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Mistress of the East, Goddess of the West:

Aphrodite and the Development of Ancient Greek Erotica

Abstract

My thesis analyses the interlinked complexities of socially constructed sexualities and
the identity of Aphrodite from the Archaic to the late-Classical period in order to reinstate a
critical connection between ancient Greek conceptions of sex and the divine embodiment of
sexuality. Previous scholarship has examined Aphrodite in isolation from sex and sexuality in
the ancient Greek world, frequently focusing on her origins in Cyprus and the Near East
and/or examining characteristics of her cults in select poleis. Studies on sexuality in ancient
Greece often focus on characteristics of hetero/homosexual relationships and/or gender
identity. These separate lines of inquiry have led to a notable gap in current scholarship
which fails to consider how the cults and iconographies of the Greek goddess of sex relate to
ancient Greek explorations of sex.

Using a viewership model which unites analyses of Aphrodite and of erotica in
various ancient Greek media within a common interpretative framework, | demonstrate that
developments in Aphrodite’s cult personae and material representations in regions where
Aphrodite was prominently worshipped, including Sparta, Corinth, and Athens, are reflected
in changes in ancient social ideals related to sexuality and gendered desirability.

The Archaic period cults of an armed Aphrodite reflect the divine dichotomy of love
and male-instigated violence, a dichotomy similarly explored in Archaic and early-Classical
heroic literature and Athenian sympotic vase paintings. Classical Athenian nuptial vase
paintings reflect the Athenian emphasis on Aphrodite’s marriage-related cults during the
same period. Praxiteles’s late-Classical Aphrodite of Knidos epitomizes contemporary,
changing attitudes towards women’s sexuality and the desirability of the nude female form.
By analyzing Aphrodite’s cults and associated iconographies in relation to ancient Greek
erotica from the Archaic to late-Classical period in select regions, the various links between
the divine embodiment of sexuality and the mortal explorations of sex become evident.
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Introduction
Aphrodite & Ancient Greek Erotica

Ancient Greek literature and iconography from the Archaic to the late-Classical
period richly demonstrate the ancient fascination with the variances of sex and sexuality.
However, while the ancient attitudes towards sex are varied and complex, there is a striking
gap between the current scholarship on the Greeks’ goddess of sex, Aphrodite, and the
scholarship on ancient Greek erotica. | classify as erotica works that show or describe one, or
a combination, of the following: sexual acts/behaviours (such as explicit coitus), male and/or
female nudity in a private or socially exclusive setting (such as nude bathing brides, male and
female nudity in symposia depictions), and romantic, idealized love (such as late fifth-century
Athenian nuptial vase painting motifs).! But this classification does not attribute to these
works any particular function or intention; rather, their intended functions range from arousal
and titillation to social education. While I incorporate literature which discusses sexuality,
attitudes towards sexual behaviours, and/or Aphrodite’s sexuality and representations, such as
Pliny and Pseudo-Lucian’s descriptions of the Aphrodite of Knidos, my thesis focuses on
painted (fine ware) pottery, terracottas, bronzes, and sculpture in order to compare this
evidence to the representations of Aphrodite also featured in these materials. Other erotica
featured in smaller artefacts, such as jewellery, gems, and mirrors, are discussed where
relevant to my analyses. The main aim of my thesis is to compare ancient erotica and
Aphrodite’s cultic iconographies from the Archaic to late-Classical period. As such, | focus
on the previously identified materials because they present a particularly clear and rich body
of evidence that enables us to draw direct comparisons between the two.

Though one might expect the goddess of sex and ancient Greek depictions of sex (or
depictions related to sex and eroticism) to overlap, the two topics are rarely discussed
together. The scholarship which does examine ancient erotica simplifies those aspects of
sexuality which Aphrodite herself embodies, and consequently it also simplifies the
implications for ancient viewership of erotica. My thesis rectifies this oversight in scholarship
and these simplifications. The relationship between the development of ancient Greek erotica
and the development of Aphrodite’s own representations and cult personae has yet to be
addressed. This relationship is critical for examining the mutually informative relationship

between a deity and the lived, human explorations of that deity’s primary domain. The latter

L Cf. Chapter 3 introductory discussion for further explanation of nuptial motifs as “erotica.”



may manifest in a number of ways, including but not limited to the rituals performed for the
deity and through the behavioural ideals prescribed by one’s contemporary social and
historical environment which relate to the deity’s domain. Examining this relationship also
relates to a “hot topic” in current scholarship: the performance of Greek polytheism and how
the worship of deities should be understood with regard to the humans who “performed” the
polytheism. Therefore, my thesis analyses the interlinked complexities of socially constructed
sexualities and the identity of Aphrodite from the Archaic period to the late-Classical period
in order to reinstate a critical connection between ancient Greek conceptions of sex and the

divine embodiment of sexuality.

1.1 Structure of Introduction

| begin my Introduction with an outline of my thesis (1.2). The second section
outlines the two underlying principles of my thesis. The first principle relates to the
performance of Greek polytheism as it pertains to the characterizations of Aphrodite’s
worship (2.1). We can interpret ancient Greek divine characteristics as projections of both
social and personal relationships, even in chaotic organization. The second principle relates to
the significance of Aphrodite’s connections to the Ancient Near East and to specific Ancient
Near Eastern goddesses (2.2).2 This second principle maintains that the attributions of
Aphrodite to Cyprus as well as the numerous characteristics shared between her and several
ANE goddesses can be informative for the study of Aphrodite’s Greek personae.

The third and fourth sections outline the interpretative framework of my thesis. I first
demonstrate the omission in previous scholarship of the relationship between ancient Greek
erotica and Aphrodite’ cults and iconographies (3.1-3.4). | then examine theories of socially
prescribed sexual behaviours (“socialized sexuality”) followed by the “Mulvey model” (4.1-
4.3). This model brings together the analyses of the relationship between Aphrodite and
erotica in various ancient Greek media within a common interpretative framework. Previous
Classical scholars have also used Mulvey’s theory to analyse ancient art (and literature). |
discuss how Mulvey’s theory has been applied in several examples of Classical scholarship
and Mulvey’s relevance to Classical scholarship generally, and how my application of

Mulvey’s theories differ from previous applications thereof (4.4-4.7).

2 Henceforth, “ANE.” Aphrodite’s development in Cyprus and Crete in relation to ANE cultural contacts has
been extensively analysed previously, as have the parallels between prominent ANE goddesses and Aphrodite.
Select examples include: Flemberg (1991) & (1995); Penglase (1994); Pirenne-Delforge (1994); Marcovich
(1996); Ustinova (1999); McDonald (2011); Budin (2003); Hadjisavvas (et. al) (2003); Karageorghis (2005) &
(2011); Valdés (2005); Johansson (2005); Young (2005); Breitenberger (2007); Cyrino (2010).



1.2 Thesis Outline

When analyzing the development of Aphrodite’s iconography and cult personae in
relation to contemporary developments in ancient Greek erotica as representative of idealized
notions of sex, sexual behaviours, and desire/desirability, following a chronological
framework enables greater clarity in discerning gradual changes in both. Throughout each of
my chapters, the significance of Aphrodite’s connections to the ANE and to specific Cypriot
and ANE goddesses will be emphasized as a notable factor (where applicable) in how
Aphrodite’s iconography and cult personae were both shaped.® Through specific selections of
artistic and literary evidence from Cyprus and the ANE and with a focus on materials from
Greek mainland poleis where Aphrodite was a prominent goddess, including Athens, Sparta,
and Corinth, I examine Aphrodite’s iconography and cult personae as developing
concurrently and on a parallel track with depictions of eroticism and sexual behaviours. | use
a spectator gaze theory, the “Mulvey model” as described later, in order to examine how
ancient viewers of Greek erotica may have internalized the erotic depictions as socially
prescribed directives for hetero- and homosexual interactions and for attaining ideals of
desirability. The vase paintings and sculptures I discuss have not previously been analysed
using such a model.* This model enables me to situate Aphrodite within this erotic narrative

as a paradigm for certain sexual desires and behaviours.

3 From Babylonian Inanna/lshtar to Phoenician Astarte and Ugaritic Asherah, and the Cretan goddess of Kato
Symi, several ANE goddesses contributed various traits to the persona of the ancient Great Goddess of Cyprus,
the Wanassa, later identified with Aphrodite (Syllabo-Cypriot inscriptions identify her as “Wanassa” or
“Paphia”; cf. Budin 2003, 275). Kato Symi is considered the first cult site of “Greek” Aphrodite. Aphrodite’s
earliest literary myths recognize the traditional setting of her primary cult as the sanctuary at Paphos; cf. Hes.
Th. 154-206; Hom. Od. 8.360-65; Hom. Hymn Aph. 5.56-60. Homer also offers an alternative genealogy by
which Aphrodite is the daughter of Zeus and Dione; cf. 1l. 5.370. Herodotus describes the founding of
Aphrodite’s temple in Cyprus (1.195.2-3) while Pausanias also relates the temple’s founding in Paphos (8.5.2-
3). On the sanctuary of Aphrodite Ourania in Athens, Pausanias states that the first men to establish this cult
were the Assyrians followed by the Paphians of Cyprus and the Phoenicians at Ascalon, the latter of whom
taught the worship of Aphrodite Ourania to the Kytherans (1.14.7).

4 The “Athenocentric” bias when analysing vase paintings requires noting. Athenocentric here means the
privileging of Athenian (Greek) production/artistry over the foreign (most notably Etruscan) context of the find,
specifically regarding the area of iconographical analysis focused on reconstructing societal/cultural ideals
and/or norms. Recent scholarship reveals an on-going debate among scholars regarding the validity of Athenian
vases found in foreign contexts as reliable sources for reimagining Greek cultural practices. Lewis (1997 &
2002) argues adamantly against their reliability, while Lissarrague (1987), Spivey (1991), Shapiro (2000b), &
Osborne (2001) argue the opposite. Cf. Lee (2003) for a critique of Lewis (2002). Relatedly, materials from
Athens are discussed as representative of cultural norms/ideas of other poleis. Cf. Dillon (2004) where “Greek”
stands for “Athenian”; cf. Dougherty & Kurke (eds.) (2003) and Vlassopoulos (2007) for discussions on
scholarship’s use of Athenian materials as representative, broadly speaking, of ancient Greek culture. Where my
analyses include Athenian materials, | emphasize the local, Athenian context; for example, chapters three and
four focus on Classical period Athens and Athenian nuptial imagery as reflective of Athenian marriage ideals.
The issue of foreign/Etruscan find context in relation to reflections of Athenian/Greek societal/cultural ideals is
resolved by the fluidity of Greek images as well as their mutability in serving foreign contextual needs: they can
be read from a Greek or a foreign perspective depending on whose context is relevant to the analysis; cf. Massa-
Pairault (1996) & Avramidou (2011).



In chapter one, | analyse Aphrodite’s cultic and literary associations with war,
primarily during the Archaic period, in order to explore the reasons for this pairing in more
depth than previous scholarship. While previous scholarship has analysed Aphrodite’s armed
representations and their implications for her as a martial goddess, no previous studies have
considered how this persona relates to other manifestations of the love/war dichotomy in
ancient Greek culture and what affect this relationship had on perceptions of sex. | examine
evidence of armed Aphrodite/the cult of a “martial” Aphrodite in poleis including Sparta,
Argos, and Corinth, and | compare this evidence to the Athenian treatment of this aspect of
Aphrodite. The evidence for martial Aphrodite consists of bronze statuary, numismatics,
votive weaponry, inscriptions, vase paintings, and literary references to armed Aphrodite
and/or joint cults of Ares and Aphrodite from authors such as Pausanias and Plutarch. | also
examine the pairing of Ares and Aphrodite in Homer and Hesiod as well as their joint cults in
the aforementioned poleis to explore how the notion of “opposing yet complementary” forces
affected ancient interpretations of Aphrodite’s powers. I then examine Empedoclean
philosophy to examine the philosophical treatment of opposing yet complementary forces as
the main principle behind the balance of the universe.

Chapter two further analyses the love/war dichotomy in the heroic and mortal realms
in order to demonstrate the occurrence of this phenomenon throughout several aspects of
ancient Greek culture. I analyse narratives of sexual violence in Homer and Euripides, with
references to historical texts from Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon as well as
philosophical texts by Plato, to understand how this dichotomy was explored in the heroic
context. These narratives also suggest the perceived differences between hetero- and
homosexual intimacies.> Ancient Greek heroic literature demonstrates a similar connection
between love and war which manifests similarly as sex and violence. The latter is further
expressed in late-Archaic/early-Classical Athenian sympotic vase paintings and encapsulates
my analysis of these related dichotomies in the mortal realm where | analyse a category of

erotica I term “violent erotica.”® This erotica corroborates the perceived differences between

®> The modern use of “heterosexual” and “homosexual” in discussions of ancient sexualities is discussed later.

& A further important consideration when analyzing the heterosexual erotica, relevant especially to chapter two’s
examples, is the status of the female figures. Two terms which often overlap are hetaira and porne, although
there appear to have been subtle differences between the two. Hetaira indicates more than “prostitute”; the
hetaira was a companion/courtesan, a free woman who was educated and possessed skills in conversation,
music, and art who provided company and sometimes sex for her male companion for an often considerable
price; cf. Osborne (2001) 290. Porne denoted a prostitute, a brothel worker; the porne served an anonymous and
numerous clientele. However, the distinction between hetaira and porne may be an artificial product created by
the Greeks themselves, specifically by poets, and the distinction between the two is often difficult to identify; cf.
Beard (1991); Kurke (1999); Lewis (2002). Cf. Davidson’s discussion on courtesans vs. “common whores” and



heterosexual and homosexual encounters described by ancient literature.” This category of
vase paintings also fits two of the three criteria by which I define erotica; the vase paintings
explicitly portray sexual acts (coitus, genital stimulation) and/or male and female nudity in
private/socially exclusive settings (symposia). This evidence also provides the clearest
parallel of the mortal exploration of sex and violence with the divine and heroic treatments
thereof. Chapters one and two together illuminate the correlation between Archaic armed
Aphrodite’s cult and her associations with war and the ancient Greek explorations of the
relationship between love and war, sex and violence outside of the divine world.

In my third and fourth chapters, I discuss the cult of Aphrodite in Classical Athens in
relation to Athenian wedding rituals/marital unions. Three of the most prominent Aphrodite
cults in Athens during this period all relate to her role in weddings, marriages, and
reproduction. These cults are of Aphrodite Pandémos, en Képois, and Ourania, and their
corresponding iconographies provide the strongest and clearest correlations with
contemporary Athenian erotica as expressed through a marital motif. For chapter three, I
examine vase paintings which represent Aphrodite Pandémos as well as her shared cult with
Peitho as goddesses who facilitate successful marriage unions. I then examine fifth century
Athenian nuptial vase paintings to demonstrate the correlation between the cult and
iconography of Aphrodite Pandémos and fifth century Athenian marriage ideals as expressed
through nuptial erotica. The nuptial vase paintings selected for analysis fit the criteria of
erotica by depicting romantic, idealized love through suggestive intimacy between the bride
and groom, as well as through nude imagery of the bathing bride. In chapter four, | examine
the three Athenian sanctuaries of Aphrodite en Képois, the votives from these sanctuaries,

and the sculptural iconography of the en Képois goddess. | compare this material to

the fluidity and diversity of the terminology and persons connected to the Athenian sex market (1997, 73-108).
Identifying the hetaira or porne on pottery is problematic as certain representational elements, such as nudity,
hairstyles, amulets, purses/money exchange, and the inclusion of names, have been used to attempt the
identification of a hetaira. However, these elements are unreliable: female nudity could be represented in a
variety of contexts including ritual bathing; hairstyles (long vs. short) are not more prevalent on one type of
female figure than others; named women cannot all be prostitutes because of the variety of contexts within
which names are applied (mourning scenes, domestic scenes); and we lack any scenes of money being
exchanged specifically for sex; cf. Kurke (1999), 183. Beard (1991, 27-28) argues that the ambiguous status of
women in these scenes is deliberate based on the artist’s aim of calling attention to female stereotypes, and
subsequently to whether these stereotypes were valid.

" The scenes analysed in chapter two also do not incorporate non-human/divine figures, in contrast to vase
paintings in the remaining chapters which do incorporate hon-human/divine figures, including Aphrodite,
Peitho, and Eros in nuptial scenes. The aggressive eroticism featured in the vase paintings discussed in chapter
two may account for this lack of non-human/divine participants, particularly of Aphrodite and Eros, where their
presence is less suited to the intended erotic tone, versus in nuptial scenes, where their presence is more
relevant. Archaic vase paintings of satyrs pursuing females (possibly maenads) could be included in aggressive
erotica due to the often-aggressive pursuit of the satyrs for the females, but chapter two is focused on
specifically mortal-only depictions.



additional Athenian nuptial vase paintings in order to demonstrate the correlation between
Aphrodite en Képois and the emphasis on citizen marriage unions for the sake of producing
citizen children. Chapter four also examines Aphrodite Ourania for which | analyse the
Adonia and descriptions/depictions thereof in order to demonstrate how Aphrodite and
Adonis’s relationship relates to Athenian bridal ideals with regard to female sexual autonomy
and desirable bridal traits. The nuptial vase paintings and the Adonia evidence, including vase
paintings of Aphrodite and Adonis in private settings, provide the clearest parallels for
comparing the iconography of Classical Athenian marriage ideals with Aphrodite’s three
most prominent, marriage-related Athenian cults of the same period and with Aphrodite’s
related, cultic iconographies.

My fifth and final chapter examines the late-Classical period during which we can
distinguish a shift in erotic tone with regard to how women are represented, especially in
terms of how increasingly revealed women become in vase paintings, notably bathing brides.
The evidence in chapter five fits the criteria of erotica by depicting female nudity, both
mortal and divine, in private contexts; the iconography of Aphrodite examined, especially the
sculptures, also depicts female nudity to varying degrees of explicitness. This period is the
same period Praxiteles unveiled his Aphrodite of Knidos which revealed the fully nude
female form for the first time in Greek sculptural art and for that reason my final chapter
takes a specialized focus on this representation. | discuss what previous scholarship has not
considered: the parallels between Aphrodite’s late-Classical representations and the
contemporary vase painting motifs of Aphrodite and other female figures, such as nude
bathing women/brides, which may have been informative for Praxiteles’s decision to depict
Aphrodite nude. | also examine ANE artistic precedents which may have facilitated
Aphrodite as the goddess to be shown nude for the first time in Greek sculpture. I apply the
Mulvey model to my analysis of the Knidia to demonstrate that the Knidia is not more
meaningful to one gender than the other, as previous scholarship is wont to attempt to argue.
My application of the Mulvey model also expands the Knidia’s impact beyond the
heterosexual male gaze to include the homosexual male gaze and the female gaze, thereby
broadening the scope of our understanding of how the Knidia may have been interpreted

and/or viewed by a wider range of ancient spectators.



2.1 Greek Polytheism & Divine Assimilation

What is meant by the term polytheism and how polytheism functioned in practice in
ancient Greece have long been a topic of debate and one notably fostered by the eminent
scholars of Greek religion, Vernant and Burkert. Versnel characterizes this debate as kosmos
(structure, Vernant’s view) vs. chaos (chaos, Burkert’s view).® Vernant holds that a god is “a
power that represents a type of action, a kind of force,” and that “within the framework of a
pantheon, each of these powers becomes distinct not in itself as an isolated object but by
virtue of its relative position in the aggregate of forces, by the structure of relations that
oppose and unite it to the other powers that constitute the divine universe.”® This framework
follows a strict structure with a complicated network of deity associations similar to a
“classificatory system, applicable to the whole of reality—to nature and to human society as
much as to the supernatural world” in which these structures “do not exactly coincide and
which has to be followed along its several lines like a table with a number of columns and
many entries.”!? As Zaidman and Pantel summarize, for Vernant, “the Greeks’ polytheistic
system was a rigorously logical ensemble, designed for the purpose of classifying divine
capacities and powers, and fitted very tightly into the cities’ modus operandi.”*!

In contrast, Burkert holds that Greek polytheism manifested as a type of chaos.
Burkert avers that a “polytheistic world of gods is nevertheless potentially chaotic, and not
only for the outsider.”*? This chaos is a result of four factors which constitute and mediate a
deity’s distinct personality: “the established local cult with its ritual programme and unique
atmosphere, the divine name, the myths told about the named being, and the iconography,
especially the cult image.”*® While Vernant maintains that the “coexistence and relationships
of gods are the conditio sine qua non for an individuation of each god,” Burkert finds that the
“very same pluralist variety of gods and their transformations constitute the germs of the
potentially chaotic nature of Greek polytheism.”** On the discrepancies and divergences
evident in Greek polytheism, Vernant holds that such divergences should not be considered
accidental or the result of individual whim but rather as part of the same structured

polytheism and potentially as meaningful as “congruities and accordances”; Burkert,

8 Other scholars have addressed the Vernant/Burkert debate, including Bremmer (2010) and Pirenne-Delforge &
Pironti (2015).

® Vernant (1991), 273. From Vernant’s “Inaugural Address at the Collége de France” (1977), quoted here from
its reproduction in the (1991) publication.

10 Vernant (1991), 277.

11 Zaidman & Pantel (1992), 185; trans. Cartledge.

2 Burkert (1985), 119; trans. Raffan.

13 Burkert (1985), 119.

14 Versnel (2011), 30.



however, favours viewing these divergences as the result of “historical processes and
multifarious influences from different directions.”*®

Unity or diversity, kosmos or chaos, polytheistic religions are complex and to this
debate Versnel offers a third option. Versnel notes that the Greek “interconnected
cosmology” does not “compulsively avoid ambiguities” and accepts that the Greeks “had to
live with two (or more) indeed mutually exclusive realities,” and yet the Greeks “coped with
the inherent paradoxes and inconsistencies.”'® The Greeks coped with plural religious
realities, having both a mythical persona of a god and one or more (local) cultic ones, by
“shifting from one to another and back, whenever the context or situation required it.””*’
Versnel supports this assertion with a discussion on epithets but Parker examines cult epithets
in more detail and notes two primary distinctions, functional and topographic. Functional
epithets enable worshippers to approach the god in focus so that they can “pick out the
function relevant to their requests, and to exclude the rest”; the formalization of the epithet in
cult is both a secondary and an “exceedingly common” phenomenon.*® Topographic epithets
differentiate cult sites from one another and function as a sort of “administrative
convenience” so as to avoid confusing these cult sites.'® Both types isolate or may isolate
“distinctive, specialised forms of the god” with the result that “even figures who differ very
considerably from the Panhellenic norm for a particular deity can pass muster as that deity in
a local form.”?® These cult epithets as aspects and functions of a deity need to be considered
together in order to understand the human experience in worshipping the deity, and to this
consideration Parker addresses the issue of unity behind the divine figure who bears multiple
epithets. Is there one Aphrodite or are there many Aphrodites? 2

How we understand the different manifestations of Aphrodite depends on how she
was being worshipped, where, and by whom. Parker contends that Greek hymns to the gods
evidence the notion that “a god of many names is not a divided god, but a wide-ranging and
powerful one.”?? Versnel agrees that epithets are “devices to assign different qualities to one
and the same god,” a type of “unity in diversity” that the Greeks themselves seemed unaware

of, or perhaps did not consider as problematic.?® But Versnel considers that gods who bear

15 Versnel (2011), 32.

16 Versnel (2011), 85. Original text italicized.

17 Versnel (2011), 85-86.

18 parker (2003), 175-176.

19 parker (2003), 176.

20 parker (2003), 178.

2L parker (2003), 182. Parker substitutes “Zeus.”
22 parker (2003), 182.

2 Versnel (2011), 70, 73.



the same name but also have different epithets “were and were not one and the same,
depending on their momentary registrations in the believer’s various layers of perceptions.”?*
As Pironti and Pirenne-Delforge likewise argue, “unity and plurality” must be taken into
consideration at every level of analysis if we are to understand and discuss Greek
polytheism.?® Versnel considers that the Greeks “played” with t