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practice), Apollonius does not allow the characters to speak for themselves and,
in this way, often confounds the reader’s understanding of what is said and what
is meant. Hunter concludes this stimulating and challenging chapter with a brief
glance at Orpheus’ ‘Hymn to Apollo’ at 2.703-713, which, he argues, in concen-
trated form replicates the experience of reading the whole poem: “at the center of
both stands the powerful poet, controlling a complex pattern of competing
voices” (151).

In Chapter 6, “The Argonautica and its Ptolemaic Context,” Hunter looks at
the poem in its Alexandrian context. Different from Callimachus, Theocritus,
and many other Alexandrian writers, Apollonius includes no direct reference to
the Plolemaic regime in the course of his epic, and while scholars usually study
the epic in its relationship with the literary scene of the day, few have ventured
an interpretation other than literary. Hunter establishes a prima facie case for lo-
cating topical references on the choice of subject (Colchis, which was thought to
have racial and cultural ties with Egypt), the imitation of Pythian 4 with its
Cyrenean connections, and the conclusion of the poem that celebrates the origin
of Thera whose inhabitants went on to found Cyrene. Several possibile readings
thus emerge. For instance, since the Dioscuri were honored in royal cult,
Polydeuces’ defeat of the wicked Amycus, a man who flouts the Greek rules of
hospitality, thus reflects, albeit in a reserved fashion, Ptolemaic ideology.
Another example: Alcinous (a king concerned with justice) and Arete (a skillful
controller of events and sympathetic toward the Greeks) are analogues for the
royal couple (in some traditions, Alcinous and Arete were siblings). Hunter next
shows, quite persuasively, that in Book 4 Apollonius takes us from primitive
chaos (as seen in the cases of Circe’s animals, Talos, and Anaphe) to Apolline
order, with this progression culminating in the aetion of Thera—and by implica-
tion Cyrene—a progression paralleled by Orpheus’ cosmogonical song in Book
1. Hunter argues that in this very subtle way Apollonius celebrates the
Prolemies’ “self-projection as heirs and transmitters of traditional Greek culture
in a changed world” (168). Here too, I find the strengths of the argument in the
details, not in the overall conclusions. The chapter concludes with the sugges-
tion that this is how Vergil read the Alexandrian epic, the topic of the following
chapter.

While Vergil’s debt to Apollonius has been the subject of many articles and
several book-length studies, most of these have tended to view the Greek epic as
an inferior model and, more importantly, most have focused on individual pas-
sages, avoiding a more systematic approach. Hunter offers an overall view of
Vergil’s use of the Argonautica that, like Knauer on the Aeneid and Farrell on
the Georgics, tries to establish the Roman poet’s strategy of imitation, though
understandably restricted to imitations of the Argonautica. In his brief foray into
this topic, Hunter observes that Vergil invokes the Alexandrian epic mostly to
“direct us more generally, to a different, un-Homeric, aesthetic” (175) so that he
can underscore Aeneas’ abandonment of an Argonautic landscape that threatens
the future of Rome. In particular, Dido’s association with Circe and Medea links
her respectively with a life of luxury or a dangerous confusion between the per-
sonal and private spheres. On the other hand, Hunter argues, the Argonautica
can also authenticate. By showing how the underworld scene in the Aeneid re-
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calls in various ways Jason’s journey to Colchis, Hunter establishes as a signifi-
cant link between Jason and Aeneas that both must secure golden objects in trees
which in different ways validate their struggles. While the issue broached here is
too large to treat fully in 19 pages, Hunter has indeed provided a good starting
point. I would add, however, that Vergil’s use of the Argonautica as described
does not validate the suggestion offered in the previous chapter that Apollonius
had the Ptolemaic context in mind. The issue that Hunter raises requires (and
indeed merits) further exploration.

The book concludes with a brief appendix on the celebrated Callimachean
phrase gv &ewopa dinvekég and the age-old question regarding the relationship
between Apollonius’s and Callimachus’s approaches to poetry. Hunter argues
that the Telchines, from whose mouth this phrase emanates, were literary theo-
rists who knew “poetry only as a set of stylistic criteria and not as a creative act”
(191); he has two in mind—Plato and Aristotle. First, Callimachus’ comment
involves a quasi-philosophical paradox not only in the contrast between the one
song and the many thousands of lines (mentioned in the next verse), but particu-
larly in the contrast between a poem which is both “one” (i.e., unified) and
“continuous” (i.e., like the many Heracleids that comprise a chronological sweep
lacking discretion). Understood in this way, the phrase represents opposed styles
of composition, especially from an Aristotelian point of view, making such a
criticism incoherent. After suggesting that the Aetia was, along this line of rea-
soning, both and neither “one” and “continuous,” Hunter turns to the
Argonautica and posits that the same is true of this poem, which, on the one
hand, proceeds continuously, while its author and his characters eschew telling
stories “continuously” (1.649, 2.391, 3.401). This is an ingenious reading that
also merits further consideration.

All in all, Hunter has made a splendid contribution to Apollonian scholar-
ship that is sure to stimulate further discussion on the Argonautica and enlarge
its already growing readership. The epic is, as Hunter demonstrates so well, an
exciting and innovative literary production of a fascinating era.

James J. Clauss
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