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2019.01.08 | By Gregory Nagy

§0. This essay is the first in a set of consecutive postings that will have the same title, differentiated as Part
One, Part Two, and so on. The first two words in the title of each posting derive from an earlier essay, Nagy
2015.10.15, where I analyzed the theorizing of Aristotle about the human propensity to imitate. I
highlighted in that essay the interest that Aristotle takes in primal attempts at imitation, which go back to
the earliest phases of childhood. For Aristotle, as I pointed out, childish imitation is at the root of human
playfulness. It was in the context of making this point that I had first played with the pseudo-scientific term
Homo ludens. In the present context, I make use of that same term again as I proceed to focus on the
playfulness I find in ancient literary creations that imitate Sappho.

Daphnis and Chloe (1828). John-Etienne Chaponniére (1801-1835).
Villa Vauban, Luxembourg City, Luxembourg. Image via Wikimedia
Commons.

Introduction

§0.1. Ancient imitations of Sappho provide valuable evidence for reconstructing the ancient reception of
Sapphic songs. The imitations that I will study here—all of which are creations of male authors—will have a
bearing on a theory that I hope to develop long-term. From the standpoint of this theory, we need to

study comparatively—not just in linear sequence—the reception of Sappho’s songs as reflected in ancient
imitations created by male authors. A high point for my argumentation in these essays will be reached in
Part Two, where I get to analyze the erotic novel Daphnis and Chloe. That novel, as we will see, is a playful
exercise in showing how to soften the potential for hard-core pornographic appropriations of female
sexuality by male imitators of Sappho. In a later posting, Part Five, I will turn to some ancient examples of
such negative appropriations, which will be a low point for the narrative arc of my argumentation. By
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contrast with such a low point, Part One here will commence with examples of would-be positive
appropriations. Then, coming to the end of Part One, I will introduce at §33 my analysis, commencing in
Part Two, of the erotic novel Daphnis and Chloe. The text of that novel, as we will see, is a particularly
valuable source for a comparative study of Sapphic imitations.

§0.2. It can be said in general that the use of a comparative method will make it possible to reconstruct
more accurately both the form and the content of the original model for ancient imitations of Sappho—and
this model was the whole body of Sappho’s songs. What I just said about Sappho as the original model is
so obvious as to provoke someone to ask this question: why do you start your introduction with such a
statement? And I should ask myself the same question, especially in view of the fact that I have learned,
over the years, to be most wary of using the term “original” whenever I deal with procedures of
reconstructing unattested phases of form and content.

§0.3. As we are about to see, however, my insisting on Sappho as the original model for her ancient
imitators is justified in view of the existing state of affairs in Classical studies, where the ongoing interest in
imitators of Sappho centers on reconstructing forward in time some kind of linear sequence of surviving
imitations, proceeding sequentially from the earlier to the later imitators. And, since Classicists have access
to so many texts of imitations that have survived over time while they are left with so little that survives
from an original Sappho, their point of interest will naturally tend to get distracted, veering away from even
the very idea of an integral body of songs attributed to Sappho. That is what I mean when I refer to the
existing state of affairs in Classical studies. And that is why I propose here to move beyond the distractions
that result from attempts at reconstructing forward in time some kind of a linear sequence to be found in
the surviving imitations of Sappho. My methodology will combine the procedure of reconstructing forward in
time with the complementary procedure of reconstructing backward as well. This way, I hope to avoid being
limited to a starting point where all I have to work with are the few bits and pieces that have survived from
an original body of songs attributed to Sappho. To say it another way: I propose to swim not only
downstream, away from Sappho, but also upstream, back to the source—which is the original Sappho.

§0.4. I need to follow up with a question. In reconstructing Sappho backward as well as forward in time,

what would be our target of reconstruction? Would it be an integral text of Sappho? But here we run into a
big problem, which is the fact that the songmaking of Sappho is for us a moving target, since the reception
and transmission of Sappho’s songs had been, in its earliest historical phases, not textual but performative.

§0.5. One example of early performative phases of Sappho’s songmaking is the channeling, so to speak, of
her songs, as once performed in Lesbos around the late seventh century BCE, by way of later songs
attributed to Anacreon, performing in Samos about a century later. In a detailed essay, Nagy 2007, starting
at p. 226 there, I analyze such early phases in the reception and transmission of Sappho’s songmaking. A
most relevant reference to the transmission of songs attributed to Sappho and Anacreon, as I will note later
on in this essay, is what the stage-Socrates says about both Sappho and Anacreon in Plato’s

Phaedrus 235c.

§0.6. A second example of early performative phases, also analyzed in the same essay, Nagy 2007, is the
further channeling of Sappho’s and Anacreon’s songs in Athens, lasting for several more centuries—and
here I include in my reckoning the songs attributed not only to Sappho and Anacreon but also to Alcaeus, a
near-contemporary of Sappho. There is also a third example I analyze in that essay—one that I now find
particularly relevant to my argumentation here. It has to do with the secondary role of Alcaeus and, later,
of Anacreon as playful imitators of songs that should properly have been performed not by men at private
symposia but by girls notionally led by Sappho herself in choral singing and dancing at public festivals.

§0.7. What I just said about playful imitations by men in the course of early performative phases in the
transmission of Sappho’s songs is relevant also to later textual phases. All along in the essays I will be
presenting here in Parts One through Five, we will have to keep in mind a complication that I am
addressing here directly for the first time: in studying the reception and transmission of songs attributed to
Sappho, we need to consider not only the primary poetics of Sappho but also the secondary poetics
involved in the appropriation of her songs by playful male imitators.

§0.8. For now, in any case, I will narrow the field of vision to later phases of reception and transmission,
shifting far beyond the performances of Sappho’s songs in Lesbos around the late seventh century BCE and
starting instead with the text of Sappho as edited at the Library of Alexandria, founded in the late fourth
century BCE. The imitations I will first analyze here are based on such a relatively late starting point. At
least for now, the target of reconstruction will be a text of Sappho as edited by the librarians of Alexandria
in the Hellenistic era.

Two epigrams by Paulus Silentiarius

§1. In what follows, I start with one of the very latest ancient imitators of Sappho’s songs as once
preserved in a textual tradition dating back to those Hellenistic times. His name is known to Classicists as
Paulus Silentiarius, and he dates from the sixth century CE. I will concentrate on two of his epigrams.

§1.1a. Paulus Silentiarius in Greek Anthology 5.246:

1. yaABaka pév Zangods Ta QIARuaTa, paAéaka yuiov
2.  nAéyuaTta Xlovéwv, paABakd navta peEAn,

3. wuxn &' €€ adapavtog Aneibeog: Axpi yap olwv

4. omiv Epwg oTopdTwV, TAAG 8E napBeving.
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5. kdi Tig UnoTAain; Taxa Tig, Taxa TolTo TaAdooag Archivesm
6. diwav TavraAénv TAROETAI EUPAPEWG.

§1.1b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text: USGI‘S

Soft are the kisses of Sappho, soft are the entanglements with her snow-white limbs, soft
are all her tuneful parts. But her soul is made of hard adamant, resisting all persuasion.
That is because the desire goes only as far as mouth-and-mouth; as for the other things, it
has to do with girlhood. And who could possibly endure this any further? Someone may
perhaps soon get to endure it, perhaps soon, and then, having endured, even the thirst of
Tantalus he will endure handily.

Log out

§1.1c. Here is a more literal working translation, where I also highlight, within square brackets, some of the
Greek words that I am translating:

1. Soft are the kisses [philémata] of Sappho. Soft are with her limbs [guia] 2. the
entanglements—with those snow-white limbs of hers. Soft are all her tuneful-parts [mel€].
3. But her soul [psilikh&] is made of hard-adamant, resisting-all-persuasion [a-peithés].
That is because it goes only as far as

4. —I mean, the desire [erds] goes only as far as—mouth-and-mouth [stomata]; as for
all the other things, it [= erds] has-to-do-with girlhood [parthenia].

5. And who could possibly endure [-tlanai] this any-further [epi-]? Someone may perhaps-
soon [takha] get to endure it, perhaps-soon [takha], and then, having endured [tlanai],

6. even the thirst of Tantalus he will endure [tlanai] handily.

(I add here later, 2019.02.08, a most relevant observation by Anastasia Erasmia Peponi 2018:175, about
the use of the word melé at line 2, which I have been translating as ‘tuneful parts’: “An extraordinary
fusion of ‘Sappho’s soft kisses and soft entwining of her snowy body-parts’ with her ‘soft melé’-the latter to
be understood as a pun referring to both her limbs and her lyric songs.”)

§1.2a. Paulus Silentiarius in Greek Anthology 5.236:

1. val Taxa TavtaAéng AXepovTia NAPaTa noivig

2. NUETEPWV AXEWV 0TIV EAaPPOTEPQ.

3. oU yap, dwv ofo kGAAog, dncipyeTo Xxeidea pigai
4. Xeilel 0O POdEWV APPOTEPW KAAUKWY,

5. Tavralog AkpITddakpug: UnepTéAAovTa SE NeETpov
6. Ocidlev, AAAG Bavelv deUTepov ou duvaral.

7. alTap éyw {wog PEV €WV KaTaTnkopal oloTpw,
8. &k &' OAIyodpaving kdi opov Eyyug Exw.

§1.2b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text:

I swear, perhaps soon the pains of Acheron, having to do with the punishment of Tantalus,
are getting lighter for him to bear than the sorrows I have. That is because he never saw
your beauty and was thus never prevented from making his lips be one with your lips,
which are more luxuriant than the buds of roses. I mean, Tantalus never did—the one who
is shedding tears continuously. That rock hanging over him he fears, but to die a second
death he is unable. As for me, I am still alive as I dissolve from the bite of the gadfly. I am
drained of power and am near death.

§1.2c. Here is a more literal working translation, where I also highlight, within square brackets, some of the
Greek words that I am translating:

1. I swear, perhaps-soon [takha] the pains of Acheron, having to do with the punishment
of Tantalus,

2. are getting lighter [for him] to bear than the sorrows [akhea] I have.

3. That is because he never saw your beauty and was thus never prevented from making
his lips be one

4. with your lips, which are more luxuriant [habro-] than the buds of roses.

5. I mean, Tantalus never did—the one who is shedding tears continuously. That rock
hanging over him

6. he fears, but to die a second death he is unable.

7. As for me, I am still alive as I dissolve [kata-tékesthai] from the bite of the gadfly.

8. I am drained of power and am near death.

§1.3. The eroticism that we find in these two epigrams composed by Paulus Silentiarius evokes the poetics
of Sappho, and the first epigram makes this evocation explicit by actually naming her. Such eroticism is
clearly an imitation of previous imitations of Sappho by previous epigrammatists. I cite here the valuable
work of Angela Gosetti-Murrayjohn (2006), who has conscientiously studied what she calls the “filiation” of
such imitations (p. 43). She compares the two epigrams of Paulus Silentiarius, as found in the Greek
Anthology at 5.236 and at 5.246, with three similar epigrams, dating back to earlier periods, which are
likewise to be found in the Greek Anthology: Rufinus at 5.14, Meleager at 5.171, and “Plato” at 5.78.
Tracing our way backward in time from Paulus, who as I already noted dates from the late sixth century
CE, we can see that the three other epigrammatists are all sequentially earlier, going farther and farther
back in time. In the case of Rufinus, the conjectured datings range from the fourth back to the first century
CE (Gosetti-Murrayjohn p. 48). As for Meleager, our information is secure: he dates farther back in time, to
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the first century BCE. And, dating even farther back in time, back to the Hellenistic era, is an epigram by
“Plato,” imitator of the real Plato, who in turn may be viewed as a most distinguished imitator of Sappho in
his own right (Gosetti-Murrayjohn p. 46).

§1.4. Although the work of Gosetti-Murrayjohn (2006) concentrates on the filiation of imitations while
analyzing the poetics of eroticism in the two epigrams of Paulus Silentiarius, she leaves room for the
possibility that some aspects of his imitations go back not only to earlier imitators of Sappho but also to
Sappho herself, the textual transmission of whose songs was it seems still alive and well even in the
relatively late era of Paulus, in the sixth century CE (p. 43). This possibility is central to my own
argumentation as I present it here. What I will argue is that the poetry of Paulus not only imitates
imitations of the songs of Sappho: it also imitates directly the songs of Sappho herself. In my overall
project, not only here in Part One, I will make a similar argument also about other ancient imitations of
Sappho. As I will try to show, at least some aspects of other such imitations as well—many more aspects, I
think, than we might have initially expected—were based on an original text of Sappho.

§1.5. What I have just said is a formulation that is meant to accommodate a vast stretch of time during
which the original text of Sappho was still preserved in its notional entirety. And my point is, the reception
of Sappho during all that time—during all those centuries separating late imitators like Paulus Silentiarius in
the sixth century CE from earlier imitators going all the way back to the Hellenistic era—cannot be viewed
simply in a linear sequence, as if each new imitation depended on a previous imitation. Rather, as I
advocated already at the beginning of this essay, we need to view comparatively the reception of Sappho’s
songs as reflected in imitations created by ancient authors. From a comparative point of view, any given
moment of reception will have its own history of transmission, and this history will at times reveal varieties
of direct as well as indirect connections with the past. My overall project, then, is a set of experiments in
finding such varieties of connectedness. That is what I had in mind when I referred, in the subtitle I give for
the whole project, to my experimenting with comparative reception theory.

Playing a game of connect-the-dots: a search for direct references to Sappho in the
poetry of Paulus Silentiarius

§2. The game starts with the Greek noun philéma, meaning ‘kiss’, which is derived from the verb philein,
which in turn can mean ‘to kiss’ specifically as well as ‘to love’ generally. We find the noun philéma at line 1
in the first epigram that I quoted from Paulus Silentiarius, in Greek Anthology 5.246, where we read
Sapphous...philémata. At §1.1c above, I translated this wording as ‘the kisses of Sappho’, and we can see
from the context of my overall translation that the original Greek text has to do with mouth-to-mouth
kissing. Right away, I note a relevant observation by Gosetti-Murrayjohn (2006:51): the word for ‘kissing’
here, as she says, “evokes the linguistic lineage of the ®IA-based words of the earlier epigrams.” What she
means is that we find references to kissing mouth-to-mouth also in the poetry of the earlier epigrammatists
as attested in the Greek Anthology. The most salient example in the Anthology is a mouth-to-mouth
philama ‘kiss’ pictured in Rufinus, 5.14—the second vowel here matches what we would expect to find in
the poetics of Sappho. But there is also mouth-to-mouth kissing—more specifically, lips-to-lips—in
Meleager, 5.171 and in “Plato,” 5.78.

§3. I need to emphasize, however, that the kissing as pictured in the earlier epigrams of Rufinus, Meleager,
and “Plato” is not connected directly to the songs of Sappho. Only the kissing that we see pictured in the
later epigram of Paulus shows any direct connection to her songs. And that is because, as I will now start to
argue in earnest, the ‘kisses of Sappho’ derive here from the actual songs of Sappho.

84. Let me sharpen my point of view: the “linguistic lineage” of words formed with the root ®IA in the
sense of ‘kiss’ does not depend exclusively on a chronological succession of surviving epigrams that picture
mouth-to-mouth kissing. Rather, when it comes to ‘Sappho’s kisses’ as pictured in the epigram of Paulus, I
will argue that the “lineage” in this case goes all the way back, directly, to the poetics of Sappho’s songs,
where mouth-to-mouth kisses can be seen as gifts graciously given by girls to the grateful poetic persona
of Sappho herself. Such kissing, as I will soon argue, is experienced directly in an erotic world that belongs
to girls, not to men—even though men, in a state of lovesickness that may be either feigned or real, may
desperately desire to take part in such a world, at least vicariously. I will save the specific linguistic
evidence for such an argument until we reach a later part of my overall project, in a separate posting.

85. For now, however, it will suffice for me to fine-tune the term “lineage” as used by Gosetti-Murrayjohn
(2006: 43, 45, 51) with reference to poetic imitations of Sappho. At one point in her work (p. 53), she
herself highlights a salient example where Sappho is being directly imitated by Paulus Silentiarius. It
happens at line 8 of the second epigram as I translate it at §1.2c, where we read ‘I am drained of power
and am near death’—and where the ‘I’ who speaks is explicitly a man in the original Greek. This poetic
trope, expressing a desperate state of lovesickness, is evidently derived from what we read at lines 15-16
of Sappho’s Song 31: TeBvaknv &’ dAiyw ‘mdelnc |1 @aivop’ €y’ alrai, which I translate ‘and a little short
of death |1 do I appear to myself’. Here the ‘I’ who speaks in the original Greek is explicitly feminine, not
masculine. That said, I find it relevant to quote the general formulation of Gosetti-Murrayjohn (p. 43) about
the “lineage,” as she calls it, of the epigrams: “these two epigrams of Paulus,” she notes, “are not just
connected by a system of filiation; the implicit object of desire in the second epigram (5.236) is also [—as
in the first epigram (5.246)—] Sappho.”

§6. Such a formulation leads me to ask: how is Sappho the “object of desire” in the two epigrams of Paulus
Silentiarius? The answer, I think, has to do with the second word I now select as I continue to play the
game of connecting the dots. That word is the noun erds, as we see it in play at line 4 in the first of the two



epigrams by Paulus, 5.246 in the Greek Anthology. In my working translation of this line, at §1.1c, I
translated erds as ‘desire’, in the erotic sense of the English word desire. But can we say here, without
qualification, that Sappho is the object of such a ‘desire’? And, if not, then what would we say is the real
object of desire?

§7. The noun erds at line 4 of 5.246 is in the nominative case, £pwg, combined with the noun parthenia in
the genitive case, napBeving. As we can see from the working translation of Gosetti-Murrayjohn (2006:42),
she interprets the combination £pwg...napBeving as ‘desire for virginity’, taking the genitive of parthenia as
an objective genitive. Here is the way she translates the overall wording at lines 3-4: *her desire goes only
as far as mouths, but otherwise she desires virginity’. I argue, however, that the wording of the poetry has
made room here for deliberate ambiguity. The same combination £pwc...napBeving can be read either as
‘desire for virginity’, where the translation ‘for virginity’ renders an objective genitive, or as ‘desire having
to do with virginity’, where the alternative translation ‘having to do with virginity’ renders a more general
function of the genitive—the genitive of connection (I analyze this kind of genitive in Nagy 2015|2016
18§199). It is this alternative interpretation that I show in my translation at §1.1b of the relevant wording at
lines 3-4: ‘the desire goes only as far as mouth-and-mouth; as for the other things, it has to do with
girlhood’. And I show the same alternative interpretation in my more literal translation, at §1.1c: ‘it goes
only as far as | —I mean, the desire [erdos] goes only as far as—mouth-and-mouth [stomata]; as for all the
other things, it [= the desire] has-to-do-with girlhood [parthenial’.

§8. The deliberate ambiguity that I see here results from the actual combination of the word erds [Epwg]
with the word parthenia [napBeving] at line 4 in the epigram of Paulus Silentiarius, 5.246. To bring out this
ambiguity, I have translated parthenia here not as ‘virginity’ but, more simply, as ‘girlhood’. That is
because this word, as we see it used in Song 114 of Sappho, for example, refers simply to the social status
of girlhood, of being a girl—that is, being a girl before becoming a woman by way of having sexual
intercourse with a man. Ideally, as in Song 114, the context for thus becoming a woman is the venerable
old institution of marriage, where the girl as bride gets married off to a bridegroom. Thus the word
parthenia, as understood in the songs of Sappho, does not presuppose anything more than simply being a
girl. It does not presuppose something more complicated, that is, some kind of presexual or even asexual
social status for the girl. In terms of such an uncomplicated meaning for parthenia as ‘girlhood’, erds in the
poetics of Sappho can refer simply to sexual ‘desire’ as experienced by girls in a wide variety of erotic
situations.

Things start getting more complicated: eros as ‘desire’ in Plato

§9. We are now about to see a complication, which creates a deliberate ambiguity in the combination of the
word erds [Epwc] with the word parthenia [napBeving] at line 4 in the epigram of Paulus Silentiarius, 5.246.
Besides the Sapphic understanding of erds as erotic ‘desire’, there is also a Platonic understanding. And,
unlike Sapphic erds, Platonic erds can be understood in two different ways: it can be both sexual and
asexual.

§10. I start with the asexual. A better word here would be metasexual, by which I mean a kind of sexuality
that is metaphorical and thus transcendent, celestial. In the dialogues of Plato, we see at work a
metasexual kind of erds ‘desire’, to be experienced by the human psukhé or ‘soul’ in its longing for ultimate
beauty. A shining illustration is the Recantation or Palinode performed by the stage-Socrates in the
Phaedrus of Plato, 244a-257b. The performance takes the form of a stylized hymn to erds ‘sexual desire’,
personified as the most beautiful of gods, Eros, who leads the psikhai ‘souls’ of lovers toward the ultimate
light of absolute beauty. We find further illustrations in the Symposium of Plato, especially at 181b, 183e,
186a, 192d-e, 208e-209a.

§11. But then there is also the blatantly sexual kind of erds, even in the dialogues of Plato. There is a
telling example in Plato’s Symposium, where we read an encomium performed by the staged figure of
Agathon in honor of Eros personified. This god Eros is physical as well as spiritual—though his physical
sexuality is not hard or rough but gentle, since he is said to reside inside the psiikhai or ‘souls’ of only
those humans whose dispositions are ‘soft’ and thus gentle, not *hard’ and thus cruel—as we read the
wording of the stage-Agathon in Symposium 195e-196e. Such a playful evocation of sexual desire, I must
note already here, fits perfectly the spirit of the overall encomium of Eros as performed by the stage-
Agathon, who actually describes his performance as a paidia, a ‘playing of games’, when he reaches the
conclusion of his encomium at Symposium 197e.

Playful references to desire in “Platonic” epigrams

§12. The ambiguous Platonic understanding of erds as both physical and soulful has strongly influenced the
epigrammatic tradition. We see this influence especially in epigrams stemming from the Hellenistic era,
some of which were actually attributed to Plato. I will focus on three such “Platonic” epigrams.

§12.1a. “Plato” in Greek Anthology 5.78:

1. TAV Wuxnv Ayabwva @IA@v £ni xeileolv Eoxov:
2. AABe yap | TARPWV OC SiaBnoopévn.

§12.1b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text:

1. I held back my soul as I was kissing Agathon, at the point where we were lip-to-lip.
2. That was because my soul came at me, that wretched one, as if it were about to cross
over the borderline.


https://chs.harvard.edu/CHS/article/display/5977.i-making-metonyms-both-naturally-and-artistically

8§12.1c. Here is a more literal working translation, where I also highlight, within square brackets, some of
the Greek words that I am translating:

1. I held back my soul [pstkhé] as I was kissing [philein] Agathon, at the point where we
were lip-to-lip.

2. That was because she [= my soul], that wretched one, came [at me] as if she [= my
soul] were about to cross over the borderline.

§12.2a. “Plato” in Greek Anthology 5.79:

1. 7@ uNAw BAMw oe- oU &' el pEv £koloa PIAETG e,
2. dekapévn Tig oAg NnapBeving peTadog.

3. €l 8" 4p’, 6 un yiyvorto, voelg, To0T’ autd AaBoloa
4.  okewal TAV 0PNV ©g OAIlyoxpodviog.

§12.2b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text:

1. I am throwing this apple at you. And, if you willingly kiss me,

2. then, since you accepted it, give up to me a share in your girlhood.

3. I say this because, if you are thinking it—and I only wish it would not happen, what you
are thinking—then you should accept this apple as that same thing that you are thinking,
4. and you should reflect upon the ripeness, how short-lived it is.

§12.2c. Here is a more literal working translation, where I also highlight, within square brackets, some of
the Greek words that I am translating:

1. I am throwing this apple [mé&lon] at you. And, if you willingly [hekousa] kiss [philein]
me,

2. then, since you accepted it, give up to me a share in your girlhood [parthenia].

3. I say this because, if you are thinking [noein] it—and I only wish it would not happen,
what you are thinking—then you should accept this [apple] as that same thing [that you
are thinking],

4. and you should reflect upon its ripeness [hora], how short-lived it is.

§12.3a. “Plato” in Greek Anthology 5.80:

1. AoV €Y@ BAAAEI pE QIAGV OF TIG. AAN’ €niveuoov,
2. Zaveinnn- kAyw® Kdl oU papaivopeda.

§12.3b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text:

1. I am an apple. Throwing me is someone who loves you. So, now, with your head nod
“yes,
2. O Xanthippe. Both you and I are fading.

"

§12.3c. Here is a more literal working translation, where I also highlight, within square brackets, some of
the Greek words that I am translating:

1. I am an apple. Throwing me is someone who loves [philein] you. So, now, with your
head nod “yes,”
2. O Xanthippe. Both you and I are fading [marainesthai].

§13. I comment at length here on the first of these three “Platonic” epigrams, Greek Anthology 5.78, as
translated at §12.1c. In this epigram, the psiikhé ‘soul’ of a male speaker is satisfying its desire—or I
should say ‘her desire’, since the gender of this Greek noun is feminine—to kiss a man by the name of
Agathon, who is meant to be seen as the stage-Agathon of Plato’s Symposium. As I have already noted at
8§11, with reference to Plato’s Symposium 195e-196e, the stage-Agathon is a playful advocate of Eros as
the personified god of sexual desire, and he resides inside the psiikhai or ‘souls’ of only those humans
whose disposition is ‘soft’ and not ‘hard’. How, then, would such a Platonic understanding of erds be
relevant to the “Platonic” epigram here? The imagined kissing of and by Agathon in this epigram has
already reached, from the very start, a point where one mouth has made contact with the other mouth. But
now the question is, will the desire that is felt inside the psukhé of the male speaker urge him to go further,
just as it has already urged him, till now, to go as far as kissing mouth-to-mouth? Will his feminized

psiikhé urge him to try and go all the way, sexually? If so, then it—or, better, she—will ‘cross the
borderline’. But, as it seems, there is to be no ‘crossing’ after all. It is because the male speaker has
already said in the first line of the two-line epigram that he ‘held back’ his own psikhé. And why did he
need to hold back? An ambiguous explanation follows in the second line of the two-line epigram: the male
speaker says it was because his psukhé or ‘soul’ had come at him as if ‘she’ were about to ‘cross the
borderline’. This explanation is ambiguous because it does not say whether the ‘soul’ here is experiencing a
physical desire for sex or a metaphorical desire for ultimate beauty? Is the ‘crossing’ to be understood as
something sexual? Or is the ‘crossing’ soulful, as it were? To ask the question another way: does the
‘crossing’ here refer to a sexual transgression—or to a spiritual transmigration of the soul? In the end, what
creates such ambiguity is the evocation here of the Platonic pstikh&, which can either desire metaphorically
the ultimate in beauty—or desire physically the ultimate in sexuality. The first kind of desire could be
equated with Platonic love, as it were, while the second kind would be something that will get irresistibly
attracted to the kind of soft-core pornography that we imagine being perfected in the encomium of Eros as
performed by the stage-Agathon of Plato’s Symposium.



§14. Now I comment on the second of the three “Platonic” epigrams, Greek Anthology 5.79, as translated
at §12.3c. In this epigram, Platonic desire is metaphorized as a heteroerotic yearning to kiss a girl on the
lips, and, in this case, the male speaker seems to be expressing a hope that the mouth-to-mouth kissing
will lead the girl to go further—to go all the way, as it were, and thus to give him a share of her

parthenia or ‘girlhood’. Let’s go all the way, he says to her, since life is short, and the ripeness of the apple,
just like your ripeness, will last only for a very short time. But the question remains: does the wording of
this sexual proposition mean that the speaker intends to cancel the girl’s “virginity,” in the sense of
changing her from being sexually inactive to sexually active? I think not. As I have already argued at §8,
with reference to the wording of Sappho, the word parthenia refers simply to the social status of girlhood—
of being a girl, that is, being a girl before becoming a woman by way of having sexual intercourse with a
man. So, in terms of such an argument, the Greek word parthenia as applied to the girlhood of a girl does
not indicate sexual inactivity—as does the English word virginity. As we will soon see more clearly, in terms
of the songs attributed to Sappho, a girl—as girl—may actually engage in sexual activity with other girls, or
with women as well. Accordingly, I will continue to avoid the English word virginity as a translation of the
Greek word parthenia. What I have just said, however, now leads to a new question: in a Platonic context,
how can sexuality be metaphorized within the realm of parthenia as ‘girlhood’? I think that the answer is
simple: Platonic love includes homoerotic models for female as well as male humans. Such inclusivity can
be inferred, I think, from a close reading of a text I have already highlighted: it is the hymn to Eros as
performed by the stage-Socrates in the Phaedrus of Plato. But this answer leads to yet another question:
what does it mean, for a male speaker to ask a girl to give up to him a share of her girlhood, as we read at
line 2 of Greek Anthology 5.79? The answer to this question will need to be postponed until a later stage of
my argumentation.

§15. Now I comment, briefly, on the third of the three “Platonic” epigrams, Greek Anthology 5.80, as
translated at §12.3c. Here too, as in Greek Anthology 5.79, the ripeness of the apple is short-lived—just
like the ripeness of the girl who is being compared to the apple. Both the apple and the girl will soon be
‘fading’.

Back to Paulus Silentiarius

§16. Now I return to the context of erds at line 4 of the epigram by Paulus Silentiarius, 5.246 in the Greek
Anthology, translated at §1.1c. I repeat here my literal translation of the first four lines:

1. Soft are the kisses [philémata] of Sappho. Soft are with her limbs [guia] 2. the
entanglements—with those snow-white limbs of hers. Soft are all her tuneful-parts [mel€].
3. But her soul [psikhé&] is made of hard-adamant, resisting-all-persuasion [a-peithés].
That is because it goes only as far as

4. —I mean, the desire [erds] goes only as far as—mouth-and-mouth [stomata]; as for
all the other things, it [= erds] has-to-do-with girlhood [parthenia].

§17. Here at line 4 of 5.246, as at line 2 of the Platonic epigram, 5.79, translated at §12.3c, we find a
parallel use of the Greek word parthenia in the sense of ‘girlhood’. And, here too at 5.246 as at 5.79, the
spelling of the word is parallel, written in its Ionic form, parthenié. As we contemplate the parallelisms
here, we now finally get to see the ambiguity built into the combining of erds ‘desire’ with

parthenia ‘girlhood’ at line 4 in the epigram of Paulus, 5.246. In the two paragraphs that follow, at §18 and
at §19, I show two different interpretations.

§18. On the one hand, if we interpret the combination of erds ‘desire’ with parthenia ‘girlhood’ to mean
‘desire for girlhood’, where the genitive of parthenia is understood as an objective genitive, then there will
be a frustration of erotic desire for the male speaker here, since the psukhé or ‘soul’ of Sappho as signaled
at line 3 of the epigram will be understood to be a negative rather than a positive model of the Platonic
soul. Unlike the philémata or ‘kisses’ of Sappho, which are described at line 1 as soft, the psukhé or ‘soul’
of Sappho at line 3 is as hard as adamant. In the hardness of her psikhé&, Sappho must be cruel in love—at
least, she must be cruel to the male speaker. To be contrasted are the psiikhai ‘souls’ that we see being
described as ‘soft’ in the encomium of Eros as celebrated by the stage-Agathon in the Symposium of Plato.
Only those souls will be gentle, not cruel, in love. The Platonic soul of Sappho, which is as hard as adamant,
would surely not allow any kissing to become anything more than a Platonic metaphor—a metaphor that in
this case occludes, frustratingly, the very thought of going all the way, as it were. Such Platonic love would
surely impede a sequence where lovers start off by kissing, thus engaging in the preliminaries, and then
continue from there all the way to the ultimate consequent, which would be sexual intercourse. But the
Platonic psitkhé of Sappho, hard as adamant, cannot be persuaded: it is a soul that is a-peithés ‘resisting-
all-persuasion’, as we read at line 3 in the epigram 5.246 of Paulus Silentiarius.

§19. On the other hand, if we interpret the combination of erds ‘desire’ with parthenia ‘girlhood’ at line 4 of
5.246 to mean ‘desire for things having to do with girlhood’, where the genitive of parthenia is understood
as a genitive of connection, then the desire becomes non-metaphorical and, thus, overtly erotic. In this
case, the agency of desire will no longer be seen as a Platonic ‘soul’, a pstikhé. Rather, it can now reveal
itself as a Sapphic ‘heart’, a thimos, as we find it at work in Song 1 of Sappho. This way, erds can now be
seen as Sapphic desire, which makes Sappho herself not only the object of desire—the love object that is
desired—but also the subject who desires. She can be both the girl who is loved by a woman and the
woman who is loved by a girl. In earlier work, Nagy 2015 §§166-172 (plus 2017.08.28) and Nagy
2015.10.01 §§2-5, 54-56, I connect such a bivalent role of Sappho, both beloved girl and loving woman,
with the etymology of the name of Sappho, which I explain as a Greek term of endearment that means
something like ‘dear sister’ or even just ‘darling girl’.
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‘Things having to do with girlhood’ in Song 1 of Sappho

§20. Here I quote the relevant wording in Song 1 of Sappho, which I will then compare with wording we
find in the erotic epigrams I have studied so far, thus continuing playfully my ongoing game of connect-the-
dots.

§20a. Sappho Song 1 lines 18-28:

|1g Tiva dnlTe neibw |19 Balc dynv &c cav @IAOTATA; Tic ¢’, @ |2g Wang’, AdIKAEL; |21 KA
yap at gpelyel, Taxewc dIWEE, |7, al d& ddpa pr dEKeT’, AANG dacel, |o3 al O pr) Pilel,
TAXEWC QIANCEl |24 KWUK €BENOICA. |25 EABE pol kdi VOV, XaAgénav O& ATcov |,g €K pEpipvay,
dcca ¢ poi Téleccal |57 B0poc Lpepper, TEAecov, cU & alta |,g cUppayoc £cco.

§20b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text, as published in earlier work (Nagy
2015.10.22):

|18 "Whom am I once again this time [déute] to persuade [peithein], |19 setting out to
bring her to your love [philotés]? Who is doing you, |,¢ Sappho, wrong? |>; For if she is
fleeing now, soon [takheds] she will be pursuing. |55 If she is not taking gifts, soon she will
be giving them. |,3 If she does not love [philein], soon [takheds] she will love [philein]

|24 even against her will.” |5 Come to me even now, and free me from harsh

|26 anxieties, and however many things |>7 my heart [thiimos] yearns to get done, you do
for me. You |,g become my ally in war.

§21. At lines 18-24 here, we read words spoken to stage-Sappho by stage-Aphrodite, followed at lines 25-
28 by words spoken conversely to stage-Aphrodite by stage-Sappho. In analyzing the relevance of these
words to the erotic epigrams that we have already read, I start by focusing on the noun philotés at line 19,
which I have just translated by way of the English noun ‘love’, and on the double occurrence of the verb
philein at line 23, translated by way of the corresponding English verb ‘love’. In ancient Greek poetry, I
must emphasize, the meaning of the noun philotés is usually more specific, referring to overtly sexual
contact, while the verb philein, in prose as well as in poetry, can have the specific meaning of ‘kiss’ as well
as the general meaning of ‘love’. We have in fact seen both meanings of philein at work in the three
“Platonic” epigrams as I translated them above: philein needs to be translated specifically as ‘kiss’ at §12.1
and at §12.2 but more generally as ‘love’ at §12.3. As for the noun philotés at line 19 in Song 1 of Sappho,
I have so far opted for the general translation ‘love’, but there is room for a more specific interpretation
here, *‘making love’. The expression making love is in fact a particularly appropriate translation here, since,
in earlier phases of English, this expression was used more generally with reference to courtship, and only
in more recent phases of the language has it come to mean, primally, having sex.

§22. But now the question arises, with reference to the word philotés at line 19 in Song 1 of Sappho: who
is to have sex with whom? Or, to ask the question more delicately, who is to make love with whom? Or, to
put it even more delicately, who is to love whom? And there is a related question: who is the person whom
Aphrodite is asked to ‘persuade’, peithein, thus bringing this person back to ‘your love’, that is, to Sappho’s
love? As we see from the wording of Song 1, there are details about this person that will help us find
answers to such questions. As we learn from the words spoken by the stage-Aphrodite herself, this person
who needs to be persuaded by Aphrodite is someone who is now running away from Sappho, someone who
is now refusing to receive gifts from her, and someone who, as of now, simply does not love her. But this
person, as Aphrodite foretells, will soon be running after Sappho and will soon be offering gifts to her and
will soon love her. And here is where, on the basis of comparing what we read in imitations of Song One,
especially in epigrams by Paulus Silentiarius and by “Plato,” we may be able to interpret more specifically
and less generally some details about the lovemaking. On the basis of such comparisons, to focus on a
most salient detail for now, the offering of a love-gift that is meant to persuade the unspecified person ‘to
be loving’ can be seen as the offering of an apple, and the act of love that will be given in return for that
love-gift can be seen as mouth-to-mouth kissing. Unlike the Platonic pstikhé or ‘soul’ of Sappho, which is
hard as adamant and is thus a-peithés ‘resisting-all-persuasion’, as we read at line 3 in the epigram 5.246
of Paulus Silentiarius, the Sapphic thimos or *heart’ is made ready for soft kisses, and that is because, as
we read at line 18 in Song 1, the goddess Aphrodite herself is asked to ‘persuade’, peithein, the beloved girl
who will become, one fine day, takheds ‘soon’, the loving woman whose endearing name is Sappho.

§23. There is a measure of uncertainty built into the reassuring adverb takheds ‘soon’, which in Greek often
modulates into a hopeful ‘perhaps’. And the double use of takheds ‘soon’ at lines 21 and 23 in Song 1 of
Sappho augments the uncertainty, adding a sense of urgency. The uncertainty of promised love is picked
up by the poetry of Paulus Silentiarius in his epigram 5.246: at line 5, we see here a comparably double
use of takha, and both times at §1.1c I translate this adverb as ‘perhaps-soon’. The uncertainty is picked
up again in that other erotic epigram where Paulus is imitating Sappho: at line 1 of 5.236, we see once
again the adverb takha, and at §1.2c I translate this adverb once again as ‘perhaps-soon’.

Back again to Paulus Silentiarius

§24. As we have just seen from my translation, which goes back to §1.1c, the double use of the adverb
takha ‘perhaps-soon’ at line 5 in the epigram 5.246 of Paulus signals the uncertainties of promised love.
Such uncertainties, as we will now see, lead to the sufferings of sexual frustration, exemplified by the
mythological paradigm of comparable sufferings experienced by Tantalus, as narrated briefly at line 6. And
the frustration is caused by the erds of parthenia as signaled at line 4—which as we have seen can be
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interpreted ambiguously as either ‘desire for girlhood’ or ‘desire having to do with girlhood’. This poetic
theme of sexual frustration for the male speaker in epigram 5.246 is mirrored in epigram 5.236 of Paulus,
as translated at §1.2c, and the mirroring is signaled by the use of the same adverb takha ‘perhaps-soon’ at
line 1 of that poem. This mirroring is also signaled by way of a further narration, at lines 1-6 of epigram
5.236, about comparable frustrations experienced by Tantalus. The details there about the actual sufferings
of Tantalus differ in some ways from what we read at line 6 of epigram 5.246, but the point of comparison
is the same, which is, the poetic theme of sexual frustration as expressed by a male speaker.

§25. All this is not to say, not at all, that Paulus Silentiarius was poetically expressing his own personal
feelings of sexual frustration in composing this pair of epigrams, 5.246 and 5.236. I should think that such
expressions would have been socially incorrect for Paulus as a public figure in the Byzantine Empire of the
sixth century CE—in the era of the militantly Christian emperor Justinian. Rather, he was playfully
expressing such feelings as experienced by poetic personae that he was imitating. On the surface, we see
that these personae were male speakers, but, underneath, there was also a female persona that Paulus
was imitating, and that was Sappho herself. The formal pairing of the two epigrams 5.246 and 5.236 shows
that the ultimate target of imitation, not only for 5.246 but also for 5.236, was Sappho—even though we
see an explicit reference to her only in 5.246. Here Paulus is following a Hellenistic convention by
composing paired epigrams where one member of the pair refers explicitly to someone named or something
named, while the other member refers to the same someone or something only implicitly, without naming
names (there is a collection of examples in Ludwig 1963:75n44).

§26. As we have already seen, however, the imitation of Sappho by Paulus Silentiarius is mediated by his
imitation of Hellenistic epigrams attributed to Plato, and it is by way of such layered imitation that the
poetics of Paulus can channel Sappho, as it were, despite a shift from a first-person speaker who is female
to a first-person speaker who is male. Thus a Sapphic lover who is female can shift to a Platonic lover who
is male—but who can still remain playfully Sapphic. And here I return to the centerpoint of such
playfulness, which can be seen as the ambiguous poetics of erds ‘desire’ either for the girls of girlhood or
for the things having to do with girlhood—depending on how we interpret the genitive construction of
parthenia ‘girlhood’ at line 4 in epigram 5.246 of Paulus.

§27. As we have also already seen, the wording of Paulus at line 4 of that epigram can invite a safely
Platonic rethinking of erds ‘desire’—provided that the genitive of parthenia ‘girlhood’ is understood as
objective, as if the status of girlhood were a limitation placed on the sexuality of girls, while the reader’s
thinking may remain dangerously Sapphic if that same genitive is understood instead as merely connective
rather than objective— in which case the male speaker of the epigram may be sharing with his readers a
lesson in love, secretly teaching them how to invade, stealthily, the erotic world of girls. But the ambiguity
created by the potential understanding of an objective genitive in this poem of Paulus can protects his
poetry from the appearances of soft-core pornography, even if the poet’s playfulness in referring to the
eros of parthenia gives his poetry a charm that mirrors the primal sensuality of Sappho’s kisses.

§28. That said, I now come to a surprisingly deeper meaning embedded in the wording that combines the
noun erds with the genitive of the noun parthenia at line 4 of epigram 5.246. As we will now see, there
exists in the poetics of Sappho an understanding of erds that actually allows for the combining of this noun
with an objective genitive.

Back again to Sappho

§29. Here I quote the relevant wording in two songs of Sappho, which I will then compare with wording we
find in the erotic epigrams I have studied so far, thus further continuing playfully my ongoing game of
connect-the-dots.

§29.1a. Sappho n2 25-26 = Fragment 58.25-26 ed. Voigt

LEyw OE @iAnup’ ABpoclivay, ... To0To Kai poi | TO A unpov Epwc Aglin Kdl TO KA AoV AELA)
OYXE.

§29.1b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text, as published in earlier work (Nagy
2015.10.22):

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

§29.2a. Sappho Song 16:

|1 [o]t pEV LNV cTpdTOV ol OE nécdwv |, ol 8& vawv ¢alc’ €nf1] yav peiai[v]av

|3 [E]lupevarl kaAAicTov, Eyw 8& KAV’ OT-|4 -Tw TiC £paTar- |5 [nalyxu & ebpapec clvetov
noncai |g [m]avm T[o]0T’, & yap noAu nepckedoiga |7 KaAAoc [AvB]lpmnwy EAéEva [TO]v
Avdpa |g TOV [navaplictov |g kaAA[inoilg’ €Ba ‘c Tpoiav nAgai[ca |19 KWUS[E nalidoc oudE
@iAwv To[K]AwV |11 na[pnav] éuvacen, AAAa napayay’ alitav |15 [...Jcav [...] |15 [..]4E VOV
AvakTopi[ac 6]vepval-| g [-c’ o0 ] napeoicac, |17 [Ta]c <k>& BoAAoipav £paTov Te Baua
|18 KQpapuxpa Aaunpov {dnv npocwnw |19 A TG AUdwV Gpparta TkavonAoic

|20 [Mecdop]axevTac.

§29.2b. Here is my working translation of the original Greek text, as published in earlier work (Nagy
2015.10.22):
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|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]. |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.

|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 |,q as they
fight in battle [...].

§30. What follows is a brief epitome of relevant arguments I developed in an earlier work, Nagy 2010:

§30.1. The two lines of Sappho N2 25-26 come from the longer of two surviving versions of Sappho’s “song
of Tithonos.” In the second line of my translation at §29.1b, I interpret the Sun as the objective genitive of
erds ‘love’. Such a genitive construction would be parallel to the phrase 6TTw TIg £€paTal ‘whatever one loves
in Sappho 16, where this ‘whatever’ (16.3-4) is described as kdAAioTov ‘the most beautiful thing’ in the
whole wide world (16.3), as I show in my translation at §29.2b.

’

§30.2. There are three things to compare with ‘the most beautiful thing’ in Song 16 of Sappho, but each
one of them pales in comparison to ‘whatever’ that thing is that ‘one’ loves. These three things to be
compared are three radiant visions of beauty. The first of these visions is the dazzling sight of magnificent
chariot-fighters in their luminous war-chariots massing for frontal assault against their terrified enemy; the
second vision is of footsoldiers on the battlefield; and the third vision is of battleships at sea (16.1-2). But
none of these three radiant visions of beauty can match that ultimate brightness radiating from the
speaker’s love-object, Anaktoria (16.15-16). When Anaktoria sings and dances in the chorus, the loveliness
of her steps and the brilliant light you see radiating from her looks (16.17-8: £patdv Te BAua | kKApapuxpa
Aaunpov dnv npoownw) cannot be surpassed by anything in the whole wide world. That radiance of
Anaktoria is now directly compared with the radiance of the luminous chariots and the other two luminous
foils (16.19-20).

§30.3. According to the logic of Sappho’s poetic cosmos, nothing can surpass the radiance of the sun. So
the all-surpassing radiance of ‘whatever’ it is that the speaker says she loves more than anything else in
the whole wide world must be the same thing as the sun— or at least it must be a metonymic extension of
the sun, such as the radiance of Anaktoria herself when she sings and dances in the chorus.

§30.4. Similarly in the Tithonos song of Sappho, which is about the terrors and sorrows of dark old age, the
speaker’s declared love for the sun is what turns her life into a world of radiance and beauty. As I translate
at §29.1, she loves habrosuné ‘luxuriance’ (I'I2 25: Eyw d& @iAnuu’ ABpoauvav), which is associated with
the sun. In the poetics of Sappho, this association extends to the beautiful heroes Adonis and Phaon, lovers
of Aphrodite and projected lovers of Sappho: they are habroi ‘luxuriant’ and they shine like the sun in their
radiant attractiveness (documentation in Nagy 1990:285 [10§18], 298 [10§29] n113).

§30.5. In this song of Sappho, then, the sun is the promise of recycling for the girl who fears the
interruption of her youth by old age, for the woman who fears the termination of her life. The love or eros
(Epwc) for the sun as experienced by Sappho in the longer version of this song (I'I2 26) is the converse of
the love or eros (£pog) for Tithonos as experienced by the goddess of dawn, Eos, in the shorter version that
we now call the “New Sappho” (! 18). As we see from the wording that survives in the shorter version,
the beauty of Tithonos, who was kalos ‘beautiful’ as a neos ‘young man’ (M* 19), will be ruined by what is
described as a polion géras ‘gray old age’ (I'I1 20), just as the speaker’s beauty has been ruined (ﬂ1 11) by
the graying of her hair (NM! 12) because of géras ‘old age’ (N* 11)—after all, no human can remain

agéraos ‘ageless’ forever (I'I1 16). For a human to remain agéraos ‘ageless’ is ou dunaton ‘impossible’ (I'I1
16). This impossibility, this adunaton, is keenly felt by the speaker as she laments her inability to dance
any more—now that her knees are no longer nimble for dancing, no longer nimble like the limbs of playful
fawns (I'I1 13-14).

§31. Having reached the end of my brief epitome, I highlight one last time here the theme of a passionate
love, erds, for the ultimate radiance of the sun, as translated at §29.1—which is an erotic theme that takes
shape by way of an objective genitive. And I highlight also a related theme we can also see in the
translation at §29.1, which is the equation of this passionate love with a further love, as expressed by the
verb philein, for habrosuné—a noun that I translate for the moment as ‘luxuriance’. This noun is derived
from the adjective habro-, which we see attested at line 4 of the erotic epigram 5.236 of Paulus
Silentiarius, quoted and translated at §1.2; correspondingly, I translate this adjective as ‘luxuriant’, at least
for now. The adjective describes here the lips of a girl that the speaker desires to kiss. He says that the
girl’s lips, all puckered up, are more habro- ‘luxuriant’ than rosebuds. The unnamed girl in this epigram
5.236 of Paulus at §29.2 is the same as the named girl in his paired epigram 5.246 at §29.1. She is Sappho
—in her erotic role as a girl.

The erotic legacy of Sappho
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§32. In Part Two, posted after Part One here, we will take a second look at two erotic details that I have
highlighted in Sappho’s songs—details that we have seen being imitated in the epigrammatic poetry of
Paulus Silentiarius. The first detail was at §1.1—about ‘the soft kisses of Sappho’; and the second was at
§1.2—about the ‘luxuriant’ lips of a girl who is understood to be Sappho. And we will start to discover a
dark side underlying this kind of poetry. As we will see in a later posting, Part Five, the potential for soft-
core pornography in imitating the erotic experience of such luxuriant kisses—and of the naked embraces
that go with the kissing—could easily degenerate into hard-core pornography in situations where would-be
lovesick men learn to appropriate the agency of erds as they find it at work in the erotic world of Sappho.
Such male appropriation, as we will also see in Part Five, can even result in a transformation of Sappho
herself: the beloved girl and the loving woman, who together come to life as one and the same Sappho in
her songs, could then be turned into a negative example of female sexuality. And there could be a wide
social range of such negativity: Sappho could then be pictured either as a cynical courtesan or even as a
crude prostitute. Either way, she would now be ready to sell erds to the highest bidder.

§33. Here in Part One, we have so far seen mostly an absence of such negativity in the various
appropriations of female sexualtiy by ancient male authors in their imitations of Sappho. But now, as I
come to the end of Part One here, I am ready to analyze, starting in Part Two, the playful literary exercise
of a male author who is channeling, in a mutedly negative as well as positive way, the female sexuality that
pervades the poetics of Sappho. This literary exercise is the erotic novel Daphnis and Chloe, replete with
imitations inspired by the songs of Sappho.
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