Sappho’s Erotic Plectrum

The phallic shape of the plectrum, the device, typically made of bone, ivory, or wood, that was used to strike the strings of the lyre, is unmistakably apparent, even accentuated in many depictions of lyre players on Archaic and Classical vases. That shape also made the plectrum an obvious focal point in eroticized representations of lyre players, both male and female, in Greek and Latin poetic texts (cf. West 1990: 1–2).
My paper is devoted to a text in which the sexual connotations of the plectrum intriguingly focalize notions of proper and improper socio-cultural decorum: Sappho fr. 99 L-P (=Alcaeus fr. 303A V). In this fragment, the strings of the lyre are apparently called olisbodokoi ‘receiving the olisbos’ (v. 5). In Attic comedy, olisbos means ‘dildo’. West (op. cit.) believes that Sappho uses olisbos to denote the plectrum, with no sexual undertones; only later did the semantic development from ‘plectrum’ to ‘dildo’ take place. However, I argue (building on discussions in Snyder 1997, Parker 2005, and Yatromanolakis 2007) that the epithet forms part of Sappho’s originally obscene invective against her rivals, the Polyanaktidai, who are mentioned in the same poem. Sappho would thus be insulting her aristocratic enemies’ musical and sexual-moral character, a rhetoric that finds a striking analogue in Alcaeus’ critique of the bad comportment, social and musical, at Pittacus’ symposia (fr. 70 V). 

Further, I suggest that Sappho’s own musical persona was sexually profaned in the course of her reception. The report in the Suda (107 Adler) that she invented the plectrum likely had its origin in slander about her notoriously excessive sexual appetites (which are well attested in the Suda entry); Sappho’s plectrum was surely imagined to have served double duty as olisbos. I propose that not only the Attic comic stage, but also the Athenian symposium, where many of Sappho’s songs were re-performed, were the contexts in which such profanation initially took place.  

I conclude by looking briefly at a very late text, an epigram by the Byzantine poet Paul the Silentiary, in which the plectrum is front and center. The speaker of the epigram describes his erotic fascination with a female lyre player/hetaira, who “holds the plectrum of the lyre and holds the plectrum of desire (πλῆκτρον ἔρωτος)” (Greek Anthology 16.278). I argue, based on other allusions in the epigram (above all to Sappho fr. 31), that Paul’s erotically compelling lyre player in fact evokes none other than Sappho, the supposed inventor of the plectrum.
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