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§0. In the course of recent communications with my dear colleague Lucia Athanassaki, she has generously
shared with me a wealth of further insights and bibliography concerning the poetics of Sappho as

imitated by Catullus. In this brief essay, I concentrate on one detail, having to do with the picturing of
apples.

Image credit William M. Todd, 2006.

§1. In Poem 2 of Catullus, the speaking ‘I’ focuses first on a pet sparrow of a puella ‘girl’, lines 1-10
(puella at line 1), and then on a beautiful apple that attracts the attention of a puella ‘girl’ who is pictured
as a most desirable love-object, lines 11-13 (puella at line 11). Both focal points, the pet sparrow and the
beautiful apple, can be analyzed as features of Sapphic songmaking that Catullus imitates in his Poem 2.
Such an analysis, as my friend Lucia Athanassaki has pointed out to me, appeared in an article by Jennifer
Ingleheart (2003), cited below in my brief Bibliography. As Ingleheart observes in her article, both the pet
sparrow and the beautiful apple are poetic themes that can be traced back ultimately to the songs of
Sappho. What I admire most about the work of Ingleheart is her decisiveness in arguing that these same
two themes are actually linked to each other—and that this linkage happens not only in Poem 2 of Catullus
but also already in the songs of Sappho. In the brief essay I present here, as I noted already in my
introductory paragraph, I will concentrate on the second of the two linked themes, which is, the picturing of
a beautiful apple. And the illustration that accompanies my essay here shows exactly how such an apple
was pictured in the original poetic world of Sappho, which was the island of Lesbos.

§2. Before I can concentrate on the theme of a beautiful apple that becomes a plaything for Catullus in his
Poem 2, I need to make an additional remark about the linked theme of a pet sparrow. This remark is in
agreement with another observation made in the article of Ingleheart (2003:552 and 554, with
bibliography), who notes that the pet sparrow as we find it in Catullus 2 is comparable to other pets
belonging to other desired girls that populate epigrammatic poems dating as far back as the Hellenistic
period, and that such beloved pets have an afterlife in Roman epigrammatic poetry postdating Catullus,
especially in the epigrams of Martial (as in Epigram 1.7), where the randy little bird gets endowed with
further erotic features, even becoming a “phallic symbol” of sorts (I cite here the interpretation of Thomas
1993, especially at p. 138; also cited by Ingleheart pp. 552-554). I must add emphatically, however, that
such symbolism cannot be traced all the way back to the songs of Sappho.

§3. That said, I can now go on to say that the theme of the beautiful apple in Poem 2 of Catullus, linked as
it is to the theme of the pet sparrow, likewise undergoes an epigrammatic phase. In this case as well,
however, such a phase cannot be traced all the way back to Sappho. Accordingly, I concentrate here only
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on an early attestation of this theme—in a song of Sappho. And, in this song, even the look and feel of the
apple is different. Here is the description of the apple, in Fragment 105a of Sappho:

Masterpieces of Metonymy

olov TO yAukUpahov épetBetal kpwi £€n’ Uodwi, | dkpov én’ AKPoOTATWI, AEAABOVTO &
HaAodponneg, | ol pav EkAeAaBovT’, AAN’ oUk £8UvavT’ £nikeoBal.

Just like the sweet apple that blushes on top of a branch, | the topmost apple on the
topmost branch. It has eluded the notice of the apple pickers. | Oh, but no. It's not that
they haven't noticed it. They just couldn't reach it.

84. Relevant to this description is the illustration for my essay here: it is a photograph, taken by my friend
William M. Todd in 2006, when Bill and Eva and Holly and I were traveling together on the island of Lesbos.
The photograph pictures the local variety of apples native to the island of Lesbos (together with the
mainland across the strait). These apples, as we see in the photograph, are yellow when they ripen,
showing only a ‘blush’ of red.

§5. On the cultivation of apples in ancient and modern Lesbos, I cite an illuminating study by Hugh Mason
(2004). On the symbolism of apples in the poetics of Sappho, I cite my analysis in Nagy 2013 58§100-102.
As for the symbolism of apples in poems directly imitating Sappho, I have more to say especially at §§12-
15 in Nagy 2019.03.08.
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