the vicinity.107 Apart from that, we only know of the Panhellenic victor being 

granted by some poleis a chariot procession on his return.108 For the victory 

procession, a cultic element is suggested by some attested customs in which the 

victor seems to be perceived as having extraordinary, almost talismanic, powers 

of which the polis can avail itself.109 It seems, then, that in the life of the polis the 

chariot holds a predominantly sacral function. Again, that does not exclude any 

possible use of chariots at wedding processions, but it underlines a certain 

discrepancy between vase iconography and other accounts of the wedding 

ceremony. 

 
105 Cf. the evidence collected in Rutherford (1992) 69–72 and Sinos (1993) 79–90 and 83–4. See 
also the remarks on P. Pae. 15 SM (= S4 Rutherford) in Rutherford (2001) 412–13 and Pavlou 
(2011) 67–8. 
106 Cf., e.g., Sapph. 1.88–9 V, HH 2.19. 
107 Cf. particularly the entries of the Persian Queen in Aesch. Pers. in 155–8 (cf. 607–8), of 
Agamemnon in Ag. 882 (cf. 906), and of Clytaemnestra in Eur. El. 998–1003. See also Taplin 
(1977) 303, and Hall (1989) 205 on the chariot as an ‘Aeschylean danger sign’. 
108 Cf. Ar. Nub. 69–70 with Σ, Ael. VH 12.58, Diod. 13.82.7 (for Acragas), Vitruv. 9 Praef. 1 (for 
Greece in general). References in Pindar are problematic as hardly any occurrence could not also 
be metaphorical; only O. 4.8–12 is agreed to be non-metaphorical, cf. Slater (1984) 244–5. On 
chariots at the victory procession, cf. Slater (1984) 244–7, Sinos (1993) 77–8, Kurke (1993) 131–
3, Currie (2005) 139–40. 
109 Some poleis tore down parts of their city walls on the arrival of the victor, cf. Plut. Quaest. 
Conv. 2.5.2, Suet. Nero 25. In Sparta, the victor was placed next the king in battle; cf. Plut. 
Quaest. Conv. 2.5.2 and Lyc. 22.4. On talismanic powers, cf. Versnel (1970) 155–62, Kurke 
(1993) 133–7, Currie (2005) 140. 
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In seeking the reasons for this discrepancy, comparison with Archaic and 

Classical funerals, which exhibit a similar discrepancy, can be illuminating. On 

Athenian geometric vases and clay plaques, the prothesis is shown in open space 

with a host of male and female mourners,110 not infrequently surrounded by 

warrior and chariot processions.111 Ekphora scenes involve the lavishly adorned 

corpse, laid out on a horse-chariot and sometimes accompanied by other chariots 

in the same scene.112 Some vases depict, in the vicinity of such funeral scenes, 

processions of armed men113 and chariots,114 and chariot115 and boat races.116 

 
110 Baldachins are stretched out above the bier on New York MM 14.130.15 = Ahlberg 22, 
Thorikos TC666 = Ahlberg 30, Oxford 1916.55 = Ahlberg 33, Sèvres  = Ahlberg 3. Floral motifs 
are found on Athens NM 804 = Ahlberg 2, Sèvres = Ahlberg 3, Louvre A517 = Ahlberg 4, Louvre 
A552 = Ahlberg 16, Oxford 1916.55 = Ahlberg 33.  Cf. the discussion in Ahlberg (1971) 165. For 
branches, leaves, and birds on clay plaques, see Brussels A5–7 = Zschietzschmann 30, Boardman 
14; Dresden ZV814 = Zschietzschmann 32, Boardman 17; Athens Kerameikos 677 = Boardman 
19; New York MM 54.11.15 = Boardman 23; Athens Vlasto 52 MVB + Amsterdam Allard 
Pierson 1366 = Zschietzschmann 33, Boardman 25; Berlin F1811–1826 = Zschietzschmann 27, 
Boardman 9; Louvre A1376 (formerly Brussels) = Zschietzschmann 31, Boardman 15. Cf. the 
discussion in Boardmann (1955) 55–7. 
111 For warrior processions, see Louvre A522 = Ahlberg 5. For chariot processions, see Louvre 
A517 = Ahlberg 4, Louvre A547 = Ahlberg 13, Sydney 46.41 = Ahlberg 14, Louvre A541 = 
Ahlberg 15, Louvre 552 = Ahlberg 16, Athens NM 802 = Ahlberg 7, Louvre A522 = Ahlberg 5, 
Athens from Piraeus Street = Ahlberg 8, Halle Robertinum 58/58a.1–2 = Ahlberg 6, Amsterdam 
2015 = Ahlberg 9, Athens NM  = Ahlberg 19.  
112 On vases, see Bonn 16 = Ahlberg 55, New York MM 14.130.14 = Ahlberg 55, Athens NM 990 
= Ahlberg 54. On clay plaques, see See Berlin F1811–1826 = Zschietzschmann 27, Boardman 9; 
New York MM  54.11.15 = Boardman 23. 
113 See New York MM 34.11 = Ahlberg 1, Louvre A517 + A522 = Ahlberg 16, Louvre A547 = 
Ahlberg 13, Sydney A552 = Ahlberg 14, Athens NM 802.18062 = Ahlberg 24, Oxford 1916.55, 
Halle Robertinum 58/58 A1–2 = Ahlberg 6, Sydney Nicholson 46.41; Athens Brauron = Ahlberg 
35, Hamburg Museum für Kunst und Gewerbe 1966.89 = Ahlberg 43, Athens Bernaki 7675 = 
Ahlberg 46. For a discussion of the scenes, cf. Ahlberg (1971) 204–5. 
114 For chariot processions, see Louvre A517 = Ahlberg 4, Louvre A522 = Ahlberg 5, Athens NM 
802 = Ahlberg 7, Athens from Piraeus Street = Ahlberg 8, Louvre A545 = Ahlberg 11, Louvre 
A547 = Ahlberg 13, Sydney 46.41 = Ahlberg 14, Louvre A541 = Ahlberg 15, Louvre A552 = 
Ahlberg 16, New York MM 14.130.15 = Ahlberg 22. C. Ahlberg (1971) 194–6. 
115 For chariot races, see Louvre A552 = Ahlberg 16, Athens NM 806 = Ahlberg 20, New York 
MM 14.130.15 = Ahlberg 22, New York MM 14.130.14 = Ahlberg 25, Oxford 1966.55 = Ahlberg 
33, Athens Brauron = Ahlberg 35, Cleveland 1927.27.6 = Ahlberg 36, Baltimore Walters 48.2231 
= Ahlberg 37, Athens (private collection) = Ahlberg 38, Athens Agora = Ahlberg 39, Athens 
Stathatou 222 = Ahlberg 40, Athens Kerameikos 1371 = Ahlberg 42; acrobatic games seem to be 
depicted on Essen Folkwang K969 = Ahlberg 41. Cf. Ahlberg (1971) 194–6. 
116 For ships, see New York MM 34.11.2 = Ahlberg 1, Louvre A517 = Ahlberg 4, Louvre A522 = 
Ahlberg 5. Cf. Ahlberg (1971) 209.  
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Because such agonistic scenes are found in the majority of secondary zones of 

funerary vases and so form a part of the iconography of funerals, it is suggested 

that they represent funeral games. 117 On the other hand, we know that many 

customs depicted in Athenian iconography were explicitly banned by the 

Athenian funerary legislation later ascribed to Solon, which was passed before 

many vases.118 These laws confine the prothesis to indoor space, limit the number 

of mourners, and simplify the decoration of the corpse; the vehicle used at the 

ekphora is always referred to as a mule-cart. Remarkably, many of these elements 

are only attested for fifth-century state-controlled cults of the casualties of the 

Persian Wars, a form of worship that comes close to, or is identical to, hero 

cult.119 In the light of this evidence, it seems unlikely that Athenian funerary vases 

offer accurate depictions of the customs of family funerals for which they were 

produced.  

Like wedding vases, black-figure funerary vases and clay plaques are 

functionally rooted in contemporary ceremonial customs, but they reveal, more 

clearly than those, an attempt to elevate these customs. The resulting image is of a 

ceremony that resembles in many ways the ideal of the heroic funeral as it is 

preserved for us in the description of Patroclus’ funeral in Iliad 23.120 By 

displaying heroic funerals in the contexts of real-life funerals, these vases and 

 
117 Cf. Ahlberg (1971) 209 ‘. . . the fact that the ship scenes are depicted on funeral vases and that 
they together with other secondary motifs, such as chariot scenes and warrior parades, constitute 
an integral part of the iconographic context, which is found in the prothesis.’ 
118 On the evidence, see above, n. 84. As for the dating of these laws, Engels (1998) 93–4 adduces 
the archaeological observation that from 560–30 BC luxury in funerary monuments increases 
significantly, arguably because it could no longer be spent on prothesis and ekphora. 
119 Cf. Currie (2005) 113–14 on ‘archaisms’ in the cult of the Athenian war dead. 
120 Cf. the discussion in Ahlberg (1971) 165, 292–4. Scenes with ships recall the funerary games 
of Aeneid 5. 
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plaques seem to aim at bridging the gulf that separates historical present and 

mythical past, and so emphasise the timeless nature of communal ceremony. In 

doing so, they invite comparison, if not identification, of the figures depicted with 

the deceased and his family and friends.  

A similar explanation can be developed for the discrepancy between 

wedding iconography and literary testimonies. No epic description of a wedding 

procession has come down to us, but when Sappho relates the heroic wedding of 

Hector and Andromache, all of Troy mounts their carts and chariots to partake in 

a magnificent celebration.121 It appears that wedding iconography, like funerary 

iconography, while being rooted in contemporary wedding customs, elevates 

these customs to the mythical and heroic sphere.122 One symbol of this elevation 

is the heroic chariot, which is unlikely to have been used widely in sixth- and 

fifth-century weddings, particularly in Athens.123 This interpretation of wedding 

iconography suggests that a neat division of mythical and non-mythical scenes, 

 
121 Cf. Sapph. fr. 44 V (13–14 ἐϋτρόχοιϲ | ἆγον αἰµιόνοιϲ, 17 ὔπαγον ὐπ’ ἄρ[µατα). In Eur. Hel. 
723–4, the Slave recalls how he carried torches next to Helen, τετραόροιϲ | ἵπποιϲ τροχάζων. 
Hofinger (1975) s.v. ‘ἀπήνη’ interprets [Hes.] Scut. 272 (ἐυϲϲώτρου ἐπ’ ἀπήνηϲ) as chariot, 
though the passage seems ambiguous. Similarly, Dunbar (1995) 761–2 on Ar. Av. 1738–40 
assumes that Zeus and Hera are seated on a chariot, though the text gives no clear indication.  
122 Cf. Sinos (1993) 76–7.  
123 Cf. also Dunbar (1995) 752 ‘The relation of the chariot to actual 5th-c. weddings is uncertain: 
was it only used by richer citizens, or also borrowed or hired by the less rich for the important 
event, or did it survive only in art, as serving, along with the attendant deities often appearing in 
the pictures, to raise the marriage above the level of mundane reality?’; Oakley and Sinos (1993) 
39 ‘If the usual vehicle for the wedding procession was the cart, then why do black-figure vases of 
the wedding normally depict the bride and groom riding in a chariot? The reason must be the 
symbolic value of the chariot, the normal vehicle of the gods’; M. Griffith (2006) 236 ‘Is is true 
that in many representations of the wedding procession, real or mythological, painted on vases 
(especially the wedding of Peleus and Thetis), the divine or heroic couples are shown in a horse-
drawn chariot (as, e.g., in the François vase); but this seems to be an iconographical convention 
adopted to emphasize the exalted status of the pair, rather than a realistic representation of actual 
cultic practice.’ 
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depending on the presence or absence of inscriptions, would be problematic, as all 

wedding vases establish a connection with the world of myth. 

Comparison with funerary iconography also indicates that the categories of 

mortal, heroic, and divine might be out of place in considering the bridal couple. 

It is argued above that in Athenian black-figure and red-figure style they are a 

standardised motif, almost a template, which lacks obvious iconographical 

indicators of mortal, heroic, or divine statuses, and that these categories can only 

become known in the form of inscriptions. Ultimately, the iconography of the 

bridal couple overrides the usual iconographies of man, hero, and god and so 

allows a given spectator to see how the spheres of myth and reality are connected 

in the wedding ceremony.124  

Iconographical assimilation in contexts of weddings is not restricted to 

Athenian examples. We can observe a similar process on the Locrian pinakes, 

where we find, side by side, tablets that depict the abduction of Persephone by 

Hades, both identified through their distinct attributes, on a chariot with winged 

horses,125 and tablets that depict abductions of girls by unspecified young men on 

chariots.126 The latter series of plates is variously interpreted, but the most 

convincing approach considers them as dedications to the Locrian cult of 

Persephone offered in the context of weddings and depicting wedding processions 

rather than being a variation on the theme of Persephone’s abduction.127 However, 

 
124 Cf. Boardman (1952) 34, Sourvinou-Inwood (1972) 18, Sinos (1993) 77. 
125 See the examples under types 2/18, 19, 22, 24 in Z-M and 57–9, 84 in Prückner (1968) 121.   
126 See the examples under types 2/2–16, 20, 23, 28–30, 32 in Z-M and 60–83 in Prückner (1968) 
121–2.   
127 Cf. Sourvinou-Inwood (1973) and (1978) 104–5. Z-M type 2/30, Prückner 83 (p. 122) shows 
the abduction of a girl by the youth with Hades standing nearby. 
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since the two series of scenes display many similar iconographical features, to the 

extent that we see winged horses in some supposed wedding scenes,128 it is further 

argued that the iconography of the cultic scenes is assimilated into that of the 

wedding scenes. It seems that, for the Locrian cult of Persephone, the 

paradigmatic wedding is that of Hades and Persephone, as represented through the 

abduction, and that dedications made in the context of real-life weddings adapt 

this ideal. The result of this assimilation is a hybrid of mortal and divine 

iconographies, which, in effect, serves to highlight the similarities between the 

mortal couple offering the tablet and the divine couple receiving it. By repeating 

the ceremony that Hades and Persephone performed paradigmatically, the bridal 

couple enact, and to some extent become, Hades and Persephone.   

Athenian black-figure and red-figure vases and Locrian pinakes are similar 

in that they open interpretative paths from the immediate context of their use to 

the world of myth. The present wedding is given meaning through its connection 

with the mythical paradigm and vice versa.129 The connection between these two 

spheres is made in the representation of the bridal couple, whose iconography 

transcends the boundaries between human, heroic, and divine. In addition to the 

observations on the nature of the wedding ceremony, wedding iconography 

further conveys an impression of ambiguity regarding the boundaries between 

 
128 See Heidelberg Lo56 = Z-M 2/13, Prückner 71; Tübingen 2025–26 = Z-M 2/25, Prückner 85. 
Cf. remains of winged chariots on Heidelberg Lo 55, 49, 82 in Z-M 2/3, 11 and Prückner 69 and 
79. 
129 On this aspect of community ritual in general, cf. Eliade (1954) 34–5, 76, Werner, Haggard, 
Altman, and Oxley (1988), Hubert (1999), R. Parker (1996) 273–4 and (2005) 377–8, Pavlou 
(2011) passim. 
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mortal and immortal. We will now try to evaluate whether or not similar 

phenomena are found in the wedding song. 

 

 

 

HYMENAEIC TRADITIONS AND CONVENTIONS 

 

It is argued above (p. 27) that virtually all extant wedding poetry envisages the 

wedding ceremony as its performative context, which provides a general unifying 

principle for these compositions. More particularly, the connection between 

poetry and ceremony also embeds these compositions in the broader tradition of 

wedding songs that is attested as early as Homer and said to abate as late as the 

first century BC.130 If the Hellenistic classification of the lyric epithalamium 

reflects this tradition, the impression arises that songs accompanied the various 

stages of any wedding within this period.131 Consequently, most of the songs and 

 
130 Il. 18.490–508 and [Hes.] Scut. 273–80 are the earliest preserved descriptions of songs 
performed at a wedding. Philodemus informs us that νῦν δὲ ϲχεδὸν παντάπαϲι καταλελυµένων τῶν 
ἐπιθαλαµίων (Mus. 68.37). For Augustinus, epithalamia are a phenomenon of scholastici, cf. In 
Psalm. 44.3 (= CCSL 38.495) solent dici ab scholasticis carminae quaedam uxores ducentibus et 
nubentibus, quae uocantur epithalamia; quidquid ibi cantatur, ad honorem cantatur sponsi et 
sponsae. 
131 On the stages of the wedding ceremony and their songs, cf. Mangelsdorff (1913) 1–13, 
Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 33–41, Oakley and Sinos (2003) 23–38, Rehm (1994) 14–18, and Swift 
(2010) 242. Post-Alexandrian scholarship subcategorises the wedding songs according to these 
stages, cf. Σ Theocr. 18 arg. τῶν δὲ ἐπιθαλαµίων τινὰ µὲν ἄιδεται ἑϲπέραϲ, ἃ λέγεται 
κατακοιµητικά, ἅτινα ἕωϲ µέϲηϲ νυκτὸϲ ἄιδουϲι· τινὰ δὲ ὄρθια, ἃ καὶ προϲαγορεύεται διεγερτικά. 
ἄιδουϲι δὲ τὸν ἐπιθαλάµιον αἱ παρθένοι πρὸ τοῦ θαλάµου, and Ammon. 47 Valckenaer = Eustath. 
1541.49 = Et. Gud. 119–23, 200–15 Sturz Γαµήλιοϲ καὶ ἐπιθαλάµιοϲ διαφέρει· ἐπιθαλάµιον µὲν 
γάρ ἐϲτιν τὸ ἐπὶ τῶι θαλαµῶι τῆϲ γαµουµένηϲ γραφὲν ποίηµα. ὁ δὲ γαµήλιοϲ οὐ περιώριϲται 
χρόνωι· τάττοιτο δ’ ἂν καὶ κατὰ τῆϲ δωρεᾶϲ τῆϲ ἐν γάµωι διδοµένηϲ. See also Färber (1936) 2.49–
51. Archaic and Classical usage, however, uses terms as ὑµέναιοϲ and γαµήλιoϲ collectively for 
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poems discussed in the following paragraphs would have originated next to, or 

within, an active and widespread culture of wedding songs. Determining the 

precise relationship between this culture of songs, which is entirely lost to us, and 

the songs that are preserved as the works of specific authors is difficult. Sappho, 

for instance, by composing songs for actual weddings, would seem to be closer to 

that culture than, say, Theocritus. Differences between Sappho’s songs and those 

carmina popularia could be located on scales of style (low to high, simple to 

elaborate) or quantity (short to long), or take the form of dichotomies of 

performance (one-off performance vs. reperformance) or authority (anonymous 

compositions vs. those associated with a poet). Yet, even where we would seem to 

be able to assign one of these values to a composition at a certain point in time, 

the possibility remains that the diachronic picture would reveal them as transient. 

Sappho, for example, could have reworked traditional material, which was then 

transmitted under her name, just as her songs could, at some later point, have 

entered a local tradition anonymously.132 The same is, a priori, conceivable for 

wedding songs in tragedy.133 

Pursuing these problems in detail would go beyond the scope of these 

pages. Nevertheless, what emerges from these considerations as a characteristic of 

 
any song performed during the wedding ceremony, cf. Muth (1954) 23–43 and Swift (2010) 242–
3.  
132 Herodotus gives an instructive example of such processes of transformation, in the account of 
the Lycian Olen, who ‘coming from Lycia, composed, among other things, the old hymns sung in 
Delos’ (4.33.3 οὗτοϲ δὲ ὁ Ὀλὴν καὶ τοὺϲ ἄλλουϲ τοὺϲ παλαιοὺϲ ὕµνουϲ ἐποίηϲε ἐκ Λυκίηϲ ἐλθὼν 
τοὺϲ ἀειδοµένουϲ ἐν Δήλωι); on this passage, cf. Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.146–7. 
133 Songs in tragedy are naturally likely to draw on contemporary customs , as is argued in the case 
of ritual lament by, e.g., Easterling (1988) 98–9, Segal (1993), Seaford (1994a), Krummen (1998), 
Foley (2001), Alexiou (2002a), Sourvinou-Inwood (2003), Easterling (2004) 151–2. However, the 
assumption of Mangelsdorff (1913) 25, that Sappho and drama draw exclusively on their 
respective local wedding traditions, is too schematic. Sappho could have been known to and used 
by the dramatists, cf. Kugelmeier (1996) 11–27 and Swift (2010) 40.  
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the wedding song is its frequent and ubiquitous performance, at least at certain 

times in certain places. For the victory ode, the performance of which never 

amounted to a regular event even in the most successful poleis, the demands of 

the individual commission are a palpable element of almost all extant 

compositions. In contrast, the wedding song, for its regular performance, would 

appear to be significantly more standardised and conventionalised.134 Certain 

expressions, themes, and images seem to be perceived as distinctly hymenaeic 

long before the generations of Theocritus and Catullus transformed them into 

generic markers. By analysing the treatment of the bridal couple through these 

conventions, first the structural and then the thematic ones, we would seem to be 

able, not only to compensate for the poor preservation of wedding songs, but also 

to do justice to the very nature of these songs.   

 

 

STRUCTURAL TOPOI OF THE WEDDING SONG 

 

A common formal feature of the extant wedding songs is the address of bride and 

bridegroom in the vocative. Where we have complete poems, such addresses tend 

to occur in either the first or last sections, thus serving to open or close the 

 
134 On the development of more personalised wedding songs after Statius, cf. Horstmann (2004) 
18, 79 ‘Trotz der Namensnennung der Brautleute [sc. in Cat. 61] verzichtet Catull weitgehend 
darauf, persönliche Bezüge in das Epithalamium einzubauen. Erst Statius führte den persönlichen 
Zuschnitt auf ein konkretes Brautpaar in die lateinische Epithalamiendichtung ein.’ 
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poem.135 Personal names are found only in songs for mythical weddings. In other 

songs, the bride is addressed generically as νύµφη and nupta, the bridegroom as 

γάµβρε or νυµφίε and marite.136 These generic addresses, used for mortals, 

heroes, and gods alike, already suggest an idealised perception of the bridal 

couple comparable to that of wedding iconography pursued above. Addresses are 

found either as bare vocatives,137 or, more commonly, extended with attributes, of 

which κάλα and χαρίεϲϲα are conventional for the bride,138 φίλοϲ, τίµιοϲ, ὄλβιοϲ, 

and µάκαρ for the bridegroom.139 Addresses are also extended with participle or 

relative clauses. 140  Moreover, initial vocative addresses are found repeated 

through polyptoton of second-person personal and possessive pronouns, and 

through second-person verbs. This seems to be the case in Sappho fr. 112 V 

(ὄλβιε γάµβρε, ϲοὶ µὲν γάµοϲ ὡϲ ἄραο | ἐκτετέλεϲτ’, ἔχηιϲ δὲ πάρθενον ἂν ἄραο. | 

ϲοὶ χάριεν µὲν εἶδοϲ, ὄππατα ⟨δ’ . . . . ⟩ | µέλλιχ’, ἔροϲ δ’ ἐπ’ ἰµέρτωι κέχυται 

προϲώπωι | ⟨ ⟩ τετίµακ’ ἔξοχά ϲ’ Ἀφροδίτα). Following one source of this 

 
135 First sections: Sapph. fr. 112 V, quoted as the beginning; [Hes.] fr. 211.7 MW, Ar. Pax 1333, 
Av. 1725, Theocr. 18.9, PRyl. 17.1; last sections: Eur. Phaeth. TrGF 5.2, F781.27, Theocr. 18.49, 
Luc. Symp. 41.22.  
136 Proper names only in [Hes.] fr. 211.7 MW Αἰακίδη . . . Πηλεῦ, Theocr. 18.15 Μενέλαε, 41 
Ἑλένα. The exception is Luc. Symp. 41.18–20.  
137 Sapph. fr. 113 V ὦ γάµβρε, Luc. Symp. 41.22 νυµφίε, PRyl. 17.1 νυµφίε; Cat. 61.181 at marite; 
Auson. Cent. Nupt. 73 marite. 
138 Sapph. fr. 108 V ὦ κάλα ὦ χαρίεϲϲα κόρα, Theocr. 18.38 ὦ κάλα ὦ χαρίεϲϲα κόρα (also used in 
Theocr.11.30, by Polyphemus to Galatea, χαρίεϲϲα κόρα); see, however, PRyl. 17.3 νύµφα φίλη. 
Noua nupta occurs in Latin wedding poetry, cf. Plaut. Cas. 815, Cat. 61.95, 100, 110, 120 (refrain 
prodeas noua nupta), Paul. Nol. Carm. 25.81–2, 95–6, 103–4. Cf. also Auson. Cent. Nupt. 70 
gratissima coniunx.  
139 Sapph. frr. 115.1 V ὦ φίλε γάµβρε, 116 V τίµιε γάµβρε, 112 V ὄλβιε γάµβρε; Theocr. 18.9 ὦ 
φίλε γάµβρε, 16 ὄλβιε γάµβρε; [Hes.] fr. 211.7 MW τρὶϲ µάκαρ Αἰακίδη καὶ τετράκιϲ ὄλβιε 
Πηλεῦ, Ar. Pax 1333 ὦ τρὶϲ µάκαρ, Eur. Phaeth. TrGF 5.2, F781.27  ὦ µάκαρ, βαϲιλέωϲ µείζον 
ἔτ’ ὄλβον. Cf. Eur. Phoen. 312–3 µακάριοϲ ὁ γαµέταϲ· | µακαρία δ’ ἐγώ. 
140 [Hes.] fr. 211.8–9 MW ὧ . . . ] Ζεύϲ | [ὤπαϲεν], 10–11 ὃϲ . . . εἰϲαναβαίνων | [κραίνειϲ]; Ar. Av. 
1725 ὦ µακαριϲτὸν ϲὺ γάµον . . . γήµαϲ; Eur. Phaeth. TrGF 5.2, F781.28 ὃϲ θεᾶι κηδεύειϲ, Phoen. 
313–14 βαϲιλικοῖϲ λέκτροιϲ | κατ’ Ἄργοϲ ἁ γαµουµένα; Luc. Symp. 41.19–20 δῖα Κλεανθὶϲ . . . 
προὔχουϲ’. 
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fragment, Choricius’ wedding speech for Zacharias,141 interpreters tend to assume 

in the first lacuna a shift from addressing the groom to addressing the bride. 

However, such a shift would be difficult to accommodate,142 and Catullus’ 

interpretations of this song are exclusively addressed to the bridegroom.143 Similar 

repeated addresses appear, with less uncertainty, in Euripides, Theocritus, and 

Plautus.144  

Related to opening addresses is the question directed at the bridegroom in 

Sappho’s fr. 115 V (τίωι ϲ’, ὦ φίλε γάµβρε, κάλωϲ εἰκάϲδω), which is quoted by 

Hephaestion as the beginning of a poem. Concern on the part of the speaking 

voice with how his or her praise should be conducted appropriately (κάλωϲ) is  a 

common feature of praise poetry in general.145 The fact that such questions also 

 
141 Cf. Chor. Zach. 5.19, pp. 86–7 Förster-Richtsteig ἐγὼ δὲ τὴν νύµφην—ὁρᾶτε ὅπωϲ κεκήληται 
τῶι ὀνόµατι καὶ ϲύντονον βλέπει καὶ µᾶλλον ὑπέχει τὰ ὦτα—ἐγὼ οὖν τὴν νύµφην, ἵνα ϲοι πάλιν 
χαρίϲωµαι, Ϲαπφικῆι µελωιδίαι κοϲµήϲω· ϲοὶ χάριεν µὲν εἶδοϲ καὶ ὄµµατα µελιχρά, ἔρωϲ δὲ 
καλῶι περικέχυται προϲώπωι καὶ ϲὲ τετίµηκεν ἐξόχωϲ ἡ Ἀφροδίτη. Since it seems unlikely that 
the text used by Choricius contained an explicit change of addressee (see next note), his testimony 
offers merely an interpretation of the fragment. The same interpretation is made by, e.g., Fränkel 
(1962) 195 and M. Treu (1968) 88. 
142 As for line three of the fragment, Wilamowitz (1900) 73 n. 2 suggests reading δ’ ἐϲτί, νύµφα, 
and Bowra (1934) 175 δ’ ἐϲτὶ νύµφαϲ. However, as Lobel (1927) 37–9 and Voigt in app. crit. 
point out, the copula is hardly used in extant Lesbian poetry. The correspondence between µέν (1) 
and δέ (3) (if the latter is supplied correctly, which is far from certain) does not necessarily 
indicate a change of addressee, cf. Denniston (1954) 369–70 and Tzamali (1996) 422 ‘Die 
parataktische korrelative Verbindung µέν . . . δέ hat hier keine adversative Geltung, sondern 
bewirkt den Übergang zu etwas Neuem (in der Bedeutung von τε . . . καί).’   
143 Cf. Cat. 61.189–92 at marite, | nihilo minus | pulcer es, neque te Venus | neglegit; 195–8 bona 
te Venus | iuuerit, quoniam palam | quod cupis cupis, et bonum | non abscondit amorem; 64.329–
30 coniunx, | quae tibi flexanimo mentem perfundat amore.  
144 Eur. Phaeth. TrGF 5.2, F781.18–24 πότνια, ϲοὶ τόδ’ ἐγὼ νυµφεῖ’ ἀείδω, | Κύπρι, θεῶν 
καλλίϲτα, | τῶι τε νεόζυγι ϲῶι | πώλωι τὸν ἐν αἰθέρι κρύπτειϲ, | ϲῶν γάµων γένναν; Theocr. 18.16–
18 ὄλβιε γάµβρ’, ἀγαθόϲ τιϲ ἐπέπταρεν ἐρχοµένωι τοι | ἐϲ Ϲπάρταν ἅπερ ὧλλοι ἀριϲτέεϲ, ὡϲ 
ἀνύϲαιο· | µῶνοϲ ἐν ἡµιθέοιϲ Κρονίδαν Δία πενθερὸν ἑξεῖϲ; Plaut. Cas. 816–22 sospes iter incipe 
hoc, uti uiro tuo | semper sis superstes, | tuaque ut potior pollentia sit uincasque uirum uictrixque 
sies, | tua uox superet tuomque imperium; uir te uestiat, [tu] uirum despolies.  
145 Cf., e.g., P. O. 2.1–2 and its echo in Theocr. 17. 9–13; Hor. Carm. 1.12.1–3, with Race (1990) 
105; see also Aesch. Ag. 784 (chorus to Agamemnon) πῶϲ ϲε προϲείπω, πῶϲ ϲε ϲεβίζω, 1490 πῶϲ 
ϲε δακρύϲω, Eur. IA 978 (Clytemnestra to Achilles) πῶϲ ἄν ϲ’ ἐπαινέϲαιµι µὴ λίαν λόγοιϲ, Ar. 
Equ. 460 (chorus to the Sausage Seller, after a quasi-hymnic address) πῶϲ ἄν ϲ’ ἐπαινέϲαιµεν 
οὕτωϲ ὥϲπερ ἡδόµεϲθα. Hymnic parallels are discussed below, n. 196. 
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form the beginning of Claudian’s first Fescennina (1–5 princeps corrusco sidere 

pulchrior, | Parthis sagittas tendere doctor, | eques Gelonis imperiosior, | quae 

digna mentis laus erit arduae? | quae digna formae laus erit igneae?) could 

indicate that they were a viable means of opening a wedding song.  

Another opening feature is the thematic announcement, in other words, a 

statement either reflecting the intent of the speaking voice or prompting the 

chorus, with the proposed topic depending on a verb of singing. It is attested for 

Sappho in what Hellenistic editors considered the beginning of an epithalamium 

(103.2 V ἀεί]ϲατε τὰν εὔποδα νύµφαν), in Euripides’ Phaethon (TrGF 5.2, 

F781.15 τὰν Διὸϲ οὐρανίαν ⟨ἀ⟩είδοµεν), and in Callimachus’ hexametrical poem 

for Arsinoe (fr. 392 Pfeiffer Ἀρϲινόηϲ ὦ ξεῖνε γάµον καταβάλλοµ’ ἀείδειν). 

Finally, Muses and Graces are invoked to support the song performed.146 

One such invocation is found in one of the beginnings of Sapphic epithalamia 

preserved on POxy. 21, 2294 (= fr. 103.5 V δεῦτέ ν]υν ἄγναι Χάριτεϲ Πιέριδε[ϲ 

τε] Μοῖ[ϲαι) and perhaps also in another (103.1 V ἐννεπε[.]η). Similar invocations 

feature in other Sapphic fragments (frr. 53 V βροδοπάχεεϲ ἄγναι Χάριτεϲ, δεῦτε 

Δίοϲ κόραι, 127 V δεῦρο δηὖτε Μοῖϲαι χρύϲιον λίποιϲαι, 128 V δεῦτέ νυν ἄβραι 

Χάριτεϲ καλλίκοµοί τε Μοῖϲαι), but their context is debated. In fact, before the 

publication of POxy. 21, 2294 these were all thought to be part of hymns to 

gods.147 Now, they are just as likely to originate from wedding songs. A reference 

 
146  Cf. M. Treu (1968) 169 ‘Die Epithalamien sind in hohem Maße traditionell, in ihnen mögen 
die Anfangsverse mit ihren Götteranrufungen und mit der Nennung des Liedthemas besonders 
viele typische Züge aufgewiesen haben’, 199 ‘. . . zeigt, daß solche hymnische Anrufung der 
Chariten in Hochzeitsliedern ihren festen, traditionellen Platz gehabt hat’, Contiades-Tsitsoni 
(1990) 83. 
147 Cf. Wilamowitz (1913) 43 n. 1. 
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to the Muse is also made in the messenger speech that prompts the chorus to sing 

a hymenaeus for Peisetaerus and Basileia in Aristophanes’ Birds (1718–19 ἀλλὰ 

χρὴ θεᾶϲ | Μούϲηϲ ἀνοίγειν ἱερὸν εὔφηµον ϲτόµα). 

The end of the wedding song is most commonly achieved through (re-) 

addresses combined with the imperative χαῖρε or variations of it. In Sappho’s fr. 

116 V (χαῖρε νύµφα, χαῖρε τίµιε γάµβρε πόλλα) we lack a clear indication as to its 

original position in the song. Fr. 117 V (†χαίροιϲ ἀ νύµφα† χαιρέτω δ’ ὀ 

γάµβροϲ), however, is clearly marked as the end of a poem. In Theocritus (18.49 

χαίροιϲ, ὦ νύµφα· χαίροιϲ εὐπένθερε γάµβρε) and Lucian (Symp. 41.22 νυµφίε, 

καὶ ϲὺ δὲ χαῖρε) similar phrases lead into the last sections of their poems. PRyl. 

17.3 has the phrase νύµφα φίλη, µέγα χαῖρε διαµπερέϲ in the middle of the poem, 

but the address of the bride continues until the end of the six-line poem. Catullus 

provides the Latin version of this feature at the very end of his wedding song 

(61.225–8 at boni | coniuges, bene uiuite).148 Its predominant position at the end 

of these poems makes clear that here χαῖρε is not used as a salutation, as we find it 

used between Homeric heroes or in sympotic contexts, but as a farewell.149 At the 

end of a song performed in honour of the person addressed, the verb χαίρειν, with 

its primary meaning ‘to take pleasure in something’,150 might also denote the wish 

 
148 Cf. also [Claud.] Epith. Laur. 85–7 uiuite felices quam longaeque carpite saecla; | uiuite 
concordes, donec premat una senectus | donec uestra habeant narum uota nepotes. 
149 On salutations between Homeric heroes, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘χαίρω’, B2, esp. 1096.26–63; χαῖρε and 
χαίρετε are used seldom, and never in the Iliad, to bid farewell, cf. ibid. 1096.63–1097.6. On 
epigraphs, cf. Sourvinou-Inwood (1995) 180–216; on sympotic salutations, cf. P. N. 3.76 with Σ 
and Instone (1996) 168 ad loc. On χαῖρε at the end of wedding songs, cf. Kaibel (1892) 254 ‘Es 
wird nun sicher sein, dass die Anrede an das junge Paar nicht, wie Bergk meinte, am Anfange, 
sondern am Ende des Liedes seinen Platz hatte’, Mangelsdorff (1913) 19 ‘Dieselbe 
Abschiedsformel findet sich bei Sappho zweimal, und wir werden nicht zweifeln, daß sie wirklich 
den Schluss des Epithalamions bildete.’ 
150 Cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘χαίρω’, B1. 
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that the song may be received favourably. The conventional nature of re-addresses 

at the end of the wedding song is confirmed by late-antique epithalamia, which 

tend to conclude with an allocutio sponsalis (cf. Claud. 10.338–41, 25.130–8 

Hall, [Claud.] Epith. Laur. 79–87, Paul. Nol. Carm. 25.191–8, Dracont. Rom. 

7.116–17, Aus. Cent. Nupt. 70–9).  

Comparisons appear as a conventional feature predominantly located 

between the opening and closure of a song.151 The importance of comparisons is 

indicated by Sappho’s programmatic question in fr. 115.1 V (see above, p. 50), 

and the following likening of the groom to a sapling can be paralleled with other 

images drawn from the field of plants. In fr. 105a V, Sappho compares the bride 

to an apple, which according to Himerius she does also in other songs,152 and in 

fr. 105b V to a hyacinth flower. Eratosthenes (CA 28, 37) seems to compare the 

bride to grapes of wild vine and Theocritus (18.29–31) likens Helen to a cypress. 

Catullus develops the images of a myrtle in 61.21–5, of a hyacinth flower in 

61.91–3, of an unspecified flower in 62.39–48, and of wild vine in 62.49–58. In 

Calvus’ epithalamium (FPL 2 = FRP 29), the bride seems to be the compared 

with an unknown flower to be cut by a nymph (uaga candido | nympha quod secet 

ungui).153 In Claudian’s epithalamium for Honorius and Maria, the bride is 

compared, first, to honey protected by bees and to a rose guarded by thorns (Fesc. 

4.7–13) and, second, to a vine supported by a tree (ibid. 18–20 tam iunctis 

manibus nectite uincula, | quam frondens hedera stringitur aesculus, | quam lento 

 
151 On comparisons, cf. Snell (1931) 72, Fränkel (1962) 195, Wills (1967) 178, Hague (1983) 132–
4, Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 94–7. 
152 Cf. Him. Or. 9.185–6 Ϲαπφοῦϲ ἧν ἄρα µήλωι µὲν εἱκάϲαι τὴν κόρην. 
153 Cf. Hollis (2007) 72–3.  
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premitur palmite populus). The same images are adopted in Dracontius’ 

epithalamium for Johannes and Vitula (Rom. 7.48–54 sic puer Idalius permiscet 

mella uenenis, | sic rosa miscetur spinis, medicina cerastis | perficitur stimulisque 

fauos apis alme tuetur: | sic pia uirginitas non tollitur ante pudoris, etc.). In 

Claudian’s epithalamium for Palladius and Celerina, the bride’s skin is compared 

to snow and lilies (25.125–6 Hall . . . matura tumescit | uirginitas superatque 

niues ac lilia candor), in Pseudo-Claudian’s epithalamium for Laurentius and 

Florida to lilies and roses (32–3 lilia ceu niteant rutilis commixta rosetis, | sic 

rubor et candor pingunt tibi, Florida, uultus). 

The second field that comparisons are drawn from is the sphere of heroes 

and gods.154 Such comparisons are established in Sappho’s poetry, even though it 

is often debatable to what genre a given fragment is affiliated. In fr. 23.4–5 V, 

there is a comparison with Helen; in fr. 96.21–2 V, with demigods in general 

(α[ἰ]µιθέαιϲι µόρφαν | ἐπή[ρατ]ον ἐξίϲωϲθ’); attributions as ‘godlike’ are found in 

frr. 68a.3–5 V (ἴϲαν θέοιϲιν) and perhaps in 96.4–5 V 

(†θεαϲικελαν ἀριγνωτα†).155 The bridegroom is compared to Ares in fr. 111.5–6 

V,156 and, according to Himerius, frequently to Achilles.157 Sappho calls even the 

heroic couple of a mythological wedding ‘godlike’ (fr. 44.21 V ἴ]κελοι θέοι[ϲ, 34 

ὔµνην δ’ Ἔκτορα κ’ Ἀνδροµάχαν θεο⟨ε⟩ικέλο[ιϲ). Catullus likens Aurunculeia to 

 
154  Pace Horstmann (2004) 46 ‘direkte Göttervergleiche in einem Epithalamium wurden 
hauptsächlich bei sozial sehr hochstehenden Persönlichkeiten angewendet. ’ 
155 Cf. Roloff (1970) 103–7 for reconstructions of the contexts of these lines. 
156 This comparison is understood by Kirk (1963) 51–2, Lloyd-Jones (1967) 168, Wills (1967) 180 
n. 26 and (1970) 112, Killeen (1973) 198 and Kirkwood (1974) 264 n. 64 as an ithyphallic joke 
made about the bridegroom, but that seems unlikely, see below, n. 170 
157 Cf. Him. Or. 9.191 [sc. Ϲαπφοῦϲ ἧν] τὸν νυµφίον τε Ἀχιλλεῖ παροµοιῶϲαι καὶ ἐϲ ταὐτὸν 
ἀγαγεῖν τῶι ἥρωι τὸν νεανίϲκον ταῖϲ πράξεϲι. 
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Venus and Manlius to Paris in 61.16–20. In Seneca’s Medea (82–9), Jason’s 

beauty is said to be greater than that of Bacchus, Apollo, and Castor. In Statius’ 

epithalamium, in a series of mythical comparisons (Silv. 1.2.38–45), Stella’s 

successful wooing of Violentilla is likened to the labours of Heracles, Odysseus, 

Jason, and Pelops, and his union with his bride is said to exceed that of Paris and 

Helen and that of Eos and Tithonus. Later in the poem, the bride’s beauty is said 

to outshine that of Rhea Silvia, Lavinia, and Claudia (ibid. 242–6). Lucian’s 

Histaeus has the bridegroom surpass Achilles and Nireus (Symp. 41.23 κρέϲϲων 

Νιρῆοϲ καὶ Θέτιδοϲ παϊδόϲ) and the bride Aphrodite and Helen (ibid. 41.21 

κρέϲϲων τῆϲ Κυθέρηϲ ἠδ’ αὐτῆϲ Ἑλένηϲ). The conventionality of such 

comparisons is further suggested by late-antique epithalamia. In Claudian, the 

bridegroom Honorius exceeds Castor, Achilles, Apollo, and Bacchus (Fesc. 1.6–9 

te Leda mallet quam dare Castorem, | praefert Achilli te proprio Thetis, | uictum 

fatetur Delos Apollinem, | cedit minorem Lydia Liberum), and could have 

achieved what was refused to heroes such as Heracles (ibid. 30–7). In Ausonius’ 

Cento Nuptialis, verses of the Aeneid are re-arranged in such a way that, first, the 

bride is compared to Helen, gods in general, and Venus (42–4 ornatus Argiuae 

Helenae, qualisque uideri | caelicolis et quanta solet Venus aurea contra | talis 

erat species) and, second, the bridegroom to an unspecified god (51 os umerosque 

deo similis lumenque iuuentae). By a similar technique, in Luxorius’ epithalamic 

cento for Fridus, the bride is compared to the Nereids Doto and Galatea (AL 

18.35–42). 
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Among comparisons with divinities, celestial bodies are a particularly well-

attested source domain. In the messenger speech that introduces the wedding song 

in Aristophanes’ Birds (1709–14), the gleam of the moon and stars is exceeded by 

Peisetaerus and Basileia. Theocritus compares Helen’s radiance with that of dawn 

and spring (18.26–8). Stars and the sun serve as a measure for Medea’s beauty in 

Seneca’s Medea (95–101). If Sappho’s fr. 96 V is indeed a propemptikon for the 

recently married Arignota,158 we would here find another comparison between the 

bride and the moon in the context of a wedding (9–12 νῦν δὲ Λύδαιϲιν ἐµπρέπεται 

γυναί-|κεϲϲιν, ὤϲ ποτ’ ἀελίω | δύντοϲ ἀ βροδοδάκτυλοϲ Ϲελάνα, | πάντα 

περ⟨ρ⟩έχοιϲ’ ἄϲτρα. φάοϲ δ’ ἐπί-|ϲχει θάλαϲϲαν ἐπ’ ἀλµύραν | ἴϲωϲ καὶ 

πολυανθέµοιϲ ἀρούραιϲ). 159 In Claudian, the bridegroom is compared to an 

unspecified star (Fesc. 1.1 corrusco sidere pulchrior), and in Ausonius’ Cento 

Nuptialis, to the morning star (52–4 qualis, ubi oceani perfusus Lucifer unda | 

extulit os sacrum caelo, sic ore ferebat, | sic oculos cursuque amens ad limina 

tendit). 

Apart from comparisons, it seems likely that mythical narratives could have 

featured in the middle sections of more elaborate wedding songs so as to connect 

the present ceremony with paradigmatic weddings between heroes or gods.160 One 

example of such narratives is found in the second half of the hymenaeus in 

Aristophanes Birds (1731–43), which is discussed in more detail below (pp. 73–

 
158 Cf. Hutchinson (2001) 145, Swift (2006) 131.  
159 However, one should hesitate to declare, as Griffiths (1972) and Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 58–
60 do, Alcman PMG 1 a wedding song purely because Agido is compared to the sun in 41–3.  
160 Cf. Snell (1931) 73 n. 2, Merkelbach (1957) 7 ‘Braut und Bräutigam wiederholen nämlich jene 
Handlung, welche in der mythischen Zeit Zeus und Hera für alle Zeit begründet haben’, 18, 
Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 105 ‘Die mythische Hochzeitserzählung, eingebettet in ein 
Hochzeitslied, gehört zu den poetischen Prinzipien der archaischen Lyrik.’ 
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76), and here the parallelism of the mythical wedding of Zeus and Hera with the 

one celebrated is evident (esp. 1735 ἐν τοιῶιδ’ ὑµεναίωι). The much simpler 

wedding song at the end of Peace contains no reference to myth, which could 

suggest that narratives are a feature of relatively more elaborate compositions. 

Sappho’s fr. 44 V, which relates the wedding of Hector and Andromache, is too 

controversial as to its generic provenance for the song to serve as an example of a 

narrative within a wedding song.161 Other Archaic or Classical examples have not 

survived. Some support for the conventionality of narratives can be found in later 

evidence, as, for example, in Dracontius’ epithalamium composed in honour of 

the wedding of Johannes and Vitula (Rom. 6, early 6th century).162 This poem 

starts with an extended praeteritio, where the speaker refers to many acts 

unambiguously associated with weddings that he could perform if he were not in 

prison (1–24).163 Among these acts are narratives of the wedding of Peleus and 

Thetis, Apollo and Daphne, Bacchus and Ariadne, and Mars and Rhea Silvia.164 

 
161 Pace Snell (1931) 73 ad loc. ‘Freilich werden hier die Gestalten der Sage als göttergleich 
bezeichnet, doch kann nicht bezweifelt werden, daß damit zugleich das Brautpaar verherrlicht 
werden soll, zu dessen Hochzeit Sappho von der mythischen Hochzeit erzählt. Denn die Hochzeit 
Hektors spiegelt im Mythos das irdische Ereignis’. See also Snell (1975) 57, Merkelbach (1957) 
14–16 ‘Die Mythen der griechischen Lyriker beziehen sich sehr genau auf die gegenwärtige 
Situation eines jeden Liedes, sind nur Gegenbilder von höherer Realität’, also 16–19, Schadewaldt 
(1951) 49 and Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 103–9. Kakridis (1966) questions the hymenaeic 
provenance of the fragment on the grounds that the wedding of Hector and Andromache was not 
very long-lasting; however, as Rösler (1975) points out, the same is true for Achilles, to whom the 
bridegroom is indubitably compared.  
162 Note also that Christian epithalamia seem to adapt this tradition with references to biblical 
weddings, cf. Paul. Nol. Carm. 25.103–12 and Horstmann (2004) 162. 
163 Cf., e.g., Dracont. Rom. 6.6–9 emerito referens generosas auspice laudes, | et Vitulae canerem 
taedas per uota Ioannis. | laurea serta comis religans et tempora myrto | prodere gestirem haec 
quae nunc per uota geruntur.  
164 Cf. Dracont. Rom. 6.16–24 uulgarem quia tela gerit quibus auctor Achillis | arserit Aeacides 
nymphae radiatus amore; | spicula dixissem, quibus arsit Apollo desertus, | cum peteret Daphnen, 
Liber quibus arserat Indus, | candida Dictaeae cum cerneret ora puellae, | uel quibus, ipse furor, 
Mars est accensus amare, | Vesticolae niueos peteret cum uirginis artus, | ut daret aeternum 
Romana in saecla Quirinum | et post fata deos faceret super astra senatum. 



THE WEDDING SONG 58 

Moreover, prose wedding speeches, which seem to have developed from the 

tradition of wedding songs, are recommended to contain references to 

paradigmatic weddings of myth, such as the ones between Menelaus and Helen, 

Peleus and Thetis, or Admetus and Alcestis.165 The fact that the same marital 

unions are also depicted on labelled Athenian vases (see above, nn. 92, 99, 101) 

could indicate that referring to these mythical weddings in the context of a 

wedding celebration was a common pattern also in wedding poetry.  

A last formal feature of wedding songs to be discussed here is humour. 

Caution is required in juxtaposing Greek and Roman material with regards to 

humour, as forms of abuse in Roman wedding songs could depend on the 

distinctly Roman tradition of the Fescennine verses.166 However, there is evidence 

suggesting a Greek counterpart to this Roman tradition.167 In the description of a 

wedding in the pseudo-Hesiodic Shield, we find a group of youths, perhaps the 

chorus, described as laughing (283 γελόωντεϲ). This could be interpreted as 

mockery of the bridal couple and, in this way, provide, depending on the dating of 

the poem, an early example of hymenaeic abuse.168 Jokes of a lascivious kind are 

 
165 Cf. [Dionys.] Ars Rhet. 2.5, p. 264.7–13 UR ἤδη παραθετέον καὶ µνηϲτέον καὶ ἐνδόξων γάµων 
ἢ ἀρχαίων, καὶ ὅϲα ἀπὸ τούτων ἀγαθὰ ἐγένετο τοῖϲ ἀνθρώποιϲ, καὶ ὅϲη ἀποτροπὴ τῶν δυϲχερῶν 
διὰ γάµου, οἷον ὅτι Μενέλεωϲ ἀθάνατοϲ ἐγένετο διὰ τὸν γάµον τῆϲ Ἑλένηϲ καὶ ὁ Πηλεὺϲ διὰ τὸν 
τῆϲ Θέτιδοϲ, καὶ ὁ Ἄδµητοϲ διὰ τὴν Ἄλκηϲτιν τὸν ἐκ τῆϲ εἱµαρµένηϲ θάνατον διέφυγεν. 
166 On fescennini uersus, cf. Hor. Epist. 2.1.145–6 Fescennina per hunc inuecta licentia morem | 
uersibus alternis opprobria rustica fudit, Liv. 7.2.7 qui non, sicut ante, Fescennino uersu similem 
incompositum temere ac rudem alternis iaciebant, Sen. Contr. 3.21 inter nuptiales Fescenninos in 
crucem generei nostri iocabantur; cf. also Serv. in Verg. Aen. 7.695. In the wedding songs of Cat. 
61.119–20 (ne diu taceat | Fescennina iocatio) and Sen. Med. 113–14 (festa dicax fundat conuicia 
Fescenninus, | soluat turba iocos) the dependancy on the Roman tradition is made explicit.  
167 On mockery in Greek wedding songs, cf. Mangelsdorff (1913) 7–9, R.D. Griffith (1989) 57, 
Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 94. 
168 The line is deleted by West, but a possible insertion would seem to be old since the line is 
attested in P.Soc.Ital. 1087, dated to the second or third century AD, and in Σ Ar. Av. 1426. The 
verb παίζειν in lines 277 and 282 is probably no indication of mockery as the context (277 χοροὶ 
παίζοντεϲ, 282 παίζοντεϲ ὑπ’ ὀρχηθµῶι) and the Homeric pretext (Il. 18.494 κοῦροι δ’ ὀρχηϲτῆρεϲ 
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employed in the wedding song at the end of Aristophanes’ Peace (1337–40 τί 

δράϲοµεν αὐτήν; τρυγήϲοµεν αὐτήν, 1351–2 τοῦ µὲν µέγα καὶ παχύ, | τῆϲ δ’ ἡδὺ 

τὸ ϲῦκον). The absence of similar jokes in the more elaborate song of Birds could 

mean that this sort of humour would tend to feature more widely in simple 

compositions. It is certainly absent from Sappho’s hymenaeic fragments,169 

though hyperbolic comparisons in frr. 110 and 111 V could be designed to 

amuse.170 Finally, in Theocritus 18, the bridegroom is addressed with a whole 

catalogue of frivolous questions (9–15), which could suggest that, by the third 

century, when genre markers tend to be observed in a systematic and conservative 

manner, mockery of the bridegroom is perceived as a conventional feature of the 

hymenaeus.  

 
ἐδίνεον) suggest the epic meaning ‘to dance’ (cf. LfGrE s.v. ‘παίζω’, 916.7–48, LSJ s.v. ‘παίζω’ 
II).  
169 Cf. Page (1955) 120 ‘There is no trace here [sc. in fr. 110a LP = 109 V] or elsewhere in Sappho 
of that ribaldry which was characteristic of the songs recited at this and other stages of Greek 
wedding-ceremonies’, Bowra (1961) 216 ‘neither bawdy nor exalted, but playful. If the humour is 
a bit primitive, that is due to tradition, which expected jokes at this level’, Marcovich (1969) 35 
‘Sapphos volkstümliche Epithalamien gehören nicht zum selben Genus wie die spätere obszöne 
epithalamische Poesie’, (1972) 32 ‘In her epithalamian poetry Sappho is not indecent but strongly 
ritualistic’. However, these statements fail to consider the dicourse on Sappho’s different 
treatments of bride and bridegroom in [Demetr.] Eloc. 166–68, διὸ καὶ ἡ Ϲαπφὼ περὶ µὲν κάλλουϲ 
ἄιδουϲα καλλιεπήϲ ἐϲτι καὶ ἡδεῖα, καὶ περὶ ἐρώτων δὲ καὶ ἔαροϲ καὶ περὶ ἀλκυόνοϲ, καὶ ἅπαν 
καλὸν ὄνοµα ἐνύφανται αὐτῆϲ τῆι ποιήϲει, τὰ δὲ καὶ αὐτὴ εἰργάϲατο. Ἄλλωϲ δὲ ϲκώπτει τὸν 
ἄγροικον νυµφίον καὶ τὸν θυρωρὸν τὸν ἐν τοῖϲ γάµοιϲ, εὐτελέϲτατα καὶ ἐν πεζοῖϲ ὀνόµαϲι µᾶλλον 
ἢ ἐν ποιητικοῖϲ, ὥϲτε αὐτῆϲ µᾶλλόν ἐϲτι τὰ ποιήµατα ταῦτα διαλέγεϲθαι ἢ ἄιδειν, οὐδ’ ἂν ἁρµόϲαι 
πρὸϲ τὸν χορὸν ἢ πρὸϲ τὴν λύραν, εἰ µή τιϲ εἴη χορὸϲ διαλεκτικόϲ. Μάλιϲτα δὲ διαφέρουϲιν καὶ ἐκ 
τῆϲ προαιρέϲεωϲ· οὐ γὰρ ὅµοια προαιρεῖται ὁ εὐχάριτοϲ καὶ ὁ γελωτοποιῶν, ἀλλ’ ὁ µὲν 
εὐφραίνειν, ὁ δὲ γελαϲθῆναι. καὶ ἀπὸ τῶν ἐπακολουθούντων δέ· τοῖϲ µὲν γὰρ γέλωϲ, τοῖϲ δὲ 
ἔπαινοϲ. 
170 However, Kirk (1963) goes too far in interpreting fr. 111 V as an ithyphallic symbol with the 
bridegroom’s penis rising above his head. Kirk fails to make sense of the comparison with Ares, to 
which it is evidently connected, and to provide any parallels. The passage supplemented by Lloyd-
Jones (1967), Tzetzes ad [Lycophr.] Alex. 1378, p. 2.381–2 Scheer, lacks any obvious ithyphallic 
nuances: even if an equation of µέγαϲ and θαλερόϲ were legitimate in this context, it would seem 
to denote primarily the capability to produce offspring rather than an oversized penis (θαλερὸϲ 
πόϲιϲ is a Homeric cliché, see Marcovich (1972) 30). Wills (1967) 180 n. 26 and (1970) 112 adds 
Ar. Pax 1351, but the image of the µέγα καὶ παχὺ ϲῦκον refers directly to the penis, not to the man. 
Killeen (1973) and Kirkwood (1974) 264 n. 64 follows Kirk’s approach. Cf., contra, Marcovich 
(1963/4) 51–2 and (1969) 34–6 with Serbian parallels, (1972) 29–32, McKay (1967) 189, Renehan 
(1983) 20–3, R.D. Griffith (1989) 57, Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 93–4. 
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THEMATIC TOPOI OF THE WEDDING SONG 

 

One common theme of hymenaeic praise is beauty, significantly not only of the 

bride but also of the bridegroom. The physical qualities of the bride are conveyed 

above all in the epithets attributed to her. She is καλή and χαρίεϲϲα (both in 

Sapph. fr. 108 V and Theocr. 18.38; καλλίϲτα in Eur. Phaeth. TrGF 5.2, 781.21), 

ἰόκολποϲ (Sapph. frr. 30.5, 103.3, 103.4 V), εὔπουϲ (Sapph. frr. 103.2, 103b.2 V), 

χρυϲή (Theocr. 18.28), and ῥοδόχρωϲ (Theocr. 18.31). Beauty also motivates the 

imagery developed around the bride.171 The apple of Sappho’s fr. 105a V is 

γλυκύϲ, a synonym for ἡδύϲ, which refers to the tenderness of the bride.172 Moon 

and stars are used as images for her radiance (Sapph. fr. 96.6–8 V if attributed to a 

bride, Theocr. 18.26–9; Ar. Av. 1710–14 leads the elaborate image back to the 

bride with οἷοϲ ἔρχεται | ἔχων γυναικὸϲ κάλλοϲ). Helen is the most beautiful 

woman of all times,173 and Aphrodite represents beauty in the divine sphere; 

comparisons with the two (Helen: e.g., Sapph. fr. 23.4–5 V, Luc. Symp. 41.21; 

Venus: e.g., Cat. 61.17–19; Aphrodite: e.g., Luc. Symp. 41.21) evidently aim at 

ascribing the same supreme beauty to the bride. The comparison with unspecified 

demigods in Sappho’s fr. 96.21–2 V leaves no doubt that it is about beauty 

 
171 Cf. Mangelsdorff (1913) 17–18, Roloff (1970) 103–7. 
172 On the connection, cf. Call. Hymn. 6.28 ἐν δὲ καλὰ γλυκύµαλα. In Sapph. fr. 102 V it is used to 
address the mother of a bride (Γλύκηα µᾶτερ). On the symbol of the apple, cf. Foster (1899), 
McCartney (1925), and Brazda (1977) 35, 42. The function of the image in the context of a 
concrete wedding is explored in Mangelsdorff (1913) 17, Fränkel (1962) 194, M. Treu (1968) 
152–3, 223–4, and Harris (1986), and tentatively restored in R.D. Griffith (1989) 57–61 and 
Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 95–6, Mason (2004), Tomis (2005). Gomme (1957) 260 accepts the 
encomiastic intention of the comparison itself, but regards the following lines as ‘a simple case of 
a simile carried beyond the immediate purpose of comparison, for its own sake.’ Davison’s 
interpretation in (1968) 78 of ‘an old maid’ is indeed not likely in a wedding song. 
173 Cf. Sapph. fr. 16.6–7 V ἀ γὰρ πόλυ περϲκέθοιϲα | κάλλοϲ ἀνθρώπων Ἐλένα; see also Il. 
3.154–8. 
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(αἰµιθέαιϲι µόρφαν | ἐπήρατον ἐξίϲωϲθ’). Flower similes (Sapph. fr. 105b V, Cat. 

61.21–5, 91–3) are more complex as they express the goal of female life as seen 

from two different perspectives: male and female.174 Ultimately, however, both 

perspectives agree that the flower is a delicate object of beauty, and they only 

disagree on whether it should be cultivated or left untouched.  

The imagery connected with the bridegroom expresses ideals of male 

beauty.175 In Sappho’s fr. 111.5 V, height is presented as one of these ideals. Here 

the bridegroom is compared to Ares, and the following line makes clear that the 

comparison is about height (7 ἄνδροϲ µεγάλω πόλυ µέϲδων). Ares is known as 

extraordinarily tall from the Iliad (e.g., 21.407), and the prompt to raise the 

chamber (lines 1–3) is only intelligible with regard to height.176 Another ideal 

seems to be expressed through the image of the sapling (βράδινοϲ ὄρπαξ) in 

Sappho’s fr. 115 V. The use of ῥαδινόϲ in Anacreon (PMG 407.2 of the thighs of 

a grown man, PMG 456 of a race horse) suggests that the image in Sappho is not 

so much about the groom’s slender and fragile appearance, but about his long and 

 
174 On Sapph. fr. 105b V, cf. Page (1955) 121, Wills (1967) 180, and Contiades-Tsitsoni (1990) 
96–7. For the present purpose it only matters that the fragment originates from a wedding song and 
that the comparison is about the bride. It is observed that the simile as whole would sound 
offensive if it referred to the sexual union of bridegroom and bride and so cannot be hymenaeic, 
cf. Gomme (1957) 260, Hague (1983) 135 n. 12. However, it might as well refer to the idea that 
marriage protects girls from rape, as expressed by the male chorus in Cat. 62.49–56, cf. Stigers 
(1977) 89. Thus the singing contest, as suggested by Davison (1968) 242–6, who rightly refers to 
Him. Or. 9.4, remains a possible context. 
175 Note that Men. Rhet. advises to praise κάλλοϲ δὲ παρ’ ἀµφοῖν κατὰ ἀντεξέταϲι πάντωϲ (404.5–
6). 
176 Cf., contra, Roloff (1970) 110 ‘Damit aber zielt Sapphos Vergleich nicht auf die Schönheit des 
Bräutigams (nicht die Größe als Bestandteil der Schönheit), sondern auf die Kraft (die 
Leibesgröße als Hinweis auf eine korrespondierende Stärke ist gemeint).’ He can only achieve this 
interpretation by degrading lines 1–4 to a meaningless trigger of tension (cf. ibid. 109 n. 8). Ar. 
Plut. 328, which he adduces as evidence, is essentially different. 
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muscular, athletic figure.177 Achilles and Nireus are considered the two most 

beautiful Greeks before Troy,178 and comparisons with them (Achilles: e.g., 

Sapph. ap. Him. Or. 9.191; Achilles and Nireus: e.g., Luc. Symp. 41.23) are likely 

to be aimed, not only at martial prowess, but also at appearance.179 Comparisons 

with stars also refer to the bridegroom’s beauty (as, explicitly, in Claud. Fesc. 1.1 

princeps corusco sidere pulchrior). 

The ideals of male and female beauty encountered in wedding poetry find a 

concise expression in the hymenaeus of Aristophanes’ Peace, despite the 

superficial obscenity of the passage: τοῦ µὲν µέγα καὶ παχύ—τῆϲ δ’ ἡδὺ τὸ ϲῦκον 

(1351–2). By praising the bride for her grace, tenderness, and chastity, and the 

bridegroom for his strength and height,180 the songs examined here seem to adapt 

ideals that are found already in epic poetry.181  

A second topic is pre-eminence among fellow men or women.182 In Sappho 

(fr. 112.1 V), Theocritus (18.16), and the pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue (fr. 211.7 

 
177 Cf. Swift (2010) 246 ‘youthful vigour’, with Homeric parallels. Cf., contra, Wills (1967) 181 n. 
26 ‘. . . probably not so much a physical description as an expression of love for a treasured plant.’ 
178 Cf., e.g., Il. 2.673–4 Νιρεύϲ, ὃϲ κάλλιϲτοϲ ἀνὴρ ὑπὸ Ἴλιον ἦλθεν | τῶν ἄλλων Δαναῶν µετ’ 
ἀµύµονα Πηλείωνα (cf. 17.280, Od. 11.470, 551, 24.18). On Achilles, Cf. also Plat. Symp. 180a 
Ἀχιλλέα . . . ὃϲ ἦν καλλίων οὐ µόνον Πατρόκλου ἀλλ’ ἅµα καὶ τῶν ἡρώων ἁπάντων.  
179 Note, however, Himerius’ perplexing remark (Or. 9.191) that comparisons with Achilles 
happen on the grounds of ταῖϲ πράξεϲι. 
180 Cf. Merkelbach (1957) 10 ‘Die Braut ist schön, der Bräutigam ist groß und stark.’ 
181 On the male ideal, cf. Homeric phrases such as καλόϲ τε µέγαϲ τε (Il. 21.108, Od. 1.301, 6.276 
et al.) µέγαϲ καὶ καλόϲ (Od. 6.230, 8.20, 9.513, 10.395–6, 24.370), µέγεθοϲ καὶ κάλλοϲ (Il. 
24.253, Od. 11.307); see also Hdt. 1.112.1, 3.3.1, 5.56.1, 7.12.1, 187.1, 9.25.1, 96.1, and the 
definitions in Arist. EN 1123b6–8, Poet. 1450b36–9, Pol. 1326a33–4. Pfister (1924) 314–15 and 
Verdenius (1949) 295 give comprehensive collocations, to which we may add Archilochus IEG 
114.1, where the speaker rejects, and thereby affirms as a general ideal, the ‘tall and long-shanked 
general’ (µέγαν ϲτρατηγὸν οὐδὲ διαπεπλιγµένον). 
182 The theme is present already in the description of Nausicaa in Od. 6.109, after a comparison 
with Artemis and her entourage, (ὣϲ ἥ γ’ ἀµφιπόλοιϲι µετέπρεπε παρθένοϲ ἀδµήϲ). The focus on 
her status as unmarried girl (παρθένοϲ ἀδµήϲ) shows that here a hymenaeic topos is evoked. 
Similarly, in Odysseus’ supplication a few lines down, he states that her future husband will stand 
out of all the other man (158–9 κεῖνοϲ δ’ αὖ περὶ κῆρι µακάρτατοϲ ἔξοχον ἄλλων, | ὅϲ κέ ϲ’ 
ἐέδνοιϲι βρίϲαϲ οἶκόνδ’ ἀγάγηται). 
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MW), the bridegroom is addressed as ὄλβιοϲ, a term that generally denotes the 

peak of human achievement.183 In epic and elegiac poetry, ὄλβιοϲ is centred 

around notions of wealth, prosperity, and power as bestowed by a deity.184 The 

context of the three hymenaeic occurrences indicates that it is the achievement of 

the wedding that singles out the bridegrooms:185 in Sappho, the bridegroom has 

secured the wedding ἂν ἄραο (2), and is honoured ἔξοχα by Aphrodite (5–6); in 

Theocritus, Menelaus is singled out of a group of ὧλλοι ἀριϲτέεϲ and ἡµίθεοι as 

µῶνοϲ (17–18); in the pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue, Peleus is distinguished from 

the masses of ἄλλων ἀλφηϲτάων . . . χθονὸϲ ὅϲϲοι καρπὸν ἔδουϲι (fr. 211.6–7 

MW). To be sure, the latter two bridegrooms are in an extraordinary position in 

that they marry a goddess (Peleus) or into divine lineage (Menelaus). However, 

the similarity with Sappho suggests that Theocritus and the poet of the Catalogue 

evoke a conventional topos of wedding poetry.   

The convention of hailing the bridal couple as ὄλβιοϲ is further paralleled 

by tragic passages where wedding ceremonies are recalled. In Euripides’ Alcestis, 

Admetus remembers his wedding with the words ϲὺν θ’ ὑµεναίοιϲ ἔϲτειχον ἔϲω, 

. . . τήν τε θανοῦϲαν κἄµ’ ὀλβίζων (916–19). In Andromache, the chorus conjure 

up the memory of Peleus’ wedding with µάτην δέ ϲ’ ἐν γάµοιϲ ὤλβιϲαν θεοί 

(1218). In Helen, the heroine remembers how her brothers blessed her at her 

wedding (639–41 ἅ γ’ ὑπὸ λαµπάδων κόροι λεύκιπποι | ξυνοµαίµονεϲ ὤλβιϲαν 

 
183 Cf. De Heer (1969) 21 ‘To be ὄλβιοϲ is the culmination of a human ambition, not of a divine 
one.’ 
184 Cf., int. al., Il. 24.543, Od. 11.136, 17.354, 17.419–20, 18.138. ὄλβια are given by deities in 
Od. 7.148–50, 8.413, 13.41–2, 24.202, HH 3.466; similarly ὄλβοϲ in Il. 16.595–6, Od. 3.205, 
4.207, 6.188–9.  
185 Cf. De Heer (1969) 32–3. 
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ὤλβιϲαν οὐ µάταν | τὸ πρόϲθεν), and the Servant, who proposes to ‘sing Helen’s 

hymenaeus once more’ (722), states how Helen rendered her house blessed on her 

wedding day (725 δῶµ’ ἔλειπεϲ ὄλβιον, with a proleptic use of the adjective). 

Apart from these instances, we find that in Sappho the bridegroom is 

attributed with the terms πέρροχοϲ (fr. 106 V) and τίµιε (fr. 116 V), both of which 

denote a state of being more honoured than others. In Euripides’ Phaethon, the 

hero is described as µόνοϲ . . . δι’ ἀπείρονα γαῖαν θνατόϲ (TrGF 5.2, F781.29–

30). In Lucian, we recognise, behind a corrupt phrase, a similar means of 

distinguishing the bridegroom from his peers (Symp. 41.22 †κρατερῶν κράτιϲτε 

ἐφήβων†186). In the hymenaeus of Ticida, the theme is, unexpectedly, applied not 

to the bridegroom, but to the marriage bed, which is the sole witness to the love 

exercised on it (FPL 1 = FRP 102 felix lectule talibus | sole amoribus187). 

As for the bride, in Theocritus 18, Helen stands out of a group of two-

hundred and forty girls, Sparta’s entire young female population, as unmatched in 

her beauty (22–5, esp. 25 τᾶν οὐδ’ ἅτιϲ ἄµωµοϲ ἐπεί χ’ Ἑλέναι παριϲωτῆι) and 

domestic virtues (32–7). Cleanthis in Lucian’s Symposium is described as 

προὔχουϲ’ ἀλλάων παϲάων παρθενικάων (41.20). In Seneca’s Medea, the heroine 

is said to outshine her female companions (93–4 haec cum femineo constitit in 

choro | unius facies praenitet omnibus). The same idea underlies the comparison 

between Arignota and the sun in Sappho’s fr. 96 V (6–7 νῦν δὲ Λύδαιϲιν 

ἐµπρέπεται γυναί-|κεϲϲιν), which, as is said above (p. 56), may not a wedding 

 
186 καλῶν κράτ. ἐφ. Guyet : [κρατερῶν] κράτιϲτε τεῶν ϲυνεφήβων Dindorf (1858) 3.216 : καλῶν 
κάρτιϲτ’ εὐφήβων Fritzsche (1860) 122 : καλῶν µέγ’ ἄριϲτέ γ’ ἐφήβων Macleod (1972) 1.159–60. 
187 Cf. Hollis (2007) 162–63, who speaks of ‘µακαρισµός of the bed.’ Various nouns are supplied 
to go with sole, e.g., conscie by Housman (1972) 695, testis by Pighi (1974) 436, arbiter by 
Scivoletto (1974) 210. 
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song proper, but seems to connect to Arignota’s marriage logically and 

thematically.  

Finally, in Catullus 64, pre-eminence is attributed to the wedding of Peleus 

and Thetis, first, through a contrast between nulla domus and tales amores and, 

second, through one between nullus amor and tali foedere (334–5). 

Related to the theme of pre-eminence is the thought that bride and 

bridegroom are ready subjects for song because they surpass ordinary mortals in 

certain qualities. Explicitly, this thought is only formulated in PRyl. 25.1 (ϲοὶ 

Χάριτεϲ γλυκεραὶ καὶ κῦδοϲ ὀπηδεῖ). It appears too, however, in Himerius after a 

quotation of the first line of a Sapphic hymenaeus (Or. 1.18 ὦ καλή, ὦ χαρίεϲϲα 

κόρα (= Sapph. fr. 108 V), πρέπει γάρ ϲοι τὰ τῆϲ Λεϲβίαϲ ἐγκώµια. ϲοὶ µὲν γὰρ 

ῥοδόϲφυροι Χάριτεϲ χρυϲῆ τ’ Ἀφροδίτη ϲυµπαίζουϲιν). That Himerius’ second 

sentence could still be written in the vein of a Sapphic model is suggested by the 

verb ϲυµπαίζειν, which has a distinctly lyric flavour.188  

A third theme is conveyed in the term µάκαρ.189 Its precise meaning and 

significance for the characterisation of the bridal couple is explored later in this 

chapter (pp. 79–80); here it may suffice to record its conventional occurrence in 

the wedding song. The bridegroom is addressed as µάκαρ in Euripides’ Phaethon 

(TrGF 5.2, F781.27 ὦ µάκαρ, ὦ βαϲιλέωϲ µείζων ἔτ’ ὄλβον), Aristophanes’ Birds 

(1725 ὦ µακαριϲτὸν ϲὺ γάµον γήµαϲ), Peace (1334 ὦ τρὶϲ µάκαρ), and in the 

 
188 The verb is used for Dionysus in Anacr. PMG 357.1–4 ὦναξ, ὧι δαµάληϲ Ἔρωϲ | καὶ Νύµφαι 
κυανόπιδεϲ | πορφυρῆ τ’ Ἀφροδίτη | ϲυµπαίζουϲιν, and Soph. OT 1105–9 (lyr.) εἴθ’ ὁ Βακχεῖοϲ 
θεὸϲ | ναίων ἐπ’ ἄκρων ὀρέων ⟨ϲ’⟩ εὕ-|ρηµα δέξατ’ ἔκ του | Νυµφᾶν Ἑλικωνίδων, αἷϲ | πλεῖϲτα 
ϲυµπαίζει. In an erotic context, it occurs in Anacr. PMG 358.1–4 ϲφαίρηι δηὖτέ µε πορφυρῆι | 
βάλλων χρυϲοκόµηϲ Ἔρωϲ | νήνι ποικιλοϲαµβάλωι | ϲυµπαίζειν προκαλεῖται. 
189 Cf. Mangelsdorff (1913) 16, Wills (1967) 178–9, Hague (1983) 134–5, Swift (2006) 130. 
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pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue (fr. 211.7 MW τρὶϲ µάκαρ Αἰακίδη).190 In Euripides’ 

Trojan Women, Cassandra, in want of a chorus to sing her praise, applies the same 

address to herself and her ‘bridegroom’ (311–12 ⟨ἰώ⟩, µακάριοϲ ὁ γαµέταϲ· | 

µακαρία δ’ ἐγὼ βαϲιλικοῖϲ λέκτροιϲ | κατ’ Ἄργοϲ ἁ γαµουµένα). 

Elsewhere, forms of µάκαρ (and µακάριοϲ) are generally associated with 

wedding songs. In Trojan Women, Cassandra praises her µακαριώταται τύχαι 

(329–30) and requests µακάριαι ἀοιδαί from the chorus (338–9). In Aristophanes’ 

Birds, the messenger addresses the chorus with the words ὦ τριϲµακάριον πτηνὸν 

ὀρνίθων γένοϲ, | δέχεϲθε τὸν τύραννον ὀλβίοιϲ δόµοιϲ (1707–8). In turn, the 

chorus reply with περιπέτεϲθε µάκαιρα µάκαρι ϲὺν τύχαι (1726). After the 

delivery of the song, Peisetaerus salutes his bride with ὦ µάκαιρα (1760). In a 

passage of Iphigenia at Aulis that is now considered spurious, the Messenger 

requests wedding songs for the heroine because this day is µακάριον in the life of 

a girl (439 φῶϲ γὰρ τόδ’ ἥκει µακάριον τῆι παρθένωι).  

Finally, the term µάκαρ is associated with weddings also outside of wedding 

songs. In Odyssey 6, when Odysseus supplicates Nausicaa, he praises her parents 

and siblings as τρὶϲ µάκαρες (154–5 τρὶϲ µάκαρεϲ µὲν ϲοί γε πατὴρ καὶ πότνια 

µήτηρ, | τρὶϲ µάκαρεϲ δὲ καϲίγνητοι); however, µακάρτατοϲ ἔξοχον ἄλλων will be 

her future husband, ὅϲ κέ ϲ’ ἐέδνοιϲι βρίϲαϲ οἶκόνδ’ ἀγάγηται (158–9). Revealing 

are also tragic passages where a wedding celebration and the songs performed for 

 
190 On this address, cf. Reitzenstein (1900) 80 ‘Nicht von der Hochzeit, sondern von der 
siegreichen Heimkehr von der Eroberung von Iolkos ist zunächst die Rede. Aber die Seligpreisung 
des Peleus knüpft dennoch hauptsächlich an seine Hochzeit und erinnert derartig an den 
Hymenaios, oder besser, an die Worte, welche dem Bräutigam zugerufen werden, wenn er die 
Braut endlich ins eigene Haus geführt hat, daß wir mit Sicherheit annehmen dürfen, Thetis betritt 
bei dieser Heimkehr zum ersten Mal das Haus des Gatten.’ 
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the occasion are recalled or anticipated. In Euripides’ Medea, the heroine instructs 

her children to deliver the dowry to the µακαρίαι νύµφηι (957). In Suppliants, 

Euadne recalls how, at her wedding, the city of Argos raised with their songs the 

εὐδαιµονία of herself and Capaneus (995–9). In Heracles, Amphitryon relates 

how the city of Thebes hailed Heracles and Megara at their wedding (10–12 ἣν 

πάντεϲ ὑµεναίοιϲι Καδµεῖοί ποτε | λωτῶι ϲυνηλάλαξαν ἡνίκ’ εἰϲ ἐµοὺϲ | δόµουϲ ὁ 

κλεινὸϲ Ἡρακλῆϲ νιν ἤγετο) and, later in the play, Megara herself recalls how she 

was called blessed because of her wedding with Heracles (491–2 ὄλλυµαι δ’ ἐγώ, | 

ἣ πρὶν µακαρία διὰ ϲ’ ἐκληιζόµην βροτοῖϲ). In Trojan Women, Hecuba, on being 

presented with her dead grandson Astyanax, resents the fact that he will not 

experience the bliss of his wedding (1170 µακάριοϲ ἦϲθ’ ἄν, εἴ τι τῶνδε 

µακάριον). In Helen, when Theoclymenus makes arrangements for his wedding to 

Helen, he envisages µακαρίαιϲ ὑµνωιδίαιϲ, | ὑµέναιοϲ Ἑλένηϲ κἀµὸϲ ὡϲ ζηλωτὸϲ 

ἦι (1434–5). In Phoenician Women, Iocasta laments that she could not light the 

torches at Polynices’ wedding, ὡϲ πρέπει µατέρι µακαρίαι (345). In Orestes, the 

hero states, in a spurious passage, that a good marriage can lead to a blessed life 

(602–4 µακάριοϲ αἰών). Later on, he expects that Pylades, if he were to survive 

the plot, would enjoy a µακάριον λέχοϲ in marriage with Electra (1208). In 

Iphigenia at Aulis, Clytemnestra is eager to mark the ἀρχὴν µακαρίων 

νυµφευµάτων (832) between Achilles and Iphigenia. Achilles in turn assumes that 

a god would bless him if this marriage should come to pass (1404–5 µακάριόν µέ 

τιϲ θεῶν | ἔµελλε θήϲειν, εἰ τύχοιµι ϲῶν γάµων). In between, the chorus recall how 

the gods blessed the marriage of Peleus and Thetis (1076–9 µακάριον τότε 
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δαίµονεϲ | τᾶϲ εὐπάτριδοϲ γάµον | Νηρήιδων ἔθεϲαν πρώταϲ | Πηλέωϲ θ’ 

ὑµεναίουϲ). In a fragment of unknown provenance, we find the relationship 

between marriage and blessedness moulded into a makarismos (Eur. inc. fab. 

TrGF 5.2, F1057 µακάριοϲ ὅϲτιϲ εὐτυχεῖ γάµον λαβὼν | ἐϲθλῆϲ γυναικόϲ). 

In Roman wedding songs, felix corresponds to the Greek µάκαρ.191 In 

Seneca’s Medea it is applied to the bridegroom (105), in Catullus 64 to marriage 

(373 felici foedere) and to the wedding song (382 felicia carmina). Ticida 

transposes the theme from the bridegroom to the bridal bed (FPL 1 = FRP 102; 

see above, p. 64). In Statius’ epithalamium, the bridal couple are attributed as 

felices (Silv. 1.2.236 felices utrosque uocant), and in Ausonius’ Cento Nuptialis 

the chorus wish for the bridal couple to be felices (70–1 O digno coniuncta uiro, 

gratissima coniunx, | sis felix, 77–8 fortunati ambo . . . | uiuite felices). 192  

 
191 Note, however, that late-antique glossaries translate felix predominantly as εὐτυχήϲ, cf. TLL s.v. 
‘felix’, 435.20–1. 
192 Cf. also Verg. Aen. 12.821 conubiis felicibus, Sen. Tro. 873 felici thalamo, Firm. Math. 6.23.5 
felix et prosperum matrimonium. Other testimonies refer to a practice of shouting feliciter during 
the domum reductio, cf. Juv. 1.2.119, Σ Lucan. 2.371 ‘auspex dicitur . . . eo quod ab eo nuptiae 
auspicentur et quod primus ‘feliciter’ dicat’, Phaedr. 5.1 ‘feliciter subclamant’. For felix in erotic 
contexts, cf. also Cat. 68.155–6 sitis felices et tu simul et tua uita, | et domus ipsa in qua lusimus et 
domina, 100.8 sis felix, Caeli, sis in amore potens. 
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IMMORTALS AS BRIDAL COUPLES 

 

Having thus laid out the structural and thematic elements that appear to constitute 

the majority of extant wedding songs, we can now examine the ways in which 

these songs treat mortal, heroic, and divine bridal couples.  

One observation follows immediately from the formal characteristics of the 

wedding song. For it appears that many of the characteristics are also found in 

hymns. Defining the concepts of ‘hymn’ and ‘hymnic’, especially on formal 

grounds, has proved difficult ever since Dieterich and Norden initiated the task at 

the beginning of the last century.193 Nevertheless, there seem to be certain 

expressions, syntactical structures, and rhetorical strategies that, especially in 

combination, are characteristic of appeals to heroes and gods and that can, in turn, 

be subject to comparison. For example, hymns predominantly open with direct 

addresses, thematic announcements, or Muse invocations.194 All of these we also 

find in wedding songs. In hymns, as in wedding songs, addresses can be extended 

with epithets and participle or relative clauses, or be repeated in a series of 

anaphoric sentences.195 Even the opening question of Sappho fr. 115 V (1 τίωι ϲ’, 

ὦ φίλε γάµβρε, κάλωϲ εἰκάϲδω) has a formal counterpart in hymnic openings of 

 
193  Cf. Dieterich (1910) 227 ‘Das erreichbare Ziel ist eine wissenschaftliche Formenlehre 
religiöser Liturgie’, Norden (1913) 144 ‘der Stil war im Altertum eine Großmacht und, richtig 
verhört, wird er auch Interpretationsfragen beantworten und religionsgeschichtliche 
Zusammenhänge beleuchten helfen.’  
194 Cf. Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.51–2. 
195 Cf. Norden (1913) 166–76 (‘Partizipialstil und Relativstil der Prädikation’), Race (1982) 5–6. 
(1990) 85–6, Bremer (1981) 195, Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.52–6. 
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the kind πῶϲ τ’ ἄρ’ ϲ’ ὑµνήϲω πάντωϲ εὔυµνον ἐόντα.196 The most common end 

of hymns is the re-address combined with the farewell χαῖρε,197 and the same 

closural strategy can be found in wedding songs. The end of the wedding song in 

Lucian’s Symposium (41.22–5 καὶ ϲὺ δὲ χαῖρε . . . ἄµµεϲ δὴ αὖθ’ ὑµῖν τοῦτον 

θαλαµήϊον ὕµνον | ξυνὸν ἐπ’ ἀµφοτέροιϲ πολλάκιϲ αἰϲόµεθα) is particularly close 

to the end of the majority of Homeric Hymns (καὶ ϲὺ µὲν οὕτω χαῖρε . . . αὐτὰρ 

ἐγὼ καὶ ϲεῖο καὶ ἄλληϲ µνήϲοµ᾽ ἀοιδῆϲ).198 Middle sections seem to be flexible in 

both forms of praise,199 but if, as seems likely, wedding songs conventionally 

involved a mythical narrative, they would have this feature in common with many 

hymns, where similar narratives root the present ritual performance in a 

foundational paradigm. Comparisons and mockery appear as the only formal 

elements that hymenaei do not share with hymns.200   

By itself, this formal resemblance between hymenaeus and hymn must be of 

limited significance. It could be coincidental or merely point to the existence of a 

general form of praise, which would take similar shapes when directed at humans 

and when directed at heroes or gods. However, the formal resemblance does gain 

significance from another peculiarity of the wedding song, namely that it can be 
 

196 Cf. HH 3.19, Theocr. 22.25, Call. Hymn. 4.28–9, Aristid. 43.6. See also Norden (1913) 143–7, 
Race (1990) 86, Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.56. 
197 Cf. Willi (2003) 29. 
198 Cf. HH 2.495, 3.545–6, 4.479–80, 5.292–3, 6.19–21, 9.7–9, 10.4–6, 18.10–12, 19.48–9, 25.6–
7, 17.21–2, 28.17–18, 29.13–14, 30.17–19, 33.18–19. See also Race (1982) 9. 
199 The middle section is the weak point of the tripartite model of hymnography, cf. Ausfeld 
(1903) 514–15, Norden (1913) 149, Zielinski (1921) 83–5, Meyer (1933) 5, Bowra (1961) 200, 
Danielewicz (1974) 23–6, (1976), Bremer (1981) 194–6, Race (1990) 86, Furley (1995) 35 n. 31, 
Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.59. 
200 In fact, we find an active refraining from comparing gods amongst each other in Call. Ia. 4.72 
(= fr. 194 Pfeiffer) (in the contest between laurel and olive and their respective patron deities, 
Apollo and Athena) θεοὺϲ γὰρ οὐ διακρίνω, and Ov. Fast. 6.97–100 (in the contest between Juno 
and Hebe about the etymology of Iunius, with the poet judging) at uos ignoscite, diuae: | res est 
arbitrio non dirimenda meo. | ite pares a me. perierunt iudice formae | Pergama: plus laedunt, 
quam iuuat una, duae.  
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addressed to heroes and gods. The preceding analysis of structural and thematic 

topoi allows us to conclude that almost all elements of the wedding song are 

addressed to the bridal couple and develop their praise. If we then consider, in the 

most general terms, wedding songs as songs of praise for bridal couples, and 

hymns as songs of praise for heroes and gods, we may further conclude that the 

purpose of hymenaeus and the purpose of hymn coincide when a heroic or divine 

wedding is celebrated. Therefore, the general formal resemblance of hymenaeic 

praise with hymnic praise is accompanied by the ability of the wedding song to 

fulfil a hymnic purpose. Three examples will help us understand how such 

wedding songs praise immortality within a structure designed to praise the bridal 

couple. 

Theocritus 18 is a good place to start. Through its preface (1–8), final 

invocation to Hymenaios (58 ῾Υµὴν ὦ Ὑµέναιε, γάµωι ἐπὶ τῶιδε χαρείηϲ), and 

the genre markers that are carefully observed throughout, the poem is clearly 

identified as a wedding song. At its centre (39–48), however, we find an element 

that is traditionally at home in hymns rather than hymenaei: aetiology.201 For 

although a Spartan tree-cult of Helen is not otherwise attested, this passage of the 

poem clearly serves to elucidate the origins of such a cult, be it real or invented by 

the author, in a manner parallel to passages in, say, Homeric or Callimachean 

hymns. 202  Remarkably, this hymnic element does not merely acknowledge 

 
201 On aetiology in hymns, cf. Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.13, 18–20. 
202 Cf. Kaibel (1892) 255–9, Mangelsdorff (1913) 15, 18–19, Gow (1952) 348, Merkelbach (1957) 
20 ‘Aber wie gehören beide Motivkomplexe, Baumkult und Epithalamios, zusammen? Warum 
erzählt Theokrit diese Episode aus der Heldensage?’ His interpretation is compromised by 
confusion between mythical wedding songs and real-life wedding songs involving a mythical 
narrative. See also West (1975) 5 ‘There is reason to believe that her wedding, which in the 
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Helen’s immortality in the form of cultic worship, but initiates it.203 Yet the 

foundation of the cult is integrated into the imagined wedding ceremony and song 

in so far as the imagined chorus present the cultic tree as a wedding present to 

Helen. By these means, the wedding ceremony serves as the establishment of the 

heroic worship of the bride, and the hymenaeus as the first ritual performed in its 

service. Theocritus 18 thus shows with a lot of clarity to what extent the 

hymenaeus can assume a hymnic purpose. 

A second example comes from Euripides’ Phaethon (TrGF 5.2, F781). The 

song that the chorus deliver at Aphrodite’s and Phaethon’s wedding is externally 

marked as a hymenaeus (4–5 γαµηλίουϲ | µολπάϲ, 14 Ὑµὴν Ὑµήν, 18 ϲοὶ τάδ’ 

ἐγὼ νυµφεῖ’ ἀείδω, 35 ϲεµνοῖϲιν ὑµεναίοιϲιν). However, assimilated with this 

structure are elements that acknowledge Aphrodite’s divine status. After the cultic 

cry, the song formally opens with a thematic announcement (15 τὰν Διὸϲ 

οὐρανίαν ἀείδοµεν), as seems conventional in wedding songs (see above, p. 51; 

compare the exhortation in Sapph. fr. 113.2 V ἀεί]ϲατε τὰν εὔποδα νύµφαν), but 

also in hymns. The diction of the announcement, and especially its genealogical 

focus, add to it a distinctly hymnic tone (cf. esp. Hipp. 59–60 τὰν Διὸϲ οὐρανίαν | 

Ἄρτεµιν).204 The announcement then triggers a series of asyndetic attributions, 

with a shift from third person to second person, as we find them in both wedding 

songs and hymns. In these attributions, Aphrodite’s dual role as a bride in love 

 
general tradition appears as a historical event, was a recurring festival at Sparta’, and ibid. n. 5 
‘Theoc. 18.43–8 implies these acts by giving what is evidently meant as their aition, and the 
context of the poem indicates their connection with Helen’s nuptials.’ 
203 Cf. Kaibel (1892) 255 ‘Die Mädchen versprechen der Helena ein dauerndes Gedenken, aber mit 
dem, was sie thun wollen, erweisen sie ihr nicht menschliche, sondern göttliche Ehren.’  
204 On genealogy in hymns, cf. Bremer (1981) 195, Race (1990) 86, Furley and Bremer (2001) 
1.56. 
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and as the divine patroness of love (16 ἐρώτων πότνιαν) is explored. This 

culminates in her description as γαµήλιον (17), which expresses at once her divine 

presiding over weddings in general and her involvement in this particular 

wedding.205 Finally, the praise of Aphrodite’s beauty (19 θεῶν καλλίϲτα) conveys 

the generic praise of the bride in the hymenaeus, but also refers to the specific 

attribute that the goddess is given in hymns (e.g., HH 5.1–2 καλὴν Ἀφροδίτην | 

ἄιϲοµαι). The ode of Phaethon can thus serve to illustrate how conventional 

structural and thematic elements of the hymenaeus can be adopted for a hymnic 

purpose. 

The third and most complex example of this kind is found in the last scene 

of Aristophanes’ Birds. Here the hymenaeic and the hymnic purposes are 

logically connected because the wedding with Basileia is the symbol of, and the 

reward for, Peisetaerus’ victory over the Olympians and so motivates his 

apotheosis.206 Upon the arrival of the couple, therefore, the chorus are obliged 

simultaneously to celebrate Peisetaerus’ wedding and to acknowledge his newly 

assumed divine status.  

This double purpose already pervades the messenger speech in lines 1706–

19. On the surface, this speech seems to adopt a model that is familiar from 

epiphany descriptions, typically consisting of firstly a command, secondly a 

reason for the command, and thirdly a confirmation of that reason, usually of an 

 
205 On γαµήλιοϲ as ‘pertaining to the wedding’, cf. Aesch. Supp. 805 (κοίτη), Eum. 835 (τέλοϲ), 
Choeph. 487 (χοαί), inc. fab. TrGF 3, F242 (λέκτρα); Eur. Med. 673 (εὐνή). As an attribute of 
deities, cf. Ath. 5.2, 185b11 (see above, n. 68); Pollux 1.24. 
206 Cf. Prometheus’ remark about Basileia in 1538–9, ταµιεύει τὸν κεραυνὸν τοῦ Διόϲ | καὶ τἄλλ’ 
ἁπαξάπαντα. 
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epiphany reaction.207 Here we find the command in the form of the imperative 

δέχεϲθε, which has, among its many usages, a strong religious tone and is 

common in descriptions of epiphanies.208 As indicated by γάρ, lines 1709–14 

provide the reason for the command, namely that the god has arrived in all his 

divine splendour (προϲέρχεται).209 Finally, in lines 1715–17, Peisetaerus’ arrival 

is described as causing a palpable reaction in the environment (ὀϲµή, καλὸν 

θέαµα), a phenomenon often encountered in epiphany scenes.210 On the other 

hand, we find, interwoven with this structure, motifs that can, with some 

confidence, be identified as hymenaeic. The theme of blessedness appears twice 

in the address to the birds (1706–7), and the reference to the ὀλβίοιϲ δόµοιϲ 

recalls the hymenaeic thought that the bridal couple bestow happiness upon their 

houses.211 A second theme is the comparison of Peisetaerus to a star (1709–12), 

and of Basileia to the sun (1713), since, as is shown above (p. 56), comparisons to 

celestial bodies are found frequently in wedding poetry. Finally, we should note 

that the prompt for εὐφηµία in 1719 aptly unites the hymnic and hymenaeic 

 
207 On the following, cf. McKay (1967), esp. 192–3; he does not evaluate comic material though 
pp. 188–9 he discusses the possibility of door magic in Equ. 1326. On epiphany motifs in this 
speech, cf. Kleinknecht (1937b) 295–301, Horn (1970) 41, Dunbar (1996) 744. 
208 On the reception of gods and heroes appearing in epiphany, cf. Pfister (1924) 312, Kleinknecht 
(1937b) 296, Dunbar (1995) 745 on 1708–9, and the evidence in Currie (2005) 181–3, who 
concludes ‘In these cases where the figure “received” is a god (Poseidon, Athena, Dionysos, 
Asklepios) or a hero (Theseus), it is clear that their “reception” involves recognizing their divine 
status and their entitlement to cult. The implication of extending such a “reception” to a historical 
person is clear: they too were being cast as someone more than human and a fit object of 
veneration.’ Dunbar (1996) 745 on 1708–9, sharing this view, further refers to Aesch. Ag. 521–6. 
209 Cf. Dunbar (1995) 746 on 1709–12 ‘Both similes clearly apply to [Peisetaerus], underlining his 
fantastic apotheosis as the new Zeus.’ 
210 Cf. McKay (1967) 193 ‘The arrival of a divinity is commonly accompanied by the reaction of 
nature.’ On ὀϲµή and divine epiphanies cf. also HH 2.277–8, 4.231, Aesch. PV 115 (Prometheus 
upon the appearance of the Oceanids), Eur. Hipp. 1391, and Van Leeuwen (1902) 256 on 1715. 
Wilamowitz (1928) 374–5 = (1962) 458–9 refers it to θυµιαµάτων, but cf. Dunbar (1995) 748 on 
1715. On the visual quality of smell (καλὸν θέαµα), cf. the evidence ibid. and Sommerstein (1987) 
309 on 1716. 
211 See above, p. 63; cf., e.g., Eur. Hel. 725 δῶµ’ ἔλειπεϲ ὄλβιον. 
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intentions, since similar prompts are found, in Aristophanes and elsewhere, in the 

context of religious ceremonies,212 but also precede the wedding song in Peace 

(1316 εὐφηµεῖν χρὴ καὶ τὴν νύµφην ἔξω τινὰ δεῦρο κοµίζειν).213 

While the messenger speech relies on a hymnic structure and integrates 

hymenaeic elements into it, the choral ode itself is formally marked as hymenaeus 

(1728–9 ὑµεναίοιϲ | καὶ νυµφιδίοιϲι δέχεϲθ’ ὠιδαῖϲ, 1735 ἐν τοιῶιδ’ ὑµεναίωι, and 

the refrain 1736–7 and 1741–2). Following this structure, the address that opens 

the song is hymenaeic in so far as it praises beauty and blessedness (1721–2 

περιπέτεϲθε µάκαρα µάκαρι ϲὺν τύχαι. | ὦ φεῦ φεῦ τῆϲ ὥραϲ, τοῦ κάλλουϲ). 

However, when the chorus immediately measure the wedding by its benefit for 

the community (1725 ὦ µακαριϲτὸν ϲὺ γάµον τῆιδε πόλει γήµαϲ), they shift the 

focus to celebrating Peisetaerus’ apotheosis within the same theme of blessedness. 

In the following strophe, a thematic announcement calls for a wedding song 

(1728–9 ὑµεναίοιϲ | καὶ νυµφιδίοιϲι . . . ὠιδαῖϲ), but the verb is again δέχεϲθαι, 

which, as is argued in the preceding paragraph, can serve to recognise a person’s 

 
212 Cf. Ar. Av. 958 (before the foundation sacrifices) εὐφηµία ἔϲτω; Thesm. 39–40 εὔφηµοϲ πᾶϲ 
ἔϲτω λαόϲ, | ϲτόµα ϲυγκλήιϲαϲ, 295–6 εὐφηµία ἔϲτω, εὐφηµία ἔϲτω, εὔχεϲθε τοῖν Θεϲµοφόροιν 
κτλ.; Nub. 263 (preceding the prayer to Aer) εὐφηµεῖν χρὴ τὸν πρεϲβύτην καὶ τῆϲ εὐχῆϲ 
ἐπακούειν, 297 (amid the parodos of the divine Clouds) ἀλλ’ εὐφήµει· µέγα γάρ τι θεῶν κινεῖται 
ϲµῆνοϲ ἀοιδαῖϲ; Equ. 1316–17 (before the ‘epiphany’ of Demos) εὐφηµεῖν χρὴ καὶ ϲτόµα κλείειν 
καὶ µαρτυριῶν ἀπέχεϲθαι, | καὶ τὰ δικαϲτήρια ϲυγκλείειν. See also Pulleyn (1997) 184 ‘Once 
εὐφηµία is established, then one can utter prayers.’ As ‘abstention from certain forms of (ill-
omened) speech’ (ibid.), it is a suitable concept for comedy. Cf. also Willi (2003) 42 
‘Communication with the gods is potentially dangerous. To guarantee the absence of ill-omened 
interference, εὐφηµία is proclaimed at the first stage of a communal prayer ceremony. In practical 
terms this was a call for abstentation from articulated speech. εὐφηµία is also established before 
other sitiuations that demand religious concentration (e.g. a sacrifice or the performance of a 
hymn).’ 
213 On this passage, cf. Sommerstein (1985) 139 on Pax 96 and Olson (1998) 86 on Pax 96–7. 
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divine status.214 Significantly, the myth of the following two strophes parallels not 

only the performance of the wedding ceremony generally, 215  but also this 

particular kind of ode. For as the chorus point out (1735 ἐν τοιῶιδ’ ὑµεναίωι), the 

song performed by the Moirae at the wedding of Zeus and Hera would have 

involved a similar combination of praising their divinity and celebrating their 

wedding. 

Birds thus provides a complex blend of hymenaeic and hymnic elements, 

incorporated into the general structure of a wedding song. Characteristically, 

Peisetaerus responds to the song thus delivered in a manner that reflects his dual 

role as god and husband. For although the chorus do not explicitly bid farewell, 

Peisetaerus seems to presuppose an implied χαῖρε when he says ἐχάρην ὕµνοιϲ, 

ἐχάρην ὠιδαῖϲ, | ἄγαµαι δὲ λόγων (1742–3). In doing so, he anticipates an element 

that is customary at the end of wedding songs as well as hymns.216  

These three passages can offer an answer to the question set out above. For 

it appears from these texts that the hymnic purpose, in other words, the praise of 

immortality does not need to be interpolated into the hymenaeic structure, but is 

achieved by exploiting the formal elements that constitute this structure even 

where mortals are addressed. Theocritus’ aetiological passage might reach the 

limits of what is possible in this regard, but it remains striking that it should be 

possible for the hymenaeus to serve as the enactment of cultic worship. If 

 
214 It is plausible that δέχεϲθαι also featured in wedding songs, denoting the reception of the bridal 
couple by the community or at the bridegroom’s house. In that case, there would be further 
ambiguity in the Birds passage. However, no other attestation has come down to us.  
215 Cf. Dunbar (1995) 756 on 1731–42 ‘. . . the mythological paradigm, comparing the present 
marriage to a famous marriage of gods or heroes.’ 
216 On the hymnic aspect, cf. Dunbar (1995) 761 on 1743–7 ‘[Peisetaerus] is here acting the god, 
graciously “taking pleasure” in the worship offered.’ 
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wedding songs praise the bridal couple in terms evocative of appeals to heroes 

and gods, this treatment must, above all, have an impact on the mortal bridal 

couple. The following paragraphs will try to assess this impact. 

 

 

 

BRIDAL COUPLES AS IMMORTALS? 

 

Attempts to assess the treatment of mortal bridal couples could be seen as 

difficult, given that unambiguous examples of this kind of wedding song are few 

and almost restricted to Sappho’s ill-preserved fragments. However, as this 

chapter aims to show, all wedding songs, even the mythical ones, observe with 

great care a tradition that is ultimately rooted in a distinct performative context 

and song culture. It is for this reason that we might be entitled to draw, with due 

caution, conclusions from those elements that the above survey identifies as 

distinctly hymenaeic.  

Following the observation that the hymenaeus can resemble hymns 

addressed to gods, in structure and purpose, it seems that two different arguments 

could be developed regarding the mortal bridal couple that would have received 

such a song. First, it could be thought that the wedding song, like the wedding 

vase, emphasises the shared nature of the wedding ceremony among mortals, 

heroes, and gods. To achieve that, it would create a dimension in which the 

differentiation between mortal, heroic, and divine is dissolved. Second, it could be 
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argued that the wedding song not merely dissolves these boundaries, as does 

wedding iconography, but that it elevates the mortal bridal couple into the higher 

spheres of mythical heroes and gods.  

Indeed, it seems that the second argument finds stronger support in the 

extant hymenaeic fragments and complete songs. A first indicator of this are the 

comparisons of bridal couples with heroes and gods that we find in most of the 

longer pieces from Sappho to Lucian and the late-antique tradition of epithalamia. 

Evidently, these comparisons root the point of reference in the immortal sphere 

and measure the qualities of the mortal bridal couple against it. They reinforce the 

general boundaries between mortal and immortal, rather than obscuring them, 

separate the particular bridal couple, and approximate them to the latter sphere, if 

only in a certain respect. The effect of this approximation is not necessarily 

lessened by the observation that similar comparisons are commonplace in epic.217 

For epic narrators readily concede that the sphere inhabited by epic heroes is 

closer to that of the gods than to historical times.218 What can be said of these 

heroes might still be extraordinary if applied to living mortals. 

As is argued above, these comparisons are centred around concepts of 

beauty, both male and female. It appears that, from the conventionalised 

 
217 Cf. Roloff (1970) 103–4 on a ‘offenkundiger Anklang an die homerischen Formeln’ in Sappho. 
218 E.g., Il. 5.302–4 ὃ δὲ χερµάδιον λάβε χειρὶ | Τυδείδηϲ, µέγα ἔργον, ὃ οὐ δύο γ’ ἄνδρε φέροιεν, | 
οἷοι νῦν βροτοί εἰϲ’, 12.381–3 οὐδέ κέ µιν ῥέα | χείρεϲϲ’ ἀµφοτέρηιϲ ἔχοι ἀνὴρ οὐδὲ µάλ’ ἡβῶν, | 
οἷοι νῦν βροτοί εἰϲ’, 447–9 τὸν δ’ οὔ κε δύ’ ἀνέρε δήµιου ἀρίϲτω | ῥηϊδίωϲ ἐπ’ ἄµαξαν ἀπ’ 
οὔδενοϲ ὀχλίϲϲειαν | {οἷοι νῦν βροτοί εἰϲ’· . . . } (449 del. West), 20.285–7 ὃ δὲ χερµάδιον λάβε 
χειρὶ | Αἰνείαϲ, µέγα ἔργον, ὃ οὐ δύο γ’ ἄνδρε φέροιεν, | οἷοι νῦν βροτοί εἰϲ’. Cf. Roloff (1970) 
106 ‘Diese beiden Stellen [sc. Sapph. frr. 96.21–82 V and 23.4–5 V] lassen deutlich werden, daß 
für Sappho der Bereich der Heroen als der ἡµίθεοι bzw. ἡµίθεαι trotz aller ursprünglicher 
Gemeinsamkeiten vom Menschen weg in die Nähe zum Göttlichen gerückt ist, und daß umgekehrt 
den Menschen ein Abstand minderer Vollkommenheit nicht nur vom Göttlichen, sondern ebenso 
vom Halbgöttlichen trennt . . .’, Currie (2005) 178–9 ‘The heroes of epic are “godlike men” par 
excellence.’   
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perspective of the wedding song, the beauty displayed by the bridal couple at their 

wedding day is such that it surpasses common mortal appearances and 

approximates to divine splendour.  

A second indicator of the approximation of the bridal couple into immortal 

spheres is found in the conventional attribution of the bridal couple as µάκαρ. For, 

primarily, this term denotes the endless and untroubled existence enjoyed by the 

gods.219 In epic, where it is a stock epithet of the gods, we find it commonly 

combined with the phrases αἰὲν ἐόντεϲ (e.g., Il. 24.99)220 and ῥεῖα ζώοντεϲ (Il. 

6.138), and contrasted with the mortality of humans (Il. 1.339 πρόϲ τε θεῶν 

µακάρων πρόϲ τε θνητῶν ἀνθρώπων).221 As opposed to the related term ὄλβιοϲ, 

µάκαρ has its point of reference not in the human experience, but in the divine. 

Hence, it is applied to humans only in a handful of epic cases, where a 

comparison with the life of the gods seems to be implicit,222 whereas Solon 

explicitly denies the achievement of this state to mortals (IEG 14.1 οὐδὲ µάκαρ 

οὐδεὶϲ πέλεται βροτόϲ, ἀλλὰ πονηροὶ | πάντεϲ ὅϲουϲ θνητοὺϲ ἠέλιοϲ καθορᾶι).223 

Pindar, too, tends to attribute it only to gods and semi-divine people or heroised 

mortals.224 Only once, in Pythian 5, the term is used of living mortals (Arcesilas 

 
219 On µάκαρ and its implications, see above, n. 13. 
220 Cf. also Od. 5.7, 8.306, 12.377, HH 4.249–50, 13.55 µακάρεϲϲι, τοὶ οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἔχουϲι. 
221 Cf. also Il. 5.339–42, 6.141–2, 21.463–6, where it is used in a contrast between divine 
consumption of nectar and the human consumption of food and wine. 
222 Cf. Il. 3.181–3, 11.67–9, 24.376–7, 543–6, Od. 1.217, 6.154–9, 11.483–6, 18.125–7. On these 
passages, cf. De Heer (1969) 6–11.   
223 A similar conclusion is drawn by the chorus at the end of Soph. OT: ἰὼ γενεαὶ βροτῶν, | ὡϲ 
ὑµᾶϲ ἴϲα καὶ τὸ µη-|δὲν ζώϲαϲ ἐναριθµῶ. | τίϲ γάρ, τίϲ ἀνὴρ πλέον | τᾶϲ εὐδαιµονίαϲ φέρει | ἢ 
τοϲοῦτον ὅϲον δοκεῖν | καὶ δόξαντ’ ἀποκλῖναι; | τὸν ϲόν τοι παράδειγµ’ ἔχων, | τὸν ϲὸν δαίµονα, 
τὸν ϲόν, ὦ | τλᾶµον Οἰδιπόδα, βροτῶν | οὐδὲν µακαρίζω (1186–96). 
224 On the use of µάκαρ in Pindar, cf. Currie (2005) 229–30. 



THE WEDDING SONG 80 

in line 20 and his charioteer in line 46), and here considerations of hero cult might 

be relevant.225  

This usage suggests that, in the wedding song, µάκαρ conveys the state of 

happiness that bride and bridegroom enjoy at their wedding, and that it does so 

through an implicit comparison of this state with the eternal bliss of the gods. The 

wedding song thus conventionally ascribes to the bridal couple an experience that 

other poetic genres hesitate, or refuse, to ascribe to mortals. It seems that, in the 

ideology of the wedding song, the bridal couple experience a moment of joy so 

extraordinary and awe-inspiring that it can be compared to nothing but the 

undisturbed existence of gods. That is to say, the bridal couple enjoy a moment of 

immortality. Of course, this moment only lasts for the duration of the wedding 

ceremony, and so the bridal couple will not become gods. Nevertheless, we find 

in the wedding ceremony, according to the ideology of the wedding song, a 

moment where humans temporarily leave behind mortal restrictions and approach 

the immortal sphere. 

While these elements of wedding songs suggest a temporary approximation 

of the bridal couple to immortal spheres, and so convey sublime praise, elements 

of jest, mockery, and abuse, often directed at the bridal couple in the vicinity of or 

even within such praise, could appear to be disruptive. In Sappho’s fr. 111 V, for 

example, the comparison of the bridegroom with Ares could be seen as light-

hearted given the hyperbolic expressions surrounding it (esp. 7 ἄνδροϲ µεγάλω 

πόλυ µέϲδων). However, this humorous tone does not necessarily lessen the 

 
225 Cf. Currie (2005) 248–9. 
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impact of this and similar comparisons. As is shown above, traditions of ϲκώπτειν 

at Greek weddings, and of Fescennini uersus at Roman weddings, are attested 

also outside of organised lyric compositions, which merely present poetic 

manifestations of this ritual practice. Laughter at weddings thus appears to be a 

form of ritual laughter, and in the context of sublime praise it is likely to serve, 

here as elsewhere, primarily apotropaeic purposes. As is variously expressed in 

praise poetry, strong praise can risk inspiring arrogance and self-deception in its 

recipients, or of incurring divine jealousy and retribution. Hymenaeic humour can 

be interpreted as a means of checking such adverse responses to the elevated 

treatment that the bridal couple indubitably receive.226 The very need for such 

checking mechanisms can serve to indicate the high degree of elevation that the 

bridal couple receive at the wedding in general and in the wedding song in 

particular, and the potential dangers that lurk behind such treatment.  

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

A fragment attributed to Antiphon the ‘Sophist’ (VS 87 B49) develops a 

perspective on marriage that can contrast, in an instructive manner, the 

perspectives found in wedding songs. For the author, the wedding marks the 

 
226 On this function of humour and abuse at weddings, cf. M. Treu (1968) 224 on Sapph. fr. 105a 
V and R.D. Griffith (1989) 56–7 ‘Abuse may have checked hybris at weddings, but was 
subordinate to the over-all task of praise. It was also easily recognized as abuse.’ 
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beginning of a new phase in life (αὕτη ἡ ἡµέρα, αὕτη ἡ νὺξ καινοῦ δαίµονοϲ 

ἄρχει, καινοῦ πότµου), a phase that is chiefly concerned with increased worry 

(ἔνεϲτι πληϲίον που καὶ τὸ λυπηρόν). He argues that, for a male individual to 

maintain his basic human needs, i.e., health, everyday sustenance, and good 

reputation (ὑπέρ τε τῆς ὑγιείαϲ τοῦ ϲώµατοϲ ὑπέρ τε τοῦ καθ’ ἡµέραν βίου ἐϲ τὴν 

ξυλλογὴν ὑπέρ τε δόξηϲ καὶ ϲωφροϲύνηϲ καὶ εὐκλείαϲ καὶ τοῦ εὖ ἀκούειν), can 

be difficult enough. In marriage, these worries are doubled, the wife being merely 

a second body for the husband to maintain (τί οὖν, εἴ γυνὴ γένοιτο ϲῶµα ἕτερον 

τοιοῦτον, ὅ γέ µοι οὕτωϲ οὕτωϲ ἐπιµελὲϲ εἴη;). Ultimately, this double 

maintenance can amount to a question of life and death (οὐκ ἂν δυναίµην ζῆν). 

The original context of this fragment is lost, but, in its general acknowledgment of 

the desire to marry, especially among the young (τί γὰρ ἥδιον ἀνθρώπωι γυναικὸϲ 

καταθυµίαϲ; τί δὲ γλυκύτερον ἄλλωϲ τε καὶ νέωι;), it is conceivable as a piece of 

advice offered to someone (or anyone) intending to marry, and as an exhortation 

to consider the consequences.  

This negative view on marriage can serve as a corrective to the positive 

views offered in wedding songs. Concerns similar to the ones advanced by 

Antiphon, widespread though they might have been in patriarchal societies, hardly 

find their way into songs associated with weddings. Only in Sappho’s fr. 112 V 

(1–2 ὄλβιε γάµβρε, ϲοὶ µὲν γάµοϲ ὡϲ ἄραο | ἐκτετέλεϲτ’, ἔχηιϲ δὲ πάρθενον ἂν 

ἄραο) one such concern seems to be presupposed, namely that of marrying within 

one’s station (compare Antiphon’s εἰ γὰρ τύχοι µὴ ἐπιτηδεία γενοµένη, τί χρὴ τῆι 

ϲυµφορᾶι χρῆϲθαι;), but this concern is refuted at the outset because of the 
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positive outcome of the wedding recognised in the song. For all other songs, 

Antiphon’s fragment enables us to assume that they deliberately pass over such 

worries and focus instead on positive aspects of the wedding, such as the beauty 

displayed and the happiness enjoyed by the bridal couple.  

That the praise of these qualities happens at the expense of financial or 

social concerns potentially lurking beneath wedding celebrations is suggested by 

two characteristics of this praise, which this chapter aims to elucidate. The first 

characteristic is the highly generic and conventionalised manner in which this 

praise is developed. For we never seem to find an acknowledgement of particular 

aspects of the beauty or the happiness of the particular bridal couple. Even in a 

poem like Catullus 61, which is preserved as a whole and directed to an 

identifiable couple, distinct traits of this couple appear not in the sections praising 

them, but in those mocking them (esp. 119–43). The second characteristic is the 

highly concentrated and intensified form that this praise commonly takes. In the 

wedding songs discussed here, the beauty and happiness of the bridal couple are 

presented as so great that they approximate to divine splendour and bliss, and this 

presentation is reflected throughout the formal and thematic design of these songs. 

These two characteristics appear interrelated because the approximation of the 

bridal couple to immortality emerges as a conventional perspective of wedding 

songs. As part of the poetics of hymenaeic praise, this perspective has no 

necessary bearing outside the poetic world within which it unfolds, although it is 

likely derived from the exceptional treatment that the bridal couple receive in the 

wedding ceremony, which is also reflected in wedding iconography. 
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Antiphon embeds the worries and risks involved in marriage in a discourse 

on the dynamics of toil and reward. Since all great goods come to man only as a 

result of struggle and suffering, a successful and reputable marriage, too, depends 

on much pain and hard work (αἱ γὰρ ἡδοναὶ οὐκ ἐπὶ ϲφῶν αὐτῶν ἐµπορεύονται, 

ἀλλ’ ἀκολουθοῦϲιν αὐταῖϲ λῦπαι καὶ πόνοι). As the paradigm for this relationship, 

Antiphon then refers to the victors at the Olympian, Pythian, and other games 

(ἐπεὶ καὶ ὀλυµπιονῖκαι καὶ πυθιονῖκαι καὶ οἱ τοιοῦτοι ἀγῶνεϲ καὶ ϲοφίαι καὶ πᾶϲαι 

ἡδοναὶ ἐκ µεγάλων λυπηµάτων ἐθέλουϲι παραγίνεϲθαι· τιµαὶ γάρ, ἆθλα, δελέατα, 

ἃ ὁ θεὸϲ ἔδωκεν ἀνθρώποιϲ, µεγάλων πόνων καὶ ἱδρώτων εἰϲ ἀνάγκαϲ 

καθιϲτᾶϲιν). This comparison between a successful marriage and athletic victory 

is striking and points to a deeper connection between the wedding ceremony and 

the victory celebration, and between the respective songs performed at these 

occasions. This connection is the subject of the following chapter.  



 

THE VICTORY ODE 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

When Horace characterises the victors at the Olympic Games, quos curriculo 

puluerem Olympicum | collegisse iuuat metaque feruidis | euitata rotis palmaque 

nobilis | terrarum dominos euehit ad deos (Carm. 1.1.3–7), he explicitly compares 

the aftermath of victory with immortality. Here, the focus is neither on potential 

forms of worship that the victor might receive for his achievement, nor on the 

conservation of his fame in song, but on the extraordinary state that he enjoys 

immediately after the victory. The same thought appears when Horace 

characterises specifically those athletes celebrated in Pindar’s epinicians, quos 

Elea domum reducit | palma caelestis (Carm. 4.2.17–18). Here, the image is a 

triumphant victory procession where the glory, vigour, and happiness that the 

victor exudes make him appear closer to the gods than to the ordinary mortals 

surrounding him.227  

The thought that the aftermath of athletic victory means for the victor a 

moment of immortality is, in such explicitness, unparalleled in the odes of Pindar 

or Bacchylides. It is, however, not entirely absent. This chapter aims to show that, 

in some odes, immortality is a relevant background against which the 

achievement of and reward for victory is measured, and that this immortality is 

presented in these odes implicitly through mythical narratives. The focus of this 

 
227 Cf. Richard Thomas (1983) 99–103 and (2011) 112–13 ad loc., who assumes a Callimachean 
model (e.g., AP 7.525.4 = Epigr. 21.4 Pfeiffer ὁ δ’ ἤειϲεν κρέϲϲονα βαϲκανίηϲ) reflected in 
Horace, as well as in Verg. G. 3.37–8 (inuidia infelix Furias amnemque seuerum | Cocyti metuet) 
and Prop. 3.1.21–2 (at mihi quod uiuo traxerit inuida turba | post obitum duplici faenore reddet 
Honos). These passages, however, are all explicitly concerned with immortality in song. In 
Horace, the focus seems to be on moments of immortal happiness. 
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chapter is on mythical paradigms like Heracles, Perseus, and Pelops and their 

journeys into immortal realms, on the carefully constructed parallelism between 

these paradigms and the respective victor, and on the implications of such 

parallelism for the characterisation of the victor. Since the arguments developed 

in the following paragraphs are concerned with a feature of the metaphorical 

language of the epinician, they affect our understanding of the victor and the poet 

only as conventionalised personae, not as historical individuals with distinctive 

aspirations and predilections.228 

 

   

MYTH AND IMMORTALITY 

 

Questions regarding the purpose of a mythical narrative within the composition of 

the epinician are complicated and relate to the wider question of unity, which has 

vexed Pindaric scholarship at least since Hellenistic times.229 While it can never 

be excluded per se that narratives are related for their own sake, as a means of 

entertainment, 230 scholarship has become increasingly aware of the variety of 

ways in which certain narratives can interact with other elements of an ode and 

 
228  In this respect, this chapter differs significantly from the purpose of Currie (2005). 
Nevertheless, the questions pursued there provide an important background for the following 
paragraphs. 
229 On problems of unity in ancient scholarship, cf. Drachmann (1891) 5–18, Most (1985) 12–25, 
Currie (2005) 331 with n. 196. On modern times, cf. Drachmann (1891) 18–44, Young (1970), 
Heath (1986), Krummen (1990) 10–30, Pfeijffer (1999) 12–18, Patten (2009) and Indergaard 
(2011b) 1–5. 
230 On the ‘decorative’ function of myth, cf. Thummer (1968) 1.110–20, Patten (2009) 146–54. 
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contribute to an overall encomiastic programme. 231  Where mythical figures 

provide paradigms for characters of the hic et nunc, the narrative would function 

in a way similar to similes or metaphors, with a source domain, a target domain, 

and a more or less complex net of connections between the two.232 Often, 

however, the precise nature of the target domain is obscure and more than one 

construal is reasonably possible, ranging from the victor to the poet to the victor’s 

hometown etc. The extent of ambiguity that can arise by these means seems to 

depend in part on the size of the narrative. While shorter narratives provide 

straightforward paradigms for laudandus or laudator, often explicitly, longer 

narratives tend to create a variety of associations as they unfold.  

In fact, most of the shorter and explicitly paradigmatic narratives seem to 

invite comparison primarily with the laudandus. In Pythian 1, for example, the 

story of Philoctetes is related because Hieron, like the hero, set out in a state of 

illness to aid his allies (50–1 τὰν Φιλοκτητάο δίκαν ἐφέπων | ἐϲτρατεύθη). In 

Olympian 10, the laudator wishes that Hagesidamus may offer gratitude to his 

trainer Ilas as Patroclus did to Achilles (17–19 Ἴλαι φερέτω χάριν | Ἁγηϲίδαµοϲ 

ὡϲ | Ἀχιλεῖ Πάτροκλοϲ).233 In Pythian 6, the laudator attributes Thrasyboulus 

with the same reverence towards gods and parents that Chiron once instructed 

Achilles to observe (19–27, esp. 19–22 ὀρθὰν ἄγειϲ ἐφηµοϲύναν | τά ποτ’ ἐν 

οὔρεϲι φαντὶ µεγαλοϲθενεῖ | Φιλύραϲ υἱὸν ὀρφανιζοµένωι | Πηλεΐδα παραινεῖν). 

In the following lines, Antilochus is introduced as a second example of filial 

 
231 Cf., e.g., Köhnken (1971), Carey (1981) 10, Slater (1984) 250, Lloyd-Jones (1990) 64–5, Erbse 
(1999), esp. 30–2, and Indergaard (2011b) 2–3. 
232 On metaphors, see above, n. 16. 
233 A similar, though less explicit, comparison is made in O. 9.76–9, 83–5 between Epharmostus 
and Lampromachus and Achilles and Patroclus. 
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devotion, and at the end of the narrative Thrasyboulus is presented as the present-

day counterpart of that hero (43–5 τὰ µὲν παρίκει· | τῶν νῦν δὲ καὶ Θραϲύβουλοϲ | 

πατρώιαν µάλιϲτα πρὸϲ ϲτάθµαν ἔβα). In Olympian 6, the laudator explicitly 

compares Hagesias with Amphiaraus, because both combine the art of divining 

with martial or athletic prowess (12–14, 16–17).234 Moreover, the central narrative 

of Iamus’ life, related from birth to heroisation (28–71), is evidently designed in 

reference to the Iamid Hagesias (cf. 5).235  

On the basis of these explicit comparisons between mythical heroes and 

laudandi, it is tempting to interpret also other narratives, which are more open to 

interpretation, with a view on the laudandus. Most longer narratives, especially in 

Pindar, are centred around a hero’s cultural or martial exploits, around struggles 

and their resolution.236 In itself, this kind of plot could seem to provide an apt 

reflection of athletic training and competition. However, while this argument is 

frequently encountered in Pindaric scholarship, its implications are often 

neglected. For many narratives contain not only the struggles undertaken by the 

mythical hero, but also the reward received for them, and this reward is often a 

 
234 Cf. Kirkwood (1980) 86 ‘Amphiaraus symbolizes Hagesias as warrior and prophet’, Erbse 
(1999) 16–17. 
235 Explicit comparisons are also found in N. 3.14–15 (Aristocleides and the Myrmidones) and I. 
4.49–55 (Melissus and Heracles), which are both discussed in detail below. 
236 Exceptions are, for example, the female protagonists of Pythians 3 (Coronis), 9 (Cyrene), and 
11 (Clytemnestra), where the function of the narratives are debated. On the possible parallelism 
between Coronis and the laudator in P. 3.8–37, cf. Race (1989) 191, Finglass (2007) 42–4. On the 
parallelism between Telesicrates and Cyrene in P. 9.1–75, cf. Winnington-Ingram (1969), 
Woodbury (1972), Robbins (1978), Carson (1982), Kirkwood (1982) 216, Suárez de la Torre 
(1984), Köhnken (1984), Miller (1993) 26. On the problems of ‘relevance’ regarding the 
Clytemnestra narrative in P. 11.13–37, cf. Wilamowitz (1922) 263, Bowra (1936), (1964) 154, 
294, 405, and (1965) 104, Finley (1955) 100–5, Burton (1962) 63, 71–3, Most (1985) 25, Finglass 
(2007) 41–7.  
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form of immortality. 237  Thus, Pelops receives a hero cult after defeating 

Oenomaus in the chariot race in Olmpian 1 (90–3). In Olympian 2, Semele and 

Ino-Leucothea are immortalised in return for their suffering (22–33, esp. 23 

Κάδµοιο κούραιϲ, ἔπαθον αἳ µεγάλα). Iamus becomes a hero in Olympian  6 (50–

63). Tlaptolemus receives worship ὥϲπερ θεῶι in Olympian 7 (76–80). Aristaeus 

will, according to Chiron’s prophecy, be immortalised by Gaia and the Horae in 

Pythian 9 (esp. 63). At the beginning of Nemean 10, Athena makes Diomedes a 

god (7), and Amphiaraus is turned into an oracular hero (8); with these two 

immortalisations at the beginning of the ode, and the choice offered to Polydeuces 

at the end (55–9, 80–90; see the following paragraph), immortalisation frames 

Nemean 10 as a whole. The most prominent apotheosis is that of Heracles, 

recounted or alluded to in Olympian 3 (36–8), Nemeans 1 (69–72), 3 (22), and 10 

(17–18), and Isthmian 4 (58–69). Moreover, epinician narratives refer to places at 

the edge of or beyond the known world, where mortals can be brought to enjoy 

immortal life. Thus, Peleus, Cadmus, and Achilles are said to live on the Isles of 

 
237 In the world of myth, the boundaries between mortal and immortal are generally fluid. Heroes 
of narratives enjoy the company of gods, who assist them in their adventures, dine with them, 
attend their weddings, and even marry them: Tantalus invites the gods to dinner in exchange for 
the meals enjoyed on Olympus (ἀµοιβαῖα θεοῖϲι δεῖπνα) in O. 1.36–9; Peleus marries Thetis and 
Cadmus Harmonia in P. 3.86–95, καὶ θεοὶ δαίϲαντο παρ’ ἀµφοτέροιϲ (93); the chorus of Muses 
sings at the wedding of Peleus and Thetis in N. 5.25–6 (αἱ δὲ πρώτιϲτον µὲν ὕµνηϲαν Διὸϲ 
ἀρχόµεναι ϲεµνὰν Θέτιν | Πηλέα θ’). Peleus is εὐδαίµων γαµβρὸϲ θεῶν in I. 6.25; Heracles 
marries Hebe and becomes γαµβρὸϲ Ἥραϲ in I. 4.76–8; a metaphorical γάµοϲ takes place between 
Apollo and Cyrene in P. 9 (13 ξυνὸν ἁρµόζοιϲα [sc. Ἀφροδίτα, cf. 9] θεῶι τε γάµον µιχθέντα 
κούραι θ’ Ὑψέοϲ ἐυρυβία, 51 ταυτᾶι πόϲιϲ ἵκεο βᾶϲϲαν, 66 τερπνὰν γάµου κραίνειν τελευτάν). 
Τhe line between mortal and immortal can also be crossed in the other direction: Ixion (P. 2.25–6) 
and Tantalus (O. 1.54–64) are expelled from Olympus and receive the opposite of immortal bliss, 
eternal punishment; Pelops, in turn, who was sent to earth as a result of his father’s transgression, 
regains immortality in the form of heroic worship (P. O. 1.90–9). In other cases, attempts to attain 
immortality fail unless a god vouchsafes them: Asclepius’ resurrection of a dead man results in 
death (P. 3.55–8), as does Belerophon’s ascent to Olympus (I. 7.44–7, O. 13.91), while Pegasus is 
accepted among the gods (O. 13.92). The choice offered to Polydeuces by Zeus in N. 10.55–9 and 
80–90, either to live as a god on Olympus or to share his lot with his brother, illustrates well how 
flexible movements between the mortal and the divine spheres can be in the world of the myth.  
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the Blessed in Olympian 2 (78–9; cf. P. fr. 172.1 SM Πελέοϲ ἀντιθέου, P. 3.88 

ἀντιθέωι Κάδµωι), and Croesus is transferred to the Hyperboreans by Apollo in 

Bacchylides 3 (58–62 τότε Δαλογενὴϲ Ἀπόλλων | φέρων ἐϲ Ὑπερβορέουϲ 

γέροντα | ϲὺν τανιϲφύροιϲ κατέναϲϲε κούραιϲ | δι’ εὐϲέβειαν, ὅτι µέγιϲτα θνατῶν | 

ἐϲ ἀγαθέαν ἀνέπεµψε Πυθώ). 

In cases where the exploits of a mythical hero provide an implicit or explicit 

parallelism with the training of the athlete, immortalisation as a reward for these 

exploits is likely to continue this parallelism. The end of Olympian 10 offers an 

instructive example of this effect of the narrative on the hic et nunc. There, the 

laudator compares the beauty that he observed in Hagesidamus at the moment of 

his victory (expressed through the aorist εἶδον in 100, and κεῖνον κατὰ χρόνον in 

102) with the beauty of Ganymede, which secured his immortalisation (103–5 

ἰδέαι τε καλόν | ὥραι τε κεκραµένον ἅ ποτε | ἀναιδέα Γανυµήδει θάνατον ἆλκε 

ϲὺν Κυπρογενεῖ). This comparison creates the impression of an analogy between 

Ganymede’s immortal life on Olympus and the moment of Hagesidamus’ victory, 

which the ode preserves like a photograph. 238  Whereas Olympian 10, thus 

interpreted, explores the momentary nature of victory, the end of Nemean 10 

seems to focus on the ambivalent nature of the victor during that moment. There, 

Castor and Polydeuces, who are introduced as ‘good athletes’ (50–1 οὖ θαῦµα 

ϲφίϲιν | ἐγγενὲϲ ἔµµεν ἀεθληταῖϲ ἀγαθοῖϲιν), and whose struggles with Idas and 

 
238 Cf. Nassen (1975) 239 ‘Since Hagesidamus shares the beauty of Ganymede, he will certainly 
escape a common end. Just as Ganymede was spared from meeting ruthless death . . . because 
Aphrodite blessed him . . . with a handsome appearance, so will the son of Archestratos also be 
spared; for he has been favored with victory by the king of the gods for his athletic prowess and 
physical strength and will thus live for all eternity in Pindar’s immortal epinician song.’ Cf. also 
Wilamowitz (1922) 220, Hubbard (1985) 69, and Verdenius (1988a) 86 on 105, Hutchinson 
(2011) 115 with n. 7.  
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Lynceus are described in terms reminiscent of athletic competition generally and 

of wrestling particularly (61–72, esp. 61 λαιψηροῖϲ δὲ πόδεϲϲιν, 66 διώκων, 68 

ἔµβαλον, 69 οὐδ’ ἀνέχαϲϲαν· ἐφορµαθεὶϲ δ’ ἄρ’ ἄκοντι θοῶι), are evidently 

designed as paradigms for the athlete. The result of this struggle is Castor’s death 

and Polydeuces’ subsequent decision, not to enjoy Olympian immortality forever 

by himself (83–5 εἰ µὲν θάνατόν τε φυγὼν καὶ γῆραϲ ἀπεχθόµενον | αὐτὸϲ 

Οὔλυµπον θέλειϲ ναίειν ἐµοὶ, ϲύν τ’ Ἀθαναίαι κελαινεγχεῖ τ’ Ἄρει | ἔϲτι ϲοι 

τούτων λάχοϲ), but to share a combination of mortality and immortality with his 

brother (86–8 πάντων δὲ νοεῖϲ ἀποδάϲϲαϲθαι ἴϲον | ἥµιϲυ µέν κε πνέοιϲ γαίαϲ 

ὑπένερθεν ἐῶν, | ἥµιϲυ δ’ οὐρανοῦ ἐν χρυϲέοιϲ δόµοιϲιν). Remarkably, the end of 

Nemean 10 does not return to the hic et nunc, but closes with the image of 

alternating life on Olympus and in the underworld.239 In doing so, the ode leaves 

unchecked any intimation, potentially arising from the parallelism between the 

Dioscuri and the athlete, about the laudandus experiencing a similar hybrid of 

mortality and immortality at the moment of his victory.240  

This chapter aims to pursue a similar line of interpretation in a selection of 

odes, the narratives of which conclude in immortalisation, and which therefore 

invite comparison between the moment of victory and immortality.  

 
239 Cf. Young (1993) 128–9 ‘He [sc. Pindar] almost always returns to comment on the victor’s 
present state, that part of the poem which Schadewaldt called the “zweite Siegerlob.” But here, I 
shall later suggest, the “zweite Siegerlob” is contained in the myth itself.’ The reference to 
Schadewaldt is to Schadewaldt (1928) 284. 
240 On aspects of mortality and immortality in the myth of Nemean 10, and their effect on the 
characterisation of the laudandus, cf. Stern (1969), Carne-Ross (1985) 82–3, Young (1993), and 
Currie (2005) 217. 
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GNŌMĒ AND MORTALITY 

 

While the suggestive force of myth is widely acknowledged, its impact on a given 

ode as a whole is often measured against the adjacent gnomic statements, which 

seem to contradict overtly what a myth can intimate. In most of these statements, 

the laudator recommends satisfaction with what has been reached and advises 

against yearning for more. The tension between contentment and aspiration takes 

the shape of metaphorical dichotomies, like near and far, familiar and strange, 

native and foreign, possible and impossible, or indeed mortal and immortal. Other 

images, like the Pillars of Heracles, the Hyperboreans, or ascent to Olympus, are 

employed for the same purpose.241 

A supposed contradiction between myth and gnōmē does not, in itself, rule 

out or even weaken the potential implications of a narrative. First, at least some 

epinicians appear to be designed as fundamentally polyphonic compositions 

where no voice would a priori seem to hold supremacy over the others.242 A 

second and more important consideration concerns the function of gnōmai. As 

break-offs, they can serve a rhetorical purpose, leading from one section of the 

poem to another. In this capacity, many are as likely to relate to the laudator and 

the fiction of an improvised song on a ‘subjective’ level, as to the laudandus on 

 
241 Dichotomies: O. 1.113–14, 5.23–4, P. 3.19–23, 61–2, 8.76–8, 10.28–9, N. 9.46–7, 11.13–16, I. 
2.39–42, 5.12–16, 6.10–13, 7.39–44; Pillars of Heracles: O. 3.43–5, N. 3.19–21, 4.69, I. 4.11–13; 
Hyperboreans and ascent to Olympus: P. 10.27–30. Cf. Thummer (1968) 1.67–81, Gianotti (1975) 
129–30, Gerber (1982) 173–5 on O.1.114, Hubbard (1985) 11–12, Race (1990) 191–5. 
242 On the supremacy of gnōmai, cf. Bowra (1964) 61, Kirkwood (1981), Instone (1993) 19–20. 
Cf., contra, Hubbard (1985) 7 ‘In Pindaric criticism, this critical bias has resulted from an 
overemphasis on individual gnomic statements.’ On epinicians and polyphony, cf. also A. M. 
Miller (1993), Hutchinson (2001) 436–7, Currie (2005) 80, (2013) 244; on polyphony and lyric 
generally, cf. Blevins (2008). 
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an ‘objective’ level.243 The image of the journey, which underlies all gnomic 

utterances, can refer both to the laudandus’ path of achievement and to the 

laudator’s path of song.244 Gnomic statements, we may conclude, can be as 

ambiguous and open to interpretation as mythical narratives.  

Claims such as µὴ µατεύϲηι θεὸϲ γενέϲθαι (O. 5.24) or µὴ µάτευε Ζεὺϲ 

γενέϲθαι (I. 5.14) are not affected by the considerations raised so far because they 

can only refer to the laudandus. However, these claims only provide a problem if 

we interpret a narrative about immortalisation as a promise of actual immortality 

for the victor.245 If, on the other hand, we consider immortality a metaphor for the 

victor’s experience, the content of these gnōmai is not challenged. The laudandus 

may be presented through myth as someone who enjoys a moment so 

extraordinary that he appears similar or identical to a god for that moment, but he 

does not become a god.246 

 

 

VICTORY SCULPTURE 

 

The arguments developed in the preceding paragraphs about the purpose of 

mythical narratives within the epinician in general, and about the suggestive force 

 
243 Cf. Hubbard (1985) passim, Indergaard (2011b) 120–1. On objective and subjective, cf. Bundy 
(1962) 12–13. 
244 Cf. Becker (1937) 50–68 on objective usage of the image of the path, ibid. 68–85 on subjective 
usage. 
245 Cf. Currie (2005) 78–81. 
246 Cf. similarly Young (1993) 126 ‘. . . these passages are not real warnings or rebukes. Rather, 
they are highly complimentary statements, something like beatitudes, that Pindarists recognize as 
elements of the ne plus ultra theme.’ 
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of narratives about immortality in particular, find further support in sculpture, 

especially in civic monuments associated with athletic competition. For the 

questions asked here, this type of sculpture provides more immediate access 

because it is not addressed to a particular victor but seeks universal relevance. 

Also, in interpreting mythical depictions in sculpture, several of the voices that 

can complicate narratives in the epinician, like the laudator, the laudandus’ 

family or social milieu etc., are absent. Instead, if mythical scenes in sculpture 

serve a paradigmatic purpose, they are more likely to reflect the path of the athlete 

than, say, of the sculptor.  

That sculpture is a relevant background for epinician poetry is suggested not 

only by explicit remarks in Pindar’s odes,247 but also by archaeological findings 

that reveal the extent to which Pindar engages in a dialogue with this art form. 

The Alcmeonid temple of Apollo at Delphi, for example, which shows on the east 

pediment Apollo with his chariot, is alluded to in Pythian 7 (9–11) to glorify the 

Alcmeonid Megacles.248 The Siphnian treasury at Delphi, depicting on the east 

frieze the battle of Achilles and Memnon over Antilochus’ body with Nestor in 

the far right, seems to have influenced the mythical narrative of Pythian 6 (28–

42).249 The new pediments of the temple of Aphaea in Aegina (c. 480 BC), which 

depict on the east frieze the first sack of Troy, on the west frieze the second, seem 

 
247 Cf. N. 5.1–5, 4.79–85, P. 6.1–18, I. 2.45–6. On Pindar and sculpture generally, cf. Steiner 
(1993), (1998), (2001), Kurke (1993), O’Sullivan (2003), Rosalind Thomas (2007), and Smith 
(2007). 
248 For a reconstruction of the pediment, cf. Lacoste (1920), La Coste-Messelière (1931) 33–67. 
For its influence on Pindar, cf. Steiner (1993) 166–7, Athanassaki (2011b) 245–54. 
249 For a reconstruction of the frieze, cf. Brinkmann (1985), (1994) 139–53. For its influence on P. 
6, cf. Shapiro (1988) and Athanassaki (2012a). 
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to provide a model for the narratives of the Aeginetan odes Olympian 8 (30–

46),250 and Isthmians 5 (34–8) and 6 (26–35, 51–4).251   

Of primary importance for the questions asked here is the sculptural 

programme of the temple of Zeus at Olympia, built while Pindar was composing 

odes for Olympic victories (c. 470–50 BC). This monument shows on the east 

pediment Pelops and Oenomaus with their chariots, on the west pediment the 

battle between Lapiths and Centaurs, and on the metopes of pronaos (east) and 

opisthodomos (west) the twelve labours of Heracles, six on either side. The 

monument is the centre of the temple district of Olympia: in the bouleuterion, 

athletes would sacrifice and swear the oath of fair play before competing;252 

victors might have been crowned in the pronaos;253 votive offerings of victorious 

athletes surround the vicinity of the temple.254  

The depiction of Heracles and Pelops at Olympia is sufficiently motivated 

in the role that both heroes played in the foundation of the games. There is, 

however, a strong possibility that the sculptures are also designed to invite 

comparison between the mythical figures and the athletes performing rites in the 

vicinity. The chariot race of Pelops and Oenomaus provides a paradigm for 

 
250 For reconstructions of the friezes, cf. Ohly (1974) 47–66 and (1976). For its influence on O. 2, 
cf. Podlecki (1976) 405–8, Burnett (2005) 29–44, 219, 245–7, Santi (2006), Athanassaki (2011a) 
281–6 and (2012) 139–42. 
251 Cf. Indergaard (2011a) 306–21. 
252 On athletes taking their vows at the bouleuterion of the temple, cf. Paus. 5.24.9 ὁ δὲ ἐν τῶι 
βουλευτηρίωι πάντων ὁπόϲα ἀγάλµατα Διὸϲ µάλιϲτα ἐϲ ἔκπληξιν ἀδίκων ἀνδρῶν πεποίηται· 
ἐπίκληϲιϲ µὲν Ὅρκιόϲ ἐϲτιν αὐτῶι, ἔχει δὲ ἐν ἑκατέραι κεραυνὸν χειρί. παρὰ τούτωι καθέϲτηκε 
τοῖϲ ἀθληταῖϲ καὶ πατράϲιν αὐτῶν καὶ ἀδελφοῖϲ, ἔτι δὲ γυµναϲταῖϲ ἐπὶ κάπρου κατόµνυϲθαι 
τοµίων, µηδὲν ἐϲ τὸν Ὀλυµπίων ἀγῶνα ἔϲεϲθαι παρ’ αὐτῶν κακούργηµα. 
253 Cf. Sinn (2000) 58, 69. 
254 Cf. Barringer (2005) 212. 
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athletes competing in this particular discipline.255 A similar paradigm in the case 

of Heracles and of the Centauromachy is suggested by scenes where the heroes 

are engaged in poses typical of wrestling or boxing.256 More strikingly, Heracles 

and one of the Lapiths exhibit injuries characteristic of boxing (the ‘cauliflower 

ear’).257 Pausanias (6.5.5–6) even preserves an example of one athlete, a certain 

Polydamas, who identified himself and his career with Heracles and his 

labours.258 

If a paradigmatic function can be assumed for these depictions, immortality 

is an implicit element of the parallelism. Heracles’ apotheosis is not shown on the 

metopes, but as the result of and reward for the labours depicted it is present in the 

background of the narrative.259 This impression is enhanced by the way in which 

the scenes progress linearly through the hero’s life, from a beardless youth in the 

first scenes to a bearded middle-aged man in the later scenes. Even without an 

explicit depiction, this progression points to the last stage of the hero’s life as a 

god on Olympus. The same can be observed in the case of Pelops. Apotheosis is 

no element of accounts of the hero’s life, but the worship that he received at 

 
255 The paradigmatic function of Pelops is complicated by versions of the story where Pelops wins 
by manipulating or bribing Oenomaus’ charioteer Myrtilus, cf. Soph. Oenom. TrGF 4, F471–7, 
Eur. Oenom. TrGF 5.2, F571–7, Diod. 4.73, Apollod. Epit. 2.4–8. It would appear that the 
sculptural programme at Olympia chooses to ignore these compromising elements in the tradition 
of Pelops, as does Pindar in his account in O. 1.71–88. 
256 See Heracles’ battle with the Cretan Bull: G. Treu (1897) pl. 45, fig. 4; the Keryneian Hind: G. 
Treu (1897) pl. 45, fig. 5; and the Hydra: G. Treu (1897) pl. 45, fig. 2. On Heracles, cf. Barringer 
(2005) 237. On the Lapiths, cf. Raschke (1988) 42–3, Barringer (2005) 234. On the iconographical 
assimilation of Heracles and athletes more generally, cf. Mackey (2002). 
257 On Heracles’ injury on G. Treu (1897) pl. 45, fig. 1, cf. Raschke (1988) 33–4, Pimpinelli 
(1994) 353–4, Barringer (2005) 237; on the Lapith’s injury on G. Treu (1897) pl. 45, fig. Q, cf. 
Rehak (1998) 199, Barringer (2005) 234. 
258 On the anecdote of Polydamas, a victor in the pancratium, cf. Paus. 6.5.5 ἐνταῦθα ὁ 
Πουλυδάµαϲ λέοντα ἐν τῶι Ὀλύµπωι, µέγα καὶ ἄλκιµον θηρίον, κατειργάϲατο οὐδενὶ 
ἐϲκευαϲµένοϲ ὅπλωι. προήχθη δὲ ἐϲ τὸ τόλµηµα φιλοτιµίαι πρὸϲ τὰ Ἡρακλέουϲ ἔργα, ὅτι καὶ 
Ἡρακλέα ἔχει λόγοϲ κρατῆϲαι τοῦ ἐν Νεµέαι λέοντοϲ. 
259 Cf. Barringer (2005) 237. 
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Olympia, in the Pelopeion just next to the temple of Zeus, seems to have been on 

a larger scale than cults for other heroes at other places.260 In fact, there is 

evidence that his cult statue was nearly as big as that of Zeus.261 This lavish form 

of worship is relevant for understanding the function of the sculpture at the temple 

of Zeus because athletes would have made offerings also at the Pelopeion (Paus. 

5.13.8).262 If, therefore, athletes were encouraged to regard the depiction of Pelops 

on the east pediment of the temple of Zeus as a model for athletic competition, the 

form of immortality that the hero received some thirty metres north of that temple 

becomes part of this model. 

For the victor, the kind of immortality that is expressed through the 

parallelism between himself and these two heroes is unlikely to convey any 

promise of cultic worship.263 Nor does it, in its general applicability to any victor, 

seem to be concerned with the preservation of fame of a particular victor, as can 

be done by epinicians and victory statues. Instead, as the sculptural narratives 

about immortalisation are placed at the very spot where victors seem to have been 

crowned (see above, n. 253), immortality is most likely to represent this particular 

moment. Similar to the Horatian verse quoted at the beginning of this chapter, 

immortality here seems to serve as an image for the vigour that secured the 

 
260 On Pelops’ cult at Olympia, cf. Herrmann (1980), Burkert (1983) 97–103. 
261 Cf. Paus. 5.13.1 ἡρώων δὲ τῶν ἐν Ὀλυµπίαι τοϲοῦτον προτετιµηµένοϲ ἐϲτὶν ὁ Πέλοψ ὑπὸ 
Ἠλείων ὅϲον Ζεὺϲ θεῶν τῶν ἄλλων. On the dimensions of Pelops’ statue at Olympia, cf. Tulunay 
(1998) 453 and Barringer (2005) 212. 
262 On sacrifices for Pelops, cf. implicitly Paus. 5.13.3 ἔϲτι δὲ ὁ ξυλεὺϲ ἐκ τῶν οἰκετῶν τοῦ Διόϲ, 
ἔργον δὲ αὐτῶι πρόϲκειται τὰ ἐϲ τὰϲ θυϲίαϲ ξύλα τεταγµένου λήµµατοϲ καὶ πόλεϲι παρέχειν καὶ 
ἀνδρὶ ἰδιώτηι· τὰ δὲ λεύκηϲ µόνηϲ ξύλα καὶ ἄλλου δένδρου ἐϲτὶν οὐδενόϲ· ὃϲ δ’ ἂν ἢ αὐτῶν 
Ἠλείων ἢ ξένων τοῦ θυοµένου τῷ Πέλοπι ἱερείου φάγηι τῶν κρεῶν, οὐκ ἔϲτιν οἱ ἐϲελθεῖν παρὰ 
τὸν Δία. 
263 Cf. Barringer (2005) 237. 
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victory and for the fame and happiness that result from it, all of which are 

presented as so great that mortal standards are insufficient to measure it. 

Thus interpreted, the sculpture at the temple of Zeus at Olympia functions in 

a way very similar to mythical narratives in the epinician.264 It unfolds stories 

about heroic exploits that ultimately result in immortalisation, and encourages 

comparison between these exploits and athletic training and competition. By 

extension, it also encourages comparison between the reward for heroic exploits, 

i.e., immortality, and the reward for athletic competition, i.e., victory. The latter 

parallelism characterises only the moment when the athlete appears as 

superhuman, and makes no claims about the longevity of this impression or about 

the victor’s afterlife. 

 

 

 

ULTIMATE JOURNEYS AND APOTHEOSIS: 

HERACLES 

 

The possible connections that Olympic victors could draw between themselves 

and the representations of Heracles at the temple of Zeus at Olympia shed an 

interesting light on the treatment of the same hero in Pindar. After all, he is not 

unlikely to have studied the sculptures on the most important monument at the 

 
264 On a detailed comparison between Pindar and this sculpture, cf. Stewart (1983) and Barringer 
(2005) 237–9. 
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most prestigious game site. Heracles is the most prominent mythical figure in the 

Pindaric corpus, and the speaking voices of several odes, often exploring a 

Theban identity, 265  express a personal connection with him.266  As with the 

sculptures at Olympia, the presence of Heracles in the epinician is superficially 

motivated through his role in founding the Olympian and Nemean Games, 

although the equally frequent references in Pythian and Isthmian odes point to a 

more profound motivation.267 Pindar’s odes present Heracles as the archetypal 

culture hero who promoted civilisation by freeing the world of villains and beasts 

on land and at sea, defined the known world,268 and even measured time.269 His 

 
265 On Pindaric laudatores presenting themselves as Theban, cf. Indergaard (2011b) 8–13 and 
Breman (2015) 56–65. 
266 Cf. P. 9.87 κωφὸϲ ἀνήρ τιϲ, ὃϲ Ἡρακλεῖ ϲτόµα µὴ περιβάλλει, N. 1.33–4 ἐγὼ δ’ Ἡρακλέοϲ 
ἀντέχοµαι προφόνωϲ | ἐν κορυφαῖϲ ἀρετᾶν µεγάλαιϲ. 
267 Cf. P. 5.69–72, 9.87 (see above, n. 266), 10.1–3, 11.3–5; I. 5.35–7, 6.31–5, 7.6–7, fr. 29.4 SM. 
268 Cf. N. 1.62–6 ὅϲϲουϲ µὲν ἐν χέρϲωι κτανών, | ὅϲϲουϲ δὲ πόντωι θῆραϲ ἀϊδροδίκαϲ· | καί τινα 
ϲὺν πλαγίωι | ἀνδρῶν κόρωι ϲτείχοντα τὸν ἐχθρότατον | φᾶ ἑ δαιώϲειν µόρον, 3.22–6 (the Pillars 
of Heracles) ἃϲ ἔθηκε ναυτλίαϲ ἐϲχάταϲ | µάρτυραϲ κλυτὰϲ δάµαϲε δὲ θῆραϲ ἐν πελάγει | 
ὑπερόχουϲ, ἰδίαι τ’ ἐρεύναϲε τεναγέων | ῥοάϲ, ὁπᾶι πόµπιµον κατέβαινε νόϲτου τέλοϲ | καὶ γᾶν 
φράδαϲε, I. 4.73–5 γαίαϲ τε πάϲαϲ | καὶ βαθύκρηµνον πολιᾶϲ ἁλὸϲ ἐξευρὼν θέναρ, | ναυτιλίαιϲί τε 
πορθµὸν ἡµερώϲαιϲ, O. 10.26–38 ἐπεὶ Ποϲειδάνιον | πέφνε Κτέατον ἀµύµονα | πέφνε δ’ Εὔρυτον 
. . . On Heracles as a culture hero, cf. also Soph. Trach. 1012 πολλὰ µὲν ἐν πόντωι, κατά τε δρία 
πάντα καθαίρων, Eur. HF 20 ἐξηµερῶϲαι γαῖαν, 225–6 ποντίων καθαρµάτων | χέρϲου τ’ ἀµοιβὰϲ 
ὧν ἐµόχθηϲεν χερί, 400–2 (colometry disputed) ποντίαϲ θ’ ἁλόϲ | µυχοὺϲ εἰϲέβαινε, θνα–|τοῖϲ 
γαλανείαϲ τιθεὶϲ ἐρετµοῖϲ, 696–700 τᾶϲ δ’ εὐγενίαϲ | πλέον ὑπερβάλλων ⟨ἀρετᾶι⟩ | µοχθήϲαϲ τὸν 
ἄκυµον | θῆκεν βίοτον βροτοῖϲ | πέρϲαϲ δείµατα θηρῶν, 851–3 ἄβατον δὲ χώραν καὶ θάλαϲϲαν 
ἀγρίαν | ἐξηµερώϲαϲ θεῶν ἀνέϲτηϲεν µόνοϲ | τιµὰϲ πιτνούϲαϲ ἀνοϲίων ἀνδρῶν ὕπο, 1252 
εὐεργέτηϲ βροτοῖϲι καὶ µέγαϲ φίλοϲ, 1309–10 τοὺϲ εὐεργέταϲ | Ἑλλάδοϲ; Sen. HF 249–51 orbe 
defenso caret, | sensere terrae pacis auctorem suae | abesse, 271–2 qui scelera terra quique 
persequitur mari | ac saeva iusta sceptra confringit manu, 441–6 post tot ingentis uiri | 
memoranda facta postque pacatum manu | quodcumque Titan ortus et labens uidet, | post monstra 
tot perdomita, post Phlegram impio | sparsam cruore postque defensos deos | nondum liquet de 
patre?, 831 iusserat [sc. Eurystheus] mundi penetrare fundum, 882–8 Pax est Heraclea manu | 
Auroram inter et Hesperum, | et qua sol medium tenens | umbras corporibus negat; | quodcumque 
alluitur solum | longo Tethyos ambitu, | Alcidae domuit labor. Cf. also the evidence in Brommer 
(1984) 60–3 and Jourdain-Annequin (1980/1). 
269 Cf. O. 10, the central narrative of which presents the foundation of the Olympic Games by 
Heracles as the establishment of a chronological system; this establishment is reflected in the 
narratology of the ode: before the foundation, events are not arranged in chronological order, and 
after the establishment, they are arranged in a catalogue; cf. Nassen (1975), Kromer (1976), 
Hubbard (1985) 68–9, Theunissen (2002) 612–13, Nünlist (2007) 240. On the Olympic Games as 
a chronological system, cf. Hippias VS 89 B3 (τοὺϲ µὲν οὖν χρόνουϲ ἐξακριβῶϲαι χαλεπόν ἐϲτι, 
καὶ µάλιϲτα τοὺϲ ἐκ τῶν Ὀλυµπιονικῶν ἀναγοµένουϲ, ὧν τὴν ἀναγραφὴν ὀψέ φαϲιν Ἱππίαν 
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life is shown as one of tireless toiling, and the reward for these toils is his 

acceptance as a god on Olympus. As opposed to Bacchylides 5 and Sophocles’ 

Women of Trachis, which seem to decidedly omit the hero’s apotheosis, in Pindar’ 

odes there is not even a hint at Heracles’ physical death at the hands of Deianeira. 

Instead, as in Hesiod’s Theogony,270 the reward follows the toils directly.271 

Arguably, this can be seen as an attempt to facilitate the parallelism of Heracles’ 

cultural exploits with the victor’s athletic training, and of Heracles’ apotheosis 

with the athlete’s experience at the moment of victory, while smoothing out 

elements that would disturb the parallelism, such as Heracles’ death.  

 
ἐκδοῦναι τὸν Ἠλεῖον, ἀπ’ οὐδενὸϲ ὁρµώµενον ἀναγκαίου πρὸϲ πίϲτιν), Timaeus FGrHist 566 
T10, Eratosthenes FGrHist 241 F1a, and Censorinus DN 21 et si origo mundi in hominum notitiam 
uenisset, inde exordium sumeremus; nunc uero id interuallum temporis tractabo, quod historicon 
Varro appellat. Hic enim tria discrimina temporum esse tradit: . . . tertium a prima Olympiade ad 
nos, quod dicitur historicon, quia res in eo gestae ueris historiis continetur.  
270 Cf. Hes. Thg. 950–5 Ἥβην δ’ Ἀλκµήνηϲ καλλιϲφύρου ἄλκιµοϲ υἱόϲ, | ἲϲ Ἡρακλῆοϲ, τελέϲαϲ 
ϲτονόενταϲ ἀέθλουϲ, | παῖδα Διὸϲ µεγάλοιο καὶ Ἥραϲ χρυϲοπεδίλου, | αἰδοίην θέτ’ ἄκοιτιν ἐν 
Οὐλύµπωι νιφόεντι· | ὄλβιοϲ, ὃϲ µέγα ἔργον ἐν ἀθανάτοιϲιν ἀνύϲϲαϲ | ναίει ἀπήµαντοϲ καὶ 
ἀγήραοϲ ἤµατα πάντα. Note the emphasis here on toils (τελέϲαϲ ϲτονόενταϲ ἀέθλουϲ, µέγα ἔργον 
ἀνύϲϲαϲ). 
271 The same can be observed at the end of Sophocles’ Philoctetes, where Heracles appears as deus 
ex machina on top of the stage building; on the staging, cf. Schein (2013) 334–5 on 1409–17. 
Heracles refers to his immortality as a reward for his toils (1413–14 τὴν ϲὴν δ’ ἥκω χάριν 
οὐρανίαϲ | ἕδραϲ προλίπων, 1418–20 καὶ πρῶτα µέν ϲοι τὰϲ ἐµὰϲ λέξω τύχαϲ, | ὅϲουϲ πονήϲαϲ καὶ 
διεξελθὼν πόνουϲ | ἀθάνατον ἀρετὴν ἔϲχον, ὡϲ πάρεϲθ’ ὁρᾶν), but fails to state whether he had to 
die first. At the end of his speech, he seems to blur this question deliberately (1443–4 οὐ γὰρ 
ηὑϲέβεια ϲυνθνήιϲκει βροτοῖϲ | κἂν ζῶϲι κἂν θάνωϲιν, οὐκ ἀπόλλυται). The suggestion of Schein 
(2013) 335, that ‘an Athenian audience would have been predisposed to consider [Heracles’] 
appearance ex machina ethically and dramatically appropriate, because of his legendary initiation 
into the Eleusinian Mysteries and worship in Attica as a cult-hero who “wards off harm 
(Ἀλεξίκακος)” and in other citites as saviour (Σώτηρ)’ seems far-fetched; Heracles’ apotheosis is a 
well-established literary motif. For ommission of Heralces’ death, cf. also Cat. 68.113–16 
(Amphitryoniades) tempore quo certa Stymphalia monstra sagitta | perculit imperio deterioris eri, 
| pluribus ut caeli tereretur ianua diuis, | Hebe nec longa uirginitate foret. 
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NEMEAN 1 

 

A good first example to study such potential parallelism between Heracles and the 

victor is found in Nemean 1.272 The narrative about Heracles, which unfolds in the 

last two of the four triads (35–72), is introduced as one about excellence (33–4 

ἐγὼ δ’ Ἡρακλέοϲ ἀντέχοµαι προφρόνωϲ | ἐν κορυφαῖϲ ἀρετᾶν µεγάλαιϲ, ἀρχαῖον 

ὀτρύνων λόγον), and, through this theme, is generally connected with Chromius’ 

victory. Moreover, as the gnōmē preceding the narrative indicates (32–3 κοιναὶ 

γὰρ ἔρχοντ’ ἐλπίδεϲ | πολυπόνων ἀνδρῶν), a second, more particular topic 

concerns hopes and expectations,273 and indeed the first part of the narrative (35–

59) relates Heracles’ first adventure as a precursor of his future successes (esp. 

56–7 ἐκνόµιον | λῆµά τε καὶ δύναµιν). This topic evidently serves as a point of 

comparison between Heracles and Chromius, in whom a similar relationship 

between prodigious origins and a career that lives up to the expectations arising 

from such origins is recognised earlier in the ode (8–9 ἀρχαὶ δὲ βέβληνται θεῶν | 

κείνου ϲὺν ἀνδρὸϲ δαιµονίαιϲ ἀρεταῖϲ). 274 The precise nature of Chromius’ 

origins is beyond our grasp, but their vague formulation would seem to allow, if 

not encourage, a connection with the following account of the hero’s origins.  

 
272 Cf. Radt (1966) 167, Braswell (1992) 56, Erbse (1999) 14–15 ‘Die Leistungen des Herakles 
sind ein idealisiertes Bild der Taten des sizilianischen Feldherrn’, Nicholson (2001) 87, Currie 
(2005) 1–2, and Σ N. 1.49b ἐπαπορήϲειεν ἄν τιϲ διατί τοῦ Ἡρακλέουϲ µνηµονεύει· οὐ γὰρ 
εὔκαιροϲ δοκεῖ ἡ µνήµη νῦν Ἡρακλέουϲ. καί φαµεν, ὅτι βουλόµενοϲ δεῖξαι, ὡϲ οἱ διαφανεῖϲ ἐν 
τοῖϲ λόγοιϲ ἀθάνατοι γίγνονται τῆι µνήµηι, διὰ τοῦτο µέµνεται Ἡρακλέουϲ ἀρετῆϲ, ἐπιφέρων τοῖϲ 
τοῦ Χροµίου θαύµαϲιν. Cf., contra, Wilamowitz (1922) 256 ‘Da haben sich schon die alten 
Erklärer den Kopf zerbrochen, was die Heraklesgeschichte mit Chromios zu tun hätte. Da gibt’s 
freilich keine Verbindung, aber Pindar sagt ja auch, daß ihn seine Neigung leitet’.  
273 On the ambivalent connotations of ἐλπίδεϲ at this point of the ode, and its gradual revelation as 
a positive term, cf. Bundy (1962) 87 and Theunissen (2002) 347–8. 
274 Cf. Radt (1966) 167–8, W. Rose (1974), and the restrictions in Erbse (1999) 14–15. 
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In the second part of the narrative, when Tiresias is summoned to interpret 

the events and foretell Heracles’ career (60–72), the parallelism between 

Chromius and Heracles is further explored and enriched by a parallelism between 

the laudator and the prophet.275 Pindar’s choice to introduce a secondary narrator, 

who relates Heracles’ career in prior narrative (a prophecy), rather than to 

continue in subsequent narrative through the mouth of the primary narrator, is 

noteworthy.276 On the one hand, by leaving the narratological point of reference in 

Heracles’ childhood, this kind of narrative allows the poem to develop further the 

theme of prodigious origins. On the other hand, it allows Pindar to reflect in the 

activity of Tiresias the activity of the laudator, who, after all, relates the prophecy 

in reported speech. Like the prophet, the laudator recognises in his subject an 

extraordinary degree of excellence. The precise nature of the correspondence 

between Heracles’ labours and Chromius’ career must remain unclear, but, if the 

biographical data provided by the scholia is correct, it is tempting to see a 

connection between Heracles’ fights on land and at sea (62–3 ὅϲϲουϲ µὲν ἐν 

χέρϲωι κτανών | ὅϲϲουϲ δὲ πόντωι θῆραϲ ἀϊδροδίκαϲ) and Chromius’ naval and 

military campaigns, 277  and between Heracles’ marriage with Hebe (71–2 

 
275  Cf. Indergaard (2011b) 81–2. The following interpretation does not exclude a further 
parallelism between the laudator and Amphitryon, who both stand in awe of extraordinary deeds 
(19–20 ἔϲταν δ’ ἐπ’ αὐλείαιϲ θύραιϲ | ἀνδρὸϲ φιλοξείνου καλὰ µελπόµενοϲ, 55–6 ἔϲτα δὲ θάµβει 
δυϲφόρωι | τερπνῶι τε µιχθείϲ); cf. Nicholson (2001) 87. 
276 The terminology is that of de Jong and Nünlist (2007) xi–xiii. Nünlist (2007) does not consider 
N. 1, but states in 233 n. 2 that ‘prior narrative seems to be confined to secondary narratives’. We 
cannot determine whether the role of Tiresias in this story is a Pindaric invention because no older 
account has survived; Tiresias does, for what it is worth, feature in the treatments in Theocr. 
24.64–8, [Apollod.] Bibl. 2.4.8, and Plaut. Amph. 1128–9. 
277 Cf. N. 9.34–43, esp. 34–5 Χροµίωι κεν ὑπαϲπίζων παρὰ πεζοβόαιϲ ἵπποιϲ τε ναῶν τ’ ἐν µάχαιϲ 
ἔκριναϲ, and Σ P. 2.36c Ἀναξίλα τοῦ Μεϲϲήνηϲ καὶ Ῥηγίου τυράννου πολεµοῦντοϲ Λοκροῖϲ 
Ἱέρων πέµψαϲ Χρόµιον τὸν κηδεϲτὴν διηπείληϲεν αὐτῶι. 
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δεξάµενον θαλερὰν Ἥβην ἄκοιτιν καὶ γάµον | δαίϲαντα πὰρ Δὶ Κρονίδαι) and 

Chromius’ marriage with one of Hieron’s sisters.278 

However, there is a temporal difference between the prophet and the 

epinician laudator, as the former predicts future events, whereas the latter 

recounts events past and present. This temporal difference is important for 

understanding the account of Heracles’ apotheosis at the end of the narrative and 

of the ode as a whole (69–72). In this account, the explicitness of καµάτων 

µεγάλων ποινά (70) invites comparison between Heracles’ apotheosis and 

Chromius’ reward for his victory at Nemea.279 As follows from the difference 

between laudator and prophet, this reward is not likely to refer to something that 

Chromius is to expect of the future, such as poetic or cultic immortality,280 but to 

something that he has experienced already or that he is experiencing during the 

performance of the ode. Noteworthy in this respect is the emphasis that the 

account of Heracles’ life on Olympus places on feasting (71–2 γάµον | δαίϲαντα) 

and sympotic peace (69 ἐν εἰρήναι τὸν ἅπαντα χρόνον ἐν ϲχερῶι, 71 ὀλβίοιϲ ἐν 

δώµοιϲ). This emphasis seems to correlate with the imagined performative context 

 
278 Cf. Σ N. 9.95b (= Timaeus FGrHist 566 F212) ἐπιτρόπουϲ δὲ τοῦ παιδὸϲ µετ’ ἐκεῖνον 
κατέϲτηϲεν Ἀριϲτόνουν καὶ Χρόµιον τοὺϲ κηδεϲτάϲ· τούτοιϲ γὰρ ὁ Γέλων δέδωκε τὰϲ ἀδελφάϲ, Σ 
P. 2.36c Χρόµιον τὸν κηδεϲτήν (see above, n. 277). On the relationship between Hieron and 
Chromius, cf. also Σ N. 9 inscr. ὁ δὲ Χρόµιοϲ οὗτοϲ φίλοϲ ἦν Ἱέρωνοϲ, καταϲταθεὶϲ ὑπ’ αὐτοῦ τῆϲ 
Αἴτνηϲ ἐπίτροποϲ.  See also Radt (1966) 196–8, (2002) 21 n. 51, W. Rose (1974) 169 with n. 72, 
Braswell (1992) 82. See, however, the caveat in Privitera (1972a) 48–50, and Erbse (1999) 14–15 
‘. . . daß es Pindar hier nicht um den Vergleich von Lebensläufen geht, sondern um die 
Verwandtschaft der Grundlagen, auf denen die Vorzüge beider Männer beruhen.’ 
279 So interprets already Σ N. 1.49c ὡϲ οὖν οὗτοϲ ἔπαθλον πόνων ἔλαβε τὴν ἐπιφάνειαν, οὕτω καὶ 
Ἡρακλῆϲ πολλὰ ταλαιπωρήϲαϲ ἔπαθλον ἔϲχε τὴν ἀθαναϲίαν καὶ τὸν γάµον τῆϲ Ἥβηϲ. 
280 Cf. Currie (2005) 2 ‘There is an implied parallelism between Chromios and Herakles; one is 
left wondering about its exact extent, and about Chromios’ future after his death.’ 
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of the ode (compare 21–2 ἔνθα µοι ἁρµόδιον | δεῖπνον κεκόϲµηται).281 The 

victory symposium in Syracuse (or Aetna) and the wedding symposium on 

Olympus are presented as parallel activities.282 This performative parallelism 

assumes a striking effect at the end of the ode, which does not lead back to the hic 

et nunc via a gnomic statement or a similar rhetorical device, as happens in all 

other odes except Nemean 10 (see above, n. 239), but leaves us with the tranquil 

image of Heracles’ feasting on Olympus. The divine symposium, it seems, is so 

similar to its mortal counterpart that it evokes in itself the hic et nunc, as imagined 

by the laudator, in the minds of the original audience and the modern reader.283  

While both feasts follow as the reward for the respective protagonist’s 

exploits, Nemean 1 is careful to point out a temporal difference between them. 

Heracles’ reward is explicitly said to last forever (69 τὸν ἅπαντα χρόνον), which 

seems to imply that Chromius’ reward is confined to the duration of this particular 

symposium. In terms of quality, however, the ode states no fundamental 

difference. The victory symposium held in his honour means for Chromius a taste 

of the everlasting bliss that Heracles enjoys on Olympus.  

 
281 This is not to say that the primary performative context of Nemean 1 was necessarily the 
symposium, as it is taken by Wilamowitz (1922) 254, Krummen (1990) 276, Carey (2007) 204, 
and Morrison (2007) 24–5. It seems more likely that the laudator entertains here, as elsewhere, the 
fiction of sympotic performance.  
282 Cf. Rose (1974) 169–70, Krummen (1990) 56–7, Indergaard (2011b) 90–1. 
283 Cf. Clay (1999) and Indergaard (2011b) 92. 
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 ISTHMIAN 4 

 

While Nemean 1 presents Heracles’ apotheosis as the result of his adventures 

generally, two other narratives, found in Isthmian 4 and Nemean 3, connect his 

immortalisation with the particular journey to the west and the erection of the 

pillars that antiquity was to name in his honour. The Pillars of Heracles are a 

prominent theme in the Pindaric corpus, denoting the geographical end of the 

mortal world, beyond which lies the immortal realm;284 to traverse that boundary 

would be dangerous if not deadly.285 As a metaphor, extending the image of the 

journey, the Pillars mark a point on a path from where there is no safe continuing, 

and so they can reflect either the laudandus’ path of achievement or the 

laudator’s path of song.286 The world within the Pillars and the one beyond form a 

dichotomy that is evaluated in terms similar to those of the gnomic dichotomies 

between near and far, familiar and strange, or mortal and immortal.287 Here, 

however, the dichotomy is complicated by the fact that Heracles is, in all other 

accounts of the myth, a paradigm not merely for reaching the limit demarcated by 

 
284 Atlantis is meant to be situated beyond the Pillars, cf. Hdt. 1.202.4 τὴν µὲν γὰρ Ἕλληνεϲ 
ναυτίλλονται πᾶϲα καὶ ἡ ἔξω Ϲτηλέων θάλλαϲϲα ἡ Ἀτλαντὶϲ καλεοµένη καὶ ἡ Ἐρυθρὴ µία ἐοῦϲα 
τυγχάνει, Plat. Crit. 108e τοῖϲ θ’ ὑπὲρ Ἡρακλείαϲ ϲτήλαϲ. 
285 Cf. P. I. 4.29–31 ἀνορέαιϲ δ’ ἐϲχάταιϲιν | οἴκοθεν ϲτάλαιϲιν ἅπτονθ’ Ἡρακλείαιϲ· | καὶ µηκέτι 
µακροτέραν ϲπεύδειν ἀρετάν, N. 3.19–21 εἰ δ’ ἐὼν καλὸϲ ἔρδων τ’ ἐοικότα µορφᾶι | ἀνορέαιϲ 
ὑπερτάταιϲ ἐπέβα παῖϲ Ἀριϲτοφάνεοϲ, οὐκ ἔτι [οὐκέτι SM] πρόϲω | ἀβάταν ἅλα κιόνων ὕπερ 
Ἡρακλέοϲ περᾶν εὐµαρέϲ, O. 3.43–4 νῦν δὲ πρὸϲ ἐϲχατιὰν Θήρων ἀρεταῖϲιν ἱκάνων ἅπτεται | 
οἴκοθεν Ἡρακλέοϲ ϲταλᾶν. τὸ πόρϲω δ’ ἐϲτὶ ϲοφοῖϲ ἄβατον | κἀϲόφοιϲ, and N. 4.69–70 Γαδείρων 
τὸ πρὸϲ ζόφον οὐ περατόν· ἀπότρεπε | αὖτιϲ Εὐρώπαν ποτὶ χέρϲον ἔντεα ναόϲ. See also fr. 256 
SM (= Strab. 3.5.5) ϲτήλαϲ, ἃϲ Πίνδαροϲ καλεῖ πύλαϲ Γαδειρίδαϲ, εἰϲ ταύταϲ ὑϲτάταϲ ἀφῖχθαι 
φάϲκων τὸν Ἡρακλέα. 
286 Cf. Indergaard (2011b) 119–22, 149, and above, n. 244. Cf., e.g., N. 4.69–70, where the 
reference to the Pillars of Heracles (Γαδείρων τὸ πρὸϲ ζόφον οὐ περατόν) is subjective as it is 
followed by the laudator’s self-exhortation to return to a more suitable subject (ἀπότρεπε αὖτιϲ 
Εὐρώπαν ποτὶ χέρϲον ἔντεα ναόϲ). 
287 On these dichotomies, see above, n. 241. 
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the Pillars, but also for transcending it on his way to adventures further into the 

western sea.288 Although Pindar seems to avoid mentioning this fact explicitly,289 

his audiences would have been aware of this connection. As the following 

interpretations aim to show, the image of the Pillars of Heracles conveys advice 

not against any attempt to cross certain limitations, but for caution in doing so. 

In Isthmian 4,290 the Pillars of Heracles appear twice, though once rather 

obliquely, and in the surrounding context of either appearance we find discourses 

on immortality. The first appears in the opening triad of the ode, which is 

dedicated to the praise of the victor’s clan, the Cleonymidae: αἷϲι (sc. ἀρεταῖϲι) 

Κλεωνυµίδαι θάλλοντεϲ αἰεί | ϲὺν θεῶι θνατὸν διέρχονται βιότου τέλοϲ. ἄλλοτε δ’ 

ἀλλοῖοϲ οὖροϲ | πάνταϲ ἀνθρώπουϲ ἐπαΐϲϲων ἐλαύνει. | τοὶ µὲν ὦν Θήβαιϲι 

τιµάεντεϲ ἀρχᾶθεν λέγονται | πρόξενοί τ’ ἀµφικτιόνων κελαδεννᾶϲ τ’ ὀρφανοὶ | 

ὕβριοϲ· ὅϲϲα δ’ ἐπ’ ἀνθρώπουϲ ἄηται | µαρτύρια φθιµένων ζωῶν τε φωτῶν | 

ἀπλέτου δόξαϲ, ἐπέψαυϲαν κατὰ πὰν τέλοϲ (22–9). For our purpose, three aspects 

of this praise appear noteworthy. First, the Cleonymidae are said to cross, with the 

 
288 According to one tradition, Heracles crossed the Pillars on his way to fetch Geryon’s cattle, cf. 
Hdt. 4.8.1–2 (Ἡρακλέα ἐλαύνοντα τὰϲ Γηρυόναο βόαϲ ἀπικέϲθαι ἐϲ γῆν ταύτην ἐοῦϲαν ἐρήµην, 
ἥντινα νῦν Ϲκύθαι νέµονται· Γηρυόνα δὲ οἰκέειν ἔξω τοῦ Πόντου κατοικηµένον τὴν Ἕλληνεϲ 
λέγουϲι Ἐρύθειαν νῆϲον τὴν πρὸϲ Γηδείροιϲι τοῖϲι ἔξω Ἡρακλέων ϲτηλέων ἐπὶ τῶι ᾽Οκεανῶι) and 
Diod. 14.18.2, 56.3. According to another, it happened on his way to the garden of the Hesperides, 
cf. Eur. HF 394–402 (ὑµνωιδούϲ τε κόραϲ | ἤλυθεν ἑϲπέριόν ⟨τ’⟩ ἐϲ αὐλὰν | χρύϲεον πετάλων ἀπὸ 
µηλοφόρων | χερὶ καρπὸν ἀµέρξων, | δράκοντα πυρϲόνωτον, ὅϲ ⟨ϲφ’⟩ | ἄπλατον ἀµφελικτὸϲ ἕλικ’ 
ἐφρούρει, | κτανών· ποντίαϲ θ’ ἁλὸϲ | µυχοὺϲ εἰϲέβαινε, θνα–|τοῖϲ γαλανείαϲ τιθεὶϲ ἐρετµοῖϲ), Sen. 
HF 235–8 (penetrare iussus solis aestiui plagas | et adusta medius regna quae torret dies | 
utrimque montes soluit ac rupto obice | latam ruenti fecit Oceano uiam), [Sen.] HO 1240 (his 
fracta Calpe manibus emisit fretum?), and Plin. NH 3.4 (indigenae columnas eius dei uocant 
creduntque perfossas exclusa antea admisisse maria et rerum naturae mutasse faciem). The latter 
version is supposed to be the background for Pindar’s treatments by Wilamowitz (1922) 278 n. 4, 
Erbse (1969) 276, and Indergaard (2011b) 155–6. 
289 Expressions as ἃϲ ἔθηκε ναυτιλίαϲ ἐϲχάταϲ | µάρτυραϲ κλυτάϲ (N. 3.22–3) and the paraphrase 
in Strabo (3.5.5 = P. fr. 256 SM εἰϲ ταύταϲ ὑϲτάταϲ ἀφῖχθαι) seem almost decidedly ambiguous. 
290 It will be assumed that Isthmian 3 and 4 are different poems, cf. the discussions in Barrett 
(1956) 249 n. 1 = (2007) 315 n. 3, Köhnken (1971) 87–94, Willcock (1995) 69–72. For the sake of 
convenience, the line numbers of SM are retained here.  
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help of a deity, the ‘mortal end of life’ (23 ϲὺν θεῶι θνατὸν διέρχονται βιότου 

τέλοϲ).291 The meaning of this sentence is obscure, but a notion of eternity and 

continued existence might additionally be expressed in αἰεί, which floats between 

this clause and the preceding participle phrase (θάλλοντεϲ). Although relating the 

adverb to the participle phrase might be more natural (‘always blooming there’), 

construing it with what follows seems also viable (‘forever cross the mortal end of 

life’), in which case it would enhance the impression of eternal existence on the 

part of the Cleonymidae. Second, their hearth is called µάκαιρα, a term denoting 

godlike happiness,292 which here contrasts with the misfortunes suffered in the 

past (34–35b ἀλλ’ ἁµέραι γὰρ ἐν µιᾶι | τραχεῖα νιφὰϲ πολέµοιο τεϲϲάρων | 

ἀνδρῶν ἐρήµωϲεν µάκαιραν ἑϲτίαν). Third, they have attained the ‘end’ in every 

respect (29 ἐπέψαυϲαν κατὰ πὰν τέλοϲ). Elsewhere in Pindar, the τέλοϲ of things 

rests with gods or godlike entities and is beyond human control (cf. 49–50 ἔϲτιν δ’ 

ἀφάνεια τύχαϲ καὶ µαρναµένων, πρὶν τέλοϲ ἄκρον ἱκέϲθαι).293 Being able to see 

all their aspirations fulfilled, the Theban clan exercise a remarkable, almost 

divine, degree of autonomy. Together, these three aspects characterise a state of 

prosperity that would seem to separate the Cleonymidae from the ordinary human 

condition and to approximate them to the unrestricted bliss enjoyed by the gods. 

 
291 On the meaning of διέρχεϲθαι, cf. LSJ s.v. ‘διέρχοµαι’, I.1, 2, and Indergaard (2011b) 149 n. 
498. This particular passage is granted an otherwise not attested meaning in LSJ loc. cit., I.5 (‘pass 
through and reach, arrive at’). 
292 See below, n. 328, on P. P. 10.46 ἀνδρῶν µακάρων ὅµιλον, and O. 1.11 µάκαιραν Ἱέρωνοϲ 
ἑϲτίαν, which introduces a passage of sublime praise. Cf. Thummer (1969) 2.68 on 35b. 
293 Cf., above all, N. 10.28–9 Ζεῦ πάτερ . . . πὰν δὲ τέλοϲ ἐν τὶν ἔργων, O. 10.16–17 Χρόνοϲ ὁ 
πάντων πατὴρ δύναιτο θέµεν ἔργων τέλοϲ, O. 13.104–5 ἐν θεῶι γε µάν τέλοϲ, P. 9.44–5 (Phoebus) 
κύριον ὃϲ πάντων τέλοϲ οἶϲθα καὶ πάϲαϲ κελεύθουϲ, 10.10–11 Ἄπολλον, γλυκὺ δ’ ἀνθρώπων 
τέλοϲ ἀρχά τε δαίµονοϲ ὀρνύντοϲ αὔξεται, N. 7.57–8 Μοῖρα τέλοϲ ἔµπεδον ὤρεξε. In P. 4.286, the 
laudandus is praised for µακύνων τέλοϲ οὐδέν. See also Aesch. Suppl. 100–3 πᾶν ἄπονον 
δαιµονίων | ἥµενοϲ ὃν φρόνηµά πωϲ | αὐτόθεν ἐξέπραξεν ἔµπαϲ | ἑδράνων ἐφ’ ἁγνῶν, Xenoph. VS 
21 B25 ἀλλ’ ἀπάνευθε πόνοιο νόου φρενὶ πάντα κραδαίνει. 
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In lines 29–30, the degree of this prosperity is further specified, now from a 

negative angle, via the image of the Pillars of Heracles, which is explicitly 

introduced as a metaphor of ultimate achievements (ἀνορέαιϲ δ’ ἐϲχάταιϲι | 

οἴκοθεν ϲτάλαιϲιν ἅπτονθ’ ῾Ηρακλείαιϲ).294 Although the life of the Cleonymidae 

is described in strong terms, as a state of semi-divine prosperity and sovereignty, 

the laudator knows of an even greater form of existence located behind the 

Pillars. This existence can only be actual immortality. As this life is unattainable 

to the mortal clan, the laudator explicitly advises against seeking it (31 µηκέτι 

µακροτέραν ϲπεύδειν ἀρετάν). Denying actual immortality, he offers, as the ode 

progresses, an alternative form of immortality that is available to mortals, that is, 

the preservation of fame in song (58–60 τοῦτο γὰρ ἀθάνατον φωνᾶεν ἕρπει, | εἴ 

τιϲ εὖ εἴπηι τι· καὶ πάγκαρπον ἐπὶ χθόνα καὶ διὰ πόντον βέβακεν | ἐργµάτων ἀκτὶϲ 

καλῶν ἄϲβεϲτοϲ αἰεί), and he illustrates the effect of this kind of immortality 

through the examples of Ajax and Homer (53–7). Thus interpreted, the first half 

of Isthmian 4 contains a rejection of literal immortality, which is marked as 

unattainable by the image of the Pillars, and, as a redress, an offer of metaphorical 

immortality.295 

The relationship between literal and metaphorical immortality, and the 

notion of their mutual exclusivity developed so far, is complicated in the second 

part of the ode with the introduction of Heracles as a paradigm for Melissus: οὐ 

γὰρ φύϲιν Ὠαριωνείαν ἔλαχεν· | ἀλλ’ ὀνοτὸϲ µὲν ἰδέϲθαι, | ϲυµπεϲεῖν δ’ ἀκµᾶι 

 
294 Reading the metaphor on the subjective plain, as a self-exhortation of the laudator, is not 
impossible, cf. Indergaard (2011b) 149. However, the explicit references to excellence make the 
objective reading appear somewhat preferable. On the obscure οἴκοθεν, cf. Hubbard (1985) 12–13. 
295 On metaphorical (exclusive) concepts of immortality, as opposed to literal (inclusive) forms, cf. 
Currie (2005) 71–8. 
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βαρύϲ. | καί τοί ποτ’ Ἀνταίου δόµουϲ | Θηβᾶν ἄπο Καδµεϊᾶν µορφὰν βραχύϲ, | 

ψυχὰν δ’ ἄκαµπτοϲ, προϲπαλαίϲων ἦλθ’ ἀνὴρ | τὰν πυροφόρον Λιβύαν, κρανίοιϲ 

ὄφρα ξένων | ναὸν Ποϲειδάωνοϲ ἐρέφοντα ϲχέθοι, | υἱὸϲ Ἀλκµήναϲ (67–73). In 

this passage, the parallelism between Heracles and the victor borders on an 

explicit comparison. The correspondence is carefully constructed between the city 

of origin (71 Θηβᾶν ἀπὸ Καδµεϊᾶν), the act of wrestling (62 παγκρατίου⎯71b 

προϲπαλαίϲων), and the relative disproportion between height and valour on the 

champion’s part (68–9 ἀλλ’ ὀνοτὸϲ µὲν ἰδέϲθαι, ϲυµπεϲεῖν δ’ ἀκµᾶι βαρύϲ⎯71–2 

µορφὰν βραχύϲ, ψυχὰν δ’ ἄκαµπτοϲ).296 The effect of this parallelism is further 

enhanced by the fact that the identity of the mythical exemplum is, though 

gradually revealed, fully comprehended only in line 73, at the dramatic opening of 

the new triad with the words υἱὸϲ Ἀλκµήναϲ.297  

With the equally dramatic opening of the next sentence, ὃϲ Οὔλυµπόνδ’ 

ἔβα, the narrative seems to assume a life of its own, somewhat detached from its 

former purpose, but the parallelism with Melissus remains a relevant background, 

partly because it is syntactically connected via the relative: ὃϲ Οὔλυµπόνδ’ ἔβα, 

γαίαϲ τε πάϲαϲ | καὶ βαθύκρηµνον πολιᾶϲ ἐξευρὼν θέναρ | ναυτιλίαιϲί τε πορθµὸν 

ἡµερώϲαιϲ. | νῦν δὲ παρ’ Αἰγιόχωι κάλλιϲτον ὄλβον | ἀµφέπων ναίει, τετίµαταί τε 

πρὸϲ ἀθανάτων φίλοϲ, Ἥβαν τ’ ὀπυίει, | χρυϲέων οἴκων ἄναξ καὶ γαµβρὸϲ Ἥραϲ 

(73–8). The narrative takes the form of ring composition, beginning and ending 

with Heracles’ apotheosis, and supplying in the middle the exploits that secured 

 
296 On the similarities between Melissus and Heracles, cf. also Krummen (1990) 57, Currie (2005) 
76–7. 
297 Cf. Thummer (1969) 2.76, Krummen (1990) 57 n. 38, Willcock (1995) 83–4 on 52–5. 
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him this reward.298 Through this stylistic device, Heracles’ apotheosis is given 

emphasis and framed by the praise of Melissus’ victory and the celebrations at 

Thebes (79–85). The latter description of Heracles’ life on Olympus (76–8) 

deserves special attention as it depicts a scene of sympotic harmony and domestic 

peace (ναίει, χρυϲέων οἴκων ἄναξ), of respect (τετίµαται), friendship (φίλοϲ), 

kinship (Ἥβαν ὀπυίει, γαµβρὸϲ Ἥραϲ), and the pursuit of the ‘most beautiful 

happiness’ (κάλλιϲτον ὄλβον ἀµφέπων), and so corresponds closely to the feast 

(δαῖτα) held in honour of Melissus’ victory. As in Nemean 1, it seems, the eternal 

symposium on Olympus mirrors the victory symposium on earth,299 with either 

celebration following as the reward for the respective protagonist’s achievements. 

Immortality here signifies the moment of undisturbed happiness, respite, and 

relief, celebrated among family members and friends, that the victor is able to 

enjoy in the aftermath of his victory. It is a moment of such joy as is not usually 

granted to mortals, but is characteristic of the eternal existence of the 

immortals.300 

There is a noteworthy tension between this last triad of Isthmian 4 and the 

preceding three, especially with a view on concepts of immortality. As is argued 

at the beginning of this section, the first triad seems to discourage from seeking 

literal immortality; the end of the second and the beginning of the third develop 

 
298 Cf. Krummen (1990) 92 ‘Als Kultivierungsaufgabe sind dann auch die athla gesehen (vgl. 
ἡµερῶσαι 75), die in der Formel “zu Land, im tiefen Meer und an den Ufern Sicherheit bringend”, 
zusammengefasst sind. “Lohn” ist die Apotheose.’ 
299 Cf. Krummen (1990) 56–7 ‘das thebanische Opferfest wird so zur olympischen Tafelrunde, die 
Grenzen zwischen tafelnden Göttern und Menschen in der Göttergemeinschaft werden fließend 
. . . Was für Herakles der Olymp, ist für den Sieger Melissos das Herakles- und Siegesfest auf 
Erden.’ 
300 Comparison with the description of Olympian harmony in the first strophe and antistrophe of 
Pythian 1 (1–12) can be instructive.  



F. J. MEISTER 112 

instead a notion of metaphorical immortality. However, at the beginning of the 

fourth triad, the paradigm of Heracles, who is emphatically asserted to have 

attained literal immortality, contrasts openly with the cautionary remarks earlier in 

the ode. In addition, there is a possibility that this contrast is conveyed, on a more 

subtle level, in the particular image of the Pillars of Heracles, which features in 

the advice given to the Cleonymidae and which seems to feature also in the 

account of Heracles’ apotheosis. For while the list of the deeds that were awarded 

with immortality purports to begin broadly, with the all-encompassing formula 

‘on land and at sea’ (73–4 . . . γαίαϲ τε πάϲαϲ | καὶ βαθύκρηµνον πολιᾶϲ ἁλόϲ 

. . . ),301 it ends with the peculiar detail of identifying a shallow at sea (74–5 . . . 

ἐξευρὼν θέναρ | ναυτιλίαιϲί τε πορθµὸν ἡµερώϲαιϲ). Since a similar task is part of 

the erection of the Pillars of Heracles in Nemean 3 (24–5 ἐρεύναϲε τεναγέων 

ῥοάϲ; see below, pp. 113–118), it is conceivable, though debated, that πορθµόϲ in 

Isthmian 4 refers to the particular Straits of Gibraltar.302 If this is the case, we 

would here find a reference to the Pillars in the context of Heracles’ apotheosis. 

Given that the Pillars signify, at the beginning of the ode, the boundaries between 

mortality and (literal) immortality, Heracles seems to offer a paradigm for the 

crossing of these limits and the reaching of immortality, and so subvert the denial 

to yearn for this ultimate state.  

 
301 For similar formulas in accounts of Heracles’ cultural exploits, cf. HH 15.4, N. 1.62–3, 3.23–6, 
and Indergaard (2011b) 153.  
302 Thus interpret Bury (1892) 75 on I. 3.55, 56, Farnell (1932) 354–5 on I .3/4.55–7, and Pfeijffer 
(1999) 294–6 on N. 3.23–5. Thummer (1969) 77 on I. 3/4.75 is more cautious. The decision seems 
to depend on whether we interpret γαίαϲ πάϲαϲ as genitive singular or accusative plural. The latter 
may not be attested elsewhere in Pindar, but ‘the high-cliffed shallow of every land’ seems, 
despite the remarks in Thummer (1969) 77 on I. 3/4.73–4, a highly unlikely phrase. 
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This subversion has an effect, above all, on the laudandus, for whom 

Heracles serves as a paradigm. Literal immortality is as unreachable for him as it 

is for his clan, the Cleonymidae. However, it seems that, through the paradigm of 

Heracles, the initial dualism of (unattainable) literal immortality and (attainable) 

metaphorical immortality is expanded by a third concept, i.e., momentary 

immortality. Whereas metaphorical immortality resembles literal immortality in 

terms of duration but not in terms of quality, the laudandus’ experience seems to 

resemble it in terms of quality but not in terms of duration. Through his 

extraordinary achievement, the laudandus has gone beyond the Pillars of 

Heracles, and is now rewarded with a moment of the same divine bliss that 

Heracles enjoys eternally. 

 

 

NEMEAN 3 

 

A second ode in which the Pillars of Heracles appear in a suggestive manner is 

Nemean 3. Here, a first connection between the laudandus and the world of myth 

is established after the proemial invocation of the Muse, when the laudator 

measures the victor’s achievement against the Aeginetan legacy and so 

overwrites, with their shared character, the temporal distance between 

Aristocleidas and the Myrmidones: Μυρµιδόνεϲ ἵνα πρότεροι | ὤικηϲαν, ὧν 

παλαίφατον ἀγορὰν | οὐκ ἐλεγχέεϲϲιν Ἀριϲτοκλείδαϲ τεὰν | ἐµίανε κατ’ αἶϲαν ἐν 



F. J. MEISTER 114 

περιϲθενεῖ µαλαχθεὶϲ | παγκρατίου ϲτόλωι (13–18).303 This connection sets the 

tone for the brief narrative about Heracles, which is introduced via a gnōmē 

reflecting on the limits of success: εἰ δ’ ἐὼν καλὸϲ ἔρδων τ’ ἐοικότα µορφᾶι | 

ἀνορέαιϲ ὑπερτάταιϲ ἐπέβα παῖϲ Ἀριϲτοφάνεοϲ, οὐκ ἔτι (οὐκέτι SM)304 πρόϲω | 

ἀβάταν ἅλα κιόνων ὕπερ Ἡρακλέοϲ περᾶν εὐµαρέϲ (19–21). Since this gnōmē is 

addressed directly to the laudandus (ἐπέβα παῖϲ Ἀριϲτοφάνεοϲ), an objective 

interpretation of the gnōmē, and of the narrative that is so introduced, would seem 

possible if not preferable. Moreover, the gnōmē is cast in the form of a conditional 

period, the construal of which affects the meaning of the narrative. Three points 

deserve attention. First, the protasis serves an affirmative purpose rather than 

expressing a hypothetical or even unreal condition, thus conveying that 

Aristocleidas has indeed displayed ἀνορέαι ὑπέρταται in his victory.305 Second, 

that Aristocleidas could go even further, and so cross the Pillars of Heracles, is 

not denied in the apodosis, but merely stated as ‘not easy’ (οὐκ εὐµαρέϲ).306 

 
303 Cf. also Carey (1980) 154.  
304 On the reasons for reading οὐκ ἔτι instead of οὐκέτι, see below, n. 306. 
305 Gildersleeve (1882) 440 lists N. 3.19 among the ‘logical condition’, characterised by him as 
‘largely a mere pro forma condition. Occasionally generic, it almost always has in view a 
particular illustration of the principle involved’ (439). Cf. KG §572.1a ‘. . . als etwas Gewisses, 
Unbezweifeltes, Wirkliches, Nothwendiges ausgesprochen; alsdann steht der Indikativ’, and §573 
‘Εἰ wird mit dem Indikative aller Zeitformen verbunden, wenn der Redende die Bedingung als 
etwas Gewisses, Unbezweifeltes, Wirkliches mit Bestimmtheit ausspricht, ohne seine persönliche 
Ansicht über Wirklichkeit oder Verwirklichung des Gesagten anzudeuten.’ Cf. also Gildersleeve 
(1885) civ, Hummel (1993) 351–2, Instone (1993) 20 ‘“If, as is the case . . .”’, Pfeijffer (1999) 
202. 
306 On εὐµαρέϲ meaning ‘easy’, cf. P. 3.115, N. 11.33. The interpretation preferred here relies on 
construing οὐκ with εὐµαρέϲ, and ἔτι with πρόϲω, which would seem natural; cf. Pfeijffer (1999) 
287–9 on 20–1, who concludes ‘One would expect something like δύνατον . . . The postponement 
of εὐµαρέϲ to the very end of the sentence adds to the ἀπροσδόκητον.’ Yet, it is inconceivable 
why the expression ‘not easy’ should form a litotes. Scholars who read in these lines an exclusive 
admonition usually construe οὐκέτι εὐµαρέϲ, cf. Carey (1980) 154–5; however, the thought that it 
was ‘no longer easy to go beyond the Pillars of Heracles’ would, oddly, convey that it was at a 
certain moment in the past easier for the laudandus to cross the Pillars. N. 4.69 (Γαδείρων τὸ πρὸϲ 
οὐ περατόν) cannot serve as a parallel because there the metaphor is subjective, not objective (cf. 
69–70). 
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Third, Aristocleidas has, at any rate, reached the Pillars of Heracles and is 

confronted with the decision whether to stop or try to go further. The reference to 

the Pillars of Heracles can thus be read in a dual way, one stating a fact (that 

Aristocleidas has reached the Pillars of Heracles), and the other a possibility (that 

he could go beyond them).  

The narrative, which, as said above, is likely to depend to some degree on 

the preceding gnōmē, can then serve to elucidate either the fact or the possibility: 

ἥρωϲ θεὸϲ ἃϲ ἔθηκε ναυτιλίαϲ ἐϲχάταϲ | µάρτυραϲ κλυτάϲ· δάµαϲε δὲ θῆραϲ ἐν 

πελάγεϊ | ὑπερόχουϲ, ἰδίαι τ’ ἐρεύναϲε τεναγέων | ῥοάϲ, ὁπᾶι πόµπιµον κατέβαινε 

νόϲτου τέλοϲ, | καὶ γᾶν φράδαϲε (22–6). As for the fact that Aristocleidas has 

reached the Pillars, there is a noteworthy correspondence between the ἀνορέαι 

ὑπέρταται displayed by Aristocleidas (20) and the ναυτιλία ἔϲχατα undertaken by 

Heracles (22). Underlying this correspondence seems to be an analogy between 

geography and athletic prowess. Just as Heracles measured the world (26 γᾶν 

φράδαϲε) and defined its limits, so did Aristocleidas measure human excellence 

and set the limits by which future success will be assessed.307 Along this reading, 

the Pillars of Heracles represent the standards of the mortal world, by which 

Aristocleidas’ victory at Nemea appears truly extraordinary.  

 
307 Cf. Erbse (1969) 277, Carey (1980) 155 n. 51, and Pfeijffer (1999) 301 on 26 ‘Heracles reached 
the end of the world and marked it as such by setting up the Pillars; thus, in defining and pointing 
out the boundaries of the world, he defined and pointed out the world itself.’ As for the parallelism 
between Aristocleidas and Heracles generally, cf. Carey (1980) 154–8 and Instone (1993) 19, who 
highlight wrestling as a similarity; and Privitera (1977) 252, who sees a parallelism between 
Heracles’ maritime adventures and the prowess of Aeginetan sailors; on the last interpretation, see 
however Instone (1993) 19. 
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As for the possibility, with the phrase ἥρωϲ θεόϲ, placed emphatically at the 

beginning of the second triad,308 the narrative also contains a linguistic peculiarity 

that might indicate that Aristocleidas could go beyond these mortal limitations. It 

can be observed that in Pindar the term ἥρωϲ tends to assume religious 

connotations only outside of mythical narratives, while within it commonly refers 

to man as opposed to god, as it does in epic.309 Though here, within the narrative, 

there might be no need to dismiss any religious connotations all together,310 the 

phrase ἥρωϲ θεόϲ seems to be designed primarily to highlight the dual nature of 

Heracles, which combines aspects of mortality and immortality.311 However, the 

paradox of the ‘hero-god’ is unlikely to convey that Heracles is, at once, 

fundamentally mortal and immortal.312 Where mortality is considered a flaw and 

immortality perfection, coexistence of the two would seem impossible. Rather, the 

paradox seems to convey that Heracles changed from being mortal to being 

immortal. The phrase ἥρωϲ θεόϲ would then refer, in the most concise way, to 

Heracles’ quasi-historical transition from ἥρωϲ to θεόϲ, that is, to his 

 
308 On the emphatic positioning of the phrase, cf. also Instone (1996) 159 on 22. 
309 Cf. Carey (1981) 162, Currie (2005) 61–2.  
310 Cf. the balanced discussion in Indergaard (2011b) 125. Religious connotations are stressed by Σ 
38a (διατί δὲ αὐτὸν ἥρωα καὶ θεὸν εἶπε; λέγεται γὰρ ὅτι τῆϲ Ἑλλάδοϲ προϲελθούϲηϲ τῶι 
Ἀπόλλωνι καὶ ἐρωτώϲηϲ, ὅπωϲ δεῖ τιµᾶν τὸν Ἡρακλέα µετὰ τὴν ἀποθέωϲιν, εἶπεν ὁ θεόϲ· νῦν µὲν 
ὡϲ ἥρωα, τῆι δὲ ἐπιούϲηι ὡϲ θεόν) and Instone (1996) 159 on 22. On ἥρωϲ and θεόϲ as cult titles 
of Heracles, cf. West (1966a) 417 on Hes. Thg. 947–55. 
311 Cf. Soph. Phil. 726 ἀνὴρ θεοῖϲ with Hermann’s conjecture ἀνὴρ θεόϲ, and Indergaard (2011b) 
125. Note that for Maas (1954) 199 the oxymoron is so harsh that he preferred to read ἥρωϲ θοόϲ; 
against this conjecture, cf. Rutherford (2001a) 409–10.  
312 Cf. Pfejffer (1999) 289–92 on 22, linking the phrase with Od. 11.601–4 (τὸν δὲ µετ’ εἰϲενόηϲα 
βίην Ἡρακληείην, | εἴδωλον· αὐτὸϲ δὲ µετ’ ἀθανάτοιϲι θεοῖϲι | τέρπεται ἐν θαλίηιϲ καὶ ἔχει 
καλλίϲφυρον Ἥβην, | παῖδα Διὸϲ µεγάλοιο καὶ Ἥρηϲ χρυϲοπεδίλου), Hes. Thg. 950–5 (see above, 
n. 270), and sacrificial practice; cf. also Rutherford (2001a) 409–10, linking the passage with P. 
Pae. 15 SM = S3 Rutherford (esp. 36–7 ἡρωΐδοϲ | θεαρίαϲ), ‘. . . ἥρωϲ θεόϲ, which concisely 
conveys the ambiguous status of Heracles between hero and god . . .’ 
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immortalisation.313 The interpretative effort invested in this meaning may appear 

excessive, but, in the light of the alternatives, this reading emerges as the most 

attractive one.314 

Thus interpreted, Nemean 3 refers to Heracles’ apotheosis in the context of 

the journey that led to the erection of the Pillars. Like Isthmian 4, however, 

Nemean 3 does not state explicitly that Heracles crossed the point demarcated by 

the Pillars,315 nor does it explicitly link such crossing with immortality. Again, 

these connections need to be supplied by the audience and the modern reader to 

reconstruct a coherent narration behind Pindar’s narrative. Consequently, this 

narration suggests that the crossing of the Pillars is possible and can be rewarded 

with great happiness. The double way in which the gnōmē and the narrative of 

Nemean 3 can be construed appears to be a careful negotiation between 

acknowledging the extraordinary nature of the victory achieved, and allowing for 

the possibility of other, even greater, achievements in the future.316 It seems 

implied that, if the latter were to be reached, it would mean for Aristocleidas to 

leave behind the limitations set for mortality as they are defined, geographically, 

by the Pillars of Heracles. This does not mean that Aristocleidas would, upon 

 
313 Cf. also Instone (1993) 19, (1996) 159 on 22 ‘Heracles, exceptionally, was a great man who 
after “death” did become a god, and the striking juxtaposition “god-hero” conveys this exceptional 
duality.’ 
314 Cf., contra, Currie (2005) 61 n. 12 ‘The non-religious use could be understood if the phrase 
were taken as “(once) a hero, (now) a god”, but this seems less probable.’ 
315 Again, the phrase ὁπᾶι πόµπιµον κατέβαινε νόϲτου τέλοϲ (25) seems almost decidedly 
ambiguous. Cf. Wilamowitz (1922) 278 n. 4 and Erbse (1969) 276 ‘Das Vordringen zu den 
Hesperiden könnte ja ohne weiteres als ein einmaliges Überschreiten dieser Grenze hingestellt 
werden (man denke an den Perseusmythos der 10. Pythie!). Aber das soll augenscheinlich nicht 
geschehen’ (277); see also 278–9, 291; pace Carey (1980) 155 n. 51 ‘Heracles does not exceed the 
limits established by Pindar but merely reaches and defines them.’  
316 Cf. simlilarly, though by a different interpretation, Carey (1980) 157 ‘I would suggest that this 
myth is another example of the substitution of myth for direct praise. Though mythic in form, the 
tale of Heracles is technically part of the programme.’ 
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winning at, say, Olympia, become a god as Heracles did. It merely locates his past 

and potential future victories on a scale that measures achievement at the lower 

end by mortal standards, at the very top by immortal standards. 

The geographical imagery employed with the Pillars of Heracles is 

continued in the gnomic statements that cap the excursus on Heracles: θυµέ, τίνα 

πρὸϲ ἀλλοδαπάν | ἄκραν ἐµὸν πλόον παραµείβεαι; | Αἰακῶι ϲε φαµὶ γένει τε 

Μοῖϲαν φέρειν. | ἕπεται δὲ λόγωι δίκαϲ ἄωτοϲ, ‘ἐϲλὸν αἰνεῖν’, | οὐδ’ ἀλλοτρίων 

ἔρωτεϲ ἀνδρὶ φέρειν κρέϲϲονεϲ. | οἴκοθεν µάτευε. ποτίφορον δὲ κόϲµον ἔλαχεϲ | 

γλυκύ τι γαρυέµεν (26–32). These statements could appear to affect the preceding 

narrative about Heracles and the Pillars, as they engage in a discourse on 

appropriate and inappropriate desires, conveyed in dichotomies of distant and 

near, strange and familiar (26–7 ἀλλοδαπὰν ἄκραν, 30 ἀλλοτρίων ἔρωτεϲ, 31 

οἴκοθεν µάτευε). However, despite the similar imagery, this discourse does not, at 

least at face value, check the associations that the narrative evokes. The laudator 

prompts himself (26 θυµέ) to return to a subject more germane to the praise of an 

Aeginetan and so introduces the central narrative about the Aeacidae (32–64). 

This gnōmē is therefore primarily subjective and leaves any possible implication 

of the preceding narrative intact.317  

 
317 Cf. Erbse (1969) 279, Hubbard (1985) 35. Additional objective connotations are stressed by 
Gianotti (1975) 31–2, 47. 
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ULTIMATE JOY AND THE HYPERBOREANS: 

PERSEUS 

 

While Nemeans 1 and 3 and Isthmian 4 present Heracles’ immortalisation as the 

everlasting reward for his cultural exploits on earth, the ode that seems to be the 

oldest in the Pindaric corpus, Pythian 10, allows Perseus only a moment of 

immortal bliss among the Hyperboreans and so might reflect more closely the 

notion of momentary immortality in the case of the laudandus. Though the 

Hyperboreans feature infrequently in the extant epinicians, there is a strong 

impression that the life that they live is closer to the undisturbed and uninterrupted 

existence of the gods than to that of mortals. They are located outside the known 

world, providing the northern counterpart to the realm outside the Pillars of 

Heracles in the west, or to the Ethiopians in the south.318 They are the favourite 

tribe of Apollo, who is elsewhere said to spend among them the winter months, 

when Dionysus rules in Delphi.319 Finally, they are attributed eternal, or at least 

 
318 Cf. P. O. 3.31–2 πνοιαῖϲ ὄπιθεν Βορέα | ψυχροῦ. In P. I. 6.22–7, the Hyperboreans are 
juxtaposed with those who dwell at the source of the Nile, i.e., the Ethiopians (cf. also Aesch. PV 
807–9), who in the Homeric Epics enjoy the presence of the gods at their festivities comparable to 
that of Apollo at the Hyperborean hecatombs (cf. Il. 1.423–4 ἀµύµοναϲ Αἰθιοπῆαϲ, 23.205–7, Od. 
1.19–26, 5.282–7). The same juxtaposition appears in Hesiod fr. 150.14–21 MW and might be 
alluded to in Verg. Aen. 4.143–6; cf. also Soph. OT 227–8 (οἶµαι γὰρ οὔτ’ ἂν Ἴϲτρον οὔτε Φᾶϲιν 
ἂν | νίψαι καθαρµῶι τήνδε τὴν ϲτέγαν). 
319 Cf. P. O. 3.16 δᾶµον Ὑπερβορέων Ἀπόλλωνοϲ θεράποντα. Cf. the story about Apollo spending 
a whole year, rather than just the winter, among them, apparently related in Alc. 307c V. In P. Pae. 
8 SM = B2 Rutherford, we find a reference to the second temple of Apollo in Delphi, the ‘feathery 
one’ (πτέρινον) that was carried from the Hyperboreans by the wind. Sophocles calls their land 
Φοίβου παλαιὸν κῆπον (inc. fab. TrGF 4, 956.3). Hecataeus of Abdera (FGrHist 264 F7.2) seems 
to know a tradition according to which Apollo was born in the land of the Hyperboreans. Cf. also 
the stories in Hdt. 4.34–6 about pairs of Hyperborean women, Hyperoche and Laodice, and Arge 
and Opis, carrying Apollinian offerings around Greece, and the account about Abaris, the 
Hyperborean priest who carried Apollo’s golden arrow through Greek cities. On these figures, cf. 
Sandin (2014). 
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unusually long, lives.320 Thus, when, in Bacchylides 3, Croesus is saved by 

Apollo from the pyre and brought to the Hyperboreans (56–66), the god seems to 

grant Croesus the blissful and deathless existence that is elsewhere said to be 

enjoyed by those living on the Isles of the Blessed.321  

The characterisation of the Hyperboreans in Pythian 10 follows precisely 

this image of the divine tribe.322 Contrasted with the βροτὸν ἔθνοϲ of line 28, they 

are called a ἱερὰ γενεά (42), which evokes their special relationship with Apollo, 

who is also said to take delight in their sacrifices (34–6).323 That they live eternal 

lives could be expressed in the present tense describing their activities (36 χαίρει, 

γελᾶι, 37 ἀποδαµεῖ, 39 δονέονται, 41 εἰλαπινάυοιϲιν, 43 οἰκέοιϲιν),324 as opposed 

to the aorist of the surrounding narrative about Perseus (31 ἐδαίϲατο, 45 µόλεν, 

ἁγεῖτο), and in the adverb ἔµπεδον (34), which here seems to mean 

‘continually’.325 A certain indication of immortality is given in the sentence 

stating the absence from their lives of old age and disease, toil and war, in other 

words, all possible causes of death: νόϲοι δ’ οὔτε γῆραϲ οὐλόµενον κέκραται | 

ἱερᾶι γενεᾶι· πόνων δὲ καὶ µαχᾶν ἄτερ | οἰκέοιϲι φυγόντεϲ | ὑπέρδικον Νέµεϲιν 

 
320 Strabo 15.1.57 reports that Simonides (PMG 570 = 288 Poltera) and Pindar (fr. 257 SM, 
identified—perhaps wrongly—by SM as a reference to P. 10.41–2) called the Hyperboreans 
χιλιετεῖϲ, ‘of a thousand years’. A later tradition has the Hyperboreans end their long and happy 
lives by jumping off a cliff, cf. Plin. 4.89–90, Mela 3.37, Solin. 16.4, Mart. Cap. 6.664, Clem. 
Strom. 131. 
321 On B. 3, cf. Jebb (1905) 460 on 59, Cairns (2010) 73–4, Currie (2011) 366 with n. 126. On the 
Isles of the Blessed, cf. the account in P. O. 2.70–80. 
322 Cf. Schroeder (1922) 94, 99, 108, Köhnken (1971) 159. 
323 Cf. Apoll. Rhod. 4.614 Ὑπερβορέων ἱερὸν γένοϲ. On the connotations of ἱερόϲ, which usually 
means ‘consecrated to a god’, see Burkert (1985a) 269 and Currie (2005) 237. 
324 The emphasis would have to be on the combination of aorist and present tense (on the aorist 
here, see below, n. 331), as the present could also denote cultural customs, as it does, for example, 
in Herodotus’ ethnographical description, cf. KG §382.1b. 
325 Cf. LSJ s.v. ‘ἔµπεδος’, II. 
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(41–4). The precise meaning of Νέµεϲιϲ here is debated,326 but comparison with 

Pindar’s fr. 143 SM (κεῖνοι γάρ τ’ ἄνοϲοι καὶ ἀγήραοι πόνων τ’ ἄπειροι, 

βαρυβόαν πορθµὸν πεφευγότεϲ Ἀχέροντοϲ), which describes the lives of the 

gods, 327  suggests that it simply means ‘death’. The description of the 

Hyperboreans with the term µάκαρεϲ (46), which usually denotes divine bliss and 

ease,328 aptly summarises their immortal lives, despite the additional qualification 

as ἄνδρεϲ. 

The precise reasons that led Perseus to the Hyperboreans are not made 

explicit in Pythian 10. There are, however, three aspects of this otherwise 

unparalleled account that can suggest an answer. First, his visit seems to be 

connected with slaying the Medusa and, perhaps, with petrifying the Seriphans.329 

A participle phrase seems to state Perseus’ bravery as the cause for his visit to the 

Hyperboreans (44–5 θραϲείαι δὲ πνέων καρδίαι | µόλεν Δανάαϲ ποτὲ παῖϲ), and 

this bravery is likely to refer to his struggles with the Medusa and the Seriphans, 

which are in fact related in the immediately following sentence (46–8).330 Second, 

Athena is explicitly said to have showed Perseus the way to the remote region of 

the Hyperboreans (45 ἀγεῖτο δ’ Ἀθάνα), as opposed to Heracles in Olympian 3, 

who found the way by accident (31 τὰν µεθέπων) and was merely welcomed by 

 
326 Cf. Köhnken (1971) 163–8 and Kirkwood (1982) 242.  
327 See above, p. 4. 
328 On µάκαρ and its implications, see above, n. 13. On its nuances in Pindar, cf. Currie (2005) 
229–30. Note that in Aesch. Choeph. 372–4 the chorus respond to Electra’s wish that Agamemnon 
had never died with the words ταῦτα µέν, ὦ παῖ, κρείϲϲονα χρυϲοῦ, | µεγάληϲ δὲ τύχηϲ καὶ 
ὑπερβορέου | µείζονα φωνεῖϲ. 
329 The exact chronology of events is controversial. Wilamowitz (1922) 469–70 and Köhnken 
(1971) 177–9 assume that Perseus slayed Medusa, petrified the Seriphans, and went to the 
Hyperboreans. Schroeder (1922) 95, Wüst (1967) 24, and Kirkwood (1982) 243 suggest that 
Perseus visited the Hyperboreans before petrifying the Seriphans. 
330 Cf. Köhnken (1971) 179–80. 
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Artemis (26–7). Third, Perseus’ visit was only temporary, as the verbs expressing 

his visit are all in the aorist tense,331 and twice qualified with the adverb ποτε (31 

παρ’ οἷϲ ποτε Περϲεὺϲ ἐδαίϲατο, 45 µόλεν Δανάαϲ ποτὲ παῖϲ).332 Together, these 

three aspects create the impression that Perseus’ successes against the Medusa and 

the Seriphans were rewarded by Athena with a visit to the Hyperboreans and 

participation in their feasts in honour of Apollo.333  

This reconstruction of the narration is important for understanding how the 

narrative relates to the wider context of the poem. The narrative is introduced via 

a gnomic reflection, which mentions the Hyperboreans in a metaphorical 

discourse about immortality: ὁ χάλκεοϲ οὐρανὸϲ οὔ ποτ’ ἀµβατὸϲ αὐτῶι· | ὅϲαιϲ 

δὲ βροτὸν ἔθνοϲ ἀγλαΐαιϲ ἁπτόµεϲθα, περαίνει πρὸϲ ἔϲχατον | πλόον· ναυϲὶ δ’ 

οὔτε πεζὸϲ ἰών κεν εὕροιϲ | ἐϲ Ὑπερβορέων ἀγῶνα θαυµαϲτὰν ὁδόν (27–30). This 

discourse is explicitly about pleasure (28 ἀγλαΐαιϲ), and in terms of pleasure it 

contrasts two forms of existence, first, life on Olympus (27 ὁ χάλκεοϲ οὐρανόϲ), 

which is ‘unreachable’ (οὔ ποτ’ ἀµβατόϲ), and, second, the life among the 

Hyperboreans, which is found ‘neither on ship nor by foot’ (29 ναυϲὶ δ’ οὔτε 

πεζὸϲ ἰών). Since the image of the road underlies the descriptions of both forms of 

existence (esp. 30 θαυµαϲτὰν ὁδόν), the discourse seems primarily to reflect the 

laudandus’ path of achievement, which is said to have reached its furthest point 

(28–9 ἔϲχατον | πλόον). In that case, the discourse would be an attempt to measure 

Hippocles’ victory and the pleasure following from it on a scale where Olympian 

 
331 On the aorist as the tense of momentary action in the past, cf. KG §386.1–2. On the contrast 
here with the present, see above, n. 324. 
332 Cf. Schroeder (1922) 95 ‘eine kleine Stärkung’, Erbse (1969) 291, Köhnken (1971) 175, 181 
‘einen kurzen “Urlaub” bei Apolls seliger Heerschar’, Willcock (1974) 195. 
333 Cf. Schroeder (1922) 95, Wüst (1967) 24, Köhnken (1971) 177–80, Willcock (1974) 195. 
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immortality marks the absolute top while the Hyperborean form of existence is 

placed relatively below it. Whereas Hippocles is explicitly denied the attainment 

of Olympian bliss, it remains ambiguous whether he is meant to match the 

Hyperboreans. For the poem merely provides two conditions under which the 

journey into their region must fail, leaving open the question of whether there are 

other conditions under which it might be successful. Whatever the answer would 

be at this point of the ode, it seems that through the narrative, which recounts one 

hero’s successful journey to the Hyperboreans, one such positive condition is 

found. For the narrative is summarised with the gnomic conclusion that, if a deity 

assists, nothing is implausible (48–50 ἐµοὶ δὲ θαυµάϲαι | θεῶν τελεϲάντων οὐδέν 

ποτε φαίνεται | ἔµµεν ἄπιϲτον), and the correspondence between θαυµάϲαι and 

θαυµαϲτάν (30) links this conclusion with the earlier gnōmē.334 The conclusion is 

evidently drawn from Athena’s paradigmatic assistance in Perseus’ journey, 

which the narrative emphasises. Thus, reaching the Hyperboreans, literally or 

metaphorically, is possible with a god’s help.335 Remarkably, the term θεῶν 

τελεϲάντων also recalls the initial address to Apollo (10–11, esp. δαίµονοϲ 

ὀρνύντοϲ), which recognises this god’s assistance in Hippocles’ victory (11 ὁ µέν 

που τεοῖϲ τε µήδεϲι τοῦτ’ ἔπραξεν). The parallelism between Athena’s assistance 

for Perseus and Apollo’s assistance for Hippocles could then indicate that the 

experience enjoyed by Hippocles subsequent to his victory is a reward for his 

 
334 Cf. Hubbard (1985) 23. 
335 Cf. Köhnken (1971) 176, who, perhaps unnecessarily, thinks of an aerial journey made possible 
by Persues’ winged sandals; but, when a deity is involved, one could think of other ways also. Cf. 
also Perón (1974) 70, Hubbard (1985) 19–20, Indergaard (2011b) 160–6. Cf., contra, Verdenius 
(1975) 201. 
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previous struggles, and that this experience is a metaphorical reaching of the 

Hyperboreans.336   

The exact nature of this experience can further be specified by performative 

considerations. For what Perseus is primarily granted among the Hyperboreans is 

the participation in their lavish sacrificial banquets held in honour of Apollo (cf. 

31 παρ’ οἷϲ ποτε Περϲεὺϲ ἐδαίϲατο). In the description of these banquets, the 

emphasis on sympotic revelling (40 δάφναι τε χρυϲέαι κόµαϲ ἀναδήϲαντεϲ 

εἰλαπινάζοιϲιν εὐφρόνωϲ) and on musical accompaniment (37–9 Μοῖϲα δ’ οὐκ 

ἀποδαµεῖ | τρόποιϲ ἐπὶ ϲφετέροιϲι· παντᾶι δὲ χοροὶ παρθένων | λυρᾶν τε βοαὶ 

καναχαί τ’ αὐλῶν δονέονται) deserves attention as it seems to parallel the 

imagined celebrations in Thessaly described in the following triad, just as the 

descriptions of Heracles’ life on Olympus parallel the victory celebrations in 

Nemean 1 and Isthmian 4 (see above, pp. 104 and 111).337 Here, too, we find 

choral songs (56–7 ὄπ’ ἀµφὶ Πηνεϊὸν γλυκεῖαν προχεόντων ἐµάν | τὸν Ἱπποκλέαν 

 
336 Cf. Köhnken (1971) 174 ‘Pindars Darstellung der Hyperboreer in Pyth. 10 aber, ebenso wie die 
der Seligen in O. 2.69ff., zeigt, daß für einen Sterblichen der Zugang zur “Heerschar der Seligen” 
prinzipiell nicht ausgeschlossen ist, vorausgesetzt, ein Gott verhilft ihm dazu. . . . Nicht zufällig 
also hat Pindar seine Aussage über den “wunderbaren Weg” in die Gefilde der Hyperboreer . . . 
soviel vorsichtiger formuliert als das kategorische “Niemals!” über den Aufstieg in den ehernen 
Himmel’, 183 ‘Wenn Athene den Perseus dorthin geführt hat, warum sollte dann nicht Apoll, der 
Gott der pythischen Festspiele (10) und der Schutzpatron der Hyperboreer (35), auch den Phrikias 
als Lohn für seine glänzenden Siege einen Besuch bei den Hyperboreern ermöglichen können?’ 
Cf., contra, Wilamowitz (1922) 128 ‘Die dem Sterblichen unzugängliche Seligkeit, an der sich der 
Gott erfreuen kann, paßt auch zu  dem Gedanken, in dem sie hier erscheint, als Gegensatz zu dem 
höchsten Menschenglück.’ Cf. also Radt (1974) 119. 
337 Cf., int. al., P. O. 10.73–7. See Gildersleeve (1885) 350 ‘The land of the Hyperboreans is a 
glorified Thessaly’, Krummen (1990) 256 ad loc. ‘Der Sinn des Bildes ist klar. Es ist ein Bild der 
Glückseligkeit, für das die Hyperboreer stehen, repräsentiert durch das Symposium, wo man alles 
los ist, was bedrücken kann, Krankheit, Alter und Tod, wo Friede und Glück herrschen. Dadurch 
aber sind die Hyperboreer das ideale Spiegelbild des menschlichen Symposiums, wo reichlich 
Essen, Wein, Heiterkeit, Kränze im Haar, usw. die Illusion hyperboreischer Heiterkeit erwecken.’ 
Cf. similarly Indergaard (2011b) 162 and, differently, Cairns (2010) 72 ‘In Pindar’s earliest ode 
. . . the hero Perseus as an exceptional privilege is entertained in their world of perpetual festive 
cheer (a world which in its permanent felicity constitutes the perfection at which the transient bliss 
of the victory celebration can only approximate)’.  
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ἔτι καὶ µᾶλλον ϲὺν ἀοιδαῖϲ), groups of young women (59 παρθένοιϲι), an 

atmosphere of friendship (66 φιλέων φιλέοντ’, ἄγων ἄγοντα προφρονώϲ) and love 

(59–60 ἔρωτεϲ), and, significantly, laurel wreaths (58 ϲτεφάνων θαητόν). 

Moreover, the combination of instruments played at the Hyperborean hecatombs 

(39 λυρᾶν τε βοαὶ καναχαί τ’ αὐλῶν δονέονται) recalls the instrumentation in the 

description of victory celebrations in other odes (e.g., O. 10.93–4 . . . τὶν δ’ 

ἁδυεπήϲ τε λύρα | γλυκύϲ τ’ αὐλὸϲ ἀναπάϲϲει χάριν;). If intended, this 

performative parallelism would indicate that the victory celebrations in Thessaly 

provide for Hippocles a form of respite similar to the one granted to Perseus 

among the Hyperboreans.   

This is significant because, as is argued above, Pythian 10 attributes central 

aspects of immortality to the Hyperboreans, even though it distinguishes them 

from Olympian deities, and presents their eternal feasting as an ideal form of 

existence. Through the implicit parallelisms between Hippocles and Perseus, and 

between the Thessalian victory celebrations and the Hyperborean feasts, these 

aspects of immortality are, to some extent, imported into the characterisation of 

the hic et nunc of the ode. The impression that thus arises is that Hippocles is, like 

Perseus, granted a moment of divine bliss during the celebration of his victory as 

a reward for the struggles involved in it.338 Accordingly, the Hyperboreans, as an 

image, represent the victor’s experience in terms similar to Heracles’ apotheosis 

in other odes. However, what the paradigm of Perseus is able to highlight more 

accurately than that of Heracles is the temporal limitation of this experience. 

 
338 Cf. Köhnken (1971) 155, 163–5. Cf., contra, Verdenius (1975) 201. 



F. J. MEISTER 126 

Perseus had to return to the mortal realm after enjoying Hyperborean bliss for a 

day or so, and so does Hippocles.339 

 

 

 

ETERNAL BLISS, ETERNAL PUNISHMENT, AND 

HEROISATION: PELOPS 

 

Olympian 1 is the last example discussed here because it presents concepts of 

immortality more differentiated than in any other epinician. It is among the 

densest, most famous and, thereby, most controversial Pindaric compositions, and 

the following interpretation attempts no more than to evaluate the concepts of 

immortality offered in this ode and their effects on the characterisation of the 

laudandus. Questions aimed at the expectations of the historical victor, certainly 

relevant in the case of Hieron, are purposely omitted so as to focus, as much as 

possible, on the literary connections.340  

The first notion of immortality is encountered in the narrative about 

Tantalus, which is developed in lines 54–64 as an example of divine favour. The 

gods are said to have honoured him like no other man (54–5 εἰ δὲ δή τιν’ ἄνδρα 

θνατὸν Ὀλύµπου ϲκοποί | ἐτίµαϲαν, ἦν Τάνταλοϲ οὗτοϲ) and, through the gift of 
 

339 Cf. Köhnken (1971) 181 ‘Sein Glück [sc. Perseus’] ist im Gegensatz zu dem der Hyperboreer 
nicht von Dauer. Damit aber nähert er sich dem Athleten an, dessen Erfolg Pindars Gedicht 
feiert. . . . Auch sie erleben bei der Siegesfeier das höchste Glück, doch ist es für sie als Sterbliche, 
genau wie das des Perseus bei den Hyperboreern, zeitlich begrenzt.’  
340 On Hieron’s anticipation of heroic worship being reflected in Olympian 1, cf. Gerber (1982) 
xi–xv, Slater (1989) 466, Currie (2005) 75, 311. 
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nectar and ambrosia, to have made him immortal (63–4 νέκταρ ἀµβροϲίαν τε . . . 

οἷϲιν ἄφθιτον θέν νιν). Tantalus enjoyed the highest form of immortality 

available, the Olympian immortality. Like Heracles, he could have enjoyed this 

state indefinitely, but he was unable to sustain satisfaction even with so 

exceptional a life (55–6 ἀλλὰ γὰρ καταπέψαι | µέγαν ὄλβον οὐκ ἐδυνάϲθη). He 

transgressed (60–4), and was punished heavily (56–9). His life of eternal 

happiness was turned into its extreme opposite (59 ἐµπεδόµοχθον). In this respect, 

Tantalus’ fate resembles that of Ixion, recounted in Pythian 2, who also enjoyed a 

blissful life among the gods (25–6 ἐυµενέϲϲι γὰρ παρὰ Κρονίδαιϲ | γλυκὺν ἑλὼν 

βίοτον), but who, out of a similar form of greed (26 µακρὸν οὐχ ὑπέµεινεν 

ὄλβον), transgressed and suffers eternal punishment (30 ἐξαίρετον ἕλε µόχθον). 

Like the example of Ixion, the episode about Tantalus contains advice against 

unreasonable yearning for more (56–7 κόρωι δ’ ἕλεν | ἄταν ὑπέροπλον), when the 

status quo is undoubtedly the highest attainable.  

As opposed to Pythian 2, the negative example of Tantalus is here 

outweighed by the fate of his son Pelops, which forms the central part of the 

narrative (65–96).341 Along with his father, he enjoyed supreme immortality, but, 

following his father’s transgression, he was allotted the life of ordinary mortals 

(66 µετὰ τὸ ταχύποτµον αὖτιϲ ἀνέρων ἔθνοϲ). This life on earth, which at first 

might appear as a form of undeserved punishment, proves to be the testing ground 

for the hero’s virtues. After a series of heroic feats (67–89), Pelops manages to 

 
341 One might wonder how the example of Ixion could feature as a paradigm for the laudandus and 
his achievements. In an ode written for Hieron, however, the role of the laudandus seems rather to 
be reflected in the εὐεργέταϲ (24), against whom Ixion transgresses. Ixion himself would then 
serve as a negative paradigm for the laudator or indeed for anyone enjoying the generosity of the 
laudandus.  
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regain a kind of immortality in the form of heroic worship at Olympia (93 τύµβον 

ἀµφίπολον ἔχων πολυξενωτάτωι παρὰ βωµῶι). 342  Precisely how this heroic 

immortality relates to the Olympian form of existence enjoyed by Pelops in his 

childhood is not made explicit in the ode, but we are evidently meant to regard it 

as the reward (98 µελιτόεϲϲαν εὐδίαν) for his achievements (99 ἀέθλων γ’ 

ἕνεκεν).  

There are several aspects of this narrative that suggest an implicit 

parallelism between Pelops and the laudandus. 343  The general plot of the 

narrative, depicting a series of achievements followed by a reward, can be seen as 

a reflection of the athlete’s career and victory. As in the east pediment of the 

temple of Zeus at Olympia (see above, p. 97), Pelops’ paradigmatic achievement 

is here the chariot race with Oenomaus (67–88), which seems a suitable reflection 

of Hieron’s victory in the similar discipline of the horse race. Additionally, there 

is an unusually high number of verbal echoes between the initial account of 

Hieron’s victory and the narrative, especially in the description of Pelops’ cult.344 

In an interesting way, this parallelism seems also to extend to the kind of 

immortality that Pelops attained at Olympia. For the sentence that leads from the 

 
342 Cf. also Σ O. 1.146a αἱµακουρίαιϲ· Βοιωτικὴ ἡ φωνἠ. Βοιωτοὶ γὰρ αἱµακουρίαϲ τὰ τῶν νεκρῶν 
ἐναγίϲµατα λέγουϲιν. ὁ δὲ νοῦϲ· ἐπὶ δὲ τοῦ παρόντοϲ ὁ Πέλοψ ἐναγιϲµοῖϲ καὶ θυϲίαιϲ τελευτήϲαϲ 
τιµᾶται . . . On Pelops’ cult in Olympia, cf. Paus. 5.13.1–3, Herrmann (1980), and Krummen 
(1990) 158–67. That such cults presuppose the death of their recipients is made clear in Soph. OC 
621–2 ἵν’ οὑµὸϲ εὕδων καὶ κεκρυµµένοϲ νέκυϲ | ψυχρόϲ ποτ’ αὐτῶν θερµὸν αἷµα πίεται. 
343 Cf. Young (1968) 123 on the ‘paradigmatic relationship between Pelops’ Olympic success and 
Hieron’s victory’, Cairns (1977) 129 ‘It is clear too that in Olympian 1 Pelops was intended to be 
identified closely with Hieron of Syracuse’, Kirkwood (1982) 44. Hubbard (1985) 158 pursues the 
adherence or violation of xenia by Tantalus, Pelops, and Hieron. Cf., contra, Verdenius (1988) 1–
4, who concludes that ‘the myth serves to enhance the glory of Olympia and hence, indirectly, that 
of Hiero, but that from a literary point of view it forms a digression which does not have a specific 
connection with the praise of the victor.’ 
344 On these echoes, cf. Gerber (1982) 122, 142–3, 145, and Currie (2005) 75. 
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account of Pelops’ heroisation back to Hieron’s victory (97–9 ὁ νικῶν δὲ λοιπὸν 

ἀµφὶ βίοτον | ἔχει µελιτόεϲϲαν εὐδίαν | ἀέθλων γ’ ἕνεκεν), oscillates between the 

two sections. In this generalising sentence, both Hieron and Pelops are subsumed 

under the concept of ‘the victor’ (ὁ νικῶν), and their respective rewards under the 

notion of ‘honey-sweet tranquillity’ (µελιτόεϲϲαν εὐδίαν). Immortality in the form 

of heroic worship and the life that follows athletic victory are presented as, in 

certain respects, equivalent, even if the phrase λοιπὸν ἀµφὶ βίοτον appears 

somewhat strained in the case of Pelops.345   

The approximation of Pelops’ heroisation and Hieron’s victory is further 

suggested by a thematic parallelism between the myth and the hic et nunc. For all 

mythical examples of Olympian 1 emphasise a connection between 

immortalisation, in whatever form, and divine favour. Tantalus received nectar 

and ambrosia because the gods honoured him more than any other mortal (54–5; 

see above, p. 126). Poseidon’s love for Pelops is repeatedly stressed and offered 

as the reason for Pelops’ being transferred to Olympus (25–6 τοῦ µεγαϲθενὴϲ 

ἐράϲϲατο Γαιάοχοϲ Ποϲειδάν, 40–1 τοτ’ Ἀγλαοτρίαιναν ἁρπάϲαι, δαµέντα 

φρέναϲ ἱµέρωι, χρυϲέαιϲι τ’ ἀν’ ἵπποιϲ | ὕπατον εὐρυτίµου ποτὶ δῶµα Διὸϲ 

µεταβᾶϲαι, 86b τὸν µὲν ἀγάλλων θεόϲ). Finally, in lines 43–5, Poseidon’s 

affection for Pelops is compared to that of Zeus for Ganymede, which also 

resulted in immortalisation (ἔνθα δευτέρωι χρόνωι | ἦλθε καὶ Γανυµήδηϲ | Ζηνὶ 

 
345 Note that the scholiast felt unease about the ambiguity of the sentence, cf. Σa ad loc. ἔξωθεν 
ἀκουϲτέον τὸν Ὀλυµπιακὸν ἀγῶνα. Cf. Gerber (1982) 149–50 on 97, 98 ‘A comparison is 
suggested between Hieron and Pelops, since λοιπὸν ἀµφὶ βίοτον . . . ἔχει, with its rare use of 
temporal ἀµφί, makes us think of τύµβον ἀµφίπολον ἔχων (93). It is probable that εὐδίαν is 
intended to remind us of the sympotic εὐφροσύνα which is denied to Tantalus (58), granted to 
Pelops (90–2), and ascribed to Hieron.’ Cf., contra, Verdenius (1988) 43 on 97–8. 
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τωὔτ’ ἐπὶ χρέοϲ).346 In the light of this relationship, lines 106–8 are significant; 

here the laudator recognises divine assistance in Hieron’s victory (θεὸϲ ἐπίτροποϲ 

ἐὼν τεαῖϲι µήδεται | ἔχων τοῦτο κᾶδοϲ, Ἱέρων, | µερίµναιϲιν). 347 There seems to 

be an implied parallelism between divine favour in the world of the myth and at 

the present occasion, which suggests that Hieron was granted this victory by an 

unnamed deity just as Tantalus, Pelops, and Ganymede were granted immortality 

by their divine patrons.348 

The concluding gnomic statement of lines 113–14 (ἐπ’ ἄλλοιϲι δ’ ἄλλοι 

µεγάλοι. τὸ δ’ ἔϲχατον | κορυφοῦται βαϲιλεῦϲι. µηκέτι πάπταινε πόρϲιον), with its 

dichotomy of the furthest (ἔϲχατον) and the further (πόρϲιον), is often understood 

to check hopes for immortality and to advocate mortal quietism.349 However, the 

gnōmē is preceded by the laudator’s wish to see Hieron succeed also in the more 

prestigious discipline of chariot race (108–11 εἰ δὲ µὴ ταχὺ λίποι, | ἔτι γλυκυτέραν 

κεν ἔλποµαι | ϲὺν ἅρµατι θοῶι κλεΐξειν ἐπίκουρον εὑρὼν ὁδὸν λόγων | παρ’ 

εὐδείελον ἐλθὼν Κρόνιον). Combined with the statement that ‘the highest is 

crowned by kings’ (113–14 τὸ δ’ ἔϲχατον κορυφοῦται | βαϲιλεῦϲι), which seems 

to mean that Hieron holds a political dignity independent of further athletic 

success, this gnōmē seems to advance merely an acknowledgement of Hieron’s 

present victory. At any rate, the statement does not seem to specify whether or not 

 
346 Cf. P. O. 10.43 ὥραι . . . ἅ ποτε ἀναιδέα Γανυµήδει θάνατον ἆλκε ϲὺν Κυπρογενεὶ. 
347 Pace Verdenius (1988) 2 ‘It is true that Pelops enjoys divine favour and that Pindar wishes 
[emphasis added] Hiero divine favour, but such a wish is a topos in his poetry.’ Wishes for divine 
favour are usually expressed in the optative, cf. P. 1.56 (for Hieron, οὕτω δ’ Ἱέρωνι θεὸϲ ὀρθωτὴρ 
πέλοι), O. 4.12 (θεὸϲ εὔφρων εἴη λοιπαῖϲ εὐχαῖϲ), P. 10.20 (µὴ φθονεραῖϲ ἐκ θεῶν µετατροπίαιϲ 
ἐπικύρϲαιεν), P. 5.117–18 (θεόϲ τέ οἱ τὸ νῦν τε πρόφρων τελεῖ δύναϲιν, | καὶ τὸ λοιπὸν ὁµοῖα).  
348 Cf. also Cairns (1977) 129–30, Gerber (1982) xiv–xv,Verdenius (1988) 47 on 106.   
349 Cf. Verdenius (1988) 41 on 114 and, contra, Hubbard (1985) 11 with n. 2. 
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the laudandus has attained a moment of immortality in his victory. For as the 

example of Tantalus illustrates, it is possible, though not advisable, to ‘gaze 

further’ even when one is enjoying the highest form of existence. 350  The 

parallelism between Pelops’ afterlife as a hero and the laudandus’ experience in 

the aftermath of his victory, which the end of Olympian 1 intimates, is not 

necessarily affected by this statement. 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Returning, with these interpretations in mind, to Horace and the depiction that he 

offers of the epinician laudandus, we are now in a position to conclude that these 

depictions seem to represent, not merely the Roman poet’s creative imagination, 

but rather a viable path for construing a victory ode. The phrases euehit ad deos 

(Carm. 1.1.6) and reducit caelestis (Carm. 4.2.17–18) appear to be apt reflections 

of an epinician technique whereby the victor is juxtaposed, and thus implicitly 

compared, with a mythical hero, his athletic achievements with cultural and 

martial exploits, and his reward with certain forms of immortality. As is stressed 

throughout this chapter, this technique is suggestive rather than exclusive, because 

the parallelism is never made fully explicit (although Isthmian 4 comes very close 

to an explicit parallelism). In many odes, however, the world of the myth seems to 

 
350 Cf. Gerber (1982) 173–5 on 114. 
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complement the hic et nunc in such a way that certain aspects of their narrative 

are tacitly imported into the present celebration and, consequently, affect the 

characterisation of the laudandus. Among these aspects we find notions of 

immortality, and the effect of a narrative about immortalisation on the 

presentation of the hic et nunc can best be demonstrated at the end of Nemean 1.  

In the descriptions of immortal life, be it on Olympus or among the 

Hyperboreans, the focus on sympotic exuberance and similar forms of revelry is 

noteworthy and, in all cases discussed, lends itself to a comparison with the 

(imagined) celebrations surrounding the performance of the respective ode. The 

victory celebration, it appears, is the primary reward for the victorious athlete. As 

the example of Olympian 10 demonstrates, the epinician presents a 

conventionalised and idealised notion of these celebrations, a notion where the 

boundaries between mythical past and present occasion are blurred rather than 

enforced. In this ode, the narration of the establishment of the Olympic Games 

leads into a description of the first competitions (60–73), followed by the first 

celebration (73–7 ἐν δὲ ἕϲπερον | ἔφλεξεν εὐώπιδοϲ | ϲελάναϲ ἐρατὸν φάοϲ. | 

ἀείδετο δὲ πὰν τέµενοϲ τερπναῖϲι θαλίαιϲ | τὸν ἐγκώµιον ἀµφὶ τρόπον), to which 

Olympian 10 immediately links itself and the celebration of Hagesidamus’ victory 

(78–83 ἀρχαῖϲ δὲ προτέραιϲ ἑπόµενοι καί νυν ἐπωνυµίαν χάριν | νίκαϲ ἀγερώχου 

κελαδηϲόµεθα κτλ.). In this conventionalised notion of the victory celebration, it 

seems, the joy experienced by the victor is so great that it approximates to the 

bliss of the gods and of semi-divine beings at their eternal feasts.  
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In the metaphorical language of the epinician, victory seems to entail an 

experience that is, not necessarily identical, but certainly very similar to actual 

immortality. There may in fact be no other difference between the two than their 

duration, since categorical claims of the form µὴ µατεύϲηι θεὸϲ γενέϲθαι or µὴ 

µάτευε Ζεὺϲ γενέϲθαι (O. 5.24 and I. 5.14; see above, p. 94) can also be read so 

that, if the victor were able to prolong the present experience indefinitely, he 

would count as a god. The mere possibility of such prolongation is denied, but 

this denial does not necessarily involve the nature of the present moment. 

The victory odes discussed here are similar to the wedding songs discussed 

previously in that they present a certain moment in their protagonist’s life, and the 

emotions involved in this moment, as an experience of immortal bliss. There are, 

however, two important differences between the presentations in the two genres. 

First, while the use of imagery of immortality seems to be a generic feature of the 

tradition of wedding songs, the same use occurs, in a distinctive manner, only in a 

selection of victory odes. Second, while the wedding song expresses an affinity 

with immortality explicitly, e.g., through terms with specific connotations and 

direct comparisons with heroes and gods, the examples of victory odes examined 

here display a much higher degree of concealment and intimation. The two 

differences appear to be related as the victory ode, with its relatively few 

performances in a given polis, seems generally less conventionalised than the 

tradition of wedding songs, performed, in some form or other, frequently and 

ubiquitously. The victory procession, too, as one performative context for victory 

odes, has elements in common with the wedding ceremony, such as the vehicle, 
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special garments, and an appropriation of public space, but it would, for its 

exceptional occurrence, seem to have been significantly more widely witnessed 

and attended. The risks involved in likening a mortal to the gods too explicitly 

seem greater at the victory celebration than at the wedding celebration, where 

convention and cliché can serve to cushion precisely those effects of excessive 

praise that the epinician laudator is always worried about. Composed for Pan-

Hellenic occasions, the epinician anticipates a wider audience and can reflect 

broader aspirations, engaging, for example, in the presentations of a tyrant in front 

of his polis, of a polis in front of another polis, or even of a polis in front of the 

Greek world as a whole. It seems unlikely that a wedding song, even where it is 

composed for marriages of political relevance, could have similar aspirations and 

expose the poet in a similar way if he overshoots his praise in the audience’s 

perception. Echoes of these risks, and of the political motivations underlying 

them, are still found generations after Pindar, for example, when Nicias tries, in 

the assembly, to discredit Alcibiades’ capacities as a general on grounds that he 

wastes his inheritance on breeding race horses for the Olympian track,351 or when 

Aristotle is charged with ἀϲέβεια for composing what the prosecution considers a 

paean for the mortal Hermias of Atarneus.352 In questions as delicate as that 

concerning the relationship between victory and immortality, the ambiguity 

 
351 Cf. Thuc. 6.12 εἴ τέ τιϲ ἄρχειν ἄϲµενοϲ αἱρεθεὶϲ παραινεῖ ὑµῖν ἐκπλεῖν, τὸ ἑαυτοῦ µόνον 
ϲκοπῶν, ἄλλωϲ τε καὶ νεώτεροϲ ὢν ἔτι ἐϲ τὸ ἄρχειν, ὅπωϲ θαυµαϲθῆι µὲν ἀπὸ τῆϲ ἱπποτροφίαϲ, 
διὰ δὲ πολυτέλειαν καὶ ὠφεληθῆι τι ἐκ τῆϲ ἀρχῆϲ, . . . Cf. Alcibiades’ response in 6.16 οἱ γὰρ 
Ἕλληνεϲ καὶ ὑπὲρ δύναµιν µείζω ἡµῶν τὴν πόλιν ἐνόµιϲαν τῶι ἐµῶι διαπρεπεῖ τῆϲ Ὀλυµπίαζε 
θεωρίαϲ, πρότερον ἐλπίζοντεϲ αὐτὴν καταπεπολεµῆϲθαι, διότι ἅρµατα µὲν ἑπτὰ καθῆκα, ὅϲα 
οὐδείϲ πω ἰδιώτηϲ πρότερον, ἐνίκηϲα δὲ καὶ δεύτεροϲ καὶ τέταρτοϲ ἐγενόµην καὶ τἆλλα ἀξίωϲ τῆϲ 
νίκηϲ παρεϲκευαϲάµην. 
352 Cf. PMG 842. The case is recounted in Ath. 15.51–2, 696a–7b; and Didymus in Demosth. Phil. 
4.10.32 (= PBerol. 9780, col. 6.22–43). On the context of the song, cf. Ford (2011), esp. 22–5. 
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employed in Pindar appears as a safeguard whereby the victor, on making the 

necessary connections, will find himself sufficiently praised, while potential 

detractors lack an unambiguous foundation for reproaching the song. 



 

TRAGEDY 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter aims to show that in drama, especially in tragedy, characters can be 

ascribed aspects of immortality in ways comparable to the descriptions of the 

laudandi in wedding songs and victory odes. In pursuing within drama a feature 

that appears to be characteristic of encomiastic lyric, this chapter relies on recent 

studies in the relationship between the two kinds of poetry. The predominant 

mode of this relationship seems to operate not through allusions to specific 

authors or songs (found almost exclusively in comedy),353 or through the presence 

and acting of the chorus per se, but through the re-enactment of the performances 

and performative contexts that constitute lyric genres. 354  Wedding songs in 

tragedy and comedy, discussed in the first chapter of this thesis, can provide an 

example. As far as we are able to judge, these songs are marked as wedding songs 

not through references to specific songs of, for instance, Sappho, but through 

adaptations of a certain perception of the bridal couple that appears to be 

conventional of wedding poetry.355 The same can be observed in the case of 

victory songs in tragedy and comedy, where we seem to find no detectable 

 
353 Kugelmeier (1996) on the relationship between comedy and lyric, and Garner (1989) and 
Bagordo (2003) on the relationship between tragedy and lyric, are focussed entirely on specific 
quotations. See, however, Swift (2010) 27 ‘We rarely (if ever) in tragedy find something which 
could be an example of a piece from another genre incorporated wholesale into a play, and we 
rarely find a direct allusion to a particularly famous piece.’ Cf. similarly, for comedy, Carey 
(2013) 155–6. 
354 For tragedy, cf. Rutherford (1995a) 118–21, Swift (2010), and Rodighiero (2012a) 7–17; for 
comedy, cf. Carey (2013). 
355 Cf. Swift (2010) 26 ‘Yet the language with which tragic choruses express themselves often 
draws on the language of other genres and other types of choruses. This is not surprising: choral 
poetry forms a central part of Greek religious and cultural identity, and its topoi create a shared 
network of mores and normative assumptions about how one celebrates a wedding, relates to a 
god, and so on.’ On wedding songs in tragedy, cf. also Rodighiero (2012a) 95–101. 
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references to paradigmatic songs of Simonides, Pindar, or Bacchylides, but 

instead evocations of conventional epinician perspectives.356 

This view of the relationship between lyric and drama also provides an 

approach to the prima facie difference of status existing between the protagonists 

of the two kinds of poetry. On the one hand, in the epinicians of Simonides, 

Pindar, and Bacchylides, and probably in Sappho’s non-mythical wedding songs, 

the figures celebrated are contemporary humans, who would remain mortal even 

when it is intimated that they temporarily leave behind their mortal limitations. 

Figures of tragedy, on the other hand, are located in the world of myth, and thus to 

some extent separated from the reality of contemporary audiences. One 

manifestation of this difference is the fact that many characters of tragedy retain 

significant powers or receive individual heroic worship after their death and that 

others are deified while still alive.357 Fifth-century Athenians did not, to our 

 
356 For victory songs in drama, cf. Wilson (2007), Steiner (2010b), Swift (2010) 104–72, (2011), 
Carey (2012), Rodighiero (2012a) 73–9, and Rawles (2013). 
357 Agamemnon’s posthumous powers are evoked e.g. in Aesch. Choe. 139–51 (beginning with 
κατεύχοµαί ϲοι, καὶ ϲὺ κλῦθί µου, πάτερ), 152–63 (esp. 157–8 κλύε δέ µοι, ϲέβαϲ, κλύ’, ὦ δέϲποτ’ 
ἐξ | ἀµαυρᾶϲ φρενόϲ), throughout the main ode in 306–478, and in Soph. El. 453–4 (αἰτοῦ δὲ 
προϲπίτνουϲα γῆθεν εὐµενῆ | ἡµῖν ἀρωγὸν αὐτὸν εἰϲ ἐχθροὺϲ µολεῖν). Ajax’ tomb will ‘forever be 
remembered by mortals’ in Soph. Aj. 1166–7 (βροτοῖϲ τὸν ἀείµνηϲτον | τάφον), on which cf. 
Garvie (1998) 231 ad loc. ‘the most specific reference in the play to the hero-cult of Ajax’, and 
Finglass (2011) 465–6 ad loc. for a more sceptical reading. Oedipus bargains with his posthumous 
powers in Soph. OC 92–3 (κέρδη µὲν οἰκήϲαντα τοῖϲ δεδεγµένοιϲ, | ἄτην δὲ τοῖϲ πέµψαϲιν οἵ µ’ 
ἀπήλαϲαν), 287–8 (ἥκω γὰρ ἱερὸϲ εὐϲεβήϲ τε καὶ φέρων | ὄνηϲιν ἀϲτοῖϲ τοῖϲδ’), 457–60 (ἐὰν γὰρ 
ὑµεῖϲ, ὦ ξένοι, θέλητέ µου | ϲὺν ταῖϲδε ταῖϲ ϲεµναῖϲι δηµούχοιϲ θεαῖϲ | ἀλκὴν ποεῖϲθαι, τῆιδε µὲν 
πόλει µέγαν | ϲωτῆρ’ ἀρεῖϲθε, τοῖϲ δ’ ἐµοῖϲ ἐχθροῖϲ πόνουϲ), 787–8 (οὐκ ἔϲτι ϲοι ταῦτ’, ἀλλά ϲοι 
τάδ’ ἔϲτ’, ἐκεῖ | χώραϲ ἀλάϲτωρ οὑµὸϲ ἐνναίων ἀεί); his tomb is described as ‘sacred’ in 1544–5 
(ἱερὸν τύµβον); his death is a reported as a miracle in 1656–65. On aspects of Heracles’ apotheosis 
in Trach. and Phil., see above, p. 75 with n. 271. Alcestis is to receive heroic worship from the 
chorus in Eur. Alc. 994–1005 (esp. 1003–5 νῦν δ’ ἔϲτι µάκαιρα δαίµων· | χαῖρ’, ὦ πότνι’, εὖ δὲ 
δοίηϲ). Medea anticipates a Corinthian festival being held in her honour at Med. 1381–3 (γῆι δὲ 
τῆιδε Ϲιϲύφου | ϲεµνὴν ἑορτὴν καὶ τέλη προϲάψοµεν | τὸ λοιπὸν ἀντὶ τοῦδε δυϲϲεβοῦϲ φόνου). 
Eurystheus knows of a Delphic oracle according to which he will be worshipped in Athens in 
Heracl. 1030–44 (esp. 1032–3 καὶ ϲοὶ µὲν εὔνουϲ καὶ πόλει ϲωτήριοϲ | µέτοικοϲ αἰεὶ κείϲοµαι 
κατὰ χθονόϲ). Artemis installs a cult in Troizen for Hippolytus in Hipp. 29–33 and 1423–30 (esp. 
1423–5 ϲοὶ δ’, ὦ ταλαίπωρ’, ἀντὶ τῶνδε τῶν κακῶν | τιµὰϲ µεγίϲταϲ ἐν πόλει Τροζηνίαι | δώϲω). 
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knowledge, have any first-hand real-life experiences of apotheosis, and the 

Athenian public appears to have been careful to bestow forms of cultic worship 

only collectively on those who served what would be considered the common 

good, as, for instance, the War Dead of the Persian Wars.358 It seems evident, 

however, that the gulf between mythical heroes and contemporary audiences is in 

tragedy not as great as it is, for instance, in epic, and that the tragedians carefully 

construct parallels between the world of the myth and the world of the 

audience.359 A systematic parallelism of this kind is implemented in virtually all 

plays by the onstage performance of rituals and accompanying songs that are 

modelled on contemporary Athenian rituals, like supplication, weddings, victory 

 
An Athenian cult for Iphigenia is anticipated by Athena in IT 1464–7 (οὗ καὶ τεθάψηι 
κατθανοῦϲα, καὶ πέπλων | ἄγαλµά ϲοι θήϲουϲιν εὐπήνουϲ ὑφάϲ, | ἃϲ ἂν γυναῖκεϲ ἐν τόκοιϲ 
ψυχορραγεῖϲ | λίπωϲ’ ἐν οἴκοιϲ). Castor knows that Menelaus will live on the Isles of the Blessed 
in Hel. 1676–7 (καὶ τῶι πλανήτηι Μενέλεωι θεῶν πάρα | µακάρων κατοικεῖν νῆϲόν ἐϲτι 
µόρϲιµον). Similarly, Dionysus knows that Cadmus will live there in Bacch. 1338–9 (ϲὲ δ’ Ἄρηϲ 
Ἁρµονίαν τε ρύϲεται | µακάρων τ’ ἐϲ αἶαν ϲὸν καθιδρύϲει βίον). Thetis deifies Peleus in Eur. 
Andr. 1253–62. Helen is deified by Castor in Hel. 1666–8, by Apollo in Or. 1683–90. Rhesus’ 
mother deifies Rhesus in Rhes. 970–3. The theory, advanced most convincingly by Scullion 
(1999/2000), that many Euripidean aitia seem to be inventions, would seem to enhance in the 
audience a sense of distance from these immortalisations. The same happens, more obviously, at 
the end of Aristophanes’ Birds with the apotheosis of Peisetaerus.  
358 It is debated whether cults for these War Dead conform with the ordinary tendence of the dead 
or amount to heroic worship. The former is advocated, e.g., by Welwei (1991) 31, Flashar (1996) 
73; the latter, e.g., by Loraux (1986) 33, Currie (2005) 89–119, esp. 112–19. See also above, p. 26 
with n. 85. 
359 Already Aristotle’s concept of ‘pity and fear’ (cf., e.g., Poet. 1449b27–8 [sc. ἔϲτιν οὖν 
τραγωιδία] δι’ ἐλέου καὶ φόβου περαίνουϲα τὴν τῶν τοιούτων παθηµάτων κάθαρϲιν, 1452a1–3 
ἐπεὶ δὲ οὐ µόνον τελείαϲ ἐϲτὶ πράξεωϲ ἡ µίµηϲιϲ ἀλλὰ καὶ φοβερῶν καὶ ἐλεεινῶν) is based on 
identification with the action onstage, especially when one adduces his definitions of φόβοϲ and 
ἔλεοϲ in Rh. 2, 1382a22–6 (οὐ γὰρ πάντα τὰ κακὰ φοβοῦνται . . . , ἀλλ’ ὅϲα λύπαϲ µεγάλαϲ ἢ 
φθορὰϲ δύναται, καὶ ταῦτα ἐὰν µὴ πόρρω ἀλλὰ ϲύνεγγυϲ φαίνηται ὥϲτε µέλλειν. τὰ γὰρ πόρρω 
ϲφόδρα οὐ φοβοῦνται) and 1385b16–19 (δῆλον γὰρ ὅτι ἀνάγκη τὸν µέλλοντα ἐλεήϲειν ὑπάρχειν 
τοιοῦτον οἷον οἴεϲθαι παθεῖν ἄν τι κακὸν ἢ αὐτὸν ἢ τῶν αὑτοῦ τινα, καὶ τοιοῦτο κακὸν οἷον 
εἴρηται ἐν τῶι ὅρωι ἢ ὅµοιον ἢ παραπλήϲιον). See also his characterisation of the ideal tragic hero 
in Poet. 1452b30–39. On general ambiguities in the presentation of time, space, and ideology, 
which help this identification, cf. Buxton (2013) 145–60. On anachronisms, cf. Easterling (1985), 
esp. 3 ‘This leads to the more general consideration that the heroic world was not at all a 
constraining medium for the tragedian who knew how to handle it’. On the presentation of Athens, 
cf. Swift (2010) 59 ‘There is less of a gap between heroic and contemporary worlds in the 
presentation of Athens, as the city’s positive qualities mirror the audience’s self-perception.’ 
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celebrations, forms of lament, and burials.360 These utterances and songs tend not 

to reflect a character’s heroic status or possible heroisation or deification at the 

end of the play,361 but are such that they could, in principle, have been used by 

contemporary Athenians for their own rituals.  

This chapter is concerned with conventionalised perceptions of power, 

wealth, and courage in the plays and the question how, and to what effect, 

immortality is used to measure these qualities. What follows pursues two forms of 

these perceptions at different stages of the plots of tragedy, first, a perception of 

the protagonist presented by other characters before his or her reversal of fortune, 

and, second, a perception of other characters presented by the protagonist at the 

climax of his or her downfall. The last part of this chapter examines the parody of 

these perceptions in comedy.  

  

 
360 On the interplay of rituals in tragedy and those in real-life Athens, cf. Easterling (1988) 98–9 = 
(1993) 17, Krummen (1998), Henrichs (2000), Sourvinou-Inwood (2003). On ritual in tragedy 
more generally, cf. Easterling (1988), Jouanna (1992), Lloyd-Jones (1998). The tendency of 
tragedy to present ritual in a ‘perverted’ form does not conflict with this argument, cf. Zeitlin 
(1970) 351–70, Segal (1986) 35, Henrichs (2004). 
361 An exception is the choral lament for Alcestis, which promises worship, in Eur. Alc. 994–1005 
ἐζεύξω κλιϲίαιϲ ἄκοιτιν. | µηδὲ νεκρῶν ὡϲ φθιµένων χῶµα νοµιζέϲθω | τύµβοϲ ϲᾶϲ ἀλόχου, θεοῖϲι 
δ’ ὁµοίωϲ | τιµάϲθω, ϲέβαϲ ἐµπόρων. | καί τιϲ δοχµίαν κέλευθον | ἐµβαίνων τόδ’ ἐρεῖ· | Αὕτα ποτὲ 
προύθαν’ ἀνδρόϲ, | νῦν δ’ ἔϲτι µάκαιρα δαίµων· | χαῖρ’, ὦ πότνι’, εὖ δὲ δοίηϲ. | τοῖαί νιν 
προϲεροῦϲι φῆµαι. 
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TRAGIC ILLUSIONS 

 

Apart from the differences of status between the protagonists of encomiastic lyric 

and tragedy, another difference that is relevant to the questions asked in this thesis 

concerns what might be described as narratological focus. On a broad distinction, 

it could be said that victory odes and wedding songs are focused on the particular 

moments of their respective celebrations and explore aspects of these moments 

from various angles. The present is the predominant time in these genres, whereas 

‘the’ past, in its various forms, and ‘the’ future are among these angles. In the 

epinician, narratives, which introduce the mythical past as one temporal layer, 

usually do so in parallelism with the present occasion.362 Accounts of the victor’s 

career, which are concerned with the more immediate past, depict the present 

victory as the climax of this career. Wishes and prayers for continued success in 

the future are often concerned with acknowledging what has been achieved. 

Hence, with its focus on one particular present moment, the epinician plot could 

be called ‘static’. Plots of drama, on the other hand, are ‘dynamic’ insofar as 

dramatic action involves developments of present moments.  

While victory odes and wedding songs emphasise the happiness 

experienced by their protagonists in the very moment of celebration, tragedy—

and to some extent comedy—presents human fortune in flux. In tragedy 

especially, the instability of human happiness is a fundamental truth; plots 

involve, by default, developments from happiness to suffering, from suffering to 

 
362 See above, pp. 87–93. 
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happiness, or both (as in Heracles).363 The epinician world, too, is aware of the 

vicissitudes of human fortune, but the achievement of victory is here presented as 

a momentary transcendence of this aspect of the human condition.364 In Isthmian 

4, for example, a period of mourning and misfortune for the Theban Cleonymidae 

is said to end with Melissus’ victory, just as spring succeeds the winter storms 

(16–30, esp. 18–19 νῦν δ’ αὖ µετὰ χειµέριον ποικίλα µηνῶν ζόφον | χθὼν ὥτε 

φοινικέοιϲιν ἄνθηϲεν ῥόδοιϲ | δαιµόνων βουλαῖϲ). Similarly, concepts of suffering 

(πόνοϲ, κάµατοϲ, and derivatives) occur frequently, but refer to the labour and 

pain involved in athletic training, which is relieved in and rewarded by the joy of 

victory. 365  Tragedy, by contrast, so embraces suffering that depictions of 

 
363 Cf. Arist. Poet. 1450a16–20 ἡ γὰρ τραγωιδία µίµηϲίϲ ἐϲτιν οὐκ ἀνθρώπων ἀλλὰ πράξεων καὶ 
βίου {καὶ εὐδαιµονία καὶ κακοδαιµονία ἐν πράξει ἐϲτίν κτλ.} (del. Kassel), and his concept of 
‘reversal’ (περιπέτεια) in 1452a22–4 ἔϲτι δὲ περιπέτεια µὲν ἡ εἰϲ τὸ ἐναντίον τῶν πραττοµένων 
µεταβολὴ καθάπερ εἴρηται, καὶ τοῦτο δὲ ὥϲπερ λέγοµεν κατὰ τὸ εἰκὸϲ ἢ ἀναγκαῖον. Aristotle 
favours reversals from happiness to suffering (cf. Poet. 1453a13–15 . . . καὶ µεταβάλλειν οὐκ εἰϲ 
εὐτυχίαν ἐκ δυϲτυχίαϲ ἀλλὰ τοὐναντίον ἐξ εὐτυχίαϲ εἰϲ δυϲτυχίαν . . . ). So does the hypothesis to 
Euripides’ Alcestis, considering its happy ending characteristic of either comedy or satyr play, cf. 
Σ Eur. Alc. arg. 23–7 (ed. Diggle (1984–94) 1.34) τὸ δὲ δρᾶµά ἐϲτι ϲατυρικώτερον, ὅτι εἰϲ χαρὰν 
καὶ ἡδονὴν καταϲτρέφει παρὰ τὸ τραγικόν. καὶ ἐκβάλλεται ὡϲ ἀνοίκεια τῆϲ τραγικῆϲ ποιήϲεωϲ ὅ 
τε Ὀρέϲτηϲ καὶ ἡ Ἄλκηϲτιϲ, ὡϲ ἐκ ϲυµφορᾶϲ µὲν ἀρχόµενα, εἰς εὐδαιµονίαν ⟨δὲ⟩ καὶ χαρὰν 
λήξαντα, ⟨ἅ⟩ ἐϲτι µᾶλλον κωµωιδίαϲ ἐχόµενα. On the underlying assumptions, cf. Gregory (2011) 
and Silk (2013) 28–9. 
364 Cf., e.g., P. 3.80–3, 8.88–97, N. 6.1–24, I. 7.40–4, 3.17–18, and the remarks in Fränkel (1955) 
23–35 and (1962) 539–46. 
365 Cf., e.g., P. O. 5.15–16 αἰεὶ δ’ ἀµφ’ ἀρεταῖϲι πόνοϲ δαπάνα τε µάρναται πρὸϲ ἔργον | κινδύνωι 
κεκαλυµµένον· εὖ δὲ τυχόντεϲ ϲοφοὶ καὶ πολίταιϲ ἔδοξαν ἔµµεν, 11.4–6 εἰ δὲ ϲὺν πόνωι τις εὖ 
πράϲϲοι, µελιγάρυεϲ ὕµνοι | ὑϲτέρων ἀρχὰ λόγων | τέλλεται καὶ πιϲτὸν ὅρκιον µεγάλαιϲ ἀρεταῖϲ 
(contrast P. 8.73–5 εἰ γάρ τιϲ ἐϲλὰ πέπαται µὴ ϲὺν µακρῶι πόνωι, | πολλοῖϲ ϲοφὸϲ δοκεῖ πεδ’ 
ἀφρόνων | βίον κορυϲϲέµεν ὀρθοβούλοιϲι µαχαναῖϲ), P. 5.46–9 µακάριοϲ, ὃϲ ἔχειϲ | καὶ πεδὰ 
µέγαν κάµατον | λόγων φερτάτων | µναµήϊ’, N. 4.1–2 ἄριϲτοϲ εὐφροϲύνα πόνων κεκριµένων | 
ἰατρόϲ, 7.74 εἰ πόνοϲ ἦν, τὸ τερπνὸν πλέον πεδέρχεται, I. 1.41–5 εἰ δ’ ἀρετᾶι κατάκειται πᾶϲαν 
ὀργάν, | ἀµφότερον δαπάναιϲ τε καὶ πόνοιϲ, | χρή νιν εὑρόντεϲϲιν ἀγάνορα κόµπον | µὴ φθονεραῖϲι 
φέρειν | γνώµαιϲ, 5.22–5 εἰ δὲ τέτραπται | θεοδότων ἔργων κέλευθον ἂν καθαράν, | µὴ φθόνει 
κόµπον τὸν ἐοικότ’ ἀοιδᾶι | κιρνάµεν ἀντὶ πόνων, 6.10–13 εἰ γάρ τιϲ ἀνθρώπων δαπάναι τε χαρείϲ 
| καὶ πόνωι πράϲϲει θεοδµάτουϲ ἀρετάϲ | ϲύν τέ οἱ δαίµων φυτεύει δόξαν ἐπήρατον, ἐϲχατιαῖϲ ἤδη 
πρὸϲ ὄλβου | βάλλετ’ ἄγκυραν θεότιµοϲ ἐών, 8.8 γλυκύ τι δαµωϲόµεθα καὶ µετὰ πόνον. Cf. also 
O. 2.33–4 ῥοαὶ δ’ ἄλλοτ’ ἄλλαι | εὐθυµιᾶν τε µέτα καὶ πόνων ἐϲ ἄνδραϲ ἔβαν, P. 5.54 πόνων δ’ οὔ 
τιϲ ἀπόκλαρόϲ ἐϲτιν οὔτ’ ἔϲεται, N. 6.23–4 ἐπεί οἱ τρεῖϲ ἀεθλοφόροι πρὸϲ ἄκρον ἀρετᾶϲ | ἦλθον, 
οἵ τε πόνων ἐγεύϲαντο, I. 3.17b–18 καὶ µατρόθε Λαβδακίδαιϲιν ϲύννοµοι | πλούτου διέϲτειχον 



F. J. MEISTER 143 

happiness can, at certain stages of the plot, serve to foreshadow impending 

reversals. 

This difference of focus affects the way that the imagery of immortality 

functions in drama. It has been argued in previous chapters that, in victory and 

wedding poetry, images of apotheosis, eternal bliss, and Olympian feasting 

convey the extraordinary degree of happiness that both athletic victors and bridal 

couples are able to enjoy at the moment of their celebrations. In tragedy, we find 

similar imagery in the form of comparisons between characters and gods, and this 

imagery conveys, as in the lyric genres, extraordinary happiness, social standing, 

and wealth.366 However, since the audience can expect these advantages to be 

overturned in the course of the play, this imagery has a more sinister effect on the 

stage than it does in lyric poetry. A reflection of this effect is found in the parodos 

of Aeschylus’ Choephori, where the chorus contemplate the nature of justice: τὸ 

δ’ εὐτυχεῖν, | τόδ’ ἐν βροτοῖϲ θεόϲ τε καὶ θεοῦ πλέον (59–60). As the rest of the 

antistrophe states, godlike fortune is never more than a temporary impression as 

Justice, Δίκα, in the form of reversals of fortune, might strike eventually (61–5). 

The specification ἐν βροτοῖϲ is therefore important as it indicates an element of 

illusion inherent in likening a character to a god on grounds of his fortune.367 

 
τετραοριᾶν πόνοιϲ. On the rhetorical aspects of epinician πόνοϲ, cf. Bundy (1962) 2.53–4 and 
Race (1990) 67 n. 27. 
366 Pace Roloff (1970) 111 n. 10, who asserts that ‘[d]ie Perser des Aischylos sind die einzige 
Tragödie, in der von der Gottähnlichkeit eines Menschen die Rede ist.’ This chapter discusses ten 
passages apart from Persians that advance a perception of a character as godlike.  
367 In similar situations, simple datives can denote subjective perspectives; cf. Aesch. Pers. 711 
(Queen to Darius) βίοτον εὐαίωνα Πέρϲαιϲ ὡϲ θεὸϲ διήγαγεϲ, Ar. Av. 722–3 (Chorus to 
Peisetaerus and Euelpides) ἆρ’ οὐ φανερῶϲ ἡµεῖϲ ὑµῖν ἐϲµεν µαντεῖοϲ Ἀπόλλων; | ἢν οὖν ἡµᾶϲ 
νοµίϲητε θεούϲ, Emped. VS 31 B112.4–5 χαίρετ’· ἐγὼ δ’ ὑµῖν θεὸϲ ἄµβροτοϲ, οὐκέτι θνητόϲ | 
πωλεῦµαι µετὰ πᾶϲι τετιµένοϲ, ὥϲπερ ἔοικα, Verg. Ec. 1.6–8 O Meliboee, deus nobis haec otia 



TRAGEDY 144 

What follows aims to show that tragedy is primarily interested in exploring this 

illusion by depicting both characters suffering from that illusion and learning their 

lesson, and characters inspiring this illusion in other characters in order to destroy 

them. 

 

 

ILLUSIONS SUFFERED 

 

A good passage to start with is found in the second part of the prologue of 

Euripides’ Hippolytus. After Hippolytus’ prayer, the Servant enters in dialogue 

with his master with the striking sentence ἄναξ—θεοὺϲ γὰρ δεϲπόταϲ καλεῖν 

χρέων (88). The meaning of this sentence depends on whether δεϲπόταϲ is 

considered the direct object to καλεῖν and θεούϲ its predicate (‘Lord, for one must 

address his masters as gods’), or vice versa (‘Lord, for one must address (only) 

the gods as masters’).368 The former construal, however, seems preferable given 

that both ἄναξ and δεϲπότηϲ can be addressed to mortals and immortals alike, and 

that, when addressed to mortals, ἄναξ seems to be used primarily for kings or 

princes, δεϲπότηϲ for masters by their slaves.369 Thus, if the sentence were to 

convey a restriction of one of these term to addresses to gods, and thereby a 
 

fecit. | namque erit ille mihi semper deus, illius aram | saepe tener nostris ab ouilibus imbuet 
agnis. Cf. also Currie (2005) 188–9. 
368 On the former, cf. West (1965), (1966b), (1980) 10–11, and Kovacs (1980) 136–7; on the latter, 
cf., Barrett (1964) 176 ad loc., Glucker (1966), and Diggle (1967). 
369 Thus concedes also Barrett (1964) 176 ad loc. ‘ἄναξ is a deferential address (whether by slave 
or freeman) to a king or prince; δέσποτα . . . the humble address of a slave to his master. Both are 
used in addressing gods; with δέσποτα the worshipper proclaims his humility as that of slave 
master.’ On ἄναξ addressed to gods, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘ἄναξ’, 1a, 784.37–785.75; on ἄναξ as an 
address to kings and princes, cf. ibid., 1b, 785.75–787.6. δεϲπότηϲ is not used in epic, perhaps for 
metrical reasons. 
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reason why this term is not addressed to Hippolytus, we would expect the two 

terms to be the other way round: δέϲποτα—θεοὺϲ γὰρ ἄνακταϲ καλεῖν χρέων.370 

Accordingly, the Servant addresses Hippolytus as a god, which, in the 

context of his cautious criticism (cf. the following sentence in 89 ἆρ’ ἄν τί µου 

δέξαιο βουλεύϲαντοϲ εὖ;), could serve as a means of appeasement, intended to 

mitigate what might be perceived by Hippolytus as impertinence or even 

transgression. Moreover, since the Servant’s statement is cast as a general rule 

(‘All servants must call their masters gods’), it seems to be targeted not at 

particular aspects of the relationship between him and Hippolytus, but at the 

slave-master dichotomy in general. We would then expect to find, underlying this 

statement, an analogy whereby a free master compares to an unfree slave as a god 

compares to man. The Servant, however, does not make this distinction explicit. It 

seems instead that, because he perceives his master’s liberties from the opposite 

end of the social scale and feels his own distance from these liberties, he does not 

differentiate sharply between the privileges of a mortal sovereign and those of the 

gods. Hippolytus thus attests a perspective whereby a character, in the face of his 

own impotence, perceives another, more powerful character as godlike.  

The Servant’s statement not only contributes to the social typology of the 

slave, but, in opening the discourse about appropriate attitudes towards gods, also 

sets the tone for one of the central issues of the play. In the dialogue with the 

Servant, Hippolytus advances the view that one needs to worship only those 

 
370 The line is structurally similar to Hel. 560 (Helen on meeting, but not yet recognising, 
Menelaus) ὦ θεοί· θεὸϲ γὰρ τὸ γιγνώϲκειν φίλουϲ. As in Hipp. 88, an initial statement, which 
seems unproblematic if not expected in the present circumstances, is followed by a surprising 
explanation. Here, too, θεόϲ is the predicate to the subject (τὸ γιγνώϲκειν φίλουϲ). 
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deities that conform with one’s character while others can be neglected (104 

ἄλλοιϲι ἄλλοϲ θεῶν τε κἀνθρώπων µέλει).371 While the question whether this 

view exhibits a degree of arrogance sufficient to justify Aphrodite’s vengeance is 

debated,372 an answer could be found in the way that Hippolytus responds to the 

Servant. The reaction of other figures of epic and drama to being addressed as 

gods suggests that it is expected of a moderate and pious character instantly to 

rebuke the transgression that potentially lurks in such treatment.373 Hippolytus, 

however does not rebuke the Servant. This failure to display modesty corresponds 

to a general impression of Hippolytus as having a heightened sense of himself. In 

his prayer to Artemis preceding the interaction with the Servant, Hippolytus 

characterises himself as an individual unlike other mortals, as a chosen intimate of 

Artemis who enjoys her company and protection (84–6 µόνωι γάρ ἐϲτι τοῦτ’ ἐµοὶ 

γέραϲ βροτῶν· | ϲοὶ καὶ ξύνειµι καὶ λόγοιϲ ἀµείβοµαι, | κλύων µὲν αὐδῆϲ, ὄµµα δ’ 

οὐχ ὁρῶν τὸ ϲόν).374 However, this perception of Hippolytus as a quasi-divine 

individual is unmasked at the outset as arrogance and conceit by Aphrodite (11–

 
371 Cf. the observations of Snell (1946) 121–2 on the allegorical nature of the deities in Hippolytus: 
‘Die Göttinnen Artemis und Aphrodite werden fast zu Symbolen, um psychologische Typen zu 
verdeutlichen; die Menschen aber gewinnen an innerem Eigenleben und geistiger Beweglichkeit, 
so daß man jetzt erst von Charakteren und Individuen in der Tragödie sprechen kann.’ In fact, the 
prologue of Hippolytus exhibits similarities with Heracles’ decision between the ‘goddesses’ 
Κακία and Ἀρετή in Prodicus’ Horae, VS 84 B1–2. Cf., however, the restrictions put forward in 
Mills (2002) 51–2. 
372 A traditional interpretation sees in the prologue a display of Hippolytus’ arrogance, designed to 
justify Aphrodite’s vengeance; cf. e.g. Barrett (1964) 172–3 and Dimock (1977). On the problems 
of this interpretation, cf. Kovacs (1980) 133–7, who develops a more sympathetic approach. 
373 Cf., e.g., Menelaus’ response to Telemachus’ praise in Od. 4.79–81 (τέκνα φίλ’, ἦ τοι Ζηνὶ 
βροτῶν οὐκ ἄν τιϲ ἐρίζοι· | ἀθάνατοι γὰρ τοῦ γε δόµοι καὶ κτήµατ’ ἔαϲιν· | ἀνδρῶν δ’ ἤ κέν τίϲ µοι 
ἐρίϲϲεται, ἠὲ καὶ οὐκί, | κτήµαϲιν), and Agamemnon’s response to Clytemnestra in Aesch. Ag. 925 
(λέγω κατ’ ἄνδρα, µὴ θεόν, ϲέβειν ἐµέ; see below, p. 119).  
374 Cf. also Mills (2002) 67 ‘This [sc. Hippolytus’ statement in 104], combined with his belief that 
he is uniquely blessed in his “companionship more than mortal”, indicates that he considers 
himself to be closer to the gods than to other men.’ 
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19, esp. 17 χλωρὰν δ’ ἀν’ ὕλην παρθένωι ξυνὼν ἀεί, 19 µείζω βροτίαϲ προϲπεϲὼν 

ὁµιλίαϲ), and overturned in the course of the play. 

Apart from contributing to the characterisation of the hero, the perception of 

Hippolytus as more than mortal also provides an effective contrast to the figure of 

Aphrodite, who is portrayed in this play as decisively human. In the prologue, 

Aphrodite herself states that vengeance is a sentiment shared also by the gods (7 

ἔνεϲτι γὰρ δὴ κἀν θεῶν γένει τόδε), and so explicitly compares her motives with 

the inferior sentiments of mortals. At the end of the play, Artemis repeatedly 

emphasises this aspect of Aphrodite’s scheme by criticising her excessive and 

ungodly temper (1328 πληροῦϲα θυµόν, 1400 Κύπριϲ γὰρ ἡ πανοῦργοϲ, 1402 

τιµῆϲ ἐµέµφθη, ϲωφρονοῦντι δ’ ἤχθετο, 1417–18 θεᾶϲ ἄτιµοι Κύπριδοϲ ἐκ 

προθυµίαϲ | ὀργαί). In succumbing to vengeance, Aphrodite overtly defies the 

postulate, uttered by the Servant just after addressing Hippolytus as a god, that 

gods ought to be wiser and more moderate than mortals (120 ϲοφωτέρουϲ γὰρ χρὴ 

βροτῶν εἶναι θεούϲ).375 The prologue thus characterises the central conflict of the 

play as one between a supposedly godlike human and an all too human goddess, 

and the Servant’s address to Hippolytus as ἄναξ contributes to this 

characterisation. 

A second example is encountered in lines 590–607 of Euripides’ Iphigenia 

at Aulis. Though we cannot put too much weight on a passage that may not be by 

 
375 For similar postulates, cf. Cadmus’ reaction to the Dionysus at the end of Bacchae: ὀργὰϲ 
πρέπει θεοὺϲ οὐχ ὁµοιοῦϲθαι βροτοῖϲ (1348). Cf. also the criticism of the gods in Eur. HF 1345–6 
δεῖται γὰρ ὁ θεόϲ, εἴπερ ἔϲτ’ ὀρθῶϲ θεόϲ, | οὐδενόϲ· ἀοιδῶν οἵδε δύϲτηνοι λόγοι, and Antiph. 
Soph. VS 87 B10 διὰ τοῦτο οὐδενὸϲ δεῖται οὐδὲ προϲδέχεται οὐδενόϲ τι, ἀλλ’ ἄπειροϲ καὶ 
ἀδέητοϲ. On the connection between Euripides and Antiphon, cf. Wilamowitz (1889) 277–8 on 
Eur. HF 1346. 
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Euripides,376 since editors and interpreters agree that these lines would have been 

performed at some point in the fourth century BC, it may cautiously be included 

in this discussion. The ode in question is likely to be intended for a secondary 

chorus, 377 perhaps of Argive soldiers arriving in the entourage of Clytemnestra 

and Iphigenia. 378  Evidently unaware of Agamemnon’s intention to sacrifice 

Iphigenia, they hail the arrival of the queen and princess in strong, almost hymnic, 

terms. Striking in this respect is the repeated exclamation ἰὼ ἰώ (590), which in 

drama, to which it is virtually restricted, conveys either grief or calls for divine 

assistance.379 Moreover, the emphasis on seeing (591–3 τὴν τοῦ βαϲιλέωϲ | ἴδετ’ 

 
376 Dindorf (1840) 270 was the first to suspect the passage; cf. also Page (1934) 160, Barrett 
(1964) 368 n. 1 on Eur. Hipp. 1102–50, Taplin (1977) 77, Stockert (1992) 376–7 on 590–7, Diggle 
(1984–94) 3.381 in app. (‘minus fidenter’). Lammers (1931) 103–4 defends the authenticity of the 
ode, and the edition of Günther (1988) 23 in app. follows him. 
377 The reference to ἄναϲϲαν ἐµήν (592) provides the main difficulty, and the solution offered by 
Firnhaber (1841) 138 on 586–7 (‘Aber der Chor ist bereits durch die Aufforderung v. 538 in die 
Rechte des gewöhnlichen Chors der Tragödie getreten, welcher in der nächsten Verbindung zu der 
Hauptperson zu stehen pflegt.’) is rather unconvincing. Bothe (1825) 2.603 in app., Hermann 
(1848) 7, Hartung (1848–53) 60 in app., Wecklein (1899) 26 in app., and Lammers (1931) 103–4 
delete ἐµήν and assign the ode to the main chorus or a half chorus (cf., e.g., Hermann). Another 
problem is the chorus’ apparent ignorance of Agamemnon’s plan, and again the solutions offered 
seem forced; cf. Firnhaber (1841) 138 on 586–7 ‘Nur in Bezug auf die Pracht dieser Erscheinung 
kann der erste Ausruf geschehen, wozu die Lage der Ankommenden keinen Anlass gibt. Man darf 
denselben auch den Weibern zugute halten, die ob solchen Anblicks Alles Andere momentan 
vergessen’, and Busche (1903) 41 on 590–7 ‘Der Chor darf bei der Annäherung Iphigeniens ihr 
bevorstehendes Geschick nicht erwähnen; er zieht es daher vor, die Gefühle, die etwa die Soldaten 
des Heeres beim Anblick der Königin und ihrer Tochter hegen mochten, auszudrücken und trägt 
so seinen Teil bei zu der tragischen Ironie, die die ganze folgende Partie durchzieht.’ A secondary 
chorus is assumed by Murray (1902–13) ad loc. in app., Wilamowitz (1919) 52–3, Page (1934) 
160, Stockert (1992) 376–7 on 590–7. 
378 This is suggested by Ennius’ reworking of the play, which seems to feature a soldier chorus. 
However, Skutsch (1953) 197–201 argues for Sophocles’ Iphigenia as Ennius’ actual model, 
pointing to a correspondence between otio qui nescit uti | plus negoti habet quam quom est †in 
illis† negotium [in illis δ : in illo γ ; negotio ΠΧ : negotium in negotio Skutsch loc. cit.] (Enn. fr. 
109 Jocelyn, ll. 195–6) and τίκτει γὰρ οὐδὲν ἐϲθλὸν εἰκαία ϲχολή (Soph. TrGF 4, F308). 
379 Cf. LSJ s.v. ‘ἰώ’. The two notions are not always clearly distinguishable, as for instance in Eur. 
Phoen. 1290 ἰώ µοι πόνων, ἰὼ Ζεῦ, ἰὼ γᾶ. In the pardodos of Aesch. Sept. (78–181), which 
expresses grief (e.g., 78 ⟨ . . . ⟩ θρέοµαι φοβερὰ µεγάλ’ ἄχη), ἰώ features twice to call for divine 
support: 87–8 ἰὼ ἰὼ θεοὶ θεαί τε, ὀρόµενον | κακὸν ἀλεύατε, and 96–7 ἰὼ µάκαρεϲ εὔεδροι. | 
ἀκµάζει βρετέων ἔχεϲθαι. In the latter passage, the invocation is followed by an explicit 
exhortation to stop grieving (98–9 τί µέλ-|λοµεν ἀγάϲτονοι;). Even less ambiguous is the stasimon 
in Soph. Aj. 693–718, where the chorus, blinded by false hope, use ἰώ in a context of joy, to invite 
Pan to dance (693–4 ἔφριξ ἔρωτι, περιχαρὴϲ δ’ ἀνεπτάµαν. | ἰὼ ἰὼ Πὰν Πάν; cf. also 706 ἔλυϲεν 
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Ἰφιγένειαν, ἄναϲϲαν ἐµήν, | τὴν Τυνδάρεω τε Κλυταιµήϲτραν) and on arrival (595 

ἐπὶ τ’ εὐµήκειϲ ἥκουϲι τύχαϲ) may evoke descriptions of divine epiphanies.380 

Furthermore, the entry on a horse-drawn carriage (πωλικὸϲ ὄχοϲ/ὀχήµα, cf. 599, 

610, 616, 619–20, 623), reserved in drama for gods and royalty, may enhance the 

impression of an epiphany-like appearance.381 

In this suggestive context, the explicit comparison between these two royal 

women and the gods is particularly effective: θεοί γ’ οἱ κρείϲϲουϲ οἵ τ’ ὀλβοφόροι 

| τοῖϲ οὐκ εὐδαίµοϲι θνητῶν (596–7). This sentence, too, has received various 

interpretations, but the most plausible rendering seems to be something like ‘The 

strong(er) and wealthy appear as gods to those less fortunate.’382 Even if this 

 
αἰνὸν ἄχοϲ ἀπ’ ὀµµάτων Ἄρηϲ). ἰώ precedes a similar invocation in Trach. 205–24, when the 
chorus rejoice on learning of Heracles’ return (222 ἰὼ ἰὼ Παιάν). At OC 1085–9 (ἰὼ θεῶν 
πάνταρχε παντ-|όπτα Ζεῦ, πόροιϲ | γᾶϲ τᾶϲδε δαµούχοιϲ | ϲθένει ’πινικείωι τὸν εὔ-|αγρον 
τελειῶϲαι λόχον), ἰώ introduces a prayer for victory just after the chorus expressed their good 
hopes about a positive outcome for Antigone and Ismene (cf. 1074–9 ἔρδουϲιν ἢ µέλλουϲιν; ὡϲ | 
προµνᾶταί τί µοι | γνώµα τάχ’ ἀνδώϲειν | τᾶν δεινὰ τλαϲᾶν, δεινὰ δ’ εὐ-|ρουϲᾶν πρὸϲ αὐθαίµων 
πάθη. | τελεῖ τελεῖ Ζεύϲ τι κατ’ ἦµαρ). At Phil. 737, when Philoctetes’ situation is improving 
momentarily (736 οὐ δῆτ’ ἔγωγ’, ἀλλ’ ἄρτι κουφίζειν δοκῶ), most mss. read ἰὼ θεοί and Dawe 
(1984/5) 2.119 prints it; ms. Zg (= Flor. Laur. 32.2) reads ὦ θεοί, which is now preferred by 
Lloyd-Jones (1994) 326 in app. Note that Neoptolemus replies to Philoctetes’ exclamation with τί 
τοὺϲ θεοὺϲ ὧδ’ ἀναϲτένων καλεῖϲ; ἰώ, with a variety of reduplications, has a distinctly cultic 
dimension in the third episode of Eur. Bacch. Here, Dionysus uses ἰώ to call on the chorus (576–8 
ἰώ, | κλύετ’ ἐµᾶϲ κλύετ’ αὐδᾶϲ, | ἰὼ βάκχαι, ἰὼ βάκχαι, 580–1 ἰὼ ἰώ, πάλιν αὐδῶ, | ὁ Ϲεµέλαϲ, ὁ 
Διὸϲ παῖϲ), to which the chorus respond with ἰὼ ἰὼ δέϲποτα, δέϲποτα, | µόλε νυν ἡµέτερον ἐϲ | 
θίαϲον, ὦ Βρόµιε Βρόµιε. A parody of such calls for divine assistance seems to be provided in the 
chorus’ appeal to Lamachus in Ar. Ach. 566–8 (ἰὼ Λάµαχ’ ὦ βλέπων ἀϲτραπάϲ, | βοήθηϲον ὦ 
γοργολόφα φανείϲ, | ἰὼ Λάµαχ’ ὦ φίλ’ ὦ φυλέτα), on wich see below, p. 189. On ἰώ as a variation 
of the paeanic epiphthegma ἰή, cf. Käppel (1992) 225 with n. 79. 
380 Cf. Call. Hymn. 2.1–7 (esp. 4 οὐχ ὁράαιϲ; 7 ὁ γὰρ θεὸϲ οὐκέτι µακρήν) and the material 
collected in Pfister (1924) 311–12, 317–20. Cf. also McKay (1967) 192–4 on Cat. 61.76–8 (esp. 
77 virgo adest. viden ut . . . ).  
381 Cf. Taplin (1977) 303 and Currie (2005) 139–40, and above, pp. 31–32. 
382 Notably, Hermann (1831) 55–6 on 599 changes the transmitted sentence into θεοί τοι 
κρείϲϲουϲ, οἵτ’ ὀλβοφόροι | ⟨τοῖϲ εὐδαίµοϲι,⟩ | τοῖϲ τ’ οὐκ εὐδαίµοϲι θνατῶν (‘the gods are 
stronger and give wealth to mortals, fortunate and unfortunate alike’). Similarly translates 
Firnhaber (1841) 138–9 on 592 ‘Es heißt aber “die Mächtigern, die Glücksspender an die 
Unglücklichen sind die Götter.”’ However, this kind of unrelated wisdom would be expected at 
the end of the play rather than here, before the reversal. More likely, οἱ κρείϲϲουϲ οἵ τ’ ὀλβοφόροι 
is subject, θεοί its predicate, while the dative τοῖϲ οὐκ εὐδαίµοϲι θνητῶν focalises to whom it 
appears to be so (on this function of the dative, cf. KG §423.18b). A related question concerns the 
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sense can be established, the precise meaning of this sentence remains remarkably 

ambiguous. At first sight, the comparison is made on a social plane, being centred 

on power (οἱ κρείϲϲουϲ) and wealth (οἵ τ’ ὀλβοφόροι) as seen by those who lack 

these qualities (τοῖϲ οὐκ εὐδαίµοϲι θνητῶν). Moreover, regardless of the nature 

and class of the chorus (soldiers, women, etc.), it seems clear that they identify 

themselves with those οὐκ εὐδαίµονεϲ θνητῶν and perceive Clytemnestra and 

Iphigenia as κρείϲϲουϲ καὶ ὀλβοφόροι. Thus the comparison with the gods serves 

here, as in Hippolytus, to express how the socially inferior perceive the socially 

superior. 

However, the dramatic irony is more intense in this play than in Hippolytus, 

since the terms ὄλβιοϲ and εὐδαίµων can denote not only financial prosperity, but 

also a general state of good fortune as bestowed by the gods.383 Ancient audiences 

and modern readers are keenly aware of Agamemnon’s scheme, and so we 

understand that the chorus’ statement may be true in terms of finance, though that 

is proved irrelevant soon, but that it is cruelly mistaken in terms of fortune. When 

the plan to sacrifice Iphigenia is finally disclosed, Clytemnestra and Iphigenia are 

miserable to the extent that they could, in turn, address the same comparison to 

the chorus (cf. the lament in 1276–1335), who are personally spared such 

 
translation of the otherwise unattested compound ὀλβοφόροϲ, either as ‘bestowing wealth’ (cf. 
ὀλβοδότηϲ) or as ‘possessing wealth’ (cf. µιϲθοφόροϲ). Most commentators, and LSJ s.v. 
‘ὀλβοφόροϲ’ prefer the former, though there appear to be no compelling reasons to exclude the 
latter. In terms of dramatic effect, it would actually be better suited. 
383 The dialogue of Croesus and Solon in Hdt. 1.30–2 instructively illustrates this double meaning. 
For Croesus, his goods are µεγάλα τε καὶ ὄλβια (30.1), he who possesses them is ὀλβιώτατοϲ 
(30.2, 3), and the state enjoyed through them is εὐδαιµονίη (32.1). For Solon, the same terms mean 
an absence of disease and suffering, and the presence of good offspring, in a lifetime as a whole 
(32.2–9, esp. 6 ὁ µὲν δὴ µέγα πλούϲιοϲ ἀνόλβιοϲ δὲ δυοῖϲι προέχει τοῦ εὐτυχέοϲ µοῦνον etc.). 
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suffering.384 The chorus’ initial admiration for the good fortune of the queen and 

princess now turns to pity for their bad fortune (1336–7 ἐγὼ µὲν οἰκτίρω ϲε 

ϲυµφορᾶϲ κακῆϲ | τυχοῦϲαν, οἵαϲ µήποτ’ ὤφελεϲ τυχεῖν). Thus, as in Hippolytus, 

the initial impression of someone as godlike is unmasked as an illusion because a 

real goddess (here Artemis) intervenes. 

Polyxena’s speech in Euripides’ Hecuba (342–78) provides an instructive 

third example. Polyxena uses a comparison with the gods similar to the statements 

in Hippolytus and Iphigenia at Aulis, but she does so in recollection of her own 

past: she was ἴϲη θεοῖϲι πλὴν τὸ κατθανεῖν µόνον (356). The remarks preceding 

this comparison indicate that it is again about social standing, wealth, and 

freedom: Polyxena was raised as Troy’s royal princess (349–50 ἧι πατὴρ µὲν ἦν 

ἄναξ | Φρυγῶν ἁπάντων· τοῦτό µοι πρῶτον βίου); she would expect kings to 

compete for her hand (351–3 ἔπειτ’ ἐθρέφθην ἐλπίδων καλῶν ὕπο | βαϲιλεῦϲι 

νύµφη, ζῆλον οὐ ϲµικρὸν γάµων | ἔχουϲ’, ὅτου δῶµ’ ἑϲτίαν τ’ ἀφίξοµαι); she was 

the noblest of Troy’s female population (354–5 δέϲποινα δ’ ἡ δύϲτηνοϲ Ἰδαίαιϲιν 

ἦ | γυναιξί) and the most conspicuous of its maidens (355 παρθένοιϲ τ’ 

ἀπόβλεπτοϲ µέτα). In this example, to live a life like that of the gods encompasses 

all these privileges. 

This thought is expressed more clearly in a similar context in Trojan 

Women. Addressing her dead grandson Astyanax, Hecuba depicts the future that 

would have awaited the prince of Troy if the city had not been sacked: ὦ φίλταθ’, 

ὥϲ ϲοι θάνατοϲ ἦλθε δυϲτυχήϲ. | εἰ µὲν γὰρ ἔθανεϲ πρὸ πόλεωϲ, ἥβηϲ τυχὼν | 

 
384 Note that this subtlety is lost entirely if we translate ὀλβοφόροϲ as ‘bestowing wealth’.  
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γάµων τε καὶ τῆϲ ἰϲοθέου τυραννίδοϲ, | µακάριοϲ ἦϲθ’ ἄν, εἴ τι τῶνδε µακάριον 

(1167–70). Hecuba lists the experiences that would have made Astyanax 

µακάριοϲ,385 which here as elsewhere denotes a share in divine bliss.386 Among 

these, the ability to rule over others is singled out by the attribute ἰϲόθεοϲ, which 

makes the analogy with power and divine bliss more explicit.387 In Hecuba, 

Polyxena, with her youth, pre-eminence, and the prospect of a noble marriage, 

seems to have fulfilled the same conditions for being blessed in the female sphere, 

εἴ τι τῶνδε µακάριον.  

Polyxena makes the comparison between her past and the life of the gods at 

the summit of her misery. As her death is decided by her captors, and she cannot 

even supplicate Odysseus to save her life (cf. 332–4), Polyxena’s situation has 

reversed from that of a princess to that of a slave. This reversal is expressed 

dramatically in the contrast between ἴϲη θεοῖϲι πλὴν τὸ κατθανεῖν µόνον and the 

following brief νῦν δ’ εἰµὶ δούλη (357).388 Polyxena has reached the lowest point 

of the human social order, and so her past appears to her in similarly absolute 

terms. As in Hippolytus, Polyxena’s comparison of her past life to that of the gods 

 
385 The statement εἴ τι τῶνδε µακάριον seems to assert that each of these three experiences makes 
one µακάριοϲ; on this function of εἰ, cf. KG §572–3 and the discussion of P. N. 3.19 above, n. 305. 
Cf. also Verg. Aen. 7.1–4 Tu quoque litoribus nostris, Aeneia nutrix, | aeternam moriens famam, 
Caieta, dedisti; | et nunc seruat honos sedem tuus, ossaque nomen | Hesperia in magna, si qua est 
ea gloria, signat; on this passage, cf. Fordyce (1977) 52–3 ‘The parenthesis is a pathetic 
reflection: “if glory by which the living set store means anything to the dead”.’ 
386 Pace De Heer (1969) 31 who, based purely on P. P. 5.20 and 46, assumes that ‘though both 
words are laudatory, µάκαρ must be so more strongly than µακάριος’. 
387 Note that Plato’s Socrates seems to have this passage in mind when he expells Euripides, and 
with him all tragedians, from the Republic for praising dictatorship (Rep. 8, 568a–b). 
388 The line appears to contain a reference to Soph. Aj. 485–9, spoken by Tecmessa in a situation 
similar to the one that Polyxena would have to face: ὦ δέϲποτ’ Αἴαϲ, τῆϲ ἀναγκαίαϲ τύχαϲ | οὐκ 
ἔϲτιν οὐδὲν µεῖζον ἀνθρώποιϲ κακόν. | ἐγὼ δ’ ἐλευθέρου µὲν ἐξέφυν πατρόϲ, | εἴπερ τινὸϲ 
ϲθένοντοϲ ἐν πλούτωι Φρυγῶν· | νῦν δ’ εἰµὶ δούλη. Note that in epic, where forms of δούλοϲ are 
rare, δούλη seems to bear connotations of a concubine, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘δούλη’, 341.11–15, to which 
may be added Il. 3.408–9 (Helen to Venus) ἀλλ’ αἰεὶ περὶ κεῖνον [sc. Paris] ὀΐζυε καί ἑ φύλαϲϲε, | 
εἰϲ ὅ κέ ϲ’ ἢ ἄλοχον ποιήϲεται ἢ ὅ γε δούλην. 



F. J. MEISTER 153 

seems to be derived partly from its contrast with slavery, vulnerability, and 

impotence, and from the perspective that is engendered by this contrast. Here the 

contrast between the godlike privileges of the past and the present captivity 

contributes effectively to the play’s wider interest in the dynamics of slavery and 

freedom as it is summarised, for example, by Hecuba in 864–7 (οὐκ ἔϲτι θνητῶν 

ὅϲτιϲ ἔϲτ’ ἐλεύθεροϲ· | ἢ χρηµάτων γὰρ δοῦλόϲ ἐϲτιν ἢ τύχηϲ | ἢ πλῆθοϲ αὐτὸν 

πόλεοϲ ἢ νόµων γραφαὶ | εἴργουϲι χρῆϲθαι µὴ κατὰ γνώµην τρόποιϲ).389 

An element of illusion appears to be conveyed in the noteworthy restriction 

that Polyxena attaches to the comparison between her past life and that of the 

gods (πλὴν τὸ κατθανεῖν µόνον). For while the turn of events confirms that 

Polyxena cannot escape death, it also reveals a second difference between her and 

the gods, namely, the stability of fortune. Divine life is, per se, characterised by 

the permanent and uninterrupted experience of the state that Polyxena was able to 

enjoy for some time in the past.390 Thus, from Polyxena’s present perspective, we 

would expect a double restriction to the comparison, perhaps of the form ‘except 

for dying, and for the inability to hold on to good fortune’ (if that could be said in 

a poetic way).391 It seems that, since Polyxena does not make this second 

restriction and emphasises instead the first as the only one (µόνον), she has 

somehow transported herself to her state of mind before her downfall. This is 

further suggested by the use of the simple future where an unreal connotation 

would appear necessary (353 ὅτου δῶµ’ ἑϲτίαν τ’ ἀφίξοµαι), since attaining house 

 
389 On slavery and freedom as central themes of Hecuba, cf. Daitz (1971), esp. 217, and 
Matthiessen (2010) 41–2. 
390 See above, pp. 4–5. 
391 See above, n. 383, on Solon’s view that no man should be considered to be, or to have been, 
happy before his death in Hdt. 1.30–2. 
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and hearth is no longer possible.392 Polyxena seems to say not that her past life 

appears to her as godlike now, in retrospect, but that it did appear so while she 

was living it. Consequently, there would be a contrast between Polyxena’s 

perspectives then and now, which is caused by her experience of her own change 

of fortune; the impression of her life as godlike is marked as an illusion, which the 

turn of events has dispelled. 

 

 

ILLUSIONS INDUCED 

 

The element of illusion, which is, to a varying degree, inherent in the three 

examples considered so far, is exploited in a more pronounced way in passages 

where characters liken other characters to gods in an attempt to manipulate them. 

Evidently, neither the Servant in Hippolytus nor the (secondary) chorus in 

Iphigenia at Aulis have ulterior motives when they compare their superiors to 

gods. From the point of view of those making these comparisons, they are 

harmless, if not decidedly laudatory, and a sense of foreboding is aroused only in 

the audience, thanks to their superior knowledge of the story. This is different in 

Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Euripides’ Electra. The two passages in question 

lend themselves to comparison as they reveal striking similarities; the scene in 

 
392 Cf. Garzya (1955) 63, Biehl (1985) 259, and Matthiessen (2010) 301 ad loc. ‘Polyxene versetzt 
sich jedoch in die Zeit zurück, als die Fülle der Möglichkeiten noch bestand.’ Where the point of 
reference is the future, from the speaker’s present point of view, we would expect future or aorist 
with ἄν, cf. KG §392.6, §573.1c, n. 3, and Hec. 1170 (Hecuba to the dead Astyanax; see above, p. 
112) µακάριοϲ ἦϲθ’ ἄν, εἴ τι τῶνδε µακάριον. 
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Agamemnon almost certainly serves as a model for the one in Electra.393 In both 

cases, a royal person arrives at a house on a chariot, is welcomed exuberantly, 

lured into the house, and murdered. Comparisons with gods feature in both 

passages and contribute decisively to the intentions of the murderers. 

In Euripides’ Electra, after Orestes manages to kill Aegisthus, Electra 

invites Clytemnestra into her house, where she and Orestes intend to kill her. 

Between lines 987 and 988, Clytemnestra enters the stage, and she does so 

magnificently, mounted on a chariot and followed by a retinue of luxuriously 

adorned slave girls, perhaps on a separate carriage.394 The chorus respond to this 

splendid appearance with an anapaestic address that resembles, in many ways, a 

hymn addressed to heroes or gods.395 Here, too, the extrametrical ἰώ, perhaps 

reduplicated,396 precedes the vocative.397 As in hymnic utterances, a series of 

asyndetic vocatives indicates the sphere of power (988 βαϲίλεια γύναι χθονὸϲ 

Ἀργείαϲ), genealogy (989 παῖ Τυνδάρεω), and the relation to other deities (990–3 

ξύγγονε κτλ.). 398  The extended reference to the Dioscuri, paradigms par 

excellence for the dissolution of mortal and immortal boundaries, conveys further 

ambiguity as to the nature of the addressee, Clytemnestra. The imperative χαῖρε, 

 
393 Cf. Cropp (1988) 166–7 on Eur. El. 988–97.  
394 Lines 998–9 (ἔκβητ’ ἀπήνηϲ, Τρωιάδεϲ, χειρὸϲ δ’ ἐµῆϲ | λάβεϲθ’, ἵν’ ἔξω τοῦδ’ ὄχου ϲτήϲω 
πόδα) could denote two different carriages, cf. Cropp (1988) 166–7 on 988–97. On the attire of 
Clytemnestra and the slave girls, cf. 315–18, 966, 1139–40. 
395 Cf., contra, Cropp (1988) 166–7 on 988–97 ‘These conventions need not be confused with 
those of the religious cult-hymn.’ The parallels that he cites, most of which are discussed in this 
chapter, do not support this claim. 
396 A single ἰώ is preserved in ms. L (and deleted in Triclinius). Wilamowitz (1875) 69 inserts a 
second ἰώ, which is adapted in recent editions, e.g., in Diggle (1981–94) 2.98 in app., Donzelli 
(1995) 54 in app., Kovacs (1998) 260. 
397 On ἰώ preceding invocations to gods, see above, n. 379. 
398 On genealogy, see above, n. 204. On spheres of power, cf. Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.55. On 
‘companion deities’, cf. Fraenkel (1957) 198 n. 1 on Hor. Carm. 1.30, Horn (1970) 59 n. 94, 
Fraenkel (1975) 34 n. 13, Slater (1988) 59, Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.56.  
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concluding this section of praise, has of course strong hymnic force.399 While 

these lines address Clytemnestra as a goddess implicitly through formal 

indicators, the following sentence makes this intention explicit: ϲεβίζω ϲ’ ἴϲα καὶ 

µάκαραϲ | πλούτου µεγάληϲ τ’ εὐδαιµονίαϲ (994–5). Striking here is not only the 

direct comparison with a goddess (ἴϲα καὶ µάκαραϲ), but also its combination with 

the verb ϲεβίζειν, which elsewhere denotes the worship of gods and heroes.400 

Depending on the reading of line 997,401 the thought of worshipping Clytemnestra 

might be continued in the following sentence with the verb θεραπεύειν.402 

The chorus assume a surprisingly humble position towards Clytemnestra, 

presenting their relationship with her as one between worshipper and deity. In the 

ensuing agon with her mother, Electra assumes a similar position. The rhetoric of 

worship finds an echo in the qualification of Clytemnestra’s hand as µακαρία 

(1006 λάβωµαι µακαρίαϲ τῆϲ ϲῆϲ χερόϲ), which refers us back to the comparison 

made by the chorus (ἴϲα καὶ µάκαραϲ). In addition, we find Electra at pains to 

present her relationship with her mother as one between slave and master, notably 

against Clytemnestra’s own will. Before offering to help Clytemnestra alight from 

the chariot, she inserts a parenthesis stating her servile position (1004–5 οὔκουν 

ἐγώ⎯δούλη γὰρ . . . ). Clytemnestra, however, rejects Electra’s self-presentation 

as a slave, pointing to the actual slaves that she has brought with her (1007 δοῦλαι 
 

399 See above, nn. 197 and 198. 
400 Cf. esp. El. 195–7 οὔτοι ϲτοναχαῖϲ | ἀλλ’ εὐχαῖϲι θεοὺϲ ϲεβί-|ζουϲ’ ἕξειϲ εὐαµερίαν, ὦ παῖ), and 
P. P. 5.81, Aesch. Eum. 12, Ag. 258, 785, Soph. OC 1007, 1557, Eur. El. 196. See, however, Med. 
155–7 εἰ δὲ ϲὸϲ πόϲιϲ | καινὰ λέχη ϲεβί-|ζει. 
401 The mss. read καιρόϲ, ὦ βαϲίλεια, i.e., a pherecratean, which seems out of place in a neatly 
anapaestic environment. Nauck (1884–5) 1.lxxiv proposes καιρόϲ. ⟨χαῖρ’⟩, ὦ βαϲίλεια, which 
meets with the approval of Denniston (1939) 173 on 996–7. Camper (1831) 565–6 on 990 reads κ. 
παίδοϲ, β., thus construing τὰϲ ϲὰϲ in 996 as genitives. See, however, L. Parker (1958) 58, who 
suggests καιρόϲ, ⟨πότνι’⟩ ὦ βαϲίλεια. 
402 Cf. esp. Eur. Bacch. 82, Ion 111, 183, IT 1105.  
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πάρειϲιν αἵδε, with δοῦλαι placed emphatically at the beginning), and refusing to 

accept her servile assistance (µὴ ϲύ µοι πόνει).403 In turn, Electra highlights the 

similarities between herself and these slaves (1009–10 αἰχµάλωτον . . . ὡϲ αἵδε, 

again placed emphatically). Electra might blame her mother for reducing her to 

the status of a slave and do so in a sarcastic voice, and at the same time conveys 

her total dependence from Clytemnestra.  

This treatment of Clytemnestra by the chorus and Electra is of course part of 

the scheme to kill her, in which the chorus are implicated (cf. 272–3 OR. αἵδ’ οὖν 

φίλαι ϲοι τούϲδ’ ἀκούουϲιν λόγουϲ; | EL. ὥϲτε ϲτέγειν γε τἀµὰ καὶ ϲ’ ἔπη καλῶϲ). 

This is indicated especially by the irony that the chorus employ when they state 

wealth and good fortune as the reasons for worshipping Clytemnestra as a 

goddess (995 πλούτου µεγάληϲ τ’ εὐδαιµονίαϲ). Clytemnestra’s fortune is 

precisely the target of the scheme whereas wealth is, before her arrival onstage, 

explicitly discarded as reliable protection from harm (938–40, Electra on the now 

dead Aegisthus, ὃ δ’ ἠπάτα ϲε πλεῖϲτον οὐκ ἐγνωκότα, | ηὔχειϲ τιϲ εἶναι τοῖϲι 

χρήµαϲι ϲθένων· | τὰ δ’ οὐδὲν εἰ µὴ βραχὺν ὁµιλῆϲαι χρόνον). Similarly, it should 

be noted that the term θεραπεύεϲθαι, beneath its basic sense ‘to be worshipped’, 

might here also have a medical connotation, ‘to be treated’, ‘to be seen to’.404 

While it seems evident that these remarks are intended to deceive, the aim 

of their deception remains to be elucidated. According to one interpretation, 

Electra and the chorus aim, by deliberately overshooting their praise, at provoking 

 
403 Cf. Scullion (1999/2000) 224 on the presentation of Clytemnestra as someone who is 
‘sympathetically circumspect and human, and whose execution is therefore brutalizing.’ 
404 Cf. Denniston (1939) 173 on 995, 996–7 referring to a similar pun in Bacch. 932; ibid. 173 on 
990, he also points to the irony in ἀγαθοῖν (of the Dioscuri) given that, in line 1064, Electra calls 
Clytemnestra and Helen ‘unworthy of Castor’ (Κάϲτορόϲ τ’ οὐκ ἀξίω). 
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divine φθόνοϲ to assist them in their attack.405 However, this may only account for 

the chorus’ address, but not for the self-abasement displayed by Electra. We 

might also wonder whether their motives would not be too conspicuous for 

Clytemnestra, since, for the murder to succeed, she needs to enter the house 

without even a hint of suspicion. Yet Clytemnestra, far from being suspicious or 

even reasonably cautious, seems instead to gain in confidence from the chorus’ 

address and her interaction with Electra. She instructs her slaves with grandeur 

and pride (998–1003) and replies to Electra with regal benevolence (1007). It 

seems that Clytemnestra readily embraces the role of the godlike queen and 

mistress offered to her by the chorus and Electra, and so steps directly into the 

psychological trap laid out before of her. By elevating Clytemnestra, the chorus 

and Electra lure her into a sense of control and safety, which in turn assists their 

attack. The comparison with the gods is of primary importance for this strategy as 

it encapsulates precisely these feelings. By using this comparison to deceive 

Clytemnestra, the chorus consciously apply the same illusion to which the Servant 

in Hippolytus, the chorus in Iphigenia at Aulis, and Polyxena in Hecuba are 

subjected.  

Electra is interesting not only because it develops a negative notion of 

godlike power in the figure of Clytemnestra, but also because it presents a 

positive notion of this power as early as in the prologue, when Electra addresses 

her husband with the words ἐγώ ϲ’ ἴϲον θεοῖϲιν ἡγοῦµαι φίλον (67). This 

statement surprises because the Farmer is in fact not remarkable for anything 

 
405 Cf. Denniston (1939) 172 on 988–97. 
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except for his noble treatment of Electra. However, since this treatment is 

translated into categories of hubris and moderation, the Farmer can be seen as a 

paradigm of moderation and self-knowledge (cf. the Farmer’s statement 45–6 

αἰϲχύνοµαι γὰρ ὀλβίων ἀνδρῶν τέκνα | λαβὼν ὑβρίζειν, οὐ κατάξιοϲ γεγώϲ, and 

Electra’s reason immediately following the comparison in 68 ἐν τοῖϲ ἐµοῖϲ γὰρ 

οὐκ ἐνύβριϲαϲ κακοῖϲ). Like Clytemnestra, the Farmer holds power over Electra, 

but, unlike her, he does not abuse it or display any haughtiness because of it. The 

Farmer thus serves as a foil to Clytemnestra, and this relationship is established 

via the two different notions of being godlike.  

In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, the welcoming of the hero is in many respects 

similar to the welcoming of Clytemnestra in Electra. There are, however, crucial 

differences that render the interaction in Agamemnon more complex. Agamemnon 

probably enters the stage between lines 782 and 783,406 and he, like Clytemnestra 

in Electra, does so triumphantly. The degree of luxury displayed at his entry is 

uncertain and controversial,407 but at least one chariot is indicated in the text 

(905–6 νῦν δέ µοι, φίλον κάρα, | ἔκβαιν’ ἀπήνηϲ τῆϲδε), which suggests a grand 

entry.408 However, as opposed to Clytemnestra’ excessive display of wealth, here 

 
406 Cf. the discussion in Taplin (1977) 302–4.  
407 Following the hypothesis of the play (9–10 ed. West, Ἀγαµέµνων δ’ ἐπὶ ἀπήνηϲ ἔρχεται, εἵπετο 
δ’ αὐτῶι ἑτέρα ἀπήνη ἔνθα ἦν τὰ λάφυρα καὶ ἡ Καϲάνδρα), G. Murray (1940) 215 and others 
draw a lavish picture of Agamemnon’s procession, including two chariots, spoils, and attendants; 
cf., however, Taplin (1977) 304–6. On attendants, cf. also Wilamowitz (1916) 171–2, arguing 
against their presence, and Ortkemper (1969) 21–6, emphasising strongly their potential 
significance. Raeburn and Thomas (2011) 148–9 are careful not to assign too much luxury to 
Agamemnon’s return: ‘The appearance of a wagon rather than a war-chariot could make 
Agamemnon seem less heroic; certainly, nothing suggests a spectacular crowd of returning troops, 
body-guards, or welcoming Argive citizens. After all, the conqueror has lost all but one ship from 
his fleet, and Aeschylus has every reason to emphazise his vulnerability in this scene.’  
408 Cf. Steiner (2010) 23–4 on the similarities of this entry with victorious athletes returning to 
their cities.  
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a certain degree of luxury and celebration might be justified by Agamemnon’s 

victory at Troy. The anapaestic address with which the chorus respond to 

Agamemnon’s entry is also similar to that in Electra, though here it is more 

cautious since this chorus’ reverence for their king is sincere. The chorus open 

with an elevated tripartite address circumscribing Agamemnon’s reign (783 

βαϲιλεῦ), exploit (Τροιάϲ π⟨τ⟩ολίπορθ’), and genealogy (784 Ἀτρέωϲ 

γένεθλιον).409 As the chorus in Electra, they use the verb ϲεβίζειν to describe their 

relationship with Agamemnon, but they cast it in a question about appropriate 

forms of praise (785–6 πῶϲ ϲε προϲείπω, πῶϲ ϲε ϲεβίζω | µήθ’ ὑπέραραϲ µήθ’ 

ὑποκάµψαϲ καιρὸν χάριτοϲ).410 

The chorus’ address provides a contrast to the one made by Clytemnestra in 

lines 895–913. While it seems understood that the praise advanced by the chorus 

is developed within acceptable limits (cf. Agamemnon’s full concurrence in 831–

2), Clytemnestra clearly exceeds those limits (cf. his criticism in 916–17). She 

pours out no less than seven laudatory images of increasing intensity, each 

conveying protection and salvation (895–901 νῦν, ταῦτα πάντα τλᾶϲ’, ἀπενθήτωι 

φρενὶ | λέγοιµι ἂν ἄνδρα τόνδε τῶν ϲταθµῶν κύνα, | ϲωτῆρα ναὸϲ πρότονον, 

ὑψηλῆϲ ϲτέγηϲ | ϲτῦλον ποδήρη, µονογενὲϲ τέκνον πατρί, | γαῖαν φανεῖϲαν 

ναυτίλοιϲ παρ’ ἐλπίδα | κάλλιϲτον ἦµαρ εἰϲιδεῖν ἐκ χείµατοϲ | ὁδοιπόρωι διψῶντι 

 
409 Cf. Steiner (2010) 24, who connects this address with the epinician custom of providing a ‘re-
enactment of the original proclamation of the victory as the singers reiterate the announcement of 
the sacred herald at the games while the athlete stepped up to claim his prize. . . . The chorus opt 
for the simplest arrangement: Agamemnon’s title, the exact type of triumph and his father’s name 
occupy the start of the address.’ On genealogy, see above, n. 204 
410 Note that a correction in ms. F reads the (Doric) future ϲεβίξω, which Fraenkel (1950) 2.358–9 
ad loc. defends. Notably, what appears here as a laudatory question, paralleled in encomiastic 
poetry, re-emerges in 1489–90 as a form of lament (ἰὼ ἰὼ βαϲιλεῦ βαϲιλεῦ | πῶϲ ϲε δακρύϲω). On 
similar laudatory questions, see above, nn. 145 and 196. 
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πηγαῖον ῥέοϲ). Despite the excessive tone of this passage,411 of which she seems 

to be aware herself (903 τοιοῖϲδε τοί νιν ἀξιῶ προϲφθέγµαϲιν), Clytemnestra 

attaches a reference to jealousy (904 φθόνοϲ δ’ ἀπέϲτω), and so pretends to be 

concerned about the moderation that is in fact exercised by the chorus.412 Non-

verbal expressions of her excess are the fabric, which she orders her attendants to 

roll out in lines 905–13, and possibly the gesture of prostration (proskynesis),413 to 

which Agamemnon refers in lines 919–20.  

The implications of these verbal and non-verbal gestures are found in 

Agamemnon’s response. He deplores the length of Clytemnestra’s speech (916–

17), the prostration, and the red fabric because he associates them with softness, 

both female and barbarian (918–20),414 and, significantly, because he finds them 

more appropriate for the worship of gods (922 θεοῖϲ τοι τοῖϲδε τιµαλφεῖν χρεών). 

Treading on fabrics in particular is, for Agamemnon, associated with cult and, if 

done by a mortal, would constitute a dangerous act of transgression (923–4 

οὐδαµῶϲ ἄνευ φόβου).415 According to Agamemnon himself, Clytemnestra is 

 
411 Cf. Raeburn and Thomas (2011) 161 on 896–901 ‘The central idea behind these laudatory 
images is that of the saviour or preserver.’ Note that Dindorf (1832) 187 in app. deletes these lines; 
on textual uncertainties, cf. also Denniston and Page (1957) 147–8 on 899–902. Wilamowitz 
(1927), Kranz (1933) 102, Fraenkel (1950) 2.406–10 on 899–902, and Hall (1989) 206 point to the 
possibility of Near-Eastern models. Cf., however, Steiner (2010) 32–5, who shows a—not entirely 
convincing—connection with epinician imagery. 
412 Cf. Denniston and Page (1957) 148 ad loc. ‘to make sure that φθόνος is not absent is of course 
her principal objective here and in what follows’, Sailor and Stroup (1999) 168–9 ‘after such a 
beginning, φθόνος δ’ ἀπέϲτω is more an invitation than a safeguard’, Raeburn and Thomas (2011) 
162 ad loc. ‘blatantly hypocritical on Clytemnestra’s lips.’ 
413 It is uncertain whether Clytemnestra actually prostrates herself in front of Agamemnon, cf. 
Sommerstein (2008) 106 n. 192. Raeburn and Thomas (2011) 161 on 895 assume she does. 
414 Cf. Easterling (1973) 10–11. At 935–6, Priam is mentioned as a paradigmatic Eastern king, cf. 
Dover (1987) 155. 
415 The symbolic force of the fabric is variously interpreted, cf. the discussion in Taplin (1977) 
308–16. For Lloyd-Jones (1952), the fabric refers back to 239 and the robe Iphigenia wore at her 
sacrifice; for Goheen (1955) 115–26, the purple-red colour foreshadows murder; Jenkins (1985) 
116–18 roots the fabric in a general context of ambivalence associated with textiles and the female 
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trying to treat him as a god (925 λέγω κατ’ ἄνδρα, µὴ θεόν, ϲέβειν ἐµέ). Since she, 

like Electra and the chorus in Electra, plans to lure Agamemnon into the house in 

order to kill him, her excessive praise of Agamemnon can be interpreted as a 

strategy to deceive him so as to facilitate her attack. Consequently, Clytemnestra 

would try in these lines to lull Agamemnon into a sense of godlike power, control, 

and reverence, which is intended to diminish any suspicions that he might hold 

against her.416 

While the preceding paragraphs focus on the similarities between 

Agamemnon and Electra, the differences should not be overlooked. Euripides 

deploys a high degree of irony in portraying Clytemnestra as victim to the same 

scheme that she contrives for Agamemnon in Aeschylus’ play. There is also a 

considerable difference in the way that the respective murderers act in the 

aftermath  of their deeds. While Electra and Orestes succumb to feelings of guilt 

already in the following triadic exchange (1177–1236), Clytemnestra retains a 

sense of justification throughout the remainder of the play (esp. 1373 οὐκ 

ἐπαιϲχυνθήϲοµαι, 1380 καὶ τάδ’ οὐκ ἀρνήϲοµαι, 1404–6 ὅµοιον· οὗτόϲ ἐϲτιν 

Ἀγαµέµνων, ἐµὸϲ | πόϲιϲ, νεκρὸϲ δέ, τῆϲδε δεξιᾶϲ χερὸϲ | ἔργον, δικαίαϲ 

τέκτονοϲ. τάδ’ ὧδ’ ἔχει, 1432 µὰ τὴν τέλειον τῆϲ ἐµῆϲ παιδὸϲ Δίκην, 1443 ἄτιµα 

δ’ οὐκ ἐπραξάτην, 1527 ἄξια δράϲαϲ, ἄξια πάϲχων). As regards the excessive 

praise of mortals, Aeschylus’ play differs from Euripides’ in the way that 

 
world that produces them; for Dover (1987) 153–5, it denotes sacrifice; associations with oriental 
monarchies are emphasised by S. West (1992), Crane (1993) 122–3, and Raeburn and Thomas 
(2011) 162–3 on 905–11. Cf. also Goward (2005) 33–4. 
416 Cf. differently Raeburn and Thomas (2011) 162–3 on 905–11 ‘Clytemnestra is thus contriving 
a temptation which, if Agamemnon yields, will provoke the divine phthonos which will be, as it 
were, the final nail in his coffin, and also sanctify her vengeance.’ On divine φθόνοϲ, cf. also 
Fraenkel (1950) 2.411 on 904. Cf. differently Dover (1987) 158. 
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Agamemnon responds to Clytemnestra’s adulations, and in the consequences 

arising from this response. Unlike Clytemnestra in Electra, Agamemnon 

emphatically rejects being treated as a god (925). Aware of his human nature, he 

perceives, not the imminent danger of being murdered by his wife, but some form 

of danger originating from an appropriation of divine privileges. This refusal 

brings about the following, highly effective interaction (931–43), which sees 

Clytemnestra at pains to persuade Agamemnon to accept the fabric and its 

implications. However, her insistence, and ultimate success, subverts the very 

image that she hopes to evoke. While the godlike treatment of Agamemnon was 

intended to inspire in him a sense of control, Clytemnestra now has to exercise 

control over Agamemnon in order to make him accept this sense of control. By 

forcing Agamemnon to accept an illusion of his own power, she leaves us in no 

doubt that it is she who is truly in control.417 This paradoxical situation is 

expressed in the statement that ends the dialogue: πιθοῦ· κρατεῖϲ µέντοι παρείϲ γ’ 

ἑκὼν ἐµοί (943).  

 
417 On the reversal of power, cf. Hall (1989) 205–7, Raeburn and Thomas (2011) 166 on 931–43 
‘In only thirteen economical and powerfully compelling lines, the conqueror Agamemnon is 
himself conquered by Clytemnestra’ persuasion into doing what he has just refused as decadent, 
hubristic, and dangerous.’ 
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SUPPLICATION AND SALVATION 

 

While the preceding section considers situations where protagonists in tragedy are 

perceived as godlike by other characters, this section focuses on situations where 

other characters are perceived similarly by the protagonists. Tragic heroes and 

heroines assume a perspective from which other characters appear as godlike only 

at certain stages of the plot and only in a well-defined ritual context, namely, 

during supplication. The aim of this section is therefore to illustrate that, in the 

conventionalised perspectives that tragic suppliants assume in front of a human 

supplicandus, the boundaries between mortal and immortal can become obscure 

or irrelevant. 

 

 

RITUAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

A certain ambiguity, in the suppliant’s perception, regarding differences between 

mortal and immortal seems to be at the heart of the ritual of Greek supplication. In 

its most basic outline, supplication appears as a relationship between two parties, 

with one party appealing to the other for a certain service. 418 On this basic view, 

 
418 On supplication as a ritual, cf. Gould (1973) passim and Lloyd-Jones (1998) 282 ‘Supplication 
is of course a ritual.’ Gould’s model, especially his thoughts on ‘automated gestures’ exercising 
‘ritualistic power’, is criticised by those scholars who consider (epic) supplication as a speech act 
or a narrative exclusively; cf. Lynn-George (1988) 201, Goldhill (1991) 74, Crotty (1994) 104, 
and the overview in Naiden (2006) 8–18. Crotty (1994) 20 applies the concept of ‘ceremony’, 
developed by Redfield (1975) 163, to supplication. Mediation between the two approaches is 
advocated by Mercier (1998), Giordano (1999), and Gödde (2000). 
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supplication appears related to prayer, where a similar relationship is attempted.419 

The proximity of supplication and prayer is manifest also in the lexical 

observation that forms of λίϲϲεϲθαι/λιτή can, in epic and drama, refer to appeals in 

supplication as well as prayer, next to tendencies elsewhere to distinguish 

between εὔχεϲθαι/εὖχοϲ and ἱκετεύειν/ἱκεϲία. 420  What seems to separate 

supplication from prayer are, to borrow mathematical terms, the variable and the 

constant values in this equation. At least in Archaic and Classical times, prayers 

are, by definition, addressed to heroes and gods, while the services appealed for 

can be derived from a wide range of human needs. By contrast, in supplication the 

service appealed for tends to be an act of mercy or protection, while the 

supplicandus is the character most capable of delivering this service, regardless of 

whether he or she is mortal, heroic, or divine. An overlap of supplication and 

prayer is therefore possible, namely when the supplicandus is heroic or divine, or 

when the object of prayer is mercy or protection. An instructive example of such 

overlap is found in Thetis’ famous appeal to Zeus in Iliad 1.500–10, where 

supplicatory gestures (500–2 καί ῥα πάροιθ’ αὐτοῖο καθέζετο, καὶ λάβε γούνων | 

ϲκαιῆι, δεξιτερῆι δ’ ἄρ’ ὑπ’ ἀνθερεῶνοϲ ἑλοῦϲα | λιϲϲοµένη προϲέειπε Δία 

Κρονίωνα ἄνακτα) are combined with arguments characteristic of prayer (503–4 

 
419 The relationship between supplication and prayer is variously described. Crotty (1994) 95–8 
sees the main difference in the argumentation of the suppliant: prayer is based on exchange, 
supplication on pity. Naiden (2006) 7 considers the difference in the absence and presence of the 
addressee in prayer and supplication respectively. As a result, both models deny the possibility of 
supplicating a deity, a view which is challenged below, p. 166. For Pulleyn (1997) 56–69, esp. 64, 
ξενία, λιτή, and ἱκετεία form three sections on a continuous scale from self-assertion to self-
abasement. However, his connection of prayer and ξενία, and the separation of λιτή from these, is 
rather obscure; by contrast, Gould (1973) 91–4 connects supplication with ξενία. 
420 Cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘λίϲϲοµαι’, B, 1704.7–12; cf. also Gould (1973) 76 n. 12 and Clark (1998) 10. On 
the usage in fifth-century Athens, cf. Willi (2003) 23–5. 
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Ζεῦ πάτερ, εἴ ποτε δή ϲε µετ’ ἀθανάτοιϲιν ὄνηϲα | ἢ ἔπει ἢ ἔργωι, τόδε µοι 

κρήηνον ἐέλδωρ).421  

Recent scholarship on supplication sometimes describes it as a ritual (or 

ceremony) conducted exclusively among humans. It thus reduces the significance 

of supplication at altars or temples, which is frequently attested as a historical 

phenomenon, and neglects supplication addressed directly at deities in narrative 

and dramatic poetry.422 This view is problematic for several reasons. 

First, deities can be supplicated. As the usage of supplicatory vocabulary 

indicates, this can happen by taking refuge at an altar or temple, or by appealing 

directly to a god.423 Moreover, there seems be no conceptual difference between 

taking refuge at altars or temples and supplicating a deity appearing in epiphany, 

given that asylia at altars and temples can only be thought of as effective if it is 

understood as a supplication of the deity worshipped at them. 

Second, the evidence available does not suggest a difference in effect 

between supplicating a deity and supplicating a mortal. When there is a choice 

involved, pragmatics seem to be the decisive factor. Thus, at Odyssey 22.333–7, 

Phemius is confronted with a decision between two equally viable gestures of 

begging for his life, either to supplicate the altar of Zeus or to supplicate Odysseus 

 
421 On the rhetorical aspects of prayer, especially the formula εἴ ποτε, cf. Bremer (1981) 196, Race 
(1982) 8–14, Pulleyn (1997) 16–38. Depew (2000) 61–3, Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.50–2. 
422 Cf. Crotty (1994) 98 ‘Indeed, supplication succeeds partly because it is a ceremony, ultimately, 
of the gods’ absence’, 104 ‘The suppliant’s speech and gestures are merely a means of persuasion: 
his words do not reach past the human realm’, and Naiden (2006) 7 (see below, n. 423). See also 
Pedrick (1982) 128 ‘supplication normally occurs between physical equals (man to man or god to 
god’ in the Iliad. This may be true for the poetic reality of the Iliad, but it need not extend beyond 
it; cf. Mercier (1998) 193–4. 
423 Pace Naiden (2006) 7 ‘Supplication of a god is possible only if the god responds by an 
epiphany.’ This is admitted only to be dismissed for supposed real-life supplication. Cf., however, 
Lys. 2.39 (on the Greeks fighting at Salamis) ποῖαι δ’ οὐχ ἱκετεῖαι θεῶν ἐγένοντο ἢ θυϲίων 
ἀναµνήϲειϲ . . . ; 
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(δίχα δὲ φρεϲὶ µερµήριζεν, | ἢ ἐκδὺϲ µεγάροιο Διὸϲ µεγάλου ποτὶ βωµὸν | ἑρκείου 

ἕζοιτο τετυγµένον, ἔνθ’ ἄρα πολλὰ | Λαέρτηϲ Ὀδυϲεύϲ τε βοῶν ἐπὶ µηρί’ ἔκηαν, | 

ἦ γούνων λίϲϲοιτο προϲαΐξαϲ Ὀδυϲῆα). His choice for the latter is based merely 

on a guess at what might be more effective in the present case (338–9 ὧδε δέ οἱ 

φρονέοντι δοάϲϲατο κέρδιον εἶναι, | γούνων ἅψαϲθαι Λαερτιάδεω Ὀδυϲῆοϲ). He 

succeeds, but Leodes, who was confronted with the same choice before him, fails 

(22.310–29). Similarly, in Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis, Clytemnestra supplicates 

Achilles because she has ‘no other altar to flee to than [his] knee’ (911 οὐκ ἔχω 

βωµὸν καταφυγεῖν ἄλλον ἢ τὸ ϲὸν γόνυ). Here the two modes of supplication, at 

an altar and by clasping someone’s knees, are regarded as the same. A third 

example of this kind can be found on a red-figure kalpis by the Kleophrades 

Painter,424 where we see Cassandra with one hand clasping a statue of Athena (the 

palladion), with the other reaching for Ajax’ knees. Here the two kinds of 

supplication are combined into one supplicatory gesture.  

Third, and most important, there are cases where there seems to be no 

formal difference between supplicating a deity and supplicating a mortal. In 

Odyssey 6.149–85, for instance, Odysseus finds himself shipwrecked and 

helpless. When Nausicaa appears, he does not know, or pretends not to know, 

whether he is addressing a mortal woman or a goddess (149 γουνοῦµαί ϲε, 

ἄναϲϲα· θεόϲ νύ τιϲ ἦ βροτόϲ ἐϲϲι), and this uncertainty pervades his appeal.425 

 
424 See Kleophrades Painter, hydria (kalpis type) (c. 480–75 BC), Naples Museo Nazionale 81699 
= ARV2 189.74, Paralipomena 341, ARFH fig. 135, Beazley Archive 201724. 
425 On the one hand, Odysseus addresses Nausicaa as γύναι in 168, and his wishes in 180–5 (ϲοὶ δὲ 
θεοὶ τόϲα δοῖεν, ὅϲα φρεϲὶ ϲῆιϲι µενοινᾶιϲ, | ἄνδρα τε καὶ οἶκον, καὶ ὁµοφροϲύνην ὀπάϲειαν | 
ἐϲθλήν· οὐ µὲν γὰρ τοῦ γε κρεῖϲϲον καὶ ἄρειον, | ἢ ὅθ’ ὁµοφρονέοντε νοήµαϲιν οἶκον ἔχητον | 
ἀνὴρ ἠδὲ γυνή· πόλλ’ ἄλγεα δυϲµενέεϲϲι, | χάρµατα δ’ εὐµενέτηιϲι· µάλιϲτα δέ τ’ ἔκλυον αὐτοί.) 
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The difference between mortal and immortal affects the design of his initial 

address, which takes the form both of hymnic praise, in case she is a deity (150–2; 

esp. 150 εἰ µέν τιϲ θεόϲ ἐϲϲι, τοὶ οὐρανὸν εὐρὺν ἔχουϲιν), and of a blessing of her 

parents and future husband, in case she is mortal (153–7; esp. 153 εἰ δέ τίϲ ἐϲϲι 

βροτῶν, οἳ ἐπὶ χθονὶ ναιετάουϲι). The actual supplicatory appeal, however, 

remains the same in either case (esp. 178–9). It seems that for Odysseus, who is in 

dire need of help, it is to some extent irrelevant whether the person whom he 

addresses is mortal or divine if only she can provide this help. More striking is the 

case in Odyssey 13.258–67, where Odysseus supplicates Athena disguised as a 

young shepherd. Though Odysseus does not know that he is in fact addressing a 

goddess,426 he acknowledges that he appeals to the supposed young man ‘as 

though he were a god’ (260–1 ϲοὶ γὰρ ἐγώ γε | εὔχοµαι ὥϲ τε θεῶι καί ϲευ φίλα 

γούναθ’ ἱκάνω). Here, it seems that the dynamics of elevation of the 

supplicandus, inherent in all supplicatory appeals, is intensified to the extent that 

Odysseus is ready to treat someone whom he considers mortal as a god.  

  

 
seem to be located in the mortal sphere. On the other hand, lines 175–7 (ἀλλά, ἄναϲϲ’, ἐλέαιρε· ϲὲ 
γὰρ κακὰ πολλὰ µογήϲαϲ | ἐϲ πρώτην ἱκόµην, τῶν δ’ ἄλλων οὔ τινα οἶδα | ἀνθρώπων, οἳ τήνδε 
πόλιν καὶ γαῖαν ἔχουϲιν) are paralleled closely by Odysseus’ supplication of a river god in 5.445–
50, esp. 448–50 (ὡϲ καὶ ἐγὼ νῦν | ϲόν τε ῥόον ϲά τε γούναθ’ ἱκάνω πολλὰ µογήϲαϲ. | ἀλλ’ ἐλέαιρε, 
ἄναξ· ἱκέτηϲ δέ τοι εὔχοµαι εἶναι). 
426 It is of course possible that the primary narrator’s knowledge of the true nature of the 
supplicanda intervenes with Odysseus’ speech and affects his choice of words. 
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SUPPLICATION IN TRAGEDY 

 

Humans usually resort to supplication in the face of danger. The circumstances, 

under which supplication is conducted, can explain why there is no formal 

differentiation between various kinds of supplicandi. This is particularly relevant 

in the case of tragedy, which depicts supplication in a rather distinct form, 

compared, for example, to epic. First, we should note that tragic supplication is 

reaction, not just to any kind of danger, but to life-threatening danger. In the 

dynamic tragic plot, which generally depicts movements from extreme happiness 

to extreme suffering and vice versa, supplication defines the rock bottom of a 

character’s steep fall. For the suppliants, who are usually royal characters, the 

need to supplicate marks a total loss of self-determination, an inability to 

influence their fortune by their own means, and a submission of their freedom into 

the hands of someone else. Thus encapsulating a state of dependency, supplication 

is an effective dramatic device. Second, we should note that in tragedy the mortal 

supplicandus tends to be a morally unambiguous figure. On the epic battlefield, 

supplication is usually a bilateral relationship between a defeated soldier and his 

potential killer. There, the source of danger and its potential remedy are the same 

person, and so a rejection of supplication, occurring in fact more frequently than 

acceptance, can appear morally objectionable.427 In tragedy, on the other hand, 

supplication tends to be a triangular relationship between the suppliant, the 

 
427 Cf. Pedrick (1982) 132 ‘The prevailing prospect for suppliants in the Iliad is gloomy. No 
warrior in the Iliad is ever stopped from rejecting an enemy’s plea for his life by fear of Zeus’, 
Mercier (1998) 196 ‘The Iliad often portrays a moral and religious obligation ignored.’ 
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supplicandus, and an external source of danger.428 For the supplicandus to yield to 

supplication often means, not merely to refrain from killing the suppliant, but 

actively to intervene and risk his own and other people’s lives.429 The tragic 

supplicandus therefore appears not infrequently as a shining figure who, in the 

suppliant’s perception, comes to represent hopes for survival and salvation.430 

Evidently, this heightened perception originates from extreme circumstances. The 

question here is whether this perception leaves room for sharp differentiations 

between mortal and immortal. 

A good example to start with is found in the first episode of Sophocles’ 

Oedipus at Colonus. Here, after Oedipus’ identity is revealed, Antigone 

supplicates the chorus of Attic elders in an attempt to gain their protection (237–

57). She begins by addressing the supplicandi in a formal way (237 ὦ ξένοι, 242 

 
428 Cf. Kopperschmidt (1967) 46–53 and (1971) 321–2. This is the rule for the so-called 
supplication plays, cf. Lattimore (1964) 46–7, Taplin (1977) 192–3, Heath (1987) 148, Burian 
(1997) 188, and Turner (2001) 27. A more complicated case is Medea’s supplication of Creon in 
Eur. Med. 324. See also Turner (2001) passim for problems in Aeschylus’ Suppliants. 
429 For an exeption, cf. Helen’s supplication of Theonoe in Eur. Hel. 894–943. 
430 Cf. the use of ϲωτήρ in Aesch. Suppl. 982 (Chorus to Pelasgus), Soph. OT 47–8 (Priest to 
Oedipus), 300–4 (Oedipus to Tiresias), El. 1354–5 (Electra to Orestes), Eur. Heracl. 640 (Iolaus to 
the messenger), IT 923 (Orestes to Iphigenia), and of ϲώιζειν in Soph. Phil. 501 (Philoctetes to 
Neoptolemus), OC 276 (Oedipus to the Chorus), Eur. Hel. 900 (Helen to Theonoe), Or. 384 
(Orestes to Menelaus), Hel. 894–902, IA 915–16. Light imagery is used in Eur. Hec. 841–3 
(Andromache to Neoptolemus) ὦ δέϲποτ’, ὦ µέγιϲτον Ἕλληϲιν φάοϲ, | πιθοῦ, παράϲχεϲ χεῖρα τῆι 
πρεϲβύτιδι | τιµωρόν (841–3), IA 1063 (Chorus on Achilles, after he granted supplication). For 
light as a symbol of rescue, cf. also Od. 16.23 (Odysseus to Telemachus) = 17.41 (Penelope to 
Telemachus) ἦλθεϲ Τηλέµαχε, γλυκερὸν φάοϲ, Soph. El. 1354 (Electra to Orestes) ὦ φίλτατον 
φῶϲ· ὦ µόνοϲ ϲωτὴρ δόµων, Eur. Med. 482 (Medea, about her rescue of Jason) κτείναϲ’ ἀνέϲχον 
ϲοι φάοϲ ϲωτήριον, HF 531 (Amphitryon to Heracles) ὦ φίλτατ’ ἀνδρῶν, ὦ φάοϲ µολὼν πατρί, | 
ἥκειϲ, ἐϲώθηϲ εἰϲ ἀκµὴν ἐλθὼν φίλοιϲ, Eur. Bacch. 608 (Chorus to Dionysus) ὦ φάοϲ µέγιϲτον 
ἡµῖν εὐίου βακχεύµατοϲ. Cf. also Wilamowitz (1889) 157 on Eur. HF 563 and Fraenkel (1950) 
2.266 on Aesch. Ag. 522. The supplicandus is addressed as a haven in Eur. Andr. 891–4 
(Hermione to Orestes) ὦ ναυτίλοιϲι χείµατοϲ λιµὴν φανείϲ | Ἀγαµέµνονοϲ παῖ, πρόϲ ϲε τῶνδε 
γουνάτων | οἴκτιρον ἡµᾶϲ ὧν ἐπιϲκοπεῖϲ τύχαϲ, | πράϲϲονταϲ οὐκ εὖ. On maritime imagery, cf. 
Aesch. Ag. 897 (Clytemnestra to Agamemnon) ϲωτῆρα ναὸϲ πρότονον; the descriptions of deified 
Helen in Eur. Or. 1637 (ναυτίλοιϲ ϲωτήριοϲ) and of the Dioscuri in El. 992–3 (βροτῶν ἐν ἁλὸϲ 
ῥοθίοιϲ | τιµὰϲ ϲωτῆραϲ ἔχοντεϲ) and 1348 (ϲώϲοντε νεῶν πρώιραϲ ἐνάλουϲ) are similar, though 
not metaphorical. 
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ὦ ξένοι, οἰκτίραθ’),431 and by trying to establish a relationship in the language of 

kinship (245–6 ὥϲ τιϲ ἀφ’ αἵµατοϲ | ὑµετέρου προφανεῖϲα). While these features 

are conventional to supplicatory appeals, 432  Antigone makes a remarkable 

statement when she describes the extent to which she and Oedipus are at the 

Athenians’ mercy: ἐν ὑµῖν ὡϲ θεῶι | κείµεθα τλάµονεϲ (247–8). To understand 

this comparison, we should note that it is unlikely to contain an identification of 

the chorus as deities, or of their powers as divine. Rather, as the singular θεῶι 

suggests, the comparison seems to express an analogy whereby Antigone and 

Oedipus are exposed to the powers of the chorus as mortals are generally exposed 

to the powers of a god. Consequently, the phrase ὡϲ θεῶι means here, unlike 

elsewhere, not a treatment similar or identical to the worship of the gods,433 but a 

certain degree of power as perceived by the weak. Accordingly, the supplicandus’ 

power approximates to divine sovereignty in the perception of the suppliant, but 

the question whether or not the two are in reality identical is left unanswered. 

Thus understood, this particular comparison between the chorus and a god 

contributes effectively to the wider interest of Oedipus at Colonus in the 

 
431 Note, however, the dactylic metre, which puts this passage on a par with the agitated lament in 
Phil. 1170–1217 (astrophic, like here) and El. 121–50 (strophic). On the metrical design of the 
ode, cf. Jebb (1900) lxvii. On dactlyic metres in Sophocles, cf. L. Parker (1997) 51 ‘Sophocles’ 
most distinctive use of dactyls is in passages of lamentation, particularly in lyric dialogues 
(κοµµοί)’.  
432 On the language of kinship in supplicatory appeals, cf. Burian (1974) 415. Cf. the arguments 
brought forward by Polynices when supplicating Oedipus in 1323–4 ἐγὼ δὲ ϲόϲ, κεἰ µὴ ϲόϲ, ἀλλὰ 
τοῦ κακοῦ | πότµου φυτευθείϲ, ϲόϲ γέ τοι καλούµενοϲ. 
433 Other cases in drama are Aesch. Supp. 980–82 (discussed below, p. 173) and Eupolis PCG 5, 
384.4–6 ἀλλ’ ἦϲαν ἡµῖν τῆι πόλει πρῶτον µὲν οἱ ϲτρατηγοὶ | ἐκ τῶν µεγίϲτων οἰκιῶν, πλούτωι 
γένει τε πρῶτοι, | οἷϲ ὡϲπερεὶ θεοῖϲιν ηὐχόµεϲθα, and the evidence collected in Currie (2005) 180–
1, who concludes that ‘[t]hese dramatic passages seem to presuppose a cultural context where it 
was possible to pray to living persons in the fifth century BC’. However, it is debated whether 
phrases like ὡϲ θεῶι/ἀθανατῶι/ἥρωϊ εὔχεϲθαι/θύειν etc. denote identical treatment of merely 
formal resemblance; on the former, cf., e.g., Il. 22.394, Currie (2005) 114–16 and 188–9; on the 
latter, cf. Taeger (1957) 60, Habicht (1970) 196, Shipley (2000) 156–9. 
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dynamics of vulnerability and power or, more precisely, of supplication and 

immortality. For while much of the structure of the play resembles that of 

suppliant plays, comparable to the plots of, for example, Aeschylus’ Suppliants or 

Euripides’ Suppliants and Children of Heracles,434 it differs from these plays in its 

second theme, namely, the heroisation of Oedipus.435 It is a fundamental paradox 

of Oedipus at Colonus that Oedipus arrives at Attica both as its suppliant and as 

its future guardian,436 and this paradox is explored, for example, in the shifting 

attribution of the power to save. Initially, Oedipus beseeches the chorus for rescue 

(275–6 ἀνθ’ ὧν ἱκνοῦµαι πρὸϲ θεῶν ὑµᾶϲ, ξένοι, | ὥϲπερ µε κἀνεϲτήϲαθ’, ὧδε 

ϲώϲατε). However, after Ismene conveys the Pythian oracle, which mentions his 

role as protector of Athens (389–90 ϲὲ τοῖϲ ἐκεῖ ζητητὸν ἀνθρώποιϲ ποτὲ | 

θανόντ’ ἔϲεϲθαι ζῶντά τ’ εὐϲοίαϲ χάριν), Oedipus seizes this information and 

bargains with it (459–60 τῆιδε µὲν πόλει µέγαν | ϲωτῆρ’ ἀρεῖϲθε, τοῖϲ δ’ ἐµοῖϲ 

ἐχθροῖϲ πόνουϲ). The chorus in turn accept the notion of Oedipus as their future 

saviour (462–3 ἐπεὶ δὲ τῆϲδε γῆϲ | ϲωτῆρα ϲαυτὸν τῶιδ’ ἐπεµβάλλειϲ λόγωι) and 

coin, according to the manuscript reading,437 the striking paradox ‘suppliant 

 
434 On OC as a suppliant play, cf. Burian (1974). 
435 On the specific form of immortality that Oedipus receives, cf. 393–4 OE. ὅτ’ οὐκέτ’ εἰµί, 
τηνικαῦτ’ ἄρ’ εἴµ’ ἀνήρ; | IS. νῦν γὰρ θεοί ϲ’ ὀρθοῦϲι, πρόϲθε δ’ ὤλλυϲαν, 621–3 ἵν’ οὑµὸϲ εὕδων 
καὶ κεκρυµµένοϲ νέκυϲ | ψυχρόϲ ποτ’ αὐτῶν θερµὸν αἷµα πίεται, εἰ Ζεὺϲ ἔτι Ζεὺϲ χὠ Διὸϲ Φοῖβοϲ 
ϲαφήϲ.  
436 Cf. Kelly (2009) 75; on Oedipus as ‘a man of polarised extremes’, cf. ibid. 121–33. 
437 Cf. Jebb (1900) 85 ad loc. ‘leaving the hearer to think of that which Oedipus gives, and also of 
that which he receives’, and similarly ambiguously Σ 486 de Marco . . . ἱκέτευε αὐτὰϲ δέχεϲθαί ϲε 
τὸν ἱκέτην ἐπὶ ϲωτερίαι. Following Bake and Hartung (1851) 68, most editors change into 
ϲωτηρίουϲ, to go with Εὐµενίδαϲ, cf. Pearson (1924) ad loc. in app., Dawe (1985) 2.164, Lloyd-
Jones (1994) 468 and Lloyd-Jones and Wilson (1990) 377. Colonna (1975–83) 3.105 and 
Rodighiero (1998) 84 preserve the mss. reading. Campbell (1879) 1.330 assigns the adjective 
ϲωτήριοϲ an, otherwise unattested, passive meaning. More likely is an active meaning, on which 
cf. Kamerbeek (1984) 85 ad loc., Rodighiero (1998) 197 ad loc., Avezzù, Guidorizzi, and Cerri 
(2008) 68 and Kelly (2009) 75 n. 39. 
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saviour’ (487 τὸν ἱκέτην ϲωτήριον). Oedipus thus moves from requiring salvation 

from the people of Attica to offering salvation to them. 

Antigone’s comparison between the chorus and a god introduces the 

relationship between supplication and immortal power that the play explores. 

When the comparison is made, Antigone and Oedipus depend on the protection of 

the Attic elders as though it were a divine power. However, when the time comes, 

the people of Attica will in turn depend on Oedipus’ powers, which by then will 

in fact be immortal. 

Aeschylus’ Suppliants provides another good example for our purposes. 

After Pelasgus dismisses the Aegyptid herald, and thereby accepts the Danaids’ 

supplication, Danaus responds with a statement that is, at first sight, similar to the 

one made by Antigone in Oedipus at Colonus: ὦ παῖδεϲ, Ἀργείοιϲιν εὔχεϲθαι 

χρεὼν | θύειν τε λείβειν θ’, ὡϲ θεοῖϲ Ὀλυµπίοιϲ, | ϲπονδάϲ, ἐπεὶ ϲωτῆρεϲ οὐ 

διχορρόπωϲ (980–2). On closer inspection, however, the two statements appear to 

be rather different. As is argued above, Antigone’s brief comparison conveys an 

analogy between the chorus’ capacities and those of a god in relation to her and 

Oedipus’ weakness. In the Suppliants, on the other hand, the specifications 

attached to the comparison (εὔχεϲθαι, θύειν τε λείβειν θ’, ϲπονδάϲ) imply a 

treatment offered to the Argives that is identical to the worship of gods and, 

consequently, a perception of the Argives as gods. The phrase ὡϲ θεοῖϲ conveys 

here not similarity but identity with the gods.438 This difference may in part be 

caused by the difference in purpose between the two scenes. Antigone’s praise of 

 
438 See above, n. 433. 
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the chorus’ powers is part of a strategy to win over the supplicandi. Danaus’ offer 

of divine worship is an expression of gratitude in return for the supplication 

granted. 

The extraordinary treatment that Danaus offers to the Argives is prepared to 

some extent by two earlier passages where the Danaids address Pelasgus in a 

language that resembles prayers addressed to gods. The first is the chorus’ 

agitated439 appeal to the king in lines 348–54 (Παλαίχθονοϲ τέκοϲ, κλῦθί µου | 

πρόφρονι καρδίαι, Πελαϲγῶν ἄναξ | ἴδε µε τὰν ἱκέτιν φυγάδα περίδροµον . . . ). 

Here the vocative with the patronym in the genitive evokes a general form of 

hymnic openings, while the imperative κλῦθι440 and its extension with the term 

πρόφρων441 recall very precisely terms of the hymnic register. The second passage 

is the chorus’ immediate reaction to Pelasgus’ yielding to their supplication in 

 
439 Here, the dochmiac metre conveys a spirit of urgency. On the metrical design of this Suppl. 
348–437, cf. Friis Johansen and Whittle (1980) 2.279–80; on the nature of dochmiacs, cf. L. 
Parker (1997) 67 ‘Of all Greek metres, dochmiac is the one that has the clearest expressive 
function. It is the metre of violent emotion: anger, grief, fear, even, in later tragedy, tumultuous 
joy . . .’  
440 On κλύειν in tragic prayers, cf. Aesch. Choe. 139, 157, 332 (all to Agamemnon), 399 (to Earth 
and the gods below), 802 (to unspecified deities), Soph. El. 1376 (to Apollo), Eur. Phoen. 605 
(altars of Thebes’ ancestral gods). For epic, cf. LfgrE s.v. ‘κλύειν’, B.II, 1458.31–2, and the 
discussions in Pulleyn (1997) 134–6 and 146–8. Without discussing the Suppliants passage, 
Pulleyn concludes that in Homer (e.g., Il. 1.37, 451, 5.115, 10.278, 16.514, 23.770; Od. 2.262, 
3.55, 4.762, 5.445, 6.324, 9.528) and later Greek literature, ‘κλῦθι is, in fact, a vox propria for 
prayer’ (p. 147). He further notes that the plural κλῦτε can be used for mortals ‘in order to lend 
special weight to the speaker’s words because of the religious associations of κλῦθι’ (ibid.). Cf. 
also Friis Johansen and Whittle (1980) 2.280 on 348 ‘Elsewhere in Aeschylus . . . , as in all poets 
down to Sophocles, the sing. imperat. forms κλῦθι and κλύε are exclusively addressed to gods or 
heroes; . . . it appears that down to at least c. 450 B.C. κλῦθι and κλύε are traditionally limited to 
prayers addressed to heroes and gods.’ The nature of the addressee in Anacr. PMG 418 (κλῦθί µεο 
γέροντοϲ εὐέθειρα χρυϲόπεπλε κοῦρα) is uncertain; the reference to the speaker’s old age could 
suggest a human girl, her epithets a goddess. 
441 On πρόφρων in tragic prayers, cf. Aesch. Suppl. 1 (Zeus), 216 (Apollo), Choe. 1063 (a god 
unspecified), Soph. El. 1380 (Apollo), Eur. Alc. 743 (Hermes); the theme of ‘benevolent 
reception’ is ubiquitous in prayers and πρόφρων is among its most prominent expressions, cf. 
LfgrE s.v. ‘πρόφρων’, 1-2, 1580.54–1582.3, Pulleyn (1997) 145, 219, and Friis Johansen and 
Whittle (1980) 2.280 on 349 ‘in view of the implications of κλῦθι (348n.) it is noteworthy that, 
except here and in 968, where the Danaids are petitioning Pelasgus, the word πρόφρων is always 
applied to relations between gods and men.’ 
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lines 966–74, just before Danaus’ prompt to treat the Argives as gods (ἀλλ’ ἀντ’ 

ἀγαθῶν ἀγαθοῖϲι βρύοιϲ, | δῖε Πελαϲγῶν. | πέµψον δὲ πρόφρων δεῦρ’ ἡµέτερον | 

πατέρ’ εὐθαρϲῆ Δαναόν, πρόνοον | καὶ βούλαρχον . . . ). Besides the repeated 

occurrence of πρόφρων as an extension of the imperative, it is here the epic 

adjective δῖοϲ and its highly unusual combination with the genitive plural 

Πελαϲγῶν that conveys a sense of extraordinary, if not godlike, power.442  

In the context of these addresses to Pelasgus, we may include a series of 

ambiguous invocations towards the end of the play, which illustrate one of the 

effects of the insinuations of the chorus and Danaus. On hearing about the arrival 

of the Aegyptids from line 710 onwards, the Danaids succumb to terror and, in 

this state of mind, invoke unspecified father and ruler figures (811 ἔπιδε πάτερ, 

885 πάτερ; 835 γάι’ ἄναξ, προτάϲϲου, 908 ἄναξ). In the case of πάτερ, it is 

unclear whether the Danaids are referring to Danaus, who receives this title when 

on the stage (cf. 204, 480, 734, 738, 748, 756, 1015), but is now absent, or to Zeus 

(cf. 139, 592 πατὴρ φυτουργὸϲ αὐτόχειρ ἄναξ, 902 ὦ πᾶ, Γᾶϲ παῖ, Ζεῦ).443 In the 

case of ἄναξ, we cannot be sure whether they are appealing to Pelasgus, who 

receives this and similar terms of address (cf. 328, 349, 616), but does not re-enter 

the stage before line 911, or again to Zeus (cf. 524 ἄναξ ἀνάκτων, 592, 1062).444 

Since neither Danaus nor Pelasgus is onstage when the chorus invoke a father or a 

 
442 Cf. Friis Johansen and Whittle (1980) 3.265 on 967 ‘Though the notion of “godlike” in δῖε 
should not be pressed . . . the application of this word to a person does imply, outside epic . . . , 
that he is above the ordinary human level.’ 
443 Cf. Friis Johansen and Whittle (1980) 2.162, 216, arguing for Zeus. Yet βρέτεοϲ in 885, which 
would speak in favour of the god, is Wilamowitz’ emendation. 
444 Cf. Σ 835a ὦ Πελαϲγέ, πρὸ ἡµῶν προτάϲϲου and Friis Johansen and Whittle (1980) 181–2 on 
835 ‘However, the possibility cannot be absolutely excluded that the addressee of this exhortation 
is Zeus . . .’ 
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ruler respectively, there is no reason to believe that contemporary audiences 

would have had a more reliable indicator as to the identity of the addressees than 

we do. Hence it is tempting to assume that this uncertainty is not so much an 

imprecision on Aeschylus’ or the chorus’ part, which needs to be resolved by the 

audience or the reader, but rather a systematic blending of all figures capable of 

rendering help to the Danaids: Danaus, Pelasgus, and Zeus, whom they implore as 

their personal guardian throughout the play (e.g., 1–4, 23–9, 86, 91–2, 138–40, 

162, 209, 359–60, 385–6, 402–4, 524–37, 599, 627–9, 652, 671–3, 689–90, 902, 

1052–3, 1057–8, 1062–7).   

A similar situation can be observed in the second episode of Euripides’ 

Heracles. Until line 347, Amphitryon, Megara, and Heracles’ children are seen 

supplicating the onstage altar of Ζεὺϲ Ϲωτήρ (cf. 47–8),445 who, since Heracles is 

assumed dead, is the only power that they can resort to. The situation of these 

suppliants is desperate from the outset (cf. 51–9), and becomes increasingly so as 

the play evolves and their death seems inescapable.446 At the dramatic height of 

this development, when the group leave the house in order to surrender 

themselves to their executioners, Amphitryon utters a last prayer to Zeus, begging 

for a miracle (498–502). When, almost immediately after this prayer, Heracles 

enters the stage (between 513 and 514), this miracle seems to come true, leaving 

Megara and Amphitryon stupefied and speechless (514–19). In the context of 

such agonising tension and its sudden unexpected relief, Megara makes a 

connection between Heracles and Zeus that deserves attention: δεῦρ’, ὦ τέκν’, 

 
445 On the presence and position of the altar in HF, cf. Poe (1989) 127. 
446 Cf. the account in Yunis (1988) 140–1. 
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ἐκκρίµναϲθε πατρώιων πέπλων, | ἴτ’ ἐγκονεῖτε, µὴ µεθῆτ’, ἐπεὶ Διὸϲ | ϲωτῆροϲ 

ὑµῖν οὐδέν ἐϲθ’ ὅδ’ ὕϲτεροϲ (520–2). This statement is remarkable above all for 

its ambiguity. We should first note that the adjective ὕϲτεροϲ, though its primary 

temporal meaning need not be lost altogether (‘no later a saviour’, see below), 

seems to convey here also a sense of quality:447 Heracles is no less a saviour than 

Zeus, i.e., in this moment he saves like Zeus.448 This sense, however, does not 

specify which of the three scenarios that are conceivable after Amphitryon’s 

prayer to Zeus is here the case: does Heracles appear instead of Zeus (who ignores 

the prayer), or on behalf of Zeus (who so responds to the prayer), or as Zeus (who 

personally intervenes in the shape of Heracles)?  

Megara is not required to make a precise distinction at this point. Changing 

suddenly from despair to relief (518 κηραίνουϲ’), her consciousness might simply 

fuse the two saviour figures available, Zeus and Heracles, into a single figure, as 

the Danaids seem to do at the end of Aeschylus’ Suppliants. This imprecision 

would be expected to abate in the ensuing interaction with Heracles, when his 

identity becomes manifest. We should, however, notice that the phrase Διὸϲ 

ϲωτῆροϲ οὐδὲν ὕϲτεροϲ assumes an interesting connotation in the context of one 

of the wider themes of Heracles, namely, the criticism of Zeus’ inactivity. 

Already in the first episode, in Amphitryon’s interaction with Lycus, a hint of 

criticism of Zeus’ sense of justice is heard in the unfulfilled condition εἰ Ζεὺϲ 

 
447 On this meaning of ὕϲτεροϲ, cf. LSJ s.v. ‘ὕϲτεροϲ’, III, and Soph. Phil. 180–1 (the chorus about 
Philoctetes) οὗτοϲ πρωτογόνων ἴϲωϲ | οἴκων οὐδενὸϲ ὕϲτεροϲ, Ant. 746 (Creon about Haemon) ὦ 
µιαρὸν ἦθοϲ καὶ γυναικὸϲ ὕϲτερον.  
448 So translate, e.g., Barlow (1996) 148 on 521–2 ‘for he is as good at saving you as Zeus 
himself’, and Kovacs (1998) 355 ‘since he is no less a rescuer than Zeus the saviour is’. After the 
mentioning of Διὸϲ ϲωτῆροϲ, an implied ϲωτήρ seems to be the noun to go with ὕϲτεροϲ. 
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δικαίαϲ εἶχεν εἰϲ ἡµᾶϲ φρέναϲ (212). This criticism is fully developed in the 

second episode, where Amphitryon explicitly rebukes Zeus for engaging in affairs 

with mortal women but neglecting their well-being, and that of the offspring born 

from these affairs (339–47, esp. 344–6 ϲὺ δ’ ἐϲ µὲν εὐνὰϲ κρύφιοϲ ἠπίϲτω µολεῖν, 

| τἀλλότρια λέκτρα δόντοϲ οὐδενὸϲ λαβών, | ϲώιζειν δὲ τοὺϲ ϲοὺϲ οὐκ ἐπίϲταϲαι 

φίλουϲ). He goes so far as to state his own moral superiority over the highest of 

gods (341–2 ἀρετῆι ϲε νικῶ θνητὸϲ ὢν θεὸν µέγαν), and declaring Zeus either a 

fool or unjust (347 ἀµαθήϲ τιϲ εἶ θεὸϲ ἢ δίκαιοϲ οὐκ ἔφυϲ).449 The tone of 

aggressive criticism is continued in the second appeal to Zeus, shortly before the 

appearance of Heracles (498–502). This appeal is focused on aspects of time 

since, in Amphitryon’s perception, this particular moment provides the last 

opportunity for Zeus to prove his responsibility (500 ὡϲ τάχ’ οὐδὲν ἀρκέϲειϲ).  

When Megara says that Heracles is no later a saviour than Zeus, and so 

highlights the timeliness of Heracles’ arrival, she seems to offer a response to 

Amphitryon’s criticism.450 Zeus did not appear in time and any hope directed at 

him indeed proved to be futile (cf. the emphasis on µάτην in 339–40 and 501). 

Heracles, on the other hand, arrives in time and offers actual protection, and 

therefore he takes, from the suppliants’ perspective, the place previously held by 

Zeus (contrast 346 ϲώιζειν δὲ τοὺϲ ϲοὺϲ οὐκ ἐπίϲταϲαι φίλουϲ). This change of 
 

449 On the structure of Amphitryon’s speech, its inversion of the prayer form, and the underlying 
discourse of φιλία and reciprocity, cf. Yunis (1988) 142–3. For a similar sentiment, cf. IT 385–91 
οὐκ ἔϲθ’ ὅπωϲ ἔτεκεν ἂν ἡ Διὸϲ δάµαρ | Λητὼ τοϲαύτην ἀµαθίαν. ἐγὼ µὲν οὖν | τὰ Ταντάλου 
θεοῖϲιν ἑϲτιάµατα | ἄπιϲτα κρίνω, παιδὸϲ ἡϲθῆναι βορᾶι, | τοὺϲ δ’ ἐνθάδ’, αὐτοὺϲ ὄνταϲ 
ἀνθρωποκτόνουϲ, | ἐϲ τὴν θεὸν τὸ φαῦλον ἀναφέρειν δοκῶ· | οὐδένα γὰρ οἶµαι δαιµόνων εἶναι 
κακόν. 
450 Cf. Wilamowitz (1889) 152 on 522 ‘Der Altar des Zeus Soter hat sie nicht geschützt (48), und 
die Anrufung des Zeus war noch eben als nutzlos bezeichnet (501)’, Barlow (1996) 148 on 521–2 
‘an extravagant claim to equate Heracles with Zeus the Saviour and one which overrides the 
doubts expressed about Zeus at 339ff. and 498ff.’ 
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perspective is visually expressed when the children, who supplicate the altar of 

Zeus until line 347, now proceed to supplicate their father (520–1; cf. 624–5 ἀλλὰ 

θάρϲοϲ ἴϲχετε | καὶ νάµατ’ ὄϲϲων µηκέτ’ ἐξανίετε). This comparison, therefore, 

unlike the other instances discussed here, conveys no similarity of power between 

Heracles and Zeus, but Heracles’ superiority over Zeus in terms of tangible effect 

and justice.451 

For the chorus, Heracles’ epiphany-like appearance restores a sense of 

divine justice in the world (756–9 τίϲ ὁ θεοὺϲ ἀνοµίαι | χραίνων, θνατὸϲ ὤν, | 

οὐρανίων ⟨ὃϲ⟩ ἄφρονα µακάρων κατέβα-|λε λόγον ὡϲ ἄρ’ οὐ ϲθένουϲιν θεοί). 

After the hero’s rampage, this sense is entirely lost again. At the end of the play, 

the preference of mortal justice over divine injustice, which Megara expresses on 

seeing Heracles, re-occurs when Heracles denies any knowledge of and relation 

with Zeus and chooses to be the son of Amphitryon: Ζεὺϲ δ’, ὅϲτιϲ ὁ Ζεύϲ, 

πολέµιόν µ’ ἐγείνατο | Ἥραι—ϲὺ µέντοι µηδὲν ἀχθεϲθῆιϲ, γέρον· | πατέρα γὰρ 

ἀντὶ Ζηνὸϲ ἡγοῦµαι ϲ’ ἐγώ (1263–5). The preference for mortal justice over 

immortal cruelty emerges as one conclusion of the play, and Heracles’ 

‘replacement’ of Zeus on his appearance provides an early image towards this 

conclusion. 

 
451 In this regard we should note that Seneca’s adaptation of the play focuses entirely on Hercules’ 
godlike powers and the dangers that could arise from them for the existing order of the world, cf. 
HF 39–40 (Juno) indomita uirtus colitur et toto deus | narratur orbe, 63–74, esp. 74 quaerit ad 
superos uiam, 89–90 i nunc, superbe, caelitum sedes pete, | humana temne, 121–2 scelere perfecto 
licet | admittat illas genitor in caelum manus, 194–5 caeloque parem | tollat et astris, 265–7 
(Amphitryo) caelo relicto uenit, haec quae caelites | recepit et quae fecit et—fas sit loqui— | 
fortasse faciet, 423 (Megara) inferna tetigit posset ut super assequi, 437 non est ad astra mollis e 
terris uia, 438 (Lycus) quo patre genitus caelitum sperat domos, and Heracles’ own speech in 
955–73. On the portrayal of Hercules and his aspirations in this play, cf. Hutchinson (1993) 208–
16. 
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The three passages discussed so far in this section concern suppliants’ 

addresses to supplicandi where the distinction between human and divine is not 

strictly observed. In Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis we find, besides a further 

example of such addresses, also a supplicandus’ response. In this play 

Clytemnestra, on learning about Agamemnon’s intention to sacrifice Iphigenia, 

supplicates Achilles in lines 900–18 for his help and protection. Clytemnestra 

starts her appeal by elevating Achilles and reducing herself, as is typical of 

supplicatory appeals, but she does so in terms of mortality and immortality (900–1 

οὐκ ἐπαιδεϲθήϲοµαι ’γὼ προϲπεϲεῖν τὸ ϲὸν γόνυ | θνητὸϲ ἐκ θεᾶϲ γεγῶτοϲ· τί γὰρ 

ἐγὼ ϲεµνύνοµαι;). According to her argument, Achilles, being the son of a 

goddess,452 is more than an ordinary mortal, more than herself, and therefore 

worthy of being entreated in this way. This thought resurfaces when Clytemnestra 

states that she ‘has no other altar to flee to’ than Achilles’ knee (911 οὐκ ἔχω 

βωµὸν καταφυγεῖν ἄλλον ἢ τὸ ϲὸν γόνυ; see above, p. 167). For this statement 

does not merely reflect the general choice of a suppliant to kneel either at an altar 

or in front of a mortal, but it identifies the invocation of a divine power with that 

of Achilles. In Clytemnestra’s present situation, and in her present perception, 

appealing to Achilles’ authority seems as worthwhile as appealing to a divine 

authority, since it can, if he yields, bring rescue (915–16 ἢν δὲ τολµήϲηιϲ ϲύ µου | 

χεῖρ’ ὑπερτεῖναι, ϲεϲώµεθ’· εἰ δὲ µή, οὐ ϲεϲώµεθα). 

Achilles’ reply to Clytemnestra’s supplication (919–74) is among the most 

corrupt passages of the play, and so it is included in this discussion with a high 
 

452 Note that Achilles’ divine mother is repeatedly stressed by Clytemnestra (626 κόρηϲ ἰϲοθέου 
γένουϲ, 903 ὦ θεᾶϲ παῖ, 909 πρὸϲ µητέροϲ) and in the chorus’ reaction to his approval (ἔλεξαϲ, ὦ 
παῖ Πηλέωϲ, ϲοῦ τ’ ἄξια, | καὶ τῆϲ ἐναλίαϲ δαίµονοϲ, ϲεµνῆϲ θεοῦ). 
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degree of caution. At the end of his speech, Achilles seems to refer precisely to 

those elevating aspects of Clytemnestra’s appeal: ἀλλ’ ἡϲύχαζε· θεὸϲ ἐγὼ πέφηνά 

ϲοι | µέγιϲτοϲ, οὐκ ὤν· ἀλλ’ ὅµωϲ γενήϲοµαι (973–74). If the line is genuine,453 

the use of πέφηνα would deserve attention as it seems to change connotations as 

the sentence unfolds before the audience. Initially, Achilles seems to use the verb 

φαίνεϲθαι as a god appearing in epiphany would be expected to use it.454 With the 

addition of ϲοι, this ‘epiphany’ is marked as slightly more subjective,455 not 

because Achilles merely ‘appears to be the highest of gods to Clytemnestra’, but 

because he ‘has proved himself’ or ‘shown himself’ to be so to her.456 Only with 

the phrase οὐκ ὤν it becomes clear that Achilles does not in fact share the view 

that he is a god. However, though Achilles eventually denies being the highest 

god, he nonetheless acknowledges that, for Clytemnestra, the protection that he 

offers is comparable to divine salvation. 

This interaction between Clytemnestra and Achilles marks the first low 

point in a reversal process that starts with the grand chariot-entry of Clytemnestra 

and Iphigenia in lines 590–7, which is discussed earlier in this chapter. 

 
453 The passage is considered spurious by most editors since Markland (1822) 59. Ritchie (1978) 
196 argues for the lines’ genuineness on grounds that ‘Achilles means simply that, although he is 
not a god, he will fulfil the role of saviour for Clytaemnestra’, and the editions of Diggle (1981–
94) 3.394 and Günther (1988) 23 retain them. Cf. already Hermann (1831) 97 on 980 ‘Volebat 
poeta, nisi fallor, magnitudinem periculi indicare, si Agamemno, si universus exercitus, et diis 
quidem secundum Calchantis vaticinia auctoribus, sacrificium virginis expeterent.’ However, it 
seems that any attempt to retain the first two sentences should find an emendation for the highly 
suspicious ἀλλ’ ὅµωϲ γενήϲοµαι; as, for example, Hermann’s ingenious ἀλλὰ φῶϲ γενήϲοµαι (on 
φῶϲ in supplicatory utterances, see above, n. 430). 
454 Cf. especially Eur. Bacch. 182 Διόνυϲον ὃϲ πέφηνεν ἀνθρώποιϲ θεόϲ, and 42 φανέντα θνητοῖϲ 
δαίµον ὃν τίκτει Διί. On φαίνεϲθαι in descriptions of divine epiphanies generally, cf. Pfister (1924) 
279.20–280.24, and the parody in Ar. Ach. 566–67 with Horn (1970) 46–47, Olson (2002) 221 ad 
loc. and Given (2009) 118. 
455 On datives to denote subjective impressions, see above, n. 367. 
456 Pace England (1891) 98 on 973 ‘It is possible that the interpolator here used φαίνεσθαι in the 
sense of δοκεῖν. If not, it is hard to find any sense in the following verse.’ 
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Clytemnestra, the proud queen who comes to Aulis to conduct the most 

prestigious of weddings, now finds herself at Achilles’ knees begging for his help. 

Even the soldiers, who admire the splendour of queen and princess as they arrive, 

now seem to pose a threat to the women far from home and in need of support 

(913–14 ἀφῖγµαι δ’, ὥϲπερ εἰϲορᾶιϲ, γυνὴ | ναυτικὸν ϲτράτευµ’ ἄναρχον). This 

reversal is reflected effectively in the changing descriptions of characters as 

‘godlike’. Initially, Clytemnestra and Iphigenia appear as deities for their nobility 

(596 κρείϲϲουϲ) and the wealth that they display (ὀλβοφόροι). Now, however, as 

fate turns against Clytemnestra and Iphigenia, and nobility and wealth prove 

worthless, Clytemnestra herself appeals to Achilles as godlike for his strength and 

martial standing. 

With these passages in mind we can now approach Sophocles’ Oedipus 

Tyrannus. The opening of the play is itself a scene of supplication, with the Priest 

and a group of children beseeching an altar outside the palace (1–3). As Oedipus 

enters the stage, the Priest, representing the group, directs a supplicatory appeal to 

him. This appeal expresses sublime praise for the ruler by recounting the deeds 

through which Oedipus established himself as the saviour of Thebes (esp. 47–8 

ὡϲ ϲὲ νῦν µὲν ἥδε γῆ | ϲωτῆρα κλήιζει τῆϲ πάροϲ προθυµίαϲ). This strategy, 

which aims at securing the favour of a higher power by remembering favours 

granted in the past, could recall the hymnic strategy of hypomnesis or prayers of 

the type da quia dedisti.457 The Priest, however, seemingly aware of possible 

ambiguities in his address, clarifies the nature of his appeal at the outset: θεοῖϲι 

 
457 On hymnic hypomnesis, cf. Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.57–58; on prayers of the type da quia 
dedisti, cf. Bremer (1981) 196 and Pulleyn (1997) 16–38. 
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µέν νυν οὐκ ἰϲούµενόν ϲ’ ἐγὼ | οὐδ’ οἵδε παῖδεϲ ἑζόµεϲθ’ ἐφέϲτιοι, | ἀνδρῶν δὲ 

πρῶτον ἔν τε ϲυµφοραῖϲ βίου | κρίνοντεϲ ἔν τε δαιµόνων ϲυναλλαγαῖϲ (31–4). 

Indeed, the Priest stresses Oedipus’ human nature again when a series of 

imperatives might recall hymnic requests:  ἴθ’, ὦ βροτῶν ἄριϲτ’, ἀνόρθωϲον 

πόλιν, | ἴθ’, εὐλαβήθηθ’ (46–7). In its explicitness, this emphasis on Oedipus’ 

mortality and refusal to liken him to the gods seems noteworthy. Oedipus 

delivered the city from danger in the past, and he seems able to do so now. Hence, 

in the light of all the passages discussed so far in this section, there might seem to 

be a double justification for comparing his saving powers to divine powers. It 

appears that the Priest, by expressly renouncing such a comparison, shows his 

awareness of this hypothetical justification. In doing so, he confirms for us ex 

negativo an aspect of the suppliant’s perception that we see in the plays discussed 

above. 

While it is evident that the Priest’s remarks contribute significantly to the 

characterisation of Oedipus, their precise effect is evaluated differently. The 

refusal to liken Oedipus to the gods could serve either to defy Oedipus’ own 

aspirations, and so portray an arrogant and hubristic ruler,458 or to conform to 

them, and so portray a moderate ruler who is conscious of his place in the 

world.459 The second reading seems more attractive because, at this stage of the 

 
458 For a negative interpretation, cf. R. Griffith (1999) 77–8 ‘The priest’s claim that he does not 
liken Oedipus to the gods (31) would be reassuring if we did not see Oedipus behaving like a god. 
Since we do so seen him, the priest’s words take on the unintended ominous quality of a warning.’ 
459 For a positive interpretation, cf. Dawe (2006) 74 on 31 ‘It is important that we know at an early 
stage whether Oedipus is the kind of tyrant who might wish to be regarded as divine, or whether 
he keeps himself from such impiety’, and Manuwald (2012) 67 on 31–34 ‘Er [sc. Oedipus] gilt 
hier also nicht als jemand, der sich hybrishaft über menschliches Maß hinausheben will . . . Diese 
Einschätzung ist von Bedeutung  für das Verständnis der späteren Aussagen des Chores über die 
“Hybris” (873ff.).’  
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play, there is no compelling reason for the Priest to question the integrity of 

Oedipus. The general relationship between knowledge and guilt, which the play 

explores, emerges more clearly if Oedipus is characterised at the outset as a 

flawless monarch and the least likely suspect for the murder of Laius. 460 

Moreover, it should be noted that, on Tiresias’ arrival, Oedipus readily offers the 

prophet the same elevated treatment that he himself received from the Priest 

(300–3 ὦ πάντα νωµῶν Τειρεϲία, διδακτά τε | ἄρρητά τ’ οὐράνιά τε καὶ 

χθονοϲτιβῆ, | πόλιν µέν, εἰ καὶ µὴ βλέπειϲ, φρονεῖϲ δ’ ὅµωϲ | οἵαι νόϲωι ϲύνεϲτιν· 

. . . ).461 Oedipus even addresses Tiresias as Thebes’ ‘only guardian and saviour’ 

(303–4 . . . ἧϲ ϲὲ προϲτάτην | ϲωτῆρά τ’, ὦναξ, µοῦνον ἐξευρίϲκων), and so passes 

on, and augments, the title that he himself received earlier.462 The audience is 

likely to consider this behaviour towards the blind prophet, which would also be 

appropriate towards a monarch or even a deity, as an act of piety and modesty.  

If the audience is meant to see Oedipus as a just and moderate ruler, it is 

attractive to interpret the Priest’s refusal to liken Oedipus to the gods as part of 

that image. It seems that the act of approximating a ruler to the gods, and its 

acceptance or rejection by the ruler, is here assessed in moral terms, within the 

dichotomy of modesty and hubris, which links this play with other passages 

 
460 In fact, after the prologue, Oedipus’ integrity is taken for granted at least until line 873; here, 
Blaydes (1859) 122 on 873 changed the ms. reading ὕβριϲ φυτεύει τύραννον into ὕρβιν φυτεύει 
τυραννίϲ, which would advance criticism of Oedipus’ modesty. Dawe (2006) 14 and 147–8 ad loc. 
makes a convincing case in favour of this conjecture.  
461 Cf. Dawe (2006) 102 on 303–4 ‘Oedipus applies to Teiresias the same language that others had 
addressed to him, and which can be used unaltered to a god.’ 
462 Note that προϲτάτηϲ is used for an unspecified deity in 822 (Chorus, θεὸν οὐ λήξω ποτὲ 
προϲτάταν ἴϲχων), and Trach. 209 (the whole passage is of interest; cf. 207–15 ἐν δὲ κοινὸϲ 
ἀρϲένων | ἴτω κλαγγὰ τὸν εὐφαρέτραν | Ἀπόλλω πορϲτάταν, | ὁµοῦ δὲ παιᾶνα παι-|ᾶν’ ἀνάγετ, ὦ 
παρθένοι, | βοᾶτε τὰν ὁµόϲπορον | Ἄρτεµιν Ὀρτυγίαν, ἐλαφαβόλον, ἀµφίπυρον, | γείτονάϲ τε 
Νύµφαϲ). Cf., however, OC 1278, where θεοῦ προϲτάτηϲ denotes the suppliant of a deity. 
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discussed in the previous section. By catering to the monarch’s self-

representation, the Priest withholds the comparison with the gods because he 

anticipates that Oedipus might reject it, in words perhaps similar to those used by 

Agamemnon in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.463 While in Iphigenia at Aulis a case is 

encountered where the supplicandus supposes that the suppliant sees him as 

godlike, Oedipus Tyrannus provides an example where the suppliant anticipates 

the supplicandus’ reaction to being so treated. 

 

 

COMIC ENTRIES 

 

Our understanding of how the tragic suppliant perceives the supplicandus can be 

deepened by examining also the parody of this perception in comedy. Although 

there is extensive parody of the plots of suppliant tragedies in a few known 

cases,464 supplicatory gestures themselves seem to feature rarely on the comic 

stage.465 However, a systematic parody of tragic supplication is found in comic 

helper figures. Promoting and often executing the ‘big ideas’ of the 

protagonists,466 these helper figures are appealed to as ϲωτῆρεϲ, as are supplicandi 

 
463 See above, n. 373 and p. 162. 
464 Cf. Rau (1967) 40–2, Foley (1988) 34–6, and Olson (2002) lx–lxi on the parody of Euripides’ 
Telephus in Acharnians; Bakola (2010) 150–8 on Cratinus’ Drapetides (PCG 256). 
465 For supplicatory gestures in comedy, cf. Ar. Thesm. 179 (Euripides to Agathon) ἱκέτηϲ ἀφῖγµαι 
πρὸϲ ϲέ, 224 (Mnesilochus threatening to take refuge at the temple of Demeter), Av. 120 (Hoopoe 
to Peisetaerus and Euelpides) ταῦτ’ οὖν ἱκέται νὼ πρὸϲ ϲὲ δεῦρ’ ἀφίγµεθα, Eq. 30–1 (Nicias to 
Demosthenes) κράτιϲτα τοίνυν τῶν παρόντων ἐϲτὶ νῶιν, | θεῶν ἰόντε προϲπεϲεῖν του πρὸϲ βρέταϲ. 
466 On ‘big ideas’ and helper figures in the plots of comedy, cf. Arrowsmith (1973) 137, 
Sommerstein (1980) 11–12, Sifakis (1992) 129–32, Given (2009) passim. 
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in tragedy.467 In the plays of Aristophanes there is a noteworthy pattern in the way 

that these figures are summoned on to the stage, since the elaborate style of these 

invocations often suggests the arrival of a god or a quasi-divine force. While the 

introduction of such a character arouses expectations of a divine epiphany, these 

expectations are usually crushed with the laughable figure that appears after the 

introduction. This incongruity not only has comic potential, but also substantiates 

the notion that we have derived from tragedy about the suppliant’s perception of 

the supplicandus.  

The first case is found in Acharnians, when Dicaeopolis suddenly 

announces in front of the chorus that his defence requires the help of Euripides 

(393–5). The following invocation to Euripides, brief though it may be, contains 

many elements characteristic of Aristophanic religious register: Εὐριπίδη, 

Εὐριπίδιον, | ὑπάκουϲον, εἴπερ πώποτ’ ἀνθρώπων τινί· | Δικαιόπολιϲ καλεῖ ϲε 

Χολλήιδηϲ, ἐγώ (404–6).468 Reduplicated vocatives are used, especially in drama, 

to invoke deities,469 though here the diminutive in the second vocative may be 

amusing. Moreover, the term ὑπάκουϲον recalls the use of imperatives of the verb 

ὑπακούειν in prayers throughout Aristophanes’ plays,470 and the phrase εἴπερ 

 
467 On ϲωτηρία denoting the big idea, cf. Ar. Eq. 11–12, Vesp. 369, Pax 301, 595, Av. 878–9, Lys. 
29–30, Thesm. 765, 965, Ran. 1435–6, Eccl. 202, 395–6, 400–2, 412–14, and perhaps PCG 3, 35.1 
and 650c.1; see also Frey (1948), Dunbar (1995) 371–2 on Av. 544–5, and Given (2009) 109. On 
ϲωτήρ referring to helper figures, cf. Eq. 146–9 (Servant to the Sausage Seller), 457–60 (chorus to 
the Sausage Seller), Nub. 1161 (Strepsiades to his son), Pax 913–17 (chorus to Trygaeus), and Av. 
543–5 (chorus to Peisetaerus).  
468 On this passage, cf. Kleinknecht (1937) 79, Horn (1970) 46, 51, Olson (2002) 179 on 405–6 ‘A 
parody of a typical prayer-formula’, and, more cautiously, Willi (2003) 28 n. 82 ‘perhaps a parody 
of prayer’. 
469 On reduplicated vocatives in hymnic invocations, cf. Soph. Aj. 693 ἰὼ ἰὼ Πὰν Πάν, Eur. Bacch. 
582–4 ἰὼ ἰὼ δέϲποτα, δέϲποτα, | µόλε νυν ἡµέτερον ἐϲ | θίαϲον ὦ Βρόµιε Βρόµιε. 
470 On ὑπακούειν in Aristophanes, cf. Lys. 878 (Cinesias to Myrrina), Nub. 274 (Socrates to the 
Clouds; cf. 360), Pax 785 (chorus to the Muse), See also Dover (1968) 134, Olson (2002) 179 on 
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πώποτ’ unmistakably adopts the argument da quia dedisti, which is fundamental 

to prayers.471 Finally, the formulation καλεῖ ϲε matches hymnic expressions 

designed to identify the worshipper.472 

Dicaeoplis addresses Euripides in this elevated, prayer-like fashion because 

he hopes to win his support. The similarities between this appeal and supplicatory 

appeals in tragedy are made explicit later, when Dicaeopolis entreats Euripides by 

clasping his knees (414 ἀλλ’ ἀντιβολῶ πρὸϲ τῶν γονάτων ϲ’, Εὐριπίδη, cf. 431 

τούτου δόϲ, ἀντιβολῶ ϲέ, µοι τὰ ϲπάργανα) and asks for the suppliant costume 

that the character of Telephus wore in Euripides’ production (esp. 429–30). 

Before that, however, Euripides’ appearance on stage provides humour. Contrary 

to the expectations created by Dicaeopolis’ invocation, it is not a divine or quasi-

divine power that is revealed onstage, but a sluggish poet, dressed in rags (412–13 

ἀτὰρ τί τὰ ῥάκι’; εἰϲ τραγωιδίαϲ ἔχειϲ | ἐϲθῆτ’ ἐλεινήν;), lying on a sofa 

(ἀναβαδήν in 399, 410), pretending to be working (406 ἀλλ’ οὐ ϲχολή), who can 

be persuaded to appear only if he is not required to move, making his entry by 

means of the eccyclema (407–8).473 

 
Ach. 405–6, Willi (2003) 28 with n. 82. In Eur. Alc. 399, ὑπάκουϲον is used in a supplicatory 
appeal.  
471 See above, n. 421, on Iliad 1.500–10, and n. 457, on Soph. OT 47–8. On εἴ ποτε and similar 
strategies in Aristophanes, cf. Eq. 591–4 (chorus to Athena), Nub. 356–7 (Strepsiades to the 
Clouds) with the comments in Dover (1968) 148 ad loc., and Thesm. 1157–8 (chorus to Athena).  
472 On καλεῖν in Aristophanes, cf. Thesm. 1145–6 (chorus to Athena) δῆµόϲ τοί ϲε καλεῖ γυναί–
|κων (cf. 1137 δεῦρο καλεῖν νόµοϲ εἰϲ χορόν), Lys. 356–7 (chorus to Athena) καί ϲε καλῶ 
ξύµµαχον, ὦ | Τριτογένει’, Nub. 564–5 (chorus to Zeus) Ζῆνα τύραννον εἰϲ χορὸν | πρῶτα µέγαν 
κικλήϲκω, and Willi (2003) 17 with n. 39. 
473 Similar to this scene is the entry of Agathon in the opening scene of Thesmophoriazusae. The 
servant of Agathon, who appears to announce his master’s arrival, does so in terms of a divine 
epiphany (39–48), cf. Kleinknecht (1937a) 151 n. 1, (1937b) 297, Horn (1970) 46–52, esp. 50, 
Kugelmeier (1996) 272, Sommerstein (1994) 160 on 39, Given (2009) 117. Yet what is rolled out 
on the eccyclema is not a deity, but a man, shaved and dressed as a woman (136–8, 141–45, cf. 
Agathon’s defence 149–52, 191), reclining on a sofa (cf. 97), surrounded by toiletries (138–40), 
and singing a song in a feminine voice (192 γυναικόφωνοϲ). The emergence of this hermaphrodite 
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The second case is found in the prologue of Knights, when the two slaves 

intercept the Sausage Seller on his way to the market with the words ὦ µακάριε | 

ἀλλαντοπῶλα, δεῦρο δεῦρ’, ὦ φίλτατε, | ἀνάβαινε ϲωτὴρ τῆι πόλει καὶ νῶιν 

φανείϲ (147–9). This address is laden with adaptations of songs of worship,474 

starting with the description of the Sausage Seller as ϲώτηρ, which indicates his 

function as a helper. The opening ὦ µακάριε seems to allude to addresses to gods 

generally,475 the repeated δεῦρο to cletic hymns and prayers,476 and the participle 

φανείς to epiphany hymns and descriptions.477 After the entry of a somewhat 

perplexed Sausage Seller, the Slave repeats his address in equally hyperbolic 

terms (157–9 ὦ µακάρι’, ὦ πλούϲιε, | ὦ νῦν µὲν οὐδείϲ, αὔριον δ’ ὑπέρµεγαϲ, | ὦ 

τῶν Ἀθηνῶν ταγὲ τῶν εὐδαιµόνων), where the phrase τῶν Ἀθηνῶν ταγὲ τῶν 

εὐδαιµόνων might recall Aeschylus’ description of Zeus as ταγὸϲ µακάρων (PV 

96).478 

As becomes clear later in Knights, this sublime invocation of the Sausage 

Seller, and his consequent treatment as a quasi-divine helper, is conditioned by 

 
(136 ὁ γύννιϲ), where a deity is invoked, of course caters for the humour of contemporary 
audiences. 
474 On this passage, cf. Kleinknecht (1937a) 79 n. 1 ‘gebethaft-parodische Begrüßung und 
Seligpreisung des Wursthändlers’. 
475 On µακάριοϲ, see above, n. 386. 
476 On δεῦρο in Aristophanes, cf. Ach. 665 (chorus to the Muse), Eq. 559 (chorus to Poseidon), 
586 and 591 (chorus to Athena), Lys. 1263 and 1271 (Spartans to Artemis), Thesm. 319 (chorus to 
Zeus, Apollo, and Athena), 1137 (chorus to Athena), Ran. 395 (chorus to Iacchus), 1306 
(Aeschylus to the Muse of Euripides), Eccl. 882 (Old Woman to the Muses), and Willi (2003) 17 
with n. 38, 19 n. 50. 
477 On φανείϲ, see above, n. 454, and cf. Kleinknecht (1937a) 79 n. 1 ‘Φαίνοµαι ist ja der älteste 
und seit Homer für das sichtbare Kommen der Gottheit zu den Menschen gebräuchliche religiöse 
Begriff’, Horn (1970) 46, 51, Given (2009) 121–2. Note that the terms ϲώτηρ and φανείϲ 
reappears in the chorus’ elevated address to the Sausage Seller in 457–60 (ὦ γεννικώτατον κρέαϲ 
ψυχήν τ’ ἄριϲτε πάντων, | καὶ τῆι πόλει ϲωτὴρ φανεὶϲ ἡµῖν τε τοῖϲ πολίταιϲ, | ὡϲ εὖ τὸν ἄνδρα 
ποικίλωϲ τ’ ἐπῆλθεϲ ἐν λόγοιϲιν. | πῶϲ ἄν ϲ’ ἐπαινέϲαιµεν οὕτως ὥϲπερ ἡδόµεϲθα;), on which see 
Kleinknecht (1937a) 79 n. 1. 
478 Note, however, that ταγόϲ denotes the holder of a military office in Aesch. Pers. 23, 324, 480, 
Ag. 110, Soph. Ant. 1057, Eur. IA 269. 
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the contrast with Paphlagon, the great opponent who is himself attributed with 

godlike powers. 479 Indeed, the Sausage Seller manages eventually to defeat 

Paphlagon and so earns the appellation ϲωτήρ. At this early point in the play, 

however, when the Sausage Seller is called onstage, the elevated treatment that he 

receives seems entirely incompatible with his actual appearance. The Sausage 

Seller enters carrying a vending table (152 τοὐλεόν) and butcher’s gear (155 τὰ 

ϲκεύη), and displays the most naive, if not ignorant, demeanour (160–1, 188–9), 

which leads to a rather different address on the Slave’s part immediately after his 

hyperbolic invocation (162 ὦ µῶρε). 

The last example chosen here comes again from Acharnians, when 

Lamachus is summoned by the semichorus. Lamachus does not act as a helper to 

the plan conceived by Dicaeopolis, but as its opponent. He is, however, invoked 

by the semichorus precisely as their helper after the debate following Dicaeopolis’ 

proposal. The agitated ode480 that they address to him is replete with evocations of 

cult song: ἰὼ Λάµαχ’, ὦ βλέπων ἀϲτραπάϲ, | βοήθηϲον, ὦ γοργολόφα, φανείϲ, | ἰὼ 

Λάµαχ’, ὦ φίλ’, ὦ φυλέτα· | εἴτ’ ἐϲτι ταξίαρχοϲ ἢ ϲτρατηγὸϲ ἢ | τειχοµάχαϲ ἀνήρ, 

βοηθηϲάτω | τιϲ ἁνύϲαϲ· ἐγὼ γὰρ ἔχοµαι µέϲοϲ (566–71).481 As regards form, 

repeated asyndetic invocations, ἰώ preceding the vocative, 482  and participle 

extensions (βλέπων, φανείϲ) recall hymnic openings; the imperative βοήθηϲον 

 
479 Cf. Given (2009) 120–1. 
480 Cf. L. Parker (1997) 134 ad loc. ‘Dochmiacs suggest a certain loss of control as the anger of the 
Acharnians takes on a new tone of exasperation and bewilderment. Their certainties are to be 
shaken in this scene and eventually demolished.’ Ibid. 67, Parker concedes the possibility of 
paratragedy. 
481 On this passage, cf. Kleinknecht (1937a) 77–9, Dover (1968) 125 on Nub. 219 ‘an almost 
supernatural being’, Rau (1967) 40–2, Horn (1970) 46–7, Olson (2002) 221 on 566–7, Given 
(2009) 118. 
482 On ἰώ in appeals for divine assistance, see above, n. 379. 



TRAGEDY 190 

befits petitionary prayers; lines 569–70 (εἴτ’ . . . ἤ . . . ἤ), which offer a 

combination of several attributes in an attempt not to omit the one most pleasing 

to the addressee, adopt hymnic aporia;483 γάρ is employed to provide the reason 

for the repeated imperative as it is in hymns.484 As regards theme, βλέπων 

ἀϲτραπάϲ resembles epic descriptions of fierce monsters or berserk warriors;485 

γοργολόφα is an epithet of Athena in Knights 1181;486 and φανείϲ recalls again 

epiphany hymns and descriptions.  

After this solemn song, Lamachus’ blustering entry onstage must appear 

ridiculous. He appears with a retinue of soldiers (575 λόχων), clad in full armour, 

carrying a Gorgon shield (582 τὴν µορµόνα), wearing an oversized helmet with a 

triple crest (575 τῶν λόφων, 586 τοὺϲ λόφουϲ) and two large feathers (584–9 

πτερόν, πτίλον), and responds to the semichorus’ invocation with a series of 

inflated questions (572–4 πόθεν βοῆϲ ἤκουϲα πολεµιϲτηρίαϲ; | ποῖ χρὴ βοηθεῖν; 

ποῖ κυδοιµὸν ἐµβαλεῖν; | τίϲ Γοργόν’ ἐξήγειρεν ἐκ τοῦ ϲάγµατοϲ;). Lamachus 

provides an absurdly exaggerated image of a soldier and, in the ensuing agon, 

Dicaepolis mocks him precisely for this image. 

It was noted in the previous section that in tragic supplication a tendency 

can be observed whereby the suppliant equates the mortal supplicandus with a 

divine being. It seems that, in the Aristophanic passages discussed here, we catch 
 

483 On hymnic aporia, see above, nn. 145, 196, and 410; cf. Norden (1913) 146–7, Race (1990) 
104, and Furley and Bremer (2001) 1.56. 
484 On hymnic γάρ, cf. Race (1990) 86. 
485 For similar expressions, cf. Od. 19.446 (a boar) πῦρ δ’ ὀφθαλµοῖϲι δεδορκώϲ, Aesch. Sept. 53 
λεόντων ὣϲ Ἄρη  δεδορκότων, PV 356 (Typhon) ἐξ ὀµµάτων δ’ ἤϲτραπτε γοργωπὸν ϲέλαϲ, and 
LfgrE s.v. ‘δέρκοµαι’, 251.59–76; thematically closer is Soph. Oenom. TrGF 4, F477 τοίαν Πέλοψ 
ἴυγγα θηρατηρίαν  | ἔρωτοϲ, ἀϲτραπήν τιν’ ὀµµάτων, ἔχει. For another parody of this expression, 
cf. Ar. Ach. 254 (Dicaeopolis to his daughter) ἄγ’, ὦ θύγατερ, ὅπωϲ τὸ κανοῦν καλὴ καλῶϲ | 
οἴϲειϲ, βλέπουϲα θυµβροφάγον. 
486 Cf. Van Leeuwen (1901) 202 ad loc. and Anderson (1995) 26–7. 
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sight of the same tendency through the comic prism. The pompous and high-

flown style of comic invocations, which unmistakably recalls the registers of 

prayers and hymns, is likely to be an exaggeration of tragic supplicatory appeals, 

where the supplicandus is addressed as though he were a god. 487  The 

expectations, too, which these comic passages conjure up only to crush them, are 

expectations of tragedy, where grand addresses and grand entries go hand in 

hand.488 Comedy, in this way, seems to confirm a perspective from which mortals 

can appear as divine. 

 

 

 
CONCLUSION 

 

The interpretations offered in this chapter aim to show that, in a selection of plays, 

we seem to find conventionalised perspectives whereby human beings can, in 

certain moments, be approximated to the divine sphere. As can be demonstrated, 

these perspectives are voiced as a character’s or the chorus’ reaction to witnessing 

a splendid appearance; they can be a character’s memory of a happier past; or they 

can serve as a means to win the favour of another character, to good or to bad 

effect. The qualities that here seem to elevate a human being temporarily are 

centred around notions of physical, economical, or social power, and, in the 

 
487 On style as a means of paratragedy, cf. Rau (1967) 10–18, Horn (1970) 58 ‘Die Sprache der 
Komödie ist die Umgangssprache, der sermo cottidianus, und ihr Stil das γένοϲ ἰϲχνόν. Verstöße 
gegen dieses Gesetz wirken in der Komödienwirklichkeit komisch’, though ‘Gesetz’ may seem too 
strong a term. Cf. also Landfester (1975) 336 and Kugelmeier (1996) 309. 
488 Cf. Given (2009) 114–18. 
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female sphere, of beauty. Drama thus attests to perspectives comparable to the 

ones encountered in wedding and victory poetry. Drama also agrees with the two 

lyric genres in that some perspectives—namely those made in supplication—

appear to be rooted in a ritual context that in itself seems to permit some blurring 

of the boundaries between mortal and immortal. 

However, as opposed to epinicians and hymenaei, tragedy attaches a distinct 

notion of discomfort to comparisons between mortal protagonists and immortal 

beings. In the first section of this chapter, two cases are encountered where a 

present state of godlike power or beauty foreshadows imminent ruin (Eur. Hipp. 

88, IA 590–607); one case where a past state of godlike bliss contrasts present 

misery (Eur. Hec. 342–78); and two cases where the praise of a character as 

godlike is part of a scheme to kill that character (Aesch. Ag. 895–913, Eur. El. 

988–97). Here, comparisons between characters and gods convey a spirit of 

foreboding and almost anticipate the reversals of fortune that follow. A similar 

connection between these comparisons and suffering is found in supplication, 

which is usually conducted by characters at the low-points of their developments. 

Moreover, some supplicandi seem to perceive danger in being compared to the 

gods since, if the interpretations offered here are accepted, one supplicandus 

rejects such comparison (Achilles in Iphigenia at Aulis), while another is, because 

of his modesty, anticipated by the suppliant to reject it (Oedipus in Oedipus 

Tyrannus).  

The end of the previous chapter brought us to consider, in abstract terms, 

the dangers of excessive praise about which the epinician laudator purports to be 
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concerned. The tragic plays selected here can serve to supply vivid depictions of 

the consequences of such praise, and of strategies of averting them. 

Approximations of characters to gods, and characters’ attitudes towards such 

approximations, are decidedly more explicit in tragedy than in epinicians or 

hymenaei. Nowhere in epinician poetry do we find the laudator say to the 

laudandus ‘you are like the gods save alone for dying’ (Eur. IA 356), or ‘I 

worship you like a blessed deity for your wealth and great fortune’ (Eur. El. 994–

5); nor does he say, conversely, ‘we do not sit before you because you equal the 

gods, but because we consider you the best of mortals’ (Soph. OC 31–4). 

Similarly, it is, hypothetically, unlikely that the laudandus would respond to a 

song with ‘I tell you to treat me as a man, not as a god’ (Aesch. Ag. 925). This 

explicitness is crucial. Epinicians may negotiate and, at times, even stretch the 

limits of what its audience would consider sufficiently moderate praise, but its 

proclaimed objective is to stay within these limits. In the plays discussed in this 

chapter, on the other hand, these lines need to be crossed, from a dramaturgical 

point of view, so as to motivate the downfall of the hero who is so praised. 

 



 

CONCLUSION 
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In some way or other, all the Archaic and Classical poetry discussed here 

presupposes one global vision about the relationship between man and god: that 

mortals cannot become immortal. Although this vision is probably derived from 

widespread attitudes towards the gods from the seventh to the fifth centuries BC, 

this thesis is dedicated to poetic expressions of this vision. In the poetry composed 

during this time, it is reflected in a certain pressure to observe the boundaries 

between man and god. Pindar’s µὴ µατεύϲηι θεὸϲ γενέϲθαι (O. 5.24, cf. I. 5.14) or 

ὁ χάλκεοϲ οὐρανὸϲ οὔ ποτ’ ἀµβατὸϲ αὐτῶι (P. 10.27), and perhaps Sappho’s 

hymenaeic ]ὄδοϲ µ[έ]γαν εἰϲ Ὄλ[υµπον | ἄ]νθρω[π (fr. 27.12–13 V),489 can serve 

to illustrate this pressure. However, as this thesis aims to show, this pressure 

results not necessarily in rigidity and conservatism, but in creative explorations 

and negotiations of the precise nature of these boundaries. 

Different genres, embedded in specific occasions and responding to 

particular objectives, explore these boundaries differently. Some, like iambus, 

elegy, and the lyric threnos, can downright deny mortals the possibility of 

approximating, even momentarily, to divinity. Other genres, especially those 

concerned with praise, appear less reluctant to allow for such possibilities. 

Wedding songs and victory odes conjure up a spirit of exuberant celebration and 

revelry, and derive from this spirit a perspective whereby their protagonists can 

appear as enjoying moments of divine joy and success. That such perspectives are 

conventional to the two encomiastic genres is suggested by the highly generic 

 
489 For Sapph. fr. 27 V, a context of a wedding is indicated in line 9 (ϲ]τείχοµεν γὰρ ἐϲ γάµον· 
. . . ). The impact of lines 12–13 must not be overstated, as the reading reprinted here is in fact 
Hunt’s rather creative combination of POxy. 10, 1231, frr. 53 ( ]ιδοϲµ[ | ]νθρωπ[ ) and 51 ( 
]ανειολ[ | ]αικ[ ); cf. Grenfell and Hunt (1914) 38.   
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rendering of their protagonists, which is found in the wedding song and, to a 

smaller degree, in the victory ode. Like the kouroi set up for victorious athletes 

and the majority of bridal couples depicted on wedding vases, the songs seem to 

create a dimension where the expected differentiations between human, heroic, 

and divine can be blurred. The tragedians incorporate similarly exuberant mind-

sets into the tragic world and exploit them for the development of the plot. Here 

too, references to immortality, which are made in response to extraordinary 

wealth, beauty, and power, are unspecific and appear to be part of a certain 

rhetoric.  

Further comparison between the specific uses of this rhetoric of immortality 

in epinician, hymenaeus, and tragedy requires a careful distinction between 

individual formulations of this rhetoric and the wider objectives achieved by 

them, that is, between means and ends. As regards means, wedding songs and 

tragedy are similar in that both genres employ direct comparisons between 

protagonists and heroes or gods, whereas victory odes create parallels between 

victory and immortality less explicitly. As regards ends, however, wedding songs 

and tragedy seem to form an antithesis. Wedding songs, on the one hand, are 

immersed in the present moment and, apart from wishes for a happy life and 

offspring, deliberately oblivious to the future.490 Here, comparisons with heroes or 

gods serve no other purpose than the praise of the bridal couple. Tragedy, on the 

other hand, aims for universal claims. In the structures of the plays, impressions 

 
490 Sapph. fr. 43.6 V mentions a certain κάµατοϲ φρένα⟦ϲ⟧, but the genre of the fragment is 
uncertain. The reference to night-time activity (8–9 ] ἀλλ’ ἄγιτ’, ὦ φίλαι, | ] ἄγχι γὰρ ἀµέρα) does 
not necessarily indicate a context of wedding, as it does, e.g., in Sapph. fr. 30.1–4 V (νύκτ[ . . . ] . [ 
| [ | πάρθενοι δ[ | παννυχίϲδοι[ ̣ϲ]α̣ι ̣[ | ϲὰν ἀείδοιϲ[ ̣ι]ν φ[ιλότατα καὶ νύµ]φαϲ ἰοκόλπω). 
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of extraordinary privilege are given a frame in which they are juxtaposed with 

equally extraordinary suffering. Through this juxtaposition, this rhetoric of 

immortality inspires apprehension. Initially it may serve as a means of praise, as 

in wedding songs, but ultimately it is presented as an impression in need of 

correction. A false sense of security, as conveyed in a false sense of immortality, 

is unmasked as naive and dangerous. In this antithesis between wedding song and 

tragedy, the epinician takes a middle position. On the one hand, victory odes, like 

wedding songs, focus on the moment of celebration and make other temporal 

layers part of the characterisation of this hic et nunc. On the other hand, like 

tragedy, they display an undeniable effort to convey universal truths. The 

epinician laudator is presented as aware of the dangers that tragedy illustrates 

onstage, and therefore pursues a more cautious path. Immortality is a significant 

point of reference in the depictions of victory celebrations, but its effect is 

cushioned by vagueness and intimation.  

A crucial element in achieving these various ends in the three genres is 

myth. Even short and specific references to myth will evoke wider narrative 

contexts. In this way, myth can lead away from the present moment and its 

demands and invite thinking about universal truths and making universal claims. 

Tragedy fully embraces this capacity of myth to allow for sudden reversals and to 

infer from them a universal truth. In the epinician, the use of myth is more 

complicated. Narratives can lead to encompassing gnomic conclusions, but they 

can also run the risk of distracting from the present occasion too much. Thus there 

are cases, like Nemean 3 (26–31) and Pythian 10 (51–9), where the laudator 
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breaks off a narrative suddenly and returns to a subject closer to the laudandus.491 

In this tension between acknowledging the present occasion and making claims of 

a more universal nature, narratives about toil and ultimate reward seem to offer a 

solution. They allow both seeing the victor and his achievement reflected in 

figures like Perseus, Pelops, and Heracles and their exploits, and inferring from 

them a universal truth. In the wedding song, it would appear to be more difficult 

to achieve a similar effect since myth offers hardly any example of a marriage that 

does not involve forms of prolonged suffering or killing. It is hard to conceive 

how couples like Clytemnestra and Agamemnon, Helen and Menelaus, or 

Andromache and Hector could provide paradigms for an optimistic bridal couple. 

Sappho’s fr. 44 V relates the wedding of Andromache and Hector, but, as is 

argued above,492 the context of its original performance is uncertain. Peleus and 

Thetis would offer perhaps the least portentous paradigm, and indeed they are 

frequently depicted (and labelled) on Athenian wedding vases. It may be for these 

difficulties that, though it is possible that more elaborate wedding songs contained 

some forms of mythical narratives, no example is attested, except for 

Aristophanes’ Birds, and there it is characteristically the wedding of Zeus and 

Hera that parallels the wedding of the ‘new Zeus’ Peisetaerus. Instead of 

 
491 Cf. also P. O. 3.38–41 (after the narrative about Heracles’ fetching olive trees from the 
Hyperboreans and establishing the Olympic Games: . . . ἐµὲ δ’ ὦν παι θυµὸϲ ὀτρύνει φάµεν 
Ἐµµενίδαιϲ | Θήρωνί τ’ ἐλθεῖν κῦδοϲ εὐίππων διδόντων Τυνδαριδᾶν, ὅτι πλείϲταιϲι βροτῶν | 
ξενίαιϲ αὐτοὺϲ ἐποίχονται τραπέζαιϲ, | εὐϲεβεῖ γνώµαι φυλάϲϲοντεϲ µακάρων τελετάϲ). Rapid 
summaries of remaining aspects of a story are found in P. 4.247–8 (after narrating the story of 
Jason up to the sawing of the dragon’s teeth: µακρά µοι νεῖϲθαι κατ’ ἀµαξιτόν· ὥρα γὰρ ϲυνάπτει· 
καί τινα | οἶµον ἴϲαµι βραχύν), and in I. 6.56–9 (after the narrative about the encounter between 
Heracles and Telamon: ἐµοὶ δὲ µακρὸν πάϲαϲ ⟨ἀν⟩αγήϲαϲθ’ ἀρετάϲ· | Φυλακίδαι γὰρ ἦλθον, ὦ 
Μοῖϲα, ταµίαϲ | Πυθέαι τε κώµων Εὐθυµένει τε· τὸν Ἀργείων τρόπον | εἰρήϲεταί που κἀν 
βραχίϲτοιϲ). 
492 See above, p. 56 with n. 161. 
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potentially ambiguous and potentially distracting narratives, we find in wedding 

songs direct comparisons between the bridal couple and heroes or gods for 

certain, often explicitly stated qualities: between the bride and Helen or Aphrodite 

for grace and beauty; between the bridegroom and Achilles or Ares for athletic 

appearance and strength. As the examples of Helen and Achilles suggest, this 

form of reference allows greater control over the evocative powers of myth. The 

present moment remains in focus, so much so that most songs are restricted from 

elevating this moment towards a universal truth. 

The interpretations offered here focus on features of the poetic worlds of 

hymenaeus, epinician, and tragedy, and of the perspectives found conventionally 

in these worlds. The nature of our evidence does not permit decisive conclusions 

about how these perspectives relate to other perceptions of bridal couples, athletic 

victors, and other successful individuals outside of these worlds. However, there 

is a possibility that the poetry as we have it received inspiration from the spirit of 

the occasions for which it was composed. Wedding songs, for example, 

presuppose the context of the wedding ceremony, which appears to have involved 

a range of forms of shouting, jesting, and singing. Here, it is tempting to assume 

that certain perspectives, like that of the bridal couple as enjoying a moment of 

immortality, are characteristic of the occasion as a whole and merely reflected in 

the elaborate songs that have survived. The exceptional treatment that the bridal 

couple receive at these ceremonies, as well as the iconography of the bridal 

couple on Athenian vases, can be interpreted in favour of this possibility. A 

similar argument could be developed for the victory celebration, which also seems 
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to have involved forms of simple songs, centred around shouts of τήνελλα.493 

However, it is important to highlight that, even if occasion, rather than just poetry, 

generates such perspectives of momentary immortality, this would not allow us to 

move into historical reality and identify the targets of this praise with historical 

individuals. Comparisons with Aphrodite and Ares, or parallelisms with Heracles 

and Pelops, even where they are made in the most basic way, are aimed at generic 

personae. They do not, to our knowledge, reflect the particular status enjoyed, or 

the particular hopes entertained, by historical individuals like Aristocleidas of 

Aegina, Hippocles of Thessaly, Hieron of Syracuse, or a particular bridal couple. 

In tragedy, a variety of perspectives, ranging from exuberant elevation to 

desperate lament, are applied to the same character, often in rapid succession. 

This seems to confirm that such perspectives are conventionalised responses to 

certain occasions, to which they are confined. Wedding ceremonies and victory 

celebrations, and the songs performed on these occasions, communicate the 

approximation of their protagonists to immortality, but these perspectives are 

limited to these occasions, just as the immortality that they refer to lasts but for a 

moment.  

 
493 Cf. P. O. 9.1–4 τὸ µὲν Ἀρχιλόχου µέλοϲ | φωνᾶεν Ὀλυµπίαι, καλλίνικοϲ ὁ τριπλόοϲ κεχλαδώϲ, 
| ἄρκεϲε Κρόνιον παρ’ ὄχθον ἁγεµονεῦϲαι | κωµάζοντι φίλοιϲ Ἐφαρµόϲτωι ϲὺν ἑταίροιϲ, with Σ ad 
loc. = Arch. IEG 324, and Σc N. 3.1; for τήνελλα, cf. Ar. Ach. 1227–34 (DI. ὁρᾶτε τουτονὶ κενόν. 
τήνελλα καλλίνικοϲ. | CH. τήνελλα δῆτ’, εἴπερ καλεῖϲ γ’, ὦ πρέϲβυ, καλλίνικοϲ. | DI. καὶ πρὸϲ γ’ 
ἄκρατον ἐγχέαϲ ἄµυϲτιν ἐξέλαψα. | CH. τήνελλά νυν, ὦ γεννάδα· χώρει λαβὼν τὸν ἀϲκόν. | DI. 
ἕπεϲθέ νυν ἄιδοντεϲ· “ὦ τήνελλα καλλίνικοϲ”. | CH. ἀλλ’ ἑψόµεϲθα ϲὴν χάριν | τήνελλα 
καλλίνικον ἄι-|δοντεϲ ϲὲ καὶ τὸν ἀϲκόν) with Σ ad loc., Equ. 276 (CH. ἀλλ’ ἐὰν µὲν τόνδε νικᾶιϲ 
τῆι βοῆι, τήνελλοϲ εἶ) with Σ ad loc., and Av. 1765 (CH. τήνελλα καλλίνικοϲ, ὦ δαίµόνων 
ὑπέρτατε). 
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