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ENNO FRIEDRICH  

University of Graz 

Praise Poetry in Distress? 
Melancholy and Criticism in Pindar ��s Isthmian 7  

I am revisiting the old interpretation of Isthmian 7 by A. Boeckh as a melancholy 
piece and its refutation by D. C. Young. Three passages of Isthmian 7 are analysed 
and it is found that there is good reason to hold on to Boeckh��s idea of melancholy. In 
the following, I am asking what premises could give a unified picture of the ode that 
we have, and I offer two possibilities: either the ode was presented under conditions of 
crisis for a victory in sports �. a personal crisis of Strepsiades and his family or of the 
nation of Thebes �. and therefore had to be a vindication of the victor rather than 
praise, or the role of the victor��s uncle has been misunderstood in the past and he is 
not only a fallen warrior but also a cult hero, like B. Currie has suggested, changing 
our understanding of the ode gravely. 

Keywords:  A. Boeckh; B. G. F. Currie; hero cult; Isthmian 7; Pindar; Thebes; 
Tyrtaeus; D. C. Young. 

1. Introduction  

When Pindar writes an epinicion on Strepsiades of Thebes for a victory 
in the pancratium at the Isthmian Games1, he praises the past but seems 
to have difficulties to say anything nice about the present. The poem 
begins with a long passage of memories long gone of earlier glories of 
the city of Thebes: What did Theba like best? The conception of Diony-
sus, or Zeus�� other famous fling, or Tiresias �� wisdom? Or rather the par-
ticipation of the Theban Aegeids in Sparta��s war against Amyclae?2 

                                                 
1 Pind. I. 7. The date is impossible to determine; David YOUNG  refutes earlier efforts to 
determine the date of composition for the Isthmian Games after the battle at Oeno-
phyta 457 at 454 (1971: 3�.14), see also below. 
2 Pind. I. 7, 1�.15. 
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Whichever one it is, even those precious memories of a better (mythical) 
past slowly fade away in the present, unless a poet reminds you of 
them.3 A little later Pindar recalls Strepsiades�� homonymous uncle, who 
recently died in battle, which prompts the chorus to exclaim their pain.4 
And even when the same chorus expresses their relief, it is in the face of 
the ��envy of the immortals �� �û� �Œ�ñ�‘�“�–�1�¦ �Œ�…�‘�£�˜�•�‘�ü�1�•�‘�Š�•�1�•�‘�Ž�¢�1�Ž�¡�™�Ž�Œ�•�1�•�˜�1�•�Ž�Š�•�1
a life in sincerity to its full measure, now that the battle is over. 5 

Isthmian 7 is a strange victory ode. Even if this poem of praise can be 
understood as uplifting in its totality by showing the lustre of Strepsia-
des�� victory in the tradition of the heroic deeds of the past, it is against 
the backdrop of a gloomy present reality. This has often led moder n in-
terpreters to perceive the piece as (also) fundamentally melancholic.6 In 
this paper I will revisit the different readings the apparently gloomy 
reality in Isthmian 7 has provoked in earlier scholarship, and also those 
interpretations that decide to ig nore it. Starting from here, I will take 
another thorough look at the relevant passages and capture what exactly 
makes Isthmian 7 appear melancholic or overly critical of its victor. In 
the end I will present two very different interpretations based on ear lier 
scholarship that are both able to unite apparent incongruencies of the 
ode into a meaningful whole. In order to gain an overview over melan-
choly and criticism in Isthmian 7, a brief review of the relevant scholar-
ship shall begin the study.  

2. Isthmian  7 under scrutiny  

The latest monograph to study Isthmian 7 as a whole is David C. 
Young��s study in the Mnemosyne�.series from 1971. Bruno Currie dedi-
cates a chapter in his study on Pindar and hero cult to the ode,7 but as 
his focus is primarily on the possi ble heroization of the elder Strepsia-

                                                 
3 Pind. I. 7, 16�.19. 
4 Pind. I. �]�ð�1�X�[�ò�1�Y�]�ï�1���‘�Ž�1�Œ�‘�˜�›�Š�•�1���1�’�—�1�•�‘�’�œ�1�™�Š�œ�œ�Š�•�Ž�1�•�˜�Ž�œ�1�—�˜�•�1�œ�Ž�Ž�–�1�•�˜�1�›�Ž�•�•�Ž�Œ�•�1���’�—�•�Š�›���œ�1�™�Ž�›�œ�˜�—�,
al feeling and involvement but rather the one of the chorus, maybe representing the 
general public; cf. YOUNG (1971: 23�.24) and also below. 
5 Pind. I. 7, 39�.42. 
6 BOECKH  (1821: 531), WILAMOWITZ �.MOELLENDORFF (1922: 413), FARNELL  (1930�.1932: I 
277�.281), BOWRA  (1964: 153�.154). 
7 CURRIE (2005: 205�.225). 
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des, it cannot replace Young��s monograph as a coherent interpretation 
of the entire ode �. I will come back to an interpretation of Currie at the 
end of the paper, though. Although Young seems to be curiously disin-
terested in the apparent melancholy of the piece, he acknowledges his 
forebears who had built their interpretation of Isthmian 7 on the sombre 
impression they took from it. Young ��s comprehensive study is therefore 
also the latest overview over the earlier scholarship on melancholy in 
Isthmian 7.8 

But to turn to the very beginning first, one has to look at August 
Boeckh��s extensive interpretation also concerning melancholy that was 
published in his Latin commentaries to Pindar in 1821. Boeckh makes a 
complicated historical -logical argument that Isthmian 7 must have been 
presented after the battle at Oenophyta in 457 between Thebes and Ath-
ens.9 One of Boeckh��s points is the universae odae color10, which he deter-
mines to be so gloomy that the ode can only have been presented in 
Thebes shortly after a Theban defeat. C. M. Bowra, as Young rightly ob-
served,11 follows Boeckh��s historical interpretation in his influential in-
troduction to Pindar from 1964. 12 Also Bowra detects a restrained feeling 
of desperation in the ode.13 One would think that Bowra too found the 
ode to be surprisingly bleak, even though he sees its eventual function 
as uplifting. 14 More than forty years earlier, also Ulrich von Wila-
mowitz �.Moellendorff had shared this sentiment; he connected the 

                                                 
8 YOUNG  (1971).  
9 BOECKH  (1821: 530�.534), cf. YOUNG  (1971: 1�.4). 
10 BOECKH  (1821: 531). 
11 YOUNG  (1971: 2). 
12 BOWRA  (1964: 152�.154). BOWRA  makes little adjustments to BOECKH ���œ�1�Ÿ�’�Ž� �ñ�1�•he men-
tion of the Aegeids, Pind.  I. 7, 15, is to him a sign that Pindar still cherished Sparta, 
contra BOECKH  (1821: 532). 
13 BOWRA  (1964: 153�.�W�[�Z�ü�ñ�1�����’�—�•�Š�›���œ�1�˜� �—�1�•�Ž�Ž�•�’�—�•�œ�1�Š�›�Ž�1�Ž�¡�™�›�Ž�œ�œ�Ž�•�1� �’�•�‘�1�›�Ž�œ�•�›�Š�’�—�•�1�Š�œ�1�‹�Ž�•�’�•�œ�1
� �‘�Š�•�1�œ�‘�˜�ž�•�•�1�‹�Ž�1�Š�1�•�Ž�Ž�•�’�—�•�1�˜�•�1�›�Ž�“�˜�’�Œ�’�—�•�ï�1�ý�ó�þ�1�•�‘�Ž�›�Ž�1� �Š�œ�1�—�˜�1�›�Ž�Š�œ�˜�—�1�•�˜�›�1���’�—�•�Š�›�1�•�˜�1�’�—�•�›�˜�•�ž�Œ�Ž�1
too dark a mood into a song of praise. He then shows that he has come to terms with 
himself and his circumstances. He accepts what the gods give and still has his rich 
�Œ�˜�—�œ�˜�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�œ�ï�� 
14 See particularly 350�.�Y�[�W�ñ�1 �����•�1 �’�œ�1�Š�1 �–�Ž�œ�œ�Š�•�Ž�1 �˜�•�1 �Œ�˜�ž�›�Š�•�Ž�1 �Š�—�•�1 �Œ�‘�Ž�Ž�›�ï���1 �‹�ž�•�1 �Š�•�œ�˜�1 ���•�‘�Ž�1 �•�’�Ž�›�Œ�Ž�1
�•�Š�Œ�•�œ�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�™�›�Ž�œ�Ž�—�•���1�Š�—�•�1���‘�Ž�1�–�ž�œ�•�1�—�˜�•�1�‘�˜�™�Ž�1�•�˜�›�1�•�˜�˜�1�–�ž�Œ�‘���ò�1BOWRA  �Œ�˜�—�Œ�•�ž�•�Ž�œ�ñ�1���•�‘e varie-
�•�¢�1�˜�•�1�‘�’�œ�1�–�˜�˜�•�œ�1�’�œ�1�•�›�Ž�Š�•�Ž�›�ï�� 
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gloominess he perceived like Boeckh with the Theban defeat and even 
compared the mood of the ode �. of present sorrow but with hope for 
revenge and ultimate justice �. with the mood of Germans after the First 
World War. 15 The perception of the dark mood of the ode is expressed 
most clearly in Lewis R. Farnell ��s 1932 annotations to Isthmian 7, where 
he speaks of ��the spirit of sorrow and resignation that breathes in parts 
of it ��.16 

Apart from hinting at the color of the ode, August Boeckh also inter-
preted several elements of the poem in close relationship to it s supposed 
historical context: he saw the mention of the Aegeids and the battle of 
Amyclae (12�.15), together with the following gnome about the forget-
fulness of the mortals (16�.17) as a comment on Sparta��s recent lack of 
gratitude when it had abandoned the allied Theban armies to their 
Athenian foes.17 This stretched interpretation forms the foundation of 
Boeckh��s historical contextualisation while seeming at the same time 
highly dependent on it, like David Young remarks: ��He obviously cared 
more for Oenophyta than for simple logic ��, and later: ��Boeckh selected 
���Ž�—�˜�™�‘�¢�•�Š�1�‹�Ž�•�˜�›�Ž�1�Œ�˜�–�’�—�•�1�•�˜�1�‘�’�œ�1�Œ�˜�—�Œ�•�ž�œ�’�˜�—�1�ý�ó�þ��18 David Young refutes 
Boeckh��s historical interpretation, which has been passed down in the 
older scholarship, also in other places: verse 36, which Boeckh and his 
followers had read as talking about defeat, must talk of successful 
fighting when compared with Tyrtaeus �� Nr. 9;19 �” �½�‘�Œ�“�–�1�’�—�1�Ÿ�Ž�›�œ�Ž�1�Y�]�1�•�˜�Ž�œ�1
not need to refer to universal mourning like Boeckh had suggested, but 
can simply refer to the individual mourning of the death of Strepsiades, 

                                                 
15 WILAMOWITZ �.MOELLENDORFF (1922: 413): [WILAMOWITZ �.MOELLENDORFF is sketching 
�•�‘�Ž�1 �–�˜�˜�•�1�’�—�1�•�’�Ÿ�Ž�•�1 �œ�™�Ž�Ž�Œ�‘�ñ�þ�1 �������‘�Ž�‹�Ž�—�ð�1 �ž�—�œ�Ž�›�1 �•�›�˜���Ž�œ�1���‘�Ž�‹�Ž�—�ð�1 �’�œ�•�1 �—�’�Ž�•�Ž�›�•�Ž�œ�Œ�‘�•�Š�•�Ž�—�ò�1 �ý�ó�þ�1
�Š�‹�Ž�›�1�’�—�1�•�’�Ž�•�Ž�›�1���Ž�Ž�•�Ž�1�‹�Ž�›�•�Ž�—�1� �’�›�1�•�Ž�—�1�	�•�Š�ž�‹�Ž�—�1�Š�—�1���™�’�•�˜�—�Ž�—�1�ý�ó�þ und auf [sic!] den Glau-
�‹�Ž�—�1 �Š�—�1 �	�Ž�›�Ž�Œ�‘�•�’�•�”�Ž�’�•�1 �•�Ž�œ�1 ���Ž�•�•�•�Š�ž�•�Ž�œ�ï���1 ���—�1 �Ž�’�—�Ž�–�1 �œ�˜�•�Œ�‘�Ž�—�1 ���’�Ž�•�Ž�1 �”�Š�—�—�1 �ž�—�œ�Ž�›�Ž�’�—�œ�1 �œ�’�Œ�‘�1
�•�›�ã�œ�•�Ž�—�ï���1�û�������‘�Ž�‹�Ž�œ�ð�1�˜�ž�›�1�•�›�Ž�Š�•�1���‘�Ž�‹�Ž�œ�ð�1�’�œ�1�Œ�›�ž�œ�‘�Ž�•�ò�1�ý�ó�þ�1�‹�ž�•�1�•�Ž�Ž�™�1�’�—�1�˜�ž�›�1�œ�˜�ž�•�œ�1� �Ž�1�Œ�˜�—�œ�Ž�›�Ÿ�Ž�1
�•�‘�Ž�1�‹�Ž�•�’�Ž�•�1�’�—�1�Ž�™�’�•�˜�—�Ž�œ�1�ý�ó�þ�1�Š�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�‹�Ž�•�’�Ž�•�1�’�—�1�“�ž�œ�•�’�Œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Œ�˜�ž�›�œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1� �˜�›�•�•�ï���1���—�1�Š�1�œ�˜�—�•�1
�•�’�”�Ž�1�•�‘�’�œ�1�™�Ž�˜�™�•�Ž�1�•�’�”�Ž�1�ž�œ�1�Œ�Š�—�1�•�’�—�•�1�Œ�˜�—�œ�˜�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�ï���ü�1 
16 FARNELL  (1930�.1932: I 277�.281). 
17 BOECKH  (1821: 531). This interpretation is said to go back to Aristarchus by the scho-
liast, schol. vet. I. 7, 23a. 
18 YOUNG  (1971: 4; 8). 
19 Tyrt. 9, 20�.22 (DIEHL ), cf. YOUNG  (1971: 5�.7). 
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the homonymous uncle, who died in battle but possibly under other-
wise favourable circumstances;20 verses 37�.42 do not have to be read as 
an autobiographical statement of the elderly poet  like Boeckh does;21 the 
I can be explained to refer to the addressee, Strepsiades the younger, not 
the poet;22 even if one refers the I of the speaker to the poet himself, this 
does not need to point to the advanced age of the speaker, like Boeckh 
had assumed.23  

Young concludes that nothing can be known about the dating of the 
ode and also not the ��anti-Athenian point of view �� of the piece that 
Bowra had deducted from the dating and the localization of the battles. 24 
In his refutation of the stretched histori cal interpretation, Young argues 
strongly against relying on the color of the ode, like Boeckh and Farnell 
do, and refers to Mezger who, to the contrary, perceived the ode as ra-
ther high -spirited. 25 Young takes Boeckh��s and Mezger��s opposing feel-
ings about the ode as a hint that there is no objective melancholy present 
in the piece.26 This relativization is, as I will show in the following, more 
obscuring than helpful for an understanding of the ode. Young ��s refuta-
tion of the historical reading is undoubtably  a great achievement of his 
thorough study. It is not based on a general refutation, though, of the 
                                                 
20 YOUNG  (1971: 7�.8). 
21 BOECKH  (1821: 531). 
22 H. FRAENKEL  �œ�‘�˜� �œ�1 �Š�•�œ�˜�1 �’�—�1�•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1 �•�Ž�›�–�œ�1�‘�˜� �1 �•�‘�Ž�1 ���1 �’�—�1���’�—�•�Š�›���œ�1�˜�•�Ž�œ�1�Œ�Š�—�1 �‹�Ž�1 �Ž�’�•�‘�Ž�›�1
personal, or choral, or in reference particularly to the addressee, FRAENKEL  (1973: 475 
n. 12), cf. YOUNG  (1971: 9�.12). This problem was later hotly debated by MARY 

LEFKOWITZ and CHRISTOPHER CAREY as an alternative between individual or choral 
performance of the victory odes, LEFKOWITZ (1988: 10�.11), CAREY (1989: 562�.565), 
LEFKOWITZ (1991), HEATH �.LEFKOWITZ (1991: 191), CAREY (1991: 199); G. B. ������ LESSIO 

has offered a synthesis of this alternative that comes close to FRAENKEL ���œ�1 �Ž�Š�›�•�’�Ž�›�1 �•�Ž�,
scription, ������ LESSIO (1994: 121�.122), see also LEFKOWITTZ ���œ�1 �Œ�˜�—�Œ�’�•�’�Š�•�˜�›�¢�1 �›�Ž�™�•�¢�1 �•�˜�1
������ LESSIO, LEFKOWITZ (1995: 148�.149).  
23 YOUNG  (1971: 12�.14). 
24 BOWRA  (1965: 104; 1964: 294), cf. YOUNG  (1971: 15). 
25 MEZGER (1880: 301�.302): �����Š�œ�1�’�—�—�’�•�Ž�1���Ž�‘�Š�•�Ž�—�ð�1�–�’�•�1�•�Ž�–�1�•�Ž�›�1���’�Œ�‘�•�Ž�›�1�•�’�Ž�1�Š�—�1�•�ã�•�•�•�’�Œ�‘�Ž�—�1
���Ž�•�—�ž�—�•�Ž�—�1 �ž�—�•�1 ���ž�‘�–�1 �œ�˜�1 �›�Ž�’�Œ�‘�Ž�1 ���›�£�Ž�’�•�1 �œ�Ž�’�—�Ž�›�1 ���Š�•�Ž�›�œ�•�Š�•�•�1 �ý�ó�þ�1 �œ�Œ�‘�’�•�•�Ž�›�•�1 �ý�ó�þ�1 �œ�•�’�–�–t 
� �Ž�—�’�•�1 �£�ž�1 �Ž�’�—�Ž�›�1 �•�›�˜�œ�•�•�˜�œ�Ž�—�1 �	�Ž�•�Ž�—� �Š�›�•�ï�� �û�����‘�Ž�1 �’�—�—�Ž�›�1 �Œ�˜�–�•�˜�›�•�1 � �’�•�‘�1 � �‘�’�Œ�‘�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �™�˜�Ž�•�1 �•�Ž�,
scribes the ancient time of his home city, so rich with divine blessings and glory, does 
�‘�Š�›�•�•�¢�1�•�’�•�1� �’�•�‘�1�Š�1�•�Ž�œ�™�Ž�›�Š�•�Ž�1�™�›�Ž�œ�Ž�—�•�ï���ü�ð�1�Œ�•�ï�1YOUNG  (1971: 8). 
26 YOUNG  (1971: 8, n. 25)�ñ�1���•�˜�˜�1�˜�‹�œ�Œ�ž�›�Ž�1�•�˜�1�‹�Ž�1�Š�•�•�ž�Œ�Ž�•�1�Š�œ�1�Ž�Ÿ�’�•�Ž�—�Œ�Ž���ï 
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color Boeckh had first observed, but on the uncovering of Boeckh��s and 
his followers �� mistakes in grammar and far -fetched historical equaliza-
tions. Young��s overall conclusions are therefore one sided: as he argues 
against the melancholy of Isthmian 7 where he should only argue against 
Boeckh��s illogical historical interpretation, he throws the baby out with 
the bathwater. Boeckh and his many followers had rig htly grasped that 
Isthmian 7 is outstanding from other Pindaric odes for its apparent 
gloomy mood, Boeckh��s color. While they misjudged it as a historical 
hint, it must be the task of a literary interpretation of the ode to show 
the mechanics and maybe the function of this mood in the text. To do 
this, I will now first follow Young ��s interpretation, reveal its problems 
and add the observations concerning melancholy and criticism that are, 
in my opinion, important for a proper understanding.  

3. Melancholy an d Criticism in Isthmian  7 

a) The List 

Isthmian 7 begins with a list of events in the history of Thebes (1�.15). The 
speaker asks the nymph of the City:27  

By which one of the earlier beautiful events that happened in your 
area, blessed Theba, have you most rejoiced in your heart? (1�.3)28 

This question is then followed by the list of candidates for the prize of 
the ��most�� �û�•�£�•�•�—�˜�…�ü�1�œ�ž�’�•�Š�‹�•�Ž�1�Ž�Ÿ�Ž�—�•�1�•�˜�1�–�Š�”�Ž�1�•�‘�Ž�1�—�¢�–�™�‘�1�›�Ž�“�˜�’�Œ�Ž�ñ�1���’�˜�—�¢�,
sus�� Theban origin (3�.5), Zeus visit at Amphitryon ��s house to father 
Heracles (5�.7), the judgement of the Theban seer Tiresias between Zeus 
and Hera (8)29, the Theban hero Iolaus (9), the sowing of the Spartoi by 

                                                 
27 Cf. CURRIE (2005: 205), WILLCOCK  (1995: 62). 
28 For the Greek text and a complete translation see Appendix 1. 
29 Tiresias had lived both as a man and as a woman and could solve the quarrel, 
whether men or women experience greater joy during intercourse, judging that wom-
en enjoy it nine times as much; in return for this revealing judgement Hera punished 
him with blindness (Hes. fr. 275�.276 [MERKELBACH /WEST]). Other feats of the seer in 
and around Thebes could also be des�Œ�›�’�‹�Ž�•�1�Š�œ�1�”�™�Ž�‘�…�ß�1�†�“�™�•�…�ß�ð�1�‹�ž�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�“�ž�•�•�Ž�–�Ž�—�•�1�‹�Ž�,
tween Zeus and Hera is his most outstanding accomplishment and the origin �.story for 
his defining character traits (prophetic wisdom �. blindness). 
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the city��s founder Cadmus (10), the flight of Adrastus and his army after 
the failed siege of the Seven (10�.11), or the aid the Theban Aegeids 
brought the Doric Spartans in their war against the Achaean city of 
Amyclae, which made the foundation of Sparta durable (12 �.15).30 This 
List is followed by a gnome about mortal forgetfulness and the function 
of poetry:  

But indeed, the ancient glory sleeps, and the mortals forget it, if it 
does not reach the highest refinement of wisdom joined with glorious 
streams of words. (16�.19)  

The next segment of the ode begins with the invitation to celebrate 
Strepsiades, the victor in the Pancratium at the Isthmian Games, which 
can also be seen as the newest Theban event on the list (20�.22). 

Young wants to turn his attention away from the historical to the 
poetic content of Isthmian 7.31 He presents the first thirteen verses as an 
ingenious display of Pindar��s historic consciousness, as the Theban 
events are given in chronological order from ancient to less ancient.32 In 
this, Young wants to see the list as a historical list of Theban greatness 
that can simply be extended to Strepsiades most recent achievement. We 
are meant to see the victory of the young Strepsiades as an organic con-
tinuation: ��the most urgent of all these patriotic glories in which Theba 
delights.��33 The significance of the list, however, need not be the connec-
tion of past and present alone. If the list is read with an unprejudiced 
mind, this interpretation might even appear questionable in two re-
spects:  

It overlooks, in my opinion, the significance of the gnome at the end 
of the list that questions the validity of all these past events in the pre-
sent because they are usually forgotten. More fundamentally, it ques-
tions the ability of the present to remember these deeds. So, the past 
may be glorious but it is unreachable for ��the mortals�� in the present. 

                                                 
30 Cf. BURY (1892: 126) on the Aegeids and Amyclae, see also KIECHLE (1963: 61�.62). 
31 YOUNG  (1971: 15). 
32 YOUNG  (1971: 16�.17). 
33 YOUNG  (1971: 18). 
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Young puts the focus of his interpr etation on the importance of song:34 
the gnome prepares the importance of the victory ode because victories, 
like ancient glories, only matter if they are sung. This may be so, but it 
does not lift the burden that this argument for song is bought at the 
pri ce of a pessimistic picture of present-day-mortals �. all those who lis-
ten to the song. This pessimism is remarkable in so far as the list from 
verses 1 to 15 would only be understandable �. and could only be a rele-
vant part of the argument of the ode �. if t he audience remembered all of 
these ancient glories on their own as the glories are rather alluded to 
than presented. Bruno Currie tries to alleviate the problem and gives a 
new understanding to the passage: h�Ž�1�ž�—�•�Ž�›�œ�•�Š�—�•�œ�1�‡�¤�•�1�û�W�\�ü�1�Š�œ�1��forward 
looking �� and ��picked up �� by �Ã�”�‰�•�˜�‰�‘�1�û�X�V�ü�1�•�˜�1�–�Ž�Š�—�1���œ�’�—�Œ�Ž�ó�1�•�‘�Ž�›�Ž�•�˜�›�Ž��35 to 
turn the content of the gnome (16�.19) into an unreal condition. This goes 
against the structure of the sentence, though: �¦ �•�•�¤ �Š�—�•�1�‡�¤�•�1�‹�Ž�•�˜�—�•�1�•�˜�,
gether for confirmation ��but indeed��;36 �Ã�”�‰�•�˜�‰�‘�1�–�Š�›�”�œ�1a new beginning. 
Currie ��s endeavour shows that the passage is hard to bear for those who 
want to find conventional sense.  

The second point, that does not contradict Young but renders his in-
terpretation somewhat problematic is the question of the order. Yo ung 
found the historical accuracy of the list �. from older to newer �. remark-
able and stated that the events of the list and Strepsiades�� victory ��com-
pared in nature but contrasted in immediacy ��.37 I find this doubtful.  
Though being historically accurate, th e list is also extremely anticlimac-
tic: from the conception of the god Dionysus to the one of the hero Her-
acles to the deeds of the lesser and more local heroes Tiresias, Iolaus and 
Cadmus to the accomplishments of Theban warfare against the Seven 
and in aid of the Dorians, the events in the list change from more divine, 
more universal and, simply put, more important to only concerned with 
the human realm, more local, and therefore less important. Pindar ��s list 
                                                 
34 YOUNG  �û�W�_�]�W�ñ�1�W�^�ü�ñ�1�����Ÿ�Ž�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Ÿ�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�‹�•�Ž�1�•�•�˜�›�’�Ž�œ�1�˜�•�1�˜�•�•�1� �˜�ž�•�•�1�‹�Ž�1�•�˜�›�•�˜�•�•�Ž�—�1�’�•�1�•�‘�Ž�¢�1� �Ž�›�Ž�1
�ž�—�œ�ž�—�•�ï�1�ý�ó�þ�1���’�”�Ž�1�•�‘�˜�œ�Ž�1�Š�—�Œ�’�Ž�—�•�1�Ž�Ÿ�Ž�—�•�œ�ð�1�’�•�1�—�Ž�Ž�•�œ�1�™�˜�Ž�•�’�Œ�1�Œ�Ž�•�Ž�‹�›�Š�•�’�˜�—�1�’�•�1�’�•�1�’�œ�1�•�˜�1�‹�Ž�1�Š�™�™�›�Ž�Œi-
�Š�•�Ž�•�1�Š�—�•�1�›�Ž�–�Ž�–�‹�Ž�›�Ž�•�ï�� 
35 CURRIE (2005: 220); Diane SVARLIEN  translated the passage like this already in her 
1990 translations for the Perseus project, SVARLIEN  (1990). 
36 Cf. SCHADEWALDT  �û�W�_�X�^�ñ�1�X�\�^�ü�1���›�Ž�•�ž�•�§�›�Ž�1���‹�‹�›�ž�Œ�‘�œ�•�˜�›�–�Ž�•���ï 
37 YOUNG  (1971: 18). 
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follows the development of the different ages in the ancient Greek cos-
mology from gold to iron. An unprejudiced (Greek) recipient cannot 
other but see Strepsiades�� victory at the Isthmian Games as a continua-
tion of this list and therefore not only as the newest but also as the least 
of Thebes��s glories. One could argue that in any ancient Greek context 
every list of events from past to present due to the inherent pessimism 
of ancient Greek cosmology could only be a downward path. I concede 
this without exception, but it does not change the fact that pu tting 
Strepsiades�� victory at the end of such a list must make it appear rather 
small in comparison with the weight of history and religion. Bruno Cur-
rie seems to have realized this problem, when he suggests to see the 
heroization of the elder Strepsiades, not the victory of the young Strep-
siades, as the fitting final link at the end of the chain. 38 We must ask 
what made the author, who must have been aware of the effect, choose 
to present Strepsiades�� victory in this apparently unfavourable context �. 
a choice he could have easily avoided. 

Again, one might be tempted to say that the entire genre of the epi-
nicion is based on the generic convention that victories in sports can be 
seen as equal with feats of the order named above,39 but the compari-
sons in Pindar��s other victory odes are of a different nature. Whenever 
Pindar tells the stories of Gods, heroes and the ancients, he avoids com-
parisons along the lines of X performed this or that feat in the past, like 
you now achieved a victory at this or that sports e vent. This is the case 
because such direct comparisons would be awkward as the victories 
could never in fact equal such deeds �. especially not for members of a 
culture who would acknowledge the mythical events as constitutive 
goods. Pindar, on the contrary, usually tries very hard to find more ele-
gant solutions to enter his partes mythicae in the equation of praise with-
out direct comparisons. In Olympian one, for example, the story of Pe-
lops��s victory in a chariot race is told, not in direct comparison with  Hi-
ero��s victory but because, according to the poem and other sources,40 
Pelops ran the first Olympian horse race. Pelops is entered into the po-

                                                 
38 CURRIE (2005: 216�.218). 
39 Cf. CURRIE (2005: 218�.219), also SCHADEWALDT  (1928: 268). 
40 Paus. 5, 13, 1�.3, cf. GERBER (1982: 141�.142), BURKERT (1997: 108�.119). 
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em as a natural model for Hiero but without an awkward direct com-
parison. In similar ways Pindar usually seeks a connection between 
gods, heroes or ancients with his winners, their families or their patrons 
via some other shared feature but not through direct comparison. 41 

So, how can Pindar��s choice in Isthmian 7 be accounted for? One 
might assume that the inferiorit y of the present in comparison to the 
past was so much a natural fact for Pindar and his contemporaries at the 
time of the presentation that it would have felt unnatural not to address 
it in any poem of the day. This seems to have been the thinking that un-
derlies August Boeckh��s color-observations; he then concludes that the 
ode was written at a time when Thebes�� political situation made such 
choices a necessity. While this interpretation can account for both the 
anticlimactic list of events and the pessimistic view on the validity of the 
past in the present, it is not the only possible explanation. In my final 
chapter, other possibilities will be explored.  

b) The Death of the Elder Strepsiades 

In the following verses, the second part of the ode begins with  the men-
tion of Strepsiades�� victory that works as a hinge between the prior list 
and the following story of the elder Strepsiades (20�.22). The young 
Strepsiades�� maternal uncle has fallen in battle. The ode makes the con-
nection between nephew and uncle as it presents young Strepsiades�� 
victory as a gift of honour to the dead elder relative (23 �.26). This first 
introduction leads to a detailed description of Strepsiades the elder ��s 
deeds in war: he endured battle for his fatherland, brought ruin to his 
enemies, and followed the example of the ancient heroes Meleager, Hec-
tor and Amphiaraus by holding his position even until his death (27 �.
36). The sorrow of the chorus for the loss of Strepsiades�� life marks the 
transition to the next part (37).  

                                                 
41 Other such examples are: the mention of Peleus, Cadmus and Achilles in O. 2, 78�.79 
after the discourse on the fragility of mortal lives, especially 33 �.37, that gives an im-
�™�•�’�Œ�’�•�1�™�Š�›�Š�•�•�Ž�•�1�•�˜�›�1���‘�Ž�›�˜�—���œ�1�œ�•�›�’�Ÿ�’�—�•�1�•�˜�›�1�’�–�–�˜�›�•�Š�•�’�•�¢�1�•�‘�›�˜�ž�•�‘�1�Š�1�Ÿ�’�›�•�ž�˜�ž�œ�1�•�’�•�Ž�ð�1�Œ�•�ï�1N ISETICH 
�û�W�_�^�^�ü�ò�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�˜�—�•�1�Ž�™�’�œ�˜�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1���›�•�˜�—�Š�ž�•�œ���1�’�—�1P. 4, 4�.246, who are connected to Arcesi-
laus and Cyrene via the lesser Argonaut Euphemus; and many more. 
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Young��s second achievement in his poetic re-evaluation of Isthmian 7 
after the turn from a  historical to a poetical reading concerns this pas-
sage. He discovered the close intertextual relationship between the de-
piction of the elder Strepsiades�� death in battle (24�.30) and similar pas-
sages of Callinus and Tyrtaeus.42 Over the course of his observations, 
Young also addresses the question of the significance of the three an-
cient heroes who are compared with the elder Strepsiades (32�.33); in 
contrast to the earlier scholarship, he sees the particular commonality 
between the three in their patriotic fight to death without flight; also, 
Amphiaraus, an enemy of Thebes in ancient time and therefore the ob-
ject of scholarly debate in this poem, fits in this category.43  

Young later concludes his interpretation of Isthmian 7 with the ex-
tended argument to read the digression on the elder Strepsiades as a 
non-mythical pars mythica that serves to illustrate the praise of the 
younger Strepsiades.44 As the elder Strepsiades is otherwise unknown 
(and as Pindar does nothing to change this by placing his death politi-
cally or geographically), this illustration works mainly through the pic-
ture of patriotic self -sacrifice per se recalled via Tyrtaeus and Callinus �. 
Young calls this motif dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.45 According to 
Young the victor Strepsiades is praised by bringing his victory in a close 
relationship with a patriotic feat of war of the highest order. 46 Young��s 
elegiac reading of the pars mythica was later revisited by Bruno Cu rrie 
and Christopher Brown. Both agree with Young ��s judgement; Currie 
adds that Strepsiades the elder, who is in Currie��s view a hero with a 
cult, fits in a classical pars mythica;47 Brown stresses the point that while 
Tyrtaean elegy is general and unspecific, Pindar, mentioning the epic 
heroes Meleager, Hector and Amphiaraus, adds conspicuously epic el-
ements to his praise of a warrior to fit both frames, the Tyrtaean discov-
ered by Young and the more conventional one of an epic pars mythica.48 
                                                 
42 YOUNG  (1971: 20). 
43 YOUNG  (1971: 21�.23). 
44 YOUNG  (1971: 34�.46). 
45 YOUNG  (1971: 20). 
46 YOUNG  (1971: 40). 
47 CURRIE (2005: 224). 
48 BROWN  (2016: 285). 



20 Enno Friedrich  

 

We will now rec onsider the passage with a view to its peculiarities 
in relationship to the melancholy of the ode. First of all, the passage 
treats the death of the victor��s uncle where the listeners expect some-
thing that would be fit to illustrate the victor ��s glory and the glory of the 
day. Young��s interpretation of the passage shows how this serves the 
positive characterization of the victor and his family in the end, but it 
stands in a harsh contrast to the idea of a young man��s victory in sports 
when it is first intro duced. The first sentence of the passage asks the 
Muses to celebrate the victory, giving positive attributes of the victor on 
the way.49 The change is abrupt when Strepsiades�� uncle is introduced:  

[Young Strepsiades] is made famous by the Muses with dark locks 
(23), and has given his homonymous uncle a shared crown (24), [his 
uncle] whom Ares with brazen spear has mixed his destiny (25), and 
esteem is held out to good people as a fitting reward (26).50 

While the first part of the second sentence keeps up the praise of young 
Strepsiades, adding fame through song to the good attributes Strepsia-
des had been given before, the introduction of his dead uncle in only 
two verses (24�.25) comes unprepared with the surprise and change of 
subject from gay present praise to death condensed in verse 25. Strepsi-
ades�� death is almost sneaked into the narrative as the phrase used to 
express death, ��to mix sb. their fate�� �û�”�ñ�˜�•�“�‘�1 �•�ß�‡�‘�™�•�•�1 �˜�•�‘�•�ü�1 �’�œ�1 �Œ�˜�—�Ÿ�Ž�—�,
tional to express death but also extremely euphemistic. The following 
�Ÿ�Ž�›�œ�Ž�1�û�X�\�ü�1�•�ž�›�—�œ�1�‹�Š�Œ�”�1�•�˜�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�ž�‹�“�Ž�Œ�•�1�˜�•�1�•�Š�–�Ž�1�’�—�1�Š�1�•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1�•�—�˜�–�Ž�1�û�˜�•�•�¤, 26 
�Æ � �•�½�‡�‰�˜�…�•�ð�1 �X�Y�ü�ð�1 �Š�‹�Š�—�•�˜�—�’�—�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �œ�ž�‹�“�Ž�Œ�•�1 �˜�•�1 �•�Ž�Š�•�‘�1 �’�–�–�Ž�•�’�Š�•�Ž�•�¢�ï�1 ���‘�Ž�›�Ž�1
can be no doubt that the poet works hard to minimize the impact of the 
death of the elder Strepsiades by his choice of words and the quick and 
brief nature of the information, but it still comes as a surprise.  

                                                 
49 Pind. I. 7, 20�.�X�X�ñ�1�����›�Š�’�œ�Ž�1�•�‘�Ž�—�1� �’�•�‘�1�œ� �Ž�Ž�•�.sounding song also Strepsiades, because he 
carries away with him a victory in the pancratium at the Isthmian Games, marvellous 
in his strength and well �.shaped, and he holds a virtue not more reproachful than his 
�™�‘�¢�œ�’�Œ�Š�•�1�Š�™�™�Ž�Š�›�Š�—�Œ�Ž�ï�� 
50 I have given a translation here that follows the order of words in the Greek more 
closely; see in the appendix for the proper English translation.  
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In the following sentences, the economy of death and other subjects 
is very similar: i n the third sentence (27�.30), we hear about the heroism 
of the elder Strepsiades in three verses (27�.29) to learn in the fourth (30) 
that he ��lives on even being himself among the dead�� with the mention 
of death again in the la�œ�•�1� �˜�›�•�1�Š�•�˜�—�Ž�1�û�Œ�…�‘���‘�ü�ð�1�Œ�˜�ž�—�•�Ž�›� �Ž�’�•�‘�•�Ž�•�1�‹�¢�1�•�‘�Ž�1
idea of eternal life in the rest of the verse and not directed at Strepsiades, 
but at the general group of the dead. We find the same pattern in the 
following sentence (31�.36): again, the concept of death is only expressed 
in an obscuring euphemism that carries all the colours of life when 
Strepsiades is said to ��have exhaled a blooming life�� �û�‰���…�‘�Œ�½�2 
�¦ �”�½�”�‘�‰�™�—�…�–�1�¥�•�•�Ž�ß�…�‘�ð�1 �Y�Z�ü�ò�1 �Š�•�Š�’�—�ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �œ�‘�˜�›�•�1 �–�Ž�—�•�’�˜�—�1 �˜�•�1 �•�Ž�Š�•�‘�1 �’�—�1 �˜�—�Ž�1
verse is flanked by an extended story of heroism in five verses. Euphe-
mistic treatment of death is not uncommon in many genres of literature 
as it is usually hard to bear for humans in most contexts. While this is 
hardly worth observing, it is important to record that this is also, or 
maybe especially true for Pindar ��s praise poetry, which belongs by con-
vention in a gay, festive context. Pindar��s treatment of Strepsiades�� 
death in the ode shows what scholars have felt all along: the mention of 
personal, historical, real-life death in a victory ode, no matter how much 
it is stylized to serve the praise of the victor ��s family in the end, goes 
against the grain of the genre and has to be accommodated with great 
care. It renders Isthmian 7 bleak where victory odes are supposed to be 
triumphant.  

In our evalu ation of the passage about the elder Strepsiades�� death, 
we must also revisit Young ��s discovery of the intertextuality with the 
elegists and ask, what function Pindar ��s depiction of dulce et decorum est 
pro patria mori can have when we reconsider the ode��s pessimistic stance. 
To do so, we have to look back at the beginning of the passage. In the 
description of young Strepsiades�� virtue, the young victor is described 
with these remarkable words: ��he holds a virtue not more reproachful 
than his physical appearance�� (�©�‡�‰�•�1� �̃2 �¦ �•�‰�˜�¤�‘�1�“���Ž�1�…�å�—�›�•�“�‘�1� �™�º�–�ð�1 �X�X�ü�ï�1
This phrase follows a lengthy description of Strepsiades�� physical beau-
ty and strength and must therefore mean that Strepsiades is no less vir-
tuous than he is strong and beautiful. Pindar often describes positive 
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attributes through negative expressions.51 In this case, though, the nega-
tive expression seems to not only serve for �”�“�•�Ž�•�•�ß�…, but works as an 
ungrammaticality in the sense of Riffaterre 52 that hints at one of the ele-
giac intertexts Young discovered. The negati�Ÿ�Ž�1 �Ž�¡�™�›�Ž�œ�œ�’�˜�—�1�“���Ž �…�å�—�›�•�“�‘�1
�. ��not more reproachful than �� �. makes the recipient ask: What could be 
reproachful about Strepsiades�� virtue? The answer to this question is 
given in Tyrtaeus �� elegy Nr. 9 that, like Young discovered, is also refer-
enced in the following verses. Tyrtaeus begins his elegy with a list of the 
people he does not deem worthy of being sung about, if they were not 
also mighty in war. The first place in this list is reserved for sportspeo-
ple:  

�� ��� �̃2 �©�‘�1�•�‘�‹�—�…�ß�•�‹�‘�1�“��� �̃2 �À�‘�1�•�ñ�‡�•�•�1�©�‘�ˆ�•�…�1�˜�•�Œ�‰�ß�‹�‘ 
�“���˜�‰�1�”�“�ˆ�� �‘�1�¦ �•�‰�˜�Û�–�1�“���˜�‰�1�”�…�•�…�•�•�“�—�þ�‘�‹�–�ð 
�“��� �̂2 �‰�â �
�™�Ž�•���”�•�‘�1�•�¾�‘�1�Ã�›�“�•�1�•�½�‡�‰�Œ�ñ�–�1�˜�‰�1�†�ß�‹�‘�1�˜�‰�ð 
�‘�•�Ž�� �•�‹�1�ˆ�¾ �Œ�½�•�‘�1���•�‹�ß�Ž�•�“�‘�1���“�•�½�‹�‘�ð    4 
�ý�ó�þ 
�“��� �̂2 �‰�â �” �º�—�…�‘�1�Ã�›�“�•�1�ˆ�ñ�’�…�‘�1�”�•�Æ�‘�1�Œ�“�þ�•�•�ˆ�“�–�1�¦ �•�Ž�Û�–�ò  9 
 
And I would neither remember nor praise with my speech a man, not 
for the virtue of  his feet and not for his ability in wrestling, and not if 
he had the stature of the cyclopes and their strength, and not if he 
won against the Thracian Boreas from the gods, 
�ý�ó�þ 
and not if he had every glory except warlike valour.  

This is, of course, an ordinary priamel and would not, in the context of 
elegy Nr. 9 alone, give reason to suspect that Tyrtaeus wanted his read-
ers to think badly of sportspeople in particular. It is Pindar ��s taking up 
of this passage in a victory ode �. for a victory in sports �. that makes for 
a conspicuous choice: the recipients who know Tyrtaeus �� Nr. 9 will re-
call Tyrtaeus�� reproach against people who excel in sports but cannot 
boast with deeds in war. The parallel between Isthmian 7 and Tyrtaeus�� 

                                                 
51 RACE (1983). 
52 RIFFATERRE (1978: 5). 
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Nr. 9 becomes obvious when we compare the praise of Strepsiades�� the 
elders deeds in the continuation of the ode with Tyrtaeus �� next verses:  

�“�� �‡�¤�•�1�¦ �‘�Æ�•�1�¦ �‡�…�Œ�ñ�–�1�‡�ß�‡�‘�‰�˜�…�•�1�À�‘�1�”�“�•�½�•�•�•   10 
�‰�â �•�Ç �˜�‰�˜�•�…�ß�‹�1�•�¾�‘�1�ó�•�� �‘�1� �ñ�‘�“�‘�1�…�á�•�…�˜�ñ�‰�‘�˜�… 
�Ž�…�à � �̂Æ�•�•�‘�1�ô�•�½�‡�“�•�˜�2 �À�‡�‡�þ�Œ�‰�‘�1�á�—�˜�£�•�‰�‘�“�–�ï 
�Ê� �̂2 �¦ �•�‰�˜�Æ�ð�1�˜�ñ�ˆ�2 �©�‰�Œ�•�“�‘�1�À�‘�1�¦ �‘�Œ�•���”�“�•�—�•�‘�1�©�•�•�—�˜�“�‘ 
�Ž�£�•�•�•�—�˜�“�‘�1�˜�‰�1� �½�•�‰�•�‘�1�‡�ß�‡�‘�‰�˜�…�•�1�¦ �‘�ˆ�•�à �‘�½�•�•�ï 
 
Because no man becomes worthy in war if he did not suffer to see 
bloody death and did not reach to the enemies standing next to him in 
his direct vicinity. This is virtue, this is the best prize among men and 
the most beautiful thing that there is for a you ng man to carry away 
with him!  

Tyrtaeus�� description of the ideal warrior includes the same elements 
that also Pindar��s praise of the elder Strepsiades includes: ��the hailstorm 
of blood �� �û�›�£�•�…�Š�…�‘ �…�ã�•�…�˜�“�– �ý�ó�þ�1�¦ �•�þ�‘�‰�˜�…�•�ð�1 �X�]�ü�1 �Š�—�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �—�Ž�Œ�Ž�œ�œ�Š�›�¢�1
closeness of battle ��to inflict ruin on the enemy army �� �û�•�“�•�‡�ò�‘�1
�¦ �•� �•�†�…�•�� �‘  �À�‘�…�‘�˜�ß�# �—�˜�•�…�˜�%, 28). But this does not only mark Pindar��s 
Strepsiades as a patriotic war hero in the style of the elegy, like Young 
had found, but it also carries the antithesis between the sportspeople 
and the war heroes that is thematized in Tyrtaeus�� elegy Nr. 9 into Pin-
dar��s ode. It is hardly possible to recall Tyrtaeus in the praise of the war 
hero and then not also recall his explicit criticism of young men who do 
sports but do not excel in war.  

The reference to Tyrtaeus�� elegy, which is intricately prepared al-
�›�Ž�Š�•�¢�1�‹�¢�1�•�‘�Ž�1�—�Ž�•�Š�•�’�Ÿ�Ž�1�Ž�¡�™�›�Ž�œ�œ�’�˜�—�1�“���Ž�1�…�å�—�›�•�“�‘�1�’�—�1�Ÿ�Ž�›�œ�Ž�1�X�X�ð�1�’�œ�1�œ�ž�›�™�›�’�œ�’�—�•�1
because it does not seem to serve the praise of young Strepsiades at all. 
To the contrary, it introduces an implicit criticism into the ode that 
would  not otherwise be present: valiant young men excel in war like 
your uncle did. Why did you waste time with sports instead? 53 This crit-
icism in the victory ode can be explained only if it was actually not a 

                                                 
53 This is the more surprising as it contradicts the common analogy of warfare and 
sports in Pindar (e.g. I. 5, 4�.10; O. 6, 10), cf. A ��������������  (2014: 133), and would thus posit 
I. 7 as a real exception in the Pindaric corpus. 
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creative act of criticism from the poet to the vict or but a criticism that 
was in the air in Thebes anyway at the time of the presentation and 
could therefore not be avoided. If the poet took up an already present 
criticism, the strong connection between the homonymous nephew and 
uncle could then help to v indicate the nephew in the way Young has 
described.54 This can appear only likely if Isthmian 7 was performed un-
der circumstances that were different from the ordinary purely festive 
occasions of victory odes. A likely situation would be a politico -military  
crisis like the one matched to the ode by Boeckh and his followers, with-
in which success at the games would have fallen behind after patriotic 
acts of military defence. 

Another aspect of the description of Strepsiades the elder deserves 
attention. The fallen warrior is compared with three ancient heroes, 
Meleagrus, Hector and Amphiaraus. The third hero, Amphiaraus, was 
able to cause some confusion in the older scholarship as the commander 
of the armies of the Seven against Thebes appeared to be a bad match 
with Strepsiades, the Theban warrior.55 David Young tries to solve this 
problem by reading the three heroes simply as particularly outstanding 
examples of fight to the last ��because they all fell valiantly in the front 
line of battle; they knew not the shame of flight ��.56 Bruno Currie, who 
wants to see Strepsiades the elder as a hero with a cult, sees the com-
monality of the three heroes and Strepsiades in their heroization as sav-
ing heroes after death.57 Both might be the case, but Amphiaraus, as a 
third and therefore climactically most significant example for patriotic 
fighting, might be meaningful also in the characterization of the rela-
tionship of the two Strepsiades: Amphiaraus, who dies in the battle of 
the Seven against Thebes, appeals to his children Alcmaeon and Am-
philochus to revenge him, which they do in the war of the Epigones. 
Amphiaraus in the myth thus has his honour and glory renewed by the 
following generation. In the context of the two Strepsiades, the example 
of Amphiaraus and his sons indicat es that also the younger Strepsiades, 

                                                 
54 YOUNG  (1971: 40). 
55 YOUNG  (1971: 21�.22, n. 72) with a characterization of the older scholarship. 
56 YOUNG  (1971: 22). 
57 CURRIE (2005: 215�.216). 
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like the ode states already in verse 24, will renew the glory of his uncle. 
It is left open, though, whether this renewal is limited to glory through 
the victory at the Isthmian Games or whether Strepsiades the younger 
will follow in the footsteps of Alcmaeon and Amphilochus and revenge 
his uncle on the battlefield. 58 The comparison between the older Strepsi-
ades and Amphiaraus therefore helps to vindicate the younger Strepsia-
des against the reproach of lacking military v alour as it opens up the 
possibility for future military achievements, and thus deflects the criti-
cism mentioned above. 

Overall, the passage circling around the death of Strepsiades serves 
the purposes of an ordinary pars mythica in a Pindaric victory ode only 
most broadly. 59 While still fitting somehow in the framework of a victo-
ry ode, like Young wants to show, it adds remarkable evidence that 
Isthmian 7 is an extraordinary victory ode because of its continuing 
gloom: the death of the elder Strepsiades is only made to fit in the ode 
with great rhetoric effort; the Tyrtaean intertext throws an unfavourable 
light on the victor that can only be explained with an extraordinary con-
text, which might also explain the otherwise problematic choice of Am-
phiaraus as a model for the elder Strepsiades. 

c) The Perspective of the Speaker 

In the last passage that shall be treated in this paper, the perspective of 
the speaking I and the determination of who this I represents are a ques-
tion of the scholars. After the descript ion of Strepsiades the elder��s 
deeds (27�.�Y�\�ü�ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �œ�™�Ž�Š�”�Ž�›�1 �˜�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �˜�•�Ž�1 �Ž�¡�™�›�Ž�œ�œ�Ž�œ�1 �•�‘�Ž�’�›�1 �œ�˜�›�›�˜� �1 �û�”�½�‘�Œ�“�–�ð�1
37) and at the same time sees themselves placed at a better place of ��fair 
weather out of a storm�� (38�.39). This general evaluation is continued 
with the description of the festival: ��I will sing binding my hair with gar-
lands�� (39). The following sentences, again, bring general observations 
on the human condition in the world: f irst a carpe diem-like posture is 
expressed (39�.42) with the speaker professing to be untroubled by ��the 

                                                 
58 This connection is already referred to by WILAMOWITZ �.MOELLENDORFF (1922: 412). 
Young brushes WILAMOWITZ �.MOELLENDORFF���œ�1 �˜�‹�œ�Ž�›�Ÿ�Š�•�’�˜�—�1 �Š�œ�’�•�Ž�1 �•�˜�˜�1 �˜�•�•�‘�Š�—�•�Ž�•�•�¢�ð�1
YOUNG  (1971: 22, n. 72).  
59 Cf. YOUNG  (1971: 34�.35; 46). 
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envy of the immor tals�� (�¦ �Œ�…�‘�£�˜�•�‘�1�ý�ó�þ�1� �Œ�ñ�‘�“�–�ð�1�Y�_�ü�1� �‘�’�•�Ž�1�•�‘�Ž�¢�1�™�•�Š�—�1�•�˜�1
make the best of their allotted time ��because equally we all die�� (42); this 
is followed by a statement that humans are incapable to reach beyond 
the human realm (43�.44) and a warning (�õ �˜�“�•�ð�1�Z�Z�ü�1�û�Z�Z�.49) that whoever 
might still try is likely to end like Bellerophon , ��who wanted to walk the 
abodes of heaven among the assembly of Zeus�� (45�.47), thrown off the 
winged horse Pegasus, ��and the sweetness that goes against what is 
right awaits the most bitter end! �� (47�.48). The passage and the ode end 
with a prayer to Apollo Loxias to grant the ��we�� of the speaker(s) also 
��the garland in Pytho �� �. a victory at the Pythian Games of Apollo (49�.
51). 

The various questions that pertain to the passage are all somehow 
related to the question of who the speaker is. I will again base my obser-
vations on the interpretations of David Young, who begins with the sig-
�—�’�•�’�Œ�Š�—�Œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�˜�›�›�˜� �1�û�”�½�‘�Œ�“�–�ü�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�™�Ž�Š�”�Ž�›�1�’�—�1�Ÿ�Ž�›�œ�Ž�1�Y�]�ï�1���—�1�Š�1�•�ž�›�•�‘�Ž�›�1
re-evaluation of earlier scholarship, he identif ies it as a general expres-
sion of grief by the community through the choral I, which according to 
him is a necessary part of the praise of a fallen warrior.60 This interpreta-
tion is well attuned to Young ��s discovery of Tyrtaeus�� elegy Nr. 9 as an 
important int ertext, which maybe led him to view all parts of the ode 
through a singularly Tyrtaean lens. Similarly, Young understands all 
markers of apparent negativity as well attuned to the generic parts of 
the poem: the storm (�›�‰�•�•�� �‘�“�–�ð�1�Y�_�ü that the speaker comes out of marks 
��a family ��s change from bad to good fortune��, which is in line with a 
similar metaphor in Isthmian 4;61 the apprehension of the speaker to-
� �Š�›�•�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�1 �Ž�—�Ÿ�¢�1 �˜�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �•�˜�•�œ�1�û� �Œ�ñ�‘�“�–�ü�1 �’�œ�ð�1 �Š�Œ�Œ�˜�›�•�’�—�•�1 �•�˜�1 ���˜�ž�—�•�ð�1 �Š�1 �•�˜�™�’�Œ�Š�• 
statement that does not ��require a specific justification ��;62 the same ap-
plies to the references to old age. Young��s final argument concerns the I 
of the speaker in verses 40�.42 and the following: h e refutes the older 
interpretation that Pindar, the poet, is making a biographical statement 
and ascribes this and the following to an I that would reflect the position 
of the younger Strepsiades, the addressee. In this, Young agrees with the 

                                                 
60 YOUNG  (1971: 24�.25). 
61 YOUN G (1971: 26). 
62 YOUNG  (1971: 27�.28). 
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scholiast of schol. 55 b.63 Not only is Strepsiades the younger relieved 
and lives a life in peace but he can also aspire to a pious life, minding 
the dangers of hubris counter to the model of Bellerophon and focus on 
achievable goals like another victory at the Pythian Games. 

Young��s argument that the third antistrophe and ep ode are spoken 
by an I that represents the younger Strepsiades is clearly more convinc-
ing than the older interpretation that ascribed these lines to a biograph-
ical I of the poet. Young��s interpretation is not without difficulty, 
though. He ascribes verses 37 and 39 to be ��of general application �� repre-
senting the community; 64 without really pointing to it, he then suggests 
a change of the speaker��s representation from verse 39 to verse 40, the 
later verses representing young Strepsiades.65 This is not convincing. 
Whoever is the speaker of verses 40 to the end must also be in all likeli-
ness the speaker of 37 to 39. Before resorting to an interpretation that 
depends on an incomprehensible change of speaker, we must try to find 
an interpretation that makes sense without such a device. But if one tries 
to ascribe also verses 37 to 39 to an I that represents young Strepsiades, 
one encounters insurmountable problems. To ascribe the grief about the 
elder Strepsiades to the young Strepsiades alone does not convince, 
when the expression of grief follows the description of the elder Strepsi-
ades�� deeds by the chorus (24�.36). It would be even more problematic to 
ascribe the stance of a singer (�¦ �‰�ß�—�“�•�…�•�ð�1 �Y�_�ü�1 �•�˜�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �¢�˜�ž�—�•�1 ���•�›�Ž�™�œ�’�Š�•�Ž�œ�1
alone, when it is objectively the chorus that sings. If it cannot hold for 
verses 37 to 39 it is hard, though, to allow for a change of speaker for the 
later verses alone. This is also unnecessary: it is completely satisfactory 
to assume the (natural) choral I as the speaker for the entire passage.  

                                                 
63 See above n. 22. 
64 YOUNG  (1971: 24) �–�Š�”�Ž�œ�1�Š�—�1�Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�1�Š�‹�˜�ž�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�’�•�•�Ž�›�Ž�—�Œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1���Œ�‘�˜�›�Š�•�1�����1�Š�—�•�1���•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1
�Š�™�™�•�’�Œ�Š�•�’�˜�—���1�û�—�ï�1�^�W�ü�ñ�1�����1�Š�–�1�—�˜�•�1�Š�•�›�Ž�Ž�’�—�•�1� �’�•�‘�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�Œ�‘�˜�•�’�Š�œ�•�1�ý�ó�þ�1�•�‘�Š�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Ÿ�Ž�›�‹�1�’�œ�1�Š�—�1�Ž�¡�Š�–�,
ple of a "choral I," but me�›�Ž�•�¢�1�—�˜�•�’�—�•�1�’�•�œ�1�•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1�Š�™�™�•�’�Œ�Š�•�’�˜�—�ï���1YOUNG ���œ differentiation 
�‹�Ž�•� �Ž�Ž�—�1���Œ�‘�˜�›�Š�•�1�����1�Š�—�•�1���•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1�Š�™�™�•�’�Œ�Š�•�’�˜�—���1�Š�™�™�Ž�Š�›�œ�1�•�˜�1�‹�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�’�•�•�•�Ž�1�›�Ž�•�Ž�Ÿ�Š�—�Œ�Ž�ñ�1�•�‘�’�—�•�œ�1�•�‘�Š�•�1
�•�‘�Ž�1�Œ�‘�˜�›�ž�œ�1�œ�Š�¢�1�Š�›�Ž�1�ž�œ�ž�Š�•�•�¢�1�˜�•�1���•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1�Š�™�™�•�’�Œ�Š�•�’�˜�—���ò�1�•�‘�’�—�•�œ�1�œ�Š�’�•�1�’�—�1�Œ�‘�˜�›�Š�•�1�˜�•�Ž�œ�1�Œ�Š�—�1�‹�Ž�1���˜�•�1
general app�•�’�Œ�Š�•�’�˜�—���1�‹�Ž�Œ�Š�ž�œ�Ž�1�•�‘�Ž�¢�1�Š�›�Ž�1�˜�‹�“�Ž�Œ�•�’�Ÿ�Ž�•�¢�1�œ�Š�’�•�1�‹�¢�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Œ�‘�˜�›�ž�œ�ï�1���1�Š�–�1�œ�”�’�™�™�’�—�•�1�•�‘�’�œ�ð�1
�’�—�1�–�¢�1�˜�™�’�—�’�˜�—�ð�1�–�Ž�›�’�•�•�Ž�œ�œ�1�•�’�œ�•�’�—�Œ�•�’�˜�—�1�Š�—�•�1�•�Š�”�Ž�1���Œ�‘�˜�›�Š�•�1�����1�Š�—�•�1���•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�1�����1�•�˜�1�‹�Ž�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�Š�–�Ž�1
thing, which I call choral I.  
65 YOUNG  (1971: 30�.33). 
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For this interpretation, it is important to understand that the choral I 
does not so much localize the content of the ode in the outside world but 
rather the different parts of the ode to each other and in the entire ode �. 
the chorus gives listening directions to the recipients. From this under-
standing, the I-statements in verses 37 to 39 make the most sense: the 
choral I has suffered under the warlike Tyrtaean song and the resulting 
grief (27�.36); it can move on to an easier part in the following song of 
present praise that is expressed through metaphors of a life without 
worri es (37�.39). This statement of the chorus makes sense because the 
Tyrtaean passage, as much as it fills the place of a pars mythica, is an un-
usual and foreign element in the ode. Its presence that goes against the 
norms of the genre has to be accounted for; the ode does this through a 
self-referential speech of the chorus �. the chorus tells the recipients what 
it felt like to sing the unusual warlike passage:  

I have borne unspeakable sorrow, but now the Mover of the Earth has 
granted me fair weather out of a storm. I will sing binding my hair 
with garlands.  

The chorus will move on to its usual business, gay festive praise, and so 
can we.  

The apparent change of tone in verse 37 is no indication for a change 
of speaker or representation but a marker of a different kind: i t marks 
the change of genre from the Tyrtaean passage before to the following 
festive passage and shows a consciousness for the effect of the other 
genre in the ode.66 A new beginning of some kind in the third verse of 
the strophe like here in ���1 �û�Y�]�ü�1 �’s recurring in the entire ode: i �—�1 ���ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�1
third verse of the strophe (3) separates the initial question from the ad-
joined list of glorious events. 67 ���—�1���ð�1�’�•�1�œ�Ž�™�Š�›�Š�•�Ž�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�1�™�Š�œ�œ�Š�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�’�œ�•�1�˜�•�1
past events from the present celebration of young Strepsiades�� victory 
(20). These changes seem to always take a turn towards the uplifting: i n 
���ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �’�—�’�•�’�Š�•�1 �š�ž�Ž�œ�•�’�˜�—�1�û�W�.3) gives way to the list of glorious events (3�.
�W�[�ü�ò�1�’�—�1���ð�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�•�˜�˜�–�¢�1�Š�Œ�”�—�˜� �•�Ž�•�•�Ž�–�Ž�—�•�1�•�‘�Š�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�™�Š�œ�•�1�’�œ�1�•�˜�›�•�˜�•�•�Ž�—�1�ž�—�•�Ž�œ�œ�1

                                                 
66 Cf. YOUNG  �û�W�_�]�W�ñ�1�X�[�ü�1���Œ�‘�Š�—�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�œ�ž�‹�“�Ž�Œ�•���ï 
67 ���—�1���1�•�‘�Ž�1�—�Ž� �1�‹�Ž�•�’�—�—�’�—�•�1� �˜�ž�•�•�1�‹�Ž�1�‹�Ž�•� �Ž�Ž�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1�’�Š�–�‹�’�Œ�1�Š�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�‘�Š�•�Ž�œ�’�Œ�‘�˜�›�Ž�Š�—�ï 
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remembered in song (16�.19) changes to the summons to celebrate young 
Strepsiades in the present (20�.�X�W�ü�ò�1 �•�‘�’�œ�1 �’�œ�1 �Š�•�œ�˜�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �Œ�Š�œ�Ž�1 �’�—�1 ���ð�1 � �‘�Ž�›�Ž�1 �•�‘�Ž�1
new beginning of the third verse (37) separates the gloomy end of the 
description of the elder Strepsiades�� death in the style of Tyr taeus (25�.
36) from the final return to the present festivities (37 �.51). This uplifting 
change occurs three times in the ode, every time around the third verse 
of the strophe (3; 20; 37). It is thus very likely that it would also be repre-
sented somehow at this point in the musical performance of the ode. A 
change is thus very present, but it is not a change in speakers or repre-
sentations. 

Other than Young felt, the choral I appears to be an unproblematic 
choice for the speaker of the final verses of the ode (40�.51). The carpe 
diem-like passage (39�.42) needs not point neither to a general carpe diem-
like mood in Thebes after a lost war nor to such a feeling on the side of 
the young Strepsiades but simply to the feeling of unbothered joy natu-
ral to all festivit ies. Young is right to remind us that the phrase about 
old age (��I will come into old age up until my destined time ��) does not 
mean that whoever says it is actually old, 68 but this is true as much of 
the chorus as it would be of young Strepsiades. Moreover, as I said of 
verses 37 to 39, the chorus speaking this can be understood again as a 
reference to the change of mood towards a gayer finish of the ode. In the 
festive setting, the chorus live as if there was no care in the world. The 
reference to old age and also the following gnome ( ��Because equally we 
all die,�� 42) can plausibly refer to this change of mood alone if spoken by 
the chorus. The same holds true for the general observations on the limi-
tations of mortal existence (43�.44), the example of Bellerophon (44�.47) 
and the gnome that figures as a moral to the example (47�.48). All of 
these can be plausibly spoken by the chorus out of the same change of 
mood that was described above. The line of thinking that the recipients 
are meant to imagine for the chorus is: we indulge in ephemeral festive 
joys as mortals and this is justified because this is the only thing mortals 
can achieve, and if mortals try to achieve more it is dangerous and even 
a sacrilegious case of hubris! Finally, it makes perfect sense for the cho-
rus to pray to Apollon for a future victory in the Pythian Games (49 �.51). 
                                                 
68 YOUNG  (1971: 12�.14; 28; 41). 
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The we (�©�•�•�•�ü�1�•�˜�Ž�œ�1�—�˜�•�1�—�Ž�Ž�•�1�•�˜�1�›�Ž�•�Ž�›�1�•�˜�1�¢�˜�ž�—�•�1���•�›�Ž�™�œ�’�Š�•�Ž�œ�1�Š�œ�1�Š�1�—�˜�œ�’�œ�–�1
but can also refer to the chorus as a natural plural. This is plausible as a 
victory of Strepsiades at the Pythian Games would have been a reason 
for celebration for the entire community, here represented in its festive 
�•�Š�›�‹�1�‹�¢�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Œ�‘�˜�›�ž�œ�ò�1�•�‘�Ž�1�™�‘�›�Š�œ�Ž�1�”�ñ�•�‰�1�—�˜�½� �…�‘�“�‘�1�û��grant a wreath��) can be 
understood pars pro toto for the whole community �. if Strepsiades wins, 
all of Thebes wins. While Strepsiades is the most likely candidate for 
future champion at other Games,69 on the primary level of meaning the 
chorus can also pray for any future Theban victory at the Pythian Games 
�. we celebrated a sports victory today, we hope for more victories in the 
future!  

It has been shown that there is no need to switch the representation 
of the speaker from the natural choral I that represents the festive com-
munity of Thebes. The chorus is the speaker of the entire ode.70 The 
scholion that suggests to take young Strepsiades as the actual voice be-
hind the I can be ignored without consequence.71 Having said this, it 
must be clear that the content also of the third passage is particularly 
attuned to the young Strepsiades, the addressee of the ode, in a way that 
relates to his characterization in the earlier passages. This does not war-
rant, though, to make him the represented speaker �. the chorus is very 
fit to talk about these matters as I will show in the following. In the first 
two passages of the poem, like shown above, the ode seems to raise crit-
icism against young Strepsiades: his achievements were shown to be the 
least of Thebes�� glories and he is implicitly criticized for being a sports-
man and not a soldier. This criticism I ascribed to some general set of 
mind at the time of the presentation �. it had to be addressed. The state-
ments of the chorus in the final passage seem to be designed to alleviate 
the former criticism. When the chorus turns from the description of the 

                                                 
69 The Isthmian Games took place every two years in April. The Pythian Games took 
place every four years in August in the same year of every second Isthmian Game. 
They were most likely simply the next Panhellenic Crown Game to take place later in 
that same year and therefore the logical point of reference for the next possible future 
victory. Cf. KYLE (2014: 31). This would allow for the year 454 BC as the year of the 
presentation or any other year with Pythian Games. Cf. WILLCOCK  (1995: 61). 
70 This is the position first taken by THIERSCH (1820: II 196), cf. YOUNG  (1971: 10). 
71 Cf. YOUNG  (1971: 29�.30). 



 Praise Poetry in Distress? 31 

elder Strepsiades�� heroic deeds, they exclaim their pain (37) and profess 
to be leading a life without worry �. there was war, now we celebrate 
(39�.42)! This stance of the chorus ameliorates the position of the criti-
cized sportsman. It shows that for the chorus, the imagined public of the 
ode, there is not only the necessities of war but also a brighter every day 
with a set of values of its own. During the gay festivities after the war 
that the chorus creates, there is room again for celebrating a winner in 
sports. But the chorus goes even further than that. In the following vers-
es (43�.48) they make a case for keeping to simple, worldly activities. 
Humans who reach out beyond their own sphere, like Bellerophon, are 
criticized as sacrilegious. Cobbler, stick to your last! The consequence of 
these observations is the prayer of the chorus to Apollon for a future 
victory in sports (49 �.51), most likely by Strepsiades. The chorus��s criti-
cism of those who outstretch their own capabilities serves again to vin-
dicate young Strepsiades: he is a sportsman, it would be presumptuous 
of him to aim for higher glories, like the heroic deeds of his uncle. Strep-
siades and Thebes shall content themselves with victories in sports. The 
precarious situation of Strepsiades at the beginning of the ode as the 
author of Thebes least glorious deed and a sportsman, who is not wor-
thy of praise in the world of Tyrtaeus, is turned into a pious example of 
humble self�.consciousness. Strepsiades will not outstretch himself like a 
Bellerophon but content himself with the possible,  another victory at the 
Games. 

To summarize, it can be said that complicated shifts in the speaker 
or their representation are not necessary to make good sense of Isthmian 
7. To the contrary, the ode is continuously spoken by the choral I. Where 
this identification was unclear before, I have shown that the chorus as a 
speaker can speak the ode in such a way that a congruous picture of the 
ode emerges. Strepsiades is introduced with implicit criticism in the first 
to triads of the ode. He is vindicated by the chorus in the end. The ode 
thus serves the prestige of its addressee under the seemingly special 
conditions that it was presented in.  

 

 



32 Enno Friedrich  

 

4. Instead of a Conclusion: Two Alternative Interpretations of 
Isthmian  7 

Based on the observations made so far, two alternative interpretations 
can be offered that make sense of Isthmian 7. The ode cannot be under-
stood as a typical victory ode because it does not seem to praise the vic-
tor efficiently and carries too dark a mood for festivities. The f irst inter-
pretation will be based on chapter 3 and summarizes an interpretation 
of Isthmian 7 as an ode that vindicates rather than praises. The second 
interpretation will briefly summarize Bruno Currie ��s interpretation of 
Isthmian 7 as focused not so much on the younger Strepsiades, but on 
the cult hero Strepsiades the elder. 

a) Isthmian 7 as vindication 

In the afore chapter, it has been shown that melancholy and criticism 
play an important role in Isthmian 7. The present glory, the victory the-
matized in t he ode, is shown to be inferior to the ancient events in 
Thebes, the present to be detached from the past. The value of victory in 
sports is questioned in comparison with valour in war. The victor is 
vindicated rather than celebrated from criticism that th e ode itself, it 
seems, had to bring up. Isthmian 7 therefore must be recognized as an 
atypical victory ode, like August Boeckh and his followers already 
maintained in the older scholarship, because of its melancholy and its 
inherent criticism of the victo r. David Young ��s alternative interpretation, 
for all its merits in showing the logical mistakes in the historical over -
interpretations of the past, is as misleading as helpful. Just as August 
Boeckh in Young���œ�1�˜� �—�1� �˜�›�•�œ�1�‘�Š�•�1���œ�Ž�•�Ž�Œ�•�Ž�•�1���Ž�—�˜�™�‘�¢�•�Š�1�‹�Ž�•�˜�›�Ž�1�Œ�˜�–�’�—g 
�•�˜�1�‘�’�œ�1�Œ�˜�—�Œ�•�ž�œ�’�˜�—���ð�1�Š�•�œ�˜�1���˜�ž�—�•�1�œ�Ž�Ž�–�œ�1�•�˜�1�‘�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1�•�Ž�Œ�’�•�Ž�•�1�•�‘�Š�•�1Isthmian 7 is a 
Pindaric victory ode like all others, while a less prejudiced reader must 
come to the conclusion of Boeckh, Wilamowitz �.Moellendor ff, Farnell 
and many others, i.e. that it is outstanding from Pindar ��s other odes be-
cause of its gloomy mood. I will have to ask what could be the reasons 
or the inner motivation for this peculiar stance of the ode.  

The melancholy and the criticism of the victor in the ode are difficult 
to explain from the  point of view that is put forward within the ode it-
self and with reference to the genre of victory odes. It is therefore rea-
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sonable to assume, like Boeckh and his followers did, that there must 
have been some outer circumstance that prescribed the particular stance 
expressed in the ode. Pindar��s victory odes are inseparably connected 
with the occasions they were composed for.72 The festivities after victo-
ries in the Panhellenic Crown Games and the epinicians that were given 
in these contexts had a degree of institutionalization, which implied that 
no important victory could be celebrated without festivities and without 
a song.73 This means that at rare occurrences it could happen that festivi-
ties and a victory ode had to be presented in a polis also when the gen-
eral social climate or only the particular constellation between the audi-
ence and the victor and his family would have made it more desirable to 
drop the event. This paper is written under the fresh impression of the 
opening ceremony of the Tokyo Olympi cs 2020 in July 2021, which was 
remarkable for the fact that it was had, even though the usual spirit of 
solemnity given to Olympic openings by the attentive awe of ten -
thousands of spectators in a stadium could not inspire this event �. many 
athletes decided not to join or left early, and the whole affair was later 
described as ��forced drama��.74 The opening ceremony of the Tokyo 
Olympics 2020 and the festivities in honour of young Strepsiades may 
have had in common that they had to take place because they were cer-
emonies. Other than in Tokyo 2021, the Theban director of odes had and 
used the freedom to adapt his artistic program to the special circum-
stances.  

What these circumstances looked like in Thebes at the time of the 
presentation of the ode is impossible to know. It is tempting to follow 
August Boeckh��s Oenophyta hypothesis, not because of his far-fetched 
interpretations concerning Spartan ingratitude and Athenian arrogance, 
which David Young rightly dismissed, but because Oenophyta 457 like-
ly led to th e kind of publicly felt politico -military crisis in Thebes that 
would have left the people unwilling to celebrate the winner of a sports 
event, when they would have wanted a hero in war �. the year 454 with 

                                                 
72 Cf. KRUMMEN  (1990: 1�.5) with the older scholarship.  
73 This is the social reality behind the frequent Sieg�.Lied�.Motiv  �’�—�1 ���’�—�•�Š�›���œ�1 �˜�•�Ž�œ�ð�1 �Œ�•�ï�1
SCHADEWALDT  (1928: 294�.296).  
74 SVRLUGA  (2021), HEIDRICH  (2021). 
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both Isthmian Games in April and Pythian Games in August would 
then be fitting. 75 But we must not overvalue the little accidental infor-
mation we have about Thebes�� history in the face of the infinity of things 
we do not know. The nitty -gritty of polis politics would give infinite 
�˜�Œ�Œ�Š�œ�’�˜�—�œ�1�•�˜�›�1�Š�1�¢�˜�ž�—�•�1�”�“�•�ß�˜�‹�–�1�˜�›�1�‘�’�œ�1�Ž�—�•�’�›�Ž�1�•�Š�–�’�•�¢�1�•�˜�1�•�Š�•�•�1�•�›�˜�–�1�•�›�Š�Œ�Ž�1�’�—�1
the public eye. Maybe young Strepsiades was a proven coward, or, more 
likely, he or somebody in his family had been accused of some dishon-
ourable action in the military realm. Any such event might have been 
grave enough to bring the victor of the pancratium at the Isthmian 
Games and his family in a difficult situation, and small enough to fly 
under the radar of big history. It can be gleaned from the ode that the 
circumstance must have been such that it delegitimized sports in com-
parison with the military, either in Strepsiades �� individual situation or 
in the situation of the entire community.  

David Young ��s judgement that we cannot know the date of Isthmian 
7 is valid. What we can know, though, and must acknowl edge is the fol-
lowing: Isthmian 7 is an atypical ode because it places the victory it treats 
at the least position in a list of Theban glories and shows the victor as 
one who is deficient in military achievements, which has to be mended 
by the connection to his maternal uncle, a dead warrior, and a re-
evaluation of his ambition in sports as sober worldly action in compari-
son to hubris.76 Isthmian 7 is not an ode that praises but an ode that vin-
dicates. This trait separates it from the other victory odes but forms an 
internal unity. This unity can best be grasped in the antithesis of foul 
and calm weather in verses 37�.39. The ode juxtaposes the storm of life 
(�›�‰�•�•�� �‘�“�–�ü �. the earlier passage of Tyrtaean praise of a warrior �. to the 
�™�›�Ž�œ�Ž�—�•�1�Œ�Š�•�–�1�û�‰���ˆ�ß�…�‘) �. the festivities for young Strepsiades.77 �‰���ˆ�ß�…�1�‘�Š�œ�1
rightly been called ��the happiest state of mind�� in the world of Pindar ��s 
odes.78 This is the ideal that Isthmian 7 ascribes to the young Strepsiades 

                                                 
75 Cf. WILLCOCK  (1995: 61). 
76 Self�.knowledge and limitation are ideals often expressed in Pind �Š�›���œ�1 �˜�•�Ž�œ�ð�1 �Œ�•�ï�1
�i�)���������������)  (2016: 18�.21).  
77 Cf. YOUNG  (1971: 26). 
78 BOWRA  (1964: 26). 
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and tries to establish as a credible alternative to the heroism of a 
Tyrtaean warrior.  

b) Isthmian 7 as an Ode about a Cult Hero 

In his monograph on Pindar and hero cult, Bruno Currie has proposed a 
radical interpretation of the elder Strepsiades in Isthmian 7 as a cult he-
ro.79 It is beyond the scope of this paper to validate whether or not Cur-
rie��s interpretation is acceptable from a cultural -religious point of view. 
It shall be stressed, though, that also his interpretation solves the prob-
lems internal to Isthmian 7 that have led me to propose interpretation 
4a). I will now briefly summarize Currie ��s main points and show how 
they can also lead to a congruent understanding of the entire ode. 

Currie argues that various sources point to the fact that Thebans in 
the 5th century were predisposed to heroize their recently f allen dead.80 
This is documented most convincingly by the fact that Plato the Come-
dian pokes fun on the Thebans for doing so. If the elder Strepsiades is 
indeed a cult hero, this moves the weight inside the ode significantly 
from the younger to the elder Strepsiades. The victor Strepsiades profits 
from this and receives his due praise mainly through the reminder that 
he is the nephew of a newly established cult hero. The single changes in 
the tectonics of the ode are the following: if Strepsiades the elder is a 
present day cult hero, the list of Theban glories (1�.15) does not end on a 
low with Strepsiades the younger ��s victory (20�.22) but on a high with 
the heroization of Strepsiades the elder (25�.36), the only Theban glory 
that is described in some detail and, in Young ��s words, truly ��the most 
urgent of all these patriotic glories in which Theba delights ��. It is then 
consequent to follow also Currie ��s creative new translation of verses 16�.
21 which takes the sting out of �¦ �•�•�¤ �”�…�•�…�•�¤ �‡�¤�•�1�‰���ˆ�‰�•�1�›�£�•�•�–�1�Š�—�•�1�•�ž�›�—�œ�1
the whole sentence from a preparation of the following gloom into a 
mere affirmation of the importance of song. 81 Currie ��s interpretation 
makes very good sense of the introduction of Meleager, Hector and 
Amphiaraus (32�.33), who are according to him all heroes with a saving 

                                                 
79 CURRIE (2005: 205�.210). 
80 CURRIE (2005: 210�.211), cf. KRUMMEN  (1990: 72, n. 42). 
81 CURRIE (2005: 219�.220), see also above chapter 3a). 
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cult in the Theban context and therefore more ancient equals of the new-
ly established cult hero Strepsiades, who most likely had a saving cult as 
well. 82 

In this interpretation, like in 4a), Strepsiades the younger cannot 
stand on a par with  his heroic uncle. But this is not an obstruction for his 
praise as the mere fact that he is of the same family as the cult hero, 
whose name he also bears, serves his prestige. The vindication of young 
Strepsiades the sportsman therefore stays basically the same I have de-
scribed above, only that it does not ultimately serve to vindicate the vic-
tor from criticism but to give him a distinct place in an overall positive 
family story. The virtue of sobriety that is ascribed to him towards the 
end of the ode (42�.51) receives a new, and even more positive meaning. 
In 4a) I described the function of the sobriety as the final effort of vindi-
cation for young Strepsiades: he is no great warrior but at least he is 
humble! If Strepsiades the elder is a cult hero, young Strepsiades�� sobrie-
ty becomes a major virtue: it would be overly tempting for the nephew 
of a hero to see himself as a member of the class of higher beings him-
self, like Bellerophon did, but young Strepsiades does not. He is a great 
sportsman, the nephew of a hero and does not think too much of him-
self because of it! 

The two interpretations show that additional effort had to be made 
to show whether praise poetry is in distress in Isthmian 7 like I proposed 
in chapter 4a) or whether an ingenious addition fro m the cultural -
religious sphere can mend the ode like in chapter 4b). If Bruno Currie ��s 
assumptions about Theban hero cult can stand, his interpretation of the 
elder Strepsiades�� role and the consequences of this interpretation given 
above in chapter 4b) are to be given preference. In both cases, this paper 
hopefully has shone a new light on the complications of Isthmian 7. 

                                                 
82 CURRIE (2005: 211�.216). 
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Appendix: Isthmian  7, text and translation  
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To Strepsiades the Theban for his victory in the pancratium 

By which one of the earlier beautiful events that happened in your area, 
blessed Theba, have you most rejoiced in your heart? Surely when you 
brought f orth your Dionysus with wide -streaming hair as a companion 
of Demeter, rattling with bronze? Or when you received the best of the 
gods as he snowed down in Gold at midnight, when after having posi-
tioned himself at the doors of Amphitryon he then had interc ourse with 
his wife for the fathering of Heracles? Or rather about the clever judge-
ment of Tiresias? Or rather about Iolaus, skilled with horses? Or about 
the Spartoi, unwearied at the spear? Or because you sent back from a 
mighty battle Adrastus, bereaved  of countless companions, to Argos, 
place of horses? Or the fact that you made the Dorian colony of the Lac-
edaemonians stand with a fully straightened ankle, and the Aegeids, 
your offspring, took Amyclae following the Pythian oracles? But indeed , 
the ancient glory sleeps, and the mortals forget it, if it does not reach the 
highest refinement of wisdom joined with glorious streams of words. 
Praise then with sweet-sounding song also Strepsiades, because he car-
ries away with him a victory in the pancratium at the Isthmian Games, 
marvellous in his strength and well -shaped, and he holds a virtue not 
more reproachful than his physical appearance. He is made famous by 
the Muses with dark locks, and has given his homonymous uncle, 
whom Ares with brazen spear has mix ed his destiny, a shared crown, 
and esteem is held out to good people as a fitting reward. 
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Indeed, he shall know as a clear fact who in this storm cloud wards off 
the hailstorm of blood from the beloved fatherland to inflict ruin on the 
enemy army, that he increases the glory of the race of city-dwellers to 
the greatest and lives on, even being himself among the dead. And you, 
child of D iodotus, praising the warrior Meleager, praising also Hector 
and Amphiaraus, have exhaled a blooming life fighting in the forefront 
through the throng of men, where the best held out the quarrel of war 
with their last hopes. I have borne unspeakable sorrow, but now the 
Mover of the Earth has granted me fair weather out of a storm. I will 
sing binding my hair with garlands. And the envy of the immortals shall 
not trouble me, so that seeking for short-lived delight at my ease I will 
come into old age up until  my destined time. Because equally we all die, 
but our fate is unequal. Even if one looks out for far -away things, he is 
too puny to reach the abode of the gods with a floor of bronze. But lis-
ten! Winged Pegasus threw off his master Bellerophon, who wanted to 
walk the abodes of heaven among the assembly of Zeus. And the sweet-
ness that goes against what is right awaits the most bitter end! But us, 
oh you, who thrives with golden hair, give, Loxias, flourishing success 
in your contests and the garland in Pyth o! 
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Introduction  

Debate persists as to the precise function of the ancient Greek witnesses 
in contemporary scholarship. In short, though witnesses are almost uni-
versally acknowledged t o have been fundamental to arguing one��s case,1 
the precise function of a witness has been understood in two radically 
distinct ways. 2 The traditional model attempts to foist onto witnesses, 

                                                 
1 SCAFURO (1994: 157); KENNEDY  (1963: 89). CARAW AN  (1998: 186) argues that they are 
also technically necessary. An important exception is LEISI (1907: 113). See also T�
�t��  
(2005: 147). 
2 I present both position s in the strongest possible terms even though most discussions 
are nuanced (e.g. TODD  1992: 27). Moreover, several refinements, most involving the 
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and through him to the ancient courts more generally, a concern for 
truth and truthfulness: witnesses are summoned in order to inform the 
court or �. at least �. to confirm facts which the litigant has mentioned in 
his narration. 3 Under this paradigm, the witness is almost anonymous, 4 
summoned not because of his prestige or position in society, but because 
he knows facts which are relevant to the case. Yet, it is clear, both from 
the procedural rules which governed the use of witnesses and also from 
the extant forensic speeches,5 that this paradigm must be incorrect or, at  
least, a hyperbole. On the other hand, several scholars have now gone 
far in the opposite direction, considering the witness to be summoned 
primarily because of who he is. 6 Under this paradigm, witnessing is a 
��socio-political ritual of support ��7 and often far distant from any concern 
for the facts, quite beyond these rudimentary courts to discover. 8 The 
role of a witness, in other words, was to show himself taking the liti-
gant��s side in the courtroom, and in so doing to lend to him all the social 
privileg e that he has accrued from his ancestors and his standing in so-
ciety. Once again, a convincing case may be made against this extreme 
position. 9 

The following paper is an attempt to grapple with this question, 
though in an admittedly unconventional way. I e xamine Gorgias�� De-
fence of Palamedes and Antiphon ��s First Tetralogy and, in particular, home 
in on the figure of the ��hypothetical witness ��. These shadowy figures are 
the would -be bystanders and fictive witnesses which populate the �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– 

                                                 
use of statistical analysis, have now added greatly to the debate: esp. TODD  (1992); 
RUBINSTEIN  (2005); GAGARIN  (2019). 
3 BONNER  (1905: 27�.38) and BONNER �.SMITH  (1938: 117�.145) are the most important 
early sources. Similar, though more nuanced positions are given in CAREY (1994a: 183�.
184), M IRHADY  (2002) and ������ ONNELL  (2017). 
4 See esp. M IRHADY  (2002: 262; 265). 
5 Most importantly, the classical position is related to an attempt to find a subpoena in 
the procedural rules. On this issue see TODD  (1992: 24�.25). 
6 HUMPHREYS (1985); TODD  (1992). Cf. also T�
�t��  �û�X�V�V�[�ñ�1�W�Z�\�ü�ð�1� �‘�˜�1�Š�›�•�ž�Ž�œ�1�•�‘�Š�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1���™�›�’�—�,
�Œ�’�™�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�Ž�•�Ž�›�–�’�—�’�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�›�ž�•�‘�1� �Š�œ�1�—�˜�•�1�™�›�’�–�Š�›�¢���ï�1COHEN  (1995) also presents a similar 
picture, in which witnesses are by-products of political strife.  
7 TODD (1992: 27). 
8 COHEN  (1995: 109). 
9 Esp. in CAREY (1994a: 183�.184) and M IRHADY  (2002: 262�.263). 
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arguments found in  these two works. Though no hypothetical person 
could, of course, be an actual witness �. or anything else whatsoever �. 
these figures shed crucial light on the author ��s understanding of what it 
is to be a witness. In other words, I assume that these witnesses are hy-
pothetical, but not entirely fictional since they betray the author ��s con-
cerns. What, then, are the qualities of these witnesses and how are they 
characterized? And how, in what cases and to what effects, do Gorgias 
and Antiphon e mploy this argume ntative device? These are the ques-
tions I hope to address below. 

Gorgias�� Defence of Palamedes 

Gorgias�� Defence of Palamedes is a ��mytho -forensic��10 speech composed in 
the late 5th century.11 Though it has been relatively neglected until re-
cently,12 a number of scholars have now examined various aspects of the 
speech and, especially, its genre and purpose.13 There is, moreover, 
widespread agreement that the speech, though clearly modelled to suit 
its forensic backdrop,14 is a sophistic epideixis, one which showcases the 
infamous rhetorical abilities of Gorgias. 15 In this respect, it resembles the 
other speeches and fragments attributed to a sophist who, as Goebel 
notes, never seems to have composed actual forensic speeches.16 None-
theless, many scholars attribute a second purpose to the speech, a di-
dactic one.17 Like Antiphon ��s Tetralogies, the inherently antilogical 18 Pal-

                                                 
10 KNUDSEN  (2012: 33).  
11 On the date of this speech see SEGAL (1962: 100) and GOEBEL (1983: 143�.145). 
12 A survey of the o lder literature on the speech is given by TORDESILLAS (1990: 241�.
242). 
13 See UNTERSTEINER (2008: 202�.203); KERFERD (1980: 78�.79); and MCCOMINSKEY  (1997: 
17�.19) attempt to integrate the Palamedes � �’�•�‘�1�•�‘�Ž�1�›�Ž�œ�•�1�˜�•�1�	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ���1� �›�’�•�’�—�•�œ�ï�1���˜�›�1�Š�1�•�’�•�,
ferent view see LONG  (1982: 243). See also TORDESILLAS (1990: 241�.243). 
14 Unlike the Helen, therefore, it is delivered in the first person ( GOEBEL 1983: 146�.147) 
and constitutes, in effect, a defence speech in a mythical trial which adheres to the 
court conventions (KNUDSEN [2012: 34]). On the importance of the courts in sophistic 
thought also see GAGARIN  (1994: 59) and LAMPE  (2020: 117). 
15 E.g. KERFERD (1980: 78�.79); GOEBEL (1983: 137); GAGARIN  (2001: 287); KNUDSEN  (2012: 
36). 
16 GOEBEL (1983: 137�.138), referring to Dionys us of Halicarnassus.  
17 E.g. MCCOMINSKEY  (1997: 18) KNUDSEN  (2012: 38).  
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amedes showcases various rhetorical tropes19 which may be used by liti-
gants in court.20 Unlike the Tetralogies, however, the Palamedes is firmly 
set in the mythical past. Though this surely would have added a meas-
ure of poetic polish to an otherwise dry exercise of logic, 21 it is also clear 
that Gorgias has grappled with the myth in a number of ways. Pala-
medes��s �Ã�Œ�“�–�ð�1 �•�˜�›�1 �Ž�¡�Š�–�™�•�Ž�ð�1 �’�œ�1 �•�Š�›�•�Ž�•�¢�1 �•�˜�›�–�Ž�•�1 �‹�¢�1 �Š�1 �Œatalogue of inven-
tions attributed to the culture -hero.22 More importantly, at least for the 
purposes of this paper, Gorgias has tampered with the myth itself: he 
has removed the false evidence with which Odysseus is supposed to 
have secured his conviction.23 In effect, then, he has weakened his oppo-
nent��s case. And, considering the infamous Protagorean promise of 
making weaker arguments stronger,24 we may, perhaps, risk asking why 
this is. One suggestion is that of Goebel: he argues that this was a choice 
of mere convenience. By doing away with any hard evidence, Gorgias 
could give his argumentative imagination free reign. 25 Similar observa-
tions have been made of the First Tetralogy. Nonetheless, it is notewor-
thy that Gorgias alludes to these two mythical pieces of evidence which 
he has omitted: the letter confirming the conspiracy and the gold plant-
ed under Palamedes��s tent. Indeed, he refers to them directly and grap-
ples with the significance of their absence. In view of their centrality to 
Gorgias�� argumentati ve display, noted below, I propose a different, 
though complementary, explanation for his choice.  

                                                 
18 As pointed out by GAGARIN  (2001: 283). 
19 The Palamedes�ð�1�•�˜�›�1�Ž�¡�Š�–�™�•�Ž�ð�1�•�Ž�™�•�˜�¢�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�‘�›�Ž�Ž�1�Œ�•�Š�œ�œ�’�Œ�Š�•�1�•�¢�™�Ž�œ�1�˜�•�1���™�›�˜�˜�•�œ���1�Š�œ�1�•�Ž�œ�Œ�›�’�‹�Ž�•�1
by Aristotle. See BIESECKER-MAST (1994: 153); MCCOMIN SKEY (1997: 18�.19); KNUDSEN  
(2012: 37�.38). 
20 GOEBEL (1983: 183�.184), following SCHWARTZ  (1892: 8), argues that it also serves to 
illustrate a model disposition.  
21 KNUDSEN  �û�X�V�W�X�ñ�1 �Y�[�ü�ï�1 �
�—�ž�•�œ�Ž�—���œ�1 �™�Š�™�Ž�›�1 �Ž�¡�Š�–�’�—�Ž�œ�1 �	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ�1 ���Œ�˜�–�™�Ž�•�’�•�’�Ÿ�Ž�1 �Ž�—�•�Š�•�Ž�–�Ž�—�•���1
with the poetic -mythical account of Palamedes. On this issue, see also LAMPE  (2020), 
� �‘�˜�1 �Š�•�œ�˜�1 �Œ�˜�—�Œ�Ž�—�•�›�Š�•�Ž�œ�1 �˜�—�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �‹�›�˜�Š�•�Ž�›�1 �Ž�™�’�œ�•�Ž�–�˜�•�˜�•�’�Œ�Š�•�1 �‹�Š�Œ�”�•�›�˜�ž�—�•�1 �˜�•�1 �	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ���1 �›�Ž�Œ�Ž�™�,
tion of the poetic heritage. 
22 On Palamedes �Ã�Œ�“�–�1 �œ�Ž�Ž�1BIESECKER-MAST (1994: 153); SPATHRAS (2001: 400, n. 17); 
KNUDSEN  (2012: 38); LAMPE (2020: 120). 
23 GOEBEL (1983: 146). 
24 GAGARIN  (2001: 286�.287) makes similar reflections. 
25 GOEBEL (1983: 146�.147). For an alternative explanation, see GAGARIN  (1994: 54). 
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Another prominent strand of scholarship on the Palamedes focuses 
more closely, instead, on the nature of the argumentation deployed by 
Gorgias,26 and with good  reason: the Palamedes also appears to be a 
model exercise in rhetorical inventio.27 As such, and as already noted, 
Palamedes puts forth a number of topical arguments which could be 
deployed and adapted for actual court cases.28 Moreover, the Palamedes 
also opens up and explores new avenues of argumentation, very much 
in the vein of Antiphon ��s Tetralogies.29 Thus, much of the first half of 
Gorgias�� Palamedes is dedicated to a complex and innovative argument 
in favour of the defendant ��s innocence (Gorg. Pal. 6�.21). Gorgias explic-
itly divides this long argument into two complementary halves ( �ˆ�•�¤ 
�ˆ�•�—�—�� �‘  ���•�ç�‘  �À�”�•�ˆ�‰�ß�’�•  �˜�•�ñ�”�•�‘ , Pal. 5), the first purporting to show that 
the defendant could not accomplish the alleged crime even if he had 
wished it, the second that he had no reasonable motive to betray the 
Greeks even if he had the means to do so. In other words, he neatly jux-
taposes an argument dealing with opportunity and another which deals 
with motive. 30 And linking the two arguments together is a concession: 
��even if I wished it, I could not; and I could not even if I wished it �� (Pal. 
5). Concession is also the fundamental propulsive force of the first half 
of this argument dealing with means. 31 Here, Gorgias divides the hypo-
thetical crime into a series of interlocking steps �. meeting with Priam, 
speaking to him, exchanging sureties, and executing the plan �. which 

                                                 
26 �	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ���œ�1�Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�1�’�œ�1�œ�Š�’�•�1�•�˜�1���•�›�Š�•�Ž�1�–�Ž�›�Œ�’�•�Ž�œ�œ�•�¢ on the principle of the excluded 
�–�’�•�•�•�Ž���1�ûLONG [1984: 234]�ü�1�Š�—�•�1�•�˜�1�–�Š�”�Ž�1�ž�œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1���Š�—�•�’�–�˜�—�’�Ž�œ���1�ûUNTERSTEINER [2008: 202]; 
SPATHRAS [2001: 398]). LONG (1982: 263, n. 4) also points out the frequent of Modus 
Tollens�ï�1���•�‘�Ž�›�œ�1�‘�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1�—�˜�•�Ž�•�1���Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�œ�1�•�›�˜�–�1�Ž�¡�‘�Š�ž�œ�•�’�˜�—���1�ûGOEBEL 1983: 147) and the use 
of apagoge (GAGARIN  [1994: 59]; SPATHRAS [2001: 406]). 
27 GOEBEL (1983: 146�.147); MCCOMINSKY  (1997: 17�.18); GAGARIN  (2001: 287). 
28 GOEBEL (1983: 146) and LONG �û�W�_�^�X�ñ�1�X�Y�Z�ü�1�‹�˜�•�‘�1�Œ�˜�—�œ�’�•�Ž�›�1�’�•�1�Š�1���–�˜�•�Ž�•�1�œ�™�Ž�Ž�Œ�‘���ï�1 ���’�–�’�•�Š�›�1
assessments in MCCOMINSKEY  (1997: 17); TORDESILLAS (1990: 248�.249) and GAGARIN  
(2001: 287). 
29 On the originality of the argumentative schema described see LONG  (1982: 235�.6). On 
�•�‘�Ž�1���’�—�Ÿ�Ž�—�•�’�Ÿ�Ž�—�Ž�œ�œ���1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�œ�Ž�1�–�˜�•�Ž�•�1�œ�™�Ž�Ž�Œ�‘�Ž�œ�1�–�˜�›�Ž�1�•�Ž�—�Ž�›�Š�•�•�¢�ð�1�œ�Ž�Ž�1GAGARIN  (2001: 290). 
30 On this distinction, and its argumentative capital, see esp. LONG (1982: 223�.225; 239). 
31 On this argument see esp. LONG (1982: 235�.23�^�ü�1� �‘�˜�1�—�Š�–�Ž�œ�1�’�•�1�Š�1�����‘�’�—�Ž�œ�Ž�1�‹�˜�¡���1�Š�›�•�ž�,
ment and SPATHRAS (2001: 406�.40�]�ü�1 � �‘�˜�1 �•�ž�‹�œ�1 �’�•�1 �Š�1 �����ž�œ�œ�’�Š�—�1 �•�˜�•�•���1 �Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�ï�1 ���’�–�’�•�Š�›�1
analyses are given by GOEBEL (1983: 147�.148); KNUDSEN  (2012: 38) et al. 
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are considered sequentially and rejected. In each case, Gorgias moves 
from one disproof to the next by conceding, ex hypothesi, that the former 
steps ��which could not have happened, happened �� (Pal. 11). In this first 
half of the argument, then, the defendant ��shows�� that he could accom-
plish none of the steps necessary for the crime and in so doing creates 
the overwhelming impression that the task was completely beyond the 
realms of possibility. 32 And while serial concession gives the argument 
�’�•�œ�1 �œ�‘�Š�™�Ž�1 �Š�—�•�1 �–�ž�Œ�‘�1 �˜�•�1 �’�•�œ�1 �•�˜�›�Œ�Ž�•�ž�•�—�Ž�œ�œ�ð�1 �’�•�1 �’�œ�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �Š�™�™�Ž�Š�•�1 �•�˜�1 �‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1 � �‘�’�Œ�‘�1
does the heavy lifting of refutation. 33 Indeed, at the most general level, 
�•�‘�Ž�1�›�Ž�Œ�˜�—�œ�•�›�ž�Œ�•�’�˜�—�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Œ�›�’�–�Ž�1�’�œ�1�Š�—�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1�›�Ž�Œ�˜�—�œ�•�›�ž�Œ�•�’�˜�—�ñ�1�	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ�1�–�ž�œ�•�1
break down the overall crime into a  series of plausible steps.34 More im-
portantly, each attack on an individual step is constituted by arguments 
� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1�’�—�Ÿ�˜�”�Ž�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�ð�1� �‘�Ž�•�‘�Ž�›�1�Ž�¡�™�•�’�Œ�’�•�•�¢�ð�1�Š�œ�1�’�—�1Pal. 9, or implicitly. In gen-
eral, then, we find Palamedes referring repeatedly to the physical and 
psychological improbability of the various actions which are implied in 
Odysseus��s accusation.35 As Gagarin notes, the prominence of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– in 
this speech is at odds with Gorgias�� Helen, in which it is hardly found at 
all.36 But this very fact too may serve Gorgias didactic purposes: �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– is 
only relevant when the facts themselves are in question and, indeed, 
may constitute one��s only resource even when truth is on one��s side.37 

It is not incidental, then, testimony being the standard way of estab-
lishing facts in court,  38 that the figure of the ��hypothetical witness ��,39 
makes his appearance as a crucial part of this �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– argumentation, most 
explicitly in Pal. 7: 
                                                 
32 LONG (1982: 236) rightly considers the whole sequence an a fortiori progression. 
33 On the use of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1 �’�—�1 �•�‘�’�œ�1 �œ�™�Ž�Ž�Œ�‘�ð�1 �œ�Ž�Ž�1GOEBEL (1983: 148�.151); TORDESILLAS (1990: 
246�.249); GAGARIN  (1994: 54�.55); SPATHRAS (2001: 384�.387) and KNUDSEN  (2012: 38�.
39). 
34 On this point see MCCOMINSKY  (1997: 18). 
35 �	�˜�Ž�‹�Ž�•���œ�1�Š�—�Š�•�¢�œ�’�œ�1�û�W�_�^�Y�ñ�1�W�Z�^�.151) of these arguments remains the most thorough. 
36 GAGARIN  (1994: 54�.55). SPATHRAS (2001: 395) makes the same point. 
37 GAGARIN  (1994: 54). 
38 ���‘�Ž�1 �›�Ž�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�œ�‘�’�™�1 �‹�Ž�•� �Ž�Ž�—�1 �•�Ž�œ�•�’�–�˜�—�¢�1 �Š�—�•�1 �•�Ž�–�˜�—�œ�•�›�Š�•�’�˜�—�1 �’�œ�1 �Ž�¡�Š�–�’�—�Ž�•�1 �‹�¢�1 �������˜�—�—�Ž�•�•�1
(2017: 86�.90). 
39 These witnesses have been largely neglected in the literature. One notable exception 
Is SPATHRAS (2001: 397�.�Y�_�^�ü�ð�1� �‘�˜�1�Ž�¡�Š�–�’�—�Ž�œ�1�	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ���1�ž�œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1� �’�•�—�Ž�œ�œ�Ž�œ�1�‹�¢�1�Œ�˜�—�Œ�Ž�—�•�›�Š�•�’�—�•�1
on the transformation of Odysseys into a witness in Pal. 23 (text below). 
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���Ž�•�1�•�Ž�•�1�ž�œ�1�•�›�Š�—�•�ð�1�•�˜�›�1�•�‘�Ž�1�™�ž�›�™�˜�œ�Ž�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�1�û�•�ñ�‡�“�–�ü�ð�1�•�‘�Š�•�1�•�‘�’�œ�1�‹�Ž�,
trayal was possible. And suppo se further that, in some way, I am with 
him and he is with me. Yet who are these people but a Greek man and a 
barbarian? How, then, could they speak and listen to one another? 
���•�˜�—�Ž�1�û�”�ñ�˜�‰�•�…�1�•�ñ�‘�“�–�1�•�ñ�‘�•�•�ü�õ�1���ž�•�1� �Ž�1� �˜�ž�•�•�1�—�˜�•�1�‘�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1�ž�—�•�Ž�›�œ�•�˜�˜�•�1�˜�—�Ž�1
another (�¦ �‡�‘�“�Æ�—�“�•�‰�‘�1 �•�ñ�‡�“�™�–�ü�ï�1 ���’�•�‘�1 �Š�—�1 �’�—�•�Ž�›�™�›�Ž�•�Ž�›�1 �•�‘�Ž�—�õ�1 ���˜�1 �Š�1 �•�‘�’�›�•�1
� �’�•�—�Ž�œ�œ�1 �’�œ�1 �Š�•�•�Ž�•�1 �•�˜�1 �•�‘�˜�œ�Ž�1 �•�‘�’�—�•�œ�1 � �‘�’�Œ�‘�1 �–�ž�œ�•�1 �›�Ž�–�Š�’�—�1 �‘�’�•�•�Ž�—�1 �û�˜�•�ß�˜�“�–�1
�©�•�…�1�•�£�•�˜�™�–�1�‡�ß�‘�‰�˜�…�•�1�˜�� �‘�1�Ž�•�þ�”�˜�‰�—�Œ�…�•�1�ˆ�‰�“�•�½�‘�•�‘�ü�ï�1(Gorg. Pal. 7)40  

This argument can be used as a paradigm of those deployed by Gorgias 
in the f irst half of his argumentative section referred to above. It starts, 
as already noted, with a concession: Gorgias grants, for the purpose of 
the �•�ñ�‡�“�–, that Palamedes and Priam have somehow agreed to meet. 
Contrary to the preceding argument ( Pal. 6), the two would -be conspira-
tors find themselves in each other��s company and are about to hammer 
out their traitorous plans. The question �. indeed the rhetorical question 
�. is how?41 Two options are envisaged, options which reappear else-
where,42 namely that the conspirators acted alone or in the company of 
others. The first option is rejected on a priori grounds:43 a Greek and a 
barbarian cannot actually converse with one another without an inter-
preter.44 A fortiori , the two could not have plotted together. 45 The only 
possible option, therefore, is that they met with an interpreter,  the hypo-
thetical ��third witness ��. This eventuality, however, comes at a heavy 

                                                 
40 All translations are my own.  
41 As SPATHRAS (2001: 395) no�•�Ž�œ�ð�1�•�‘�Ž�1�™�˜�œ�œ�’�‹�’�•�’�•�’�Ž�œ�1���Š�›�Ž�1�™�›�˜�Ÿ�Ž�•�1�•�˜�1�‹�Ž�1�’�—�Ÿ�Š�•�’�•�1�•�˜�›�1practical 
reasons���ï 
42 E.g. Gorg. Pal. 11 (see below). 
43 ���‘�Ž�1�Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�1�‹�Ž�Š�›�œ�1�Œ�˜�–�™�Š�›�’�œ�˜�—�1� �’�•�‘�1�
�Ž�›�˜�•�˜�•�ž�œ���1�Š�Œ�Œ�˜�ž�—�•�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�˜�ž�—�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�1�–�¢�•�‘�1�˜�•�1
DODONA  (Hdt. 2, 44�.45) which also invokes necessity and treats of the acquisition of a 
foreign language. 
44 In Homer, of course, no such difficulty is considered. More interestingly, the same 
can be sai�•�1�˜�•�1�
�Ž�›�˜�•�˜�•�ž�œ���1�Š�Œ�Œ�˜�ž�—�•�1�û�
�•�•�ï�1�X�ð�1112�.�W�X�V�ü�1�Š�—�•�ð�1�’�—�•�Ž�Ž�•�ð�1�˜�•�1�	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ���1�˜� �—�1Helen 
� �‘�Ž�›�Ž�1���Š�›�’�œ���1�•�ñ�‡�“�–�1�’�œ�1�—�˜�•�1�˜�—�•�¢�1�ž�—�•�Ž�›�œ�•�˜�˜�•�1�‹�¢�1�
�Ž�•�Ž�—�ð�1�‹�ž�•�1�™�Ž�›�œ�ž�Š�•�Ž�œ�1�‘�Ž�›�ï 
45 The argument is spurious and trades on understanding �8�•�•�‹�‘�1 �Š�—�•�1 �†�…�•�†�£�•�“�–�1 �Š�œ�1
absolute categories. In other words, the possibility that Palamedes or Priam learnt one 
�Š�—�˜�•�‘�Ž�›���œ�1 �•�Š�—�•�ž�Š�•�Ž�1 �’�—�1 �Š�1 �•�Ž�Œ�Š�•�Ž-long war is not considered. Interestingly, language 
acquisition of Greeks and Barbarians was a standard topic of sophistic thinking. See 
GERA (2000). 
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price: a third person has been let in on the plans which should have re-
mained a secret.46 This, Gorgias implies, is equally a non-starter by the 
rules of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�–. 

���Ž�•�˜�›�Ž�1�•�’�œ�Œ�ž�œ�œ�’�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�š�ž�Š�•�’�•�’�Ž�œ�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�’�œ�1�˜�•�ß�˜�“�–�1�•�£�•�˜�™�–�ð�1�Š�—�•�1�“�ž�œ�•�1�‘�˜� �1
his hypothetical existence constitutes a counterargument to the events 
discussed, it is worthwhile considering briefly the identity of the un-
mentioned ��first �� and ��second�� witness. Happily, two likely candidates 
are close at hand: the conspirators themselves. Though neither Priam or 
Palamedes were �. nor could be �. ��witnesses�� in the literal sense of the 
word, the word �•�£�•�˜�™�– may also be used to refer to an individual with 
privileged epistemological access to the events in question.47 In the pre-
sent case, the two conspirators would possess knowledge of their intent, 
of their plans, and of their imagined crime. In Greek, they would have 
possessed �—�™�‘�‰�ß�ˆ�‹�—�•�– or guilty self -knowledge, a form of knowledge 
which is typically shared only with oneself or with one ��s fellow co-
conspirators, but which can be extended to one��s accomplices, should 
they be needed.48 This, in fact, is what Palamedes argues would have 
had to happen in this case. What makes this interpreter a ��third witness ��, 
therefore, is his knowledge of the crime, a knowledge extended to him 
by the fact that the conspirators met in his presence and made use of 
him to communicate with one another.  

An alternative interpretation, however , is also possible. In the pre-
ceding section, Gorgias argues that the two alleged co-conspirators must 
first have met one another in order to communicate, and this could only 
be done by means of messages: 

                                                 
46 I place the argument concerning third witnesses firmly within the practical concerns 
�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1�Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•. As GOEBEL (1983: 150) notes, Gorgias does not appear to draw a 
firm distinction between physical and psychological improbability and, as the discus-
sion below makes clear, the hypothetical witness is invoked in both types of argument. 
For other interpreta tions of the third witness, see esp. BIESECKER-MAST (1994: esp. 155�.
157) and LAMPE  (2020: 118; 122�.124). 
47 E.g. Antiph. 5.43. On the flexibility of the term �•�£�•�˜�™�–�1�œ�Ž�Ž�1M IRHADY  (2002: 256; 264) 
48 On the use of this notion in the forensic rhetoric of the late 5th century see GATT  
(2021). 
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And how could words have been exchanged if we were not in each 
other��s company? And how should such a meeting have taken place if 
he did not send a messenger to me (�”�•�ò�–�1�À�•�¾ �” �½�•�œ�…�‘�˜�“�–�ü�ð�1 �—�˜�›�1 ���1 �•�˜�1
�‘�’�–�1�û�”�…�•�� �À�•�“�� �”�•�ò�–�1�À�Ž�‰�ç�‘�“�‘�1�À�•�Œ�ñ�‘�˜�“�–�ü�õ�1���˜�›�1�—�˜�1�–�Ž�œ�œ�Š�•�Ž�1�’�—�1� �›�’�•�’�—�•�1
�Œ�Š�—�1 �Š�›�›�’�Ÿ�Ž�1 � �’�•�‘�˜�ž�•�1 �Š�1 �Œ�˜�ž�›�’�Ž�›�1 �û�“��� �̂¾ �”�…�•�…�‡�‡�‰�•�ß�…�1 �ˆ�•�¤ �‡�•�…�•�•�£�˜�•�‘�1
�©�  �ç�Ž�˜�…�•�1�©�‘�‰�™�1�˜�“�� �  �½�•�“�‘�˜�“�–�ü�ï�1(Gorg. Pal. 6) 

The exchange of messages, Palamedes argues, would have involved the 
creation of yet another two ��hypothetical witnesses��: a messenger sent 
by Priam (�” �½�•�œ�…�‘�˜�“�–) to Palamedes, the other going (�À�•�Œ�ñ�‘�˜�“�–) in the 
opposite direction. 49 These two messengers, therefore, could very well 
be the ��first and second witnesses�� implied by the �˜�•�ß�˜�“�–�1�•�£�•�˜�™�– of Pal. 
7. Though the argument tolerates both possibilities equally well, this 
reading has the benefit of emphasizing the cohesiveness of the first two 
arguments of the Palamedes. They are related not only in their theme �. 
the impossibility of communication �. but also by the gradual accumula-
tion of witnesses, a point to which I will return shortly. Whichever read-
ing is adopted, it is clear that the underlying logic of the two arguments 
remains the same. The only possible way in which the plan could have 
even got off the ground would have involved the creation of multiple 
witnesses, not only the interpreter through which the two conspirators 
must have communicated, but the messengers which they must have 
used to arrange the meeting in the first place.  

Messengers and hidden messages are, of course, standard tropes in 
Greek literature and already prefigured in the only sure reference to 
� �›�’�•�’�—�•�1 �’�—�1 �
�˜�–�Ž�›�ñ�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �—�Æ�•�…�˜�…�1 �•�™�‡�•�¤ carried by Bellerophon to his 
soon-to-be father-in-law (Hom. Il. 6, 168f.). They are also found in other 
myths, such as the traditional account of Palamedes�� condemnation. 
Nonetheless, Gorgias would surely not have lacked other 5th century 
prototypes of conspirators communicating via secret messages, the most 
famous �. and ingenious �. of whom  come from Herodotus. In Hdt. 
1, 123, for example, Harpagus sends his most trusted messenger 
�û�Œ�‹�•�‰�™�˜�Ü � �̃� �‘�1 �“�â�Ž�‰�˜�½�•�‘�1 �˜�% �”�•�—�˜�“�˜�£�˜�#) to Cyrus with a message hid-

                                                 
49 The choice of a neutral term, �À�•�Œ�ñ�‘�˜�“�–�ð�1 �Š�œ�1 �˜�™�™�˜�œ�Ž�•�1 �•�˜�1 �˜�—�Ž�1 �’�–�™�•�¢�’�—�•�1 �’�—�•�Ž�—�•�ð�1
�” �½�•�œ�…�‘�˜�“�–�ð�1�’�œ�1�Š�—�˜�•�‘�Ž�›�1�–�Š�›�”�1�˜�•�1�	�˜�›�•�’�Š�œ���1�•�›�Ž�Š�•�1�›�‘�Ž�•orical skill. Even if such an exchange 
were to have taken place, we are to understand, then it was initiated by Priam.  
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den inside a butchered rabbit, taking care to tell the Persian to open up 
the animal with his own hands and when no one was present 
(�…���˜�“�›�‰�•�•�ß�Ù �•�•�‘�1�ˆ�•�‰�•�‰�ç�‘�1�Ž�…�à �•�‹�ˆ�½�‘�…�1�“�á �˜�…���˜�…�1�”�“�•�‰���‘�˜�•�1�”�…�•�‰�ç�‘�…�•�ü�ï�1���’�–�’�,
larly, in Hdt. 5, 35, Histiaeus, also fearing that a conventional message to 
Aristagoras would be intercepted on the heavily guarded Royal roads, 
�‹�›�Š�—�•�Ž�•�1�‘�’�œ�1�–�˜�œ�•�1�•�›�ž�œ�•� �˜�›�•�‘�¢�1�œ�•�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1�û�˜�� �‘�1�ˆ�“�þ�•�•�‘�1��̃ò�‘�1�”�•�—�˜�ñ�˜�…�˜�“�‘�ü�1� �’�•�‘�1
a secret message on his scalp, let his hair grow back, and sent him to his 
co-conspirator with instructions to shave off the slave ��s hair and exam-
�’�—�Ž�1�‘�’�œ�1�‘�Ž�Š�•�1�û�’�™�•�Æ�—�…�‘�˜�£�1�•�•�‘�1�˜�¤�–�1�˜�•�ß�›�…�–�1�Ž�…�˜�•�ˆ�½�—�Œ�…�•�1�À�–�1�˜�Ç�‘�1�Ž�‰� �…�•�Æ�‘�ü�ï�1
In both of these cases, and in agreement with Palamedes�� rule about 
plots (Pal. 6), written messages mark the beginning of grand conspira-
cies, the first resulting in the overthrow of the last Median King, the sec-
ond in the Ionian Revolt. 50 And like Gorgias, Herodotus also re fers to 
the great importance of secrecy. 

Yet Gorgias also had other, more mundane, and even more relevant 
prototypes of secret messages coming from the world of the courts. The 
alleged murder -plot in Antiph. 5, for example, also involves a messen-
ger remarkably similar to those mentioned in the Palamedes: 

The prosecution further allege (� �…�—�à) that they discovered on board a 
note stating that I had killed Herodes, which I had intended to send to 
Lycinus. But what need had I to send a note, when the courier himself 
was my accomplice (�…���˜�“�� �—�™�‘�‰�•�ˆ�ñ�˜�“�– �˜�“�� � �̃ò �‡�•�…�•�•�…�˜�‰�ß�ˆ�•�“�‘ 
� �½�•�“�‘�˜�“�–)? (Antiph. 5, 53) 

This argument is found in a ��real�� forensic speech and seems to refer to 
an actual person.51 It may, therefore, give some meagre indication of the 
usefulness of alleging the discovery of such damning ��secret messages�� 
in actual trials. More importantly, Antiphon ��s argument has two signifi-
cant points of continuity with Gorgias ��s mock-forensic speech. Firstly, 
the litigant reflects on the irrationality of manufacturing ev idence, in 
this case the letter the prosecution claims to have discovered. Why, the 

                                                 
50 ���—�•�Ž�›�Ž�œ�•�’�—�•�•�¢�ð�1�Š�•�•�1�•�‘�›�Ž�Ž�1�•�˜�ž�›�1�œ�•�˜�›�’�Ž�œ�1�–�Ž�—�•�’�˜�—�Ž�•�1�’�—�Ÿ�˜�•�Ÿ�Ž�ð�1�•�’�›�Ž�Œ�•�•�¢�1�˜�›�1�’�—�•�’�›�Ž�Œ�•�•�¢�ð�1���‹�Š�›�‹�Š�›�’�,
�Š�—�œ���1�Œ�˜�–�’�—�•�1�•�›�˜�–�1�•�‘�Ž�1�–�˜�›�Ž�1�•�’�•�Ž�›�Š�•�Ž�1� �˜�›�•�•�1�˜�•�1�•�‘e East. 
51 On the identity of the witnesses in Antiph. 5 see EDWARDS (1985: 89) and GAGARIN  
(1989: 59�.63). 
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defendant asks, would he have taken the risk of sending his accomplice 
a written message, when the messenger already knew of the plot and 
could have informed Lycinus himsel f? The very existence of the mes-
sage �. we are to infer �. beggars belief because it violates the rational 
self-interest of the would -be criminal who, of course, does not want to 
be discovered. Thus, the defendant seeks to convince his jurors that the 
letter is a forgery since no rational criminal would have taken such an 
unnecessary risk.52 It is a similar calculation of self -interest which under-
lies the implausibility of Palamedes ��s creation of hypothetical witnesses. 
And, once again, it is �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– which provides the crucial missing link. 
Since conspiratorial plans must remain secret �. � �̃� �‘�1 �Ž�•�þ�”�˜�‰�—�Œ�…�•�1
�ˆ�‰�“�•�½�‘�•�‘�1�. it would have been contrary to the rational self -interest of 
the conspirators to have engaged in any action which would have fur-
nished the prosecutor with so many witnesses to their crimes. And since 
the only possible plan must have involved the creation of witnesses, in-
deed many witnesses, Odysseus�� allegations are inherently �¦ �”�‰�•�Ž�ñ�–. No 
rational criminal would have acted in such a way. Secondly, Gorgias�� 
hypothetical witness and the alleged letter -bearing-messenger of An-
tiph. 5 are characterized in the same way: in terms of their knowledge. 
Anti phon��s messenger-accomplice, therefore, is described as �—�™�‘�‰�•�ˆ�� �–. 
And though none of the first  three witnesses encountered above are ex-
plicitly described as ���—�™�‘�‰�•�ˆ�ñ�˜�‰�–��, one such reference characterizes yet 
another group of hypothetical witness to which Palamedes soon refers: 

And in doing this, did I do it myself or with others? But it is not a jo b 
�•�˜�›�1�˜�—�Ž�1�–�Š�—�ï�1���’�•�‘�1�˜�•�‘�Ž�›�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�—�õ�1���‘�˜�õ�1���•�Ž�Š�›�•�¢�ð�1�–�¢�1�Š�œ�œ�˜�Œ�’�Š�•�Ž�œ�1�û�ˆ�‹�•�“�‘�ñ�˜�•�1
� �̃� �‘�1 �—�™�‘�ñ�‘�˜�•�‘�ü�ï�1 ���˜�ž�•�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�œ�Ž�1 �‹�Ž�1 �•�›�Ž�Ž�1 �–�Ž�—�1 �˜�›�1 �œ�•�Š�Ÿ�Ž�œ�õ�1 ���ž�•�1you are my 
free associates (�À�•�‰�™�Œ�½�•�“�•�–�1�•�¾�‘�1�‡�¤�•�1���•�ç�‘�1�—�þ�‘�‰�•�•�•�ü�ï�1���‘�˜�ð�1�•�‘�Ž�—�ð�1�Š�–�˜�—�•�1
�¢�˜�ž�1 �œ�‘�Š�›�Ž�œ�1 �”�—�˜� �•�Ž�•�•�Ž�1 �û�’�þ�‘�“�•�ˆ�‰�ü�1 �˜�•�1 �•�‘�’�œ�1 �Œ�›�’�–�Ž�õ�1 ���Ž�•�1 �‘�’m speak 
�û�•�‰�‡�½�˜�•�ü�ï�1���—�•�1�Š�œ�1�•�˜�›�1�œ�•�Š�Ÿ�Ž�œ�ð�1�‘�˜� �1�’�œ�1�˜�—�Ž�1�•�˜�1�•�›�ž�œ�•�1�•hem? Willingly would 
they make the accusation, in hopes of their freedom, and if not they 
would be forced to do so by torture ( �¿�Ž�ñ�‘�˜�‰�–�1�À�˜�‰�Á�1�‡�¤�•�1�À�”�� �À�•�‰�™�Œ�‰�•�ß�…�1
�›�‰�•�•�…�Š�ñ�•�‰�‘�“�ß �˜�‰�1�ˆ�•�� �¦ �‘ �£�‡�Ž�‹�‘�1�Ž�…�˜�‹�‡�“�•�“���—�•�‘). (Gorg. Pal. 11) 

                                                 
52 Antiph. 5, 53�.56. 
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Once again, we find ourselves following a familiar line of argument. 
Gorgias first questions the ability of the conspirators to bring their plans 
to fruition without the help of some accomplices, whether free men or 
slaves. Secondly, these necessary accomplices �. who must now share in 
the knowledge of the plans and in their �—�™�‘�‰�ß�ˆ�‹�—�•�– �. automatically as-
sume another identity: they are potential witnesses who could provide 
Odysseus with the clinching proof that he needs. Indeed, it is this very 
knowledge which qualifies them as �•�…�•�˜�þ�•�‰�–. And, once again, the un-
derlying assumpti on of the argument is the �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– ��rule ��: a criminal 
wants to remain undetected and, thus, makes sure that which must re-
�–�Š�’�—�1�Š�1�œ�Ž�Œ�›�Ž�•�1�›�Ž�–�Š�’�—�œ�1�‘�’�•�•�Ž�—�ñ�1�˜�� �‘�1�Ž�•�þ�”�˜�‰�—�Œ�…�•�1�ˆ�‰�“�•�½�‘�•�‘�ï�1���‘�Ž�›�Ž�1�’�œ�ð�1�˜�•�1
course, one important difference between the three witnesses discussed 
above and this fourth group: their identity is more ��concrete�� and, there-
fore, somewhat less hypothetical. In more precise terms, their role is not 
merely that of accomplice and witness, but also audience-member, per-
haps even juror of the imaginary trial. 53 As such, they are addressed di-
rectly by the defendant and invited to testify against him. Indeed, they 
are addressed once again, and in similar terms, at a later point in the 
speech: 

Are you accusing me with accurate knowledge, or are you just guess-
ing (� �̃� �‘�1 �Ž�•�þ�”�˜�‰�—�Œ�…�•�1 �ˆ�‰�“�•�½�‘�•�‘�ü�õ�1 ���—�•�1 �’�•�1 �¢�˜�ž�1 �”�—�˜� �ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�—�1 �¢�˜�ž�1 �–�ž�œ�•�1
have seen, you must have taken part in it, or you must have learnt of 
it from some accomplice of mine (�â� �̂� �‘�1 �Í �•�‰�˜�½�›�•�‘�1 �Ì �˜�“�™�1
�À�•�‰�˜�½�›�“�‘�˜�“�–�Á�1 �”�™�Œ�ñ�•�‰�‘�“�–�ü�ï�1 ���—�•�1 �’�•�1 �¢�˜�ž�1 �œ�Š� �ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�—�ð�1 �•�Ž�•�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�œ�Ž�1�–�Ž�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1
way, the place, the time! When? Where? What is it that you saw? And 
if you took part, then you are subject to the same blame. And if you 
heard it from someone who did take part, who is he? Let him come 
�‘�Ž�›�Ž�1 �‘�’�–�œ�Ž�•�•�ï�1 ���Ž�•�1 �‘�’�–�1 �œ�™�Ž�Š�”�ï�1 ���Ž�•�1 �‘�’�–�1 �•�Ž�œ�•�’�•�¢�÷�1 �û���â � �̂½ �˜�“�™�1 �•�‰�˜�½�›�“�‘�˜�“�–�1
�¦ �Ž�“�þ�—�…�•�–�ð�1�õ�—�˜�•�–�1�À�—�˜�ß�‘�ò�1�…��� �̃ò�–�1�À�•�Œ�½�˜�•�ð�1� �…�‘�Æ�˜�•�ð�1�•�…�•�˜�™�•�‹�—�£�˜�•�ï�ü 
(Gorg. Pal. 22) 

Again, we must note that the precise role of this hypothetical witness is 
different to those already discussed. Not only is he an accomplice 
(�•�‰�˜�½�›�“�‘�˜�“�–) and a potential witnes s (�•�…�•�˜�™�•�‹�—�£�˜�•), he would also 

                                                 
53 On judges being addressed as witnesses see M IRHADY  (2002: 264). 
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have informed Odysseus and granted him sure knowledge. The under-
lying assumption of both these open invitations, however, is that they 
are unanswered, indeed unanswerable. Palamedes is, after all, innocent. 
In both cases, therefore, the invitation makes the crucial point that all 
the hypothetical witnesses mentioned so far, the messengers, the inter-
preter, the accomplices in the camp, are just that, mere hypotheses with 
no actual existence. Indeed, Palamedes will soon criticize Odysseus ex-
plicitly for lacking any testimonial support for his allegations (Gorg. Pal. 
23). It is against the backdrop of this argument that Palamedes�� invoca-
tion of numerous hypothetical witnesses is best understood. Gorgias 
defends Palamedes not merely on the grounds that the actions discussed 
are contrary to the self-interest of a rational criminal because they are so 
eminently discoverable, but he also identifies those witnesses which 
Odysseus has failed to summon should the crime have really taken 
place. And since the only possible plans, laid out by Palamedes in the 
process of his argument, must have necessarily involved the creation of 
several witnesses on which Odysseus could have hypothetically called, 
the lack of any actual witnesses can only mean one thing: no such plans 
were ever laid down. This is because, as Palamedes tells his opponent, 
witnesses were not only possible in his case, they were ready-at-hand 
had the crime been committed (Gorg. Pal. 23). Indeed, it is not only wit-
nesses that are invoked in such a way, but evidence of every sort. Thus, 
just in the passages invoked above, Palamedes�� conspiracy would have 
generated letters and slaves to be tortured via the �†�£�—�…�‘�“�–. Moreover, it 
would have involved the exchange of sureties, such as gold, which 
would have been discovered, and breaches in the wall that everyone 
would have seen. In other words, Odysseus would have the evidence 
which he was said to have fabricated in the traditional account of the 
Palamedes-myth , and more besides. By removing these pieces of evi-
dence from the equation, then, Gorgias has doubly underlined this im-
portant and likely original argument: the only way in which Palamedes 
could have betrayed the Greeks would have created a veritable moun-
tain of evidence which would have condemned him. No sane criminal 
would have gone through with such a plan. Moreover, should they have 
done so, contrary to all reasoning, Odysseus would have not only pos-
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sessed a ready means of knowledge, the accomplices, but also been able 
to prove them guilty beyond any doubt by means of witnesses, both free 
and unfree, letters, gold, and evidence of all sorts. His inability to do so, 
as well as the fact that Palamedes repeated invitations for hypothetical 
witnesses to testify go unanswered, ��proves��, by a classical Modus Tollens 
and by the use of ��negative signs��,54 that Palamedes is innocent. In other 
words, by identifying these would -be hypothetical witnesses and ��key�� 
pieces of evidence, Palamedes catalogues the way in which his oppo-
nent has failed to demonstrate his guilt.  

Yet as it stands, the argument from hypothetical witnesses, though 
undoubtedly ingenious, is invalid, and this for interesting reasons. In 
short, Palamedes must assume, though he nowhere argues, that any 
witness who possessed knowledge would have actually testified in 
court. No witness could have lied and no bystander would have failed 
to answer his summons. In other words, the various motivations which 
could have influenced Palamedes to betray the Greeks are like nothing 
when it comes to the hypothetical witness. No gold, no enmity or 
friendship, no fear of retribution would have convinced a witness to 
remain aloof. If he were to exist, Gorgias must assume, a witness is 
simply an automaton who would make himself available to Odysseus 
and answer Palamedes�� invitations without reservation. Interestingly, he 
does raise the issue of a witness��s motivation once, with respect to the 
slave, and this only to argue that a slave would surely have given him 
up, either because he was motivated by gain or by torture. Once again, 
then, the existence of a knowledgeable accomplice is simply assumed to 
give Odysseus his proof under all imaginable circumstances. This, of 
course, is a questionable assumption at best, but one which, perhaps, 
can be explained by the ambiguity of the term �•�£�•�˜�™�– to which we have 
already referred. ���1 �•�£�•�˜�™�–�ð�1 �•�‘�Ž�—�ð�1 �–�Š�¢�1 �œ�’�–�™�•�¢�1 �›�Ž�•�Ž�›�1 �•�˜�1 �Š�1 �™�Ž�›�œ�˜�—�1 � �’�•�‘�1
privileged epistemological access to the facts of the case. In this sense, 
any accomplice, by possessing knowledge of the crime, is also a ��wit-
ness�� in this limited  sense. From here, it is a simple matter of equivoca-
tion to argue that any accomplice is also a ��witness�� in the stricter, more 
forensic sense of the word. The lack of forensic witnesses at the actual 
                                                 
54 On the use of negative signs, and their relationship to �‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1�œ�Ž�Ž�1GOEBEL (1983: 18�.20). 
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trial, therefore, is taken to imply the lack of any kno wledgeable ��wit-
nesses�� whatsoever. And since the plans must have involved accomplic-
es and ��witnesses�� in the limited sense, Gorgias can sophistically claim to 
have disproved the accusations. To see how a clever prosecutor could 
disentangle this sophistic w eb, we must turn to the antilogies of Anti-
phon��s First Tetralogy. 

Antiphon ��s First Tetralogy 55  

The First Tetralogy is a hypothetical who -done-it in which the mock -
defendant stands accused of murdering a rival of his. As in the Pala-
medes, the main issue of the trial and the subject of much of the argu-
mentation of the four speeches concerns a matter of fact:56 the two mock -
litigants cannot agree on the identity of the murderer. As a consequence, 
much of the speeches addresses this basic question and relies, often ex-
�™�•�’�Œ�’�•�•�¢�ð�1 �˜�—�1 �‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�ï�1 ���‘�Ž�1 �–�˜�Œ�”-prosecutor, however, does have one piece 
of direct evidence, the testimony of a slave-witness who died shortly 
after the assault, but as in the Palamedes, the author appears to have de-
liberately constructed a weak case for the prosecution.57 In so doing, An-
tiphon has occasioned for himself the perfect opportunity for develop-
�’�—�•�1 �Š�1 �œ�Ž�›�’�Ž�œ�1 �˜�•�1 �‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1 �Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�œ�1 �Š�Œ�›�˜�œ�œ�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �‹�Š�Œ�”-and-forth which en-
sues.58 Indeed, the Tetralogies are typically read as a showcase for this 
type of argum entation.59 Thus, as with the Palamedes, we not only find  
argumentative � �̃ñ�”�“�• adapted for the case, but also such experiments as 
the reverse-�‰�â�Ž�ñ�– argument, pioneered by Tisias and Corax, which does 
not seem to have been used much in court.60 What is more pertinent for 

                                                 
55 The authorship, and hence the date, of the Tetralogies has been subject to controversy 
with some arguing that it is the work of Antiphon (e.g. GAGARIN , 1997; 2002); others 
that it is a much later work (e.g. CARAWAN  1993; 1998; SEALEY 1984). Though I favour 
�	�Š�•�Š�›�’�—���œ�1�ž�—�’�•�Š�›�’�Š�—�1�Š�™�™�›�˜�Š�Œ�‘�ð�1�Š�—�•�1� �’�•�•�1�›�Ž�•�Ž�›�1�•�˜�1���—�•�’�™�‘�˜�—�1�Š�œ�1�•�‘�Ž�’�›�1 �Š�ž�•�‘�˜�›�ð�1�•�‘�Ž�1�’�œ�œ�ž�Ž�1�˜�•�1
authorship is largely irrelevant to this paper. On dating see DOVER (1950: 56�.57). 
56 ���—�1���—�•�’�™�‘�˜�—�•�Ž�Š�—�1��stasis-�•�‘�Ž�˜�›�¢���1�Š�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1Tetralogies see RUSSELL (1983: 17); CARAWAN  
(1993: 236) and GAGARIN  (2002: 106). 
57 CARAWAN  (1998: 246). 
58 GAGARIN  (1997: 142). Cf. GAGARIN  (2002: 118), see below. 
59 GAGARIN  (2002: 112�.115). 
60 GAGARIN  (1994: 52). 
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the discussion at hand, however, is the fact that the author addresses 
directly the relationship of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– and testimony. On this point, Goebel 
and Gagarin agree that the author draws a firm distinction between 
merely probable arguments which ap peal to �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– and factual proof 
provided by witnesses. 61 At Antiph. 2, 4, 10, then, the mock-defendant 
opposes the actual (�÷�‘�˜�•�–) murderer as revealed by witnesses and the 
merely probable (�‰�â�Ž�ñ�˜�•�–) accusations made by his rival. He does this 
in the train of  introducing witnesses at the very end of his defence, ones 
which he claims can prove that he is innocent in point of fact, rather 
�•�‘�Š�—�1�‹�¢�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�ñ�1�“���Ž�1�À�Ž�1�˜�� �‘�1 �‰�â�Ž�ñ�˜�•�‘�1�¦ �•�•�2 �Ã�•�‡�# �ˆ�‹�•���—�•�ï�1���‘�Ž�1�’�—�•�›�˜�•�ž�Œ�,
tion of the witness at the end of his second speech is undoubtedly bi-
zarre62 and would have shocked the mock-jurors. As Gagarin notes, 
however, it ��s ��shock value�� may well be calculated: Antiphon can show 
that with the introduction of the witnesses, we have finally come to an 
�Ã�•�‡�“�‘�1� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1�œ� �Ž�Ž�™�œ�1�Š� �Š�¢�1�•�‘�Ž�1�–�ž�•�•�’�•�ž�•�Ž�1�˜�•�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1�Š�›�•�ž�–�Ž�—�•�œ�1� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1�™�›�Ž�,
ceded it.63 And yet, as Gagarin himself notes,64 and as Wohl has shown 
in greater detail,65 there is also, and running parallel to this stark distinc-
�•�’�˜�—�ð�1�Š�1�™�Ž�›�œ�’�œ�•�Ž�—�•�1�Œ�˜�—�•�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�1�Š�—�•�1�•�Ž�œ�•�’�–�˜�—�¢�ð�1�˜�—�Ž�1� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1�•�Ž�Š�Ÿ�Ž�œ�1
the door open for hypothetical witnesses to enter into the courtroom. 
The prosecutor, for example, after drawing the very distinction  men-
tioned (esp. Antiph. 2, 1, 1), conflates the two with one another, arguing 
that the circumstantial details have ��informed �� against his opponent: 

First of all, it is unlikely that a mugger would have killed the man. For 
no-one would endure the gravest of perils and be ready to risk his life 
and then, when the deed is done, leave his reward behind him. And 
the victims were found still  wearing their cloaks. Nor is it likely that 
he was killed in a drunken brawl, for such a killer would have been 
known by his fellow revellers ( �À�‡�•�‡�‘���—�Ž�‰�˜�“�1 �‡�¤�•�1�ª�‘�1���” �ò � �̃� �‘�1
�—�™�•�”�“�˜�� �‘�ü�ï�1���˜�›�1� �Š�œ�1�’�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�›�Ž�œ�ž�•�•�1�˜�•�1�œ�˜�–�Ž�1�š�ž�Š�›�›�Ž�•�ð�1�•�˜�›�1� �‘�˜�1�Œ�˜�ž�•�•�1�‘�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1

                                                 
61 GOEBEL (1983: 22); GAGARIN  (2002: 116). 
62 GAGARIN  (1997: 142). CAREY (1994b: 97), however, notes that challenges were less 
formal at the end of the 5th century. 
63 An explanation favoured by GAGARIN  (2002: 118). 
64 GAGARIN  (2002: 116�.117). 
65 WOHL  (2010: 138�.139). 
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quarrelled durin g the night in such a deserted place? Nor, finally, 
could have he been killed in error, for such a man would not have also 
killed the slave. And thus, with every other possibility being dis-
missed, the death itself informs us that he was the victim of a mur der-
�™�•�˜�•�1 �û�…��� �̃ò�–�1�ó �Œ�£�‘�…�˜�“�–�1�À�’�1�À�”�•�†�“�™�•�Û�–�1�¦ �”�“�Œ�…�‘�ñ�‘�˜�…�1 �•�‹�‘�þ�‰�• �…���˜�ñ�‘�ü�ï�1
(Antiph. 2, 1, 4�.5) 

It is clear, even from this argument alone, that Gorgias and the author of 
the First Tetralogy are drawing on a common stock of logical tricks and 
argumentative tropes. At  its most general level, the �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– argument is 
explicitly based on the assumption that the criminal is a supremely ra-
tional actor (see esp. Antiph. 2, 2, 4�.5, below), one who behaves only in 
accordance to a cold calculation of his own self-interest. Thus, the fact 
that the cloak was found on the victim �. a fact which no defendant 
could reasonably contest �. is presented as a sufficient indication 
(�—�‹�•�‰�ço�‘ , Antiph. 2, 2, 4) that muggers are not responsible for the crime 
since they would not have forgotten to actually rob the corpse. No sane 
criminal, the mock -prosecutor implies, would have killed for profit and 
then forgotten to take his prize. The argument here is also an apagoge 
and one which involves an analysis of the various possible motives for 
the homicide. As such, it takes the same shape of Gorgias�� examination 
of the defendant��s motives in the second half of the Palamedes, as well as 
that of the grand argumentative strategy in his Encomium to Helen.66 The 
mock-prosecutor��s aim, of course, is rather different to that of the ��de-
fendant�� in either of these speeches. While Palamedes examines all the 
possible motives to demonstrate that none can be reasonably imputed to 
him, the mock-prosecutor here argues that the victim must have been 
murdered because no other motive fits the facts of the case. It is because 
of this that he concludes that the death itself, by which he means the 
circumstantial details which are beyond dispute, ��informs �� (�•�‹�‘�þ�‰�•) 
against the murderer. �� �â�Ž�ñ�– here has become a surrogate witness for the 
prosecution. This, however, is not the only ��conflation �� of the two pisteis. 
Thus, though the figure of the hypothetical witness is far more explicit 
in the back-and-forth whic h follows from this apagoge, we already get a 

                                                 
66 SPATHRAS (2001: 406). 
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whisper of him here. The second possibility, namely that the victim was 
killed in a drunken brawl, is dismissed altogether because the would -be 
killer would have been recognized, �À�‡�•�‡�‘���—�Ž�‰�˜�“, by his fellow reve l-
lers. This possibility, the mock -prosecutor implies, can simply be dis-
missed because it would have involved the creation of witnesses, people 
who knew. And as with the Palamedes, these hypothetical witnesses are 
simply assumed to be a source of evidence against the would -be killer 
had they existed, even though they would, presumably, have been the 
friends of the offender and also very drunk.  

In the subsequent speech, however, the defendant does not pick up 
on any of these problems and chooses, rather, to focus on the first possi-
bility:  

But it is not unlikely, as they say, but likely ( �Ã�—�˜�•�1�ˆ�¾ �“���Ž�1�¦ �”�‰�•�Ž�ñ�–�ð�1�� �–�1
�“���˜�“�ß�1� �…�—�•�‘�ð�1�¦ �•�•�¤ �‰�â�Ž�ò�–�ü�1�•�‘�Š�•�1�‘�Ž�1� �Š�œ�1�”�’�•�•�Ž�•�1�’�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�–�Š�•�•�1�‘�˜�ž�›�œ�1�˜�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1
night by some prowler and for his cloak. For the fact that he was found 
clothed is �—�˜�1�™�›�˜�˜�•�1�Š�•�1�Š�•�•�1�û�“��� �̂¾�‘�1�—�‹�•�‰�ç�ñ�‘�1�À�—�˜�•�‘�ü�ï�1���•�1�•�‘�Ž�¢�ð�1�•�Ž�Š�›�’�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Š�™�,
�™�›�˜�Š�Œ�‘�1 �˜�•�1 �œ�˜�–�Ž�˜�—�Ž�1�û�˜�•�‘�…�–�1 �”�•�“�—�•�ñ�‘�˜�…�–�1 � �“�†�‹�Œ�½�‘�˜�‰�–�ü�ð�1 �•�Ž�•�•�1 �‹�Ž�•�˜�›�Ž�1 �œ�•�›�’�™�,
ping him, the muggers would have been sensible and not insane to pre-
fer their own safety to their prize ( �À�—�•� �•�ñ�‘�“�™�‘�1�Ž�…�à �“���Ž�1�À�•�…�ß�‘�“�‘�˜�“�1�˜�Ç�‘�1
�—�•�˜�‹�•�ß�…�‘�1�˜�“�� �Ž�½�•�ˆ�“�™�–�1�”�•�“�˜�•�•�� �‘�˜�‰�–�ü�ï (Antiph. 2, 2, 4�.5) 

The aim of this argument is clear. By appealing to the same calculus of 
self-interest, one which opposes sanity (�À�—�•� �•�ñ�‘�“�™�‘) and insanity 
(�À�•�…�ß�‘�“�‘�˜�“) in a way reminiscent of the Palamedes (Gorg. Pal. 25), the 
mock-defendant attempts to imagine a scenario in which a mugger 
could still be guilty and leave the cloak behind him. In so doing, he 
seeks to undermine the force of the apagoge by showing that his oppo-
nent has dismissed this possibility  inappropriately. The scenario imag-
ined, moreover, also involves hypothetical ��witnesses�� who wander over 
the scene of the crime (�˜�•�‘�…�–�1�”�•�“�—�•�ñ�‘�˜�…�–) and scare off the criminal be-
fore he has had time to rob the victim.67 In this way, the mock -defendant 
shows that the ��proof �� his opponent has presented comes to naught since 
a mugger could still be involved. The mugging could, after all, have 
been botched by the sudden and unexpected appearance of some nosey 

                                                 
67 On by-standers as witnesses in such crimes, see SPATHRAS (2008: 181). 
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parker. As in Gorgias�� Palamedes, therefore, the defendant conjures up 
hypothetical witnesses in order to defend himself. Unlike Palamedes, 
however, Antiphon ��s mock-defendant does not attempt to show that he 
could not have committed the crime because it would have necessarily 
involved ��third witnesses�� and accomplices �. it is agreed that there could 
be none (Antiph. 2, 1, 1)68 �. but rather conjures up bystanders to argue 
that others could have been implicated. Moreover, the hypothetical wit-
nesses conjured are merely ��possible��, perhaps even unlikely, and by no 
means necessary to the scenario imagined, as they are in Palamedes. Yet, 
since Antiphon is here not deducing anything from their a bsence, mere 
possibility is all he needs to make his point.  

The mock-prosecutor comes to the defence of his apagoge early in his 
rebuttal speech: 

For if the killers, having seeing some people approaching, left and 
abandoned their victims, fleeing before th ey stripped them, then those 
� �‘�˜�1�Œ�‘�Š�—�Œ�Ž�•�1�ž�™�˜�—�1�û�“�á �À�‘�˜�™�›�ñ�‘�˜�‰�–�ü�1�•�‘�Ž�–�1� �˜�ž�•�•�1�‘�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1�•�˜�ž�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�œ�•�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1
alive even if the master was already dead. He did, after all, testify af-
ter he was picked up. It is clear, then, that these men would have 
questioned the slave and passed on the identity of the perpetrators to 
�ž�œ�1 �û�—�…� �� �– �¦ �‘�…�Ž�•�ß�‘�…�‘�˜�‰�–�1 �˜�“�ÿ�–�1�À�•�‡�…�—�…�•�½�‘�“�™�–�1�Ì�‡�‡�‰�•�•�…�‘�1�ª�‘�1�È�•�ç�‘�ü�ï�1
And if this were the case, then this man would not now be ascribed 
the blame. (Antiph. 2, 3, 3) 

The mock-prosecutor��s argument is, once again, closely related to the 
known circumstances of the crime and is, in effect, a mere elaboration of 
the original scenario depicted in his first speech. Had bystanders hap-
pened onto the scene, he argues, we would know about it. The slave, 
who was still alive, would  have denounced his attacker to these hypo-
thetical by-standers and they, in turn, would relayed this testimony to 
its proper place, to the victim ��s home and to his relatives. As a result, the 
defendant would have never been blamed since the real perpetrator �. 
the mugger �. would have been identified and prosecuted. The prosecu-

                                                 
68 The reason given is, again, reminiscent of arguments from hypothetical witnesses. 
The mock-prosecutor argues that a clever witness would ensure that no witnesses to 
his crime exist. 
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tion would have known �. much as Odysseus should have known �. where 
the guilt actually lay. Once again, then, the mock-prosecutor simply as-
sumes that any bystander who would have seen the mugging would 
have made his testimony public. In this, Antiphon ��s mock-prosecutor 
and Palamedes agree. 

It is in response to this challenge that the mock-defendant of Anti-
phon��s First Tetralogy offers Odysseus a convincing counter to Pala-
medes�� argument. We note, then, that in the process of the dialectical 
back and forth, the mock-prosecutor has had to ascribe ideal qualities to 
the hypothetical bystander: he diligently collects information from the 
slave, proceeds to report it to the relevant parties, and, presumably, ap-
pears in court when summoned as a witness. Worse still, the defendant 
implies that these qualities are universal. Any bystander who would 
have come across the scene would have behaved in such a way. All the 
wily orator had to do, therefore , is challenge one, or more, of these ques-
tionable assumptions: 

They say that each and every one of those who would have happened 
upon the victims while they being assaulted would, rather then flee, 
�‹�Ž�1 �–�˜�›�Ž�1 �•�’�”�Ž�•�¢�1 �û�‰�â�Ž�ñ�˜�‰�•�“�‘�1 �‰�è�‘�…�•�ü�1 �•�˜�1 �Š�Œ�Œ�ž�›�Š�•�Ž�•�¢�1 �’�—�Ÿ�Ž�œ�•�’�•�Š�•�Ž�1 �û�—�…� �� �–�1
�”�™�Œ�ñ�•�‰�‘�“�‘�1 �˜�“�ÿ�–�1 �ˆ�•�…� �Œ�‰�ß�•�…�‘�˜�…�–�ü�1 � �‘�˜�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 �–�ž�›�•�Ž�›�Ž�›�1 � �Š�œ�1 �Š�—�•�1 �•�‘�Ž�—�1
carry the news to the victims �� �‘�˜�–�Ž�1�û�‰�â�–�1�“�è�Ž�“�‘�1�¦ �‡�‡�‰�ç�•�…�•�ü�ï�1���Ž�•�1���1�”�—�˜� �1
no one who is so hot-headed and brave (�À�‡��  � �̂¾ �“���ˆ�½�‘�…�1�“���˜�•�1�Œ�‰�•�•�ò�‘�1
�Ž�…�à �¦ �‘�ˆ�•�‰�ç�“�‘�1�©�‘�Œ�•�•�”�“�‘�1�‰�è�‘�…�•�1�ˆ�“�Ž�� ), and who would not turn round 
and flee when coming across men on the very point of death and at 
night rather than endanger his own safety by inquiring about the 
�–�ž�›�•�Ž�›�Ž�›�œ�1 �û� �‰�þ�‡�‰�•�‘�1 �•�º�•�•�“�‘�1�Í �”�™�‘�Œ�…�‘�ñ�•�‰�‘�“�‘ �˜�“�ÿ�–�1 �Ž�…�Ž�“�þ�•�‡�“�™�–�1
�”�‰�•�à � �̃Û�–�1 �œ�™�›�Û�–�1 �Ž�•�‘�ˆ�™�‘�‰���—�…�•�ü�ï�1 ���’�—�Œ�Ž�1 �•�‘�Ž�œ�Ž�1 � �˜�ž�•�•-be witnesses then 
�Š�›�Ž�1�–�˜�›�Ž�1�•�’�”�Ž�•�¢�1�•�˜�1�‘�Š�Ÿ�Ž�1�•�•�Ž�•�ð�1�Š�œ�1�’�œ�1�›�Ž�Š�œ�˜�—�Š�‹�•�Ž�1�û�‰�â�Ž�ñ�˜�•�–�1�¦ � �ß�“�•�‘�˜�“�ü�ð�1�’�•�1�’�œ�1
no longer necessary to dismiss the possibility of men who would have 
murdered to rob the pair. So I have been freed of suspicion. (Antiph. 
2, 4, 4�.5) 

The idealized behaviour t hat the mock-prosecutor has had to foist on 
every passer-by, the mock-defendant now argues, is not as universal as 
�‘�’�œ�1�˜�™�™�˜�—�Ž�—�•�1�Œ�•�Š�’�–�œ�ï�1���—�•�Ž�Ž�•�ð�1�’�•�1�’�œ�1�—�˜�•�1�Ž�Ÿ�Ž�—�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�ï�1���‘�Ž�—�1�•�‘�Ž�1��hypothetical 
bystander�� introduced in his former speech is suddenly and unexpect ed-
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ly confronted by a mugging scene, the mock-prosecutor plausibly ar-
�•�ž�Ž�œ�ð�1 �’�•�1 �’�œ�1 �–�˜�›�Ž�1 �›�Ž�Š�œ�˜�—�Š�‹�•�Ž�1 �û�‰�â�Ž�ñ�˜�‰�•�“�‘�ü�1 �•�‘�Š�•�1 �‘�Ž�1 � �˜�ž�•�•�1 �™�›�Ž�•�Ž�›�1 �‘�’�œ�1 �˜� �—�1
�œ�Š�•�Ž�•�¢�1�•�˜�1�’�—�Ÿ�Ž�œ�•�’�•�Š�•�’�—�•�1�•�‘�Ž�1�Œ�›�’�–�Ž�ñ�1� �‰�þ�‡�‰�•�‘�1�•�º�•�•�“�‘�1�Í �”�™�‘�Œ�…�‘�ñ�•�‰�‘�“�‘�ï�1���•�1
is not merely knowledge, therefore, which characterizes the real, as op-
posed to a merely hypothetical witness. At least in this scenario, he must 
have been brave, even hot-headed. More generally, then, a witness must 
be ��motivated �� to discover the truth and then testify. And this, the mock -
prosecutor expl�Š�’�—�œ�ð�1 �Œ�Š�›�›�’�Ž�œ�1 �›�’�œ�”�ñ�1 �Ž�•�‘�ˆ�™�‘�‰���—�…�• (cf. Arist. Rhet. 1376a14�.
15). The examination of an agent��s motivation  �‹�¢�1�–�Ž�Š�—�œ�1�˜�•�1�‰�â�Ž�ñ�–�ð�1� �‘�’�Œ�‘�1
has occupied much of the prosecution��s case as well as Palamedes�� de-
fence, has been finally foisted on the witnesses themselves. In so doing, 
Antiphon has levelled an important and devastating challenge to the 
defendant��s apagoge. More importantly, Antiphon has attributed to the 
hypothetical witness a second important trait: a will.  

Conclusion  

A number of conclusions can now be drawn from the use and character-
ization of these would -be witnesses. Firstly, it is clear that both Gorgias 
and Antiphon assume that in summoning witnesses, a litigant is fur-
nishing evidentiary material supportive of his own case. Thus, in the 
Palamedes, the availability of witnesses is grouped with other sorts of 
evidence that Odysseus would possess had Palamedes really been 
guilty. The prosecutor of the First Tetralogy, on the other hand, justifies 
his use of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– on the grounds that he could not demonstra te his claims 
to be true by means of witnesses, while his opponent explicitly relies on 
witnesses to demonstrate his innocence in the final part of his rebuttal 
speech. Secondly, the hypothetical witness is one prominent figure en-
listed to help in this �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– back and forth. Moreover, the analysis has 
demonstrated that this argumentative scheme possesses great flexibility 
and may be used by both sides of a case and to various effects. It is also 
noteworthy that both Gorgias and Antiphon show considerable ing enui-
ty in adapting the argument to the specifics of the case. There is, howev-
er, one important caveat to this flexibility: like real witnesses, hypothet-
ical witnesses �. as a species of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– argument �. are used only when the 
facts are in dispute. Thirdly, the close association of �‰�â�Ž�ñ�– and testimony 
also underlines the porousness of the Aristotelian categories of proof. As 
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the brief reference to Antiph. 5 shows, then, hypothetical witnesses can 
be invoked even to counter a non-technical pistis: a letter. Above all, 
however, the characteristics of the hypothetical witness sheds some light 
on the role of actual witnesses or, at least, on the broader category of 
��witnessing ��. Thus, to start off with, it is already telling that there is such 
a figure as a hypothetical witness. It is clear, in other words, that at least 
on these occasions the precise identity of the witness and his non-
existent relationship to the litigant is unimportant to his status as a ��wit-
ness��. Moreover, the characteristics which are imputed  to these would-
be witnesses are entirely impersonal and not related, in any significant 
way, to a question of his status, respectability, or ��socio-political �� affilia-
tions with the litigants. What does characterize these witnesses, rather, 
are two things: his knowledge of the things to which he is testifying and, 
secondly, his willingness to testify. In this, perhaps, the hypothetical 
witness comes far closer to our own sanitized notions of a ��witness�� in a 
modern trial than does any flesh -and-blood witnes s summoned into the 
messy world of the Athenian courts.  
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Talus: Etymology of a Ludonym and how the Names 
of an Ancient Gaming P ractice could be Indicative of 
Processes of Cultural Transmission and  Stratification  

This paper presents the complex history of the names given to knucklebones by differ-
ent ancient civilizations. During the whole of antiquity these particular gaming tools 
had precise cultural and symbolical connotations, which influenced their gaming use 
and crossed many social, chronological, geographical and cultural boundaries. 
The peculiar role played by knucklebones within human gaming practices stretches 
across several millennia. In western Europe during the early Middle Ages, their use 
went into decline in favour of cubic dice. Over the centuries scholarship has over-
lapped and confounded the terminology relating to these two different gaming tradi-
tions, causing many misunderstandings and translation issues.  
However, thanks to advances in the field of game studies and through the examina-
tion of literary, iconographic and archaeological data, it is possible to establish the 
original names given to games using astragals and also the complex signifiers and 
implications that they had for classical culture.1 
 
Keywords:  talus, talis ludere, knucklebones, astragals, ki�²allu , Latin etymolo-
gy, ancient games, translation issues 

Why study ancient board games?  

In ancient times board games were objects of daily use and the interper-
sonal and interactional nature of play could easily turn board, dice and 
counters into tools that served as lubricant for social interactions.2 
                                                 
1 I thank Robert Houg hton (University of Winchester), Helen V. Forsyth (University of 
Bolzano), Stephen Kidd (Brown University) and Walter Crist (Maastricht University), 
Christopher Dobbs (University of Missouri), Michael Loss (Thomson Reuters), Eddie 
Duggan (University of Suf folk) for reviewing this paper.  
2 CRIST�.DE VOOGT�.DUNN -VATURI (2016). 



70 Marco Tibaldini  

 

This could take place internally within a community, facilitating the 
relations between people of different ages or social positions, but also 
externally, creating occasions for cross-cultural communications.   

This structural aspect of play could easily lead to the stratification of 
gaming practices into a cultural context, or trigger processes of intercul-
tural exchanges and transmissions, and subsequently of indigenization 
or cultural appropriation.  

In fact, ancient board games preserved the memory of all these pro-
cesses and any of their aspects could be interpreted and analysed as a 
trace of a historical process. For this reason, studying ancient gaming tra-
ditions allows a better understanding of ancient soci eties, but also of the 
medium and long -term historical processes in which they took part, like 
transcultural exchanges, social evolutions and cultural stratifications.  

Material and immaterial evidence  

Any game consists of a material part �. the board and gaming pieces, and 
an immaterial one �. the set of rules and the socio-cultural implications 
of its use, propriety or distribution. Sometimes the permanence or the 
modification of the material morphology of a game could be indicative 
of its historical, social or cultural implication, while at other times this 
complexity could be detected just after the recognition of a continui-
ty/discontinuity occurring on the immaterial side.  

Board games, their names and their terminology  

Ludonyms, the names given for centuries to board games and their compo-
nents, are part of the immaterial legacy preserved by board games, and 
their linguistic and philological analysis could be extremely useful in bring-
ing to light some of the processes of cultural transmission and stratification. 

Being aware of the etymology, or historical complexity, of a Greek or 
Roman word allows a classical philologist to achieve a higher level of com-
prehension of an ancient text, and subsequently to derive better transla-
tions, commentaries, or footnotes. The terminology related to gaming prac-
tices does not constitute an exception to this rule. 

Unfortunately, a sort of cultural stigma surrounds gaming activity, 
which until recently was considered culturally and historically irrelevant. 
Since the Renaissance, only a few scholars, and not the most quoted ones, 
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conducted in-depth studies into ancient gaming practices, and their perspec-
tive never filtered into the Greek and Latin vocabularies, with the result that 
today many of the translations or comments besides certain literary passages 
related to games are wrong, inaccurate, simplified or anachronistic. 

The reader could easily test this statement by browsing a critical edi-
tion of Plato ��s Republic,3 or Aristotle ��s Politics,4 where references will typ-
ically be found to Chess, Chessboard, Draughts �. games which emerged 
during the Middle Ages and were unknown in the ancient world �. and 
the word dice is used flexibly to indicate any casting object. 

The footnotes5 of this paper detail some samples of this inaccuracy, 
highlighting the translation issues in texts distributed over more than two 
centuries and which relate to different disciplinary areas, to show how this 
cultural bias affecting scholarly conceptions of gaming practices is cross-
cultural, cross-generational, cross-disciplinary and, above all, still present.  

So, the purpose of this paper is twofold: to show how complex the 
history of a ludonym could be, and to demonstrate not just philologists, 
but also historians, sociologists, and even just interested non-academics, 
the importance of understanding this complexity.  

The sample of Knucklebones: a simple gaming tool, a complex 
history, a forgotten ludonym  

Among the most interesting gaming tools used in antiquity are knuckle-
bones. Their history, their linguis tic implications and finally their partial 
disappearance, could be indicative of the importance of reconstructing 
the cultural background of a ludonym and fully rehabilitating it.  

Knucklebones are bones situated in the posterior legs of quadrupeds 
and in antiquity, prevalently those of the ovicaprids, were the most ap-
preciated among all the gaming tools.  

An approximative calculation of the material evidence found on ar-
chaeological sites can help to understand how popular they were among 
the Greeks and Romans: in 2018 the findings of cubic dice counted 
around 1,200 artefacts, compared to 36,700 knucklebones.6 

                                                 
3 Plat. Rep., 333b; 347c; 422d-e; 487c-d; 522c-d; 536e-537a; 604b-c; 459.  
4 Aristot. Pol., 1253a. 
5 Notes 15; 44; 55; 66; 112. 
6 K�t���
������������  (2017/2018: 109�.133). 
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Their first appearance dates to the Neolithic Period,7 and knuckle-
bones of any kind (natural, artificial, painted, vases in shape of knuckle-
bones, weights in shape of knucklebones) are continuously attested in 
various regions of the Mediterranean until late antiquity.  

In Anatolia, as in other regions in the Near East, they are still in use8, 
while their use as randomizing elements disappeared, or became less 
relevant, a long time ago from the cultural tradition of western Europe.  

For this reason, their presence in ancient literature passed unnoticed 
by the majority of the European humanists and philologists, which con-
flated their concept and terminology  with another gaming tool whose 
use was similar: the cubic dice. Once this simplification was uncon-
sciously accepted by philologists, it led many scholars to translate terms 
related to knucklebones simply as ��dice��, with the result of weakening, 
simplifyin g or even erasing the connection of this gaming practice with 
its cultural, linguistic and historical background.  

Knucklebones and their ludonyms in the Bronze Age  

In the Sumerian language knucklebones were called zi.in.gi, while zi-in-
�•�’�1 �•�È�›-ra-ra meant the act to play with them. In Akkadian they were 
called ki�•alli9 (a term from which eventually derived similar words in 
other Semitic languages like Hebrew �uar�•ullayim and the Syriac �uur�•�•�¬).10  

This can be derived from a bilingual tablet of the 1st century BC found in 
the Mesopotamian site of Erech, but surely copied from a more ancient one 
and part of a longer composition originally made up of 5 tablets. 11 

                                                 
7 HADDOW (2015: 54; 102; 253). 
8 AND  (1979: 59). 
9 Concerning the translation  of the Akkadian  term ki�•allu as ���”�—�ž�Œ�”�•�Ž�‹�˜�—�Ž���ð 
LANDSBERGER (1960: 121; 126; 127). 
10 SED I No. 169, KOGAN  (2011: 225). 
11 ���‘�Ž�1 �•�Ž�¡�•�1 �’�œ�1 �•�‘�Ž�1 ���Š�•�Ž�1 ���’�•�’�—�•�ž�Š�•�1 ���¡�Š�•�•�Š�•�’�˜�—�1 �˜�•�1 ���ñ�•�Š�›�ï�1 ���1 �š�ž�’�Œ�”�1 �‹�’�‹�•�’�˜�•�›�Š�™�‘�¢�1 �›�Ž�•�Š�•ed to it 
and to its ancient tablets: H �����i�
���1 (1960: 473�.522); LANGDON (1919: 73�.84); THUREAU �.
DANGIN (1914: 141�.158); FALKENSTEIN (1952: 88�.92); LAMBERT (1971: 91�.95); LANGDON 

(1923: 12); ZGOLL (1997).  
Ancient tablets: 
W 22729,2  Pub. SBTU 2, 28  CDLI P348633  
AO 6458 Pub. TCL 6, 51  CDLI P363723 
AO 6493 Pub. TCL 6,52  CDLI P363724 
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This text alternates lines written in Sumerian with their Akkadian 
translation:  

May the arrowhead that pierces lungs and heart go back and forth like 
a shuttle. 

O Inanna,12 make fight and combat ebb and flow 13 like a skipping rope;  
O lady of battle, make the fray clash together like the pukku and �–�Ž�”�”�ú 
O goddess of contention, make battle be pursued like counters14 being 

manipulated  
Lady, at the place of clashing of weapons, strike with chaos like the 

banging down of knucklebones. 15 

                                                 
VAT 14488 Pub. LKU 12  CDLI P414154 
VAT ----- Pub. LKU 135, p.27 CDLI P414266 
VAT 16439a+b  Pub. VS 24, 37  CDLI P347156 
Bod S 302 RA 12, 73�.84   CDLI P368468 
K 13459  �
�›�ž�ñ�”�Š�ð�1�™�ï�1522  CDLI P357130 
K 15340  unpublished   CDLI P357423 
80�.7�.19, 281 unpublished   CDLI P452027 
I thank Pr. D. A. Foxvog for sharing this information.  
12 ���—�1���”�”�Š�•�’�Š�—�ð�1�•�‘�Ž�1�•�˜�•�•�Ž�œ�œ�1���ñ�•�Š�›�ï 
13 ���’�•�Ž�›�Š�›�’�•�¢�ñ�1���‹�Ž�—�•�1�‹�Š�Œ�”��. 
14 ���›�1�Š�•�œ�˜�ñ�1��of �™�ž�™�™�Ž�•�œ�&�•�˜�•�•�œ��. 
15 Tablet BodS 302, Bodleian collection, frontside, lines 1�.5: 
�•�Ž�ñkak mur  �ñ�Š3-ga an-da-ab-la2-am3 bar-bar-re-�Ž�ñ �•e2-en- 

su3-su3 u2-�•u mu-�ñ�Š�š-qir lib3-bi u �pa-�ñ�Ž-e ki-i u2-ki-i �•�’�ñ-ta-ad-di-i�p  

dinanna ti -sa�•4 �•�Ž�ñ-la2 �Ž�ñ�Ž�–�Ž�—2-gin7 u3-mi -ib2-SAR-SAR 

d�’�ñ-tar a-na-an-ti  u tu-qu-um!-ta ki-ma kip-pe-e �ñ�ž-tak-pi-ma  
e-lag �•�Ž�ñellag �•�Ž�ñ-du3-a-gin7 nin  me3-a �•�Ž�ñ2-a-ra se3-se3-ga-ba-ni -ib2  

ki-ma pu-uk-ku u3 mi-ik-ke-e be-let ta-�pa-zi �ñ�ž-tam-�pi-�•u tam-�pa-ru  

amalu a-da-min 3
me-en-na bi-za �ñ�ž!SU tag-ga-gin7 �ñ�Ž�—-�ñ�Ž�—-naa us2-sa-ab 

i-lat te-�•e-e-ti  ki-ma me-lul -tu2 pa-as-si re-de-e qab-lu  

din-nin  ki  �•�Ž�ñtukul  sag3-ga zi-in-gi ra-ra-da-gin7 igi -su�•3-sa�•4 ra-ra-ab  

_dmin_ a-�ñ�Š�›�1�•�Š�–-�pu-u�• kak-ku u dab2-de-e ki-ma ki-�•al-la me2-li -li sa�p-�–�Š�ñ-tu2  

First transliteration: LANGDON  (1915: 73�.84). The present translation comes from a 
comparison between: CASTELLINO  (1977); H �����i�
��  (1960: 473�.522); LAMBERT (1971: 91�.








































































































































































































































