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 Homer (800-701
BC)

 


The premiere epic poem of ancient Greece,
Homer’s The Iliad also contains the most revered pair of male
lovers, Achilles and Patroclus. While it was the general pattern in
ancient and classical Greece for a dominant older male to mentor
and become lovers with an attractive, submissive younger male,
Homer’s story shows us that there were plenty of important
exceptions to this general pattern. Achilles was certainly the
dominant partner in the relationship, but he was younger than
Patroclus and also more praised for his beauty. Alexander the Great
and his best friend/lover Hephaestion modeled their relationship on
the legend of Achilles and Patroclus. Alexander carried a copy of
The Iliad with him on his journey across Asia; at Troy, Alexander
sacrificed on Achilles’ tomb while Hephaestion did the same on the
tomb of Patroclus.

 


From The
Iliad, Book
XVIII

Translated by Edward, Earl of Derby

Thus, furious as the rage of fire, they
fought.

Meantime Antilochus to Peleus' son,

Swift-footed messenger, his tidings bore.

Him by the high-beak'd ships he found, his mind

Th' event presaging, fill'd with anxious thoughts,

As thus he commun'd with his mighty heart:

"Alas! what means it, that the long-hair'd
Greeks,

Chas'd from the plain, are thronging round the ships?

Let me not now, ye Gods, endure the grief

My mother once foretold, that I should live

To see the bravest of the Myrmidons

Cut off by Trojans from the light of day.

Menoetius' noble son has surely fall'n;

Foolhardy! yet I warn'd him, and besought,

Soon as the ships from hostile fires were safe,

Back to return, nor Hector's onset meet."

While in his mind and spirit thus he
mus'd,

Beside him stood the noble Nestor's son,

And weeping, thus his mournful message gave:

"Alas! great son of Peleus, woeful
news,

Which would to Heav'n I had not to impart,

To thee I bring; Patroclus lies in death;

And o'er his body now the war is wag'd;

His naked body, for his arms are now

The prize of Hector of the glancing helm."

He said; and darkest clouds of grief
o'erspread

Achilles' brow; with both his hands he seiz'd

And pour'd upon his head the grimy dust,

Marring his graceful visage; and defil'd

With black'ning ashes all his costly robes.

Stretch'd in the dust his lofty stature lay,

As with his hands his flowing locks he tore;

Loud was the wailing of the female band,

Achilles' and Patroclus' prize of war,

As round Achilles, rushing out of doors,

Beating their breasts, with tott'ring limbs they press'd.

In tears beside him stood Antilochus,

And in his own Achilles' hand he held,

Groaning in spirit, fearful lest for grief

In his own bosom he should sheathe his sword.

Loud were his moans; his Goddess-mother heard,

Beside her aged father where she sat

In the deep ocean caves; she heard, and wept:

The Nereids all, in ocean's depths who dwell,

Encircled her around; Cymodoce,

Nesaee, Spio, and Cymothoe,

The stag-ey'd Halia, and Amphithoe,

Actaea, Limnorea, Melite,

Doris, and Galatea, Panope;

There too were Oreithyia, Clymene,

And Amathea with the golden hair,

And all the denizens of ocean's depths.

Fill'd was the glassy cave; in unison

They beat their breasts, as Thetis led the wail:

"Give ear, my sister Nereids all, and
learn

How deep the grief that in my breast I bear.

Me miserable! me, of noblest son

Unhappiest mother! me, a son who bore,

My brave, my beautiful, of heroes chief!

Like a young tree he throve: I tended him,

In a rich vineyard as the choicest plant;

Till in the beaked ships I sent him forth

To war with Troy; him ne'er shall I behold,

Returning home, in aged Peleus' house.

Even while he lives, and sees the light of day,

He lives in sorrow; nor, to soothe his grief,

My presence can avail; yet will I go,

That I may see my dearest child, and learn

What grief hath reach'd him, from the war withdrawn."

She said, and left the cave; with her they
went,

Weeping; before them parted th' ocean wave.

But when they reach'd the fertile shore of Troy,

In order due they landed on the beach,

Where frequent, round Achilles swift of foot,

Were moor'd the vessels of the Myrmidons.

There, as he groan'd aloud, beside him stood

His Goddess-mother; weeping, in her hands

She held his head, while pitying thus she spoke:

"Why weeps my son? and what his cause of
grief?

Speak out, and naught conceal; for all thy pray'r

Which with uplifted hands thou mad'st to Jove,

He hath fulfill'd, that, flying to their ships,

The routed sons of Greece should feel how much

They need thine aid, and mourn their insult past."

To whom Achilles, deeply groaning,
thus:

"Mother, all this indeed hath Jove fulfill'd;

Yet what avails it, since my dearest friend

Is slain, Patroclus? whom I honour'd most

Of all my comrades, lov'd him as my soul.

Him have I lost: and Hector from his corpse

Hath stripp'd those arms, those weighty, beauteous arms,

A marvel to behold, which from the Gods

Peleus receiv'd, a glorious gift, that day

When they consign'd thee to a mortal's bed.

How better were it, if thy lot had been

Still 'mid the Ocean deities to dwell,

And Peleus had espous'd a mortal bride!

For now is bitter grief for thee in store,

Mourning thy son; whom to his home return'd

Thou never more shalt see; nor would I wish

To live, and move amid my fellow-men,

Unless that Hector, vanquish'd by my spear,

May lose his forfeit life, and pay the price

Of foul dishonour to Patroclus done."

To whom, her tears o'erflowing, Thetis
thus:

"E'en as thou sayst, my son, thy term is short;

Nor long shall Hector's fate precede thine own."

Achilles, answ'ring, spoke in passionate
grief:

"Would I might die this hour, who fail'd to save

My comrade slain! far from his native land

He died, sore needing my protecting arm;

And I, who ne'er again must see my home,

Nor to Patroclus, nor the many Greeks

Whom Hector's hand hath slain, have render'd aid;

But idly here I sit, cumb'ring the ground:

I, who amid the Greeks no equal own

In fight; to others, in debate, I yield.

Accurs'd of Gods and men be hateful strife

And anger, which to violence provokes

E'en temp'rate souls: though sweeter be its taste

Than dropping honey, in the heart of man

Swelling, like smoke; such anger in my soul

Hath Agamemnon kindled, King of men.

But pass we that; though still my heart be sore,

Yet will I school my angry spirit down.

In search of Hector now, of him who slew

My friend, I go; prepar'd to meet my death,

When Jove shall will it, and th' Immortals all.

From death not e'en the might of Hercules,

Though best belov'd of Saturn's son, could fly,

By fate and Juno's bitter wrath subdued.

I too, since such my doom, must lie in death;

Yet, ere I die, immortal fame will win;

And from their delicate cheeks, deep-bosom'd dames,

Dardan and Trojan, bitter tears shall wipe,

And groan in anguish; then shall all men know

How long I have been absent from the field;

Then, though thou love me, seek not from the war

To stay my steps; for bootless were thy speech."

Whom answer'd thus the silver-footed
Queen:

"True are thy words, my son; and good it is,

And commendable, from the stroke of death

To save a worsted comrade; but thine arms,

Thy brazen, flashing arms, the Trojans hold:

Them Hector of the glancing helm himself

Bears on his breast, exulting; yet not long

Shall be his triumph, for his doom is nigh.

But thou, engage not in the toils of war,

Until thine eyes again behold me here;

For with to-morrow's sun will I return

With arms of heav'nly mold, by Vulcan wrought."

Thus saying, from her son she turn'd
away,

And turning, to her sister Nereids spoke:

"Back to the spacious bosom of the deep

Retire ye now; and to my father's house,

The aged Ocean God, your tidings bear;

While I to high Olympus speed, to crave

At Vulcan's hand, the skill'd artificer,

A boon of dazzling armour for my son."

She said; and they beneath the ocean
wave

Descended, while to high Olympus sped

The silver-footed Goddess, thence in hope

To bear the dazzling armour to her son.

She to Olympus sped; the Greeks meanwhile

Before the warrior-slayer Hector fled

With wild, tumultuous uproar, till they reach'd

Their vessels and the shore of Hellespont.

Nor had the well-greav'd Greets Achilles' friend,

Patroclus, from amid the fray withdrawn;

For close upon him follow'd horse and man,

And Hector, son of Priam, fierce as flame;

Thrice noble Hector, seizing from behind,

Sought by the feet to drag away the dead,

Cheering his friends; thrice, clad in warlike might,

The two Ajaces drove him from his prey.

Yet, fearless in his strength, now rushing on

He dash'd amid the fray; now, shouting loud,

Stood firm; but backward not a step retir'd.

As from a carcass herdsmen strive in vain

To scare a tawny lion, hunger-pinch'd;

E'en so th' Ajaces, mail-clad warriors, fail'd

The son of Priam from the corpse to scare.

And now the body had he borne away,

With endless fame; but from Olympus' height

Came storm-swift Iris down to Peleus' son,

And bade him don his arms; by Juno sent,

Unknown to Jove, and to th' Immortals all.

She stood beside him, and address'd him thus:

"Up, son of Peleus! up, thou prince of
men!

Haste to Patroclus' rescue; whom, around,

Before the ships, is wag'd a fearful war,

With mutual slaughter; these the dead defending,

And those to Ilium's breezy heights intent

To bear the body; noble Hector chief,

Who longs to sever from the tender neck,

And fix upon the spikes, thy comrade's head.

Up then! delay no longer; deem it shame

Patroclus' corpse should glut the dogs of Troy,

Dishon'ring thee, if aught dishonour him."

Whom answer'd thus Achilles, swift of
foot:

"Say, heav'nly Iris, of th' immortal Gods

Who bade thee seek me, and this message bring?"

To whom swift Iris thus: "To thee I
come

By Juno sent, th' imperial wife of Jove;

Unknown to Saturn's son, and all the Gods

Who on Olympus' snowy summit dwell."

To whom again Achilles, swift of foot:

"How in the battle toil can I engage?

My arms are with the Trojans; and to boot

My mother warn'd me not to arm for fight,

Till I again should see her; for she hop'd

To bring me heav'nly arms by Vulcan wrought:

Nor know I well whose armour I could wear,

Save the broad shield of Ajax Telamon

And he, methinks, amid the foremost ranks

Ev'n now is fighting o'er Patroclus' corpse."

Whom answer'd storm-swift Iris: "Well we
know

Thy glorious arms are by the Trojans held;

But go thou forth, and from above the ditch

Appear before them; daunted at the sight,

Haply the Trojans may forsake the field,

And breathing-time afford the sons of Greece,

Toil-worn; for little pause has yet been theirs."

Swift Iris said, and vanish'd; then
uprose

Achilles, dear to Jove; and Pallas threw

Her tassell'd aegis o'er his shoulders broad;

His head encircling with a coronet

Of golden cloud, whence fiery flashes gleam'd.

As from an island city up to Heav'n

The smoke ascends, which hostile forces round

Beleaguer, and all day with cruel war

From its own state cut off; but when the sun

Hath set, blaze frequent forth the beacon fires;

High rise the flames, and to the dwellers round

Their signal flash, if haply o'er the sea

May come the needful aid; so brightly flash'd

That fiery light around Achilles' head.

He left the wall, and stood above the ditch,

But from the Greeks apart, rememb'ring well

His mother's prudent counsel; there he stood,

And shouted loudly; Pallas join'd her voice,

And fill'd with terror all the Trojan host.

Clear as the trumpet's sound, which calls to arms

Some town, encompass'd round with hostile bands,

Rang out the voice of great Aeacides.

But when Achilles' voice of brass they heard,

They quail'd in spirit; the sleek-skin'd steeds themselves,

Conscious of coming ill, bore back the cars:

Their charioteers, dismay'd, beheld the flame

Which, kindled by the blue-ey'd Goddess, blaz'd

Unquench'd around the head of Peleus' son.

Thrice shouted from the ditch the godlike chief;

Thrice terror struck both Trojans and Allies;

And there and then beside their chariots fell

Twelve of their bravest; while the Greeks, well pleas'd,

Patroclus' body from the fray withdrew,

And on a litter laid; around him stood

His comrades mourning; with them, Peleus' son,

Shedding hot tears, as on his friend he gaz'd,

Laid on the bier, and pierc'd with deadly wounds:

Him to the war with horses and with cars

He sent; but ne'er to welcome his return.

By stag-ey'd Juno sent, reluctant sank

Th' unwearied sun beneath the ocean wave;

The sun had set, and breath'd awhile the Greeks

From the fierce labours of the balanc'd field;

Nor less the Trojans, from the stubborn fight

Retiring, from the chariots loos'd their steeds:

But ere they shar'd the ev'ning meal, they met

In council; all stood up; none dar'd to sit;

For fear had fallen on all, when reappear'd

Achilles, from the battle long withdrawn.

First Panthous' son, the sage Polydamas,

Address'd th' assembly; his sagacious mind

Alone beheld the future and the past;

The friend of Hector, born the selfsame night;

One in debate, the other best in arms;

Who thus with prudent speech began, and said:

"Be well advis'd, my friends! my counsel
is

That we regain the city, nor the morn

Here in the plain, beside the ships, await,

So far remov'd from our protecting walls.

While fiercely burn'd 'gainst Atreus' godlike son

That mighty warrior's wrath, 'twas easier far

With th' other Greeks to deal; and I rejoic'd

When by the ships we pass'd the night, in hopes

We soon might call them ours; but now, I own

Achilles, swift of foot, excites my fear.

His proud, impetuous spirit will spurn the plain,

Where Greeks and Trojans oft in warlike strife

Their balanc'd strength exert; if he come forth,

Our fight will be to guard our homes and wives.

Gain we the city; trust me, so 'twere best.

Now, for a while, ambrosial night detains

The son of Peleus; but at early morn

If issuing forth in arms he find us here,

His prowess we shall know; and happy he

Who, flying, shall in safety reach the walls

Of sacred Troy; for many a Trojan slain

Shall feed the vultures; Heav'n avert such fate!

But if, though loth, ye will by me be rul'd,

This night in council husband we our strength;

While tow'rs, and lofty gates, and folding doors

Close join'd, well-fitting, shall our city guard:

Then issuing forth in arms at early morn

Man we the tow'rs; so harder were his task

If, from the ships advancing, round the wall

He offer battle; bootless to return,

His strong-neck'd horses worn with labour vain

In coursing, purposeless, around the town.

To force an entrance, or the town destroy,

Is not his aim; and ere that end be gain'd,

The dogs of Troy upon his flesh shall feed."

To whom thus Hector of the glancing
helm

With stern regard: "Polydamas, thy words

Are such as grate unkindly on mine ear,

Who fain wouldst have us to the walls retire.

What? have ye not already long enough

Been coop'd within the tow'rs? the wealth of Troy,

Its brass, its gold, were once the common theme

Of ev'ry tongue; our hoarded treasures now

Are gone, to Phrygian and Maeonian shores

For sale exported, costly merchandise,

Since on our city fell the wrath of Jove.

And now, when deep-designing Saturn's son

Such glory gives me as to gain the ships,

And, crowded by the sea, hem in the Greeks,

Fool! put not thou these timid counsels forth,

Which none will follow, nor will I allow.

But hear ye all, and do as I advise:

Share now the meal, by ranks, throughout the host;

Then set your watch, and each keep careful guard;

And whom his spoils o'erload, if such there be,

Let him divide them with the gen'ral crowd;

Better that they should hold them than the Greeks:

And with the morn, in arms, beside the ships,

Will we again awake the furious war.

But if indeed Achilles by the ships

Hath reappear'd, himself, if so he choose,

Shall be the suff'rer; from the perilous strife

I will not shrink, but his encounter meet:

So he, or I, shall gain immortal fame;

Impartial Mars hath oft the slayer slain."

Thus Hector spoke; the Trojans cheer'd
aloud:

Fools, and by Pallas of their sense bereft,

Who all applauded Hector's ill advice,

None the sage counsel of Polydamas!

Then through the camp they shar'd the ev'ning meal.

Meantime the Greeks all night with tears and
groans

Bewail'd Patroclus: on his comrade's breast

Achilles laid his murder-dealing hands,

And led with bitter groans the loud lament.

As when the hunters, in the forest's depth,

Have robb'd a bearded lion of his cubs;

Too late arriving, he with anger chafes;

Then follows, if perchance he may o'ertake,

Through many a mountain glen, the hunters' steps,

With grief and fury fill'd; so Peleus' son,

With bitter groans, the Myrmidons address'd:

"Vain was, alas! the promise which I
gave,

Seeking the brave Menoetius to console,

To bring to Opus back his gallant son,

Rich with his share of spoil from Troy o'erthrown;

But Jove fulfils not all that man designs:

For us hath fate decreed, that here in Troy

We two one soil should redden with our blood;

Nor me, returning to my native land,

Shall aged Peleus in his halls receive,

Nor Thetis; here must earth retain my bones.

But since, Patroclus, I am doom'd on earth

Behind thee to remain, thy fun'ral rites

I will not celebrate, till Hector's arms,

And head, thy haughty slayer's, here I bring;

And on thy pyre twelve noble sons of Troy

Will sacrifice, in vengeance of thy death.

Thou by our beaked ships till then must lie;

And weeping o'er thee shall deep-bosom'd dames,

Trojan and Dardan, mourn both night and day;

The prizes of our toil, when wealthy towns

Before our valour and our spears have fall'n."

He said, and bade his comrades on the
fire

An ample tripod place, without delay

To cleanse Patroclus from the bloody gore:

They on the burning fire the tripod plac'd,

With water fill'd, and kindled wood beneath.

Around the bellying tripod rose the flames,

Heating the bath; within the glitt'ring brass

Soon as the water boil'd, they wash'd the corpse,

With lissom oils anointing, and the wounds

With fragrant ointments fill'd, of nine years old;

Then in fine linen they the body wrapp'd

From head to feet, and laid it on a couch.

And cover'd over with a fair white sheet.

All night around Achilles swift of foot

The Myrmidons with tears Patroclus mourn'd.

 


 


 


Solon (638-558 BC)

 


An Athenian statesman and reformer, Solon
must be presented here with some caveats. He was a key reformer in
Athenian democracy who succeeded in upgrading the structures of
government and who also instigated moral reforms against greed and
arrogance. While he was a lawmaker, homosexual love became more
codified, with some prohibitions against relationships between
slaves and “citizens.” However, it cannot be said for certain if
Solon himself initiated or even supported these reforms. A love
relationship with a youth thirty years his junior has been ascribed
to him, but again, there is no historical record to prove this with
certainty. Likewise, while he undoubtedly wrote poetry, only
fragments have survived, and the poems now bearing his name that
indicate a love of male youths may very well have been written by
someone else. Theognis has been suggested as a possible author.

 


Boys and Sport

Translated by John Addington
Symonds

Blest is the man who loves and after early
play

Whereby his limbs are supple made and
strong

Retiring to his house with wine and song

Toys with a fair boy on his breast the
livelong day!

 


 


Sappho (c. 630/612 BC-c. 570 BC)

 


As with Solon, there is little we can say of
Sappho with certainty. Obviously, we know that she was a Greek
lyric poet and was regarded as the most accomplished lyric poet of
her age. We know she lived on the island of Lesbos. Almost all
other information about her is suspect, and even the famous poetry
has been lost except for one or two complete poems and some 200
fragments.

The surviving fragments, if
autobiographical, indicate she had a daughter named Cleis, that she
loved both women and men, and that she lived into old age. There is
also some evidence that she was exiled to Sicily for at least ten
years. It is generally assumed that she returned to Lesbos after
exile, although there is no precise historical record to confirm
that fact. Victorians tried to rewrite her sketchy biography to
make it more in line with their own values by claiming she ran a
girls’ finishing school and was a teacher, but this is all made up.
No historical records support that fiction.

The Library of Alexandria, the intellectual
centerpiece of its time, collected Sappho’s poetry into nine books.
As noted, of this large body of work, one or two complete poems and
more than 200 fragments have survived. Some evidence suggests that
after the establishment of Christianity throughout the Roman
Empire, church leaders were instrumental in the destruction of her
work along with other same-sex literature from the ancient
world.

Translation of Sappho’s ancient Greek into
modern English has been problematic, as well, particularly since
translators have mere fragments of poems to translate. Few of the
translations flow well enough to suggest the poetic prowess she is
said to have possessed. Bliss Carman’s work on Sappho is undeniably
as much or more Bliss Carman than Sappho, but at least the poems
read well and helped provide Sappho a modern audience.

 


XVIII

Translated and reconstructed by Bliss
Carman

The courtyard of her house is wide

And cool and still when day departs.

Only the rustle of leaves is there

And running water.

And then her mouth, more delicate

Than the frail wood-anemone,

Brushes my cheek, and deeper grow

The purple shadows.

 


XXIII

I loved thee, Atthis, in the long ago,

When the great oleanders were in flower

In the broad herded meadows full of sun.

And we would often at the fall of dusk

Wander together by the silver stream,

When the soft grass-heads were all wet with dew,

And purple-misted in the fading light.

And joy I knew and sorrow at thy voice,

And the superb magnificence of love,—

The loneliness that saddens solitude,

And the sweet speech that makes it durable,—

The bitter longing and the keen desire,

The sweet companionship through quiet days

In the slow ample beauty of the world,

And the unutterable glad release

Within the temple of the holy night.

O Atthis, how I loved thee long ago

In that fair perished summer by the sea!

 


XXXIV

"Who was Atthis?" men shall ask,

When the world is old, and time

Has accomplished without haste

The strange destiny of men.

Haply in that far-off age

One shall find these silver songs,

With their human freight, and guess

What a lover Sappho was.

 


 


 


LXXXII

Over the roofs the honey-coloured
moon,

With purple shadows on the silver grass,

And the warm south-wind on the curving
sea,

While we two, lovers past all turmoil now,

Watch from the window the white sails come
in,

Bearing what unknown ventures safe to port!

So falls the hour of twilight and of
love

With wizardry to loose the hearts of men,

And there is nothing more in this great
world

Than thou and I, and the blue dome of dusk.

 


 


Anacreon
(582-485 BC)

 


Born at Teos, a Greek coastal city on what
is now the Izmir province of western Turkey, Anacreon wrote
light-hearted poems praising both the love of women and boys. He
was so popular that statues and coins from Teos and Athens bore his
likeness.

 


Ode X

Translated by Thomas Moore

'Tell me, gentle youth, I pray
thee,

What in purchase shall I pay
thee

For this little waxen toy,Image of
the Paphian boy?

'Thus I said the other
day,

To a youth who pass'd my
way:

'Sir,' he answer'd, and the
while

Answer'd all in Doric
style,

'Take it, for a trifle take
it;

Think not yet that I could make
it;

Pray, believe it was not
I;

No—it cost me many a
sigh,

And I can no longer
keep

Little gods, who murder
sleep!

Here, then, here,' (I said with joy)

'Here is silver for the boy:

He shall be my bosom guest,

Idol of my pious breast!'

Little Love! thou now art mine,

Warm me with that torch of thine;

Make me feel as I have felt,

Or thy waxen frame shall melt.

I must burn in warm desire,

Or thou, my boy, in yonder fire!

 


 


Ode XV

Grave me a cup with brilliant
grace,

Deep as the rich and holy
vase,

Which on the shrine of Spring
reposes,

When shepherds hail that hour of
roses.

Grave it with themes of chaste
design,

Form'd for a heavenly bowl like
mine.

Display not there the barbarous
rites,

In which religious zeal
delights;

Nor any tale of tragic fate,

Which history trembles to relate!

No—cull thy fancies from above,

Themes of heaven and themes of love.

Let Bacchus, Jove's ambrosial boy,

Distil the grape in drops of joy,

And while he smiles at every tear,

Let warm-eyed Venus dancing near,

With spirits of the genial bed,

The dewy herbage deftly tread.

Let Love be there, without his arms,

In timid nakedness of charms;

And all the Graces link'd with Love,

Blushing through the shadowy grove;

While rosy boys disporting round,

In circlets trip the velvet ground;

But ah! if there Apollo toys,

I tremble for my rosy boys!

 


Ode XXII

And now with all thy pencil's
truth,

Portray Bathyllus, lovely
youth!

Let his hair in lapses
bright,

Fall like streaming rays of
light,

And there the raven's dye
confuse

With the yellow sunbeam's
hues.

Let not the braid, with artful
twine,

The flowing of his locks
confine;

But loosen every golden
ring,

To float upon the breeze's
wing,

Beneath the front of polished
glow.

Front as fair as
mountain-snow,

And guileless as the dews of
dawn,

Let the majestic brows be drawn,

Of ebon dies, enriched by gold,

Such as the scaly snakes unfold.

Mingle in his jetty glances,

Power that awes, and love that trances;

Steal from Venus bland desire,

Steal from Mars the look of fire,

Blend them in such expression here,

That we by turns may hope and fear!

Now from the sunny apple seek

The velvet down that spreads his cheek;

And there let Beauty's rosy ray

In flying blushes richly play;

Blushes, of that celestial flame

Which lights the cheek of virgin shame.

Then for his lips, that ripely gem—

But let thy mind imagine them!

Paint, where the ruby cell uncloses,

Persuasion sleeping upon roses;

And give his lip that speaking air,

As if a word was hovering there!

His neck of ivory splendour trace,

Moulded with soft but manly grace;

Fair as the neck of Paphia's boy,

Where Paphia's arms have hung in joy.

Give him the winged Hermes' hand.

With which he waves his snaky wand:

Let Bacchus then the breast supply,

And Leda's son the sinewy thigh.

But oh! suffuse his limbs of fire

With all that glow of young desire,

Which kindles, when the wishful sigh

Steals from the heart, unconscious why.

Thy pencil, though divinely bright,

Is envious of the eye's delight,

Or its enamoured touch would shew

His shoulder, fair as sunless snow,

Which now in veiling shadow lies,

Removed from all but Fancy's eyes,

Now, for his feet—but hold—forbear—

I see a godlike portrait there;

So like Bathyllus! sure there's none

So like Bathyllus but the Sun!

Oh! let this pictured god be mine,

And keep the boy for Samos' shrine;

Phoebus shall then Bathyllus be,

Bathyllus then the deity!

 


 


 


Ode XLII

I saw the smiling bard of
pleasure,

The minstrel of the Teian
measure;

'Twas in a vision of the
night.

He beam'd upon my wond'ring
sight;

I heard his voice, and warmly
prest

The dear enthusiast to my
breast.

His tresses wore a silvery
dye,

But beauty sparkled in his
eye;

Sparkled in his eyes of
fire,

Through the mist of soft
desire.

His lip exhaled, whene'er he
sigh'd,

The fragrance of the racy
tide;

And, as with weak and reeling
feet,

He came my coral kiss to
meet,

An infant, of the Cyprian band,

Guided him on with tender hand.

Quick from his glowing brows he drew

His braid, of many a wanton hue,

I took the braid of wanton twine,

It breathed of him and blush'd with
wine!

I hung it o'er my thoughtless brow,

And ah! I feel its magic now!

I feel that e'en his garland's touch

Can make the bosom love too much!

 


 


Theognis (c. 540 BC)

 


The traditional Greek mentorship of young
adolescents was an important concept to Theognis, who wrote
lovingly of his young companion Kurnus as he sought to educate the
youth in the ways of Greek citizenship. Theognis writes of the love
of youths as being both beautiful and aggravating.

 


From Gnomai (translated by G. Lowes
Dickinson)

Youths in their loveliness shall make thee
sound

Upon the silver flute's melodious
breath;

And when thou goest darkling
underground

Down to the lamentable
house of death,

Oh yet not then from honor shalt thou
cease,

But wander, an imperishable name,

Kurnus, about the seas and shores of
Greece,

Crossing from isle to isle the barren
main.

Horses thou shalt not need, but lightly
ride

Sped by the Muses of the violet
crown,

And men to come, while earth and sun
abide,

Who cherish song shall cherish thy
renown.

Yea, I have given thee wings! and
in return

Thou givest me the scorn with which I
burn.

 


 


Pindar (522-443 BC)

 


Pindar, from Thebes, is generally
regarded along with Sappho as the greatest of the Greek lyric
poets. He appeared to take great pleasure in describing in his
poetry the physical attributes of young Greek athletes. He also
wrote poems about the homosexual relationships of Greek gods and
legends and even appears to have invented a homosexual-themed myth
or two of his own. In his old age, Pindar’s primary love interest
was a young man named Theoxenos. Historians wrote that at eighty
years of age, Pindar died in a theater, his head on Theoxenos’
shoulder.

 


Ode to Theoxenos (translated by
John Addington Symonds)

O soul, ‘tis thine in season
meet

To pluck of love the blossom
sweet

When hearts are young:

But he who sees the blazing
beams,

The light that from
that forehead
streams,

And is not stung:--

Who is not storm-tossed with
desire,--

Lo! he, I ween, with frozen
fire

Of adamant or stubborn
steel,

Is forged in his cold heart that
cannot feel.

 


Disowned, dishonoured, and
denied

By Aphrodite
glittering-eyed,

He either toils

All day for gold, a sordid
gain,

Or bent beneath a woman’s
reign

In petty broils,

Endures her insolence, a
drudge,

Compelled the common path to
trudge;

But I, apart from this
disease,

Wasting away like wax of holy
bees,

Which the sun’s splendor wounds,
do pine,

Whenever I see the young-limbed
bloom divine,

Of boys. Lo! Look you well, for
here in Tenedos,

Grace and perfection dwell in
young Theoxenos.

 


 


 


 


 


Callimachus
(c. 310-240 BC)

 


Callimachus, from the Greek colony
of what is now Cyrene, Libya, was one of the premiere lyric poets
of his day and did not shy away from praising the beauty of male
youths.

 


Contra Mundum
(translated by J. W.
Mackail)

Pour in and say again, "Diocles";
nor does Acheloüs touch the cups consecrated to him; fair is the
boy, O Acheloüs, exceeding fair; and if any one says no, let me be
alone in my judgment of beauty.

 


 


Rhianus (275-195 BC)

 


Born a slave on the island of
Crete, Rhianus not only managed to obtain an education but went on
to become a notable epic poet. He also wrote epigrams on his love
for boys.

 


In the Field-Path
(translated by J. W.
Mackail)

Surely, O Cleonicus, the lovely
Graces met thee going along the narrow field-path, and clasped thee
close with their rose-like hands, O boy, and thou wert made all
grace. Hail to thee from afar; but it is not safe, O my dear, for
the dry asphodel stalk to move too near the fire.

 


 


Meleager
(1st Century BC)

 


Books VII of
Cephalus’ Greek Anthology
contains thirty-one epigrams from “The Garland of
Meleager” by “Meleager of Gadara,” apparently assembled around 50
BC. Altogether, 134 of Meleager’s epigrams have
survived.

 


Love the Runaway

Translated by J. W.
Mackail

I make hue and cry after wild
Love; for now, even now in the morning dusk, he flew away from his
bed and was gone. This boy is full of sweet tears, ever talking,
swift, fearless, sly-laughing, winged on the back, and carries a
quiver. But whose son he is I may not say, for Heaven denies having
borne this ruffler, and so Earth and so Sea. Everywhere and by all
he is hated; but look you to it lest haply even now he is laying
more springes for souls. Yet--there he is, see! About his
lurking-place; I see thee well, my archer, ambushed in Zenophile's
eyes.


Summer Noon

I saw Alexis at noon walking on
the way, when summer was just cutting the tresses of the
cornfields; and double rays burned me; these of Love from the boy's
eyes, and those from the sun. But those night allayed again, while
these in dreams the phantom of a form kindled yet higher; and
Sleep, the releaser of toil for others, brought toil upon me,
fashioning the image of beauty in my soul, a breathing
fire.


The Loadstar

On thee, Myïscus, the cables
of my life are fastened; in thee is the very breath of my soul,
what is left of it; for by thine eyes, O boy, that speak even to
the deaf, and by thy shining brow, if thou ever dost cast a clouded glance on me, I gaze on winter, and if
thou lookest joyously, sweet spring bursts into
bloom.

 


Broken Vows

Holy night, and thou, O lamp, you and none
other we took to witness of our vows; and we swore, he that he
would love me, and I that I would never leave him, and you kept
witness between us. And now he says that these vows are written in
running water, O lamp, and thou seest him on the bosom of
another.

 


Forsaken Maecius

Why so woe-begone? and why, Philaenis, these
reckless tearings of hair, and suffusion of sorrowful eyes? hast
thou seen thy lover with another on his bosom? tell me; we know
charms for grief. Thou weepest and sayest no: vainly dost thou
essay to deny; the eyes are more trustworthy than the tongue.

 


 


Catullus (84-54 BC)

 


Catullus, from Verona, is well-known among
students of Roman literature for his sexually explicit and often
crude poetry. Although most of the poems, whether about girls or
boys, emphasize sex rather than love, that is not the case with a
small number of poems written to Juventius, an adolescent who
rejected Catullus’ affection.

 


Translated by Robinson Ellis, F.
Lamb, and L. Hartwell

IX

Dear Veranius, you of all my comrades

Worth, you only, a many goodly
thousands,

Speak they truly that you your hearth
revisit,

Brothers duteous, homely mother aged?

Yes, believe them. O happy news,
Catullus!

I shall see him alive, alive shall hear
him,

Tribes Iberian, uses, haunts, declaring

As his wont is; on him my neck reclining

Kiss his flowery face, his eyes
delightful.

Now, all men that have any mirth about
you,

Know ye happier any, any blither?

 


XV

Lend thy bounty to me, to my beloved,

Kind Aurelius. I do ask a favour

Fair and lawful; if you did e'er in
earnest

Seek some virginal innocence to cherish,

Touch not lewdly the mistress of my
passion.

Trust the people; avails not aught to fear
them,

Such, who hourly within the streets
repassing,

Run, good souls, on a busy quest or
idle.

You, you only the free, the
felon-hearted,

Fright me, prodigal you of every virtue.

Well, let luxury run her heady riot,

Love flow over; enough abroad to sate
thee:

This one trespass—a tiny boon—presume
not.

But should impious heat or humour
headstrong

Drive thee willfully, wretch, to such
profaning,

In one folly to dare a double outrage:

Ah what misery thine; what angry
fortune!

Heels drawn tight to the stretch shall open
inward

Lodgment easy to mullet and to radish.

 


XVI

I'll traduce you, accuse you, and abuse
you,

Soft Aurelius, e'en as easy Furius.

You that lightly a saucy verse
resenting,

Misconceit me, sophisticate me wanton.

Know, pure chastity rules the godly
poet,

Rules not poesy, needs not e'er to rule
it;

Charms some verse with a witty grace
delightful?

'Tis voluptuous, impudent, a wanton.

It shall kindle an icy thought to
courage,

Not boy-fancies alone, but every frozen

Flank immovable, all amort to pleasure.

You my kisses, a million happy kisses,

Musing, read me a silky thrall to
softness?

I'll traduce you, accuse you, and abuse
you.

 


XLVIII

If, Juventius, I the grace win ever

Still on beauteous honied eyes to kiss
thee,

I would kiss them a million, yet a
million.

Yea, nor count me to win the full
attainment,

Not, tho' heavier e'en than ears at
harvest,

Fall my kisses, a wealthy crop
delightful.

 


LVI

Oh, what a funny thing, Cato, and
a jest

Worthy for you to hear and
enjoy.

Ride whatever you love,
Cato.

The idea is ridiculous and very
playful one.

I found a pupil copulating with a
girl,

May it please Dion,

And attacked him with my own stiff
weapon.

 


LXXX

What shall I say,
Gellius?

Why are your ruddy lips so
white

when you arise in the
morning

and in the quiet of a long
day?

I do not know what is
true.

Are the whispered rumors
true?

That you take men’s large
erections in your mouth?

Yes, poor Victor has burst his
creamy liquid all over your lips.

 


XCIX

Dear one, a kiss I stole, while you did
wanton a-playing,

Sweet ambrosia, love, never as honily
sweet.

Dearly the deed
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