“Now, I'm going to let you finish, but...”:  a 'Hesiodic' response to the Delian Maidens in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo 188-193


The Muses' performance on Mount Olympus in lines 188-193 of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo has regularly been read as an Olympian mirror to the Delian Maidens' performance in lines 156-164. Miller's (1986, 69) unitarian reading sees the scene as a “kind of diptych around a central point, namely the re-affirmation of encomiastic intention in lines 177-178.” Clay (2006, 55-6), conversely, reads the Muses and their song of the “deathless gifts of the gods and miseries of men” (θεῶν δῶρ' ἄμβροτα ἠδ' ἀνθρώπων / τλημοσύνας, 190-1) as “paradigmatic” and a reminder of “the gulf between gods and mortals.” Both these views, though insightful to the structure and themes of the poem, do not take into account the poem's preoccupation with competition and the acquisition of glory and renown (kleos). Moreover, there has yet to be any discussion on a particularly Hesiodic resonance between lines 188-190 of the Muses' performance and lines 99-101 of Hesiod's Theogony. This paper demonstrates that the similarities between the HHApollo and Theogony passages can be explained as an attempt to give the Pythian portion of the hymn a distinctly competitive (and Hesiodic) voice from the very point where the poem turns away from Delos towards Delphi. Furthermore, by framing the relationship of the Muses and Delians as competitive and akin to the agonistic setting of poetic performance, the reader is provided with a more informed thematic validation for the morbid subject matter of the Muses' heavenly riposte.


The hymn's agonistic characteristics are prevalent throughout the poem. This agonism is most clearly seen when the hymn deals with kleos, such as in the agreement between the Delians and the “blind poet from Chios” to exchange kleos among themselves (165-176) and Apollo's punishment of the river Telphousa for attempting to keep kleos for herself alone (375-387). Martin (2000) posits that even the  structure of the hymn, divided into Delian and Pythian portions, imitates rhapsodic competition in the performance of Homeric poetry in sequence. In addition to citing the tradition that Homer and Hesiod co-wrote a hymn to Apollo (cf. Hesiod fragment 357 MW), Martin draws further attention to the Pythian portion's frequent disregard of Hermann's Bridge (i.e. the biceps of the fourth foot be undivided by word break), which is a metrical characteristic of Hesiod's poetry far more than Homer's or the Delian portion of HHApollo. This metrical signature, he argues, gives the Pythian an explicitly Hesiodic voice that “should be seen as competing with, and besting, the Delian” (Martin 410). 


The Muses' performance on Olympus, not discussed by Martin, is integral to both the Hesiodic voice of the Pythian portion as well as to its thematic responses to the Delian hymn. Though there is variance in syntax and inflection, three key words in lines 188-190 of HHApollo parallel Theogony 99-101 (respectively): ἀοιδή/ἀοιδός (188 and 99),  Μοῦσαι/Μουσάων (189 and 100), and ὑμνεῦσιν/ὑμνήσει (190 and 101). This resonance with the Theogony, which itself is bookended by breaks in Hermann's Bridge (187 and 194), emphasizes the Hesiodic voice of the Pythian at the very point of transition between the two geographic subjects of the hymn. Likewise, the Muses' emphasis on the “miseries of men” has already been read as both a religious and thematic “correction” to the paradise depicted on Delos (cf. Kakrides 1937; Heubeck 1972). Perhaps the Muses are even accusing the Deliads and the “blind poet of Chios” of hubris for the dealing of kleos among themselves and not exclusively with the gods. By taking the Muses' Hesiodic voice into account, the thematic corrective of the Muses' song can therefore be understood as an additional manner in which the Pythian voice makes its own portion thematically distinct from the Delian. In this way, the rejoinder of the Muses not only underscores the Pythian's Hesiodic voice but also emphasizes the Pythian's competitive stance to both the voice and the themes of the Delian.
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