SC H 0 I—A R S H I P AT H A RVA R D Office for Scholarly Communication

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

DIGITAL ACCESS 10
HARVARD LIBRARY

Diachronic Sappho: some prolegomena

Citation
Nagy, Gregory. 2015.10.22. "Diachronic Sappho: some prolegomena."” Classical Inquiries. http://
nrs.harvard.edu/ urn-3:hul.eresource:Classical_Inquiries.

Published Version
https://classical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu/diachronic-sappho-some-prolegomena-2/

Permanent link
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:39666389

Terms of Use

This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made available
under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material, as set forth at http://
nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA

Share Your Story

The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story .

Accessibility


http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:39666389
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA
http://osc.hul.harvard.edu/dash/open-access-feedback?handle=&title=Diachronic%20Sappho:%20some%20prolegomena&community=1/37369546&collection=1/37369547&owningCollection1/37369547&harvardAuthors=e3e4837df224e52f44225c7405b62f89&department
https://dash.harvard.edu/pages/accessibility

Classical Inquiries

Editors: Angelia Hanhardt and Keith Stone
Consultant for Images: Jill Curry Robbins
Online Consultant: Noel Spencer

About

Classical Inquiries (CI) is an online, rapid-publication project of Harvard’s Center for Hellenic
Studies, devoted to sharing some of the latest thinking on the ancient world with researchers and

the general public.

While articles archived in DASH represent the original Classical Inquiries posts, CI is intended
to be an evolving project, providing a platform for public dialogue between authors and readers.
Please visit http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.eresource:Classical_Inquiries for the latest version

of this article, which may include corrections, updates, or comments and author responses.

Additionally, many of the studies published in CI will be incorporated into future CHS pub-
lications. Please visit http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.eresource: CHS.Online_Publishing for a

complete and continually expanding list of open access publications by CHS.

Classical Inquiries is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 In-
ternational License. Every effort is made to use images that are in the public domain or shared

under Creative Commons licenses. Copyright on some images may be owned by the Center for
Hellenic Studies. Please refer to captions for information about copyright of individual images.

Citing Articles from Classical Inquiries

To cite an article from Classical Inquiries, use the author’s name, the date, the title of the article,
and the following persistent identifier:
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.eresource:Classical _Inquiries.

For example:

Nagy, G. 2019.01.31. “Homo Ludens at Play with the Songs of Sappho: Experiments in
Comparative Reception Theory, Part Four” Classical Inquiries. http://nrs.harvard.edu/

urn-3:hul.eresource:Classical_Inquiries.




Classical Inquiries

Studies on the Ancient World from CHS

Home About People

Home » By Gregory Nagy, Sappho » Diachronic Sappho: some prolegomena

Diachronic Sappho: some prolegomena

October 22, 2015 By Gregory Nagy listed under By Gregory Nagy, Sappho Comments off Edit This

In my posting for Classical Inquiries 2015.10.08, I offered my own working translations of some songs
attributed to Sappho, complementing my interpretations as posted for Classical Inquiries 2015.10.01. These
songs, currently known as “the newest Sappho,” are part of a set of new discoveries of papyrus fragments. In
my posting here for Classical Inquiries 2015.10.22, my current interpretations of the “newest Sappho” songs
are integrated with my earlier interpretations of the “old Sappho” songs that I have been studying ever since
the early 1970s. I am thinking here especially of my work on Songs 1, 16, 31, and 44 of Sappho. The reasons
for my giving the title “Diachronic Sappho” in this posting for 2015.10.22 will be explained as I now proceed
to present my essay.

Detail from Attic krater attributed torthe Brygos painter, 480-470 BCE. Line drawing by
Valerie Woelfel.

§1. It was my good fortune to be invited by Boris Maslov and Rocco Rubini to a workshop that they
organized on the subject of Lyric and Epic. The workshop took place at the University of Chicago on
Thursday and Friday, October 15 and 16, 2015. My friend Roland Greene and I were asked to preside over
the conversation dealing with Lyric on Thursday. Then, on Friday, both of us actively joined the
conversation dealing with Epic; this time around, the presiders were Nandini Pandey and David Quint. On
both Thursday and Friday, I concentrated on the songmaking of Sappho, especially on the songs currently
known as the “newest Sappho,” and, in the course of our conversations, I shared my working translations
for most of these songs. These translations, as we see them published in my posting for Classical
Inquiries 2015.10.08, complement the interpretations that I summarize in my posting for Classical
Inquiries 2015.10.01. In the course of the conversations that were generated in Chicago, it dawned on me
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that my current interpretations of the “newest Sappho” songs need to be presented together with my
earlier interpretations of the “old Sappho” songs that I have been studying ever since the early 1970s. I am
thinking here especially of my work on Songs 1, 16, 31, and 44 of Sappho. My views about these songs are
consistent for the most part with my newer views about the songs collectively described as the “newest
Sappho.” But even if these old-and-new views of mine are internally consistent, I find it difficult to reconcile
them with views currently held by a number of other Classicists about Sappho. What makes my views
different is that my approach to the songmaking of Sappho is diachronic as well as synchronic, whereas the
corresponding approaches taken by the Classicists I have in mind are exclusively synchronic. And a big
problem for these Classicists is that the various arguments generated by their various synchronic-only
approaches are for the most part inconsistent with each other and cannot be mutually reconciled. I offer
here merely a general critique of exclusively synchronic approaches, because my own argumentation is not
meant to take aim ad homines.

§2. In building a model that I describe as a diachronic Sappho in the title, I am following the model of a
diachronic Homer as developed in other projects of mine.L The terms synchronic and diachronic, as I use
them here in describing my approaches to Sappho as well as Homer, come from Iinguistics.z When linguists
use the word synchronic, they are thinking of a given structure as it exists in a given time and space; when
they use diachronic, they are thinking of that structure as it evolves through time.2 From a diachronic
perspective, the structure that we know as Sappho’s songmaking can be viewed, I argue, as an evolving
medium.

§3. That said, I now offer a working inventory of some exclusively synchronic views that I think stand in the
way of achieving a coherent understanding of Sappho’s songmaking. In each case, I write the given view in
italic font and then I offer a diachronic counter-view in roman font. These counter-views are based on work
published in relevant books and essays of mine that I list in the Bibliography below. I refer to these books
or essays here simply by name (Nagy, abbreviated as N) followed by date of publication: for example, N
1974. What follows, then, is my working inventory of some exclusively synchronic views, followed by a brief
write-up of diachronic counter-views:

A. Sappho wrote poems. No. There is no proof that the composition of songs by Sappho
depended on the technology of writing. In N 1974 as also in the Appendix to N 1990a, I
offer proof that a composition like Song 44 of Sappho was created by way of a formulaic
language that is cognate with the formulaic language used in the compositions that we
know as the Homeric Iliad and Odyssey. As I argue further in N 2011b:155-156, the
composing and the transmission of the songs attributed to Sappho—and to Alcaeus—
cannot be divorced from the performing of these songs. To put it as simply as possible: the
songs of Sappho—and of Alcaeus—were meant to be performed, not read as texts. And
here is one other point that I need to make already now: the compositions attributed to
Sappho are not simply poems. They are songs. More on this point below, at D.

B. Sappho is a historical person, to be dated around 600 BCE, who intended her songs for
other historical persons who are named or unnamed in the wording of these songs. Before
we can speak of the historicity of Sappho, we must first ask ourselves this all-important
question: for whom were her songs intended? The answer, as I argue in N 2015a, is that
Sappho’s songs were originally “intended” for all the people of Lesbos. So, these songs are
“intended” not only for family, not only for some inner circle of women and girls, not only
for some sub-group of people who are participating in a specific event. And I view the
concept of “intention” diachronically here, not only synchronically. The persons to whom
Sappho speaks in her songs become personae or—let’s say it more simply—characters in
the world of these songs, just as Sappho by virtue of speaking (1) to these characters and
(2) about these characters and (3) about herself becomes a character in her own right. The
ancient Greek word for the functioning of personalities or personae or characters in the
world of song is mimésis, as I argue with specific reference to Sappho in Classical Inquiries
2015.10.01. A more extended argument, with reference to Greek songmaking in general,
is made in N 2013b.

C. The occasion for the songs of Sappho can be determined by whatever the words of
these songs have to say about the world of Sappho. No. As I argue in N 1993, 1994-
1995a, 1994-1995b, 2007a, 2007b, 2010, 2015a, the occasion for each of the songs was
determined by the historical circumstances that shaped the traditions of performing the
songs, and these circumstances changed over time.

D. The medium of Sappho, in the performance of her songs, was (1) choral or (2) sympotic
or (3) “concertizing.” From a diachronic and a historical point of view, as I argue especially
in N 2007b, 2010, 2015a, all three of these media fit the songmaking of Sappho. From an
exclusively synchronic point of view, on the other hand, Classicists are sometimes forced to
choose, depending on the context that they are reading: it is as if the songs of Sappho
must be only choral or only sympotic or only “concertizing.”

E. The personality of Sappho shows that she is a woman who loves girls. Here we see an
overly narrow typing of Sappho as represented by the words of her songs. The songs of
Sappho, as I will argue in the postings that follow this one, reveal a kaleidoscope of female
personae. She can be a middle-aged woman or even an old woman, but she can also be a
young girl. She can be a woman who loves girls, or a girl who loves another girl or is loved
by other girls or by women. She can behave in a wide variety of ways, ranging from the
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stateliness shown by a priestess of the goddess Hera all the way to the frivolities of a Archivesm
courtesan who enchants the men who hear her songs sung at their drinking parties. She

can also be a loving or a scolding sister, as I argued in N 2015a. She can even show her USGI‘S

love of boys, as I argued in N 1973, where I reconstructed what must have been Sappho’s

poetic declaration of an erotic desire for a radiant young hero named Phaon.

In preparation for the postings ahead, I offer here my working translations of some songs of Sappho that I
studied in N 2013 (hereafter abbreviated as H24H): Log out

1) from Song 44 of Sappho (“"The Wedding of Hector and Andromache")

|4 Tac 7" &AAac Aciac .[.]de.av kAgoc GpBiTov: |5 "EkTwp Kdi cuvéTtaip[o]i dyoic’ EAikmmda
| ©@nBac €€ ipac MAakiac T’ d.[..]Jvaw |7 dBpav Avdpopaxav évi vadciv én’ GApupov |g
novTtov: noAAa &’ [éAilypata xpucia kdppata |9 nopeuplal kataut(..]va, nojkIA’ d8uppara,
l10 ApyUpa T' dvap[1]6ua [noth]p[ia] kAAépaic. |11 Gc eln’ dTparéwc 3’ dvdpouce naT[n]p
@iloc: |15 @apa o’ AABE KaTa NTOAIV eUPUXOPOV PIAoIC. |13 almk’ I\iadai caTivai[c] on’
£UTpoOXoIC |14 Ayov atpidvoic, én[é]Baive 8t nalc dxAoc |15 yuvaikwy T dua napBevika[v]
T..[..].coUpwV, |21 [... (JkeAor BEoi[c] |5 [...] Ayvov doA[Ae-]1|>3 dppaTall...Jvov &c “INio[v]
|24 alAoc &' ABU[]EANG...] T' dvepiyvu[To] |25 kal w[o]po[c k]poTaA[wv...Jwc & dpa
nap[Bevol] |, deidov péhoc dyvlov ikalve & éc ai{Blepa] |»7 Gxw Becnecia yel[...] |»g
navrar & fic Kar 630[...] |29 kpaTnpec piaiai T O[...Juede[..]..€ak[.].[...] |30 MUPPA KdI Kacia
AiBavoc T’ dvepeixvuTo |31 yuvaikec &' EAéAucdov Ocal npoyevecTepall] |3pndvTec 8’ Avdpec
énnparov {axov 6pBiov |33 Mdaov’ dvkaAeovTec EkABoAov elAUpav, |34 Upvnv &’ "EkTopa

KAvSpopdxav Beoeikéhofic].4

|4 ... and the rest of Asia ... imperishable glory [kleos aphthiton]. |5 Hector and his
comrades [sun-(h)etairoi] led her, the one with the glancing looks, |g from holy Thebe and
... Plakia, they led her, the lovely Andromache |7 in ships over the salty |g sea. Many
golden bracelets and purple |g robes ..., intricately worked ornaments, |{g countless silver
cups and ivory. |11 Thus he spoke. And the dear father quickly stood up. |15 And the news
reached the dear ones throughout the broad city. |13 And the Trojans yoked to smooth-
running carriages |14 the mules. And the whole ensemble climbed on, |15 all the women
and maidens | ... |1 looking just like the gods [ikeloi theois] |5 ... holy |,3 set forth into
Troy ... |24 And the sweet song of the pipe mixed ... |5 And the sound of the cymbals, and
then the maidens |,¢ sang a sacred song, and all the way to the sky |7 traveled the
wondrous echo ... |2g And everywhere through the streets ... |29 Mixing bowls and cups ...
|30 And myrrh and cassia and frankincense were mingled. |3; And the older women cried
out elelu. |3, Meanwhile all the men sang out a lovely high-pitched song, |33 calling on
Apollo Paon, the far-shooter, master of playing beautifully on the lyre. |34 And they sang
the song of Hector and Andromache, both looking just like the gods [theoeikeloi].

Sappho Song 44.4-342
2) testimonium from Himerius
Himerius (Orations 9.16) says:

Sangodc Av &pa WA PEV Elkacal TRV KOpnY, [...] TOV vupgiov Te AXIAAET napopoi®doai Kdl
€lg TauTOV dyayelv TQ Apwi TOV veaviokov Talg Npageol.

Sappho compared the girl to an apple [...] she compared the bridegroom to Achilles, and
likened the young man’s deeds to the hero’s.

Sappho Fragment 105b%
3) Song 115
Tiwi ¢/, & QIAe YapPpe, KAAwC Eikacdw; | bpnaki Bpadivwi ce PAAICT’ £IKACSW.

To what shall I liken you, dear bridegroom, to make the likeness beautiful? | To a tender
seedling, I liken you to that most of all.

Sappho Song 1157

4) Song 31

|1 @aiverai por kAvoc icoc Béoiciv |, Eupev’ dvnp, 6TTIC évavTioc Tol |3 icdaver kdi nAdciov
adu PwVEi-|4cac unakoUel |5 kdi yehaicac Lpépoev, TO p’ A pav |g kapdiav €v cTrBeciv
énToaicev, |7 wc yap £c ¢’ dw Bpoxe’ dc pe pwvai-|gc’ old’ &v ET’ €ikel, |g AANG KAP pEV
yA®cca Eaye AénTov |19 &’ almika xp®d1 ndp UnNadedpopnkey, |11 dnnaTecct 8’ old’ &v Gpnuy’,
£mppop-|1oBeict &’ dkoual, |13 kad ¢ p’ Idpwc Wixpoc KakxeeTal TpoOHOC dE |14 nalcav
Aypel, xAwpoTépa B¢ noiac |15 EPpI, TEBVAKNV &' OAiyw ‘MIdeUNC |1g Paivop’ Eu’ altal-


https://classical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu/wp-login.php?action=logout&_wpnonce=08951fbb43&redirect_to=https%3A%2F%2Fclassical-inquiries.chs.harvard.edu%2Fdiachronic-sappho-some-prolegomena-2%2F%3Floggedout%3Dtrue

|1 He appears [phainetai] to me, that one, equal to the gods [isos theoisin], |, that man
who, facing you |3 is seated and, up close, that sweet voice of yours |4 he listens to, |5
and how you laugh a laugh that brings desire. Why, it just |g makes my heart flutter within
my breast. |; You see, the moment I look at you, right then, for me |g to make any sound
at all won't work anymore. |g My tongue has a breakdown and a delicate |1¢ —all of a
sudden—fire rushes under my skin. |11 With my eyes I see not a thing, and there is a roar
|12 my ears make. |13 Sweat pours down me and a trembling |14 seizes all of me; paler
than grass |15 am I, and a little short of death |1¢ do I appear [phainomai] to myself.

Sappho Song 318
5) Song 1

|1 noikiAGBpov’ dBavatAppoddiTa, |, natl Aioc doAdnAoke, Aiccopai cg, |3 pn p’ dcaict und’
oviaict dapva, |4 noTvia, Bdpov, |5 AAAG Tuid’ EAO’, al noTa kaTépwTa |g Tac Epac alidac
dioica nAAor |7 EkAuec, natpoc 8& dopov Ainoica |g Xpuciov fABec |9 Gpp’ UnacdevEaica-
KaAot 8¢ ¢’ Ayov |1 (keec cTpolBol nept yac peAaivac |1 nUkva divvevTec nTép’ an’
Gpavwie|opoc 31d péccw: |13 alya 3’ &&ikovTo- cU &', @ pakaipa, |14 peidiaicaic’
dBavaTtwi npochnwl |15 Ape’ 6111 dniTe nénovea k&TT |1 dN0TE KAANUWI |17 KOTTI WoI
paAicTa BEAw yévecBal |1g paivoAal BUpwI- Tiva dnlTe neidw |19 Balc’ dynv éc cav
@notata;? tic ¢, & |50 Wane’, AdikAel; |51 kdi yap at @elyel, Taxéwce SIMEs!, |55 al 5&
ddpa pr) dEKeT’, AAAG dacel, |o3 al & i Piel, Taxewce PIAACE! |24 KWUK €BEAOICA. |55 EAOE
poi kdi viv, xaAénav & AIcov |,g €k pepipvav, 6cca 8¢ poi Téeccal |57 Bpoc Lpéppel,
Télecov, cu &' alita |,g cuppaxoc Ecco.

|1 You with pattern-woven flowers, immortal Aphrodite, |, child of Zeus, weaver of wiles, I
implore you, |3 do not dominate with hurts and pains, |4 Mistress, my heart! |5 But come

here [tuide], if ever at any other time |g hearing my voice from afar, |; you heeded me,
and leaving the palace of your father, |g golden, you came, |9 having harnessed the
chariot; and you were carried along by beautiful | swift sparrows over the dark earth |1
swirling with their dense plumage from the sky through the |1, midst of the aether, |13
and straightaway they arrived. But you, O holy one, |14 smiling with your immortal looks,
|15 kept asking what is it once again this time [déute] that has happened to me and for
what reason |1 once again this time [déute] do I invoke you, |17 and what is it that I want

more than anything to happen |ig to my frenzied [mainolas] heart [thGmos]? "Whom am I
once again this time [déute] to persuade, |ig setting out to bring her to your love? Who is
doing you, |9 Sappho, wrong? |1 For if she is fleeing now, soon she will be pursuing. |22
If she is not taking gifts, soon she will be giving them. |,3 If she does not love, soon she
will love |24 even against her will.” |5 Come to me even now, and free me from harsh |¢
anxieties, and however many things |,7 my heart [thiimos] yearns to get done, you do for
me. You |,g become my ally in war.

Sappho Song 1 = Prayer to Aphrodite1—0
6) Song 16

|1 [o]t p&v tnnARwv cTpoTOV ol & nécdwv |, ot 8& vawv ¢alc’ én[i] yav pélai[viav |3
[]ppevar kGAAicToV, Eyw OE KAV’ OT-|4-Tw Tic EpaTtal- |5 [malyxu &' eluapec cuverov noncai
lg [nJavTi T[0]0T’, & yap noAu nepckédoiga |7 kaAAoc [AvB]panwy EAéva [TO]v dvdpa |g
ToOv [navaplictov |g kaAA[inoi]go’ €Ba ‘c Tpoiav nAgoi[ca |1g kKwUS[E nalidoc oUdE PiAwv
To[K]AwWV |11 nalunav] éuvacen, dAAa napdyay’ alrav |1 [...]Jcav [...] |15 [..]ug vOv
AvakTopi[ac O]vépvai-| 1 [-¢’ oU ] napeoicac, |17 [TG]c <k>& BoAhoipav EpaTov Te BAua |1g
KApapuxpa Adpnpov dnv npoconw |19 f Ta AUdwV Gppata tkavonioici g
[necdop]axevrac.

|1 Some say a massing of chariots and their drivers, some say of footsoldiers, |, some say
of ships, if you think of everything that exists on the surface of this black earth, |3 is the
most beautiful thing of them all. But I say it is that one thing |4 that anyone passionately
loves [erétai].u |5 It's really quite easy to make this understandable |g to everyone, this
thing. You see, that woman who was by far supreme |7 in beauty among all mortals,
Helen, |g she [...] left her best of all husbands, |g him she left behind and sailed to Troy,

|10 caring not about her daughter and her dear parents, |11 not caring at all. She was

swept along [...] |15 [All this] reminds me right now of Anaktoria. |1¢ She is [not] here.12

|17 Oh, how I would far rather wish to see her taking a dancing step that arouses
passionate love [= eraton], |1g and to see the luminous radiance from the look of her face
|19 than to see those chariots of the Lydians and the footsoldiers in their armor |, as they
fight in battle [...].

Sappho Song 1613



7) Sappho n2

LEyw O& @iAnup’ aBpoclivay, ...; To0To Kai pol | TO Ad unpov Epwc Aghiow Kdl TO K& AoV AELA
OYXE.

But I love delicacy [(h)abrosuné] [...] this, | and passionate love [erds] for the Sun has
won for me its radiance and beauty.

Sappho F 58.25-26 V = N2 25-2614
8) Sappho Song 105a

olov TO yAukUpahov £petBetal dkpwi €n’ Ucdwi, | dkpov €n’ dkpoTaTwi, AeAGBovTo dE
Hahodponnec, | ou pav EKAeAABovT’, AAN’ oUk £5UvavT’ €nikecBal.

Just like the sweet apple that blushes on top of a branch, | the topmost apple on the
topmost branch. It has eluded the notice of the apple pickers. | Oh, but no. It’s not that
they haven't noticed it. They just couldn't reach it.

Sappho Song 105al3
9) Sappho (PMG Fragmentum Adespotum 976)

8&duke WEV A cehavva | kdl MAniadec, pécar 8 | vukTec, napd &’ Epxet’ Gpa- | &yw O pova
KaBeLdW

The moon has set beneath the horizon | And the Pleiades as well. It is the middle of the

| Night, over and over. Time [(h)ora] goes by. | But I sleep alone.1®

Sappho PMG Fragmentum Adespotum 976
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Notes

1 See especially Nagy 2013.

2 See Nagy 2003:1, with reference to Saussure 1916:117.

3 On diachronic as distinct from historical perspectives, see Nagy 2011a.

4 In this transcription, the sign “[...]” is not meant to indicate the number of letters that are missing: it is
merely a short-hand indication of lacunae.

5 H24H Hour 4 Text D.

6 H24H Hour 4 Text E.

7 H24H Hour 4 Text F.

8 H24H Hour 5 Text E.

9 On the reading Balc’ dynv at line 19, see Nagy 1996a:98n34.
10 H24H Hour 5 Text F.

11 Here is a transliteration of the first stanza: oi men ipp&dn stroton oi de pesdon | oi de nadn phais’ epi
gan melainan | emmenai kalliston egd de kén’ ot|to tis eratai.

12 In the papyrus fragment, the negative ‘not’ is not visible, but its restoration is supported by editors.
13 H24H Hour 5 Text H.

14 H24H Hour 5 Text I. On the reading £€pwc deghiw instead of £€poc TweAiw, see Nagy 2010. In terms of the
first reading, £épwc deAiw, the Sun is the objective genitive of erds, ‘passionate love’. In terms of the second
reading, £poc TweAiw, the translation would be ... ‘Passionate love [erds] has won for me the radiance and
beauty of the Sun’.

15 H24H Hour 5 Text J.

16 For background: when the moon-goddess Selene sets beneath the horizon, she goes to sleep with her
lover Endymion. For a persuasive demonstration that this song should be attributed to Sappho, see Clay
2011.
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