Gems, Gender, and the Commoditization of Women in Posidippus’ Lithika
This paper will discuss the use of precious stones as means for exploring concepts of gender in Hellenistic ekphrastic epigrams. While the associations between gems and women have been discussed (Kuttner 2005), I argue that the implications of this relationship have not been fully developed. Underlying the seemingly complementary nature of descriptions in Posidippus’ Lithika (AB 3-7) is a discussion that objectifies women, frequently reducing them to that status of commodities.  
Through the manner in which they were used and understood, gems appear to have held significant gendered connotations. Although precious stones were utilized by both men and women in antiquity, their use was largely divided along gender lines. Men typically were associated with intaglios and signet rings which served as markers of identity and authority, while women generally wore stones as personal adornment (Boardman 2001, Plantzos 1999). Moreover, gemstones were not only gendered in their use, but were even believed by writers of ancient scientific treatises and technical manuals to possess sex (Walton 2001).  Thus masculine stones were thought to be harder, more vibrant and generally superior, whereas the feminine variety were believed to be softer, less lustrous in color and inferior (Theophrastus de Lap. 28, 30-31, Pliny NH 37.92-93). When read within such a context, therefore, I suggest that the manner in which women and precious stones are assimilated must be read as significant. 
By means of Posidippus’ assimilation of gems and women, both are brought into sharp focus under the male desiring gaze. Like the gems that have sensuous and visually stimulating properties, so too do the women who own them. In poem AB 7, for example, the female recipient of a gem, Nikonoe, is described in language similar to that of gems. Particular emphasis is placed on the complementarity of the stone’s golden color to the whiteness of the woman’s skin. Moreover, as the poet draws the reader’s attention to the smooth surfaces of the hard stone and soft body, the boundaries between the two is further diminished. Finally, just as in ekphraseis of gems, the description of the woman is often incomplete, we may have the details of her name just as we sometimes are presented with the name of a particular type of gem and we receive a few details of her appearance. She is reduced from a whole to merely a selection of her parts. In short, through their close comparison to precious stones, women are “lithified,” reduced to the status of objects. 

Women’s status as objects within the poems is supported by their promotion of a discourse of exchange. Although the poems make reference to gems as gifts, a closer reading shows that they function as forms of payment. The “giftness” of these exchanges is undermined by the emphasis on the shared qualities of the stones and their female recipients. To treat both as commodities of similar value implies a commercial rather than an emotional transaction. The relationships privileged in Posidippus’ Lithika AB 3-7 are not those of the recipient and the dedicator, but rather the object and the donor’s objective. Like a form of payment, gems provide men with access to women, giving them the intimacy of unrestricted viewing, and even a kiss (AB 5). In the Lithika, therefore, epigrams and gems both become commodities that, in turn, commodify women. 
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