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CHAPTER 4

Greek Oratory

Like comedy, Athenian forensic oratory gives us insight into popular atti-

tudes toward homosexual practices. Mass juries (often as large as five hun-

dred or one thousand) were typically comprised of a cross section of the cit-
izen population, in which the poorer classes were far more numerous. Since
Athenian juries were paid a subsistence wage, some older men may have
even used jury service as a means of support. While the speechwriters and
professional politicians were of well-educated, upper-class backgrounds,
they had to calibrate their rhetoric to appeal to the prejudices and values of
-a broader audience.

While legal oratory doubtless existed as early as law courts did, it was only
in the last quarter of the fifth century B.c.E. that it came to be the subject of
systematic study in Athens and that speeches delivered in the courts began
to be published as literary artifacts worthy of preservation. Our greatest ex-
amples of Attic oratory date from this period until Athens’ loss of political
liberty a century later.

Since the presiding judge’s role was largely procedural and did not in-
clude ruling on evidence or interpreting the law for the jury, the nature of
legal debate was very different from modern practice. Verifiable evidence
and strict construction of the law were therefore less important than pan-
dering to the jury’s sympathies and seeming to be more credible than one’s
opponent. Hence vicious attacks on an opponent’s character or family were
commonplace, often with little basis in fact.

Itis in this context that statements relating to an opponent’s homosexual
practices occur, always framed as a characteristic that will render him less
appealing in the jury’s eyes. In 4.2, 4.3, and 4.10 we see passing allusions to
an opponent’s pederastic liaisons, whether as active or passive partner, even
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though it is not directly relevant to the case. In 4-5 and 4.9 we see speakers
contrast their own devotion to family with an opponent’s homosexual pref-
erences. Effeminacy is a frequent charge: in addition to 4.9 and 4.11, see
4-7-110, where the charge stems from having once been another man’s be-
loved, and 4.7.131, where it is connected with an opponent’s fine. cloth-
ing (as if to imply that all wealthy men are “soft” and “feminine”). But by far
the most damaging charge one could make was that an opponent had been
-a male prostitute in his youth, since conviction on this count entailed dis-
~franchisement of one’s legal right to hold any office or address any political
~ body, whether the Assembly, the Council, or a court. The motivation behind
" the law seems to have been a perception that character was constant, and a
man who sold himself for money as a youth would sell his loyalty for a bribe
as an adult in political office. This charge is made in passing in 4.1 and 4.8,
-at greater length in 4.6 (where it is, however, still not the actual legal issue
“on trial), and as the focus of the entire speech in 4.7, Aeschines’ notorious
prosecution of Timarchus.
None of these charges are backed with evidence, but Greek orators make
~free use of inference from probability: that Timarchus was extremely hand-
“some as a young man, had lived with a succession of older men, and had a
reputation for a spendthrift lifestyle add up (for Aeschines) to his having
been a prostitute (see especially 4.7.75-76). What Aeschines relies on here
is a vague suspicion on the part of some poorer members of the jury that the
kind of gift-giving and lavish entertainment common to all upper-class ped-
erasty was really little more than a glorified form of prostitution; we have
seen the same confusion exploited in Aristophanes (3.17). By this line of
reasoning, virtually any upper-class politician who had been involved in a
pederastic relationship when younger might plausibly be accused of prosti-
tution. The charge was therefore a potent one to use in stirring up class envy,
and Aeschines loses no opportunity to remind the jury of the inherited
wealth and careless extravagance of Timarchus and his lovers, whom the or-
ator brands as equally culpable and lacking in self-restraint.
Aeschines’ speech rebuts the arguments used by Demosthenes and an-
other orator to defend Timarchus, which allows us to reconstruct their
speeches in some detail. It appears that their counter-argument was
couched as a defense of pederasty as a noble and traditional practice, as if
they perceived the greatest threat in Aeschines’ speech not to be the actual
charges of prostitution, but its appeal to more general prejudices against
male love.
Lysias” Against Simon (4.4) is unique in that it features a defendant who
admits to a pederastic relationship, but what is apparent is that he does so
only with an acute sense of embarrassment and fear of prejudice against
him (see especially 4.4.4); contrast the relative nonchalance of the speaker
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in Lysias’ On a Premeditated Wound (not in this collection), concerning a simi-
lar fight between erotic rivals over a slave woman. Although the defendant
in 4.4 complains of being violently pursued and harassed by his rival for
the boy, he preferred to leave Athens rather than prosecute his antagonist,
so afraid was he of exposing the matter to public gossip (4.4.9—10). Heisa
wealthy citizen from a prominent family and feared prejudice from a com-
mon jury on this basis too. Now, having been sued by his opponent, he has
no alternative but to appear in court.

4-12 is a special case in that it is not a speech for public delivery, but an
“epideictic” oration, or display piece, in praise of an ideal youth, written in
a flowery and highly mannered style for what is clearly a select literary au-
dience. Despite its title, the “Erotic Essay” (Eroticos), it is not really a work
in praise of pederasty: the youth Epicrates is congratulated precisely for be-
ing open and friendly to all men, but intimate with none (4.12.17-21).
The version of boy-love advocated here, as at the end of Aeschines’ speech
(4.7.136-57), appears to be a chaste, self-restrained, nonsexual form, con-
sistent with the concept of Eros promulgated earlier in the fourth century
by Plato.

The orators also give us a rich store of valuable information about Greek
daily life and thus afford a glimpse into some details about the actual prac-
tice of Athenian pederasty not available elsewhere. For instance, 4.4.22 (see
also 4.7.41) refers to a contractual arrangement with a youth for compan-
ionship based on an up-front payment of three hundred drachmas (about a
year’s wages for a skilled worker). 4.2 tells us of a boy’s lover being appointed
his guardian in his father’s will, showing that fathers sometimes did sanction
and approve such relationships. 4.4, 4.7, and 4.10 all refer to boys or youths
who live at the house of their lover; 4.7.40—41 suggests that this arrange-
ment was ostensibly to learn a profession, but that the pedagogical relation-
ship was also pederastic. All three of these cases (Theodotus, Timarchus,

and Aristion) seem to involve meirakia (young men eighteen or older), sug-
gesting that pederasty often involved post-adolescents. Interestingly, one of
Timarchus’ alleged lovers, Misgolas, appears to have been the same age (or
possibly even younger—see n. 58). Misgolas, known also from comedy to
be an active lover of boys (see g.31), appears to have been handsome and
to have cultivated a youthful appearance (4.7.49), perhaps to make himself
more appealing to young companions. The speaker of 4.4, on the other
hand, apologizes for being involved in such affairs at his advanced age. This
new range of evidence provided by oratory shows that our stereotypical no-
tions about the age ranges of lover and beloved may be in some need of re-
vision; they may have been more fluid than often supposed.
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