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THE SWEETNESS OF SPIRIT OR SONG?
ON PINDAR’S PYTHIAN 6.52-54

Abstract. — The last verse of Pindar’s sixth ode (P. 6.54) has traditionally
been understood as a praise of Thrasybulus’ generosity, his spirit, which
surpasses honey in sweetness. Some more recent interpretations disagree,
arguing that the verb aueipetar cannot mean “surpass,” since there is no
parallel for this in Greek poetry. Instead, they understand it as “requite” or
“get in exchange”; this has broader implications: the expression pehio-
oav... TpnTov Tovov is thus supposed to denote a poem and refer to the
ode in which it appears, i.e. P. 6, which the poet dedicates to Thrasybulus
in gratitude. The traditional understanding, which is said to originate from
the scholiast’s misunderstanding, is therefore impossible. Although this in-
terpretation is well argued and a new reading is possible, the question re-
mains open. The article presents arguments that the verb dueifetor can
have the figurative meaning “to surpass” and that the traditional reading
can therefore still be justified. It also presents possible arguments for the
scholiast’s reading of the passage, which is not necessarily the result of a
misunderstanding. If the poem was intended to be performed at a sympo-
sium, this has pragmatic implications for the new reading as well: in frag-
ment 124ab (in a poem, which is probably an erotic encomium, addressed
to Thrasybulus,) Pindar says that the purpose of his poem is to evoke, in
synergy with wine, an ecstatic experience for all participants in Thrasybu-
lus” symposium, which would not be possible without the latter’s hospita-
lity. So even if the last line of P. 6 means that Thrasybulus receives the po-
em as requite, this implies, in close connection with the previous two li-
nes, praise for his exceptional generosity, the sweetness of his spirit (yAv-
kela pnv): it is the one that provides the pragmatic context for the perfor-
mance, in which the poem can be fully actualised as a song and prove
itself to be a honeycomb, “the perforated labor of bees”.

The purpose of this article is quite modest: | wish to offer some ar-
guments in favor of the traditional reading of the conclusion of Pindar’s
sixth Pythian Ode (Pythian 6.52-54):
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YAVKETO O PPNV
K0l GUUTOTOIOY OUIAETY
peAGoay aueifetal TpnToV TOVOV.

In more recent times, the last verse has become a bone of contenti-
on. According to traditional understanding, the expression peMoodyv...
TpnTov movov is a paraphrase for “honeycomb” or “honey,” while dpeife-
Tow means “to surpass”: the verse thus means that the subject of the sen-
tence, the spirit of Thrasybulus, son of the addressee of the epinician, sur-
passes honey in sweetness. Let me illustrate this reading with a few repre-
sentative recent translations in different languages:

And his sweet spirit,
in company with his drinking companions,
surpasses the perforated labor of bees.!

La sua indole dolce persino nei conviti con gli amici
sorpassa il lavoro trapunto delle api.?

Seine siifle Umgangsart, auch im Verkehr mit Trinkgefahrten,
Ubertrifft der Bienen gebohrtes Werk.2

Et son esprit si doux au fréquenter des commensaux
vaut I’ouvrage ajouré des abeilles.*

Decades ago, some scholars understood the phrase pelooav...
TpNTov mdvov as a metaphor for a song and interpreted it as a self-referen-
ce: it was supposed to refer to the song in which it appears, i.e. the epini-
cian Pythian 6.> However, such a reading also requires a change in the
meaning of aueifetar; this step was, to my knowledge, first taken by Les-
lie Kurke, who believes that this verb here means “repay, requite”® and
translates the passage as: “And his mind, sweet also in keeping company
with his fellow drinkers, requites this carefully wrought encomium”.” Such
a reading, as Kurke says, reverses the epinician convention, according to

1 Race 1997a, 318-319. Pindar’s works are cited in the notes and bibliography accor-
ding to their publishers, as differences between editions and translations are of significant
importance.

2 Gentili 1995, 194-195.

3 Bremer 1992, 180-181.

4 Savignac 1990, 234-235.

5 Svenbro 1976, 174-175; Greengard 1980, 84-85.

6 Svenbro 1976, 175 already understood the passage in the same way as Kurke: “Le
fils du commanditaire, détenteur d’une aitio. pehippwv, doit ‘récompenser’ le travail par
lequel cette aitia a été transformée en ‘rayon de miel’, c’est-a-dire en poéme.” He there-
fore translated aueifetar as “récompense”, but did not comment on the traditional transla-
tion (“surpass”).

7 Kurke 1990, 101-102.
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which the poet gives the epinikion to the victor as a reward for his movog,
his hard-won success and his hospitality, since here it is precisely the op-
posite: the victor’s xenia rewards the poet’s névog. Finally, Chris Ecker-
man upgraded this reading by interpreting aueiferot as “get in exchan-
ge”; in this way, he preserved the metaphorical interpretation of peio-
oav... Tpntov tovov and the epinician convention: Thrasybulus is the one
who is rewarded with the song. It was precisely in Kurke’s reversal of
this convention that he saw the reason why the metaphorical interpretati-
on was not accepted in the translations that appeared after the publication
of her article. Eckerman is convinced that this question has thus been de-
finitively resolved and that the traditional reading is no longer possible.

I think that’s a bit of a stretch. A new, metaphorical interpretation
is certainly possible and very well argued, especially since Pindar very
often uses the imagery of bees and honey in relation to song® and because
““perforated’ (tpntov) works well as a denotation for the artistic comple-
xity of song,”%® but this does not exclude the possibility of a traditional
reading. Both Kurke and Eckerman see the origin of the latter in the fact
that modern scholars followed the ancient scholiast, who understood the
expression peAocdy... tpntov movov literally and was therefore forced to
explain apeifetor as “surpass’:

1M 0& ep1Mv adTod KOTA TNV TPOG TOVG GLUTOTAC O YAVKELR £G-
TV, MOTE T KNpio Topaiidoce Kol Tapamopedectan Tij YAvkOTN-
TLTOV EpevdV- Gvi ToD vikd 10 puért!

They consider this to be a mistake: the main argument of both
scholars is that the verb dueifm in the middle nowhere else in Greek means
“surpass.”? But is this really the case?

The basic meaning of the verb aueifw is “to change.” This directly
transitive verb is also used to denote movement; in this case, it’s basic
meaning®® is modified or even somewhat figurative: the subject of the
verb does not change or affect the direct object, but rather changes its
own position in relation to it. In other words, it replaces the space of its
location, which is expressed as an object, with another, unexpressed (im-
plied) space. In such cases, the object is implicitly understood as part or
element of the path taken by the subject. Such an element can also be

8 Eckerman 2018, 857.

9 See e.g. 0. 6.21, 0. 11.4, P. 10.54, N. 3.4, N. 3.77, N. 7.11, perhaps N. 7.53, N.
11.18,1.2.7,1.2.32, 1. 5.54, 1. 6.9, Pae. 5.47, Pae. 6.59, fr. 122.14, fr. 246a. Most of these
are compound adjectives.

10 Cf. Eckerman 2018, 858, n. 10.

11 Scholion 49.10, Drachmann 1997, 200.

12 Kurke 1990, 100-101; Eckerman 2018, 857.

13 Chantraine 1999, s. v. dueifo lists “changer de lieu” as one of the basic meanings
for both the active and medial forms, and also “franchir” for the medial form.
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imagined as an obstacle that the subject “overcomes” on its path.** In
such cases, the verb in transitive use can also be understood as an intran-
sitive verb of motion. There is no difference between active and medial
forms.X® Insofar as the subject implicitly changes its location in relation to
the object, the medial form seems even more appropriate. Such cases are
translated into English with the verbs “pass,”*® “cross,”*’ sometimes also
with “enter,”*® depending on the context: however, they always express
transcending (in the etymological sense), surpassing, passing over the ob-
ject.

It is quite likely that the scholiast proceeded from such an under-
standing of the verb dueifeton and therefore paraphrased it with the verb
vikg; this is also indicated by the other two paraphrases: mapolidcey and
napomopevectat, which undoubtedly express transcending in space and
also in a figurative sense.!® Of course, the scholiast’s interpretation of
Pindar’s verse refers to surpassing in a figurative sense, in terms of quali-
ty or intensity: and what bothers Kurke and Eckerman is obviously the
fact that dpeifopon does not appear anywhere else in such a figurative
sense. However, the idea of surpassing is quite clear in it and is easily un-
derstandable (in the context of Pindar’s language, it is actually a very
simple example of figurative use). The absence of semantic parallels is
not yet a definitive argument, especially not in the case of a poet who is
renowned for his linguistic creativity and innovation.?

Kurke argues that the connection between dpeifopon and dpedopon
in P.1.45 is unfounded and that “the LSJ entry for auevopar , ‘Doric =
apeifopon’ is misleading, since there is no evidence that the two verbs are
etymologically related.”?* This is a rather risky claim, since this verb is
interpreted in this way by almost all of the most prominent commentators
on the Pythian hymns, and moreover, the absence of etymological evi-
dence in reference dictionaries is not in itself a conclusive argument.
However, it is interesting to compare the two verbs from a semantic point

14 Such usage is also known in some modern languages, e.g., in Italian “la strada sor-
passa il fiume”, German “eine Steigung iiberwinden”; Slovenian “premagati razdaljo”.

15 Cf. Hutchinson 1985, 189: “But in the field of motion, dueifm and dpeifopon appe-
ar to be completely synonymous.”

16 Hom. 11. 9. 409, Od 10.328 (duetyetar); E. 1A 144 (dpeiov).

7 A, Pers. 69 (dpeiyog); A. Choe. 965 (duetyertar); Hes. Th. 749 (duetBoépevor); Si-
monides 94B (auewydpevor).

18 E, Alc. 752 (GueiyacOar); Hdt. 5.72 (Gusiyon).

19 This is especially true for mapadidoev: for moving or exceeding in space (“pass™)
cf. X. HG 5.1.12; PIb. 5.14.3; in time (“pass out”, “exceed in point of time”) Plu. Cim. 1,
for exceeding in speed (“move much faster”) cf. Arist. Mete 3422 33.

20 Just for example: in the Nemean Odes alone, there are 44 hapax legomena (Fowler
2022, 179; Cannata Fera 2020, 59), and even more striking is Pindar’s idiosyncratic use of
words and bold syntactic constructions.

21 Kurke, 1990, 101.
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of view. apevopon has two very different meanings in the LSJ: 1. “sur-
pass”, “outstrip”; 2. “purchase”, “acquire by exchange”.?? The first mea-
ning is attested in literary usage, the second in non-literary usage. How
can they be connected? If we assume that the verb has the core meaning
of “change,”?* then we could use an analogy with épueifopar: the second
meaning is “to exchange” (échanger) goods, while the first is “to change
(changer) one’s position in relation to an object,” “to go beyond it,” “to
surpass it,” and finally “to overcome it.” From this, a usage can then de-
velop that has only a metaphorical connection with movement (as in P.
1.45). This is only a hypothesis, but it is based on the most likely core
meaning of the verb duevopar; the semantic analogy with aueifopon that
it offers supports the traditional interpretation of P. 6.52-54 and makes it
still relevant.

I would like to add something about the possible stimulus for the
scholiast’s paraphrase. Although there is no formal comparison (no com-
parative) in the last three lines of P. 6, the idea of comparison is introdu-
ced by the verb dapeifeton in the sense of “to exceed” or “to surpass”.
This refers to the paraphrase for honey, which in the Greek world is the
standard for sweetness or, by convention, expresses the highest degree of
sweetness.? In comparisons that contain such a standard of any property,
known as comparisons of the type melle dulcior,?® a comparative is used,
which, despite its morphology, has the meaning of an equivalent accor-
ding to almost unanimous opinion. Comparisons of this type therefore
correspond semantically to adjectives formed with a noun that denotes
the standard for a given property. In addition, comparisons of the melle
dulcior type are also characterized by the fact that “the relationship be-
tween comparee and standard is figurative”.?” Pindar, as is well known,
uses numerous compound adjectives formed with the noun péht to denote
songs and related concepts, thus attributing to them the highest degree of
sweetness. Recently, however, some scholars have argued that comparati-
ves in melle dulcior comparisons can also be (depending on the context)

22 Cf. Frisk 1960, s. v. dpevcocBor: “Ubertreffen”, “liberschreiten”; “Handel treiben”.

23 Inscr. Cret. 4.4.1.

24 Cf. Chantraine, s. v. duevcocdoi: « Terme dialectal et dorien dont les emplois se
trouveraient justifiés si I’on posait le sens originel de « mouvoir, changer, échanger, valoir ».

%5 The entity that represents the standard of comparison is described in various ways
in scholarly literature: “un stéréotype culturel de la qualité possédée” (Bertocchi and Or-
landini 1996, 210); a “norme immuable” (Benveniste 1948, 135); an “archetypal bearer of
the quality” (Haug, 2001, 211); an “object which possesses the optimum of a quality”, or
a “quality-typifying substantive” (Rosén, 1999, 193).

% Some of them, e.g., ‘sweeter than honey’ and ‘whiter than snow’ “seem to be com-
mon also in other Indo-European poetic traditions,” De Kreij 2021, 86. Cf. Benveniste
1948; Berg 1958; Puhvel 1973.

27 De Kreij 2021, 86.
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true semantic comparatives.?® They acknowledge that “on a higher level,
i.e. in terms of pragmatic inference, such constructions can certainly be
conceived as elatives (or, in other words, ‘unconditioned superlatives’),
since after all they can indeed be understood as actually expressing a very
high degree,”?® but nevertheless believe that “all proverbial phrases of the
melle dulcior type essentially and inherently comprise a hyperbole or exag-
gerated comparison [...]. What they are intended to express is precisely
that, according to the speaker, the comparee is endowed with more of the
quality than the entity which is conventionally regarded as having its ma-
ximum degree.”*°

This seems relevant to the scholiast’s understanding of our passa-
ge, according to which pehMocdv dueifetot tpntov movov is used instead
of vikd 10 pél. Examples of the type melle dulcior are already common
in Homer® | and in addition to morphology (adjective in the comparati-
ve), the scholiast may also have been influenced by the fact that they are
very often used as hyperbole or exaggerated comparisons. And here the
tone of the diction is certainly hyperbolic. A very interesting example of
this type can be found in Pindar, frg. 152:

HEAMGGOTEVKTMV KNPI®mV ELO YAVKEPDTEPOS OLPA.

This example undoubtedly refers to song (or its performance), and
because it contains a similar paraphrase of honey with honeycomb
(nehMoootevktov) as in P. 6.54, Eckerman believes that “it corroborates
the suggestion that the honeycomb of P. 6 should be read in relation to
song.”® This is an interesting argument, but again not decisive: in frg.
152, the honeycomb means honey, i.e. the standard of sweetness which a
certain voice (most likely Pindar’s) exceeds. The traditional reading of
our passage therefore remains possible and the question open. For this
reason, | would like to conclude by dwelling on a new reading that under-
stands the phrase peAioody... TpnToOV TOVOV as a periphrasis for song.

The proposed metaphorical reading can be understood in two
ways: as a self-reference, i.e. as referring to the epinicion at the end of
which the verse stands; or as depicting Thrasybulus’ symposia in general.
In the first case, only the previous two verses describe Thrasybulus’ usual
hospitality, while in the latter, Pindar says that Thrasybulus either requi-
tes the poet’s efforts,® or receives this epinicion, Pythian 6, (which may

28 |ttzés 2021, de Kreij 2021.

D|ttzés 2021, 237.

3030 |ttzés 2021, 246.

311), 1.249, 3.10-1, 4.277-8, 10.436; 13.817-9, 18.109-10, 18.610; 19.436; Od. 16.216-9,
18.195-6, 23.103.

32 Eckerman 2018, 857 n.10.

33 Kurke, 1990, 101.
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not have been performed at the symposium) as a token of appreciation
and gratitude.3 Scholars who advocate one of the variants of this reading
support it with the argument of the epinician’s elaborate structure: the so-
phisticated metaphor pelicoav...tpntov ndévov “is presumably meant to
evoke an association with the proem’s metaphorical image for the epini-
cian as a small but well-built architectural structure.”

The problem with this reading is that the expression peAic-
oav...tpntov mdvov is used as a synonym for song without an article; the
generality of the metaphorical expression without an article suggests that
the direct object of aueifetan is all the songs performed at Thrasybulus’
symposia.®® With this understanding, the phrase has an important implica-
tion. Thrasybulus® “sweet” spirit (yAvkeia @p1v) is rewarded directly with
(Pindar’s) songs, which corresponds to the usual economy of the relation-
ship between the addressee (although Thrasybulus is not the direct ad-
dressee) of the epinicion and the poet (see note 34). Here, in addition to
the question of the setting of the performance, the question of the genre
of P. 6 also arises; scholars interpret the poem very differently: “At one
end of the spectrum, the poem has been viewed as an erotic encomium
that Pindar composed gratis, as a result of the strong attraction he felt for
the young Thrasybulus. At the other end, the poem is an epinician and the
erotic relationship is a metaphor whereby the cash relationship is concea-
led in the guise of a pederastic one.”® This question must remain unan-
swered for now. However, in any case, P. 6 has more elements in com-
mon with fragment 124ab, which is classified as an (erotic) encomium:
the addressee Thrasybulus, the symposial atmosphere, erotic themes, and
the theme of sweetness.*® The fragment particularly emphasizes the prag-

34 Eckerman 2018, 85 8: “At the end of P. 6, Thrasyboulos’ mind, which manifests it-
self in the gathering of friends around him in the here and now of performance, gets the
current song of Pindar in exchange for being sweet to the gathered symposiasts. Thus,
Pindar requites Thrasyboulos, and the dynamics of reciprocity in this ode are in line with
the dynamics of reciprocity, between poet and patron, exhibited elsewhere in epinician
discourse.” The question of the place of the performance of this epinician is the subject of
a very long discussion, cf. see Boeckh 1821: 11.2 297 and 300; Clay 1999, 30-31; Carey
2001, 22 n.20; Morrison 2007, 43; Eckerman 2011, Eckerman 2012; Athanassaki 2012;
cf. Smith 2017, 72.

3 Greengard 1980, 84. Kurke 1990, 101: “The image in movoc — “a work produced by

labor” — picks up the metaphor of the poem as artifact from the proem’s Huveov 6ncov-
poc.”
36 “If the phrase peMoodv...tpnTdOVv MéVOV is a metaphor, there is also the possibility
of a general reference that includes but is not necessarily restricted to Pythian 6. By this
account, the reference encompasses all artful songs whose performance Thrasybulus en-
joys in his symposia”, Athanassaki 2012, p , p. 150.

37 Athanassaki 2012, 135, where the main representatives of opposing views are also
listed.

38 Maehler 1989, 109-110.

39 Athanassaki 2016, 99.
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matic context of the symposium, which essentially determines the functi-
on of the poem, or rather, the song:

Q Opacvfovd’, Epatdy dymp’ Go1ddy Str. 1
TODTO <TOr> MEUT® PETASOPTLOV. €V EVVR Kev €in

ouUTOTALGTV TE YAVKEPOV Kol AlVOGOL0 KOPTD

Kol KuAikeootv ABavaiooct kEvipov: Str. 2
aviK’ avOpOTOV KOUTMOEES oTyovToL UEPIUVAL 5

oOénv EEm° meAdyel & €v mOALYPVGOL0

TAOVTOV

Tavteg iog VEOUEY YeLOT| TPOG AKTAV" Str. 3
0¢ &V dypriuev, devedg ToTE, To1 & ab

TAOVTEOVTEG

. Page 4
<-> qé&ovrar ppévag apmehivolg TOEo1g dapévteg 11

O Thrasybulus, 1 am sending you this chariot of lovely songs for
after dinner. Amid the company may it be a sweet goad for your
drinking companions, for the fruit of Dionysus, and for the Atheni-
an drinking cups, when men’s wearisome cares vanish from their
breasts, and on a sea of golden wealth we all alike sail to an illuso-
ry shore; then the pauper is rich, while the wealthy . . . increase in
their minds, overcome by the arrows of the vine.*

Pindar sends these verses to Thrasybulus as “this chariot of lovely
songs” (the expression with the demonstrative pronoun is undoubtedly
self-referential) and with the wish that “may it be a sweet goad for his
drinking companions.” The combined, synergistic effect of song and wine,
the fruit of Dionysus, is described as a kind of ecstasy, an escape from the
wearying reality into the illusory reality of golden abundance.* It is parti-
cularly emphasized that the song is intended for all drinking companions
(&v &uv® kev €in / cvpndtonciv) and that all participants in the symposi-
um experience the ecstasy equally (ndvteg fog véouev). Just like Thrasy-
bulus’ hospitality, yAvkepov kévtpov, the sweet goad of Pindar’s song, is
intended for everyone; and although the contributions of the other sympo-
sium participants to the creation of the ecstatic experience are not mentio-
ned, their presence and goodwill are essential conditions for the symposi-

40 Race 1997b, 354-355.

41 Cf. commentary in Athen. 11.782D: ob&et yap koi Tpé@et PeyoADVEL TE THV YoymV
1M €v 10ig TOTOIS draTpiPr, dvalomupodca Kol AveEYEIPOVGO LETA PPOVIIGEDG TOV EKAGTOV
vodv, é¢ pnotv 6 Iivdapog avik’[m-dash]nhovtéovieg, eit’ émdyer déEovton Sapévie,
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um event. And thus also for the poem to become a song and to fully actu-
alize its sweetness.

In this sense, peAiicodv...1pntov mévov, as a metaphor for the
songs at the symposium, could also imply the favorable presence of fel-
low drinkers and the “honeyed atmosphere” of the symposium as a whole.
The idea of reciprocity is also emphasized in P. 6 with the expressions
ovumotaoty Opkeiv and apeipeton (if we understand it as “get in exchan-
ge”); mutual affection is in fact crucial for the friendship of the symposi-
um participants, and an essential feature for establishing this affection is
Thrasybulus® good behavior toward guests, which is celebrated in the
conclusion of Pythian 6. This also applies to the functioning of the song:
the host’s affection is a pragmatic condition for its proper functioning, a
condition for its own sweetness to be actualized, for it to truly prove itself
to be what it is: honeycomb, “the perforated labor of bees.” It is not, the-
refore, merely a matter of conventional reciprocity between poet and pat-
ron: the song is not only a means of payment, but together with Thrasybu-
lus® sweet spirit, it creates the “honeyed” atmosphere of the symposium.
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