Callimachus and Latin Poetry
Wendell Clausen

Y ue poeric trivmerr of Callimachus—I borrow my metaphor
from the poet who styled himself the “Roman Callimachus”—
A ook place, long after his death, in Rome. It was altogether
impressive. Cinna, Calvus, Catullus, Gallus, Virgil, Propertius—their
imaginations were captivated by Callimachus; but for his poetry and
the esthetic attitudes expressed or implied in it, much of what they
wrote could not have been written; and Latin poetry would be very
different. I do not mean to say that Callimachus had been a negligible
figure in his own time and city. Clearly he had not: he counted for
something in the Library, though he never became its head, and in the
Court; he exerted a considerable influence on Euphorion, and some
influence on two better poets, Theocritus and Apollonius. An im-
portant figure, then, but no literary dictator, as we may be tempred to
assume from the posthumous ascendancy which he enjoyedin an alien
literature and from his own acrimonious statements. Callimachus’
attitude is at once polemical and defensive. The most complete
apologia for his poetic career he wrote towards the end of his life,
as a preface to the second edition of the Aetig,! his major work,
which he must have intended as a kind of substitute for an epic. He
had been attacked—and violently attacked, if we may judge from the
violence of his retort—by Posidippus and Asclepiades and some others,
though apparently not by Apollonius. Now old poets are not passion-
ately disturbed by criticism unless they feel themselves vulnerable to
it. Callimachus’ famous refusal to write an epic surely implics a
widely held view that poets ought to write epics and perhaps even
some expectation on the part of those in high places. His opinions had
no decisive effect on Greek poetry during his own lifetime or after his
death. For over against the Europa of Moschus and the poetry of
Parthenius (of which I shall have more 1o say later) we can set the
titles and fragments of many epics: epics about monarchs or war-

1 See R. Pleifer, Hermes 63 (1928) 339.
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