Lost at Sea?:  Reviving Callimachus’ Epigram 18

Callimachus' funerary epigram 18 (Lykos the Naxian) commemorates a shipwrecked sailor. This paper reveals the mechanisms by which Callimachus recreates the sea in epigram 18, opening a new door into the methods Callimachus and other Hellenistic poets used to problematize point of view. 


Hellenistic Greek epigram differs greatly from the modern conception of epigram. Hellenistic epigram grew out of the earlier tradition of Greek epigram, beginning with metrical inscriptions on  tombs and votive offerings in the seventh century, with the elegaic meter becoming the dominant meter for tombstone inscriptions as well as longer reflective poems in the sixth and fifth centuries. Pseudo- epitaphs (those never intended to serve as actual inscriptions) emerged in the third century, signaling the birth of the epigram as a literary form. Both a scholar and a poet, Callimachus is one of the major figures of the Hellenistic period. In the last two decades, scholars have examined Callimachus' sepulchral epigrams, calling attention to ambiguity of speaker and addressee (Fantuzzi and Hunter 2004, Tueller 2004) as well as themes of motion (Walsh 1991), displacement, and alienation (Selden 1998), to show how Callimachus emphasizes the problematic aspect of knowledge by manipulating convention and voice to capture and dramatize the process of thought (Gutzwiller 1998). In my reading, Callimachus' funerary epigram 18 exploits the reader's senses more than ever appreciated previously to recreate Lykos' (a shipwrecked sailor) experience in the sea and convey the misery of his fate. This use of the reader's senses marks an unexplored method of problematizing point of view.


For this conference I would like to rework a paper I have already written to emphasize the sea imagery in Callimachus' epigram 18. This epigram has not received the attention it deserves. Although the same scholars (esp Walsh 1991) who have called 58 and 17 “dynamic” have classified 18 as “static,” 18's use of enjambment and other devices creates at least as much dynamism in 18 as scholars have observed in 58 and 17.  I also argue the mechanism of delay problematizes knowledge,  providing a very clever example of this frequent feature of Hellenistic (and especially Callimachus') funerary epigrams which is not as clearly or strongly present in 58 or 17. I plan to rework  the parts of my argument  in this paper that deal with the sea  to create a shorter more focused presentation on how 18 creates both a visual and tactile experience of the sea  by introducing a physical sense of motion and through sea imagery.

               Epigrams 58, 17, and 18 all emphasize motion. While 58 and 17 include this theme mostly in the form of enjambment and the direct mention of motion, 18 introduces motion through enjambment, which conveys a physical sense of movement, slipping from one line to the next. Its rhyme scheme paints a word picture of Lykos stranded and sinking in the sea, a feeling that is reinforced by the long syllables at the end of the lines which create a sinking sensation through the heaviness of these syllables. The word placement of 18 creates a second word- picture of Lykos' fate, emphasizing separation and displacement.
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