
chapter 1

Catullus’ Sapphic Lacuna
A Palimpsest of Absences and Presences

Ábel Tamás*

Auch Absenz hinterläßt eine Spur, ihre Markierung heißt Schrift

‘Absence too leaves a trace: its mark is called script’1

The Textual Absence That ‘Must Be Supplied’

What do we talk about when we talk of textual absence? In my approach,
significantly influenced by Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s ‘philosophy of
presence’,2 textual absence is an effect, which is generated in the act of
reading by something that the reader (whether rightly or not) attributes to
the damaged or at least problematical condition of the Textträger. Textual
absence, accordingly, is an event of the act of reading: a ‘scar’ – as
Gumbrecht formulates with a ‘dramatic emphasis’3 – that forces the reader
to focus on thematerial conditions of the text in question and, in a sense, to

* This chapter has benefited very much from other people’s help. Above all, I would like to thank the
manifold support I received from Elena Giusti and Tom Geue, who edited this volume with
unbelievable intellectual energy. The way they read and commented on different versions of this
text was extremely helpful. Heartfelt thanks are due to CUP’s anonymous readers for their useful
caveats. I’m also highly grateful to my colleagues in Hungary, András Kárpáti, Dániel Kiss and Attila
Simon, for their invaluable comments, as well as Andrea Timár and Janka Kovács, who polished my
English with a lot of care. Last but not least, I wish to thank warmly the participants of the conference
in St Andrews for their excessively astute remarks. I use Mynors’ text of Catullus (Mynors 1958) and
Hutchinson’s text of Sappho (Hutchinson 2001). The English translations of ancient texts are taken
or adapted from the Loeb editions.

1 Ernst 2001: 15.
2 Cf. primarily Gumbrecht 1997, a chapter written for the volume on fragments in the book series
‘Aporemata’, later reprinted in Gumbrecht 2003: 9–23. In the Aporemata chapters that make up his
Büchlein on philology, Gumbrecht applies his ‘philosophy of presence’ for the interpretation of the
philological work, but without explaining the theory in any general sense. For this, see Gumbrecht
2004, where the author outlines the concept of the ‘presence effect’ that influences my approach
throughout this chapter. See also Don Fowler’s seminal essay on ruins, monuments, absence and the
desire to fill the gaps (Fowler 2000b), which stands as a fundamental example for thinking of poetic
texts as thematising their own ‘philological’ future.

3 Gumbrecht 1997: 320.
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start thinking both ‘philologically’ and ‘aesthetically’ about it.
Consequently, this kind of textual absence connects aesthetics and phil-
ology in a very special way: the reader, if touched by this effect, feels
obliged to distinguish between the hypothetical original and the particular
copy they hold in their hands, and to wonder whether the latter is the
correct representation of the former, while they also feel that this ‘philo-
logical’ problem is not entirely independent of the aesthetic experience
they partake of while reading the text. Generally speaking, textual absence
helps or urges us to take both the ‘pastness’ and the ‘reproducibility’ of
a particular literary work into consideration, and to embed this material
and at the same time sensual aspect in our aesthetic experience, which is, in
fact, enriched by our sudden desire to fill in the ‘gap’ in our imagination.
Consequently, textual absence is one of the most effective ‘presence effects’
that a literary work can generate. With regard to Wolfgang Ernst’s insight
quoted in the epigraph to this chapter, a real or imagined textual gap only
reinforces what is implied in all written texts: that they necessarily testify to
something that is entirely absent and for which, accordingly, we are
hopelessly longing.
Textual absence is, of course, closely connected to fragmentarity, but it

is not only fragmentarity that can generate the effect of textual absence:
unfinishedness, whether intentional or not, can produce it just as well. As
a matter of fact, this kind of effect is intentionally generated by every (not
merely literary) work of art, which simulates being a fragment or being
fragmentary. This, from the Romantic period onwards, is an established
artistic device: that is, the embedding of the Vergangenheit in the sense of
‘pastness’ into the aesthetic effects of a work of art. This does not imply,
however, that all fragmentary texts that survived from classical antiquity
necessarily ‘inherit’ this effect or at least its potential: it is only a possibility
one has to reckon with when thinking of texts endowed with textual gaps.
In Latin literature, the half-lines in Virgil’s Aeneid represent an example

in which the potential of textual absence is highly present.4 Whether we
regard them as depending upon the unfinishedness of Virgil’s epic work, or
else attribute them to the poet’s intention, in view of the empirical fact that
they really are half-lines, and that much philological debate is associated
with them concerning the genesis of the Aeneid, we are almost forced to
think of them in terms of textual absence. Reading the half-lines of the

4 For a very balanced and concise view of Virgil’s half-lines in the Aeneid, see O’Hara 2010: 99–100.
Special thanks to William Fitzgerald and Elena Giusti, who encouraged me to take Virgil’s half-lines
into consideration.
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Aeneid, we oscillate between a number of reader-responses to textual
absence:

a) a romantic meditation on the passing away of even such an immortal
poetic work as the Aeneid (this is the traditional sense associated with
the ruins of antiquity);

b) a historicist curiosity regarding the emergence of these lines (in this
case, we have to speculate on the ‘absent’ Virgil and Augustus, and the
similarly ‘absent’ editorial activity of Varius and Tucca);

c) a philological instinct to fill in the gaps (even if in this case it is a taboo
in modern classical philology, because of the biographical tradition
testifying that the half-lines belong to the finished unfinished text of
the Aeneid5);

d) an interpretative activity in its narrow sense where we embed the
brokenness of these lines into their literary interpretation (this time,
we necessarily apply a kind of ‘poetics of absence’).

For example, the half-line infabricata fugae studio (‘[logs] unhewn, in their
eagerness for flight’, Aen. 4.4) can be interpreted as referring to both the
‘unfinishedness’ of the ships that the Trojans are building and, metapoe-
tically, to the incompleteness of the half-line itself, and indeed of the whole
Aeneid. And yet, a question emerges: who or what is alluding to the
unfinishedness of the text? Virgil? Varius and Tucca? Or the unfinished
text itself? Can a text that plays on its own unfinishedness still be called
‘unfinished’? In my view, these are the possible meditative questions of
a reader who is touched by the special effect that I call textual absence; or,
more precisely, such questions make up the effect that I call textual
absence. In this particular case, this effect may not be independent of the
immediate context of the half-line in question, for this concerns the
perception of the events by both the reader and Dido: the reader ‘sees’
(cernas, 401) the bustling of the Trojans from a distant perspective, just like
Dido does (cernenti, 408) – and, in view of the simile of the Trojans as ants
in this passage (Aen. 4.402–7), both perceive them as ‘distant’, i.e. distant
in time and in space respectively.6 Consequently, beyond the textual

5 This was not a taboo in antiquity: cf. Conte 2016: 57–9 on ancient interpolations of Virgilian half-
lines.

6 Cf. Smith 2005: 112–13, emphasising the connection between Dido’s gaze and the reader’s, but
without referring to their ‘distant’ character. For an intertextual and historical interpretation of this
Virgilian ‘deviant focalisation’, implying the historical distance of the reader from the text, see Reed
2007: 99; for Dido’s gaze as a ‘sublime vision’, see Hardie 2009: 163. The locus classicus of Lucretian
‘distant views’ is De Lacy 1964.
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absence implied in the half line, the reader’s absence from the text is also
encoded in Virgil’s gap. Textual absence, speaking as metaphysically as
Duncan Kennedy in the close of the present volume, spells our absence
from the ancient texts as well.
In what follows, I will discuss a particular textual absence, Catullus 51.8.

This is the famous lacuna of the poet’s ‘translation’ of Sappho’s fr. 31, if you
like, a possible forerunner of the Virgilian half-lines. According to James
J. O’Hara, Virgil had no precedent in the use of half-lines, ‘unless we are
overly fond of the passage in Catullus 51 where that poet’s notoriously
flawed manuscripts have a missing short line right where the speaker says
his voice breaks off when he looks at Lesbia’.7 I think that Catullus’ lacuna
can be interpreted in a way that takes into account the possibility that
Catullus, as an ancient representative of, say, Stéphane Mallarmé’s poetics
of absence, deliberately left this line empty. At this point, however, I have
to emphasise that I do not intend to probe the historicity of Catullus’
authorial intention. Maybe he did leave the line empty on purpose, but we
cannot, and never will, be certain of it. Nevertheless, I suggest that we focus
on how the effect of textual absence is generated by certain ambiguities
present in the act of reading itself, and realise that the question regarding
authorial intention is constitutive of these ambiguities. The reader of the
lacuna, if touched by textual absence, is enjoined to ask whether it was
Catullus’ intention to leave a missing line – this question, together with the
instinctive drive to ‘fill in the gap’, is part of the reader’s aesthetic experi-
ence. In the absence of any testimony suggesting the authorial or editorial
intentionality of the ‘omission’, it is not a taboo to fill in this gap, as is, in
fact, documented by the thirty or so conjectural supplements that have
been made in the poem’s textual history.8

If we take the text as it appears in the critical editions, and set aside, for
a while, the philological imperative of filling in the gap, we can say that
Catullus, in poem 51.7–8, translates Sappho’s fr. 31.7–8 ὤς με φώνησ’ /
οὐδὲν ἔτ’ εἴκει (‘my voice comes no more’) as follows:

nihil est super mi
< . . . >

7 O’Hara 2010: 100. He interprets Aen. 3.340 quem Tibi iam Troia? (‘Whom now, lo, when Troy. . .’)
as suggesting Andromache’s trauma, which makes it impossible for her to speak Creusa’s name. One
could call this a ‘Catullan absence effect’ in the Aeneid.

8 For the full apparatus, see Dániel Kiss’s online repertory of conjectures on Catullus called ‘Catullus
Online’ (Kiss 2013: www.catullusonline.org/).
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That is, he translates it partly into a mere linguistic void, into pure silence,
or else into an empty Adonic verse, making manifest the nihil included in
the previous Sapphic verse. This lacuna – precisely because of its empti-
ness – draws our attention to the metrical structure of the Adonic itself, to
its name and origin, and to the multiple significance of textual emptiness.
The textual lack makes us desire the absent presence of the past, including
that of Sappho herself and her resounding and breaking voice.
Furthermore, it makes us meditate on the function of this void right in
the middle of the poem. Is this empty Adonic verse an aposiopesis?9 Or,
literally, a lacuna? Although the rhetorical effect of the aposiopesis is at play
here, I do not think that we should dismiss the term lacuna even if we were
to assume that it is an intentional one. Lacuna usefully suggests that
Catullus’ line 51.8 is a philological matter from its inception. Let me
imagine Catullus’ first readers meeting with this empty line, conceding
that it is, of course, a Gedankenexperiment. As soon as they read the empty
line, if there was some indication, or if they realised the lack of an Adonic
verse (in the case that the primary manuscript and its first copies, just like
the medieval manuscripts, simply did not contain the ‘lost’ line, as if
nothing were missing), either way they would perform with their own
voice the break of the poet’s voice which is only described by any of the
supplements. Thus, in the moment they ‘read’ the textual absence with
their breaking voice, they would feel obliged to blame Catullus or someone
else for the omission and to demand or even insert a supplement.
Accordingly, this linguistically empty line is a lacuna by all means, embed-
ding a ‘philological moment’ into the acts of writing and reading. Because,
as the philological imperative dictates, it ‘must be supplied’.10

Sappho’s Falling Silent, Literacy and the Sublime

Jesper Svenbro has analysed Sappho’s fr. 31 in a way that makes it possible
for the fragmentary poem – in which fragmentarity as such is also part of
the play – to be read as an allegory of writing and reading.11The speaking ‘I’
is the writing Sappho herself; the male third person singular, the ‘he’ of the

9 For aposiopesis as a poetic device in Latin literature, especially in Statius, see Briguglio in this volume.
10 ‘In an attractive irony of textual history, part of that crucial moment, all of v. 8, is lost from the (lost)

archetype (‘Veronensis’) and must be supplied.’ (Stevens 2013: 310, n. 19.) For his beautiful
interpretation of the silence in Catullus 51, see 251–2.

11 Svenbro 1993: 145–59. I quote some of Svenbro’s most pregnant sentences, 155: ‘Instead of writing, as
in inscriptions, “I am Sappho’s poem; you will read me,” Sappho writes, “You are my poem; he will
read you.” The reader will breathe into the poem the ψυχή that Sappho breathed out there. In short,
the reader will restore life, voice, sound, andmeaning to the γραφή bymaking it “speak” and “laugh”
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poem, is the eternal reader;12 and as far as the female ‘you’ is concerned, she
is nothing other than the written poem itself. In Svenbro’s allegorical
reading, the miniature drama is a tragedy consisting of the falling silent
of the female writing self, who, having written down and fixed the poem, is
immediately constructed as absent, and even dead, jealous of the meeting
of her poem (the female ‘you’) and her reader (‘he’). The poem is being
reanimated again and again by the male reader as he reads it aloud and
keeps it alive (this reader is a series of readers over centuries, of course),
while the authorial voice is falling victim to the silencing effect of the
intrusion of literacy into the sphere of lyric poetry. Although Svenbro does
not explicitly mention the famous hiatus included in γλῶσσα †ἔαγε†,
which has made the verb ἔαγε suspect in textual criticism, its ‘voicelessness’
fits his interpretation very well.13 Instead of illustrating what Sappho says, it
performs the breaking or almost dying of the poetic voice. One of the
‘solutions’ to the suspect line has been to assume the presence of a digamma
as the first letter of ἔαγε, which is, in fact, as Yopie Prins writes, an odd
solution, ‘since the hiatus functions equivocally to mark both the absence
and presence of a letter that used to be voiced: the digamma is a non-sound,
a voiceless consonant representing something written or read but not
heard.’14 If we think of this Sapphic hiatus as performed by the reader
who, for a short moment, becomes voiceless when reading the poem aloud,
this could pose a challenge to Svenbro’s reading, since the reader, according
to his interpretation, is living and breathing ‘in the poem the ψυχή that
Sappho breathed out there’.15

If we imagine the reader as, for a short moment, being voiceless, how is it
possible that he is the triumphant survivor whose liaison with the poem is
seen by the poetess with jealous eyes? I would argue that this is the point
where the anthropology of reading à la Svenbro could be connected with
the aesthetic perspective suggested by Pseudo-Longinus, to whom we owe
the survival of Sappho’s poem. The author ofOn the Sublime presents fr. 31
as follows (De subl. 10.1–3):

each time that he reads it, since the present tense that is used, ὐπακούει “he listens” will always refer
to the reading of the poem, at which the reader is the foremost listener. The present tense creates the
possibility of an eternally renewable reference. In this perspective, not surprisingly does the reader
take on the character of a god: although readers are mortal, the Reader is eternal. Sappho is jealous of
that Reader, living in a future in which she will be dead.’

12 This is why, exclusively in the context of Svenbro’s interpretation, I will refer to the ‘reader’ with
a male pronoun.

13 Cf. O’Higgins 1990: 159; Greene 1999: 9; Prins 1999: 33–5. 14 Prins 1999: 34.
15 Svenbro 1993: 155.
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Sappho, for instance, never fails to take the emotions incident to the passion
of love from its attendant symptoms and from real life. And wherein does
she show her excellence? In the skill with which she selects and combines the
most striking and intense of those symptoms. [. . .] Is it not wonderful how
she summons at the same time, soul, body, hearing, tongue, sight, skin, all as
though they had wandered off apart from herself? She feels contradictory
sensations, freezes, burns, raves, reasons, so that she displays not a single
emotion, but a whole congeries of emotions. Lovers show all such symp-
toms, but what gives supreme merit to her art is, as I said, the skill with
which she takes up the most striking and combines them into a single
whole.16

Is it not possible, we might ask, that the sublime experience – of which
the poem is an example in Pseudo-Longinus – is simultaneously a reading
experience staged by the miniature drama of fr. 31? The successive readers
are offered the paradoxical opportunity to witness the magnificent emo-
tional earthquake of Sappho from both an external position and an
internal one, which is due to the fact that the reading of the poem almost
turns us, readers, into Sappho. By becoming Sappho, we experience her
‘fragmentation’ from both a safe and a dangerous position: by reanimat-
ing her voice, we have to share in the pathos of the poetess. In Svenbro’s
terms, the reader, when he is listening to the voice of the addressee/poem
from a short distance, necessarily hears his own voice, which is the
supplement, the continuation or the reanimator of the Sapphic ‘I’ due
to the mechanism of the medium of the poem itself. Accordingly, the
breaking of the voice is not only a symptom of Sappho’s emotional
concussion but can be interpreted also as a physical reaction to this
sublime experience of reading.17 To quote Yopie Prins, who combines
Svenbro’s allegorical reading with Pseudo-Longinus’ interpretation as

16 Translation by W. H. Fyfe (Loeb Classical Library).
17 My reasoning in this paragraph has been inspired by Neil Hertz’s reading of Pseudo-Longinus’

interpretation of Sappho, which emphasises the fragmentation and disorganisation of the Sapphic
experience (Hertz 1983); Gábor Bolonyai’s analysis of the Longinian sublime as a simultaneity of
different perspectives, esp. an external and an internal one as in the case of fr. 31 (Bolonyai 2007); as
well as Ellen Greene’s articles on Sappho fr. 31 and Catullus 51, which emphasise the fragmentation
of the erotic self (Greene 1995, 1999, 2007). See also Porter 2016: 117–24, with an analysis of Pseudo-
Longinus’ reading of Sappho, where sublimity is interpreted as ‘a theory of reading’. The fact that
the poem fr. 31 is a fragment itself, in my view, enriches this picture with new colours: the
fragmented poetic self is testified by a text that partakes in similar experiences, being the ‘fragment’,
i.e. the kind of object which can be taken as a specific combination of absence and presence, an
important generator of the sublime since early Romanticism (cf. Fetscher 2001: 561–2). As for
Catullus’ act of translation, we do not know whether Catullus knew Sappho’s poem as a fragment or
not. However, to quote one of Tom Geue’s comments on the present chapter, ‘even if Catullus
wasn’t translating a fragment, he was responding to a fragmentarity of voice and emotion that was
kind of inherent in the original all along’.
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much as I do: ‘Not only does fragment 31 leave Sappho suspended in
ekstasis, literally standing outside of a self, but the fragment leaves its
reader in a suspended state as well. [. . .] In his reading of fragment 31, we
see the shifting identifications that structure the Longinian sublime. The
self-scattering in Sappho’s fragment is transferred to the reader, who is
also scattered in the process of reading it.’18

In his Lacanian book A Voice and Nothing More, the Slovene philoso-
pher Mladen Dolar discusses the ‘object voice’ in a way which is highly
useful for my investigation.Writing on the metaphysics of the voice, Dolar
emphasises the difference between logocentrism and phonocentrism, men-
tioning ‘a dimension of the voice which runs counter to self-transparency,
sense, and presence: the voice against logos, the voice as the other logos, its
radical alterity’.19 According to Dolar, voice will lose its unproblematic
connectedness to presence in the moment ‘sense is eluded’. As he says, ‘the
object voice is a pivotal point precisely at the intersection of presence and
absence’, being ‘a truncated presence built around a lack’.20 I think this is
how the Sapphic hiatus – an equivalent of a sigh or a breath – is made
present in the act of reading. The reader, performing the hiatus, will be
touched by a very special effect. Taking into consideration Gumbrecht’s
theory of presence and, especially, Stimmung (‘mood’, the German word
being closely connected to Stimme, ‘voice’ and stimmen, ‘to tune an
instrument’), according to which lyric poetry, by intensifying the oppor-
tunity of touching inherent in the sound, is able to coordinate bodies with
bodies so that they will touch each other in an almost physical way,21

I assume that, in this particular case, it is precisely the special Stimmung of
absence-and-presence which is being mediated. Through the hiatus, the
reader feels bodily connected to Sappho’s ‘absence and presence’. Sappho’s
voice, silenced by the effect of writing, is being reanimated in the later acts
of reading as a kind of ‘truncated presence’. It is to her broken voice that we
are intensively connected, ‘being touched as if from inside’.22

18 Prins 1999: 38. 19 Dolar 2006: 52. 20 Ibid.: 55.
21 As for his view of lyric poetry, see most recently his lecture in Cambridge held on 13May 2016 (www

.crassh.cam.ac.uk/gallery/video/hans-ulrich-gumbrecht-why-prosody-and-rhythm-matter-in-
poetry-and-in-the-hu). For his general concept of Stimmung and how this ‘hidden potential’ of
literary texts can be revealed, see Gumbrecht 2012, esp. the introductory essay on pp. 1–20. For an
interesting application of Gumbrecht’s theory of presence and Stimmung, pointing out an epiphanic
experience of the past which is presentified simultaneously as absence and presence by certain
‘sounds’ of literary texts, see Vásári 2012.

22 Toni Morrison’s words as quoted in Gumbrecht 2012: 4 as a ‘definition’ of Stimmung.
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Catullus’ Sapphic Lacuna and the Translator’s Task

Once again: how does the ‘absence and presence’ of the Sapphic voice
survive in the Catullan translation? In Catullus 51.7–9 we read: nihil est
super mi / < . . . > / lingua sed torpet (‘no . . . remains . . ., but my tongue
falters’). As for lingua sed torpet, this is the adaptation of γλῶσσα †ἔαγε†
(‘my tongue is broken’, fr. 31.9), but we do not see the hiatus here. In the
previous line, however, there is a more radical textual event: the equivalent
of φώνησ’ / οὐδὲν ἔτ’ εἴκει sounds in the Catullan translation as follows:
nihil est super mi / < . . . >. Is it not possible to read it as a performative
lacuna with the intention to make the reader fall silent? Or, more precisely,
to break her voice as it is described in the next line? If we understand the
lacuna in such a way, we can call this a material event of translation: after
Catullus has caught sight of the original (nam simul te, / Lesbia, aspexi, nihil
est super mi / . . ., ‘for whenever I see you, Lesbia, at once no . . . remains. . .’,
51.6–8, with Lesbia as ‘Sappho’), the energy of his translation dissipates into
a lacuna.23On the material or corporeal surface of the text, a ‘scar’ emerges,
a uulnus caused by Eros,24 which makes present the experience of both
poems – such as the absence of the Other, the fragmentation of the self and
the breaking of the voice – and does so in a highly avant-garde way.
Sappho’s poem addresses both the survival and the lack of the survival of
the poetic voice, viz. the paradoxical circumstance that the voice of Sappho
is both being silenced and reanimated in the text. The text, being made to
sound again and again, functions as an ‘empty monument’ of the mortal
and immortal lyric voice.25Catullus’ lacuna, in turn, may not be independ-
ent of the Sapphic origin of the name of the Adonic verse, the mourning
lament ὦ τὸν Ἄδωνιν (fr. 168). Accordingly, the act of translation implied
by the lacuna can be understood as the material building of this cenotaph –
I repeat: the emptymonument of mortal and immortal lyric voices – on the
surface of the text, as an inscription of absence in the material texture of the
translation. Through its wounding and fragmenting nature, this lacuna,
which transmits the fragmentary character of the Sapphic poem, is per-
manently pointing to the enduring option of both the Sapphic and

23 I owe this formulation to Tom Geue. For a brilliant interpretation of the translator’s gaze and the
elision in Lesbia, aspexi, which ‘unites’ the translator with the author of his source text, see Young
2015: 170.

24 I’m highly grateful to Victoria Rimell for her phenomenal suggestion that Catullus’ lacuna could be
understood as a textual wound caused by Eros. This idea productively meets with Gumbrecht’s
‘scar’.

25 Cf. Fowler 2000b: 196 (in the context of Ovid and Martial), and Hardie 2002: 96–7 (in the context
of the epilogue of Ovid’s Metamorphoses).

Catullus’ Sapphic Lacuna 27

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108913843.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108913843.002


Catullan poems themselves getting lost or falling silent. The Sapphic
voice addresses her own death; the translation, which would guarantee
the survival of the voice, builds a cenotaph recording and archiving
the absence – or ‘truncated presence’ – of the voice. I would say that the
Catullan lacuna functions as a phonographic device: it records the silent
sound of Greek lyric poetry. Silence, to be sure, is the only sound that can
be recorded through the medium of writing.26

The original context of the Sapphic poetic performance is, of course,
entirely missing from Catullus. The feeling of absence triggered by both
the poem and its translation (‘why is it the Other, and not me, who can
experience you from a short distance?’) is intertwined with an impersonal
feeling of absence, namely the atmosphere of lost authenticity. The sonor-
ous world of the Greekmelos is lost forever; its reanimation in translation is
part of a poetic performance that is entirely committed to writing.27 The
Catullan lacuna seems to be important even in that context: the cenotaph
built to the broken Sapphic voice – as a literal implementation of ‘silent
writing’, because it literally does not tell and does not contain anything,
being both empty and material – has a highly paradoxical effect: as a locus
of the sublime experience of fragmentarity, containing both the infinite
and the nothing, it causes the broken Sapphic voice to sound in such a way
that it turns absence into presence. Accordingly, the Sapphic lacuna can be
seen as a radical gesture of the Catullan poetics which, through emphasis-
ing its own indebtedness to writing, permanently suggests its deprivation
of the sonorous poetic voice.
Irrespective of whether contemporary readers have read the poem

silently, aloud, or murmuring, when they faced the lacuna (if there was
a lacuna), they had to stop for a moment, until they found a solution: they
could implement the lacuna with any conventional sound of the metric
structure, supplying the absent words with verbal or nonverbal forms of the

26 Material events of translation are discussed in Mezei 2017, an analysis of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 55
(‘Notmarble, nor the gildedmonuments. . . ’) and its Hungarian translation by Lőrinc Szabó, where
the translated poem is interpreted as a ‘monument’which archives the survival of the lyric voice. For
the genuine silence of the funerary monument and the writing (both of which: σῆμα) and for
Theognis’ ‘voiceless stone’, see Svenbro 1993: 8–25 and 16, respectively. The voice recording as a kind
of technological immortalisation of the voice and the ghostly aspect of the technologically stored
voice are addressed in Kittler 1986: 112–13. For a recent approach to ancient literature from the
perspective of voice recording, see Butler 2015.

27 In contemporary Catullan studies, the question of writing as a locus of poetic performance is
omnipresent. Cf., e.g., Farrell 2009; Stroup 2010; Kennedy 2014. For example, Catullus 42 is
a highly sophisticated poetic play with the opposition of his sonorous poetic voice and the silent
writing as its medium, which makes the reader responsible for the reanimation of the Catullan voice
and thus the poem itself (see above all Lowrie 2009: 36–8).
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Adonic verse. Or they could fall silent. But even in this silence, there is the
pulsation of the Adonic verse, the metrical rhythm itself, which, in this
case, manifests its articulated musicality without the disturbing intrusion
of language, in a pure form. If we understand melos as a unity of text,
melody and rhythm, as Plato did (Rep. 398 c–d), then this lacuna helps us
realise what kind of sounds we would be supposed to hear. The ‘pure’
Adonic verse helps us recall the illusory totality of melos in the act of
reading: in this silence, we do not hear the melody, but we seem to hear
the Lesbian barbitos, and, perhaps, the song too – or is this an illusion? In
the axis of the poem, this lacunamakes themelos itself sound again, neither
in Greek nor Latin, but in the universal language of lyric poetry.
Accordingly, lingua sed torpet in the next line can be interpreted as follows:
it is language itself, Greek or Latin, which breaks off here, and gives place to
the universal and meaningless language of the lyric. The falling silent is,
from this perspective, the kind of silence which is music itself and which
makes music possible. In the axis of the first genuinely lyric poem of
surviving Latin literature, this extraordinary ‘presence effect’ makes the
lyric poetry sound like lyric poetry in Rome and, even in the epiphany of
the breaking of the voice, it makes the sensual experience of the lyric past
possible. If we listen to Catullus, through this acoustic channel of ‘sublime
historical experience’,28 we can hear real sounds and voices: the sigh and
broken voice of Sappho in love; the sounds of the accompanying instru-
ments of Greek poetic performances; the murmuring, scansion without
language and rhythmic thrumming of a series of Catullan readers.
The Catullan lacuna may be the place where – if ‘the translator’s task’ à

la Walter Benjamin is well performed – ‘the echo of the original’ is really
awakened.29 Immediately, it allows us to hear the sound of ‘pure language’,
which is overrunning the original due to the act of translation itself,
pointing to ‘the predetermined, inaccessible domain where languages are
reconciled and fulfilled’.30 Based on Benjamin’s famous parable, according
to which the original and the translation ‘must correspond to each other’
‘just as fragments of a vessel’,31 I would suggest that the intentional
fragmentarity of Catullus 51 – in the sense of intentio translationis – is
not only the echo of the Sapphic fragmentarity or the performative recre-
ation of the Sapphic falling silent in the material event of translation, but,
additionally, it is something more fundamental, the re-radiating of ‘pure

28 This phrase is borrowed from the title of Ankersmit 2005.
29 Benjamin 1997: 159. For Benjamin’s famous essay on translation as a highly relevant text for

contemporary media theory, see Krämer 2015: 117–25.
30 Benjamin 1997: 157–8. 31 Ibid.: 161.
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language’32 towards the Sapphic fragment in such a way that the
speechlessness of language becomes manifest precisely in its emphatic
fragmentarity. This is the falling silent of the particular languages of both
the original and the translation, i.e. Greek and Latin, or, rather, their
solemn unio mystica in the spirit of ‘pure language’. The event of transla-
tion consisting of the fitting of the two ‘fragments’ is made special by the
circumstance that, intentionally or not, both the original and the transla-
tion are fragments. While it is the end of Sappho’s poem that is lost, the
empty Adonic verse is located in the middle of Catullus’ poem; as such, it
has the nature of a linguistic ‘abyss’, such as that which, in Benjamin’s
essay, is represented byHölderlin’s translations of Sophocles, where ‘mean-
ing plunges from abyss to abyss until it threatens to become lost in the
bottomless depths of language’.33

The abyss inscribed in the surface of the text, where the Sapphic-
Catullan voice stands still and trembles, is, however, the redeemer of
sublime experience. But what happens with the voice on the margin of
the abyss? It breaks, of course, i.e. becomes fragmented. How should we
imagine the fragmented voice? It is not only the case that it stops function-
ing. The voice continues to exist, but in a fragmented, unarticulated and
desemanticised way. In this form, it is a radically material phenomenon:
the debris of the sound, inscribed as a negative inscription on the material
surface of the text. This is not far away from what we call Rauschen, or
noise, the other side of communication, which is, on the one hand, the
condition of the possibility of communication as such, and, on the other
hand, an acoustic abyss, where we perceive things that are unperceivable:
the aggregate of acoustic effects that, under normal circumstances, are
eliminated by our auditory system, e.g. the Aristotelian continuous buzz-
ing of our ears caused by the permanent motion of the air in them (De an.
420a). Tintinant aures (‘my ears ring with inward humming’, Cat. 51.11)
can be read as an intensified version of this inaudible sound. If we like, this
is the negative side of the music of the spheres, the symphony of the cosmos,
which human ears cannot hear. In the lacuna, understood as a material

32 Ibid.: 162.
33 Ibid.: 164–5. Accordingly, the lacuna can be understood as a Catullan ‘middle’, i.e. ‘a plunge into the

abyss [. . .] from which there can be no escape to a place from which we can view the totality of
a structure having a clearly delimited beginning and an ending’. (Hardie 2004a: 26, commenting on
Don Fowler’s first thoughts on middles in Latin poetry which, because of Fowler’s early death, had
no chance to be elaborated. I’m very grateful to Elena Giusti for having directed my attention to
Philip Hardie’s preface.)
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inscription of Rauschen or even of the music of the spheres, we experience
the recording of what cannot be recorded.34

As a surprising but intriguing parallel to our textual lacuna we may turn
to the 1915 work of art by Kazimir Malevich entitled Black Square, which is
intended to present (1) the so called zaum, ‘a new language of sounds
unrelated to meaning’ in the form of a painting; (2) the apotheosis of the
black colour absorbing the light, the medium of visibility; and (3) the zero
point of painting which contains nothing and everything at the same
time.35 The fragmented material surface of this ‘suprematist’ work of art
as we see it today was, of course, not the intention ofMalevich. This patina,
as a material inscription of the optical noise in the surface of the artwork, is,
from a historicist perspective, an obstacle in the way of historical cognition
only to be eliminated in order to have access (at least in our historical
imagination) to the original condition of the work, understood as the
authentic source of information. However, from the point of view of
Malevich, including the optical realisation of the zaum in the form of
a painting, we could legitimately ask: is this noise to be eliminated? Is this
not a noise that is inherent in the authentic ontological mode of the Black
Square?

Catullus, Calvus and the Supplementary Reading

I think that something very similar happens in Catullus 51. We will never
know for sure, but it is at any rate possible that the lacuna of Catullus 51was
caused by an error scribae, and in the original, instead of the lacuna, the
contemporary reader could read something that ‘existed’ in the form of
words, perhaps a line identical with one of the later supplements – as, for
example, the most popular uocis in ore. At the same time, this lacuna, if it is
regarded as a lacuna in a pregnant sense of the word, as a lacuna par
excellence, is a more organic part of the poem than any of the subsequent
supplements. I am saying this without the intention of fetishising the
manuscript tradition or of criticising the readers, copyists, humanists and
philologists of the last 2000 years who have been continuously working on
the emendation of classical texts, including Catullus’ oeuvre. I am saying

34 On Rauschen and the sublime, see Scharnowski 2001.
35 On Black Square and Malevich’s suprematism see, above all, the commentaries on the Tate

Modern’s home page: www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/five-ways-look-Malevich-Black-
Square (with the definition of the zaum as ‘a new language of sounds unrelated to meaning’, quoted
above). For the avant-garde and the sublime in the context of emptiness, absence and silence, with
the Black Square as an example, see Lyotard 2012.
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this for an entirely different reason: because I regard this lacuna as an
ancient version of the Black Square. The zaum of our lacuna, if taken
seriously, condenses everything in itself that happened with/in/around this
poem from its birth and beyond, already from its Sapphic model onwards,
having its afterlife and survival in Catullus’ translation. Paradoxically,
Catullus 51 would be incomplete without this lacuna.
According to the fiction enacted in poem 50 – and this is something

I suggest in accordance with many interpreters36 – poem 51with its Sapphic
translation is nothing other than a literary present for Calvus, the friend.
The poet friends have spent a textually inspired day together, in Calvus’
place, where, in the framework of a private poetic competition, they have
written various poems in various metrical forms. The fictional situation
implies, on the one hand, that the outcomes of the competition have been
again and again erased from Catullus’ wax tablets on which they have fixed
them (in meis tabellis, 50.2), and, on the other hand, that from time to time
a given metric form has been indicated, in which, then, the poets com-
posed their poems, supposedly in the form of a kind of amoebaeum,
‘Wechselgesang’. As the poem goes on:

I came away from this so fired by your wit and fun, Licinius, that food did not ease
my pain, nor sleep spread rest over my eyes, but restless and fevered I tossed about
all over my bed, longing to see the dawn, that I might talk to you and be with you
(simulque ut essem). But when my limbs were worn out with fatigue and lay half
dead onmy couch, I made this poem (hoc . . . poema) for you, my sweet friend, that
from it you might learn my suffering. (Cat. 50.7–17)

As several interpreters claim (and I agree with them),37 hoc poema refers to
the next poem, i.e. the translation, in the Catullan liber, which, at least
here, mirrors the original polymetric collection. Accordingly, poem 50 is to
be understood as a ‘cover letter’ of poem 51, storing the memory of sending
the letter in the composition of the liber itself. Seen from this angle, poem
51 seems to be nothing other than the in-absentia-continuation of the
poetic interplay performed by the poet friends the night before on the
fluid medium of the wax tablets.38 Can this continuation of the poetic

36 E.g. Finamore 1984; Wray 2001: 97; Gaisser 2009: 138–44; Stroup 2010: 233; Young 2015: 120–2.
37 For references, see the previous footnote.
38 Pace Gaisser 2009: 142. To go one step further: as Lydia Spielberg suggests to me, reddens mutua

(Cat. 51.6) can be understood as a metaphor for translation. If we accept this idea, poem 51 can be
taken as a very natural continuation of what the two friends have done in the fictional world of poem
50: they have translated various love poems from Greek into Latin. At any rate, this is how Elizabeth
Marie Young reads this Catullan ‘drama of translation’: ‘When 50 is read this way, 51 becomes the
triumphant endpoint in a contest between two authors who spent an ecstatically creative day
translating Greek lyrics and elegies.’ (Young 2015: 122.)
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interplay be imagined as performed on a solid medium, i.e. on papyrus
scroll? Or do we see a situation similar to that of poem 42, and, accord-
ingly, does the message arrive to Calvus on Catullus’ wax tablets men-
tioned in poem 50? And is what we read on papyrus, parchment, printed
book, or digital media, the fixed version of the ‘original’ manuscript – the
one that, perhaps, already contains the collaboration of Calvus? Is it not
possible that Calvus is the supplementer No. 1? At least in Catullus’ secret
desires?
The required metrical form is Sapphic stanza. The task to perform is to

translate Sappho’s Φαίνεταί μοι into Latin. The aim is to get Calvus,
personally, to knock on Catullus’ door as soon as possible. The means of
solution is to make a translation that not only presents Calvus with the
poetic model of erotic and literary passion and of making-somebody-
jealous or with the mirror games of absent and present personae, but that
almost assumes his physical presence.39 The role of the reader is, in this
particular case, an eminently active or, more precisely, collaborative one. Is
it not possible that the famous last stanza (the ‘otium-stanza’), with its
disputed status in the poem, has to be understood as an imagined answer of
Calvus or as an answer with which he has complemented the Catullan
poem in the framework of the in-absentia-continuation of their private
poetic competition?40 And, in the same vein, is it not possible that the
lacuna is the trace of an erasure performed by Calvus? Or that Catullus has
left the line empty in order to allow Calvus to fill the gap? With his
imagined or really sounding – or breaking – voice? Or with his bodily
presence? Fragmentarity, at this point, can be read as the sign of
a continuous dialogue: all readers enter the mirror game of voices and
echoes that starts with Sappho and is here being exponentially multiplied.41

39 For (illusory) presence, absence and desire in Catullus 50 and 51, see Hardie 2002: 50–4.
40 As several interpreters suggest (see Fantuzzi and Hunter 2004: 472–4; Young 2015: 167–78; Hunter

2019: 51–5), poem 51 can be read as a ‘metatranslation’, reflecting on the act of translation performed
by itself. Accordingly, superare (51.2) might be the trace of the literary aemulatio included in the
desire for Romanising Sappho, and the self-addressing (and very ‘Sapphic’, cf. Hunter 2019: 54–5)
last stanza can be read as a reflection of the otium which – according to poem 50 (otiosi, 50.1) –
generated the process of literary aemulatio culminating in Catullus’ translation of Sappho (cf.
Fowler 2000a: 25). If poem 51’s ille points back to Calvus as the next potential translator (Young
2015: 176), one might read the last stanza as Calvus’ reflection on Catullus’ overdone otium and the
textual and erotic passions it implies. On Lesbia as the speaker of the last stanza (a mostly rejected
idea of E. Kalinka), see Kőrizs 2004.

41 Duncan Kennedy, albeit interpreting hoc poema (50.16) as referring to poem 50 itself, outlines
a scenario that is highly interesting from my point of view. In the context of Genette’s theory of
paratextuality, he bases his reading of poem 50 on poem 14 (the latter written to Calvus, threatening
him with a selection of bad poets), and poses the question of what the anxious Catullus does plan to
do after he has written poem 50: ‘A trip to the librarii as soon as they open (as in 14.17) to have these
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Poems 50 and 51 can thus be read together with poem 101, the epigram in
which, according to Erik Fredericksen in this volume, loss is ‘reinscribed’
many times.
Whatever the case may be regarding the emergence of the lacuna, line

51.8 testifies that the ‘philological moment’, consisting of the reader’s desire
to erase or to fill in, is an inherent part of the poem. The continuation of
this gesture – which is both the gesture of Calvus as the primary reader and
a philological gesture – is nothing but the wholeÜber- and Fortleben of the
poem in its Benjaminian sense. The ‘afterlife’, ‘survival’ and ‘continuing
life’42 of this poem is a series of sounds and silences echoing in the lacuna as
an acoustic channel of textual tradition. In the lacuna, we can hear the
whisper of parchments, the murmur of copyists, the scratching sound of
the styluses, the noise of printing machines and the sighs of philologists.
Accordingly, the zaum of the lacuna absorbs the known and unknown
supplements of the lacuna, documented from the fifteenth century up to
the present. Catullus’ ‘Black Square’ condenses in itself – even retro-
actively, i.e. from Sappho onwards – a myriad of absences and presences:
this lacuna, as a radical event of translation, manifests the Fortleben of the
broken Sapphic voice in such an avant-garde way that it is impossible per
definitionem to define its ideal form. The ideal form of Catullus 51 is
variability itself: it generates its own future of multivocality. Catullus’
empty Adonic verse is a genuine philological challenge: from the moment
of its birth, this lacuna – lacuna? – is demanding from the absent Calvus
and all his absent successors that they fill the gap with their broken voices,
supplements and presences, and, accordingly, that they give themselves up
to the sublime zaum of textual transmission. From its birth, this lacuna is
a palimpsest of absences and presences.

poems – and now with the addition of poem 50 to form a preface – committed to a roll as an offering
to Calvus?’ (Kennedy 2014: 26). And how will Calvus react? ‘Calvus may have been fine with some
alcohol-fuelled poetic flirting (cf. lusimus, 50.2) with Catullus yesterday, but what will be his reaction
in the cold and sober light of morning when he finds that slender “corpus” insinuated next to his
own in a roll together?’ (Kennedy 2014: 27). Although this is a highly different scenario from that
which I have been outlining in this chapter with regard to the connection of poems 50 and 51 (since
I assume the permanent erasure of the poems written by the two friends during the day, while
Kennedy bases his reading on the assumption that they have been stored in meis tabellis), the two
readings meet in the assumption of an ‘anxious’ desire for a textual presence of Calvus as being
implied in poem 50, or in both 50 and 51, respectively.

42 Benjamin 1997: 153.
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