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chapter 20

Sappho Fragment 17: Wishing Charaxos a Safe
Trip?*

Stefano Caciagli

Over the last 200 years, scholars of Sappho have concentrated on her audi-
ence and consequently her social role: according to various theories she was
a teacher, a leader of a female religious group or an initiatory group, a trainer of
choruses, a member of a companion group, and so on.1 Through a comparison
between her and Alcaeus, I proposed in Poeti e società (2011) that Sappho was a
memberof a fairly stable group that consistedof both youngandadult ‘friends’.2
Although the core of her audience probably consisted of these ‘friends,’3 Sap-
pho’s audience could change when the context changed, as Antonio Aloni

* In memory of Antonio Aloni. I would like to thank Prof. Anton Bierl, Prof. Claude Calame,
Prof. André Lardinois, Prof. Jim Marks, Dr. Luna Martelli, Prof. Camillo Neri, and Prof. Renzo
Tosi for the useful suggestions.

1 On Sappho as teacher, see Welcker (1816) = (1845) 97–98, Müller (1841) = (1865) 364–368,
and Wilamowitz (1913) 51; on the religious group see Wilamowitz (1913) 42, who argues that
such a community could not exist in ancient Greece without a sacred aim [cf. Wilamowitz
(1881) 274]; on the initiatory group, seeMerkelbach (1957), Calame (1977), and Gentili (1984) =
(2006) 138–161; on Sappho as trainer of a chorus, see Lardinois (1994) 79–80 and Ferrari (2007)
41–42; on Sappho’s hetaireia see Parker (1993), Stehle (1997) 262–288, and Caciagli (2011) 285–
298. For a survey of Sappho scholarship see DeJean (1989), Lardinois (1994), Most (1996), and
Caciagli (2011) 300–303. ForWelcker andWilamowitz see Calder (1998) 55–80. Sappho is also
the object of reflections connected with gender studies: see Winkler (1990a).

2 Sappho’s scholarship often assimilates Sappho’s companions to the παρθένοι of her group:
this hypothesis goes back to Welcker (1816) = (1845) 97, who regards the μαθήτριαι in Suda σ
107 Adler as identical to the ἑταῖραι. However, the word ἑταῖρος seems to imply a relationship
between men who have the same social status and age (cf. e.g. Chantraine [1968–1980] 381);
so, if the persona loquens in Sappho fr. 160 is the poet herself, the word ἑταίρα in this poem
may suggest that Sappho’s audience consisted of her age-mates too. Moreover, in Ovid, Her.
15.199–202 Sappho’s audience seems to consist of nuptae and nupturae, i.e. probably γυναῖκες
andπαρθένοι. The idea of a group consisting of adults and youngpersons is congruentwith the
malehetaireiabecause youngmenattended the gatherings of this kindof group. SeeBremmer
(1990) and Caciagli (2011) 97–132 with bibliography.

3 I put ‘friends’ in inverted commas in order to signify the difference between modern friend-
ship and φιλότης, the latter of which implies reciprocity and many social obligations: cf.
Benveniste (1969) i 335–353, Calame (2010) 19–23, and Caciagli (2011) 56–77.
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sappho fragment 17: wishing charaxos a safe trip? 425

suggests.4 Thus, a large audience could potentially be present at ‘public’ cere-
monies: for example, the whole city could attend the second part of the festival
of the Adonia (fragment 140),5 which was performed outdoors, and the same
can be said for wedding processions, whose function, among other things, was
to publicise the legitimate union of the bride and groom. Sappho was involved
in performances that took place in sacred spaces too, as we may infer from
fragment 2. Here the composition of the audience was possibly influenced by
the kind of ceremony: for example, it is possible to infer the attendance of
Charaxos’ family when fragments 5 and 15 were performed.6 Finally, the poet
may engage in domestic celebrations similar to male symposia, as is suggested
by fragment 22: in this context, the audience were possibly Sappho’s ‘friends’
and companions, as in other sympotic performances.

The new text of Sappho published by Burris, Fish, and Obbink (2014) pro-
vides important insights into this question. The focus of my analysis will be
fragment 17, because I believe that this poem holds a liminal position in Sap-
pho’s corpus between a sacral and a family poem. However, I will survey the
entire corpus of sacral and family poems by Alcaeus and Sappho to under-
stand themeaning, context, and audience of this poem: in fact, in a ‘pragmatic’
approach, this kind of comparison is essential to fill the gaps in our knowledge.7

Geographical Setting of Sappho Fragment 17: Messon

Comparison between Sappho fragment 17 and Alcaeus fragments 129–134,8 as
well as analysis of later testimonia, shows that Alcaeus’ divine triad in these two
poems is the same (Hera karpophoros, Zeus hikesios and Dionysos omestes). In
1960, Louis Robert showed that Alcaeus fragments 129, 130b and Sappho frag-
ment 17were probably performed in a place calledMesson, north of theKalloni

4 Aloni (1997) lviii and 273–276.
5 The festival of the Adoniawas spreadover twodays: the first daywas set in a domestic context,

while on the second the ritual was performed outdoors and was characterized by mourning
like Sappho’s in fr. 140: see Atallah (1966), Weil (1966), (1970), Detienne (1972), Burkert (1985)
176–177, and Caciagli (2011) 195–196.

6 See below.
7 On the pragmatic approach see Calame (1977) 29–32, (2008) 85–106, Vetta (1983), xiii–lx,

Gentili (1984) = (2006) 15–47, Rösler (1984) 180–188, (1985) 138–142, (1997), Bierl (2003) 98–
99, Neri (2011) 22–24, and Caciagli (2011) 11–19. The pragmatic approach presupposes an oral
society; see Havelock (1963).

8 As to the relationship between Alc. frs. 129–134 and Messon, see Caciagli (2010) 227.
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Gulf.9 Here there are the ruins of a temple, which were excavated by Robert
Koldewey at the end of nineteenth century.10 The structure was built in the
Hellenistic period (3rd–4th centuries bc), but there is evidence of an archaic
stratum.11 The location of this sanctuary in antiquity is important for under-
standing its religious functions: it was near the ancient road that connected—
and indeed still connects—the west and the east parts of Lesbos, at the foot of
themountain that separates the territories of Pyrrha andMytilene.12 The name
of the site, Messon in antiquity, today Ta Mesa, is probably related to the fact
that it is in the centre—political aswell as geographical—of Lesbos. This gulf is
a shelter for ships because of its natural setting, and the shrine ofMessonwas at
the end of this bay. The archaeological site is now approximately one kilometre
from the seacoast, but, as Kontis says, ‘in antiquity the distance [between the
temple and the coastline] would be significantly shorter, without the alluvium
gathered later, near the beach. So the limit of the sacral precinct will have been
located entirely beside the sea’.13

Messon betweenMyth and Rite

The founding myths related to this shrine and the rites performed there are
important for understanding the context in which fragment 17 was sung. How-
ever, Alcaeus and Sappho provide contradictory testimony. In fragment 129
Alcaeus implies that all the Lesbians have communally built the shrine (τόδε
Λέσβιοι … τέμενος … κάτεσσαν, lines 1–3), which strongly suggests that the Les-
bians regarded Messon as their federal sanctuary (l. 3 ξῦνον).14 My suspicion is
that the poet also hints at the asylum that he found here, possibly because the
federal role of this sanctuary preserved him and his fellows from violence at
the hands of the Mytileneans, i.e. of Myrsilus’ partisans. Furthermore, in light

9 See Fig. 8.1, p. 199. For the epiclesis of Hera see Robert (1960) and Caciagli (2010). For
Messon see Robert (1925) and (1960), Calame (1977) 223–224, Nagy (1993) 221–225, Labarre
(1994), Tsomis (2001) 46, Nagy (2007), Caciagli (2010), and Pirenne-Delforge and Pironti
(2014). For Alcaeus fr. 129 see Robert (1960) 292–293 and 300–302; for fr. 130b, ibid. 304–
305 and 314–315; for Sappho fr. 17, ibid. 314–315.

10 Koldewey (1890) 47–61.
11 See Labarre (1994) 423–424 and Spencer (1995) 22. For the archaic ruins see Koldewey

(1890) 47–61, Acheilara (2004) 20, and Caciagli (2010) 247.
12 See Spencer (1996).
13 Kontis (1978) 352, my translation.
14 Cf. Robert (1960) 301–302 and Labarre (1994).
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of the long description of an oath in lines 14–23, it is a possibility that Alcaeus
and his fellows had performed an oath at the site at some point in the past.15

Sappho fragment 17 seems to connect the present ἐόρτα (line 2)with the visit
of the Atreid(s) to the shrine: because of the proximity of the archaeological
site to the sea, Kontis suggests that there is a connection between this episode
of the nostos and Messon.16 Here, according to Sappho, the Atreid(s) invoked
Hera in order to find the best way home. Scholars agree17 that this myth is to
be compared with Odyssey 3.141–175, where Nestor, Menelaus and Diomedes
arrive on Lesbos and ask an unidentified god which route to choose in order
to avoid the terrible storm that Athena plans. From the Odyssey (3.130–179),
Ps.-Apollodorus (6.1) and Proclus (Chr. 277–286) we know that the Atreids
argued before becoming separated; Menelaus set sail for Greece to avoid the
storm, while Agamemnon remained at Ilion to appease Athena’s anger. After
the stop on Lesbos, Nestor and Diomedes safely arrived home, while Menelaus
wandered further to Egypt (Od. 4.78–89). The rest of the Greek fleet under
Agamemnon was afflicted by a terrible storm during which, among others, the
Lesser Ajax perished, an episode recounted also by Alcaeus (fragment 298).
However, this was not the only version of the myth known to the Greeks. The
herald’s account in Aeschylus’Agamemnon (626–680) implies that the Atreids
left Ilion together, inasmuch as the storm caught them together. The tragedian
does not mention a Lesbian episode, but if we read Ἀτρέϊδαι in line 3 of Sappho
fragment 17 as nominative plural (cf. below), the story referred to by the poet is
consistent with the one in the Agamemnon.18

The aition of Sappho fragment 17 may not contradict Alcaeus, because the
latter could be referring to the founding myth of the sanctuary while Sappho
to that of the feast of line 2. So the myth of fragment 17 could be related to
one of what may have been a variety of functions served by this sacred place.
The persona loquens of this poem, who implies the presence of the Lesbian
triad in Messon already during the heroic age, asks the audience to take action
according to ancient precedent (11–12). Hera is possibly summoned to perform
the same service that she had performed in the past: because the Atreid(s) had
difficulties in finding the good sea-route, it is attractive to think of the present
prayer to the goddess as concerning sea voyages.19

15 This possibility was orally suggested to me by Prof. Claude Calame.
16 Kontis (1978) 352.
17 E.g. Page (1955) 59–60.
18 See Page (1955) 60 and Nagy’s contribution to this volume.
19 See Boedeker in this volume.
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The shrine was famous also for the Kallisteia, which Alcaeus seems to be
witnessing in fragment 130b.17–20; this was a sort of annual beauty contest for
women that included ritual cries.20 Hesychius (μ 932 Latte) mentions a federal
festival linked to Messon during the μεσοστροφώνιαι ἡμέραι, when the Lesbians
performed a communal sacrifice,21 and an epigram from the Greek Anthology
(9.189) may refer to a chorus led by Sappho in this τέμενος. The epigram says
that this shrine was dedicated to Hera γλαυκῶπις,22 an epithet that perhaps
corresponds to γλαύκας in line 26 of Alcaeus fragment 129. Be that as it may,
in this poem Hera has a strange epiclesis, since she is here a karpophoros (l. 7
πάντων γενέθλαν);23 this epithet may be connected to the rich ground that the
shrine occupies. However, nothing proves that the chorus led by Sappho in the
epigram from theGreekAnthologywas involved in theKallisteia festival: we can
also imagine that whoever wrote this epigram may have had in mind various
allusions by Sappho to Messon and combined them with the fact that many of
her poems display connections with choral performances.

This survey shows that the rituals atMessonwere possibly of different kinds.
It is speculative to relate Alcaeus fragments 129–134 and Sappho fragment 17 to
specific rites such as the Kallisteia without a meticulous analysis of all the ele-

20 Cf. Theophr. fr. 564 Fortenbaugh ἐνιαχοῦ φησὶν ὁ αὐτὸς Θεόφραστος καὶ κρίσεις γυναικῶν περὶ
… κάλλους ὡς δέον καὶ τοῦτο τιμᾶσθαι, καθάπερ καὶ παρὰ Τενεδίοις καὶ Λεσβίοις (Ath. 13.610a)
and schol. Hom., Il. 9.130παρὰΛεσβίοις ἀγὼνἄγεται κάλλους γυναικῶν ἐν τῷ τῆςἭρας τεμένει,
λεγόμενος Καλλιστεῖα. As to πυλαιΐδεες in Hsch. π 4342 Hansen, it is uncertain if it refers to
the Lesbian Kallisteia: see Caciagli (2010) 239–240. For ὀλόλυγα cf. Alc. fr. 130b.20.

21 The adjective ‘mesostrophonios’ that names the days inwhich—according toHesychius—
the Lesbians perform a communal sacrifice (ἐν αἷς Λέσβιοι κοινὴν θυσίαν ἐπιτελοῦσιν)
possibly hints at Messon: its meaning is perhaps ‘when (the Lesbians) move on towards
Messon.’ See Robert (1960) 303–304.

22 The manuscripts have γλαυκῶπις, corrected by Hecker into ταυρώπιδος: cf. Tümpel (1891)
567 n. 11, Page (1981) 338, and Caciagli (2010) 234.

23 I follow Picard (1946) 460f. and Robert (1960) 285–300, who assume that the Hera of fr. 129
is a fertility goddess. Cf. Liberman (1999) 62, Gentili-Catenacci (2007) 182, Neri (2011) 223.
Contra Hutchinson (2001) 198, who does not consider Robert’s arguments about the link
between the goddess of Messon and some Lesbian Roman inscriptions that assimilate
a θεὰ Αἰολὶς καρποφόρος—probably the goddess of Alcaeus’ fr. 129—to women from the
imperial family. Furthermore, Pirenne-Delforge and Pironti (2014) 27 say that the Hera
of fr. 129 is ‘une sorte de Genetrix “de tous” plutôt que “de toutes choses” ou “de tout” ’:
if there is nothing in the grammatical structure of these lines which implies this latter
interpretation, we may take into account that a Hera karpophoros was in Argo and in the
Sele estuary and that theseHeraswere possibly similar to theHera inMesson. See Caciagli
(2010) 231–234 with bibliography.
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ments providedby these fragments. Given the prominence ofMesson in Lesbos
from the archaic period onwards,24 and since the testimonia attest several rit-
uals performed here, it is likely that different rites were took place at the same
site at different times, possibly with different audiences too. Obviously, this
caution applies to the supplements for the lacunae in fragment 17 too, which
should not be based on the preconceived notion that fragment 17 is connected
with the Kallisteia or other specific rituals.

The incipit of Sappho Fragment 17

It is difficult to make sense of what ritual the founding myth in fragment 17
refers to, in part because the incipit and the explicit contain many lacunae. An
imperative is of course likely at a beginning of a prayer such as fragment 17,
but many elements remain problematic in the first stanza of this poem. First
of all, we have to consider the reading ἐόρτα or ἐόρταν in line 2. In this regard,
τάν in line 3 may have to be construed with ἐόρτα(ν), since this is the nearest
feminine word to the relative pronoun. If we accept ἐόρταν, a transitive verb
or a preposition would be required to support this accusative; so σά̄, which is
required by the metre and is probably a nominative, has to relate to a word
in the nominative. In this framework, if we accept Joel Lidov’s idea that ‘any
reconstruction should avoid the mistake … of … taking it (i.e. πλάσιον) with
the dative’, it is difficult to suppose that the word following πλάσιον, which
ends in -οιϲ, is not an accusative.25 So, given the reading ἐόρταν, we have to
assume that what follows πλάσιον is coordinated with this accusative, e.g. as
Ferrari suggests: πλάσιον δὴ μ[οισοπ]όλ̣̣οις ἀ̣[ήσθ]ω, / πότνι’ Ἦρα, σὰ χ[άρις ἐ]ς̣ τ’̣
ἐόρτα̣ν̣ / τὰν ἀράταν Ἀτρ[έϊδα]ι ̣ π̣όησάν / τοι βασίληες. However, such reconstruc-
tions may render the syntactic structure of the first stanza a little too complex,
since the verb ἄημι has to takes an accusative as well as ἐς/εἰς + accusative.
In regard to Ferrari’s reconstruction, we may also note that the expression
ἄησθαι + ἐς/εἰς + accusative seems to be unattested.26 Given that it is tempt-
ing to accept the conjecture ἀ[γέσθ]ω proposed by Burris, Fish, and Obbink
(2014) for line 1, especially since the expression ἑορτήν ἄγειν is very common in
Greek, I suggest that ἐόρτᾱ (preceded by an adjective) may be the more likely

24 See Labarre (1994).
25 Burris, Fish, and Obbink (2014) 19; cf. Lidov (2004) 390–393: πλάσιον is ‘used absolutely or

takes the genitive (and μ[ου is not Lesbian)’.
26 See ThLG i 797–798 s.v. ἄημι.
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reading. After πλάσιον, in my opinion, the likely reading is μ̣[ελπο]μ̣έν̣̣οισ’(ι)
because the idea of a chorus that dances during a feast is absolutely congru-
ent: the dative is not a real problem to this reconstruction, despite what Lidov
says.27

The other problems in the first stanza are the case ofἈτρ[εϊδα]ι ̣alongwith its
number and themeaning of ἀράταν in line 3. Themeaning of ἀράταν is tricky. If a
verbal adjective is necessary (see below), I consider unlikely the interpretation
advanced by Burris, Fish, and Obbink: ‘the festival which, having been prayed
for by the Atreid [sc. Menelaus], the kings performed etc.’.28 The same goes
for ‘your … festival … which the Kings, the Atreidai, established on a vow’,
which Obbink proposes in the first chapter of this volume, following West’s
interpretation.29 As regards the first reading, I find it improbable that someone
would pray for a festival: a deity may be invoked, but not a celebration, which
can be at most performed. In fact, a festival is the means to invoke or celebrate
a deity. As to the second reading, I amnot sure that themeaning of ἀρατός ποιεῖν
or ποιεῖσθαι could be ‘established on a vow:’ for that meaning the verb εὔχομαι
is used, not ἄραμαι.30 So I suggest that ἀράταν means neither ‘prayed for’ nor
‘established on a vow.’ One of the testimonia of the poem, psi 123, provides a
suggestive clue. In this papyrus, the scribe glosses ἀράταν with ἐρά̆ταν.31 Even
though this adjective is contra metrum, its meaning may be of interest: ‘the
lovely feast.’ I think it likely that the scribe of psi 123was troubled by ‘prayed for’
and suggested amore likelymeaning.Here ἀράταν possiblymeans ‘attractive’ or
‘agreeable,’ maybe in reference to Hera: this meaning is close to that of ἀρητόν

27 I should like to note that Lidov’s idea about πλάσιον is not strictly necessary: cf. Neri (2014)
14, translated by Chiara Meccariello (see http://www.papyrology.ox.ac.uk/Fragments/
Translation.Neri.i.15.pdf): ‘the “few apparent instances” of the adverb with the dative are
not so few after all, if one considers, for example, such passages as Od. 7.171 ὅς οἱ πλησίον
ἷζε, Archil. fr. 128 ἐνδόκοισιν ἐχθρῶν πλησίον κατασταθείς (if the text of md can be defended),
and Eur. ia 1551 f. ἡ δὲ σταθεῖσα τῷ τεκόντι πλησίον / ἔλεξε τοιάδ’ (where the ordo verborum
makes it certainly preferable for the dative to be governed by πλησίον rather than ἔλεξε),
and the fact that the adjective πλησίος and the verb πλησιάζω are regularly constructed
with the dative’.

28 Burris, Fish, and Obbink (2014) 19, 21.
29 According toWest (2014) 4, ἀράταν means ‘vowed,’ i.e. the Atreids established the ἐόρτα in

fulfilment of a vow. Cf. Ferrari (2014) 17 and Nagy in this volume.
30 There seem to be no examples of ἄραμαι having the meaning of ‘establish something on a

vow.’ Cf. ThGL i/2 1865–1866 s.v. ἀράομαι, 1934 s.v. ἀρητός, iv 2521–2524 s.v. εὔχομαι (cf. Ar.
Av. 1618–1621 ἐάν τις ἀνθρώπων ἱερεῖόν τῳ θεῶν / εὐξάμενος εἶτα διασοφίζηται λέγων· / “μενετοὶ
θεοί”, καὶ μἀποδιδῷ μισητίᾳ, ἀναπράξομεν καὶ ταῦτα).

31 Cf. Neri (2014) 15.
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in Callimachus (Del. 205), where Leto ‘gladly (i.e. in a agreeable, appropriate
way) ceased from her grievous wandering’.32

As regards the Atreid(s) and the kings, the question is whether Ἀτρ[εϊδα]ι ̣
is to be interpreted as a nominative plural or as a dative singular. In the editio
princeps, Burris, Fish, and Obbink33 prefer the dative for the following reasons:
ἀράταν cannotbe adual, because the verbusually appears in themiddle voice;34
the idea that οἰ or τοὶ βασίληες is in apposition to the plural nominative Ἀτρέϊ-
δαι is ‘cumbersome and so perhaps unlikely’. Burris, Fish, and Obbink maybe
prefer this interpretation because at Odyssey 3.167–175 only Menelaus lands
on Lesbos, while Agamemnon remains at Ilion. In any case, the understand-
ing Ἀτρεΐδᾳ is unsatisfactory: who then are the kings? And why are they being
summoned with a deictic, if we read τοί in line 4 (see below)? Burris, Fish, and
Obbink (2014) rightly link the kings to the ancestors of the ruling Lesbian aris-
tocracy in the archaic age, recalling fragment 130a.15 of Alcaeus, where τεῖχος
βασιλήϊον seems to refer to Hera’s sanctuary at Messon (cf. also βασίληανἬραν
in line 6 of the Brothers Poem), but they do not consider the social implication
of the use of the word βασιλεύς on Lesbos.

Before analysing this question, I wouldmake some comments about the end
of the stanza: with regard to the accent in p.gc. inv. 105 fragment 2 col. ii line 12
τό…[, Burris, Fish, and Obbink say that this accent probably implies something
other than an article, possibly a demonstrative.However, firstly the reference of
a deictic demonstrative may be difficult to be understood; secondly, according
to Neri, ‘the nominative plural of the article (also as a demonstrative) is always
οἰ. On the contrary, τοί is never attested: the accent added above ό by the
correctormay indicate the divisio τ’ οἰ’.35 Moreover, ‘τ’(ε) is out of place without
a verb coordinated with πόησαν’. In light of these arguments, I would propose
that the verb of the relative clause is πόησαντ’(ο)36 and that we cannot rule
out that οἱ βασίληες is in apposition to the plural nominative Ἀτρέϊδαι: on the
contrary, this is likely from a historical and social point of view.

32 Callim. Del. 205: ἡ δ’ ἀρητὸν ἄλης ἀπεπαύσατο †λυγρῆς. Cf. Mineur (1984) 185–186 and Asper
(2004) 431.

33 See Burris, Fish, and Obbink (2014) 19–21.
34 The dual seems to be unattested in Lesbian; cf. Neri (2014) 15.
35 Neri (2014) 14, translated into English by Chiara Meccariello.
36 For themiddle of πόησαντ’(ο), cf. Hdt. 1.150.1 μετὰ δὲ οἱ φυγάδες τῶν Κολοφωνίων φυλάξαντες

τοὺς Σμυρναίους ὁρτὴν ἔξω τείχεος ποιευμένους Διονύσῳ, τὰς πύλας ἀποκληίσαντες ἔσχον τὴν
πόλιν. Cf. Neri (2014) 15–16.
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The Atreids in Fragment 17

In the first chapter of this volume, Dirk Obbink prefers the reading Ἀτρέϊδαι,
i.e. a plural nominative: I suggest that this interpretation is congruent with the
presence of βασίληες in line 4 and, more generally, with the social history of
Lesbos. The word βασιλεύς is politically important in Lesbos, where the term
was used to refer to the highest office.37 However, this word is not neutral. In
fact, Lesbian βασιλεῖς were in particular the Penthilidae, i.e. the royal genos
of Lesbos:38 they were divested of authority probably during the 7th century,
but retained some measure of influence (at least) until Pittacus’ regime.39
The Penthilidae claimed to be descended from the Atreids; thus, for example,
Alcaeus refers to this genos as Ἀτρεΐδαν in fragment 70.6. Furthermore, these
Penthilidae,who claimed to be descendants of Agamemnon’s sonOrestes,were
held to be the leaders of the Aeolic colonisation of Lesbos.40

As to this colonisation, according to P.Oxy. 3711,41 one of the religious epi-
thets of Dionysos in Messon, ὠμηστής, was linked to Smintheus. Antonietta
Porro suggests a connection between this Smintheus and the colonisation of
Lesbos:42 in fact, according to Plutarch (Sept. sap. conv. 163a–d), Smintheus’
daughter was offered to the Nereids and Amphitrite in order for the coloni-
sation of the island to proceed. If P.Oxy. 3711 actually connects this myth with
the sanctuary of Messon, it is possible that the legend said that the colonists
landed at Messon.43

It is difficult to detect in the myth any Lesbian kings other than the Penthil-
idae, especially in a context in which one or both Atreidae are summoned. As
a consequence, retrojection of the ancestor of the Penthilidae on Lesbos back

37 See Mazzarino (1943) 43 and Carlier (1984) 460.
38 I deliberately use the word γένος with the meaning of ‘royal linage’ in the light of the

arguments of Bourriot (1976) and Roussel (1976). For the βασιλεῖς in Lesbos see Carlier
(1984) 456–458.

39 For the Penthilidae, cf. Arist. Pol. 5.1311b.26–30, Strab. 13.1.3, Plut. De soll. an. 984e, Conv.
sept. sap. 163a–d, and Paus. 3.2. Cf. also Carlier (1984) 458–461.

40 See Lentini (2000) 4–5 and Ferrari (2007) 33–34.
41 See P.Oxy. fr. 1 col. ii l. 13–16.
42 See Porro (1994) 172.
43 See Porro (1994) 172–173. However, Shields (1917) 1–2 postulates that the colonists of Lesbos

landed onMethymna. In fact, Anticlides of Athens (FGrHist 140 f 4), quoted by Athenaeus
(11.466c), says that a girl was thrown overboard by the colonists as an offering to Poseidon;
after some time, her lover Enalos, who followed her into thewaves, extraordinarily arrived
alone at Methymna.
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to the heroic age would be a sort of legitimation for the ensuing Aeolic coloni-
sation: this particularly applies if Agamemnon attends the festival referred to
in line 2, because he was supposedly Penthilus’ grandfather. The fact that the
Atreids are the Lesbian βασιλεῖς par excellence, and that the reference to ‘kings’
would be unintelligible without a link to the legendary brothers suggests that
Ἀτρέϊδαι has to be taken as a plural nominative and οἰ βασίληες as an apposition.
So I suggest the following translation of lines 2–4: ‘let there be celebrated, lady
Hera, your… festival, which, agreeable to you (i.e. it propitiates Hera), the kings
Atreids celebrated for themselves’.44

In conclusion, fragment 17 testifies to adifferent versionof theAtreids’nostos
from Odyssey 3: the first two stanzas of Sappho’s poem seem to concern the
foundingmythof the festivalmentioned in line 2, and this subjectmatter seems
to be connected with the problem in the myth of finding a sea route. The
existence of different versions is characteristic of Greek myth: Sappho chose
this version—or simply used the only one she knew45—perhaps because of the
importance of the Penthilidae in Lesbos; for this reason, the presence of both
Atreids in Messon has a political and cultural motivation, also in connection
with the Aeolian colonisation.

Sappho Fragment 17 and the Kallisteia

Scholars have sometimes connected fragment 17 with the Kallisteia, and used
this hypothesis to fill the lacunae of this text.46 However, taken together, the
evidence of the epic tradition, the location of Messon, and lines 6–8 strongly
suggest a connection between fragment 17 and the difficulties encountered
during a sea journey. So I think that the festival mentioned in line 2 does not
correspond to the Kallisteia. The function of the Kallisteia festival is complex,
and may be connected with an initiatory process, in which case the beauty

44 Sapph. fr. 17.1–4 πλάϲιον δὴ μ[.....]…οιϲ ἀ[γέϲθ]ω / πότνι’ Ἦρα, ϲὰ χ[.....]ϲ̣ ̣ ἐόρτα̣ / τὰν ἀράταν
Ἀτρ[εΐδα]ι ̣ π̣ό̣ηϲαν-/τ’ οἰ βαϲίληεϲ.

45 I am not really convinced by the hypothesis that Aeolic poets knew the Homeric poems:
there is no evidence that they knew the Iliad and theOdyssey and, in fact, it is very hard to
find reliable quotations of these poems in Sappho andAlcaeus. The poems that sound like
epic, e.g. Sappho’s fr. 44, deal with episodes that are not Homeric but Cyclic. See Caciagli
(2011) 15 and (2014) 60. ContraWest (2002).

46 SeeWest (1970) 327, Calame (1977) 223–224, (2009) 4–7, andBurris, Fish, andObbink (2014)
7. The latter (p. 22) suggest ὀλ[ολύσδην in line 16, referring to ὀλολύγα at Alc. fr. 130b.20,
where the context is the Kallisteia.
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contest would represent the transition to the status of adult women.47 The
purpose of this festival is beyond the scope of the present argument, but I
note that fragment 17 attests the presence at the performance of both women
and girls, while all the testimonia about the Kallisteia refer only to γυναῖκες.48
Obviously, it is possible that young girls were present at the Kallisteia, but
it may be significant that, according to the testimonia, adult women were
the leading participants in this ceremony: if the Kallisteia were an initiatory
ceremony, it would be strange for the παρθένοι not to be mentioned by the
sources. The founding myth does not concern the beauty contest anyway,
and there are no hints of the Kallisteia in fragment 17: the poem concerns a
return home over the sea, and the present request is possibly connected to this
question, as is suggested by ἀπίκε[σθαι vel similia in the last line of the poem.49
These considerations probably preclude identification of theKallisteiawith the
festival performed in fragment 17.

The Brothers Poem and the Occasion of Sappho Fragment 17

Before the publication of the new Sappho texts I had already suggested that
fragment 17 concerns Charaxos: he is the only person linked with Sappho
who sailed the seas as the Atreids did.50 Therefore, I postulated that, through
fragment 17, Sappho along with her friends and maybe family members seeks
the protection of Hera and her paredroi Zeus and Dionysos,51 so that Charaxos
may find the proper sea route and arrive safely on Lesbos. Apart from the
mythological part of fragment 17, I have based this hypothesis on the theme of
Sappho fragments 5 and 15. The new text of fragment 17—especially lines 7–
8 ὄ]δ̣ο̣ν γὰρ̣ εὔρη̣[ν] / οὐκ ἐδ[ύναντο—is congruent with this hypothesis. The
fact that the Atreids petitioned Hera for a route to leave Lesbos and that
Charaxos’ friends ask her that he find the route to return to Lesbos are not in
contradictionwith eachother: it is possible to suggest that themythical episode

47 See Brelich (1969) 338–340 and Calame (1977) 223–224.
48 See below.
49 See Neri (2014) 18.
50 See Caciagli, L’usage dumythe chez les poètes éoliens (forthcoming), (2010) 236–227, and

(2011) 153–156, as well as Neri (2014) 22. For Charaxos’ troubles at sea, see Sappho fr. 15.1–8
[according to Fraenkel’s (1928) reconstruction], the Brothers Poem, and Ovid Her. 15.65–
88. For Charaxos as a merchant seaman (especially in wine), cf. Strab. 17.1.33 and Ath.
13.596b; see also Caciagli (2011) 250–269.

51 For the function of Zeus and Dionysos in the Lesbian triad see Picard (1946).
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that concerned the Atreids was the aition of one of the functions of theMesson
sanctuary, i.e. the protection from the dangers of the sea. Moreover, the aim
of the Atreids and Charaxos is to return home. If the βλάβη that Charaxos can
suffer probably concerns sea storms (cf. 5.1 ἀβλάβη[ν, 15.2 εὐ̣πλόι ̈[̣α, 6 ἄ]νεμ[ος,
7 λί[μ]εν̣ος), the Atreids possibly had to find a route to avoid the storm that
Athena planned.

The Brothers Poem, which is clearly not a religious poem of the type that
fragment 5 probably is,52 possibly provides fresh perspectives on this hypothe-
sis. The persona loquens uses a first person plural that may or may not include
the addressee, owing to ambiguity regarding its gender, because ἀρτέμεας (line
13) could be masculine or feminine. In any case, the poet probably addresses a
relative or a close friend, sincewe are led to believe that the addressee is deeply
concerned with Charaxos’ situation. In regard to this addressee, it is significant
that we can identify himwith one of the following figures: one of Sappho’s par-
ents, Scamandronymos or Cleis; one among her brothers, e.g. ‘Eurygyios’;53 a
friend of Charaxos or Sappho; or amember of their less immediate family, such
as a cousin or brother-in-law.54 First of all, we have to consider the leading
role played by the addressee, so much so that the addressee can send Sap-
pho to pray to Hera: for this reason it is unlikely that the addressee is one of
Charaxos’ friends or distant relatives. It is possible to dismiss Sappho’s father
too: if the Ps.-Ovidian Epistula Sapphous (61–62) is to be trusted,55 he died

52 Following an oral suggestion by Neri, I take fr. 98 and the Brothers Poem to be a prelude
of sorts to ritual songs; so the Brothers Poem would be an ‘introduction’ to fr. 17.

53 For thenameof this Sappho’s brother seeDiBenedetto (1982) 217–219. Eurygyios, a spelling
consistent with Εὐρύγιος in Suda σ 107 Adler, is possibly the correct reading in P.Oxy. 1800
fr. 1 l. 8: ἀδελφοὺς δ’] ἔσχε τρεῖς, | [Ἐρ]ι ́[̣γυιον (vel [Εὐρ]ύ̣[γυιον) καὶ Λά]ρι̣χον, πρε|σβύ[τατον
δὲ Χάρ]αξον. The editor princeps of this text, Hunt, prefers the reading [Ἐρ]ι ́[̣γυιον on
the basis of Arr., Anab. 3.6.5 (cf. Diod. Sic. 17.81.3), where it is said that a general of
Alexander the Great was called Ἐρίγυιος ὁ Λαρίχου, and Suda σ 107 Adler, where one of
Sappho’s father names is Ἠρίγυος, possibly a corruption of Ἐρίγυιος. If in fr. 213Ah.40–41
it is possible only to read ]|γυιος (Ἐρί-]|γυιος is supplement by Page), in schol. Pind., Ol.
10–11 d.—a biographical epigram—the name of Sappho’s father is Εὐρυγύου, metrically
guaranteed. So, there is no good evidence that the name of Sappho’s third brother was
Erigyios.

54 Bettenworth (2014) suggests that Sappho’s wet-nurse is the addressee, on the grounds that
the attitude of the poet in l. 5 (θρύλησθα) might have been too aggressive if the addressee
was Sappho’s mother Cleis (cf. Obbink [2014] 41 and Ferrari [2014] 4). In any case, I think
that a wet-nurse could hardly have had the authority to send the poet to Messon.

55 The sources of the Epistula Sapphous are obscure, but it is likely that its author knew
Sappho’s poetry: even if the story of Phaon was mainly based upon comedies that dealt
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when the poet was a child. As for Sappho’s mother, I am not convinced that
a woman could play such a leading role in archaic Greece, especially when it
was necessary to make a long trip in order to pray to Hera (the distance from
Mytilene to Messon is approximately 30 kilometres). At any rate, we have to
consider that the persona loquenswill not go unbidden to Hera, but a κέλευσμα
is required.56 Why would an adult woman like Sappho have to be subordinate
to her mother? And why could her mother not go herself? Charaxos and Lari-
chos are excluded by the text itself: the narrator complains that Larichos is too
young to raise his head, while Charaxos, who was Sappho’s eldest brother and
probably the leader of her family after Scamandronymos’s death, is obviously
absent.

So it is possible that the addressee—and the head of the household during
Charaxos’ absence—was Eurygyios,57 Sappho’s third brother. We do not know
whether he was older than Larichos, but this may perhaps be inferred from the
fact that in P.Oxy. 1800, a biography of Sappho, the name of Eurygyios appears
before that of Larichos and Larichos is perhaps referred to as ‹νέον› ὄντα.58

with the poet, some elements could be inferences drawn fromher verses, forwhich reason
itmay bemistaken simply to dismiss a “fact” like Scamandronymos’ death. Cf. Knox (1995)
278–279.

56 Sappho has to ask someone in order to go toMesson (l. 9–10): even if the poet has a leading
role in her group, it seems to be necessary that she be prompted to attend the sanctuary.
I suggest that only the (male) leader of her faction or family could perform this task. As
for the poet’s mother Cleis, it is difficult to read μα̣[ [hence μᾶ[τερ by West (2014) 9] in
P.Oxy. 2289 fr. 5, i.e. in the incipit of Brothers Poem: in fact, a comparison to frs. 2.1 and 4.4
of this papyrus seems to show that the stroke on the right of the μ in fr. 5 is part of μ itself
and not of a possible following α. Furthermore, I am not convinced that Sappho’s mother
was still living during Charaxos’ affair, which possibly dates between 585–570bc, given
that Rhodopis’ floruit was under Amasis (570–526bc, cf. Hdt. 2.134.2): if Snell’s ἐγέννα̣[τ’
ἔφα in fr. 98a.1 or similia are acceptable supplementa, the past tense of φημί would even
suggest that Cleis had died in the first decade of the 6th century bc, i.e. during Pittacus’
government. This assumption is not in contradiction with the fact that Larichos is young
in the Brothers Poem, possibly closer to becoming an adult (cf. lines 21–22) if Charaxos’
affair takes place 15 or 20 years after the seizure of power by Pittacos. According to Ferrari
(2014) 1, who goes by the evidence fromAncient Chronographs, Sapphowas born between
640–630bc and, consequently, Charaxos’ affair dates to 620–610bc; however, this dating
is not consistent with Rhodopis/Doricha’s floruit. For the chronology of Lesbian history
seeMosshammer (1979) 246–254. On the relationship betweenDoricha and Rhodopis see
Caciagli (2011) 250–261.

57 See also Lardinois (2014) 191 and Lardinois’s contribution to this volume.
58 See n. 53.
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Given the lack of testimonia about Eurygyios’ behaviour, it is difficult to guess
why, if he was—as I have proposed—the temporary leader of Sappho’s family,
she hoped that Larichos became aman. In any case, it is important that Sappho
invites the addressee to sendher toHera,whose epithet is significantly βαϲίλ̣η̣αν
(cf. also Zeus in line 6). This sentence probably hints at Messon. So, according
to the Brothers Poem, Sappho wants to entreat Hera for Charaxos’ safety along
with that of the cargo, herself, her interlocutor and possibly her audience
(line 13: κἄμμ’ ἐπεύρην ἀρτέ̣μ̣̣μεας).59 This is exactly the context and the occasion
that I have postulated for fragment 17.

Sappho Fragment 98, the Brothers Poem, and the Composition of
Sappho’s Audience

I have dealt so far with the persona loquens in the Brothers Poem, the women
and girls in fragment 17, and the audience of these poems. If we accept that
Sappho addresses a relative in theBrothers Poem, possibly Eurygyios, wewould
have a situation quite similar to that of fragment 98. Here, Sappho talks about
her mother and speaks to her daughter, possibly hinting at family difficulties.
Fragment 98 is a difficult text and the obeloi in lines 1–3 of fragment 98b (P.Mil.
32) prevent an easy reconstruction of poem,60 but fragment 98a (P. Haun.
301) does seem to recall the words of Sappho’s mother: when she was young,
there was no embellishment for the hair other than a ribbon or crown of
flowers. However, sincewearingmitras fromSardis had recently come in vogue,
this fragment apparently focuses on fashion. Fragment 98b entails several
interesting possibilities as regards its possible audience.61

59 See Pirenne-Delforge and Pironti (2014) 28. As to the link between the Brothers Poem and
fr. 17, see n. 52. I suggest that fr. 17 has a wider audience than Sappho and her interlocutor
because of the possible social role of Sappho’s poetry: in my view, e.g. frs. 1, 16, 22, 27, 31,
71, 94, and 96 offer a set of paradigmatic situations for Sappho’s female group and her
audience in general. So, when the poet speaks about herself or her audience, the content
of her poem is also addressed to her friends and her listeners in general. See Caciagli
(2011) 148–149, 175–176, 245–249. The archaic sympotic poemsmay provide parallels to this
situation: e.g. a poem to a companion—cf. e.g. fr. 38a by Alcaeus or fr. 14 by Archilochos—
may be ideologically important for the sympotic group.

60 Neri (2012) provides a recent survey of the status quaestionis of Sapph. fr. 98.
61 Cf. Ferrari (2007) 11–26.
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4 [ ].[
5 παι.α.ειον ἔχην πο.[ … to have …
6 _ αἰκε.̣η̣ ποικιλασκ…(.) [ if … decorated …
7 ταῦτα τὰς Κλεανακτίδα̣[ν] … (the city has?) these memorials
8 φύγας̣ †ἄ̣λις ἀ πόλις ἔχει† of the exile of Cleanactidae;
9 _ μνάματ’· ο̣ἴδε γὰρ αἶνα διέρρυε[̣ν] for these … wasted away dreadfully
1 —σοὶ δ’ ἔγω Κλέι ποικίλαν —But for you, Cleis,
2 —οὐκ ἔχω—πόθεν ἔσσεται; – —I have no way of obtaining a decorated
3 —_ μιτράν‹αν›· ἀλλὰ τῲ Μυτιληνάῳ —headband; but to the Mytilenean

P. Mil. 32 = sapph. fragment 98b, trans. campbell, modified

The fragment is in a terrible state:62 lines 4–6, which are actually at the begin-
ning of theMilan fragment, possibly addresses the subject of fashion too, in that
ποικιλασκ…(.) in line 6 seems to recall lines 10–11 (μ]ιτ̣ράναν … π̣οικίλαν) of the
Copenhagen fragment; Sappho probably went on to suggest that the current
situation in the city (lines 8–9) is linked to the exile suffered by the Cleanacti-
dae. Three lines with obeloi follow, in which Sappho says that it is impossible to
find a mitra for her daughter. It is likely that these lines belong before lines 4–
9 in fragment 98b and that they follow fragment 98a, which also mentions a

62 I prefer—and I follow—the reading of Mazzarino (1943) 51–61 to that of Page (1955) 102–
103: seeCaciagli (2011) 210–211. According to Page (1955) 102, ‘Sappho tells her daughter that
she cannotprovideherwith fashionable attire (l. 1–3); such things are indeedobtainable in
Mytilene, but there the Cleanactidae are in power—they are reminders of the time when
our enemies were in exile (l. 7–8) and we were in the city; now they are in the city and we
are in exile; our fine clothes are all worn out, and we have nomeans of obtainingmore’. So
Page reads α̣ἴδε in l. 9, saying that this pronoun cannot be connected with Κλεανακτίδαν
because it refers to the succeeding text in the Greek, not to the preceding one. However,
in l. 9 the reading is probably ο̣ἴδε because the omicron is written in the same way as
those in lines 1 and 8; furthermore, a tendency is not a law, so οἴδε could in fact refer
here to Κλεανάκτιδαι [cf. Alc. fr. 70.2, Sapph. fr. 27.6, Soph., Ant. 449, and Hdt. 1.137.1. See
also Schwyzer, gg ii 209, lsj9 1198, Bailly 1350, and Gentili-Catenacci (2007) 153]; anyway,
the contrast between ταῦτα and οἴδε could have a spatial meaning: see Neri (2012) 39. In
Page’s reading the link between the clothing and the demonstrative pronouns is vague,
which does not explain the allusion to the man from Mytilene. Finally, it is unlikely that
an aristocrat would have been unable to find a Lydian mitra while in exile, given that
such wares were available outside Lesbos too (cf. Alcm. fr. 1.67–68); this being the case,
the simple fact of the exile does not necessarily explain the poverty suffered by Sappho’s
family, and indeed guest-host relationships, e.g. such as those enjoyed by Sappho with
Syracuse (cf. Marmor Parium ep. 36), provided financial help to exiles. See Neri (2012) 39–
42.
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mitra. These obelized lines are important for understanding the meaning and
the audience of this poem. Up until this point the text seems concerned with
fashion and grace, obviously a favourite theme of Sappho’s. This is suitable for a
performance before Sappho’s ‘friends’ only. When the poet sings ἀλλὰ τῲΜυτι-
ληνάῳ (line 3), however, she marks a turning point, in effect connecting the
lack of themitra with the political situation in her city, as is implied by lines 4–
9.

I suggest that it is more likely that the ‘Mytileneanman’ is Pittacus, who pos-
sibly enacted a sumptuary law of the type promoted by sages and lawgivers in
archaic Greece.63 If this was indeed the case, imported consumer goods such
as a mitra would have been hard to find in Lesbos during his government: ‘the
lack of amitra is the souvenir that the city has of the exile suffered by theClean-
actidae, because this faction is terribly scattered’,64 i.e., when the Cleanactidae
were in power, themitrawas available in Lesbos. So fragment 98would bemore
than a poem about habrosyne: it would—I suspect—address the specific diffi-
culties of Sappho’s family’s faction. I also suspect that a poem like this could
have had a wider audience than just Sappho’s female ‘friends’. Lines 4–9 of the
Milan fragment suggest an audience involved in politics and concerned with
the difficulties of the Cleanactidae. If the attendance of Sappho’smale relatives
at the performance of fragment 98 is to be seriously considered, then it is more
difficult to determine the occasion of this poem: in what context would male
and female relatives have attended performances in which a ‘private’ theme
like the complaint by Sappho’s daughter about the lack of a mitra would have
been suitable? Given the concern expressed over the ornament, fragment 98
was perhaps sung as a religious festival was approaching, but the themes of
this poem suggest a sympotic atmosphere. The presence of women and men
together seems to rule out this possibility, however, especially if Sappho was
an aristocrat and not a courtesan, the latter possibility have been defended by
Renate Schlesier.65 So I may suggest a family domestic gathering or, at least, a

63 See Mazzarino (1943) 44 and 51–52.
64 Sappho fr. 98b.7–9, my translation.
65 See Schlesier (2013). However, in the corpus of Sappho’s poems there are no indications

that the poet was a courtesan: frs. 1 (lines 21–23 about reciprocity), 5 (especially lines 6–
8) or the Brothers Poem (esp. lines 10–12 and 17–24) show her firm adherence to the
aristocratic code, while slg 261a.7–11 (ἡ scil. Sappho δ’ ἐφ’ ἡσυχία[ς] παιδεύσα τὰς ἀρίστας
οὐ μόνον τῶν ἐγχωρίων ἀλλὰ καὶ τῶν ἀπ’ Ἰωνίας) attests her aristocratic status. The idea that
Sappho was a courtesan is probably a rereading by comedy and Athenian symposia: see
Wilamowitz (1913) and Yatromanolakis (2007). See also Bierl’s contribution to this volume
(on the Brothers Song).
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context that implies the concurrent presence ofmale and female ‘friends’ along
with relatives outside a sacred place.

In light of this reconstruction, I suggest that the audiences of fragment
98 and the Brothers Poem are similar. Of course, in the Brothers Poem the
composition of ‘we’ in lines 13 and 21 is problematic, as is a suitable context
for its performance. To form an idea of the composition of Sappho’s audience
here, we have to consider the entire corpus of her poetry, with an eye to
whether her group would have been in attendance at all her performances.
In 1993 Parker proposed that Sappho had two different audiences, one that
consisted of her ‘friends’, the other of the listeners during her professional
wedding performances: he supposed that Sappho had only adult companions,
and that the young women of her poems simply played an active part in
wedding ceremonies. However, this division in Sappho’s audience is unlikely,
since fragment 27, for example, shows that her group may be attending all
her performances. This poem seems to be connected to a wedding, and was
probably performed before the beginning of the ceremony (cf. στείχομεν ἐς
γάμον line 8). With regard to the audience, it is important to note that this
poem shares with others in the Sapphic corpus the theme of memory (lines 4–
5): as in fragments 16, 94, perhaps 95, and 96 we find in fragment 27 a person
inviting someone to remember—or who herself remembers (see fragment
94)—a past related to sacral activities, musical performances, love, etc. These
poems, especially fragment 94 with its οἶσθα γὰρ ὤς σε πεδήπομεν (line 8),
seem to refer to the relatively stable female group of Sappho’s ‘friends’ and
companions.66 So fragment 27 has a liminal position in the Sapphic corpus,
between a wedding and a group’s poem.67 To me this situation suggests that
Sappho’s group always took part in her poetical performances: fragment 27
would imply that the addressee was a member of this group who was perhaps
getting married (cf. lines 8–9) and is being invited to remind the audience
(line 6 κἄμμ’) of the time when she was a child. If we accept this reading,
it is possible to dismiss Parker’s idea of two Sapphic audiences, because the
weddings concerned women who were members of Sappho’s group. I have
accordingly proposed that the core of Sappho’s audiencewas stable, aswas that
of Alcaeus’ according to Rösler’s (1980) reconstruction. This would mean that
Sappho’s female ‘friends’ are likely to have attended the performance of the
Brothers Poem.

66 See Caciagli (2011) 43 and n. 2.
67 See Caciagli (2009).
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This general understanding of Sappho’s audience provides a basis on which
to reconstruct the listeners of the Brothers Poem. To complete the picture, we
must add that one of the criteria for being numbered among Sappho’s ‘friends’
was possiblymembership in the political faction towhich her family belonged.
I mean by ‘faction’ a στάσις, i.e. an alliance of aristocratic families of which the
masculine ἑταιρεῖαι were the leadership; of course, the women did not have a
political role, but they could share the ideological principles and the political
interests of their families.68 In this regard, it is possible to compare Sappho
fragment 7169 with Alcaeus fragment 112 and its scholia: from the elements
provided by them, it can reasonably be conjectured that recruitment by groups
that were in rivalry with Sappho’s or Alcaeus’ was a consequence of familial
affiliation. In the case of fragment 71, the poet blames Mika for choosing the
φιλότης of women associated with the Penthilidae:70 φιλότης is here not simply
‘love’, especially if we consider that it designates a relationship between a
womananda female group. This ‘friendship’was the relationship that binds the
members of male hetaireiai as well as Sappho’s group.71 Sappho’s or Alcaeus’
rival group is identified through a patronymic, so it may be inferred e.g. that
the affiliationwith the Penthilidae is the key factor for inclusion in the group of
AndromedaorGorgo. This situation,which is probably comparable to Sappho’s
or Alcaeus’, does not mean that all the members of this kind of group were
relatives; in fact, a faction consisted of both relatives and allies, the latter
obviously potential relatives through matrimonial politics.72

These considerationsmake it possible that Sappho’s relativeswerepresent at
the performance of the Brothers Poem, especially if the addressee is Eurygyios.
This interpretation helps to reconstruct the audiences of the poems of Sappho
that concern Charaxos and more generally her family poems. These poems
share similar themes, i.e. the social status of Sappho’s family, although they
probably had different contexts. If we accept the idea that fragment 17 is
connected to Charaxos, this latter poemmay be part of this scenario.

68 See Caciagli (2011) 201–232; see also Aloni 1983.
69 Sapph. fr. 71.1–3: ]μις σε Μίκα / ]ελα[.. ἀλ]λά σ’ ἔγωὐκ ἐάσω / ]ν̣ φιλότ[ατ’] ἤλεο Πενθιλήαν̣.
70 See Ferrari (2007) 33, 59–61.
71 See Caciagli (2011) 56–88. Thgn. (1311–1318) is a significant parallel for Sapph. fr. 71, espe-

cially the first six lines: oὐκ ἔλαθες κλέψας, ὦ παῖ· … / τούτοισ’, οἷσπερ νῦν ἄρθμιος ἠδὲ φίλος
/ ἔπλευ—ἐμὴν δὲ μεθῆκας ἀτίμητον φιλότητα – / οὐ μὲν δὴ τούτοις γ’ ἦσθα φίλος πρότερον. /
ἀλλ’ ἐγὼ ἐκ πάντων σ’ ἐδόκουν θήσεσθαι ἑταῖρον / πιστόν· καὶ δὴ νῦν ἄλλον ἔχοισθα φίλον.

72 This reconstruction explains the frequent betrayals that characterise male and female
groups of friends: when an alliance between two factions was broken, some members of
these groups changed communities.
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Prayers for Charaxos and Their Audience

Given the possible connection between Sappho’s family poems and an ex-
tended audience, including her family members, it is interesting to analyse
fragments 5 and 15 in order to reconstruct their audience. Formally, these
fragments are prayers in the same way as fragment 17, and they too concern
Charaxos’ situation, even though they possibly refer to two different moments.
Fragment 5 is challenging, even after Burris, Fish, and Obbink (2014) have
established the text of its incipit and ruled out Cypris: in fact, the Anrede in the
incipit (πότνιαι Νηρήιδες) differs from the address in the explicit (line 18 σὺ [δ]ὲ̣
Κύπ̣[ρ]ι)̣. This is a very strange feature for a prayer, given the ring composition
that normally occurs in this kind of text. Although it is difficult to distinguish
between a real prayer and a fictional one, I suggest that this poem is a real
prayer: firstly, the incipit of the poem is characterized by the same deixis as
Alcaeus fragment 129 or Sappho fragments 2 and 17, which were performed—
inmy view—in sacral places.73 The structure of fragment 5 is congruent with a
real prayer: there are addresses in incipit and in explicit and a series of requests
to the gods. The differences between this poem and e.g. Sappho’s fragment 1
is evident: in this latter poem the name of the beloved is missing, while the
real core of the song is Aphrodite’s justice that the poet states in lines 21–24.
In fragment 5, the usual deity of Sappho’s poetry, Aphrodite, is summoned,
but with an epiclesis, Cypris, that in general implies her connection with the
sea.74

The poet makes two requests to the goddess: firstly, that Charaxos arrives
at Lesbos without harm (line 1 ἀβλάβη[ν), assuming that a sea trip is also
suggested by the address to the Nereides in line 1; secondly, that ‘as much as
he has previously gone wrong grant atonement for it all’, i.e. probably that he
ends his relationship with Doricha. In this context, it is suggestive that Sappho
uses a lexis close to a male and political context: she talks about ἀνία not in
an erotic sense, and about φίλοι and ἔχθροι in a manner similar to that of e.g.
Solon (fragment 13.5–6), when she asks her brother to increase her τιμή and
hints at the πολῖται, whose opinion was clearly important for an aristocrat, as
Archilochus (fragment 14) also suggests. So the poem does not only concern
love, which would normally be the case when Sappho mentions Aphrodite,
but the social status of Sappho’s family. As for the listeners, I suggest that the
theme of this poem points to an audience that consisted of Charaxos’ male

73 See Caciagli (2011) 136–162.
74 See Rougé (1975) 207–208.
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relatives and ‘friends’,75 people who were deeply affected by Charaxos’ affair
and its social, economical and political consequences. In any case, the address
to Cypris, the goddess of Sappho’s poetry, can support the idea that her group
was present too: it addresses the same divinity with a different function than is
usual, i.e. Aphrodite may be here εὔπλοια as in fragment 15.2. This deity played
an erotic role in Charaxos’ story anyway, especially because the love between
Charaxos and Doricha is probably one of the reasons for the reproaches made
by the citizens (line 14).

It is possible tomake similar comments about fragment 15,whereAphrodite,
again with the epiclesis Cypris, has a more explicitly erotic role. If Fränkel’s
(1928) reconstruction has merit, lines 1–8 concern a sea journey, as εὔπλο̣ι[̣α
in line 2 and λί[μ]εν̣ος in line 7 suggest. The circumstances of fragment 15
are different from those of fragment 5: the former sounds like a wish that
Charaxos not fall in love with Doricha again, possibly during another stay
in Egypt; in fragment 5, Sappho prays to Aphrodite to lead her brother to
Lesbos without harm. Fragment 15 is possibly more personal than fragment 5,
where the poet only hints at Charaxos’ mistakes (in line 5), though the remarks
about the audience of fragment 5 likely apply to fragment 15 too. An important
question would be the kind of context that these fragments imply, since a
prayer does not necessary entail a sacred place in ancient Greece. I would
only suggest that fragment 5 sounds more like a proper prayer; the deixis in
line 2 is potentially evidence for a shrine, especially when we consider that
poems like Alcaeus fragment 129 or Sappho fragment 17 are characterised by
strong deixis. However, the limited nature of the information available suggests
caution in this regard. Finally, fragment 5 and 15 may be similar to fragment 17
in context and audience, although they are addressed to different goddesses:
given my reading of fragment 17, this poem and fragment 5 seem to share a
similar occasion, i.e. a prayer to a goddess for Charaxos’s safe return fromEgypt.

The Audience of Sacral Poems

The analysis of Sappho fragment 5, 15, and 17 raises the question about what
kind of the audiencemight be implied by poems that relate to performances in
sacred places. It is probable that no Greek shrine was ‘private’, in the sense of

75 The word φίλοι in fr. 5.6 may refer to Charaxos’ friends, i.e. his ἑταῖροι, or the ‘friends’ of
Sappho’s family: at any rate, regarding the identity of the φίλοι, the lexis of this poem
perhaps suggests that Sappho’s audience included men.
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being open only to a particular faction, family, hetaireia, or other group with a
similarly narrowcomposition; this is particularly true ofMesson,whichwas the
federal sanctuaryof theLesbians fromthearchaic to theRomanage.Apart from
fragment 17, the poems associated with this shrine show different situations
anyway. In fragment 129 Alcaeus probably refers—through κήνων Ἐ[ρίννυ]ς in
line 14—to the men who died because of Pittacus and reminds his audience
of the oath that established the alliance between Alcaeus’ and Pittacus’ he-
taireiai.76 The occasion of fragment 129 is a special one, not linked to the festival
calendar of Messon. This situation possibly explains the makeup of the audi-
ence: Alcaeus’ group probably found in Messon asylum from Myrsilus’ guards,
who followed this group fromMytilene to Pyrrha after Pittacus’ betrayal.77 The
audience thus seems to consist of Alcaeus’ companions, who have an interest
in the oath described by the poet. In fragment 130b Alcaeus complains about
his loneliness and his witnessing at a distance of the female Kallisteia; from
fragment 130a we know that the poet was alone, without ‘friends’ (line 1, ἀχνά-
σδημι κάκως. οὔτε γὰρ οἰ φίλοι) and we can imagine for these poems a different
audience than of fragment 129. With regard to fragment 130b in particular, we
can imagine that Alcaeus’ hetaireiawas partially scattered, with the result that
the poet felt isolated.

Leaving aside Messon, other poems in the corpora of Sappho and Alcaeus
may be connected to sacral contexts, such as Sappho fragments 1 and 2 (prayers
to Aphrodite) or Alcaeus fragments 34a (to Dioscouroi), 45 (to Ebros) and
303Ab (to Apollo = Sappho fragment 99.10–21 l.-p.). Moreover, Sappho frag-
ment 44a and Alcaeus fragments 307 and 308 may be interpreted as προοίμια.
However, it is sometimes difficult to understand whether these poems are per-
formed in a sacred place or not so that it is problematic to assign these poems
to a specific context and audience: in fact, the Greeks could pray in and out-
side a sanctuary, as sympotic hymns show.78 Sappho fragment 1 well illustrates
this problem, because there are not deictic or pragmatic elements to connect
the poem to a specific context. Of course, it is possible to speculate about the
audience by analysing the theme of the poem: since in line 24 the addressee
is a women and lines 19–24 seem to display the ideological summa of Sappho’s

76 Mazzarino (1943) 39–41 suggests that Pittacoswas amember ofAlcaeus’ ἑταιρεία.However,
it is possible that Pittacos had his own ἑταιρεία (cf. Alc. frs. 70.2–5 and 305a.23–24): Alc.
fr. 129.14–20may refer to the συνωμοσία between Pittacus and Alcaeus’ groups, i.e. a sort of
alliance between ἑταιρεῖαι, as Sartori (1957) 30–33 argues: cf. Caciagli (2011) 48–50.

77 See schol. Alc. fr. 60.
78 See Fabbro (1995) xix–xxiii.
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group,79 the audience of fragment 1 may be congruent with female friends of
the poet. Alcaeus fragments 34a and 45 are probably invocatory hymns, but it
is impossible to understand the connection with the hic et nunc on account of
the text’s poor condition. Of course, these hymnsmay be sympotic poems, if we
follow Rösler’s idea that Alcaeus’ poetry was entirely sympotic,80 but it is also
possible to postulate a religious context involving audiences more extended
than the hetaireia and including the wider community of citizens. The same
goes perhaps for Sappho fragment 44a andAlcaeus fragments 307 and 308. Sap-
pho fragment 2 provides more elements to reconstruct its audience and con-
text: the poet probably describes a sacred ἔναυλος dedicated to Cypris, where
the goddess is summoned to perform a libation.81 Sappho sketches the place
of the poetic performance, with apple trees, streams, roses, meadows, horses,
spring flowers and breezes, all of which have erotic associations, which is possi-
bly a priori evidence that the target audience is Sappho’s group, for whom Eros
is essential. This element is obviously not explicit, but the theme of this poem
probably supports this reconstruction.82 Finally, it is possible that Alcaeus frag-
ment 303Ab (= Sappho fragment 99.10–24 l.-p.) was performed in the temple
of Apollo Napaios,83 near Messon, but the text of this fragment is in a terrible
state, so that it is impossible to speculate about its audience. Finally, a sacral
context does not imply a specific audience, because its composition depends
on the reasons that urge people to pray.

The Audience and the Occasion of Sappho Fragment 17

The analysis that we have provided of fragment 17 as well as fragments 5, 15 and
the Brothers Poem implies that these poems are not fictional. In this regard,
I should like to add that, apart from rare examples, it is quite impossible to
determine whether the content of a poem is fictional or not. Greek poems
are in general ambiguous: this situation is not only the consequence of the
extremely fragmentary nature of archaic Greek poetry, but also of the fact that
this kind of poetry was intrinsically allusive because most of the contextual
elements, such as references to an historical moment, the occasion or the

79 See Caciagli (2011) 77–88.
80 See Rösler (1980) 33–41.
81 See Caciagli (2015).
82 In this respect it may be significant that Athenaeus (11.663e) comments on the quotation

of the last stanza of this poem, τούτοις τοῖς ἑταίροις ἐμοῖς τε καὶ σοῖς.
83 See Koldewey (1890) 44–46.
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place of the performance, were self-evident to the audience, so that the poet
did not need to make them explicit. Obviously, this situation is significant for
the first performance, which is the object of my analysis of fragment 17. The
poet, for example, does not mention here the name of Charaxos or his story, as
she does not in fragment 5, because her audience knows the occasion of the
performance.

So, given that the historical evidence for archaic Greece is fragmentary, does
a pragmatic approach to Greek poetry make sense? In my view, the point is
not actually to divine the one correct context for a poem, but simply to raise
the question about the context, for which the pragmatic and anthropological
approach seems necessary. If this approach is not sufficient to reconstruct
the context, we can discover it through an analysis of the themes of a poem,
which has to complement the pragmatic approach. Such an analysis, of course,
runs the risk of subjectivity, but I suggest that ‘non-pragmatic’ approaches
run a greater risk, i.e. of being anachronistic. Consider Anne Pippin Burnett’s
(1983) charge against ‘occasionalist’ scholars who ‘refuse the archaic singers
the freedom to create their own fictions’: in fact, ‘archaic poets, like poets
everywhere, invented both ego and occasion when they composed their songs’
(p. 6).84 This approach may generate anachronisms by attempting to associate
social phenomena that belong to fundamentally different historical moments
and societies.

A similar risk attends if scholars are insufficiently attentive to the performa-
tive context when they compare literary topics or themes of different poets,
because in archaic Greece the meaning of a topic or a theme could change
according to the occasion. Of course a pragmatic approach does not exclude
fictional elements in archaic Greek poetry:85 Sappho fragment 1, for instance,
seems to be fictional, especially because the poet does not mention an essen-
tial element for a real prayer, i.e. the name of her beloved in the request to
Aphrodite. However, the question to be raised is the following: what kind of
fiction would emerge from archaic Greek poetry? If we postulate that Greek
poems are not ‘literature’ in the modern sense, but acts of worship or songs
that were part of social phenomena like symposia, their link to the concrete
context of the performance has to be postulated, even if the content is fictional.
For example, fragment 31 is probably fictional, but the opening scene can hint

84 On the New Critical approach hidden beneath Burnett’s analysis see Rösler (1984) 202–
203.

85 See Latacz (1985), Rösler (1990), and Calame (2005) 13–40, who provides amethodological
framework for these questions.
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at a typical one in the life of Sappho’s group and the sufferings of the poet may
be ideologically paradigmatic for her audience, probably in regard to occasion
that line 17 probably implies.

Given this methodological framework, I suggest that, in the case of Sappho
fragment 17, we have more information than about other poems to recreate
the context, the occasion and the audience. In regard to the context, there
is a fairly coherent corpus of poems related to Messon, with supplementary
epigraphic and literary testimonia that make it possible to get a good sense
of what this sanctuary was like; further, we have many pieces of information
regarding Charaxos’ affair, so a poem that addresses the difficulties of a sea
trip naturally suggests Sappho’s brother: both the myth about the nostos of the
Atreids and the comparison with the Brothers Poem, fragment 5 and 15 may
confirm this suggestion.

As for the audience of fragment 17, we have initially postulated that the core
of Sappho’s audience always attended her performances. However, a survey
of her family and sacral poems shows that the composition of the audience
depends on occasion. This observation is relevant to Sappho fragment 17 if we
accept that this poem refers to Charaxos’ affair. Lines 11–20, though fragmen-
tary, are crucial to understanding the audience of this poem. A first person
plural (line 11) says that ‘we’ now perform in accordance with the heroic past
(line 12 τὸ πάλ̣[αιον);86 the young and adult women of line 14 perhaps play a role
in this performance, while the present festival, which reenacts the heroic one,
possibly concerns holy things. So the prayer would be a request to Hera for a
safe trip: just as she did for the Atreids, the goddess now must help Charaxos
to return home and thereby reach (e.g. ἀπίκεσθαι) the place where fragment 17
is performed. Given these elements, it is likely that Sappho’s groupwas present
at the performance, maybe taking part in it: it is possible that the γυναῖκες and
παρθένοι of line 14 were members of this group, especially if this was—as has
been suggested—a femalehetaireia consisting of both youngandadultwomen.
This hypothesis is especially appealing if the members of Sappho’s group were
actually recruited from a family or an alliance of families, because they would
probably have been affected by Charaxos’ behaviour. Thus, though Sappho’s
major audience probably consisted of her ‘friends,’ it is possible that a per-
formance could sometimes be opened up to other listeners according to the
occasion, potentially even to her fellow citizens, so that, in the present case,
the members of her faction may have been in attendance at the performances
that speak of Charaxos’ affair.

86 Cf. Calame (2009) 6.
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Finally, as for the occasion of fragment 17, we have ruled out that it was
performed during the Kallisteia because its mythical part does not concern
beauty but difficulties in a sea trip. However, the fact that the poet evokes a
festival in line 2 suggests that this poem was performed in connection with a
specific moment in the sacral calendar of Messon: in spite of the apparently
‘private’ aim of this prayer, its performance was probably radically different
from that of Alcaeus fragment 129, whose occasion was linked to an accident
that affected the usual audience of this poet, that is to say his hetaireia.
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