Beginning from Zeus: Pindaric Encomium in Statius’ Thebaid
Statius’ Thebaid demonstrates its author’s fluency in Greco-Roman literature through subjecting motifs from previous works to a combination of expansion, rivalry, and subversion. Adaptation of Virgil and other Latin authors is readily detected within the poem—and sometimes noted by the poet himself (e.g., 10.448; 12.816)—but recently scholars have been teasing out the threads of Greek influence, as well (e.g., McNelis 2007; Smolenaars 2008; Stover 2009). By examining the proem of the Thebaid, and in particular by comparing it with the fragments of Pindar’s first Hymn, I aim to show that Statius cites Pindar at the start of his Thebaid in order to set the moral tone of the poem and to establish the nature of his own relationship with Domitian.


I will begin by bringing out the similarities between the catalogue of Thebans in the proem of the Thebaid (1.1–14) and the opening of Pindar’s Hymn (S-M Fr. 29.1–7), which continued to be popular into the second century CE (cf. Lucian, Icaromenippus 27) and will have been known to Statius, whose father taught Pindar’s works (Silvae 5.3.151–2). Written for his fellow Thebans, Pindar’s Hymn uses a cosmogonic narrative to praise the harmony of the universe under the rule of Zeus (Snell 1982; D’Alessio 2009). A comparison of the texts suggests that Statius, although he takes Pindar as a model for the format of the catalogue, has a wildly different goal: instead of glorifying the mythical Thebes and the rule of the gods, Statius fills out Pindar’s ellipses to show that his poem will contain a corrupt and ineffective Jupiter, and a moral universe turned upside-down. The allusion is later underscored by Thebaid 1.38–41, in which the river Ismenos, the first member of Pindar’s catalogue, approaches with a mighty heap of the slain (ingenti venientem Ismenon acervo, 1.40), starkly opposed to the mass of Theban heroes famously piled up by Pindar in the fragment in question (Plutarch, de Glor. Ath. 348a); Statius deftly follows this line with a citation of Horace (Odes 1.12.1–3) also citing Pindar (for which see Hardie 2003).


Statius’ choice of Pindar as a model was occasioned not only by Pindar’s Theban ancestry and the content of the first Hymn, but also by Pindar’s eminence as an encomiast, for which the epinician odes provide the supreme example, both to Statius and to modern readers. After the catalogue of Thebans, the proem of the Thebaid continues immediately to an Augustan-style recusatio (1.15–33), the all-but-requisite excuse given by a poet for not (yet) writing a poem praising the deeds of the emperor. Here Statius follows Virgil (Georgics 3.1–48) in writing his recusatio in a Pindaric mode, praising Domitian in the language of epinician. This encomiastic form allows us to equate two sets of poets and patrons: Statius posits himself as the Pindar to Domitian’s Hieron, court poet to a despot of unrivalled power. That Titus is conspicuously absent from Statius’ proem, just as Pindar’s odes are silent on the matter of Hieron’s brother Gelon (Cummins 2010), serves to deepen the similarity. While I leave it to others (such as Braund 2006) to sort out how the poem’s bleak image of Thebes corresponds to the poet’s attitude toward Flavian Rome, at the very least Statius’ use of Pindar allows him to make sense of the relationship between poet and dynast.
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