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Pausanias, Description of Greece; Book 5, Chapter 17, Section 5 (Pausanias Description of Greece, Loeb Series vol 3, 1926)
λάρναξ δὲ κέδρου μὲν πεποίηται, ζῴδια δὲ ἐλέφαντος ἐπ᾽ αὐτῆς, τὰ δὲ χρυσοῦ, τὰ δὲ καὶ ἐξ αὐτῆς ἐστιν εἰργασμένα τῆς κέδρου: ἐς ταύτην τὴν λάρνακα Κύψελον τὸν Κορίνθου τυραννήσαντα ἀπέκρυψεν ἡ μήτηρ, ἡνίκα τεχθέντα ἀνευρεῖν αὐτὸν σπουδὴν ἐποιοῦντο οἱ Βακχίδαι. τῆς μὲν δὴ σωτηρίας ἕνεκα τοῦ Κυψέλου τὸ ἀπ᾽ αὐτοῦ γένος οἱ ὀνομαζόμενοι Κυψελίδαι τὴν λάρνακα ἐς Ὀλυμπίαν ἀνέθεσαν, τὰς δὲ λάρνακας οἱ τότε ἐκάλουν Κορίνθιοι κυψέλας: ἀπὸ τούτου δὲ καὶ ὄνομα Κύψελον τῷ παιδὶ θέσθαι λέγουσι. τῶν δὲ ἐπὶ τῇ λάρνακι ἐπιγράμματα ἔπεστι τοῖς πλείοσι, γράμμασι τοῖς ἀρχαίοις γεγραμμένα: καὶ τὰ μὲν ἐς εὐθὺ αὐτῶν ἔχει, σχήματα δὲ ἄλλα τῶν γραμμάτων βουστροφηδὸν καλοῦσιν Ἕλληνες. τὸ δέ ἐστι τοιόνδε: ἀπὸ τοῦ πέρατος τοῦ ἔπους ἐπιστρέφει τῶν ἐπῶν τὸ δεύτερον ὥσπερ ἐν διαύλου δρόμῳ. γέγραπται δὲ ἐπὶ τῇ λάρνακι καὶ ἄλλως τὰ ἐπιγράμματα ἑλιγμοῖς συμβαλέσθαι χαλεποῖς. ἀρξαμένῳ δὲ ἀνασκοπεῖσθαι κάτωθεν τοσάδε ἐπὶ τῆς λάρνακος ἡ πρώτη παρέχεται χώρα. 

There is also a chest1 made2 out of cedar, which has figures carved on it of ivory, of gold and even in the cedar itself. In this3 chest Cypselus, who would go on to rule4 Corinth5, was hidden away by his mother while the Bacchidae were rushing about to find him after his birth. On account7 of the rescue8 of Cypselus, his descendants, called the Cypselids9, dedicated10 the chest11 at Olympia. And12 it is said that the Corinthians named the child Cypselos because they called these chests “kypsela”13. As for the inscriptions14 on the chest, most of them are still present and are written in the old script15. Some read left‑to‑right, but others follow the pattern the Greeks16 call ‘boustrophedon’17. What that means is: at the end of one line, the next line turns back in the opposite direction, like mowing stripes into a lawn18. But on the chest the inscriptions are also written in another fashion, arranged in winding, spiral patterns19 that are hard to make sense of20. And for one beginning to inspect it from below, the first section of the chest comes into view21.
The commentary below focuses on the choices made while translating this passage into English and provides some historic context to help the reader judge the veracity of Pausanias’ claims.
1. λάρναξ - Chest is the usual translation for “λάρναξ” although coffin is also provided as an option particularly if it is made of cedar (Cambridge Greek Lexicon, 2021). However, the following description of its provenance shows that chest is more accurate. Larnax, as an English word, is included in some dictionaries and reference works (Oxford Reference) but is too specialised to be of use in a general translation.

2. πεποίηται - is the perfect tense which reflects the present state of the chest being “made” (Oxford Grammar of Classical Greek, 2001). English avoids the perfect in these instances because English perfects rarely denote state without implying recentness. Even if the chest were still extant, English idiom demands the use of the plain past tense. See further examples: γεγραμμένα, γέγραπται. 
3. ἐς ταύτην … ἡ μήτηρ The Greek is more vivid here using the active form of the verb with “mother” as subject and the accusative to emphasise the movement of the baby into the chest. Neither can be adequately conveyed in English. Use of the English passive form helps to mimic the Greek word order.

4. τυραννήσαντα - Although “tyrant” is the literal meaning, “to rule” is often preferable in translation because the modern English term carries moral judgement. Herodotus (5.92.2) reports that Cypselus ruled without bodyguards, suggesting a degree of popular support, though later tradition still classed his regime as a tyranny.
5. Κύψελον τὸν Κορίνθου - Both Cypselus and Corinth are famous enough to justify using traditional spellings rather than more accurate transliterations. Cypselid(es) has been used for consistency and transparency.
6. ἡνίκα τεχθέντα … οἱ Βακχίδαι - The missing part of this story is provided by Herodotus (5.92B.1-92D.1). The ruling Bacchidae received two Delphic oracles (the first more cryptic which was clarified by the unusually clear second one) informing them that Eëtion’s son will overthrow them. The Bacchiadae sent men to kill the newborn child, but the baby smiles at the first of the group of ten would-be murderers, who cannot bring themselves to kill him. They return him to his mother who then hides him in the chest.

7. ἕνεκα – one of two common postpositions in use in Classical Greek, the other being χάριν. Both govern the genitive (Oxford Grammar of Classical Greek) and are thought to be inherited adverbial genitive complements from Indo‑European, which were later reinterpreted or grammaticalized into new constructions. The noun on which ἕνεκα is based has been lost even in in the earliest forms of Greek. 
8. σωτηρία – perhaps best known as “salvation” in the Greek bible the CGL gives the definition “state or achievement of safety”. In classical prose it often means deliverance from danger, not theological “salvation.” In this instance “rescue” seems to be the most natural English equivalent although it can act as both the act of rescue and the state of being rescued.
9. Κυψελίδαι - The Cypselid dynasty lasted only 3 rulers: Cypselos, his son Periander and his nephew Psammetichus. Periander’s reign length (40 years) is given by Aristotle (Politics 1315b) and he is generally portrayed as a capable, if harsh, ruler. Herodotus (3.48–53) portrays him through episodes of extreme cruelty. Psammetichus, the final ruler, lasted only a handful of years and is not mentioned by Herodotus at all. Only his name is preserved in Aristotle (Politics 1315b).
10. τὴν λάρνακα ἐς Ὀλυμπίαν ἀνέθεσαν – this is another instance of the Greek using an accusative to show the movement towards (Oxford Grammar of Classical Greek) that cannot be adequately conveyed in idiomatic English. 
11. λάρνακα – Pausanias uses λάρναξ throughout which makes the story slightly opaque. The interpretation here is that the chest is the same one that Cypselos was hidden in but the new term κυψέλη (13) is introduced later to explain his name.
12. τῆς μὲν δὴ σωτηρίας … λέγουσι. - There is no way to translate the single Greek sentence into one single unit in English. Beginning the second sentence with “and” keeps the close link with its predecessor although it is still frowned upon in some circles.

13. κυψέλη refers to a large earthenware container for storing grain. The way that Pausanias presents this fact reads as if κυψέλη is a particularly Corinthian word, but it isfound in Herodotus and Sophocles (Cambridge Greek Lexicon) without that implication. The linking of the two names seems simply to be a folk etymology. 

The style of the chest is like that of early sixth-century vase painters but for it to have been used to hide the infant it would need a hundred years older. (note 167. Guide to Greek Vol. 2, 1971).
14. ἐπιγράμματα — this is rare “false friend” in Greek. The standard meaning is an inscription (Cambridge Greek Lexicon). The English term “epigram” has come from the Romans who used it to refer to a short, witty poem. 
15. γράμμασι τοῖς ἀρχαίοις – using the dative of instrument. This is probably referring to an older form of the Greek alphabet. While Corinth was within the area that generally used the Western version of the archaic Greek alphabet, they wrote Doric Greek in a highly idiosyncratic local alphabet: eastern‑type in its treatment of aspirates and clusters, but with several unique letter‑forms. These peculiarities may explain why the inscriptions were difficult for later readers to interpret.
For the actual forms that differ see the table at Annex A.

16. Ἕλληνες – a reminder that although he was writing in Greek and was a Greek himself, his audience was likely Roman (Description of Greece, 1918). 
17. βουστροφηδόν — The term boustrophedon literally means “as the ox turns,” referring to the way a ploughing ox reverses direction at the end of each furrow. In writing, it describes the alternation of left‑to‑right and right‑to‑left lines. The word has been fully adopted into modern scholarly English as the standard term for such bidirectional scripts. Although no longer used in contemporary writing systems, a faint analogue survives in right‑to‑left scripts such as Arabic and Hebrew, where numerals are written left‑to‑right against the flow of the surrounding text (Daniels & Bright, The World’s Writing Systems, 1996).

Early writing cultures frequently experimented with multiple writing directions, sometimes even within the same tradition. Archaic Greek inscriptions, especially from Crete, Argos, and Attica, often employ boustrophedon layouts (Jeffery, The Local Scripts of Archaic Greece, 1990). Hittite hieroglyphic inscriptions also show alternating directions, and Egyptian hieroglyphs could be written either left‑to‑right or right‑to‑left depending on aesthetic or spatial considerations, with the orientation of human and animal figures indicating the direction of reading (Allen, Middle Egyptian, 2014).

Boustrophedon writing is particularly common in Attic stone inscriptions between roughly 600 and 540 BCE, after which it rapidly declines (Threatte, The Grammar of Attic Inscriptions, vol. 1, 1980). This transitional period reflects the broader shift in the Greek world from the inherited right‑to‑left Phoenician abjad toward the now‑standard left‑to‑right direction. The change was not instantaneous but represents a gradual standardisation across poleis during the late Archaic period (Kirchhoff, Studien zur Geschichte des griechischen Alphabets, 1867).

18. ὥσπερ ἐν διαύλου δρόμῳ — the diaulos was a footrace of twice the length of an ancient stadium. Runners would sprint one length, turn around a kampter and then sprint back to the start-finish line (Miller, Ancient Greek Athletics, 2004). No modern formal athletic event fits the simile, but the mowing analogy seems to be apt.
19. ἄλλως… ἑλιγμοῖς — “coils, spirals, twists,” related to the modern English “helix”. This suggests a non‑standard layout, perhaps for decorative reasons or simply due to lack of space (Frazier, Description of Greece, vol 3, 1898)
20. συμβαλέσθαι χαλεποῖς — “hard to put together / hard to interpret,” a favourite Pausanian phrase for puzzling inscriptions. The Cambridge Greek Lexicon only has “interpret/infer” as the 13th use of the verb συμβάλλειν (out of fourteen). The verb is more commonly used as its constituent parts would suggest with the meaning clash or strike together.
21. Obviously at this point Pausanias goes on to describe each portion of the chest in detail. Images can be found in Frazer’s mammoth commentary. 
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Annex A – Phoenician and Old Greek Alphabets compared

	Phoenician model
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	Western Pre-Classical
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	—
	

	

	

	

	

	

	—
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	—
	—

	Eastern Forms*
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	Modern alphabet
 
	Α
	Β
	Γ
	Δ
	Ε
	—
	Ζ
	—
	Η
	Θ
	Ι
	Κ
	Λ
	Μ
	Ν
	Ξ
	Ο
	Π
	—
	—
	Ρ
	Σ
	Τ
	Υ
	—
	Φ
	Χ
	Ψ
	Ω


After Studien zur Geschichte des griechischen Alphabets by Adolf Kirchhoff (1867). 
*where different to the Western forms
** E used only for EI
