
SAPPHO, FRAGMENT THIRTY ONE: 
THE FACE BEHIND THE MASK 

THOMAS McEVILLEY 

"That man seems to me to be like the gods, who sits opposite you and 'hears you near him 
speaking sweetly 

and laughing attractively. But oh, it shakes the heart in my breast, for when I look at you, at 
once it is no longer possible for me to speak, 

but my tongue is broken to silence, and already a subtle fire has run beneath my skin; in my 
eyes is no vision, my ears are roaring, 

a cold sweat pours down me, and trembling seizes all (my body); I am paler than grass and 
seem almost to be dying . . . 

But anything is endurable, since . . . impoverished .. " 

T HE CENTRAL CONTROVERSY about fr. 31 is well-known. Wilamowitz 
regarded it as a wedding-song (Hochzeitslied) sung by Sappho at the wed- 
ding feast of a girl who was leaving her thiasos. He reconstructs the scene: 
Und nun nimmt Sappho das Barbiton und singt ihr Lied, wie sie so viele 

fiir die Hochzeiten ihrer Schiilerin verfasst hatte, voll von Scherzen, von 
fescennina jocatio ... sie hat ja auch fir Atthis gesungen .. .2 

For several decades this view prevailed, especially after Snell's con- 
fident defense in 1931.3 The simile in line 1, says Snell, is a conventional 
feature of hymeneal song, the EtKlaELv. Thus Himerius tells us (fr. 105b) 
that Sappho would liken a bride to an apple, a groom to Achilles or (in a 
fragment preserved by Hephaistion) to Ares. In lines which, since they 
were quoted to illustrate metre, were probably the first lines of a poem, 

'For the purposes of this paper there are no significant differences between the texts of 
Lobel and Page (Poetarum Lesbiorum Fragmenta [Oxford 1966]) and of Voigt (Sappho et 
Alcaeus [Amsterdam 1971]). For discussion of the textual problems the reader should 
consult D. Page, Sappho and Alcaeus (Oxford 1955) and M. Manfredi, Dai Papiri della 
Societa Italiana (Florence 1965) 16-17. My translation is exempli gratia. In line 9 I 
follow Lobel and Page. Line 12 I translate literally; according to Irwin it means some- 
thing like, "I am moist with excitement like the new grass in spring" (E. Irwin, Colour 
Terms in Greek Poetry [Toronto 1974] 66). In line 17 I follow West ("Burning Sappho," 
Maia 22.4 [1970] 312). I will not review the problem of line 17 in this paper, but should 
state that, although the evidence is inconclusive, I am among those who think that there 
probably was a fifth stanza. 

2U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Sappho und Simonides (Berlin/Zurich/Dublin 1966 
[1913]) 58. It is not possible to mention all the literature on this question; I have simply 
selected the strongest proponents of the arguments. For additional recent bibliography 
see D. E. Gerber, "Studies in Greek Lyric Poetry, 1967-1975," CW 70.2 (1976) 106-115. 

3B. Snell, "Sappho's Gedicht qaetal vrAO K0Jvos," Hermes 66 (1931) 71-90. 
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Sappho makes it clear that a simile describing the groom is in order in 
that position: 

-tLL a', i& 4LXe y&alYpe, KaXWS eIKa.u6W; 
6prcaKtc paLvwc asoe Iua4Xor' elKacrTao. 

To what, 0 dear bridegroom, may I well compare thee? 
To a slender sapling I may best compare thee. (Fr. 115) 

Furthermore, in the description of the wedding of Hector and Andro- 
mache (fr. 44) Sappho calls the bride and groom OeoaLKEXoLS ("like gods"). 
The first line of fr. 31, then, is the traditional makarismos of poems cele- 
brating an event in someone's life.4 

Secondly, Snell implies that a&vrp ("man") with both the definite 
article and the demonstrative must refer to the girl's husband or bride- 
groom: are we to believe, Wilamowitz had asked, that Lesbian girls of the 
7th century sat in social, even romantic proximity with men to whom 
they were not betrothed?5 

Sappho's description of her passionate reaction to the girl, then, is 
praise of the bride, typically indirect or reflected through a witness. It 
prefigures the erotic delights which the groom is to enjoy. It is not an 
expression of jealousy, as in Catullus's version. We expect, at the end 
(i.e., in a fifth stanza), a farewell to the bridal pair, or an invitation to the 
maidens to sing the hymenaion, or something of the sort. 

Some parts of this view were attacked by Bowra (in 1936), who none- 
theless accepted much. "It is unlikely that Cvotp means 'the husband', for 
elsewhere Sappho uses ?yaA/3pos for 'husband'; and Alcaeus twice uses vrnp 
contemptuously to mean 'the fellow'."6 The simile is not necessarily 
hymeneal, because the departed girl in fr. 96 thought Atthis like a god- 
dess. The scene is a wedding feast (because nowhere else would a girl 
talk freely with a man), but the song is not a Hochzeitslied, that is, it was 
not performed at the wedding feast. There is need for a fifth stanza. 

Setti (in 1939) more determinedly objected to every one of Wilamo- 
witz's and Snell's contentions.7 Line 1 is a makarismos, he says, but not an 
epithalamic one; those are less emphatic (just a single adjective) and 
must be conjoined with praise of the bride's beauty. Is it possible that an 
epithalamium should lack the terms vvpt4ca ("bride") and -ya6Atpos 
("groom")? Is it possible that in an epithalamium the reason for the 
groom's happiness would not be stated? In the hymeneal fragments the 
tone is naive and direct. As for the segregation of the sexes, "The 
Lesbians," he says, "were not Muslims." On the contrary, one has the 

4See Snell's examples, ibid. 75, n. 3. 
60p. cit. (above, n. 2) 58. 
6Greek Lyric Poetry (Oxford 1936) 216. 
7A. Setti, "Sul Fr. 2 di Saffo," St. It. Fil. 16 (1939) 195-221. 
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impression of a possibility of relationships between men and women 
superior to that in Attica in the classical age. 

Oddly, he does not deal with the crux of Snell's argument, that the 
makarismos should be an dK&reLv. And his claim that the makarismos 
should be only a single adjective is not impressive. Indeed, Sappho does 
say, 6XteE y&d,u/pe ("blessed bridegroom") (fr. 112), .XEe ya;ppe ("dear 
bridegroom") (fr. 115), and rlE u y&/ajpe ("honoured bridegroom") 
(fr. 116), using only a single adjective for the makarismos, but she also 
says (fr. 111): 

-ya&lJipos elaeppXeTra laos "Apeu& 
&vapos e?y&A 6Xw Iv6v ICEoWv. 

The groom comes in like Ares, 
much larger than a large man. 

Setti calls this a special case, explaining that the groom was unusually 
tall. But what of Himerius's statement (fr. 105b) that she would liken the 
bridegroom to Achilles and compare him to that hero in his deeds-which 
surely requires a number of words? We shall return to this. 

Setti's attack weakened the Wilamowitz-Snell position, but it was still 
believed, for example by Gallavotti in 1942 and Schadewaldt in 1950.8 
In 1955 Denys Page dealt what seemed to be the death-blow. The 
Wilamowitz-Snell position, he said, is an attempt to whitewash Sappho's 
moral character by claiming that her expression of passion was only a 
conventional praise of the bride.9 How could an expression of homo- 
sexual passion be appropriate at a heterosexual wedding? "What will the 
bridegroom make of it? With what pleasure will they listen, 'father and 
wedding guests', to this revelation of Sappho's uncontrollable ecstasy? ... 
There was never such a wedding song in the history of society; and there 
should never have been such a theory in the history of scholarship." 
(But Snell had commented, "Fir uns ist es befremdlich, dass Sappho vor 
den Eheleuten so offen von ihrer eigenen Liebe spricht."10) 

Since Setti's and Page's attacks, Bowra has reneged on the wedding 
feast, and even Snell has recanted to the extent of saying the poem was 
not performed at a wedding feast." Indeed, some recent commentators 
treat the Hochzeitslied theory as a curiosity of the past. Kirkwood, for 

8See C. Gallavotti, "Studi sulla lirica Greca," Riv. di Fil. Class. 70 (1942) 103-124; 
W. Schadewaldt, Sappho (Potsdam 1950). 

gOp. cit. (above, n. 1) 32. 
'Op. cit. (above, n. 3) 83, n. 1. 
"Greek Lyric Poetry' (1960) 187, and Snell's Gesammelte Schriften (Gottingen 1966) 97. 

(But Fraenkel in 1961 [Dichtung und Philosophie] and Treu in 1968 [Sappho] still follow 
Wilamowitz.) 
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example, calls it an "absurd misinterpretation" and asserts that it "has 
been . . . thoroughly demolished by Denys Page, and can confidently be 
dismissed."12 The only vigorous attempt to defend the wedding-song 
theory from Page's "demolition" added little to the existing arguments 
and has not been influential.13 

It is with deference to these and other predecessors that I enter this 
already overlong controversy in an attempt to sort things out a little; 
neither side, I think, has seen just where its own arguments lead. 

First, it is claimed in the Wilamowitz-Snell position that a simile com- 
paring a human to a god is an element of hymeneal song. Setti and Page 
refute this ("the reasoning hardly deserves refutation," says Page'4) 
on two points: 1) poets often use such terms on occasions other than 
weddings, and 2) Sappho herself, at fr. 96.4/5, uses such a phrase on a 
non-hymeneal occasion. 

But the first objection is not documented by either Setti or Page. 
What other authors do they mean? Words expressing direct comparison 
with gods (e.g., Oeoe6St, OecLKEXOs, rLao OeoLanv) are found principally in 

early epic, in a, few places in Sappho, and in Plato, where they are clearly 
somewhat ironic. The early lyrists, elegists, and iambists not only do not 
use them, but are, in some cases, at pains to say so. Alcman, for example, 
says of Hagesichora at a moment when a makarismos is clearly in order, 
"She is not a better singer than the Sirens, for they are gods" (Parth. 
96-98.) The exactitude of phrases like, "Akmon, the noblest of the demi- 
gods" (Parth. 7)15 also suggests that they did not use terms like "equal to 
the gods" freely. And Simonides's encomium to Skopas (fr. 37) and his 
threnoi quoted by Stobaeus (esp. fr. 18) may be regarded as explanations 
of this restraint. In brief, comparisons of humans to gods do not exist in 
Alcman, Alcaeus, Stesichorus, Archilochus, Tyrtaeus, Mimnermus, 
Theognis, Solon, Ibycus, Anacreon, Simonides, or indeed in any Greek 
poet of the 7th and 6th centuries except Sappho.'6 

Only after Sappho, and only in a poet who seems to have been greatly 
influenced by her, and only in an erotic context, does anything like her 
comparisons with gods occur: Ibycus says of his favourite Euryalus 
"Thou scion of the sweet Graces, darling of the fair-haired Muses, surely 
Cypris and tender-eyed Peitho nursed you amid blossoms of roses" 
(fr. 6). But this, of course, is not a direct comparison, and he is probably 

12G. Kirkwood, Early Greek Monody (Ithaca and London 1974) 122 and 259. See also 
G. Wills, "Sappho 31 and Catullus 51," GRBS 8 (1967) 167-197, and G. L. Koniaris, 
"On Sappho fr. 31 (L-P)," Philologus 112 (1968) 173-186. 

"R. Merkelbach, "Sappho und ihr Kreis," Philologus 101 (1957) 1-29. 
1"Op. cit. (above, n. 1) 31. 
'5And cf. Alcaeus B 10.13. 
'6Mimnermus (7.7) has OeZos 'I'oawv, but Jason was descended from Prometheus, and 
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imitating Sappho anyway. When the Archilochus-song at the games gave 
way to the full-blown epinikion, the possibilities were increased: Simon- 
ides says of a boxing victor, "Neither the might of Polydeuces would 
have lifted hand against him, nor the iron child of Alcmena" (fr. 4). But 
this is not a direct comparison either. Perhaps it is Pindar whom Page and 
Setti are thinking of; but even in Pindar such comparisons are apt to be 
less direct and emphatic: 

I have praised the lovely son of Archestratus, whom I saw conquering by might of his hand 
beside the Olympian altar in those days, fair in body and touched by that youth which once 
kept shameless death away from Ganymede, by the power of the Cyprus-born. 

(01. 10.99-106) 

Indeed, Pindar often follows Homer in the theological propriety of making 
descent from the gods a requisite for comparison with them. In any case, 
it is difficult to see what bearing evidence from Pindar (or the tragedians) 
could have on Sappho; he did, of course, imitate her (using Aeolic metres 
in twenty of the forty-six victory odes) and may have generalized into 
his kind of encomiastic song a practice which she had used for different 
ends in her kind. 

of course the use of such adjectives for great figures from the heroic age had the epic 
sanction. Callinus (1.19) is more restrained in the only other passage of this type: 

Xaw 'yadp avAtracvl 7r60So KparTep6 povos 4av8ps 
OPvliKovToS, rcwPv 56 &tlos iuELO&OV 

warep yp rbp pyov uJA v ep ocaXioToaLv 6 bpiv. 

"When a brave man dies there is regret in all the people, 
and while he lives he is comparable to a 
demi-god,for in their eyes he is like a tower ..." 

And Tyrtaeus (la col. 4 [6]) says: 

Tros tZKXOt "Hpvrs ailolbrs, der' a& Tvvbapl[ba 
"Like them of august Hera . . . when the Tyndaridae . . ." 

but the primum comparationis is unknown. The irony of Theognis's "godhood" in these 
lines (337-340) is apparent: 

ZEus jOL TWV' rTE iLXoW 6o0lv rTiL of Hie 4XEvatv 
Trwv T' eOpwv AELtOY, Kvpve, buvv7aayevUv. 

XOiTWs av 6OKEOOLIAL iET' avOpsTrwv Oebs etvat, 
el It' a&roreLTL&aEVOv I,oipa KLXOL Oavarov. 

"Zeus grant me repayment for the friends who love me 
andfor the enemies who have been stronger, Kyrhus, than 
I; and then I will seem to be a god among men, if, 
when the lot of death comes for me, all 
my debts shall have been paid." 

As can be seen at once, none of these is comparable in the least to Sappho's explicit 
comparison of humans to gods. 
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Surely Page and Setti are not thinking of Homer. Homer, of course, 
did not write occasional verse; such similes, in Homer's world, are not 
makarismoi, but merely normal attributes. The point is that later poets, 
by using such a simile, would for a moment put their subject into Homer's 
world: this was the makarismos. And Sappho seems to have begun the 
practice, and hence to have made her own rules. And if we consult her 
usage, those rules become rather plain. 

Of the eight similes of this type in her fragments, five occurred either 
in wedding songs or in songs that described weddings;'7 a sixth (fr. 68a3) 
has no identifiable context, a seventh (fr. 96.4/5-the crux of the second 
objection above) is best explained as a conscious echo of hymeneal con- 
vention,'8 and the last is the example in fr. 31 that is presently under 
consideration. Furthermore, the overwhelming bulk of all similes in 
Sappho rise from the occasion of marriage: out of eleven similes with 
extant contexts, at least seven belong to wedding songs. (This-i.e., marri- 
age-is the "transforming" moment.) Page's "demolition" seems rather 
ineffective here, and Snell seems to be vindicated in his opinion that the 
first line of fr. 31 would very likely be identified by an audience familiar 
with Sappho's practice as the beginning of a wedding poem. We may 
compare Rufinus Domesticus for a very sapphic play on the traditional 
IIdK'eLv : 

I call him blessed who looks on you, and thrice blessed who hears your voice, and he is a 
demigod who kisses your mouth: but a god, a god indeed, is the man whose bed receives you as 
bride. (AP 5.94) 

Surely Rufinus is deliberately echoing the first stanza of Sappho's poem, 
and lending his support to the Wilamowitz-Snell position. 

The second major point in the Wilamowitz-Snell position is the claim 
that KJOS b&vtp should be understood to mean "the husband" rather than 
"that man"; and this also has met with two objections: 1) that Alcaeus 
in two places (H 2.3 and D 14.7) uses it to mean simply "man",'9 and 
2) that Sappho herself says ya&u6ipos when she means bridegroom.20 

"7Frr. 23.5, 44.21, 44.34, 105b, and 111.5. Kirkwood mentions fr. 23 among passages 
"where there is no evidence of a marriage hymn or where a marriage hymn is ruled out 
by the evidence" (op. cit. [above, n. 12] 259). But fr. 23 definitely does not belong in 
either of those categories. The last word, irav]vvuxl[[ ]iv, "to hold a vigil," is used 
elsewhere by Sappho only for what the chorus of maidens does on the wedding night, 
and is strong evidence of hymeneal convention, as is the comparison of a young girl to 
Helen's daughter Hermione, famed for her beauty, and the two-line gnome following it. 
These look like the elements of wedding song or of a song about a wedding-and for the 
purposes of this paper either will serve. 

"'See my "Sapphic Imagery and Fragment 96," Hermes 101 (1973) 261-273. 
"Page, op. cit. (above, n. 1) 31. 
20Setti, op. cit. (above, n. 7) 202. 

6 



SAPPHO, FRAGMENT THIRTY ONE 

I have argued elsewhere that Alcaeus is an unreliable guide to the mean- 
ing of Sappho's poetry-spiritually distant from it as he was. The myth 
of a highly consistent Lesbian vernacular which controlled the practice 
of both poets has been misleading; we may learn more by studying their 
individual aesthetic choices, as evinced in the differences between them, 
than by regarding their diction as something unalterably imposed from 
without. The case seems to be, in fact, that they are as different as any 
two poets of one time and place. It can be shown that Sappho observed 
certain self-imposed limitations of diction and imagery which Alcaeus 
did not observe.21 By studying her usage closely we can find answers, or at 
least clues, to several classic problems in sapphic scholarship. The present 
question is a case in point, since the various words for human being 
make up one of the most consistent patterns in her diction. 

Sappho uses y7vp7 only of married women, r&apOevos of unmarried (but 
nubile?) women, and rats of young, unmarried girls; in ritual contexts 
she may use Kopa also. The evidence for men, though naturally much 
scantier, as they are mentioned rarely, suggests a similar set of distinc- 
tions. Twice she uses /le0os, "unmarried man," and nine times avvbp. In 
fr. 44 (which has more people in it than any other and hence can tell us 
most about this), the yvvPaOKes went out "together with the 7r&apevo'" 
(lines 14/15) (i.e., they are different creatures), and then, in similar close 
conjunction, we read that the &vppes yoked the horses to the chariots, and 
then something about the tlOeot. The latter is taken by Page to modify 
&va6pe;22 but is the sense, then, that the married women and the un- 
married women and the unmarried men went out-but the married men 
(who, according to this reading, are not mentioned) stayed home? 
Rather, the close parallelism and proximity of the two pairs of terms- 
yivwp/rapOevos, avrp/fiOeos-suggests a parallel distinction, between wives 
and maidens on the one hand, husbands and bachelors on the other. We 
have, then, the sort of homey detail which we would expect from Sappho's 
public songs: "the men drew out the (heavy) yokes, and the boys (it was, 
after all, a special day) drove." The distinction is suggested again at the 
end of the poem. The r&pOpvo&, we are told, sang a .eCXos &ypov, and the 

yyvvatKes sang CXeXvbcw; then all the men (Tr&vres 'avbpeS) sang a lovely song 
to Apollo. Clearly Sappho points out the generic use of Aivp because she 
feels that it needs to be pointed out. Again: Helen had the noblest 
husband (avppa) of all mankind (avOptrwov) (fr. 16.7). So when avl7p is 
used specifically, it seems to mean "married man". The number of 
occurrences of the different words will support this distinction: yVvrf 
occurs but three times to seven for rapOevos; r,lOeos but twice against nine 

'O1p. cit. (above, n. 18) 269271. 
"Op. cit. (above, n. 1) 64. 
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for &uivp; it is as maidens, not as matrons, that Sappho is interested in 
women, but as husbands, not boys, that she is interested in men. 

In sum, &vrp occurs a total of nine times, and there is no occurrence of it 
where it can be said that it clearly does not mean "husband", and several 
where it is beyond doubt that it does. The fact that Bowra and Page 
must go to Alcaeus to attempt to establish their point weakens it greatly: 
Alcaeus was not interested in these distinctions. Further, the point is 
treated as if it were an observation about the Lesbian-Aeolic dialect; it is 
rather an observation about the practice of one poet, and indeed of that 
one poet who was more interested in weddings and marriage than any 
other poet ever, and was one of the most careful and consistent in matters 
of diction. On this point, at least, she can be expected to get the words 
right. 

There may be more weight to the objection that the terms ya/#.pos 
and vvO'/a ought to occur in a wedding song, but there is no evidence for 
the point, and we cannot allow it to influence us simply because it 
"sounds reasonable." The evidence concerning wedding songs is of course 
meagre; but what there is suggests that several songs (possibly as many 
as a dozen) were sung at various points in the celebration, and that these 
songs were governed by different conventions depending upon their place 
in the rite. Sappho does use -ya6d#pos repeatedly, especially in songs at the 
entrance to the bridal chamber; but in fr. 44, where the influence of 
Homer is strong, she avoids this word (which for Homer meant not 
"bridegroom" but "son-in-law"). It may be that she used the "official 
titles" for bride and groom at some stages of the ceremony and not at 
others (after all, the wedding guests know why they are there); and it 
may be that she used these words in actual Hochzeitslieder but not in 
poems describing weddings. On this point her usage cannot be determined 
from existing evidence. While the question of the meaning of ya&,#pos 
must remain uncertain, this does not, I think, affect the fact that KiIvoS 

(wtvp in line 1 would probably have meant either "married man" or 
"bridegroom" to Sappho's audience; in fact, it seems that a&vrp by itself 
carried that connotation. 

The third and last major point in the Wilamowitz-Snell position is the 
assertion that in Lesbos in Sappho's day men and women would not have 
been together socially in such intimacy unless they were either married 
or getting married. To this it is objected 1) that we do not know (Bowra) 
and, 2) that there is some suggestion of a greater possibility of relation- 
ships between the sexes at that time and place than in Attica in the classi- 
cal age (Setti). 

To the first objection it may be replied that we do know what Sappho 
and Alcaeus tell us, and that that is quite clear. In Alcaeus both men and 
women are mentioned, in groups and individually, but never together, 
except in the description of the marriage of Peleus and Thetis (fr. B 10). 
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Further, we have from Alcaeus many poems dealing with social occasions 
(mostly symposia) of the type which this poem might be taken to describe 
if it is not describing a wedding-and women appear in none of them. In 
Sappho the evidence is even clearer: men are never even mentioned except 
in poems about weddings. No doubt other evidence would be welcome, 
but that which we have could not be clearer: there is no positive justifi- 
cation, in our evidence about Lesbian society, for assuming that an event 
other than a wedding may be described in fr. 31. We may indeed base 
our argument on evidence about other societies-but then, which ones? 
The Lesbians, says Setti, were not Muslims.23 True enough-but were 
they then Parisians? In fact, there is no evidence for social intimacy 
between the sexes, outside of marriage and courtesanship, for any archaic 
Greek culture. And the fact that Sappho was an accomplished poetess 
does not require that she (any more than Emily Dickinson) be an habituee 
of salons. 

Similarly, Setti's "suggestion of a greater possibility of relationships 
between the sexes" is not documented, and there is nothing that could be 
called evidence for it (unless we wish to press into service the rumours, 
from Attic comedy, of her affairs with Anacreon, Hipponax, and Archi- 
lochus!). No doubt Setti is thinking of Sappho's high education and her 
participation in the 'masculine profession' of letters. But Sappho seems, 
judging from the extreme rarity with which she mentions men, either to 
have disliked their company or not to have had access to it. And in any 
case she was exceptional. Whether ancient Lesbian women in general 
became highly educated and wrote poetry we cannot tell; but even if 
they did, the evidence is that they kept (or were kept) away from men 
to whom they were not married. 

To sum up, it seems that the three main points of Wilamowitz's and 
Snell's argument are sound-indeed sounder than they knew. And this 
can be established without going beyond the Aeolic fragments. It is 
erroneous to denounce the wedding theory (as Wills, for example, does24) 
as an "occasio ex machina," brought in "from outside." In fact, all the 
evidence comes from within the sapphic and alcaic fragments-there are 
no external sources involved in the question (except the little poem of 
Rufinus Domesticus which I have introduced into the evidence). Rather, 
several types of internal evidence clearly converge in the suggestion that 
the scene of the poem is, as Wilamowitz intuited, a wedding, and that the 
poem begins, as Snell perceived, with two recognizable elements of hy- 
meneal song. 

Thus far we have appeared disposed to accept the Wilamowitz-Snell 
position. But we have only looked at the first stanza of the poem. It is in 

230p. cit. (above, n. 7). 
240p. cit. (above, n. 12) 168. 
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the following stanzas that the wedding-song theory encounters more 
serious problems. 

The strongest argument, in my opinion, against the wedding-song 
theory was mentioned in passing by Setti (who objected that the "tone" 
of fr. 31 is different from the "tone" of the known hymeneal fragments) 
and was finally developed fully by Page. According to Snell, stanzas two 
to four serve as praise of the bride. But we would expect in this place a 
comparison of the bride to a specific goddess or other mythic female, and 
direct praise of her beauty, her virtue, her handiwork-not this indirect 
acting out. And it is not merely the indirection that should not be there 
but the torment. Wilamowitz described Sappho's wedding-songs as 
happy, joking songs-but surely this one is no joke. As Page flatly stated, 
the poem, if indeed sung at a wedding feast, was in incredibly, even 
absurdly, bad taste. I confess I cannot demur from this view. I hold it as 
practically (not quite utterly) out of the question that stanzas two to 
four were performed as a conventional Hochzeitslied. This virtual con- 
sensus does not, however, tell us what type of poem fr. 31 is, if indeed it 
is not an official and conventional Hochzeitslied. Here the consensus ends, 
and the various opponents of the Wilamowitz-Snell position go their 
different ways, depending primarily upon how they deal with the major 
difficulty facing all non-hymeneal interpretations: the presence of the 
man.25 

If Sappho is not writing about someone's wedding, if it is a poem about 
Passion, or about her specific passion for a certain girl, then why is the 
man mentioned at all? The traditional answer (flirted with by Page and 
more recently presented strongly by Robert Bagg)26 is that the subject 
of the poem is not Sappho's love of the girl, but her jealousy of the man. 
A variant of this (first proposed by Welcker, and liked by Setti, and, 
more recently, by Wills and Kirkwood) explains that it is not the man's 
favoured position beside the girl which Sappho envies, but the man's 
composure under the onslaught of the girl's charms, which would reduce 
Sappho herself to idiocy. But either of these views requires that the 
antecedent of r6 in line 5 be tvasave Kat . .. iratKOeVC (that is, the man); 
ordinary grammar, on the other hand (relative takes nearest antecedent) 
would favour &6v uwvevaas . . . Kal yeXaLiaas tlepoev (that is, the girl); and 
how is the reader to divine that ordinary grammar is not in effect here?27 

"The seemingly endless argument about whether 6rTTr in line 2 has a definite or an 
indefinite antecedent strikes me as fruitless and, in fact, of little importance. Perhaps 
Rydbeck has silenced it at last. (See "Sappho's faalverTaL jIo KtPVO," Hermes 97 [1969] 
161-166.) 

26Robert Bagg, "Love, Ceremony and Daydream in Sappho's Lyrics," Arion 3.4 
(1964) 65. Against this view see Kirkwood, op. cit. (above, n. 12) 255. 

27Cf. Kirkwood, "The reference of tr is to what immediately precedes," which seems 
slightly at variance with his apparent position (mentioned just above) that Sappho is 

10 



SAPPHO, FRAGMENT THIRTY ONE 

Further, Sappho says, "When I look at you I cannot speak, etc.," and the 
a' of the MSS cannot lightly be disposed of (as, for example, Beattie tries 
to do).28 Page suggests, "When I look at you being looked at by him,"29 
but there seems little warrant for this in Sappho's regular practice. For 
Sappho, seeing a beautiful thing leads to love; it is always the beauty of 
the thing (not, say, its possession by someone else) that is the cause, and 
love (not jealousy) that is the result. "I5s-v ["to see"] is, in fact, a key 
emotional word for her, as is /uvaaeai ["to remember"]30. It seems that 
most frequently the jealousy theory is adopted not because the text 
recommends it, but as a result of one's rejecting the wedding theory and 
being left with an extra, and very prominently placed, man to account for. 

Koniaris asks us to see the poem as an encomium in which two wit- 
nesses, first some external man and then the poet herself, testify to the 
girl's beauty.31 But what testimony does the man give? He speaks no 
praise, and he shows none of the effects which Sappho feels. And why is he 
compared to a god? That the poem is in a sense encomiastic is plausible 
enough, but it (like fr. 16) is an encomium disguised within some other 
genre; and it is the nature of that other genre which we must find out. 

Bowra's view, which seems to hold the lead in Page's mind also- 
that the man is present because the poem describes some actual event at 
which he was present-strikes me as the least satisfactory. "Its powerful 
impact," says Bowra, "comes from its air of reality, of being derived 
immediately and directly from Sappho's own experience."32 Page goes 
on similarly: "Rarely, if anywhere, in archaic or classical poetry shall we 
find language so close to the speech of everyday."33 But if the man is in 
the poem only because he was at the event, then we must chide our poet. 
If there had been other persons present would she have had to mention 
them, too? Was she so primitive that she did not know how to omit what 
was artistically irrelevant? Are her poems no more than touchingly 
faithful recordings of actual everyday events? Her psychology no more 

contrasting herself with the man, not simply and directly expressing herself vis-a-vis 
the girl. See op. cit. (above, n. 12) 122, 255. Those who want the man to be a "contrast 
figure for Sappho" (as Kirkwood puts it) might better follow Gallavotti's view that the 
entire first stanza is the antecedent (op. cit. [above, n. 8] 117). 

28A. J. Beattie, "Sappho fr. 31," Mnemosyne 4.9 (1956) 103-111. I regard his suggestion 
that it is the man for whom Sappho is overcome by passion as an oddity. Cf. "A Note on 
Sappho, fr. 1," CQ N.S. 7 (1957) 180-183, where he again suggests that it is a man for 
whom Sappho is pining. 

'"Op. cit. (above, n. 1) 22. 
30Cf. esp. frr. 22.13/14 and 55.3, where "unseen" may well suggest "unloved." Turyn, 

Stud. Sapph. 33-41, has amassed parallels from Homer to Apuleius. 
310p. cit. (above, n. 12). 
"O)p. cit. (above, n. 11) 187. 
3SOp. cit. (above, n. 1) 30. 
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than recently felt emotions honestly rendered? I will repeat my belief 
that Bowra's view-simplicity=truthfulness-may be directly wrong: 
Pindar impresses me as more forthright than Sappho, because he seems 
not to guard his words as she does. In any case, if the man can be 
accounted for by some positive construction (such as the wedding theory) 
then we need not fall back on the simplism that "he is there because he 
was there." 

To sum up both sides of the matter: the view that the scene of fr. 31 is 
a wedding and that at least the first stanza observes conventions of the 
wedding-song seems substantiated by the three Wilamowitz-Snell argu- 
ments and by the fact that the man is present in the poem at all (which 
has not comfortably been accounted for otherwise); further, the apparent 
likelihood that the poem contained a fifth stanza is nicely accounted for, 
as Snell noted, by the need for a final statement of good wishes for the 
bride and groom.34 Yet Setti's and Page's view that it is in impossibly 
bad taste, at a public event, for the poetess to praise the bride by mor- 
bidly dwelling on her own unhappy passion for her, seems incontestable. 
It seems that both sides are right, and also that both sides are wrong. 
The poem does have something to do with a wedding; at the beginning it 
seems to pretend to be a wedding song; but it is not an actual Hochzeitslied 
sung at an historical wedding. Are we in a cul de sac? 

It must be remembered that we are dealing with a subtle poet who 
characteristically mixes the conventions of different genres (especially 
choral and monodic) and who achieves, through this mixing, multi- 
levelled effects involving ironic interplay between the themes of objective 
and subjective, public and private, external and internal, historical and 
poetical.35 Instead of trying to explain away either the one aspect of the 
poem or the other, let us accept both as intentionally given by the poet; 
in that way we can deal with the poem in its totality, instead of seeing 
only half of it at a time. 

34See note 1 above. I have omitted detailed discussion of this problem, as I have 
nothing new to offer on it and the evidence as it presently stands is inconclusive. The 
main question is how far we want to push Milne's "ring form" (see "The Final Stanza of 
caiveral tlot," Hermes 71 [1936] 126-128): does the caiveTral/cjatvolat echo fulfil it, 
or is a more substantial thematic echo needed (as Milne himself thought), in which case 
either the Wilamowitz-Snell "good wishes to the bride and groom" must occur or some- 
thing like West's reconstruction of a gnomic ending (op. cit. [above, n. 1] 12), or a com- 
bination of these elements. 

36See my articles "Sappho, Fragment Ninety-Four," Phoenix 25 (1971) 1-11; "Sappho, 
Fragment Two," Phoenix 26.4 (1972) 323-333; and "Sapphic Imagery and Fragment 
96," cited above (n. 18), where some of the evidence is given. Other sapphic fragments 
respond well to this approach, too, most familiarly fr. 16, which, as Fraenkel has shown, 
mixes choral and monodic elements. (See Dichtung und Philosophie [1961] 212. Fraenkel 
is wrong, however, in his belief that fr. 16 is the only multi-layered [mehrschichtige] poem 
which we have from Sappho.) 
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A comparison with an undoubtedly hymeneal fragment is a good place 
to begin: 

6X13E 'y?cLApe, aoL Aiev 5rl yaAios Cs apao 
KTET'rEX7ffT', XLs .r rapOevov t&at apao . . . 

aoi XapLev .Lv detos, orTaTra 6' (a.,re vvf.ucas) 
lAEXXLX', epOS 6' ir' 1 'cpT'WL KEXVTaLL T'poOawcL 
......... TeT,laa cLIK foxa r 'AKpo6ira Fr. 11236 

Happy bridegroom! the wedding which you prayedfor is fulfilled, and you have the girl you 
prayed for; your face is fair, but her eyes are gentle indeed, and love is shed over all her 
beautifulface . . . Aphrodite has favored you exceedingly. 

It follows the general outline of fr. 31: a statement of the happiness of 
the man, followed by the reasons for it, which consist primarily of a 
description of the beauty of the bride in terms (Epos . . . ioeprwL) which 
suggest that the singer desires her too. But how different it is! The tone is 
naive and direct; the mood is happiness shared by all; there is no hint 
that the singer and the bridegroom are not in harmony in their attitudes 
toward the event. So simple, even flat, is the language, and so childish 
the psychology that it is easy to believe that this is a commissioned poem, 
written to please an audience of ordinary tastes.37 Fragment 31 seems to 
be a violent, even cruel, parody of this, laying bare the face behind the 
mask, as it were, the harder, stronger, uglier psychology of the adult 
that lies behind the feigned happiness of popular culture and its public 
events. Let us review the situation once more. 

The poem is not a Hochzeitslied and is not being performed at a wed- 
ding. It is being presented by Sappho to her usual audience, whoever they 
may have been (perhaps there would be no harm in saying, exempli 

86I have used Bowra's reconstruction of line 3, which is called for not only by the 
general context but also (and especially) by the ,eiv-bk construction, which Page's 
version ignores (op. cit. [above, n. 1] 122, and see his note 3, where he acknowledges the 
version here given). 

3?It is within the realm of possibility that Sappho may actually have made her living 
writing commissioned poems for public events, perhaps specializing in weddings. The 
widespread belief that she was from an aristocratic family and led a life of cultured 
leisure has no more foundation than the belief that she was a school-mistress. It rests 
entirely upon a single rather oblique remark of Athenaeus, writing almost a thousand 
years after Sappho: "The highest-born youths used to pour wine among the ancients... 
And the beautiful Sappho many times praised her brother Larichus as wine-pourer in 
the city-hall of the Mytilenaeans" (Ath. 10.424e). Of course, Pindar says that once 
poets did not toil for gold and now they do (I. 2.6-8). But he does not say which poets. 
Orpheus and Musaeus, perhaps? Herodotus (1.24) says that the Lesbian poet Arion of 
Methymna, in the generation before Sappho, went to Italy and Sicily and made a fortune. 
The whole question needs to be reconsidered (as does the question of publication in the 
sixth century). I should point out, however, that it is introduced here only in passing 
and that the intent of this article as a whole does not in the least depend on how one 
answers it. 
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gratia only, to her Midchenbunde). When they hear the first stanza they 
recognize the scene as a wedding and the allusions to wedding-song, and 
they assume they are hearing a Hochzeitslied. In the following stanzas, 
however, a change occurs: what began as a public song of polite cele- 
bration ends as an inner song of pain and despair. What is being revealed 
to us in this remarkable shift is the relationship between Sappho's 
external reality and her internal imagination. It is as if she has begun a 
polite and conventional public song but, while she sings it, her conflicting 
inner feelings well up and flow over the boundaries of courtesy to reveal 
the bitter truth of inner longing and frustration, in grotesque contrast 
with the expectation which the first stanza of the poem aroused. Or: it is 
as if in stanza one we hear what her tongue is singing outwardly while the 
following stanzas tell us what her heart is singing, at the same time, 
inside. In other words, we have here much more than an occasional poem. 
The poem does indeed suggest a dramatic situation-but whether this 
dramatic setting was based on a specific historical occasion or not is 
irrelevant; it may just as well have been distilled from many such 
occasions, or cut from the wholecloth of the imagination. In any case, 
the dramatic (not the historical) situation can be reconstructed: there is a 
wedding; Sappho has been asked to write or sing the wedding song, and 
she has begun nicely; then the sight of the beauty of the bride sends her 
out of control, calling up her very ambivalent feelings about homo- 
sexuality and married happiness.38 Then, in stanza two, her public, 
impersonal role is eclipsed by her internal, personal reaction. Her tongue 
falls silent, meaning, perhaps, that the impersonal public song ends: it 
has given way now to the inner song which is in such passionate conflict 
with the public occasion. Overcome by passion, she refuses to mouthe the 
polite lies anymore, and a'lows her true passion, which, we may pre ume, 
had been repressed on many earlier occasions when she sang the 
hymeneals, to flow on to its exaggerated end when she seems about to 
faint or swoon, and says that she thinks she is almost dying. Finally she 
calls herself back from this unconsciousness/death and directs herself to 
the objective realm again, making peace with it through a gnome whose 
beginning ("But anything can be endured . . .") cannot but remind one 
of the famous Catullan ending: "At tu, Catulle, destinatus obdura" and it 
seems likely enough that Catullus learned from Sappho this sudden 
change indicating the irrational imperium of passion). Quite possibly, as 
Wilamowitz and Snell conjectured, she returned in the last two or three 
lines to the public song, the conventional congratulations to the bride 
and groom standing in ironic, even horrib'e contrast to the painful inner 
song which has intruded before them.39 

38See the author's articles on frr. 94 and 96, cited above (notes 18 and 35). 
39Cf. Perotta, Saffo e Pindaro (Bari 1935) 48, "La poesia dell' ode e nel contrasto tra la 

prima strofe e le altri: tra la gioia dei due innamorati felici e l'ardore disperato di Saffo." 
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Bowra (in the first edition of Greek Lyric Poetry, but not in the second, 
which was published after Page's attack), and Snell in his modified 
position after Page's attack, and Kirkwood in his discussion of Merkel- 
bach, have all suggested the possibility that, although the scene is a 
wedding, the poem is not being performed at a wedding but at a later 
meeting of the "Mddchenkreis".40 While this is substantially what I am 
suggesting, all these authors miss the significance of the view because 
they do not explore Sappho's purpose in the allusions to hymeneal song in 
stanza one. She is in fact giving us a glimpse behind the mask of the 
Sappho who sang the conventional Hochzeitslieder at real, historical 
weddings. She is showing us the extreme disharmony which she must 
have felt inwardly on such occasions. She seems to be the first poet who 
has left us a record of what has since become a familiar situation: the poet 
as a sensitive soul suffering feelings of frustration and alienation from the 
problems of relating his or her work to conventional social realities. 
Needless to say, in this case the situation was aggravated by Sappho's 
homosexuality. That she, who could not participate in the happiness of 
marrying one of these young girls, had to sing praises of those who did 
marry them, must have seemed at times a bitter paradox indeed. And in 
fr. 31, for perhaps the only time, she has let that bitter paradox rise to 
the surface and be clearly expressed.41 

We have, it is true, been led to this view by a desire to avoid the two 
great internal problems: the awkwardness of stanzas three and four if the 
poem is a wedding-song, and the awkwardness of stanzas one and two if 
it is not. There is more to recommend it than its convenience, however; 
let us consider certain points of diction and imagery. 

Nowhere else in our fragments is Sappho's imagery comparably 
physical. Not only does she mention the body far more than usual, but 
she uses words that are at variance with her usual consistent practice- 
and the deviation is always in the direction of cruder, more physical 

40Bowra, loc. cit. (above, n. 6); Snell, loc. cit. (above, n. 10); and Kirkwood, op. cit. 
(above, n. 12) 258. 

4'Regardless of whether she was a professional poetess or an aristocratic amateur, 
Sappho seems to have specialized in wedding-songs and thus many times to have had the 
experience of outwardly praising heterosexual union while keeping her inward feelings 
veiled. This can be concluded both from the ancient testimonia, which are largely con- 
cerned with Sappho's epithalamia, and from the meagre evidence of our extant corpus, 
as follows. Fr. 23 is from POxy. 1231, which gives us the end of book one; it seems to be 
hymeneal in character, as does the next identifiable fragment in the papyrus (fr. 27) and 
the next again (fr. 30). On the principle, first proposed by Edmonds (Lyra Graeca 1, 
218/219) and adopted by Page (op. cit. [above, n. 1] 125/126), that the hymeneal songs 
were gathered at the ends of books of like metres, it seems that rather more than 200 
lines of book one were hymeneal and of book two at least 80-100 lines at the end. That 
the two books for the structure of which we have some evidence show high quantities of 
epithalamia suggests (as do our testimonia) that Sappho wrote many such songs. I hope 
to treat these and other questions about the sapphic epithalamia in a later article. 

15 



terms. Let us disabuse ourselves of the notion that it is even possible, 
much less creditable, for a great poet simply to lapse into everyday speech 
without being keenly aware of the poetic significance of each word. 

Kap6ta, "heart", does not occur elsewhere in our fragments; her usual 
word for the organ in which erotic responses are located is v0uos, "soul"; 
she has in this case alone in our fragments chosen the physically descrip- 
tive term over the non-imagistic one. 

yX&oroaa, "tongue", in line 9 occurs twice in other contexts in the 
sapphic fragments: "If your tongue had not been cooking up something 
evil to say" (fr. 137.4), and, "When anger spreads in the breast, the 
yapping tongue must be restrained" (fr. 158.1). The first (according to 
Aristotle a reply to an indecent proposal by Alcaeus) refers not to ordin- 
ary speech but to poetry, and it seems likely that the second also was in 
castigation of some ill-tempered poet (Archilochus?). Yet Sappho does 
not ordinarily refer to the organs of speech when talking about poetry, 
but to the voice: someone is called XlyV4wvos, "clear-voiced" (fr. 30.8); 
someone else (Mika?) j,eXXtx6b ̂[, "soft-voiced" (fr. 71.6); maidens are 
,ueXi4wvoP, "honey-voiced" (fr. 185); a girl is &av,vovo, "sweet-voiced" 
(fr. 153). The difference between these passages and those with YXwaaa 
is that in the latter the poetic act is not praised but reproached; poetry 
has been misused: poets have behaved not like devotees of the Muses 
but like ordinary people. Hence no musical image is used; the words are 
presented as the products of the tongue alone. Here we find that same 
distinction between the realm of poetry and that of experience which 
underlies fr. 31. By such word-choices Sappho locates the scene of this 
poem in the realm where poetry fails, where it is unable to create a 
healing reality stronger than external circumstance. 

irup, "fire", does not occur elsewhere in our fragments; avxpos, "cold", 
is used once of water (fr. 2.5) and once of the spirit (OBios) in birds. 
Only in fr. 31 are the unpleasant physical sensations of heat and cold a 
part of Sappho's poetic world. They are, again, intrusions from the 
uncontrollable realm of physical circumstance from which Sappho's 
poetry usually provides escape. 

aKovaL, "ears", are nowhere else mentioned, much less an unmusical 
and unpleasant and uncontrollable humming or roaring in them. In 
Sappho's poetic world one hears usually only the sweetness of flutes or 
bubbling of brooks, sounds which represent the beauty and harmony of 
the realm of imagination, to which the poetess, in fr. 31, is unpleasantly 
deafened by force of circumstance. 

Z6pws, "sweat": the phrase is from Homer (e.g., Od. 11.599); it is not to 
be expected in Sappho's ordinary imagery, where a heart may be weighed 
down by grief, or flutter with desire, but where the fact that bodies sweat 
elsewhere finds no cause to be mentioned. 
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rp6OAos, "a tremor": the adjectival form, Tpoocpors, "trembling", appears 
in a poem (fr. 21.4) which evidently described in unpleasant terms the 
bodily decrepitude of old age. Like other physically unattractive qualities 
of the body, it is not mentioned in the mainstream of Sappho's poetry. 

In Sappho's general practice, parts of the body are mentioned only as 
containers of erotic beauty. (This is true also of the old age fragment just 
referred to, where the point is that they no longer have it.) They usually 
occur in decorative compounds (KaXXtKoiOL, "fair haired," O3poboxraxvs, 
"pink-armed," eviro5a, "lovely footed") or modified by her typical adjec- 
tives for feminine beauty (araXauL 6paL, "delicate throat, "iLprwot 

irpoodnrco1, "lovely face," orTrora . eXXtL', "gentle eyes", Eparos OL 41latL, 
"beautiful tresses", etc.), and in conjunction with her most typical 
imagery as seen in the other poems: hands are to weave garlands with, 
hair is to twine them in, etc. Fr. 31 departs conspicuously from all of 
these generalities. How are we to understand it in relation to the many 
fragments like 2, 16, 94 and 96, which most would see as representative of 
the mainstream of Sappho's poetic imagery and diction? Why has she 
deviated so stunningly here? There is a strikingly clear and simple answer, 
which fits well with our view of fr. 31 as a two-levelled poem dealing 
with the tension between inner and outer truth. 

We have supposed, from the other poems, that in Sappho's poetic 
world she presents young girls in an idealized poetic environment where 
they live among symbols of their erotic beauty and symbols drawn from 
ritual, especially the wedding rite; their life is a constant rite of prepara- 
tion for loss of maidenhood.42 But in fr. 31 she presents us not with this 
dream of beauty which she, as poet, controls, but with the real thing- 
an actual wedding. By excluding from it all the symbols of beauty (flowers, 
songs, etc.) and describing for the first and only time the actual body, its 
unpleasant lack of control, its inability to fulfil the mind's idealized 
desires, its ugly pain and crude helplessness, she makes explicit the 
difference between the real and the poetic worlds. Consider the pathos 
and irony, the great wit, of what is accomplished here. The pathos is that 
she must confess that she hates in the real world what she loves in the 
imagined one; the irony that while she portrays the disintegration of 
certain conventions of song (the conventional public song proves unable 
to contain true passion) she forces the two realities finally to cooperate 
in another, incredibly tense and explosive, song. 

And only here, of all the poems, is Sappho herself at the centre stage. 
Elsewhere she consoles another girl, who is at the centre of the poem, or 
invisibly watches over the grove of the goddess, who stands at the centre, 
or follows a departed companion (who is at the centre) down the lanes of 

4See my articles cited above (nn. 18 and 35). 
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memory or imagination-but here she is present in the flesh, and at the 
absolute centre of the poem, in a reality which is an affliction to her alone. 
Now for once the grim facts of bodily death become overwhelmingly 
clear and close: she is mortal; her tongue of songs is broken; sweat pours 
down her body. Here the basic lyric-erotic mysticism (or nightmare) is 
first fully presented-the identification, inherited from Archilochus (who 
is Sappho's true predecessor), of eros and thanatos, love and death. At 
that tormented boundary between the imagined and the perceived, the 
desired and the enforced, the private and the public songs, the initiate 
of Aphrodite's mysteries lies, as Archilochus said, "dead with love, 
pierced through the bones with the horrible pains the gods have sent me." 

"But wait, Catullus! Stiffen your spine! Be strong!" 

RICE UNIVERSITY, HOUSTON, TEXAS 
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