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The Ivory Shoulder and the Abduction of Pelops in Pindar’s 
Olympian One

Alexandre Johnston

Abstract

The opening section of the myth of Pelops in Pindar’s First Olympian has long 
been a bone of contention among scholars. Interpretation is hampered in part by 
a certain ambiguity as to the general structure of the passage. The apparent lack 
of linearity and the absence of easily recognisable transitions between the differ-
ent sections of the narrative make it difficult to discern its precise meaning and 
to determine the nature of the myth with any clarity. This article is an attempt to 
construct a coherent interpretation by focusing on one aspect of the passage which 
I consider to be fundamental: Pelops’ ivory shoulder. Previous interpreters have 
often underestimated or misunderstood its function, which I believe is one of the 
keys to understanding this complex passage, and as such warrants further inves-
tigation. I intend to base this study on a close reading of the text, while also ex-
amining and making use of elements put forward by previous interpreters, so that 
the reader may hopefully acquire a clearer perspective on both the meaning of the 
passage and the terms of the debate.
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The introduction of Pelops into the poem takes place via a typically concise spatial 
transition: the fame of Hieron shines from Syracuse as far as Lydia, the home of 
Pelops. The reader is thus catapulted from one extremity of the Greek world to 
another in the space of two lines. No less succinct is the transition to the opening 
of the mythical narrative. Referring back to Pelops with the simple genitive tou=,12 
Pindar bluntly asserts that Poseidon fell in love with Pelops, a fact that is connected 
in some way to Pelops being taken out of a pure vessel (kaqarou= le/bhtov) by 
Clotho, one of the Moirae (25-6). The narrative is interrupted as soon as it begins 
by a string of statements about the abundance of wonders (qau/mata polla/), the 
deceptive power of stories (mu=qoi), the ambiguous nature of Charis, the ultimate 
victory of truth over falsehood and, finally, the advantages of saying only kala/ 
about the gods (28-35). The narrative is then suddenly reintroduced with the warn-
ing that Pindar will speak of Pelops a0nti_a prote/rwn ((36). Just as in the transition 
to the mythical narrative, there is a change of setting, since we are now at a feast 
organised by Tantalus on Mount Sipylus. The movement in space seems to be ac-
companied by a temporal switch: it is then (to/t’) that Poseidon abducts Pelops. 
Thus Pindar retraces his steps back to his introduction of the myth at v. 25, and to 
one its principal features: the e1rwv of Poseidon for Pelops. The problematic nature 
of this passage soon becomes clear to the reader. 

One of the questions that immediately arise is that of how to interpret verses 28-36 
with respect to what comes before. The myth begins at v. 25, but at v. 36, Pindar 
begins an apparently new story, and announces that he is going to speak in contra-
diction to the prote/roi. This “new” story is generally seen as the result of Pindar’s 
Mythenkorrekturen,3 or the process of revision of the myth which he justifies at 28 
ff. by the fact that the words of men are brought u9pe_r to_n a)laqh= lo/gon by lies 
and deceit. It is not clear which aspects of the myth Pindar wishes to revise, and to 
what he is alluding with qau/mata polla/ and yeu/desi poiki/loiv, but one could 
legitimately suggest that he is referring to the previous verses, if only because of 
their position within the text. In this light, interpreters have considered that some 
aspects of v. 25-7 tou= megasqenh/v e)ra/ssato Gaia/oxov / Poseida/n, e)pei/ nin 
kaqarou= le/bh- / tov e)/cele Klwqw/, / e)le/fanti fai/dimon w]mon kekadme/non. 
are dismissed by Pindar as false. In the course of the narrative, it becomes clear that 
Pindar wishes to reject the version of the myth according to which Pelops was cut 
up and served to the gods. It is thus assumed that the elements of verses 25-7 per-
taining to this traditional version are those which Pindar rejects at 28 ff. The main 
element that reminds us of the dismemberment of Pelops is the ivory shoulder, 
which features prominently at v. 27: [Pe/lopa] e)le/fanti fai/dimon w]mon kekadme/
non. In the traditional version, Pelops is carved up by Tantalus and served to the 
gods, but they are not fooled by Tantalus’ trick and do not eat his limbs; later they 
reassemble the limbs and resuscitate him. However, Demeter did eat his shoulder, 
and so Pelops is given an ivory shoulder to replace it. Accordingly, it has gener-

1 For the use of a genitive as a transition, cf. Gerber 1982: 53-4, who quotes Bundy. 
2 The Greek text I have used is the Teubner edition of Snell & Maehler, 2008 reprint, Berlin. 
3 The word is taken from Vöhler 2005. 



224

ally been thought that verses 25-7 depict the rebirth of Pelops after his mutilation. 
The text lends itself quite well to such an interpretation: Clotho, the Moira who 
presides over the birth of children – in the present case, a rebirth – takes Pelops 
out of a vessel which is kaqaro/v presumably because it has something to do with 
the reassembling of Pelops, and with some sort of purification from his father’s hu-
bris.4 As a result of this rebirth, Pelops is given the ivory shoulder. According to the 
present reading, it is possible to argue that all these elements are part of a re-telling 
of the traditional version of the myth, and that as such they will be subsequently 
rejected by Pindar.

However, Poseidon’s love for Pelops at 25-6, which as mentioned above is central 
to the poem, cannot be rejected with the rest; it is therefore assumed that Pindar 
begins the mythical narrative with the true version of the Pelops myth, and imme-
diately switches to the traditional one.5 This could be an adequate example of what 
I described above as a “lack of linearity” in the narrative, since Pindar jumps from 
his own version to the false one without any explicit indication, and within the 
same sentence. It might be argued, however, that the abruptness is only artificial, 
and is an impression resulting from this reading of the text. In my view the two 
clauses of verses 25-7 are inextricably linked,6 despite Gerber’s attempt to dimin-
ish the awkwardness of the separation.7 In any case, other, more decisive consid-
erations lead me to support the unity of the narrative at 25-7. I believe the ivory 
shoulder is of paramount importance. Wilamowitz8 had already pointed this out: 
“...trug [Pelops] an der Schulter das Mal, das er seinem Geschlechte vererbt hat, ein 
Zeichen jener blanken Schönheit, in die sich ein Gott verlieben kann.”9 According 
to him, then, the shoulder provides at least one of the reasons why Poseidon falls 
in love with Pelops. Wilamowitz is surely right in seeing the ivory shoulder as a 
sign of the greatest beauty; as such it lends weight to Pindar’s new version of the 
myth by helping to justify Poseidon’s love for Pelops. Furthermore, the emphasis 
on its radiance (Pelops’ shoulder is fai/dimon because of the ivory) fits well with 
the priamel in the opening lines of the ode, where prominence is given to all things 
shiny, gold, fire, and finally the sun, which in its capacity as faenno/v provides a 
parallel to the Olympic contest. One might thus consider Pelops’ brightly shin-
ing shoulder as a sign of the highest glory: the ivory on his body can be classified 

4 Cf. Duchemin 1955: 160-1; Gerber: 56-7.
5 Cf. Gerber: 56; Puech 1922: 27n3.
6 Cf. also Patten 2009: 136: “The cauldron-scene at the beginning of the account is by no means 
presented as a fiction or as a rumour, and certainly not as one of the yeu/dea mentioned in verse 
29”, and 137, where he quotes Dissen to the effect that if we accept this version of events, Pindar is 
then saying: “Hiero vicit in nobilissima Pelopis colonia, qui amatus est a Neputno, propter humerum 
eburneum, quem tamen non habebat”
7 Gerber: 56, where he attempts to clarify the meaning of the passage in his own words: “Pindar is in 
effect saying: ‘I refuse to believe that Poseidon fell in love with Pelops when he was taken out of the 
caldron with an ivory shoulder. I shall tell you a different story, that Poseidon fell in love with Pelops 
when Poseidon saw him at a well-ordered banquet.’” This is hardly discernable from the text itself.
8 And Kakridis 1930: 477 after him. 
9 Wilamowitz 1922: 235. 
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alongside gold and fire in the Pindaric scale of outstanding substances. This takes 
on appropriate importance within the encomiastic purpose of the poem. The enco-
mium is of course largely concentrated on Pelops’ status as the favourite and erom-
enos of Poseidon, but the description of an actual physical feature which prompted 
Poseidon’s desire for Pelops greatly enhances the force of Pindar’s praise: there 
is something physically different and desirable, perhaps even supernatural, about 
Pelops, and this impression is reflected onto Hieron. By enhancing the importance 
of the ivory shoulder, Pindar chooses to place emphasis on the human body and to 
give a closer, more “human” description of his character and exemplum, perhaps in 
an attempt to convey his praise of Hieron more forcefully. 

These elements, as well as the prominent position of the ivory shoulder within 
the verse,10 provide support for the view that Pindar does not reject its existence 
– which in fact is never explicitly doubted by Pindar. If we accept this, we should 
also consider the rest of the passage as part of the version accepted by Pindar, and 
follow Kakridis’s reading: Pelops has had the ivory shoulder from his birth, and 
it is his actual birth that is described at 26-7. Therefore the presence of the ivory 
shoulder is not linked to Pelops’ dismemberment and as such it is not to be counted 
among the yeu/dea denounced by Pindar at 28 ff.11 At first glance this interpretation 
seems problematic. As I pointed out above, the kaqaro/v le/bhv can be under-
stood as the vessel in which Pelops is reassembled after the cannibalistic feast, and 
Clotho as a participant in the ceremony of his rebirth. It is easy enough, however, 
to associate these elements with birth rather than rebirth: Clotho presides over 
Pelops’ actual birth – thus resuming an arguably more usual role –12 and the baby 
is washed in a le/bhv; the connection between birth, cleanness and purity seems 
quite natural. There is no consensus on the matter, and I believe that the two read-
ings are possible in principle. However, Vöhler rightly rejects the argument that 
the vessel refers back to the cauldron in which Pelops is said to have been boiled 
at 46 ff., since this le/bhv is expressly described as kaqaro/v and as such cannot 
have anything to do with Tantalus’ hubris.13 Thus there is no explicit reference to 
the opening of the myth in the false story of the cooking of Pelops at 46 ff., and as a 
result our interpretation of v. 26 should not depend on the reading of this later pas-
sage.14 In any event, I do not see any objection to viewing verses 26-7 as depicting 
the birth of Pelops. The interpretation of Kakridis, however, largely rests upon the 
meaning which he attributes to e)pei/ at v. 26; and this has been the main point of 

10 The accusative of respect fai/dimon w]mon and the position of v. 27 at the end of the clause are in 
my opinion meant to draw attention to the importance of the ivory shoulder; cf. also Köhnken 1983: 
69n2. This will be discussed below.  
11  Kakridis: 474-7, and after him Fisker 1990, Vöhler, and Patten.
12 Fisker: 32 lists passages from Homer, Euripides and Pindar himself which depict the Moirae as 
concerned with children at their birth. Cf. also Köhnken: 70-1.
13  Vöhler: 27: “Der explizit reine Kessel, aus dem ihn [Pelops] Klotho [...] herausnimmt, stellt klar, 
daß es sich nicht um den Kochtopf des kannibalischen Göttermahls handelt, sondern um einen Kessel 
zur Waschung des neugeborenen Pelops.”; cf. also Verdenius 1988: 17; cf. contra Gerber: 57.
14 Nevertheless, an implicit association on the audience’s part of the le/bhv with the cooking of Pelops 
is undeniable, as will be discussed below. 
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disagreement among the interpreters of this passage. Kakridis’s reading of e)pei/ as 
causal – and the resulting argument – gives more weight to the ivory shoulder and 
to the view I adopted above: if we follow Kakridis, the ivory shoulder15 becomes 
the explicit reason for Poseidon’s falling in love with Pelops.16 

Nevertheless I find this proposal somewhat unsatisfactory. As I mentioned above, 
the group of words referring to the ivory shoulder lies isolated in a prominent posi-
tion at v. 27: they practically make up a syntactically separate part of the sentence.  
)Epei/, however, clearly relates to the action performed by Clotho (expressed by the 
verb e)/cele) rather than to the second section of the verse. One would thus read:  
“with whom Poseidon fell in love because Clotho took him out of a pure vessel, fit-
ted with ivory as to his shoulder”. This reading noticeably affects the cause-effect 
relationship: rather than the ivory shoulder, it is the action of Clotho with the pure 
vessel that becomes the cause of Poseidon’s e1rwv. I have already discussed the 
role of Pelops’ ivory shoulder, and I would argue that a causal reading e)pei/ fails 
to convey the importance of the shoulder as the main stimulus for Poseidon’s love. 
Another possibility, which several commentators have adopted, consists in a tem-
poral reading of e)pei/ which, it is argued, can only imply that verses 25-7 depict the 
rebirth of Pelops: if Poseidon fell in love with Pelops when the latter was born, then 
he fell in love with a newborn child. While one should not be as quick as Gerber 
to reject this idea,17 18 another element is worth considering: Fisker suggests that a 
temporal e)pei/ does not necessarily imply that the events of the temporal clause im-
mediately follow those of the main clause.19 This may seem at first rather abrupt;20 
however, the impression of abruptness is alleviated if we read e)pei/ as “after” and 
situate the events of the temporal clause firmly in the past, giving e)/cele the value 
of a pluperfect, as advocated by Kakridis.21 Thus v. 27 would read: “with whom 
Poseidon fell in love, after Clotho had taken him out of a pure vessel...” According 
to this reading, then, Poseidon did not fall in love with Pelops at the moment of the 
latter’s birth, but rather at some subsequent point. This would make the reading of 
a temporal e)pei/ cohere with the notion that the events at 25-7 relate to the birth of 
Pelops. This interpretation is also consistent with the perception of the ivory shoul-

15 Or Pelops’ beauty in general, according to Köhnken: 71.
16  Kakridis: 477. 
17  Gerber: 55, in reference to Dissen. 
18  Verdenius’s statement that the god would have been “able to foresee into what a beautiful boy 
the baby would develop” (Verdenius: 16) deserves attention. An interesting if anachronistic parallel 
might be that of Richard Wagner’s interpretation of Nordic and Germanic legends in Siegfried, where 
Brünnhilde claims that she fell in love with Siegfried from the moment he was conceived. 
19 Fisker: 33: “Es liegt also keine Hinderungsgrund vor, unsere Stelle so zu verstehen, dass der 
temporale Nebensatz in V. 26 ein Ereignis nennt, das lange vor der Liebe des Poseidons zu Pelops 
liegt, nämlich die Geburt des Pelops.”
20  Even though Theogony 912-4, which is very close thematically to our passage, provides a striking 
parallel in reverse: h4 [Demeter] te/ke Persefo/nhn leukw/lenon, h4n Ai0doneu_v h3rpase h[v para_ 
mhtro/v The second clause is not strictly temporal, but it is interesting to note how apart from the 
relative there is no transition from one event (the birth of Persephone) to another (her abduction by 
Hades) which is far off in the future.
21  Kakridis: 475. 
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der as the cause of Poseidon’s infatuation: in my view a temporal e)pei/ allows us to 
realise that the emphasis is placed on e)le/fanti fai/dimon w]mon kekadme/non. – the 
causal relationship being implicit – and not on the first section of the e)pei/-clause, 
which essentially plays the role of an exposition by explaining why one of Pelops’ 
shoulders is made of ivory. 
These considerations lead me to support the view that verses 25-7 depict first the 
love of Poseidon for Pelops, then the reason for that love – Pelops’ beauty, symbol-
ised by the ivory shoulder. The existence of the shoulder is in turn justified by the 
description of the circumstances in which Pelops acquired it, his birth. All these ele-
ments are part of the Pindaric revision of the myth, and as such are to be considered 
as what Pindar holds – if only for the purposes of the ode – to be the true version 
of the myth of Pelops. The most important objection to this interpretation is that 
the hearer, when confronted with the ivory shoulder, would immediately associate 
it with the cannibalistic feast which is such a prominent feature of the traditional 
myth, and not with the new, yet unknown Pindaric version of events.22 In order to 
deal with this issue it is necessary to return to our initial question: how are we to 
understand verses 28 ff. in view of the opening of the myth? This question is appar-
ently somewhat complicated by the interpretation advocated above. Indeed, as we 
have seen above, at 28 ff.  Pindar seems – or so it is generally thought – to reject at 
least part of what was said before. Again, this is done without any explicit transi-
tion and in a rather obscure way: it is never clear precisely what Pindar is referring 
to until verses 46-52. Taking this into account, Patten puts forward an attractive 
interpretation of verses 28 ff: he distinguishes the “kernel” of the myth, which 
remains untouched throughout the vagaries of transmission, from the “parasitic”23 
embellishments or fictions which become attached to the story at various stages. 
According to Patten, the nature of these fictions, and that of the a)laqh/v lo/gov to 
which they have become attached, do not become clear to the audience until v. 46, 
that is, until Pindar explicitly states that the story of the dismemberment of Pelops 
was a lie invented by some fqoneroi/ gei/tonev. In the meantime, however, Pindar 
has emphasised certain elements – in effect, the scene of Pelops’ birth and the ivory 
shoulder – in order that the audience may be led to associate them with the false 
version of the myth. In this way, when the exact nature of the a)laqh/v lo/gov and 
the yeu/dea – two notions which are introduced and explained at 28 ff. – is clari-
fied, the audience’s conception of the myth is shown to be a product of the deceitful 
power of lies, and all the elements which had been singled out by Pindar earlier in 
the narrative as possibly referring to the cannibalistic feast are effectively purged 
of these negative associations.24 
  
Patten’s interpretation provides a convincing explanation for the presence in the 
Pindaric version of elements explicitly recalling the traditional story of Pelops’ 

22  Gerber: 55; also Burgess: 36-7. 
23  Patten: 128.  
24  Patten: 121-41, esp. 124-5 and 136-41. 
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dismemberment.25 It also opens up a new perspective on the meaning of verses 28 
ff.: these verses are not a rejection en bloc of the preceding passage, and there is 
no need systematically to argue that at least a part of verses 25-7 is denounced as 
false by Pindar. I would argue still further in this direction: in my view qau/mata 
polla/ is an explicit reference to the ivory shoulder, and is defended as part of 
the true story at 28 ff. At v. 28 Pindar writes h] qau/mata polla/, kai/ pou/ ti kai_ 
brotw=n / fa/tiv u9pe_r to_n a)laqh= lo/gon / dedaidalme/noi yeu/desi poiki/loiv / 
e)capatw=nti mu=qoi: Since the mention of the ivory shoulder is at v. 27, it seems 
quite clear to me that if we read the passage linearly – as the audience would 
have heard it – the first element which we associate with the many wonders is the 
shoulder itself, or the fact that it is a part of Pelops’ body. Indeed, whether it is a 
result of the gods’ gluttony or a birthmark, it is something that causes wonder; it 
can naturally be considered as a qau=ma. It follows that the word immediately fol-
lowing h] qau/mata polla/ refer not to the ivory shoulder itself, but rather to the 
stories which have been invented about the origin of that shoulder. Thus verses 
28 ff. themselves imply that the ivory shoulder is part of the correct version of the 
myth, but stories about it have appeared – such as that of Pelops’ dismemberment – 
and have become attached to the true myth, thus giving rise to the widespread but 
false idea that the ivory shoulder was the result of Tantalus’ hubris and Demeter’s 
cannibalism. In this light I will argue that besides their function in the narrative as 
the justification of Poseidon’s love for Pelops, verses 26-7 act as an exemplum of 
sorts, or a preparation for what is to come: the love of Poseidon, the birth of Pelops 
and the ivory shoulder are all part of a true story; unfortunately the marvellous 
nature of the ivory shoulder gave rise to numerous fictions. As a result we must be 
careful in the way we distinguish truth from fiction. Verses 26-7 and 28 ff., then, 
function together in issuing a warning to the audience. Having done this Pindar can 
proceed with the narrative (37 ff.) until he reaches the precise point at which the 
false story concerning the ivory shoulder appeared (46). But the audience, having 
been warned by Pindar, is aware that it might have to review its conception of the 
myth, and therefore more readily accepts the fact that Tantalus’ dismemberment of 
his son and the ensuing feast were only fictions, and are to be set aside from the 
true version of the myth of Pelops. 

With this survey, I hope to have shed light on several issues which have previously 
obscured our understanding of this passage. My conclusions are as follows: at 
verses 25-7 Pindar narrates the miraculous birth of Pelops with an ivory shoulder, 
and the subsequent infatuation of Poseidon with Pelops. The e)pei/-clause should be 
understood as temporal: it justifies Pelops’ possession of the ivory shoulder, while 
also connecting Poseidon’s love for Pelops with an event which happened some 
time before it. As a result, and because of the prominence of the ivory shoulder in 
terms of content and syntax, we are led to imagine that Pelops’ radiant birthmark 
yields the same reaction from Poseidon than it does from those who are listening to 
the poem: he is amazed and seduced, so much so that he falls in love with Pelops 

25  Cf. also Köhnken: 71, who acknowledges the implicit associations created by such elements, but 
argues that they are a case of “presenting a new story in terms of the old”, and Vöhler: 32. 
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and abducts him on his winged chariot. If one follows Patten, the birth-scene and 
the ivory shoulder are deliberately made to seem as if they are elements of the tra-
ditional myth of the dismemberment and cooking of Pelops, so that they may be 
singled out and emphatically rejected when Pindar explicitly dismisses this story. 
At 25-36 Pindar issues a warning to the audience: using the ivory shoulder as an 
example, he observes that stories can become corrupted by lies and embellish-
ments, and that we must be careful to tease out the truth amid the deceptive fictions 
that surround it.
Thus armed, the audience is effectively fooled into accepting as correct a version 
which is narrated by Pindar to protect his poetic interests. In effect, these verses are 
a skilful and highly rhetorical attempt to convince the audience of the falsehood of 
a widespread story which does not fit into the poet’s programme.  
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Appendix 

Pindar, Olympian One, 25-36; the text is Snell & Maehler’s, my translation. 

tou= megasqenh_v e)ra/ssato Gaia/oxov
Poseida/n, e)pei/ nin kaqarou= le/bh-
       tov e)/cele Klwqw/,
e)le/fanti fai/dimon w]mon kekadme/non.
h] qau/mata polla/, kai/ pou/ ti kai_                     

                                                 [brotw=n           
fa/tiv u9pe_r to_n a)laqh= lo/gon 
dedaidalme/noi yeu/desi poiki/loiv
        e)capatw=nti mu=qoi:

Xa/riv d’, a3per a3panta teu/xei ta_  
[mei/lixa qnatoi=v,

e)pife/roisa tima_n kai_ a)/piston e)mh/sato 
[pisto/n

e)/mmenai to_ polla/kiv:
a9me/rai d’ e)pi/loipoi 
ma/rturev sofw/tatoi. 
e)/sti d’ a)ndri_ fa/men e)oiko_v a)mfi_ dai-
      mo/nwn kala/: mei/wn ga_r ai)ti/a.

...with him Poseidon the Earth-shaker fell 
in love, after Clotho had taken him from 
the pure vessel, fitted with ivory as to his 
radiant shoulder. 
Indeed, there are many wonders, and 
sometimes the words of mortals beyond 
the true account deceive us, stories 
embroidered with artful lies.

Charis, who fashions all the joys for mortals, 
attributes honours and often contrives to 
make the unbelievable believable.
But the wisest witnesses are the days to 
come.
It is fitting for a man to say good things 
about the gods; for thus there is less blame.
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