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Hitting “Wrong” Notes? Pindar’s Improvisational Abundance
and the Convention of Extemporaneous Performance

John Tennant
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1. If, being fair and performing deeds to match his
form, the son of Aristophanes has embarked on
utmost deeds of manhood, it is no easy task to go
yet further across the untracked sea beyond the
pillars of Hercules, which that hero-god established
as famed witnesses of his furthermost voyage. He
subdued monstrous beasts in the sea, and on his
own explored the streams of the shallows, where he
reached the limit that sent him back home, and he
made known the land. My heart, to what alien
headland are you turning aside my ship’s
course? To Aeacus and his race I bid you bring the
Muse. (Trans. Race)

2. But some ordinance of the immortal gods has set
up this seagirt land for foreigners from all places
as a divine pillar —

and may time to come not tire

of accomplishing this —

a land governed by Dorian people from the time of
Aeacus, whom Leto’s son and wide-ruling
Poseidon, as they were preparing to crown Ilion
with battlements, summoned to help build

the wall . . .

(Trans. Race)

3. If one has it and knows the future,

that the helpless spirits

of those who have died on earth immediately pay
the penalty—and upon sins committed here

in Zeus’ realm, a judge beneath the earth
pronounces sentence with hateful necessity;

but forever having sunshine in equal nights

and in equal days, good men

receive a life of less toil . . .

(Trans. Race)
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4. My grandmother, an inhabitant of Stympbhalis,
blooming Metope, gave birth to horse-driving
Thebes, whose lovely water

I drink, weaving for spearmen

my varied song.

(My translation)

5. Like the varied bounty of an elegant dinner, such
must be what the clever poet offers his spectators,
so that each departs having eaten and drunk and
taken whatever he likes, and that there not be only
one dish of entertainment. (Trans. Liebert)

6. I have many swift arrows under my arm

in their quiver endowed with speech for those
who understand. But they have need altogether of
interpreters.

Wise is he who knows many things by nature, but
the learned, boisterous in their garrulousness,
chatter in vain just like a pair of crows against the
divine bird of Zeus.

Come my soul, take aim now at the mark.

At whom do we shoot, and this time launch from a
kindly spirit our arrows of fame? Yes,

bending the bow at Acragas, I will proclaim a
statement on oath with a truthful mind,

that no city within a century has produced a

man more beneficent to his friends in spirit

and more generous of hand than Theron.

But enough: upon praise comes tedious excess,
which does not keep to just limits, but at the
instigation of greedy men is eager to prattle on
and obscure noble men’s good deeds;

Since the grains of sand escape counting, who
would be able to articulate just how many joys
that man has wrought for others?

(Trans. Race, with modification)

7. Grant from my skill an abundance of such song.
(Trans. Race)

8. He who has mere learning is a shadowy man;
(Trans. Race)
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9. Bounteous is the praise laid up for Olympian
victors, but while my tongue would tend those
flocks of song, God’s prompting brings my thought
to surer bloom.

(Trans. Bundy)

10. But if he is an Olympic victor,

a steward of the prophetic altar of Zeus at Pisa,
and a co-founder of famous Syracuse —

what hymn of praise could that man escape,
meeting his ungrudging townsmen

in delightful songs?

(My translation)

11. What is the soloist doing when he attempts to “build”? ... The soloist has to establish for the listener what
the important POINT, the motif if you like, is, and then show as much as he can of what it is that he sees in the
motif, extending the relationships of it to the basic while never giving the feeling he has forgotten it. . . . The
listener is constantly making predictions; actual infinitesimal predictions as to whether the next event will
be a repetition of something or something different. The player is constantly either confirming or denying
these predictions in the listener’s mind. As nearly as we can tell (Krachenbuehl at Yale and I), the listener
must come out right about 50% of the time — if [the listener] is too successful in predicting, he will be bored;
if he is too unsuccessful, he will give up and call the music “disorganized.” Thus if the player starts a
repetitive pattern, the listener’s attention drops away as soon as he has successfully predicted that it is going to
continue. ... Similarly, if the player never repeats anything, no matter how tremendous an imagination he has,
the listener will decide that the game is not worth playing, that he is not going to be able to make any predictions
right, and also stops listening.

(Richmond Browne on jazz improvisation — from Jerry Coker, Improvising Jazz)
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