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Infinity in Your Palm: Posidippus’ Lithika and the Sublime
“The grandeur of nature is constrained within the confines of these bodies,” Pliny the Elder writes of gems in his Natural History, “and nothing in her many parts is more wondrous.”
 The newly discovered works of Posidippus provide evidence that Pliny’s cosmological interpretation of gems also appears among the Hellenistic poets. This congruity has begun to receive notice from scholars, including Évelyne Prioux who goes so far as to claim, “Posidippus’ comparisons foreshadow the ideas outlined in the book which crowns Pliny’s Natural History.”
 In this paper, I investigate Poem 7 of Posidippus’ Lithika in the light of the cosmological compression Pliny observed within gems. James Porter has previously observed how these poems on gemstones create an aesthetic effect of “contrasting opposites” through their manipulation of scale, combining the grand and the small into a single object.
 It is my belief that this process reminds the reader that the sensual experience of each gem is but a fragment of the aesthetic whole of natural beauty; the combination of aesthetic effects is, in fact, a recombination. A new, sublime experience emerges. Indeed, utilizing Longinus as a hermeneutic interlocutor for reading the poems reveals an aesthetic dimension of Posidippus’ poetic program that calls attention to their round, circular qualities, qualities in which Longinus located the sublime.
 
Poem 7 follows the yellow xanthe from its origin on Arabian cliffs to its setting in the necklace on Nikonoe’s breast. Posidippus emphasizes the round nature of the stone, describing it as continually “rolling” (κυλίων) through the narrative of its creation before it shines as a circle of light (φάη) in its jewel setting. The poet draws the reader into the broad grandeur of the gem’s path across the wide reaches of the globe, reuniting the stone with its massive origins. This process parallels the sublime contemplation of nature’s “immanent grandeur” outlined by Longinus:

διόπερ τῇ θεωρίας καὶ διανοίας τῆς ἀνθρωπίνης ἐπιβολῇ οὐδ’ ὁ σύμπας κόσμος ἀρκεῖ, ἀλλὰ καὶ τοὺς τοῦ περιέχοντος πολλάκις ὅρους ἐκβαίνουσιν αἱ ἐπίνοιαι, καὶ εἴ τις περιβλέψαιτο ἐν κύκλῳ τὸν βίον, ὅσῳ πλέον ἔχει τὸ περιττὸν ἐν πᾶσι καὶ μέγα καὶ καλόν, ταχέως εἴσεται πρὸς ἃ γεγόναμεν.

Thus the entirety of the cosmos does not suffice for the curious viewing and intellectual faculty of human contemplation, but our thoughts repeatedly break through those boundaries that surround us. If one looks around at life, it holds in so many ways the abundant, the great and the beautiful above all, that he will quickly know what we were born for. 









(35.3)
The poem’s narrative sets before the eyes of the reader the entirety of nature’s grandeur, allowing his mind to break through his physical limitations.
 The stone’s metaphorical reunification with the mountain of its origin is also analogous to Longinus’ description of the sublime restoration of fragmented speech:

οὕτως τὰ μεγάλα σκεδασθέντα μὲν ἀπ’ ἀλλήλων ἄλλοσ’ ἄλλῃ ἅμα ἑαυτοῖς συνδιαφορεῖ καὶ τὸ ὕψος, σωματοποιούμενα δὲ τῇ κοινωνίᾳ καὶ ἔτι δεσμῷ τῆς ἁρμονίας περικλειόμενα αὐτῷ τῷ κύκλῳ φωνήεντα γίνεται·

As the elements of grandeur are scattered from each other so too is the sublime scattered with them; but made into a body and embraced into the bonds of harmony, it gains a voice having formed itself in a circle.







(40.1)

Longinus’ observation recalls his celebrated discussion of Sappho’s φαίνεται μοί (10.1). In fact, a close reading shows that the same sublime moments of “simultaneous opposites” (ὑπεναντίωσεις ἅμα) that Longinus appreciated in Sappho’s ode occur within the natural landscape of Posidippus’ epigram.

Poem 7 is indicative of the collection’s ability to elevate stones from the commonplace to the sublime. This elevation renders the stones into monuments of their natural history that surpass the material experience of the objects the poems attempt to commemorate. By setting the stones within significant emotional and physical contexts, Posidippus enacts a mode of interaction between gems that encourages his readers to view the infinity within the stones they would view daily. 
� N.H. 37.1.1: in artum coacta rerum naturae maiestas, multis nulla parte mirabilior. 
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