Herakles’ Sweet Longing for Olympia in Pindar’s Third Olympian Ode
Cross-culturally, landscape is often sexualized and feminized to fulfill male ideological needs (Rose 1997). Although it has gone unnoticed in the commentaries and secondary scholarship (no comment by Mezger 1880, Gildersleeve 1885, Fennell 1893, Farnell 1932, or Verdenius 1987, for instance), Pindar’s language is overtly sexual in the third Olympian ode when Pindar describes Herakles’ interest in Olympia’s landscape. 


There are numerous sexual innuendos in the ode. Pindar’s erotic language begins when he refers to Olympia as a ‘naked garden’ (γυμνὸς κᾶπος, l. 24) that is ‘subordinate to the sharp rays of Helios’ (ὀξείαις ὑπακουέμεν αὐγαῖς ἀελίου, l. 24). The phrase γυμνὸς κᾶπος is an oxymoron and is accordingly all the more striking. The garden’s nakedness and subordinate status (ὑπακουέμεν) make it liable to be pierced, and the male, Helios, pierces the female, Olympia, with his sharp rays. When Herakles realizes that Olympia is subject to Helios’ sharp rays, he ‘longs’ (θυμὸς ὥρμα, l.25) to protect her from the invasive male. Helios in fact may be seen as Herakles’ male competition for dominance of Olympia in this ode. Pindar uses a Homeric phrase, ‘sweet longing’ (γλυκὺς ἵμερος), to describe Herakles’ urge (ὥρμα) to ‘plant/engender’ (φυτεῦσαι) an olive tree at Olympia to protect Olympia from the rays of Helios. Pindar’s phrase resonates particularly with two sexually charged passages of the Iliad: a γλυκὺς ἵμερος for sex with Helen seizes (αἱρεῖ) Paris after Aphrodite saves him from Menelaus and deposits him in his bedroom (3.446); similarly, in the ‘Deception of Zeus’ scene, after narrating his catalog of women, Zeus explains to Hera that a γλυκὺς ἵμερος to have sex with her has seized him (14.328). In Pindar’s ode, just as a male inseminates a female, Herakles’ climactic action is to ‘plant/engender’ (φυτεῦσαι) an olive tree in Olympia (The verb φυτεύω is regularly used for sexual union and the procreation of children; see LSJ s.v. 2). By ‘planting’ his olive tree at Olympia, Herakles marks his presence in Olympia and concurrently protects her from the rays of Helios.


A culture’s value systems and dominant ideologies are played out in landscape (Wylie 2007).  Landscapes can celebrate patrician values (Cosgrove 1998), reaffirm class stratification, and reflect gender hierarchies.  Pindar’s construction of Olympia as female and penetrated by Herakles reaffirms Greek patriarchal values and reflects a dominant, masculine way of viewing the land (cf. Rose 1997).
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