
ERINNA'S DISTAFF 

SUIDAS tells us that Erinna wrote a poem of 300 lines, in Aeolic and Dorian 
dialect, called -jAaK a'rT-.' There happens to be preserved on papyrus2 part of 
a hexameter lament for Erinna's friend Baucis, the subject of two epigrams 
also by Erinna, AP 7. 710 and 712. 'Distaff' is a strange title for a lament, it 
would seem, and there have been various attempts both to explain it and to 

explain it away. The matter is not, however, quite straightforward, since 
there are two epigrams about Erinna herself which actually use the word 

1jA aKa'-r7. AP 9. i90, an anonymous poem of uncertain date, refers to Erinna's 
300 lines and her youth, and then continues 

Kt Ka r' ETAaKa4TS juv7rTpo 0b/3, 4) Kal E aCrp 

EUT7KEL MOVUE'eW Aa'Tptg E`~aa7Top7)Vq. (5-6) 

AP 7. 12, also anonymous, but probably Meleagrian, says that Erinna, im- 

mediately after writing her poems, was driven to Hades by 

Moipa, ACVOKAU'o-rov 3EaT3TOt& ?)AaK a4T . (4) 

Though much has been made of it, not much help is provided by the papyrus. 
itself; it contains the word -)AaKav7r once, but in a quite uncertain context,3 
and makes allusion to wool-working.4 

Crusius contended5 that -I)AaKad+17q is merely a mistaken Byzantine inference 
from AP 9. 190, which clearly lies behind the notice in Suidas.6 But why 
should anyone have picked out the one word -I)AaKa'-rq from that poem and 
assumed that it was the title of Erinna's poem on Baucis? It is by no means 
a natural assumption. P. Maas,7 on the other hand, suggested that the )AcaK T7' 
and the lament for Baucis were two separate poems, and that the 300 lines 
mentioned in AP 9. 190 and taken up in Suidas are the total number in both 
poems together. But this goes against the evidence. For in Suidas it is clearly 
stated that the -)AaKa'-r itself had 300 lines; no other poem is mentioned. 
AP 9. 190, too, clearly refers to only one poem: 

A&E'r3ov 'Hpivvrjs ro'E K77ploVP EL'SE' Tt /I-LKpoV, 

a'AA' jAov E)K MOVUE'WV KPIpvl-ILEVOV /-LEACLL. (1-2) 

And two more epigrams on Erinna imply that there was only one poem by her- 
that was of any importance. The first is AP 7. i i, by Asclepiades: 

0 YAVKV)S' 'Hplvvrjs o'ros. 7To'vos-, oi3XJ TroAi' ,Ev, 
co ctla -7TapOEVLKaS- E'VVEaKatLEKETEVS, 

s.v. Erinna: . . . E'ypar/Ev 'HAaKCa'r-qv 79-94, and F. Scheidweiler, Philologus, c 
roL77La qe ~cmv aioAtKj~ Kat 6cpL& hLaAEKTCJ (1956), 40-51. For bibliography up to 1962 

,E7TWv r'. E'7IToae SC KaL E"rypa/,LLa-ra. 7EAEv7-L cf. D. N. Levin, 'Quaestiones Erinneanae', 
7TapGEvoe E'vVEaKaLbEKE`rLS-. OLt SE a-rtXOL av-Trg HSCP lxvi (1962), 200-i. Most recently, 
EiKpi&qcrav LUOL ... Gow and Page, Hellenistic Epigrams ii (i965), 

2 Most conveniently, see C. M. Bowra, 281-2. 
Greek Poetry and Life, Studies presented to 3 Line 39. 4 Lines 22-3. 
Gilbert Murray, Oxford (1936), 325-42. 5 R.E. 6. 456 f. 6 Cf. 9. 590. 3-4: 
Partial text in D. L. Page, Greek Literary ol' SE rp7L7Ko7LOL T7av773S UTLXOL taoL 'O/7_PW, 

Papyri, i (1942), 486-9. See also K. Latte, 777s Kat 7TapOEVLK)Sg EVvEaKaLSEKETEvS. 

Nachr. Gott. Ges., phil.-hist. KI. 3 (1953), 7 Hermes lxix (1934), 206-9. 
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dAA' ere'pWv 7roAxtJv 8vvarcoTrepoS El o' AiL8as /iot 
ju7r raXvS ) TAOe, rs aCv TraA^Kov 'EaX' ovolpa; 

And compare also 7. 713, by Antipater, probably of Sidon: 

IHavpoeTrrjs "Hptvva Kal ov rroAv'tvoos daoLtaLs, 
aAA)' 'Aaxev Movaas rovTro rO facLov E'ros. 

(1-2; the rest of the 8-line poem continues this theme)' 

All these poets comment on the smallness of Erinna's output; it would be 

complicating things too much to suppose that there were two poems, of even 
smaller compass. A third suggestion comes from Bowra, who, noting the 
allusions to woolworking in the papyrus, concludes2 that the lament for 
Baucis was indeed called ,7AaKadr7, because 'it emphasized this side of Erinna's 
life'. In support he cites AP 7. I2 as though it referred to Erinna herself as 
'mistress of the distaff'; in fact, however, it is Moira who is so described. Bowra 
then concludes that the title 7AaKatr7 may derive from Alexandrian conjecture, 
not from Erinna herself.3 

The consensus of opinion thus seems to be4 that 7AaKarr7 as the title of 
Erinna's lament for Baucis is at least suspicious; if it is a title at all, it is likely 
to be a scholarly guess, probably Alexandrian. We believe on the contrary 
that 'AaKaTr7, or rather aAaK4ara, is indeed the title of Erinna's poem, and that 
it is Erinna's own. 

Firstly, Erinna's work was obviously very well known to the Alexandrians. 

Equally obviously, the cornerstone of her reputation was her 300-line hexa- 
meter poem, as we can see from AP 7. 11-13, 713, and 9. I90. Though we 

have three epigrams by her besides the papyrus poem (AP 7. 710, 712; 6. 352) 
as well as two hexameters attributed to her by Athenaeus,5 the epigrams 
about her concentrate exclusively on her one main hexameter poem. Clearly, 
again, she had a well-defined place in relation to the Hellenistic poets who 
followed her.6 Asclepiades, Leonidas, and Antipater wrote epigrams about 

her, and she is linked with Callimachus in a poem from Philip's Garland, by 
Antiphanes, as the type of author favoured by pedantic grammarians, 

r' 'Hpilvv 06 KotpwEvrES, 

rTTKpOl Ka l TpOl KaAAtaXXOV 7rpOKVVES. (AP II. 322. 3-4) 

Antipater's closing words in his epigram on her, indeed, seem to bring us 
within the familiar world of Alexandrian acrimony- 

AorTEpos, KVKVOV (LKPOsS 6pOOS jE KOAtOJV 

KpWy,L os Ev ctapLvaLt Kt8LVLOvo, s VE?eXAas. (7-8)7 

AP 7. I2-I3 and 713, and 9. 190 use 5 7. 283 D. AP 9. 190. 7 may possibly 
very similar language, e.g. the images of imply that Erinna also wrote lyrics; see Gow 
honey and bees, of the chorus of the Muses, and Page, ii. 282. 
the mention of Erinna's age, and the image of 6 For Erinna's date cf. Gow and Page, 
the swan. So too Christodorus, AP 2. io8-io ii. 281, associating her with the generation 
(quoted below). of Theocritus. But we see no reason not to 

2 Art. cit. 340. accept the mid-fourth-century date given by 
3 So too Levin, art. cit. I99, A. Lesky, Eusebius, 01. io6. 4, 107. i. See G. Luck, 

Hist. of Greek Lit.2 (1966), 640 n. 2. Mus. Helv. xi (1954), 170. 
4 Levin, art. cit. I99-200, advances all the 7 Cf. also 7. 12. 2. 

hypotheses with apparently equal conviction. 
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There are obvious resemblances, too, between Erinna's papyrus poem and 
Theocritus. 

It is true that the epigrams which refer to Erinna show a strong resemblance 
to each other.2 Nevertheless, the two which use the word 7IAaKaTr- use it in 

quite different ways and surely independently. This is strong evidence that 
the title was known. Nor is it likely that it was an Alexandrian guess. If 
Erinna was a standard author, as is clear, would the Alexandrians really 
have been reduced to making unlikely guesses about the title of her poem? 
If the poem was indeed entitled )AaKdar7, it was surely Erinna who gave it that 
name. Only if the poem was already firmly known by this title would there be 

any point in the insistence in AP 9. 190 on Erinna's connection with spinning. 
And the allusion to Moira as 'mistress of the distaff' in AP 7. I2. 4 would 

gain a welcome and necessary significance: it is an allusion to Erinna's poem 
itself. There is a further piece of evidence, albeit late. In his ekphrasis on the 
statues in the bath of Zeuxippus in Constantinople, written about A.D. 500, 
Christodorus says of a statue of Erinna 

HIapOevLK71 ' "HpLvva AtyvOpoos EoETo KOV'p, 
ov FiITrov da(C6abo'wa T7rTOAVhoKOV, aAA' EvL uyL 

ntepLKjs paOdJcLyyas daroc'raAaovaa /LEALXcr7)-7. (AP 2. Io8-Io) 

Again the assumption that Erinna is to be associated with spinning; again a 
veiled, but graceful, allusion to the poem. 

But why did Erinna choose this strange title? We must go back again to 
AP 7. I2. Surely Moira is there described as 'mistress of the distaff' precisely 
because Erinna herself had so described Moira in her own poem. The anony- 
mous poet says that Moira carried off Erinna: had not Erinna said, in similar 

language, that Moira had carried off Baucis ? Somewhere in the poem Erinna 
must have made the point that the spindle of Fate had spun out Baucis' life 

just as Baucis and Erinna had spun their wool at home. The domestic setting 
of Erinna's poem would thus have a poignant significance. The point of the 
allusion in AP 7. I2 would be the transference of Erinna's words about Baucis 
to Erinna herself-naturally suggested by the parallelism between their lives 
and deaths. This transference was an obvious enough trick, which was adopted 
also by Leonidas: 

HIapOevLKav veaotLsov E' v/L, vo7rr6oLatL Lt etaav 

"Hptvvav Movauiv avOea 8pe7TTroy,Evav 
lUoass )sS vjEvatov dvapTracEv. -j pa roo' EL)pcwv 

ELT ervucoS d rTaSr' BaaKavos 'gcr', A'Sa." (AP 7' I3) 

The closing words are a quotation from Erinna herself-this time from an 

epigram.3 Baucis was carried off to Hades before her time, and now Erinna's 
words about Baucis have been proved true by their application to herself. 

The AaKcar7Y, then, is the spindle of the Fates.4 In the surviving fragment, 

Bowra, art. cit. 338. But there is no 3 7. 712. I-3: 
possible connection between the titles of Nuvkas BavKi3os Elu' rroAvKXavrTav Se 
Erinna's poem and Theocritus, Id. 28, also rrapep7rwv 
called 7;AaKaLr1. Theocritus' poem has that arcdav Tr( Kara yas roiVro AE'yoLt A8a' 
title simply because it accompanied the gift "BdaKavos e'aa', Al[a" ... 
of a spindle. 4 Cf., for example (from LSJ), Od. 3. 208, 

2 See p. 286 n. I above. 4. 208, etc., Bacch. 5. 143, Aesch. Eu. 335, 
4599.2 U 
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as we have seen, there is mention of spinning, in a context which seems to be 
intimate and domestic. How much more telling if Erinna had also used the 
image of the spindle of the Fates. 'IAaKa'T-9 in its dul es ol hnesl 
suggest itself as the title of the poem. 

Such a double image is entirely characteristic of what little we know of 
Erinna's poetry. In the same epigram on Baucis used by Leonidas Erinna says: 

JS 'rTaV 7rats ',YtL4VatoS. 10b aQ's aLE18ETO 7rEV'Kats-, 

Tor'EITL KaL8ETaTc E9 ~AEyE 7TVpKaLQ 

Ka~ cv /EV,c EV eYpdv'at, y4'.uwv poAiraitov ciot8dv 
E5 Opqvwv y0EpOv 00E7ytka /!LEOaptLoTaao. (AP 7. 712. 5-8) 

There are difficulties of interpretation here,' but the general meaning is 
obvious-the torches which lit Baucis' wedding also lit her funeral pyre, the 
songs that were songs of marriage must change to songs of grief. In the -q'AaKa'-rq 
the Fates were not spinning out the thread of the poem2 but the life of Baucis. 
There are obvious relationships between Erinna's poem and Theocritus', not 
least in the signs in the -I'AaK -'q of a rudimentary refrain.~ Is there not also 
the germ of another feature of bucolic lament, the universalizing of the poet's 
grief by the introduction of participant deities, in Erinna the Fates with their 
spindles, elsewhere the Muses or the `Epw-7ES ?4 

New rork/London 
etc., IG 14. I389 i i8 y-qpaq-at. .. '1AaKc'7fl 

(met.) ; add Nonnus Dion. I1.367 5var'qAaKa'Trov 
A?dv a Mo (P179. 

See Gow and Page ad loc. (ii. 283-4). 
2 Levin, art. Cit. 200. 
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3Bowra, art. cit. 337. 
e.g. Theocr., Id. i. 64 if., 

' 
7TI/'Oov Bi'w- 

vor 8 if., Bion i. i1j if., and cf. Catullus 64. 
327 if. (a different exploitation of the Fates 
spinning motif), Virg. Ecl. 4. 46-7. 
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