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The paper is concerned with the meaning and translation of the adjective mouhd8povog used by
Sappho as an epithet of the Greek goddess of love in the so-called Ode to Aphrodite. Classical scholars
interpret this compound epithet in different ways. The majority of scholars are inclined to understand the
second part as the stem Opov- which means ‘throne’. However, as it was proposed by G. Wustmann, this part
of the word could be thought to have been derived from 8pdva and thus to be translated as ‘embroidered
flowers. In this paper, I am trying to show that the once suggested reference to embroidered flowers and
further to Aphrodite’s charms is more pertinent to the meaning of the ode than a throne.
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IMowh6Bpov’ dBavat’ Agppodita
nad Atog Sohodmhoke, Aiooopal o€
pn @ doatot und’ oviaot Sapva
noTvIa Odpov.

‘Dapple(?)-throned/patterned immortal Aphrodite, daughter of Zeus, weaving wiles,
I beg you, mistress, not to torment my soul with anxieties and sorrows.

The beginning of the celebrated Ode is an invocation of the goddess whose name
is framed by epithets, either common or peculiar: mowiA6Opovog, dBavétog and
dohomhokog. Of these mowkiAdBpovog is the most notable one, a hapax which, since the
verse goes first in all editions of Sappho, introduces a reader to her poetry.! Transla-
tors render the word in two ways: ‘dal trono variopinto’ (E Ferrari), ‘auf buntem Throne’
(M. Treu) or ‘throned in splendor’ (W. H. Appleton), ‘splendour-throned’ (J. M. Edmonds).
The abundance is thus expressed in variety or in intensity. But still, for all that, why should
Aphrodite’s throne be ‘coloured’ or ‘shining’?

! An alternative reading mowi\o@pwv is rejected by the majority of scholars in view of the following
Soldmhoxke.
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Obviously, the semantics of each part of the compound is relevant. ITowkilog usu-
ally means ‘many-coloured’ (LS] I). Its more specific second meaning in LS] is ‘wrought
in various colors, ‘of woven embroidered stuffs, ‘of intricate work’ This implies different
materials, but also many shapes and patterns, a complicated technique in which an object
is made. -Bpovog is commonly considered to be identic with 6pdvog ‘throne’ (see e. g.
Wilamowitz 1913, 44; Page 1955, 5). However, as early as in 1868 Gustav Wustmann sug-
gested that it could be derived from Homeric Opova ‘patterns’?

In Homer mouwkiAog as an attribute denotes the ‘spotted skin’ of a leopard (II. 10. 30)
or a fallow deer (Od. 19. 228), the ‘beauty’ and ‘splendor’ of mémhog (Il. 5. 734-735), indg
(Aphrodite’s belt: Hom. II. 14. 219-220), kAiopog (Hom. Od. 1. 132), tevyea (Il. 3. 327),
Sigppog (1. 10. 501) etc. In Sappho mowkilog defines paoAn (‘leather shoes’) and pitpa, i.e.
it is used in the second meaning. As a part of a compound: mouchountng, full of various
wiles), epithet of Odysseus (Hom. I 11. 482, Od. 3. 163; 13, 293), of Zeus (Hymn. Apoll.
323), of Hermes (Hymn. Merc. 155). By Hesiod mowkilopovrog, ‘of changeful counsel,
wily’ is applied to Prometheus (Hes. Th. 21), and motkiA6Setpog, ‘of varied voice, many
toned’ (OD 203) — to the nightingale. In these compounds the metaphoric motkiA- is also
derived from the second sense.

The element -Bpovog is found in two compound adjectives — ebBpovog (II. 8. 565,
Od. 6. 48; 15. 495; 17. 497) and xpvooOpovog (1. 1. 611). The last epithet is applied to Eos,
Hera and Artemis, the first — to Eos alone. The combination of mowilog and Opdvog
is attested only in Paus. 5. 11, in the description of the statue of Zeus in Olympia: 6 8¢
Bpovog motkidog pev xpvod kai Aiboig, mowkilog 6¢ éBEvw kai EAépavti éott (‘The throne
is decorated with gold and stones, ebony and ivory’).

The sustainable capacity of each of the two elements to form various compound words
predetermined both their naturally sounding combination, as in Sappho, and the ambi-
guity of the neologism in question. In view of Wustmann’s interpretation (supported by
Aly 1920, 2375 and Burnett 1983, 250-251), considering the Homeric £¢v 8¢ Opdva motki)’
énaooe (II. 22. 441), I doubt strongly, whether the traditional rendering of mouaA66povog
largely fostered by Wilamowitz (“Hier darf wahrlich niemand an 8péva moikida denken:
wo wiren sie denn?”) is correct.

It seems that mowktAoBpovog is put in a prominent position deliberately. The poem
begins with the most important word. A flowery belt symbolizes the taming power of love,
for which Sappho is waiting, whereas a throne is a symbol of governance and has virtually
nothing to do with love. The idea of dominance is sufficiently expressed by notvia.

In most cases motkilog in Homer goes together with arms, clothes and furniture.
Hence the adjective is likely to mean ‘shining’ A throne can gleam, while patterns cannot.
Accordingly, T. G. Miakin (2004, 95-98) renders mowkiA66povog as “with shining throne”.
However, to refer only to the contexts with armor, the majority of which is found in the
Iliad, is hardly correct. Besides, ‘shining armor’ is somewhat trivial and in such case as IL
3. 327: inmot depoinodeg kal motkida Tevye’ €ketto, the epithet rather highlights the intri-
cacy of the work made. Thus, there is no need to substitute ‘splendor’ for ‘subtlety’, and,
indeed, Opova fits no less than Opovog. Together with the pathos of the poem in favor of
Opova counts an allusion to Awdg amdtn: just as Hera makes use of Aphrodite’s embroi-

2 Cf. LS]s. V. Bpovov, flowers embroidered on cloth, and Wustmann 1868, 238.
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dered belt to seduce Zeus, Sappho desires to win the heart of her beloved girl with the help
of goddess’ charms: ai 6¢ un @ile, Taxéwg eLAnoet.

Why, then, Sappho does not define Aphrodite as ‘colorfully belted’? Probably, because
she just could not design such a word: compounds with -iudg are not attested, an artifi-
cially formed one would be metrically problematic, and, after all, it would hardly appear
as ingenious as motkiA60povog.

It seems not impossible that the author invited her listeners and readers to think what
the striking initial term really means. The trivial ‘painted throne’ comes to mind first,
gradually giving way to a more coherent interpretation. The epithet reveals its meaning
fully by the end of the poem, in the sixth stanza and in the seventh, the last one, where
Sappho asks the goddess for help and begs her to be her ally.
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Crarbs IIOCBsIIIeHa aHAMN3Y IIPUIAraTeIbHOTO TOKINOOpOVOG, KoTopoe y Cando CIy>KUT SIMUTETOM
Adponutsl. BOIBIIMHCTBO TONKOBaTeIell CKIIOHHbI BUJIETh BO BTOPOIl YaCTV KOMIIO3!TA KOPEHb, O3HAYa-
1ot «Tpon». OfHaKo, cornacHo rumnorese I. ByctMaHHa, BTopas II0JIOBUHA CTI0OBA MOXeT OBITb 06pa3oBa-
Ha 0T OpOva 1, TaKMM 06pasoM, 03HAYATD «I[BETOUHBIE Y30pbl». B HacTosIIell 3aMeTKe fje/raeTcsl HOIbITKA
JI0Ka3aTh, YTO OTCHIIKA K BBILINTBIM IIBETaM, a Jjazee U K 4apaM AQpORUTBI, BBEIIIAUT 60Iee YMECTHO, 4eM
yHOMI/IHaHI/Ie TpOHa.

Kniouesvie cnosa: Cando, Tumn Appodume, ramaxc motktho8povog.
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