
Robert Ball and Erica Jong at Columbia University (March 25, 2009). Photograph by 
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Erica Jong, Sappho’s Leap, and I
Interaction of the Novelist and the Scholar

robert j. ball

It [Leucas] has the temple of Apollo Leucatas and the leap believed to cure 
love, “where Sappho is said to have been the fi rst,” as Menander says, “while 
pursuing the haughty Phaon, to throw herself in her frenzied desire from the 
far-seen cliff . . .”

Strabo, Geography 10.2.9

our initial meetings

I never expected to meet Erica Jong, let alone serve as her classics consul-
tant for Sappho’s Leap, but our paths crossed at a time when she was working 
on this novel and I was working on a project related to music. Interestingly 
enough, we had never met at Columbia University, where we were earning  
graduate degrees in the 1960s—Erica an MA in English and I a PhD in Greek 
and Latin. Nor did we meet on a sun-kissed beach in Hawaii, where I have 
pursued a career as professor of classics and (in recent years) as chair of a 
large modern and classical languages department. In July 2000 I found a copy 
of Erica’s novel Any Woman’s Blues in the papers of Joseph Machlis, professor 
of music, under whom I had studied and whose life and career I was research-
ing. This book contained the following inscription on the title page: “For Joe 
Machlis / No more blues! / Erica Jong / Feb ’92”—causing me to think about 
the tantalizing phrase “No more blues!” I also found a letter Machlis sent to 
Erica on February 14, 1992, in which he reminded her that they had spoken 
at a party for James Michener and had promised to exchange books. In that 
letter Machlis also mentioned that he wanted her to attend a party at his own 
house on March 13 and that he had enjoyed her comments in the newspaper 
about “the Rushdie outrage.”1 Machlis had met Erica at a party for a notable 
author, invited her to one of his musicales on New York’s East Side, and appre-
ciated the stand she took on Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses. Erica, of course, 
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played a major role in having Rushdie’s book published under the aegis of the 
Author’s Guild after the initial edition caused the Ayatollah Khomeini to call 
for Rushdie’s execution. On June 13, 2001, convinced that Erica knew Machlis 
and puzzling over that curious inscription, I decided to e-mail her to ask her 
if the inscription had some special meaning for Machlis. On June 14, 2001, 
Erica replied by asking me two short questions: “What period in classics do 
you specialize in? Do you read Aeolic Greek?”—without answering my ques-
tion about the inscription. Bewildered by this reply, I e-mailed her later that 
day, informing her that although I specialized in Latin, I also knew ancient 
Greek and had a special interest in Greek and Roman poetry. In that same e-
mail I also stated: “I am guessing that you are now going to refer me to a clas-
sical source to explain the point of the inscription”—wondering if she would 
even answer me again.

On June 19, 2001, after almost a week had passed without any answer, I con-
tacted Erica again, asking her if she had received my e-mail since I was still 
hoping that she would help me understand the phrase “No more blues!” On 
June 20, 2001, Erica replied to my question with the following e-mail:

I met Joseph Machlis at a variety of parties in New York and we had 
amusing conversations—none of which I remember. He had apparently 
read and been moved by my work. I did not know his work in musicol-
ogy so he sent it to me, and I reciprocated by sending him autographed 
books with (presumably) witty inscriptions. We always planned to get 
together—in that New York way of “we must get together”—but we 
never did. As a novelist, I could turn this into a whole relationship—as 
in my novel Fanny where I have my imaginary heroine Fanny Hackabout 
Jones meet Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift—but as a biographer I 
urge you not to make too much of it. New York is a place where people 
are always promising to “get together” and never do. People go to par-
ties, have a few drinks, talk of this and that, promise future friendship—
then get caught up in their work, their lives, their family obligations. As 
Samuel Johnson said: “A man is not upon oath in lapidary inscriptions.” 
The same goes for book inscriptions. One tries for wit, achieves a bit of 
doggerel or double entendre, and it means very little—other than the 
enthusiasm and good intentions of the moment. I wish I’d known your 
subject—but I didn’t really. Surely there must be those who knew him 
better than I! I asked you about classics because I need someone to help 
me translate Sappho’s ancient Greek fragments and I thought you might 
know a likely person. I am writing a novel about Sappho and am deep 
into the world of 600 BCE.

Copyright © 2010 by Frontiers Editorial Collective, Inc. 
Not for resale or reproduction.



63Ball: Erica Jong, Sappho’s Leap, and I

Amused by this answer, I e-mailed Erica later that day, offering to help her 
translate Sappho and stating that at Columbia I had studied under Gilbert 
Highet, my distinguished mentor.2 I also indicated that I planned to spend 
most of July in New York conducting research at Columbia and that I would 
not have any problem meeting with her to discuss matters of mutual concern. 
The next day I received another amusing e-mail from her, in which she wrote:

Thanks for your kind offer to read Sappho fragments with me. I have 
no Latin and less Greek. My fi eld of study at Columbia was eighteenth-
century English literature, and I never studied with Highet though I did 
with Moses Hadas, who was a very entertaining lecturer and a famous 
lech (chased Barnard girls around the seminar rooms—something con-
sidered charming and inevitable in those ancient days) . . .

In that e-mail Erica also indicated that for the summer she planned to spend 
most of each week in Connecticut, where she would be writing her novel, 
and two days each week in New York. She also gave me, much to my sur-
prise, all her telephone numbers—offi ce, cellular, home (New York and 
Connecticut)—an indication that she trusted me from the very beginning of 
our relationship.

Now that I knew that I was going to meet Erica Jong, I decided that I 
wanted to become more familiar with her life and career, to learn more than 
I knew about the achievements of this controversial author/activist/feminist. 
Like many of my generation, I knew her as the author of Fear of Flying, the 
sexual-revolution classic that recently celebrated its thirty-fi fth anniversary, 
(in)famous for the phrase “zipless fuck.” In Fear of Flying she introduced the 
world to Isadora Wing, who also plays a central part in three later novels—
How to Save Your Own Life, Parachutes and Kisses, and Any Woman’s Blues. Yet 
I knew more about her fi rst historical novel—Fanny, Being the True History of 
the Adventures of Fanny Hackabout-Jones—inspired by her love of eighteenth-
century British literature. In Serenissima—reissued as Shylock’s Daughter, 
partly because Phil Donahue could not pronounce the title while interviewing 
her on television—she revealed her knowledge of Shakespeare. Aside from her 
six novels, she had published six books of poetry before we met—Fruits and 
Vegetables, Half Lives, Loveroot, At the Edge of the Body, Ordinary Miracles, and 
Becoming Light. Although I did not know too much about her poetry at that 
time, I had the impression from reviews I had read and opinions I had heard 
that she had matured into a poet of the fi rst rank. In any case, in order to learn 
more about the author whom I would meet in a matter of days, I decided 
that I would read Fear of Fifty, her autobiographical memoir with the clever, 
catchy title. I read this volume in its entirety and with great interest on the 
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fl ight from Honolulu to San Francisco, during my two days in the Bay Area, 
and on the fl ight from San Francisco to New York. When I arrived in New 
York I felt completely exhausted, not from fl ying for such a long period but 
from reading and absorbing everything that Erica had described about her 
journey to midlife. I was absolutely fascinated by the many professional and 
personal experiences that she had chosen to include, especially the descrip-
tion of her courtship by her husband Kenneth Burrows.3 I now believed that 
I had acquired a better understanding of the forces that motivated this ac-
complished woman to write the historical novels I had admired and respected 
over the years. To think that she was writing a novel about Sappho, the most 
famous female poet of the ancient world, and inviting me to share my exper-
tise with her, although I had no idea of what to expect!

On July 10, 2001, Erica and I arranged to meet for the fi rst time not at her 
offi ce but at her apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where she 
felt that we could converse in pleasant and comfortable surroundings. Wear-
ing a jacket and tie on that hot and humid day in New York, I waited for her 
in the lobby of her high-rise building, having learned from the doorman 
that she would be arriving fairly soon. Within minutes she entered from the 
street—smiling, vivacious, as beautiful as she looked in her photographs, and 
dressed in blue jeans, causing me to say to myself: “Uh-oh! I’m overdressed!” 
No sooner had we entered her apartment than she suddenly wheeled around, 
looked me straight in the eye, and asked without hesitation: “Robert, what is 
the word for ‘cunt’ in ancient Greek?” Thinking that she might be trying to 
see if she was talking to a prudish academic, I replied without hesitation: “It’s 
kusthos!”—remembering that I had seen that word in Aristophanes.4 Shortly 
afterward Belinda Barkowitz, her gigantic gorgeous standard poodle, greeted 
me affectionately by jumping all over me, convincing me that I should not 
have worn my new jacket and tie. Then her husband Ken entered—a tall, 
dark, and handsome man (her aging Adonis)—who had contracted laryngitis 
and proceeded to excuse himself so that Erica and I could turn to business. 
That afternoon Erica informed me that her novel would begin with Sappho 
standing on the edge of the Leucadian cliff, poised between life and death, 
ready to relate her amazing story. Erica also stated that (contrary to popular 
legend) her Sappho would not leap off the cliff over rejection by the ferry-
man Phaon—not this woman who, in Erica’s view, faced far more complex is-
sues. That afternoon I read aloud for Erica some of Sappho’s fragments in the 
original Greek, in the Sapphic and Alcaic meters, and Catullus 51, Catullus’s 
Latin adaptation of Sappho, frag. 31. We also looked at and talked about sev-
eral of the English translations of Sappho’s fragments that she had been using 
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and was intending to incorporate in appropriate places in her novel. Our fi rst 
meeting concluded with our taking Belinda Barkowitz for a walk along Lex-
ington and Third avenues, at which time Erica invited me to hold Belinda by 
the leash and direct her. At one point, when Belinda tried to pull away from 
me, Erica exclaimed: “Please don’t let go of her!”—a request I heeded, know-
ing that our relationship (and probably my life) depended on it.

Erica and I met two more times during that trip—once for a lunch session 
and once for a dinner session—on which occasions we conversed more and 
more about the different translations of Sappho that she had consulted. Dur-
ing those meetings I would translate orally some of Sappho’s fragments from 
Greek into English while Erica would compare my literal translations with 
those published by other authors. She had worked with several useful trans-
lations, such as those by Mary Barnard, Willis Barnstone, and Denys Page, a 
distinguished classicist who had written books on Greek lyric poetry.5 During 
those meetings I also familiarized Erica with translations by writers who were 
able to translate classical verse into English in the very meters used by the 
Greek and Roman poets. I read aloud John Addington Symonds’ version of 
Sappho’s ode to Aphrodite (frag. 1) and part of Algernon Charles Swinburne’s 
poem “Sapphics”—both composed in Sappho’s favorite meter. The more 
Erica thought about the fragmentary condition of Sappho’s poetry, the more 
she regarded Sappho as a “Venus sans arms and head”—a phrase that she used 
and that I never forgot. She correctly concluded that different translators tend 
to create different Sapphos, that translators have always projected their own 
fantasies onto the historical Sappho, veiled in mystery. At the end of these 
discussions I urged Erica to write her own translations of Sappho’s fragments 
and to insert them rather than the versions of other translators in her novel-
in-progress. She could get a sense of the meaning of a fragment by compar-
ing a few English translations of it, and I could check her version against the 
ancient Greek to make sure that she captured its essence. I pointed out that 
by composing her own versions—not literal translations but elegant adapta-
tions—she could have Sappho speak in one voice, in a style appropriate to the 
fl ow of the novel. Erica, a talented poet in her own right, loved this sugges-
tion, commented that I had liberated her to adapt Sappho, and then asked me 
if I would vet her manuscript and translations for errors. Of course I accepted 
the invitation, since it afforded me the opportunity to use my knowledge of 
classical literature outside the academic sphere, in the tradition of my mentor 
Gilbert Highet. It also afforded me the opportunity to work with a remark-
able woman, who was researching a subject dear to me and with whom I had 
developed an excellent rapport in a just a few weeks.
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our extended interaction

For almost two years, from the time we met to the date that Sappho’s Leap ap-
peared in print, Erica and I interacted repeatedly—by e-mail, by airmail, by 
telephone, in person, and even (when appropriate) by zipless fax. During that 
period I examined a fi rst draft, second draft, galley proofs, and page proofs 
of her novel, watching it metamorphose into a book that in my view rivaled 
Fanny and Serenissima. I want to emphasize that although I vetted her manu-
script with scrupulous attention to detail, she wrote it all by herself, having 
spent approximately seven years researching Sappho’s world. Throughout this 
process I could not help but admire how Erica was attempting to reinvent or 
re-create a period in Greek history that even classical scholars cannot recon-
struct in its entirety. Without any formal instruction in this area, she had read 
many books and articles on the subject and had sailed all over the eastern 
Aegean on two occasions to acquire a sense of the setting.6 Throughout this 
process, feeling a great responsibility to her, I kept making numerous stylistic 
and technical suggestions but never interfering with the overall design of her 
exciting project. At times I felt that I might be badgering her, although she fre-
quently expressed her gratitude, as Ken once did, when I phoned and he said: 
“Erica will never be too busy to want to talk to you.” The stylistic and techni-
cal suggestions included, among other things, the spelling of Greek names in 
English and the transliteration of Greek words into English—both requiring 
attention. I made sure that Erica transliterated the Greek words according to 
the rules classicists follow but had to develop with her a principle on how to 
spell the Greek names she was employing. In his novel Last of the Amazons, 
Steven Pressfi eld called his own formula “a cockamamie mishmash, part pig-
Latin and part porky-Greek . . . [a] deranged approach” (“Author’s Notes,” 
401). He simply decided on a case-by-case basis, depending on how a word 
looked or sounded to him, to use the Greek spelling or the Latinized spell-
ing regardless of the resulting inconsistencies. Not wanting Erica to fall into 
that trap, I suggested that she consistently use the Latinized spellings wherever 
possible (e.g., Alcaeus not Alkaios, Croesus not Kroisos, and Pittacus not Pit-
takos). Following my suggestion to the letter, she adopted not the unfamiliar 
and pretentious neo-Greek spellings but the Latinized spellings found in most 
standard dictionaries and encyclopedias.

Since Erica mentioned to me that she lived in fear of solecisms and anach-
ronisms, I called her attention to all those that I regarded as glaring, especially 
the anachronisms, several of which I still remember quite vividly. Two anach-
ronisms occurred in her account of how a storm sweeps Sappho and Aesop 
the fabulist onto a swirling river, on which Charon the ferryman is rowing 
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a boat fi lled with dead souls. (Sappho, having been thrown off course, takes 
this unexpected side trip as part of a much longer journey, during which she 
searches for news about her lover Alcaeus and her daughter Cleis.) Since one 
cannot say for sure where the Greeks of Sappho’s day (600 BC) pictured the 
dead spirits, I advised Erica to replace the word “Underworld” with the phrase 
“Land of the Dead.” In Homer’s Odyssey, one of Erica’s major sources, Odys-
seus sails westward to reach the dead spirits (11.13–22), who do not appear in a 
subterranean location until 405 BC in Aristophanes’ Frogs.7 Since Charon does 
not appear in the Odyssey or anywhere in extant Greek literature until Frogs, I 
advised Erica to show that she had deliberately manipulated Homer to intro-
duce him. In her novel, therefore, as Sappho and Aesop board Charon’s boat, 
she has Aesop proclaim: “Homer never warned me of a boat of souls or in-
deed of any boatman to ferry them” (SL, 167). Another anachronism occurred 
early in the novel, where Sappho and her slave Praxinoa attend the sympo-
sium of the dictator Pittacus masquerading as “dark-eyed houris from the 
East.” (Alcaeus has just hustled them into the women’s quarters, where they 
get dressed and veiled in cloth of gold—looking exotic, with their faces half 
hidden and their eyes blackened with kohl.) I reminded Erica that the Greeks 
of Sappho’s day could not have known about the houris, who originated 
with Muhammad around 600 AD, when his followers were writing down the 
Koran. In order to avoid having Sappho and Praxinoa confused with the vir-
gins of the Muslim paradise, Erica revised her sentence, calling the two women 
“doe-eyed virgins from the East” (SL, 11). In one instance, however, I could not 
bring myself to suggest to her that she remove from the novel what I regarded 
(and still regard) as a deliberate and hilarious language anachronism. When 
Aphrodite predicts that Sappho—a special mortal—will be called the tenth 
Muse by the philosopher Plato, Zeus replies: “Plato, schmato! These mortals 
are no more than dust!” (SL, 272).

Erica and I engaged in several discussions about Sappho’s sexual orienta-
tion—a subject debated since antiquity, which unfortunately has often cut 
into Sappho’s reputation as antiquity’s most accomplished female poet. Plato 
did call Sappho the tenth Muse (Anthologia Palatina 9.506), and Meleager 
called the poems by Sappho included in his collection baia men, alla roda, 
“few, but roses” (Anth. Pal. 4.1). Antipater of Sidon refers to Sappho as the 
mortal Muse celebrated among the immortal Muses and asks the Fates why 
they did not spin an everlasting life for this singer (Anth. Pal. 7.14). Although 
Sappho received acclaim in these and other classical testimonies, she suffered 
at the hands of some early Greek dramatists, who featured her in their rib-
ald comedies (now lost). Her Roman detractors characterized her as a prosti-
tute, or a sexual/social deviant, or a victim of unrequited love—as she appears 
in Ovid, Heroides 15, preparing to leap off the Leucadian cliff.8 One tradition 
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implies that Sappho was a heterosexual, that she married Cercylas, a trader 
from Andros, and had a daughter named Cleis, whom she compares to golden 
fl owers (frag. 132). Nevertheless, one could argue that the comic playwrights 
may have invented this tradition for humorous purposes since the expression 
Cercylas of Andros means “Prick from the Isle of Man.” The other tradition 
holds that Sappho of Lesbos was indeed a lesbian in the modern sense of the 
word and pursued a sexual lifestyle that the general layperson tends to associ-
ate with her. This tradition derives its strength, as it has through the ages, from 
the classical testimonies already mentioned and from two extant poems of 
Sappho testifying to her love for another woman. The fi rst, the ode to Aphro-
dite (frag. 1), cited by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, contains a participle with a 
feminine ending (etheloisa, “wishing”), identifying the individual she loves as 
a woman. The second, addressed to a woman (frag. 31), quoted by Longinus, 
contains an adjective with a feminine ending (chlorotera, “greener”), identi-
fying Sappho—not some man—as the speaker. In any case I suggested that 
Erica go entirely with her instinct, with the plan she had developed before we 
ever met, presenting the reader with a Sappho having a bisexual orientation. 
I agreed with and became enthusiastic about her plan from the moment she 
revealed it to me, delighted that she would be incorporating in the novel both 
traditions about Sappho’s sexuality.

Erica and I also discussed questions about the daily life of the ancient 
Greeks, which included the subject of literacy, especially the writing materi-
als that people used to communicate with one another when separated. At 
one point I informed Erica that the Greeks of Sappho’s day could easily have 
worked with three different kinds of writing materials—wooden tablets, ani-
mal skins, and Egyptian papyri. Thereupon Erica asked me to confi rm for her 
that these writing technologies could indeed have coexisted, especially since 
she was planning to advance her plot through letters written on papyri. First 
I cited Homer, Iliad 6.168–70—the earliest reference to writing in Greek lit-
erature—where Proetus directs Bellerophon to bring a message to Iobates en 
pinaki ptukto, “in a folded tablet.” This message, instructing the recipient to 
kill the messenger, very likely typifi ed the kind of wax-covered wooden tablet 
used in the Greco-Roman world for public and offi cial announcements. Next 
I cited Herodotus, History 5.58, on how the early Ionians referred to papyrus 
sheets (byblous) as skins (diphtheras) since they used animal skins when they 
could not obtain papyri. This passage helps substantiate that the Greeks of 
Sappho’s day could write on animal skins and on papyrus sheets, introduced 
to Greece ca. 650 BC, when Egypt opened its doors to foreigners. Yet Erica still 
seemed concerned about having Sappho write on papyri after her friend the 
novelist Ken Follett wondered whether the Greeks could really have obtained 
papyri in 600 BC. And so I contacted the highly respected papyrologist Roger 
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Bagnall, who assured me that the Greeks, active in the Levant well before that 
date, could easily have exported papyri out of Egypt.9 Although I rarely con-
sulted a specialist during our collaboration, I wanted Erica to feel as secure as 
possible with having her characters write on papyri to communicate with one 
another. I also suggested that she refer to all three writing materials to indicate 
that she knew about them, while making clear that she was selecting papyri 
for the correspondence appearing in her novel. To that end I deeply appre-
ciated what she has Sappho say after Sappho hides Alcaeus’s fi rst love letter 
among her most treasured possessions (SL, 33):

I had learned to make letters on clumsy wax-covered wooden tablets 
when I was a child. Then, when I was older, I was allowed animal skins to 
write on. They always betrayed the bloody odor of their origins. Papyrus 
was so much purer. I loved the feel of chaste papyrus sheets on which 
you could spill your heart’s fresh blood!

Throughout our extended interaction, during which I vetted Erica’s manu-
script along the lines that she had requested, I continued to take special inter-
est in her translations or rather her adaptations of Sappho’s fragments. As I 
suggested, Erica composed her own versions of the fragments, capturing the 
essence of the original Greek and enabling Sappho to speak in a style appro-
priate to the fl ow of the novel. She used some fragments as epigraphs, placed 
others in elegant and memorable contexts, and even enriched the narrative 
with Sappho-inspired creations composed in the style of Sappho. Erica cre-
ated an elegant context for two famous verses by Sappho (frag. 137) and Al-
caeus (frag. 384) by placing them next to each other in the fi rst love letter 
written by Alcaeus to Sappho. At the end of that letter, Alcaeus states (SL, 32): 
“And yet I think always of Sappho—violet-haired, holy, honey-smiling Sap-
pho. I wish to say something to you, but shame prevents me.”10 During her 
encounter with the Amazons Sappho composes a poem called the Amazoniad, 
in which Queen Antiope exhorts her to praise the warrior women but to refer 
only to their heroic deeds. The reader gets to see only the fi rst few lines of Sap-
pho’s epic, not the entire poem—a poem bowdlerized by “fi rst-wave” Amazon 
loyalists and sparking a strong “second-wave” Amazon revolt. In any case the 
opening lines—a parody of epic invocations—provide an example of one of 
Erica’s cleverest Sappho-inspired creations (SL, 141):

Sing in me, Muse, of woman and her curious fate
Oppressed in every nation but the great
Tribe of the amazons, by men misunderstood,
Slandered as evil, seeking the highest good.
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Elsewhere Erica inserted a poem attributed to Sappho in an elegant context 
and in a context that this poem clearly inspired her to create—one of the 
most poignant episodes in the novel. After Timas hangs herself to escape an 
arranged marriage, Sappho and her girls throw locks of their hair on her pyre 
and place on her urn this inscription (SL, 237, based on epigram 158D):

This is the dust of Timas
Who was led unmarried
Into Persephone’s dark bedroom.
Her life was cut short
Like our hair,
Which, with newly sharpened steel,
We, her companions, gave up.

activities beyond publication

In April 2003, following the seven-year period that Erica had spent working 
on her third historical novel, Sappho’s Leap fi nally appeared in bookstores 
around the country and on the websites of the leading booksellers. Although 
one does not judge a book by its cover, the cover of this book had great ap-
peal with its reproduction of the painting of Sappho in the academic style by 
Charles-August Mengin. Mengin’s dark-haired beauty, gazing pensively at the 
viewer, corresponded to Erica’s Sappho all right, looking as attractive and as 
troubled as one would expect from Erica’s portrayal of her.11 W. W. Norton 
did an excellent job preparing the book for publication and (as I knew from 
checking) corrected all the errors that Erica and I had found—all except one, 
on the inside jacket. There the designer referred to Sappho as an “epic poet” 
rather than a “lyric poet,” even though the historical Sappho had never writ-
ten epic poetry in the tradition of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. As I browsed 
the book, I became moved by it all over again, beginning with the prologue 
spoken by Sappho on the edge of the Leucadian cliff (SL, xvi):

So many stories about me. My legend confused with the legends of Aph-
rodite. Did I leap to my death for the love of a handsome young ferry-
man? Did I love women or men? Does love even have a sex? I doubt it. If 
you are lucky enough to love, who cares what decorative fl esh your lover 
sports? The divine delta, that juicy fi g, the powerful phallus, that scepter 
of state—each is only an aspect of Aphrodite, after all . . .

Aside from the power of the prologue, the sexual references in it reminded me 
of the word that Erica had asked me about the day we met, which she did in-
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deed include in a later passage. In that passage, trying to impress Alcaeus with 
her knowledge of sexual language, Sappho matches him obscenity for obscen-
ity with phrases for a woman’s genitals, including kusthos (SL, 21). Naturally 
I felt very grateful for the generous acknowledgment Erica gave me in the 
“Author’s Afterword,” where she explained the procedures she used to write 
her novel (SL, 298). I also felt deeply touched by the personal inscription she 
wrote in my autographed copy of her book—not “No more blues!” but: “For 
Sappho’s godfather, with so much gratitude and affection.” Around this time, 
knowing that she would soon face the verdict of reviewers, she said to me in 
jest in the presence of her husband Ken: “Do you realize they could drag us 
down together?” I replied: “I wouldn’t have it any other way”—quoting what 
William Holden says to Ernest Borgnine about their lives as aging outlaws in 
Sam Peckinpah’s classic Western The Wild Bunch.

Reviews began to appear in magazines and newspapers, either signed or 
anonymous, most of them short, by individuals with little or no knowledge 
of classical languages or classical antiquity, as far as I was able to determine. 
In general the reviews seemed mixed, with some positive and some negative 
comments, hardly ever questioning or challenging Erica’s careful research 
or her adaptations of Sappho’s poems. Yet I saw a pattern developing, where 
some criticized her for writing another novel in which she created the heroine 
in her own image and allowed sexual matters to prevail over everything else. I 
still had not fully understood to what extent Fear of Flying, Isadora Wing, and 
the zipless curse were controlling (whether consciously or subconsciously) the 
tone and direction of the reviews. I decided to suspend fi nal judgment until I 
could examine reviews written by classical scholars, who I felt would be able to 
evaluate Sappho’s Leap with a view toward recognizing its virtues. Meanwhile 
I conceived the idea of giving joint presentations with Erica on the interac-
tion of the novelist and the scholar in the hope of calling additional attention 
to her novel about Sappho. We received three invitations to make such joint 
presentations in New York and California—timed for April–May 2004, coin-
ciding with the publication of Erica’s novel in paperback. On April 23, 2004, 
at the invitation of Professor Judith Hallett, we addressed the members of the 
Classical Association of the Atlantic States at the Sheraton Hotel and Tow-
ers in New York City. We engaged in a spirited dialogue about our collabora-
tion, during which Erica said with a smile: “I dreaded your e-mails”—making 
me think that I may have pushed her too far with revisions. On May 3, 2004, 
at the invitation of Professor Shelley Fisher Fishkin, we gave a second joint 
performance at Stanford, where Erica also addressed a large audience about 
women’s issues. After she autographed her novel in the campus bookstore, a 
stranger angrily handed her something in writing about Fear of Flying and, 
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unable to engage her, suddenly disappeared in the crowd. On May 6, 2004, at 
the invitation of Professor Robert Gurval, we gave a third joint performance 
at UCLA, which drew an interesting and inquisitive audience (as did the two 
previous sessions). All three joint presentations took place not long after the 
death of Erica’s father Seymour Mann, a talented musician and entrepreneur, 
whose passing weighed heavily on her during that time.12

By the end of 2004 fi ve academic reviews of Sappho’s Leap had come to my 
attention, all confi rming my belief that Fear of Flying would follow Erica to 
the grave and that the expression “zipless fuck” would become her epitaph. 
Joy Connolly (New York Times Book Review [May 18, 2003] 8) calls Erica’s Sap-
pho a Jongian/Harlequin heroine, who appears in scenes recalling Clash of 
the Titans or Xena: Warrior Princess. Although she fi nds Erica’s novel well-
researched for Greek culture of 600 BC, she regards it as little more than a 
comic book, while implying that her Sappho is Isadora Wing reincarnated. 
Giving Erica’s novel only two sentences in her review of three books, Emily 
Wilson (London Review of Books [January 8, 2004] 27–28) misapplies “zipless 
fuck” to Sappho’s affair with Phaon. This experience does not fi t the criteria 
for the A-1 zipless experience in Fear of Flying—the pure, brief, anonymous, 
passionate sexual encounter, free of all ulterior motives, guilt, and remorse. 
Meryl Altman (Women’s Review of Books [January 2004] 8–10) sanitizes the 
goddess of love by asking: “Would Aphrodite wish her ode to spend eternity 
immortalized beside the ‘zipless fuck’?” Thus she falls into the same tenacious 
trap as Wilson even though she praises Erica for focusing on the “second-
wave” concerns of how to reconcile erotic, maternal, and ambitious longings. 
Calling Erica’s novel an enjoyable read, Mary Beard (Independent [August 20, 
2004] 17) also reduces it to the combination of Jongian themes of casual en-
ergetic sex and mothers and daughters. She also wonders why Erica had not 
featured a raunchy Sappho in an earlier novel, since thirty years had elapsed 
following the publication of Fear of Flying and its trademark “zipless fuck.” 
Harry Sidebottom (Times Literary Supplement [September 24, 2004] 20) calls 
Erica’s novel a work of “chick lit,” demeaning her careful research and totally 
ignoring the novel’s literary virtues. He fails to see how Sappho matures from 
a naïve young girl to a worldly middle-aged woman, in a narrative enriched by 
parallels to Homer’s epic poetry and adaptations of Sappho’s lyric verses. The 
four female reviewers had evaluated Sappho’s Leap in the context of Fear of 
Flying—the source of the zipless expression/experience, which Erica’s Sappho 
never utters or experiences. Furthermore, despite my hopes to the contrary, 
all fi ve reviewers had overlooked or treated superfi cially the skillful artistry in 
her novel, involving both classical models and important themes.13

Convinced that even the academics had not reviewed Sappho’s Leap thor-
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oughly or objectively, I decided to write an essay that would enable the reader 
to see the artistry that the reviewers had regrettably overlooked.14 The essay 
begins with an epigraph—a passage from Erica’s novel Fanny, featuring a 
woman with present-day aspirations who deals with the historical reality of 
eighteenth-century England. In this passage (“Afterword,” 504), Erica presents 
her credo for writing novels in the tradition that she has—a position she has 
articulated at different times and in different places. Erica believes that in ev-
ery age one fi nds individuals whose consciousness transcends their own time, 
individuals with whom we closely identify and about whom we greatly enjoy 
reading. Striving to write an interesting novel rather than a historical treatise, 
she regards the development of her heroine’s character as more important 
than the setting in which her heroine appears. In the essay cited, I have tried 
to explain how Erica transforms Sappho into a female Odysseus on a voyage 
of self-discovery, who follows in the footsteps of her Homeric predecessor. 
There the reader can fi nd a detailed outline of Sappho’s own odyssey, includ-
ing the many Homeric reminiscences when they occur and showing how fre-
quently Erica’s Sappho refers to Homer. In that essay I have also tried to show 
(with appropriate examples) how Erica enriched the narrative with her own 
adaptations of Sappho’s poems and with her own Sappho-inspired creations. 
There too the reader can fi nd a complete index of the locations of all Erica’s 
adaptations of the fragments of Sappho, keyed to the numeration of the frag-
ments in standard and accessible editions. There I have also tried to describe 
the political and social issues on which Erica’s Sappho refl ects and on which 
the historical Sappho, shrouded in mystery, could possibly have refl ected. 
Could not the historical Sappho, who wrote poems about love and marriage, 
also have refl ected on power, freedom, and slavery as well as on vanity, ava-
rice, zealotry, duplicity, and insincerity? Although one cannot understand the 
classical world completely, because of its remoteness and its fragmentary re-
mains, one can exercise the prerogative of the novelist to reinvent a piece of it. 
Although one cannot know the historical Sappho or resurrect her living voice 
from dead letters on papyri, one can re-create her as a spokeswoman, whose 
consciousness transcends her own time.

Refl ecting on my entire experience with Erica, I have come to realize that 
I was working with an extraordinary woman, who used her expertise as a 
novelist to write about a poet and a period that we both found fascinating. 
Other novelists have presumably worked with other scholars on similar kinds 
of projects—a subject that one could explore at length in another forum to 
gain perspective on this phenomenon. Although I can speak only for myself, 
I think that Erica and I worked very well together but far more intensely and 
intensively than one might expect for a professional relationship of this kind. 
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As Erica was writing and revising her novel over the two years that we were 
working on it, she produced a book exemplifying the classical tradition at its 
best, shaped by historical research. Yet one should not confuse the novelist 
with the historian—the mistake of many a reviewer—and should understand 
that even within a well-researched novel, autobiographical elements may ap-
pear. I do not believe that by depicting Sappho as a woman trying to fulfi ll 
herself erotically, maternally, and intellectually, Erica has somehow written a 
novel predicated on one big anachronism. Although Erica’s Sappho may not 
seem like a typical woman of her day, she projects what a highly intelligent 
woman could have been thinking in an age far more oppressive to women 
than ours. As I was vetting the different versions of Erica’s novel, I became in-
creasingly aware of her poetic prowess and increasingly captivated by a group 
of poems she had placed at the end of her book. There one fi nds “Talking 
to Aphrodite,” a collection of nine original poems inspired by Sappho’s frag-
ments, which I have come to regard as the best original poetry Erica has ever 
written. On the publication of Sappho’s Leap, Erica’s husband Ken gave her a 
lovely gift—a printed version of her novel transformed into a papyrus roll, 
prepared by the book artist Richard Minsky. To celebrate the same achieve-
ment, her friend Ken Follett also gave her a beautiful gift—a lekythos, an an-
cient Greek oil jar, on which women play their lyres and fl ute players dance all 
around.15 For her birthday one year earlier, I had given Erica a double-matted 
photo-facsimile of the oldest extant papyrus of Sappho, which I had just ob-
tained from the University of Copenhagen. On the photographic reproduc-
tion of that tattered papyrus fragment, containing fragment 98a of Sappho, 
I wrote: “For Erica Jong, the eleventh Muse / From Robert Ball, with much 
admiration.”

notes

I would like to thank Michael Ryan, director of Columbia University’s Rare Book and 

Manuscript Library (repository of the Erica Jong Papers), for inviting me to present 

an earlier version of this memoir at Columbia, and Erica Jong, for serving as the re-

spondent. The passages cited in this article from Sappho’s Leap (hereafter abbreviated 

as SL in some places in the text) have been reprinted with the permission of Erica Jong 

and W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., which published the novel in hardback in 2003 

and in paperback in 2004. The fragments of Sappho and Alcaeus cited in this article 

have all been keyed to their numeration in Greek Lyric, vol. 1, ed. David Campbell 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, Loeb Classical Library, 1982)—the edition 

most accessible to the general reader.

1. Joseph Machlis to Erica Jong, February 14, 1992, Joseph Machlis Papers, Aaron 
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Copland School of Music, Queens College, New York (no box number; Machlis letters 

not itemized or cataloged; copy available in possession of the author).

2. For information about the life and career of Gilbert Highet, see my “Gilbert 

Highet and Classics at Columbia,” in Living Legacies at Columbia, ed. William T. de 

Bary, Jerome Kisslinger, and Tom Mathewson (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2006), 12–25, 654.

3. Kenneth Burrows, a highly respected attorney, specializes in family law, enter-

tainment law, and literary property law—he is the individual whom Erica regards as 

her soulmate and whom she realizes she can never divorce since, as she has pointed 

out: “He’s a divorce lawyer!”

4. See Aristophanes, Acharnians 719–835, especially 782 and 789, where a citizen 

of Athens and a citizen of Megara engage in a lively exchange involving two sexually 

charged words: kusthos (the vulgar word for “cunt”) and choiros (used in the double 

sense of “piggy”/“pussy”).

5. See especially Page’s Sappho and Alcaeus: An Introduction to the Study of Ancient 

Lesbian Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955)—a valuable scholarly analysis of se-

lected poems of Sappho and Alcaeus, which includes a text, translation, and commen-

tary for each selection.

6. By visiting the locations central to her novel and by examining them as thor-

oughly as she did the relevant literary sources, Erica followed the advice of James Clif-

ford, professor of English at Columbia, under whom she had studied and whose in-

struction she had admired.

7. Homer’s Odysseus does not go underground to speak with the dead spirits, nor 

do they ascend to the bloody pit he has prepared for them, but they seem to congre-

gate on the surface of the earth in a geographic location comparable to the Land of the 

Blessed (Odyssey 4.561–69).

8. Ovid presents Sappho not only as a woman jilted by the young ferryman Phaon 

but as a harsh materialist addicted to corporeal lust—a virtual parody of the historical 

Sappho, who exhibits throughout her verses deep sensitivities in matters pertaining to 

love and beauty.

9. Roger Bagnall, then professor of classics and history at Columbia, now professor 

of ancient history and director of the Institute for the Study of the Ancient World at 

New York University, has published books on Greco-Roman Egypt as well as editions 

of Greek papyri and ostraca.

10. By providing a context for many such fragments of Sappho and Alcaeus, which 

she inserts in different sections of the novel, Erica follows the tradition of poets with 

keen aesthetic sensibilities, who echo verses of earlier poets in the hope that the reader 

will recognize them.

11. Mengin’s painting (1877, oil on canvas, owned by the Manchester Art Gallery in 

England) has a strong sexual allure, which made it the Playboy centerfold of its day 
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while making the French artist who painted it (to borrow a phrase from the world of 

music) a one-hit wonder.

12. A pianist, drummer, and bandleader, Mann introduced the song “Begin the Be-

guine” in Cole Porter’s musical comedy Jubilee in 1935; an authority on Japanese por-

celain as well, he sold collectible dolls, furniture, and metalwork in many major Amer-

ican department stores.

13. I recently came across a fi fth academic review, by a woman, Margaret Reynolds 

(Guardian [November 13, 2004] 28 in “Features and Reviews”), who calls Erica’s Sap-

pho “a believer in free love” [sic] and thinks, like the others, that Erica has created a 

heroine in her own image.

14. See my “Erica Jong’s Sappho and the Classical Tradition,” International Journal 

of the Classical Tradition 11 (2005): 590–601, for this essay on Sappho’s Leap, repro-

duced with permission of the publisher on Erica Jong’s website (www.ericajong.com/

articles/classical_tradition.pdf).

15. See Erica Jong, Love Comes First (New York: Penguin, 2009), 21–23 for her poem 

about this lekythos and 71–93 for the collection of poems about Aphrodite that she had 

printed at the end of Sappho’s Leap and later decided to reproduce in this new volume 

of her poetry.
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