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chapter 14

Female Choruses and Gardens of Nymphs:
Visualizing Chorality in Sappho*

Katerina Ladianou

In light of Romanticism, Sappho’s poetry has been read as an expression of the
poet’s inner feelings. According to this model, Sappho is a soloist, performing
her songs and playing her lyre in a private space, a small circle of same-sex
companions.1 This idea went unchallenged until fairly recently, but the sim-
ilarity of Sappho’s songs to Alcman’s Partheneia and the rise of performance
studies—especially since thepublicationofCalame’s groundbreakingbook2—
have cleared the way for discussions of Sappho’s public persona and the possi-
bility of choral, public performance. Although it is now acknowledged that at
least some of Sappho’s songs were probably meant to be performed chorally,
nevertheless it is true that the extended fragments of Sappho provide us only
with descriptions of choral activity, not explicit stage directions that would
directly point to their performance.

Adding to this ongoingdiscussion, this chapterwill first focus on the imagery
and visualization of chorality. I will show how the visual blends with other
senses in Sappho’s fragments in an attempt tomap out the synaesthetic quality
of Sappho’s poetry. In the second section of this paper, I will use later references
to Sapphic poetry in an attempt to show that synaesthesia was considered

* I would like to thank R.Martin, A. Lardinois andA.E. Peponi for organizing a stimulating con-
ference, the anonymous readers for their detailed and helpful comments, Zacharoula Petraki
for reading many drafts and enduring long discussions, Heidi Broome-Raines for meticulous
editing. Finally, I am grateful to Anastasia-Erasmia Peponi for my first inspirational look at
lyric.

1 Gentili (1988). Winkler (1990); Hallett (1979) discuss Sappho’s social context and the coex-
istence of public and private in the Sapphic corpus. Parker (1993) re-examines testimonia
supporting a sympotic performance by older women. Calame (1996), (2001) discusses choral
performance within an initiatory context. For Nagy (2007), Alcaeus and Sappho songs were
performed by choruses of young men and women in ritual contexts. Lardinois (1994), (1996),
(2001) also argues in favor of public choral performance even in the case of so-called ‘solo’
songs such as frr. 94 and 96 v.

2 Calame (2001).
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344 ladianou

an inherent characteristic of this poetry. Taking Philostratus Imagines 2.1 as
a starting point, I will further refer to Aulus Gellius and an epigram from the
Palatine Anthology to show that later authors’ reception of Sappho’s poetry
points both to a plurality of voices and to a blurring of the senses as main
characteristics of her poetic art. Furthermore, itwill be argued that this blurring
of senses is related to these authors’ understanding of Sappho’s poetry as
essentially choral. Finally, I will come back to Sappho’s poems to demonstrate
how the plurality of voices andmultiple sensibilia assumed by the later authors
can be found in her poetry. In conclusion, a questionwill be raised: is it possible
to argue that the visual and the blurring of the senses in Sappho could be an
added argument for the choral dimension of her poetry?

The Look of Song: Sappho and the Visual

τεθνάκην δ’ ἀδόλως θέλω·
ἄ με ψισδομένα κατελίμπανεν
πόλλα καὶ τόδ’ ἔειπέ [μοι·
‘ὤιμ’ ὠς δεῖνα πεπ[όνθ]αμεν,

5 Ψάπφ’, ἦ μάν σ’ ἀέκοισ’ ἀπυλιμπάνω.’
τὰν δ’ ἔγω τάδ’ ἀμοιβόμαν·
‘χαίροισ’ ἔρχεο κἄμεθεν
μέμναισ’, οἶσθα γὰρ ὤς σε πεδήπομεν·
αἰ δὲ μή, ἀλλά σ’ ἔγω θέλω

10 ὄμναισαι [....].[...]. . αι
. .[ ] καὶ κάλ’ ἐπάσχομεν.
πό[λλοις γὰρ στεφάν]οις ἴων
καὶ βρ[όδων κρο]κίων τ’ ὔμοι
κα . .[ ] πὰρ ἔμοι περεθήκαο,

15 καὶ πό[λλαις ὐπα]θύμιδας
πλέκ[ταις ἀμφ’ ἀ]πάλαι δέραι
ἀνθέων ἔ[βαλες] πεποημμέναις,
καὶ πολλωι [ ]. μύρωι
βρενθείωι [ ]ρυ[. .]ν

20 ἐξαλείψαο κα[ὶ βασι]ληίωι,
καὶ στρώμν[αν ἐ]πὶ μολθάκαν
ἀπάλαν πα .[ ] … ων
ἐξίης πόθο[ν ].νίδων,
κωὔτε τις [ οὔ]τε τι

25 ἶρον οὐδυ[ ]
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female choruses and gardens of nymphs 345

ἔπλετ’ ὄππ[οθεν ἄμ]μες ἀπέσκομεν
οὐκ ἄλσος .[ χ]όρος

]ψόφος
] … οιδιαι

fr. 94 v.

Honestly, I wish I were dead. She was leaving me, shedding many tears,
and saying this: ‘Alas, what a dreadful thing has happened to us, Sappho,
I am leaving you, honestly, not by my own will.’

And I replied to her thus: ‘Go, farewell and rememberme, for you know
how we cherished you. And, if you don’t, I wish to remind you … that
beautiful things happened to us. Many garlands of violets and roses and
saffron you put around you, lying close tome, and round your tender neck
you put woven garlands made from flowers, and much perfume … made
from flowers … royal … you anointed yourself, and lying on the soft couch
you used to satisfy the desire … there was neither … nor a shrine … from
which we were absent … nor grove … dance … sound … songs’.3

As the beginning of fr. 94 v. is missing, there is no clear indication either of
the identity of the speaking ‘I’ or of the time of utterance, both of which have
been the object of scholarly debate.4 I am inclined to think that this fragment
evokes variousmoments in time: the beginning of the fragment stages the lyric
self at a present moment of distress (θέλω, ‘I wish I were dead’, 1) and this is
followed by a shift to the past moment of separation (‘she was leaving me,
shedding tears’, κατελίμπανεν, 2). There follows a dialogue set in the past: she
was saying (ἔειπέ [μοι, 3·) ‘Sappho, I am leaving you (ἀπυλιμπάνω, 5) unwillingly’,
and I said (τάδ’ ἀμοιβόμαν, 6) ‘Go, farewell (χαίροισ’ ἔρχεο, 7), and remember
me (κἄμεθεν/μέμναισ’, 8)’. A second person emerges as an interlocutor who is
addressing by name the lyric ‘I’ (Ψάπφ’, 5). Then there is another time shift,
as memory helps both the speaking ‘I’ and the audience to return again to
the past, even before the separation: ‘remember how we lived together, and
if you don’t, I wish to remind you (θέλω / ὄμναισαι, 9–10)’. Although this is a

3 For all Sappho’s fragments, with the exception of the Tithonus poem, I cite Campbell (1982).
Translations, unless otherwise indicated, are mine reflecting the discussion at hand. Words
not fully attested in the Greek text are marked with a question mark.

4 For an overview of past scholarship see Burnett (1983) 292–293 and esp. n. 38; Greene (1996).
In short, scholars attribute the first line to (a) Sappho’s addressee at the time of parting, (b)
the female narrator of the parting scene, (c) speaking Sappho at the time of parting.
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346 ladianou

narration of the past, there is a sense of the future.5 The lyric ‘I’ will go on to
recall the previous experience of their common life, trying to preserve, store,
and secure the memory of the past. The self, then, is preserved as past and
future combined. Memory is both “what we were” and “what we will have
been”. What the speaker wants is both to create a memory and to share it to
ensure its preservation in the future. Three different voices are then staged
in a dialogue which takes place across several spatial as well as temporal
positions.6

The opening of the fragment, according to this reading, is the space of the
here and now, only described via the feelings of despair of the speaking per-
son, that swifty changes into the space of separation, the final dialogue. Here
the dialogic ‘space’ is set between the ‘I’ and the ‘you’, with the ‘I’ named by her
interlocutor, a signature Sapphic trick. In at least 19 of its 29 preserved lines,
then, the poem focuses on the memory of the past, in a last desperate attempt
to preserve through memory a eutopia of togetherness. Furthermore, the con-
struction throughmemory of the eutopic space focuses on its visualization: the
garlands are described in detail, their flowers named (πό[λλοις γὰρ στεφάν]οις
ἴων / καὶ βρ[όδων κρο]κίων, 12–13) in order to bring to mind a specific, vivid and
multicolored picture. The description of the performative reality is not only
visualized but also described synaesthetically, since all senses are activated and
addressed. It is not only the garland but the act of self- and mutual garlanding
(τ’ ὔμοι/ κα. . [ ] πὰρ ἔμοι περεθήκαο, 13–14) that emphasizes the sense of touch,
highlighted by the adjectives ἀ]πάλαι (16), ἀπάλαν (22), μολθάκαν (21) in combi-
nationwith the verbs ἔ[βαλες] (17) and ἐξαλείψαο (20). Smell is also a part of the
description: the adjectives βρένθειωι (19) and βασι]ληίωι (20) modify the noun
μύρωι (18) probably describing a specific smell. Finally the sense of hearing is
also described in the last, regrettably fragmentary, lines. Although the lines are
broken, the word χ]όρος (27) is highly probable, and the more difficult read-
ing οιδιαι (29, songs?) can also be regarded as denoting sound and pointing to
performance.7 Finally the term ψόφος (sound) points not only to the sense of
hearing but also to a lyric performance, since it can refer to the sound of musi-
cal instruments (usually the flute or lyre).8

5 Θέλω ὄμναισαι is not a future per se but a future expression, a wished-for-event situated in the
future.

6 For the polyphonic dimensions of the poem see also Yatromanolakis (2003) 55–56. He also
speaks of ‘dreamlike images deprived of specific time’ (57).

7 As Lardinois (1996) 163–164 points out, ‘the whole poem … is concerned with choral perfor-
mances’.

8 lsj s.v.; Eur. Ba. 680–687 ὁρῶ δὲ θιάσους τρεῖς γυναικείων χορῶν, […] / ὠινωμένας κρατῆρι καὶ
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female choruses and gardens of nymphs 347

It is evident, then, that Sappho stages a female eutopia through the descrip-
tionof female singing, the soundofmultiple female voices, smells, and textures.
Almost all the senses come into play and lines 21–23 explicitly describe the inti-
mate space of desire, which is named in line 23 (ἐξίης πόθο[ν] . νίδων); this is
an explicit scene of female homoerotic desire as a marker, I suggest, of female
homilia. Sappho’s description emphasizes the body and itsmovements: the soft
neck onwhich the garlands are placed, the bodies anointedwith perfumes, the
bodies reclining on couches feeling soft to the touch. Female desire is heavily
emphasized, as it is also in Alcman’s Partheneia. Most importantly, in the bro-
ken end of the fragment there is the memory of women singing and probably
dancing.9

I hope to have shown that fr. 94 v. is set in a fluid time and space that
is represented as such through a fusion of voices (by switching grammatical
persons) and senses. In fr. 44 v. we find another case of visualized fusion of song
and dance. I believe that this fragment can be compared with fr. 94, to throw
some light on the ending of the latter. Fragment 44, as we have it today, begins
with a vivid description of the wedding procession of Hector and Andromache
as narrated by the herald Idaeus:

5 Ἔκτωρ καὶ συνέταιρ[ο]ι ἄγοισ’ ἐλικώπιδα
Θήβας ἐξ ἰέρας Πλακίας τ’ ἀ[π’ ἀι]ν⟨ν⟩άω
ἄβραν Ἀνδρομάχαν ἐνὶ ναῦσιν ἐπ’ ἄλμυρον
πόντον· πόλλα δ’ [ἐλί]γματα χρύσια κἄμματα
πορφύρ[α] καταΰτ[με]να, ποίκιλ’ ἀθύρματα,

10 ἀργύρα τ’ ἀνάριθμα ποτήρια κἀλέφαις.
ὢς εἶπ’· ὀτραλέως δ’ ἀνόρουσε πάτ[η]ρ φίλος·
φάμα δ’ ἦλθε κατὰ πτόλιν εὐρύχορον φίλοις·
αὔτικ’ Ἰλίαδαι σατίναι[ς] ὐπ’εὐτρόχοις
ἆγον αἰμιόνοις, ἐπ[έ]βαινε δὲ παῖς ὄχλος

15 γυναίκων τ’ ἄμα παρθενίκα[ν] τ . .[. .]οσφύρων,
χῶρις δ’ αὖ Περάμοιο θύγ[α]τρες[
ἴππ[οις] δ’ ἄνδρες ὔπαγον ὐπ’ ἀρ[ματ-

fr. 44.5–17 v.

λωτοῦ ψόφωι; Cyc. 442–443 ἥδιον ψόφον / κιθάρας κλύοιμεν; cf. too Paus. 2.21.3 (of the sound of
the trumpet).

9 At least according to Lobel-Pagewho read χ]ορός where Voigt prints].ρός. See Lardinois (1994)
70 and n. 50.
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348 ladianou

… Hector and his companions are bringing the lively-eyed, graceful An-
dromache from holy Thebe and ever-flowing Placia in their ships over
the salt sea. And there are many golden bracelets and perfumed purple
robes, ornate trinkets and countless silver drinking cups.” So he spoke;
and nimbly his dear father leapt up, and the news went to his friends
throughout the spacious city. At once the sons of Ilus yoked the mules to
the smooth running carriages, and thewhole crowdofwomenand tender-
ankledmaidens climbed on board. Apart drove the daughters of Priam…
and unmarried men yoked horses to chariots …10

Theherald’swords imply an internal audience: theTrojans, towhomthe speech
is addressed. Although this is a description spoken out loud by the herald and is
therefore directed at the sense of hearing his words create a vivid visual image.
First, the long journey fromThebes and Placia to Troy across the sea is conjured
up for the audience’s eyes. ThenAndromache is described; the lively look in her
eyes travels with her from line 5 to line 7, where it meets the noun it qualifies,
as the journey is structurally placed between the adjective and the proper
name. The emphasis on Andromache’s glance creates the impression that the
journey is seen through her own eyes. Then the catalogue of the wedding gifts
is presented with an emphasis on the costliness of materials. Gold, silver, ivory,
and royal purple (χρύσια, πορφύρ[α], ἀργύρα, κἀλέφαις, 8–10) objects in large
quantities (πόλλα, ἀνάριθμα, 8, 10) create an atmosphere of luxury and a colorful
and bright visual image. The end of Idaeus’message is immediately followed by
the reactionof theTrojan royal family,whowith theTrojanpeople comprise the
poem’s internal audience, to the news. The message is first conveyed to Priam,
who leaps up from his throne, then it travels all over the city. The spaciousness
of the city is emphasized both verbally (εὐρύχορον) and through the description
of the crowd as it prepares to meet the royal couple. The reference to the
preparations of the father and friends, then of the children, young women, and
daughters of Priam, and finally of the youngandgrownmen, proceeds gradually
from the confined space of the palace to the open space of the city streets, aptly
showing the engagement of the whole polis both as a space and as a citizen
body.

The action of the rest of the fragment takes place in the civic space, and the
emphasis rests on the description of various lyric performances as visualized
for an external audience:

10 Translation from Campbell (1982).
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female choruses and gardens of nymphs 349

αὖλος δ’ ἀδυ[μ]έλης [κίθαρίς] τ’ ὀνεμίγνυ[το
25 καὶ ψ[ό]φο[ς κ]ροτάλ[ων, λιγέ]ως δ’ ἄρα πάρθ[ενοι

ἄειδον μέλος ἄγν[ον, ἴκα]νε δ’ ἐς αἴθ[ερα
ἄχω θεσπεσία γέλ[
πάνται δ’ ἦς κὰτ’ ὄδοι[ς
κρατήρες φίαλαί τ’ ὀ[…]υεδε[. .]. . εακ .[.].[

30 μύρρα καὶ κασία λίβανός τ’ ὀνεμείχνυτο·
γύναικες δ’ ἐλέλυσδον ὄσαι προγενέστερα[ι,
πάντες δ’ ἄνδρες ἐπήρατον ἴαχον ὄρθιον
Πάον’ ὀνκαλέοντες ἐκάβολον εὐλύραν,
ὔμνην δ’ Ἔκτορα κἈνδρομάχαν θεοεικέλο[ις.

fr. 44, 23–34

The sweet-sounding pipe mingled with the lyre and the sound of the
castanets, and maidens sang clearly a holy song, and the exquisite echo
reached the sky … and everywhere in the streets … bowls and cups … and
cassia and myrrh and frankincense were mingled. And the older women
cried out and allmen raised a loud cry calling onApollo Paean, theArcher,
the player of the lyre, praising Hector and Andromache, similar to gods.

The citizen body, previously described on the way to meet the royal couple,
is now presented in performance. The choruses are shown in action in the
order employed previously to describe the preparations. There are probably
three different choruses: young girls (πάρθ[ενοι, 25), olderwomen (γύναικες ὄσαι
προγενέστερα[ι, 31), and men (ἄνδρες, 32) performing different lyric genres: a
partheneion, an orthios paean (ἴαχον ὄρθιον / Πάον’ ὀνκαλέοντες, 32–33) and a
hymnos (ὔμνην, 34).11 Moreover, the internal audience becomes the audience
of the festivities, but Hector and Andromache—previously the topic of the
herald’s message—can be seen as part of the internal audience since they now
become the topic of the choral song (ὔμνην δ’ Ἔκτορα κἈνδρομάχαν θεοεικέλο[ις,
34).

The external audience, for whom the vivid description is intended, is led to
perceive the performances through all senses. The fragment describes choral

11 See Carey (2009) for an overview of past scholarship and an excellent introduction to lyric
genre categories. With most scholars Carey emphasizes the resistance of lyric genres to
rigid categorization, pointing out that ‘literary genres are best seen not as categories but
as tendencies’ (22). Be that as itmay, I do not intendhere tomake any suggestion regarding
the content or categorization of specific lyric genres. What I am pointing out is that the
text refers explicitly to recognizable lyric genres, such as a hymn and orthios paean.
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350 ladianou

performances and, just as in fr. 94, in fr. 44 v. the visual element is combined
not only with sound but also with smell. There is the sound of pipes (αὖλος
δ’ ἀδυ[μ]έλης, 24), castanets (ψ[ό]φο[ς κ]ροτάλ[ων, 25), and songs (ἄχω θεσπε-
σία, 27; ἄειδον μέλος, 26; ἐλέλυσδον, 31; ἐπήρατον ἴαχον ὄρθιον, 32; ὀνκαλέοντες, 33;
ὔμνην, 34) performed by men and women. Indeed, the senses seem to be min-
gled: the description of sound is brought together with the description of scent
(μύρρα καὶ κασία λίβανὸς τ’, 30); the repetition of the verb (ὀνεμίγνυτο, ὀνεμεί-
χνυτο, 24, 30) emphasizes the fusion, connecting it with choral performance.
Finally, when the crowd mingles, women and men sing together and even the
wine is mixed in the mixing bowls. Apollo is called in their song by many of
his epithets: he is Paean, archer, and lyre-player. Lyric genres are fused. In this
ecstatic description of a wedding ceremony, nothing is static, nothing is sepa-
rate; everything is mobile and fused together literally and metaphorically. The
fragment sets up different audiences, viewers and spectacles, but this catego-
rization is fluid as well: the internal audience of the herald’s message becomes
the audience or the performers of the celebratory choral dances. Andromache,
a viewer in the beginning of the poem, becomes a spectacle, the subject of per-
formance and its audience at the same time.

The fusion of the senses is connected to the description of choral perfor-
mances also in fr. 2 v. Already Hermogenes in his second-century ad treatise
On the Kinds of Style noted that the pleasure derived from this fragment has
to do with the visualization of the locus amoenus. Quoting fr. 2 he argues that
certain things can afford pleasure (ἡδονή) not only to the eye when seen but
also to the ear when spoken (ταῦτα γὰρ καὶ τῆι ὄψει προσβάλλει ἡδονὴν ὁρώμενα
καὶ τῆι ἀκοῆι, ὅτε ἐξαγγέλλει τις).12 For Hermogenes, the description of the locus
amoenus targets both the eye and the ear: by visualizing the beautiful place, the
picture is set before the eyes of the audiencewhile listening to the poem. At the
same time the description engages the ear as well, not only because the perfor-
mance of the poem is intended to be heard but also because the description is
not only visual but also acoustic.

1 δεῦρύ μ’ ἐκ Κρήτας ἐπ[ὶ τόνδ]ε ναῦον
ἄγνον, ὄππ[αι τοι] χάριεν μὲν ἄλσος
μαλί[αν], βῶμοι δὲ τεθυμιάμε-
νοι [λι]βανώτωι·

5 ἐν δ’ ὔδωρ ψῦχρον κελάδει δι’ ὔσδων
μαλίνων, βρόδοισι δὲ παῖς ὀ χῶρος

12 Hermog. Id. 2.4 (p. 331 Rabe).
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female choruses and gardens of nymphs 351

ἐσκίαστ’, αἰθυσσομένων δὲ φύλλων
κῶμα κατέρρει·
ἐν δὲ λείμων ἰππόβοτος τέθαλεν

10 ἠρίνοισιν ἄνθεσιν, αἰ δ’ ἄηται
μέλλιχα πνέοισιν [
[
ἔνθα δὴ σὺ … . έλοισα Κύπρι
χρυσίαισιν ἐν κυλίκεσσιν ἄβρως

15 ὀμμεμείχμενον θαλίαισι νέκταρ
οἰνοχόαισον

Hither from Crete to this holy temple (?) where is a delightful grove
of apple trees and altars smoking with incense. There, your cold water
resounds while rushing through the apple branches, and the whole place
is shadowed by roses, and from the shimmering leaves sleep … down (?)
There is also a meadow, grazed by horses, blossoms with spring flowers,
and the breeze sweetly blows. There you … taking, Cypris, charmingly
pour in golden cups nectar mingled with our festivities.

The space is carefully constructed by the use of deictic markers: the second
person invocation to Cypris stages a dialogue between the persona loquens
(με, 1) and a persona audiens (σύ) that is set in two different spaces. Cypris
is now in Crete (ἐκ Κρήτας) but is summoned here (δεῦρυ), at the speaking
position of the speaking ‘I’ which is first defined by means of deictic markers
ἐπ[ὶ τόνδ]ε ναῦον, ὄππ[αι, ἔνθα δή). Then the space is described: it includes a
temple (ναῦον / ἄγνον), a grove with apple trees (ἄλσος / μαλί[αν, 2–3), an altar
with incense (βῶμοι δὲ τεθυμιάμε/νοι [λι]βανώτωι, 3–4), a stream of water (ὔδωρ
ψῦχρον, 5), rose bushes (βρόδοισι, 6), thick foliage (αἰθυσσομένων δὲ φύλλων, 7),
a flowery meadow with horses (λείμων ἰππόβοτος τέθαλεν / ἠρίνοισιν ἄνθεσιν, 9–
10).13

The grove is probably not inhabited since and there is no description of
human presence. The smoking altar, however, denotes human activity and the
end of the poem suggests a gathering (θαλίαισι, 15) where Cypris is invited as
a wine bearer (οἰνοχόαισον, 16). In addition to the goddess, a second internal,
now mortal, audience emerges: the members of the θαλίαι. Although there is
no description or invocation to the mortal audience, the grove is described

13 Most editors accept the emendation ναῦον.ContraYatromanolakis (2003) 54–55who reads
ἔναυ⟨λ⟩ον (‘dwelling’) instead.
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through the totality of human senses creating such a presence. Smell, touch,
and hearing are also employed: the smell of the incense, the cold water, the
sound of water, the sleep all presuppose a human presence. The description is
also mobile: the altar is smoking, the water is running, the breeze is blowing,
sleep is coming down. According to Hermogenes, such a setting gives pleasure
to both the viewer and the listener; hence it can be suggested that the descrip-
tion constructs an internal audience for the performance by describing how
the pleasurable setting impacts their senses.

Although the descriptive context can sometimes be identified with its per-
formative context, I only submit that fragment as good evidence that the fusion
of the senses is connected to the description of choral performances.Moreover,
it is noteworthy that the representation of a choral performance emphasizes
fusion of senses as its indispensable characteristic in the context of Sapphic
poetry. In the following section, I will show that this is the case for later con-
texts as well.

Looking at Sappho’s Songs: Philostratus 2.1

In my discussion of the importance of the element of visualization to Sapphic
poetry, I hope to have shown that the visual is often connected with the other
senses, creating a synaesthetic, pleasurable, vivid image, one that Hermogenes
would call hedonic. It is interesting, then, that such an emphasis on visual-
ization is evident in the later reception of Sappho. In this section, I will first
discuss Philostratus Imagines 2.1 and later bring in Aulus Gellius and an epi-
gram from the Palatine Anthology in an attempt to show that visualization and
the blurring of the senses was considered by them an indispensable character-
istic of Sapphic poetry. Secondly, I will go on to argue that in the mind of later
audiences such a synaesthetic visual effect was closely connected with choral
performance.

Philostratus’ Imagines, a collection of ekphraseis of the paintings that—
according to the narrator—decorated a gallery in Naples, is the obvious
place where literature and representational art meet.14 One of the paintings

14 The bibliography on ekphrasis is vast and exploring it is not within the scope of this paper.
For an introduction and extended bibliography see Leach (1988); Fowler (1991); Goldhill
(1994); Bartsch and Elsner (eds) (2007). On ekphraseis in Philostratus’Imagines see Shaffer
(1998) and Dubel (2009). Most recently, Whitmarsh (2013) has discussed artwork in erotic
contexts, raising questions on gender politics.
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depicts Sappho and a group of young girls in a ritual setting. The passage is
worth quoting in full:15

Ἀφροδίτην ἐλεφαντίνην ⟨ἐν⟩ ἁπαλοῖς μυρρινῶσιν ἄδουσιν ἁπαλαὶ κόραι. διδά-
σκαλος αὐτὰς ἄγει σοφὴκαὶ οὐδ’ ἔξωρος; ἐφιζάνει γὰρ τις ὥρακαὶ ῥυτίδι πρώτη,
γήρως μὲν τὸ ὑπόσεμνον ἕλκουσα, τούτωι δ’ αὖ κεραννῦσα τὸ σωιζόμενον τῆς
ἀκμῆς. καὶ τὸ μὲν σχῆμαἈφροδίτης Αἰδοῦς, γυμνὴ καὶ εὐσχήμων, ἡ δὲ ὕλη συν-
θήκη μεμυκότος ἐλέφαντος. ἀλλ’ οὐ βούλεται γεγράφθαι δοκεῖν ἡ θεός, ἔκκειται
δὲ οἵα λαβέσθαι. Βούλει λόγου τι ἐπιλείβωμεν τῶι βωμῶι; λιβανωτοῦ γὰρ ἱκανῶς
ἔχει καὶ κασίας καὶ σμύρνης, δοκεῖ δὲ μοι καὶ Σαπφοῦς τι ἀναπνεῖν. ἐπαινετέα τοί-
νυν ἡ σοφία τῆς γραφῆς, πρῶτον μὲν ὅτι τὰς ἀγαπωμένας λίθους περιβαλοῦσα
οὐκ ἐκ τῶν χρωμάτων αὐτὰς ἐμιμήσατο, ἀλλ’ ἐκ τοῦ φωτός, οἷον ὀφθαλμῶι
κέντρον τὴν διαύγειαν αὐταῖς ἐνθεῖσα, εἶτα ὅτι καὶ τοῦ ὕμνου παρέχει ἀκού-
ειν. ἄιδουσι γὰρ οἱ παῖδες, ἄιδουσι, καὶ ἡ διδάσκαλος ὑποβλέπει τὴν ἀπάιδουσαν
κροτοῦσα τὰς χεῖρας καὶ ἐς τὸ μέλος ἱκανῶς ἐμβιβάζουσα. ⟨…⟩ τὸ μὲν γὰρ τῆς στο-
λῆς ἀπέριττον καὶ μὴ δι’ ὄχλου αὐταῖς, εἰ ἀθύροιεν, ἤ τὸ ἐν χρῶι τῆς ζώνης ἤ
τὸ εἰς βραχίονα τοῦ χιτῶνος ἤ ὡς ἀνυποδησίαι χαίρουσιν ἐφεστῶσαι ἁπαλῆι
πόαι καὶ ἀναψυχὴν ἕλκουσαι παρὰ της δρόσου, λειμὼν τε ὁ περὶ τὰς ἐσθῆτας
καὶ τὰ ἐν αὐταῖς χρώματα, ὡς ἄλλο ἄλλωι ἐπιπρέπει, δαιμονίως ἐκμεμίμηται.
τὰ γὰρ συμβαίνοντα οἱ μὴ γράφοντες οὐκ ἀληθεύουσιν ἐν ταῖς γραφαῖς. τὰ δὲ
εἴδη τῶν παρθένων εἰ τῶι Πάριδι ἤ ἄλλωι τωι κριτῆ ἐπιτρέποιμεν, ἀπορῆσαι ἂν
δοκεῖ ψηφίσθασαι, τοσοῦτον ἀμιλλῶνται ῥοδοπήχεις καὶ ἑλικώπιδες καὶ καλλιπά-
ρηοι καὶ μελίφωνοι. Σαπφοῦς τοῦτο δὴ τὸ ἡδὺ πρόσφεγμα. παραψάλλει δὲ αὐταῖς
Ἔρως ἀνακλίνας τοῦ τόξου τὸν πῆχυν, καὶ ἡ νευρὰ παναρμόνιον ἄδει και φησι
πάντα ἔχειν ὅσα ἡ λύρα, ταχεῖς τε οἱ ὀφθαλμοὶ τοῦ θεοῦ ῥυθμόν τινα οἶμαι διανο-
οῦντες, τί δῆτα ἄιδουσι; γέγραπται γάρ τι καὶ ὠιδῆς. τὴν Ἀφροδίτην ἐκφῦναι τῆς
θαλάττης λέγουσιν ἀπορροῆι τοῦΟὐρανοῦ, καὶ ὅπου μὲν τῶν νήσων προσέσχεν,
οὔπω λέγουσιν, ἐροῦσι δέομαι Πάφον, τὴν γένεσιν δὲ ἱκανῶς ἄιδουσιν. ἀναβλέ-
πουσαι μὲν γὰρ ἐμφαίνουσιν, ὅτι ἐκ θαλάττης, τὸ μειδίαμα δὲ αὐτῶν γαλήνης
ἐστὶν αἴνιγμα.

An Aphrodite, made of ivory, tender maidens are hymning in tender
myrtle groves. The chorodidaskalos who leads them is skilled in her art,
and not yet past her youth; for a certain beauty rests even on her first
wrinkle, which, though it brings with it the gravity of age, yet tempers
this with what remains of her prime. The type of the goddess is that of

15 Phil. Imag. 2.1. For the text and translation,withminor adjustments, I cite Fairbanks (1931).
For a discussion of the passage see also Calame (1996) 115.
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Aphrodite goddess ofModesty, unclothed and decorous, and thematerial
is ivory, closely joined. However, the goddess is unwilling to seempainted,
but she stands out as though one could take hold of her. Do you wish
us to pour a libation of discourse on the altar? For of frankincense and
cinnamon and myrrh it has enough already, and it seems to me to give
out also a fragrance as of Sappho. Accordingly the wisdom of the painting
must be praised, first, because the artist, inmaking the border of precious
stones, has used not colors but light to depict them, putting a radiance
in them like the pupil in an eye, and, secondly, because he even makes
us hear the hymn. For the maidens are singing, are singing, and the
chorodidaskalos frowns at one who is off-key, clapping her hands and
trying earnestly to bring her into tune… For as to their garments, they are
simple and such as not to impede their movements if they should play—
for instance, the close-fitting girdle, the chiton that leaves the arm free,
and the way they enjoy treading with naked feet on the tender grass and
drawing refreshment from the dew; and the flowered decoration of their
garments, and the colors used on them—theway they harmonize the one
with the other—are represented with wonderful truth; for painters who
fail to make the details consistent with one another do not depict the
truth in their paintings. As to the figures of the maidens, if we were to
leave the decision regarding them to Paris or any other judge, I believe
he would be at a loss how to vote, so close is the rivalry among them
in rosy arms and flashing eyes and fair cheeks and in ‘honeyed voices’,
to use the charming expression of Sappho. Eros, tilting up the centre of
his bow, lightly strikes the string for them and the bow-string resounds
with a full harmony and asserts that it possesses all the notes of a lyre;
and swift are the eyes of the god as they recall, I fancy, some particular
measure. What, then, is the song they are singing? For indeed something
of the subject has been expressed in the painting; they are telling how
Aphrodite was born from the sea through an emanation of Uranus. Upon
which one of the islands she came ashore they do not yet tell, though
doubtless they will name Paphos; but they are singing clearly enough of
her birth, for by looking upward they indicate that she is from Heaven
(Uranus), and by slightly moving their upturned hands they show that
she has come from the sea, and their smile is an intimation of the sea’s
calm.

The description begins with a double focus: on the ivory statue of Aphrodite
and the διδάσκαλος, leading a chorus of young girls. The description of the
statue is an embedded ekphrasis, a description of a work of art within an
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ekphrasis, in this case, the description of a painting. But it is interesting that
the description, although constructing an ekphrasiswithin an ekphrasis, tends
to overcome its limits and strives for a realistic effect: the goddess is not
only identified with the statue of the goddess as in the opening (Ἀφροδίτην
ἐλεφαντίνην) but also with the painted image of her statue.

The statue is described as typified (καὶ τὸ μὲν σχῆμα Ἀφροδίτης Αἰδοῦς, γυμνὴ
καὶ εὐσχήμων) and made of ivory (ἐλεφαντίνην). The statue is perfectly made,
almost seamless (ἡ δὲ ὕλη συνθήκη μεμυκότος ἐλέφαντος). The participle μεμυ-
κότος, deriving from the verb μύω (shut the eyes), introduces a metaphor: the
pieces are closely joined together like two eyelids. The metaphor not only
emphasizes the closeness and the fact that the two pieces physically belong
together but also introduces the importance of eyesight by focusing on the
eyes. The intention of the sculptor was to fool the eye, the two pieces appear-
ing like one. But the intention of the sculptor coincides with the intention
of the goddess herself whose wish is not to look like a painted image (ἀλλ’οὐ
βούλεται γεγράφθαι δοκεῖν ἡ θεός). Thus Aphrodite is a viewer and a critic: she
does not want to look as if she were a painting, she wants to look as real-
istic as possible, as if someone could touch her (ἔκκειται δὲ οἵα λαβέσθαι).16
Moreover, the intention of both the goddess and the painter coincides with
the one of the writer of the ekphrasis: bringing the scene before the eyes
of the reader is the desirable effect of the ekphrasis, as progymnasmata pre-
scribe.17

The description of Sappho is the second focus of the ekphrasis. The chorus
leader, unlike the dancers, is clearly past her prime although not too old (οὐδ’
ἔξωρος), with the first wrinkles mixed with her past beauty. The description is
very precise, visualizingnot only the looks but also the overall impressionof her
stature and physique. The description of her age is also interesting as Sappho
has features of both young and old age at the same time, creating a blurring-
of-time effect (ἐφιζάνει γὰρ τις ὥρα καὶ ῥυτίδι πρώτη, γήρως μὲν τὸ ὑπόσεμνον
ἕλκουσα, τούτωι δ’ αὖ κεραννῦσα τὸ σωιζόμενον τῆς ἀκμῆς).

16 The locus classicus is a quote from Theon: ἔκφρασις ἐστὶ λόγος περιηγηματικὸς ἐναργῶς ὑπ’
ὄψιν ἄγων τὸ δηλούμενον, ‘ekphrasis is a descriptive speech that brings the thing shown
vividly before the eyes’ (Prog. p. 118 Spengel = 66 Patillon). For detailed bibliography and
discussions on enargeia: Fowler (1991) 26; Goldhill (2007) 3; Bartsch (1989) 9; Webb (2009)
Chapter 4. For a theoretical approachon thequestionof focalization (who sees) seeFowler
(1991) 29–31.

17 For rhetorical handbooks on ekphrasis see Webb (2009). For shorter discussions see
Bartsch (1989) 7–10; Goldhill (2007) 3–7.
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It is only to be expected that the visual element would be emphasized in
the framework of an ekphrasis of a painting.18 Moreover, Philostratus describes
not only the image but also the act of viewing, the play of light and the effect
of the eye capturing this light.19 The artist made a frame of precious stones
around his painting so that the light reflected in the stones creates a gleaming
effect. Referring to the artistry of the painter, Philostratus breaks the realistic
effect, reminding his audience that this is really a painting. On the other hand,
it highlights its artistry; he is not only a good artist, he is σοφός. I suggested
earlier that the description of Aphrodite was a case of an embedded ekphrasis.
It is my view that Sappho, the second focus of the ekphrasis, is an embedded
ekphrasis as well. This time Philostratus describes not a visual artifact, but
Sapphic poetry.20

In reading the ekphrasis both an act of interpretation and one of emulation
become apparent: in order for the δηλούμενον to come before the audience’s
eyes, a prior knowledge of Sapphic poetry is necessary. Philostratus is describ-
ing the grove using Sapphic imagery (frr. 2 and 44 v. in particular) and diction,
andhequotes directly fromSapphowhen calling the chorus girls honey-voiced,
‘to use the charming expression of Sappho’.21 The insistence on touch is again
Sapphic in the use of the term ἀπαλός (‘soft to the touch, tender’), already used
by Sappho in fr. 94 v. His description of a work of art is then two-fold, since
he is describing the painting and the poetic work at the same time. It is first
the painter himself who tried to imitate Sappho; Philostratus’ ekphrasis tries to
represent and imitate, or emulate, both. It is noticeable that both Sappho and
the painter are σοφοί; of course Philostratus, in an attempt to achieve σοφία, is
competing with both of them.22 Finally, the audience has to be equally wise, a
learned audience well versed in visual arts and poetry.

As Shaffer (1998) rightly observes, ‘Philostratus’ attempt to translate impres-
sions from the pictorial to the literary medium calls attention to the mimetic
quality of both and invites the act of interpretation’.23 Thewisdom of the paint-

18 See e.g. Webb (2009) 127: ‘For what enargeia, and thus ekphrasis, seek to imitate is not so
much an object, or scene, or person in itself, but the effect of seeing that thing.’

19 For Goldhill (2007) 2 ekphrasis dramatizes ‘the moment of looking as a practice of inter-
preting, of reading—a way of seeing meaning’.

20 See Shaffer (1998) 313 who discusses Imag. 1.1 (Scamander) and its dialogue with the
Homeric poem.

21 Sappho fr. 185 v.
22 For sophos see Goldhill (2007) 2 according to whom ekphrasis ‘dramatizes not just an

interpretation, but a sophos—an educated wit—interpreting’; and Shaffer (1998) 314.
23 Shaffer (1998) 304.
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ing, according to Philostratus, must be praised for two reasons: first, because
the painter mimics the sense of sight itself (οἷον ὀφθαλμῶι κέντρον τὴν διαύγειαν
αὐταῖς ἐνθεῖσα) and, secondly, because he evenmakes us hear the hymn (καὶ τοῦ
ὕμνου παρέχει ἀκούειν). The importance of the visual is then a feature of σοφία,
as is the fusion of all senses, the synaesthetic reception of Sappho. It is evident
that Philostratus understands that the painting attempts to engage not only the
vision but all other senses as well.24 The fact that ekphrasis usually employs
all senses is of course well established, since the descriptions of the work of
art direct the viewer to perceive them with more senses than sight alone.25
As Bartsch rightly observes, interpretation in Philostratus entails seeing and
describing more than is actually visible.26 What I am suggesting, however, is
that Philostratus’ appeal to all the senses is also mimicking Sapphic poetry.
Apart from the visual, already discussed, there is also an insistence on touch
and scent in Philostratus’ description: right from the beginning tender girls
sing in a tender grove, and later again the emphasis is on the sense of touch
when girls feel the soft, moist grass under their bare feet. Scent is again very
important: there is an emphasis on the beautiful smell of incense but there are
also two interesting points. The first is the idea of discourse as an offering; the
ekphrasis is offered to the goddess as incense is:

βούλει λόγου τι ἐπιλείβωμεν τῶι βωμῶι; λιβανωτοῦ γὰρ ἱκανῶς ἔχει καὶ κασίας
καὶ σμύρνης, δοκεῖ δὲ μοι καὶ Σαπφοῦς τι ἀναπνεῖν.

Do you wish us to pour a libation of discourse on the altar? For of frank-
incense and cinnamon and myrrh it has enough already and it seems to
me to give out also a fragrance as of Sappho.

Discourse, usually perceived though hearing, is then fragrant, perceived by
smell. Describing Sapphic discourse in synaesthetic terms, Philostratus consid-
ers the emphasis on the visual and its combination with other senses, that is,

24 As Shaffer (1998) 308 points out, ‘beyond mere visual description, Philostratus attempts
to achieve full sensuous reality in the medium of words and even attributes sensations of
fragrance and sound to his immediate visual perceptions’.

25 See Webb (2009) 187 who points out that the pictures are meant to elicit a synaesthetic
response.

26 Bartsch (1989) 16–17 according to whom ‘Philostratus does not restrict himself to a cata-
logueof details:whathe tells his imaginary audience (andus) about thepictures is far from
purely descriptive involving both the details actually visible in each picture and those he
has brought in frommyth, literature, and historiography’ (16).

- 978-90-04-31484-9
Downloaded from Brill.com05/10/2021 12:06:02PM

via free access



358 ladianou

synaesthesia, as an integral characteristic of Sapphic poetry not only in terms
of its perception but also of its reception. Moreover, and most importantly, the
fragrance of the ekphrasis, as it were, is nothing but a mimesis of the fragrance
of Sapphic discourse. There is then, it seems, a certain scent to a Sapphic song,
a scent that the writer of the ekphrasis seems to emulate. Listening to a Sap-
phic song is, to Philostratus, a synaesthetic experience, where all senses are
employed. It is clear, then, I suggest, that Philostratus perceives the fusion of
senses as an common feature of Sapphic poetry, one that his audience would
recognize as characteristically Sapphic. Hence the interplay of the visual, tac-
tile, and olfactory is recalled to themind of the audience for the ekphrasis to be
closer to its prototype, a more realistic imitation of Sappho’s poetry.

I hope to have shown that Philostratus employs a recognizable characteristic
of Sapphic poetry as a vehicle for a more realistic ekphrasis. At this point, one
more feature of Philostratus’ description is worth discussing at some length. At
the beginning of the ekphrasis, the portrait of Sappho is clearly that of a chorus
teacher leading off a dance of young girls. The network of technical terms refers
unmistakably to choral performance. The chorus teacher (ἡ διδάσκαλος) leads
(ἄγει) the dancers, called οἱ παῖδες who dance in unison (ἄιδουσι). Mistakes
are not tolerated, and the capable leader sets the off-tune girl straight with a
‘condescending’ look followed by a clap of her hands (ὑποβλέπει τὴν ἀπάιδουσαν
κροτοῦσα τὰς χεῖρας καὶ ἐς τὸ μέλος ἱκανῶς ἐμβιβάζουσα). AsCalamehas remarked
‘It is unnecessary to point out the presence of the typically choral semantic
features of “leading” and “beginning” in this scene described by Philostratus.’27
Theharmonyof their choreia is representedby ‘theway theyharmonize the one
with the other—are represented with wonderful truth’. In the context of this
performance, both steps and voice should be kept in harmony. The harmony
of the song is part of Philostratus’ visualization, since visual art alone could
not have represented such a sequence of motion. Moreover, it is not only the
performance but also the content of the song that Philostratus describes: ‘what,
then, is the song they are singing? For indeed something of the subject has been
expressed in the painting.’ The subject of the song is represented in both its
kinetic and vocal elements. The chorus is singing of the birth of Aphrodite: the
painting then is the painting of the performance of a Sapphic song by a chorus
of girls in the context of a ritual for Aphrodite. I am not going to suggest that
this is a realistic representation of an archaic performance, nor am I using it
as evidence to prove that Sappho’s songs were composed to be performed. But
the testimony of the third-century writer is critical because it indicates that by

27 Calame (1996) 115.
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Philostratus’ time Sappho’s performance is, first, intended to be perceived by
all senses and, second, received as choral, in Philostratus’ world.

Philostratus is not the only writer who perceives Sappho as a choral poet.
In a passage from the Attic Nights, choirs of girls and boys, and lyre players are
brought into the dining room to perform songs of Sappho and (pseudo-)Ana-
creon.28

Ac posteaquam introducti pueri puellaeque sunt, iucundum in modum
Ἀνακρεόντεια pleraque et Sapphica et poetarum quoque recentium ἐλε-
γεῖα quaedam erotica dulcia et uenusta cecinerunt.

And when the boys and girls were brought in, they sang in a delightful
way several odes of Anacreon and Sappho, as well as some erotic elegies
of more recent poets that were sweet and graceful.

The performance itself is not described but it is clear that we are not dealing
with a solo performance. I believe that a chorus of girls (puellae) would sing
the Sapphic songs and that of the boys (pueri) would then sing Anacreon.
Moreover, the fact that the song is sweet is emphasized twice (iucundum,
dulcia). Both adjectives can denote taste but are used to describe something
perceived with sight and hearing.29 The song’s perception is, therefore, again
described in synaesthetic terms, with both senses blending in. The passage
is of course not archaic but it points significantly to the later reception of
Anacreontic and Sapphic poetry as choral. The cases of the two poets are very
similar, asDimitrios Yatromanolakis points out.30He reads the aforementioned
passage as reflecting ‘the conflation of monodic and choral modes of singing’
in second-century ad dinner parties.31 I have argued elsewhere in favor of
Anacreontic choral performances and I will come back to Anacreon presently,
but letme now turn to a last later reference to choral performance of Sappho.32

In an epigram in the Palatine Anthology of uncertain date and authorship,
Sappho is described as leading a chorus of young girls to the temple of Hera.

28 Aul.Gell. n.a. 19.9.4. Text and translation quoted from Rolf (1968–1978).
29 Iucundus refers to all senses: uerba ad audiendum iucunda, Cic. De Or. 1.49, 213; aqua …

potui iucunda, Plin. Nat. 6.37, 203; iucunde olet, Plin. Nat. 20. 69, 177; conspectus uester est
mihi multo iucundissimus, Cic. De Imp. Pomp. 1.1; cantare et psallere iucunde, Suet. Tit. 3.

30 Yatromanolakis (2007) 213–220.
31 Yatromanolakis (2007) 84–85.
32 Ladianou (2005). On Anacreontic performance in sympotic/comastic-ritual setting and

its visual representation see Nagy (2007).
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This time their performance is described: the chorus with their soft, whirling
footsteps, their sweet voice, their smiling faces, and Sappho as the leader,
playing the lyre. Sappho is emphatically described as an ἐξάρχουσα and as the
one who sets up the chorus, most probably the leader, the composer, the lyre
player, and the dance teacher:33

Ἔλθετε πρὸς τέμενος ταυρώπιδος ἀγλαὸνἭρης,
Λεσβίδες, ἁβρὰ ποδῶν βήμαθ’ ἑλισσόμεναι·

ἔνθα καλὸν στήσασθε θεῇ χορόν· ὔμμι δ’ἀπάρξει
Σαπφὼ χρυσείην χερσὶν ἔχουσα λύρην.

5 ὄλβιαι ὄρχηθμοῦ πολυγηθέος· ἦ γλυκὺν ὕμνον
εἰσαίειν αὐτῆς δόξετε Καλλιόπης.

Come to the glorious precinct of bull-facedHera, women of Lesbos, whirl-
ing your delicate footsteps, and set up there the beautiful dance to the
goddess; and Sappho will lead you, bearing her golden lyre. Happy you
women, in the delightful dancing! Indeed, you will seem to perceive a
sweet hymn from Calliope herself.

I am, again, citing the epigram only as an attestation of later Sapphic recep-
tion.34 The epigram is probably Hellenistic or later but its diction is archaizing,
pointing to Sappho and Homeric epic: the performance is therefore presented
as archaic. Be that as it may, the poet does describe Sappho as leading a chorus
of Lesbian women; we do have the description of footsteps in dance, accompa-
niment of lyre, and song. Moreover, we have a plethora of terms connected to
performance: χορός, ὀρχηθμός, ὕμνος (2, 5, 6).35 Sappho is setting up the dance
(as a female Stesichoros) and leads in playing the lyre (ἀπάρξει, 3). The synaes-
thetic description of a sweet hymn and emphasis on the tenderness (ἁβρά, 2)
of the dancers’ footsteps are to be noticed. Moreover, plurality of voices is evi-
dent, since not only are Sappho and the chorus probably singing, but the voice
of Calliope is also metaphorically joining the dance.

So far, I have suggested that later authors not only perceive the emphasis
on the visual and its connection with all other senses as a characteristic of
Sapphic poetry but also associate this feature with chorality. Their perception

33 a.p. 9.189. Text and translation quoted from Campbell (1982).
34 For Sappho in Hellenistic epigram see Acosta-Hughes (2010) 82–92. Lardinois (1994) 75

entertains the possibility that the epigram ‘reflects an authentic tradition and Sappho
sometimes sang her songs in public while her chorus danced’.

35 For the performative connotations of the term ὑμνεῖν see Peponi (2009) 56.
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of choral song as synaesthetic is not, however, a first. In the Laws, Plato uses
the term choreia to describe the combination of song and dance: χορεία γε μὴν
ὄρχησίς τε καὶ ὠιδὴ τὸ σύνολόν ἐστιν (654b3). The term has been discussed by
Peponi in the context of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, with the emphasis on the
fact that ‘one practicing choreia is principally involved in vocal activity, while
kinetic acts visually codify the attitudes and emotions expressed through the
uttered words’.36 I have also argued elsewhere that, in the context of choreia,
hearing and vision are completely fused together.37 Moreover, this integration
of music, dance, and singing coexist at the levels not only of composition but
also of reception. The descriptions of choreia always point not only to hearing
and seeingbut usually to all senses; the song stages andvisualizes its perception
not only by hearing but also sight, smell, and touch.

Going back to the epigram, thewhirling footsteps (ποδῶν βήμαθ’ ἑλισσόμεναι,
2) of the chorus members are combined with the sound of the lyre and the
singing of a hymn (γλυκὺν ὕμνον).38 It is interesting that the epigram employs
the term εἰσαίειν to describe the reception of the song. The simple form of the
verb is a term that can invariably used to denote both hearing and seeing and
I propose that the term is employed here because it carries both meanings.39
Using a verb that can reflect both senses, the author exploits a duality already
found in Sapphic poetry.40 I am therefore proposing that both the Philostratus
and the Palatine Anthology passages discussed so far can bear witness to a
Sapphic choreia where the kinetic action of the chorus is complementing the
Sapphic song.

I have so far suggested that later authors recognized in Sappho’s poetry
a plurality of voices and blurring of the senses which they associated with
chorality. I have also shown that choreia was perceived as a fusion of song
and dance already in Plato’s time and that fusion of senses was considered to

36 Peponi (2009) 59. Steiner (2011) 319 also points to the ‘continued emphasis on the several
elements of choreia’.

37 Ladianou (2005) 48.
38 Also notice the resemblance with an Euripidean choral ode (εἱλίσσουσαι καλλίχοροι· /παι-

ᾶνας δ’ ἔπὶ σοῖς μελάθροις Her. 690–691) as discussed by Peponi (2009) 56. For a further
discussion of choreia in dramatic contexts see Steiner (2011).

39 See lsj s.v. ἀίω 1. ‘Perceive by ear’, 2. ‘Perceive by the eye’. As a compound εἰσαίω is again
glossed as 1. ‘hearing’ and 2. ‘feeling the effect of ’.

40 The term ἀίω is used again in the a.p. for the work of a choral poet (Pindar): 7.34.3 οὗ
μέλος εἰσαίων φθέγξαιό κεν, ὡς ἀπὸΜουσῶν. The verb is used in the same environment with
μέλπω, a term used to denote both song and dance: ἄιες, ὦ Ζεῦ καῖ Γᾶ καὶ φῶς, / ἀχὰν οἵαν ἁ
δύστανος / μέλπει νύμφα; (Eur. Med. 184).
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be an integral feature of choreia. In the section which follows I come back to
Sappho’s fragments, reflecting on the possible interrelation between chorality
and synaesthesia.

Looking at the Dance: Sappho and the Chorus

In the previous section, I discussed later authors’ reception of Sappho’s poetry,
arguing that synaesthesia, the blurring of the senses, is such a primary char-
acteristic of her poetic art that it directly evokes its prototype when imitated.
This calls for a final question: if visualization and synaesthesia point to the
choral quality of Sappho’s poetry, as assumedby the later authors, could they—
perhaps—be considered an indication of choral performance? In other words,
it will be discussed whether the plurality of voices and multiple sensibilia can-
not only be found in her poetry but can also point to a performative reality.

Fragment 2 v. has already been read as choral—performed by a chorus of
girls, perhaps in the context of a ritual in honor of a female goddess.41 Again
the only reference to a chorus (θαλίαισι)might be found in the problematic end
of the fragment, summoning Aphrodite to the festivities.42 Although no choral
performance is described yet, the emphasis on the fusion of senses points to
the performance.43 The grove itself is not really inhabited by the chorus and

41 For Sappho’s connection to ritual see Nagy (2007). Lardinois (1994), (1996), and (2001)
suggests that at least some of Sappho’s poetry was composed for choral performance
in a ritual setting. See above, n. 19. For fr. 2 v. see especially Lardinois (1994) 78; (1996)
165. Contra Lardinois and others, Yatromanolakis (2003) 53–54 argues that, due to its
fragmentary state, fr. 2 cannot be categorized as a cult song or hymn.

42 l.-p. and Campbell print οἰνοχόαισον in line 16. Athenaeus (11.9.21) provides a slightly
different ‘Attic version’ reading:

ἐλθέ, Κύπρι, ⟨…⟩
χρυσίαισιν ἐν κυλίκεσσιν ἁβρῶς
συμμεμιγμένον θαλίαισι νέκταρ
οἰνοχοῦσα
τούτοις τοῖς ἑταίροις ἐμοῖς τε καὶ σοῖς.

Lardinois (1996) 165 suggests that if this is a part of the poem it can be seen as an indication
of the presence of the hetairai. Yatromanolakis (2003) 53 connects the ‘Attic version’ with
the Athenian ‘performative transmission of Sappho’s songs’. More explicitly, Nagy (2007)
218–219 discusses the two attested closures of the fragment and argues that the ‘Attic
version’ as quoted by Athenaeus points to a sympotic closure and can, therefore, be an
indication of its performance by boys or men in Athenian symposia.

43 In the sense that the relaxation can be followed by a performance. For example see
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still, described through the totality of human senses, it creates humanpresence
and evokes choral performance: apples, altar with incense, murmur of cold
water running down the branches, sweet smell of roses, touch, hearing, all
fused together as perceived by the senses of the dancers and our own at the
same time. It is very probable that the fragment was themodel for Philostratus’
ekphrasis. Be that as it may, it is safer to point to the fact that Philostratus
reconstructs the performance of the Sapphic song through the description she
provides in her poetry. In other words, he received the song’s reference to the
locus amoenus as a reference to the place of the song’s performance.

The fragment might have also been in the mind of the rhetor Menander
when discussing hymns of invocation (κλητικοί).44 Referring to the composi-
tion of such hymns by Sappho, Anacreon, and Alcman, he points to the fact
that the poets used to describe the places where gods are summoned:45

τοὺς τόπους αὐτοὺς ἔξεστι διαγράφειν, οἶον, εἰ ἀπὸ ποταμῶν καλεῖ, ὕδωρ ἢ
ὄχθας καὶ τοὺς ὑποπεφυκότας λειμῶνας καὶ χοροὺς ἐπὶ τοῖς ποταμοῖς γενομέ-
νους.

For they candescribe theplaces themselves: in the case of rivers, thewater
and banks, the nearby meadows and dances held beside the rivers.

Although there is no positive indication that Menander refers to the fragment
at hand, such a description closely resembles the locus amoenus of fr. 2 v.,
whose beginning points to a cletic hymn. Moreover, the θαλίαισι at the end of
the fragment can possibly refer to choral performance, the ‘dances’ (χορούς) to
which Menander refers. Supposing that the rhetorician had the whole poem
at his disposal, it is probable that the final lines of the poem explicitly referred
to the performance of a chorus. If that is correct, the external audience of the
fragment would also be included in the list of potential audiences, becoming
the mirror of the mortal internal audience.

It has already been claimed that both Philostratus and Gellius assume that
Sapphic poetry was meant to be chorally performed. Moreover, it is interesting
that Gellius brings Sappho and Anacreon together in this passage. His choice

Alcman’s second Partheneion (pmgf 3.7–10) where rising from sleep is followed by choral
activity: ὕπνον ἀ]πὸ γλεφάρων σκεδ[α]σεῖ γλυκύν / ]ς δε μ’ ἄγει πεδ’ ἀγῶν’ ἴμεν / ἇχι μά]λιστα
κόμ[αν ξ]ανθὰν τινάξω· /]. σχ[ ἁπ]αλοὶ πόδες.

44 For Menander and ekphrasis see Bartsch (1989) and Webb (2009). For cletic hymns see
especially Webb (2009) 156–157, 160–161.

45 Men. Rhet. π. ἐπιδ. 334.32–335.3 Spengel = Sappho test. 47 Campbell (his translation).
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is not accidental, since the two cases are similar: they are both considered
monodic poets, but their poetry emphasizes the fusion of song with dance. It
is also appealing to consider two very similar fragments in which both poets
describe symptoms of their old age followed by a desire to dance. Anacreon
himself describes the symptoms of his old age in quite a pessimistic tone, but
in the Anacreontic tradition the old poet desires to remove the cloak of his old
age and join the choreia of the young dancers.46 The Tithonus poem offers a
good case for comparison. The now complete version of fr. 58 v. goes beyond
a catalogue of symptoms of old age, attempting to alleviate the realization of
ageing with poetry in performance.47

ἰ]ο̣κ[ό]λ̣πων κάλα δῶρα, παῖδες,
τὰ]ν̣ φιλάοιδον λιγύραν χελύνναν·
] π̣οτ᾽ [ἔ]ο̣ντα χρόα γῆρας ἤδη
ἐγ]ένοντο τρίχες ἐκ μελαίναν·

5 βάρυς δέ μ’ ὀ [θ]ῦμο̣ς̣ πεπόηται, γόνα δ’ [ο]ὐ φέροισι,
τὰ δή ποτα λαίψηρ’ ἔον ὄρχησθ’ ἴσα νεβρίοισι.
τὰ ⟨μὲν⟩ στεναχίσδω θαμέως· ἀλλὰ τι κεν ποείην;
ἀγήραον ἄνθρωπον ἔοντ᾽ οὐ δύνατον γένεσθαι
καὶ γἀρ π̣[ο]τα̣̣ Τίθωνον ἔφαντο βροδόπαχυν Αὔων

10 ἔρωι φ̣ . . α̣θ̣ει̣σαν βάμεν’ εἰς ἔσχατα γᾶς φέροισα[ν,
ἔοντα̣ [κ]ά̣λ̣ο̣ν καὶ νέον, ἀλλ’ αὖτον ὔμως ἔμαρψε
χρόνωι π̣όλ̣̣ιο̣̣ν̣ γῆρας, ἔχ[ο]ν̣τ’ ἀθανάταν ἄκοιτιν.

… the violet-richMuses’ fine gifts, children,… the clear-voiced song-loving
lyre. … skin once was soft is withered now, … hair has turned white which

46 Anacreont. 53.1–8: Ὅτ’ ἐγὼ ’ς νέων ὅμιλον / ἐσορῶ, πάρεστιν ἥβα, / τότε δή, τότ’ἐς χορείην / ὁ
γέρων ἐγὼ πτεροῦμαι, / παραμαίνομαι, κυβηβῶ. / παράδος· θέλω στέφεσθαι· / πολιὸν δὲ γῆρας
ἐκδύς / νέος ἐν νέοις χορεύσω. ‘When I look at the company of young men, youth returns;
at such times in spite of my age I take wing for the dance. I am totally mad, I am frantic, I
want towear a garland: handme one! Stripped ofmy old age, I shall dance, a young among
the youths.’ (trans. Campbell, with minor adjustments).

47 Text and translationof the ‘Tithonuspoem’ arequoted fromObbink (2009); the translation
is also Obbink’s. I am sympathetic to the view of those who wish to include ‘continuation
2’ as part of the poem or better as a possible version of the poem which survived in
a longer and a shorter version, as in Lardinois (2009) 42–45 and 48; Boedeker (2009)
79–81; Nagy (2009) 186 proposes that the longer version would be more appropriate for
performance during public eventswhile the shorter for private; Greene (2009) 148, 158–160
aptly demonstrates how the two different endings affect the interpretation of the poem.
That said, I choose not to include the continuation since it does not affect my discussion.
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once was black; my heart has been weighted down, my knees which once
were swift for dance like young fawns fail me. How often I lament these
things. But what can you do? No being that is human can escape old age.
For people used to think that Dawn with rosy arms … Tithonus fine and
young to the edges of the earth; yet still grey old age in time did seize him,
though he had a deathless wife.

The poetic ‘I’ addresses a chorus of young girls (παῖδες), asking them to fetch
a lyre under the tunes of which a performance is going to take place. There is
no reference to actual dancing but the reference to the lyre cannot but lead to
a performative context. The reference to a past choreia does occur later in the
poem (τὰ δή ποτα λαίψηρ’ ἔον ὄρχησθ’ ἴσα νεβρίοισι) in sharp contrast with the
immobile limbs of the old poet. Sapphobemoans the fact that her poetic ability
is reduced both because her thymos is now growing heavier but also because
she cannot anymore be a part of a performing chorus. In this poem, then, the
poet considers dancing to be an integral part of her own poetic performance.48

Moreover, the way Sappho stages space and time is very interesting.49 In
talking about her aging, she does not merely list the symptoms of old age, as
Anacreon does in pmg 395.50 In Sappho old and young age are described at the
same time, as the poet juxtaposes past and present. The poem is structured on
antithesis: soft skin vs. wrinkles, white hair vs. black, light vs. heavy heart, nim-
ble knees vs. stiff ones. The effect is then different frommere symptomatology,

48 Compare also Alcm. pmgf 26
οὔ μ’ἔτι, παρσενικαὶ μελιγάρυες ἱαρόφωνοι,
γυῖα φέρην δύναται· βάλε δὴ βάλε κηρύλος εἴην,
ὅς τ’ἐπὶ κύματος ἄνθος ἅμ’ ἀλκυόνεσσι ποτήται
νηλεὲς ἦτορ ἔχων, ἁλιπόρφυρος ἱαρὸς ὄρνις.
‘No longer, honey toned, strong-voiced girls, can my limbs carry me. If only I were a
cerylus, who lives along with the halcyons over the flower of the wave with resolute
heart, strong, sea-blue bird’ (trans. Campbell).

For a connection of the two fragments see also Lardinois (1994) 67.
49 For an excellent discussion of temporal markers see Stehle (2009).
50 Anacr. pmg 395: πολιοὶ μὲν ἡμὶν ἤδη | κρόταφοι κάρη τε λευκόν, | χαρίεσσα δ’ οὐκέτ’ ἥβη | πάρα,

γηραλέοι δ’ὀδόντες, | γλυκεροῦ δ’οὐκέτι πολλὸς | βιότου χρόνος λέλειπται· | διὰ ταῦτ’ἀνασταλύζω
| θαμὰ Τάρταρον δεδοικώς· | Ἀίδεω γάρ ἐστι δεινὸς | μυχός, ἀργαλῆ δ’ἐς αὐτὸν | κάτοδος· καὶ γὰρ
ἑτοῖμον | καταβάντι μὴ ἀναβῆναι. ‘My temples are already grey andmyhead iswhite; graceful
youth is no more with me, my teeth are old, and no long span of sweet life remains now.
And so I often weep in fear of Tartarus: for the recess of Hades is grim, and the road down
to it grievous; and it is certain that he who goes down does not come up again’ (trans.
Campbell).
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since her old body and young body are described at the same time, creating a
visual—almost cinematic—effect: she is seen as both the old, wrinkly, white-
haired, immobilewoman and the young, soft skinned, black-haired dancer. She
is, in essence, cheating time. As in fr. 94 v., time is then fluid, an effect visualized
in performance. As the chorus of young girls dances, Sappho’s past and present
are both staged: they can still dance as fawns and by saying these words the
‘young’ Sappho can, again, dance. Differently from Tithonus’ case, then, poetic
immortality and eternal youth can be achieved in performance.

Sappho and Anacreon both provide us with poems dealing with old age
and choreia. In both cases, literary tradition and testimonia attest to the fact
that the two poets are considered to be choral;51 I would argue that this has
to do with their reception as choral poets and with their highly visual poetic
art. In the same context, representations of Sappho in vase paintings such as
the red figure hydria from the Archaeological Museum in Athens insist on
representing Sappho with a lyre, garlands, and scrolls of poetry flanked with
female companions.52 It must be noted that no vase painting with a named
Sappho leading a chorus has survived; but if in Sappho and Anacreon the idea
of chorality is already in the poem itself, the poem creating and recreating its
performance, then it is not surprising that artists tried to represent bymeans of
their art that which Sappho represented in hers: the visualization of chorality.

Ruth Webb has argued that ‘the rhetorical manuals reveal to the modern
reader the rich network of ideas and assumptions that underlay the compo-
sition and reception of ancient texts’.53 Hermogenes, then, emphasizing the
pleasure via the senses as an effect of Sapphic poetry and Menander regard-
ing choral dances as the sine qua non of a cletic hymn can shed some light on
the assumptions of the ancient reader and the reception of the Sapphic text.
On that note, I would further suggest that the insistence of later allusions to
choral performances of Sapphic poetry (Gellius, Philostratus) can be taken as
a possible indication of actual Sapphic chorality. This insistence, I submit, in
using the vocabulary and imagery of choral singing and dancing may lead one
to suspect that these were thought as indispensable characteristics of the Sap-
phic poetic identity. Butmore importantly, I hope I have shown that in Sapphic
poetry imagery and the visualization point to a blurring of boundaries that can
be better understood in a performative reality of choreia. In Sappho’s poetry

51 Yatromanolakis (2007) 64 and 85 points out that Sappho and Anacreon are the two most
popular poets in vase paintings, where they are represented at the time of performance.

52 On vase paintings and Sapphic performance see Yatromanolakis (2001) and (2007). More
to the pointNagy (2007) 233–235, 226, 230, 243,whobrings Sappho andAnacreon together.

53 Webb (2009) 4–5.
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the fixity and stability of a ‘text’ are undone by performance. For every time it
is performed, the time and spatial markers of the poem (here-there, now-then)
change.54 If the poem itself enforces time-, space- and voice-shifts, permit-
ting fluidity and a blurring of boundaries, performance goes one step further.
Space and time become evenmore fluid since ‘here’ and ‘now’ change with any
given performance and the act of saying the words is not an attempt to fix the
moment, but the acceptance of the impossibility of doing so.
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