Dio’s First Tarsian Oration and Its Barbarian Posers
Dio of Prusa’s First Tarsian Oration (Or. 33) famously emphasizes the tendency of the Tarsians, its putative audience, to snort, snore, or indulge their flatulence (for flatulence, see Kokkinia 2007). While navigating different rhetorical genres in a variety of ways (Bost-Pouderon 2009), Dio exploits this idiosyncratic noise to suggest that the Greek city-state of Tarsus had suffered eastern influences during the Roman imperial period, and he relies on physiognomic strategies to frame this sound as an indicator of intersecting undesirable attributes. These potentially include luxury, sexual deviance, androgyny, a decline in civic virtue, barbarianism, apaideusia, or Asiatic oratorical practice (Bost-Pouderon 2000, 2003, and 2006: 2.143-79, with bibliography; Swain 1996: 214-16 and 2007: 189-90; Gangloff 2006: 278-82; and Kokkinia 2007: 414-16). 


This essay will examine another feature of Dio’s speech that is of a broad historical and literary significance: its suggestion that the Tarsians and, by implication, other inhabitants of the Near East beyond the Taurus mountains are merely posing as Greeks despite their cultivation of Greek classical idioms. According to Dio, the Tarsians’ eccentric sound constitutes a disease that infects those who hear or make it with the dispositions of sexually deviant barbarians. It is also a sign or symbol that marks such a disposition’s presence beneath external Greek qualities (Or. 33.50-52 and 62). In fact, Dio claims that the sound that the Tarsians emit would make a moderate Greek mistake them for lecherous Aradians or the “most wanton Phoenicians” (Or. 33.41), a people whom many Roman-era authors regarded ambiguously as barbarians who had assumed externally Greek characteristics. Dio even implies that the Tarsians engaged in immoral sex acts that Phoenicians were known to practice (Galen, 12.249 Kühn; The Leiden Polemon A16), and he hints that the same physiognomic methods that could expose a sexual deviant could reveal the inner barbarian characters of such Greek imposters (Or. 33.53-54; compare Gleason 1995: 76-81). In these ways, Dio’s speech inscribes the Tarsians with the dispositions of sexually depraved barbarians and suggests that their Greek practices are a deceptive screen, not components of a truly Greek ethos.
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