The distaff

Only a few fragments of Erinna’s works remain but she is most noted for the heartfelt and
elegiac style poem The Distaff, written in the local Dorian Greek dialect. Although it is
unclear as to the nature of their relationship it has been assumed that Baukis (Baucis), is a
childhood friend that died, or either married someone else or died before he and Erinna could
consummate their love. However, the popular consensus is that Erinna’s poem is about the
death of her childhood friend Baukis (Baucis), and this may have played on the irony of her
early death; Erinna may have indicated in her poem that she wanted or expected such a fate
too.

In The Distaff, Erinna plays on the theme of weaving by using it as a metaphor to assist in her
personal retelling of a childhood friend. Weaving is a metaphor for writing poetry and alludes
to the thread of life spun by the Fates, as well as referring to a traditional female activity.
Erinna recalls her childhood and the games they used to play—the recollection of a shared
past is a theme found also in Sappho. Erinna’s mourning seems to have been for the loss of
her friend, to marriage, as well as her death. These two themes, death and marriage, are united
as early as the myth of Persephone. Erinna’s poem has also been deemed important by
scholars for the glimpse it gives us of a girl’s view of her relationship with her mother.

Poem (Papyrus)
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Stobée’s fragment (used from mes. 61 to 113 Soprano 1 et Alto)
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Erinna (IVth century BC)



