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ABSTRACT 

Throughout antiquity, the Lesbian poet Sappho (c. 612-570 BCE) was renowned for her 

exceptional talents as a lyric poet.  However, Sappho's popularity dissipated after the fall 

of the Roman Empire, and it only slightly regained popularity towards the end of the 

Italian Renaissance.  It was not until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in France 

that Sappho truly reestablished her position as a prominent creative figure. Sappho's 

popularity as a subject in the visual arts became especially important between the years 

of 1775-1846.  The first part of this thesis examines Sappho's creative reputation 

throughout classical antiquity, and how women painters between the years of 1775-1808 

identified with Sappho as a creative genius.  The second part of this thesis examines how 

French history painters from 1791-1846 transformed Sappho from a creative genius into 

a creatively incapacitated figure- a shift that proved vital for how her reputation would 

develop over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

_________________________________

Professor Malena Carrasco

Division of Humanities 
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Introduction

I first knew that I wanted to write my thesis on some issue regarding gender in the 

eighteenth century when doing research on the artist Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun (1755-

1842).  While reading Mary D. Sheriff's book, The Exceptional Woman: Elisabeth Vigée-

Lebrun and the Cultural Politics of Art (1996), I became endlessly fascinated by the 

often absurd misogynistic theories, and the resulting hierarchies, that dominated 

Enlightenment views on art, specifically in France.   Moreover, I became intrigued by 

how women artists during this time both identified with and expressed their artistic worth 

within a society that worshiped masculinity.  When doing further research in Mary D. 

Sheriff's, Moved by Love: Inspired Artists and Deviant Women in Eighteenth-Century 

France (2004), I came across a fact that I found absolutely startling: the Greek poet 

Sappho was considered an exemplar of female creativity during the eighteenth century.  

This struck me as particularly odd, given that by today's understanding she is known 

foremost for being the primordial "lesbian," and secondly for her poetry.  In attempts to 

shed light on this dramatic transformation in representation, I discovered that Sappho was  

considered a heterosexual until the end of the nineteenth century.  Even more interesting, 

I found that Sappho did not become a popular subject for painting until 1775, but when 

she did, there was a veritable Sapphomania that occurred. 

 Judith Stein writes about the iconography produced during this period in her 

doctoral dissertation, The Iconography of Sappho, 1775-1875 (1981).  However, while 

serving as a wonderful foundation for Sappho's sudden presence in art, her discussions of 
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pieces are are often brief, and much of her research has become out of date.  When 

comparing the images found in Stein's dissertation against the feminist perspectives of 

eighteenth-century critical theory provided by Mary D. Sheriff's in her books The 

Exceptional Woman and Moved by Love, I noticed an interesting trend.  Beginning in 

1775, it seemed as though women portrayed Sappho far more favorably than did male 

artists.  Whereas female artists always painted Sappho as talented, inspired, and engaged 

in the process of composing poetry, men depicted her as either comparably inactive, 

melancholic, or committing suicide.  In attempts to understand this trend better, I read 

Joan DeJean's Fictions of Sappho 1546-1937 (1989), which provides a history and 

analysis of Sappho's presence in literature.  Quite appropriately, given that she was 

renowned for her poetry, Sappho's portrayals in painting reflected her regard within 

literature.  Furthermore, it is from the years of 1775-1846 that paintings of Sappho first 

showed her transformation from a creative genius into an erotic figure.  Therefore, the 

idea for my thesis stemmed from a desire to provide a synthesis of the information found 

in Stein's The Iconography of Sappho, Mary D. Sheriff's Moved by Love, and DeJean's 

Fictions of Sappho, in order to explore how Sappho's reputation came to hinge more on 

the personal details of her life, rather than on her exceptional literary genius.  

In my first chapter, I discuss Sappho's representation during antiquity, and some 

of the earliest examples of her visual representation.   During her lifetime, and throughout 

most of classical antiquity, Sappho was venerated as one of Greece's greatest literary 

geniuses, a fact that is reflected in her earliest depictions.  However, despite her acclaim 

in classical antiquity, Sappho's popularity dissipated after the fall of the Roman Empire.  
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Reappearing during the Renaissance, Sappho is most famously included in Raphael's The 

Parnassus (1508-1511).  Importantly, Raphael ignored unflattering Renaissance opinions 

of Sappho, and honored her as one of the foremost figures in his compilation of 

celebrated poets.   During the sixteenth century, French scholars began translating 

Sappho's poetry along with the works of other famous lyric poets from antiquity.  

However, these scholars assumed Sappho was a heterosexual, and they translated her 

poetry accordingly.

Within my second chapter, I discuss Sappho's presence in literature throughout the 

seventeenth century, and examine how it affected the ways in which women artists 

identified with her.  By the beginning of the eighteenth century, scholars began 

publishing Sappho's poems independently from other lyric poets, and, more importantly, 

included biographies of her life.  However, these biographies were often scantly based in 

fact, and resulted in making blatant assertions that Sappho was a heterosexual.  Because 

Sappho was no longer associated with deviant sexuality, women could thus identify with 

her creative genius.  Manifesting in a sudden flux of allegorical paintings that 

incorporated either Sappho or her attributes from 1775-1808, women of the eighteenth 

century aspired to visually associate themselves with the classical exemplar of feminine 

genius. 

Within my third chapter, I discuss the creative decline of Sappho's reputation.   It 

was not until the politically tumultuous years surrounding the French Revolution (1789-

1799) that male painters began to take a vested interest in the subject of Sappho.  

However, it was not Sappho's creativity, but rather her leap from the Leucadian cliff that 
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dominated the major works from 1791 to 1811.  All of these paintings were executed by 

male artists involved with the Napoleonic regime, and are most likely reflective of the 

political views of their respective artists.  Furthermore, it was likely these hysterical 

portrayals of Sappho that stripped her of her creative talents, and allowed painters to 

conceive her primarily as an erotic figure by 1846.  
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Chapter 1

From Alexandria's Ashes to Raphael's Parnassus: An Overview of Sappho as a 

Cultural Figure from Antiquity Throughout the Renaissance

Since antiquity, artists and authors alike have taken a distinct interest in the Greek 

poetess, Sappho (c. 630/612-570 BCE).  Most commonly recognized today as an 

iconoclastic feminist figure,  Sappho's evolution into this role did not begin until the 

eighteenth century in France.  During her lifetime, and throughout most of classical 

antiquity, Sappho was venerated as one of Greece's greatest literary geniuses.  Known for 

her erotic lyric poetry, Sappho freely wrote about her homosexual desires.  Her poetry 

remained extremely popular until 48 BCE, when her nine volumes of lyric verse were 

reduced to mere fragments in the fire that consumed the Library at Alexandria.1  While 

scholars made efforts to actively copy and conserve the remainder of Sappho's oeuvre 

through the beginning of the Middle Ages, by the twelfth century, a steadily waning 

academic interest in her works resulted in Sappho all but disappearing from history.  It 

was not until the Renaissance, when fragments of Sappho's poetry were found, that 

scholars once again took an interest in Sappho.

In 1374, the Florentine author Giovanni Boccaccio included Sappho in his 

collection of one hundred and six biographies of notable mythological and historical 

women entitled De mulieribus claris (Of Famous Women).  Even more significantly, 

Raphael included Sappho as a famous poet in his fresco, The Parnassus (1508-1511), 

1. Plutarch, "Life of Caesar," The Parallel Lives, ed. Loeb Classical Library, Vol. VII, 1919, 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Plutarch/Lives/Caesar*.html#49, (September 
2011), 49.6.

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Plutarch/Lives/Caesar*.html#49
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located in the Vatican's Camera della Segnatura.  In 1554, scholars began to publish and 

circulate translations of Sappho's poetry for the first time in history.  Most notably, 

however, these scholars assumed that Sappho was heterosexual, and mistranslated her 

poetry accordingly.  In efforts to bolster book sales, authors and editors began to 

supplement their translations with renditions of Sappho's biography.  Writers took full 

advantage of the "absence of a factual biography," and these fabricated biographies 

became increasingly more sensationalized in efforts to keep the public's attention.2  

Culminating during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the embellishment of 

Sappho's biography with various mythological, historical, and even entirely contrived 

elements became common practice for French authors.  The proclivity of French authors 

to manufacture manipulated versions of Sappho's biography not only provided authors 

the opportunity to increase their book sales, but more importantly, it allowed authors the 

opportunity to publicly present Sappho however they chose.

Sappho in Antiquity

 Sappho, "the most celebrated woman poet of antiquity," was born during the late 

seventh century BCE on the Greek isle of Lesbos.3  Spending the majority of her life 

writing lyric poetry in the municipality of Mytilene,  Sappho died sometime in the mid-

sixth century BCE.4  The only other definitive fact about Sappho's life is that she was 

2. Judith Stein,  The Iconography of Sappho 1785-1885 (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania, 1981), 
13.

3. Ibid., 10.
4. Ibid.
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exiled to Sicily between the years of 605 and 591 BCE, although it is not known why.5  

Because of this scant historical evidence, the majority of accepted knowledge 

surrounding Sappho's life has been constructed piecemeal, using excerpts of ancient texts 

and evidence posited by medieval lexicographers.  One such lexicographer, Suidas (c. 

10th century CE), suggested that Sappho was born into the affluent family of her father, 

Scamandronymus, her mother, Cleis. and three brothers, Caraxus, Larichus and 

Erigyius.6  Additionally, he posited that Sappho married a wealthy man,  Cercolas from 

Andros, and together they produced a daughter, Cleis, named after Sappho's mother.7  

However, there is no historical evidence that cites the name of Sappho's husband, nor 

where he came from.  Most likely, Suidas garnished these erroneous facts by confusing 

Athenian comedies from the fourth century BCE as fact.8

Throughout her life, Sappho enjoyed critical acclaim and recognition as one of the 

greatest lyric poets of antiquity.9  In addition to originating the Sapphic stanza, 

posthumously named for the poet, Sappho produced nine volumes of melic or "pure 

lyric" verse throughout her lifetime.10Sung with the accompaniment of a seven-stringed 

lyre, these verses consisted of both solo and choral lyrics.  Sappho's solo, or monody, 

verses were intended for only one voice, while her choral lyrics would have been 

5. J.M. Edmond, "Life of Sappho," Lyra Graeca Vol.1 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), 143.
6. Ibid., 149.
7. Ibid..
8. A.R. Burns, The Lyric Age of Greece (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1960), 232.      
9. D. A. Campbell, Greek Lyric 1: Sappho and Alcaeus (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 37.

10. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 11.
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performed with song and dance during religious and social occasions.11  Given the social 

nature of her choral verses, Sappho's popularity during her lifetime is undoubtedly owed, 

in part, to her indispensable and highly visible presence during public gatherings.  

Regardless, it is the lasting literary impact of her verses that elevated her into an 

exceptional category of creative genius. 

  Not only did Sappho's work receive overwhelming critical acclaim during her 

lifetime, but it continued to receive extraordinary praises from some of the most 

respected literary and philosophical figures throughout antiquity.  Plato (c. 424-348 

BCE) is recorded as referring to Sappho as "the tenth Muse," an immense honor 

considering that the Muses were mythological goddesses responsible for all mortal 

creative inspiration.12  Aristotle (c. 384-322 BCE) remarked that the Mytileneans honored 

her, "although she was a woman."13  Antipater (c. 397–319 BCE) proclaimed of Sappho, 

"My name is Sappho, and my songs surpass the songs of women even as Homer's the 

songs of men."14  By paralleling the creative talents of Sappho and Homer, regardless of 

the misogynistic separation of gender, Antipater was paying Sappho one of the highest 

compliments conceivable.  Furthermore, Sappho's poetry was held in such high regard 

that scholars in Hellenistic Alexandria considered her deserving for inclusion as one of 

the "nine lyric poets" of archaic Greece.15  These nine lyric poets, selected for their 

11. Ibid.
12. Edmond, "Life of Sappho," 167.
13. Ibid., 159.
14. Ibid., 168.
15. M. Davies, "Monody, Choral Lyric, and the Tyranny of the Hand-Book," Classical Quarterly NS 38 

(1988): 52.
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literary merits, were the only lyric poets from antiquity deemed worthy for critical 

analysis by ancient scholars.16  However, beyond Sappho's selection into this exclusive 

cannon, the fact that she was the only female becomes remarkable.  Amongst the other 

eight lyricists included, the only other poet who experienced a status comparable to 

Sappho's within the ancient world was Anacreon (c. 582-485 BCE).  While other lyric 

poets undoubtedly enjoyed some measure of popularity within Greek vase painting, none 

were as popular as Sappho or Anacreon.

Despite her gender, Sappho historically received a "higher poetic status in visual 

representations" than Anacreon.17  There are four extant late archaic and classical vases 

inscribed with Sappho's name, spanning a period of seventy years from about 510 to 440 

BCE.  Similarly, there are three known vases of Anacreon during this period.18  Given 

that there is only one more known vase depiction of Sappho than Anacreon, this rough 

equivalency supports the notion that the poets were equally popular throughout most of 

antiquity.  Furthermore, the fact that either poet was chosen regularly for depiction on 

vase paintings is a testament to their extraordinary literary talents.  In ancient Greece, 

lyric poetry was regarded as one of the lowest forms of creative expression, and thus vase 

portraits were generally reserved for more esteemed figures.19

When viewing these early depictions of Sappho, one must consider that 

portraiture from this time, "would have been in the [archaic] style of the kouroi and 

16. Ibid.
17. Dimitrios Yatromanolakis, “Visualizing Poetry: An Early Representation of Sappho,” Classical 

Philology, 96, no. 2,(April 2001): 160.
18. Ibid.
19. Ibid., 161.
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kourai...and so likenesses, in our sense of the word, couldn't have been transmitted to a 

later time."20  Additionally, because of the stylization used to render the figure on archaic 

Greek vases, visual attributes do not provide sufficient evidence to correctly identify 

figures, as they often overlap from figure to figure.  For instance, the attributes used to 

represent one of the Muses might be the same as those used to represent a lyric poet such 

as Sappho.  Thus, labeling inscriptions provide the only foolproof method of revealing a 

figure's true identity. 

The earliest known representation of Sappho is from an Athenian black figure 

hydria (c. 525-475 BCE)(Figure 1).  Sappho is shown playing a barbitos, an ancient 

stringed instrument related to the lyre.  Next to her there is an inscription of her name.  

The next known representation of Sappho is from a 480 BCE Attic red-figure calyx crater 

(Fig. 2).  In this depiction, Sappho holds a barbitos in her left arm and a plektron in her 

right as she performs a dance move.  Importantly, Sappho is again shown actively 

performing one of her works.  Similarly, on the 470 BCE Attic red-figure kalathos (Fig. 

3), both Sappho and her contemporary lyric poet, Alcaeus (c. 620- 6th century BCE),  are 

shown playing barbitus.  Most importantly in this representation of Sappho, she is clearly 

given an equal visual status to Alcaeus.  Both poets are shown with the same lyric 

attribute and are given equal visual prominence.  While only Alcaeus is shown actively 

strumming, Sappho is holding her barbitos and plektron as if she has momentarily 

20. G.M.A. Richter, "Greek Portraits II; To What Extent Were They Faithful Likenesses?" Collection 

Latonus, 36 (1959): 38.  
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stopped to pay attention to Alcaeus's playing.  Given that Sappho and Alcaeus both hailed 

from Mytilene, this drawing is most likely an illustration of the two performing together 

in Mytilene.  In the last known depiction of Sappho, painted on an Attic red figure hydria 

from 440-430 BCE (Fig. 4), Sappho is shown reading.  To the left, a figure holds a 

wreath over her head.  To her right, a figure extends a lyre towards her head.  The scroll 

that Sappho is reading has Greek inscriptions translated as "winged words" on the 

farthest side, and "Oh gods, I begin with a story of heroes, " on the other.  Sappho's 

esteemed status is depicted here both through the presence of attendants, and also through 

her active engagement in reading a scroll of epic poetry.  Consistent throughout all of 

these ancient portraits, Sappho is represented as a woman of active creative merit.  

Sappho not only superseded the usual expectations of lyric poets by becoming a 

popular figure for depiction on ancient vase portraiture, but her achievements became 

even more prodigious given her gender.  Sappho's exceptional creative and literary status 

becomes doubly momentous in the face of Greece's rigid, patriarchal society.  Her more 

remarkable achievements are undoubtedly, at least partially, the cause for her eventual 

prominence as a subject for popular visual representation.  By the first century BCE, 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus (c. 60-7 BCE) declared Sappho as the greatest lyric poet in 

his essay On Composition.21  During the second and third centuries CE, the towns of 

Mytilene and Eresus both chose the image of Sappho (Fig. 5), instead of Anacreon, to 

21. Stein, Iconography of Sappho, 11.
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grace their coins.22 

Quintessential Fictions and Scholarly Apathy

Notwithstanding her eventually popularity, Sappho's celebrity was not left 

unscathed.  During the fourth century BCE,  Attic comic playwrights turned Sappho into 

an object for popular ridicule.  In addition to fictionalizing the existence of her husband, 

more importantly, they posited the "mythical young boatman," Phaon, as the object of her 

unrequited passions.23  Arguably the most momentous development of Sappho's history 

within antiquity, these derisive ties to Phaon haunt Sappho's subsequent biography.  By 

the eighteenth century, Sappho's unrequited love for Phaon, in addition to her subsequent 

suicide, became the standard literary and artistic version of Sappho's biography.  

Nowhere in Sappho's lyrical verses does she mention her love for Phaon, nor is there any 

visual evidence that supports this romance.  Regardless, Sappho's desire for Phaon 

became an indispensable fixture within her historiography and the evolution of her 

representation.

The survival and avid dissemination of this false romance is predominately owed 

to the Roman poet, Ovid (c. 43 BCE- 17 CE).  Ovid's Heroides, roughly translated as 

"letters of the heroines," is a series of twenty one epistles from legendary lovers to their 

beloveds.  The fifteenth epistle, devoted to Sappho's unrequited passions for Phaon, 

22. Percy Gardner, The Journal of Hellenic Studies, Vol. 38 (Council of the Society, 1918), 10.

23. Burns, The Lyric Age, 232.  
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proved one of the most influential texts from antiquity featuring Sappho.  Used as a 

primary model for the literary characterization of Sappho in succeeding centuries, the 

recurrent popularity of Ovid's Heroides throughout history ensured the longevity of these 

myths. 

 In the fifteenth epistle, Sappho loses her muse after Phaon rejects her.  Suddenly 

unable to exercise her creative genius, Sappho seeks the counsel of a water-nymph in 

hopes of a cure.  The water-nymph urges Sappho to travel to Leucadia, where she is 

instructed to leap from a cliff into the sea.  Ovid most likely borrowed the tale of 

Sappho's journey from Mytilene to Leucadia from the fourth century BCE Attic 

comedian, Menander.24  Menander's construction of this event is likely the amalgamation 

of various mythic elements combined with "an ancient apotropaic ritual involving the 

legendary white rock and the purifying waters below."25  Ovid was not the only Roman 

poet to famously incorporate Sappho into his oevure.  The Roman poet Gaius Vallerius 

Catullus (c. 84-54 BCE) also used Sappho's poetry within his own.  In his "Ode 51," 

Catullus re-imagines Sappho's lyric fragment 31.  Employing Sapphic meter, and 

replacing the object of Sappho's desire with his alleged mistress, Lesbia, Catullus's "Ode 

51" proved influential in subsequent centuries more as a means of regenerating interest in 

the translation of Sappho's fragments.

As is evidenced through the acute Roman interest in both Sappho and her works, 

the incineration of her nine volumes of lyric verse in 48 BCE did not have an immediate 

24. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 15.
25. Ibid.
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adverse effect on her reputation as an esteemed creative figure from antiquity.  While 

Sappho's remaining fragments maintained popularity well into the Roman Empire, 

changing interests, styles, and aesthetics eventually resulted in a complete lack of interest 

in copying and preserving them.  Furthermore, Sappho's poems were written entirely in 

Aeolic Greek, a difficult dialect that eventually became outdated as Attic and Homeric 

Greek gained academic prominence.  It was not until the twelfth century CE, when 

Sappho's works were dropped from the standard curricula of major Byzantine academies, 

that Sappho's literary legacy became hopelessly obscured.26  Surprisingly, there are few 

historical clues as to the whereabouts of Sappho's works or reputation between the 

twelfth and fourteenth centuries. 

There are a few modern legends that describe Sappho's literary legacy as falling 

victim to the purposeful obliteration by scandalized church leaders, though these 

accounts are largely historically unfounded.  For instance, Pope Gregory VII, (c. 

1015/1028 –1085) is accused of allegedly destroying copies of Sappho's works.  

However, this most likely was not the case, given the strong Sapphic influence in his 

poetry.27  Modern scholars have noted that Pope Gregory VII's poem, On Human Nature,  

bears striking resemblance to Sappho's fragment 2, copying from Sappho the "quasi-

sacred grove (alsos), the wind-shaken branches, and the striking word for 'deep sleep' 

(kōma)."28  Regardless of any actual or hypothetical destruction, the next known 

26. Campbell, Greek Lyric, 50-51.
27. M. Reynolds, The Sappho Companion, New York, Palgrave (2002), 81.
28. Quintino Cataudella, "Saffo fr. 5 (5) – 6 (5) Diehl," Atene e Roma ser. 3 vol. 8 (1940), 199-200. 
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reference to Sappho is not until the fourteenth century in Florence.

The Revival of Sappho During the Renaissance

The early Renaissance proved influential for the development of Sappho's 

presence in visual culture.  In 1374, Florentine author Giovanni Boccaccio published a 

collection of one hundred and six biographies of notable mythological and historical 

women entitled De mulieribus claris (Of Famous Women).  Boccaccio explained of his 

work, "that by recounting the wicked deeds of certain women that hopefully in the mind 

of the reader it would be offset by the exhortations to virtue by other respected 

women...encourage[ing] virtue and curb[ing] vice."29

Biography XLVII in this collection is entitled, Sappho, Girl of Lesbos and Poet.  

Within his brief biography about Sappho, Boccaccio exalts Sappho's talents, proclaiming 

that her "art reached such heights that her poetry, renowned in ancient testimony, is still 

famous in our own day."30  Boccaccio goes on to recount Sappho's unrequited love for an 

unspecified young man, yet absolves Sappho of any wrongdoing in the situation.  

Instead, he blames the Muses for Sappho's misfortune by claiming, "...they were able to 

move the stones of Ogyia when Amphion played the lyre, but they were unwilling to 

soften the heart when Sappho sang."31 

29. Giovanni Boccaccio, Famous Women, ed. Virginia Brown (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2001), xii.

30. Ibid., 95.
31. Ibid., 96.
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Reflecting these sentiments, the first illustrated printing of De mulieribus claris  

in 1473 included an accompanying woodblock depicting a seated Sappho wearing 

Renaissance costume and playing a lyre as she stares forlornly towards the floor (Fig. 6).  

Strewn about the room are a few creative attributes:  a harp, a mandola, a horn, and a 

music stand that presumably supports one of her many lyric compositions.  A young man, 

presumably the one from the text, is seen through an opening to the right of Sappho's 

room, as he embraces a woman dressed in a nearly identical costume to Sappho.  While 

this representation of Sappho is undeniably forlorn, she is depicted foremost as an active 

creator.  Furthermore, the costume of Sappho may be an allusion to St. Cecilia, the 

patron saint of musicians.32  Supporting his illustration, Boccaccio's text praises Sappho's 

unparalleled poetic talents.  In fact, Sappho's creative genius is so outstanding in 

Boccacio's portrayal that even her unrequited affections become a source of creative 

inspiration.  Notwithstanding, by blaming the Muses for Sappho's romantic misfortune, 

Boccaccio implicitly expressed a number of attitudes regarding Sappho. 

In addition to absolving Sappho of blame, Boccaccio portrayed her as an 

unwitting victim who "fell prey to an intolerable pestilence."33  This becomes an 

important detail by the eighteenth century, as many French works will implicate Sappho 

for her own misfortunes. By blaming the Muses, Boccaccio was ultimately legitimizing 

the worth of Sappho's lyrical verses by suggesting that the Muses served as her creative 

32. Stein, Iconography of Sappho, 22.
33. Brown, Famous Women, 96.
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inspiration.  Although Sappho's relationship with the Muses legitimizes her creative 

reputation in some regards, their unwillingness to respond to her lyre playing could also 

be interpreted as a comment on her creative worth.  Since Boccaccio cites that the Muses 

were willing to move stones when invoked by Amphion's lyre playing, but were 

unwilling to accomplish much less for Sappho, perhaps Boccaccio is insinuating that 

Sappho's lyrical invocations are somehow inferior.  Whatever the case, images of Sappho 

during the Renaissance primarily manifested in simplistic illuminations; most popularly, 

those included with manuscripts and printed editions of Ovid's Heroides.34 

Iconographically similar to Boccaccio's contemporary Sappho, these illustrations most 

likely served as a source of inspiration for the most famous Renaissance portrayal of 

Sappho.  

   The Parnassus (1508-1511) by Raphael is a fresco in the Vatican's Camera della 

Segnatura (Fig. 7).  Situated beneath an allegorical representation of Poetry, Raphael's 

Parnassus pays homage to the famous location where the Muses frequently congregated 

in Greek mythology.35  The composition centers around Apollo, the god of music and 

poetry, who is surrounded by the Nine Muses.36  Accompanying Apollo and his Muses, 

famous poets from various time periods gather on the mount in groups roughly 

determined by their literary field.  The lyric poets, located in the bottom left, feature 

Berni, Petrarch, Corinna, and Alcaeus conversing around a tree, and Sappho, who is 

34. Stein, Iconography of Sappho, 23.  I was unable to locate any examples of these illustrations.  
35. Estelle M. Hurll, Raphael; A Collection of Fifteen Pictures and a Portrait of the Painter, (Boston 

Houghton, Mifflin and company, 1899), 61.
36. Paul F. Watson, "On a Window in Parnassus,"  Artibus et Historiae, Vol. 8 No. 16. (1987): 127.
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positioned in front of the other lyric poets on a crag.37 In one hand she holds an elaborate 

tortoiseshell lyre with an animal horn serving as the topmost portion, and in the other she 

grasps a sheet of parchment that reads “Sappho.”(Fig. 8).  Importantly, however, Sappho 

is the only lyric poet given a lyre.  Long associated with the discipline of lyric poetry, the 

lyre was considered to be an invention of Apollo, himself.38  In conjunction with her 

prominent placement, Raphael not only suggests Sappho is the most important lyric poet, 

but he further alludes to her recognition as “the tenth Muse.”39  Although Sappho's 

separation from the Muses might be reflective of the fact that there is no evidence 

indicating that Sappho ever visited Parnassus, it is more likely in reference to her 

mortality.40  Despite the fact that Raphael created parallels between Sappho and the 

Muses, the fact remains that she was a mortal woman of exceptional talent, rather than a 

goddess.  

  According to fourteenth and fifteenth century humanist thought, the term 

ingegno was used to reference the innate talent, or genius, of truly great poets and 

artists.41  Moreover,  according to the conjoined doctrines of Plato and Aristotle, those 

characterized by ingenium were affected by fits of creative furor, or frenzy, and prone to 

melancholic episodes.42  Considering that the most popular rendition of Sappho during 

the Renaissance came from Ovid's Heroides, wherein she is both a poetical genius and a 

37. D. Redig de Campos, The "Stanze" of Raphael, (Roma: Edizioni del Drago, 1963), 30.
38. Christiane L. Joost-Gaugier, Raphael's Stanza della Segnatura: meaning and invention. (Cambridge, 

UK: Cambridge University Press: 2002), 118.  
39. J.M. Edmond, “Life of Sappho,” 167.
40. Joost-Gaugier, Raphael's Stanza della Segnatura, 119.  
41. Martin Kemp, "The Super Artist as Genius: The Sixteenth Century View," Genius: The History of an 

Idea, ed. Penelope Murray. (Oxford, UK: B. Blackwell, 1989), 36.
42. Ibid., 38-39.  
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suicidal lover,  Sappho was a prototypical Renaissance genius never without "some touch 

of insanity.”43  Importantly, however, Raphael avoided depicting Sappho as a 

melancholic figure.  Instead, he emphasized the magnitude of her talents by not only 

compositionally setting her apart, but also labeling her and giving her a lyre.  This is 

especially important considering that Renaissance artists thought melancholic states 

affected men and women quite differently.  

These prejudices against creative women are blatantly revealed within the 1550 

publication of the Vite, written by the Renaissance critic, painter, and architect, Giogio 

Vasari (1511-1574).  Within the Vite, Vasari provides a critical commentary on the 

exceptionally accomplished Bolognese sculptor, Properzia De'Rossi.  Most importantly, 

in his commentary, he makes continued parallels between the scultrice and Sappho.44  

Vassari explained that both women fell victim to a type of melancholia that is best 

described as a sort of debilitating lovesickness.  Exclusive to women, this version of 

melancholy is typified by a creative woman's inability to gain control over her erotic 

emotions, and more importantly, an inability to create.45  

By contrast, according to Marsillio Ficino, homo melancholis a type of 

melancholy innately experienced by men, allowed the melancholic male to become 

“reunified with his higher self.”46  Furthermore, homo melancholis was a state considered 

43. Ibid., 38.
44. Fredrika Herman Jacobs, Defining the Renaissance Virtuosa: Women Artists and the Language of Art 

History and Criticism. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 66.
45. Ibid., 72.
46. Ibid., 77. 
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physiologically dangerous for women.  As explained by the sixteenth-century physician 

John Weyer, “[Women] are cruelly used and violently disturbed by it, for melancholia 

being more opposed to their temperament, it removes them further from their natural 

constitution.”47  So, not only was the creative woman predisposed to becoming rendered 

useless from melancholic fits of erotic desire, but further, she was excluded from gaining 

any benefits from transcendental bouts of homo melancholis, as these, too, were 

considered detrimental.  

Looking back at Raphael's depiction of Sappho within the Parnassus fresco, it is 

clear that Raphael viewed Sappho as an exception to the Renaissance understanding of a 

creative woman.  Not only was she given one of the most prominent locations in a 

composition that includes many creative men, but she is furthermore compared to the 

Muses, and shows no negative symptoms associated with melancholy.  Raphael did not 

exclude Sappho from experiencing inspirational states of homo melancholis, but rather 

honored her talents above those of men.  This becomes especially evident when 

comparing Raphael's portrayal of Sappho to two of the most famous Renaissance 

portraits of melancholy.  Both Albrecht Dürer's Melancolia 1 (1514) (Fig. 9), and 

Raphael's own despondent painting of Michelangelo, within The School of Athens (1509-

1510) (Fig.10), show clear iconographic differences from Raphael's Sappho.  In Dürer's 

figure, the brooding, winged personification of genius rests her head in her hand as she 

stares despondently into the distance.  Surrounded by a number of intellectual and 

creative attributes, Melancholia is portrayed as the discontented state of the genius 

47. Ibid., 79. 
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awaiting inspiration.  Similarly, Raphael's Michelangelo is shown resting his head on his 

fist as he leans his elbow on a slab of marble.  He holds a writing utensil to a piece of 

parchment, as if wanting to write, but instead he stares in the other direction waiting for 

inspiration to strike.  Raphael's Sappho, by comparison, is positioned in a considerably 

more dynamic pose.  She is not brooding, but has rather positioned herself to engage 

with the lyric poets behind her.  Although she is not actively playing her lyre nor writing 

on the parchment, it seems as though she has only momentarily taken a break to engage 

with the poets around her.  

Although she is isolated from the other lyric poets, this was most likely a 

compositional concern, rather than an indicator of melancholy.  When viewing an 

engraving of The Parnassus, executed by Marcantonio Raimondi after a drawing by 

Raphael (Fig. 11), it is clear to see that Raphael had no intentions of expressing Sappho 

as a melancholic figure. In this composition, Sappho is standing up and seems even more 

engaged with the other poets than in the final composition.  This suggests that Raphael's 

decision to change his portrayal of Sappho was primarily an aesthetic one, and not a 

decision intended to isolate her.  Quite the contrary, it seems as if his decision was 

intended to honor the poet. 

The Early Literary Construction of a French Sappho

Literarily speaking, Sappho was regarded as a literary genius from antiquity 

throughout the sixteenth century, although vast liberties were taken when translating her 
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poems.  In 1554, classical French scholar and printer, Henri Estienne (c 1531-1598), 

published Sappho's works for the first time. Estienne published an untranslated version of 

fragment 1, better known as the "Hymn to Aphrodite,"  as an afterthought in his 1554 

Greek-Latin edition of Anacreon's verses. Within her "Hymn to Aphrodite," an 

unidentified speaker calls upon Aphrodite for help winning the affections of a reluctant 

lover.  When Aphrodite responds, the identity of the speaker is revealed as Sappho.  

Aphrodite then assures Sappho that her lover will eventually reciprocate her desires.

 These early publications of Sappho's "Hymn to Aphrodite" are extremely 

important for a multitude of reasons.  To begin, fragment 1 is the only one of Sappho's 

remaining poems in which she identifies herself through an internal signature as the 

narrator.48  For the next two centuries, translators and authors will actively manipulate the 

identity of the ambiguous speaker in fragment 1 in attempts to both associate themselves 

with Sappho's genius, as well as obscure the homoerotic implications of her desires.  

Furthermore, within this verse, Sappho avows her unrequited longing for a lover of 

ambiguous gender in lines 23-24.49   Although the ambiguous gender of this figure was 

always presumed male by Renaissance translators, by the seventeenth century, classical 

scholars realized that the gender of the narrator's desired lover is irrefutably female. This 

becomes extremely important as translators continue to deliberately portray Sappho as 

heterosexual, despite possessing knowledge about this incorrect translation. 

48. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 30.
49. Ibid.
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Despite Estienne's inclusion of Sappho's "Hymn to Aphrodite" in his first edition 

of Anacreon's works in 1554, fragment 1 remained largely unpopular until the late 

seventeenth century.  Within his second edition of Anacreon's works, published in 1556, 

Estienne includes Sappho's fragment 31, in addition to "Hymn to Aphrodite."  

Interestingly, Estienne chose to follow Sappho's fragment 31 with Ode 51, a classical 

revision of fragment 31 written by the infinitely more popular Catullus.50  This is 

arguably the most important literary development of the sixteenth century concerning the 

popularity of Sappho as a subject of cultural interest.  By following Sappho's fragment 31 

with Catullus' revision, Estienne unwittingly provided the necessary sparks of intrigue to 

sustain Sappho as a figure of cultural prominence for the next four centuries.  Later, in 

1556, the French scholar, Rémi Belleau, provided the first French translation of Sappho's 

writing.  Using Estienne's Greek text as a source, Belleau included a French translation of 

Sappho's fragment 31 as an appendix to his Odes d'Anacréon.  While the translation itself 

arguably undermines Sappho's creative prowess, Belleau's translation proved culturally 

indispensable.  Most sixteenth-century poems allegedly inspired by Sappho's fragment 31 

were, in actuality, based upon Catullus' revision, Ode 51.  Belleau's translation uses 

Sappho's original text, which results in the unintentional preservation of the poem's 

intended "erotic geometry."51 This becomes important when considering that Catullus' 

revision stifles Sappho's homosexual affections by filtering them through his own 

heteronormative desires.  

50. Ibid., 33.
51. Joan DeJoan. Fictions of Sappho 1546-1937, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 35.



24

Sappho's fragment 31 is most likely either an epithalamium, a wedding poem 

written for a bride and performed as she enters her nuptial chamber, or an emkomion, a 

poem of adoration.52  Regardless, the poem begins with a female narrator remarking that, 

"either an actual man or a male phantasm...'equals the gods," given his ability to win the 

affections of a woman whom the narrator desires53  Observing the intimacy between this 

man and the woman she desires, the narrator becomes overwhelmed by the physical 

effects of distress and jealousy.  In his Ode 51, Catullus replaces the female narrator with 

himself, and names the woman of his desires, "Lesbia."  Furthermore, instead of this 

romantic rivalry inciting jealousy within the narrator, now Catullus, the competition 

merely results in Lesbia becoming more desirable.  Catullus reinforces his masculine 

entitlement by replacing the passive subjunctive mood that Sappho uses with the 

significantly more resolute indicative mood.54  Thus, Catullus transfigures the "erotic 

geometry" of fragment 31 into one that is patriarchal.  Catullus equips the narrator with 

his own masculine, "possessive gaze," able to obtain the woman of his desires, regardless 

of her wishes.55  

Throughout the sixteenth century, male authors began obsessively writing poems 

inspired by Catullus 51 in hopes of becom[ing] the next Catullus.56  While these works 

only incidentally reference Sappho, it was through their production that Sappho remains 

52. Ellen Greene, Reading Sappho: Contemporary Approaches (University of California Press, 1996), 58.
53. DeJoan, Fictions of Sappho, 35.
54. Ibid. 

55. Ibid.
56. Ibid., 37.
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a cultural fixture during the sixteenth century.  Additionally, this competitive 

phenomenon resulted in male authors vying for the unofficial copyright on Sappho's 

production.57  Using Catullus' Ode 51 as primary model, this subsequent surge of 

patriarchal Sapphic fictions resulted in the propagation of a heteronormative model of 

Sappho that became the literary norm by the end of the seventeenth century.  

Consequently, because of the removal of sapphic elements from Sappho's works during 

the sixteenth century, female authors in France were later able to more comfortably 

identify themselves with the prototypical female writer.  The first recorded female author 

who touts Sappho as an inspirational figure is Louise Labé's (c 1520-1566). Within her 

1555 Oeuvres, a collection of her poetry, Labé made direct references to both Sappho and 

the "Hymn to Aphrodite."58  Portraying Sappho as a victim of unrequited heterosexual 

affection, Labé uses her as an example of how even "'the noblest [female] spirits' are 

brought low by love's power."59  Unwittingly, Labé' suggestion that women should look 

to Sappho for inspiration foreshadowed the literary developments that would take place 

during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  

Regarded as an exemplar of creative genius in antiquity, Sappho all but 

disappeared until the Renaissance.  The earliest Renaissance depictions of Sappho 

revived her classical reputation through illustrations.  Similarly, her inclusion in 

Raphael's Parnassus (1554-1555) portrays her for her talents, not for the personal details 

of her life.  In literature, however, scholars began to take increasing control over the 

personal details surrounding Sappho's life by mistranslating her poems.  However, it was 

57. Ibid., 35.
58. Ibid., 39.
59. Ibid. 
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ultimately this willingness to moralize Sappho that allowed her to reemerge as a 

significant cultural figure in France during the next three centuries.  
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Chapter 2

THE MODERN SAPPHO: A ROLE MODEL OF LITERARY PROPORTIONS

Louise Labé's mention of Sappho in her Oeuvres (1555) foreshadowed the 

beginning of a revolutionary phenomenon: women identifying with Sappho as a role 

model.  However, whereas Labé evoked Sappho to quell the womanly affect of heartache,  

female authors by the end of the seventeenth century began to admire Sappho for her 

sublime genius.  Most notably, this renewed esteem for Sappho's talent was not 

immediate, nor deliberate.  Rather, it developed in response to the manipulation of her 

biography within seventeenth-century French literature.  In efforts to assuage the 

conservative values of their audience, French scholars unabashedly edited and moralized 

Sappho's biography.  Importantly for women, this flagrant disregard for accuracy resulted 

in Sappho's transformation from a writer of homoerotic verse into a heterosexual vision 

of French propriety.   Consequently, an increasing number of women began to take an 

interest in Sappho.  By the end of the eighteenth century, she was considered the epitome 

of the female genius by many men and women.  Sappho became an especially salient 

figure for female authors and artists, a fact which manifested in the sudden surge of 

allegorical paintings that incorporated either Sappho or her attributes.  Sappho also 

became the model for a number of novelistic heroines, most influentially, Germaine de 

Staël's 1807 heroine, Corrine. 

In the fine arts, these allegorical representations of Sappho were epitomized by 

the painters Angelica Kauffman (1741 –1807) and Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun (1755 -1842).  
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While the styles of their compositions differ, paintings from both women demonstrate a 

noticeable interest in representing Sappho as an exemplar of creative genius.  Moreover, 

the paintings of both women demonstrate an acute desire to portray Sappho as an inspired 

figure who is not only capable, but also enthusiastic about her talents.  By comparison, 

similar paintings executed by male artists reveal a general lack of interest in capturing 

moments of Sappho's inspiration.  Seemingly more concerned with presenting pretty 

paintings of women than capturing the spirit of the prototypical female author, male 

painters adorned their portraits of Sappho with attributes primarily serving as decoration.  

In the rare case where a male artist did paint Sappho during some moment of inspiration, 

her creativity was always dependent upon the presence of a male figure.  Given these 

differences in representation between female and male painters, it is safe to assume that 

both Angelica Kauffman and Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun identified with Sappho in ways 

male painters completely ignored.  More than a matter of mere representation, painting 

Sappho allowed the female artist a rare opportunity to not only express, but also 

legitimize, her own creative worth.  

 

Biography, Novels, and Poetry: The Evolution of the Female Literary Voice in 

France

As the previous chapter discusses, the sixteenth century marked the beginning of 

Sappho's reemergence as a figure of cultural interest, particularly in France.  Remaining a 

literary footnote throughout the century, the “modern reconstruction” of Sappho did not 
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begin until the seventeenth century.60 During the seventeenth century, translations of 

Sappho's fragments 1 and 31, previously published exclusively as addenda to collections 

of Anacreon's works, were collected into a small corpus and published independently.61  

More importantly, this newfound interest in Sappho prompted seventeenth-century 

editors to begin prefacing these translations with biographical summaries.  Although 

these biographies were “always presented as historical evidence,” most of the evidence 

presented was “largely a combination of the speculation of ancient authors and that of 

modern editors.”62  Far removed from the Sappho of antiquity, the version of Sappho 

created through these seventeenth-century biographies ultimately modeled her to fit 

French standards of femininity.

However, it was not until the end of the seventeenth century that editors started 

taking dramatic liberties in their presentations of Sappho.  As late as 1664, Tanneguy Le 

Fèvre included a startlingly frank commentary on Sappho within his Abrégé des vies des 

poètes grecs, a pedagogical compilation of the Greek canon.63 In his discussion of 

fragment 31, Le Fèvre described an “ode of sixteen lines addressed to a girl with whom 

she was in love.”64  Making no efforts to conceal his belief in Sappho's homosexual 

desires, Le Fèvre confirmed that his statement was deliberate: “I mean, Monsieur, that 

Sappho was of a very amorous complexion, and that not being satisfied with that which 

60. Joan DeJoan, Fictions of Sappho 1546-1937, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 53.
61. Ibid.
62. Ibid., 54.
63. Ibid., 55.
64. Ibid.
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other women find in the company of men who are not disagreeable to them, she wanted 

to have mistresses.” 65 Furthermore, within his Abrégé des vies des poètes grecs, Le Fèvre 

ranked Sappho ahead of many of her male counterparts, such as Alcaeus.66  By doing so, 

he recalled to his French readers the Sappho from antiquity, who was granted an equal, if 

not higher, status in comparison with her male poetic counterparts. 

However, this interest in preserving a classical understanding of Sappho's works 

was soon replaced with a preoccupation to present her in a more fashionable manner.  In 

1670,  Jacques Du Four de La Crespelière published his translation of Sappho's oeuvre.  

Like Le Fèvre, Crespelière did not avoid the scandal associated with Sappho.  Where 

Crespelière's translation differs greatly was in his Gallicization of any controversial 

elements his French audience might have found displeasing.  He began his preface with 

the disclaimer that “the language of his translation is so 'honnête' that “chaste ears will 

not be offended by it.”67 For example, Crespelière included the controversial fragment 

31, but entitled it “Ode de Sapho à son Amie.”68  By directing his reader to assume the 

verse is directed towards a female friend of Sappho, rather than a female lover, he 

circumvented the risk of offending the moral sensibilities of his audience.  Importantly, 

Crespelière never directly stated whether or not Sappho's relationship with this female 

friend was platonic.  Rather, he left this potentially erotic detail open for the minds of his 

65. Ibid.

66. Ibid.
67. Ibid., 56.
68. Ibid.
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readers to interpret however they wished.  By modeling Sappho's two fragments after the 

type of frivolous love poetry popular in French salons, Crespelière's translation is an 

example of fledgling tendencies to reconstruct the classical image of Sappho into one 

more pleasing to French audiences.  However, Crespelière's Sappho is still not fully 

heterosexual, and therefore potentially scandalous.   While he eliminated any blatant 

references to Sappho's homosexuality, he did so in an ambiguous manner that allows a 

more lascivious reading.  

Sappho's translation into a blatant heterosexual became fully actualized by 

Madame Anne Le Fèvre Dacier, Tanneguy Le Fèvre's daughter.  Arguably the most 

influential translation of Sappho's oeuvre from the seventeenth century, Le Fèvre Dacier's 

1681 volume of Les Poésies d'Anacreon et de Sapho introduced Sappho to her French 

general audience without “sacrificing the standards of her erudition.”69 That is to say,  Le 

Fèvre Dacier made every possible effort to actively expunge Sappho's reputation for 

sexual deviancy.  Le Fèvre Dacier prefaced her prose translations with a twenty-page 

“life of Sapho,” in addition to including of her notes.  The most obvious development 

within Le Fèvre Dacier's translation is that she is the first editor that dropped the double 

“h” in “Sappho,” instead using the French spelling of “Sapho.” 70  More importantly, 

however, Le Fèvre Dacier staunchly opposed her father's belief in Sappho's homosexual 

desires.   Within the biography preceding Les Poésies d'Anacreon et de Sapho, she 

presented Sappho as blatant heterosexual, having a husband who dies when she is young, 

69. Ibid., 57.
70. Ibid.
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numerous male suitors afterwards, and a passionate love-affair with Phaon before her 

death.71 In fact, Le Fèvre Dacier's only mention of Sappho's deviant behavior was quickly 

dismissed by stating, “I believe...that envy inspired those who wrote the calumnies with 

which they attempted to blacken her.”72 She further stripped Sappho of any potential 

deviancy by retitling fragment 31 as simply “à son Amie,” and describing the poem as 

“an ode that [Sappho] wrote for one of her friends [amies].”73 

Le Fèvre Dacier's presentation of Sappho as a heartbroken heterosexual was used 

to define the poet for the next two centuries.  Within her biography, Le Fèvre Dacier 

weaves numerous fragments cited throughout antiquity into Sappho's life, despite the fact 

these fragments had never before been attributed to Sappho.  By including these 

fragments as part of Sappho's biography, rather than her oevure, these elements became 

regarded as factual evidence of the poet's life, despite their historical inaccuracy.74 

Furthermore, Le Fèvre Dacier began the trend of only integrating fragments that 

supported her argument, excluding those which challenged her position. The 

manipulation of Sappho's poems to prove whatever biographical scenario one wished, in 

Le Fèvre Dacier's case heterosexuality, became the precedent for modern Sapphic 

commentators throughout the next two centuries.75  By stripping Sappho of any potential 

deviancy, this trend ultimately allowed females to freely identify with the poet.  

71. Ibid.
72. Ibid.
73. Ibid.
74. Ibid., 58.
75. Ibid.
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 In addition to translations of her poetry, Sappho became a fixture of seventeenth-

century literature within translations of Ovid's Heroides.76 The Heroides, or The 

Heroines, is a collection of fifteen epistolary poems written from the perspective of 

infamous women to their lovers throughout Greek and Roman mythology.  In the case of 

Epistle 15,  Ovid assumes the identity of a distraught Sappho and writes a letter to Phaon, 

who refuses her affections.  Eventually, the situation distresses Sappho so much that she 

decides the only possible conclusion is to commit suicide by way of jumping off of a cliff 

into the water.  This ending eventually became so popular that it was treated as fact.  

Further, because Ovid wrote from the first person perspective of Sappho, he became 

regarded as the foremost authority on the woman's voice within literature.  Setting the 

standards for the female literary plot, female heroism according to the Heroides became 

contingent upon “a state of physical paralysis produced by a longing for love both lost 

and treacherous, limiting therefore in its territory to tales of betrayal and abandonment.”77

Because of Ovid's founding influence, the novelistic heroine became typecast as 

figure almost always unhappy and unlucky in love, unlike her male counterpart.  

Therefore, the influence of The Heroides proved crucial for the development of the 

French novel.  Although Ovid set the standard for how authors expressed 

“autobiographical” passion, his authority to speak for women in love was oftentimes 

challenged.  To counter Ovid's authority, novelists “proposed an alternate version of 

female desire in relation to literary authority: they thereby invented what were destined to 

76. Ibid., 54.
77. Ibid., 45.
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become the two most influential novelistic forms of the seventeenth century, the 

epistolary and historical novels.”78 One of the most vocal of these novelists was 

Madeleine de Scudéry (1607-1701).  Unabashedly asserting that the talents of Sappho 

were equal to the talents of men, de Scudéry's works are among the earliest examples of 

efforts made by women to legitimize Sappho as a creative genius.  

Strongly associating herself with Sappho, de Scudéry “presented the Greek poet 

as an advocate of women's writing, progenitor of a female tradition, and defender of 

woman's mental prowess.” 79 In her 1642 Les Femmes illustres, de Scudéry narrated 

Sappho as saying, “Those who say that beauty is the share of women and that the fine 

arts, literature, and all the sublime and noble sciences accrue to men and that we can take 

no part in them are as far from being just as they are from being truthful.” 80 De Scudéry's 

Sappho further proclaims, “If there is some difference between women and men, it is 

only in things of war.” 81  While it is significant that de Scudéry reclaimed Sappho's 

autobiographical voice within Les Femmes illustres, is is not her most important literary 

contribution regarding Sappho.  Far more significantly, de Scudéry dared to challenge the 

legitimacy of Sappho's suicide as Ovid wrote in the Heroides.  She instead conjectured 

that Sappho's relatives perpetuated the myth to account for why she left a will disposing 

of all of her earthly possessions before she retired to the Amazon.82  With regards to 

78. Ibid., 46.
79. Mary Sheriff,  Moved by Love: Inspired Artists and Deviant Women in Eighteenth-Century France, 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 66.
80. Ibid.
81. Ibid.
82. Ibid., 70. 



35

allegorical portraiture, de Scudéry's literary portrayals of Sappho are indispensable.  Not 

only does she imbue Sappho with a creative genius unaffected by her sex, a problematic 

representation I will discuss in the next chapter, but more so, de Scudéry uses Sappho to 

legitimize her own literary talents.  

Allegorical Portraits of Women: Sappho as Muse

While women were not prohibited from writing great works of literature, the 

discipline, like all creative pursuits, was categorized within a gendered hierarchy during 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  Established with the male body in 

mind, these hierarchies were understood as the indisputable ordering of biological 

propensities.  One of the foremost medical authorities in France of the time, Pierre 

Roussel (1759-1815), wrote in his Système physique et morale de la femme (1775) that 

women are born with nerves situated closer together than men, and concluded that this 

hyper-sensitivity conditions the female imagination.83 He asserts with regards to artistic 

creativity that: 

[woman's] imagination, more lively than constant, lends itself little to those true 
and picturesque expressions which are the sublime of the imitative arts....More 
capable of sensing them than of creating, she receives more easily in her mind the 
image of objects that she cannot reproduce.84

For women, the variety of sensations in the imagination was thought greater than their 

duration.  This resulted in the belief that women were "constantly distracted," and 

83. Mary Sheriff, The exceptional woman: Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and the Cultural Politics of Art, 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 21. 
84. Ibid.



36

incapable of developing the "strong powers of reflection" necessary to "control and direct 

attention."85 Lacking control over their ideas, women were thus incapable of reason, the 

ability to order ideas.  The male imagination, however, was considered considerably less 

sensitive, and thus capable of reflection and reasoning.  

Roussel concluded that the more the mind reflects, the greater the powers of 

reasoning become, and in turn, strengthen the powers of reflection.86 Whereas the female 

imagination was deemed more capable of sensing, the male imagination was thought 

more capable of reflection and reasoning, and thus creating.  The conclusion that the 

male imagination was better suited for creation justified patriarchal notions that men, by 

nature, are superior artists. 

A further justification for males being considered superior artists were the effects 

of fureur poétique on the sensitive female imagination.  Deriving from the Italian term 

furor,  fureur poétique was a term used to describe the temporary state of “madness” 

experienced by truly great artists, during which they received creative inspiration.87  

Given that these episodes stimulated the imagination, if the already sensitive female mind 

experienced fureur poétique, she would likely never regain composure.  According to the 

eighteenth-century sensationalist psychologist, Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1715-

1780), insanity, in either sex, was due to an extremely sensitive imagination.88 Given that 

women were thought to possess a more sensitive imagination than men, any additional 

85. Ibid.
86. Ibid.
87. Ibid., 20. 
88. Ibid., 24. 
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sensitivity could drive women insane.  Unlike the male imagination, which was able to 

balance bouts of artist inspiration through reflection and reasoning, the female 

imagination, lacking these capabilities, was doomed to stay in such a heightened state.  

Similarly, as reflection begot reason within the male imagination, the more sensitive a 

female's organ was, the more active her imagination became.89 Effectively, a woman who 

entered into a state of fureur poétique risked triggering her brain's innate potential of 

becoming a perpetual motion machine of insanity.  Therefore, to the eighteenth-century 

male mind, the marginalization of female creativity was not done out of some unjustified 

prejudice, but rather out of a misguided rationale that concluded female physiology was 

fundamentally weaker.  

While men were, of course, deemed capable of becoming amorous lovers and 

intense poets inspired by love, the rational male mind was considered better suited for the 

more prestigious genre of history painting.  Discussed at length within my next chapter, 

the “indulgent excess” of frivolous pursuits was thought to risk the rational intelligence 

of men.  Therefore, while the intellectual genre of history painting was reserved for men, 

poetry became considered “woman's natural language,” and the artistic endeavor most 

accessible to women.90 As a result, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw a 

growing number of female authors and artists who identified with Sappho, such as 

Madeline de Scudéry.   Having been reconstructed during the seventeenth century as a 

heterosexual, Sappho was transformed into a far more palatable role-model for French 

89. Ibid., 25.
90. Ellen Moers, Literary Women, (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976), xi.
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women to emulate.  Drawing inspiration from her life and poetry, female authors began 

labeling themselves as “the tenth Muse” and “the modern Sappho.”91 Heavily influenced 

by Sappho's popularity within literature, many visual representations of Sappho during 

the late eighteenth century borrow from classical depictions of the Muses.

In classical portraiture, the poet, always male, is posed amongst scrolls and styli, 

the attributes of his profession.  More often than not, he is also accompanied by a female 

muse, the source of his inspiration.  While there are varying visual traditions for 

depicting the inspirational exchange between the male poet and his Muse, there is no 

such visual tradition for female poets, such as Sappho.  Further complicating the problem 

of her visual representation, Sappho's primary attributes of the lyric poet are the lyre and 

scroll, the same attributes typical of Erato and Calliope, the Muses of lyric poetry and 

epic poetry, respectively.  As a result, portraits of women depicted with a lyre or scroll, 

regardless of the presence of other creative attributes, became synonymous with Sappho 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Given that these types of portraits were 

often commissioned by women with some sort of public reputation, whether she be an 

author, actress, or a generic member of the bourgeoisie, it becomes interesting that there 

is a marked difference in how male and female artists composed allegorical portraits 

where Sappho acts as her own Muse.92  In the case of female painters, portraits of women 

as Sappho always depict moments of creative inspiration, possibly in efforts to 

91. David Robinson, Sappho and her influence, (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 1963), 170-171.
92. Judith Stein,  The Iconography of Sappho 1785-1885 (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania, 

1981), 86.
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compensate for Sappho's iconographic inability to be shown with a typical Muse.  Male 

painters, however, do not seem concerned with legitimizing Sappho's creative abilities.  

Their portraits merely adorn the sitter with the attributes of Sappho, but do not 

necessarily imbue the sitter with the inspired characteristics worthy of the so-called 

“tenth Muse.”  

One of the earliest allegorical paintings of this type is Portrait of a Woman as 

Sappho (c. 1670-80) attributed to Élisabeth Sophie Chéron, (Fig. 12).  The sitter is 

unnamed, but Sappho can be identified through the inclusion of the woman's laurel 

wreath, lyre, and classicized garments decorated with musical notation.93 The woman 

possesses an assured smile and gazes directly at the viewer as she confidently handles the 

attributes of lyric poetry.  There is no doubt in the viewer's mind that Sappho is an 

inspired lyric poet of exceptional skill.  Furthermore, the woman is painted in front of an 

engaged column, recalling Sappho's reputation from antiquity.  Unsurprisingly, the sitter 

for this empowered portrait is speculated as being Mme. de Scudéry.94 Regardless of the 

woman's identity, however, this portrait represents Sappho as de Scudéry promoted her: a 

talented and enthusiastic artist, unwaveringly confident in her talents.  Another portrait of 

this type by a female artist is Portrait of a Young Woman Playing the Lyre; the Countess 

Fries as Sappho (1793-94) by Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun (Fig. 13).  In this portrait, Vigée-

Lebrun paints the countess as Sappho wearing classical garments and a laurel wreath.  

93. Sheriff, Moved by Love, 68.
94. Ibid.
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She plays her lyre with a pleasant smirk upon her face, gazing heavenward as if receiving 

creative inspiration.  The background of the portrait is indistinguishable, allowing the 

Countess to exist outside of the predilections of a designated cultural period.  More 

importantly, however, in both Cheron and Vigée-Lebrun's renditions, Sappho is shown as 

possessing creative agency as she composes upon her lyre.  Her creative genius is not 

crippled by the absence of a Muse to provide her with inspiration, but rather she is shown 

acting as her own Muse.  The Sappho of female painters is actively seeking inspiration 

and composing independently.   

By comparison, two portraits of this type executed by male painters are Madame 

de Sant-Just d'Aucourt as Sappho (1797) (Fig. 14) by François Dumont, and Portrait of a 

Woman with a Lyre  (1740-45)by Charles Coypel (Fig. 15).  In Dumont's portrait, 

Madame de Saint-Just d'Aucourt is painted wearing classical garments, similar to those 

of the Countess Fries in Vigée-Lebrun's portrait.  Also wearing a laurel and holding a 

lyre, Madame d'Aucort sits against a tree and gazes upward, as if seeking inspiration.  

However, despite these similarities to Vigée-Lebrun's portrait, it is important to note that 

Madame d'Aucort is shown as a completely passive figure.  She is not actively engaging 

with her lyre, but instead passively awaits inspiration.  Separated from a Muse, Dumont's 

Sappho can no longer create.  Taking this notion of creative passivity further,  Coypel's 

portrait almost completely strips Sappho of her creative reputation, presenting a very 

French model of the poet.  To begin, the unidentified woman is depicted wearing an 

elaborate, contemporary French dress, instead of the classical costume Sappho might 
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have worn, although that is likely explained by the paintings earlier date.  In the 

background there is a cliff, the inclusion of which is most likely borrowed from Ovid's 

Heroides 15, where Sappho becomes hysterical and commits suicide over Phaon.  Most 

importantly, however, this woman, like Madame d'Aucort, does not play her lyre.  Rather, 

she lackadaisically rests her right wrist upon it, her other hand falling inactively by her 

side, effectively eliminating any implications the lyre is anything but decorative.  

Furthermore, the woman's eyes neither confront the viewer, nor search for inspiration.  

Instead, her demure expression gazes blankly past the viewer.  Coypel's Sappho, like 

Dumont's, is rendered creatively useless in the absence of a Muse.  While their versions 

of Sappho both possess lyres, both figures seem too preoccupied with their surroundings 

to create anything.  In Dumont's portrait, Sappho gazes dreamily off into space as she 

holds her lyre with no intention of playing.  In Coypel's portrait, Sappho does not even 

hold her lyre, but rather she leans upon as she exchanges a coquettish glance with the 

viewer.  Clearly uninterested in playing her lyre, Coypel's Sappho is more interested in 

socializing than composing monumental lyrical verse.  

To the ancient Greeks, the conversation between an artist and the Muses was a 

metaphor for the mental activities that could not be directly expressed in art.  According 

to Robert Hinks, “the Poet is the symbol of the historical, mortal body, the Muse the 

symbol of the timeless, immortal soul.”95  In this way, imagining Sappho as the 

95. R.P. Hinks, Myth and allegory in ancient art, (London: The Warburg Institute, 1939), 98.
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simultaneous embodiment of both poet and Muse is potentially empowering; her genius 

is so great that she does not require a Muse for inspiration.  However, this relationship is 

also innately problematic.  By conflating the passive and active components of her 

creativity, it becomes easy for artists to undermine the process altogether.  Depictions of 

Sappho without a Muse are easily interpreted as no more than a woman adorned with the 

attributes of a lyric poet.  

The second problematic aspect is that Sappho is recorded as receiving external 

inspiration from the Muses, “To me they brought honor, for they gave me the secret of 

their craft.”96  Furthermore, the exchange between poet and Muse often carried sexual 

implications.  As such, it would not have been proper for a known female homosexual to 

be placed in an erotic position with a female character.  While there are not any instances 

of Sappho with a female Muse, there are, however, images of Sappho with an acceptable 

erotic Muse.  Borrowing from Ovid's Heroides 15, Ovid asserts that Sappho's main 

sources of inspiration are both Cupid and Phaon.97  Given the popularity of epistle 15, it 

is not surprising that images of Cupid acting as Sappho's muse began to appear.  

96. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 79.
97. Ibid., 63.
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Sappho Inspired by the Personification of Cupid

The first French academic history painting featuring Sappho was Jean-Honoré 

Fragonard's Sappho Inspired by Cupid (Fig. 16) in 1775.  Coincidentally, Angelica 

Kauffman chose the same subject for her painting, Sappho Inspired by Love  (Fig. 17), 

also from 1775.  When comparing these two history paintings, it becomes clear that 

Fragonard and Kauffman imagined the inspirational moment between Sappho and Cupid 

quite differently.  In Fragonard's Sappho Inspired by Cupid, a feminine, delicately 

rendered and laureated Sappho is shown wearing a classical robe that exposes both of her 

breasts.  On her lap is a writing tablet, although she is not holding any sort of stylus or 

other instrument that would allow her to write on it.  To her right, an equally feminine 

Cupid reaches around her neck, touches her on the shoulder, and looks as if he is 

whispering something into the corner of her mouth.  In this scene of Sappho being 

inspired by love, personified as Cupid, the poet is passively receiving inspiration from 

Cupid, who approaches her within the composition. 

  Kauffman's rendition, like Fragonard's, depicts a classically adorned Sappho 

grasping a tablet, although she is shown with only one breast exposed and no laureate.  

However, Kauffman's Sappho is holding a stylus, as if she is actively engaged in the act 

of writing.  She looks over to Cupid, who is standing behind her.  As in Fragnard's 

painting, Cupid places a hand on Sappho's shoulder.  However, where Fragonard's Cupid 

is encroaching upon Sappho with an inspirational kiss, Kauffman's Cupid acts as a source 

of creative counsel for the poet.  He stands behind Sappho, resting his weight on her as 



44

she looks back towards him.  Gesturing towards her tablet, Sappho seems to be asking 

Cupid's thoughts about whatever is on her tablet.  It is also curious to note that Cupid has 

put down his quiver of arrows, as if he is putting aside the passions of love to engage in a 

rational discussion.  Here, Sappho is actively creating, and actively seeking counsel.  

Kauffman's title is also more abstract than Fragonard's, removing the element of gender 

from the source of Sappho's inspiration.  Fragonard imbued Sappho with considerably 

less creative agency, as is seems Cupid has surprised the poet with his advice.  

Another important factor influencing these compositions are the painter's 

respective educations.  Fragonard's Sappho is most likely based upon the Pompeii 

“Sappho” fresco (Fig. 18) that was excavated in 1760.98  Most importantly, the image was 

entitled “Sappho,” presumably because it is a classical image of a literary woman.99  

Although twentieth-century scholars have since discredited this attribution, this early 

assumption that the woman was Sappho reinforces the fact that Sappho was considered 

the prototypical female author from antiquity during the eighteenth century.100 Having 

studied in the French Academy, Fragonard was undoubtedly aware of this image, and 

moreover, the reputation of Sappho as the prototypical female author from antiquity.  

Comparing the two images, it is likely that his painting was at least partially influenced 

by the Pompeii “Sappho,” and a desire to portray Sappho in this role. 

 Angelica Kauffman, however, was a Swiss painter, and likely never had access to 

98. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 51.
99. Ibid.
100. Ibid., 33. 



45

the academic fresco from Pompeii.  More probably, Kauffman was influenced by 

Raphael's image of Sappho in his Parnassus (Fig. 8).101  When comparing the two 

images, Kauffman's Sappho reflects the grandeur of Raphael's famous painting, though 

she introduces iconography of Cupid inspiring Sappho from the Heroides.  For 

Kauffman, painting Sappho Inspired by Love was likely very personal.  There is evidence 

to suggest that Kauffman's Sappho is actually a veiled self-portrait.102  While she presents 

Sappho as an exemplar of creative genius, the legend of Sappho's troubles in love likely 

attracted her to this narrative.103  Around the time this work was painted, Kauffman was 

involved in a tumultuous bigamous marriage with Count Fredericke Horn.104  If 

Kauffman identified with Sappho as a creative genius experiencing heartbreak, then this 

painting becomes all the more important in terms of how the female artist identified with 

Sappho.  Instead of depicting Sappho overwhelmed with melancholy, Kauffman instead 

portrays an emotionally unwavering version of Sappho.  Continuing to create despite her 

heartache, Kauffman's Sappho projects an image of how the artist likely viewed her own 

talents, and further, the creative talents of all women.  

101. Gill Perry, “The British Sappho”: Borrowed Identities and the Representation of Women Artists in 
Late Eighteenth-Century British Art,” Oxford Art Journal, 18, no.1 (1996), 49. 

102. Ibid., 50.  
103. Ibid.
104. Ibid.
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Sappho as Corinne

The next type of allegorical representation of Sappho is seen in her conflation 

with the protagonist from Germaine de Staël's 1807 novel, Corrine. Corinne, who is a 

celebrated Roman poet from the 1780's within the novel, is a character de Staël loosely 

based upon the classical lyric poet Corinna, the alleged instructor of Pindar.105  Most 

importantly visually, this type of allegorical portrait was popularized by the French artist, 

Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun.  This achievement becomes especially remarkable when placed 

in context of not only Vigée-Lebrun's prestige within the art world, but also the strict 

gender limitations placed upon female artists by the French Royal Academy.   

Since the Royal Academy's conception in 1648, the induction of women was a 

rarity, and by 1707 women were completely banned from becoming members106 While 

there were the occasional exceptions to this law, by 1770 the Academy strictly enforced a 

new regulation that limited the number of women allowed at any given time to four.107  

Putting this into perspective, this means that only one-third of one percent of members 

were allowed to be female. 108  Despite the Academy's claims of protecting the 

sensibilities of “the fairer sex,” this gender disparity is the direct result of prevailing 

cultural ideologies that concluded women were biologically predisposed to possess 

inferior creative talents.

The Royal Academy's prestige centered around its staunch focus on the genre of 

105. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 88.
106. Gillian Perry, Gender and Art, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 109.
107. Sheriff, The Exceptional Woman, 79.
108. Ibid.
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history painting,  long considered the most intellectually and morally rigorous of all 

genres.  The most important aspect of the Royal Academy's training program was the life 

class.109 Convincingly rendering the human form was fundamentally necessary for any 

history painter.  However, because the male nude was the only figure deemed worthy for 

inclusion in history paintings, these classes consisted of exclusively male figure models, 

therefore automatically excluding the more "modest" sex from ever entering into the 

Academy's training program.110 Automatically restricted from the training program, a 

woman's career in relation to the Academy was inherently radically different from a 

man's.  Preceding full membership into the Academy, men had to first become associates, 

and then receive a rank and full membership upon submitting a morceau de réception, or 

reception piece.  Women, however, received a rank and full membership upon having 

their morceau de réception chosen for them from a number of different pieces.111 The 

Academy only permitted men to receive the rank of history painter, given their access to 

training within the Academy, and only history painters were allowed advance their rank 

within the Academy.112  

Given the overwhelmingly patriarchal prejudices of the French Royal Academy, 

the induction of Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun on May 31, 1783 becomes exceptionally 

remarkable.  Not only was she one of only four women deemed worthy enough to join 

the ranks of male artists, but furthermore, she was inducted after having been rendered 

109. Perry, Gender and Art, 110.
110. Ibid.
111. Ibid.
112. Ibid.
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ineligible to join the Academy by court mandates.  In order to distinguish painting and 

sculpture as liberal arts "cultivated without thought of material gain," the Academy made 

strict efforts to make the distinction between "selling one's own art, and dealing in 

someone else's."113  Considering that her husband,  Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Lebrun, was an 

art dealer,  Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun was legally associated with his occupation, and thus 

ineligible.  Furthermore, Vigée-Lebrun was at one point a member of the Académy de 

Saint Luc, a Parisian trade guild.  Because the less prestigious Académy de Saint Luc 

was associated with commerce, this was another affiliation that should have prevented 

Vigée-Lebrun's induction into the Royal Academy.  

Regardless of her ineligibility, Vigée-Lebrun was accepted into the prestigious 

Royal Academy as a result of the privileged influence of Marie Antoinette, Queen of 

France.  Among Academy records is a letter from the director, d'Angiviller, writing to 

King Louis XVI: 

Her Majesty [Marie-Antoinette] has done me the honor of asking me if there is 
not the means, without destroying the law, to admit Madame Le Brun into this 
Company...the lady Le Brun (La Dame Le Brun) falls on a subject distinguished 
enough that an exception in her favor would become more a confirmation than an 
infraction of the law if it was motivated by this worthy patronage and if Your 
Majesty wished to authorize it by formal order.114

Gaining admission through orders of the king, not only did Vigée-Lebrun circumvent 

preliminary admission criteria, but there are also no records of her ever submitting a 

morceau de réception.115  Taking into consideration that the reception process was 

113. Ibid.
114. Sheriff, The Exceptional Woman, 83.  
115. Ibid., 74.
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already drastically different for females than males, this becomes an especially peculiar 

detail that reflects upon on Vigée-Lebrun's outstanding reputation and talent.  

Understanding the magnitude of Vigée-Lebrun's exceptional artistic status, the 

social implications of painting Mme. de Stäel en Corinne (1808) (Fig.19) in the manner 

of Sappho is worthy of close examination, as Vigée-Lebrun was one of the most highly 

regarded female painters in France.  As a result, she was skilled in composing dense 

allegorical portraits that contain many layers of meaning, and Vigée-Lebrun's portrait of 

Mme. de Staël as Corinne exemplifies her compositional prowess.  De Staël is cloaked 

by an anthemion-bordered peplum which covers a classical garment.  She sits playing her 

lyre in front of a small waterfall that runs through mountains.  On top of the mountain to 

the right of the composition is a circular temple that recalls the Temple of the Sibyl at 

Tivoli, and is a detail that was the idea of the artist, not the author.116 Corinne has 

subsequently been described by literary critics as “a portrait of a modern sibyl and a 

modern Sappho,” an aesthetic reference that Vigée-Lebrun takes directly from de Staël's 

novel.117 Mme. de Staël introduces Corinne as being, “Attired like Domenichino's Sibyl, 

an Indian shawl was twined among her lustrous black curls...”118  Vigée-Lebrun was 

obviously aware of Domenichino's Sibyl (c. 1617) (Fig. 20), because she situates Mme. 

de Staél using nearly identical angles to Domenichino's sibyl, borrowing the Sibyl's 

exterior settings and dreamy gaze.  Importantly, however, Vigée-Lebrun does not copy 

116. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 88.  
117. Maurice Z. Shroder, Icarus; The Image of the Artist in French Romanticism, (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1961), 20.
118. Madame De Staël. 2010. Corinne, ([S.l.]: General Books, 2010), 13.
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Domenichino's portrait directly, but rather uses it as a point of reference.  By doing so, 

she avoids limiting Corinne to a mere sybil, but rather expands upon her allusive 

potential.  To cite the literary historian, Madelyn Gutwirth, Corinne is “one possessed of 

her own powers alone,” and in Vigée-Lebrun's portrait, so is Mme. De Staël.119  Corinne 

is not merely a sybil, but rather Corinne was a modern heroine possessing a feminine 

equal to Sappho, herself.  Whereas sybils were mere vessels, Sappho could transform her 

inspiration into lyric compositions.  By avoiding limiting de Staël's portrait to a sibyl, 

Vigée-Lebrun was able to make implicit reference to the prototypical female genius.  

Even though Madame de Staël avoided any direct references to Sappho within 

Corinne, her heroine's story bears an unmistakable resemblance to that of the prototypical 

female author.  It is likely that Mme. de Staël actively chose to avoid any direct 

correlation with Sappho to avoid any potential scandal, but her allusions remain 

poignant.  Most obviously, both Sappho and Corinne were literary women possessing 

remarkable creative genius.  More than that, however, Corinne shares Sappho's 

mythological penchant for falling in love with young men who, for whatever reasons, do 

not reciprocate her love.  Likewise, both women become so burdened with this reality 

that they choose to commit suicide rather than live without reciprocation from their 

beloveds.  Given the popularity of the “Sappho-type” during the eighteenth-century, de 

Staël's audience would have undoubtedly made the correlation between the two 

119. Madelyn Gutwirth, Madame de Staël, Novelist: The Emergence of the Artist as Woman, (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1978), 174.
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writers.120  

  Despite the literary heroine's tragic fate, Vigée-Lebrun does not paint Corinne in 

the moments of her melancholy, but rather amidst the throws of creative inspiration.  

Most notably, Corinne's hand is actively engaged with her lyre, as if about to strum.  

While there are mountain cliffs in the background of her composition, Vigée-Lebrun 

places emphases on Corinne's talents, rather than glorifying her death.  By comparison, 

François Gérard paints a much different version of Corinne in Corinne at the Cape 

Miseno (1819) (Fig. 21).  In this portrait, Corinne sits high above the Bay of Naples as 

admirers gather around her.  Wearing a classical costume, she rests her lyre on the 

ground, completely inactive.  Behind her, a smoldering volcano is visible.  This volcano 

serves a dual function.  On the one hand, the volcano can be interpreted as an indicator of 

the historical destruction of Pompeii, which is further substantiated through Gérard's 

inclusion of scattered classical ruins.   However, it can also be interpreted as a possible 

visual metaphor for the “smoldering self-destructive potential of the heroine.”121  This 

notion becomes especially interesting when comparing the painting to the scene in 

Corinne it allegedly illustrates.  Madame de Staël writes: 

Her friends were impatient to hear her.  Even the common people knew her fame; 
and, as imagination rendered them judges of poetry, they close silently around, 
their eager faces expressing the deepest attention...standing over the sea, forms 
the cape of Miseno, Vesuvius is plainly seen, and the bay and isles that stud its 
bosom...She tuned her lyre, and began with a broken voice...Her look was 

120. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 96.  
121. Ibid., 98.  
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beautiful; but one who knew her...cold there read the trouble of her soul.  She 
strove, however, to restrain her feelings, and once more, if but for awhile, to soar 
above her personal situation.122

While Gérard's composition includes a majority of elements from the scene, he fixates 

upon Corinne during her moments of despair.  Visually translating Corinne's inner 

triumph over her feelings by depicting her gazing upward, as if mustering the resolve to 

perform, Gérard consequently depicts Corinne in the moments when she is neglecting her 

lyre.  Gérard thus presents Corinne as a “melancholic and inactive artist,” tormented by 

love, rather than the inspired amalgamation of sibyl and muse that Vigée-Lebrun 

imagines from the text. 

Without exception, women artists during the eighteenth century identified with 

Sappho, and portrayed her an exemplar of creative genius. From 1775 until 1808, 

specifically, Sappho's talents inspired a number of allegorical paintings that 

commemorated her exceptional poetic abilities.  Although these portraits were produced 

by both men and women, they were most remarkable when painted by women artists.  

With the exception of Fragonard, who painted, Sappho Inspired by Cupid in 1775, male 

painters ignored Sappho as an acceptable subject for their history paintings throughout 

the majority of the eighteenth century.  Unlike earlier paintings executed by female 

artists, Gérard's painting developed out of the patriarchal trend for stripping Sappho of 

her talents, which I discuss in my next chapter. 

122. De Staël, Corinne, 99.
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Chapter 3

CREATIVE WOMEN IN THE HANDS OF MEN: SAPPHO'S PLUNGE INTO 

THE EROTIC

  It was not until the politically tumultuous years surrounding the French 

Revolution (1789-1799) that male painters began to take a vested interest in the subject 

of Sappho.  However, it was not Sappho's creativity, but rather her leap from the 

Leucadian cliff that dominated the major works from 1791 to 1811.   Undeniably, this 

newfound popularity of Sappho's Leucadian leap was in partial response to teaching 

reforms made during the latter-half of the eighteenth century in the French Academy.123  

Stressing the importance of a return to “true history painting as 'une école des moeurs,'” 

these reforms lauded the stories of noble Greek suicides, exalted in the exemplem virtutis  

as rational subjects worthy of the genre of history painting.124  Given that the 

circumstances surrounding Sappho's suicide were far from noble, and certainly not 

rational, the popularity of Sappho's suicide was likely influenced by some other factor.  

Curiously, Antoine-Jean Gros, Jacques-Louis David, and Louis Ducis, were the only 

history painters who depicted scenes of Sappho's suicide between 1801 and 1811,  and 

they were all known propagandists for Napoleon.125  These images were most likely 

inspired by novels written in Napoleonic Italy that emphasized the grandeur of Phaon 

over the talents of Sappho, and touted obedience to the Napoleonic empire.126  Finally, it 

123. Judith Stein,  The Iconography of Sappho 1785-1885 (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania, 
1981), 86. 153.  
124. Ibid.
125. Margaret Reynolds, The Sappho Companion, 185. 
126. de Joan, Fictions of Sappho, 170.
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is only after these Napoleonic portrayals of Sappho jumping off of a cliff that painters 

began to transform Sappho into an erotic figure.  

Female Creativity: The Threat of Imagination

In order to understand how Sappho became a focus for history painters, it is 

important to understand the philosophic theory of ut pictura poesis, translated  “as in 

poetry, so is painting,” explained within Horace's Ars Poetica (c 18 BCE).127  The 

statement originally referred to the fact that some poems can only withstand a superficial 

reading, whereas others are able to survive close scrutiny.  Similarly, some paintings are 

only visually pleasing from a distance, while others provide equal pleasure when viewed 

closely.128  For centuries, however, critics extrapolated upon Horace's analogy to argue 

that poetry should emulate painting's ability to imitate nature.129  This became especially 

salient in the case of Sappho's sudden popularity as a literary figure during the 

seventeenth century, and more specifically, concerning the sublime expressions found in 

her poetry.  The theory of the sublime was originally discussed in terms of rhetoric by 

Longinus (c. 1st century CE) within his treatise On the Sublime.  In his work, he defined 

the sublime as an "excellence in language," the "expression of a great spirit," and the 

ability to provoke "ecstasy" in one's readers.130  Furthermore, Longinus isolated five 

127. Rensselaer W. Lee, Ut Pictura Poesis; The Humanistic Theory of Painting, (New York: W.W. Norton, 
1967), 159. 

128. Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from 
Dryden to Gray, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 9.

129. Samuel Holt Monk. The Sublime; A Study of Critical Theories in XVIII-Century England. (University 
of Michigan Press, 1960), 31.  
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sources of sublime writing, and cited several examples of sublime writing throughout 

history.  Of these five sources, Longinus placed the highest value on a “boldness and 

grandeur in the Thoughts” and “the power of raising the passions to a violent and even 

enthusiastic degree,” which he labeled the Pathetic.131 Considering these two qualities 

“gifts of nature,” rather than measures of art, Longinus praised Sappho's fragment 31 as a 

work exemplifying both the Thoughts and the Pathetic.132 

Longinus's On the Sublime was first translated into French by Nicolas Boileau 

(1636-1711) within his Traité du Sublime ou du Merveilleux dans le Discours Traduit du 

Grec du Longin (1674).  Although Boileau's translation brought critical attention to 

Longinus's theory of the sublime, Traité du Sublime became far more popular in England 

than in France.133  French critics found the emotional excesses of the sublime distasteful, 

and much preferred Boileau's L'Art Poétique (1674), which soon became “the complete 

expression of the neoclassical code” in France.134  Importantly, while Boileau's Traité du 

Sublime includes Longinus's praise of Sappho, his L'Art Poétique from the same year 

contains several attacks against female intellectuals and writers.135  Within L'Art 

Poétique, he lambasted the writings of Madeleine de Scudéry, warning that “only those 

who want to produce frivolous novels should imitate her work... Do not listen to this 

other Sappho- for that was the name Scudéry gave herself- she is not a model for 

131. Ibid., 13.
132. Judith Stein, The Iconography of Sappho 1785-1885, (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania, 

January 1, 1981), 11.
133. Ibid., 12.  
134. Monk, The Sublime, 18. 
135. Mary D. Sheriff, Moved By Love: Inspired Artists and Deviant Women in Eighteenth-Century France. 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 72.  
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emulation, she can only lead to the male body's corruption.”136  Boileau's disdain for de 

Scudéry was certainly not an isolated occurrence.  Less than ten years earlier, in his 

Dialogue des héros de roman (1664-66), he accused her of threatening the very male 

fiber of the state by conceiving “flabby, effeminate heroes lacking in vigor.”137  Thus, 

Boileau and his followers believed that if men emulated “frivolous” models, they not 

only risked their own health, but more importantly, the welfare of their state.  Though 

Boileau might sound extreme in his allegations against de Scudéry, he was not alone in 

asserting that feminine characteristics were fundamentally detrimental to the patriarchal 

integrity of the arts.  

Proving central to the Enlightenment, and in this case, the development of 

Neoclassic ideals, the Encylopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des 

métiers (1751-65) contains a multitude of entries that reveal fundamental prejudices 

against the feminization of the arts.  Edited by Dennis Diderot and Jean Le Rond 

d'Alembert, the first volume of the Encylopédie included a preface written by d'Alembert. 

His foreword, Discours préliminaire de l'Encylopedie (1751), was appended with a 

“Detailed Explanation of the System of Human Knowledge.”  Central to understanding 

the goals of the Encylopédie, this preliminary discourse was illustrated by a chart that 

d'Alembert called an 'encyclopedic tree.”138 Significantly, this chart provided a visual 

representation of the various branches of knowledge “collected under a single point of 

136. Ibid., 74. 
137. Ibid.
138. Sheriff, Moved by Love, 15. 
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view.”139  Rooted in Étienne Bonnot de Condillac's theory of mind, this 'encyclopedic 

tree' was based upon the understanding that all knowledge came from a different aspect 

of the mind that acted on sensation.140  Assuming that the actions of different mental 

faculties produced different kinds of knowledge, the chart categorized history, 

philosophy, and the fine arts (referred to as poetry) intro three separate columns, and 

designated a specific mental power to each category.  According to the chart, history 

depended upon memory, reason dictated philosophy, and the fine arts were contingent 

upon the imagination.141  Unlike historical facts or philosophical theories, knowledge in 

the fine arts manifested as “an imitation of nature created through the workings of the 

imagination.”142  And, according to Condillac's theory of mind, the imagination was a 

trait more naturally predisposed to the minds of women.143

Despite the fact that different mental operations created different sorts of 

knowledge, these differences implied hierarchy within the Discours préliminaire.144 The 

fine arts were further feminized within the Discours préliminaire's outline of the specific 

“talents” belonging to those who pursued the different branches of knowledge.  Memory 

was the talent of the historian, wisdom that of the philosopher, while artists were given 

pleasure as their talent.145  While pleasure in itself was certainly not considered a negative 

139. Ibid.
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attribute, pleasure separated from the goal of wisdom had a lesser position in the 

Encyclopedists' universe.  Therefore, when Diderot wanted to defend painting, he did so 

by hailing subjects that were considered both pleasurable and morally edifying: the 

subjects that epitomized history painting.146   Pleasure, and especially pleasure derived 

from the imagination, pushed art towards the feminine within the context of this 

theoretical model.  Male artists and theorists found this unacceptable, and thus tried to 

separate the creative process from the realm of the imagination.  An example of one such 

effort is evidenced by the Encylopédie entry on enthusiasm, contributed by Louis de 

Cahusac (1705-59).  In addition to being an academician, Cahusac was also an 

accomplished dramatist, poet, and author of a treatise on dance, and in a position to claim 

some authority in the theory and practice of creative arts.147  However, Cahusac's 

philosophies regarding enthusiasm quickly broke from the logic that supported the 

Encyclopedist's tree of knowledge.148  Despite his belief that enthusiasm was innately 

involved with creative imitation, Cahusac made efforts to separate enthusiasm away from 

the feminine realm of imagination, asserting instead that enthusiasm was “reason's 

masterpiece.”149  

Importantly, Cahusac reminds his readers to “recall that he never once uses the 

word 'imagination' in his entry.”150  He then goes onto characterize the imagination as the 

146.  Mary D. Sheriff and Jean-Honoré Fragonard, Fragonard: Art and Eroticism, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1990), 5. 
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canvas or toile that receives an idea already forged by reason: “I see [imagination] in my 

hypothesis only as one of the secondary causes...The imagination receives the rapid 

sketch of the painting that is presented to the mind, and it is on this first sketch that 

genius distributes the colors.”151  Thus, Cahusac asserted that the imagination was merely 

a medium for the enthusiastic genius to express this inspiration.  This sentiment was 

echoed by Roussel in his Système physique et moral de la femme (1805).  He explains 

that, “...[woman's] imagination, more lively than stable, lends itself to those true and 

picturesque expressions that are the sublime of the arts of imitation.  More able to sense 

than to create, she receives more easily in her mind the images of objects that she cannot 

reproduce.”152  By Roussel's understanding, much like Cahusac's, the creative woman 

was physiologically unable to produce great works of art.  It should be reiterated, 

however, that Cahusac's main goal was not to cast out the feminine, but rather to elevate 

the fine arts to the level of philosophy by fashioning the artist as both reasonable and 

masculine.  However, in doing so, he recognized that the feminine trait of imagination 

impeded the progression of the fine arts.  Regardless of Cahusac's goal, his attempts to 

legitimize painting by framing it within masculine discourse provides a possible 

understanding for why the vast majority of French history painters ignored Sappho's 

creativity.  In the same way that Sappho had to become heterosexual before women 

could identify with her creative genius, she had to become less threatening to the 

151. Ibid., 93. 
152. Ibid., 22.
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patriarchy before men could associate with her genius at all.  

Mouttonnet de Clairfon's Annacréon, Sapho, Bion et Moschus (1773), shows an 

early example of how male authors in France manipulated how their readers interpreted 

their version of Sappho.  Similarly to how seventeenth-century French scholars edited 

Sappho's biography, de Clairfon strung unrelated fragments of Sappho's poetry together 

to create new meanings, and furthermore spliced her oeuvre with the poetry of other 

poets.153  More significantly, however, Annacréon, Sapho, Bion et Moschus is important 

because of the included illustrations by Charles Eisen.  Eisen's illustration of Sappho's 

suicidal leap (Fig. 22), in particular, was the first of its kind, and began a precent for 

imagining Sappho in the moments of her suicide.   

The first major Salon painting that featured Sappho's suicide is Jean-Joseph 

Taillasson's Sappho at Leucadia, shown in the Salon of 1791 (Fig. 23).  In Taillasson's 

painting, Sappho is shown wearing a classical robe that billows behind her in a fashion 

reminiscent of depictions of Nike landing.154  Looking back in horror as her feet reach the 

edge of the cliff, Sappho clutches an unseen object in her left hand, and stretches her 

right arm outward, suggesting that she is not merely standing at the edge of the cliff, but 

rather running towards it.  The original title of the piece, Sappho, Not Being Able to 

Make Phaon Love Her, Throws Herself from the Cliff of Leucadia, suggests that the 

object she is holding some memento of Phaon. 155  Importantly, in the bottom, right-hand 

153. deJoan, Fictions of Sappho, 142.  
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155. Johnson, David to Delacroix, 154.
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corner of the composition, a broken lyre and incomplete scroll are strewn on the rock that 

she is about to jump from.  By including Sappho's broken and neglected attributes, 

Taillasson was making a clear commentary about the effects of Sappho's love-stricken 

melancholy.  His version of Sappho looks back from the cliff's edge, obsessed with 

hopes that Phaon might change his mind before it is too late-- meanwhile remaining 

unconcerned that her lyre and scroll are heaped in disarray.  

The Napoleonic Nymphomaniac

In a similar fashion, Antoine-Jean Gros's portrays Sappho in the moments directly 

before she leaps from the cliff. Sappho at Leucadia, (Fig. 24), shown at the 1801 Salon,   

Dressed in sensuous robes that cling to her body, Gros's Sappho stands at the edge of the 

Leucadian cliff, clutching her lyre with both arms and lifting her head in ecstasy towards 

the moonlit sky.  Behind Sappho there is an altar with sacrifices to the goddess Diana, the 

significance of which is paralleled in the prominent reflection of the moon glistening in 

the water.  Given that the moon is iconographically representative of Diana, Gros 

suggests that the goddess is responding to Sappho's prayers by instructing Sappho to 

jump.  Unlike Taillesson's Sappho, who is sane enough to choose Phaon over her talents, 

Gros' Sappho is so overcome by the symptoms of her melancholy that she embraces her 

lyre as she would a lover.

Further, given Gros' highly eroticized composition, the moral consequences of 

Sappho's obsession with Phaon come into question.  Similar to the love-stricken 
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melancholia of the Renaissance, the eighteenth-century creative female was thought to be 

exceptionally susceptible to bouts of hysteria.  Hysteria, considered a moral illness,  

affected women in the throes of passion who were victims of an unbridled imagination.156 

D.T. De Bienville described the condition in his 1771 La Nymphomanie; ou traité de la 

fureur utérine as a state of  “uterine furor” that was incited by any activity that might 

over-engage the imagination, including reading novels and poetry on love.157  Thus, Gros' 

Sappho does not reject her genius, but rather falls victim to the physiological effects 

creativity has on the female body.  

Importantly, Gros' impassioned depiction of Sappho committing suicide suggests 

his familiarity with Alessandro Verri's novel, Le Avventure die Saffo (1880).  In Verri's 

novel,  Sappho becomes a victim to her promiscuous sexuality.  Having stared at nude 

statues from childhood, Verri's sexually precocious Sappho, still an adolescent, begins to 

frequent the Gymnasium so she can observe the nude athletes.  Incidentally, it is while 

watching Phaon win a wrestling match at a Mytilène festival for Minerva that she became 

infatuated with, and poetically inspired by, the athlete.158  After the match, Sappho runs 

up to Phaon and presents him with a bouquet of flowers.  More importantly, Sappho, 

“framed in sudden poetic frenzy,” spontaneously composes her first poem in his honor.159 

Although Verri's novel was written in 1880, before the Napoleonic occupation of Italy, he 

156. Ibid., 161.
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released an edition in 1797 that was dedicated to Napoleon's sister, Caroline Bonaparte.160 

Furthermore, Verri's dedication, translated by Joan deJoan, refers to Caroline as “our 

Saffo,” and praises her for minding her parents and remembering that keeping busy with 

work is as essential for maintaining peace of mind as exercise is for maintaining a 

healthy body.161 Thus, Verri's Sappho served to remind women that if they obeyed the 

Emperor and stayed occupied and healthy, they would not upset the patriarchal order.162  

Furthermore, Gros met General Dessoles, who commissioned Sappho at Leucadia, 

through Caroline Bonaparte.163  Therefore, Gros's Sappho was likely intended to serve as 

a political device upholding Napoleonic ideals.  

Another painting of this type is Jacques-Louis David's Sappho, Phaon, and Amor 

from 1809 (Fig. 25).  In this painting, David depicted a hysterical Sappho so infatuated 

with Phaon she not only is unable to create, but is furthermore completely oblivious to 

her surroundings.  Undoubtedly the most elaborate composition showing Sappho in a 

hysterical fit, this work is unique in that it was commissioned by the Duke of 

Youssoupoff, and sent to Russia almost immediately after its execution.164  In the work, 

David depicted an intimate boudoir scene between Sappho and Phaon.  Reclined in a 

chair and dressed in classical costume, Sappho is shown in the act of performing a love 

song for Phaon on her lyre.  However, a winged personification of Amor hovers before 

160. Johnson, David to Delacroix, 158.
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her, lowering his head in skepticism as he holds the lyre he just took from her hands.  

Oblivious to Amor's intercession, Sappho holds a pleased and fatuous expression as she 

keeps her arms extended outward, as if still playing.  Phaon, completely unaffected by 

Sappho's performance, supports the poet's head and shares a knowing glance with the 

viewer.  In David's composition, Sappho is placed directly between her love and her 

talents, and is clearly unable to have both.  Unwittingly surrendering her lyre to Amor, 

David's Sappho provides a clear explanation for what happens when a creative female 

falls into a state of hysteria: no longer inspired by love, it robs the creative female of her 

abilities to function. 

A final Napoleonic portrayal of Sappho is Sappho Recalled to Life by the Charm 

of Music (1811) by Louis Ducis. (Fig. 26).  The literary inspiration for this painting was 

most likely Étienne Lantier's Voyages d'Antenor (1791).165  In Lantier's novel, the 

protagonist meets Sappho during his travels around the world.  Upon meeting Sappho, 

she gave him a scroll to be read after her death.  The contents of the scroll described her 

search for the unfaithful Phaon after he had left her for another woman.  Upon finding 

out about Phaon's tryst, Sappho became delirious as she was “seized with a violent fever” 

and began rambling of, “vengeance, of treachery, and of poniards.”166  In this state, we 

see Ducis's Sappho reclined across a daybed in the house of the sophist philosopher, 

Zeno.  According to Lantier's text, he assembled the musicians shown in the composition 

165. Stein, The Iconography of Sappho, 214. 
166. Ibid., 215. 
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in vain attempts to revive Sappho.  Bathed in strong light and wearing garments of high 

tonal value, Sappho is the main focus of attention as she languidly stretches across the 

Grecian daybed.  While she seems barely conscious, the fingers on her left hand indicate 

that she is might be responding to the musicians.  Although this painting of Sappho 

suggests a somewhat more positive outcome, the fact remains that her melancholy over 

Phaon rendered her unable to create.  However, for Ducis' Sappho, she is given the 

opportunity to reestablish what she has lost.  

During the Napoleonic Empire in Europe, major history paintings of Sappho 

depict her as a love-stricken victim of her unrequited love for Phaon.  In these scenarios, 

Phaon is in control of Sappho's abilities to create.  In Verri's version of Sappho, she 

composes her first poem in a feverish state after catching sight of his beauty.  In all of the 

other Napoleonic versions of Sappho, she is either too overcome with the symptoms of 

nymphomania to create, or too heartbroken to move, much less compose.  Perhaps 

because female melancholia has held such strong links with erotic desire,  paintings of 

Sappho as a completely inactive erotic figure begin appearing after the end of the 

Napoleonic Empire in 1815.   No longer the prototypical author from antiquity, the 

majority of these paintings make vague reference, if any, to the illustrious creative status 

of Sappho from 1775-1809.  In Baron Pierre-Narcisse Guérin's, Sappho (Fig. 27) from an 

unknown year, a mostly nude Sappho sits alone in dim lighting.  She is looking forlornly 

to the side, and her surroundings are completely black.  It seems as if she might be 
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holding a lyre, but it is barely included in the composition, and she seems wholly 

disinterested in playing.  While Guérin's Sappho is not overtly sexual, it becomes strange 

that she is so scantily clad.  While her bare breasts are visible, a possible allusion to 

Venus, there is no other visual information supporting that assumption.  More likely, 

Sappho's nudity is meant to eroticize her.  

In Pierre-Claude François Delorme's, Sappho and Phaon (Fig. 28), from 1834, 

Sappho and Phaon are shown reclining and almost completely nude.  Phaon is embracing 

Sappho while he stares lovingly at her contented expression.  Significantly, however, 

despite being shown with her lyre, she holds it off to the side of the couch, thoroughly 

too involved with her love for Phaon to care about her talents.  Finally, in Sapho d'Erèze 

(Fig. 29) by Félix Joseph Barrias from 1847, Sappho is shown completely transformed as 

a femme fatale. A voluptuous and nude Sappho reclines against the loose bedclothes of a 

low couch.  She is shown with her eyes shut, while her right arm is placed over her head 

as if she is sleeping.  Her left arm is raised and seems to be stroking the lyre behind.  Not 

coincidentally, the lyre is placed behind Sappho's hips, and echoes the curves of her 

body. This image is only one of many from this time on that shows Sappho as a 

completely sexualized object, rather than the foremost poet from antiquity.
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Concluding Thoughts

  It seems that from this point forward, even when Sappho is portrayed for her 

literary talents, she is most often eroticized.   The reason that I end with this painting is 

because for the rest of the nineteenth century, paintings of Sappho become assimilated 

into a number of different aesthetic schools.  Even within the years of 1791-1846, there 

are many portraits of Sappho that appealed to the aesthetics of English Romanticism.  

However, those paintings became popular in response to those created within the 

Neoclassic tradition.  The “lesbian” Sappho of today's society is a model that has only 

been around for a little over a century.  In fact, as late as 1885, Queen Victoria refused to 

outlaw female homosexuality, claiming that it did not exist.167  

While many of these developments in Sappho's reputation were first established 

through literature, they manifested and were proliferated through paintings.  If women 

had not identified with Sappho through literature, she likely would not have become such 

a popular subject in painting.  Had she never become a popular subject in painting, her 

importance as a literary figure, and eventually as a political literary figure, would have 

held less importance.  Although Neoclassic artists welcomed classical subjects of all 

kinds, none of them fit into Enlightenment conceptions so precariously as Sappho.  

Women could identify with her only if she was heteronormalized.  But whereas women 

during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries only risked scandal by 

associating with her talents, men risked sacrificing their very masculinity.  Moreover, by 

compromising their masculinity, men also jeopardized their abilities to produce superior 

167. Dolores Klaich, Woman Plus Woman, (Tallahassee, FL: Naiad Press: 1989), 227.
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works of art.  Thus, to the Neoclassical male mind, the only solution was to place Sappho 

in a position where she was no longer threatening.  Sappho could possess exceptional 

talents, but only if those talents, and more importantly, her sanity, were controlled by the 

whims of a man.  
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Figure 14. François Dumont, Madame de Saint-Just d'Aucourt as Sappho, 1797, 
Miniature on ivory, 20.3 x 14.1 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris.  Photograph © Réunion des 

Musées Nationaux/Art Resourse, NY.  
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Figure 15.  Charles Coypel, Portrait of a Woman with a Lyre, c. 1740-45, Oil on canvas, 
39 ¾” x 35.”  Chrysler Museum of Art, Norfolk, Virginia.  Photograph: Courtesy 

Chrysler Museum of Art.
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Figure 16.  Jean-Honoré Fragonard, Sappho Inspired by Cupid, 1775.  Collection of 
Countess Batthyany, Castognola.
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Figure 17.  Angelica Kauffman, Sappho Inspired by Love, 1775, Oil on canvas,  52” x 57 
1/8”.  John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota, Florida.
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Figure 18. “Sappho,” c. 60 CE.  Fresco.  Excavated from Pompeii in 1766.  Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale, Pompeii. 
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Figure 19. Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun, Mme de Stäel en Corinne, 1808. Musée d'Art et 
d'Histoire, Geneva.
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Figure 20, Domenichino, Sybil, c. 1617,  Oil on canvas, Villa Borghese, Rome, Italy.
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Figure 21. François Gérard, Corinne at the Cape Miseno, 1819.   Musée des Beaux-Arts 
de Lyon, Lyon. 
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Figure 22.  Charles Eisen. Sappho at Leucadia. Illustration for Moutonnet de Clairfons, 
Annacréon, Sapho, Bion et Moschus. 1773. 
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Figure 23. Jean-Joseph Taillasson, Sappho at Leucadia, 1791, Musée des Beaux-Arts, 
Brest. Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, New York.  
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Figure 24.  Antoine-Jean Gros. Sappho at Leucadia, 1801. Musée Baron Gérard, Bayeux. 
Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, New York.  
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Figure 25. Jacques-Louis David.  Sappho, Phaon, and Amor, 1809.  Hermitage Museum, 
St. Petersburg. Scala/Art Resource, New York.
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Figure 26. Louis Ducis, Sappho Back to Life by the Charm of Music, 1811, Oil on canvas, 
115.2cm x 146.3cm. Norton Simon in the Museum, California.
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Figure 27. Baron Pierre-Narcisse Guérin, Sappho, c. 1774-1833, Oil on canvas, 32¼ x 
27½.  Christie's Lot 347, United States.
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Fig. 28. Pierre-Claude François Delorme, Sappho and Phaon, 1834. Oil on canvas. 
Musée municipal d'Elboeuf, Elboeuf-sur-Seine.
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Figure 29.  Engraving by Emile Lassalle after Félix Joseph Barrias, Sapho d'Eréze, 1846, 
Oil on canvas.  Location Unknown.  
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