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Precis

The power to grant immortality is one of the primary characteristics of poetry from its
earliest days. Different poets, however, writing in different genres and time periods, have
portrayed this power in a variety of ways in the context of their work. In the epics of Homer,
the most ancient extant works of western literature, poets are valued by the powerful people of
the time. Homeric heroes are very interested in acquiring immortality, and treat the poets who
can grant it to them very well. In the time of Pindar, whose odes commemorated athletic
victories, we see the development of the idea that a poet not only has the power to grant
immortality on his patron by writing about him, but that by doing so he, as writer, is also
immortalized. The Hellenistic poets make the broadest statements of all, claiming immortality

for themselves independent of any patron, as a testament to the pure power of their work.
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Glory, Immortality, and the Power of the Poet
Alexander Hall

Stephen Murphy, in his book The Gift of Immortality, writes that, “From Homer to Ugo
Foscoli (and beyond) the persistence of the idea of the glorifying or immortalizing power of
poetry is a striking constant.'” Indeed, the connection between poetry and immortality seems to
exist at the linguistic level. It is Murphy again who asserts,

Poetic preoccupation with the power to glorify or immortalize exists as far back as the

historical eye can see. Scholarly attempts to infer some characteristics of Indo-European

poetry have established the centrality of the idea of Glory. Moreover, the epithet that

often adheres to ‘glory’ is ‘immortal’ (unwithering).’
Schein delves more deeply into this matter, describing the centrality of glory in Indo-European
poetry this way:

The earliest poetry extant in several Indo-European language families—poetry which

presumably reflects earlier, original traditions—includes stories of the exploits of

warrior-heroes who fight both for the benefit of their people and for their own glory. It

has been shown that there are etymologically cognate, metrically identical formulaic

phrases in Greek and Indic by which the poets designated both their “own medium, when

it serves the function of glorifying the deeds of heroes,” and the imperishable glory

attained by heroes through poetry when they have performed virtuous, victorious deeds.
From its pre-historic beginnings, poetry was the vehicle for obtaining immortality. The early and
intimate nature of this connection suggests that examining poetry, and those who composed it, in
terms of this immortalizing power should prove an interesting study. This paper seeks to
investigate just such a realm.

I focus on one aspect of the immortalizing power of poetry across a given time period,

examining the claims made by certain Greek poets that not only their subjects, but they

themselves, are immortalized by their poetry. Homer, the earliest extant poet and the closest to

' Murphy, 14-15.
> 1bid, 35.
3 Schein, 16.
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the foundational Indo-European tradition, paints a picture of a society in which the poet is a
respected and powerful figure, so valuable is his ability to grant immortal glory. However, the
rigid demands laid on him by his genre prevent him from making many statements in the first
person at all, and there are no claims to personal immortality.

Pindar, writing centuries after Homer, was freed from the strict conventions of epic
hexameter, and was able to make personal statements in the course of his poems. Examining
these statements shows that Pindar shares the glory of his object, and thus is immortalized
himself. Like Homer, Pindar is still strongly influenced by his bond to his patron, and thus much
of the glory he claims is reflected glory.

Among the Hellenistic poets, exemplified by Callimachus and Theocritus, this limitation
also disappears. The patrons for whom they wrote, the successor kings of Alexander the Great,
were not as directly concerned with personal glory and immortality. They were, however,
deeply interested in fostering culture and learning for their own sake, and one group, the
Ptolemaic Dynasty of Egypt, founded the Museum of Alexandria, an institution whose sole
purpose was to act as a place for scholarship and cultural advancement. Callimachus and
Theocritus, freed from the strict bonds of the patronage relationship, make the broadest claims of
personal immortality. They assert that their works immortalize them directly, without reference
to any patron or hero.

Homer’s epics, the lliad and the Odyssey, are the earliest extant works in the western
canon, and in them we can hear echoes of the ancient Indo-European tradition that poetry is,
fundamentally, about immortality. Thus it is with Homer that we begin, or rather, with his

background.
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Dating the lliad and the Odyssey is difficult to determine with certainty. The epics
narrate the events of the Trojan War, which is thought to have occurred in the 12" Century BC.*
It is unlikely that the poems were originally composed in the Bronze Age, however. Many of the
weapons and tools Homer describes did not appear until much later, during the Greek Dark Age.’
Although the epics incorporate elements from many earlier periods, the society they portray
seems to resemble most closely that of Greece around 1000 BC.® We can be certain that the
poems were in the final form a few centuries after that, around 700 BC. Thus, the social
conditions described in the Iliad and Odyssey were not far removed from those experienced by
Homer himself, and provide a useful beginning point for understanding the place of the poet in
his society.

The culture described by Homer was an aristocracy, ruled by a group of warrior-nobles
called “heroes,” whose exploits are the focus of both epics. The unifying concept of this class of
heroes was, more than anything else, a collection of values guiding thought and behavior, called
simply enough the “Heroic Code.” This code guided interpersonal behavior and defined the
goals toward which heroes should strive. On a basic level, the code called for reciprocity: heroes
helped their friends, and those who had helped them in the past, and hurt their enemies.” This
system of repaying good with good (and harm with harm) dictated most of the social interactions

in the society of the Homeric epics.

* Powell, 33.

> Powell, 36-37, mentions some of the most obvious inconsistencies. Sometimes shields are
round, typical of the Late Bronze Age, while at other times they are “like a wall,” a much older
form. Spears, too, are described according to the practice of different eras. Achilles fights with
a single large, heavy spear from the Bronze Age, but he throws it like the light javelins of the 9"
Century.

% Finley, 50-51.

7 Donlan, 51.
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All Homeric heroes are warriors. No other profession was possible for them, nor was any
other way of life compatible with their goals. Finley describes them this way:

Few of the heroes of history, or of literature, from the Athenian drama of the fifth century
BC to our own time, shared the single-mindedness of their Homeric counterparts. For the
latter everything pivoted on a single element of honour and virtue: strength, bravery,
physical courage, prowess, conversely, there was no weakness, no unheroic trait, but one,
and that was cowardice, and the consequent failure to pursue heroic goals.®

The goal in question is glory. Achilles, central figure of the Iliad, articulates this connection
between heroic combat and glory. Speaking of his possible fates to a group of fellow heroes, he
says:

“...010adioc knpag dpepepev Bavartoro TeLog O¢.

el pev K a0t pevov Tpoov ToALY ooy opot—
WAETO— LLEV Ol VOGTOG, aTap KAE0g adpOitov ecTal
€1 0€ KEV O1KOO’ 1KOUL PIANV G TOLTPLOA YULALV,
WAETO HOl KAEOG EGOAOV, €L dNPOV d€ Ot ALV
€0CETAL, OLOE KE W’ KA TeAog Bavatoto kiyewn.”

“...I carry two sorts of destiny towards the day of my death. Either

If I stay here and fight beside the city of the Trojans,

My return home is gone, but my glory shall be everlasting;

But if I return home to the beloved land of my fathers,

The excellence of my glory is gone, but there will be a long life

Left for me, and my end in death will not come to me quickly.” (lI.
9.411-416)’

Achilles clearly realizes his options. He can stay and fight, and probably die, knowing that the
glory he will gain never will, or he can return home and die in many years, but go
unremembered. Glory comes only if he fights, and accomplishes heroic deeds.

Glory is only valuable, however, because it is immortal, and so to gain glory is, in a

sense, to cheat death. Homeric heroes fight (and, ironically, die) for a chance to live forever.'”

¥ Finley, 28.
? All translations from the lliad and Odyssey are by Richmond Lattimore.
' Schein, 16-17.
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Sarpedon, son of Zeus and ally of the Trojans, expresses this idea as he prepares to enter battle
near the beached ships of the Greeks. He says:

“® TEMOV €1 UEV YOP TOAELLOV TIEPL TOVOE PLYOVTE
olel dn peAroney aynpm T’ abavoto e

€00€0’, OLTE KEV CLLTOG EVL TPOTOLGL LLOLYOLUNV
OLTE KE O€ GTEAAOLUL LAY MV € KLOLALVELPALY.”

“Man, supposing you and I, escaping this battle

Would be able to live on forever, ageless, immortal,

So neither would I myself go on fighting in the foremost

Nor would I urge you into fighting where men win glory.” (Il. 12.322-325)

Sarpedon, a warrior like all Homeric heroes, states that he would abandon his dangerous
profession if he were assured of his immortality. It is plain that neither wealth, nor a pure love of
violence motivates Sarpedon and Achilles. They fight for glory that never dies, and were their
immortality already assured, they would stop fighting.

This preoccupation with immortality and its acquisition through heroic deeds brings us to
poetry, our central subject. Through great deeds a hero acquired glory and became immortal by
those deeds becoming the subject of song. Earlier in book 9 of the lliad, as a delegation of
Greeks arrives in attempt to persuade Achilles to return to war, we find a clear example of the

connection between song and glory. The scene is described this way:

Muppuidovev &’ emt T KALGLOG KO VIOG tkeoOnv,
TOV O’ €VPOV PPEVA TEPTOUEVOV GOPLLYYL ALYELN
koA dadaren, ent &’ apyvpeov Luyov nev,

™mv apet’ €€ evapmv moAlv Hettwvow olecoac:
™ o Y€ BuOV £TEPTIEV, QLELDE O’ PO KAEQ ALVOPWV.

Now they came beside the shelters and ships of the Myrmidons

And they found Achilleus delighting his heart in a lyre, clear-sounding,

Splendid and carefully wrought, with a bridge of silver upon it,

Which he had won out of the spoils when he ruined Eetion’s city.

With this he was pleasuring his heart, and singing of men’s fame.
(emphasis added) (Il. 9.185-189)
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As he takes his ease beside his ship, Achilles sings, ironically enough, of the fame he is rejecting
by not fighting. That is because Homeric songs are about fame, and any deeds heroes do are
significant in as much as they become the subjects of song.

Just as the songs are viewed in Homeric society as the medium for recounting glorious
deeds, the role of the poet is defined in terms of his ability to grant immortality. As a result of
this power to glorify and immortalize, the bards portrayed by Homer are respected, even wealthy
figures. The Odyssey especially helps to make this picture clear, with its portrayal of bards
engaged in their trade. The best example is Demodocus, the blind bard at the Phaeacean court of
Alcinous, who was so closely associated with the figure of Homer himself that a tradition arose
that the author of the Iliad and the Odyssey was himself sightless."’

Odysseus encounters Demodocus at the Phaeacian court during a feast in his honor.
After hearing the story of the adultery of Ares and Aphrodite, and their snaring by the cuckolded
Hephaestus, Odysseus is so impressed that when the time comes for feasting, he offers the bard
as a gift a choice cut of meat, and choice words of respect. He says,

“Knpvg, tn on, Touto mope KPeAS, odpa daynoiv

ANPHOJOK®* KOl PV TPOGTTLEOHAL ALY VOLLEVOG TIEP®

oot yop avlpornolsty entyfoviolcty aotdot

TIUNG EULUOPOL ELGT KO GLLOOVGE, OLVEK 0LPOL GHEQLG
OllOG LOVG’ ed100EE, PLANGE O PLAOV LOLdWV.”

“Here, herald, take this piece of meat to Demodocus so that

He may eat and I, though a sorry man, embrace him.

For with all peoples upon the earth singers are entitled

To be cherished, and to their share of respect, since the Muse has taught them

Her own way and since she loves all the company of singers.” (Od. 8.477-
481)

""'Nagy, 1979, 17 calls him “...an appropriate idealization of an artist by the art form of the
epic.”
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As was mentioned before, the Heroic Code defined all social interactions as reciprocal, offering
good treatment for good treatment, and bad for bad. That Odysseus is willing to praise
Demodocus so richly, and to offer him a material reward for his performance in the form of meat
is a sign that the he considered song to be a valuable commodity.'?

The value of the bard is expressed even more explicitly by Phemius, the bard retained by
the suitors to sing for their amusement. After the hero returns to his house and kills the
interloping suitors, the bard begs Odysseus for mercy. Taking the traditional position of a
suppliant, he pleads:

“Tovvwovpatl 6°, Odvcev: oL de W’ adeo Kat |’ eEAeNcOV:
OLLTM TOL LETOTLOO’ Y 0g EGTETAL, €1 KEV CLOLOOV

nedvng, 0 T BE0101 KOl ALVOPOTOIGLY ALELO®.
QLTOOOOKTOC O’ €11t BE0C OE Ol €V PPETLY OLUOG
TOLVTOLOG EVEPLOEV" €01KA OE TOL TAPAELOELV

oG 1€ Bew...”

“I am at your knees, Odysseus. Respect me, have mercy.

You will be sorry in time if you kill the singer

Of songs. I sing to the gods and to human people, and I am

Taught by myself, but the god has inspired in me the song-ways

Of every kind. I am such a one as can sing before you

As to a god.” (Od. 22.344-349)
The bard must be a person of some value: he argues (convincingly, for Odysseus does spare him)
that it is the hero who will be sorry if he slays him. Just as he gave Demodocus praise and
material reward for his songs, Odysseus gives Phemius the gift of his life. It is not mercy that

moves him (several of the suitors also supplicated Odysseus and were still killed by him) but a

strong sense that these bards are useful individuals.

1> Finley, 48, points out that respect is always a relative term. Bards were not as respected or as
wealthy as their patrons. Rather, they were part of a “privileged underclass,” along with skilled
craftsman and even seers and physicians, who shared some of the comfort and respect of the
heroic aristocracy, but were still inferior.
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From the bards he portrayed, we move to Homer himself, and the role of the poet in
history. As has been stated, the society depicted in the Homeric epics closely, though not
perfectly, resembles the historical world as experienced by Homer. Thus, we can follow the
example of the ancients, as summarized by Mary Lefkowitz. She wrote, “He emerges in the
biographical tradition as a humble itinerant, like the bards Phemius and Demodocus in the
Odyssey, dependent on others for support.”"> These historical “others” Lefkowitz mentions are
the aristocrats and kings of Archaic Greece who were the “descendants” of the heroes of old.
Like their putative predecessors, they shared a powerful desire for glory through song. Unlike
the patrons portrayed by Homer in his works, however, the “Achilles” and “Odysseus” of later
times did not receive glory directly by having their own deeds praised, but indirectly, by way of
the praise of their heroic ancestors.

This traditional role for the bard, like the poetic tradition on which he drew, likely had
roots in the Bronze Age. The earliest bards composed their songs about the real deeds of their
warrior masters, and through repetition these songs became the stock material from which later
songs were composed.'* This tradition, while a useful aid for memorization and performance in
a society without writing, also limited the poet’s choice of language and subject matter. Thus,
unlike the bards of his epics, Homer did not sing about the deeds of his own time, but those of
the distant past.15 Their function was the same, however, for the aristocrats of the Dark Age,
who viewed the stories of ancient times as a source of glory in the present, and in the words of
Luce,

With the decline and fall of the Mycenaean world, the genealogies, panegyrics, and
recitals of merit (aristeiai) became the precious heirlooms of refugees. The aristocratic

13 Lefkowitz, 12.
" Luce, 174-175.
' Finley, 48.
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families lost their other possessions, but they and their retainers clung to the memory of

their great past.'®
Even if the oral tradition on which he draws prevents him from praising the deeds of the present,
Homer is offering glory, albeit reflected glory, to the aristocrats to whom he sings.

The rigidity of the formulaic tradition is also responsible for one of the key characteristics
of Homer’s poetry: the dearth of first-person speech or other self-references. As Luce asserts,
“Oral convention required that the singer’s personality should merge unobtrusively into the
stream of the song, so Homer himself remains elusive.”!” Nagy argues that this is the direct
result of the limited “vocabulary” of the oral tradition, and that the individuality of any poet, like
the individuality of any performance, is swallowed by the greater whole of the tradition.'® Tt is
only with the development of new genres of poetry, free from the constraints imposed by the oral
tradition, that poets begin to assert their individual identities within their work.

The epinician ode is one such genre. These choral poems were written to commemorate
athletic victories at the sacred games. Pindar, who lived in the 5™ Century BC at the end of the
Archaic Age, is considered by both ancient and modern readers to have been the greatest poet of
this genre." The circumstances of the composition of these odes is described by Carne-Ross,
who says

So and so has gained a victory at one of the four great games, Olympian,

Pythian, Nemean, or Isthmian. His triumph will be celebrated on the
evening of the games with a brief traditional or impromptu song, but

" Luce, 175.

17 Luce, 177.

'8 Nagy, 1990, 79.

" Pindar was a prolific poet, whose work extended beyond the genre of the epinician ode. Nagy
1990, 111 reports that besides four books of victory odes, he was also the author of dithyrambs,
hymns, paeans, laments, encomia, and three books of “songs for maidens.” Because only
fragments of these works survive, however, and because they are not relevant to a discussion of
the poet as immortalizer, this paper will not consider them.
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something more solid and more splendid is needed if the achievement is to
be fittingly memorialized. So, the victor or his family commission
a poet to compose a celebratory ode, which will be performed later on at home.*

Carne-Ross points out an important parallel between the epinician ode and the poetry of Homer.
Both are operating as memorials of great deeds. This parallel can be seen in the language used in
both poems to talk about poetry, as Nagy points out:

Another word used in Pindar’s diction to designate his medium is kleos,

which can be used to mean “glory” or “fame” — as conferred by song or

poetry...From the epic of Homer we see that his medium, too, refers to

itself as kleos.”'
Both Homeric epic and Pindaric epinician serve the same function, to confer glory on a subject
for their notable deeds, whether military, in the case of the Homeric heroes, or athletic, like
Pindar’s patrons.

The importance of glory, and its intimate connection with song, is visible throughout
Pindar’s work, as in Homer’s. In his eleventh Olympian Ode, commemorating the victory of one

Hagesidamos in the boys’ boxing event, he says:

Ectiv avtBponolg avepwyv ote mAgiota

APMNOLG, EGTLV &’ OLPAVIOV LOATOV,

ouPpleV Tadwv vehpeAag.

€1 0€ GLV TOV® TLC €V TPACGOL, LEALYOPVEG LILVOL
LGTEPMV ALPY 0L AOY®V

TEAAETOL KOl TIOTOV OPKLOV LEYOLANLS APETALG.

There is a time when men welcome the winds, and a time when they welcome the waters
of heaven, the rain-laden daughters of the cloud. But, when anyone is victorious by aid
and toil, then it is that honey-voiced odes are a foundation for future fame, even a faithful
witness to noble exploits. (Ol. 11.1-6)*

20 Carne-Ross, 13.
! Nagy 1990, 147.
*2 The translations of Pindar are the Loeb Classical Library, and are by Sir John Sandys.
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Song is as essential as wind or rain, precisely because of its power to glorify, and to lay that
“foundation for future fame.” The poet goes on to say, “Far beyond envy is the praise that is
thus stored up for victors at Olympia; and such praises my tongue would fain feed and foster...”
(Ol. 11.7-9). This passage points to one of the key differences between the epic and the
epinician ode: the freedom of the poet to speak directly, in the first person, about the glory he is
granting.

The source of this freedom is occasionality. The language used within the poems to talk
about poetry illustrates this concept well. As we noted before, both Homer and Pindar refer to
their poems as kleos, “glory.” Unlike Homer, however, Pindar uses another word to describe his
odes also: ainos. Ainos, meaning “speech,” connotes the restriction of poetry to a particular
situation.”> Nagy expounds on this, saying,

In the epic poetry of Homer just as in the praise poetry of Pindar, kleos denotes the act of

praising, but in epic the praise takes place by the very process of narrating the deeds of

heroes, predominantly in the third person. In praise poetry, the praise is more direct: here
too kleos denotes the act of praising, but the praise in this case applies to the here and
now, inviting narration in the second person. In the epinicians or victory odes of Pindar,
for example, the praise applies to the victories of the athletes who competed in the great

Panhellenic Games. The victory would be celebrated on the occasion of the victor’s

return from the Games to his native polis. The praise poetry of Pindar, then, is

occasional. Occasionality is the essence of ainos. The epic poetry of the Homeric lliad
and Odyssey on the other hand is distinctly not occasional: unlike the praise poem it does
not praise anyone in the here and now of its own performance. The praise of Homeric
poetry is restricted to the heroes of the distant past.”*

Pindar’s poetry, unlike the poetry of Homer, was able to speak about the present directly.
The freedom granted to Pindar and other epinician poets by the immediacy, the direct

connection to occasion and the present, of their performance changed the way they talked about

immortality. The poet was no longer simply important because of his valuable ability to grant

> Nagy, 1990, 148.
** Nagy, 1990, 150.
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glory. Now he can claim that by acting in his role as immortalizer, he will become immortal
himself. This is not only a result of the growth of occasionality in poetry. It also comes from the
fact that poetry is seen as an integral part of the process of gaining kleos. Nagy asserts, “In sum,
the choral lyric of speaking refers to its own social function in terms of a final stage in the ritual
program of the four great Pan-Hellenic games.””” This echoes the point made by Willcock, who
states:

Furthermore, Pindar sees his own function as poet as complementary to
that of his patron...And in the end it is he, with the generosity of his praise, who puts the
final glory on the victor’s achievement. Thus, he freely compares himself to the victor.*®

The odes themselves offer ample evidence of this identification. The seventh Isthmian, for the
pankration victory of one Strepsiades, is particularly telling, because it highlights the close
identification between poet and hero. It says:

OLELGOLLOLL Y OLLTALY OTEGAVOLOLY OLPLO—

calg. 09’ abavatmv un Opaccetm pOovoc,

0 Tl TEPTVOV EPOLUEPOV ILOK®V

EKAAOG ETELLL YN POG EG TE TOV LOPCLUOV
olova. OVOGKOUEV YOp OUMG OTOVTEG:
SapmV O’ aoog: ToL HokpaL 8’ €1 TIG

Tantavel, Bpayvg egikesBatl yailkonedov Bemv
edpav- ott mtepoets epprye [ayacog
deomotav €BeAoVT’ g oLPAVOL GTABOLG
elBetv ned’ opayvprv BeAdepohovtav

Znvo¢: to dg map dkav

YALKL TKPOTOLTOL LLEVEL TEAELTOL.

oppt 8, ® ypovoea kopo Barlov, tope, Ao&ia,
TEQOLV OUIAAQULCLY

evavBea kot [TuBot otedpavov.

I shall sing with my hair entwined with garlands, while I only pray that the envy of the
immortals may not mar whatever pleasure I pursue, sufficient for my day, as I calmly
pass onward to old age and to the destined bourne of life. For we die all alike, albeit our
doom is diverse. But, if any man lifteth up his eyes to things afar, he is too short to attain
unto the brass-paved floor of heaven; for the winged Pegasus threw Bellerophon his rider,

> Nagy, 1990, 142-143.
%% Willcock, 11.
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who would fain have flown to the homes of heaven and the goodly company of Zeus.
Stolen sweets are awaited by an end most bitter. But grant to us, O Loxias, that art
glorious with they golden hair, a crown of fairest flowers even from thine own contests at

Pytho. (Ist. 7.53-72)
After spending several lines describing the courageous fall of the elder Strepsiades, Pindar shifts
without warning into the first person and discusses his own aging and progression towards death,
before concluding with a prayer to Apollo for justly given glory, rather than stolen immortality.
This request is in the first person also, and so is not for the victor, but the poet himself. This is a
clear example of what Steiner was describing when she wrote, “Pindar also addresses his own
role as poet. Through metaphor, he links the fate of the victor to that of his celebrant, describing

9527

how their preservation will be a mutual one.””” No longer simply the provider of glory like a

Homeric bard, Pindar claims that his equality with his patrons also makes him the recipient of
glory, and thus of immortality.

This same sharing of glory also appears in the first Olympian Ode, one of Pindar’s most
famous. The victor in question is Hieron of Syracuse, who won the single horse race. While the
main focus is on the patron, he is still clearly linked to the poet praising him:

oLV apuaTl Bom KAEIEELY, ETIKOVPOV ELP®V 000V LOY®V

map’ evdetedov eABv Kpoviov. guot pev ov

Moo kaptepotatov Belog arka TpEPEL

e’ AALO1oL O’ aAlOl HeYOLAOL. TO &’ €GYOTOV KOPLHOLTOL
BOoIAELOL. UNKETL TOMTALVE TOPGLOV.

€L O€ T€ TOVTOV LYOL Y POTWOW TALTELV, ELE TE TOGTAIE VIKAPOPOLG
opdely mpodpamtov codpla kb’ EAlomac covia mtavia.

Howsoever, for myself, the Muse is keeping a shaft most mighty in strength. Some men
are great in one thing; others in another; but the crowning summit is for kings. Refrain
from peering too far! Heaven grant that thou mayest plant thy feet on high, so long as
thou livest, and that I may consort with the victors for all my days, and be foremost in the
lore of song among the Hellenes in every land. (Ol. 1.110-116)

27 Steiner, 135.
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While making it clear that Hieron is an exalted figure, Pindar claims some glory for himself, and
identifies the tyrant’s own victories as the source for that glory. Also of note is Pindar’s
characterization of himself as “foremost,” a turn of phrase that is normally used to describe the
victors themselves. Finally, by placing self-praise at the end, he is emphasizing his own
importance even more. The last thing the audience hears is the skill of Pindar, rather than of
Hieron.

Thus Pindar, in contrast with Homer, claimed not only the power to immortalize, but also
immortality itself as a result of his poetry. Like Homer, however, his claims on immortality
were still limited by the conventions of his genre. The epinician poet gains immortality because
of his association with his patrons. As Nagy says,

We have seen that the notion of the compensating the poet for the ‘ordeal’ of composing

a poem is a part of the ritual chain of reciprocity, where the value of the compensation

owed the poet, even if it takes the shape of material gifts, is still transcendent inasmuch as

it is considered sacred.*®
The growth of occasionality has changed the way poets deal with their function as immortalizers,
but that function is still rigidly controlled by the demands of genre. Before poets claim
immortality for themselves as a pure result of their poetry, there must first be a shift in the social
context of poetry, and of his patron, both of which are beginning in the time of Pindar, but will
not reach their acme until the Hellenstic period, two hundred years later.

Starting in the fifth century BC, we see the proliferation of poetry competitions, usually
as part of the games of a city or region.”” While continuing the tradition of games as a source for

glory analogous with the glory of the heroic past, these competitions removed athletes from the

“ritual chain of reciprocity” mentioned by Nagy, and gave the poet an opportunity to earn

¥ Nagy, 1990, 188.
29 Hardie, 17.
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directly for the first time. This was only a first step, however, as this was glory still obtained in
the traditional venue of competition, and served primarily as a stepping stone into the more
traditional work of glorifying victorious athletes (a poet who had won a few victories had a much
better chance of earning a commission).*

The decisive change was the power of the patron in the social and political world
independent of his attempts to gain glory. In the time of Pindar, the aristocracy, which had
dominated most Greek poleis throughout the Dark Age and the Early Archaic Age, was being
replaced in some places by tyranny. Individual tyrants (including Hieron, whom Pindar praises
in Olympian 1) held cultural and political power that was previously in the hands of an entire
class of people. This caused problems for the poet, who had been only able to claim glory
through the social “machinery” of the Sacred Games.”' With the rise of tyrants, the system of
reciprocity broke down, and poets had to change their tactics if they are to dispense, and thus
acquire, glory.

Beginning in the time of Pindar, and again reaching its peak during the Hellenistic
Period, we see a rise in what Hardie calls “unbidden poetry.” In contrast with “bidden poets”
like Homer and Pindar, later poets must seek out their patrons and offer up poetry with no
guarantee of recompense.*” In Theocritus’ ldylls 16, we find what Hardie himself termed, «...the
most important expression of these comments.”™ In it, Theocritus complains bitterly of having
his request for monetary support rejected by the Syracusan tyrant Hieron I (namesake of
Pindar’s great patron). Bemoaning the decline of his profession, he says:

TIG €L ELMOVTA PLANOCEL,

% Hardie, 25.
31 Nagy, 1990, 188.
32 Hardie, 30.
33 Hardie, 33.
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OULK 018’ 0L YOp €T AVOPEG ET’ EPYUOACLY OC TAPOG EGOAOLS
ovelsBatl GTeELAOVTL, VEVIKNVTOL 8’ LTIO KEPIEMV"

So I ask, who is there who, in this age, will befriend a man

Who speaks his praises out? I know not.

Men no more

Are eager to be known for noble deeds. The law

Of profits rules them (Id. 16.13-15).**

So powerful are the kings of this age that they can afford to be stingy in their treatment of the
masters of immortality. In contrast with Pindar and Homer, who operated within a well-ordered
system of reciprocity, Theocritus complains that there seems to be no more demand for poets any
more. Their power appears to have diminished greatly.

The breakdown of traditional systems of reciprocity did not diminish the power of poetry,
however. Instead, poets gained new freedom in claiming personal immortality as a result of their
work. The Ptolemaic regime is of particular interest to the present discussion, because it was
there where both Theocritus and Callimachus spent most of their professional careers. The
reason for this can be summed up in one word: Museum. The Temple to the Muses, located in
the Ptolemaic capital of Alexandria, along with its attached library, was the first great book
repository and center for literary scholarship in the Greco-Roman world. It was built by the
Ptolemies to raise the status of their newly founded capital, and it succeeded marvelously,
attracting with the promise of patronage the scholars, poets, and priests who worked there,

including both Theocritus and Callimachus. So influential were the scholars of the Museum and

their patrons in guiding the direction of Mediterranean culture that for many years the entire

3% Translations of Theocritus are drawn from Anne Rist.
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period, from Alexander’s conquests to the ascendancy of Rome, was called the Alexandrian
Period, and its poets, including Callimachus and Theocrius, Alexandrian poets.>

At the Museum and the Library, a large number of poets could benefit from the
generosity of a single royal patron. As John Ferguson puts it:

The Museum was a convenient place to attach the writers whom the Ptolemies attracted

to their court. It was in the urban environment that Theocritus developed the forms of

pastoral poetry as a form of escape. Callimachus and Apollonius were certainly placed
by their royal patron in the Museum.®
Although the old system of reciprocal song and reward, which poets like Pindar exploited to
claim glory for themselves, had broken down, it was still possible for poets to make a living,
especially in Alexandria at the Museum.

The relationship between poet and patron in this new system was very different from its
predecessor, and has often been misunderstood. For many years, it was taken for granted that
poets like Theocritus and Callimachus, because of their dependence on the whims of their patron,
were flatterers, who wrote only to please.”’ In actuality, Callimachus and Theocritus are both
measured, and at times ironic, in praising their patrons. Callimachus wrote almost nothing about
Ptolemy II himself, and comparisons of Ptolemy to Zeus or Apollo once thought to be praise are

now seen as being wry.*® Theocritus, as we have already seen, has no qualms about criticizing

his patrons for rejecting his offers of poetry.

3> Cameron points out that this title is incredibly misleading, since by no means all, nor even all
the greatest of the “Alexandrian poets” were directly attached to the Museum, or lived in
Alexandria at all. Instead, I have followed his example in calling the period and its poets
“Hellenistic.” See Cameron, 25.

36 Ferguson, 18.

37 Cameron, 12.

38 Cameron, 13.
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Given that Pindar’s claims for glory and immortality rested upon his claims of equality
with his victorious patrons, one might suppose that the more distant relationship between
Hellenistic poets and patrons would bring such claims to an end. Instead, we find that the
opposite occurs. Poetic claims to immortality live on, but far outside the boundaries of the
normal praise hymn, and in an entirely different form. No longer claiming personal glory arising
from the glory of the hero-object, the poets become heroes themselves, and as the objects of their
own poetry, lay independent claim to the immortality they always granted. Such claims are far
from explicit, but are easily discernible as a subtext in poems of both Theocritus and
Callimachus.

Theocritus is primarily remembered for his bucolic poetry, poems set in and focused on
the pastoral setting, having as characters shepherds, goatherds, and their gods of meadow and
wood. In Idyll 1, we hear the story of the legendary Daphnis, who wastes away pining over love.
What is of note is that the main narrative is presented within the context of a frame story, in
which a wandering poet sings it for the pleasure of a goatherd, and for a prize. The goatherd
sings:

ot 0 K’ alELoMG,

g oka Tov Afuabe mott Xpopv acag eplodmv,
oyo 7€ Tol SO ® JOLUATOKOV £G TPLS ALpeAEaLt,
o 0L’ €E01G’ £PLOMC TOTAUEAYETAL EG OLO TEALOG
Kkat Babv KlooLPLoV KEKALOUEVOV AdEL KNP,
OLLPMES, VEOTELYES, ETL YALHAVOLO TOTOGOOV.

If you sing as once,

Competing with Chromis of Libya, I’ll give you

To milk three times a she-goat with twins;

Although she has two kids, she fills up two pails.

Plus an ivy-wood bowl, fragrant with wax,

Two handled, new made: you can smell the chisel (Id. 1, 23-28).
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Behind the rustic quality of both poem and prize, we can see the even older motif of the hero or
athlete engaged in competition for a set prize. This hearkens back to the growth of the poetic
contest discussed by Hardie. Poets, once responsible for granting glory to such men and their
deeds, have now become their own object, and made the writing of poems a heroic act.

In the works of Callimachus, this seizing of the heroic role becomes even easier to
discern. His poems are unburdened by an elaborate, conventional setting, and perhaps more
importantly are directed towards his living contemporaries, making them (perhaps) the more
trustworthy source of information regarding the poet’s own mindset. First, we find in his
Epigrams a poem written as an epitaph for one of his fellow poets. It reads thus:

Ewne t1g, HpaxkAgite, te0v Lopov, £¢ 0 e dUKPL

nyayev, euvncedNV &’ 06ouKIS AUdPOTEPOL
NALOV €V AEGY N KATEOLGAUEV: LAAQL GL LEV TIOL,
Eewv’ AMKOPVNOEL, TETPOATOAOL GO

ot 0g teatl LmOLGLY ANdOVEG, NGV O TAVTIOV
oPTAKTNG A1dMNG OLK £ML XEI1PA PAAEL.

Your death, a casual remark, moved me to tears,

For I recalled Heraklitos, how often you and I

Put the sun to bed with our talking. But all that’s left

Of you is ashes now, my friend in Halikarnesos.

Your Nightingales are alive, though: Hades who rips

All things away will never lay a hand on them.” (Epigram 2)
The Nightingales to which he refers are a book of poems, alive despite their master’s death. We
have here the claim that a poet, and not merely his patron or himself linked with his patron,
survives death when his work survives. Freed from the rigid conventions of Homer and the

reciprocal exchange of Pindar, those who once granted immortality have now granted it on

themselves. Callimachus makes a similar claim in one of the most famous of his passages, the

3 All translations of Callimachus are from Frank Nisetich.
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response to the Telchines at the beginning of his Aitia. He shoots back at his critics, whom he
says mock him for writing short poetry:

And so I sing for those who love the shrill cicada’s cry, and hate

The clamor of asses. Let someone else

Loud as any long-eared brute, bray

For their amusement. As for me,

I would be small and winged—yes,

Even so, to sing

With dew upon my lips, the food

Of morning culled from air divine, shedding

The years that weigh on me

Like Sicily on Enkelados (Aitia 1.36-46).

It is essential to focus on the mythological resonances of the image he uses. The cicada is not
only a small, sweet voiced insect. To the Greeks, it was closely linked with the concept of
immortality. Despite apparently dying, in a set number of years in arises, reborn, from the earth.
Because he has chosen to sing like a cicada, he claims that he will gain the cicada’s eternity, and
that “with dew on his lips” (likely a reference to the song itself) he will draw on diving power to
overcome old age, and presumably death itself.

Thus we see the change in the claims of immortality made by Greek poets. Homer,
although valued and recompensed for the use of his immortalizing power, claims no immortality
of his own. The strict conventions of oral epic do not allow for so distinct a poetic personality.
It is Pindar, freed of the chains of the epic genre, who claims immortality as his own. This
immortality, however, is not his alone, but is shared with the victorious athletes whom he
immortalizes. Without them, he can claim no glory as his own. Finally, Callimachus and
Theocritus make the bold claim that poets can be immortalized in their own right, without some

particular patron on whom to confer glory. This is possible because of the unique loosening of

the poet-patron relationship affected by the Ptolemies and the other Hellenistic successor kings.
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Clearly, the link between immortality and poetry is strong, and it endures across many
different genres and time periods. Many other works, including Roman lyric (which was heavily
influenced by Hellenistic Greek models) and Greek Archaic poetry, could be fruitfully examined

through the lens of glory. That, however, is a task for a future project.
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