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I – Introduction
The poet Sappho, a major exemplar of lyric verse and famous as the first female
poet in Western literary history, is believed to have lived on the Greek island of Lesbos
sometime in the 6th century BCE. So great was Sappho‘s fame in the ancient world that
some six hundred years after her death, her lyrics were gathered into nine books
organized in metrical schemes, subjects, performance styles, and genres. But, these books
and most other records of Sappho disappeared in around the 9th century CE, and both
Sappho and her works were largely repressed or neglected—for reasons both moral and
accidental—during the Middle Ages. Happily, however, a small portion of Sappho‘s
verse was rediscovered during the Renaissance, as an aspect of that period‘s more general
revival of classical art and learning. Since then, the available corpus of Sappho‘s work
has grown somewhat, especially with the resurfacing of several significant poetic
fragments in the 19th and 20th centuries. Despite these recoveries, however, our archive of
the poet‘s work remains extremely small: a single full poem (the ―Ode to Aprhodite,‖
known as Fragment 1). One fairly long poem (―He seems to me equal to a god,‖ known
as Fragment 31), and several small, sometimes tiny scraps, many of them only a line or
two long.
Additionally, we have very little concrete or reliable information about Sappho‘s
life, and what we think we know is largely uncertain. There are no extant contemporary
biographies of her; the evidence we do have is from untrustworthy medieval works, like
The Suda. We do know that while Sappho chiefly wrote lyric monodies, marriage and
choral lyrics were part of her poetic corpus. We know she must have been esteemed in
antiquity, since she is represented on vases, other artwork, and coins (a 2nd Century CE

4
copper coin depicting her face is on display at the British Museum). Plato dubbed her the
―Tenth Muse.‖ Aristotle records that the Mytileneans respected her work, despite her
having been a female. She is mentioned by Horace and Ovid and imitated by Catullus.
Her writing survived well into the Roman period, but she became less popular as
circumstances and aesthetics shifted, when, for instance, Homeric Greek became the
standard language and Sappho‘s Aeolic dialect was deemed archaic. Because of these
new literary tastes, when earlier literature was being retranscribed from papyrus rolls
onto more durable material, Sappho‘s work was left behind.
As all of these details may begin to suggest, what we now know of Sappho is
composed of slight and often unreliable facts and—as I‘ll soon demonstrate—by fictions
created by generations of scholars and writers, who, in more or less good faith, tried to
fill in the black spaces of Sappho‘s person and art. Meanwhile, and inevitably, those
scholars and writers worked within their own and their cultures‘ assumptions, biases,
needs and desires, so that Sappho must to some extent be studied less as an actual person
or poet than as a variously discovered, invented, and constructed category within literary,
cultural, and gender histories. This creates problems, of course: Sappho seems ever to
recede down an infinite mirrored corridor of competing projected images. But it creates
opportunities, as well: to shift metaphors, varying versions of Sappho and her poetry
provide windows into the attitudes toward poetry, gender, and other cultural matters of
the persons and periods who sought to recover and reinvent her.
Over the last few decades, there have been major studies attempting to survey the
afterlife of Sappho in European literary history. Joan DeJean‘s pioneering work, Fictions
of Sappho, traces Sappho‘s reception over the last five centuries in French literature and
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outlines the different scholarly trends in dealing with the figure (she assumes the English
mimic the French views on Sappho with a half a century delay). Margaret Reynolds, in
her capacious book, The Sappho Companion, similarly retraces Sappho‘s reception from
the classical period to the 20th century. In my work, I zoom in on a particular period
within this long history of Sapphic representations and recreations in England—
specifically, the period between the late18th century and the end of the 19th century.
By way of focusing my project, let me situate my study within the larger contexts
of Sappho‘s reception history. Once we leave behind the brief biography I outlined
earlier, we end up in the realm of fiction. The most significant story about Sappho, which
was invented in the 4th Century BCE, concerns her death-leap from the Leukadian cliffs
(off the west coast of mainland Greece) into the sea as a result of her hopeless love for
Phaon, a young ferryman. Now, Phaon is a mythical figure; the most famous story about
him is that after rowing Aphrodite across the river in his boat, he was turned from an old
man into a handsome youth. If Sappho mentioned Phaon in her poetry, it was likely in a
mythological context or in metaphor. The invention of the Sappho-Phaon legend likely
arose from a misinterpretation of such a reference.
In any case, the first time we hear the Sappho-Phaon story is in the Attic comic
playwright Menanders‘ 4th Century BCE work, The Lady from Leukas, in which the
narrator says a lovelorn Sappho was the first woman to take the leap off the cliffs at
Leukas. In Attic comedy, popular figures of the past were often subject to mockery, and
Sappho, renowned at the time for her poetic genius, was fair game for Menander‘s barb.
A few centuries after Menander‘s comic reference, the poet Ovid revised this myth in his
Heroides, a collection of fictitious letters from abandoned heroines. While it is likely that
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Ovid had access to Sappho‘s actual poems, his appropriation of her in Heroides was most
likely intended to serve his own literary purposes and not to provide readers with
biographical information. Ovid‘s Heroides 15, which contains Sappho‘s pseudo-letter, is
essentially a suicide note, in which Sappho recounts her relationship with Phaon, laments
losing her art to love—the interaction of desire and poetry proves fatal for her—and
finally leaps from the cliffs. Howard Jacobson, in his analysis of Ovid‘s text, proposes
that his Sappho is a parody of sentimentality, a critique not so much of the actual Sappho,
but of the stereotypical poet-lover (299). In any case, what is abundantly clear is that
neither Mendander‘s comedy nor Ovid‘s poem is the place to look for a reliable account
of Sappho‘s life.
As noted earlier, after a long period of neglect during the Middle Ages, Sappho
resurfaced upon the literary stage during the Renaissance. In thr 16th and 17th centuruis,
Ovid‘s Heroides became a bestseller in England, and writers of the time became
acquainted with Sappho chiefly through this work. Therefore, although we now know
Ovid‘s depiction of Sappho to be fiction, the Renaissance audience assumed the story of
Sappho‘s love for Phaon to be historical fact. Consequently, the 16th and 17th century
representations of Sappho bear little resemblance to the actual poet or our current version
of her. Interest in Sappho‘s actual poetry did not bud until the 18th century. Although her
Fragments 1 (―Ode to Aphrodite‖) and 31 (―He seems to me…‖) were available before
this time, the first English translation and critical appreciation did not appear until 1711.
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In the November 27, 1711 Spectator1, Joseph Addison discusses Sappho‘s poetry
at length:
Among the mutilated poets of antiquity there is none whose fragments are
so beautiful as those of Sappho…One may see by what is left of them, that
she followed nature in all her thoughts…Her soul seems to have been
made up of love and poetry (Essay 223, The Spectator).
Despite his praises of Sappho‘s poetry, Addison repeats the pseudobiography advanced
by Ovid. Within his essay, he also includes Ambrose Phillips‘ translation of ―Ode to
Aphrodite,‖ which he calls the first English translation of the fragment.
In any case, at the time this essay was published, there was very little interest in
Sappho‘s fragments in England. Addison and Phillips, however, seem to have stimulated
a moderate interest in her poetry, for there soon surfaced a few other translation attempts.
This interest, however, was neither momentous nor widespread. Most writers of the
Augustan era remained indifferent to Sappho and her poems. For the Augustans, who
were driven by intellectual curiosity and doctrines of empiricism, knowledge was attained
through sensory experience. Literature of the time was expected to be didactic; it was
devoid of aesthetic function. Such a literary climate was hostile to the deep subjectivity
of lyric poetry. It follows then that Sappho‘s love poems in the first person singular did
not appeal to the Augustans. If anything, the circumstances of her legends as found in the
Ovidian tale—excess passion, lack of emotional control—molded her into a cautionary
tale for women of the era.

1

The Spectator was a widely-read literary periodical founded in 1711 by Joseph Addison
and Richard Steel.
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A real appreciation for Sappho as a poet does not emerge until the latter half of
the eighteenth century with the rise of Romanticism. From this point on, the interest in
and visibility of Sappho would remain more or less stable for the next two centuries. Of
course, given the lack of facts, with increased interest came increased fictionalization.
Such fiction writing, we find, is always a collective effort. In what Joan De Jean calls
―knots of influence,‖ Sappho‘s poetry and figure are passed back and forth among
writers, translators and commentators of a particular period so that we can find different
―prototypes‖ of Sappho within different cultural moments (29). For instance, she was an
emblem of the sublime for the Romantics, a literary ancestress for the 19th century
women poets, and a champion of homosexual desire for the late 19th century homosexual
poets. My study examines these and related changes in the depiction of Sappho in the 18th
and 19th centuries, and considers what those changes can tell us about the period‘s
attitudes towards poetry, gender, and related cultural matters.
I work more or less chronologically, beginning with the Romantics in Section II
and ending with the fin-de-siècle poets Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper—
collectively ―Michael Field‖—in Section V. I deal with male and female poets separately,
a decision that might seem counterintuitive in a work that addresses the complicated and
often fluid notions about gender within literary history and culture. However, I have
chosen to use this otherwise dubious division mainly because the women writers under
discussion do not fit the labels ―Romantic‖ or ―Victorian.‖ They seem less influenced by
those literary and aesthetic moments than by each other, at least with regard to Sappho.
For instance, though writing a generation and an aesthetic shift later, Christina Rossetti
has more in common with Letitia Elizabeth Landon than she does with her own
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contemporary, Lord Alfred Tennyson. It is possible, then, to trace women‘s poetry as a
distinct literary tradition, which deviates, despite chronological overlap, from the male
tradition.
I begin the study, in Section II, by discussing the male Romantics‘ complicated
relationship with Sappho. Section III is a discussion of the chorus of nineteenth century
women poets who sang Sappho‘s swan song. Women writers like Mary Robinson, Felicia
Hemans, Letitia Elizabeth Landon and Christina Rossetti look to Sappho as not just a
poetic ancestress, but as a woman with whom they had much in common. Reworking the
themes of Sappho‘s balancing art and love, these poets attempt to reconcile domestic
bliss and poetic fame within their own lives.
Section IV, broadly speaking, is about Victorian male responses to Sappho.
Specifically, it deals with what the masculine appropriation of a female subject and voice
reveals about male attitudes about gender. Though some minor Victorian poets are given
treatment in the chapter, the main focus is on Alfred Tennyson and Algernon Charles
Swinburne, poets who are comparable in their identification with Sappho, but diverge in
terms of how they feel about this identification with a female literary figure. I conclude
my study with Bradley and Cooper, or Michael Field, two women who create a version of
Sappho distinct from previous ones. Their collection of lyrics, based on their own
translations of Sappho, reworks standard representations of Sappho not only to explore
their own romantic relationship but also to provide a model of explicitly female poetic
success able to balance the competing claims of love and fame. Their Sappho lives into
old age; when she leaps from a cliff it is not as a pathetically spurned or sublimely tragic
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lover, but as a strong woman artist who, having achieved her work, freely chooses not
death but apotheosis.

11
II – Male Romantic Poets

In the introduction to this study, I provided a brief and general overview of
Sappho‘s reception history from antiquity to the Augustan era. As we saw, Sappho‘s
poetry and person held little appeal for seventeenth and early eighteenth century British
writers. Augustan readers found Sappho‘s passionate love lyrics incompatible with their
rational ideals and commitment to emotional restraint. The latter half of the eighteenth
century, however, saw a shift away from the Augustan version of classicism and stylistic
decorum and towards an emphasis on subjectivity and introspection that would become
fully characteristic of the Romantic era. As those new literary ideals came into view, so
did Sappho‘s person and poetry; during the latter half of the eighteenth century, there was
a notable rise in Sappho‘s reputation in England.
As noted, the content and form of Sappho‘s work resonated with the Romantic
emphasis on interiority and intense passion. Sappho was also seen during the time as an
exemplar of ―the sublime,‖ an aesthetic concept that came into prominence during the
Romantic period. Because Sappho‘s work and life correspond closely with Romantic
poetic and aesthetic ideals, one would expect to find evidence of her influence in the
works of Romantic poets. What we find, however, is a notable absence—both in terms of
poetic representation and criticism—of Sappho in the works of canonical Romantic poets
like William Wordsworth, Samuel Coleridge, and Lord Byron. In this section, I discuss
the rise in Sappho‘s reputation during Romanticism and her marginal presence, despite
increased popularity, in the works of canonical—specifically male—Romantic poets.
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What we now know as Romanticism developed from eighteenth century
movements against the excessive empiricism of the Augustans. While there is little
agreement about the exact details and chronology of the matter, scholars generally agree
that a significant cultural shift occurred in Europe during this period. Margaret Drabble,
in The Oxford Companion to English Literature, describes the change in this way when
she defines Romanticism as
a literary movement, and profound shift in sensibility, which took place in
Britain and throughout Europe roughly between 1770 and 1848.
Intellectually, it marked a violent reaction to the Enlightenment.
Politically, it was inspired by the revolutions in American and
France…Emotionally, it expressed an extreme assertion of the self and
value of individual experience together with the sense of the infinite and
the transcendental. Socially it championed progressive causes…The
stylistic keynote of Romanticism is intensity, and its watchword is
Imagination (842).
As Drabble suggests, writers of the era shared a ―Romantic ideology,‖ at the heart of
which was the elevation of artistic imagination and individual genius over the communal
or universal. This emphasis on the individual and individual experience brought with it a
newfound appreciation for poetry, particularly lyric poetry, which, it was thought, could
best express the subjective. As Margaret Gilman points out, a climate more favorable to
poetry in general emerged ―when emotional and strong feelings‖ came to be considered
the basis of literature. The lyric genre and poets, once at the bottom of the literary
hierarchy, were soon elevated to the top. And the poetical prototype, as M.H. Abrams has
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suggested, was that which was ―thought to be peculiarly the product of passion and
rapture‖ (73). Sappho, in whose poetry we find intense subjectivity, emotional turbulence
and great passion, might well be regarded as the creator of what seems to have been the
ideal Romantic lyric.
So, attitudes towards literature were changing. And perhaps unsurprisingly,
changing alongside them were the standards by which literature was judged. One of most
significant critical concepts that came into focus during the Romantic period is the notion
of the Sublime. The theory originated in Longinus‘s work Peri Hypsous, literally, On the
Sublime. To Longinus, the word ―sublime‖ signifies ―the extraordinary and marvelous
quality which strikes in discourse, and which enables a work to elevate, ravish and
transport‖ (8). The quality of the sublime, according to his interpretation, is what set great
literature apart from the ordinary.
Longinus found expressions of sublimity in a variety of sources, including the
Book of Genesis, Plato, Homer, and, most important for our purposes, in Sappho‘s
Fragment 31. Longinus reproduces this fragment almost in full—serving as our only
source fo the poem—and praises Sappho for her inspired passion and capacity for
emotion:
Is it not wonderful how simultaneously she summons the soul, body,
hearing, tongue, sight, flesh, all as separate things distinct from herself,
and by contrary elements, she both freezes and burns, is mad and sane, she
is afraid or she is nearly dead; thus not only one passion is evident but a
whole assembly of emotions; for all these things happen to lovers, and her
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taking the best of the emotions, as I said, and joining them together,
produces the excellence of this passage (10).
Longinus admires the poem because, remarkably, Sappho is able to convey usually
separate and, conflicting physical and emotional experience in a stylistically coherent,
holistic manner. As Neil Hertz has pointed out, Fragment 31 ―is not just a poem of
passion and self-division, but one which dramatizes, in a startlingly condensed fashion,
the shift from Sappho-as-victimized-body to Sappho-as-poetic-force‖ (7). Sappho‘s
precise knowledge and careful articulation of the physical circumstances of passion
contribute to the sense of sublimity within the work and upon the reader.
As his reading of Sappho‘s text suggests, Longinus‘s treatise was a literary
doctrine. However, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it was transformed into
an aesthetic concept. In other words, theorists reanalyzed the sublime as something to be
found in nature, in individual experience, or in life. Literature was sublime, not because
of excellence of composition, but in having adopted sublime subjects. The work that
―started the sublime on its long career as an aesthetic concept‖ was Nicolas Boileau‘s
1674 French translation, Traite du Sublime ou du Merveilleux dans le Discours Traduit
du Grec de Longin (Monk 28). Boileau separated the sublime from sublime style,
interpreting the concept to represent elements or experiences that were themselves
marvelous or astonishing, rather than a style of literary composition that produced
feelings of awe and astonishment in the reader.
The notion of the sublime as an emotional experience rather than a rhetorical style
was solidified in the hands of the British. There were a number of English translations of
and expansions upon Longinus‘s work, including those of Pulteney (1680), Welsted
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(1724), Smith (1739), and Burke (1757). Longinus‘s treatise on the sublime has been
noted as one of the most influential texts for European literary criticism, and its
development of an expressive theory of literature made it particularly influential on the
Romantic poets. One would expect, then, that Sappho‘s poetry, cited by Longinus as his
sole example of a sublime lyric poem, must also have been influential.
It is true that at around the same time Longinus‘s treatise was gaining ground in
the British intellectual circles, Sappho was also making appearances on the cultural
forefront. She appeared in no fewer than four different categories—including
―Philosophers, Poets and Oratory‖ and ―Kings and Illustrious Persons of Asia, Egypt, and
Greence‖—of the influential Wedgwood and Bentley Catalogue of Pottery and Crafts.
Josiah Wedgwood was a master potter and a member of the British Royal Society in the
eighteenth century, and Thomas Bentley was his business partner. Their reputation during
the time was so great they even received orders from Empress Catherine the Great of
Russia. The Wedgwood and Bentley catalogues had a wide circulation during the late
eighteenth century and in many ways dictated as well as responded to aesthetic trends.
Sappho‘s inclusion in these catalogues points to her figure being ―in fashion‖ during the
era.
Sappho‘s influence within the realm of visual arts is evidenced in the large
number of paintings that took her up as their subject. There was a proliferation of
portraits of women dressed up with lyres. ‗Sappho‘ was also a common pseudonym taken
up my women artists of the time who wished to mask their real identity while still
revealing their positions as female artists. We also find that female poets frequently
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borrow her name; they often adopted both her voice and her story and sang Sappho‘s
swan song (these developments will be the main topic in the next section).
As we see, then, there is evidence that ordinary citizens as well as artists were
familiar with Sappho. Where we do find a lacuna in Sappho‘s rise to prominence is in the
works of the male Romantic poets. Sappho‘s refurbished reputation and her increased
popularity are not much visible in the works of the male poets, where references to
Sappho are few and far between. This gap is noteworthy, especially since critics have
long recognized Sappho as a logical ancestor of the Romantic lyric. In an article about
Sappho and Aspasia (another notable ancient Greek woman), William Leonard points out
that only two English poets come close to Sappho‘s style and passion; ―Shelley,‖ he
writes, ―has the true lyrical mode; and Keats some of the chiseled loveliness which makes
each Sapphic stanza a masterpiece‖ (96). In his Sappho reception study, David Robinson
also notes that ―while Shelley and Keats do not have clear echoes of Sappho, they come
nearer to her in spirit than any other modern poets‖ (200). It is true: ―echoes of Sappho‖
in the works of the male Romantic poets are not immediately apparent, but I argue, with
Robinson, that she was nevertheless an influential literary figure for them. It is
improbable that the male Romantics were unfamiliar with Sappho‘s poetry. Besides her
appearance in the vastly influential Longinian work, Sappho would have been part of
their classical education curriculum. Her Fragments 1 and 31 were generally included in
canonical Greek anthologies like Analecta veterum Poetarum Graecorum (Brunck, 1772)
and Poetae Graeci (1777). The general sparseness of direct Sapphic representations in
British Romantic male writing is then even more unexpected.
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Noticing this gap, Ruth Vanita proposes an explanation: there seems to be a gap
in Sappho‘s reception history among the Romantics ―because of a reluctance to
acknowledge a woman writer‘s influence on male writers‖ (42). While I agree with
Vanita‘s contention that traces of Sappho‘s influence are barely evident in the works of
these poets, I am not entirely convinced that critical evasion is the sole and sufficient
explanation for the gap. These poets‘ reluctance to overtly acknowledge Sappho‘s
influence cannot be explained by one overarching reason. Often, we can only speculate as
to why we find a lacunae in Sapphic fictions; other times, we simply may not be able to
offer an explanation at all. We can, however, try to search for answers in the texts that do
exist. A closer examination of the scattered references to Sappho can help shed some
light on Sappho‘s influence on the Romantic male writers and these writers‘ general
attitudes towards Sappho.

William Wordsworth, praised by Harold Bloom as ―the strongest poet in the
English language‖ after Shakespeare, Chaucer and Milton, is said, along with Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, to have marked the beginnings of British Romanticism with the
publishing of their Lyrical Ballads (9). Wordsworth‘s long literary career began in 1793
when he published his first collection, An Evening Walk and continued till his death in
1850. Most scholarly opinion now divides Wordsworth‘s literary career into two
phases—that of the ―early‖ Wordsworth and that of the ―later‖ one. The first was a
radical poet, an advocate of ―great and simple affections,‖ an enthusiast of the French
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Revolution. After around 1807, Wordsworth became increasingly conservative: given the
Reign of Terror, he backed away from his youthful support of the French Revolution to
become a Tory; he abandoned his pantheistic views of God for conventional religious
thinking. We find a retreat to Augustan, didactic content. Even his language took a turn—
as scholars have noted, it became increasingly prosaic and stilted in his later works.
The only Wordsworth poem that mentions Sappho, ―Alcaeus to Sappho,‖ was
written during the first stage. Though we do not know for sure, Wordsworth likely wrote
the poem in the early 1790s (Nagle 57). Tilar J. Mazzeo notes that "Wordsworth had
quickly abandoned the piece, written in the context of the Lucy poems, as one for which
he did not 'care a farthing'" (61). A copy of the verse was sent to Coleridge in a letter of
27 Feb 1799, and it appeared in the November 24, 1800 edition of the Morning Post as
having been written by Coleridge.
Although Sappho appears in its title, the poem is in fact about one of
Wordsworth‘s contemporaries, the poet and actress Mary Robinson. Both Sappho and
Mary Robinson were complicated and transgressive figures around the time the poem
was written. Though Sappho had achieved a newly enhanced reputation in the Romantic
era, the Sapphic figure inherited by the Romantics was nevertheless a complicated one.
For centuries, Sappho‘s name had been linked with sexual, emotional and literary
transgression, and a growth in the appreciation of qualities in her work could not entirely
shake free these prejudices. The fictions of her love and leap were common knowledge.
And while the Phaon-legend dominated popular imagination, scholars like Susan Lanser,
Emma Donoghue, and others have also established that eighteenth and early nineteenth
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century readers were aware of the homoerotic nature of Sappho‘s love. Thus, she was
both a licentious and ―unnatural‖ lover.
Sappho was also a woman poet, an uneasy pairing, especially for male writers. At
a time when ―good‖ women were thought to be silent women, Sappho‘s figure spread the
dangerous notion that public song would lead to fame. Mary Robinson, a living Sappho at
the time (she publically identified with Sappho and designated herself ―the English
Sappho‖), followed Sappho‘s example. An actress and a writer, Robinson deliberately
left the domestic sphere for the public arena, where she, as a woman, was not supposed to
be. A scandalous affair with the Prince of Wales (later King George IV) kept her squarely
in the public eye even when her art did not. Essentially, both Robinson‘s personal history
and behavior in the literary arena were promiscuous in every sense of the word.
A tribute to not one, but two transgressive women, Wordsworth‘s poem is thus
doubly radical. In the poem, he makes use of existing legends about both Sappho and
Alcaeus. Alcaeus was an ancient Greek lyric poet and one of Sappho‘s contemporaries,
who variously appear in later literature as her friend, rival, and lover. The stories of
Alcaeus‘s romantic involvement with Sappho possibly stem from his reference to her in
his Fragment 384, most likely as a symbol of an illustrious and accomplished woman
rather than a demonstration of personal affection.
In any case, Alcaeus was also considered by many to be a superior poet to
Sappho. In his influential 1697 work, The Lives and Characters of the ancient Grecian
poets, Basil Kennett describes Alcaeus not only as a gifted poet, but as a patriot and hero.
Sappho on the other hand, while praised for her poetic abilities, is charged with
―dishonest and unnatural pleasure‖ (30). Along the same vein, Theophilus Cibber in 1753
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observed that ―a wanton Sappho…never had the same applause as a Pindar, or Alcaeus;
nor…did [she] deserve it‖ (27). As the 18th century wore on and the aforementioned
concept of sublime became increasingly important, some poets deemed Alcaeus an
exemplar of the sublime and Sappho a symbol of the softer, feminine, and certainly less
impressive category of ―the beautiful.‖ The sublime-beautiful opposition is set up, for
instance, in Mark Akenside‘s pre-Romantic poem, ―Ode XIII, On Lyric Poetry:‖
Broke from the fetters of his native land,
Devoting shame and vengeance to her lords,
With louder impulse and a threatening hand
The Lesbian patriot smites the sounding chords
…………………………………………………
But lo, to Sappho's melting airs
Descends the radiant queen of love:
She smiles, and asks what fonder cares
Her suppliant's plaintive measures move (ll. 21-24; 31-34)
Alcaeus, we find, is depicted in terms of the sublime. By contrast, Sappho, with her
―melting airs‖ and ―fonder cares,‖ is here a representation of the beautiful. Wordsworth,
in ―Alcaeus to Sappho,‖ returns to these existing notions about the two poets. He
positions himself as Alcaeus to Robinson‘s Sappho, and in doing so, pays homage to
Robinson while also artfully recognizing her somewhat tainted personal reputation and
presenting himself as the superior poet.
While Robinson‘s influence on Wordsworth is less clearly documented than it is
on other poets (like Coleridge), critical works like those of Averill (1980), Bolton (1997)
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and Nagle (2007) present ample evidence that her work commanded his attention.
Christopher Nagle contends that the younger Wordsworth was a ―protégé of the cult of
Sensibility‖ and that some of his early poems are in the effusive Della Cruscan style, a
poetic style in which Mary Robinson frequently wrote. ―Alcaeus to Sappho,‖ in many
ways saccharine and effusive in the vein of Sentimental poetry, begins by detailing the
speaker‘s pleasure at knowing he is in his beloved‘s heart:
How sweet, when crimson colours dart
Across a breast of snow,
To see that you are in the heart
That beats and throbs below.
All Heaven is in a maiden‘s blush,
In which soul doth speak,
That it was you who sent the flush
Into the maiden‘s cheek. (ll. 1-8)
Wordsworth then borrows and reverses Sappho‘s Fragment 16, a contemporary
translation of which is reproduced below:
Some men say an army on horses and some men say an army on foot
And some men say an army of ships is the more beautiful thing
On the black earth. But I say it is
What you love. (trans. Carson 16)
In ―Alcaeus to Sappho,‖ Wordsworth subverts the claim that the most beautiful thing is
―what you love.‖ He asks if any sight can be fairer than the maiden‘s visage, only to
answer his own question in the affirmative. The last few lines of the poem read:
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I, SAPPHO, answer, Yes!
Then grant one smile, tho‘ it should mean
A thing of doubtful birth;
That I may say these eyes have seen
The fairest face on earth! (ll. 12-16).
It is Sappho who is the most beautiful sight in the speaker‘s eyes. Sappho‘s poetry and
her sublime intellectual capacities allow her to surpass even the beloved and make her
―the fairest face on earth‖ (l. 16).
The poem presents some evidence that Wordsworth was familiar with Sappho‘s
poetry and her ambiguous legacy. However, he seems to have disavowed the poem by
1799 when he sent it to Coleridge, a rejective gesture towards Sappho, Robinson, and the
feminine, sentimental literature which once deeply influenced him (Averill 21). This
deliberate distancing roughly coincides with Wordsworth‘s own self-redefinition, during
which he casts out radicalism, stylistic fervor, and ―the daemon of sensibility‖ in favor of
restraint and conservatism (Averill 22). Sappho, whom he may once have welcomed as a
poetic influence in spite of—perhaps even because of—her volatile reputation was now
too dangerous of a figure with whom to align himself. The excesses of her personal
history, appealing to the younger Romantic poet, were in his later years, something to
renounce.
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Samuel Taylor Coleridge, another canonical Romantic poet and a close friend to
William Wordsworth, mentions Sappho in two of his poems—―The Picture; Or, the
Lover‘s Resolution‖ and ―To Matilda Betham from a Stranger.‖ A simultaneous
attraction to and repulsion from Sappho is more apparent in Coleridge than in
Wordsworth. Even in regards to her poetic abilities, Coleridge seems to have wavering
opinions. He is said to have once observed that ―the very shreds remaining of [Sappho‘s]
work seem enough to prove her the greatest of lyric poets after Pindar‖ (qtd. in Mills 91).
However, we also find a somewhat hostile reaction to Sappho‘s poetry: while he
concedes that in terms of sensationalism, Sappho‘s poetry was excellent, he contends that
―as to sublime, you might as well call it blue or small-poxed‖ (Coleridge 355).
We find this sort of ambivalence in his poetic references to Sappho, as well. In
both the poems alluding to Sappho, Coleridge uses her name to recognize feminine
literary genius; nevertheless, the praise is not without reservations. In the first poem,
―The Picture,‖ the poet-lover comes across a picture painted by his beloved, Isabel, and
realizes that she is a ―child of genius‖ (l. 173). He then compares her to Sappho, attesting
that she is ―more beautiful than whom Alcaeus wooed/ The Lesbian woman of Immortal
song‖ (ll. 171-172). Though he offers praise to Sappho‘s poetic talents, Coleridge calls
attention to her position as Alcaeus‘s lover. Such an emphasis on Sappho‘s romantic and
perhaps ―feminine‖ experience recalls the Ovidian tale and other efforts to overwrite her
poetic genius. Coleridge‘s portrayal of Sappho seems to reiterate the idea that her image
as a lover is inextricably linked to her reputation as a poet and vice versa.
Coleridge, like Wordsworth, also uses Sappho‘s name to pay homage to his
female poetic contemporaries, in this instance, to a poet and artist he esteemed, Matilda
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Betham. ―To Matilda Betham‖ is a blank verse exhortation in which Coleridge praises the
poet‘s natural poetic abilities. In doing so, he alludes to Sappho:
Nor do I know a sweeter Hope than this,
Than this sweet Hope, by judgment unreproved,
That our own Britain, our dear mother Isle,
May boast one Maid, a poetess indeed
Great as th‘ impassioned Lesbian, in sweet song,
And O! of holier mind, and happier fate. (ll. 23-28).
Sappho, ―th‘ impassioned Lesbian,‖ is acknowledged as having supreme poetic powers,
and as being a poetic model to which Betham, at least as a female poet, could aspire.
Nevertheless, the excessive passion of the Sappho of legends seems to subtract from her
poetic greatness. Therefore, Coleridge specifies that he wishes Betham to share Sappho‘s
poetic abilities, but not her personal legacy; he hopes that Betham be of ―holier mind, and
happier fate‖ than Sappho.
Both Coleridge and Wordsworth seem to have been familiar with, and perhaps
influenced by, Sappho‘s poetry. Nevertheless, they seem acutely aware that there are
negative, often dangerous connotations associated with Sappho‘s name. Sappho the
celebrated poet is always shadowed, in a sense, by her body double, the fatal passion, the
disgraceful suicide. This may be one of the reasons why Wordsworth steers clear of
Sappho references, particularly as he shifts towards his later, conservative self, and why
Coleridge recognizes her as a paragon of feminine genius, but not necessarily as a
personal influence.
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Of the canonical Romantics, George Gordon, Lord Byron perhaps refers to
Sappho most often. Lord Byron, as Drummond Bone puts it, ―was a protean figure and
also a protean pet‖ during the Romantic era (3). His popularity as a writer could only be
matched by his predilection for scandal. An aristocrat, Byron was known as much for his
excesses—he ran up huge debts, had numerous love affairs, including his alleged
incestuous involvement with his half-sister, and was widely active in the political
arena—as for his poetry. In 1823, he traveled to Greece to fight for Greek independence
from the Ottoman Empire. While there, he caught a violent fever which led to his death, a
death almost as shocking to the British public as his life had been.
Byron, who was part of a later generation of Romantic poets than Wordsworth
and Coleridge, wrote in a different style and to a different audience than the older poets
did. In contrast to most Romantic verse, Byron‘s poetry seems to resonate more with
neoclassic ideals. In both his personal and literary writing, he champions Augustan
writers like Alexander Pope over Wordsworth and Coleridge, whose poetry he frequently
satirized. Given that Byron‘s poetic style seems less Sapphic than, say, Wordsworth‘s.
Yet, Sappho‘s legacy—her excesses, her celebrity, and her abandon—makes her, at least
in retrospect, a figure with whom Byron would have identified.
In any case, we know that Byron was well-versed in Sappho‘s poetry, as he
alludes to her in his major works, Don Juan and Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. These
references, which are often self-contradictory (in Don Juan, for instance, Byron both
praises and insults Sappho), seem to suggest a simultaneous admiration and discomfort,
perhaps akin to the sentiments found in Coleridge. Sappho is, to Byron, both ―burning
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Sappho‖ (Don Juan Canto 3) and ―dark Sappho‖ (Childe Harold Canto 2). In her literary
prowess, Sappho may be stellar, but as a woman poet and a woman lover, she is also
dangerous.
Byron‘s distrust of Sappho stems not so much from the legends of her love and
leap, as it may have done for Wordsworth and Coleridge. Byron was certainly aware of
Sappho‘s legends, but, as someone quite familiar with sexual promiscuity and scandal, it
is unlikely that the fictions surrounding Sappho shocked him. It appears that Byron‘s
ambivalence towards Sappho arose from her existence as a female poet. In fact, his
attitudes towards Sappho often parallel his general attitude towards women. The
pervasive misogyny and patriarchal biases in Byron‘s work are frequently discussed in
contemporary feminist criticism. Conservative, often prejudiced, viewpoints about
gender, excessive even for his time period, permeate Byron‘s works. In his most
canonical text, Don Juan, the narrator prefers women who adhere to their traditional roles
and nurse him with ―soft attentions‖ (Canto 2). When a woman does not stick to the
conventions of behavior, she is seen as incomprehensible, chaotic, and consequently,
dangerous:
What a strange thing is man! and what a stranger
Is woman! What whirlwind is her head,
And what a whirlpool full of depth and danger
Is all the rest about her. (Canto 9)
If this was Byron‘s take on the female sex as a whole, it follows that he was made uneasy
by women in the public arena. Because Byron wrote to a popular, rather than a literary
audience (Byron openly expressed his lack of concern over the verdict of reviewers) , his
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fiercest competitors were also women—poets like Felicia Hemans, Anna Letitia
Barbauld, and Letitia Elizabeth Landon enjoyed immense popularity during Byron‘s
time. This factor likely aggravated his unease about female writers, an unease evident in
his frequent and vicious attacks against women who stepped outside the domestic sphere.
In Don Juan, for instance, he reduces female intellect to an instrument of torture to her
husband: ―Oh! Ye lords of ladies intellectual,/ Inform us truly, have they not hen-peck‘d
you all?‖ (Canto 1). The couplet, which is undoubtedly humorous, nevertheless betrays
Byron‘s fear at the capacities of feminine intellect to emasculate men.
To Byron—and for most of his contemporaries—Sappho was a proper name for a
female intellectual, and this of course made her a threatening figure. In order to assuage
his discomfort with a woman of such poetic genius, Byron attempts to belittle her
accomplishments in various ways. To take one instance, he invokes Sappho‘s image as a
blue-stocking, a sad suicide, and a lesbian: ―Sappho the sage blue-stocking, in whose
grave/ All those may leap who would rather be neuter‖ (Don Juan Canto 2). He seems to
suggest that following Sappho‘s footsteps would lead not only to a literal death, but also a
figurative end to femininity. Someone who aspires to be like Sappho would inevitably be
‗unsexed,‘ as same sex desire, to Byron, is not desire at all.
He also lists Sappho in a passage attacking a number of classical writers from
Ovid to Virgil: ―I don‘t think Sappho‘s Ode a good example,/Although Longinus tells us
there is no hymn/ Where the sublime soars forth on wings more ample.‖ (Don Juan Canto
1). He seems to reject the notion that Sappho‘s ode is sublime; rather, as Yopie Prins
points out, her name ―had become synonymous with sentimental lyric and ‗women‘s
poetry,‘ where (in Byron‘s pun), ‗no hymn‘ is also ‗no him‘‖ (59).

28
Yet, for all his hostile declarations about and apostrophes to Sappho and the
female artist, Byron seems to truly recognize and admire Sappho‘s poetic skill. Even her
inclusion in the list of classical poets referred to above (and including Virgil) is, in many
ways, an instance of indirect praise. And Byron provides a greater appreciation of
―Sappho‘s Ode‖ later in Don Juan, where he expresses contradictory sentiments at odds
with his earlier ones:
The world was not for them, nor the world‘s art
For beings passionate as Sappho‘s song;
Love was born with them, in them, so intense,
It was their very spirit—not a sense. (Canto 4).
Sappho‘s passion and her song are here elevated as being otherworldly. Further evidence
of Byron‘s admiration for Sappho is seen in Don Juan Canto 3, where he emulates her
Fragment 104:
O Hesperus! Thou bringest all good things—
Home to the weary, to the hungry cheer,
To the young bird the parent‘s brooding wings,
The welcome stall to the o‘erlabour‘d steer;
Whate‘er of peace about our hearthstone clings,
Whate‘er our household gods protect of dear,
Are gather‘d round us by thy look of rest,
Thou bring‘st the child, too, to the mother‘s breast.
Byron, who had earlier warned us that imitating Sappho would lead to gender
ambiguities, denounces his own cautioning and sings her songs.
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In other poems, we find Byron positioning Sappho as a poetic foremother, one
whose figure he could look back on to answer questions about his own concerns about
poetic identity. In Canto II of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, he calls upon her figure to
address questions about the poetic afterlife (later in the century, we will find male poets
like Tennyson and Swinburne doing a similar thing.) He asks:
Dark Sappho! could not Verse immortal save
That breast imbued with such immortal fire?
Could she not live who life eternal gave?
If life eternal may await the lyre,
That only Heaven to which Earth‘s children may aspire (Childe Harold
Canto II)
Even Sappho, a poet who conferred immortality upon herself through her poetry,
supposedly leapt to her physical death. And this physical death—Sappho‘s suicide—is as
well-known as her poetry. If even Sappho‘s immortality is dubious, the speaker-poet
wonders at the fate of lesser poets like himself. At the same time, he understands that
tenuous as it may be, poetic fame is the only sort of immortality for which mortals may
hope. And despite Sappho‘s ultimate fate, the immortality of her verse, to Byron, is
undeniable.
To Byron, Sappho was an anomaly. Although he respected her work, that she was
a woman poet stood against everything he knew. Perhaps this is why we find in him a
frequent need to neuter her, to make her gender ambivalent. That Byron was
simultaneously inspired, overwhelmed, and repulsed by Sappho explains his almost
schizophrenic treatment of her in his works.
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Thus far, we looked at a few of the major Romantic writers and their complicated
responses to Sappho. Reactions to Sappho were much less complex among the minor
writers of the period. Among the minor male writers who overtly wrote about Sappho
during the period was Robert Southey. While he is largely unread today, Southey enjoyed
immense popularity during his own time. He was a prolific writer who attempted all
literary modes and genres, but his earliest and most lasting fame came from his poetry. In
fact, he was awarded the poet laureateship in 1813. His Sappho poem ―Sappho: A
Monodrama‖ was one of his earlier works, published in his 1793 collection Joan of Arc,
ballads, lyrics, and minor Poems.
For Southey, what seem to be of poetic importance are the legends of Sappho‘s
love and leap. Sappho‘s gender may have caused immense discomfort for someone like
Byron, who respected her poetry, but to Southey, it matters only insofar as it represents
stereotypically feminine features: emotional excess, jealousy, hysteria. In fact, Southey‘s
Sappho seems to embody all these characteristics. While Southey understands that
Sappho is a poet, he deems that aspect of her a mere technicality. Largely a conservative,
Southey seemed to have strongly held a view that it was impossible for a woman to be a
good writer. In fact, he is known to have written to a young Charlotte Bronte that
literature was not a suitable career for a woman. Sappho‘s gender, then, causes little
unease in Southey chiefly because, on principle (we cannot be sure as to whether Southey
had read any of Sappho‘s poems), he dismisses her work as a poet.
What Southey is concerned with, on the other hand, is Sappho‘s love for Phaon
and her suicide. He follows in the Ovidian tradition and sings her last song, a lamentation
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of unrequited love. Sappho, a pathetic sufferer of ―hopeless love,‖ prepares to leap from
the Leucadian cliffs so she may be killed or cured:
To die,--to be at rest,--oh, pleasant thought!
Perchance to leap and live; the soul all still,
And the wild tempest of the passions husht
In one deep calm; the heart, no more diseased
By the quick ague fits of hope and fear,
Quietly cold! (ll. 6-13)
As Southey‘s Sappho prepares to die, she angrily rejects Aphrodite, naming her ―an
ungrateful Goddess‖ (l.16), and utters a maddened curse against Phaon—―Oh haunt his
midnight dreams, black Nemesis!‖ (l. 35).
The moment of Sappho‘s death—the physical setting, her emotional state—is also
described with a passionate intensity:
Tremendous height!
Scarce to the brink will these rebellious limbs
Support me. Hark! How the rude deep below
Roars round the rugged base, as if it called
Its long-reluctant victim! I will come.
One leap, and all is over! The deep rest
Of Death, or tranquil Apathy‘s dead calm
Welcome alike to me. Away vain fears!
Phaon is cold, and why should Sappho live?
Phaon is cold, or with some fairer one—
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Thought worse than death! (ll. 55-65).
The natural marvel of the cliff-height, the raging ocean, and the very concept of a suicidal
leap all render the scene sublime. Southey‘s rhetoric itself—littered with exclamations
and extravagant diction—betrays his interest in the concept of the sublime. Yet, Southey
seems to treat Sappho not so much, as Longinus had, as a poet of the sublime, but rather
as a symbol of it. To him, the circumstances of her suicide (unrequited love; a leap into
the void from a lofty cliff) made her a sign of the sublime rather than a practitioner or
provider of it. In this, Southey is different from the other poets discussed. Whereas the
canonical Romantic poets simultaneously invoke and repudiate Sappho, Southey simply
repeats her fiction. For him, Sappho‘s legends are the whole story. Because he did not
view her as a poetic predecessor, or a notable poet at all, we do not find in him the
reservations we find in the other poets.

Sappho was a woman, she was a lover, and she was a poet. For the Romantic
male poet, these three features were often inextricable, yet irreconcilable. To a
contemporary critic, the stylistic and thematic connections between Sappho and the
Romantics are obvious. Nevertheless, the male Romantics‘ relationship to Sappho is
much less black and white. There were two Sapphos: one a lyrical genius, the epitome of
poetic prowess, the other, a wanton hysteric. Her figure was, at the same time, greatly
respected and greatly condemned. Made up almost entirely of contradictions, Sappho was
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a difficult figure to wield, evidently too difficult even for the Romantics, who often
idealized such paradox.
On the other hand, women writers of the time were everywhere singing Sappho‘s
song. Seeking acceptance in the male-dominated literary arena, the women poets looked
to a figure who was unequivocally considered a great poet—Sappho. They adopted her as
a literary precursor despite the scandal associated with her person, because her poetic
reputation nonetheless gave them artistic legitimacy. We turn now to Sappho‘s influence
on and reception by these women writers.
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III – Nineteenth Century Women Poets
The previous section discussed the male Romantics‘ complicated, perhaps even
surprising, responses to Sappho. In this section, I discuss the nineteenth century female
tradition of Sapphic representations, which runs parallel to, but distinct from, from the
male one. While we find a long line of women writers who used Sappho‘s figure to
construct female literary identities, this tradition reaches its peak in the nineteenth
century. The sheer number of Sapphic representations by female poets during this time
sheds light on the power of Sappho‘s story and its resonance with their own lives. This
section explores nineteenth century women poets‘ various constructions of Sappho, as
revealing both their personal needs and the larger cultural values of their time.
As is usual with intellectual and cultural history, a number of intersecting,
sometimes contradictory matters create the context in which the women poets under
discussion wrote. Of particular importance for our purposes is the nineteenth century
preoccupation with gender and the various, often competing notions about the ―proper‖
role of the woman. Gender discourses of the time period were dominated by a ―separatespheres‖ paradigm, which proposed that ―men and women occupy distinct social,
affective, and occupational realms…[such that] there is a public sphere inhabited by men
and a private sphere that is the domain of women (Davidson and Hatcher 7). For the most
part, economic trends of the time seemed to confirm this division: the rise of industry
demanded a separation of work-life from home-life, two domains which were intertwined
during earlier, more agrarian periods.
Women, who were the appointed keepers of the domestic arena, were given the
moral task of being good wives and mothers. Though published later in the century
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(1854), Coventry Patmore‘s poem, ―The Angel in the House,‖ describes outlines some of
the aesthetic, moral, and sexual duties nineteenth century women were expected to
complete. In an explicit glorification of domestic femininity, the poem depicts the ideal
woman as being meek, passive, and self-sacrificing. ―Man must be pleased,‖ Patmore‘s
poem attests, ―but him to please/ Is woman‘s pleasure‖ (ll. 1-2). In another influential
work addressing the ―nature‖ of womanhood, W.R. Greg defines the proper role of
women as ―completing, sweetening, and embellishing the existence of others‖ (436).
Simultaneously, and rather counterintuitively, there was also a large push for
female education. Strikingly, the (indirect) promotions of both female docility through
domestication and female independence through education were motivated by the same
economic reasons. The expanding economy and rising bourgeoisie meant that a large
proportion of the British population now had the capacity to educate their daughters. The
rising number of educated women in England was often cited as proof of ―England‘s
cultural superiority‖ (Jones 99). Meanwhile, both the extent and nature of women‘s
education were hotly debated. Female education was considered acceptable if and only if
it refined and enhanced the woman‘s performance within the domestic sphere. In other
words, the curriculum was not to include anything that would threaten or damage female
piety. Consequently, female education, even at the highest levels, remained tiers below
male education. Women learned English, French, and Italian and basic arithmetic. A
classical education was still exclusively reserved for men.
Partly because of a general rise in literate women, and partly in response to an
economically expanding literary market, the nineteenth century saw the first appearance
of the woman poet, the ―poetess,‖ as a self-professed artist (Leighton 2). This rise in
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literary women occurred in spite of, perhaps even as a means of challenging, the era‘s
assumptions about gender. Women‘s writing for a public audience was an incredibly
transgressive act in a culture that insisted that her greatest ambition should be to be a
paragon of wifehood and motherhood. Stepping into the public sphere in circulating their
work, these women were blurring the established separate-spheres distinction.
Even more shocking was women writing poetry. Poetic tradition, from Dante‘s
construction of Beatrice to Petrarch‘s depiction of Laura, had presented women as objects
of poetry; but, these women writers were not poetic subjects or muses, but makers of
poetry. Writing from within the contexts of such poetic traditions, these women poets, for
the most part, lacked poetic foremothers. When they looked back, they found silence, a
silence that engendered in them what Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar call an ―anxiety of
authorship‖—a fear that they, as women, could not write. All they found as they looked
back was Sappho, who, as the only woman listed in the pantheon of classical writers,
stood at the head of a female lyric tradition. Unsurprisingly she became a crucial figure in
the woman poet‘s search for a poetic mother who will authorize her voice. In order to
explore their own poetic ambitions, women poets looked to Sappho. We find a deliberate
identification with Sappho, enacted by a repeated resurrection and reconstruction of her
(mostly fictional) figure. Nineteenth century women poets use Sappho as a field within
which to explore and negotiate the position of the female artist.
As most women at the time did not possess a classical education, or more
specifically, Greek, what was accessible to them was the heterosexualized and
mythologized version of Sappho promulgated by 17th and 18th century English
translations. And these legends—Sappho‘s poetic fame, her unrequited love for Phaon,
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and her supposed incapacity to balance the two, which leads to her suicidal leap—seemed
to resonate with the woman poet‘s preoccupations. Variously situating themselves in
relation to Sappho and her leap, these writers addressed the female struggle between the
public and private, art and love, learning and innocence, and love and ambition. Sappho
was turned into a quintessential nineteenth century woman poet, to a point where the
titles ―Sappho‖ and ―Poetess‖ could be used interchangeably (Prins 174).
Sappho‘s story thus became a space within which to express the plight of having
to choose between being a poet and being a woman. It is a trope that unfolds, often in
surprising directions, as the century wears on. Starting with Mary Robinson‘s late 18th
century sonnet sequence, Sappho and Phaon, we see a proliferation of similar nineteenth
century Sapphos. By writing of and as Sappho, these poets were aligning themselves with
her literary tradition and establishing themselves as her poetic heirs. However, such a
positioning is not without complications. Sappho, the only available poetic predecessor,
was nevertheless an ambiguous model. Her figure had been associated with immorality
for centuries. Even though she was heterosexualized, her open expression of feminine
desire was incongruous with nineteenth century ideals of female modesty and chastity.
Thus, Sappho‘s figure seemed to deliver two distinct lessons: on the one hand, she was
an exemplary figure of poetic accomplishment, but on the other, she was a cautionary tale
of the consequences of active female passion.
Feminist literary critics like Angela Leighton, Virginia Blain, and Isobel
Armstrong have recognized Sappho‘s leap as being a recurring theme in nineteenth
century women‘s verse, a theme that conveys a simultaneous ―self-silencing‖ and ―selfexpression‖ (35-36). Likewise, Margaret Reynolds surveys a nineteenth century tradition
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of women poets who ―construct a self out of self-destruction‖ by singing Sappho‘s last
song (291). Lawrence Lipking, in his work Abandoned Women and Poetic Tradition
identifies—perhaps accurately, but rather simplistically—an apparent rise in Sappho‘s
―Death wish‖ in the appropriations of these women poets. I hope to expand on these
works in my own analyses of Sapphic imitations by poets like Mary Robinson, Felicia
Hemans, Letitia Elizabeth Landon, Caroline Norton, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and
Christina Rossetti. Specifically, I attempt to trace how the Sappho myth defines a
progress towards an affirmation of the female poetic self as the century wears on.

Mary Robinson, the first among many women poets who took on the Sappho
myth in her poetry, was not, in fact, a nineteenth century poet. However, her sonnet
sequence, Sappho and Phaon, provides a interesting starting point for examining the
ways her successors used the figure of Sappho to construct their own female poetic
identity.
Robinson was born in 1758, the third child of John and Hester Darby. When she
was seven years old, her father abandoned the family, leaving them in unstable financial
conditions for the rest of Robinson‘s childhood and adolescence. Robinson was a
precocious child who loved to read and write, and attended several schools before
deciding upon an acting career. She was courted by her soon-to-be husband Thomas
Robinson, around the same time, and the couple wed in 1774. It was only after the
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wedding that she realized her husband had no fortune of his own and was deeply in debt.
The couple spent several months of their early marriage in debtor‘s prison.
Robinson turned to the stage in desperation. In 1779, she played the role of
Perdita in A Winter’s Tale and caught the attention of the future King George IV. After a
brief courtship, Robinson agreed to become the Prince‘s mistress. Though the affair only
lasted a year, Robinson‘s reputation was permanently damaged by it, and she was unable
to return to acting. She then resorted to writing as a means of supporting herself and her
daughter. Though she had some success as a writer, she would struggle to make ends
meet for her entire life.
Robinson‘s configuration of Sappho in her 1796 work, Sappho and Phaon, treats
the heterosexual myth of Sappho‘s love and leap. A collection of forty-four Petrarchan
sonnets that take Sappho as the speaker, the work traces her budding passion for Phaon,
his abandonment of her, and her suicidal leap. However, perhaps even more important
than the verses is the prefatory material that frames the work. In her preface, Robinson
offers an explanation of her ―legitimate‖ or Petrarchan sonnet. Though she qualifies that
hers in a poor attempt at writing these sonnets, in her self-alignment with Petrarch, she is,
on one hand, legitimizing her work.
On the other hand, her adoption of the Petrarchan mode to ventriquolize the
scandalous figure of Sappho, places her in a volatile position that perhaps supplements
her existing notoriety. In an equally transgressive move, Robinson insists on the feminine
authority of her poetic voice, despite having positioned herself as Petrarch‘s heir. She
concludes with a tribute to her ―illustrious countrywomen…who persevere in the paths of
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literature, and ennoble themselves by the unperishable lustre of MENTAL PREEMINENCE‖ (16).
The themes of female reason and literary capacities are taken up in the sonnets
themselves. The first in the series, ―Sonnet Introductory‖ presents poets as ―favour‘d by
heav‘n‘ since poetry possesses ―godlike pow‘rs‖ (Sonnet I, ll. 9, 14). From the beginning,
then, Sappho and Robinson, both poets, are situated in a favorable place. Despite this
emphasis on reason and ―mental pre-eminence,‖ the sonnet sequence sits within the cult
of Sensibility, a purportedly ―feminine‖ literary mode that centered on feeling. The main
focus of the series is Sappho‘s excess of feeling, and her inability to resist her passion. In
fact, Robinson positions Reason and Passion are opposing forces: art, it is claimed, is a
product of reason, and love, the result of passion. Thus originating from two opposing
forces, art and love are also mutually exclusive. As expected, then, when Sappho looks
upon Phaon, her art abandons her: ―Mute, on the ground, my Lyre neglected lies,/ The
Muse forgot, and lost the melting lays‖ (Sonnet IV, ll. 5-6). Sappho, we find, is acutely
aware of her strokes of passion and their consequences. Often, she deliberately invokes
Reason to ―check the wayward wand‘rings of [her] mind‖ (Sonnet VII, l.4). Nevertheless,
her passion ultimately wins, leading her to conclude that ―Vain is the poet‘s theme, the
sculptor‘s art;/ No more the Lyre its magic can impart‖ (Sonnet VIII, ll. 6-7). Despite
Sappho‘s accomplishments as a poet, it seems she, too, falls victim to excessive
incapacitating emotion.
By Sonnets XXII and XXIII, the abandonment is clear; Phaon had left for
―Aetna‘s scorching sands‖ (Sonnet XXIII, l.1). Sappho decides to follow him, resolving
that she will find ―[her] Lover, or [her] Grave‖ (Sonnet XXX, l. 14). Love and death,
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under Robinson‘s construction, are wholly related: they are presented in a dichotomy, in
which the absence of love inevitably leads to death. So, on the one hand, art and love are
incompatable and cannot coexist; but, even when there is no love, art cannot exist as all
that remains is death.
This irresolvable conflict leaves Sappho with no alternative but to leap. In Sonnet
XLIII, Robinson positions Sappho upon the familiar cliff, ready to jump into the abyss.
Before she leaps, Sappho ponders life after death; she wonders whether posterity will
remember. Robinson‘s Sappho is ultimately confident that ―all of Sappho [will] perish,
but her name!‖ (Sonnet XLII, l. 8). Instead of killing her, if the leap cures her (leaping
from Leukadian cliffs was reputed to cure excessive passion or kill the offender), Sappho
vows to dedicate her life to poetry:
Yet, if the Fates suspend their barb‘rous ire,
If days less mournful, Heav‘n designs for me!
If rocks grow kind, and winds and waves conspire,
To bear me softly on the swelling sea;
To Phoebus only will I tune my Lure,
―What suits with Sappho, Phoebus suits with thee‖ (ll. 9-14).
Although Sappho, rejected in love, earlier rejected poetry in return, this sonnet seems to
suggest that she is hopeful for a future where she could have it all.
The last poem of the sequence, Sonnet XLIV, reiterates this notion. It is the single
verse in the sequence that does not take Sappho as its speaker. The poem is instead an
apostrophe to Sappho. Though the rest of the work had emphasized the Phaon love affair,
this poem dismisses it as a ―capricious Fancy‖ (l.3). Sappho, ostensibly defeated in life, is
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nevertheless said to rest ―with folded arms and head inclin‘d‖ (l.5). The poem ends with
praises to Sappho, in which she is described as a ―sky-born VIRTUE…the brightest
planet of th‘ETERNAL SPHERE‖ (l.9, 14). This intimation of immortality in the final
sonnet is Robinson‘s way of encouraging fellow women poets to write despite the lack of
immediate recognition. Robinson‘s version of Sappho suggests that although the woman
poet may not reconcile love and poetic fame in earthly life, she will be remembered in
her afterlife. This version of Sappho seems to forecast a future where art and love,
presently mutually exclusive, could coexist. And in writing of and as Sappho, Robinson
positions herself as a precursor to this future generation of women poets for whom love
and fame could both be possible.

Although Mary Robinson‘s hopes for the future woman writer—the possibility of
love and fame—are not actualized till decades later, she herself would become a
formative influence on a large number of female poets who follow. Felicia Hemans, an
important literary heir, was born in 1793, seven years before Robinson‘s death. She
published her first volume of poetry in 1808, and used the earnings from it to repay the
costs of her education. In 1812, she married Captain Alfred Hemans, but he abandoned
her in 1818 while she was pregnant with their fifth child. Hemans had been writing
before and during her marriage, and Susan Wolfson suggests that Captain Hemans‘
departure had everything to do with her rising fame (ostensibly, it was a separation

43
caused by his ill health). After her husband‘s abandonment, Hemans became the sole
provider for her family, and was left with no choice but to write prolifically for money.
Fortunately, Hemans enjoyed incredible commercial success: she was popular
both as an individual and as a writer. Between Byron‘s death in 1824 and the publishing
of Tennyson‘s In Memoriam in 1849, she was the most successful poet in Britain (Cronin
209). Nevertheless, she was dismissed as saccharine and her writing faded into obscurity
for a long period after her own time. She was not included in the literary canon until after
Marlon B. Ross‘s 1989 work, The Contours of Masculine Desire: Romanticism and the
Rise of Women’s Poetry. Since then, a considerable number of critics have recognized
Hemans‘s significance, in spite of and at times because of her sentimentality and her
steadfast endorsement of feminine domesticity. For what we find in Hemans—
chronologically a Romantic poet—are distinctly Victorian concerns about gender. The
Victorians emphasized an ideology of the home as a place of tranquility and obedience.
Women, who stood at the heart of the domestic space, were seen as the ―weaker sex,‖
despite their supposed ―moral superiority.‖ In the passage below, we find John Ruskin, a
vastly influential Victorian critic and aesthetician, outlining these gender differences:
The man‘s power is active, progressive, defensive. He is eminently the
doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender. His intellect is for
speculation, and invention; his energy for adventure, for war, for
conquest…But the woman‘s power is for rule, not for battle—and her
intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet ordering,
arrangement, and decision…She must be enduringly, incorruptibly good;
instinctively, infallibly wise—wise, not for self-development, but for self-
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renunciation: wise, not that she may set herself above her husband, but
that she may never fail from his side (53).
Hemans‘s poetry, contemporary scholars have noted, celebrates the ideals delineated by
Ruskin. Stuart Curran, for instance, identifies Hemans as ―the creator and enforcer of
ideological control masking itself as praise for feminine instinct and female duty‖ (190).
Hemans, it appeared, ―constructed her self and poetry as the icon of female domesticity‖
(Mellor 123).
Nineteenth century England was beginning to solidify its sense of moral and
economic strength, the ―moral‖ aspect of which seemed to lie in the hands of women.
Hemans took this role seriously. She was careful to create literature that met the moral
expectations of her sex. She avoided the negative consequences of female literary fame
by confining her poetic subjects to the domestic sphere, a strategy that helped her mask
the fact that she had certainly stepped out of it herself. In addition, she maintained all
appearances of a proper, married woman; despite her husband‘s desertion, she always
published under her married name, ―Mrs. Hemans.‖
Though fastidious in her self-positioning, Hemans was not entirely accepting of
her era‘s gender ideology. In several of her poems, particularly in the collection Records
of Women, we find her exploring ways in which domestic ideals can fail to fulfill
women‘s needs and desires. The volume contained a series of lyrics, each celebrating an
array of women, both famous and unknown. The unifying theme in the volume is
women‘s inability to have it all. In her poetry, Hemans consistently arrives at the same
conclusion about her sex: experience, fame, poetic genius, are all incompatible with a
woman‘s domestic happiness. Her personal life, particularly her husband‘s abandonment,
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seemed to have confirmed this idea. And like Mary Robinson before her, Hemans turns to
Sappho to address this issue.
Published in 1831, Hemans‘ Sappho representation ―The Last Song of Sappho‖
depicts the poet on the cliff-edge, singing her swan song. Sappho addresses the ―dark,
unslumbering sea,‖ looking for solace (l.1). Standing alone facing the ocean, Hemans‘
Sappho reminds us of the alienated, conflicted, Romantic poet-figure. However, unlike
the Romantic poet who turns to verse to reconcile problems, Sappho turns away from it.
Her lyre lies broken, and she makes no effort to pick it up; she declaires, ―Let [it] lie
silent at my feet!‖ (l. 21). Her song—and the poetic fame that accompanies it—are
worthless if she cannot have love: ―The laurel wreath is mine--/--With a lone heart, a
weary frame‖ (ll. 26-27).
Yet, the poem is not entirely about the plights of romantic love. The alienation
Sappho feels only partly stems from unrequited love. Sappho also seems to be longing for
communication and empathy, particularly from her audience. Sappho is pointing to a
disconnection from her audience when she describes the laurel wreath‘s failure to bring
her happiness. Thus, Sappho—or any woman poet for that matter—seems to suffer a
double heartbreak: one in love and the other in establishing a connection with her
audience. When these relationships—with a beloved, with the audience—fail, the woman
poet is left with no choice but to leap.
And Hemans‘s Sappho does leap. In a moment of high drama, the final stanza
describes her fall: ―I, with this winged nature fraught,/ These visions wildly free,/ This
boundless love, this fiery thought--/--Along I come—oh! Give me peace, dark sea!‖ (ll.
41-44). Sappho‘s leap, as described by Hemans, is a moment of ecstatic intensity and
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sublimity. Resembling a bird preparing for flight, Sappho seems most alive as she is
jumping to her death.
Ostensibly, Heman‘s Sappho seems to be arguing that poetry cannot be a selfactualizing line of work for women. She seems to perpetuate the notion that love is the
only fulfilling work for a woman to do, and when this love is not reciprocated, there is no
choice but death. Hemans, like Robinson earlier, seems to be setting up a love or fame
binary where love is privileged. Yet, the poem demonstrates a keen understanding of the
struggles of the (ungendered) poet, among which are the uncertainties about afterlife and
estrangement from the audience. And, almost paradoxically, Hemans‘s Sappho is
creating poetry about the loss of poetry. Hemans thus subverts her own outward message
that poetry is an inappropriate profession for a woman.
Though social acceptance rendered Hemans incapable of offering an explicit
critique of her culture, her fictionalization of Sappho is a subtle interrogation of the social
practices that leave women to make the impossible choice between art and love. She sets
up a poetic model, in which she simultaneously challenges and submits to the boundaries
assigned to the female poet, a poetic model that allows her concerns to be heard without
inviting censorship. And her Sappho is equally important because she throws into the
forefront the high cost of intellectual and literary experience to women, a motif that
would later become crucial to Victorian women‘s verse (Leighton 23).
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Letitia Elizabeth Landon was a poet who had read and been influenced by
Hemans. She is also one of the poets most often associated with Hemans in criticism,
most likely because of the contrast between them. Hemans‘s cautious management of her
public image was decidedly different from Landon‘s open and often unpleasant
relationship with the public arena. If Hemans was the exemplar of Victorian domesticity
and piety, Landon was a model of sexual and moral transgression. As Virginia Blain
notes, ―moral reverence [was] characteristic of most…Victorian critics of Hemans, while
an uneasy mix of admiration and denigration remained characteristic of Landon critics‖
(32).
Born in 1802, Landon was the daughter of an army agent who lost most of his
wealth when she was very young. The family‘s financial conditions created a need for her
to write for money. She began publishing at the age of sixteen, but real fame came when
she was 22 with the publication of her long poem, The Improvisatrice. She retained
immense popularity thereafter.
Unlike Hemans, Landon had no intention of remaining confined to domesticity.
She moved out of her parents‘ home, renting a room in a London where she wrote most
of her poetry. Malicious rumors of impropriety circulated after her relocation. Although
Landon denied them all, claiming that ―envy, malice, and all uncharitableness…are the
fruits of a successful literary career for a woman,‖ her reputation remained enshrouded in
scandal (qtd. in Prins 40). Landon married Captain George McLean in 1838 and moved
with him to West Africa where he was stationed. Soon thereafter, she was found dead
with a bottle of prussic acid in her hand. The mysterious circumstances surrounding her

48
death led to speculations of suicide and foul play. Consequently, the scandal surrounding
her name only increased with her death.
Both Landon‘s life and death seemed to parallel those of the fictional Sappho. In
the words of Angela Leighton, she ―disturbingly and quite shockingly reinforced the
conclusions of the Sappho…myth: the fruits of a successful literary career for a woman
are, ultimately, death‖ (57). The notion of the woman poet as a ―heroic but doomed
Sappho‖—an idea passed down from Robinson and Hemans—becomes realized in
Landon. She becomes a cautionary tale, suggesting to posterity that being a woman poet
is dangerous.
In addition to seemingly having lived out the Sappho myth, Landon—like her
predecessors—used the figure of Sappho to explore the predicament of the woman writer.
Her most significant Sapphic work, ―Sappho‘s Song,‖ appears in her verse collection,
The Improvisatrice, which strings together a series of stories about long-suffering women
betrayed in love. The whole is improvised by an Italian woman poet, the improvisatrice,
who inevitably suffers the same fate as her heroines; despite her fame and poetic success,
she is rejected by her beloved Lorenzo.
Landon, like Robinson and Hemans, focuses on the love vs. art dichotomy in her
work. A central figure for dealing with this opposition, Sappho is the first to relay her
story in the collection. In the monologue, ―Sappho‘s Song,‖ Sappho repeats the suicide
myth. The poem begins with an invocation to her lute, the instrument of her art:
Farewell, my lute!—and would that I
Had never waked thy burning chords!
Poison has been upon thy sigh,
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And fever has breathed in thy words (ll. 1-4).
Once again, we find Sappho walking away from her artistic abilities, while in the act of
exercising it. Passion, the impetus for Sappho‘s suicide, is considered poisonous. Like
Hemans‘ version, Landon‘s Sappho reiterates the idea that art and love are incompatible.
Landon‘s Sappho, however, does not blame her artistic abilities for her failures in
love. ―I should have been the wretch I am,‖ she declares, even if she had never created
poetry (l. 7). The causality is thus reversed: love and the beloved are paralyzing agents
for literary creation, but artistic ability has little effect on the pains of love. The
imbalance in the love-art pairing is confirmed as the speaker states: ―It was not song that
taught me love,/ But it was love that taught me song‖ (ll. 11-12). As such, it seems
inevitable that she must lose her song as she loses love.
Unlike Hemans, who attempts to deliver the moral that women should never try to
be poets, Landon does not try to be didactic. Her Sappho seems to suggest that despite
appearances, there is no conflict between love and fame. Unhappiness is not a product of
artistic ability, but a natural side-effect of being a woman in love. While Hemans‘s
Sappho was unhappy because of a general alienation from everything she cared about
(Phaon, her audience), Landon‘s blames ―the faithless one‖ for her suffering.
Nevertheless, we cannot help but feel that the infidel beloved is just a prop. After
a brief reference, he is dismissed as Sappho returns to the performance of her own death.
Sappho‘s narcissistic obsession with her ―glorious grave‖ points to other interests, a selfconscious concern about poetic afterlife, perhaps. And we recognize that Sappho‘s
proclamations that she can no longer sing are suspect—her ―last song‖ demonstrates
inspiration and intensity that speak to the contrary.
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Another poet who raises similar questions about the female poetic identity using
the figure of Sappho is Caroline Norton. Norton was born in 1808, one of seven children
of Thomas and Caroline Sheridan. After the death of her father, her mother turned to
fiction writing to provide for her family. Despite the family‘s financial struggles, they
were surrounded by an elite circle of friends, and Norton became sort of a star among this
crowd. In 1827, at the age of nineteen, she married George Norton after yielding to
family pressure. She regretted the marriage immediately, discovering that her husband
was a coarse, violent, and selfish man. He was unsupportive of her literary career, even
setting some of her writing on fire. The couple separated soon thereafter.
Despite the separation, Norton remained—in appearances, at least—the epitome
of beauty and wit. However, in 1836, her estranged husband filed a lawsuit accusing
Norton of adultery with her patron and then home secretary, Lord Melbourne. Though the
case was thrown out by the courts, the scandal caused irreparable damage to her
reputation. Immediately following, Norton fell victim to numerous journalistic taunts.
The most intolerable thing for Norton, however, was not the attacks on her
integrity. George Norton had custody of their children and refused to let her see them.
Outraged that her husband could legally keep her from her children, Norton set out to
change the law. She wrote several political pamphlets and sought support from her
various acquaintances. Because of her efforts, the Infants Custody Bill (1839) and the
Marriage and Divorce Act of 1857 were passed.
Although Norton is now best known for her efforts as a political activist, she was
also a writer during her time. And like all the other female poets who turned to Sappho,
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she too returned to the image of the suffering poet in her work. Her Sappho poem ―The
Picture of Sappho,‖ takes for its subject the familiar tale of the woman poet dying for
love. Unlike the poems of Robinson, Hemans, and Landon, Norton‘s work does not take
Sappho as its speaker. As the title indicates, Norton writes about a painting of Sappho.
The addressee is not Sappho, then, but a representation of Sappho. And Norton‘s poem
becomes a copy of a copy of Sappho, a reminder that Sappho is constantly being
constructed and reconstructed.
The first stanza of the poem recognizes the artistic tendency to fictionalize
Sappho. She notes that Sappho has frequently been the subject of art and literature, of
―Sculptor‘s art and Poet‘s story‖ (l.3). The next few lines illustrate Norton‘s skepticism
about the received biography of Sappho:
Yet, was it History‘s truth,
That tale of wasted youth,
Of endless grief, and Love forsaken pining?
What wert thou, thou whose woe
The old traditions show
With Fame‘s cold light around thee vainly shining? (ll. 7-12)
Rather than repeating the inherited versions, Norton seems to be challenging these ―old
traditions‖ and ―history‘s truth‖ (l. 11, 7).
The pattern of interrogation continues for the next several stanzas. The speaker
wonders, ―Didst thou [Sappho]…indeed sit there/In languid lone despair;‖ ―Didst
thou…yearn for his presence; ―Didst thou…from the Leucadian leap, dash.‖ These
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questions set the reader up to expect a rewriting of Sappho‘s story. It appears as though
Norton will provide her own, exonerating version of Sappho‘s tale.
However, in the eighth stanza, the poem ceases questioning and breaks out into
affirmation, one that sanctions the Sapphic tradition she had earlier outlined. Norton
admits that Sappho had been a great poet, but ―vain [was] all the praise song could
inspire‖ (l. 51). Her poetic achievement was not enough because ―Fame, to [her] breaking
heart/ No comfort could impart‖ (ll. 55-56). At the end of the sequence of queries, the
speaker seems to accept the established Phaon myth.
At the end of the poem, Norton comes to her own conclusions as to why Sappho
was doomed to a miserable fate. ―One grief and one alone,‖ she asserts, ―Could bow thy
bright head down--/Thou wert a WOMAN, and wert left despairing‖ (ll. 58-60). Sappho‘s
passion for Phaon, all of a sudden, is out of the picture. It was not unfulfilled love that
brought Sappho her fate. Her doomed destiny was predetermined by her gender. The
events in Norton‘s personal life partly explain such a viewpoint. Her ties to a violent
husband, her inability to see her children, the unwarranted rumors, all might have
reinforced a sense of fatalism and helplessness in her. Even more so than the previously
discussed woman poets, Norton seems to epitomize her construction of Sappho:
inevitably condemned because of her gender, her fate repeatedly being written by others.

As the nineteenth century progressed, Sappho‘s identification with the poetess
grew increasingly stronger. This meant that women writers who did not wish to be
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associated with the mode of Sensibility were often uncomfortable with the Grecian poet.
Her leap and legacy were threatening. Women who were associated with Sappho—
women like Landon—were often considered to be cautionary tales. As we step further
into the Victorian era, we find a deliberate avoidance of the Sapphic figure by certain
women poets. These strategic evasions of the Sappho trope can also be enlightening as to
the era‘s attitudes towards the poetess figure and towards Sappho.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning was one of the women poets who remained
comparatively silent on the subject of Sappho. Unlike her predecessors, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning had Greek and did not have to rely on translations to read Sappho‘s fragments.
Early in her career, she even translated one of them. However, that Browning consciously
steered clear from associations with her poetic ancestress as her own literary career was
taking hold is telling.
From an early age, Browning wanted to be different from the other women writers
of her time. In a semi-autobiographical prose fragment, she writes of 10 year old Beth,
who had ambitions to be as great a poet as Homer (not Sappho): ―She could abide their
[women‘s] littleness called delicacies, their pretty headaches, & soft mincing voices, their
nerves and affectations…One word Beth hated in her soul…was ‗feminine‘‖ (361). Her
desire to diverge from the cult of Sensibility is evident early on.
Browning‘s personal life was also very different from those of the other women
poets I have discussed. Browning was encouraged from a young age to write by her
family and friend circles. Unlike Hemans and Landon, she had the economic and social
freedom to pursue poetry as a vocation and not an occupation. That she was not
financially pressured into creating a particular sort of work meant that Browning could
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break away from the Victorian female traditions of sentimentality and emotionalism.
Refusing to use gender or a broken heart as excuses for self-performance, Browning
gives her female poet a role in society. As Leighton astutely notes, ―whereas Hemans and
L.E.L [Landon] turn love, whether lost or found, into the only rationale for any relation
between the sexes, Barrett Browning explores, in its place, power, prejudice, and
deception‖ (Leighton 82).
Although arguing from absences has its limits, it seems that Browning finds
Sappho an inadequate figure through which to investigate gender relations and the role of
the woman poet. Therefore, she creates her own female literary archetypes in works like
Aurora Leigh. As the nineteenth century Sappho died of broken hearts mid-life and midcareer, Browning‘s Aurora dies in old age after having lived a full life.

Like Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti, too, was dissatisfied with
what her predecessors‘ Sappho representations had concluded about the woman poet.
However, unlike Browning who ignores the Sappho figure altogether, Rossetti does not
dismiss the poet. She recognizes Sappho to be an important cultural and literary figure
and in a fashion typical of her, decides to take up and refine the subjects of her
predecessors. Her Sappho representations, we find, are a simultaneous invocation and
mockery of the poetess. Rossetti participates in, and at the same time, pokes fun at the
tradition of women poets singing Sappho‘s last song.
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Rossetti was born in 1830, a generation after Barrett Browning and two
generations after Hemans and Landon. Born into an artistic family—her brothers were
the Pre-Raphaelites William Michael and Dante Gabriel Rossetti—she was encouraged to
pursue her intellectual interests early. During childhood, she was precocious and lively.
At some point during her teenage years, however, she seems to have suffered a condition
that affected a number of Victorian teenage girls, a condition often labeled ―religious
mania.‖ Leighton describes it as a ―combination of real physical weakness, emotional
melancholy and religious obsession [which] produced a version of…invalidism‖ (121).
From this, she emerged withdrawn, shy and self-abnegating, qualities that are so
characteristic of her poetry. She would remain a devout Anglican for the rest of her life.
Ill health and a general introversion meant that she remained within the confines
of her family home for most of her life. In many ways, her poetic reputation also rested
on this image of a melancholy recluse (Leighton 118). Rossetti perpetuated this persona
in her poetry: her language is filled with liminal spaces and intense ambiguity, and her
poetic scenes often hint at despair, estrangement and an approaching death.
These literary qualities are also evident in her Sappho poems. Rossetti wrote two
Sappho poems, both unpublished during her lifetime. The first, entitled ―Sappho,‖ was
written when Rossetti was 15 and is reproduced in its entirety below:
I sigh at day-dawn, and I sigh
When the dull day is passing by,
I sigh at evening, and again
I sigh when night brings sleep to men.
Oh! It were better far to die

56
Than thus for ever mourn and sigh,
And in death's dreamless sleep to be
Unconscious that none weep for me;
Eased from my weight of heaviness,
Forgetful of forgetfulness,
Resting from pain and care and sorrow
Thro' the long night that knows no morrow;
Living unloved, to die unknown,
Unwept, untended and alone.
Like the versions of Sappho before hers, the poem takes a death-bound Sappho as its
speaker. World-weary, Rossetti‘s Sappho proclaims: ―it were far better to die/ Than thus
for ever mourn and sigh‖ (ll. 5-6). Ostensibly sitting squarely within the sentimental
tradition of Hemans and Landon, this Sappho yearns for solace in death.
The frequent sighs and a shameless display of heartbreak make the poem seem, at
first blush, yet another performance of suffering. Nevertheless, what we find in the poem
is a deliberate aloofness. Rossetti‘s Sappho may sigh, but she is free of tears; her longing
for ―death‘s dreamless sleep‖ is not emotional, but eerily detached (l.7). Even the
bitterness of the last couplet is muted in comparison to the showy suffering of Hemans‘
version or the noisy resentment of Landon‘s.
Earlier versions depicted Sappho in a passion-induced abandon. As these Sapphos
prepared for their leap, the rest of the world became insignificant. Quite to the contrary,
Rossetti‘s Sappho is acutely aware of how the society around sees her; she is conscious
that ―none weep for [her]‖ (l.8). What Rossetti‘s Sappho desires in death, then, is
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oblivion, not so much from the pangs of unrequited love, but from a general alienation
and monotony. Importantly, unlike previous Sapphos, Rossetti‘s version is not transfixed
on top of a cliff. She seems some ways away from her physical death. Nevertheless, this
Sappho seems, in many ways, already dead. Hers is an experience of numbness that
reduces rather than intensifies: her feelings, her physicality, everything is understated.
Stuck in a state of emotional paralysis, this Sappho seems to be singing posthumously.
Speaking from a post-death, rather than a death-bound, state, Rossetti‘s Sappho is thus
able to center in on the largely barren state of mind of the woman poet. The repeated
prefix un- (unconscious, unloved, unknown, unwept, untended) calls further attention to
this emptiness, a widening negative space. Even as she sings, Rossetti‘s Sappho thus
seems to wane from existence.
Rossetti‘s poem is a revision and inversion of earlier versions of Sappho. Whereas
Hemans and Landon find legitimacy and voice in Sappho, Rossetti adopts the poetic
predecessor to ironically highlight her inability to speak. This model seems to offer a
different message than earlier poets. Dead or alive, the woman poet seems to be
performing a meaningless act. One after another, they leap to their death, but even their
suicide attempts are redundant, as they are already ―unloved and unknown‖ in life (l.13).
Two years later, Rossetti wrote her second Sappho poem, ―What Sappho would
have said had her leap cured instead of killing her.‖ The title betrays Rossetti‘s unease
with the model the conventional Sappho offers. Poking fun at the obsessive death-wish of
earlier Sappho versions, Rossetti refuses to passively accept death as the only outcome of
the leap.
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Like her previously discussed Sappho representation, this poem also places
Sappho away from the cliffs, this time because she speaks from a post-leap afterlife.
Following her leap, Sappho wakes up in an atmosphere of serenity:
I walk down by the river side
Where the low willows touch the stream;
Beneath the ripple and sun-gleam
The slippery cold fishes glide,
Where flags and reeds and rushes lave
Their roots in the unsullied wave (ll. 19-24).
The landscape is limpid and clear, unlike the grey dullness in the setting of the previous
poem. This Sappho seems to have found the rest and forgetfulness the speaker of the
earlier poem so desired: ―Methinks this is a drowsy place:/ Disturb me not; I fain would
sleep‖ (ll. 25-26). Unlike her predecessors, for whom Sappho‘s death scene was a
location for expressing the most authentic of emotions, Rossetti uses the poet as a means
of challenging the emotionalism expected in women‘s poetry.
And Sappho‘s ―cure‖ is precisely a displacement from this sort of feeling. In
Rossetti‘s view, Sappho did not need to be rescued from heartbreak over unrequited love;
she needed to be cured from the sentimentality that drove her to Phaon in the first place.
Consequently, what is evident in this newly-cured Sappho is a striking coolness, a severe
calm. Once she is undistracted by passion, Sappho understands that she cannot ―shrink
from [her] self-purchased part,‖ her poetry (l.58). In an environment of minimal feeling
and casual oblivion, Sappho is once again able to create art. Though Rossetti‘s Sappho is
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jaded rather than excessively emotional, her voice muffled rather than blaring, she is,
nevertheless, a poet.
Rossetti seems painfully aware of her difficult position as a woman poet, but
refuses to express self-pity the way her predecessors had. Rather, she opts for cool
lyricism and subtle humor. When she chooses to write about Sappho, it is not to
announce her plights as a woman poet or to articulate the pains of romantic love. She
borrows the Sappho trope only to question the Victorian concept that women‘s poetry
must convey authentic, if not excessive, feeling. In her Sappho poems, she therefore
satirizes the entire enterprise of women‘s poetry headed by Sappho. Positioning herself
away from the tradition of Sensibility, Rossetti constructs a Sappho who is most affective
and most successful in her cold indifference.

Throughout the nineteenth century, we find women poets working out questions
surrounding poetic identity and love. Each of the writers examined in this section used
Sappho, the Western poetic Eve, the archetypical woman poet—for her own ends. The
earlier Sappho poems of Robinson, Hemans, and Landon struggle with reconciling public
fame and private happiness, to finally find repose at the end of the cliff-edge. As the
century wears on, we find poets like Norton beginning to challenge the conventional
assumptions about Sappho and her suicide. Later still, we find Barrett Browning and
Christina Rossetti steer away from the model offered by the Sappho-myth, demonstrating
a somewhat ambivalent relationship with this poetic mother. Rossetti, for instance, does
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not simply copy and repeat existing tradition, but instead writes her own revisions to the
myth. The later Victorian women poets‘ skepticism towards the Sappho model—a
paradigm of doomed female talent—that as the century progressed, women poets were
writing with increasing authority and certainty. They were increasingly unwilling to
accept romantic love as the only fulfilling work for gifted women, and therefore hesitant
to yield to a prototype that perpetuated that notion. As we move towards the fin-de-siècle,
we will start to find women who entirely remold Sappho‘s story to emphasize her
empowering example as a successful woman poet and not on the questionable tales of her
pathetic suicide.
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IV - Victorian Male Poets

The women poets of the Victorian era, as we saw in the previous section, assumed
Sappho‘s voice to legitimize their own. In a sort of poetic rite of passage, they fused their
own identities with Sappho‘s, creating and recreating Sapphic fictions for their own ends.
At the same time, male Victorian poets were also writing their versions of Sappho,
versions decidedly different from those of their female counterparts. Like their Romantic
male precursors, many of the Victorian male poets found Sappho, the original woman
poet, a desirable and threatening figure. The Sapphic representations by these poets are
responses to this simultaneous attraction and fear. At times, we find that the male
motivation behind adopting the figure of Sappho is to contain her transgressive,
dangerous and specifically female voice. Other times, we see an empowering, yet
problematic, identification with Sappho. The male poet adopts Sappho not to silence her,
but to express his own personal desires through her voice. Involving what Joan DeJean
calls a ―poetic doubling,‖ these configurations empower Sappho‘s poetic voice while
allowing the male poet a location for unrestrained emotional expressivity (23). In this
section, I examine in detail several Sapphic representations as they reveal the male
writers‘ attitudes towards not just Sappho, but also female desire, and the expression of
such desire through poetry.
Chronologically, Victorian literature is that produced during the long reign of
Queen Victoria, from 1837-1901. The period is situated between Romanticism and
Modernism, between ―two kinds of excitement, in which it appears not to participate‖
(Armstrong 1). While it lacks the revolutionary fervor of the preceding and following
periods, Victorian literature is distinguishable by its emphasis on social responsibility and
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everyday life. Such a vision of literature as a public phenomena rather than a distinctly
individual activity in the vein of Romanticism occurred in tandem with changes in
lifestyle. The Industrial Revolution and the advent of the railway system precipitated the
first era of mass media. There was an explosion of print culture—literature could now
reach a far wider audience than ever before.
Therefore, literature began to be seen as an instrument for societal purposes; the
writer was, then, not just a person of letters, but an educator, a politician, and a social
worker. This Victorian view that the writer‘s primary responsibility was to address daily
concerns of the public was particularly problematic for poets. In many ways a purely
aesthetic activity, writing poetry appeared different in kind from social or economic
activity. On the one hand, poets needed a degree of separation from society in order to
exercise creative freedom. But, on the other, distancing themselves from everyday life
made them bad social beings. What permeates Victorian poetry, then, is a tension
between creative impulse and societal acceptance. We frequently find the Victorian poet
in a position where he must negotiate the relative claims of self and art and self and
society.
And like writers of preceding eras, these Victorian poets also found the figure of
Sappho a useful screen on which to project their own insecurities and concerns. To the
Victorian male poet, Sappho seemed an embodiment of their own tensions. She was—
during their historical moment and her own—both a public figure and a creator of
intensely personal lyrics. Adopting her voice and her text, Victorian poets entered into
culturally important conversations about gender, sexuality, and authorship.
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Though both male and female poets looked to the figure of Sappho as a space to
work out their literary and personal concerns, the male Victorian fictions of Sappho are
of a different order than the representations by women poets. To begin, the male poets
were endowed with a classical education that most women were not fortunate enough to
obtain. That they possessed Greek meant that they could return to Sappho‘s corpus, rather
than legends, for inspiration. This is not to say that the tradition of Sappho‘s legends did
not endure well into the nineteenth century. Convention is difficult to break, especially if
it one that had been passed down for generations. Even as some Victorian writers
reclaimed Sappho from the Leucadian cliffs, others continued to tell that tale with a
deeper conviction.
What we find during this period, then, is, simultaneously, a continuation and
perpetuation of the Ovidian Sapphic tradition, total ruptures from it, and everything in
between. Such a wide range of Victorian male Sapphic fictions may be due, in part, to the
inherently problematic transvestitism entailed in male appropriations of Sappho. For the
female Victorians, identification with Sappho was expected and natural. The logical
result of these Sapphic configurations was some degree of poetic legitimacy. To the
contrary, when a male poet chooses to speak in Sappho‘s voice, he declines his own
poetic authority as a male, and risks the neglect and censorship generally faced by
women writers. When a male poet adopts Sappho‘s voice—whether by casting her
speaker in his works or by allowing her to speak through renderings of her text—he
engages in a precarious act. Often, such male appropriation of Sappho reveals the
author‘s anxiety to suppress her threatening poetic voice; other times, it is a relation of
fearful attraction that allows for a sort of literary symbiosis. Both kinds of Victorian male
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relationship to Sappho merit further exploration, if only to mark the rhetorical and
thematic distance between the two. To that end, this section will discuss both versions of
Sappho that turn her into the conventional abandoned woman finally silenced in death,
and those that present Sappho as a formidable literary influence, versions in which the
authorial voice and Sappho‘s voice shine.

As we have seen in previous sections, the eighteenth and nineteenth century
popular imagination often constructed Sappho as an emotionally and intellectually
excessive woman. Persisting throughout most of the Victorian era, this image of Sappho
was adopted by male writers who wished to deride and contain such excesses. Charles
Kingsley, a Church of England parson, Christian Socialist, novelist, and minor poet, was
among the writers who appropriated this particular version of Sappho.
Kingsley was born in 1819 to Reverend Charles Kingsley and his wife Mary. In
1831, he witnessed the Bristol Riots2, an event he cites as a formative influence on his
life and career. It would later lead to his interest in the conditions of the working class.
Kingsley attended Kings College and Magdalene College, matriculating from the latter in
1838. He then began serving the Eversley Church in Hampshire, first as a curate and then
as a rector. He would continue serving the church for the rest of his life.
Kingsley was noted for being among the leaders of the ―Muscular Christianity‖
movement during the Victorian era. Muscular Christianity emphasized the need for
2

The outbreak of violence in Bristol in part effected the Reform Act of 1832, which
extended votes to previously disenfranchised citizens.
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―painful, if not offensive‖ activism and virile masculinity as means to protect the weak
and the underprivileged. Though radical in this empathy for the disenfranchised poor,
Kingsley held largely conservative attitudes about gender. These notions, which were
generally in support of the separate spheres paradigm, also permeate his works. His views
on women‘s nature and roles are evident, for example, in his novel Yeast, which
addresses the sufferings of agricultural laborers. While the novel is for the most part a
social critique, it also offers insight into the author‘s attitudes about women.
The heroine of the novel, Argemone, for instance, is too ludicrous and excessive
to be taken seriously. She is described in the novel as a woman engaged in literary and
intellectual pursuits in a manner so lavish and unladylike as to be laughable: ―Argemone
was busy…among books and statuettes…fancing herself very intellectual. She had four
manias every year; her last winter‘s had been that bottle-and-squirt mania, miscalled
chemistry; her spring madness for the Greek drama‖ (Kingsley 21). Argemone is thus
dismissed as frivolous and flighty, and her interests as trivial. The passage exudes a deep
discomfort with a woman‘s entrance into the male intellectual domains of science and art.
Such unease is confirmed later, when the narrator asserts that ―a woman, when she takes
her stand on the false masculine ground of intellect, working out her own moral
punishment, by destroying in herself the tender heart of flesh…loses all feminine
sensibility‖ (26).
As the original woman who had trespassed into male territories, Sappho, to
Kingsley, is a woman without ―feminine sensibility.‖ Unsurprisingly, then, his Sapphic
representation focuses on the fatal consequences of her transgressions. The poem, entitled
―Sappho,‖ appears in Yeast as a product of Argemone‘s poor attempts at writing poetry.
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Kingsley‘s Sappho is placed on the familiar Leucadian cliff-edge. She is dejected,
but she does not immediately leap as a result. The sublimity and intensity of the leap
would imply passion. However, in Kinglsey‘s view, the consequence of excess is a loss
of the heart. What he emphasizes in the poem, therefore, is a pervading numbness.
Sappho appears resigned and lifeless. The lethargic state of her surroundings parallel her
state of mind: the birds ―sat dumb and drooping,‖ the sea-weed, the sea-fowl, and the
ocean waves are all described as ―lazy‖ (ll. 6-9). Tired of poetry, which led to her present
condition, Sappho rejects her lyre. Tossing it aside, she demands that it be silent. Like
her, the lyre too is lifeless, just a ―dead offspring of the tortoise and mine‖ (l. 32).
Kingsley does not find Sappho a sympathetic character; instead, she appears to be
rather naïve and thoughtless. The commentary following the poem reinforces this
conviction. The narrator describes Sappho as ―the victim of the idolatry of
intellect…sinking into mere passion for a handsome boy, and so down to self-contempt
and suicide‖ (28). In Kingsley‘s eyes, Sappho seems to have committed several crimes:
attempting to write poetry, she crosses into male domains; succumbing to passion, she
breaks from the moral piety expected of a woman during the author‘s time period.
David Robinson, in his work on Sappho‘s reception, observes that while
Kingsley‘s poem remains a beautiful representation of the subject‘s psychology and
mood, ―there is hardly even a faint echo of Sappho‘s own fragments‖ (203). There is, in
fact, no evidence that Kingsley had actually read her original poetry. Though he had
studied Latin and Greek, he specifies in his memoir that ―he had no turn‖ for the classics.
Kingsley‘s understanding of Sappho, therefore, was most likely mediated entirely by the
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conventional version of Sappho‘s myth, a version that his Sapphic works reiterate and
perpetuate.

Another poet who retells the myth of Sappho‘s love and leap is Robert Buchanan.
Buchanan was born in 1841 to a lower-middle class family. Despite his prominence in
Victorian society as a vigorous spirit, he suffered from bitter poverty for most of his life.
Because of his fiery nature, he made more literary enemies than friends. Today, he is
best-known for his critical attack on Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Algernon Charles
Swinburne, whom he dubbed the ―Fleshly School of Poetry.‖ According to Buchanan,
―fleshliness‖ consisted of an excessive focus on the female body and passions. His
criticism, to which we will return later in this section, was essentially one that decried
poetic sensationalism in favor of emotional and rhetorical restraint. Buchanan‘s
priggishness in the essay betrays a larger nervousness about the depiction of taboo and
controversial subjects in art. It follows, then, that Sappho, who expressed in her poetry
one the most controversial of all subjects—female desire—was a figure who precipitated
a similar unease in Buchanan.
We do have some evidence that Buchanan, unlike Kingsley, had read Sappho. In
his critical work, ―The Poet or the Seer,‖ he refers to Sappho as one of the ―great
lyricists,‖ and ―a purely lyrical Seer‖ (46, 23). In the same text, he provides a partial
translation of Sappho‘s Fragment 31. Perhaps because of a discomfort with the nature of
the desire the poem expresses, Buchanan leaves out the beginning half of the fragment, in
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which the female object of desire is specified. His preference for a heterosexual Sappho
is also evident in his poem about her, ―Sappho: On the Leucadian Rock,‖ in which he
describes Sappho‘s passion for Phaon.
The poem, which takes Sappho as its speaker, is a lament about unrequited love.
We are given a limited description of her surroundings, the same images recurring
throughout the poem—Sappho is on the cliffs, with the moon above her and sea below.
Her environment is insignificant, since her thoughts are fixated upon Phaon. In fact, she
acknowledges the moon and the sea only because they remind her of Phaon. She wishes
to be with him watching the moon, and the sea seemed to whisper to her ―the name of
Phaon‖ (l. 11). In this clichéd description, Phaon seems to have become Sappho‘s entire
world.
Buchanan‘s Sappho is ―restless for love of Phaon‖ (l.54), and her surroundings
reflect her agitation: the moon ―Dumbly paces on…/To mingle with the waves
that…/Murmur along the shore‖ (ll. 44-48). All Sappho wishes for is an end to this
restlessness, and the leap may be her only solution. Even in death, however, Phaon
doesn‘t disappear. She hopes to ―cling to the…moan of [Phaon]‖ as she is enveloped by
the sea (l.51). Phaon‘s pervasive presence in the poem—his name is repeated 24 times—
is noteworthy. Buchanan‘s disproportionate focus on a male figure, despite having
summoned a female speaker, may have been compelled by his unease with effeminacy,
something he expresses in the ―Fleshly School of Poetry.‖
Another somewhat surprising feature of Buchanan‘s representation is that he
depicts a Sappho who is only a lover. Her poetry is not mentioned, an ironic omission
since Buchanan does recognize her as a poet in his criticism. In his poem, he seems to
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have taken the license to revise Sappho‘s history in order to erase her poetic identity
altogether. Though Buchanan appropriates Sappho‘s female voice, it seems he does it
only to silence and override it. Once Sappho‘s own voice is suppressed, Buchanan can
project onto her his own vision of ideal womanhood. And this ideal does not include
poetic genius. No longer is a poet, Sappho is left to focus the whole of her attention upon
her ―virgin love‖ for Phaon, a love to which she remains eternally faithful despite
heartbreak (l. 48). Casting Sappho as heterosexual, chaste, and in many ways a paragon
of domesticity, Buchanan turns the legendary and dangerous figure of original woman
poet into just another woman in love. And in doing so, he contains the powerful female
poetic voice that served as a threat to his own male poetic identity.

The malleability and adaptability of the Phaon myth is among the reasons it
continued to endure into the late nineteenth century. Yet we find a gradual disintegration
of this model as the era progresses. Poets begin to look to Sappho‘s text, rather than her
legends, for poetic inspiration. An example is Poet Laureate Alfred Tennyson, who ―read
her fragments over and over,‖ and steered clear of the Phaon myth in favor of her poetic
corpus (Robinson 205).
Tennyson was born in 1809, one of twelve children of George and Elizabeth
Tennyson. He attended Trinity College, where he commenced one of the most significant
friendships of his lifetime, that with Arthur Henry Hallam. Tennyson‘s early work was
greeted with mixed reviews, but his Poems, 1842, The Princess, and In Memoriam were
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all popular and critical successes. He was awarded the poet laureateship in 1850, after
which he remained the most popular and respected poet of the Victorian era.
Tennyson‘s relationship with Sappho began early. He first discovered her work in
Analecta Minora and Analecta Maioira, a two-part volume of classical extracts. His own
heavily annotated copy of the books, now at the Tennyson Center in Lincoln, contains
Sappho‘s Fragments 1 and 31. He also owned Jean-Francois Boissonade‘s 1825 Lyrici
Graeci, which printed seventy-seven fragments attributed to Sappho. The most striking
evidence of Sappho‘s influence on Tennyson, however, is his poetry itself, which is
saturated with references to and paraphrases of Sappho and her work. Through Sappho‘s
figure and poetry, we find him participating in the larger Victorian cultural conversations
about literature and gender. He gives voice to Sappho‘s text through his own poetry,
addressing his preoccupations about the possibility of female authority and authorship,
and about the contours of male-female relationships, both personal and literary. This is
not to say, however, that Tennyson‘s relationship with Sappho—and the feminine in
general—was other than ambivalent. Contradictory strains run through and among his
Sappho poems: we find in them a simultaneous attraction towards and fear of the
feminine, making Tennyson appear at once a bastion of Victorian patriarchy and a
subversive feminist.
This inconsistency is unsurprising given the contexts within which Tennyson
wrote. As earlier discussed, the Victorian culture‘s emphasis on social responsibility and
everyday life pushed poetry—particularly subjective lyric poetry—to the outskirts of
literary culture. Literary critics and cultural sages were calling upon the Victorian male
poet to represent paradigms of pragmatism. In addition, the Medieval revival in the
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Victorian era meant that there was an increased value placed upon heroic masculinity.
Literary critics of the time would find writings about women or feelings unacceptably
feminine.
Yet, gender politics seems to be a pervasive topic throughout Tennyson‘s work at
all points in his literary career. During the beginning stages of his career, he gave voice to
his concerns about gender matters by writing explicitly about women, in a series of ―lady
poems.‖ In Tennyson‘s biography, Marion Shaw points out how his use of the female
personae gave him ―access to the expression of a heightened sensibility‖ otherwise
unavailable to him (75). Sappho, a prototypical woman and a poet of intense subjectivity,
often figures in these lady poems. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Tennyson‘s
primary interest lied in Sappho‘s poetic corpus rather than her legends. He integrates her
fragments—dissolves them, almost—into his own poetry in a way such that Sappho is
both muse and co-poet.
The first of Tennyson‘s poems to refer to Sappho, ―Eleanore,‖ depicts the male
speaker pining over the female object of his desires. It begins with the speaker‘s
description of Eleanore‘s physical appearance: ―Thy dark eyes opened not/ Nor first
revealed themselves to English air‖ (ll. 1-2). Eleanore is foreign and in her refusal to
open her eyes seems unreceptive to the speaker‘s advances. The feminine seems to be
presented as incomprehensible, unrelenting, and alien. The notions of foreignness and
incomprehensibility are reiterated in subsequent lines, where we are given a brief account
of Eleanore‘s birth:
Far from the human neighborhood
Though wert born, on a summer morn.
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A mile beneath the cedar-wood.
Thy bounteous forehead was not fanned
With breezes from our oaken glades,
But thou wert nursed in some delicious land
Of lavish lights and floating shades…‖ (ll. 6-12).
Eleanore, it seems, is not only foreign, but other-worldly. This notion is reiterated later
when the speaker asserts that her ―every lineament [is] divine,‖ and her smile ―ambrosial‖
(ll. 52, 74). He continues to lavish praises on Eleanore, only to conclude with an ironic
comment about her indescribability: ―Who may express thee, Eleanore?‖ (l. 68).
Despite this seeming admission of inadequacy, the speaker does describe
Eleanore; he speaks his speechlessness. This, of course, is a tactic of simultaneous selfexpression and self-denial that has been passed down from Sappho. The speaker of
Sappho‘s Fragment 31, as we may recall, articulates the condition of her inarticulate,
broken tongue. It is appropriate, then, that the speaker returns to this very Sapphic
fragment to further ―express‖ Eleanore.
The final stanza of the poem is a paraphrase of Fragment 31, in which the speaker
articulates his spellbound state:
While I muse upon thy face;
And a languid fire creeps
Through my veins to all my frame,
Dissolvingly and slowly: soon
From thy rose-red lips MY name
Floweth; and then, as in a swoon,
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With dinning sound my ears are rid,
My tremulous tongue faultereth,
I lose my color,, I lose my breath,
I drink the cup of a costly death,
Brimmed with delirious draughts of warmest life.
I die with my delight, before
I hear what I would hear from thee;
Yet tell my name again to me,
I would be dying evermore,
So dying ever, Eleanore. (ll. 129-144)
All the sensations described in the stanza are direct borrowings from Sappho: the
creeping fire, the dinning ears, the faltering tongue, the loss of color. The concurrent and
contradictory states of life and death—―I drink the cup of a costly death,/ Brimmed with
delirious draughts of warmest life‖—are also Sapphic. The female beloved is here given
the power to transfix the male subject, to render him immobile, to both give and take life
from him. Eleanore thus becomes a fatal woman, a powerful figure capable of beguiling
and trapping the male lover.
Yet, despite all the authority the speaker seems to give Eleanore, she does not
have a voice in the poem. For most of the verse, she is like a statue, a symbol of beauty
upon which the speaker gazes. She is also a muse, who inspires him and enhances his
poetic creativity. What she is not is a speaker, a poet herself. The only word she is
allowed to utter is the male subject‘s name. Eleanore is reduced to a sexual spectacle,
inspired by which the male poet can indulge in his own artistic generation.
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In the poem, Tennyson thus expresses both the crushing sensuality and beauty of
the female and the masculine need to exert control over it. It is a gendered power struggle
that epitomizes Tennyson‘s own anxiety of influence when it comes to Sappho: though
his admiration for her work is inestimable, he is constantly strained by a pressing
masculine need to suppress and surpass his literary foremother.
To Tennyson, then, female expressive power is something both attractive and
frightening, a view conveyed in his second Sappho poem, ―Fatima.‖ In ―Fatima,‖ the
speaker is female. The poem is more explicitly Sapphic than Eleanore; not only does
Tennyson paraphrase Sappho‘s fragments within the poem, as he does in ―Eleanore,‖ he
published the poem with the opening lines of Fragment 31 as an epigraph. The more
Sapphic the poem, the more freedom Tennyson seems to allocate the female subject:
Fatima is the sole speaker of the poem. He allows the poem to remain a distinctly
feminized space, unrestrained by male presence, even his own to some degree.
Of course, allowing Fatima to have full control over the poem in many ways gave
Tennyson the ability to be much more licentious than usual. By adopting a female
speaker and integrating another female poet‘s work into the text, Tennyson is able to
avoid responsibility for the ideas being conveyed in the poem. So, Fatima is allowed to
be incredibly transgressive by Victorian standards. She is able to overtly express her
desires, turning the traditional male desirer-female object dichotomy on its head. We find
in the poem unconcealed symbols of fertility and sexuality. For instance, Fatima, in the
throes of a grand passion, describes herself as having ―rolled among the tender
flowers…crushed them on [her] breast. [her] mouth‖ (ll. 11-12). Her erotic anticipation
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itself is so complete that her lover, already physically absent from the poem, is rendered
even more distant and unnecessary.
The most physical and graphic description of her passion, however, is a
paraphrase of Fragments 31:
Last night, when someone spoke his name
From my swift blood that went and came
A thousand little shafts of flame
Were shivered in my narrow frame…
I will possess him or will die,
I will grow round him in his place,
Grow, live, die looking on his face,
Die, dying clasped in his embrace (ll. 15-18; 39-42).
Once again, we find a list of the physical symptoms of desire, all symptoms experienced
by the speaker of ―Eleanore‖ as well. As in ―Eleanore,‖ ―Fatima‖ presents life and death
as being indistinguishable in desire. Blending images of life and death, she says, ―My
heart pierced through with fierce delight,/ Bursts into blossom in his sight‖ (ll. 34-25).
The beloved—whether male or female—seems to have the capacity to induce death and
spark creation.
Yet Fatima desires to control, to ―possess” her lover. In the final stanza, when she
expresses her need to ―grow round him in his place,‖ she appears parasitic (l.40). She is
reminiscent of invasive ivy or a snake swallowing its prey. Fatima‘s desire seems
insatiable and in her abandon, she is dangerous. Like Eleanore, there is something
beautiful, exotic, and sublime about Fatima. But, Fatima is much more threatening as she
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possesses the license to speak, as her ability to express leads to female agency. She seems
to embody the larger Victorian fear that women who step outside the confines of
domesticity descend into monstrosity and madness. Unchecked by a male moderator,
uninterrupted by societal constraints, Fatima feels, and even worse, verbalizes dangerous
sensuality.
Of course, in her self-expression, Fatima is also creating an outlet for Tennyson‘s
poetic voice. The means of the appropriation of Fatima‘s voice and Sappho‘s text,
Tennyson is able to speak of things otherwise unacceptable: sexual passion, obsession,
intense emotion. By speaking through a sort of proxy, Tennyson can adopt the
―feminine‖ mode of acute sensibility, without giving himself entirely to it.
―Eleanore‖ and ―Fatima‖ depict two sides of the rather complex relationship
between sexes. We find illustrated in ―Eleanore‖ the masculine need to control the
female, specifically female speech, while ―Fatima‖ is a representation of unrestrained
feminine effusions of desire. We can read a more equivocal treatment of both Sappho and
the female sex into ―The Lady of Shalott,‖ one of Tennyson‘s best known poems.
The poem makes use of both Sappho‘s legends and her texts. It portrays an
unnamed and embowered artist-woman, the Lady, who spends her life weaving her
beautiful web. Isolated in the island of Shalott, she is forbidden from looking over to the
city of Camelot. An unknown curse is behind this, but neither the subject nor the reader
knows its terms. It is noted only that ―she [the Lady] has heard a whisper say,/ A curse is
on her if she stay/ To look down to Camelot‖ (ll. 39-41). Because of this curse, the lady
may only access the world, or ―shadows of the world‖ rather, through a mirror (l. 48).
Though she is dissatisfied with her condition—she signs, ―I am half sick of shadows‖—
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she abides by the mandates of the curse (l.71). However, when she catches a glimpse of
Prince Lancelot in the mirror, she abandons her web and looks out into the real world.
The consequences are immediate and fatal: her art shatters around her and subsequently,
she dies.
The poem addresses Tennyson‘s own concerns with the role of the artist. Through
identification with the Lady, Tennyson outlines the discrepancy between social
responsibility and artistic creation, ultimately arriving at the conclusion that isolation
from society is necessary for artistic generation. Yet, her art, which is merely a reflection
of a reflection of the real world—shadows of a shadow—cannot be useful to everyday
life. Its value is purely aesthetic.
A figure upon which Tennyson projects his poetic apprehensions, the Lady may
be considered an emblematic Victorian poet. But the alternative side of the Lady—that of
the love-lorn weaver—may have been taken from Sappho‘s Fragment 102: ―Sweet
mother, I cannot weave my web,/ Broken as I am by longing for a boy,/ at soft
Aphrodite‘s will‖ (trans. Wharton 125). The description in the fragment of a woman
paralyzed in her art parallels the Lady‘s situation (Allen 171). Even more striking is the
Lady‘s resemblances to the Sappho of legends. The Lady‘s artistic powers are maimed by
her desire for a man. As she floats down the river to her death, she sings her swan song,
as generations of writers since Ovid had Sappho do. Tennyson, in this sense, seems to
partially perpetuate the conventional nineteenth century vision of a female poet, in which
desire and genius are incompatible and female creativity leads to death.
Borrowing from multiple sources and articulating various perspectives, ―The
Lady of Shalott‖ performs apparently paradoxical functions. An Arthurian tale, it plays
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into the Victorian emphasis on heroic masculinity. At the same time, however, it is a
story about a woman; more importantly, it is a story about a woman poet. While it is
evident that Tennyson identifies with the Lady, he takes several measures to distance
herself from her. The unveiling of the poet as female is countered, for instance, by the
figurative masculine penetration of her tower by Prince Lancelot. The Lady‘s ostensible
agency in artistic generation is undercut by her confinement in life and her objectification
in death (Lancelot muses in the final lines of the poem, ―She has a lovely face‖ (l.169)).
Evoking such contradictory ideals, Tennyson can depict the demise of the female
artist without experiencing it in his own right. He thus has the luxury of poetic fusion
with and careful detachment from the feminine. We see this repeatedly throughout his
Sappho poems. Incorporating Sappho‘s fragments into his own texts, Tennyson embraces
the Greek poet as means for achieving lyric beauty. Yet, he never portrays Sappho in her
own person; rather, her words are put in the mouths of other women. It is a strategy that
allows him to pay tribute to the poet all the while camouflaging her powerful female
voice.

Algernon Charles Swinburne‘s adoration for Sappho—unlike Tennyson‘s
somewhat strained one—was lifelong and immutable. In undisguised veneration, he
names her ―the greatest poet that ever lived‖ (qtd. in Prins 112). Sappho‘s presence in
Swinburne‘s poetry is pervasive; in it, she figures variously as a goddess, muse, mother,
and sister. An exploration of his Sapphic works reveals Swinburne to be almost ahead of
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his time, displaying a positive estimation of literary women and rather radical—perverse
by Victorian standards—views on sexuality.
Swinburne was born in 1837 to an aristocratic English family. A prominent and
prolific figure during his time, he wrote poetry, novels, letters, and criticism. He studied
at Eton and later at Oxford, where he met fellow Pre-Raphaelites including William
Morris and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. He and his fellow Pre-Raphaelites would initiate the
Decadent Movement in Literature, which, according to Arthur Symons, is characterized
by ―an intense self consciousness, a restless curiosity in research, an over-subtilizing
refinement, a spiritual and moral perversity‖ (97). These features are apparent, to a fault
perhaps, in Swinburne‘s work. Critics have identified in him an excessive floridity and
over-sensationalism. For example, Robert Buchanan, a poet briefly discussed earlier in
this section, cites Swinburne—specifically his Sappho poem ―Anactoria‖—as the
epitome of unwanted and unacceptable ―fleshliness.‖
Swinburne‘s literary and personal excesses continue to be brought up in criticism,
including contemporary Sappho criticism. Margaret Reynolds, for instance, finds his
work to be pornography camouflaged in florid language. Lawrence Lipking includes
Swinburne among the many poets who abuse Sappho‘s physical and poetic corpus,
commenting that his representations of Sappho ―might well offend the most tolerant
reader‖ (92). Yopie Prins offers a less excoriating, but equally dismissive analysis of
Swinburne‘s Sapphic work: she subtly suggests a link between his keenness for physical
beating and the strict beating rhythm of his poetry.
A reading of Swinburne‘s Sappho poems as functions of his perversity or
sadomasochism is tempting, but ignores the subversive tendencies and innovative
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viewpoints that run through the poems. Like Tennyson, Swinburne refers to Sappho as a
means of paying tribute to a formative literary influence. Sappho, we also find, is a
source of comfort for Swinburne, a reassurance that artistic permanence may be achieved.
She is also a figure—transgressive and controversial as Swinburne himself—through
which he could attack Victorian prudishness. He ventriloquizes Sappho, in some of the
first English literary representations of female homosexuality, to undercut the Victorian
idealization of the female as vestal and pure. As numerous writers before him, also uses
Sappho‘s poetry and legacy to work out his own anxieties and concerns about authorship,
gender, and sexuality.
Swinburne‘s best known and most enduring version of Sappho appears in the
dramatic monologue, ―Anactoria.‖ Published in his 1866 Poems and Ballads,
―Anactoria‖ has been described not just as Swinburne‘s best work, but as one of the best
works of the century (Paglia 473). The poem is two-fold in the message it attempts to
convey. It is a lesbian love poem, and more importantly, it is a manifesto of Sappho‘s
poetic preeminence and immortality.
Sappho, the dramatic speaker, is frenzied with passion for Anactoria, the beloved
whom she addresses. ―My life is bitter with thy love,‖ she says to Anactoria, ―thine eyes/
Blind me, thy tresses burn me, thy sharp sighs/ Divide my flesh and spirit with soft
sound,/ And my blood strengthens, and my veins abound‖ (ll. 1-4). Though these lines
are not a word-for-word translation or even a direct paraphrase, the symptoms of love
depicted it in bear an undeniable resemblance to those of the speaker in Sappho‘s
Fragment 31. The failing senses, the burning, the overall bodily agitation, the closeness to
death, are all details Swinburne borrows from Sappho‘s original text.
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Sappho‘s descriptions of love for Anactoria are diffsed with images of death: ―I
would my love kill thee.‖ She wishes to inflict "amorous agonies" upon Anactoria, and
taste the "sweet small wounds" on her body (l. 29, l.108). She longs to "abolish and
consume" Anactoria's body, so that "in [her] flesh [Anactoria's] flesh is entombed"
(l.114). She wishes for literal assimilation with her lover, and hopes to accomplish this in
a cannibalistic act of incorporation. Yet, Sappho is equally capable of giving life as she is
of taking it. She reminds Anactoria that although she shall be ―forgotten like spilt wine,‖
Sappho‘s kisses on her lips will ―brand them with immortality‖ (ll. 201-203). Sappho,
immortal in having produced enduring poetry, can bequeath second-hand immortality on
those she sings about.
This power of poetry to grant immortality is a central theme in ―Anactoria.‖
Sappho, confident in her own afterlife, speaks of future generations that will preserve her
name:
…and they shall praise me, and say
"She hath all time as all we have our day,
Shall she not live and have her will" — even I?
Yea, though thou diest, I say I shall not die.
For these shall give me of their souls, shall give
Life, and the days and loves wherewith I live,
Shall quicken me with loving, fill with breath,
Save me and serve me, strive for me with death. (ll. 287-294).
The images of violent consumption that reappear here are noteworthy. Sappho wishes to
assimilate with her readers the same way she would with her lover—by taking their lives.
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Like Anactoria, who becomes an instrument for poetic creation—her body is molded into
―a lyre of many faultless agonies‖ (l.140—the readers are turned into instruments aiding
in poetic preservation. Life and death, love and art, readers and lovers, then, are
intertwined and simultaneously contributing to the endurance of Sappho‘s name and
poetry.
The Sappho of ―Anactoria‖ is a magnetic force, one whose voice is so powerful
that she, rather than Swinburne, is unequivocally the dominant poet in the poem. Her
explicit, transgressive, and at times perverse sexuality is constructed to shock, if not
frighten, a Victorian audience who expected meekness and modesty of their women.
Swinburne makes no attempts to legitimize Sappho; to him, Sappho‘s poetry is enough to
grant her not just poetic authority, but immortality. Instead, Swinburne positions himself,
as Paglia has suggested, as a lyre to Sappho, a passive instrument for her poetic voice. He
desires that he too, like Anactoria, is made immortal through Sappho‘s song.
In his second Sappho poem, ―Sapphics,‖ Swinburne appropriates not Sappho‘s
voice, but her meter. In what Yopie Prins calls a ―display of metric virtuosity,‖
Swinburne presents an imagined scene from Sappho‘s Lesbian life in Sapphic stanzas,.
The Sapphic stanza, said to have been invented by the Grecian poet, spans four lines. The
first three consist of eleven syllables contained in five feet—the first, fourth, and fifth are
trochees, the second a spondee, and the third a dactyl. The fourth line is an Adonis, that
is, a dactyl followed by a trochee. In his late nineteenth century collection of Sapphic
fragments and translations, H.T. Wharton cites ―Sapphics‖ as the best rendering of the
Sapphic meter he has encountered.

83
The setting of the poem is on the island of Lesbos, depicted by Swinburne as a
Dionysian space of homoerotic, sensual pleasure. As in ―Anactoria,‖ eroticism is
presented as a catalyst for poetic creativity. Sappho, who sees ―the Lesbian kissing across
their smitten/ Lutes with lips more sweet than the sound of lute strings,‖ is inspired to
song. Once again, the female body is conflated with art. This song that is inspired by the
Lesbians surpasses all other songs in magnificence, and renders the eavesdropping Muses
speechless. ―Fear was upon them,‖ says the speaker, ―While the tenth [muse] sang
wonderful things they knew not./ Ah the tenth, the Lesbian! The nine were silent‖ (ll. 2830).
Her song also moves divinity to tears. Aphrodite, who ―almost wept,‖ calls out to
Sappho begging her attention. In an inversion of Fragment 1 (―Ode to Aphrodite‖) in
which Sappho pleads to the goddess, ―Sapphics‖ presents Aphrodite as the suppliant. But,
Sappho rejects the goddess as she ―only saw the beautiful lips and fingers‖ of her female
companions (ll. 53). Sappho‘s focus is on her poetry and her fellow Lesbians; even
Aphrodite becomes unimportant in the presence of these two beloveds.
Swinburne once again allows for a symbiotic coexistence of two entities—art and
love—that writers before him had deemed incompatible, particularly for women poets.
Phaon, who was frequently invoked by other poets as the reason for the demise of
Sappho‘s physical and poetic body, is deliberately left out of the poem. It appears then
that in Swinburne‘s configuration of the Sapphic tale, love and art can coexist and
flourish, but in an unambiguously feminine space.
Swinburne returns to Sappho much later in his life, in his 1880 poem ―On the
Cliffs.‖ It is both an homage poem and a deep meditation on poetic identity and survival.
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The poem is introduced with Sappho‘s Fragment 136 as an epigraph: it reads, ―the lovely
voiced nightingale,‖ marking a connection between Sappho and the bird. At the
beginning of the poem, the speaker stands on a cliff overlooking the sea, as he is
interrupted by a nightingale‘s song.
The physical setting of the sublime heights brings to mind the familiar image of
the Leucadian cliffs. But besides this brief allusion, Swinburne makes no other mention
of Phaon or Sappho‘s leap. To the contrary, he makes clear that this Sapphic song, the
nightingale‘s song, is one of triumph: ―No swan song…/This is the song of life‖ (ll. 321322). Sappho is further described in the poem as:
Love‘s priestess, mad with pain and joy of song,
Song‘s priestess, mad with joy and pain of love,
Name above all names that are lights above,
We have loved, praised, pitied, crowned, and done thee wrong,
O thou past praise and pity; thou the sole
Utterly deathless, perfect only and whole
Immortal, body and soul (ll. 192-198).
Once again, we find Swinburne mixing metaphors and love and song, two things he finds
to be integral in Sappho‘s art. And in both art and desire, conflicting feelings can and
should co-exist: pain is analogous to pleasure, both of which surface in desire, which in
turn is inextricably linked to poetic creation.
Sappho in ―On the Cliffs‖, as the figure in ―Anactoria,‖ is, without a doubt,
immortal. And a central concern of the poem, as this fixation upon the possibilities of
immortal song implies, is the poet‘s own doubts about his work enduring after death.
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When he looks to Sappho to work out these concerns, he recognizes that unlike him, she
is ―deathless;‖ she is ―God‘s daughter‖ (l. 300). Because she possesses a piece of
divinity, her person and poetry have triumphed over time. In the poem, the speaker
attempts to share Sappho‘s immortality by claiming kinship—he refers to her as his sister
in lines 129, 232, and 267)—and by envisioning himself her direct successor. He reveals:
―thy gods thus be my gods, and their will/ Made my song part of thy song‖ (ll. 262-263).
Through identification and incorporation with the immortal Sappho, the speaker hopes to
be another Anactoria, to attain the ability to transcend time and death.

As the Victorian era progressed and attitudes towards literature, gender, and
sexuality were shifting, so were the various configurations of Sappho. The primary model
of Sappho, evoked repeatedly throughout the era by men and women, recalled the myth
of her love for Phaon and her suicidal leap. But some poets, as we saw in this section,
began to steer away from her myths and create works that are more interesting than the
frequently repeated heterosexual love poem. Both Tennyson and Swinburne, for instance,
use Sappho—her texts, her meter, among others—to assume and explore a feminine lyric
identity. But their appropriations of Sappho lead them to construct different ideals of
gender, sexuality, and art. For Tennyson, Sappho and the female poetic agency she
represents are both attractive and frightening. Sappho precipitates in Tennyson an anxiety
of influence, where he both identifies with and wants to surpass his lyric precursor.
Swinburne, on the other hand, does not desire to identify with Sappho, per se; from his
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works, it is evident he considers her a greater poet than he could ever become.
Alternatively, what he desires is to be Sappho's lyre, an instrument through which her
poetic voice could be projected. Thus, Swinburne performs an unconditional artistic
surrender to his poetic foremother. So, while Tennyson abandons the Sappho trope (and
his ―lady‖ trope, for that matter) as his reputation in Victorian England flourishes,
Swinburne‘s admiration remains unshakable. He would continue reading, re-writing, and
ventriloquizing her at all stages of his long literary career.
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V – Michael Field
Modern readers know Sappho of Lesbos for her poetry and the homoerotic
implications in her poetry. That Sappho wrote love poems to women is so engrained in
our understanding of the poet that our terms for female homosexuality (lesbianism,
sapphism, etc.) are drawn from her name and the name of her island home. Over the
course of this work, however, I have tried to demonstrate that despite this contemporary
understanding of Sappho as a homosexual poet, she was seen for most of English literary
history as a paragon of heterosexual desire. It is not until the turn of the nineteenth
century that she truly leaves behind the legends of Phaon and the Leucadian leap.
A lesbian version of Sappho begins to emerge in the late nineteenth century.
Sappho‘s ―coming out‖ as a lesbian during the end of the nineteenth century—a period
we call the fin-de-siècle—was precipitated by several social, cultural, and literary shifts,
particularly in relation to sexuality and gender. During the time ―sexology‖ had shaped
itself into a science, concerned with, among other things, defining sexual identity.
Victorian society, which, a few decades earlier, had considered sex to be a forbidden
subject, was becoming increasingly comfortable openly discussing various aspects of
sexuality, including homosexuality.
The late nineteenth century also saw changes in women‘s roles and behaviors,
changes precipitated by the women‘s suffrage movement. The movement, as Susan Kent
points out, ―sought no less than a transformation of the lives of women‖ (3). There were
increased demands and opportunities for higher education; the latter half of the century
saw the establishment of women‘s higher education institutions like Girton College at
Cambridge (est. 1869) and Newnham College at Oxford (est. 1871). These
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transformations in the sociopolitical climate in Victorian England gave birth to a new
breed of women who was more free-thinking, educated, and sexually aware: the New
Woman.
As happens so often in Sappho‘s story, as values shift, her figure is accordingly
reshaped and recreated to fit the new societal and literary needs. As we saw in the
previous section, Algernon Swinburne constructed the first lesbian Sappho in English
literature. But it was Henry Thornton Wharton‘s 1885 collection of Sapphic fragments
and representations that truly changed the way English readers looked at the poet. His
work reproduced and translated all available Sappho fragments and revealed that some of
her poems were in fact addressed to female beloveds.
Wharton was a medical doctor by profession and an amateur philologist. At the
time he was writing, the English Sapphic corpus did not extend very much beyond her
two most famous poems—Fragments 1 and 31. Some other fragments, particularly
Fragments 55, 102, 104, and 105, made infrequent appearances. However, more
comprehensive collections of Sappho‘s poetry were appearing elsewhere in Europe.
Inspired by these collections, Theodore Bergk‘s volume Poetae Lyrici Graeci in
particular, Wharton took it upon himself to create an ―English Sapphic canon‖ (Prins 53).
Wharton‘s collection, entitled, Sappho: Memoir, Text, Selected Renderings, and a
Literal Translation, is an eclectic compilation of biography, translations, imitations,
representations, and explanatory notes. The first section, the preface, lays out Wharton‘s
intentions. ―My aim,‖ he writes, ―is to familiarize the English readers, whether they
understand Greek or not, with every word of Sappho, by translating all the one hundred

89
and seventy fragments…ascribed to her‖ (ix-x). Wharton conveys through the preface his
desire to create a work that would not be confined to academic circles.
In the section following the preface, he presents a quasi-biography of ―the Life of
Sappho,‖ in which he envisions her life and career in Lesbos. Unlike the biographers
before him who felt comfortable filling the lacunae in Sappho‘s story with their own
imaginings, Wharton acknowledges the lack of information about Sappho‘s life and the
specious nature of the fictions about her. He also rejects outright the Phaon myth,
pointing out its lack of ―any firm historical basis‖ (21).
Though his approach to Sappho‘s biography seems more credible than most that
preceded it, Wharton does succumb, albeit in good faith, to creating a few fictions of his
own. He describes the island of Lesbos as one of ―overmastering passions,‖ and Lesbian
ladies as ―highly educated‖ and ―unrestrained by public opinion‖ (62). Like others before
him, he also tries to explain away the homoeroticism in Sappho‘s poetry, insisting that
she ―blamelessly loved‖ the Lesbian women (137). Yet, the volume opens with John
Addington Symonds‘ translation of Fragment 1, in which the female pronoun for the
beloved is retained. This contradiction is significant—it lets Wharton avoid the critical
excoriation that would have accompanied a (then radical) claim about Sappho‘s
homosexuality while still letting his readers choose a lesbian Sappho if they so pleased.
As Yopie Prins points out, Wharton‘s volume becomes ―an open space out of which the
possibility of lesbian writing emerges‖ (294).
After the preface and the biography, we find the poetry. But, Wharton does not
exclusively present Sappho‘s poetry. Included in the volume are Sappho‘s own fragments
and translations, and representations of her by other poets. Wharton thus depicts Sappho,
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for the first time in English literary history, as a poet whose place in history owes as
much to textual reception and transmission as it does to her own poetry. The volume ends
up a narrative in its own right, of both Sappho and the several generations of literary
posterity that sought to make her their own.

Wharton‘s volume was immensely popular, and inspired many more
representations of Sappho (as varyingly chaste, homosexual, and heterosexual). An
important lesbian version of Sappho that was heavily influenced by Wharton‘s work is
Michael Field‘s Long Ago. ―Michael Field‖ was the pseudonym of aunt and niece pair
Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper. Bradley was born in 1834 to a traditional middleclass Victorian family. Cooper, born in 1862, was the daughter of Bradley‘s elder sister,
Emma. After Emma fell ill, Bradley became Cooper‘s caregiver and companion and after
Cooper reached adulthood, her lover. Both Bradley and Cooper received a classical
education at Bristol College. As women with a secure income, they were among a small
but significant number of women who were able to enjoy the intellectual and social
freedoms newly offered by university life.
Progressive, independent and well-educated, Bradley and Cooper rejected the
domestic ideal that pervaded Victorian society. Their poetry, in which Angela Leighton
finds a ―feminist energy,‖ shifts away from the angel-in-the-house paradigm and toward
the expression of female passion. For instance, their poem ―A Portrait‖ subtly critiques
nineteenth-century expectations of womanhood. Their ―flower poems‖ (―Irises,‖ ―Tiger
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Lilies,‖ ―Cyclamens,‖ among others) show a profound erotic awareness of and
appreciation for the female body.
Nevertheless, they were never quite so politically engaged in the struggles for
women‘s rights as many of their contemporaries, perhaps because many of the key
women‘s issues did not affect them the same way. Enabled by a private income to selfpublish, they had a freedom of voice inaccessible to most women writers of the time.
Locked away, in a sense, in their own ivory tower, they seem to ―belong altogether
outside the tradition of Victorian women‘s verse‖ (Leighton 204). But of course, this is
not to say they were completely free from the problems facing women poets. In fact,
being taken seriously on a male literary stage was for them a source of life-long anxiety.
In a letter to Robert Browning, a close friend, they confess this fear, declaring that the
disclosure of female identity will ―dwarf and enfeeble [their] work‖ (qtd. in Leighton
202). They add: ―we have a lot of things to say that the world will not tolerate from a
woman‘s lips‖ (202).
Long Ago (1989), Michael Field‘s first collection of poetry and their most open
celebration of Sappho, is in many ways an articulation of some of these concerns about
authorship and gender. The collection, which comprises 70 lyrics based on their own
translations of Sapphic fragments, undertakes the search for the female poet by creating
an imagined glimpse of Sappho‘s life, career, and the power of her desire (as, of course,
many before Michael Field had done). In doing so, the volume opens up a series of
queries about poetic creation and survival, about the costs of fame, and about sexuality,
female sexuality in particular.
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The first lyric in the collection, reproduced in whole below, sets the stage for a
return to the beautiful, sensual, feminine world Michael Field pictures Lesbos to have
been:
They plaited garlands in their time;
They knew the joy of youth‘s sweet prime,
Quick breath and rapture:
Theirs was the violent-weaving bliss,
And theirs the white, wreathed brow to kiss,
Kiss and recapture.
They plaited garlands even these;
They learnt Love‘s golden mysteries
Of young Apollo;
The lyre unloosed their souls; they lay
Under the trembling leaves at play,
Bright dreams to follow.
They plaited garlands—heavenly twine!
They crowned the cup, they drank the wine
Of youth‘s deep pleasure.
Now, lingering for the lyreless god—
Oh, yet, once in their time, they trod
A choric measure.
Sappho‘s world is imagined to be one of youth, communion and creatively, starkly
different from the sad, desolate cliff-edges upon on which found numerous other
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Victorian Sapphos are found. Michael Field‘s prefatory poem sets us up for a hopeful,
positive end to Sappho‘s story, one that does not culminate in a suicidal leap.
The other poems in the volume take various Sapphic fragments as their starting
point. Possessing excellent Greek, Bradley and Cooper were able to return to Sappho‘s
original texts and not rely on the bowdlerized, often heterosexualized translations. The
homoeroticism in Sappho‘s poetry must certainly have been a major impetus for Michael
Field‘s appropriation of the poems. They were also familiar with the French tradition of
Sappho representations—particularly Baudelaire‘s homosexual version of her in
―Lesbos‖—and of Swinburne‘s Sapphic works (when Long Ago was first published,
Michael Field sent Swinburne one of the 100 copies). Nevertheless, Field‘s volume
proclaims the diversity—Field‘s Sappho is bisexual and polyamorous—of love and the
capacity of desire to be generative rather than self-destructive. Over the course of the
collection, Sappho loves and loses and loves again, and each time, the pleasures and
pains of desire are agents of poetic generation.
As we saw earlier in Swinburne‘s versions of Sappho, in Long Ago, desire and
poetry are inextricably linked, and the body is an instrument for artistic creativity. Field‘s
Sappho seems to delight in honest, unrestrained discussions of passion and sensuality.
For instance, poem III, though a return to the conventional trope of Sappho‘s love for
Phaon, unabashedly expresses Sappho‘s erotic love, a love that is characterized by a
coexistence of pain and pleasure: ―Phaon, thy lips withhold from me,‖ Sappho sings,
―The bliss of honey and of bee‖ (ll. 23-24). Poem VI expresses her admiration for fellow
poet and Lesbian, Erinna, whose grace she clams is greater than that of ―young spring
flowers‖ (l. 2). In poem VIII, Sappho praises another female companion, Gorgo, for both
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―the beauty of [her] body‖ and her poetic talent, represented by ―the strings of tender
garlands…about her tender neck‖ (l. 19; ll. 7-8).
While at times certainly a cheerful articulation of the joys of love, Long Ago is
also an expression of the loss of love, and of the capacity for desire to persist despite this
loss. In an endless sequence of possession and dispossession, Sappho loves and is
rejected by Phaon and Atthis, one of the Lesbian women; and she rejects Alcoeus, a
younger male poet, who is in love with her. Even these instances, where love simply does
not seem to align correctly, are bittersweet, for Sappho makes music out of mourning.
And she does not stop with the loves that she has experienced—she sings at wedding
celebrating the love between the brides and grooms, she tells stories of love between
Apollo and Leda and between Leto and Niobe, among others. To Field‘s Sappho, all sorts
of love—romantic and otherwise, personal and observed, fulfilled or unrequited—
provide material for poetic creation.
Artistic expression, then, seems to take precedence over everything else, and
many of the poems in the volume address the poetic vocation. Like previous versions of
Sappho in both male and female literary traditions, Michael Field‘s iteration is concerned
with issues of poetic identity and longevity. Long Ago engages with complex questions
about endurance and the possibility that art lasts even as time passes. Poem XLII, for
instance, ruminates over the cyclical nature of life and history, in an attempt to lighten the
bleakness of death:
Ah for Adonis! Throw
All flowers that quickly grow
And perish on his bed!
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He will come back, though dead,
When spring returns, and fill
Cythera‘s arms until
He must again depart,
Again her bosom smart.
O virgins, joy is sent,
And soon with sorrow blent;
All we have loved is made
To re-appear, and fade. (ll. 37–48)
Like the passage of time from winter to spring or from summer to fall, loss—of life, of
love—is inescapable. Yet, the possibility of regeneration exists, a possibility most
immediately evident in Michael Field‘s work itself—Sappho‘s voice, which once
perished with her death, is given life again through Field‘s ventriloquization of the poet.
Amid its fascination with permanence and loss in general, Long Ago is also
concerned specifically with the nature of Sappho‘s own continuance after death. At times,
Sappho is a woman confident about her hold on posterity, much as Swinburne‘s version.
In Poem XLVII, Sappho speaks of the poet figure and decrees: ―Men recognize the sign/
And hail thee as divine,/ As one who will live on‖ (ll. 45-53). Yet, in other poems,
Michael Field allows some anxiety and uncertainty to seep into Sappho‘s words. The last
numbered poem in the sequence, Poem LXIII, depicts an aging Sappho speaking to a
younger female, presumably her daughter. Sappho advises her daughter not to mourn her
impending death, as she has lived a full life, in which she has ―sung and loved‖ (l. 38).

96
―Though Hades smite the door,‖ Sappho reassures this daughter, ―Apollo is within‖ (ll. 34). Apollo‘s presence behind Hades‘s door reveals Sappho‘s faith in a poetic immortality.
But, the last two lines of the poem destabilizes this apparent certainty: ―My darkleaved laurels will endure,/ And I shall walk in grandeur till my death‖ (ll. 41-42). The
readers are left wondering what Sappho means—will she ―walk in grandeur‖ till her
death because she is sure her work will last? Or will she ―walk in grandeur‖ only until her
death, at which point, all of her will perish?
Such uncertainty is invoked again in the final (unnumbered) poem in the volume.
The poem, which begins, ―O free me, for I take the leap,‖ returns to the Leucadian cliffedge. In their revisiting and refashioning of the Ovidian tradition, Michael Field has
Sappho thinking of Apollo, the god of poetry, rather than Phaon in the moments
immediately preceding her death:
O free me, for I take the leap,
Apollo, from thy snowy steep!
Song did‘st thou give me, and there fell
O‘er Hellas an enchanter‘s spell:
I heard young lovers catch the strain:
For me there is the hoary main;
I would not hear my words again.
...............................
Though in unfathomed seas I sink,
Men will remember me, I think,
Remember me, my King, as thine;
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And must I take a shape divine
As thine immortal, let me be
A dumb sea-bird with breast love-free,
And feel the waves fall over me. (1–21)
It is at once a lament and a poem of hope, a reflection on Sappho‘s past and lost loves and
on the ―incommunicable woe‖ of bereavement (l.7). The final stanza, returns to the
question of artistic permanence. Sappho rightfully suspects that ―men will remember
[her],‖ and that she will ―take a shape divine,‖ but these thoughts are not without doubt
(l.16, l. 18). Although Sappho is hopeful that she will attain immortality as one of
Apollo‘s own, as a poet, she seems starkly aware that death will render her ―dumb‖
(l.20). Michael Field acknowledges that artistic endurance, while certainly possible, is a
tenuous matter. Though Sappho‘s poetic corpus and reputation survive from the classical
era into the modern, change and disintegration inevitably accompany this survival.
As we saw over the course of this study, Bradley and Cooper are not the first or
only poets to contemplate Sappho‘s afterlife. Poets, both male and female, grappled with
similar questions of poetic identity, endurance, and the possibilities of reconciling art and
love. But, Bradley and Cooper are among the first to accord to Sappho a tranquil, though
not entirely cheerful, end, breaking a pervasive tradition in Sapphic literature. Field‘s
Sappho is neither a caricature of heterosexual love, as numerous poets had depicted her
since Ovid invented it, nor a dominant, sublime force, as in Swinburne‘s version. This
Sappho is undeniably human, a character who commits mistakes in life and in love, one
whose small, personal anxieties, desires and pleasures make her a figure with whom
contemporary readers may more easily relate.

98

In a crucial moment in the evolution both of representations of Sappho and of the
female artist, Michael Field thus constructs a Sappho who is an empowering model, both
as a poet and as a person. Through Sappho, they present a creative space where the
integration of art and love is not only possible, but necessary. In doing so, they create a
bridge between earlier images of Sappho and modern versions that take the poet to be an
inspiration rather than a cautionary tale.
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VI – Conclusion
In 1871, Higginson said of Sappho: ―What other woman plays such a part in
molding the great literature that has molded the world?‖ (95). Certainly, she has played a
monumental role in literary history, particularly because she herself is so moldable. Every
inch of her poetic corpus and her (imagined) person, it seems, has been written about and
written over by generations of writers since her own time. Different writers of different
literary ages invented versions of the poet to fit their needs and desires, to reflect their
values and truths.
For instance, as we saw in this study, during the period from the mid eighteenth
century to the end of the nineteenth century, she figured variously as a sexually
disreputable woman, an exemplar of the sublime, an embodiment of the plights of the
Victorian woman poet, and a model of female creativity and desire. What we also see is a
gradual (though by no means clear-cut or straightforward) disintegration of the image of
Sappho as a symbol of rejected passion, as a woman betrayed and abandoned by her male
lover. The Sappho we saw at the end of the nineteenth century was a positive
representation of explicitly female poetic success. And, the present study closes on this
note.
But of course, the re-inventions of Sappho do not end here. The twentieth century
saw its own iterations of Sapphic fictionalization. In the early 20th century, for instance,
women writers—Hilda Doolittle and Virginia Woolf in England, Renee Vivien in
France—adopt and refashion their own Sappho as a means of breaking away from a
patriarchal literary tradition. Later, lesbian writers recruited Sappho to head a literary
tradition of their own, a tradition expressing love between women.
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Contemporary models of Sappho representation reflect a postmodern world‘s
general ease with disjunction and blank spaces. For example, Anne Carson‘s translations
of Sappho in If Not Winter: Fragments of Sappho depict the accidental lacunae in
Sappho‘s works to be as important as the available text. She makes use of brackets to
articulate the gaps:
]
] sinful
]

(Fragment 141)

These brackets are exciting and they seem to give voice to the original poet as much as
the words. And they invoke a plethora of questions. But Carson forces us to acknowledge
that these questions cannot be answered. Sappho—her texts, her person, her stories—will
always be fragmented, and consequently, at least partly invented.
And Carson‘s version of Sappho is in and of itself a sort of fiction. Carson
explains in the foreword that the brackets are ―an aesthetic gesture toward the
papyrological event rather than an accurate record of it‖ (xi). Although she openly
acknowledges the historical tendency to make marks upon the blank spaces, she, too,
must resort to inventing stories, were she to tell Sappho‘s story at all. And this time, it
happens to be a story about the thrills of textual reconstruction, of piecing together a
literary puzzle, of the ―marks and lacks‖ Sappho has come to represent for the 21st
century reader. (xi).
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