Ethan Bickley
Discuss the representation of disability (physical or mental) in either Greek or Roman literature and art.
In this paper I shall discuss how Hephaestus is portrayed in Greek art as a potential allegory for the effects of arsenic used in Bronze age blacksmithing. Hephaestus was one of the 12 Olympians and the God of blacksmiths, as such his image appears on much of Greek pottery, murals and statues. Despite being described as physically deformed Hephaestus was respected by both the other Olympians and ancient Greeks and Romans for his talents, yet also viewed as repulsive due to his ugly appearance and lameness. This is often portrayed in art with his feet being backwards, some portrayals are kinder. Though the association between Hephaestus and arsenicosis has been recognised by historians I have yet to find a paper that fully explores its implications. Arsenic was used in place of tin to harden copper and so many blacksmiths suffered from arsenic poisoning resulting in lameness and physical deformity. The mythology of Hephaestus shows that the Greeks held at least a partial understanding of the effects of some chemicals on the human body, and by using his presentation as an example I hope to achieve greater understanding of how Greeks and Romans viewed the more maimed individuals in their society. Focusing on Athens, I will use Art from approximately the 6th B.C as they provide the most abundant art featuring Hephaestus the conclusions I suspect to draw are that though considered repulsive, much like Hephaestus there was a certain level of respect the ancient Greek smiths due to the function they performed in society. However, this would vary from place to place, as such I will also use Roman statues and art such as ‘Hephaestus and the Cyclopses’ recovered from Pompeii to broaden my paper and attempt to reach a greater understanding of how the representation of physical disability in Graeco-Roman art can inform us on how they viewed deformity in society.
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