Olympus the musician in Ancient Greek Art: 
mythology and music history

The scholarly perception of Olympus the musician reveals a striking duality. In the discipline of mythology, Olympus is generally regarded as a minor mythical figure whose name and reputation were inseparably associated with Marsyas. This aulos-playing satyr challenged Apollo kitharoidos to musical contest; lost and was flayed alive. Iconographers have observed an apparent connection between the qualities and the popularity of Marsyas and Olympus in ancient Greek art and the value placed upon the aulos in the Greek world. In Athens, this musical instrument was radically rejected (e.g. Alcibiades, Plato, Aristotle) and Marsyas falling out with Apollo and Athena was a famous subject in Attic Art (e.g. Myron). In this much unfavorable context, iconographers only find Olympus in some late fourth century representations of the contest that are noted for marking out the inevitable victory of Apollo and the wretched condition of Marsyas in a most conspicuous way. The aulos takes a secondary place here. (Fig. 1) 

Elsewhere Olympus is more frequently and variedly depicted. In Italiote art, he typically appears in extremely tragic and overtly comic representations in connection with the contest between Marsyas and Apollo. Their particular explicit and affective nature appears to be related to the local aesthetic and cultural preferences rather than to a critical musical judgment. For we know that in the Italian region, the aulos was less controversial, indeed sometimes even defended (e.g. Telestes). Correspondingly, a majority of Italiote vases represent Olympus and Marsyas without reference to the contest, but as student and teacher in the music of the aulos and this theme was later erotically elaborated. The aulos takes a central place here. (Fig. 2)

Furthermore, we know from Pausanias that Polygnotos included this couple of auletes also in his celebrated painting of the Underworld (Nekyia) that decorated the Cnidians’ Lesche in Delphi and so far, this constitutes their oldest secured attestation in the Greek world. Iconographers agree that Olympus was in Attic art henceforth reduced to his capacity for adding to the poignancy of Marsyas’ unfortunate destiny, because the aulos fell radically into disfavor in Athens. Elsewhere however, where the instrument remained less controversial, Olympus and Marsyas also preserved more rewarding reputations and less denigrating representations. (Weis 1997)

However, even Plato and Aristotle, Athenian philosophers who so eminently disapproved of the aulos, nevertheless expressed high esteem for the music of Olympus in particular. What’s more, in the discipline of music history, Olympus is generally regarded as an individually distinguished musician whose name and reputation are inseparably associated with fundamental achievements in the history and development of music in ancient Greece such as the establishment of the enharmonic genus, etc. 


The discrepancies between these viewpoints and the benefits that are to be gained from their integration surface most clearly in view of a unique fifth century Attic representation of Olympus with Marsyas. The identification is secured by name inscription. Yet the vase is extremely debated amongst iconographers for it has no bearing on the contest and is thus radically inconsistent in their opinion. Olympus moreover holds a lyre here and not the aulos. For Greek musicologists, however, the vase is without much debate, for it visualizes the historical fact, implied in certain texts, that Olympus’ music was also performed later on the lyre. (Fig. 3) 

Clearly, even in Athens Olympus was not just some secondary mythical character exploited only in adversity towards the aulos and in his capacity for tragic elaboration of the myth of Marsyas. Neither was he ever a strictly historical figure whose individual musical accomplishments had made him legendary beyond reproach. Olympus the musician belonged to the category of musical ‘first inventors’ and operated on the borderlines between ‘aulos’, ‘lyre’, ‘Phrygia’, ‘Greece’, ‘myth’, ‘history’, ‘music’, etc.- concepts that do no correspond to the clear-cut categories modern scientists often assumes them to be. (Van Keer 2004) The Mousike were the arts “of the Muses”. Their musical and mythical dimensions in particular were inseparable in many ways and Olympus the musician is one of them.
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