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In 1955, a small group of lesbians in San Francisco formed a social organization in order to provide a space to meet and organize.  They styled themselves the Daughters of Bilitis and promptly began publishing a mimeographed newsletter, The Ladder, which, in just a few years, grew into a glossy magazine with readers and contributors from throughout the United States.  The magazine, published until 1970, was explicitly devoted to two interconnected aims: first, deconstructing negative assumptions and conceptions of lesbians; second, re-conceptualizing and re-constructing positive notions of lesbian identity.  The Ladder’s readers and contributors loved Sappho.  Sappho was one out lesbian and her beautiful girl-loving poetry was read and respected by the lesbians and ‘homophiles’ who read and wrote in to The Ladder as well as by their privileged, mainstream and academic contemporaries.  In the 1950’s, Sappho had clout not only because she was connected with antiquity, but also because she and her poetry were widely known and read in contemporary popular and educated society. 

The women who wrote into and read The Ladder every month may not have known much about this enigmatic figure from mythic history, but all the better.  Sappho appeared to be bravely out about her sexuality while virtually everything else about her life was unknown.  As such, Sappho was a perfect ancestor.  Analogously, Lesbos was understood as both a real and imagined lesbian space.  Lesbos became a place where women who were deliberately involved in the construction of their own lesbian identities could imagine what it meant to be a lesbian and, simultaneously, where they could feel respected for doing so. The shadowy mysteries of antiquity provided the perfect space for imagining real, contemporary lesbian sexuality and for developing a history of lesbian identity.

This paper elaborates on work by C. K. Prince and Holt Parker by analyzing how, through the diachronic progression of the magazine, the readers and contributors to The Ladder employed classical antiquity in general, and Sappho and Lesbos in particular, for the construction of a positive and empowered lesbian identity at a time when they faced significant obstacles to achieving this aim.  My presentation will consider how the magazine—as a participatory (the readers were also the contributors) serial—incorporated Sappho into a present-day ritual in such a way that she became a particularly salient icon.  By reintegrating and re-imagining the ancient past, the lesbian community that developed through The Ladder successfully constructed a positive group identity that was able to thrive not only on Lesbos but also in San Francisco, New York, and Kansas City.

