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]
] your will remember
] for we in our youth

did these things

yes many and beautiful things
]
…
we live
]
the opposite
]
daring
]
]
]1

Most of the fragmentary remains of Sappho’s song come to 21st-century readers in the con-
dition displayed above in Sappho 24a and 24c. The text is broken; words are missing; ideas lost; empty
spaces fill the lines between half-thoughts and unfinished statements. Yet meaning somehow survives.
Not complete, this meaning is the sort found in a whisper, or a dream, or a foggy recollection; sense shifts
from clear to obscure, while the reader struggles to grasp that which is continually escaping. It is for this
reason that the body of fragments, which is all that remains of Sappho from her life on Lesbos and her
nine books of poetry, can be thought of, like Homer’s epics, as a Memory. In Homer this is a collective
epic memory, built out of tradition and myth, focused on action and story. However, Sappho’s Memory
is a “concentration…on her own world, limited and personal”,2 and therefore is a lyric memory of one
woman that is built out of private human experience which focuses on emotion and the senses. Instead
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1 All references to the work of Sappho in this essay have been reprinted from Anne Carson’s 2002 translation. If not, Winter: Frag-
ments of Sappho, trans. Anne Carson (Toronto: Vintage, 2002).
Carson, 45.
2 G.O. Hutchinson, Greek Lyric Poetry (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2001), 143.
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of the concrete and complete memory of the epics, Sappho’s Memory is incomplete and fluid. Ideas are
dappled with lacunae, meaning is shifted in translation, and content is added upon with each new dis-
covery of papyri.

The effect of the fragments creates what Page DuBois has termed Sappho’s “alternative aes-
thetic.”3 But an alternative to what? Many critics4 have read Sappho’s alternative as a gendered one,
opening a private space for women to distinguish themselves and their situation from male poetic tra-
ditions of the lyric and the epic. DuBois adds to this the notion that fragment form offers an alternative
to only reading those artifacts with certain “integrity and indivisibility;” instead, we must recognize the
worth in exploring the “discomfort” inflicted by “broken lines” and reading these poems “as they
stand.”5 This proposes a reading of Sappho’s fragments with an understanding that the poetry available
to readers now is not Sappho’s poetry, but a memory of it, and consequently operates as memory does.
It is fickle, disjointed, incomplete, vague, and sometimes, perhaps often, completely wrong. Memory,
though, is also a worthy and intriguing aspect of human experience. Therefore, there is a need and de-
sire to explore the memory we have of Sappho.

It is in this unique way that content, form and reception combine in Sappho’s work, not sim-
ply to create an alternative, but to excuse itself from any direct categorization. Subjectivities are fluid
in the poetry; speakers and subjects shift constantly, eliminating distinctions of lover, beloved, friend,
wife and god. Time and space are not bound to certain rule, and hence are sometimes manipulated by
the speaker, and at other times restrict the speaker’s experience. Fragmented remains of emotions, ac-
tions, senses, material, and people find multiplying significances when read as part of an intertextual sys-
tem. Definitive classification—in terms of gender, style, form and voice—is constantly averted due to
the fragmentation, and no translation or interpretation may entirely supplement the missing text. All
these features combine to form the memory of Sappho’s oeuvre, creating an aesthetic that defies every
tradition and expands the boundaries of literature and language.

One tradition that Sappho transforms is also one that she seems to have helped create. Page
DuBois marks Sappho as:

part of a great turn in the poetic tradition and in the very history of the development of sub-
jectivity. Homer and Hesiod, her predecessors in the epic age, speak of themselves less as in-
dividual men than as conduits of divine inspiration…Sappho and the poets who are her near
contemporaries are among the first to inhabit fully the first person singular, to use the word ‘I’
to anchor their poetic speech, to hollow out for their listeners and readers the cultural space for
the individual subjectivity.6

Leslie V. Kurke also places Sappho among “these poets [who] were suddenly, insistently saying ‘I’,” and
points out that “even in fragments (and in translation) it is hard to resist the compelling lyric subjectiv-
ity that seems to infuse Sappho’s poetry.”7 The gripping subjectivity that one experiences in Sappho’s
verses is likely due to her exploration of the most personal emotions, especially love and longing. In-
stances of this emotional “I” make up almost all of her poetry, such as fragment 48, in which the speaker
declares her emotional transformation, “you came and I was crazy for you/ and you cooled my mind that
burned with longing.”8 Sappho’s speakers, usually taken as Sappho herself, poetically express their in-

3 Page DuBois, Sappho is Burning. Chicago: Chicago UP, 1995, 63.
4 Including Jack Winkler, Page DuBois, Margaret Williamson, Eve Stehle, Lyn Hatherly Wilson, Leslie Kurke, and Marilyn B. Skin-
ner.
5 DuBois, 38 – 39.
6 DuBois, 6.
7 Leslie V. Kurke, “Archaic Greek Poerty” in The Cambridge Companion to Archaic Greece. New York: Cambridge UP, 2007. 141
8 Sappho, 101.
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dividual needs and emotions in these fragments. Often speakers move beyond simple expression of de-
sire into a realm of self consciousness, as in
fragment 26:

] you, I want
] to suffer

] in myself I am
aware of this9

We cannot be exactly sure of the original statement, as the translation includes the brackets as indica-
tion of lacunae in the text. It seems that enough remains to argue that the speaker here is self conscious,
and pointing to her own recognition of some individual sensation within herself. Whether that feeling
is one that desires the “you” figure “to suffer,” or something else completely different, is now com-
pletely lost. The differentiated speaker in fragment 26 displays only one example of the variation found
within Sappho’s poetic subjectivities.

Kurke notices that in Sappho’s poetry there is a “proliferation of subject positions”
which seems “unique and distinctive with the fragmentary remains of archaic poetry,”10 To Kurke, few
of Sappho’s contemporaries seem to display the “shifty, evanescent and labile ‘I’.”11 Perhaps the most
well noted instance of the Sappho speaker shift is in fragment 1, the hymn to Aphrodite:

…But you, O blessed one,
smiled in your deathless face
and asked what (now again) I have suffered and why

(now again) I am calling out

and what I want to happen most of all
in my crazy heart. Whom should I persuade (now again)
to lead you back into her love? Who, O

Sappho, is wronging you?12

The first speaker “I” refers to the Sappho subject, calling to Aphrodite for help. At line 18, however, the
speaker shifts, the “I” now speaks from the perspective of the goddess. G.O. Hutchinson reads the sub-
jectivity switch as a “double perspective” and notes how the “vivid evocation of the original speech,”
instead of remaining in an indirect speech mode, “heightens the effect.”13 The lyric “I” shifts through-
out the poem from the speaking Sappho, to the speaking Aphrodite and back.

Shifts between speakers and subject positions become less distinct in other fragments of Sap-
pho. Margaret Williamson notes, within the fragments, a “constant process of subtle and multifarious
shifts, [where] speaking voices and subject positions ... are linked in a polyphonic, shifting ...dis-
course.”14 In fragment 96, Williamson points out the shifts between a “you” who sings, a “she” who
longs for the singer, and an “I” who describes the beauty of both.15 In this fragment, the speaker reports

9 Ibid. 51.
10 Kurke. 165
11 Ibid. 165
12 Sappho, 3.
13 Hutchinson, 155.
14 Margaret Williamson. “Sappho and the Other Woman.” Reading Sappho, ed. Ellen Greene. Berkeley: California UP, 1996. 255
15 Williamson 255
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from the perspective of all these subject positions, not solely represented by the subject “I.” This is to
take on an omniscience not seen in fragment 1. The speaker here travels, from woman to woman, re-
lating their emotions. Williamson does not address the second part of 96, which is more riddled with
breaks. Some sense, however, may still be taken from the final verses. The speaker at line 21 sings,
“not easy for us/ to equal goddesses in lovely form.”16 The perspective, here, may be that of the “I,” the
“she,” or the “you,” or any combination of the three. Any distinction slips away, especially since the frag-
ment is in such ravaged condition.

The next few lines are severely disjointed and only offer three clear words -“desire,” “and,”
as well as “Aphrodite.”17 If desire is a state that is linked to the subjectivity of the goddess, then the last
line of the poem, where the speaker asserts, “into desire I shall come,”18 links the speaking subject to
the goddess, thus possibly enacting yet another shift in subject positions. It is in shifts such as these,
found in fragment 96, which demonstrate fully the evanescent “I” that Kurke finds distinct in Sappho’s
works. Sappho seems to have helped originate the individual subjectivity along with her contempo-
raries, only to then play with this new division, shifting in and out of positions, never distinct and never
universal. In the fragments which hold the memory of her works, the voice, subject positions and per-
spectives become even more varied and multiple.

A similar playful attitude toward the phenomenon of time is marked in Sappho’s Memory. The
representation of the effects of time on the subject varies in Sappho’s fragments. In some cases time is
an outside force imposing control, while in other instances time is manipulated metaphorically for po-
etic effect; in still other moments time seems completely transcended by subjective experiences. Anne
Carson has revealed the role of time in Sappho fragment 1, as one that defines life experience and cre-
ates justice between lovers and their beloveds. Aphrodite’s promises in lines 21-24, that the beloved, “if
she does not love, soon she will love”19 is an example of a general reversal of the position of the beloved
and the lover. Carson explicates this promise as one of justice, “an eternal principle …the fact that time
passes and young people grow old and lovers love without return.”20 Carson also locates this represen-
tation within “traditions of Greek erotic verse and…archaic currents of thought on…justice.”21 Thus, in
fragment 1, time imposes itself upon the subjects in a traditional manner, applying constant justice and
restraint.

Fragment 104a, however, displays a poetic metaphorical control over the passage of time. In-
stead of maintaining the mortal time line, as in fragment 1, the action in these verses seems to reverse
the human aging process. The poetic voice of fragment 104a conducts this reversal, or “gather[s] a child
to its mother,” in an instance of prosopopeia. “Evening” acts lovingly in the fragment, gathering “all that
dazzling dawn …put asunder,” 22 reversing the growth process of the child. This is to imagine time as
a reversal, or cycle, rather than a teleological process which constrains human life.

Among some of the fragments, as Lyn Hatherly Wilson suggests, “time is frequently tele-
scoped so that past joins with present or present with future, and a moment- the space of a song – is ren-
dered timeless, part of a continuous sequence.”23 A moment such as this occurs in fragment 94. Here the
speaker takes the perspective from the subject position “I” in the act of remembering. The “I” subject
reminds another subject, a “her” or “you” (because some of the fragment takes the mode of direct

16 Sappho, 193.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Sappho, 5.
20 Anne Carson. “The Justice of Aphrodite in Sappho 1.” Reading Sappho. ed. Ellen Greene, Berkeley: California UP, 1996. 232
21 Ibid. 232
22 Sappho, 213.
23 Lyn Hatherly Wilson. Sappho’s Sweet Bitter Songs. New York: Routledge, 1996, 132
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speech) of past shared experiences. As the fragment progresses, the effect is to move the speaker from
the single recollecting subjectivity, to a unified remembrance subjectivity “we”, in which both subjects
share the experiences of the “beautiful times”, of the “the crown of violets”, of “the soft throat”,24 as a
memory in the past, or as they happened at one point in the present.

This unity is indicated by the transcendent conclusion to the fragment, in which the speaker
reports that “nor was there from which we were absent/…no groove/…no dance/…no sound.”25 The un-
usual syntax in Carson’s translation of this line emphasizes the subjects’ transcendence, since no noun
exists to define where they were not. The subjects, in their passionate experience, seem to transcend
space and time, “as an absolute reality.”26 The effect of this shift is that the speaker maneuvers between
all modes of time, and finally transcends time through a specifically powerful moment, a moment that
perpetuates itself even through memory. This representation of manipulated time through memory is
quite different than the traditional representation of time seen in fragment 1, or the cyclical metaphor-
ical time in fragment 104a. It is clear there can be no strict definition for the workings of time in Sap-
pho’s fragments.

Following certain threads in the Sappho’s fragments, such as subjectivity or figures of time,
yields patterns in the poetry which then may be examined and explicated, leading to critical work.
Many of the fragments, however, stand outside these patterns. This is mainly due to extreme disinte-
gration, since these fragments exist as only one sentence, or even at times as only one word. This par-
tial state of the evidence makes it impossible for these pieces to comment on or refute patterns followed
throughout fragments with complete stanzas surviving. As a result, these leftover fragments are often
left critically untouched and unnoticed. Readers may ask “with what eyes”27 shall we look at these half
thoughts, bare expressions and stunted invocations?

Page DuBois suggests a “relation of intertextuality” between the Sappho fragments, one that
may help to reinstate the most damaged sites of poetry back into an operating position in the body of
work as a whole. 28 These fragments of fragments, such as “honeyvoiced”, “downrushing”, “lyre lyre
lyre”, “transparent dress”, “I would lead”, “lady Dawn”, “Aiga”, and “paingiver,”29 situate the larger
pieces by giving a sense of the larger body, as which Sappho’s poetry once existed. These pieces are
like slivers of glass or metal that lie at the bottom of a body of water, periodically glinting in the sun
or moonlight, since they are traces of a more complete past. These pieces hint at meaning in their sin-
gularity, but also create meaning through multiple permutations available in relation to one another. To
read them is to apply pressure to language—whether in its original form, or in the language of trans-
lation—and to produce fluid, mutable, intangible implications, and inscrutable beauty. Willis Barn-
stone, in his study “The Poetics of Translation” wrote:

Untranslatable lines are natural meadows of translation and yield
the best wild herbs. What has never been done in the adopted lan-
guage will expand its thematic and formal boundaries and its litera-
ture. Traditions of theme and form are altered by the infusion of
poems from other languages, especially the impossible ones.30

24 Sappho, 185.
25 Ibid. 187.
26 B. Gentili. Poetry and its Public in Ancient Greece. Trans. A.T. Cole. Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1988, 84.
27 Sappho, 327.
28 DuBois, 39.
29 Sappho, 317, 347 – 353.
30 Willis Barnestone. The Poetics of Translation. New Haven: Yale UP, 1993, 269.
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The fragments of Sappho are an example of the powerful effects that impossibility have on language
and literature.

Sappho fragment 168c reads “spangled is/ the earth with her crowns”31 – spangled, too, is the
memory contained in the fragments of Sappho. This Memory is polyphonic, highly wrought, sensual,
subtle, ambiguous, absurdist, colourful, and enduring. The fragments create tradition, and then break
through it; they reflect themselves and expand their own significance. In their whole aspect, the frag-
ments offer a new interpretation of literature, literature that operates as a memory.

31 Sappho, 345.
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