Purest Springs of Fire: Giants and Callimachean Poetics in Pythian 1 and 8

Scholars have long noted an overlap in poetic images used by Pindar and Callimachus that suggests a strong influence of the former poet on the latter (see, for example, Poliakoff 1980; Newman 1985; Steiner 2007).  One such image, which current studies have treated only sporadically, is the nexus of myths including the Gigantomachy, Titanomachy, and Typhonomachy (hereafter referred to as “giants” or “the Gigantomachy”).  Previous treatments of references to giants in Pindar have focused on political readings of the text (e.g. Burton 1962, Pfeijffer 1999, Skulsky 1975).  Without rejecting such readings, I propose an additional, metapoetic way of reading references to giants in Pindar. 


The Gigantomachy theme was used throughout classical literature to comment upon the poet’s own work; Pindar is one of the first poets to make an explicit tie between the two motifs of poetry / poets and Gigantomachy.  In Pythian 1.1-40, not only does Music lull Zeus’ eagle to sleep and calm Ares himself (which actions are set against the giants’ attempt on Olympus), but Pindar also specifically includes Typhon among those hated by Zeus whom the Pierian Muses rout.  In Pythian 8.15-20 he says that violence overthrows the violent and names both Typhon and the giants as examples, stating that they were conquered by Zeus and Apollo; he then proceeds to create a juxtaposition between this image and one of Apollo welcoming the Pythian victor crowned with Parnassian laurel and Dorian song.  Furthermore, both Pythian 1 and 8 include prominent transitional motifs warning that long poems produce tedium (1.81-4; 8.29-32). Thus, I argue that, by grouping together long (boring) poems, violence and warfare, and things hated by Zeus on the one hand, typified by the mythological exemplum of the Gigantomachy, and on the other hand good (short and sweet) poetry, the Muses, and the pleasure of Zeus and Apollo, Pindar inaugurates the aesthetic tradition that we too often attribute to Callimachus.
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