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When examining the large range of scholarship on Ancient Athenian prostitution, it is rare to 

find a perspective that is both new and engaging. Edward E. Cohen’s 2015 work Ancient 

Athenian Prostitution: The Business of Sex is one such work that presents a refreshing new take 

on the topic. He has done this by undertaking the tremendous task of discussing the thoroughly 

complex nature of Ancient Athenian prostitution within the framework of trade and business. 

Cohen successfully examines Ancient Athenian prostitution through “...the context of the 

economic structure of fourth-century Athens” placing particular emphasis on the “business 

ethics” that effect the “societal and professional values” of the Ancient Athenian sex trade.1 As 

a result, Cohen positions himself as an authority on the complex historical narrative and literary 

evidence that surrounds the Athenian sex trade. Most scholarship on Ancient Athenian 

prostitution chooses to examine it in the context of moral, sexual and gender related studies. 

Cohen even notes this discrepancy – claiming, for example, that male prostitution is only 

1 2. 



72 

spoken of in the context of male sexuality and female prostitution in the context of gender or 

women’s studies, ignoring the economics, trade and business side of the debate. In response to 

this Cohen expertly uses his background in both Ancient Greek and economics to examine 

Ancient Athenian prostitution in an alternative yet still persuasive manner.    

The strength of Cohen’s scholarship relies heavily on the breadth and depth of his literary 

source material. Though his work relates specifically to fourth-century Athens, Cohen is not 

afraid to examine this time period by engaging with literary evidence from a variety of styles 

and periods – including, but not limited to: history and philosophy from Xenophon to Plato; 

Greek plays such as Aristophanes and Menander; Ancient Athenian oratory such as Lysias, 

Aischines and Demosthenes; later sources including Roman plays by Terrence and Plautus; 

and later literary sources such as Lucian’s The Dialogue of the Courtesans. However, he does 

have two main literary sources that he ruminates on in his own text– the first being forensic 

material and the second being comic sources. His discussion of forensic material is in regard 

to the idea that arguments in the courts could only be persuasive if there were elements to truth 

– at least when presented to a jury made up of members of the Athenian male citizen cohort.

His interest in comic sources can be related to the social history that they present, discussed in 

terms of “romantic attachments”, “class conflict”, and “gender issues”.2  

It is in the analysis of such literary sources that Cohen excels at. This is particularly evident in 

his brief but thorough analysis of the Phialai Exeleutherikai – stone inscriptions concerning 

the manumission of slaves. Cohen notes fifty-two of these freed slaves included in the 
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inscription were women and twenty-nine of them were listed as talasiourgoi or ‘wool-workers’. 

Cohen is explicit in his criticism of scholars who have attempted a “corrective approach”3 to 

understanding the position of these wool-workers – Stephen Todd stating that the word was 

“too straight forward”4 thus influencing his interpretation, and Vincent Rosivach who took the 

approach of translating talasiougoi as ‘housewife’ despite the fact that neither the words ‘house’ 

nor ‘wife’ are featured.5 Based on his own reading of the inscription, as well as several social 

and comedic commentaries of the time, Cohen argues that Ancient Athenian wool-workers 

were able to secure the money for their freedom by working in the sex trade. In addition, there 

were many different ways female sex workers were able to gain funds for manumission – such 

as from clients like Olympiodoros who, according to Demosthenes 48.53-5, spent nearly all his 

money on the manumission of a ‘sex worker’ bedecked in gold, an act that caused much 

dissatisfaction among members of Olympiodoros’ own family.  The strength of Cohen’s 

argument rests on interpreting Phialai Exeleutherikai at face value, having prefaced his 

discussion of the document with the extensive history of the intertwining nature of wool-work 

and the Athenian sex trade. 

Cohen’s work also examines the female dominated nature of sexual enterprises. In his brief but 

convincing argument he notes that only a few pornoboskoi6 can be identified as male – for 

example, one male pornoboskoi who is only referenced in the abstract.7 His theory of the 

female dominated business and nature of prostitution is further shown through his analysis of 

its matrilinearity. Although female citizens in Athens are often only known in relation to their 

3  54. 
4  Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Most commonly translated as ‘brothel-keeper’, ‘brothel manager’ or the more derogatory term ‘pimp’. 
7 Aischines 1.188. 



74 
 

male counterparts, female sex workers are seemingly known through their mother’s names 

such as Phano who is described as ‘daughter of Neaira’.8 The family of Neaira and her story 

demonstrates the matrilineal nature of prostitution. Demosthenes casts aspersions on Neaira’s 

parentage. It was her ‘mother’ Nikarete who taught her the ways of being a courtesan, and these 

were ultimately the skills that were to serve her in her profession in later life. Neaira continues 

this tradition in instructing her own daughter Phano.  Further enriching the story of this family 

is the tale of a customer named Epainetos who paid large amounts for sex with both mother 

and daughter, only to be harassed for more money by Stephanos the angry husband and father.9 

The idea that courtesans passed their knowledge on from mother to daughter is a common idea 

in scholarship, however, as with most trades in Athens the business side of the sex trade still 

tends to be seen as patrilineal denying any consideration that women might have had the 

monopoly on these businesses. In this andro-centric tradition, Cohen’s interpretation of the 

literature gives insight into a new and different viewpoint.  

 

Though many aspects of his research are based on thorough analysis, his work is not immune 

to criticism. At the beginning of his book Cohen laments the lack of statistical information in 

relation to the Athenian economy, especially in terms of the sex trade. He attempts to use the 

idea of equivalent purchasing power to remedy this deficiency. An example of this tactic is his 

assessment of Menander’s The Flatterer in which the courtesan was paid three hundred 

drachmas per night which Cohen estimates as $15,000-30,000 USD in twenty-first century 

equivalent purchasing power.10 As there is not a great deal of information on how much people 

were charged, what different acts were worth and how being a brothel member or a courtesan 

                                                 
8 Dem. 59.65. 
9 Dem. 59.64-7; 71. 
10 Line 117 ff. 
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might cause any increase or decrease in price, it is not clear how Cohen managed to estimate 

any equivalency in modern currency. The sources have registered this complexity of cost 

variations, even alluding to rumours that a man named Lykon was notorious for determining 

“...precisely what each female prostitute in Athens sought to charge”,11 suggesting Cohen’s 

efforts may still fall short.  

In focusing his work on the fourth century Cohen narrows the scope of his inquiry. It is not 

clear as to why Cohen has been motivated to study this particular time period. It can be assumed, 

based on the textual and literary examples that Cohen uses, that he chose fourth-century Athens 

because of an abundance of source material to examine, analyse and criticise. Scholars, such 

as Leslie Kurke, have extensively examined evidence of prostitution – in terms of the nature 

of the sex trade, economic and monetary aspects, and those who worked within it – with a focus 

on the Archaic Greeks. Thus, a main criticism of Cohen’s work is that he has not examined the 

situation outside of his limited paradigm. Taking a broader chronological approach which while 

making his book subject to more conjecture than analysis, would have expanded his sources 

and opened the door to more visual source material. This leads to another issue in that Cohen 

does not engage thoroughly with non-literary evidence. Though his purpose is to examine the 

Athenian sex trade through the lens of business and economics his lack of visual evidence is 

rather conspicuous. An example of this demotion of non-textual sources is his discussion of 

the occasional image of wool-working in relation to brothel pornai who would have engaged 

in that role as well as sex work. In this instance he chooses to place the crux of the argument 

on his reading of the Phialai Exeleutherikai – while using the visual evidence only as 

occasional and ancillary additions to his analysis.  

11 164. 
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While this work is a new and engaging piece of complex scholarship that belongs to the 

distinctive corpus of Ancient Athenian prostitution history and social commentary, some 

aspects such as expanding the chronology and expansion of the available source material could 

make excellent additions to later editions. While Cohen’s work opens the door to a varied 

approach of such a complex and often ‘taboo’ subject matter, in order to expand his scope 

should include the non-literary source material. Akin to Andrew Lear and Eva Cantarella’s 

Images of Ancient Greek Pederasty, examining those sex workers left behind due to Cohen’s 

omission of a vast quantity of visual source material.  




