
Callimachus' Pupils and Adonis 

By Steven Jackson, Durban 

We learn (FGrH 334 F 45Y that the island of Cyprus took its name from 
Cyprus the daughter of Cinyras; or from the daughter of Byblus and Aphrodite, 
as Philostephanus recorded in his work On islands and Istrus in his book On 
Egyptian Colonies; or from the cyprus flower: 

EXA�{}l1 Ör:: ano KunQou Tl1� {}uyaTQo� KLV'UQOU' � Tfj� 
BUßAOU xaL 'AcpQOÖLTY]� , w� <I>LAo(JTEcpavo� EV TQn nEQL 
V�(JCDV xaL "IoTQo� EV 'AJtOLxLaL� ALyuJtTLCDv L(JToQy](Jav' � 
ano TOU CPUOflEVOU äv{}ou� xunQou. 

The three possibilities which are quoted here are not, perhaps, as unconnected 
as they may seem at first sight. Let us look first at the second piece of 
information, which is supplied by both Philostephanus and Istrus, the pupils of 
Callimachus. This makes Cyprus a daughter of Byblus and Aphrodite. There 
can be little doubt that the Byblus referred to was the town in Phoenicia which 
was sacred to Adonis (Strabo 16.2.18; Lucian, De dea Syr. 6) and which, as part 
of the Assyrian empire, colonised Cyprus. We know that the cult of Adonis 
came from the Semitic world (Adon Semitic for "lord"), and that it became 
established in Byblus and, subsequently, in Byblus' colony of Cyprus. The cult 
bore little resemblance to the form of worship of Adonis which we see later in 
Greece and in the wesf. In Hellenistic times both Byblus and Cyprus were very 
much und er Ptolemaic influence (Theoc. ,  Id. 17.86-87; OGIS 54, line 7), and 

1 Müller (FHG 3 F 39 p. 423) differs from Jacoby in that he ends the quotation after ALyurnLwv 
LOTOQ'YlOav, thus omitting the third possibility of the cyprus flower. This omission is unneces­
sary. 

2 For a discussion of the origins of the Adonis cult and its identification wi th the spread of the Me­
sopotamian Dumuzi-Tammuz cult see W. Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge, Mass. 1985) 

176-177. The festival of the Adonia at Alexandria in the time of Philostephanus and Istrus is 
described in Theocritus [d. 15 (see Gow, Comment. esp. pp. 262-265; n. 86. p. 289, n. 114. p. 295) 
and it resembles a similar celebration at Byblus where, however, a resurrection of Adonis was 
staged after his death (Lucian, De dea Syr. 6; see also Jerome [Migne P. L. 25. 86] and Origen 
[PG. 13. 800]. Interestingly, Cyril [P. G. 70. 441] indicates that this was the ritual at Alexandria 
in his day). Theocritus, though, makes it clear that in Alexandria after the day of mourning 
nothing will be heard of Adonis for another year (104, 143,149). Apart from this one apparent 
difference, the respective rituals were the same at both Alexandria and Byblus, but, signifi­
cantly, they did not correspond with those held in Greece. Il is noticeable that Theocritus uses 
the term Adon in the last line (149) of Id. 15. Perhaps, too, one should heed R. L. Hunter's ca­

veat that "we are dealing with a Theocritean poem and not a documentary account of a 'histori­
cal' festival" ( Theocritus and the Archaeology of Greek Poetry, Cambridge 1996, 131). 
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Byblus would have come within the purview of Istrus in his work On Egyptian 
Colonies, and Cyprus within that of Philostephanus in his On lslands. 

The Ptolemies valued the authenticity which their court-poets could 
confer on their institutions by bringing them into the context of traditional local 
culture and religion3. In the case of Byblus there was a mythological link which 
had long existed between Egypt and Byblus and which had the authority of a 
Hesiodic source, so important to the Alexandrian writers. This link involved 
Phoenix, eponymous founder of the Phoenicians, who, according to 'Hesiod' (F 
139 M-W) , was the father of Adonis: 

"AÖwvu; ÖE EU JtCXLt; WV, 'AQ1:EIlL ÖOt; XOAWL JtAr]"{dt; EV 't'hlQcxL 
uJto OuOt; CxJtE'frcxvEV. <HOLOÖOt; ÖE CX1J1:0V <t>OLVLXOt; xcxL 
'AAcpEOLßOLCXt; AEyCL. 

Phoenix's own father was Agenor, brother of Belus, king of Egypt4, agam 
according to 'Hesiod' (F 138 M-W) : 

... Wt; ÖE <HOLOÖOt; CPll OLV , <t>OLVLXOt; 1:0'0 'Ay�voQot; xcxL 
KCXOOLEJtcLCXt; ... 

'Hesiod' is one of three pre-Alexandrian versions of Adonis' parentage that we 
know of before that of the "Callimachean" Philostephanus ([Probus ] in Verg., 
Ecl. 10.18, see 3.2, 348.1 Thilo-Hagen = Antimachus F 92a, p. 256 Matthews) : 

'Adonis '. <filius, ut> Hesiodus air, Phoenicis <Agenoris> et 
Alphesiboeae {Agenoris}; <ut Panyassis ait T>hoantis, qui 
Assyriam Arabiamque tenuit imperio; ut Antimachus air, 
< Cinyrae qui> regnavit in Cypro; ut Philostephanus libro quo 
quaestiones poeticas reddidit, ex love sine ullius feminae accubitu 
procreatus. 

Herodotus' kinsman Panyassis (Apollod. 3.14.4 = EG F Panyassis F 22A Davies 
= PEG Panyassis F 27 Bernabe) says that Adonis was the son of Thias 
(corrected to Thoas by Matthews after a codex of Apollodorus) king of the 
Assyrians who had a daughter called Smyrna. She, encouraged by Aphrodite 
whom she had failed to honour, desired her father, and she, with the aid of her 
nurse, slept with her father for twelve nights without his realising the truth. 
When Thias discovered what he had done he drew his sword and pursued 
Smyrna. Finally caught she prayed to the gods to make her invisible, whereupon 
the gods pitied her and turned her into a tree called "smyrna" the myrrh-tree. 

3 See pp. 60-61 oE my "Apollonius of Rhodes: Author of the Lesbou Krisis?", QUCC n.s. 49 

(1995) 57-66. 

4 For Agenor as Belus' brot her, see Hyg., Fab. 157.1,168.1, and Apollod. 2.10-11. But it is almost 
certain that the original genealogy, with Agenor and Belus as sons of Libya and Poseidon, ap­
peared in 'Hesiod': see (taken in conjunction) FF 137-139 M-W; F Gr H  3 F 21; and M. L. West, 
The Hesiodic Car.alogue ofWomen (Oxford 1985) 77-78, 151. 154, 177. 
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Ten months later the tree split open to reveal Adonis, a very beautiful child 
whom Aphrodite secretly from the rest of the gods put in a ehest which she then 
gave to Persephone who on seeing the child did not return hirn. Zeus was called 
in to arbitrate. Dividing the year into three parts, he ordered Adonis to spend 
one part on his own, another with Persephone, and the third with Aphrodite. 
But Adonis gave over his own third to Aphrodite5. He was Iater killed by a boar 
while hunting6. 

That Panyassis said that Adonis was the son of Thias king of the Assyrians 
who had a daughter called Smyrna is certain, but it is unlikely that the myrrh­
tree aetion is genuine Panyassis7• It is more likely to be a piece of Hellenistic 
romanticism8. If this is so, we may, I think, reasonably ass urne that the 
Alexandrian poets excised the reference to Thias, which, no doubt, originally 
had been created to associate more closely the conquering Assyrian with the 
native Phoenician in BybIus9, and that they replaced it with the Phoenix 
genealogy as recorded by 'Hesiod'. They then created the myrrh-tree aetionlO• 

The myrrh-tree aetion helps to explain the words of Philostephanus (FHG 
3. 31 F 14 Müller = Antirnach. F 92a, p. 256 Matthews) who teIls us that Zeus 
begot Adonis without having intercourse with any woman. He also records, 
after 'Hesiod' (above F 139 M-W) , that Adonis was killed by a boar while 
hunting: 

'Adonis' ... ut Philostephanus libro quo quaestiones poeticas 
reddiditl1, ex love sine ullius feminae accubitu procreatus. Hunc 
venandi studiosum fuisse et ab apro interiisse, atque ita plurimis 
cognitum. 

We know that in his chapter On Cyprus, in his work On lslands, Philostephanus 
told the story of Cyprian Pygmalion' s lust for a naked ivory statue of Aphrodite 
and of his making love to it (FHG 3. 31 F 13 Müller = Clem. Al. , Protr. 4.51) : 

5 Cp. Hyg., Aslron. 2.6; Sch. Theocr. 3.48, p. 131 Wendel. 

6 Cp. Bion, fd. 1; Cornutus, Th. Gr. Comp. 28; Plut., Quaest. Conviv. 4.5.3; Athen. 2.80; Tzetzes, L 
ad Lycophr. 831; Propert. 3.4.53f.; Ovid, Met. 10.710ff.; Hyg., Fab. 248; Macrob., Sal. 1.21.4; Lac­
tant., Div. fnst. 1.17. 

7 Cp. G. L. Huxley, GE? pp. 186-187. This, of course, precluded Wyss' theory (Antimach. F 102, 
p. 51) that in his Lyde Antimachus had followed Panyassis in the story of Smyrna's incest. But 
the text of [Probus 1 printed by Wyss was corrupt, and the corrections of West (followed by Gen­
tili-Prato) should now be adopted, see Antimachus F 92 Comment., p. 256ff. Matthews. 

8 For an alternative view see Astour, Hellenosemirica 137-138. 

9 Interestingly, Tzetzes (L ad Lycophr. 829, 831) rejects the idea that Myrrha, the mother of Ado­
nis, was a daughter of Thias. 

10 Cp. Lycophron (Alex. 828-833) who refers to Byblus as "the strong city of unhappy Myrrha". 
11 A reference, it seems, to Philostephanus' Aetia, but Müller (p. 31) ascribes, probably correctly, 

this fragment to Philostephanus' On fslands (i.e. eh. On Cyprus) ratber than (0 his Aetia. 
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<0 K1JJtQloC; 6 TIUYflUALüJV bO:LVOC; EAECPUVtLVOU �Qao1}y! 
ayaAflU1:0C; . . .  Tü ayuAflu 'AcpQOÖL1:y!C; �v xuL YU�lvl1 �v . .. 
N LXa1:UL 6 K lJJtQLOC; TI UYflUALüJV Hp OX'ilflUU xuL OUVEQXnUL 
1:4> ayaAfluu, xuL 1:0'01:0 <PLAOO1:ECPUVOC; t01:0QEL ... EV 1:4> TIEQL 
KUTCQqJ. 

This is significant as we know from Ovid (Met. IO.298ft.) that the tale of Cinyras 
followed on the Pygmalion story. We may reasonably assurne, therefore, that 
Philostephanus went on to narrate the tale of Cinyras too, since he was after all 
(unlike Ovid later) specifically recording the history and legends of Cyprus. If 
he did, then he would almost certainly have had Antimachus of Colophon 
before hirn who had recorded that Cinyras' offspring was Adonisl2. 

Now, we are told that a certain Cinyras of Syrian descent reached Cyprus 
with some people and founded Paphus there (BibI. 3.14.3)Ll. This, probably, 
symbolised the colonisation of Cyprus by the Assyrians who, setting out from 
Byblus, no doubt took their Adonis cult with them. In this sense Adonis was 
received as Cinyras' progeny on the islandl4. 

The Alexandrian poets may well have sought to strengthen the Hesiodic 
link between Egypt and Byblus and at the same time to extend it to Cyprus after 
Cinyras' colonisation. This they seem to have done through a clever piece of 
semanties. They made the connection between cyprus, which is an Egyptian dye 
known as henna, and Cyprus, the name of the island. The intervening link was 
the Smyrna story from Assyria into which they introduced the myrrh-tree 

12 Interestingly, Antimaehus, like Panyassis, and Epimenides, reeorded Aphrodite's unashamed 
lust for Adonis, but this is not to say that he followed them in other respeets (Antimaehus F 92b, 
pp. 256-257 Matthews): 

[cl] 
Ta TE ['AcpgOÖLTl1V 
av]cW;[XUVTUlS; EgCiv] 
av{tgw[ nUlV? 'Aöw] 
VLö6[S;? 'AVTLrW] 
X0S; xaL rr [ avuaoOLS;] 
xaL 'EJTLfl. [ EVLÖYjS; (F novum) xaL] 
nAeLOUS;. aA[AOL xaL] 'AYXE[LOO]U. 

The referenee to Hesiod (F 139 M-W) is false. 
13 Aeeording to Hyginus (Fab. 142) Cinyras was a son of Paphus. 
14 Bion of Phlossa (fl. e. 100 B.C.) states that Adonis was "Aphrodite's Assyrian lord" (1.24) and 

speaks of "pouring out upon hirn perfumes of Syria": Syrioisin ... Myrroisin. (1.77). But he also 
refers to Adonis as the son of Cinyras (1.91). Interestingly, we learn from Theopompus (FGrH 

1 15 F 103) that, eventually, Cinyras and his people were driven out of Cyprus by Agamemnon 
and those with hirn. This, in turn, probably symbolised the first arrival of Aeolian Greeks on the 
island and their subsequent initial clashes there with these Assyrian eolonists. For the story of 
Cinyras, ep. Sch. Theacr. 1.109a, p. 66 Wendel; Plut. , Paral!. 22; Ovid, Mer. 10.298ff.; Hyg.,  Fab. 

58,164; Fulgent.,  Myth. 3.8; Laetant., Narr. Fab. 10.9; Servius ad Virg. , Ecl. 10.18, Aen. 5.72. Cp., 
too, Ant. Lib. ( Transfarm. 34) who, however, differs as to the name of M yrrha's father whom he 
ealls Belus. Also, Cat. 95 rf. Cinna's Zmyrna. 
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aetionl5. They bound together the links of this chain through the etymology of 
cyprinon myron, a perfume made from the flower of the cyprus on the island. 

In a manner of speaking, therefore, Myrrha is the element common to all 
three parts of our original fragment. She is the daughter of Cinyras; she is also a 
daughter of Byblus (Phoenicia) and Aphrodite; and she is related to the cyprus 
flower. And the name of the island of Cyprus is closely connected to her name. 

In this way Alexandrian writers like Istrus and Philostephanus imposed 
their own element of myth on the already long established elements of 
traditional local legend. The important thing was that Egypt, and not the 
tradition al site(s) of the legend, in this case Byblus and Cyprus, should appear 
as the instigator of the relevant cult, thus giving credence to Ptolemaic 
authority and influence and conferring the authenticity on their institutions 
which the Ptolemies valued so much. 

15 We know of a Myrrha/Cinyras story which was around before the Alexandrian scholars (TrGF 
II, Adespota F 5d Kannicht-Snell). In this (performed in the theatre as a tragedy when Philip of 
Macedon was murdered) Cinyras and his daughter Myrrha were killed. Clearly, though, this has 
little to do with the Alexandrian romance. 


	Callimachus' pupils and Adonis



