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 * A German version of this paper was held at the conference “Satire – die unpolitische 
Gattung? Internationale Tagung in honorem W. W. Ehlers”, Berlin, March 7-8, 2008.
 1. A useful overview on the recent research is given by Schmitz (2000: 1-19, bibliog-
raphy 289-291).

SATIRE AND RELIGION IN HELLENISTIC POETRY*

Robert KIRSTEIN

1. Preliminary remarks

Modern historians of literature know numerous poets and prose writers 
who are considered to be ‘satirists’ such as Aristophanes, Horace, Per-
sius and Juvenal, Lucian, Erasmus, Rabelais, Jonathan Swift and Vol-
taire.

In a narrower sense it was the Romans who very early claimed the 
genre of satire to be their original invention. Quintilian’s often quoted 
statement “satura tota nostra est” (10, 1, 33) displays the Romans’ 
pride of having themselves originated something in the field of litera-
ture, traditionally dominated by the Greeks. At the same time the state-
ment also betrays a certain sense of the dynamic attending the rise of a 
genre within which literary forms at a definite turning point merge into 
something new and become established as hitherto unknown genres of 
their own. As a matter of fact, in Greek literature there are no immediate 
patterns of what is nowadays known as Roman verse-satire.

In a broader sense satire can already be found in Greek literature as 
well. Examples are satyr-plays and Aristophanes’ comedies; further-
more, we could mention Archilochus, Hipponax, and Callimachus as 
authors of iambic verse and Herondas as author of his mimiambic 
verse, and in particular the cynic philosopher Menippus of Gadara. In 
Roman literature itself there are literary manifestations of satiric poetry 
beside verse-satire as marked by hexameter, e.g. in Petronius’ Satyrica 
and Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis. In addition, Martial’s satiric epigrams 
should be mentioned. He uses the decadent life of contemporary Rome 
and the literary productions of his competitors as targets of his satiric 
attacks.

This paper does not intend to contribute either to the theory of the 
genre of satire or to the understanding of what is the nature of satire1. 
Relying on the results of research advanced by Wolfgang Weiß, Christine 
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204 ROBERT KIRSTEIN,

 2. Weiß (1982: 1-16, esp. 12-13); Schmitz (2000: 4 with note 16).
 3. Schmitz (2000: 4); Meyer-Sickendiek (2007: 447-469).
 4. Wilpert (82001: 718): “literarische Verspottung von Mißständen, Unsitten, Anschau-
ungen, Ereignissen, Personen, Ständen, Institutionen, Parteiungen, Literaturwerken usw. je 
nach den Zeitumständen, allgemein mißbilligende, verzerrende Darstellung und Entlarvung 
des Normwidrigen, Überlebten, Kleinlichen, Schlechten, Ungesunden in Menschenleben 
und Gesellschaft und dessen Preisgabe an Verachtung, Entrüstung und Lächerlichkeit, als 
Schreibart ohne eigene Form in allen literarischen Gattungen vom Gedicht, Epigramm, … 
Spruch, Dialog, Brief, Fabel, Schwank, Komödie, Fastnachtsspiel, Drama, Epos, Erzählung, 
Karikatur bis zum satirischen Roman, meist mit didaktischem Einschlag, und in allen 
Schärfegraden und Tonlagen, je nach Haltung des Verfassers: sarkastisch, bissig, zornig, 
ernst, pathetisch, ironisch, komisch, witzig, humoristisch, heiter, liebenswürdig.”
 5. E.g. Hutchinson (1988: 71).

Schmitz2, and others, it confines itself to distinguishing between satire in 
a narrower sense – satire as a (more or less) definite historic genre – and 
satire in a broader sense – satire as literary style not limited to a certain 
genre3. The following study deals only with satire in the latter sense.

According to Gero von Wilpert the satire of this kind is a “literary 
ridicule of grievances, rotten habits, views, events, individuals, estates, 
institutions, parties, publications. With a view to circumstances of the 
times it describes and unmasks in a disapproving and distorting way 
whatever is abnormal, outmoded, petty, bad, unhealthy in human society. 
Such qualities are exposed to contempt, indignation, and ridicule. This 
style without a definite form of its own uses each literary genre from 
poem, epigram, (…) adage, dialogue, letter, fable, farce, comedy, Shrove-
tide play, drama, epos, narration, caricature, to the satiric novel, mostly in 
a didactic tone and varying in sharpness and register it is – depending on 
the author’s attitude – sarcastic, mordant, angry, serious, pompous, ironi-
cal, funny, hilarious, humorous, amusing, charming” (my translation)4.

This type of satire shall now be examined more closely with the 
sepulchral epigram being the object of demonstration. This kind of epi-
gram is part of consolatory literature, therefore not originally connected 
with elements of ridicule, satire, comedy, or even polemic. Not until the 
epigram developed into (book) literature in the 4th and 3rd centuries, did 
it extend its subject-matter to such degree that its original function of 
‘inscription’ lost its significance. The now commencing play on literary 
convention and on ever identical topoi of this archaic and likewise con-
servative genre was not confined to introducing new subject matter. The 
Hellenistic poets did even more when sometimes changing traditional 
topoi into their opposite. Callimachus, the master of this play, composed 
sepulchral epigrams which do not even mention the name of the deceased 
thus withholding information from the reader that used to be at the very 
core of sepulchral epigrams5.
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 SATIRE AND RELIGION IN HELLENISTIC POETRY 205

 6. See in general Guthke (1990).
 7. Inscriptional epigrams on suicide: Merkelbach–Stauber (1998: Nr. 01/15/04); 
Beckby (1957–1958: vol. 4, 602, index s.v. Freitod); Meyer (2005: 164 with note 117).
 8. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1924: vol. 1, 177); Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 204-205). 
See further Cicero, Tusc. 1, 24: eum librum qui est de animo, and Diogenes Laertios 3, 
57-58 on double titles, used by Thrasyllos for some of Plato’s works: Faídwn Æ perì 
cux±v, ©qikóv. Mansfeld (1994); Schroeder (1999: 41-43). – For grámma, in the mean-
ing ‘book / literary work’, see Pfeiffer (1949–1953: vol. 1, 354-355) and below note 27.

2. Callimachus

Among those epigrams playing with the reader’s expectation by parà 

prosdokían offering exactly the opposite of what is sanctioned by liter-
ary convention, there are also some sepulchral epigrams by Callimachus. 
In these epigrams the poet examines the traditional ideas of the world 
beyond, as far as they had been advanced by theology and philosophy up 
to his time.

The most noted poem of this kind is the epigram on Cleombrotus. It 
deals with a ‘philosophical’ suicide carried out after Plato’s dialogue 
Phaedo has been read (G–P 53; 23 Pf.; AP 7, 471):

E÷pav ÊJlie xa⁄re Kleómbrotov ÜmbrakiÉtjv
 Ølat’ âf’ ücjloÕ teíxeov eîv ˆAñdjn,
ãzion oûdèn îdÑn qanátou kakòn, âllà Plátwnov
 πn tò perì cux±v grámm’ ânalezámenov.

Cleombrotus of Ambracia said good-bye to the sun jumping from a high 
wall down into Hades. He had not seen any evil things that might have 
justified dying; but he had just read Plato’s one discourse on the soul.

The epigram starts, as is typical of Callimachus, in a conventional way. 
He gives us the last words of the deceased in the first verse (ÊJlie 

xa⁄re)6, and in addition his name (Kleómbrotov). This is, so far, typi-
cal of the genre of sepulchral epigrams. In this case, however, name and 
place of birth merely serve as foil to the information of the second verse 
that Cleombrotus died committing suicide by jumping from a high wall 
(Ølat’ âf’ ücjloÕ teíxeov eîv ˆAñdjn)7. It comes in itself as a com-
plete surprise that he died by his own volition. Yet the third and fourth 

verses still provide a further climax when telling the passer-by that Cle-
ombrotus did not get things done after suffering from an evil (oûdèn … 

kakón), but after reading (ânalezámenov) Plato’s discourse on the soul 
(tò perì cux±v grámma). As a modern psychologist would label it, the 
suicide was ‘media-induced’. Most likely, it is Plato’s dialogue Phaedo 
that is meant by ‘the discourse on the soul’. Among the ancients Plato’s 

dialogue was given the title Perì Cux±v8.
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206 ROBERT KIRSTEIN,

 9. Similar Gutzwiller (1998: 205). – Cleombrotus: Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 204), 
and Williams (1995: 155-158). Persons named ‘Cleombrotus’ are listed by Frazer–Mat-
thews (1987: vol 1, 261-262 [14 entries just for Aegina ]). The Cleombrotus of Plato’s 
Phaidon: Ebert (2004: 101-102 with note 16).
 10. Gow–Page (1965: vol. 1, 70 and 2, 204 ad locum); Sinko (1905); Spina (1989); 
Dörrie (1990: 283-285, here nr. 42 “Der unpraktische Platon”); White (1994: 136-142 
“The Legend of Cleombrotos”) and Williams (1995: passim).
 11. Cf. e.g. AP 11, 354 (Agathias) with direct reference to the Callimachean Cleom-
brotus: eî d’ êqéleiv, tòn pa⁄da Kleómbroton ˆAmbrakiÉtjn / mimoÕ kaì tegéwn 
sòn démav êkxálason (17-18), and AP 7, 470 (Meleager) which also refers to Callima-
chus (see also note 40).
 12. Cicero, Scaur. 4: at Graeculi quidem multa fingunt, apud quos etiam Cleombro-
tum Ambraciotam ferunt se ex altissimo praecipitasse muro, non quo acerbitatis accepis-
set aliquid, sed, ut video scriptum apud Graecos, cum summi philosophi Platonis graviter 
et ornate scriptum librum de morte legisset, in quo, ut opinor, Socrates illo ipso die quo 
erat ei moriendum permulta disputat, hanc esse mortem quam nos vitam putaremus, cum 
corpore animus tamquam carcere saeptus teneretur, vitam autem esse eam cum idem 
animus vinclis corporis liberatus in eum se locum unde esset ortus rettulisset. num igitur 
ista tua Sarda Pythagoram aut Platonem norat aut legerat? qui tamen ipsi mortem ita 
laudant ut fugere vitam vetent atque id contra foedus fieri dicant legemque naturae. 
aliam quidem causam mortis voluntariae nullam profecto iustam reperietis.
 13. Cicero, Tusc. 1, 84: Callimachi quidem epigramma in Ambraciotam Theombro-
tum [for the different readings of the proper name s. Lundström (1960) and Dörrie (1990: 
285)] est, quem ait, cum ei nihil accidisset adversi, e muro se in mare abiecisse lecto 
Platonis libro. eius autem, quem dixi, Hegesiae liber est, quo ˆApokarter¬n a vita qui-
dem per inediam discedens revocatur ab amicis; quibus respondens vitae humanae 
enumerat incommoda. possem idem facere, etsi minus quam ille, qui omnino vivere expe-
dire nemini putat. mitto alios: etiamne nobis expedit? qui et domesticis et forensibus 
solaciis ornamentisque privati certe si ante occidissemus, mors nos a malis, non a bonis 
abstraxisset. As to Ciceros interpretation of the Cleombrotus-epigrams s. Williams (1995: 
163-166 “The Ciceronian Verdict”). – On the stoic’s view on suicide s. e.g. SVF III 
757/768; Sandbach (21989: 48-52); further Baltes (1988), also Baltes (1999: 157-189).

Little is known about Cleombrotus’ life. His name ‘famous among 
people’ was widespread. The hero of the epigram is most likely the 
Cleombrotus referred to in Plato’s Phaedo as having been absent from 
Athens along with Aristippus when Socrates died (59c4)9.

Ancient authors of the subsequent centuries have quoted the epigram 
on Cleombrotus remarkably often10. The story was downright prover-
bial11. The reason of this popularity is the theme of the philosophically 
motivated suicide. It was in particular the Romans who liked putting 
suicide forward as a positive example of an autonomous decision. Cic-
ero refers to the epigram even twice. For the first time he does so in his 
speech Pro Scauro (54 BC). There he mentions Cleombrotus along with 
four Roman senators all of whom had committed suicide (1-5)12. Not 
much later he again mentions Cleombrotus in the first book of the Tus-
culanae disputationes known under the subtitle De contemnenda morte. 
In this book Cicero defends the Stoic indifference towards death giving 
some historic examples including Cleombrotus’ suicide (1, 84)13. In a 
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 SATIRE AND RELIGION IN HELLENISTIC POETRY 207

 14. Augustine, civ. 1, 22: … ille potius Theombrotus [see note above] in hac animi 
magnitudine reperitur. Cf. Gregor v. Nazianz, Adv. Jul. 1, 70 (PG 35, 592) and Virt. 680-
683 (PG 37, 729), and Jerome, Epist. 39, 3. See White (1994: 137).
 15. Lactantius, inst. 3, 18. Williams (1995: 161).
 16. Ammonius, In Porph. 4, 18-25 (CAG 4, 3, 4, 18ff.). White (1994: 136-148); Wil-
liams (1995: 161-163). Cf. also Dillon (1998).
 17. Wilamowitz (1924: vol. 1, 177): “Denn darin liegt der Hohn, daß die Verkündi-
gung der unsterblichen Seele solche Folgen hat”; Livrea (1990; [1993: 77-93]); cf. e.g. 
318 [83] “polemica antispiritualistica”, see further below note 53; Gutzwiller (1998: 
205): “… [i.e. the epigram] satirizes belief in immortality”. Cf. also Gutzwiller (1998: 
206 and 207); Meyer (2005: 164); Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 204).
 18. On the ‘anti-Platonic’ interpretation s. Sinko (1905: passim); Riginos (1976: 
181); Wilamowitz (1924: vol. 1, 177). – On the ‘pro-Platonic’ view esp. White (1994: 
136): “I hope to show … that he had more regard for philosophers in general and Plato 
in particular than most of his readers now suppose”, and White (1994:159): “The 
homage to Plato is redoubled: his eloquence, the poet implies, enables his thought to 
transcend mortality”; Williams (1995: passim and esp. 159-161) “Was Callimachus 
anti-Platonic?” (dealing mainly with Sinko).

similar way Cleombrotus later on serves to underscore an argument 
when Augustine examines if suicide may pass as a case of magnanimity 
and arrives at the guarded conclusion this assessment applies to Cleom-
brotus’ case as he did not act by necessity (nihil enim urguebat…), but 
by his own choice (De civitate dei 1, 22). Augustine, however, does not 
finish this section without pointing out that suicide is not in harmony 
with Plato’s actual doctrine14.

There were, however, other ancient scholars who understood Cleom-
brotus’ story not as a positive, but as a negative example. According to 
some Christian authors, e.g. Lactantius, the epigram from Callimachus 
served as a warning example of the dangerous influence exerted on 
humankind by pagan and in this case Platonic philosophy15. Neoplaton-
ists, e.g. Ammonius, attributed the defect to Cleombrotus’ insufficient 
comprehension thus clearing Plato himself of any liability16.

Modern scholars read the epigram on Cleombrotus as a satire revealing 
his naive belief in a life hereafter. Accordingly it is a joke that the 
belief in the immortality of the soul leads to a lethal result. Wilamowitz, 
Livrea, Gutzwiller, Meyer, and others agree on this interpretation17. 
Meyer expressly says ‘it is a satiric epigram critical of philosophy’ (“ein 
satirisches Epigramm mit einem philosophiekritischen Hintergrund”). In 
an earlier paper Sinko even held that the poem was based upon a polemic 
definitely directed at Plato and his philosophy. By the end of the last cen-
tury White and Williams distanced themselves from this anti-Platonic 
view and tried to construe the epigram downright as a pro-Platonic plea. 
In their interpretation they do not deny the satiric character of the epigram, 
but relate it, as the Neoplatonists did, only to Cleombrotus’ naivety18.
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208 ROBERT KIRSTEIN,

 19. Callimachus on philosophy: White (1994: passim).
 20. Schmitz (2000: esp. 117-128).
 21. See above note 7.
 22. Schmitz (2000: esp. 150-161). Schmitz deals primarily with the “satirische 
Reduktion eines Menschen auf das entscheidende Detail” (italics mine), see also Schmitz 
(2000: 166). – On ‘distortion’ see above p. 204 (G. v. Wilpert).
 23. Cf. the translations by Nisetich (2001: 183) “… he had read one book of Plato’s, 
the one about the soul” and by Asper (2004: 487) “… sondern nach der Lektüre nur einer 
Schrift Platons, der über die Seele”.
 24. Cf. Schmitz (2000: 65-96) “Satire in einem einzigen Wort”, esp. chap. B. I. 3 
“Die emphatische Betonung eines Wortes”.

The much debated question of what Callimachus’ ‘philosophy’ was 
like shall not be dealt with here19. Instead the elements of satire shall be 
analyzed more closely with our attention being focused on language and 
style. There are at least three traits pervading the satiric style as it has 
been defined in the preliminary remark.

(1) The first trait is the paradoxical conclusion of the thought. This 
device is typical of the genre of epigram; it is according to Christine 
Schmitz even one of the ‘devices constituting the satiric art of language 
and depiction’ (“stilkonstituierende Mittel satirischer Sprach- und Darstel-
lungskunst”)20. In the development of the information as to how Cleom-
brotus died we find two facts parà prosdokían. First we learn about his 

unusual way of dying: Cleombrotus committed suicide by jumping from 
a high wall (Ølat’ âf’ ücjloÕ teíxeov eîv ˆAñdjn). As regards the 

convention of the genre, suicide rarely occurs in sepulchral epigrams and 

it is, as a rule, not expected by the reader21. As a second surprise to the 
reader comes the motive of his in itself unusual deed: it is not need, as 

expressly said (oûdèn … kakón); Cleombrotus feels motivated to com-
mit suicide after reading Plato’s Phaedo (ânalezámenov is pointedly the 

last word of the epigram). It is true, the idea of the immortality of the soul 
and the hope for a life hereafter is not expressly articulated, but it is doubt-
less implied owing to the reference to Plato’s dialogue.

(2) According to Schmitz the limitation to one crucial detail is also 
one of the characteristic devices of satire. It is – along with ‘exaggeration’ 
and the ‘personification of the material world’ – of the superior field of 
‘distortion’ (“Verzerrung”)22. Such limitation is also found in Callima-
chus’ epigram. The epigram ends telling us that Cleombrotus read among 
Plato’s dialogues only the one ‘on the soul’ (πn tò perì cux±v grámma)23. 
As ∏n is put at the beginning of the verse, this number is strongly empha-
sized and enhances the satiric impact. So naive a reader was Cleombrotus 

that the knowledge of only one Platonic dialogue gave him sufficient rea-
son to embark on a most serious and irreversible deed24. Following the 
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 25. Schmitz (2000: 109).
 26. LSJ 110-111 s.v. ânalégw III.1. (Med.) read through, with reference to Callima-
chus’ Cleombrotus-epigram; Andrados (1980: vol. 1, 248 s.v. ânalégw 2) leer completa-
mente, de arriba abajo. Cfr. D.H. 1, 89 ÁA mèn oŒn êmoì dúnamiv êgéneto sùn poll±Ç 
frontídi âneure⁄n ¨Ellßnwn te kaì ¨Rwmaíwn suxnàv ânalezaménwç grafàv üpèr 
toÕ t¬n ¨Rwmaíwn génouv, toiád’ êstín. – In Plutarch 582a (De genio Socratis), to 
which LSJ and Andrados refer, ânalégesqai retains it’s primary meaning: âll’ ¿sper 
e÷ tiv ãpeirov grammátwn dunámewv ör¬n ôlíga plßqei kaì faÕla t®n morf®n 
âpistoíj ãndra grammatikòn êk toútwn ânalégesqai polémouv megálouv oŸ to⁄v 
pálai sunétuxon, kaì ktíseiv pólewn prázeiv te kaì paqßmata basiléwn ….; cf. 
also 711d (Lysander 19, 7) dezámenov dè êke⁄nov ãllwv mèn oûdèn ânalézasqai 
dúnatai t¬n grammátwn sunaf®n oûk êxóntwn, âllà diespasménwn ….
 27. AP 9, 63 (Asclepiades) Lúdj kaì génov eîmì kaì oΔnoma· t¬n d’ âpò Kódrou 
/ semnotérj pas¬n eîmi di’ ˆAntímaxon. / tív gàr ∂m’ oûk ≠eise; tív oûk ânelézato 
Lúdjn, / tò zunòn Mous¬n grámma kaì ˆAntimáxou; – Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 139). 
On Asclepiades’ influence on Callimachus s. e.g. Hutchinson (1988: 264-265); Gutz-
willer (1998: 214-215).
 28. LSJ 110-111 s.v. ânalégw I. (Med.) to pick up for oneself, with reference to 
Herodotus 3, 130 stat±rav … ânelégeto. – See also LSJ Suppl. 28 s.v. ânalégw refer-
ing to SEG 31, 985 D 14: “read out, recite”.

afore mentioned Christian interpretation of the epigram, we naturally 
might be inclined to construe this detail as a warning against the dangers 
of Plato’s dialogues which lead to disastrous results after a merely super-
ficial study.

(3) Another ‘device constituting the satiric art of language and depic-
tion’ (“stilkonstituierendes Mittel satirischer Sprach- und Darstellung-
skunst”) is the ambivalent wording. Schmitz speaks here of the “epi-
grammatische Prägnanz doppeldeutiger Formulierungen”25. Callimachus’ 
epigram at least includes one equivocal phrase of this kind. The last 
word of the epigram (ânalezámenov) is usually translated ‘having 
read’. Actually the compound verb âna-légesqai is elsewhere meta-
phorically used, but it occurs only rarely, e.g. in Asclepiades’ epigram 
written on Antimachus’ Lyde (AP 9, 63)26. As Antimachus’ choice of 
words reminds us of the epigram on Cleombrotus, we may conjecture an 
immediate link between his and Callimachus’ epigram27. ˆAnalégesqai 

is ambivalent because its original meaning is ‘picking up’ or ‘gather-
ing’28. If we understand the sentence in this way, we can even less avoid 
concluding that Cleombrotus acted superficially and rashly. He had not 
even perused this one Platonic dialogue, but just picked it up, before he 
threw himself from the wall.

Let us now return to the afore advanced interpretation which means, 
the punch-line of the epigram is Cleombrotus’ naive belief in a life 
hereafter that led him to commit suicide. In her analysis Meyer points 
out that the epigram by no means says Cleombrotus believed in the 

94013_Hell_Gron_09_Kirstein.indd   20994013_Hell_Gron_09_Kirstein.indd   209 17/01/12   16:1817/01/12   16:18



210 ROBERT KIRSTEIN,

 29. Plato, Phaedo 62b1-c8, cf. also Leges 873c-d. Plato on suicide: Gallop (1975: 
83-85); Williams (1995: 158-159); Miles (2001); in general Van Hooff (1990: here 181-
197) “Philosophers and Theologians”.
 30. Meyer (2005: 164-165): “Der Sprecher sagt nicht, daß Kleombrotos starb, weil er 
an die Unsterblichkeit der Seele glaubte, sondern weil er ein Buch des Platon über die 
Seele gelesen hatte” (citation: 165). Similar already Gutzwiller (1998: 206): “… since 
the Phaedo forbids suicide, Cleombrotus is guilty as well of misreading the Text” (italics 
mine).
 31. On the various methods of suicide see Hirzel (1908: here esp. 243-244). – Gow–
Page (1965: vol. 2, 204-205) don’t discuss the suicide itself.
 32. Discussed (and rejected) by Dörrie (1990: 284); see also Dörrie (1975: 33-49).

immortality of the soul, but merely read one book dealing with the sub-
ject. In fact, Plato does not recommend suicide in his dialogue; on the 
contrary, he expressly rejects it29. From this observation Meyer con-
cludes that Callimachus meant to castigate both pseudo-philosophic 
rigorism and superficial education30. As a result, it is at the same time 
the punch-line of the epigram that not only a naive belief in a life here-
after, but also an insufficient understanding of a text can be lethal. This 
interpretation is supported by the afore listed observations concerning 
the satiric character of epigrams: Cleombrotus obviously made the mis-
take to read only one Platonic dialogue (πn tò Perì cux±v grámma). 

The ambivalence of ânalezámenov makes Cleombrotus appear to be 
even more superficial if ânalégesqai is understood in its original 
meaning (‘to pick up’) instead of its metaphorical meaning (‘to read’). 

There are two more aspects connected with our paper up to this point, 
but have not yet been explained sufficiently: on the one hand the act of 
committing suicide in itself, as far as the way of its execution is con-
cerned, and on the other hand the problem of how to classify it from the 
psychological and sociological angle.

Cleombrotus’ suicide by throwing himself down (iactatio) is remark-
able. In ancient literature throwing oneself down from a rock, a wall, or 
another rise was regarded as more or less contrary to the discretion of a 
man educated by philosophers. Unlike other methods of killing oneself, 
e.g. taking poison or bloodletting in a bathtub, this kind of killing one-
self does not require a great deal of preparation31. At the rocks of Leukos 
it was – apart from criminals who were thrown down from a cliff as a 
punishment – above all unhappy lovers who committed suicide in despair 
or the feeling of hopelessness32. In his sixth satire Juvenal urgently 
warns the addressee Postumus not to marry: how could he bring himself 
to take such a risk although various ways were open of escaping his fate 
– for instance by voluntary death. Giving more illustrated pieces of 
advice Iuvenal mentions ropes existing in large quantities, windows in 
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 33. Juvenal, Sat. 6, 25-32: conuentum tamen et pactum et sponsalia nostra / tem-
pestate paras iamque a tonsore magistro / pecteris et digito pignus fortasse dedisti? / 
certe sanus eras. uxorem, Postume, ducis? / dic qua Tisiphone, quibus exagitere colubris. 
/ ferre potes dominam saluis tot restibus ullam, / cum pateant altae caligantesque fenes-
trae, / cum tibi uicinum se praebeat Aemilius pons? What follows is, in case that the 
given solutions do not appear to be of interest, the advice to go and look for a boy (pusio).
 34. Van Hooff (1990: 73-77 here 76-77): “Parallel to the curve of age runs the line 
of motives: they remain on the lower side of the spectrum. Only Kleombrotos’ suicide 
might be regarded as a philosophical demonstration …: he jumped from a wall after read-
ing the book of Plato. Had he ceased to be a ‘vir unius libri’ by reading, apart from the 
Phaedo, Plato’s Laws, he could have reached different conclusions. Callimachus’ epi-
gram about this pointedly mocks such ‚precipitate’ behaviour by intellectuals who have 
lost common sense”; cf. 215 and 237, further Moron (1975: 37): “Historiquement, et 
culturellement, la mort par précipitation a toujours eu un caractère infamant”.
 35. Diogenes cites two of his own epigrams on the death of Empedocles (8, 75): 
Féretai dè kaì ™m¬n eîv aûtòn ên t±Ç Pammétrwç skwptikòn mén, toÕton d’ ∂xon 
tòn trópon. “kaì sú pot’, ˆEmpedókleiv, dier±Ç flogì s¬ma kaqßrav / pÕr âpò 
krjtßrwn ∂kpiev âqanátwn· / oûk êréw d’ ºti sautòn ëkÑn bálev êv Åóon A÷tnjv, 
/ âllà laqe⁄n êqélwn ∂mpesev oûk êqélwn.” (AP 7, 123) kaì ãllo· “naì m®n 
ˆEmpedokl±a qane⁄n lógov ¿v pot’ âmázjv / ∂kpese kaì mjròn klássato dezit-
erón· / eî dè puròv krjt±rav êsßlato kaì píe tò h±n, / p¬v ån ∂t’ ên Megároiv 
deíknuto toÕde táfov;” (AP 7, 124). The version that Empedocles died at mount Aetna 
is also referred to by Horace: dicam Siculique poetae / narrabo interitum. ‘deus immor-
talis haberi / dum cupit Empedocles, ardentem frigidus / insiluit (De arte poetica 463-
466), see also Strabo (6, 274 [II 188, 14-17 Radt]), and the Suda (s.v. ˆEmpedokl±v 
Métwnov [Adler II 258, 6-21]). This version might go back to Heracleides Ponticus 
(frgm. 85 Wehrli), see Guthrie (1965: vol. 2, 131 with note 1). Cfr. Diels–Kranz (1952: 
31 A 1-2); Kirk et al. (21983: 281).

great height, or the bridge of Aemilius where he could throw down him-
self (6, 25-32)33.

In his work on suicide committed in antiquity Van Hooff finds out 
that throwing oneself down is as a whole not typical of a philosophically 
motivated suicide and that the case of Cleombrotus in this respect is an 
exception34. This is exactly the joke, for Cleombrotus is not a serious 
philosopher, but, if at all, a naive and superficial pseudo-philosopher. 
His jumping down from the wall obviously corresponds with his super-
ficial knowledge of philosophy. Cleombrotus’ method of killing himself 
bestows a further nuance on the ridicule of his character: Cleombrotus 
reads only one Platonic dialogue, misunderstands its message and throws 
himself from the wall thoughtless by relying on the immortality of the 
soul. The wording of the epigram excludes that Cleombrotus took time 
for second thoughts before he leapt.

Diogenes Laertius might offer a parallel when giving his account of 
Empedocles’ death and reporting that he had killed himself by jumping 
into the streams of lava on Mount Etna (8, 51-77)35. Yet this version – 
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 36. Since Empedocles jumps into an active vulcano, his suicide also belongs in the 
category ‘Death by fire’, see Van Hooff (1990: 57-59), “Fire as Exotic Means”, here 58; 
cf. AP 7, 123, 1-2 (note 35) and Suda s.v. ˆEmpedokl±v Métwnov (Adler II 258, 15 
∂rricen ëautòn eîv krat±ra puróv).
 37. Diog. L. 8, 67-75. An overview on the different versions of the legend is given by 
Wellmann (1905: 2507-2512, here 2507). 
 38. Van Hooff (1990: 36): “For the Greek world self-killing is attributed to a series 
of old intellectuals: Pythagoras at the age of 82, Anaxagoras 72, Empedokles 60, Speusip-
pos 68, Diogenes 80, Aristotle 62, Epicurus 71, Zeno the Stoic 72, Dionysios circa 80, 
Kleanthes 72. These ages are generally given according to Diogenes Laertios. Especially 
in his series of lives of philosophers self-killing looks like an obligatory last act. In order 
to be convincing the old philosopher is expected to express his views by the the way he 
dies.” On Empedokles also Van Hooff (1990: 37).
 39. Durkheim (2006: e.g. 162. 242. 273. 318 with note 29). The starting point of 
Durkheim’s empiric investigation are cases of suicide reported in the France of his own 
time. On Durkheim’s studies on Classical Antiquity see e.g. McCarthy (2003: here esp. 
145-147).

suicide by burning rather than falling down36 – is only one of numerous 
legends covering the philosopher’s death. According to Favorinus – like-
wise quoted by Diogenes Laertius (7, 73) – Empedocles died after fall-
ing from a cart, and according to Demetrius of Troezen he hanged him-
self (Diog. L. 7, 74)37. There is, however, a significant difference 
between the two cases: Empedocles does not die as a young, but as an 
old and wise man; the legends concerning his death each emphasize the 
particular circumstances of his death, not his desire to learn more38.

So much concerning the manner of death chosen by Cleombrotus. Yet 
his suicide appeals to us to pursue further questions. In his study Suicide 
published in 1897 Émile Durkheim worked out four principal types 
when analyzing suicide from the sociological point of view. He distin-
guishes the egoistic, the altruistic, the fatalistic and the anomic type, the 
latter being the result of intimidation in a state of lawlessness39. Relying 
on this classification we ought to assign Cleombrotus’ suicide to the first 
type, the egoistically motivated suicide. Fatalism and anomia are to be 
ruled out because we are told in the third verse that he did not act in 
desperate need (ãzion oûdèn îdÑn qanátou kakón). No word of the 

epigram indicates that Cleombrotus acted out of altruism like Alcestis in 
Euripides’ tragedy. It was obviously mere curiosity that inspired Cleom-
brotus to verify by experience what he had ‘read’ in Plato’s dialogue; 
and this should happen as soon as possible as we can derive from the 
chosen manner of death by jumping from a wall.

Illuminating is the comparison with another sepulchral epigram by 

Callimachus which likewise deals with suicide. The epigram on Basilo 

presents a young woman (parqenikß) who kills herself at her own hand 
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 40. Emphasized by enjambement and verse position; cfr. AP 7, 470 (Meleager, above 
note 11): ‰Jluqon ÊAidan / aûtoqeleí, Keíwn geusámenov kulíkwn (5-6).
 41. Gow–Page (1965: vol. 1, 32); AP 7, 517; Pf. 20: ˆJ¬çoi Melánippon êqáp-
tomen, ©elíou dé / duoménou BasilÑ kátqane parqenikß / aûtoxerí· hÉein gàr 
âdelfeòn ên purì qe⁄sa / oûk ∂tlj. dídumon d’ o˝kov êse⁄de kakón / patròv 
ˆAristíppoio· katßfjsen dè Kurßnj / p¢sa tòn eΔteknon x±ron îdoÕsa dómon. 
On this epigram see Ambühl (2002).
 42. On the meaning of eΔteknon see Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 190): “The implica-
tion is not that there were other children but that the two, now both dead, were worthy.”
 43. On the relation of these two Callimachean epigrams see Meyer (2005: 165). The 
whole ‘sequence’ AP 7, 517-525 is discussed by Gutzwiller (1998: 200-213, esp. 203).
 44. In the sense of “how it shall be with thee hereafter”: Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 
191); cfr. Gutzwiller (1998: 201) “… or about your fate after death”. P¬v is then to be 
taken in the sense of po⁄ov (cfr. e.g. Ilias 11, 838, Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, ad locum). 
Gow–Page prefer a reading in the sense of “comment survivras” (Cahen), similar Meyer 
(2005: 173) “… oder wie du weiterleben wirst”.

(aûtoxerí)40 on the day of her brother’s burial (Gow–Page 32)41. Basilo 
did so because she had lost the courage to face life after her brother’s 
death. This motivation can be classified by Durkheim’s third or fatalistic 
type. In this epigram complexity and ambiguity of suicide are demon-
strated by the fact that the parents double grief (dídumon … kakón) is 

pointed out who had to mourn the loss of their son in the morning and 

of their daughter in the evening. The parents have to suffer even more as 

we read in the last verse that they have no other children and therefore 

live in an orphaned house from then on (tòn eΔteknon x±ron îdoÕsa 

dómon)42. As Basilo aggravates her parents grief because she cannot 
bear her own (“suicide from grief” [Gow–Page]), her deed is character-
ized by a trace of egoistic and therefore culpable action corresponding 
Durkheim’s first type. It is needless to underline that the epigram on 
Basilo is not attended by any satiric element. Unlike Basilo who is 
marked both by need and guilt Cleombrotus appears evidently as a man 
of not so complex a manner of action thus again confirming the satiric 
character of this epigram43.

There are, however, other sepulchral epigrams by Callimachus that 
deal with death and belief in the next world. What about their interpreta-
tion? Not far away from the epigram on Cleombrotus is the one on 
Timarchus (G–P 33; 10 Pf.; AP 7, 520):

ÂJn díhjÇ Tímarxon ên ‰Afldov, ∫fra púqjai
 ≠ ti perì cux±v Æ páli, p¬v ∂seai,
díhesqai ful±v Ptolemañdov uïéa patróv
 Pausaníou· dßeiv d’ aûtòn ên eûsebéwn.

When looking for Timarchus in Hades so as to learn more about the soul 
and how you will live on44, look for Pausanias’ son from the phyle Ptole-
mais: you will find him among the pious men.
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 45. The verbal links between the two epigrams are highlighted by Gutzwiller (1998: 
204-205 with note 50); Meyer (2005: 175).
 46. Meillier (1979: 197-198). On wordplays O’Hara (1996: esp. 21-42 on the Alex-
andrine poets).
 47. Habicht (1994: 146 and 184 on the phyle ‘Ptolemaïs’ in Athens). – The scholia on 
Apollonios Rhodius mention a phyle ‘Ptolemaïs’ in Alexandria: ˆApollÉniov ö t¬n 
ˆArgonautik¬n poijt®v tò mèn génov ¥n ˆAlezandreùv ful±v Ptolemañdov (p. 1, 
5-6 Wendel); see Gow–Page (1965: vol. 2, 190 ad locum). In Egypt Ptolemaïs is at the 
same time the name of one of the three big Greek cities (together with Naukratis and 
Alexandria), see Huß (2001: 223).

The wording perì cux±v reminds us of the epigram on Cleombrotus 

where the same words substitute ‘Plato’s Phaedo’ (v. 4 πn tò perì 

cux±v grámma). Basically the fact is less striking that in the first verse 

Hades is mentioned just as in the epigram on Cleombrotus (v. 2 eîv 

ˆAñdjn)45. In view of the fundamental similarity of both epigrams, how-
ever, the choice of the same words indicates some greater significance.

As in the epigram on Timarchus we can find satiric traces, as far as 
style and motive are concerned.

(1) The limitation to one crucial detail (above page 208). The action 

of looking for somebody occurs as often as three times: the anaphoric 

díhjÇ, díhesqai (each being put in an emphasizing position at the begin-
ning of the two distichs), and in the last verse dßeiv (‘you will find’) in 
its complementary meaning. The main subject of the epigram is Tima-
rchus’ effort to look for somebody and to find him. At the beginning of 
the epigram Timarchus is looking for somebody: ÂJn díhjÇ Tímarxon 

ên ‰Afldov (v. 1), and at the end he knows where to find him dßeiv d’ 
aûtòn ên eûsebéwn (v. 4). The philosophical question as to what fate 
the soul has to expect is not given much attention. One verse only deals 
with this question: ∫fra púqjai / ≠ ti perì cux±v Æ páli, p¬v ∂seai 

(v. 1-2). The dominance of the semantic field ‘search and find’ in this 
epigram, intensified by the anaphoric repetition díhjÇ / díhesqai, looks 

hyperbolic thus creating a satiric effect.
(2) The ambivalent wording (above page 209). An etymological pun 

is implied in the toponym Ptolemáflv (v. 3). The genitive can also be 

read as compound noun out of Ptolem- and -añdov. At first glance this 

might seem to be far-fetched, but it becomes evident if we regard the 

position of -añdov which obtains the same position in its verse as 

‰Afldov in the first verse46. The word Ptolemáflv is in itself equivocal, 
too: in Hellenism a phyle of this name used to exist both in Alexandria 

and in Athens. The latter was established as 13th phyle in Athens to 

honor Ptolemy III. (reigned 246–211 BC) after worship for him was 
decided upon47.

94013_Hell_Gron_09_Kirstein.indd   21494013_Hell_Gron_09_Kirstein.indd   214 17/01/12   16:1817/01/12   16:18



 SATIRE AND RELIGION IN HELLENISTIC POETRY 215

 48. Cfr. Schmitz (2000: esp. 97-117).
 49. Meyer (2005: 176 with note 171) with reference to CEG 2, 523): ênqád’ ân®r 
âgaqòv kËetai Kallistráto üóv / Kallímaxov fu‹l›±v Kekropí‹d›ov Meliteúv.
 50. See above note 8.
 51. Gow-Page (1965: vol. 2, 190); overview on the previous research by Meyer 
(2005: 173-174). The source is Diogenes Laertius 6, 95: maqjtaì d’ aûtoÕ Qeómbrotov 
kaì Kleoménjv, Qeombrótou Djmßtriov ö ˆAlezandreúv, Kleoménouv Tímarxov 
ˆAlezandreùv kaì ˆExekl±v ˆEfésiov.
 52. Gow-Page (1965: vol. 2, 190): “Of the three the Alexandrian would be the obvi-
ous choice”, against Wilamowitz (1924: vol. 1, 176 note 2), who rejects the identification 
with the Alexandrian Timarchos on chronological grounds (“ganz windig”). Meillier 
(1979: 197-199); Livrea (1990: 314-318).
 53. Livrea (1990: 318 [83-84]): “La polemica antispiritualistica, concentrata nel 
primo distico, si traduce insomma in un’amara parenesi ai filosofi convinti di poter incon-
trare nell’Ade la cuxß di Timarco per confutare le sue idee sull’anima e la resurrezione: 
cerchino il nome del morto nei registri funterari, è tutto ciò che ne rimane assiemo al 
ricordo della sua eûsébeia, il tradizionale ascetismo cinico.”

(3) In the epigram on Timarchus we can finally recognize ‘incongru-
ity’ (“Inkongruenz”)48 as a further ‘device constituting satiric style’. 
The anonymous speaker asks the imaginary reader to look for Pausan-
ias’ son of the phyle Ptolemaïs in Hades where he will find him among 
the pious men (ên eûsebéwn). The reader cannot help believing the 

civil order in his polis is also valid in Hades. When looking for some-
body in Hades you must just know the name and phyle to find him. 

Meyer is right to underline that naming the phyle is not unusual on 
sepulchral epigrams49. The punch-line of the epigram at hand, how-
ever, rests on the circumstance that the naming of the phyle does not 
introduce the deceased to the reader, but is meant to help find him in 
Hades.

Understanding the epigram on Timarchus more closely depends to 
some degree on the Hero’s identity. Timarchus seems to attract atten-
tion because he is considered an expert on problems of the soul and the 
world hereafter (v. 1-2 ∫fra púqjai / ≠ ti perì cux±v Æ páli, p¬v 

∂seai). So we are allowed to surmise that he is a philosopher who 

might even have published a discourse Perì cux±v50. Gow–Page 
name three eligible philosophers called Timarchus. One of these is a 
cynic philosopher from Alexandria who allegedly is a disciple of Cle-
omenes, whose teacher was Metrocles51. Gow–Page think this man 
from Alexandria is likely to be the Timarchus whom Callimachus is 
looking at. Only recently Meillier and Livrea have agreed upon this 
view52. Starting out from this identification Livrea concludes that the 
philosopher survived just as a name in the list of his phyle and as a 
man famous for his piety53. Carrying on Livrea’s interpretation Gutz-
willer held that the reference to his phyle alluded to Callimachus’ 
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 54. Gutzwiller (1998: 205): “The reference to Timarchos as son of Pausanias from 
the Ptolemais tribe suggests, not just local citizenship records, but also the biographies 
attached to Callimachus’ own literary inventories, which apparently began with name of 
father and place of origin.”
 55. Cf. also Wilamowitz (1924, vol. 1, 177) with reference to the Cleombrotus-epi-
gram: “Dieser Rationalismus steckt dem Kallimachos tief im Innern. Philosophie hat 
nichts damit zu tun; sie berührt ihn nicht. Seinen Landsmann Hegesias mag er gekannt 
oder von ihm gehört haben, für seinen Pessimismus würde er nur ein Achselzucken 
gehabt haben.”
 56. Meyer (2005: 159-224) “Die Inszenierung des Sprechakts in den Epigrammen 
des Kallimachos”, here esp. 211-214. – On the idea that this epigram might have had a 
special position in an original collection by Callimachus see Gutzwiller (1998: 39-40 and 
210).

collection of biographies of authors worked out for his own literary 
inventory54.

These interpretations remain speculative as long as we cannot figure 
out who Timarchus actually was. Yet it is also possible for us to under-
stand the epigram out of itself. It is the basic idea that there is a reader 
who might be interested in meeting Timarchus in Hades to learn more 
about death and life hereafter. This idea implies that we cannot ascertain 
anything on the subject as long as we are in the real world. If we under-
stand the epigram in this way as voice of a sceptical and rationalist atti-
tude, we will be in line both with the observed satiric traces of style and 
with the overall picture as yet derived from Callimachus’ statements55.

This picture is confirmed by a further sepulchral epigram from the 
poet’s pen. The epigram on Charidas also deals with the question what 
human beings can hope for after their death (G–P 31; 13 Pf.; AP 7, 524):

– ÈJ Å’ üpò soì Xarídav ânapaúetai; – Eî tòn ˆArímma
  toÕ Kurjnaíou pa⁄da légeiv, üp’ êmoí.
– ÈW Xarída, tí tà nérqe; – Polù skótov. – Aï d’ ãnodoi tí;
  – CeÕdov. – ¨O dè Ploútwn; – MÕqov. – ˆApwlómeqa.
– Oœtov êmòv lógov Δmmin âljqinóv· eî dè tòn ™dún
 boúlei, Pellaíou boÕv mégav eîn ˆAídjÇ.

Does Charides rest beneath you? Yes, he does if you speak of the son of 
Arimmas of Cyrene. Charidas, what are conditions down there like? It is 
pitch-dark here. What about ways back? Just a lie. But Pluto? Just a myth. 
So we are lost and forlorn. This is my true story for you: for a Pellaion 
(piece of money) there is a big ox available in Hades.

This epigram is kindred with the piece on Timarchos, as far as the subject-
matter is concerned, but the narrative organization is different56. The epi-
gram on Charidas is made up as a dialogue between an imaginary speaker 
and the gravestone and afterwards the deceased himself, our eyes gradu-
ally wander from this world to the other world. This dialogue between 
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 57. On the last difficult distich see Meyer (2005: 212-213); more bibliography: Leh-
nus (2000: 302).
 58. On the metaphorical use see Gow–Page (1965 vol. 2, 192 ad locum).
 59. Similar e.g. MacQueen (1982); Gutzwiller (1998: 206-207); Meyer (2005: 222).

speaker and Charidas, between this world and the other has nothing to 
offer that is hopeful. Three times the speaker enquires about the condition 
of the other world, and three times he is given a short and likewise dis-
couraging answer (v. 4 âpwlómeqa): there is darkness, there is no way 

back, there is no Pluto (v. 3-4 polùv skótov – ceÕdov – mÕqov).

In this epigram we can again observe stylistic devices that are consti-
tutive ingredients of satire. Equivocal is the use of mÕqov in the fourth 

verse: it could mean both mythical narration and legend, fiction, lie. The 

enquiry about the possibility of a return in the third verse (aï d’ ãnodoi 

tí) can be understood as incongruity (above page 215) of two irreconcil-
able ideas because there is no return. Exceptions to this rule occur in 
mythical tradition at times when we think of Heracles, Orpheus, Adonis; 
yet the myth regarding Pluto is straightaway labeled as a lie57.

3. Conclusion

Callimachus’ sepulchral epigrams addressing ideas of how to imagine 
the other world are pervaded by a sceptical attitude as Livrea and others 
have held (see above page 207). The three in this paper more closely 
examined epigrams deny any or other consolatory idea of human life 
hereafter. The epigram on Clembrotus bears direct reference to Plato; 
although he himself is not the target of the ridicule, but his ‘naïve’ reader 
Cleombrotus, it nevertheless seems impossible to interpret the epigram 
along with White and Williams as a support of Plato’s doctrine. This is 
even more difficult because unlike Plato also the other two epigrams 
promise nothing that suggests an afterlife or redemption of the soul. The 
epigrams on Timarchus and Charidas have their basic conviction in 
common. Yet as long as it is unknown who is behind the name of Tima-
rchus, it is not safe to determine if by the epigram on him merely the 
belief in a life after death is ridiculed or Timarchus himself as well.

Other epigrams by Callimachus corroborate this sceptical view, e.g. 
the one on Heraclitus (AP 7, 80; 34 G–P; 2 Pf.), the message of which 
it is that Heraclitus survives solely owing to his literary work (âjdónev)58: 
this work could not even be attacked by Hades, the robber of everything 
(ö pántwn / ärpakt®v ˆAídjv)59.
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 60. Braund (2001, 103).
 61. Tschizeswkij (1976: esp. 272-273): “Satiren und Satiriker” kommen “in der Lit-
eraturgeschichte außerordentlich oft vor, besonders vielleicht bei den jungen Kultur- und 
Staatsbildungen. Man muß dabei besonders viele ‚versteinerte’ Lebensformen abschüt-
teln, und es gibt kaum ein stärker wirkendes Mittel als die Komik, die ohne schmerzliche 
Operationen das Veraltete beseitigen kann. Aus diesem Grund sind die Satiren zur 
europäischen Renaissancezeit so zahlreich gewesen, und aus demselben Grund verlangte 
die neue Kultur Rußlands so viele Satiren, so daß man später bereit war und noch ist, alle 
Dichtung für satirisch zu erklären.”
 62. Diog. Laert. 2, 86: ¨Jgjsíav ö peisiqánatov. – On Hegesias s. White (1994: 
141-142), Williams (1995: 165 note 51) and Huß (2001: 232); see also above note 55.
 63. Cicero, Tusc. 1, 83-84: a malis igitur mors abducit, non a bonis, verum si qua-
erimus. et quidem hoc a Cyrenaico Hegesia sic copiose disputatur, ut is a rege Ptolo-
maeo prohibitus esse dicatur illa in scholis dicere, quod multi is auditis mortem sibi ipsi 
consciscerent. Callimachi quidem epigramma in Ambraciotam Theombrotum est …

The examination of the stylistic devices confirms this interpretation: 
in perfect harmony with the subject-matter they display a close affinity 
with satiric penmanship and with the autonomous genre in a narrower 
sense later on established in Rome.

If we for a short moment return to Roman literature as starting-point 
of our endeavour to define what the nature of satire is like, we can see 
that exactly philosophers and philosophical doctrins were the Roman 
satirists’ favorite targets. Braund lists all in all six themes of this kind – 
beside philosophy – urban life, favoritism, bodily desires, theory of lit-
erature, and parody of other genres, e.g. epos60.

According to Dimitri Tschizewskij “Satires and satirists are numerous 
in the history of literature, especially when young cultures and states are 
developing. They have got to shake off petrified ways of life, and there is 
no better means than comic to eliminate outmoded customs without pain-
ful treatment. Therefore, there were lots of satires in European Renais-
sance, and the same is true of the new Russian culture. As a result, one 
has later on been prepared to label all poetry as satiric”61. The correlation 
between poetry and political reality, discussed by Tschizewskij regarding 
Russian literature, applies no doubt to Greek-Roman antiquity, too.

Suicide as subject-matter, advanced in the epigram on Cleombrotus, 

could have been of quite political brisance in Ptolemaic Egypt. We know 

of a certain Hegesias who is said to have recommended suicide in Alex-
andria publicly and was therefore dubbed peisiqánatov (advocate of 
suicide)62. According to Cicero Ptolemy (either Ptolemy Soter or Ptolemy 
Philadelphus) forbade him to speak in public63. On top of that the theme 
of belief in the other world was in Ptolemaic Egypt of eminently politi-
cal importance, which must be attributed to the customary deification of 
members of the royal family. Callimachus himself wrote a poem on the 
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 64. Fr. 228 Pf.

deification of Arsinoe II (316–270 BC). The wife and sister of Ptolemy 
II Philadelphus died 270 BC and was immediately after her death 
deified. Her worship quickly spread over the whole of the eastern 
Mediterranean64. It is quite amazing that Callimachus, a committed scep-
tic, at last turns out to be the author of a poem on his queen’s deification. 
He should not be blamed, though. Callimachus obviously knew how to 
distinguish between his official duties as a court poet and his moral obli-
gation to intellectual honesty.
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