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In the course of my research for an article on Sappho’s second book, which will appear elsewhere, I came
across Sampson’s new reconstruction of Sappho fr. 44 based on papyrological observations. His conclusions have already been picked up in recent classical scholarship.1 Most notably, his claim that very little at
the start of the poem is missing has led him and other scholars to conclude that the mythical narrative was
not embedded in any way, but stood alone. With apologies for my deconstructive approach, I will briefly
discuss Sampson’s analysis, and explain where and how it needs to be adjusted in order to come to a realistic reconstruction of fr. 44 in P.Oxy. X 1232.
Sampson’s undertaking starts with the statement that ‘[t]he basic layout of both the poem and of P.Oxy.
X 1232 are fairly straightforward: the extant text of Sappho 44 begins with what is actually the poem’s
fourth line.’2 In order to establish how much of the poem is missing in the middle, Sampson attempts to
reconstruct the original roll height on the basis of the extant lines and the margin in fr. 2. He adds the height
of col. ii in fr. 1 plus three lines lost above plus the height of fr. 2 and a reconstructed top margin to give him
a number: c. 20.8 cm. Since ‘typical roll height in the Roman period’ was between 25 and 33 cm, he posits
that between 4.2 and 12.2 cm is lost. Assuming that the margin was actually larger than what is extant, in
his reconstruction (pp. 60–61) he sticks to the lower estimate, equaling about 6–7 lines missing in lacuna,
giving a total of 44–45 lines.3
The main problem in this reconstruction, as Sampson acknowledges,4 is the unknown factor of the
size of the margins. Since they were the most subject to deterioration and damage, the size of margins is
only rarely known with complete certainty, making their size the least secure parameter in our knowledge
of papyrus rolls.5 The only generalisation Johnson dares to make is that there is a tendency for fine manuscripts to prefer shorter columns and wider margins.6 Where it can be established, in fine copies of verse
and prose, the column height is between c. 50 and 75 % of the height of the roll.7 Considering the width of
the intercolumnium and the quality of the hand, our manuscript likely followed this tendency – but on the
basis of our data it cannot be established.
We have more – and more secure – data about the relationship between column-to-column width and
column height. The column-to-column width is measured from the left margin of one column to the left
margin of the following – an especially important tool when dealing with the undulating right margin of
poetic texts. In 1232, column-to-column width is c. 13 cm. At the higher end of the spectrum for verse rolls,
the relation between column-to-column width and column height is 3:4, 2:3, or 1:2 (groups 3, 4, or 5 of
Johnson’s table 3.5).8 Since the final group is populated only by informal or cursive manuscripts, our fine
copy is likely to have had a ratio of 3:4 or 2:3. Now we may apply our knowledge about the ratio between
column-to-column width and column height. With a column-to-column width of around 13 cm, column
height was likely between 17.3 (3:4) and 19.5 cm (2:3).

* The research for this paper was made possible by a Veni grant funded by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific
Research (NWO), project number 275-30-038. I would like to thank André Lardinois and Daniela Colomo for their valuable
comments, and the Bodleian Library for their permission to publish the images of P.Oxy. X 1232, now MS. Gr. Class. C. 75 (P).
1 Spelman 2017, Benelli 2017: 229–230.
2 Sampson 2016: 56. As explained below, I believe only two lines are missing at the head of col. ii (see fig. 1).
3 45 lines would in fact be impossible, since this is a poem in distichs; see below.
4 Sampson 2016: 58.
5 Johnson 2004: 130.
6 Johnson 2004: 139.
7 Johnson 2004: 137.
8 Johnson 2004: 209–210.
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Since no complete column of 1232 is extant, we cannot simply measure the height of the extant column.
We can, however, count a minimum number of lines, and, since the hand is quite regular,9 calculate the
minimum height of the column. There are 20 lines extant in fr. 1 col. ii, to which one was added in the top
margin, as indicated by the dash in the left margin and a marginal notation ἄνω in the right margin between
lines 3 and 4. Since this is a correction, this line does not contribute to the normal column height. Fr. 2,
which formed part of the foot of the column, contains 6 lines of writing followed by a margin. It has so far
gone unnoticed that fr. 1 col. ii l. 20 may have lined up with fr. 2 l. 1; a possibility ruled out by neither text
nor horizontal fibres.10 This means that the height of fr. 1 and fr. 2 may have overlapped by one line. The
uppermost remains of col. ii and col. iii roughly line up (see fig. 1), and since only 2 lines are missing above
col. iii, I would assume the same number to be lost above col. ii, rather than three in Sampson’s reconstruction.11 As a result, the minimum column height is: 2 lines in lacuna, 20 extant lines on fr. 1, 6 lines on fr. 2,
minus one line of overlap is 27 lines of c. 0.63 cm: c. 17 cm.
Since we established that likely column height was between 17.3 (3:4) and 19.5 cm (2:3), the possible
size of the lacuna ranges between 0.3 and 2.5 cm, i.e. 0 to 4 lines of poetry; well below Sampson’s minimum
of 4.2 cm ~ 6 lines.12 To return briefly to the statistics about column height that Sampson adduces: since
in fine rolls column height tends to be two-thirds of the roll height or less, our estimated column height
range of 17.3–19.5 cm would give us a roll height range (at the lower end) of c. 25.9–29.3 cm: comfortably
within Johnson’s tentative range of 25–33 cm.13 In short, Sampson conclusion that not much is missing in
col. ii is likely right, but his method is flawed and as a result his numbers are baseless. This extends to the
assumption that fr. 44 started at the top of col. ii.
In order to better understand this point, we need to turn to col. i. In the editio princeps, Hunt states that
aside from the line-ends of fr. 43 ‘col. i is blank, with slight vestiges of ink in one spot at the edge of the
papyrus’.14 Although he offers no further explanation of the traces, he does venture: ‘it may be suggested
(…) that a title stood here in Col. i; and it happens that a portion of such a title having the words Σα[πφοῦϲ |
μ]ε[λῶν, was actually found, with other literary fragments in company with 1232. Possibly that fragment
is to be assigned to this position.’15 This fragment of a putative title, supposedly in the same hand as 1232,
was not subsequently published, nor have I managed to locate any further reference to it.16
Hunt explained the possible end-title of the book in col. i by stating that fr. 44 was added separately,
since it was ‘perhaps not included in all copies of the second book’.17 Wilamowitz had suggested that the
space was filled with a grammarian’s note concerning its doubtful authenticity.18 The shape of the traces
(see fig. 2) match right-hand ends of a ϲ, perhaps the last letter of Σαπφοῦ]ϲ, or the end of a decorative
squiggle over the letter and the top right-hand end of the ϲ.19 If the blank space underneath fr. 43 did indeed
contain the end-title of Sappho’s second book, fr. 44 must have been forgotten as an oversight, or initially
left out because there were doubts about its place in the second book or its authenticity. This scenario also
9 Line height (measured from the bottom of one line to the bottom of the next) fluctuates between c. 0.61 and 0.65 cm;
I have taken 0.63 cm as an average.
10 In fact, the horizontal fibres look quite well-matched, but because of the distance intervening between the fragments
and the limited extent of the vertical overlap, a certain match cannot be established. The resulting line would read: × × ἔ]ξαγο[ν
– ⏖ – ] ἴκελοι θέοι[ϲ.
11 Sampson 2016: 55–56.
12 Sampson 2016: 58.
13 Johnson 2004: 142.
14 Hunt 1914: 45.
15 Ibidem.
16 The manuscript was gifted to the Bodleian library, but there are no further records available there or in the Sackler;
Benelli 2017: 228–229 refers to the fragment without further clarification.
17 Hunt 1927: 27.
18 Wilamowitz 1914: 230.
19 For these decorative strokes. cf. P.Oxy. XVII 2076 and P.Oxy. XV 1787 fr. 45.
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explains another peculiarity that is not often mentioned: the cursive end-title below col. iii. Unlike other
end-titles in professionally produced bookrolls, the title underneath col. iii appears to have been added as
an afterthought, and in a much less careful hand than that which wrote the verse text (see fig. 3).
Now, if fr. 44 was indeed added as a correction or as an irregular poem, it does not follow, as everyone from
Hunt onwards appears to have assumed,20 that the scribe would have started at the top of the new column.
Considering the limited space available, he may well have started underneath the end-title, perhaps leaving a respectful space of a few cm. Although the remainder of col. i, underneath the possible traces of the
end-title, is blank, Hunt fails to mention – and Sampson fails to realise21 – that the papyrus breaks off well
before the bottom of the column.
Let us assume that the end-title read as follows (see fig. 2):
Σαπφοῦ]ϲ
μελῶν β̅ ]
The remaining stretch of extant blank papyrus below this putative title is then no more than 1.5 cm – less
if the two lines were written more widely apart than the main text, as is often the case in end-titles.22 In
addition, the title may have been followed by a stichometric notation, as in P.Oxy. X 1231, a papyrus of
Sappho’s first book. Working on the basis of the estimates referred to above, the stretch of papyrus missing
from where col. i breaks off would have allowed between 7.8 and 10 cm (measuring to the bottom of the
column, not the roll), or c. 12–16 lines of further writing.
It is not altogether surprising that scholars have assumed that the addition at the end of book two started
at the top of col. ii, but there are a number of parallels for a text continuing straight after an end-title rather
than in the next column. P.Mich. inv. 5760d is a papyrus roll containing the end of Odyssey book 14, an
end-title, some blank space, and then the start of Odyssey book 15, all in the same column.23 We find the
same situation in P.Köln I 40, where the transition from Odyssey book 3 to Odyssey book 4 is contained in
the unpublished fragment now catalogued as P.Köln inv. 902 fr. 16.24
20 Hunt 1914: 45, ‘Cols. ii–iii (…) will then have been added as an afterthought.’
21 Sampson 2016: 54 n. 6, ‘The scanty remains of fr. 43 are metrically consistent with placement in book two, making the

blank papyrus that follows unlikely to contain any of fr. 44, which would have lines of similar length. (…) In any case, following the remains of fr. 43, the column breaks off and the papyrus is blank.’
22 Schironi 2010: 23.
23 The papyrus is edited in Gagos et al. 2004: 73–75; cf. Schironi 2010: 162–163, no. 39. Schironi no. 40 (P.Mil.Vogl. inv.
1225 fr. 3b) has a similar lay-out, but since it is a codex page it is not a direct analogy; cf. P.Oxy. VIII 1076, a codex of Isocrates
where the end-title of one speech is directly followed by a heading on the same page.
24 An excellent image is available at https://papyri.uni-koeln.de/stueck/tm60944.
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A further peculiarity is the visual difference between the final kollema of 1232 and the rest of the papyrus. It seems that the final piece is in decidedly worse shape, and one possible explanation is that it was not
of the same quality as the rest of the roll. In addition, if the right edge of the papyrus is the end of a kollema,
as is suggested by its straightness, then the kollema is decidedly narrower than the preceding one.25 Finally,
there are a number of differences between the writing of col. i and that of columns ii and iii. A cursory
inspection gives the impression that they are by the same hand, and this is likely right. Their execution,
however, is different. Whereas the writing in col. i is largely upright, that of the final two columns is slanted
strongly towards the right, and gives a more angular impression. I would hazard that columns ii and iii are
definitely by the same hand as col. i, but not written with quite the same care, and perhaps not immediately
subsequently to col i. A hypothesis that could explain these peculiarities is that the book originally ended
with 43 V, followed by an end-title below col. i and an agraphon. At a later stage, the scribe added 44 in the
agraphon and on added kollemata, of which at least the final one is now lost.
Given the likelihood that 44 is a late addition to the roll, and the apparent need to extend the roll to
allow its inclusion, there is no reason to assume that 44 started at the top of col. ii, as Hunt and Sampson
do. Equally likely, the poem started under the end-title in col. i, continued in col. ii, and finished in col. iii.
Now, since the verses of 44 were distichs,26 the total number of lines in the poem will have been even.
Remember also the line added in the top margin of col. ii to give a minimum of 28 lines in that column. So
the minimum length of the complete poem is 36 lines, assuming that col. i was empty and col. ii had 27 +
1 lines. At the top end of the likely range, if the poem started immediately where col. i breaks off and col.
ii had 31 + 1 lines, the poem could have counted 56 lines. The question whether the mythical narrative was
embedded in some way will have to remain open.
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25 The current penultimate kollema is 16.7 cm wide (measuring from the right edge of the preceding kollema to the right

edge of the present one), whereas the final one is only 10.5 cm wide, assuming that the complete kollema is extant. A parallel
for an extension of roll with kollemata of a different size is PSI Od. 5, whose final two kollemata are wider than the preceding
four, and written in a different hand; cf. Cavallo 1980: 340.
26 Heph. Poem. 1, p. 59 Consbruch: Κοινὰ δὲ ὅϲα ὑπὸ ϲυϲτήματοϲ μὲν καταμετρεῖται, αὐτὸ δὲ τὸ ϲύϲτημα ἔχει
πληρούμενον, οἷά ἐϲτι τὰ ἐν τῷ δευτέρῳ καὶ τρίτῳ Σαπφοῦϲ· ἐν οἷϲ καταμετρεῖται μὲν ὑπὸ διϲτιχίαϲ, αὐτὴ δὲ ἡ διϲτιχία
ὁμοία ἐϲτί.

