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The Mortal Divine: Callimachus and the Making of an Imperial Theology 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
 

This dissertation investigates the role of theological discourse in the making of the mortal 

divine in early Ptolemaic Alexandria by exploring the ways in which literary transcripts—

particularly the text of Callimachus—complicate our understanding of the development of early 

Hellenistic ruler cult. This study makes two major contributions. First, I argue that we can 

recover part of this conversation about, and contestation over, the nature of the transition from 

mortal to divine by looking to high intellectual culture in Alexandria. Focusing on Callimachus 

as emblematic of that culture, I show how his text becomes a site of discursive convergence 

related to the mortal divine, and how we can excavate it to uncover different voices in 

contestation and engaged in various discursive modes, including Athenian critique, competitive 

wisdom or the agonistics of sophia, and the rhetoric of belief. Ultimately, it is argued that the 

sources discussed in this study represent the mortal divine as inhabiting an ontologically and 

culturally fraught space between gods and men. Second, in considering the interface between 

literary agendas and political and religious agendas, I offer a different way of thinking about the 

high degree of allusivity in this paradigmatic Hellenistic poet. Instead of treating Callimachus’ 

allusive techniques as merely a demonstration of learnedness and pure literary play, I analyze 

this high allusivity as embedded in a larger world of contemporary talk and discuss how it opens 

up a space for theological discourse to happen. In doing so, I draw loosely on the work of James 

C. Scott on “public” vs. “hidden transcripts” and Julia Kristeva on intertextuality. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Gods Among Men, Men Among Gods 

 
“I think we must respect the basic fact that politics represent relations between men, while 

religion represents relations between men and god(s).”  
— A. Momigliano, “The Social Structure of the Ancient City” (1974) 

 

 By his death in 323 BCE, Alexander the Great’s conquests stretched from the 

Balkans to Balochistan, opening up remarkable new possibilities for intercultural exchange in the 

coming centuries. One of the most striking changes after Alexander’s death was the more 

regularized institution of ruler cult—worship of the mortal divine—as a feature of various 

Hellenistic Kingdoms.1 This latter development is especially notable in a Greek literary-cultural 

context which had hitherto drawn strict conceptual boundaries between the mortal and the 

divine,2 especially as a form of political and cultural critique.3 Scholars who have studied this 

phenomenon from the point of view of religious history have tended to present it as a linear 

development from Greek hero cult, one that was normalized for a Greco-Macedonian audience 

by assimilating its practices into the customs of the Greek city-state.4 The emphasis in such 

studies on practice, especially civic and ritual orthopraxy, usually leaves out questions of belief, 

and, thus, of rhetoric.5 Meanwhile, literary scholars of this period interested in religious themes 

                                                        
1 The scholarship on Hellenistic ruler cult is vast. A good place to start for Ptolemaic Egypt is Caneva 
(2016), cf. Stadler (2012); Hölbl (2001 [1994]); for several more general studies, see note 4. 
 
2 E.g. Henrichs (2010). 
 
3 Further discussed in Chapter 1.  
 
4 Habicht (1970), Gauthier (1985); cf. Cerfaux and Tondriau (1957), Price (1984). 
 
5 Cf. Harrison (2015). 
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have tended to focus on how literary texts might allude to contemporary religious practice,6 work 

as propaganda,7 or rework texts concerned with Greek religion as acts of generic innovation.8 

However, despite excellent work by both groups of scholars, few studies have attempted to 

correlate political and especially religious developments with Greek literary trends,9 and, outside 

of scholarship on Hellenistic philosophy, none (to my knowledge) has dealt extensively with 

discursive contexts of belief in high literary texts of this period. Consequently, political/religious 

agendas and literary agendas are still studied discretely, and the impact of one of the most 

important religious developments in Greek history on literary development remains 

understudied.  

This dissertation aims to bridge this divide by analyzing the literary output of one of the 

foremost poets and intellectuals of the period as a site for the recovery of religious and cultural 

change. Using Callimachus of Cyrene and the multicultural world of the Ptolemaic empire as a 

case study, I examine the rhetorical and literary mechanisms at work in the creation of an 

imperial literature aimed at a Greek-reading audience, for a budding empire theologically 

centered on the mortal divine. I argue that the nature of divinity and access to knowledge of the 

divine was an important subject of intellectual and literary debate in early Hellenistic Alexandria, 

the newly established capital of Ptolemaic Egypt. This work of forging a dynastic literary culture 

for a new world order was not straightforward but part of a larger background of different voices 

and ideologies in contestation. 

                                                        
6 Stephens (2003); Petrovic (2007). 
 
7 Hunter (2003); Brumbaugh (2016). 
 
8 Fuhrer (1992); Hunter and Fuhrer (2002). 
 
9 Some important exceptions include Bing (1988); Cameron (1995); Selden (1998); Stephens (2003). 
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By focusing on key poetic moments in the Callimachean corpus, I will attempt to reconstruct the 

multiplicity of voices that have been lost or even suppressed in the literary and historical record, 

yet “survive” in this poet’s engagement with them. In doing so, I draw especially from the work 

of the political theorist James C. Scott on ideological hegemony, dissident subcultures, and 

“public transcripts” vs. “hidden transcripts”10: Callimachus’ text, in my analysis, serves as an 

excavatable “public transcript” that opens out to a greater cultural and theological horizon. 

 But, we might well ask: to what extent was the nature of divinity and access to 

knowledge of the divine actually a subject of intellectual and literary debate in early Hellenistic 

Alexandria? The difficulty in answering this question lies in part in how little we know about the 

full Alexandrian intellectual landscape and in the generally scattered nature of its literary 

remains; and in part in how modern disciplinary divides, for instance between Classics and 

Egyptology, do not always lend themselves to integrated studies of literary, intellectual, and 

cultural history. While scholars in recent decades have begun to address the desiderata of the 

latter on this topic,11 Peter Fraser’s pessimistic characterization of intellectual (and especially 

philosophical) traditions in Ptolemaic Alexandria (“… the story to be told here is largely of 

negative significance”12) has tended to dominate, or rather suppress, Anglophone scholarship on 

Alexandrian intellectual culture. There are, of course, important exceptions: more recent work on 

                                                        
10 Scott (1990). 
 
11 Among many others, the integrative/interdisciplinary works of J. Quagebeur, D.J. Thompson, L. 
Koenen, S. Stephens, I. Moyer have been fundamental in bridging the disciplinary divide. See especially 
Moyer’s thoughtful exploration of the contestations between Greece and Egypt over the longue durée in 
his 2011 monograph Egypt and the Limits of Hellenism. At the heart of Moyer’s analysis is a postcolonial 
attempt to foreground “subaltern histories” in order to “decenter (or ‘provincialize’) the European 
subject” (Moyer [2011] 35) —hence, for example, his emphasis throughout on different, transhistorical 
manipulations of Egyptian priestly knowledge and authority. 
 
12 Fraser (1972) I, 480. 
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Hellenistic literature, especially since the publication in 1995 of Alan Cameron’s Callimachus 

and His Critics, has acknowledged some of the ways in which philosophical debates unfolded in, 

and informed, works outside of the philosophical prose tradition, including the poetry of 

Callimachus. Susan Stephens and Benjamin Acosta-Hughes, for example, have convincingly 

shown that Callimachus’ engagement with the works of Plato consistently spins out issues of 

literary ethics on the loom of philosophy.13  

 In this dissertation, I argue that literary engagement with the changing face of divinity 

was an integral part of theological discourse in the early Ptolemaic period. I suggest that the 

advent of a religious development as major as that of the institutionalized worship of a living (or 

dead) ruler specifically as a god requires a highly articulated strategy, not only in ideological or 

propagandistic terms, but also in literary terms. What draws my attention in the sources 

discussed throughout is how they speak of the entire symbolic system involved in the “making” 

of a god. 

 To take one example: for historical reasons (discussed at greater length in Chapter 3), 

representations of epiphany in Greek sources take on a new, more urgent dimension from the late 

fourth/early third century BCE onward.14 In Herodas’ First Mimiamb, when the aged procuress 

Gyllis comes to pay a visit to Metriche, the latter greets her visitor with the following words: 

“Why are you, a goddess, [coming] to mere mortals?” (τὶ σὺ θεὸς πρὸς ἀνθρώπους, Herod. 

1.9).15 Metriche’s ironic greeting points to how a literary text might not only hint at the changing 

nature of the divine but also itself become a site for navigating such change. Ian Cunningham, in 

                                                        
13 Acosta-Hughes and Stephens (2012) 23–83; cf. White (1994). On the influence of the idea of Egypt on 
Greek literature, see Vasunia (2001), Moyer (2011), Stephens (2016). 
 
14 See especially Platt (2011). 
 
15 Translations of Herodas adapted from Zanker (2009); text from Cunningham (1971). 
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his commentary on this passage, notes simply: “Gods visit mortals rarely, and only to do some 

great favour: the irony is continued. Cf. Pl. Sph. init. etc.”16 However, the passage from Plato’s 

Sophist adduced by Cunningham sits uncomfortably beside Metriche’s welcoming words to 

Gyllis.17 Rather, as Marek Winiarczyk notes in his monograph on Euhemerus of Messene, to be 

labelled “a god among men” or to be called “like a god” were conventional terms of praise.18 

What is striking about Metriche’s comment to Gyllis is, in my view, how it plays upon a 

potential contemporary discomfort with this conventional phrase. This was a time, after all, in 

which it was not only possible (and increasingly common) to praise a man as being like a god,19 

but actually to worship him, in his own lifetime, as a god.20 I will argue that Metriche’s 

exclamation to Gyllis draws from a set of issues related to the epiphanic divine, one very much 

bound up in contemporary political, philosophical, and religious discourse. The irony of τὶ σὺ 

θεὸς πρὸς ἀνθρώπους would be especially poignant for an early 3rd-century audience for whom 

                                                        
16 Cunningham (1971) ad loc. 
 
17 In the beginning of the Sophist, Socrates alludes in part to a passage in the Odyssey and plays on 
Homeric themes of divine justice and xenia to introduce the topic of categorical analysis with respect to 
what something is and what something seems to be. The shape-shifting gods of Homer, Socrates muses, 
assume the guises of all kinds of strangers before visiting men’s cities (Od. 19.485–7); likewise, he 
implies, the philosopher (or sophist or statesman), assumes many guises in his roamings from city to city 
(Pl. Soph. 216c–d). These Socratic provocations set the stage for the Eleatic Stranger’s exposition of his 
method of classification, in order to arrive at a definition of the sophist. While the theme of divine 
epiphany is certainly at work in the passage of Herodas above, I do not think that the Platonic theme of 
categorical analysis is particularly relevant for our passage. 
 
18 Winiarczyk (2013) 42, with further references at n. 111: “The words θεός/θεῖος and deus/divus/divinus 
were therefore used metaphorically to express admiration or emphasise the exceptional qualities of an 
individual or an object.”  
 
19 As in the Homeric formula, θεὸς [δ᾽] ὡς τίετο δήμῳ, e.g. Il. 5.78, 10.33, 11.58, 13.218, 16.605; Od. 
14.205. 
 
20 Aside from accounts about Alexander the Great, perhaps the most famous (and lavish) literary example 
of such praise and worship is Hermocles’ ithyphallic hymn  for Demetrius Poliorcetes (at Athenaeus 
6.253B–F), discussed in Chapter 1.  
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such an encounter was meant to be, more than ever, eminently possible. 

The above passage from Herodas demonstrates, albeit in a tantalizing way, how 

theological discourse might be uncovered in unexpected places. For the early Ptolemaic period,21 

we lack contemporary texts that provide any kind of theological (or, indeed, coherent historical) 

commentary and narrative for the development of the mortal divine—but this does not mean that 

theological discourse on this subject did not exist, or cannot be recovered. 

 

The first chapter of the dissertation introduces two literary figures as case studies for the 

expression of dissent against Ptolemaic divine rule: the poets Machon of Corinth (or Sicyon) and 

Sotades of Maroneia (who, according to one report, was drowned at sea in a jar full of lead for 

his criticisms). I argue that Callimachus’ seemingly off-hand reference to Sotades, in particular, 

marshals a wide range of allusions—from Hesiod to Aristophanes to Pindar—in order to frame a 

broader discussion about the limits of speech and knowledge.  

The second (and longest) chapter situates Callimachus’ passing reference in his First 

Iamb to a contemporary prose writer, Euhemerus of Messene, as part of a wider theological 

debate about how to formulate divine origins. In this section, we are also introduced to 

Hecataeus of Abdera—another shadowy Hellenistic author—who, I suggest, represents a 

competing tradition about divine origins, and the relationship between mortal and divine.22 

Circling back to Callimachus’ First Iamb, I argue that the setting of the poem in front of a 

Sarapieion—a sanctuary of Sarapis—is an important contextual signifier, one that invites 

                                                        
21 For the purposes of this study, from the death of Alexander in 323 to roughly the beginning of the reign 
of Ptolemy III Euergetes (246–222/1). 
 
22 Manetho, who currently lurks here in the shadows of this section, will be incorporated in a future 
version. 
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reflection on contemporary cultural and religious change. Indeed, the narratological framework 

of the First Iamb encourages such reflection, especially regarding the nature of sophia. What, 

then, emerges as a central issue in the rest of this chapter is the agonistics of sophia and how they 

map onto concurrent religious developments. While the First Iamb only obliquely refers to the 

theme of sophia as theological knowledge (through a framed narrative about the Seven Sages; 

and, perhaps, in its Sarapieian setting), Callimachus’ Hymn to Zeus—the subject of the final 

section—tackles this head-on.  

In the third and final chapter, the scene shifts away from Alexandria to the island of 

Delos: still a site of religious and economic importance in the Hellenistic period, as well as a 

place of interest to the Ptolemies as they sought to expand their influence in the 3rd-century 

Aegean. After a brief discussion of the Nesiotic League to contextualize early 3rd-century Delos 

and the southern Aegean, I show that Callimachus’ intricate literary archaeology of Delian ritual 

in the Hymn to Delos places “the god” Ptolemy in a central position of its prehistory and layers a 

vision of contemporary Ptolemaic imperial aspirations in the Cyclades onto a historic Athenian 

one. This imperial palimpsesting delicately balances the Ptolemies, the Athenians, and the 

Delians in the context of the period of Delian Independence, the Nesiotic League, and the 

Chremonidean War.  

 

This work draws on exciting developments in Hellenistic history, which in latter years 

has experienced an explosion in both new material content (especially inscriptions) and new 

theoretical approaches, integrating them into a different way of thinking about the analysis of 

literary allusion and allusive “play.” Much scholarship on Hellenistic literature tends to focus on 

analyzing its formal aspects or explaining its learnedness and manneredness in the context of 
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book history: for example, as the result of the amassing of knowledge in Alexandria’s “library” 

or of the transition from a primarily oral to a primarily written culture.23 I take a different 

approach here to the high degree of allusivity in one paradigmatic poet by thinking about literary 

form and content in relation to contemporary theological discourse. The role of literary culture in 

the creation of the city of Alexandria as an imperial project on a scale up to that point 

unwitnessed in the Greek world has received increasing attention in recent decades.24 The 

arguments advanced in this project also address this theme while homing in on Callimachus’ 

particular role and contributions in shaping and responding to such discourse.  

 
 

 

 

  

 

                                                        
23 Classically, Pfeiffer (1968). For a brief overview of the history of scholarship on Hellenistic literature 
as a literature of allusion (and its negative judgment by classicists), cf. Bing (1988) 73–5, esp. n. 39. The 
explanation that Bing offers for the phenomenon of high allusivity, on p. 74 (“I mean their [=the poets’] 
sense of rift”), anticipates Selden (1998). 
 
24 Most evocatively, Selden (1998); cf. also Bing (1988 [2008]) 14–5. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 

Unholy Holes and Vomiting Muses: 

Literary Contestations in Divine Image and Ideology 

 

 Let us begin in Athens. In 322, the Athenian logographer Hyperides composed a funeral 

oration in honor of the general Leosthenes and others who had died at Lamia—a battle that 

formed part of a last-ditch attempt by the Athenians and their allies, the Aetolian League, to 

resist Macedonian power. Hyperides’ criticism of the Macedonians centers on the worship of 

living kings as emblematic of their arrogance (Hyp. 6.20–2): 

Ἄξιον τοίνυν συλλογίσασθαι καὶ τί ἂν συμβῆναι νομίζομεν μὴ κατὰ τρόπον 
τούτων ἀγωνισαμένων. ἆρ᾿ οὐκ ἂν ἑνὸς μὲν δεσπότου τὴν οἰκουμένην 
ὑπήκοον ἅπασαν εἶναι, νόμῳ δὲ τῷ τούτου τρόπῳ ἐξ ἀνάγκης χρῆσθαι τὴν 
Ἑλλάδα; συνελόντα δ᾿ εἰπεῖν, τὴν Μακεδόνων ὑπερηφανίαν καὶ μὴ τὴν τοῦ 
δικαίου δύναμιν ἰσχύειν παρ᾿ ἑκάστοις, ὥστε μήτε γυναικῶν μήτε παρθένων 
μήτε παίδων ὕβρεις . . . . . ἀνεκλείπτους ἑκάστοις καθεστάναι. φανερὸν δ᾿ ἐξ ὧν 
ἀναγκαζόμεθα καὶ νῦν ἔτι· θυσίας μὲν ἀνθρώποις γ[ιγνο]μένας ἐφορᾶν, 
ἀγάλμ[ατα δὲ] καὶ βωμοὺς καὶ ναοὺς τοῖ[ς μὲν] θεοῖς ἀμελῶς, τοῖς δὲ 
ἀνθρώ[ποις] ἐπιμελῶς συντελούμενα, καὶ τοὺς <τού>των οἰκέτας ὥσπερ 
ἥρωας τιμᾶν ἡμᾶς ἀναγκαζομένους. ὅπου δὲ τὰ πρὸς <τοὺς> θεοὺς ὅσια διὰ 
τὴν Μακεδόνων τόλμαν ἀνῄρηται, τί τὰ πρὸς τοὺς ἀνθρώπους χρὴ νομίζειν; 
ἆρ᾿ οὐκ ἂν παντελῶς καταλελύσθαι; 
 
Now we might well reflect what, in our opinion, the outcome would have been, had 
these men failed to do their duty in the struggle. Must we not suppose that the 
whole world would be under one master, and Greece compelled to tolerate his 
whim as law? In short that Macedonian arrogance, and not the power of justice, 
would lord it among every people, [without ceasing?] their outrages on women, 
girls, and children. . . . The practices which even now we have to countenance are 
proof enough: sacrifices being made to men; images, altars, and temples carefully 
perfected in their honour, while those of the gods are neglected, and we ourselves 
are forced to honour as heroes the slaves of these people.1 If reverence for the gods 
has been annulled by Macedonian insolence, what fate must we conclude would 
have befallen the rules of conduct towards man? Would they not have been utterly 
discounted? 
      (trans. adapt. Burtt, Loeb) 

 

                                                
1 “Slaves” is almost certainly a reference to Hephaestion, Alexander’s lover. 



 10 

The speech’s rhetoric makes an implicit comparison between living ruler cult, and cult for those 

like Leosthenes, who is imagined as mingling in the Underworld with the heroes of the Trojan 

War, “whom we call demigods” (τῶν ἡμιθέων καλουμένων, Hyp. 6.35).2 The former is a 

barbarian absurdity that distorts natural relations between men and gods; the latter, a practice 

rooted in the hoariest of traditions. The fact that this passage is in many ways a standard piece of 

Athenian rhetoric vis-à-vis Macedonian ruler cult is precisely what makes it an interesting point 

of departure for thinking about the rhetoric of critique.  

 A more complex example of Athenian attitudes towards ruler cult dates to several 

decades later, when the Antigonid king Demetrius Poliorcetes (“City-Sacker”) entered Athens in 

291/0 in part to celebrate the Eleusinian mysteries. To greet him on his arrival, the Athenians 

composed and sang a hymn to Demetrius—one of only two extant hymns to Hellenistic kings.3 

The hymn, in ithyphallic meter, is reported by Athenaeaus, who cites Duris of Samos as his 

source (Athen. 6.253B–F)4:  

  ὡς οἱ μέγιστοι τῶν θεῶν καὶ φίλτατοι 
  τῇ πόλει πάρεισιν· 
  ἐνταῦθα <γὰρ Δήμητρα καὶ> Δημήτριον 
  ἅμα παρῆγ᾽ ὁ καιρός. 
 5 χἠ μὲν τὰ σεμνὰ τῆς Κόρης μυστήρια 
  ἔρχεθ᾽ ἵνα ποήσῃ, 
  ὁ δ᾽ ἱλαρός, ὥσπερ τὸν θεὸν δεῖ, καὶ καλὸς 
  καὶ γελῶν πάρεστι. 

                                                
2 This passage from Hyperides’ speech has often been cited as proof of lifetime cult for Alexander in 
Athens. Cf. also Hyp. 5.31; Din. 1.94; cf. Habicht (1970) 29-36. 
 
3 The other example is a late 4th-century inscribed paean in Erythrai, north of modern Çesme, for Seleucus 
I, I.Erythrai 205. The inscription features a lex sacra on one side, and on the other, a paean to Apollo, 
Asclepius, and Seleucus (the latter an addendum of three lines, written in a different hand). Cf. 
Wilamowitz-Moellendorf (1909) no. 6, Habicht (1970) 82–3 and 85–7.  
 
4 On the ithyphallic hymn to Demetrius, cf. e.g. Mikalson (1998) 75–104, Furley and Bremer (2001) I 29, 
Thonemann (2005), Chaniotis (2011), Holton (2014). For a detailed analysis of how lines 13–17 of this 
hymn might reflect Epicurean thought for the first time in poetry or in preserved literature, cf. Marcovich 
(1988) 8–19. 
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  σεμνόν τι φαίνεθ᾽, οἱ φίλοι πάντες κύκλῳ, 
 10 ἐν μέσοισι δ᾽ αὐτός, 
  ὅμοιος ὥσπερ οἱ φίλοι μὲν ἀστέρες, 
  ἥλιος δ᾽ ἐκεῖνος. 
  ὦ τοῦ κρατίστου παῖ Ποσειδῶνος θεοῦ, 
  χαῖρε, κἀφροδίτης. 
 15 ἄλλοι μὲν ἢ μακρὰν γὰρ ἀπέχουσιν θεοί, 

ἢ οὐκ ἔχουσιν ὦτα, 
ἢ οὐκ εἰσίν, ἢ οὐ προσέχουσιν ἡμῖν οὐδὲ ἕν, 
σὲ δὲ παρόνθ᾽ ὁρῶμεν, 
οὐ ξύλινον οὐδὲ λίθινον, ἀλλ᾽ ἀληθινόν. 

 20 εὐχόμεσθα δή σοι· 
  πρῶτον μὲν εἰρήνην πόησον, φίλτατε· 
  κύριος γὰρ εἶ σύ. 
  τὴν δ᾽ οὐχὶ Θηβῶν, ἀλλ᾽ ὅλης τῆς Ἑλλάδος 
 25 Σφίγγα περικρατοῦσαν, 
  Αἰτωλόν, ὅστις ἐπὶ πέτρας καθήμενος, 
  ὥσπερ ἡ παλαι<ά>, 
  τὰ σώμαθ᾽ ἡμῶν πάντ᾽ ἀναρπάσας φέρει, 
  κοὐκ ἔχω μάχεσθαι· 
 30 (Αἰτωλικὸν γὰρ ἁρπάσαι τὰ τῶν πέλας, 
  νῦν δὲ καὶ τὰ πόρρω)· 
  μάλιστα μὲν δὴ κόλασον αὐτός· εἰ δὲ μη, 
  Οἰδίπουν τιν᾽ εὑρέ, 
  τὴν Σφίγγα ταύτην ὅστις ἢ κατακρημνιεῖ 
 35 ἢ σποδὸν ποιήσει. 
 
 
  How the greatest and most beloved of the gods 
  are present in our city! 
  For circumstance5 has brought together  
  here Demeter and Demetrius. 
 5 She comes to perform  
  the holy mysteries of Kore 
  while he is present 
  in merriment, as befits a god, and is beautiful, and laughs. 
  His appearance is something holy; his friends (philoi) all encircle him, 
 10 and in their midst is he, 
  just as if his friends were stars, 
  and the sun were he. 
  Child of Poseidon, most mighty god, 
  and Aphrodite, hail! 

15 The other gods keep far away, 

                                                
5 On this translation, cf. Chaniotis (2011) 161–2. 
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or they do not lend their ears, 
or they do not exist, or they do not pay us heed in even a single matter, 
but you we see present, 
neither made of wood nor stone, but real.6 

 20 So we pray to you: 
  First, make peace, most beloved one, 
  for you have the authority. 
  The Sphinx who has in her grip  

25 not (only) Thebes but all of Greece— 
 the Aetolian Sphinx, who, sitting on a rock 
 like the ancient one, 
 snatches up all our bodies and carries them away— 
 I cannot fight her. 
30 (For it is an Aetolian custom to seize what belongs to its neighbors, 
 and now even that which lies far away.) 
 Above all, punish her yourself; but if not, 
 find some Oedipus, 
 who will either throw down that Sphinx from the precipice 
35 or make her into dust. 

 
  
 While this hymn presents many points of interest (discussed at length by various 

scholars7), I would here like to draw attention to the central section, which, in my view, marks 

itself out as the theological crux. The hymn moves, in standard hymnic fashion, from epiphany to 

prayer, and the pivot that allows that movement occurs in lines 15–19: it is the extravagant 

emphasis on establishing Demetrius’ divine status that makes the prayer plausible. In particular, 

in line 19, ἀληθινόν may be used in the (ritual?) sense of “proper,”8 thus insisting on Demetrius’ 

full functionality as a god.   

 But that Demetrius’ development into divine being did not (and indeed, could not) take 

place in Athens without comment or resistance is evident in the literary tradition about this 

                                                
6 On the sense of lines 18–19, cf. Dunand (2002) 76–7. 
 
7 See immediately preceding notes. 
 
8 Cf. Lorenzoni (1984). 
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occasion. Several years before the Athenians found themselves singing this ithyphallic hymn to 

Demetrius, in 304 BCE, they—or at least some among their number—had debated whether it 

was really appropriate to grant the king such extraordinary honors as allowing him to change the 

Athenian civic and ritual calendar so that Demetrius could rush through the Lesser and Greater 

Mysteries and immediately be initiated into the highest level of the Mysteries as epoptēs (Plut. 

Dem. 26).9 A brief period of restored Athenian democracy followed. Later, in 296/5 BCE, when 

Athens finally capitulated to Demetrius after a long siege, the city opened its gates to its new 

king, terrified and half-starved (Plut. Dem. 34). In an ingenious reading of a fragmentary decree 

(IG II2 644), Peter Thonemann has shown that Demetrius’ entrance into the city in the spring of 

295 was made to coincide with the festival of the Great Dionysia.10 These calendrical 

coincidences, in 304 and 295, were no mere matter of calendrical fiddling, but rather, as 

Thonemann writes, “an expression of civic and secular power”11—I would add, too, of religious 

power. Moreover, as Thonemann argues, the Great Dionysia—“a performance of xenismos or 

ritual greeting”—and the Demetrieia—a festival commemorating Demetrius’ advent—were 

synchronized: “the arrival and welcome of the King is enacted alongside the arrival and welcome 

of Dionysos.”12 Indeed, given how our  hymn to Demetrius, above, contains Dionysiac elements 

                                                
9 In addition to the discussion of Thonemann (2005), cf. SEG 36-165 with the remarks and emendation of 
A.G. Woodhead in Hesperia 58 (1989) 297–301 = SEG 39-101. According to Plutarch, Stratocles, son of 
Euthydemus, was the mastermind of this and other acts of obsequious worship for Demetrius and his 
father Antigonus when Athens was “liberated” from the rule of Cassander and Demetrius of Phalerum by 
this father-and-son pair (Plut. Dem. 11.1: ὁ τῶν σοφῶν τούτων καὶ περιττῶν καινουργὸς 
ἀρεσκευμάτων). These included their being recorded publicly as “Savior Gods” (σωτῆρας ἀνέγραψαν 
θεούς, Dem. 10.4); the creation of two new tribes, Antigonis and Demetrias, named after them (ibid.); the 
institution of a “priest of the Saviors” in their honor/for their cult (ibid.); and the interweaving of their 
images (perhaps including their exploits) on the peplos carried by the Athenians in the procession of the 
Greater Panathenaia (Dem. 10.5; cf. Diod. Sic. 20.46.2). 
 
10 Thonemann (2005). 
 
11 Thonemann (2005) 74. 
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(e.g. ithyphallic dance) and elements connected to the festival of Demeter, it is possible that it 

was composed for celebrations of the Demetrieia13:  Plutarch reports that a decree was proposed 

in the Athenian assembly, which ordered that, “whenever Demetrius arrives [in the city], he 

should be received with the xenismoi of Demeter and Dionysus” (Plut. Dem. 12.1). The 

ithyphallic hymn to Demetrius therefore acts as a public transcript of the political and religious 

changes that took place under Demetrius. To flesh out our understanding of this transcript, we 

need to read around it. 

 In response to Demetrius’ first set of calendrical changes, the comic poet Philippides 

apparently expressed his displeasure by composing the following verses (Plut. Dem. 12.7 = fr. 

25, ll. 4–7 K-A): 

  Δι᾽ ὃν ἀπέκαυσεν ἡ πάχνη τὰς ἀμπέλους, 
  δι᾽ ὃν ἀσεβοῦνθ᾽ ὁ πέπλος ἐρράγη μέσος, 
  τὰς τῶν θεῶν τιμὰς ποιοῦντ᾽ ἀνθρωπίνας. 
  ταῦτα καταλύει δῆμον, οὐ κωμῳδία. 
 
  Because of whom the frost freeze-burned the vines; 
  Because of whose sacrilegious action the peplos was torn in half; 
  for he made the honors of the gods those of men. 
  These things destroy a people; not comedy.14 
 

Kassel-Austin, adopting a conjecture by August Meineke, printed these lines alongside three 

others mentioned by Plutarch later in this biography, right after the description of Demetrius’ 

calendrical manipulations for the Mysteries (Plut. Dem. 26.5 = fr. 25, ll. 1–3 K-A): 

 Διὸ καὶ Φιλιππίδης τὸν Στρατοκλέα λοιδορῶν ἐποίησεν· 
  Ὁ τὸν ἐνιαυτὸν συντεμὼν εἰς μῆν᾽ ἕνα, 
 καὶ περὶ τῆς ἐν τῷ Παρθενῶνι κατασκηνώσεως· 
  Ὁ τὴν ἀκρόπολιν πανδοκεῖον ὑπολαβὼν 
  καὶ τὰς ἑταίρας εἰσαγαγὼν τῇ παρθένῳ. 
                                                
12 Thonemann (2005) 79. 
 
13 As pointed out by Chaniotis (2011) 163. 
14 On Philippides’ political comedy, cf. Philipp (1973). 
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In fact, it was on account of this that Philippides rebuked Stratocles and composed [these 
verses]:  
 He who abridged the year into one month… 

 And, about his taking lodgings in the Parthenon: 
  He who took up the Acropolis as a hotel 
  and introduced his courtesans to the Virgin. 
 
If Meineke’s conjecture and Kassel-Austin’s editorial decision are right, and if these lines belong 

together as part of a single work, Philippides’ censure in the both Plutarchan passages (Dem. 

12.7 and 26.5) should be seen in the light of Demetrius’ violation of the boundary between 

divine and mortal honors. The violation occasioned critique; or, rather, critique was focused in 

light of the violation. Granted, Demetrius’ Athenian context is not necessarily generalizable to 

the Ptolemaic one in Alexandria, and, as Thonemann himself warns, we should be wary of 

universalizing the sample study.15 However, for our purposes, Philippides’ remarks open the 

door for ways of literarily staging contestation with the mortal divine, and, indeed, we will see 

later in this chapter how these hostile Athenian contexts could be activated for political/cultural 

critique. In fact, I would like to contend in what follows that rather than positing an ideologically 

frictionless transition between hero cult and ruler cult, as several scholars of the Hellenistic 

world have done (wittingly or unwittingly),16 we would do well to privilege the extant scraps of 

suppressed critical voices in order to understand the full scope of political, religious, and literary 

discourse in which Callimachus and other better attested poets of the early Hellenistic age were 

taking part.  

 Doing so can have a radical impact on our understanding of Hellenistic poetic praise and 

                                                
15 Indeed, Athenian reactions to Demetrius’ divinization can be traced back to Alexander’s divinization 
decree; cf. Athen. 6.251B, Hyp. 7.31. 
 
16 Habicht (1970). 
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encomium. To take yet another example: Callimachus’ mention of a “tenth Muse” in the context 

of Mt. Helicon—and probably as part of his Hesiodic “Dream” sequence (fr. 2 Pf.)—has, since 

antiquity, occasioned much comment (fr. 2a Harder = fr. 1.41–5 Pf., with scholiastic 

commentary in fr. 2e Harder = fr. 1 Pf., p. 7 and fr. 2f Harder = Pfeiffer II, pp. 101–5).17 The 

Oxyrhynchus scholiast suggests that the “tenth Muse” could have been Apollo, in his function as 

“leader of the Muses” (Μουσηγέτης), or Arsinoe II “[because] she was honored with the honors 

of the Muses [and] was dedicated along with them in the Mouseion” (fr. 2f Harder). Most 

scholars tend to see an allusion to either Arsinoe II and/or Berenice II.18 I think that this 

interpretation must be right, and not only because of the scholiast’s comments (or Pausanias’ 

mention of a statue of Arsinoe bestride a bronze ostrich on Mt. Helicon, Paus. 9.31.1). As 

Annette Harder notes in her commentary (vol. 2, p. 107), the idea of a tenth Muse was not an 

infrequent literary occurrence, but all of her examples of such references post-date Callimachus 

(including, surely, “Plato,” AP 9.506). In fact, there is a contemporary parallel, in a fragment of 

Posidippus, for Arsinoe as a tenth Muse in Callimachus, just as Berenice II is termed a “fourth 

Grace” in Call. Ep. 51 Pf.19 It is possible that Callimachus’ mention of a “tenth Muse” is an act 

of rehabilitation: the same Arsinoe, when she had been married to Lysimachus as his third wife, 

had been insulted by a certain Telesphorus, one of Lysimachus’ lieutenants. Telesphorus wittily 

adapted a line from Euripides’ Antiope (fr. 183.1) apparently to gibe at Arsinoe for her greedy 

habit of throwing up during a feast in order to eat more. The story is related by Athenaeus 

                                                
17 Cf. D’Alessio (2007) ad loc., and Harder (2012) ad loc., with further refs. on p. 107; Prioux (2011) 
208–9; Koenen (1993) 92–3.  
 
18 See esp. Koenen and Prioux, in preceding note. 
 
19 Bertazzoli (2002); Prioux (2011) 209–11. 
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(16.616C): 

 

ὑπὸ δὴ τῶν τοιούτων πολλάκις ὁ Μυρτίλος σκωφθέντα καὶ ἀγανακτήσαντα εἶπεν 
καλῶς Λυσίμαχον τὸν βασιλέα πεποιηκέναι. Τελέσφορον γὰρ ἕνα τῶν ὑπάρχων 
αὐτοῦ, ἐπειδὴ ἔσκωψέ ποτε ἐν συμποσίῳ τὴν Ἀρσινόην (γυνὴ δ᾽ ἦν τοῦ Λυσιμάχου) 
ὡς ἐμετικὴν οὖσαν, εἰπών· 

  “κακῶν κατάρχεις τήνδ᾽ ἐμοῦσαν εἰσάγων…”20 
   

Myrtilus remarked that King Lysimachus had behaved appropriately when he was 
repeatedly mocked by people like this and became annoyed. For at one point when 
Telesphorus, who was one of his chief officials, made fun of Arsinoe—this was 
Lysimachus’ wife—at a party, for being vomit-prone, by saying: 

  “You are causing trouble by bringing in this vomiting woman…” 
 

 For his sins, Telesphorus, we are told, was imprisoned in a weasel-trap, carried around 

and fed “like a wild animal” (δίκην θηρίου), and eventually put to death. He had skommatized 

what was once a Euripidean “Muse” into a vomiting woman. Callimachus’ “tenth Muse”—one 

of the earliest literary attestations of such a figuration, as far as I have been able to find—

authorizes the Heliconian vision of Arsinoe seated on her giant, exotic bird. Callimachus’ praise 

makes better sense in light of Telesphorus’ protest; or, put differently, it is only in light of the 

latter that we fully see what might have been at stake with the former.  

 

  I hope to show in what follows that, from at least the early part of Philadelphus’ reign, 

there appears to have been scope for debating the proper literary representation of kingship and 

divinity—a wide-ranging intellectual conversation, as we will see, that becomes particularly 

interesting when we consider the intersection of both theological and generic self-presentation. 

In this chapter and the next, I will be looking at three case studies: the enigmatic verses of 

                                                
20 Trans. from S Douglas Olson’s Loeb edition. The Euripidean line: κακῶν κατάρχεις τήνδε μοῦσαν 
εἰσάγων. 
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Machon, here included to show a glimpse of the range of contemporary poetic discourse in 

Callimachus’ Alexandria; the tradition surrounding the figure of Sotades and Callimachus’ 

response to this figure in the Aetia; and, similarly, Callimachus’ engagement with the traditions 

surrounding Euhemerus, in Iamb 1 and the Hymn to Zeus. In Machon’s Chreiai I argue that we 

discover how a parody of a philosophical genre encodes a critique of differentiated cultural and 

religious behavior, while in the figures of Sotades and Euhemerus, and in Callimachus’ 

responses, we are asked to engage in questions of literary and political ethics in weighing up 

theological and generic truth. The driving questions throughout are: how, in this period, is the 

space between politics (“relations between men”) and religion (“relations between men and 

gods”) explored, exploited, and elided in the literature that survives? How do literary and 

philosophical imperatives respond to differently nuanced religious and political imperatives? The 

evidence is admittedly faint and fragmentary, but the kind of answers that we can draw out for 

such questions may be richer and more varied than one might at first expect.  

 

Machon and the Staging of Ptolemaic Divinity 

 Let me begin with some groundwork established by Leslie Kurke for the comic poet 

Machon—from Corinth or Sicyon, as Athenaeus tells us21—and his Chreiai: iambic trimeters 

that appear to parody a known philosophical genre, about 470 verses of which are preserved in 

Athenaeus. This particular analytical lens allows us to see how, as Kurke puts it, “a problem of 

genre… opens out to a historical problem”22 and reintroduces the axis between Athens and 

Alexandria. More specifically, it helps us to see how Machon’s poetry is incomprehensible 

                                                
21 Athen. 6.241F. 
 
22 Kurke (2002) 20. 
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without recourse to a political angle. The case is obvious for poems like Machon fr. 13 Gow, in 

which the Athenian flute-girl Lamia snubs Demetrius Poliorcetes’ gifts of perfume, and his royal 

cum, even declaring it “the most putrid [ointment] of all” (l. 185): like the Athenian hetaira 

Mania in fr. 15 Gow, Lamia represents an Athenian cultural resistance—or, at least, a requisite 

and not straightforward transactionality—to Demetrius’ dominance over Athens.23 But the 

argument for a political reading may work even more cogently at a general level if, as Kurke and 

others have shown, the Chreiai are a parodic send-up of the philosophical genre of anecdotes for 

moral and philosophical edification, partly in response to Demetrius of Phaleron’s recent 

composition of a volume of Chreiai.24  Such a parody would have been effective and operative 

precisely because of the opportunity that the genre presented for political critique through giving 

voice to the abject of Athenian society; some of whom, indeed, could have been theoretically 

disenfranchised under Demetrios of Phaleron’s oligarchic rule (317–307 BCE).25 

 Kurke’s analysis of the fragments of Machon and their interaction with the political 

history of Hellenistic Athens has given rise to a small surge of interest in his poetry.26 This is all 

very well and good for Machon and Athens—but what about Machon and Alexandria? How 

might Machon and his poetry have figured in the literary (and political) world of third century 

Alexandria, if, as the ancient biographical tradition had it, he lived, worked, and died in the 

                                                
23 On fr. 15 Gow, cf. Kurke (2002) 35–40. 
 
24 According to Diog. Laert. 5.81. 
 
25 If they were excluded by Demetrius’ proprety requirement of 1000 drachmas for citizenship, according 
to Diod. Sic. 18.74.2–3. For an overview of Demetrius of Phaleron’s rule, cf. Habicht (1997) 53–66; on 
his reforms, e.g. Williams (1987) and Gehrke (1978). 
 
26 E.g. Petrides (2005), Prioux (2009), LeVen (2013). 
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Ptolemaic capital?27 Who are his audience, his conversants, his disputants? 

 

What little information we have about Machon comes essentially from two passages in 

Athenaeus’ Deipnosophistae, Athen. 6.241F and 14.664A (plus a funeral epigram attributed to 

Dioscorides and cited at A.P. 7.708, as well as at Athen. 6.241F–242A). According to these 

passages, Machon was a comic poet whose working life seems to have overlapped with that of 

Callimachus in Alexandria and whose floruit might have been, on Gow’s reasonable guess, in the 

mid-3rd century BCE.28 The identity of the “Ptolemy” mentioned in frr. 1, 5, and 18 (referred to 

as basileus in the latter two fragments) is unclear—Ptolemy Soter, Philadelphus, and Euergetes 

are all possible candidates; each reference might indeed be to different Ptolemies. Gow settles 

for Ptolemy II Philadelphus because that king’s “unwarlike and pleasure-loving” reputation 

seems to fit well that of the giver of feasts and companion of parasites and hetairai depicted in 

Machon’s Chreiai.29 There may be something in this identification, primarily based on 

contemporary literary representations of Philadelphus that focus on similar characteristics as 

Machon’s. For example, Theocritus’ contemporary representation of Philadelphus at Id. 14.61–3 

                                                
27 Some might say that we should approach Athenaeus’ biographical tidbits about Machon (at Athen. 
6.241F and 14.664A) with the same skepticism as that which Lefkowitz cautions is necessary for ancient 
biographies of Homer, Hesiod, Solon, etc.; cf. Lefkowitz (1993). The information that Machon lived and 
died in Alexandria might well have come, after all, from his own poetry (e.g. by extrapolation from the 
references to “King Ptolemy” at Machon frr. 1, 5, 18.439ff. [Gow]). However, the testimonium at Athen. 
14.664A, where we are told that Aristophanes of Byzantium was a pupil of Machon, is not readily 
explicable through Machon’s own poetry; cf. Fraser (1972) I, 459 with II, 663 n.99, and II, 844 n. 322. As 
Gow also points out, Athenaeus, as a native of Roman Egypt (Naucratis), might reasonably be expected to 
know his Alexandrian literary history (Gow [1965] 4). I think that the burden of proof lies with those who 
would deny any connection between Machon and Alexandria; cf. the funeral epigram by Dioscorides for 
Machon in A.P. 7.708, with discussion by Gow (1965) 4–5.  
 
28 Gow (1965) 7.  
 
29 Gow (1965) 10–11.  
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emphasizes largesse30—a theme picked up in the fragments of Machon—and in Theocritus 14, 

Thyonichus, in the course of convincing his lovelorn friend Aeschinas to enlist in Ptolemy II’s 

army, describes the Egyptian king as “the best paymaster for a free man” (μισθοδότας 

Πτολεμαῖος ἐλευθέρῳ οἷος ἄριστος, 14.59). Likewise, Herodas’ portrait of the pleasures of the 

city of Alexandria under Philadelphus’ patronage corroborate such a literary characterization of 

the city in Philadelphus’ reign.31 

Assuming that Machon spent at least part of his writing life in the reign of an early 

Ptolemy (or Ptolemies) in Alexandria, I think that it would be worth taking a fresh look at those 

fragments of the Chreiai that mention Ptolemy and are explicitly or presumably set in 

Alexandria.  

 

 The first fragment of the Chreiai to hint at a Ptolemaic context is also the first fragment 

by Machon to be quoted by Athenaeus, when the symposiasts turn to discuss a parasite and 

prostitute named Eukrates or “Lark” (Korydos; fr. 1 Gow): 

  Τὸν Κόρυδον ἠρώτησεν Εὐκράτη ποτέ 
  τῶν συμπαρόντων πῶς κέχρητ᾽ αὐτῷ ποτε 
  Πτολεμαῖος. Οὐκ οἶδ᾽, εἶπεν, οὐδέπω σαφῶς· 
  πεπότικε μὲν γὰρ ὥσπερ ἰατρός μ᾽, ἔφη, 
  ἃ δεῖ, φαγεῖν δὲ σιτί᾽ οὐ δέδωκέ πω. 
 
  (Another) of those present once asked Eukrates, the Lark, 
  how Ptolemy was treating32 him.  

                                                
 
30 εὐγνώμων, φιλόμουσος, ἐρωτικός, εἰς ἄκρον ἁδύς,/ εἰδὼς τὸν φιλέοντα, τὸν οὐ φιλέοντ᾽ ἔτι 
μᾶλλον,/ πολλοῖς πολλὰ διδοὺς, αἰτεύμενος οὐκ ἀνανεύων. (“He’s of good judgment, a lover of the 
Muses, amorous, extremely pleasant,/ keeps his friends close, but his enemies closer,/ and—as befits a 
king—gives much to many and doesn’t refuse when asked….”) 
 
31 Especially at Herod. 1.31ff: “[There’s] the Mouseion, wine, all the pleasures that he could want 
(ἀγαθὰ πάνθ’ ὅς᾽ ἂν χρῄζῃ),/ women, so many—by Persephone!—/ that not even the sky could boast as 
many stars…”  
32 On the tense, see Gow ad loc. 
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  “I’m not at all clear on that yet,” he said. 
  “He gives me what I need to drink, like a doctor,  
  but he hasn’t yet given any bread to eat.” 
 

Gow thought that the joke of πεπότικε… ὥσπερ ἰατρός, κτλ. was rather lost in translation: “As 

between doctor and patient the meaning of the words is plain enough…. Transferred to patron 

and parasite it is much less so. Perhaps, ‘he summons me to symposia all right but he hasn’t yet 

attached me to his household’ or ‘given me a stipend’ (ὀψώνιον).”33 “Lark” is introduced 

initially at Athen. 6.241A as a parasite; but the passage of Athenaeus in which this fragment of 

Machon occurs reintroduces Lark as a male prostitute (Athen. 6.241E: καὶ τοῦ Κορύδου 

παρόντος, ὃς ἐδόκει πεπορνεῦσθαι). If the joke, as the context in Athenaeus might demand, 

hinges on Ptolemy’s sexual enjoyment of Lark—notably, κέχρητο in line 2 might here also have 

a sexual sense, “be sexually intimate with, have intercourse with”34—then the point becomes 

sociological: Lark is not being paid for his sexual services. When mapped out against 

characterizations of Philadelphus as the epitome of virtuous largesse, as at Theoc. 14.61–3 (cited 

at note 30 above), the jocular anecdote hints that Ptolemaic abundance or excess is perhaps not 

always what it seems, and that its social stratification can be a cause for (implicit) complaint. The 

Ptolemaic king may not always be “the best paymaster for a free man” (Theoc. 14.59). But even 

if the joke has nothing to do with sex, this fragment of Machon undeniably casts this Ptolemy in 

an unflattering light.  

 Something similar may also be at work in the notoriously obscure joke in Machon fr. 5 

Gow. In it, an Athenian parasite named Archephon has been invited to feast on all kinds of fish 

at the royal table in Alexandria. Archephon seems to be of poor means: he is described as a man 

                                                
33 Gow on Machon fr. 1.4. 
 
34 LSJ s.v., citing e.g. Hdt. 2.181, Xen. Mem. 1.2.29, ps-Dem. In Neaeram 67. 
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who was accustomed to eat the cheapest varieties of fish (sprats, smelt or anchovies, and Phaleric 

whitebait: μαινίδες, μεμβράδες, and Φαληρική ἀφύη, respectively, ll. 35–36). At Ptolemy’s 

banquet, Archephon gorges himself therefore on the finer fish—parrotfish or parrot wrasse 

(σκάροι), red mullet (τριγλαί), and another kind of wrasse (φυκίδες)—but conspicuously 

abstains from the supposed pièce de la résistance: three gobies (κωβιοί) carefully cut up and 

displayed on a large, thick plate (ll. 30–7). Archephon’s snubbing of the gobies strikes Ptolemy 

as strange, and prompts the king to ask another of his guests, a certain Alkenor, whether 

Archephon has perhaps overlooked these fish—the highlight of the meal. Alkenor’s reply at lines 

41–45 continues to stump Machon’s readers and commentators: 

 
  ὁ κυρτὸς εἶπε, Πάνυ μὲν οὖν τοὐναντίον, 
  Πτολεμαῖ᾽, ἑόρακε πρῶτος, ἀλλ᾽οὐχ ἅπτεται, 
  τοὔψον δὲ σέβεται τοῦτο καὶ δέδοικέ πως, 
  οὐδ᾽ ἐστὶν αὐτῷ πάτριον ὄντ᾽ ἀσύμβολον 
  ἰχθὺν ἔχοντα ψῆφον ἀδικεῖν οὐδένα.  
 
  The hunchback replied, “Quite the contrary,  
  Ptolemy. He was the first to see them, but he doesn’t touch them. 
  Rather, he worships and somehow fears this fish, 

and it is not his ancestral custom for one who is without a contribution (or 
‘token’) 

  to harm any fish that has a pebble/vote.” 
 

 Different explanations of the particularly difficult final two lines are laid out in Gow’s 

commentary: while the meaning of asymbolos is readily understood in this case to mean 

someone who has not brought his own contribution to a meal or symposium (since, presumably, 

Ptolemy is the generous host and all his guests are asymboloi), the meaning of “a fish that has a 

ψῆφον” seems inscrutable.35 Kurke suggests a sociological reading of the different kinds of fish 

                                                
35 Gow on fr. 5.44f.  
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on offer in this anecdote, to be understood in the light of Demetrius of Phaleron’s Aristotelian, 

moderate oligarchy in Athens. Interpreting ἀσύμβολον as “‘without a voting token’, and 

therefore without political franchise,”36 she argues that the humble and potentially 

disenfranchised Archephon shows a comically overblown reverence for the gobies as the 

“middling” fish, which symbolically represent the majority of the politically active and 

enfranchised civic body in Demetrius’ Athenian state. “Bizarre as it may seem, then,” she writes, 

“this anecdote may offer a fishy burlesque of Demetrius’ Aristotelian politeia.”37 Offering a 

more strictly historicist reading, Antonis Petrides, while acknowledging the potential political 

register of ἀσύμβολος and ψῆφος, argues rather that kōbios here, as in other comic fragments, is 

a nickname for a historical individual whose identity is now irrecoverable but was likely that of 

an Athenian sympathetic to the Macedonian-backed regime of Demetrius of Phaleron.38 Petrides’ 

argument does take into account the contemporary Alexandrian context and Philadelphus’ 

possible motives for supporting or allowing literature with a strong bent against Demetrius 

Poliorcetes and Demetrius of Phaleron.39 On the whole, however, without denying that this 

fragment might indeed be an ad hominem attack, I find Kurke’s argument, as a symbolic and 

sociological reading, more compelling as a starting point for thinking about how this poem might 

have been working in an Alexandrian context.  

 Building on both analyses, for the moment—that is, Kurke’s sociological reading and 

Petrides’ more strictly historicist one—I would suggest that what might most be at stake in this 

                                                
36 Kurke (2002) 54. 
 
37 Ibid. 55. 
 
38 Petrides (2005). 
 
39 Petrides (2005), 127–9. 
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anecdote, as in Machon fr. 1, is in fact the representation of the Ptolemaic king himself. The 

Athenian Archephon has been invited to dine at the king’s table—a great honor—and he duly 

takes his fill of some of the finest selections on offer (Kurke’s high-value, high-class fish). But 

he does not deign to touch the gobies, for the obscure reason given at lines 44–45. Equally at 

play, perhaps, is the very gaucheness, from an Athenian point of view, of setting out the gobies 

as the highlight of this lavish royal feast. As Gow, Kurke, and others have pointed out, gobies 

seem to have been standard, common fish, certainly in Athens and very likely elsewhere in the 

Mediterranean.40 They appear in a list along with dogs and pigs as a universalistic category of 

animal in Plato’s Euthydemus 298D. A fishmonger who sells (an unspecified number of) gobies 

for four drachmas is charging an extortionate price (Men. fr. 151 K.-A. = Athen. 7.309E and 

9.285F).41 They are ironically mentioned alongside (or as one of) the “expensive” purchases (a 

mere obol’s worth of frankincense and honey-barley cakes) for wedding festivities in a fragment 

of Antiphanes’ Timon (fr. 204 K.-A. = Athen. 7.309D–E):  

  ἥκω πολυτελῶς ἀγοράσας εἰς τοὺς γάμους, 
  λιβανωτὸν ὀβολοῦ τοῖς θεοῖς καὶ ταῖς θεαῖς 
  πάσαισι, τοῖς δ᾽ ἥρωσι τὰ ψαίστ᾽ ἀπονεμῶ. 
  ἡμῖν δὲ τοῖς θνητοῖς ἐπριάμην κωβιούς…. 
 
                                                
40 Cf. Thompson (1947) 137–9. In Thompson’s day, at least, “The Gobies are numerous but of little 
worth, seldom eaten except in the Mediterranean, and there only by the poor…” (137). The status of the 
fish seems to have been more or less the same for the Romans (ibid., 139).  
 
41 Such extortionate price-gouging by fishmongers was frequently lambasted in comedy: cf. Davidson 
(1998) 186–190. Daily wages and prices of everyday goods are notoriously difficult to calculate. 
Moreoever, a lack of price data in the Ptolemaic papyri, particularly in the latter part of the 3rd century 
BC, is especially problematic for a fuller understanding of the Ptolemaic economy; cf. Manning (2007) 
446. But we are not completely in the dark: an artaba of wheat (a Persian and Egyptian unit of 
measurement roughly equivalent to a medimnos) seems to have hovered around roughly 2 silver drachmas 
for most of the 3rd century; cf. Cadell and Le Rider (1997) 28–31. In mainland Greece and western Asia 
Minor, a medimnos of wheat seems to have been priced at around 5–6 drachmas; cf. Reger (2007) 469. 
The temple accounts at Delos and Ptolemaic revenue decrees give us some sense of the value of other 
types of services and commodities in the Hellenistic Mediterranean (for the former, e.g. IG XI.2.161, 
trans. at Austin no. 122; and for the latter e.g. Bingen, Papyrus Revenue Laws (1952), cols. 38–56; W. 
Chrest. 229; trans. at Austin no. 297).   
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  I’m back, after making some expensive purchases for the wedding feast: 
  I’m allowing an obol’s worth of frankincense for the gods and all  
  the goddesses, and honey-and-barley cakes for the heroes. 
  But for us mortals I bought gobies.42 
 

As Leslie Kurke points out in a note on this fragment, the “gobies represent the perfectly 

appropriate mortal (i.e. Athenian?) food in contrast to what the gods and heroes get….”43 They 

may here be the standard representatives, as at Pl. Euthyd. 298D, of fish par excellence, and 

therefore of cooked food in general (τὸ ὄψον being understood as the word for both “fish” and 

“cooked food” probably by the 5th and certainly the 3rd century BCE, at least in Athens44). If 

gobies represent the ultimate in standard marine fare, there is something particularly 

inappropriate about the amazement that the fish inspires in the guests.45 Beside Archephon’s 

differentiated wonder, which (as we have seen in the studies of Kurke and Petrides) seems to be 

grounded in the political and cultural specificities of late fourth-century Athens, the wonder of 

the other guests at the “epiphany” of a most ordinary dish is undifferentiated and, from an 

Athenian point of view, rather misplaced.  

 I would therefore argue that the joke in this fragment works on multiple levels: it 

functions not only at the political (Kurke) and dicastic (Petrides) level, but also, importantly, at 

that of differentiated cultural behavior. As a man accustomed to eating cheap, very small fish 

                                                
42 Translation slightly adapted from S. Douglas Olson’s Loeb edition of Athenaeus.  
 
43 Kurke (2002) 54, n. 102. Cf. Thompson (1947) 138 on the same passage: “The Gobies are not food for 
the Gods, but for very ordinary men….” 
 
44 The term was of particular etymological interest among learned discussions of the Second Sophistic, 
but its “root meaning” was clearly an issue even in the Classical period: cf. Athen. 7.277A, “And I’m not 
unaware that everything prepared by fire for eating is properly called opson” (οὐκ ἀγνοῶ δὲ ὅτι ὄψον 
κυρίως καλεῖται πᾶν τὸ πυρὶ κατασκευαζόμενον εἰς ἐδωδήν). On the usage of, and attitudes toward, 
opson in general, cf. Davidson (1998) 26–35. 
 
45 “Three… gobies, at which all the guests were amazed” (τρεῖς… κωβιοί,/ οὓς κατεπλάγησαν πάντες 
οἱ κεκλημένοι), v. 31–2. 
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like sprats, anchovies, and Phaleric whitebait, Archephon shouldn’t be refusing the offer of these 

slightly larger fish, whether of an expensive variety or not.46 Yet, his self-controlled maintenance 

of distance from the gobies (ἀπέσχετ᾽ ἐγκρατέστατα, l. 37) indicates a carefully cultivated 

attitude towards consumption and the display of appetite.  

 But it is tempting to see yet another layer to the joke. In the proper manner of a 

disfranchised Athenian (Kurke) or an Athenian without a juror’s vote in court (Petrides), 

Archephon respects any being, even a fish, that does have the franchise or the right to voice 

judgment; but why would he worship it (σέβεται)? The joke might ultimately be one of mocking 

irony: in response to the wonder and amazement of the other guests upon the arrival of the goby-

platter, Archephon reportedly takes it a step further by exhibiting not merely wonder, but also the 

kind of reverence shown to a god—the verb σέβομαι in all periods of Greek predominantly 

means to worship a divine entity or an entity as if it were divine.47 If ἰχθὺν ἔχοντα ψῆφον 

should mean, as Gow suggested, a fish that has “received the suffrage [i.e., vote of approval] (of 

the other diners),”48 Archephon’s worship of this most ordinary fish as if it were a divine entity 

seems to hint, albeit in cloaked and multivalent language, at a different phenomenon: that of 

contemporary ruler-cult, here paired with Greek civic customs. As it turns out, his reverence is 

aimed not at the goby fish, per se, but at a version of the political or juridical process rooted in 

democratic Athens. The irony here may imply that all is not simple or straightforward in the 

construction of the mortal divine. Taking a note from the playbook of anthropologist and 

political theorist James C. Scott, as Kurke does, we might see in Machon’s verse a manipulation 

                                                
46 On the socio-economics of fish-consumption, see again Davidson (1998) 186–190. 
 
47 LSJ and TLG. 
 
48 Gow (1965) 69. 
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of behavioral codes and a form of political disguise—a certain subversive quality that eventually 

adds up to an alternate and “hidden transcript,” in Scott’s language,49 not just for Athens under 

Macedonian rule, but also for Machon’s own adopted home of Ptolemaic Alexandria. Archephon 

in Machon fr. 5 comically exaggerates his ideological compliance to the idea that mortal beings 

could appear, and be worshipped, as gods; exaggerated to the point of, if not outright mockery, at 

least ridiculousness.  

 

 

Sotadean Figure and Response: Meditations on an Ideologeme 

 If Machon thus provides comic possibilities for social and political critique, he would 

then seem to be a rare representative of such poetry within the Hellenistic canon. While the 

“poetry of praise” within the context of royal patronage is understandably a frequent topic of 

study in Hellenistic literature,50 the “poetry of protest and critique” simply does not seem to have 

existed or survived—unsurprisingly—in the same way as it does, say, in Aristophanes’ topical 

comedy for 5th-century Attic literature. Or if such poetry did once exist, as apparently in the case 

of the verses of Sotades, it has survived piecemeal or not at all.  But it is arguably unhelpful to 

categorize Hellenistic literature into simple binaries like “propaganda” and “protest” poetry.51 

                                                
49 Cf. Kurke (2002), esp. 59–63, with Scott (1990), Ch. 6, “Voice under Domination: The Arts of Political 
Disguise.” 
 
50 Constituting one of the generically and thematically organized chapters of Fantuzzi and Hunter’s 
discussion of Hellenistic poetry in Fantuzzi and Hunter (2004), Ch. 8.  
 
51 As noted by Weber (1998–1999) 155–6. For example, an ironic distance may lie behind Machon fr. 18, 
v. 410 – an anecdote about an encounter between a courtesan named Lais and Euripides, which ends by 
citing a fragment of Euripides’ Aeolus. The reference seems to be to the incest between the brother-sister 
pair Macareus and Canace, children of Aeolus and Amphithea. Prioux (2009) 129 sees this as a possible 
justification “in an unexpected and itself irreverent way, [of] the incestuous marriage of the royal couple,” 
i.e. Ptolemy II and Arsinoe II. One would be hard-pressed to label such poetry merely “praise” or 
“protest.” 
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Indeed, it is worth asking to what degree one could think about the adoption of a genre itself as a 

form of “political disguise,” in James Scott’s sense, particularly when we are dealing with a 

period in which “the fixing of genre norms and poetic deviations from them” coincide, resulting 

in “a literary system based on generic awareness and reflection.”52 The intentional exploitation 

of, and experimentation with, traditional relationships between form and content in Hellenistic 

poetry makes any kind of mapping of political contestation onto generic form an uneasy 

exercise.  

 And yet: it is equally clear that forms associated with comedy or criticism—like iambic 

and choliambic poetry—offered an opportunity for generically ratified moral or ethical critique, 

an opportunity perhaps most famously taken up in Callimachus’ Iamb 1, to be discussed in the 

next chapter. In this section, therefore, I would like to consider the figure of Sotades, as a 

representative of the poetry of criticism in early Ptolemaic Alexandria, alongside Callimachus; 

and in doing so, I would like to think about how a particular “intertextual” moment between the 

two epitomizes an ideological contestation (specifically, in the representation of a particular 

“ideologeme”). The material for Sotadean verse is sparse, scattered, and occasionally obscure, so 

it will be necessary to review briefly what we know of this poet first. 

 

 According to later tradition, Sotades of Maroneia was either imprisoned53 or drowned at 

sea in a jar full of lead54 for writing unflattering verse about the brother-sister marriage between 

                                                
52 Fantuzzi and Hunter (2004) 24. 
 
53 Plut. de lib. educ. 14 (= Mor. 10F–11A). 
 
54 Athen. 14.621A–B: Sotades drowned by Patroclus, who seized him “on the island of Caunus” (ἐν 
Καύνῳ τῇ νήσῳ). Kaunos was occasionally called an “island”; cf. Marek (2006) 21–2. But if there is a 
textual corruption, as some have surmised (including Kaibel), it is possible that, given the Callimachean 
allusion to Sotades in the Acontius and Cydippe narrative (and its Keian context), one might suggest ἐν 
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Ptolemy Philadelphus and Arsinoe II.55 Sotades’ son, Apollonius, apparently wrote a treatise on 

his father’s poems, “from which one can observe Sotades’ untimely free speech (τὴν ἄκαιρον 

παρρησίαν), for he spoke ill of King Lysimachus in Alexandria, of Ptolemy Philadelphus in the 

court of Lysimachus, and other kings in other cities” (Athen. 14.620F). The name of Sotades 

became attached to an extremely flexible type of stichic meter (the “sotadean”), which remained 

in use for several centuries, probably at least until the 2nd century CE, but in a bifurcated (or even 

trifurcated) way.56  

 On the one hand, there are the verses actually ascribed to Sotades (frr. 1–4c Powell, and 

probably fr. 16 Powell; discussed below), which are either invective or reworkings of mythical 

themes essentially in ionics a minore (‒ ‒ ⏑ ⏑ ; or, in its anaclastic form, ‒ ⏑ ‒ ⏑) grouped into 

brachycatalectic tetrameters.57 He was credited with being the original kinaidologos (“writer of 

obscene things”), whose “Ionian poems” (Ἰωνικὰ καλούμενα ποιήματα) were performed by 

those called either kinaidologoi or iōnikologoi.58 Athenaeus cites the following lines, written 

against a certain aulete named Theodorus,59 as particularly characteristic of Sotades’ verse 

                                                
Κέῳ τῇ νήσῳ as an alternate reading. For the reading “Kaudos” (a tiny island off the coast of Crete), cf. 
the arguments in Hauben (2013) 64–5. 
 
55 Sotades fr. 1, in Powell, CA p. 238. 
 
56 On Sotadean meter, cf. Hendriks, Parsons, and Worp (1981) 76–8; West (1982) 144–5, 168; Bettini 
(1982). 
 
57 Bettini (1982) 61. On the mythological poems: frr. 4a–c Powell, for example, are citations from 
Sotades’ Ilias, a reworking of Homeric epic in sotadeans; Hephaestion also quotes from an Adonis (fr. 3 
Powell). The Suda σ 871 (s.v. Σωτάδης) additionally lists the following works: a Descent into Hades, a 
Priapus, To (or Against) Belestiche (= a mistress of Ptolemy Philadelphus), an Amazon, “and other 
works.” 
 
58 Athen. 14.620E–F; cf. Suda σ 871 (where he is also called iambographos), Strabo 14.1.41 (Sotades was 
the first to κιναιδολογεῖν, followed by Alexander of Aetolia; both, however, without musical 
accompaniment).  
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(Athen. 14.621B = fr. 2 Powell): 

 
  ὁ δ᾽ ἀποστεγάσας τὸ τρῆμα τῆς ὄπισθε λαύρης 
  διὰ δενδροφόρου φάραγγος ἐξέωσε βροντὴν 
  ἠλέματον, ὁκοίην ἀροτὴρ γέρων χαλᾷ βούς. 
 
  He uncovered the hole of his back alley 
  and expelled through his wooded chasm an idle thunder-clap, 
  the kind an old plough-ox lets loose. 
 

This is the tradition on which later biographical details about Sotades the political dissident seem 

to be based and which served “as a vehicle of satire, by Ennius in the Sota and Varro in the 

Menippea…,” and which, “as the medium of the gross and degraded… turns up in the mouths of 

galli (P.Oxy. 3010), cinaedi (Petronius, Sat. 23.3) and gladiators (FPL p. 93 fr.8 Morel), of the 

drunken Sosia (Plaut. Amph. 168ff.) and prancing King Baboo (P.Oxy. 413 = Page, GLP no. 

76.95ff.).”60 Incidentally, it is probably also in this tradition that we should understand the 

ascription of the first sotadean verse not to Sotades himself but to Tachos, king of Egypt, who 

reportedly uttered a sotadean line making fun of his ally Agesilaus of Sparta and lost his 

kingdom as a result—a fascinating implicit claim to “Egyptian origins” for this meter.61 

 On the other hand, there are the “Sotadea” (frr. 6–15 Powell)—moralizing or didactic 

                                                
59 Athenaeus names Philinus, the father of Theodorus, as the target of Sotades’ scorn, but Theodorus, 
rather than his father Philinus, would probably have been the contemporary of Sotades: cf. Aelian VH 
12.17, 
 
60 Hendriks et al. (1981) 76–7, discussing a papyrus fragment known as the “Encomium Alexandreae” 
(P.Gron. inv. 66; 2nd c. CE) and the potential generic background of the sotadean metre which appears 
there. “King Baboo” is the authors’ grossly pejorative way of referring to the basileus of an Indian tribe in 
the Charition, one of two mimes featured on P.Oxy. 413. In an invitation to the other characters to dance, 
the king breaks out of his “Indian” tongue to sing a solo, in Greek, in sotadean measures. Text and 
commentary in Andreassi (2001); cf. also Tsitsiridis (2011), as well as Grenfell and Hunt (1903) and 
(1908).  
 
61 Story and verse in Athen. 14.616D (= fr. 22 Powell). For a historical account of Tachos’ attempt to 
expand into Syria-Palestine and the fourth-century struggles for the Egyptian throne, cf. Ruzicka (2012) 
145–150, with the review by Klotz (2014). 
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verse, often in a catechistic question-and-answer form, in loose sotadeans—attributed to Sotades 

by Stobaeus. Fr. 14 Powell (= Stob. Ecl. 1.1.24) is a good example: 

   
  Τί ποτ᾽ ἐστι θεός; νοῦς. Τί δὲ νοῦς; φρόνησίς ἐστιν· 
  Ζῆνα δὲ σὺ νόμιζε τοῦτον ὅθεν ἔχομεν ἀεὶ ζῆν. 
 
  What is god? Mind. And what is mind? It’s thought. 

Now then, you, believe that Zeus (zēna) is that from which we are able to live 
(zēn) forever. 

 

Indeed, it is possible that the sotadean was felt to be particularly appropriate for verses recording 

or embodying religious experience. Thus, Hendriks, Parsons, and Worp adduce the sotadeans of 

Moschion and Maximus, two (Greco-)Egyptians of the second century CE who recorded their 

cure by Osiris and Mandulis Aion, respectively62; and the chorus of the “initiates” of the goddess 

Gout in Lucian’s Tragoedopodagra (The Gout-Tragedy) sings in sotadeans when describing 

their initiation rituals (Lucian, Trag. 113–124).63 

 How bifurcated, exactly, is the sotadean tradition? The verse(s) for which Sotades 

became most famous (fr. 1 Powell), and which, in all likelihood, shaped the details of his 

biography, bear a relationship to some of the didactic “Sotadea,” as well as to the later 

“subliterary” and “paraliterary” religious verses described above. The figure of Sotades and the 

so-called sotadean were clearly associated with both “low” figures (like the aulete Theodorus) 

and “popular” ethical and religious authority (as attested in the “Sotadea” of Stobaeus). In this 

                                                
62 Cf. Bernand, Inscr. métr. nos. 108 and 168. 
 
63 Hendriks, Parsons, and Worp (1981) 77–8. This later tradition of associating sotadeans with religious 
poetry may be an argument in favor of Colin Macleod’s suggestion that P.Gron. 66, the so-called 
“Encomium of Alexandria” (see note 60), was hymnic in nature; cf. Macleod as cited in Hendriks, 
Parsons, and Worp (1981) 74. On Lucian’s paratragedy, cf. recently Whitmarsh (2013) 182–5, who notes 
at p. 182 that the meter of the chorus here is alternately analyzable: “The chorus sings a hymn in praise of 
the goddess [Gout], a virtuoso lyric in the manner of Mesomedes (i.e., built around paroemiacs and 
apokrota)…”   
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sense, we ought, I think, to modify the traditional version of the development of sotadean verse 

as described by Hendriks, Parsons, and Worp: i.e.,  that it “began with Sotades, became popular, 

and spread its empire from satire and clowning to religion and morality” or that it began with “its 

main stream [running] through popular religion (galli and other ‘mystics’) and hence popular 

moralising and entertainment; from [which] Sotades dug his literary side-stream.”64 It seems 

preferable to understand these various strands—myth and religion, ethics and didactics, critique 

and obscenity (kinaidologia)—as all originally a part of Sotades’ poetry. Thus, of the dozen or so 

verses attributed to Sotades, the one verse with which he is most famously associated encodes, I 

would argue, all of these elements: an attack on contemporary theology that seems to have taken 

direct aim at Ptolemy and Arsinoe’s brother-sister marriage, probably by satirizing the marriage 

of Zeus and Hera (or Hera’s seduction of Zeus). Both Athenaeaus and Plutarch quote the line:  

 
  εἰς οὐχ ὁσίην τρυμαλιὴν τὸ κέντρον ὤθει 
 
  He kept shoving his prick into an unholy hole.  
    (Sotades fr. 1 Powell)65  
 

  Roberto Pretagostini was the first to interpret this verse as not only an (obvious) sexual 

metaphor, but also a political one—τὸ κέντρον as not only the phallus, but also a metaphor of 

the political power wielded specifically by the tyrannos in archaic and classical poetry.66 

Building on the suggestions of Ludwig Escher over half a century earlier, Pretagostini further 

argued that another fragment of Sotades (fr. 16 Powell) pointedly criticized the dynastic brother-

                                                
64 Hendriks et al. (1981) 77–8. 
 
65 Athen. 14.621A reads ὤθει; Plut. de lib. educ. 14 (Mor. 11A) has ὠθεῖς; on the preference for the 
former reading, because of the overblown epic resonances of the 3rd person imperfect, cf. Pretagostini 
(1991) 112, n. 6 = Pretagostini (2007) 137, n. 16. 
 
66 Pretagostini (1991) 112–14 = Pretagostini (2007) 136–8, with reference especially to Catenacci (1991). 
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sister marriage of Ptolemy to Arsinoe, which was portrayed, for example in Theoc. Id. 17, as 

analogous to the union of Zeus and Hera. Sotades fr. 16 may in fact have been the incipit of a 

poem on the theme.67 The verse runs: 

 
  Ἥρην ποτέ φασιν Δία τὸν τερπικέραυνον 
  
  They say that once Hera [seduced?] thunder-delighting Zeus … 
    (Sotades fr. 16 Powell) 
 

Escher’s and Pretagostini’s arguments stem in part from a likely Callimachean intertext. And so, 

with Sotades’ poetic persona and self-presentation in mind, I would like to turn to this moment 

of intertextual friction. 

 The passage in question comes from the story of Acontius and Cydippe in Book 3 of the 

Aetia. Acontius, who is from Keian Ioulis and is a descendant of Euxantius, one day sees 

Cydippe of Naxos during a festival for Apollo on Delos. Struck by her beauty, he throws an 

apple her way inscribed with the words, “(I swear) by Artemis, I will mary Acontius”; these 

words Cydippe reads aloud (fr. 75.26–7 Pf. and fr. 75a Harder = fr. 71 Pf., with 75b Harder). 

Cydippe’s father, Ceyx, not knowing that his daughter has unwittingly promised herself to 

Acontius, is preparing to hand her over in marriage to another man. It is the night before the 

arranged wedding, and the speaker is about to relay the aition of a Naxian prenuptial ritual 

according to which the bride (and apparently also the groom68) must spend the night before the 

ceremony with a youth or child of the opposite sex whose parents are both still living.69 The 

                                                
67 Pretagostini (1984) 139–47  and Escher (1913). 
 
68 Cf. Pollux 3.39–40 
 
69 Scholiast T ad Hom. Il. 14.296, explains the origin of the clandestine love between Zeus and Hera as 
related to this Naxian ritual; cf. Pretagostini, 1984, p. 146, n. 21 
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aition begins:  

 
     ἤδη καὶ κούρωι παρθένος εὐνάσατο,    1 

  τέθμιον ὡς ἐκέλευε προνύμφιον ὕπνον ἰαῦσαι 
     ἄρσενι τὴν τᾶλιν παιδὶ σὺν ἀμφιθαλεῖ. 

  Ἥρην γάρ κοτέ φασι—κύον, κύον, ἴσχεο, λαιδρέ  
     θυμέ, σύ γ᾽ ἀείσηι καὶ τά περ οὐχ ὁσίη·    5 

  ὤναο κάρτ’ ἕνεκ᾽ οὔ τι θεῆς ἴδες ἱερὰ φρικτῆς, 
     ἐξ ἂν ἐπεὶ καὶ τῶν ἤρυγες ἱστορίην. 

  ἦ πολυιδρείη χαλεπὸν κακόν, ὅστις ἀκαρτεῖ 
     γλώσσης· ὡς ἐτεὸν παῖς ὅδε μαῦλιν ἔχει. 
  ἠῶιοι μὲν ἔμελλον ἐν ὕδατι θυμὸν ἀμύξειν    10 
     οἱ βόες ὀξεῖαν δερκόμενοι δορίδα· 
  δειελινὴν τὴν δ᾽ εἷλε κακὸς χλόος, ἦλθε δὲ νοῦσος… 

 
     And already the girl had slept with a boy, 
  As custom bade a bride to spend the night before the wedding 
     with a male child whose parents were both still alive. 
  For they say that once Hera—dog, dog! Check yourself! Impudent  
     heart, you will even sing about what is unholy. 
  You benefited greatly in that you did not at all witness the sacred matters 

of the terrifying goddess—you would have vomited out the story of that, too. 
  Great knowledge is a hard evil for one who cannot control his 
     tongue: he is truly a child holding a knife.   
  In the early morning, they were about to tear at their heart, 
     the cattle were, when they saw the sharp sacrificial knife in the water. 
  But in the evening, an evil pallor seized the girl, and a sickness came on… 
 
     (Callim. fr. 75.1–12 Pfeiffer) 
   

 It has been argued convincingly that line 4 is a direct evocation of Sotades fr. 16.70 

Évelyne Prioux notes that, in addition to Pretagostini’s earlier arguments for a reference to 

Sotades, οὐχ ὁσίη picks up on οὐχ ὁσίην (sc. τρυμαλιὴν) in Sotades fr. 1 and reinforces the 

notion that it is to Philadelphus and Arsinoe’s brother-sister marriage as hierogamos that both 

                                                
70 Harder (2012) ad loc. and e.g. Fantuzzi and Hunter (2004) 62 regard Pretagostini’s suggestions as 
speculation (albeit at least an “attractive” one in the latter case); however, I agree with D’Alessio (2007) 
ad loc. that “alcune precise riprese verbali permettono di leggere tra le righe un’obliqua allusione ai versi 
in cui Sotade satireggiava…” 
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poets are referring.71  

 While Callimachus’ vehement aposiopesis claims to be out of adherence to religious law, 

a correspondence with Sotades’ poem would clearly indicate that there are also contemporary 

literary and political motivations behind this self-interruption. Alan Cameron once wrote that 

Callimachus here “alludes to the incident [i.e., of Sotades and his poetry] with what can only be 

described as flippancy”72; although for Cameron, Sotades was the exception rather than the 

rule—“The truth is that Hellenistic kings were remarkably tolerant of frankness from their 

associates”73—and even Sotades may have lived for another decade after his biting remarks, 

leaving him to “[travel] from court to court abusing the kings of the age for some twenty years 

with impunity.”74  

 What exactly is Callimachus doing here with this “flippant” allusion to Sotades’ 

politically insulting poetic tropes? Why bring them up at all? Multiple explanations have been 

offered for the motivation of their inclusion. Cameron and others have argued that we should 

expect more familiarity and less formality between the Ptolemies and their Alexandrian poets.75 

But attempts to read the “court poetry” of Callimachus and Theocritus against the grain, as 

somehow subtly subversive, have so far been rather unconvincing.76 Almost conversely, 

                                                
71 Prioux (2009) 120. Theocritus Id. 15.64 may also be referring to Sotades: πάντα γυναῖκες ἴσαντι, καὶ 
ὡς Ζεὺς ἀγάγεθ᾽ Ἥραν (“Women know everything—even how Zeus married Hera”). The emphatic καί 
gives the hint. 
 
72 Cameron (1995) 19.  
 
73 Cameron (1995) 16.  
 
74 The chronology assumes that Sotades’ offensive verses would have been published soon after the 
marriage between Ptolemy and Arsinoe, some time between 279/8–4. Cf. Cameron (1995) 19, citing 
Launey (1945) for Sotades’ lifespan after the royal marriage. 
 
75 E.g. Cameron (1995) 22–3 and 98–9; Prioux (2009); Cusset (2009). 
 
76 Schwinge (1986), Part II; cf. review by Clauss (1988). 
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however, some recent studies of the early Ptolemaic court and the poets who at some point lived 

or worked in Alexandria have subjected the poetry to rather blunt historicizing analysis without 

leaving room for literary and socio-poetic interdynamics and nuance.77 Thus, in the light of these 

lines of Callimachus and the passage of Athenaeus in which Sotades fr. 1 is introduced, scholars 

and readers have interpreted Sotades’ life as a moral exemplum of the consequences of 

transgressing Ptolemaic courtly parrhesia. Weber (1998–9), for example, sees such transgression 

as the fundamental reason why Sotades, Theocritus of Chios (who jokingly referred to Antigonus 

the One-Eyed as the “Cyclops”78), and Daphidas of Telmessus (who wrote an epigram 

denigrating the foundations of the Attalid dynasty79) were put to death under various Hellenistic 

rulers.80 While I agree with Weber that such stories about dissident poets are important examples 

of suppressed voices—and, as such, I think, deserve a privileged position in any reconstruction 

of cultural poetics—we should also keep in mind that the framing of Sotades’ offensive verse 

and the reason given for his punishment (parrhēsia) are situated in a later Imperial, specifically 

                                                
77 E.g. Weber (1993), Weber (1998–9), Hauben (2013). For reasons of language, I have not been able to 
read I.M. Nachov’s article, “поэзия протеста и гнева: Сотад, феникс, Керкид” (= “The Poetry of 
Protest and Anger: Sotades, Phoenix, Kerkidas”), in Voprosy klassicheskoi filologii, vol. 5 (1973): 5–67.  
 
78 Plut.  Quaest. conv. 2.1, Plut. de lib. educ. 14 (= Mor. 11B-C); cf. Weber (1998–9) footnotes 56, 57, 59; 
cf. SH 738. 
 
79 SH 370 (= Strab. 14.1.39), directed at Philetaerus, founder of the Attalid dynasty at Pergamon, where 
he had initially been posted by Lysimachus to guard Lysimachus’ treasury there: 
  

πορφύρεοι μώλωπες, ἀπορρινήματα γάζης 
    Λυσιμάχου, Λυδῶν ἄρχετε καὶ Φρυγίης. 
 
 Purple with welts, scraps from the treasure 
    of Lysimachus, you rule over the Lydians and Phrygia. 
 
Cf. also SH 371 (= Suda s.v. Δαφίδας). 

 
80 Cf. also Prioux (2009). For Athenaeus’ framing of Sotades, cf. Athen. 14. 620F (τὴν ἄκαιρον 
παρρησίαν τοῦ Σωτάδου).  
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Athenaean context.81 As I will argue below, Athenaeus may have been influenced by 

Callimachus’ response to Sotades. More importantly, readings like Weber’s take the secondary 

tradition, e.g., Athenaeus and Plutarch, at face value and do not always consider the symbolic 

and literary, generic, or sociological value of the “life of the poet”—in other words, the poet’s 

name as sign and symbol, as arguably in the figure of Sotades. I would thus suggest, rather, that 

any discussion of this passage should be oriented in both poetic and ethical-political terms. To 

rephrase Leslie Kurke’s useful formulation, I think that here we have a historical problem that 

opens out to a problem of genre.82  

 Let’s then return to a consideration of the passage cited above. Cydippe carries out a 

peculiar Naxian prenuptial ritual, one that exists for a reason that the speaker begins to explain, 

before interrupting himself with an abrupt self-address and finally ending with a gnomic 

statement about the danger of “(too) much knowledge” (πολυιδρείη) in the hands of one unable 

to exercise proper self-control. The poet addresses himself in Pindaric fashion83—but 

disparagingly, as a child “incapable of reining in his curiosity and his pleasure in telling tales.”84 

Yet the charge seems aimed simultaneously at all who would freely and unthinkingly disclose 

such knowledge. Who, exactly, is being represented as the uninhibited child, Callimachus-the 

poet-speaker or the alluded-to other (Sotades)? Clearly, the former; but our intertexts demand 

that we also take the latter into consideration. The image of the proverbial knife in the proverbial 

                                                
81 Thus, the reason that Athenaeus gives for Sotades’ death should be considered within the semantic and 
ideological development of parrhēsia (alongside isēgoria) over time. On this, see Momigliano (1971) = 
Momigliano (1980) 403–436, esp. pp. 426–30. 
 
82 Cf. Kurke (2002) 20, cited above. 
 
83 Cf. Pi. O. 2.89; N. 3.26; and further, Harder (2012) ad loc.  
 
84 D’Alessio (2007) ad fr. 75.10. 
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child’s hands then serves as a surprising transition to the next few lines. It is early morning on 

the wedding day. We expect to hear of Cydippe again but instead are faced with the ominous and 

unsettling image of anxious cattle “rending their hearts” as they suddenly realize that they are 

about to become sacrificial meat. Now it is evening—yet another temporal adjective—and 

Cydippe has fallen ill. The ritual has failed because, we soon find out, Cydippe’s father, Ceyx, is 

unwittingly transgressing divine law by not honoring his daughter’s equally unwitting oath to 

Artemis. Soon, he will do what is required of Greek mythological protocol—consult with 

Apollo—but this is yet to come. 

 The interruption at lines 4–9 is startling; and, in some ways, unnecessary. The oblique 

allusion to Sotades’ scurrilous theology seems oddly out of place in the Acontius and Cydippe 

narrative. In order to understand its inclusion properly, we must zoom out and think about the 

Acontius and Cydippe episode as a whole.  

 This narrative is not centered around a particular aition but instead traces, in a love-

lensed way, the rise of the Acontiads as rulers of Ioulis on Keos.85 The love story between 

Acontius and Cydippe provides the narrative thrust; the hyper-foreshortened view of Xenomedes 

of Keos’ local history (fr. 75.50–end; cf. FGrH 442 F1) the narrative justification. In fact, the 

entire tale is framed by Keian mythological prehistory, in the naming of Euxantius as progenitor 

of the Acontiads at fr. 67.7 and in the hint at Euxantius’ birth (as the son of Dexithea, [one of] 

the last to survive of the Telchines, and King Minos on a visit to Keos from Crete) after the 

island’s destruction by Zeus.  

 This condensed précis of Xenomedes’ history of Keos from line 50 to the preserved end 

of the tale in fr. 75 runs the gamut: from the island’s first divine habitation by nymphs migrating 

                                                
85 Harder (2012) 542–3. 
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from the Corycian cave near Delphi; to its first human habitation by “Carians along with the 

Leleges”86; to the story of the impious Telchines, ancient inhabitants of the Aegean, and the fiery 

destruction visited on them and their island by an angry Zeus; to the founding of Keos’ four main 

towns, Karthaia, Ioulis, Poiessa, and Koressos (an important Ptolemaic harbour,87 cf. fr. 67.5); to, 

finally, the tale of Acontius and Cydippe, converted from Xenomedes’ local account to 

Callimachus’ own revised history (“from there the boy’s/ story came to my Calliope”, ἔνθεν ὁ 

παιδὸς/ μῦθος ἐς ἡμετέρην ἔδραμε Καλλιόπην, fr. 75.76–7 Pf.). In Callimachus’ list of Keian 

events, myths of migration and succession end in a tale of love-sanctioned beginnings for a 

stable Acontiad dynasty. On such a reading, it would seem that the real aition of the story has 

everything to do with the perquisites for dynastic stability and continuity.  

 Looking at this aetiological story at a slant, as it were, what we see, I think, is a kind of 

calque on the success of well-matched dynastic marriages applied to the mythological backstory 

of an area in which the Ptolemies had territorial interests throughout much of the first half of the 

third century.88 If Alan Cameron was right about the dating of the “Acontius and Cydippe” 

fragments (i.e., composed during the reign of Ptolemy II, and perhaps not long after his marriage 

to Arsinoe II, because of the reference to Sotades’ verse89), then this story of the Aetia could 

                                                
86 Pre-Greek tribes from Asia Minor, according to Homer, Il. 2.867ff. and 10.428ff.; the eponymous hero 
Keos seems to be among their number. 
 
87 On Koressos (renamed Arsinoe in the early third century) and Keos generally as an important 
Ptolemaic base of operations, cf. Bagnall  (1976) 141–5. Mueller (2006) 157–9; but on the decline of 
Koressos by the early 2nd century BCE, cf. Cherry and Davis (1991). 
 
88 Ptolemaic interest in Keos may have had to do with its value as a Ptolemaic base of operations for 
affairs related to Attica, the Saronic Gulf, and the rest of the Cyclades, especially in the time of the 
Chremonidean War, cf. Bagnall (1976) 145. On Ptolemaic interest in the Cyclades until the end of the 
Chremonidean War, cf. for example Buraselis (1982) 60–76, 141–176; Reger (1994); Cherry, Davis, and 
Mantzourani (1991b); Meadows (2013). 
 
89 Cameron (1995) 257ff.  
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have been composed not long after the Ptolemaic refoundation of Koressos under the dynastic 

toponym of “Arsinoe.”90 Such a context would certainly make a focus on the nuptial foundations 

for Keian dynastic and imperial stability appealing. 

 A parallel literary and political frame is at work later on in Aetia Book 3, in the Phrygius 

and Pieria episode (fr. 80–83b Harder = fr. 80–83 Pf.), often cited alongside the Acontius and 

Cydippe story as a natural pairing. Here we have another love story, this time between the king 

of Miletus (Phrygius) and a beauty from Myous (Pieria). Their union leads to a formal peace 

treaty between the two hitherto warring poleis, thus serving as a mythological justification for 

Myous’ loss of political independence to Miletus in the 3rd century, likely under the centralizing 

forces of Ptolemaic imperial administration.91 Miletus, like Keos, was of strategic interest to the 

Ptolemies in the 3rd century. It seems to have fallen under Ptolemaic control or influence by 

about 279/8 BCE, when Ptolemy II is recorded as giving a grant of land to Miletus (possibly 

during the so-called “Syrian War of Succession” against Antiochus I Soter).92 The seeds of 

Ptolemaic influence might perhaps have been planted as early as 295/4 BCE, when Ptolemy I 

supported Miletus in its bid to liberate itself from Demetrius Poliorcetes.93 (Ptolemaic influence 

                                                
90 For the dating of the refounding of Koressos-Arsinoe to the period of the Chremonidean War, cf. Reger 
(1996) 40. Mueller’s scepticism about the knowability of the date of refoundation does not appear to take 
in all of the evidence; Mueller (2006) 157–8.  
 
91 Cf. the synoecism of Ptolemaic Koressos and Ioulis on Keos in the early 2nd century BCE, Cherry and 
Davis (1991). On Callimachus and Ptolemaic Asia Minor, cf. Ragone (2006).  
 
92 I. Milet I.3.123, 38–40: Ptolemy II gives a piece of land to the city of Miletus, where in 280/79 
Antiochus I was still hailed as “stephanephoros.” On the expansion of Ptolemaic influence in the Aegean 
from 279/8 for the next several decades, cf. e.g. Meadows (2013) and further discussion in Chapter 3. 
 
93 I. Milet. I.3.139, with Hölbl (2001) 38, n. 10, who speculates that Ptolemy II may have renewed 
Ptolemy I’s “treaty of alliance and friendship” with Miletus in 279/8 BCE; on the “Syrian War of 
Succession” and possible Ptolemaic-Seleucid relations in early 3rd-century Asia Minor, cf. Mastrocinque 
(1987/88), with SEG  42-1795, and Mastrocinque (1993). An honorary decree of Miletus for the people of 
Naukratis, found at Didyma, further highlights the importance of maintaining Egyptian-Milesian links in 
the early 3rd century, cf. SEG 52-1119 (dated 300–250 BCE), ed. pr. Günther (2001); Miletus is at this 
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lasted until c. 259/8, when Miletus passed to Seleucid control.94) Perhaps even more blatantly 

than the tale of Acontius and Cydippe, that of Phrygius and Pieria rewrites a mythological origin 

story rooted in stasis into one that features a nuptial process that succeeded where countless 

embassies from both cities had failed (fr. 80.22–3 Harder). 

 

 The representation of the literary conflict and contestation concerning Ptolemy and 

Arsinoe’s brother-sister marriage is clearly a complex one. In the Acontius and Cydippe episode, 

Callimachus activates the “sign” of Sotades and the impious ideologeme of Zeus screwing Hera 

(and Hera possibly fellating Zeus; discussed below) and re-inscribes them in a neatly paired 

mythological origin story that above all establishes the mythical conditions for dynastic and, we 

might add, imperial stability. Not only did Keos in the Aegean and Miletus on the coast of Asia 

Minor form part of the “geopolitical buffer zone” 95 of the Ptolemaic empire in the second 

quarter of the third century; they were also more concretely and intimately related by 

mythological genealogy through the figure of King Euxantius who, as the son of Minos and 

Dexithea, was both the father of the eponymous hero Miletus and the ancestor of Acontius.  

 In fact, I would argue that the explicit mention of Euxantius at Aet. fr. 67.7 Pf. would 

have invited an obvious reading against previous literary treatments of Keian history, such as 

Pindar Paean 4 (= Ruth. D4) and other famous Keian traditions of choral lyric.96 This Pindaric 

                                                
point clearly under Ptolemaic political and, specifically, economic control, as the mention of Ptolemaic 
drachms at lines 7–8 indicates. 
 
94 App. Syr. 65. Cf. Buraselis (1982) 164ff. Cf. Harder (2012) 673–4 (but NB the mistake about Miletus 
passing to Antigonid control); as Harder notes, there is no other evidence of a war between Miletus and 
Myous. On Milesian cults in Callimachus, cf. Petrovic (2007) 204–8; Ehrhardt (2003). 
 
95 As Mueller (2006) 158 puts it. 
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hymn seems to have been composed for a Keian chorus, most likely for performance on Delos.97 

In the second antistrophe, the chorus of Keians98 approvingly introduces as an exemplum “the 

saying (λόγος) of King Euxantius, who refused to rule alone” (ll. 35–37; the λόγος is also 

called a τέρας, “omen,” l. 39). Euxantius, son of Minos and Dexithea, had been offered joint rule 

on Crete along with the children of Minos and Pasiphäe (ll. 37–39). The chorus delivers his reply 

dramatically, in the persona of the king (Pi. Pa. 4 [=D4 Ruth.] 40–53):  

 
 40                     “…τρέω τοι 
        πόλεμον Διὸς Ἐννοσίδαν τε βαρ[ύ]κτυπον… 
 
        χθόνα τοί ποτε καὶ στρατὸν ἀθρόον 
        πέμψαν κεραυνῷ τριόδοντί τε 
        ἐς τὸν βαθὺν Τάρταρον ἐμὰν μα- 
 45        τέρα λιπόντες καὶ ὅλον οἶκον εὐερκέα· 
        ἔπειτα πλούτου πειρῶν μακάρων τ᾽ ἐπιχώριον 
        τεθμὸν π[ά]μπαν ἐρῆμον ἀπωσάμενος 
            μέγαν ἄλλοθι 
        κλᾶρον ἔχω; λίαν μοι [δέο]ς ἔμπεδον εἴ- 
 50   η κεν. ἔα, φρήν, κυπάρισ- 
            σον, ἔα δὲ Περιδαῖον νομόν. 
       ⌊ἐμοὶ δ᾽ ὀλίγον δέδοται θά[μνου⌋ ⏑⏑, 
       ⌊οὐ πενθέων δ’ ἔλαχον, ⟨οὐ⟩ στασίων⌋…” 
 
 40   “…I fear  
  the war of Zeus, and the deep-thundering Earth-Shaker… 
  
  With thunder and trident, they once    
  sent the land and a countless army  
  into deep Tartarus, leaving behind my  
 45      mother and a well-fortified home.  
  And after that am I to strive after wealth  

                                                
96 Especially Bacch. 17, “The Youths; or Theseus”; Bacch. 1, “For Argeios of Keos, in the boys’ boxing 
match, Isthmian Games.”  
 
97 Pi. Pa. 4.12–13, Δᾶλον ἀγακλέα… Χάρισι. The title of this paean is given as εἰς Δῆλον by Grenfell 
and Hunt, εἰς Δῆλον προσοδιακός by D’Alessio; εἰς Κάρθαιαν by Rutherford, cf. Rutherford (2001) 
281.  
 
98 Possibly from Karthaia in south-east Keos, the closest of its cities to Delos. See Rutherford (2001) 283, 
n. 1. 
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  and thrust aside the gods’ local ordinance, utterly abandoned, and hold a  
     great estate elsewhere?  
     My fear would be too great, and  
 50 ever present. Leave, my heart, the cypress  
       trees, and leave the pasturage around Ida.  
  I have been given [only] a bit of [shrub?] ⏑⏑ 
  but I have no share of sorrows, nor of stasis…” 
 

  Throughout the paean, there is a strong emphasis on the maintenance and celebration of 

local identity back-projected onto the mythological figure of Euxantius as a paraenetic 

exemplum.99 The first-person “I” of the chorus100 merges with the prophetic, narrated “I” of 

Euxantius to reinforce a system of ethics centered on the bounded community. A delicate 

balance is struck between local identity and theoric, communal identity; and between an ancient 

tradition of Minoan imperialism and a contemporary situation of (Athenian) subjugation through 

ritual community ties—a classic Pindaric example of the complex layeredness of mythical 

narrative in performance.101 Just as the history of Keos in Pindar demonstrates how Minoan 

thalassocracy bleeds into a willing submission to Athenian thalassocracy, so, Callimachus seems 

to imply, might the stories of Acontius-Cydippe and Phrygius-Pieria foreshadow the fate of the 

Ptolemaic Aegean. The refutation of the Sotadean ideologeme in Aet. fr.75 thus counters 

scurrilous “popular” theology with an allusion to prophetic political destiny. A moment of 

                                                
99   For example, l. 8, “peace for Ceos,” ἡ]συχίαν Κέῳ; ll. 12-15, which are fragmentary, but must mean 
“Karthaia (is) a narrow strip of land… but I would (not) exchange it for Babylon”; ll. 32-34, which are 
also fragmentary, but most likely mean, “(it is best/most secure/dearest) for a man to cherish his home 
town (τὸ δὲ οἴκοθεν ἄστυ) and his kinsmen….” 
 
100 E.g. lines 2 (-ύσομαι), 15 (ἀμείψομαι), 21–4 (ἐγὼ… διαγινώσκομαι… γινώσκομαι δὲ…), 27 
(ἄνιππός εἰμι), and 36 (ἐπαίνεσα). 
 
101 Thus Kowalzig (2007) 88–94. Kowalzig most strongly formulates the Athens-Keos-Delos 
triangulation with regard to Bacch. 17: “The Keans here are subject to the finest ideological trick: they 
celebrate release from an oppressor’s tribute—to Minos—by paying, with or without realizing it, a new 
tribute—to Athens” (ibid., 91). 
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kinaidologia expands out to encompass contemporary thalassocratic concerns.  

 As we will see, however, Callimachus uses the guise of conflict also to make a different 

kind of statement: one regarding the claim to truth and knowledge, as well as literary and 

political ethics.  

 

 

The Limits of Speech and Knowledge 

 In Callimachus fr. 75.1–9, what is at stake is not only the status or meaning of the 

representation of the brother-sister marriage of Zeus and Hera (with obvious relevance for 

Ptolemy II Philadelphus and Arsinoe II), but also a claim to access to knowledge, particularly 

theological and ethical knowledge. This latter point is signaled in the gnomic couplet closing this 

episode (vv. 8–9):  

 

  ἦ πολυιδρείη χαλεπὸν κακόν, ὅστις ἀκαρτεῖ 
       γλώσσης· ὡς ἐτεὸν παῖς ὅδε μαῦλιν ἔχει. 

 
  Great knowledge is a hard evil for one who cannot control his 
     tongue: he is truly a child holding a knife.   
 

The self-interruption had begun in a comic idiom with an evocation of Aristophanes’ Wasps:  

κύον, κύον, ἴσχεο, λαιδρέ/ θυμέ at Aet. fr. 75.4–5 recalls an episode in the Wasps in which the 

litigious father Philocleon retells an Aesopic fable. Aesop (we’re told) once rebuked a drunken 

dog with the words, “O dog, dog, if by Zeus in exchange for your evil tongue you should buy 

wheat from somewhere, I think you would have sense” (“ὦ κύον κύον, / εἰ νὴ Δί᾽ ἀντὶ τῆς 

κακῆς γλώττης ποθὲν/ πυροὺς πρίαιο, σωφρονεῖν ἄν μοι δοκεῖς,” Ar. Vesp. 1403–5). In the 

Wasps, Philocleon—like Callimachus’ narrator—redirects the Aesopic “double dog” epithet to 
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curb (human) speech.102 The self-interruption continues this theme of inappropriate speech by 

ending with a gnomic couplet that warns against “much knowledge” for one who lacks control 

over his tongue. (Incidentally, these lines were probably the basis on which Athenaeus, at 

14.620F, reconstructs the cause of Sotades’ death as due to τὴν ἄκαιρον παρρησίαν.) The 

conventional juxtaposition between knowledge, speech, and sōphrosynē plays out in several 

other texts that are in conversation with these lines.   

 Insofar as the theme of ethical and poetic self-control in this passage deals with the 

interpretation of a Homeric scene (if Sotades fr. 1 negatively re-interpreted the marriage of Zeus 

and Hera/Ptolemy and Arsinoe, as argued earlier), the self-interruption in the Acontius and 

Cydippe episode situates itself in a wider, age-old discussion about the place of poetry in dealing 

with myth. One locus classicus where such discussion occurs, and which Callimachus, given his 

extensive engagement with Plato, may have had in mind, is at Rep. 390b ff.103 As one of the 

various ways in which Homer fails to teach the youth proper sōphrosynē, Socrates quotes Il. 

14.294ff. describing Zeus’ uncontrollable desire for Hera: the great Olympian cannot wait to 

crawl into bed and decides that he must have Hera then and there, on the ground. The passage of 

the Republic in question proceeds from Socrates’ discussion of scenes from Homer that are to be 

athetized on the basis of theological and/or moral objections. The discussion of sōphrosynē, 

however, proceeds in particular from the question of how those who are being ruled should 

behave towards those in power (Rep. 389e). Should we understand this Platonic passage as 

informing the literary context of Callimachus’ “Dog, dog!” interruption—and as a part of the 

                                                
102 On the connection between the Aristophanic and Callimachean passages, cf. Pontes (1995). The same 
repetition of κύον, κύον occurs also at Call. H. Dem. 63–4. 
 
103 Cf. Harder (2012) on fr. 75.4. On Callimachus’ engagement with Plato, see Acosta-Hughes and 
Stephens (2012) 23–83. 
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wider theological battle over the representation of the Zeus-Hera/Ptolemy-Arsinoe ideologeme—

then the issue of silence and restraint vs. overly free speech (ἀκαρτεῖ/ γλώσσης) is clearly 

framed as one of political behavior.  

 Such an interpretation is bolstered by the fact that Callimachus appears to engage with 

philosophical traditions closer to his own time, in his deployment of the proverb “a child with a 

knife.” The phrase μὴ παιδὶ μάχαιραν (“don’t give a knife to a child”) occurs in a papyrus 

fragment (P.Oxy. 666) that seems to have been a part of the Protrepticus, a lost work attributed 

to Aristotle and known only through the later assemblage of Iamblichus’ work of the same 

name.104 In the papyrus fragment, a character named “Isocrates” warns his audience that neither 

wealth nor might nor beauty counts as among a man’s boons if he neglects his soul and lacks 

intelligence (φρόνησις): “For the saying ‘no knife for a child’ means this: ‘Don’t entrust power 

to the bad’” (τὸ γὰρ μὴ παιδὶ μάχαιραν τοῦτ᾽ [ἐστι,] τὸ μὴ τοῖς φ[αύ]λοις τὴν ἐξου[σί]αν 

ἐγχειρίζε[ιν]).105 Callimachus’ gnomic rebuke about the limits of speech and knowledge thus 

embeds itself in a much larger discourse about political power. 

 As A. A. Long has argued, we should see ethics as a “hot subject” in the Hellenistic 

period,106 one in which the Socratic tradition of “self-control” (sōphrosynē) is mobilized in 

different ways—in different “technologies of the self,” as Long writes, borrowing from 

Foucault—and which, specifically, transfers notions (like enkrateia), traditionally used with 

                                                
104 P.Oxy. 666. On this “protreptic” letter and its attribution to Aristotle, cf. Düring (1962) 46–92. The 
papyrus partially overlaps with a passage at Stobaeus 3.3.25, which Stobaeus himself attributes to 
Aristotle. The authenticity of the Protrepticus has long been a point of scholarly debate, with current 
consensus favoring the view that Iamblichus’ Protrepticus does indeed seem to assemble fragments from 
Aristotle’s lost work.  
 
105 A similar sentiment occurs also in another papyrus fragment attributed to the Protrepticus (P.Oxy. 
3699): reputation, strength, and beauty is to an uneducated man (apaideutos) as “a knife to a child.” 
 
106 Long (1993) 142.  
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reference to political control, to the self.107 I would push this line of thinking further and suggest 

that reflections on such philosophical traditions must have quickly made their way into a type of 

literature—“mirrors for princes,” or variants of works titled Peri basileias—that came to fruition 

in the Hellenistic period and is best exemplified by the Letter of Aristeas, probably composed in 

the 2nd century BCE but set in the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus.108 Moreover, debating the 

ethics of royal behavior was clearly a part of courtly life, especially at the symposium. An 

anecdote in Plutarch about how Epicurus, in a Peri basileias, disapproved of such philosophical 

and literary debates at symposia and instead favored “battle stories (‘strategems’) and vulgar 

buffoonery over beginning-to-end discussions about issues in music or poetics,” shows precisely 

how prominent such literary debates were (Plut. Mor. 1095C; cf. 1095E).109 Callimachus’ 

“rebuke” to Sotades invokes both earlier and contemporary philosophical and political language 

to establish his authority—his own standing in a tradition of poetic sophia and in contemporary 

ethical, perhaps even sympotic discourse. In doing so, he counters, in a multi-pronged way, 

Sotades’ moralizing critique of “divine” behavior, drawing on contemporary developments in 

protreptic and symbouleutic literature, as well as ever-continuing debates about the 

representation of the gods in Homer. 

                                                
107 Long (1993) 145–6. Long continues in these pages: “The consequence of internal power over oneself 
is conceived as the foundation of supreme authority tout court. Thus an Epicurean is promised divinity—
‘you will live like a god among men’—and the Stoic sage is the only king” (citing Epicurus in Diog. 
Laert. 10.135 and SVF III.132). Among other contemporary philosophical parallels concerning personal 
ethics, one might think of Zeno of Citium’s famous association with ἐγκρατεία—so much so that he 
became, as Long phrases it, “the paradigm of self-mastery or empowerment,” ibid. 146; cf. Diog. Laert. 
7.27, τοῦ φιλοσόφου Ζήνωνος ἐγκρατέστερος. 
 
108 On the Letter of Aristeas, cf. e.g. Wright (2015) for the most recent and extensive commentary and 
Pelletier (1962) for text and commentary; further studies by Murray (1967), Hongiman (2003), Rajak 
(2009). 
 
109 …(παραινῶν) στρατιωτικὰ διηγήματα καὶ φορτικὰς βωμολοχίας ὑπομένειν μᾶλλον ἐν τοῖς 
συμποσίοις ἢ λόγους περὶ μουσικῶν καὶ ποιητικῶν προβλήματων περαινομένους. On this point, see 
further Murray (1996) 20–1. 



 49 

 One final point concerning these lines. We might take our analysis of this passage a step 

further still by homing in on an unusual and highly marked word: πολυιδρείη, which occurs only 

twice before in Greek literature, at Od. 2.346 (of Odysseus’ nurse, Eurykleia) and Theognis 703 

(of Sisyphus). However, closer in thought (as well as in metrical sedes) to the Callimachean 

context is a passage from Hesiod’s Theogony about the myth of Prometheus “of much 

knowledge” (πολύιδριν,110 cf. Hes. Theog. 613–16, cited below).111 As Fantuzzi and Hunter note 

in their discussion of the Aetia’s relationship to Hesiod, the story of Prometheus’ attempt to trick 

Zeus into taking the bones rather than the flesh of a sacrificial animal, as an explanation of Greek 

sacrificial custom, is the major aition in the Theogony.112  As in the Callimachean passage, the 

Prometheus episode in Hesiod ends with a gnomic admonition against overweening knowledge 

(Theog. 613–16): 

ὣς οὐκ ἔστι Διὸς κλέψαι νόον οὐδὲ παρελθεῖν. 
  οὐδὲ γὰρ Ἰαπετιονίδης ἀκάκητα Προμηθεύς 
  τοῖό γ᾽ ὑπεξήλυξε βαρὺν χόλον, ἀλλ᾽ ὑπ᾽ ἀνάγκης 
  καὶ πολύιδριν ἐόντα μέγας κατὰ δεσμὸς ἐρύκει. 
 

  Thus it is impossible to deceive or bypass the mind of Zeus. 
  For not even gracious Prometheus, the son of Iapetus,  
  Escaped from his heavy wrath, but, of necessity, 
  Though he had much knowledge, a great chain binds him down. 
 

The Hesiodic intertext helps to structure Callimachus’ response to the Sotadean “ideologeme” 

                                                
110 The adjectival form is not quite as rare as the nominal form, but its occurrences are nevertheless 
relatively infrequent and thus arguably marked; such may be the case when it is used of the Adonis singer 
at Theocritus Id. 15.97, πολύιδρις ἀοιδός. 
 
111 Not adduced by Harder, or Fantuzzi and Hunter who otherwise go to great lengths to illustrate 
Callimachus’ extensive interaction with Hesiod’s Theogony in the Aetia, cf. Fantuzzi-Hunter (2004) 51–
60.  
 
112 ibid. 54. 
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(i.e., the representation of Zeus and Hera): the consequence of the abuse of knowledge is lasting 

bondage (Sotades was famously, at least in Plutarch’s version, sentenced to lifelong 

imprisonment for his blasphemies). It is notable, too, that this story of Prometheus, together with 

that of Hera’s wily seduction of Zeus at Il. 14.153–353, constitute the two most famous mythical 

instances of the deception of “the mind of Zeus.” 

 Fantuzzi and Hunter describe this Callimachean passage as a bit of “witty self-mockery,” 

with the complaint of the difficult burden of “much knowledge” striking an especially 

incongruous note in a poem as learned as the Aetia: that is, it “again call[s] attention to the 

process of selection which must lie at the heart of any such poem.”113 Wit is certainly an 

important aspect of Callimachus’ poetry, but I would here argue that a serious engagement with 

contemporary political and religious discourse is equally at play. Again, we are dealing with a 

matter of ethics, both within and through literature, with relevance for contemporary political 

events. 

 That there was much at stake in the representation of Zeus and Hera is not only evident in 

such passages as these but also hinted at in philosophical discussions from at least the fourth 

century onward—most well known are the passages from Plato’s Republic discussed above, but 

there were also the numerous accounts that attempted to allegorize divine behavior.114  

 The Stoic Chrysippus, for example, living and writing in Athens (and possibly present 

during Callimachus’ stay there in ca. 248/7, if an inscription listing a certain Callimachus as a 

benefactor to the Athenian state is to be identified with the Cyrenean poet),115 was notorious in 

                                                
113 Fantuzzi and Hunter (2004) 61–2. 
 
114 From at least the Stoics onward; see for example the essays in Lamberton (1992), and Buffière (1956). 
The relevance of such allegorical discussions in the light of the marriage between Ptolemy II and Arsinoe 
II is discussed by Prioux (2009) 123–4. 
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later sources for his shameful “confabulations” about Hera and Zeus.116 He had given an 

allegorical account of a sexually vivid graphē in the Heraion at Samos that showed Hera 

fellating Zeus. His account explained away the act of fellatio as a stand-in for matter (ὕλη) 

receiving divine generating reason or order (σπερματικοὺς λόγους τοῦ θεοῦ) for the 

arrangement of all things.117 Later, perhaps towards the end of the 1st or beginning of the 2nd 

century CE, Heraclitus “the Grammarian” rationalized Hera’s seduction of Zeus as an allegory of 

spring, with Hera as air and Zeus as aether, and their commingling as the onset of vernal 

fecundity (Homeric Problems 39).118 

 In the case of Chrysippus, one might reasonably posit that Callimachus would have been 

aware of such allegorical expositions by one of the most important figures (and soon to be head) 

of the Athenian Stoa. There were clearly multiple interpretations and representations of the 

relationship between Zeus and Hera, and part of Callimachus’ implied commentary on “much 

knowledge” seems to be that there is indeed much to be gained (and lost) not only by proper 

selection of material, but also in generic and theological motivations. His evocation of works that 

lay claim to poetic access to divine knowledge, particularly Hesiod’s Theogony and Pindar’s 

epinikia and hymns, as well as philosophical works that lay claim to philosophical and literary 

mastery in their hermeneutics, speaks to the “noise” surrounding the union of Zeus and Hera, and 

categorically structures poetic knowledge itself in order to privilege his own theological stance. 

                                                
115 Agora XVI.213; cf. Oliver (2002), identifying Καλλίμαχος the benefactor with the Cyrenaean poet 
based on the unusual lack of an ethnic. 
 
116 αἰσχρῶς τὰ περὶ τὴν Ἥραν καὶ τὸν Δία ἀναπλάττει, Diog. Laert. 7.187 = SVF II 1071; on 
Chrysippus in general, Diog. Laert. 7.179 ff.  
 
117 Origen, Contra Celsum IV 48 = SVF II 1074. 
 
118 Russell and Konstan (2005) 69–73. 
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 Callimachus was of course not alone in doing so. Theocritus’ hymn for Ptolemy 

Philadelphus (Idyll 17, dated to ca. 275–270119) famously engages with this Zeus-Hera 

ideologeme in a similar, if more explicit and less subtle, way. After praising Philadelphus for his 

piety in establishing shrines in honor of the cult of his parents, the Theoi Soteres, the hymn 

transitions to a scene of chaste conjugal love (ἐκ θυμοῦ στέργοισα κασίγνητόν τε πόσιν τε, 

“loving from the bottom of her heart her brother and spouse,” Id. 17.130).120 Reportedly, the 

rhapsode at the wedding celebrations of Ptolemy and Arsinoe recited the same passage from the 

Iliad that Theocritus adapted in his hymn.121 Indeed, this alignment of the royal marriage with 

that of the Olympians was played out on an international scale and is usually described as part of 

an aggressive propagandistic program on the part of the Ptolemies122: for example, Kallikrates of 

Samos, Ptolemy II’s naval commander (nauarch) and first priest of the unified state cult of 

Alexander and of the Theoi Adelphoi,123 erected in Olympia a monumental dedication to 

Olympian Zeus consisting of a grand pedestal (20 x 4 x 1.12 m.), exhedra (2.35 x 1.68 m), 

stylobate, and columns on either end (8.93 m. tall), each supporting bronze statues of Ptolemy 

                                                
119 For a concise overview of the dating of this poem, cf. Hunter (2003) 1–8. 
 
120 στέργω is generally “of the mutual love of parents and children,” and other such similarly structured 
relationships (between a people and their ruler; a people and their divinity; a mother-city and her colony), 
and much less frequently for the love of husband and wife (LSJ, s.v. στέργω). The phrase κασίγνητόν 
τε πόσιν τε makes the link with Zeus and Hera clear, cf. the Homeric formula Ἥρην προσέειπε 
κασιγνήτην ἄλοχόν τε used in the same metrical sedes (Il. 16.432, 18.356). 
 
121 Plut. Mor. 736 E–F; the adapted line is Il. 18.356, Ζεὺς δ᾽ Ἥρην προσέειπε κασιγνήτην ἄλοχόν τε. 
Cf. Il. 16.432. 
 
122 Hazzard (2000) 85–93; but a more nuanced recent account is offered by Caneva (2016) 129–178, with 
extensive references to previous literature. 
 
123 The priest of the state cult had formerly been called simply ἱερεύς; he was now referred to as “the 
priest of Alexander and of the Theoi Adelphoi,” and with the transformation of this state cult into a 
dynastic cult under Ptolemy III Euergetes, the naming tradition continued; cf. Hölbl (2001 [1994]) 95, 
with nn. 95 and 96; cf. P.Hib. II 199.ii.12. 
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Philadelphus and Arsinoe.124 Sightlines were directed from the statues and columns of 

Kallikrates’ monument to the end-columns of the temples of Zeus and Hera, which it faced.125 

The message was clear.126  

 Yet, as I have argued thus far, literarily speaking, successfully staking out a space in a 

contested discourse about the “sacred marriage” (that of Zeus and Hera, as well as of 

Philadelphus and Arsinoe) for a Greek-facing audience was not as straightforward as a sightline 

between two monuments at Olympia. We have seen how an Athenian (comic) idiom was 

mobilized for cultural critique in the poetry of Machon, and how the figure of Sotades could 

come to symbolize theological and ethical resistance in the early Ptolemaic court. There are other 

examples: for instance, several cases of linguistic hedging in referring to Ptolemy and Arsinoe’s 

marriage.127 The comedian Alexis from Thurii in southern Italy refers to “King Ptolemy... and 

his sister” but withholds any reference to their status as husband and wife (Alexis fr. 246 K.-

A.128); the decree of the Athenian Chremonides does the same.129 Similarly, the 

                                                
124 OGIS 25 and 26; cf. Hoepfner (1971) p. 15. 
 
125 Hoepfner (1971) 15, and compared to Theocritus’ poem by Bing (2002/3) 254. Bing further argues, 
convincingly, in favor of Louis Robert’s categorization of Kallikrates as an “ardent propagandist,” 
comfortably moving between worlds old (mainland Greece) and new (Alexandria and Egypt); Bing 
(2002/3), cf. Robert (1966) 201–2. 
 
126 Posidippus also, in a now fragmentary poem, probably refers to Arsinoe in tandem with “maiden 
Hera” washing herself (  ̣ντος ἐλούσατο παρθένος Ἥρ[η, Posidipp. 114.7 A.-B. = SH 961]. As a 
parallel, later example of careful management by the Ptolemies of mythic corollaries, we might note how 
Ptolemy III Euergetes’ law concerning the cult of Arsinoe Philadelphus in Alexandria ensured that 
Arsinoe was identified with Aphrodite Euploia, the patron goddess of sailors, rather than Aphrodite 
Pandemos, the goddess of sexual pleasure. Cf. Robert (1966) 198; annotated translation in Austin (2006) 
no. 295. 
 
127 As noted by Hazzard (2000) 93. 
 
128 = Athen. 9.502B, who writes that the lines occurred in Alexis’ play, The Suppositious Child (ὁ 
Ὑποβολιμαῖος). 
 
129 Syll.3 434–5; IG II2 687; Austin (2006) no. 61. 
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pseudepigraphical Letter of Aristeas refers to Arsinoe as “the queen, Arsinoe, your sister,” again 

without reference to her status as wife.130  Theocritus’ insistence on the desexualized reimagining 

of Ptolemy and Arsinoe’s/Zeus and Hera’s hieros gamos in Idyll 17 also follows this trend. 

Callimachus’ own treatment of divine propriety had to deal with a host of other competing 

voices. One of these, I will now argue, was Euhemerus. 

                                                
130 E.g. §41. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Babbling Old Men: 
Callimachus, “Euhemerus,” and Anthropocentric Theology in Ptolemaic Alexandria 

 

 

In the previous chapter, we looked at some of the ways in which debates concerning  

the divine were manifested in Greek literary and philosophical contexts. This chapter continues 

in the same vein, but with particular attention to genealogies of the divine: how does a man 

become a god? I will argue that this question was at the center of intense theological debate in 

early Ptolemaic Egypt, a debate that went hand-in-hand with the development of one of the most 

distinctive features of this period of Greek history—the systematic worship of divinized kings. 

While cults for athletes, city-founders, and other heroes were familiar in the Greek world before 

Alexander the Great, widespread ruler cult—especially lifetime ruler cult—was not. As the 

founding member of the Ptolemaic Dynasty, Ptolemy, son of Lagus, inherited a kingdom with a 

tradition of divine pharaonic rule that spanned millennia. Greek intellectuals in the Ptolemaic 

capital of Alexandria found themselves asking an age-old question in a new context: what are the 

origins of the divine? One of these intellectuals, as we will see, was Euhemerus of Messene. 

 In order to understand better the sociocultural and historical dynamics at work in the 

early Ptolemaic period—as well as, crucially, the role of literature as a site of performance in the 

Ptolemaic project of empire—I will begin with a brief overview of the historical context before 

moving on to consider the shadowy figure of Euhemerus, his anthropocentric account of the 

origin of the Olympian gods, and a passage from Callimachus’ First Iamb that alludes to the 

circulation of his writings in Alexandria. I will then consider the figure of Euhemerus in more 

detail: Who was he? Why is he singled out by the speaker of the First Iamb for special criticism? 

What was at stake in Euhemerus’ work? In this section, which examines Euhemerus alongside 
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his rough contemporary, Hecataeus of Abdera, we will consider how the representation of the 

Ptolemaic claim to the divine was subject to different interpretations in competing narratives 

about divine origins. 

 The next section returns to Callimachus’ poetry and considers the relationship of 

contemporary theological debates to poetic discourse and style. Focusing on Callimachus’ First 

Iamb and his Hymn to Zeus, which opens with the question of Zeus’ divinity, I home in on how 

Callimachus’ poetry reproduces, and intervenes in, contemporary epistemological debates about 

the divine that lay right at the heart of Ptolemaic royal authority. I contend that Callimachus 

models—and mimics—competitive sophia about divine genealogies, theological doubt at the 

interface of mortal and divine, and the resolution of that doubt in an epistemology, and a 

theology, that always works by cumulative allusion. In doing so, his allusiveness becomes an 

elusive kind of “doublespeak”: a technique of disguise that allows him simultaneously to derive 

authority from and supersede the contestations and negotiations at work in the translation of 

culture in Ptolemaic Egypt. In both poems, but especially in the Hymn to Zeus, Callimachus 

represents himself as the arbiter of all discourse; and his poetry as the sum of all talk.1 Such a 

self-positioning is an imperial act; and the cumulative nature  of his poetry becomes symbolic of 

the Ptolemaic endeavor to amass knowledge and cultural capital.2 This reading thereby 

recuperates a fuller cultural context for what is normally understood as a purely literary 

phenomenon—Callimachus’ high allusivity. 

                                                
1 I borrow this idea from Nigel Nicholson’s discussion of Pindar and Kristevan intertextuality in 
Nicholson (2016), esp. 13–16; on Kristevan intertextuality, see also Nicholson (2013). 
 
2 On the imperial parade and royal collections as important paradigms for Callimachus’ poetry, cf. 
Krevans (2011) 132–3, with reference to the Ptolemaic appetite for collecting books (Galen, Comm. 2 in 
Hippocr. libr. 3 epidem. 239 = XVII 1.606 Kühn) and art (Plut. Arat. 12–13; Callixenus’s description of 
the procession of Ptolemy II at Athen. 5.196E). 



 57 

 In the “New World” of Hellenistic Alexandria, a new language was needed to represent 

the divine in the mortal. Callimachus found that language. 

 

 

Constructing Dynastic Memory: Alexander, the Early Ptolemies, and the Mortal Divine 

 Before Alexander the Great invaded Egypt in 332 BCE, the Persians had just defeated 

Egypt’s last native pharaoh, Nectanebo II, and installed a Persian satrap to rule over the country. 

Egyptian historical memory, as evidenced for example in the fragments of the Egyptian priest 

Manetho’s Aigyptiaka, or “Egyptian Matters,” records the event as the onset of a period of 

traumatic chaos. The Persians are compared to the foreign-descended “Hyksos” rulers of the 

Middle Kingdom of the 2nd millennium BCE, “men of insignificant birth from the East” (ἐκ τῶν 

πρὸς ἀνατολὴν μερῶν ἄνθρωποι τὸ γένος ἄσημοι) who are accused of burning and 

destroying temples and attacking or killing sacred animals like the Apis bull.3 In fact, scholars 

have suggested that Manetho’s narrative of the Hyksos rulers was modelled on events much 

closer to his own time in the 3rd century BCE—namely, the conquest and depradations of the 

Persian king Artaxerxes II against Nectanebo II. Egyptian historical memory thus groups the 

Persians and the Hyksos together as invaders from the East, forces that, like the Egyptian god 

Seth, bring disorder to the land and upset the cosmic balance.4  

Alexander and the Ptolemies, as foreign invaders, apparently escaped this fate—but how? 

Partly, no doubt, because history is written by the victors. But an equally important part of the 

ideological success of the Macedonian transition had to do with the emphasis on continuity with 

                                                
3 Joseph., Contra Ap. 1.75 = Manetho BNJ 609 F8.  
 
4 Cf. Philippa Lang on Manetho BNJ 609 T8d; with further references to Gmirkin (2006) 174–6; Dillery 
(2005); Johnson and Ritner (1990); Fraser (1978) II, 733, n.118. 
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the Egyptian past. To this end, for instance, one of Alexander’s first acts upon “liberating” Egypt 

was to consult the oracle of Zeus-Ammon at the Siwah Oasis in the Libyan Desert, where he was 

declared “son of Ammon,”5 thus explicitly and literally acquiring a designation that inscribed 

him in a traditional theocracy that had proven especially useful for past kings of Egypt without 

especially strong hereditary claims.6 Alexander also made at least two visits to Memphis, which 

served temporarily as his de facto capital,7 where he celebrated a festival of Zeus Basileus (the 

Basileia) after being declared the “son of Ammon” at Siwah8 and received Ionian ambassadors 

congratulating him on his divine sonship.9  The occasion called for performances by “the most 

famous performers (τεχνῖται) from Greece.”10 There, among the Memphite gods to whom he 

paid tribute, Alexander reportedly gave particular attention to the Apis bull and set about 

restoring its temples,11 thus effectively laying claim to one of the oldest cults and royal rituals in 

                                                
5 A deity identified with Theban and Dodonian Zeus by Herodotus in the 5th century, Hdt. 2.58; on 
genealogical traditions connecting the Argeads to Greece, cf. further bibliography in Caneva (2016) 17, n. 
20. 
 
6 Caneva (2016) 20; on the pharaonic tradition of divine sonship, see further Brunner (1986), Assmann 
(1982); and Assmann (2009) on the difference between the tradition of the pharaonic divine vs. the 
divinized Greek hero. 
 
7 LdÄ, s.v. “Memphis.” Cf. Hölbl (2001) 9–10, and, for a more thorough background on pre-Ptolemaic 
and Ptolemaic Memphis, Thompson (1988) 3–31. The relative chronology between Alexander’s 
consultation of the oracle of Ammon at Siwah, his second visit to Memphis, and the foundation of 
Alexandria, depend on which tradition we follow. The “Vulgate” tradition (Diod. 17.51.4–52.1; Curt. 
4.8.1; Just. 11.11.13, ps.-Call. A, 1.30-33; Jul. Val. 1.30–33) suggests that Alexander travelled from 
Cyrenaica to Alexandria, and then Memphis; whereas Ptolemy has Alexander head directly to Memphis 
from Siwah (Arr. An.2.5.5.; cf. Plut. Alex. 26). For a discussion and further bibliography, cf. Caneva 
(2016) 11–14; Caneva (2011) 196–7. 
 
8 Arr. An. 3.5.1–2. 
 
9 Strabo 17.1.43 = FGrH 124 F 14a (Callisthenes). 
 
10 Arr. Anab. 3.1.4. This is a recurring motif in Alexander narratives (e.g., musical and athletic games in 
honor of Heracles at Tyre at Arr. Anab. 3.6.1), but the emphasis on “the most famous technitai” from all 
over the Greek world here is marked. 
 
11 Arr. Anab. 3.1.4; Hölbl (2001) 77–8 on the importance of Memphis for the new Macedonian rulers.  



 59 

pharaonic Egypt.12 It is in this historical context that an apocryphal tradition from the Alexander 

Romance situates itself, according to which Alexander was fathered not by Philip II of Macedon, 

but Nectanebo II of Egypt.13 When Nectanebo was driven from the Egyptian throne by the 

Persians, this story goes, he fled not to Libya but instead, in the guise of an Egyptian magician, 

to the court of Philip II at the Macedonian capital of Pella (Ps.-Call. 1.3). During one of Philip’s 

absences, Nectanebo convinced Philip’s wife Olympias that the Egyptian god Amun would come 

to visit her bed one night (1.4). And so he did: the once pharaoh, donning the form of Amun, 

thus stole into Olympias’ embrace and fathered the future pharaoh, Alexander, thereby ensuring 

the legitimacy of Alexander’s (and the Ptolemies’) right to both Egyptian rule and godhead (1.5–

6). 

 When Alexander died in 323, Ptolemy, the future king of Egypt, immediately understood 

the import of dead royal bodies.14 Alexander’s corpse, already embalmed in Babylon and waiting 

for the completion of its lavish funeral carriage for its journey to the tomb of the Macedonian 

kings in Aegae, was seized in Syria, buried first in Memphis among the royal tombs of the 

pharaohs, and then in Alexandria, inside the royal palace complex.15 When Ptolemy I officially 

took the Egyptian throne in 305/4 BCE, he was careful to stress the continuities between 

Alexander’s rule and his own. The festival of Zeus Basileia, which Alexander had celebrated in 

                                                
 
12 LdÄ s.v. “Apis.” 
 
13 Pseudo-Callisthenes (= Alexander Romance) 1.1–8. All references to the Alexander Romance are to the 
La Valla edition of Stoneman (2007). On the Alexander Romance and Demotic literature, cf. Jasnow 
(1997). 
 
14 Diod. Sic. 18.26–8; Strab. 17.1.8; Paus. 1.6.3. On the historiographical/narrative treatment of 
Alexander’s body in later sources, including in the Alexander Romance, cf. Caneva (2016) 199–208. 
 
15 Diod. 18.28.5; Marm. Par. FGrH 239 B 11 (Memphis); Curt. 10.10.20 (Alexandria); cf. Paus. 1.6.3. On 
the location of Alexander’s tomb in Alexandria, cf. Nielsen (1996), 211. 
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Memphis and may have been linked to Alexander’s coronation, was likewise commemorated in 

Alexandria under the early Ptolemies.16 The cult of Alexander was early on intimately connected 

with Ptolemaic dynastic cult when Ptolemy II decided to connect the eponymous cult of 

Alexander to that of the royal couple by designating the priest of Alexander, up to that point 

known simply as ἱερεύς (“priest”), as the “priest of Alexander and of the Theoi Adelphoi.”17 

Ptolemy I and his wife Berenice soon joined the cult of Alexander in the reign of Ptolemy II as 

the “Theoi Soteres” (the “Saviour gods”)18; and the entire dynastic cult of all the Ptolemies was 

attached to that of Alexander under Ptolemy IV Philopator.19 Like Alexander, and Nectanebo I 

and II before them, Ptolemy I and II supported the construction of new temples and shrines at 

important religious sites in Egypt, including at Memphis, where they fostered a close relationship 

with the Memphite priesthoods, traditionally closely connected to the royal house.20  

In short, the figure of Alexander, his status as divine within his own lifetime, and the 

commemoration of his actions in Egypt were central to the “routinization of charisma” necessary 

                                                
16 On the debate over whether Alexander was crowned pharaoh at Memphis, cf. the arguments of Stadler 
(2012) against any coronation ceremony for Alexander and the early Ptolemies; for a frequently cited 
argument identifying the festival of Zeus Basileia at Memphis with Alexander’s coronation ceremony, cf. 
Koenen (1977). On the Basileia and Ptolemai(ei)a, cf. Perpillou-Thomas (1993) 152–3. 
 
17 First known reference in P. Hib. II 199. Hölbl (2001) 95. 
 
18 Cf. a royal oath preserved in the Zenon archive made in the name of “King Ptolemy, Arsinoe 
Philadelphus, and their parents, the Theoi Soteres” (P. Iand. Zen. 49, ll. 5–8), with discussion by Caneva 
(2016) 154–5.  
 
19 On the addition of the Theoi Soteres to the eponymous priesthood of Alexandria, cf. Minas (2000) 112–
14, 180–6; and on the emphasis on Ptolemaic dynastic continuity and the foundational place of the Theoi 
Soteres, cf., for example, the temple relief at Edfu depicting Ptolemy IV bringing offerings to Horus, 
Hathor, Harsomtus, and all three previous dynastic couples, Winter (1978) 152, no. 28. 
 
20 Hölbl (2001) 281. 
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for Ptolemaic rule.21 Based on the analysis of the preceding chapter, however, I would argue that 

“charismatic authority” as such is not, in and of itself, a sufficient model for bridging the 

theological gap (on the Greek side) between the mortal and the divine in early Ptolemaic 

Alexandria. Rather, I would contend that narratives of continuity tend to create an impulse 

towards conceptualizing origins—and that this was the intellectual context in which Euhemerus 

wrote a scandalous text called the Hiera Anagraphē, or “Sacred Inscription,” and in which 

Callimachus wrote his poetry.    

 

Euhemerus’ Revolution: Death and Desacralization 

The figure of Euhemerus is a shadowy one indeed. Not a single word of his work 

survives, and everything that we know of both him and his Sacred Inscription is second-, third-, 

or even fourth-hand. Authors referring to, summarizing, or castigating his work include late 

Republican and early Imperial prose authors like Diodorus (one of the most important sources), 

Strabo, Cicero, Columella, Pliny; Roman poets like Ennius, Lucretius, Virgil, Ovid; 

                                                
21Weber (1968 [German ed. 1922]). It is worth noting here that Alexander was not the only model for the 
early Ptolemies. A hieroglyphic stele from 311/310 BCE, issued by the priests of the temple of Buto in 
the western Nile Delta, narrates in an extraordinary way how Ptolemy, while still satrap of Egypt, 
reaffirmed the local sanctuary’s property rights; full study and commentary by Schäfer (2011); cf. Caneva 
(2016) 59–68. The body of the text begins with an encomium, comparable in language to hymns for 
Nectanebo I (Schäfer [2011] 74, n. 182.), in honor of “lord” Ptolemy (wr ˁȝ) for multiple acts: avenging 
the Egyptians against the Persians by bringing back to Egypt from Asia stolen images of the gods; 
building his palace in Alexandria; and his great victories in Syria and the Levant. What is truly 
remarkable about this text, however, is its central novelistic narrative, which describes how Ptolemy 
restored the local sanctuary’s lands after being told the tale of Pharaoh Khababash, who, as another 
foreign ruler and “good” pharaoh, set a precedent for Ptolemy by restoring land that had been taken from 
the sanctuary by “the enemy Xerxes.” Ptolemy follows in Khababash’s footsteps, and, by the end of the 
stele, Ptolemy the Satrap is referred to not simply as “lord” (wr), but as “Great Ruler of Egypt” (ḥḳȝ ˁȝ n 
Km.t), a title normally given to pharaohs (Schäfer [2011] 176–7). The stele vividly demonstrates how 
narratives of (implied) legitimation to the divine right to rule through euergetic action are as at home in an 
Egyptian narrative context as in a Greek one. Further on Ptolemaic royal euergetism in Egyptian priestly 
decrees, cf. Clarysse (2000), Pfeiffer (2004) 200–29, El-Masry et. al (2012) 83–115. 
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representatives of the Second Sophistic like Plutarch, Aelian, and Sextus Empiricus; and 

Christian writers and apologists like Augustine, Eusebius, and Lactantius—particularly 

important in this textual history because Eusebius (who paraphrased or quoted Diodorus 

extensively) and Lactantius (who transmits a translation of the Sacred History written by Ennius) 

record some of the longest and most detailed testimonia.22 “Euhemerus” and the work attributed 

to him clearly had wide-ranging and long-lasting influence.  

Our earliest source for Euhemerus, and the only one plausibly to have written about him 

as a contemporary, is Callimachus. He mentions Euhemerus once, albeit not by name, in the first 

poem of a collection called the Iambs, now fragmentarily known to us through papyri finds from 

the early 20th-century. In fact, since Callimachus’ First Iamb opens in the persona of the archaic 

poet Hipponax, risen after centuries among the dead in Hades to speak to a 3rd century 

Alexandrian crowd of literati, it would be more appropriate to say that it is the character of 

Hipponax who first mentions Euhemerus.  

The poem in question begins (1–11): 

  ἀκούϲαθ᾽ ῾Ιππώνακτοϲ· ⌊ο⌋ὐ γὰρ ἀλλ᾽ ἥκω 
  ἐκ τῶν ὅκου βοῦν κολλύ⌊βου π⌋ιπρήϲκουϲιν, 
  φέρων ἴαμβον οὐ μάχην ⌊ἀείδ⌋οντα 
  τὴν Βο⌋υπ⌊άλ⌋ειον [  ̣]  ̣νά ̣[  ̣   ̣ ̣ ἄ]νθρωποϲ 
                ]   ̣̣̣   ̣β[ |            ]   ̣ειν 
                           ὦ]νδρεϲ οἳ νῦν[ |                 ]κέπφ[ 

               κα]τηύληϲθ᾽ οιμε[ |     Διω]νύϲου 
                   ]τε Μουϲέων   ̣α[ |          ]  ̣ Ἀπόλλωνοϲ 

  ἐϲ τὸ πρ⌋ὸ τείχευϲ ἱρὸν | ⌊ἁλέεϲ⌋ δεῦτε, 
  οὗ τὸν⌋ πάλαι Πάγχαιο⌊ν ὁ πλάϲαϲ Ζᾶνα 
  γέρων⌋ λαλάζων23 ἄδι⌊κα βιβλία ψήχει. 
 
                                                
22 On Euhemerus and the problem of sources, cf. Winiarczyk (2013) 13–4. 
 
23 I have preferred to retain the λαλάζων of the papyrus (also printed by Pfeiffer) rather than the 
ἀλαζών (“charlatan”) in the secondary tradition (and preferred by Kerkhecker [1999] 20). I believe that 
λαλάζων links meaningfully with λαλευϲ- in the final poem of the collection, Iamb 13.17; cf. Iamb 
2.13–14 [ἄνθρωποι/ καὶ πουλύμυθοι καὶ λάλοι πεφ[ύκασιν.  
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  “Listen to Hipponax! Yes sir,  
  I’ve come from where they sell an ox for a penny. 
  And I’m bringing iambs that sing  
  not about the quarrel with Bupalus 
  … man… 
  …  
  … O men of today! … feather brains… 
  … you are charmed(?)24… of Dionysus 
  … of the Muses … of Apollo 

Come on, all together now, to the temple outside the city walls,  
  where the babbling old man who made up ‘Panchaian Zeus of yore’  

scribbles his unrighteous books…” 
 

As Tim Whitmarsh has pointed out, ἄδικα βιβλία, “unrighteous books” (or perhaps “unlawful 

books”) and the charge of fabrication implied in the participle πλάϲαϲ are suggestive of a 

hostile reception: was Euhemerus indeed condemned for asebeia, like Socrates and perhaps 

Anaxagoras—“cultural memories of the penalties for religious heterodoxy”?25 The Alexandrian 

scholar Eratosthenes, roughly a generation younger than Callimachus, reportedly labelled 

Euhemerus a “Bergaean”—that is, a writer of fictional “nonsense” (φλυαρία) in the mould of 

Antiphanes of Berga, the Hellenistic author of a travel narrative to the far north whose name 

became a by-word for narrative lies.26 

What, then, was the Sacred Inscription? What were the motivations behind its apparently 

negative early reception? What was its context? According to Diodorus (via paraphrase in 

Eusebius), Euhemerus was “a friend of King Cassander and required by him to carry out certain 

royal tasks and great expeditions abroad.”27 This information and Callimachus’ reference are our 

                                                
24 Possibly, with an emended verb, “you are installed” (i.e., in the Museum); cf. Ardizzoni (1980). 
 
25 Whitmarsh (2013) 55. 
 
26 For Eratosthenes on Euhemerus, cf. Strabo 1.3.1; 2.4.2; 7.3.6; II.3.5= T4–7a Winiarczyk, respectively. 
On Antiphanes of Berga, cf. e.g. Kim (2010), 146–8; Romm (1992) 196 ff. 
 
27 Diod. 6.1.4–5 = Euseb. Praep. evang. 2.2.55ff. = T3 Winiarczyk. 
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only criteria for dating Euhemerus and determining where he was likely to have lived during his 

writing life. We then have a rough terminus post and ante quem: given the dates for Cassander’s 

rule and Callimachus’ floruit, the Sacred Inscription is usually dated to the early third century.28 

 Determining who Euhemerus was and where he spent his writing life is more difficult, 

and various arguments have been advanced in favor of either Macedon, in the court of 

Cassander, or Alexandria under the early Ptolemies.29 Tim Whitmarsh has even argued that 

“Euhemerus” could have simply meant “trusted courier” (from Greek εὖ + ἡμέροας), and 

proposes that “Euhemerus” may have just been a nom de plume for someone else entirely.30 

Although I am inclined to believe, based on the content of his narrative, that “Euhemerus,” 

whoever he was, was probably active in Alexandria at some point, for our purposes, his exact 

identity and localization are less important than the fact that the Sacred Inscription was clearly 

widely read and debated, including in early Ptolemaic Alexandria. “Euhemerus” in the Greek 

literary and intellectual tradition became more important as a symbol—a generic and 

doxographical shorthand for a way of thinking about man’s relationship to the divine and to the 

natural world—than as a historical person. His narrative was the logical consequence of the 

rapprochement between the mortal and the divine, taken to extremes. 

                                                
28 For Euhemerus’ date, Winiarczyk (2013) 1–5, and Paul Christesen’s commentary on BNJ 63 T4a. 
 
29 For Euhemerus’ geographical affiliations, cf. Winiarczyk (2013) 5–8 and Christesen on BNJ 63 T2a. 
De Angelis and Garstad (2006) argue for the important role played by the (putative) Sicilian context in 
Euhemerus’ work; however, their conclusions are somewhat problematic in taking Euhemerus’ Sicilian 
“roots” to an extreme. For example, I am not entirely convinced that we should see the Lipari Islands off 
the coast of northern Sicily as the material and experiential basis for Euhemerus’ Panchaia (De Angelis 
and Garstad [2006] 225–230). 
 
30 Whitmarsh (2013) 55–6, suggesting that “Euhemerus” may in fact have been Theodorus of Cyrene—
according to Diog. Laert. 2.102, known as atheos and apparently tried for asebeia at Athens, after which 
he moved to Alexandria under Ptolemy I.  
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Variously classed as utopian philosophical fiction, travel literature, a rationalistic account 

of the gods, and a satire of ruler cult, the Sacred Inscription is a prose text, written in the first 

person, about a journey to an archipelago of islands, including Panchaea, in the Arabian Sea.31 

Panchaea, we are told, features an economy, a legal system, and a social structure grounded in 

priestly authority. Diodorus, in Book V, relates one of the more extensive descriptions of the 

island’s socio-economic organization, and the relevant passages are worth considering in some 

detail (Diod. 5.45.3–4 = T35 Win.):   

τὴν δ᾽ ὅλην πολιτείαν ἔχουσι τριμερῆ· καὶ πρῶτον ὑπάρχει μέρος παρ᾽ 
αὐτοῖς τὸ τῶν ἱερέων, προσκειμένων αὐτοῖς τῶν τεχνιτῶν· δευτέρα δὲ μερὶς 
ὑπάρχει τῶν γεωργῶν· τρίτη δὲ τῶν στρατιωτῶν, προστιθεμένων τῶν 
νομέων. οἱ μὲν οὖν ἱερεῖς τῶν ἁπάντων ἦσαν ἡγεμόνες, τάς τε τῶν 
ἀμφισβητήσεων κρίσεις ποιούμενοι καὶ τῶν ἄλλων τῶν δημοσίᾳ 
πραττομένων κύριοι. 

 
The entire body of citizens is divided into three castes. The first caste among them 
is that of the priests, to whom the artisans are attached. The second caste is that of 
the farmers. The third is that of the soldiers, to whom the shepherds are attached. 
The priests were leaders of them all, both pronouncing judgment in disputes and 
having authority in all other public matters. 

 
Later in the same passage, we hear that the Panchaean economy is structured on a proto-

communist model, with all of the goods produced by its workers, including farmers and 

shepherds, deposited into a communal reserve (Diod. 5.45.5):  

καθόλου γὰρ οὐδὲν ἐστιν ἰδίᾳ κτήσασθαι πλὴν οἰκίας καὶ κήπου, πάντα δὲ τὰ 
γεννήματα καὶ τὰς προσόδους οἱ ἱερεῖς παραλαμβάνοντες τὸ ἐπιβάλλον 
ἑκάστῳ δικαίως ἀπονέμουσι, τοῖς δ᾽ ἱερεῦσι μόνοις δίδοται διπλάσιον.  

 

                                                
31 On the Sacred Inscription as a work of historiography, cf. Honigman (2009); as a (hybridized) utopian 
novel and/or intentionally fictional narrative, cf. Whitmarsh (2013) 49–62, Winiarczyk (2013) 19–21, 
Holzberg (2003), Rohde (1914); as a philosophical treatise, NB the Greek and Roman traditions refer to 
Euhemerus as a φιλόσοφος/sapiens: cf. BNJ 63 T4a = Aetios of Antioch, De placitis 1.7.1, ἔνιοι τῶν 
φιλοσόφων καθάπερ… καὶ Εὐήµερος ὁ Τεγεάτης; BNJ 63 T4f = Minucius Felix, Octavius 21.1, lege 
historicorum scripta vel scripta sapientium.... Whitmarsh’s assessment that “the [Sacred] Inscription is 
likely to have arisen from a particular commingling of cultural streams, the Athenian tradition of 
Sophistic/philosophical critique of divinity and the emergent literary self-consciousness of Ptolemaic 
Alexandria” (2013: 56) is especially apt for the arguments to be made in this chapter. 
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For, generally speaking, it is not permitted to have private possessions except a 
house and garden; the priests, taking over all the products and revenues, justly 
apportion a share to each person. To the priests alone is given a double share. 

 

Diodorus then goes on to detail the tryphē of the priestly lifestyle before relating the duties of 

these priests of the sanctuary of Panchaean Zeus and their report of their origins (Diod. 5.46.2–3, 

5–7 = T35, T37 Win.): 

προσεδρεύουσι δὲ μάλιστα ταῖς τῶν θεῶν θεραπείαις καὶ τοῖς περὶ τούτων 
ὕμνοις τε καὶ ἐγκωμίοις, μετ᾽ ᾠδῆς τὰς πράξεις αὐτῶν καὶ τὰς εἰς ἀνθρώπους 
εὐεργεσίας διαπορευόμενοι. μυθολογοῦσι δ᾽ οἱ ἱερεῖς τὸ γένος αὐτοῖς ἐκ 
Κρήτης ὑπάρχειν, ὑπὸ Διὸς ἠγμένοις εἰς τὴν Παγχαίαν, ὅτε κατ᾽ ἀνθρώπους 
ὢν ἐβασίλευε τῆς οἰκουμένης· καὶ τούτων σημεῖα φέρουσι τῆς διαλέκτου, 
δεικνύντες τὰ πολλὰ διαμένειν παρ᾽ αὐτοῖς Κρητικῶς ὀνομαζόμενα· τήν τε 
πρὸς αὐτοὺς οἰκειότητα καὶ φιλανθρωπίαν ἐκ προγόνων παρειληφέναι, τῆς 
φήμης ταύτης τοῖς ἐκγόνοις παραδιδομένης ἀεί. ἐδείκνυον δὲ καὶ ἀναγραφὰς 
τούτων, ἃς ἔφασαν τὸν Δία πεποιῆσθαι καθ᾽ ὃν καιρὸν ἔτι κατ᾽ ἀνθρώπους 
ὢν ἱδρύσατο τὸ ἱερὸν…. κατὰ μέσην δὲ τὴν κλίνην ἕστηκε στήλη χρυσῆ 
μεγάλη, γράμματα ἔχουσα τὰ παρ᾽ Αἰγυπτίοις ἱερὰ καλούμενα, δι᾽ ὧν ἦσαν 
αἱ πράξεις Οὐρανοῦ τε καὶ Διὸς ἀναγεγραμμέναι, καὶ μετὰ ταύτας αἱ 
Ἀρτέμιδος καὶ Ἀπόλλωνος ὑφ᾽ Ἑρμοῦ προσαναγεγραμμέναι.   

 
[The priests’] primary duties are services to the gods and both hymns and 
encomia about them, going through in song the deeds of the gods and their 
benefactions to humankind. The priests tell a story that their origin was in Crete, 
and that they had been led to Panchaea by Zeus, when he was among men and 
ruled the inhabited world. They cite as proof of these things their language, 
pointing out that most of the things among them retain their Cretan names. They 
received their kinship with the Cretans and their regard for them from their 
ancestors (a tradition that has always been handed down to their descendants). 
They also pointed out inscriptions about these things, which they say were made 
by Zeus during the time when, still being among men, he founded the shrine…. 
[Describing the temple of Zeus:] And on the center of the [god’s] couch stood a 
large golden stele, which has letters that are called sacred among the Egyptians, 
by means of which the deeds of both Ouranos and Zeus had been recorded, and 
after these the deeds of Artemis and Apollo were inscribed in addition by Hermes. 

  

Immediately striking in these passages of Diodorus is the hierocratic nature of Panchaean 

society, one rooted in a narrative of Greek displacement to the edges of the known world. While 

there are some reminiscences of Plato’s discussion of Atlantis in the Timaeus-Critias—
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especially in the island setting and the division of society into different classes of farmers, 

artisans, and soldiers32—the narrative seems to have been woven on the weft of Herodotus’ 

account of Egypt in Book 2. The authority of the priests, their long genealogy as proof of that 

authority, their privileged access to ancient records (actually written in hieroglyphs) that 

corroborate their version of divine (and mortal) events—all of these details find analogues in 

Herodotus’ encounters with Egyptian priests, their self-presentation, and their claim to a 

historicity that far surpasses anything within the Greek historian’s ken.33  

Unlike in Herodotus, however, Egyptian sources are never explicitly consulted and 

Egyptian knowledge never cited as an index of truth and likelihood. In fact, while the framework 

recalls Herodotus’ encounters with his Egyptian informants, the details—especially in the Cretan 

origins of the priests and of Zeus himself—ground this particular theology in the Greek 

theogonic tradition (notably, Hesiod’s description of Rhea giving birth to Zeus on Crete34). It is 

as if the author of the Sacred Inscription takes to heart Herodotus’ conclusions about the origins 

of the gods in Book 2: “The names of almost all the gods came to Greece from Egypt,” he says, 

“but their origins, whether they had always existed, their forms and attributes” are details that 

only came to light with the poetry of Hesiod and Homer.35  

                                                
32 E.g. Tim. 21E–25D; a similar division occurs at Isoc. Bus. 15, where Isocrates may be engaging with 
Plato (most likely the Republic), cf. Livingstone (2001) 48–9. On Euhemerus’ engagement with Plato’s 
Timaeus-Critias, cf. e.g. Honigman (2009). For arguments that the stelae in the Sacred Inscription are 
based on contemporary Egyptian parallels, cf. Winiarczyk (2013).  
 
33 A prime example at Hdt. 2.144ff. On Herodotus and Egyptian priests, see especially Moyer (2011) 83–
142. 
 
34 Hes. Theog. 469–480. 
 
35 Hdt. 2.50.1, 53.1–2: σχεδὸν δὲ καὶ πάντων τὰ οὐνόματα τῶν θεῶν ἐξ Αἰγύπτου ἐλήλυθε ἐς τὴν 
Ἑλλάδα…. ἔνθεν δὲ ἐγένετο ἕκαστος τῶν θεῶν, εἴτε αἰεὶ ἦσαν πάντες, ὁκοῖοί τέ τινες τὰ εἴδεα, οὐκ 
ἠπιστέατο μέχρι οὗ πρώην τε καὶ χθὲς ὡς εἰπεῖν λόγῳ. Ἡσίοδον γὰρ καὶ Ὅμηρον ἡλικίην 
τετρακοσίοισι ἔτεσι δοκέω μευ πρεσβυτέρους καὶ οὐ πλέοσι.  
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In fact, I would suggest that the translocation of the priests’ origins to Crete performs an 

elision of the traditional authority of Egyptian knowledge, particularly as represented in 

Herodotus; an act of “intellectual imperialism” 36 on the part of the author that conceals the 

work’s own Egyptian framework and aetiologizes the mortal divine in an explicitly Greek 

geography and tradition of poetic and theological sophia.  

This aetiologizing is communicated most forcefully in another passage of Diodorus (cited 

by Eusebius) where he seems to be drawing on Euhemerus to explain the spread of Zeus’ many 

cults (Diod. 6.1.10–11 ap. Euseb. Praep. ev. 2.2.61–2 = T61, T63 Win.):  

ἐλθόντα δὲ εἰς Βαβυλῶνα ἐπιξενωθῆναι (scil. τὸν Δία) Βήλῳ, καὶ μετὰ ταῦτα 
εἰς τὴν Παγχαίαν νῆσον πρὸς τῷ ὠκεανῷ κειμένην παραγενόμενον Οὐρανοῦ 
τοῦ ἰδίου προπάτορος βωμὸν ἱδρύσασθαι.  κἀκεῖθεν διὰ Συρίας ἐλθεῖν πρὸς 
τὸν τότε δυνάστην Κάσσιον, ἐξ οὗ τὸ Κάσσιον ὄρος· ἐλθόντα δὲ εἰς Κιλικίαν 
πολέμῳ νικῆσαι Κίλικα τοπάρχην. καὶ ἄλλα δὲ πλεῖστα ἔθνη ἐπελθόντα 
παρὰ πᾶσιν τιμηθῆναι καὶ θεὸν ἀναγορευθῆναι.  

 

(Euhemerus says that…) Zeus went to Babylon and was welcomed as a guest by 
Belos. Afterwards, he (went) to Panchaea, which lies near the Ocean and erected 
an altar to his forefather, Ouranos. From there, he went across Syria to Cassius, 
who was at the time the ruler (of that region), from whom Mt. Kassion is named. 
Then, he went to Cilicia and defeated in war Cilix, the governor. And visiting 
many other peoples, he was honored and publicly proclaimed a god by all of 
them. 

 
This theme of imperialistic euergetism and subsequent divinization also seems to have been 

highlighted by Ennius in his translation of the Sacred Inscription.37 In Ennius’ version, Zeus’ 

conquests and peregrinations are linked to an explanation of the spread of his many cults 

throughout the Greek world. Thus, Zeus’ rites and festivals are related to a grand civilizing 

mission, wherein the mortal god, “when he arrived at each region, bound to him the kings and 

                                                
36 To borrow a phrase, with Ian Moyer (2011: 82) from Humphreys (1993) 53. 
 
37 Cf. especially Lact. Div. inst. 1.22.21–27 = T64a Win. = BNJ 63 F23. 
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rulers of the people by means of hospitality and friendship” (ut in quamque regionem uenerat, 

reges principesue populorum hospitio sibi et amicitia copulabat).38 The language is 

characteristic of Roman imperialistic rhetoric, but the idea of divinization for euergetic action in 

different communities within Zeus’ empire fits with what we know of Euhemerus’ narrative.39  

 But Euhemerus was not writing in a vacuum, of course. Recent history was no doubt a 

spur: Alexander’s own conquests are a likely model for the wanderings of Panchaean Zeus 

(although there are also good mythological parallels for such imperial culture heroes, including 

Heracles on the Greek side and Osiris as well as Sesostris or Sesonchosis on the Egyptian). And 

there were others invested in other conceptual frameworks for making the divine past speak to 

the divine present, including Egyptian sources like Manetho’s Aigyptiaka, where divine 

genealogy is subsumed into a dynastic king-list, 40 or the Demotic Chronicle, a papyrus from the 

3rd century BCE consisting of a collection of post eventum prophecies that predict the future for 

the pharaohs of the 28th to 30th Dynasties, with good outcomes linked partly to proper religious 

observations and ritual conduct.41  Here, I will limit myself to discussing the late fourth-century 

philosopher and historian Hecataeus of Abdera.42 

                                                
38 Lact. Div. inst. 1.22.22. 
 
39 On the impact of Ennius’ translation of Euhemerus on Augustan literature and culture, cf. Bosworth 
(1999), especially his suggestion, at pp. 11–12 that Euhemerus’ text might lie in the background to 
Augustus’ Res Gestae.  
 
40 Moyer (2011) 84–141. 
 
41 The date is primarily based on paleographic grounds, cf. Spiegelberg (1914) 3–4; on the Demotic 
Chronicle in general, see e.g. Johnson (1974); Johnson (1983); Assmann (2002) 377–88; Felber (2002); 
Moyer (2011) 128–34. 
 
42 On Hecataeus’ date, cf. Philippa Lang’s commentary on BNJ 264 T1; cf. Diod. 1.46.8 (πολλοὶ τῶν 
Ἑλλήνων τῶν παραβαλόντων μὲν εἰς τὰς Θήβας ἐπὶ Πτολεμαίου τοῦ Λάγου, συνταξαμένων δὲ 
τὰς Αἰγυπτιακὰς ἱστορίας, ὧν ἐστι καὶ Ἑκαταῖος). 
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As I have noted, what is striking about the Sacred History is the way in which a 

Herodotean framework of Egyptian epistemology is stripped of Egyptian details and substituted 

by a “native” Greek geographic tradition: the Hesiodic Zeus was born on Crete; so it was logical 

that the Panchaean one should die there. The writings of Hecataeus, a near contemporary of 

Euhemerus, seem instead to have foregrounded Egyptian priestly authority and ideology,43 and 

might also have drawn on a Greek Sophistic tradition that likely influenced Euhemerus.  

It is worth stating at the outset that Hecataeus is, like Euhemerus and so many other 

Hellenistic intellectuals, a shadowy figure, whose work has not survived in direct transmission. 

Much of the often intractable debate on Hecataeus’ Aigyptiaka hinges on whether (and to what 

extent) we can regard Diodorus Book 1, on Egypt, as substantially based on Hecataeus’s work. 

Without getting too enmeshed in source critical debate, I would argue that both the extreme 

skeptical position (that no part of Diodorus Book 1 can be connected to Hecataeus) and the 

extreme pessimistic position (that Diodorus was too worthless an author to structure or create 

content for any part of his narrative) seem misguided.44 More recent Diodoran scholarship has 

stressed how the construction of the “culture hero” rewarded for euergetic action is a thematic 

                                                
43 Hecataeus’ Aigyptiaka is given the alternate title, On the Philosophy of the Egyptians by Diogenes 
Laertius at Diog. Laert. 1.10 = BNJ 264 F1, with Philippa Lang’s commentary. As Lang notes, ad loc., 
“The title Diogenes gives for Hekataios’s work on Egypt… is interesting: it suggests a focus on Egyptian 
priestly ideology rather than on more general ethnographic features, from cosmology and cosmogony to 
social-metaphysical ideals of stability, kingship, hierarchy and order.”  
 
44 On using sections of Diodorus Book 1 as a plausible source for reconstructing part of Hecataeus’ 
Aigyptiaka, cf. Murray (1970) 144–50; a much more skeptical view of Diodorus’ utility as a source is 
taken by Muntz (2011); similarly, Burton (1972) 3–4. I suspect that the truth lies somewhere in between. 
Muntz’s extreme skepticism seems unwarranted: demonstrating that a passage from Diodorus Book 1 
differs from a “corresponding” passage from Diogenes Laertius or Plutarch does not convincingly show 
that Diodorus did or did not base (substantial parts of) Book 1 on Hecataeus; this is, rather, an argument 
ex silentio. On the other hand, Murray’s arguments for reading almost all of Diodorus Book 1 as a mere 
epitome of Hecataeus’ Aigyptiaka veers towards the opposite extreme. On the whole, I follow Murray’s 
general assessment (if not his particular reconstruction) that Hecataeus and early Hellenistic writings on 
Egypt were important sources for Diodorus.  



 71 

concern at the heart of of Diodorus’ own authorial agenda.45 In Book 1, Diodorus mentions 

Hecataeus by name at 1.46.8 (on the tombs of the pharaohs at Thebes), and again at 2.47.1 (on 

the Hyperboreans), so he very likely had recourse to Hecataeus’ writings in some form. While it 

is admittedly a tenuous exercise to reconstruct Hecataeus’ writings on Egypt based on Diodorus 

Book 1, there are several grounds for thinking that the Aigyptiaka would have been an important 

source on Egypt for Diodorus. After all, Hecataeus was one of the most significant writers on 

Egypt since Herodotus; and the portrayal of the Ptolemaic king in other later authors engaging 

with the work of Hecataeus (e.g. Josephus) suggests that the difference in the representation of 

Hecataeus’ divine (Ptolemaic) king and Diodorus’ characterization of the euergetic culture hero 

may have been one of degree rather than kind.46  

With that in mind, I would like to turn now to what we can “reconstruct” of Hecataeus’ 

theology. I would argue that there are good reasons to identify an early passage in Diodorus 

Book 1 as—if not influenced directly by Hecataeus—at the least, certainly indebted to the kind 

of early Ptolemaic historical-philosophical inquiry that came to be identified with the figure of 

“Hecataeus.”  

A peculiar theological account in Diodorus—one often attributed to Hecataeus— seems 

to divide the gods into those who were eternal and original (the οὐράνιοι, “those of the 

                                                
45 E.g. Sacks (1990), Sacks (1994), Sulimani (2011); cf. Yarrow (2006) 152–6. Especially notable in the 
context of Diodorus’ authorial agenda is his consistent usage of the phrase εὐεργέτης καὶ σωτήρ; cf. 
Sacks (1994) 214; thus, stressing a theme especially relevant for late Republican Rome while insisting on 
narrative and thematic continuity from cosmogonic times to Diodorus’ present. 
 
46 Cf. e.g. Josephus, Contra Ap. 2.42–6 = BNJ 264 F 22. Oswyn Murray, in his influential article on the 
historian Hecataeus of Abdera, argued that “it was Hecataeus, not Euhemerus… who first systematically 
worked out the theory that the gods are divinized kings, and so, by bringing together heaven and earth, 
facilitated that most characteristic feature of Hellenistic kingship—the development of the founder cult 
into a systematic worship of kings” (Murray [1970] 151). John Dillery, taking this view even further, has 
argued that Euhemerus’ utopian vision was likely based specifically on the description of the island of the 
Hyperboreans by Hecataeus of Abdera; Dillery (1998).  
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heavens”) and those that began their lives as mortals (the ἐπίγειοι, “those of the earth”) (Diod. 

1.12.6–1.13.1 = BNJ 264 F 25)47: 

περὶ μὲν οὖν τῶν ἐν οὐρανῷ θεῶν καὶ γένεσιν ἀίδιον ἐσχηκότων τοσαῦτα 
λέγουσιν Αἰγύπτιοι· ἄλλους δ᾽ ἐκ τούτων ἐπιγείους γενέσθαι φασίν, 
ὑπάρξαντας μὲν θνητούς, διὰ δὲ σύνεσιν καὶ κοινὴν ἀνθρώπων εὐεργεσίαν 
τετευχότας τῆς ἀθανασίας, ὧν ἐνίους καὶ βασιλεῖς γεγονέναι κατὰ τὴν 
Αἴγυπτον.  

 
So these are the things the Egyptians say about the gods in heaven whose origin is 
eternal. But they say that the other gods, apart from these, were born on the earth, 
for they started out as mortals and obtained their immortality on account of their 
cleverness and their performance of deeds benefitting mankind in general. Some 
of these gods also became kings in Egypt.    

 
The ideas expressed in this passage purport to be an account based on Egyptian 

genealogies of gods and kings, which began with the sun and moon and Osiris as the first king of 

Egypt, and went down to the advent of Alexander’s rule in Egypt. In addition to this Diodoran 

passage, Hecataeus is elsewhere credited with subjecting Isis and Osiris—and Egyptian 

cosmology in general—to the lens of natural philosophy, according to Diogenes Laertius 1.10–

11 (= BNJ 264 F 1): 

φάσκειν τε ἀρχὴν μὲν εἶναι τὴν ὕλην, εἶτα τὰ τέσσαρα στοιχεῖα ἐξ αὐτῆς 
διακριθῆναι, καὶ ζῷά τινα ἀποτελεσθῆναι. θεοὺς δ᾽  εἶναι ἥλιον καὶ σελήνην, 
τὸν μὲν Ὄσιριν, τὴν δ᾽ Ἶσιν καλουμένην· αἰνίττεσθαί τε αὐτοὺς διά τε 
κανθάρου καὶ δράκοντος καὶ ἱέρακος καὶ ἄλλων, ὥς φησι Μανέθως ἐν τῇ τῶν 
Φυσικῶν ἐπιτομῇ καὶ Ἑκαταῖος ἐν τῇ πρώτῃ περὶ τῆς τῶν Αἰγυπτίων 
φιλοσοφίας. τὸν κόσμον γενητὸν καὶ φθαρτὸν καὶ σφαιροειδῆ· τοὺς ἀστέρας 
πῦρ εἶναι, καὶ τῇ τούτων κράσει τὰ ἐπὶ γῆς γίγνεσθαι… τά τε ἄλλα 
φυσιολογεῖν, ὡς Ἑκαταῖός τε καὶ Ἀρισταγόρας ἱστοροῦσιν.  
 
[The Egyptians] say that in the beginning there was matter. Next, the four 
elements were separated from it, and certain living things were produced. They 
say the sun and moon are gods: the former is called Osiris and the latter, Isis. 
They allude to [the gods] through the scarab and the serpent and the falcon and 
other [animals], as Manetho says in his Epitome of Physics and Hecataeus in the 
first book of his Philosophy of the Egyptians. [They say that] the universe has an 
origin and is mortal and spherical; the stars are made of fire; and by the mixture of 

                                                
47 Cf. Diod. 1.11.1. 
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these things the earth was created… and they discourse on other natural matters, 
as Hecataeus and Aristagoras record. 

 
From the two passages above, it becomes clear that the source criticism for a figure like 

“Hecataeus” is a thorny subject indeed. Diogenes Laertius’ account of naturalized Egyptian 

cosmology and theology does not distinguish between Hecataeus, Manetho, and an “almost 

totally unknown Aristagoras.”48 Meanwhile, Diodorus in his report of a dyophysite Egyptian 

theology nowhere “cites” his source (other than the “Egyptians”)—and modern scholarly efforts 

to fill this source-critical void stem as much from an often unexamined habit of denying 

Diodorus authorship of his text as from traditional text-critical training.49 As Iris Sulimani and 

others have argued, Diodorus’ late Republican context was surely as relevant as any putative 

source in his presentation of an almost unwavering formula in the early myth-historical books: 

that of a “culture hero” divinized for euergetic action.50  

In the first passage cited above (1.12.6–13.1), Diodorus may also have had in mind the 

bipartite cosmogonic account that he gives earlier in Book 1 (at 1.6–8), where he explains that 

there are two schools of cosmogonic thought: first that which claimed that the universe was not 

                                                
48 Lang ad BNJ 264 F 1. 
 
49 Classic treatments of Diodorus’ style and Diodoran source criticism are Palm (1955) and Volquardsen 
(1868), respectively. Historically, Hellenistic prose writers have been viewed as firmly embedded in the 
less exciting stylistics of koinē and its dirty connotations emanating from Hellenistic administrations and 
their chanceries. One could turn this notion on its head and argue instead that contemporary political 
culture was as pervasive and penetrative in Hellenistic authors as in earlier Classical or Archaic sources; 
cf. for example Gray (2015) 6–19 on the pervasivenesss of “the concept of political culture” and its 
applications in the post-Classical period. To develop this notion further: more recent scholarship notes 
that the appearance of the words φιλανθρωπία and ἐπιεικεία more than 300 times each in Diodorus, who 
often attributes these qualities to culture heroes and benefactors (Sacks [1994] 217), seems to reflect a 
wider discussion in late Hellenistic political discourse on φιλανθρωπία as a “cardinal civic virtue” (Gray 
2013). For Benjamin Gray, such language usage not only in Diodorus, but also earlier in Polybius, later in 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, and in inscriptions from the 2nd-century BCE onward mirrors a movement 
away from a “traditional polis-centred, particularist” ideal toward a more humane, universalist, and Stoic-
inflected cosmopolitan one (Gray [2013] 144, 153). 
 
50 Sulimani (2011). 
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generated (ἀγέννητον) and was immortal (ἄφθαρτον), and that mankind, too, was eternal and 

also had no point of origin (ἀπεφήναντο καὶ τὸ γένος τῶν ἀνθρώπων ἐξ αἰῶνος 

ὑπάρχειν)51; second, that which posited that the universe was generated (γεννητόν) and mortal 

(φθαρτόν), and that mankind appeared in a specific epoch (τυχεῖν τῆς πρώτης γενέσεως 

ὡρισμένοις χρόνοις; Diod. 1.6.3).52 That is, the schism between the οὐράνιοι and the 

ἐπίγειοι—whether this is attributable to Diodorus himself or an earlier source—is traced back to 

Egyptian informants, in a long-established historiographical and philosophical framework, but it 

also appears to have a direct correspondence with the philosophic language that Hecataeus and 

the unknown Aristagoras are reported to have used in describing Egyptian cosmology and 

theology, according to Diogenes Laertius (above).  

In my view, Diodorus’ discussion of the οὐράνιοι and ἐπίγειοι (at Diod. 1.12.6–1.13.1 = 

BNJ 264 F 25) exposes some of the theological faultlines that would have been at play in the 

early Hellenistic period—and specifically in Ptolemaic Alexandria—in the work of such figures 

as Euhemerus and Hecataeus; faultlines that gained renewed currency in the first century BCE in 

the late Republic. For the Diodoran passage seems to combine elements present in Hecataeus’ 

cosmological-theological inquiries in Egypt with the euergetic scheme of divinization present in 

the “fragments” of Euhemerus. Without entangling us too deeply in difficult issues of source 

criticism, I believe that one can argue for a reading of this Diodoran passage as mapping 

Hecataeus’ “naturalized” version of Egyptian cosmogony and theogony onto a generalized vision 

of Egyptian divine genealogies. That is, Diodorus in the first century BCE seems to draw on 

                                                
51 A view in line with Aristotle and the Peripatetics; cf. e.g. Arist. Metaph. 12.1072a23. 
 
52 A view in line with the Stoics and Presocratics like Democritus; cf. Spoerri (1959) 206ff.  
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different narratives about different kinds of divinity that would have been in circulation in the 

Greek world of the late fourth and early third centuries BCE.  

 I would therefore suggest that one of the effects of the Diodoran lens in the first century 

is the resolution of difference and conflict in navigating changing concepts of the divine in the 

late fourth/early third centuries. One of these conflicts, as we have seen, had to do with the 

cultural origins of theological and anthropological knowledge: in Euhemerus’ case, an inverting 

of the Herodotean paradigm of Egyptian priestly informants. What we know of Hecataeus’ work, 

on the other hand, indicates a foregrounding of Egyptian priestly concerns53— albeit seemingly 

cloaked in the language and preoccupations of Greek natural philosophy. A similar 

foregrounding is at play in the Egyptian priest Manetho’s Aigyptiaka, where we see a truncated 

version of divine genealogy, running from Hephaestus/Ptah to Helios, Kronos, Osiris, and Horus, 

who are described as “the first Egyptians to rule.” Manetho’s list in particular hints at a tradition 

according to which Egyptian kingship is inextricably intertwined with, and not just simply 

mapped onto, the (Greco-)Egyptian mortal-divine. For Manetho’s work—in its structure as a 

dynastic king-list formally more dependent on Egyptian, rather than Greek, methods of writing 

history—was, as Ian Moyer argues, “an indigenous attempt both to make explicit the proper 

historical role of the Egyptian pharaoh, and also to teach the Ptolemies and other Greeks at court 

to read Egyptian history in an Egyptian fashion.”54 

Another kind of conflict, I would argue, occupied the ontologically fraught space 

between the mortal and divine. In this context, what interests me is not the play-by-play account 

of historical figures in the 5th and 4th centuries BCE who serve as the inevitable (civic) 

                                                
53 Cf. notes 44 and 49, above; and cf. once again Diod. I.46.8 on Hecataeus’ visit to Thebes. 
 
54 Moyer (2011) 140–41; on the Aigyptiaka as formally structured after Egyptian models, see in general 
Moyer, ibid., 84–141. 
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institutional foundations for the “origins” of Hellenistic ruler cult.55 Rather, I would like to focus 

on the rhetoric of definition; that is, the early Hellenistic interest in—even, obsession with—

determining the categories “mortal” and “divine,” and the processes by which divinization might 

occur.  

In this respect, it is worth noting how Diodorus’ discussion of the οὐράνιοι and ἐπίγειοι 

may be seen to cast a glance backward to a tradition attributed especially to the 5th-century 

Sophist Prodicus of Ceos, according to which the gods were apparently merely fabricated by 

men in order to account for those things that benefitted them. While Prodicus was especially 

noted in antiquity for his attention to diction and the meaning of words,56 he was also reported to 

be a proponent of an anthropological theory of the gods that led several later authors to associate 

him with Euhemerus as an atheos, or heterodox thinker.57 A passage from the Sceptic 

philosopher Sextus Empiricus (2nd c. CE) is illustrative58:  

Πρόδικος δὲ ὁ Κεῖος ἥλιον, φησί, καὶ σελήνην καὶ ποταμοὺς καὶ κρήνας καὶ 
καθόλου πάντα τὰ ὠφελοῦντα τὸν βίον ἡμῶν οἱ παλαιοὶ θεοὺς ἐνόμισαν διὰ 
τὴν ἀπ᾽ αὐτῶν ὠφέλειαν, καθάπερ Αἰγύπτιοι τὸν Νεῖλον, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο τὸν 
μὲν ἄρτον Δήμητραν νομισθῆναι, τὸν δὲ οἶνον Διόνυσον, τὸ δὲ ὕδωρ 
Ποσειδῶνα, τὸ δὲ πῦρ Ἥφαιστον καὶ ἤδη τῶν εὐχρηστούντων ἕκαστον…  
μὴ εἶναι δὲ οἱ ἐπικληθέντες ἄθεοι, καθάπερ Εὐήμερος… καὶ Διαγόρας ὁ 
Μἠλιος καὶ Πρόδικος ὁ Κεῖος καὶ Θεόδωρος… Πρόδικος δὲ τὸ ὠφελοῦν τὸν 
βίον ὑπειλῆφθαι θεόν, ὡς ἥλιον καὶ σελήνην καὶ ποταμοὺς καὶ λίμνας καὶ 
λειμῶνας καὶ καρποὺς καὶ πᾶν τὸ τοιουτῶδες.  
 
According to Prodicus of Ceos, sun, moon, rivers, springs, and in general 
everything that benefits our life the ancients considered gods on account of the 
benefit accruing from them, just as the Egyptians make the Nile a god, and on this 

                                                
55 Habicht (1970); for a slightly more wide-ranging view, Cerfaux and Tondriau (1956); cf. Gauthier 
(1985) and, for a summary specifically bearing on Euhemerus, Winiarczyk (2013) 48–64. 
 
56 D-K 84 A11–A19 = Graham TEGP 18.13–19. 
 
57 D-K 84 B5 = Graham TEGP 18.28–31 (F3). On Euhemerus and Prodicus, cf. Winiarczyk (2013) 47–8. 
 
58 Sext. Emp. Math. 9.18, 51, 52 = D-K 84 B5 = Graham TEGP 18.30 [F3C]. Translation Graham. 
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account the Greeks consider bread to be Demeter, wine Dionysus, water 
Poseidon, fire Hephaestus, and so on with each of the natural resources… 
 
The so-called atheists say there are no gods, as Euhemerus… Diagoras of Melos, 
Prodicus of Ceos, and Theodorus… Prodicus took whatever was beneficial to life 
as a god, including sun, moon, rivers, lakes, meadows, crops, and everything like 
that. 

 
Modern scholars have tended to view Sophistic “anthropological” theories of the gods as an 

influential precedent for Euhemerus and other writers of the Hellenistic period.59 As Thomas 

Cole pointed out, for example, while the notion of a “heavenly” and “earthly” distinction can be 

paralleled in earlier Greek thought,60 the (re)conceptualization of all divinities as fundamentally 

not inherently divine but divinized was a radical and unprecedented notion—one that plausibly 

magnified an idea nascent in thinkers like Prodicus and, more importantly, continued to root the 

basis of its own intellectual history in Greek cultural and philosophical inquiries of Egypt.61  

This radical change in conceptual approach could also be mapped onto a shift in theological 

emphasis: that is, the transformation of the Archaic and Classical question, “How can man know 

the divine?” to the (early) Hellenistic question with which this chapter opened, “How does a man 

become a god?”  

 Where “Hecataeus”-in-Diodorus may have subsumed a Prodicean theology into a project 

of cosmogonic translation, Euhemerus seems to have extended earlier Sophistic thinking on the 

                                                
59 E.g. Whitmarsh (2013) 49–50; cf. Cole (1990) 153–63. For an overview on the “sources” of 
Euhemerus’ theology, cf. Winiarczyk (2013) 28–38. 
 
60 E.g. Herodotus 2.44.4–5 on double cults for Heracles as god and hero, like at the Herakleion on Thasos: 
καὶ δοκέουσι δέ μοι οὗτοι ὀρθότατα Ἑλλήνων ποιέειν, οἳ διξὰ Ἡράκλεια ἱδρυσάμενοι ἔκτηνται, καὶ 
τῷ μὲν ὡς ἀθανάτῳ, Ὀλυμπίῳ δὲ ἐπωνυμίην θύουσι, τῷ δὲ ἑτέρῳ ὡς ἥρωι ἐναγίζουσι. (NB, the 
scrupulous verbal distinction between sacrificial actions for the gods—θύουσι—vs. for the dead—
ἐναγίζουσι.) 
 
61 Cole (1990) 155–7. As Phiroze Vasunia frames it, this kind of intellectual self-fashioning could assume 
the guise of a somewhat paternalistic narrative of cultural succession, e.g. Vasunia (2001) 5: “The Greeks 
were seeing themselves as adapting and borrowing institutions from Egyptians, and in fact the younger 
civilization was marking out itself as the trustee of the new culture.”  
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deification of things useful to man to include the Olympians qua Olympians. “Prodicus’ theory 

[of the gods],” as Albert Henrichs wrote, “was essentially anthropological, not theological, and 

its orientation was cultural rather than religious.”62  The emphasis in the “fragments” of 

Euhemerus on the issues of royal succession, the priestly economy/hierocracy of Panchaia, and a 

process of divinization in which communal consent and legitimation and perpetuation by a 

priestly class play a crucial role63—all of this, while admittedly indebted in some respects to the 

                                                
62 Henrichs (1984) 141. Henrichs’ assertion is based largely on his analysis of PHerc 1428 fr. 19, ll.12–19 
= Philod. De piet., at Henrichs (1975); on the translation of ll.15–6, cf. Henrichs (1976):  

 [ {σιτον} ὑ]πὸ [τ]ῶν 
̣  ἀνθρώπων νομιζο- 

μένους θεοὺς οὔτ’  εἶ- 
ναι φησιν οὔτ’  εἰδέ- 
ναι, τοὺς δὲ καρποὺς 
καὶ πάνθ’ ὅλως τὰ χρή- 
σιμα πρ[ὸς τ]ὸν βίον 
τοὺς ἀρ[χαίο]υς ἀγα- 

                    MARGO  
 
  [Prodicus] maintains that the gods  
  of popular belief do not 
  exist and do not have  
  knowledge, but that primitive man, 
  [out of admiration, deified] the fruits of the earth 
  and virtually everything that contributed 
  to his subsistence… 
   [End of column] 

 
63 Uranus, for example, is first to become king according to the stele on Panchaia on the implicit grounds 
that he was ἐπιεικής and εὐεργετικός (FGrH 63 F2 = Diod. Sic. 6.8)—key descriptive terms in relations 
between Hellenistic rulers and the ruled. Compare Hecataeus ap. Joseph. Contra Apionem 1.186 (= FGrH 
264 F21) on the large number of Jews willingly accompanying Ptolemy I back to Egypt from Syria 
because of the king’s ἠπιότης and φιλανθρωπία. On the contemporary relevance of such civic 
terminology, see for example Gray (2013). Ennius ap. Lact. Div. inst. 1.22.21–27 reflects a slightly 
different picture. In the Ennian version, Jupiter “developed such arrogance that he set up temples to 
himself in many places” and drew neighboring kings and princes to him hospitio sibi et amicitia. These 
concepts belong in the context of Roman imperialism, and it is in this context, I think, that we should 
understand this passage, rather than as a satire of Hellenistic autodeification; cf. Winiarczyk (2002) 63–8, 
108–11. 
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Greek historiographic and philosophic tradition,64 nevertheless was firmly rooted in the 

Hellenistic world. These were conditions that would have spoken especially pointedly to the 

intellectual milieu of Ptolemaic Egypt in the third century.65  

 Euhemerus and Hecataeus—and to a different degree Manetho—occupy the discursively 

fraught space between the anthropological and the theological and engage culturally 

palimpsested sources of religious knowledge to address the historical and contemporary 

phenomenon of the cult of divine kings. When Euhemerus is accused of scribbling ἄδικα βιβλία, 

we should understand this accusation as aimed at a transgression, imaginary or real, located at 

the interstice of ontology and translation. Euhemerus’ apparently original contribution was that 

the figures constituting the Olympian pantheon were not only analogically not-divine; they were 

also ontologically so; thus, with both a historical point of origin or birth and one of termination 

or death.  

 This is the philosophical and theological controversy to which Callimachus seems to 

allude in several places. 

 

Sarapis and Sarapieia: Signifying the New 

I would like to turn back now to the passage of Callimachus with which this chapter 

started (Iamb 1.1–11).66 In these opening lines, we learned that Hipponax, an iambic poet from 

                                                
64 Especially to Herodotus and the role of Egyptian priests in transferring knowledge to Greek witnesses, 
cf. Winiarczyk (2013) 94–5. 
 
65 For extensive bibliography on this view, cf. Winiarczyk (2013) 81–2, n. 62. Winiarczyk himself is 
highly skeptical of any contemporary Egyptian influence on Euhemerus or his contemporaries, but this 
seems to me an extreme position. 
 
66 Cited above, pp. 62–3. 
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Ephesus who flourished in the mid-6th century BCE, has come from the Underworld to address a 

group of intellectuals assembled at a sanctuary outside Alexandria. According to the Diegesis, a 

set of prose summaries attached to Callimachus’ poems sometime between the 1st c. BCE and 1st 

c. CE, this extramural sanctuary was a temple of Sarapis—a Sarapieion—dedicated by a certain 

Parmenion.67  

Whether this Sarapieion was the so-called Great Sarapieion in the southwestern part of 

Alexandria, or another Sarapieion in the city, the fact that the setting is outside of an early 3rd- 

century sanctuary to Sarapis is significant and marks out this spatial context as one in which new 

theologies may well have been at the forefront of intellectual discourse. The Sarapieion at 

Alexandria and, as we will see, the Sarapieion at Memphis may also have been linked as 

important spaces for the commemoration of ruler cult as well as for the exploration of literary 

and cultural expression. 

The cult of Sarapis was intimately connected, by the time of Ptolemy II, to Ptolemaic 

ruler cult.68 The Great Sarapieion even featured an altar dedicated to Ptolemy II and his wife and 

sister Arsinoe II  that was found “in situ on a pebble mosaic floor of the first quarter of the 3rd 

century B.C.”69—an explicit demonstration of the way in which the cult of Sarapis and Ptolemaic 

ruler cult were literally proximate in ritual practice (see fig. 1). 

 

 

 

                                                
67 εἰϲ τὸ Παρμενίωνοϲ καλούμενον Ϲαραπίδειον, Dieg. VI.3–4 
 
68 See especially Pfeiffer (2008); cf. also Pfeiffer (1960); Stambaugh (1972); Thompson  (1988) 116–7. 
 
69 McKenzie et al. (2004) 84. 
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It is worth recalling here the importance of the association, especially for the early Ptolemies, 

between Alexandria and Memphis. For example, there were important links between the 

Sarapieion at Alexandria and the one at Memphis: at Memphis, Nectanebo II had taken special 

pains to renovate, or build anew, a temple dedicated to Osiris-Apis70 or “Sarapis” (= the East 

Temple of Nectanebo II), which later, from the time of Ptolemy II onwards, housed the statues of 

the deified Ptolemaic kings alongside statues of the living Apis and other gods.71  

                                                
70 Arnold (1999), cf. Hölbl (2001) 282. 
 

Fig. 1. Ptolemaic Wall Foundations of the Great Sarapieion,  
based on McKenzie (2004) 82, fig. 6 

Early 3rd 
c. altar to 
Ptolemy 
II and 
Arsinoe II 
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Exhedra 

 But, before encountering Nectanebo’s East Temple, the visitor to the Memphis 

Sarapieion (Saqqara) would first have walked along an impressive avenue and come up directly 

opposite a striking sight: eleven Greek-style statues of poets and philosophers set up on an 

exhedra, or semicircular statue base (figs. 2, 3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
71 Hölbl (2001) 88.  

Fig. 2. Memphis Sarapieion (Saqqara) 
From Lauer and Picard (1955), fig. 26 

Fig. 3. View to the West with “Circle of Poets and Philosophers” on Left 
From Lauer and Picard (1955), Pl. 2 
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The exhedra illustrates one way in which the Memphite Sarapieion displayed the faces of the 

Greek wisdom tradition: the statues bore the likenesses of Pindar, Homer, Hesiod, Protagoras, 

Thales, Heraclitus, Plato, and other unidentified figures.72 Dorothy Thompson saw these figures 

as an unmistakeable sign of colonial dominance: “Made of local stone, probably by craftsmen 

settled in the city, the Greek statuary associated with the Egyptian home of the immigrants’ new 

god displays an arrogant confidence at this relatively early stage of the relationship between 

temples and Ptolemies.”73 Another scholar, speculating on the potential impact of these statues 

outside of the Memphis Sarapieion on the Alexandrian imagination, has even suggested that 

when Callimachus spoke of Euhemerus scratching away at his unrighteous books, he was 

referring to a statue of the author, rather than the author in the flesh.74 In fact, a precise dating of 

the monument is not available (nor is a date of composition for the First Iamb easy to 

determine), although the monument is generally accepted as belonging to the Ptolemaic period.75 

So then, what is to be gained by juxtaposing the Ptolemaic-era Alexandrian and Memphite 

Sarapieia? 

  Even if a relative chronology cannot be established between Euhemerus scribbling in 

front of the Alexandrian sanctuary and the stone sages with their “arrogant confidence” at the 

                                                
72 Cf. McKenzie (2007) 119–20; Hölbl (2001) 281; Lauer and Picard (1955). The identifications are based 
on inscriptions (now very worn) first observed by A. Mariette and published by G. Maspero in Mariette 
and Maspero (1882); cf. Lauer and Picard (1955) 1–6. 
 
73 Thompson (2012 [1988]) 116–7; cf. p. 212, “… in their classical severity they form a bold statement of 
the new mastership of what before had been an Egyptian world.”  
 
74 Rees (1961). 
 
75 McKenzie (2007) 119, n. 3; Thompson (2012 [1988]) 212, “probably in the early second century B.C.,” 
cf. p. 116, n.60 for further references for a range of dates, including Lauer and Picard (1955) 246–58 
(reign of Ptolemy I Soter based on a statue identified as Demetrius of Phalerum) and Fraser (1972) I.255 
and II.404, n.512 (statues could have been composed at different dates, although he argues that at least 
some are to be dated early, contemporary with a nearby lychnaption—a small, classical-style structure for 
the sanctuary’s lamplighters). 
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Memphite sanctuary, the juxtaposition of the two demonstrates some of the cultural dynamics at 

work in dynastically marked spatial contexts. One might mention here that, outside of 

Alexandria, Ptolemaic-era Greek-style religious structures were found in situ at only two other 

sites: Hermopolis Magna (with its temple in honor of Ptolemy III Euergetes and Berenice II; a 

private dedication by Greek settler soldiers) and at the Memphis Sarapieion.76  

It is also worth noting the symbolic importance of Sarapis in interpreting Greco-Egyptian 

cultural interactions. Later Imperial sources—in particular, Plutarch and Tacitus—depict the 

cultivation of Sarapis as the Ptolemies’ own dynastic innovation,77 which, in turn, has cast a long 

hermeneutic shadow, especially through the influence of Johann Gustav Droysen and his 

narrative of Hellenismus.78  For Droysen, Sarapis was a symbol of a kind of religious and 

cultural syncretism characteristic of the Hellenistic period: Sarapis as a “universal human god,” 

and a key tool in Ptolemaic policy aiming to unite Greeks and Egyptians under a new regime. 

However, as Ian Moyer and other scholars have pointed out, the figure of “Sarapis” is attested 

from at least the fourth century BCE,79 and seems to be based on the Memphite cult of Wsr-Ḥp 

                                                
76 McKenzie (2007). 
 
77 Plutarch and Tacitus have Ptolemy I see in a dream a colossal statue of Pluto (= standing in for Sarapis 
in this story) in Sinope, on the Anatolian Black Sea coast, which the king then commands to be brought to 
Alexandria: Plut. De isid. 28 = Mor. 361F–362A; Tac. Hist. 4.83–4; cf. Plut. Mor. 984a–b, Clem. Al. 
Protr. 4.42–3, Cyril Adv. Iul. An alternate version in the Alexander Romance posits a (re-
)contextualization, under Alexander, of the origins of Sarapis and his cult within native Egyptian 
tradition: having laid the foundations for the city of Alexandria, Alexander, with divine aid, discovers the 
altar of Sarapis in the future area of the Alexandrian Sarapieion (Ps.-Call. 1.32–33). Nearby, he also finds 
two obelisks, on which are inscribed in hieroglyphs “Sesonchosis, the King of Egypt, ruler of the world, 
dedicated (this) to Sarapis, renowned god of the world” (Ps.-Call. A, 1.33.6; βασιλεὺς Αἰγύπτου 
Σεσόγχωσις κοσμοκράτωρ τῷ προφανεῖ τοῦ κόσμου θεῷ Σαράπι ἀνέθηκεν; this passage/scene exists 
only in the A-text of the Alexander Romance). 
 
78 On Droysen, Sarapis, and narratives of syncretism and Hellenismus, see esp. Moyer (2011) 142–153. 
The present discussion of Sarapis under the Ptolemies is much indebted to Moyer’s analysis. 
 
79 The earliest written attestations are Menander fr. 139 K-A (= POxy. 15.1803, 9; cf. Fraser (1960) and 
Pfeiffer (2008) 390, n. 14) and the “Curse of Artemisia,” which demonstrates that “Sarapis” was a god to 
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(Osiris-Apis)—the Egyptian god Osiris in his mortuary aspect, represented by the divinized Apis 

bull.80 Any theory that claims Sarapis as a Ptolemaic dynastic invention intended to bring 

together Greeks and Egyptians thus fails to take into account both the pre-Ptolemaic history of 

Sarapis and the dynamic processes involved in identifying and engaging with a “syncretic” 

cult.81 Based on Ptolemaic temple-building and -renovation activity, however, what is evident is 

that early Ptolemaic patronage of the cult of Sarapis at both Memphis and Alexandria capitalized 

on an already popular cult by linking it, spatially, with dynastic cult.  

I would therefore argue that the Serapieia at Memphis and Alexandria were highly 

marked spaces for navigating religious and cultural dynamics, as well as for the commemoration 

of dynastic cult. Callimachus’ representation of Euhemerus at an Alexandrian Sarapieion invites 

us to think about the kinds of intellectual debates taking place specifically in response to real and 

imagined ritual and cultural change; debates taken up by the likes of Euhemerus and Hecataeus. 

The condemnation of Euhemerus’ adika biblia in the First Iamb only has social value in the 

context of a more widespread conversation about the creation of new theological knowledge and 

what dikaia biblia might look like. The setting of an Alexandrian Sarapieion serves as a 

contextual signifier of that social world. 

With this interpretation, I take a different approach from that of prior readers of this 

poem, who see in Callimachus’ Hipponax a figuration for modelling literary change on the page, 

as it were.82 The latter kind of argument makes a familiar (and certainly valid) case for the 

                                                
swear by for Hellenomemphites (Greeks in Egypt) by the mid-fourth century BCE (Wilcken, UPZ I 1); cf 
Thompson (1988) 96. 
 
80 Moyer (2011) 147–8, with further bibliography, including Borgeaud and Volokhine (2000); Thompson 
(1988) 190–206. 
 
81 Moyer (2011) 150–3; cf. Lincoln (2001). 
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generic interpretation of a literary trope: despite revivified Hipponax’s iambic spirit, these are 

not the iambics of Hipponax (or Archilochus or Semonides, for that matter). For sure, a concern 

for the genre of iambics and their potential for variety in content and expression is prominently 

on display in the First and Thirteenth Iambs.83 What is, however, more difficult to ascertain in 

such an analysis is: generic difference to what end?84 By beginning instead from a different point 

of departure—i.e., the invitation to think about spatial dynamics and their role in the agonistics 

of cultural and theological knowledge—we can generate a different kind of interpretive friction, 

one productive for piecing together a bigger literary and cultural conversation about religious 

change and continuity.  

  

The Alexandrian Marketplace of Ideas 

 What, then, were some of these debates in response to real and imagined ritual and 

cultural change? I want to approach this question from multiple angles: in relation to the 

theological conversations discussed in the previous section, in relation to the socio-cultural 

valence of such conversations, and in relation to certain topoi about sophia in the Greek literary 

tradition. Returning to Callimachus’ First Iamb and taking up Callimachus’ Hymn to Zeus as 

case studies, we will both zoom in and expand out to better understand how such theological 

discursive practices were framed. In doing so, I will be analyzing literary agonistics as an 

                                                
82 E.g. Acosta-Hughes (2002). 
 
83 On Iamb 13 as the final poem of Callimachus’ book of Iambi (and on the Iambi as a collection), cf. 
Clayman (1976), Kerkhecker (1999) 271–90. 
 
84 As Geue (2018) 76 frames a similar issue concerning “influence” and “comparability” between Roman 
satire and Greek Old Comedy: “… it is easy to dredge up explicit moments of programmatic allegiance to 
Old Comedy trumpeted in the satires themselves…. But the question has always been (/will be?): where 
to from there? Not whether there is some relationship between Old Comedy and satire, but what kind, and 
how real or direct?” 
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extension of cultural debates: literary agonistics as not merely a symptom of discursive practices 

but, again, as a site where such practices unfold and occur.  

 

 

Parodic and Pyrrhonic  

 A useful text for conceptualizing the framing of theological debate is the work of Timon 

of Phlius, a student of Pyrrho of Elis and an important early proponent of Pyrrhonian Skepticism. 

Timon, a contemporary of Callimachus and reportedly acquainted with Ptolemy II,85 is most 

famous for his Silloi, a parodic hexameter poem in three books. In it, Timon recounts how he 

travels to the Underworld and meets philosophers both past and present, and then proceeds to 

caricature them in a series of miniature dramatic frames. One bile-filled address to those he 

meets in the Underworld—a riff on the Hesiodic Muses’ address to the poet—takes all those who 

have ever philosophized to task (SH 783 = Aristocles ap. Euseb. Praep. ev. 14.18.28): 

  σχέτλιοι ἄνθρωποι, κάκ᾽ ἐλέγχεα, γαστέρες οἶον, 
  τοίων ἔκ τ᾽ ἐρίδων ἔκ τε στοναχῶν πέπλασθε. 
 

   Wretched men, evil disgraces, mere bellies! 
   Out of such rivalries and wailings you were made.86 
 

His striking critique of 3rd-century Alexandrian intellectuals is to this day the most frequently 

invoked characterization of l’ésprit hellénistique (SH 786 = Athen. 1.22D):  

  πολλοὶ μὲν βόσκονται ἐν Αἰγύπτῳ πολυφύλῳ  
βιβλιακοὶ χαρακῖται ἀπείριτα δηριόωντες  

  Μουσέων ἐν ταλάρῳ. 
 
                                                
85 Cf. Diog. Laert. 9.110; cf. Clayman (2009) 84–5. 
 
86 The second line is almost a word-for-word quotation of Empedocles (DK 31 B 124.1–2 = Graham 
TEGP 9.188 [F133]). The full context of these lines in Euseb. Praep. ev. 14.18.28: ἐγένετο δὲ μαθητὴς 
αὐτοῦ (sc. Pyrrhonis) Τίμων Φλιάσιος, ὃς τὸ μὲν πρῶτον ἐχόρευεν ἐν τοῖς θεατροῖς, ἔπειτα δ᾽ 
ὲντυχὼν αὐτῷ συνέγραψεν ἀργαλέας παρῳδίας καὶ βωμολόχους, ἐν αἷς βεβλασφήμηκε πάντας 
τοὺς πώποτε φιλοσοφήσαντας. οὗτος γὰρ ἦν ὁ τοὺς Σίλλους γράψας καὶ λέγων· Σχέτλιοι κτλ….  
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   In many-tribed Egypt are fed many 
   hemmed-in bibliophiles endlessly contending 
   in the bird-cage of the Muses. 
 

 Callimachus, in his First Iamb, breathes life into these bibliakoi “endlessly contending.” 

In a study of Timon’s poetry, Dee Clayman has shown how Timon’s Silloi contains type-scenes 

that are important for Callimachus’ poetry.87 An especially relevant topological type for our 

purposes is one that Clayman calls “the marketplace of ideas”—a scene set in a public space 

“where ideas are for sale by philosophical hucksters.”88 In the Silloi, this marketplace depicted 

Empedocles shouting “words suitable for an agora” (ἀγοραίων… ἐπέων) and setting out for 

sale “first principles needing other first principles”89—casting him, in other words, as a first-

principle-monger. Prodicus also probably featured in this scene, as a λαβάργυρος 

ὡρολογητής, a “money-grabbing teller of the Horae,” a joke both about Prodicus as the author 

of a work called the Horae,90 and the fact that he seems to have charged by the hour for his 

lectures.91 In Timon’s “marketplace of ideas,” Eris and the clamoring mob reign supreme (SH 

795 and 796 = Clem. Alex. Strom. 5.1.11.5–6): 

  φοιτᾷ δὲ βροτολοιγὸς Ἔρις κενεὸν λελακυῖα, 
  Νείκης ἀνδροφόνοιο κασιγνήτη καὶ ἔριθος· 
  ἥ τ᾽ ἀλαὴ περὶ πάντα κυλίνδεται, αὐτὰρ ἔπειτα 
  ἐς βροτοῦ ἐστήριξε κάρη καὶ ἐς ἐλπίδα βάλλει. 
   
  Eris, the destroyer of men, wanders around with her empty chatter, 
  The sister and servant of man-slaying Quarrel: 
  She whirls around everything unseen, but then 

                                                
87 Clayman (2009). 
 
88 Clayman (2009) 101. 
 
89 SH 816; cf. Clayman  (2009) 101–2. 
 
90 Which may have been the title of the work that Philodemus refers to in his criticism of Prodicus in the 
De pietate, see note 63; cf. Henrichs (1984) 142. 
 
91 Clayman (2009) 102–3; Plat. Crat. 384b; Arist. Rhet. 1415b. 
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  She fixes upon the head of a mortal and casts him to hope.92  
   
 
  τίς γὰρ τούσδ᾽ ὀλοῇ ἔριδι ξυνέηκε μάχεσθαι; 
  Ἠχοῦς σύνδρομος ὄχλος. ὁ γὰρ σιγῶσι χολωθεὶς  
  νοῦσον ἐπ᾽ ἀνέρας ὦρσε λάλην, ὀλέκοντο δὲ πολλοί. 
   
  Who brought them together to battle in destructive strife?— 
  The gathered, resounding mob. For it grew angry with those keeping silence 
  And roused upon men the disease of talk; and many perished.93 
   
Each passage, with its Iliadic undertones and adaptations, reconfigures Homeric divine action as 

the irresistible agonistic force of intellectual debate. Timon’s vainly chattering Eris and 

discourse-hungry mob replace, respectively, the cosmic strife that engenders war between the 

Greeks and Trojans and Apollo when he sends the plague that causes the quarrel between 

Achilles and Agamemnon (indeed, Apolline plague becomes, here, “death by debate”94 ). In the 

Silloi, the fixation on competitive talk makes both an ethical and philosophical point by 

dramatizing vain debate as in vain—a marked Skeptic position.95 Thus the dismissal of Euclides, 

the founder of the Megarian school, as a “wrangler” (ἐριδάντης), and of other (Socratic) 

philosophers as mere “babblers” (φλέδονες),96 in contrast to the more favorable assessments of 

                                                
92 Cf. Il. 4.440–3:  
Δεῖμός τ' ἠδὲ Φόβος καὶ Ἔρις ἄμοτον μεμαυῖα, 
Ἄρεος ἀνδροφόνοιο κασιγνήτη ἑτάρη τε, 
ἥ τ' ὀλίγη μὲν πρῶτα κορύσσεται, αὐτὰρ ἔπειτα 
οὐρανῷ ἐστήριξε κάρη καὶ ἐπὶ χθονὶ βαίνει… 
 
93 Cf. Il. 1.8–10: 
 τίς τ' ἄρ σφωε θεῶν ἔριδι ξυνέηκε μάχεσθαι; 
 Λητοῦς καὶ Διὸς υἱός· ὁ γὰρ βασιλῆι χολωθεὶς 
 νοῦσον ἀνὰ στρατὸν ὦρσε κακήν, ὀλέκοντο δὲ λαοί… 
 
94 Cf. Clayman (2009) 97. 
 
95 Clayman (2009) 8. 
 
96 SH 802 = Diog. Laert. 2.107: 
 ἀλλ᾽ οὔ μοι τούτων φλεδόνων μέλει· οὐδὲ γὰρ ἄλλου 
 οὐδενός, οὐ Φαίδωνος, ὅτις γένετ᾽, οὐδ᾽ ἐριδάντεω 
 Εὐκλείδου, Μεγαρεῦσιν ὃς ἔμβαλε λύσσαν ἐρισμοῦ. 
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thinkers genealogically affiliated with Skepticism: from Democritus and the Atomists97; to 

Xenophanes (the writer of the first known Silloi), Parmenides, and the Eleatics98; to sophists like 

Protagoras99; and, finally, to the founder of Skepticism “proper,” Pyrrho.100 One could even 

make the case that Timon’s Silloi are a literal (and literary) response to a nascent Skeptic attitude 

toward ontology and cognition: namely, that there was no such thing “as a means of judgment 

[of truth/reality]” because reality was like a scene-painting (σκηνογραφίᾳ ἀπείκασαν τὰ ὄντα), 

or like events that might happen in sleep or in madness (τοῖς τε κατὰ ὕπνους ἢ μανίαν 

προσπίπτουσι ταῦτα ὡμοιῶσθαι).101  

 Timon’s parody mimics the Skeptic’s perception of reality as theatrical representation 

and fevered dreaming. Callimachus’ parody of Alexandrian bibliakoi in the First Iamb adopts 

this narrative framework and its penchant for embracing a pluralistic survey of different voices in 

competition. I would argue that the opening scene of Callimachus’ First Iamb—famously 

difficult to interpret because of its fragmentary and highly allusive nature—likewise constituted a 

“marketplace of ideas” type-scene set in the symbolically laden space of an Alexandrian 

Sarapieion (perhaps even the Great Sarapieion). The fourteen lines following Callimachus’ 

mention of Euhemerus are too fragmentary to reconstruct, but a couple of details are telling: 1) 

these lines constituted a list of people; and 2) the mention of a “Muse”, an “iamb” and meters 

                                                
97 E.g. SH 820 = Diog. Laert. 9.40 
 
98 E.g. SH 833, 834 = Sext. Empir., Pyrrh. Hypot. 1.223–4 (Xenophanes); SH 818 = Diog. Laert. 9.22 
(Parmenides); SH 819 = Diog. Laert. 9.25 (Zeno). 
 
99 E.g. SH 779 = Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. 9.56. 
 
100 E.g. SH 782, 783 = Aristocles ap. Euseb. Praep ev. 14.18.17, 14.18.19. 
 
101 Reportedly expounded by Anaxarchus (Pyrrho’s teacher) and the Cynic Monimus. Cf. Sext. Emp. Adv. 
Math. 7.87–8. On both Pyrrho and Anaxarchus as part of Alexander’s retinue in India, cf. Diog. Laert. 
9.61–4. 



 91 

(perhaps hexameters?) signal a literary or intellectual group.102 It is tempting to see an indirect 

reference in this passage to Timon’s Silloi (which Diogenes at least once calls the Iamboi).103 

The following lines, in which Hipponax rails against contemporary intellectuals, more clearly 

point to the type-scene of a marketplace of ideas (Iamb 1.26–31): 

  ὤπολλον, ὧ|νδρεϲ, ὡϲ | παρ’ αἰπόλῳ μυῖαι 
  ἢ ϲφῆκεϲ | ἐκ γῆϲ ἢ ἀπ|ὸ θύματοϲ Δελφ[οί,  
  εἰληδὸν [ἑϲ]|μεύουσιν |· ὦ Ἑκάτη πλήθευϲ. 
  ὁ ψιλοκόρϲ|ηϲ τὴν πν|οὴν ἀναλώϲει 
  φυϲέων ⌊ὅκ⌋|ωϲ μὴ τὸ|ν τρίβωνα γυμνώϲῃ. 
  ϲωπὴ γενέσθω|καὶ γρ|άφεϲθε τὴν ῥῆϲιν. 
  ἀνὴρ Βαθυκλῆ|ϲ Ἀρκ|άϲ–οὐ μακρὴν ἄξω, 
  ὦ λῷϲτε μὴ ϲ|ίμαι|νε. καὶ γὰρ οὐδ᾽ αὐτόϲ 
  μέγα ϲχολάζ[ω]· 
 
  Apollo! These men—roiling in swarms,  
  like flies around a goatherd, or wasps out of the ground or Delphians  
  after a sacrifice! Hekate, what a mob!  
  Baldy will lose his breath, huffing away  
  so as not to be stripped of his raggedy cloak.  
  Let there be silence! And be sure to take notes!104  
  Once upon a time, there was a man named Bathycles,  
  an Arcadian—now don’t you turn your nose up at me,  
  mister—I, too, don’t have much time…  
  

                                                
102 For the full poem, see Appendix. The passage in question consists of lines 9–25: 
 
  ἐϲ τὸ πρ⌋ὸ τείχευϲ ἱρὸν | ⌊ἁλέεϲ⌋ δεῦτε, 
  οὗ τὸν⌋ πάλαι Πάγχαιο⌊ν ὁ πλάϲαϲ Ζᾶνα 
  γέρων⌋ λαλάζων ἄδι⌊κα βιβλία ψήχει. 

 ]ι γὰρ ἐντὸϲ ου[ 
]άγη τιϲ· η πολ[ 
]ντα βωμοί τ[ 
]ν πρὸϲ Ἅιδην[ 

ἄν]δρεϲ ὁκόϲοι βο[ 
    ]ηδοι Μοῦϲα τ[ 
    ]νον ὅϲτιϲ ἐμ[ 
    ]δε καὶ τὸν ὃϲ χ[ 
    ]ν ἑταίρην ατ[ 
   ἴ]αμβον ὅϲτι[ϲ 
    ] ̣ ώϲ τιϲ τοὺϲ ν[ 
    ]άμετρα τοιϲ[ 
            ]ν ὅϲτιϲ τηι[ 
         π]ολλούϲ· ἐν[ 

 
103 Diog. Laert. 9.110. 
 
104 I.e., lecture notes; cf. Kerkhecker (1999) 27, n. 103. 
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Like Empedocles hawking his first principles at the top of his lungs in the Silloi, and Prodicus 

hustling for cash with his lectures, “Baldy” with the thin cloak—a Cynic, by the looks of it105—

along with a whole thronging mob are all “agorandizing” their intellectual wares. Hipponax, of 

course, is one of them. 

 The Diegesis tells us that Hipponax attempted to dissuade the philosophoi106 of 

Alexandria from bearing ill-will toward each other (φθονεῖν ἀλλήλοιϲ) by telling them the story 

of how Bathycles the Arcadian set his son on a mission to give a golden cup to the wisest of the 

Seven Sages.107 Much of the poem is lost in this section, and the precise arc of the narrative is 

hard to determine. While stories involving the Seven Sages were a popular genre in the early 

third century,108 the narrative motivation for the telling of the tale remains unclear. The bare 

bones of the inset story, based on the extant lines and the summary in the Diegesis, are as 

follows: Bathycles’ cup is given first to Thales of Miletus, who is found scratching mathematical 

figures in the dirt at the Didymaion, near Miletus109; Thales decides to pass it on to Bias of 

Priene; and the cup then travels around to each of the other Seven Sages before “gliding back” to 

Thales, who dedicates it to Apollo at Didyma.110 Again, the details and nuances of the story are 

                                                
105 Pfeiffer (1949) and D’Alessio (1996) ad Iamb 1.30. Probably a parody of a Cynic philosopher (to 
whom meager cloaks are often attributed); cf. Clayman (1980) 12f., 16. 
 
106 I prefer the uncorrected φιλοσοφους to the corrected φιλολογους in the papyrus; cf. further 
discussion in Pfeifffer (1949) I.163 ad loc.; Clayman (2009) 158–9. 
 
107 Dieg. VI.4–10: ἥκουσι δ᾽ αὐτοῖς κατ᾽ εἴλας ἀπαγορεύει (sc. Hipponax) φθονεῖν ἀλλήλοις, λέγων 
ὡς Βαθυκλῆς Ἀρκὰς τελευτῶν τήν τε ἄλλην οὐσίαν διέθετο καὶ δὴ χρυσοῦν ἔκπωμα τῷ μέσῳ τῶν 
υἱῶν Ἀμφάλκῃ ἐνεχείρισεν, ὅπως δῷ τῷ ἀρίστῳ τὼν ἑπτὰ σοφῶν.  
 
108 For extensive bibliography on Hellenistic interest in the Seven Sages, Kerkhecker (1999) 35, n. 153; 
cf. Clayman (2009) 161. 
 
109 ll. 56–9: εὗρεν…/ ἐν τοῦ Δ̣ιδυμέοϲ τὸν γέρ[ο]ντα κωνῄω/ ξύοντα τὴν  γῆν καὶ γράφοντα τὸ 
ϲχῆμα/ τοὐχεῦρ᾽ ὁ Φρύξ Εὔφορβος [= Pythagoras]… 
 
110 Iamb 1.52–77. 
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difficult to piece together, but I would suggest that Hipponax’s embedded narrative represents a 

narratological shift from other stories about the Seven Sages. In particular, the story of 

Bathycles’ cup focalizes the history of sophia—and the usual tale of a sage’s wanderings abroad 

and his return (i.e., his theoria)—in such a way that the dedicated cup itself receives an unusual 

amount of attention. The end of this tale is probably lost in a lacuna, but it is likely that it 

featured as a capping finish the epigraphic couplet at lines 76–7:  

  Θάληϲ με τῷ μεδεῦντι Νείλεω δήμου 
  δίδωϲι, τοῦτο δὶϲ λαβὼν ἀριϲτῇον. 
 
  Thales dedicates me to the ruler of the people of Neleus, 
  having twice won this prize. 
 
 One of the effects of such a narrative shift is to reverse engineer the archaeology of 

wisdom for a contemporary Alexandrian audience. After all: why Thales? Why a cup, rather than 

the usual tripod? Why Didyma?  

 Alan Cameron has highlighted how Didyma and Miletus would have been of especial 

interest to Alexandrians attentive to current affairs111: a letter (dated 262/1) from Ptolemy II to 

the Milesians indicates that there had been interest in developing a relationship with the city 

from the time of Ptolemy I Soter112; Ptolemy II was involved with the rebuilding of the sanctuary 

at Didyma in the first half of the third century113; and there was at least an alliance (and perhaps 

a more hegemonic relationship) between the Ptolemies/Alexandria and Miletus from 279 until 

ca. 260.114 Callimachus’ Iambi were probably written within this time frame—most likely, if first 

                                                
111 Cameron (1995) 167–8. 
 
112 I. Delphin. 139; Welles, RC 14.  
 
113 Parke (1986). 
 
114 Bagnall (1987) 173–4. 
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published as a collection, in the early 260s, not long after the death of Arsinoe II in 268.115 

According to Diogenes Laertius, Callimachus’ particular version featuring Bathycles’ cup was 

taken from the local historian, Maeandrius of Miletus,116 but with a difference (Diog. Laert. 1. 

28–9): where Callimachus has Thales dedicate Bathycles’ cup to Apollo at Didyma, Maeandrius 

had Thales dedicate the cup to Apollo at the Delphinion, the primary sanctuary of Miletus before 

the construction of the Didymaion.117 Didyma and Miletus as the foci of the narrative at hand are 

emphasized elsewhere in the Iambi—most notably, in what may have been the concluding poem 

of the collection, the “Branchus” (= Iamb 17?118; fr. 229 Pf.), about the foundation of the shrine 

at Didyma.119 By the end of Hipponax’s moralizing tale, the Seven Sages are associated, through 

a specific representation of the archaeology of wisdom, with Ptolemaic imperial interests. Other 

versions of the Seven Sages that did not quite align with Ptolemaic geopolitics are suppressed—

notably one featuring a tripod that eventually became the cause of war between Miletus and Cos, 

Ptolemy II’s birthplace and an important Ptolemaic base.120 As Stephens and Acosta-Hughes 

                                                
115 I follow Cameron’s discussion of the Iambi and their dating in Cameron (1995) 163–73. 
 
116 On Maeandrius of Miletus, cf. Jacoby on FGrH 491 (Maeandrius of Miletus) and FGrH 492 
(Laeandrius of Miletus, whom Jacoby believes to be the same as preceding figure); see further, BNJ 491–
492 for updated bibliography. 
 
117 Parke (1986) 130; cf. Cameron (1995) 168: “Modern students of Iamb 1 are almost exclusively 
concerned with Callimachus’ satiric persona and debt to Hipponax. Well-informed contemporaries would 
also have noticed how neatly he had updated the story of Bathycles’ cup.” 
 
118 Whether the Iambi consisted of 13 or 17 poems in total is debated. For a total collection of 13 Iambi, 
cf. Clayman (1976) and (1980), Kerkhecker (1999) 271–82; for a total collection of 17, cf. Cameron 
(1995) 163–73, D’Alessio (1996) 43–7, Lelli (2005). I am inclined, with D’Alessio and Cameron, to 
doubt that the view that there was a collection of 13 Iambi is based on as unassailable a position as has 
sometimes been assumed. 
 
119 Branchus also appears in Iamb 4.28–31. 
 
120 On Cos and the Ptolemies, cf. Chapter 3. On this version of the Seven Sages, Diog. Laert. 1.32–3; cf. 
Wiersma (1933). 
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point out, such a narrative sleight of hand “is very much in keeping with Callimachus’ other 

poetry on the Ptolemies, and should not surprise.”121 The more interesting question, they 

continue, is not so much which variant tale of the Seven Sages is told, but why the Seven Sages 

are brought in at all. Stephens and Acosta-Hughes’ answer to this question hinges on Plato’s 

Protagoras, which pits the Sophists, the Seven Sages, Simonides of Ceos, and Socrates against 

each other in a discussion of the nature of sophia, and who best can teach virtue.122 Their 

analysis of how both Plato and Callimachus embed a narrative about the Sages within the context 

of a literary quarrel about poetry vs. philosophy is an important one.123 However, while the 

Protagoras was certainly an important subtext for Callimachus’ First Iamb,124 I would like to 

take a slightly different approach to situating the First Iamb—one that examines the relationship 

between Callimachus’ text and the wider complex of discourse about sophia as an issue of 

contemporary concern.  

 

 After Hipponax concludes the tale of Bathycles’ cup, he appears to re-launch his attack 

on the assembled Alexandrian intellectuals. Again, the text is very fragmentary (Iamb 1.82–93): 

  ὁ δ᾽ ἐξόπισθε Κω[ρ]υκαῖος ἐγχάσκει 
  τὴν γλῶσσαν †ελων ὡς κύων ὅταν πίνῃ 
  και φησι τοὐπι[  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣   ̣ ̣]ς ἐκπλεύσ[ 
  ε  ̣ τα[  ̣  ̣] ΄̣  ̣[                  ]  ̣ αι  η̣ξει  ̣[ 
         τὰ τρά⌋χηλα γυμνάζει 

  ]  ̣  ̣  ̣   ̣ ̣  ̣ ουσκορ  ̣μος 
                           μαν]θάνοντες οὐδ’  ἄλφα 

    ] ̣  ̣  ̣ κονδύλῳ καπηλεῦσ[αι 
   ] ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣   ̣νι[  ̣]ασυλλο   ̣

                                                
121 Acosta-Hughes and Stephens (2012) 58. 
 
122 ibid. 58ff.  
 
123 ibid. 61. 
 
124 And while it is further discussed below, pp. 98–99. 
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   ]ουσερ  ̣ρ  ̣  ο̣σω [πέ]πλον 
                         ]ηρ μοῦνος εἷλε τὰς [Μο]ύσας 
                                    ]  ̣ οι χλωρὰ σῦκα τρωγούσα[ς 
 
  The Corycian gapes from behind 
  †dragging his tongue like a dog when it drinks 
  and he says… sail… 
  … 

   cranes his neck 
   … 

                       … not even learning their alphabet 
                       … do retail with their fists 
                    … 
                    …  peplos 

  … (that man?) alone chose the Muses 
  … munching away on green figs… 

 

At one point, Hipponax castigates one group of men for not even learning their alphabet and 

another for selling (their ideas?) like merchants selling their wares with their fists, as if they were 

uncivilized mafiosi. One man alone—we are not told who, although the Callimachean poet 

would be a reasonable guess—chooses the Muses. Hipponax then takes his leave and returns to 

Hades.  

 As ever, one must preface any interpretation with the caveat that one’s case rests on 

fragmentary information—there are perhaps twenty lines missing between the end of Iamb 1 and 

the beginning of Iamb 2,125 and, as we have just seen, the lines preceding this missing ending are 

themselves incomplete. However, with that said, I would suggest that one of the primary impacts 

of the First Iamb is its ability to stage an agonistic space: the contestation of sophia has been 

transferred from Ephesus and Didyma (via Hipponax and the Seven Sages, respectively) and 

from Athens (via Plato) to a burgeoning Egyptian cosmopolis—a dynastic setting with its own 

native temple culture and traditions of wisdom. Through Hipponax’s story about the cup of 

                                                
125 D’Alessio (1996) 591. 



 97 

Bathycles, the history of sophia is reconfigured to end not with an answer to the question “Who 

is the most useful (ὀνήιστος) of the wise?”, or even “Who can best teach virtue?”, but with a 

disembodied voice, a speaking object, a relic. Sophia becomes artefactual, something that can be 

collected, debated, and displayed; identified and refuted. I would argue that the philosophers and 

poets so prominently arranged at the entrance to the Memphis Sarapieion exhibit a similar 

cultural (and imperial) reflex.  

 Another effect of the (dis)embodiment of wisdom is to foreground what Daniel Selden 

has called “the order of the alibi,” an epistemological and poetological approach that emphasizes 

absence and situates Callimachus’ work in “an existential nexus of displacement.”126 This is, in 

other words, a metaphorical way of reading that focuses on the spatial and temporal 

displacements in Callimachus’ poetry as an extension of the diasporic displacement of the 

populations of early Ptolemaic Alexandria. Thus, in a complex reading of one of Callimachus’ 

dedicatory epigrams, Epigram 37,127 Selden highlights the way in which themes of absence, 

“emptiness,” and “dispossession” drive poetic composition.128 According to Selden, the epigram, 

which enacts a Cretan soldier’s dedication of his bow and quiver to the god Sarapis (to be 

                                                
126 Selden (1998) 314. 
 
127 Call. Ep. 37 Pf.:  
  ὁ Λύκτιος Μενίτας 
  τὰ τόξα ταῦτ᾽ ἐπειπών 
  ἔθηκε· “τῆ, κέρας τοι   
  δίδωμι, καὶ φαρέτρην, 
  Σάραπι· τοὺς δ᾽ ὀιστούς 
  ἔχουσιν Ἑσπερῖται.” 
 
  Menitas of Lyktos  
  dedicated this bow,  
  saying, “Here, I give you 
  my bow and quiver, 
  Sarapis; but the arrows 
  belong to the Hesperitai.” 
 
128 Selden (1998) 307–9. 
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imagined as taking place, probably, after a battle between Cyrene and her colony Hesperis [= 

mod. Benghazi, Libya]), records 

a set of dislocations: arrows from the quiver, the archer from his arms, a soldier on 
foreign soil, his donation to an alien god. As an inscriptional text, the dedication explains 
the fixture of the offerings not as due to any quality inherent in the objects themselves, 
but as the result or convergence of a series of displacements…. The offerings no longer 
constitute a luminous presence, meaningful in itself [i.e. as in Archaic or Classical 
dedicatory epigram]: the inscription now elucidates the bow and quiver within a complex 
historicity, spatial as well as temporal, and it is the traces of that alterity that make the 
objects significant.129 
 

 In my view, a similar (if not quite parallel) convergence of dislocations and 

dispossessions takes place in the First Iamb: Hipponax from the Underworld; theoria from the 

Sages; iambos from its generic roots130; bibliakoi on foreign soil; Ionic agonistics before the 

sanctuary of an alien god.  The competitive display of sophia in this poem draws attention not 

only to the chaos of the Alexandrian marketplace of ideas, but also to the dislocation of sophia 

from its earlier discursive contexts. In particular, the story of Bathycles’ cup highlights the 

disjuncture between the contexts for Archaic and Classical narratives about the Seven Sages and 

those for contemporary Alexandria. For example, in Plato’s Protagoras—which features the 

Seven as paradigmatic arch-philosophers—the Sages as a corporate body dedicate the first fruits 

of their wisdom at the temple of Apollo in Delphi (Prot. 343a–b)131: 

οὗτοι καὶ κοινῇ συνελθόντες ἀπαρχὴν τῆς σοφίας ἀνέθεσαν τῷ Ἀπόλλωνι εἰς 
τὸν νεὼν τὸν ἐν Δελφοῖς, γράψαντες ταῦτα ἃ δὴ πάντες ὑμνοῦσιν, “γνῶθι 
σαυτόν” καὶ “μηδὲν ἄγαν”.  
 
They assembled as a body (lit. “together; in common”) and dedicated a first-fruit 
offering of their wisdom to Apollo in his temple at Delphi, by inscribing those 
[words] that everyone recites: “Know thyself” and “Nothing in excess.” 

                                                
129 ibid. 308–9. 
 
130 On this theme, compare especially Iamb 13.  
 
131 On the importance of the Protagoras for Callimachus, cf. Stephens and Acosta-Hughes (2012) 58; on 
the Sages as a corporate body even in the Archaic period, cf. Martin (1993), esp. pp. 119–124.  
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 As Leslie Kurke has argued, part of the discursive context for the Sages and Archaic and 

Classical traditions of sophia has to do with the emergence and growth of the polis—a 

development that “continued to be hotly contested throughout the sixth and fifth centuries” by 

those whose claims to sophia “endowed [them] with real political status and authority within the 

city.”132 In the First Iamb, the setting of the Sarapieion and the mention of Euhemerus remind us 

that these intellectuals gathered before the Alexandrian sanctuary are operating in a rather 

different discursive world—one where making space for Ptolemaic dynastic interests was a 

primary concern. Indeed, if the mention of Euhemerus serves as any guide, I would suggest that 

the subject of their discourse seems at least in part concerned with genealogies of the divine, or 

the reconciliation of traditional theogonic accounts and Presocratic theories of anthropology with 

new religious and political developments.  

 The frenetic energy of Iamb 1, the way it swerves from caricature to caricature and insult 

to insult, is performative: it mimics the thrust and pull of different voices clamoring for attention. 

In front of this Sarapieion, one can imagine the hue and cry of a Euhemerus proclaiming that 

Zeus was in fact a mortal king; a Hecataeus peddling his Prodicean version of Egyptian 

genealogies of gods and kings; perhaps even a Manetho insisting that everyone else had it wrong 

and he was the one who had access to those transcripts that told us the true names and origins 

and reigns of Egypt’s gods and kings. In this respect, Callimachus’ poem becomes a literary 

snapshot of debates that strikes right to the heart of Ptolemaic royal authority. A contemporary 

Alexandrian cognizant of the references to earlier Sophistic debates would have understood what 

was at stake in those earlier discussions about sophia in/and the city. This putative contemporary 

might also have understood that any claims to sophia in Iamb 1 were tactically rooted in the 

                                                
132 Kurke (2011) 102–115, quotation from p. 105. 
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staging of public debate. That is, in the mention of Euhemerus, Iamb 1 reproduces—however 

slightly—a public discussion and refutation of one man’s ideas about the origins of divine kings. 

In staging this as a public event, Euhemerus’ theories are subjected, conceptually, to the process 

of open debate. The implication here seems to be that all such theories would have been exposed 

to similar public contention and reflection.   

 It is worth remembering that, in Iamb 1, the prize for the competition in wisdom among 

the Seven was given to Thales for being “the most useful of the wise” (… τίϲ ὑμέων τῶν 

ϲοφ[ῶν ὀνήιϲτοϲ/ τῶν ἑπτά, ll. 67–8). Of Thales’ many claims to fame, including his 

advancements in astronomy133 and his status as the father of the Greek tradition of natural 

philosophy,134 he was also noted, like other Sages, as an advisor of practical political action. 

Herodotus, for instance, represents Thales, alongside Bias of Priene, in this light: when the 

Ionians are faced with the prospect of Persian rule, Bias advocates for their sailing off all 

together to Sardinia (“a most useful plan,” γνώμην… χρησιμωτάτην, Hdt. 1.170.1); while 

Thales advises them to establish a political center at Teos, with the other Ionian cities governed 

as if they were demes (another “useful plan,” γνώμη… χρηστή, Hdt. 1.170.3). The Herodotean 

passage provides a clue to understanding the parameters by which Thales is judged the best—or 

rather, “the most useful”—of the sophoi: political utility and the capacity to advise in intra- and 

inter-polis affairs. 

 In Callimachus’ simulated agonistics, however, the relationship between sophia and civic 

activity is overshadowed by a much larger concern for the validation of cultural authority. This 

                                                
133 Thales reportedly acquired astronomical and geometrical knowledge from the Egyptians: cf. Diog. 
Laert. 1.24, 1.27, and 1.43, a letter from Thales to Pherecydes (“having sailed… to Egypt to converse 
with all those who are priests and astronomers there”).  
 
134 Graham TEGP 1.15 (= Arist. Met. 983b6–13, 17–27) and 1.20 (= Hippol. Haer. 1.1.1–4). 
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comes especially to the fore in Iamb 13 (a programmatic counterpiece to Iamb 1), in which 

displacement and dislocation become the foundation for cultural production under empire. 

 Iamb  13 features the philomousos with whom we ended Iamb 1 (“[that] man alone chose 

the Muses…”, Iamb 1.92) as the poet-speaker. According to the Diegesis, he responds to those 

who criticize his polyeideia (his “multi-genre-ness”), and he defends himself by claiming that he 

“mimics” (μιμεῖται) the tragedian Ion of Chios, and by asserting that nobody blames a 

woodworker if he should use various tools (πολυειδῆ σκεύη) in his woodwork (Dieg. IX.33–8). 

This literary program appears to declare that the “new iambics” will be marked by variety in not 

only meter but also tone and subject matter. At one point in Iamb 13, the poet even mimics the 

voice of an imagined critic in the course of his own response (Iamb 13.30–3):  

  τίϲ εἶπεν αυτ[   ̣ ̣  ̣  ̣ ]λε ̣   ̣ρ ̣ [  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣] ̣  
  ϲὺ πεντάμετρα ϲυντίθει, ϲὺ δ᾽ ἡ[ρῷο]ν, 
  ϲὺ δὲ τραγῳδε[ῖν] ἐκ θεῶν ἐκληρώϲω; 
  δοκέω μὲν οὐδείϲ, ἀλλὰ καὶ το  ̣δ  ̣ ̣κεψαι   
 
  “Who said…  
  ‘You! Compose in pentameters! And you, in the heroic meter!  
  And you, you’ve got tragedies as your lot from the gods’?  
  No one, I think, but consider this also….”  
 
As several scholars have pointed out, such a message seems to hint at the kind of specialized, 

divinely inspired, and context-based poetic composition espoused in Plato’s Ion (543C)135: 

Since, then, poets compose not by art (τέχνῃ) when they say many fine things 

about (men’s) deeds—just as you do about Homer—but by divine dispensation 

(θείᾳ μοίρᾳ), each one is only able to compose well this one thing to which the 

Muse has roused him: one composes dithyrambs; another, encomia; another, 

hyporchēmata; another, epics; another, iambs; but each of them is worthless at the 

rest.  

                                                
135 As noted by e.g. Depew (1992) 317; Hunter (1998). Pl. Ion 543C: ἅτε οὖν οὐ τέχνῃ ποιοῦντες καὶ 
πολλὰ λέγοντες καὶ καλὰ περὶ τῶν πραγμάτων, ὥσπερ σὺ περὶ Ὁμήρου, ἀλλὰ θείᾳ μοίρᾳ, τοῦτο 
μόνον οἷός τε ἕκαστος ποιεῖν καλῶς, ὃ ἡ ἐφ᾽ Μοῦσα αὐτὸν ὥρμησεν, ὁ μὲν διθυράμβους, ὁ δὲ 
ἐγκώμια, ὁ δὲ ὑπορχήματα, ὁ δ᾽ ἔπη, ὁ δ᾽ ἰάμβους· τὰ δ᾽ ἄλλα φαῦλος αὐτῶν ἕκαστός ἐστιν.  
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Here, the problem is not polyeideia but, rather, eidetic mixture.136 This Platonic understanding of 

genre appears encoded in the imaginary critic’s accusations to the poet-speaker at Iamb 13.11–

21: 

  ἐκ γὰρ  ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣̣   ̣ ̣ [ ̣ οὔτ’] Ἴ̣ωϲι ϲυμμείξαϲ 
  οὔτ’  Ἔφεϲον ἐλθών, ἥτιϲ ἐϲτι  ̣  αμ  ̣[ 
  Ἔφεϲον, ὅθεν περ οἱ τὰ μέτρα μέλ⌊λοντεϲ 
  τὰ χωλὰ τίκτειν μὴ ἀμαθῶϲ ἐναύ⌊ονται· 
  ἀλλ’  εἴ τι θυμὸν ἢ ’πὶ γαϲτέρα πνευϲ  ̣[ 
  εἴτ’ οὖν ἐπ  ̣  ̣  ̣ἀρχαῖον εἴτ’ ἀπαι  ̣[  , 
  τοῦτ’ ἐμπ[έ]πλεκται καὶ λαλευϲ[  ̣  ̣  ̣]  ̣[ 
  Ἰαϲτὶ καὶ Δωριϲτὶ καὶ το ϲύμμεικ[τον. 
  τ[ε]ῦ μέχρι τολμᾷϲ; οἱ φίλοι ϲε δήϲ[ουϲι, 
  κ[ἢ]ν νοῦν ἔχωϲιν, ἐγχέουϲι τὴν[ κρᾶϲιν137 
  ὡϲ ὑγιείηϲ οὐδὲ τῴ̣νυχι ψαύειϲ …  
 
  “For… neither having mingled with the Ionians 
  nor having gone to Ephesus, which is… 
  Ephesus, from where those who intend to compose 
  choliambic measures are not unlearnedly inspired. 
  But if something (breathes) on breast or belly, 
  whether… ancient… or …  
  this is entwined and… chatter… 
  in Ionic and Doric and in mixed dialect. 
  How far will your daring go? Your friends will tie you down, 
  and, if they’ve any sense, they’ll pour you the [mixture], 
  because you haven’t got a drop of sanity, not even a fingernail’s worth!” 
 
The critic appears to explicitly condemn the Iambs as a collection in these lines, particularly in 

the reference to the mingling of dialects and, with broader poetological reference, in his negative 

judgment of intermingling (ἐμπέπλεκται) and senseless chatter (λαλευϲ-). The accusation of 

madness hints at the way in which Hipponax in Iamb 1 characterizes the Alexandrian 

audience,138 and the mention of Ionian Ephesus as the fount of choliambic wisdom likewise 

                                                
136 As formulated by Kerkhecker (1999) 261–2. 
 
137 Pfeiffer’s supplement, with convincing discussion in his apparatus. 
 
138 Iamb 1.78–94, much of which however is very lacunose. 
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recalls the iambographer and his “limping” meter. Our critic’s claim thus seems linked to the 

idea that the poet-speaker has not gone, in a literal sense, to the Ephesian source. 

 When the speaker of Iamb 13 finally delivers his reply, his words repeat the words of his 

critic (ll. 63–6): 

  μηθ  ̣[  ̣  ̣]  ̣  ̣  ̣   ̣ ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣   ̣ ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣ν ἀείδω 
  οὔτ’ ⌊ Ἔφεϲο⌋ν ἐλ⌊θὼ⌋ν οὔτ’  ⌊Ἴω⌋ϲι ϲυμμείξαϲ, 
  Ἔφεσον, ὅθεν περ οἱ τὰ μέτρα μέλλοντεϲ   
  τὰ χωλὰ τίκτειν μὴ ἀμαθῶϲ ἐναύονται. 
   
  Nor…  I sing, 
  neither having gone to Ephesus nor having mingled with Ionians; 
  Ephesus, from where those who intend to compose 
  choliambic measures are not unlearnedly inspired. 
 

In “singing” his iambics while refusing to go to Ephesus, where those who want to create 

choliambic verses are set alight with inspiration, the speaker appears to make a claim for technē 

over divine inspiration, for poly-generic composition over single-track generic restrictions.139 Or 

is it as simple as that? As Richard Hunter notes, Socrates’s argument to Ion is “deliberately 

tendentious,” and Callimachus’ reference to the Platonic passage seems integral to the poetic 

persona in Iamb 13, a persona “marked by irony and tendentious argument.”140 But an argument 

tendentiously tending to what view?  

 Hunter rightly points to tone and (ironic) voice as “central to the whole book of Iambi”—

and shifting tone and voice make it difficult to reconstruct what exactly is going on in the poorly 

preserved text of Iamb 13.141 However, at least one important theme relevant to this discussion 

                                                
139 Cf. Hunter (1998) 46 on the possibility that Callimachus intentionally vacillates between “the eponym 
of the Ionians, Ion of Chios, and the Platonic character [Ion]” when he rejects “mixing with the Ionians” 
at Iamb 13.64, a repetition the critics’ accusation at line 11.  
 
140 Hunter (1998) 46. 
 
141 Hunter (1998) 47. 
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can be made out. In particular, I would suggest that when the poet-speaker is accused of “not 

going to Ephesus and not mixing with Ionians” at ll.11–12—again, emphatically repeated as the 

poet-speaker’s own assertion at ll. 63–5 (cf. ἀείδω at line 63)—this is not just a clever slippage 

between the different Ions juggled by the text,142 or merely a claim for technē over divine 

inspiration. Rather, the claim to technē is undergirded by an imperial claim asserting Alexandria 

as a new literary-imperial space. “I sing without having gone to Ephesus” is a brilliant 

illustration of how claims to the spaces of cultural production are made. The speaker doesn’t 

need to go to Ephesus, the traditional home of learned (μὴ ἀμαθῶς, Iamb 13.66) choliambic 

poetry, because, he seems to imply, Greek culture has come to Alexandria, not least in the form 

of books and intellectuals. His assertion inverts the meaning of the critic’s words and vividly 

marks a process of deracination in both literary and social space. That is, the deracination of 

generic roots coincides, in Callimachus’ literary imagination, with the deracination of the social 

prerogatives of archaic iambic. The speaker does not need to travel to Ephesus to learn how to 

compose “limping measures”—for they have evidently reached Alexandria. 

 

 

Epistemology, Belief, and Sophia in Callimachus’ Hymn to Zeus  

If the First Iamb gives us a flavor of the messiness of philosophical and poetological 

discourse, Callimachus’ Hymn to Zeus lands us squarely in a theological quagmire. As Albert 

Henrichs notes, a fundamental criterion in the Archaic and Classical Greek definition of divinity 

                                                
142 As Hunter (1998) 46 suggests. 
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is the immortality of the gods143—how can a god die, or have a tomb? Callimachus approaches 

this question almost as a problem of logic in the Hymn to Zeus (H. 1.1–9144): 

Ζηνὸς ἔοι τί κεν ἄλλο παρὰ σπονδῇσιν ἀείδειν 
λώϊον ἢ θεὸν αὐτόν, ἀεὶ μέγαν, αἰὲν ἄνακτα,  
Πηλαγόνων ἐλατῆρα, δικασπόλον Οὐρανίδῃσι; 

  πῶς καί νιν , Δικταῖον ἀείσομεν ἠὲ Λυκαῖον; 
  ἐν δοιῇ μάλα θυμός, ἐπεὶ γένος ἀμφήριστον. 
  Ζεῦ, σὲ μὲν Ἰδαίοισιν ἐν οὔρεσί φασι γενέσθαι, 
  Ζεῦ, σὲ δ᾽ ἐν Ἀρκαδίῇ· πότεροι, πάτερ, ἐψεύσαντο; 
  ‘Κρῆτες ἀεὶ ψεῦσται᾽· καὶ γὰρ τάφον, ὦ ἄνα, σεῖο 
  Κρῆτες ἐτεκτήναντο· σὺ δ᾽ οὐ θάνες, ἐσσὶ γὰρ αἰεί. 
 

At libations to Zeus, what would be a better subject of song  
than the god himself, ever great, ever lord, 

  router of the Titans, dispenser of the law to the sons of Uranus? 
  Just how shall we hymn him, as Dictaean or Lycaean? 
  My heart is greatly in doubt, since his birth145 (genos) is contested. 
  Zeus, you, some say, were born on the peaks of Ida; 
  Zeus, [others say] you were born in Arcadia. Which, o father, lied? 
  “Cretans are always liars.” Indeed, lord, the Cretans 
  forged146 your tomb! But you did not die; you are forever. 
 

 The hymn opens with an expression of uncertainty about Zeus’ true birthplace—Mt. 

Dikte on Crete or Mt. Lykaion in Arcadia—with a double entendre on the word genos, which can 

also mean “birth” and “genealogy.” The latter meanings are flagged when a voice interrupts—

whose voice is not clear—that “Cretans are always liars.” In the process of navigating his doubt, 

the speaker weighs up different alternatives, verbalizing his reactions in a pantomimic way, 

using allusion after allusion.   

 The opening alludes to a Hymn to Eros by Antagoras of Rhodes, who was roughly 

                                                
143 Henrichs (2010). 
 
144 For the full poem, see the Appendix. 
 
145 I.e., his “birthplace,” as the context makes clear, but also with reference to disputed genealogy. 
 
146 τεκταίνομαι often implying deception or cunning; cf. McLennan (1977) ad loc. 
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contemporary with Callimachus. This hymn partially dealt with Stoic and Academic 

epistemology and began, “My heart is in doubt, in that your birth [genos] is far-famed.”147 It may 

gesture towards the allegorical Hymn to Zeus by the Stoic Cleanthes of Assos.148 It mimics the 

voice of Epimenides of Crete, who was credited with the famously paradoxical line, “Cretans are 

always liars, evil beasts, idle bellies.”149 By way of Epimenides’ dictum, the opening also points 

to the Muses’ famous address to Hesiod on the poetics of truth and seeming in the Theogony 

(Theog. 26–8),150 as well as a couplet from Timon’s Silloi that addresses a group of battling 

philosophers on the theme of Strife/Eris.151 And last but not least, it appears to refer once again 

to Euhemerus’ Sacred Inscription, in which Zeus, after his migration to Panchaea and the 

transplantation of the Cretan community to the island, returns to and is buried on Crete. 

 As these intertexts undoubtedly enrich our understanding of this passage, it will be worth 

thinking through some of them briefly before considering the way in which the opening of 

Callimachus’ Hymn to Zeus engages with some of the contemporary competing 

theogonic/anthropocentric discourses discussed earlier. 

                                                
147 ἐν δοιῇ μοι θυμός, ὅ τοι γένος ἀμφίσβητον…. On retaining the reading of the codices (ἀμφιβόητον) 
rather than the emendation ἀμφίσβητον of Meineke (and retained by Powell, CA p. 120), cf. e.g. Von der 
Mühll (1962); Renehan (1964) 379–80; Stephens (2003) 80, with notes; Cuypers (2004) 96. 
 
148 On this text, cf. Thom (2005). 
 
149 Κρῆτες ἀεὶ ψεῦσται, κακὰ θηρία, γαστέρες ἀργαί, B1 D-K. The attribution of this line, which is 
cited in Paul’s Epistle to Titus, rests on the authority of Clement of Alexandria (Str. 1.59, see B1 D-K). 
Whitmarsh (2013) 59, n. 45, citing an unpublished paper of Stuart Thomson, notes that the ascription to 
Epimenides may be wrong. Not having seen Thomson’s paper, I see no obvious reason to doubt that 
antiquity, at least, believed the line to be Epimenides’. It was likely a line from the hexameter poem 
known to Jerome as the liber Oraculorum (Χρησμοί), which may have been the same work as 
Epimenides’ Theogony. 
 
150 ποιμένες ἄγραυλοι, κάκ᾽ ἐλέγχεα, γαστέρες οἶον, 
    ἴδμεν ψεύδεα πολλὰ λέγειν ἐτύμοισιν ὁμοῖα, 
    ἴδμεν δ᾽ εὖτ᾽ ἐθέλωμεν ἀληθέα γηρύσασθαι. 
 
151 Cited above; cf. Clayman (2009) 95. 
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 First, then, Antagoras’ Hymn to Eros, as quoted by Diogenes Laertius (4.5.26):  

  ἐν δοιῇ μοι θυμός, ὅ τοι γένος ἀμφιβόητον, 
  ἤ σε θεῶν τὸν πρῶτον ἀειγενέων, Ἔρος, εἴπω, 
  τῶν ὅσσους Ἔρεβός τε πάλαι βασίλειά τε παῖδας 
  γείνατο Νὺξ πελάγεσσιν ὑπ᾽ εὐρέος Ὠκεανοῖο· 
  ἢ σέ γε Κύπριδος υἷα περίφρονος, ἠέ σε Γαίης, 
  ἢ Ἀνέμων· τοῖος σὺ κακὰ φρονέων ἀλάλησαι 
  ἀνθρώποις ἠδ᾽ ἐσθλά· τὸ καὶ σέο σῶμα δίφυιον. 
 
  My heart is in doubt with respect to your much-noised birth. 
  Am I to say, Eros, that you are the first of the immortal gods, 
  whom Erebus and Queen Night long ago produced as their children 
  under the seas of wide Ocean? 
  Or that you are the son of crafty Kypris, or of Gaia, 
  or the Winds? Such a one you are, that you wander around devising  
  evil or good for men. Even your body is double-natured. 
 

As Susan Stephens aptly summarizes, “Antagoras feigns doubt about whether Eros was the first 

of the primordial deities whose births are specifically located in the waters of Ocean or one of a 

later generation of divinities, the winged child of Aphrodite—in other words, whether Eros is to 

be identified with the originary generative force of the universe or as a literary or mythological 

trope.”152 Antagoras spent part of his writing life in the company of Antigonus Gonatas as a 

“court poet,” according to an anecdote preserved in Athenaeaus and Plutarch.153 Diogenes 

Laertius cites an epigram by Antagoras composed for Polemo and Crates, successive heads of 

the Academy from the end of the 4th to the mid-3rd century BCE (Diog. Laert. 4.21 = AP 7.103; 

cf. HE II.29ff.). The fact that Diogenes mentions the Hymn to Eros as, apparently, spoken in the 

persona of Crantor of Soli,154 another figure associated with the Academy in the time of 

                                                
152 Stephens (2003) 80–1. 
 
153 Athen. 8.340F; the same story at Plut. Mor. 182F and 668D; attributed to Hegesander of Delphi’s 
Hypomnemata. 
 
154 So Cameron (1995) 189, n.22; Cuypers (2004) 101. 
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Xenocrates and Polemo, suggests an affiliation between Antagoras and the Academy. On the 

basis of this evidence, Martine Cuypers has argued that Antagoras’ poem was part of a 

philosophical-poetic debate between the Stoics and Academic Skeptics on epistemology, 

particularly about knowledge of the divine. That is, Antagoras in his hymn casts doubt on the 

Stoic interpretation of the divine as allegories for metaphysical forces, such as Zeus as an 

allegory for logos or “the Stoic organizing principle of the cosmos” in Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus  

and the opening of Aratus of Soli’s Phaenomena.155 Callimachus’ evocation of Antagoras’ 

opening line thus flags contemporary epistemological debates about (human) knowledge of the 

divine as a primary concern in his own hymn. 

 Second, the reference to Epimenides of Crete’s dictum similarly signals epistemological 

concerns. For Epimenides’ advice, offered as it is from the mouth of a Cretan, presents a study in 

paradox—how could one trust the word of a Cretan who warns his audience not to trust Cretans? 

This paradox is in turn packaged as a refashioning of the Muses’ famous address to Hesiod on 

the poetics of truth and seeming, or on the art of poetry point blank, at Th. 26–8:      

 
  ποιμένες ἄγραυλοι, κάκ᾽ ἐλέγχεα, γαστέρες οἶον, 
  ἴδμεν ψευδέα πολλὰ λέγειν ἐτύμοισιν ὁμοῖα, 
  ἴδμεν δ᾽ εὖτ᾽ ἐθέλωμεν ἀληθέα γηρύσασθαι. 
   
  Shepherds of the field, evil things of reproach, mere bellies, 
  We know how to tell many falsities like realities,156 
  And we know, when we wish, how to sing the truth.157  
 

Callimachus’ citation of Epimenides (and his obligatory nod to Hesiod via Epimenides) 

                                                
155 Cuypers (2004) 96–102. For Cleanthes’ Hymn to Zeus, cf. Powell, CA 227–9; for Aratus’ 
Phaenomena, Kidd (1997). 
 
156 On the basic meaning of ἔτυμος as “authentic, real” (vs. merely “true”), cf. Chantraine (1999 [1968]) 
s.v. ἐτεός. 
 
157 On Callimachus and Hesiod, cf. Reinsch-Werner (1976).  
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dramatizes and foregrounds the need for critical intervention in matters divine. His evocation of 

Epimenides acts as a cipher on which the hermeneutics of these opening lines partially depend. 

In other words, Callimachus here plays on the rich and complex tradition according to which 

Epimenides’ name became a shorthand for hermeneutics about the divine. But who, in fact, was 

Epimenides of Crete? Diogenes Laertius describes him as a kind of Cretan hippie who wears his 

hair long (D.L. 1.109) and eats food, specially dispensed to him by the Nymphs, from out of a 

cow’s hoof (D.L. 1.114). He wrote a hexameter Theogony, as well as a work (perhaps also part 

of the Theogony) on the Cretan mystery cults of the Curetes and Corybantes (Diog. Laert. 1.111–

112 = A1 D-K; cf. A8 D-K = Paus. 1.14.4). He was most famous, though, for his mantic art; so 

much so that the Cretans sacrificed to him “as to a god” (αὐτῷ θύουσιν ὡς θεῷ, D.L. 1.114). 

Initially a shepherd who cheated time itself for 57 years by falling into a decades-long slumber 

when he thought he was taking a quick afternoon nap, Epimenides was then transformed into a 

prefiguration of the archaic sage (A2 D-K = Suid. s.v. Ἐπιμενίδης), and became renowned 

throughout Greece as one who was “most beloved of the gods” (θεοφιλέστατος, D.L. 1.110; cf. 

e.g. ἀνὴρ θεῖος, Plat., Laws I.642D). Most students of ancient Greece will know of him as the 

προφήτης who purified Athens of the pollution (agos) that gripped the city following the 

Cylonian affair—a failed attempt at tyrannical rule that laid the groundwork for the familiar story 

of the curse of the Alcmaeonids and served as a presaging narrative doublet of the later 

Alcmaeonid overthrow of the Peisistratids.158 It seems that it is in the light of this event, among 

others, that Aristotle refers to him as a post eventum prophet, one who divined the past rather 

than the future (ἐκεῖνος γὰρ περὶ τῶν ἐσομένων οὐκ ἐμαντεύετο, ἀλλὰ περὶ τῶν 

γεγονότων, Rhet. 3.1418a21 = B4 D-K). When he finally died at the age of 157, his body was 

                                                
158 Hdt. 5.70f.; Thuc. 1.126 (cf. Hornblower ad loc.); Plut. Solon 12. 
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kept not in Crete but in Sparta (D.L. 1.115 = A1 D-K). The Suidas records a tradition that he was 

able, shaman-like, to separate his psychē from his sōma at will, and that, when his psychē finally 

seemed to depart his body in death, his body was found transformed, its skin punctured with 

tattooed letters (τὸ δέρμα… γράμμασι κατάστικτον, A2 D-K). For Jesper Svenbro, 

Epimenides was the ultimate arch-exegete, whose tattooed corpse fused sōma and psychē into an 

eternally signifying sēma. “Epimenides,” he enthused, “achieved total success; he was absolutely 

inseparable from his grámmata, just as an inscribed stele is inseparable from its inscription.”159 

Indeed, “Epimenidean skin” (τὸ Ἐπιμενίδειον δέρμα) became proverbial for things requiring 

interpretation, for mysteries tout court (τὰ ἀπόθετα; Suidas, A2 D-K). 

 How much of this is latent in Callimachus’ single hemistich? The figure of Epimenides 

works, to my mind, on several levels at this epistemological and theological crux in the Hymn to 

Zeus. First, it seems relevant that Epimenides’ Theogony (or Chrēsmoi) featured a first-person 

encounter, not with the Muses (as in Hesiod’s Theogony), but with Truth and Justice, Alētheia 

and Dikē.160 That is, we should probably imagine Truth herself as one of the original speakers of 

the words “Cretans are always liars.” Second, Epimenides’ name is connected with the archaic 

Greek wisdom tradition of sages, lawgivers, and tyrants; Epimenides is to Solon what Thales (or 

Thaletas) is to Lycurgus, i.e. a Cretan source of divinely sanctioned authority for an Athenian or 

Spartan lawgiver-king.161 But the fact that he was primarily of import to the Athenians (and 

Spartans) for his post-eventum prophecies makes the invocation of his words in this context, 

                                                
159 Svenbro (1993 [1988]) 140–1. Svenbro builds on the idea, put forward by Vernant (1983 [1965]), of 
the dead body as symbolic parallel to the funerary stele (sōma as sēma). 
 
160 Max. Tyre c.28, p.286 Dav. = B1 D-K; first-person encounter, cf. the verses cited in Ael. NA 12.7 = B2 
D-K. 
 
161 ps.-Arist. Ath. pol. 1, Plut. Sol. 12 = A4 D-K. 
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when the truth about as vital an issue as the genos of Zeus (both his “birth” and his “descent”) 

seems ever shifting beneath one’s feet, especially meaningful for the Hellenistic poet weighing 

up alternative truths about Zeus. Third, Epimenides’ dead, tattooed body as sēma: the 

disembodied voice that interrupts the speaker’s theological aporia with the words “Κρῆτες ἀεὶ 

ψεῦσται” has been noted precisely for its resistance to having agency ascribed to it. (“But who 

speaks these words? Callimachus? Epimenides himself? Or Zeus replying on his own behalf? 

We cannot be sure,” wrote Hopkinson.162) If the story of the prophet’s tattooed body were 

available to Callimachus, we might imagine, with Svenbro, that these words are uttered not only 

by Truth but also by the poet, “reading” Epimenides’ skin and verbalizing that confrontation 

with a quote from the sage’s Oracles. Ironically, what is left of Epimenides’ hallowed body is a 

disembodied voice, one whose words are marshalled as a heuristic device for an apparently 

unsolvable riddle. 

 

 The relationship between epistemology, truth, and poetry was clearly part of 

Callimachus’s project in these opening lines to his opening hymn—so much is obvious. What is 

really the critical conundrum here, I think, is how to piece together a coherent poetic and 

theological picture while respecting the hymn’s apparent commitment to the total abrogation of 

fixed meaning regarding divine genos. “You do not die, for you are forever,” the poet declares, 

before immediately launching into an extended narrative of Zeus’ birth, infancy, and childhood. 

The “mortal” aspects are carefully articulated in the description of Zeus’ birth and infancy in 

Arcadia: e.g., Rhea giving birth to him from “her great uterus” (μεγάλων ἀπεθήκατο κόλπων, 

l. 15), and the search for water to scour off the blood, vernix, and other postnatal accretions from 

                                                
162 So Hopkinson (1984); cf. also Goldhill (1986) and Stephens (2015) ad loc. 
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newborn Zeus (τόκοιο/ λύματα, “the discharges of parturition,” ll. 16–17).163 When the scene 

suddenly shifts from Arcadia to Crete, at line 42, it happens in a moment of narrative 

suspension—so fast that we’ve missed it. Once on Crete, the details of Zeus’ life take on a 

distinctly “euhemeristic,” rationalizing aspect164: Cretans call the “Omphalian Plain” by its name 

because that is where Zeus’ umbilical cord (omphalos) fell off (ll. 44–5); Amaltheia, at whose 

“teat” Zeus suckles, is actually a goat rather than a nymph (l. 49)165; and the sounds of the 

πρύλις, a Cretan armed dance similar to the Athenian pyrrhichē, were actually an attempt by the 

Curetes to hide Zeus’ infant wailings from Kronos (ll. 52–4; with a hint that the Kourētes may 

have gotten their name from this very moment of deception, when Zeus is described as 

κουρίζοντος).  

 Of recent attempts to resolve this critical dilemma, the readings of Susan Stephens and 

Alexander Kirichenko are especially worth noting. Stephens ultimately understands the 

“pervasive ambiguity” in this relationship between knowledge, truth, and poetry as intentional 

signifiers of “fictionality” indicating the ability of a given “sign” to be read in a bicultural way, 

within both Greek and Egyptian narrative and cultural paradigms.166 Thus, for example, as 

Stephens points out, Callimachus’ opening lines about Zeus seem to refer to the Cretan tradition 

of a dying and self-renewing god, who may have been regarded even in Callimachus’ day as 

                                                
163 On Callimachus and allusions to developments in Hellenistic medicine, cf. Sistakou (2009). 
 
164 As noted, e.g., by Kirichenko (2012) 191–2 and Stephens (2015) 64, ad 46–54, although Kirichenko 
disagrees with Stephens’ interpretation of this passage as “straightforwardly Euhemeristic.” While I agree 
with Kirichenko that Callimachus’ Zeus hardly resembles the Zeus of the Hiera Anagraphē, deified for 
his euergetic acts, I do think that there are undeniable resonances with Euhemerus’ work. 
 
165 Cf. Stephens (2015) ad loc.: the word μαζόν, normally only used of human breasts, gives the game 
away. 
 
166 Stephens (2003) 113–14. 
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analogous to Osiris, worshipped in Egypt also as a dying and regenerating god.167 Rhea’s act of 

conjuring water in a parched landscape, not elsewhere attested in Greek myth, certainly pays 

homage to the great sophistic tradition, most exuberantly on display in Plato’s Cratylus, of 

etymologizing names featured in myth: thus Ῥέα (Ep. Ῥείη) connected with ῥέω, “flow”; and 

Callimachus’ names for Arcadia, Ἀζηνίς and Ἀπιδανῆες also potentially analyzable to suit the 

logic of a narrative built on such an etymology (ἄζα, “heat, dryness”; *ἀ-πίνειν, “to be without a 

drink, be thirsty”[?]).168 But Stephens, working within the Janus-headed paradigm of Greco-

Egyptian cultural production in Hellenistic Alexandria, ingeniously argues that Rhea’s odd 

conjuring act could also be interpreted as a reference to the birth of Horus and the annual ritual 

flooding of the Nile.169 Especially interesting is her observation that a particular adjective used to 

describe antediluvian Arcadia (ἔτι δ᾽ ἄβροχος ἦεν ἅπασα/ Ἀζηνίς, ll. 19–20), though rare 

before the Hellenistic period, was a highly marked technical term in Greco-Roman Egyptian 

documents that recorded the Nile’s water levels (βεβρεγμένη γῆ vs. ἄβροχος γῆ).170 

 Alexander Kirichenko, meanwhile, argues for an intense engagement with philosophy in 

this hymn, at three levels: 1) physical allegory (“[i]dentification of gods of traditional mythology 

with physical elements,”171 through etymologizing divine names); 2) “sophistic anthropology of 

religion,”172 including rationalized explanations of the divinization of natural and earthly 

                                                
167 Stephens (2003) 89 and 113; cf. Cuypers (2004) 104. For Epimenides’ writings on the Cretan mystery 
cults of the Curetes and Corybantes, cf. Diog. Laert. 1.111 = A1 D-K. On the Palaikastro hymn and the 
cult of the Curetes, cf. West (1965), esp. 154 ff. 
 
168 Hopkinson (1984); Stephens (2003) 97.  
 
169 Stephens (2003) 96–102.  
 
170 ibid. 98. 
 
171 Kirichenko (2012) 188. 
 
172 ibid. 191. 
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phenomena, along the lines of Prodicus, Hecataeus of Abdera, and Euhemerus of Messene; and 

3) “Platonic bowdlerization,” that is, Callimachus’ apparently tacit adherence to a Platonic vision 

of what is, and isn’t, appropriate in a mythological account.173 For this last point, Kirichenko 

draws especially on the “ideal ruler” of Plato’s Republic 2 and 3, and further links Callimachus’ 

theology as presented in the hymn to contemporary περὶ βασιλείας accounts. Thus, he writes, 

the laudandus in this poem “emerges… as an amalgam of abstractions, as a philosophical 

symbol rather than a personage of a mythological narrative,” and the hymn marks itself out as “a 

Platonically inspired symbolic representation of the Hellenistic political ideal,” namely, the rule 

of a benevolent and cultured king wholly conversant with Plato’s system of virtue ethics.174   

 Building on the ideas of both Stephens and Kirichenko, I would argue that Callimachus 

works hard in this hymn, and in Iamb 1, to fashion a new tradition of sophia, one that sums up 

competing conversations about the place of Zeus and the divine basis of the authority of the 

Ptolemaic king and places them concretely in Egypt. For it seems clear that certain aspects of 

this hymn would have resonated with an audience familiar with Egyptian cosmology and 

pharaonic ideology.175 The geographic movement from Arcadia to Crete to Ptolemaic Alexandria 

coincides in the hymn with the movement from the description of a mythographically uprooted 

Zeus to that of the enthroned god-king of lines 57ff.:  

  τῷ τοι καὶ γνωτοὶ προτερηγενέες περ ἐόντες 
  οὐρανὸν οὐκ ἐμέγηραν ἔχειν ἐπιδαίσιον οἶκον. 
60  δηναιοὶ δ᾽ οὐ πάμπαν ἀληθέες ἦσαν ἀοιδοί· 
  φάντο πάλον Κρονίδῃσι διάτριχα δώματα νεῖμαι· 
  τίς δε κ᾽ ἐπ᾽ Οὐλύμπῳ τε καὶ Ἄϊδι κλῆρον ἐρύσσαι, 
                                                
173 ibid. 193–9. 
 
174 ibid. 187 and 198, respectively. Cf. also Michalopoulos (2012) for a comparison between Callimachus 
and several (near) contemporary treatises, including Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, ps.-Arist. Rhetoric to 
Alexander, and the Letter of Aristeas. 
 
175 Pace Goldhill (2005).  
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  ὃς μάλα μὴ νενίηλος; ἐπ᾽ ἰσαίῃ γὰρ ἔοικε 
  πήλασθαι· τὰ δὲ τόσσον ὅσον διὰ πλεῖστον ἔχουσι. 
65  ψευδοίμην, ἀΐοντος ἅ κεν πεπίθοιεν ἀκουήν.  
  οὔ σε θεῶν ἑσσῆνα πάλοι θέσαν, ἔργα δὲ χειρῶν, 
  σή τε βίη τό τε κάρτος, ὃ καὶ πέλας εἵσαο δίφρου. 
  θήκαο δ᾽ οἰωνῶν μέγ᾽ ὑπείροχον ἀγγελιώτην 
  σῶν τεράων· ἅ τ᾽ ἐμοῖσι φίλοις ἐνδέξια φαίνοις. 
 
  Therefore even your kin, although they were born first, 
  did not begrudge your having heaven as your allotted home. 
60  The old aoidoi were not entirely truthful176— 
  they used to say that a lot dealt out homes to the sons of Kronos in three divisions. 
  But who would draw lots for Olympus and Hades, 
  unless he were very stupid? It is fitting  
  to cast lots for what is equal; but these things are as far apart as can be. 
65  I would tell lies that would convince the listener’s ear. 
  Lots didn’t make you bee-king of the gods, but the works of your hands, 
  your force and might, which you set beside your throne. 
  You made the most preeminent of birds the herald 
  of your omens—and may you show favorable ones to my philoi. 
 

In this passage, Zeus obtains Olympus as his allotted kingdom, which is granted to him 

ungrudgingly by his relations, “although they were born first” (προτερηγενέες περ ἐόντες, l. 

58). This detail, a literary reference to the Hesiodic tradition, according to which Poseidon and 

Hades were older than Zeus,177 is almost certainly also a reference to contemporary issues of 

family politics and Ptolemaic dynastics. Scholars debate whether the reference belongs to 

Ptolemy I Soter and the division of Alexander’s empire among his Successors,178 or to Ptolemy 

II Philadelphus and his succession to the throne in preference to his older half-brother Ptolemy 

                                                
176 On the interpretation of this line in context, cf. Goldhill (1986) 28–9: “A litotes or a qualification? 
‘Not at all true’, or ‘true to a certain extent’? The phrase is significantly ambiguous and threatens to undo 
any certainty in the rigid opposition of truth and falsehood.”  
 
177 Hes. Theog. 478 (Zeus the youngest of Rhea’s children); cf. Homer, e.g. Il. 13.355 (Zeus older and 
wiser than Poseidon).  
 
178 So J. Carrière (1969) “Philadelphe ou Sotêr? À propos d’un hymne de Callimaque,” in Studii Clasice 
11: 85–93. I have been unable to check this article in person and am relying on the summary in 
McLennan (1977) ad vv. 58 and 61. 
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Keraunos.179 “May you (Zeus) show favorable [omens] to my friends (ἐμοῖσι φίλοις)” in line 69 

and “our ruler” (ἡμετέρῳ μεδέοντι) in line 86 seem to me to weigh heavily in favor of Ptolemy 

II’s succession over against Ptolemy Keraunos. Notable here is Callimachus’ use of the participle 

μεδέων, which in Homeric epic is used only of Zeus180; Callimachus thus clearly (and 

successfully) confounds the subject of this hymn—or rather, successfully elides difference—by 

the time of the hymn’s end.  

 When, in the final lines of the poem, Callimachus ventriloquizes a line from Hesiod’s 

Theogony—“Kings are from Zeus” (l. 79)—the line is reinterpreted not only with respect to its 

cultural and religious context in a vague sense but also, I would argue, with specific reference to 

the debates being waged in the theological accounts of the likes of Hecataeus, Manetho, and 

Euhemerus. 

 In the Hymn to Zeus, overlearning or the excess of information creates a theological crux: 

the Hymn demonstrates the susceptibility of “truth” to allusive pressure. I would suggest that 

what Callimachus is “up to” in this hymn is an attempt to fashion a new kind of sophia grounded 

in the sum of all discourse, and overwhelming in its accumulation. That is, Callimachus’ self-

positioning as the ultimate sophos is a result of this accumulation of allusion—here not for the 

purpose of literary play for its own sake, as many readers of Hellenistic literature tend to 

understand allusion in Callimachus, but to intervene in contemporary debates about the nature of 

the mortal divine. In fact, I would argue that in the Hymn to Zeus Callimachus simulates a 

Skeptic position. When the speaker says (ll. 60, 65), “The old poets were not entirely truthful… I 

                                                
179 Cf. McLennan (1977) ad vv. 58 and 61 is noncommittal. On the dynastic context, see Heinen (1972) 
3–20; Koenen (1977) 51–3, 62, 101; Hölbl (2001) 24–5 and 35–6;. 
 
180 McLennan (1977) ad v. 86; cf. Michalopoulos (2012) 382–5 on the accumulation of references to the 
rule of kings from lines 73–86, including πτολιάρχους (73), κρατέοντος (75), βασιλῆες (79), Διὸς 
οὐδὲν ἀνάκτων/ θειότερον (79–80), all culminating in ἡμετέρῳ μεδέοντι (86). 
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would tell lies that would convince the listener’s ear,” he effectively asserts that the genos of 

Zeus is not something that can be known, and it is, therefore, useless to try to come to any 

conclusion about it through perception or reason (or, for that matter, literary tradition). Similarly, 

Pyrrho, according to his student Timon, was reported to have said that   

…things are equally indifferent, unmeasurable and inarbitrable. For this reason 
neither our sensations nor our opinions tell us truths or falsehoods. Thefore for 
this reason we should not put our trust in them one bit, but we should be 
unopinionated, uncommitted and unwavering, saying concerning each individual 
thing that it no more is than is not, or it both is and is not, or it neither is nor is 
not.181 
 

 For Callimachus, this lack of a position is also, of course, a position. The conflicting 

accounts and opinions about the nature of Zeus that are conjured throughout build up to the 

statement about halfway through the hymn that what matters is believable artifice (ll. 60–5) 

  δηναιοὶ δ᾽ οὐ πάμπαν ἀληθέες ἦσαν ἀοιδοί· 
  φάντο πάλον Κρονίδῃσι διάτριχα δώματα νεῖμαι· 
  τίς δε κ᾽ ἐπ᾽ Οὐλύμπῳ τε καὶ Ἄϊδι κλῆρον ἐρύσσαι, 
  ὃς μάλα μὴ νενίηλος; ἐπ᾽ ἰσαίῃ γὰρ ἔοικε 
  πήλασθαι· τὰ δὲ τόσσον ὅσον διὰ πλεῖστον ἔχουσι. 

  ψευδοίμην, ἀΐοντος ἅ κεν πεπίθοιεν ἀκουήν. 
 

  The old poets were not entirely truthful— 
  they used to say that a lot dealt out homes to the sons of Kronos 
  in three divisions. But who would draw lots for Olympus  
  and Hades, unless he were very stupid? It is fitting  
  to cast lots for what is equal; but these things are as far apart as can be.  
  I would tell lies that would convince the listener’s ear. 
 

And one highly believable artifice to result from all this talk is the statement at lines 79–80, in 

the poem’s concluding section, that “‘Kings are from Zeus,’ for nothing is more divine than 

                                                
181 τὰ μὲν οὖν πράγματά φησιν αὐτὸν ἀποφαίνειν ἐπ᾽ ἴσης ἀδιάφορα καὶ ἀστάθμητα καὶ 
ἀνεπίκριτα· διὰ τοῦτο μήτε τὰς αἰσθήσεις ἡμῶν μήτε τὰς δόξας ἀληθεύειν ἢ ψεύδεσθαι. διὰ τοῦτο 
οὖν μηδὲ πιστεύειν αὐταῖς δεῖν, ἀλλ᾽ ἀδοξάστους καὶ ἀκλινεῖς καὶ ἀκραδάντους εἶναι, περὶ ἑνὸς 
ἑκάστου λέγοντας ὅτι οὐ μᾶλλον ἔστιν ἢ οὐκ ἔστιν ἢ καὶ ἔστι καὶ οὐκ ἔστιν ἢ οὔτε ἔστιν οὔτε οὐκ 
ἔστιν (Aristocles ap. Euseb. Pr. ev. 14.18.2–4; trans. Long & Sedley (1987)). 
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Zeus’ kings.”  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Callimachus and Archaeologies of Delian Ritual1 

 
 
 We now move from Alexandria to Delos and turn to a familiar and rich theme in Greek 

cultural history: the relationship between aetiology, ritual, and political power. In this chapter, I 

use Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos2 as a starting point for thinking about the role of literary 

production in navigating Ptolemaic relations with the wider Greek ritual world in the second 

quarter of the 3rd century BCE—arguably the peak of Ptolemaic influence abroad. The Hymn to 

Delos, as one of Callimachus’ “mimetic” hymns, has usually been read as (merely) a clever piece 

of propaganda—one that aligns Ptolemy II Philadelphus’ Aegean ambitions with imaginary 

performance. However, the characterization of the use of myth in Hellenistic poetry as divorced 

from ritual and all performative realities, as purely erudite and somewhat haphazard, prevents us 

from seeing that the use of myth, even in this period, can have consequences for our 

understanding of what was happening “on the ground,” and that it needs to be read in a complex 

matrix that includes the politics of power and the archaeology of ritual. Albert Henrichs notes, 

“In the course of the Hellenistic period, myth becomes demonstrative as well as performative, 

and turns into a powerful instrument of individual self-presentation and political propaganda.”3  

In fact, I would posit that, in the ancient Greek world, literary representations of myth are, at 

some level, almost always both demonstrative and performative. In the case of Delos, its 

                                                
1 The bulk of this chapter was written in early 2016. Important work on Delos and the Aegean has been 
published since then with relevance for the discussion here—most notably, Constantakopoulou (2017). 
While I have not been able to fully incorporate Constantakopoulou’s insights for the current version, I 
intend to do so in a significantly revised version. 
 
2 For the text of the full hymn, see Appendix. 
 
3 Henrichs (1999) 247. 



 

 120 

centrality as the “kilometer zero” of the Cyclades played an important role in the contestation of 

power in the 3rd-century Aegean.  

 

Historical Context 

 The Hymn to Delos was probably composed between about 275 and 259 BCE—a 

politically fraught time for the Ptolemies.4 In the mid-270s, Ptolemy II Philadelphus faced a 

threat to the throne from his half-brother, Magas, the king of Cyrene.5 When Magas turned back 

to deal with an uprising of Libyan nomads, Ptolemy found himself having to put out yet another 

fire—this time, a mutiny by the very mercenaries whom he had hired to fight off another half-

brother, Ptolemy Keraunos. These were Celtic mercenaries left over from the Gaulish army that 

had invaded Delphi under the leadership of Brennus a few years earlier in 279, men who had 

                                                
4 For the dating of the hymn: the mention of the revolt of Philadelphus’ Galatian mercenaries (as well as, 
by implication, the Galatian invasion of Delphi) at lines 173ff. has served to establish a commonly agreed 
terminus post quem of 276 BCE. The terminus ante quem, despite the confident assertions of Stephens 
(2015) 18, Mineur (1984) 16, and others, is, I believe, more problematic. The prevailing assumption has 
been that Delos (and Kos) would not have received such prominent attention after the Battle of Kos which 
marked the end of the Chremonidean War, which are themselves not securely dated. The only absolutely 
secure date range we can assign to this poem for its initial compositional occasion therefore is, I think, 
between the mutiny of Philadelphus’ Galatian mercenaries and, probably, Philadelphus’ death (276 and 
246 BCE). Stephens (2015) 18 notes that Corsica—under Roman power after its capture by Cornelius 
Scipio in 259 BCE in the course of the First Punic War—would not have been called “Phoenician” (as 
Callimachus does at HDel. 4.19) afterwards. Arguments for an earlier dating of the poem shortly after the 
suppression of the revolt of Galatian mercenaries do not in my opinion take seriously the creative, factive 
power of poetry. For example, Philadelphus’ victory over the Galatians may have been “only a small 
success” in, e.g., Mineur’s view (Mineur [1984] 17), but the event was surely ideologically labile given 
the Aetolian victory over the Gauls at Delphi and may have continued to have literary force and 
ideological (and political) relevance for positioning Alexandria vis-à-vis the mainland for a period of time 
long after the event. We are told by Pausanias, for instance, that the Aetolians hung up shields in the 
temple of Apollo, mirroring the shields dedicated by the Athenians almost two centuries earlier (Paus. 
10.19.4). On the fecundity of the “Galatians-as-new-Persians” motif and its importance in negotiating 
relationships between Hellenistic kings and Greek communities, cf. Barbantani (2011), especially 196–
200.  The topos is explored in much greater detail in Barbantani (2001). Moreover, the naming of Kos and 
Delos as central points in Ptolemaic imperial geography would perhaps be particularly forceful after the 
Battle of Kos and the end of the Chremonidean War: whatever ties to the Aegean that the Ptolemies had 
might have then most benefited from commemoration and reinforcement.  
 
5 For a basic narrative of the events in this section, Hölbl (2001) 14–43. 
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been successfully repelled by the Aetolians.6  

 This was, ideologically, an important moment for the Ptolemies. The reverberations of 

the event and its ideological aftermath were felt almost immediately far beyond Phocis. The 

“frenzy of myth-making”7 that followed this invasion was an important part of the process of 

claiming political and religious power vis-à-vis Delphi, especially for the Aetolians: the Aetolian 

victory over the Gauls in 279 was attributed to an epiphany of Apollo himself, intervening on 

behalf of his sanctuary and those guarding it against the new barbarian threat.8 In Egypt in the 

mid-270s, Ptolemy Philadelphus capitalized on the propagandistic power of the soteriological 

narrative of Apollo’s epiphany at Delphi by connecting the Delphic narrative to his suppression 

of the revolt within his own army (mentioned above).9 As we shall see, these historical 

circumstances play an important role in the manifestation of foetal Apollo and the god’s 

prophecy of Ptolemaic imperial destiny in Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos. Indeed, Ptolemaic 

success against Galatian warfare had a wide-ranging impact on literary production, beyond 

Callimachus, as evidenced, for example, in papyrus fragments of encomiastic elegy that we have 

                                                
6 Paus. 1.7.1–2; schol. ad H. to Delos 175–87. On the influence of this event on representations of 
epiphany in the 3rd century BCE, see especially Platt (2011). For historical accounts and evidence on the 
Gauls’ invasion, cf. Champion (1995) and especially Nachtergael (1977) 328–73, 435-47 = nos. 21-7 
(decrees associated with the reorganisation of the annual Amphictionic Soteria festival into an Aetolian 
penteteric festival in 246/5 BCE). 
 
7 Platt (2011) 154. 
 
8 Indeed, the first attested usage of the Greek word ἐπιφανεία occurs in one of the main inscriptions 
documenting this event (Syll.3 398). Henceforward, the noun came to be widely used in epigraphic texts 
recording manifestations of divine presence, and its adjectival form became the epithet of several 
Ptolemaic and Seleucid kings; cf. Platt (2011) 15, 124. 
 
9 Hölbl (2001) 39; cf. Paus. 1.7.2 and the scholiast to Call. Hymn to Delos ll. 175–87. Several epigraphic 
texts are linked to this turn of events (the full story involves Ptolemy II, his army of Galatian mercenaries, 
and yet another threat to the Alexandrian throne from his half-brother Magas, king of Cyrene): cf.  SdA 
III, 468 (treaty with the koinon of the Oreioi in Gortyn) and SdA III, 486 (treaty with Antiochus); perhaps 
also SEG 17-817, a dedication to Enyalius (god of the battle cry) from Apollonia in Cyrenaica. 
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in SH 958 and probably SH 969.10 

 Events abroad were equally contested. In the Aegean, Ptolemy II and the Antigonids 

were engaged in a series of confrontations from the late-4th through the mid-3rd century for 

control of both mainland Greece and the Aegean—a contestation that only ceased (temporarily), 

in the Antigonids’ favour, with the end of the so-called “Chremonidean War” (ca. 267–1).11  This 

geopolitical contestation extended to the Cyclades and Delos—the heart of religious life in the 

Aegean islands and their most important international stage for the politics of power and 

display.12 From 314 to 166 BCE, Delos was independent of Athenian control, but not immune to 

the influence of imperial ambitions. In the third century, in particular, the history of the struggle 

for dominance in the Aegean between the Antigonids and the Ptolemies is in many ways 

crystallized at Delos in the history of the Delian amphictyony/federal organization called in 

epigraphic sources the League of Islanders (κοινὸν τῶν νησιιωτῶν; often referred to in modern 

scholarship as the “Nesiotic League”). As Christy Constantakopoulou points out, however, the 

problem with any study of Delos in this period, as with much of early Hellenistic history, is one 

of sources: we lack a continuous narrative for this part of the Mediterranean in the third century, 

                                                
10 Barbantani (2001). As Barbantani notes, SH 969 and 958 are the only two Hellenistic examples of 
elegiac encomium with military subject matter (ibid. 63). SH 969 mentions “tribes of Greeks” (φῦλα… 
Ἑλλήνων, l.7) being marshalled against an enemy invading Egypt. SH 958 actually contains a dialogue 
between a messenger and a king— . . . . . . . ἀν]ναγγέλλων εἰς βασιλῆα λογό[ν, at l. 6—and mentions 
the “raging Galatian” as inferior to the paradigmatic barbarian enemy of a previous generation, the “deep-
pocketed Medes” (θοῦρος ἀνὴρ Γαλάτης, l. 14; Μήδοισι βαθυκτεάνοισιν l. 13). 
 
11 Cf. Buraselis (1982) 155–160 for a concise account; cf. also Habicht (1997) 142–9; Heinen (1972) 95–
213; Will (1979–82) I, 219–33. On the date of the Battle of Kos, cf. SEG 43-1272; Reger (1985), 
suggesting 261; Buraselis (1982) 141–51, suggesting 255/4. 
 
12 For the most recent survey of Delos in the third century BCE, see Constantakopoulou (2017). For Delos 
in the Classical period, Chankowski (2008); in the period of Independence, Vial (1984) and Bruneau 
(1970); in the period of Athenian cleruchy, Roussel (1987).  
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and indeed, the Nesiotic League is mentioned by no literary source at all.13 On the other hand, we 

do have a decent corpus of League decrees, which give us a finer-grained picture of the 

composition of the Leauge, its organization, and its interactions with Hellenistic monarchies. In 

order to better understand the dynamics of religious contestation centered on Delos, it will be 

worth examining the history of the Nesiotic League in some more detail. 

 

 The beginnings of the Nesiotic League are extremely hazy, and scholarship on the subject 

has generally focused on the date of its beginnings and/or the League as an instrument of royal 

power in the Aegean.14 Bucking this scholarly trend, Constantakopoulou has recently suggested 

that we should see the League not as an Antigonid or Ptolemaic tool, but as a truly independent 

entity, whose very existence and, indeed, choice of name (κοινὸν τῶν νησιωτῶν) demonstrate 

their agency and “negotiat[e] the islanders’ identity in the changing landscapes of power of the 

Eastern Mediterranean.”15 Her insistence on the agency of the League and of Delos, where the 

League was based, and on the dynamic processes of constructing Aegean identity is important, 

particularly, for our purposes, in how it complicates notions of “top-down” impositions of royal 

cult, power, and influence. The complexity of these negotiations might best be illustrated by the 

so-called Nikouria decree (dated to ca. 260), so named because it was found on the small island 

                                                
13 Cf. Constantakopoulou (2017) 6–7 on how this scarcity of narrative sources has impacted modern 
historiography.  
 
14 On the date: Constantakopoulou (2017) 33–5, who eventually settles for 313 BCE, although she 
professes not to be primarily interested in this thorny issue; Buraselis (1982) 67, who argues for 307 BCE 
and sees the reincarnation of the League as an Antigonid act (followed in this by Reger [1994a] 31 and 
Hauben [2010] 108); Meadows (2013) argues against the idea that the 3rd-century Nesiotic League was 
initially an Antigonid creation, and suggests rather that its first appearance in the 3rd century, some time 
before 280 BCE, was due to Ptolemaic influence. 
 
15 Constantakopoulou (2017) 31–56; quote from p. 32. 
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of Nikouria, near Amorgos.16 This was a decree of the League in response to Ptolemy 

Philadelphus’ request that the Islanders participate in the celebration of the first festival of the 

Ptolemaieia at Alexandria17 in honor of his father Ptolemy Soter. The League declared that they 

would be happy to do so on the grounds that Soter had freed the Islanders and other Greek 

poleis, restored their ancestral constitutions, and relieved their tax burden (IG XII.7 506, ll. 11-

16); besides, they had already honored Soter with honors equal to those given to the gods (IG 

XII.7 506 27–31, ἰσοθέοις τιμαῖ[ς at l. 28). Moreover, a copy of the decree was to be attached to 

the altar of Ptolemy Soter on Delos (ll. 48–9), and sacred theōroi from Delos would be sent to 

celebrate the rites in Alexandria, which they would consider as equal in rank to the Olympic 

games (l. 39). As the decree is one of the earliest pieces of evidence of divine honors for Ptolemy 

Soter, it has held an especially important place in studies of Ptolemaic cult.18 But how, exactly, 

are the dynamics of power being negotiated in this decree? To what extent was Philadelphus’ 

request a Ptolemaic response to the religious agonistics on Delos?19 To what extent a display of 

Delian goodwill in a symbiotic relationship; to what degree a Ptolemaic imposition? The full 

scope of these questions goes beyond the present chapter, but it may help to consider several 

other subsequent actions taken by the Ptolemies around this time.  

 By 280 BCE, Philadelphus had advertised his intention of establishing a Ptolemaieia, 

again in honor of his father, but this time on Delos.20 In other words, Philadelphus seems to have 

                                                
16 IG XII.7 506; SEG 60 933; Syll.3 390. 
 
17 In 279/278 BCE. 
 
18 To list but a few examples, Thompson (2000), Wikander (2005), Hauben (2010). 
 
19 Notably, a response to the Antigoneia and Demetrieia (for Antigonus Monophthalmus and Demetrius 
Poliorcetes, respectively), established on Delos in the late fourth century; cf. Constantakopoulou (2017) 
33–5, esp. n. 9 for bibliography on dates. 
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purposefully keyed the “PR” for the Alexandrian Ptolemaieia to the Delian Ptolemaieia. Not 

long after, the League published on Delos an honorific decree for a certain Sostratos of Knidos, 

which mentions that the Islanders “make sacrifices on Delos to the other gods and to Ptolemy 

Soter and King Ptolemy” (θύ-| ουσιν οἱ νησιῶται ἐν Δήλωι τοῖς τε ἄλλοις θεοῖς καὶ| Σωτῆρι 

Πτολεμαίωι καὶ βασιλεῖ Πτολεμαίωι…; IG XI.4.1038, ll. 23–5), clearly showing, as Philippe 

Bruneau noted, that the Islanders worshipped Philadelphus alongside his father within the first 

decade of Philadelphus’ reign.21  

 In my view, Philadelphus was less interested in one-off dedications at Delos and rather 

more invested in establishing annual festivals like the Ptolemaieia—performative enactments of 

dynastic commemoration and worship for an international audience.22 While most Hellenistic 

monarchs, including the Antigonids, did not send theoric embassies to the island, preferring 

instead the dedication of precious objects or the establishment of periodic festivals, Philadelphus 

throughout his reign imitated the behavior of Greek cities by associating himself with theōriai 

sent from Alexandria. One inscription, from 274 BCE, specifically mentions “a choreia of those 

theōroi making their contributions, from King Ptolemy.”23 Like civic theoric dedications from 

cities, Ptolemy’s theoric offerings were found in the “Poros Temple” (Porinos Naos) or in the 

forecourt of the “Great Temple” of Apollo (fig. 4).24 (Incidentally, both temples—as well as the 

Temple of the Athenians in between them—owed their construction to periods when Delos was 

                                                
20 Bruneau (1970) 520–2, and Meadows (2013) 32, n. 54. 
 
21 Bruneau (1970) 532. 
 
22 Cf. Bruneau (1970) 516. 
 
23 Bruneau (1970) 94; IDélos 199, B 13. 
 
24 Bruneau and Ducat (2005) 182–5. 
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under Athenian influence, whether this was an attempt by the Peisistratids to exert authority in 

the Cyclades or a display of the Athenians’ interest in Delos as the seat of the Delian League.25)  

 

 

 

 

And on the economic front, the impact of Ptolemaic commerce on Delos may be evident as early 

as 288/7, as indicated by the Kallias Decree, which describes how Kallias of the Attic deme of 

Sphettos, a φίλος of Philadelphus, sailed to Delos “at his own expense” and, after a personal 

interview there with the Ptolemaic king, managed to secure for the Athenian demos fifty talents 

                                                
25 Bruneau and Ducat (2005) 182–5. 

Fig. 4. Plan of the Sancutary of Apollo, from Bruneau and Ducat (2005). 
No. 11: Poros Temple (“Porinos Naos”); No. 12: Temple of the Athenians; No. 13: 

Temple of the Delians, or Great Temple of Apollo 
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of silver and 20,000 medimnoi of wheat, “which were measured out from Delos to the agents 

sent by the demos” (ll.50–55).26 In other words, there was some arrangement in place on Delos 

for the storage and distribution of Ptolemaic grain. 

 Given the full extent of Ptolemaic activity related to Delos, I would argue that, 

cumulatively, the epigraphic evidence depicts an extraordinarily concerted effort by Philadelphus 

to use the Nesiotic League, and Delos in particular, as a way of focusing his religious and 

political aspirations in the Aegean and broadcasting them to the wider Greek world. From the 

early 270s to perhaps the early 240s, the manifestation of this effort was primarily focused on 

theōriai and the institution of festivals in honor of the Ptolemies, material signs of which would 

have been visible in the very center of Apollo’s sanctuary. In exchange for such actions, the 

Delians benefitted from Ptolemaic organizational prowess: we know, for example, that the chief 

official of the Nesiotic League (the nēsiarch) was almost certainly appointed by the Ptolemaic 

king,27 but he also operated widely within League affairs and served the League’s interests, 

including by collecting debts owed to the Delians by the “Islanders,”28 sailing (patrolling?) the 

Aegean in part to provide aid to members of the League,29 and helping to resolve local/intra-

island disputes of League members.30 Thus, while I do not necessarily agree with 

Constantakopoulou that the League of Islanders was formed as an act of resistance to Hellenistic 

                                                
26 Following the text and translation of the ed. pr. in Shear (1978); SEG 28.60 = IG II3 1 911 
=  Bringmann and von Steuben (1995) no. 16. 
 
27 Bagnall (1976) 146–7; Buraselis (1982) 81–3; Meadows (2013) 34.  
 
28 IG XI.4 559; Choix 18; Migeotte 47. 
 
29 IG XII.5 1004 = OGIS 773, an inscription from Ios honouring a Ptolemaic official named Zenon for 
helping to capture slaves who had escaped from the island. NB that the “Bacchon” mentioned as nēsiarch 
in this inscription is the same as that featured in the Nikouria Decree. 
 
30 IG XII.5 1065; cf. Bagnall (1976) 144. On the wide range of activities of the nēsiarch, cf. 
Constantakopoulou (2017) 40–4.  
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royal powers, it is clear that relations between the “Islanders,” Delos itself, and the Hellenistic 

kingdoms were at some level symbiotic and also part of a complex network of diplomatic 

relations.  

 

The Poetics of Cultic Geographies 

 Now, what does all of this have to do with the Hymn to Delos? I find it striking how 

deeply Callimachus’ Hymn is embedded in scholarly reconstructions of Delian rites and festivals 

as a major textual or literary source. Philippe Bruneau’s monumental tome on the cults of 

Hellenistic Delos is paradigmatic of this kind of reading.31 For example, when Bruneau writes 

about the Deliades—always referred to as ὁ χορός in the inscriptions32—he justifies the literal 

reading of Callimachus to “excavate” Delian ritual information apparently because of how 

frequently inscriptions attest to this same choral phenomenon of Deliadic performance.33 

However, this is, I think, an overly simplistic way of reading poetic texts, and it fails to account 

fully for the complex relationship between song and action. Rather, it would be more fruitful to 

think about Delian poetics and Delian ritual as engaged in an ever changing, ever self-fashioning 

“feedback loop,” whereby poetic and mythic commemoration or remembrance affect the 

enactment of ritual, and vice versa. 

 Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos, at 326 lines the longest of his Hymns and the only one to 

reference any of the Ptolemies by name,34 is a tantalizing poem and has in recent years received 

                                                
31 Bruneau (1970); cf. Bruneau and Ducat (2005). 
 
32 Homolle (1890) 500, n. 7. 
 
33 Bruneau (1970) 36. 
 
34 At l. 166, Σαωτήρων ὕπατον γένος, a kind of periphrastic patronymic. 
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more dedicated scholarly attention than any other of his Hymns.35 Often set beside his Hymns to 

Apollo and to Artemis as part of a trilogy exploring a nexus of Delian, Pythian, and Cyrenean 

myth-ritual, the Hymn to Delos nevertheless stands out in being the only one that takes as its 

subject matter something other than an Olympian deity. On a basic level, the hymn is represented 

as an extended aetion of how the island of Delos—apparently originally a floating island called 

“Asteria”—received its name. We hear about how Asteria fled Zeus’ advances and, attempting to 

escape jealous Hera’s wrath, continued to wander from place to place. Just as Asteria wanders, 

rootless, so, too, Leto makes her peregrinations in search of a suitable place to give birth to 

Apollo. She is spurned at every turn by every city, every mountain, every river, every island, 

until, finally, she reaches Asteria. Before Leto settles on Asteria, she stops, among other places, 

at Thebes and Kos, where Apollo, still in the womb, prophesies: in the former case, to rebuke the 

city for refusing entry; in the latter, to prevent his soon-to-be mother from giving birth there 

(Call. H.Del. 162–76): 

      … μὴ σύ γε, μῆτερ, 
  τῇ με τέκοις. Οὔτ᾽ οὖν ἐπιμέμφομαι οὐδὲ μεγαίρω 
  νῆσον. ἐπεὶ λιπαρή τε καὶ εὔβοτος, εἴ νύ τις ἄλλη· 
 165   ἀλλά οἱ ἐκ Μοιρέων τις ὀφειλόμενος θεὸς ἄλλος 
           ἐστί, Σαωτήρων ὕπατον γένος· ᾧ ὑπὸ μίτρην 
           ἵξεται οὐκ ἀέκουσα Μακηδόνι κοιρανέεσθαι 
           ἀμφοτέρη μεσόγεια καὶ αἳ πελάγεσσι κάθηνται, 
           μέχρις ὅπου περάτη τε καὶ ὁππόθεν ὠκέες ἵπποι 
 170 Ἠέλιον φορέουσιν· ὁ δ᾽ εἴσεται ἤθεα πατρός. 
           καί νύ ποτε ξυνός τις ἐλεύσεται ἄμμιν ἄεθλος 
           ὕστερον, ὁππόταν οἱ μὲν ἐφ᾽ Ἑλλήνεσσι μάχαιραν 
           βαρβαρικὴν καὶ Κελτὸν ἀναστήσαντες Ἄρηα 
           ὀψίγονοι Τιτῆνες ἀφ᾽ ἑσπέρου ἐσχατόωντος 
 175   ῥώσωνται νιφάδεσσιν ἐοικότες ἢ ἰσάριθμοι 
          τείρεσιν… 
 
                                                
35 There have been for the Hymn to Delos at least one full commentary, three major published studies, and 
three unpublished dissertations: Mineur (1984), Gigante Lanzara (1990), Ukleja (2005), Giuseppetti 
(2013), Bauer (1970) (Brown diss., unpublished), Bing (1981) (Univ. of Michigan diss., unpublished but 
later incorporated into Bing [2008]), Fleming (1981) (UT Austin diss., unpublished). 
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      … No, mother, do not 
  bear me here. I do not find fault with the island, nor do I begrudge it, 
  since it is splendid and rich in pasture, as much as any other.  
 165 But another god is destined to it (=Kos) from the Fates,  
  the lofty offspring of the Saviors. Under whose diadem  
  will come, not unwilling to be ruled by a Macedonian,  
  both lands and the lands that dwell in the sea, as far as  
  the ends of the earth and where the swift horses carry  
 170 the Sun. He will have the character of his father. 
  And now at some later time a common struggle will  
  come to us, when against the Hellenes later-born Titans 
  raising up a barbarian dagger and Celtic war,  
  from farthest west will rush,  
 175 like snowflakes or equal in number to  
  the stars…  
 

 The prophecy at Kos—the island on which Ptolemy Philadelphus was born—names 

Philadelphus as ‘another god’ (θεὸς ἄλλος, line 165) and declares that Ptolemy will rule over an 

extensive empire including “both mesogaiai” (meaning perhaps both continents, Europe and 

Asia, and/or Upper and Lower Egypt36) and also “the lands that dwell in the sea”—that is all the 

islands. He is also slated to deliver Egypt from the same Galatian threat that attacked Delphi in 

279/278 BCE, alluded to beginning at line 171.37 (It’s worth noting, incidentally, that based on 

extant epigraphic evidence, Kos was the first Greek community to celebrate this victory of the 

Greeks [Hellenes] over the barbarians.38) When Leto finally alights on Delos and gives birth to 

Apollo, the island undergoes a ritual transformation, which takes up the final 75 lines of the 

poem. 

 Structurally, the narrative maintains a close relationship with the Delian portion of the 

                                                
36 Stephens (2015) ad loc. 
 
37 On the theme of Galatians in Hellenistic poetry, Barbantani (2001), and on Galatians in this poem,  
Barbantani (2011).  
 
38 Barbantani (2011) 195, and Syll.3 398 (dated 278 BCE). 
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Homeric Hymn to Apollo, culminating, as do both the Delian and Pythian sections of the 

Homeric Hymn, in ritual action which is in turn presented as the natural, teleological outcome of 

mythic narrative. In fact, I would argue that the Hymn to Delos works on a similar scale as the 

Homeric Hymn, i.e. as an aition of Delian theōria.39 And precisely in the middle of the poem, at 

the center of this poetic archaeology of Delian theōria, appear the island of Kos and foetal 

Apollo’s prophecy about the future extent of Ptolemaic rule and empire, with specific reference 

to Ptolemy II Philadelphus.40 We see here a concerted effort to embed a new religious and geo-

political center within the nexus of Delian myth-ritual. What eventually emerges is a revision of 

the mythical archaeology of Delian choral theōria. New geo-political orders demand their own 

literary and mythical-ritual thickening, and I would argue that Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos plays 

an important role in forging a differently nuanced theoric landscape for Ptolemaic interests in the 

third-century Aegean. But what exactly is this “theoric landscape” and how should we go about 

un-layering it? In what ways does Callimachus’ archaeology of paeanic song and Delian choral 

theoria work with the grain of tradition; in what ways against? 

 In the first, instance, these questions and concerns might be most easily tackled by 

examining what came to be a kind of literary and mythological archetype for Apolline cult and 

ritual—the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. An especially relevant passage for us is lines 156–164: 

πρὸς δὲ τόδε μέγα θαῦμα, ὅου κλέος οὔποτ᾽ ὀλεῖται,  
κοῦραι Δηλιάδες Ἑκατηβελέταο θεράπναι· 
αἵ τ᾽ ἐπεὶ ἂρ πρῶτον μὲν Ἀπόλλων᾽ ὑμνήσωσιν, 
αὖτις δ᾽ αὖ Λητώ τε καὶ Ἄρτεμιν ἰοχέαιραν, 
μνησάμεναι ἀνδρῶν τε παλαιῶν ἠδὲ γυναικῶν 
ὕμνον ἀείδουσιν, θέλγουσι δὲ φῦλ᾽ ἀνθρώπων· 

                                                
39 Cf. Kowalzig (2007) 121. 
 
40 This geographic re-orientation appears also in Theocritus Idyll 17 (the “Encomium of Ptolemy 
Philadelphus”), where Kos is focalized through direct speech—her own this time, rather than that of an 
unborn Apollo. Cf. Hunter (2003) 143. 
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πάντων δ’ ἀνθρώπων φωνὰς καὶ κρεμβαλιαστὺν 
μιμεῖσθ᾽ ἴσασιν· φαίη δέ κεν αὐτὸς ἕκαστος 

  φθέγγεσθ᾽· οὕτω σφιν καλὴ συνάρηρεν ἀοιδή. 
 

In addition to this, there is this great wonder—the fame  
of which will never perish—the Deliades,  
maiden-servants of the Far-Shooter; they who, after first  
hymning Apollo and next, in turn, Leto and Artemis  
the Pourer of Arrows, call to mind men and women of old,  
and sing a hymn, charming the tribes of men.  
They know how to imitate the voices and rhythmic patterns41 of all men— 
indeed each man would say that he was  
speaking himself, so well is their singing art fitted together. 

 

 Ancient, and modern, readers and auditors of this hymn have seen encoded in it an emblem of 

the genre of hymnos itself, especially in these lines, which describe the gathering of the Ionians 

at Delos and the musical performance of the Deliades. For a scholar like Mary Depew, the 

Deliades, with their deceptive mimetic arts, are an interpretive sign of Apolline song-dance.42 

The Deliades not only charm their viewers and listeners; they also, in an extended and mimetic 

way, become them, by “imitat[ing] the voices and castanet-playing of all men.” Their Apolline 

song has a transformative effect.  

 This passage is cited, famously, by Thucydides at Book 3.104—our earliest and most 

extensive reference to this Homeric hymn (Thuc. 3.104.1–3, 6): 

(1) τοῦ δ᾽ αὐτοῦ χειμῶνος καὶ Δῆλον ἐκάθηραν Ἀθηναῖοι κατὰ χρησμὸν δή 
τινα. ἐκάθηρε μὲν γὰρ καὶ Πεισίστρατος ὁ τύραννος πρότερον αὐτήν, οὐχ 
ἅπασαν, ἀλλ᾽ ὅσον ἀπὸ τοῦ ἱεροῦ ἐφεωρᾶτο τῆς νήσου… (3) ἦν δέ ποτε καὶ 
τὸ πάλαι μεγάλη ξύνοδος ἐς τὴν Δῆλον τῶν Ἰώνων τε καὶ περικτιόνων 
νησιωτῶν· ξύν τε γὰρ γυναιξὶ καὶ παισὶν ἐθεώρουν, ὥσπερ νῦν ἐς τὰ Ἐφέσια 
Ἴωνες, καὶ ἀγὼν ἐποιεῖτο αὐτόθι καὶ γυμνικὸς καὶ μουσικός, χορούς τε 
ἀνῆγον αἱ πόλεις…  (6) τοσαῦτα μὲν Ὅμηρος ἐτεκμηρίωσεν ὅτι ἦν καὶ τὸ 
πάλαι μεγάλη ξύνοδος καὶ ἑορτὴ ἐν τῇ Δήλῳ· ὕστερον δὲ τοὺς μὲν χοροὺς οἱ 
νησιῶται καὶ οἱ Ἀθηναῖοι μεθ᾽ ἱερῶν ἔπεμπον, τὰ δὲ περὶ τοὺς ἀγῶνας καὶ τὰ 

                                                
41 On this interpretation of κρεμβαλιαστύν, cf. Peponi (2009).  
 
42 Depew (2000) 71.  
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πλεῖστα καθελύθη ὑπὸ ξυμφορῶν, ὡς εἰκός, πρὶν δὴ οἱ Ἀθηναῖοι τότε τὸν 
ἀγῶνα ἐποίησαν καὶ ἱπποδρομίας, ὃ πρότερον οὐκ ἦν. 

 
(1) That same winter the Athenians also purified Delos in accordance with a 
certain oracle. Earlier, Peisistratus the tyrant also purified it—not all of it, but as 
much as was visible from the island’s temple…. (3) There was, once long ago, a 
great gathering of Ionians and neighboring islanders at Delos. They went on 
theōria with their wives and children, just as the Ionians do now for the Ephesia, 
and both athletic and poetic contests took place there, and the cities led 
choruses…. [Citations of the HHApollo 146–150 and 165–72 follow.] (6) Homer 
attests to so much, that there was once long ago a great gathering and festival on 
Delos. And later, the islanders and Athenians continued to send choruses along 
with sacrifices, but the contests and most of the rest were dissolved because of 
unfortunate circumstances, it seems, until the Athenians then held the contest and 
horse races, which there had not been before.  

 

In the course of writing about the Athenian purification of Delos, Thucydides invokes the Delian 

portion of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo as evidence of the island’s antiquity for being the center 

of Ionian theoric and choral activity (and thus, as Simon Hornblower puts it, as a “centre of 

Ionianism”43), with an implied commentary on 5th-century Athenian imperial ambitions in re-

aligning itself with earlier Peisistratid ambitions for Delos.44 Perhaps most notable in this 

passage is Thucydides’ claim that even after the archaic Ionian festival (panegyris) died out, “the 

islanders and Athenians continued to send choruses along with sacrifices,” thereby stressing 

continuity from the archaic Panionian festival down to the full renewal of Delian activities with 

Athens’ second ritual purification in 426/5 BCE.45 The implication seems to be that a proper 

Delian theōria could not happen without a chorus. The passage also aligns 5th-century Athenian 

imperial ambitions with earlier Peisistratid aspirations for Delos: both purifications occur at the 

                                                
43 On this topic, see Hornblower (1991) 146 and 517–525 on Thuc. 1.96.2 and 3.104, respectively.  
 
44 Cf. Hdt. 1.64.2; on the importance of Delos for Athenian thalassocracy, cf. Constantakopoulou (2007) 
62–75. 
 
45 Kowalzig (2007) 70.  
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instigation of a certain oracle; both are not only ritual acts but also territorial claims. Peisistratus’ 

purification of Delos coincided with the Athenian takeover of Naxos and the (re)assertion of 

Athenian influence in the Cyclades.46 Fifth-century Athens’ symbolic claim on Delos and the 

Cyclades, took the purification of the island further, even at one point driving out all the Delians 

to Adramyttium in Asia Minor.47 The annual theōria sent to Delos from Athens, commemorating 

Theseus’ journey to Crete and his pit-stop at Delos, reperformed and reinforced every year 

Athens’ very thorough revisionist archaeology of Delian myth-ritual.48  

 Such symbolic expressions of Athenian imperial power were also propagated through 

other manipulations of myth-ritual involving Delian theoric choruses: as in Bacchylides 17, a 

choral paian or dithyramb apparently composed for performance by a Kean chorus on Delos. The 

poem recounts the journey of Theseus and the so-called “Twice Seven,” destined to be paid as 

human tribute to King Minos (Bacch. 17.1–4 Maehler): 

  Κυανόπρωιρα μὲν ναῦς μενέκτυ[πον 
     Θησέα δὶς ἑπτ[ά] τ᾽ ἀγλαοὺς ἄγουσα 
     κούρους Ἰαόνω[ν 

  Κρητικὸν τάμνε{ν} πέλαγος·… 
 
  The black-prowed ship, carrying  

     Theseus, steadfast in the battle-din, and   
     twice-seven resplendent youths [and maidens] of  
  the Ionians, cut the Cretan sea... 
 

 Instead of the rather more familiar encounter between Theseus and Ariadne, however, the story 

                                                
46 Hdt. 1.64 
 
47 Thuc. 5.1. 
 
48 There appear to have been multiple Athenian Delian festivals, including a major theōria, quadrennial 
like the earlier pan-Ionian gathering, and a more frequent annual theōria commemorating Theseus’ 
journey to Crete. Plato, Phaedo 58b; Rutherford (2004) 82. 
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that is recounted revolves around “a warrior’s contest”49 between Minos and Theseus, with 

Minos challenging Theseus to dive into the sea in order to retrieve a golden ring. The Athenian 

youths tremble to see him go (Bacch. 17.–92–6 Maehler): 

            τρέσσαν δ᾽ Ἀθαναίων 
        ἠίθεων < — > γένος, ἐπεὶ 
        ἥρως θόρεν πόντονδε, κα- 
            τὰ λειρίων τ᾽ ὀμμάτων δά- 
       κρυ χέον, βαρεῖαν ἐπιδέγμενοι ἀνάγκαν. 
 

        The group of Athenian  
  youths trembled, when  
  their hero leapt into the sea, 

        and they shed tears from their 
  lily-like eyes, accepting heavy necessity. 

At the moment of Theseus’ reapperance from the depths of the sea, the seven “splendid throned” 

Athenian maidens cry the ololygē and the seven Athenian youths, the paian.50 In this choral 

song, the chorus of “twice seven” is notably transformed from a group composed of the flower of 

Ionian youths to a band of Athenian ἠίθεοι trembling in fear for their hero.51 

 As Kowalzig has discussed in detail, the myth of Theseus in Bacchylides 17 brilliantly 

illustrates Athenian manipulation of the nexus of Delian myth-ritual. In the context of a Kean 

performance of this song at Delos, a Kean chorus would then be performing a scene from 

“Theseus’ tour liberating the Aegean,” as a moment of liberation of Minoan rule in exchange for 

tribute to Delian Apollo—that is, as a member of the Delian League.52 The moment of choral 

                                                
49 Kowalzig (2007) 89. 
 
50 ἀγλαό-/θρονοί τε κοῦραι…ὠλόλυξαν, ll.124–7 and ἠίθεοι… νέοι παιάνιξαν ἐρατᾷ ὀπί, ll.128–9. 
 
51 A point forcefully emphasized by Irwin (2012) 53. For the Apollonia as the context being described at 
HDel. 4.304ff., see Mineur (1970) 237–8. 
 
52 Kowalzig (2007) 92, and on Delian theōria in general, 56–128. 
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ritualization of the Twice Seven thus arguably marks the resolution of a crisis or turning point in 

the transition of power. 

 Pindar’s Fifth Paean, most likely composed for the Athenians53 for performance at Delos, 

similarly contributes to Athens’ mythical-ritual claim to the Cyclades. In the paean, an unnamed 

group—explained by the scholiast as “from Athens” (ἀπ᾽ Ἀθηναίων) 54— “took and settled 

Euboea” (ll. 35–36), then established themselves on the “scattered, sheep-bearing islands” (= the 

Cyclades, ll. 48–49). Aftewards, golden-haired Apollo himself gave them “the body of Asteria to 

live on” (ll. 40–42). The poetic response is an outburst of song, a paeanic cry—the refrain, ἰήιε 

Δάλι᾽ Ἄπολλον—and the chorus’/speaker’s request to be received as the attendant of Artemis 

and Apollo “with the resounding honey-voiced sound of a famous paean” (ll. 45–48): 

  [‒ ⏑ ⏑ ‒ ⏑ ⏑ Εὔ- 
     βοιαν ἕλον καὶ ἔνασσαν· 
  --- 
  ἰήϊε Δάλι’  Ἄπολλον· 
  καὶ σποράδας φερεμήλους 
  ἔκτισαν νάσους ἐρικυδέα τ᾽ ἔσχον 
  Δᾶλον, ἐπεί σφιν Ἀπόλλων 
  δῶκεν ὁ χρυσοκόμας 
      Ἀστερίας δέμας οἰκεῖν· 
  --- 
  ἰήϊε Δάλι’ Ἄπολλον· 
  Λατόος ἔνθα με παῖδες 
  εὐμενεῖ δέξασθε νόῳ θεράποντα 
  ὑμέτερον κελαδεννᾷ 
  σὺν μελιγάρυϊ παι- 
       ᾶνος ἀγακλέος ὀμφᾷ. 
   
  
  They [= the Athenians]  
              took and settled Euboea. 
  --- 
  Iēie Delian Apollo! 

                                                
53 But see discussion at Rutherford (2001) 296–7. 
 
54 Cf. Rutherford (2001) 294–5. 
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  And they inhabited the scattered islands [=the       
               Cyclades55], rich in flocks, and got splendid  
  Delos, after golden-haired  
  Apollo gave them 
     the body of Asteria to dwell on. 
  --- 
  Iēie Delian Apollo! 
  There may you, Leto’s children, 
  with kindly disposition welcome me  
  as your attendant, with the resounding 
  honey-voiced sound  
     of a famous paean. 
 
    (Pi. Pae. 5.35–48, Rutherford D5) 

Although we only have complete its final two strophes out of an original eight, enough survives 

to indicate colonizing activity as a major theme. All things considered, Rutherford seems right in 

his view that “the story of Ionian migration is most likely to have been performed at Delos by 

Athenians,” and his suggestion that this paean might have been an ideologically important 

component of 5th century Athenian theōria, “consolidating Athenian control of the Aegean by 

recalling the Ionian migration,” is compelling.56 (Again, the Thucydidean passage quoted above 

comes to mind.) Pindar’s Fifth Paean, like Bacchylides 17, ends in a moment of ritualization: an 

outburst of song and a paeanic cry—the refrain, ἰήιε Δάλι᾽ Ἄπολλον—and the chorus’ or 

speaker’s request to be received as the paean-singing attendant of Artemis and Apollo mediate 

the colonial act. Asteria in Pindar’s Fifth Paean is embodied, territorialized, colonialized. That 

is, the paean presents a strikingly imperialist vision of Delian theōria by pointedly personifying 

the figure of Asteria. This will be relevant for understanding Callimachus’ hymn.   

 

                                                
55 Cf. Virg. Aen. 3.126–7, sparsasque per aequor/ Cycladas. See Kowalzig (2007) 85. 
 
56 Rutherford (2001) 297.  
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Revisionist Archaeologies of the Theoric Chorus  

 With this dynamic tapestry of 5th-century Delian theoric performance in place, let’s turn 

back to thinking about how such myths and rituals might have been read and reimagined in the 

3rd-century BCE, taking up Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos as a test case for exploring this 

particular intersection of received poetic and mythic-ritual traditions, and the claims of an altered 

geo-political order. The Hymn engages deeply with the culture of Delian song-dance and theoric 

performance; and, while not explicitly a paean, self-consciously inscribes itself within a tradition 

of the representation of paeanic enactment in the context of Delian festival performance. I 

believe that there is, in the latter half of the Hymn to Delos, a persistent evocation of an 

Athenocentrized Delos, against which the Ptolemaic context must be interpreted. 

 

 As several scholars have shown, the Hymn to Delos appears well aligned with Ptolemaic 

ideological needs of the early 3rd century BCE.57 But how are these historical and political 

imperatives interwoven into Callimachus’ poetic fabric?  

 Callimachus begins his hymn with a rhetorical question: When will he finally hymn 

Delos? Should he hymn Apolline Delos, the island-nurse (κουροτρόφον,58 l. 2) worthy of praise 

first and foremost because she was the first to praise Apollo as a god (l. 6)?59 Or all of the 

Cyclades together because they, already ensconced in a tradition of (ritual) song (εὔυμνοι, l. 4) 

                                                
57 Brumbaugh (2016), Bing (1988) 93; Giuseppetti (2013). On Ptolemaic geopoetics in the Aetia and 
Iambi, cf. Asper (2011). 
 
58 The usual intertextual comparandum evoked for this word occurs at Od. 9.27 (used by Odysseus of 
Ithaca); but for a similar usage of geographical place as “nurse” in the Apolline context, cf. Pi. Pa. 6.13–
14 (“For the Delphians to Pytho”), where the poet’s ego calls the sacred precint of Apollo “nurse of 
garlands and feasts” (στεφάνων/ καὶ θαλιᾶν τροφόν). 
 
59 A slightly overdetermined description and rationale, but it sets the stage for the reference later to 
Ptolemy as θεὸς ἄλλος (l. 165). 
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are “the holiest of the islands that lie in the sea” (l. 3)?  

Τὴν ἱερήν, ὦ θυμέ, τίνα χρόνον †ηποτ† ἀείσεις 
Δῆλον Ἀπόλλωνος κουροτρόφον; ἦ μὲν ἅπασαι  

       Κυκλάδες, αἳ νήσων ἱερώταται εἰν ἁλὶ κεῖνται, 
        εὔυμνοι· … 
 
  Holy––O my  heart, at what time… will you sing 

of––Delos, Apollo’s nurse? Surely all of the 
Cyclades, the holiest of the islands that lie in the sea,  
are well-hymned… 

     (Call. HDel. 1–4 Pf.) 
 

After deciding on Delos as a fit subject for hymnic song, he then names four of the largest 

islands of the Mediterranean, who assemble (ἀολλίζονται) behind Delos; and she, in turn, takes 

the lead as chorus-leader (ἔξαρχος, l. 18) as the islands visit the Titans Ocean and Tethys.  

ἀλλά οἱ οὐ νεμεσητὸν ἐνί πρώτῃσι λέγεσθαι, 
        ὁππότ᾽ ἐς Ὠκεανόν τε καὶ ἐς Τιτηνίδα Τηθύν 
        νῆσοι ἀολλίζονται, ἀεὶ δ᾽ ἔξαρχος ὁδεύει. 
 
  But she (Delos) causes no indignation to be spoken of 
  among the first, whenever to Ocean and the Titan Tethys  
  the islands gather, and she always goes as leader. 
     (Call. HDel. 16–8 Pf.) 
 

The choice of the verb ἀολλίζω is significant: in earlier literature, it is always used of a group 

gathered for religious or civic purposes.60 This insular choral dance is repeated at the end of the 

Hymn, this time with the Cyclades forming a circular chorus around Asteria (Delos), now 

redolent with incense and resounding with the great noise of song-dance (including that of the 

geranos, the “crane dance”) during the evening rituals of the Delia-Apollonia.61 The poem thus 

                                                
60 E.g. Il. 6.270, 6.287, 15.588, 19.54; Bacch. 15.42. 
 
61 The description of Delos as neither without music nor without dance but resounding all around with 
song-dance is highly specified in lines 302–3, οὔτε σιωπηλὴν οὔτ᾽ ἄψοφον οὖλος ἐθείραις/ Ἕσπερος, 
ἀλλ᾽ αἰεί σε καταβλέπει ἀμφιβόητον (“Shaggy-haired Hesperus looks down upon you always 
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begins and ends with choral and ritual imagery. As this scene is integral to the rest of the 

discussion I reproduce it here (HDel. 278–315): 

  ἀλλά τοι ἀμφιετεῖς δεκατηφόροι αἰὲν ἀπαρχαί 
  πέμπονται, πᾶσαι δὲ χοροὺς ἀνάγουσι πόληες, 
 280 αἵ τε πρὸς ἠοίην αἵ θ᾽ ἕσπερον αἵ τ᾽ ἀνὰ μέσσην 
  κλήρους ἐστήσαντο, καὶ οἳ καθύπερθε βορείης 
  οἰκία θινὸς ἔχουσι, πολυχρονιώτατον αἷμα. 
  οἱ μέν τοι καλάμην τε καὶ ἱερὰ δράγματα πρῶτοι 
  ἀσταχύων φορέουσιν· ἃ Δωδώνηθε Πελασγοί 
 285 τηλόθεν ἐκβαίνοντα πολὺ πρώτιστα δέχονται, 
  γηλεχέες θεράποντες ἀσιγήτοιο λέβητος· 
  δεύτερον Ἴριον ἄστυ καὶ οὔρεα Μηλίδος αἴης 
  ἔρχονται· κεῖθεν δὲ διαπλώουσιν Ἀβάντων 
  εἰς ἀγαθὸν πεδίον Ληλάντιον· οὐδ’ ἔτι μακρός 
 290 ὁ πλόος Εὐβοίηθεν, ἐπεὶ σέο γείτονες ὅρμοι. 
  πρῶταί τοι τάδ’ ἔνεικαν ἀπὸ ξανθῶν Ἀριμασπῶν 
  Οὖπίς τε Λοξώ τε καὶ εὐαίων Ἑκαέργη, 
  θυγατέρες Βορέαο, καὶ ἄρσενες οἱ τότ’ ἄριστοι 
  ἠιθέων· οὐδ᾽ οἵγε παλιμπετὲς οἴκαδ’ ἵκοντο,   
 295 εὔμοιροι δ’ ἐγένοντο, καὶ ἀκλεὲς οὔποτ’ ἔσονται. 
  ἦ τοι Δηλιάδες μέν, ὅτ’ εὐηχὴς ὑμέναιος 
  ἤθεα κουράων μορμύσσεται, ἥλικα χαίτην 
  παρθενικαῖς, παῖδες δὲ θέρος τὸ πρῶτον ἰούλων 
  ἄρσενες ἠιθέοισιν ἀπαρχόμενοι φορέουσιν. 
 300 Ἀστερίη θυόεσσα, σὲ μὲν περί τ’ ἀμφί τε νῆσοι 
  κύκλον ἐποιήσαντο καὶ ὡς χορὸν ἀμφεβάλοντο· 
  οὔτε σιωπηλὴν οὔτ’ ἄψοφον οὖλος ἐθείραις 
  Ἕσπερος, ἀλλ’ αἰεί σε καταβλέπει ἀμφιβόητον. 
  οἱ μὲν ὑπαείδουσι νόμον Λυκίοιο γέροντος, 
 305 ὅν τοι ἀπὸ Ξάνθοιο θεοπρόπος ἤγαγεν Ὠλήν· 
  αἱ δὲ ποδὶ πλήσσουσι χορίτιδες ἀσφαλὲς οὖδας. 
  δὴ τότε καὶ στεφάνοισι βαρύνεται ἱρὸν ἄγαλμα 
  Κύπριδος ἀρχαίης ἀριήκοον, ἥν ποτε Θησεύς 
  εἵσατο, σὺν παίδεσσιν ὅτε Κρήτηθεν ἀνέπλει. 
 310 οἱ χαλεπὸν μύκημα καὶ ἄγριον υἷα φυγόντες 
  Πασιφάης καὶ γναμπτὸν ἕδος σκολιοῦ λαβυρίνθου, 
  πότνια, σὸν περὶ βωμὸν ἐγειρομένου κιθαρισμοῦ 
  κύκλιον ὠρχήσαντο, χοροῦ δ’ ἡγήσατο Θησεύς. 
  ἔνθεν ἀειζώοντα θεωρίδος ἱερὰ Φοίβῳ 
 315 Κεκροπίδαι πέμπουσι τοπήια νηὸς ἐκείνης. 
 
                                                
resounding all around, never silent nor noiseless”). Cf. Mineur (1984) 236 points out that οὔτε σιωπηλὴν 
οὔτ᾽ ἄψοφον emphasizes the distinct activities of singing and dancing. 
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  But for you (Delos) the tithe-bearing first-fruits are sent 
  At every annual festival, and all the cities lead their choruses 
 280 Those that cast their lots in the east and the west and the south, 
  And those who beyond the northern shore make their homes, most ancient62 race.  
  They were the first to bring you stalks and sacred handfuls  
  of wheat, which the Pelasgians from Dodona, 
 285 disembarking from afar, first receive,  
  servants of the unsilent cauldron who sleep on the earth. 
  Next they come to the town of Ira and the mountains of the Melian  
  land. From there they sail across to the good Lelantine  
  plain of the Abantes. The sailing voyage from Euboea is no longer far,  
 290 since their ports are your neighbors. 
  First to bring these things to you from the blonde Arimaspi 
  were Oupis and Loxo and happy Hekaergē, 
  daughters of Boreas, and those who then were the best of the  
  unmarried youths. They did not return home again, 
 295 but they were blessed by fortune and will never be without glory. 
  Indeed, the Deliades, when the tuneful hymenaios  
  frightens girls’ customs, bring as first-fruits  
  offerings their virgin hair to the virgins, and the boys, the first crop of their  
  down, to the unmarried youths. 
 300 Fragrant Asteria, round about you the islands form a  
  circle and surround you, like a chorus.  
  Shaggy-haired Hesperus looks down upon you always resounding all  
  around, never silent nor noiseless. 
  The youths sing in accompaniment the nome of the Lycian old man,  
 305 which (nome) the seer Olen brought to you from Xanthos.  
  The girls, dancing, beat their feet upon the firm ground.  
  Then, too, the sacred agalma of Kypris, the far-famed one of the  
  ancient (goddess), is weighed down with wreaths. Theseus once  
  set it up, when he was sailing back with the youths from Krete.  
 310 After fleeing the harsh bellowing and the savage son of Pasiphae and  
  the twisted home of the bending labyrinth, they  
  danced in a circle around your altar, mistress, as the cithara was  
  struck up, and Theseus led the chorus.  
  From then on, the Kekropidai send to Phoebeus  
 315 as ever-living offerings the ropes of that theoric ship. 
 

 Most readers of the Hymn have seen in its closing lines describing the origins of the 

geranos and Theseus’ ritual acts on Delos an evocation of Bacchylides 17—notoriously 

                                                
62 Or, “most long-lived”: cf. Mineur (1984) 226, ad loc. 
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classified by Callimachus as a paian63— which famously also ends with Theseus surrounded by a 

chorus (Bacch. 17.117–132). In the latter, at the moment of Theseus’ epiphany from the depths 

of the sea, the seven “splendid throned” Athenian maidens cry the ololygē (ἀγλαό-/θρονοί τε 

κοῦραι…ὠλόλυξαν, ll. 124–7) and the seven Athenian youths, the paian (ἠίθεοι… νέοι 

παιάνιξαν ἐρατᾷ ὀπί, ll. 128–9). Bacchylides’ version of the myth of Theseus, combining the 

hero’s visit to Poseidon and Amphitrite in their underwater home with his sailing voyage to 

Crete, may have been an original one, motivated by early 5th-century Athenian propaganda 

constructing of Theseus a “national” Athenian hero.64  

 It is perhaps no accident that Kowalzig’s chapter on Delian theōria opens with a 

discussion of the Delian rituals mentioned in Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos (ll. 300–315).65  

Kowalzig understands this Callimachean passage as an antiquarian palimpsest  of Delian myth-

ritual, where “the songs of Olen, the choral traditions, and the dances of Theseus’ geranos merge 

into one and the same floating movement.”66 Then there are those like Philippe Bruneau who 

have attempted to tally the rituals that Callimachus describes with actual 3rd-century practice.67 

Yet, although we have a couple of dedicatory inscriptions dated to the 4th century that mention 

sacred offerings of or from the Hyperboreans,68 in the absence of further evidence, it seems a 

                                                
63 According to a scholiast’s note to Bacch. 23 S-M, “Cassandra (for the Athenians?)” (POxy. 23.2368 = 
SH 293).  
 
64 Maehler (1997) 182. Cf. Irwin (2012). 
 
65 Kowalzig (2007) 56–7.  
 
66 Ibid. 
 
67 E.g. Bruneau (1970) 16–52. Or Mineur (1970) 248–9, for a brief survey of different theories proposed 
to explain a παίγνιον (a rite?) at ll. 322–3: sailors biting an olive tree with their hands tied behind their 
backs. Cf. Mineur (1970) 14–15, where he argues for an intentional emphasis on rites de passage, or 
initiation rituals, to correspond to Callimachus’ initiation into the Alexandrian Mouseion.   
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potentially tautological exercise to try to map Callimachus’s Hymn onto the realia of 3rd century 

Delian ritual. Rather, what interests me most here is the rhetoric of ritualization, i.e. how this 

passage intersects with prior and contemporary ideologies of the Delian theoric chorus. 

 Towards the end of the above passage, lines 308–315 re-encode the passage from 

Bacchylides 17 back into Delian myth-ritual, but with a difference. Callimachus is our first 

source in which Theseus stops at Delos on his victorious way back to Athens from Crete; that is, 

what were once separate aspects of myth and performance are conflated to become the logic of a 

new ritual. Does Callimachus incorporate local oral traditions about the dancing of the geranos 

on Delos or does he become the fount of that tradition? In the second century CE, Plutarch 

reports that the choreia of Theseus’ ἠίθεοι is still performed on Delos (Thes. 21). Whatever the 

direction of influence, the Hymn clearly has a complicated relationship with ritual activities “on 

the ground.”    

 Callimachus also re-encodes Pindar’s paean, but again with a difference. Asteria in the 

Hymn to Delos retains her Pindaric embodiment, but the δέµας Ἀστερίας is transfigured into a 

body in a choral performance, first as chorus-leader (the ἔξαρχος of l. 18, cited above) and then 

as the central figure in a choral performance—she is surrounded by a kind of insular cyclic 

chorus, which leads, like a series of concentric circles, to the dances of the Delia-Apollonia: 

maiden choritides tunefully stomping the ground and the Athenians, led by Theseus, circling 

around Delos’ altar. In other words, Asteria is literally figured into the song-dance of an 

Athenian version of the Delia-Apollonia. In Pindar’s First Hymn (discussed below), Leto’s 

arrival on Delos-Asteria engenders a geological change—Asteria, once a wandering island, is 

rooted to the seabed by columns of adamantine. In Callimachus’ Hymn, Asteria’s transformation 

                                                
68 Bruneau (1970) 39–40. 
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is fully consonant with her utter physical fusion with Athenian choral ritual on Delos. 

 There are other ways in which the relationship with Athens is brought out. The two foci 

of the opening lines of this passage—that is, the “annual-festival, tithe-bearing first-fruits” and 

the conducting of choruses—inevitably bring to mind Athens and Thucydides’ description of 

Athens’ earlier relationship with Delos, especially his statement that even “later, the islanders 

and Athenians continued to send choruses along with sacrifices” (χορούς τε ἀνῆγον αἱ πόλεις, 

ὕστερον δὲ τοὺς μὲν χοροὺς οἱ νησιῶται καὶ οἱ Ἀθηναῖοι μεθ᾽ ἱερῶν ἔπεμπον, Thuc. 3.104.3). 

Callimachus’ use of the present tense (for example, πέμπονται and ἀνάγουσι at l. 279) further 

conveys a sense of continuity of practice from the fifth century down to the third. The 

temporality is deliberate. 

 Next comes a list of vague geographical descriptors delimiting the extent of tribute-

bearing and chorus-conducting cities within the Delian sphere at lines 280–282. The preceding 

lines prime us to understand κλήρους ἐστήσαντο in line 281 as a phrase that requires 

unpacking. The collocution is unusual and draws attention to itself. Indeed, Callimachus seems 

to be the first to use transitive ἵστημι with klēros in this way. More typical collocutions involve 

verbs meaning, for example, to “grant,” “have,” “take,” or “obtain.”69 These klēroi are, I think, 

not just any “lots” or “allotments” but a dual reminiscence of both the Athenian system of 

cleruchies—which, as Alfonso Moreno has demonstrated, were the backbone of Athenian 

imperialism, far more than the payment of tribute70—and the colonies established by the 

Ptolemies abroad,71 including the refoundation of multiple towns with good ports and naval 

                                                
69 Cf. references under LSJ κλῆρος 1A. 
 
70 Moreno (2009).  
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bases now bearing the name “Arsinoe.”72 (The popularity of the cult of Arsinoe throughout the 

Aegean,73 whatever it might have meant at the level of private cult, at the imperial level was 

clearly an ingenious move, tying private worship with public worship. We might here also note 

the Philadelpheion constructed on Delos in honor of Arsinoe Philadephus,74 and the 

Philadelpheia, a Delian festival also in honor of Arsinoe.75) Moreover, κλήρους ἐστήσαντο 

intentionally layers a vision of Ptolemaic imperialism upon its Athenian predecessor in the 

framework of Delian theōria.  

 This compressed “list” of tribute-bearing and chorus-conducting cities culminates in the 

aition of the Hyperboreans as the first to bring stalks of wheat as tribute to Delos, a theme also 

picked up in the Aetia in fr. 186.76 As commentators have frequently noted, Callimachus’ 

description of the tributary grain route from the Hyperboreans to Delos adheres closely to that 

described at Herodotus 4.33–35, rather than the Athenocentric route described in Pausanias 

1.31.2.77 Pausanias’ version mentions both Sinope, an important Athenian base in the Black Sea 

                                                
71 Cf. Mineur (1984) ad v. 281; however, in my opinion, the imperial foundations abroad (the various 
Arsinoes, Philadelphias, etc.) are likely to be more relevant for this passage than “the large-scale 
settlement of veterans on kleroi in the Fayum under Ptolemy II” (Stephens [2015] ad loc.). 
  
72 Robert (1966) 199–208, cf. Meadows (2013) 30.  
 
73 A great number of altar plaques were dedicated to Arsinoe (in her capacity as Arsinoe-Aphrodite 
Euploia-Zephyritis) at Lesbos, Delos, Paros, Ios, Amorgos, Thera, Miletus, Samos, Caunus, Eretria, and 
Cyprus, cf. Meadows (2013) 29–30, with references (esp. n. 45). 
 
74 Philadelpheion: IDélos 400 38; 440A 91. Altar: IG XI.4 1303. An oikos and graphē of Arsinoe: IDélos 
372A and 403 26. Cf. Constantakopoulou (2017) 98–9. 
 
75 IG XI.2 287B 112–9, the Philadelpheia established by a certain Hermias, nēsiarch of the League of 
Islanders. 
 
76 Cf. Kowalzig (2007) 121: “…an aition of choral polis-theoria, working on the assumption that all 
future worshippers would follow the model of the Hyperborean first-fruit tribute.” 
 
77 Paus. 1.31.2: ἐν δὲ Πρασιεῦσιν Ἀπόλλωνός ἐστι ναός· ἐνταῦθα τὰς Ὑπερβορέων ἀπαρχὰς ἰέναι 
λέγεται, παραδιδόναι δὲ αὐτὰς Ὑπερβορέους μὲν Ἀριμασποῖς, Ἀριμασποὺς δ᾽ Ἰσσηδόσι, παρὰ δὲ 
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grain route, and Prasiae, an Attic coastal deme.78 It is likely that such a 5th-century version would 

have been known to Callimachus—both Callimachus and Pausanias mention the Arimaspi, for 

example, who do not feature in Herodotus’ route. Naming the Hyperboreans as primeval tribute-

bearers to Delos was not only useful for situating the contemporary politics of myth-ritual in the 

far reaches of hoary time (to which Callimachus’ πολυχρονιώτατον αἷμα alludes), but also for 

inviting comparison with—and even perhaps usurping—a much more recent manipulation of 

myth-ritual, that is, the Athenian alterations to the traditional route of the Hyberborean tribute, as 

described in Pausanias.  But if such an itinerary were indeed available to Callimachus, then he 

obdurately ignores it. 

 Why?—particularly when the passage contains so many other Athenocentric details, 

including the adorning of the agalma of Aphrodite, possibly performed during the dancing of the 

Geranos79; the dancing of the Geranos itself under Theseus’ lead; and the subsequent sending of 

the “eternal” theoric ship from Athens to Delos? Sticking to Herodotus’ version allows 

Callimachus to include the aetion about the young Delians’ hair rituals—true. But Herodotus’ 

Hyperborean route, ‘unmarked,’ as it were, also allows for the Delian grain tribute to come from 

a diffuse network of potentially colonial outposts, rather than have the Athenians be the 

endgame, as they are in Pausanias. 

 This loose evocation of Athenian thalassocracy becomes a kind of imperial double-

                                                
τούτων Σκύθας ἐς Σινώπην κομίζειν, ἐντεῦθεν δὲ φέρεσθαι διὰ Ἑλλήνων ἐς Πρασιάς, Ἀθηναίους δὲ 
εἶναι τοὺς ἐς Δῆλον ἄγοντας· τὰς δὲ ἀπαρχὰς κεκρύφθαι μὲν ἐν καλάμῃ πυρῶν, γινώσκεσθαι δὲ ὑπ᾽ 
οὐδένων.  
 
78 Pausanias’ version of this grain route (Paus. 1.31.2), which lists both Sinope on the Black Sea Coast 
and the Attic port of Prasiai (near modern Porto Rafti), betrays an adaptation of the ‘traditional narrative’ 
as found in Herodotus to suit an Athenocentric agenda that very likely dated to the 5th century BC 
(Bruneau [1970] 42–3).  
 
79 Paus. 9.40.3–4, where the xoanon is ascribed to Daedalus, and Plut. Thes. 21. 



 

 147 

vision, wavering between the Athenian and the Ptolemaic Aegean. Athenian myth-ritual and 

propaganda had normalized political and economic control of the Aegean in the 5th and 4th 

centuries. The Ptolemaic symbolic affiliation with Delos, the Cyclades, and the Aegean builds 

upon the Athenian weave. Choruses were being sent to Delos to honor Philadelphus and his 

father, as they had been in the past to honor Theseus and Athens. Grain was probably also sent to 

Delos, acting as a central base for the Nesiotic League, from a number of cities embedded in the 

Ptolemaic network, as we saw in the Kallias Decree.  

  And yet, that this is not the Delos of Homer, nor quite that of Thucydides’ Athens is 

clear. This Delos shares a water source with the Nile (the Inopus on Delos was thought to run 

underground and link up with the Nile);80 it exhibits reflexes of Ptolemaic foreign and colonial 

‘policy’; and above all it remains, persistently, “Asteria,” even after Leto’s arrival, despite 

Callimachus’ explanation that “Asteria” was the island’s pre-Letoan “maiden name.”81 The 

fixation on the name of Asteria is usually ascribed to Callimachus’ particularly far-reaching 

engagement in the Hymn to Delos with the figure of Pindar’s Asteria-Delos, especially in 

Pindar’s Fifth Paean, discussed above, and his First Hymn, which will be discussed below. 

Callimachus’ Asteria as a figure of the theoric chorus bookends the Hymn to Delos: initially as a 

sign of, and then as inspiration for, choral song-dance. As I hope to show in this final portion, I 

think that this characterization of Asteria has a great deal to do with Kos’ inclusion in this hymn, 

and the historic role that choral ritual plays in mediating political transitions.  

                                                
80 Cf. Mineur (1970) and Stephens (2015) on ll. 206–8. Callimachus in the Hymn to Artemis 3.171 even 
calls the river Αἰγυπτίου Ἰνωποῖο; cf. Lycophr. 575–6. 
 
81 Call. HDel. 4.39-40: τόφρα μὲν οὔπω τοι χρυσέη ἐπεμίσγετο Λητώ/ τόφρα δ᾽ ἔτ᾽ Ἀστερίη σὺ καὶ 
οὐδέπω ἔκλεο Δῆλος (“As long as golden Leto did not yet mingle with you, so long were you still called 
‘Asteria’ and not yet ‘Delos’”). Cf. Mineur (1970) ad v. 300: “… in a hymn to Delos, the persistence of 
this name here and in l. 316 is remarkable.”  
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 To understand the interplay between Asteria, Delos, and Kos, we might look once more 

to Pindar. The usual Pindaric intertexts brought to bear on Callimachus’ hymn are Pi. Pae. 5 (= 

D5 Ruth.), Pae.7b (= C2 Ruth.), “Pae. ” 12 (= G1 Ruth.; possibly not a paean82), and Pindar’s 

First Hymn (= fr. 33 S-M), formerly known as the Hymn to Zeus, but shown by Giovan Battista 

D’Alessio to have been almost certainly a Hymn to Apollo.83  

 Pindar’s First Hymn (fr. 33 S-M) was, as D’Alessio points out, one of the most famous of 

Pindar’s songs in Antiquity.84 The most relevant portions for us are fr. 33a (= POxy 26.2442 

fr.1), fr. 33c (= Theophr. Phys. op. fr. 12 = Dox. graec. Diels pp. 486–7), and fr.33d (= Strabo 

10.5.2). I provide the texts below for ease of reference. 

  
1   ‒ ⏑ ‒ σκᾶπ]τον χερὶ· τὰν δ’ ἱεράν 
   ‒ ‒ ⏑ ‒ ‒]  ̣ Κῶν, ἐπὶ δὲ στρατὸν ἄϊσ- 
      σ‒ ⏑ × ‒ ⏑]ος οὔτε θαλασ- 
      σ‒ ‒ ⏑ ⏑ ‒ ἀνέ]μοισιν 
5   ‒ ‒ ⏑ ‒] ε . [‒ ⏑ ⏑]τηρ 
   
   ‒ ⏑ ‒ sta]ff with his hand; and the holy 
   ‒ ‒ ⏑ ‒ ‒] of the Koans, rush[ing?] upon the army 
   ‒ ⏑ × ‒ ⏑] neither the sea(?) 
   ‒ ‒ ⏑ ⏑ ‒ ] by winds 
   ‒ ‒ ⏑ ‒] ... [‒⏑ ⏑]…  
      (fr. 33a, following D’Alessio [2009] 132) 
 
1   χαῖρ᾽, ὦ θεοδμάτα, λιπαροπλοκάμου 
   παίδεσσι Λατοῦς ἱμεροέστατον ἔρνος, 
   πόντου θύγατερ, χθονὸς εὐρεί- 
      ας ἀκίνητον τέρας, ἅν τε βροτοί 

                                                
82 D’Alessio (1997). 
 
83 D’Alessio (2009), cf. D’Alessio (2005). Giuseppetti (2013) has already explored in great detail the 
creative literary interplay of lyric and epic in the Hymn to Delos; what follows will necessarily focus on 
only those Pindaric fragments especially salient for the characterization and use of the figure of Asteria-
Delos in particular. 
 
84 D’Alessio (2009) 129. 
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5   Δᾶλον κικλῄσκοισιν, μάκαρες δ᾽ ἐν Ὀλύμπῳ 
      τηλέφαντον κυανέας χθονὸς ἄστρον. 
 
   Hail, O god-built one, to shiny-haired Leto’s  
   children the most desirable offshoot, 
   daughter of the sea, unmoving marvel 
      of the wide earth, you whom mortals 
   call Delos; but the blessed gods on Olympus, 
      far-shining star of the dark-blue earth. 
      (fr. 33c S-M) 
 
 
1   ἦν γὰρ τὸ πάροιθε φορητὰ  
      κυμάτεσσιν παντοδαπῶν ἀνέμων 
   ῥιπαῖσιν· ἀλλ᾽ ἁ Κοιογενὴς ὁπότ᾽ ὠδί- 
      νεσσι θυίοισ᾽ ἀγχιτόκοις ἐπέβα 
5      νιν, δὴ τότε τέσσαρες ὀρθαί 
   πρέμνων ἀπώρουσαν χθονίων, 
   ἂν δ᾽ ἐπικράνοις σχέθον 
   πέτραν ἀδαμαντοπέδιλοι 
   κίονες, ἔνθα τεκοῖ- 
10      σ᾽ εὐδαίμον᾽ ἐπόψατο γένναν. 
   ]̣  ̣  ̣ισ[ 
 
 1   For previously it was carried  
      on the waves by gusts of winds of all  
   types. But when the daughter of Koios, 
      raging with the labor-pains of approaching birth, 
5      set foot on her, at that moment four upright 
   columns with adamantine bases sprang up from  
   their foundations in the earth,  
   and on their capitals they held up the rock. 
   There she gave birth and 
10      gazed upon her blessed offspring.  
   … 
      (fr. 33d S-M) 
 
 The structure of the hymn and the proper order of all of the fragments (not all discussed 

here) is a vexed and complicated issue. What we do know, based on the papyrus fragment POxy 

2442 fr.1, is that fr.3 3a represents the top of one column, and the next column begins with l.7 of 

fr. 33d. Perhaps at most 12 lines separated the two fragments, and it is possible that fr. 33c 
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appeared in between.85 The subject of fr. 33a appears to be Heracles’ attack against Eurypylus, 

king of the Meropes on Kos and father of Chalkiope, with whom Heracles eventually produced a 

son, Thessalus. Fr. 33c is a chairetismos of the island of Delos and in its final lines includes an 

aition for its (implied) alternate name of Asteria (= the name by which the Olympians, from their 

lofty panoramic vantage point, refer to her). Finally, fr. 33d seems to offer a potential gloss on 

ἀκίνητον τέρας (fr. 33c, l. 4): the story of the manner in which the island acquired its 

motionlessness is part of the marvel, i.e. the process by which she became “god-built” 

(θεοδμάτα, fr. 33c, l. 1). 

 Several key points emerge for us in setting these fragments from Pindar’s First Hymn 

alongside Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos. To begin with the presence of Kos: the structural 

sequencing of an episode on Kos followed by the subject of Delos was undoubtedly useful for 

poets composing in the court of Philadelphus.86 But, as D’Alessio rightly notes, “while in Pindar 

Kos seems to have been, at least to a certain extent, a sort of negative counterpart to Delos, the 

sign is reversed when the Hellenistic poets have to deal with the king’s birth-place.”87 Not only 

is the sign “reversed”; the prominence and literal centrality of Kos in Callimachus’ Hymn 

restructures our entire understanding of the myth of Apollo’s birth. Apollo’s prophecy about the 

rule of Ptolemy Philadelphus describes a Greek world entirely willingly submitting to the 

“Macedonian mitra”: a world representative of the Ptolemaic empire at its farthest extent, 

including “both mesogeiai and the islands in the seas” (HDel. l. 168). Whereas the prophecies 

that initiated the Athenians’ purifications and interferences on Delos, in the 6th and 5th centuries 

                                                
85 D’Alessio (2009) 131–2. 
 
86 D’Alessio (2009) 134–5. Cf. Kos and Delos in Theocitus Id. 17. 
 
87 Ibid. 
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were obscure and unknown (e.g. κατὰ χρημὸν δή τινα at Thuc. 3.104.1), the prophecies 

provided in Callimachus’ Hymn are extremely specific and lay the foundations for Ptolemaic 

involvement on Delos within the framework of Delian ritual. And whereas Kos does not seem to 

be the primary focus in Pindar’s First Hymn, it takes pride of place in Callimachus’ Hymn. It is 

even, metatextually, framed by circular choruses of islands at either end of the poem.  

 There are other ways in which Pindar’s “sign” is reversed. For instance, Callimachus’ 

Asteria-Delos plays off of the notion of Pindar’s ἀκίνητον τέρας in fragment 33c and focuses 

intensely rather on the island’s hyper-mobility and movement.88 Asteria is literally footloose (as 

foetal Apollo describes her at line 192, πόδες δέ οἱ οὐκ ἐνὶ χώρῃ, “Her feet are not on the 

earth”). Even the aetiology of her name in Callimachus is linked to motion, rather than stable 

visibility, as in Pindar.89 Perhaps the most interesting departure from Pindar’s First Hymn, 

however, is the total omission in Callimachus of the restructuring of Delos’ physical properties 

after Leto’s arrival at Pindar fr. 33d, lines 5–9. Instead, the island’s transformative moment is 

delayed until Apollo’s actual birth at line 255,90 and the transformation itself is acutely focused 

on choral theoria and ritual song-dance.  At lines 304–315, Delos’ theoric ritualization is a 

moment of climactic music and dance, especially circular dance.91 Unlike in the Homeric Hymn 

                                                
88 For example, in lines 17–18 of the Hymn to Delos, she leads a chorus of islands to Ocean and Tethys; at 
lines 41–50, she’s roaming the Aegean; lines 192–4, “Her feet are not on the earth, but she floats on the 
tide, like an asphodel”. 
 
89 “Your name of old was Asteria, since you leapt from heaven into the deep ditch (=the ocean), like a 
star, while fleeing marriage with Zeus” (HDel. 4. 36–8). 
 
90 Mineur (1970) 213 on lines 260ff. notes that “[t]he representation of ‘golden’ Asteria being Apollo’s 
τιθήνη has an interesting parallel in Egyptian mythology, where Hathor, Horus’ wet-nurse… also was the 
incarnation of gold….”  
 
91 Cf. Stephens on HDel. 4.304–15: “… the emphasis on circular dance… that unites nature (the chorus of 
islands) and the human world.” The islands surround Asteria in a circle, “like a chorus” at ll.300–1, and 
Theseus leads a chorus dancing a κύκλιον around the altar of Delos-Asteria l.313. The chorus of girls’ 
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to Apollo, Pindar’s Fifth Paean, and Bacchylides 17, however, the ritualized song-dance in 

Callimachus’ Hymn displays a cosmically harmonic and sympathetic quality, as commentators 

have noted, with the circular dance of the islands at the hymn’s beginning and end mirroring the 

dance of the youths and maidens at lines 306 and following.  

 If ritual action is the natural, teleological outcome of mythic narrative, in the case of the 

Hymn to Delos, such action here is linked to the post eventum prophecy of Philadelphus’ birth, 

which unifies the Egyptian idea of total cosmic harmony (maat) attendant upon a pharaoh’s birth 

and the political harmony represented by the civic theoric chorus.92  

 

 Like the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, Pindar’s Fifth Paean, and Bacchylides 17, 

Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos also ends with the transformative ritualization of Delos or of a 

Delian chorus as a resolution to a crisis. On the surface, this crisis consists of Leto’s not having 

anywhere to give birth despite her increasingly urgent labor pains; but, as we have seen from 

Apollo’s prophecy about Kos, above, the crisis alluded to is also that of the transition of political 

power.  

 Ultimately, I think that the hymn presents not a disordered hodgepodge of ritual, nor a 

geopoetics “arranged in a completely unpredictable order,”93 as Markus Asper once described it, 

but rather a subtle hierachization of Aegean geopolitics, updated for the Ptolemaic era. 

Callimachus’ Hymn responds to various political and ideological needs through an explicitly 

modified “archaeology” of Delian ritual, revised to make space for the outlying island of Kos 

                                                
evening dancing at l. 306 (probably during the Delian Apollonia, cf. Mineur [1970] 237–8) also evokes 
the circular chorus.  
 
92 Stephens (2003) 61–63, 100–102. 
 
93 Asper (2011) 167. 
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and celebrating it within an insular religious network in which it did not historically have a place. 

Insofar as Athens, the Nesiotic League, and Ptolemy were united in a delicately balanced 

symbiotic relationship in the first decades of the third century, the invocation of the Athenian 

thalassocratic context performs an ideological “glide,” negotiating a place for Kos and the 

Ptolemies in the Nesiotic League. At a literary level, the hymn demands to be read against 

Pindaric Apolline song, giving a fulsome response to the question raised by the speaker 

regarding the story of Delos at Pindar Paean 7b, line 42: τί πείσομα[ι, “What shall I believe?”  

 Callimachus’ hymnic reply to this Pindaric question encompasses not only the thick 

weave of aetiologies for Delian myth-ritual—re-told and re-interpreted—but also the ultimate 

legitimation, through divine prophecy, of Ptolemy’s rightful ritual place in the Aegean. The ritual 

trappings of the Hymn to Delos demand, and manipulate, belief in the genre of Apolline song 

and the pre-Ogygian place of the Ptolemies within it. Its poetic strategy makes use of a self-

conscious internalization of the figure of the Deliades in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo: they who 

“know how to imitate the voices and rhythmic patterns of all men.” To some degree, it is in fact 

also Callimachus’ song that the chorus of maidens, as descendants of the Hyperboreans, 

performs in their eternal vespers.94  

  

 

   

  

 

                                                
94 The evening female chorus is in fact solidly attested at Delos for the 3rd century BCE and later, as 
Bruneau notes. See Bruneau (1970) 35–7. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

τ]ί θεόϲ; τ[ὸ] κρατοῦν· 
τί βασιλεύ[ϲ; ἰϲ]όθεος. 

 
What is a god?  Ruling. 

What is a king? Equal to a god. 
P.Heid. 1716, ll.1–2 (verso) 1 

 
 

The first two lines of this catechistic papyrus fragment dated to the 2nd c. CE hint at an 

Imperial-era version of a deeply rooted Greek cultural concern: what I have called “the 

ontologically fraught space” between gods and men. In the foregoing, I have argued that such a 

concern also preoccupied Greek intellectuals of the late Classical and early Hellenistic period, 

with a focus on early Ptolemaic Alexandria and Ptolemaic relations in the Aegean. In order to 

recreate some of the conversations and debates that arose from these concerns, we turned to 

several places in the poetry of Callimachus that proved to be especially rich ground for exploring 

contemporary discourse about the nature of the mortal and the divine (Chapters 1 and 2), and the 

role of pre-existing Aegean ritual and mythical networks for situating Ptolemaic ruler cult 

(Chapter 3). Callimachus’ allusive techniques—often oblique in the extreme—open up a space 

for this discourse to happen (fragmented and almost schizophrenic as it may seem, for both 

textual and literary reasons).  

Part of the background to such debates, as we saw in Chapter 1, was an Athenian mode of 

cultural critique, rooted, on the one hand, in Athenian responses to Macedonian rule,2 and on the 

other, in cultural differences between Athens and Alexandria and the sociology of diaspora. 

                                                
1 ed. pr. Bilabel (1925); cf. Ingenkamp (1969). 
 
2 This is, unsurprisingly, especially well-recorded in the case of Athenian reactions to Alexander’s request 
for divinization; cf. Nock (1972) I, 134–5 for a list of several of the primary sources. 
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Another part of the background, which we glimpsed in Chapter 2, was the confrontation/ 

competition between different sources of cultural and theological knowledge: “Greek” vs. 

“Egyptian”; Alexandrian “New World” vs. Aegean “Old World.” Considering the cultural 

complexity of Ptolemaic Egypt, this chapter barely scratches the surface. Privileging the views of 

Greek intellectuals provides a ready structure for a study of this scope—especially given the way 

in which the boundary between “mortal” and divine” was problematized in the Greek intellectual 

tradition—but it does so, admittedly, at the expense of the Egyptian perspective.3 To incorporate 

the latter thoroughly would undoubtedly provide a more balanced historical picture; but it would 

also have blunted the pointedness of the question with which this study began: that is, how does 

a man become a god? For in dynastic Egypt, as Jan Assmann has argued, the space for that 

problematization—the distance and contact between mortal and divine and its mediation through 

the register of the “heroic”—never existed, or rather, was always inherently integral to the office 

of the pharaoh.4 On a fundamental level, therefore, the study of this question for the first few 

decades of Ptolemaic rule in Egypt is about cultural difference, and the reconciliation of that 

difference.  

Focusing on Callimachus’ text as a point of discursive convergence has allowed us to 

better understand the enormous effort involved in the rhetoric of belief. We saw in Chapter 3, for 

example, how the Hymn to Delos works to re-encode earlier ritual narratives to encompass the 

complex network of diplomatic relations between Delos, the Nesiotic League, and the Ptolemaic 

kingdom in the first half of the 3rd century BCE. Of course, there are limitations to such an 

approach. For instance, using Callimachus as a starting point for thinking about the rhetoric of 

                                                
3 Except for the brief discussion of Manetho in Chapter 2.  
 
4 Assmann (2009).  



 156 

belief limits the kinds of audiences that we can study—that is, primarily, elite and/or literate, 

conversant with or engaging with Greek literary production and intellectual culture. After all, as 

Susan Stephens and Benjamin Acosta-Hughes point out, “public discourse” in Ptolemaic 

Alexandria does not necessarily speak to the “δημοσία qua δημοσία” in the same way that, say, 

Athenian comedy and tragedy do.5 In each chapter or case study, however, we also saw how 

reading Callimachus as a “public transcript” could serve to reveal a range of voices in different 

discursive modes: Athenian critique, competitive wisdom, the rhetoric of ritual. Callimachus’ 

poetry, I would argue, can therefore function as a kind of litmus test of the many ways in which 

Alexandrian intellectual culture responded to the mortal divine.  

Nevertheless, there are other sources and other kinds of evidence concerning the mortal 

divine that have not been adduced or fully addressed in this work: not just the work of other 

contemporary or near-contemporary Alexandrian poets and intellectuals (e.g. Theocritus, 

Apollonius, Lycophron), but also, if we were to take a wider view: responses to ruler cult from 

Greek cities6 (e.g. honorific decrees; the Parian Marble); as mentioned above, Egyptian sources 

on Ptolemaic kings (e.g. Manetho, Egyptian priestly decrees); and sources related to the 

importance of Arsinoe II in public and private cult.7 One might also look to later sources, like the 

“Oracle of the Potter”8 and the Letter of Aristeas,9 for a better diachronic view of the 

development of Ptolemaic royal ideology.  

                                                
5 Acosta-Hughes and Stephens (2012) 83.  
 
6 On which cf. especially Habicht (1970). 
 
7 Quaegebeur (1971a) and (1971b); Hazzard (2000); Müller (2009); Caneva (2012) and (2016); Panov 
(2017); for Arsinoe II in Hellenistic poetry, cf. e.g. Reed (2000), Barbantani (2005), Foster (2006).  
 
8 Cf. Koenen (1968), (1974), and (1984); see also Koenen (1993); for a translation, Kerkeslager (1998).   
 
9 Cf. p. 48, n. 108. 
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The subject of the mortal divine in Ptolemaic Egypt is, clearly, a vast one—multi-faceted 

and culturally complex. In the analysis offered here, we have set the spotlight on Callimachus, 

and specific intersections of Alexandrian literary and intellectual culture, to begin to explore this 

expansive terrain. In the course of that analysis, much has been left unexplored, but what, I hope, 

has been clarified is the complexity of theological discourse in the early Ptolemaic period, and 

the ways in which literary transcripts complicate our understanding of the transition from mortal 

to divine.  
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APPENDIX 
 

 

For ease of reading, I provide below the text and translations of the three poems of 

Callimachus discussed at length but not quoted in their entirety in individual chapters. The text is 

that of Pfeiffer (1949). The translation of Iamb 1 is my own (but informed by Kerkhecker [1999] 

and Acosta-Hughes [2002]); those of the Hymn to Zeus and Hymn to Delos are adapted from 

Stephens (2016). In addition, the ancient scholarly summary (Diegesis) is provided for Iamb 1 

(text Pfeiffer [1949]). 

 
IAMB 1 (fr. 191 Pf.) 

 
Dieg. VI.1–21 
Ἀκούσαθ’ Ἱππώνακτος· οὐ γὰρ ἀλλ’ ἥκω  
Ὑποτίθεται φθιτὸν Ἱππώνακτα συγκαλοῦν- 
τα τοὺς φιλολόγους εἰς τὸ Παρ-  
μενίωνος καλούμενον Σαραπίδειον· ἥκου- 
σι δ’ αὐτοῖς κατ’ εἴλας ἀπαγορεύει φθονεῖν        5 
ἀλλήλοις, λέγων ὡς Βαθυκλῆς Ἀρκὰς τελευ-  
τῶν τήν τε ἄλλην οὐσίαν διέθετο καὶ δὴ  
χρυσοῦν ἔκπωμα τῷ μέσῳ τῶν υἱῶν  
Ἀμφάλκῃ ἐνεχείρισεν, ὅπως δῷ τῷ ἀρίστῳ  
τῶν ἑπτὰ σοφῶν. ὁ δὲ ἐλθὼν εἰς Μίλητον         10 
ἐδίδου τοῦτο Θάλητι ὡς διαφέρ[ο]ντι τῶν ἄλλων, 
ὁ δὲ ἀπέπεμψε πρὸς Βίαντα τὸν Πριηνέα, ὁ  
δὲ πρὸς Περίανδρον τὸν Κορίνθιον, ὁ δὲ ὡς Σό-  
λωνα τὸν Ἀθηναῖον, ὁ [δ]ὲ πρὸ[ς] [Χίλωνα τὸν]  
Λ[α]κεδαι[μό]νιον, ὁ δὲ πρὸς Π[ιτ]τακὸν τὸν Μι-       15 
τυλη[ναῖον, ὁδ]ὲ πρὸς [Κ]λεύ[βο]υλ[ο]ν τὸν Λί[ν-]  
δι[ο]ν. [τὸ δὲ ἔκπωμα] ὑπὸ τούτου [π]εμφθὲν [ἦλ-]  
[θε πάλιν εἰς Θάλητα· ὁ] δὲ ἀνατίθη[σι] τῷ [Δ]ιδυμ[εῖ]  
[Ἀ]πόλ[λωνι δὶς λαβ]ὼν ἀριστε[ῖο]ν. τοιγαρ[οῦν]  
ἔφη .[...........]αιο.[........] ἀλλήλων          20 
κρ.τ[..........]ιοιστ[..... ἐ]ρίζεσθε.  
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Fr. 191 Pf. (Iamb 1) 
 
Ἀκούσαθ’ Ἱππώνακτος· ⸤ο⸥ὐ γὰρ ἀλλ’ ἥκω  
ἐκ τῶν ὅκου βοῦν κολλύ⸤βου π⸥ιπρήσκουσιν, 
φέρων ἴαμβον οὐ μάχην ⸤ἀείδ⸥οντα  
τὴν Βο⸥υπ⸤άλ⸥ειον [.].νά.[... ἄ]νθρωπος  
     ]..β[ |                    ].ειν            5 
        ὦ]νδρες οἳ νῦν [ |         ]κέπφ[  
       κα]τηύλησθ’ οιμε[ |   Διω]νύσου 
         ]τε Μουσέων .α[ |      ]. Ἀπόλλωνος  
ἐς τὸ πρ⸥ὸ τείχευς ἱρὸν | ⸤ἁλέες⸥ δεῦτε,  
οὗ τὸν⸥ πάλαι Πάγχαιο⸤ν ὁ πλάσας Ζᾶνα         10 
γέρων⸥ λαλάζων ἄδι⸤κα βιβλία ψήχει.  
         ]ι γὰρ ἐντὸς ου[  
         ]άγη τις· η πολ[ 
         ]ντα βωμοί τ[  
         ]ν πρὸς Ἅιδην[          15 
       ἄν]δρες ὁκόσοι βο[ 
         ]ηδοι Μοῦσα τ[  
         ]νον ὅστις ἐμ[  
         ]δε καὶ τὸν ὃς χ[  
         ]ν ἑταίρην ατ[           20 
        ἴ]αμβον ὅστι[ς 
         ].ώς τις τοὺς ν[  
         ]άμετρα τοις[  
              ]ν ὅστις τηι[  
             π]ολλούς· ἐν[          25 
ὤπολλον, ὧ|νδρες, ὡς | παρ’ αἰπόλῳ μυῖαι  
ἢ σφῆκες | ἐκ γῆς ἢ ἀπ|ὸ θύματος Δελφ[οί,  
εἰληδὸν [ἑσ]|μεύουσιν |· ὦ Ἑκάτη πλήθευς.  
ὁ ψιλοκόρσ|ης τὴν πν|οὴν ἀναλώσει 
φυσέων ⸤ὅκ⸥|ως μὴ τὸ|ν τρίβωνα γυμνώσῃ.        30 
σωπὴ γενέσθω | καὶ γρ|άφεσθε τὴν ῥῆσιν. 
ἀνὴρ Βαθυκλῆ|ς Ἀρκ|άς—οὐ μακρὴν ἄξω,  
ὦ λῷστε μὴ σ|ίμαι|νε, καὶ γὰρ οὐδ’ αὐτός  
µέγα σχολάζ[ω·] | δ[ε]ῖ | με γὰρ μέσον δινεῖν 
φεῦ φ]εῦ Ἀχέρο[ντ]ος—τῶν πάλαι τις εὐδαίμων       35 
ἐγένετο, πά[ν]τα δ’ εἶχεν οἷσιν ἄνθρωποι  
θεοί τε λευκ⸤ὰς ἡμέ⸥ρας ἐπίστανται.  
ἤδη καθίκ[ειν οὗτ]ος ἡνίκ’ ἤμελλεν 
ἐς μακρὸν [.....]—καὶ γὰρ ε...ος ἔζωσε—, 
ἐς μακρὸν [.....]—καὶ γὰρ ε...ος ἔζωσε—, 
τῶν .....[....] τοὺς μὲν ἔνθα, τοὺς δ’ ἔνθα        40 
ἔστησε τοῦ κλιντῆρος—εἶχε γὰρ δεσμός—  
μέλλοντας ἤδη παρθένοις ἀλινδεῖσθαι. 
μόλις δ’ ἐπά[ρας] ὡς πότης ἐπ’ ἀγκῶνα 
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..]...ν ὁ Ἀ̣ρκ[ὰς κ]ἀνὰ τὴν στέγην βλέψας 

.]...νοισ.[...]..[            45 
ἔ]πειτ’ ἔφ[ησε   
‘ὦ π⸥αῖδες ὦ⸤ ἐμαὶ τὠπιόντος ἄγκυραι 
..]...λο..[  
β]ούλεσθε ῥέξω[ 
σ]ὺν θεοῖσι καὶ .[.           50 
....]..[ 
*     .     .     .     .     .     .    
⸤ἔπλευσεν ἐς Μίλητον· ἦν γὰρ ἡ νίκη 
Θάλητος, ὅς τ’ ἦν ἄλλα δεξιὸς γνώμην⸥ 
καὶ τῆς Ἀμάξης ἐλέγετο σταθμήσασθαι  
τοὺς ἀστερίσκους, ᾗ πλέουσι Φοίνικες.        55 
εὗρεν δ’ ὁ Προυσέληνο[ς] αἰσίῳ σίττῃ  
ἐν τοῦ Δ̣ιδυμέος τὸν γέρ[ο]ντα κωνῄῳ  
ξύοντα τὴν γῆν καὶ γράφοντα τὸ σχῆμα, 
τοὐξεῦρ’ ὁ Φρὺξ Εὔφορβ⸤ος⸥, ὅστις ἀνθρώπων 
τρ⸤ίγ⸥ωνα καὶ σκ⸤αληνὰ⸥ πρῶτος ἔγρ⸤α⸥ψε         60 
καὶ κύκλον έπ[...]⸤κἠδίδαξε νηστεύειν 
τῶν ἐμπνεό⸤ντων· ο⸥ἱ ⸤Ἰταλοὶ δ᾽ ὑπήκουσαν,1 
οὐ πάντες, ἀλλ’ οὓς εἶχεν ⸤οὕτερος δαίμων.  
πρὸς δή [μ]ιν ὧδ’ ἔφησε.[  
ἐκεῖ[νο] τοὐλόχρυσον ἐξ[ελὼν πήρης·          65 
‘οὑμὸς πατὴρ ἐφεῖτο τοῦ[το τοὔκπωμα 
δοῦ[ναι], τίς ὑμέων τῶν σοφ[ῶν ὀνήιστος  
τῶν ἑπτά· κἠγὼ σοὶ δίδωμ[ι πρωτῇον.’ 
ἔτυψε δὲ] σκίπωνι τοὔδα[φος πρέσβυς 
καὶ τ]ὴν ὑπήνην τἠτέρῃ [καταψήχων         70 
ἐξεῖπ[ε·] ‘τὴν δόσιν μὲν [ 
σὺ δ’ εἰ [το]κεῶνος μὴ λό[γοις ἀπειθήσεις,  
Βίης [...........ʽ̣]ειλ[  
*     .     .     .     .     .     .    
Σόλων· ἐκεῖνος δ’ ὡς Χίλων’ ἀπέστειλεν  
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
πάλιν τὸ δῶρον ἐς Θάλητ’ ἀνώλισθεν        75 
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
‘Θάλης με τῷ μεδεῦντι Νείλεω δήμου  
δίδωσι, τοῦτο δὶς λαβὼν ἀριστῇον.’ 
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
ἀλλ’ ἢν ὁρῇ τις, ‘οὗτος Ἀλκμέων’ φήσει 
καὶ ‘φεῦγε· βάλλει· φεῦγ’’ ἐρεῖ ‘τὸν ἄνθρωπον.’ 
ἕκαστ[ο]ς αὐτὸν .[..]α.αρθα κηρύσσει        80 
ὡς υστ....σιν οισ...κοτ....῀̣....  
ὁ δ’ ἐξόπισθε Κω[ρ]υκαῖος ἐγχάσκει 
                                                        
1 For this reading, Lloyd-Jones (1967). 
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τὴν γλῶσσαν †ελων ὡς κύων ὅταν πίνῃ, 
καί φησι τοὐπι[......]ς ἐκπλεύς[  
ε.τα[..]´ ̣.[         ].αι.ηξει.[           85 
              τὰ τρά⸥χηλα γυμνάζει  
                      ]......ουσκορ.μος  
                   μαν]θάνοντες οὐδ’ ἄλφα 
                      ]... κονδύλῳ καπηλεῦσ[αι  
                    ].......νι[.]ασυλλο.          90 
                    ]ουσερ.ρ..οσω [πέ]πλον 
                  ]ηρ μοῦνος εἷλε τὰς [Μο]ύσας 
                  ].οι χλωρὰ σῦκα τρωγούσα[ς 
                  ]λου καὶ γέλωτος [  
                μὴ] πίθησθε· καὶ γὰρ η.[          95 
                 ]...ι τοῦ Χάρωνος ιν....ν[  
                    ]ώλυε κἀποπλεῖν ὥρη 
                    ]ήσας ε[         ]τω κυσω 
 
 
 
 
Diegesis to Iamb 1 
 
“Listen to Hipponax! Yes sir, I’ve come…” 
He imagines the dead Hipponax summoning  
the philosophoi2 to the temple of Sarapis 
which was called Parmenion’s. After they arrive 
in swarms he bids them not to envy one another,    5 
telling them how the Arcadian Bathycles, 
as he was dying, bequeathed the rest of his wealth 
and handed a golden cup to Amphalces, his middle son, 
to give to the best of the seven wise men. 
And he (=Amphalces), going to Miletus, gave it to Thales,   10 
as he was superior to the rest, 
but Thales sent it away to Bias of Priene, and Bias to 
Periander of Corinth, and Periander to  
Solon the Athenian, and Solon to Chilon 
the Lacedaemonian, and Chilon to Pittacus     15 
of Mytilene, and Pittacus to Cleobulus 
the Lindian. The cup sent by this one 
came back to Thales. And Thales, after receiving it twice  
as an award, dedicated it to Apollo at Didyma. Wherefore 
he said…. of one another       20 
… you quarrel. 

                                                        
2 The papyrus has φιλοϲοφουϲ, but this has been corrected by a later hand to φιλολόγουϲ; cf. Pfeiffer ad 
loc. and Chapter 2, above. 
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Iamb 1 
 
Listen to Hipponax! Yes sir,  
I’ve come from where they sell an ox for a penny. 
And I’m bringing iambs that sing  
not about the quarrel with Bupalus… man…        
…           5 
… O men of today! … feather brains… 
… you are charmed(?)… of Dionysus 
… of the Muses … of Apollo 
Come on, all together now, to the temple outside the city walls,  
where the babbling old man who made up “Panchaian Zeus of yore”  10 
scribbles his unrighteous books. 
… for within…  
… somone… 
… altars …  
… to Hades …         15 
… however many men as…  
… Muse…  
… whoever…  
… and the one who…  
… companion…         20 
… whoever… iambs… 
… whoever the… 
… -meters… 
… whoever… 
… many…          25 
Apollo! These men—roiling in swarms,  
like flies around a goatherd, or wasps out of the ground or Delphians  
after a sacrifice! Hekate, what a mob!  
Baldy will lose his breath,  
huffing away so as not to be stripped of his raggedy cloak.    30 
Let there be silence! And be sure to take notes! 
Once upon a time, there was a man named Bathycles,  
an Arcadian (now don’t you turn your nose up at me,  
mister—I, too, don’t have much time; for I must whirl— 
alas, alas!—in the midst of Acheron), who was one of the blessed of old, 35 
and he had everything by which men and 
gods know happy days.  
When he was just about to arrive…  
after a long… —for indeed he had lived…— 
he set [his sons]… some here, some there,     40 
about his bed (for gout kept him down),  
[his sons who] were just about the age to roll about with girls. 
With difficulty he propped himself up on his elbows, like a symposiast, 
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… the Arcadian, casting his eyes at the ceiling… 
…           45 
then said… 
“My sons, my anchors as I go out, 
…  
… you wish… I will do/act… 
with the gods and…        50 
…  
 
[about 13 lines are missing] 
 
He sailed to Miletus, for victory belonged to 
Thales, who, among the other things at which he was skilled in thought, 
was said to have measured the Wagon’s 
stars, by which the Phoenicians sail.      55 
The Prelunarian,3 by good fortune, found the old man (= Thales),  
in Didymaean Apollo’s temple, scratching  
the earth with a rod, and drawing the shape 
that Phrygian Euphorbus (= Pythagoras) discovered, who was the first of men 
to draw the scalene triangle and circle      60 
and taught (men) to abstain  
from living creatures. The Italians obeyed— 
not all, but those who were dogged by misfortune.4 
He spoke to him as follows… 
taking that cup of pure gold from his sack:     65 
‘My father bade me give this cup, 
to that one of you wise seven 
who was most useful. And I give first place to you.’ 
The old man struck the floor with his staff, 
and, scratching his beard with his other hand,     70 
replied: ‘The gift I will not accept. 
but you, if you (do not wish to disobey) your father’s (orders), 
Bias…  
[about 20 lines missing, of which 4 are known from elsewhere] 
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
Solon. But he sent it to Chilon… 
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
The gift slipped back to Thales.       75 
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
‘Thales dedicates me to the ruler of the people of Neleus, 
having twice won this prize.’ 
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
                                                        
3 Referring to Amphalces, the son of Bathycles, who had been tasked with finding “the most useful of the 
wise.” The Arcadians were reported to be older than even the moon. 
4 For this translation, cf. Kerkhecker (1999) 40. 
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But if someone sees, he’ll say: ‘This one’s an Alcmeon’ 
and ‘Run! He strikes! Run from the man!’ 
Each… him… will proclaim       80 
that… (those to come?)…. 
The Corycian gapes from behind 
†dragging his tongue like a dog when it drinks 
and he says… sail… 
…          85 
… cranes his neck 
… 
… not even learning their alphabet 
… do retail with their fists 
…          90 
…  peplos 
… (that man?) alone chose the Muses 
… munching away on green figs… 
… and of laughter… 
(Do not) believe (them), for…      95 
… of Charon…  
… the hour to sail away… 
… (with) his ass…  
.     .     .     .     .     .     .     
[about 20 lines are missing between the end of this poem and Iamb 2] 

 
 

 
 

IAMB 13 (fr. 203 Pf.) 
 
 
Dieg. IX 32–38 
 
Μοῦσαι καλαὶ κἄπολλον, οἷς ἐγὼ σπένδω·        
Ἐν τούτῳ πρὸς τοὺς καταμεμφομέ- 
νους αὐτὸν ἐπὶ τῇ πολυειδείᾳ ὧν  
γράφει ποιημάτων ἀπαντῶν φησιν ὅτι    
Ἴωνα μιμεῖται τὸν τραγικόν·  
ἀλλ’ οὐδὲ τὸν τέκτονά τις μέμφεται πολυειδῆ  
σκεύη τεκταινόμενον. 
 
 
Fr. 203 Pf. 
 
Μοῦσαι καλαὶ κἄπολλον, οἷς ἐγὼ σπένδω  
.    .    .    .    .    .    .     
                     ]...[   



 165 

                   ].....[ 
                   ].σα......[ 
                   ]ς διέπλευσα           5 
                   ].αλευσινηρδ.[ 
                   ]τριτη. ὁ Μίμν[ερμος 
                     ]δ...χ.ουκα.[  
                        ]ωτεσαπλ.ις[  
        ]..[             ]τ[.]ν ποδαβρε.[         10 
ἐκ γὰρ ......[. οὔτ’] Ἴ̣ωσι συμμείξας  
οὔτ’ Ἔφεσον ἐλθών, ἥτις ἐστι.αμ.[  
Ἔφεσον, ὅθεν περ οἱ τὰ μέτρα μέλ⸤λοντες  
τὰ χωλὰ τίκτειν μὴ ἀμαθῶς ἐναύ⸤ονται· 
ἀλλ’ εἴ τι θυμὸν ἢ ’πὶ γαστέρα πνευσ.[        15 
εἴτ’ οὖν ἐπ... ἀρχαῖον εἴτ’ απαι.|[..].[ 
τοῦτ’ ἐμπ[έ]πλεκται καὶ λαλευσ|[..]..[  
Ἰαστὶ καὶ Δωριστὶ καὶ τὸ σύμμικ|τον[ 
τ[ε]ῦ μέχρι τολμᾷς; οἱ φίλοι σε δησ|ους[  
κ[ἢ]ν νοῦν ἔχωσιν, ἐγχέουσι τὴν[ κρᾶσιν        20 
ὡς ὑγιείης οὐδὲ τὤνυχι ψαύεις   
ην δητοσωσυπιπε[...]...αι Μοῦσαι.’ 
οὕτως ...ται κα[..].[.]ν[..].ην[.].μ..·  
‘ὦ λῷστ’, ἐρῆμος[       ].ρ ἡ ῥῆσις 
ἀκου....οικε[.]..[...]ην.. πέπλ[ον          25 
οὐ πολλὰ [....]..λ...υ.ε τὰς Μούσας  
ὥσπερ λ.....ε.... ἀπεμπολῇ κόψας 
ἐν τωδεδο..ρ.ολ[..]ιν εὑρίσκειν 
καλὰς ἀοιδ[ὰσ].........αιρεῦνται  
τίς εἶπεν αυτ[....]λε..ρ.[....].           30 
σὺ πεντάμετρα συντίθει, σὺ δ’ η[ρῷο]ν, 
σὺ δὲ τραγῳδε[ῖν] ἐκ θεῶν ἐκληρώσω ; 
δοκέω μὲν οὐδείς, ἀλλὰ καὶ το.δ..κεψαι  
*    .    .    .    .    .    .    
     ]..[.]..[ 
     ].φει[.].δ.[            35 
   δί]φρα καὶ τράπ[εζαν  
     ]υνον ἐμβεβ..[ 
         ].καὶ σὺ χωσε[ 
       ].ε κην τοµηκ[ 
τὰ νῦ⸥ν δὲ πολλὴν τυ⸤φεδῶνα λεσχαίνεις          40 
       ]ὁ τεθμὸς οὗτος[  
       ]υ[..]ν κα..ε.[  
     ]οὐχὶ μοῦνον εξ.[  
   ο]υς τραγῳδοὺς ἀλλὰ κα[......].ν  
     π]εντάμετρον οὐχ ἅπαξ .[.έ]κρουσε        45 
       ]σερω...φαυλα....ουσι  
Λυδὸν] πρὸς αὐλὸν λ.......καὶ χορδάς 
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       ]ην γὰρ ἐντελές τε τὸ χρῆμα  
..]..[.]|ραγεινον καὶ λ.... ἀνεπλάσθη  
.]μ.[..]|περημεν αἱ θεαὶ γὰρ ο[..]κείνους         50 
.]ι..ν|ηας ἠγάπησαν αἱ τα..αυτη 
.]..να|οιδος ἐς κέρας τεθύμωται  
κοτέω]ν ἀοιδῷ κἠμὲ δει..ταπραχ...[ 
      ]. δ[ύ]νηται τὴν γενὴν ἀνακρίνει 
κα[ὶ] δοῦλον εἶναί φησι καὶ παλίμπρητον        55 
καὶ τοῦ πρ......ου τὸν βραχίονα στίζει,  
ὥστ’ οὐκ αικε[.....]υσιν α.λ..υσαι  
φαύλοις ὁμι[λ]εῖ[ν ....].ν παρέπτησαν 
καὐταὶ τρομεῦσαι μὴ κακῶς ἀκούσωσι· 
τοῦδ’ οὕνεκ’ οὐδὲν πῖον, ἀ[λλὰ] λιμηρά        60 
ἕκαστος ἄκροις δακτύλοις ἀποκνίζει,  
ὡς τῆς ἐλαίης, ἣ ἀνέπαυσε τὴν Λητώ.  
μηθ.[..].............ν ἀείδω 
οὔτ’ ⸤Ἔφεσο⸥ν ἐλ⸤θὼ⸥ν οὔτ’ ⸤Ἴω⸥σι συμμείξας, 
Ἔφεσον, ὅθεν περ οἱ τὰ μέτρα μέλλοντες        65 
τὰ χωλὰ τίκτειν μὴ ἀμαθῶς ἐναύονται. 
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HYMN TO ZEUS (Hymn 1) 
 
Ζηνὸς ἔοι τί κεν ἄλλο παρὰ σπονδῇσιν ἀείδειν       1 
λώϊον ἢ θεὸν αὐτόν, ἀεὶ μέγαν, αἰὲν ἄνακτα,  
Πηλαγόνων ἐλατῆρα, δικασπόλον Οὐρανίδῃσι; 
πῶς καί νιν, Δικταῖον ἀείσομεν ἠὲ Λυκαῖον; 
ἐν δοιῇ μάλα θυμός, ἐπεὶ γένος ἀμφήριστον.       5 
Ζεῦ, σὲ μὲν Ἰδαίοισιν ἐν οὔρεσί φασι γενέσθαι, 
Ζεῦ, σὲ δ’ ἐν Ἀρκαδίῃ· πότεροι, πάτερ, ἐψεύσαντο;  
‘Κρῆτες ἀεὶ ψεῦσται’· καὶ γὰρ τάφον, ὦ ἄνα, σεῖο  
Κρῆτες ἐτεκτήναντο· σὺ δ’ οὐ θάνες, ἐσσὶ γὰρ αἰεί. 
ἐν δέ σε Παρρασίῃ Ῥείη τέκεν, ἧχι μάλιστα        10 
ἔσκεν ὄρος θάμνοισι περισκεπές· ἔνθεν ὁ χῶρος  
ἱερός, οὐδέ τί μιν κεχρημένον Εἰλειθυίης  
ἑρπετὸν οὐδὲ γυνὴ ἐπιμίσγεται, ἀλλά ἑ Ῥείης 
ὠγύγιον καλέουσι λεχώιον Ἀπιδανῆες. 
ἔνθα σ’ ἐπεὶ μήτηρ μεγάλων ἀπεθήκατο κόλπων,        15 
αὐτίκα δίζητο ῥόον ὕδατος, ᾧ κε τόκοιο 
λύματα χυτλώσαιτο, τεὸν δ’ ἐνὶ χρῶτα λοέσσαι. 
Λάδων ἀλλ’ οὔπω μέγας ἔρρεεν οὐδ’ Ἐρύμανθος, 
λευκότατος ποταμῶν, ἔτι δ’ ἄβροχος ἦεν ἅπασα 
Ἀζηνίς· μέλλεν δὲ μάλ’ εὔυδρος καλέεσθαι        20 
αὖτις· ἐπεὶ τημόσδε, Ῥέη ὅτε λύσατο μίτρην,  
ἦ πολλὰς ἐφύπερθε σαρωνίδας ὑγρὸς Ἰάων  
ἤειρεν, πολλὰς δὲ Μέλας ὤκχησεν ἁμάξας,  
πολλὰ δὲ Καρίωνος ἄνω διεροῦ περ ἐόντος 
ἰλυοὺς ἐβάλοντο κινώπετα, νίσσετο δ’ ἀνήρ       25 
πεζὸς ὑπὲρ Κρᾶθίν τε πολύστιόν τε Μετώπην  
διψαλέος· τὸ δὲ πολλὸν ὕδωρ ὑπὸ ποσσὶν ἔκειτο.  
καί ῥ’ ὑπ’ ἀμηχανίης σχομένη φάτο πότνια Ῥείη·  
‘Γαῖα φίλη, τέκε καὶ σύ· τεαὶ δ’ ὠδῖνες ἐλαφραί.’ 
εἶπε καὶ ἀντανύσασα θεὴ μέγαν ὑψόθι πῆχυν        30 
πλῆξεν ὄρος σκήπτρῳ· τὸ δέ οἱ δίχα πουλὺ διέστη,  
ἐκ δ’ ἔχεεν μέγα χεῦμα· τόθι χρόα φαιδρύνασα,  
ὦνα, τεὸν σπείρωσε, Νέδῃ δέ σε δῶκε κομίσσαι 
κευθμὸν ἔσω Κρηταῖον, ἵνα κρύφα παιδεύοιο,  
πρεσβυτάτῃ Νυμφέων, αἵ μιν τότε μαιώσαντο,      35 
πρωτίστη γενεὴ μετά γε Στύγα τε Φιλύρην τε. 
οὐδ’ ἁλίην ἀπέτεισε θεὴ χάριν, ἀλλὰ τὸ χεῦμα  
κεῖνο Νέδην ὀνόμηνε· τὸ μέν ποθι πολὺ κατ’ αὐτό  
Καυκώνων πτολίεθρον, ὃ Λέπρειον πεφάτισται, 
συμφέρεται Νηρῆι, παλαιότατον δέ μιν ὕδωρ       40 
υἱωνοὶ πίνουσι Λυκαονίης ἄρκτοιο.   
εὖτε Θενὰς ἀπέλειπεν ἐπὶ Κνωσοῖο φέρουσα, 
Ζεῦ πάτερ, ἡ Νύμφη σε (Θεναὶ δ’ ἔσαν ἐγγύθι Κνωσοῦ), 
τουτάκι τοι πέσε, δαῖμον, ἄπ’ ὀμφαλός· ἔνθεν ἐκεῖνο 
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Ὀμφάλιον μετέπειτα πέδον καλέουσι Κύδωνες.       45 
Ζεῦ, σὲ δὲ Κυρβάντων ἑτάραι προσεπηχύναντο  
Δικταῖαι Μελίαι, σὲ δ’ ἐκοίμισεν Ἀδρήστεια 
λίκνῳ ἐνὶ χρυσέῳ, σὺ δ’ ἐθήσαο πίονα μαζόν  
αἰγὸς Ἀμαλθείης, ἐπὶ δὲ γλυκὺ κηρίον ἔβρως.  
γέντο γὰρ ἐξαπιναῖα Πανακρίδος ἔργα μελίσσης        50 
Ἰδαίοις ἐν ὄρεσσι, τά τε κλείουσι Πάνακρα. 
οὖλα δὲ Κούρητές σε περὶ πρύλιν ὠρχήσαντο  
τεύχεα πεπλήγοντες, ἵνα Κρόνος οὔασιν ἠχήν 
ἀσπίδος εἰσαΐοι καὶ μή σεο κουρίζοντος.  
   καλὰ μὲν ἠέξευ, καλὰ δ’ ἔτραφες, οὐράνιε Ζεῦ,       55 
ὀξὺ δ’ ἀνήβησας, ταχινοὶ δέ τοι ἦλθον ἴουλοι.  
ἀλλ’ ἔτι παιδνὸς ἐὼν ἐφράσσαο πάντα τέλεια·  
τῷ τοι καὶ γνωτοὶ προτερηγενέες περ ἐόντες  
οὐρανὸν οὐκ ἐμέγηραν ἔχειν ἐπιδαίσιον οἶκον.  
δηναιοὶ δ’ οὐ πάμπαν ἀληθέες ἦσαν ἀοιδοί·       60 
φάντο πάλον Κρονίδῃσι διάτριχα δώματα νεῖμαι·  
τίς δέ κ’ ἐπ’ Οὐλύμπῳ τε καὶ Ἄϊδι κλῆρον ἐρύσσαι,   
ὃς μάλα μὴ νενίηλος; ἐπ’ ἰσαίῃ γὰρ ἔοικε 
πήλασθαι· τὰ δὲ τόσσον ὅσον διὰ πλεῖστον ἔχουσι. 
ψευδοίμην, ἀίοντος ἅ κεν πεπίθοιεν ἀκουήν.       65 
οὔ σε θεῶν ἑσσῆνα πάλοι θέσαν, ἔργα δὲ χειρῶν,  
σή τε βίη τό τε κάρτος, ὃ καὶ πέλας εἵσαο δίφρου. 
θήκαο δ’ οἰωνῶν μέγ’ ὑπείροχον ἀγγελιώτην  
σῶν τεράων· ἅ τ’ ἐμοῖσι φίλοις ἐνδέξια φαίνοις.  
εἵλεο δ’ αἰζηῶν ὅ τι φέρτατον· οὐ σύ γε νηῶν       70 
ἐμπεράμους, οὐκ ἄνδρα σακέσπαλον, οὐ μὲν ἀοιδόν· 
ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν μακάρεσσιν ὀλίζοσιν αὖθι παρῆκας 
ἄλλα μέλειν ἑτέροισι, σὺ δ’ ἐξέλεο πτολιάρχους  
αὐτούς, ὧν ὑπὸ χεῖρα γεωμόρος, ὧν ἴδρις αἰχμῆς,  
ὧν ἐρέτης, ὧν πάντα· τί δ’ οὐ κρατέοντος ὑπ’ ἰσχύν;      75 
αὐτίκα χαλκῆας μὲν ὑδείομεν Ἡφαίστοιο,  
τευχηστὰς δ’ Ἄρηος, ἐπακτῆρας δὲ Χιτώνης  
Ἀρτέμιδος, Φοίβου δὲ λύρης εὖ εἰδότας οἴμους· 
‘ἐκ δὲ Διὸς βασιλῆες’, ἐπεὶ Διὸς οὐδὲν ἀνάκτων 
θειότερον· τῷ καί σφε τεὴν ἐκρίναο λάξιν.        80 
δῶκας δὲ πτολίεθρα φυλασσέμεν, ἵζεο δ’ αὐτός 
ἄκρῃσ’ ἐν πολίεσσιν, ἐπόψιος οἵ τε δίκῃσι 
λαὸν ὑπὸ σκολιῇσ’ οἵ τ’ ἔμπαλιν ἰθύνουσιν·  
ἐν δὲ ῥυηφενίην ἔβαλές σφισιν, ἐν δ’ ἅλις ὄλβον· 
πᾶσι μέν, οὐ μάλα δ’ ἶσον. ἔοικε δὲ τεκμήρασθαι        85 
ἡμετέρῳ μεδέοντι· περιπρὸ γὰρ εὐρὺ βέβηκεν. 
ἑσπέριος κεῖνός γε τελεῖ τά κεν ἦρι νοήσῃ· 
ἑσπέριος τὰ μέγιστα, τὰ μείονα δ’, εὖτε νοήσῃ. 
οἱ δὲ τὰ μὲν πλειῶνι, τὰ δ’ οὐχ ἑνί, τῶν δ’ ἀπὸ πάμπαν  
αὐτὸς ἄνην ἐκόλουσας, ἐνέκλασσας δὲ μενοινήν.        90 
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   χαῖρε μέγα, Κρονίδη πανυπέρτατε, δῶτορ ἐάων, 
δῶτορ ἀπημονίης. τεὰ δ’ ἔργματα τίς κεν ἀείδοι; 
οὐ γένετ’, οὐκ ἔσται· τίς κεν Διὸς ἔργματ’ ἀείσει;   
χαῖρε, πάτερ, χαῖρ’ αὖθι· δίδου δ’ ἀρετήν τ’ ἄφενός τε. 
οὔτ’ ἀρετῆς ἄτερ ὄλβος ἐπίσταται ἄνδρας ἀέξειν       95 
οὔτ’ ἀρετὴ ἀφένοιο· δίδου δ’ ἀρετήν τε καὶ ὄλβον.  
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Hymn to Zeus 
 
At libations to Zeus, what would be a better subject of song  
than the god himself, ever great, ever lord, 
router of the Titans, dispenser of the law to the sons of Uranus? 
Just how shall we hymn him, as Dictaean or Lycaean? 
My heart is greatly in doubt, since his birth  (genos) is contested.  5 
Zeus, you, some say, were born on the peaks of Ida; 
Zeus, [others say] you were born in Arcadia. Which, o father, lied? 
“Cretans are always liars.” Indeed, lord, the Cretans 
forged your tomb! But you did not die; you are forever. 
In Parrhasia, Rhea bore you, where the mountain    10 
was especially dense with thickets. Afterwards the place  
was sacred; nothing in need of Eileithyia,  
neither crawling thing nor woman approaches it, but  
the Apidaneans call it Rhea’s primeval childbed. 
From the moment when your mother produced you from her great womb, 15 
immediately she searched for a stream of water, in which she might 
cleanse the afterbirth, and therein wash your body. 
But the mighty Ladon was not yet flowing, nor the Erymanthus, 
whitest of rivers, and still unwatered was the whole of 
Azenis—but it was destined to be called well-watered   20 
thereafter. For at that moment when Rhea loosened her sash, 
the watery Iaon bore many oaks 
above it, and the Melas provided the course for many wagons, 
and above the Carnion5—though now rushing with water— 
many serpents built their lairs, and men used to walk,   25 
on foot above the Crathis and the pebbly Metope, 
in thirst. But abundant water lay under his feet. 
In the grip of helplessness, lady Rhea spoke: 
“Dear Gaia, you, too, give birth! Your birth-pangs are light.” 
She spoke, and the goddess, lifting up her great arm,    30 
struck the hill with her staff; it split wide apart for her, 
and a great stream of water poured forth. There she washed your body to a sheen, 
O lord, and swaddled you, and gave you to Neda to carry 
to a Cretan hideaway, to rear you in secret.  
She was the eldest of the Nymphs who attended her as midwives  35 
in the first generation after Styx and Philyra.  
Nor did the goddess reward her with an empty favor, but named that stream 
Neda. This stream, somewhere near the very 
city of the Caucones, which is called Lepreion, 
mingles mightily with the Nereus, and this most ancient water  40 
the descendants of the Lycaonian bear drink. 
When the nymph left Thenae, carrying you, father Zeus, to Cnossus, 

                                                        
5 On this reading, Stephens (2016) ad loc. 
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(for Thenae was nearby Cnossus), 
there, your umbilical cord fell away, o god; afterwards  
the Cydones call it the Omphalian plain.      45 
Zeus, you the companions of the Cyrbantes, the Dictaean Meliae, 
took you up in their arms, and you did Adrastea lay to rest 
in a golden cradle, and you suckled at the rich breast 
of the goat Amalthea, and ate sweet honeycomb. 
For suddenly the work of the Panacrian bees appeared   50 
in the Idaean mountains, which they call Panacra.  
And round you the Curetes danced their war dance with vigor 
beating on their shields so Cronus would hear 
the clash of the shield, and not your infant crying.    
Well did you grow, and well were you nourished, heavenly Zeus,  55 
and growing up quickly, swiftly came the down on your cheeks. 
But when you were still a child, you devised all things in their completion. 
Therefore even your kin, although they were born first, 
did not begrudge your having heaven as your allotted home. 
The old aoidoi were not entirely truthful —     60 
they used to say that a lot dealt out homes to the sons of Cronus in three divisions. 
But who would draw lots for Olympus and Hades, 
unless he were very stupid? It is fitting  
to cast lots for what is equal; but these things are as far apart as can be. 
I would tell lies that would convince the listener’s ear.   65 
Lots didn’t make you bee-king of the gods, but the works of your hands, 
your force and might, which you set beside your throne. 
You made the most preeminent of birds the herald 
of your omens—and may you show favorable ones to my friends. 
And of strong men you chose the most excellent: you did not choose 70 
the skilled in ships, nor the shield-wielding man, nor the singer, 
but you immediately ceded them to the lesser gods,  
other spheres for others to look after, but you chose the rulers of cities 
themselves, under whose authority are the farmers, the skilled in spear, 
the oarsmen—all things. What is not within the power of he who rules? 75 
We sing, for example, that bronze workers belong to Hephaestus, 
warriors to Ares, hustmen to Tunic-clad  
Artemis, and to Phoebus those who know well the strains of the lyre. 
“But kings are from Zeus,” since nothing is more divine than  
Zeus’ kings. Therefore you chose them for your share.   80 
You gave them cities to guard, while you yourself sat  
on their acropoleis, vigilant for who rules the people 
with crooked judgments, and who with the opposite. 
On them you bestowed prosperity, and wealth in abundance— 
on all, but not very equally. This is proven      85 
by our king, for he far outstrips the rest.  
At evening he accomplishes what he conceives in the morning:  
at evening the greatest things; the lesser, when he conceives them. 
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Others accomplish some things in a year, other things not even in one,  and of others still, 
You yourself cut short their accomplishment, thwarting their desires. 90 
 
Hail, greatly, son of Cronus most high, giver of wealth, 
giver of freedom from harm. Who could sing of your deeds?  
Such a one has not been, and will not be. Who will sing the deeds of Zeus? 
Farewell, father, farewell again. Grant virtue and riches. 
Prosperity without virtue cannot increase men,     95 
nor virtue without prosperity. Grant both virtue and prosperity.  
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HYMN TO DELOS (Hymn 4) 
 
Τὴν ἱερήν, ὦ θυμέ, τίνα χρόνον †ηποτ† ἀείσεις       1 
Δῆλον Ἀπόλλωνος κουροτρόφον; ἦ μὲν ἅπασαι 
Κυκλάδες, αἳ νήσων ἱερώταται εἰν ἁλὶ κεῖνται, 
εὔυμνοι· Δῆλος δ’ ἐθέλει τὰ πρῶτα φέρεσθαι  
ἐκ Μουσέων, ὅτι Φοῖβον ἀοιδάων μεδέοντα        5 
λοῦσέ τε καὶ σπείρωσε καὶ ὡς θεὸν ᾔνεσε πρώτη.  
ὡς Μοῦσαι τὸν ἀοιδὸν ὃ μὴ Πίμπλειαν ἀείσῃ  
ἔχθουσιν, τὼς Φοῖβος ὅτις Δήλοιο λάθηται.  
Δήλῳ νῦν οἴμης ἀποδάσσομαι, ὡς ἂν Ἀπόλλων  
Κύνθιος αἰνήσῃ με φίλης ἀλέγοντα τιθήνης.       10 
   κείνη δ’ ἠνεμόεσσα καὶ ἄτροπος †οἷά θ’† ἁλιπλήξ 
αἰθυίῃς καὶ μᾶλλον ἐπίδρομος ἠέπερ ἵπποις 
πόντῳ ἐνεστήρικται· ὁ δ’ ἀμφί ἑ πουλὺς ἑλίσσων  
Ἰκαρίου πολλὴν ἀπομάσσεται ὕδατος ἄχνην· 
τῷ σφε καὶ ἰχθυβολῆες ἁλίπλοοι ἐννάσσαντο.        15 
ἀλλά οἱ οὐ νεμεσητὸν ἐνὶ πρώτῃσι λέγεσθαι, 
ὁππότ’ ἐς Ὠκεανόν τε καὶ ἐς Τιτηνίδα Τηθύν 
νῆσοι ἀολλίζονται, ἀεὶ δ’ ἔξαρχος ὁδεύει. 
ἡ δ’ ὄπιθεν Φοίνισσα μετ’ ἴχνια Κύρνος ὀπηδεῖ 
οὐκ ὀνοτὴ καὶ Μάκρις Ἀβαντιὰς Ἐλλοπιήων        20 
Σαρδώ θ’ ἱμερόεσσα καὶ ἣν ἐπενήξατο Κύπρις  
ἐξ ὕδατος τὰ πρῶτα, σαοῖ δέ μιν ἀντ’ ἐπιβάθρων.  
κεῖναι μὲν πύργοισι περισκεπέεσσιν ἐρυμναί,  
Δῆλος δ’ Ἀπόλλωνι· τί δὲ στιβαρώτερον ἕρκος; 
τείχεα μὲν καὶ λᾶες ὑπὸ ῥιπῆς κε πέσοιεν         25 
Στρυμονίου βορέαο· θεὸς δ’ ἀεὶ ἀστυφέλικτος· 
Δῆλε φίλη, τοῖός σε βοηθόος ἀμφιβέβηκεν. 
   εἰ δὲ λίην πολέες σε περιτροχόωσιν ἀοιδαί,  
ποίῃ ἐνιπλέξω σε; τί τοι θυμῆρες ἀκοῦσαι;  
ἢ ὡς τὰ πρώτιστα μέγας θεὸς οὔρεα θείνων       30 
ἄορι τριγλώχινι τό οἱ Τελχῖνες ἔτευξαν  
νήσους εἰναλίας εἰργάζετο, νέρθε δὲ πάσας  
ἐκ νεάτων ὤχλισσε καὶ εἰσεκύλισε θαλάσσῃ; 
καὶ τὰς μὲν κατὰ βυσσόν, ἵν’ ἠπείροιο λάθωνται,  
πρυμνόθεν ἐρρίζωσε· σὲ δ’ οὐκ ἔθλιψεν ἀνάγκη,       35 
ἀλλ’ ἄφετος πελάγεσσιν ἐπέπλεες· οὔνομα δ’ ἦν τοι  
Ἀστερίη τὸ παλαιόν, ἐπεὶ βαθὺν ἥλαο τάφρον  
οὐρανόθεν φεύγουσα Διὸς γάμον ἀστέρι ἴση.  
τόφρα μὲν οὔπω τοι χρυσέη ἐπεμίσγετο Λητώ, 
 
τόφρα μὲν οὔπω τοι χρυσέη ἐπεμίσγετο Λητώ,  
τόφρα δ’ ἔτ’ Ἀστερίη σὺ καὶ οὐδέπω ἔκλεο Δῆλος.        40 
πολλάκι σε Τροιζῆνος ἀπὸ †ξάνθοιο πολίχνης  
ἐρχόμενοι Ἐφύρηνδε Σαρωνικοῦ ἔνδοθι κόλπου 
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ναῦται ἐπεσκέψαντο, καὶ ἐξ Ἐφύρης ἀνιόντες 
οἱ μὲν ἔτ’ οὐκ ἴδον αὖθι, σὺ δὲ στεινοῖο παρ’ ὀξύν 
ἔδραμες Εὐρίποιο πόρον καναχηδὰ ῥέοντος,        45 
Χαλκιδικῆς δ’ αὐτῆμαρ ἀνηναμένη ἁλὸς ὕδωρ  
μέσφ’ ἐς Ἀθηναίων προσενήξαο Σούνιον ἄκρον 
ἢ Χίον ἢ νήσοιο διάβροχον ὕδατι μαστόν  
Παρθενίης (οὔπω γὰρ ἔην Σάμος), ἧχί σε νύμφαι 
γείτονες Ἀγκαίου Μυκαλησσίδες ἐξείνισσαν.        50 
ἡνίκα δ’ Ἀπόλλωνι γενέθλιον οὖδας ὑπέσχες, 
τοῦτό τοι ἀντημοιβὸν ἁλίπλοοι οὔνομ’ ἔθεντο, 
οὕνεκεν οὐκέτ’ ἄδηλος ἐπέπλεες, ἀλλ’ ἐνὶ πόντου  
κύμασιν Αἰγαίοιο ποδῶν ἐνεθήκαο ῥίζας.  
   οὐδ’ Ἥρην κοτέουσαν ὑπέτρεσας· ἡ μὲν ἁπάσαις       55 
δεινὸν ἐπεβρωμᾶτο λεχωίσιν αἳ Διὶ παῖδας  
ἐξέφερον, Λητοῖ δὲ διακριδόν, οὕνεκα μούνη  
Ζηνὶ τεκεῖν ἤμελλε φιλαίτερον Ἄρεος υἷα.  
τῷ ῥα καὶ αὐτὴ μὲν σκοπιὴν ἔχεν αἰθέρος εἴσω 
σπερχομένη μέγα δή τι καὶ οὐ φατόν, εἶργε δὲ Λητώ      60 
τειρομένην ὠδῖσι· δύω δέ οἱ εἵατο φρουροί 
γαῖαν ἐποπτεύοντες, ὁ μὲν πέδον ἠπείροιο 
ἥμενος ὑψηλῆς κορυφῆς ἔπι Θρήικος Αἵμου  
θοῦρος Ἄρης ἐφύλασσε σὺν ἔντεσι, τὼ δέ οἱ ἵππω 
ἑπτάμυχον βορέαο παρὰ σπέος ηὐλίζοντο·         65 
ἡ δ’ ἐπὶ νησάων ἑτέρη σκοπὸς αἰπειάων 
ἧστο κόρη Θαύμαντος ἐπαΐξασα Μίμαντι.  
ἔνθ’ οἱ μὲν πολίεσσιν ὅσαις ἐπεβάλλετο Λητώ 
μίμνον ἀπειλητῆρες, ἀπετρώπων δὲ δέχεσθαι.  
φεῦγε μὲν Ἀρκαδίη, φεῦγεν δ’ ὄρος ἱερὸν Αὔγης       70 
Παρθένιον, φεῦγεν δ’ ὁ γέρων μετόπισθε Φενειός,  
φεῦγε δ’ ὅλη Πελοπηῒς ὅση παρακέκλιται Ἰσθμῷ, 
ἔμπλην Αἰγιαλοῦ γε καὶ Ἄργεος· οὐ γὰρ ἐκείνας 
ἀτραπιτοὺς ἐπάτησεν, ἐπεὶ λάχεν Ἴναχον Ἥρη. 
φεῦγε καὶ Ἀονίη τὸν ἕνα δρόμον, αἱ δ’ ἐφέποντο       75 
Δίρκη τε Στροφίη τε μελαμψήφιδος ἔχουσαι  
Ἰσμηνοῦ χέρα πατρός, ὁ δ’ εἵπετο πολλὸν ὄπισθεν 
Ἀσωπὸς βαρύγουνος, ἐπεὶ πεπάλακτο κεραυνῷ.  
ἡ δ’ ὑποδινηθεῖσα χοροῦ ἀπεπαύσατο νύμφη 
ἡ δ’ ὑποδινηθεῖσα χοροῦ ἀπεπαύσατο νύμφη  
αὐτόχθων Μελίη καὶ ὑπόχλοον ἔσχε παρειήν       80 
ἥλικος ἀσθμαίνουσα περὶ δρυός, ὡς ἴδε χαίτην 
σειομένην Ἑλικῶνος. ἐμαὶ θεαὶ εἴπατε Μοῦσαι,  
ἦ ῥ’ ἐτεὸν ἐγένοντο τότε δρύες ἡνίκα Νύμφαι;  
‘Νύμφαι μὲν χαίρουσιν, ὅτε δρύας ὄμβρος ἀέξει, 
Νύμφαι δ’ αὖ κλαίουσιν, ὅτε δρυσὶ μηκέτι φύλλα.’       85 
ταῖς μὲν ἔτ’ Ἀπόλλων ὑποκόλπιος αἰνὰ χολώθη, 
φθέγξατο δ’ οὐκ ἀτέλεστον ἀπειλήσας ἐπὶ Θήβῃ· 



 175 

‘Θήβη τίπτε τάλαινα τὸν αὐτίκα πότμον ἐλέγχεις; 
μήπω μή μ’ ἀέκοντα βιάζεο μαντεύεσθαι. 
οὔπω μοι Πυθῶνι μέλει τριποδήιος ἕδρη,        90 
οὐδέ τί πω τέθνηκεν ὄφις μέγας, ἀλλ’ ἔτι κεῖνο  
θηρίον αἰνογένειον ἀπὸ Πλειστοῖο καθέρπον  
Παρνησὸν νιφόεντα περιστέφει ἐννέα κύκλοις· 
ἀλλ’ ἔμπης ἐρέω τι τομώτερον ἢ ἀπὸ δάφνης.  
φεῦγε πρόσω· ταχινός σε κιχήσομαι αἵματι λούσων      95 
τόξον ἐμόν· σὺ δὲ τέκνα κακογλώσσοιο γυναικός  
ἔλλαχες. οὐ σύ γ’ ἐμεῖο φίλη τροφὸς οὐδὲ Κιθαιρών  
ἔσσεται· εὐαγέων δὲ καὶ εὐαγέεσσι μελοίμην.’ 
ὣς ἄρ’ ἔφη. Λητὼ δὲ μετάτροπος αὖτις ἐχώρει. 
ἀλλ’ ὅτ’ Ἀχαιιάδες μιν ἀπηρνήσαντο πόληες       100 
ἐρχομένην, Ἑλίκη τε Ποσειδάωνος ἑταίρη  
Βοῦρά τε Δεξαμενοῖο βοόστασις Οἰκιάδαο, 
ἄψ δ’ ἐπὶ Θεσσαλίην πόδας ἔτρεπε· φεῦγε δ’ Ἄναυρος  
καὶ μεγάλη Λάρισα καὶ αἱ Χειρωνίδες ἄκραι, 
φεῦγε δὲ καὶ Πηνειὸς ἑλισσόμενος διὰ Τεμπέων·        105 
Ἥρη, σοὶ δ’ ἔτι τῆμος ἀνηλεὲς ἦτορ ἔκειτο 
οὐδὲ κατεκλάσθης τε καὶ ᾤκτισας, ἡνίκα πήχεις  
ἀμφοτέρους ὀρέγουσα μάτην ἐφθέγξατο τοῖα·  
‘Νύμφαι Θεσσαλίδες, ποταμοῦ γένος, εἴπατε πατρί  
κοιμῆσαι μέγα χεῦμα, περιπλέξασθε γενείῳ       110 
λισσόμεναι τὰ Ζηνὸς ἐν ὕδατι τέκνα τεκέσθαι.  
Πηνειὲ Φθιῶτα, τί νῦν ἀνέμοισιν ἐρίζεις; 
ὦ πάτερ, οὐ μὴν ἵππον ἀέθλιον ἀμφιβέβηκας.  
ἦ ῥά τοι ὧδ’ αἰεὶ ταχινοὶ πόδες, ἢ ἐπ’ ἐμεῖο  
μοῦνον ἐλαφρίζουσι, πεποίησαι δὲ πέτεσθαι        115 
σήμερον ἐξαπίνης; ὁ δ’ ἀνήκοος. ὦ ἐμὸν ἄχθος,  
ποῖ σε φέρω; μέλεοι γὰρ ἀπειρήκασι τένοντες.  
Πήλιον ὦ Φιλύρης νυμφήιον, ἀλλὰ σὺ μεῖνον,  
μεῖνον, ἐπεὶ καὶ θῆρες ἐν οὔρεσι πολλάκι σεῖο 
ὠμοτόκους ὠδῖνας ἀπηρείσαντο λέαιναι.’        120 
τὴν δ’ ἄρα καὶ Πηνειὸς ἀμείβετο δάκρυα λείβων· 
‘Λητοῖ, Ἀναγκαίη μεγάλη θεός. οὐ γὰρ ἔγωγε 
πότνια σὰς ὠδῖνας ἀναίνομαι (οἶδα καὶ ἄλλας  
λουσαμένας ἀπ’ ἐμεῖο λεχωίδας)· ἀλλά μοι Ἥρη  
δαψιλὲς ἠπείλησεν. ἀπαύγασαι, οἷος ἔφεδρος        125 
οὔρεος ἐξ ὑπάτου σκοπιὴν ἔχει, ὅς κέ με ῥεῖα  
βυσσόθεν ἐξερύσειε. τί μήσομαι; ἦ ἀπολέσθαι 
ἡδύ τί τοι Πηνειόν; ἴτω πεπρωμένον ἦμαρ· 
τλήσομαι εἵνεκα σεῖο, καὶ εἰ μέλλοιμι ῥοάων 
διψαλέην ἄμπωτιν ἔχων αἰώνιον ἔρρειν         130 
καὶ μόνος ἐν ποταμοῖσιν ἀτιμότατος καλέεσθαι. 
ἠνίδ’ ἐγώ· τί περισσά; κάλει μόνον Εἰλήθυιαν.’ 
εἶπε καὶ ἠρώησε μέγαν ῥόον. ἀλλά οἱ Ἄρης 
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Παγγαίου προθέλυμνα καρήατα μέλλεν ἀείρας 
ἐμβαλέειν δίνῃσιν, ἀποκρύψαι δὲ ῥέεθρα·        135 
ὑψόθε δ’ ἐσμαράγησε καὶ ἀσπίδα τύψεν ἀκωκῇ  
δούρατος· ἡ δ’ ἐλέλιξεν ἐνόπλιον· ἔτρεμε δ’ Ὄσσης 
οὔρεα καὶ πεδίον Κραννώνιον αἵ τε δυσαεῖς 
ἐσχατιαὶ Πίνδοιο, φόβῳ δ’ ὠρχήσατο πᾶσα 
Θεσσαλίη· τοῖος γὰρ ἀπ’ ἀσπίδος ἔβραμεν ἦχος.       140 
ὡς δ’, ὁπότ’ Αἰτναίου ὄρεος πυρὶ τυφομένοιο  
σείονται μυχὰ πάντα, κατουδαίοιο γίγαντος 
εἰς ἑτέρην Βριαρῆος ἐπωμίδα κινυμένοιο,  
θερμάστραι τε βρέμουσιν ὑφ’ Ἡφαίστοιο πυράγρης  
ἔργα θ’ ὁμοῦ, δεινὸν δὲ πυρίκμητοί τε λέβητες       145 
καὶ τρίποδες πίπτοντες ἐπ’ ἀλλήλοις ἰαχεῦσιν,  
τῆμος ἔγεντ’ ἄραβος σάκεος τόσος εὐκύκλοιο. 
Πηνειὸς δ’ οὐκ αὖτις ἐχάζετο, μίμνε δ’ ὁμοίως  
καρτερὸς ὡς τὰ πρῶτα, θοὰς δ’ ἐστήσατο δίνας,  
εἰσόκε οἱ Κοιηὶς ἐκέκλετο· ‘σῴζεο χαίρων,        150 
σῴζεο· μὴ σύ γ’ ἐμεῖο πάθῃς κακὸν εἵνεκα τῆσδε 
ἀντ’ ἐλεημοσύνης· χάριτος δέ τοι ἔσσετ’ ἀμοιβή.’ 
ἦ καὶ πολλὰ πάροιθεν ἐπεὶ κάμεν ἔστιχε νήσους 
εἰναλίας· αἱ δ’ οὔ μιν ἐπερχομένην ἐδέχοντο,  
οὐ λιπαρὸν νήεσσιν Ἐχινάδες ὅρμον ἔχουσαι,       155 
οὐδ’ ἥτις Κέρκυρα φιλοξεινωτάτη ἄλλων, 
Ἶρις ἐπεὶ πάσῃσιν ἐφ’ ὑψηλοῖο Μίμαντος   
σπερχομένη μάλα δεινὸν ἀπέτρεπεν· αἱ δ’ ὑπ’ ὀμοκλῆς 
πασσυδίῃ φοβέοντο κατὰ ῥόον ἥντινα τέτμοι. 
ὠγυγίην δἤπειτα Κόων Μεροπηΐδα νῆσον        160 
ἵετο, Χαλκιόπης ἱερὸν μυχὸν ἡρωίνης.  
ἀλλά ἑ παιδὸς ἔρυκεν ἔπος τόδε· ‘μὴ σύ γε, μῆτερ, 
τῇ με τέκοις. οὔτ’ οὖν ἐπιμέμφομαι οὐδὲ μεγαίρω  
νῆσον, ἐπεὶ λιπαρή τε καὶ εὔβοτος, εἴ νύ τις ἄλλη· 
ἀλλά οἱ ἐκ Μοιρέων τις ὀφειλόμενος θεὸς ἄλλος       165 
ἐστί, Σαωτήρων ὕπατον γένος· ᾧ ὑπὸ μίτρην 
ἵξεται οὐκ ἀέκουσα Μακηδόνι κοιρανέεσθαι 
ἀμφοτέρη μεσόγεια καὶ αἳ πελάγεσσι κάθηνται, 
μέχρις ὅπου περάτη τε καὶ ὁππόθεν ὠκέες ἵπποι 
Ἠέλιον φορέουσιν· ὁ δ’ εἴσεται ἤθεα πατρός.        170 
καί νύ ποτε ξυνός τις ἐλεύσεται ἄμμιν ἄεθλος  
ὕστερον, ὁππόταν οἱ μὲν ἐφ’ Ἑλλήνεσσι μάχαιραν  
βαρβαρικὴν καὶ Κελτὸν ἀναστήσαντες Ἄρηα 
ὀψίγονοι Τιτῆνες ἀφ’ ἑσπέρου ἐσχατόωντος  
ῥώσωνται νιφάδεσσιν ἐοικότες ἢ ἰσάριθμοι        175 
τείρεσιν, ἡνίκα πλεῖστα κατ’ ἠέρα βουκολέονται, 
παιδ[                   ]. . σα[      ].[    ]         (177a) 
Δ̣ωρι . [.] . [         ] .οσα[      ]ς          (177b) 
καὶ πεδία Κρισσαῖα καὶ Ἡφαί[στο]ιο φάρ[αγγ]ες       
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ἀμφιπεριστείνωνται, ἴδωσι δὲ πίονα καπνόν 
γείτονος αἰθομένοιο, καὶ οὐκέτι μοῦνον ἀκουῇ,        180 
ἀλλ’ ἤδη παρὰ νηὸν ἀπαυγάζοιντο φάλαγγας 
δυσμενέων, ἤδη δὲ παρὰ τριπόδεσσιν ἐμεῖο 
φάσγανα καὶ ζωστῆρας ἀναιδέας ἐχθομένας τε  
ἀσπίδας, αἳ Γαλάτῃσι κακὴν ὁδὸν ἄφρονι φύλῳ  
στήσονται· τέων αἱ μὲν ἐμοὶ γέρας, αἱ δ’ ἐπὶ Νείλῳ       185 
ἐν πυρὶ τοὺς φορέοντας ἀποπνεύσαντας ἰδοῦσαι 
κείσονται βασιλῆος ἀέθλια πολλὰ καμόντος.  
ἐσσόμενε Πτολεμαῖε, τά τοι μαντήια Φοίβου. 
αἰνήσεις μέγα δή τι τὸν εἰσέτι γαστέρι μάντιν 
ὕστερον ἤματα πάντα. σὺ δὲ ξυμβάλλεο, μῆτερ·        190 
ἔστι διειδομένη τις ἐν ὕδατι νῆσος ἀραιή, 
πλαζομένη πελάγεσσι· πόδες δέ οἱ οὐκ ἐνὶ χώρῃ, 
ἀλλὰ παλιρροίῃ ἐπινήχεται ἀνθέρικος ὥς,  
ἔνθα νότος, ἔνθ’ εὖρος, ὅπη φορέῃσι θάλασσα. 
τῇ με φέροις· κείνην γὰρ ἐλεύσεαι εἰς ἐθέλουσαν.’       195 
αἱ μὲν τόσσα λέγοντος ἀπέτρεχον εἰν ἁλὶ νῆσοι· 
Ἀστερίη φιλόμολπε, σὺ δ’ Εὐβοίηθε κατῄεις, 
Κυκλάδας ὀψομένη περιηγέας, οὔτι παλαιόν, 
ἀλλ’ ἔτι τοι μετόπισθε Γεραίστιον εἵπετο φῦκος· 
ὡς δ’ ἴδες, [ὡς] ἔστης [                 ]ιδου[.]α        200 
θαρσαλέη τάδ’ ἔλεξας [          ]. . . . ρ[    ]  
δαίμον’ ὑπ’ ὠδίνεσσι βαρυνομένην ὁρόωσα·    
‘Ἥρη, τοῦτό με ῥέξον ὅ τοι φίλον· οὐ γὰρ ἀπειλάς  
ὑμετέρας ἐφύλαξα· πέρα, πέρα εἰς ἐμέ, Λητοῖ.’  
ἔννεπες· ἡ δ’ ἀρητὸν ἄλης ἀπεπαύσατο †λυγρῆς,        205 
ἕζετο δ’ Ἰνωποῖο παρὰ ῥόον ὅν τε βάθιστον 
γαῖα τότ’ ἐξανίησιν, ὅτε πλήθοντι ῥεέθρῳ 
Νεῖλος ἀπὸ κρημνοῖο κατέρχεται Αἰθιοπῆος· 
λύσατο δὲ ζώνην, ἀπὸ δ’ ἐκλίθη ἔμπαλιν ὤμοις  
φοίνικος ποτὶ πρέμνον ἀμηχανίης ὑπὸ λυγρῆς       210 
τειρομένη· νότιος δὲ διὰ χροὸς ἔρρεεν ἱδρώς.  
εἶπε δ’ ἀλυσθενέουσα· ‘τί μητέρα, κοῦρε, βαρύνεις;  
αὕτη τοι, φίλε, νῆσος ἐπιπλώουσα θαλάσσῃ.  
γείνεο, γείνεο, κοῦρε, καὶ ἤπιος ἔξιθι κόλπου.’  
νύμφα Διὸς βαρύθυμε, σὺ δ’ οὐκ ἄρ’ ἔμελλες ἄπυστος      215 
δὴν ἔμεναι· τοίη σε προσέδραμεν ἀγγελιῶτις, 
εἶπε δ’ ἔτ’ ἀσθμαίνουσα, φόβῳ δ’ ἀνεμίσγετο μῦθος·  
‘Ἥρη τιμήεσσα, πολὺ προὔχουσα θεάων,  
σὴ μὲν ἐγώ, σὰ δὲ πάντα, σὺ δὲ κρείουσα κάθησαι 
γνησίη Οὐλύμποιο, καὶ οὐ χέρα δείδιμεν ἄλλην       220 
θηλυτέρην, σὺ δ’, ἄνασσα, τὸν αἴτιον εἴσεαι ὀργῆς.  
Λητώ τοι μίτρην ἀναλύεται ἔνδοθι νήσου.  
ἄλλαι μὲν πᾶσαί μιν ἀπέστυγον οὐδ’ ἐδέχοντο· 
Ἀστερίη δ’ ὀνομαστὶ παρερχομένην ἐκάλεσσεν,  
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Ἀστερίη, πόντοιο κακὸν σάρον· οἶσθα καὶ αὐτή.       225 
ἀλλά, φίλη, δύνασαι γάρ, ἀμύνεο πότνια δούλους  
ὑμετέρους, οἳ σεῖο πέδον πατέουσιν ἐφετμήν.’ 
ἦ καὶ ὑπὸ χρύσειον ἐδέθλιον ἷζε κύων ὥς,  
Ἀρτέμιδος ἥτις τε, θοῆς ὅτε παύσεται ἄγρης, 
ἵζει θηρήτειρα παρ’ ἴχνεσιν, οὔατα δ’ αὐτῆς       230 
ὀρθὰ μάλ’, αἰὲν ἑτοῖμα θεῆς ὑποδέχθαι ὀμοκλήν· 
τῇ ἰκέλη Θαύμαντος ὑπὸ θρόνον ἵζετο κούρη.   
κείνη δ’ οὐδέ ποτε σφετέρης ἐπιλήθεται ἕδρης,  
οὐδ’ ὅτε οἱ ληθαῖον ἐπὶ πτερὸν ὕπνος ἐρείσει,  
ἀλλ’ αὐτοῦ μεγάλοιο ποτὶ γλωχῖνα θρόνοιο        235 
τυτθὸν ἀποκλίνασα καρήατα λέχριος εὕδει.  
οὐδέ ποτε ζώνην ἀναλύεται οὐδὲ ταχείας 
ἐνδρομίδας, μή οἵ τι καὶ αἰφνίδιον ἔπος εἴπῃ 
ἐνδρομίδας, μή οἵ τι καὶ αἰφνίδιον ἔπος εἴπῃ  
δεσπότις. ἡ δ’ ἀλεγεινὸν ἀλαστήσασα προσηύδα· 
‘οὕτω νῦν, ὦ Ζηνὸς ὀνείδεα, καὶ γαμέοισθε        240 
λάθρια καὶ τίκτοιτε κεκρυμμένα, μηδ’ ὅθι δειλαί 
δυστοκέες μογέουσιν ἀλετρίδες, ἀλλ’ ὅθι φῶκαι  
εἰνάλιαι τίκτουσιν, ἐνὶ σπιλάδεσσιν ἐρήμοις. 
Ἀστερίῃ δ’ οὐδέν τι βαρύνομαι εἵνεκα τῆσδε 
ἀμπλακίης, οὐδ’ ἔστιν ὅπως ἀποθύμια ῥέξω,       245 
τόσσα δέοι (μάλα γάρ τε κακῶς ἐχαρίσσατο Λητοῖ)·  
ἀλλά μιν ἔκπαγλόν τι σεβίζομαι, οὕνεκ’ ἐμεῖο 
δέμνιον οὐκ ἐπάτησε, Διὸς δ’ ἀνθείλετο πόντον.’  
   ἡ μὲν ἔφη· κύκνοι δὲ †θεοῦ μέλποντες ἀοιδοί† 
Μῃόνιον Πακτωλὸν ἐκυκλώσαντο λιπόντες        250 
ἑβδομάκις περὶ Δῆλον, ἐπήεισαν δὲ λοχείῃ 
Μουσάων ὄρνιθες, ἀοιδότατοι πετεηνῶν  
(ἔνθεν ὁ παῖς τοσσάσδε λύρῃ ἐνεδήσατο χορδάς  
ὕστερον, ὁσσάκι κύκνοι ἐπ’ ὠδίνεσσιν ἄεισαν)· 
ὄγδοον οὐκέτ’ ἄεισαν, ὁ δ’ ἔκθορεν, αἱ δ’ ἐπὶ μακρόν       255 
νύμφαι Δηλιάδες, ποταμοῦ γένος ἀρχαίοιο,  
εἶπαν Ἐλειθυίης ἱερὸν μέλος, αὐτίκα δ’ αἰθήρ 
χάλκεος ἀντήχησε διαπρυσίην ὀλολυγήν.  
οὐδ’ Ἥρη νεμέσησεν, ἐπεὶ χόλον ἐξέλετο Ζεύς. 
χρύσεά τοι τότε πάντα θεμείλια γείνετο Δῆλε,       260 
χρυσῷ δὲ τροχόεσσα πανήμερος ἔρρεε λίμνη,  
χρύσειον δ’ ἐκόμησε γενέθλιον ἔρνος ἐλαίης,  
χρυσῷ δὲ πλήμυρε βαθὺς Ἰνωπὸς ἑλιχθείς.  
αὐτὴ δὲ χρυσέοιο ἀπ’ οὔδεος εἵλεο παῖδα, 
ἐν δ’ ἐβάλευ κόλποισιν, ἔπος δ’ ἐφθέγξαο τοῖον·       265 
‘ὦ μεγάλη, πολύβωμε, πολύπτολι, πολλὰ φέρουσα,    
πίονες ἤπειροί τε καὶ αἳ περιναίετε νῆσοι,  
αὕτη ἐγὼ τοιήδε· δυσήροτος, ἀλλ’ ἀπ’ ἐμεῖο 
Δήλιος Ἀπόλλων κεκλήσεται, οὐδέ τις ἄλλη 
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γαιάων τοσσόνδε θεῷ πεφιλήσεται ἄλλῳ,         270 
οὐ Κερχνὶς κρείοντι Ποσειδάωνι Λεχαίῳ,  
οὐ πάγος Ἑρμείῃ Κυλλήνιος, οὐ Διὶ Κρήτη,  
ὡς ἐγὼ Ἀπόλλωνι· καὶ ἔσσομαι οὐκέτι πλαγκτή.’ 
ὧδε σὺ μὲν κατέλεξας· ὁ δὲ γλυκὺν ἔσπασε μαζόν. 
   τῷ καὶ νησάων ἁγιωτάτη ἐξέτι κείνου        275 
κλῄζῃ, Ἀπόλλωνος κουροτρόφος· οὐδέ σ’ Ἐνυώ 
οὐδ’ Ἀΐδης οὐδ’ ἵπποι ἐπιστείβουσιν Ἄρηος·  
ἀλλά τοι ἀμφιετεῖς δεκατηφόροι αἰὲν ἀπαρχαί 
ἀλλά τοι ἀμφιετεῖς δεκατηφόροι αἰὲν ἀπαρχαί 
πέμπονται, πᾶσαι δὲ χοροὺς ἀνάγουσι πόληες, 
αἵ τε πρὸς ἠοίην αἵ θ’ ἕσπερον αἵ τ’ ἀνὰ μέσσην        280 
κλήρους ἐστήσαντο, καὶ οἳ καθύπερθε βορείης  
οἰκία θινὸς ἔχουσι, πολυχρονιώτατον αἷμα.  
οἱ μέν τοι καλάμην τε καὶ ἱερὰ δράγματα πρῶτοι 
ἀσταχύων φορέουσιν· ἃ Δωδώνηθε Πελασγοί 
τηλόθεν ἐκβαίνοντα πολὺ πρώτιστα δέχονται,       285 
γηλεχέες θεράποντες ἀσιγήτοιο λέβητος·  
δεύτερον Ἴριον ἄστυ καὶ οὔρεα Μηλίδος αἴης  
ἔρχονται· κεῖθεν δὲ διαπλώουσιν Ἀβάντων  
εἰς ἀγαθὸν πεδίον Ληλάντιον· οὐδ’ ἔτι μακρός 
ὁ πλόος Εὐβοίηθεν, ἐπεὶ σέο γείτονες ὅρμοι.       290 
πρῶταί τοι τάδ’ ἔνεικαν ἀπὸ ξανθῶν Ἀριμασπῶν  
Οὖπίς τε Λοξώ τε καὶ εὐαίων Ἑκαέργη, 
θυγατέρες Βορέαο, καὶ ἄρσενες οἱ τότ’ ἄριστοι  
ἠιθέων· οὐδ’ οἵγε παλιμπετὲς οἴκαδ’ ἵκοντο, 
εὔμοιροι δ’ ἐγένοντο, καὶ ἀκλεὲς οὔποτ’ †ἐκεῖνοι.       295 
ἦ τοι Δηλιάδες μέν, ὅτ’ εὐηχὴς ὑμέναιος 
ἤθεα κουράων μορμύσσεται, ἥλικα χαίτην  
παρθενικαῖς, παῖδες δὲ θέρος τὸ πρῶτον ἰούλων  
ἄρσενες ἠιθέοισιν ἀπαρχόμενοι φορέουσιν.  
   Ἀστερίη θυόεσσα, σὲ μὲν περί τ’ ἀμφί τε νῆσοι        300 
κύκλον ἐποιήσαντο καὶ ὡς χορὸν ἀμφεβάλοντο·  
οὔτε σιωπηλὴν οὔτ’ ἄψοφον οὖλος ἐθείραις  
Ἕσπερος, ἀλλ’ αἰεί σε καταβλέπει ἀμφιβόητον.  
οἱ μὲν ὑπαείδουσι νόμον Λυκίοιο γέροντος,  
ὅν τοι ἀπὸ Ξάνθοιο θεοπρόπος ἤγαγεν Ὠλήν·        305 
αἱ δὲ ποδὶ πλήσσουσι χορίτιδες ἀσφαλὲς οὖδας. 
δὴ τότε καὶ στεφάνοισι βαρύνεται ἱρὸν ἄγαλμα  
Κύπριδος ἀρχαίης ἀριήκοον, ἥν ποτε Θησεύς  
εἵσατο, σὺν παίδεσσιν ὅτε Κρήτηθεν ἀνέπλει.  
οἱ χαλεπὸν μύκημα καὶ ἄγριον υἷα φυγόντες       310 
Πασιφάης καὶ γναμπτὸν ἕδος σκολιοῦ λαβυρίνθου, 
πότνια, σὸν περὶ βωμὸν ἐγειρομένου κιθαρισμοῦ 
κύκλιον ὠρχήσαντο, χοροῦ δ’ ἡγήσατο Θησεύς.  
ἔνθεν ἀειζώοντα θεωρίδος ἱερὰ Φοίβῳ  
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Κεκροπίδαι πέμπουσι τοπήια νηὸς ἐκείνης.        315 
   Ἀστερίη πολύβωμε πολύλλιτε, τίς δέ σε ναύτης 
ἔμπορος Αἰγαίοιο παρήλυθε νηὶ θεούσῃ; 
οὐχ οὕτω μεγάλοι μιν ἐπιπνείουσιν ἀῆται, 
οὐχ οὕτω μεγάλοι μιν ἐπιπνείουσιν ἀῆται, 
χρειὼ δ’ ὅττι τάχιστον ἄγει πλόον, ἀλλὰ τὰ λαίφη  
ὠκέες ἐστείλαντο καὶ οὐ πάλιν αὖτις ἔβησαν,       320 
πρὶν μέγαν ἢ σέο βωμὸν ὑπὸ πληγῇσιν ἑλίξαι 
ῥησσόμενον καὶ πρέμνον ὀδακτάσαι ἁγνὸν ἐλαίης  
χεῖρας ἀποστρέψαντας· ἃ Δηλιὰς εὕρετο νύμφη  
παίγνια κουρίζοντι καὶ Ἀπόλλωνι γελαστύν. 
   ἱστίη ὦ νήσων εὐέστιε, χαῖρε μὲν αὐτή,         325 
χαίροι δ’ Ἀπόλλων τε καὶ ἣν ἐλοχεύσαο Λητώ.  
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Hymn to Delos 
 
Holy—O my heart, at what time… will you sing of  
Delos, Apollos nurse? Surely all of 
the Cyclades, the holiest of isles that lie in the sea, 
are well-hymned. Be Delos expects to carry off first fruits 
from the Muses, because she bathed and swaddled Phoebus,  5 
lord of song, and first praised him as a god.       
Just as the Muses hate the singer who does not sing of Pimpleia, 
so Phoebus dislikes the singer who forgets Delos.  
To Delos now I shall give her tribute of song, so that Apollo 
Cynthius might praise me for giving heed to his dear nurse.   10 
 She—windswept and harsh and wave-beaten as she is, 
more a course for the seagull than for horses— 
is fixed in the sea, which powerfully surging around her, 
wipes off much foam from the Icarian water. 
Therefore on her sea-sailing fishermen dwelt.    15 
But no wrath befalls her for being counted among the first 
whenever to Ocean and Titan Tethys  
the islands assemble, and she always goes as leader. 
Phoenician Corsica follows behind in her footsteps, 
not to be scorned, and Abantian Macris of the Ellopians,   20 
and lovely Sardinia, and she onto whom Cypris first swam  
from the water and whom she keeps safe in exchange for this embarkation. 
These are fortified by their encircling ramparts,  
But Delos, by Apollo. What defense is stronger? 
Stone walls might fall under the onslaught of    25 
Strymonian Boreas; but a god is unshakeable forever. 
 But if a great many songs circle around you,  
with which shall I entwine you? What pleases your heart to hear? 
Is it when, in the beginning, the great god,     30 
striking the mountain with the three-pronged spear that the Telchines built him, 
formed the islands of the sea, and from below, 
lifted them all from the foundations and rolled them into the sea?  
At the sea’s bottom, he fastened them root and branch, so that  
they might forget the mainland. But necessity did not constrain you, 35 
and freely you sailed upon the open seas.  And your name of old 
was Asteria, since you leapt into the deep trough of ocean 
from heaven, fleeing a marriage with Zeus, like a shooting star.  
As long as golden Leto did not draw near you, 
so long were you stil Asteria, and were not yet called Delos.  40 
Often did sailors coming from Troezen, from the town of †Xanthos† 
to Ephyra within the Saronic golf catch sight of you,  
and returning from Ephyra, they no longer saw you there, but you 
had run along the swift straight of narrow, loud-flowing Euripus.  45 
On the same day turning your back on the water of the Chalcidian sea, 
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you swam up to the Sounian headland of Athens, 
or to Chios or to the well-drench breast of the island of 
Parthenia (for it was not yet called Samos), where the nymphs 
of Mykale, neighbors of Ancaeus, hosted you.     50 
But when you offered your soil for Apollo as a birthday gift,  
sailors gave you this name in exchange, 
for you no longer sailed about inconspicuous, but into the waves 
of the Aegean you put down the roots of your feet.  
You did not tremble at Hera in her wrath, who bellowed   55 
in terrible rage against all women in labor who bore children 
to Zeus, but Leto especially , because she alone 
was destined to bear Zeus a son more beloved than Ares. 
So, she herself kept watch in the heavens, 
greatly angered—unspeakably so—she hindered Leto   60 
who was distressed by her labor pains.  Hera set her two guards 
to keep watch over the land; the one, sitting  
upon a highp eak of Thracian Haemus,  
bold Ares, in armor, kept watch over the land of the continent,  
while his two horses, he stabled near the seve-recessed cave Boreas. 65 
And the other established herself as a watcher  
over the steep islands, the daughter of Thaumas, who had darted on to Mimas. 
There, as threats to all the cities that Leto approached,  
they remained and prevented them from accepting her. 
Arcadia flet, Auge’s holy Mt. Parthenion fled,    70 
and after her fled aged Peneius.  
The land of Pelops, all that is joined to the isthmus, fled,  
except for Aegialus and Argos; for those were not 
the paths that she trod on, since Hera had been allotted the Inachus. 
Aonia also fled along the same course, and Dirce    75 
and Strophie, holding the hand of their father,  
black-pebbled Ismenus; far behind followed  
Asopus, slowed down by his knees, for he had been shaken by a thunderbolt. 
In her trembling, she ceased her dance,  
the earth-born nymph, Melia, and her cheek grew pale   80 
as she caught her breath over the oak that was her coeval, when she  
saw Helicon’s hair shaking. My goddesses, Muses, tell me,  
is it true that the oaks were born at the same time as the nymphs? 
“The nymphs rejoice when rain makes the oaks grow,   
but they weep in turn when there are no longer leaves on the oaks.”  85     
With these, Apollo, still in his mother’s womb, became terribly angry, 
and he spoke out threatening Thebe, not without consequence.  
“Thebe, why, wretch, to you put to the proof your coming destiny?  
Do not yet compel me to prophesy against my will. 
The tripod seat of Pytho is not yet my concern,    90 
nor yet is the great snake dead, but still that  
beast with its dire jaws, stretching down from the Pleistus,  
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enwraps snowy Parnassus with its nine coils. 
But nonetheless I shall say something more clearly than from my laurel. 
Flee on. Swiftly shall I overtake you, bathing my bow in blood.  95 
You have been allotted the children of an evil-tongued woman. 
You will not be my dear nurse, nor will Cithaeron. 
I am pure, and I would be in the care of those who are also pure.” 
Thus he spoke. Leto turned and came back.  
But when the Achaean cities refused her as she returned   100 
—Helice the companion of Poseidon,  
and Bura, the cowstead of Dexamenus, the son of Oeceus— 
she turned her feet back to Thessaly. Anaurus fled,  
as did mighty Laris, and Chiron’s peaks. 
Peneius also fled winding through Tempe.     105 
Hera, a forgiving heart did not yet lie within you;  
your anger did not break down, and you had no pity when  
she stretched out both her arms and spoke such things—in vain:  
“Thessalian nymphs, race of the river, tell your father 
to calm his great flood. Entwine yourselves in his beard,   110 
praying that the children of Zeus be born in his waters.  
Phthiotian Peneius, why do you now contend with the winds? 
O father, you are not mounted on a race-horse.  
Indeed, are your feet always this swift, or are they  
only nimble in my case, and suddenly today you     115 
made them fly? But he does not hear. O my burden,  
where shall I carry you? My unhappy ankles refuse.  
Pelion, O bridal chamber of Philyra, but you, stay,  
stay, since in your mountains even wild beasts, 
lionesses in labor, drop the raw fruits of their labor.”    120 
Then Peneius answered her, pouring forth his tears:  
“Leto, Necessity is a mighty goddess. For it is not I, mistress,  
who refuse your birth pangs. (I know that others,  
too, have washed the afterbirth in my waters.) But Hera has 
threatened me abundantly. Look who keeps watch, seated   125 
on the mountaintop, who would easily  
drag me down from the depths. What shall I do? Or is Peneius  
being destroyed a pleasant thing for you? Let  
day of destiny come; I shall risk it for your sake, even if I should  
wander for eternity, ebbing and thirsty,      130 
and alone among the rivers should be called the least honorable. 
Here I am. What more can I say? Only call upon Eileithyia.”  
He spoke and halted his great flood. 
But Ares, having lifted the peaks of Pangaeum from their base  
was going to hurl them into his eddies and cover up his streams.  135 
On high he crashed and struck his shield with the point 
of his spear, and made it quiver with a warlike beat. The mountains of Ossa  
trembled and the plain of Crannon, and the windswept  
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heights of the Pindus, and all of Thessaly danced in  
fear. Such a noise rang from his shield,     140 
just as, when the whole interior of Mt. Etna, smoldering with fire, 
is shaken because the Giant Briareos under the earth 
moves onto his other shoulder,  
the furnaces roar under Hephaestus’ tongs, 
and likewise his implements; the fire-wrought basins   145 
and tripods ring out as they fall upon each other.  
Just as loud as this then was the clash of his well-rounded shield.  
Peneius did not draw back, but remained steadfast  
as before, and stopped his rapid eddies, 
until the daughter of Ceous called to him: “Farewell, save yourself,  150 
save yourself. Do not suffer evil for my sake 
as a †recompense for your pity†. Your favour will be rewarded.” 
She spoke and after much effort, came to the islands  
of the sea. But they did not receive her when she approached, 
not the Echinades, who had a rich harbour for ships,    155 
nor Corcyra,who was friendliest of all to strangers,  
since Iris on Mimas’ peak,  
terribly angered with them all, turned them away. At Iris’ reproach, 
the islands fled together with the current, whichever Leto approached. 
Then she arrived at primeval Cos, the island of Merops,   160 
the holy inner sanctuary of the heroine Chalciope. 
 But this utterance of her son held her back: “You should not 
give birth to me here, mother. I do not blame or grudge  
the island seeing as it is rich and thriving in flocks, if any other is. 
But another god is destined to it from the Fates,    165 
the lofty offspring of the Saviors, under whose diadem  
will come, not unwilling to be ruled by a Macedonian,  
both lands and the lands that dwell in the sea,  
as far as the ends of the earth and where the swift horses 
carry the Sun. He will have the character of his father.   170 
And now at some later time, a common struggle 
will come to us, when against the Hellenes,  
late-born Titans raising up a barbarian dagger 
and Celtic war, from the farthest west,  
will rush, like snowflakes, or equal in number to the stars,    175 
when they graze most closely together upon the aether… 
 [2 lines missing] 
and the plain of Crisa, and the glens of Hephaestus are 
hard pressed on all sides, and they shall see the rich smoke 
of the burning neighbour, and no longer only by hearsay   180 
but already beside the temple they would perceive phalanxes 
of the enemy, already alongside my tripods 
the swords and the shameless belts and the hated  
shields that will line the evil path of the Galatians, a crazed tribe. 
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Some of these shields will be my reward, others will be set   185 
by the Nile, having seen the bearers breathe their last  
in the fire, the prizes of a much labouring king.  
O Ptolemy to come, these are Phoebus’ predicitons for you. 
You will praise greatly in all the days to come him who prophesied  
within the womb. But consider, mother:     190 
There is a small island to be seen in the water, 
wandering in the sea. Her feet are not in one place,  
but she swims with the tide like the asphodel, where the south wind, 
then the east wind, wherever the sea may carry her.  
Please carry me there, for you will come to her with her consent.”   195 
 When he had spoken so many things, the islands ran away into the sea. 
Asteria, lover of song, you came down from Euboea,  
about to visit the encircling Cyclades— not a long time ago, 
but Geraestian seaweed still trailed behind you… 
when you saw…        200 
bravely you said these things… 
seeing the goddess, heavy in her labor: 
“Hera, do to me what pleases you. For I have not heeded  
your threats. Come, come over to me, Leto.” 
You spoke, and she readily put an end to her †wandering†.   205 
She sat by the stream of the Inopus,  
which the earth then sends forth at its most abundant,  
when the Nile in full spate comes down from the Ethiopian highland. 
She loosed her belt and leaned her shoulders back 
against the trunk of a palm tree, weakened by her helpless distress.  210 
And damp sweat poured over her skin.  
In her weakened state she said: “Why, child, are you weighing down your mother? 
Here is your island, dear one, floating on the sea.  
Be born, be born, child, and gently come forth from my womb.” 
Bride of Zeus, burdened with anger, you were not     215 
going to be long uninformed. Such a messenger ran to you, 
and she spoke still panting, and her report was mingled with fear. 
“Honored Hera, most preeminent among the goddesses, 
I am yours, all things are yours, and you sit as the 
legitimate queen of Olympus, and we fear no other female hand.  220 
And you, Queen, will know the reason for your anger.  
Leto is untying her cincture on an island.  
All the other islands loathed her and did not receive her.  
But Asteria called her by name as she was passing by, 
Asteria, vile refuse of the sea. You yourself also know her.   225 
But dear Mistress, avenge your servants—for you are able— 
who walk the earth at your command.” 
Thus she spoke and sat beside the golden throne, like Artemis’  
bitch, which, when it has ceased from the swift hunt, 
sits, the huntress, by her feet with her ears pricked,    230 
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ever ready to undertake the goddess’s summons.  
Like her, the daughter of Thaumas sat by the throne.  
She never forgets her place,  
not even when sleep presses his wings that causes forgetfulness upon her. 
But there at the corner of the great throne,      235 
leaning her head a bit aslant, she sleeps. 
She never loosens her sash or her swift hunting  
boots, in case her mistress might speak some sudden order. 
And Hera responded exceedingly angered. 
“So, now, you shames of Zeus, you would even marry   240 
secretly and bear hidden creatures, not even where poor  
mill workers labor in misbegotten childbirth, 
but where seals of the deep breed in the solitary rocks. 
I am not at all seriously angered at Asteria for this  
deed, and it is not possible that I shall act heartlessly.   245 
But so many things [would I do] to her—she was very wrong to do this  
favour for Leto. Still I do honor her exceedingly  
because she did not trample upon my bed, and preferred the sea to Zeus.” 
She spoke. And the swans, singers of the god about to be, 
having left Meionian Pactolus circled seven times around Delos,  250 
and they accompanied the birth in song, birds of the Muses,  
most melodious of all winged creatures.  
(And then, afterwards, the child fitted to the lyre as many strings  
as the swans that sang at his birth pangs.) 
But the eighth time they no longer sang. For he had leapt out, and the  255 
Delian nymphs with far sounding voice, 
offspring of an ancient river, sang the holy tune of Eleithyia, and immediately 
the bronze sky echoed the penetrating cry, 
and Hera did not hold a grudge, since Zeus had driven away her anger. 
And then golden became all your foundations, Delos,     260 
with gold your round lake flowed all the day,  
and golden bloomed the shoot of the olive, in response to your birth,  
and with gold the eddying Inopus flowed deep. 
You yourself from the golden earth took up the child, 
and placed him in your lap, and spoke such a word:    265 
“O great earth, many altared, many citied,  
bearing many things! Rich lands and you islands that dwell around, 
Such am I, not amenable to the plow, but from me 
Apollo shall be called Delian, and no other 
land shall be as beloved to any other god,     270 
not Cerchnis to Poseidon who rules Lechaeum, 
nor the hill of Cyllene to Hermes, nor Crete to Zeus, 
as I to Apollo. And no longer shall I wander.” 
Thus you spoke, and he suckled at your sweet breast. 
 And so, from that time you are called the holiest of islands  275 
Apollo’s childhood nurse. Neither Enyo,  
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nor Hades, nor the horses of Ares set foot upon you,  
But for you (Delos) the tithe-bearing first-fruits are sent 
At every annual festival, and all the cities lead their choruses 
Those that cast their lots in the east and the west and the south,  280 
And those who beyond the northern shore  
make their homes, most ancient  race.  
They were the first to bring you stalks and sacred handfuls  
of wheat, which the Pelasgians from Dodona, 
disembarking from afar, first receive,      285 
servants of the unsilent cauldron who sleep on the earth. 
Next they come to the town of Ira and the mountains of the Melian  
land. From there they sail across to the good Lelantine  
plain of the Abantes. The sailing voyage from Euboea is no longer far,  
since their ports are your neighbors.      290 
First to bring these things to you from the blonde Arimaspi 
were Oupis and Loxo and happy Hekaergē, 
daughters of Boreas, and those who then were the best of the  
unmarried youths. They did not return home again, 
but they were blessed by fortune and will never be without glory.  295 
Indeed, the Deliades, when the tuneful hymenaios  
frightens girls’ customs, bring as first-fruits  
offerings their virgin hair to the virgins, and the boys, the first crop of their  
down, to the unmarried youths. 
Fragrant Asteria, round about you the islands form a    300 
circle and surround you, like a chorus.  
Shaggy-haired Hesperus looks down upon you always resounding all  
around, never silent nor noiseless. 
The youths sing in accompaniment the nome of the Lycian old man,  
which (nome) the seer Olen brought to you from Xanthos.    305 
The girls, dancing, beat their feet upon the firm ground.  
Then, too, the sacred agalma of Kypris, the far-famed one of the  
ancient (goddess), is weighed down with wreaths. Theseus once  
set it up, when he was sailing back with the youths from Krete.  
After fleeing the harsh bellowing and the savage son of Pasiphae   310 
and the twisted home of the bending labyrinth, they  
danced in a circle around your altar, mistress, as the cithara was  
struck up, and Theseus led the chorus.  
From then on, the Kekropidai send to Phoebeus  
as ever-living offerings the ropes of that theoric ship.   315 
Asteria, with your many altars, with your many prayers, 
what merchant sailor of the Aegean has ever passed you by in his swift ship? 
Mighty winds do not bear so hard upon him 
and necessity compel the swiftest possible voyage, 
but they swiftly furled their sails and did not embark again   320 
before winding about your great altar, which is buffeted by blows, 
and biting the holy trunk of the olive  
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with their hands tied behind their backs. These things the nymph of Delos 
invented as amusing games for the infant Apollo. 
O well-hearthed of the islands, hail, you,      325 
hail, too, Apollo and her whom Leto bore. 
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