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The central idea of Solon's Prayer to the Muses is that the key to the success 
for which he prays is wisdom, by which limits are recognized, injustice avoided, 
and retribution averted. The elegy is addressed to the Muses as goddesses of 
wisdom. 

Professor Richmond Lattimore has effectively demonstrated the 
unity of Solon's elegy addressed to the Muses.2 By clarifying the 
links that connect each successive part with what immediately 
precedes, he has shown that any interpretation must recognize an 
unbroken continuity of thought in the elegy. Lattimore himself 
believes, however, that it has no single subject which serves as a 
guiding theme. He considers the poem rather to be a series of 
reflections, set down as they occur to the poet, including imperfectly 
resolved contradictions, and controlled in their direction only by a 
subconscious desire for prosperity. The movement of thought as 
the elegy progresses seems to him to depart so widely from the 
initial address to the Muses that he regards as misleading the title 
"Solon's Prayer to the Muses," by which it has sometimes been 
known. 

Although this title has no ancient authority, it seems never- 
theless to have a descriptive accuracy which has not been recognized 
by commentators. The prayer to the Muses for their help in gain- 
ing success in life, with which the elegy begins, has generally been 

regarded as extending only through the first six verses, and it is 
true that there is no direct address to them thereafter. It has 
therefore been assumed that, although the elegy is dedicated to the 
Muses by the opening words, there is no precise connection between 
them and the reflections that follow. If, however, we regard the 
address to the Muses as relevant throughout the elegy, it is possible 
to recognize in the elegy a unity of conception which a brief sum- 

mary will indicate: After the initial prayer for success there follows, 
in the long central part (verses 7-70), an analysis of the cause of 

1 No. 1, Diehl. Citations of Solon are in accordance with the numbering and 

text of Diehl. 
2 R. Lattimore, "The First Elegy of Solon," AJPh 68 (1947) 161-179. 
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failure in life - a&r, which Zeus sends as a punishment of injustice 
but which men may also bring upon themselves by unjust acts 
committed through sheer ignorance. At the end of this discussion 
it has become clear that success finally depends on the possession 
of wisdom, which the Muses have it in their power to grant. The 
concluding six verses (71-76) summarize the normal course of ex- 
perience, from success through injustice to ruin, and so present the 
danger threatening Solon himself if he does not receive the gift of 
wisdom. There is thus a return in the conclusion to the need for 
divine aid which was expressed at the beginning in the form of a 
direct prayer for success. The whole central section serves to 
define the way in which the Muses can answer the prayer of their 
worshipper. The discussion which follows will develop this inter- 
pretation in detail. 

In the first six verses Solon prays to the Muses for 6oX/os and 
36/a, the power to make himself respected by his friends and feared 
by his enemies: 

MvtLuoabvv1rs Kal Zrvos 'OXvljUrlov 7 yXa reKva, 
MovOaaL IILepi6ES, KX\VTr LOL EVXOpiEVO)' 

o6Xfov oLoL 7rpos eCov AUaKapcv b6TE KaLL rpOs a1rcLvrTv 

avOp&,rowv atll ot6av ~XEtv aTyajrv 
5 elvat 6e YXVKVV &6E 4[Xoto', EXOpolaTt 5e TLKpov, 

TOtiat /iEV alboLov, TOLtOL U 6ELVO6v IteLv. 

The subject of the elegy was stated too narrowly by Wilamowitz 
when he said, "Dem Reichtum gilt das ganze Gedicht."3 To regard 
the elegy as solely concerned with wealth necessitates considering the 
wish atid 64Tav ExeLL a&ya6Ov as an incidental theme introduced momen- 
tarily and immediately dropped, and it admits one facet only of the 
meaning of 6oXXos. It is doubtful whether 6oXoos can ever mean 
simply rXo0Vros, as Wilamowitz paraphrased it. When o6Xos is used 
in this restricted sense it is normally accompanied by a defining 
word, e.g. 6X/ow re TrXoVrcO TE (I. 16.596; Od. 14.206), rXoOr6v TE KCa 

6XBiov (Hes. Op. 637).4 Certainly its normal range of meaning is 
wider. Here O6X/os is a state of general well-being and 66/a &ya60 is 
the respect and honor which are its public recognition; O6Xos comes 
from the gods and b64a from men. Together they express the 
essentials of a successful life. The next distich (5-6) does not 

3 U. v. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Sappho und Simonides (Berlin, 1913) 264. 
4 Cf. also Herod. 8.75: xp,laac o\ 6XLov. 
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introduce a new element into the prayer, but rather restates the 
idea of success as the ability of a man to play his part in the world 
by helping his friends and hurting his enemies- a commonplace 
of early Greek social morality which we observe that Solon accepts 
without question. Such restatement of the same idea in fresh 
terms, as though it were a new idea, is a favorite method of develop- 
ment in archaic poetry and is a characteristic feature of this elegy.5 

In the following distich (7-8) a slight shift in the terms of the 
prayer is made, and an important new theme is introduced, when 
Solon continues: 

Xpr?JcLra a tIf.LJtepo .AYv Xetp, &abSiKs 68 irelraa 

OUK EOEXC3' Trvrws UarrTpov ?X\?E StKrf. 

It is necessary to observe that in this statement the word xp/uara 
does not simply repeat 6Xp,8o,6 but Solon's audience would have no 
difficulty in following the transition from a general prayer for 
happiness - success in life - to the particular concern with the 
acquisition and retention of wealth which is evident in the rest of 
the elegy. Wealth is for Solon an obviously necessary element in 
success, as it was in Greek thought generally until the revolution in 
values which came with the end of the fifth century. Odysseus' 
return would have been a failure without the treasure given him 
by the Phaeacians. The Homeric Hymn to Demeter closes with 
the statement that the man whom the goddesses love is 65XLo and 
receives from them 7rXovrov, os av0pcnrots &aevos OvrTroZaL at8watcv (Hymn. 
Horn. Cer. 486-89). Tellus of Athens, the happiest of men accord- 
ing to the Solon of Herodotus' story, had wealth sufficient for his 
needs (Herod. 1.30). A direct relationship between wealth and 
success in general is asserted by Hesiod: \rXoVTr 6 

' 
aperO Kal KVios 

6 H. F. Fraenkel remarks, with particular reference to this elegy: "Stille zu stehn 
hat die Rede noch nicht recht gelernt; so kreist sie mehrmals um ihren Gegenstand, und 
tritt dabei immer wieder von hier und immer wieder von dort an ihn heran. Als ob 
es etwas anderes, neues und weiteres ware, werden dieselben wenigen Gedanken immer 
wieder aufgenommen" ("Eine Stileigenheit der Friihgriechischen Literatur," NGG, 
Phil.-Hist. KI., 1924, 96-97). 

6 It is so interpreted by Lattimore (op. cit. 163), but the meaning of xpit,Aara, 
which refers to material possessions only, is much narrower than that of 6X/3os. The 

narrowing of the terms 6Xo05s and 865a in the rest of the elegy to terms exclusively 
denoting wealth (Xpit,ara, KpXoro, K'p8ea) serves to provide a more precise and con- 

crete topic for the analytic parts of the elegy than the general terms of the opening 
verses would permit. Since wealth is an essential element of prosperity (in the broad 
sense indicated in verses 3-6) loss of wealth can imply practical failure to fulfill the goal 
expressed in the prayer. 
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67r7b5ec (Op. 313), and implied in a fragment of the Erechtheus of 
Euripides: Ev rO 7reveaOac 6' Ero-Tv rT' abofia, K K& o ao4b0s rs T' a&Lria 
fiLov (Eurip. Frag. 364.16-17 Nauck2). Wealth, then, is an impor- 
tant and necessary element of success, and is an element particu- 
larly well suited to illustrate the idea with which Solon is especially 
concerned throughout this elegy - the danger of sudden failure. 
His own experience as a merchant and the whole financial crisis of 
his time must have shown him that nothing is more quickly transi- 
tory than wealth.7 His concern that success should be lasting is 
indicated initially by inclusion of the words aled xev in his prayer. 
As becomes clear in the course of the elegy, the normal striving of 
men to become ever more wealthy may in the end prove self- 
defeating, since in this effort they are likely to transgress the limits 
of justice and so to incur ruin. The prayer of Solon therefore is 
less concerned with the acquisition of wealth than with its perma- 
nent retention. 

The primary danger which threatens its permanence is the 
leveling process of justice, which in the long run destroys riches won 
unjustly. This theme is stated directly in the maxim 7ravrTs V-Trpov 
7X6e 6tiK. The 24 verses which follow (9-32) expand and restate 
this idea. Each of the parts into which this section falls (9-16, 
17-24, 25-32) seems to arise out of what immediately precedes, 
and the whole seems to move steadily forward, but there is no actual 
advance in the thought. The same point, that injustice is followed 
by loss of all that has been gained, is made again and again - first 
in terms of 6iKr and tr77 (9-16), then by the simile of a spring storm 
(17-24), and finally as the vengeance of Zeus (25-32). Within 
each of these parts there is a sense of movement and change. So 
&Tr is a developing process, like the fire to which it is compared. 
The simile of the storm advances from the initial point, the swift- 
ness with which the storm strikes, through its destructive action, to 
end with the complete calm that ensues. The vengeance of Zeus 
is swift, like the storm, and as the storm comes in its destructive 
violence only at the end of the winter, so Zeus is concerned not with 
each deed, but with the end;8 when the vengeance of Zeus has 
struck, the earth is as free from the works of fipts as the spring sky 

7 This is clear from the discussion by I. M. Linforth, Solon the Athenian (Berkeley, 
1919), esp. pp. 36-38. 

8 Fraenkel (op. cit. 96, n. 1) has pointed out that riptos - which is given impor- 
tance by its position- must be given full weight in interpretation: the storm comes 
in spring, when the clouds have persisted through the long winter. 
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is free from the clouds of winter. Verses 25-28 thus repeat ex- 
plicitly what the simile has already implied, and 29-32 repeat the 
idea once again in more precise detail. Despite the impression of 
progressive movement given by each of the forms in which Solon 
expresses the idea that justice finally destroys wealth which is 
gained unjustly, the logical content of the poem has not advanced 
beyond the point made in verse 8. The statement which intro- 
duces the section (ravrTWS V crrpov iX\E 8iKlc) has simply been repeated 
three times in different terms: o'v yap br'v OvTroto-' iVpLos pya irfXEa 
(16); veCOEvy ovbev Er' rFTWL Ilbet (24); 7rarVTCs ' es TrXoS 'eiavr (28). 

To this point the elegy has been concerned with the fact that 
wealth acquired unjustly is not permanent: the sequence of retribu- 
tion following upon injustice is insured by Zeus, who knows the end of 
all things and is never deceived. Solon's prayer is for success which 
will endure, and he has now made clear that this is incompatible 
with injustice. 

The problem next presented is the danger inherent in man's 
restless effort to fulfill his hopes. This idea appears without direct 
indication of its relation to the initial prayer or to the intervening 
reflections upon the consequences of injustice. Instead it seems to 
arise in verse 33 simply from a point that has just been made- 
the sure knowledge of Zeus, which has been cited as the guarantee 
that injustice will certainly be punished:9 in contrast to divine 
wisdom, the frail hopes of mankind are based on illusion. The 
connection of what follows with the earlier part of the elegy is 

implicit in this contrast. Solon has been concerned with the threat 
which retribution consequent upon excess offers to continued suc- 
cess. He now passes to the difficulty which the natural limitations 
of the human mind create even for a man who realizes the dangers 
of injustice and therefore will not deliberately be unjust. Such a 
man still faces the possibility that lack of foresight, which is char- 
acteristic of his mind in contrast to that of Zeus, will lead him 
unawares into injustice and misfortune. Man can pursue his effort 
to fulfill his hopes without danger of reversal only when aided by 
the divine wisdom which knows the limits allotted by fate. 

9 Cf. Lattimore, op. cit. 166. It seems to me, however, that verse 33 begins a 
section of the elegy (extending through 70) which is logically coordinate with 7-32, 
since it presents a discussion of the second danger threatening success. It may be 
noted that if verses 39-40 and 51-52 are interpolated (cf. infra, notes 11 and 12), the 
two sections are of precisely the same length. In any case they are nearly equal and 
are inclosed by an introduction and a conclusion each six lines long. 
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The new theme is introduced by contrasting the sanguine expec- 
tations of men with the suffering which often is the actual outcome, 
when men's hopes are proved empty: 

Ov7Tro' (' ee voc OLvEv OiWs &y0ya6os re KcKOS TE, 

tEvSr7vrlvt aVros b66av cKao'ros EXet, 
35 irptv nL rae?tv rTreO 6' ai5rs 665perac' aXpL 65 roVrov 

X&aaKOres KoacL' Xlrrlt rep7r6tOeOLa. 

The text of the opening word or words of verse 34 is uncertain, 
but the sense must be: "We mortals, good and bad alike, think in 
our fashion that the expectations each one of us has will be fulfilled 
- until we suffer."'0 Particular examples of men's hopes follow 
in the next verses: a man suffering from severe disease thinks that 
he will be well, a poor man that he will gain wealth (37-42).n The 
mention of wealth in the latter example leads to an apparent digres- 
sion on the variety and intensity of labor; the general statement 
a7revSEL 6' aXXoOev aXXos is illustrated by a second group of examples 
(43-62). In the first three of these examples (43-50) emphasis 
lies on the hardships faced by men in their efforts to earn a liveli- 
hood: the merchant must travel over the sea at risk of his life, the 
farmer toils unceasingly, the artisan works with his hands. It 
seems that we are being drawn away from the theme of the illusory 
character of hope into an irrelevant discussion of labor. However 
the uncertainty of the outcome of labor is not completely ignored 
in these examples, since the merchant is not sure even of preserving 
his life, and emphasis changes within the series of examples, shift- 
ing again from the hardships involved in men's activities to the 
uncertainty of the outcome.'2 The shift of emphasis becomes ex- 

10 This meaning is adequately expressed if we emend ev&v7lv to epaELv Ev as has been 
proposed by K. Ziegler, NJA 49 (1922) 203-204, and W. Jaeger, Paideia (Eng. trans. 
by G. Highet, 2d ed., New York, 1945) 1.450-451, note 47. However I should prefer 
eiv pav iv which makes more forceful the contrast between expected success and actual 
failure, and which is almost as close to the manuscript reading. Lattimore proposes 
evaov iv and translates the line "each man keeps himself his own inward ideas" (op. cit. 
165, note 14); but it is the false optimism of men's hopes that concerns Solon, rather 
than their unique and subjective character. 

" Verses 39-40, which offer examples of sheer delusions concerning present matters 
of fact, have been defended as genuine by P. Friedlander (Hermes 64 [1929] 381-383); 
but his defense is unconvincing because it does not show a relation of these examples 
to the general proposition of verses 33-36. Only hopes capable of future realization 
will illustrate the contrast between expectation and the disappointment which follows. 

12 Verses 51-52 are probably to be rejected as interpolated because (1) this example 
alone lacks a verb, (2) neither the theme of the intensity of labor nor that of the uncer- 
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plicit when the example of the seer is offered (54-55): 

e,yvwo 8 av8Ppl KaKOV TrflXev epX(6Uievop, 
) aovvoluaprOja'woL Ool' 

and it is stated that his vision is clear only if the gods attend him. 
Without the help of the gods the seer is as ignorant of the end as is 
the physician, who is as likely to cure a man suffering from severe 
disease by the mere touch of his hand as by the use of all his drugs. 
With the mention of disease and the uncertainty of its cure we have 
returned to the example with which the first series began. The 
words vobvaoo- ap-yaXeyaL, which first appeared in the initial example 
(37), are now repeated and are a formal indication that the ring of 
examples is closed.13 

The effect of introducing the topic of labor into the discussion 
of the limitations of the human mind is worth inquiring into, since 
it has been thought to be the real subject of this part of the elegy.14 
The question of the means for achieving success, with which this 
elegy is concerned, had already been discussed by Hesiod. In the 
Works and Days, after discussing the inevitable triumph of justice, 
Hesiod warned that a foolish man learns the danger of violating 
justice only by suffering the penalty (217-218): 

6lKrl 6' V7rEp vflptos la f-x 
S TEXOS eXAOovaa' 7raOv 6' re PTVrtOS e,yvo. 

Hesiod's solution was that men should choose to recognize and to 
follow the ways of justice (280-281): 

el 'yap rLs K' WeXn T rL& KaL' ayopevoca 
'YLY'VyooKW, T7, p.(v 7' r Xf3Ov 6tioO evprvora Zevs. 

and work unceasingly (381-382): 

Iol 6' el TrXoVro OvUT'OS XeeTraL ev p(CpeaV aLV, 

6 bp' p8efv, Kal Epyov fEr' epyw eipya6eoaOatL. 

tainty of its outcome is illustrated, (3) apparently the poet is the example intended, 
but in view of the function of the Muses in this elegy the language is actually ambiguous. 
I suspect that the distich is the addition of a later writer who was disturbed by the 
omission of poets from what he regarded as a catalogue of all the major professions. 

13 Verses 53-56 have been transposed to follow 62 by J. M. Edmonds, Elegy and 
Iambus, 1 (1944) 130; but such transposition ignores this circular technique of com- 
position. 

14 Cf. K. Reinhardt, "Solons Elegie els iavr6v," RhM 71 (1916) 128-135. 
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The inadequacy of this solution is shown by Solon's treatment of 
the various forms of human endeavor. The apparently casual 
introduction of the theme a7rev6et 6' a&XXooev iXXos into the discussion 
of the vanity of human hope reveals that even if a man tries to 
act justly and labors unceasingly, work alone is not sufficient 
without knowledge of the end, which belongs to Zeus, not to men. 
The fallacy of the doctrine of the salutary power of labor, as it is 
found in Hesiod, appears when we consider the uncertain outcome 
of all forms of labor, if it is carried on in ignorance of the conse- 
quences to which it may lead.15 

The two series of examples (37-42, 43-62) have thus served 
primarily to illustrate and, by repetition, to emphasize the uncer- 
tainty of man's hopes; they have also, almost incidentally, shown 
the futility of his own efforts unless given direction by the gods. 
The latter aspect of the examples is insisted on in verses 63-70, 
which complete the section of the elegy that began at verse 33: regard- 
less of his efforts, man falls the victim of atrr unless the gods grant 
him release from his ignorance of the gifts allotted him by Fate: 

MoTpa 6e rot Ov7roLat KcKOV 5eipet 776s Ka,L kaoOXv, 
6COpa 6' &avKra Oecwv 'yLyveraL oavaroav. 

65 7raaL 6k roL KivUvvosS &T' 'p'yl.AalV, 01)o TtS Ot6EV 

M eU\XX\L aXicaeLv Xpjiaros &PXO,uivov' 
aXX' 6 ev eri ep6eLv rTepdIcevos o' 7rpovoflaas 

es .Leya&Xr7v 6rrv Kal XaXe?rrv e7reaev, 
Tr C KaKWs gp6ovrt 0ES TrepL irivra it6swat 

70 avvrTVXl7V &ayac6v, EKXVaLV afpoovvrls. 

The principle first stated in 33-35 - that men cannot foresee the 
final outcome of their undertakings - is now restated in 65-66; 
and 67-70 take up and expand the &ayacos Te KaKO Tre of 33. At the 
beginning of the section we were told that all men, competent 
and incompetent alike, are confident that they will fulfill their 
expectations, and all are likely to fail. Now we have learned that 
the uncertainty of men's hopes is a consequence of their lack of 
foresight; only a god-given release from his ignorance can assure 
man of a happy outcome. Just as a-&r is caused by injustice, it can 
be avoided by the removal of a&poao-rv. The decisive words KXUTvai 

15 The absence in Solon of the Hesiodic doctrine of labor -has been noted by F. 
Solmsen, "Hesiod and Aeschylus," Cornell Studies in Class. Philol. 30 (Ithaca, New 
York, 1949) 109. 

Vol. Ixxx] 57 



Archibald W. Allen 

afpooivr7s, which are the theme of this section of the elegy as 6Kt7 
was of the preceding section, are postponed to the end and mark the 
conclusion of this part of the prayer. The contrast between divine 
and human intelligence has led to a realization of niortal dependence 
on the gods: unless they grant a release from the normal limitations 
of human wisdom no man can be confident of success. 

This emphasis upon the need for divine aid has raised a question 
whether Solon's thought in this elegy is consistent. Previously 
(verses 12-13) he had stated that a&rT arises out of acts of injustice, 
but now it is seen to strike even a man who tries to do well. 
Professor Jaeger has suggested that Solon recognized two kinds of 
Trr7, one fostered by injustice and violence, the other irrational 

and beyond man's power to foresee or prevent; misfortune of the 
first kind can be avoided by just conduct but misfortune of the other 
kind cannot be averted. Jaeger therefore believes that, in the opera- 
tion of the second atro: "Moira, Fate, makes all human effort funda- 
mentally insecure .... She strikes good and bad men without 
distinction. The relation of our success to the acts which we will 
is entirely irrational."'6 It is, however, doubtful that such a dis- 
tinction between kinds of a&r7 was intended by Solon. In the con- 

cluding verses of the elegy all ar77 is characterized as retarohpEvn 
without reference to the manner in which it is incurred. If tarq is 

always a punishment for acts of injustice, the meaning of verses 
67-68 must be that the man who, lacking foresight, falls upon aT?7l 

has been guilty of injustice even though not aware of it. It is 
not necessary to assume that the difference between the man trying 
to do well (e EIp6bv) and the man doing badly (KaKS PpbovrL) is one 
of conscious moral intent;17 these phrases can also signify merely 
success or failure in an action.18 If they are used in the latter 
sense, Solon does not say that the gods bring failure to a good man 
and success to a bad man, but rather repeats in fresh terms his con- 
tention that work alone does not insure success: it is an observed 
fact that the final outcome of an undertaking is not necessarily 
determined either by the strenuousness of a man's efforts or by 
temporary failure. The new point made in these verses (63-70), 

16 Op. cit. 145. 
17 They are so interpreted by W. C. Greene, who states: "Unexplained, and perhaps 

unexplainable, is the affliction with i&rq of even him who is striving to do nobly; here 
is the stubborn residuum of evil that every philosophy finds it difficult to justify on 
moral grounds" (Moira [Cambridge, Mass., 1944] 37). 

18 E. R6misch, Studien zur ilteren griechischen Elegie (Frankfurt, 1933) 19-24. 

58 [1949 



Solon's Prayer to the Muses 

then, is simply that success can be insured only by the possession 
of wisdom, and this is a gift of the gods. 

The way in which the gifts of the gods are bestowed is evidently 
a matter of particular importance for an understanding of the kind 
of aid Solon hopes to receive from the Muses. It is clear in verses 
67-68 that arr/ befalls the man who lacks foresight (ov 7rpovoIaas); 
lack of foresight is the cause, &rr the consequence. In 69-70 there 
is an ambiguity of syntax which can hardly be without significance: 
the gods give avvXrvxyv ayararv, \KXVULV aL&poavvtS. The distinction 
which was made in the previous distich between cause and conse- 
quence is deliberately obscured by the appositional construction 
of the two accusatives as objects of ltoatL. It can be argued that 
the natural contrast between lack of foresight and release from 
ignorance suggests EKXVOLYV a4poaovrs as the means by which avvTvXtLv 

&ayaO7v is achieved:19 the "release from folly" which makes success 
possible is a release from the kind of ignorance described in the 
examples of verses 33-62; so the man who receives this gift will be 
able to foresee the consequences of an act before he has, by excess 
and injustice, incurred retribution. However, the balanced con- 
struction of verse 70 implies a more complete identity than that of 
means and end. Success in the conduct of life is equated with 
escape from the normal a&poaov-r of mankind, that is, with wisdom 

- the opposite of a&poavv-q. It is this identification of success with 
insight into the causes of failure which determines the course of 
ideas in the elegy. In the development of his prayer for success 
Solon has shown that success is dependent upon both justice and 
understanding. We have been prepared for the idea that wisdom 
is a divine gift necessary to success by verses 33-62. The limita- 
tions of man's mind, which cannot foresee the outcome of his 
endeavors, can only be overcome by the gift of understanding 
which comes to the man cy avvoiapTn7aoaLt Oeo. This gift brings a 
change of fortune for one who has hitherto been doing badly, just 
as its absence may cause the eventual ruin of a temporarily suc- 
cessful man. 

This insistence on the power of the gods and the helplessness 
of men without their aid might seem to be a denial of the responsi- 
bility of man for the outcome of his actions - an attitude which is 
hard to reconcile with the insistence earlier in the elegy that ruin 
is the direct consequence of injustice. But if we recall that the 

19 Ibid. 23-24. 
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opening lines marked the elegy as a prayer, we need not feel that 
any real contradiction exists. The act of prayer implies a convic- 
tion that the divinity addressed has power to grant the request 
made, and that is precisely what Solon does here. The elegy 
began with Solon's address to the Muses, and his prayer that he 
might receive from the gods success and from men respect, and con- 
tinue to enjoy these throughout his life. We have now seen that 
this end can be achieved only by one who avoids acts of deliberate 
injustice and also receives from the gods the measure of judgment 
that will prevent his bringing ruin upon himself unawares. The 
two long, apparently independent digressions have thus led back 
to the starting point, the relation between the man who prays for 
success and the gods who have it in their power to help him. He is 
not relieved of responsibility, since he must make every effort to 
avoid injustice. But good will is not in itself sufficient; man must 
also have more than ordinary human wisdom, and in this sense 
success can only be achieved irpos OeCv LAaKapcov. 

The concluding verses are a summary of the themes of the 
elegy :20 

rXOVTOrV O' ovi'Bv rTpja T7re?aaAlEvov avOpa6lt KeCrac' 

o't 'yp vvv r7tewv 7rXtarov Xovat flov, 
8t7rXaaows eorevoovat' ris &v KopeaLEtv &7rarTas ; 

KepLea rOt OviTrorta' wraacv aaO'varot, 
75 art) 

' 
ar abrv &Pva& alverat, Xv 6ObrO Zevs 

7ret4p' TreaooEJ7V7 , aXXorT aXXos CxeL. 

71-73 state that the limit established for each man's wealth is 
invisible, yet men strive unceasingly for greater wealth (the theme 
of 33-70); 74-76 state that ruin arises out of wealth, and when 
ruin is sent by Zeus wealth passes into other hands (the theme of 

7-32).21 The connection between the two statements lies in the 

20Lattimore (op. cit. 169) remarks that the link between 70 and 71 is the least 
obvious in the elegy, and regards 7rXobroV as simply a narrowing of avvrvxtrvP &'yaOIv, 
but it may be noted that TrXobTov provides a link which carries back almost to the 
beginning of the elegy, to the 7rXouTov of verse 9. As noted at that point, wealth 

illustrates in a striking manner the vicissitudes to which happiness is subject. The 
themes of injustice and ignorance have now been developed as the chief causes of 
catastrophe, and each has been illustrated in terms of wealth. Now 7XobTrov, in the 
same initial position in the distich, echoes the TrXoVTro of verse 9, and recalls attention 
to the beginning of the discussion. 

21 Taking abtruv (75) as referring to KkpSea (74). This is not a contradiction of the 

earlier statement that wealth given by the gods is permanent and only wealth gained 

60 [1949 



Solon's Prayer to the Muses 

question of verse 73, which implies the familiar doctrine of Kopos, 
ivSpts and a&Tt. Since the limit of wealth (i.e., wealth that can be 
acquired without infringing on what fate and the gods have allotted 
to others) is not visible to men, they are in constant danger that 
unceasing effort will lead them to surpass the limit permitted them, 
and to infringe on what rightly belongs to others. But infringing 
on the rights of others is i3tpts and so must lead to ar?1, which re- 
gards only the fact of transgression, not the causal circumstances. 
It does not matter whether the limit is transgressed through con- 
scious injustice or through ignorance, and the ruin which Zeus 
sends is always an act of retribution; divine justice is everywhere 
operative.22 Since ignorance may be no less harmful than deliberate 
injustice, we are left with the inescapable implication that a man 
can avoid ruin only through the wisdom which enables him to recog- 
nize his allotted limits. 

These final six lines thus provide a real conclusion to the elegy. 
We might have expected Solon to close with a repetition of his open- 
ing request, as is done, for example, by Sappho in her prayer to 
Aphrodite (frag. 1, Diehl). In Sappho, as in Solon, an initial 
request is followed by an apparently wayward lingering over periph- 
eral details, while in fact the full meaning of the request, the prec- 
edents for its fulfillment, the power of the divinity, and the need 
of the mortal are all steadily receiving expression. In Sappho the 
return of the prayer to its starting point is marked by explicit 
repetition of the summons to Aphrodite: bXX& rviLf' eXO (5) . . . 
iXOe iot Kica vvv (25). Instead of such explicit restatement, Solon 
simply expresses the precise nature of his need as a suppliant of the 
Muses: unless they grant him release from his human ignorance, 
he faces the catastrophe whose normal course he indicates in these 
final lines. By citing the examples of successful men whose very 
success leads them to disaster, he reminds us that he is not simply 
Wt' ilptos leads to &rT. &ri7 arises out of wealth given by the gods when men try 
to increase it beyond their allotted limit (cf. Linforth, op. cit. 241 ad loc.). Verses 
74-76 can be brief because the point had been developed at length in 7-32. 

22 For the theodicy implied cf. Fraenkel, op. cit. 97, note 1. The unqualified 
statement that the &rT? which Zeus sends is rtwaolfvf1 seems to answer Solmsen's view 
that the operation of Moira conflicts with that of Divine Justice (op. cit. 111). Moira 
establishes limits; the justice of Zeus brings retribution whenever those limits are 
exceeded. The mind of Zeus therefore recognizes just retribution even where the 
human mind can perceive only uncertainty. 
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composing abstract reflections on justice and the fate of man, but 
that the gift for which he prays is a practical necessity for him.23 

It is evident that Solon found the critical distinction between 
success and failure to be an ability to recognize the limit which is 
fixed as each man's share in the good things of life. The intel- 
lectual nature of this ability is stressed also in frag. 16: 

yvw,ouioavvrs 6' a4avies aXeTrcTarTo EcTaL voraaL 

/.ELTpOv, o 6 r)Travrwv TrelpaTa /ILOVOVY EXEC. 

These lines suggest a close relation between verses 70 and 71 of 
the elegy to the Muses. Verse 71 states that the limit of wealth 
(rXovrov rcpiua) is not visible to men; frag. 16 explains that only 
wisdom (yvcu,oaOvvr), which is most difficult to understand, recognizes 
the limits of all things (7ravTov Treipara).24 Here yvo,uoavvcr is a 

positive expression of the 'KXva-s &1poavvrzs which we have interpreted 
as a permanent intellectual capacity for recognizing the limits of 
accomplishment which an individual is capable of achieving. The 
decisive importance which Solon ascribed to intellectual under- 
standing as providing the only escape from the danger that pros- 
perity will lead to excess appears also in frag. 5.9-10: 

TLKTrL 7ap KOpoS iSVpLY, orav TroXvs oXfPos eTr7TaL 

avOpcwroLtav ooLs Y?r) vYOOS &prtos n. 
In each case it is an intellectual capacity - voos apTLo, yvWi,uo!trvvj, 
or EcKXVOLs a&poavv,s - which enables a man to recognize his limits 
and so to escape ruin. 

The assumption which evidently underlies Solon's thought is 
that each thing has its proper limits, which cannot be exceeded 
without the subsequent exaction of a penalty. This was for him a 

23 The elegy is thus an example of the kind of prayer (ra 6SKaLa 6OvauOaa 'rplacrfav) 

that Xenophanes prescribed as the proper preliminary to a symposium (frag. 1.15-16). 
24 Frag. 16 is quoted by Clement of Alexandria, who states that Solon is speaking 

of the wisdom of God (an assertion which is questioned by Romisch, op. cit. 32-33). 
Linforth (op. cit. 159) translates 6 6i 7ra&vrw,v reipara LUAovov 9XEt as "within which 
alone abideth the power to bring all things to fulfillment." However Theog. 1172 
(-yvci.r) 7reipara 7ravro's Xet) shows that for Theognis TyvWJri (apparently not different 
in meaning from 'Yvw1Aoarvr) is a knowledge of limits, and the means by which one 
rises superior to the dangers of excess. I have therefore interpreted the tyvw,CoaOvir 
of Solon in a way applicable either to divine or to human wisdom. G. Vlastos ("So- 
lonian Justice," CPh 41 [1946] 68, note 32) apparently regards the statement of Solon 
as relating to human wisdom, since he remarks that "Theognis' parallel throws further 
light on the,sense of yvw,Aooarvv7 in Solon's frag. 16; it is 'practical' knowledge; through 
it one keeps clear of vi3pts and K6pOS." 
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fact of experience. Justice is the observance of limits, the main- 
tenance of an established equilibrium, so that the motionless sea 
undisturbed by winds appears in frag. 11 as a symbol of perfect 
justice: 

et ave,iwv be OatXaccra rapatoC'erac 7v be' TtlS atrr?v 

AXiK KLVn, 7TlVTWV earl S6KaLloraTr. 

The gods guarantee the operation of this principle of justice; it is 
the vengeance of Zeus which re-establishes equilibrium when in- 
justice has disturbed it.25 Wisdom is an understanding of the 
limits which must be observed if injustice is to be avoided, and so 
becomes the most valuable gift for which it is possible to pray. 

When we recognize wisdom as the necessary key to success, the 
connection between the substance of Solon's prayer and the Muses 
becomes clear. The difficulty commonly felt has been stated by 
Professor C. M. Bowra: "It is remarkable that Solon should ask as 
much as he does from the Muses, who hardly had it in their power 
to grant all this."26 R6misch comes to the similar conclusion, "dass 
am griechischen Gebetsstil gemessen hier kein Gebet im eigent- 
lichen Sinn vorliegt, indem die angerufene Gottheit zur Erfiillung 
der Bitte selbst nicht fahig ist."27 These objections result from 
the assumption that the first six verses are a complete statement of 

25 With this principle that justice is an equilibrium maintained through the observ- 
ance of absolutely fixed limits Solon's doctrines both of public and private justice 
seem in complete accord. That the context of frag. 11 is a discussion of civic justice 
can be inferred with reasonable certainty from frag. 10, as Vlastos has remarked 
(op. cit. 66). In frag. 10 the actions of leading men who bring disaster upon a city 
are compared to snow, hail, and lightning: they are the storm which destroys the calm 
of a well-balanced city; ignorance leads a people into slavery (eis be Ivpovpo / biows 
aLSpeiy 8ovXoarvvrv erreaev), which only intelligent thought can prevent (XPi irctpl ravTra 
voeZv). From this it appears that civic well-being, like individual prosperity, depends 
on wisdom. As Solmsen remarks concerning the relation between Solon's religious 
faith and his political ideas, "while his religion . . . inspires his political creed, his 
political 'empiricism' gives force and substance to his religious ideas" (op. cit. 117). 
It seems to me that Vlastos is mistaken in assuming a fundamental difference between 
Solon's conception of justice as it operates in society and as it operates in the indi- 
vidual. Both frag. 3 ("Eunomia"), which is concerned with political justice, and the 
Prayer to the Muses express the same conviction that injustice inevitably brings 
retribution in its train. The different occasions of the two elegies explain why em- 
phasis lies in the one case on the suffering of the individual, in the other on that of the 
whole community. In both elegies retribution is described in equivalent terms as 
both a natural process and a divine act, and in both wisdom and moderation are 
regarded as the way of safety. 

26 C. M. Bowra, Early Greek Elegists (Cambridge, Mass., 1938) 90-91. 
27 

op. cit. 45. 
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Solon's prayer; but if the goals of 6X/gos and b6/a depend upon the 
exercise of intellectual gifts the grounds of objection are removed. 
The Muses could of course bring success to the professional poet 
through their familiar function of inspiring poetry; but Solon's 
request to the Muses is not the usual request for poetic inspiration. 
He was not a professional poet and did not look to the Muses for 
the material of his verse; his own Ovguos was the only authority he 
claimed: ravra &6tahat Ov,.os 'AOrlvatovs ,te KEXeVEL (frag 3.30). 

The power of the Muses, however, is not limited to the inspira- 
tion of poets.28 This is their best known function, but it is only 
one aspect of their wider competence as possessors of all knowledge. 
The full extent of their power is asserted in the invocation preced- 
ing the Catalogue of Ships (II. 2.485): 

iueis yap Oeat eo-re, ralpeor Tre, 'tarE re T Tlvra. 

It may be thought that the knowledge ascribed to the Muses by 
Homer is restricted to the particular historical facts needed by 
the poet, but Hesiod certainly does not restrict their activity so 
narrowly when he joins kings with poets as the favored recipients 
of the Muses' gifts: the king who has received their favor wins the 
admiration of men both by the soundness of his judgments and the 

persuasiveness of his speech (Theog. 80-97).29 In a fragment of 
Pindar the Muses are declared to share omniscience with Zeus and 

Mnemosyne (Paean 6.54-57): 

aXXa 7rapOevoL yap iorTe ye Moao'a 

&ravTa, KeXaLVe?el)L oVv 

7rarpt Mva,ooavv,a re 

TOTrovy EoXre TeOop6v. 

28 A close connection between the development of philosophy and the worship of 
the Muses is argued by P. Boyance, Le culte des Muses chez les philosophes grecs (Paris, 
1937). Boyanc6 holds that the importance of the Muses for Plato had its origin in 

Pythagorean thought, and that the primary significance of the Muses lay in the puri- 
ficatory effect of "music" in the widest sense. J. A. Notopoulos, also citing Pythag- 
orean influence, connects the Muses in Plato particularly with their mother Mne- 
mosyne and with the importance of oral memory in philosophy (TAPhA 69 [1938] 
465-93). 

29 Cf. Solmsen, op. cit. 42: "They manifest themselves not only in the grief- 
destroying power of song but also in the persuasion and the 'intellectual' achievement 
of the king who succeeds in talking the parties of a lawsuit into a peaceful settlement of 
their conflicting claims." It is interesting to note that this linking of kings with poets 
as recipients of the Muses' gifts occurs also in Horace, Odes 3.4. In the first part of 
the ode, Horace calls to the Muses for inspiration (1-2: Descende caelo et dic age tibia | 
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The aspect of the Muses' activity which is most familiar is their 
relation to poetry and music, but the wider extent of their power 
is not forgotten. So Plato can speak of a philosophic Muse (Phlb. 
67B) and say that his ideal state will be realized when this Muse 
wins control of a city (Rep. 6.499D). It has been thought that the 
Muses first became patrons of knowledge beyond the scope of 
poetry in the Hellenistic period,30 but the wide range of knowledge 
already ascribed to them by Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, and Plato 
suggests that this view reverses the actual historical development. 
The later assignment of particular Muses to special branches of 
knowledge, as that of Urania to astronomy, is perhaps not an 
extension of the Muses' authority but simply a specialization. As 
long as the range of poetry included all forms of knowledge it fully 
corresponded to the range of the Muses' authority. The eventual 
narrowing of the range of poetry had the consequence that the 
scope of the Muses came to be wider than the normal scope of poetry. 
It seems reasonable to assume that Solon, when he invoked the aid 
of the Muses, was addressing them not simply as goddesses of poetry 
but rather as divinities who have it in their power to reveal to men 
the full wisdom they share with Zeus. 

If this understanding of the relation between the Muses and 
Solon's prayer is correct, it is apparent that the prayer of the first 
six verses is not complete in itself; in order to understand it we must 
have all the rest of the elegy and realize that the key to the success 
Solon desires is finally presented only in verse 70, where good fortune 
is revealed as having its foundation in wisdom. The elegy is then 
seen to be a closely knit unity; all of its parts are necessarily related 
to each other and to its expressed purpose, the initial plea for 
success. So regarded, the elegy is a prayer throughout and the 
relation of suppliant and divinity is as fully present at the end as 
at the beginning. Solon addressed his prayer for success to the 
Muses because the wisdom they symbolize is the only sure means 
of achieving success. 

regina longum Calliope melos) and depicts the Muses as protectresses of the poet; in 
the second half the Muses are givers of the wisdom which shows itself in moderate con- 
duct (41: vos lene consilium datis), and it is Caesar to whom they give their protection. 

30 So M. Meyer in RE s.v. "Musai" (col. 685) states that only in the Hellenistic 
period "werden die Musen nunmehr insgemein Protektorinnen der Wissenschaft 
iiberhaupt." 
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