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On the island of Lesbos, the voice of Sappho once had the authority to speak for the whole community in her
role as leader of a chorus that sings and dances in the act of worshipping the goddess Hera.

[Essay_continues here...]
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Detail of drawing by Glynnis Fawkes.
This online essay is a preview of a more formal version, to appear in a volume edited by Sarah Brown
Ferrario and Norman B. Sandridge, A Companion to Leadership in the Greco-Roman World (Malden, MA:
Wiley-Blackwell).

Introduction

§1. This essay elaborates on an idea: that Sappho can be viewed as a choral personality. In the course of
developing a working definition of this term choral personality, I will argue that Sappho “plays the role of a
prima donna” in choral performances by girls and/or women. In such a role, I will argue further, the
persona of Sappho speaks not only for girls and women in choruses but also for the whole community,
which in this case can be viewed as the entire population of her native island of Lesbos—a place to which I
will refer hereafter in a defamiliarizing way by using its Modern Greek name, Lesvos. What is it, I ask, that
authorizes Sappho to “play the role of a prima donna” in her songs? For an answer, I will focus on those of
her songs that were once sung and danced by choruses of women or girls inside a sacred precinct of the
goddess Hera, located at an ancient site in Lesvos that was once called Messon, meaning the ‘middle
ground’ of the island. In this context, the answer to my own question becomes most compelling: as a prima
donna of singing and dancing women or girls inside the sacred precinct of Hera, I will argue, Sappho can be
viewed as a priestess of the goddess. In the context of the sanctuary or sacred precinct over which the
goddess Hera presided at Messon, such a role of Sappho as priestess of the goddess would make her a
leading figure in Lesvos, since Hera was the primary divinity of that island—a divinity so important that she
ranked in some ways even higher than her divine consort, Zeus himself. As priestess of Hera, then, Sappho
could be viewed as high priestess of the whole island. Such a role for Sappho, however, is hardly the only
role she plays in her songs. As my essay proceeds, we will see that Sappho plays many different roles in
her songs.

§2. If you read a random sampling of other publications about the relatively few surviving fragments of
songs attributed to this woman named Sappho, who is conventionally thought to have lived in Lesvos
around 600 BCE, you may encounter a world quite different from the one I am trying to describe here.
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§3. According to one school of thought, for example, it is enough to say that Sappho was a woman who
wrote poems for her readers to read. In my essay here, by contrast, I argue that the surviving texts
attributed to Sappho derive from compositions that were meant to be performed, instead of being read,
and that these compositions had once come alive in the form of songs that were sung and danced. The
singing and dancing, I further argue, would be in most cases performed originally by a khoros ‘chorus’,
which is by definition a group that sings and dances.

84. According to another school of thought, Sappho could have composed her songs for performance, yes,
but the essential thing about these songs would have been the act of composition itself, to be viewed
primarily as a self-expression of Sappho, who would be speaking about her own life and times. We see here
a scenario for imagining some kind of an autobiographical Sappho. By contrast, I argue that the
composition of Sappho’s songs cannot be divorced from the performance of these songs. Such
performance, I further argue, is to be viewed primarily as a self-expression of the community as
represented by Sappho.

§5. For those who think that Sappho wrote her poems for her readers to read, the very first sentence of my
first paragraph could invite incomprehension—and perhaps even a reluctance to follow my argument any
further. For them, when I speak of Sappho as a choral personality, my argumentation could stop dead in its
tracks right then and there, before it even got off the ground.

§6. As for those who think that the compositions of Sappho need to be viewed as a self-expression of
Sappho, they could stay around long enough to see my argument take off but then lose interest soon
thereafter. Once again, the idea of Sappho as a choral personality could invite incomprehension. Why?
Because it would be easy to let such an idea recede and give way to a basic—and I think inadequate—
assumption: that Sappho, in saying whatever she says, is engaged in an act of self-expression about her
own life and times. Once again, we see here a scenario for imagining some kind of an autobiographical
Sappho.

§7. The question is: who is the self in the self-expressions of Sappho? Although the answer, I think, has to
do primarily with the idea of a choral personality as I indicated already in the first paragraph, I will
postpone for the moment my developing this idea any further here. Instead, I will address the question in a
more basic way, that is, in terms of a poetic personality. If we apply this more basic idea, it seems obvious
that the self in the self-expressions of Sappho is primarily a poetic personality and only secondarily a
historical person whom we hope to find hiding behind the poetic persona.

§8. To view Sappho this way is commonsensical for students of poetry in general, who need to view any
poet primarily as an expression of the poetry created by the poet. Poets don'’t just express themselves:
more than that, they are destined to become expressions of their own poetry.

§9. But how does this view of poetry—or of song, for that matter—help us come to terms with the idea of
Sappho as a choral personality? Before this question can be answered, more needs to be said about Sappho
as a poetic personality.

Mimesis as imitation or representation in poetry and song

§10. Here is where I find it most helpful to apply a term used by Aristotle in his Poetics. For him, the
creation of poetry and song is a process of mimésis, hereafter spelled simply as mimesis, which we can
translate as ‘imitation’ or, more loosely, ‘representation’. The art of the verbal arts that we know as poetry
and song can imitate or represent. This understanding of poetry and song as imitation or representation is
in line, so far, with the idea of Sappho as a poetic personality.

§11. For Aristotle, as he says in Poetics 1448b4-24, imitation is part of human nature, and it is basically
playful. I have published an essay on this topic in Classical Inquiries 2015.10.15, and I offer here a brief
epitome of what I say there about Aristotle’s relevant formulation in the Poetics:

From Aristotle’s point of view, the human capacity for imitation is inborn, and humans start imitating
as soon as they are born. Since humans imitate from childhood onward, and since children are playful
when they imitate, it follows that human adults are in some way reverting to this atavistic playfulness
when they too imitate. Such an idea is captured by Johan Huizinga in the title of his book Homo ludens
(1938).

§12. So, if we think of Sappho as a poetic personality, then we can go on to say, in terms of Aristotle’s
understanding of mimesis, that her words in her poetry and song are imitating or representing a personality
—whether that personality belongs to Sappho herself or to some other person who is being represented in
her poetry and song.

Mimesis as re-enactment in poetry and song

§13. The process of mimesis, then, can be understood as imitation or representation—if we think of poetry
and song only in terms of composing poems or songs. As I have argued in my work on Aristotle’s Poetics,
however, a more accurate understanding of mimesis is ‘re-enactment’—if we think of poetry and song also
in terms of performing poems or songs. I quote here the relevant testimony of Aristotle himself:
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So, the composition of epic [epopoiia = the poiésis of epos] and the composition [poiésis] of tragedy
[tragdidia], as well as comedy [komdidia] and the poetic craft [poiétiké (tekhné)] of the dithyramb

[dithurambos] and most sorts of crafts related to the reed [aulos] and the lyre [kithara]—all of these .
. ) . Archives | Select Month B
crafts, as it happens, are instances of re-enactment [mimésis plural], taken as a whole.

Aristotle Poetics 1447a8-16 Users

§14. What Aristotle has done here is to list all the major genres of poetry and song as they existed in

Athens at that time, that is, in the fourth century BCE. And there is a most remarkable fact to be noted

about all the genres that he lists. The poetry and the songs belonging to these genres were actually

performed competitively in the ritual context of the two most important festivals of the city-state of Athens, Log out
which were the Panathenaia and the City Dionysia. That is to say, all these genres of verbal art involved

forms of composition that became actualized in performance at the two major Athenian festivals I have just

mentioned. There is much more that needs to be said about such actualization-in-performance, but for the

moment I will merely refer to the further analysis I offer in Classical Inquiries 2015.11.27, also in HC

3§§70-71.

§15. The fact that all the genres of ancient Greek poetry and song in the Athens of Aristotle were
performative is relevant to the idea of mimesis as ‘re-enactment’. To clarify this point, I start with a newer
and easier idea for us to grasp, which is, the idea of acting as an actor acts. The fact is, to perform a poem
or a song is to act it as an actor would act it. To put it another way: to perform a poem or a song is to play
the role assigned to the performer of that poem or song. I justify using the term play the role here in view
of Aristotle’s understanding of mimesis as a fundamentally playful human activity. And here we may start
to see the relevance of this understanding to what I already said in the first paragraph of my essay, where
I used the expression play the role in referring to the personality of Sappho.

§16. But how do we connect the simpler idea of acting as an actor acts to the more complex and older idea
of re-enacting? Here we need to go beyond Aristotle and to rethink the question in terms of anthropology.
Let us consider what happens when a poem or song is used in sacralized contexts that anthropologists
describe in terms of ritual, as in the case of festivals in traditional societies. In such situations, the acting is
not just an act of acting: now the acting is also an act of re-enacting. To put it another way, what is re-
enacted in the world of ritual is something that already exists in the world of myth.

§17. Such a mentality of re-enactment is most evident in the first and the second of the genres listed by
Aristotle in his Poetics, that is, in epic and in tragedy as performed respectively at the festivals of the
Panathenaia and the City Dionysia. The roles that are played by the performers, including the role of the
master narrator in the case of epic, are re-enactments of personalities that existed in myth. For example,
the actor who plays the role of Oedipus in the Oedipus Tyrannos of Sophocles is a re-enactment of Oedipus
as a figure in myth; even the 'I' who is the rhapsode saying ‘tell me, Muse’ at the start of the Odyssey can
be viewed as a re-enactment—in this case, of the prehistoric poet Homer himself as a figure in myth.

§18. To cite a more obvious example from epic: when the rhapsode who plays the role of Homer quotes
Hector speaking to Andromache and when he quotes Andromache speaking to Hector, he is re-enacting the
personalities of Hector and Andromache by way of playing their roles. Such is the power of mimesis in its
older sense of re-enactment.

Mimesis in the context of choral song

§19. Among all the genres of poetry and song as analyzed by Aristotle in his Poetics, the most evident
example of mimesis in the context of choral song is tragedy, where the khoros ‘chorus’ re-enacts, by way of
singing and dancing, whatever was said and done in the world of myth. The re-enactment happens, of
course, in a ritual context that exists in the world of reality, and that context is primarily the festival of the
City Dionysia, where rival choruses compete with each other in re-enacting—together with the main actors
of tragedy—the world of myth as a frame of reference for the world of reality.

§20. In a separate work on choral mimesis, centering on the Delian Maidens in the Homeric Hymn to
Apollo, I emphasized the mimetic power of the chorus in performance (as signaled by the verb mimeisthai
at line 163 of the Hymn), arguing that mimesis as performed by a chorus was in some ways even more
versatile than mimesis as performed by a soloist (Nagy 2013). As I argued further in that work, there is an
astounding variety to be found in the power of the chorus to re-enact, to imitate, to represent different
kinds of persons or places or things. I find it most relevant to quote here my analysis of examples from the
songmaking of Pindar, who flourished in the fifth century BCE (Nagy 2013:245):

The range of the mimesis performed by the chorus in Pindar's compositions extends far beyond the
individual persona of the poet-director and the collective persona of the chorus as a chorus. For
example, in the case of victory odes composed by Pindar and by other contemporary poets such as
Simonides and Bacchylides, the speaking ‘I’ of the chorus is most conventionally figured as a kdmos,
that is, as a group of festive revelers. And this same speaking ‘I’ of the chorus or stylized kdmos can
also make a mimesis of everyone and anyone who may be relevant to the act of praising the victor.
The speaking characters, as it were, who take shape in the process of mimesis by the kdmos in a
victory ode include such varied figures as (1) the poet himself in the role of the laudator or giver of
praise, (2) the victorious athlete in the role of the laudandus or receiver of praise, (3) ancestors of the
laudandus, and (4) heroes whose deeds in myth are praised along with the deeds of the laudandus.

Sappho as a choral personality
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§21. The poetics of Sappho, as I have been arguing since 1990, reveal her to be a choral personality, that
is, someone who performs as a leader in a dancing as well as singing group known as a khoros ‘chorus’.[1]

§22. In another separate work (Nagy 2015.10.01), I applied the idea of Sappho as a choral personality to
those of her songs where she seems to be speaking for the whole community of Lesvos by virtue of being
the leader of a chorus comprised of women and girls. These songs, as I argued, were performed in honor of
the goddess Hera inside the sacred precinct of that goddess at Messon, located in the center of the island.
Here I focus on one particular role that is played by Sappho in that particular context: as the prima donna
of a chorus, she is re-enacting, I now argue, the role of a priestess of Hera.

§23. I quote here a key passage, followed by my own translation:

.. |5 QAN i BpUANCcea Xapagov EABNV |g VAT cUv MARal. Td pév olopai Zelc |5 olde cUunavTéc Te BEol-
cE 9’0ol Xpf |g TalTa vonclal, |g AANG Kdl néunnv £ue kdi kEAecOal |19 NOAAa AiccecBal BaciAnav "Hpav
|11 €EikecOar Tuide caav AyovTa |15 vda Xapaov |13 KApW’ €nevpnv dpTépeac. Ta 8" AANa |14 navTa
BaIUOVECCIV EMITPONWHEY- |15 €0BIal Yap ék HeydAav ARTay |16 alwa néAovTal. |17 TAV ke BOAANTa
Bacieuc 'OAUpNW |1g daipov’ €k NOVwY éndpwyov AdN |19 NEPTPONNY, KAVOI HAKapec neAovral |og Kdi
noAUOABoI- |1 KAppeC, al ke fav kepalav A€ppn |7 Adpixoc kdi 8r not dvnp yévnTal, |»3 Kal A\’ ék
noAAav Bapubupiay Kev |54 alwa AUOgIPey.

... |5 But you are always saying, in a chattering way [thrulein], that Kharaxos will come |g in a ship
full of goods. These things I think Zeus |; knows, and so also do all the gods. But you shouldn’t have
|g these things on your mind. |g Instead, send [pempein] me off and instruct [kelesthai] me |1g to
implore [lissesthai] Queen Hera over and over again [polla] |11 that he should come back here
[tuide] bringing back [agein] safely |15 his ship, I mean Kharaxos, |13 and that he should find us
unharmed. As for everything else, |14 let us leave it to the superhuman powers [daimones], |15 since
bright skies after great storms |1 can happen quickly. |17 Those mortals, whoever they are, |g
whom the king of Olympus wishes |1g to rescue from their pains [ponoi] by sending as a long-awaited
helper a superhuman force [daimon] |19 to steer them away from such pains—those mortals are
blessed [makares] |20 and have great bliss [olbos]. |51 We too, if he ever gets to lift his head up high,
|22 I mean, Larikhos, and finally mans up, |>3 will get past the many cares that weigh heavily on our
heart, |»4 breaking free from them just as quickly.

Sappho, Brothers Song

§24. This song is referring to a festival, indicated by way of the word pempein ‘send’, which conveys the
idea of organizing a sacred procession that culminates in a festival that is celebrated at the precinct of a
divinity. In this case, the festival is sacred to Hera, and Sappho is pictured as readying herself to lead a
procession that will be heading off for the festival. Leslie Kurke 2015 agrees with this interpretation,
referring to my comments in Nagy 2015 §§37-38 on the word pempein in the sense of ‘organize a
procession’. Comparing a passage from the Electra of Euripides with reference to the festival of Hera at
Argos (lines 167-174), I argue in Nagy 2015 §§42-44 that the Brothers Song features the speaking
persona of Sappho as a choral leader who wishes to be sent in a procession to the sacred precinct at
Messon, where a festival of the goddess Hera will be celebrated, just as the same speaking persona of
Sappho in Song 9 wishes that her mother should find the means for her to celebrate this festival:

... |2 naplnav olk €xn[cOa noBev duvaipav,] |3 [p]aTep, €opTav |4 [@aidiluav bpar TEAE[car;
TO &’ €0Ti] |5 [XapK’ €]lnapépwyv

... Don’t you have the resources for me to be able, Mother, to celebrate [telein] at the
right season [0ra] the festival [eorta], which is a delight [kharma] for [us] mortals,
creatures of the day that we are?

Sappho Song 9 (text as restored by West 2014)

§25. The choral essence of the performance that is represented in the Brothers Song is likewise evident in
another song of Sappho that has now been supplemented by newly-found fragments:

|1 nAdciov 8n W.....]...o1c’ a[...]Jw |2 néTvI’ "Hpa, ca x[apielcc’ édpT[a] |3 Tav dpdTtav ATpéidal noncav
|4 101 BaciAnec, |5 ékTeAéccavTec peyalloic agboic [] |6 npdTa pév nep E{[Alov]- Awepov 8¢ [...] |7
TUi®’ AnoppdBev([Tec, 61d0v yap slpn[v] |8 olk £5[UvavTo], |9 npiv cE kdi Ai’ dvT[iaov] nedeABny |10
kdl Ouwvac tpg[podevTal natda- |11 vov 8& k[ai..... ...] 1..nonKev |12 kat 16 naA[aov |13 &yva kdl
Ka[..... 8]xAoc |14 napB[vwv..... yluvaikwv |15 dp@ic.[...] |16 peTp’ dA[oAUyac].

|1 Close by, ..., |2 O Queen [potnia] Hera, ... your [...] festival [eorta], |3 which, vowed-in-prayer
[arasthai], the Sons of Atreus did arrange [poiein] |4 for you,[2] kings that they were, |5 after first
having completed [ek-telein] great labors [aethloi], |6 around Troy, and, next [apseron], |7 after
having set forth to come here [tuide], since finding the way |8 was not possible for them |9 until they
would approach you (Hera) and Zeus lord of suppliants [antiaos] |10 and (Dionysus) the lovely son of
Thyone. |11 And now [nun de] we are arranging [poiein] [the festival], |12 in accordance with the
ancient way [...] |13 holy [agna] and [...] a throng [okhlos] |14 of girls [parthenoi] [...] and women
[gunaikes] |15 on either side ... |16 the measured sound of ululation [ololtga].

Sappho Song 17.1-16



§26. Here it is made explicit that the festival, ongoing while the speaker is speaking, is in honor of the
goddess Hera. I describe the situation this way in Nagy 2015 §51:

Although the first line of Song 17 here is too fragmentary to be understood for sure, the next line
makes it clear that the persona of Sappho is praying to Hera herself, speaking to her about the eorta
‘festival’ (2: £€6pt[a]) that is being arranged in honor of the goddess. The speaking Sappho goes on to
say that the festival that ‘we’ in the present are arranging (11: nonuev), as ‘we’ offer supplications to
Hera, is being arranged ‘in accordance with the ancient way’ (12: kat 10 nai[aiov]) of arranging the
festival, just as the heroes of the past had arranged it (3: noncav). In these contexts, I am translating
the word poiein ‘make’ in the specific sense of ‘arrange’, with reference to the observance of a ritual. I
find in Thucydides (2.15.2) a striking parallel in wording: ‘and the Athenians, continuing what he [=
Theseus] started, even now arrange [poiein] for the goddess [= Athena], at public expense, the
festival [heort&] named the Sunoikia’ (kdi Euvoikia €€ ékeivou ABnvator €71 kdi vOv Tf Bed €opTrv
dnpoTeAf noiodciv).

§27. I follow up here by epitomizing what I argue in Nagy 2015 §35. Most relevant is the wording in the
Brothers Song: népnnv ue kdl kéAecBar | 1o NOAAa AiccecBai BaciAnav "Hpav ‘send [pempein] me off and
instruct [kelesthai] me |1 to implore [lissesthai] Queen Hera over and over again [polla]’. I understand
such an act of instructing someone to do something as a choral act, and I interpret the relation between
the instructor and the instructee as a choral relationship between a woman in the role of a mother and a
girl in the role of a daughter. The woman chorally authorizes the girl. And such a choral relationship is
formalized in the distinction between gunaikes ‘women’ and parthenoi ‘girls’ at the end of Song 17 of
Sappho. This song refers explicitly to a choral performance at the sacred precinct of the goddess Hera on
the occasion of her festival, which is called an eorta. As I argued further in Nagy 2015, the occasion of
Song 17 marks the performance of Sappho herself as the prima donna who leads the choral singing and
dancing at the festival of Hera. As the prima donna, she is the main celebrant, as marked by the
programmatic use of the verb poiein at line 11 of this song in the sense of ‘celebrate a festival'.

§28. In the light of these details as I have collected them here, I conclude that one of the many roles of
Sappho as a choral personality has to do with the goddess Hera. For the moment, I describe this role as
service in honor of the goddess. An appropriate single word, I think, for this role is priestess.
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1977:367-377 (also 126-127). See also Nagy 2015§25; also Lardinois 1996 and the remarks of Calame
2009:5. Also Ferrari 2014:17.

[2] West 2014:4 suggests that we read ndncav Tol, not ndoncav Toi. But I defend the accentuation
preserved in the new papyrus, ToI. This reading 101 (in the new P.GC inv. 105 fr. 2) differs from the reading
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To1 (PSI 123 and P.Oxy. 1231). As I argue, we see here an emphatic use of the pronoun, ‘for you’, not an
enclitic use.
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