From a Clod to Callimachus: The Metapoetic Role of Euphemus in Apollonius’ Argonautica

Within the Argonautica Apollonius frequently employs characterization to represent the contrast between Hellenistic poetics and older forms and styles of poetry. As a result, character descriptions often serve a metapoetic function. Recent scholarship (e.g., Hunter, 1993; De Forest, 1994) has shown, for example, that Apollonius uses the boxing match between the young, handsome, and skillful Argonaut Polydeuces and the coarse, oafish Bebrycian king, Amycus, in book 2 to pit polished (Alexandrian) skill against (archaic poetic) barbarism. Polydeuces’ victory over Amycus not only marks the triumph of the Hellenistic aesthetic, but also inscribes a place for that aesthetic within the epic tradition by redefining the boundaries of epic style and genre. It is my contention that Apollonius also uses the figure of Euphemus, like Polydeuces, to celebrate the triumph of Alexandrian poetics. A look at the role of Euphemus in the Argonautica, with a brief comparison to that of Pindar’s Euphemus in Pythian 4, will reveal that Apollonius characterizes Euphemus as the founder of the Hellenistic poetic tradition in order to bridge the gap between the poem’s epic subject matter and its Hellenistic style.

Euphemus is remarkable even upon his first appearance in the Argonautica. As one of only seven Argonauts to possess a supernatural ability of some kind, he stands apart from the rest of his ordinary human shipmates. His ability to “run on the swell of the gray-green sea without submerging his feet, but barely moisten[ing] his toes” (κεῖνος ἀνὴρ καὶ πόντου ἐπὶ γλαυκοῖο θέεσκεν / οἴδματος, οὐδὲ θοοὺς βάπτεν πόδας, ἀλλ’ ὅσον ἄκροις / ἴχνεσι τεγγόμενος διερῇ πεφόρητο κελεύθῳ, 1.182–84; text and translation from Race, 2008) marks him, I will argue, as a representative of Hellenistic poetics: the terms Apollonius uses to describe the swell of the sea (πόντου ἐπὶ γλαυκοῖο . . . οἴδματος; κελεύθῳ) are reminiscent of Homeric epic vocabulary, and the sea becomes, by extension, a metaphor for Homeric-style poetry.
 The fact that Euphemus can skim the surface of the Homeric sea, wetting only the tips of his toes, makes him an ideal representative of the Hellenistic genre.

Later, at Argonautica 4.1550–70, Euphemus receives a clod of earth as a guest-gift from the god Triton, in addition to a prophecy that “the gods will turn [the clod] into an island, where later generations of [his] children will dwell” (βώλακα γὰρ τεύξουσι θεοὶ πόντονδε βαλόντι / νῆσον, ἵν’ ὁπλότεροι παίδων σέθεν ἐννάσσονται / παῖδες, 4.1750–53). The island, of course, is Thera, whose people will eventually colonize the North African city of Cyrene, celebrated as the birthplace of the poet Callimachus and the mythical figure Aristaeus, a favorite of the Muses (Ap. Arg. 2.498–527). In Apollonius’ account, Euphemus’ deliberate casting of the clod into the sea, “in joy at his prophecies” (θεοπροπίῃσιν ἰανθείς, 4.1756), contrasts sharply with the tale of the foundation of Thera in Pindar’s Pythian 4, where Euphemus accidentally loses the clod when a wave washes over the Argo. Apollonius’ attribution of an active agency to Ephemus in the foundation of Thera definitively marks him as the founder not only of the island itself but also of the Hellenistic poetic tradition, as represented by Thera’s association with Cyrene, Callimachus, and (by extension) the prevailing literary aesthetic of the Hellenistic period.
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� The word κελεύθῳ also appears in Callim. Ep. 30, where it refers to the broad “path” of a cyclic (i.e., epic) poem, a type of verse that Callimachus claims to “hate” (ἐχθαίρω).





