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ABSTRACT
Ekphrasis in epic poetry functions as a uterine body inside the larger masculine epic
body; its extreme vividness and feminine form offer a pageant of alluring sexual power,
seducing the audience into the universe of the poem. The rhetorical technique begins
with the description of Achilles’ shield in the lliad, where it helps the oral poet
accomplish the act of persuasion which occurs between poet and audience. The spiralling
form of the ekphrasis offers its audience the irresistible possiblity of pre-natal wholeness
and divine communion: the scenes of the ekphrasis represent the cosmic whole of
Minoan religious ritual, which generally focused on regeneration through the fertile
feminine body and which specifically involved the Labyrinth dance. Hesiod, recognizing
how ekphrasis functions in oral epic, uses the figure of Pandora as an illustration of
ekphrasis in the Theogony, which is both a cosmogony about the physical universe and
also a commentary on the epic body itself. As each successive epic poet uses ekphrasis
more extensively in order to establish himself as an author, ekphrasis evolves until the
boundary between it and the rest of the poem is eroded. Ovid’s Metamorphoses serves as
an example of ekphrasis in an evolved state; he applies the characteristics of ekphrasis to

the whole of the poem. Ovid follows both Homer and Hesiod in presenting ekphrasis as



a pathway to divine truth, and he manipulates this aspect of ekphrasis in order to conceal

the politically subversive statement which the Metamorphoses offers.
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Chapter One: Introduction

The fifth-century C.E. Alexandrian lexicographer Hesychius defines the Greek
term “éxppaci” with the word “émduuia,” which means “sexual desire” or “erotic
longing.”* At first, his definition seems rather oddly eroticized; ekphrasis, after al, is a
literary representation of art or artifact. It is atechnique which begins with the Homeric
description of Achilles shield in Book Eighteen of the /liad and continues thereafter as a

convention of poetry, especially of epic poetry. In its most basic sense, ekphrasisis the

! Hesychius, Lexicon. | have used the nineteenth-century edition of Hesychius by Moriz Wilhelm
Constantin Schmidt (1858-1868). Liddell and Scott also offer “émduuia” for Hesychius definition,
following this early edition. Several months after writing the first draft of this introduction, | happened to
look at Hesychius' lexicon on the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) website, www.tlg.uci.edu, and was
surprised to find “émuudia” instead “ émSvuia.” The Greek word “émuvdia” only occurs one other time in
the entirety of the Greek corpus; it is used by sixth-century C.E. scholar Olympiadorus in his commentary
on Plato’'s Gorgias. It trandates as “an exaggerated telling,” “something which follows a telling,” or
“narrative upon atelling.” Neologisms are not infrequent during this late period, and “émuvdia” certainly
would make sense as a definition. Still, the discrepancy was troubling to me. The TLG uses a later edition
by Kurt Latte, who started work on a new edition of Hesychius before World War | but did not publish the
first volume (alphathrough delta) until 1953. His second volume (epsilon through omicron) was published
posthumously in 1966 (Copenhagen, Denmark: Academie Royale des sciences et des letters de Danemark).
Latte gives “émuudia” but cites “émdvuia” as the original term in the apparatus. Either a transposition
occurred at some point which Latte discovered, or Latte thought that the more sexual term émuuia”’ had to
be incorrect in the manuscript. There is only one manuscript (Venice, Marc. Gr. 622, 15th century), which
is apparently quite corrupt. While atrip to Venice to look at the manuscript is definitely called for—and |
do hope to investigate this issue further in the future—it is impossible at this time and beyond the scope of
the present project. Again, while “émuvdia” makes sense, | believe that “émSuuia” is indeed the correct
reading. Hesychius, who himself relied on earlier lexicographers, belongs to a tradition in which rhetoric
and sexuality are intimately entwined, and he would have had access to many texts in which oratory and
sexuality are conflated. Moreover, the ekphrastic speeches of the Second Sophistic, which would have
been available to him, are often quite sexua in nature themselves, frequently featuring Eros as a figure.
L atte undertook his edition of Hesychius at a time when scholars often did not focus on sexual referencesin
classical texts. (Until the 1970s or so, many overt sexual passages in Greek texts were rendered in Latin or
Italian in English tranglations, making them that much more inaccessible to students of classics, for
example)). | believe Latte simply did not understand how an explicitly sexual term like “ émSuuia” could be
used as a definition for a rhetorical term. Much work has been done over the last thirty years on the
importance of sexuality and gender in the ancient world, and the term “ émSuuia” makes perfect sense if one
understands how important sexual imagery is in ancient Greek literature, especially literature about
political power, rhetoric, and public performance. Therefore, | have chosen to use “émuuia” for the
definition. Readers should note that, in general, for ease in reading, throughout this dissertation | have
omitted footnotes which appear in the originals whenever | have quoted from secondary sources.



result of the Greek verb “Zx@palery,” which means “to speak out fully” or “to describe or
show completely.” Ekphrastic language is extremely detailed and hyper-expressive; it is
so visual in nature that ekphrastic passages seem like images within a text rather than
verbal compositions. Above all, then, ekphrasis is a demonstration of verbal skill, and,
after Homer, it becomes a mark of poetic excellence. Poets such as Aeschylus, Euripides,
Apollonius Rhodius, Theocritus, Catullus, Vergil, Ovid, Statius, Dante, Chaucer,
Spenser, Shakespeare, Shelley, Keats, Byron, Seamus Heaney, William Carlos Williams
and Rainer Maria Rilke—to name just a few—use the technique. Some even refer to
earlier ekphraseis in their own ekphrastic passages, pointing to the powerful allure of
such narrative. Epic poets after Homer not only include ekphrasis but use it with
increasing frequency and exaggerate its importance within the larger text. The technique
also eventually finds its way into prose. It can be found in the early novels of Longus and
Heliodorus, for example. During the Second Sophistic, it becomes a standard rhetorical
exercise, as exemplified by Philostratus and Lucian. Indeed, while ekphrasis certainly
evolves after its first appearance in the lliad, al ekphrasis, to some degree at least,
derives from the Homeric examples. In the ora culture of the Iliad and Odyssey, verba
skill isamark of masculine aristocratic privilege, and, like all heroic traits, it stems from
masculine sexual vigor. Hesychius colorful definition, then, is actualy quite insightful
and, in fact, explains why the technique is so compelling: in essence, ekphrasis is a
pageant of sexual power.

Despite its long history as a literary technique, ekphrasis is somewhat difficult to
define. When | began the current project, | had several clear examples of ekphrasis in

mind, al of which are descriptions featuring internal narrative: the shield of Achillesin



the lliad; Odysseus pin in the Odyssey; Jason’'s cloak in the Argonautica; Catullus
description of the coverlet on the bed of Peleus and Thetis in poem 64; the picturesin the
temple of Juno in Book One of the Aeneid, the cloak which Cloanthus wins in Book Five
of the Aeneid, the bronze doors of the temple of Apollo at the beginning of Book Six of
the Aeneid, Aeneas shield in Book Eight; the tapestries of Minerva and Arachne at the
beginning of Book Six of the Metamorphoses, for example. As | proceeded, however,
my own idea of what counted as ekphrasis began to change. | eventualy started to see
some rather unorthodox passages such as Vergil’s description of the underworld in Book
Six of the Aeneid as examples of the technique, and | have even come to consider the
entirety of Ovid's Metamorphoses and Dante€'s Inferno as ekphrastic. My expanding
definition now finds company with Plato’s discussion of beds in Book Ten of the
Republic,> Wordsworth's Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey,® T.S.
Eliot's The Waste Land,* any dream sequence in literature,® and even a discussion of
vacation photographs on aradio show.® It seemsthat the term ekphrasisis rather elastic.
Scholars on the subject also seem to struggle when it comes to what exactly
congtitutes ekphrasis, and studies vary widely. Page DuBois in History, Rhetorical
Description and the Epic: From Homer to Spenser defines it as, “the verbal description

of awork of graphic art” and sees it as the point of intersection between historical text

2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecphrasis accessed November 1, 2007.

3 The full title of this poem is Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks
of the Wye during a Tour. July 13, 1798. This poem is cited as an example of Romantic ekphrasis on
http://faculty.washington.edu/nh2/cl asses/330-05.htm accessed November 1, 2007.

4 http://web.i cs.purdue.edu/~clark9/ekphrasis/definition.htm accessed November 4, 2007.

5 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecphrasis accessed November 1, 2007.

8 http://www.rc.umd.edu/editions/shelley/medusa/mitchel l.html  accessed October 28, 2007.
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and epic.” Murray Krieger begins his book with, as an epigraph, a statement by Leo
Spitzer about Keats' Ode on a Grecian Urn:

It is first of al a description of an urn—that is, it belongs to the genre,
known to Occidental literature from Homer and Theocritus to the
Parnassians and Rilke, of the ekphrasis, the poetic description of a
pictorial or sculptural work of art, which description implies, in the words
of Théophile Gautier, “une transposition d’art,” the reproduction, through
the medi gm of words, of sensuously perceptible objets d’art (“ut pictura
poesis”).

He spends a good part of his first chapter, however, explaining what ekphrasis is for
purposes of his own project. He writes:

Let me at the outset define my sense of ekphrasis or rather, more broadly,
set the limits on the ways | will suggest in which the term might be
profitably used, athough these limits will prove rather elastic since |
intend to suggest an increasingly expansive reach for the verbal
manifestations of the ekphrastic principle. | initiated this enquiry by
accepting the narrow meaning given ekphrasis by Leo Spitzer (see the
epigraph to my Foreword, above) as the name of a literary genre, or at
least atopos, that attempts to imitate in words an object of the plastic arts.
As the most commonly accepted use of the word, this remains the heart of
the word's meaning for me. Ekphrasis, under this definition, clearly
presupposes that one art, poetry, is defining its mission through its
dependence on the mission of another art—painting, sculpture, or
others....However, | came to feel free to play with the expansiveness of the
meaning and application of ekphrasis in view of a fuller history of the
term’ s usage.

Later, he argues that ekphrasis “gives to the language art the extraordinary assignment of
seeking to represent the literally unrepresentable’’® and that it has its roots in “the
semiotic desire for the natural sign, the desire, that is, to have the world captured in the

word...what, after Derrida, we have come to term the logocentric desire.”** Andrew

" Page DuBois, History, Rhetorical Description and the Epic: From Homer to Spenser (Cambridge: D.S.
Brewer, 1982), 3.

8 Murray Krieger, Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1992), xiii.

° Ibid., 6-7.

%hid., 9.

Y lpid., 11.



Sprague Becker in The Shield of Achilles and the Poetics of Ekphrasis SSmply says that
ekphrasisis a“description of awork of visual art” but also qualifiesit as “akind of mise
en abime.”™® While all of these studies are interesting and offer important insights about
ekphrasis, none of them succeeds in fully capturing ekphrasis as a genre, and all of them
leave room for additional commentary. As Krieger in particular recognizes, the elusive
nature of ekphrasisis part of why it is so intriguing.

The term ekphrasis itself first appears in the Greek rhetorical handbooks of the
Roman period. These ancient rhetoricians define ekphrasis widely and use the term for
any detailed description. Aelius Theon’s handbook, the earliest, probably dates to the
first century C.E., and the definitions in the three other extant handbooks echo his
language. He writes that ekphrasis is “Adyos mepimpyquatinis, évapyls om’ oy aywy 1o
onlotuevoy” (@ descriptive account, bringing that which is being revealed before the
sight).”® The second-century C.E. rhetorician Hermogenes writes, “ Exgpdoic 2ot1 Adyog
TEQIMYNUATIXGS, O pagiy, évagyns xai Um’ & dywy 1o dploduevoy” (Prog., 10) (Ekphrasis
is a descriptive account, as they say, vivid and bringing that which is being revealed
before the sight). He also says, “I'vovrar ¢ éxgpaceis mpocwnwy Te xal mpayuatTwy xai
xaipwy xal ToMWY xal yoovwy xal moMay étéowy’ (Prog., 10) (There are ekphrasels of
appearances and objects and places and time periods and many other things).
Hermogenes offers as examples the expected passages of the Homeric poems but aso
especially vivid scenesin Thucydides' history. Aphthonius, whose handbook dates to the

fourth or fifth century C.E., offers, “ "Exgpacic cori Aoyos meompymuatinos vm’ oy aywy

2 Andrew Sprague Becker, The Shield of Achilles and the Poetics of Ekphrasis (Lanham, Maryland:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1995), 2-4.

13 Cited ibid., 24-25. Before reading Becker's book, | had encountered the statements of Hermogenes and
Aphthonius, but | am indebted to Becker for the references to the two other handbooks. Becker discusses
the presentation of ekphrasisin the rhetorical handbooks extensively in Chapter Two of his book (23-40).



dvapyds To dyhouevoy” (Prog., 12) (EKphrasisis a descriptive account bringing that which
is being revealed vividly before the sight). The latest of the handbooks is that of Nikolaus
of Myra and dates to the fifth century C.E. He defines ekphrasis as, “Asyog
apnymuaTtixos...un’ oy évapyws aywy To dnlouuevoy’ (a narrative account...bringing that
which is being revealed before the sight).* Thus, athough all of these authors define
ekphrasis as much more than just poetic description of artwork, all of them focus on the
vivid nature of the technique and, most notably, that it brings its subject before the eyes
of its audience. The rhetorical handbooks often use “ évagyeia” (Vividness) and “ cagnveia”
(clearness, plainness, the truth) when describing ekphrasis,* thus echoing the secondary
definition which Hesychius offersin hislexicon: “Asyos évagyns” (avivid narrative).
Indeed, the strikingly visual nature of ekphrasis is really what characterizes the
technique, and the project at hand largely focuses on this aspect. | have chosen to look at
ekphrasis as a convention of epic poetry, and, in this capacity, | see it, in its most basic
form, as a verbal description of graphic art which exhibits internal narrative. However, |
am also interested in ekphrasis as a rhetorical device, and, following Murray Krieger's
example above, | will ultimately violate the limits of my own simple definition. All
ekphrasis exhibits qualities which harken back to the original Greek examples, but epic
poets after Homer manipulate the characteristics of the technique in order to achieve
poetic distinction. They stretch its boundaries, experiment with its enormous potential,
and, ultimately, use ekphrasis as a secondary medium for poetic expression. Thus,
ekphrasis becomes more difficult to define as it develops diachronically. Ekphrasis

evolves significantly after its earliest appearances, and this project aims to trace that

14 Cited ibid.
5 1bid., 25.



evolution in epic poetry, focusing on Homer, Hesiod and Ovid with a brief discussion of
Dante in the conclusion. For me, the evasive quality of ekphrasisis part of its attraction,
and, as | argue in this project, this quality stems from the inherent sexuality of the
technique.

James A.W. Heffernan, in his book Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis
from Homer to Ashbery, goes even further. He discusses the shortcomings of earlier
definitions, specificaly arguing, for example, that Krieger’'s view of ekphrasis is far too
broad. He himsdf offers that “ekphrasis is the verbal representation of visua

» 16

representation. Most importantly, he argues that the technique as a genre is

gendered—that it is, in fact, feminine; for him, “...ekphrasisis dynamic and obstetric; it
typically delivers from the pregnant moment of visual art its embryonic narrative
impulse, and thus makes explicit the story that visual art tells only by implication.”*” He
writes:

Ekphrasis, then, is a literary mode that turns on the antagonism—the
commonly gendered antagonism—between verbal and visua
representation. Since this contest is fought on the field of language itself,
it would be grossly unegual but for one thing: ekphrasis commonly
reveals a profound ambivalence towards visual art, afusion of iconophilia
and iconophobia, of veneration and anxiety. To represent a painting or
sculpted figure in words is to evoke its power—the power to fix, excite,
amaze, entrance, disturb, or intimidate the viewer—even as language
strives to keep that power under control.*8

| agree with Heffernan that ekphrasis is feminine and that it is “dynamic and obstetric.” *°

In his study, he does not consider the general importance of gender and sexuality in

ancient rhetoric, however, and his examination is limited because of it. Ekphrasisis both

16 James A.W. Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1993), 3.
17 i
Ibid., 5.
“1bid., 7.
“1lbid., 5.



a product of the ancient world and, specifically, a product of the performative culture at
work in the archaic epics. ° In short, | argue that the technique emanates from a culture
in which rhetorical ability and sexual power are intimately linked and evolves from there.
Heffernan seeks to introduce readers to the technique as a genre, not to offer a detailed
study of archaic Greek language and culture. Still, it is precisaly in the earliest examples
that evidence for the gendered nature of ekphrasisisfound. To a certain degree, then, the

present project is aresponse to his work.

Oral Poetry and Persuasion

In the oral culture of archaic Greek epic, poetry and rhetoric are so closely related
that it is difficult to see them as independent pursuits.?* Both poets and men who deliver
public speeches offer verbal performances before gathered audiences. Both arenas are
competitive venues for men to demonstrate masculine prowess. In fact, the close
relationship between oral poetry and oratory may be seen in the prologue to Hesiod's
Theogony, where the poet explains that the Muses help both kings and poets.?? The
goddesses turn ordinary men into poets by inspiring them with their breath, and they pour
dew on the tongues of kings so that they will be persuasive in their assemblies. Ekphrasis
functions in some interstitial space between poetry and rhetoric; it functions as a

demonstration of poetic skill at the same time that it serves as arhetorical device. Inthe

% For a discussion of the relationship between eighth-century B.C.E. Greek culture and the world which is
apparent in the Homeric epics, see M.1. Finley, The World of Odysseus (New York: Viking Press, 1954;
New York: The New Y ork Review of Books, 2002).

21 By “archaic” Greek literature, | mean the period from Homer through the lyric poets of the sixth-century
B.C.E.. Thus, | basicaly am following Timothy Gantz' parameters in Early Greek Myth: A Guide to
Literary and Artistic Sources, Vol. 1 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), xvii. Gantz
extends the period through Aeschylus, however.

2 This prologue will be discussed extensively in Chapter Three.



archaic Greek world, rhetorical success is a form of masculine dominance. When
Odysseus beats Thersites with the speaker’s skeptron (which is a symbol of masculine
political power) in Book Two of the /liad, for example, he is publicly demonstrating that
Thersites, because he is low-born and not a member of the €elite aristoi, cannot compete
orally with the men who speak in assembly. In the end, ekphrasis operates as part of the
rhetorical interaction between poet and audience.

In the Homeric world, the mark of a superior poet is the ability to enrapture an
audience with vivid song—to make listeners lose themselves in the telling. In Book
Eight of the Odyssey, Odysseus listens to Demodokos, the Phaiakian bard, sing about the
Trojan War, sobbing under his mantle because of the vividness of the account. He
praises Demodokos by saying that he sings about the adventures of the Achaians as if he
had been there himself or had heard about them from someone who was present (8.486-
491). Similarly, in the Theogony, Hesiod, also of the eighth century B.C.E., tells his
audience:

el 7/dg TIS xal ﬂém%g é’za)u u&om?%/ 91/,11,@)

almral xeadiny axaymuevos, avTag aoidos

Movoawy Sepamwy xAeia mpotépwy avSowmwy

zﬁy,wéoa/ (/,aﬁ;{agci; TE 9&01); ol "O)\v/x,rrou é’xaumu,

all’ o ye duopooouviwy émAqdeTar 0ldé TI xmdéwy
weuwvnTaL TaYEWS 0 TagéToans dwpa Jeawy. (98-103)

(If someone, holding fresh grief in his heart, aggrieved, dreads his heavy

heart, but a singer, a servant of the Muses, hymns the glory of ancient men

and the gods who hold Mount Olympus, straightway the mournful man

forgets, and does not remember his care. The gift of the gods diverts his

mind quickly.)

Skilled poets make what is not real seem real; they make their own stories preferable to
reality. Indeed, after Odysseus, who is an especialy skilled storyteller, tells the

Phaiakians about his own adventures in the underworld, Alkinoos praises his account first
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by saying that Odysseus does not seem like someone who is lying and secondly by
explicitly comparing him to a singer (11.362-369). As Homer tells his audience, the
Phaikians are held in thrall, stricken to silence, listening to Odysseus (13.1-3). What
matters to the Phaiakians is that Odysseus has made his account seem true and, because
of the vividness of his storytelling, thus captivated them. In fact, the effect that a talented
singer has on his audience is remarkably similar to the effect of the drug which Helen
adds to the wine when Telemachus visits Menelaos in Book Four of the Odyssey.

"BvS at’ aAl’ évoma’ EAévy Atog ényeyavia:

altin’ ap’ e olvov Bale paguaroy, évdey Emvoy,

ymmevdéc T agolov Te, naxiy émidydov amavtwy.

o¢ o natafBooeicy, émel nomTHOI MIYEI,

oU ney éymuéotos ve Batol xata Odxou mapeldy,

o0’ &l of naTaTeSVAIY UWYTYY TE TATHO TE,

000" &l of pomapo1Sey adedpeoy 4 @iov vioy

xarx Oniowey, 0 0" opdaduoioty opdiro. (4.219-226)

(Then Helen, born of Zeus, thought of the next thing. Right away she put

a drug into the wine from which they were drinking, free of sorrow and

without gall, which would cause one to forget all sorrows. Whoever

should drink it, once it was mixed in the krater, for that day would shed no

tear, not if his mother and father died, not if men killed his brother or his

dear son with bronze with him there, and he saw it with his eyes.)

Helen, who herself is so beautiful that she makes men abandon all reason, seeks to make
the uncomfortable visit with Telemachus less awkward. Her drug makes men forget their
sorrows just as Hesiod’ s poet makes men forget their cares.

Homer at times uses the verb “ 3:Ayen” (to charm, to beguile) and its cognates in
describing the action of a skilled poet. For example, in Book One of the Odyssey,
Penelope descends from her chamber and tells Phemios, the singer who performs for the
suitors at Odysseus palace, to stop singing about the exploits of the Trojan war heroes,

which for her are painful to hear. She says. “ ®quie, moAla yap alda Booty Selrxrnoia

oldas, Zpy’ avdply Te Sedv Te, T4 Te rAsiovay aodol’ (1.337-338) (Phemios, you know
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many other charming stories for mortals, the deeds of men and gods, which singers
celebrate). She calls the stories of the singer “ SeAxroia” (charming). The verb suggests
action which enchants and deceives, and it is used with some frequency to indicate the
action of magic or adrug. For example, in Book Twenty-One of the /liad, Achilles uses
the verb when, in battle with the river Skamandros he fears that the river will kill him, he
says that his mother deceived him when she said that Apollo’s arrows would kill him:
“aMa oidy ungtne, 1 we Yeldsoay edeAye)’ (21.276) (But my dear mother, who beguiled
me with falsehoods). Here, Achilles believes that his mother has persuaded him by means
of falsehoods to believe something which is not true.*® Later in that book, Homer uses
the verb to describe how Apollo tricks Achilles into chasing him by likening himself to
Agenor: “0oAw 0" dg’ Ededyey Amodwy, ws aiel Emorto symoeadar moaly olot” (21.604-
605) (Apollo beguiled him with the trick, so that he hoped always with his feet to catch
up with him). In the account of Odysseus’ visit with Circe in Book Ten of the Odyssey,
Homer uses the verb to describe Circe's potions and spells, which overpower their
victims. (10. 291, 10. 318, and 10.326) When Zeus conjures up a duststorm against the
ships of the Achaians in Book Twelve of the Iliad, Homer says. “aitap Agaidv Sidye
voov, Towaty 0¢ xai “Extopr xtdos omale” (12.254-255) (But he beguiled the minds of the
Achaians, and he granted glory to the Trojans and to Hektor). Zeus uses the storm to
distract the minds of the Achaians so that the Trojans may push forward. The verb
indicates a temporary hijacking of one's mental power. When it it used for singers, it

suggests that good poets distract and overpower the minds of their audiences in the same

% 1t is worth noting here that, when the Muses visit Hesiod as he tends his sheep on Mount Helikon, they
say that they know how to relate “yeddea” which seem like true accounts. See Chapter Three for a
discussion of the term.
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way a god deceives by changing his appearance or a drug works to manipulate one's
mind.

In Book Seventeen of the Odyssey, the swineherd Eumaios reports to Penelope
that the stranger has been telling him stories about his travels for three days. Eumaios
compares the stranger, who of course is Odysseus in disguise, to asinger:

ws 0" o1’ aoidoy avnp moTIdspxeTal, 0C TE Je@y EE
asioy dedaws Eme’ luepoevta PBpoToit,

Toi 0’ éiy,m'oy y,wa',a(rw d}toué,u,ev, ommot’ 0351’3?7'
d'); e’y,e‘ HeTVOS é’&s}vya ﬂa,gfé,u,suo; éy ,u,s';/a:gom/.
(17.518-521)

(Just as when a man looks at a singer, who has learned from the gods the

desire-inducing words he sings for mortals, and they listen to him

insatiably, eager to hear, whenever he sings. So that man beguiled me

sitting with me in the halls.)

In this passage, Eumaios calls asinger’ swords “ jusgoevra.” The adjective is related to the
Greek word “iucgos” (longing, desire) and means “desire-producing” or “charged with
yearning.” It is a sexual word, and its personification Himeros is one of Aphrodite’s
attendants in Hesiod. Thus, the singer uses sexually stimulating words to enchant and
engender sexua desire in his audience. The verb “3:Ayen” is even used explicitly for the
effect of sexual desire later in Book Eighteen, when Penelope shows herself to the
suitors. Athena makes Penelope more beautiful while she sleeps for the specific purpose
of stirring the passion of the suitors, and, when Penelope descends from her chamber,
Homer says:

7 0" ote On puvnoTHoas agixeTo dia Yuvaindy,

OTY 04 TG TTAIUOY TEVEOS TUXA TIOITOI0

aAvTa TAPEIAWY TLOUEYY MTapa XxoNosuva

aupimodos 0 aga of xedvy exatepde TagéoTy.

T0y 0 alrol AUto youvat’, éow 0 aga Suuov édeAySey,

navres 0 qonoavro magal Asyéeaat xhidiyvar. (18.208-
213)
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(When she came to the suitors, shining among women, she stood by a
pillar, supporting the close-joined roof, holding her shining veil before her
face. A loya female attendant stood beside her on either side. Their
knees gave way, and their hearts were charmed by eros, and al of them
prayed that they would lie beside her in bed.)

The suitors are enchanted because the force of eros has overpowered their brains. The
effect which a skilled singer has on his audience, then, is likened to the act of seduction.
The singer creates a song so vivid and beautiful that it dominates the minds of those in
his audience in the same way eros overpowers the mind.

The verb répmav (to cheer, delight, gladden) is also used with some frequency in
archaic poetry to indicate the effect of a singer. When Odysseus, Ajax, and Phoenix
approach Achilles in Book Nine of the Iliad (9.182-191), Achilles is singing to himself
while playing a particularly well-wrought lyre. Homer uses the verb several timesin the
passage for the pleasure Achilles takes in his own singing. In Book One of the Odyssey,
when Telemachos rebukes his mother for telling the singer Phemios to stop singing, he
says:

uiTeo éun, T T apa @Sovéeis gpinooy ao1doy

Tépmery ommy of voos opvuTal; ol vU T  aoidol

altiol, alda mod Zels altios, o5 Te Jidwaty

avdoaaty aANITHTIY 0TWS EXEAYTIY ExaoT.

TouTw 0 0l véuers Aavady xaxoy oftov acideiy:

™Y Yae aoldgy warloy émxleiovs’ avSowmol,

7 Tig axovovreaal vewtaty augiméAgral. (1.346-353)

(My mother, why do you begrudge that the worthy singer delights himself

however his mind inspires him? It is not the singers who are to blame,

but it is no doubt Zeus who is to blame, who gives to men who labor for

bread—to each one—however he is minded. There is nothing wrong with

his singing the sad fate of the Danaans. For men give more praise to that

song which is the newest to come round to those listening.)

A few lines later, he tells the suitors to be quiet as well:

Mutoos duis uvnotioes, vmépBioy UBp1y éxovree,
viv uév darviuevor Tepmawueda, unds Boytug
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EoTW, EMEl TO Ve HaAOY aXoVEUEY E0TIY 401000
~\y T Ny 2 ’ ~ 3 ’ I\ 7
To1000” olog 00" éoti, Jeoic évaliyriog avdny.

(1.368-371)

(You suitors of my mother, acting with overbearing hubris, now, dining,
let us take delight, and let there be no yelling, since it is a good thing to
listen to a singer such asthis, who is like the godsin hisvoice.)

Here, the verb is used for both the pleasure a singer provides and the pleasure of the feast.

Later, in Book Eight, it indicates the delight of Demodokos’ singing:

Tait’ ap’ aoidos aeide mepAvtos: avtap Odvoaevs
TopQUPE0Y Uéva @apos Elwy yeoat oTiBaofot
xax xepalijs elpuooe, xalvpe 0¢ xalta mporwna:
2, 1 ’ 4 s 2 4 /’ 7/,
aideto yap Qaigras vn’ opevat daxgua AsiBwy.
5 174 /7 b 4 ~ b ’
7 To1 6T Apbetey asidwy Setog a01dog,
daxou’ ouopbauevos xepalic amo pagos Eleoxe
xal Oémas auguiimeloy EAwy orcicaoxe Seoioiy-
altag o1’ Ay apyorTo xal oTeUVEIAY AEidEly
Dargnwy of agiotol, émel Tépmovt’ éméeaty,
n 2, \ 1 ~ / /
ay Odvoels nata npata ralviausvos yoaaoxey.

(8.83-92)

(The very famous singer sang such things. But Odysseus, taking in his
large hands his great purple mantle, covered his head and his his fine face.
For he was ashamed before the Phaiakians at tears running down from his
eyes. Whenever the godlike singer would pause in his singing, he would
take the mantle from his head, wiping away his tears, and taking a double-
handled cup would pour libations to the gods. But whenever the greatest
among the Phaiakians would call upon him to sing and he would begin
again, since they delighted in his words, then Odysseus, covering his head,
would mourn deeply.)

Again, Demodokos sings so well and with such vividness that Odysseus is moved to
tears, as if he is reliving the fighting around Troy. The poet specifically points out that
the Phaiakians delight in the words of the singer.

The related noun “rtépfusd” (delight, pleasure) is used explicitly with “aod7”
(singer) by Hesiod at Theogony 917 stating how the Muses love feasts and the pleasure of

asinger. Like“3Ayen,” “répmeny” is aso used for the pleasure of sexual intercourse. For
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example, in Book Fourteen of the Iliad, the poet uses the verb to indicate the pleasure
Zeus will enjoy in sleeping with Hera:

“Hom, xcioe wey éomt xal votegov opundival,
vi' 0" ay' év pidotym Toameiopey vyyévTe.

oU yap Tw moTE U’ WO Jedg Epos oUOE YuvaInoS
SJuuoy évi rTNIETTl MEQITPOYUIEIS EOQUATTEY,
o0d” omot’ qeacauny TEovinge aloyoro,

0 Téne IemiSoov, Seopy unotwe’ avalavroy:
000" oTe mep Aavang naliocevoov Axpiriovig,
0 Téxe Iepoija, mavtwy apidsixetov avdpdy:
000 ote Doivixos xolens THAEnAciTol0,

0 Téne wot Mivwy te xal avrideoy PadauavIvy:
000 oTe mep Deuédng 000 Adxunyng évi OBy,
7 0’ HpaxAfja npatepoppova yeivato maida:

n 0¢ Atwvvaoy Deuiln téne, yaoua Bpotoioiy:
o0d” ote Aqunteos xallimhoxauoto avacays,
ovd” omote Amtolc éonudéog, oUde gell avTi,
ws aéo Vv cpapar xal we YAunls iuegos aipel. (14.313-
329)

(Hera, it will be fitting to go to that place later, but let us two from the
marriage bed take our delight® in lovemaking. For never before has
erotic desire for a goddess or mortal woman subdued me, melted the heart
in my breast, as now; not when I had sex with the wife of Ixion, who bore
me Peirithoos, equal to the gods in counsel; not when | had sex with
beautiful-stepping Danae daughter of Akrisios, who bore me Perseus,
conspicuous among all men; not when | had sex with with the daughter of
far-famed Phoinix, who bore me Minos and godlike Rhadamanthys; not
when | loved Semele or Alcmene in Thebes, who gave birth to my son
strong-hearted Heracles. Semele bore Dionysus, pleasure for mortals.
Not when | loved lovely-haired queen Demeter; nor when | bedded radiant
Leto; not even you yourself before; as now | want you sexually and sweet
desire seizes me.)

Again, the pleasure which a singer gives to his audience is similar to the pleasure of
sexual intercourse. It is worth noting that in this episode Hera has made herself

especially appealing to Zeus by bathing, annointing herself with ambrosia, combing and

2 Some tranglators (L attimore for example) interpret roamziouey as aform of the verb pénw (to turn). Both
Liddell and Scott and Richard John Cunliffe, in 4 Lexicon of the Homeric Dialect (London: Blackie and
Son Limited, 1924; Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963), 378, include this form as an epic form

of Tépmeu.
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curling her hair, and adorning herself with beautiful garments. In fact, when Zeus first
sees Hera after her specia toilet, he is completely captivated:
“Hom 0z xpaimvios mpooeByoeto Iapyagoy axpoy
IOy wmAdic: 10 O0¢ vepeAnyeoéta Zeug.
wes 0 ey, W¢ wiv owg muxivas poévas augexalviley,
olov 0Te TO@TOY Trep EITYETINY QIAGTYTI,
el eUVmY QoIT@YTE, Qidous AndovTe Toxndjas.
(14.292-296)
(But swift-footed Hera went from to the top of Gargaros of towering Ida;
cloud-gathering Zeus saw her, and when he saw her, thick erotic desire
enclouded his wits, as when they first mingled in love, going to bed
together, escaping the notice of their dear parents.)
Her enhanced appearance stuns him, and the force of eros covers up his “ gpévas,” which
is the area of the body where wits and reason exist. In other words, Hera s appearance is
so aluring that Zeus loses his sense of purpose and forgets the war; he only desires the
pleasure of sex with her.? The word répmev is aso used in the Odyssey when Odysseus
and Penelope are finally reunited to describe their lovemaking:
Tw 0’ émet oly @idoTyTos ETapmyTYY E0ATEIVTS,
Tepméadny widoiai, meog aAAplovs évémovre...(23.300-
301)

(But when they had delighted in lovely lovemaking, they delighted in
words, and told their storiesto each other...)

This passage is important because it underscores the fact that répmerv is used both for the
pleasure of sex and for the pleasure of listening to words. In other words, the act of
listening is explicitly eroticized. The words of a skilled singer are seductive in the same

way that beauty is seductive, and they provide a pleasure which is similar to sex.

% The use of the word dugexdAuley brings to mind Hesiod' s description of the Muses manner of inspiring
poets in the prologue to the Theogony. He describes them setting out at night, veiled in a mist: “Zv3y
amogviueval, xexalvupéval Népl moAAG, Ewiniar oTelyoy megixalAéa oooay icioar...” (9-10) Both accounts
include the verb xaAimrw (to cover up, conceal). Chapter Three includes an extensive discussion of the
erotic nature of the Muses and the sexuality of their relationship with poetsin Hesiod' s poems.
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In the Homeric epics, the words of skilled speakers and poets are described with
words which suggest physical, visible beauty. For example, when Odysseus is with the
Phaiakians and one of the young men insults him by suggesting that he does not look like

an athlete, Odysseus replies:

§sfu’, oU naloy Eeimes” a’r,Taou%i)\q) avdpl éoixag.

oUTWS 00 mw‘recrm 9501 xagtsvm 31301/011/

avdoaat, 0UTE vy olT’ ap oévas ovt’ wyogoywy.

aMog uey yap el?og az13u07ago; TENel a awyg,

aMa Jeos poppny émeot aTépel, ol 0¢ T é¢ alToy

Tepmouevol Aevaaovaty: 0 0 acpaléws ayogelel

aidol peihiyiy, weta 05 Témel Aypouévoiaty,

goxomevoy & ava aoTu oV WS ElTogowaty,

» s 5 D 1 > ’ 2 /

aMog 0 al eidog wev ariynios adavatoiay,

aM’ ol of yapis auQImepITTEQETAI éMéca Ty,

W nal Tol 100 UEY AQITPETES, 0U0E ey aAws
N\ 1 4 ’ k] 2 ’ / 2

oU0e Seog Tev€ete, voov 07 amopwAios éoai.

b4 / 1 >\ /’ 7

wovas wot Juuoy évi cTydeaat piloiaty

eimwy ov xata xoouoy: (8.166-179)

(Friend, you did not speak well; you seem like a reckless man. Thus the
gods do not give to all men gracefulness, neither in stature nor in wits nor
in oratory. For one man turns out to be less remarkable for physical
beauty but the god puts beautiful form on his words, and men delight in
looking upon him. He speaks in the assembly without fault and with
sweet modesty, and he very much stands out among those gathered and for
those who look upon him as a god as he goes aong in the city. But
another man is like the immortals in his physical beauty, but no grace
adorns his words—as for you the physical appearance is readily apparent
and so a god would not judge otherwise, but you are worthless when it
comes to your brains—you have stirred the anger deep in my dear breast
by speaking in such adisorderly manner.)

Odysseus cleverly puts his challenger in his place by suggesting that the young man is
good-looking but a clumsy speaker. In explaining that the gods often bestow the gift of
clever speech upon those who are not-so-good-looking, Odysseus says that a god
encircles such a man’s “uogeny” (form, shape, appearance, especialy of humans) with
words and that those words delight (répmerv) those who look upon him.  Odysseus

concedes that the young man is indeed beautiful in appearance but that no grace (yaors)



18

adorns his words. Finally, he says that the young man has spoken “ o0 xata xoouoy” (NOt
according to order). In this passage, Odysseus conflates clever words with physical
appearance and implies that they are adornments like garlands, beautiful garments, or
jewelry. In other words, clever words enhance physical appearance in the same way
Hera' s toilet enhances hers.

Later, when Odysseus is telling the story of his adventures to the Phaiakians,

Alkinoos says:

5 ~ 1 1 b4 ’ 9 b /7
@ Odvoel, To uev ol i o’ éionoucy sicopowytes
nmegomiia T’ Euey xal éminAomoy, old Te moAAovg
Boonet yaia wilava moAvonepéas avSowmovs

’ / 7 2 4 (4 /7 > AR/
Yevdea 7 aotivovtag, odev xé Tig 000" idoiTo

\} 7 1 A} b ’ » \ /7 b ’
ool 0 Emi uev wopem éméwy, évi 0¢ wpéves éadal,

~ sy e g 2 \ ) ’ ’

widoy 0" w¢ o1’ aodos émoTauivws ratileag,
navtwy Agyeiwy oéo v avtot xpdea Avyea. (11.363-
369)

(Oh, Odysseus, as we look upon you we do not liken you to a lying or

thievish man, the sort of men whom the black earth breeds, who wander

widely making up falsehoods, from which no one can learn anything.

There is a beautiful appearance to your words, and you have excellent

wits, and expertly, just as a singer, you have told your account of your

and all of the Argives’ pitiful hardships.)
Here, Alkinoos compares Odysseus to a singer and praises him for telling his story
expertly and explicitly states that they who are looking at him do not imagine that he is
lying. Thus, the visua connection between singer and audience is apparent. More
important, though, is Alkinoos' statement that there is uogpy énéwy (a beauty, a shape of
words) to Odysseus account. Odysseus compelling words have appearance just as does
a good-looking person. His words are embodied, and they are visibly beautiful.

It is difficult today to reproduce the effect of oral poetry on an audience, but one

modern equivalent might be the effect of a good film. During particularly action-packed

or exciting scenes, viewers will often sit forward in their seats, feeling the urgency of the
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action. Often, viewers feel their own hearts beating rapidly as the suspense mounts.
Viewers who watch horror films delight in being scared by the sudden appearances of a
killer or ghost, and often scream loudly when surprised as if they themselves are in
danger. Romantic scenes can be titillating for audiences, and steamy ones are frequently
sexually arousing. Thus, audiences do not simply watch films; they participate in the
artificial world which a film constructs. Viewers lose their sense of self when
watching—a situation which is revealed whenever one suddenly becomes aware of sitting
in amovie theater watching a movie after temporarily “forgetting” oneself in the world of
thefilm. Filmis primarily avisual medium and certainly produces this sense more easily
than an oral performance, but the effect is what ancient singers strive to bring about in
their audiences. They attempt to make their listeners forget themselves in the aternative
universe of their song; they strive to convince their listeners to forfeit their own self-
awareness and identity in order to participate in the action of the song as when Odysseus
cries at Demodokos song in Book Eight. The interaction between oral poet and audience
is, at its core, about persuasion and delight, and ekphrasis should be examined
specifically with this interaction in mind. Ekphrasis resides at the intersection of oral

poetry, persuasion, and sexual delight.

Per suasion as Sexual | nteraction

To fast forward to the classical period, scholarship has clearly demonstrated the

Athenian political behavior is expressed in sexual terms.®® In classica Athens, verbal

% See, for example, Christine Albright, Eros in Thucydides (M.A. thesis, University of Georgia, 1992);
Victoria Wohl, Love Among the Ruins;, The Erotics of Democracy in Classical Athens (Princeton:
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persuasion was an especialy important part of political power, for political success there
was tied to the ability to verbally express onesalf in the ekklesia. Writing certainly was
used for political administration, but, in general, the culture of Athens was still largely
oral. In Athenian literature, therefore, political persuasion is often presented as an
exercise of verbal seduction. In fact, the verb “ze3en” is used throughout Greek
literature to mean both “to persuade” and “to seduce,” and many Athenian authors exploit
the double-meaning of the verb to comment on the nature of politics. Persuasion is a
mark of democratic civilization and is often opposed to force, which in Athens is
associated with the hubristic behavior of tyrants and barbarians. R.G.A. Buxton, in
Persuasion in Greek Tragedy: A Study of Peitho, offers, as he cals it, “a three-fold
analogy: Greeks: barbarians::mankind: beasts::peitho [(persuasion)]:bia [(force)].” %

The rhetorical model which is most at work in Athenian literature is the male
homosexual relationship between “zZpaorys” (lover: the older man) and “épwuevos” (the
one who is loved: the youth). This relationship was amost institutionalized in Athens,
and served as an integral part of the Athenian democracy, a political system in which the
appearance of masculinity was hyper-important. Athenian men, though they were greatly

outnumbered by others living in Athens—women, slaves, children, foreigners, for

example—were at the top of the Athenian socio-political pyramid, and they were

Princeton University Press, 2002); Andrew Scholtz, Erastes tou demou: Erotic Imagery in Political
Contexts in Thucydides and Aristophanes (Ph.D. diss. Yae University, 1997); David Cohen, “Law, Society
and Homosexuality in Classical Athens’ Past and Present, 117 (1987): 3-21; David Cohen, Law, Sexuality
and Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Sara Monoson, “Citizen as Erastes. Erotic
Imagery and the Idea of Reciprocity in the Periclean Funeral Oration.” Political Theory 22: 253-76; Eva
Keuls, The Reign of the Phallus: Sexual Politics in Ancient Athens (New Y ork: Harper & Row, 1985).

' R.G.A. Buxton, Persuasion in Greek Tragedy: A Study of Peitho (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1982): 62. As he says on 31, “...peitho is the seductive persuasion which may have been what
induced Helen to go off with Paris. Yet it is also the power used and the effect produced in oratory in
contexts which we would regard as non-erotic—but to the Greeks all peitho was ‘seductive.’ Peitho is a
continuum within which divine and secular, erotic and non-erotic come together.”
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expected to perform in a dominant position in al interactions including sexual
interactions except with each other, in which case they had to mind the equal masculine
status of their fellow citizens. Sexual relationships among those in the elite sphere of the
male Athenian citizen focused on persuasion; while an Athenian man could force hiswife
and dlaves to gratify his sexual appetite, he had to rely on persuasion, or rather seduction,
in sexual relationships with Athenian youths. Vase paintings show men offering gifts to
potential Zpwuevor, who always face their seducers as equals, trying to convince the youths
to yield to their sexual advances. Laws against hubris made it illegal for men to force
themselves on Athenian youths. Athenian society maintained strict prescriptions for
sexual behavior between Athenian men and their young lovers. Though it no doubt
happened with some frequency, bodily penetration of any kind was prohibited;
penetration was considered emasculating and thus threatening to the political legitimacy
of the youths, who would one day become adult Athenian citizens.?® Athenian men who
allowed themselves to be sexually penetrated—and thus assumed the position of women

and slaves—even risked formal disenfranchisement from the Athenian assembly.? Thus,

% See K.J. Dover, Greek Homosexuality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 103: “There seems
to be little doubt that in Greek eyes the male who breaks the ‘rules’ of legitimate eros detaches himself
from the ranks of male citizenry and classifies himself with women and foreigners, the prostitute is
assumed to have broken the rules because his economic dependence on clients forces him to do what they
want him to do; and, conversely, any mae believed to have done whatever his senior homosexual
partner(s) wanted him to do is assumed to have prostituted himself.” Sexua penetration of an Athenian
youth was actually considered an act of hubris against his political persona. Thucydides himself uses the
Greek verb ¢8eilerv (to commit hubris against) to describe what must be rape several times in his history.
For example, at 8.74.3, Thucydides writes that during the Reign of Terror by the Four Hundred in Athens,
.xal 0Tt alT@y xail maidss UBpilovrau... (...that women and children were being violated). For a discussion
of the nature of hubris, see Cohen, “Law, Society, and Homosexuality in Classical Athens,” 7. “First of all,
it must be emphasized the the noun ‘hubris and the verb ‘hubrizein’ have a strong sexual connotation.
Many authors, for example, refer to captive women and children taken off to suffer hubris. (Thucydides
8.74; Plato Laws 874c; Herodotus 3.80, 4.114; Aristotle Rhetoric 1373a35; Demosthenes 19,
309)...According to Aristotle, however, hubris is any behavior which dishonors and shames the victim for
the pleasure or gratification of the offender (Rhetoric 1378b).” For a genera discussion of hubris, see
Douglas M. MacDowell, “Hybrisin Athens,” Greece & Rome 23 (1976): 14-31.

2 See, for example, Aeschines, Against Timarchus.
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while Athenian men enjoyed a pronounced dominance over women, slaves, children and
foreigners, they only assumed a temporary, slightly more masculine position over their
“éocwuevor.”

Thucycides uses a sexual model for political power in his history of the
Peloponnesian War which illustrates the importance of persuasion in the democracy. In
Book Two of the history, Pericles makes a speech to the Athenian citizenry in honor of
those who have died in battle while fighting for the city, describing how every citizen
should act towards the city. He writes that every citizen should, “... v T4 moAews
Ovvauty xaS quioay Eoyw Scwuévovs xal fpactas yiyvouivous avris...” (2.43.1) ( revere the
power of the city every day and become her lovers). At this moment, Pericles uses the
term “égacrys” which means “lover” and which is commonly used to signify the older
man in a typical, idealized Athenian male homosexual relationship.*® Thucydides fully
develops his erotic political theme in Book Six, in his narrative about the assassination of
Hipparchus, the brother of the Athenian tyrant Hippias, by Harmodius and Aristogeiton,
two male lovers.® Once again, Thucydides uses the term “Zgaorc” to describe both
Aristogeiton, Harmodius's older lover, and Hipparchus, who attempts to make
Harmodius hisown “épauevos” (beloved). Thucydides writes:

vevuévou 0 Apuodiov wog wAutias Aaumpol ApioToyeitwy, avye TOV arT@y,

/’ 4 ) 1 n 3 2’ 1 \ \ 4 ¢ ’ iy \ s 4
wéaos molitys, toacTns v eitev avTov. meipadels 0 0 Aguodios vmo Trmagyou
100 IetoioToatov xal oU meloSels xaTayopslel T() ApioToyeitovl. 0 0¢ EowTINGS

% For a general examination of Athenian male homosexuality, see Dover, Greek Homosexuality. Also see
David M. Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality and Other Essays on Greek Love (New York:
Routledge, 1990); Before Sexuality: The Construction of Erotic Experience in the Ancient Greek World
eds. David M. Halperin, John J. Winkler, and Froma |. Zeitlin (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1990); and Bruce S. Thornton, Eros: The Myth of Ancient Greek Sexuality (Boulder, Colorado: Westview
Press, 1997). Thornton argues that most modern work on ancient sexuality privileges male homosexuality
when most ancient texts seem to treat the practice at least as abnormal if not reprehensible.

3 Until somewhat recently, this narrative at 6.54-59 has been considered by most scholars to be a
digression from the primary text. See Albright, Eros in Thucydides for an extensive discussion of the
significance of this narrative in the history and Thucydides' s sexual model in general.
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meoladynoas xal eoPndeic v Inmapyov dvvauty wy Big mpooayayyTal avToy,

émBovleler €U we amo THs vmapyolons ablwosws natalvoy T Tupavvior.

(6.54.2-3)

(While Harmodius was radiant in his youth, Aristogeiton who was a

citizen of the middle class, held him, being his lover. Harmodius, when

Hipparchus, son of Peisistratus, made an attempt to seduce him but did not

persuade him, told everything to Aristogeiton. The lover, being very

much troubled and fearing the power of Hipparchus—that he might lead

Harmodius away by force—immediately planned an overthrow of the

tyranny, as best he could from his present position.)

Thucydides uses “ neipdeis” (aparticiple of “nmeipay,” “to make an attempt on”) to describe
Hipparchus's action towards Harmodius. Indeed, “mepay” is frequently used in Greek
literature to indicate the action of a seducer on the seduced. Thucydides describes
Harmodius as “ o0 meirdeis” (not persuaded), a negated participle of the verb “zziden” (to
persuade, to seduce). Thucydides use of “meay’ and “neidery” in the Harmodius and
Aristogeiton story colors the interpretation of these two verbs for the entire history. Both
verbs are used with frequency throughout the work to describe political situations, but
they are most frequently used in Book Six, where they are likely to be read in terms of
the erotic narrative about the tyrannicides.

Thucydides uses “ mzipay” to describe Alcibiades s action on the people in a speech
made by Nicias, Alcibiades political and rhetorical opponent, in which Nicias argues that
the Athenians should not sail to Sicily (6.38.2). In this passage, Nicias's use of the verb
suggests that Alciabiades and his political allies make attempts at seducing the Athenian
populace by delivering pleasurable but false speeches which manipulate the people into
trusting them. Thucydides uses “nzi3ery” to describe Alcibiades rhetorical action at
6.17.1, where Alcibiades, speaking in favor of the Sicilian expedition, says that the

Peloponnesians had been persuaded by him before, trusting in his words and passionate
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spirit.* Thucydides, we see, uses the same words to describe both the action of a lover
on ayouth heistrying to seduce and the action of a speaker on his audience in a political
assembly, thereby suggesting that a speaker attempts to seduce his audience when he
speaks. The model is certainly at work when Thucydides writes that, after Alcibiades
addresses the ekklesia, the Athenians were overcome by “Zpws éxnAciac’” (6.24.3) (an
erotic longing to sail). Alcibiades persuasive speech brings about erotic desire in his
audience, then. Thucydides also uses such words as “émduuia,” (erotic desire)
“emduuiw,” (to desire erotically) and “dpyy” (sexual passion) throughout his history to
describe political action and political speech.

Thucydides uses his erotic model for the relationship of a citizen to his city to
explicate the successes and failures of the major political figuresin the history. Political
leaders are expected to follow Pericles's advice in Book Two and become lovers for the
city of Athens; in other words, they are expected to treat their fellow citizens according to
the accepted Athenian standards for the sexual behavior of “épacrar.” Thus, charactersin
the history who lead the Athenians in the dominant role of political “épacral” but never
attempt to dominate their fellow citizens by force in the manner of the tyrannical
Hipparchus are successful leaders while those who appear to dominate the Atheniansin a
tyrannical manner are regarded with suspicion and fail to achieve success politically.
Pericles serves as Thucydides's example of the ideal political “Zgacrys.” Alcibiades, by
contrast, is ultimately unsuccessful because he is unpredictable and ruled by passion.

Although he does manage to seduce his fellow citizens into following his lead many

* Here, Alcibiades uses the word 477 (passion), which can mean “anger,” “passion,” or even “madness.”
It is often used to indicate erotic passion, however. Thucydides therefore suggests that Alcibiades is
persuasive because he infuses his speeches with erotic passion. It is interesting to note at this point that
Aristotle discusses the use of passion as avehicle for persuasion in the Rhetoric.
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times, the populace eventually interprets his behavior as a violation of the sexual code for
“éoactai” The Athenians believe that the mutilation of the Herms, which takes place the
night before they are to set sail for Sicily, is a symbolic emasculation of their political
power as Athenian male citizens.® The Athenians associated the mutiliation with
Alcibiades and, because they were aready suspicious of his immoderate, unrestrained
behavior, turned on him.>* Thus, Thucydides presents masculinity as something that can
be threatened and is to be guarded as part of Athenian citizenship.

Fifth-century tragic authors also often treat persuasion as a sexua interaction.
In Aeschylus Agamemnon, Klytaimestra successfully persuades her husband against his
will to step on rich, purple tapestries. She greets him in front of the palace upon his
arrival and has her servants throw purple tapestries on the ground for him. Heisreluctant
to step on them, and he saysto her:

Afdag yéveShoy, dwpdrwy duwy giAak,
dmoudia pév elmag eixoTws un:

uaxpay yap éétevas: aAl' dvaiainws
alvery, map' dAwy yon 160" EoxeaSar vépas:
xal Tala uy yovaios' év Toomorgt éue
aBovve’, unde PagBagov pwtos iy
AAUAITETES Poaua TeoTyavYS euol,

und' einact orpwoas' émipSovoy mogoy
1ide1: Seolc o1 To10de TIMAAQELY YPEWY:

&y mowidoig 0 Symtov ovra ralrleoty
Baivew éuol pév otdauws avev pdPov.

Aéyw xat' avdoa, wn Jeov, oéfery dué. (914-925)

(Daughter of Leda, guardian of my home, you have welcomed me
fittingly. You extended it out far. But it is proper for others to speak thus,
the privilege belongs to others, not you. But, do not, in the ways of
women, make me delicate, nor as if | were some barbarian cry out to me
with loud strains, nor, strewing the ground with garments, inflict my path

* The Herms were ithyphallic statues of the god Hermes which stood at crossroads, doorways, and in
public places and which functioned as apotropaic symbols as well as symbols of each citizen's individual
power in the democracy. The phalloi of the Herms were lopped off, and the act was seen as political rape.
* For a complete discussion of the scholarship about the mutilation of the Athenian Herms, see Albright,
Eros in Thucydides, Chapter Two.
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with jealousy. Itisright to worship the godsin such ways. Innoway isit

possible for me to walk on these beautiful embroidered things without

fear. | say to reverence me asaman, not agod.)
Agamemnon is not only afraid of committing hubris by acting like a god; he is afraid he
will appear effeminate by wallowing in luxury like a Persian king. Klytaimestra is the
better speaker and wins with an effective combination of logic and seduction. He
removes his sandals and steps on the tapestries saying:  “émei 07 duxolery ool xatéoroauual
Tade, elu’ & douwy wéAaSoa mopplpas matdy' (956-7) (Sinceto hear you | am crushed thus,
| go into the house treading purple textiles...). By winning the verbal agon, Klytaimestra
establishes herself as the dominant speaker, and, since rhetorical ability is a skill men
exhibit in the political arena, she shows herself to be more masculine than her husband.
Indeed, her masculinity is reinforced throughout the text. The chorus severa times states
that she speaks like a man, and she herself at 1405 draws a compelling comparison
between herself and other women, saying to the chorus. “neipaoradé wov ywvaixos ws
dopdouovos” (you make an attempt on me as as if | were a senseless woman).®
Furthermore, her lover Aegisthus is presented as her “wife” in that he is living at her
palace (normally marriage would be patrilocal), and the chorus berates him for being a
woman: “ylvai, oU Tous fxovTas Ex waxmg wivwy oixougos elviy avdgos aiTyivwy Gua avdol
oroatny®d Tovd' BolAsvoas wopov;” (1625-7) (A woman, you, away from the war, stayed
here in the house, shaming the bed of the lord, plotting destruction for the warlike lord?)

The symbolic emasculation of Agamemnon alows Klytaimestra to cast him in the role of

% Cf. the use of the verb meiv (to make an attempt on, to try) to Thucydides use in his history.
Klytaimestra assumes that the chorus is challenging her sexually dominant status in not believing her.
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prey while casting herself as hunter: she stabs him while he is naked in the bath. In the
end, the hero is penetrated by hiswife, and his emasculation is complete.*®

A similar symbolic emasculation through persuasion occurs in Euripides
Bacchae in the scene in which Dionysus convinces Pentheus to dress like a woman in
order to see what the women of Thebes are up to on Cithaeron. Previoudly in the play,
Pentheus has commented on Dionysus's bisexual, androgynous appearance. Dionysus
has soft skin, long, flowing hair and a decidedly effeminate manner, and Pentheus is
disgusted by his cousin’s regection of what he considers masculine. Dionsyus
understands that Pentheus is intrigued by the activities of the women and uses his
understanding to his advantage in his verbal competition with Pentheus. Pentheus at first
is horrified at the suggestion that he put on a dress, but Dionysus eventually seduces him
into changing his mind by playing to that part of Pentheus which is aroused by the
possibility that the women of Thebes are engaging in orgies on the mountain. Like
Agamemnon, Pentheus loses the rhetorical contest, which is effeminizing in the eyes of
an Athenian audience, although his total emasculation occurs when he dons the costume.
He becomes possessed by the god and, for all purposes, becomes a woman; he prances
about, asks the god to check his hem, and worries about his hair. Inthe end, of course, he
loses al control and is ripped apart by his mother and her sisters, who think he is a

mountain lion.

*®Aeschylus's Oresteia may aso be read as a cosmogony. Through the trilogy, Aeschylus presents the
same movement from feminine power and all it suggests (dark, blood-sucking, chthonic Erinyes; powerful
femae characters; natural relationships like that between mother and child; chaotic systems of justice
which are based on vengeance, etc.) to masculine power and al it suggests (Apollo; powerful mae
characters; cultural relationships like that between husband and wife; orderly systems of justice based on
law courts established by a civic authority, etc.). Aeschylus presents this metamorphosis as a good thing;
for his audience, the transfer would have occurred during the process of synoikism.
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The comedies of Aristophanes frequently present speech as a sexually charged
medium. In Lysistrata, the women of Athensjoin with Spartan women to convince their
husbands to end the Peloponnesian War by going on a sex-strike. Through the course of
the play, women use their sexua alure to try to get their husbands to give in to their
demands. For example, the young wife Myrrhine drives her sex-starved husband
Kinesias to the point of exasperation when she attempts to secure his promise that he will
vote to end the war with her provocative movements and aluring words, exemplifying
the connection between persuasion and seduction. In taking an oath (which itself pokes
fun at the Athenian Ephebeia) to refrain from sex until the men give in, the women call
upon “ Aéomova Iedoi” (203) (Queen Persuasion). In Assemblywomen, Athenian women
disguise themselves as men in order to infiltrate the ekklesia. Praxagoraleads the women
and coaches them on how to speak convincingly for political ends:
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(First Woman:

How will agroup of women with female wits address the demos?
Praxagor a:

Much better, that’s how! For they say that those among the young men
who have been reamed the most are the best at public speaking! And by
luck that’s what we're suited for.)

Thus, Praxagora believes that sexuality affects oration in the assembly. In preparing for
the assembly, Praxagora and another woman have the following exchange:
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(First Woman:

What if Neocledes the Squinter interrupts you?

Praxagor a:

| will tell himto go look up adog’s ass!

First Woman:

What if they try to bang you?

Praxagor a:

I’ll gyrate them right back, since I’m not unskilled at many thrusts.)

Praxagora intends to convince the ekklesia to hand control of the polis over to Athenian
women, and she plays with the meaning of “vmoxgovery” (t0 beat, to assault sexually) in
describing her speaking strategy. The women persuade the others at the assembly to vote
their way, and, once they have control of the polis, they propose to force men to have sex
with old, ugly women before young, pretty ones. In Women at the Thesmophoria,
Euripides and a kinsman of Euripides attempt to persuade Agathon, who is portrayed as
an effeminate coward, to sneak into the Thesmophoria, afestival open only to women, to
find out what the women are saying about Euripides. They have the following exchange:
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omws;
doxwy yuvaixwy Egya vuxTepelTia
shémrery vpapnaley te IAciay Kimory. (196-205)

(Agathon:

Do not hope that I’'ll make trouble for you! For I’d have to be crazy. You
yourself should take care of your own business. For it’'s right to bear
misfortune not with contrivances but with passive suffering.

Kinsman:

Certainly, you faggot, you got your gaping asshole not by word but by
passive suffering.

Euripides:

Why isit so scary to go to that place?

Agathon:

| would perish more horribly than you!

Euripides:

Why?

Agathon:

Why? Because I’d seem to be stealing the nighttime activites of women
and making off with female Kypris.)

The entire episode is sexualized, and Euripides keeps hinting that, because Agathon often
submits to passive anal intercourse, he should easily be persuaded by Euripides request
that he infiltrate the Thesmophoria. In the play, the women meet at the Pnyx for the
festival, which is the meeting place of the Athenian ekklesia; in the play, the women hold
their own assembly to indict Euripides, at times mimicking the wording of actual political
edicts.®” Verbal persuasion and sexual intercourse are once again conflated.

Thus, in the typical Athenian rhetorical model, the orator brings about sexual
desire in his audience when he speaks by means of seductive delivery. Having rendered
his listeners open to and desirous of his advances, he penetrates the minds of his listeners
with his words, convincing them to adopt his agenda over their own. The successful

orator assumes a sexually dominant and slightly more masculine status over those whom

3 Three Plays by Aristophanes: Staging Women, trans. Jeffrey Henderson (New York: Routledge, 1996):
93. “An inscription shows that on the only attested occasion when the Athenian assembly met during the
Thesmophoria, it met in the theater, not on the Pnyx—presumably because the women were meeting
there.”
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he persuades, although, as Thucydides demonstrates, the successful orator must be
careful not to appear undemocratic by speaking too forcefully and seeming to force his
opinion upon his listeners. Orators play up to their audiences, coaxing the minds of their
listeners with attractive words, appealing to them, and arousing their desire to be
persuaded. As Victoria Wohl puts it in discussing Aristophanes’ more explicit models,
“the orator’s every word of flattery is a blowjob.” *®

The orator’s interaction with his audience is not the only element of rhetoric
which is explicitly sexualized in Athenian literature; the speech itself is often evaluated
as asexua organ. Plato’s Phaedrus is helpful here. Plato describes a dialogue between
Socrates and Phaedrus on the subject of erotic love. Socrates meets Phaedrus, who has
just come from hearing the famous orator Lysias give a speech about love, and
accompanies him on awalk outside the city. The setting, which is described in detail, is
romantic and fertile. The scene is set for seduction, and the dialogue is charged with
sexual innuendo. Socrates repeatedly asks Phaedrus to recite Lysias' speech for him, and
Phaedrus playfully refuses. The two men flirt with each other, and Socrates several times
refers to his own “passionate desire”’ to hear the speech. They walk along the banks of
the Ilissus, and, finally, reclining together under a tree, Socrates persuades Phaedrus into
reciting the speech for him. Throughout the dialogue, speech is conflated with masculine
sexuality. For example, Plato writes:

4 1 /7 /7 ~ b4 ’

QAL Oirwo! Toivwy momow. TG vTI Yde, ©
Dwnpates, mavtos waAloy T4 ye onuaTa  oUx
b /’ 1 ’ / \ ¢ 14 T
ebeuadov: Ty wévror diavoiay oxedoy amavrwy, ol
»” /’ 1 ~ b ~ n 1 ~ ’ 2’
Eom Qapéoery Ta ToU épdvros 4 TA TOU W, év

/7 174 b ~ 7 b 14 b 1
xepalaiors exactov épelic Olenut, apauevos amo
Tol TpwTOU.

% Wohl, Love Among the Ruins, 85.
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20. Aciag ye modvrov, & @iAotg, T dea v T
a0ITTEQR Exels Um0 T uaTiw: Tomalw Yyag o ExEly
7'0‘1/ )\éTOV (I,Z;TO/U. EI’ 35‘ TOleO, E’U‘TIV, O&Ta)O'I‘ 316W0017
meol Euol, WS EYW T TAVU UEY QIAD, TapovToS Ot
xal Avaiou, EuauToy ool EUUEAETAY TTapéyely oU mavy
02doxntar. aAA’ IS, deinvue. (228d)
(Phaedrus: Well, thisiswhat | will do. | did not learn the speech word for
word by heart, Socrates, but | will run through point by point from the
beginning the sense of nearly al that Lysias said about the superiority of
the man not in love to the man in love.
Socrates. Yes, but first, my love, what are you holding in your left hand
under your cloak? | think that you have the actual speech. If thisis the
case, consider this with regard to me, that | love you very much, but, since
Lysias is here, it is not right for you to practice on me. Come on, show
me.)
Socrates feels sexual longing to hear the speech about love, and he seduces Phaedrus into
reciting it. Plato presents the speech itself as a phallus, thereby conflating rhetoric and
persuasion with sex. This exchange between Socrates and Phaedrus exemplifies the
classical Athenian rhetorical model, which is erotic in nature and necessarily masculine.
Thus, the orator seduces and mentally penetrates by means of the phallic speech.
While, as stated above, most scholarship about the sexuality of politics and
persuasion has focused on classical Athenian literature, the origins of the Athenian
tendency to see rhetoric in sexual terms are apparent in the Homeric epics.®* Homeric

culture is driven by competition, and heroic contests serve as public celebrations of

masculinity. Heroic pursuits include military combat and athletic contests, but heroes

*peter Toohey, “Epic and Rhetoric,” in Persuasion: Greek Rhetoric in Action ed. lan Worthington
(London: Routledge, 1994), 153. Toohey writes: “The topic, in a sense, is a bogus one—speech-making
and persuasion in Homer and Apollonius. There are speakers and speeches enough in Greek epic, but, at
least in Homer and Apollonius, there is little recognizable rhetorical elaboration of the classical kind. This,
of course, is understandable in the case of Homer: he was writing before rhetoric was invented...” Toohey
goes on to show that Homeric speeches do have regular structure and do indeed exhibit elements later seen
in classical rhetoric, but hisinitial statement is important because of its supposition that little importance is
placed on rhetoric and persuasion in the Homeric epics. The art of persuasion is absolutely at work in the
Homeric world and in the oral culture from which the epics stem; it is intimately tied to the art of poetry,
however, and is for this reason difficult to examine as an independent pursuit. Odysseus, for example, is
both an excellent speech-maker and an excellent poet.
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aso compete by exhibiting verbal prowess. Whenever men gather together, they
necessarily strive to establish their relative status among those gathered—a characteristic
of heroic society which is captured by the Homeric word “4ywy,” which indicates both
“an assembly of men” and “a contest.” In the classical Athenian assembly every male
citizen has the right to speak, but in Homeric society only members of the elite class of
heroes may speak publicly, a social understanding which is evident when Odysseus beats
the low-born, ugly Thersites with the skeptron in Book Two of the Iliad. Often heroes
distinguish themselves by showing their skill in multiple areas; even Achilles, who is
idealized for his fierceness in battle, also sings and plays the lyre in the Iliad, for
example. Both endeavors are opportunities for Achilles to show that he has “agers,”
which is best trandlated “manly heroic excellence.” When Odysseus is insulted publicly
by a younger Phaiakian man in Book Eight of the Odyssey, he not only shows his
superior masculinity by picking up a discus and throwing it farther than any of the
Phaiakians but also by verbally putting the man in his place. Alkinoos, the Phaiakian
king, specifically tells Odysseus that he has just demonstrated that he has “ ager4.”
Odysseus, in fact, perhaps best exemplifies the multi-faceted nature of “agery” in
the heroic world. Not only is he an outstanding warrior on the battlefield, but he aso
excels in athletic contests, delivers winning speeches in assemblies, and composes and
sings poetry like an expert. All of these activities require that he use his masculine
power, and each pursuit is necessarily a sexual competition. Odysseus masculinity
allows him to triumph in physical competition and in manipulating language. In physical
competition, a hero strives to show that he is superior in masculine power to his

opponents, but, in verbal competition, a hero’s demonstration of masculine power occurs
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on two levels. The hero not only contends with others to deliver the most persuasive
speech or the most eloquent performance but also must contend with language itself,
wrestling with the structure of language to force inchoate thoughts into communicable
ideas. Even in the Homeric poems the Greek verb nzidev means both “to persuade
verbally” and “to seduce sexually.” It is worth noting here that Odysseus aso
successfully seduces women; in fact, in his sexual encounters Odysseus frequently
performs so well that even goddesses request that he remain with them. Odysseus
masculinity is part of his every heroic pursuit, and it very much informs his most notable
characteristic, his ability to make even false stories seem true—in other words, his ability
to accomplish persuasion. Thus success in any heroic endeavor stems from the corporeal
essence of masculinity.

That this is so in verbal arenas is perhaps best illustrated in Book Three of the
lliad. While Helen, Priam and Antenor watch the war from the walls of Troy, Antenor
describes Odysseus' earlier attempt to persuade the Trojans to turn over Helen and thus
avoid battle. Antenor describes Odysseus speech as afluid g aculation of manliness:

al’ ote On uidovs xal undea macy Upaivoy,
qror uev Mevédaos émrpoyadny ayopeue,
nalpa wev, ala waia Aiyéws, émel ol moAvuuvdos
000" aQauaoTOETNG® T Kal YEVEL UTTEQOS TEV.
aM\’ ore On moAdunTic avaiteiey Odvoaels,
oTaoHey, UTal O0¢ 10soME xaTa YI0VOS OUUATA THEAS,
oxqmTooy O olTe omiTw oUTe mpomoNVES Evaua,
aM aoTeupes Exeaney, aidoei pwTI Eonews:
wains xe Caxotov Té Tiv Eupevar agoova T alTws.
al\’ ote O oma Te peyadny éx aTydeos ein
KOl ETIEQ VIQAOETTIY E0IXOTA YEWLEQIYTLY,
ovx ay émerr’ Odvaii ¢ épigoeie Bpotog aAlog-
(212-223)

(But when they wove their speeches and their cunning schemes for

everyone, Menelaos spoke quickly, in few words, but very clearly, since
he was not a long-winded man nor someone who rambles on and on. In
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truth, he even was a young man. But when resourceful Odysseus rose up,

he kept standing there, and kept looking at the ground having fixed his

eyes downward, and, like an inexperienced man, he neither gestured with

the skeptron back and forth, but he kept holding it till. You would say

that he was a wrathful man and thus without brains. But when he emitted

his great voice from his chest, and the words which were like a wintry

snowstorm, then no mortal would go up against Odysseus.)
The Trojans and Greeks in this passage are competing in the arena of speech, and the
image of Odysseus here is one of power. The Trojans underestimate his masculinity
because he seems like someone who does not know how to handle the “sximrrooy’
(speaker’s staff). Men take up the “oxijmrooy” when speaking before the assembly in
order to demonstrate their superior masculine status in society.® The staff indicates the
right to speak. Phallicinform, it is necessarily tied up with masculine political power. It
isOdysseus' actual speech which establishes his superiority in thisinstance; the sceptreis
a physical manifestation of that inward grace and power. Antenor describes Odysseus
words “ vigadeaaiv éoixota yeeoinary” (222) (like awinter snowstorm). These three words
offer a strikingly visual image of the words coming out of Odysseus mouth as a
powerful storm of white fluffy material. In other words, his speech actually looks like
semen.”  Because Odysseus demonstrates such rhetorical “d4ger7,” no other man will

compete with him.* Whereas Athenian men strive to avoid any appearance of force lest

they seem undemocratic, the Homeric heroes are not shy about showing force. In many

“ See Chapter Two.

“! Lindsay Lock tells me that snow is sometimes used as a euphemism for semen in popular music, asin the
song “Communist’s Daughter” by the band Neutral Milk Hotel. In the song, the line “semen stains the
mountain tops’ is repeated severa times and refers to semen on breasts. In generd, the lyrics conflate
sexua encounters with elements of the environment.

“2 |t isinteresting that Odysseus speech is ultimately unsuccessful; he fails to persuade the Trojans to give
Helen back. It may be that he has crossed boundaries by speaking so forcefully to the Trojans and thus
offended them, or it may be, as | believe, that Helen's beauty is so compelling that it is emasculating and
renders performances of masculine excellence through speech useless.
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ways, Homeric society is driven by raw masculine force, and Odysseus exhibits his

powerful masculinity when he speaks.

Masculinity

In the ancient world, gender is fluid in nature and is based on levels of
masculinity, which can be gained or, more frequently, lost through various activities.
Thomas Laqueur has shown, in Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to
Freud, that until the Enlightenment ideas about gender were based on a single-sex
model.** Women's b