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TOO SHAMELESS, EVEN FOR THE GUTTERS! PROSTITUTES 

IN TRALLEIS  

 

A very interesting decree from Tralleis, prohibiting access to the sanctuaries and the 

gymnasium to οἱ ἐν κίναιδείᾳ βιοῦντες, has been published recently by Hasan Malay, Mariana 

Ricl, and Davide Amendola, with an erudite commentary.
1

 The decree targets passive 

homosexuality, as we may infer from the phrase πᾶσαν ἄρρητον ὕβριν πεπόνθασι[ν] (‘they 

have suffered every unspeakable lewdness’, or ‘violation of their honor’). Ὕβρις is often 

used in connection with rape.
2

 In this note, I am not concerned with the significance of 

this text for the study of attitudes towards homosexuality in Imperial Asia Minor, and 

more generally, for sexual morality, but with a fragmentary passage that has puzzled the 

editors.  

The proposers of the decree remind of the city’s high moral standards, by pointing 

to the treatment of prostitutes. The editors read: 

 

                ὁ δὲ δῆμος οὕτως ἔρρωτ[αι] 

  πρὸς εὐκοσμίαν ὥστε καὶ τὰς ἑτ̣[αι]- 

 20  [ρο]ύσας ἀπὸ τῶν ἐπʼ ἀμφοδίων ἐλά[σαι]  

  [ἀ]ε̣ὶ τόπ̣ων ἵνα μηδὲ μέχρις oὗ [τι δόξῃ] 

  [τ]ὸ σεμνὸν ἐνοχλῆται τῆς π[όλεως]. 

 

They translate: ‘the people are so enthusiastic about orderly behavior that they also 

always remove the women who work as prostitutes from the places on the streets lest not 

even until [a decision is reached] the virtue of the city be disturbed’.  

In this reading, the measure to drive prostitutes away from οἱ ἐπ᾿ ἀμφοδίων τόποι was 

a temporary one, pending future arrangements. There are problems with these 

restorations. First, ἐλά[σαι | ἀ]εί is an odd formulation; additionally, the restoration ἐλά[σαι] 

brings line 20 to a total of 28 letters, as opposed to 27 letters in line 19 and 26 letters in 

line 22. One should simply restore ἐλα[ύ|ν]ει.  

More problematic is the idea that the city had only taken temporary measures – 

presumably, by means of a decree –, preventing prostitutes from offering their services on 

the streets, awaiting the passing of another, better decree. But there is also a linguistic 

problem. The proposed restoration does not account for the emphatic μηδέ (‘not even’). 

Furthermore, to judge from the good photograph, the last letter of line 20 is not entirely 

preserved; only an upper left oblique stroke of an upsilon or a chi is preserved. Given the 

 
1
 Malay, Ricl, and Amendola 2018. 

2
 E.g. Todd 1993, 276–279. 
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context, that is, the removal of prostitutes ‘from the places adjacent to the gutters’ (ἀπὸ 

τῶν ἐπʼ ἀμφοδίων τόπ̣ων) –and not ‘from the streets’ (ἄμφοδα)–,
3

 I suggest restoring μηδὲ 

μέχρις ὀχ̣[ετῶν]. The syntagma μήτε μέχρι(ς) + word in the genitive, is quite common.
4

 In 

this restoration, the passage reads: 

 

               ὁ δὲ δῆμος οὕτως ἔρρωτ[αι] 

  πρὸς εὐκοσμίαν ὥστε καὶ τὰς ἑτ̣[αι]- 

 20  [ρο]ύσας ἀπὸ τῶν ἐπʼ ἀμφοδίων ἐλα[ύ]-  

  [ν]ε̣ι τόπ̣ων ἵνα μηδὲ μέχρις ὀχ̣[ετῶν] 

  [τ]ὸ σεμνὸν ἐνοχλῆται τῆς π[όλεως]. 

 

‘The people has such vigorous zeal towards good order that it even removes the 

prostitutes from the places adjacent to the sewers that flank the streets, so that the city’s 

sense of decency is not disturbed, not even as far as the gutters’. 

If this restoration is correct, the decree then displays a feeling of moral disgust 

towards the prostitutes, who are not good even for the gutter. The importance of disgust 

as a medium used to stigmatize and marginalize individuals and groups has been discussed 

by David Lateiner and Dimos Spatharas in their introduction to an excellent collective 

volume on the feeling of disgust.
5

 In his study on the terminology of prostitution in ancient 

Greece, K. K. Kapparis has shown that prostitution is often associated with filth.
6

 Although 

the word ὀχετός usually has a neutral meaning, denoting any kind of channel or conduit, 

from the arteries of the human body to sewers,
7

 in the Imperial period it can also be 

associated with filth and bad smell. In his definition of ἀντίφρασις, that is, the ironical or 

sarcastic use of a word in order to signify its opposite, the grammarian Tryphon mentions 

ὀχετός as a euphemism for βόρβορος.8

 When ὀχετός is used in the meaning of ‘sewer’ or 

‘gutter’ (in urban contexts), it is occasionally characterized as βόρβορος or ἀκάθαρτος, and 

this probably reflects the common experience of city dwellers. Artemidoros, for instance, 

mentions an athlete who dreamt of ‘a channel of water filled with dung and filth’ (ὀχετὸν 

ὕδατος ἔμπλεων κόπρου καὶ βορβόρου).
9

 The negative usage of ὀχετός is attested abundantly 

in the works of early Christian authors. For instance, John Chrysostom compares the 

wicked man with a corpse: ‘the corpse stinks for ten days, whereas he [the wicked man] 

exhales foul odor throughout his life, and his mouth is filthier than the sewers’ (ὀχετῶν 

ἀκαθαρτότερον).
10

 In his attack against the Karpokratians, Epiphanios of Salamis compares 

 
3
 Cf. the expression ἀμφοδικὰ ὕδατα in SEG XLVIII 743 = I.Beroia 41(c. AD 100–150); it refers to water in 

gutters, not in streets. On ἄμφοδον = ‘street’, see du Bouchet 2008, 58–60; Ficuciello 2008, 56–64; but the word 

may designate am urban space consisting of clusters of houses; see Saba 2008. 

4
 E.g. Chariton 8.1.16: μὴ κεκοινωνηκέναι δὲ αὐτῷ μηδὲ μέχρι φιλήματος, Galen III 792.10 ed. Kühn: μηδὲ μέχρι 

τῆς ἀρχῆς; Eusebios, Demonstratio evangelica 3.5.76: μηδὲ μέχρι δευτέρου χιτῶνος. 
5
 Lateiner and Spatharas 2017, 23–35. See also Spatharas 2021. 

6
 Kapparis 2011, 227. 

7
 E.g. Plato, Timaios 77c8: οἷον ἐν κήποις ὀχετούς; Aelian, De natura animalium 17.44: ὀχετὸς ... καθαροῦ ὕδατος; 

Galen, Ars medica 1.341.12–13: τὰ δ᾿ εἰς αὐτοὺς ἥκοντα τῶν ἀγγείων οἷον ὀχετοί τινές εἰσιν. 

8
 Tryphon, Peri tropon 2.15: ὅταν πτωχὸν πλούσιον καλῶμεν καὶ τὴν χολὴν γλυκεῖαν καὶ τὸν βόρβορον ὀχετόν. On 

antiphrasis, see Quintilian, Institutio oratoria 8.6.57; 9.2.47. 

9
 Artemidoros, Oneirokritika 5.79.  

10
 John Chrysostom, PG 57.349.13–15: ὁ μὲν γὰρ δέκα ὄδωδεν ἡμέρας· οὗτος δὲ ἅπαντα τὸν βίον δυσωδίας 

ἀποπνεῖ, στόμα ἔχω ὀχετῶν ἀκαθαρτότερον. Ἀκάθαρτος ὀχετός also in PG 58.660.23; 58.751.11–12; 64.19.32–33. 
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the disclosure of their actions with the opening of a sewer (ὀχετός) that would let out a 

terrible stench: ‘again, I am afraid to say what sort of actions, or I might uncover a trench 

like a hidden sewer, and some might think that I am causing the blast of foul odor’ 

(1.274.5: ποίαν δέ πρᾶξιν δέδια πάλιν εἰπεῖν, μὴ βορβόρου δίκην κεκαλυμμένου ὀχετὸν ἀποκαλύψω 

καί τισι δόξω λοιμώδους δυσοσμίας ἐργάζεσαθαι τὴν ἐμφόρησιν; translated by Frank Williams).
11

 

Interestingly, John Chrysostom explicitly associates prostitutes with ὀχετοί. In one 

of his homilies (PG 60.626.33–35) he castigates people who turn to prostitutes: ‘leaving the 

clean source of water, you run to the sewer; for the body of the prostitute is a sewer of 

filth’ (καὶ τὴν πηγὴν ἀφέντες τὴν καθαράν, ἐπὶ τοῦ βορβόρου τὸν ὀχετὸν τρέχετε. Ὅτι βόρβορος τὸ 

τῆς πόρνης σῶμα).
12

  

Although ὀχετός does not always mean ‘gutter’, the aforementioned evidence shows 

that its can be associated with filth. The decree from Tralleis is highly rhetorical. Its author 

starts with reminding citizens of the moral traditions of the city (lines 7–18): ‘whereas the 

people have always revered the prudent and just conduct of our fathers, who adorned the 

city with pure laws and customs, and whereas due to the shamelessness many offensive 

things are attempted now, so that the ones who cannot even conceal that they have 

suffered every unspeakable insult do not keep away neither from the sanctuaries nor from 

the gymnasia, but as if no basins for lustral water nor laws are set up, they force their way 

into places wherever it is not good nor proper for them to be seen’ (ἐπεὶ τὴν σώφρονα καὶ 

δικ̣α̣ί̣αν ἀγωγὴν | ὁ δῆμος ἀεὶ τετείμηκεν τῶν πατέρω[ν] | ἔν τε νόμοις καὶ ἔθεσιν καθαροῖς 

δια|κεκοσμηκότων τὴν πόλιν· πολλὰ δὲ νεώτερα δι᾿ ἀναισχυντίας τε|τόλμηται, ὥστε μήτε τῶν ἱερῶν 

μήτε τῶν γυμνασίων ἀπέχε̣σθαι τοὺς οὐδὲ λαθεῖν δυναμένους,ὅτι πᾶσαν ἄρρητον ὕβριν πεπίνθασι[ν], 

| ἀ̣λλ᾿ ὡς μήτε περιραντηρίων μήτε | ν̣όμων κειμένων εἰσβιάζονται | ὅπου μὴ καλὸν μηδὲ ὅσιον 

αὐτοὺ̣[ς] | ὁρᾶσθαι; translated by H. Malay, M. Ricl, and D. Amendola, modified). 

The image of ‘purity’ explicitly mentioned at the beginning of the text, with 

reference to the pure laws and customs (νόμοις καὶ ἔθεσιν καθαροῖς) and implicitly alluded to 

by the reference to the lustral basins (περιραντηρίων) is contrasted with the image of filth 

that one associates with the gutters on the sides of the streets (ἀμφόδια) and the sewers (μηδὲ 

μέχρις ὀχ̣[ετῶν]). With the arousal of disgust –a common strategy of social stigmatization–, 

the author of the decree seeks to elicit the moral condemnation of prostitutes and passive 

homosexuals. 
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