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Abstract
This note proposes a reading of Sappho fragment 31 (Voigt) based on a reassessment of its deictic structure and color semantics, and offers a reconstruction of the poem’s continuation grounded in the transmitted opening of its fifth stanza and in Catullus 51. Four claims organize the reading: that the distal demonstrative κῆνος points not to a present rival but to a future reader, the one who will sit face-to-face (ἐνάντιος) with the inscribed text; that the second-person addressee is the poem itself — the speaker’s archived self, seen in the act of being read; that the somatic catalogue traces not jealous collapse but a staged media transition, the withdrawal of embodied presence until only the inscribable remains; and that χλωροτέρα ποίας figures the speaker’s transformation into the papyrus substrate, the χλωρός spectrum running from living green to the pale gray of the prepared writing surface. On this reading the poem’s transmitted ending is not a truncation but a threshold, and the fifth-stanza position — of which Longinus preserves the opening line — carries a determinate logic of completion. The reconstruction offered here recovers that completion by a double constraint: the grammar inscribed in the transmitted opening, and the inversion of the operator Catullus 51’s fourth stanza applies to the material at Sappho’s fifth-stanza position. The two derivations converge. Fragment 31 emerges as the founding text of lyric self-archiving, and Catullus 51 not as imitation but as instantiation: Catullus is κῆνος, the future reader the poem anticipated.
I. The Frame of Appearing
The poem is framed by two appearances. It opens with φαίνεταί μοι — “he appears to me” — and its transmitted text closes, sixteen lines later, with φαίνομ᾽ ἔμ᾽ αὔτᾳ — “I appear to myself.”[footnoteRef:21] Between the two verbs of appearing, a body comes apart in careful order. The framing is not ornamental. It announces that the poem’s subject is appearance itself: who appears, to whom, in what medium, and at what cost to the one who appears. [21:  The text of Sappho 31 is cited from Voigt 1971; cf. Lobel and Page 1955; Campbell 1982. Line numbers follow the transmitted sequence in [Longinus], Subl. 10.2–3.] 

φαίνεταί μοι κῆνος ἴσος θέοισιν ἔμμεν᾽ ὤνηρ, ὄττις ἐνάντιός τοι ἰσδάνει καὶ πλάσιον ἆδυ φωνεί- σας ὐπακούει
The first word of the second line of this opening deserves more weight than the interpretive tradition has given it. κῆνος is the distal demonstrative: that man, the one over there, the one pointed to at a distance.[footnoteRef:22] The jealousy reading, dominant since Wilamowitz, must treat the distal deixis as dramatically proximate — the rival is in the room, seated across from the beloved, close enough to hear her voice and laughter.[footnoteRef:23] But the poem’s own grammar holds him at deictic arm’s length. He is that one, not this one. The tension between distal pointing and intimate proximity (ἐνάντιος, πλάσιον) is the first datum a reading must explain rather than explain away. [22:  On the demonstrative force see the standard grammars; the distal/proximal contrast is not disputed. What is disputed is only whether the poem’s drama neutralizes it.]  [23:  Wilamowitz 1913 remains the fountainhead of the jealousy reading; for the reception of the question see Page 1955, 19–33.] 

The explanation proposed here: κῆνος points out of the dramatic scene entirely, because the poem is not staging a dramatic scene. In a poem designed for inscription — and the sections that follow argue that Fragment 31 is precisely that — “that man there” need not be present in any room. He may be present only in the scene of reading. The one who sits face-to-face (ἐνάντιος) with the speaker, close to her voice, listening — this is the posture of a reader before a text. He is “equal to the gods” (ἴσος θέοισιν) because he achieves what should be impossible: presence with the dead. The gods converse across the mortality line; so does the reader of an inscribed voice. κῆνος is the future reader, and the poem’s first gesture is to point at him across the distance that only inscription crosses.
II. The Addressee as Archived Self
If κῆνος is the future reader, the second person requires reidentification as well. The τοι of line 2 and the σ᾽ of line 7 have been taken, on the jealousy reading, as a beloved woman whose presence with the rival wounds the speaker. But the poem never describes her. She has a voice (φωνείσας) and a laugh (γελαίσας ἰμέροεν); she has no face, no body, no name, no history. She is pure audibility — which is to say, she is what a lyric poem is.
The proposal: the addressee is the poem itself — the speaker as inscribed, Sappho-as-text. The speaker addresses her own archived self, and what she witnesses in the opening stanza is the scene of her own future reception: the reader (κῆνος) seated before the inscribed voice (τοι), listening. The physiological catastrophe that follows is triggered by this projection. She sees herself being read — sees, that is, the condition of her own survival, which is also the condition of her own absence — and the body registers what the imagination has grasped.
This identification resolves a second standing difficulty. τὸ… ἐπτόαισεν in lines 5–6 — “this sets my heart fluttering in my breast” — has always required the commentators to specify what, exactly, the this is: the man? the woman? the sight of them together? On the present reading the referent is exact: the whole projected scene of reception, the vision of the inscribed self being received by the future reader. What terrifies and exalts the speaker is not a rival’s success. It is the sight of her own transmission.
III. The Somatic Catalogue as Media Transition
The catalogue of bodily failures in stanzas two through four is the most discussed passage in archaic lyric, and the discussion has largely concerned its medical or erotic verisimilitude.[footnoteRef:26] What has gone unremarked is its order. The failures are sequenced, and the sequence is not the order of erotic overwhelm. It is the order of a media transition. [26:  For the range of positions — anxiety attack, love-declaration, performative wedding context — see the survey in Page 1955 and, on the symptom tradition, West 1970.] 

The voice fails first: φώναισ᾽ οὐδ᾽ ἒν ἔτ᾽ εἴκει, “no speaking is left to me.” Then the instrument of speech itself: ἀλλ᾽ ἄκαν μὲν γλῶσσα ἔαγε, “my tongue has broken.”[footnoteRef:27] Then the flesh becomes a surface under fire (λέπτον δ᾽ αὔτικα χρῶι πῦρ ὐπαδεδρόμηκεν); then the eyes go dark (ὀππάτεσσι δ᾽ οὐδ᾽ ἒν ὄρημμ᾽); then hearing hums and closes (ἐπιρρόμβεισι δ᾽ ἄκουαι); then cold sweat, then trembling seizes the whole (παῖσαν ἄγρει). Speech, tongue, skin, sight, hearing, motor control: the sequence is the staged withdrawal of everything that constitutes embodied presence. Each channel of live performance is closed in turn. What remains, when voice and eyes and ears and motion have been subtracted, is the one thing the catalogue never touches: the inscribable. [27:  On the broken tongue and the thematics of silence across both poems, O’Higgins 1990.] 

Read this way, the catalogue is not a symptom list. It is a decommissioning — the systematic shutdown of the performing body, executed by the poem upon its own speaker, so that the voice can pass from one medium to another. Speech fails so that inscription can begin. The tongue breaks first because the tongue is what writing replaces.
IV. χλωρός and the Papyrus Substrate
The transition has a color, and the color is the poem’s most precise technical statement. χλωροτέρα δὲ ποίας ἔμμι: “I am greener-paler than grass.” The comparison has embarrassed the literal-minded — West called “greener than grass” absurd — and the standard solution has been to bleach χλωρός into mere pallor.[footnoteRef:29] But Renehan’s study of the word, in this journal, established what the bleaching discards: χλωρός names a spectrum, not a point — from the fresh green of living vegetation through yellow-green to the pale gray-green of vegetation dried and cut.[footnoteRef:30] The spectrum is exact for one object in the archaic Greek world: papyrus, green as a living plant, pale gray-green as a prepared writing surface.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  West 1970, 314, on the absurdity of “greener than grass” taken literally.]  [30:  Renehan 1976.]  [31:  On papyrus preparation and the color of the finished surface, Turner 1968.] 

The speaker is not turning pale like a jealous lover. She is turning the color of the writing surface. χλωροτέρα ποίας is the somatic catalogue’s destination named as a hue: the body, its performing channels closed one by one, arrives at the color of the substrate that will carry the voice when the body cannot. The grass comparison is not approximate; ποία, cut and dried, is the color of the sheet. The body becomes the book.
And then the transmitted text’s final clause completes the transfer: τεθνάκην δ᾽ ὀλίγω ᾽πιδεύης / φαίνομ᾽ ἔμ᾽ αὔτᾳ — “and little short of dead / I appear to myself.” The verb of the poem’s first line returns with the speaker now occupying both of its positions. She appears; she is appeared-to. She has split into the one who is seen and the one who sees — which is the structure of inscription. To write oneself is to become both the I who writes and the I who will be read.[footnoteRef:32] The fourth stanza is not a collapse. It is the completed preparation of the substrate, self-witnessed. [32:  For reading in archaic Greece as the completion of an inscribed utterance by a later voice — the reader lending body to the writing — see Svenbro 1993; for the lyric-theoretical frame of Sappho’s afterlives, Prins 1999.] 

V. The Fifth-Stanza Position
V.1 The Transmission
The material facts are compact and worth stating exactly, because the reading of the poem’s ending depends on them. Sappho 31 is transmitted solely by [Longinus], On the Sublime 10.2–3, quoted there as the exemplar of sublime selection; the manuscript source is Codex Parisinus Graecus 2036 (tenth or eleventh century) with its apographs.[footnoteRef:34] No independent papyrus witness reaches the poem’s continuation: nothing from Oxyrhynchus or any published find supplies what follows the fourth stanza. And — the point on which the older literature, including an earlier version of this argument, has been imprecise — Longinus’s quotation does not stop at the fourth stanza’s end. It continues into the opening of a fifth: [34:  [Longinus], De sublimitate 10.2–3, ed. Roberts 1907. On the manuscript tradition (Parisinus gr. 2036 and apographs) see Roberts’s introduction.] 

ἀλλὰ πᾶν τολματόν, ἐπεὶ καὶ πένητα
after which the treatise’s own analytical voice resumes (οὐ θαυμάζεις…). The hanging line is not preserved in a separate testimonium; it stands inside the quotation itself. The break is in Longinus’s citation, not in Sappho’s poem: it marks the boundary of his rhetorical purpose, not the poem’s end.[footnoteRef:35] Since Longinus preserves four complete Sapphic stanzas plus this opening, any reconstruction of the continuation occupies the fifth textual position in the transmitted sequence. The reconstruction offered below is cited accordingly as Sappho 31.5. [35:  The accentuation τολματόν follows Roberts’s text. That Longinus’s cutoff registers his own rhetorical closure rather than the poem’s end is argued by D’Angour 2006; the treatise resumes its analysis mid-construction.] 

Two centuries of editorial and anthological practice have handled the hanging line variously — printed in apparatus, obelized, reduced, or, at the popular surface, omitted outright — with the result that the reading public has widely received “Sappho 31” as a four-stanza poem ending at φαίνομ᾽ ἔμ᾽ αὔτᾳ.[footnoteRef:36] That four-stanza poem is a reception artifact. The transmitted object ends in an opening. [36:  Mendelsohn 2015 registers the popular four-stanza Sappho as the form in which general readers receive the poem. Scholarly editions preserve the opening, variously placed between body text and apparatus.] 

V.2 The Hanging Line’s Inscribed Constraints
The transmitted opening is one line and a phrase, ending in a crux (the text after πένητα is disturbed). It is nonetheless dense with constraint. Three grammatical elements each bind the field of possible completions.
ἀλλά. An adversative particle — not continuative καί, not resumptive δέ. Whatever the fourth stanza’s threshold reached — the near-death of φαίνομ᾽ ἔμ᾽ αὔτᾳ — the fifth stanza opens by turning against it, not completing it.
πᾶν τολματόν. The verbal adjective in -τος makes the daring a property of the object, not a state of the subject, and πᾶν makes the claim total: the register shifts in two words from the experiential to the gnomic. Whether the sense is “endurable” or “venturable,” the universalizing function is the same.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  On the verbal adjective and the sense of τολματόν, D’Angour 2006, 298–299, with earlier literature.] 

ἐπεὶ καί. The comparative connector: “since even —.” The construction is a fortiori, and it commits the completion to a specific rhetorical shape: a comparandum whose character makes the universal claim vivid through the logic of even this. The transmitted πένητα, whatever the following crux proves to be, points the comparandum low: even the poor man.
The three elements together narrow the completion tightly. It must be an adversative turn out of the near-death threshold, executed as a universal gnomic claim, illustrated by an even-this comparison anchored at the low case. Any competent reader of Greek who arrives at the hanging line meets the same requirements. The space of admissible completions is small — and that fact is itself the poem’s final compositional act, as section VI will argue.
V.3 The Catullan Witness
The second constraint on the completion comes from the one ancient reader whose response survives entire. Catullus 51 stands to Sappho 31 in three distinct relationships, and the distinctions matter because they have opposite consequences for reconstruction.
Catullus’s first stanza (ille mi par esse deo videtur…) is a close translation of Sappho’s first. His second and third stanzas are not close translations of Sappho’s second and third; they are a three-to-two compression of Sappho’s second, third, and fourth together — some symptoms carried over (tongue, fire under the skin, ringing ears, darkened eyes), others compressed away (the tremor, the sweat, χλωροτέρα ποίας, the near-quality of the death).[footnoteRef:40] Compression of this kind is lossy: Sappho’s middle stanzas could not be recovered from Catullus alone, because the information about their separateness is gone. [40:  The classic comparison is Lattimore 1944; on Catullus’s selective handling of the symptom catalogue, see also Wiseman 1985.] 

His fourth stanza is a different operation entirely:
otium, Catulle, tibi molestum est: otio exsultas nimiumque gestis: otium et reges prius et beatas perdidit urbes.
The dominant reading takes this as Catullus’s own material — a Roman moralizing coda, an ethical addendum, a break with the Sapphic source.[footnoteRef:41] But set the stanza against the hanging line’s three constraints and the resemblance is too structured to be substitution. The stanza executes an adversative turn (the pivot of self-address, out of the erotic catalogue into another order of claim); a universalizing gnomic move (otium as general condition, not personal sensation); and an even-these comparative illustration (et reges… et beatas urbes — even kings, even prosperous cities). The functional shape of all three constraints is present. What has changed is the direction of every element. Sappho’s turn was toward endurance; Catullus’s is toward destruction. Sappho’s universal was durability (all can be dared); Catullus’s is vulnerability (leisure destroys). Sappho’s comparandum sat low (even the poor man endures); Catullus’s sits high (even kings and cities fall). [41:  For the coda as Roman moralizing addendum, see the literature reviewed in Wiseman 1985; the reading goes back through the commentary tradition.] 

Call the operation what it is: functional reversal within preserved structure. Every constraint the hanging line inscribes survives in Catullus’s stanza as functional shape, with its polarity flipped. And an operation of this kind — unlike the lossy compression of the middle stanzas — is invertible. That is the diagnostic point: if Catullus’s fourth stanza were compression, reconstruction from it would be foreclosed; that reconstruction is possible at all is evidence the transform preserves its witness. The stanza does not replace what stood at Sappho’s fifth position. It carries it, reversed.
V.4 The Reconstruction
Run the operator backward. Preserve the functional shape of Catullus’s three elements; restore each direction. The adversative turn, restored, affirms endurance rather than destruction. The universal, restored, claims that all things are dareable. The comparison, restored, illustrates from the low case — which is where the transmitted line’s own πένητα already stands. And restore one further reversal that the Latin surface performs on the Greek: where Catullus’s stanza expels the goddess (otium does the destroying; no divinity appears), the Sapphic register requires her. The power that the completion universalizes is Kypris’s — and Sappho’s habit of apostrophizing her goddess, on occasion at the head of a final stanza, supplies the restored address.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  On Sappho’s apostrophes to her goddess, and for the restoration of an address to Kypris at the head of the final stanza, D’Angour 2006, 299–300 — a proposal the present argument adopts in placement while disputing in polarity (below).] 

Two independent derivations — the hanging line’s inscribed grammar, and the inverse of Catullus’s operator — converge on one completion-shape: an adversative turn to a universal claim of endurance, grounded in Kypris’s power over high and low alike, closing in the poem’s own performed act. The reconstruction:
ἀλλὰ πᾶν τολματόν· ἐπεί σε, Κύπρι, καὶ πένητα καὶ βασιλῆα σώζεις· καὶ πόλιν ὀλίγαν ὑπερέχεις ἄτας· μολπὰ γράμμασι ζώοι.
But all must be dared. Since you, Kypris, save beggar and king alike, and lift even the small city beyond ruin — let this song survive in script.
The stanza satisfies both derivations at every point. The ἀλλά-turn answers the fourth stanza’s threshold. πᾶν τολματόν stands as transmitted. The ἐπεὶ καί construction receives its comparanda — beggar and king, the low case leading — under the restored apostrophe to Kypris. The third line extends the comparison to the civic scale that Catullus’s urbes preserves in reverse (his prosperous cities fall; her small city is lifted beyond ruin, ὑπερέχεις ἄτας). And the Adonic clausula performs the poem’s whole argument in four words: μολπὰ γράμμασι ζώοι, “let the song live in letters” — aorist optative, the grammatical form of hope: the action conceived as complete, not asserted as fact.[footnoteRef:44] The poem that has spent four stanzas turning its speaker into a writing surface ends by praying for exactly what its transmission history delivered. [44:  The aorist optative of wish: the action viewed as a completed whole, held in the mood of prayer rather than assertion.] 

On the polarity of the second line a genuine disagreement with the existing scholarship should be marked. D’Angour, who anticipated the method here — supplying Sappho’s coda by working back from Catullus into Greek — restored the stanza with Kypris subduing nobleman and beggar alike: love’s universal sway as universal conquest.[footnoteRef:45] That restoration carries Catullus’s destructive polarity back into Sappho unreversed. The operator analysis of V.3 tells against it: Catullus’s stanza is a reversal, so its inverse must flip the polarity, not retain it. The completion the hanging line invites is not that Kypris conquers all but that, because Kypris holds all — beggar and king, small city and great — all can be dared, and the song can ask to live. σώζεις, not δάμνα. The goddess of the completion preserves; it is her Roman inverter who made the power purely ruinous. [45:  D’Angour 2006, 300: “all can be borne, since you, Kupris, would subdue nobleman and beggar in equal measure.”] 

V.5 The Warrant
What kind of claim is the reconstruction? Not a documentary one. No papyrus is predicted, and none is required. The warrant is structural, of the kind interpretive philology has long recognized: Parry’s oral-formulaic theory required no papyrological confirmation, only that the existing text make better sense under it.[footnoteRef:47] The reconstruction stands on the convergence of two derivations from evidence we possess — the transmitted line’s grammar and the transmitted Catullan response — and it is to be judged by explanatory yield: whether the tradition around the poem becomes more coherent with it than without it. [47:  Parry 1971. The methodological point — that a reconstruction’s warrant can be explanatory rather than documentary — is general.] 

The claim should also be bounded. It is not asserted that Sappho’s autograph continuation matched this stanza; the poet may have completed the opening otherwise, or — a possibility the transmitted shape itself suggests — the opening may have functioned as a composed threshold whose completion belonged to the receiver. It is not denied that a fully written fifth stanza may have been lost in transmission. Nor is uniqueness claimed for this completion: the constraints narrow the field to a small neighborhood, of which the stanza above is one disciplined occupant, and D’Angour’s is a rival occupant whose polarity the present argument disputes. What is claimed is exact: this is the completion that the hanging line’s inscribed grammar demands and that the inversion of Catullus’s operator independently produces, and the convergence of those two constraints is the strongest warrant the surviving evidence affords.
VI. The Circuit: Catullus as κῆνος
The reading now closes on itself. Section I proposed that κῆνος points to the future reader — the one who will sit face-to-face with the inscribed voice and, by reading, achieve presence with the dead. Sections III and IV traced the speaker’s self-conversion into the surface that makes such reading possible. Section V found, at the poem’s transmitted edge, an opening whose grammar demands completion by whoever arrives.
Catullus arrived. He sat ἐνάντιος to the inscribed voice, six centuries downstream; he received the transmission; and he did what the opening’s grammar demands of its receiver — he completed it, in his own direction, folding his completion into the reversal his fourth stanza performs. Catullus 51 is not imitation. It is instantiation: Catullus is κῆνος, the future reader the poem anticipated, and his poem is the documentary record of the reception Fragment 31 was engineered to elicit. That his stanza reverses the completion rather than transcribing it is not a failure of fidelity. It is the signature of a reader responding to an invitation rather than copying a text — and it is what made the completion recoverable, twenty centuries further on, by inverting his reversal.
The circuit the poem constructs therefore completes in every reading, and the reception history is its running record. The four-stanza “Sappho 31” of the anthologies — the poem cut at φαίνομ᾽ ἔμ᾽ αὔτᾳ, its transmitted opening silently dropped — is one more entry in that record: a reception that closed what the source leaves open.[footnoteRef:50] The present note is another: a reception that reads the opening as open, and answers. On the argument advanced here, both responses are what the poem was built to elicit. Its last transmitted word before the crux is πένητα — the poor man, the least likely survivor — and its reconstructed last word is ζώοι: let it live. The prayer was answered. It is being read now. [50:  Mendelsohn 2015.] 

VII. Conclusion
Fragment 31 emerges from this reading as the foundational text of lyric self-archiving: a poem about how a voice outlasts the body that speaks it, executed as the staged conversion of that body into the medium of its survival. The distal κῆνος, the faceless addressee, the ordered somatic shutdown, the papyrus-colored skin, the self-witnessed appearing, the transmitted opening that demands completion — each element serves the single design, and the design is confirmed by its first surviving output: a Roman reader who took the invitation, completed it, reversed his completion, and thereby preserved it for recovery. The reconstruction offered here — Sappho 31.5, recovered through Catullus 51.4 — is proposed as that recovery: not the poet’s lost autograph, but the completion her poem’s own grammar inscribes, carried across the gap by the one instrument the poem trusted. γράμμασι: in letters.
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