“Hymn to Aphrodite” by Sappho
¢. 600 B.C.E.

The poet, Sappho, lived in ancient Greece
sometime in the 6th century B.C.E. on the island of
Lesbos. Despite women not having much of a pres-
ence in mainland Greece, in Lesbos women were
held in high regard. She was married a wealthy mer-
chant so she had time to dedicate herself to the arts.
She not only wrote poetry but composed music to go
along with it on the lyre. Common themes throughout
her work include love and yeamning. She was well
known and highly praised while she was alive. Her
poem “Hymn to Aphrodite™ is her only work that ex-
ists today in it’s entirety. (www.sappho.com)

The poem explores feelings behind unrequit-
ed love from the point of view of Sappho. The lan-
guage used portrays the speaker’s anguish with
words such as “pain”, “torment” and “crush™ as she
begs Aphrodite for help. Ancient Greeks often used
plays and poetry as a form of catharsis, the strong
language and writing from first person could indi-
cate she’s using this device.

During this time women artists were highly
unusual to come across and it was quite a feat to be
as successful as she was. What makes her work
more unusual is that the object of her affections are
regularly women. In this poem she refers to the sub-
ject of her unrequited love using the pronoun “she”,
clearly meaning a woman, even when translated.
Words like “passion™, “gifts”, “love”, “heart” and
“burn” lessen the likelihood of this being a platonic
pupil and mentor relationship like in some of her
other poems. This shows a huge difference between
the cultures of people on Lesbos and in Athens.
Were she to be a native of Athens it is doubtful she
would have the success she did not only because
she’s a woman but also because of her poem’s sub-
ject matters.



