How Often Did the Athenian
Dicasteria Meet?

Mogens Herman Hansen

N FOURTH-CENTURY ATHENS the three principal bodies of govern-
ment were the ecclesia, the boule and the dicasteria. The ecclesia was
convoked forty times in a year! and the boule met every day except
on Nuépar adéapor comprising annual festival days, and probably
nuépar amodpddec.? But how often did the dicasteria meet? The only
direct evidence bearing on this question is the famous passage from
Aristophanes’ Wasps in which Bdelycleon explains to his father that
only a fraction of the revenue is paid out to the dicasts as uucdc,
whereas the young, smart politicians keep the lion’s share (660-63).
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The scholiast is undoubtedly right in his explanation that Bdelycleon
arrives at the sum of 150 talents by assuming that 3 obols are paid
out to 6000 jurors on 300 court days (quoted infra n.5).

Most modern historians agree that Aristophanes is exaggerating,?
but apart from stating that the figures 6000 and 300 are inflated, they
leave the problem unsolved and assume without further discussion
that the Athenian courts sat very frequently, quite often daily.* In
this note I shall argue that a study of the Athenian calendar provides
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us with some indirect information pointing to the conclusion that the
number of court days in an ordinary year of 354 days probably
amounted to no less than ca 150 days and no more than ca 200 days.

The maximum of ¢a 200 days is based on the following calculations.
The dicasteria were convened neither on assembly days nor on festival
days.® Furthermore, the dicasteria were probably closed on nuépou
amodpadec, viz. the day of the Plynteria and the days reserved for
homicide trials heard by the Council of the Areopagus.® In the
fourth century the Athenians held forty meetings of the ecclesia during
one year (supra n.l), and the number of annual festival days seems to
have amounted to at least seventy-five.” The number of 7juépou
amogpadec 1s more difficult to assess since a day undoubtedly counted
as amogpac only if the Council of the Areopagus did in fact meet to
hear a homicide case.® Homicide trials were fixed to the 27th, 28th
and 29th of the month, but of the thirty-six possible days probably no
more than, say, ten to fifteen were actually fuépor amodpadec. So the
number of possible court days in a year is 354 — (40+ca 75+ca 15)=ca
225, but the number of actual court days must be somewhat lower.
In the Constitution of Athens 59.1 Aristotle states that the fecpoféron
have the function of fixing the days on which the law courts are to sit.
This provision is absurd if the dicasteria were convened on all possible
court days, and accordingly we can fix the maximum number of
actual court days in a year to ca 200.

It is more difficult to estimate the minimum number of actual
court days, but, on the basis of J. D. Mikalson’s careful study of the
Athenian festival calendar (supra n.3), one could advance the follow-

5 Assembly days: Dem. 24.80, ¢8vvdrov 8 Svroc adlnuepdv éxxAnciav dpa kel Sikacripiov
yevécOar. Festival days: Ps.-Xen. Ath.Pol. 3.8, mpoc 8¢ Tovroic oleclor xpn kai éoprac dyew
xpfivae Abnvaiove, év alc ody oldv Te Suxdlew. xai dyova pév éoprac Sumdaciove 4 of &Ao;
schol. Ar. Wasps 663, eic u” pijvac doyilerar Tov évavrdv, dc 7dv B’ eic éoprac mpoxwpovvrwy.
éxdctw yap TpudBolov Tiic Nuépac [€” Tob puyvoc] rdAavra émoie, e éx Tawv éffic djdov yiverau;
Ar. Thesm. 78-80, émei viv y’ olre T Sikactiipia uédder Sikdlew obre BovAijc écl’ E8pa, émel Tpiry
*crt Oecpodopiwv 1) péen; Lys. 26.6, % yap adpiov fuépa udvn Aovms rob éviavrod éerw, év
8¢ 7avty 1é Au 16 coripr Bucia ylyverar, Swcacriipiov 8¢ mapa Todc viuouc &dvvarov
mAnpwbliva.

¢ Cf. Mikalson, op.cit. (supra n.2) 26.

7 Cf. Mikalson, op.cit. (supra n.3). In Calendar VII on page 202 Mikalson lists 36 firmly
dated and 24 probable annual festival days. To these 60 days must be added 9 annual
festival days coinciding with monthly festival days (¢f. infra n.10) and at least 6 festival
days which cannot be dated, viz. 3 days for the Apatouria and 3 days for the Mysteries at
Agrai (¢f. Mikalson 201).

8 ¢f. Mikalson, op.cit. (supra n.2) 25.
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ing reasons for suggesting that the dicasteria must have been convoked
on more than 150 days during a year.

In addition to the annual festival days the Athenian calendar
included no less than eighty-four monthly festival days, viz. days 1-4
and 6-8 of every month.® On nine occasions, however, a monthly
festival day coincided with an annual festival day, and so the number
of monthly festival days in excess of annual festival days amounts to
seventy-five.l?® Now, Mikalson has demonstrated that the ecclesia was
convoked neither on annual nor on monthly festival days, whereas
the boule did not meet on annual festival days but was regularly
convoked on monthly festival days.!* What about the dicasteria?
In Ps.-Xenophon, Athenaion Politeia 3.8, and the scholium to Aris-
tophanes, Wasps 663 (quoted supra n.5), it is stated without further
specification that the dicasteria did not meet on festival days. On the
other hand, several sources demonstrate that the monthly festival
days were regarded as regular court days.

IG 1121678 lines 27-28: [én]ic[0]H[0]n Bondpopidvoc Tpirye ictauévov
[ r]acri[p]io[v] (¢f. Mikalson, op.cit. [supra n.3] 48).

Hesperia 5 (1936) 393-416 no.10 lines 11-12: [ ITvawo]yudvoc Sevrép[on
{crapévov dukactiipiov] mpdTov Tédv kawv[dv (cf. Mikalson, op.cit. [supra
n.3] 66).

IG 112 1629 lines 204-12: 5'7Tw[c] & av [Kou‘,] o CK‘Y;KIIGLC eanxﬂ&)a,
[Tov]c Oecpobérac mapa[mA]npdcar Sikacripio elc [év]a kai Siaxociove
7o [c]parnyde Tde émi Tac cupp]opiac nipnuévwr év 7dL [M]ovviyidne

pnvi i Sev[t]épar icrauévov (¢f. Mikalson, op.cit. [supra n.3] 138).
Hesperia 5 (1936) 393-413 no.10 lines 115-16: Zkipodopidd[voc Se]uv-

Tépou {cTapévov Sikacrripiov 76 pécfov Tdlv wouvdv (¢f. Mikalson,

op.cit. [supra n.3] 165).12

® Cf. Mikalson, op.cit. (supra n.3) 13-24.

10 Annual festival days coincided with monthly festival days on 7 Hekatombaion(?),
2, 3 and 6 Boedromion, 7 and 8 Pyanopsion, 8 Poseideon( ?), 6 Mounichion, 7 Thargelion.
Cf. Mikalson, op.cit. (supra n.3) 186. 7 Hekatombaion and 8 Poseideon are not mentioned
by Mikalson in his survey on page 186 but discussed on pages 26 and 89.

11 Mikalson, op.cit. (supra n.3) 186-90 and 196-97.

12 A fifth possible example is Dem. 42.5: 706 yap Merayeirvidvoc. .. 75 Sevrépg
icTapévov émolovy of crparnyol Toic Tprakociowc Tac avriddcewc. In this case, however, we do
not know whether the phrase woteiv Tac dvmiddceic indicates a session of a dicasterion or a
meeting of the board of generals.
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So the dicasteria were regularly convened on monthly festival days
like the boule but in opposition to the ecclesia. It is a reasonable
assumption that the Athenians would not have convoked the
dicasteria on monthly festival days if the available number of ‘week-
days’ had sufficed for the business to be transacted by the people’s
court. Now, if the seventy-five monthly festival days are added to the
ca 75 annual festival days, the 40 assembly days and the ca 15 juépou
amoppadec, the number of days left in an ordinary year of 354 days is
ca 150 days. The conclusion seems to be that this number of days was
insufficient, and so the number of actual court days in an ordinary
year can be fixed within the limits of ca 150 days (minimum) and ca
200 days (maximum).

UNIVERSITY OF COPENHAGEN
April, 1979



