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THE BODY IN MIND: MEDICAL IMAGERY IN SOPHOCLES

ABssTrACT: This article analyses the depiction of mental and physical pain in Sophoclean tragedy,
showing how Sophocles uses medical imagery to explore fundamental problems in the person-
ality and behaviour of his protagonists. It argues that the concentration of medical language at
certain moments in particular plays not only makes the scenes more graphic and credible, but
also articulates the causes and consequences of the characters’ predicament. Particular attention
is given to Ajax’s delusions and maddening shame, Heracles’ agony and Deianeira’s mistake,
and Philoctetes’ intransigence and resentment. Sophocles’ sustained and detailed engagement
with medical language and thought reveals him to be (no less than Aeschylus or Euripides)
deeply interested in the wider intellectual and scientific issues of his time.

The aim of this article is to investigate the depiction of pain (both mental and
physical) in Sophoclean tragedy,' focusing in particular on how Sophocles deploys
contemporary medical language and imagery in order to articulate the suffering
of his protagonists and their responses to it.> Though all the surviving plays and
fragments will be considered, our discussion will concentrate on the three plays
which foreground with particular vividness the physical and mental agonies of
their central figures, namely Ajax and Philoctetes in their name plays and Heracles
in Trachiniae. 1 hope to show that a fuller consideration of physical and mental
suffering, and especially of the medically charged concepts of pain and disease,
can help us to gain not only a better understanding of the dramas themselves, but
also of how fifth-century Greeks thought about the body and its importance to the
individual’s sense of self.

I am grateful to Douglas Cairns, Laura Swift, and the Editors of Hermes for their helpful
comments.

! For an overview of previous studies of Sophocles’ presentation of physical suffering, and
an illuminating discussion of the reception of Trachiniae and Philoctetes from the perspective of
physical pain, see BUDELMANN (2007).

2 For Sophocles and medical language, see LonG (1968) 567, 132-5; CLARKE Kosak (1999),
(2006); CescHr (2002-3), (2005), (2009); Craik (2003); MitcHELL-Boyask (2012). On medicine
and tragedy more generally, see MILLER (1944); CoLLINGE (1962); FerrINt (1978); PADEL (1992);
GuaRrDASOLE (2000); Craik (2001); CLarRKE Kosak (2004), (2005); MircHELL-Boyask (2008);
HorwmEs (2008), (2010) 228-74. The fullest study of Sophocles thus far (Ceschr (2009)) is partic-
ularly strong on technical aspects of vocabulary (for example, words shared with the Hippocratic
corpus), but more remains to be said about the dramatic impact of physical and mental pain and
the use of contemporary medical language to describe it.
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260 WILLIAM ALLAN

I: Ancient Medicine and Ancient Thought

But before we turn to the plays themselves, let us start by briefly considering
the relationship between ancient Greek medicine and literature more generally.
Although ancient medicine has been an area of increasing interest in recent years,
scholarship tends to focus on technical medical treatises, written by and for ancient
medical practitioners.? Yet the way we think about our bodies, how they work, and
what goes wrong with them, influences the way we perceive the broader world,
and the kinds of ideas and metaphors we use to describe other experiences.* So, in
addition to the technical material on medicine, we must also look at ancient Greek
literature as a whole, which is written neither for nor by medical experts but for
ordinary people, and investigate how contemporary beliefs about the body and
medicine affect the way that ancient writers use medical or physical language to
describe both the world around them and the behaviour of individuals within it.>
With the exception of Thucydidean scholarship (especially RECHENAUER
(1991)), work on Greek literature’s interaction with medicine tends to focus on the
Hellenistic period (for example, the role of ‘melancholy’ in Hellenistic poetry)® and,
in particular, on late antiquity, under the influence of the large surviving corpus of

3 KruG (1985); RiLL (1999) 118-31; NutToN (2004); LEVEN (2005); VAN DER Bk (2005) 1-42;
Brockmann et al. (2009) offer insightful discussions of recent work on ancient medicine. On doctors
writing for doctors, see KoLLEScH (1991).

4 On body and mind in contemporary debates about cognition and consciousness, see JOHNSON
(1987); Lakorr and JoHNSON (1999); GALLAGHER (2005); Rowranps (2008). For ancient models
of the self, see NussBauM (1986); OsTENFELD (1987); WiLLIaMS (1993); GiLL (1995) 5-19, (1996a);
CLARKE (1999); CaIrns (1993), (2008). Lroyp (1987) 172-214 discusses the pervasiveness of
metaphor in ancient Greek language and thought, both popular and scientific; cf. also Skopa (1988).
A Sophoclean example: Tecmessa describes Ajax’s madness as a ‘turbulent storm’ of sickness: Atag
Boleo® / neltan yeLudVL voonoag (Ajax 206-7). The metaphors used to describe both the body
and the mind are culturally specific and often change in line with technological developments: thus
the ancient view of the heart as a furnace (used by Aristotle among others) was eventually replaced
by the model of the heart as a kind of pump (the pump, invented in the 16! century, being unknown
to ancient thinkers); similarly, our model of the brain has changed from one of clockwork (in the
time of Newton) to the computer (in the later 20" century) and now to multiple interconnected
computers or processors (i.e. neural networks in the brain). For the evolution of ideas about the
brain, see FINGER (2001), RorLs (2012). Diseases too are described in ways that reflect current
ideas: PapeL (1992) 50 n. 2 points to, for example, ‘images of tuberculosis as “spiritualized” ro-
mantic consciousness, “aestheticized” death, and of cancer as an alien, mutant nonself in self. Each
expressed culturally determined fears, patterned by contemporary psychology and technology.’

5 As Frepe (1987) 225 observes, ‘Throughout antiquity the relation between philosophy and
medicine was very close’; on these links, cf. also EDELSTEIN (1987); LoNGRIGG (1993) 6-103;
Hanxkinson (1998b) 50; van per Enk (2008). By contrast, I focus here on popular ideas about
medicine and the body, and how these ideas feature in tragedy, a genre of mass public entertain-
ment, rather than the more rarefied world of philosophy.

 On melancholy, TooHEY (2004) takes a broader chronological view; cf. also van DER Euk
(2005) 139168 for the influence of Aristotle’s ideas about melancholy.
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The Body in Mind: Medical Imagery in Sophocles 261

Galen’s medical works.” As a result the role of medical thought in earlier literature
is comparatively neglected.® Yet the literature of the archaic and classical period
was of unique importance for the shaping of Greek thought, including scientific
and medical thought.? Moreover, epic and tragedy are genres which deal above all
with human suffering, and thus with both physical and mental pain. So by looking
more closely at the depiction of pain in Sophoclean tragedy, we can better under-
stand how medical ideas and the physicality of Greek thought are fundamental
not only to the shaping of ancient Greek literary works but also to the response of
contemporary audiences to them.

As recent research in the cognitive sciences has shown (n. 4 above), and as the
ancient Greeks already knew, the body and the mind are not separate entities, but
are deeply interconnected.'” The Greeks saw no dualism between the physical and
the mental: they were pre-Cartesian and all the better for it. The author of On the
Sacred Disease, for example, uses the acknowledged interconnectedness of body
and mind to support his novel argument that mental illnesses, including epilepsy,
have physical causes:

AN yaQ aitog 6 Eyréparog TohTov 10D TGbEog, homep nal
TOV AV vovonudtov tdv peyliotov: 0téw d¢ Tdmm nal €€ oing
0P dolog yivetal, £y Gpodow cupéwe.

The fact is that the brain is the cause of this affliction, as it is of other very serious diseases.
How this comes about and the reason for it I will now clearly explain.
(On the Sacred Disease, 6)'!

70n Galen’s conception of medicine and nature, see e.g. FrReNcH (1994) 184-95; NutTON
(2004) 216-47.

8 MrtcHELL-Bovask (2008), (2012) and HoLmes (2010) are notable exceptions, though the
latter focuses on Euripides rather than Sophocles in her discussion of tragedy, stating that (233-4)
‘Sophocles’ relationship to the new medicine remains controversial.” One goal of this paper, there-
fore, is to stress the extent to which Sophocles is no less ready than Euripides (or Aeschylus) to
engage with contemporary medical ideas, using them (as do his fellow tragedians) to make the pain
suffered by his characters all the more realistic and vivid for his audience.

9 On the narrative qualities of ancient diagnosis, for example, see PEARCY (1992).

10 For Greek medical models of the mind, and the mind’s connection with physical processes,
see HankinsoN (1991); cf. ScHorELD (1991) 33 on Heraclitus’ theory of the soul: ‘Certainly the
talk of fire, water and earth will no longer do. But otherwise, I submit, Heraclitus is near enough
right and (as important) obviously right. Our selves, if not bodies, are very much functions of our
bodies; and the crucial fact about them is that they are continually subject to opposite processes of
psychological and (like everything else in the physical world) physical transformation.” As FREDE
(1987) 227 observes, it would be a mistake to see ancient philosophers engaging in therapy of the
soul while doctors do therapy of the body: ‘Both philosophers and physicians tended to assume
that an interest in the soul was an interest in the various life-functions, like procreation, growth
and nutrition, respiration, perception, thought — and both had an in interest in all these functions.’
See also WRIGHT and PoTTER (2000); PigeauD (2006).

1 The author of On the Sacred Disease does not reject religion (or as LLoyp (1979) 26 neatly
puts it, ‘Indeed his view is not that no disease is divine, but that all are: all are divine and all are
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262 WILLIAM ALLAN

Similarly, as HANKINSON points out, Galen believed that what we now call the phi-
losophy of mind must be based on neurology — a notion strikingly close to modern
ideas about the physical brain as the basis for the study of behaviour.'? Thus, the
way one sees reality, the Greeks recognized, was shaped by physical processes, so
that, for example, an illness could be linked to a state of mind such as depression,
or as a fragment of Sophocles puts it, TixTovOoL Y&Q TOL ROl VOoOUS duoOHupion
(‘For diseases too are caused by depressions’, Soph. Tyro fr. 663 R)

Moreover, as much recent work on Greek ethics and the emotions has shown, a
particular culture’s understanding of the body and the self, though based on univer-
sal physical and neurophysiological processes, is crucially shaped by higher-level
judgements and social interactions and therefore varies with the norms and values
of that culture.!? In other words, we have to try to relate the physical and mental
suffering of Sophocles’ characters to ideas about disease, pain, and the vulnerability
of the human self current in the fifth century BC. So when a character says, ixoav
oM ®AOTovol papudnm xolv (‘They wash away bitter bile with bitter medi-
cines’, Soph. fr. 854 R), Sophocles is drawing on the contemporary notion of the
humours (yellow bile, black bile, blood, and phlegm — familiar from Hippocratic
medicine), and on the idea (also found in the Hippocratics, e. g. Nature of Man 4,
Ancient Medicine 14) that health consists of a proper balance or harmony between
the body’s different elements, including its humours.'4

11: Fifth-Century Medicine and the Tragic Audience

During Sophocles’ long life the new scientific discipline of medicine was assert-
ing its authority in competition with traditional ways of understanding the human
body, such as those of root-cutters, midwives, wandering healers, practitioners of

natural’), but his focus on physical cause and explanation does mark a crucial break with older views
where the supernatural element is paramount. For the combination of religious and rational elements
in the Hippocratic corpus, see HANKINSON (1998a); Jouanna (1999) 181-209; Laskaris (2002).

12 HankinsoN (1991) 216. Cf. also SINGER (1997) xxxix, 15076 on Galen’s treatise The
Soul’s Dependence on the Body.

13 Thus, as the body and mind are interconnected, so too are emotions and the mind, since
emotion requires cognition (after all, something without a brain cannot have even the most basic of
emotions, e. g. fear of a predator). The belief-based character of emotion continues to be explored
by the cognitive and affective sciences (e. g. RoLLs (2005)), but was also known to the Greeks, as
when Aristotle argues that pathé (emotions) play a basic role in phronésis (practical wisdom): cf.
ForTEnBAUGH (1975); KonsTaN (2006); KristiAnssoN (2007) 17-19; PakaLuk and PEARSON
(2011) (with further bibliography).

14 For the balance of powers in the body, and its overlap with fifth-century political discussions
of isonomia, see MiTCHELL-Boyask (2012) 318-19.
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The Body in Mind: Medical Imagery in Sophocles 263

‘temple medicine’, and magicians.!> We can see this competition reflected in the
plays themselves, as when Ajax opposes proper medicine to mere magic:

0V OGS aTEOD 0oPoD
Oonvelv EndAg TOOG TOUMVTL TTNUOTL.

AJAX: Itis not the way of a wise doctor
to wail incantations over a pain that needs surgery. (Ajax 581-2)

The increasing authority of the iatros is reflected in the so-called Ode to Man, the
first stasimon of Antigone, where medicine is listed as the final item, rounding off
a catalogue of skills (including language, thought, and social organization) that
characterize human progress (similarly Prometheus in [Aesch.] PV 477-83):

%ol GOEYHOL Ral AVENOEY

dedéVNua nal dotuvopoug

00YaG €010GEMTO nal duoalAmY
AV Va0 QeLol kol

dvoopPoa deltyery BEA

TOVTOTTOQOG AIT0QOG €T OVOEY EQYETAL
T pEAov- Ada pdvov

$eDvEL o endEeTon

voowv &’ aunydvov puyog
Euunépooaortar.

And he taught himself speech

and wind-quick thought

and the temper for civic order,

and how to escape exposure to inhospitable frosts

and the harsh shafts of rain —

resourceful in all! Resourceless he meets nothing

that might occur. Only from Hades

will he procure no escape;

but escape from irresistible diseases

he has devised. (Ant. 354-64)

The Chorus acknowledge that medicine cannot defeat death, but their emphasis is
on its wondrous ability to prolong human life in the face of disease.

Tragedy was a form of mass entertainment, and so we might ask how much
knowledge of medicine the dramatists could expect in their audiences. First, the
gap between expert and lay knowledge of medicine was likely to be smaller in the
ancient world than it is now.'® And second, since tragedy, as a form of popular art,
had to be readily intelligible to its audience and could not afford to be obscure, the
fact that tragedy (as we shall see) is full of medical language and imagery suggests

15 AMuNDSEN (1977); Lroyp (1979) 38-9; Corpes (1994); Nurton (2004) 63; VAN DER
Euk (2005) 20.

16 Several Hippocratic treatises are addressed to a general audience (e. g. Breaths, The Science
of Medicine, The Nature of Man), while Aristotle speaks of the man ‘who has studied medicine as
part of his general education’ but does not practise it (Pol. 1282a3-8).
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264 WILLIAM ALLAN

widespread audience familiarity with contemporary medical ideas — perhaps not
in great technical detail, but at least in outline.!” Moreover, when Teucer describes
Ajax’s corpse using the word o0QLyyeg in the medical sense of ‘ducts or channels
in the body’,'® or when Neoptolemus speaks of the ‘vein of black blood’ bursting
from Philoctetes’ foot,'” using a phrase (aipogoayns GAéy) that is attested else-
where only in the Hippocratic corpus,?’ perhaps this suggests that many apparently
technical ideas were more or less common knowledge.?! In any case, since most
doctors were itinerant, they were hard to hold to account, and so a patient would
be responsible for his own health and it was in his own interests to have a basic
understanding of the body, its illnesses and its cures.??

Just as the disciplinary boundaries between doctors and other types of healer
were flexible (so that Hippocratic authors could borrow from the ‘folk medicine’
of drugsellers, rootcutters, and the like), so there was no fixed boundary between
genres of medical and non-medical writing or thought, and thus medical ideas
could influence authors in a variety of other genres: Plato’s Timaeus (81e—82a), for
example, presents the body as composed of earth, fire, water, and air (a version of
the four element theory clearest in Empedocles (DK 31B96, 31B98) but also found
in the Hippocratics), while Thucydides’ description of the plague in Athens shows
awareness of contemporary medical ideas such as that overcrowding can lead to
disease and that sickness can be spread by contagion (2.47-54).23

In the case of tragedy, its connection to medicine is even stronger, since both
are concerned first and foremost with the problem of human suffering and its
causes.?* Tragedy’s depiction of physical and mental agony exploits the visceral

17 For medical language in Attic Old Comedy, another genre of popular entertainment, see
MILLER (1945); BYL (1990); RobriGUEZ ALFAGEME (1995); FoLEy (2000).

18 11 yao Bgouol / 00QLyyeg dve Gpuodol péhay / pévog (‘For still the warm channels are
spouting upwards his black might’, Ajax 1411-13); FingLass (2011) 523 compares the ‘white(?)
might’ of Archil. fr. 196a.52 W.

19i80hg vé ol viv iy #oT00TAleL dépag, / péhava T ExQOov TIg TaQEQQWYEY TOdOG /
aipogoayns dAEY (‘Sweat is drenching his whole body and a vein of black blood has burst out
from his heel’, Phil. 823-5).

20 Cf. CEscHi (2009) 89-91.

21 “Black blood’ (nn. 18-19) is in itself a familiar idea from Homer onwards (e. g. I. 4.149),
suggesting that the role of colour in scientific humoral theory (black and yellow bile) has its roots
in popular thought, where naturally colour plays a role in physical description; cf. the ‘white brains’
(Aevndv puehov) of Trach. 781 and the yAwEOV aipa (‘fresh blood’, but calling to mind colour
too) of Trach. 1055 (both discussed below).

22 For evidence of charlatanism (i. e. unqualified people pretending to be doctors), see DEAN-
JonEs (2003).

23 Cf. PARRY (1969); RECHENAUER (1991); CLARKE Kosak (2000) 51; Jouanna (2005). On
demographic density and disease in the ancient Mediterranean, see GRMEK (1991) 95-9.

24 As PADEL (1992) 98 observes of mental trauma, ‘Tragedy, like medicine, is needed because
something within goes wrong. Both exist to explore the casualties and consequences of things going
wrong inside.” Cf. also PARKER (1983) 243-8; PaDEL (1995); GILL (1996b).
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The Body in Mind: Medical Imagery in Sophocles 265

fascination of viewing pain in order to encourage the audience to think about the
meaning of the heroes’ suffering.”> The effect on the audience is manifold: the
spectator is prompted to fear the effects of disease, be revolted by it, and (most of
all) feel pity for the sufferer, as is perhaps clearest in the case of Philoctetes, where
Neoptolemus’ marked sympathy for the hero’s pain guides that of the audience. The
tragedians may go beyond the medical writers in their search for psychological,
moral, religious, and philosophical reasons why humans suffer, but their focus on
such influences as fate, chance, and the gods has an ironic and bracing effect: for
while tragedy can exploit medical language to pinpoint pain and its causes, it also
shows characters who cannot overcome disease and suffering (Ajax and Heracles
die, while Philoctetes’ cure is possible only with divine assistance).

There has been much scholarly work in recent years on ‘the body’, especially
the female body, in ancient thought.?® My focus here is more on the male body,?’
or rather on the suffering of three particular men, since to speak abstractly of ‘the
body’?8 risks obscuring the fact that what is of interest in tragedy is not bodies per
se, but people, and the relationships they have with other people. Moreover, to focus
solely on ‘the body’ would obscure the fact that physical pain is always bound up
with mental suffering. So when the pain of others is communicated to us by their
gestures, facial expressions, and (most of all) words, we imaginatively recreate their
condition by drawing on our own experience of physical and mental discomfort.

Like any other ancient Greek genre, tragedy displays both cohesion and variety.
Each of the three major tragedians has a distinct style, yet there is more to unite
them than to set them apart,?® and this is equally true of their transformation of
medical material. All three use medical language in a variety of ways, whether to
describe a particular character’s pain (for example, Orestes’ fear that Apollo will
inflict a horrible skin-disease on him if he fails to avenge his father)*® or to apply
the imagery of disease to social breakdown, as when in Euripides’ Heracles Thebes
is repeatedly said to be ‘sick with stasis’.3!

25 On the pleasurable experience of tragedy, see HALLIwELL (2011) 222-32.

26 E.g. LLoyp (1983) 58—111; DEAN-JONES (1994); KING (1998); FLEMMING (2000).

27 For detailed analyis of the male body in tragedy, see HawLEy (1998); HoLmEs (2008);
MircHELL-Boyask (2008), (2012).

28 As does CAWTHORN (2008).

29 See most recently RUTHERFORD (2012) 399—411.

0 saguav trapfarioag, dyoloug yvabowg / Aeyfivog £EécBovtag dgyatav ¢poou, /
Aevnog 0¢ nopoag T’ émavtélhery voowt (‘[The oracle predicted sicknesses] that invade the
flesh, ulcers eating away its natural condition with savage jaws, and white hairs sprouting forth
on this disease’, Aesch. Cho. 280-2); for the medical language here, see GARVIE (1986) 114-15;
FowLER (2007) 310; cf. also STANFORD (1942) 54—7 and DUMORTIER (1975).

31 grdoeL vooodoov Thvd’ émeomeomv mOMv (‘He [Lycus] attacked this city when it was sick
with civil strife’, Her. 34; also 272, 542); cf. Brock (2000).
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266 WILLIAM ALLAN

Though Aeschylus and Euripides regularly depict both madness and physical
pain,3? Sophocles is notable for the way he relates the disorders afflicting Ajax,
Heracles, and Philoctetes to their specific characters; or, to put it in more medical
terms, madness (in the case of Ajax) and physical agony (in the case of Heracles
and Philoctetes) are the symptoms of heroic suffering, whose cause is the very
nature (or physis) of the patient himself. These heroes’ diseases are beyond human
medicine, not so much because they are caused by the gods (as with the delusions
imposed by Athena upon Ajax), but because to overcome them would mean ‘cur-
ing’ the heroes of their own character.

II1: The Plays

In the Ajax Athena drives the hero mad not only to prevent him from killing
the Achaean leaders, but also to punish him for his attempt. Athena gloats over
Ajax’s v6o0g of madness® and imputes to Odysseus a natural fear of mad people:
uepnvot’ dvdoa megipavirg oxvels idetv; (‘Do you shrink from seeing a man
who is manifestly mad?’, Ajax 81). Ajax’s madness is itself a form of punishment
since it is a shameful state, or at least one likely to result in shameful acts. Strik-
ingly, however, as the play progresses, the language of disease is transferred from
Ajax’s madness to his sense of shame.

Tecmessa speaks of the véov dlyog afflicting Ajax as he realizes what he
has done, and she observes how the véoog of madness has been replaced by new
agonies:

%nal VOV peoviHog vEov dhyog Exel
TO Y0 €0AeV00ELY Oixela O,
undevog GAlov mapamedEavtog,
ueydhag 600vog votelvel.

TECMESSA: And now, though sane, he has fresh pain;

for to look upon self-inflicted sufferings,

when no one else has contributed to them,

lays before one great agonies. (Ajax 259-62)3

32 E.g. the madness of Orestes (Aesch. Eum., Bur. IT, Or.: cf. Smrta (1967)), Heracles (Her.),
and Agave (Bacchae), or the agonies of Creon and his daughter (Medea).

B gy 68 portdVT’ dvdga pavidow vooolgs / dhrouvov, eloéBallov eig Eoun naxd (‘But
as the man wandered in maddening sickness, I urged him on and cast him into the nets of disaster’,
Ajax 59-60); de{Ew d¢ ol ool THVIE TEQLPAVT) VOOOV, / (b TAOLY AQye{oloty eiotddv H0of|g
(‘I shall show you too this disease in full view, so that you may tell all the Argives what you have
seen, Ajax 66—7). On the opening scene’s contrast between Athena’s actual attitude to Ajax (made
clear to Odysseus) and Ajax’s deluded view of her loyalty and support (cf. 91-117), see NOOTER
(2012) 32-4.

3+ For Ajax’s madness now replaced by a new ‘sickness’, cf. 274-6, 279-80, 337-8.
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As we saw earlier in our discussion of lines 581-2 (0¥ 7QOg iotEoD codhoD /
Bonvelv Emmddg TEOS TopdVIL T HOTL), Ajax himself applies the idea of surgery
to his shame, as if the only possible cure were suicide (cutting out the shame from
his body with the sword): Ajax is, by implication, the ‘clever doctor’, but one who
paradoxically takes a life (his own). The Chorus react to Ajax’s personal diagnosis
(suicide is the only solution) by calling him dvoOegdmevtog (‘hard to cure’):

noi pot duobepdmevtog Alog

Ebveotiy £pedoog, duoL pot,

Oelq pavia Ebvaviog:

CHORUS: And Ajax, hard to cure,

is here beside me, a fresh wrestler for me to compete against® — oh! oh! —

living with a god-sent madness. (Ajax 609-11)3

Yet both of Ajax’s sicknesses (his madness and his suicidal shame) are tied to
fundamental traits of his character, namely his desire for due honour (which he
feels has been denied him) and his refusal to yield or change his mind. When Ajax
makes his great speech about change and alternation (646-83), the audience know
that he would have to change his very nature to continue living. In other words,
Ajax is his sickness, and the tragedy resides in his inability to be anyone else.’

In contrast to the Ajax, both Trachiniae and Philoctetes focus much more in-
tensely on sheer physical pain rather than madness or the mental agony of shame,
and both plays associate the sickness of the hero with his being ‘wild’ or ‘bestial’,
though they do it in different ways. When Deianeira asks if Heracles is still alive,
Lichas replies ‘I left him alive and strong, flourishing, and not afflicted by any
disease’ (ywy¢ ol ¢’ Ehewtov ioyvovtd te / nal Thvra nai Bdhhovta nov
voow Bauv, Trach. 234-5), a reply which prepares for the depiction of Heracles’
body and its destruction later in the play.>®

As the paragon of male strength and physical force, Heracles is the ideal figure
in whom to witness the wasting and pain of disease. Hyllus’ eye-witness account
of his father’s reaction to the poisoned garment is presented in strikingly medical

35 The metaphor is taken from wrestling, where an £¢&dgog denotes someone who waits to
take on the winner of a contest (cf. GARVIE (1986) 283 on Aesch. Cho. 866-8). Since the Chorus
are far less powerful than their ruler, the image foreshadows their failure to prevent Ajax’s suicide.

36 For other terms of pathology and therapy applied to Ajax, cf. maQamhixt® yeol (230),
doéveg dudotoodol (447), ovnéTL oUVTEOPOLS / OQYas Eumedog (639—40), Evv dodpaddoty
xail Toyet Indnpatt (833), dvotpdmehog (913); also n. 18 above.

37 As SivoN (1978) 130 observes, ‘The poet has simultaneously portrayed a sickness that has
no simple cure and a hero who must die because he can accept nothing less than a definitive cure.’

38 A similarly ironic preparation for Heracles’ pain is given by the repeated references to ‘paean’
(a genre associated with healing, among other things) in the Chorus’ song at 205-24, which also
uses hymeneal language to celebrate the return of Heracles to his marital home; cf. Swirr (2010)
65, 253. The Chorus’ optimistic combination of healing and marriage foreshadows the imminent
destruction of Heracles by his wife and because of his lust.
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terms. Heracles suffers a ‘convulsive pain, biting into his bones’ (N\A0e 8’ 6oTéwV
/ 6dayuog avtionaotog, Trach. 769-70), and then:

ARELVOG G firovoe rai dudOUVog
OTOQAYHOS AU TOD TAeVUOVWV AvOpaTo,
péoypag moddg viv, deBgov 1 huyitetal,
oimteL OGS Apdinhvotov éx TOVTOU TETEAY
1OUNG 0¢ Aeunov Huelov éxgaivel, uEoov
%1QATOG OLOOTAEEVTOS OiHaTOC 07 Opod.

HYLLUS: When Heracles heard this [i.e. Lichas’ report of Deianeira’s gift], and a painful
spasm seized his lungs,

he grabbed him by the foot, where the joint bends in the socket,

and hurled him onto the sea-washed rock;

and the white brains dripped from his hair,

as his skull was shattered and blood spattered everywhere. (Trach. T77-82)

The physical detail (Iungs in spasm, joint and socket, dripping brains) is graphic.
Once onstage Heracles suffers a number of agonizing attacks (964ff.), and
describes the poison’s effect with no less clinical precision:

mhevQaiol YO TEOoHay 0V €x uev éoydtag
PéPowne odorag, mAetuovog T° dotneiog
Qodet Evvorrodv- £x 8¢ yhweov aipd pov
mémmrev 0N, nal dEdOaguon dépog

TO AV, APEAoTY THOE XELOWOELS TEd.

HERACLES: Plastered to my sides,

it has devoured my inmost flesh, and living within me

it drains my bronchial tubes. It has already drunk my fresh blood,
and my whole body is wasted,

as I am mastered by these unspeakable shackles. (Trach. 1053-7)%

Heracles’ lament ‘my whole body is wasted’” (1056—7) sums up the catastrophic
reveral he has suffered: once the strongest of men, he is now unable to resist the pain
and begs to be killed (1013—16, 1041-3, 1085-8). His complaint that the illness has
made him a woman* not only underlines his powerlessness, but also stresses the
disastrous impact of his own masculinity (or hyper-masculinity). For Deianeira had

3 Further medical echoes: peAdyyohog (573, the Hydra’s poison), Ogoufddeis oot (702,
the poison’s effect), didloTQodov / dPOaAuOV (794-5, Heracles’ eyes roll in pain and frenzy),
€omdto (786), omaopotiot (805), omaouog (1082, Heracles’ convulsions), €v ducomalldxtolg
000vaug (959, his inescapable pain), dtfjEe Thevedv (1083), fjvOnxrev (1089, the growing disease),
dvaBpog (1103, Heracles’ unhinged joints).

9010’ @ Ténvov, TOMMooV- oixTEOV T pe / ToMoIow 0ixtedv, HoTIc Hhote maBévog
/ B£Bouya xhaimv, xol T6d* 0V’ dv &ig mote / TOVS® Evdoa dain mdcl’ ideiv dedoaxdra,
/ GAN doTévonrtog aigv elyouny xoxols. / viv &’ éx toovtov BfjAug ndonuot Tédhag (‘Pity
me, who am pitiable in the eyes of many, I who am roaring and crying like a woman, and no one
could say he ever saw this man do such a thing before, for I always endured my sufferings without
groaning. But now, instead, I’'m found to be a pathetic woman’, Trach. 1070-5).
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seen herself as curing Heracles from the ‘sickness’ (nosos) of his desire for Iole (cf.
445, 544, 553-4),*! but the man who had killed the beast-like river god Achelous
(9-21) and the Centaur Nessus (562—8) because of his desire for Deianeira, and
destroyed Iole’s city to possess her (351-68), is undone by his own lust, tortured
by poison disguised as a love philtre, which Deianeira unwittingly applies to the
robe. Heracles calls for a ‘chanter’ or ‘skilled surgeon’ to ‘charm away’ his pain
(tig yap dowddg, Tig 0 xewpotéyvag / tatogiag, O Tavd’ dtav / xmolg Znvog
rataxniioet;, 1000-2), but is destroyed by the ‘charm’ (xnAntiolov, 575) of
Nessus, who proves to be a lethal paguoneig (1140).4

Again, as with Ajax, the hero’s sickness embodies his character: the lustful and
violent Heracles, who like Achelous and Nessus combines elements of the divine
(son of Zeus, civilizing hero) and the bestial (ruled by physical urges), is struck
by ‘wild’ pain and disease.*> The Old Man warns Hyllus:

otya, Ténvov, un #Lviong
ayolov 6d0VNV TATEOG MUOPQOVOG.

OLD MAN: Quiet, my son, do not stir
the wild pain of your fierce father! (Trach. 974-5)

And Heracles himself cries:

Bogoxel &’ av, Bodoxel dethaia
dohoDo’ Nuag

amotifartog dyela vooog.

HERACLES: It leaps up again, it leaps up

to destroy me, this miserable,
unapproachable, wild disease! (Trach. 1027-30)

Disgusted by his ‘womanish tears’ (n. 40), Heracles reasserts his authority and
brutal masculinity in the end, forcing Hyllus to marry Iole or else endure a paternal
curse (1216-51).* Though Hyllus points to Iole’s part in the deaths of both his
parents, Heracles’ sexual possessiveness wins out.*> Heracles dies in agony, but

41 Deianeira claims that she will not succumb to the ‘sickness’ (nosos) of jealousy (491), but
she is deceiving herself. ‘Has not one man, Heracles, slept with many women?’, she asks (459-60),
pretending not to care, but this is the first time he has brought a conquest back to their marital home.
On Deineira’s rash decision-making and its consequences, see HaLL (2009).

42 This point is well made by SEGAL (1981) 92-3, who discusses the ‘nightmarish inversion
of real medicine’ here; cf. also GoLpHILL (2012) 1617 on the ambiguity of pharmaka as both
poison and cure in tragedy.

43 As Bias (1966) 228 remarks, ‘The disease of Heracles represents the intensification of the
lust inherent in his nature.’

4 So extreme is Heracles’ demand, Hyllus wonders if he is not also afflicted by the nosos of
madness (1230-1, 1235-6, 1241).

4 und’ dhhog avdedv toig épolg hevpoig Opod / xhbeioav abTnv dvl cod Aafpn moté,
/ AN abtdg, O mal, TodTo ®Ndevoov Aéxog (‘Let no other man but you take the woman who
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the play’s closing allusions to his apotheosis (1191-1215, 1252-63)* suggest a
consolation for his suffering and a cure beyond human medicine, thus proving his
own diagnosis right, but in an unexpected way:

Tig Y& Gowdag, Tig O (eloTéYVaS
lotogtag, 0g Tavd’ dtav
KOOGS ZNVOS RATARNANOEL;

HERACLES: What singer of incantations, what skilled practitioner
of medicine will cast a spell

over this affliction apart from Zeus? (Trach. 1000-2)*"

Unlike Heracles’ affliction, Philoctetes’ disease is there from the start and pervades
the entire play. Equally insistent is the physical realism of Philoctetes’ condition:
Odysseus reports that the hero was abandoned on Lemnos because ‘his foot was
dripping from a flesh-eating disease’ (voo® xatootdtovta dtofoom modda, Phil.
7), and graphic descriptions of Philoctetes’ spasms and the smelly, suppurating pus
oozing from his foot encourage us to share Neoptolemus’ pity for him.*® These
descriptions are full of medical language:

0ovd’ 0¢ Ogguotdrav aipddo xnuopévay EAnéwv
£vONov odog Nrtiolol GpALOLG

HOTEVVAOELE, <OTOOUOS> €l TIG EUTEToL,
$oePadog T yag ELDV:

CHORUS: [He had] no one to lull to sleep with gentle herbs
the hot flux oozing from the ulcers of his infested foot,
if a spasm should attack,

gathering something from the nurturing earth. (Phil. 696-700)*

Philoctetes’ condition also plays a fundamental role in shaping the plot, since a
major attack of the disease prompts him to entrust his bow to Neoptolemus (762—
81), forcing the young hero to confront his deception and tell Philoctetes the true
destination of their voyage (to Troy, not back to Greece: §95-916).

has lain close to my side: make this marriage yourself, my son!’, Trach. 1225-7); cf. ORMAND
(1999) 36-59.

46 StinTON (1990) 479-90; ALTMEYER (2001) 85-6; LEVETT (2004) 108-13 (with further
bibliography).

47 Cf. also Hyllus’ words Ypabdm pgv Eywye, / Aabdimovov 8 dd0vav obt’ #vdobev oiite
00pabev / ot pou EEavioal Brotov: Towadta véper Zetg (1020-2), xo0dev totTtwv 6 T ui)
Zgtg (1278).

48 E.g. 38-9 (rags used as bandages, full of pus), 876, 8901 (the evil smell of Philoctetes’ sores),
1378-9 (the festering wound: using €umuog, a technical word for an abscess); cf. Worman (2000).

4 Cf. amdmhnurog (731, Philoctetes paralysed by pain), xovdiCewv (735, the pain abates
temporarily), aipoaryng pAé (825, blood bursting from a vein — discussed above), dvaduvvov
(the attack is over), ovuoharo (884, symptoms of disease), GpBpov (1202, 1208, limbs), vooou
pohayOi)c Thode (1334, pain relief).
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As with Ajax and Heracles, Philoctetes’ disease and his response to it illuminate
important aspects of his character, both positive and negative. Thus, we witness his
admirable endurance of acute pain (e.g. 534-5, 1397) and his ingenuity in treat-
ing himself, making his own bandages and herbal balms to dull the agony (38-9,
649-50). But when Philoctetes refuses to go to Troy, despite being told that it is the
only way to cure his disease (1329-35), we see how his hatred of the Achaeans feeds
the sickness itself,’® as if his suppurating foot were an embodiment of his festering
resentment.>! And whereas the ‘wildness’ of Heracles’ disease expressed his violence
and bestiality, that of Philoctetes’ underlines his isolation from his fellow Achaeans:

dvotavog, Lovog oet,

vooel uev vooov ayeiav

CHORUS: miserable, always alone,

he is sick with a savage disease (Phil. 172-3)

ov ol

dwoool otpatnyol o Keporivov dvag

gooupav aioyeds S’ Egfuov, ayoin

voom ratopBivovta, Thg avoopOdov

TAYEVT €xiOVNg dyolw yapdypaty

PHILOCTETES: [I am Philoctetes,] whom the

two generals and the king of the Cephallenians

shamefully cast into this desolation,

wasting away with a savage disease,

struck by the savage bite of a murderous snake. (Phil. 264-T)

It is therefore fitting that Philoctetes’ cure and glory at Troy are associated with
sociability and comradeship, as he accepts the orders of his friend Heracles to
rejoin the mission and is told that neither he nor his new friend Neoptolemus can
succeed without the other:

MOV 8¢ oLV TR’ avdol Eog 10 Towirov
TOMOUO TOMTOV HEV VOOOU TODOT AUYQag,

%ol ool Tadt’, Axhhémg téxvov,
TAETVED™ 0VTE YAQ OV TODY’ dtep 00évelg
£helv 16 Toolag mediov 010’ ovtog 040ev-
AAL” g AéovTte OUVVOUM GUAAOOETOV
ovTOC 08 %al oV TOVY.
HERACLES: You will go with this man to the city of Troy
and first be cured of your painful sickness

30 On both occasions that Philoctetes speaks of ‘feeding’ his insatiable sickness, he also men-
tions the Atreidae (313-16, 793-5).

31 Indeed, Philoctetes himself links the two ideas (disease and resentment) when he says that if
he could only see his enemies destroyed, it would be like escaping the disease: (g T pev olntodg,
el 8’ (do’ dhwAoTag / TOUTOVG, doROLW AV THG VOoOU Ttedeuyéval (1043-4).
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And to you, son of Achilles, I give the same advice:

for you do not have the strength to conquer the land of Troy
without him, nor does he without you;

no, guard each other like two lions prowling together,

he you and you him. (Phil. 14234, 1433-7)2

Unlike Ajax and Heracles, Philoctetes survives, but his cure requires divine inter-
vention and the healing of Asclepius himself.3?

1V: Conclusion

In conclusion, Sophocles uses the language of disease to underline fundamental
problems in the personality and behaviour of his protagonists.* Given the nature of
the genre and its plots, it is not a surprise if Greek tragedy contains a lot of words
for pain and disease, both mental and physical, but the concentration of medical

32 CLARKE Kosak (1999) 130 argues that the reintegration of Philoctetes is also marked in the
stage action by Neoptolemus supporting and touching Philoctetes at 1403ff., in contrast to 761-2,
where Philoctetes refuses to be held by Neoptolemus.

33 Philoctetes is just as stubborn as Ajax, and the inflexibility of both heroes is simultane-
ously awesome and potentially disastrous: Ajax’s leads to his suicide (a calamity offset to some
extent by the hero’s usefulness in death, via hero-cult: cf. Burian (1972); HenricHs (1993)),
while Philoctetes’ threatens to derail the Trojan War. If Philoctetes were able to ‘cure’ himself by
yielding to Neoptolemus’ arguments, he might seem paltry and unheroic, so both his character and
situation require a miraculous cure. Sophocles squares the circle by introducing Heracles as the
deus ex machina, thereby allowing Philoctetes’ heroic intransigence and concern with honour to
be combined with restored solidarity among the Achaeans, ensuring the fall of Troy.

34 The pattern is also present in OT and Antigone: the former is full of paeanic references to
healing (e.g. 149-50; see Swirt (2010) 74-90), and the disease affecting the city is eventually
found to have its origins in Oedipus himself (note the grim irony of e. g. 59-61 &V Yy 0id’ &t/
vOOoEgiTe TAVTES Rl VOOODVTES, MG £y / 00X 0TIV VPV Hotig €€ {oov vooet, or 216-18 G
&’ aitelg, T €av BEMNG €nn / xhbwv déyecBou Tf) Voo 6’ vrneetely, / dAxny Adfolg dv
1AVOroVPLoY nan®dv); cf. BUDELMANN (2000) 206-31; CaIrns (2013). In Antigone, Teiresias
tells Creon ol Tadta TS Ofig €% PoeVOg vooel moMg (‘The city suffers this disease as a result
of your policies [lit. “your mind’]’, 1015) and Ta0tng ov pévrtol Tig vooov minong épug (‘But
that [i.e. foolishness] is the disease that afflicts you’, 1052), judgements which can be seen as a
riposte to Creon’s earlier diagnosis of a ‘diseased” Antigone: oly 110¢ Yo ToL@d’ émetAnmron
voow; (‘Is not she infected with that disease? [i.e. of honouring the wicked]’), he asks Haemon
(732). Commenting on the Chorus’ vision of AOyou T’ &ivora o peevav "Eguvig (‘folly of reason
and a Fury of the mind’, Ant. 603), PAaDEL (1992) 87 well remarks ‘The immediate point here is
the misfortune of Antigone’s family, the Labdacids. But the fullest attention is given to the inner
conditions in that family: their phrenes.” On phren in Antigone cf. also SuLLIVAN (1999) 89-120.
In Electra, the whole house is ‘sick’, as the Chorus diagnose: T0 uév éx d6pwv vooeiton (1070;
FiNGLASS (2007) 430 favours ERFURDT’s VOOMOM)).
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language at certain moments in particular plays is no accident.>® The medical terms
make the narrative more graphic, credible, and realistic, and emphasize the seri-
ousness of the characters’ predicament, whether Ajax’s delusions and maddening
shame, Heracles’ agony and Deianeira’s mistake, or Philoctetes’ intransigence and
resentment. The ancient Life of Sophocles (ch. 11) claims that he was the priest of an
otherwise unknown healing hero called Halon, who was a companion of Asclepius,
while other traditions link him even more closely to the god himself (TrGF 4 T 67-73
RADT). The connection to healing is a neat one for our purposes, but is too good to
be true and almost certainly derives from Hellenistic biographical invention, partly
inspired by Sophocles’ composition of a paean to Asclepius (fr. 737 PMG).> There
is, however, an undeniable and more significant connection to disease and healing
in the tragedies themselves. For as we have seen, several of the surviving plays
display a sustained and detailed engagement with medical language and thought,
and show Sophocles (no less than Aeschylus or Euripides) to be deeply interested
in the wider intellectual and scientific issues of his time.>’
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