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Preface

Kafka’s “The Top” is a story about a philosopher who
spends his spare time around children so he can grab
their tops in spin. To catch a top still spinning makes him
happy for a moment in his belief ““that the understanding
of any detail, that of a spinning top for instance, was suf-
ficient for the understanding of all things.” Disgust fol-
lows delight almost at once and he throws down the top,
walks away. Yet hope of understanding continues to fill
him each time top-spinning preparations begin among
the children: “as soon as the top began to spin and he
was running breathlessly after it, the hope would turn to
certainty but when he held the silly piece of wood in his
hand he felt nauseated.”

The story is about the delight we take in metaphor. A
meaning spins, remaining upright on an axis of normalcy
aligned with the conventions of connotation and deno-
tation, and yet: to spin is not normal, and to dissemble
normal uprightness by means of this fantastic motion is
impertinent. What is the relation of impertinence to the
hope of understanding? To delight?

The story concerns the reason why we love to fall in
love. Beauty spins and the mind moves. To catch beauty
would be to understand how that impertinent stability in
vertigo is possible. But no, delight need not reach so far.
To be running breathlessly, but not yet arrived, is itself
delightful, a suspended moment of living hope.

Suppression of impertinence is not the lover’s aim.
Nor can I believe this philosopher really runs after un-
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Preface

derstanding. Rather, he has become a philosopher (that
is, one whose profession is to delight in understanding)
in order to furnish himself with pretexts for running after
tops.

Princeton, New Jersey
August 1985
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Bittersweet

It was Sappho who first called eros “bittersweet.” No
one who has been in love disputes her. What does the
word mean?

Eros seemed to Sappho at once an experience of pleas-
ure and pain. Here is contradiction and perhaps para-
dox. To perceive this eros can split the mind in two.
Why? The components of the contradiction may seem, at
first glance, obvious. We take for granted, as did Sappho,
the sweetness of erotic desire; its pleasurability smiles
out at us. But the bitterness is less obvious. There might
be several reasons why what is sweet should also be bit-
ter. There may be various relations between the two sa-
vors. Poets have sorted the matter out in different ways.
Sappho’s own formulation is a good place to begin trac-
ing the possibilities. The relevant fragment runs:

"Epos dniré w’ & Avowuéns Sovet,
YAUKUTLKPOV Quixavoy SpTeTov

Eros once again limb-loosener whirls me
sweetbitter, impossible to fight off, creature stealing up
(LP, fr. 130)

It is hard to translate. “Sweetbitter” sounds wrong, and
yet our standard English rendering “bittersweet” inverts
the actual terms of Sappho’s compound glukupikron.
Should that concern us? If her ordering has a descriptive
intention, eros is here being said to bring sweetness, then
bitterness in sequence: she is sorting the possibilities
chronologically. Many a lover’s experience would vali-

-3.
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Bittersweet

date such a chronology, especially in poetry, where most
love ends badly. But it is unlikely that this is what Sappho
means. Her poem begins with a dramatic localization of
the erotic situation in time (déute) and fixes the erotic ac-
tion in the present indicative tense (donei). She is not re-
cording the history of a love affair but the instant of de-
sire. One moment staggers under pressure of eros; one
mental state splits. A simultaneity of pleasure and pain is
at issue. The pleasant aspect is named first, we may pre-
sume, because it is less surprising. Emphasis is thrown
upon the problematic other side of the phenomenon,
whose attributes advance in a hail of soft consonants
(line 2). Eros moves or creeps upon its victim from some-
where outside her: orpeton. No battle avails to fight off
that advance: amachanon. Desire, then, is neither inhab-
itant nor ally of the desirer. Foreign to her will, it forces
itself irresistibly upon her from without. Eros is an en-
emy. Its bitterness must be the taste of enmity. That
would be hate.

“To love one’s friends and hate one’s enemies” is a
standard archaic prescription for moral response. Love
and hate construct between them the machinery of hu-
man contact. Does it make sense to locate both poles of
this affect within the single emotional event of eros? Pre-
sumably, yes, if friend and enemy converge in the being
who is its occasion. The convergence creates a paradox,
but one that is almost a cliché for the modern literary
imagination. “And hate begins where love leaves off . . .””
whispers Anna Karenina, as she heads for Moscow Sta-
tion and an end to the dilemma of desire. In fact, erotic
paradox is a problem antedating Eros himself. We find it
first enacted on the wall of Troy, in a scene between
Helen and Aphrodite. The interchange is as sharp as a
paradigm. Homer shows us Helen, embodiment of de-
sire, fed up with the impositions of eros and defying an
order from Aphrodite to serve Paris’ bed. The goddess of

.4.
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Bittersweet

love responds angrily, wielding erotic paradox as a
weapon:

MM @ Epebe oXETAI, un xwoauévy oe puelbeio,
105 88 07 dmexOpw ds vV EkTay\’ EPilnoa

Damn you woman, don’t provoke me—T’ll get angry
and let you drop!
I'll come to hate you as terribly as [ now love you!
(1l. 3.414-15)

Helen obeys at once; love and hate in combination make
an irresistible enemy.

The simultaneity of bitter and sweet that startles us in
Sappho’s adjective glukupikron is differently rendered in
Homer’s poem. Epic convention represents inner states
of feeling in dynamic and linear enactment, so that a di-
vided mind may be read from a sequence of antithetical
actions. Homer and Sappho concur, however, in present-
ing the divinity of desire as an ambivalent being, at once
friend and enemy, who informs the erotic experience
with emotional paradox.

Eros appears in other genres and poets, too, as a pat-
adox of love and hate. Aristophanes, for example, tells us
that the seductive young libertine Alkibiades was able to
inspire a feeling like lover’s passion in the Greek démos:

Tmolfel wév, Exfaipel 88, Bovhetar & Exelw.
b

For they love him and they hate him
and they long to possess him.
(Ran. 1425)

In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Menelaos is described wan-
dering about his empty palace after the departure of
Helen. The rooms seem haunted by her; at their bed-
chamber he stops and cries out for “ruts of love in the
bed” (411). There is no question it is desire he feels (po-
thos, 414), yet hate seeps in to fill the void (echthetai):

.5’-
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760w & vrepmovrias
ddaopa 8éfel Souwy avaoaoew
eVuopdwy 8¢ KooT TV
Exferau xdpis &vdpl,
oupaTwy & &v dymrios
£ppew was "Adpodira.
Because of his longing for something gone across
the sea
a phantom seems to rule the rooms,
and the grace of statues shaped in beauty
comes to be an object of hate for the man.
In the absences of eyes

all Aphrodite is vacant, gone.
(Ag. 414-19)

Love and hate furnish a subject for the Hellenistic epi-
gram as well. Nicharchos’ injunction to his beloved is
typical:

El pe duneis, pioeis e kai el uioeis, av Guhels pe
el 8¢ e un peoeis, diktare, un pe Giled.

If you love me, you hate me. And if you hate me, you

love me.
Now if you don’t hate me, beloved, don’t love me.
(Anth. Pal. 11.252)

Catullus’ epigram is perhaps the most elegant distillate
we have of this cliché:

Odi et amo. quare id faciam, fortasse requiris.
nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior.

I hate and I love. Why? you might ask.
I don’t know. But I feel it happening and I hurt.
(Catullus 85)

The poets of the Greek lyric tradition sometimes con-
ceptualize the erotic condition as starkly as this, but Sap-
pho and her successors in general prefer physiology to

.6.
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concepts. The moment when the soul parts on itself in
desire is conceived as a dilemma of body and senses. On
Sappho’s tongue, as we have seen, it is a moment bitter
and sweet. This ambivalent taste is developed, in later
poets, into “bitter honey” (Anth. Pal. 12.81), “sweet
wound” (Anth. Pal. 12.126), and “Eros of sweet tears”
(Anth. Pal. 12.167). Eros knocks a lover flat with the
shock of hot and cold in Anakreon’s poem:

pneydhe dniré u’ "Epws Exoliev doTe xakkevs
meNéker, xewuepin 8’ ENovaer xapadpr.

With his huge hammer again Eros knocked me like a
blacksmith
and doused me in a wintry ditch
(PMG 413)

while Sophokles compares the experience to a lump of
ice melting in warm hands (Radt, fr. 149).! Later poets
mix the sensations of hot and cold with the metaphor
from taste to concoct “sweet fire” (Anth. Pal. 12.63),
lovers “burned by honey” (Anth. Pal. 12.126), erotic
missiles “tempered in honey” (Anac. 27E). Ibykos
frames eros in a paradox of wet and dry, for the black
thunderstorm of desire drives against him not rain but
“parching madnesses” (PMG 286.8-11). These tropes
may have some basis in ancient theories of physiology
and psychology, which associate action that is pleasur-
able, desirable or good with sensations of heat, liquidity,
melting, and action that is unpleasant or hateful with
cold, freezing, rigidification.

But no simple map of the emotions is available here.
Desire is not simple. In Greek the act of love is a mingling
(mignumi) and desire melts the limbs (lusimeles, cf. Sap-
pho fr. 130 above). Boundaries of body, categories of
thought, are confounded. The god who melts limbs pro-

1 See also the section on “Ice-pleasure” 1n the Sophoklean fragment
below.
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ceeds to break the lover (dammnatai) as would a foe on the
epic battlefield:

&AAG 1 6 Avoyuelns @raipe Sauvaron wébos.

Oh comrade, the limb-loosener crushes me: desire.
(Archilochos, West, IEG 196)

The shape of love and hate is perceptible, then, in a va-
riety of sensational crises. Each crisis calls for decision
and action, but decision is impossible and action a para-
dox when eros stirs the senses. Everyday life can become
difficult; the poets speak of the consequences for behav-
ior and judgment:

3 3 ¥ r . \ ’
oK 018 077TL BEw* Sixe poL Ta vonpuaTa

I don’t know what I should do: two states of mind
inme....

(LP, fr. 51)
Sappho says, and breaks off.

Epém T dNUTE KOVK Epéw
Kol padlvopan kov palvopar.

I’'m in love! ’'m not in love!
I’'m crazy! I’'m not crazy!
(PMG 428)

cries Anakreon.

&€ ov 81 véov Epros &v Nibéots AddavTov
Aevoawv ovTe duyely ovre wévew Stvauat.

When Ilook at Diophantos, new shoot among the
young men,
I can neither flee nor stay
(Anth. Pal. 12.126.5-6)

“Desire keeps pulling the lover to act and not to act” is
the conclusion of Sophokles (Radt, fr. 149). Not only ac-
tion founders. Moral evaluation also fractures under

.8.
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pressure of paradox, splitting desire into a thing good
and bad at the same time. The Eros of Euripides wields a
bow that is “double” in its effect, for it can bring on a
lovely life or complete collapse (IA 548-49). Euripides
goes so far as to double the god of love himself: twin
Erotes appear in a fragment of his lost play Sthenoboea.
One of them guides the lover in a life of virtue. The other
is a lover’s worst enemy (echthistos) and leads him
straight to the house of death (Page 1932, 3.128.22-25).
Love and hate bifurcate Eros.

Let us return to the question with which we began,
namely, the meaning of Sappho’s adjective glukupikron.
A contour has been emerging from our examination of
the poetic texts. “Sweetbitter eros” is what hits the raw
film of the lover’s mind. Paradox is what takes shape on
the sensitized plate of the poem, a negative image from
which positive pictures can be created. Whether appre-
hended as a dilemma of sensation, action or value, eros
prints as the same contradictory fact: love and hate con-
verge within erotic desire.

Why?
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Perhaps there are many ways to answer this. One comes
clearest in Greek. The Greek word eros denotes ‘want,
‘lack,’ ‘desire for that which is missing.” The lover wants
what he does not have. It is by definition impossible for
him to have what he wants if, as soon as it is had, it is no
longer wanting. This is more than wordplay. There is a
dilemma within eros that has been thought crucial by
thinkers from Sappho to the present day. Plato turns and
returns to it. Four of his dialogues explore what it means
to say that desire can only be for what is lacking, not at
hand, not present, not in one’s possession nor in one’s
being: eros entails endeia. As Diotima puts it in the Sym-
posium, Eros is a bastard got by Wealth on Poverty and
ever at home in a life of want (203b-¢). Hunger is the an-
alog chosen by Simone Weil for this conundrum:

All our desires are contradictory, like the desire for
food. I want the person I love to love me. If he is,
however, totally devoted to me he does not exist any
longer and I cease to love him. And as long as he is
not totally devoted to me he does not love me
enough. Hunger and repletion. (1977, 364)

Emily Dickinson puts the case more pertly in “I Had
Been Hungry™:

So I found

that hunger was a way

of persons outside windows
that entering takes away.

10 -
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Petrarch interprets the problem in terms of the ancient
physiology of fire and ice:

[ know to follow while I flee my fire
[ freeze when present; when absent, hot is my desire.
(“Trionfo d’Amore”)

Sartre has less patience with the contradictory ideal of
desire, this “dupery.” He sees in erotic relations a system
of infinite reflections, a deceiving mirror-game that car-
ries within itself its own frustration (1956, 444-45). For
Simone de Beauvoir the game is torture: “The knight de-
parting for new adventures offends his lady yet she has
nothing but contempt for him if he remains at her feet.
This is the torture of impossible love . ..” (1953, 619).
Jacques Lacan puts the matter somewhat more enigmat-
ically when he says “Desire . . . evokes lack of being un-
der the three figures of the nothing that constitutes the
basis of the demand for love, of the hate that even denies
the other’s being, and of the unspeakable element in that
which is ignored in its request” (1966, 28).

It would seem that these various voices are pursuing a
common perception. All human desire is poised on an
axis of paradox, absence and presence its poles, love and
hate its motive energies. Let us return once more to the
poem of Sappho with which we began. This fragment
(LP, fr. 130), as it is preserved in the text and scholia of
Hephaestion, is followed without a break by two lines in
the same meter, which may be from the same poem:

"AT6, ool 8 Euebev utv dmxbero
dpovriadny, emi 8’ Avdpouéday wérar
Atthis, your care for me stirred hatred in you

and you flew to Andromeda.
(LP, fr. 131)

Who ever desires what is not gone? No one. The Greeks
were clear on this. They invented eros to express it.

11
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Let no one enter here who is ignorant of geometry.

(inscription over the door of Plato’s Academy)

There is something pure and indubitable about the no-
tion that eros is lack. Moreover, it is a notion that, once
adopted, has a powerful effect on one’s habits and rep-
resentations of love. We can see this most clearly in an
example: consider Sappho’s fragment 31, which is one of
the best-known love poems in our tradition.

baiveral pot kmyos ioos féotow
Euper’ Gvmp, dr1is EvdrTids Tou

iodaver kol mAaT LoV GV dpwei-
oos VTaKovEL

Kol yehaioas ipdpoev, 76 w0 pow
kapdiav &v otnleoiy ExTdauaey,

@5 yap Es o idw 6pdxe’ s pe povai-

o’ ovd’ &v &7’ eike,

GAN’ dkaw pdv yhoooa tEaye Némrov
8’ adrika xpd Tip vradedpounkey,
omrmdreaar 8 008’ Bv dpmuu’, Emppou-
Beiwot 8 acovan,

Téxade w idpws Yoxpos kakyseTact Tpdpos 88
moioav &ypet, xAwpoTépa 8& molas

Eppt, TeOvaxny 8 dAiyw "miSelns

daivou”’ Tan

He seems to me equal to gods that man
who opposite you

.12.

This content downloaded from
72.204.146.2 on Fri, 17 Jul 2020 14:21:02 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Ruse

sits and listens close
to your sweet speaking

and lovely laughing—oh it

puts the heart in my chest on wings

for when I look at you, a moment, then no speaking
is left in me

no: tongue breaks, and thin

fire is racing under skin

and in eyes no sight and drumming
fills ears

and cold sweat holds me and shaking
grips me all, greener than grass
I am and dead—or almost
I seem to me.
(LP, fr. 31)

The poem floats toward us on a stage set. But we have
no program. The actors go in and out of focus anony-
mously. The action has no location. We don’t know why
the girl is laughing nor what she feels about this man. He
looms beyond the footlights, somewhat more than mor-
tal in line 1 (isos theoisin), and dissolves at line 2 into a
pronoum (ottis) so indefinite that scholars cannot agree
on what it means. The poet who is staging the mise-en-
scéne steps mysteriously from the wings of a relative
clause at line § (z0) and takes over the action.

It is not a poem about the three of them as individuals,
but about the geometrical figure formed by their percep-
tion of one another, and the gaps in that perception. It is
an image of the distances between them. Thin lines of
force coordinate the three of them. Along one line travels
the girl’s voice and laughter to a man who listens closely.
A second tangent connects the girl to the poet. Between
the eye of the poet and the listening man crackles a third
current. The figure is a triangle. Why?

An obvious answer is to say that this is a poem about
jealousy. Numbers of critics have done so. Yet, just as

13
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many readers deny that there is any hint of jealousy
here.2 How is such blanket disagreement possible? Are
we all operating with the same idea of what jealousy is?

The word ‘jealousy’ comes from Greek zélos meaning
‘zeal’ or ‘fervent pursuit.” It is a hot and corrosive spirit-
ual motion arising in fear and fed on resentment. The
jealous lover fears that his beloved prefers someone else,
and resents any relationship between the beloved and an-
other. This is an emotion concerned with placement and
displacement. The jealous lover covets a particular place
in the beloved’s affection and is full of anxiety that an-
other will take it. Here is an image of the shifting pattern
that is jealousy, from more modern times. During the
first half of the fifteenth century a type of slow pacing
dance called the bassa danza became popular in Italy.
These dances were semidramatic and transparently ex-
pressive of psychological relationships. “In the dance
called Jealousy three men and three women permute
partners and each man goes through a stage of standing
by himself apart from the others” (Baxandall 1972, 78).
Jealousy is a dance in which everyone moves, for it is the
instability of the emotional situation that preys upon a
jealous lover’s mind.

No such permutations jeopardize Sappho in fragment
31. Indeed, her case is the reverse. Were she to change
places with the man who listens closely, it seems likely
she would be entirely destroyed. She does not covet the
man’s place nor fear usurpation of her own. She directs
no resentment at him. She is simply amazed at his intre-
pidity. This man’s role in the poetic structure reflects that
of jealousy within Sappho’s feelings. Neither is named. It
is the beloved’s beauty that affects Sappho; the man’s
presence is somehow necessary to delineation of that
emotional event—it remains to be seen how. “Lovers all

2 The two most recent commentators on this poem assemble schol-

arship for and against jealousy: Burnett 1983, 232-43; Race 1983, 92-
101.

14 -
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show such symptoms as these,” says Longinus, the an-
cient critic to whom we owe preservation of Sappho’s
text (De Sublimitate 10.2). Jealousy may be implicit in
the symptoms of love whenever they occur, but jealousy
does not explain the geometry of this poem.

Another popular theory about fragment 31 is the rhe-
torical theory, which explains the man who listens
closely as a poetic necessity (see note 2). That is, he is not
to be thought of as a real person but as a poetic hypoth-
esis, designed to show by contrast how deeply Sappho is
affected in the presence of her beloved. As such he is a
cliché of erotic poetry, for it is a common rhetorical ma-
neuver to praise one’s beloved by saying “He must be
made of stone who could resist you.” Pindar, for exam-
ple, in a well-known fragment (Snell-Maehler, fr. 123)
contrasts his own response to a beautiful boy (“I melt
like wax as the heat bites into it”’) with that of an impas-
sible observer (“whose black heart was forged of ada-
mant or iron in a cold flame”). The rhetorical point may
be reinforced by adding a comparison with divine impas-
sivity, as in the Hellenistic epigram that says “If you
looked upon my beloved and were not broken by desire,
you are totally god or totally stone” (Anth. Pal.
12.151).3 With this contrastive technique, the lover
praises his beloved, and incidentally begs sympathy for
his own suit, by aligning himself with normal human re-
sponse: it would be an unnatural heart or supernatural
heart that failed to be moved by desire for such an object.
Is this what Sappho is doing in fragment 31?

No. In the first place, the register of normality is miss-
ing from Sappho’s poem. Her record of erotic emotion is
singular. We may recognize her symptoms from personal
memory but it is impossible to believe she is representing
herself as an ordinary lover. Moreover, praise of the be-
loved does not stand out as the principal purpose of this

3 See Dover 1978, 178 n. 18; Race 1983, 93-94.

15 -
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poem. The girl’s voice and laughter are a significant
provocation but she disappears at line 5 and Sappho’s
own body and mind are the unmistakable subject of all
that follows. Praise and normal erotic responses are
things that occur in the real world: this poem does not.
Sappho tells us twice, emphatically, the real location of
her poem: “He seems to me. . . . I seem to me.” This is a
disquisition on seeming and it takes place entirely within
her own mind.*

Jealousy is beside the point; the normal world of erotic
responses is beside the point; praise is beside the point. It
is a poem about the lover’s mind in the act of construct-
ing desire for itself. Sappho’s subject is eros as it appears
to her; she makes no claim beyond that. A single con-
sciousness represents itself; one mental state is exposed
to view.

We see clearly what shape desire has there: a three-
point circuit is visible within Sappho’s mind. The man
who listens closely is no sentimental cliché or rhetorical
device. He is a cognitive and intentional necessity. Sap-
pho perceives desire by identifying it as a three-part
structure. We may, in the traditional terminology of
erotic theorizing, refer to this structure as a love triangle
and we may be tempted, with post-Romantic asperity, to
dismiss it as a ruse. But the ruse of the triangle is not a
trivial mental maneuver. We see in it the radical consti-
tution of desire. For, where eros is lack, its activation
calls for three structural components—Ilover, beloved
and that which comes between them. They are three
points of transformation on a circuit of possible relation-
ship, electrified by desire so that they touch not touching,.
Conjoined they are held apart. The third component
plays a paradoxical role for it both connects and sepa-
rates, marking that two are not one, irradiating the ab-
sence whose presence is demanded by eros. When the cir-

*+ On seeming in this poem, see Robbins 1980, 255-61.
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cuit-points connect, perception leaps. And something
becomes visible, on the triangular path where volts are
moving, that would not be visible without the three-part
structure. The difference between what is and what
could be is visible. The ideal is projected on a screen of
the actual, in a kind of stereoscopy. The man sits like a
god, the poet almost dies: two poles of response within
the same desiring mind. Triangulation makes both pres-
ent at once by a shift of distance, replacing erotic action
with a ruse of heart and language. For in this dance the
people do not move. Desire moves. Eros is a verb.

17 -
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The ruse of inserting a rival between lover and beloved is
immediately effective, as Sappho’s poem shows, but
there are more ways than one to triangulate desire. Not
all look triangular in action, yet they share a common
concern: to represent eros as deferred, defied, ob-
structed, hungry, organized around a radiant absence—
to represent eros as lack.

Mere space has power. L’amour d’loonb (‘love from a
distance’) is what the canny troubadours called courtly
love. We have seen Menelaos haunted through his empty
palace by ““absences of eyes in the statues” (Aesch. Ag.
411). With this vacancy we might compare Virgil’s
Aeneid, where the space of desire echoes around Dido in
the streets of Carthage:

illum absens absentem auditque uidetque
.. . him not there not there she hears him, she sees him.

(4.83)

A lover like Theognis, on the other hand, neatly accom-
modates the pain of absent presence, announcing to his
boy:

Olre o¢ kudlew dmepvkoper ovre kakobuer:
&pyahéos mapeav, kai Gilos s’ v &mys.

We aren’t shutting you out of the revel, and we aren’t
inviting you, either.

18 -
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For you’re a pain when you’re present, and beloved
when you’re away.

(1207-208)°

The separating power of space can be marked with
various activities; by racing through it, for example, as
Atalanta does when she puts miles between herself and
her suitors:

. . S TOTE ooy
"laoiov koVpmy Tapbévor laciny,
wpaimy Tep E0DTav, AYAOUEVNY YoV AVEp&Y
devyew Lwoapévn 8 Epy’ dréleaTa TENEL
TaTpos vooduodsioa Séuwy Eavl) "Ataravry:
@xero 8 VYmAas &s kopvdis bpéwy
devyovo’. . . .

... as they say once
the daughter of lasios fled young Hippomenes
and said No to marriage, although she was ripe.
But she girded herself to achieve the impossible.
Leaving behind her the house of her father,
lighthaired Atalanta,
gone to the high tops of mountains
in flight. . . .
(Theognis 1287-93)

The Trojan War and a long tradition of erotic quests rep-
resent the other side (the lover’s) of this stereotypical ac-
tivity. Pursuit and flight are a fopos of Greek erotic po-
etry and iconography from the archaic period onward. It
is noteworthy that, within such conventional scenes, the
moment of ideal desire on which vase-painters as well as
poets are inclined to focus is not the moment of the coup
de foudre, not the moment when the beloved’s arms open

5 The text is that of Carriére 1962, against West 1966, whose wan

barpaleos (for the codices’ argaleos, after Bergk) reduces a finely agi-
tated chiasmus to little.
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to the lover, not the moment when the two unite in hap-
piness. What is pictured is the moment when the beloved
turns and runs. The verbs pheugein (‘to flee’) and diokein
(‘to pursue’) are a fixed item in the technical erotic vo-
cabulary of the poets, several of whom admit that they
prefer pursuit to capture. “There is a certain exquisite
pleasure in the wavering of the balance” Theognis says of
such erotic tension (1372). Kallimachos characterizes his
own eros as a perverse hunter “bypassing game that lies
available, for it knows only to pursue what flees” (Epi-
grammata 31.5-6).

Lovers who do not wish to run may stand and throw:
an apple is the traditional missile in declarations of love
(e.g., Ar. Nub. 997). The lover’s ball, or sphaira, is an-
other conventional mechanism of seduction, so often
tossed asalove challenge (e.g., Anakreon 358 PMG; Anth.
Pal. 5.214, 6.280) that it came to emblematize the god
himself, as Eros Ballplayer, in later verse (Ap. Rhod.
3.132-41). The glance of the eye can be an equally potent
projectile. The poets call upon a vocabulary of innuendo
that ranges from the “slantwise stare” of a flirting Thra-
cian filly (Anakreon 417 PMG) to Astymeloisa’s glance
“more melting than sleep or death” (Alkman 3.61-62
PMG) and the limb-dissolving gaze of Eros himself
“down from underneath blue eyelids” (Ibykos 287
PMG).

Eyelids are important. From the eyelids may issue an
erotic emotion that sets the interval between two people
vibrating:

Aidos dwells upon the eyelids of sensitive people
as does hybris upon the insensitive. A wise man
would know this.
(Stob. Flor. 4.230M)

Aidos (‘shamefastness’) is a sort of voltage of decorum
discharged between two people approaching one an-
other for the crisis of human contact, an instinctive and

- 20 -
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mutual sensitivity to the boundary between them. It is
the shame suitably felt by a suppliant at the hearth (e.g.,
Od. 17.578), a guest before his host (e.g., Od. 8.544),
youth making way for old age (e.g., Soph. OC 247), as
well as the shared shyness that radiates between lover
and beloved (e.g., Pind. Pyth. 9.9-13). The proverbial
residence of aidos upon sensitive eyelids is a way of say-
ing that aidos exploits the power of the glance by with-
holding it, and also that one must watch one’s feet to
avoid the misstep called hybris. In erotic contexts aidos
can demarcate like a third presence, as in a fragment of
Sappho that records the overture of a man to a woman:

68hw T T elmmy, &ANG ue kwAVst aldws. . . .

[ want to say something to you, but aidos prevents
me. . ..
(LP, fr. 137.1-2)

The static electricity of erotic “shame” is a very dis-
creet way of marking that two are not one. More vul-
garly, aidos may materialize as an object or a gesture.
Here again the conventions of Greek vase-painting assist
our understanding of poetic nuances. Erotic scenes on
vases offer clear evidence that eros deferred or ob-
structed, rather than eros triumphant, is the favored sub-
ject. Pederastic vases frequently depict the following mo-
ment: a man touches a boy on chin and genitals (the
customary gesture of erotic invitation), while the boy re-
sponds with the (equally customary) gesture of dissua-
sion, right arm turning away the man’s hand from his
chin. One vase has the inscribed dialogue: “Let me!”
“Stop it!” This image of the two courtship gestures inter-
secting at a moment of impasse seems to summarize
erotic experience for these painters. “Eros is often
sweeter when he is being difficult” says a Hellenistic poet
(Anth. Pal. 12.153). Heterosexual scenes, in Greek po-
etry as well as visual art, make significant use of the

<21
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woman’s veil. A chaste wife like Penelope in Homer’s
Odyssey “holds her veil up on either side of her face”
(16.416, 18.210) when confronting suitors, while Me-
dea’s decision to abandon chastity for jason is indicated
by “holding her veil aside” (Ap. Rhod. 3.444-45). Plato
takes over the motif of veiling in an erotic scenario be-
tween Sokrates and Alkibiades in his Symposium. Alki-
biades is recounting the frustrations of his love affair
with Sokrates. The affair is getting nowhere because So-
krates steadfastly fails to respond to Alkibiades’ beauty.
Even when they sleep in the same bed, nothing happens.
A cloak comes between them:

Eyw pév &1 raira drovoas 1& kol elmov, kol &dsels
womep BN, TeTpdTfar abTOV Guny Kai dvaoTds ye,
ovd’ Emurpépas TovTw clmelv obdiv ETi, budidoas
70 ipdTior 71O BMowTod TovTOV—KOL Yap Y
XELWOV—ITO TOV TpiBwra  KaTaKAWES TOV TOV-
Tovi, TepLBaloy Te XElpe ToUTE T Sawpoviy ds GAn-
0@s kai GovpuaoTd, KaTEKE(UNY THY VUKTO OAYY. Ko
o0d¢ TovTa av, @ Sokpates, épeis o7t Yshdouad.
movjoarros 88 8% TavTe 10D OUTOS TOTOVTOV TEPL-
£YEVETO Te Kol KATEDPOVNOEY Kol KaTeyShaoer TS
Eums @pas kol VBpLTEv—Kal Tepl EKEWS YE Guny T
sivan, & &vdpes SikaoTal dukacTal yap &ore ThHS
Swkpdrovs Vmepndavias—sd yap ioTe i feods, i
feas, ovdEv mepurToTepor  koTadedapbnkws  &v-
£oTNY MeTA TWKPATOVS, ) £l MeTh TaTPOS Kalbnvdov
7 &dehdoi mpeoBurépov.

Well, after I had exchanged these words with him
... I got up and, without permitting the man to say
anything more, wrapped my own cloak around
him—it was winter—stretched out under his
threadbare coat, wound my two arms around this
genuinely miraculous, amazing man and lay there
all night long. . . . And when I had done this, he so
scorned and disdained it, and laughed at my beauty

.22.
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and made light of the very thing I thought was a big
deal . . . that when I rose I had no more “slept with”
Sokrates than if I had lain down with my father or
elder brother. (219b-¢)

There are two garments in this scene and the way Alki-
biades uses them is a concrete symbol of his own contra-
dictory desire: he first wraps Sokrates up in his own
cloak (because it is a cold winter night) then throws So-
krates’ old coat over himself and lies on the bed, embrac-
ing the bundled-up object of his desire, until morning.
Both the gesture of embrace and the gesture of separation
are Alkibiades’ own. Eros is lack: Alkibiades reifies the
lover’s guiding principle almost as self-consciously as
Tristan, who places a drawn sword between himself and
Iseult when they lie down to sleep in the forest.

This principle is reified also in the social attitudes that
surround a lover. A society, like our own, for example,
that sets a high value on both the chastity and the prolif-
icacy of the female, will assign to the beloved the role of
seductive unattainability. A titillating triangle comes into
play between the lover, the bad girl who attracts him and
the good girl who honours him by saying no. Familiar
with such double standards ourselves, we may look to
fifth-century Athens for their archetype. Double stand-
ards are a topic of conversation in Plato’s Symposium,
where Pausanias describes the contradictory ethic en-
joined upon homosexual lovers by Athenian social con-
vention {183c-85c). Upper-class mores encouraged men
to fall in love with and lay suit to beautiful boys while at
the same time commending boys who spurned such at-
tentions. “It is no simple thing” to understand or to prac-
tice such an ethic, says Pausanias (183d) and he attaches
to it the interesting label poikilos nomos. Let us consider
what Pausanias means.

The phrase poikilos nomos sums up the problem of
erotic ambivalence. Nomos means ‘law, ‘custom,’” or

.23.
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‘convention’ and refers to the code of conduct for Athe-
nian lovers and their boys in aristocratic circles of the
time. Poikilos is an adjective applicable to anything var-
iegated, complex or shifting, for example, a ‘dappled’
fawn, a ‘spangled’ wing, an ‘intricately wrought’ metal,
a ‘complicated’ labyrinth, an ‘abstruse’ mind, a ‘subtle’
lie, a ‘devious’ double-entendre. Nomos implies some-
thing fixed firm in conventional sentiment and behavior;
poikilos refers to what scintillates with change and am-
biguity. The phrase verges on oxymoron; or at least the
relation between noun and adjective is a richly devious
one. The Athenian nomos is poikilos in that it recom-
mends an ambivalent code of behavior (lovers should
chase beloveds yet beloveds should not be caught). But
the nomos is also poikilos in that it applies to a phenom-
enon whose essence and loveliness is i its ambivalence.
This erotic code is a social expression of the division
within a lover’s heart. Double standards of behavior re-
flect double or contradictory pressures within erotic
emotion itself.

Even more blatant was the legitimation given erotic
ambivalence by Cretan society with its peculiar custom
of harpagmos, a ritual homosexual rape of boys by their
lovers. The rape began with a conventional gift-ex-
change and ended with the rapist carrying off his beloved
on horseback for a two-month sojourn in hiding. As the
couple rode away, the boy’s family and friends would
stand around uttering token cries of distress: ““If the man
is equal to or superior to the boy, people follow and resist
the rape only enough to satisfy the law but are really glad

> confides the fourth-century historian Ephoros
(FGrH F148). The roles in this erotic set piece are con-
ventional. Legitimate marriage rites throughout the
Greek world adopted much of the same imagery and at-
titude. Mock abduction of the bride formed the central
action of the Spartan wedding ceremony and a similar
rite may have been practiced at Lokri and other Greek

-24.
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states, including Athens (Sirvinou-Inwood 1973, 12-21).
Painters who depict such rites on vases make clear by
iconographic details of posture, gesture and facial
expression that a scene of resistance and tension is being
represented, not a happy and harmonious elopement.
The abducting bridegroom may hold his bride diago-
nally across his body as he mounts the wedding chariot;
the bride expresses unwillingness by various startled ges-
tures of the left hand and arm; frequently she is seen pull-
ing her veil across her face with one hand in the symbolic
gesture of female aidos (Jenkins, 1983, 137-43). It
should be emphasized that these paintings, although
evocative of mythical prototypes like the rape of Per-
sephone, are not in themselves to be interpreted as myth-
ical scenes but as ideal representations of normal wed-
ding rites, bristling with ambiguities as such rituals do in
many cultures. Anthropologists explain the ambiguities
from many different angles, for marriage finds analogies
in war, initiation, death or a combination of these in var-
ious societies. From beneath these social and religious
layers, however, a fundamental emotional fact exerts its
shaping pressure on iconography and ritual concept:
eros. Such societal and aesthetic sanction given at once to
lover’s pursuit and beloved’s flight has its image on
Greek vases as a moment of impasse in the ritual of
courtship, its conceptual ground in the traditionally bit-
tersweet character of desire. Odi et amo intersect; there
is the core and symbol of eros, in the space across which
desire reaches.

.25.
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Lest thou thy love and hate and me undoe,
To let mee live, O love and hate mee too.

John Donne, “The Prohibition”

A space must be maintained or desire ends. Sappho re-
constructs the space of desire in a poem that is like a
small, perfect photograph of the erotic dilemma. The
poem is thought to be an epithalamium (or part of an ep-
ithalamium) because the ancient rhetorician Himerios
alluded to it in the course of a discussion of weddings,
saying:

It was Sappho who likened a girl to an apple. . . and
compared a bridegroom to Achilles. (Orationes
9.16)

We cannot certainly say whether Sappho composed this
poem for a wedding and intended it as praise of a bride,
but its overt subject remains clear and coherent. It is a
poem about desire. Both its content and its form consist
in an act of reaching:

oiov 70 y\ukvpahov spevlerou drpe ém’ Vo dw,

&rpov &m° akpordTe, Nehdbovro 8t uarodpimnes,

o uaw EkheNdfort’, &AM oVk E8Vvart’ EmikeoOo

As a sweet apple turns red on a high branch,

high on the highest branch and the applepickers
forgot—

well, no they didn’t forget—were not able to reach

(LP, fr. 105a)
. 26 .
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The poem is incomplete, perfectly. There is one sen-
tence, which has no principal verb or principal subject
because the sentence never arrives at its main clause. It is
one simile, whose point remains elusive since the compa-
randum never appears. It may be from an epithalamium,
but it seems precarious to say so in the absence of the
wedding party. If there is a bride, she stays inaccessible.
It is her inaccessibility that is present. As the object of
comparison suspended in line 1, it exerts a powerful at-
traction, both grammatical and erotic, on all that fol-
lows; but completion is not achieved—grammatical or
erotic. Desiring hands close on empty air in the final in-
finitive, while the apple of their eye dangles perpetually
inviolate two lines above.

The action of the poem occurs in present indicative
verbs that attain, with the last word, infinite disappoint-
ment. This final falling short is gently, repeatedly pre-
pared by what comes before. The three lines of the poem
follow the poet’s mind on a trajectory through percep-
tion to judgment, a trajectory in which both the percep-
tion (of the apple) and the judgment (of why it is where
it is) suffer self-correction. As the poet’s eye reaches up
to locate the apple (“on a high branch”), that location is
made more exact (“high on the highest branch”) and
more remote. As the poet’s interpretation reaches to ex-
plain the apple (“and the applepickers forgot™), that ex-
planation is emended in stride (“well, no they didn’t for-
get—were unable to reach™). Each line launches an
impression that is at once modified, then launched again.
Second thoughts grow out of initial misapprehensions,
and this mental action is reflected in the sounds of the
words as the anaphoric syllables reach after one another
from verse to verse (akro . .. akron . .. akrotato lela-
thonto . . . eklelathont’). This motion is corroborated in
the rhythm of the verse: dactyls (in lines 1 and 2) slow
and elongate to spondees (in line 3) as the apple begins to
look farther and farther away.

Each verse, we should also note, applies corrective

.27.
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measures to its own units of sound. The first verse con-
tains two examples of a metrical procedure called ‘cor-
reption.” Correption is a licence permitted to dactylic
hexameter whereby a long vowel or diphthong is short-
ened but allowed to remain in hiatus before a following
vowel. Here the two correptions occur in close succes-
sion (-tai akro ep-) and make the verse seem crowded
with sounds that move and rustle against one another, as
the tree is thick with branches over which your eye
climbs steadily to the topmost one. Lines 2 and 3 make
use of a different corrective device: elision. Elision is a
brusquer approach to the metrical problem of hiatus; it
simply expels the first vowel. Elision occurs once in the
second line (ep’ ak-) and three times in the third verse
(-thont’ all’ ouk edunant’ ep-). Both correption and eli-
sion may be regarded as tactics to restrain a unit of sound
from reaching beyond its proper position in the rhythm.
The tactics differ in permissiveness, for the former par-
tially concedes, while the latter entirely curtails, the
reach. (Or one might think of correption as a sort of met-
rical décolletage, in contrast to elision, which bundles the
too tempting vowel quite out of sight.) One gets the
sense, as the poem proceeds, of a gradually imposed con-
straint. The reaching action of desire is attempted again
and again in different ways through the different lines;
with each line it becomes clearer that the reach will not
succeed. The triple elision of line 3 is conspicuous. Lines
1 and 2 permit the poet’s eye a comparatively uninhib-
ited ascent to the topmost apple. Line 3 crops the apple-
pickers” hands in midair.

There are five elisions in the poems, of which three af-
fect the preposition epi. This word deserves our closer at-
tention for it is crucial to the etymology and morphology
of the poem. Epi is a preposition expressing motion to,
toward, for, in quest of, reaching after. The action of this
ardent preposition shapes the poem on every level. In its
sounds, in its rythmic effects, in its process of thought, in

.28.
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its narrative content (and in its external occasion, if these
lines are from an epithalamium) this poem acts out the
experience of eros. It is a compound experience, both
gluku and pikron: Sappho begins with a sweet apple and
ends in infinite hunger. From her inchoate little poem we
learn several things about eros. The reach of desire is de-
fined in action: beautiful (in its object), foiled (in its at-
tempt), endless (in time).
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Eros is an issue of boundaries. He exists because certain
boundaries do. In the interval between reach and grasp,
between glance and counterglance, between ‘I love you’
and ‘I love you too,” the absent presence of desire comes
alive. But the boundaries of time and glance and I love
you are only aftershocks of the main, inevitable bound-
ary that creates Eros: the boundary of flesh and self be-
tween you and me. And it is only, suddenly, at the mo-
ment when I would dissolve that boundary, I realize I
never can.

Infants begin to see by noticing the edges of things.
How do they know an edge is an edge? By passionately
wanting it not to be. The experience of eros as lack alerts
a person to the boundaries of himself, of other people, of
things in general. It is the edge separating my tongue
from the taste for which it longs that teaches me what an
edge is. Like Sappho’s adjective glukupikron, the mo-
ment of desire is one that defies proper edge, being a
compound of opposites forced together at pressure.
Pleasure and pain at once register upon the lover, inas-
much as the desirability of the love object derives, in
part, from its lack. To whom is it lacking? To the lover.
If we follow the trajectory of eros we consistently find it
tracing out this same route: it moves out from the lover
toward the beloved, then ricochets back to the lover him-
self and the hole in him, unnoticed before. Who is the
real subject of most love poems? Not the beloved. It is
that hole.

When I desire you a part of me is gone: my want of you

-30.
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partakes of me. So reasons the lover at the edge of eros.
The presence of want awakens in him nostalgia for
wholeness. His thoughts turn toward questions of per-
sonal identity: he must recover and reincorporate what is
gone if he is to be a complete person. The locus classicus
for this view of desire is the speech of Aristophanes in
Plato’s Symposium. Here Aristophanes accounts for the
nature of human eros by means of a fantastic anthropol-
ogy (189d-93d). Human beings were originally round
organisms, each composed of two people joined together
as one perfect sphere. These rolled about everywhere and
were exceedingly happy. But the spherical creatures grew
overambitious, thinking to roll right up to Olympus, so
Zeus chopped each of them in two. As a result everyone
must now go through life in search of the one and only
other person who can round him out again. “Sliced in
two like a flatfish,” says Aristophanes, “each of us is per-
petually hunting for the matching half of himself”
(191d).

Most people find something disturbingly lucid and
true in Aristophanes’ image of lovers as people cut in
half. All desire is for a part of oneself gone missing, or so
it feels to the person in love. Aristophanes’ myth justifies
that feeling, in typical Greek fashion, by blaming the
whole situation on Zeus. But Aristophanes is a comic
poet. We might look, for a more serious exegesis, to more
serious lovers. A feature of their reasoning will at once
strike us. It is outrageous.

© 31
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. . . with one impulse of the heart we only just grazed it—
and sighing left the first fruits of our spirit there and came
back to the sound of our human tongue where words have
beginnings and endings.

Augustine, Confessions 9.10

When I desire you a part of me is gone: your lack is my
lack. I would not be in want of you unless you had par-
taken of me, the lover reasons. ““A hole is being gnawed
in [my] vitals” says Sappho (LP, fr. 96.16-17). “You
have snatched the lungs out of my chest” (West, IEG
191) and “pierced me right through the bones” (193)
says Archilochos. “You have worn me down” (Alkman
1.77 PMG), “grated me away” (Ar., Eccl. 956), “de-
voured my flesh” (Ar., Ran. 66), “sucked my blood”
(Theokritos 2.55), “mowed off my genitals” (?Archilo-
chos, West, IEG 99.21), “stolen my reasoning mind”
(Theognis 1271). Eros is expropriation. He robs the
body of limbs, substance, integrity and leaves the lover,
essentially, less. This attitude toward love is grounded
for the Greeks in oldest mythical tradition: Hesiod de-
scribes in his Theogony how castration gave birth to the
goddess Aphrodite, born from the foam around Oura-
nos’ severed genitals (189-200). Love does not happen
without loss of vital self. The lover is the loser. Or so he
reckons.

But his reckoning involves a quick and artful shift.
Reaching for an object that proves to be outside and be-

.32-
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yond himself, the lover is provoked to notice that self and
its limits. From a new vantage point, which we might call
self-consciousness, he looks back and sees a hole. Where
does that hole come from? It comes from the lover’s clas-
sificatory process. Desire for an object that he never
knew be lacked is defined, by a shift of distance, as desire
for a necessary part of himself. Not a new acquisition but
something that was always, propetly, his. Two lacks be-
come one.

The shifty logic of the lover unfolds naturally from his
ruses of desire. We have seen how lovers, like Sappho in
fragment 31, recognize Eros as a sweetness made out of
absence and pain. The recognition calls into play various
tactics of triangulation, various ways of keeping the
space of desire open and electric. To think about one’s
own tactics is always a tricky business. The exegesis
measures out three angles: the lover himself, the beloved,
the lover redefined as incomplete without the beloved.
But this trigonometry is a trick. The lover’s next move is
to collapse the triangle into a two-sided figure and treat
the two sides as one circle. ‘Seeing my hole, [ know my
whole’ he says to himself. His own reasoning process
suspends him between the two terms of this pun.

It seems impossible to talk or reason about erotic lack
without falling into this punning language. Consider, for
example, Plato’s Lysis. In this dialogue Sokrates is at-
tempting to define the Greek word philos, which means
both ‘loving’ and ‘loved,” both ‘friendly’ and ‘dear.’ He
takes up the question whether the desire to love or be-
friend something is ever separable from lack of it. His in-
terlocutors are led to acknowledge that all desire is long-
ing for that which properly belongs to the desirer but has
been lost or taken away somehow—no one says how
(221e-22a). Puns flash as the reasoning quickens. This
part of the discussion depends upon an adroit use of the
Greek word oikeros, which means both ‘suitable, related,
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akin to myself’ and ‘belonging to me, properly mine.’ So
Sokrates addresses the two boys who are his interlocu-
tors and says:

... Tov oixeiov 87, ds Bowkev, 6 Te Epws kai N dLhic
ki M Embupio Tvyxdvst oboa, ®s daivetat, & Me-
véfevé 1e kal Abo.—3vveddrnr.— Yuels apa &i
didot EoTov &AAMAois, dvoer Y oikeiol E08’ Vulv
avTols.

. . . Desire and love and longing are directed at that
which is akin to oneself [tou oikeiou], it seems. So if
you two are loving friends [philoi] of one another
then in some natural way you belong to one another
[otkeioi esth’]. (221e)

It is profoundly unjust of Sokrates to slip from one mean-
ing of oikeios to another, as if it were the same thing to
recognize in someone else a kindred soul and to claim
that soul as your own possession, as if it were perfectly
acceptable in love to blur the distinction between your-
self and the one you love. All the lover’s reasoning and
hopes of happiness are built upon this injustice, this
claim, this blurred distinction. So his thought process is
continually moving and searching through the border-
land of language where puns occur. What is the lover
searching for there?

A punis a figure of language that depends on similarity
of sound and disparity of meaning. It matches two
sounds that fit perfectly together as aural shapes yet
stand insistently, provocatively apart in sense. You per-
ceive homophony and at the same time see the semantic
space that separates the two words. Sameness is pro-
jected onto difference in a kind of stereoscopy. There is
something irresistible in that. Puns appear in all litera-
tures, are apparently as old as language and unfailingly
fascinate us. Why? If we had the answer to this question
we would know more clearly what the lover is searching
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for as he moves and reasons through the borderlands of
his desire.

We do not yet have an answer. Nonetheless we should
pay attention to the punning character of the lover’s
logic: its structure and its irresistibility have something
important to tell us about desire, and about the lover’s
search. We have seen how Sokrates makes use of punning
language to slip from one sense of oikeios (‘kindred’) to
another sense (‘mine’) when in the Lysis he is discussing
eros as lack. Sokrates makes no attempt to conceal his
wordplay here; indeed, he draws attention to it with an
uncommon grammatical usage. He deliberately mixes up
reciprocal and reflexive pronouns when he addresses the
two philoi, Lysis and Menexenos. That is, when he says
to them “. . . you belong to one another” (221e6) he uses
a word for ‘one another’ that more commonly means
‘yourselves’ (hautois). Sokrates is playing, through
words, upon the desires of the young lovers before him.
Mix-up of self and other is much more easily achieved in
language than in life, but somewhat the same effrontery
is involved. Like eros, puns flout the edges of things.
Their power to allure and alarm derives from this.
Within a pun you see the possibility of grasping a better
truth, a truer meaning, than is available from the sepa-
rate senses of either word. But the glimpse of that en-
hanced meaning, which flashes past in a pun, is a painful
thing. For itis inseparable from your conviction of its im-
possibility. Words do have edges. So do you.

The punning logic of the lover is an important piece of
cogitation. The lover’s puns show the outline of what he
learns, in a flash, from the experience of eros—a vivid
lesson about his own being. When he inhales Eros, there
appears within him a sudden vision of a different self,
perhaps a better self, compounded of his own being and
that of his beloved. Touched to life by erotic accident,
this enlargement of self is a complex and unnerving oc-
currence. All too easily it becomes ridiculous, as we see
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for example when Aristophanes takes the typical lover’s
fantasy to its logical, circular conclusion in his myth of
round people. But at the same time a sensation of serious
truth accompanies the lover’s vision of himself. There is
something uniquely convincing about the perceptions
that occur to you when you are in love. They seem truer
than other perceptions, and more truly your own, won
from reality at personal cost. Greatest certainty is felt
about the beloved as necessary complement to you. Your
powers of imagination connive at this vision, calling up
possibilities from beyond the actual. All at once a self
never known before, which now strikes you as the true
one, is coming into focus. A gust of godlikeness may pass
through you and for an instant a great many things look
knowable, possible and present. Then the edge asserts it-
self. You are not a god. You are not that enlarged self.
Indeed, you are not even a whole self, as you now see.
Your new knowledge of possibilities is also a knowledge
of what is lacking in the actual.

We might look, for purposes of comparison, at how
this insight takes shape within the mind of a modern
lover. In her novel The Waves, Virginia Woolf describes
a young man named Neville watching his beloved Ber-
nard approach him from across a garden:

Something now leaves me; something goes from me
to meet that figure who is coming, and assures me
that I know him before I see who it is. How curi-
ously one is changed by the addition, even at a dis-
tance, of a friend. How useful an office one’s friends
perform when they recall us. Yet how painful to be
recalled, to be mitigated, to have one’s self adulter-
ated, mixed up, become part of another. As he ap-
proaches I become not myself but Neville mixed
with somebody—with whom?—with Bernard? Yes,
it is Bernard, and it is to Bernard that I shall put the
question, Who am I?  (83)
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Neville is less alarmed by the hole in him than are the
Greek lyric poets when they record the depradations of
eros. And, unlike Sokrates, Neville does not resort to
puns to account for his mixed-up condition. He simply
watches it happen and measures off its three angles: de-
sire moves out from Neville himself, ricochets off Ber-
nard, and bends back to Neville—but not the same Ne-
ville. “I become not myself but Neville mixed with
somebody.” The piece of himself that goes out to Ber-
nard makes Bernard immediately familiar “even before I
see who it is.” As Sokrates would say, it makes Bernard
oikeios. Even so, Neville goes on to appraise the experi-
ence as an ambivalent one, both “useful” and “painful.”
As in the Greek poets, its pain arises at that edge where
the self is adulterated and bitter verges alarmingly on
sweet. Eros’ ambivalence unfolds directly from this
power to ‘mix up’ the self. The lover helplessly admits
that it feels both good and bad to be mixed up, butis then
driven back upon the question ‘Once I have been mixed
up in this way, who am I?’ Desire changes the lover.
“How curiously”: he feels the change happen but has no
ready categories to assess it. The change gives him a
glimpse of a self he never knew before.

Some such glimpse may be the mechanism that origi-
nally shapes a notion of ‘self’ in each of us, according to
some analyses. Freudian theory traces this notion to a
fundamental decision of love and hate, somewhat like
the ambivalent condition of the lover, that splits our
souls and forms our personality. There is at the begin-
ning of life, in the Freudian view, no awareness of objects
as distinct from one’s own body. The distinction between
self and not-self is made by the decision to claim all that
the ego likes as ‘mine’ and to reject all that the ego dis-
likes as ‘not mine.” Divided, we learn where our selves
end and the world begins. Self-taught, we love what we
can make our own and hate what remains other.

Historians of the Greek psyche, notably Bruno Snell,
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have adapted Freud’s ontogenetic picture to account for
the rise of individualism in Greek society during the ar-
chaic and early classical periods. In the view of Snell, the
first formation in Greek society of a self-conscious and
self-controlled human personality, aware of itself as an
organic whole distinct from other personalities and from
the world around it, can be traced to a moment of emo-
tional ambivalence that splits the soul. Sappho’s adjec-
tive glukupikron signals that moment. It is a revolution
in human self-awareness that Snell calls “the discovery of
the mind.” Blocked eros is its trigger. Its consequence is
the consolidation of a ‘self’:

The love which has its course barred, and fails to
reach its fulfilment acquires a particularly strong
hold over the human heart. The sparks of a vital de-
sire burst into flame at the very moment when the
desire is blocked in its path. It is the obstruction
which makes the wholly personal feelings con-
scious. . . . [the frustrated lover] seeks the cause in
his own personality. (1953, 53)

Snell’s is a sensational thesis and has provoked excite-
ment, wide dissent and ongoing controversy. No resolu-
tion of the questions of history and historiography in-
volved is available, but Snell’s insight about the
importance of bittersweet love in our lives in a powerful
one, appealing to the common experience of many lov-
ers. Neville, for example, seems to come round to the
same conclusion, as he ponders his love for Bernard, in
The Waves: “To be contracted by another person into a
single being—how strange”(80).
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The self forms at the edge of desire, and a science of self
arises in the effort to leave that self behind. But more
than one response is possible to the acute awareness of
self that ensues from the reach of desire. Neville con-
ceives it as a “contraction” of the self upon itself and
finds it merely strange. “How curiously one is changed,”
he muses. He does not appear to hate the change, nor to
relish it. Nietzsche, on the other hand, is delighted: “One
seems to oneself transfigured, stronger, richer, more com-
plete; one is more complete. . . . It is not merely that it
changes the feeling of values; the lover s worth more”
(1967, 426). It is not uncommon in love to experience
this heightened sense of one’s own personality (I am
more myself than ever before!” the lover feels) and to re-
joice in it, as Nietzsche does. The Greek lyric poets do
not so rejoice.

Change of self is loss of self to these poets. Their met-
aphors for the experience are metaphors of war, disease
and bodily dissolution. These metaphors assume a dy-
namic of assault and resistance. Extreme sensual tension
between the self and its environment is the poets’ focus,
and a particular image of that tension predominates. In
Greek lyric poetry, eros is an experience of melting. The
god of desire himself is traditionally called “melter of
limbs” (Sappho, LP, fr. 130; Archilochos, West, IEG
196). His glance is “more melting than sleep or death”
(Alkman 3 PMG). The lover whom he victimizes is a
piece of wax, (Pindar, Snell-Maehler, fr. 123) dissolving
at his touch. Is melting a good thing? That remains am-
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bivalent. The image implies something sensually deli-
cious, yet anxiety and confusion often attend it. Viscosity
is an experience that repels in its own right, in the view
of Jean-Paul Sartre. His remarks on the phenomenon
stickiness may cast some light on the ancient attitude to-
ward love:

An infant plunging its hands into a jar of honey is
instantly involved in contemplating the formal
properties of solids and liquids and the essential re-
lation between the subjective experiencing self and
the experienced world. The viscous is a state half-
way between solid and liquid. It is like a cross-sec-
tion in a process of change. It is unstable but it does
not flow. It is soft, yielding, and compressible. Its
stickiness is a trap, it clings like a leech; it attacks the
boundary between myself and it. Long columns fall-
ing off my fingers suggest my own substance flowing
into the pool of stickiness. Plunging into water gives
a different impression; I remain a solid. But to touch
stickiness is to risk diluting myself into viscosity.
Stickiness is clinging, like a too possessive dog or
mistress. (1956, 606-607)

Sartre’s high-pitched (““it clings like a leech”) and all but
irrational (“stickiness is a trap”) dismay at self-dilution
has its analog in the ancient poets’ response to eros.
Nonetheless, Sartre believes that something important
can be learned from stickiness, as from a dogged mis-
tress, about the properties of matter and the interrelation
between self and other things. In experiencing and artic-
ulating the melting threat of eros, the Greek poets are
presumably also learning something about their own
bounded selves through the effort to resist dissolution of
those bounds in erotic emotion. The physiology that they
posit for the erotic experience is one which assumes eros
to be hostile in intention and detrimental in effect.
Alongside melting we might cite metaphors of piercing,
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crushing, bridling, roasting, stinging, biting, grating,
cropping, poisoning, singeing and grinding to a powder,
all of which are used of eros by the poets, giving a cu-
mulative impression of intense concern for the integrity
and control of one’s own body. The lover learns as he
loses it to value the bounded entity of himself.

A crisis of contact, like the child’s encounter with
honey in Sartre’s example, evokes this learning experi-
ence. Nowhere in the Western tradition is that crisis so
vividly recorded as in Greek lyric verse, and literary his-
torians like Bruno Snell claim primacy for the archaic age
on the basis of this evidence. It is unfortunate that, in
making this claim, Snell neglects an aspect of ancient ex-
perience that cuts straight across his record and might
have furnished compelling testimony for his thesis,
namely the phenomenon of alphabetic literacy. Reading
and writing change people and change societies. It is not
always easy to see how nor to trace out the subtle map of
cause and effect that links such changes to their context.
But we should make an effort to do so. There is an im-
portant, unanswerable question here. s it a matter of co-
incidence that the poets who invented Eros, making of
him a divinity and a literary obsession, were also the first
authors in our tradition to leave us their poems in written
form? To put the question more pungently, what s erotic
about alphabetization? This may seem not so much an
unanswerable as a foolish question, at first, but let us
look closer into the selves of the first writers. Selves are
crucial to writers,

Whether or not it seems fair to ascribe to the archaic
poets a “discovery of mind” such as Snell outlines, un-
deniable evidence remains, in the preserved fragments of
their verses, of a sensibility acutely tuned to the vulnera-
bility of the physical body and of the emotions or spirit
within it. Such a sensibility is not given voice in the po-
etry we have from before this period. Perhaps this is due
to an accident of technology. Lyric poetry and the sensi-
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bility typical of it begin for us with Archilochos because
his poems came to be written down, we do not know
how or why, sometime in the seventh or sixth century
B.C. Perhaps there were many Archilochoses before him
composing oral lyrics about the depradations of Eros.
Nonetheless, the fact that Archilochos and his lyric suc-
cessors derive from a written tradition marks in itself a
decisive difference between them and whatever was be-
fore, not just because it gives us their texts but because it
cues us to certain radically new conditions of life and
mind within which they were operating. Oral cultures
and literate cultures do not think, perceive or fall in love
in the same way.

The archaic age was in general a time of change, unrest
and reordering. In politics with the rise of the polis, in
economics with the invention of coinage, in poetics with
the study by lyric poets of precise moments in personal
life, and in communications technology with the intro-
duction of the Phoenician alphabet to Greece, this period
may be seen as one of contraction and focus: contraction
of large structures into smaller units, focus upon defini-
tion of those units. The phenomenon of alphabetization
and the beginning of the spread of literacy throughout
Greek society was perhaps the most dramatic of the in-
novations with which seventh- and sixth-century Greeks
had to cope. The alphabet must have reached the Aegean
in the course of trade by the second half of the eighth cen-
tury, date of the earliest Greek examples yet found. Its
dissemination was slow and its consequences are still
being analyzed by scholars.6¢ What difference does liter-
acy make?

§ Eric A. Havelock broke this ground 1in 1963 with his Preface to
Plato, and he has continued to pursue the matter ever since; a bibliog-
raphy 1s assembled mn his recent collection, The Literate Revolution in
Greece and Its Cultural Consequences (1982). See also Havelock and
Hershbell 1978; Cole 1981; Davison 1962; Finnegan 1977; Goody
1968 and 1977; Graff 1981; Harvey 1978; Innis 1951; Johnston 1983;

Knox 1968; Pomeroy 1977; Stolz and Shannon 1976; Svenbro 1976;
Turnper 1952.
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Most obviously, the introduction of writing revolu-
tionizes techniques of literary composition. Denys Page
summarizes the practical details of the change as follows:

The principal characteristic of the pre-alphabetic
method of poetic composition is dependence on a
traditional stock of memorised formulas which,
however flexible and receptive of additions and
modifications, dictate in large measure not only the
form but also the matter of poetry. The use of writ-
ing enabled the poet to make the word, rather than
the phrase, the unit of composition; it assisted him
to express ideas and describe events outside the tra-
ditional range; it gave him time to prepare his work
in advance of publication, to pre-meditate more eas-
ily and at greater leisure what he should write, and
to alter what he had written. (Fondation Hardt
1963, 119)

At the same time, a more private revolution is set in proc-
ess by the phenomenon of alphabetization. As the audio-
tactile world of the oral culture is transformed into a
world of words on paper where vision is the principal
conveyor of information, a reorientation of perceptual
abilities begins to take place within the individual.

An individual who lives in an oral culture uses his
senses differently than one who lives in a literate culture,
and with that different sensual deployment comes a dif-
ferent way of conceiving his own relations with his en-
vironment, a different conception of his body and a dif-
ferent conception of his self. The difference revolves
around the physiological and psychological phenome-
non of individual self-control. Self-control is minimally
stressed in an oral milieu where most of the data impor-
tant for survival and understanding are channelled into
the individual through the open conduits of his senses,
particularly his sense of sound, in a continuous interac-
tion linking him with the world outside him. Complete
openness to the environment is a condition of optimum
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awareness and alertness for such a person, and a contin-
ual fluent interchange of sensual impressions and re-
sponses between the environment and himself is the
proper condition of his physical and mental life. To close
his senses off from the outside world would be counter-
productive to life and to thought.

When people begin to learn reading and writing, a dif-
terent scenario develops. Reading and writing require fo-
cusing the mental attention upon a text by means of the
visual sense. As an individual reads and writes he grad-
ually learns to close or inhibit the input of his senses, to
inhibit or control the responses of his body, so as to train
energy and thought upon the written words. He resists
the environment outside him by distinguishing and con-
trolling the one inside him. This constitutes at first a la-
borious and painful effort for the individual, psycholo-
gists and sociologists tell us. In making the effort he
becomes aware of the interior self as an entity separable
from the environment and its input, controllable by his
own mental action. The recognition that such control-
ling action is possible, and perhaps necessary, marks an
important stage in ontogenetic as in phylogenetic devel-
opment, a stage at which the individual personality gath-
ers itself to resist disintegration.

If the presence or absence of literacy affects the way a
person regards his own body, senses and self, that effect
will significantly influence erotic life. It is in the poetry of
those who were first exposed to a written alphabet and
the demands of literacy that we encounter deliberate
meditation upon the self, especially in the context of
erotic desire. The singular intensity with which these
poets insist on conceiving eros as lack may reflect, in
some degree, that exposure. Literate training encourages
a heightened awareness of personal physical boundaries
and a sense of those boundaries as the vessel of one’s self.
To control the boundaries is to possess oneself. For indi-
viduals to whom self-possession has become important,
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the influx of a sudden, strong emotion from without can-
not be an unalarming event, as it may be in an oral envi-
ronment where such incursions are the normal conduc-
tors of most of the important information that a person
receives. When an individual appreciates that he alone is
responsible for the content and coherence of his person,
an influx like eros becomes a concrete personal threat. So
in the lyric poets, love is something that assaults or in-
vades the body of the lover to wrest control of it from
him, a personal struggle of will and physique between the
god and his victim. The poets record this struggle from
within a consciousness—perhaps new in the world—of
the body as a unity of limbs, senses and self, amazed at
its own vulnerability.
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Archilochos is the first lyric poet whose transmission to
us benefited from the literate revolution. Although evi-
dence for the chronology of both poet and alphabet is
uncertain, it is most plausible that, educated in the oral
tradition, he encountered the new technology of writing
at some point in his career and adapted himself to it. At
any rate someone, perhaps Archilochos himself, wrote
down these early facts of what it feels like to be violated
by Eros:

T010S Yap GLAéTNTOS Epws VT Kapdiny EAvobeils
TOANY ko™ GXAVY OpUATOY EXEVEY,
k\&Pas éx oTnléwy GTalas ppévas.

Such a longing for love, rolling itself up under
my heart,
poured down much mist over my eyes,
filching out of my chest the soft lungs—
(West, IEG 191)

The first word of the poem initiates a correlation. The
word t0ios is a demonstrative pronoun meaning ‘such,’
which properly corresponds to the relative pronoun
hoios meaning ‘as,” so that a sentence beginning toios ex-
pects an answering clause with hoios to complete the
thought. The poem sets out one half of this thought, then
stops. Nonetheless, it has a perfect economys, as far as it
goes. Every word, sound and stress is placed for a pur-
pose. The first verse describes eros rolled up in a ball be-
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neath the lover’s heart. The words are ordered to reflect
the physiology of the moment, with eros coiled dead cen-
ter. A sequence of round o sounds (one long and five
short) and bunched consonants (four pairs) gather the
tension of the lover’s desire into an audible pressure
within him. Consonants seem to be chosen for their in-
sinuating quality (liquids, sibilants and voiceless stops).
The metrical pattern is an original mixture of dactylic
and iambic units, combined in a way that imitates the ac-
tion of desire: launched in an epic burst of dactyls and
spondees as eros asserts its presence, the verse then dis-
solves into a spatter of iambs precisely at the point where
desire reaches the lover’s heart (kardien). The last word
of the verse is a participle (elustheis) that has an epic past.
“Rolled up in a ball under the belly of a ram” is the mode
in which Odysseus escapes the Cyclops’ cave (Od.
9.433). “Rolled up in a ball at the feet of Achilles™ is the
position from which Priam makes supplication for the
body of his son (Il. 24.510). In both of these epic con-
texts, a posture of abject vulnerability is assumed by a
genuinely powerful person, who then proceeds to work
his will on the enemy confronting him, Hidden power is
a traditional feature of Eros too, in poetry and art, as the
innocuous pais whose arrows prove deadly. Archilochos
places the overtone of menace quietly, setting his parti-
ciple at verse-end just as it occurs in both Homeric pas-
sages.

Line 2 encloses the lover’s eyes in mist from both sides.
The poet’s consonants soften and thicken with the fog to
I, m, n, and chi sounds. These sounds are doubled and
combined in a repeated pattern that comes down four
times upon word-end in #, as if emphasizing the descent
of the fog in four liquid streaks (-len, -lun,- ton, -en). Fog
is fused around the lover’s eyes by the iambic rhythm of
the verse, especially in the second metron (-lun omma-
ton) where a caesura is dropped between eyes and mist.
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Epic overtones of danger are again to be felt in the im-
agery for, in Homer, mist darkens a man’s eyes at the mo-
ment of death (cf. Il. 20.321; 421).

With line 3 Eros completes his violation. One quick
theft whistles the lungs straight out of the lover’s chest.
Naturally, this ends the poem: with the organ of breath
gone, speech is impossible. The robbery is staged in a run
of s sounds (five) and the verse breaks off without com-
pleting its metrical scheme (the dactylic tetrameter
should be followed by an iambic metron, as in line 1).
Most likely the break is a fault of transmission, rather
than a factor of the poet’s intention. Obviously the same
explanation, namely the fragmentary condition of Ar-
chilochos® text, would account for the unfulfilled syn-
tactical expectation set up by the correlative pronoun
with which the poem begins (toios). On the other hand,
it is a very careful poem, as far as it goes.

The phrenes of the lover are as far as it goes. I have
translated this word ‘lungs’ and referred to it as ‘the or-
gan of breath.” What is breath? For the ancient Greeks,
breath is consciousness, breath is perception, breath is
emotion. The phrenes seem to be roughly identifiable
with the lungs in ancient physiological theory and to
contain the spirit of breath as it comes and goes (Onians
951, 66ff). The chest is regarded by the Greeks as a re-
ceptacle of sense impressions and a vehicle for each of the
five senses; even vision for, in seeing, something may be
breathed from the object seen and received through the
eyes of the seer (e.g., Hesiod, Scutum 7; cf. Arist., Sens.
4.437b23ff). Words, thoughts, and understanding are
both received and produced by the phrenes. So words are
“winged” in Homer when they issue from the speaker
and “‘unwinged” when they are kept in the phrenes un-
spoken (cf. Od. 17.57). Phrenes are organs of mind. As
Theognis says:

"Opfalpol kai YA@ooa kal obata kai véos &rdpov
£v péoo onléwv Ev auvertois gveTaL.
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The eyes and tongue and ears and intelligence of a
quick-witted man
grow in the middle of his chest.
(1163-64)

Such a conception is natural among people in an oral en-
vironment (see Onians, 1951, 68). Breath is primary in-
sofar as the spoken word is. The conception has a solid
psychological and sensual basis in the daily experience of
these people. For the inhabitants of an oral society live
much more intimately blended with their surroundings
than we do. Space and the distances between things are
not of first importance; these are aspects emphasized by
the visual sense. What is vital, in a world of sound, is to
maintain continuity. This attitude pervades archaic po-
etry and is strikingly present as well in the perceptual the-
ories of the ancient physiologoi. Empedokles’ celebrated
doctrine of emanations, for example, maintains that
everything in the universe is perpetually inhaling and ex-
haling small particles called aporrboai in a constant
stream (Diels, VS, B89). All sensations are caused by
these emanations as they are breathed in and out through
the whole skin surface of living beings (B 100.1). The
aporrhoai are mediators of perception which allow
everything in the universe to be potentially ‘in touch’
with everything else (cf. Arist., Sens. 4.442a29). Em-
pedokles and his contemporaries posit a universe where
the spaces between things are ignored and the interac-
tions constant. Breath is everywhere. There are no edges.

The breath of desire is Eros. Inescapable as the envi-
ronment itself, with his wings he moves love in and out
of all creatures at will. The individual’s total vulnerabil-
ity to erotic influence is symbolized by those wings with
their multisensual power to permeate and take control of
a lover at any moment. Wings and breath transport Eros
as wings and breath convey words: an ancient analogy
between language and love is here apparent. The same ir-
resistible sensual charm, called peitho in Greek, is the
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mechanism of seduction in love and of persuasion in
words; the same goddess (Peitho) attends upon seducer
and poet. It is an analogy that makes perfect sense in the
context of oral poetics, where Eros and the Muses clearly
share an apparatus of sensual assault. A listener listening
to an oral recitation is, as Herman Frinkel puts it, “an
open force-field” (1973, 524) into whom sounds are
being breathed in a continuous stream from the poet’s
mouth. Written words, on the other hand, do not present
such an all-persuasive sensual phenomenon. Literacy de-
sensorializes words and reader. A reader must disconnect
himself from the influx of sense impressions transmitted
by nose, ear, tongue and skin if he is to concentrate upon
his reading. A written text separates words from one an-
other, separates words from the environment, separates
words from the reader (or writer) and separates the
reader (or writer) from his environment. Separation is
painful. The evidence of epigraphy shows how long it
takes people to systematize word-division in writing, in-
dicating the novelty and difficulty of this concept.” As
separable, controllable units of meaning, each with its
own visible boundary, each with its own fixed and inde-
pendent use, written words project their user into isola-
tion.

That words have edges is an insight most vivid, then,
for the reader or writer of them. Heard words may have
no edges, or varying edges; oral traditions may have no
concept of ‘word’ as a fixed and bounded vocable, or
may employ a flexible concept. Homer’s word for ‘word’
(epos) includes the meanings ‘speech,” ‘tale,’ ‘song,” ‘line
of verse’ or ‘epic poetry as a whole.” All are breathable.
The edges are irrelevant,.

But edge has a clear relevance for Archilochos. His
words stop in mid-breath. “A poet like Archilochos,”
says the historian Werner Jaeger, “has learnt how to ex-

7 On word-division and related problems, see Jeffrey 1961, 43-65;
Jensen 1969, 440-60; Kenyon 1899, 26-32.
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press in his own personality the whole objective world
and its laws, to represent them in himself” (1934-1947,
1:114). From the flesh out, it seems, Archilochos under-
stands the law differentiating self from not-self, for Eros
cuts into him just at the point where that difference lies.
To know desire, to know words, is for Archilochos a
matter of perceiving the edge between one entity and an-
other. It is fashionable to say that this is true of any ut-
terance. “In language there are only differences” Saus-
sure (1971, 120) tells us, meaning that phonemes are
characterized not by their positive qualities but by the
fact that they are distinct. Yet the individuality of words
must be especially felt by someone for whom written
phonemes are a novelty and the edges of words newly
precise.

In the next section we will observe the Greek alphabet
at very close range and consider how its special genius is
linked to a special sensibility about edges. But, for the
moment, let us view the phenomenon of the archaic
writer from a wider angle. In Archilochos and the other
archaic poets we see people struck by new ways of think-
ing about edges—the edges of sounds, letters, words,
emotions, events in time, selves. This is apparent in the
way they use the materials of poetry, as well as in the
things they say. Contraction and focus are the mecha-
nism of lyric procedure. The sweep of epic narrative con-
tracts upon a moment of emotion; the cast of characters
is pared down to one ego; the poetic eye enters its subject
in a single beam. The diction and meter of these poets
seem to represent a systematic breakup of the huge floes
of Homer’s poetic system. Epic formulas of phrase and
rhythm pervade lyric poetry, but they are broken apart
and differently assembled in irregular shapes and joins. A
poet like Archilochos shows himself master of such com-
binations, sharply aware of the boundary between his
own and epic procedure: we saw how deftly he fastens
dactylic to iambic units in the first verse of fragment 191,
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so that Eros hits the lover’s heart just where the epic te-
trameter breaks down in iambic dismay.

Breaks interrupt time and change its data. Archilo-
chos’ written texts break pieces of passing sound off
from time and hold them as his own. Breaks make a per-
son think. When I contemplate the physical spaces that
articulate the letters ‘I love you’ in a written text, I may
be led to think about other spaces, for example the space
that lies between ‘you’ in the text and you in my life. Both
of these kinds of space come into being by an act of sym-
bolization. Both require the mind to reach out from what
is present and actual to something else, something
glimpsed in the imagination. In letters as in love, to imag-
ine is to address oneself to what is not. To write words ]
put a symbol in place of an absent sound. To write the
words ‘I love you’ requires a further, analogous replace-
ment, one that is much more painful in its implication.
Your absence from the syntax of my life is not a fact to
be changed by written words. And it is the single fact that
makes a difference to the lover, the fact that you and I are
not one. Archilochos steps off the edge of that fact into
extreme solitude.

.52.

This content downloaded from
72.204.146.2 on Fri, 17 Jul 2020 14:22:10 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Alphabetic Edge

What is so special about the Greek alphabet? Other
forms of script, both pictographic and phonetic, were at
hand in the ancient world, for example, Assyrian cunei-
form, Egyptian hieroglyphs and various Near Eastern
syllabaries. Yet the Greek alphabet came as a startling
novelty and revolutionized the human ability to set down
thoughts. How?

The Greeks created their alphabet by taking over the
syllabic sign-system of the Phoenicians and modifying it
in certain decisive ways sometime in the early eighth cen-
tury B.C. Itis standard to say that their chief modification
amounted to “introducing the vowels.” Vowels were not
expressed in Phoenician writing (although it is possible
certain letters were beginning to acquire some vocalic
character), but from the outset the Greek alphabet had
five vowels in full use (Woodhead 1981, 15). This stand-
ard description does no justice, however, to the concep-
tual leap that distinguishes the Greek alphabet from all
other writing systems. Let us look more closely at the
unique activity of symbolization made possible when the
Greeks devised the original twenty-six signs of their al-
phabet.

A script that furnishes a true alphabet for a language is
one able to symbolize the phonemes of the langnage ex-
haustively, unambiguously and economically. The first
and only ancient sign system to do so was the Greek al-
phabet. Other phonetic systems available to the Greeks,
for example, the unvocalized syllabaries of the North Se-
mitic scripts or the vocalized syllabary known as Linear
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B used by Cretans and Mycenaean Greeks prehistori-
cally, operated on the principle of symbolizing each pro-
nounceable sound of the language with a separate sign.
Hundreds of signs were required, each representing a sin-
gle syllable of vowel plus consonant. In their choice to
translate sound into graphic symbol these scripts repre-
sented a decisive advance in the development of writing.
But the Greek alphabet took one further notional step: it
broke these pronounced units of sound apart into their
acoustic components. Vowels came into being. But vow-
els are inconceivable without a prior, dashing innova-
tion. For the components of every linguistic noise are
two: (1) a sound (made by vibration of a column of air in
the larynx or nasal cavity as it is expelled past the vocal
chords); (2) the starting and stopping of the sound (by in-
teraction of the tongue, teeth, palate, lips, and nose). The
actions that start and stop sounds, which we think of as
‘consonants,’ can by themselves produce no sound. They
are nonsounds having, as Plato said, “no voice” (Tht.
203b; cf. Phib. 18b). The importance of these unuttera-
ble, symbolic entities called consonants is summarized
by one historian this way:

What must be stressed is that the act which created
the alphabet is an idea, an act of intellect which, so
far as signs for the independent consonants are con-
cerned, is also an act of abstraction from anything
an ear can hear or a voice say. For the pure conso-
nant (t, d, k or whatever) is unpronounceable with-
out adding to it some suggestion of vocalic breath.
The Phoenician sign stood for a consonant plus any
vowel, the vowel being supplied from context by a
reader. The Greek sign, and this for the first time in
the history of writing, stands for an abstraction, the
isolated consonant. (Robb 1978, 31)

When we think about this remarkable invention of the
Greek alphabet and think about how a human mind op-
erates when it uses the alphabet, the remarkable opera-
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tions of eros stand forward for comparison. We have al-
ready detected an ancient analogy between language and
love, implicit in the conception of breath as universal
conductor of seductive influences and of persuasive
speech. Here at the entrance to written language and lit-
erate thinking we see that analogy revivified by the ar-
chaic writers who first ventured to record their poems.
The alphabet they used is a unique instrument. Its
uniqueness unfolds directly from its power to mark the
edges of sound. For, as we have seen, the Greek alphabet
is a phonetic system uniquely concerned to represent a
certain aspect of the act of speech, namely the starting
and stopping of each sound. Consonants are the crucial
factor. Consonants mark the edges of sound. The erotic
relevance of this is clear, for we have seen that eros is vi-
tally alert to the edges of things and makes them felt by
lovers. As eros insists upon the edges of human beings
and of the spaces between them, the written consonant
imposes edge on the sounds of human speech and insists
on the reality of that edge, although it has its origin in the
reading and writing imagination.

This analogy between the nature of eros and the genius
of the Greek alphabet may seem a fanciful one to literate,
modern judgments; but it seems likely our judgments in
this area have been blunted by habit and indifference. We
read too much, write too poorly and remember too little
about the delightful discomfort of learning these skills
for the first time. Think how much energy, time and emo-
tion goes into that effort of learning: it absorbs years of
your life and dominates your self-esteem; it informs
much of your subsequent endeavor to grasp and com-
municate with the world. Think of the beauty of letters,
and of how it feels to come to know them. In her auto-
biography Eudora Welty confesses her susceptibility to
this beauty:

My love for the alphabet, which endures, grew out
of reciting it but, before that, out of seeing the letters

-55-

This content downloaded from
72.204.146.2 on Fri, 17 Jul 2020 14:22:19 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Alphabetic Edge

on the page. In my own story books, before I could
read them for myself, I fell in love with various
winding, enchanted-looking initials drawn by Wal-
ter Crane at the heads of fairy tales. In ‘Once upon
atime’ an ‘O’ had a rabbit running it as a treadmill,
his feet upon flowers. When the day came, years
later, for me to see the Book of Kells, all the wiz-
ardry of letter, initial, and word swept over me a
thousand times over, and the illumination, the gold,
seemed a part of the word’s beauty and holiness that
had been there from the start. (1984, 9)

Eudora Welty’s delight in beautifully inscribed letters
is not, I think, untypical of writers. Pythagoras is said to
have felt a similar aesthetic pressure:

Mvbaydpas adrav Tov kdAlovs Emeuernbn, &k 7S
Kot yewpeTpiay ypauuns puvluiocas abra yovias
Kol mepupepeions kai evdeiats.

He took pains over the beauty of letters, forming
each stroke with a geometrical rhythm of angles and
curves and straight lines.  (schol. Dion. Thrax, Hil-
gard, Gramm. Gr. 1.3.183)

To take pains over letters is an experience known to most
of us. They are enticing, difficult shapes and you learn
them by tracing the outlines again and again. So also in
the ancient world children learned to write by tracing out
the letter-forms, as we may judge from a passage in Pla-
to’s Protagoras:

WOTEP Ol YpaUUATIOTAL TOIS UNTw dewvois ypddew
TOV Taidwy YroypdfiovTes ypaupds ) ypadidt ovrw
70 ypauuoteiov Si186acw kai qraykalovar ypdadew
KT THY DONYNaTW TOV YPOUUDY,

. . . just as those who are teaching pupils not yet ad-
ept at writing draw in the strokes of the letters in
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faint outline with the pen for them, then hand them
the writing tablet and have them trace over the
guidelines. . .. (326d)

To anyone trained in this way the edges of letters are
memorable, emotional places, and remain so.

We can see how powerfully these alphabetic outlines
struck the eyes and minds of people grappling with them
for the first time in the ancient Greek context. There are
several scenes from ancient tragedy where such an en-
counter is dramatized. The most extensive is a fragment
of Euripides’ Theseus. An illiterate man is looking out to
sea and spies a ship with writing on it. He ‘reads’:

EYQ TEQUKA YPOUUUATOY LEV OVK L8PLS,
nopeas 8¢ Aéfw kal cadn rekunpLa.
KUKAOS TUS (0S TOPVOLT LY EKULETPOVILEVOS,
ovTos 8 Exet aonueiov &V uéoe oapés:

70 8eVTEpOY BE TPGTA UEV Ypoupal SV0,
TavTas Suelpyel 8’ Ev péoais &AM wiar
TpiTov 8¢ BoTTpUXGS TIs S elhyuévos:

70 8” o TéTCLpTOY ) MEV ElS OPOOV ik,
Nofai 8" &ém’ adTNS TPELS KATETTNPLYUEVAL
elgiv: 7o wéumToy 8 0UK EV EDUAPEL ppaoar
ypaupal yap siow éx Steatwrov 8o,
avra 8& ovvTpExovaLy sis piow Baair

70 holodov 88 7 TpiTe TPoTEUPEPSS.

P’m not skilled at letters but I will explain the shapes

and clear symbols to you.

There is a circle marked out as it were with a compass

and it has a clear sign in the middle.

The second one is first of all two strokes

and then another one keeping them apart in the
middle.

The third is curly like a lock of hair

and the fourth is one line going straight up

and three crosswise ones attached to it.
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The fifth is not easy to describe:
there are two strokes which run together from
separate points
to one support.
And the last one is like the third.
(TGF, fr. 382)

The man has spelled out the six letters of the name “The-
seus’: OHZEYS. It must have been a scene that proved
dramatically effective, for two other tragedians imitated
it very closely, as our extant fragments show (Agathon,
TGF fr. 4 and Theodektes, TGEF fr. 6; cf. Ath. 10.454b).
Sophokles is said to have staged a satyr-play in which an
actor danced the letters of the alphabet (TGF, fr. 156;
Ath. 10.454f). The Athenian comic playwright Kallias
produced something known as “The Alphabetic Revue”
in which the twenty-four members of the chorus acted
out the letters of the alphabet and imitated syllables by
dancing in pairs of vowel plus consonant (Ath. 453c¢).
Presumably, some considerable proportion of the audi-
ence at these plays could participate in the fascination
and chagrin of tracing out alphabetic shapes. Perhaps
they had practiced it themselves when learning letters.
Perhaps they had been daunted by the task and never
learned letters. Perhaps they listened to their children
complaining about it at the dinner table every night. In
any event, the people to whom such theater appealed
were people whose imaginations could be seized by the
spectacle of grammata taking shape in air as if they were
real. These are vividly pictorial imaginations and they ev-
idently take some pleasure in the plastic contours of the
alphabet.

If we give some consideration to ancient writing as a
physical production, we see this same imagination at
work. The Greeks plainly regarded their alphabet as a set
of pictorial devices. Through the sixth century B.c. they
used for their inscriptions the continuous to-and-fro
style of writing known as boustrophédon, so named be-
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cause it turns at the end of each line and comes back
along the furrow as the ox turns with the plow (Pausa-
nias 5.17.6). All the letters in the odd-numbered lines
would face in one direction, and those in even-numbered
lines in the opposite direction. Writing this way was
made easier for the Greek writer by the fact that, of the
twenty-six shapes avaijlable to him, twelve were symmet-
rical, six required very little change in reversal and only
eight looked markedly different backwards. Such a style
suggests a writer who thinks of his letters as a series of
novel, reversible shapes: a Greek way of thinking about
letters. Greek society does not seem to have borrowed
this style from any other system of writing. “Its adop-
tion,” says L. H. Jeffrey, “implies simply a pictorial con-
ception of the letters as outlined figures which can be
turned in either direction according to need” (1961,46).

Attentiveness to outline in early Greek writers is ap-
parent not only at the level of individual letters but also
in the approach to groups of words and lines of text. It is
a notable feature of archaic inscriptions that they fre-
quently mark divisions between word groups with pat-
terns of dots set one atop another in small columns of
two, three, or six. This practice died out in classical times
as writers and readers became blasé about their power to
impose or deny edges. Some care is also given in early in-
scriptions to demarcating whole lines of text, and this is
not merely an accident of the boustrophédon style where
alternate lines are distinguished by the direction of the
writing. Even after this style had given way almost every-
where to a consistent left-to-right script (by the fifth cen-
tury), writers continued to approximate the distinction
with alternating colors of ink. Stone-cut letters, too, were
at times colored with paint in alternate lines of red and
black. “Some aesthetic attraction” is the motive adduced
by epigraphists (e.g., Woodhead 1981, 27) for such pe-
culiarities. But we should take note of the particular
mode of the aesthetic. In writing, beauty prefers an edge.

Nor should we disregard the implements and mate-
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rials of ancient writing. They wrote on stone, wood,
metal, leather, ceramics, waxed tablets and papyrus. By
the fifth century papyrus was the accepted medium (see
Herodotos 5.58; cf. Aesch. Supp. 947) and the Greeks
took their word for ‘book’ from byblos, ‘papyrus plant.’
Papyrus, both the material itself and the idea of writing
on it, came originally from Gebal in Phoenicia and later
from Egypt, but the Greeks did not use papyrus in the
same way as the Egyptians or Phoenicians did. Instead,
they rethought the activity and redesigned the materials,
as they had done when they took over the Phoenician
sign-system and transformed it into the world’s first al-
phabet. A radical innovation was introduced: for use on
papyrus Greek writers devised the pen (Turner 1952,
10).

The Egyptians wrote with the stem of a rush. Its ends
were cut at a slant and chewed to create a fine brushlike
tool. With this soft brush the Egyptian writer painted
rather than wrote his letters, producing a thick and often
uneven band of ink that left forked trails wherever it was
lifted. Greek writers devised a pen out of the stiff, hollow
reed called kalamos (see Pl., Phdr. 275). It was sharpened
to a point with a knife and split at the tip. The reed-pen
produced a fine line without raggedness where the pen
was lifted. “But if the hand stops still for a moment,
either in beginning or finishing a stroke, a little round
blob of ink collects ...” warns the papyrologist E. G.
Turner (1952, 11). The reed-pen would seem to be a tool
expressly designed for keeping the edges of letters cleanly
demarcated. It is also a tool whose user must pay atten-
tion to exactly where he wants to stop and start each let-
ter-stroke. Blobs of ink mar the quality of the written
product as well as the enjoyment of producing it. Ex-
pertise tells, at the edge: there is the juncture of a writer’s
pleasure, risk and pain.

It is arguable, then, from the way they wrote and the
tools they used, that ancient readers and writers con-
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ceived the Greek alphabet as a system of outlines or
edges. But let us penetrate beyond the physical procedure
of their writing to the activity of mind that informs it. It
is an activity of symbolization. Being a phonetic system,
the Greek alphabet is concerned to symbolize not objects
in the real world but the very process in which sounds act
to construct speech. Phonetic script imitates the activity
of discourse itself. The Greek alphabet revolutionized
this imitative function through introduction of its con-
sonant, which is a theoretic element, an abstraction. The
consonant functions by means of an act of imagination
in the mind of the user. I am writing this book because
that act astounds me. It is an act in which the mind
reaches out from what is present and actual to something
else. The fact that eros operates by means of an analo-
gous act of imagination will soon be seen to be the most
astounding thing about eros.

* 61

This content downloaded from
72.204.146.2 on Fri, 17 Jul 2020 14:22:19 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



What Does the Lover
Want from Love>

My astonishing victory over Menti did not give me a
pleasure one-hundredth part as intense as the pain she
gave me when she left me for M. de Rospiec.

Stendahl, The Life of Henri Brulard

On the surface of it, the lover wants the beloved. This, of
course, is not really the case. If we look carefully at a
lover in the midst of desire, for example Sappho in her
fragment 31, we see how severe an experience for her is
confrontation with the beloved even at a distance. Union
would be annihilating. What the lover in this poem needs
is to be able to face the beloved and yet not be destroyed,
that is, she needs to attain the condition of “the man who
listens closely.” His ideal impassivity constitutes for her
a glimpse of a new possible self. Could she realize that
self, she too would be “equal to gods™ amidst desire; to
the degree that she fails to realize it, she may be destroyed
by desire. Both possibilities are projected on a screen of
what is actual and present by means of the poet’s tactic
of triangulation. That godlike self, never known before,
now comes into focus and vanishes again in one quick
shift of view. As the planes of vision jump, the actual self
and the ideal self and the difference between them con-
nect in one triangle momentarily. The connection is eros.
To feel its current pass through her is what the lover
wants.

The essential features that define this eros have already
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emerged in the course of our exploration of bittersweet-
ness. Simultaneous pleasure and pain are its symptom.
Lack is its animating, fundamental constituent. As syn-
tax, it impressed us as something of a subterfuge: prop-
erly a noun, eros acts everywhere like a verb. Its action is
to reach, and the reach of desire involves every lover in
an activity of the imagination.

It is no new idea that the imagination has a powerful
role to play in human desire. Homer’s description of
Helen in the Iliad is perhaps the archetypal demonstra-
tion of it. The description is withheld. Homer merely tells
us that the old men on the wall of Troy watched her pass
and let out a whisper:

ov vépeots Tpaas kal EVkriudas "Axaiovs
ToLd” &l yuvaiki mohbv xpdvov &hyea maoysw:

It is no discredit for Trojans and well-greaved
Achaeans
to suffer long anguish for a woman like that,
(1l. 3.156-57)

Helen remains universally desired, universally imagina-
ble, perfect.

Erotic theorists spend considerable time discovering
and rediscovering the lover’s imagination from different
angles. Aristotle defines the dynamic and imaginative de-
light of desire in his Rhetoric. “Desire is a reaching out
[orexis] for the sweet,” he says, and the man who is
reaching for some delight, whether in the future as hope
or in the past as memory, does so by means of an act of
imagination (phantasia: Rbh. 1.1370a6). Andreas Capel-
lanus analyzes the pain of amorous longing in the same
light in his twelfth-century treatise De Amore, insisting
that this passio is a thoroughly mental event: “The suf-
fering of love does not arise out of any action . .. but
only from the cogitation of the mind upon what it sees
does that suffering issue.” (XIV). Stendhal, in his cele-
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brated essay on love, uncovers in the lover a fantasizin

y ) 8
process that he names “crystallization” after a phenom-
enon witnessed in the mines of Salzburg:

Leave a lover with his thoughts for twenty-four
hours and this is what will happen: At the salt mines
of Salzburg, they throw a leafless wintry bough into
one of the abandoned workings. Two or three
months later they pull it out covered with a shining
deposit of crystals. The smallest twig, no bigger than
a tom-tit’s claw, is studded with a galaxy of scintil-
lating diamonds. The original branch is no longer
recognizable. What I have called crystallization is a
mental process which draws from everything that
happens new proofs of the perfection of the loved
one. (1957,45)

Kierkegaard also devotes some thought to this “sen-
suously idealizing power . . . [that] beautifies and devel-
ops the one desired so that he flushes in enhanced beauty
by its reflection.” The force by which Don Juan seduces
may be found in this “‘energy of sensuous desire,” Kier-
kegaard concludes, with a trace of relief (1944, 86-102).
Freudian theory, too, takes note of this projective faculty
of the human erotic instinct, ascribing to it the scheduled
mischief known as ‘transference’ in psychoanalytic situ-
ations. Transference arises in almost every psychoana-
lytic relationship when the patient insists on falling in
love with the doctor, despite the latter’s determined
aloofness, warnings and discouragement. An important
lesson in erotic mistrust is available to the analysand who
observes himself concocting in this way a love object out
of thin air.

Such concoctions fascinate the modern novelist. Anna
Karenina’s passion for Vronsky depends on a mental act:

She put her hands on his shoulders and looked at
him for a long time with a profound, passionate and
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at the same time searching look. She was studying
his face to make up for the time she hadn’t seen him.
She was doing what she always did when she saw
him—comparing the image of him in her imagina-
tion (incomparably superior, and impossible in real-
ity) with him as he was. (pt. 4, chap. 2)

Emma Bovary’s love letters to Rodolphe enact the same
process: “But as she wrote she saw in her mind’s eye an-
other man, a phantom composed of her most passionate
memories, her most enjoyable books, and her strongest
desires; at last he became so real and so tangible that she
was thrilled and amazed, yet he was so hidden under the
abundance of his virtues that she was unable to imagine
him clearly” (quoted in Girard 1963, 63-64). The hero-
ine of Italo Calvino’s novel The Nonexistent Knight is a
splendid voluptuary who finds she can only feel genuine
desire for the knight of the title, an empty suit of armour;
all others are either known or knowable and cannot
arouse her. Here we arrive at the nub of the matter, not
for the first time. That which is known, attained, pos-
sessed, cannot be an object of desire. “In love possession
is nothing, only delight matters,” says Stendhal (1957,
112). Eros is lack, says Sokrates. This dilemma is given a
still more subtle image by Yasunari Kawabata. His novel
Beauty and Sadness (1975) recounts the early days of the
marriage of Oki and Fumiko. Oki is a novelist and Fu-
miko a typist in a news agency. She types all his manu-
scripts and this connection is the substance of Oki’s new-
lywed fascination with his bride:

It was something of a lover’s game, the sweet to-
getherness of newlyweds, but there was more to it
than that. When his work first appeared in a maga-
zine he was astonished at the difference in effect be-
tween a penwritten manuscript and the tiny char-
acters in print.  (34)
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As Oki becomes habituated to this “gap between manu-
script and published work’ his passion for Fumiko fades
and he takes a mistress.

It is in the difference between cursive and typeface, be-
tween the real Vronsky and the imaginary one, between
Sappho and “the man who listens closely,” between an
actual knight and an empty suit of armour, that desire is
felt. Across this space a spark of eros moves in the lover’s
mind to activate delight. Delight is a movement (kinésis)
of the soul, in Aristotle’s definition (Rb. 1.1369b19). No
difference: no movement. No Eros.

A mood of knowledge is emitted by the spark that
leaps in the lover’s soul. He feels on the verge of grasping
something not grasped before. In the Greek poets it is a
knowledge of self that begins to come into focus, a self
not known before and now disclosed by the lack of it—
by pain, by a hole, bitterly. Not all lovers respond to
erotic knowledge so negatively. We were struck by the
equanimity with which Virginia Woolf’s character, Ne-
ville, records “Something now leaves me” (1931, 83) and
we saw what a gust of elation accompanies the change of
self for Nietzsche (1967, 426). But then, Nietzsche calls
the modern world an ass that says yes to everyhing. The
Greek poets do not say yes. They allow that erotic expe-
rience is sweet to begin with: gluku. They acknowledge
ideal possibilities opened out for selfhood by erotic ex-
perience; they do so, in general, by divinizing it in the
person of the god Eros. Sappho, as we have seen, projects
the ideal in the particular person of “the man who listens
closely” in fragment 31. A more narcissistic lover,
namely Alkibiades in Plato’s Symposium, subsumes the
ideal to himself, blandly announcing his motive for pur-
suing Sokrates:

Mol uEv yap ovdév éorTL mpeafuTepov Tov s OTL
BérToTOY Bt yeVETHOL
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For me nothing has a higher priority than to perfect
myself. (Symp. 218d)

But a sense of exultation at the thought of incorporating
the self’s possibilities within the self’s identity is missing.
In these ancient representations, bittersweet Eros prints
consistently as a negative image. Presumably, a positive
picture could be made if the lover were ever to reincor-
porate his lack into a new and better self. Or could it? Is
that positive picture what the lover wants from love?

An ancient answer presents itself. Aristophanes puts
this very question to a pair of imaginary lovers in Plato’s
Symposium. He pictures the lovers locked in an embrace
and dismisses as absurd the notion that this “mere amo-
rous union” (sunousia ton aphrodision, 192¢) is all they
want:

GANT &ANo T Bovhoudvy éxatépov 1 Yuxm SMAn
goriv, 6 ob Svvarar eimetv, &ANG povTEvVETOL O
Bovherau, kai atvirTeTar.

No, obviously the soul of each is longing for some-

thing else which it cannot put into normal words but

keeps trying to express in oracles and riddles.
(192c-d)

What is this “something else”? Aristophanes continues:

Kol €l adrols &v TQ olT® KATAKELWEVOLS EMOTAS ©
Hearoros, Exov ta Spyave, épovror “Ti €06” 6 Bov-
\eabe, & &vbpwmor, Duiv map® dAAAwY yevéofar;”
kol &l &mopoivras avrovs malw Epotror ‘“Apa ye
ToV8e Egmibvueite, Ev 79 adT® yevéahor 0T wdhoTa
aANMAos, boTe Kol VUKTa Kol Nuépay wi dmoleime-
ofar GANYNwY; €l yap TovTOov Emibupsite, 0é e Vuds
owméa kal cvudvonoat eis 70 avrd, @ate 8V’ bv-
TaS Eva yeyovévar kai Ews 70 &v {MTe, s Eva dvTa,
kowy &udorépovs (M, kel Emediy drobfdavnre, Ekel
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av &v "Aldov dwri Svoiv Eva sivar kowy Tebvewmre
GAN’ Opate &i TovTov Epare kol &fapkel Vuv dv
TOVTOV TUXMTE

Suppose that, as the lovers lay together, Hephaistos
should come and stand over them, tools in hand,
and ask: “O human beings, what is it you want of
one another?” And suppose they were nonplussed,
so he put the question again: “Well, is this what you
crave, to be joined in the closest possible union with
one another, so as not to leave one another by night
or day? If that is your craving, I am ready to melt
you together and fuse you into a single unit, so that
two become one and as long as you live you may
both, as one, live a common life, and when you die
you may also, down there in Hades, one instead of
two, die a common death. Consider whether this is
what you desire, whether it would satisfy you to ob-
tain this.” (192d-e)

Eternal oneness is Hephaistos’ offer. The lovers’ re-
sponse is not heard. Instead, Aristophanes himself inter-
venes to pronounce: “No lover could want anything
else” (192¢). Now, how credible a witness is Aristopha-
nes, or his spokesman Hephaistos, in the question of
what a lover really wants? Two reservations strike us:
Hephaistos, impotent cuckold of the Olympian pan-
theon, can be viewed as at best a qualified authority on
matters erotic; and Aristophanes’ judgment (“no lover
could want anything else”) is belied by the anthropology
of his own myth. Was it the case that the round beings of
his fantasy remained perfectly content rolling about the
world in prelapsarian oneness? No. They got big ideas
and started rolling toward Olympus to make an attempt
on the gods (190b-c). They began reaching for something
else. So much for oneness.

It is not the number ‘one,” as we have seen in example
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after example, to which the lover’s mind inclines when he
is given a chance to express his desire. Maneuvers of
triangulation disclose him. For his delight is in reaching;
to reach for something perfect would be perfect delight.
The sweet apple still dangling in Sappho’s fragment 105a
represents this wrenching, delightful fact. We have
looked at some of the tactics of incompleteness by which
Sappho sustains desire and desirability in the poem. We
have looked at similar tactics penetrating lovers’ logic
and contracting upon a solitude unknown before. They
are tactics of imagination, which sometimes turn upon
enhancing the beloved, sometimes upon reconceiving the
lover, but which are all aimed at defining one certain
edge or difference: an edge between two images that can-
not merge in a single focus because they do not derive
from the same level of reality—one is actual, one is pos-
sible. To know both, keeping the difference visible, is the
subterfuge called eros.
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Space reaches out from us and translates the world.

Rilke, “What Birds Plunge Through
Is Not the Intimate Space”

We began our investigation of bittersweet Eros by coun-
tenancing a mistranslation of Sappho’s glukupikron. We
assumed that Sappho puts gluku- first because Eros’
sweetness is obvious to everyone, his bitterness less so.
We then turned our attention to the bitter side. These
judgments were shallow, as we are now in a position to
see. Eros’ sweetness is inseparable from his bitterness,
and each participates, in a way not yet obvious at all, in
our human will to knowledge. There would seem to be
some resemblance between the way Eros acts in the mind
of a lover and the way knowing acts in the mind of a
thinker. It has been an endeavour of philosophy from the
time of Sokrates to understand the nature and uses of
that resemblance. But not only philosophers are in-
trigued to do so. I would like to grasp why it is that these
two activities, falling in love and coming to know, make
me feel genuinely alive. There is something like an elec-
trification in them. They are not like anything else, but
they are like each other. How? Let us consider whether
the ancient poets’ conception of glukupikrotés, as we
have come to understand it, has any light to shed on this
matter.

“All men by their very nature reach out to know,” says
Aristotle (Metaph. A 1.980a21). If this is so, it discloses
something important about the activities of knowing and
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desiring. They have at their core the same delight, that of
reaching, and entail the same pain, that of falling short
or being deficient. This disclosure may be already im-
plied in a certain usage of Homer, for epic diction has the
same verb (mnaomai) for ‘to be mindful, to have in mind,
to direct one’s attention to’ and ‘to woo, court, be a
suitor.” Stationed at the edge of itself, or of its present
knowledge, the thinking mind launches a suit for under-
standing into the unknown. So too the wooer stands at
the edge of his value as a person and asserts a claim
across the boundaries of another. Both mind and wooer
reach out from what is known and actual to something
different, possibly better, desired. Something else. Think
about what that feels like.

When we try to think about our own thinking, as
when we try to feel our own desire, we find ourselves lo-
cated at a blind point. It is like the point where the ob-
server of Velazquez’ painting Las Meninas stands as he
views the painting. This is a painting of Velazquez paint-
ing the king and queen of Spain. But the king and queen
are not part of the picture. Or are they? There are many
people, including Velazquez, in the painting but none
seem to be the king and queen, and all are gazing steadily
out at someone else beyond the picture frame. Who? As
we meet the looks of these people we imagine at first that
they are gazing at us. Then we notice some faces in a mir-
ror at the back of the room. Whose are the faces? Our
own? No. These are the king and queen of Spain. But
now, just where are the king and queen located? They
seem to be standing precisely where we are standing as
we gaze into the painting at their reflection there. Then
where are we? For that matter, who are we?

We are no one in particular and we are standing at a
blind point. Michel Foucault has analyzed Velazquez’
painting and its blind point in his study of the archaeol-
ogy of human knowledge, The Order of Things. Fou-
cault calls the blind point “that essential hiding place
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into which our gaze disappears from ourselves at the mo-
ment of actual looking” (4). We cannot see that point, as
we cannot think thought or desire desire, except by a
subterfuge. In Las Meninas we see the subterfuge just
coming into focus in a mirror at the back of the room. In
Foucault’s terms this mirror provides “a metathesis of
visibility” because around it the painting organizes a de-
liberate vacancy: “The lines that run through the depth
of the picture are not complete; they all lack a segment of
their trajectories. This gap is caused by the absence of the
king——an absence that is an artifice on the part of the
painter” (16).

Velazquez’ artifice triangulates our perception so that
we all but see ourselves looking. That is, he has arranged
his painting in such a way that a haunting fact gradually
dawns on us as we observe it. Namely the fact that the
vacancy recorded by the mirror is not that of King Philip
IV and Queen Mariana. It is our own. Standing like un-
derstudies in the place where the king and queen would
be, we recognize (vaguely disappointed) that the faces
looming from the mirror are not our own and we all but
see (if the angle did not keep jumping out of focus) that
point where we disappear into ourselves in order to look.
A point lying in the gap between ourselves and them. At-
tempts to focus on that point pull the mind into vertigo,
while at the same time a particular acute delight is pres-
ent. We long to see that point, although it tears us. Why?

There is no stillness at that point. Its components split
and diverge each time we try to bring them into focus, as
if interior continents were wrenching askew in the mind.
It is not a point upon which we can gaze in such a way as
to peacefully converge with the king and queen in one
image there, one noun. That pointis a verb. Each time we
look at it, it acts. How?

Let us keep these questions in mind as we consider an-
other point on the landscape of human thinking, a point
which is also a verb—moreover a verb that triangulates,
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haunts, splits, wrenches and delights us each time it acts.
Let us consider the point of verbal action called ‘meta-
phor.

“To give names to nameless things by transference
[metaphora] from things kindred or similar in appear-
ance” is how Aristotle describes the function of meta-
phor (Rh. 3.2.1405a34). In current theory, this process
of thought may best be regarded as an interaction be-
tween the subject and the predicate of the metaphorical
sentence. Metaphorical sense is produced by the whole
sentence and works through what one critic calls a “se-
mantic impertinence” (Cohen 1966), that is, a violation
of the code of pertinence or relevance that rules the as-
cription of predicates in ordinary use in the language.
The violation allows a new pertinence or congruence to
emerge, which is the metaphorical meaning, from the
collapse of the ordinary or literal meaning. How does the
new pertinence emerge? There is in the mind a change or
shift of distance, which Aristotle calls an epiphora (Poet.
21.1457b7), bringing two heterogeneous things close to
reveal their kinship. The innovation of metaphor occurs
in this shift of distance from far to near, and it is effected
by imagination. A virtuoso act of imagination brings the
two things together, sees their incongruence, then sees
also a new congruence, meanwhile continuing to recog-
nize the previous incongruence through the new congru-
ence. Both the ordinary, literal sense and a novel sense
are present at once in the words of a metaphor; both the
ordinary, descriptive reference and a novel reference are
held in tension by the metaphor’s way of looking at the
world.

Thus, tension of an acute and unresolvable kind in-
forms this mental action. It demands of the mind a “‘ster-
eoscopic vision” (as Stanford 1936 puts it) or a “split ref-
erence” (in Jakobsen’s terms), that is, an ability to hold
in equipoise two perspectives at once. Paul Ricoeur calls
this condition of mental tension a state of war wherein
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the mind has not yet reached conceptual peace but is
caught between distance and proximity, between same-
ness and difference. Such warfare marks the landscape of
all human thought, according to Ricoeur:

We may speak with Gadamer of the fundamental
metaphoricity of thought to the extent that the fig-
ure of speech that we call ‘metaphor’ allows us a
glance at the general procedure by which we pro-
duce concepts. This is because in the metaphoric
process the movement toward genus is arrested by
the resistance of the difference and, as it were, inter-
cepted by the figure of rhetoric. (Ricoeur 1978,
149)

An act of arrest and interception that splits the mind
and puts it in a state of war within itself is the act called
‘metaphor.” Let us compare with this act our experience
of Las Meninas. At the core of the act called ‘metaphor’
our minds reach toward an identification: “to give names
to nameless things” as Aristotle says. Velazquez’ artifice,
in its turn, provokes us to try to give a name to that ob-
ject at which all the eyes looking out of the painting are
looking. For a moment we imagine they are all looking at
us. Then we see the faces in the mirror. Our movement
toward naming those faces is arrested by the difference
between the two species (ourselves, the king and queen)
who are candidates for that genus. The arrest occurs with
awrench that splits our vision, divides our judgment and
is not resolved no matter how often we return to it for,
each time we look, our moment of delighted self-recog-
nition is intercepted by two dimly royal faces in the glass.
Aristotle pinpoints such a moment of interception in
metaphorical thinking, when the mind seems to say to it-
self: “Well how true! 1 was quite wrong after all!” He
calls it a paradoxical element (¢/ paradoxon) and judges
it one of the essential pleasures of metaphor (Rb.
3.2.1412a6).
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Eros also has “something paradoxical” at the core of
his power, at that point where bitter intercepts sweet.
There is a shift of distance that brings up close what is
absent and different. “Absences of eyes in the statues”
present Helen to Menelaos as he stands in his empty hall,
at the blind point between love and hate (Aesch. Ag. 414-
19). “They love him and they hate him and they long to
possess him” says Aristophanes of the love affair be-
tween the Greek démos and its favorite Alkibiades (Ran.
1425). “I'm in love, 'm not in love! ’m insane, I'm not
insane!” cries out Anakreon (413 PMG). Something par-
adoxical arrests the lover. Arrest occurs at a point of in-
concinnity between the actual and the possible, a blind
point where the reality of what we are disappears into
the possibility of what we could be if we were other than
we are. But we are not. We are not the king and queen of
Spain. We are not lovers who can both feel and attain
their desires. We are not poets who need no metaphor or
symbol to carry our meaning across.

The English word ‘symbol’ is the Greek word symbo-
lorn which means, in the ancient world, one half of a
knucklebone carried as a token of identity to someone
who has the other half. Together the two halves compose
one meaning. A metaphor is a species of symbol. So is a
lover. In the words of Aristophanes (in Plato’s Sympo-
siumy):

EkaoTos obv Nuwy éoTw &vfpamov auuBolov, drte
TETUMNUEVOS GOmep ol YmTTan, &€ évos dvor {nrel om
Gel 70 avToD EkaoTos gUuBolov.

Each one of us is but the symbolon of a human
being—sliced in half like a flatfish, two instead of
one—and each pursues a neverending search for the
symbolon of himself. (191d)

Every hunting, hungering lover is half of a knucklebone,
wooer of a meaning that is inseparable from its absence.
The moment when we understand these things—when
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we see what we are projected on a screen of what we
could be—is invariably a moment of wrench and arrest.
We love that moment, and we hate it. We have to keep
going back to it, after all, if we wish to maintain contact
with the possible. But this also entails watching it disap-
pear. Only a god’s word has no beginning or end. Only a
god’s desire can reach without lack. Only the paradoxi-
cal god of desire, exception to all these rules, is neverend-
ingly filled with lack itself.

“Sappho drew this conception together and called
Eros glukupikron.’®

8 So says Maximus of Tyre, a Sophist and itinerant lecturer of the
second century A.D. (18.9; Sappho LP, fr. 172).
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Nature has no outline, but Imagination has.

William Blake, Notebooks

Imagination is the core of desire. It acts at the core of
metaphor. It is essential to the activity of reading and
writing. In the archaic lyric poetry of Greece, these three
trajectories intersected, perhaps fortuitously, and imagi-
nation transcribed on human desire an outline more
beautiful (some people think) than any before or since.
We have seen what shape that outline took. Writing
about desire, the archaic poets made triangles with their
words. Or, to put it less sharply, they represent situations
that ought to involve two factors (lover, beloved) in
terms of three (lover, beloved and the space between
them, however realized). Is this outline just a fetish of the
lyric imagination? No. We have looked at tragedians and
comic poets and epigrammatists concerned with the bit-
tersweetness of desire. We have discovered the roots of
the notion in Homer’s Aphrodite. We have seen Plato
turn the problem over. There is something essential to
eros here.

The lyric poets caught its outline with sudden sharp-
ness, and left that in writing. “What does the lover want
from love?’ is the question to which the lyric evidence led
us. But now we should consider the matter from another
side, for the nature of the lyric evidence cannot be sepa-
rated from the fact of its transcription, and that fact re-
mains mysterious. I mean by this that the lyric poets pre-
sent a borderline case, living as they did in the first
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outburst of literary activity that followed the alphabet,
commissioned as they were to compose lyrics for oral
and public performance but somehow involved also in
making written record of these poems. They are poets
exploring the edge between oral and literate procedure,
probing forward to see what kind of thing writing is,
reading is, poetry can be. The position is not an easy one.
Perhaps that is why the poems are so good. At any rate,
the position gradually became easier as literacy spread
throughout the Greek world. New genres of expression
developed to meet its demands. Let us look at the most
influential of those genres, evolved expressly for the de-
lectation of writers and readers. Let us superimpose on
the question “What does the lover want from love’ the
questions ‘What does the reader want from reading?
What is the writer’s desire?” Novels are the answer.

“l composed it in writing [synegrapsal,” says the
Greek author Chariton at the beginning of his Chaereas
and Callirboe, earliest extant example of the genre that
we call the novel or romance. The novel was from the be-
ginning a written literature, which flourished in the
Graeco-Roman world from about the third century B.C.,
when the spread of literacy and a vigorous book trade
created a wide popular audience. Our terms ‘novel’ and
‘romance’ do not reflect an ancient name for the genre.
Chariton refers to his work as erétika pathémata, or
“erotic sufferings”: these are love stories in which it is
generically required that love be painful. The stories
are told in prose and their apparent aim is to entertain
readers.

Four Greek novels from the ancient world are extant,
as well as some fragments and epitomes dating from
about the first century B.C. to the fourth century A.D.,
and a number of Latin romances. The plots are much the
same, being love stories devoted to keeping the lovers
apart and miserable until the last page. One editor has
summed up the genre this way:
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A romantic love story is the thread on which is hung
a succession of sentimental and sensational epi-
sodes; the two main characters either fall in love
with one another soon after the opening of the story,
or in some cases are actually married and immedi-
ately separated; they are sundered time and again by
the most improbable misfortunes; they face death in
every form; subsidiary couples are sometimes intro-
duced, the course of whose true love runs very little
smoother; both the hero and heroine inspire a
wicked and hopeless love in the breasts of others,
who become hostile influences, seeming at times
likely to accomplish their final separation, but never
with complete success; occasionally the narrative
stops for the description of a place, a scene, or some
natural object only to be resumed at once with the
painful adventures of the loving couple; and on the
last page all is cleared up, the complicated threads of
the story fall apart with detailed and lengthy expla-
nations, and the happy pair is united for ever with
the prospect of a long and prosperous life before
them. (Gaselee 1917, 411)

Tactics of triangulation are the main business of the
novel. These tactics are the ones familiar to us from the
archaic poets, now employed prosaically and in extenso.
The novelists play out as dilemmas of plot and character
all those facets of erotic contradiction and difficulty that
were first brought to light in lyric poetry. Rival lovers ap-
pear around every corner of the plot. Pretexts for pursuit
and flight ramify from page to page. Obstacles to roman-
tic union materialize in tireless variety. The lovers them-
selves devote considerable energy to obstructing their
own desire—should interfering parents, cruel pirates,
bungling doctors, dogged graverobbers, dull slaves,
mindless divinities and the whims of chance not suffice.
Aidos is a favorite stratagem. Romantic heroes and her-
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oines operate in a vague, exciting borderland between
purity and sensuality. Whenever passion seems within
reach, aidos falls like a veil between them. This aidos is
the archaic ethic of ‘shamefastness’ reinterpreted now in
the narrow sense of chastity. Its mischievous machinery
pervades romantic plots and exacts feats of virtue from
lovers in return for protraction of the story.

“Aphrodisian chastity” is the name given by one critic
to this pleasing torment, for Aphrodite is the divinity in
charge of the perversities of aidos within the novel. She is
chief designer and chief subverter of the story’s changing
triangles, both patron and enemys, inspiring lovers with a
passion strong enough to resist all the temptations that
she herself proceeds to hurl against it. Chaste lovers
make her the object of their devotion, and become the
object of her abuse.

Aphrodite’s role in novels is an ambivalent, not to say
paradoxical, one like the role of Eros in archaic poetry.
In his Ephesiaca, Xenophon of Ephesus gives us a sum-
mary image of Aphrodisian ambivalence. Describing the
bridal chamber of his hero and heroine, Xenophon goes
into details of the eikon embroidered on the bedcover. Its
subject is Aphrodite, the divinity responsible for bringing
bride and groom together in the chamber. But the sce-
nario worked on the coverlet is not one that bodes well
for the marriage. Aphrodite is pictured not as the dutiful
wife of Hephaistos but rather as mistress of Ares. Ares is
decked out for an assignation with his beloved and Eros
is leading him by the hand toward her, holding up a flam-
ing torch (1.8). Xenophon’s description of the eikon
would strike a note of recognition in any Greek reader. It
evokes a scene pictured on numbers of ancient vases and
no doubt familiar from daily life: the scene of the wed-
ding procession, wherein a new bride was led by the
hand to her husband’s house, preceded by flaming
torches. The eikon is a parody of standard wedding rit-
ual, in concept and in design. So much for marriage.
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Yet marriage remains the professed objective of every
romantic hero and heroine. This puts them at odds with
themselves and with Aphrodite. More important, the in-
tention to consummate desire puts the lovers at odds
with the novelist, whose novel will end unless he can sub-
vert their aim. There is something paradoxical in the re-
lations between a novelist and his lovers. As a writer he
knows their story must end and wants it to end. So, too,
as readers we know the novel must end and want it to
end. “But not yet!” say the readers to the writer, “But not
yet!” says the writer to his hero and heroine. “But not
yet!” says the beloved to the lover. And so the reach of
desire continues. What is a paradox? A paradox is a kind
of thinking that reaches out but never arrives at the end
of its thought. Each time it reaches out, there is a shift of
distance in mid-reasoning that prevents the answer from
being grasped. Consider Zeno’s well-known paradoxes.
They are arguments against the reality of reaching an
end. Zeno’s runner never gets to the finish line of the
stadium, Zeno’s Achilles never overtakes the tortoise,
Zeno’s arrow never hits the target (see Arist., Ph. 239b5-
18; 263a4-6). These are paradoxes about paradox. Each
one contains a point where the reasoning seems to fold
into itself and disappear, or at least that is how it feels.
Each time it disappears, it can begin again, and so the
reach continues. If you happen to enjoy reasoning, you
are delighted to begin again. On the other hand, your en-
joyment of reasoning must entail some wish to arrive at
a conclusion, so your delight has an edge of chagrin.

In the bittersweetness of the exercise we see the outline
of eros. You love Zeno and you hate him. You know
there is a ruse operating in his paradoxes, yet you keep
going back over them. And you keep going back to the
paradoxes not because you would like to see Achilles
overtake the tortoise but because you like trying to un-
derstand what kind of thing a paradox is.

You like being situated at that blind but lively point
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where your reason is viewing itself—or almost viewing
itself. Why? We have come round to this blind point be-
fore, when contemplating Velazquez’ Las Meninas and
considering the paradoxical action at the heart of meta-
phor. Novels give us another, and broader, access onto
the blind point, for they sustain the experience of para-
dox over many pages, by means of many ruses. Let us see
what we can read from the ruses of the novelists about
the blind point and its desirability.
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Critics of the novel find paradox to be “a principle of the
genre” and note the frequency with which the romances
speak of situations as “new and strange” (kainos) or
“against reason” (paralogos), or “unthought of” (ado-
ketos) (Heiserman 1977, 77 and 226 n. 4). Techniques of
paradox enrich these stories at all levels of plot, imagery
and wordplay. Paradox is especially essential to their
emotional texture. This can surprise no one familiar with
the lyric precedents of erotic fiction. “I’'m crazy! I'm not
crazy! I'm in love! I'm not in love!” said Anakreon in the
sixth century B.C. (413 PMG). “I don’t know what I
should do. Two states of mind in me . . .” said Sappho
(LP, fr. 51). Characters in novels luxuriate in such mo-
ments of emotional schizophrenia, when the personality
is split into two warring factions. Novelists expand these
moments into full-scale soliloquies of the soul, so that a
character may debate his erotic dilemma with himself,
usually at length and to no purpose. But emotional
schism is not the exclusive property of heroes and hero-
ines in novels. All who observe their fortunes, within and
without the text, are programmed to respond in this way.

Take, for example, the ending of Xenophon’s Ephe-
siaca. As the heroine Anthia falls into her lover’s arms,
the townspeople standing around are stirred by “pleas-
ure, pain, fear, memory of the past, apprehension of the
future, all mixing in their souls” (5.13). So too at the end
of Heliodoros® Aethiopica, the lovers’ union is witnessed
by their fellow citizens, in whom:
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- s k4 \ r 14

v’ NS kol Th EvavTidTara WPOS CVuPwriow
NPROLETO, Xapas kal \UTS aupumemA\eEYUEVOY, YéAoTL
dakpvwy kepavvvuévwy, TOV CTUYVOTATOV &l £op-
™Y peraBorlousvoy

.. . absolute contrarieties were fitted together as one

sound: joy interwoven with grief, tears mixed with

laughter, total gloom turning into festive delight.
(10.38.4)

Earlier in Heliodoros’ novel a certain character named
Calasiris records his reaction to the erotic sufferings of
the heroine:

. . . MBorf)s 8¢ Gua kol Nmms vemAnodny. kai wados
TL KOUVOTEPOY DT éaTNY, 6oV Sakpvwy Kol Xaipwy

... at the same time I was filled with pleasure and
pain: I found myself in quite a novel state of mind
[pathos ti kainoteron] weeping and rejoicing simul-
taneously. ... (4.9.1)

As readers we too are meant to feel this paradoxical
mix of feelings, if the novelist is in proper command of
his ruses. So Chariton implies when he turns to us, at a
particularly brilliant moment in the action of his plot,
and demands:

Hotos mowmrhs émi oxmyis mapadofov puddov ovrws
elonyayev; Edofas &v év dedrtpe mapeivar uvplwv
ma@v TANpEL. TarTa My Opovr ddkpva, xopd,
dauBos, Eleos, amioTia, edyal.

What poet ever produced such a paradoxical sce-
nario [paradoxon mython] on the stage? You must
have thought you were sitting in the theater filled
with a thousand emotions, all at the same time:
tears, joy, amazement, pity, disbelief, fervent pray-
ers! (Chaereas and Callirhoe 5.8.2)

To create pleasure and pain at once is the novelist’s
aim. We should dwell on this point for a moment. It is of
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some importance that, as readers, we are typically and
repeatedly drawn into a conflicted emotional response
which approximates that of the lover’s soul divided by
desire. Readership itself affords the aesthetic distance
and obliquity necessary for this response. The reader’s
emotions begin from a privileged position of knowledge.
We know the story will end happily. The characters
within the story do not seem to know this. So we stand at
an angle to the text from which we can see both the nar-
rated facts of the case and also what the characters be-
lieve to be the facts of the case: two levels of narrative
reality float one upon another, without converging, and
provide for the reader that moment of emotional and
cognitive stereoscopy which is also the experience of the
desiring lover.

We saw Sappho construct this stereoscopic moment in
fr. 31 as a three-point circuit of desire joining herself, her
beloved and “the man who listens closely.” The verbal
action of eros in fr. 31 allows our perception to jump or
shift from one level of desire to another, from actual to
possible, without losing sight of the difference between
them. In Sappho’s poem the shift of view is momentary,
a vertigo and sudden sense of being very close to the core
where feelings form. In the novel this technique of shift-
ing distance is taken over as the permanent attitude from
which the reader views the action. Novels institutional-
ize the ruse of eros. It becomes a narrative texture of sus-
tained incongruence, emotional and cognitive. It permits
the reader to stand in triangular refation to the characters
in the story and reach into the text after the objects of
their desire, sharing their longing but also detached from
it, seeing their view of reality but also its mistakenness. It
is almost like being in love.
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A few examples are in order. The novelist Longus (sec-
ond-third century A.D.) prefaces his novel Daphnis and
Chloe with a bold statement of the triangular tension
that is its structure and raison d’étre. He was moved to
write the tale, he tells us, because he encountered “a
painted image of the history of Eros” that struck him as
the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Longing (po-
thos) seized him to “create a rival image in writing” and
he set to work on the novel. There are three components
in Longus’ opening conceit. There is the painted icon of
Eros, an object of ideal beauty (kalliston) transcending
all the actual beauty of woods and waters around it, Lon-
gus says. There is the verbal icon, the novel itself, reach-
ing out to rival or to approximate the perfect beauty of
the painting in an act of writing. In between the ideal and
the rival icon is the motive force of desire (pothos) that
impels Longus to try to bring these two heterogeneous
images together on the screen of imagination.

The two icons are like the two parts of a metaphor: an
already existing image or sense and a novel image or
sense are brought close by an act of imagination. To-
gether they compose one meaning. Longus’ imaginative
effort, like the verbal innovation that we call metaphor,
Is an erotic action, reaching out from what is known and
present to something else, something different, some-
thing desired. The meaning he composes is a dynamic
meaning, not a still point, that comes alive as the novel
shifts from plane to plane of its various triangles. Some-
thing paradoxical is inherent in these shifts, and as read-
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ers, we are invited into its experience, standing on the
edge of other people’s desire, arrested, wooed, triangu-
lated and changed by a series of marks on a piece of pa-
per. “My Page makes love, and understands it feelingly,”
says Montaigne (1603, bk. 5, ch. 3).

Longus’ page makes love to the reader, first and ob-
viously, by drawing him into the bittersweet emotion of
lovers in the story. But this narrative voyeurism is only
the surface. A much more arresting act of love is going on
at depth, in the whole metaphorical undertaking of set-
ting one icon against another.

Daphnis and Chloe is the story of a boy and girl dis-
covering eros. Everything they do and say sounds sym-
bolic. All lovers believe they are inventing love: Daphnis
and Chloe actually do invent love. They live in a pastoral
wonderland, swell to desire with the buds of spring and,
after many discouragements, marry one another on the
last pages in a cave of Eros. They are, as one critic puts it,
“emblematic innocents in emblematic predicaments
undergoing an emblematic growth in erotic knowledge”
(Heiserman 1977, 143). Here, for example, is what hap-
pens when Daphnis wins his father’s consent to marry
Chloe and rushes out to tell her the news. The lovers find
themselves in an orchard rich with fruit trees:

pla umAéa TeTPUYNTO Kal ODTE KapwOV E£lXEV OVTE
GO oV yuuvol mavTes Noav ol khadot. kai Ev uihoy
emétero &v avrols &kpots &kpoéTaTtov, méyo Kal Ko-
AoV kol TGOV TOANGY TV edwdiay Evika udvov. Edst-
. A L L .
OV 0 TPUYywV aveldely, nueéAnoe kadehely Taxa be
Kol EQUAATTETO (TO) KANOV UThoV EPWTLKD TOLUEDL.

There stood one apple tree whose apples had all
been gathered. It had neither fruit nor leaf. All the
boughs were bare. And a single apple floated on the
very top of the topmost boughs: big and beautiful
and more fragrant in itself than many others. The
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applepicker was afraid to go up so high, or he over-
looked it. And perhaps that beautiful apple was sav-
ing itself for a shepherd in love.

Daphnis is eager to pick the apple. Chloe forbids him.
Daphnis picks the apple. To mollify Chloe he then says:

“°O mapdéve, Tovto 70 pMhov Edvoav "Qpar kalal
kai ¢urov kalov Edpepe memaivovros MAiov kot
empmoe Toxm. kai obk Euellov avTd karTalursiv
odpdarpovs Exov, va TEATY Xapai Kol 7 TOLUVLIOV
QUTO TOTNO) VEUOUEVOV T} EPTETOV Gapuaéyn) oVPOME-
vov 1) xpovos damavnoy kelpevov, 6Aemousvor, Emot-
vovusvov. Tovro ‘Adpodity kdhhovs ElaBsr &dhov,
70070 &y aoi 8idwut viknTipLov.”

“O maiden, beautiful seasons begot this apple, a
beautiful tree nourished it in the ripening sun and
fortune kept close watch. Having eyes, I could not
let it be—it might have fallen to the ground and been
trampled by grazing flocks or poisoned by some
creeping creature or used up by Time as it waited
there, gazed at, object of praise. This was the prize
Aphrodite won for beauty, this I give to you as vic-
tory-prize.” (3.33-34)

Daphnis drops the apple in Chloe’s lap, she kisses him
“and so Daphnis repented not at all of having dared to
go up so high.”

Daphnis is a lover who takes literary motifs literally.
Here he woos his beloved with the very symbol of
wooing and acts out the paradigmatic reach of desire.
Longus expects you to recognize the high apple on the
highest branch from Sappho’s poem (fr. 105a) and to
read Daphnis’ action as emblematic. At the same time the
apple is typical of all love gifts, well-known throughout
Greek poetry and visual art as the favorite offering of
lover to beloved. The apple’s traditional association with
Aphrodite and the judgment of Paris is another strand of
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erotic symbolization, evoked here by Daphnis himself.
And the apple might be thought to represent Chloe as
bride, blooming in the wild and soon to be plucked for
marriage. The respective attitudes of lover and beloved
are stereotypical too: irrepressible desire meets adamant
resistance. He insists, she submits, the apple is the loser.
These various levels of inference float upon the essential
narrative fact: it is a real apple and wins a real kiss, or so
we read.

Longus’ novel is a continuous fabric of such levels,
held in rich and transparent suspension against the facts
of the plot, like the apple as it “floats” upon the tree.
Look closer, for a moment, at this apple in Longus’ text.
Longus has chosen a somewhat curious verb with which
to suspend the apple from the tree: epeteto (3.33) is from
petomai, the verb ‘to fly.” It is generally used of creatures
with wings or of emotions that swoop through the heart.
Especially frequent of erotic emotion, this verb is used,
for example, by Sappho in fr. 31 to say that eros “puts
the heart in my chest on wings” or “‘makes my heart fly.”
Here Longus puts the verb in the imperfect tense. That is,
he stalls the action of the verb in time (the imperfect ex-
presses continuity) so that, like the arrow in Zeno’s par-
adox, the apple flies while standing still. Moreover, the
sentence in which the apple flies is a sentence floating in
paradoxical, paratactic relation to the sentences before
it. The relation is paratactic because the connective join-
ing this sentence to the text is simply and (kai). The re-
lation is paradoxical because the statement “and one ap-
ple was floating” is a flat contradiction of the three
foregoing statements which tell us that the tree had been
picked clean, neither fruit nor leaf remained, every single
branch was bare. Translators of Longus invariably
change his “and” to a “but,” so that the impertinent ap-
ple darts out suddenly into your grammatical purview
from an adversative clause. But Longus’ aim is not so or-
dinary. His grammar intercepts your complacent pur-

.89.
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view and splits it in half. On the one hand, you see a tree
picked bare. On the other hand, an apple floats. “And”
the relation between them is something paradoxical.
Longus’ “and” places you at a blind point from which
you see more than is literally there.

Longus expects a lot of his reader. The privileged po-
sition of knowledge you enjoy as you read Daphnis and
Chloe does not simply rest on believing things will end
well. Longus assumes, and plays upon, the whole history
of erotic topoi and grammatical acumen available to a
literate audience. He wishes to give you a sustained ex-
perience of that register of mental activity, metaphor,
which best approximates eros. Think how it feels. As you
read the novel your mind shifts from the level of charac-
ters, episodes and clues to the level of ideas, solutions,
exegesis. The activity is delightful, but also one of pain.
Each shift is accompanied by a sharp sense that some-
thing is being lost, or has already been lost. Exegesis
mars and disrupts pure absorption in the narrative. The
narrative insists on distracting your attention from exe-
gesis. Yet your mind is unwilling to let go of either level
of activity, and remains arrested at a point of stereoscopy
between the two. They compose one meaning. The nov-
elist who constructs this moment of emotional and cog-
nitive interception is making love, and you are the object
of his wooing. “The book and its author was our pimp!”
cries Francesca in hell, or so we read in the Inferno

(5.137).
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‘Letters’ (grammata) can mean ‘letters of the alphabet’
and also ‘epistles’ in Greek as in English. Novels contain
letters of both kinds, and offer two different perspectives
on the blind point of desire. Letters in the broad sense,
that is to say the floating ruse of the novel as a written
text, provide erotic tension on the level of the reading ex-
perience. There is a triangular circuit running from the
writer to the reader to the characters in the story; when
its circuit-points connect, the difficult pleasure of para-
dox can be felt like an electrification. Letters in the nat-
rower sense, epistles or written messages, function
within the plots of various novels as a means of erotic
subterfuge between characters. The effect is as you
would expect: triangular, paradoxical, electric. In the
numerous epistolary scenarios to be found in ancient
novels, letters are never used to convey a direct declara-
tion of love between lover and beloved. Letters stand
oblique to the action and unfold a three-cornered rela-
tion: A writes to C about B, or B reads a letter from C in
the presence of A, and so on. When letters are read in
novels, the immediate consequence is to inject paradox
into lover’s emotions (pleasure and pain at once) and
into their strategies (now obstructed by an absent pres-
ence).

Consider a novel of Achilles Tatius (third-fourth cen-
tury A.D.) called Clitophon and Leucippe. The hero (Cli-
tophon), who believes his beloved (Leucippe) to be dead,
is on the point of marrying another woman when he re-
ceives a letter from Leucippe. He interrupts the wedding

+ Ot
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to read Leucippe’s letter, which brings her “before the
eyes of his soul” and starts a deep blush of shame on his
cheek “as if he had been caught in the very act of adul-
tery” (5.19). Clitophon immediately sits down to write a
reply “dictated by Eros himself.” Its opening lines neatly
plot out the three-point circuit connecting lover, beloved
and grammata in their standard angles:

(11 ~ r k3 ’ ’ ~ A 3

Xaipé pot, @ déomowa Aevkimmy. dvorvxe pev €v
ols eVTVX®, OTL O TapwY Tapovaay @s &Todnuovaay
6p® Sud ypaupdrey.”

“Hail, my lady Leucippe. I am miserable in the
midst of joy because I see you present and at the
same time absent in your letter.” (5.20)

Clitophon goes on in the letter to proclaim his love and
entreat Leucippe to maintain her desire until he can unite
with her. Written letters have the presence and authority
of a third person, who is witness, judge and conduit of
erotic charges. Letters are the mechanism of erotic para-
dox, at once connective and separative, painful and
sweet. Letters construct the space of desire and kindle in
it those contradictory emotions that keep the lover alert
to his own impasse. Letters arrest and complicate an ex-
isting two-term situation by conjuring a third person
who is not literally there, making suddenly visible the
difference between what is (the actual and present erotic
relation between Clitophon and the other woman) and
what could be (the ideal love of Clitophon and Leu-
cippe). Letters project the ideal on a screen of the actual.
From within letters, Eros acts.

A more hieratic example comes from Heliodoros’
novel Aethiopica. Here the written text is not a letter but
functions in the same way. Heliodoros’ heroine (Chari-
cleia) is the white-skinned daughter born to the black
queen of Ethiopia. The queen elects to abandon her child
at birth rather than face the suspicious questions of her

-92.
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husband, and so Charicleia is exposed, wrapped in a
tainia (fillet or headscarf). No ordinary tainia, however:
the queen inscribes it with a written text explaining the
baby’s history and white skin. As it happens the infant is
rescued by priests and reared at Delphi. Years pass and
the novel is in its fourth book before the novelist dis-
closes to us the text on the fainia. The scene of its reading
is reserved for a moment of erotic crisis: Charicleia is on
the verge of dying of love for a certain Theagenes when
the tainia is read by a priest who hopes to save her life.
The queen of Ethiopia speaks from the tainia:

. &mreldn 8¢ oe Nevkny &mérekor, &mpdaduior Ai-
Somav xpowy amavydlovoav, &yw uey ™y aitiav
Eyvaopilov, 6TL pot Tapd THY SpNlar TV TpdS TOV
avdpa mpoaBAéPar ™y "AvBpouddar 1M ypadn map-
aoxovow, kol wmoavraxodev Emdsifaca  yvuriy
(GpTe yap avmyy amo tov merpav 6 lleposis karh-
YeV), OMOEWOES EKElVY) TO COWaAPEY OoUK €VTUXGS
sudpdwcey.

... when I gave birth to you with your white skin
radiant as light—an incongruous thing in an Ethio-
pian—I recognized the reason. You see, at the very
moment when my husband penetrated me 1 was
staring at a painting of Andromeda. The painting
showed her completely naked, just as Perseus was
claiming her from the rock. Her likeness changed
my seed—not luckily. (4.8.5)

Now here is an interesting triangle. Charicleia’s desire
for Theagenes unfolds backwards in time to include an
aesthetic infidelity on the part of her mother. At the mo-
ment of coitus with her husband, the queen was thinking
of something else. Her attention was caught by a differ-
ent love affair, the mythical or ideal eros of Perseus and
Andromeda. The queen triangulated.

It is not a simple triangle. Heliodoros is not a simple
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author. One Byzantine critic likened Heliodoros’ narra-
tive to a cluster of snakes with tails exposed, heads hid-
den (Michael Psellos; Colonna 1938, 364). Moreover,
Heliodoros warns us in advance that the queen’s writing
style is recondite, for she chose to inscribe the tainia

ypdupaow Aidomikols, oU dmuoTikois GAN&
Baoihikois, éoteyuévmy, & dn tols Alyvmriov iepa-
TLKOLS KAOVEVOLS GUOLWVTOL.

. . . not in the demotic Ethiopian alphabet but in the
‘royal’ letters [grammasin basilikois] which resem-
ble Egyptian hieratic script.  (4.8.1)

The script is precious and the meaning convolute. None-
theless the familiar components of an erotic triangle are
recognizable. We see the king of Ethiopia reaching out to
unite with his beloved wife. As he does so, an act of in-
terception occurs, a third angle opens. By a shift of dis-
tance from far to near, from ideal to real, Perseus and
Andromeda intercept the queen’s glance and split her de-
sire. Her imagination leaps. And as her imagination
reaches out from actual (husband) to possible (Perseus
and Andromeda), something paradoxical happens:
Charicleia.

Charicleia is a paradox first on the level of fact (white
from black) but also on the level of inference. Although
in her own person she has not compromised her love for
Theagenes, yet her perfect chastity (of which the white
skin might have been thought a symbol) is now seen to
have been colored (white) from before her birth by a mo-
mentary inconstancy in the mind of her mother. White-
ness is in her case a clue to impurity: you see the sense of
this projected on its incongruence, as the tainia unfolds
its tale. You contemplate that point of incongruent con-
gruence and the data of the reasoning seem to go askew
in your mind. Can a painting change real flesh? Can a
metaphor turn reality white? It is a delightful story but
unsatisfying as an exegesis, and your mind keeps reach-
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ing out for an answer. Each time you reach, conception
shifts to interception: the black seed of Charicleia folds
into the white skin of Andromeda and disappears.

Placed at the blind point of that ruse you feel delight
and chagrin. Your mixed response is echoed by the
reader within the novel. The priest (Calasiris) who reads
the tainia in hope of discovering how to save Charicleia
records his reaction:

... when I read these things, I recognized and mar-
velled at the economy of the gods and at the same
time [ was filled with pleasure and pain: I found my-
self in quite a novel state of mind, weeping and re-
joicing simultaneously. (4.9.1)

Let us be clear about the importance Heliodoros has
given to reading and writing in this pivotal scene of his
novel. Because of the way he has ordered his narrative, it
is an act of reading that arrests and complicates the erotic
situation (between Charicleia and Theagenes) by unfold-
ing a third angle (the history of Charicleia’s conception).
At that third angle the ruse of eros operates. Paradox is
generated. Emotions divide. From within a written text
eros acts upon Calasiris to create in him the state of mind
typical of the readers of novels. Into that hieratic text you
reach for the meaning of Charicleia’s white skin, The
meaning shifts, changes and eludes you, but you con-
tinue to long to pursue it, as if it were the beloved itself.

We might compare with these Greek novels an anon-
ymous Latin romance of the fifth or sixth century A.D.
entitled History of Apollonius of Tyre, which relates the
love of Apollonius for the daughter of the king of Penta-
polis. Apollonius contrives to win the girl by becoming
her tutor and distracts her attention from rival suitors
with the seductive power of letters themselves. When she
falls in love it is with Apollonius’ learning, the novelist
tells us (ch. 17). Rivals demand audience but her father
waves them away:
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Rex ait non apto tempore interpellastis. Filia enim
mea studio uacat et pro amore studiorum inbecillis
iacet.

Now is not a good time to press your suit, for my
daughter is entirely absorbed with learning and is
so in love with her studies that she lies ill in bed.
(ch. 19)

King Antiochus then employs the mechanism of letters to
set up an erotic triangle. He invites each suitor to write
down his name and dowry on a tablet, which he will for-
ward to his daughter so that she may choose among
them. Apollonius carries the tablet to her and, as she
stands reading it before him, the familiar triangle of
lover, beloved and rivals-in-writing is marked out. But
this heroine is not unlettered herself. Displeased with the
geometry of the triangle before her, the king’s daughter
reshuffles the angles. She writes Apollonius’ name on the
tablet and sends it back to her father with her seal (ch.
20-21). Literary critics of the novel are impatient with
this “letter-writing farce” and pose plausible questions
like “Why does the king suggest the extraordinary and
cumbersome procedure of writing letters to someone a
few yards away?” (Perry 1967, 306-307). Do the letters
say anything that could not be said otherwise?

Letters in this romance, as in Heliodoros’ novel, be-
speak their own power, a power to change reality eroti-
cally. It is letters that stir the fire of love in the king’s
daughter when she meets Apollonius. It is letters that
pose the dilemma of absent presence for lover and be-
loved when she stands before Apollonius reading out the
names of his rivals. It is letters that permit her to set the
triangle of eros on its head when she reaches through lit-
erary convention and rewrites the love scene to suit her
own desire. This heroine understands the erotic art of let-
ters as thoroughly as her own author. As feelingly as
Montaigne’s, her Page makes love.
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There are two kinds of letters here (alphabet and epis-
tle) and there are two kinds of love being made (as
reader, you also are being wooed). Each one fits within
the other. As letters of the alphabet compose lovers’ epis-
tles, so the love affair of Apollonius and the king’s
daughter composes the seductive action of this novel. But
the page is taken over by the heroine. She commandeers
the letters of a particular epistle and constructs for her-
self the love story that she wishes the novel to tell. By a
shift of distance she reaches from within the plot to trian-
gulate that plot (inscribing Apollonius’ name among his
rivals) as if she herself were the novelist, as if letters
themselves were an inescapably erotic form of under-
standing.

When she makes that shift, the king’s daughter does so
by an act of imagination, reaching out from actual (the
list of suitors named on her father’s tablet) to possible
(the unnamed suitor of her own preference). When she
makes that shift she takes over the letter-writing topos
from her author, stepping from one (literal) plane of sto-
rytelling to a different plane. That shift is an act of let-
tristic impertinence and it delights you. At the same time
you may find the whole procedure of the scene “extraor-
dinary and cumbersome.” But by your understanding of
letters as a novelistic topos, you are pulled into a kinetic,
triangular, delightful and disturbing action of eros. As
she writes her lover’s name on the tablet, the king’s
daughter seduces you.
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From the time of its earliest use the technique of writing
and reading was appreciated by the ancients as an appa-
ratus of privacy or secrecy. All communication is to some
extent public in a society without writing. Certainly a
message sent by herald and declaimed in the open air is a
less private communiqué than a letter written for your
eyes alone to read. Early readers and writers seem to
have been intensely aware of this difference. There is an
ancient riddle, attributed to Sappho, that expresses their
attitude:

EoT Pvois Inhea Bpédm aelova’ Hmo kOATOLS
avtis, dvra 8’ ddwva Bon lotyoL yeywvov
Kait 8wl wovTIoY 0ldpar Kk NTTELPOV By ThONS
ols &9éheL DvmTdw, Tois 8 0V8E Tapovo Y dKovELY
EéeoTw, kb 8 drons alodInow Exova. . . .

What creature is it (Sappho asks) that is female in
nature and hides in its womb unborn children who,
although they are voiceless, speak to people far
away?

Sappho answers the riddle herself:

Onhewo pév vov Eor dpvais EmaToly, Bpédn & év
bty mepupépet T ypduuatar ddwva 8 bvra TavTa
Tois woppw Aahei ois Bovaed’, Erepos § &v TUXY
TIS TANTLOV £0TMS AVOYLOTKOVTOS, 0UK dKoVETAL.

The female creature is a letter (epistle). The un-

born children are the letters (of the alphabet) it car-
ries. And the letters, although they have no voices,
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speak to people far away, whomever they wish. But
if some other person happens to be standing right
beside the one who is reading, he will not
hear. (Antiphanes, CAF, fr. 196; Ath. 450c)

Letters make the absent present, and in an exclusive
way, as if they were a private code from writer to reader.
The poet Archilochos applies to his own poetry the met-
aphor of a code, for he refers to himself, sending off a
poem to someone, as a skutalé. Best known as a method
employed by the Spartans for sending despatches, the
skutale was a staff or baton around which was wound a
roll of leather. This was used as a code simply by wrap-
ping it in a particular way, writing the message across the
result, and then sending the unwound strip to the re-
ceiver, who rewound it on a similar staff to read it (Jef-
frey 1961, 57). Archilochos’ metaphor understands the
act of communication as an intimate collusion between
writer and reader. They compose a meaning between
them by matching two halves of a text. It is a meaning
not accessible to others.

A well-known passage of Aeschylus’ Suppliants also
emphasizes the cryptographic possibilities of writing.
Here King Pelasgos, announcing a democratic decision
viva voce, contrasts his own plain and public utterance
with the furtive record of written texts:

ToLdde dnUbTpPaKTOS EK TONEWS Mick

Undos kékpavral, uimor’ Exkdotvar Bioe
TTONOY YUVQUIKGY" TOVD EPNAwTAL TOPDS
youpos draumaé ws pevew apapdTms.
To0T 0V Tivaliv EoTw Eyyeypouméve

008’ &v mruxis BUBAwY kaTeThpaylTusva,
oadn 8 dkovers &€ EhevlepoaTomov
YAooons.

Such is the decree that issues from the city
by unanimous popular vote. . . .
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A bolt has been nailed straight through this,
piercingly,
so it stays fixed.
It has not been written on tablets
nor sealed up in the folds of books,
but you hear it plain from a free-speaking
tongue.
(942-49)

Words that are written, Pelasgos implies, may fold away
and disappear. Only the spoken word is not sealed,
folded, occult or undemocratic.

Now folding books and tablets were a reality in the an-
cient world. The most common writing surface for letters
and messages in archaic and classical times was the del-
tos, a hinged wooden or wax tablet that was folded up on
itself after inscription to conceal the words written
within. The reader unfolded the tablet to confront a
meaning meant only for him. Tablets of metal were also
used for writing, especially by people consulting an ora-
cle. For example at Dodona, active as an oracular sanc-
tuary from the seventh century, archaeologists have un-
covered about one hundred and fifty tablets on which
were written questions for the oracle of Zeus. The great
variety in handwriting, spelling and grammar on the tab-
lets indicates that each was inscribed by the inquirer him-
self. The tablets are of lead. Each is cut in a narrow band
like a ribbon with writing in two to four lines running the
length of the band. In nearly every instance the band
after writing has been neatly folded several times so as to
conceal the writing inside. This folding was evidently the
reason for the shape of the lead ribbons and also for the
fact that the written inquiry was never carried over to the
reverse of the band (Parke 1967, 114). The words you
write on your lead at Dodona are a secret between you
and the oracle of Zeus.

Folded texts and private meanings were a literal fact
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for ancient readers. But there is a metaphorical reality
here too. It is a metaphor as old as Homer, whose telling
of the Bellerophon myth in Iliad 6 is the oldest story we
have in Greek about letters, reading and writing.
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Bellerophon Is Quite Wrong
After All

Although embedded in an epic genealogy, Bellerophon’s
is a story of erotic triangles, ideal matter for a novel. We
do not know where Homer got the story; presumably it
reflects an extremely ancient Lydian layer in the epic tra-
dition from which he drew, dating from a time long be-
fore his own (supposing we place Homer in the eighth
century B.C.). It was a time when some form of reading
and writing was known to the Aegean world, or at least
to the people of Lykia where the story is set. No one
knows what system of writing this was. Homer himself
may not have known. The poet is widely believed by
scholars to have been illiterate; in any event, he betrays
not the slightest fascination, as he tells his Bellerophon-
story, with the phenomenon of writing and reading that
figures crucially within it. The motif of letters falls so flat
here it makes you wonder.

Bellerophon was a young man gifted by the gods with
remarkable beauty (Il. 6.156). Exiled from his home for
murder, he takes refuge with King Proitos of Ephyra and
all unwittingly stirs love in the heart of Anteia, Proitos’
wife. The lover is “maddened by desire” (6.160), the be-
loved unresponsive: a typical erotic scenario, which
draws a typical erotic reaction from Anteia. She trian-
gulates. By means of a lying tale she inflames her hus-
band to jealousy of Bellerophon, so that he resolves to
destroy the young man, but not in direct encounter. Proi-
tos arranges a kind of deadfall, in which the three angles
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of eros will close on Bellerophon when actuated by a
deadly text. Bellerophon is despatched to Lykia, to the
halls of Anteia’s father, carrying his own death warrant:

wéume 86 ww Avkiny 88, wépev 8”6 ye onpaTa Avypd
ypdpas &y mivakt TTUkTE Bupnod8opa oA,
Seifoun 8™ Hrdryew @ mevlep@ bdp” &dméhotro.

and Proitos sent him to Lykia and bestowed on him a
written text that would kill him [sémata lugra]
for he wrote many life-destroying things
[thumophthora] on a folded tablet
and bid him show it to Anteia’s father so that he
might be destroyed.
(6.168-70)

What are the “life-destroying things” on the folded
tablet? The life to be destroyed is Bellerophon’s and the
destroyer, Anteia’s father. Most likely, then, Proitos re-
lates to the father that his chaste daughter has been
shamed by the rapist rogue Bellerophon: the erotic tri-
angle that began in Anteia’s imagination now acquires
the status of written fact. (That fact is a lie but so is any
novel; this should not detain us.) Upon the fact is pro-
jected a metaphor that almost kills Bellerophon. The
metaphor brings together the action of wooing a lover
and the action of reading a written text on the screen of
Bellerophon’s life. For he is twice unwitting victim of the
signs he carries. First his own beauty, gift of the gods, se-
duces Anteia, unknown to him. Then the folded tablet,
bestowed by Proitos, writes the order for his death, and
he does not read it. “Life-destroying things” are the text
he carries, but the word (thumophthora) is an ambigu-
ous one. On the surface, “life-destroying things” refers
to the projected murder of Bellerophon, but the adjective
can also convey the emotional sense “heartbreaking” (as
it does in Od. 4.716) and evoke the seductive beauty that
drove Anteia mad. Unwitting wooing began Bellero-
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phon’s story. Unread writing will end it. These possibili-
ties float just where Bellerophon cannot see them.

Bellerophon is a living metaphor for the blind point of
eros, carrying on his face (beauty) and in his hands (tab-
let) a meaning he does not decode. The text remains for
him a folded one, literally and metaphorically. Unfolded,
its two sides compose one meaning, a meaning vitally in-
congruent with the actual fact of Bellerophon (alive). It is
a meaning that is a verb and that will act to assign a new
predicate to Bellerophon (dead). It is a meaning whose
novel sense will not entirely obscure the previous sense,
nor the difference between them (for death keeps life vis-
ible while making it absent). The meaning is a blind point
where Bellerophon’s knowledge of his own situation dis-
appears into itself. If Bellerophon were to unfold the tab-
let and intercept the message he is carrying, he would ex-
claim (with Aristotle): “Well, 1 was quite wrong after
all!” That would be a moment of wrenching pain. Also it
might save his life. We have to keep going back to such
moments if we wish to maintain contact with the pos-
sible.

“Not anyone else, Bellerophon carried the letter him-
self: in a so-to-speak tragic manner, caught by his own
wings,” says Eustathius in his ancient commentary on
the Iliadic text. Eustathius is overinterpreting. As Homer
tells the story there is nothing tragic about it, for Beller-
ophon is not “caught” in Lykia at all. After arriving at
the court of Anteia’s father, he hands over the damning
letter to the king, then proceeds to discredit its contents
by a few heroic exploits and win the king’s other daugh-
ter to wife as his reward. The folded tablet is not men-
tioned again. One can see easily how Bellerophon’s tale,
told from the point of view of Anteia for instance, could
have furnished a tragedy (see Euripides’ Hippolytus).
Equally, there is fair material for weaving a romance
around Bellerophon and his Lykian bride. The Iliad does
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not tell these stories. Homer’s hero is a warrior and a
winner. Love is incidental to him. Moreover, attempts to
interpret him symbolically prove frustrating. Bellero-
phon wins out in the end by heroic virtue, not by unfold-
ing his own metaphor. Homer is not primarily interested
in the puzzles of inference and reference that amuse nov-
elists and later poets; he has a war to wage. Nor is Homer
interested in the writing on the folded tablet. Like Beller-
ophon, he transmits and ignores it. Why does Bellero-
phon not read the tablet? Has he no curiosity? Is he illit-
erate? Does he scruple to break the seal? These same
questions might be put to Homer. What is his relation, as
a poet speaking from within an ancient oral tradition, to
this Lykian vignette about alphabets and love triangles?
Can he read the signs he is using?

I do not know how one could answer these questions.
A powerful metaphorical potential seems to be fossilized
within this traditional story of Bellerophon and his kill-
ing text but, except in overinterpretation, it cannot be
drawn out. Nonetheless, the story offers some matter for
speculation about literacy and its effects on writers and
readers. Bellerophon’s myth derives, as we have said,
from a time when Lykian society knew some form of
writing. The myth brings together a number of the no-
tions we have been exploring in ancient novels. For ex-
ample it is a love story where eros acts from a folded text;
its erotic situation includes two terms until the lover de-
liberately complicates these by adding a third angle; a
written text is the mechanism of the complication; along
the angle where the written text enters the story move
elements of metaphor, inference, paradox and imagina-
tive action; these elements inscribe a blind point at the
center of the story and at the center of its hero, Bellero-
phon; into the blind point we watch several important
questions about Bellerophon, and about Homer, disap-
pear.
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Can anything be learned from the repeated confluence,
in different genres, of these elements with the phenome-
non of literacy?

It would seem to make sense that when an author be-
gins to use and to think about reading and writing his
imagination is trained along certain lines, his mental
landscape is lit from a certain angle. The novel as a genre
evolved in adaptation to that angle. Deep within the Bel-
lerophon story some pre-Homeric imagination has
traced the same angle. It provides us with a special, in-
tractable pleasure as we read. Homer does not, in the
self-conscious manner of the novelists, exploit that pleas-
ure, yet our reading of his version brings us somewhat
closer to the question that lies at the heart of the matter.

Itis a question about the relations between readers and
their reading. We have already recalled the famous
words of Francesca in Dante’s Inferno. Other, similar
scenarios come to mind, for example, that of Pushkin’s
heroine in Eugene Onegin:

Tatiana is besotted by romantic fiction:
with what attention she now

reads a delicious novel,

with what vivid enchantment

drinks the seductive fiction!

. . . sighs, and having made her own
another’s ecstasy, another’s melancholy,
she whispers in a trance, by heart,
a letter to the amiable hero.

(3:9)

Readers in real life, as well as within fiction, bear witness
to the allure of the written text. The novelist Eudora
Welty says of her mother: “‘She read Dickens in the spirit
in which she would have eloped with him” (1984, 17).
Dickens himself would not have been discomfited by
such a spirit in a reader, if we may judge from a letter he
wrote to Maria Beadnell in 1855. Here he speaks of his
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novel David Copperfield to the woman who inspired
Dora: “Perhaps you have once or twice laid down that
book and thought ‘How dearly that boy must have
loved me and how vividly this man remembers it!"
(Slater 1983, 66). Through Francesca, through Tatiana,
through Maria Beadnell, through Eudora Welty’s
mother, some current of eros leapt from a written page.
You have felt it yourself, reading Montaigne or Helio-
doros or Sappho. Can we arrive at a more realistic ap-
praisal of this phenomenon? Just what is erotic about
reading and writing?
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No one contradicts me now and the salt has gone out of
my life.

Queen Victoria,
after Albert’s death

Eros loves strife and delights in paradoxical outcomes.

Chariton, Chaereas and Callirrboe 1.1

It is nothing new to say that all utterance is erotic in some
sense, that all language shows the structure of desire at
some level. Already in Homer’s usage, the same verb
(mnaomai) has the meaning ‘to give heed, to make men-
tion’ and also the meaning ‘to court, woo, be a suitor.’
Already in ancient Greek myth, the same goddess
(Peitho) has charge of rhetorical persuasion and the arts
of seduction. Already in earliest metaphor, it is ‘wings’ or
‘breath’ that move words from speaker to listener as they
move eros from lover to beloved. But words that are
written or read place in sharp, sudden focus the edges of
the units of language and the edges of those units called
‘reader’ and ‘writer. Back and forth across the edges
moves a symbolic intercourse. As the vowels and conso-
nants of an alphabet interact symbolically to make a cer-
tain written word, so writer and reader bring together
two halves of one meaning, so lover and beloved are
matched together like two sides of one knucklebone. An
intimate collusion occurs. The meaning composed is pri-
vate and true and makes permanent, perfect sense. Ide-
ally speaking, at least, that is the case.
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In fact, neither reader nor writer nor lover achieves
such consummation. The words we read and the words
we write never say exactly what we mean. The people we
love are never just as we desire them. The two symbola
never perfectly match. Eros is in between.

Both the experience of desire and the experience of
reading have something to teach us about edges. We have
endeavored to see what that is by consulting ancient lit-
erature, lyric and romantic, for its exposition of eros. We
have watched how archaic poets shape love poems (as
triangles) and how ancient novelists construct novels (as
a sustained experience of paradox). We caught sight of a
similar outline, even in Homer, where the phenomenon
of reading and writing surfaces in Bellerophon’s story.
We speculated about writers’ purposes (to seduce read-
ers?) and we are finally led to suspect that what the
reader wants from reading and what the lover wants
from love are experiences of very similar design. It is a
necessarily triangular design, and it embodies a reach for
the unknown.

Desire for knowledge is the mark of the beast: Aris-
totle says “All men reach out to know” (Metaph.A.
1.980a21). As you perceive the edge of yourself at the
moment of desire, as you perceive the edges of words
from moment to moment in reading (or writing), you are
stirred to reach beyond perceptible edges—toward
something else, something not yet grasped. The un-
plucked apple, the beloved just out of touch, the meaning
not quite attained, are desirable objects of knowledge. It
is the enterprise of eros to keep them so. The unknown
must remain unknown or the novel ends. As all para-
doxes are, in some way, paradoxes about paradox, so all
eros is, to some degree, desire for desire.

Hence, ruses. What is erotic about reading (or writing)
is the play of imagination called forth in the space be-
tween you and your object of knowledge. Poets and nov-
elists, like lovers, touch that space to life with their met-
aphors and subterfuges. The edges of the space are the
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edges of the things you love, whose inconcinnities make
your mind move. And there is Eros, nervous realist in this
sentimental domain, who acts out of a love of paradox,
that is as he folds the beloved object out of sight into a
mystery, into a blind point where it can float known and
unknown, actual and possible, near and far, desired and
drawing you on.
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We cannot really say that time ‘is’ except in virtue of its
continual tendency not to be.

Augustine, Confessions 11.14.17

Time watches from the shadow
And coughs when you would kiss.

W. H. Auden, “One Evening”

The blind point of Eros is a paradox in time as well as in
space. A desire to bring the absent into presence, or to
collapse far and near, is also a desire to foreclose then
upon now. As lover you reach forward to a point in time
called ‘then’ when you will bite into the long-desired ap-
ple. Meanwhile you are aware that as soon as ‘then’ su-
pervenes upon ‘now, the bittersweet moment, which is
your desire, will be gone. You cannot want that, and yet
you do. Let us see what this feels like.

Below is a fragment of a satyr play by Sophokles enti-
tled The Lovers of Achilles. The fragment is a description
of desire. It turns eros subtly, permitting different aspects
of its perversity to come to light. At the center is a cold,
original pleasure. Around the center move circles of time,
different kinds of time, different dilemmas set by time.
Notice that this poem is an analogy. Neither its pleasure
nor its various kinds of time are to be identified with
eros, but the way they intersect may feel like eros to you.

70 Yap voonue ToUT’ Edlpepor kakor
EXOLUL’ Qv aDTO 1) KOKGOS QTELKAO 0L,
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oraw maryov bavévros aidpiov xepoiv
KPUaTAANOV dpTdowo Taides evTayd,
T& TPAT Exovay dovas woTauwiovs
Téh0s 8° 6 Jvpos obd’ dmrws ady Félee
obT’ &V XEPOLY TO KTHLA TVUPOPOY LEVELD.
ovTw 8& Tovs EpwvTas alros inepos

Spav kot T0 un) §pdy TOANGKLS TPOLETOL.

This disease is an evil bound upon the day.
Here’s a comparison—not bad, I think:
when ice gleams in the open air,
children grab.
Ice-crystal in the hands is
at first a pleasure quite novel.
But there comes a point—
you can’t put the melting mass down,
you can’t keep holding it.
Desire is like that.
Pulling the lover to act and not to act,
again and again, pulling.

(fr. 149 Radt)®

Much is left unsaid in this poem, as in any formulation of
desire, yet you may feel you know exactly what is meant.
No direct reference is made, for example, to desire as de-
sirable. Here desire is a “disease” and an “evil”” from the
first line. Within the comparison (ll. 2-7) desire turns out
to be pleasurable, but its pleasure is that of holding ice in
your hands. An acutely painful pleasure, one would
think, yet again no direct mention is made of the pain-
fulness of ice. Here ice gives a novel kind of enjoyment.

° Not inadvertently, the first line of the translation departs from
Radt’s emended text (ephimeron) in favor of the MS reading (ephéme-
ron). Since Arsenius, the codices’ ephemeron (“bound upon the day”)
has been changed to ephimeron (“lovely, desirable”) on alleged
grounds of sense: Why would Sophokles begin his description of desire
by binding it into time? I believe, and hope to show, that it makes com-
pelling sense. Ephémeron 1s the evil with which we must begin.
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The absence of these predictable attributes of ice and of
desire surprises you, like a missing step, but you climb on
through the poem anyway. And suddenly you find your-
self on a staircase rendered by Escher or Piranesi. It goes
two places at once and you seem to be standing in both
of them. How does that happen?

At first the poem looks like a simple ring composition,
for the whole structure is a simile whose comparandum
(desire, 1. 1 and 8) neatly encircles its comparatio (grab-
bing a handful of ice, 1l. 2-7). So, desire forms a ring
around the small universe of its victims: the poet who
strives to represent it, the children fascinated by its ana-
log, the lover pinned in its compulsion. But that universe
does not form the outer circle of the poem. You keep
climbing, for the staircase continues to spiral. The desire
at the beginning of the poem is desire as transience—it is
an “‘ephemeral evil” (ephémeron kakon), bound to the
day that flickers over it. The desire at the end of the poem
is desire as repetition—exerting its pull “over and over
again” (pollakis). So time forms a ring around desire.
Now, as you peer down through concentric circles of
time, you see at the heart of the poem a piece of ice, melt-
ing. The startling likeness of ice drops into your percep-
tion with a shock like what the children must feel in their
hands. The poem places you for shock, at an interface be-
tween two kinds of time, each of which spirals with its
own logic upward through the structure of the poem,
and through the psychology of desire. They seem to fit
one within the other, yet there is a point where the per-
spectives become incompatible.

The desire for ice is an affair of the moment, transpar-
ently. But not only physical time threatens it: here ice-
pleasure is a novelty. A pleasure “quite novel” says the
poet, using an adjective (potainious) that is applied by
other poets to an innovative scheme (Bacchylides 16.51),
an original and unexpected form of torture (Aesch. PV
102), a bizarre clattering sound not heard before (Aesch.
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Sept. 239). The adjective denotes something fresh and
untried, perhaps newfangled. With this adjective Soph-
okles realigns your sensibility to ice and makes clear that
he wishes to depict eros, not just as a difficulty, but as a
paradox. Ice, as physical substance, cannot be said to be
delightful because it melts; but if “melting” is itself a
metaphor for the aesthetic consideration of novelty, a
paradox begins to come into focus. Novelties, by defini-
tion, are short-lived. If ice-pleasure consists, to some
degree, in novelty, then ice must melt in order to be de-
sirable.

So as you watch the ice melt, your solicitude for it is
distracted by a different kind of care. The ice may lose
favor even before it changes state. Its “pleasure” may
cease to be “quite novel” and so cease to be pleasure.
Suddenly here the laws of physics, which govern events
like melting ice, are intersected by certain vaguer psycho-
logical laws governing our human enslavement to nov-
elty in moods and styles. Novelty is an affair of the mind
and emotions; melting is a physical fact. Each is meas-
ured out on a scale that we call temporal, although two
different kinds of time are involved. Where does the di-
lemma of a novelty intercept that of a piece of ice? What
should a lover want from time? If you run backwards
down the staircase of a day, can you make novelty grow?
Or freeze desire?

Let us be subtle about how Sophokles contrives to
draw us into these questions. The simile of ice is a deli-
cate and insidious mechanism. It sets up a condition of
suspense at the center of the poem that pulls our minds
and emotions, as well as our senses, into conflict. We
hang upon the physical fate of the melting ice; it is, in a
way, the protagonist of the simile and we are watching it
perish. At the same time, we care for the hands of the
children. Ice is cold and the longer you hold it, the colder
your hands get. But this care reminds us of another. The
longer you hold it, the more it melts. So would it not be
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more reasonable to put the ice down, sparing hands and
ice? But holding onto ice delights children, for that is a
novelty. At this point in our reasoning, time coughs from
the shadow, as Auden says. Time is the condition of de-
lightfulness and of perishing both. Time brings the na-
ture of ice into fatal conjuncture with human nature, so
that at a critical moment the crystal glamor of ice and the
human susceptibility to novelty intersect. One kind of
time (that of aesthetic events) intersects another (the time
of physical events) and dislocates it.

Our suspense has a sensual side as well. Sophokles’ im-
age of time is a piece of ice melting. It is an image selected
not only for its dramatic and melodramatic potential but
for its history. As readers of Greek lyric poetry we rec-
ognize here a familiar erotic topos, for the poets fre-
quently imagine desire to be a sensation of heat and an
action of melting. Eros is traditionally “‘the melter of
limbs” (lusimelés). One vivid example from many of this
conventional imagery is a fragment from Pindar:

GAN" Eyo TaS ExaTt KNPOos s Saydeis Elg
Lpay UENT oY TaKopaL, eUr° &p 18w
Taldwy vedyvior és NBav

... but T am like wax of sacred bees

like wax as the heat bites in:

I melt whenever Ilook at the fresh limbs of boys.
(Snell-Macehler, fr. 123.10-12)

Conventionally, as we see from Pindar, to melt is in some
degree desirable, its context one of delicious heat. Soph-
okles subverts the image. As we watch his melting ice, all
our conventional responses to the melting experience of
desire are dislocated. As a conventional lover, you relish
the sensation of melting, in your bittersweet way. As an
observer of ice, your feelings about melting are different,
more complex. You can almost bring those feelings into
focus against the screen of the conventional image, but

115 -

This content downloaded from
72.204.146.2 on Fri, 17 Jul 2020 14:26:05 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Ice-pleasure

not quite. Eros is in between. Eros’ connection with the
conventional image of melting, and at the same time with
this novel image of it, pulls your mind into vertigo.

Sophokles pulls you, in vertigo, back to the problem of
time. His simile unfolds as a paradox of sensations: the
uneasy image of hot ice almost comes into focus. The
simile involves you in a conflicted response: to save the
ice, you must freeze desire. You cannot want that, and
yet you do.

Sophokles pulls you, in time, back to the problem of
the blind point. Time encircles desire in this poem and
the melting ice is an image of the way desire rotates
within time. It rotates on an axis of ephemerality: contin-
gent upon the day (ephémeron) it will melt with the day.
But days recur. It rotates on an axis of novelty: as lover
you are pulled into vertigo “over and over again.” You
cannot want that, and yet you do. It is quite new every
time.

There are different kinds of knowledge, Heisenberg
has demonstrated, that cannot be held simulaneously in
the mind (for example, the position of a particle and its
velocity). The likeness of desire to ice in Sophokles’ poem
pulls you into such knowledge, a pull that splits your
mental vision, much as the lover is split by the paradox
of desire. Your moment of stereoscopy on the staircase,
as you try to understand this poem, is no bad imitation
of that erotic division. A while before Heisenberg, Soph-
okles appears to have recognized that you can only go so
far into thinking about time, or about desire. There
comes a point where dilemmas arise, staircases reverse:
Eros.
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Endlessly I sustain the discourse of the beloved’s absence;
actually a preposterous situation; the other is absent as
referent, present as allocutory, This singular distortion
generates a kind of insupportable present; I am wedged
between two tenses, that of the reference and that of the
allocution: you have gone (which I lament), you are here
(since I am addressing you). Whereupon I know what the
present, that difficult tense, is: a pure portion of anxiety.

Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse

The experience of eros is a study in the ambiguities of
time. Lovers are always waiting. They hate to wait; they
love to wait. Wedged between these two feelings, lovers
come to think a great deal about time, and to understand
it very well, in their perverse way.

Desire seems to the lover to demolish time in the in-
stant when it happens, and to gather all other moments
into itself in unimportance. Yet, simultancously, the
lover perceives more sharply than anyone else the differ-
ence between the ‘now” of his desire and all the other mo-
ments called ‘then’ that line up before and after it. One of
those moments called ‘then’ contains his beloved. That
moment pulls at his attention, vertiginously, by love and
hate at once: we can feel something like this vertigo in the
poem of Sophokles about melting ice. The lover’s real de-
sire, as we see in that handful of ice, is to elude the cer-
tainties of physics and float in the ambiguities of a space-
time where absent is present and ‘now’ can include ‘then’
without ceasing to be ‘now.” From his special vantage
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point “wedged between two tenses” as Barthes says, the
lover looks at ‘now’ and ‘then’ with a calculating eye and
a sinking heart. How he would love to control time! In-
stead, time controls him.

Or rather, Eros makes use of time to control the lover.
The lover in Greek poetry views with singular candor
and a degree of irony his own subjection to time. He sees
himself pinned in an impossible double bind, victim of
novelty and of recurrence at once. There is one very clear
sign, throughout the Greek lyric poets, that these authors
were concerned with the perversities of time. It consists
of a single word which itself presents, in microcosm, the
temporal dilemma of eros. It is the adverb deute. No one
who reads Greek lyric poetry can fail to be struck by the
frequency and poignancy with which this adverb is used.
The poets of love prefer it to any other designation of
time (cf. Alkman fr. 59(a)1; Sappho, LP, frs. 1.15, 16,
18; 22.11; 83.45 99.23; 127; 130.1; Anakreon, 349.1;
356(a)6; 356(b)1; 358; 371.1; 376.1; 394(b); 400.1;
401.1; 412; 413.1; 428.1 PMG). What point in time
does deute denote?

The adverb represents a ‘crasis’ or ‘mingling’ of two
words that have been contracted into one for euphonic
reasons. Crasis is a common phenomenon in Greek, but
crasis in this case produces an uncommonly stereoscopic
effect: each of the two words that make up deute has a
different vantage point on time. Their intersection cre-
ates something of a paradox.

Deute combines the particle dé with the adverb aute.
The particle dé signifies vividly and dramatically that
something is actually taking place at the moment (Den-
niston 1954, 203, 219, 250). The adverb aute means
‘again, once again, over again’ (LS]). The particle de
marks a lively perception in the present moment: ‘Look
at that now?’ The adverb aute peers past the present mo-
ment to a pattern of repeated actions stretching behind
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it: ‘Not for the first time!” Dé places you in time and em-
phasizes that placement: now. Aute intercepts ‘now’ and
binds it into a history of ‘thens’.

A complex word like deute can create a complex tone,
A note of powerful, alert emotion is struck by the particle
de itself, which can waken a range of overtones from ur-
gent pathos through various degrees of scorn. Some
shade of irony or skepticism is often noticeable (Dennis-
ton 1954, 203-206). This is a word on which the eyes
open wide in sudden perception, then narrow in under-
standing. The adverb aute closes over that understanding
like two hands joined in acquiescence, with a deep nod:
again and again.

When the lyric poets insert deute in their love poems,
what is its effect? Let us consider first an example with
which we are already familiar. We began this essay with
a fragment of Sappho (LP, fr. 130):

"Epos dniré w6 Avotugins Sover,
YAVKUTLK POV Qpaxavov SpmeToy

Eros—here it goes again! [déute]—the limbloosener
whirls me,
sweetbitter, impossible to fight off, creature stealing
up
The untranslatable adverb deute comes like one long,
rather wild sigh at the beginning of the poem, as the lover
perceives her attacker and understands that it is (oh no!)
already too late (not again!) to avoid desire. In another
poem Sappho addresses a lover and says:

Jee.o .l . k]8hopat o
.Jeyvdel]. . Javbe AéBowoa o[

. JkTw, &s oe dndre wolos 7. |
GuduméTaTal

TOw kAo & yap kaTaywyls avtal
emTéaus’ tdotoaw,

119 -

This content downloaded from
72.204.146.2 on Fri, 17 Jul 2020 14:26:13 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Now Then

... I bid you take your {lyre] and sing of {Gongyla]
while desire flies round you again now [déeute]
for her dress made you
lose your breath when you saw it . . .
(LP, fr. 22.9-13).

The Spartan poet Alkman gives us this example:

"Epws e dnvre Kvmpidos Féxart
YAUKVS kaTelBov kapdiav iaivet.

Eros—yes again! [déute]—for Kyrpris’ sake
the sweet one is melting me down,
is making my heart grow warm

(fr. 59(a) PMG).

Each of these poems is a stark evocation of the present
moment intersected by an echo from the past. The lover
who can stand apart from her own experience and assess
it in these terms is one who has learned to take up a cer-
tain vantage point on time, telescoping ‘then’ upon
‘now.” Sappho is adept at doing so, as are the other lyric
poets of this period. The technique gives their poems an
unusual force, as moments cut out of real time. How did
they come to evolve this technique?

These poets so fascinated by the perversities of time
were probably, I believe, among the first Greeks to ab-
sorb and employ skills of reading and writing in their po-
etic composition. Literacy can make a difference to one’s
view of time. Let us consider how.

We habitually describe time in metaphors of passage.
Time passes. Time is a stream that flows past, a track that
unwinds, a road down which we walk. All our events
and actions and utterances are part of the passage of
time. Language, especially, is embedded in this moving
process and the words we speak are gone when the time
is gone—“on wings” as Homer says. “Language if
grasped in its true nature is constantly and at every mo-
ment transient” (Humboldt 1848, 6:8). An act of speech,
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then, is an experience of temporal process: when you
pronounce the word ‘transient,’ the second syllable is not
present until the first has ceased to be (cf. Augustine,
Confessions 11.27). An act of reading and writing, on
the other hand, is an experience of temporal arrest and
manipulation. As writer or reader you stand on the edge
of transience, and hear from the shadows the sound of an
ambiguous cough. The word ‘transient’ stares back at
you from the page, poignant as a piece of melting ice.
And it does not pass away. Temporally, the word stands
to you in a somewhat perverse relation, permanent and
transient at once as it is. Mastery of this relation is part
of the study of letters. It gives the reader or writer a taste
of what it would be like to control time.

When you read or write you seem to achieve that con-
trol which the lover craves: a vantage point from which
the dilemmas of ‘now’ and ‘then’ may be viewed with de-
tachment. When desire is the subject of a text you are
reading, you can open it anywhere and end when you
like. If Eros is something written on a page, you can close
the book and be shut of him. Or go back and reread the
words again and again. A piece of ice melts forever there.
What is written in letters “stays immovable and remains
the same” says the fifth-century orator Isokrates
(Against the Sophists 12). Plato ponders the matter of
writers and their attitude to writing in his Phaedrus.
“Writing has this strange power,” he says: people who
learn the art of letters come to believe in their own ability
to render things “clear and fixed” for all time (Phdr.
275¢; cf. 277d). It can be a dangerous belief. For it would
be a remarkable power.

What difference would such power make to someone
in love? What would the lover ask of time if he were in
control? These are questions relevant to our investiga-
tion of eros since, in general, we are trying to see what the
passion of love has to teach us about reality. And love is
an issue of control. What does it mean to control another
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human being? to control oneself? to lose control? The
ancient poets provide data for answering such questions
in their descriptions of desire. The philosophers go be-
yond description. If we follow these questions through
the poets to Plato we come, in his Phaedrus, to a pre-
scription of what the lover should ask of love and of
time and of control itself. The prescription is especially
interesting to us because Plato projects these questions
upon philosophic worry about the nature of reading and
writing.

Why do reading and writing worry Plato? His worry
seems closely tied to “this strange power” that writing
has. Delusion resides within it, a delusion persuasive
enough to be worrisome because it is introduced into the
soul of a reader or writer by a mechanism he cannot re-
sist: Eros. Sokrates’ interlocutor in the Phaedrus is a
young man who has fallen in love with a written text. As
Phaedrus and Sokrates talk about that love, in the course
of the dialogue, they unfold a blind point where lovers
and letters intersect. It is a point in time, as well as in
space, for Plato formulates his worry specifically in the
light of our mortal situation in time. If we focus on this
blind point, the question of control may begin to come
into focus.
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More happy love! more happy, happy love!

John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn”

Phaedrus is in love with a text composed by the sophist
Lysias. It is an “erotic logos™ (227c¢), the written version
of a speech delivered by Lysias on the subject of love. Its
thesis is a deliberately repugnant one. Lysias argues that
a beautiful boy would do better to bestow his favors on
a man who is #ot in love with him than on a man who is
in love with him, and he enumerates the ways in which a
nonlover is preferable to a lover as erotic partner. Desire
stirs Phaedrus when he gazes at the words of this text
(epethumei, 228b) and visible joy animates him as he
reads it aloud to Sokrates (234d). Phaedrus treats the
text as if it were his paidika or beloved boy, Sokrates ob-
serves (236b) and uses it as a tool of seduction, to draw
Sokrates beyond the city limits for an orgy of reading in
the open countryside (230d-e; cf. 234d). The reading
elicits from Sokrates an admission that he himself is a
“lover of logos™ (andri philologo, 236e; cf. ton logon
erastou, 228¢). Eros and logos are fitted together in the
Phaedrus as closely as two halves of a knucklebone. Let
us see what meaning is being composed.
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Lysias’ speech is designed to alarm standard sentiment
and displace preconceptions about love. It aims to be
powerfully, seductively subversive. Yet the speech is sim-
ple, for it owes all its insights and shock value to one
mechanism: Lysias takes up a particular vantage point
on time. It is this temporal point of view which differen-
tiates all that a nonlover feels and thinks and does from
what a lover feels, thinks or does. It is a point of view that
no one who is in love could tolerate. Lysias looks at a
love affair from the point of view of the end.

No one in love really believes love will end. Lovers
float in that “pure portion of anxiety,” the present indic-
ative of desire. They are astonished when they fall in
love, they are equally astonished when they fall out of
love. This attitude is simply fatuous, in Lysias’ view, and
must be dispensed with by anyone who would make a re-
alistic appraisal of erotic experience. Lysias insists on
one fact, the invariably transient nature of erotic desire,
and from this fact his subversive theory of eros devolves.

The relation of desire to time, then, is the fulcrum of
Lysias’ argument. As soon as the lover’s desire flags, Ly-
sias predicts, the lover will lose interest in his beloved
boy and exit, with pain and embarrassment all round. He
will repudiate the relationship, regret his investment in it
and move on to new infatuations. Love based on the
physical passion of the moment cannot but falter when
that thrill is gone (233a-b). The nonlove of the nonlover,
in contrast, having no special commitment to pleasure in
the present, can take a consistently atemporal attitude to
his love object and to the love affair. ‘Now’ and ‘then’ are
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moments of equal value to the nonlover. So he says to the
boy he is courting:

.o . TPOTOV REV OV THY Tapodaay Ndovny fepamedov
ovvéooual got, A& kol ™y uélhovoay @deliay
goeabar, obx U Epwros Nrromevos GANT EuowTod
kpaT®r, ovde Suk ouikpd loxvpdy Exfpav &voipov-
(evos GG Bud peydha Bpadéws dAlyny bpyny moLov-
MEVOS, TQY MEV GKOVOIwV ouyyvouny Exwv, T 88
EKOVO L TELPWOUEVOS &roTpémely TavTa yap 0Tt di-
Aias oMY xpovov oouérns TEkUMPLA.

... When I'spend time with you I shall not primarily
be cultivating the pleasure of the moment but,
really, the profit coming in the future, since I am not
overthrown by desire but in full control of myself.
. .. These things are indications of a friendship that
will last for a long time.  (233b-c)

The consistency of his own outlook permits the nonlover
to accommodate change in the beloved, Lysias goes on to
argue. The nonlover will not be appalled when his boy’s
physical appearance changes with age (234b) nor will he
endeavor to prevent the boy from changing in other
ways, for example, by acquiring new friends, new ideas
or assets (232b-d). He will not desert the relationship
when passion cools nor begrudge his beloved any of the
benefits of friendship, even after the boy’s beauty has
passed its peak (234b):

s EKelvols UEV TOTE peTausAsL OV &V €0 TOMTOOW,
emeldar s Emibvuias TavowrTar Tols 8& ovk E0T
XPOVos &V & peTayv@voL TPOTNKEL.

For lovers regret their good services as soon as their
desire ceases, but there is no time when it is appro-
priate for nonlovers to regret. (231a)

“There is no time when” desire is pain for the nonlover.
‘Now’ and ‘then’ are for him interchangeable: his love
affair is a series of events in time that can be entered at
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any point or rearranged in any order without damage to
the whole. Lysias’ thought process begins from the ter-
mination of desire and his text runs eros backwards. Or,
as Sokrates puts it:

oUdE &m’ &pxms &AN &mod Televris &€ VmTias ava-
wohw Swaveiv dmixewpsit TOV Aoyov, koi GpxeTon
&’ ov memavuévos &v 718n 6 paoths Aéyor wpods T
TOUSLKA.

... he does not begin at the beginning but tries to
swim backwards against the current of the logos,
starting from the end. He begins with what the lover
would say to his boy when the affair was
over. {264a)

Lysias sidesteps the whole dilemma of eros in one
move. It is a move in time: he simply declines to enter the
moment that is ‘now’ for the man in love, the present mo-
ment of desire. Instead, he stations himself safely at an
imaginary ‘then’ and looks back upon desire from a van-
tage point of emotional disengagement. He is able to in-
clude, in his appraisal of the erotic situation ‘now,’ all the
likelihoods and implications of the same erotic situation
‘then.’ Lysias does not create a stereoscopic image out of
these two points in time, pulling your perceptions askew
as Sophokles does in the poem about melting ice. Lysias’
‘now’ and ‘then’ are not discontinuous or incompatible
with one another, and their convergence is not paintful
or paradoxical for the nonlover: desire is invested at nei-
ther point. Eros traditionally puts the lover in the posi-
tion of genuinely desiring both points at once. Lysias’
erotic theory forestalls this problem. The nonlover is un-
likely ever to find himself staring down in desperation at
a lump of melting ice. When this man picks up ice it is in
full expectation that he will soon have a handful of cold
water. He likes cold water fine. And he has no special af-
fection for ice.
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Such is the substance of Lysias’ speech. When Phae-
drus finishes reading it aloud, he solicits Sokrates’ opin-
ion and Sokrates confesses himself somewhat dissatisfied
with the logos as a rhetorical production (234e). He
seems to recall that the same topics have been treated:

.. . 7) mov Samdovs ™5 kaAns 7 "Avakpéovros Tov go-
dod 7) ki CVYypadEwy Twomy.

... by the beautiful Sappho, I think, or the wise
Anakreon or even by some prose writers. ...

(235¢).

Whereupon he undertakes to expound a form of the Ly-
sian thesis himself. Sokrates” speech admits and restates
Lysias’ emphasis on the temporal factor. He agrees with
Lysias that a very important question to ask, in any eval-
uation of erotic experience, is ‘What does the lover want
from time?’ He further agrees that what the conventional
lover wants is to remain in the ‘now’ of desire at any cost,
even to the extent of radically damaging and deforming
his beloved in order to do so. Such a lover, Sokrates says,
will stunt the growth of his beloved in every direction
that leads the boy away from direct dependence on his
erastes. He will inhibit the boy from normal physical de-
velopment in outdoor life, keeping him in shadow and
cosmetics, away from manly toils (239¢-d). He will set
up similar barriers to the boy’s cultural and intellectual
development, lest the paidika grow beyond him in mind:

dbovepdr 1) &vaykm eivar, kol moA@Y usy ANV
oUVoVoLRY  ameipyovta kol Qdehiuwy oy dw
pahior’  &vmp  yiyvouwro, ueydhns aitov  elvon
Bhafns, peyiorns 8& mhs ober &v dpovipaTaros iy
TobTo 88 1) el Ppthocodia Tvyxavel dv, s EpaaTny
moudike &vdrykm moppwbev elpyew, mepidoBor Svre
70U KaTappornBivar 1¢ te GANa unxavacbor 0TS
&v 7 wowra dyvoav koi movTe amoBAémwv eis TOV
EpaaTiv.
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The lover is of necessity jealous and will do great
damage to his beloved, restricting him from many
advantageous associations which would do most to
make a man of him, and especially from that which
would bring his intellect to its capacity—that is, di-
vine philosophy. The lover will have to keep his boy
far away from philosophy, because of his enormous
fear of being despised. And he will contrive to keep
him ignorant of everything else as well, so the boy
looks to his lover for everything. (239b-c)

Finally, this lover will discourage his paidika from at-
taining an adult life in society:

éte tolvwy &yapov, &maida, &oikov 6Tt wheigTOV
Xpovor maidiki Epaoctins ebvéaur’ &v yevéobau, TO
avtod  YyAUkD @s TAElOTOV XpOvov Kapmwovofou
Embvuiv.

Furthermore the lover would fervently wish his be-
loved to remain without marriage, child, or house-
hold for as long a time as possible, since it is his de-
sire to reap the fruit that is sweet to himself for as
long a time as possible.  (240a)

In sum, this harmful lover does not want his beloved boy
to grow up. He prefers to stop time.

Sokrates and Lysias agree, then, that an erastés of the
conventional type damages his beloved in the course of
loving him. They also agree on the instrument of dam-
age, namely an attempt to control time. What this lover
asks of time is the power to stall his paidika at the akme
of boyhood, in a timeless status quo of dependence upon
his erastes. The boy makes himself desirable by willing-
ness to be arrested in time in this way. Sokrates’ descrip-
tion of this boy and his dilemma makes him sound some-
what like the piece of melting ice in Sophokles’ poem:
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. . . as such the boy is most delightful to his lover just
where he does most damage to himself. (239¢)
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Damage to the Living

Damage is the subject of this dialogue. Plato is concerned
with two sorts of damage. One is the damage done by
lovers in the name of desire. The other is the damage
done by writing and reading in the name of communi-
cation. Why does he set these two sorts of damage beside
one another? Plato appears to believe that they act on the
soul in analogous ways and violate reality by the same
kind of misapprehension. The action of eros does harm
to the beloved when the lover takes a certain controlling
attitude, an attitude whose most striking feature is its de-
termination to freeze the beloved in time. It is not hard to
see that a similar controlling attitude is available to the
reader or writer, who sees in written texts the means to
fix words permanently outside the stream of time. Iso-
krates’ remark about the immovable sameness of the
written letter (Against the Sophists, 12) is an indication
that this view appealed to ancient writers. Sokrates ad-
dresses the view, and its misapprehension, in the con-
cluding section of the Phaedrus. He also comments on it
indirectly throughout the dialogue by means of various
maneuvers of language and staging. Let us consider first
Sokrates’ explicit assessment of the value of the written
word.

Toward the end of the Phaedrus he turns from specific
speeches to a more general inquiry:

Odkoiv, omep viv wpovBéusda aréPacbhar, Tov Ao-
yov 01y KaA@s Exet Aéysw Te kail ypadety kai 67y w1,
oKemTEOD.
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Damage to the Living

We should then examine the theory [logos] of what
makes speaking or writing good, what makes them
bad. (259¢)

Comparison of the spoken and written word follows and
writing is seen to be mainly useful as a mnemonic device:

TOMTS av evmbeias yéuor kai 7@ 6vTL TV "Appuwvos
povtelay &yvool, mhéov TiL oiduevos eivar Adyous
YEYPOUMEVOUS TOD TOV ElSOTQ VmouvHioaL TEpL Qv

&v 1) & yeypaupéva.

He would be an extremely simple person who
thought written words do anything more than re-
mind someone who knows about the matter of
which they are written,

says Sokrates (275d). Technicians of reading and writing
see in letters a means to fix thoughts and wisdom once
and for all in usable and reusable form. Sokrates denies
that wisdom can be fixed. When people read books they
derive

. codias 8¢ Tois pabnrais d6fav, obk &Afbsiaw
mopiels moANVNKooL ydp oot ysvduevol avev Oi-
Saxms molvyrapoves sivar 36fovay, dyvwpoves os
émi 10 wAHOos Ovres, kal yahemol cuveival, 8ofé-
godot yeyovoTss avri godwv.”

. .. the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom, for
they will read many things without instruction and
will therefore seem to know many things, when they
are for the most part ignorant and hard to get along
with, since they are not wise, but only appear
wise. (275b)

Sokrates conceives of wisdom as something alive, a “liv-
ing breathing word” (ton logon zonta kai empsychon,
276a), that happens between two people when they talk.
Change is essential to it, not because wisdom changes but
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Damage to the Living

because people do, and must. In contrast, Sokrates em-
phasizes the peculiarly static nature of the written word:

Aswodv yap mov, & Paidpe, Tovr” Exer ypadn), kai s
&An0is opowov {wypadia. kai yap T& Erkelvns Exyova
EoTnke uEv os [wvTta, Eav O dvépy Ti, oeuves TV
ovyq Tavrov 8& kol of Noyor Soaus utv dv ds T
dpovoivras avtovs Aéyew, Eav 8E 1L Epp TV Aeyo-
pévor Bovhduevos uabeiv, &v TL ommaiver uovov
TavTOV &l

Writing, Phaedrus, has this strange power, quite like
painting in fact; for the creatures in paintings stand
there like living beings, yet if you ask them anything
they maintain a solemn silence. It is the same with
written words. You might imagine they speak as if
they were actually thinking something but if you
want to find out about what they are saying and
question them, they keep on giving the one same
message eternally. (275d-e)

Like painting, the written word fixes living things in
time and space, giving them the appearance of animation
although they are abstracted from life and incapable of
change. Logos in its spoken form is a living, changing,
unique process of thought. It happens once and is irre-
coverable. The logos written down by a writer who
knows his craft will approximate this living organism in
the necessary ordering and interrelation of its parts:

womep {@ov ovveoTaval oud Tt ExovTa avTOV Ov-
70U, GOTE unTe dkédodov eivar unTe dmovw, GAAX
péoa e Exew Kai dkpa, Tpémovta GAANNOLS Kal T
O\@ yEYpOupEVaL.

organized like a live creature with a body of its own,
not headless or footless but with middle and end fit-
ted to one another and to the whole. (264c¢)

The logos of a bad writer, Lysias, for instance, does not
even attempt this semblance of life, but throws words to-
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Damage to the Living

gether in no order at all, perhaps beginning at the point
where it should end and wholly ignorant of organic se-
quence. You can enter this logos at any point and find it
saying the same thing. Once it is written down it contin-
ues to say that same thing forever over and over within
itself, over and over in time. As communication, such a
text is a dead letter.
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Sokrates drives home his point about Lysias’ bad writing
with an analogy from the grave. “It is very like the in-
scription on the tomb of Midas the Phrygian,” he says of
Lysias’ discourse, and proceeds to cite the inscription:

Xahk?) wapfeévos eipi, Mida 8° &t ovpore kelpoL.
op’ &v Vdwp T vam Kai dEvdpea poakpd TERAY,
avTov Tde wévovaa wolvkAavTov i TOuBov,
&yyehéw mapovot Midas ot Tyde Téfamrar.

Bronze maiden am I and on Midas’ mound I lie.

As long as water flows and tall trees bloom,

Right here fixed fast on the tearful tomb,

I shall announce to all who pass near: Midas is dead
and buried here!

The analogy is an artful one on several levels, for the in-
scription epitomizes in its form as well as in its content
all that Sokrates says we should mistrust about the writ-
ten word, and also aims specific satire at Lysias. The in-
scription is an epitaph: advertisement of death and a
challenge to time. It promises to assert a single unchange-
able fact in one unchanging form into eternity: Midas is
dead. Its voice is that of a girl, youthful forever and
proud to defy the world of time and change and living
phenomena passing before her. With Midas, she holds
aloof: he in death, she in letters.

Furthermore, Sokrates confides, this epitaph is distinc-
tive in one feature of its composition. Every line is inde-
pendent of every other, in sense and in meter, so that the
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poem yields much the same meaning in whatever order it
is read:

orv 8" ovdev Swadiper avTov mpaTov 1 VoTATOV TU
Aéyeabau, Evvogls wov, s EyQuad.

I suppose you notice (Sokrates says to Phaedrus)
that it makes no difference which line is read first or
which read last.  (264e)

With this detail the inscription becomes specifically de-
risive of Lysias. It is fairly obvious how a poem whose
lines are interchangeable may be compared with a speech
that starts where it should end and follows no cogent or-
der throughout its exposition. But let us train our atten-
tion, through this textual comparison, at the analogy in
real life toward which it points. The Midas inscription
has some salient details in common with the theory of
love that Lysias expounds in his speech.

Like Lysias’ nonlover, the words of the inscription
stand aloof from time and declare their difference from
the world of ephemeral beings. The nonlover bases his
claim to moral superiority over the lover on this differ-
ence. He achieves his difference by sidestepping the mo-
ment which is ‘now’ for the man in love, that is, the mo-
ment of desire when the lover loses self-control. The
nonlover, like the words on Midas’ tomb, projects him-
self into the future. Standing outside the time of desire,
he can stand also outside its emotions and regard all mo-
ments of the love affair as equal and interchangeable.
Neither Lysias’ erotic theory nor his speech acknowl-
edges any necessary ordering of its parts in time. So, too,
the words on Midas’ tomb transcend the temporal order,
in their form as in their content. Changeless themselves,
they promise to the reader, as Lysias does to his beloved
boy, unchanging consistency in the face of transforming
time.
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Now consider Midas himself. As a mythological sym-
bol Midas deserves our passing consideration, for the
statement made by his tomb repeats the central, disfig-
uring mistake of his life. It is a mistake from which the
lover may have something to learn.

He is a paradoxical case, in the ancient view. Midas is
used by Aristotle, for instance, to betoken the absurdity
of want in the midst of wealth:

kaltoL &tomov TOWOVTOV sivar WAoUTOV ob £UmOPOY
Au® amoheitar, kaldmep kai Tov Midav éxetvov pv-
Ooroyovoe Sy v amknoriav THS eUxNS ThYTWY
avT@ yryvoudvey Tov mapatilsuéver Xpuoov.

It is an absurd thing [afopon] for wealth to be of
such a kind that a man who is rich with it dies of
starvation, like the mythological Midas: by reason
of the insatiability of his prayer, everything set be-
fore him became gold. (Pol. 1.3.1257b)

Midas is an image of someone stranded in his own desire,
longing to touch and not to touch at the same time, like
the children in Sophokles’ poem with their hands full of
ice. Perfect desire is perfect impasse. What does the de-
sirer want from desire? Candidly, he wants to keep on
desiring.

Midas’ golden touch would be a powerful symbol of
perfect, self-extinguishing, self-perpetuating desire. As
such, Midas might call to mind the type of bad lover
whom Sokrates and Lysias denounce in their speeches,
for Midas’ touch has a devastating effect on the things he
loves. They turn to gold. They stop in time. So, too, the
bad lover contrives to fix the living organism of his pai-
dika at a moment of gold, that is at the akmeé of his
youthful bloom, so that he may be perfectly enjoyable for
as long as possible. The Midas touch stops time for the
lover too, permitting him to freeze his own emotional life
at the high point of desire.

Plato does not make explicit any connection between
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Midas and the lover who wants to stop time; nonethe-
less, Midas may be selected for mention here partly in or-
der to evoke the Midas touch as an image of desire. It is
an important image because it helps to focus the central
point at issue between Sokrates’ and Lysias’ theories of
eros. Both theories agree that desire pulls the desirer into
paradoxical relations with time. Both theories observe
that the conventional erastés responds to this problem
with certain tactics, attempting to block the natural cur-
rents of physical and personal development that are
moving his beloved through life. These tactics are dam-
aging, Sokrates and Lysias concur; they do not concur at
all on what tactics are preferable. Lysias recommends,
through the fiction of his nonlover, that the best thing to
do is simply stand aside from time. ‘Now’ is the moment
that presents a problem, so imagine yourself at ‘then’ and
avoid the problem. Sokrates refers to this tactic as
“swimming backwards against the current” (264a) and
likens it to the jeu d’esprit on Midas’ tomb. But his ob-
jections are more than rhetorical, and he goes on to judge
the Lysian attitude a crime against eros (242¢). In the rest
of the dialogue we come to see what this means: a Lysian
theory of love violates those natural currents of physical
and spiritual change that constitute our human situation
in time. What happens when you choose to abstract
yourself from participation in time? Plato gives us three
different images of the answer.

Midas himself is one image. On his tomb, as in his life,
Midas is surrounded by a world of changing phenomena
in which he may not participate. His problems in life be-
gin with insatiable greed and end in death by want, a par-
adox with significant cross-references for erotic desire.
But his life and its implications remain an implicit feature
of Plato’s treatment, so perhaps we are not justified in
drawing them out. We must turn to another category of
creatures who appear in the dialogue, and who share Mi-
das’ dilemma in its main outlines as well as in its attitude
to want.
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Cicadas also spend their lives starving to death in pursuit
of their desire. These insects enter the dialogue some-
what tangentially, as Sokrates is passing from one topic
of conversation to another and notices them singing in
the branches above. He points them out to Phaedrus:

... KOl Qo pou Sokobow @S &v 7@ myiyst VmEp Ke-
darfjs Huby of Tértryss adovrss kai d&ANNAots Sua-
Aeyouevor kabopaw kol MUas.

. . . and the cicadas appear to be staring down at us,
singing away in the heat over our heads and chatting
with one another. ... (258e¢)

Phaedrus is curious about cicadas so Sokrates goes on to
supply some traditional lore:

Néyerar 8 &s mor’ Moav ovror &vlpwmoL TV TPLWY
Movoas yeyovévar, yevouévor 8¢ Movawy kai da-
velons @dns ovrws &pa Twes Tav ToTe E€sTAdynoay
g’ NSovns, woTe adovres HuEANTAYr Titwy Te Kol
wor@y, Kai Exafov televinaavres avTovst &€ GV TO
TETTUYOV YyEVvos uer’ &xetvo ¢vetan, yEpoas TovTO
wapa Movoav AaBov, undtv Tpodis Selabar yeviue-
vov, GAN" &owréy Te kai dmorov eVOUs adew, Bws dw
TEAEVTNOY. . . .

Once upon a time, the story goes, cicadas were hu-
man beings, before the birth of the Muses. When the
Muses were born and song came into being, some of
these creatures were so struck by the pleasure of it
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that they sang and sang, forgot to eat and drink, and
died before they knew it. From them the race of ci-
cadas arose, and they have this special privilege
from the Muses: from the time they are born they
need no nourishment, they just sing continually
without eating or drinking until they die. ...
(259b-¢c)

Like Midas, the cicadas can be read as an image of the
fundamental erotic dilemma. They are creatures pulled
into confrontation with time by their own desire. They
enact a nobler version of this dilemma than Midas did,
for their passion is musical, and they offer a new solution
to the lover’s paradox of ‘now’ and ‘then.” The cicadas
simply enter the ‘now’ of their desire and stay there. Ab-
stracted from the processes of life, oblivious to time, they
sustain the present indicative of pleasure from the instant
they are born until, as Sokrates says, “they escape their
own notice, having died” (elathon teleutesantes hautous,
259c¢). Cicadas have no life apart from their desire and
when it ends, so do they.

Here is an alternative to the tactics of Lysias’ nonlover.
The nonlover sidesteps painful transitions between ‘now’
and ‘then’ by stationing himself permanently at the end
of desire. He sacrifices the intense and transient pleasure
of the lover’s ‘now’ in return for an extended ‘then’ of
consistent emotion and predictable behavior. Cicadas
choose the opposite sacrifice, investing their whole lives
in the momentous delight of ‘now.’ Passing time and its
transitions do not affect them. They are stranded in a liv-
ing death of pleasure.

Unlike Midas, the cicadas are happy in their choice of
life-as-death. Yet, they are cicadas. That is, they are crea-
tures who were once men but who preferred to decline
from human status because they found man’s condition
incompatible with their desire for pleasure. They are
creatures whose sole activity in the course of a lifetime is
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the prosecution of that desire. It is not a choice open to
human beings, nor to any organism that is committed to
living in time. Organisms struck by desire, however, tend
to misprize this commitment, as we have seen. Plato gives
us one further image of what happens when they do so.
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It is an image of gardens (276b-77a). Lovers and writers
and cicadas are not the only ones who find themselves at
odds with time. Gardeners also have occasion to wish to
evade, manipulate, and defy temporal conditions. The
occasions are festive ones and, according to Sokrates, on
such occasions gardeners become playful and gardening
does not follow serious rules. Plato introduces the sub-
ject of gardens in order to make a point about the art of
writing, whose seriousness he wishes to put into ques-
tion. Let us consider first the play of gardening and then
the play of writing. Plato brings them into erotic inter-
section in the so-called “gardens of Adonis.”

The gardens of Adonis were a feature of Athenian re-
ligious observance in the fifth century. During annual rit-
uals in honor of Adonis, seeds of wheat, barley, and fen-
nel were sown in small pots and forced to grow
unseasonably fast for enjoyment during the eight days of
the festival. The plants had no roots. They bloomed
briefly, withered almost at once, and were pitched out
the day after the festival. Their hectic lives were meant to
reflect that of Adonis himself, plucked in the bloom of his
youth by the goddess Aphrodite, dead in his prime as a
result (Diogenes Laertius 1.14; Gow 1952, 2:295). It is
the fast and beautiful career of the ideal beloved.

Sokrates adduces these gardens of Adonis as an anal-
ogy for the written word, seductive and ephemeral as it
is, a simulation of living discourse. In the midst of his ap-
praisal of writing, he turns to Phaedrus with the ques-
tion:
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768 81 pot elrré: 6 voiw Exwy yewpyds, Ov oTEpLaTOY
kndoito kol Eykapma Bovloiro yevécfou, mWoTEpQ
omovdy &v Bépovs eis "Adwridos knmovs &pdv Xaipot
Ocwp@v KOAOVS &V MUEPALOLY OKT® YUYVOUEVOUS, 7)
TowTa pEv 8N waidias Te kal fopThs Xdpw Spam av,
0T Kkal mowolr &’ ols 8¢ EamOVdAKEV, T YEWPYLKY
XPWUEVOS GV TEXVY, TTelpas LS TO TPOTTKOY, &yaman
av &v dydoew pumi boa Eameipev TéAos AaBovrTa;

Now tell me this. Do you think a sensible gardener,
who cared for his seeds and wished to see them bear
fruit, would plant them with serious intention in
gardens of Adonis at high summer and take pleasure
in watching them grow beautiful in a space of eight
days? Or would he do that sort of thing, when he did
it at all, only for fun or a festival? And, when he was
serious, would he not apply his skill as a gardener
and sow in fitting soil and be gratified when the
seeds he had sown came to full bloom in the eighth
month? (276b)

No gardener serious about growing plants would in-
dulge in the hasty, cosmetic agriculture of the gardens of
Adonis, Sokrates and Phaedrus proceed to agree. By the
same token, no thinker serious about communicating
thoughts would choose to “sow them in ink with a reed-
pen” (276c). Gardens of letters, like gardens of Adonis,
are sown for fun (276d). Serious thoughts need different
cultivation and time to grow; planted as seeds of living
speech in the ground of an appropriate soul, they will
take root, ripen, and bear fruit as knowledge in due sea-
son (276e-277a). At this point in the dialogue Sokrates
lays his belief candidly and emphatically before Phae-
drus: serious thoughts and knowledge have their real life
in philosophical conversation, not in the games of read-
ing and writing.

Like his analogy from the tomb of Midas, Plato’s anal-
ogy from gardens tells specifically against the logos of
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Lysias with its peculiarly inorganic style of rhetoric, and
generally against the cultivation of letters as a substitute
for dialectic. The gardens draw our attention, even more
pointedly than Midas’ inscription, to the factor of time
that is at the core of Plato’s worry about reading and
writing. Written texts make available the notion that one
knows what one has merely read. For Plato this notion is
a dangerous delusion; he believes the reach for knowl-
edge to be a process that is necessarily lived out in space
and time. Attempts to shortcut the process, or package it
for convenient reuse, as in the form of a written treatise,
are a denial of our commitment to time and cannot be
taken seriously. Plants that bloom for eight days with no
roots are an image of this quick-access sophia. At the
same time, the urgent agriculture of Adonis reminds us of
Lysias’ erotic logos, which starts where it should end and
achieves its rhetorical and conceptual purposes by a vio-
lent shortcut through the beginning stages of love. In
their wish to control time, then, writers and gardeners in-
tersect in Plato’s analogy. But let us look closer at the
analogy. There is a third angle here and, as with the myth
of Midas, it unfolds in an image of the damage that lov-
ers can do to those they love.

Consider the plants of Adonis, forced too quickly to
their akmé, held at the peak of their bloom while the fes-
tival lasts, discarded the next day: this is an image of how
the conventional erastés uses his paidika. It is an image
of one human being exploiting another by controlling
the time of his life.

Erv tolvvr &yapov, &mada, &owkoy 6TL TAeloTOV
xpovoy madikd Epaoths sbfaur’ dv yevéobar, 70
autol  yAvkv s wAeloTov xpovor kapmovafou
Emioudv.

The lover will passionately wish his paidika to re-
main unmarried and childless and homeless for as
long a time as possible, since it is his desire to reap
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the fruit of what is sweet to himself for as long a time
as possible. {240a)

So Sokrates describes the manipulative tendencies of the
conventional erastes. This lover prefers to play his erotic
games with a partner who has neither roots nor future.
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Something Serious
Is Missing

The static blooms of Adonis provide us with an answer
to our question “What would the lover ask of time?’ As
Plato formulates it, the answer brings us once again to
the perception that lovers and readers have very similar
desires. And the desire of each is something paradoxical.
As lover you want ice to be ice and yet not melt in your
hands. As reader you want knowledge to be knowledge
and yet lie fixed on a written page. Such wants cannot
help but pain you, at least in part, because they place you
at a blind point from which you watch the object of your
desire disappear into itself.

Plato is perfectly aware of that pain. He re-creates it
over and over again in his dialectic, and its experience is
intrinsic to the kind of understanding he wishes to com-
municate. In the Phaedrus we have observed this re-cre-
ation especially on the analogic level. Plato’s analogies
are not flat diagrams in which one image (for example,
gardens) is superimposed on another (the written word)
in exact correspondence. An analogy is constructed in
three-dimensional space. Its images float one upon the
other without convergence: there is something in be-
tween, something paradoxical: Eros.

Eros is the unspoken ground of all that happens be-
tween Adonis and Aphrodite in myth, which is reenacted
in the ritual of gardens. Eros is the ground where logos
takes root between two people who are having a conver-
sation, which may be reenacted on the written page. Rit-
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Something Serious Is Missing

uals and reenactments take place outside the real time of
people’s lives, in a suspended moment of control. We
love such suspended time for the sake of its difference
from ordinary time and real life. We love the activities
that are placed within suspended time, like festivals and
reading, for their essential unseriousness. This love wor-
ries Plato. A person seduced by it may think to replace
real time with the kind of time appropriate only in rituals
or in books. That would be a serious, damaging mistake,
in Plato’s view. For, as there is no exact correspondence
between rootless plants and a dying Adonis, so there is
only a symbolic correspondence between written words
and real logos. The person who mistakes symbol for real-
ity is left with a dead garden, or with a love affair such as
Lysias prescribes for the nonlover. Something is missing
from such a love affair, as life is missing from the garden,
something essential: Eros.
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He had the same attitude to his life as a sculptor to his
statue or a novelist to his novel. One of a novelist’s inal-
ienable rights is to be able to rework his novel. If he takes
a dislike to the beginning, he can rewrite it or cross it out
entirely. But Zdena’s existence deprived Mirek of his pre-
rogative as an author. Zdena insisted on remaining part of
the opening pages of the novel. She refused to be crossed
out.

Milan Kundera, The Book of
Laughter and Forgetting

Plato presents Lysias as someone who thinks himself able
to control all the risks, alarms and inebriations of eros by
means of a prodigious emotional calculus. The Lysian
strategy of life and love applies to real erotic events a set
of tactics that are by now familiar to us. The Lysian non-
lover steps aside from the moving current of his beloved’s
life and places himself at a point of aesthetic distance. It
is the vantage point of the writer. Lysias’ insights on eros
are a writer’s insights, and the theory of control he ex-
pounds treats the experience of love as a fixed text that
can be begun anywhere or read backwards and render
the same sense. It is a bad speech, and the nonlover
would make a tedious erastes. Yet the speech at one time
seduced Phaedrus. He read it over and over as if in love
with the words (228b; cf. 236b). There is a terrible
power in the Lysian logos. What is it?

Lysias’ text offers to its readers something that no one
who has been in love could fail to covet: self-control.
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How do apparently external events enter and take con-
trol of one’s psyche? This question, especially in its erotic
versions, obsessed the Greeks. We have seen how Homer
framed the question in his Iliad, as an encounter between
Helen and Aphrodite on the wall of Troy (3.400ff). Aph-
rodite materializes out of nowhere, in the midst of an
otherwise ordinary afternoon, and enjoins desire upon
Helen. There is a flurry of resistance on Helen’s part;
Aphrodite flattens it with a single threat. Desire is a mo-
ment with no way out. Consistently throughout the
Greek lyric corpus, as well as in the poetry of tragedy and
comedy, eros is an experience that assaults the lover from
without and proceeds to take control of his body, his
mind and the quality of his life. Eros comes out of no-
where, on wings, to invest the lover, to deprive his body
of vital organs and material substance, to enfeeble his
mind and distort its thinking, to replace normal condi-
tions of health and sanity with disease and madness. The
poets represent eros as an invasion, an illness, an insan-
ity, a wild animal, a natural disaster. His action is to
melt, break down, bite into, burn, devour, wear away,
whirl around, sting, pierce, wound, poison, suffocate,
drag off or grind the lover to a powder. Eros employs
nets, arrows, fire, hammers, hurricanes, fevers, boxing
gloves or bits and bridles in making his assault. No one
can fight Eros off (Homeric Hymn to Hermes 434; Sap-
pho, LP, fr. 130.2; Soph. Ant. 781; Trach. 441; Eur.,
TGF, fr. 433; cf. PL. Symp. 196d). Very few see him com-
ing. He lights on you from somewhere outside yourself
and, as soon as he does, you are taken over, changed rad-
ically. You cannot resist the change or control it or come
to terms with it. It is in general a change for the worse, at
best a mixed blessing (glukupikron, as Sappho says).
That is the poets’ standard attitude and conviction.
Addressing a fifth-century audience educated in the
poets, Plato is writing for men imbued with this convic-
tion. Lysias himself bespeaks the poetic tradition, for his
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determinative assumption in showing how damaging
eros can be is that the conventional erastés is someone
out of his own control:

Kai yap avrol Spoloyovat vooelw uailov ) cwdpo-
velv, kai siddvar 0T kakds dpovodawr, GAN’ ob §v-
vaofal vtV KpaTELY

For indeed lovers themselves admit that they are sick
not sane, and know they are not in their right minds,
but they are not able to control themselves. (231d)

The lover mastered by eros cannot answer for his own
mind or actions. From this condition, which the Greeks
call erotic madness or mania, the lover’s harmfulness
ensues.

As soon as eros enters his life, the lover is lost, for he
goes mad. But where is the point of entry? When does de-
sire begin? That is a very difficult moment to find, until it
is too late. When you are falling in love it is always al-
ready too late: deute, as the poets say. To be able to iso-
late the moment when love begins, and so block its entry
or avoid it entirely, would put you in control of eros. Ly-
sias’ nonlover claims to have achieved such control. He
does not say how and the claim remains psychologically
incredible. His Jogos simply ignores the moment when
eros begins; he speaks from the end of the love affair as
one who has never been taken over by desire at all. Non-
lovers are people who remain “masters of themselves”
(232a).

Sokrates denies that such control is ever possible, or
even desirable, for human beings. He speaks of it as an
economy of death:

... 1 8& &mo Tob uN EplvTos oikeldTns, TwdpoTIYY
Oy kekpapévy, Bvnrd T Kol PEBWAE oikovoOIOQ,
avehevbepiary Vmd wAnbovs Emaiwvovpsymy s &pe-
™Y ™) GiAY YuxY dvrekoboa. . . .
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... the intimacy of the nonlover is mixed with a
mortal self-control [s6phrosyné thnete] which dis-
burses itself in mortal miserly measurings [thnéta te
kai pheidola oikonomousa) and engenders in the be-
loved soul that spirit of begrudgement commonly
praised as virtue. ... (256¢)

It is a deadly stinginess by which the nonlover eludes de-
sire. He measures his emotions out like a miser counting
gold. There is no risk entailed in his transaction with eros
because he does not invest in the single moment that is
open to risk, the moment when desire begins, ‘now.’
‘Now’ is the moment when change erupts. The nonlover
declines change, as successfully as the cicadas do, en-
closed in a carapace of sophrosyne. He is secure in his
narrative choices of life and love. He already knows how
the novel will end, and he has firmly crossed out the be-
ginning.
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Read me the bit

again about the thing

that is pure. . . .

read that bit, the thing

Wwe cannot turn our eyes to,
you begin it.

John Holloway, “Cone”

But Sokrates keeps insisting on the beginning. After
Phaedrus has read Lysias’ speech to him once through, he
asks him to reread the opening words:

100 87 pot dvdyvwb mpy Tov Avaiov Adyov &pxnv.

Come on, read me the beginning of Lysias’ speech.
(262d)

And then he asks him to reread it again:
BovAer wahw avoryvapey ™y dpxmy avTov;

Please, will you reread his beginning one more
time? (263e)

Phaedrus is politely reluctant. He knows there is no be-
ginning to be found in it, and he says so:

Ei ool ye 8okel- 6 puévrow {ntels odk Eor’ avrobL.

Yes, I will if you like, but the thing
you are looking for is not there. (263e)

The thing Sokrates is looking for is the ‘now’ of desire.
But Lysias’ first sentence already puts the erotic relation-
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ship in the past tense. The nonlover starts off by saying
to his boy:

Ilept pév Tov duov mpayudrev gmiocracal, kai &S
vouilm aupudépew Nuiv yevouévwv TovTwy drfkoas:

My business you know and, as to how I think these
things that have transpired between us should turn
out, you have heard. (230e7 = 262¢2 = 263e7)

The fact that Sokrates cannot find the beginning of
Lysias’ logos, or of Lysias’ eros, is crucial. Beginnings are
crucial. Sokrates emphasizes in the most dignified lan-
guage (245c-46) that everything in existence has a begin-
ning, with one exception: the beginning itself. Only the
arche itself controls its own beginning. It is this very con-
trol that Lysias usurps when he takes his pen and crosses
out the beginning of eros for his nonlover. But this act is
fiction. In reality the beginning is the one moment that
you, as an unwitting target of winged Eros, cannot con-
trol. All that this moment brings, both good and evil, bit-
ter and sweet, comes gratuitously and unpredictably—a
gift of the gods, as the poets say. From that moment on,
the story is largely up to you, but the beginning is not. In
this realization lies the critical difference between So-
krates’ and Lysias’ erotic thinking. Sokrates has Phae-
drus search Lysias’ logos for a beginning, in vain, to
make a point. The beginning is not fictive. It cannot be
placed in the control of a writer or reader. We should
note that the Greek verb ‘to read’ is anagignoskein, a
compound of the verb ‘to know’ (gignéskein) and the
prefix ana, meaning ‘again.’ If you are reading, you are
not at the beginning.

As Sokrates tells it, your story begins the moment Eros
enters you. That incursion is the biggest risk of your life.
How you handle it is an index of the quality, wisdom and
decorum of the things inside you. As you handle it you
come into contact with what is inside you, in a sudden
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and startling way. You perceive what you are, what you
lack, what you could be. What is this mode of percep-
tion, so different from ordinary perception that it is well
described as madness? How is it that when you fall in
love you feel as if suddenly you are seeing the world as it
really is? A mood of knowledge floats out over your life.
You seem to know what is real and what is not. Some-
thing is lifting you toward an understanding so complete
and clear it makes you jubilant. This mood is no delu-
sion, in Sokrates’ belief. It is a glance down into time, at
realities you once knew, as staggeringly beautiful as the
glance of your beloved (249¢-50c).

The point of time that Lysias deletes from his logos,
the moment of mania when Eros enters the lover, is for
Sokrates the single most important moment to confront
and grasp. ‘Now’ is a gift of the gods and an access onto
reality. To address yourself to the moment when Eros
glances into your life and to grasp what is happening in
your soul at that moment is to begin to understand how
to live. Eros” mode of takeover is an education: it can
teach you the real nature of what is inside you. Once you
glimpse that, you can begin to become it. Sokrates says it
is a glimpse of a god (253a).

Sokrates’ answer to the erotic dilemma of time, then,
is the antithesis of Lysias’ answer. Lysias chooses to edit
out ‘now’ and narrate entirely from the vantage point of
‘then.” In Sokrates’ view, to cross out ‘now’ is, in the first
place, impossible, a writer’s impertinence. Even if it were
possible, it would mean losing a moment of unique and
indispensable value. Sokrates proposes instead to assim-
ilate ‘now’ in such a way that it prolongs itself over the
whole of life, and beyond. Sokrates would inscribe his
novel within the instant of desire. We should begin to
keep an eye on this Sokratic literary ambition, because it
will have a serious effect on the story Plato is telling in the
Phaedrus. It will make it disappear.
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On the observable facts of erotic experience Sokrates and
Lysias are in rough agreement, but there is a world of dif-
ference between the readings they give to those facts. The
facts are that eros changes you so drastically you seem to
become a different person. In conventional thinking,
such changes are best categorized as madness. What is
the best thing to do with a mad person? Write him out of
your novel, is Lysias’ answer. It is an answer that would
make some sense to his contemporaries, for his version of
eros proceeds from thoroughly conventional premises. It
conceives of desire, in the terms of a longstanding poetic
tradition, as devastating takeover of the self and a gen-
erally negative experience. It assumes, as was standard in
the popular moral thinking of the day, self-control or so-
phrosyné as the rule of an enlightened life. Sokrates sub-
verts both clichés. His approach is radical. He does not
doubt that a nonlover will rise to feats of sophrosyne. He
does not deny that eros is takeover, a form of mania, but
he vindicates mania. Let us see how.

Change of self is loss of self, according to the tradi-
tional Greek attitude. Categorized as madness, it is held
to be an unquestionable evil. Sokrates does not agree:

AexTéos 8¢ @de, o Ok Ear’ Erupos Aoyos bs &v ma-
povTos EpacTov T@ w1 Epavte uallov ¢ Seiv xapi-
LeaBar, 8107 87 6 pév paiveron, 6 8¢ cwdpovel. &l
HEV y&p v GTAOVY TO pawiay Kakdy eival, KoA@S &y
ENEyeTO" VIV 88 TR péyLoTA TOV Ayalbdv Nuiv yiyve-
Tou 1 pavias, Beiq pévrow ddoe didousvms.
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I must say this story [logos] is not true, the story that
a nonlover should be gratified in preference to a
lover on the grounds that the latter is mad while the
former is sane. Now, if it were a simple fact that
madness [mania] is evil, the story would be fine. But
the fact is, the greatest of good things come to us
through madness when it is conferred as a gift of the
gods. (244a)

Sokrates’ central argument, as he goes on to reevaluate
madness, is that you keep your mind to yourself at the
cost of closing out the gods. Truly good and indeed di-
vine things are alive and active outside you and should be
let in to work their changes. Such incursions formally in-
struct and enrich our lives in society; no prophet or
healer or poet could practice his art if he did not lose his
mind, Sokrates says (244a-45). Madness is the instru-
ment of such intelligence. More to the point, erotic
mania is a valuable thing in private life. It puts wings on
your soul.

Sokrates’ exposition of mania as a profitable experi-
ence for the individual depends on a theory of the dy-
namics of the soul that is carefully crafted to respond to
the questions of erotic control raised by traditional po-
etry. His analysis subsumes, and at the same time sub-
verts, the poets’ standard metaphors of eros so that he
may recast their traditional picture of erotic experience.
Where they see loss and damage, Sokrates insists on
profit and growth. Where they see ice melting, he says
wings grow. Where they brace themselves against take-
over, he unfolds himself for flight.

Despite elementary points of concurrence, there is an
enormous difference, in the end, between the erotic atti-
tudes of Sokrates, on the one hand, Lysias and tradi-
tional Greek sentiment on the other. It is a fine thing to
see Plato sum up all that difference in one image. Wings,
in traditional poetry, are the mechanism by which Eros
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swoops upon the unsuspecting lover to wrest control of
his person and personality. Wings are an instrument of
damage and a symbol of irresistible power. When you
fall in love, change sweeps through you on wings and
you cannot help but lose your grip on that cherished en-
tity, your self.

We have seen how Sappho describes the loss of self in
fragment 31. As desire takes over her body, mind and
perceptual functions she says eptoaisen, which means
something like “it puts the heart in my chest on wings”
or “it makes my heart fly inside me” (31.6). Anakreon
speaks of the same sensation, and assigns to it the same
cause:

avaméropan 81 wpos "ONvumov mrepvyeoot kovdys
St Tov "Epwr™ obr yap duoi (T 7 ) Béler cvvmBav.

I am soaring toward Olympos on light wings
for the sake of Eros, for [the boy I desire] is not
willing to share his youth with me.
(378 PMG)

The desire that drove Helen mad is represented by Al-
katos in similar terms:

kaAévas &v aomiflelow [BlmT[daus
Gvuov "Apyeias Tpoiw 8[.].av|
ékpavega e vamdara wur|
EomeTo vai

. . . [Eros] made Helen’s heart fly like a wing in her
chest
and she went out of her mind for a Trojan man
and followed him over the sea. . . .
(LP, fr. 283.3-6)

The significance of Eros’ wings has become a poetic to-
pos by Hellenistic times, as we see in this epigram of Ar-
chias:
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“@eiysw Sei Tov Epwra” kevds mévos: ob yip dAVE@
wel0s VMO TTYYOD TUKVX SLwKOmEVOS.

“You should flee Eros”: empty effort!
How shall I elude on foot one who chases me on
wings?
(Anth. Pal. 5.59)

Plato takes the traditional wings of Eros and reima-
gines them. Wings are no foreign machinery of invasion
in Plato’s conception. They have natural roots in each
soul, a residue of its immortal beginnings. Our souls once
lived on wings among the gods, he says, nourished as
gods are by the infinite elation of looking at reality all the
time. Now we are exiled from that place and quality of
life, yet we remember it from time to time, for example,
when we look upon beauty and fall in love (246-51).
Moreover, we have the power to recover it, by means of
the soul’s wings. Sokrates describes how the wings will
grow, given the right conditions, powerful enough to
carry the soul back to its beginnings. When you fall in
Jove you feel all sorts of sensations inside you, painful
and pleasant at once: it is your wings sprouting (251-52).
It is the beginning of what you mean to be.

Beginnings are crucial. It becomes clearer now why
Sokrates is so intent on them. For Sokrates, the moment
when eros begins is a glimpse of the immortal ‘beginning’
that is a soul. The ‘now’ of desire is a shaft sunk into time
and emerging onto timelessness, where the gods float, re-
joicing in reality (247d-e). When you enter ‘now,’ you re-
member what it is like to be really alive, as gods are.
There is something paradoxical in this ‘memory’ of a
time that is timeless. The real difference between So-
krates’ and Lysias’ erotic theories resides in this paradox.
Lysias is appalled by the paradox of desire and crosses it
out: for him every erotic ‘now’ is the beginning of an end,
and no more. He prefers a changeless, unending ‘then.’
But Sokrates looks at the paradoxical moment called
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‘now’ and notices a curious movement taking place
there. At the point where the soul begins itself, a blind
point seems to open out. Into the blind point ‘then’ dis-
appears.
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What a Difference
a Wing Makes

A god can do it. But will you tell me how
a man can penetrate through the lyre’s strings?
Our mind is split.

Rilke, The Sonnets to Orpheus

Wings mark the difference between a mortal and an im-
mortal story of love. Lysias abhors the beginning of eros
because he thinks it is really an end; Sokrates rejoices in
the beginning in his belief that, really, it can have no end.
So too, the presence or absence of wings in a lover’s story
determines his erotic strategy. That miserly and mortal
sophrosyné (256e) by which Lysias measures out his
erotic experience is a tactic of defense against the change
of self that eros imposes. Change is risk. What makes the
risk worthwhile?

On the negative side, the Phaedrus gives us several im-
ages of changelessness. We have seen how, in their var-
ious ways, Midas and the cicadas and the garden of
Adonis stand unalterably aloof from the processes of a
life in time. The images are not encouraging: at best you
will “escape your own notice having died” (cf. 259c¢).
More positively, Sokrates’ myth of wings is a glimpse of
what mortals stand to gain from the entry of eros into
their lives. But we should look very closely at this glimpse
and the way in which Sokrates unfolds it. He is not at all
naive about the terms of the transaction involved. Falling
in love gives you access to an infinite good. But it is also
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very clear that, when Eros impinges on you in his true
form, something is lost, something hard to measure.
When you fall in love you abandon the forms of ordi-
nary life. The lover’s only care is to be with his beloved.
All else slips into insignificance, as Sokrates describes:

GANG unTépwv T Kol &BeNPOV kai Eraipwy
TaVTOY NEAMOCTOL, Kot ovailas 8. &uélesiay &molv-
ugvns  wap’ ovdev  Tifetar, vomipwy 8¢ kol
eDTXMUOYOY, ois PO Tob EkaANwTileTo, TAVTOY Ka-
Tadpovrnoaca dovhevew éroiun kai koywaabar 6mov
&v & Tis EyyvrdaTe Tov mobor

. . . he forgets his mother and his brothers and all his
comrades, couldn’t care less if his property is lost
through neglect, and, in disdain of all those proprie-
ties and decorums whose beauty he once cherished,
he is ready to be a slave, to sleep anywhere he is al-
lowed, as close as possible to his desire. (252a)

Falling in love, it seems, dislocates your view of what is
significant. Aberrant behavior ensues. Rules of decorum
go by the wayside. This is the common experience (pa-
thos) of lovers, Sokrates says, to which men give the
name Eros (252b).

But Eros has another name, Sokrates suddenly an-
nounces, and proceeds to develop this curious revelation
into a pun. Inasmuch as puns are a somewhat preposter-
ous form of reasoning and verge on injustice in their per-
suasive power, serious authors feel obliged to apologize
when they use them, so Sokrates cautions Phaedrus that
his pun is “pretty outrageous” (bybristikon panu, 252a)
and perhaps untrue (“‘you can credit this or not,” he con-
cludes, 252¢). Besides, it is unmetrical. For the pun is
contained in two spurious lines of Homer, and the sec-
ond line does not scan. The lines address themselves to
the difference between the language spoken by gods and
that of men. As far as the word for desire is concerned,
the difference is a matter of only two letters:
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Tov 8° firoL Bvmroi uev "Epwra kalovat mormyiv,
abdvaro 8¢ Tirépwra, 81 mrepodirop” dvdykmy.

Now mortals call him winged Eros
but immortals call him Pteros, because of the wing-
growing necessity.
(252c¢)

By adding pt- to Eros, the gods create Pteros, which is a
play upon the Greek word pteron meaning ‘wing,” In the
language of gods, then, desire itself is known as ‘the
winged one’ or ‘he who has something to do with wings.’
Why? The gods have a reason for their Pteros, namely
that desire entails a “wing-growing necessity.”

It is an old idea in Greek that the gods have their own
language. Homer alludes to the divine language several
times (Il. 1.403-404; 2.813; 14.290-91; 20.74; Od.
10.305; 12.61) and Plato takes up the matter in his Cra-
tylus (391ff). Modern philologists are of the opinion that
we have here a vestige of the difference between Greek
and pre-Greek populations of the mainland. The an-
cients took a bolder view. “Clearly the gods call things by
the names which are naturally right,” says Sokrates in the
Cratylus (391e). It would be nice to believe that divine
names have a clearer meaning or a larger significance
than mortal ones. Unfortunately, one cannot easily see
this in most of the extant examples, but it was apparently
a viable opinion in Plato’s day and is certainly part of
Sokrates’ implication in the Phaedrus, as well as in the
Cratylus. “Surely gods call themselves by their true
names,” is his assertion in the Cratylus (400e). Pteros is
truer than Eros.

Pteros can be said to have more truth than Eros be-
cause it tells us not just what desire should be named, but
why. Or, as Sokrates puts it, the gods’ name includes
both the pathos (describable experience) and the aitia
(definitive cause or reason) of desire (252¢). Itis apparent
from the first line of the Homeric quotation that mortals,
even in their ignorance of his true name, were perceptive
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enough to call Eros ‘winged’—that is, they had grasped
the pathos of the experience, had felt desire swoop
through their insides. But they had no notion why this
experience should have this particular character. They
had not grasped the aitia of the feeling. Gods know the
reason why things are, necessarily, the way they are. Out
of this knowledge they name their names.

Pteros, then, represents a net gain on the semantic
level. But as poetry it blunders. Sokrates warns us that
his quotation is unmetrical; he leaves it to us to perceive
that Pteros itself is the word responsible for dislocating
the rhythm of the second line. Here is the problem: the
verse is a dactylic hexameter and scans fine except for the
word de, which precedes the divine name Pteros. De is by
nature a single short syllable and stands at a position in
the line that requires a short syllable; the rules of Greek
prosody, however, regularly call for a short syllable,
when it is followed by two consonants, to become a long
syllable. Thus the pt- with which the gods enlarge eros
forces this verse into a metrical dilemma. It is a dilemma
with a familiar contour: we might be reminded of the
children in Sophokles’ poem who want to hold ice in
their hands and also want to put it down. De cannot be
both a long syllable and a short syllable at the same time,
at least not in reality as we see it.

Gods evidently see reality differently. But it is not sur-
prising if their better version of the truth resists reduction
to human measures. They are, after all, infinite beings
and ancient thought is imbued with the notion of an in-
commensurability between their ways and ours. Plato
gives this cliché a particular, meaningful turn in his Ho-
meric quotation. Pteros disrupts our metrics in just the
way that Eros deforms our lives. Meter, essentially, is an
attempt to control words in time. We impose such con-
trol in the interests of beauty. But when Eros flashes into
your life he brings his own standard of beauty and simply
cancels out ““all those proprieties and decorums whose
beauty you once cherished” (252a).
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Plato’s bit of botched epic verse epitomizes our human
transaction with Eros. Its terms are wrenching. We may
profit enlargement of meaning, by admitting Eros in his
true godly form as Pteros, but only at the cost of the for-
mal beauty of our line of verse. Reversing these terms we
see a reflection of Lysias who, with the craft and calcu-
lation of a novelist, designs a formally perfect love affair
that has no meaning at all.

Eros’ wings mark a critical difference between gods
and men, for they defy human expression. Our words are
too small, our rhythms too restrictive. But the true mean-
ing of desire eludes our mortal grasp not only on the level
of orthographic and metrical convention, that is, not
only on the level of form. Even when we glimpse Eros in
his divine version, even when a line of poetry gives us ac-
cidental access to the true pathos and aitia of desire, we
do not necessarily catch on. For example, what does the
poet of these two epic lines intend by the phrase “wing-
growing necessity”’? The translation is inept because the
translator does not know what it means. This phrase os-
tensibly supplies us with a divine aitia for the true name
of Eros. But whose are the wings and whose is the neces-
sity? Does Eros have wings? Does Eros need wings? Does
Eros cause others to have or to need wings? Does Eros
need to cause others to have wings? Does Eros need to
cause others to need to have wings? Various possibilities,
not incompatible with one another, float out from the
epic quotation. It is arguable that in their enhancing way
the gods mean to imply all the possibilities at once when
they use the name Pteros. But we cannot know that. As
Sokrates says to his interlocutor in the Cratylus, when
they are discussing this very question of divine names
and their truth-value: “No doubt these are larger matters
than you or I can figure out” (382b).

For a modern reader, prospects of figuring out the
truth about Eros’ name are even bleaker than they were
for Sokrates or for Plato or for Plato’s audience. We
(modern readers) are the victims of a dubious textual tra-
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dition at this point in the Phaedrus. The manuscripts
transmit three different readings of the adjective here
rendered as “wing-growing.” Since the adjective is likely
a Platonic invention, problems of transmission are
not surprising, or insurmountable: ‘pterophutor’ (‘wing-
growing’) emerges clearly as the most plausible reading.
Yet our doubts about the text serve to confirm and
sharpen Plato’s point, in a way he could not have pre-
dicted but might truly have appreciated. No matter what
technologies we devise, the knowledge of Eros available
to us is no clear or certain thing (cf. Phdr. 275¢). Gods
may know exactly what is meant by the name Pteros or
by a phrase like “wing-growing necessity” but, in the
end, we do not. We do our utmost to grasp the pathos of
erotic experience as it soars through our lives, but the ai-
tia folds itself away and disappears into the written
words of Plato’s text.
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old pond
frog jumps in
plop

Basho

The Phaedrus is an exploration of the dynamics and dan-
gers of controlled time that make themselves accessible
to readers, writers, and lovers. In Sokrates’ view, a true
logos has this in common with a real love affair, that it
must be lived out in time. It is not the same backwards as
forwards, it cannot be entered at any point, or frozen at
its acme, or dismissed when fascination falters. A reader,
like a bad lover, may feel he can zoom into his text at any
point and pluck the fruit of its wisdom. A writer, like
Lysias, may feel he can rearrange the limbs of the fiction
on which he dotes with no regard for its life as an organ-
ism in time. So readers and writers dabble in the glamor
of grammata without submitting themselves to whole-
sale erotic takeover or the change of self entailed in it.
Like Odysseus bound to the mast of his ship, a reader
may titillate himself with the siren song of knowledge
and sail past intact. It is a kind of voyeurism, as we see
when we watch Phaedrus seduced by the written words
of Lysias. In Plato’s view, the Lysian text is as philo-
sophic pornography when compared with the erotic lo-
gos of Sokrates. But Plato cannot demonstrate this
merely by aligning Lysias and Sokrates as one dead text
beside another. The demonstration requires something
of a ruse if it is to be truly arresting.
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So Plato floats logos upon logos; they neither converge
nor cancel out. We have seen other writers contrive such
stereoscopic images. For example, Sappho in her frag-
ment 31 superimposes one level of desire upon another,
floats the actual upon the possible, in such a way that our
perception jumps from one to the other without losing
sight of the difference between them. Or again, the nov-
elist Longus floats an apple upon a tree plucked bare of
fruit, defying logic and captivating Daphnis. Or consider
Zeno who, in his famous paradoxes, suspends moving
objects upon the impossibility of motion, so that we see
Achilles running as fast as he can, going nowhere. These
are writers who share a strategy; they purpose to re-cre-
ate in you a certain action of the mind and heart—the ac-
tion of reaching out toward a meaning not yet known. It
is a reach that never quite arrives, bittersweet. Plato’s in-
terplay of logoi in the Phaedrus imitates this reaching ac-
tion. As Phaedrus reads what Lysias wrote, as Phaedrus
listens to what Sokrates says, something begins to come
into focus. You begin to understand what a logos is and
what it is not and the difference between them. Eros is
the difference. Like a face crossing a mirror at the back
of the room, Eros moves. You reach. Eros is gone.

The Phaedrus is a written dialogue that ends by dis-
crediting written dialogues. This fact does not cease to
charm its readers. Indeed, it is the fundamental erotic
feature of this erdtikos logos. Each time you read it, you
are conducted to a place where something paradoxical
happens: the knowledge of Eros that Sokrates and Phae-
drus have been unfolding word by word through the
written text simply steps into a blind point and vanishes,
pulling the logos in after it. Their conversation about
love (227a-57¢) turns into a conversation about writing
(257¢-79¢) and Eros is not seen or heard from again.
This act of dialectical interception has, since antiquity,
perplexed those who wish to say concisely what the dia-
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logue is about. But there is nothing inappropriate here. If
you reach into the Phaedrus to get hold of Eros, you will
be eluded, necessarily. He never looks at you from the
place from which you see him. Something moves in the
space between. That is the most erotic thing about Eros.
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Affection! thy intention stabs the centre

Thou dost make possible things not so held,
Communicat’st with dreams;—how can this be?—
With what’s unreal thou coactive art,

And fellow’st nothing.

Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale

Imagine a city where there is no desire. Supposing for the
moment that the inhabitants of the city continue to eat,
drink and procreate in some mechanical wayj still, their
life looks flat. They do not theorize or spin tops or speak
figuratively. Few think to shun pain; none give gifts.
They bury their dead and forget where. Zeno finds him-
self elected mayor and is set to work copying the legal
code on sheets of bronze. Now and again a man and a
woman may marry and live very happily, as travellers
who meet by chance at an inn; at night falling asleep they
dream the same dream, where they watch fire move
along a rope that binds them together, but it is unlikely
they remember the dream in the morning. The art of sto-
rytelling is widely neglected.

A city without desire is, in sum, a city of no imagina-
tion. Here people think only what they already know.
Fiction is simply falsification. Delight is beside the point
(a concept to be understood in historical terms). This city
has an akinetic soul, a condition that Aristotle might ex-
plain in the following way. Whenever any creature is
moved to reach out for what it desires, Aristotle says,
that movement begins in an act of the imagination,
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which he calls phantasia. Without such acts neither ani-
mals nor men would bestir themselves to reach out of the
present condition or beyond what they already know.
Phantasia stirs minds to movement by its power of rep-
resentation; in other words, imagination prepares desire
by representing the desired object as desirable to the
mind of the desirer. Phantasia tells the mind a story. The
story must make one thing clear, namely, the difference
between what is present/actual/known and what is not,
the difference between the desirer and the desired (Arist.,
De An. 3.10.433a-b),

We have seen what shape this story takes when poets
tell it in lyric poems, when novelists write it into novels,
when philosophers construe it as dialectic. In order to
communicate the difference between what is present/ac-
tual’/known and what is lacking/possible/unknown a
three-point circuit is required. Remember the structure
of Sappho’s fragment 31: an “erotic triangle” where the
three components of desire all become visible at once in
asort of electrification. We suggested, during our consid-
eration of this poem, that its triangular shape is more
than an arbitrary elegance on the part of the poet. Desire
cannot be perceived apart from these three angles. Aris-
totle’s conception of phantasia may help us to see how
this is so. On his view, every desiring mind reaches out
toward its object by means of an imaginative action. If
this is true, no lover, poet or otherwise, can hold his de-
sire aloof from the fictive, triangulating enterprise re-
vealed to us by Sappho in fragment 31. “Eros makes
every man a poet” says the ancient wisdom (Eur. Sthen.,
TGF, £r.663; PL. Symp. 196¢).

Eros is always a story in which lover, beloved and the
difference between them interact. The interaction is a fic-
tion arranged by the mind of the lover. It carries an emo-
tional charge both hateful and delicious and emits a light
like knowledge. No one took a more clear-eyed view of
this matter than Sappho. No one caught its features more
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accurately in adjectives. We have seen, in the foregoing
pages, some of the force of her neologism glukupikron,
‘bittersweet.” Here is another label she devised to char-
acterize erotic experience:

1ov "Epwta Swkpdamns coduomy Aéyet, 2amde uv-
BomAokov.

Sokrates calls Eros a Sophist, but Sappho calls him
“weaver of fictions” [mythoplokon].

says Maximus of Tyre (18.9; Sappho, LP, fr. 188). The
adjective mythoplokos, as well as the context in which
Maximus has preserved it for us, draws together some
significant aspects of Eros. For Sappho, the desirability of
desire seems to be bound up with the fictional process
that she calls the “weaving of myth.” Sokrates, on the
other hand, sees in this process something resembling
sophistry. How intriguing this alignment of Sappho and
Sokrates, this bracketing of the storyteller with the pro-
fessor of wisdom: they have Eros in common. How so?

In our readings of Greek texts, we have followed the
traces of an ancient analogy between the wooing of
knowledge and the wooing of love, from its earliest relic
in the Homeric verb mnaomai. Let us reconsider this
analogy, designating Sappho and Sokrates to represent
its two poles. As soon as we do so we meet a difficulty.
Sokrates, by his own testimony, prefers to collapse the
two poles into one. It is a single question that arches
through his life, a single research in which comprehen-
sion of the truly real and pursuit of the truly desirable are
identified. Twice in the Platonic dialogues he speaks
about his search for wisdom and asserts that his knowl-
edge, such as it is, is nothing but a knowledge of “erotic
things” (ta erotika: Symp. 177d; Theag. 128b). He does
not tell us in either passage what he means by ta erotika,
“erotic things.” But we can deduce it from the story of his
life.
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He loved to ask questions. He loved to hear answers,
construct arguments, test definitions, uncover riddles
and watch them unfold out of one another in a structure
opening down through the logos like a spiralling road
(Phdr. 274a; cf. 272¢) or a vertigo (Soph. 264c). He
loved, that is, the process of coming to know. Concern-
ing this love he is frank and precise. He tells us exactly
where Eros is located in the process of knowing or think-
ing. Eros lies at the intersection of two principles of rea-
soning, for logos proceeds in two simultaneous opera-
tions. On the one hand, the reasoning mind must
perceive and bring together certain scattered particulars,
in order to make clear by definition the thing it wishes to
explain. This is the activity of “collection” (synagoge:
Phdr. 265d-¢). On the other hand, it is necessary to di-
vide things up by classes, where the natural joints are:
this activity is “division” (diaeresis, 265e).

That is to say, we think by projecting sameness upon
difference, by drawing things together in a relation or
idea while at the same time maintaining the distinctions
between them. A thinking mind is not swallowed up by
what it comes to know. It reaches out to grasp something
related to itself and to its present knowledge (and so
knowable in some degree) but also separate from itself
and from its present knowledge (not identical with
these). In any act of thinking, the mind must reach across
this space between known and unknown, linking one to
the other but also keeping visible their difference. It is an
erotic space. To reach across it is tricky; a kind of ster-
eoscopy seems to be required. We have studied this ster-
eoscopic activity in other contexts, for example, in Sap-
pho’s fragment 31. The same subterfuge which we have
called an “erotic ruse” in novels and poems now appears
to constitute the very structure of human thinking. When
the mind reaches out to know, the space of desire opens
and a necessary fiction transpires.

It is in this space, at the point where the two principles
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of reasoning intersect, that Sokrates locates Eros. He de-
scribes “collection and division” as the activity that em-
powers him to speak and to think (Phdr. 266b). And he
alleges that he is in love with this activity:

Tovrwv 8 Eywye avros te épactis, o Paidpe, T@V
Statpéaemv kol qvvaywydy. . . .

The fact is, Phaedrus, I am myself a lover [erastés] of
these divisions and collections. (Phdr. 266b; cf.
Phlb. 16b)

That is a startling thing to say. But he must have been se-
rious: he spent his life on the activity, impelled by a single
question. It was a question stirred up in him by the Pythia
at Delphi when she, according to the well-known story
recounted in Plato’s Apology, pronounced Sokrates to be
the wisest of men. The pronouncement troubled So-
krates. After some considerable research and reflection,
however, he came to a conclusion about what the oracle
meant:

Eotka YoV TOUTOV YE OUIKPR TWL OQUTY TOUTQ
godwTepos eivar, 6Tt & um olda ovdE olouar e&i-
oévau.

In this one small thing at least it seems I am wiser—
that I do not think I know what I do not
know. (Ap.21d)

A power to see the difference between what is known
and what is unknown constitutes Sokrates” wisdom and
motivated his searching life. The activity of reaching out
for that difference is one with which he admits he is in
love.

From the testimony of lovers like Sokrates or Sappho
we can construct what it would be like to live in a city of
no desire. Both the philosopher and the poet find them-
selves describing Eros in images of wings and metaphors
of flying, for desire is a movement that carries yearning
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hearts from over here to over there, launching the mind
on a story. In the city without desire such flights are uni-
maginable. Wings are kept clipped. The known and the
unknown learn to align themselves one behind the other
so that, provided you are positioned at the proper angle,
they seem to be one and the same. If there were a visible
difference, you might find it hard to say so, for the useful
verb mnaomai will have come to mean ‘a fact is a fact”’
To reach for something else than the facts will carry you
beyond this city and perhaps, as for Sokrates, beyond
this world. It is a high-risk proposition, as Sokrates saw
quite clearly, to reach for the difference between known
and unknown. He thought the risk worthwhile, because
he was in love with the wooing itself. And who is not?
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