
Pindar and Sicilian Nymphs 
 

A healthy sense of our identity – as individuals and as a group – sits upon a scaffold of 

collective memory. Our all-important sense of ‘belonging’ to a community comes from sharing 

memories and stories of the past, with those we grew up with, with friends from university, for 

example, and with fellow members of a broader collective - a town, a state or a country.  

Current thinking about this ‘social’ memory stresses the importance of localizing it in a 

material space. (“Who are you?” merges with “Where are you from?”) We anchor our personal 

and collective memories in a socially specific spatial framework –  where we were born, where 

we went to school etc., what history we inherited. But this contextualization of the self is in 

trouble. The French historian Pierre Nora, in Lieux de mémoire, a 3-volume work published in 

1992, described a phenomenon in France that is familiar to most of us: a historical deracination, 

the erosion of a common sense of what came before. Human achievements are disembodied 

now; road signs no longer reinforce a common understanding of the patria. Without a common 

stock of memories the past is forgotten, supplanted by the bric à brac of the present. So memory 

has been replaced by commemoration – plaques, monuments, historical sites, theme parks – all 

serving as entertainment and education, as much for tourists as for natives. Our modern 

communities are fractured by social mobility, leaving individuals without the comfort of shared 

stories, songs, and literature that can shape us from a young age as members of a collective.  

But this was not the case in ancient Greece, where poets and historians recorded and 

addressed a community still intact, whose members were aware of sharing a common history, 

situating themselves on a continuum that reached back into primordial time and included 

activities of gods and heroes as well as historical precursors. When poets singled out for special 

attention individuals and events belonging to the current life of their audiences they placed these 

in an extensive history and shared space. New events found a place in the accumulated store of 

things worth remembering, and the cultural legacy was expanded, revised and maintained by the 

oral repetition of what was worth remembering. Myths, legends and historical events in a sense 

caused the Greeks to be who they were; the past was generative of the present and the future. 

The Muses gave the poets access to past events to liberate this vivifying power. Pindar situated 

his victorious athletes in transcendent time and space: in the First Olympian Pelops’ successful 

race to earn the hand of Hippodameia is justification for Pindar’s celebrating Hieron. Pelops was 



in some sense the archê for the tyrant’s success – archetypal and its source. In listening to 

Pindar’s words the audience recalls Pelops’ story, and co-creates with the poet the deeper 

resonance of Hieron’s victory in 476BCE. The connection between past and present events was 

in a very real sense a causal one for Pindar’s audience. Hayden Pellicia argued in Harvard 

Studies in 1989 that the Greeks, and Pindar in particular, used “aetiological syntax” to express 

this connection; ἐπεί when used with the aorist in its subordinate clause can have both temporal 

and causal force. When translating a Greek sentence with ἐπεί we need not choose between, for 

example “When Socrates drank the poison he lay down and died,” and “Since Socrates drank the 

poison he lay down and died.” Both are true. The Greeks were happy with both post hoc and 

proper hoc, understanding the degree of causal or temporal force from the context. This 

aetiological syntax is also found with the Greek circumstantial participle and words like οὕνεκα, 

ἐξ οὕ, έκ τοῦδε, and ἔνθα.1  

The dual force in ἐπεί is present in the third strophe of the Sixth Nemean, where Pindar 

claims that victors from Aegina were successful since (from the time when/ because) the Aeacids 

bestowed this potential upon them: (#1) 

 

 πλατεῖαι πάντοθεν λογίοισιν έντὶ πρόσοδοι 

 νᾶσον εὐκλέα τάνδε κοσµεῖν· ἐπεί σφιν Ἀιακίδαι 

 ἔπορον ἔξοχον αἶσαν ἀρε- 

  τὰς ἀποδεικνύµενοι µεγάλας 

 

 From all directions the avenues are broad for eloquence 

 to embellish this famous island; since for them the sons of Ajax 

 furnished an outstanding dispensation 

  as they displayed great achievements   

       (Nem. 6.45-48) 

 

                                                        
1 This syntax, somewhat surprisingly, has not disappeared in modern usage: “since” in English can have both 
temporal and causative force; in Italian there is a poi in poichè, as in French there is a puis in puisque. Consider the 
word “source” in English, la source in French or die Quelle in German: we cannot claim that the words possess only 
temporal or causal force. 



The audience could acknowledge Pindar’s right to sing the praises of Aigina because her victors 

recalled for them the archê of the Aeacids. 

   

But, as our keynote speaker has highlighted, in Sicily and other Greek colonies, myths 

attached to autochthonous heroes like the Aiakidae could not furnish Pindar with paradigmatic 

material for celebrating victorious athletes whose families had been transplanted to this island, or 

who had moved or had been forcibly relocated to another town. The felt need for an archê led 

them to compose foundation myths, but these could not go back to primordial time. Memory-

making and the group identity it fostered had to be drawn from other sources, and Pindar took a 

side-step: Sicilian topography afforded him a replacement.  

 

Water is now, and was, a dominant feature of this island. Greek colonists founded cities 

beside coastal waters, but also inland because rivers afforded them the means of travel to the 

interior. (map **) In several centres springs, rivers and lakes supplied life-sustaining waters and 

the means of travel. The settlers acknowledged this vital connection by honouring a water nymph 

who presided over the waters. Narratives and/or rituals were repeated that focused on a naiad, a 

figure with divine powers who would become central to the community’s sense of who they 

were, and their tie to her was available for recall by a poet like Pindar. In his epinicia for places 

like Himera, Kamarina, Akragas and Syracuse we find his praise songs acknowledging nymphs 

and their waters that supplied them with a sense of home, of belonging. In Olympian 12, the 

Olympic victor Ergoteles returns from Olympia to Himera, a city on the north coast of Sicily 

with thermal baths. (*map) Exiled from his native Crete during a civil uprising, Ergoteles had 

adopted Himera as his homeland and Pindar in the closing words of the song highlights the fact 

that Ergoteles has settled and found security here. It is the water nymphs who symbolize this 

feeling of belonging: (#2) 

 

      … Ἐργότελες, 

   θερµὰ Νυµφᾶν λουτρὰ βαστάζεις ὁµι- 

λέων παρ᾽ οἰκείαις ἀρούραις. 

 

Ergoteles, 



you extol the nymphs' warm baths, 

occupying fields you can call your own.  

Ol. 12.18-19 

 

Nymphs were often represented as a collective (usually three *), and Himera possessed divinities 

who presided over her thermal baths with which her citizens identified themselves. In Diodorus 

Siculus (V.3.4) we read that the refreshing powers of Himera’s θερµὰ λουτρά belonged also to a 

Panhellenic mythical narrative of Heracles’ return to Greece with the cattle of Geryon. In 

Diodorus’ account it was Athena, gifted with this portion of the island, on whose behalf nymphs 

caused springs of warm water to gush forth for a weary Heracles. Nymphs were kourotrophic 

divinities (think of them nursing the infant Dionysos), and an extension of this power is their 

practice of protecting heroes like Heracles or victors like Ergoteles. In a similar way Odysseus 

recognized the kindness of nymphs when he returned home.  Upon arrival in Ithaca he greeted 

the naiads, patrons of the local springs. The epic poet adds that he promised them gifts on this 

occasion “as he always did in the past.” (Odyssey 13, 347- 60) Naiads are tied to a place, and for 

those whom they protect they generate a feeling of belonging in this place. 

 

 Water nymphs embodied the collective they protected, and in Sicily several cities under 

their protection took their name. The naiads were eponymous. This is true of Kamarina, a city on 

the south coast of the island (*map) situated between the mouth of two rivers, the Oanos and the 

Hipparis, which fertilized the surrounding fields through a series of canals and drained into a 

lake that shared its name with both nymph and the city. Olympians 4 and 5 were composed for a 

victor from Kamarina, and at the beginning of the Fifth Olympian Pindar2 addresses the city’s 

eponymous nymph directly; it is she who is asked to accept the honour of his song, as he praises 

Psaumis for his victory in the mule race at Olympia (#3):  
 

         

 

 

                                                        
2 The scholiast points out that Ol. 5 was not found among the mss of Pindar but was accepted as authentic by 
Didymus. William Race points out that “although this has occasioned much discussion no compelling arguments for 
is exclusion from Pindar’s works have been advanced.” (Loeb translation 1997) 



῾Υψηλᾶν ἀρετᾶν καὶ στεφάνων ἄωτον γλυκύν 

τῶν Ὀλυµπίᾳ, Ὠκεανοῦ θύγατερ, καρδίᾳ γελανεῖ 

ἀκαµαντόποδός τ᾽ἀπήνας δέκευ Ψαύµιός τε δῶρα· 

ὅς τάν σὰν πόλιν αὔξων, Καµάρινα, λαοτρόφον … 

 

 
Daughter of Ocean, accept this sweet choice honour 

with a glad heart, from lofty deeds and garlands won at Olympia, 

gifts from a mule-car untiring of foot and from Psaumis 

who, glorifying your city, Kamarina that nourishes your people … 

(sacrificed at the 6 double altars at Olympia)     

  Ol. 5.1-4 

 

As Odysseus brought gifts to the nymphs on Ithaca Psaumis brought his victory and Pindar’s 

praise-song to his homeland as a gift to honour “Kamarina,” at once his city, its lake and its 

naiad. In v. 4 the reference is to the city Kamarina, but it is her waters who can properly be 

described as λαοτρόφος “people-nourishing.”  The acknowledgement of the city’s debt to her 

waters continues in vv. 10-12, when the poet describes Psaumis’s victory and the praise-song as 

bestowing glory both upon the sanctuary at Olympia and upon his water-fed city: (#4) 

 

… ἀείδει µὲν ἄλσος ἁγνόν 

τὸ τεὸν ποταµόν τε Ὄανον ἐγχωρίαν τε λίµναν  

καὶ σεµνοὺς ὀχετούς, Ἵππαρις οἷσιν ἄρδει στρατόν 

 

he sings of your sacred grove 

and your river Oanos and the local lake (Kamarina), 

and the sacred canals with which the Hipparis waters the people. 

       Ol. 5. 10-12 

 

The Fourth Olympian is also a praise-song for Psaumis, who had won the chariot race at 

Olympia four years earlier in 452BCE.  Here too we see Pindar acknowledging the importance of 

the victor’s sharing his fame with the place he calls home. (#5) 



 

Ψαύµιος γὰρ ἵκει 

   ὀχέων, ὁς ἐλαίᾳ στεφανωθεἰς Πισάτιδι κῦδος ὄρσαι 

   σπεύδει Καµαρίνᾳ. 

 

     for it (the komos) comes  

from the chariot of Psaumis who, crowned with the olive at Pisa 

is eager to raise renown for Kamarina. 

      Ol. 4.10-12 

 

The poet’s direct references to the city’s waters remind the Kamarinan audience of where and 

who they are, their collective identity; they, together with Psaumis, belong to a water-nourished 

polis. 

 

Another “watery” city is Akragas. Its wealth in the fifth century was well known. Diodorus 

(13.81.4) describes the inhabitants as accumulating fortunes of an “unbelievable size,” drawn 

from soil that nourished enormous vineyards and olive orchards. The city Akragas was founded 

on a plateau above two rivers, the Akragas and the Hypsas, which no doubt contributed to its 

fertile abundance and wealth. (*map) The Sixth Pythian celebrates the wealthy Akragantine 

victor Xenocrates (brother of Theron) for his victory in a chariot race, but the song begins with 

an invocation to the city, described as “rivery” (ποταµία).  

 

In Pythian 12 Midas of Akragas is honoured for his victory in the aulos competition of 490 and 

Pindar introduces this song by invoking the city that is situated beside the river bearing its name; 

the invocation makes a smooth but sudden shift in vv 2 and.3: (#6): 

 

Ἀιτέω σε φιλάγλαε, καλλίστα βροτεᾶν πολίων, 

Φερσεφόνας ἔδος ἅ τ᾽ ὄχθαις ἔπι µηλοβότου 

ναίεις Ἀκράγαντος ἐύδµατον κολώναν, ὦ ἄνα, 

ἵλαος ἀθανάτων ἀνδρῶν τε σὺν εὐµενίᾳ 

δέξαι στεφάνωµα τόδ᾽ ἐκ Πυθῶνος εὐδόξῳ Μίδᾳ 



 

I am asking you, lover of splendor, most beautiful of mortals’ cities, 

   seat of Persephone, and you (ἅ) who dwell on the well-built hill  

    on the banks of the Akragas where sheep graze, o Queen, 

            be gracious and receive with the goodwill of gods and men 

     this crown from Pytho at the hands of honoured Midas 

Pyth. 12.1-5 

 

The initial invocation is to the city Akragas, but in the middle of v. 2 it is ἅ (ἄνα / ἄνασσα) 

“mistress,” “queen,” who is addressed, a title that refers only to divinities. (LSJ) The relative 

pronoun only makes sense when we realize that the city, the river and the presiding nymph are 

bound together in Pindar’s mind. The forward movement from the splendid city leads straight to 

the local nymph,3 the ultimate recipient of the victor with his crown. 

 

Of course the naiad who comes to our minds most vividly here in Ortygia is Arethusa. (map*) 

Most of us are aware of the myth that situates her originally in Elis, on the northwest coast of the 

Peloponnese (the place that would oversee the games at Olympia), and in the better-known 

version of the myth she, a huntress, is pursued by the hunter Alpheus. Assisted by Artemis she is 

changed into a naiad and swims to Sicily, whereupon Alpheus changes into a river-god and 

continues his pursuit until he too surfaces on Ortygia.4 In other versions of the myth, however, it 

is Artemis herself who is chased by Alpheus in Elis, and according to Farnell the earliest stratum 

                                                        
3 Schol. A  glosses the word “Akragas” with ¨ὁ δὲ λόγος ἀπότασις τῷ Πινδάρῳ πρὸς τὴν ἡρωΐδα τὴν Ἀκράγαντα [ἢ 
τὴν Ἀκράγαντα πόλιν]. Schol B confines the denotation to the city and the river from which it took its name. 
Tradition identified the nymph as either the eponymous “Akragas” or Asterope, daughter of Zeus and Acragas the 
founding king. Another tradition sees Asterope as mother of Akragas, whose father was Zeus. (Steph. Byz s.v. 
‘Akragantes’) 
4 Several ancient sources record the version of the myth in which Alpheus pursues the nymph Arethusa: Ibycus 
323PMG, Diodorus Siculus 5.3, Athenaeus 346b, Strabo 6.2.4 and 7.2, Vergil, Aen. 3.694 (left Ortygia = Delos), 
Servius on Vergil, Ecl. 10.4, and Ovid, Met. 5. 572ff. Pausanias 5.7.1-3 describes the foundation of Syracuse as 
sanctioned by Delphi, who dispatched Archias (Corinthian) to found a city where the “mouth of Alpheius bubbles 
mingling with the springs of broad Arethusa.” Strabo dismissed the myth because of the unlikely appearance of a 
fresh water river that had taken a path through the salt waters of the sea.. Telesilla 7PMG and Pausanias 6.22.8 
record the version in which Alpheus pursued Artemis.  
Apollodorus 1.4: Delos formerly named Asteria or Ortygia; H Hymn Ap. Apollo born on Delos, Artemis on Ortygia 



of her cult connected her to water, trees, woodland life.5 Pindar was clearly aware of both 

versions of the myth. In the Second Pythian (v. 6) the poet describes Hieron placing his victory 

garland on Ortygia “seat of the river-goddess Artemis.” In the First Nemean Pindar celebrates 

the victory in a chariot race of Chromios, a wealthy courtier of Hieron. The song does not begin 

with reference to the victory or victor but with a solemn invocation of Ortygia, again the “seat of 

Artemis.”  But located here is the spring in which Alpheus exhales/rests6 after his underwater 

journey: (#7) 

 

Ἄµπνευµα σεµνὸν Ἀλφεοῦ, 

κλεινᾶν Συρακοσσᾶν θάλος Ὀρτυγία, 

δέµνιον Ἀρτέµιδος, 

Δάλου κασιγνήτα, σέθεν ἁδυεπής 

ὕµνος  ὁρµᾶται θέµεν 

αἶνον ἀελλοπόδων 

µέγαν ἵππων, Ζηνὸς Αἰτναίου χάριν 

ἅρµα δ᾽ ὀτρύνει Χροµίου Νεµέα 

τ᾽ ἔργµασιν νικαφόροις ἐγκώµιον ζεῦξαι µέλος. 

 

Sacred outpouring of Alpheos, 

Ortygia, offshoot of famous Syracuse, 

seat of Artemis, 

       sister of Delos, from you a sweetly-worded 

hymn sets out on a path to award 

                                                        
5 In Elis she received the names Alpheiaia and Alpheionia at an altar at the mouth of the the Alpheus. The name 
Artemis Alpheóa was attached to a temple in Ortygia of Elis (Farnell 1997 III, 427). She was of course attended by 
nymphs in many ancient sources, and Pausanias VI.22.5) describes her celebrating with her nymphs at night at the 
place where the river Alpheus joins the sea, and daubed their faces with mud to avoid being recognized by him. 
6 Some read the word Ἄµπνευµα as “respite”,” recovery of breath,” (so LSJ), but Chris Carey (1981, 104) and Bruce 
Braswell (1992) prefer “exhalation.” Carey cites as his reason the fact that verbal derivatives in -µα “usually denote 
the result of an action.” It is a natural inference that Alpheus’ exhalation would amount to release and relief. 
The imagery drawn from nature in v. 2, Συρακοσσᾶν θάλος Ὀρτυγία refers to the joining of the island Ortygia to the 
mainland with a mole in the 6th century. 
The ode coincides with Hieron’s founding of the city of Aitna in 476, and the reference to “Aitnaian Zeus” (v.7) is 
understood by most as indicating that the performance of the song took place (on Ortygia) during a festival for Zeus 
Aitnaios.. 



strong praise for storm-footed 

horses by the grace of Zeus of Aitna; 

     and the chariot of Chromios and Nemea stirs me 

to yoke a song of praise for victorious deeds. 

          Nem. 1.1-9 

 

Despite the reference to Ortygia as the “seat of Artemis” the outpouring of the breath of Alpheus 

would also remind the audience of the version of the myth in which the river’s waters mingled 

with those of Arethusa (so, Pausanias 5.7.1-3 and others, n3 above). Although Pindar proceeds in 

the second strophe to describe the victory komos leading to the home of Chromios where a lavish 

victory feast has been prepared, Pindar launches the song by directing attention to the 

metaphysical “home” shared by victor and his audience, a spring that is sacred because overseen 

by divinity – the nymph emerging from the ground here on Ortygia. 

 

It is of the essence of rivers to flow from one place to another. In the Sixth Olympian Pindar 

refers to his personal connection with a naiad, her lake and a river, in a genealogy that provides 

him with the credentials to claim kinship with the victor. The family of this victor, Hagesias, 

came from Stymphalos in Arcadia, but had settled in Syracuse. The family ties with the Arcadian 

origins were kept, and Pindar does the same. In this victory song (vv. 80-85) Pindar traces his 

descent from Metope, the eponymous water nymph of a lake in Stymphalos. With the Boeotian 

river Asopos Metope bore Thebe, the eponymous nymph of the poet’s home Thebes. Mother and 

daughter nymphs connect poet and victor. Conscious of Hagesias’ Syracusan connection in the 

Sixth Olympian, Pindar may have been prompted to mention this with the nymph/river that 

presided over the spring in Ortygia, affording him the opportunity to draw upon his own watery 

pedigree and strengthen his connection to the victor. 

 

The Third Pythian, that beautiful ode of consolation for Hieron was occasioned, it would appear, 

by the tyrant’s illness. In the song Pindar situates the experience of human frailty within the 

broader dispensations of Zeus that limit our hopes for a life free of suffering. He begins the ode 

with his (impossible) wish to bring a healer to Hieron, “cleaving the Ionian sea in a ship” to 



arrive at the fountain of Arethusa and his Aitnaian host. His destination is not the bedside of the 

ruler but the spring that marked Hieron’s Syracusan home. 

 

Our conference is hosted by Fonte Aretusa, and the masthead (*) bears a Syracusan coin whose 

obverse depicts the head of the nymph Arethusa. Several such Syracusan coins were issued 

during the 5th century and later. The naiads of Himera, (*) Kamarina (*) and Akragas (*) were 

similarly stamped on the coins of their cities. Coins were first issued in the Greek world in 7th 

century Lydia, and were preceded by other forms of measured value: oxen, specific weights of 

metals (iron, silver, gold) and sacrificial implements (tripods, bowls, iron spits). Whereas there 

could be general agreement to a value measured in oxen, tripods etc., coins when they were first 

introduced were free-floating, independent of a generally-agreed standard. Their value depended 

upon the trust of the recipient, and to this end (as today) an image stamped on their obverse 

and/or reverse will be clearly recognizable as representing a state guarantee. Croesus first 

recognized this, requiring that the lion appear on all coins, symbol of the Lydian kingdom. 

Several benefits for Croesus and for Lydia were supplied by the introduction of coins: they were 

more practical than trafficking in oxen, iron spits or metal ingots and bullion; they also attached 

the coin’s value to the state, instead of a gift-exchange economy in which individual members of 

the elite were identified as possessing wealth. For Syracuse, Himera, Kamarina and Akragas the 

local nymph was represented on their coins (along with other images – such as the quadriga for 

horse-loving Syracusans). (*) For Syracusans and their trading partners elsewhere Arethusa 

appearing on coins represented people’s trust in a uniform scale of value set by the state; she also 

encouraged civic pride, as the image projected reminded them of their collective identity, their 

home. 

 

It is time to draw these strands of thought together. I want to do this by drawing attention to the 

way in which highlighting Sicily’s waters and their presiding nymphs was an important social 

and political/ideological component in Pindar’s poetic programme. It played a mediating role, 

tempering potential civic unrest. The decades in which he composed epinicia for Sicilian victors 

were turbulent ones, as the Deinomenids and Emmenids sought to preserve power and silence 

dissent. There are hints that Hieron did not feel safe from hostile elements in Sicily when in 476 

he uprooted the residents of Naxos and Catania to found Aitna and moved there; in 473 the 



Himerans ousted the violent and unpopular leader Thrasydaeus (son of Theron) from Himera, 

and these are but two examples of major social discontent with the tyrant families. Pindar had to 

tread carefully; he risked precipitating an additional community crisis by shining the spotlight on 

a single individual, provoking resentment in his fellow citizens.7 By extending the scope of 

praise to include the whole community and celebrate something with which they all identified, 

he aimed to defuse the tension that might fracture a collective. Leslie Kurke cites but one 

example: when Psaumis shared his kudos with Kamarina (#4 and #5 above)s potential tension in 

the community was defused when the city and its sacred waters all partook of the celebration 

(1991, 209-10).8  

 

I close with an unattainable wish, as Pindar did at the outset of the Third Pythian, acknowledging 

that he failed in an attempt to find a healer for Hieron: Ἤθελον … κε (“I would wish”) that 

someone could cleave the sea and arrive in our midst with a song to resolve the current political 

tensions that threaten to fracture our bodies politic. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
7 Kevin Crotty 1991, 110-111 likens the victor’s return home to that of a hero like Heracles, Oedipus or Theseus 
who arrives with new powers or knowledge, which could be beneficial or harmful to the community and 
precipitates a crisis.  
8 She was not alone, of course, in identifying this poetic strategy. (See Chris Carey 2007, Hilary Mackie 2003, 
Simon Goldhill 1991, Kevin Crotty 1982). 


