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Against Aesthetic Distance: Ovid, Proust, 
and the Hedonic Impulse 

1 Distance 

‘It is undoubtedly very difficult to reach an aesthetic appreciation through the 
lower senses, because the materialness of their action, their proximity and bodily 
connection are great obstacles to their distancing’.1 This cautionary statement re-
garding the disadvantages that the senses of taste, smell, and touch present to 
aesthetic experience is encountered in an influential article by Edward Bullough, 
first published in the British Journal of Psychology in 1912. ‘It has been an old prob-
lem why the “arts of the eye and the ear” should have reached the practically 
exclusive predominance over arts of other senses,’ Bullough writes in a previous 
section of the same article, adding that ‘apart from other excellent reasons of a 
partly psycho-physical, partly technical nature, the actual spatial distance sepa-
rating objects of sight and hearing from the subject has contributed strongly to 
the development of this monopoly’.2 

Certainly, the priority of Bullough’s article, the full title of which was ‘Psychi-
cal distance’ as a factor in art and an aesthetic principle, was to discuss someone’s 
overall psychical –and not physical– stance towards an aesthetic object. Still, his 
brief but unambiguous references to the actual, physical, distance supposed to 
separate an aesthetic stimulus from its aesthetic receiver are key to his argument. 
Such references to the physical prerequisites of aesthetic attitudes are indicative 
of much broader, most often implicit, and long-lasting tendencies towards the 
aesthetic. For instance, although the name of Immanuel Kant hardly ever appears 
in Bullough’s article, his views are deeply imbued in Kant’s aesthetic philoso-
phy.3 This becomes clearer when Bullough announces one of his main goals: to 
promote the concept of psychical distance as an instrumental tool that would 
help one separate effectively the agreeable from the beautiful.4 Although Kant’s 
name is not explicitly mentioned in this case either, these two fundamental and 

|| 
1 Bullough 1912, 109. 
2 Bullough 1912, 96. Italics are his. See Dickie 1961 for an interesting reaction to Bullough’s 
views, yet not engaging with his differentiation between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ senses. 
3 See Bullough 1912, 99 for the hapax appearance of Kant’s name in his article. 
4 Bullough 1912, 90 and 108–11. 
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opposed concepts bear the unmistakable signature of Kant’s theory of aesthetic 
judgment. ‘Agreeable is what the senses like in sensation’ Kant says in his Cri-
tique of Aesthetic Judgment, further clarifying that it is associated with gratifica-
tion, and thus ‘with a delight pathologically conditioned by stimuli’.5 On the con-
trary, the judgment of taste, which is what he associates with the beautiful, is 
‘merely contemplative’ and as such it represents the only appropriate condition 
for purer forms of aesthetic appreciation to take place.6 

It is important to note that, apart from their underlying Kantian ramifica-
tions, Bullough’s views captured concisely a sensory prerequisite in the realm of 
aesthetics that had been noted at least as early as the fourth century BC. Aristotle, 
for instance, had addressed the issue in a passage of his Eudemian Ethics, where 
he had clearly separated the aesthetic capacity of the senses of sight and hearing 
primarily (with smell in third place) from those of taste and touch.7 Aristotle’s 
discussion comes in the context of specific questions regarding human temper-
ance but its importance for the long tradition of segregating the senses according 
to their aesthetic modalities is evident. The temperate man, Aristotle claims, is 
judged not by his visual response to a beautiful statue or horse or human nor by 
his aural attention to somebody singing. For simply contemplating beautiful 
things or enjoying beautiful sounds does not make one intemperate, provided 
that seeing or listening does not arouse desire for food, drink, or sex. It is the two 
senses of taste and touch alone that are associated with profligacy. Animals, be-
ing sensitive exclusively to these two senses, are otherwise insensitive to listen-
ing to harmonious sounds or looking at beautiful spectacles. 

Clearly, the criterion of physical proximity with, or distance from, the sensory 
stimulus is key here. In Aristotle’s taxonomies of the senses, taste is paired with 
touch precisely because its activation requires physical contact with the object 
being tasted. Taste is more precise than smell, Aristotle says in the De Anima, 
‘being itself a form of touch’.8 In Eudemian Ethics the visual contemplation of 
beauty and the aural enjoyment of harmonious sounds are set apart precisely be-
cause they are experienced in actual, physical, distance. In addition, an aesthetic 
decorum (albeit ethically tinted) underlies its language. That is to say, Aristotle 
seems to hint at the existence of proper ways of attending to beautiful spectacles 

|| 
5 Kant 1987, 47 (§3) and 51 (§5). 
6 Kant 1987, 51–52 (§5).  
7 Arist. EE 1230b. On this passage in relation to Greek aesthetics, see also Peponi 2012, 71–3. On 
a similar approach, see Destrée 2015, 473–4. 
8 Arist. de An. 421a19–20: ἀλλ’ ἀκριβεστέραν ἔχομεν τὴν γεῦσιν διὰ τὸ εἶναι αὐτὴν ἁφήν τινα, 
ταύτην δ’ ἔχειν τὴν αἴσθησιν τὸν ἄνθρωπον ἀκριβεστάτην. 
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and sounds, on the condition that their sensory purity is guaranteed. We are in-
deed remarkably close to the prerequisite explicitly addressed many centuries 
later in Bullough’s aesthetic doctrine. 

2 Aesthetic intimacy 

With the background of such explicit or implicit tendencies to purify the aesthetic 
from the carnal, in largely distinct yet occasionally converging ancient and mod-
ern approaches, one may more thoroughly enjoy a section of the Epistula Sap-
phus, an elegiac poem classified as the fifteenth epistle in the modern editions of 
Ovid’s Heroides or Epistulae Heroidum.9 As is well known, the authenticity of this 
Epistle has been debated.10 Although the authorship of a poet as preeminent as 
Ovid adds to the authority and value of the views ingrained in this epistolary 
poem, the present reading stands in either case, whether the poem was indeed 
written by Ovid or by ‘Ovid’, i.e. a very compelling Ovidian imitator.11 Nonethe-
less, with the caveat of this open question regarding an authentic or duplicate 
Ovid, I will be referring to the author of the Epistle simply as Ovid from now on. 

The Epistle, purporting to be a letter written by Sappho to a (young) man 
called Phaon, is an interesting first-person quasi-biographical narrative –proba-
bly a medley of ancient sources fantasizing about the poet’s life with some of her 
actual poems– that revolves around Sappho’s unrelenting desire for her ad-
dressee, the man who, as we learn in the poem, abandoned her.12 The poem, 
which ends with the implication that Sappho is about to leap from the rock of 
Leukas into the waves should Phaon not respond to her love, has firmly shaped 
the mindset through which the Lesbian poet was re-imagined and re-interpreted 

|| 
9 Since Daniel Heinsius’ edition of the Heroides in 1629; Knox 1995, 36. 
10 On the transmission of the text of the Heroides and the problem of the authenticity of the 
Epistula Sapphus, see Dörrie 1971, 287–90; Baca 1971; Jacobson 1974, esp. 277–8; Tarrant 1981; 
Knox 1995, 34–7; Rosati 1996; Farrell 1998, 332; Fulkerson 2005, 152–8; Rimell 2006; Thorsen 
2014, 96–122. 
11 See esp. Rosati 1996, 216 on how convincing the Ovidian ‘imitator’ is (especially with regard 
to the internal structure and conception of the poem) implying it would make more sense to con-
sider it an authentic Ovidian work. For an earlier similar approach Jacobson 1974, 277–8 and, 
more recently, Rimell 2006, 126 and passim. 
12 On the mythological background of the poem, not to be discussed here, and especially on 
the figure of Phaon, see Nagy 1990, 223–62. On the rich literary background of the Epistula Sap-
phus, see Verducci 1985, esp. 156–57; Lindheim 2003, 136–55; Thorsen 2014, 49–66. 
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for centuries.13 Undeniably, in the long history of Sappho’s reception from the Re-
naissance to modern times the Epistula Sapphus has proved to be a most (if not 
the most) influential piece of writing. For instance, although Sappho’s alleged 
death for the love of Phaon is not explicitly mentioned in Boccaccio’s brief ren-
dering of her life, several details referring to this unhappy love indicate his (direct 
or indirect) knowledge of at least parts of the Epistle.14  

The Epistula Sapphus, then, is part of the wide-ranging ancient literature that 
juxtaposes (and often ironizes) desire and death as mutually complementary 
themes. In this case, Sappho’s looming death in the waters of Leukas, at the end 
of the poem, strikes one as the other, dark, side of the poet’s overall powerful 
erotic impulses, as these are displayed in the Epistle’s preceding narrative.15 It is 
on the bright side of Sappho’s impulses and on a titillating moment of desire’s 
stimulation and fulfillment that I will focus hereafter (vv. 31–50). 

si mihi difficilis formam natura negavit, 31 
 ingenio formae damna repende meae.  
sum brevis. at nomen, quod terras impleat omnes,  
 est mihi: mensuram nominis ipsa fero.  
candida si non sum, placuit Cepheia Perseo  
 Andromede patriae fusca colore suae.  
et variis albae iunguntur saepe columbae 
 et niger a viridi turtur amatur ave.  
si nisi quae facie poterit te digna videri,  
 nulla futura tua est, nulla futura tua est! 40 
At mea cum legerem, sat iam formosa videbar: 
 unam iurabas usque decere loqui.  
cantabam, memini (meminerunt omnia amantes) 
 oscula cantanti tu mihi rapta dabas.  
hoc quoque laudabas, omni tibi parte placebam  
 sed tunc praecipue, cum fit Amoris opus.  
tunc te plus solito lascivia nostra iuvabat 
 crebraque mobilitas aptaque verba ioco 
et quod, ubi amborum fuerat confusa voluptas,  
 plurimus in lasso corpore languor erat. 50 
 
 

|| 
13 See Rosati 1996, 210–12, according to whom Sappho’s death is just one possible scenario 
among others in this Epistle. On this issue, see also Rimell 2006, 153–4. 
14 Boccaccio 2001, 192–5. See Boccaccio’s skepticism about the story of Sappho’s unrecipro-
cated love in his expression ‘si danda fides est’ (Boccaccio 2001, 193). 
15 See [Ov.] Ep. Sapph. 219–20 for the implication of death and [Ov.] Ep. Sapph. 123–34 for her 
overtly expressed erotic impulses. 
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If unkind nature had denied me good looks, offset that 
lack by taking my talent into account. 
I may be small, but I have a reputation that fills every 
land on earth; I’m as big as my reputation. 
I am not fair-skinned, but Perseus found Cepheus’ Andromeda 
attractive, and she was dark (from darkest Ethiopia); 
and white doves often have mates of a different colour, 
and black turtle-doves are loved by green parrots. 
If nobody can be your girl unless you think her beauty 
worthy of yours, nobody will be your girl. 
When I read you my poems, you thought me good-looking enough then; 
you always swore my words made me supremely attractive. 
I’d sing them, I remember (lovers remember everything), 
And while I sang them, you ’d give me stolen kisses. 
You praised my kisses too, and I pleased you in every way, 
but especially when we made love. 
Then you particularly liked my sensuality and my 
constant liveliness in bed and my sexy talk 
and, after we’d reached a climax together, the deep, 
deep languor of our exhausted bodies. 

Tr. P. Murgatroyd, B. Reeves, and S. Parker16 

At first we are made to believe that beauty’s deficit may be negotiable. For if our 
poet lacks physical beauty, her brains make up for the shortfall; and though her 
body’s stature is too short, her name’s stature elevates her over the entire world; 
and if her complexion is too dark, Perseus fell in love with dark Andromeda; be-
sides, birds of different colors do mate. And yet, for all the compelling rhetoric, 
nature’s shortfall is hard to negotiate. Phaon’s handsomeness deserves a match 
of equal beauty, otherwise no one will be his. In other words, our poet’s flawed 
looks cannot be just made up for; sex appeal has to somehow be wholly restored. 

It is at this point that the Epistle becomes particularly intriguing. For we fi-
nally do hear the formulaic adjective signaling the beauty of Roman elegy’s 
puella, namely formosa, now attributed to Sappho herself. Yet here it is through 
poetry or, rather, by way of its performance, that beauty is achieved at last. ‘When 
I read you my poems” Sappho says, “you thought me good-looking enough 
then’.17 From now on, any physical distance between the performer and her 

|| 
16 Murgatroyd, Reeves, Parker 2017, 174–5. 
17 The text (and the translation) I follow here adopts Housman’s emendation sat iam instead of 
etiam in l. 41. On this issue, see Knox 1995, ad loc. I also adopt Wakker’s emendation legerem 
instead of legeres and, consequently, the variant mea (namely, my poems). Although the mean-
ing of the line has caused some hesitancy, there are similar scenes in Roman elegy (as for 
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listener will eventually collapse. ‘I was singing’, Sappho says, ‘and you were giv-
ing me stolen kisses’ (oscula rapta). Certainly, kissing is a most favorite topic in 
the erotics of Roman poetry. Catullus’ famous plea that Lesbia give him ‘a thou-
sand kisses, then another hundred, then another thousand …’ is typical of the 
many ways in which kissing is glorified in Latin verse, sometimes with remarka-
ble inventiveness in the merging of the two senses of taste and touch through the 
lovers’ joining lips.18 But, unlike Catullus’ uncomplicated immediacy in his call 
for Lesbia’s never-ending kisses, Phaon’s and Sappho’s kisses in the Ovidian 
Epistle are the result of a remarkable process whereby the stimulant turns out to 
be nothing but poetry itself. As Sappho’s performance of her poems reinstitutes 
her missing sex appeal, fully-fledged intercourse is soon to follow. 

I will comment on the brief yet bold love-making vignette involving per-
former and listener in the subsequent lines of the Epistle, but before doing so it is 
worth turning to Propertius 2.13, a poem that presents interesting affinities with 
the Ovidian lines under consideration. 

NON tot Achaemeniis armantur Susa sagittis 
 spicula quot nostro pectore fixit Amor. 
hic me tam gracilis vetuit contemnere Musas, 
 iussit et Ascraeum sic habitare nemus, 
non ut Pieriae quercus mea verba sequantur, 5 
 aut possim Ismaria ducere valle feras, 
sed magis ut nostro stupefiat Cynthia versu: 
 tunc ego sim Inachio notior arte Lino. 
non ego sum formae tantum mirator honestae, 
 nec si qua illustris femina iactat avos: 10 
me iuvet in gremio doctae legisse puellae, 
 auribus et puris scripta probasse mea. 
haec ubi contigerint, populi confusa valeto 
 fabula: nam domina iudice tutus ero. 
quae si forte bonas ad pacem verterit auris, 15 
 possum inimicitias tunc ego ferre Iovis. 
 
 
Not with so many Persian shafts is Susa armed as the darts which Love  
has fixed in my heart. He suffered me not to scorn these delicate muses, but  

|| 
instance in Propertius 2.13 that I briefly discuss in this paper), where a poet represents himself 
as reciting his poems in the intimate company of the beloved. I understand the juxtaposition of 
recitation (legerem l.41) and singing (cantabam l.43) as a variation created by the usage of an 
unmarked term for performance of poetry in Roman culture (lego) with a marked one (canto). On 
reading, and reading aloud, Latin poetry (and further relevant bibliography), see Parker 2009. 
18 Catul. 5.7–13. For an instance of playful inventiveness on this theme, see Ov. Am. 1.4.31–2. 
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commanded me to dwell, as I do, in Ascra’s grove; not that Pierian oaks should 
follow my words or I be able to draw wild beasts along in the valley of Ismarus,  
but rather that Cynthia be held spellbound by my verse: then would my skill 
bring me greater fame than Linus of Argos. 
I am not just an admirer of comely beauty or of any woman who boasts 
illustrious ancestors: be it my delight to recite my verses in the lap of a 
scholar girl and have them approved by the pure taste of her ear. When  
such a success falls to my lot, then good-bye to the confused babble of  
the people : for I shall be secure in the judgment of my sweetheart. If only  
she turns on me a kindly ear and grants a truce, then I can endure Jove’s  
enmity… 

Tr. G.P. Goold 

Physical intimacy between performer and listener is celebrated here as well: 
Propertius’ poetry thrives in the lap of Cynthia, we learn. Yet, despite this unques-
tionable similarity between the Propertian mise-en-scène and the Ovidian one, 
there are notable divergences.19 For one thing, in the Ovidian fantasy the figure 
of the docta puella ceases to be the eternal replica of a Sapphoesque female lis-
tener in its many variants; quite simply, she becomes Sappho, the poet in her 
propria persona.20 But there are other significant differences as well. In Proper-
tius’ aesthetic eutopia the learned girl’s close bodily contact provides the ideal 
environment for poetry to be performed and judged without deflecting its audi-
tory reception. Quite the opposite, the emphasis is indeed on the pure and atten-
tive ear of the knowledgeable and fond listener of poetry, Cynthia, whose judg-
ment and taste are venerated.  

In the Ovidian Epistle, however, precisely because listening to Sappho’s po-
etry operates as an erotic stimulant, poem and body eventually merge, thus de-
stabilizing (or, rather, altering) the process of listening. Phaon’s stealing kisses 
from her as she performs (v. 44) brings up in Sappho’s memory associations of an 
erotic crescendo involving a fully-fledged sexual encounter that concludes with 
mutual orgasm and subsequent lethargy (vv. 49–50). While the intercourse is 

|| 
19 Though I am not necessarily suggesting a conscious allusion of the one poet to the other, it 
is worth noting that if Ovid is indeed the author of the Epistula Sapphus, his poem (possibly writ-
ten between 12 and 8 BC) chronologically follows Propertius’. For the various suggestions re-
garding the date of Ovid’s Heroides 1–15, see Jacobson 1974, 300–18 and esp. 312–17. On the still 
debated issue of the date of the Heroides (partly in relation to Propertius’ work), see also Lind-
heim 2003, 197 n.74; Thorsen 2014, 9–26. 
20 Of the many references to the Sapphoesque docta puella in Roman poetry, Catullus’ 35.16–17 
stands out as archetypal. On the figure of the docta puella in Roman love poetry, see for instance 
James 2003, esp. 21–8 and passim. 
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described as still proceeding, the lover is said to delight in Sappho’s lascivia, her 
erotic playfulness, soon to be further defined as crebra mobilitas and apta verba 
ioco (vv. 47–8). Poetic art and straightforward parole seem to have already coa-
lesced in the beginning of this lively episode, when we first hear that, after Sap-
pho starts reading “her work” (mea v. 41), Phaon swears that she alone is made 
graceful by speech (v. 42).21 In other words, Sappho’s poems seem to reach 
Phaon’s ears as an integral part of her speaking style, her parole. In a similar 
manner, her words that befit sex (apta verba ioco v. 48), also sound like part of 
her generically undifferentiated verbal behavior. Even the crebra mobilitas in the 
same line (v. 48) is more ambiguous than usually acknowledged, as it blurs the 
mobility of her learned erotic body with that of her quick-witted erotic tongue. In 
brief, for Sappho’s listener-and-lover, language and body, poem and parole, all 
merge.  

Listening to Sappho’s poems, that is to say, initiates one into an utterly ex-
citing erotic adventure. Compared to this extraordinarily sensational event, Prop-
ertius’ fantasy of Cynthia listening to his poems while holding him in her cozy lap 
may strike one as evoking the restrained comfort of an ordinary domestic routine. 
If, however, the reader of the Epistula Sapphus returns to Propertius’ elegy and 
reads a section of the subsequent description of the poet’s own funeral (vv. 25–
30) through the lens of Ovid’s erotic scene, things change. In this case, the lines 
referring to Cynthia’s participation in the funeral procession (v. 25), with her na-
ked breast torn (v. 27), tirelessly calling on his name (v. 28), and pressing the final 
kisses on his frozen lips (v. 29), might indeed sound like an ill-timed erotic act, 
infinitely melancholic in its impotence, one that the reader swayed by the Epis-
tula Sapphus might have sought in the lines describing Propertius’ aesthetic eu-
topia. Or, perhaps, not so melancholic? For, after all, as Theodore Papanghelis 
wrote, ‘far from being overpowered by death, Propertius is deftly manipulating 
its pictorial equivalents to orchestrate a luscious ritual impregnated with eros; 
death affords him an erotic triumph’.22  

Be that as it may, Ovid’s Sappho fires the body of her handsome lover solely 
with her perfect mind. Those other skills of hers, those of her sexual repertoire, 
though not insignificant, are not the primary incentive for sensational love-mak-
ing – or so we learn. But, no matter how anarchic erotic fantasies may seem, they 
are nourished and shaped within specific cultural environments. In this case, 

|| 
21 On the variant mea instead of me, see n.17. On these lines, see also Dörrie 1975, 100–101; 
Verducci 1985, 164; Thorsen 2014, 143–46. 
22 Papanghelis 1987, 78–9. For a fascinating reading of this poem along with a defense of its 
unity, see Papanghelis 1987, 50–79. 
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there should be no question that the cultural genotype of the Ovidian Sappho is 
the Greek (particularly the Athenian) hetaera– the woman par excellence skilled 
in both the workings of mousikê and those of love. The male cultural institution 
of the symposium provided the intimate environment within which erotic poetry, 
including Sapphic verse, would be performed by well-trained hetaerae, occasion-
ally available to also perform sex, whether or not in situ. The deplorably fragmen-
tary evidence we have from the rich fourth-century BC production of comedies 
elaborating on the figure of Sappho hints precisely at this direction. Sappho 
seems to appear in comedy and in Hellenistic poetry, most probably influenced 
by comedy, as the hetaera-like lover of multiple male poets, such as Alcaeus, 
Anacreon, Archilochus and Hipponax, in a context that can effortlessly be iden-
tified as sympotic.23 Although the two surviving explicit references to two Sap-
phos, a poet Sappho and a hetaera Sappho, come from the Imperial period, the 
habitual performance of Sapphic poetry by hetaerae must have played a decisive 
role in that ‘confusion’ in earlier centuries.24 In other words, it is highly imagina-
ble that some of these hetaerae had either established themselves, or been jok-
ingly identified, as impersonations of the illustrious poet.25 

It is plausible, then, that the playful melding of Sappho the poet and Sappho 
the hetaera, elaborated in fourth-century comedy and, in general, encouraged by 
sympotic culture, inspired further amalgamations of Sapphic erotic song with 
erotic parole, poem with body, sexual pleasure with aesthetic. An extraordinary 
fusion of ‘Sappho’s soft kisses and soft entwining of her snowy body-parts’ with 
her ‘soft melê’ –the latter to be understood as a pun referring to both her limbs 
and her lyric songs– comes as late as the 6th c. AD, in an epigram by Paulus Si-
lentiarius.26 If comparable conceptual blends, lost to us, were circulating in ear-
lier times, they would have contributed to the inspiration of Ovid’s outstanding 
erotic scene in the Epistula Sapphus. 

|| 
23 On this subject, including Hermesianax’s lines about Alcaeus and Anacreon as rivals for Sap-
pho’s love (Athen.13.598bc), see Peponi 2002, 28–31. On Sappho in comedy, see also Dörrie 1975, 
14–18; Hall 2000, 412–13; Gosetti-Murrayjohn 2006, 54–5; Yatromanolakis 2007, esp. 293–312. 
24 Sen. Epist. 88.37 and Ael.VH 12.19. Yet Seneca refers to the grammarian Didymus (second half 
of 1st c. BC) as his source. 
25 On this issue, see also Peponi 2002, 28–9; Peponi 2012, 128–35. For a different approach, 
suggesting that Sappho’s circles on Lesbos consisted of actual hetaerae, see Schlesier 2013. 
26 A.P. 5.246.1–2: Μαλθακὰ μὲν Σαπφοῦς τὰ φιλήματα, μαλθακὰ γυίων //πλέγματα χιονέων, 
μαλθακὰ πάντα μέλη. On the epigram, see Gosetti-Murrayjohn 2006. See also Verducci 1985, 162–
3. 
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3 Yielding to the hedonic impulse: an Epicurean 

aesthetics? 

We have now shed light on the scene of Sappho’s and Phaon’s love-making in the 
Epistula Sapphus, which in the narrative sequence of the poem is introduced and, 
apparently, elicited, by Sappho’s memory of Phaon’s physical response to her 
reading and singing of her poems. We saw how this particular scene fits in, but 
also differs from, similar representations of the relationship between the amator 
and the puella in Roman poetry. Above all, nowhere else does the performance of 
one’s own poems in intimate proximity to the lover bring up associations of mu-
tual orgasmic climax. This extraordinary juxtaposition of poetry reading and 
love-making led us to explore the cultural circumstances within which such fan-
tasies may have thrived in antiquity. Symposium culture, with the performances 
of the musically-and-erotically skilled hetaerae, must have provided the perfect 
environment in which Sappho might have been thus imagined. In other words, 
in the historical and cultural background of ‘Sappho’ as an archetypal docta 
puella in Roman erotic poetry there is a substantial layer of ‘Sappho’ as a hetaera, 
a plausible way to understand how ‘Sappho’s’ erotic body and ‘Sappho’s’ erotic 
song could have eventually become fused both in the Ovidian text specifically 
and in the long history of Sappho’s re-interpretations in general. 

The above suggestions may illuminate some aspects of the literary and cul-
tural background behind Ovid’s fantasy in this striking section of the Epistle, yet 
it is important to further explore the specific aesthetic premises of the scene. The 
idea that mousike, namely the area of ancient performance arts (poetry, instru-
mental music, and occasionally dance) may have a forceful impact on its poten-
tial audiences that far exceeds the boundaries of art itself, has been repeatedly 
and variously articulated by Plato. Here is not the place to address, once again, 
the frequently discussed ethical and political ramifications of Plato’s views on 
this matter.27 Yet it is crucial to recall that Plato persistently linked mousike to 
desire. For it is he who extensively discussed poetry in its relationship to appetite, 
while explicitly associating it with the desire for sex.28 Thus, one can easily sense 
the Platonic underpinnings of the otherwise strange and almost parenthetical 

|| 
27 From the vast literature on this issue, see for instance Nehamas 1988; Ferrari 1989; Janaway 
1995; Burnyeat 1999; Halliwell 2011, 155–207. Also Destrée/Hermann 2011 (with further bibliog-
raphy). 
28 See esp. Pl. R. 606d1–7. On these issues, see Lorenz 2006, esp. 63–70. For an extensive anal-
ysis of the relevant diction used in the Republic, see Peponi 2012, 128–53. 
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Aristotelian caveat in the passage of the Eudemian Ethics discussed earlier in this 
paper. As we saw, in that passage Aristotle claims that simply contemplating 
beautiful things or enjoying beautiful sounds does not make one intemperate, 
provided that seeing or listening does not arouse desire for food, drink, or sex. It 
is the two senses of taste and touch alone that are associated with profligacy, he 
adds. In other words, Aristotle seems to both evoke and differentiate himself from 
Plato in this case. Whereas Plato maintained that arts, and especially those in the 
realm of mousike, are intrinsically and constitutionally associated with mecha-
nisms of desire, Aristotle claims that, unless they happen to provoke such de-
sires, both auditory and visual arts are generally enjoyed in pure contemplation. 
To put it differently, unlike Aristotle’s quite relaxed views on the matter, for Plato 
the entire area of mousike is conceptualized as a deep-seated psychical and phys-
ical struggle. In order to achieve a purely musical (i.e. aesthetic) mode of contem-
plating, one has to constantly modulate, or rather annul, impulse –primarily sex-
ual impulse– the very moment it is generated. Thus the beauty of mousike has to 
be experienced with firm resistance to the impulses it generates. The Platonic 
principle of mousikôs eran, carefully articulated in the third book of the Republic, 
represents precisely this equilibrium hard to achieve and maintain, between ac-
knowledging such impulses and resisting them at the same time.29 

Without doubt, the striking erotic scene in the Epistula Sapphus represents a 
very different, indeed opposite, approach to aesthetic attitude. I am inclined to 
read these lines as taking an anti-Platonic aesthetic stance and wonder if one 
could reasonably suspect an Epicurean substratum underneath them. To be sure, 
the rendition of the couple’s orgasmic climaxing cannot but recall the remarkably 
straightforward way in which Lucretius describes sexual intercourse and climax-
ing in the fourth book of De Rerum Natura.30 But, apart from this, I wonder if the 
aesthetic attitude pictured in the Ovidian lines echoes a broadly conceived Epi-
curean stance towards art, only bits and pieces of which are ever mentioned by 
ancient authors.  

Over the last years scholarship on ancient aesthetics has focused on materi-
alist approaches to art in antiquity and especially on the production and sensory 
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29 Pl. R. 402a–403c. For an extensive analysis of the Platonic mousikôs eran and its aesthetic 
ramifications, see Peponi 2012, 144–53. For slightly different views on this Platonic passage, not 
focused on aesthetics, see more recently Prauscello 2014, 40–5. 
30 Lucr. 4.1192–207, esp. 1192–200. See also the detailed description of love-making and climax-
ing in Ov. Ars 2.715–32, where the phrase apta verba joco (v. 724) is used in a context very similar 
to that of Ep. Sapph. 48. On Ovid’s intellectual background with a few references to Epicurus and 
Epicureanism, see Schiesaro 2002. On Epicureanism in the Roman Republic and the Roman Em-
pire respectively, see Sedley 2009 and Erler 2009.  
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appreciation of the primary material of poetry, namely sound. To what extent 
such approaches in the Greco-Roman world might have developed modes of 
thinking about poetry that were in part inspired, directly or indirectly, by an Epi-
curean interest in matter and sensation is a question.31 Nevertheless, my interest 
in tracing an Epicurean underlayer in the section of the Ovidian text under dis-
cussion lies beyond such issues. The question I ask is whether one can detect 
Epicurean approaches to aesthetic attitude as a whole. In other words, was there 
a distinctively Epicurean mode of attending to art and, if yes, how would this re-
late to one’s entire psychosomatic composure and, even further, to one’s lived 
experience in general?  

Two specific instances from the sources referring to Epicurus’ philosophy 
seem to be particularly relevant to this question. The first is encountered in Plu-
tarch’s That Epicurus actually makes a pleasant life impossible.32 

Καίτοι τὰ ἄλλα μὲν ὡς ἡμῖν ἐπῆλθεν εἴρηται, μουσικὴν δ’ ὅσας ἡδονὰς καὶ χάριτας  
οἵας φέρουσαν ἀπoστρέφονται καὶ φεύγουσι, <καὶ> βουλόμενος οὐκ ἄν τις  
ἐκλάθοιτο, δι’ ἀτοπίαν ὧν Ἐπίκουρος λέγει, φιλοθέωρον μὲν ἀποφαίνων τὸν σοφὸν  
ἐν ταῖς Διαπορίαις καὶ χαίροντα παρ’ ὁντινοῦν ἕτερον ἀκροάμασι καὶ θεάμασι Διο- 
νυσιακοῖς, προβλήμασι δὲ μουσικοῖς καὶ κριτικῶν φιλολόγοις ζητήμασιν οὐδὲ παρὰ  
πότον διδοὺς χώραν, ἀλλὰ καὶ τοῖς φιλομούσοις τῶν βασιλέων παραινῶν στρατιω-  
τικὰ διηγήματα καὶ φορτικὰς βωμολοχίας ὑπομένειν μᾶλλον ἐν τοῖς συμποσίοις  
ἢ λόγους περὶ μουσικῶν καὶ ποιητικῶν προβλημάτων περαινομένους. 
 
So far I have mentioned their views just as they happened to occur to me, but no one could 
forget even if he wished their rejection and avoidance of music with the great pleasures and 
exquisite delight it brings; the absurd discrepancy of Epicurus’ statements sees to that. On 
the one hand he says in Disputed Questions that the sage is a lover of spectacles and yields 
to none in the enjoyment of theatrical recitals (akroamata) and shows (theamata); but on 
the other he allows no place, even over the wine, for questions about music and the enquir-
ies of critics and scholars and actually advises a cultivated monarch to put up with recitals 
of stratagems and with vulgar buffoneries at his drinking parties sooner than with the dis-
cussion of problems in music and poetry. 

Tr. B. Einarson and P. De Lacy 

Despite the initial accusation that Epicureans despise mousike and its pleasures 
in Plutarch’s text, it eventually becomes clear that things are in fact quite differ-
ent. According to Plutarch’s account, Epicurus maintained that the wise man is 
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31 On the broader area of ancient euphonics and aesthetic materialism, see esp. Porter 2010, 
passim and 357–64, 494–509. On Epicurean views on language, see Atherton 2009. More specif-
ically on Philodemus, see Porter (1995) esp. 133–42. 
32 Plu. Mor.1095c–d. 
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philotheôros (a lover of spectacles), and that, more than anybody else, he delights 
in listening to and watching spectacles in the theater. At the same time, the Epi-
curean wise man has no time for theoretical inquiries on music or for relevant 
philological chat. War narratives and vulgar mockery are better at symposia than 
conversing about poetry and music.  

It is somewhat surprising that Plutarch’s account detects an odd contradic-
tion in what may otherwise strike one as a candid and quite straightforward Epi-
curean approach to mousike.33 According to what Plutarch attributes to Epicurus, 
mousike is celebrated by the latter as an utterly pleasing experience to be enjoyed 
even (or especially) by the wise, a pleasure that appears to be totally exempted 
from any typically Platonic or Platonizing guilt. There are several instances in the 
diction of this passage that indicate a strong allusion to, and at the same time an 
Epicurean criticism of, a section of the Fifth Book of the Republic, where Socrates 
and Glaucon discuss the definition of the term philosophos. Promptly responding 
to Socrates’ proposition according to which the philosophos is the one ‘who is 
willing to sample all kinds of learning and who approaches his studies with 
pleasure and cannot get enough of them’, Glaucon suggests that there are many 
people like this; ‘for example’, he says, ‘all those who love spectacles (phi-
lotheamones) are as they are because they delight in learning things’.34 Interest-
ingly, Glaucon’s initial inclusion of the philo-theamones in the broader category 
of philo-sophoi is immediately followed by an exclusion of the phil-êkooi (the lov-
ers of listening) who, as he says in a derogatory manner, ‘rush off to every festival 
of Dionysus whether in towns or in villages without fail, just as if they have hired 
out their ears to listen to every chorus’.35 

Clearly, then, Epicurus’ statement in his Disputed Questions (as this is re-
ported in Plutarch’s text), picks up on the marked Platonic terminology of this 
passage of the Fifth Book of the Republic. Not only the term philotheôros, which 
appears to be a variation of the Platonic philotheamôn, but also Epicurus’ focus 
on the sophos, which picks up on the philosophos of the Platonic passage, as well 
as his reference to the sounds and sights of the Dionysian festivals in particular, 
create an evident nexus of allusions and, at the same time, of controversy.36 For 
soon in the same book of the Republic we will hear from Socrates that both the 
lovers of sounds and those of spectacles (philêkooi and philotheamones) ‘pursue 
beautiful sounds and colors and shapes and everything made up of such things, 
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33 On this issue, see Asmis’ illuminating analysis in Asmis 1995 esp. 19–21. 
34 Pl. R. 475c–d. 
35 Pl. R. 475d. 
36 On the Platonic underpinnings of this passage, see also Asmis 1995, 20. 
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but their minds are incapable of seeing and pursuing the nature of beauty itself’.37 
What we have here is a typical Platonic deprecation of the realm of the sensory 
by way of an outright excretion of the performance-arts enthusiasts from philos-
ophy. In stark opposition to Plato’s philosophos, then, Epicurus’ sophos is pre-
sented as a most devoted fan of all sounds and spectacles performed in the ven-
ues of the Dionysian festivals. In other words, according to Plutarch’s testimony, 
Epicurus seems to have fully restored and redeemed both mousike (in the broad-
est sense of the term) and the pleasures deriving from it in a quite pointed anti-
Platonic spirit. 

The contradiction attributed to Epicurus comes from the latter’s alleged con-
tempt for any kind of musical theory or literary criticism exchanged in sympotic 
settings. Given the Greek intellectual habitus for such conversations in sympotic 
contexts, well represented in Plutarch’s own Table-Talk, Plutarch’s animosity 
against such an anti-intellectual stance is not too surprising. Yet what Plutarch’s 
account sees as contradictory in Epicurus’ approach is precisely what makes Ep-
icurus’ views entirely consistent with his overall emphasis on the importance of 
the sensory. For Epicurus, it seems, the realm of mousike is conceived as a signif-
icant source of enriching the senses. It is not hard to see how the type of musical 
and literary theory and criticism performed in sympotic settings could have been 
perceived by him as undermining the full growth of one’s aesthesis by suspend-
ing it in favor of contentious theoretical rationalizations.38  

It is plausible that privileging a holistic approach to the workings of aesthesis 
would have favored a more welcoming consideration of one’s sensorium as an 
unbroken continuum, whereby sensation and, in general, perception of artistic 
stimuli would be viewed as harmoniously co-habiting with other stimuli in one’s 
lived experience.39 Despite the very fragmentary condition of Philodemus’ fourth 
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37 Pl. R. 476b. 
38 In a subsequent section of the same work (Plu. Mor. 1095e) Plutarch says: ‘What’s this Epi-
curus? To hear singers to the cithara and performers on the flute you go to the theater at an early 
hour, but when at a banquet Theophrastus holds forth on concords, Aristoxenus on modula-
tions, and Aristotle on Homer, you will clap your hands over your ears in annoyance and dis-
gust?’ (Tr. B. Einarson and P. De Lacy). This revealing anecdotal reference to Epicurus’ strong 
cultural drives further establishes him as a zealot of mousike in its broadest Greek sense (kith-
arôdia being a most popular solo performance combining poetry and music) and a combatant of 
musical and poetic theory. 
39 The much debated Epicurean reference to Odyssey 9.5–11, where Odysseus claims that the 
finest delight in life is when banqueters listen to the performing bard while also enjoying food 
and drink, is of much relevance here, as it points to the Epicurean appreciation of mousikê as an 
integral part of lived experience. On the interesting debate regarding Epicurus’ reference to these 
Homeric lines, see Asmis 1995, 16–18. See also Sider 1995, 38–9, whose suggestion that these 
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book of On Music, one can sense the Epicurean origins of his views in several sec-
tions, including the way he understands music as a good naturally and sponta-
neously sought after by all, straightforwardly pleasurable to them, with no need 
for any kind of instruction as to how to enjoy it.40 Yet how Epicurus’ generally 
anti-Platonic stance might have addressed more specifically the relationship be-
tween the pleasure of mousike, on the one hand, and other human bodily desires, 
on the other, remains an open question. As we saw, the pleasure elicited by po-
etry and, in general, by mousike is treated by Plato as inherently linked to the 
pleasures of the lower parts of the soul, such as drink, food, and sex, and there-
fore denounced. Given this quite distinctive Platonic view and its footprint in 
other philosophers, a typical instance of which we detected in the passage of Ar-
istotle discussed earlier, one cannot but be intrigued by some sentences encoun-
tered in Diogenes Laertius’ Life of Epicurus:41 

ἔν τε τῷ Περὶ τέλους γράφειν οὕτως· Οὐ γὰρ ἔγωγε ἔχω  
τί νοήσω τἀγαθόν, ἀφαιρῶν μὲν τὰς διὰ χυλῶν ἡδονάς, ἀφαιρῶν δὲ τὰς δι’  
ἀφροδισίων καὶ τὰς δι’ ἀκροαμάτων καὶ τὰς διὰ μορφῆς.  
 
In his treatise On the End he writes thus:  
I do not know how to conceive the good, apart from the pleasures of food,  
apart from those of sex, and those of sounds, and those of form. 

One is left thinking about the remarkable juxtaposition of the types of pleasures 
mentioned in this passage. What placed food and sex next to the pleasures of 
sounds and those of form? As it came down to us, at least, the passage may indeed 
suggest both a Platonic allusion and its rejection. In other words, no matter what 
the line may be that separates delight in food and sex from delight in acoustic 
and visual arts, in the final analysis they are all essential ingredients in the amal-
gam of joys that make life worth living.42 If understood this way, the passage, far 
from degrading the arts by juxtaposing them with food and sex, actually 
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Homeric lines may have served as a model for banquets in Epicurus’ Garden strikes me as a very 
attractive one though I diverge from his idea that ‘poetry is thus reduced by Epicurus to 
Tafelmusik, to which we should pay no more attention than the music that comes over the phone 
when we are put on hold’: Sider 1995, 39. 
40 See esp. Phld. Mus. 4 col. xvii 8–12.  
41 D.L.10.6. For a slightly expanded version of Epicurus’ statement (that does not affect the pre-
sent discussion), see Athen.12.546e and Cic. Tusc. 3.41. 
42 In this context, the Epicurean type of delight in the visual and auditory arts would be akin to 
kinetic pleasures. On the problems concerning the differentiation between kinetic and static 
pleasures, see D.L. 10.127–31 but also D.L.10.136; Gosling and Taylor 1982, 348–64 and 365–96; 
Long 19862, 65–9; Cooper 1999, 485–514; Woolf 2009, 158–78. 
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emphasizes their absolute vitality, their biological connection to one’s life. Be-
cause of this deep connection, sustained theoretical precautions (variations of 
which we see both in Plato and in modern aesthetic thought) that sought to insu-
late ‘art’ from the impulses in which it is occasionally embedded would have most 
likely been quite alien, if not hostile, to Epicurean thought. Our extant Epicurean 
evidence points to a congenial compatibility of aesthetic enjoyment with the 
broader realm of human impulse.43 If so, the striking juxtaposition of poetry read-
ing and love-making in the Epistula Sapphus seems to playfully elaborate on a 
broadly conceived Epicureanism, or perhaps on the allure surrounding its ap-
proaches.  

4 Une pluie de baisers: an Ovidian moment in Proust  

One of the reasons why impulse seems to be so central to both ancient and mod-
ern inquiries into the aesthetic, is that it brings up questions concerning the place 
of the aesthetic in the entire spectrum of one’s actual, lived, experience. The more 
the aesthetic is considered an insulated area of human experience, the more it 
has to strive to define its (otherwise questionable) boundaries and to attach itself 
to a constant chase for purity. The principle of distance, concisely coined by Ed-
ward Bullough early in the twentieth century is, as we saw, an important moment 
in a very long history of heterogeneous but nonetheless converging dispositions 
towards this idealized and puristic model of aesthetic attitude. Skepticism to-
wards such a model does not entail that it has no place in aesthetic experience or 
in aesthetic philosophy. It suggests, however, that purer psychical or physical 
states of aesthetic attendance represent only aspects of a much wider range of 
responses, some of which may come across as disparate or impure.  

I maintain that such instances of aesthetic impurity and dissidence are the 
most fruitful to think with when exploring the ways in which cultures have con-
ceptualized the function, potential, and boundaries of the aesthetic. The playful 
lines of the Epistula Sapphus, which have been the main focus of this paper, apart 
from their overall intriguing position in the history of ancient literature, are 
among those instances of aesthetic impurity and dissidence that prompt one to 
rethink the essence of the aesthetic. Interestingly, similar instances representing 
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43 For a quite different approach to this broader issue, see the recent stimulating account by 
Celkyte 2016. 
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the critical intersection of the aesthetic with human impulse are to be found in 
modern thought. Marcel Proust is one of the modern thinkers who seem to have 
developed a profound and consistent interest in the status of the aesthetic in ac-
tual life, to be traced and enjoyed throughout his expansive modernist novel, In 
Search of Lost Time. Although far from identical to ancient modes of thinking, his 
aesthetics may indeed come across as very compatible with them.  

This remarkable compatibility of some of Proust’s aesthetic approaches with 
ancient thought has been occasionally noticed. Martha Nussbaum, for instance, 
has claimed that ‘Proust is in many respects a follower of Plato’ as he sets himself 
within a tradition that she calls ‘the contemplative ascent’.44 As Nussbaum sees 
it, ‘the idea behind this ascent pattern is that the cure for the vulnerability of pas-
sion is the passion for understanding.’45 The ascent of love is made possible by 
art, she adds, ‘to some extent by the self-scrutinizing work of the reader of fiction, 
to a far greater extent by the task of writing one’s own life story’.46 Nussbaum’s 
goal is certainly not to discuss Proust’s overall understanding of the aesthetic but 
to illuminate an aspect of it, yet one encounters similar approaches to his work 
in other scholarship as well.47 

Proust’s creative ways of contemplating the aesthetic and, more specifically, 
of representing aesthetic attitude, are far too complex and too eclectic to all fit 
with one particular theory. With regard to Proust’s Platonism, for instance, one 
may want to take into account considerably diverging aspects of his views, some 
of which can be seen as counter-balancing the Platonic notion of ‘ascent’. In this 
respect, I detect at least two of his strategies. First, more often than not Proust 
immerses the aesthetic in what I should like to call the mundane. That is, he ex-
plores the way in which beauty, often (but not exclusively) artistic beauty, can be 
spotted and stained by its exposure to the triviality of one’s private or public life. 
And, second, as a consequence of its mundaneness, Proust’s aesthetic not only 
intersects with, but is also proliferated and enriched by the erotic, thus calling 
into question any strict separation between the reflective and the sensual, or be-
tween contemplation and gratification. 
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44 Nussbaum 2005, 227. This is a version of Nussbaum’s chapter on ‘Contemplative Creativity: 
Plato, Spinoza, Proust’ in: Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions, published two 
years earlier. I refer to the 2005 version because, as the author explains, ‘the focus on Proust 
gives the argument a different shape and character’ (Nussbaum 2005, 223). 
45 Nussbaum 2005, 227. 
46 Nussbaum 2005, 231. 
47 See for instance Meyers 1972, 377, who states that ‘aesthetic analogies, or comparisons to 
works of art, can “heighten” and intensify ordinary life and increase and “elevate” the signifi-
cance of the commonplace’. For Plato in Proust, see Meyers 1972, 379. 
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These Proustian inclinations can be observed throughout In Search of Lost 
Time and are usually exemplified in the way certain characters respond to the 
visual arts, especially painting, or to song and music.48 It is with the latter that I 
would like to conclude this paper, mainly because I consider it absolutely rele-
vant to the Ovidian lines I have focused on. This is the much celebrated sonata 
for violin and piano, a key component in the section of Proust’s novel called 
Swann in Love, a musical piece eventually attributed to a fictional composer 
called Vinteuil. It is, of course, impossible to analyze here in detail the long sec-
tions of Proust’s narrative that refer to Swann’s reflection upon this sonata.49 I 
highlight two key aspects. First, the sonata is not only heard but, initially at least, 
it is also appreciated aesthetically and reflected upon in the environment of lively 
parties, especially those parties given by the socialites Monsieur and Madame 
Verdurin. Multiple instances of small-talk among the Verdurins, Swann, and 
their other guests vis-à-vis the sonata are indicative of Proust’s interest in explor-
ing aesthetic experience as part of the complexities and trivialities of the mun-
dane, while at the same time enriching —not diminishing— its contemplative po-
tency.50 The second aspect of Proust’s aesthetic approach to the sonata is its 
decisive intersection with impulse and more specifically with erotic desire. Here, 
the employment of metaphors, whereby Swann’s deeply contemplative engage-
ment with this musical piece is likened to the desire for a woman, plays a key role. 
The sonata ‘was so peculiarly itself, it had so individual, so irreplaceable charm, 
that Swann felt as though he had met, in a friend’s drawing room, a woman whom 
he had seen and admired in the street and had despaired of ever seeing it again’.51 
Eventually, longing for the sonata and longing for one particular woman, Odette, 
become inextricably linked in Proust’s narrative, the one intensifying the desire 
for the other. 

In other words, Swann’s immersion in aesthetic contemplation, instead of 
being a force of gradual ‘elevation’ towards a series of disembodied abstractions, 
brings him closer to the physical qualities that this particular body, that of 
Odette, can offer. Platonically speaking, this is nothing but a descent. Yet, despite 
the fact that Swann’s contemplation leads him closer to that single body, reflec-
tion upon its beauty is inextricably intertwined with his reflection upon beauty 
in general (including artistic beauty) and vice versa. That is, in Proust desire and 
aesthetic apprehension freely intersect and nourish one another. Unlike the 
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48 For a brief account of the fine arts in Proust, see Bales 2001. 
49 For an updated bibliography on music in Proust, see Larkin 2014. 
50 Proust 1992, esp. I.249–58. 
51 Proust 1992, I.254. 
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Platonic aesthetic decorum, under which bodily impulse has to be annulled the 
very moment it ignites, Proust seems to have been interested in the sensory (and 
sensual) potential that not only surrounds but also pervades aesthetic contem-
plation. For when, later in his narrative, Odette is asked by Swann to play on the 
piano the Vinteuil sonata, in the intimate environment of her own place, we read 
that:52 

He would make Odette play it over to him again and again, ten, twenty times on 
end, insisting that, as she did so, she must never stop kissing him. Every kiss  
provokes another. Ah, in those earliest days of love how naturally the kisses  
spring into life! So closely, in their profusion, do they crowd together that lovers  
would find it as hard to count the kisses exchanged in an hour as to count the  
flowers in a meadow in May. Then she would pretend to stop, saying: “How do  
you expect me to play when you keep on holding me? I can’t do everything at  
once. Make up your mind what you want: am I to play the phrase or play with  
you?”, and he would get angry, and she would burst out laughing, a laugh that  
was soon transformed and descended upon him in a shower of kisses. 

Classicists will be right to feel the light breath of the youthful Catullus in this 
Proustian passage, asking his Lesbia to give him ‘a thousand kisses, then a hun-
dred, then another thousand, then a second hundred, then yet another thousand, 
then a hundred’, until the counting is confused and the reckoning impossible. 
Yet once we sense the subtle and lighthearted presence of Roman erotic poetry in 
this Proustian passage, it will be hard not to also realize that, in this particular 
description, Swann and Odette look very much like a creative transformation of 
Sappho and Phaon, with Sappho and Odette playing or, perhaps, embodying the 
music that stirs their lovers’ unrestrained impulse for touch. We will probably 
never know if Proust ever read the lines of the Epistula Sapphus I have been dis-
cussing here. But, no matter whether he did or not, the question both Ovid and 
Proust tackle in an intriguingly similar and playful manner is: Can kissing and 
aesthetic attitude co-exist? Not only Edward Bullough, with whom we started this 
exploration, but also Plato and Kant, along with most philosophers, would of 
course answer this question in a most negative way. My own suspicion is that 
Epicurus, Ovid, and Proust would be much happier to leave this question open. 
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52 Proust 1992, I.286. 
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