Foetus Apollo’s Blame of Thebes in Callimachus’ Hymn to Delos
In the prologue to the Aetia, Callimachus famously articulates the aesthetics of his poetic program, not only stating them himself, but also putting them in the mouth of the greatest poetic authority: Apollo. Apollo again advocates for Callimachean aesthetics at the coda of Callimachus’ Hymn to Apollo, kicking Envy aside for his poor taste in song. In this paper I argue that in the Hymn to Delos, Callimachus once more makes Apollo his spokesperson, this time to signal his departure from his two main models for the hymn: the Homeric Hymn to Apollo and—less well-known but equally important—Pindar’s songs concerning Apollo’s birth (the fragments of his Hymn to Zeus, Paean 7 and 12). 

In Delos, Apollo is so angered at Boeotia’s flight from his pregnant mother that he is compelled to speak—though still in the womb. Instead of chastising Boeotia as a region, or all the nymphs and gods of rivers, streams, and cities yet to be, he singles out the eponymous nymph of Thebes for his damning prophecy (88-98). While scholars have suggested this passage might be explained by a reference to contemporary historical events (cf. Mineur 1984) or cults involving the Ptolemaic family (Griffiths 1979), the content of Apollo’s speech—Niobe’s sad end and Cithaeron, the setting of many slights against the gods by  ill-fated mortals—has been deemed sufficient for Thebe’s especial condemnation. 

I first argue that Callimachus turns our attention to Thebe/Thebes to recall Pindar, the Theban poet par excellence, whose clearest influence on Delos is tale of the island’s earlier incarnation as Asteria (Bing 1988). In Pindar’s songs, however, Zeus watches closely over Apollo’s birth and there is no interference from Hera (Rutherford 1988), and so no wanderings of Leto. Without Leto’s wanderings, there would be no reason to scold Thebe. I maintain that Callimachus employs Apollo’s censure not only to indicate that his version is different from the “Theban” version, but also as a claim of poetic authority, scolding Pindar by association. 

To confirm this reading, I show how Callimachus has already secured his allusion to Pindar in the description of Boeotia, which precedes the blame of Thebe (75ff.). There, verbal echoes reference the first fragment of Pindar’s Hymn to Zeus, which asks which aspect of Thebes is best to celebrate. Furthermore, while Pindar praises Thebes often, in Isthmian 1 he places his hometown conspicuously above Delos, even telling Delos to yield (εἶζον 6). This is generally understood as an excuse for not yet finishing a song owed to the Keans for a Delian performance (cf. Kirkwood 1982), but I argue that Callimachus manipulates a perceived literary slight. 

Next, I turn to Thebes’ depiction in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo (225-8). While the yet-unfounded city is not mentioned in Leto’s wanderings, Apollo comes across its future site in his search for a location for his oracle. He rejects the locale not for any fault of its nymph (she is even called “holy”), but  because it is still empty and devoid of people. Callimachus later echoes its description, and especially the words ἀταρπιτοὶ οὐδὲ κέλευθοι (226), in the Aetia prologue, in which his poetic program is described with the metaphor κελεύθους ἀτρίπτους (28). By blaming Thebe in Delos, Callimachus rejects the description of her abode in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, which is a very Callimachean kind of place (cf. Bing 1988 94ff. on Callimachus and Delos).

While Callimachus is notorious for taking the untrodden road, and correcting the tales told by his literary predecessors (cf. Hymn 1.60), he also claims to sing “nothing unattested” (ἀμάρτυρον οὐδὲν ἀείδω fr.612 Pf). His blame of Thebe, both referencing and rejecting his two main models, shows how both of these claims are reconcilable. More importantly, by using Apollo as the vehicle of his opinions, he confirms his closeness to the god and gives authority to his poetry.
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