
NOTES/KORT BYDRAES 

A NOTE ON PINDAR PYTH. III 8-60 

The Third Pythian Ode, which is a Consolatio ad Hieroneml rather than a 
true epinicion, is the magnificent expression of Pindar's desire to console, 
exhort, and instruct Hieron, tyrant of Syracuse, in his illness. The various 
parts held together by a motif familiar and expressive of Pindar's religious 
thought viz. that of yv&3t crEatn6v,z are all directed to this end. This unity 
of thought, though it pervades the whole structure, is especially noticeable 
in lines 8-60, which for the most part contain the myth of Coronis and 
Asclepius, interrupted at critical points by four gnomes and a striking 
simile. It is the close correspondence between these parts - myth, gnomes, 
and simile- and the theme of yv&3t creau•6v to which I would like to draw 
attention. Burton3 indeed refers to the general connection of thought 
between the gnomes of21-23 and 59-60, but I believe (a) that this connection 
exists between all four gnomes of this passage, not merely between those 
of 21-23 and 59-60, with the gnomes themselves being closely linked to the 
myth; and (b) that the significant position of the simile in the structure of 
this passage as well as its correspondence to myth, gnomes, and general 
theme, have been largely neglected by the various commentators. To 
illustrate these two points, the following structural outline would seem 
appropriate at this stage: 
Lines 

8-11 
11-12 
12-20 
20-23 

24-36 
36-37 

38-53 
54 
55-58 
59-60 

contents 

KE<p()(A.atov of myth: the death of Coronis. 
->gnome: the wrath of the gods is not in vain. 

myth: the sin of Coronis. 
--+ gnome: man's foolishness in casting his glance afar, 

pursuing idle dreams in ineffectual hopes. 
myth: death of Coronis. 
simile: fire on a mountain sped by a single spark 

obliterates a great forest. 
myth: birth and life of Asclepius. 

-+gnome: even genius is tied to profit. 
myth: death of Asclepius. 

--+ gnome: we must seek from the gods that which befits our 
mortal minds, knowing of what estate we are. 

1. B. L. Gildersleeve, Pindar: The Olympian and Pytlzian Odes (London 1890), p. 269. 
Wilamowitz, Pindaros (Weidmannsche Buchhandlung 1922), p. 282, refers to the ode as an 
'Absagebrief'. 

2. Cf. R. W. B. Burton, Pindar's Pythian Odes, Essays in Interpretation (Oxford, 1962), 
p. 89; also L. Farnell, Critical Commentary to the Works of Pindar (Amsterdam, 1965), 
p. 469, who writes: 'He is vividly conscious of the gulf between God and man, and fre
quently enforces the lesson of our mortality in impressive phrases'. 

3. R. W. B. Burton, op. cit., pp. 82,84, and 78. 
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(a) The myth relates the birth, life, and death of Asclepius as well as the sin 
and punishment of his mother Coronis. Though both were favoured by the 
gods in a special way,4 they overstepped the boundary-line between god and 
man through their 'desire for the unattainable perfection of power or 
happiness',S Coronis yielding to a stranger, Asclepius raising the dead to 
life.6 And, thus, through their u~pv; they brought the wrath (x6A.o~) of the 
gods upon themselves: death and destruction. Serving as moralizations upon 
this myth after the fashion of 7tapaOEtYflUToc are the gnomes of lines 11-12, 
21-23, 54, and 59-60. These gnomes are closely related in structure and 
meaning: the first and third gnome, each consisting of one line in the Greek, 
both express this theme of yv&St crwm6v, but in contrasting terms: the 
first refers to the inescapable wrath of the gods, striking down those who, 
like Coronis, blur the distrinction between god and man; the third to the 
cause of this wrath of the gods; the love of gain, prompting man to overstep 
the limits of his mortality. For that which Asclepius as mortal man should 
have acknowledged- his humble position before the gods - has been tied to 
beguiling profit: a splendid fee of gold displayed in the hand to bring back 
from death one already its prey. The second and fourth gnomes, also consisting 
of approximately the same number of lines, again convey the same line of 
thought, that of flljOev ayrx.v, a slight variation on the yv&St crerx.u-r6v- motif, 
and again in contrasting terms: the second gnome expresses this flljOEV 
ayrxv in the negative, the fourth in the positive. Coronis' love for a stranger, 
though she had already had union with Apollo and bore within her his pure 
seed, is indicated in the second as foolishness, pursuing idle dreams, yearning 
for the unattainable,? and is indirectly forbidden in the fourth by the ex
hortation to man to seek from the gods that which befits his mortal mind. 
The fourth gnome thus looks back to the deaths of mother and of son, who, 
blinded by their u~pt~, were unable to attain to knowledge of their mortal 
destiny ( yv6v-roc .. . o ioc~ EtflEV a.:\croc~ clearly recalls the yv&St creocu-r6v-motif!). 

(b) The simile (36-37) is closely related to this whole passage, not merely 
to the death of Coronis, and depicts the dangerous result of man's u~pt~ 
against the gods: death and destruction. Three facts point to the significant 
position of the simile in this passage and its correspondence to myth, gnomes, 
and general theme: (i) Pindar explicitly states that not only Asclepius, 

4. Apollo was her lover, while Asclepius was his son, born of this union when Apollo 
saved him from her womb when they laid her on the pyre, and he was then given his 
father's gift of healing. 

5. J. H. Finley, Pindar and Aeschylus (Cambridge, 1955), p. 92. 
6. Cf F. Mezger, Pindars Sieges lieder (Leipzig, 1880), p. 71: 'Koronis unterschatzte und 

verachtete die Gnadengabe Apollons, Asklepios uberschatzte und missbrauchte sie'. 
7. The employment of several synonyms (Jlatat6ta.tov, 21; JlE'ta.JlroVta, 23; and 

ciKpavwt~, 23) emphasizes this foolishness - cf. B. L. Gildersleeve, op. cit., p. 271. E. 
Thummer, Die Religiositiit Pindars (Innsbruck, 1957), p. 108, note 4, speaks of the 'Hoff
nungen, denen der Erfolg, das Telos, versagt ist ... ' 
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but also the man he raised from death, is struck down with sudden doom. 
This is an innovation on the part of Pindar, since the fragment of Hesiod 
relates the death of Asclepius only!S I believe that the simile is thus made to 
point not only to the fate of Coronis and her neighbours, but also to that of 
Asclepius and the man raised from death - the idea embodied in the simile 
being that of the extended result of one's sins. (ii) This view is confirmed 
by the simile's structural position: it clearly serves as turning point in the 
narration being followed by a new section in which the person of Asclepius, 
in contrast to that of his mother, plays the dominant part. It thus forms the 
centre of this passage (see the structural outline); (iii) One should finally 
notice the great effect of the image of fire as symbol of destruction embodied 
in the simile and expressed in various other terms against this background 
of death and divine wrath.9 It is already evident in the person of Artemis 
who was 'inflamed with anger that brooked no bar',lO a phrase clearly 
recalling the gnome of 11-12: The wrath of the children of Zeus is not in 
vain. Then follows the simile of the fire itself, sweeping relentlessly upon a 
great forest, laying it low. While this terrifying scene is still vividly in the 
mind, the image rapidly changes to the burning pyre of Coronis, again a 
symbol of destruction,ll and the description of the wild, greedy flame running 
around it, consuming the girl upon its wooden walls. The image of the 
flame running around the pyre (cr8A.cx~ 8'af.1<p88pcxJ.U>v) naturally emphasizes 
the idea of a fire eager to destroy. Finally, at the death of Asclepius, the idea 
of fire destroying again recurs in the shining, gleaming thunderbolt of 
Zeus (oc'Wmv Kepcxuv6~) dashing them to death, a scene which Schroederl2 
neatly describes: 'Man spiirt das Zucken des Blitzes, ehe er einschH.igt'. 

This short discussion of lines 8-60 should clearly point to (i) Pindar's 
ability to constitute unity amid a variety of elements, and (ii) the importance 
of establishing the correspondence or relation between structure and unity 
(or contents) in the interpretation of the odes. 

University of the Orange 
Free State, Bloemfontein J. H. BARKHUIZEN 

8. Cf. F. Mezger, op. cit., p. 68; B. L. Gildersleeve, op. cit., p. 274. Virgil, relating the 
' legend in Aen. Vll 764-777, mentions Hippolytus as the man who was restored to life. 

'I 9. Cf. W. Mullen, 'Place in Pindar', Arion VI (1967), p. 476: 'The pendulous cliffs, the 
imagery of fire on a mountainside, the close wall of wood in which the girl is laid, the 
blaze of the pyre itself - they make up the unique setting in which Apollo's saving fury 
reveals itself'! 

10. R. Lattimore, The Odes of Pindar (University of Chicago Press, 1966), p. 53. 
11. Cf. B. Fenick, 'Parallelism of theme and imagery in Aeneid II and IV', American 

Journal of Philology LXXX (1959), who depicts the pyre of Dido in Book IV as symbol of 
destruction. 

12. 0. Schroeder, Pindars Pythien (Berlin, 1922), p. 30. 
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