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NOTES ON MARCUS ANTONIUS POLEMO DECLAMATIONS 1.15–17 and 2.21

Among the few preserved writings of  the famous second-century c.e. sophist
Marcus Antonius Polemo is a pair of  declamations in which the fathers of  two
Athenians killed in the battle of  Marathon compete for the right to deliver the state
funeral oration over the dead.1 The premise is a fictitious law: “there being a law at
Athens that the father of  the man who died most bravely in a war delivers the funeral
oration” (novmou oßntoÍ Âqhvn¬si touÅ aßrista åpoqanovntoÍ ejn polevmå to;n patevra levgein
to;n ejpitavfion).2 In Declamation 1, Euphorion, the father of  Cynegirus, argues that
he deserves to deliver the speech because his son died when the Persians whose ship
he was trying to prevent from fleeing the battle cut off  his hands. In Declamation 2,
the unnamed father of  the polemarch Callimachus argues that, in addition to consid-
erations of  his son’s superior rank, he is entitled to deliver the speech because his
son died after being shot by so many arrows that his corpse remained standing. This
note offers a new interpretation of  the argument about rank and privilege in Declama-
tion 1.15–17, which I argue has been misunderstood by previous translators and
commentators.3 It will help clarify not only the argument of  this section, but also the
argument intended to counter it in Declamation 2.21.

In Declamation 1.14–17, the father of  Cynegirus argues that the father of  Calli-
machus has no right to deliver the funeral speech merely on the basis of  his son’s

1. On Polemo’s life and writings, see Reader 1996, 7–46.
2. Greek text from Reader 1996, 98. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
3. Possinus 1637; Orellius 1819; and Reader 1996, 203–6. I was not able to see Possinus’ edition and

am dependent on Orellius’ reprinting of  his paraphrase.

I wish to thank Jeffrey Beneker, Jason Osborne, Joshua D. Sosin, and the editor and anonymous readers
of  CP for their helpful suggestions.
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position as polemarch. He points out that the position of  polemarch is an office
allotted by chance, not proof  of  bravery (14), and that no law or custom grants this
automatic right to the fathers of  polemarchs (15). He goes on to say: (15) . . . beltÇwn
ge mh;n kaµ dikaiovteroÍ e√pe∂n crhÅnai levgein o§stiÍ a˚risteva eßcei. (16) tauÅta diorizo-
mevnå Miltiavdhn åmfisbhte∂n eßdei touÅ lovgou. W. W. Reader’s translation is problematic:
“(15) . . . Whoever has [shown] [the] bravest [deeds] [is] more qualified and more
suited to speak, [indeed] to have to do the speaking. (16) It was necessary for Mil-
tiades to wrangle the matter with [the one] determining these things.”4

First, in the phrase e√pe∂n crhÅnai levgein, Reader takes crhÅnai levgein as a rhetorical
aside to e√pe∂n, rather than part of  a more natural chain of  syntactic dependencies,
and he does not clearly distinguish the aorist e√pe∂n from the present levgein. The phrase
e√pe∂n crhÅnai levgein means “to assert that he ought to speak.” Second, Reader sug-
gests emending the “anomalous form” a˚risteva to a˚riste∂a, “[the] bravest [deeds].”5

But a˚riste∂a without the definite article makes for awkward Greek. Moreover, a˚risteva
is simply the accusative singular of  a˚risteuvÍ (“war hero”), a very common character
in Greek declamation.6 The word a˚risteuvÍ does not occur elsewhere in Polemo,7 but
it may be implicit in, perhaps even defined by, the law quoted at the beginning of  the
pair of  declamations: “the man who died most bravely” (touÅ  aßrista a˚poqanovntoÍ).
In Declamation 1.15, the speaker states that “whoever has a war hero” [sc. as a son]
should give the funeral speech. It was never a question which speaker had shown the
bravest deeds (the brave were dead), but which speaker had a hero for a son. The
claim at the end of  Declamation 1.15, then, is that “Whoever has a war hero [as a
son] is the better and more justified person to assert that he ought to speak.” Rank
alone did not grant that right.

The next section takes the argument about rank one step further, by appealing to
the fact that even the great Miltiades was not using his superior rank to claim the
right to speak. Reader’s translation of  the first sentence in Declamation 1.16 is again
problematic: tauÅta diorizomevnå Miltiavdhn a˚mfisbhte∂n eßdei touÅ lovgou, “It was nec-
essary for Miltiades to wrangle the matter with [the one] determining these things.”8

Reader suggests that “[the one] determining these things” is Callimachus, who cast
the decisive vote to send Athenian troops to Marathon without delay.9 But he was left
troubled by touÅ lovgou meaning “the matter,” a meaning that it has nowhere else in
Polemo’s declamations.10 Moreover, there is no compelling reason for the speaker
to mention a conflict between Callimachus and Miltiades here; it simply does not make
sense in the context. The root of  the problem is grammatical: Reader has apparently

4. Reader 1996, 107. Possinus (1637, in Orellius [1819], 21, 23) paraphrases: “Ac idem tamen censeo
ejus in hoc potissimum habendam esse rationem, qui primas in bello virtutis tulit. Nunc qui eos sibi fines
circumscripserit, eum video ad justissimam de hoc dicendi munere contentionem Miltiadem provocasse.”
Orellius comments only on the phrase tauÅta diorizomevnå (see below).

5. Reader 1996, 203–4. Cf. Possinus, “qui primas in bello virtutis tulit.”
6. On the aristeus, see Russell 1983, chap. 2 (“Sophistopolis, or the World of  the Aristeus”), esp. 24–25.
7. Polemo uses the noun a˚risteÇa (Decl. 1.32, 44; 2.28) and the verb a˚risteuvw (Decl. 2.27). For his

various terms for valor, see Reader 1996, 189, 192, and 275.
8. Reader 1996, 107.
9. Reader 1996, 204–5. The deciding vote is mentioned in Decl. 2.49. Cf. Hdt. 6.109–10 with the dis-

cussion of  Reader (1996, 358).
10. Reader 1996, 204.
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misinterpreted eßdei as denoting a simple past obligation;11 that is, that Miltiades at
some past time had to do something, and so did it. This is the meaning of  eßdei in
Declamation 2.5, the only other occurrence of  the word in this form in Polemo’s dec-
lamations.12 But in Declamation 1.16, both grammar and sense suggest an unful-
filled obligation in the present:13 “Miltiades should [now] be disputing [but is not].”
The object of  a˚mfisbhte∂n is the genitive touÅ lovgou (LSJ I.3), meaning “the speech,”14

and the opposing disputant is identified in the dative (LSJ I.2) as tauÅta diorizomevnå.15

The present infinitive a˚mfisbhte∂n (whose meaning “to dispute” is consistent in
Polemo16) places the debate in the present time of  this speech, and so should not refer
to Miltiades’ pre-Marathonian dispute with the now dead Callimachus. Furthermore,
the present middle participle diorizomevnå should refer to someone who is currently
“making these distinctions” (LSJ I.4) for himself  or his own benefit,17 which again
excludes the dead Callimachus. I interpret tauÅta diorizomevnå as referring to the
father of  Callimachus, who (according to the speaker) is trying to establish a new
policy of  granting the fathers of  dead polemarchs the right to deliver the funeral
oration.

This interpretation is in line both with the sentences immediately following and
with his opponent’s response in Declamation 2.21. In the sentences immediately fol-
lowing, Cynegirus’ father gives a rationale for his argument, introducing it with an
emphatic causal connective:

(16) . . . kaµ ga;r strathgovÍ ejstin o ¶Í touÅ polemavrcou kaµ meÇzwn ejstµ kaµ th;n megÇsthn
a˚rch;n touÅ polevmou metakeceirismevnoÍ {oJ touÅ strathgouÅ path;r} {o§per ejstµn a˚pwtevrw}:
nuÅn de; hJm∂n ejfeµÍ ¥kanΩÍ kaµ au˚to;Í dedhvlwken wÒÍ ou˚k a˚p’ a˚rchÅÍ a˚ll’ a˚p’ a˚rethÅÍ crh;
parievnai ejpµ to;n lovgon. (17) fevre ou®n ejpµ touvtoiÍ krin∫meqa, ejpeidh; kaµ tou;Í aßllouÍ
polemavrcouÍ oJrçÅÍ kaµ tou;Í patevraÍ au˚tΩn th;n hJsucÇan aßgontaÍ.

For indeed, a general [i.e., like Miltiades] is the one who is even greater than a polemarch
and who has administered the greatest office of  the war.18 But as it is, by allowing us to
speak, he himself, too, has shown clearly enough that one ought to come forward to de-
liver the speech not on the basis of  rank but on the basis of  courage. (17) Come, then,

11. Smyth 1920, §1779.
12. t¬Å de; Âttik¬Å bohqe∂n eßdei, “it was necessary to aid Attica.”
13. Smyth 1920, §1774–78.
14. As Reader (1996, 204) acknowledges, providing a list of  all other occurrences of  the word in Po-

lemo’s declamations, seventeen of  them meaning “oration” and the remaining four meaning “word.”
15. Possinus (1637, in Orellius [1819], 21, 23) paraphrases tauÅta diorizomevnå as “nunc qui eos sibi

fines circumscripserit” and the rest of  the sentence as “eum video ad justissimam de hoc dicendi munere
contentionem Miltiadem provocasse.” Orellius (1819, 21) comments: “Possinus in Paraphrasi interpretatur
quasi legisset: tauÅta diorizovmenon potius tauÅta diorizomevnou.” Following Orellius’ lead, Reader (1996,
204) understands Possinus’ paraphrase to mean “since he had set these goals for himself,” with Miltiades
as subject. Possinus may mean “who defined these terms for himself,” but he has not accounted for the da-
tive (as Orellius pointed out). Orellius (1819, 21 and 23) comments: “scil. tåÅ novmå usu et consuetudine,
significatione activa. Nach dieser Vorausbestimmung. Wenn dieses ausgemacht ist.” In his Addenda et
Emendanda to the volume, Orellius (1819, xiii) changed his mind about this: “Delenda haec verba. Imo
post diorizomevnå supplendum ejmoÇ. Nach dieser meiner Ansicht: wenn diese meine Ansicht (Voraus-
bestimmung) richtig ist.” Both scholars apparently misunderstood the construction.

16. Decl. 2.18, 21, and 39.
17. Cf. also the cognate noun diorismovÍ, which usually denotes a logical or technical distinction (LSJ,

q.v.). The verb diorÇzw does not occur elsewhere in Polemo’s declamations.
18. I tentatively follow Reader (1996, 205) in his interpretation of  {oJ touÅ strathgouÅ path;r} and {o§per

ejstµn a˚pwtevrw} as “muddled scribal glosses” that have intruded into the text.
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let us decide on these grounds, since you see both the rest of  the polemarchs and their
fathers remaining quiet.

According to the speaker, if  the polemarch’s father wants to decide this issue on the
basis of  rank, he should have to compete with the general Miltiades,19 since generals
outrank polemarchs.20 But in fact, as he goes on to explain, not only has Miltiades
himself  rejected the argument from rank, but so also have all the other polemarchs
and their fathers, whose silence shows that they agree with the speaker.21 Individual
valor, then, should be the deciding factor.

The response of  Callimachus’ father confirms this interpretation: “For if  the gen-
eral Miltiades were [now] disputing for the speech, I would [already] have conceded
on grounds of  his greater rank” (e√ me;n ga;r MiltiavdhÍ oJ strathgo;Í hjmfisbhvtei touÅ
lovgou, parec∫rhsa wÒÍ a˚rc¬Å meÇzoni, Decl. 2.21). Like the first speaker, Callimachus’
father calls Miltiades a general and acknowledges that generals outrank polemarchs.
He also places the nonexistent dispute in present time; however, he is quick to point
out (through a past contrafactual) that the dispute would have been over before it
even began because of  his respect for Miltiades’ rank. In addition, like the first
speaker, he identifies the object of  the dispute in the genitive as touÅ lovgou, “the
speech.” In Declamation 1.16, Cynegirus’ father had asserted that his opponent
should have to compete with Miltiades, who outranked his opponent’s son, and he
interpreted Miltiades’ refusal to compete for the honor as tacit support of  his claim
for the importance of  valor over rank. His opponent cleverly responds with defer-
ence to Miltiades’ superior rank (which costs him nothing), but then uses Miltiades’
refusal to contend for the honor to support his own rival claim: “But since this man
has withdrawn from this undertaking, who has priority over Callimachus?” (touvtou
de; thÅÍ peÇraÍ tauvthÍ a˚festhkovtoÍ tÇÍ Kallimavcou provterovÍ ejstin;).

If  these suggestions are correct, the first sentence in Declamation 1.16 means, “As
for the one making these distinctions [i.e., the father of  Callimachus], Miltiades
should [now] be disputing him for the speech.”

Craig A. Gibson
University of Iowa

19. Miltiades is also called “general” in Decl. 2.5, 20, and 21.
20. As Reader (1996, 205) explains: “The assertion that in military matters the strathgovÍ is superior

to the polevmarcoÍ corresponds to the post-Marathonian constitutional reforms, but not to the situation in
490 bce when the polemarch still served as commander-in-chief. . . .” For further comments on this anach-
ronism in Polemo, see Reader, 194, 202.

21. For the other fathers, cf. Decl. 2.19. For the equation of  polemarchs with generals, see Decl. 1.17
and 2.49.
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