Streams of Praise: Poetological Metaphor in Kallimachos’ Hymn to Zeus

Rhea’s lengthy search for a stream in Kallimachos’ Hymn to Zeus (16-32) has often been seen as a digression that allows the poet to show off his erudition; he did, after all, write a treatise On the Rivers of the World (Περὶ τῶν ἐν τῇ οἰκουμένῃ ποταμῶν). However recent treatments of the passage have suggested ways in which this scholarly digression resonates with other aspects of Kallimachos’ poetry such as the aesthetics of purity (Depew 2007) and Egyptian cultural context (Stephens 2003). In a similar vein, this paper argues that the streams passage has a crucial and, as yet, unobserved role to play in the hymn’s structure and strategies of praise.


Streams are symbolically overdetermined in poetic discourse and regularly serve as metaphors for poetry (Nünlist 1998), as in the Theogony proem (1-115) where stream imagery is intimately connected to poetic production. In the Hymn to Zeus we see Kallimachos deploying this imagery during Rhea’s search by calling attention not to the substance she needs for bathing her newborn but instead to its characteristic flowing (ῥόον 16, ἔρρεεν 18) and pouring (ἔχεεν and χεῦμα 32). Kallimachos subtly extends this traditional metaphor by describing Zeus’ birthplace, Arkadia, as destined to be rich in streams (εὔυδρος, 20), despite it being presently dry (ἄβροχος, 19). These uncommon compounds are set in direct opposition to one another. Both are formed through the addition of opposing prefixes to synonymous stems (εὖ + ὕδρος; α + βρέχω). Both modify Ἀζηνίς (=Arkadia), one describing how the region is at the time of Rhea’s search and the other how it will be in the future. Finally, appearing in successive verses linked by the enjambment of Ἀζηνίς, each adjective begins the fourth foot of its line. Thus the terms are juxtaposed temporally, lexically, and metrically and the full force of this coordination can only be felt by acknowledging the metapoetic dimension of the passage. Comparative material from earlier praise poetry, such as Pindar’s proemial hymn to the lyre (Pythian 1.1-17) and the Homeric Hymn to Apollo (19 and 207), suggests that in this passage εὔ-υδρος is analogous to εὔ-υμνος and describes an Arkadia filled with poetry after Zeus’ birth. By extension ἄβροχος refers to the lack of poetry before the god is born (cf. ἄνυδρος Eur Tr. 1085).  Kallimachos further highlights the metaphor by his use of διψαλέος (27), recalling Pindar’s δίψα, which always refers to a thirst for poetry (Bundy 1962). Thus, Kallimachos’ description of a man who went thirsty across the dry river-to-be has strong metapoetic resonance.  


Not only is Rhea concerned with finding water to bathe her son but she is also at her wits’ end (ὑπ᾽ἀμηχανίης σχομένη, 28) to secure for him the praise poetry essential to his future success. Freighted with the symbolic implications I propose, Kallimachos’ “digression” on Rhea’s search for a stream is revealed as an element that is integral to the overall project of the Hymn to Zeus. Instead of sidetracking the poem, Rhea’s search for a stream is at once the beginning of the hymn’s narrative and a continuation of its programmatic opening.  The dryness and wetness of Arkadia appear less as a hydrological curiosity and more as a part of a broader praise strategy that resonates with earlier praise poetry and offers a new dimension to Kallimachos’ already well-known interest in water metaphors (Asper 1997; Traill 1998). 
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