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Abstract 

Thesis Title: Painful Stories: the experience of pain and its narration in the Greek literature of the 

Imperial period (100-250).  

Name and College: Daniel King, Merton College 

 

Submitted for examination for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Classical Languages and 

Literature, Hilary Term, 2011.  

 

This research project investigates the relationship between pain and the practices of 

explaining and narrating it to others. Current scholarship argues that the representation of suffering 

became, during the Imperial period, an increasingly effective and popular strategy for cultivating 

authority and that this explains the success of Christian culture‘s representation of itself as a 

community of sufferers. One criticism of this approach is that the experience of pain has often been 

assumed, rather than analysed. Here, I investigate the nature of pain by attending to its intimate 

relationship with language; pain was connected to the strategies used to communicate that 

experience to others. I will show that writers throughout the Imperial period were concerned with 

questions about how to communicate pain and how that act of communication shaped, managed, 

and alleviated the experience.  

I investigate this culture along three axes. Part 1, ‗The Sublime Representation of Pain‘, 

investigates the way different authors thought about the capacity of sublime language and 

rhetorical techniques such as enargeia to effectively communicate pain. I argue that for writers 

such as Longinus, the sublime offers an opportunity to replicate the traumatic experience of the 

pain sufferer in the audience or listener—pain is narrated to the audience through a traumatic 

communicative mode. Contrarily, I show how authors such as Plutarch and Galen were particularly 

concerned to desublimate the representation of pain, reducing the affective power of images of pain 

by promoting the audience‘s conscious engagement with the text or representational medium. Part 

2, ‗Medical Narratives‘, examines a conflict between Galen and Aristides over the way language 

and narrative signified or referred to painful experiences. I show how both writers negotiate the 

way pain destroys and transcends ordered, structured, narrative by engaging in a process of 

narrative translation. I will illuminate the difference between scientific, diagnostic narratives which 

explain and rationalise pain experiences (in the case of Galen) and those which attempt to give 

witness to the nebulous, ineffable qualities of pain. In Part 3, ‗Narrating Cures‘ I investigate ancient 

practices of psychotherapy. I show how various philosophical consolations were underpinned by an 

understanding of the power of pain to continually return and overwhelm the individual. I show 

further that the Greek romances engage in a type of talking cure: the novels use narration and story-

telling to help assert the protagonists‘ distance from their past traumatic experiences and, thus, 

allow the individual to overcome their painful past. 
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referenced Greek material—either in the footnotes or the text—I have adopted the 

conventional citation format with one notable exception. In the case of Galen‘s works, I 

have cited his texts following the standard list of Latin abbreviations as set out in the 

Appendices of the Cambridge Companion to Galen.  

Moreover, I have endeavoured to quote Galen from the standard Kühn editions; 

where I have opted for a more recent edition this has been indicated in the footnotes. 

References to Kühn follow the traditional format of volume number (small roman 
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Introduction 

 

Γνθεῖ δ‟ ἄλ κνί ηηο θαὶ δόγκα παξ‟ αὐηῶλ πνηήζαζζαη, ὥζπεξ ηὸλ ὑπὸ η῅ο ἐρίδλεο θαζὶ 

πιεγέληα κὴ ἐζέιεηλ ἑηέξῳ ιέγεηλ ἀιι‟ ἥ ὅζηηο πεπείξαηαη, νὕησ θαὶ ηῶλ πεξὶ η῅ο 

πόιεσο θαιῶλ ἰδὼλ ἰδόληη κόλνλ θνηλνῦζζαη, ἥ κέιινληί γε αὐηίθα, εἰο ἑηέξνπο δὲ νὐθ 

ἅλ ῥᾳδίσο ηνὺο ιόγνπο ἐθθέξεηλ ὥζπεξ εἰο βεβήινπο ἱεξά·. (Aristid. XVII.18)  

 

When Aristides figures his reluctance or inability to speak about Smyrna, he 

compares his reticence to the pain sufferer‘s unwillingness to articulate his experiences to 

others: just as the victim of a snake bite is disinclined to speak to others who lack first hand 

understanding of the experience, so the orator is reluctant to tell his audience about the 

beauty of his city. Aristides‘ parenthetical comparison encapsulates the concerns of this 

thesis. His passing remark, which invokes the heroic sufferer Philoctetes, looks towards the 

presentation of himself as a paradigmatic sufferer throughout his epideictic career. The 

orator‘s interest in his own suffering is often taken as a paradigm for his age. Dodds argued 

that he was emblematic of the concern with illness, and the body, which characterised the 

‗age of anxiety‘.
1
 His reference to Philoctetes is, as Bowersock has shown, part of a 

broader cultural interest in the Homeric hero‘s status as a model of suffering and 

salvation.
2
 I see the significance of this parenthetical comment in slightly more complex 

terms. Philoctetes operates as a model which emblematizes the inability to communicate 

intense or profound experiences to others. Aristides‘ passage taps into a widespread 

                                                      

1
 Dodds (1965), 41; cf.  Behr (1968), 162. Bowersock (1969), 60. 

2
 Bowersock (1994), 55-76, on Aristides and this passage see esp., 68. For the cliché, cf.  Pl. Smp. 217e; for 

other references in Aristides see XXVIII.130.   
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concern about how we effectively communicate the experience of pain and suffering to an 

audience which doesn‘t have an experiential understanding of such experiences; he 

questions, and asks his readers to confront, the way pain is narrated; how audiences who 

have not endured similar forms of pain might understand, recognise, or empathise with the 

experiences of an other. In so doing, he provides access to an important mentalité of Greek 

imperial Greek culture.  

 

This study provides a history of the representation of pain in the Greek literature of 

the first three centuries AD. It does not investigate the way pain was given symbolic 

meaning through its literary representation; rather, it attends to the way writers from this 

period conceptualised the problem of representing, communicating, or narrating the intense 

experience of pain to others. How do Greek writers in the Imperial period figure the 

relationship between the experience of pain, story, and the audience? By focusing on the 

way different authors confronted the problem of narrating the experience of pain to others, 

this thesis will provide a sophisticated history of the suffering body. Returning to this 

history of the body, and the notion of pain, in this period is urgent. As we will discuss 

further, the history of the body has become an increasingly analysed topic in the modern 

academy. Significantly, that historiography has hitherto played down the way the body 

operates as the locus of intense, sensorial, or phenomenological experiences. This history 

attempts to reclaim the body as the conglomeration of lived experiences of pain.
3
  

 

My return to the history of the lived experience of pain is significant for two 

reasons. Suffering, pain, and trauma have emerged as significant issues within theoretical 

literature and historiographical practice. Recent work on the notion of pain and suffering 

                                                      

3
 An increasing amount of work, particularly, in anthropology and archaeology has attempted to reclaim the 

history of the senses. For sensory studies generally see: http://www.sensorystudies.org/. This work has been 

particularly influenced by the work of Meyer (2010); cf.  Throop (2010).  

http://www.sensorystudies.org/
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has proliferated to the extent that the question of pain, trauma, and suffering now occupy a 

central place in the modern theories of historiography and literature in general: as LaCapra 

puts it in reference to trauma studies, the debate has ‗…arisen as one of the most 

significant and at times controversial areas in psychoanalytic thought with significant 

implications for history and critical theory.‘
4
 This thesis engages in a debate with the 

philosopher Scarry (The Body in Pain), the psycho-analytic literary critic Caruth 

(Regarding the Pain of Others), and the social critic, Sontag (Regarding the Pain of 

Others).
5
 As such, it not only attempts to contribute to this growing debate about suffering 

and its relationship to culture, but also contribute to the discussion about Classics‘ role in 

contemporary political, social, and ethical discussion. At a second level, it will contribute 

to our methodological approach to the cultural history of the ancient world by providing a 

particular model for thinking through the relationship between the text and body. It asks: 

how do we write the history of the body‘s experiences through the appreciation of textual 

material? How do we write a cultural history of the classical period, how do we practice 

the history of the body in a world that is dominated by the text.  

 

THE HISTORY OF THE BODY AND SUFFERING IN THE IMPERIAL PERIOD 

 

The history of the body in antiquity, and the Imperial period, in particular, is a 

growing field.
6
 Since the second and third volumes of Foucault‘s History of Sexuality 

scholarly interest in the way this era presents a watershed in the ancient cultural concern 

                                                      

4
 LaCapra (2009), 60. For further studies on violence and trauma see: Jay (2003); Sanyal (2006), esp., 1-11. 

cf.  La Capra‘s own further work, such as History and Memory after Auschwitz: LaCapra (1998).  
5
 Scarry (1985); Sontag (2003); Caruth (1996)—also influential her is her edited volume Trauma: 

Explorations in Memory, Caruth (1995).   
6
 Porter (1999), 1, for the way the fascination with the classical body has discovered itself. For an overview 

of the field in its early form, cf.  the work of Roy Porter: Porter (1991), 206-32. For more specific studies on 

antiquity see: Gleason (1995); Wyke (1997), (1998); Porter (1999); Gunderson (2000); Rimmell (2002); 

Garrison (2010).   
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with, and practices of, the body has developed rapidly.
7
 One central theme of this scholarly 

discussion has been the role played by the body in social and cultural conflict, resistance, 

and self-definition. Scholars have attempted to connect the Greek literary culture of the 

first three centuries AD with the emergence of Christian ethics and culture in late antiquity. 

The body has played a central role in how scholars position the Imperial society, as either 

the end of antiquity or the beginning of the Christian culture of late antiquity; the body has 

been read as an important site for the construction, authorisation, and reification of 

political and social authority of these two cultural movements. This scholarly positioning 

has undermined the complexity with which we approach the experience of pain. Pain, as a 

bodily experience, has often been assumed or given by scholars attempting to explain the 

emergence of Christian culture in the second and third centuries: Foucault, Brown, Shaw, 

and others have all attempted to see how the interest in the body and pain contributes to a 

new cultural understanding of the self and its relationship to society. This return to the 

history of suffering attempts, then, to address the limitations of our scholarly positioning of 

the body. 

 

 Let us begin by turning to Foucault‘s third volume of The History of Sexuality. 

For Foucault, the medical and philosophical interest in corporeal pleasures was built on an 

understanding of the body as an important site of social and political interest and ethical 

and hygienic action. Medical discourses and philosophical exhortation continually 

encouraged the individual to attend to the control and management of the body in an 

attempt to form himself
8
 as an ethical subject; the individual, denied the opportunity for the 

political and public honours available under the Republic, turned towards the management 

                                                      

7
 Foucault (1987); (1990).  

8
 Foucault‘s treatment primarily focuses on formation of the adult male as an ethical subject. Despite the 

problems with such a gender specific focus, over the course of this thesis, my concern will be largely on the 

male experience of pain.  
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of the individual‘s self through the practice of attending, intensely, and constantly to the 

experiences of the body.
9
 Foucault‘s model of ethical concern with the body has been 

attacked from a number of different angles by (among others) Gleason and König.
10

 

Nevertheless, his suggestion that the body operated as a site of cultural concern has been 

adopted and developed by scholars such as Brown who have shown how codes of sexual 

practice operated as an important medium for the engagement with (often in the form of 

resistance) the current political and social context of the Roman empire among different 

Christian and Jewish communities.
11

 For Foucault and Brown the body operates as a site of 

cultural definition and political action throughout the Imperial period.  

 

 If the work of these two scholars has emphasised the centrality of the body to the 

cultural life of the Imperial period, then it has also used that model to engage in a particular 

historical mapping of that culture between Christian late antiquity and the Greco-Roman 

world. Foucault‘s ultimate aim in the Care of the Self was to place the ethics of Greek 

philosophers and writers alongside their later Christian counterparts. He writes of the codes 

surrounding the body:  

...by focusing only on these common traits, one may get the impression that the 

sexual ethics attributed to Christianity or even to the modern West was already in 

place, at least with respect to its basic principles, at the time when Greco-Roman 

culture reached its culmination. But this would be to disregard fundamental 

differences concerning the type of relation to the self and hence the forms of 

integration of these precepts in the subject‘s experience of himself.
12

  

                                                      

9
 Foucault (1990), 85. 

10
 Gleason (1995), xxv-xxvi; König (2005). For more general criticisms of Foucault‘s Care of the Self see: 

Goldhill (1995).  
11

 Brown (1988), 5-32 on the austere sexual codes of antiquity.  
12

Foucault (1990), 144, cf. 39.  
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Foucault‘s placement of ancient ethics appears to emphasise the disjuncture between 

ancient pagan and Christian concern with the body. Yet his suggestion that the relationship 

is defined by similar codes, but a different ‗relation to the self‘ appears ambiguous and (as 

Burrus points out) goes a long way to paving the way for a reintegration of Christianity 

into ancient ethical concern with the body‘s pleasures.
13

 More significantly, what interests 

me is the way Foucault‘s investigative task is framed and evaluated in terms of the 

comparison with Christian ethics. According to this formulation, Foucault‘s ultimate aim 

was to understand the trajectory which led to the development of Christian (and, 

ultimately, modern) sexuality.  

 

 The stance that Foucault adopts at this point is matched by Brown‘s who sees in 

the sombre codes of antiquity the origins of a Christian concern with austerity.
14

 What 

matters here is not the specific relationship between the codes and culture of the body that 

Foucault and Brown (in their different ways) document. These approaches attempt to place 

the body within a teleological account of ancient culture in which the ancient world is 

evaluated in terms of the bodily practices and belief system which emerged in Christian 

communities of late antiquity; it ultimately shapes the way the phenomena of Greek 

Imperial society, literature, and culture are read and understood. The Christian culture of 

late antique society becomes the cynosure against which the ―pagan‖ world is 

understood.
15

  The implications of this approach are twofold. Firstly, it warps our interest 

in the cultural practices, and concerns of the Imperial period: the significance of different 

phenomena is evaluated in terms of their relationship, or contribution, to the development 

                                                      

13
 Burrus (2004), 2-4.  

14
 Brown (1988), 21-3  

15
 The teleology of Brown‘s view is most explicitly stated in his Making of Late Antiquity: his aim was to 

map ‗...in the late second, third, and early fourth centuries the emergence of features that were far from 

clearly discernible at the time ... and which finally came together to form the definitively Late Antique style 

of religious, cultural, and social life that emerged in the late fourth and early fifth centuries.‘ Brown (1978), 

1-2. 
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and success of later historical or cultural forms. Secondly, it assumes a teleology to the 

practices of pagan culture in the first three centuries AD. Such an evolutionary model 

promotes and solidifies a scholarly complicity in the triumphant history of Christianity.  

 

The teleological model impacts directly on the way scholars have approached the 

history of pain and suffering in this period. In his article ‗Body/Power/Identity‘, Shaw 

turns to the way the negotiation and endurance of pain and suffering offers a strategy for 

political resistance. For Shaw, the trials and executions of Christians operate as a way of 

using force (represented in the painful destruction of the body) to inscribe political 

ideology and power on the body of the condemned.
16

 Shaw‘s central argument is that 

individuals used the patient endurance of torture and suffering imposed by others to resist 

the imposition of cultural ideology by political authorities; by mobilising cultural codes 

which valorised the patient endurance (ὑπνκνλή) of torture were able to reverse the 

political relationships inherent in the infliction of bodily pain and torture.
17

 What interests 

me in this argument is the way in which pagan texts are used to document the cultural 

codes and assumptions which explain the success of Christian culture: according to Shaw 

the process of resistance through patient endurance ensured that individual instances of 

political domination through torture failed, and underpinned the ultimate failure of the 

pagan political authorities: ‗the cumulative effect of individual acts of resistance compelled 

a final failure in the long term.‘
18

 Shaw points to texts such as Achilles Tatius‘ Leucippe 

and Clitophon, and the presentation of Leucippe‘s resistance and confrontation of her 

master (and would-be rapist) Thersandros as evidence for a change in the ethical codes 

                                                      

16
 Shaw (1996), 269-312, esp., 275-8.  

17
 Shaw (1996), 278-84; 291-300; cf.  Table 1 at 310  

18
 ‗The body was indeed the site of a struggle. The spectacular trials and executions of the Christians are but 

an extreme instance of the use of force to elicit a certain public behaviour from subject bodies, to inscribe one 

sort of ideology on the body. In this case, it was rejected. Not only did such attempts fail in individual 

cases—the cumulative effect of individual acts of resistance compelled a final failure in the long term‘: Shaw 

(1996), 311 
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which valorise the passive resistance to power.
19

 Shaw‘s approach to, and use of, Achilles 

Tatius‘ novel co-opts the work into the construction of Christian ethics which emerge 

during the final stages of the Imperial period.
20

 It is of course hard to deny that this  text 

might have participated in, influenced (or been influenced by) the development of 

Christian culture. My concern emerges from the fact that reading the treatment of pain and 

suffering in these texts serves to reify a complicity with the ultimate success of Christian 

culture and ethics; secondly, it warps the complexity, and the potentially, instructive 

reading made apart from Christian sources. Can we evaluate Achilles Tatius‘ treatment of 

pain and suffering without focusing on the way they contribute to the emergence and 

dominance of Christian culture? 

 

 The problems of attempting to explain the success of Christian culture through 

the history of the suffering body is phrased in slightly different terms in Perkins‘ The 

Suffering Self. Like Shaw, Perkins‘ primary objective is to trace the way the cultural 

concern with the suffering body is transformed throughout the period; this transformation 

provides the basis for the ―triumph‖ of Christianity: its success, she argues, needs to be 

mapped  

…within the discursive struggle over these representations [of suffering]. It would 

be around one of these represented ―subjects‖, the suffering self, that Christianity 

would form and ultimately achieve its institutional power.
21

  

Perkins‘ interest in the representation of suffering has two primary limitations. Perkins‘ 

model is built on a particular interest in the way cultural representation helps to form the 

cultural understanding, awareness, and knowledge of the experience of suffering. The 

                                                      

19
 For Shaw‘s use of Achilles Tatius, and other classical authors, see: Shaw (1996), 269-75. 

20
 A point made more poignant by the fact that L&C appears to have been co-opted by ancient writers into the 

construction Christian ethics: cf. the epigram attributed to either Photius or Leon, Anth. Pal. 9.203.  
21

 For ‗triumph‘, and quote: Perkins (1995), 3 
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concern with explaining the increasing focus on the representation of the self as a sufferer 

fails to treat the question of suffering in detail: the body‘s experience of suffering is taken 

as given; despite its apparent placement at the centre of her study, the experience of pain is 

often left in abeyance. The complexities of the way the novels construct the experience of 

suffering alongside the works of Aristides and Galen, for example, is ultimately not taken 

into account by a investigative strategy which focuses on the emergence of, and ultimate 

success of, Christian concern with the poor, sick, and suffering individual. In addition to 

this, it assumes that the process of representation is unproblematic: there is an inadequate 

delineation of how the experience of suffering is differentiated or modulated by the 

practices of representation across the authors and texts she works with. The body‘s 

experience of suffering is, almost paradoxically, assumed, rather given detailed focus.  

 

This thesis departs from the work of Perkins and others in two important ways. The 

central contention of this study is that the Greek literary culture of the Imperial period was 

deeply concerned with the experience of suffering and its relationship to the process of 

narration and explanation. Building on Perkins‘ work, this thesis probes the close 

relationship between representational form and suffering: if suffering is, as Perkins 

contends, continually placed at the centre of the representational culture of the Imperial 

period, then how is that process inflected by the very nature of painful experience? How is 

the nature of painful experience influenced by the strategies used to communicate and 

represent that experience? How is that relationship negotiated and manipulated by different 

authors, working in different contexts? Is the reader‘s or audience‘s capacity to understand 

the painful experience of another influenced by the representational strategies adopted by 

different authors? By tracing the way different forms of narration operated at different 

points throughout the Imperial period, I will show how this culture engages with a 

particular conception of the relationship between the bodily experience of pain and its 
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communication. This concern with how authors approached the representation of pain 

experiences will help to return scholarly focus to the body and its experiences itself.  

 

PAIN, LANGUAGE, AND TRAUMA. 

 

This investigation of the way Greek authors negotiated the representation and 

narration of the experience of pain is designed to enhance our understanding of the body in 

the Imperial period by (a) investigating these ―pagan‖ authors on their own terms; and (b) 

attending to the experience of pain in a more direct way. Here, I continue to build a context 

for the study by framing the interest in the relationship between pain and narrative against 

modern philosophical, anthropological, and psychoanalytic approaches to the pain-

language relationship.  I show, here, how the traditional philosophical model of the 

dialogue fails to provide an effective model for engaging with other‘s pain on ethical or 

empathetic terms. I then argue that that a Freudian psychoanalytic approach to the 

relationship will provide an effective tool which will help unpack this ancient culture. This 

model will help us construct a model of bodily experience which emphasises to the 

complexity of the corporeal in this period, and which helps unpack the dynamic, mutually 

productive relationship between pain and language, suffering and narrative.   

 

1. Pain and Language 

The way different cultures give expression to the experience of pain has been the 

subject of inquiry among a range of philosophical, neurological and scientific, and 

anthropological scholars.
22

 One important trend in this intellectual field has focused on 

                                                      

22
 The discourse on the capacity of man to speak effectively about their pain is considerable. The issue 

operates as a central example in Wittgenstein‘s analysis of private language: Wittgenstein (1991) §241-6; 

Schroeder (1991), 174-98. cf.  also the discussion of pain within clinical and neurological research: Mattingly 

(2000). cf.  also from an anthropological viewpoint: Diller (1980), 9-26. which is specifically designed to 
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pain‘s status as an individual, private experience; one which denies the sufferer the 

capacity and the resources to effectively communicate that experience in language. In her 

influential work, The Body in Pain, Scarry argues that pain is inherently resistant to the 

process of socialisation. This resistance, she claims, is characterised by the way pain 

creates different levels of understanding, comprehension, and empathy between sufferers 

and others. The unsharability of pain is defined by its unavailability to linguistic or 

narrative representation. Physical pain ‗does not simply resist language, but actively 

destroys it, bringing about an immediate reversion to a sate anterior to language, to the 

sounds and cries a human being makes before language is learned.‘
23

 This unavailability to 

language raises questions about the possibility of understanding and empathising with 

others‘ experience of pain:  

for the person in pain, so incontestably and unnegotiably present is it that ―having 

pain‖ may come to be thought of as the most vibrant example of what it means to 

―have certainty,‖ while for the other person it is so elusive that ―hearing about 

pain‖ may exist as the primary model of what it is ―to have doubt‖. Thus pain 

comes unsharably into our midst as at once that which cannot be denied and that 

which cannot be confirmed.
24

   

Scarry‘s formulation, then, confronts the possibility of ethical and empathetic action 

towards suffering, and cultural criticism of the experience of pain in stark terms. If pain is 

characterised by its resistance to knowledge and sharing, then how might we conceive both 

of genuine empathy and action, and the cultural history of pain?  

 

                                                                                                                                                                 

explore the validity of Scarry‘s claims. In a classical context: cf.  the discussion of the presentation of 

Philoctetes‘ pain by Budelmann (2007), 443-67.  
23

 Scarry (1985), 4-5.  
24

 Scarry (1985), 4.  
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Scarry‘s assertions about pain‘s incommunicability are predicated on a particular 

approach to a referential theory of language in which the capacity of words to indicate the 

inner sensations of the individual is prioritised over the performative aspects of speech. 

The reference to performative elements of language, here, is reminiscent of a number of 

theoretical ideas concerning the operation of language in society. Most notably, it looks to 

Butler‘s theories of language performativity: for Butler, performativity refers to that aspect 

of language or discourse which continually creates and shapes the phenomena to which it 

refers.
25

 For the purposes of this study, my interest in performative language is connected 

to way different anthropologists have used the idea that discourse helps to shape the 

experiences it refers to. Scarry‘s suggestion that pain has the capacity to destroy language 

downplays the way different cultures offer individuals a range of resources and strategies 

for communicating their pain to others. Indeed, by adopting a more subtle approach to the 

presentation of suffering in language, it is possible to explore in greater detail the way in 

which pain maintains a close and productive relationship with narrative and language. As 

Kleinman, Das, and Locke explain in their work Social Suffering, the performative aspects 

of language and speech genres within particular communities help ‗in moulding the 

experience of suffering so that certain experiences of pain and grieving become expressible 

while others are shrouded in silence.‘
26

 Indeed, they argue it is possible to think about the 

way in which language and pain maintain a close relationship, each working to shape the 

other: ‗… while experience is shaped by representations it can also push against these 

representations—resisting language, bending it in new directions, and distorting the 

received ways of expressing distress and desperation so that these distortions themselves 

transform the experience of suffering.‘ Kleinman, Das, and Lock propose, then, a model 

                                                      

25
 Reference to performative aspects of language can be taken in a number of ways. Judith Butler argues that 

performative language must be seen as ‗that reiterative power of discourse to produce the phenomena that it 

regulates and constrains‘: Butler (1993), 2.  
26

 Kleinman (1996), xiv.  
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which prioritises the close, performative, and mutually transformative relationship between 

language and pain. 

  

2. Freud, Language, and Trauma 

The philosophical work of Scarry and the anthropological work of Social Suffering 

provide alternate points of departure for this investigation‘s treatment of the pain-language 

dialogue. How might we investigate this productive or performative relationship? In order 

to create a methodological framework for this study, I turn here to Freud and his 

psychoanalytic theories about the experience of trauma. As has been acknowledged, many 

of the theories which underpin Freud‘s approach to psychoanalysis lack a scientific basis: 

they were often not intended to be more than hypothetical assertions about the individual 

and the experience of extreme traumatic events. Nevertheless, I will argue that Freud‘s 

approach to the analysis and treatment of traumatic past experiences forms an invaluable 

methodological praxis for the study of the pain-language relationship in the Imperial 

period.  

 

The use of Freud to unpack the dynamics of ancient culture grates with the 

traditional approaches of classicists: psychoanalysis has had, hitherto, a problematic 

relationship with classical scholarship. Much of this criticism has been based on the 

absence of a scientific basis for Freud‘s theoretical assertions. According to Schmitz, for 

example, the lack of scientific basis to Freud‘s work has ensured that any attempt to use a 

Freudian reading to explain the dynamics of ancient culture are inherently speculative and 

deprived of authority.
27

 This criticism has been developed particularly in relation to 

Freud‘s concern with the individuals‘ unconscious mind, which has been adopted to 

                                                      

27
 Schmitz (2007) 197, esp., n158-9 for further bibliography: ‗if Freud‘s theories really lack a scientific basis, 

any interpretation of literary texts or cultural phenomena inspired by these theories cannot claim any form of 

authority‘ (197). For criticism of Schmitz‘ overly positivistic approach to Freud see Oliensis (2009), 3. 
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provide a methodology for thinking about the hidden meanings of texts, or the 

unconscious, psychological qualities of the author which stands behind classical texts.
28

 

Scholars have pointed out that the wholesale application of Freudian theories of the 

unconscious to classical texts is problematic. In order to overcome concerns about the 

scientific or factual basis of Freud‘s theories is use his approach to literature and trauma to 

raise new questions about the way pain and narrative interact in the second century. Using 

a Freudian methodology, in this instance, involves returning to the ancient evidence with a 

different eye; it will help to regenerate our understanding of pain because it will make it 

possible to place connect different aspects of ancient texts which have been downplayed in 

previous scholarship.  

 

Freud‘s contribution to the methodological concerns of this thesis can be seen on 

two levels. The first concerns his particular definition of trauma. Freud‘s approach to 

trauma encapsulated a particular approach to the combined psychological and 

physiological nature of pain. The experience of trauma included exposure to extreme 

events or shocks which impacted on the physical body—accidents and physiological 

wounds are important elements in his list of potential traumas.
29

 This physical element was 

replicated on a psychological level: extreme physical injuries or shocks rearranged the 

internal psyche in a manner analogous to the physical wound. For Freud, the destruction of 

the individual‘s psychological order constitutes the critical element of the traumatic 

experience, and was the foundation of the experience of traumatic neuroses and physical 

pain.
30

 Importantly, non-physical experiences could have a similarly deleterious effect on 

                                                      

28
 Schmitz (2007), 198-99; Oliensis (2009),1-13, esp., 5-11. 

29
 Laplanche (1983), 465-73 for Freud‘s various treatments of trauma, traumatic hysteria, and traumatic 

neurosis.  
30

 The most eloquent example of this can be found in his description of the question of shock to his friend 

Fliess, where he tells claims that the ‗uncoupling of associations‘ and the ‗rearrangement‘ of psychical 

energy associated with traumatic experience acts in a manner ‗analogous to an internal wound, and causes 

pain: Freud (1985), 103-4. For a full discussion of this passage, see Chapter 1, below: text to notes 9-12. 
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the individual‘s psychological structure. It is for this reason that Freud‘s understanding of 

trauma encompassed a range of or emotional or primarily psychological experiences which 

had the capacity to rearrange the individual‘s internal psyche: that is, loss of the mother, 

loss of the libido, the death of a loved one, frustration of sexual development.
31

 What I take 

from this approach to trauma is the combined way that psychological and physical 

experiences contribute to the experience of pain. When I discuss the physical experience of 

pain, I mobilise Freud‘s understanding of the interaction between psyche and soma. 

Although I will refer primarily to the experiences of the body, it remains a central 

contention that the experience of pain (a) confounded the boundaries between the body and 

the mind of ancient sufferers, and (b) always involved a degree of psychological 

disintegration or rearrangement of internal emotional order.  

 

The second important aspect of Freud‘s thinking which helps shape my critical 

approach is the relationship between literature and the experience of trauma. For the 

purposes of this study what is important is the way pain and language maintain a symbiotic 

relationship. On the one hand, Freud argued that trauma and pain served to confound 

certain literary forms—pain impacts on the capacity to create coherent complete narratives 

of our experience. As we shall discuss further, below, the basic rule of psycho-analysis 

presupposed that the process of producing an accurate narrative about one‘s dreams, or 

past traumas involved producing a story which broke free of the normal restraints of 

narrative genre, order, and coherence. Translating the overwhelming experiences of the 

past into sophisticated narrative form required the patient to break the normal rules of 

social discourse. At the same time, Freud‘s process of helping the patient to construct 

narratives which helped the individual make sense of, order, and arrange their experiences 

influenced their experience of pain. For Freud (and much subsequent psychotherapy) the 

                                                      

31
 See above note 29. 
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production of coherent ordered narrative is central to the process of not only understanding 

pain, but a significant role in the healing process. As Eisenberg explains:  

once the patient has a coherent ―explanation‖ which leaves him no longer feeling 

the victim of the inexplicable and uncontrollable, the symptoms are, usually, 

exorcised.
32

  

Freud‘s approach to psychotherapy asks us to return to way literature is impacted by, and 

effects changes in, physical experience. Approaching ancient texts through this framework 

will allow us to refigure the scholarly approach to the dynamic relationship between the 

experience of painful trauma, and the process of communicating that experience to others.   

 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE ARGUMENT. 

 

Now that we have outlined the theoretical and methodological matrix of this thesis, 

let us outline the structure off my argument.  In doing so, I will make two points. I wish to 

position myself within modern debates about ancient cultural history. Furthermore, I hope 

to show how each of my chapters adopt a slightly different approach to the history of the 

Imperial period.  

 

This investigation of the nature of the body attempts to trace the history of a 

mentalité concerning pain-language relationship. The term mentalité has been taken from a 

specific genre of cultural history known as the Histoire des Mentalités promoted by a 

number of cultural historians, most notably Darnton, Chartier, and Zemon Davis.
33

 This 

form of cultural history has often been criticised for failing to develop a precise definition 

for the concept which drives its methodology. Darnton, for instance, complains that 

                                                      

32
 Eisenberg (1981), 245.  

33
 Darnton (1984); Zemon-Davis (1987); Chartier (1991). For a discussion of this see Hunt (1989).  
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‗despite a prolegomena and discourses on method, …[scholars] have not developed a 

coherent conception of mentalités as a field of study‘.
34

 Nevertheless, the absence of a 

coherent theoretical outline of what constitutes the object of study among historians of 

mentalités does not undermine its usefulness for this analysis of the ancient world. This 

study starts from a three-fold understanding of this concept. This history focuses on (a) the 

collective, communal, and often unspoken attitudes which exist within Imperial culture; (b) 

the perceptions and assumptions which lie behind texts we read, rather than solely their 

explicit theories or elaborated ideas; (c) and, finally, the relationship between everyday 

events or historical artefacts and broad structures of thought and practice.
35

  

 

Approaching the imperial period through this framework will allow us to build a 

complex picture of the way the body was approached throughout the first three centuries 

AD. The first concerns the idea of collective thought. A central part of this thesis is that 

texts from very different aspects of Imperial culture engage, negotiate, and work through 

common ideas; As we shall see, Plutarch‘s Concerning Flesh Eating has little explicit 

connection either with Longinus‘ Concerning the Sublime, or Aristides‘ Sacred Tales. 

Nevertheless, by thinking about the Imperial world in terms mentalités it becomes possible 

to see how these texts are subtly linked by their engagement with a broad, unspoken 

assumption about the pain-language relationship. The notion of a mentalité allows us to see 

how Galen‘s case history narratives and Aristides‘ Tales argue for divergent views about 

the possibility of translating pain into language but engage with the same assumptions 

about the way pain and language interact with each other. Approaching different textual 

events from across this culture will allow us to understand how authors from across genres 

                                                      

34
 Darnton (1980), 346; cf.  344-7 on the way the concept of mentalités has subsumed other similar concepts 

from German and English historiography.   
35

 This definition owes much to the position of Burke (1986), 359. For fuller discussions of this and other 

definitions of Histoire des mentalities see Hunt (1989), 9-11. 
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and from different periods contribute to the complexity of Imperial culture‘s engagement 

with the history of pain. The histoire des mentalités provides then, a type of anthropology 

of ideas which will help unpack the variegated negotiation of the ancient experience of 

suffering.   

 

As I have intimated above, this investigation proposes two central contentions. 1. 

That the psycho-somatic experience of pain was intricately tied up with the way in which it 

was communicated and narrated. 2. That this relationship was defined by the way pain is 

experienced as a traumatic, overwhelming process. In order to argue for these two themes, 

I develop three discussions. In the first chapter, I turn to the culture of rhetorical 

representation. I am concerned here to investigate the way authors figured audience 

engagement with the rhetorical representation of pain. I turn to modern theories of 

representation and the process of desensitisation to help phrase the way in which authors 

from across the second century AD negotiate the capacity of rhetoric to communicate 

experience. I argue that the sublime forms of rhetoric developed in Longinus present a 

traumatic mode of communication which replicates the experience of trauma outside the 

original sufferer. Narration and communication, here, occurs at a level which allows pain 

to be recognised and understood through the vicarious experience of the audience: the text 

becomes a medium for the transmission of painful experience because it itself wounds and 

penetrates the reader. By modulating the use of rhetoric, authors at other points in the 

cultural landscape were able to strategically control the way audiences engage with other‘s 

pain. By tracing the different forms of engagement with the sublime, this chapter argues 

for the presence of a subtle, widespread assumption about the relationship between the 

body, its experience of pain and trauma, and language.  
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In Chapter 2, I turn to personal accounts of pain experience within a medical 

context. Here I use a medical anthropological perspective to explore how knowledge and 

practices of narration interact within a clinical sphere. I show how Galen and Aristides 

engage differently with the idea of pain as a nebulous, disordered experience which 

confounds, and transcends narrative. I show how Galen attempts to translate the language 

of patients‘ experiences into sophisticated discourse which links narrative recognition with 

the process of diagnosis. I show how this process of recognition through narrative 

translation is resisted by Aristides, who creates a text which deliberately and consciously 

uses the process of translation to deny the reader access to the experience of pain. In 

exploring how these two writers figure the translation of the body into sophisticated 

literature we will explore questions about how the body operates as a type of text: to what 

extent does pain render the body legible; can the experience of pain be tied down with 

scientific or rational certainty. We will see, ultimately, how the process of translation was 

used to confront and engage with the way extreme, overwhelming, and disordered pain 

experiences impact on language, narrative, and cultural forms of representation; and how 

medical culture attempts to negotiate that relationship. 

  

Finally, in Chapter 3, I turn to the treatment of nebulous pain experiences. I show 

how some of the Greek romances, and philosophical consolation confront the notion of 

traumatic pain. My primary concern here is how the experience of pain is managed, and 

controlled. In the case of philosophical consolation, I turn to the question of how painful 

experiences are managed by systematically manipulating the individual‘s relationship with 

the past, often through the process of strategically remembering various pleasurable 

experiences. I then show how Greek romance novels continue to envisage the therapeutic 

management of pain through the process of controlling the individual‘s relationship with 

his past. I do this by investigating how the individual‘s ability to assert their distance from 
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the past events helps transform painful experiences into pleasurable ones. This chapter 

contributes two points to help conclude the investigation. It provides a powerful example 

of how pain transcends boundaries between past and present, always threatening to 

overwhelm the individual. It also shows how that process is, in the case of the novels 

particularly, modulated primarily through the practice of narrating lugubrious past events 

to others.  

 

Throughout this thesis, the use of modern scholarly debates and theories will help 

elucidate and develop our understanding of the way ancient culture thought and operated. 

In all the chapters I use modern debate to help combine different texts from ostensibly 

different aspects of ancient culture. I turn to the works of scholars such as Sontag, or the 

modern debate about psychotherapy to help construct a sophisticated picture of the ancient 

world. I do not suggest that the thought and debates of the ancient world can be mapped 

simply by applying modern scholarly concerns and theoretical discussions. I justify the use 

of such theoretical works on two levels: firstly, I wanted to try and combine texts along 

lines that were not necessarily investigated before: desensitisation, for instance, allows us 

to think about a new combination of texts and a slightly different cultural mentalité. I 

wanted also to show how certain texts raised issues, confronted modern ideas about pain 

and language, and raised ethical questions which engage contemporary scholars. In order 

to achieve this it was necessary to frame ancient debates within more modern scholarly 

concerns.  

 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

 

This thesis focuses primarily on the literary and linguistic communication of bodily 

pain. There are a number of other strategies for communicating bodily experience. Here I 
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want to outline three of those other paths, and the reasons which underpinned the focus of 

this thesis.  

 

There are a number of other forms of representation which are concerned with the 

depiction of suffering. A more substantial analysis of the way pain is represented in other 

artistic forms such as painting, statuary, or grave stelai would certainly repay further 

examination. Statuary, paintings, and other cultural forms of expression like grave stelai, 

while dealing with the questions of grief and pain, don‘t offer the same possibilities for 

analysing the relationship between narrative and pain. The focus of this thesis was limited 

to the forms of textual or narrative representation discussed in the chapters below for two 

reasons. Firstly, I wanted to explore the way the body interacted in a culture in which the 

word maintains a great deal of power: how does the lived body interact with the text, the 

language and cultural forms of a highly rhetorical and literary society. The second, and 

related, reason concerns methodology. Texts provide greater scope for exploring the way 

narrative operates, they offer greater possibilities for exploring the relationship between 

silence and language, or the connection between voice, narrative, and cultural authority. 

 

If one major limitation of this study of pain concerned the mediums which were 

analysed, another concerns the types of pain experience I have omitted from the following 

analysis. Two examples of this are the martial experiences, war wounds, and injury 

sustained on campaign, and the pains associated with labour and child birth. Both of these 

forms of experience have been excluded because they were culturally marginal. Accounts 

of war wounds, and the painful experience of life on campaign, have been preserved in a 
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number of writers; medical accounts of treating such victims have also been preserved.
36

 

Nevertheless, such accounts does  not take on the cultural status of accounts of clinical 

practice in Galen or other doctors such as Rufus of Ephesus; secondly, such accounts are 

rarely developed in terms of the problem of narrating or explain pain to an audience. The 

case of labour and child-birth is slightly more problematic. Labour and pregnancy pain 

touches on a related issue of giving voice to, and focusing on, female experience within the 

ancient world—choosing not to focus on this gendered experience is a highly politicised 

decision, and contributes to the silencing of female experience (never something which 

should be undertaken lightly). Nevertheless, this experience is not given the same degree 

of discussion as other experiences of pain. Soranus‘ Gynaecology, for example, contains a 

number of prolonged discussions of the nature of the female body, and the treatment of 

pain associated with child birth.
37

 Nevertheless, the question of pregnancy and its 

associated pains is less significant among ancient authors than masculine experiences: the 

pain felt by adult men is, put simply, given a great deal more air time than those of 

women.
38

 

 

This study, ultimately, does not aim to provide a comprehensive analysis of the 

experience of pain and suffering in the Imperial period: there are areas which require 

further analysis, and experiences which have been relegated to the periphery of my 

concerns. Nevertheless, it does make a significant contribution to the understanding of 

pain. It collects together, and provides an in depth analysis of the experience of pain in a 

number of texts central to the culture of the period. In doing so, it will not only adjust our 

understandings about the history of the body, it will raise historiographical questions about 
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 On the limited literary sources for war wounds see: Salazar (2000), 1-9; for his treatment of the perception 

of pain see 55. For further comments on the language associated with war wounds see: Gleason (2001), 50-

85; Leigh (1995), 195-216 on the strategic use of war wounds within Roman politics.   
37

 Soranus discusses the pain associated with pregnancy at, for example, Sor. Gyn. 1.67-9. His account 

provides, primarily, instructions for alleviating the pains associated with child-birth.   
38

 On the gender politics of representing female pain in pleasurable ways see Richlin (1992). 
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the texts which contribute to this culture; it will also raise methodological issues both about 

how we practice the history of the body in the ancient world, and how that history 

contributes to our understanding of the politics of pain and its representation in modern 

ethical and philosophical discussions.   
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Sublime Pain: The Sublime, Desensitisation, and 

the Representation of Pain 

 

In the Introduction, above, I proposed two arguments: I suggested, firstly, that the 

experience of pain in the second century was understood in terms similar to what modern 

theorists understand as trauma. As a corollary of this contention, I showed that the 

experience of pain was associated with a series of concerns or questions about how that 

experience might be effectively communicated to others. I suggested that it was possible to 

trace a broad cultural mentalité which centred on the difficulty of narrating, and 

socialising, suffering. In this first chapter, I begin to map out the contours of that set of 

inherited ideas by investigating the way the sublime was negotiated by authors concerned 

with the relationship between the reader, the nature of representational medium, and the 

painful subject matter it often aimed to communicate. The sublime offers a particularly 

efficacious strategy for overcoming the distancing effects of narrative representation by 

replicating the experience of trauma for the audience. By refiguring their engagement with 

this sublime experience authors constructed a culture of aesthetic ‗desensitisation‘, in 

which the viewer‘s direct sensual engagement with real pain was downplayed. As we shall 

see, this had profound effects on the way in which pain is seen, imagined, and empathised 

with in different cultural contexts such as medicine or the treatment of animal rights.    

 

‗Desensitisation‘ has become a central theme in modern critical discussions of the 

way narrative shapes the individual‘s awareness of the suffering of others. Susan Sontag, 
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in her Regarding the Pain of Others, argues that the mass-media culture of the modern 

world has dramatically changed the relationship between reality and representation. The 

image has become reality: ‗... the vast maw of modernity has chewed up reality and spat 

the whole mess out as images. ... Each situation has to be turned into a spectacle to be 

real—that is interesting—to us.‘
1
 For Sontag, the fact that war and atrocity have become 

(for most) a series of images—as opposed to a set of real experiences—has desensitised us 

by undermining our capacity for ethical engagement with others on the basis of intense 

proximity to suffering and physical risk.
2
 Kleinman‘s ‗The Dismay of Images, The Appeal 

of Experience‘ argues a similar point: the globalisation of suffering has created a cultural 

environment in which it has become a commodity that can be marketed, and the experience 

itself is undermined and distorted.
3
 One of the major critical models for thinking about the 

communication of others‘ suffering, then, concerns the distancing effects of the very 

medium used to convey that experience.  

 

The model presented by modern scholars concerns the way in which representation 

prevents the individual from imagining and understanding the experiences of another. 

Desensitisation phrases questions about our capacity to know and understand the 

experience of suffering, and ultimately empathise with the suffering of those immediately 

removed from the audience. Various aspects of ancient rhetorical and artistic theory were 

concerned with questions about the capacity of representation to induce control and 

manipulate the individual‘s direct exposure to past or distant events. As has been acutely 

examined by Webb in Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical 

                                                      

1
 Sontag (2003), 109; cf.  her own criticisms of the ‗provinciality‘ of calling reality a spectacle on 109. Her 

analysis builds heavily on Debord‘s La Societe de la Spectacle: Debord (1967).  
2
 Sontag (2003), 111. Kleinman (1996), 1-24, esp., 4-5; cf.  Shapiro (1988), xii: ‗...representation is the 

absence of presence, but because the real is never wholly present to us—how it is real for us is always 

mediated through some representational practice—we lose something when we think of representation as 

mimetic [directly imitative?].‘ For further discussions see: Morris (1996), 25-45; Vas (1996), 67-91. 
3
 Kleinman (1996), 2-3. 
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Theory and Practice rhetorical vividness, which was built on the use of ekphrasis and 

enargeia, allowed individuals to experience events from which they were removed in 

space and time as first hand witnesses: enargeia and vividness underpinned the audience‘s 

ability to ‗see‘ or imagine the experiences of others.
4
 In this chapter, I use that concern 

with imagination to engage with this modern debate in two ways. I argue firstly, that the 

sublime challenges the Sontag and Kleinman model by showing how it collapsed the 

distance between the listener (or reader) and the subject matter of the representation. 

Secondly, I map the contexts in which desensitisation developed; I argue that 

desensitisation emerged as a consequence of an ideologically motivated concern with the 

nature of art and language, which re-established the affective boundaries between trauma 

and pain, the representational medium, and the receptor.  

 

1. Trauma, Consciousness, and Desensitisation 

In order to provide a more secure basis for the examination of the relationship 

between rhetoric and desensitisation, I turn to Freud‘s approach to the experience of 

traumatic shock and its conscious negotiation. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Pleasure) 

Freud argues that the living organism has to take specific measures to protect itself against 

the potentially overwhelming external energies which it encounters every day. These 

external energies were continually experienced as ‗shocks‘ or ‗traumas‘ which left 

permanent marks on the individual‘s subconscious or unconscious mind.
5
 The individual‘s 

conscious mind played a vital role in protecting this delicate unconscious from the external 

energies: the conscious perceptual system is responsible for protecting the individual from 

excessive shock through the interpretation and negotiation of, and protection against, 

                                                      

4
 Webb (2009), 19-28; cf.  Zanker (1981), 297-311 on enargeia; Elsner (2002), 1-18 for the connection with 

ekphrasis. 
5
 Freud (1963), 275: ‗we apply it to an experience which within a short period of time presents the mind with 

an increase in stimulus too powerful to be dealt with or worked off in the normal way, and this must result in 

permanent disturbances of the manner in which the [psychical] energy operates.‘  
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external stimuli or energies which induced excessive, overwhelming excitation.
6
 

Throughout Pleasure, Freud conceives the living organism as surrounded by a ‗protective 

shield‘. Although this protective shield is discussed in terms of a physiological barrier 

presented to the outside world, it is also conceived in terms of a broader psychological and 

metaphorical process: this metaphorical protective shield guarantees protection against  

‗excitation ... by periodic cathexis and decathexis [ie. direction, redirection, and 

interpretation
7
] of the perception-consciousness system. Hence this system simply 

takes ―samples‖ of the external world. The breaking-down of the mass of stimuli 

may therefore be treated as the work not of a purely spatial apparatus but of a 

temporal mode of functioning which assures a ‗periodic non-excitability‘.
8
 

Freud‘s conclusions about the way the conscious perceptual system works were never 

intended to be more than hypothetical speculations about the operation of the individual‘s 

psychological engagement with the real world. This hypothesis, however, allows us to 

engage critically with the factors central to the ancient rhetorical theory, viz., the 

psychologically destructive capacities of powerful rhetorical image or language. Indeed 

reading concepts such as the sublime through this framework of shock and its conscious 

negotiation allows us to see the traumatic nature of language in a new light.   

 

The notion of shock is particularly instructive in this regard. The concept has a long 

history in studies of modernity, and psychological theories about an individual‘s 

engagement with the industrial world.
9
 For 19

th
 century neurologists like (George), Beard 

                                                      

6
 cf.  Freud on the sense organs, which in higher animals have withdrawn below the immediate physical 

shield, and consist mainly of the ‗apparatus for the reception of certain specific effects of stimulation, but 

which also include special arrangements for further protection against excessive amounts of stimulation and 

for excluding unsuitable kinds of stimuli‘: Freud (1961), 28.  
7
 Lapanche (1973), s.v. cathexis. 

8
 On sampling, cf.  Freud (1961), 26-8: ‗it is characteristic of them that they deal only with very small 

quantities of external stimulation and only take in samples of the external world‘ (28).  
9
 Shock appears to have originally referred to the cumulative effect of exposure to modern industrialised 

society: it was particularly closely associated with ‗railway spine‘, neurasthenia, and hysteria. On the various 
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shock involved the cumulative effects of exposure to extreme external stimuli.
10

 Freud, in 

contrast, held that trauma involved the immediate exposure to an overwhelming event. 

This trauma could be either internal or external in origin, so long as the event causes a 

collapse in the internal structure of the individual‘s psyche. When he wrote to Fleiss in 

1894, he argued that the ‗indrawing‘ of trauma ‗into the psychic sphere‘ induced  

...an effect of suction upon the adjoining amounts of excitation. The associated 

neurones must give up their excitation, which produces pain [my emphasis]. The 

uncoupling of associations is always painful; there sets in, as though through an 

internal haemorrhage [my emphasis], an impoverishment in excitation (in the free 

store of it) – which makes itself known in the other instinctive drives and functions. 

As an inhibition, this in drawing operates like a wound [my emphasis], in a manner 

analogous to pain.
11

  

There are several points to unpack here. Freud argues that external trauma operates like an 

internal wound by rearranging the association between different psychical areas of the 

brain. What interests me is the way in which trauma seems to confound the boundaries 

between inner and outer experience—phenomena from the external world penetrate the 

protective shell of the individual and serve to traumatise the internal psyche: it is possible 

to see how Freud‘s understanding of the individual‘s conscious barrier is embedded in 

Freud‘s particular approach to trauma. Freud‘s model of shock problematised, then, the 

boundaries between external stimuli and internal condition. It phrases that destructions of 

boundaries in terms of the experience of wounding and pain—the rearrangement of the 

psychical order produces pain, acts like an internal haemorrhage.  

                                                                                                                                                                 

meanings of shock see: Schivelbusch (1989), 150-8; Stone (1988), 2: 242-271; Herman (1992), 20-8;  Caplan 

(1995), 387-419. On Freud‘s significant role in linking the early conception of shock as a type of energy 

expenditure to a type of traumatic wound see Armstrong (2000), 60-73. For the application of shock to 

literary criticism see Benjamin (1968), for the analysis of the shocking status of art in the modern age, and 

(1982), for an analysis of Baudelaire using Freud‘s notion of shock.   
10

 Macmillan (1976), 379. 
11

 Freud (1985), 103-4. 
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  In what follows I want to map Freud‘s understanding of shock and its conscious 

negotiation onto the landscape of second-century literature. Freud‘s notion of shock‘s 

ability to penetrate the individual‘s psyche strikes a chord with ancient discussions of the 

powerful, physiological effects of language. The sublime challenges the Sontag and 

Kleinman model of representational desensitisation because it partakes of a literary and 

rhetorical culture which promoted the shocking, or traumatic, capacity of language. It 

communicated trauma through the active replication of traumatic effects on the audience. 

Desensitisation was carried out through a strategic process of protecting the individual‘s 

body from penetration (as we shall see the metaphorical language which is used to 

conceptualise this agonistic re-writing is determinedly corporeal); the conscious rational 

engagement with the representation of pain served to re-establish those boundaries 

between internal psyche and external stimuli.  

 

* * * 

 

The chapter is divided into three sections. In section 1, ‗Trauma and the Sublime‘, I 

show how the sublime overcomes the problem of effectively capturing and conveying 

trauma through a model in which the distance between the subject matter and the receptor 

is elided. In Section 2, ‗Plutarch and Mimesis‘, I argue that this distance was re-established 

by Plutarch‘s insistence on conscious intellectual engagement with the text or artwork 

itself; a process, I contend, which ensured the direct sensual engagement with suffering 

was mediated by the representational medium. In Section 3, ‗Representation the Violated 

Body‘, I turn to two literary contexts—Plutarch‘s Concerning Flesh Eating (Flesh), and 

Galen‘s anatomical works—in which the experience of trauma and its representation is 

particularly important to the ethical and paideutic concerns of the authors. I show how they 
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apply different types of rhetorical strategy to modify the reader‘s experience and 

understanding of the suffering of others.  

 

My study plots out a mentalité by investigating the way different fragments of 

literary criticism figure our engagement with pain, and how various texts negotiate those 

models. The project is underscored by the fact that there existed no explicit debate solely 

devoted to the problem of representing pain. (Indeed, it is an implicit point of this chapter 

that although such explicit theorisation or discussion was absent, that texts across a series 

of genres and contexts drew on, deployed, and rewrote, a collection of inherited ideas 

about this representational problem.) This study is not exhaustive. There are a number of 

texts which have been excluded from analysis which would have repaid further 

exploration: Dio of Prusa‘s two orations concerning Philoctetes—Oration lii and lix—and 

the Imagines of Philostratus are three important examples. In this instance the works of 

Dio were excluded because they give very limited focus to the relationship between pain 

and its ability to affect the viewer through its linguistic representation.
12

 The reasons for 

rejecting momentarily the art-critical work of Philostratus is more complex. Elsner, for 

example, has shown how the works of art in the Imagines texts of both Philostrati deal 

repeatedly with issues of audience engagement with the representation of pain and 

suffering.
13

 In these situations the relationship between pain, the text or narrative, and, the 

audience lies slightly outside the concerns of this work. In the work of the Philostrati, the 

relationship between the narrative and the experience of pain is telescoped through the 

texts respective concerns to narrate the representation of pain, in a painting, which is itself 

                                                      

12
 This is to deny neither their importance for literary criticism, nor their value for understanding the cultural 

importance of paradigmatic sufferers like Philoctetes. On Philoctetes as a cultural paradigm for suffering see 

Bowersock (1994), 55-76. 
13

 For an insightful analysis of the Imagines see Elsner (2007), 309-37. On more general issues of Ekphrasis 

see Elsner (2002), esp., 1-18. 
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a reading of earlier mythical stories (and often tragedies).
14

 To incorporate the concerns of 

these two texts into this study would have required adjusting the entire thrust of the 

research to accommodate questions about the representation of myth, the cultural status of 

tragedy in the Imperial period, the politics and processes of reception.    

 

SECTION 1: THE SUBLIME AND TRAUMA 

 

Let us begin with an investigation of the notion of the sublime as developed by 

Longinus in his treatise, Concerning the Sublime (Sublime). Longinus‘ direct concern with 

pain and suffering is negligible: the treaty mentions the experience of ιύπε only once so as 

to distinguish it as a low emotion, antithetical to the achievement of the sublime.
15

 

Nevertheless, the model of linguistic effect that Longinus develops does have significant 

ramifications for the representation of pain in the imperial period. In what follows, I argue 

two central points: Longinus‘ model of the sublime presents literature as traumatic 

communicative mode; the moving, powerful language that Longinus associates with the 

sublime ultimately overwhelms, and impacts on the reader in a manner that corresponds to 

the notion of shock discussed above. This communicative mode offers an efficacious 

strategy for the communication of pain in other literary or representational contexts. The 

model Longinus‘ treatise develops corresponds in many ways to a broader cultural strategy 

of description in which the distance between the reader and the subject matter is elided by 

the psychological power of the medium itself; in many instances the sublime is used to 

stand in for the ineffability of the painful traumatic experience. The sublime constitutes, 

then, a direct challenge to the model of representation put forward by Sontag and 

Kleinman.  
                                                      

14
 Elsner (2007), 310-13 on these issues.  

15
 ps.-Long. de Subl. 8.2: θαὶ γὰξ πάζε ηηλὰ δηεζηῶηα ὕςνπο θαὶ ηαπεηλὰ εὑξίζθεηαη, θαζάπεξ νἶθηνη ιῦπαη 

θόβνη, θαὶ ἔκπαιηλ πνιιὰ ὕςε δίρα πάζνπο. 
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1. The Sublime, Impactful Language, and Rhetorical Culture 

This discussion of the sublime uses Longinus as a starting point for mapping the 

rhetorical and narrative culture of the imperial period. The cultural context of the Sublime 

is uncertain; it is not known who wrote the treatise, and when, although it is generally 

thought to have been produced in the first or second centuries AD, probably by Dionysius 

Longinus or Longinus.
16

 Nevertheless, the text remains an effective tool for thinking 

through concepts of rhetorical language and imagery and their capacity to influence the 

reader. The notion of sublime language appears to have been a subject of considerable 

discussion among a range of literary critical authors, although not always under the same 

vocabulary or critical concepts.
17

 The notion of elevated speech emerges as a serious 

category of literary criticism during the 1
st
 century AD: Dionysius of Halicarnassus uses 

the term to refer to the achievement of supreme literary standards; Philo, likewise, appears 

to have used to it refer to both the power of Moses‘ and Jehovah‘s language.
18

 Importantly, 

Longinus draws on a long tradition in which language is seen as a powerful embodied 

force operating within the physical world: it has both a corporeal and psychological effect. 

This tradition can be traced back at least to works like Gorgias‘ Encomium of Helen in 

which language is described as a drug and a type of minute body which penetrates the 

                                                      

16
 Russell (1964), xxii-xxx; Heath (1999), 43-74; Hunter (2009), 128-68. For convenience throughout the text 

I refer to ps.-Longinus as Longinus.  For Further bibliography on the text see Too (1998), 187-217; Porter 

(2001), 63-92; Whitmarsh (2001), 57-71. 
17

 The association of height and literary supremacy can be traced at least to Homer: winged words appear in 

Homer, in the set phrase ...ἔπεα πηεξόελη‟ ἀγόξεπνλ (cf. for example, Hom. Il.3.155 etc). As a term of literary 

criticism ὐςεινο appears in Pl. Resp. 545d, to describe the language of the muses. On the prominent 

forebears of Longinus, see Russell‘s discussion of Cicero, and Pliny the Elder: cf.  Russell (1964), xl-ii. 
18

 Dion. Hal. Pomp. 2.2; Lys., 13; Dem., 28, 34, 39; cf.  ὑςεγόξνπ at Ph. Quis rerum divinarum heres, 4; or 

ὑςεγνξία at Quod Det. 79. 
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corpus of the listener.
19

 Longinus‘ treatise is, then, part of a long tradition which is 

concerned with exploring the impactful qualities of language and discourse. 

 

This impact was conceptualised in terms of a series of physiological metaphors. 

Recall Gorgias‘ famous claim that logos could penetrate the body of the listener.
20

 

Longinus‘ treatise as we shall see is full of metaphors in which language physically strikes 

or penetrates the body of the reader. The metaphor of physiological penetration has been 

extensively and acutely analysed by Webb, who shows that this was part of a model in 

which language brought about changes in the world: language is an effective force in the 

world.
21

 This discussion extends the conclusions of Webb by linking that effect to the 

particular problems of the communication of the unrepresentable, often ineffable 

experience or event. Sublime language caught and conveyed to the reader overwhelming 

powerful trauma through its ability to penetrate the body of the listener, and reorder his 

psychological economy.  

 

Over the last decade, the sublime has played an increasingly prominent role in 

trauma studies.
22

 The concept has, primarily, offered scholars a language with which to 

conceptualise exposure to traumatic events: encountering traumatic experiences is the 

equivalent to encountering a sublime moment. As Bernard-Donals and Glejzer explain in 

Between Witness and Testimony:  

... the disaster of the Shoah—in which the victim and the survivor find it impossible 

to know or put words to, the experience in which they find themselves—is located 

at the junction of the compulsion to speak and failure of speech, where the witness 
                                                      

19
 cf. the use of ζώκαηη at Gorg. fr. 11.8 DK for the broader implications of logos as a small body, which has 

powerful, divine effects; cf. also here Gorgias‘ discussion of logos‟ ability to create suffering in the soul of 

the listener: Gorg. Fr. 11.9 DK. For a discussion of this see Webb (2009), 23, 96-103, with further references.   
20

 cf. the comparison of pharmaka to logos in Gorgias‘ Helen: Gorg. fr. 11.14 DK. 
21

 Webb (2009), 23, quoting Thompson (1980), 202-3.  
22

 Examples of this genre include: Caruth (1995), (1996), Stark (1998), Hartman (2006).  
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manages to ... leave a trace of it in language. The witness, confronted with the 

sublime object, is rendered speechless and is nonetheless compelled to speak.
23

  

Here the sublime appears to refer to the unmediated experience of an event which is 

unrepresentable. In what follows, I want to examine how the ancient notion of the sublime 

deals with the difficulty of representing, supposedly ineffable events or experiences. Our 

concern with the sublime‘s capacity to destabilise the boundaries between the 

reader/viewer/listener, the representational medium, and the painful experience (i.e. the 

subject matter) provides one avenue for investigating how trauma constitutes a sublime 

moment, but how sublime literary form effectively represents the nature of that experience 

to the audience.  

 

2. The Sublime and the Traumatic Experience.  

The sublime accounts for the distance between viewer and subject matter by 

replicating the psychologically forceful, coercive, and destructive elements of direct 

traumatic experience. This process is carried out through the extreme emotional effects 

sublime language has on the reader.  For Longinus the language and imagery of poetry 

strikes the reader; sublime language is like a thunderbolt, indeed more difficult to 

experience than a lightning bolt.
24

 At one point Longinus tells us that the aim of poetry was 

to astound the reader (…ἐλ πνηήζεη ηέινο ἐζηὶλ ἔθπιεμηο, Sublime, 15.2). A similar set of 

aims inheres in the rhetorical art: although rhetoric aims at vividness (…ἐλ ιόγνηο 

ἐλάξγεηα) they were connected by their common concern with the way images effected the 

emotions of the reader: ἀκθόηεξαη ...ὅκσο ηό ηε <παζεηηθὸλ> ἐπηδεηνῦζη θαὶ ηὸ 

                                                      

23
 Bernard-Donals & Glejzer (2007), ix-xiii. For a critique of this connection see: LaCapra (2009), 59-89, 

esp. 62-5. 
24

 ps.-Long. de Subl. 34.4: δηὰ ηνῦην νἷο ἔρεη θαινῖο ἅπαληαο ἀεὶ ληθᾷ θαὶ ὑπὲξ ὧλ νὐθ ἔρεη, θαὶ ὡζπεξεὶ 

θαηαβξνληᾷ θαὶ θαηαθέγγεη ηνὺο ἀπ‟ αἰῶλνο ῥήηνξαο· θαὶ ζᾶηηνλ ἄλ ηηο θεξαπλνῖο θεξνκέλνηο ἀληαλνῖμαη ηὰ 

ὄκκαηα δύλαηην ἥ ἀληνθζαικ῅ζαη ηνῖο ἐπαιιήινηο ἐθείλνπ; cf.  1.4; 12.4. For the metaphor of a thunderbolt to 

explore the capacity of language to shock: Ar. Ach. 531. Plin. Ep. 9.26.  
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ζπγθεθηλεκέλνλ, 15.2). The intensity of Longinus‘ metaphors here suggests that the 

sublime does more than simply move the emotions of the reader. Powerful astounding 

imagery transcends the reader‘s rational engagement with both the medium and the 

material. At 1.4 we are told that πάληε δέ γε ζὺλ ἐθπιήμεη ηνῦ πηζαλνῦ θαὶ ηνῦ πξὸο ράξηλ 

ἀεὶ θξαηεῖ ηὸ ζαπκάζηνλ (1.4). Conviction, Longinus argues, is ‗up to us‘ (εἴγε ηὸ κὲλ 

πηζαλὸλ ... ἐθ‟ ἡκῖλ), but the qualities of amazement and ekplexis, carry with them an 

irresistible power and force (δπλαζηείαλ θαὶ βίαλ ἄκαρνλ πξνζθέξνληα) which allows them 

to dominate every reader (παληὸο ἐπάλσ ηνῦ ἀθξνσκέλνπ θαζίζηαηαη, 1.4).
25

  

 

At 15.11 Longinus links this overbearing power with the nature of rhetorical 

images themselves:  

ἅκα γὰξ η῵ πξαγκαηηθῶο ἐπηρεηξεῖλ ὁ ῥήησξ πεθάληαζηαη, δηὸ θαὶ ηὸλ ηνῦ πείζεηλ 

ὅξνλ  ὑπεξβέβεθε η῵ ιήκκαηη. θύζεη δέ πσο ἐλ ηνῖο ηνηνύηνηο ἅπαζηλ ἀεὶ ηνῦ 

θξείηηνλνο ἀθνύνκελ, ὅζελ ἀπὸ ηνῦ ἀπνδεηθηηθνῦ πεξηειθόκεζα εἰο ηὸ θαηὰ 

θαληαζίαλ ἐθπιεθηηθόλ, ᾧ ηὸ πξαγκαηηθὸλ ἐγθξύπηεηαη πεξηιακπόκελνλ.  

Longinus‘ metaphorical language connects the rhetor‘s representation of the imaginary 

with rhetoric‘s capacity to transcend the limits of conviction. Phantasia here is linked to 

the orator's construction of images which sit outside the normal experiences of the 

audience. The construction of imagined reality serves to transcend the boundaries of the 

rational mind, the limits of conviction are superseded. This process induces ekplexis a 

degree of astonishment, which drives the individual out of his rational mind, or ‗knocks 

him out‘.
26

 Ekplexis taps into a range of emotional experiences which figure the power of 

                                                      

25
 n.b. the use of stoic language (ἐθ‟ ἡκῖλ) to emphasise the passivity of the experience of rhetoric: cf. Arr. 

Epict. 1.1. 
26

 Russell (1964), s.v. 1.4. ps.-Long. de Subl. 1.4; 12.5; 22.4; 35.4. 
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the image over the mind, but does so by asking us to contemplate something beyond the 

normal capacities of belief or experience.  

 

The denial of conviction as the primary aim of the sublime is associated with a type 

of psychological destruction in which the reader is both removed ‗from himself‘, and 

experiences a degree of psychological fragmentation. Longinus claims, early in his treatise, 

that the speaker aims to astound the reader (ekplexis) so he also aims to remove the reader 

from himself (εἰο ἔθζηαζηλ, 1.4). At another point, when he mentions the power of 

Demosthenes to astound the emotions of the audience, Longinus figures the power of the 

Attic orator in a particularly forceful way: ὁ κὲλ ἡκέηεξνο [i.e. Demosthenes] δηὰ ηὸ κεηὰ 

βίαο ἕθαζηα, ἔηη δὲ ηάρνπο ῥώκεο δεηλόηεηνο, νἷνλ θαίεηλ ηε ἅκα θαὶ δηαξπάδεηλ ζθεπη῵ 

ηηλη παξεηθάδνηη‟ ἅλ ἥ θεξαπλ῵. Longinus‘ metaphor of tearing to pieces is particularly 

eloquent, implying that the audiences experience is particularly disembodying; it seems 

almost that Demosthenes‘ style induces a critical loss of self, a loss of control and 

psychical wholeness which the individual ordinarily has. Like the traumatic experience, 

exposure to certain rhetorical styles poses significant problems for the individual‘s 

psychological health.  

 

3. Reader and Subject Matter 

Longinus‘ model induces a level of psychological disintegration akin to that 

experienced by the trauma victim. How might we imagine the sublime eliding the 

boundaries between reader and subject matter? On one level, this is played out through the 

mobilisation of the language of rhetorical vividness; and, importantly, through the way 

Longinus‘ imagines the subject matter of the rhetorical discourse flowing into, and 

through, the reader.  
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Longinus‘ treatise draws heavily on the concept of rhetorical vividness, figured by 

his references to enargeia. As has been noted by Webb, enargeia was a central quality of 

the experience of ekphrasis in which the viewer was transformed into an eyewitness of 

events.
27

  For rhetorical theorists it seems that this ability to penetrate the body of the 

listener is central to vivid description‘s capacity to induce an emotional effect (pleasure, 

indignation, pity, etc) in the reader.
28

 This process commonly understood to involve an act 

of temporal or spatial displacement: the audience is transferred to events in the past in 

order to feel that they are actively involved in them.
29

 Just as enargeia serves to collapse 

the distance between reader and event through a process of mental transportation, so other 

qualities confuse the distinction between subject matter, speaker, and listener. At 9.11 

Longinus tells us:   

...Ὅκεξνο κὲλ ἐλζάδε νὔξηνο ζπλεκπλεῖ ηνῖο ἀγῶζη, θαὶ νὐθ ἄιιν ηη αὐηὸο 

πέπνλζελ ἥ καίλεηαη, ὡο ὅη‟ Ἄξεο ἐγρέζπαινο ἥ ὀινὸλ πῦξ νὔξεζη καίλεηαη, βαζέεο 

ἐλ ηάξθεζηλ ὕιεο, ἀθινηζκὸο δὲ πεξὶ ζηόκα γίγλεηαη 

The poet‘s soul becomes infected with the very qualities and subject matter he attempts to 

convey. Longinus here taps into the concept of poetic inspiration, in which the poet is 

infused with divine spirit through which he is able to produce great literature.
30

 At 15.1 

Longinus figures this process in particularly significant terms. The concept is used now to 

refer specifically to whenever someone is overcome by a similar form of stimulation: ἤδε 

                                                      

27
 Webb (2009), 98-99. See especially her discussion of the rhetorical theories of Quintillian and Longinus. 

For further discussion of enargeia see: Zanker (1981), 297-311; Webb (1997b), 229-48; Dubel (1997), 249-

64; Elsner (2002), 1-3 on the connection between ekphrasis and the qualities of enargeia and saphēneia in 

art. 
28

 Webb (2009), 99-100; cf. Zanker (1981), 297-99. 
29

 See the discussion of ‗transference‘, ‗metastasis‘, or ‗metathesis‘ in Webb (2009), 100n34.  
30

 On the application of inspiration to poetry cf. ἐπίλνηαλ at ps.-Long. de Subl. 13.2; Dodds (1951), 80-2. 

Such inspiration was figured as one potential reader response to great poetry by Dion. Hal. Demos. 22: 

ἐλζνπζηῶ ηε θαὶ δεῦξν θἀθεῖζε ἄγνκαη, πάζνο ἕηεξνλ ἐμ ἑηέξνπ κεηαιακβάλσλ....  
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δ‟ ἐπὶ ηνύησλ θεθξάηεθε ηνὔλνκα ὅηαλ ἃ ιέγεηο ὑπ‟ ἐλζνπζηαζκνῦ θαὶ πάζνπο βιέπεηλ 

δνθῆο θαὶ ὑπ‟ ὄςηλ ηηζῆο ηνῖο ἀθνύνπζηλ (15.1). He repeats the point moments later when 

he quotes Euripides‘ Iphegneia at Taurus: νἴκνη, θηαλεῖ κε· πνῖ θύγσ; ἐληαῦζ‟ ὁ πνηεηὴο 

αὐηὸο εἶδελ Ἐξηλύαο· ὃ δ‟ ἐθαληάζζε, κηθξνῦ δεῖλ ζεάζαζζαη θαὶ ηνὺο ἀθνύνληαο 

ἠλάγθαζελ (15.1).  Longinus‘ passages blur the distinction between the traumatic event and 

the reader; the subject matter appears not only to infuse the text and the author, but also 

directly engage the reader. Just as the author experiences a type of direct vision of the 

subject he is imaging in his text, so to the reader is compelled to ‗see‘ in real and 

immediate terms. The text here becomes a vehicle which appears to facilitate the direct 

engagement of the reader with the traumatic or powerful subject matter the narrative 

communicates.  

  

4. The sublime and the Experience of Trauma 

To what extent does Longinus‘ model resonate with broader strategies of 

representation? The central metaphors which capture the shocking qualities of the sublime 

are replicated in the description of traumatic experience at other points in the cultural 

landscape of the Imperial period. In order to understand how Longinus‘ model works on 

the ground I turn to two encounters with traumatic events in the novel Leucippe and 

Clitophon. As has been acknowledged, Achilles Tatius‘ novel is deeply embedded in 

rhetorical culture. Indeed some of his scenes are particularly closely linked with the 

discussion of the sublime in Longinus.
31

   What I want to show is the correlation between 

encountering the sublime and encountering trauma.  

 

                                                      

31
 One example is the description of sea storm at Ach. Tat. L&C. 3.1-2: for a discussion of the use of sea 

storms in the cultivation of the sublime see ps.-Long. de Subl. 43.1; cf.  Hunter (2009), 134, 149. 
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Achilles Tatius‘ novel, Leucippe and Clitophon is filled with scenes in which 

Leucippe is apparently killed. For the experienced reader the theatricality and repetitive 

nature of these Scheintode dramatically reduces their traumatic nature. For Clitophon, 

however, the experience of witnessing these events is quite different. At one point he 

describes being disembowelled in dramatic terms, reminiscent of Longinus‘ notion of the 

sublime:  

ηαῦηα δὲ ὁξῶληεο ... ἐγὼ δὲ ἐθ παξαιόγνπ θαζήκελνο ἐζεώκελ. ηὸ δὲ ἦλ ἔθπιεμηο· 

κέηξνλ γὰξ νὐθ ἔρνλ ηὸ θαθὸλ ἐλεβξόληεζέ κε. θαὶ ηάρα ὁ η῅ο Νηόβεο κῦζνο νὐθ ἦλ 

ςεπδήο, ἀιιὰ θἀθείλε ηνηνῦηόλ ηη παζνῦζα ἐπὶ ηῆ ηῶλ παίδσλ ἀπσιείᾳ δόμαλ 

παξέζρελ ἐθ η῅ο ἀθηλεζίαο ὡζεὶ ιίζνο γελνκέλε. (Leucippe, 3.15.5-6) 

In this way then, Clitophon, describes his affective response to such a traumatic episode. 

His language here associates the experience with Longinus‘ notion of the sublime: the 

events literally shock (cf.  ἔθπιεμηο), and strike him like a lightning bolt (cf.  

ἐλεβξόληεζε).32
 Witnessing trauma is the equivalent to encountering the sublime. In her 

acute analysis, Morales argues that in this scene the encounter with the destruction and 

consumption of the female body is highly erotic.
33

 Rather than thinking about this event in 

terms of erotics, I want to focus on the way it figures the experience of ekplexis. On one 

reading, the use of ekplexis here seems to refer to the emotional impact of the experience. 

Simultaneously, the experience appears to induce a loss of voice, or stupefaction. The 

reference to being turned to stone here could be read as a metaphor for being sexually 

aroused (as Morales does), it could also be read as a metaphor for emotional trauma and 

aphasia. The comparison with Niobē appears to emphasise the intense emotional impact of 

                                                      

32
 On the implications of this passage for gender relations see Elsom (1992), 212-30, esp., 216-8 and Morales 

(2004), 56, 167-9.  
33

 Morales (2004), 165-71, on this scene and the ‗consumptive gaze‘; for the erotics of the scene see 171: ‗the 

dual possibilities implied by petrifaction complicate a straightforward reading of Clitophon‘s reaction and 

create an undercurrent of eroticism in the audience‘s reception of the Scheintod.‘ 
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the experience of trauma; the phrase ἐθ η῅ο ἀθηλεζίαο especially implies emotional 

stupefaction and destruction; arguably the reference to petrifaction here also implies 

emotional destruction, and aphasia; moments later he tells us that he was unable to greet 

his friends since he had been stunned by the grief: ηνζνῦηνλ ἡ ιύπε κε η῅ο ζπκθνξᾶο 

ἐμεθώθεζε (3.15.2). Although it doesn‘t refer to Clitophon‘s reception of a narrative, the 

initial encounter with Leucippe‘s apparent death is figured in terms that link the direct 

encounter with trauma and the encounter with the sublime. 

 

In another scene at 7.4 Clitophon describes how his experience of a story about his 

girlfriend‘s death traumatises him. (Again the reader‘s experience is shaped by the story‘s 

repetitive and dramatic qualities, whereas Clitophon‘s reaction is that of someone who is 

immersed in the story itself.) Upon hearing the story of how Leucippe was murdered he 

has a range of physical symptoms including changes in heart-rate, the inability to cry, and 

stupefaction; symptoms, he explains, of deep psycho-somatic injury.
34

 Here the story‘s 

capacity to overwhelm Clitophon by exposing him to grievous events is figured by 

Clitophon‘s delayed reactions. As he repeatedly emphasises, he is not able to either speak 

or cry; it is only after he has recovered a little from this drunken daze (κηθξὸλ δὲ λήςαο ἐθ 

η῅ο κέζεο ηνῦ ιόγνπ, 7.4.2) that he asks for more details about Leucippe‘s death. This 

delay is explained in terms of the way physical blows and injuries work upon the body.  

ὅηαλ ὁ η῅ο ιύπεο ὀδνὺο θαηὰ κηθξὸλ ηὴλ θαξδίαλ ἐθθάγῃ, θαηέξξεθηαη κὲλ η῅ο 

ςπρ῅ο ηὸ ηξαῦκα, ἀλέῳθηαη δὲ ηνῖο ὀθζαικνῖο ἡ ηῶλ δαθξύσλ ζύξα, ηὰ δὲ κεηὰ 

κηθξὸλ η῅ο ἀλνίμεσο ἐμεπήδεζελ. νὕησ θἀκὲ ηὰ κὲλ πξῶηα η῅ο ἀθξνάζεσο ηῆ ςπρῆ 

                                                      

34
 Ach. Tat. L&C. 7.4.1: Ὡο δ‟ ἤθνπζά κνπ ηὸλ κῦζνλ ηῶλ θαθῶλ, νὔηε ἀλῴκσμα νὔηε ἔθιαπζα· νὔηε γὰξ 

θσλὴλ εἶρνλ νὔηε δάθξπα· ἀιιὰ ηξόκνο κὲλ εὐζὺο πεξηερύζε κνπ η῵ ζώκαηη θαὶ ἡ θαξδία κνπ ἐιέιπην, ὀιίγνλ 

δέ ηί κνη η῅ο ςπρ῅ο ὑπνιέιεηπην.  
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πξνζπεζόληα θαζάπεξ ηνμεύκαηα θαηεζίγαζε θαὶ ηῶλ δαθξύσλ ἀπέθξαμε ηὴλ πεγήλ, 

κεηὰ ηαῦηα δὲ ἔξξεη, ζρνιαζάζεο η῅ο ςπρ῅ο η῵ θαθ῵.
35

 (7.4) 

Clitophon‘s reaction dramatises a loss of emotional (and arguably intellectual) control; 

overwhelmed by the story of events, he is reduced to the passive emotional experiences of 

the trauma victim. Importantly, he is, in both of these scenes, not permanently traumatised 

by his experiences, his psychical economy is not refigured in precisely the way Freud 

imagines the effects of trauma operating. Nevertheless, what concerns me is the way 

language is thought to penetrate the soul of the individual and adjust his psychical order 

and normal functioning: logoi do induce traumatic changes in the condition and stability of 

the individual‘s psyche.  

 

This episode correlates the experience of narrative with that of trauma itself—the 

effect of language literally repeats the action of trauma upon the body: the soul is wounded 

by a bolt of grief which has been shot from a logos (ςπρὴ παηαρζεῖζα η῵ η῅ο ιύπεο βέιεη, 

ηνμεύζαληνο ιόγνπ, 7.4). The correlation between the experience of this narrative and the 

experience of physical trauma mobilises the aspects of rhetorical theory in which language 

is seen as a powerful physical force operating on, and in many cases, penetrating the 

individual‘s body and soul.
36

 One consequence of this correlation is the way in which 

narrative induces a type of vicarious experience among listeners. Rhetorical theory 

provides an opportunity for rhetoricians (and the novelist Achilles Tatius) to coercively 

include the audience in the traumatic experiences of the protagonists. Trauma is an 

experience which, at critical moments in rhetorical theory, has the potential to radiate out 

                                                      

35
 cf. the metaphor of the boar‘s tusk at Ach. Tat. L&C. 7.4.4. 

36
 For the auditing of this story as a traumatic event cf.  the ritual disembowelling at Ach. Tat., L&C. 3.15.6. 

No doubt the story is meant to re-play Clitophon's viewing of Leucippe's death again.  
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from the immediate victim; pain is potentially experienced by more people than just the 

victim. 

 

5. Conclusions  

There are then several important points to draw from our discussion of Longinus‘ 

model of the sublime. Firstly, that the sublime is concerned with a type of psychological 

dislocation: the sublime penetrates the reader (or listener‘s) body, causing a type of internal 

wound, a form of psychological destruction associated with the loss of speech and self. At 

the same time, the sublime—as a powerful and vivid rhetorical form—serves to collapse 

the boundaries and the distance between the reader and the subject matter: representation 

in this instance is less about distance, and more about direct sensorial and emotional 

exposure to traumatic events. This, we saw offered a direct challenge to Sontag and 

Kleinman approach to desensitisation and its relationship to representation. In the 

following discussion, I probe how this traumatic communicative mode was negotiated by 

different authors across the Imperial period.  

 

SECTION 2: PLUTARCH, MIMESIS, AND PAINFUL IMAGES 

 

The sublime, then, elides the distance between viewer and the suffering from which 

he is removed. It does so through the overpowering, impactful capacities of language. In 

this section, I examine how this model of powerful affective representation was 

problematised and then negotiated by Plutarch. My focus here will be two treatises 

composed early in the second century AD: How the Young Should Listen to Poetry 

(henceforth Poetry) and his Sympotic Questions 5.1. These two treatises deal explicitly 

with how we react to mimetic images of pain and suffering, and as such with the question 

of desensitisation we have been tracking in this chapter. I argue here that Plutarch develops 
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a model of desensitised engagement with literary representation. By countering the sublime 

model of representation with a process of conscious intentional engagement with the nature 

of the communicative model itself, Plutarch is able to re-establish the boundaries between 

the individual, and the traumatic event and protect the individual from the psychologically 

impactful nature of representation.   

 

1. Mimesis and Desensitisation 

Mimesis is a key term for Plutarch‘s understanding of both textual reception and 

the ethical development of the individual. A great deal of scholarly energy has been spent 

attempting to situate Plutarch‘s treatment of the concept in these two treatises within 

Platonic and Aristotelian models of mimesis.
37

 For the purposes of this discussion, I stress 

two points. Firstly, for Plutarch the connection between mimesis and character 

development ensured that direct sensual engagement with traumatic and painful images 

was ethically dangerous. As Duff has acknowledged, Plutarch‘s literary project, especially 

in the Lives is tied up with the idea that vivid, mimetic narrative of past events and 

individuals serves to improve the character of the reader.
38

 The boundaries between the 

literary imitation—viz., vivid representation of a subject—and the reader‘s ethical 

imitation of the subject has always been fluid.
39

 For Plutarch, especially, the idea that 

literature was useful, or nourishing, for individuals was allied to the idea that the reader 

imitated what he encountered in literary or artistic form.
40

  Poetry furnishes the reader with 

a series of images, practices, and conditions which the reader is able to either imitate or 

                                                      

37
 van der Stockt (1992), which discusses the question of mimesis across all of Plutarch‘s writings; see 40-55 

for the two texts discussed in this section; for a more specific focus on the de Aud. Poet. and Quaest. Conv. 

5.1 see Whitmarsh (2001), 49-57; Halliwell (2002), 296-302; Konstan (2004), 3-27; Konstan (2005), 1-16; 

Hunter (2009),169-201.  
38

 Duff (1999), 40-2.  
39

 As Halliwell points out, mimesis seems to have incorporated concepts of visual resemblance, behavioural 

emulation or imitation, dramatic re-enactment, vocal production, and metaphysical resemblance. For a full 

discussion see Halliwell (2002), 15 n32-3, 16 for discussion of the relationship between ‗mimesis‘ and 

‗representation‘. 
40

 On these issues see especially, Duff (1999), 37-41.  
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not. In this context, viewing painful images takes on a new complexion in which trauma 

and emotional expressions of suffering are dangerous to the ethical evolution of the reader. 

There are two immediate subsidiary implications which emerge from this ethical focus. 

Firstly, this concern with ethical development figures desensitisation as a particularly 

ideologically motivated process of shaping the reader‘s character. Inculcating the 

appropriate cultural values involves manipulating the individual‘s exposure to and 

engagement with others‘ suffering. There are also implications here for the Sontag and 

Kleinman model of desensitisation. As we saw above, a critical question about 

desensitisation was the way in which our capacity for ethical engagement was undermined 

by the practices of representation; desensitisation is actually associated with the 

development of the individual as an ethical being (rather than his failure as Sontag 

suggests). For Plutarch, the capacity to act in an ethical manner towards the suffering or 

pain of another was dependent on how he was desensitised to the experience of pain.  

 

The second issue I wish to stress by the focus on mimesis concerns the audience‘s 

experiences of pain and pleasure. Plutarch‘s focus on mimetic representation is placed 

within a long tradition in which engagement with representation was thought to induce 

pleasure in the audience. This interest in pleasure has a particular way of structuring the 

individual‘s engagement with images and representations of pain. For the purposes of this 

discussion of desensitisation, and the reader‘s capacity for ethical engagement with 

suffering, the primary issue to draw from this nebulous tradition is the way Plutarch‘s text 

effects a form of rewriting of the audience‘s experiences of pleasure at painful images. 

Throughout Plutarch‘s Poetry and his Sympotic Questions pleasure operates as a marker of 

our engagement with the world view of the artist: in Poetry he moves from a notion of 

pleasure in which the reader is stirred by the emotion and suffering he encounters (pleasure 

as emotional affiliation with the sufferer) to one in which pleasure expresses an analysis of, 
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and agreement with, the world view of the author; in the Sympotic Questions pleasure is 

experienced because we are drawn to the style and the rationality that the artist reflects in 

his depiction of suffering. In both situations Plutarch closes by asserting the connection 

between pleasure and desensitisation—pleasure becomes the marker of the fact that the 

individual is drawn to the image, rather than the reality, of pain.  

 

Mimesis and the Representation of Pain in Poetry 

 

As has been acknowledged, Plutarch‘s Poetry attempts to revalidate poetry as an 

educational and philosophical tool.
41

 The strategies by which Plutarch achieves this have 

been extensively discussed by scholars. Konstan and Halliwell argue that Plutarch 

promotes a type of self-censorship, or resistant reading in which poetry can be purged by 

the reader‘s exercise of textual suspicion.
42

 In this section of my discussion of mimesis I 

argue that Plutarch promotes a form of conscious engagement with the structure of the 

textual or representational medium. By constantly reminding the reader of the way in 

which poetry communicates its message, or creates emotional effects in the reader, we are 

able to protect ourselves against its capacity to overwhelm and corrupt us.   This 

corresponds to Freud‘s notion of conscious engagement which protects us from external 

energy.  

 

1. Mimesis and Audience Affiliation. 

Plutarch‘s tract begins with a model of the overwhelming power of poetry which 

can be traced back to Plato‘s Republic. In Book 10 of the Republic Plato attempts to justify 

                                                      

41
 Plutarch‘s use of πξνθηινζνθήηενλ at de Aud. Poet. 15f. On this issue see Whitmarsh (2001), 49-50; 

Hunter (2009), 169-75.   
42

 On this issue see Konstan (2004), 8, who argues that Plutarch presents an example of the modern idea of 

the ‗resisting reader‘.  Against this view see Hunter (2009), 174, who points out correctly that responsibility 

for the meaning of the text still lies principally with the poet. For self-censorship (as opposed to the political 

censorship of Plato‘s Resp.) see Halliwell (2002), 297; cf.  Whitmarsh (2001), 52. 
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the expulsion of poetry from the ideal Republic on the basis of poetry‘s role stirring the 

emotions of the reader:  

νἱ γάξ πνπ βέιηηζηνη ἡκῶλ ἀθξνώκελνη Ὁκήξνπ ἥ ἄιινπ ηηλὸο ηῶλ ηξαγῳδνπνηῶλ 

κηκνπκέλνπ ηηλὰ ηῶλ ἡξώσλ ἐλ πέλζεη ὄληα θαὶ καθξὰλ ῥ῅ζηλ ἀπνηείλνληα ἐλ ηνῖο 

ὀδπξκνῖο ἥ θαὶ ᾄδνληάο ηε θαὶ θνπηνκέλνπο, νἶζζ‟ ὅηη ραίξνκέλ ηε θαὶ ἐλδόληεο 

ἡκᾶο αὐηνὺο ἑπόκεζα ζπκπάζρνληεο θαὶ ζπνπδάδνληεο ἐπαηλνῦκελ ὡο ἀγαζὸλ 

πνηεηήλ, ὃο ἅλ ἡκᾶο ὅηη κάιηζηα νὕησ δηαζῆ. (605d) 

In this way then, Plato informs us that the standards by which the poet is judged are 

dependent on his ability to foster in the audience a sense of pleasure and pain at the 

experiences of another. As Plato sees it, poetry‘s representation of suffering appeals to the 

emotional and irrational parts of the soul; allowing us to express emotions in common with 

the hero which we would ordinarily eschew from our own behaviour. His ultimate point 

here is that poetry appeals to and strengthens the part of the psyche which must be kept in 

check by the rational soul. What interests me is the intimacy of the connection between the 

sufferings of the imitated figure and the audience. Plato‘s language here appears to suggest 

a form of psychological affiliation: we ‗yield‘ and ‗follow‘ the emotions of the hero 

(ἐλδόληεο ἡκᾶο αὐηνὺο ἑπόκεζα); we suffer in common with him (ζπκπάζρνληεο). For 

Plato, mimetic poetry has the capacity to create a certain form of audience affiliation with 

the suffering depicted.  

 

Plutarch‘s revalidation of the educational value of poetry begins from an 

assumption that it has the capacity to overwhelm its audiences. He begins by reminding the 

treatise‘s dedicatee Marcus Sedatus that ...ὃζνλ κᾶιινλ αὓηε ηνῦ θξνλεῖλ θαὶ ινγίδεζζαη 

πεθζθόηνο ἃπηεηαη, ηνζνῦην κᾶιινλ ἀκειεζεῖζα βιάπηεη θαὶ δηαθζείξεη ηὸλ παξαδεμάκελνλ 
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(de Aud. Poet. 15a). Indeed, for Plutarch, poetry appears to be a deeply ambivalent form 

containing both nourishing (ηξόθηκνλ) and ‗pleasant‘ (ηὸ ἡδύ) elements, but also much that 

is misleading and disturbing (ηὸ ηαξαθηηθὸλ θαὶ παξάθνξνλ, 15c). The use of the adjective 

ηαξαθηηθόο here emphasises that psychical disturbance; Plutarch uses the same notion of 

disturbance when he talks of the audience‘s reaction to the sufferings of heroes: ἅλ δέ πνπ 

ζπληαξάηηεηαη ηνῖο πάζεζη θαὶ θξαη῅ηαη θαξκαηηόκελνο (16e). Poetry has the power to 

induce a type of emotional unrest in readers, undermining their psychical harmony with the 

image of suffering and pain. This damage is caused ultimately by direct, or unmixed, 

sensual engagement with theatrical elements of poetry: Plutarch task is to prune and pinch 

the vine when the mythical and theatrical become overpowering (15f). 

 

Plutarch‘s reference to the theatrical elements of poetry seems to refer to the way in 

which we are made into spectators by vivid language: concern with these elements of 

poetry flags an apprehension with poetry‘s most vivid, intense moments which bring 

events before their reader‘s or listener‘s eyes. This model of engagement draws heavily on 

aspects of the sublime we discussed above. Poetry shocks and astonishes the reader. 

Aeschylus‘s tragedy Psychostasis, he argues, introduced terrible images concerning the 

weighing of Hector‘s fate and death in order to disturb the reader: ηνῦην δὲ παληὶ δ῅ινλ ὅηη 

κπζνπνίεκα θαὶ πιάζκα πξὸο ἡδνλὴλ ἥ ἔθπιεμηλ ἀθξναηνῦ γέγνλε (17a). Plutarch‘s 

reference here to ἔθπιεμηο here links the achievement of shock and terror with the stylistic 

qualities of poetry. The experience of shock and astonishment at poetry is a mark of its 

figured nature; its especial combination of mythical and figured elements. This relationship 

between poetry‘s combination of different factors and the production of terror is repeatedly 

stressed throughout the treatise:  
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...πάιηλ ἅη πεξὶ ηὰο λεθπίαο ηεξαηνπξγίαη θαὶ δηαζέζεηο ὀλόκαζη θνβεξνῖο 

ελδεκηνπξγνῦζαη θάζκαηα θαὶ εἴδσια πνηακῶλ θιεγνκέλσλ θαὶ ηόπσλ ἀγξίσλ θαὶ 

θνιαζκάησλ ζθπζξσπῶλ νὐ πάλπ πνιινὺο δηαιαλζάλνπζηλ ὅηη ηὸ κπζῶδεο αὐηαῖο 

πνιὺ θαὶ ηὸ ςεῦδνο ὥζπεξ ηξνθαῖο ηὸ θαξκαθῶδεο ἐγθέθξαηαη. (17b)  

In this way, then, Plutarch emphasises how powerful poetic language strikes us by mixing 

terrible imagery and fearful conditions. Poetry‘s complex outward shape, its introduction 

of powerful, traumatic images, terrifies the reader,
43

 traumatises him in a manner 

reminiscent of the sublime  

 

2. Protecting the Reader from Poetry 

If it is true that Plutarch‘s tract provides a lesson in how to resist the dangerous 

psychological effects of poetry, how does Plutarch imagine that process taking place?  

Below I argue that Plutarch asks the reader to engage actively with the referential qualities 

of poetry. On one level, this involves actively cultivating an awareness of the truth content 

of poetry; on another, it involves evaluating the style of the poet‘s representation of 

different traumatic events. In both these instances the primary focus remains a conscious 

engagement with how different mediums represent trauma, rather than an affective 

reception of the subject matter.  

 

This protective function is consistently phrased in terms of the re-establishment of 

the body‘s boundaries. This metaphor is most apparent in the opening stages of the 

discourse in which Plutarch tells us that protecting the individual from poetry is the 

equivalent of helping a city protect itself against incursions. There is no point, Plutarch 

                                                      

43
 cf. Plut. de Aud. Poet. 25d: ηὸ γὰξ ἐκπαζὲο θαὶ παξάινγνλ θαὶ ἀπξνζδόθεηνλ, ᾧ πιείζηε κὲλ ἔθπιεμηο 

ἕπεηαη πιείζηε δὲ ράξηο, αἱ κεηαβνιαὶ παξέρνπζη ηνῖο κύζνηο· ηὸ δ‟ ἁπινῦλ ἀπαζὲο θαὶ ἄκνπζνλ. 
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claims in defending the young against pleasure in drinking and eating (notably a metaphor 

for textual consumption itself
44

), if we let pleasure rush in through other means:  

νὔηε γὰξ πόιηλ αἱ θεθιεηκέλαη πύιαη ηεξνῦζηλ ἀλάισηνλ, ἅλ δηὰ κηᾶο παξαδέμεηαη 

ηνὺο πνιεκίνπο, νὔηε λένλ αἱ πεξὶ ηὰο ἄιιαο ἡδνλὰο ἐγθξάηεηαη ζῴδνπζηλ, ἅλ ηῆ δη‟ 

ἀθν῅ο ιάζῃ πξνέκελνο αὑηόλ, ἀιι‟ ὅζνλ κᾶιινλ αὕηε ηνῦ θξνλεῖλ θαὶ ινγίδεζζαη 

πεθπθόηνο ἅπηεηαη,ηνζνῦην κᾶιινλ ἀκειεζεῖζα βιάπηεη θαὶ δηαθζείξεη ηὸλ 

παξαδεμάκελνλ. (14f-15a)  

The metaphor of the city here has obvious resonance with Plato‘s Republic—particularly in 

the context of a discussion of the incursion of pleasure through the pursuit of poetry. Yet, it 

is also important that Plutarch‘s model figures the individual as a type of internal city, 

protected from the external world by walls. Plutarch‘s task is to protect that inner city 

against incursion by establishing and ensuring that the access points to the soul (the gates, 

or the ears) remain firmly stable. Plutarch‘s model of protection appears to entail, then, an 

attempt to counter the idea of penetrative, impactful language by re-establishing the 

boundaries of the body.   

 

Poetry‘s relationship to pleasure and astonishment is dependent on a particular 

connection with reality. Some poets tell lies, Plutarch claims, in pursuit of grace and the 

pleasure of hearing (ἡδνλὴλ ἀθν῅ο θαὶ ράξηλ); they do so, because the truth (ηὴλ ἀιήζεηαλ) 

is counted as more harsh than falsehood (αὐζηεξνηέξαλ ἡγνῦληαη ηνῦ ςεύδνπο, 

16a);
45

reality (ἡ κὲλ γὰξ ἔξγῳ γηγλνκέλε) does not deviate (ἐμίζηαηαη), even if the end is 

without pleasure (θἅλ ἀηεξπὲο ἔρῃ ηὸ ηέινο), while sculpted narratives turn easily aside 
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 Rimell (2002) For further discussion see below:  text to notes 75-7. 

45
 Plut. De Aud. Poet. 16a: εἰζάγεηλ εἰο ηὰ πνηήκαηα δεῖ ηὸλ λένλ κεδὲλ νὕησ κεκειεηεκέλνλ ἔρνληα θαὶ 

πξόρεηξνλ ὡο ηὸ πνιιὰ ςεύδνληαη ἀνηδνὶ. For the lying qualities of poets cf.  Arist. Met. 983a3-4.  
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from the painful towards the pleasurable (ηὸ δὲ πιαηηόκελνλ ιόγῳ ῥᾷζηα πεξηρσξεῖ θαὶ 

ηξέπεηαη πξὸο ηὸ ἥδηνλ ἐθ ηνῦ ιππνῦληνο, 16b). The ultimate argument here is that there is 

nothing quite so striking as a plot which combines falsehood and truth effectively (ἐλ 

πνηήκαζη κεκηγκέλνλ πηζαλόηεηη ςεῦδνο ἐθπιήηηεη θαὶ ἀγαπᾶηαη κᾶιινλ η῅ο ἀκύζνπ θαὶ 

ἀπιάζηνπ πεξὶ κέηξνλ θαὶ ιέμηλ θαηαζθεπ῅ο, 16c). Deviation from a reality which is 

potentially painful or lugubrious is central to a poetics which prizes the pursuit of pleasure, 

grace, and the power to astonish and frighten. Plutarch‘s phrasing here seems to mobilise a 

particular notion of fictional representation.
46

 Reference to ‗shaped‘ narratives, marking a 

range of potential artistic and narrative forms, figures the way ornate narrative adopts a 

particular position in terms of the relationship between pleasure and painful realities. 

Plutarch‘s text might be primarily concerned with poetry, but his language implicates a 

spectrum of artistic, shaped, ornate art forms. Poetry begins with a fundamental question, 

then: what is the relationship between shaped or sculpted narrative, pleasure, and painful 

reality.  

 

Awareness of the shaped nature of poetic discourse will help protect the reader. The 

audience should approach poetry having rehearsed the phrase πνιιὰ ςεύδνληαη ἀνηδνὶ. In 

this way, Plutarch claims, he will create a type of mental filter for approaching poetic 

representation. The point is reinforced moments later when we are told that he who 

remembers and keeps clearly in his mind (θαηέρσλ ἐλαξγῶο, 16d) the sorcery of poetry, 

when they encounter falsehood will remain impervious to poetry‘s deception (16d-e). The 

reader as a consequences will not suffer badly (πείζεηαη δεηλὸλ), but will check himself 

(ἐπηιήςεηαη, 16e), when he feels afraid at Poseidon lest he tear apart the earth and reveal 
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 On this see Halliwell (2002), 297. 



 

 58  

Hades; he will cease to shed tears for Achilles and Agamemnon, ἀδπλάηνπο θαὶ ἀζζελεῖο 

ρεῖξαο ἐπηζπκίᾳ ηνῦ δ῅λ ὀξέγνληαο (16e); and if he is affected by their suffering, and 

overcome by the sorcery he will remind himself that such things are falsehoods and 

women‘s tales.   

 

Plutarch‘s treatment of the false qualities of poetry taps into a broader discussion of 

the way we react to or interpret the truth claims of poetry directly impinges on our 

engagement with traumatic or emotional images. Acceptance of the truth content of poetry 

involves being swept away, while conscious engagement with its mixed nature protects the 

individual against its emotional effects. At 16d, he informs us that whenever something 

inappropriate (ἄηνπόλ ηη) or distasteful (δπζρεξὲο) occurs, the one who accepts the logos as 

true (ὁ κὲλ ὡο ἀιεζ῅ πξνζδεμάκελνο ιόγνλ νἴρεηαη) is borne along by it and corrupted in 

his opinion (θεξόκελνο θαὶ δηέθζαξηαη ηὴλ δόμαλ). Plutarch‘s warning figures a particular 

psychological approach to representation in which we engage intensely with events when 

we simply accept them at face value. In contrast to this form of experience, recognising the 

way poetry combines falsehood and myth with truth induces an entirely different 

experience.  

 

Plutarch‘s use of ἐλαξγῶο here grates with rhetorical theory. We saw above that 

enargeia is usually mobilised to refer to the vividness of poetic or rhetorical images 

themselves, which in due course forces the reader or listener to endure the emotional and 

psychical experiences of an eyewitness.
47

 Vividness is the quality by which we are 

transported by the text to the event itself. There are moments in Plutarch‘s treatise when 

the concept of vividness is mobilised in this way, such as 36b where Plutarch refers to the 

                                                      

47
 On enargeia see above, text to notes 25-7, with further bibliography. 
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vivid sayings of Aeschylus.
48

 Nevertheless, its use at 16d appears to emphasise the change 

in our experience that Plutarch seeks to effect: the power of poetic images is countered by 

the vividness of the reader‘s own practiced saying. If enargeia is one of the 

representational qualities that allow audiences to move beyond the text and experience the 

subject matter directly at a sensual and emotional level, then Plutarch‘s rephrasing of the 

notion of vividness forces the individual to confront the poetic text; to experience it as 

textual or representative medium; to interpret and resist it. 

  

3. Poetry as a Mimetic Art 

The second major technique Plutarch uses to protect the reader from the emotional 

power of poetry concerns the emphasis of its mimetic status. At 17f Plutarch specifically 

instructs us that we will further assist the critical interpretation of poetry if we remind the 

young that poetry is a mimetic art (κηκεηηθὴ ηέρλε) and that its power is akin to that of the 

life-painting.
49

 A great deal has been said about Plutarch‘s treatment of mimesis in chapters 

18-19 of Poetry, which has stressed the way it engages with Platonic and Aristotelian 

notions of imitation.
50

 In this discussion, I don‘t want to propose an alternative way of 

reading Plutarch‘s explicit treatment of the theory mimetic art. Rather, I seek to make two 

points which will allow us to see the way Plutarch‘s concern with pain is developed 

throughout Poetry. I point out that Plutarch aims to refigure how we view artistic images; 

secondly, I show how this process directly impacts on the ethical engagement with the pain 

and suffering of others.  

 

Plutarch‘s tract explicitly attempts to rephrase how we engage with poetic imagery. 

This involves teaching the individual how to see and judge artwork.  
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 Plut. de Aud. Poet. 36b: ὧλ ηὸ κὲλ εἴξεθελ ὁ Αἰζρύινο ἐλαξγῶο. 

49
 cf.  Pl. Resp. 605. 

50
 van der Stockt (1992), 49-55; Konstan (2004), 3-27; (2005), 1-17; Halliwell (2000), 296-302. 
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δηδάζθσκελ αὐηὸλ ὅηη γεγξακκέλελ ζαύξαλ ἥ πίζεθνλ ἥ Θεξζίηνπ πξόζσπνλ ἰδόληεο 

ἡδόκεζα θαὶ ζαπκάδνκελ νὐρ ὡο θαιὸλ ἀιι‟ ὡο ὅκνηνλ. ἡ δὲ κίκεζηο, ἄλ ηε πεξὶ 

θαῦινλ ἄλ ηε πεξὶ ρξεζηὸλ ἐθίθεηαη η῅ο ὁκνηόηεηνο, ἐπαηλεῖηαη.  (18b) 

When painters or writers depict shameful or disgraceful acts (πξάμεηο ἀηόπνπο), it is 

particularly important, Plutarch continues, to remind them that it is not the subject matter 

of the mimetic representation but the style (ηὴλ ηέρλελ) of the artist which is praised (18b). 

Plutarch‘s language resonates with earlier discussions of the power of poetic narrative over 

the audience. His use of ἐπαηλεῖηαη picks up Plato‘s suggestion that the poet is praised 

because he stirs our emotions; yet here praise is critically redirected to the artist‘s 

cultivation of the quality of likeness (ὁκνηόηεηνο). Similarly, Plutarch explicitly reverses 

the experience of wonder and pleasure we feel towards representation: we ‗experience 

pleasure‘ (ἡδόκεζα) and ‗wonder at‘ (ζαπκάδνκελ) the likeness of representation, not the 

subject matter which is represented. There is a critical movement here away from a direct 

focus on the subject matter of the representation towards the texture of the representational 

medium itself. It is especially important Plutarch argues, that when confronted with 

inappropriate (ἀηόπνπο) images, youths are trained that the represented act is not praised 

(ηὴλ πξᾶμηλ νὐθ ἐπαηλνῦκελ ἧο γέγνλελ ἡ κίκεζηο), but the skill (ηὴλ ηέρλελ) of the artist is, 

in so far as it has represented the matter appropriately (εἰ κεκίκεηαη πξνζεθόλησο ηὸ 

ὑπνθείκελνλ, 18b).   

 

Plutarch‘s reference to ηὴλ ηέρλελ highlights the way in which the engagement with 

the represented subject is subordinated to the appreciation of the artistic qualities of the 

communicative medium. What matters for Plutarch is how the artist represented, not what 

he represented. This point is developed further in the following lines:  
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ἐπεὶ ηνίλπλ θαὶ  πνηεηηθὴ πνιιάθηο ἔξγα θαῦια θαὶ πάζε κνρζεξὰ θαὶ ἤζε 

κηκεηηθῶο ἀπαγγέιιεη, δεῖ ηὸ ζαπκαδόκελνλ ἐλ ηνύηνηο θαὶ θαηνξζνύκελνλ κήη‟ 

ἀπνδέρεζζαη ηὸλ λένλ ὡο ἀιεζὲο κήηε δνθηκάδεηλ ὡο θαιόλ, ἀιι‟ ἐπαηλεῖλ κόλνλ 

ὡο ἐλαξκόηηνλ η῵ ὑπνθεηκέλῳ πξνζώπῳ θαὶ νἰθεῖνλ. (18b) 

Plutarch‘s final line here hammers home the point. Praise is given on the basis of the fit 

achieved between the artist‘s representation and the subject matter. Just as Damonidas‘ 

boots were shameful, but were appropriate; so the artistic representation must manifest a 

similar degree of appropriateness. Thus the interpretative and intellectual focus of the 

reader is directed towards evaluating the referential relationship between the artist‘s work 

and the subject matter; the nature of the subject matter is important in this context only in 

so far as it provides the basis for the evaluation of the artistic work. Importantly, Plutarch‘s 

rewriting of mimesis effects a transition in the dynamics of our pleasure—from direct 

emotional effect to one in which we experience pleasure and wonder (nb., once again, the 

use of ηὸ ζαπκαδόκελνλ) at how the artist has captured the world. Forming ourselves as 

ethical evaluators of represented suffering involves engaging with, and evaluating the 

world view of the author, rather than simply reacting to the pain. This aesthetic model 

figures a specific reaction to the artistic presentation of painful experiences:  

θαὶ λνζώδε κὲλ ἄλζξσπνλ θαὶ ὕπνπινλ ὡο ἀηεξπὲο ζέακα θεύγνκελ, ηὸλ δ‟ 

Ἀξηζηνθῶληνο Φηινθηήηελ θαὶ ηὴλ Σηιαλίσλνο Ἰνθάζηελ ὁκνίνπο θζίλνπζη θαὶ 

ἀπνζλῄζθνπζη πεπνηεκέλνπο ὁξῶληεο ραίξνκελ·. (de. Aud. Poet. 18c)  

On one level there is a transition in experience from audience pain to pleasure—a 

deliberate rejection of the way real painful experiences hold our interest and our concern, 

as opposed to the way we are attracted by the artistic image.  
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Viewing Pain in Plutarch’s Sympotic Questions 5.1 

 

In the discussion of Poetry we saw how intellectual consideration of the text 

constructed barriers to the direct engagement with represented suffering. In this discussion 

I continue to investigate that question by showing how direct sensual appreciation of pain 

was mediated by the individual‘s cultural ideology. Man‘s cultural beliefs, represented by 

his dianoia, serve to manage the way we engage with pain and its representation.  This I 

contend corresponds to a model of cathexis and decathexis which Freud saw as a crucial 

part of the conscious perceptual system‘s protection of the individual psyche. In this 

context it creates situation in which pain only becomes interesting when it is represented in 

the safe context of an image. If the Longinian model of the sublime confronted the Sontag 

and Kleinman model of desensitisation by permeating the boundaries between audience 

and trauma, forcing them to confront and imagine others‘ suffering in real psycho-somatic 

terms, then this text creates an ideologically driven form of desensitisation in which we are 

drawn only to those experiences which are represented artistically and cleverly.  

 

1. Direct Sensual Engagement and the Sympotic Questions 5.1  

So far in this chapter, we have examined the way language of poetry or rhetoric 

forces the individual to see suffering through its manipulation of vividness. In what 

follows, I change approach slightly. In Sympotic Questions 5.1 Plutarch approaches the 

question of direct sensual engagement—the discussion of mimesis is subordinated to a 

discussion of how the individual perceives the world at the level of the senses. Plutarch‘s 

text, as we shall see, is mired in what Plutarch presents as a debate between the Cyrenaic 

and Epicurean philosophical traditions concerning the pathē of pleasure and pain (which 

will be discussed below). There are two immediate implications for this chapter‘s concern 

with desensitisation. The first relates to the fact that we now move to texts which are 
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explicitly focused on the way the body operates as the site of sensual perceptions. The 

relationship between the audience‘s body and the trauma depicted is negotiated in terms of 

multi-sensory engagement: how do we see, hear, touch, and ultimately smell phenomena.  

More significantly, the texts we investigate here are determined to construct, and 

normalise, different modes of sensorial interaction between real suffering and its 

represented counterpart: these texts teach readers how to see, hear, and feel pain.  

 

Plutarch‘s tract starts from a familiar question: why do we feel pleasure at mimetic 

representation, but feel pain at real suffering.
51

 The question has an obvious Platonic and 

Aristotelian ring to it, and also recalls Plutarch‘s earlier literary critical work in the Poetry. 

Not surprisingly, then, the two work have often, hitherto, been read alongside each other, 

used to enhance our understanding of the author‘s approach to mimesis. Konstan and van 

der Stockt both place this text within a long tradition of thinking about how mimetic 

representation induces the reader‘s pleasure.
52

 Van der Stockt, for example, argues that this 

treatise adopts and develops an understanding of mimesis which was underemphasised in 

Aristotle‘s Poetics.
53

 What this focus misses is the way the question of our pleasurable 

engagement with artistic works is subordinated to a philosophical debate about how 

individuals perceive, and understand, the world. In this context, questions about why we 

feel pleasure at images of pain but pain when we encounter the real thing operate not in 

terms of their mobilisation of Aristotelian ideas, but are used to engage Epicurean and 

Cyrenaic views about the way in which the senses directly perceive the nature of the 

external world. This text is ultimately about how the senses operate as sites of direct 

engagement and perception.  

 

                                                      

51
 On the hoary nature of this question see Konstan (2005), 1.  

52
 Konstan (2005), 1-17; Van der Stockt (1990), 27-31. 

53
 van der Stockt (1990), 31. 
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The context of Plutarch‘s discussion is made most apparent in the final passages of 

his tract where he aligns himself with a Cyrenaic approach to perception. His argument, he 

claims, is an excellent proof (ηεθκήξηνλ) for the views of the Cyrenaic sect:   

…ηνῦην δ εἶπνλ, ἄλδξεο Ἐπηθνύξεηνη, θαὶ ηεθκήξηόλ ἐζηη κέγα ηνῖο Κπξελατθνῖο 

πξὸο ὑκᾶο ηνῦ κὴ πεξὶ ηὴλ ὄςηλ εἶλαη κεδὲ πεξὶ ηὴλ ἀθνὴλ ἀιιὰ πεξὶ ηὴλ δηάλνηαλ 

ἡκῶλ ηὸ ἡδόκελνλ ἐπὶ ηνῖο ἀθνύζκαζη θαὶ ζεάκαζηλ. (674a-b) 

Plutarch‘s strategic alignment with the Cyrenaic school is no doubt related to the agonistic 

context of the entire dialogue.
54

 What interests me is the way in which the passage allows 

us to negotiate Plutarch‘s approach to sensual perception. A central concern of these two 

hedonistic philosophical schools concerned the role the perception of pain and pleasure 

played in both the individual‘s knowledge about the world and the way that knowledge 

guided ethical action.
55

 Although the possibility of an ancient debate between these two 

sects is impossible to confirm, it appears clear that Epicureans and Cyrenaics agreed on the 

importance of the pathē of pleasure and pain being the guiding forces behind ethical 

action: we act to flee painful experiences, and are ineluctably drawn to pleasurable ones.
56

 

According to this passage in Plutarch, where the two schools disagreed was on the central 

role played by the sensory mechanisms of the body in determining the nature of external 

events. Plutarch and other later writers imagined that the two sects were divided on the role 

of the mind or dianoia in determining the nature of our experiences of pleasure and pain: 

whereas Epicureans believed in the primacy of sense perceptions, Cyrenaics argued that 

                                                      

54
 cf.  Plut. Quaest. Conv. 673e: ἐγὼ δέ, θαίπεξ ἐλ ἀιινηξίῳ ρνξ῵ πόδα ηηζείο.  

55
 On the possibilities of an ancient debate between these two sects see: D.L. ii.90 (=fr. 189 Mannebach). 

56
 On the importance of the pathē of pleasure and pain in both Epicurean and Cyrenaic philosophies of 

knowledge see: Tsouna (1998), 1-9 on the pathē, 68-73; (1992), 161-92; for the role of pleasure in 

determining our ethical action cf. the views of Sext. Emp. Adv. Math. xi.96 (=fr. 398 Us.) on the Epicureans: 

ἀιι‟ εἰώζαζί ηηλεο ηῶλ ἀπὸ η῅ο Ἐπηθνύξνπ αἱξέζεσο...ιέγεηλ, ὅηη θπζηθῶο θαὶ ἀδηδάθησο ηὸ δ῵νλ θεύγεη κὲλ 

ηὴλ ἀιγεδόλα, δηώθεη δὲ ηὴλ ἡδνλήλ; cf. Plut. Adv. Col. 1122E (= fr. 411 Us.). 
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sense perceptions were inevitably shaped by the nature of man‘s mind or soul.
57

 By 

framing his sympotic discussion within this philosophical debate, Plutarch asks his 

audience to turn immediately to questions of the reader‘s or viewer‘s direct sensual 

engagement with the phenomena they encounter in art or life.  

 

 The implications of this alignment for Plutarch‘s approach to representation and 

real suffering is significant. Belief, and ideology, become critical factors in our 

engagement with artistic representation. In one instance (in this case the observation of 

Parmenion‘s squealing pig), Plutarch notes, the reaction of the audience was dominated by 

what they believed about what they saw. Plutarch, claims emphatically that the same 

sensory experience (ηὸ αὐηὸ η῅ο αἰζζήζεσο πάζνο, Quaest. Conviv. 674c) did not affect 

(δηαηίζεζη) the soul in the same way (ὁκνίσο), since the spectators did not believe that skill 

and striving (ινγηθῶο ἥ θηινηίκσο, 674c) had contributed to the sight. Plutarch‘s language 

here gives the game away—our sensual reaction is conditioned by the presence of qualities 

central to the Greek sense of reason, or rationality, and striving to achieve honour. Our 

reaction to visual effects depends on our capacity to see some central Greek cultural values 

in the artistic image. 

 

2. Being Drawn to Images of Pain 

What are the implications of Plutarch‘s Cyrenaic position for how we react to 

pleasure and pain? Plutarch‘s adoption of an agonistic stance towards the Epicurean 

understanding of direct sensual engagement with the external world lays the groundwork 

for developing a model of aesthetic desensitisation. Plutarch‘s approach to dianoia 

                                                      

57
 For references to the difference between the two sects cf. Plut. Non Posse 1089a-b (=fr. 240 Mannebach); 

D.L. ii.90 On the similarities between Epicurean and Cyrenaic positions see: Tsouna (1998), 115-22 on the 

relationship between the two schools. For the discussion of the Cyrenaic understanding of sense perception 

and its relationship to ‗internal touch‘, see Tsouna (1998), 10-12.  
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produces a model of aesthetic engagement in which man engages with, and is drawn to, 

artistic images on the basis of their manifestation of the audience‘s cultural ideology.  

 

Plutarch‘s associates man‘s mental capacities—his dianoia—with the love for art 

and rationality. Throughout his treatise Plutarch continually tells us that man is born a 

lover of art and beauty. At 673d he claims that men are by nature (θύζεη) logical and lovers 

of art (ινγηθνη θαη θηινηερλνη). His assertion of the naturalness of man‘s interest is repeated 

throughout the treatise: at 673e, he claims that since man was born a lover of art and 

beauty (γεγνλὼο θηιόηερλνο θαὶ θηιόθαινο, 673e) he is naturally drawn to those creations 

which manifest those qualities. Although Plutarch situates man‘s pleasure within nature 

(nb., θύζεη above), it is clear that such language merely places the Greek cultural ideology 

of rationality and skill onto the natural plane. For Plutarch, man‘s dianoia is embedded in 

his (according to Plutarch) innate love of art, skill, and technical proficiency.  

 

Plutarch‘s elevation of these mental qualities to a central place in an individual‘s 

aesthetic engagement with art immediately raises questions about how cultural taste might 

influence the reaction to the reality and image of pain. The way our sight is mediated by 

cultural ideology dramatically changes our reaction to images of pain and suffering: when 

we see a sick man we are pained (θζηζηθνὺο κὲλ ὁξῶληεο δπζρεξαίλνκελ, 674b), but when 

we gaze upon statues and images of the sick we do so pleasingly (ἀλδξηάληαο δὲ θαὶ 

γξαθὰο θζηζηθῶλ ἡδέσο ζεώκεζα) because the mind is naturally lead by the mimetic image 

(η῵ ηὴλ δηάλνηαλ ὑπὸ ηῶλ κηκεκάησλ ἄγεζζαη [θαὶ] θαηὰ ηὸ νἰθεῖνλ, 674b). Plutarch‘s 

understanding of our engagement with pain is redolent with philosophical implications 

about perception. Plutarch tells us repeatedly that we view real suffering shamefully or 
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painfully—the sick and dying are viewed ἀληαξῶο (674b); yet, we see their representation 

in startlingly different terms (γξαθὰο ... ἡδέσο ζεώκεζα, 674b). In contrast to how we view 

pain, we are drawn to the representation of those experiences: ἕιθεη γὰξ ὡο νἰθεῖνλ 

ἀδηδάθησο ηὴλ θύζηλ ηὸ γιαθπξὸλ θαὶ παλνῦξγνλ (673f).  

 

3. Universal Pain and Stylistic Representation 

Plutarch‘s association of philosophical attraction and pleasure with representation 

is built on a particular understanding of the differences between pain and its artistic 

representation. At one point in his treatise Plutarch characterises the differences in the 

experience of pain and its representation in a provocative way. When we look at a man 

genuinely suffering pain (ιππνύκελνο), he is seen to experience certain common 

experiences and movements (ἔλ ηηζη θνηλνῖο πάζεζη θαὶ θηλήκαζηλ ὁξᾶηαη, 673f). 

Importantly, pain is conceived here as a type of universal experience: the possibility of 

different reactions to—or experiences of—suffering is downplayed by Plutarch‘s use of 

θνηλνῖο.58
 There are two related implications to this conception of the experience of pain. 

Firstly, Plutarch‘s language places the actual experience of pain at odds with that of 

imitation, which displays a cleverness (παλνπξγία) and a conviction all of its own 

(πηζαλόηεο, 673f); an increasing distinction between the artistic image and the experience 

of pain emerges throughout Plutarch‘s Sympotic Questions 5.1. 

 

                                                      

58
 Plutarch‘s language here combines both Cyrenaic and Epicurean references to sense perceptions. 

Throughout this tract, Plutarch continually manipulates the language of both sects repeatedly, suggesting his 

aim is less a discussion of poetics (as Konstan, and van der Stockt assume), and more a philosophical 

discussion of the perception of other‘s pain. For the vocabularly of the two schools see: Teodorsson (1990), 

139-52. 
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Secondly, the universality of painful experience is constructed as the reason for its 

inability to attract the attention or engagement of the audience: pain is uninteresting 

because it is universal.    Plutarch‘s formulation figures the experiences of audience and 

sufferer. Pain and suffering only become matters or problems to which audiences are 

drawn to when artistic qualities render the experience sufficiently individualised. The 

common experience of pain sufferers, here, fails to render the experience intellectually or 

ethically interesting, or attractive for the individual who is born to be pleased by technical 

proficiency:   

ηὸλ δὲ γεγξακκέλνλ Φηινθηήηελ θαὶ ηὴλ πεπιαζκέλελ Ἰνθάζηελ, ἧο θαζηλ εἰο ηὸ 

πξόζσπνλ ἀξγύξνπ ηη ζπκκῖμαη ηὸλ ηερλίηελ, ὅπσο ἐθιείπνληνο ἀλζξώπνπ θαὶ 

καξαηλνκέλνπ ιάβῃ πεξηθάλεηαλ ὁ ραιθόο, <ἰδόληεο> ἡδόκεζα θαὶ ζαπκάδνκελ. 

(674a)
59

 

Artistic style comes to the fore. Plutarch places particular emphasis on the technical skill 

required to produce the imitations (cf.  ηη ζπκκῖμαη ηὸλ ηερλίηελ), which induces the 

audience‘s pleasure and amazement. Plutarch‘s use of ζπκκίγλπκη is significant, flagging 

the theme of mixing which is central to Plutarch‘s conception of the attraction of art. He 

tells us that children wonder at things which share in intelligence and reason (λνῦ θαὶ 

ιόγνπ κεηέρνλ, 673e); just as children are more drawn to images in which they can see that 

logic and skill (ηερληθὸλ θαὶ ινγηθὸλ) have been combined (θαηακεκηγκέλνλ, 673e). What 

interests me is the way such an emphasis effects a transition: the level of engagement 

becomes, critically, on Plutarch‘s formulation, the way something is created, rather than 

the subject matter of the representation. Audiences, Plutarch argues, engage with pain at 

the level of style; true suffering fails to attract the wonder or the engagement of the viewer 

                                                      

59
 cf.  Plut. Quaest. Conv. 673d-e: θύζεη ινγηθνὶ θαὶ θηιόηερλνη γεγνλόηεο πξὸο ηὸ ινγηθῶο θαὶ ηερληθῶο 

πξαηηόκελνλ νἰθείσο δηαθείκεζα θαὶ ζαπκάδνκελ, ἅλ ἐπηηπγράλεηαη.  
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because it lacks such stylistic layering. Here the responses of wonder and amazement 

become a reflection of the artist‘s and the audience‘s shared cultural values: aesthetics here 

emerges not as an affective engagement with the impactful subject matter, but rather, an 

expression of shared interest in technical skill and proficiency.  

 

We discussed in the introduction how modern mass-media culture has influenced 

the way in which pain becomes a ‗real‘ phenomenon. For Sontag, following Guy DeBord, 

the question concerned how the sheer proliferation of images in a modern mass media 

culture had led us to find greater interest in the way things are depicted than their subject 

matter. In this situation, Plutarch appears to present an aesthetic code in which pain only 

becomes an arresting subject when it is presented as a stylistic artistic image. This has 

dramatic implications for the experience of pain and the possibilities of representation. On 

one reading, pain is relegated to the world of the universal, uninteresting because it is a 

universal experience. At another level, pain becomes the subject of a representation which 

in order to be interesting and arresting for viewers deliberately combines the reality of pain 

with other artistic elements. Plutarch‘s formulation raises an important question about 

representation and pain: what are the possibilities for describing or depicting pain in a 

viewing culture in which that experience is figured as interesting in a medium which plays 

upon its distance from reality?  

 

4. Conclusions 

There are several points which need to be drawn out of this discussion of Plutarch‘s 

critical negotiation of mimesis. For Plutarch mimesis draws together questions of audience 

engagement with text, and through that medium, reality. This has dramatic implications for 

his approach to how we think about the powerful effective character of the sublime and its 

transference of traumatic experience. In the first instance Plutarch‘s Poetry attempts to 
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reassert the boundaries between the receptor and the subject matter by asking the reader to 

engage critically with the stylistic qualities of the representational medium. This would 

ensure that they could ‗check themselves‘ when they were confronted with painful images 

and not suffer any damaging effects.  

 

Secondly, we saw how this idea was advanced in Plutarch‘s Sympotic Question in 

which Plutarch argued that man was characterised by indirect sensual engagement in which 

his dianoia influenced how he reacted to realia and represented images. In the cultural 

world Plutarch envisages man is drawn to the rationality of the image itself: pain becomes 

an object of ethical and intellectual consideration when it is represented in a way that 

combines the Greek cultural values of rationality and logic. This induced a type of 

complicity between the audience and the artistic medium: we engage with the artists‘ 

world view, rather than the realities of painful experience.    

 

SECTION 3: REPRESENTING BODILY VIOLATION IN PLUTARCH AND GALEN 

 

In the first two sections of this chapter, we have developed two models for thinking 

about the communication of suffering: one in which sublime language impacted upon the 

reader, another in which conscious or rational engagement with the artistic work served to 

desensitise. In this final section, I want to fill out the map of the representational landscape 

by investigating the way violence and pain are represented in two very different authors 

from opposite ends of the second century. My focus here will be on how the 

representational dynamics of Plutarch‘s Concerning Flesh Eating (henceforth Flesh) and 

Galen‘s On Anatomical Procedures (henceforth Anatomy) figure our engagement with 

violated and tortured bodies. These two texts present very different reactions to the 

problem of how to represent suffering to readers: in Plutarch‘s text the primary concern 
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focuses on mobilising the emotions of the reader to empathise with, and understand, the 

suffering of others; in Galen, the concern to enhance the reader‘s knowledge of the body‘s 

structure and form underpins a subtle relationship with the model developed by Longinus 

and Plutarch‘s model of poetic desensitisation—Galen‘s text has sublime elements, but 

uses these elements in ways very different from Longinus or Achilles Tatius. What 

combines these two authors is a conscious effort to shape the way we imagine the pain of 

others through the manipulation of the sublime elements of literary representation.  

 

1. Violence towards Animals 

The first point to note about these two works is their focus on the animal body. 

These texts are situated within a cultural tradition in which animals help to phrase 

questions about culture, justice, rationality, and the human body.
60

 Their focus on violence 

towards animals highlights the problem of desensitisation and the related questions of 

emotional, imaginative, and ethical affiliation we have been tracking over this chapter. 

Indeed, as we shall see, it raises the stakes in the cultural discussion we have tracking over 

this chapter, precisely because it plays on fundamental questions about how we recognise 

not only other human experiences, but the experiences of other species; species, 

furthermore, whose experience of pain and hold on man‘s ethical sensibilities was in 

question.   

 

For Plutarch, approaching questions of violence towards animals explicitly raises 

questions about man‘s capacity to understand, and imagine, the suffering of others. 

Questions of empathy, and justice, are exacerbated precisely because animals lack the 

capacity to communicate with us. The fact that animals lack the linguistic capacity to 

                                                      

60
 Cassin (1997), for an overview of the main issues; cf.  Lloyd (1997), 417-34; on the role of animals in 

medical thought Ayache, (1997), 55-74; and in anatomy specifically see Hankinson (1997), 75-93.  
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express their claims to justice or describe their treatment underpinned a philosophical 

debate about the whether or not animals did in fact experience pain in a similar manner to 

humans: as Sorabji has pointed out the critical lack of a linguistic capacity justified (in 

stoic thought at least) the idea that animals could be mistreated on the basis that their 

experiences were of a fundamentally different (and lesser) nature than ours.
61

 Plutarch‘s 

text simultaneously speaks about animals, and for them. That dual process is designed both 

to bridge an imaginative (and ultimately empathetic and ethical) divide between man and 

animal: the strategy of speaking for animals asks us to confront the Stoic assumption that 

lack of communication indicates the poverty of experience; giving them a voice forces us 

to imagine and confront their experiences directly.   

 

For Galen the significance of representing animal violence is tied to the ideological 

and legal structures surrounding anatomical demonstration in the Imperial period. 

Although it appears that the dissection of humans had been undertaken in the Hellenistic 

period, it is clear that Galen was prevented from anatomical work on live human bodies; 

restricted, ultimately, to the vivisection of animals.
62

 Galen‘s use of the animal body is 

ambivalent. On one level, Galen uses animals to construct a model for thinking about 

human suffering. In order to construct animal bodies as an effective means for thinking 

about the human body, Galen repeatedly argues for a homological structure between 

animal bodies and human.
63

 Indeed, there are times throughout Galen‘s corpus when the 

                                                      

61
 Sorabji (1997), 7-16, 78-96 on animal reason and speech; 107-133 on animal claims to justice. A number 

of texts in Plutarch‘s corpus deal explicitly with the way animals communicate and their experience of 

pleasure and pain: cf. Plut. Brut. Anim. (which contains a sustained argument for the superiority of animal 

virtue, and intensity of their sensual experiences, especially pleasure); Terrest. an Aquat.; on these two texts 

and their connection with De Esu Carn. see: Newmyer (1992), 38-54. 
62

 On the dissection and vivisection of human bodies in Alexandria see: von Staden (1989), 29-30; 139-53. 

As von Staden points out the practice appears to have been short-lived (139-40). On the legal restrictions in 

Galen‘s time see Hankinson (1997), 76.  
63

 Gleason (2009), 85-88; cf.  Hankinson (1997), 75-93. 
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distinction between the human and the animal all but disappears.
64

 Nevertheless, the 

practice of operating on animal bodies also serves to distance his readers from real human 

pain and suffering. As has been acknowledged, Roman imperial culture marked one‘s 

position in the social hierarchy in terms the capacity to inflict violence upon the body. The 

capacity of violence to lay claim to the viewer‘s empathy and understanding was 

increasingly limited as the legal capacity for the infliction of violence increased—Galen‘s  

use of animals cordons off violence, pain, and suffering into a world which had little hold 

on the Roman imagination or sense of empathy.
65

 The Sontag and Kleinman approach to 

desensitisation, with which we began this chapter, problematised the way representation 

distanced the reader and therefore prevented them from understanding and empathising 

with suffering in other parts of the world. These two texts complicate, and in many ways 

intensify, that question of affective distance by focusing on violence towards a body‘s 

whose ability to hold engage our emotional responses is deeply limited.  

 

Plutarch’s Flesh
66

 

 

Plutarch‘s two treatises concerning the consumption of flesh present a rhetorical 

argument for the adoption of a diet of restrained, just meat eating. As a consequence it has 

been taken as an expression of Plutarch‘s (highly unusual) concern with, and advocation 

                                                      

64
 cf.  Galen‘s advice to those who are not lucky enough to see exposed human corpses at AA.ii.222: ἔθιεμαη 

δὲ εἰο ηνῦην ηῶλ πηζήθσλ ηνὺο ὁκνηνηάηνπο ἀλζξώπῳ. ηνηνῦηνη δ‟ εἰζὶλ, ὧλ νὔζ‟ αἱ γέλπεο πξνκήθεηο, νὔζ‟ 

νἱ θπλόδνληεο ὀλνκαδόκελνη κεγάινη. ηνῖο δὲ ηνηνύηνηο πηζήθνηο εὑξήζεηο θαὶ ηἄιια κόξηα παξαπιεζίσο 

ἀλζξώπνηο δηαθείκελα, θαὶ δηὰ ηνῦην βαδίδνληάο ηε θαὶ ηξέρνληαο αὐηνὺο ἐπὶ δπνῖλ ζθεινῖλ.  
65

 On the issue of homology see Gleason (2009), 111; on the relationship between animals and the status of 

slaves see: Fitzgerald (2000), 99-102, esp. 100, for the fluid boundaries between the bodies of slaves and 

animals and their susceptibility to mistreatment.  
66

 The text of de Esu Carn. is badly mutilated. There are lacunae  indicated at 994d, 994f, 995e, 996b, 997a. 

The extant text is also disputed at, for example 994b-d. Finally both discourses appear to end with the 

promise of more material: cf.  996c; 999b. I will refer to these problems in more detail when they affect my 

reading of the text directly.  
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of, animal rights, and vegetarianism.
67

 Flesh engages directly with the question of 

desensitisation and its relationship with bodily boundaries we have been tracking over this 

chapter. The tract begins with a model of desensitisation in which the individual has been 

hardened against genuine appreciation of the experiences of others. This sensual malaise is 

countered by Plutarch‘s attempt to shape our appreciation of the destroyed animal body 

through our engagement with powerful, emotively forceful language and rhetoric. As we 

shall see, although explicit reference to the experiences of amazement and shock (upon 

which the Longinian model of the sublime was built) are absent from this work, the 

sublime still plays a critical role in promoting our affective engagement with the suffering 

of others.  

 

1. Luxury, Desensitisation, and Violence 

One of the primary focuses of Flesh involves critiquing the sensual malaise 

characteristic, Plutarch claims, of his contemporaries. His tract opens with the confronting 

rhetorical questions about how man could endure the pollution of eating, or how his 

sensorial organs could endure the sight, smells, and sounds associated with animal 

slaughter.
68

. Plutarch answers his own question by developing a model of desensitisation in 

which the search for pleasure and the continual exposure to deleterious sights has served to 

render man callous and unable to imagine the pain and suffering of others.  

 

According to Plutarch, man‘s desensitisation starts from his pursuit of pleasure:  

εἶζ‟ ὥζπεξ ἐλ γπλαημὶλ θόξνλ ἡδνλ῅ο νὐθ ἐρνύζαηο ἀπνπεηξώκελνο πάληα θαὶ 

πιαλώκελνο <ὁ> ἀθνιαζηαίλσλ ἐμέπεζελ εἰο ηὰ ἄξξεηα, νὕησο αἱ πεξὶ ηὴλ ἐδσδὴλ 

                                                      

67
 Barrow (1967), 112 for Plutarch‘s ―sympathy‖ towards animals; Newmyer (1992), 40; (2005); cf.  Beer 

(2008), 106: ‗Plutarch...makes a sustained plea for the just and humane treatment of animals.‘  
68

 Plut. de Esu Carn. 993a-b.  
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ἀθξαζίαη ηὸ θπζηθὸλ παξειζνῦζαη θαὶ ἀλαγθαῖνλ ηέινο ἐλ ὠκόηεηη θαὶ παξαλνκίᾳ 

πνηθίιινπζη ηὴλ ὄξεμηλ. (997a-b) 

When Plutarch imagines the desire of women as ‗trying all things‘ and ‗wandering‘, he 

figures the achievement of pleasure as an endless quest. The repeated markers of liminality 

and transcendence are significant here (cf.  for example, ηὸ θπζηθὸλ παξειζνῦζαη θαὶ 

ἀλαγθαῖνλ ηέινο; ἐμέπεζελ): the achievement of satiety here is presented not only as a 

transcendence of the ‗natural limit‘, but also an endless journey (πιαλώκελνο) of one who 

goes beyond in an ineluctable search for the new, for variety. This quest has important 

corporeal implications. He continues his social analysis by reminding his reader that the 

sense organs (ηὰ αἰζζεηήξηα, 997c) become sick (ζπλλνζεῖ) and cease to be governed by 

proper limits, when they are presented with excess in other areas; exposure to shameful 

music, for instance, engendered illness in the sense of hearing, which in turn fostered 

desire (πνζεῖ ) for effeminate gropes and pleasures; foreign or inappropriate sights (ζέαηξα 

ἔθθπια) follow shameful dances and music; and wild images in the theatre, induce 

insensitivity and savagery towards man (ζέακαζηλ ἀλεκέξνηο ἀπάζεηα πξὸο ἀλζξώπνπο 

θαὶ ὠκόηεο, 997c). The torture of animals to produce alimentary delicacies is, so Plutarch 

argues, a direct correlate of man‘s sensual illness.  

 

Plutarch‘s vision of this malaise presents a model in which exposure to forms of 

suffering alters the way the senses operate. Encountering acts of savagery actually changes 

the way different phenomena are seen: such spectacles of violence taught sight (...ηὴλ ὄςηλ 

ἐδίδαμε...), not to take pleasure in warlike exercises, gesticulations or refined dances, or 

statues or paintings (κὴ ππξξίραηο ραίξεηλ κεδὲ ρεηξνλνκίαηο κεδ‟ ὀξρήκαζη γιαθπξνῖο κεδ‟ 

ἀγάικαζη θαὶ γξαθαῖο), but to make slaughter and death, the wounds of man, and the 
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spectacle of war, most refined (πνιπηέιεζηαηνλ, de Esu Carn. 997c). The model Plutarch 

adopts here is critically different to the model of sensual perception mobilised in his 

Sympotic Questions 5.1. In this context, the sheer volume of exposure is the critical matter. 

Plutarch‘s model ultimately seems well suited to the critique of a society where the 

spectacular image of pain and suffering, violence and torture saturated the cultural fabric. 

Indeed, Plutarch‘s argument attempts to extrapolate from the treatment of animals to the 

fundamentally violent, bellicose nature of ancient society. It is through gradual exposure to 

violence, he claims, that being hardened (ζηνκώζαληεο) we developed the appetite (ηὴλ 

ἀπιεζηίαλ) for the slaughter of man, and war (ἐπὶ ζθαγὰο ἀλζξώπσλ θαὶ πνιέκνπο θαὶ 

θόλνπο, 998b). Pleasure in the pain of others is taken to be a result of a certain kind of 

perceptual reconditioning induced by long exposure to similarly deleterious spectacles, and 

characterised by the failure to be governed by natural limits.  

 

Nothing, Plutarch admonishes his listeners, shamed civilised men: …νὐδὲλ ἡκᾶο 

δπζσπεῖ, νὐ ρξόαο ἀλζεξὸλ εἶδνο, νὐ θσλ῅ο ἐκκεινῦο πηζαλόηεο (994e). In this instance, 

δπζσπεῖ appears to refer directly to the experience of shame. However, it also suggests, if 

no more than metaphorically, a problematic process of direct sensual engagement: the very 

process of looking at animals has been readjusted by our pursuit of pleasure. The point is 

hammered home moments later. In this situation we imagine their voices to be inarticulate 

cries, rather than requests for justice: εἶζ‟ ἃο θζέγγεηαη θαὶ δηαηξίδεη θσλὰο ἀλάξζξνπο 

εἶλαη δνθνῦκελ (994e). Our sensual malaise has undermined our capacity to imagine or to 

understand the experiences of others.  

 

2. Consuming Animals, Reading the Text, Viewing Terrible Sights.  
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We can see then, how Flesh narrative creates a model of desensitisation in which 

the metaphor of hardened body figures our inability to empathise with and understand the 

sufferings of others. Plutarch‘s engagement with that sensual malaise is primarily 

motivated towards shocking the reader out of their aesthetic hardness. The process by 

which he achieves that involves manipulating different aspects of the rhetorical sublime. 

This manipulation is encapsulated, I argue, in the way the reader is forced to engage 

psycho-somatically with the subject matter of the discourse. Plutarch sublimates the 

representation of pain and suffering, forcing the reader to recognise and understand others‘ 

experiences by moving the emotions of the reader and eliding the distance between the 

traumatic subject matter and the reader‘s internal body. Although Flesh is not impactful in 

the way Longinus‘ or Achilles Tatius‘ texts were, it does serve to render us more 

susceptible to understanding of suffering by eliding the distance between the reader and the 

suffering animals‘ bodies.  

 

a) Emotional Language 

The primary method by which Plutarch achieves this is the mobilisation of 

emotionally powerful language. The topic of emotion and its place in Plutarch‘s overall 

aims appears explicitly towards the end of the second treatise in which he asks his readers 

to examine properly the suggestion that animals have a claim to just treatment: 

…ζθεςώκεζα, ηὸ κεδὲλ εἶλαη πξὸο ηὰ δ῵α δίθαηνλ ἡκῖλ, κήηε ηερληθῶο κήηε ζνθηζηηθῶο, 

ἀιιὰ ηνῖο πάζεζηλ ἐκβιέςαληεο ηνῖο ἑαπηῶλ θαὶ πξὸο ἑαπηνὺο ἀλζξσπηθῶο ιαιήζαληεο θαὶ 

ἀλαθξίλαληεο… (de Esu Carn. 999b). Plutarch‘s text works from an assumption that the 

movement of the emotions is central to ethical action of understanding animal suffering; it 

attempts to move the emotions of the reader through the manipulation of sublime or 

elevated powerful language and images.  
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Central to this aim is the vivid presentation of the reality of the practices that man 

engages in. At 993b Plutarch asks, provocatively, how man could endure the flaying and 

skinning of the dead carcasses (ηὸλ θόλνλ ζθαδνκέλσλ δεξνκέλσλ δηακειηδνκέλσλ). 

Plutarch‘s use of ζθαδνκέλσλ carries implications of ritualistic slaughter (of both human 

and animal victims), while his references to flaying or skinning insinuate wanton violence, 

punishment, and torture.
69

 He continues by confronting readers with a series of powerful 

images: ὁ πξῶηνο ἄλζξσπνο ... πξνζήςαην ζαξθὸο θαὶ λεθξῶλ ζσκάησλ (993b); portions 

(ηὰ κέξε) which not long before had  βξπρώκελα ... θαὶ θζεγγόκελα θαὶ θηλνύκελα θαὶ 

βιέπνληα (993b); meat eating involves touching the juice and ichor from the mortal 

wounds of foreign bodies (...ςαύνπζαλ ἀιινηξίσλ θαὶ ηξαπκάησλ ζαλαζίκσλ ρπκνὺο θαὶ 

ἰρῶξαο ἀπνιακβάλνπζαλ, 993b). For Plutarch, clearly, meat eating is mired in the bloody, 

gory, wounding of animals, and the pollution of the human body with the carcasses of the 

dead.  

 

These early sections of the treatise mobilise powerful rhetorical imagery and 

language which help to develop our awareness of the viciousness of our carnivorous 

practices. Note the onomatopoeias (βξπρώκελα ... θαὶ θζεγγόκελα) which imbue the 

passage with a degree of vividness.
70

 The effect of the onomatopoeia here is literally to 

bring the sounds of the erstwhile animal into the treatise itself: to make the reader hear its 

voice. Also significant is the use of the accumulative strategies of polusyndeton (cf.  … 

βξπρώκελα ... θαὶ θζεγγόκελα θαὶ θηλνύκελα θαὶ βιέπνληα) and asyndeton (cf.  

                                                      

69
 cf. the use of ἐθδείξαληη at 996b which continues to strengthen the implications of torture.  

70
 The use of θζεγγόκελα here appears to imply human speech. For the term in connection with human 

language see Hdt. 2.57. 
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…ζθαδνκέλσλ δεξνκέλσλ δηακειηδνκέλσλ). The effect of these two rhetorical tropes is 

powerfully emotive: rhetorical theory associates these strategies with the achievement of 

character and grandeur in rhetorical narrative. In his Concerning the Pursuit of Intensity 

Hermogenes suggests that the appropriate use of these respective tropes creates κέγεζνο 

and ἦζνο.71
 What interests me here is the way in which Plutarch‘s language has been 

shaped in order to cultivate a certain form of impact: the quality of κέγεζνο, in particular, is 

closely associated with the achievement of sublime rhetorical form.
72

 Plutarch‘s text 

confronts us with animals‘ suffering through the employment of rhetorical language which 

is designed to have an impact on the emotional constitution of the reader.   

 

b) Hearing the Animal Voice  

The second strategy Plutarch employs to force the reader to confront animal 

suffering involves the use of the animal voice. Plutarch‘s treatise refers to the animal voice 

on a number of occasions (cf.  the use of onomatopoeias discussed above). Importantly it 

also makes use of the strategy of prosopopoiia in which animals are explicitly represented 

as pleading for justice before the listener. This strategy was common throughout classical 

rhetorical practice as a particularly effective technique for forcing the audience imagine 

inarticulate beings such as animals or inanimate objects such the dead. Quintillian notes 

that it is a particularly effective for making the audience see the speaker as both possessed 

of human qualities, and being present before them.
73

 In this context, I argue that it serves 

firstly to humanise the animal, eliding the ethical bridge that exists between man and 

animal, and forcing them to confront their suffering in visceral emotional terms. 

  

                                                      

71
 Hermog. Meth. 11.1-4: ...ηὸ ἀζύλδεηνλ ζρ῅κα θαὶ ηὸ κεηὰ ηῶλ ζπλδέζκσλ  ιεγόκελνλ δνθεῖ ηὸ κὲλ 

δεδέζζαη, ηὸ δὲ ιειύζζαη. ηαὐηὸ δὲ ἀκθόηεξα δεινῖ, θαὶ ἐξγάδεηαη θαὶ κέγεζνο ὁκνίσο θαὶ ἦζνο. 
72

 For the use of the sublime to achieve megēthos see: ps.-Long. de Subl. 9.1 33.2 
73

 On Prosopopoiia see Quintillian, 9.3.30-34, esp., 34. 
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The first example of this is played out in a provocative scene form early in the first 

treatise. In the middle of this emotive passage, Plutarch turns to Homer to provide another 

image for the mistreatment of animals:  

εἷξπνλ κὲλ ῥηλνί, θξέα δ᾽ ἀκθ᾽ ὀβεινῖο ἐκεκύθεη ὀπηαιέα ηε θαὶ ὠκά, βνῶλ δ᾽ ὼο 

γίγλεην θσλή· ηνῦην κὲλ πιάζκα θαὶ κῦζόο ἐζηη, ηὸ δέ γε δεῖπλνλ ἀιεζῶο 

ηεξαηῶδεο. (993c-d, quoting Hom. Od. 12.395-6).  

On one reading, the textual strategy seems to distance the reader. Plutarch‘s description of 

the passage as πιάζκα θαὶ κῦζόο serves to neatly bracket of the reference to the animal 

voice: by highlighting the mythical nature of the quotation, Plutarch protects the reader 

from direct engagement with the sound of the animal voice as the beast burns on the spit. 

What interests me is the way in which a connection is drawn between the treatment of the 

animal and voice. Read at one level the quote from Homer seems to emphasise the close 

association between the treatment of animals as food—in this case cooking—and the 

expression of pain and grief. Plutarch‘s passage seems to play up a strategy for making us 

think through the effect of animal wounding.  

 

The second example of this process occurs in a context in which Plutarch 

represents animals literally pleading their case for just and humane treatment:  

εἶζ᾽ ἃο θζέγγεηαη θαὶ δηαηξίδεη θσλὰο ἀλάξζξνπο εἶλαη δνθνῦκελ, νὐ παξαηηήζεηο 

θαὶ δεήζεηο θαὶ δηθαηνινγίαο ἑθάζηνπ ιέγνληνο "νὐ παξαηηνῦκαί ζνπ ηὴλ ἀλάγθελ 

ἀιιὰ ηὴλ ὕβξηλ· ἵλα θάγῃο ἀπόθηεηλνλ, ἵλα δ᾽ ἥδηνλ θάγῃο κή κ᾽ ἀλαίξεη. (994e-f) 

On one level this passage could be taken as polemical towards stoic opinions that animals 

lacked the capacity to express themselves or their understanding of justice. At another, it 

asks the reader to renegotiate their understanding of animal speech. On this reading animal 

cries are transformed from inarticulate cries into powerful and provocative expressions of 
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pain and suffering; expressions of objection to the injustice of their treatment. By bringing 

their voice into the text itself, Plutarch forces, furthermore, the reader to vividly imagine 

the animal, its unjust treatment, and its suffering before their eyes. Just as prosopopoiia 

forces the audience to imagine inanimate objects speaking before them, so we are 

dragooned into imagining the experiences of the other.  

 

c) Touching and Eating the Corpse. 

The final method I touch on concerns the way Flesh elides the distance between the 

body of the reader and the traumatised, polluting body of the animal carcass. We saw in 

Section 1, that an important aspect of the sublime involved dissolving the boundaries and 

affective distance that separated the reader from the subject matter of the text. This was 

primarily approached in terms of the process of poetic inspiration and vividness. Here I 

suggest, Plutarch‘s text engages in a slightly different process, but still aims to break down 

the barriers between the reader and the text‘s subject.  

 

This is achieved through two techniques. Firstly, as we saw above, by emphasising 

the way the animal carcass polluted the consumer‘s own corpus. As Plutarch‘s comments 

in the first lines of the tract point out, the consumption of the animal body involves the 

pollution of the human body with that of ‗other‘ (ἀιινηξίσλ) carcasses and their wounds 

(ηξαπκάησλ, 993b). Plutarch‘s rhetorical questions concerning how the sense of sight and 

of smell could endure the destruction of animals and the ichor flowing from their bodies 

plays heavily on the way the dead body of the animal impacts on the body of the viewer, 

penetrating and mingling with his corpus.  

 

The second technique Plutarch uses concerns a more direct correlation between 

flesh eating and textual consumption—Plutarch figures our consumption of the animal 
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body and the text as not only analogous, but distinctly unpleasurable and even traumatic. 

The suggestion that the consumption of food could operate as a metaphor for textual 

consumption was well established within rhetorical and literary theory.
74

 Plutarch‘s text 

itself is deeply mired in the confusion between these two modes of consumption: at one 

point he tells us that his aim is to speak to the belly—ραιεπὸλ κὲλ γάξ, ὥζπεξ Κάησλ 

ἔθεζε, ιέγεηλ πξὸο γαζηέξαο ὦηα κὴ ἐρνύζαο (996d). The interplay between the belly and 

its lack of aural equipment plays up precisely Plutarch‘s attempt to negotiate between the 

various modes of the audience‘s consumption. Extending the metaphor, he tells us that his 

aim is to extract the ‗hook‘ of meat-eating (ηὸ ἄγθηζηξνλ ἐθβάιιεηλ η῅ο ζαξθνθαγίαο) 

which is embedded in the love of pleasure (ἐκπεπεγκέλνλ ηῆ θηιεδνλίᾳ θαὶ δηαπεπαξκέλνλ, 

996e). The metaphorical presentation of his aims here reverses the ordinary relationship 

between the reader and his meal: reference to the ‗fish-hook‘ (ηὸ ἄγθηζηξνλ) casts the 

reader as the passive victim of the process of hunting; it is the reader who has been caught, 

and trapped; and who will be the subject of violent treatment. It also suggests our normal 

pleasurable practices will be reversed by the rhetorical success of Plutarch‘s treatise. 

Plutarch‘s text then is conceived not only as talking directly to the process of bodily 

consumption, but also violently destroying the body‘s integrity; and undermining the 

normal associations of pleasure and consumption.    

 

Much of this process revolves around the practice of explicitly describing how the 

animal should be treated and nurtured in order to satisfy the tastes of consumers. Early in 

his first logos he links the production of delicacies with the process of teaching people how 
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 cf.  Rimell (2002), esp., 1-15, 20-23 on the relationship between body and text, and reading and eating as 

comparable models for textual consumption in Petronius, Satyricon. 
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to raise and prepare different animals.
75

 At other points he goes into a great deal more 

detail, describing specific methods of slaughtering animals for different meals by 

ὀςνπνηνῦληεο:  

νἷα λῦλ πνιιὰ δξῶζηλ νἱ κὲλ εἰο ζθαγὴλ ὑῶλ ὠζνῦληεο ὀβεινὺο δηαπύξνπο, ἵλα ηῆ 

βαθῆ ηνῦ ζηδήξνπ πεξηζβελλύκελνλ ηὸ αἷκα θαὶ δηαρεόκελνλ ηὴλ ζάξθα ζξύςῃ θαὶ 

καιάμῃ· νἱ δ‟νὔζαζη ζπῶλ ἐπηηόθσλ ἐλαιιόκελνη θαὶ ιαθηίδνληεο, ἵλ‟ αἷκα θαὶ γάια 

θαὶ ιύζξνλ ἐκβξύσλ ὁκνῦ ζπκθζαξέλησλ ἐλ ὠδῖζηλ ἀλαδόληνο, ὦ Εεῦ θαζάξζηε, 

θάγσζη ηνῦ δῴνπ ηὸ κάιηζηα θιεγκαῖλνλ· ἄιινη γεξάλσλ ὄκκαηα θαὶ θύθλσλ 

ἀπνξξάςαληεο θαὶ ἀπνθιείζαληεο ἐλ ζθόηεη πηαίλνπζηλ ...
76

 ἀιινθόηνηο κίγκαζη θαὶ 

θαξπθείαηο ηηζὶλ αὐηῶλ ηὴλ ζάξθα ὀςνπνηνῦληεο. (996e-997a) 

In this way, then, Plutarch brings home the savagery of our carnivorous diet. A range of 

possible readings obtain in this passage. On one approach, this scene might be read through 

a framework associated with the consumptive gaze of the reader.
77

 Plutarch‘s narrative 

technique obscures the destroyed animals from view, presenting instead a series of 

disassembled body parts prepared, simply, for their gastronomic consumption. Seen in this 

light, the reader is asked to engage pleasurably with the destruction of the animal body—

Plutarch‘s text fetishizes the animal body for the consuming pleasure of the reader. Yet, the 

passage is embedded in a particular approach to carnivorous meals which Plutarch has 

developed throughout the treatise. At one point, he refers to the tables of rich, laid with 

carcasses, as a terrible sight;
78

 in a more provocative process he suggests that eating an 
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 Plut. de Esu Carn. 993c: δηδάζθνληα ἀθ‟ ὧλ δεῖ ηξέθεζζαη δώλησλ ἔηη θαὶ ιαινύλησλ, <θαὶ> 

δηαηαηηόκελνλ ἀξηύζεηο ηηλὰο θαὶ ὀπηήζεηο θαὶ παξαζέζεηο· ηνύησλ ἔδεη δεηεῖλ ηὸλ πξῶηνλ ἀξμάκελνλ νὐ ηὸλ 

ὀςὲ παπζάκελνλ. 
76

 A lacuna is indicated here in the in Wil. Edition. Although the full meaning of the original passage is 

obviously unavailable, I still feel my point about the argumentative thrust and technique of the passage holds.  
77

 Morales (2004), 32-4, 165-6.. 
78

 Plut. de Esu Carn. 994e-f: δεηλὸλ κέλ ἐζηη θαὶ ηηζεκέλελ ἰδεῖλ ηξάπεδαλ ἀλζξώπσλ πινπζίσλ λεθξνθόζκνηο 

ρξσκέλσλ καγείξνηο θαὶ ὀςνπνηνῖο, δεηλόηεξνλ δ‟ ἀπνθνκηδνκέλελ·.   
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animal meal can be seen in analogous terms to eating human flesh (997e-f). These scenes 

impact on how we approach the present of animals and their preparation as meals at 996f-

7a: arguably, we are invited to renegotiate our understanding of the pleasurable process of 

consumption by its continually association with terrible, and traumatic images. In this 

scene, then, we are given a particularly poignant example of the way Plutarch‘s text speaks 

to different levels of readerly consumption—rather than figuring the consumption of the 

animal body in pleasing or luxurious terms, Plutarch emphasises the shocking and terrible 

nature of this process of act of reading. In this scene, we may be invited to consume the 

animal body, but we consume it in ways which deny the pleasure of that form of 

engagement.  

 

d) Conclusions 

 Plutarch‘s Flesh, then, attempts to shock the reader out of a type of sensual malaise. 

In order to do this, the narrative mobilises different aspects of ancient rhetorical theory, 

such as emotive language, and prosopopoiia to ask the reader to imagine the suffering of 

the other. It also seeks to elide the distance between the subject matter and the reader by 

presenting the consumption of the text and the animal body itself in traumatic, destabilising 

terms. Although Plutarch‘s text doesn‘t develop qualities such as ekplexis in the way 

Longinus‘ model does, it does serve to traumatise and shock the individual in order to 

remove him from his sensual malaise.  

 

Galen and the Representation of Violated Bodies 
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Let us turn finally to a discussion of the dissected animal body in Galen‘s 

Anatomy.
79

 Galen‘s Anatomy continually presents readers with images of the violated, 

tortured, and broken animal body. Over the last decade a considerable amount of work has 

been done to place this text—and its treatment of the body—within the rhetorical culture of 

the Imperial period. Von Staden, for instance, has shown that the Anatomy employs 

strategies of display and rhetorical conviction drawn from contemporary culture.
80

 

Gleason, similarly, argues that the strategies of bodily display and narration employed by 

Galen intersect with a culture of spectacular violence and bodily control in the arena.
 81

 

The focus on desensitisation we have developed over this chapter will help to adjust the 

findings of these scholars slightly. Here I argue that Galen‘s concern with the paideutic 

development of the reader inflects the way the broken body is presented, and ultimately 

how the reader engages with and imagines the pain and suffering of the dissected animal: 

Galen ultimately desensitises the reader by rephrasing the shocking, ekplectic qualities of 

the tortured body in terms reminiscent of Plutarch‘s Sympotic Questions 5.1.  

 

1. Teaching the Medical Gaze 

Galen‘s Anatomy is designed to teach the reader about the structure and form of the 

body, and, thus, to inculcate a particular mode of engagement with the patient‘s body. It 

aims at creating, and enforcing, a medical gaze through which the experienced doctor takes 

hold of the body of the patient. Galen‘s texts are explicitly dedicated to those who are 

training themselves in the medical profession: he tells us that the treatise should serve as a 

memory aid for those who have seen his demonstrations; it explicitly instructs people how 

to effectively manage dissections. One implication which emerges from the educational 
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 For a good overview of Galen‘s anatomical work see, Rocca (2007), 242-62, esp., 260-2 for a full list of 

anatomical works.  
80

 cf.  his discussion of epideixis in AA. Relevant here also is Galen‘s stress of private practice vs. public 

demonstration: for further discussion of these two issues see von Staden (1995b), 48-9. 
81

 Gleason (2009), 85-114, 111-4; von Staden (1995b), 47-66; Debru (1991), 69-81. For a history of science 

approach to Galen‘s anatomical work see: Siegel (1970).  
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and instructive nature of Galen‘s text concerns the way the experienced medical viewer, 

the inexperienced observer, and the lay person engage with the violent images of the 

dissection of the animal body. This, in turn, impacts on the way the viewer outside the text 

engages with the pain and suffering of the other.  

 

The process of teaching the medical gaze takes place through a number of 

strategies. Galen continually commands the reader to pay attention to certain aspects of the 

body (cf. AA.ii.663: ἐληαῦζα δέ ζε πξνζέρεηλ ἀθξηβῶο ρξὴ ηνῖο ὑπνθεηκέλνηο ζώκαζη ηαῖο 

ἀλαηεκλνκέλαηο ἰζί) and to ignore other aspects of the animals‘ condition: ...ἀιιὰ 

θαηαθξνλήζεηο γε λῦλ η῅ο αἱκνῤῥαγίαο αὐηῶλ· νὐ γάξ ζνη πξόθεηηαη λῦλ δῶλ θπιάηηεηλ ηὸ 

δῶνλ (AA.ii.640 K).
82

 At other times, the process of instruction is more subtle. Galen tells 

his readers that they will ‗clearly see‘ certain aspects of the body‘s internal structure, or 

that certain facts are ‗evident‘ (enargōs).
83

 Galen‘s use of this rhetorical term figures the 

visuality of the narrated body he presents to readers. Importantly, here, we can trace the 

way Galen defines his textual project against the engagement with rhetorical vividness 

discussed in Longinus and Plutarch. Rather, than figuring only a sense of direct exposure 

and emotional transportation, the quality of enargeia is also mobilised towards a more 

scientific, evidence based process of engaging with the destroyed body. These statements 

are far from innocent reflections on the apparent state of evidence: rather they constitute 

forceful moments in the text whereby Galen structures both what the reader should see and 

how they see it. They constitute an attempt to construct the body as ‗clear‘ or its internal 

makeup as ‗evident‘. The final strategy Galen uses to teach us how to see the internal body 

                                                      

82
 cf.  the repetition of πξνζέρσλ ἀθξηβῶο at Gal. AA. ii.685, 686, and πξνζέρεηλ δ‟ ἀμηῶ ζε ηὸλ λνῦλ at ii.684. 

For a slightly different take on the process see the repeated use of ἐζεάζαζζε at Gal. AA.ii.677-8. Galen‘s text 

tells not only what to observe, but what we observed. 
83

 See above text to notes 4, 47. See also, for example, Gal. AA. ii.640: ηαῦηα κὲλ νὖλ εὐζέσο ἔζηαη ζνη δ῅ια. 

For a thorough discussion of the use of enargeia and saphēneia in Galen see von Staden (1995), 64-5.  
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is allied to Galen‘s descriptive style. As has been acknowledged Galen‘s text guides the 

reader methodically through the different structures of the body: at a macro level, his texts 

proceed from one area of the body to another, methodically moving along the frame of the 

body; at a micro level, the reader follows Galen‘s scalpel or the course of a particular 

artery, nerve or muscle as it moves through the body. This process has the effect of forcing 

the reader to engage with the body as an ordered, structured (and hierarchical) organism.  

 

Galen‘s Anatomy then figures our engagement with the body in very specific and 

intense ways. This engagement with the body is emphasised by Galen‘s constant reference 

to concepts of ζαθελεία and ἐλαξγεία.
84

 On one reading, such references present Galen‘s 

representation of the body as mimetic. Von Staden and Gleason have both emphasised the 

way Galen‘s narratives collapse the distance between the anatomical demonstration, the 

text, and viewer: according to von Staden, readers of Galen‘s Anatomy are constructed as 

eyewitnesses of the anatomical demonstrations Galen describes.
85

 My interest, here, lies 

less in the straightforwardly mimetic qualities of Galen‘s accounts, and rather in the way 

the text shapes and curtails the reader‘s engagement with the body of the dissected animal: 

reading these texts through the concept of mimesis disguises the way in which Galen 

shapes our experience of the text and the body. Galen‘s texts only allow the reader limited 

access to the body. Ultimately, readers engage with the structured ordered body of Galen‘s 

texts, rather than the disordered, traumatised, broken, messy and bloody body of the 

anatomical demonstration. This has dramatic implications for how we engage with the 

experience of pain; with the opportunities to imagine or empathise with the experience of 

suffering.  

 

                                                      

84
 For ζαθελεία: Gal. AA. ii.216, 218, 220; for the quality of ἐλαξγεία  see the use of ἐλαξγῶο at Gal. AA. 

iii.225, 241, 265. 
85

 Von Staden (1995), 64-5; Gleason (2009), 100-2. 
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The most obvious consequence of this process is the way in which the reader is 

made aware of the pain or suffering experienced by his subjects only at strategically 

relevant moments. In a particularly eloquent passage, Galen describes the way in which he 

(among others) treated some of the victims of an anthrax epidemic in Pergamum: 

...ἑηνίκσο η‟ ἐγλσξίδνκελ αὐηὰ θαὶ δηεξζξσκέλελ ἐπνηνύκεζα ηὴλ δηάγλσζηλ, 

ἐπηηάηηνληεο ηνῖο θάκλνπζη, θηλεῖζζαί ηηλα θίλεζηλ, ἣλ ἠπηζηάκεζα δηὰ ηνῦδέ ηηλνο 

ἐπηηειεῖζζαη κπὸο, ὀιίγνλ ηη παξαζηέιινληεο θαὶ παξαηξέπνληεο ἐλίνηε ηνὺο κῦο 

ὑπὲξ ηνῦ ζεάζαζζαη παξαθεηκέλελ ἀξηεξίαλ κεγάιελ ἥ λεῦξνλ ἥ θιέβα. ηνὺο δ‟ 

ἄιινπο ἅπαληαο ἑσξῶκελ νἷνλ ηπθινὺο ἀγλννῦληάο ηε ηὰ γεγπκλσκέλα κόξηα, θαὶ 

πάζρνληαο ἐμ ἀλάγθεο δπνῖλ ζάηεξνλ, ἥ πνιιὰ κέξε ηῶλ ἐςηισκέλσλ κπῶλ 

ἐπαίξνληάο ηε θαὶ παξαηξέπνληαο, ἐμ ὧλ ἀληαξνὶ νἱ θάκλνληεο ἐγίγλνλην, κάηελ 

ἐλνρινῦληαο.... (AA.ii.245) 

Galen‘s supreme ability and knowledge, it appears, is felt on the level of the patient‘s 

body. As has been acknowledged, this scenario is structured to emphasise the author‘s (and 

his companions‘) ability over that of other doctors.
86

 What interests me in this scene is the 

way that process guides our engagement with the pain the patient feels. The focus on the 

structure of the body, on elucidating form and function of the muscles involves a reduced 

focus on the physiological experiences of pain. Pain only becomes an issue when his 

discussion moves from structure and form to the treatment the patient receives at the hands 

of others. It is not until the final lines that the use of πάζρνληαο raises the possibility of the 

patient‘s suffering; the final line of the episode that we learn that movements of the muscle 

cause distress. Pain here is associated, implicitly, with the incompetence of medical 

practice, rather than with the experience of disease.   
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 For a reading of this passage as an example of Galen‘s emphasis of his control over the body see Gleason 

(2009), 90. 
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2. Science and Pain 

It is possible to see, then, how Galen‘s concern with order and structure figures our 

engagement with the pain felt by wounded or sick individuals. In the following two 

sections, I probe this process in two further ways. I show, firstly, how animal expressions 

of pain are renegotiated in terms of evidence for the form and structure of the body, rather 

than developed as opportunities for the audience‘s imagination or empathetic engagement 

with another‘s suffering. In this context, phenomena such as animal screams are treated 

primarily as evidential material at the expense of discussing the experience of the patient or 

victim. Secondly, I explore how Galen refigures concepts such as ekplexis in order to shape 

the desensitised viewing of the animal body by experienced medical practitioners. Galen‘s 

concern with elucidating the form and structure of the body ensures a particular focus to 

his narratives of bodily destruction, in which our capacity to engage affectively with 

suffering is downplayed in favour of scientific interests.   

 

a) Painful Evidence 

The first technique Galen uses to desensitise our engagement with the animal body 

concerns the way he renegotiates animal phonation. Screaming is a particularly evocative 

example of the way in which Galen shapes his narrative, and controls audience responses. 

In Plutarch‘s Flesh, for example, the animal‘s phonation was treated in a manner that 

forced the reader to imagine the painful experiences of another; it was used to ―humanise‖ 

non human communication of suffering: screams operated not only to stir the imagination 

of the audience, but to express the experience of suffering in evocative and emotional 

terms. In Galen‘s accounts of the body, the animal scream is treated purely as evidence for 

the function of different muscles and the structure of the body.  
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In his discussion of the Thoracic cavity, Galen focuses particularly closely on the 

way the scream indicates the nature of the body‘s structure. At ii.684 he informs his 

readers that animals draw in large amounts of breath when it has an impulse to cry out, as 

they sometimes do when they are being dissected.
87

 Throughout, Galen focuses closely on 

the way the scream indicates the operation of the muscular system: it is at the moment 

when the animal cries out (ἐλ ᾧ θσλεῖ ρξόλῳ ηὸ δῶνλ, AA.ii.685), when one is able to 

visualise clearly (ἀθξηβῶο) the position of the ribs which the vivisectionist needs to cut 

out.
88

 On one reading, this process is about the control of the body: Galen forces us to 

recognise his capacity to control animal bodies; at the same time, it also speaks to the way 

in which our affective capacities are negotiated in a scientific text. The confluence between 

the phonation of the dissected animal and the ability of the operator to see the body‘s 

structure suggest that screams render the internal body legible. Significantly, Galen does 

not mention what the scream might be trying to communicate; the possibility that the 

scream operates to express suffering is simply ignored by the doctor. In this instance, the 

way the reader‘s attention is dramatically redirected: the voice is downplayed as an act of 

expression with which we must engage, and emphasised as a physiological action which 

allows us to see the body more clearly. 

  

b) The Shocking Body 

A second aspect to Galen‘s interest in directing our attention towards the structure 

of the body concerns the way he renegotiates various aspects of the sublime. The sublime 

is a central concept in the way Galen forces his audience to engage with his understanding 

and control of the body.
89

 Galen‘s mobilisation of the sublime, impactful qualities of the 
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 cf.  Gal. AA. ii.684 

88
 Indeed, animal screams provide an opportunity to observe the body more closely: Gal. AA. ii. 685-6.  

89
 For this see Gleason (2009), 98-100. 
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body are used in a number of ways to structure the reader‘s experience and engagement 

with painful or disturbing scenes. In this section, I want to show that being astounded is 

figured in terms deeply reminiscent of our engagement with mimetic art in Plutarch and 

other writers: in other words, painful scenes become interesting and profound for the 

viewer when they display technique, structure, and panourgia.  

 

Galen‘s concern with teaching readers how to view the body is underpinned by a 

particular engagement with sublime concepts like ekplexis. As has been acknowledged, at 

various points Galen presents his dissections as powerful, shocking experiences, which 

amaze viewers. I argue that this process is specifically figured as a quality of inexperience: 

the experienced medical reader of Galen‘s text is disassociated with the sublime, impactful 

experience of encountering the animal body. At one point in his Anatomy he figures the 

inexperienced viewing of the body in a particularly interesting way. Galen explains that 

certain viewers, notably the inexperienced, will find the various experiments disturbing 

and difficult: ἀπείξῳ κὲλ νὖλ ραιεπὸλ θαίλεηαη ηὸ πξᾶγκα (AA. ii.693). As he continues in 

more detail he develops this connection between inexperience and a particular viewing 

mode in more direct terms: 

...ζεαζακέλῳ δέ ηηλη πνιιάθηο ἐκὲ ηνῦην πξάηηνληα δηὰ η῅ο ἐλεξγείαο ὑπάξρεη 

πεπεῖζζαη ηὸ δπλαηὸλ  η῅ο εἰξεκέλεο ἀλαηνκ῅ο· θαηὰ γὰξ ηὴλ θαληαζίαλ κᾶιινλ, νὐ 

θαηὰ ηὴλ ἑαπη῅ο δύλακηλ ἐθπιήηηνπζα ηνὺο ἀπείξνπο θαίλεηαη δύζθνινο. κὴ ηνίλπλ 

θαηαπιαγῆ ηηο, ἀιι‟ ἐπηηνικάησ ηῆ πείξᾳ. 

Here Galen teaches the reader how to view the body. His passage creates a division 

between those who are inexperienced and those who have seen the operation many times. 

This division is mapped onto a distinction between particular viewing experiences. The 

nature of the experiment literally strikes the inexperienced viewer, amazing him; the case 
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appears to be quite different for those who have seen it done many times. Importantly, the 

last line of the passage is particularly significant. Arguably, the subjunctive invites the 

inexperienced to both improve their experience and adjust the way they are struck by the 

image of the experiment. The experience of shock appears to be associated with those who 

experience and ability needs to be developed.   

 

A slightly different example of this process of the construction between experience 

and desensitisation occurs at Anatomy ii.669. Here Galen claims to astound viewers with a 

particular experiment: and the reaction of the viewers is constructed explicitly in terms 

reminiscent of the Longinian model of the sublime we discussed above. At one point in his 

treatment of the thoracic nerves Galen produces a display which amazes viewers:  

Κέθξαγε γὰξ νὕησ παηόκελνλ, εἶη‟ἐμαίθλεο ἄθσλνλ γηλόκελνλ ἐπὶ η῵ ζθηγρζ῅λαη 

ηνῖο ιίλνηο ηὰ λεῦξα ηνῦο ζεαηὰο ἐθπιήηηαη. Θαπκαζηὸλ γὰξ εἶλαη δνθεῖ, λεύξνλ 

κηθξῶλ θαηὰ ηὸ κεηάθξελνλ βξνρηζζέλησλ, ἀπόιιπζζαη ηὴλ θσλήλ.  

Ostensibly, this example suggests that shock and amazement are fundamental parts of 

reaction to the sublime presentation of the dissected body. According to Gleason, this 

scene is a prime example of the way in which Galen compels his audiences: audiences are 

amazed, and are compelled to validate Galen‘s understanding of the body.
90

  

   

There are two points which interest me, and which inflect our reading of 

amazement here. Firstly, this scene is explicitly embedded in a passage in which Galen 

advises other doctors how to control and overpower the crowd. In other words, there is a 

type of collusion between experienced medical practitioners wishing to control and exert 

their influence over a third group of people, implicitly presented as inexperienced and 
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 Gleason (2009), 98-100.  
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unaccustomed to the body. This complicity implies that shock and awe are experiences felt 

by certain types of viewer or audience. Read alongside the reference to inexperienced 

viewers, this passage suggests that ekplexis is a viewing mode associated with the 

inexperienced audience. Amazement and awe lie within the range of possible reactions to 

the presentation of animal vivisection, but are relegated to a particular type of audience or 

viewer; that viewing process is, in a large part, at odds with Galen‘s instructional process 

in which the reader, as we saw, is being encouraged to develop their experience with, and 

understanding of, broken, dissected bodies.  

 

The second factor that inflects our reading of amazement here concerns the object 

of our amazement. The sense of amazement and the shock (flagged here by Θαπκαζηὸλ and 

ἐθπιήηηαη) appears to refer specifically to the way the realisation of the structure and order 

of the body affect the audience; the audience reacts less to the suffering and trauma of 

being exposed to the dissected body, but rather to its structure and order. Amazement and 

wonder are directed towards a particular aspect of the body, that part associated with the 

very function of Galen‘s anatomical project: to reorder the body in a logical and 

meaningful way.  

 

Galen‘s mobilisation of the concept of astonishment, fright and awe is reminiscent 

of a range of other contexts throughout his anatomical works. Reference to the quality of 

ekplexis for instance recalls the way in which Galen ascribes to the viewing of the body the 

particular experience of viewing works of art across his corpus: at On the Usefulness of 

Parts iii.239 he compares the body to the work of the demiourge which astounds 

(ἐθπιήηηεη) and the work of Pheidias, the beauty (ηὸ ... θάιινο) of which astounds 

(ἐθπιήηηεη) the both the viewer. At other points, Galen is more explicit about the 
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connection between viewing the body and how we encounter the wonder of nature. At 

another point in On the Usefulness of Parts he tells his readers that he wonders at the art of 

nature (ηεζαπκαθέλαη η῅ζ θύζεσο ηὴλ ηέρλελ, UP iv.81 K).
91

 How might we read Galen‘s 

treatment of the qualities of amazement and wonder? Although Galen‘s terms here are 

critically different to those of Plutarch‘s in the Sympotic Questions 5.1, the two authors 

appear to draw on the same concept for their viewing context. The image becomes 

meaningful in a situation in which we are capable of observing the art and skill or the 

demiurge and the cunning structure and form of the image itself. What are the implications 

of the connection between wonder and amazement? Structure, form, and technē are 

qualities that Galen constructs for the body. They don‘t represent our profound 

engagement with the dissected body or with the traumatic experience; but rather an 

engagement with a mediated form of the body.  

 

3. Conclusions 

Galen‘s Anatomy presents a profoundly violent subject—the dissection, and in 

many cases, vivisection of animal bodies. Yet, he shapes our engagement with this violent 

manipulation and mutilation of the body in a remarkably desensitising way. Galen‘s 

treatise, as we saw, was designed to inculcate, and exhort the reader to practice, a medical, 

scientific gaze with which to engage the dissected, broken body. We saw how this had a 

number of implications for the representation of pain. Suffering was, in the first instance, 

downplayed, to be introduced when it suited Galen‘s strategic (and ultimately rhetorical) 

goals; secondly, we saw how expressions of pain were renegotiated as evidence for the 

form and structure of the body. Finally we saw how the ekplectic elements of Galen‘s 
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 For other examples see: Gal. UP. iii.238; Loc. Aff. viii.444; On Galen‘s amazement towards the opinions of 

other doctors cf. Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.365; MM. x.57.  
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treatment of the dissected, traumatised body were framed in terms of the reader‘s 

engagement with the structure and order of the body.    

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

There are several points which can be drawn from this discussion of the process of 

desensitisation. In this chapter, I have investigated the possibilities rhetoric offers for 

thinking about the socialisation of trauma and pain; this was achieved by mapping the 

course of a representational mentalité in which rhetoric (and especially, the sublime) was 

understood as a traumatic communicative mode. This traumatic communicative mode was 

defined by the way in which rhetoric allowed for direct exposure to traumatic events. 

Audiences‘ engagement with the sublime was seen as traumatic precisely because rhetoric 

helped elide the distance between viewer and the painful events described; it replicated the 

experience of trauma in the audience or viewer. We continued to develop our 

understanding of both the experience of pain and its relationship to language by showing 

how language served to communicate a violent, overwhelming traumatic experience.  

 

This approach to rhetoric privileges the way language operates as a powerful 

effective force within the world: language isn‘t simply a disembodied process of narrative 

phonetic description, but rather a force which impacts on the body of the individual, and 

conveys meaning through its capacity to change and influence the body and soul of the 

listener. Importantly, this view of rhetoric not only has implications for our approach to 

rhetorical texts, and the possibilities of effectively communicating pain and suffering to 

others. As Plutarch‘s Flesh, showed the sublime nature of rhetoric has the capacity to stir 

the audience to ethical action.  
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A second crucial element of this survey of rhetorically orientated texts concerned 

how different authors sought to manipulate or control the way rhetoric impacted on the 

individual. We saw how Plutarch‘s works of poetic theory attempted to restrict the impact 

of rhetorical images on the audience, by constructing the text as a barrier to direct 

engagement with traumatic events: a process figured as protecting the body against the 

incursion of language and pleasure. This theme has a direct impact on how we approach 

the question of desensitisation. This process was picked up by Galen, in his discussion of 

anatomy and vivisection of animals. The engagement with order and rationality helped to 

construct the image of pain as an artistic image, thereby protecting the reader from direct 

exposure to trauma and disorder. Conscious, intellectual engagement with the textual 

narrative itself helped readers protect themselves from the traumatic subject matter of the 

representation; we saw here how the individual engaged not with real suffering, but with 

the style and structure of the artistic medium itself. In the last chapter, we saw how the 

ideological concerns of two authors incorporated different aspects of these two models into 

their representational projects.  

 

The particular focus on Galen‘s use of rhetorical images has important 

implications: it raises questions about the way rational scientific engagement with the body 

serves to desensitise the audience. According to Gleason, Galen uses tactics of ‗shock and 

awe‘ to help convince the audience and control their intellectual engagement with his 

work. On this reading however, the scientific concerns of Galen—i.e. the desire to 

delineate the rationality and logical structure of the body—constantly denies, downplays, 

and eschews the experience of pain. Medical narrative, here, for all its power to display the 

body appears little concerned with the process of indicating others‘ pains.  
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The final implication to be drawn from this discussion shows how the relationship 

between the experience of pain and language, narrative (and more generally 

representational art) developed. What emerges from this chapter is a culture constantly 

trying to negotiate the way in which language impacts on the body; transfers the 

experience of pain and suffering from the traumatic event and the sufferer to those 

detached by time and space. There are profound implications about the body here. Pain—

the implication runs—can be captured, conveyed, and transferred by language; pain is not 

simply, or straightforwardly, an individual experience in this context; language and 

narrative always threatens to replicate that experience. We can see how the negotiation of 

the question of desensitisation constantly played with an understanding of the deep 

intersection between pain and language, or narrative.   



 

 98  

 

 

 

Diagnostic Stories: Pain, Narration, and Knowledge in a 

Clinical Context 

 

Let us turn to an investigation of the relationship between pain and language within 

the medical culture of the second century AD. Chapter 1, above, focused on the crucial role 

played by rhetorical form in allowing audiences to recognise, imagine, and ultimately 

empathise with the painful experience of others; authors could control their audience‘s 

engagement with the pain of others through the manipulation or renegotiation of the 

sublime qualities of literary representation. Here, I shift focus by using a medical 

anthropological approach to investigate the description and narration of an individual‘s 

pain within the clinical encounter.
1
 As has been acknowledged, the clinical encounter is a 

cultural space which links the act of narration with the understanding and interpretation of 

past and present pain symptoms, the individual‘s internal condition, and the process of 

treatment. This space provides, then, an important space for the socialisation and 

recognition of pain through narrative practices. Below, I probe two examples of the clinical 

encounter in order to investigate the way different authors attempted to negotiate the 

problematic description and narration of pain to readers. I focus on Galen‘s case histories, 

which are scattered throughout his corpus, and continually dramatise the process of 

diagnosing the ill body through the narration of pain; and the Sacred Tales (henceforth 

Tales) of Aelius Aristides, which record and describe, ad nauseam, the symptoms and 

                                                      

1
 ‗clinical encounter‘ is a term which has emerged in the anthropological analysis of medical practice to refer 

to those moments in which doctors and patients encounter each other within a healing context. Throughout 

this chapter, I will use the term to refer simply to scenarios in which doctor and patient meet for the purpose 

of understanding, and healing illness.  
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treatment of his prolonged painful illness. I am concerned with two important issues: I 

show how second century AD medical culture was defined by an intense debate about how 

to represent pain and suffering; secondly, I show how that debate was fought out over the 

management of the way pain resisted linguistic and narrative representation.  

 

Over the last three decades, medical anthropology has highlighted the central role 

that narrative plays in the treatment of illness. Kleinman‘s Patients and Healers in the 

Context of Culture argued that health care systems are characterised by (among other 

elements) ‗the management of particular illness episodes through communicative 

operations, such as labelling and explaining‘.
2
 For Kleinman such communicative 

operations serve to fit illness into a culture‘s semantic system by elucidating an 

individual‘s physical symptoms, providing aetiologies, narrating the course of illnesses 

through time, explaining their severity, and labelling their particular form.
3
 Kleinman‘s 

assertion has been central to a recognition of the politics which obtains in the description 

of pain, and the ensuing diagnosis of an individual‘s suffering:
4
 Frank and Cassell argue 

(differently) that modern medicine serves to silence subjective personalised stories in 

favour of a rational, scientific understanding of illness and pain.
5
 Within this discourse, 

patient based narratives of suffering are seen as important precisely because they 

foreground ‗the human dramas surrounding illness‘; such narratives construct an individual 

significance for pain by explaining its causes, diachronic course, and the nature of its 

symptoms on their own terms. As Sacks suggests, ‗to restore the human subject at the 

centre—the suffering, fighting, afflicted, human subject—we must deepen a case-history to 

a narrative or a tale; only then do we have a ―who‖ as well as a ―what‖, a real person, a 

                                                      

2
 Kleinman (1980), esp., 71-2 on core clinical functions.  

3
 Kleinman (1980), 71-118. 

4
 On Politics see: Kleinman (1988), 1-55; Montgomery (1991), 5-26; Mattingly and Garro (2000), 6-9. For 

the application of medical anthropological approaches to classics see: King (1999) 269-86; Mattern (2008).  
5
 Frank (1995); Cassel (1985). 
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patient, in relation to disease‘.
6
 The validation of patient narratives as a legitimate source 

of relevant therapeutic information has been part of an attempt to return patient to the 

centre of clinical operations.  

 

The concern medical anthropologists have shown for the cultural politics which 

inheres in the description of pain will influence this study in a number of critical ways. I 

investigate the politics of describing pain along several axes. In both sections of this 

chapter, I show how the process of describing and representing pain was inflected by 

concerns about narrative voice and authority; we will see, in both Galen and Aristides, how 

doctors‘ and patients‘ voices interact in the clinical context? We will see how narrative 

authority emerges out of the dynamic relationship between different types of subjective 

and objective voice, and the pain experience itself. At a second level, this chapter attempts 

to juxtapose the works of two powerful hyper literary figures. By placing Galen‘s and 

Aristides‘ texts alongside each other, I show how two figures from the medical culture of 

the late second century AD interact with, and confront, the model of narrative 

representation presented by the other: Galen and Aristides emblematise two examples of 

the complex debate throughout this culture about how to effectively represent pain to 

public audiences; the politics of the clinical encounter is not only played out along the 

vertical axis of doctor-patient, but also along a horizontal plane between contemporary 

figures within imperial culture. In investigating these issues, I hope to achieve two things. I 

advance the medical anthropological debate about narrative by providing a sophisticated 

re-evaluation of the current anthropological model, as developed by the Frank, Cassell, and 

Sacks, of rational ‗professional‘ accounts of suffering vs. ‗lay‘ subjective narratives: as we 

shall see, patients‘ subjective accounts of their own experience interact in interesting and 

multifaceted ways with the professional, objective voice of the doctor. I will also develop 

                                                      

6
 Sacks (1987), viii. 
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our understanding of how second century AD culture confronted the problem of narrating 

the intense experience of pain: we will see how different authors attempted to confront the 

way the overpowering, traumatic experience of pain resisted linguistic or narrative 

representation. 

 

1. Ineffable Pain, Freudian Narrative Control, and Translation 

When scholars have paid attention to the description of pain in ancient culture they 

have focused, primarily, on the way medicine eschews emotional or metaphorical 

language. Rey, in his study of Homeric, Classical (viz., Tragic and Hippocratic texts), and 

second century Greek medical works uncovers a trend in medical contexts to eschew the 

use of emotional or symbolic language used in other cultural settings such as Tragedy or 

Epic.
7
 Horden confirms this view: medicine ‗steps aside from the religious and ethical 

frameworks which construct meaning for pain‘.
8
 Approaching the meaning of pain through 

metaphoric and metonymic quality of the language used to describe it is problematic for 

two reasons.
9
 It induces a circumscribed analysis of the medical discourse because it fails 

to account for the similarities and common practices between the works of Galen and texts 

like the Tales, where, for example, Aristides‘ use of medical terminology is set within a 

framework of epic narration.
10

 More fundamentally, it fails to account for the primary issue 

these texts are concerned with: how, and in what ways, does language allow readers access 

to the nature of another‘s physical condition? How does the audience or reader recognise 

or develop an understanding of the pain of another through the narration of that 

experience? Is it possible for narratives about the body‘s symptoms communicate the 

individual‘s experience or reveal the internal condition of the body to audiences? If Galen 

                                                      

7
 Rey (1995), 22, 36. 

8
 Horden (2008), 296-7—medicine ‗steps aside from the religious and ethical frameworks which construct 

meaning for pain‘ (296); cf.  Ballester (1982), 3-24. 
9
 King (1988), 58-60; King (1999), 71-6.. 

10
 cf., for example: Aristid., XLVII.1-3. For a discussion of the assumption of an epic voice see Holmes 

(2008), 81-2.  
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and Aristides construct a meaning for the body, such meanings are constructed through the 

process of negotiating the resistance of pain to language, and narrative representation.  

 

If Kleinman‘s contention that narrative serves to fit suffering into a culture‘s 

semantic system is true, then how are we to see that process operating in the medically 

orientated texts of late second century AD? In order to think through their engagement 

with this problem, I will turn to Freud‘s interest in the way the individuals‘ traumatic pasts 

are communicated to others. As we have discussed, the psycho-analytic work of Freud 

constitutes an important theoretical framework for the mechanics of confronting the 

description of pain throughout this thesis. Here (and in the next chapter), I am primarily 

concerned with the way Freud confronts the overwhelming nature of patients‘ experiences 

as a model for thinking about how the figures in the second century AD approached the 

narration of painful histories. A considerable amount of scholarly attention has been given 

to the status of narration within Freud‘s work—this attention has focused on Freud‘s 

capacity for exercising narrative control throughout his Interpretation on Dreams and 

numerous case histories of hysteria patients. Freud was one of the great ‗narrative 

synthesisers‘
11

; his diagnoses of patients‘ maladies were founded in his construction of 

coherent narratives which ordered individual‘s pasts and nebulous experiences, and 

produced ‗narrative truth‘.
12

 Here I want to discuss two aspects of that process: the 

relationship between free association and evenly hovering attention of the therapist; and 

the way in which Freud controls language throughout his case histories.  

 

                                                      

11
 Spence (1994), 21: ‗he was a master at taking pieces of a patient‘s associations, dreams, and memories and 

weaving them into a coherent pattern that is compelling, persuasive, and seemingly complete…‘ cf.  

Berkenkotter (2008), 101-5.  
12

 Spence (1994), 21-2. 
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Let us begin with what has come to be understood as the basic rule of psycho-

analytic practice: free association. In his 1913 article, ‗On Beginning the Treatment‘, 

Freud argued that it was important to get the patient to speak in a particularly ‗free‘ 

manner: 

‗What you tell me must be different in one respect from ordinary conversation. 

Ordinarily, you try to keep a connecting thread running through your remarks … so 

as not to wander to far from the point. … So say whatever goes through your mind. 

Act as though, for instance, you were a traveller on a train sitting next to the 

window of a railway carriage and describing to someone inside the carriage the 

changing views which you see outside.
13

    

In this way Freud outlines the way the patient should be instructed to report all that comes 

into his mind during the psycho-analytic encounter. (There a number of critical problems 

which Freud‘s notion of free association seems to ignore: such as the difficulty of actually 

describing something in a manner which could be seen as true ‗free association‘.
14

) What 

interests me is the way in which Freud‘s narrative constructs a type base text for the 

analysis of the patient and the production of a diagnosis of their condition. Free 

association aims to produce an account of experiences which is undetermined by the 

constraints of normal conversation; which includes everything, and is not governed by pre-

determined ideas about relevance, order, or structure. Free association was coupled with 

an assumption about the way memory operated as a thread of associations; speaking 

without constraint or preconceived ideas of order allowed the patient to communicate his 

memories, dreams, and trauma in a more realistic manner. The technique represents, then, 

a way of translating the nebulous, disorganised, unstructured experiences of the dream in 

an unmediated fashion to the analyst.  

                                                      

13
 Freud (1913), 134-5.  For an incisive analysis of the notion of free association see Spence (1994), 81-135. 

14
 Such as turning translating pictures into words: on this issue see Spence (1994), 39-79.  
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As a number of scholars have pointed out, Freud‘s notion of free association 

confounds external efforts to understand narrative. As Spence has argued, the idea of 

completely unstructured discourse required for Freud (and always requires) external 

ordering: meaning and significance, the construction of order takes place in the discursive 

space between analysand and analyst; it allows understanding and recognition of the 

patient‘s symptoms. Freud‘s assumptions about accurate and complete reporting of either 

the dream state, or the patient‘s memories, were founded on a narrative form which 

fundamentally resisted interpretation. Consequently, in order to create meaning, Freud‘s 

ideal analyst always practices a type of external editing and narrative ordering: if the 

patient is instructed to produce a narrative which reflect the nebulous nature of his subject 

matter, then the analyst must always exercise his capacity to listen attentively, construct 

order, and reify meaning from the mass of material which he is given. Freud‘s narrative 

practices start from an assumption that the patient‘s narrative must be edited.   

 

Freud‘s interest in this method of translation is characterised most explicitly by the 

narrative structure of his case histories: if his analysis begins from the practice of free 

association then his case histories present the analyst as a master of controlling the 

unstructured narrative of the patient. As has been noted, Freud‘s case histories are 

motivated by a desire not only to diagnose the patient, but to ‗prove‘ his psychoanalytic 

theories, and to instruct readers through demonstration how to engage in psychoanalysis.
15

 

In order to achieve these aims, Freud constructs narratives which connect the discovery of 

the patient‘s malady with their own language and descriptions. Freud‘s concern was to 

uncover and order the patient‘s past, and in so doing reveal the aitia of the patient‘s 

                                                      

15
 On Freud‘s use of his own narratives as an example of psychoanalytic practice see Berkenkotter (2010), 

100-102.  
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condition. In order to achieve this he quoted, and continually, manipulated patient‘s 

narratives in order to emphasise the critical aspect of his psychoanalytic theory. As 

Berkenkotter explains in relation to his treatment of Dora:  

‗What he created in Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria and his later 

case histories was a rich, multilayered account that straddled a fine line between the 

scientism of his time and an alternative hermeneutic approach to the study of mind. 

Recording Dora‘s speech in various degrees of closeness and fidelity highlights the 

emphasis Freud put on the idea of talk as the phenomenon which both reveals and 

conceals meanings that the psychoanalyst works to recover.‘
16

  

Freud‘s diagnosis of patient‘s maladies then is grounded in the ways in which the patient‘s 

narrative is controlled and ordered by the analyst: interpretation and understanding of the 

patient‘s account of their past requires rearranging their accounts to produce a powerful, 

coherent narrative.  

 

As has been recognised, Freud‘s narrative practices were specific to his early 20
th

 

century context: his model of narrative discovery was drawn from contemporary fiction, 

for example; his treatment of Dora, in particular, was overlaid with contemporary ideas 

about gender.
17

 In relation to this study, Freud‘s engagement with the question of narrative 

dramatises two important points concerning a process of translation: firstly, the way in 

which the vast, unstructured quality of the individual‘s memories, dreams (and past 

traumas) might be translated first into a incoherent, disordered ‗stream of consciousness‘ 

text; and how that text might be re-ordered, or re-structured, to facilitate the recognition or 

diagnosis of a condition, to reveal the aitia of the patient‘s malady. Freud‘s engagement 

with free association provides a model for thinking about the transition from narratives 

                                                      

16
 Berkenkotter (2010), 126. 

17
 On the issue of his treatment of women generally see: Chodorow (1992), 224-38, esp., 230ff on his 

treatment of Dora and Anna O.    
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which reflect the nature of experience, into narratives which allow for recognition and 

understanding. This framework, I contend, provides an important structure for thinking 

through how Galen and Aristides negotiate the narration of pain. Their concern with pain‘s 

resistance to language is played out on two levels: they begin from the assumption that the 

experience of pain is translated into narrative form which is characterised by 

fragmentation, silence, and disorder: pain produces narratives and language which inhibit 

interpretation. In order to facilitate interpretation and understanding of the experience of 

pain, these authors attempt a process of translation from this banal, fragmentary text to a 

sophisticated, public discourse. This process of translation, I argue, can be read against the 

process of interpretation, editing, and restructuring which characterises Freud‘s case 

histories. Like Freud, the expression of linguistic control and narrative power are found in 

their manipulation of this process.  

 

Over the course of this chapter I present two models for thinking about this process 

of managing the translation of pain experiences into sophisticated public language. In 

section 1, I turn to Galen‘s case histories which dramatise the diagnosis of the patient‘s 

body. I show how Galen adopts a model of narrative control similar to Freud‘s: if pain 

overwhelms the patient‘s ability to describe the experience, Galen overcomes that problem 

by translating their language and descriptions into clear, effective language which allows 

him and readers outside the text to understand, recognise, and diagnose the body. In 

section 2, I confront the Galenic model of translation and diagnosis with the Tales of 

Aelius Aristides. I show how these sophisticated texts resist the process of diagnosis 

through the development of a narrative which testifies to his experience. I show how 

Aristides‘ testimony is constructed through a different relationship between aporetic bodily 

experience and sophisticated, structured narrative; and how this is directed towards 
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denying the reader‘s capacity to diagnose, or recognise, the profound experiences of 

Aristides‘ past.  

 

There are a number of important implications which must be drawn from the 

interaction of these two authors and their respective models of how to translate the body‘s 

experiences into narrative. The first concerns the cultural politics involved in the process of 

recognition and understanding. The different models of translation presented by Galen and 

Aristides represent a confrontation over the process of incorporating the body into cultural 

discourses of knowledge. These two texts manifest a broad cultural concern about how 

individuals come to recognise and understand the body. Foucault and Brown suggest (in 

different ways) that the body operates as a site of cultural conflict throughout the imperial 

period. In this discussion, I explore how concerns over cultural status, and rhetorical 

authority intersect with a deep concern about how to capture the full intensity of the body‘s 

nebulous experiences. The idea that language and narrative fail to capture the full range of 

human sensorial or perceptual experiences is a common theme in both philosophical and 

medical anthropological work. This discussion contributes to that idea by investigating 

how different figures attempted to make cultural mileage out of that fundamental 

disjunction.  

 

* * * 

 

This chapter focuses primarily on the narratives of Galen and Aristides. There are a 

number of other figures or narrative contexts to which this chapter could have turned: 

further study of Rufus‘ of Ephesus‘ Medical Questions is needed, for example. There are 

two reasons for thinking primarily about the dynamics of narration in these two authors. 

Firstly, Galen and Aristides present examples of two hyper-literary figures whose concerns 
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with the narration of the body are inflected by their broader rhetorical and cultural 

concerns. As we will see, Galen‘s interest in how we narrate pain is linked particularly 

closely with his conception of himself as the gate keeper of the medico-literary tradition, 

and a guardian of appropriate medical language. Aristides‘ representation of pain‘s 

resistance to narrative form is figured in terms of his arrogation of the status of the 

paradigmatic sufferer/narrator. Reading these two figures alongside each other will help to 

show how the politics of rhetorical status inflects the narration of bodily experience.  

 

Secondly, Galen and Aristides are particularly closely linked within the medical 

culture of the late second century AD. They were approximate contemporaries: although 

the precise date of Aristides‘ Tales cannot be determined, it appears that they were written 

sometime between 171 AD and 176 AD; Galen‘s career at Pergamum and in Rome was 

well established by the mid-170‘s.
18

 Moreover, it is arguable that Galen at least knew 

Aristides. During his incubation at the Asklepeion, Aristides consults the doctor, Satyrus, 

whom Galen names as one of his teachers during the late 140s.
19

 In his Commentary on 

Plato‟s Timaeus Galen makes explicit reference to Aristides, and his experience of ill-

health.
20

 Here he refers to Aristides as someone whose soul was strong but his body was 

weak. Although, as Behr has suggested, this does not constitute incontrovertible evidence 

that Galen had met, or knew Aristides personally it does suggest that Galen was at least 

aware of Aristides.
21

 Both figures appear to operate within the same cultural and medical 

spheres.  

 

SECTION 1: DIAGNOSIS, NARRATING PAIN, AND NARRATIVE CONTROL IN GALEN 

                                                      

18
 For a chronology of Galen‘s life see Hankinson (2007), 1-5. Galen claims to have held at least one major 

medical post in Pergamum between 157 and 161 AD: Gal. Comp. Med. Gen. xiii.599-601. 
19

 Aristides, XIL.8-11. For Galen‘s references to his education with Satyrus see: Gal. Ord. Lib. Prop., xix.57-

8. 
20

 For the passage, now preserved in Arabic, and translated into German: see Schröder (1934), 33. 
21

 Behr (1968), 162.  
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Let us turn now to an investigation of the process of diagnosis and its relationship 

with narrative in Galen‘s case histories. Galen‘s corpus includes approximately 240 case-

histories which range from philosophical conversations with a patient concerning the 

course of their lifestyle to one sentence descriptions of patients‘ experiences of illness and 

their symptoms.
22

 These accounts often (although not always) deal explicitly with the 

process of describing the type, or nature, of the individual‘s painful experience: the 

description of pain and suffering offers an important strategy for the diagnosis and 

recognition of the patient‘s body. In this section, I focus on the way the doctor‘s and the 

reader‘s understanding or recognition of the body‘s conditions is intricately connected with 

the language and the narrative structure of the case history. I argue two points. Firstly, that 

the reader‘s capacity to understand and recognise the body is shaped by the way Galen 

controls, manipulates, and modifies his patients‘ language and narration of their symptoms 

into structured, clear narrative form. Secondly, this process of controlling the language of 

his patients reflects his attempt to overcome the way pain resists transformation into 

language. The case histories of Galen, then, present a marked resemblance to the narrative 

strategies of Freud.  

 

1. Case Histories and Reading the Body in the Second Century 

Galen‘s case histories provide an important site for cementing the body‘s, and the 

experience of pain‘s, place at the centre of ancient medical discourse; they incorporate the 

body into broader forms of cultural knowledge by dramatising the process of diagnosis 

through reading and narrating the body‘s experiences. The accounts studied below draw on 

a long cultural tradition which can be traced back to the Hippocratic corpus at least: 

                                                      

22
 For philosophical discussion see the case of Eudemus: Gal. Praen. xiv.605; for briefer case-histories see 

the numerous cases discussed at Loc. Aff.viii.449. For a full list of case histories see: Mattern (2008), 173-

202.  
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Epidemics, for instance, was read, commented on, and contributed to medical practice 

throughout the Imperial period.
23

 The work of Rufus of Ephesus from the late first century 

contains a number of accounts of clinical encounters, which may have circulated as a 

discrete collection of therapeutic case notes.
24

 Such collections were central to the 

development of medical knowledge. According to Galen, reading case histories formed an 

important part of the training of Empiricist doctors, who were able to increase their 

‗experience‘ by incorporating the knowledge gained by reading the accounts of therapy 

provided by other doctors.
25

 Arguably, some forms of case histories were used as notes to 

assist in rhetorical medical displays at different points throughout the first and second 

centuries AD.
26

 Galen‘s case histories, and the process of recognition which they 

dramatise, incorporate the body into both medical culture, and imperial culture generally: 

they construct a powerful machinery for recognising and understanding the body in the 

Imperial period.   

 

2. Diagnosis, Teaching, and Translating in Galen‟s Case-Histories 

If Galen‘s accounts of his clinical encounters incorporate the body into second 

century medical culture, this process is based on the substantiation and justification of the 

process of reading the body and its narratives. Galen‘s approach to the scientific 

understanding of medicine has been generally approached through questions of form, 

related to his rationalist approach to medicine: Frede, for instance, explores questions of 

Galen‘s epistemological stance by investigating his unusual combination of both dogmatic 

                                                      

23
 For discussion of the status of Hippocratic case histories in Galen see: Lloyd (2009), 115-31; Mattern 

(2008), 28-31 for the case history tradition in general. 
24

 Ullman (1978). For a description of this work, now preserved in Arabic, containing approximately 20 

accounts of patient treatment see Mattern (2008), 33-4, 216 n107-8 for further bibliography. 
25

 On historia and the development of medical experience see Deichgräber (1965), 298-301. 
26

 Ullman (1978), 24-5. 
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and empiricist ideas about understanding.
27

 Here I argue that Galen presented diagnosis as 

a type of hermeneutic system in which recognition of the body‘s internal condition 

proceeded by reading both the body itself and narratives of bodily experience. I show, 

secondly, how this process of internal reading within the case histories is mirrored by 

readers outside the text, whom Galen attempts to teach.  

 

Galen‘s case histories dramatise the way the conditions of the body are understood, 

and recognised, on a local level, between doctor (or doctors) and the patient. Galen‘s 

diagnostic system was built on the combination of three elements: the sensorial 

appreciation of the body‘s condition—how it looks, smells, and feels; the patient‘s 

descriptions of their past and present experiences of pain, their life-style, and their previous 

treatment at the hands of others; and his application of an understanding of the nature of 

the body, its diseases and their relationship to various symptoms.
28

 In this context, patient 

language plays an important part in helping the doctor recognise not only what the patient 

currently feels, but also the circumstances which surrounded his disease. Galen repeatedly 

asks patients what they feel, and the circumstances which led to his involvement in their 

suffering. That narration often provides the key to the diagnostic epiphany or the 

confirmation of Galen‘s initial suspicions about the patient‘s conditions; diagnosis, as we 

shall see, proceeds through the process of interpreting and understanding what the patient 

says. Diagnosis in Galen builds on a process very similar to Freud‘s, where the way 

doctors and readers engage with narration and language is central to recognising the aitia 

of the patient‘s suffering.  

 

                                                      

27
 Frede (1981), 65-86, esp. 66; Frede (1987), 279-98, Hankinson (2007); on Galen‘s Philosophy see also 

Moraux, (1981), 87-116. 
28

 Ballester (1981), 13-46 on the aspects of Galen‘s clinical techniques. 
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Just as Galen‘s texts dramatise the process of reading at a local level between 

doctor and patient, so they speak to the broader audience outside the text. Galen‘s case 

histories are underpinned by his attempt to contribute to medical knowledge, to teach his 

audience, on three levels. On one level, these texts provide copious amounts of 

physiological data about the body‘s conditions, treatments, etc.; they contribute to a corpus 

of knowledge about the body. At the same time, his accounts teach his readers by 

providing proofs of Galen‘s theories about the body and its structure, about the relationship 

between certain symptoms and various internal conditions. Finally, they offer a 

paradigmatic way for practicing diagnosis and treatment. Galen‘s texts teach their readers 

by providing examples of the best, and successful, way to conduct therapeutic practice. 

The local aspect of Galen‘s case histories is, then, embedded in a discursive act of 

teaching, in which the process of narrating and reading the body is inflected by Galen‘s 

broader discursive and instructional aims.  

 

The impact of this two-sided aspect of Galen‘s case-histories on his engagement 

with patient language is significant. Scholars have noted that Galen‘s concern with 

language is often explicitly divided between a concern for teaching (and the transmission 

of knowledge), and the practice of medicine.
29

 In his Method of Healing he suggests that if 

one wishes to teach (δηδάζθεηλ) what he knows it is necessary to use clear language: ...ὅξνλ 

ηε η῅ο ρξήζεσο αὐηῶλ ἕμεη ηὴλ ζαθήλεηαλ· (MM. x.81). Indeed, ὁ γὰξ ὡο ἅλ ὁ καλζάλσλ 

ἐθκάζνη ζαθέζηαηα κάιηζηα ζπνπδάδσλ ὀλνκάδεηλ, ἄξηζηνο δηδάζθαινο (MM. x.81). 

According to Galen, at least, teaching is built on the use of clear language; speaking to the 

discourse involves using clear, structured language which facilitates the transmission of 

knowledge. As we shall see, Galen‘s case histories are beset by the problem of moving 

                                                      

29
 cf.  Hankinson (1994b), 166-87, esp., 171-80; von Staden (1995), 499-518; Morrison (2008), 138-43. 
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from the narrative provided by the patients, which is characterised by gaps and 

fragmentation, to the sophisticated narrative which teaches his readers about the body, and 

how to engage in diagnosis.  

 

The process of translation in Galen, then, is characterised by the desire to move 

from the fragmentary, problematic nature of patient‘s narratives about their pain to 

sophisticated, clear descriptions of their experience which facilitates teaching. In order to 

achieve this, Galen continually expresses his control over patient language: he does so, 

firstly, by constructing an authoritative voice for describing pain; and secondly, by 

manipulating the way patients‘ language is incorporated into Galen‘s published works.   

 

3. Pain, and Patient Descriptions in Galen 

Galen‘s control of the process of translation was built upon a particularly forceful 

relationship with patient‘s subjective descriptions of their physical suffering. As we 

mentioned above, Galen‘s approach to teaching and diagnosis was underpinned by an 

assumption in the value of clear, precise language, or names, to describe physiological 

phenomena.
30

 In this section, I examine how Galen‘s assumptions about the physiological 

experience of pain underpin a complex construction of appropriate, useful language for 

describing pain to doctors and teaching others. This construction begins by denying the 

trustworthiness of patient‘s subjective narrative, and then validating a linguistic register in 

which the patient‘s language is elided with language already seeded within the medico-

literary tradition. As we shall see, this creates a framework in which Galen can use the 

language of the tradition to overcome the failures of patient based language.  

 

                                                      

30
 See above, text to notes 27. 
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A central question of linguistic and philosophical interest in pain concerns whether 

or not pain contains propositional content. Although Galen does not deal explicitly with 

this question, he does investigate extensively the way patients‘ silences, or the fragmentary 

nature of their narratives of suffering, hamper the diagnosis of the body and the process of 

teaching. If these processes turn on the patients‘ descriptions of their symptoms, then they 

are continually undermined by the inherently unreliable nature of patients and their 

descriptive capacities. On one level, this is related to patients‘ inability to speak about their 

experiences through physical incapacity caused either by injury or mal-practice; or their 

unwillingness, based on the shame the patient feels toward their condition.
31

 This point is 

developed particularly forcefully at On Affected Parts viii.88-9: it is just (δίθαηνλ) to 

eschew (θαηαιηπεῖλ) the use of unclear names for diseases, ‗as if they had never been 

written, (θαζάπεξ εἰ κεδ‟ ὅισο ἐγέγξαπην, Loc. Aff. viii.88) and it is better to discuss 

diseases with ‗clear terminology‘. But, he acknowledges,  

ραιεπὸλ δὲ ηὸ ηνηνῦηνλ θξηηήξηνλ, ὡο ἅλ ἑηέξνηο πνιιάθηο ἀλαγθαδνκέλσλ ἡκῶλ 

πηζηεύεηλ, νὔηε παξαθνινπζνῦζηλ ζαθῶο νἷο πάζρνπζηλ δηὰ καιαθίαλ ςπρ῅ο, νὔη‟, 

εἰ θαὶ παξαθνινπζνῖελ, ἑξκελεῦζαη δπλακέλνηο, ἥ η῵ κεδ‟ ὅισο νἵνπο η‟ εἶλαη ιόγῳ 

δειῶζαη πεξὶ ὧλ πάζρνπζηλ, νὐ γὰξ κηθξᾶο δπλάκεσο ηὸ ηνηνῦηνλ, ἥ η῵ κεδ‟ εἶλαη 

ῥεηὸλ αὐηό. (Loc. Aff. viii.88-9) 

In this way then Galen brings the contingent nature of medical practice to the fore. What 

interests me in this passage is the way in which the unreliability of the patient‘s subjective 

description is built on a particular presentation of pain‘s relationship to language. Galen‘s 

assertion that clinical practice relies on figures who are not able to understand clearly what 

they suffer through καιαθία ςπρήο is particularly poignant. Reference to a weakness of 

                                                      

31
 Inability to speak through physical injury: Gal. Loc. Aff.  viii.54-5 in which incompetent surgery caused 

aphasia; for loss of voice resulting from injuries sustained during a fall see Loc. Aff. viii.50. 
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soul here appears to imply a failure to remain strong in the face of painful experience;
32

 

arguably, pain resists straightforward transformation into language through its capacity to 

undermine the strength of the patient.  

 

The suggestion that they are not able to translate (ἑξκελεῦζαη) is significant here 

for a number of reasons. Galen‘s suggestion that patients cannot express their experiences 

clearly seems to recall statements throughout his corpus in which he figures the necessity 

of describing or defining unclear phenomena with rational discourse. As von Staden has 

pointed out, this is particularly important in situations in which phenomena appear to have 

no immediately apparent name; when the individual encounters phenomena which are 

anonymous it is necessary to explain them with rational discourse.
33

 On one reading, 

Galen‘s suggestion appears to place the description of pain in the hands of the patient‘s 

inability to mobilise the appropriate level of language required for effective clear 

description necessary for teaching. The final clause, moreover, appears to figure the 

ineffability of pain itself. His final suggestion—ἥ η῵ κεδ‟ εἶλαη ῥεηὸλ αὐηό—recalls 

references throughout his corpus to things which are ἄξξεηα.
34

 It recalls for instance the 

designation that the certain types of pulse cannot be described in words, although they can 

be recognised by touch.
35

 Galen‘s suggestion that the experience could not be put into 

language appears connected to his engagement with the inherently resistant qualities of 

pain experiences. Galen then rejects the patient voice as a reliable aspect of the medical 

                                                      

32
 Importantly, those figures are set in opposition to the legitimate citizens of the polis in Pl. Grg. 491b4; cf. 

the use of πνλεξόηαηνί and πνλεξίαλ at Xenoph. Oec. 1.19.4. 
33

 For a full discussion of this issue see von Staden (1995a), 499-518. References to matters which are 

without a name (ἀλώλπκνο) occur throughout Galen‘s corpus, but are particularly closely associated with the 

different types of pulse: cf. Gal. Diff. Puls. viii.508, 525, 680, 692. For further reference see von Staden 

(1995) 511. 
34

 Gal. MM. x.604, 731, 810. 
35

 See above, note 33. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/morphindex?lang=greek&embed=2&lookup=ponhro/tatoi&display=UTF8
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/morphindex?lang=greek&embed=2&lookup=ponhri/an&display=UTF8
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discourse for a number of reasons, primarily owing to the way in which pain resists their 

attempts at communication.  

 

Galen counters this rejection of patients‘ narratives with a complex, multilayered 

construction of a legitimate voice and an appropriate language for the description of pain 

symptoms. This process appears to begin in an ambiguous, contradictory fashion. He 

begins by acknowledging the important status of the doctor‘s voice in describing medical 

conditions:  

…θαηαιείπεηαη ηνίλπλ αὐηὸλ πεπνλζέλαη ηὸλ κέιινληα γξάςεηλ ἑθάζηνπ ηῶλ 

ἀιγεκάησλ ηὴλ ἰδέαλ, ἰαηξόλ ηε ὄληα θαὶ ἄιινηο ἑξκελεῦζαη δπλαηὸλ, ἑαπη῵ ηε 

παξεθνινπζεθόηα κεηὰ θξνλήζεσο, ἡλίθ‟ ἔπαζρελ, ἄλεπ καιαθίαο ςπρ῅ο. (Loc. Aff. 

viii.89) 

Here the doctor‘s capacity to speak clearly to others (ἄιινηο ἑξκελεῦζαη) about the 

experience or forms of pain is grounded in his possession of different intellectual and 

psychical qualities to lay sufferers. The person best qualified to translate their symptoms 

into medical discourse is the iatros who observes the symptoms attentively, though 

intelligence and without καιαθία. Of course, the suggestion that the doctor is in the best 

place to write about pains that he has himself experienced creates immediate problems. 

(Galen acknowledges this immediately by pointing out that no doctor has experienced all 

forms of pain.
36

) Galen‘s construction of an appropriate voice for the discussion of pain is, 

then, beset by the problem that the patient‘s voice is unreliable, as is the detached medical 

voice of the doctor. This problem is overcome, I argue by thinking through the kind of 

language which is appropriate to use in the medical context. The type of language which 

                                                      

36
 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.91ff. 
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emerges, I suggest, is a subtle combination of patient‘s language, and the language of the 

medical discourse.  

 

Galen‘s construction of this language is mired in a specific (and disingenuous) 

attack on the overtly scientific language developed by his rival Archigenes. In the 

following lines he critiques Archigenes for his development of scientific terminology for 

the description of pain: ἔνηθελ νὖλ ἐπηλνίαηο ηηζὶλ ἰδίαηο ινγηθαῖο, ἥ ηῆ πείξᾳ ηῶλ 

πεπνλζόησλ, ὁ Ἀξρηγέλεο ἀπνπηζηεῦζαη, δηεγνπκέλσλ ὡο ἠδύλαλην ηὰο δηαθνξὰο ηῶλ 

ἀιγεκάησλ (Loc. Aff. viii.90). His criticism continues at a later point in the same discussion 

of pain symptomology. At viii.116 Galen suggests that Archigenes‘ use of terms such as 

‗harsh‘, ‗rough‘, ‗astringent‘, or ‗drawing‘ (ζηύθνληεο δὲ θαὶ ζηξπθλνὶ θαὶ αὐζηεξνὶ) to 

describe certain types of pain is ‗useless‘ (ἄρξεζηνο) for lecturing. It is so because the 

specific types of pain to which Archigenes refers are inexpressible (...ἄῤῥεηόο ἐζηηλ ἡ 

ἰδηόηεο πᾶζα θαη‟ αὐηνύο) by patients.
37

 Secondly, he suggests we are ignorant of any type 

of suffering we have not experienced ourselves. Using terminology such as ‗being ill at 

ease‘ (ηὸ ἀιύεηλ) is easily understood and ‗clear‘ (δ῅ινλ) since we have ‗suffered in this 

way‘ (η῵ πεπνλζέλαη, Loc. Aff. viii.118). But it is not possible to ‗recognise‘ (λν῅ζαη 

δύλαηαη) the ‗harsh‘ (αὐζηεξὸλ) pain since we ‗do not know to what this name refers‘ (νὐθ 

εἰδὼο θαζ‟ ὅηνπ πνηε πξάγκαηνο ἐπηθέξεη ηνὔλνκα), even if we have experienced it. 

Archigenes‘ development and use of scientific terminology for pain brushes over a 

question of reference: how does pain terminology used in teaching refer to the actual 

experiences of patients.  

                                                      

37
 Galen‘s use of ἄῤῥεηόο here recalls his suggestion that pain is sometimes inexpressible. Here however, he 

appears to be referring to specific forms of pain, apparently documented by Achigenes, rather than making a 

general statement about the ineffability of the experience.  
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Significantly, Galen‘s polemic juxtaposes the use of Archigenes‘ scientific 

language with what he sees as common or habitual usage. Galen points out in response to 

his use of terms such as ‗harsh‘ and ‗astringent‘ that all the previous doctors ηὰο δηαθνξὰο 

ηῶλ πόλσλ γξάςαληεο (Loc. Aff. viii.116) did not ‗dare‘ (ηόικεζαλ) to use ‗names other 

than the customary ones‘ (ἑηέξνηο ὀλόκαζη ρξήζαζζαη ηῶλ ζπλεζῶλ), which it was 

‗possible to hear from the patients‘ (παξ‟ αὐηῶλ ηῶλ θακλόλησλ ἐζηὶλ ἀθνῦζαη·, Loc. Aff. 

viii.116).
38

 On one reading, the reference to ‗the patients‘ (ηῶλ θακλόλησλ), here, is 

interesting, suggesting that Galen‘s rejection of arcane, specialist terminology favours the 

use of a patient centred language to describe pain. Ostensibly, Galen overcomes the 

referential problems created by Archigenes language by returning to the language used by 

patients. On one level, this term appears to point towards the development of a patient 

centred language: the term can be used to designate common, spoken language and 

particularly koine Greek. However, another reading is possible. The term ζπλήζεηα is 

commonly used in Galen‘s overt statements about the usefulness of clear language within 

medical descriptions: Galen repeatedly asserts that to speak clearly requires using habitual 

language.
39

 At the same time, however, such constructions of what constitutes clear, and 

habitual language cannot be separated from Galen‘s interest in the medico-literary 

tradition: common everyday language which it is possible to hear from those who suffer 

pain is intimately connected with the discourse, and imbued with the authority of, the 

Greek medico- literary tradition.  

                                                      

38
 Note also his reference to Hellenic custom at Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.116: ὡο ἔζνο ἐζηὶλ ηνῖο Ἕιιεζη. 

39
 cf. Gal. Diff. Puls. viii.567; PHP. 3.7.6: …ἐπαηλέζνκελ αὐηνῦ [Χξύζηππνπ] ηὸλ ιόγνλ θαὶ θήζνκελ ἀγσλίαλ 

θαὶ ιύπελ θαὶ ὀδύλελ ἀιγεδόλαο εἶλαη η῵ γέλεη, κᾶιινλ δ‟ εἰ ρξὴ ηνῖο ὀλόκαζη θαηὰ ηὴλ ηῶλ Ἑιιήλσλ 

ρξήζαζζαη ζπλήζεηαλ, ὀδύλαο κὲλ θαὶ ἀιγεδόλαο νὐδέηεξνλ ἀιιήισλ δηαθέξεηλ, ὥζπεξ νὐδὲ θίνλα θαὶ 

ζηῦινλ νὐδ‟ ὦπαο θαὶ ὀθζαικνύο·. (quoted from De Lacy (1978-1984)). For further discussion of Galen‘s 

concern with habitual language see Sluiter (1995a), 520-22; for an overview see Morrison (2007), 143-47. 
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Appeals to the notion of ζπλήζεηα were common among linguistic evaluations of 

authors and texts among the Alexandrian scholars.
40

 Its relevance for Galen‘s 

commentaries and grammatical works is acute: firstly, Galen‘s commentaries on various 

Hippocratic treatises. His evaluation of Hippocrates‘ Aphorisms and Prognostics as 

genuinely Hippocratic texts is confirmed by their use of what Galen common language:  

ὁ γάξ ηνη ηνῦ Ἡξαθιείδνπ πἱὸο Ἱππνθξάηεο, νὗ θαὶ ηνὺο Ἀθνξηζκνὺο θαὶ ηὸ 

Πξνγλσζηηθὸλ εἶλαί θαζη, θαίλεηαη ζπλεζεζηάηνηο ηε θαὶ δηὰ ηνῦην ζαθεζηάηνηο 

ὀλόκαζη θερξεκέλνο, ἃ θαιεῖλ ἔζνο ἐζηὶ ηνῖο ῥεηνξηθνῖο πνιηηηθά....
41

  

Hippocrates‘ assumed use common and clear language was a central element of Galen‘s 

praise for Hippocratic texts and a central reason for their importance to current medicine. 

But also a central strategy for the determination of what constitutes the Hippocratic corpus. 

Galen‘s rejection of the arcane scientific language of his predecessor Archigenes is mired 

in his treatment (and indeed, his re-affirmation) of the canon of medical literature, and the 

language of the medical tradition. The implications of this process are twofold. Firstly, 

Galen rejects Archigenes‘ scientific language by affirming the value of a language that is 

already seeded within the discourse: it is the language of Hippocrates. Secondly, it is a 

language that he plays an important role in defining through his practices as a textual critic.  

  

Galen‘s approach to the problem of talking about pain, and the difficulty of 

explaining the experience to the discourse, is founded on his authorisation of the 

appropriate language with which to discuss suffering and pain. Clear language, which is 

useful for teaching emerges when there is a fit between the qualities of language that Galen 

                                                      

40
 Sluiter (1995a) 520 Scholia at Σ Hom. Il. 15.437. 

41
 Gal. Hipp. Epid. xviiA.219; 678; for an extended discussion see Sluiter (1995a), 522-6. Gal. Hipp. Art. 

xviiiA.646. 
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associates with the Greek medico-literary tradition, the patient‘s descriptions of suffering. 

These two elements are underpinned by Galen‘s own ability to control and define what 

counts as habitual language. The reference to common or habitual language mark out, then, 

a sophisticated elision of the language of the discourse, and the descriptive practices of 

patients. Over the next three subsections I want to investigate the way Galen‘s interest in 

the description of pain is underpinned by this complex relationship with the patient‘s voice. 

I show this in three principal areas: that which relates to overcoming fragmentation; that 

which relates to the process of editorial management of patient stories; that which relates to 

classification of patient‘s pathologies.  

 

4. Translating Fragmentary Narratives.  

If Galen‘s medical practice is underpinned by his complex engagement with the 

descriptions of patients, in what way does this impact on his diagnostic process? As we 

have seen, a central theme in his treatment of subjective patient based descriptions of their 

suffering was the difficulty caused by the potentially unreliable nature of the patient. 

Patients‘ narratives are untrustworthy, and often characterised by fragmentation and 

consist in gaps. In this section, I show how Galen‘s narrative strategy involves filling these 

gaps or overcoming the fragmentary nature of subjective narration by inserting a discursive 

voice into the space left by the failures of the patient. Translating the experience of pain in 

this instance involves a process in which the language of the discourse speaks to, and for, 

the patient.  

 

In a particularly poignant example, Galen emphasises the inability of the particular 

sufferer to relate his experience of epilepsy effectively. Galen begins this scenario by 

telling us that a boy (παῖο) began to ‗narrate the beginning of his condition‘ (δηεγνπκέλνπ 

ηὴλ ἀξρὴλ η῅ο δηαζέζεσο..., Loc. Aff. viii.194). The case history begins with a standard 



 

 121  

diagnostic opening, viz., the patient describing the beginning and course of the illness 

throughout his body. As the story continues however, it emerges that the boy is unable to 

describe the final stages of his condition effectively: 

ἐπεηδὰλ δὲ πξῶηνλ ἐθείλεο ςαύζῃ, κεθέηη παξαθνινπζεῖλ ἑαπη῵. ηὴλ κέληνη 

πνηόηεηα ηνῦ θεξνκέλνπ πξὸο ηὴλ θεθαιὴλ ἐξσηώκελνο ὑπὸ ηῶλ ἰαηξῶλ ὁπνία ηηο 

εἴε, ιέγεηλ νὐθ εἶρελ ὁ παῖο· ἀιι‟ ἕηεξόο γέ ηηο ἐθείλνπ λεαλίζθνο, νὐθ ἄθξσλ, ἀιι‟ 

ἱθαλῶο αἰζζάλεζζαη ηνῦ γηγλνκέλνπ δπλάκελνο, ἑξκελεῦζαί ζ‟ ἑηέξνπ δπλαηώηεξνο, 

νἷνλ αὔξαλ ηηλὰ ςπρξὰλ ἔθαζθελ εἶλαη ηὴλ ἀλεξρνκέλελ (Loc. Aff. viii.194) 

The dynamics of speech and description here look back to his earlier treatment of the 

patient‘s voice, discussed above. The passage is characterised by the fragmentary narrative 

of the epileptic sufferer. This incapacity appears deliberately set against the ability of the 

‗other youth‘ (ἕηεξνο ... λεαλίζθνο) to ‗translate‘ (ἑξκελεῦζαί) the experience based on his 

possession of different level of mental acuity, figured here by the tag, νὐθ ἄθξσλ. Galen 

strategy here involves using the narrative of an other to fill in the gaps created by the 

fragmentary nature of the sufferer‘s account.  

 

There are two questions raised by this passage, concerning the status of the 

neaniskos and the type of account he gives of the experience. A number of scholars (such 

as Mattern) have suggested that the ἕηεξνο ... λεαλίζθνο is, in fact, a different figure who 

also suffers from the disease, and is, thus, describing his own symptoms: for Mattern this 

passage constitutes two distinct case-histories.
42

 Nevertheless, it is possible that the youth 

is just an example of the audience which continually appear in descriptions of medical 

                                                      

42
 Mattern (2008), 181. 
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case-histories.
43

 Intriguingly, Galen shows little concern for this ambiguity—his Greek 

resists any definite interpretation and he gives no further elucidation of the scene. The 

problems of deciphering Galen‘s account suggest, at least, that the author is uninterested in 

exploring the potential problems involved in one person speaking for another; the creation 

of a single, unified narrative concerning the body‘s physical symptoms from multiple, 

heterogeneous accounts. 

 

The second issue raised by this passage concerns the language with which the 

second youth describes the experience of epilepsy and its relationship to Galen‘s theory of 

epilepsy. On initial glance, the terms used to describe the experience—αὔξαλ ηηλὰ 

ςπρξὰλ—of the youth reflects Galen‘s desire to hear symptoms in the everyday 

terminology of patients. (Supporting this reading, Temkin suggests that this is one scene in 

which the terminology later adopted by medical science—notably, the idea of the ‗epileptic 

breeze‘—is introduced into medical discourse by a patient.
44

) In fact, however, the 

reference to the ‗breeze‘ appears to be knowingly discursive: the metaphor of the ‗cool 

breeze‘ is already seeded in the literary and medical traditions of Greek culture. The term 

αὔξα ςπρξὰ appears in, for instance, the description of vapours rising from the sea in 

Aristotle (Aristotle, De Mundo, 394b13), or cooling breezes in Hippocratic texts such as 

Airs, Waters and Places (cf. 6.7). In these texts, the phrase is not used to describe the 

progression of epilepsy through the body. But the idea of a cool breeze or wind was a 

common metaphor for the onset of the disease: the Hippocratic text On Breaths, for 

instance, attributed the onset of epileptic attacks to the winds and vapours moving through 

                                                      

43
 cf.  e.g. Gal. Praen. xiv.609; 646. For further discussion (with bibliography) Mattern (2008), 84-7. 

44
 Temkin (1971), 37. 
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the body.
45

 The terminology adopted by the neaniskos mirrors the language and 

phraseology of earlier medical texts. A fragment of Erasistratus (from the 3
rd

 century BC) 

describes the symptoms which occurred among epileptic patients in remarkably similar 

terms: αὔξαο ηηλὸο ἀλεξρνκέλεο θαηὰ ηὸλ ἐγθέθαινλ.
46

 The confluence of metaphorical 

descriptions between the case history and the medico-literary tradition could be due to a 

number of factors involving the circulation of narratives and literature concerning epilepsy 

throughout elite culture in the second century. It is significant, however, that in a narrative 

context in which speaking with clear language for the purposes of teaching and diagnosis is 

mired in the close relationship between the language of patients and the habitual language 

of the literary tradition, that gaps in patient language are overcome with passages which 

reflect Greek culture‘s habitual way of speaking about the experience and symptoms of 

epilepsy. The fragmentary patient narrative is translated into clear, effective narrative 

through the strategic insertion of language already seeded in the discourse. Galen 

overcomes the gaps in the patient‘s narrative, fills in the missing information, with the 

language of the literary tradition.  

 

Importantly, the metaphor of the breeze has a certain fit with Galen‘s broader 

theories about the spread of epilepsy through the body. Galen created a number of theories 

for different types of epileptic attack. In one particular category, the primary cause of the 

attack lay in various extremities of the body and then spread to the brain.
47

 In these 

instances, Galen suggests, a certain ‗pneumatic substance‘ (πλεπκαηηθή … νὐζία) spreads 

over the body from the affected area (Loc. Aff. viii.194-5). The other youth describes the 

symptoms through a metaphor which is both seeded within the medical discourse and 

                                                      

45
 See the use of ἀὴξ and πλεῦκα at Hipp. Flat. 14 where their ability to mix with, and cool, the blood is seen 

as crucial to the onset of epilepsy; note also the common theme of ‗cooling‘ blood at Flat. 12, 14. 
46

 Garafalo (1988), Fr. 293. Note also the use of ἀλέξρεζζαη at Hippocrates, Flat. 14. 
47

 On the different types of epilepsy see Temkin (1971), 63-4; cf. Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.194-5. 
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corresponds with Galen‘s own theoretical ideas about the disease. It is arguable that the 

language of medical discourse is speaking through the mouthpiece of an observer. The 

experience of epilepsy here is given a meaning, explained, by simply filling in the silence 

of patient accounts with the language of the discourse; the language that is, in this way, 

attributed to the patient is used to substantiate Galen‘s scientific theory.   

 

5. Controlling Patient‟s Narratives of Past Experiences  

The second aspect of Galen‘s diagnostic system which I want to discuss involved 

learning about the patient‘s past experiences. Here I explore how the past is structured by 

Galen‘s precise and controlling method of patient interrogation, which structures the way 

the past is incorporated into the process of diagnosis and recognition. Rather than narrating 

their past experiences on their own, subjective terms, in a manner which allows the patient 

to describe the significance of their experiences, Galen controls the relationship between 

narration and the past. This process connects Galen‘s discovery of the causes of the 

patient‘s symptoms with the patient‘s controlled narrative. 

 

Galen‘s diagnostic theory was built on a particular concern with the patient‘s past 

symptoms. It is necessary, he claims in On Affected Parts, to examine everything closely 

(πάλη‟ ἐπηζθέςαζζαη), both present symptoms and those which occurred before (ηά ηε 

παξόληα θαὶ ηὰ πξνγεγνλόηα ζπκπηώκαηα). The process of learning about what has passed 

involves questioning not only the patient, but those around him: ὅζα δ‟ ἔκπξνζζελ ἐγέλεην 

δηαππλζαλόκελνλ νὐ ηνῦ θάκλνληνο κόλνλ, ἀιιὰ θαὶ ηῶλ νἰθείσλ (Loc. Aff. viii.8). Galen‘s 

instructions to the potential doctor here are reflected throughout numerous examples of his 

diagnostic practice. In one particular instance, once he has seen the injuries of a particular 

patient Galen immediately enquires about the individual‘s previous experiences (…ἐγὼ 
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ζεαζάκελνο αὐηὸλ ἠξώησλ ηε ηὰ πξνγεγνλόηα πάληα, Loc. Aff. viii.213). The use of the 

ἐξσηᾶλ here reflects a formula used throughout Galen‘s corpus to enquire about his 

patient‘s life-styles, earlier medical treatment, or their illness history.
48

  

 

At one point in On Affected Parts Galen encounters a patient with a series of hand-

problems. The patient comes to Galen with a loss of sensation in his hand:  

ἔρσλ ηηο ἐπηθείκελνλ θάξκαθνλ ηνῖο ηξηοὶ δαθηύινηο η῅ο ρεηξὸο, ἔθαζθε ηξηάθνλζ‟ 

ἡκεξῶλ ἤδε ηὴλ αἴζζεζηλ αὐηῶλ ἀπνισιέλαη, η῅ο θηλήζεσο ἀβιαβνῦο 

θπιαηηνκέλεο, ὀλίλαζζαί ηε κεδὲλ ὑπὸ ηῶλ ἐπηηηζεκέλσλ θαξκάθσλ (Loc. Aff. 

viii.57) 

This example of diagnosis has two important parts. In the first half, Galen attempts to 

discover the cause of the patient‘s problems through a structured process of close-

questioning of the patient. Galen begins by asking (ἠξώηεζα) what medicaments former 

doctors had applied; when he discovered (εὗξνλ) they were appropriate, he sought 

(ἐδήηνπλ) the cause of their ineffectiveness by asking about his previous symptoms 

(ἠξώησλ ηε ηὰ πξνεγεζάκελα ζπκπηώκαηα); when the patient tells him that he did not have 

θιεγκνλήλ, nor ςύμηλ, nor had he been struck (πιεγὴλ) Galen, when he was surprised by 

his answer, asked again (ζαπκάδσλ πάιηλ ἠξόκελ) if he had been struck in any part of his 

body, and ἐλ ἀξρῆ δὲ ηνῦ κεηαθξέλνπ πιεγ῅λαη θάζθνληνο κ‟ αὐζηο ἠξόκελ ὅπσο ηε θαὶ 

ὁπόη‟ ἐπιήγε (Loc. Aff. viii.57).
49

 Galen‘s narrative presents the doctor as a type of medical 

sleuth, seeking out the answers to his present pain in the past experiences of the patient. 

                                                      

48
 For the importance of questioning the patient see also the work of Rufus of Ephesus: Ruf. Quaest. Med. 

1:ἐξσηήκαηα ρξὴ ηὸλ λνζνῦληα ἐξσηᾷλ· ἐμ ὧλ ἅλ δηαγλσζζείε ηη ηῶλ πεξὶ ηὴλ λόζνπ ἀθξηβέζηεξνλ θαὶ 

ζεξαπεπζείε θάιηνλ. The idea of asking questions of the patient was well established within the medical case 

history genre.  
49

 For more on the use of these terms see below, notes to text 61. 
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What is interesting about this case is the relationship between the depth of enquiry and the 

questions which elicit information from the subject. Galen‘s questions not only control the 

information, but its order: one answer induces the next question by eliminating diagnostic 

possibilities and thus driving the search for more information; the patient is allowed to 

proceed to the next level of description only because his answers fail to provide 

satisfaction or surprise the doctor. Galen‘s passage presents him controlling the order of 

the past: the patient‘s previous experiences contribute to the recognition of his current 

problems, but only through the structured arrangement of their narration. Galen‘s method 

for investigating the past experiences of the patient here offers a way of structuring that 

historical narrative so that its information can be incorporated into the process of medical 

recognition.  

 

As the case develops, Galen‘s strategy evolves to include a slightly different aspect. 

This process involves the application of Galen‘s developed understanding of the body to 

the patient‘s statement that he fell from his chariot and landed on the upper part of his 

back:  

θαὶ κέληνη θαὶ ἀπνθξηλακέλνπ, ... ἐηεθκεξάκελ ἐλ ηῆ πξώηῃ ηνῦ κεηὰ ηὸλ ἕβδνκνλ 

ζπόλδπινλ λεύξνπ δηεθπηώζεη κόξηόλ ηη ἐπὶ ηῆ πιεγῆ θιεγκ῅λαλ ζθηῤῥώδε δηάζεζηλ 

ἐζρεθέλαη. ηνῦην δ‟ ἐλόεζα, κεκαζεθὼο δηὰ η῅ο ἀλαηνκ῅ο, ὅηη ηὰ λεῦξα θαηὰ 

πεξηγξαθὴλ κὲλ ἰδίαλ, ὡο αἱ θιέβεο, ἐθθπόκελα θαίλνληαη, θαὶ δόμαηο ἅλ ἓλ 

ἀθξηβῶο ἕθαζηνλ αὐηῶλ ὑπάξρεηλ, ὥζπεξ θαὶ ηὴλ θιέβα· ηὰ δ‟ ἐζηὶλ εὐζέσο ἀπὸ 

η῅ο ἀξρ῅ο πνιιὰ, ζθηγγόκελα ἅπαληα θαὶ ζπλερόκελα θνηλνῖο πεξηθιήκαζηλ ἀπὸ 

ηῶλ  κελίγγσλ ἐθπεθπθόζηλ.  (Loc. Aff. viii.57) 

Galen‘s ability to determine the affected parts, to diagnose and eventually treat the patient 

is dependent upon the information supplied by the patient‘s narrative—note the genitive 
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absolute ἀπνθξηλακέλνπ. But his description of the interpretative process privileges the 

importance of the understanding of the body‘s nature: the participle κεκαζεθὼο implies, 

arguably, a causal relationship between understanding the significance of the patient‘s 

narrative and the doctor‘s theoretical knowledge of the body. For the patient‘s story to be 

understood, to be given significance and meaning, within the clinical scenario, it must be 

submitted to Galen‘s theoretical understanding of the body. Galen‘s technique attributes a 

critical role to the patient‘s account of his symptoms. It is built on a constructed link 

between the way the body is described by the patient and his developed, theoretical, 

rational, scientific  knowledge: and in so doing,  creates the impression that the patient‘s 

language has led to the discovery of the physical ailment. Diagnosis takes place when a fit 

is created between what Galen knows of the body, and the patient‘s descriptions. That 

process was, however, profoundly inflected by Galen‘s structuring and ordering of the 

patient‘s language, and narrative. 

 

6. Quotation and Classification.  

The description of the individual‘s past experiences was not the only way that 

Galen‘s patients put their experiences into meaningful language. In this discussion, I turn 

to an example of the way that patients name the type of pain they are experiencing. Galen‘s 

concern with names is allied to the way Galen imagines and divides the world into 

different categories: for Hankinson, Galen‘s interest is built on the correlation between 

names and the real ontological categories of the universe.
50

 In this section, I investigate 

how his concern with the way patients name their experiences inflects the diagnostic 

process. I show that Galen uses names to pathologise the experience of his patients by 

                                                      

50
 Hankinson (1994), 181-7 for Galen‘s ontological realism and its relationship with linguistic concerns with 

clarity. 
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strategically reinterpreting their utterances in accordance with his theoretical understanding 

of the body.  

 

Let us begin by thinking about the importance of categorisation and classification 

in Galen‘s medical system. Galen‘s That the Best Doctor is also a Philosopher suggests 

that this central aspect of medical practice extensive training and understanding of the 

process of the categorisation and division of phenomena.
51

 This interest in the 

classification of diseases is most evident in the four treatises concerning the difference and 

the causes of diseases and symptoms: Differences of Diseases; Causes of Diseases; 

Differences of Symptoms; and Causes of Symptoms.
52

 Although pain itself is not discussed 

extensively within these works, the experience does occupy a central position in this 

classificatory system. According to On Affected Parts we are able to diagnose the affected 

parts of the body through  an understanding of the various parts of the body; the causes of 

their changes and conditions; and the difference in symptoms.
53

 It is important to learn the 

differences between different symptoms since their peculiarity serves to indicate the 

particular internal condition of the body: ηὸ κὲλ ἄιγεκα ηόδε ηῶλδε ηῶλ δηαζέζεώλ ἐζηη 

δεισηηθὸλ ἥ ηῶλδε ηῶλ ηόπσλ (Loc. Aff. viii.70). The emphasis on the indicative power of 

the symptoms of different pain types reveals the close link between cognition, recognition, 

and categorisation which underpins Galen‘s diagnostic practice. For Galen the type of pain 

symptoms the individual experiences help to fit the individual into a universal pathological 

category, the nature (strength or character) of which is indicated by the nature of a 

particular symptom.  

 

                                                      

51
 Barnes (1991), 65-6. Hankinson (1991), 167: the ‗successful doctor ... needs to know the proper 

taxonomical structure of disease‘.  
52

 Gal. Morb. Diff. vi.836-835; Caus. Morb. vii.1-41; Symp. Diff. 42-84; Caus. Symp. 85-272.;  
53

 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.69-71. 
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Galen‘s work on Affected Places is built around a lengthy theoretical discussion of 

the different types of pain that patient‘s present: throughout this work, he continually 

attempts to constructed a framework for understanding and diagnosing patients‘ pain.  At 

one point, Galen tells that people suffer pain in two principal ways:  

πνιιάθηο δ‟ ἐλ ἑηέξνηο εἰξεθὼο νἶδα δύν ηνὺο πξώηνπο ηξόπνπο ὀδύλεο, ἀζξόαλ 

ἀιινίσζηλ θξάζεσο θαὶ ζπλερείαο ιύζηλ, νἷο νὐ κάρεηαη ηὰ λῦλ εἰξεκέλα. (Loc. Aff. 

viii.79) 

Galen‘s structuring of the nature of pain cuts deeper than this, however. Galen‘s treatment 

of pain extends to categorising different experiences of pain sensation. At viii.81 he states 

that the person who has been shot by an arrow and one who has a corrosive humour suffer 

in a common manner.
54

 Following Hippocrates he tells in the same chapter he tells us that 

pain (ὀδύλε) in the kidneys feels ‗heavy‘ (βαξεῖα)
55

; a little later he tells us that the pain of 

pleurisy is ‗piercing‘, but that of an inflammation is ‗throbbing‘
56

; or that the intensity of 

certain pains in the intestines goes along with the nature of thickness of a particular 

person‘s intestinal tube.
57

 Such categories have little to do with the individual experience 

of pain—they are universal rules to which all bodies are susceptible: at viii.87 he reminds 

his readers that ἐπηζηεύζακελ ἅπαζη γίλεζζαη ηαὐηὸλ, ὁξῶληεο ἐλ ηνῖο πιείζηνηο 

ὁκνηνπαζεῖο ἡκᾶο ὑπάξρνληαο, ὡο ἀπὸ ηῶλ αὐηῶλ αἰηίσλ πάζρεηλ ηὰ αὐηά. Galen‘s 

systematic approach to scientific knowledge provides him with a series of categories of 

pain sensation which have little to do with individual, subjective experience.  

                                                      

54
 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.81: θαὶ γὰξ ηὸ ηεηλόκελνλ θαὶ ηὸ ζιηβόκελνλ θαὶ ηὸ ζιώκελνλ θαὶ ηὸ ηηηξσζθόκελνλ 

ὀδπλᾶηαη, ιπνκέλεο η῅ο ζπλερείαο αὐηνῦ. νὐδὲ γὰξ ὅηαλ ὑπὸ βειόλεο ηηηξώζθεηαί ηηο, ἕηεξνλ πάζνο πάζρεη 

ηνῦ γηλνκέλνπ θαηὰ ηὴλ ὑπὸ δξηκένο ρπκνῦ δηάβξσζηλ·. 
55

 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.78-9: θαὶ δηὰ ηνῦζ‟ Ἱππνθξάηεο κὲλ πξῶηνο ἔγξαςελ· θαὶ εἰο λεθξὸλ ὀδύλε βαξεῖα· κεη‟ 

αὐηόλ η‟ νὐθ ὀιίγνη ηῶλ ἀξίζησλ ἰαηξῶλ νὐθ ὀδύλεο ὀμείαο, ἀιιὰ βάξνπο αἴζζεζηλ ἐλ ηαῖο ηῶλ εἰξεκέλσλ 

ζπιάγρλσλ θιεγκνλαῖο ἔθαζαλ γίλεζζαη. 
56

 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.86. 
57

 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.41: ηὰ κὲλ νὖλ ζθνδξόηαηα ηῶλ ηνηνύησλ ἀιγεκάησλ εἰθὸο εἶλαη θαηὰ ηὰ παρύηεξα  ηῶλ 

ἐληέξσλ. 
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How does this concern with classification influence Galen‘s reading of patient 

language. At one point, Galen tells us that he diagnosed and successfully treated a number 

of patients for stomach pain, possibly colic.
58

 In these examples Galen observes a range of 

physical symptoms, which suggest a diagnosis to him; which is then confirmed by the 

patient‘s description of the type of symptoms they feel:  

ἑώξσλ ηὸλ ἄλζξσπνλ ἐπὶ κὲλ ηνῖο ζεξκνῖο ἐδέζκαζί ηε θαὶ θαξκάθνηο θαὶ ὅισο 

δηαηηήκαζη παξνμπλόκελνλ, ἐπὶ δὲ ηνῖο εὐρύκνηο ηε θαὶ θαηαθεξαζηηθνῖο 

ὀλνκαδνκέλνηο ὠθεινύκελνλ• ἑώξσλ δὲ θαὶ πξὸο η῅ο ἀζηηίαο αὐηὸλ βιαπηόκελνλ. 

ὡο δὲ θαὶ ππλζαλνκέλῳ κνη θαὶ πεξὶ η῅ο θαηὰ ηὴλ ὀδύλελ ἰδέαο ἔθε δαθλώδε ηηλὰ 

ὑπάξρεηλ αὐηὴλ, ἔηη δὲ θαὶ κᾶιινλ εἰο ἐιπίδα η῅ο ἀιεζνῦο δηαγλώζεσο ἀθηθόκελνο 

ἐηόικεζα δνῦλαη ηνῦ πηθξνῦ θαξκάθνπ• ζεαζάκελόο ηε πξνθαλῶο ὠθειεζέληα ηὸλ 

ἄλζξσπνλ ἐπείζζελ ἐγλσθέλαη βεβαίσο, ἥ ηίο ἐζηηλ ἡ δηάζεζηο. (Loc. Aff. viii.41) 

The structure of Galen‘s diagnostic process is obvious here: observation of physical 

symptoms, followed by questioning of the patient, which leads to a particular treatment 

strategy. What interests me is the way the passage appears to adjust and alter the patient‘s 

language in order to fit the past into Galen‘s diagnostic categories. The use of δαθλώδε 

reflects Galen‘s intense interest in how individuals designate, or name, the different pain 

sensations they experience. 

 

Galen‘s reference to the patient‘s language reflects a common strategy for 

incorporating patient language into his diagnoses in which fuller, more wide ranging 

statements are summarised briefly by a term or name. We saw an example of this in the 

                                                      

58
 Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.39-42.  
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last case history where the patient‘s description was summarised by a few strategic words 

(such as θιεγκνλήλ or ςύμηλ).
59

 At other points in the corpus when Galen wishes to 

indicate the precise words used by patients he uses either the formula ‗as he himself named 

it‘ (cf.  the use of ὡο αὐηνο ὠλόκαδελ at San. Tued. vi.434) or quotes them directly.
60

 

Galen‘s use of indirect speech in the passage above is significant, allowing him to move 

from a potentially fuller account of experience to a single, succinct, and meaningful term.
61

 

The significance of this process emerges as we investigate the discursive significance of 

the term daknodē. The phrase is relevant here because it fits in with Galen‘s surrounding 

discussion of the character of certain forms of bodily humours. Galen‘s use of daknodē in 

this context picks up the discussion of the biting humour, a central element in the disease 

of colic, only lines before.
62

 Galen‘s text produces a diagnostic fit by linking the language 

of the patient with the nature of the bodily humour central to the diagnosis.  

 

Galen‘s use of patient language appears, in this case, to figure a particularly 

forceful process in which diagnosis is constructed through the creation of a narrative fit 

between the patient‘s name and the qualities of the disease Galen is attempting to 

understand. What matters in this example is the fact that patient language does not reflect 

their own descriptions, but rather Galen‘s knowing interpretation of their more expansive 

suggestions. Fitting patient‘s into Galen‘s pathological categories is built on a 

fundamentally close tie between diagnosis and the language Galen ascribes to patients.   

 

7. Conclusions 

                                                      

59
 See above, text to notes 51. 

60
cf. ηνῦην γὰξ ἐθεῖλνο ἔιεγελ at Gal. Cur. Ven. Sect. xi.299 

61
 I have been particularly influenced by the notion of ‗de re‘ interpretations of indirect discourse. For full 

discussion see Coulmas (1986), 3-7; also influential here has been the work of Berkenkotter on the 

pathologisation of psychiatric patients in American psychiatric practice: Berkenkotter (1997), 256-74. 
62

 cf. the references to δαθλώδε ρπκὸλ at Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.40, and further references to ἀιγήκαηα δαθλώδε at 

41. 
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In this discussion of Galen I tried to show how Galen uses and manipulates patient 

language. We saw that the treatment of the patient‘s body was linked to the two fold nature 

of the case history, in which the diagnosis of the patient‘s experiences contributed to a 

discussion with the medical discourse. We examined the implications of this relationship 

between diagnosis and teaching by thinking through two levels of Galen‘s treatment of 

patients: we saw how Galen overcame the fragmentary and unreliable nature of the 

patient‘s voice by replacing those gaps with a discursive voice he was able to control more 

precisely. We then examined how the diagnosis of the patient was figured through the 

strategic control of patient‘s language to create powerful, cohesive narratives which 

facilitated the achievement of diagnosis. In this case, diagnosis emerged as dependent on 

the narrative fit created by Galen‘s accounts of that experience. The body, then, entered 

medical discourse, through Galen‘s ability to control the language of the sufferer. Galen‘s 

practice of diagnosis then, appears to have a considerable amount in common with the 

translatory practices of Freud. In the next section, I argue that Aristides resists this process 

by redefining the context for the literary translation of the body.  

 

SECTION 2: ARISTIDES‘ TALES, TRANSLATION, AND THE WITNESS. 

 

In order to flesh out our appreciation of second century medical culture, I look now 

towards Aristides and his account of his long illness. The six logoi which comprise the 

Tales are intimately concerned with the narration of the physical minutiae of their author‘s 

pained existence. (Indeed, the focus on his physical pain and bodily condition has been 

taken as both a marker of Aristides‘ unusualness and his profound self-obsession.
63

) These 

texts provide difficult, problematic narratives of their author‘s pain symptoms. In what 
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 ‗Brainsick‘ and ‗unpleasant: Dodds (1965), 43-44; Misch (1951), 506; on these readings, with further 

examples see Perkins (1995), 245-6. 
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follows, I attend closely to the strategies the author uses to shape the way the reader 

engages with, recognises, and understands his experiences. I argue two points. I suggest, 

primarily, that Aristides‘ Tales testify, or give witness, to his physical experiences. As has 

been shown by a number of scholars, the works deliberately present Aristides‘ past 

experiences as immense, numinous, and inherently resistant to representation; his 

narratives testify to his experience by constructing a text which reflects the ineffable nature 

of those experiences.
64

 This argument builds on our understanding of Aristides‘ logoi by 

investigating the way Aristides representation of his experience confronts the type of 

relationship between text, narrative, and the bodily experience of pain which we 

encountered in Galen‘s case-histories. Aristides treatment of his own pain constitutes a 

sophisticated engagement (and critique) of the possibilities of communicating pain 

experiences by translating them into sophisticated, structured, discourse.  

 

1. The Tales, Case History, and Recognitions.  

Aristides‘ Tales present a complex text which manifests a range of different generic 

characteristics and connections.
65

 Here I am primarily concerned with the way their 

religious context is mobilised to inflect the creation of narratives of pain symptoms.  The 

Tales represent a hyper-literary example of (what were normally) short, often epigraphic 

thank-offerings placed in the sanctuaries of Asclepius and Serapis by their beneficiaries. 

Such offerings generally documented the physical ailments the incubant endured, the 

regimen the god prescribed, and praise for the god‘s healing powers.
66

 As Aristides claims 
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 Pearcy (1988) 371-99; Holmes (2008), 85: ‗the body, and particularly embodied experience, is metonymic 

of all that Aristides wishes to represent as beyond the public record and sometimes beyond words altogether.‘  
65

 Such as biography: Misch (1951); Bompaire (1993), 199-209; Harrison (2002), 245-59 
66

 There does not seem to have been a rigid formula for such offerings. Nevertheless, they were often 

little more than carvings of particular body parts, such as the eyes (to signify blindness or some other 

ocular failing), inscribed with the name of the beneficiary: Petsalis-Diomidis (2005), 206-17. Although it is 

unclear whether aretology existed as a clearly defined genre, it is certain that there were literary works which 

provided extensive lists of, and praise for, the miracles (aretai) of divine figures. Such documents were often 
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on a number of occasions his aim was not simply to record his symptoms, but to narrate 

and reveal the forethought and power of the divine:
67

 the texts are, then, thoroughly 

embedded in an aretological tradition. Aristides‘ narratives use the communication of the 

body‘s experiences to allow readers to see or recognise the power and nature of the divine: 

producing a sophisticated, and cagey, narrative of his experience of pain constitutes an 

important strategy for representing the powerful, nebulous nature of Asclepius. The 

religious aspect to the Tales allows Aristides to raise the stakes in the debate about how to 

represent, and socialise, the experience of suffering within late second century medical 

culture.  

 

There are three important implications to draw from the intersection of religion and 

the narration of the body in the Tales. The first concerns the mode of translation Aristides 

adopts to transform his physical experiences into sophisticated discourse. Over the last 

decade, literary scholars have given increasing attention to the way narratives give witness 

to or testify to the experience of extreme trauma or pain.
68

 LaCapra points out that 

narratives which recount the experience of extreme or prolonged trauma adopt a 

particularly poignant strategy for giving reference to that pain: rather providing a 

structured, ordered narrative of experience, they testify to the intensity and immensity of 

their experience by producing narratives which mirror their disorder and nebulous 

qualities. As Pearcy (among others) has acknowledged, the Tales attempt to provide a true 

account of the divine by breaking free from the constraints of genre, and chronology.
69

  In 

order to produce an effective narrative of his body, Aristides translates his experience into 

a sophisticated story which communicates the nature of his experience by emphasising, 

                                                                                                                                                                 

particularly associated with eastern cults. For a discussion of aretology see Winkler (1985), 236-38. For the 

connection between the Tales and aretology see Pearcy (1988), 378; Petsalis-Diomidis (2007), 193-212. 
67

 cf. Aristid. XLVII.2. 
68

 LaCapra (2009), 60-2; cf.  Hartman (2006). I have been especially influenced here by Caruth‘s analysis of 

Hiroshima mon Amour and the politics of understanding another‘s trauma: Caruth (1995), 25-56.  
69

 Pearcy (1988), 388-90 
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and displaying, the impact of his pain on language and narrative. Whereas Freud‘s and 

Galen‘s reaction to the disordered narratives of sufferers was to exercise control over the 

editing and arrangement of material in order to produce precise understanding and 

diagnosis, Aristides recasts that process in more difficult, cagey terms. Rather than 

translating his experiences into clear, structured discourse which explains the cause of 

pain, Aristides‘ logoi reveal the nature of that experience by representing the way painful 

experience impacts on, confounds, and transcends the limits of clear, ordered narration.  

 

Such a narrative form can be seen, furthermore, in terms of the author‘s conscious 

(dis)engagement with the case history narrative form. The connection between thank 

offerings and the case history narrative form have been documented by a number of 

scholars.
70

 In Aristides‘ situation, that connection is most obvious at XLVII.2, when he 

claims that each of his days and nights has a story: ἑθάζηε γὰξ ηῶλ ἡκεηέξσλ ἡκεξῶλ, 

ὡζαύησο δὲ λπθηῶλ, ἔρεη ζπγγξαθὴλ, εἴ ηηο παξὼλ, ἥ ηὰ ζπκπίπηνληα ἀπνγξάθεηλ ἐβνύιεην, 

ἥ ηὴλ ηνῦ ζενῦ πξόλνηαλ δηεγεῖζζαη.71
 Aristides‘ language here vividly evokes the context 

of case histories: the phrase ηηο παξὼλ recalls references throughout Galen, and other 

medical figures, to bystanders who observe the work of the doctor at the bedside, and who 

are responsible for the narration of a patient‘s symptoms to the physician; the reference to 

the record of symptoms appears to invite a reading alongside medical case histories which 

provide lists of physiological conditions or experiences.
72

 Throughout the Tales Aristides 

presents the reader with contexts in which one might ordinarily expect the type of case 

history narrative readers encounter in Galen (and other medical practitioners). When 
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 See especially Mattern (2008), 31-37 with further references.  

71
 There is a textual problem here: Keil edition reads ηηο παξ‟ἕλ. Here I follow Wilamowitz (and others, 

including Behr) in reading παξὼλ, which can be defended on the basis of comparison XLVIII.56 and L.20. 

For discussion see Behr (1968), 205. 
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 For examples of bystanders at medical diagnoses see: Gal. Diff. Puls. viii.572; Praen. xiv.606. 
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Aristides presents himself as consciously resisting the encouragement of others to speak 

about his symptoms he plays up the politics of speaking and narrating within the clinical 

encounter. His rejection of the case history form is far from innocent, rather it reflects a 

conscious awareness and emphasis of the limitations of, and the power relations inherent 

in, that form of narrative.  

 

The third implication raised by the testimonial nature of Aristides‘ text concerns the 

type of recognition that logoi produce. If Galen aimed to produce a scientific 

understanding of the body‘s condition which was embodied in the process of diagnosis, 

then how might we approach recognition in Aristides‘ Tales. Here I want to discuss two 

issues. Aristides‘ primary aim is to produce a narrative which allows for an understanding 

of the power and nature of the divine by both readers (primarily, but not always, doctors) 

inside the text and outside the narrative. Here I suggest, briefly, that genuine understanding 

of both Aristides‘ experience and the nature of the divine is achieved by understanding the 

impossibility of pinning down Aristides‘ body, the impossibility of producing an exact, 

scientific reading or understanding of Aristides‘ experiences. As we shall discuss further, 

Aristides‘ doctors continually fail to recognise or understand his painful symptoms. At 

XLVIII.69, he tells us that his doctors failed to recognise the complexity of his disease 

(...νὔηε ἐγλώξηδνλ ηὴλ πνηθηιίαλ η῅ο λόζνπ). The failure of doctors to diagnose Aristides 

correctly is repeated throughout all of Aristides‘ Tales. This failure to recognise the body‘s 

symptoms, I suggest, operates as a model for thinking about how the body is constructed as 

a form of text which can be understood or recognised by doctors and readers outside the 

narrative. Such internal misreading emphasise the failure to pin down the body, to 

categorise its experiences in a single disease or cure within the terms of the diagnostic 

culture of the last chapter.  
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If Aristides‘ body resists straightforward reading, or diagnosis, so his text 

undermines the process of understanding or recognising completely the immensity of his 

experiences. Understanding Aristides‘ past experiences is a slippery, difficult process; the 

nature of Aristides‘ translation continually hampers the reader‘s ability to ‗tie down‘ the 

meaning of the body. The type of problematic engagement with the process of recognition 

is dramatised in a subtle way in his second Tale:  

εἰ δὴ ηαῦηά ηηο πξνζινγίζαηην θαὶ ζθέςαηην ἐθ‟ ὅζσλ θαὶ νἵσλ ηῶλ παζεκάησλ θαὶ 

ὁπνίαο η῅ο πεξὶ ηαῦηα ἀλάγθεο εἰο ζάιαηηαλ θαὶ πνηακνὺο θαὶ θξέαηα ἐθόκηδε, θαὶ 

η῵ ρεηκῶλη κάρεζζαη πξνζέηαηηε, θήζεη πᾶλ ὡο ἀιεζῶο πεξαηηέξσ ζαπκάησλ εἶλαη, 

θαὶ ηνῦ ηε ζενῦ ηὴλ δύλακηλ θαὶ ηὴλ πξόλνηαλ κεηδόλσο ὄςεηαη. (XLVIII.59) 

Here Aristides‘ links understanding the God‘s power to the reader‘s understanding and 

ability to see his experiences. Aristides‘ passage has been taken, by Perkins, as a 

straightforward statement of the author‘s facilitation of readerly understanding of his 

experiences, and through them, the divine.
73

 Yet the passage is far from straight forward. 

The conditional nature of the clause appears to raise questions about the way his narrative 

allows readers to ‗see‘ the wonders of the divine: the εἰ + optative structure here never 

quite confirms that the narrative will allow the reader to see his experiences. Furthermore, 

the reference to the ontological status of his experiences (θήζεη πᾶλ ὡο ἀιεζῶο πεξαηηέξσ 

ζαπκάησλ εἶλαη) implies that the type of recognition his text creates lies outside the normal 

verification and scientific confirmation of the body‘s experiences. In order to create this 

type of recognition and understanding Aristides‘ adopts a particular approach to the 

translation of his experiences into sophisticated discourse.    
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The combination of religious and corporeal concerns, in Aristides‘ Tales serves, 

then, to create a remarkable textual dynamic. The orator confronts Galenic medical 

practice by rephrasing the translation of bodily experience into sophisticated narrative. In 

what follows, I argue that this practice of translation can be seen as a process in which 

Aristides‘ narrative testifies to the nature of his experiences. In order to argue this case, I 

adopt four primary arguments. I show that Aristides adopts a narrative voice which 

privileges the impact of pain on language and narrative form; he adopts a translatory mode 

which reflects the nature of his private ‗inner‘ experience; and finally, he emphasises the 

illegibility of his own body. These strategies, we will see, raise serious questions about not 

only the way we think about the socialisation of pain, but also the relationship between the 

profound experiences of the body, narrative, and the public, epideictic culture of the 

second century.  

 

2. The Case History and the Politics of Voice  

Let us begin by thinking about Aristides‘ voice: if it is true that Aristides‘ Tales 

attempt to confront the politics of narrating the body which obtains in Galen‘s case 

histories, then one of the primary strategies for that process involves refiguring the 

relationship between his narrative voice and suffering. Aristides‘ narration of his suffering 

is underpinned by the construction and substantiation of his own narrative authority. 

According to XLVI.1 he will make θαηὰ ηὴλ Ἑιέλελ ηὴλ Ὁκήξνπ ηὸλ ιόγνλ: Aristides‘ 

representational project is conceived in terms of his arrogation of an epic voice.
74

 In what 

follows, I explore how his epic voice reflects the way physical pain and suffering impact 

on the narrative capacity of the sufferer. Aristides‘ epic voice is built on a negotiation of 

the way pain induces silence and fragmentary narration. By emphasising, and valorising, 
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 Holmes (2008), 81-2. The adoption of Helen as a model is problematic for a number of reasons—she is far 

from a straightforward replication of Homer‘s epic voice.  
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the fragmentary nature of his narrative voice, Aristides Tales shape the way the reader is 

able to understand his experiences in a radically different way to Galen.  

 

a) Silence and the Immensity of Experience 

Aristides‘ Tales‟ open with an emphasis on the limitations of his voice; his 

incapacity to narrate his experiences, and his consequent choice to remain silent. In his 

prooemium to the first Tale Aristides claims that he decided, in the light of the immensity 

of his experiences, παξέρεηλ ὡο ἀιεζῶο ὥζπεξ ἰαηξ῵ η῵ ζε῵ ζηγῆ (XLVII.4). This 

reference to silence builds on a lengthy discussion of the impossibility of describing his 

experiences; lines earlier, he claims that he refused the advice of his friends to speak or 

write about his experiences, fleeing what appeared to him to be an impossible task.
75

 It is 

easy to see how his statement might be taken with a grain of interpretative salt: Aristides 

claims to be silent, and then immediately proceeds to narrate his experiences at length. Yet, 

it is also susceptible to a more subtle, and supple reading. As has been acknowledged, the 

impact of extreme trauma on the sufferer is often felt in terms of their consciousness of the 

incapacity to capture and convey the immensity of their experiences: testimonies of 

extreme trauma are often characterised by the vacillation between the compulsion to speak, 

and the inability to capture all their experiences.
76

 On this reading, this silence testifies to 

the impact of his bodily experiences on his narrative capacity. Aristides‘ construction of 

his silence might well be seeded within the aretological and epic traditions of narration, it 

also attests to the overwhelming power of pain to undermine the capacity for narrative 

description.  

 

                                                      

75
 Aristid. XLVII.1: ...ἀιιὰ θαὶ ὅζνη πώπνηε ηῶλ θίισλ ἐδεήζεζαλ ἥ πξνὔηξεςαλ εἰπεῖλ θαὶ ζπγγξάςαη πεξὶ 

αὐηῶλ, νὐδελὶ πώπνηε ἐπείζζελ, θεύγσλ ηὸ ἀδύλαηνλ; see also his reference to Hom. Il.4.249 as an example 

of the immensity of the subject matter.  
76

 LaCapra (2008), 65, with further references.  
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Aristides‘ reference to silence, here, introduces a concern with aphasia which 

reverberates throughout the Tales; Aristides‘ loss of voice in the face of his painful 

experience remains a constant theme across the six logoi. Early in the second Tale he 

recounts how his early attempts to dictate his experiences were fundamentally limited by 

his bodily pain: ὧλ ηὸ κὲλ ἐμ ἀξρ῅ο νὐδὲλ ἡκῖλ ἐπῄεη γξάθεηλ, ἀπηζηίᾳ ηνῦ κὴ πεξηέζεζζαη· 

ἔπεηηα θαὶ ηὸ ζῶκα νὕησο ἔρνλ νὐθ εἴα ζρνιάδεηλ ηνύηνηο (XLVIII.1). The passage here 

emphasises the closeness between bodily experience and the capacity to speak, or write, 

about suffering. At other points, throughout the second and third Tales, this closeness is 

linked to his incapacity to engage in oratory. He tells us at one point that he gave the 

practice of oratory during the early stages of his illness.
77

 At other points he recalls how he 

was in such pain that to orate seemed impossible: ἔθελ νὖλ ἐγὼ κὴ ἔρεηλ ὅ ηη ρξήζνκαη, 

πξνζηεηάρζαη γάξ κνη ἴζα θαὶ πέηεζζαη, κειέηελ ιόγσλ ἀλαπλεῖλ νὐ δπλακέλῳ...(L.17). As 

we shall discuss further, this scene is part of a process in which Aristides depicts the God‘s 

concern for the recuperation, and improvement of his rhetorical ability. At this point, what 

concerns me is the way Aristides figures the destruction of his voice. The loss of oratorical 

capacity can, arguably, be associated with a critical loss of self. The use of κειέηελ ιόγσλ 

appears to look directly towards the apparent loss of his epideictic career. Yet, reference to 

logos in both these contexts also draws the reader‘s attention to the Tales themselves, and 

their narration of his symptoms and divine proinoia. Silence here becomes a way of 

expressing the overpowering traumatic nature of Aristides‘ experience; the reader comes to 

understand the close link between the body‘s experience and the Tales themselves. 

Narrating experience involves testifying through the emphasis of the way the experience of 

pain damages language and narrative capacity.  

                                                      

77
 Aristid. L.14: ἐληαπηὸλ κὲλ γὰξ κάιηζηα ηὸλ πξῶηνλ η῅ο ἀζζελείαο ἐμέιηπνλ ηὴλ πεξὶ ηνὺο ιόγνπο 

δηαηξηβὴλ, νἷα ἐλ ηνζνύηνηο ηε θαὶ ηνηνύηνηο πξάγκαζη ηνῦ ζώκαηνο. 
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b) Overcoming Silence and Health 

Just as Aristides‘ experience of the illness was defined by silence, so his return to 

health is characterised by the development of his oratory and his capacity for loquacity. In 

the last section, we saw that Galen‘s interaction with the patient‘s voice was defined by 

two characteristics: (a) the problems fragmentation and silence presented for clear 

diagnosis; and (b) the insertion of discursively seeded language into the gaps in patient 

narratives. In this context, I show how Aristides‘ silence is overcome through the 

ameliorative actions of Asclepius; as we shall note, Aristides‘ voice remains both 

characterised by the immense experience of suffering, and authorised by the very silence 

and fragmentation that this experience induced.  

 

Late in the fifth Tale Aristides returns to the issue of his silence once more:  

ἄηνπνλ γὰξ εἰ κέλ ηη η῵ ζώκαηη θαὶ θαη‟ νἶθνλ ἔδσθελ ἴακα, δηεγεῖζζαη ηνῦη‟ ἅλ 

θαὶ αὐηὸλ θαὶ ἕηεξνλ, ἐθεῖλα δὲ ἃ ὁκνῦ ηὸ ζῶκα ἀλίζηε, ηὴλ ςπρὴλ ἐπεξξώλλπ, 

ηνὺο ιόγνπο εὖμε κεη‟ εὐδνμίαο, ηαῦηα δὲ νὑησζὶ παξειζεῖλ ζησπῆ. (LI.36)  

In this way, Aristides‘ recalls earlier descriptions of his inability to honour the God by 

writing down his dreams and various cures. Silence, here, has now become the object of 

choice which he can deliberately reject. As well as documenting the movement away from 

a state characterised by silence, Aristides‘ also figures the return of his oratorical ability as 

an effect of the God‘s treatment of his devotee. The suggestion that the god ηνὺο ιόγνπο 

εὖμε insinuates that Aristides‘ experience was one which improved his rhetoric. The theme 

is a common topos within the Tales and Aristides‘ corpus as a whole.
78

 At other points 

                                                      

78
 on the way the divine augmented Aristides‘ status as a rhetor see King (1999), 283-6; Perkins (1995), 182-

3.  
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during his Tale Aristides is more explicit: …θαὶ ἔδνμελ ὁ ηνῦ ἐληαπηνῦ ρξόλνο νὐ ζησπ῅ο, 

ἀιι‟ ἀζθήζεσο εἶλαη (L.18). Aristides here figures his silence as a period of training: 

silence—the quality induced through the immensity of his physical suffering—becomes an 

ascetic process which augments his narrative capacity.
79

  

 

There are, then, a number of points that are important in Aristides‘ presentation of 

his narrative development. Firstly, Aristides‘ connects his rhetorical ability with the care of 

the divine.
80

 Secondly, Aristides‘ representation connects narrative voice with his suffering 

in a positive way. Aristides‘ voice is authorised by the way pain and suffering impacted on 

his abilities. The silence induced by the immensity of Aristides‘ experience isn‘t simply 

overcome, transcended, (as it was in Galen), it is incorporated into an active construction 

of narrative authority. The voice used to describe suffering is authorised and legitimised 

precisely because of its dependence on the experience of suffering.  

 

3. Translating the Unrepresentable  

If Aristides‘ Tales are narrated through a voice which is authorised by the way 

suffering impacts on the narrative capacity of their author, how might we view the way that 

narrative socialises or communicates painful experience? In this section, I am primarily 

concerned with three elements of Aristides‘ representational project: the way the text 

claims to reveal or display the experiences of the author; the way the narrative is figured as 

a sophisticated translation of his experiences; and finally, the way the author mobilises an 

intertextual connection with the apologoi of Odysseus. These three narrative strategies all 

help to construct an account which denies the reader a clear, or certain, understanding of 

                                                      

79
 The idea that silence formed a critical period of ascetic training is common: cf.  Philostr. VA. 1.14.1-15.1; 

1.16.3. 
80

 On this issue see, for example, Bompaire (1989), 28-39.  
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his experiences by emphasising the text‘s or narrative‘s limitations; its inability to 

represent those experiences clearly; and, finally, by continually questioning the 

believability and factual character of his own account of the author‘s past.  

 

a) The Politics of Revelation 

 One of the primary strategies Aristides uses to confront the Galenic approach to 

the translation of bodily symptoms concerns the manipulation of the revelatory context of 

the speeches. Here I focus on one important aspect of that process: I examine his continued 

claims to ‗reveal‘ or ‗indicate‘ the body through the use of the dēloun. Aristides 

continually recontextualises the act of revealing the condition of his body and, in so doing, 

downplays the connection between the medical process of revelation and his own politics 

of bodily presentation. I argue that these aspects of the text form a crucial part of the 

author‘s attempt to construct it‘s approach to the problematic act of translating the body‘s 

experiences into meaningful public discourse.  

 

It remains unclear to what extent the Tales were intended as a rhetorical 

performance, or were created for a public, rhetorical, context.
81

 Although it is clear that 

they were not intended as epideictic works in the sense of other speeches from Aristides‘ 

corpus, the logoi are internally figured as an act of public display and revelation. 

According to XLVIII.1 Aristides was compelled by dream visions to bring his past 

experiences into the public arena: ὄςεηο ὀλεηξάησλ ἀλαγθάδνπζηλ ἡκᾶο ἄγεηλ αὐηά πσο εἰο 

κέζνλ. The theme of revelation, emphasised by the phrase ‗agein eis meson‘, appears 

particularly acute at this point. The phrase here recalls the works of Demosthenes and 

                                                      

81
 cf., the views of Downie—who argues that the first logos was a ‗deliberately public account with a 

rhetorical aim‘ and that this work delivers a ‗professional self-portrait‘: Downie (2008), 116. Quet (1993), 

119-222 suggests that the dream diary was conceived for a public audience.  
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Isocrates (not to mention others) in which the phrase was used to designate the rhetor‘s act 

of bringing issues before the public assembly.
82

 This act of revelation also links the Tales 

with Galen‘s acts of public revelation of the body in the anatomical theatre, and the 

theoretical works in which he reveals the nature of the body for his audience. Galen‘s 

anatomical work is founded on the principle that he will bring the body of the dissected 

animal, and display his understanding of the internal conditions of the body in public.
83

  

 

Aristides begins the account of his conditions by telling his readers that he wishes 

ηὸ ηνῦ ἤηξνπ δειῶζαη πξὸο ὑκᾶο... (XLVII.4). Aristides‘ revelatory practices here appear 

to look towards the process of revealing the body‘s internal physical structure in the public 

arena within contemporary medical discourse. In Chapter 1, above, we saw that Galen 

connected the knowledge of the body through the public display of its internal structure 

and form. This process was continually figured through verbs such as dēloun and 

sēmainein. His Anatomy is littered with claims that he has indicated, or will indicate, the 

nature of the body: at  ii.499 K for instance, he claims ...ηὸλ ζώξαθα κπῶλ ἐδήισζα ηὴλ 

ἐλέξγηαλ; while at other places he claims that his works show the structure and the order 

inherent in the body.
84

 Aristides‘ use of the dēloun immediately figures his revelation of 

the physical minutiae of his body within this medical culture of public revelation and 

debates about the viewing of the internal body within medical dissection and vivisection.   

 

                                                      

82
 For the formula see Hdt. iv.97; Demos., xviii.139; ii.6; Isoc. xlvii.6; cf.  Dion. Hal. Antiq. Rom. 1.78.3, for 

the connection with public revelation of secret business.  
83

 Gal. UP. iii.66.13: ἔπεηηα δ‟ νὐδ‟ ἀθξηβῶο εἰο ηὸ κέζνλ ηῶλ πιαγίσλ ἑθαηέξνπο ἤγαγελ, ἀιιὰ ηνὺο κὲλ 

ἔμσζελ ὑςεινηέξνπο ἐπνίεζε πιεζηαίηεξνλ κὲλ ζεῖζα ηῶλ ἐθηεηλόλησλ, πνξξσηέξσ δ‟ ἀπάγνπζα ηῶλ 

θακπηόλησλ. 
84

 cf.  the use of sēmaino at Gal. Loc. Aff. viii.111; 381. For the use of δειόσ as part of the diagnostic and 

teaching process see Loc. Aff. viii.231; 311; 313; 314; 410.   

http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/inst/wsearch?wtitle=0057+057&uid=0&GreekFont=Unicode&GreekInputFont=Beta&SpecialChars=render&maxhits=1000&context=0&perseus=Y&perseus_mirror=TLG%20links&chronological=Y&mode=c_search
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However, as the process of revelation continues throughout the Tales, the reader‘s 

security about the way the narrative allows for clear recognition of the body is gradually 

undermined. Aristides uses the verb dēloun to perform two other major tasks throughout 

the Tales: at L.76, he uses it to structure how he communicates with governors; it also 

describes acts of dream revelation performed by the God: πνιιὰ ἄιια ιόγηα ... ἀκθεηέξνηο 

ἐδειώζε.
85

 How are we to read this connection between multiple forms of revelation? On 

one reading, Aristides‘ use of the term constructs the Tales as a form of translation. Just as 

Aristides reveals to the reader the nature of the body, so Asclepius reveals his 

prescriptions, treatments, and commands to Aristides: the text replicates towards the 

external reader, the internal narrative of dream revelation and bodily treatment which 

obtains in his personal relationship with the God.  

 

If Aristides assimilates revealing the body to the process of narrating his dreams, 

how does this influence the reader‘s capacity to understand the body? Divine revelation in 

Aristides‘ narrative can be presented in language which suggests clarity. So, at XLVIII.31 

we are told that the signs from the divine ‗were revealed as vividly as possible‘ (ἐδειώζε 

δὲ ὡο ἐλαξγέζηαηα), just as ...κπξία ἕηεξα ἐλαξγ῅ ηὴλ παξνπζίαλ εἶρε ηνῦ ζενῦ. In this 

context, the God‘s revelations take on a clear, vivid character. At this level, revealing both 

the commands of the god, and the internal conditions of the body seems unproblematic, 

providing a vivid path to understanding both the nature of Aristides‘ conditions, and 

experiences, and the power and nature of the divine. Having said this, at other points they 

are introduced or remembered in a manner which stresses the ineffable and mysterious 

nature of divine command. At one point, in describing a dream revelation, Aristides tells us 
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 Aristid. XLVII.75 (for other‘s communication with Aristides); XLVIII.36; XLVIX.48; L.21, 67. Other 

examples are discussed in the text.  
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that ηνύησλ ὀθζέλησλ ὑπελόεζα κὲλ ἀζηηίαλ δεινῦζζαη (XLVII.55). The uncertainty 

conveyed here is strengthened moments later when he asks Asclepius ζεκ῅λαη ζαθέζηεξνλ 

ὁπόηεξα ιέγνη (XLVII.55). Aristides‘ language here suggests problematic interpretation. At 

other times he is more explicit about the possibility understanding divine revelation. Late 

in the second Tale he returns to the problem of reading the body and understanding divine 

commands in a particularly poignant fashion:  

...ἀιι‟ ὅζα κὲλ ζύκβνπινη δηήκαξηνλ ρσξὶο ἔζησ· θαίηνη θαὶ ηαῦηα ἔνηθε ηῶλ 

ζθόδξα πξὸο ηὸλ ζεὸλ εἶλαη. ηὸ γὰξ ηὴλ αὐηὴλ δίαηηαλ θαὶ ηὰ αὐηὰ πξάγκαηα, ὁπόηε 

κὲλ ὁ ζεὸο ἡγνῖηό ηε θαὶ δηαξξήδελ εἴπνη, ζσηεξίαλ, ἰζρὺλ, θνπθόηεηα, ῥᾳζηώλελ, 

εὐζπκίαλ, πάληα ηὰ θάιιηζηα θαὶ η῵ ζώκαηη θαὶ ηῆ ςπρῆ θέξεηλ, ἄιινπ δέ ηνπ 

ζπκβνπιεύζαληνο θαὶ κὴ  ζηνραζακέλνπ η῅ο γλώκεο ηνῦ ζενῦ πάληα ηἀλαληία 

ηνύηνηο ἐπηθέξεηλ, πῶο νὐ κέγηζηνλ ζεκεῖνλ ηνῦ ζενῦ η῅ο δπλάκεσο; (XLVIII.73) 

Aristides‘ passage here assimilates the act of reading, understanding, and diagnosing the 

body to the act of interpreting the God‘s will. Importantly, for the purposes of this 

discussion, that process is figured in terms of the difficulty and uncertainty of that reading.  

 

 Aristides‘ treatment of the issue of revelation here, figured through his use of the 

dēloun, places the discussion and narration of the body‘s experiences within a highly 

medicalised narrative and revelatory context. However, rather than affirming the 

audience‘s capacity to read and understand the body through this act of revelation, 

Aristides‘ undermines that process by assimilating his external act of revelation to the 

internal act of revelation from the God. This process dramatically undermines the security 

of our readings of, and understanding of, Aristides‘ internal conditions.  Aristides‘ act of 

translation here seems to undermine the goals of the Galenic process of narration we 
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discussed above. However, in this instance, it is the text‘s denial of clarity which testifies 

to the nature of painful experience.   

 

b) Artful Translation 

The second major strategy Aristides uses to shape the testimonial nature of his 

work concerns his explicit treatment of the question of translation. The Tales are a 

secondary narration: the logoi present themselves as an abridged, artful recounting of his 

experiences which were initially recorded in a dream diary.
86

 Pearcy has argued that 

Aristides uses this distinction to construct the extant text as a more appropriate 

representation of the god‘s providence and power: ‗...in order to create a true narrative of 

the god‘s workings the Tales had to free themselves from these note-books and the 

constraints of chronology and genre that they imply.‘
87

 In what follows, I investigate two 

related aspects of Aristides‘ translatory practice. I show how he deploys the Tales‟ 

relationship with disordered memories, and how he presents the act of abridgement. Both 

of these aspects, I argue serve to deny the reader‘s capacity to understand or recognise in 

precise terms, the nature of his bodily condition.   

 

The first aspect of Aristides‘ presentation of the Tales as a sophisticated narration 

concerns the way Aristides figures their dependence on the process of memory and the 

nature of past experiences. A number of scholars have argued that the experience of 

chronic illness involves strategic attempts to reorder the past to construct the meaning of 

their suffering. Kleinman has pointed out that in searching for the meaning of their pain, 

chronic pain sufferers often present themselves as researchers in an archive, trying to 

reconstruct from their memory the disordered experiences of their past, and piece them 
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 Aristid. XLVIII.1-4. 

87
 Pearcy (1988), 383. 
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together into a sophisticated, ordered form.
88

 We saw in the last section, that Galen‘s 

process of using narratives of the patient‘s past symptoms involved exercising tight control 

on the release and ordering of information. In that context, the act of delving into the 

patient‘s past was controlled by the rational approach that Galen adopted to question the 

patient; information from the past was included at specific points, and incorporated into the 

investigation of the individual‘s symptoms through the process of differential diagnosis. 

Here Aristides resists that type of external medical ordering in favour of a more difficult, 

disordered process which resists definite interpretation. 

 

Aristides‘ engagement with the process of memory is made explicit early in the 

second Tale, through the discussion of his dream diary. He tells us that the dream diaries 

are immense in size—they include over 300, 000 lines—even though they are not a 

recording of everything that has happened to him over the course of his illness.
89

 This 

presentation of the diaries is part of a broader process in which the past is connected with, 

and understood in terms of narrative. Recall, for instance, the statement at XLVII.2 that 

each of Aristides‘ nights and days have a ζπγγξαθή. The dream diaries operate as a figure 

for the way in which the disorder of the past impacts on the creation of narrative: the 

disorder and loss of some of the material immediately undermines their usefulness for the 

construction of the Tales. Aristides‘ narrative doesn‘t involve simply recounting the past in 

an ordered, structured, and chronological fashion.  

 

As a result Aristides presents himself relying heavily on the process of memory. A 

considerable amount of scholarly ink has been spent investigating the question of whether 

or not Aristides‘ mnemonic capacities were sufficient to allow him to remember his 
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 Kleinman (1988), 47  

89
 Aristid. XLVIII.3.  
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experiences effectively.
90

 Here I think about how memory‘s impact on Tales is presented. 

That impact is verbalised at a number of points throughout the logoi. Early in the second 

Tale, for instance, he exhorts himself and his readers to remember different events from 

various places: ὑπόινηπνλ νὖλ ἐζηη θεθάιαηα ιέγεηλ, ἄιια ἄιινζελ ἀλακηκλεζθόκελνλ, 

ὅπσο ἅλ ὁ ζεὸο ἄγῃ ηε θαὶ θηλῆ (XLVIII.4)
91

 On one level, this statement it relegates a 

great deal of responsibility for that process of memorisation to the divine: the controlling 

influence of Galen‘s rational structure is, here, replaced by divine concern for the order and 

structure of the narrative.
92

 On another reading, by strategically mobilising the difficulty of 

memory, Aristides forces the reader to confront the difficulty of ordering the past. By 

presenting his narrative as something produced by the unstructured nature of memory he 

asks the reader to consider how we construct narratives out of past experience, how we 

order the nebulous, quotidian experiences of the body. Aristides‘ passage here, is a 

concerted reflection on the text‘s embeddedness in the process of the narrative 

reconstruction of a disordered past. Whereas Galen‘s strategy for narrating past symptoms 

involved the structured release, and control of information, according to his knowledge of 

the body; Aristides‘ text produces a narrative disordered by the difficulty of ordering the 

past and his bodily experiences.  

 

The second aspect I want to discuss concerns the way Aristides presents his 

narrative as an artful pleasing abridgement. Here I suggest that the reader‘s understanding 

of events is conceived in terms limited or undercut by the process of abridgement. 

Artfulness and sophistication are central qualities of Aristides‘ literary project. He stresses 

that his translation is a ‗narration‘ or ‗representation‘ (diēgēsis) of Asclepius‘ concern for 
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 Behr (1968) 116-21; Pearcy, (1988), 381. 

91
 cf.  Aristid. XLVIII.1: Φέξε δὴ θαὶ ηῶλ ἀλσηέξσ κλεκνλεύζσκελ, ἐάλ ηη δπλώκεζα. 

92
 For the divine‘s role in ordering the narrative see: Aristid. L.50.  
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him, as distinct from a simple, banal ‗record‘ or ‗list‘ (apographē) of dreams.
93

 At the 

same time, the diēgēsis is a summary (kēphalaios) of the almost exhaustive record of the 

diaries.
94

 Importantly, this process of translation is presented as circumscribing the 

narrative‘s claims to reveal and enhance the reader‘s understanding of Asclepius.  

 

Here, I want to connect the qualities of abridgement with Aristides‘ concern for 

vividness, and the quality of enargeia. The logoi lay claim to the quality of vividness at a 

number of points throughout the six speeches (cf.  for example, XLVIII.8,31,32; LI. 34). 

We have already seen how some dream visions ἐδειώζε δὲ ὡο ἐλαξγέζηαηα (XLVIII.31). 

However, rather than affirming the Tales‟ vividness, Aristides engages in a slightly more 

subtle construction of his text. This moment of perceptual intensity is specifically 

contrasted with the qualities of his narrative: a few lines earlier, Aristides‘ admits  

Ὅηη κὲλ δὴ η῵ παληὶ θξηθσδέζηεξνλ θαὶ ἐλαξγέζηεξνλ αὐηὰο ηὰο ὄςεηο θαζαξὰο 

δηεγεῖζζαη δ῅ινλ ἀλάγθε δὲ ἐπὶ ηῶλ πιείζησλ ρξ῅ζζαη ηῆ ὑπνζέζεη ᾗπεξ 

ἐλεζηεζάκελ, θαὶ θεθάιαηα ἐπηηξέρεηλ… (XLVIII.29). 

At another point he repeats a similar point with a slightly different emphasis:  

εἰ δέ ηηο ηὰ ἀθξηβέζηαηα γλῶλαη βνπιήζεηαη ηῶλ γεγελεκέλσλ ἡκῖλ παξὰ ηνῦ ζενῦ, 

ὥξα ηὰο δηθζέξαο αὐη῵ δεηεῖλ θαὶ ηὰ ὀλείξαηα αὐηά… (XLVIII.8). 

Aristides‘ treatment of the theme of precise knowledge here creates a distance between the 

translatory text and the events they claim to describe. As we saw in Chapter 1, above, 

enargeia operated as a rhetorical quality which allowed individuals to see experiences for 

themselves, to encounter them as if they were eyewitnesses. Here Aristides‘ engagement 

with enargeia and precise knowledge emphasises the way his text fails to facilitate that 

                                                      

93
 This distinction has been discussed by a number of scholars: for the most extensive treatment see Pearcy 

(1988), 377-91. 
94

 On this issue see Pearcy (1988), 388-90. 

javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);


 

 151  

process. Precise recognition, or understanding, is not facilitated by the text, but by 

consultation of another collection of texts; by consulting the banal, sub-literary record (ηὰο 

δηθζέξαο), or seeking out the experiences themselves (ηὰ ὀλείξαηα αὐηά). The Tales 

construct themselves as a vague, and ultimately inadequate source for understanding 

Aristides‘ experiences. It is precisely the vividness of Aristides‘ past that the narration can 

only convey by representing its distance from the actual narrative before the reader.  

 

By figuring his narrative‘s failure to provide precise knowledge, Aristides refigures 

the engagement with vividness and clarity we see in Galen‘s treatises. Galen‘s Anatomy, 

for instance, is underpinned by claims that he will ‗explain‘ (diēgēsthai) the function of the 

human body (AA. ii. 652). Similarly, Galen‘s constant use of verbs of seeing, visual 

wonder, and display throughout works such as Anatomy or How to Recognise the Best 

Physicians constantly invite readers to see the body through this rhetorical narratives.
95

 

Yet, Galen‘s interest in the display of different, unusual aspects of the body presents a 

remarkably different texture to that of Aristides. Galen continually connects the sight and 

display of the body to clear and precise knowledge achieved through the process of 

narrative description. This connection is enforced by Galen‘s use of adverbs such as 

akribōs, saphōs and alēthōs. At one point in his Anatomy, for instance, he tells his readers 

that he will engage in dissection so that they will learn accurately (ἀθξηβῶο) about the 

heart.
96

 Galen‘s narrative replays the central questions of Aristides‘ literary effort—a 

concern for the relationship between narration and the reader‘s perception and knowledge 

of the body. Yet, throughout the Tales, the relationship is defined by the difficulty of 

reading the body, and the mysteriousness surrounding its revelation; in Galen, the interest 

in clarity and precision presents the reader with a very different perspective on suffering.   

                                                      

95
 see von Staden (1995b), 47-66, esp., 63-6. 

96
 Gal.  AA. ii.603. 
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4. Bodily Experience, Pain, and Truth 

In this final section, I turn to the way Aristides constructs his body as a type of text. 

According to this approach to the body the narrative operates as a type of text on which the 

past is inscribed, and upon the reader is able to read and verify the nature of the 

individual‘s past experiences. Within the context of this investigation of Aristides, I 

suggest that the treatment of the body critiques that approach to the body‘s textual 

qualities. Aristides‘ constructs his body (and the narrative itself) as one which confounds 

belief and factual verification, and problematises the very process of reading. In order to 

investigate that process, I turn to two strategies: Aristides‘ manipulation of an intertextual 

relationship with the Odyssey, and the emphasis of his doctor‘s inability to read or 

diagnose his corpus. 

 

Here I want to focus on the way in which the text and the body present a symbiotic 

relationship. Recent scholarship has given particular focus to the way in which the body 

operates within the narrative of the Tales. Pearcy has suggested that the Tales narrate the 

creation of two texts: the Tales themselves, and Aristides‘ body upon which his experience 

can be read; King has suggested that the story of his physical symptoms is designed to help 

construct a narrative meaning for Aristides‘ experiences.
97

 Finally, Holmes has argued that 

the Tales are characterised by a degree of illegibility.
98

 In this section, I want to show that 

Aristides‘ body is written against the idea of clear precise knowledge, Aristides‘ physical 

experience resists tying down.  

  

a) The Odyssey and Truth 

                                                      

97
 Pearcy (1988), 387-90; King (2002), 177-82. 

98
 Holmes (2008), 96-105, on inscription of the body.  
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The Tales relationship with the Odyssey is developed from the first lines of the first 

Tale. The Odyssey is central to the Tales theme of suffering and endurance. Aristides 

continually presents himself as a heroic sufferer, a new Odysseus. When he likens his task 

of narrating all his experiences to narrating the hypothetical experience of all the waves of 

the sea, it is arguable that he is asking us to think about Odysseus‘ experiences in Odyssey 

5; in a similar fashion, his physical traumas are referred to through metaphors of the sea 

(cf. the use of ηξηθπκηῶλ at XLVII.2) which appear to recall the figure of Odysseus. The 

relationship with the Odyssey encapsulates both Aristides‘ understanding of his 

experiences, and his narrative project; in drawing this connection, Aristides consciously 

problematises the Tales as a believable or true account of his experiences.
99

  

 

The Tales open with a quotation in which Aristides claims that he will narrate like 

Homer‘s Helen: 

Γνθῶ κνη θαηὰ ηὴλ Ἑιέλελ ηὴλ Ὁκήξνπ ηὸλ ιόγνλ πνηήζεζζαη. θαὶ γὰξ ἐθείλε 

πάληαο κὲλ νὐθ ἄλ θεζηλ εἰπεῖλ ὅζζνη Ὀδπζζ῅νο ηαιαζίθξνλόο εἰζηλ ἄεζινη. πξᾶμηλ 

δέ ηηλα αὐηνῦ κίαλ ἀπνιαβνῦζα, νἶκαη, δηεγεῖηαη πξὸο ηὸλ Τειέκαρνλ θαὶ 

Μελέιεσλ... (XLVII.1) 

What does it mean to speak like Helen? On one level, the passage refers (as much recent 

scholarship has pointed out) to Aristides‘ inability to tell all his experiences: Helen here 

represents a primary model for Aristides‘ summarisation of his experiences.
100

 At the same 

time, however, the reference to Helen‘s stories about Odysseus raises more invidious 

questions about the type of logos Aristides will produce which are never totally resolved. 

Helen‘s story (Od. 4.235-64) appears to be a rhetorical performance which attempts to 

reshape her kleos by recounting an event in which she assisted one of the Greek heroes; it 

                                                      

99
 Stanford (1968), 66-80; 160ff.  

100
 Pearcy (1988), 380; Whitmarsh (2004), 442-443 
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is a performance fraught with questions about her honesty: Helen herself tells us that her 

story is ‗plausible‘ (ἐνηθόηα, Od. 4.239);
101

 moments later, Menelaus tells us that she spoke 

‗according to her share of fate‘ (θαηὰ κνῖξαλ) rather than accurately (Od. 4.266). 

According to Doherty, Menelaus‘ response to Helen‘s speech suggests that her account 

might be less than factual.
102

  

 

Aristides‘ willingness to adopt Helen as a model for his task of emblematising his 

experiences poses an interpretative challenge for his readers: will his account be the 

genuine and sincere account of a devotee? Or, does making a logos like Homer‘s Helen 

mean he will produce a something like the truth? The problems raised by the use of the 

Odyssey penetrate further. At a range of points throughout his Tales, Aristides‘ suggests 

that his stories need to be understood against the Odysseus‘ apologoi: they are πέξα ἥ θαη‟ 

Ἀιθίλνπ ἀπόινγνλ XLVIII.60). Aristides is clearly playing here on the proverbial meaning 

of the phrase Ἀιθίλνπ ἀπόινγνλ: The term‘s earliest recorded usage in Plato‘s Republic 

(Resp. 614b) implies long-winded babbling. But the phrase also carries implications of 

mendacity. The phrase can recall Homer‘s placement of Odysseus‘ experiences in the outer 

ocean—a geographical and literary space characterised by incredible thauma and lying 

tales of travellers.
103

 Aristides‘ self-conscious engagement with the apologoi here raises 

questions about his truthfulness. Such questions are strengthened by Aristides‘ willingness 

to refer to his Tales as a type of Odyssean journey (θαὶ ζπκβαίλεη ηηο Ὀδύζζεηα, 

XLVIII.65), and his reference to a dream in which Athena tells him that he is both 

                                                      

101
 Her language here mirrors the treatment of Odysseus‘ act of disguise: cf. the use of ἐνηθώο at Hom. Od. 

4.245. For a discussion of this see: Gumpert (2001), 38; for a discussion of the role of Helen and 

rhetorical trickery in this passage see Zeitlin (1996), 410, who sees the passage dominated by the figure of 

Proteus, and the themes of deception and disguise; for Helen‘s story as a slippery act of public relations see 

Doherty (1995), 81-92, esp. 86-8. 
102

 For Menelaos‘ story as proof that Helen is lying: Doherty (1995), 86-88. 
103

 Tümpel (1893), 522-533. 
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Telemachus and Odysseus and that the Odyssey was not a collection of fictional tales 

(κύζνπο XLVIII.42). Aristides‘ references here are far from unproblematic. At one level, 

Aristides‘ suggestion that the apologoi should be read as more than fictional stories 

appears to suggest that their more modern analogue, the Tales, should themselves be seen 

as truthful. At more a fundamental level, however, Athena‘s denial of the Odyssey‘s 

fictional status raises questions about where readers should situate both texts on the 

spectrum of narrative believability or facticity. Are we to approach the Tales as factual 

narratives in the same way that we approach the facticity of the apologoi? By emphasising 

its Odyssean nature, the logoi allude to the problems these narratives posed as true logoi as 

opposed to muthoi. 

 

The Tales are continually represented as a collection of stories which pose 

problems in terms of our belief, or trust, in them—the connection with the Odyssey places 

the Tales at the boundaries of readers‘ credulity. Far from attempting to solve this 

interpretative problem, Aristides attempts to augment the readers‘ uncertainty: at 

XLVIIII.40, he exhorts readers who do not believe him to stop reading: ηὸ δὴ κεηὰ ηνῦην 

ὅηῳ κὲλ θίινλ πηζηεύεηλ πηζηεπέησ, ὅηῳ δὲ κὴ, ραηξέησ. This game with belief is, perhaps, 

reminiscent of another type of odyssey: Philostratus‘ Life of Apollonius of Tyana. During 

the account of Apollonius‘ travels to India, Philostratus tells the reader that it would be 

better to neither believe or disbelieve anything (VA 3.45) written in his account.
104

 How are 

we to read these authors‘ delicate flaunting their texts‘ (un)believability? It is hard to 

accept that either Philostratus or Aristides want readers to treat them as either straight 

forwardly true or untrue. Rather, I suggest, it is more productive to see these authors 

                                                      

104
 Philostr. VA. 3.45: Ἐπεὶ δὲ θαὶ ὅδε ὁ ιόγνο ἀλαγέγξαπηαη η῵ Γάκηδη ζπνπδαζζεὶο ἐθεῖ πεξὶ ηῶλ ἐλ Ἰλδνῖο 

κπζνινγνπκέλσλ ζεξίσλ ηε θαὶ πεγῶλ θαὶ ἀλζξώπσλ, κεδ‟ ἐκνὶ παξαιεηπέζζσ, θαὶ γὰξ θέξδνο (ἅλ) εἴε 

κήηε πηζηεύεηλ, κήηε ἀπηζηεῖλ πᾶζηλ. Bowie  (1978), 1699, esp., 1663-67for the VA‘s status as fiction; cf., 

Bowie (1994), 181-199. 
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deliberately using the text‘s problematic status to emphasise a type of truth about their 

subject matter: the truth about Aristides‘ experience of Asclepius is that it, like the 

apologoi, and like Philostratus‘ Apollonius, strain at the boundaries of factual veracity and 

believability. They confound attempts at factual or historical verification.  

 

This process of confounding verification at the level of narrative believability or 

factual verification is replicated at the level of the body. This process is dramatically 

represented in his discussion of his experience of a scar he receives after his endurance of a 

debilitating tumour. Amazingly, after a prolonged battle with a tumour in his leg, Aristides 

informs his readers that the God healed him so completely that all evidence of his 

experience disappeared:  

ὁ δ‟ ἄξα νὐδὲ ηνῦην ἐθείλνηο παξ῅θελ, ἀιι‟ νὔζεο  η῅ο ἀπνζηάζεσο ζαπκαζη῅ο 

ὅζεο θαὶ δνθνῦληνο ἅπαληνο ἀπειινηξηῶζζαη ηνῦ δέξκαηνο, ὠὸλ θειεύζαο 

ἐπηρξίεηλ νὕησο ἰάζαην θαὶ ζπλήγαγε πάληα εἰο ηαπηὸλ, ὥζηε ὀιίγσλ ἡκεξῶλ 

παξειζνπζῶλ νὐδεὶο νἷόο η‟ ἦλ εὑξεῖλ ἐλ ὁπνηέξῳ κεξ῵ ηὸ θῦκα ἐθεῖλν ἐγέλεην, 

ἀιι‟ ἤζηελ ἀκθνηέξσ θαζαξὼ ηνῖο ἅπαζη. (XLVII.68)
105

 

Aristides‘ discussion of his recovery is no doubt used to lionise the particular curative 

capacities of Asclepius. At the same time, however, it taps into a long-standing literary and 

cultural tradition about the way scars facilitate a process of reading the body. Reference to 

the absence of the scar here recalls the reference to scars in Books 19 of the Odyssey: in 

which Odysseus‘ nurse recognises the hero by observing his physical text; the scar in this 

context facilitates an understanding and a verification of the individual‘s identity through 

                                                      

105
 cf. Holmes (2008), 104-5; I‘m grateful to John Morgan for this point. For further examples of scars as 

examples of confirmation of experiences see: Ach. Tat. L&C. 5.11; for further discussion: Gleason on bodily 

mutilation in Gleason (2001), 50-85; Leigh on scarification and identification in Roman culture, Leigh 

(1995), 195-212.  



 

 157  

the confirmation of his past experiences.
106

 In Aristides‘ context, the absence of the scar 

seems to precisely deny that possibility. Indeed, as Aristides points, out it was impossible, 

henceforth, to confirm even on which leg the tumour had originally arisen (νὐδεὶο νἷόο η‟ 

ἦλ εὑξεῖλ ἐλ ὁπνηέξῳ κεξ῵ ηὸ θῦκα ἐθεῖλν ἐγέλεην). Aristides‘ body, here refuses to be 

pinned down; refuses to be read; refuses to offer factual verification of his historical 

experiences. Through the manipulation of the Odyssean intertext, both text and body refuse 

to present the reader with the possibility of confirming, or tying down the factual nature of 

Aristides‘ experience. 

 

b) aporia and diagnosis 

This resistance to reading and verification, or precise knowledge, is manifested in a 

range of ways throughout the narrative. Here I focus on the way Aristides presents his 

body as aporetic. Reference to the body‘s aporetic qualities denies internal readers 

(especially doctors) the opportunity to diagnose the body. In a similar fashion, readers 

outside the text are denied the opportunity to genuinely understand or recognise Aristides‘ 

experiences.  

 

Throughout the Tales narrative and physical condition or experience have a 

symbiotic relationship. Physical health facilitates the production of narratives within the 

Tales (and the Tales themselves), and the act of speaking and writing alleviates physical 

suffering (e.g., at XLVII.60). Body and text are both the site of divine forethought and 

action. Asclepius interferes with the writing process to ensure its proper direction and its 

form, and interferes with Aristides‘ body to ensure its proper health and preservation.  

When spectators gaze on Aristides they wonder at both his words and his body: just as 
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various speeches and narratives within the Tales are amazing, ineffable, and confounding, 

so too does Aristides‘ body evoke both confusion and awe among both medical and ‗lay‘ 

spectators (at, e.g. L.22). The resistance to reading and interpretation that characterises the 

Tales is played out on the level of the body. 

 

Aristides repeatedly stresses the body‘s resistance to human interpretation. The 

treatment he receives at the hands of human doctors is characterised by their failure to 

diagnose Aristides‘ physical conditions accurately. At XLVII.62 he recalls that when 

confronted with a growth or tumour the ἐληαῦζα νἱ κὲλ ἰαηξνὶ πάζαο θσλὰο ἠθίεζαλ, νἱ 

κὲλ ηέκλεηλ, νἱ δὲ ἐπηθάεηλ θαξκάθνηο, ἥ πάλησο δεῖλ ὑπόππνλ γελόκελνλ δηαθζαξ῅λαη. In 

this context, the doctor‘s failure to read the body is counterpoised with the reading 

provided by the God (c.f., ὁ δὲ ζεὸο ηὴλ ἐλαληίαλ ἐηίζεην, ἀληέρεηλ θαὶ ηξέθεηλ ηὸλ ὄγθνλ·). 

At one level, Aristides uses the failures of the doctors to play up the capacity of the divine 

doctor Asclepius. What interests me is the way these examples of the failure to interpret 

the body correctly implicates not only contemporary medical culture, but also readers 

outside the text and their capacity to understand the body. The medical failure in the case 

of the tumour is not an isolated incident. At the beginning of the next Tale he tells us that 

when he returned from Italy and consulted doctors about his condition he was confronted 

with a similar inability: ἦλ ηνῖο ἰαηξνῖο ἀπνξία πνιιὴ κὴ ὅηη ὠθειεῖλ νὐθ ἔρνπζηλ, ἀιι‟ 

νὐδὲ γλσξίζαη ὅ ηη εἴε ηὸ ζύκπαλ. (XLVIII.5) and at XLI.11—ζόξπβνο ἦλ εἴπεξ πνηέ 

concerning the nature of his physical condition; at other times the process reflects a failure 

to recognise the complexity of his disease.
107
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 Aristid. XLVIII. 69: ...νὔηε ἐγλώξηδνλ ηὴλ πνηθηιίαλ η῅ο λόζνπ. 
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Aristides‘ language is worth considering in more detail. The use of ζόξπβνο here 

recalls confused, hysterical shouting of sailors in a storm at XLVIII.12. More significantly, 

it recalls confusion felt before other logoi, such as his narration of a dream at L.20: θαὶ νἱ 

παξόληεο νὐδέλ πσ ηνῦ ὀλείξαηνο πξνπεππζκέλνη, ηῶλ δὲ ιόγσλ ἀθξνώκελνη ηόηε πξῶηνλ, 

κάιηζηα δὴ ηνῦην ἐπεζεκήλαλην ηὸ ἀμίσκα. θαὶ ηνῦην πιεῖζηνλ ἦλ αὐηνῖο ηνῦ ζνξύβνπ. 

The correlation between the reaction to Aristides‘ logoi and his body (flagged by the 

correlation of ζνξύβνπ figures a more general connection between the reactions of those 

who directly encounter Aristides body and fail to recognise it, and those who encounter it 

through the logoi of the Tales themselves.  

 

Aristides use of aporia at XLVIII.5 is significant in this context. It is used to figure 

medical confusion about his body at other points such as XLVIII.63—ὁ δὲ ὄγθνο ἔηη ἐπὶ 

κᾶιινλ ᾔξεην θαὶ ἦλ ἀπνξία πνιιή.; at other times it is used to refer to the difficulty of the 

regimen Aristides was prescribed (by far the ‗most difficult‘ thing was);
108

 and finally to 

describe his actual physical experiences—there was ‗great difficulty‘ (ἀπνξία πνιιή) with 

my palate (XLVIII.16). How are we to interpret this confluence? Importance should be 

given to the fact that aporia carries a heavy literary baggage. Aporia and its stronger form 

of diaporia were often used to designate to designate a strategy in which rhetors feigned 

ignorance about how to most effectively arrange and develop their narratives.
109

 The 

notion of rhetorical aporia seems particularly relevant to the Tales. Scholars have often 

noted how the narrative consciously plays with its own confusion and disorder, 

emphasising its own aporetic qualities. During the second Tale, for instance, he appeals 

specifically to Asclepius in order to direct him about where to turn to best develop his 
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 For other references to aporia see, eg, XLVII.62-3, 73; XLVIII.5;46;57;61;64. 

109
 Lausberg (1998), s.v. dubitatio § 776.  
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narrative.
110

 The Tales and Aristides‘ body (his physical regimen and his physical 

conditions) intersect at the point of disorder and confusion. 

 

Aristides‘ Tales then are characterised by examples in which the body of the sick, 

pained patient is (mis)read by the representatives of medical discourse. On one reading, 

Aristides‘ contrast between divine and human interpretation appears to reflect a specific 

criticism of contemporary medical practice, or at least a lionisation of Asclepius‘ ability. 

On a more problematic reading, this failure to understand or recognise the condition 

resonates out and inflects our ability to understand the body and the text of Aristides. The 

correlation between the confusion and difficulty felt at the level of the body and that of 

textual disorder and disorganisation undermines the reader‘s ability to understand precisely 

the nature of Aristides‘ condition. The narrative, like Aristides‘ physical condition, resists 

reading; prevents the reader from laying hold or, or pining down, the diagnostic 

recognition of the body.  

 

5. Conclusions 

Throughout this investigation, I have placed Aristides‘ narration of his painful 

experience within the medical culture of the  second century AD. I have tried to show, 

broadly, that Aristides‘ narratives testify to the experience of pain, rather than explain it. 

The testimonial nature of Aristides‘ text can be read against the type of narrative 

translation that Galen presents throughout his case histories. Aristides‘ Tales testimony is 

defined by a type of recognition in which scientific verification of the body‘s experiences 

and conditions is continually denied, replaced by a more nebulous mystical form of 

understanding.  

                                                      

110
 cf. Aristid. XLVIII.11; or XLVIII.24: ἀιιὰ ηὸ ἐληεῦζελ ζὸλ ἤδε, ὦ δέζπνηα, γίγλεηαη δεῖμαη 

θαὶ παξαζη῅ζαη ὅ ηη ἑμ῅ο ιέγνληεο θαὶ ὅπνη ηξαπόκελνη ζνί η‟ ἅλ θεραξηζκέλα πνηνῖκελ θαὶ ηνῦ ιόγνπ 

πξνΐνηκελ ὡο θάιιηζηα.   
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Importantly, Aristides‘ translation of his bodily experience into narrative form was 

shown to develop a different relationship between narrative and the body. The impact of 

pain and physical experience on language was emphasised in the construction of Aristides‘ 

voice, and his fragmentary, abbreviated narrative.  The text testified to the experience of 

pain by representing its impact on language and narrative. We saw further how Aristides‘ 

text constructed the experience of pain as an experience which could not be communicated 

clearly in language or narrative, only the vivid or revelatory terms of medical culture. 

Finally, we saw how the body was shown to resist factual verification or reading. All of 

these strategies critiqued the idea that precise knowledge of the body‘s experiences could 

be gained through narrative. The socialisation of the body for Aristides offered only an 

opportunity to show his experiences as experiences which transcended a medical form of 

recognition. Aristides‘ representation of the body presented it as something inherently 

resistant to both structured straightforward narration and recognition by readers.  

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Over the course of this chapter I have shown that medical practice throughout the 

second century AD was concerned with the question of how to translate pain into a 

sophisticated literary form. The encounter between doctor and patient was seen as  an 

important cultural space which was defined by the way individuals talked about and 

communicated their suffering to others; the socialisation of pain experiences was seen—in 

both Galen and Aristides—as critically linked to a process of diagnosis and recognition of 

the body‘s experiences of pain. As a result both authors engage deeply with questions 

about the relationship between bodily pain, narrative, and reader engagement with the 
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body. When read against each other these two authors can be seen as part of a debate about 

how to represent pain within a medical context.  

 

There are also implications for medical practice and a scientific approach to the 

body. Galen uses language to control the body, and its experiences: narrative operates as a 

site for the control of bodily experiences. The process of translation always has the power 

to limit experience, by placing it in particular narrative forms—we can see here how the 

narrative form and strategies used to socialise pain serve to construct and control the 

experience of pain in a particular way. There are a number of important ethical questions 

raised by this reading of Galen. The first concerns his interest in ‗real‘ physical and mental 

pain. Galen‘s interest in pain is as narrative based as any other form. Science‘s view of the 

body is as implicated in cultural forms of narration and language as Aristides‘ or rhetoric‘s 

presentation of suffering. Our duty here is to try and unpack Galen‘s rationalist system. 

Doing so will provide a far more complete picture of pain and its experiences.  
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Writing Cures: Narrative, Pain, and Management in 

Chariton, Xenophon, and Achilles Tatius 

 

In the last chapter we investigated the pain-language relationship in a clinical 

context. We saw how medical discourse was defined by a debate between Galen and 

Aristides over how to translate the disordered, ineffable experience of pain into 

sophisticated discourse: medical culture is underpinned by the need to negotiate the way 

pain impacts on language and how different narrative forms control and define suffering. 

In this chapter, I consider the pain-language relationship in a slightly different therapeutic 

context: philosophical consolation (Dio‘s Concerning Pain, and Plutarch‘s Consolation to 

his Wife), and the Greek romance novels of the Imperial period—Chariton‘s Chareas and 

Callirhoe, Xenophon‘s An Ephesian Tale, and Achilles Tatius‘ Leucippe and Clitophon. 

My primary concern is to show that the novels are part of a therapeutic tradition in which 

the overwhelming nature of pain is managed by a structured and controlled engagement 

with our past. As we shall see, this therapeutic concern is embedded in the connection 

between the overwhelming, traumatic character of the protagonists‘ experiences and how 

they narrate their lugubrious life stories to others. The novels are not normally read as 

therapeutic: nevertheless, I contend, they continually adopt, and manipulate, different 

aspects of a therapeutic concern in which reaching the tēlos of one‘s journey helps to 

manage and redefine the traumatic past of the protagonists. This therapeutic concern places 

the novels squarely within a genre of ancient psychotherapeutic literature.  
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1. Ancient Psychotherapy  

Over the last two decades, scholars have given increased attention to the question 

of ancient psychotherapy. It is clear that there is a long tradition of psychotherapy, in 

which logos plays a central role in alleviating the individual‘s pain or suffering. Laín 

Entralgo argues that this tradition can be traced back to Homer‘s understanding of the 

‗cheering‘ words of Nestor in the Iliad, and finds its apogee in the development of 

catharsis under Plato and Aristotle.
1
 According to Ps.-Plutarch‘s Lives of the Ten Orators, 

Antiphon the sophist developed a technique to cure people of their grief through various 

rhetorical practices.
2
 In a similar vein, we have discussed how rhetoric, and especially 

logoi, were conceived as powerful effective elements which could change the condition of 

the listener‘s soul: Gorgias especially associated the power of rhetoric with a process that 

could stop grief, and charm the soul, through a process akin to psychagogia.
3
 This early 

tradition has been extensively studied by Laín Entralgo, Gill, and Thome.
4
 Importantly, for 

the purposes of this chapter, considerable attention has also been given to the way in which 

major Hellenistic philosophical schools—viz., Stoic, Epicurean, and Skeptic—approached 

philosophy as a type of psychotherapy. As Nussbaum and Gill have pointed out (in 

different ways), Hellenistic philosophy was committed to improving the condition of the 

individual‘s soul through the application of philosophical arguments and teaching.
5
 This 

notion of therapy was built on the idea the individual‘s possession of false beliefs (in the 

case of Stoic and Skeptic thought) about the external world or emotional disturbance (in 

                                                      

1
 Laín Entralgo (1970), 1-32 (Homer), 108-38 (Plato), 171-240 (Aristotle).  

2
 cf.  ps.-Plut. Orat. Vit. 833c: πνηήζεη ηέρλελ ἀιππίαο; According to Plutarch, Antiphon claimed that he was 

able ηνὺο ιππνπκέλνπο δηὰ ιόγσλ ζεξαπεύεηλ. For full discussion of this passage see: Baltussen (2009), 70-

74. See  also the comments of Philostr. VS. 1.15. For a fuller, sceptical, discussion of Antiphon‘s status as a 

psychotherapist see Furley (1988), 198-216.   
3
cf. the metaphors of leading at Gorg. Fr. 11.8-14 DK; see also Segal (1962), 99-155. 

4
 Gill (1985), 307-25; cf.  Gill (2010), 243-329 (on the status of emotional therapy in Galen) 350-63 (on 

parallels between ancient and modern psychotherapy); Riese (1951), 442-56, who focuses on a range of 

psychotherapeutic practices; cf.  Laín Entralgo, (1970);  Thome (2001).  
5
 Nussbaum (1994), 3: ‗they practiced philosophy not as a detached intellectual technique dedicated to the 

display of cleverness but as an immersed and worldly art of grappling with human misery‘; for an overview 

of the concern with the soul in all three major Hellenistic schools see pp13-15; for references in Gill, see 

above, note 4.   
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the case of Epicureans) constituted a form of psychical illness of which the individual 

needed to be cured.
6
  

 

An important aspect of this concept of therapy concerns the way different 

philosophical schools approach the question of pain. As we have stressed at a number of 

points throughout this thesis, the experience of pain plays an important role in hedonistic 

philosophical practice: for Epicureans and Cyrenaics it constitutes a significant marker of 

the ethical value of different phenomena.
7
 For the hedonistic philosopher pain and pleasure 

were experiences which communicated truths about different aspects of everyday 

experience and played an important role in guiding the ethical decision making process.
8
 

Whereas Stoic consolatory practice can adopt the policy of denying the validity of 

someone‘s beliefs about their pain, this therapeutic route is less open to hedonistic 

philosophy. As a consequence, Epicureans and Cyrenaics were particularly attentive to the 

need to alleviate the individual‘s experience of pain. This process involved using the 

memory of pleasant experiences to distract the individual‘s attention from his current 

painful situation, and pre-rehearsing the possibility of disaster and pain to help prepare 

oneself for future suffering.
9
 In his famous last letters to Idomeneus, Epicurus presents his 

primary technique for countering painful experiences, viz., distracting the mind‘s attention, 

and remembering past pleasures:  

...ζηξαγγνπξηθά ηε παξεθνινύζεη θαὶ δπζεληεξηθὰ πάζε ὑπεξβνιὴλ νὐθ ἀπνιείπνληα 

ηνῦ ἐλ ἑαπηνῖο κεγέζνπο. ἀληηπαξεηάηηεην δὲ πᾶζη ηνύηνηο ηὸ θαηὰ ςπρὴλ ραῖξνλ ἐπὶ 

ηῆ ηῶλ γεγνλόησλ ἡκῖλ δηαινγηζκῶλ κλήκῃ... (D. L. VS. x .22).  

                                                      

6
 The aim of philosophy according to Gill was the creation of apatheia (in the stoic case), or ataraxia (in the 

Epicurean): Gill (2010), 246-7. See also the instructive comments of Nussbaum on the medical metaphors of 

Hellenistic philosophy: Nussbaum (1994), 13-5.  
7
 See above, Chapter 1, text to notes 55-8.   

8
 See above, Chapter 1, text to notes 55-8. 

9
 Nussbaum (1994), 111; 288-9 on the importance of memory in countering physical pain. On this issue, see 

also Baltussen (2009), 89-91; cf.  Graver (2001), 155-77, esp., on memory 171-5.  
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Here Epicurus attests to his intense experiences of pain associated with his urinary 

problems (ζηξαγγνπξηθά) and his dysentery (δπζεληεξηθὰ). However, he is able to array in 

opposition to all these experiences (ἀληηπαξεηάηηεην δὲ πᾶζη ηνύηνηο) pleasures associated 

with the memory (κλήκῃ) of his past conversations. Diogenes‘ account of Epicurus‘ epistle 

may be historically inaccurate: it may have been adapted to fit the development of 

Epicurean doctrine by later writers. Here memory has played a crucial role, not in 

removing the experience of pain, but allowing it to be counterbalanced by the process of 

recalling past pleasure. Memory, here, plays a central role in redirecting the sufferer‘s 

attention away from his intense pain.
10

 This strategy for managing the experience of pain 

continues to play a role in the philosophical thought and consolatory practice of the 

Imperial period and later. Plutarch, for instance, continued to produce treatises which 

engaged with, and debated, the ideas of Epicurus and his followers, such as Colotes.
 11

 

According to these texts, memory plays a vitally positive role in allowing the individual to 

confront their present
12

 experience of pain; therapy, in this model, is based on the 

pleasurable use of the individual‘s past.  

 

The following investigation of therapeutic literature in the Imperial period will 

confront this approach to pain. The therapeutic technique dramatised by Epicurus‘ 

mnemonic strategy proposes a particular relationship between past and present 

experiences: the pleasant aspects of the past are used to confront the individual‘s current 

pain. In this chapter, I complicate this therapeutic model by exploring how past painful 

                                                      

10
 On this passage, and memory‘s role in adjusting the mind‘s attention, see Graver (2001), 174ff.  

11
 cf. Plut. Non Posse. 1086c-1107c; Adv. Col. 1107d-1127e.  

12
 One related issue is the way philosophers negotiated potential future ills. This process involves recalling 

the pain experiences of others, in order to inure the individual to the potential pain they will suffer in the 

future. For an informed discussion of the philosophical issues surrounding this see Graver (2001), 155-177. 

Although the assumptions about the experience of pain and its connection to literature inherent in this strand 

of philosophical practice would repay further study, I have not discussed this issue in detail. This is primarily 

because it rests on the assumption that the individual has not yet experienced pain: indeed, it is a form of 

practice designed to ensure that one never suffers pain.   
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experiences can continue to cause the individual suffering. The traumatic past has the 

capacity to overwhelm the individual, continuing to influence their life well after the initial 

experience of a traumatic event. By approaching therapy through this framework, we will 

be able to see how the process of therapy is linked to a process of structuring the 

individual‘s relationship to their lugubrious past; in the context of the novels, this process 

of structuring our relationship with the past is embedded in the process of narrative 

representation and communication.  

 

2. Freud and Therapy 

In order to investigate the relationship between the management of painful or 

traumatic experiences and narration, this chapter turns to the theories of psychoanalytic 

practice developed by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Although he was not a 

literary critic himself, various aspects of Freud‘s approach to the process of psychoanalytic 

therapy have been quite influential among literary critics as a way of thinking both about 

narrative economies of pleasure and pain—and their relationship to meaning, plot, and 

story.13 Here, my engagement with Freud‘s model concerns the relationship between 

narration and a traumatic, painful past. Turning to Freud will help open up new questions 

about the relationship between the past, narrative, and the management of pain and 

pleasure; the relationship, in short, between the painful past and the erotic, pleasing 

literature of the novels.   

 

For Freud, psychoanalytic therapy was built around what he saw as the process of 

working through (durcharbeiten) the patient‘s resistance to bringing to light his past 

                                                      

13
 cf.  Caruth (1996) on the notion of memory and history in cases of collective social trauma (eg., the 

bombing  of Hiroshima) and individual forms of suffering.   
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experiences.14 This process is built on complex approach to the conscious and unconscious 

mind, and the capacity of past traumas to override the individual‘s deliberate attempts at 

control and negotiation. In his 1914 article, ‗Remembering, Repeating, and Working 

Through‘, Freud argued that under the influence of resistance the individual was bound to 

repeat or act out, through physical neuroses, or other forms of abnormal behaviour, the 

effects of past traumatic experiences.
15

 The individual is bound to relive continuously in 

the conscious world the past experiences they think they have forgotten or repressed. 

Under the influence of resistance the patient is resigned to acting out, or repeating, the 

experience rather than simply remembering what he has forgotten and repressed.16  

 

Central to Freud‘s model was a particular method of exposing patients to past 

experiences in such a way that they become aware of their resistances. Freud‘s insistence 

on awareness is allied to his assumptions about the way traumatic experiences penetrate 

the boundaries between the psychical plane of memory and the real world. The critical 

therapeutic moment existed in allowing the patient to become aware of, conversant and 

familiar with, and in due course, to transcend the resistance which underpinned traumatic 

repetition.17 In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, he rephrased the same idea in terms of the 

concept of aloofness: ‗he [the therapist] must get him to re-experience some portion of his 

forgotten life, but must see to it, on the other hand that the patient retains some degree of 

aloofness‘.18 If the process is successful, the patient will, he argues, ‗recognise that what 

                                                      

14
 Freud (1958) 147-56. 

15
 Originally published in 1914 under the German title: ‗Weitere Ratschlage zur Tecknik der Psychoanalyse 

(II), Errinern, Wiederholen und Durcharbeiten‘. The shorter German title was adopted in both German and 

English reprinted versions after 1924. Here it is quoted as Freud (1958), 147-56.  
16

 Freud (1958), 150; for the relationship between repeating and resistance see 151-2. 
17

 Freud (1958), 155:   ‗One must allow the patient time to become conversant with this resistance with which 

he has now become acquainted, to work through it, to overcome it...‘ 
18

 Freud (1989), 19. 
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appears to be reality is in fact only a reflection of a forgotten past‘.19 Freud‘s sense of 

therapeutic procedure is founded on assumptions about the potential of traumatic 

experiences to penetrate boundaries—between past and present, psychical and physical 

planes. Concomitantly, therapy is centrally concerned with how those boundaries might be 

re-established; constraining trauma within not only mnemonic boundaries, but boundaries 

of space and time, primarily to the past.  

 

Freud‘s theories about working through incorporate a range of complex, and 

culturally specific, ideas about the individual‘s psyche, and the notion of trauma, which do 

not apply to the ancient world. Gill has argued, convincingly, that the Hellenistic and 

Roman concept of the self has very little interest in the relationship between the 

unconscious and conscious mind and their relationship with the individual‘s psychological 

makeup.
20

 There are, however, a number of key concepts within Freud‘s theory which will 

help us unpack the therapeutic dynamics of Dio‘s and Plutarch‘s philosophical 

consolations and the Greek romances. Firstly, working through is built on a particular 

distinction between the process of repetition and the process of conscious recollection from 

a position of aloofness. In the texts studied below this distinction is not apparent. Rather, 

what Freud saw as two discrete processes we shall encounter as different aspects of the 

same broad concept of remembrance. The act of memory, I argue, vacillates between 

painful repetition, which continually threatens to overwhelm the individual, and pleasant 

recollection. An important aspect of what I want to show is that the ancient writers 

demonstrate a concern with, and desire to manage, that bivalent aspect of memory. It is the 

                                                      

19
 Freud (1989), 19, on the different process of remembering and repeating traumas as contemporary 

experiences see 18.  
20

 Gill (1985), 323-4: ‗while ancient moral philosophy is interested in (indeed, preoccupied with) the 

'irrational', it does not recognize, to any significant extent, the notion of the 'unconscious'‘. For a contrary 

view see: Nussbuam (1994), 134, who argues that Epicurus‘ focus on memory is a central part of his 

discovery of the unconscious. It remains unclear how this process of memory operates in a manner analogous 

to Freud‘s concept of the unconscious mind.  



 

 170  

management of that mnemonic process that concerns us and, I contend, corresponds to the 

technique of psychotherapy as developed by Freud.  

 

Over the course of this chapter, I use Freud‘s ideas about therapy in two ways. In 

Section 1, I focus on the philosophical consolatory works of Dio and Plutarch. I argue here 

that they mobilise an approach to pain which privileges its capacity continually to return 

and overwhelm the individual in his present life. The experience of pain, in this context, is 

conceived as an inherently passive one, in which the individual is overcome by the way the 

past returns; this process, as we shall see, is allied to an imagined connection between pain 

and recollection. In order to overcome this debilitating experience, it is necessary to adopt 

a controlled, specific engagement with the past through the specific reshaping of the act of 

memory. Philosophical therapy, thus, turns on the negotiation of the potentially ambivalent 

process of remembering the past. In the second half of this chapter, I emphasise the way 

traumatic experience continues to haunt the individual well after the initial painful 

experience: for the novels, as for the consolatory texts of Dio and Plutarch, pain and 

trauma returns. The overwhelming nature of traumatic experience is controlled and 

managed by the strategic negotiation of the individual‘s relationship with his past. By 

emphasising their aloofness from the events of their past the protagonists are able to 

refigure their lugubrious pasts on more pleasurable terms. The ability of the novels‘ 

protagonists to negotiate and overcome their traumatic pasts rests on their ability to 

recognise their distance from the past. As we shall see, this is linked to, and has dramatic 

implications for, the processes of recollection and narrative recapitulation throughout the 

novels.  

 

SECTION 1: MEMORY, PAIN, AND PHILOSOPHICAL CONSOLATION 
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If the claim that therapy involves managing the capacity of the lugubrious past to 

repeat or continually return, then how might we map that concern with past painful 

experiences in the cultural landscape of the Imperial period? In order to create a context for 

the discussion of the therapeutic strategies of the novels I turn to a discussion of the role of 

memory in philosophical consolation: my primary concern here are the consolatory texts of 

Dio (Concerning Pain), and Plutarch (Consolation to his Wife). As we shall see, these two 

texts focus, although in subtly different ways, on how the individual overcomes the 

suffering and pain associated with past traumatic experiences: Dio and Plutarch aim 

ultimately at assuaging pain through the reframing of the individual‘s negotiation of their 

past. This process is built on two important aspects. Firstly, in both authors pain is 

understood as a traumatic experience which is intimately associated with memory, and has 

the capacity to continually return and overwhelm the individual. Secondly, in Plutarch‘s 

Consolation to his Wife, the process of overcoming or countering trauma involves 

reframing our ability to understand and mobilise the memory of different aspects of our 

past; a strategic form of controlled memory of, or return to, the past becomes the key for 

countering traumatic pain.  

 

1. Memory and Therapy in the Second Century AD 

This discussion of memory and consolation uses the works of Dio and Plutarch to 

construct a particular approach to the problematisation of memory and pain in second 

century culture. There are two important implications to this: that which relates to the 

cultural status of the two authors‘ works; and that which relates to their place in the 

philosophical tradition concerned with the role of memory in philosophical consolation.  

Both these texts are part of a contemporary interest in philosophical consolation and the 

management of grief through the application of philosophical logoi. Philosophical 

consolations which aimed to cure readers of their misconceptions about, and grief 
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concerning exile stretches back to the Hellenistic work of Teles. Teles‘ work was drawn on 

and developed by a number of Imperial writers, including Plutarch, Favorinus, and Dio. 

The use of philosophical consolation to which claims to re-educate readers about the 

apparent evils of exile can be traced back to the Hellenistic period and the work of Teles.
21

 

This tradition continued throughout the Imperial period: Musonius Rufus, Favorinus, 

Plutarch, and Dio writing exilic consolations.
22

 Plutarch especially appears to have shown 

considerable interest in the connection between consolation and pain related to the 

experience of death.
23

 Dio and Plutarch‘s interest in pain and its relationship with memory 

is mirrored by later texts such as Galen‘s newly discovered Concerning Painlessness in 

which Galen explains how the recollection of other people‘s suffering helped him 

overcome the trauma of losing his library in 192-3.
24

 These two texts are part of a vibrant, 

culturally significant discussion of the management of pain and suffering.  

 

2. Dio of Prusa and Concerning Pain  

Let us turn to Dio of Prusa‘s 16
th

 oration, Concerning Pain. This logos sits at the 

periphery of modern scholarship on both the rhetorical works of its author and the 

philosophical tradition of consolation.
25

 Here Dio appears to argue a straightforward point: 

that to overcome suffering the individual needs to obtain wisdom or cleverness, which will 

make our burdens easier to bear (xvi.9-10). What interests me about this discourse is the 

way in which this advice builds on a concern with the nature of suffering, and its capacity 

to dominate the individual. I argue two points in this section. I show, firstly, that the 

                                                      

21
 Nesselrath (2007), 87-109, on the influence of Teles on Plutarch and Favorinus works on exile.  

22
 On exilic consolation in general see Claassen (1999); on Roman forms (especially Cicero and Ovid) see 

Doblhofer (1987); on the Greek literary tradition in the Imperial period see Whitmarsh (2001), 133-180.  
23

 On consolatory literature in general see: Kassell (1967) for an overview of some texts. Martin (1978), 397-

410, with further bibliography; to this genre can now be added Galen‘s Concerning Freedom from Pain: for 

discussion and text see  Boudon-Millot (2007), 73-124.  
24

 Gal. Concerning Painlessness, 1-10 (for his experience of painlessness in the face of loss of his library), 4 

(for comparison with others who have lost their libraries).    
25

 For its place within the consolatory tradition, cf. Dio Chr. xvi.4: ...νὔθνπλ θαζ‟ ἕθαζηνλ αὐηῶλ δεῖ 

πνηεῖζζαη ηὴλ παξακπζίαλ.  
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experience of pain is passive—pain enslaves the individual, forcing them to continually 

suffer, long after the traumatic experience has passed. Secondly, I suggest, this aspect of 

pain is connected to the process and nature of memory.   

 

Dio‘s examination of the nature of suffering begins by emphasising its ability to 

dominate the individual: we are, he claims, enslaved by pain. If it is understandable that we 

are beguiled and controlled by pleasure (ἡδνλή), the fact that we are enslaved by pain 

(ιύπῃ δεδνπιῶζζαη) seems completely irrational (xvi.1). Dio‘s concern with how we suffer 

is allied to the particular way individuals react to this suffering: although we feel pain and 

are distressed by the harshest tortures of all (ὀδπλώκελνη γὰξ θαὶ βαζαληδόκελνη ηῆ 

ραιεπσηάηῃ παζῶλ βαζάλῳ, xvi.1), we remain in it (κέλνκελ ἐλ αὐηῆ), and refuse to accept 

the discourse which will free us, and provide a release from pain (ἀπαιιάζζνληα η῅ο 

ἀιγεδόλαο, xvi.1). It is easy to see how Dio‘s opening passage constructs a need for 

consolation in general and his consolatory text specifically: the reference to the logos 

which will provide a release η῅ο ἀιγεδόλνο appears to remind the reader of Dio‘s own 

rhetorical piece. What interests me here is the way pain‘s relationship with the suffering 

individual is figured. Dio‘s reference to enslavement in the first line emphasises the 

experience of passivity which overcomes the sufferer. Dio‘s suggestion that pain ‗enslaves‘ 

is part of a mentalité in which the individual‘s experience of suffering is characterised by a 

lack of control. Dio‘s text operates on an understanding of pain in which the experience 

overwhelms and masters the passive individual.  

 

The overwhelming experience of pain is connected to the fact that sufferers 

continue to experience the symptoms of pain after their initial trauma has passed. Dio 
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appears to place considerable stress on the fact that we continue to suffer pain; κέλνκελ ἐλ 

αὐηῆ implies that pain is far from a momentary experience. This continuing nature of pain, 

Dio contends, is due to the practices of sufferers. On the one hand, they refuse to accept the 

arguments or words which will free them from their suffering. But, they also devise 

external practices (πξνζκεραλᾶζζαί ηηλα ἔμσζελ, xvi.2) which compel the mind to adopt a 

particular stance and never stand aside from the experience of pain (ἀλαγθάδεζζαη ηξόπνλ 

ηηλὰ ηὴλ δηάλνηαλ κεδέπνηε ἀθίζηαζζαη η῅ο ιύπεο, xvi.2); indeed, they are reduced to 

always recall and suffer (ἀιι‟ ἀεὶ κλεκνλεύεηλ θαὶ ιππεῖζζαη). Dio‘s formulation here is 

interesting, proposing a particular association between memory and the experience of 

ιππή; pain and memory are co-extensive, according to Dio. The orator presents, then, a 

particularly vicious circle in which suffering predisposes the individual to the sentiments 

and practices which force them to remember and thereby compound and prolong their 

suffering.   

 

Dio‘s initial comments are clearly designed to create a context for accepting the (or 

his?) therapeutic logos. Nevertheless, he returns to this concern with memory in a more 

sustained examination of how individuals suffer moments later.  According to xvi.5 there 

is an intimate connection between the practice of memory and the capacity of the 

individual to repeat painful experiences. The common people, he argues, will always bring 

to mind painful memories: νἱ ... πνιινί, ἐὰλ γέλεηαί ηη ηῶλ λνκηδνκέλσλ ἀηόπσλ, ἀεὶ 

ηνύηνπ κλεκνλεύνπζη, δπζρεξνῦο νὔζεο η῅ο κλήκεο (xvi.5). Dio‘s comments appear to 

contradict the idea that memory allows for the individual to overcome, or distract the 

attention from pain: indeed, the final clause (δπζρεξνῦο νὔζεο η῅ο κλήκεο, xvi.5) 
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insinuates that memory, is directly constitutive of a certain type of pain. As Dio goes on, 

however, the connection between pain and the practice of recollection is elucidated:  

...ὅκνηνλ δή ηη πάζρνληεο ηνῖο παηδίνηο. θαὶ γὰξ ἐθεῖλα ηνῦ ππξὸο ἅςαζζαη 

πξνζπκεῖηαη, θαίηνη ζθόδξα ἀιγνῦληα, θἅλ ἀθῆο, ἅςεηαη πάιηλ. (xvi.5) 

Dio‘s passage contains a number of insinuations which need to be unpacked. The 

comparison of hoi polloi with children suggests a distinction between the actions of the 

majority and those of the wise man. There are intimations of a distinction between the 

philosophically educated and those who lack the appropriate level of philosophical 

development. In a similar vein, the phrase θἅλ ἀθῆο appears to suggest that he has in mind 

the way in which advice (or instructions) are disobeyed by recalcitrant children: Dio‘s text 

subtly develops a warning against not following the advice of his treatise. If we don‘t heed 

his words, we will continue to suffer pain: just as this simile figures the reader as a 

potentially uneducated member of hoi polloi, who suffers in the manner of children, so it 

suggests that suffering will take the form of a repetition, or replaying, of the experiences 

which cause pain. Dio connects the process of memory to the experience of suffering, and, 

importantly, the active repetition of painful activities.  

 

There are two caveats to this reading of Dio‘s 16
th

 oration. Firstly, I do not want to 

suggest that Dio is building a particular psychoanalytic theory of repetition, akin to that 

which mobilises Freud‘s work on therapy and trauma. Nevertheless, he does develop a 

model of the uneducated engagement with suffering in which memory produces a certain 

psychic condition and practices which never allow the individual to escape their suffering: 

memory underpins the way pain continues to overwhelm the individual well after the 

initial experience of trauma. Dio‘s advice is, naturally, designed to alleviate a tendency he 

associates with a lack of philosophical development; the educated or wise do not suffer in 
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this repetitive way. What interests me is the way Dio‘s treatise is developed in such a way 

as to counteract what he sees as a viable problem: in order to bite, Dio‘s text needs to 

engage with a culturally prevalent reaction to the painful past. In aiming to release 

sufferers from the problems of the repetitive nature of pain and memory, he simultaneously 

constructs that experience as demographically significant.  

  

3. Plutarch‟s Consolation to his Wife 

If Dio of Prusa‘s text offered a threatening image of pain‘s relationship with 

memory and endless repetition of painful experiences, then Plutarch‘s consolation offers a 

more positive vision. Plutarch‘s treatise has been explored from a number of perspectives 

which have emphasised the way he approaches the treatment of grief through an Epicurean 

framework. As has been acknowledged, a central aspect of the strategy Plutarch adopts 

throughout this text involves mobilising the memory of past pleasures to counteract the 

pain that his wife now feels about the death of their daughter.
26

 In what follows, here, I 

contribute a number of small points to the discussion of the role of memory in this treatise. 

I show that, like Dio, Plutarch appears to be deeply concerned with confronting the 

problematic nature of memory. This is evident on two levels: firstly, he exhorts his wife to 

reject the common practice of fleeing memory; and secondly, on a process of 

psychological priming in which memory is reconstructed as a positive force for 

overcoming pain.  

  

a) Overwhelming Memories and Pain 

Plutarch‘s Consolation to his Wife is a letter addressed to his wife after the death of 

their daughter in which he consoles her for their loss, praises the way she has conducted 

                                                      

26
 On the conventional themes of the consolation see: Martin (1978), 394-441, esp., 397-413; Pomeroy 

(1999), 77-8. 
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herself throughout her grief, and exhorts her to overcome her continuing pain.
27

 This 

process of exhortation engages with the problems of memory in two critical ways. In this 

section, I turn to how Plutarch treats the potentially overwhelming nature of memory.  

 

The treatment of the theme of memory begins early in his treatise where he exhorts 

his wife to recall the pleasures their daughter gave them when she lived. According to 

608d, he does not understand why the things which delighted them when their daughter 

lived should now distress and disturb (ἀληάζεη θαὶ ζπληαξάμεη) when they are recalled 

(ιακβάλνληαο ἐπίλνηαλ αὐησλ). Indeed, Plutarch goes onto claim that he fears they will be 

throwing out the memory of their child along with pain and grief:  

ἀιιὰ θαὶ δέδηα πάιηλ, κὴ ζπλεθβάισκελ η῵ ιππνῦληη ηὴλ κλήκελ, ὥζπεξ ἡ Κιπκέλε 

ιέγνπζα κηζῶ δ‟ ἀγθύινλ ηόμνλ θξαλείαο, γπκλάζηά η‟ νἴρνηη‟ ἀεί θεύγνπζα θαὶ 

ηξέκνπζα ηὴλ ὑπόκλεζηλ ηνῦ παηδόο, ὅηη ζπκπαξνῦζαλ ιύπελ εἶρε· πᾶλ γὰξ ἡ θύζηο 

θεύγεη ηὸ δπζρεξαηλόκελνλ. (Cons. ad Ux. 608d-e) 

Plutarch‘s ultimate argument here is that memory should be cultivated as a force to help 

overcome pain rather than eschewed. On a straightforward interpretation, Plutarch‘s advice 

associates pleasure with the memory of the little girl: the Epicurean interest in recollection 

as the site of past pleasure helps the individual overcome current suffering through 

remembrance.
28

 Yet, on a slightly more supple reading, this positive aspect appears to 

intersect with a more problematic concern with the painful aspects of memory. The 

reference to Clymene emphasises the capacity of recollection to cause the individual pain 

by continually reminding them of their traumatic experiences. There are two points which 

                                                      

27
 Plut. Cons. ad  Ux. 608b-f. On the intimate nature of this letter see: Nikloaidis (1997), 27-88; Baltussen 

(2009), 67-98. 
28

 On memory in this passage and its relationship with ἐπίνοια in the previous and the following passages 

see: Martin (1978), 419-22. 
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are significant about Plutarch‘s reference to the (now lost) Phaethon of Euripides.
29

 Firstly, 

his consolation rejects a tragic model for behaviour: adopting the appropriate relationship 

with memory and past trauma involves eschewing the type of suffering and distress which 

underpins the tragic genre. At the same time, by looking towards the genre of tragedy and 

the suffering of a mythological figure like Clymene, the passage reaffirms the fact that this 

form of behaviour constitutes one of the possible reactions to past trauma; not only is 

continually remembering and rehearsing past trauma possible, it is a form of action 

authorised by important cultural modes of representation. The passage appears to play up, 

then, the fundamental reasons for Plutarch‘s advice to his wife to maintain her recollection 

of their child: to guide her away from the natural reaction in which pain is caused by the 

capacity of memory to remind her of what is lost. If the Consolation exhorts the reader to 

recall the pleasure associated with the dead child, then it does so precisely because the 

normal, un-philosophical reaction is to associate memory with the continuing pain of grief.  

 

b) Using Memory to Overcome Pain 

Just as it is true that Plutarch‘s treatment of memory in the previous passage 

acknowledged the possibility that memory had the capacity to cause the individual pain by 

facilitating the continual return of past trauma, so he attempts to use the process of memory 

to place his wife‘s relationship with the past on a more pleasurable footing. In order to do 

this, Plutarch mobilises an important aspect of the Epicurean mnemonic strategy we 

discussed above. At 610e, he stresses the ameliorative benefits of careful recollection of 

the individual‘s past. It is, we are told, the one who draws on his memory most, who will 

profit more from the past:  

                                                      

29
 cf. Nauck (1889) Eur. Fr. 785. For the lost play see: Diggle (1970), 1-49, esp., 177-8 for this fragment. 
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ἐλ δὲ ηνῖο ηνηνύηνηο ὁ κάιηζηα ηῆ κλήκῃ ηῶλ ἀγαζῶλ ἀπαξπηόκελνο30
 θαὶ ηνῦ βίνπ 

πξὸο ηὰ θσηεηλὰ θαὶ ιακπξὰ κεηαζηξέθσλ θαὶ κεηαθέξσλ ἐθ ηῶλ ζθνηεηλῶλ θαὶ 

ηαξαθηηθῶλ ηὴλ δηάλνηαλ ἥ παληάπαζηλ ἔζβεζε ηὸ ιππνῦλ ἥ ηῆ πξὸο ηνὐλαληίνλ 

κίμεη κηθξὸλ θαὶ ἀκαπξὸλ ἐπνίεζελ. (Cons. ad Ux. 610e)  

Plutarch‘s language here is significant: we have already seen how the process of ‗mixing‘ 

(flagged here by κίμεη) is central to Plutarch‘s model of countering disturbance in the 

Poetry.
31

 Here skimming off the memory of good things will help to allow the individual to 

render pain more amenable through combination of both the unpleasant and the more 

enjoyable aspects of the past. The process of memory allows for a critical re-evaluation of 

the nature of one‘s experience and a reorientation of the mind‘s away from suffering. The 

operation of memory is just like that of a sweet odour. For just as a sweet smell always 

adjusts the sense of smell towards the malodorous (ηὸ κύξνλ ἀεὶ κὲλ εὐθξαίλεη ηὴλ 

ὄζθξεζηλ πξὸο δὲ ηὰ δπζώδε, 610e), so, for those who do not flee the memory of useful 

things (ηνῖο κὴ θεύγνπζη ηὸ κεκλ῅ζζαη ηῶλ ρξεζηῶλ), recollection of good things during 

times of pain (ἡ ἐπίλνηα ηῶλ ἀγαζῶλ ἐλ ηνῖο θαθνῖο) provides a necessary and useful 

assistance in all matters.
32

 How might we read the functional role of Plutarch‘s passage 

here. Plutarch is clearly arguing for a type of appropriate thinking, in which memory is 

adopted as a source of pleasure. There are two points which interest me here. Firstly, 

Plutarch‘s text appears to engage in a process of psychological priming, which prepares the 

individual for a pleasant re-engagement with the past. We have seen in the discussion of 

Freud‘s psychoanalytic theory, that the analyst was encouraged to help the analysand‘s 

relationship with traumatic experiences by making them aware that what they were 

                                                      

30
 This form of ἀπαξύσ is found only at Cons. ad Ux. 610e. I have kept this form as it is used in both the 

Tuebner edition, and the Liddell and Scott.  
31

 See above, Chapter 1: text to notes 43 and 58.  
32

 For a discussion of Plutarch‘s ambiguous, or confused, treatment of the issue of fortune in this passage see: 

Brenk (1977), 145-83; Dillon (1977), 208-11. 
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remembering was part of the past.
33

 Here, Plutarch‘s strategy centres around ensuring that 

the individual is able to pick and choose certain aspects of their past, which will help 

alleviate present suffering. Arguably, the suggestion that the individual should be able to 

‗skim off‘ certain aspects of the past is built on an assumption about the individual‘s 

perspective of the past: the sufferer can pick, choose, and focus on particular (and pleasing 

or useful) aspects of the past, which will ensure pleasant memories and help to counter the 

experience of pain. Plutarch‘s approach to countering pain appears, then, to play on the 

sufferer‘s ability to exercise a type of control over the painful events of their past.  

 

4. Conclusions 

Dio‘s and Plutarch‘s texts are, then, critically concerned with how past trauma 

impacts on suffering. Memory plays a crucial role here as the battleground on which our 

engagement with overwhelming trauma is played out. Although both texts presented 

different reactions to the relationship between memory and suffering, there are a number of 

common points to be drawn out of this discussion. Firstly, both texts suggest that the 

normal practice of engaging with memory is one in which recollection has the potential to 

return the uneducated or unwise individual to painful experiences in the past; implicitly, 

this is in contrast to those who accept the author‘s logos. The two logoi present themselves 

as counteracting the prevailing cultural context in which memory allows the individual‘s 

painful past to return, to repeat. For their consolatory texts to have an impact, both these 

authors work with what they present as a culturally significant approach to the traumatic 

capacities of memory. Pain here, through the operation of memory, has the power to return 

and overwhelm the individual. Secondly, Plutarch‘s text also offers a positive view of 

memory in which recollection of certain aspects of the past helps to overcome pain. In 

Plutarch this process is built around a structure in which he encourages our strategic 

                                                      

33
 cf. the instructions to return to certain aspects of the past, before their child was born at 610d.  
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recollection of past events in order to ameliorate the individual‘s grief. In what follows 

below, I want to explore how the novels structure our engagement with painful 

overwhelming experiences.  

 

SECTION 2: THERAPEUTIC NOVELS: PAINFUL EVENTS, NARRATION, AND PLEASURE 

 

We have seen then how the consolatory works of Dio and Plutarch are concerned to 

negotiate the traumatic nature of pain in which the experience continually threatens to 

overwhelm the individual; it is only by controlling the engagement with the past that the 

individual is able to overcome that painful experience. In what follows, I turn to an 

investigation of the therapeutic process in the ancient novels. Over the next three sections, 

I argue that the novels are energised by a therapeutic structure in which individuals come 

to manage and negotiate their traumatic experiences. This argument has three basic points. 

I contend, firstly, that this process of therapy is reflected by the dynamic interplay between 

poetic immersion and the cultivation of aloofness. In section 3, I argue that the characters‘ 

affective response to events is characterised by a sense of poetic immersion. This 

experience is reflected in the association between the way in which the protagonists 

recount their experiences, and their affective responses to those accounts. In section 4, I 

argue that this state of immersion is finally overcome through the process of asserting the 

character‘s distance from the events of the past: aloofness in this context underpins a 

significant transition in the affective nature of the stories the protagonists tell, and the 

control they exercise over their past experiences.  

 

1. The Novels, the Therapeutic Mentalité, and Narration 

The novels under investigation below are taken from a collection of texts known as 

the ‗ideal‘ Greek romances. This designation has underpinned the critical assumption that 
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they can be treated as a single, generic block of cultural artefacts which convey a single, 

socially acceptable (and elite) ideological message.34 Scholarship over the last decade has 

done much to dispel the idea that the Greek novels are straightforward messages which 

conform to, and confirm, elite ideology: the novels are rather a collection of different, 

diverse, often subversive, texts.35 All of the Greek romances confront the relationship 

between narrative form, pain, and therapy in various ways: they emphasise, explore, and 

negotiate different aspects of an inherited cultural assumption which connects an 

individual‘s hermeneutic and temporal distance from events with the transcendence of 

pain. This chapter attends to the complex and individual forms of the novels‘ engagement 

with this inherited cultural mentalité in order to trace the character of this enduring cultural 

assumption.  

 

This discussion focuses on three examples of the genre of Greek romances. A 

number of other texts, such as Longus‘ Daphnis and Chloe and Heliodorus‘ An Ethiopian 

Tale, could have treated in more detail. There are several factors which underpin their 

relegation to the periphery of this study. 1. Longus‘ connection with consolation and pain 

is mediated primarily by his connection with bucolic poetry. Longus‘ claim that he will heal 

the sick and encourage the forlorn and remind lovers—...ὃ θαὶ λνζνῦληα ἰάζεηαη, θαὶ ιππνύκελνλ 

παξακπζήζεηαη, ηὸλ ἐξαζζέληα ἀλακλήζεη—suggests that Daphnis and Chloe would be ideal for 

this study.
36

 However, I suggest, the work‘s engagement with the genre of consolation has a 

slightly different focus to that presented by  Chariton, Xenophon, and Achilles Tatius; taking 

account of the consolatory concerns of Longus would involve divergence into Hellenistic poetry 

and Longus‘ bucolic heritage. 2. Longus‘ treatment of pain is differs substantially from the 

concerns of the three novelists we will focus on. Pain, as I will discuss very briefly below, 

                                                      

34
 cf.  Foucault, (1990), 228-32; Konstan (1994); Perkins (1995), 41-76, esp. 44-5; Swain (1996), 101-9. 

35
 On Foucault‘s ‗misrecognition‘ of the novels‘ complexity see: Goldhill (1995), x-xi, 44-5; Whitmarsh, 

(2008), 6-7.  
36

 Long. D&C praef. 3. 
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in Longus‘ novel takes on a much more marginal status than it does in other texts: the 

bucolic concerns of the novel ensure that pleasure and pain are negotiated in very different 

ways, which have less relationship with dialogue between pain and narration.
37

 Similarly, 

in Heliodorus the engagement with and pain and suffering differs from the main concerns 

of this thesis. The treatment of pain, and the process of narrating the experience, focuses 

primarily on the diagnosis of Chariklea‘s love-sickness at 4.7. This scene plays heavily on 

a connection with the medical tradition and the diagnosis of psychical disorders such as 

love-sickness.
38

 The scene in which Chariklea is diagnosed would repay further 

investigation. In this context however, it sits slightly outside the therapeutic concerns of 

the chapter. 

   

2. Pain, Pleasure, and Therapy 

As has been acknowledged, the novels are centrally concerned with pleasure. In his 

prologue, Longus famously refers to Daphnis and Chloe as a θη῅κα … ηεξπλὸλ, combining 

Thucydidean models of utility with Herodotean notions of pleasing stories.39 Further 

examples can be found across the genre: the claim that ὑπέθθαπκα ... ἐπηζπκίαο ιόγνο 

ἐξσηηθόο, (Ach. Tat. L&C. 1.5.6) seems to imply that the stories within Achilles Tatius‘ 

narrative and the novel as a whole will contribute to the pleasure, or desire, of the reader. 

As we shall discuss further, Chariton refers to the final sections of his work as ηνῖο 

ἀλαγηλώζθνπζηλ ἥδηζηνλ.
40

 Despite this concern with pleasure, they contain a considerable 

                                                      

37
 For Longus‘ engagement with the consolatory tradition see Hunter (1983), 40-50, 50n108-9, who 

associates Longus‘ therapeutic claims with love elegy and the rhetorical tradition; cf. Morgan (2004), 149-50. 

For the connection with bucolic love poetry see: Theoc. Idyll. 11.1 
38

 cf. Toohey (2004), 69-84 on doctors and love-sickness generally;  Amundsen (1974), 320-37.   
39

 Long. D&C praef. 3; cf.  Thuc. 1.22: ‗θη῅κα ἐο αἰεη‘; on the connections between Longus and Thucydides 

see esp. Hunter (1983), 47-51; Morgan (2004), 16-7. For the debate between pleasure and utility in imperial 

historiography see Fox (2001), 76-93.  
40

 Chariton 8.4.1.  
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collection of painful, lugubrious experiences. The protagonists throughout all three of these 

novels are beaten, enslaved, captured by pirates, exiled from their homeland.
41

  

 

In this discussion, I attend to the way in which such painful experience interact 

with the pleasure associated with the novels. A number of scholars have analysed the way 

in which pain in the form of violence towards female characters is part of the novels‘ 

treatment of gender; Morales, in particular, has shown how the way readers inside and 

outside Leucippe and Clitophon view the mistreatment of Leucippe‘s body in a 

pleasurable, and, indeed, erotic way.
42

 Here, I take a different strategy by thinking about 

the relationship between narrative structure of the novels, the practice of narration, and the 

experience of pain. If the novels are concerned with pleasure, what space in them is given 

to this experience of pain? Is it even possible to think of a productive relationship between 

these experiences and the novelistic form? How ultimately, are the dynamics of pain and 

grief implicated in the novels‘ cultivation of ἡδνλή? 

 

In order to answer these questions let us propose two models: that which is related 

to location or the ἡδύο ηόπνο; and that which is related to a slightly more complex question 

of the ηέινο. Longus‘ Daphnis, for example, locates the telling (and setting) of the erotic 

story within a landscape that is constructed as a place of pleasure. The painting which 

inspires Longus‘ story is contained within a cave dedicated to the Nymphs, within a 

beautiful grove.
43

 In choosing to locate the telling of the story in a ‗sweet place‘ Longus 

reifies a literary cliché which can be traced back to Plato‘s Phaedrus, at least.
44

 The world 

                                                      

41
 Chew (2003), 129-41 on the treatment of women throughout the novels. For further discussion see Burrus 

(2005), 49-88. 
42

 Particularly in reference to the Schientod scene at Ach. Tat. L&C. 3.15-22: Morales (2004), 165-72. 
43

 Long. D&C praef. 1: θαιὸλ ... ηὸ ἄιζνο.   
44

 Pl. Phdr. 227a-30e. For a discussion see Trapp (1990), 171; Hunter (1983), 97; for other references to the 

ἡδύο ηόπνο see, Ach. Tat. L&C. 1.2: πάλησο δὲ ὁ ηνηνῦηνο ηόπνο ἡδὺο θαὶ κύζσλ ἄμηνο ἐξσηηθῶλ; cf.  the 
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Daphnis and Chloe inhabit is presented as a pleasurable place: there are clear implications 

of a close relationship with the bucolic poetry of Theocritus in which the country-side is 

seen as a place, and source, of pleasure: recall the use of the adjective ἡδύο in the opening, 

and programmatic lines, of Idyll 1.
45

  

  

Just as our first model privileges a locative approach to the experience of pleasure, 

so the second emphasises a processural aspect associated with the achievement of the 

ηέινο. As has been acknowledged, the novels attempt to instantiate a ‗happy ending‘, 

embodied in the final reunion, marriage, and re-integration into society of the young 

couple.
46

 The achievement of this state is often closely associated with the experience of 

ἡδνλή:  

λνκίδσ δὲ θαὶ ηὸ ηειεπηαῖνλ ηνῦην ζύγγξακκα ηνῖο ἀλαγηλώζθνπζηλ ἥδηζηνλ 

γελήζεζζαη· θαζάξζηνλ γάξ ἐζηη ηῶλ ἐλ ηνῖο πξώηνηο ζθπζξσπῶλ. νὐθέηη ιῃζηεία 

θαὶ δνπιεία θαὶ δίθε θαὶ κάρε θαὶ ἀπνθαξηέξεζηο θαὶ πόιεκνο θαὶ ἅισζηο, ἀιιὰ 

ἔξσηεο δίθαηνη ἐλ ηνύηῳ <θαὶ> λόκηκνη γάκνη. (Chariton, 8.1) 

Chariton‘s passage is a prime example of the way in which the ideal novels might be 

thought to reify a social ideology: the happy ending embodied in the valorisation of civic 

values of ἔξσηεο δίθαηνη and λόκηκνη γάκνη. What interests me is Chariton‘s proposal of a 

particular relationship between ἡδνλή, the ηέινο, and the experiences which constitute the 

                                                                                                                                                                 

reference to the Plane tree (or Plato) at Plut. Amat. 749a. The description of pleasant countryside was closely 

related to the question of ‗pleasing‘ style or γιπθόηεο; for a discussion see, Hunter (1983), 92-8.  The other 

major example of a space associated with pleasure is the symposium: Dupont (1977), 19-39; Xen. Smp. 7; cf.  

Plut. Quaest. Conv., 621d-e on the role of the symposiarch in inducing pleasure at banquets; cf.  629ff on 

pleasing questions appropriate for symposia.  
45

 cf.  Theoc. 1.1-3: Ἁδύ ηη ηὸ ςηζύξηζκα θαὶ ἁ πίηπο, αἰπόιε, ηήλα,  ἁ πνηὶ ηαῖο παγαῖζη, κειίζδεηαη, ἁδὺ δὲ 

θαὶ ηύ ζπξίζδεο·. For discussion of Longus‘ bucolic heritage, esp. Sappho, see Hunter (1983), 73-6; Morgan 

(2008), 22-3; for the pastoral as pleasing see Saïd (1999), 104-7.  
46

 For the novel‘s valorisation of marriage‘s social and civic importance see: Perkins (1995), 46; Swain 

(1996), 118-30; for critiques of the teleological reading see: Morales (2004), 228-9. 
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earlier parts of his novel. Chariton‘s reference to ηὰ ζθπζξσπά, here, figures the standard 

novelistic topoi (piracy, slavery, etc.) as experiences which evoke grief and 

lugubriousness.  If the final book of Chareas and Callirhoe is ‗the most pleasing‘, it is only 

because it will induce a particular relationship with ηὰ ζθπζξσπά; a process figured by the 

evocative adjective katharsion. Achieving pleasure, by Chariton‘s formulation, requires the 

management of baneful experiences; pain is not anathemic to the novel; rather, its 

management is central to the economy of pleasure.  

 

Chariton‘s use of the metaphor of katharsis suggests that any therapeutic claims 

might be understood through an Aristotelian framework.
47

 Karl Müller argues that 

Chariton‘s use of katharsis suggests that the final book of the novel will provide an 

intensification of pleasure at, and empathy for, the experiences the characters, which the 

reader has felt throughout the novel; for Müller, it is both a trivialisation and 

misunderstanding (!) of Aristotle‘s notion of tragic katharsis.
48

 Rijksbaron suggests that 

Chariton‘s passage constitutes an ancient piece of evidence for the application of the 

concept of katharsis to the way tragic poets cleanse events of their impure or painful 

character through the manipulation of the plot.
49

 The problems of approaching this phrase 

through an Aristotelian framework are considerable. Modern scholarship‘s understanding 

of the Aristotelian notion of katharsis is simply too insubstantial to justify comparison with 

Chariton‘s passage: is there a genuine, and definite, model of Aristotelian kartharsis with 

                                                      

47
 cf.  Arist. Po. 1449b28: δξώλησλ θαὶ νὐ δη‟ ἀγγειίαο, δη‟ἐιένπ θαὶ θόβνπ πεξαίλνζζα ηὴλ ηῶλ ηνηνύησλ 

παζεκάησλ θάζαξζηλ; cf.  θάζαξζηλ at Pol. 1341a23, 1341b38-1342a11. For discussion of katharsis across 

Aristotle‘s writings see, Belfiore (1992), 257-360.  
48

 Müller (1976), 134-5: cf.  ‗...auch ein wenig (mißverstandene und trivialisierte) peripetetische Poetik mit 

im Spiele sein.‘; Hägg (1971), 259-60; Reardon (1982), 21-2 for the concept of ‗sentimentalisation‘. 
49

 Rijksbaron (1984), 307.  
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which we can evaluate the novel?
50

 By comparing Chariton to a vaguely understood, and 

nebulous, concept readers of the novel risk simplifying the complexity of Chariton‘s 

passage, and the dynamics of his novel.  

 

In what follows, I return to the notion of psychoanalytic therapy developed by 

Freud to help unpack the novels‘ kathartic character. We saw above that one of the key 

aspects of Freud‘s theory was way the therapeutic process was defined by forcing the 

individual patient to develop a sense of aloofness from past experiences. Understanding 

that an event has passed has profound ameliorative benefits. Here I use Freud‘s concept to 

unpack a key structural dynamic in the novels in which the management of pleasure and 

pain is mapped onto an individual‘s temporal and hermeneutic distance from past 

experiences. This dynamic concerns, primarily, the way in which protagonists move from a 

state of immersion in which they are overwhelmed by their traumatic lugubrious 

experiences, to a state characterised by aloofness in which they are, like Freud‘s patients, 

able to transcend their past traumatic experiences. Throughout much of the novelistic 

action, the protagonists remain immersed in their painful, traumatic experiences; it is only 

when they are able to assert and confirm their distance from such experiences—to see them 

as genuinely past events—that those experiences are renegotiated as pleasurable. As we 

shall see, reaching the tēlos of the novel is key to this transitional and therapeutic process.  

   

The novels‘ cultivation of aloofness and its relationship with pleasure continues an 

ancient debate about the psychological effects of stories of woe. In The Varieties of 

Enchantment, Walsh suggests that the experience of song was allied to its ability to control 

the twin experiences of forgetting and recollection: it fosters memory of events which are 

                                                      

50
 The passage has been extensively discussed by later authors as well: Reardon (1982), 1-27; Tilg (2010), 

131-5 where the passage is taken as ‗tangible‘ allusion to Aristotle‘s Po. (131), in which he adapts Aristotle‘s 

notion of purging of the emotions to the elements of the plot (134).  
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far-off, and a forgetting of the listener‘s immediate context. Central to Walsh‘s reading is 

the assertion of a sense of bardic aloofness: the bard (or at least his song) was removed 

from the everyday experience of listeners; they sung of subjects not immediately connected 

to listeners; the pleasure they invoked revolved around the consequent ability to remove 

them from their present conditions.51 This model of aloofness provides a way of 

conceptualising the reactions of paradigmatic listeners and story-tellers such as Odysseus 

to the tales of their own woes. His affective response to the stories told by Demodocus at 

Od. 8.486-531 are those of a man who has not been removed from his contemporary 

experience; his closeness to the events at Troy prevents any form of aloofness on his part; 

the Phaiacians experience only the pleasure of a song about far-away events, never 

experienced. In a similar way, Odysseus‘ painful experience of telling his own stories 

appears related to his own immersion within the complex of events he describes.52 The 

novels‘ therapeutic model is, arguably, well established within the novelistic genre, 

stretching back at least to Homer and the recapitulation of past pains in the Odyssey.  

 

SECTION 3: POETIC IMMERSION AND THE GREEK NOVELS 

 

In this section, I turn to an examination of the experience of immersion throughout 

the Greek romance texts. The experience of immersion, I argue, is characterised by pain 

and grief. This is allied to the way in which individuals‘ feel unable to control, order, or 

ultimately understand their experiences. The central point of this section concerns the way 

in which this experience of imbrications or immersion dramatises a particular way of 

reacting to, and mobilising stories about past experiences. Stories continue to immerse the 

individual in their past experiences, causing them pain and suffering.  

                                                      

51
 Walsh (1984), 22-4. 

52
 Walsh (1984), 22; cf.  Hom. Od. 9.13: ζνὶ δ‟ ἐκὰ θήδεα ζπκὸο ἐπεηξάπεην ζηνλόεληα εἴξεζζ‟, ὄθξ‟ ἔηη 

κᾶιινλ ὀδπξόκελνο ζηελαρίδσ. 
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1. Poetic Immersion 

Poetic Immersion refers to the experience of being overwhelmed, stupefied by the 

sudden occurrence of (often traumatic and painful) events. There are two slightly different 

ways of thinking about the experience of immersion. In the first model, immersion refers to 

the way a narrative induces pain and suffering in the listener or audience: narratives, in this 

context, replicate the experience of trauma, inducing a type of vicarious pain in the reader 

or listener; they do so by initiating a type of return to original trauma or suffering by 

vividly exposing the audience to that form of suffering. In the second, narratives (and 

events themselves) have the capacity to overwhelm the interpretative capacities of their 

listeners, undermining the audience‘s ability to make sense of events, to construct a 

meaning for, and understand, different experiences.  

 

a) Traumatic Returns in Narrative 

One example of poetic immersion occurs at Leucippe and Clitophon 7.4.
53

  This 

example of suffering was discussed in the first chapter as a way of thinking about the 

impact of powerful rhetorical language.
54

 In this context, I want to draw out a number of 

aspects. Firstly the way in which Clitophon‘s engagement with the story is figured in terms 

of his immediate silence: an important aspect of this scene is that Clitophon experiences a 

degree of aphasia along with emotional stupefaction: he cannot cry out, he cannot even cry 

(Ὡο δ‟ ἤθνπζά κνπ ηὸλ κῦζνλ ηῶλ θαθῶλ, νὔηε ἀλῴκσμα νὔηε ἔθιαπζα· νὔηε γὰξ θσλὴλ εἶρνλ 

νὔηε δάθξπα, L&C, 7.4). It is only after he has recovered from this drunken daze (κηθξὸλ δὲ 

λήςαο ἐθ η῅ο κέζεο ηνῦ ιόγνπ, 7.4.2) that he is able to figure out what the story means, and 

                                                      

53
 For another example, see: Ach. Tat. L&C. 3.15.6-7: ἐγὼ δὲ ἐθ παξαιόγνπ θαζήκελνο ἐζεώκελ. ηὸ δὲ ἦλ 

ἔθπιεμηο· κέηξνλ γὰξ νὐθ ἔρνλ ηὸ θαθὸλ ἐλεβξόληεζέ κε. 
54

 See above, Chapter 1, text to notes 31-6.  
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analyse the information he has been given by asking questions. Clitophon‘s loss of voice 

and his inability to speak imply a critical loss of self; the story overwhelms Clitophon, 

destroying his ability for the normal human practice of speaking or expressing grief. There 

is a failure of his rational capabilities in the face of a narrative that simply serves to repeat 

for him the experience of Leucippe‘s death. This story returns Clitophon to earlier painful 

and traumatic experiences, causes him pain and undermines his emotional control. 

 

b)  Overwhelmed by Narrative 

Another important example of poetic immersion is dramatised by the parental 

reactions to the prophecy of Anthia and Habrocomes‘ future travails given by the Oracle at 

Colophon in Xenophon‘s An Ephesian Tale (Eph. 1.7-10). Upon hearing the words of the 

oracle, the fathers of the lovers suffer hopelessness:  

Ταῦηα ὡο ἐθνκίζζε ηὰ καληεύκαηα εἰο Ἔθεζνλ, εὐζὺο κὲλ νἱ παηέξεο αὐηῶλ ἦζαλ 

ἐλ ἀκεραλίᾳ θαὶ ηὸ δεηλὸλ ὅ ηη ἦλ πάλπ ἠπόξνπλ, ζπκβάιιεηλ δὲ ηὰ ηνῦ ζενῦ ιόγηα 

νὐθ ἐδύλαλην· (Eph. 1.7)  

The parents‘ reaction emphasises the way the immediate exposure (n.b. ὡο ἐθνκίζζε; 

εὐζὺο) to events produces lugubriousness and hermeneutic problems. Xenophon‘s 

reference to aporia and amēchania flag a sense of resourcelessness in the face of exposure 

to overwhelming information. The verb ἀπνξεῖλ here seems to emphasise the problem of 

ordering and arranging events into a structured narrative—we have seen already, in the 

discussion of Aristides‘ Tales how aporia figured a form of ironic confusion;
55

 

immediately, the phrase ζπκβάιιεηλ … νὐθ ἐδύλαλην reiterates the point.56 Like a great 

                                                      

55
 See above, Chapter 2, text to notes 108-11. 

56
 cf.  the Mythemians‘ inabilty to understand the cause for the appearance of Pan at Long. D&C. 2.26: ηὴλ 

αἰηίαλ ζπκβαιιεῖλ. 
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many passages in the novels (particularly in relation to the oracles in Ephesian) this 

passage is both analeptic and proleptic: recalling the lines of the oracle only a few pages 

before; anticipating the travails the protagonists will experience in novel to come.  On one 

level, then, such passages appear to enhance people‘s ability to create order: these will be 

the events of the novel, this will be the order. Yet, here the use of ζπκβάιιεηλ seems to 

emphasise precisely the characters‘ inability to construct order, to arrange and tie together 

different textual moments into a structured narrative. Here the experience of immersion 

seems primarily concerned with the destruction of the audience‘s interpretative capacities. 

Yet, the deterioration of emotional control is dramatised in the Achilles Tatius passage 

above is not far from the surface. Only moments later Habrocomes‘ parents, when they 

recall everything at once, fall to the ground, and faint: ...πάλησλ ἅκα ἐλ ὑπνκλήζεη 

γελόκελνη, ηνῦ ρξεζκνῦ, ηνῦ παηδόο, η῅ο ἀπνδεκίαο, ἔθεηλην εἰο γ῅λ ἀζπκνῦληεο· (Eph. 

1.10).
57

 

 

 In what follows, I argue that the experience of pain and grief in the novels is 

intimately tied to the experience of immersion. To do this, I will adduce two arguments. I 

show first that the traumatic experience of love and the suffering it induces overwhelms, or 

threatens to overwhelm, the protagonists. This is particularly true of Anthia and Clitophon 

whose reactions to their painful pathēmata are bound up with the inability for 

comprehension and control. Secondly, I show that many of the story-telling events 

throughout the protagonists‘ respective progressions through the novels continue to cause 

pain by immersing both speaker and audience in the traumatic events of the past.    

                                                      

57
 cf.  Of course, their reaction to events is not the only possible one. Anthia‘s parents are able to deal more 

felicitously with the overwhelming moment—Xen. Eph. Eph. 1.10: ὁ δὲ Μεγακήδεο θαὶ ἡ Δὐίππε 

ἐπεπόλζεζαλ κὲλ ηὰ αὐηά, εὐζπκόηεξνη δὲ ἦζαλ, ηὰ ηέιε ζθνπνῦληεο ηῶλ κεκαληεπκέλσλ. For a metaliterary 

reading of ζύκνο in this passage see  Whitmarsh (2008) 140-1. It is not insignificant in this instance that we 

discover in the final stages of the narrative that Habrocomes‘ parents have died from their grief (Xen. Eph. 

Eph. 5.15).  
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2. Defining Love 

‗It was Sappho who first called eros ―bittersweet‖. No one who has been in love 

disputes her. What does she mean?‘58 As has been acknowledged, the experience of love 

presents Greek writers with a paradox: love encapsulates experiences of both pleasure and 

pain. Phaedra‘s nurse claims at Hippolytus 348 that love is both the most sweet and most 

bitter of experiences; the assertion that love was a type of λόζνο was common from early 

Greek poetry.59 In this section, I investigate how two characters react to the painful, 

traumatic experience of love. Much has been written about how the experience of love, and 

especially unfulfilled love, was presented in the novels as a profoundly passive, 

nosological experience.
60

 Here I want to shift the terms of this debate by arguing that the 

pain they feel is intimately associated with the experience of immersion. This has 

implications both for how we see the novel as a narrative about love, and how the novels 

invite readers to approach the relationship between story and the physical experience of 

suffering.    

 

The onset of love is violent and painful. Chareas‘ experience of seeing Callirhoe is 

not only described as a trauma (κεηὰ ηνῦ ηξαύκαηνο, Eph. 1.1.7), but its physical effects are 

likened to receiving a mortal wound (ὥζπεξ ηηο <ἀξηζ>ηεὺο ἐλ πνιέκῳ ηξσζεὶο θαηξίαλ, 

1.1.7).61 Similarly, Habrocomes suffers pain at the hands of Eros: ὁ ζεὸο … ὠδύλα κὴ 

ζέινληα (Eph. 1.4.4). This recurring emphasis on violence has been seen as part of a long 

                                                      

58
 Carson (1998), 3. 

59
 For this tradition see Carson (1998). Eur. Hipp. 348: ἥδηζηνλ, ὦ παῖ, ηαὐηὸλ ἀιγεηλόλ ζ‟ ἅκα.  

60
 See below note 60.  

61
 cf.  Ach. Tat. L&C. 1.4.4: ἐξσηηθ῵ ηξαύκαηη.  
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standing literary tradition.62 But what the focus on that literary heritage has missed is the 

specific connection between incomprehensibility and trauma: falling in love is in many of 

the novels both traumatic and perplexing. Anthia, for instance, receives the God in a 

painful way (πνλήξσο, 1.3.2; cf.  1.4.6), and describes her experience as a ‗strange‘ or 

‗new‘ pain (ὀδπλῶκαη θαηλὰ). In Longus, both protagonists refer to pain when describing 

the incomprehensible nature of falling in love: Νῦλ ἐγὼ λνζῶ κέλ, ηί δὲ ἡ λόζνο ἀγλνῶ· 

ἀιγῶ, θαὶ ἕιθνο νὐθ ἔζηη κνη· ιππνῦκαη, θαὶ νὐδὲλ ηῶλ πξνβάησλ ἀπόισιέ κνη· (D&C. 

1.14); moments later, Daphnis describes his experience as a ‗strange disease‘ (λόζνπ 

θαηλ῅ο), of which he does not know the name (ἧο νὐδὲ εἰπεῖλ νἶδα ηὸ ὄλνκα, 1.18).  

 

The θαηλόηεο of love plays, ironically, on the literary heritage of the novels. It 

implicates the experience of love in the novelists‘ sense of novelty: as has been 

acknowledged, θαηλόο often refers to the novelists‘ awareness of their own status within 

the canon of literary genres.
63

 Read one way reference to the θαηλόηεο of love implicates 

the very physical experience in the novels‘ glorification of themselves as new, unusual, 

different: love as a new, perplexing physical experience. Read another way, by referring to 

love as a series of events which are acknowledged literary clichés it introduces a sense of 

irony into the claim to strangeness. What the protagonists experience on a physical level 

might be ‗strange‘, but it is not, by any stretch of an aware imagination ‗strange‘ or ‗new‘ 

on a literary level: love as ‗old-hat‘, a well worn, universal literary experience. The 

introduction of irony instantiates distance: the reader is safely protected (in Chariton and 

Xenophon) from the threat of exposure to love‘s pain. Importantly, it also opens up 

questions about the connection between the literary and the physiological experience of 

                                                      

62
 For a discussion of precisely these symptoms and their literary tradition see, Toohey (1992), 365-86; 

(1999), 262-5.  
63

 Tilg (2010), 164-197. 
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pain; the characters of the novel experience on a physical level that which is profoundly 

literary. 

 

a) Defining Questions in An Ephesian Tale 

In Xenophon‘s An Ephesian Tale, the connection between love, suffering, and 

ineffability is allied to the creation of the narrative itself. Falling in love is both the 

moment in the text which initiates novelistic action, and also an experience which induces, 

if it does not necessitate, narrative explication. When Anthia laments to herself about her 

love for Habrocomes at 1.4.7 her language locates epistemological uncertainty at the centre 

of her (and readers‘) concerns: ...ηίο ἔζηαη ὁ η῅ο ἐπηζπκίαο ὅξνο θαὶ ηί ηὸ πέξαο ηνῦ θαθνῦ;. 

Anthia‘s questions gesture in a number of directions. Arguably, ηὸ πέξαο invokes slippage 

between literary boundaries and geographical thresholds. In Lucian's True Histories and 

Heliodorus' An Ethiopian Tale, πέξαο designates the point where the geographical limits of 

the characters' respective journeys and the novels end.
64

 In questioning her experience in 

this way, Anthia collapses the distance between the corporeal experiences of suffering and 

desire and the text—the end of her desire and suffering are assimilated to literary 

boundaries; the end of the novel.  

 

Anthia‘s desire for knowledge is echoed at other points in the same novel. Anthia‘s 

parents‘, ignorant of the cause (αἰηηαλ) of her suffering, send for seers and priests in order 

to learn the remedy for the disease.65 In the end the parents of both lovers seek …ηήλ ηε 

                                                      

64
 For πέξαο as a geographical boundary cf. ‗πεξάησλ‘ at Thuc. 1.69; cf.   Hom. Od. 23.243; scholion at Σ 

Hom. Od. 23.296: Ἀξηζηνθάλεο δὲ θαὶ Ἀξίζηαξρνο πέξαο η῅ο Ὀδπζζείαο ηνῦην πνηνῦληαη. Luc. VH. 1.5; Hld. 

Aeth. 10.41.4: ...ηνηόλδε πέξαο ἔζρε ηὸ ζύληαγκα ηῶλ πεξὶ Θεαγέλελ θαὶ Χαξίθιεηαλ Αἰζηνπηθῶλ. 
65

 Xen. Eph. Eph. 1.5.6: …ηὴλ δὲ αἰηίαλ νὐ θαηλνκέλελ η῅ο ζπκθνξᾶο. Δἰο ηέινο εἰζάγνπζη παξὰ ηὴλ Ἀλζίαλ 

κάληεηο θαὶ ἱεξέαο, ὡο εὑξήζνληαο ιύζηλ ηνῦ δεηλνῦ. 
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αἰηίαλ η῅ο λόζνπ θαὶ ηὴλ ἀπαιιαγήλ from the Oracle at Colophon. Apollo‘s response is 

programmatic:  

Τίπηε πνζεῖηε καζεῖλ λνύζνπ ηέινο ἠδὲ θαὶ ἀξρήλ; Ἀκθνηέξνπο κία λνῦζνο ἔρεη, 

ιύζηο ἔλζελ ἀλέζηε. Γεηλὰ δ‟ ὁξῶ ηνῖζδεζζη πάζε θαὶ ἀλήλπηα ἔξγα· ἀκθόηεξνη 

θεύμνληαη ὑπεὶξ ἅια ιῃζηνδίσθηνη, δεζκὰ δὲ κνρζήζνπζη παξ‟ ἀλδξάζη 

κημνζαιάζζνηο θαὶ ηάθνο ἀκθνηέξνηο ζάιακνο θαὶ πῦξ ἀΐδεινλ,  θαὶ πνηακνῦ 

Νείινπ παξὰ ῥεύκαζηλ Ἴζηδη ζεκλῆ ζσηείξῃ κεηόπηζζε παξαζηῆο ὄιβηα δῶξα.  Ἀιι‟ 

ἔηη πνπ κεηὰ πήκαη‟ ἀξείνλα πόηκνλ ἔρνπζη. (1.6.2)66 

The oracles‘ framing of the parents‘ desire plays heavily on the polysemous nature of ηέινο 

and ἀξρή: as with Anthia‘s query, the beginning and end of suffering are assimilated to the 

bookends of narrative itself. The oracular pronouncement links the parents‘ desire for 

knowledge about the ‗end‘ and ‗beginning‘ of disease to the two structuring moments of 

the text—the text which is to come?  

 

What is the significance of this search for meaning, and for the tēlos? Anthia‘s and 

her parents‘ desire to find the tēlos and the archē can be read in terms a desire to construct 

the meaning of her experiences. In his Reading for Plot, Brooks argues that the end 

occupies a determinative position for understanding the meaning of a plot: ‗the very 

possibility of meaning plotted through sequence and through time depends on the 

anticipated structuring force of the ending: the interminable would be meaningless, and the 

lack of ending would jeopardise the beginning...‘.67 Xenophon‘s opening initiates a 

narrative defined, in part, by a yearning for explanation and understanding. The capacity 

                                                      

66
 The passage is textually problematic. The only confusion in the first two lines (with which we are 

predominantly concerned here) is the reading of ἀλέζηε which has the variations Ἀλπζηή (B) and ἅκ'ἕζηαη 
(Lumb). There is considerable confusion over precisely what the oracle foretells. For discussion of the textual 

problems associated with the oracle‘s response see Hägg (1971), 229-31.  
67

 Brooks (1984), 92-3.  
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for explanation and understanding is unavailable to the characters precisely because they 

stand at the beginning of the novel, uninitiated, inexperienced; unable to see events in their 

broad perspective. Read one way, Anthia‘s and her parents‘ searching underscores the 

central role of the tēlos in the narrative of her suffering. Reaching the tēlos in Xenophon‘s 

account involves not only reaching the book-end, or the boundary of one‘s experiences, but 

reaching a state in which one is able to see what has passed in greater perspective: to 

understand how the various moments of the action of the novel relate to each other; to 

understand the various experiences within a broader perspective. It is a progression 

towards a moment in which individuals gain a degree of hermeneutic control over their 

experiences and are able to place them in an order: to create meaning from the events in 

which they were once immersed; in short, to reach a state in which they can exercise 

narrative control.68 Anthia‘s longing for the tēlos is eloquent, simultaneously expressing 

her desire for meaning and hermeneutic control, and attesting to its absence.   

 

b) Narrative and Story in Leucippe and Clitophon 

 Achilles Tatius' novel offers readers a cagier example of the ancient romance, and is 

often considered deliberately subversive of generic practices. In the initial scenes of the 

work, the narrator is inspired by a painting to contemplate the power of love (L&C. 1.2),
69

 

which in this case leads to an exploration of suffering. In his dialogue with the unnamed 

narrator, Clitophon confirms the power of Eros by emphasising his first-hand knowledge 

of the god: Ἐγὼ ηαῦηα ἅλ εἰδείελ, ἔθε, ηνζαύηαο ὕβξεηο ἐμ ἔξσηνο παζώλ. Clitophon's 

language is eloquent here, figuring the generic topoi as both ὕβξεηο and παζήκαηα:70 the 

power of Eros is understood through the first hand experience of suffering. As if to confirm 

                                                      

68
 cf.  Whitmarsh (2003), 194-5.  

69
 Long. D&C praef. 1 

70
 cf.  Ach. Tat.  L&C. 6.16.2, 6. 5.4, 6.16.1, 7.14.3, 8.1.4, 8.3.2, 8.5.5.  
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the point, the narrator asks for a rendition of his experiences: ηί πέπνλζαο, εἶπνλ, ὦ ἀγαζέ; 

θαὶ γὰξ ὁξῶ ζνπ ηὴλ ὄςηλ νὐ καθξὰλ η῅ο ηνῦ ζενῦ ηειεη῅ο (L&C. 1.2). Through the 

conversation between the two figures, Achilles manoeuvres the reader from a 

contemplation of Love's power to a desire to hear about the nature of an individual's 

suffering. Achilles‘ narrative is not mobilised by a confusion about a nosos, the causes of 

which must be explained. But, its conceit is grounded in the desire to understand the 

character and extent of Love's capacity to induce suffering.  

 

Clitophon‘s interchange with the unnamed narrator has a number of interesting 

elements. He begins by warning his interlocutor that Σκ῅λνο ἀλεγείξεηο ιόγσλ· ηὰ γὰξ ἐκὰ 

κύζνηο ἔνηθε (1.2). The echoes of Plato‘s Republic in the first half of this sentence are 

clear, and this phrase has received considerable attention from a literary critical 

perspective.71 What interests me here is the way in which Clitophon's passage represents 

the potential effects of the story. The metaphor of a bee swarm can be taken to refer to an 

ambivalence about both the experiences of love, and the potential effects of his story: does 

it imply sweet, pleasing honey, or painful stings? Bees figure the narrative in a number of 

ways. Clitophon‘s metaphor suggests the story may resist reasonable attempts at control, 

not only threatening to break the boundary between story and listener, but to swarm 

around, surround, and overwhelm both speaker and listener. Clitophon‘s representation of 

his account of his own sufferings here doesn‘t evoke the medical metaphors we saw in the 

discussion of An Ephesian Tale, but it does suggest that his story will resist efforts and 

containment and control, and bite.  

 

                                                      

71
 cf.  Pl. Resp. 450b1. For a discussion of this scene and its representation of the story-telling moment, see 

with further bibliography Ni-Mheallaigh (2008), 232-3; cf.  Morales (2004), 50-60, who discusses the 

allusion to Pl. Resp. 450b1. The scene has been analysed particularly heavily in terms of its Phaedrean 

setting. This is particularly evident in the reference to a hēdus topos at 1.2.3; cf.  Pl. Phdr. 229a-b3.  
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3. Painful Stories, Repetition, and Immersion 

In this section I investigate the way the narration of stories through the novels 

continues to cause both speaker and listener pain. Over the course of the novels, the 

protagonists repeatedly engage in acts of narration which—as has been outlined by 

Hägg72—recapitulate earlier material. Here I focus on three fields of repetition specifically 

associated with grief: embedded letters, which are written with the express purpose of 

inducing grief in the reader; tragic lamentations, which are spoken between tears and 

tragic-style groans; and, finally, narrations of characters‘ vicissitudes which are speciously 

motivated to evoke others‘ tears, grief, and pity. The stories, as we shall see, serve to re-

expose the individual to trauma. By immersing the characters in events which undermine 

their hermeneutic and emotional control these narratives induce pain.  

 

a) Memory and Pleasure 

Let us begin by thinking about the dynamic of memory, repetition, and pleasure in 

the novels. The centrality of memory to the operations and construction of plot has been a 

leitmotif of psychoanalytic literary criticism.
73

 Brooks argues that the mnemonic functions 

of a narrative are centrally connected to its pleasurable effects. For Brooks, the repetition 

of different events serves to create an act of return and repetition within the narrative, an 

oscillation forward and backwards in the action of the plot;
74

 this act, in turn, problematises 

the inexorable forward movement towards the tēlos. Oscillation is key to the pleasure 

associated with reading because it operates as a type of foreplay, a ‗tease‘ which enhances 

                                                      

72
 Hägg (1971), 245-87; on their ‗intellectual‘ rather than emotional function see esp., 259, 330-2. 

73
 Caruth (1996). For an application of Brooks‘ interpretation of Freud to a classical text see Quint (1993), 

53-96; 
74

 ‗…repetition is so basic to our experience of literary texts that one is simultaneously tempted to say all, and 

say nothing on the subject ... all the mnemonic elements of literature and indeed most of its tropes are in 

some manner repetitions that take us back in the text, that allow the ear, the eye, the mind to make 

connections, conscious or unconscious, between different textual moments, to see past and present as related 

and as establishing a future that will be noticeable as some variation in the pattern.‘ Brooks (1984), 99. 
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the ultimate pleasure the reader experiences upon reaching the end.
75

 This model of 

repetition/delay/pleasure explains only part of the dynamics of recollection and repetition 

within the ancient novels. We have already suggested that the novels build upon a theory 

of recollection and forgetfulness developed in the early Greek poets Homer, Hesiod, and 

Pindar. We saw, above, that the ability of a poem to charm and please was determined by 

its ability to induce forgetfulness of current or recent ills, and the memory or contemplation 

of distant events unconnected from the listener. Demodocus‘ song, for instance, induces 

pain in Odysseus because it induces memory of, a return to, events which Odysseus was 

directly exposed to; recapitulation of past woes, in this context, serves to immerse 

Odysseus in a world of pain and grief.
76

 

 

b)  Tragic Lamentation and Uncertainty   

Tragic style lamentations occur throughout the novels.
77

 They are typically 

associated with excessive emotional outbursts, most notably of grief and pain. (The verb 

ηξαγσδεῖλ is used on a number of occasions to point to bombastic and histrionic language 

and behaviour.78) In many instances these tragic lamentations play on a relationship 

between hermeneutic aporia and the expression of grief. The outpouring of grief 

associated with these textual moments can be linked to the lack of control they attempt to 

cope with.  

 

Let us begin with a tragic lament uttered by Habrocomes as he and Anthia realise 

they are the objects of piratical affections:  

                                                      

75
 ‗...they create a delay, a postponement in the discharge of energy [i.e. desire or pleasure], a turning back 

from immediate pleasure, to ensure the ultimate discharge will be more pleasurable.‘ Brooks (1984), 101-2. 
76

 Walsh (1984), 22-4; cf.  Hes. Theog. 98ff. 
77

 For a discussion of tragic lamentations see Hägg (1971), 262-3, 72-3, 283; cf.  Birchall (1996), 1-17.  
78

 Pl. Cra. 414c, 418c.  
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Ὦ πάηεξ ἔιεγνλ, ὦ κ῅ηεξ, ὦ παηξὶο θηιηάηε θαὶ νἰθεῖνη θαὶ ζπγγελεῖο. Τειεπηαῖνλ δὲ 

ἀλελεγθὼλ ὁ Ἁβξνθόκεο ὢ θαθνδαίκνλεο ἔθεζελ ἡκεῖο, ηί ἄξα πεηζόκεζα ἐλ γῆ 

βαξβάξῳ, πεηξαηῶλ ὕβξεη παξαδνζέληεο [πεηξαηῶλ]; Ἄξρεηαη ηὰ κεκαληεπκέλα· 

ηηκσξίαλ ἤδε κε ὁ ζεὸο η῅ο ὑπεξεθαλίαο εἰζπξάηηεη· ἐξᾷ Κόξπκβνο ἐκνῦ, ζνῦ δὲ 

Δὔμεηλνο.  Ὢ η῅ο ἀθαίξνπ πξὸο ἑθαηέξνπο εὐκνξθίαο, εἰο ηνῦην ἄξα κέρξη λῦλ 

ζώθξσλ ἐηεξήζελ, ἵλα ἐκαπηὸλ ὑπνζῶ ιῃζηῆ ἐξῶληη ηὴλ αἰζρξὰλ ἐπηζπκίαλ; Καὶ 

ηίο ἐκνὶ βίνο πεξηιείπεηαη πόξλῃ κὲλ ἀληὶ ἀλδξὸο γελνκέλῳ, ἀπνζηεξεζέληη δὲ 

Ἀλζίαο η῅ο ἐκ῅ο; Ἀιι‟ νὐ κὰ ηὴλ κέρξηο ἄξηη ζσθξνζύλελ ἐθ παηδόο κνη 

ζύληξνθνλ, νὐθ ἅλ ἐκαπηὸλ ὑπνζείελ Κνξύκβῳ· ηεζλήμνκαη δὲ πξόηεξνλ θαὶ 

θαλνῦκαη λεθξὸο ζώθξσλ. Ταῦηα ἔιεγε θαὶ ἐπεδάθξπελ·. (Eph. 2.1) 

This lament is bookended by references to tears and lamentations: θαηαβαιόληεο ἑαπηνὺο 

ἔθιαηνλ, ὠδύξνλην (2.1); ἐπεδάθξπελ (2.1) and plagued by questions of control and 

epistemological uncertainty. At one point, Habrocomes is said to gain control of his 

emotions (Τειεπηαῖνλ δὲ ἀλελεγθὼλ ὁ Ἁβξνθόκεο), yet this sense of emotional control is, 

arguably, immediately undercut by the emotional breakdown which acts as a bookend to 

his questions and promises a few lines later: ηαῦηα ἔιεγε θαὶ ἐπεδάθξπελ (2.1).79 

Habrocomes‘ lack of understanding is manifested in the open ended questions about the 

future which plague the passage: cf.  for example, ηί ἄξα πεηζόκεζα; and moments later, ηίο 

ἐκνὶ βίνο πεξηιείπεηαη πόξλῃ κὲλ ἀληὶ ἀλδξὸο γελνκέλῳ, ἀπνζηεξεζέληη δὲ Ἀλζίαο η῅ο 

ἐκ῅ο. This uncertainty appears to be marked further by the reference to the prophecy: the 

use of ἄξρεηαη is eloquent, flagging the disjuncture between the beginnings of the predicted 
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 Fusillo (1999), 60-82. 
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action, but the absence of any certainty about the tēlos.80 The oscillation between gaining 

control and losing it on an emotional level is marked by the failure to assert control over 

the events described on a hermeneutic level.  

 

This ambivalence is played out at other points across the corpus. When Callirhoe 

reaches the Euphrates in Chareas and Callirhoe, she laments the seemingly endless course 

of separations and depravations she has experienced: 

Τύρε βάζθαλε, θαηὰ κηᾶο γπλαηθὸο πξνζθηινληθνῦζα πνιέκῳ, ζύ κε θαηέθιεηζαο ἐλ 

ηάθῳ δῶζαλ, θἀθεῖζελ ἐμήγαγεο νὐ δη‟ ἔιενλ, ἀιι‟ ἵλα ιῃζηαῖο κε παξαδ῵ο. 

ἐκεξίζαληό κνπ ηὴλ θπγὴλ ζάιαζζα θαὶ Θήξσλ· ἡ Ἑξκνθξάηνπο ζπγάηεξ ἐπξάζελ 

θαί, ηὸ η῅ο θηιίαο κνη βαξύηεξνλ, ἐθηιήζελ, ἵλα Χαηξένπ δῶληνο ἄιιῳ γακεζῶ. ζὺ 

δὲ θαὶ ηνύησλ ἤδε κνη θζνλεῖο· νὐθέηη γὰξ εἰο Ἰσλίαλ κε θπγαδεύεηο. μέλελ κέλ, 

πιὴλ Ἑιιεληθὴλ ἐδίδνπο γ῅λ, ὅπνπ κεγάιελ εἶρνλ παξακπζίαλ, ὅηη ζαιάζζῃ 

παξαθάζεκαη· λῦλ δὲ ἔμσ κε ηνῦ ζπλήζνπο ῥίπηεηο ἀέξνο θαὶ η῅ο παηξίδνο ὅιῳ 

δηνξίδνκαη θόζκῳ. Μίιεηνλ ἀθείισ κνπ πάιηλ, ὡο πξόηεξνλ Σπξαθνύζαο· ὑπὲξ ηὸλ 

Δὐθξάηελ ἀπάγνκαη θαὶ βαξβάξνηο ἐγθιείνκαη κπρνῖο ἡ λεζηῶηηο, ὅπνπ κεθέηη 

ζάιαζζα. πνίαλ ἔη‟ ἐιπίζσ λαῦλ ἐθ Σηθειίαο θαηαπιένπζαλ; ἀπνζπῶκαη θαὶ ηνῦ 

ζνῦ ηάθνπ, Χαηξέα. ηίο ἐπελέγθῃ ζνη ρνάο,δαῖκνλ ἀγαζέ; Βάθηξα κνη θαὶ Σνῦζα 

ινηπὸλ νἶθνο θαὶ ηάθνο. ἅπαμ, Δὐθξᾶηα, κέιισ ζε δηαβαίλεηλ· θνβνῦκαη γὰξ νὐρ 

νὕησ ηὸ κ῅θνο η῅ο ἀπνδεκίαο ὡο κὴ δόμσ ηηλὶ θἀθεῖ θαιή. (Ch.5.1.4-7)  

Callirhoe‘s recollection of her earlier exiles at this critical narrative threshold provides a 

framework for how we should interpret the crossing of the Euphrates: one more privation 
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 cf. Hägg (1971), 227-33.  
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in a series of hardships. Her lament suggests that her new experience should be interpreted 

in terms of its repetition of all her previous tribulations. Her new experiences constitute the 

return of her past trauma: pain and grief associated with exile has the capacity to continue 

to leak into the protagonist‘s present experience.  

 

Her lament verbalises not only her pain but the strategic attempt to force her 

experiences into a narrative order, to bring them to completion. Arguably the use of loipon 

marks out a degree of finitude to her experiences, capping her long experience of 

separation and travail (cf. ινηπὸλ νἶθνο θαὶ ηάθνο). Yet her lament also seems to play up 

the difficulty of such an act of capping and ordering. Her attempt to supply an ending to 

her story of suffering is surrounded by questions: ηίο ἐπελέγθῃ ζνη ρνάο, δαῖκνλ ἀγαζέ; and 

uncertainties about the future. In these two examples, such ‗tragic‘ moments appear to 

emphasise precisely the problem of defining and truly understanding events which have 

not come to conclusions; the narratives reflect a desire for order and control, but ultimately 

fail to provide either, remaining open-ended. This open-ended is associated, then, with a 

degree of pain and grief. Both tragic laments sets up present experiences as reminders of an 

earlier list of sufferings, and simultaneously problematize the opportunity to understand or 

define those experiences in relation to the character‘s uncertain futures.  

 

c)  Epistolary Returns and Visualising Past Events.  

The question of emotional and narrative control is played out in a slightly different 

way in a range of epistolary narratives, such as Leucippe‘s letter to Clitophon at Leucippe 

and Clitophon 5.18.  This letter is a good example of the connection between recollection, 
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pain, and exposure to traumatic events.81 Leucippe‘s letter begins with the powerful 

assertion of the necessity of reminding him of her sufferings: ὅζα κὲλ δηὰ ζὲ πέπνλζα, 

νἶδαο· ἀλάγθε δὲ λῦλ ὑπνκλ῅ζαί ζε (L&C. 5.18.3). Leucippe‘s insistence on reminding 

Clitophon of what he apparently already knows plays on a common novelistic theme in 

which characters lament the incommensurability of the two protagonists‘ experiences. 

Recall for instance Anthia‘s lament that she does not experience suffering similar to 

Habrocomes (ὢ πάληα ἄδηθνο ἐγὼ θεζὶ θαὶ πνλεξά, ὡο νὐρὶ ηνῖο ἴζνηο Ἁβξνθόκελ 

ἀκείβνκαη, Eph. 3.5); that she does not remember (ἀκλεκνλῶ) Habrocomes‘ sufferings. In 

Anthia‘s case, she herself remembers what Habrocomes has endured for her, and rehearses 

his experiences.82 In the case of Clitophon, Leucippe feels she must force him to remember 

all that she has endured on his behalf. Here, this process is applied to exposing the reader 

to the traumatic experiences of the other: forcibly reminding the reader of the experiences 

of the other involves ensuring Clitophon encounters Leucippe‘s trauma as if he were an 

eyewitness and a victim himself:  

ὡο δὲ εἰο ηὰο κάζηηγαο θαὶ εἰο ηὰο βαζάλνπο ἐγελόκελ, ἃο ὁ Σσζζέλεο αὐηῆ 

παξεηξίςαην, ἔθιανλ ὥζπεξ αὐηὰο ηὰο βαζάλνπο βιέπσλ αὐη῅ο· ὁ γὰξ ινγηζκόο, 

πέκπσλ η῅ο ςπρ῅ο ηὰ ὄκκαηα πξὸο ηὴλ ἀπαγγειίαλ ηῶλ γξακκάησλ, ἐδείθλπ ηὰ 

ὁξώκελα ὡο δξώκελα. … νὕησο Ἠζρπλόκελ θαὶ ηὰ γξάκκαηα. (L&C. 5.19.6) 

In this way readers are informed of the intensity of Clitophon‘s engagement with all that 

Leucippe has suffered. Leucippe‘s letter exposes Clitophon to her experiences by 

mobilising a broad notion of ekphrasis and enargeia. As we saw with the discussion of 

                                                      

81
 Chareas‘ letter is explicitly written on advice to undermine her potential emotional stability—Ch. 4.4.5: 

…ιππεζήησ, ραξήησ, δεηεζάησ, θαιεζάησ·.  
82

 Xen. Eph. Eph. 3.5: Ὁ κὲλ γὰξ ἵλα ἐκὸο ἀλὴξ κείλῃ θαὶ δεζκὰ ὑπνκέλεη θαὶ βαζάλνπο θαὶ ἴζσο πνπ θαὶ 

ηέζλεθελ· ἐγὼ δὲ θαὶ ἐθείλσλ ἀκλεκνλῶ θαὶ γακνῦκαη δπζηπρήο, θαὶ ηὸλ ὑκέλαηνλ ᾄζεη ηηο ἐπ‟ ἐκνί, θαὶ ἐπ 

εὐλὴλ ἀθίμνκαη ηὴλ Πεξηιάνπ.   
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Longinus and others the quality of enargeia was recognised in antiquity as one of the 

strategies by which literature produced an emotive response similar to that of an 

eyewitness in the reader.83 More than simply documenting his ‗emotional‘ response to 

vivid description, Clitophon‘s reference to the interplay between the ‗eyes of his soul‘ (η῅ο 

ςπρ῅ο ηὰ ὄκκαηα) and his reception of visual phenomena (ἐδείθλπ ηὰ ὁξώκελα ὡο 

δξώκελα) tap into a particular aspect of ekphrastic theory which explores the way language 

exposes individuals to events.  Webb has emphasised how rhetorical theorists‘ discussions 

of ekphrasis start from a conception of language in which words operate as a powerful 

physical force which penetrate the readers‘ (or listeners‘) bodies and appeal to the eyes of 

the soul.84  For rhetorical theorists it seems that this ability to penetrate the body of the 

listener is central to vivid description‘s capacity to induce an emotional effect (pleasure, 

indignation, pity, etc) in the reader.85  This process commonly understood to involve an act 

of temporal or spatial displacement: the audience is transferred to events in the past in 

order to feel that they are actively involved in them.86 The emotive responses of Clitophon 

are, on this rhetorical reading of the passage, manipulated through a process in which the 

description of suffering literally transports him in time and space back to those events. On 

one level, Clitophon‘s emotional response is specifically associated with a painful 

reaction—ἔθιανλ seems to point to a tragic feeling of grief.  

 

d)  Recounting Tales of Woe 

                                                      

83
 Zanker (1981), 297-311. For more bibliography see above: chapter 1, notes 4, 27. 

84
 Webb (2009), 98-99. See especially her discussion of the rhetorical theories of Quintillian and Ps.-

Longinus.  
85

 Webb (2009), 99-100. 
86

 See the discussion of ‗transference‘, ‗metastasis‘, or ‗metathesis‘ in Webb (2009), 100n34. the use of 

rhetoric to express the theme of ‗absence‘ vs. ‗presence‘: Robiano (2007), esp. 203-4: ‗la lettre est à la fois 

l‟indice d‟une présence et l‟indice d‟une absence‘ (204). On the scenes of letter reception in general see 

Koskenniemi (1956), 172-86. 
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The grievous effects of Leucippe‘s powerful rhetoric are repeated in other moments 

of strategic narration in which narrators seek to induce feelings of pity and philia among 

listeners. Autobiographical accounts of one‘s vicissitudes or painful experiences are 

common throughout the novels. The ability of these autobiographical accounts have to 

shape affective relationships between people has been discussed by Most, who focuses on 

the way pity leads inexorably to feelings of friendship between strangers.
87

 What interests 

me is the way in which the evocation of pity induces a painful return to traumatic events.  

 

In a provocative scene at 3.14 Clitophon tells his story to the general who has saved 

him from a group of bandits in Egypt. Clitophon‘s description of this act of narration 

emphasises its emotional effects—…θαὶ παξὰ ηὸ δεῖπλνλ ἐππλζάλεην ηἀκὰ θαὶ ἀθνύσλ  

ἠιέεη (Leucippe, 3.14.2); moments later we are told that Clitophon‘s story led the General 

to tears (…δάθξπα πξναγαγεῖλ, 3.14.4). Clitophon goes to some length to explain his 

audience‘s affective response to his story. Clitophon‘s explanation of the General‘s 

reaction presents his response as one of pity: ‗sympathy‘ (ζπκπαζὴο) and ‗pity‘ (ἔιενλ) are 

the natural responses of ‗one who listens to others evils‘ (ἀθξναηὴο ἀιινηξίσλ θαθῶλ, 

3.14). 88  For Clitophon this reaction is an inexorable product of the effect of grief and 

suffering on others‘ souls: ἡ … ςπρὴ καιαρζεῖζα πξὸο ηὴλ ὧλ ἤθνπζε ιύπελ, ζπλδηαηεζεῖζα 

θαηὰ κηθξὸλ ηῆ ηνῦ πάζνπο ἀθξνάζεη ηὸλ νἶθηνλ εἰο θηιίαλ θαὶ ηὴλ ιύπελ εἰο ηὸλ ἔιενλ 

ζπιιέγεη. (3.14). Exposing someone to one‘s own suffering or grief ‗softens‘ the soul of 

another, inducing grief and, eventually, friendship. 

 

                                                      

87
 Most (1989), 114-33.  

88
 For a discussion of sumpatheia, particularly in relation to Aristotle and pity see: Konstan (2001), 59-61. 
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The intersection of pity and sympathy here also links the passage‘s theory of pity 

with the discussion in Aristotle‘s Rhetoric. Pity for Aristotle constituted a kind of pain 

(ιππή) which occurs at the appearance of evil (θαηλνκέλῳ θαθ῵), which is either deadly or 

grievous (θζαξηηθ῵ ἥ ιππεξ῵, Rh. 1385b13-4). Central to Aristotle‘s interpretation of pity 

is a process in which the individual comes to realise the relevance of another‘s suffering 

for themselves. One feels pity when they realise that they, or their loved ones, might suffer 

a similar fate: ὃ θἅλ αὐηὸο πξνζδνθήζεηελ ἅλ παζεῖλ ἥ ηῶλ αὑηνῦ ηηλα, θαὶ ηνῦην ὅηαλ 

πιεζίνλ θαίλεηαη (Rh. 1385b14-6).89 The mechanics of this process are stressed a few 

moments later when Aristotle tells us that a man is moved to pity when is moved in such a 

way ὥζη‟ ἀλακλεζζ῅λαη ηνηαῦηα ζπκβεβεθόηα ἥ αὑη῵ ἤ <ηῳ> ηῶλ αὑηνῦ, ἥ ἐιπίζαη 

γελέζζαη αὑη῵ ἤ ηῳ ηῶλ αὑηνῦ. (1386a1-2). What interests me here is Aristotle‘s focus on 

the idea of recollection: for Aristotle, pity occurs in combination with mnemonic action—

when past experiences are remembered, individuals feel pity. Built into Aristotle‘s theory 

of pity is a sense in which exposure to certain events returns individuals to past traumas.90  

 

An overt example of the process of being ‗returned‘ to one‘s own suffering is the 

interaction between Menelaos and Clinias at Leucippe and Clitophon 2.27. During their 

journey to Egypt, Menelaos tells the story of his accidental manslaughter of his lover to 

Clitophon and Clinias:  

ἐπεδάθξπζελ ὁ Κιεηλίαο αὐηνῦ ιέγνληνο Πάηξνθινλ πξόθαζηλ, ἀλακλεζζεὶο 

Χαξηθιένπο. θαὶ ὁ Μελέιανο, “Τἀκὰ δαθξύεηο,” ἔθε, “ἥ θαὶ ζέ ηη ηνηνῦηνλ 

ἐμήγαγε;” ζηελάμαο νὖλ ὁ Κιεηλίαο θαηαιέγεη ηὸλ Χαξηθιέα θαὶ ηὸλ ἵππνλ, θἀγὼ 

                                                      

89
 Arist. Rh. 1385b16-9: δ῅ινλ γὰξ ὅηη ἀλάγθε ηὸλ κέιινληα ἐιεήζεηλ ὑπάξρεηλ ηνηνῦηνλ νἷνλ νἴεζζαη παζεῖλ 

ἄλ ηη θαθὸλ ἥ αὐηὸλ ἥ ηῶλ αὑηνῦ ηηλα, θαὶ ηνηνῦην θαθὸλ νἷνλ εἴξεηαη ἐλ η῵ ὅξῳ ἥ ὅκνηνλ ἥ παξαπιήζηνλ·.  
90

 Rutherford (2001), 119. 



 

 207  

ηἀκαπηνῦ. Ὁξῶλ νὖλ ἐγὼ ηὸλ Μελέιανλ θαηεθ῅ πάλπ ηῶλ ἑαπηνῦ κεκλεκέλνλ, ηὸλ 

δὲ Κιεηλίαλ ὑπνδαθξύνληα κλήκῃ Χαξηθιένπο, βνπιόκελνο αὐηνὺο η῅ο ιύπεο 

ἀπαγαγεῖλ, ἐκβάιισ ιόγνλ ἐξσηηθ῅ο ἐρόκελνλ ςπραγσγίαο·. (2.27) 

Here Menelaos‘ story induces a process in which Clinias is returned to his own grievous 

experience: the phrase Πάηξνθινλ πξόθαζηλ (cf.  Il. 19.302) eloquently flags the way 

exposure to one event evokes a memory of a more personal trauma: another‘s suffering 

returns one to one‘s own traumatic past.91 The interaction between Clinias and Menelaos 

replays with remarkable accuracy the mnemonic process Aristotle attributes to the 

excitation of grief and pity: Menelaos is θαηεθ῅ since he κεκλεκέλνλ; Clinias ‗weeps a 

little‘ κλήκῃ Χαξηθιένπο. Recollection is a painful process. Konstan argues that Aristotle‘s 

theory of pity allows no room for the experience of self-pity: pity is an experience felt 

towards individuals distant from the pitier.
92

 Clitophon‘s passage, in combination with 

Aristotle‘s use of recollection, suggests that self-pity was not only possible but actually 

central to the emotion: self-pity is built into the process of returning the individual to the 

lugubrious experiences of their past.  

  

4. Conclusions 

There are then a number of central points to be extracted from this discussion. The 

recapitulations discussed above do far more than serve what Hägg sees as an intellectual 

function, recapping the material for the benefit of the reader. Rather they create a return or 

a repetition within the text which is associated with a number of important emotional 

states: namely grief, and emotional aporia. In Freudian terms the characters continue to 

                                                      

91
The phrase seems to have been proverbial for the act of thinking about one thing while having another in 

mind; cf. Plut. de Ipsum Laud. 546e: ὅπσο θαζαξνὶ θαὶ ἀλύπνπηνη θηιαπηίαο θαὶ πεξηαπηνινγίαο ὦζη θαὶ κὴ 

δνθῶκελ „Πάηξνθινλ πξόθαζηλ‟ ζθᾶο δ‟ αὐηνὺο δη‟ ἐθείλσλ ἐπαηλεῖλ. 
92

 Konstan (2001), 62-4.  
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repeat their traumatic experiences because they have not been able to assert their 

hermeneutic or temporal distance from them. The action of repetition within the novels 

serves to problematise, firstly, the easy association of the novels with pleasure; and 

secondly, asks readers to think about how the act of telling stories infects and influences 

readers, psychologically and physically: reading stories of painful, lugubrious events is a 

dangerous business.     

 

SECTION 4: REACHING THE END, PAINFUL EXPERIENCES, AND PLEASURE 

 

In order to complete our understanding of the relationship between the Greek 

romances and the ancient tradition of psychotherapy let us turn to a discussion of the tēlos. 

We saw above how the novels were concerned to instantiate a happy ending in which the 

painful experiences of the past were renegotiated: Chariton‘s use of the adjective 

kartharsion pointed to a managerial process associated with the achievement of the tēlos in 

which ta skuthrōpa of earlier books were redefined in more pleasurable terms. In this 

section, I develop our understanding of that therapeutic function by investigating the 

connection between the assertion that the protagonists have reached the end of the novel, 

and the nature of the stories they tell of what that they have endured. I argue two central 

points. Firstly, I show that the pleasurable nature of such recapitulations is underpinned by 

the sense of distance, aloofness, from the past. This has, I suggest, a number of 

implications for the way the protagonists are able to engage with, recount, and control the 

narrative of past painful experiences. Secondly, this sense of aloofness particularly in the 

novels of Chariton and Xenophon underpins the capacity of the protagonists to exercise a 

degree of narrative control over their experiences.  

 

1. Recapitulation, Aloofness, and Psychology 
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The tēlos of the novels is characterised by the acts of narrative recapitulation which 

communicate the suffering and the experiences of the protagonists to those who have not 

been immediately exposed to them. In contrast to the acts of storytelling and narrative 

recapitulation throughout earlier sections of the novels, these stories are explicitly 

characterised in terms of the pleasure they will bring listeners and narrators. The different 

affective nature of these stories is underpinned by the explicit emphasis of the protagonists 

distance from past events—the characters and the storytelling episode is cut off, and 

protected from the past. Both of these techniques centre around the creation of aloofness 

which facilitates the development of pleasurable accounts of past trauma. 

  

The instantiation of aloofness constitutes the prime aspect of the novels‘ 

engagement with the notion of psychoanalytic therapy. We discussed above (cf.  text to 

note 17) that a central part of the therapeutic process involved the therapist helping the 

reader to re-experience his past in a detached way. In this context, Freud argued that the 

therapist take specific measures to make the patient understand that what he was re-

experiencing was part of his past. This act is associated with a sense in which the patient is 

helped to adopt a perspective of aloof detachment from those experiences. In other words, 

Freud asserted that by making the patient aware that his experiences were in his past, the 

analyst would assist the patient in overcoming his traumatic neuroses and pain.
93

  

 

2. Recapitulation and Pleasurable Spaces.  

If the tēlos is characterised by a pleasurable recapitulation of the protagonists‘ past 

experiences, that pleasure is figured partially in terms of pleasurable spatial context in 

which such stories are retold. The narrative recapitulations which characterise the end of 

the three novels we have been investigating are underpinned by the presentation of the 

                                                      

93
 See above this chapter text to notes 15-20.  
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locus of the story-telling event. In Achilles Tatius‘ novel the spatial context for the final 

recapitulation of the protagonist‘s story has two elements: Sostratus, Leucippe, Clitophon, 

and the Priest all meet and recount their stories within the temple of Artemis (L&C, 7.4-5). 

The temple is particularly significant in this context, because it is presented as a space in 

which virgins and slaves can seek protection from their masters.
94

 The temple of Artemis 

in this instance takes on the status of discrete, enclosed space which protects the 

individuals from the outside world. Within this space, the interaction between the three 

characters is described as a symposium (cf. the use of ηὸ ζπκπόζηνλ at L&C. 8.5).
95

 We 

have already noted the connection between the symposium and the experience of 

pleasure.
96

 In this instance, there is a clear play on the notion of the ἡδύο ηόπνο: the 

pleasure associated with this cultural space is presented as guaranteeing the affective 

reaction to the process of recapitulation. The symposium creates a cultural space in which 

pleasure, and happiness, are linked to the narration of one‘s experiences; that pleasurable 

expectation is further enhanced by the fact that the symposium is embedded in a space 

which is presented as offering protection from the outside world.  

 

In Chariton‘s work the play on the spatial context of the final recapitulation is 

slightly different: the symposium is replaced by the assembly, and the theatre: the citizens 

detain Chaereas in the assembly to tell his story (Chariton 8.7). The context for Chaereas‘ 

recapitulation has a number of implications. On one reading we might see the reference to 

the theatre in terms of the way in which the novels present readers with manipulations of 

                                                      

94
 Ach. Tat. L&C. 7.13; cf. Clitophon‘s remarks at 8.2: Πνῖ θύγσκελ ἔηη ηνὺο βηαίνπο; πνῖ θαηαδξάκσκελ; 

ἐπὶ ηίλα ζεῶλ κεηὰ ηὴλ Ἄξηεκηλ; ἐλ αὐηνῖο ηππηόκεζα ηνῖο ἱεξνῖο· ἐλ ηνῖο η῅ο ἀζπιίαο παηόκεζα ρσξίνηο. 
95

 A similar association between the recapitulation of stories and a sympotic context inheres in Xenophon‘s 

novel although the implications of this connection have been left undeveloped by the author—Xen. Eph. Eph. 

5.13: ...ὡο δὲ ἔζπζαλ ἐθείλεο η῅ο ἡκέξαο θαὶ εὐσρήζεζαλ, πνιιὰ θαὶ πνηθίια παξὰ πάλησλ ηὰ δηεγήκαηα, 

ὅζα ηε ἔπαζελ ἕθαζηνο θαὶ ὅζα ἔδξαζε, παξεμέηεηλόλ ηε ἐπὶ πνιὺ ηὸ ζπκπόζηνλ, ὡο αὑηνὺο ἀπνιαβόληεο 

ρξόλῳ. 
96

 See above, this chapter note 42.   
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drama and comedy. (Such a reading would fit well with the reading of Chariton‘s reference 

to the final book as karthasion as a reference to Aristotle‘s notion of tragic katharsis.) Yet, 

it also recalls the context of public, civic oration and epideictic performance throughout the 

Imperial period. One particular contextual reference point is Dio of Prusa‘s seventh 

oration, the Euboian Oration. The connections between Dio‘s oration and the genres of 

pastoral romance and the novelistic genre have been well discussed.
97

 What interests me in 

this instance is the way Dio‘s practice of speaking before the people in an epideictic setting 

provides a context for a pleasurable story: as Dio himself tells us, it is not without pleasure 

to recall the travels of a vagrant or old man: ...since πνιιὰ ηπρὸλ ἀκθόηεξνη πεπόλζαζηλ, 

ὧλ νὐθ ἀεδῶο κέκλεληαη.
98

 The cultural context of Dio‘s and Chareas‘ narrations serves 

not only to provide a boundary between the protagonists and their past experiences, but 

also shapes the affective reactions of the audience to their recapitulations. These stories are 

located within a particular cultural and spatial context which means we should interpret 

them within a framework associated with pleasure.
99

  The recapitulations are placed in 

cultural spaces which pre-figure the transition to pleasing recapitulation.   

 

3. Story-telling, Pleasure, and the Past 

The second strategy adopted by the novelists involves a more psychologically 

attuned process of shaping the way the protagonists understand the relationship with their 

experiences. The protagonists are made aware that their journey, and the traumatic events 

of their past, have come to an end. This process allows them to adopt a changed 

perspective towards their trauma. In so doing, it allows them to overcome the shame they 

                                                      

97
 Highet (1973), 35-40; Jouan (1977), 38-46. Anderson (2000), 143-50. For the connection between the 

Euboicus and Longus see Hunter (1983), 66-7. 
98

 Dio. Chr. vii.1. 
99

 Although remember that the context for Clitophon‘s narration to the unnamed narrator takes place within 

an apparently pleasant place: Achilles Tatius plays on the expected pleasure associated with the hedus topos 

and the powerful, and potentially painful nature of the story: Ach. Tat. L&C. 1.2. 
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feel towards their experiences, and to express a degree of narrative control over their 

experiences.  

 

a) Re-evaluating the Past in Chariton and Achilles Tatius 

Chareas‘ recapitulation of his experiences is defined by a process in which the he is 

helped to overcome his resistance to narration. Chareas initially shirks from recounting his 

experiences (ὤθλεη Χαηξέαο, Chariton 8.7.4) due to a combination of fear and 

embarrassment. He attempts to begin at the end, wishing not to pain the people (θἀθεῖλνο 

ἀπὸ ηῶλ ηειεπηαίσλ ἤξμαην, ιππεῖλ νὐ ζέισλ [ἐλ] ηνῖο πξώηνηο θαὶ ζθπζξσπνῖο ηὸλ ιαόλ, 

8.7.3 ); when asked to tell the whole story he feels embarrassment at narrating events 

which did not go according to plan (ηῶλ νὐ θαηὰ γλώκελ ζπκβάλησλ αἰδνύκελνο, 8.7.4). 

Chariton‘s resistance to public discussion of his lugubrious experiences appears founded, 

at one level, in a reticence to inflict pain on others through recounting a narrative of 

grievous experiences: arguably, Chariton‘s resistance to speaking is a reaction to the way 

stories throughout the novels cause pain to their listeners.   

 

Importantly, however, this resistance is overcome through the positive 

reinforcement of the effects of reaching the tēlos. Hermocrates attempts to remove 

Chareas‘ reticence by emphasising the presence of a brilliant end to his travels: …κεδὲλ 

αἰδεζζῆο, ὦ ηέθλνλ θἅλ ιέγῃο ηη ιππεξόηεξνλ ἥ πηθξόηεξνλ ἡκῖλ· ηὸ γὰξ ηέινο ιακπξὸλ 

γελόκελνλ ἐπηζθνηεῖ ηνῖο πξνηέξνηο ἅπαζη… Ch. 8.7.5).  Achieving a brilliant end alters the 

affective reception of the lugubrious events in earlier books—all is well that ends well. 

How might we read Hermocrates‘ words here? They appear to perform a similar function 

to the act of psychological priming we encountered in Plutarch‘s Consolation to his 
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Wife.
100

 There we saw that the addressee—in that case, Plutarch‘s wife—was directed 

towards a particular attitude towards past events by the guidance provided by an outsider. 

A similar effect inheres in this context. Hermocrates‘ advice ultimately requires Chareas to 

rethink how he views the past, and its potential to cause pain; it does so by asking him to 

think about how the ending plays the determinative role in shaping our understanding of 

events. Hermocrates‘ statement enforces the fact that the children have reached the tēlos 

(in other words their ordeal is over), and asks them to re-evaluate their understanding of 

those experiences in light of the fact that all has ended well.   

 

A similar form of psychotherapeutic reinforcement occurs in Achilles Tatius, where 

the encouragement of the audience shapes the protagonists‘ understanding and aloofness 

from their past experiences. Initially, the symposium in which Clitophon, Sostratus, and the 

priest discuss the events of the novel, is defined by shame and embarrassment: ...θαὶ ἦλ 

ὅινλ ηὸ ζπκπόζηνλ αἰδώο (L&C. 8.5). The reference to symposium heightens the 

awkwardness and embarrassment felt by the different parties by locating their discussion in 

a space typically reserved for philia, free-speech, and pleasure. The awkward silence is 

finally broken by the combination of wine and the prodding of a priest who attempts to 

elicit a story from Sostratus by reminding him of what is appropriate for sympotic 

contexts: ...ηί νὐ ιέγεηο, ὦ μέλε, ηὸλ πεξὶ ὑκᾶο κῦζνλ ὅζηηο ἐζηί; δνθεῖ γάξ κνη πεξηπινθάο 

ηηλαο ἔρεηλ νὐθ ἀεδεῖο· νἴλῳ δὲ κάιηζηα πξέπνπζηλ νἱ ηνηνῦηνη ιόγνη (8.8.4). The point is 

re-enforced moments later when Sostratus encourages Clitophon to tell his story.
101

 Like 

Chareas, Clitophon is encouraged to overcome his embarrassment at narrating a painful 

story:  

                                                      

100
 Chapter 3, text to notes 32-3. 

101
 The reference to wine here seems to make the point even more explicit; cf. Ach. Tat. L&C. 8.4: πξντόληνο 

δὲ ηνῦ πόηνπ θαὶ ηνῦ Γηνλύζνπ θαηὰ κηθξὸλ ἐμηιαζθνκέλνπ ηὴλ αἰδῶ (ἐιεπζεξίαο γὰξ νὗηνο παηήξ) ἄξρεη 

ιόγνπ πξῶηνο ὁ ἱεξεὺο πξὸο ηὸλ Σώζηξαηνλ.  
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θαὶ γὰξ εἴ ηί κνη ζπκβέβεθε ιππεξόλ, κάιηζηα  κὲλ νὐ ζόλ ἐζηηλ, ἀιιὰ ηνῦ δαίκνλνο· 

ἔπεηηα ηῶλ ἔξγσλ παξειζόλησλ ἡ δηήγεζηο ηὸλ νὐθέηη πάζρνληα ςπραγσγεῖ κᾶιινλ ἥ 

ιππεῖ. (L&C. 8.4.5)  

The assertion that the narrative of events which have passed (n.b. the tense of παξέξρνκαη) 

will charm the soul more than grieve it has a number of implications. At one level, it 

reaffirms that the lugubrious events of the narratives earlier books are in the past—

Clitophon is now someone who ‗is suffering no longer‘ (ηὸλ νὐθέηη πάζρνληα). The way in 

which the affective capacity of this particular narrative is figured is also significant. The 

verb ςπραγσγέσ is eloquent here: on one level it invokes psychological theories about 

narrative expressed in Gorgias‘ Encomium of Helen about the power logos has to charm 

and lead the soul.
102

 Sostratus‘ encouragement taps into a long tradition in which narrative 

has the power to act as a drug which charms the individual, stops grief and eases 

suffering.
103

 At a more fundamental level, it figures the role of rhetoric in playing a 

therapeutic role by changing the condition and orientation of the soul. Sostratus‘ language 

here encourages us to see the psychagogic power of this narrative, invites us to think of 

this narrative in terms of the therapeutic tradition; not in terms of pain, but pleasure. The 

renegotiation of Clitophon‘s story on more pleasurable terms connects a sense of aloofness 

from the past with the psychological charm and pleasure of a story of past events.   

 

b) Narrating, Finality, and Control 

The second important aspect of the acts of narrative recapitulation which occur at the 

closure of the novels concerns the way the protagonists exercise narrative control over 

                                                      

102
 Gorg. Fr. 11.8-14 DK. 

103
 On Gorgias and Isocrates use of enchantment see Constantinidou (2008), 162-88. cf. the use of ςπραγσγία 

at Pl. Phdr. 261a to designate rhetoric‘s capacity to create conviction; cf.  Hld. Aeth. 1.9.1: Ἐπεὶ δὲ νὐθ 

ἀλίεζαλ ἀιιὰ παληνίσο ιέγεηλ ἱθέηεπνλ, κεγίζηελ ἡγνύκελνη παξαςπρὴλ ηὴλ ηῶλ ὁκνίσλ ἀθνήλ, ἄξρεηαη ὁ 

Κλήκσλ ἐληεῦζελ.  
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their past experiences. As we have seen throughout the novels, the experience of suffering 

associated with the recapitulation of past experiences centred around a connection with the 

way in which repetition threatened the achievement of the tēlos. Narrative repetition 

constituted, and enforced a return to past trauma in a potentially endless journey. In this 

section, I argue that in Chariton and Xenophon (in a slightly more problematic way) 

Achilles Tatius a central aspect of the pleasure associated with the final act of 

recapitulation is connected to the way the protagonists are able to exercise control over 

their narrative experiences.  

 

a) Chariton 

Chareas‘ narrative strategy before the dēmos is characterised by an ability to 

exercise narrative, or editorial, control over the events of his story. His initial attempts to 

recount the experiences of the couple are defined by his desire to rearrange the order or 

structure of his story: θἀθεῖλνο ἀπὸ ηῶλ ηειεπηαίσλ ἤξμαην, ιππεῖλ νὐ ζέισλ [ἐλ] ηνῖο 

πξώηνηο θαὶ ζθπζξσπνῖο ηὸλ ιαόλ (8.7.3). In a similar fashion, at 8.8.2 he requests that the 

crowd allow him to pass over certain painful events: ἐπηηξέςαηέ κνη ηὰ ἑμ῅ο ζησπᾶλ, 

ζθπζξσπόηεξα γάξ ἐζηη ηῶλ πξώησλ· Chareas interaction with the assembly, here, appears 

to suggest that he is a passive partner in the process of narrating his experiences: when it 

comes to hearing stories, the crowd gets what it wants—they force him to begin at the 

beginning, and insist on hearing the whole story.
104

 Yet, it is also important to recognise 

the degree of control that Chareas believes he can, and should, exercise over his story. The 

decision to begin at the end implies a degree of story-telling sophistication: will he re-write 

his life-story in a more pleasing way by making different editorial choices, by arranging 

material differently? Chareas‘ editorial decisions invite interpretation alongside the famous 

                                                      

104
 cf., for example,  Ch. 8.8.2: ὁ δὲ δ῅κνο ἐμεβόεζε ιέγε πάληα. 
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Odyssean question, ηί πξῶηόλ ηνη ἔπεηηα, ηί δ‟ ὑζηάηηνλ θαηαιέμσ; (Od. 9.13). Might we 

read Chareas as a new Odysseus, who can arrange and shape narratives to control the 

affective response of his audience? What interests me here is the way Chareas‘ sentiments 

appear to exercise a degree of editorial awareness and intent towards the narrative of his 

past experiences. Chariton is presented as a figure who is capable of understanding events 

in a broader perspective and exercising narrative control over them. This editorial 

awareness appears to reflect his development over the course of his novel: whereas earlier 

attempts to understand the experiences of the novel have ended in open ended questions 

and failed attempts to control the tēlos of events, here his desire to begin at the end implies 

a different relationship with, and perspective on, those events.  

 

b) Xenophon 

The relationship between finality and narrative form is slightly different in the other 

two novels with which we are concerned. In Xenophon‘s Ephesian, I want to emphasise 

one  element: the generic form into which the experiences of the protagonists are 

translated—the inscription and religious offering. This process of translation is, I contend,  

imbued with implications of finality and narrative control.  

Upon returning to Ephesus Anthia and Habrocomes immediately give thanks to 

the God Artemis for their safe return:   

Πξνεπέππζην δὲ ηὴλ ζσηεξίαλ αὐηῶλ ἡ πόιηο ἅπαζα· ὡο δὲ ἐμέβεζαλ, εὐζὺο ὡο 

εἶρνλ ἐπὶ ηὸ ἱεξὸλ η῅ο Ἀξηέκηδνο ᾔεζαλ θαὶ πνιιὰ εὔρνλην θαὶ ζύζαληεο ἄιια <ηε> 

ἐλέζεζαλ ἀλαζήκαηα θαὶ δὴ θαὶ [ηὴλ] γξαθὴλ ηῆ ζε῵ ἀλέζεζαλ πάληα ὅζα ηε 

ἔπαζνλ θαὶ ὅζα ἔδξαζαλ·. (Eph. 5.15) 

What interests me in this context is the way their experiences are connected with the 

process of inscription and commemoration. This act of inscription has a number of 
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connotations. The suggestion that it commemorated their sufferings and their adventures 

(cf. πάληα ὅζα ηε ἔπαζνλ θαὶ ὅζα ἔδξαζαλ) connects the inscription with the novel itself: 

the experiences of the novel are inscribed in stone. Arguably, the inscription marks out a 

degree of immutability and finality to the story of their experiences. These insinuations of 

finality are reinforced by the way the process of inscription and memorialisation helps map 

the protagonists movement through the novel. The protagonists journey away from, and 

return to Ephesus over the course of the previous five books was mapped by the placement 

of inscriptions or dedications at important geographical and narrative points. In Book 1 

Habrocomes and Athnia offer a dedication at the temple of Helius.
105

 The statue marks the 

last point before they are captured by Pirates as they leave Rhodes (Eph. 1.13). During the 

protagonists separate return journeys, inscriptions again play an important role in marking 

out the protagonists progression towards the end. At 5.10, Habrocomes returns to the 

panoply the couple had set up, and laments his failure to return home with Anthia; 

similarly, at 5.11 Anthia leaves an inscription and dedicates a lock of hair to Helius. The 

use of inscriptions and dedications map the progression of the protagonists through the 

novel. Encountering these landmarks helps to mark out the stages in their journey away 

from, and then respective returns towards the Ephesian community, and their reunification. 

When viewed in this light this final act of commemoration appears to mark out a degree of 

finality: the inscription identifies the arrival home.  The act of inscribing their experiences 

into stone is underpinned by the intimation of both homecoming, finality, and narrative 

immutability.  

 

c) Achilles Tatius 

If Chariton‘s and Xenophon‘s novels carry implications of finality and control, then 

Achilles Tatius‘ work offers a very different, far more problematic scenario. Like 
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 Xen. Eph. Eph., 1.12. 
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Chariton‘s work, Leucippe and Clitophon emphasises the capacity of the narrator to 

exercise a high degree of control over the process of narrative recapitulation. Clitophon‘s 

account of his and Leucippe‘s experiences is dominated by statements about narrative 

editing. When he reached the chapters about Melite I modified my account: ἐμῆξνλ ηὸ 

πξᾶγκα ἐκαπηνῦ πξὸο ζσθξνζύλελ κεηαπνηῶλ θαὶ νὐδὲλ ἐςεπδόκελ, ηὸλ Μειίηεο ἔξσηα 

θαὶ ηὴλ ζσθξνζύλελ ηὴλ ἐκήλ  (L&C. 8.5). Clitophon‘s use of the verb metapoiein here 

suggests a degree of editorial sophistication: Clitophon appears to take on the status of a 

editor, controlling information and its release.
106

 Although in the other novelists, the ability 

to exercise narrative or editorial control was associated with the achievement of the tēlos, 

Clitophon‘s capacity to manipulate and control the story of events reflects his ability to 

exercise narrative control and editorial shrewdness throughout the entire narrative. 

Exercising control in this example is not simply an expression of his changed 

understanding of his relationship with past events, but his narrative sophistication and self-

awareness throughout the entire narrative. 

  

At another level, the implications of finality and closure are ultimately undermined 

in this context. The final narrative recapitulation ends with a question which invites further 

action:  

Τὰ κὲλ ἡκέηεξα, εἶπνλ, ἠθνύζαηε• ἓλ δὲ αἰηῶ θἀγὼ καζεῖλ παξὰ ζνῦ, ἱεξεῦ, 

κόλνλ• ηί πνηέ ἐζηηλ ὃ ηειεπηαῖνλ ἀπηὼλ ὁ Θέξζαλδξνο θαηὰ Λεπθίππεο πξνζέζεθε, 

ζύξηγγα εἰπώλ; (L&C. 8.5.9) 

The second important aspect of this is the way the novel fails to return exactly to the 

opening scenario of the action. As has been recognised, Achilles Tatius‘ narrative doesn‘t 

return the reader to the opening scenes in which Clitophon begins to narrate his 
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experiences to an unnamed interlocutor.
107

 There are two points I want to emphasise about 

this fact. Achilles Tatius‘ novel of the experience of love doesn‘t ultimately allow the 

protagonist to achieve closure, or finality: the suffering associated with the experience of 

Eros doesn‘t end unproblematically or cleanly; achieving finality is not possible. Achilles 

Tatius confronts the possibility that stories of suffering will continue to cause pain. In other 

words, the failure to effect finality, and closure in these final scenes, is deliberately written 

against the expectation that the tēlos, will provide aloofness from suffering and help the 

protagonist renegotiate his experiences in more pleasurable terms. This helps explain the 

nature of the opening scenes in Achilles Tatius in which Clitophon continued to argue that 

his stories might cause pain: Achilles has come to understand the impossibility of 

achieving aloofness and closure. The narrative of love‘s pain will always have the potential 

to bite.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Throughout this final chapter, I have examined the way different forms of 

psychotherapeutic literature combated the nature of pain. We started with a model of 

psychotherapeutic work in which we saw that hedonistic philosophy paid great attention to 

the problem of distracting the individual from suffering. I engaged with that discourse of 

philosophical psychotherapy on two levels. In section 1, I showed that the philosophical 

consolatory works of Dio and Plutarch were specifically concerned with the way past 

trauma and pain could continue to overwhelm the individual. In Plutarch‘s case this needed 
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 There is much scholarly literature on this issue. For a discussion of the implications of this incomplete 

framing see Redpath (2005), 250-65, esp., n3 for further bibliography. Solutions for this ‗problematic‘ ending 

range from (a) incompleteness of the text and incompetence of the author—Anderson (1997), 2278-99, esp., 

2284—to the deliberate creation of ambiguity and resistance to closure: for an overview of these solutions 

see Redpath (2005), 252-4, 256-60.  
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to be overcome by engaging in a structured, controlled manipulation of the past through 

the use of psychological priming.  

 

In the remainder of the chapter, I showed how the novels should be considered part 

of the therapeutic tradition. I argued that they were characterised by the way they 

attempted to negotiate the twin experiences of poetic immersion and aloofness. In this 

process the protagonists ability to control, narrate, and move on from their experiences—in 

other words, to cultivate a sense of aloofness—allowed them to renegotiate those 

experiences as pleasurable. The novels‘ engagement with this mentalité was, I argued, 

figured in terms of a broadly Freudian idea in which the protagonists moved a state of 

immersion—in which they were overwhelmed by events, unable to create order out of their 

experiences—to a state in which, conscious of their distance from past ordeals, they were 

able to recount their experiences; that transition, I argued, was mapped onto a process of 

managing the relationship between pain and pleasure. Moving from a state of immersion to 

one of aloofness figured a transition in which events were cleansed of their painful or 

grievous character.  

 

This discussion had a number of important implications for our approach to the 

pain-language relationship. I showed how our experiences of pain were managed by the 

way, and the contexts in which, we narrated those experiences. Throughout the novels, 

protagonists ability to control and manage their experiences was undermined by the way 

narratives continued to return the protagonists to their past experiences.  
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Conclusion 

 

This investigation provided a history of the experience of pain within Greek literary 

culture of the first three centuries AD. In order to achieve this it was necessary to attend to 

the complex relationship between pain, language, and narrative representation. The pain-

language relationship is a difficult and cagey subject: philosophers, anthropologists and 

professionals working in medical and neurological sciences have all given considerable 

attention to the possibility of, and techniques for, putting the experience of pain into 

meaningful language. I contributed to this ongoing scholarly discussion by using different 

elements of Freud‘s psychoanalytic thought to unpack the complex relationship which 

inhered between bodily experience, language and sophisticated narrative form in the 

Imperial period.  

 

The significance of this research can be traced along three axes. 1. It adjusted 

classical scholarship‘s understanding of the boy and pain in the Imperial period. It showed 

that pain was experienced as a powerful, overwhelming, traumatic experience. This 

experience had the body capacity to overwhelm the individual‘s psychological and 

physical order; we also saw that this experience had a symbiotic relationship with language 

and narrative: on the one hand, pain had the capacity to destroy the linguistic and narrative 

resources of the sufferer; at the same time, the experience itself was shaped, managed, and 

alleviated by the process of narration and communication. 2. The conclusions of the 

research raised methodological questions about how historians approach the history of the 
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body, and the history of culture in the ancient world. We saw that the history of pain in the 

Imperial period could not be understood simply in terms of the themes and ideas which 

contributed to late antique Christian society; but rather the concern with suffering needed 

to be understood on its own terms; we saw that when understood in this way, Imperial 

Greek literature was characterised by an intense concern with the way the pain experience 

related to different forms of cultural representation. Scholarly understanding of the history 

of the body during this period, thus, needs to attend to the complex, mutually productive 

relationship between representation and experience. 3. Finally, it emphasised the potential 

of Classics to play a role in current ethical and political debates about the individual‘s 

experience of pain and its relationship to the broader community. The concern with the 

way pain was experienced and communicated raised issues and questions which continue 

to contribute to, for example, the ethical concerns of Kleinman and Susan Sontag.  

 

1. The Structure of my Argument 

Current scholarship on the history of pain in the Imperial period argues that the 

representation of suffering became, during the first three centuries AD, an increasingly 

effective and popular strategy for cultivating authority; and that this explains the success of 

Christian culture‘s representation of itself as a community of sufferers. This approach is 

associated with the work of Foucault, Brown, and Perkins (among others) who are 

concerned to understand how the Imperial period can be seen either as the end of antiquity 

or contributed to the emergence of Christian society in later centuries.
1
  This approach to 

the history of pain expresses a problematic and dangerous complicity in the history of 

Christianity‘s triumph, by providing a reading of ancient society in which Christian ethics 

becomes the critical lens through which previous cultures are evaluated. Against this 

                                                      

1
For references and discussion, see above Introduction, text to notes 7-21. 
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Christian-centric approach, this thesis innovated by providing a complex analysis of 

ancient ―pagan‖ culture on its own terms.  

 

My investigation proposed two central arguments. I suggested that the experience 

of pain was intricately tied up with the strategies and techniques used for communicating 

that experience to others. I argued, furthermore, that this relationship was characterised by 

the way language attempted to negotiate the overwhelming, traumatic nature of the painful 

experience. To support these contentions, I adduced three different arguments. In chapter 

1, I turned to the question of desensitisation. Here I made a number of key points. I showed 

that rhetoric—and particularly the rhetorical sublime—offered an important cultural 

strategy for representing the suffering of an individual (or an animal) to the audience. It did 

so by replicating the experience of trauma in the viewer. I showed further that authors were 

able to control and manipulate their audience‘s capacity to understand the pain and 

suffering of others by attempting to control their engagement with the sublime elements of 

representation. We saw, particularly in the works of Plutarch and Galen, how the rhetorical 

nature of their descriptions of violated animal bodies was able to induce different reactions 

in their audiences through their manipulation of the text‘s visceral impact on the audience.  

 

In Chapter 2, I showed how medical discourse within the second century 

approached the problem of translating painful experiences into comprehensible narrative 

form. I compared and contrasted two ways of confronting the disordered, vague, often 

ineffable nature of pain and the damage it does to language and narrative structure, and the 

problems it poses to audience recognition, diagnosis, and understanding of the suffering 

body. I showed that Galen attempted to control the experience of pain and its narrative 

representation by translating fragmented, unclear patient discourse into sophisticated 

literary form which allowed the reader to understand, and diagnose, the sufferer‘s bodily 
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condition. I showed how Aristides resisted that act of control by presenting a narrative 

which testified to the ineffable, overwhelming nature of his pain experiences. This form of 

testimonial narrative confronted Galenic modes of narration by playing up, emphasising 

the impact of painful traumatic experience on language. Chapter 2 contributed to our 

models for the pain-language relationship and the experience of pain itself by emphasising 

the way certain authors attempted to negotiate the destructive impact of pain on narrative 

and linguistic capacity.  

 

Finally, in Chapter 3, I turned to the ancient practice of psychotherapy. Here I 

argued two points. I connected the Greek romance novels with the tradition of 

philosophical consolation through their concern for the capacity of the past to continue to 

overwhelm the individual in the present. I showed that the consolatory work of Dio and 

Plutarch was designed to control our engagement with a past which always had the 

capacity to return and continue to cause the individual pain. We showed how the novels by 

developing a therapeutic concern developed an understanding of a similar problem. By 

helping the protagonists to overcome their past, they managed painful experiences. This 

management of past painful experiences served to control the past, restrain overwhelming 

traumatic experiences to the past. This has dramatic implications for how we see the 

narratives of the romances as pleasurable narratives. Thus chapter 3 contributed to our 

model by showing how trauma could be controlled and managed through the process of 

narrating painful experiences. 

 

This investigation was not comprehensive.
2
 It did, however, focus on three fields of 

cultural action which were a central part of Imperial society. The importance of rhetorical 

                                                      

2
 A number of aspects of ancient culture would have benefitted from further analysis: stoic approaches to 

suffering in the thought of Epictetus, and the work of Marcus Aurelius; there are also a number of Lucian‘s 
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discourse, medical diagnostic practices, and Greek romance novels suggests that the 

questions these texts engage with concerning the pain-language relationship and the 

experience of pain itself were of central importance to Imperial culture. The literary areas 

that I have investigated here are embedded in a broader culture which is, I contend, deeply 

concerned with how to negotiate the relationship between pain, suffering, language and 

narrative, and the audience.  

 

2. Consequences for the History of the Body in Antiquity 

If it is true that this study has changed the way scholars understand the significance 

of pain in the Imperial period, then it also has a number of implications for how we 

approach the body in antiquity and other historical periods. A central consequence of the 

revaluation of the experience of pain in this culture was to reframe the way we approach 

the body.  

 

Over the last decade, increasing attention has been given to the importance of 

reclaiming sensory experiences from the past in cultural anthropology, sociology, and 

archaeology. This study aimed to contribute to that growing discourse on the 

phenomenology of the body by exploring how sensory or corporeal experience was 

continually being moulded and shaped by literary form. What I wanted to move away from 

was a scholarly focus on the way the body operates as a site of meaning, and becomes, 

rather a site of lived experience. In the case of pain, particularly, we have attempted to 

understand the way the experience is represented as a metaphor for the individual, or a 

place in which we can read the either the individual‘s self, or verify his experiences. For 

                                                                                                                                                                 

works concerned with pain, such as Podagra. In a slightly different vein, further analysis is needed on the 

role played by figures such as Prometheus and Philoctetes as cultural paradigms of suffering: for a discussion 

see Bowersock (1994), 55-76. For further discussion of some of the limitations of this thesis see above: 

Introduction, text to notes 39-44; Chapter 1, text to notes 13-14; Chapter 2, text to note 21; Chapter 3, text to 

notes 32-33. 
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Helen King, in her article, ‗Chronic Pain and the Creation of Narrative‘, the body of the 

sufferer is treated as a text which others can read and view. She writes of Aristides, in 

particular, that the body, 

susceptible to pain, disease, old-age, and death, seems to be a sign of distance from 

the divine world, but the creation of story from the minute details of its physicality 

paradoxically seeks to transcend its materiality and make it into a sign [my 

emphasis] of divine favour.
3
 

What interests me here is the way the body is continually treated as a sign or text. The assertion 

that the body‘s conditions—particularly the experience of pain—is prevalent in other contexts as 

well. Gunderson and Gleason have pointed out that within rhetorical contexts, the body is often 

manipulated as a collection of rhetorical signs which allow the individual to construct his identity 

as a masculine, virile, and legitimate rhētor;
4
 in her article, ‗Mutilated Messengers: Body and 

Language in Josephus‘, Gleason continually shows how the mutilation of the body and the 

representation of suffering operates as a privileged mode of communication between Romans and 

Jews.
5
 It is clear that in certain contexts the role the body plays as a sign has cultural validity. 

Nevertheless, one of the ultimate consequences of this study was to show that understanding the 

experience of pain requires taking a slightly different approach to the relationship between body 

and text; rather than approaching the experience of pain in terms of a ‗body as sign/text‘ model, we 

need to attend to the way narrative representation and body help to form and shape each other.  

 

Understanding the history of bodily experience involves recognising that bodies 

and texts have a dynamic, interactive, and fluid relationship. We saw, for instance, 

particularly in the discussion of the sublime that powerful language has a materiality which 

not only impacts on the emotions, but is continually conceived in terms of its destruction of 

                                                      

3
 King (2001), 282. The idea that Aristides‘ body, especially, operated as a readable text appears in Pearcy: 

Pearcy (1988), 387-91. 
4
 Gunderson (2000); cf. Gleason (1995), 55-81 on deportment as a language, esp., 58 on the importance of 

the ancient science of physiognomics as a ‗tool for decoding the signs of gender deviance‘. 
5
 Gleason (2001), 50-85. 
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the individual‘s corporeal order: Longinus‘ Sublime and Plutarch‘s Flesh both aimed to 

impact on the physical order of the reader, by exposing them to trauma; Plutarch‘s Flesh 

especially, attempted to adjust the way the individual saw, smelled, and listened to the infliction of 

violence on animals. In a slightly different way, the Greek novelists operated with an understanding 

that the way we tell stories of our experience is intimately connected to the amelioration and 

transcendence of our past traumatic experiences. By emphasising this relationship between the 

corporeal and linguistic or narrative forms of communication this thesis opened up possibilities for 

thinking about ancient culture in dynamic and productive ways: how are other bodily 

experiences—such as smell, or taste—influenced by the way they are communicated or described 

by individuals? How were texts, or narratives, received at the level of the body? To what extend 

does the materiality of language influence the way orators and audiences interact in the Imperial 

period?
6
 By attending to the way texts interact with bodily experience, it will be possible to 

reinvigorate our understanding and approaches to the body, and sensorial experience, in the ancient 

world.  

 

The second important consequence for the history of the body concerns the 

implications of my study of Galen and Aristides for the history of medical science. As I 

mentioned briefly in Chapter 2, approaches to the history of pain in antiquity have either 

focused on the way the experience of pain is classified and treated by doctors; or how our 

scientific understanding of pain has developed since Galen.
7
 Galen plays an important part 

in the development of not only our scientific understanding of the body, but also our 

rational approaches to its treatment. The method of differential diagnosis which he 

employs throughout his case-histories is still practiced in modern clinical contexts. As 

Montgomery has shown, in Doctor‟s Stories, medical students are still taught to ask 

                                                      

6
 One interesting and provocative example is the treatment of synaesthesia and the reception of oratory: 

Stevens (2008), 159-171.  
7
 For language and classification see Rey (1995), 22, 36; Horden (2008), 295-315. For a ‗history of scientific 

ideas‘ approach see Siegel (1970). 
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questions and develop techniques for the analysis and diagnosis of disease in ways we have 

seen are central to Galen‘s diagnostic methodology.
8
 The implications of this method are 

twofold: firstly, it implies that the body has an innate readability; secondly, it suggests that 

the experience of illness and pain, can be understood in scientific, rational terms. My 

discussion of Galen‘s narrative practices showed the politics inherent in assuming that the 

body‘s experiences have a rational, scientifically discoverable, and readable quality. One 

of the dangers in engaging in this Galenic approach to diagnosing the body is that it 

silences and ignores the potential for other, more supple (and subtle) approaches the 

problem of the individual‘s experience of pain. If scholars are to continue to envisage the 

body as a type of text then we have to give appropriate focus to the way that process 

reflects the politics of controlling the body: Galen‘s texts present a ‗straight‘ scientifically 

proven narrative about the body‘s stable experience of pain; to accept that story is to be 

complicit with the political aims of Galen‘s desire to narrate; our duty as historians of the 

body is to resist that complicity, discovering in the process how Galen‘s story was made 

straight—how the body was rendered as a readable text, and constructed as an object of 

scientific enquiry and knowledge.
9
  

 

3. Questions for Modern Ethical Debates about Suffering 

This investigation was framed within modern debates about pain and language, and 

the ethics of understanding others‘ suffering. The primary reason for this was to emphasise 

the role Classics has in contributing to these debates. The ancient world presents scholars 

with a cultural space within which it is possible to develop theories about the body, and 

contribute to modern philosophical and ethical discussion. In this context this study has 

                                                      

8
 Montgomery (1991), 59-82. 

9
 For a general discussion of the mysteriousness of the body, despite its importance in our understanding of 

our ‗selves‘ see Rimmell (2002), 9-16: ‗while bodies appear to be integers of reality (they display age, 

gender, experience, status), they also work to dodge or transcend it—they are the prime agents of disguise 

and transformation‘ (13).  
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raised several questions about our approach to suffering. The first concerns the idea of 

representation and its ability to communicate trauma and pain. Firstly, the study of the 

sublime rhetorical form developed in Chapter 1 suggests that some of the strategies of 

representation that dominated the Imperial period offer an effective and productive method 

for communicating suffering. Sontag and Kleinman in particular have seen representation 

as a means by which we are desensitised to others‘ painful experiences:
10

 this thesis raises 

the possibility of adjusting our appreciation of others‘ experiences by altering how we 

understand narrative forms of communication; to what extent does rhetoric have the 

potential to change the way suffering impacts on audiences?  

 

Secondly, this thesis provides an opportunity to renegotiate our understanding of 

pain in more supple terms. The capacity of rhetoric and communication to transmit 

experiences asks us to rethink the idea that pain is an individual experience. In this 

instance, the notion of rhetoric allows us to see how suffering and pain radiate out from the 

immediate traumatic moment through the cultural mechanisms and resources used to 

communicate that experience: does pain, as Scarry suggests, really come into our midst as 

something ‗incommunicable‘ and ‗unshareable‘
11

 or do we all share in the visceral 

experience of suffering?   

                                                      

10
 Sontag (2003), 111; Kleinman (1996), 1-24, esp., 4-5. 

11
 Scarry (1985), 4. 
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