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    This collection presents the surviving odes of Pindar, the preeminent lyric poet of classical Greece, arranged to reflect the traditional organization of his epinician poetry. Its purpose is to offer a coherent view of the work that has come down to us—poems composed to celebrate athletic victories at the great Panhellenic festivals—together with representative fragments. By gathering the extant material in one place, readers can appreciate how Pindar fuses occasion, ritual, myth, and moral reflection into a distinctive art form that shaped Greek cultural memory and influenced later conceptions of lyric praise.

The arrangement follows the ancient division by festival: Olympian, Pythian, Nemean, and Isthmian. Each series groups odes connected to victories at Olympia, Delphi, Nemea, and Isthmus respectively. The numbering corresponds to the established sequence by which these poems have been transmitted. Although Pindar’s broader output once included many other lyric genres, the odes gathered here represent the best-preserved portion of his oeuvre. Together they reveal how recurring conventions—invocation, genealogy, mythic exempla, and gnomic reflection—serve local occasions while engaging a pan-Hellenic audience attuned to honor, contest, and the rewards and limits of human excellence.

The texts included here are poems: formally crafted choral odes composed for public performance, and fragments that preserve portions of works now otherwise lost. The principal genre is epinician lyric—victory songs commissioned for athletic triumphs—supplemented by fragmentary remains that illustrate Pindar’s wider practice. A single fragment of a dithyramb signals his activity beyond epinician, while the other fragments attest to the breadth of themes and techniques he brought to lyric composition. The collection therefore presents both a continuous body of complete poems and a glimpse, through incomplete pieces, of the larger artistic landscape he inhabited.

Pindar’s epinician odes are occasional poetry in the fullest sense: they are tied to identifiable victories by named athletes and designed for communal celebration. Yet their scope extends beyond a single moment. Commissioned by families, cities, or victors themselves, the poems place individual success within a network of kinship, civic identity, and religious observance. They acknowledge patrons, invoke gods and local heroes, and consider how public honor confers lasting repute. The result is a genre that balances the immediate demands of praise with reflection on what it means to achieve, to remember, and to be remembered.

Across the books, several themes recur with marked consistency. Excellence is figured as a gift that requires effort, discipline, and favorable fortune, yet remains bounded by human limits. Piety and gratitude structure the language of praise, while admonitions against excess temper celebratory exuberance. Time and memory shape the poems’ aspirations: victory shines brightly now, but song aims to extend its radiance into the future. Lineage, city, and shared tradition frame individual achievement as a communal good. These themes, woven through vivid myth and incisive maxims, give the odes their durable moral and cultural resonance.

Myth is central to Pindar’s method. Legends of gods and heroes appear not as ornament but as paradigms—themes and narratives that illuminate the victor’s situation. An episode from heroic lore may parallel the athlete’s triumph, warn against hubris, or establish venerable ties between a city and the divine. These stories often arrive with striking economy: a single mythic moment can color an ode’s entire moral landscape. Through such exempla, the poems bind present celebration to deep cultural memory, inviting listeners to hear contemporary achievement as part of a continuing dialogue between human endeavor and divine order.

Stylistically, Pindar’s art is noted for density and elevation. He blends Doric lyric diction with Homeric and other traditional elements, producing a language that is at once ceremonial and agile. The odes often exhibit a triadic structure—strophe, antistrophe, epode—paired with intricate rhythmic and metrical designs suited to choral performance. Gnomic statements crystallize ethical insight, while bold metaphors and swift transitions lend the poetry a dynamic, sometimes surprising movement. These hallmarks, far from obscuring meaning, create a texture in which praise, narrative, and meditation interlock, rewarding attentive reading and careful consideration of structure and voice.

Performance conditions shape these poems. Conceived for chorus, music, and dance, they coordinate public ritual with the artistry of song. The formal patterns and recurring invocations presuppose an audience gathered in celebration, attuned to shared values and communal memory. Choral lyric allows praise to be both personal and collective: the chorus speaks for the community even as it honors a particular victor. Recognizing this performative frame clarifies the poems’ shifts in address, their carefully staged invocations, and their climactic returns to the occasion. The odes thus present a living ceremony translated into enduring poetic form.

A civic ethic courses through the collection. Wealth is commended when properly used; honor is meaningful when conferred by a community that remembers service, lineage, and devotion. Pindar articulates an aristocratic ideal tempered by caution, celebrating achievement while insisting on moderation, justice, and reverence. The victor’s glory reflects upon family and city, yet the poems often remind listeners that honor is precarious without virtue. Such reflections on power, fortune, and responsibility give the odes a philosophical dimension, turning epinician from mere congratulation into an exploration of the conditions under which human success is rightly praised.

The fragments broaden the picture. They attest that Pindar wrote widely within Greek lyric—hymns, paeans, dithyrambs, and more—though much survives only in pieces. Even in incomplete form, these remnants display the same fusion of ritual idiom, mythic reference, and moral insight. The presence of a dithyramb fragment highlights the poet’s engagement with Dionysian contexts and the diversity of choral practice in his time. Read alongside the epinician books, the fragments underscore how techniques perfected in victory odes—exemplum, gnomic turn, elevated diction—belong to a larger, versatile repertoire that responded to varied religious and civic occasions.

As a whole, the extant odes remain significant for their historical and literary value. They provide a contemporaneous lens on the Panhellenic games, revealing networks of patronage, regional identity, and cultural prestige in classical Greece. Literarily, they represent a pinnacle of choral lyric, uniting formal sophistication with public function. Their influence is long-standing: later poets and critics have returned to Pindar as a model of elevated praise, complex structure, and moral gravitas. The collection offers not a single narrative but a tapestry of moments in which art and ceremony illuminate one another.

Readers approaching the odes may find it helpful to keep occasion and structure in view. Each poem answers a particular victory yet unfolds into myth and reflection before returning to its immediate purpose. The numbering reflects traditional ordering rather than chronology, and the fragments represent what time has spared. Taken together, these texts invite sustained attention to voice, pattern, and theme. The aim of this collection is to make the surviving body of Pindar’s work accessible as an integrated whole, allowing the distinctive power of his lyric praise to emerge across festivals, patrons, and generations.
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    Pindar was a Greek lyric poet of the early classical period, active in the first half of the fifth century BCE. Born in Boeotia near Thebes, he became the premier exponent of choral victory song, composing odes to honor winners at the Panhellenic games. Counted in antiquity among the nine canonical lyric poets, he gave the epinician ode a distinctive blend of myth, moral reflection, and public praise. His surviving poetry offers a rare view of elite ideals, ritual performance, and the self-understanding of Greek communities during and after the Persian Wars. Pindar’s authority as a poet was acknowledged across the Greek world in his own lifetime and long afterward.

Details of his early training are scant, but Pindar worked within the professional culture of mousike, where poetry, song, and dance formed a unified art for civic and sacred occasions. His language adopts the Doric choral dialect while drawing freely on epic vocabulary and formulas, signaling deep engagement with Homer and other pan-Hellenic traditions. The Theban and wider Boeotian mythic repertory supplied many of his narratives, and earlier choral lyric, notably Stesichorus and Alcman, provided models for large-scale myth and varied meters. From the start, his art was oriented toward collective performance, with a chorus singing and dancing to lyre and aulos accompaniment.

Pindar’s career unfolded through commissions from victors and their communities across the Greek-speaking world. He composed for celebrations linked to Olympia, Delphi, Nemea, and the Isthmus, producing songs that were performed at homecoming feasts, sanctuaries, and civic gatherings. His patrons included prominent rulers such as Hieron of Syracuse, Theron of Acragas, and Arcesilaus IV of Cyrene, as well as athletes from mainland poleis and islands. These networks tied him to contemporary politics without making him a court propagandist; his poems balance praise with admonition, situating personal achievement within divine order and civic continuity. The resulting oeuvre is both occasional and ambitiously pan-Hellenic in scope.

The largest body of his work to survive is the collection of epinician odes, preserved in four books: fourteen Olympian, twelve Pythian, eleven Nemean, and eight Isthmian. These poems celebrate victories in events ranging from footraces to chariot contests, framing success through mythic exempla and moral maxims. Beyond the epinikia, only fragments remain of his other genres, including paeans, dithyrambs, hyporchemata, partheneia, prosodia, encomia, and threnoi. The shape of the corpus was largely set by Hellenistic scholarship, and the epinician books were transmitted through medieval manuscripts. Additional fragments have come to light from ancient quotations and papyri, expanding but not transforming the picture.

Pindar’s style is ceremonious and allusive, marked by complex metrical design and a triadic structure of strophe, antistrophe, and epode. He often opens with a priamel, narrowing from broad images to the victor’s feat, and interweaves narrative episodes with gnomai that reflect on measure, gratitude, and mortal limitation. Myths are not decorative; they shape ethical horizons and situate athletic kleos within the larger economy of divine favor. His diction blends Doric forms with Aeolic and epic elements, and his syntax favors rapid shifts and bold metaphor. The result is a poetry at once ritual and reflective, designed for communal performance yet rich in meditation.

Composed amid the turbulent decades surrounding the Persian Wars, his odes occasionally touch on contemporary events but remain anchored in religious and civic frameworks that outlast the moment. In antiquity he was widely esteemed for wisdom and artistry; philosophers and historians quoted him, and scholiasts in the Hellenistic and Roman periods produced extensive commentaries. Alexandrian editors organized his books and helped canonize him as a model of choral lyric. The authority attached to his voice made his sayings proverbial, while the musical and performative dimensions of his craft ensured continued use at festivals and public ceremonies long after the circumstances of individual victories had faded.

The circumstances of his final years and death in the later fifth century BCE are not securely known, but his reputation endured. He became a touchstone for Greek literary criticism and a standard of lyric excellence for Roman poets, notably Horace, who both admired and declared his inimitability. In early modern Europe, his name inspired the Pindaric ode, an influential but often freer imitation practiced by poets such as Abraham Cowley and Thomas Gray. Modern scholarship approaches him through philology, performance studies, and cultural history, while translators continue to render his odes for new audiences. He remains central to understanding Greek religion, memory, and praise.
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    Pindar (c. 518–446 BCE), from Cynoscephalae near Thebes in Boeotia, is the foremost surviving poet of epinician lyric, the celebratory songs for athletic victors at Panhellenic festivals. His career spans the turbulent transition from late Archaic to early Classical Greece. Of his seventeen ancient books, only the victory odes—grouped by venue into Olympian, Pythian, Nemean, and Isthmian—survive complete; fragments attest hymns, paeans, dithyrambs, encomia, and threnoi. Educated within Theban musical culture and linked to the aristocratic Aigeidai clan, he reportedly studied under Lasos of Hermione and engaged with contemporaries such as Simonides and Bacchylides. His patrons ranged across the Greek mainland, islands, and western colonies.

The Panhellenic sanctuaries framed Pindar’s art. Olympia in Elis honored Zeus with quadrennial games; Delphi’s Pythia, revived c. 582 BCE, honored Apollo with both athletic and musical contests; the Isthmia at Corinth, biennial, belonged to Poseidon; the Nemea, also biennial, to Zeus at Nemea in Argolis. Victors’ names and poleis were proclaimed to all Greeks, transforming athletic prowess into interstate prestige. Pindar’s books mirror this geography, weaving sanctuaries’ myths—Heracles at Olympia, Pythian Apollo at Delphi, the sea-god at the Isthmus, the Nemean lion—into praise of human arete. The poems often mark the victor’s return home, integrating Panhellenic renown with civic celebration.

Commissioned odes functioned within reciprocal economies of charis—favor, gratitude, and gift-exchange—between poet and patron. Performances typically unfolded at symposia, processions (prosodia), or public receptions (komoi) in the victor’s city, with trained choruses of youths or men. Musical composition paired complex metrical triads—strophe, antistrophe, epode—in dactylo-epitrite and Aeolic rhythms with kithara and aulos accompaniment. The poems’ deictic immediacy—naming day, place, and audience—situates them at the hinge of event and memory, designed to travel through repeated choral performance and inscription. Pindar often signals the commissioning family, the trainer, and the event—boxing, stadion, pankration, or the costly chariot race.

Epinician culture belonged largely to aristocratic households whose wealth underwrote training, horses, and choruses. The quadriga and tethrippon races, frequently celebrated in the Olympian and Pythian books, required stables, grooms, and extensive estates; victors might be owners rather than drivers, further displaying status. Pindar aligns athletic success with inherited excellence (arete) and noble lineage (genos), mediating between laudatory myth and admonitory ethic. He praises moderation (sophrosyne) and justice (dike), yet warns against hybris and phthonos, asserting that kleos—enduring fame—belongs to those who honor gods, city, and guest-friendship (xenia). Thus the odes articulate a pan-Hellenic aristocratic ideology recognizable across poleis.

Western Greek tyrannies supplied prominent patrons in the 480s–470s BCE. At Syracuse, Hieron (r. 478–467) sought legitimation through equestrian victories and foundation rituals, including the refounding of Aitna in 476. At Akragas (Agrigentum), Theron (r. 488–472) similarly invested in spectacle and lavish hospitality. The Sicilian courts’ power grew after Gelon’s victory over Carthage at Himera (480), contemporary with mainland battles against Persia. Pindar’s odes for these rulers situate their athletic triumphs within Dorian genealogies and island mythscapes—Ortygia, Arethusa, Etna—arguing that just rule, piety, and song secure their kleos. Rival poets, notably Bacchylides, also worked there, sharpening Pindar’s competitive poetics.

Beyond Sicily, Pindar wrote for eminent houses across the Aegean. In Cyrene, Arcesilaus IV of the Battiads (r. c. 462–440) drew songs that anchor Libyan kingship in Apollo’s oracle and the myth of Battus. Thessalian aristocrats—especially the horse-breeding Aleuadae of Larisa—appear as patrons, matching local equestrian culture. Aeginetan victors recur, their island’s Aeacid lineage—Aeacus, Telamon, Peleus, Achilles—serving as a favorite mythic frame. Athletes from Rhodes, including the famed boxer Diagoras (Olympian victory 464 BCE), embody Dorian ideals tied to Helios and the city’s foundation myth. Such dispersion reveals Pindar’s panhellenic mobility and the interlocking networks of elite kinship.

The Persian Wars (490–479 BCE) reshaped the political imagination of Pindar’s audiences. Marathon (490), Salamis (480), and Plataea (479) fortified a language of collective Hellenic identity even as inter-polis rivalries intensified. Theban elites, among whom Pindar moved, controversially medized; the decisive battle of Plataea unfolded near Thebes. Pindar navigates this terrain by praising Athens’ deeds on occasion and Aegina’s naval valor, while maintaining Theban loyalties. Athenian Alcmaeonids, long tied to Delphi’s reconstruction, figure in his orbit. The odes cultivate panhellenic concord around sanctuaries and games, offering a common stage where cities could compete for honor without open war.

Pindar’s mythic exempla bind present victory to deep time. Pelops’ chariot, Heracles’ labors, the judgment of Tantalus and Ixion, the rescue of Danae, the Aeacids’ aid to Greeks—all furnish paradigms that teach measure and piety while magnifying patrons’ houses. Colonization narratives—Helios allotting Rhodes, Apollo sending Battus to Libya, the Argonauts as precursors for Cyrene—map political claims onto sacred sanction. Myth affords both praise and admonition: even favorites of the gods fall through arrogance; mortals must know their limit. The poet, as mantis-like interpreter, selects, reshapes, and localizes these tales so the victor’s present shines within an ethically legible cosmos.

Religious practice saturates the odes’ world. Olympian winners honor Zeus at Altis; Pythian victors acknowledge Apollo’s prophetic order at Delphi, where treasuries and tripods materialize interstate piety; Isthmian champions hail Poseidon at the sea-girt isthmus; Nemean laureates crown themselves under Zeus’ watch by the lion’s grove. Local hero cults—especially the Aeacids on Aegina—mediate between god and city, receiving sacrifices alongside civic founders. Oracles legitimate political projects, as in Cyrene’s foundation and Sicilian refoundations. Pindar’s ritual vocabulary—altar, libation, procession—marks performances as extensions of cult. His songs thus operate as offerings, promising reciprocal favor from gods and men.

Formally, the odes blend the Doric koine of choral lyric with epic diction and Boeotian color, yielding elevated, panhellenic speech. Triadic architecture enables modulation of thought and dance; dactylo-epitrite momentum alternates with Aeolic relaxation. Pindar favors priamels—sequences that narrow from many exemplars to the one most apt—gnomic statements, and ring composition that folds back to the opening motif. Metaphors of flight, light, and streams mark the poem as a vehicle of kleos. Sudden pivots between myth, maxim, and occasion (apo kairou) mirror the chorus’s turns, while catalogues of trainers, kinsmen, and prior victories stitch personal history to civic memory.

Music and choreography, though lost to notation, are essential context. Choruses of citizens rehearsed under a chorus-trainer; the aulos, double-reed pipe, commonly accompanied dancing and strophic turns, while the kithara signaled Apolline prestige. Harmoniai associated with Dorian ethos suited the moral gravity Pindar cultivates. Performances might occur before altars, in palace courtyards, or public squares upon a victor’s return, often coinciding with sacrifice and feasting. The komos wove song into nocturnal revel, while prosodia escorted statues or tripods to sanctuaries like Delphi. Athletic crowns—olive at Olympia, laurel at Delphi, pine at Isthmia, wild celery at Nemea—visibly keyed song to cult.

Pindar wrote within a competitive poetic marketplace. Simonides of Ceos (c. 556–468 BCE) pioneered professional epinician and funerary epigram; his nephew Bacchylides (active c. 489–c. 452) composed stylistically smoother victory odes, also resident at Sicilian courts. Pindar’s self-fashioning contrasts his “eagle” song to rivals’ “crows,” claiming altitude and moral weight. Patrons negotiated fees and fame among these artists, positioning themselves by commissioning sequences of odes for multiple festivals. The interplay sharpened technique and topicality: allusions to contemporary politics, nods to rival wording, and shared mythic repertoires reveal a living dialogue that stretches from Thebes and Athens to Syracuse and Cyrene.

Political reflection pervades the praise. Tyrannos can be a positive term when combined with justice and moderation; Pindar lauds beneficent rule that secures peace, prosperity, and reverence for gods. Yet he warns that wealth without measure breeds nemesis, and that public envy shadows rapid ascent. Democratic Athens receives high praise for Salamis, though Theban tradition complicates the poet’s posture; later lore even reports Theban censure for excessive Athenophilia. The odes consistently advocate civic concord through festival competition rather than war, cast rulers as stewards under divine scrutiny, and admonish victors to yoke success to civic benefaction and ritual duty.

Economies of prestige traverse maritime and agrarian wealth. Aegina’s coinage and trade routes financed training and dedications; Rhodes leveraged naval connections; Thessaly’s plains bred racehorses; Sicilian grain and tyrannical treasuries funded chariots, choruses, and monumental votives. Victories at Olympia or Delphi converted resources into symbolic capital recognized across Greece. Dedications—tripods at Delphi, statues at Olympia, altars in local temples—materialized the conversion, while proxeny and intermarriage extended influence. Pindar’s poems themselves became durable assets, copied, reperformed, and cited. Thus the epinician articulates how Greek elites turned local wealth into Panhellenic authority through ritualized, musical competition.

The corpus we read is the product of ancient scholarship. Hellenistic editors in Alexandria arranged Pindar’s works into genre books and supplied titles, hypotheses, and glosses; the victory odes’ fourfold division probably dates to Aristophanes of Byzantium’s era. Extensive scholia, drawing on scholars like Didymus (1st century BCE), preserve historical notes about patrons, dates, and myths. While most non-epinician genres perished, papyri from Oxyrhynchus have yielded fragments of paeans and dithyrambs. Medieval codices transmitted the complete epinician books to the Renaissance, where humanists printed them, fixing numeration (e.g., fourteen Olympians, twelve Pythians) that modern editions broadly maintain.

Antique and later reception confirms the odes’ stature. Quintilian (Institutio 10.1) hails Pindar as preeminent in lyric; Horace attempts, and warns against, “Pindaric” emulation, shaping Roman and later European ideas of sublime lyric. Byzantine scholars curated scholia that still inform interpretation. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, archaeology at Olympia, Delphi, Isthmia, and Nemea, alongside epigraphy, anchored poetic references in material context. Modern philology has stressed performance, meter, and patronage, while twentieth-century poets adapted “Pindaric” odes in looser forms. Across eras, readers return to Pindar for a vision of ordered excellence in a world balancing piety, ambition, and fate.

The fragments, including a surviving piece of a dithyramb, glimpse Pindar beyond victory-odes. Dithyrambs, performed by circular choruses for Dionysus in cities like Athens, prized rapid narrative and ecstatic tone, complementing the Apolline gravity of Pythian songs. Paeans, prosodia, and hymns likewise served varied cult occasions, showing the poet’s flexibility across ritual registers. These remnants confirm that the epinician voice—gnomic, mythic, communal—was part of a broader professional repertoire. Together with the four books of odes, they testify to a career embedded in sacred performance, elite sociability, and Panhellenic movement between Thebes, Delphi, Olympia, Corinth, Nemea, and the western colonies.
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    INTRODUCTION
Sets the historical and performance context of Pindar’s epinician lyric, outlining the Panhellenic games, the role of choral song, and the poet’s methods of blending myth, praise, and moral reflection.
OLYMPIAN ODES (II–XIV)
Victory songs for champions at Olympia that interweave praise of athletes and cities with mythic exempla (notably Pelopid and Heraclean tales), emphasizing divine favor, human excellence, and the limits of fortune.
PYTHIAN ODES (II–XII)
Epinician poems for Delphi’s Pythian Games that foreground Apollo, musical artistry, and narratives such as the Argonauts to frame encomium with ethical counsel and reflections on poetic power.
NEMEAN ODES (II–XI)
Celebrations of winners at Nemea that stress lineage, civic identity (especially Aeginetan and Theban connections), and concise mythic episodes modeling virtue, moderation, and communal honor.
ISTHMIAN ODES (II–VII)
Odes for the Isthmian Games that couple encomium with gnomic warnings about fate and resilience, often linking victors to Corinthian and broader Panhellenic traditions.
FRAGMENT OF A DITHYRAMB
A surviving choral piece for Dionysus featuring vivid bacchic imagery and dynamic address, showcasing Pindar’s non-epinician style and dramatic choral technique.
FRAGMENTS
Assorted remnants of lost poems and odes—quotations and papyrus scraps—that preserve moments of praise, myth, and proverbial wisdom, offering glimpses into Pindar’s wider oeuvre.
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Probably no poet of importance equal or approaching to that of Pindar
finds so few and so infrequent readers. The causes are not far to
seek: in the first and most obvious place comes the great difficulty
of his language, in the second the frequent obscurity of his thought,
resulting mainly from his exceeding allusiveness and his abrupt
transitions, and in the third place that amount of monotony which must
of necessity attach to a series of poems provided for a succession of
similar occasions.

It is as an attempt towards obviating the first of these hindrances
to the study of Pindar, the difficulty of his language, that this
translation is of course especially intended. To whom and in what
cases are translations of poets useful? To a perfect scholar in the
original tongue they are superfluous, to one wholly ignorant of it
they are apt to be (unless here and there to a Keats) meaningless,
flat, and puzzling. There remains the third class of those who have a
certain amount of knowledge of a language, but not enough to
enable them to read unassisted its more difficult books without an
expenditure of time and trouble which is virtually prohibitive. It
is to this class that a translation ought, it would seem, chiefly to
address itself. An intelligent person of cultivated literary taste,
and able to read the easier books in an acquired language, will feel
himself indebted to a hand which unlocks for him the inner chambers
of a temple in whose outer courts he had already delighted to wander.
Without therefore saying that the merely 'English reader' may never
derive pleasure and instruction from a translation of a foreign poet,
for to this rule our current version of the Hebrew psalmists and
prophets furnish one marked exception at least—still, it is probably
to what may be called the half-learned class that the translator must
preeminently look to find an audience.

The other causes of Pindar's unpopularity to which reference was made
above, the obscurity of his thought and the monotony of his subjects,
will in great measure disappear by means of attentive study of the
poems themselves, and of other sources from which may be gathered an
understanding of the region of thought and feeling in which they move.
In proportion to our familiarity not only with Hellenic mythology and
history, but with Hellenic life and habits of thought generally, will
be our readiness and facility in seizing the drift and import of what
Pindar says, in divining what has passed through his mind: and in his
case perhaps even more than in the case of other poets, this facility
will increase indefinitely with our increasing acquaintance with his
works and with the light thrown on each part of them by the rest[1].

The monotony of the odes, though to some extent unquestionably and
unavoidably real, is to some extent also superficial and in appearance
only. The family of the victor, or his country, some incident of his
past, some possibility of his future life, suggest in each case some
different legendary matter, some different way of treating it, some
different application of it, general or particular, or both. Out
of such resources Pindar is inexhaustible in building up in subtly
varying forms the splendid structure of his song.

Yet doubtless the drawbacks in reading Pindar, though they may be
largely reduced, will always in some degree exist: we shall always
wish that he was easier to construe, that his allusions to things
unfamiliar and sometimes undiscoverable to us were less frequent, that
family pride had not made it customary for him to spend so many lines
on an enumeration of prizes won elsewhere and at other times by the
victor of the occasion or by his kin. Such drawbacks can only fall
into insignificance when eclipsed by consideration of the far more
than counterbalancing attractions of the poems, of their unique and
surpassing interest, poetical, historical, and moral.

Of Pindar as a poet it is hard indeed to speak adequately, and
almost as hard to speak briefly, for a discussion of his poetical
characteristics once begun may wander far before even a small part
has been said of what might be. To say that to his poetry in supreme
degree belong the qualities of force, of vividness, often of
impressive weight, of a lofty style, seeming to be the expression of
a like personality, of a mastery of rhythm and metre and imaginative
diction, of a profoundly Hellenic spirit modified by an unmistakable
individuality, above all of a certain sweep and swiftness as of the
flight of an eagle's wing—to say all this would be to suggest some of
the most obvious features of these triumphal odes; and each of these
qualities, and many more requiring exacter delineation, might be
illustrated with numberless instances which even in the faint image
of a translation would furnish ample testimony[2]. But as this
introduction is intended for those who purpose reading Pindar's
poetry, or at any rate the present translation of it, for themselves,
I will leave it to them to discover for themselves the qualities which
have given Pindar his high place among poets, and will pass on to
suggest briefly his claims to interest us by reason of his place in
the history of human action and human thought.

We know very little of Pindar's life. He was born in or about the year
B.C. 522, at the village of Kynoskephalai near Thebes. He was thus a
citizen of Thebes and seems to have always had his home there. But he
travelled among other states, many of which have been glorified by his
art. For his praise of Athens, 'bulwark of Hellas,' the city which at
Artemision 'laid the foundation of freedom,' the Thebans are said to
have fined him; but the generous Athenians paid the fine, made him
their Proxenos, and erected his statue at the public cost. For the
magnificent Sicilian princes, Hieron of Syracuse and Theron of
Akragas, not unlike the Medici in the position they held, Pindar wrote
five of the longest of his extant odes, and probably visited them in
Sicily. But he would not quit his home to be an ornament of their
courts. When asked why he did not, like Simonides, accept the
invitations of these potentates to make his home with them, he
answered that he had chosen to live his own life, and not to be the
property of another. He died at the age of 79, that is, probably, in
the year 443, twelve years before the Peloponnesian war began. Legend
said that he died in the theatre of Argos, in the arms of Theoxenos,
the boy in whose honour he wrote a Skolion of which an immortal
fragment remains to us. Other myths gathered round his name. It was
said that once when in childhood he had fallen asleep by the way 'a
bee had settled on his lips and gathered honey,' and again that
'he saw in a dream that his mouth was filled with honey and the
honeycomb;' that Pan himself learnt a poem of his and rejoiced to sing
it on the mountains; that finally, while he awaited an answer from
the oracle of Ammon, whence he had enquired what was best for man,
Persephone appeared to him in his sleep and said that she only of the
gods had had no hymn from him, but that he should make her one shortly
when he had come to her; and that he died within ten days of the
vision.

Two several conquerors of Thebes, Pausanias of Sparta and Alexander of


Macedon,



'bade spare


The house of Pindarus, when temple and tower


Went to the ground.'



At Delphi they kept with reverence his iron chair, and the priest of
Apollo cried nightly as he closed the temple, 'Let Pindar the poet go
in unto the supper of the god.'

Thus Pindar was contemporary with an age of Greek history which
justifies the assertion of his consummate interest for the student of
Hellenic life in its prime. It was impossible that a man of his
genius and temperament should have lived through these times without
representing to us with breadth and intensity the spirit that was in
them, and there are several points in Pindar's circumstances which
make his relation to his age peculiarly interesting. We may look on
him as in some points supplementary to the great Athenian dramatists,
whose works are doubtless far the most valuable literary legacy of the
time. Perhaps however the surpassing brilliance of Athenian literature
and history has made us somewhat prone to forget the importance of
non-Athenian elements in the complex whole of Hellenic life and
thought. Athens was the eye of Hellas, nay, she had at Marathon and
Salamis made good her claim to be called the saving arm, but there
were other members not to be forgotten if we would picture to
ourselves the national body in its completeness.

Pindar was a Boeotian, of a country not rich in literary or indeed any
kind of intellectual eminence, yet by no means to be ignored in an
estimate of the Hellenic race. Politically indeed it only rises into
pre-eminence under Epameinondas; before and afterwards Boeotian
policy under the domination of Thebes is seldom either beneficent or
glorious: it must be remembered, however, that the gallant Plataeans
also were Boeotians. The people of Boeotia seem to have had generally
an easy, rather sensually inclined nature, which accorded with their
rich country and absence of nautical and commercial enterprise and
excitement, but in their best men this disposition remains only in the
form of a genial simplicity. Pelopidas in political, and Plutarch and
Pausanias in literary history, will be allowed to be instances of
this. That the poetry which penetrated Hellenic life was not wanting
in Boeotia we have proof enough in the existence of the Sacred Band,
that goodly fellowship of friends which seems to have united what
Hallam has called the three strongest motives to enthusiastic action
that have appeared in history, patriotism, chivalric honour, and
religion. Nor is there any nobler figure in history than that of
Epameinondas.

One fact indeed there is which must always make the thought of
Pindar's Theban citizenship painful to us, and that is the shameful
part taken by Thebes in the Persian war, when compulsion of her
exposed situation, and oligarchical cabal within her walls
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