Discuss the Representation of Disability (physical or mental) in either Greek or Roman literature and art.
In this paper, the focus of disability in the ancient world will remain solely on Greek literature and art and shall also be emphasised upon the physical image of disability in antiquity. The physical image of disability in the ancient world has been strongly shaped by indelible literary and artistic representations of the ancient Greek world from neoclassical and renaissance depictions of the standardised Greek physical form[footnoteRef:1], which in art is typically designed to portray the perfect human being. With this first statement in mind, this assignment shall focus on the ancient Greek mentality towards those with physical disabilities and also how they are approached. Within art and literature itself, the importance of its representation, or rather the lack thereof, shall be explored to understand why physical disabilities were not equally depicted in art yet explicitly described in literature as seen through the example of Raphael’s ‘School of Athens’ as a visual representation of the Greek physical body in comparison to ancient historians such as Aristotle, who refers to the ‘deformity’ of baldness (Generation of Animals 784 a) but also refers to monstrosity as the state of being very disfigured (Generation of Animals 769 b)[footnoteRef:2]. These are but two examples, more of which will be exemplified in later paragraphs. [1:  Rose 2013: 9-10 ]  [2:  Rose 2013: 9-10] 

Firstly, it is prudent to explore just how many physical disabilities there were in the ancient world and to see how these handicaps were responded to by those not necessarily afflicted with similar conditions. Perhaps a little surprisingly, there was a wide variety of physical disabilities in the ancient Greek world[footnoteRef:3]. It is thought that in any given public gathering place, one would have seen a much greater variety of physical conditions than one would see in the developed world today due to the sheer diversity of physical disabilities[footnoteRef:4]. This variety of physical forms would have included not only the beautiful bodies of Winckelmann’s conjecture but also children affected by clubfoot and rickets, people with spastic cerebral palsy, disabled war veterans and people with a host of other somatic variations[footnoteRef:5]. These are but a few physical conditions possibly observed by the ancient Greeks to be considered to be disabilities of a kind, however it must also be noted that ancient historians also have their own disorders that they consider physical ailments. One such historian is Aristotle, who refers to the ‘deformity’ of baldness[footnoteRef:6] (Generation of Animals 784 a) but also refers to monstrosity as the state of being very disfigured (Generation of Animals 769 b)[footnoteRef:7]. This term connotes the idea that the attitude towards disability in the ancient world is largely adverse, viewing them as monstrous due to their lack of perfection. The term was used to describe everyone from Thamyris, whom, the eighth century B.C Homeric writings tell us, the Muses maimed because he boasted that his musical skills were as great as theirs (Iliad 2.599). In addition, it is also Aristotle’s speculation (Generation of Animals 737 a) that a female is technically a deformed male, which again denotes the backwards attitude of the ancient world, or at least its historians, towards those with disabilities or those perceived to be of a lower social status than themselves, which definitely includes women as they are largely seen as inferior. To support this, Herodotus, the fifth century historian and chronicler of the Persian Wars, uses this most broad term when he has the wisest man in the world say that the fortunate man is the one who ends his life ‘without disfigurement, sickness or evil (I.32)’, again promoting the idea that to be physically disabled is less than desirable, arguably it could be said that it was considered to be a curse. Historian Martha Rose states that the physical environment in which these people lived differed vastly from Renaissance and Neoclassical depictions and from the modern, developed world[footnoteRef:8], not only the physical but also the cultural environment – the environment of attitudes – differed significantly from that of the modern, developed world[footnoteRef:9] which provides more support to the argument that representation of disability is based upon the attitudes of the ancient Greeks, which at the time are hugely negative due to their minimalistic understanding of the physically impaired. [3:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [4:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [5:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [6:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [7:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [8:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [9:  Rose 2013: 9-10] 

The representation of physical disability in the ancient Greek world can be best seen visually within Greek art as it is something that can be observed literally. Concerning physical impairments, it is not often represented within art due to the imperfection physical disability usually portrays, unless there is a specific character that is trying to be represented. The most notable and easiest to distinguish of these characters is arguably Hephaestus, the Greek god of fire and metalworking[footnoteRef:10], who when born was seen to be deformed and was therefore cast out of the heavens[footnoteRef:11]. Due to this myth, it is often represented in art that Hephaestus be painted or depicted with his feet twisted the opposite way whilst either walking with a cane or riding upon an animal of some kind, a representation that can be observed upon the Archaic vase titled ‘The Return of Hephaestus’[footnoteRef:12]. Although a god, Hephaestus is an imperfect immortal, which is represented through art rather vividly and clearly. In contrast to a clear representation, it is also notable that when there are no specific characters with a deformity within the myth that is being represented, there is very little equality surrounding disabilities and their representation of art. This means that most artistic representation depict beautiful and perfectly proportioned bodies of the ancient Greeks, such as the archaic amphora vase ‘Heracles and Cerberus’[footnoteRef:13] as well as the Exekias vase ‘Achilles and Penthesilea’[footnoteRef:14], both of which depict powerful and physically flawless males. This is just a small example of the representation of ancient Greeks, who prefer the perfection of the physical body rather than the accurate, however when disability or deformity is shown to be represented within art, it is notable that it is usually done very well and with consistency, such as with Hephaestus. [10:  Greek Gods and Goddesses 2017.]  [11:  Greek Gods and Goddesses 2017.]  [12:  The Return of Hephaestus 2017.]  [13:  Heracles and Cerberus 2017.]  [14:  The British Museum 2017.] 

In continuation, the representation of disability in literature is perhaps more significant due the fact that it is usually more explicit and detailed. This can be seen in the works of ancient historians such as Aristotle and Homer as they describe in great detail the monstrosity of deformed people, such as Thersites’ limp, his rounded shoulders, and his bald head add up to an overall appearance of the ugliest man among the Greek forces in the Trojan War[footnoteRef:15]. This all combines to signify a drastic change not necessarily in attitudes towards the disabled and physically deformed, but rather the way in which they are targeted in literature, as they are now the subject of criticism and used for entertainment. Because of this, their representation might possibly be exaggerated which therefore would indicate a lack of accuracy and prejudiced approach to them as a separate people, and it is strongly suggested through readings from Lysias, Plutarch and other ancient Greek authors that some Greeks constructed a social category of disability[footnoteRef:16]. On the other hand, there is evidence, however, that the Spartans encouraged those with disabilities and deformities to fight, regardless of their handicap, as they prized military prowess and lauded those who were able to overcome their disabilities[footnoteRef:17], indicating a broader understanding and acceptance of those with disabilities in the ancient world. A strong example within literature of the representation of disability in ancient Greece is the portrayal of Hephaestus in myth. It is written by several ancient authors, most notably Homer, that Hephaestus was born crippled[footnoteRef:18] and due to this deformity, he was thrown from a mountain in an attempt to be hidden from the other gods[footnoteRef:19]. With this representation, we are able to understand ancient society’s lack of empathy for those with deformities or disabilities, as exemplified through the literature surrounding Hephaestus and its description of his deformities which are horrific enough for him to be rejected by others. [15:  Rose 2013: 9-10]  [16:  Penrose 2017.]  [17:  Penrose 2017.]  [18:  Hephaestus Myths 2017.]  [19:  Hephaestus Myths 2017.] 

In conclusion, it is therefore understandable that ancient Greek society were highly judgemental in their representation of disabilities in both literature and art. In some ways, these representations can almost be described as unforgiving and hugely prejudiced to a people whom they depict. Physical disability and deformity are both represented as being a very negative concept, suggesting that society in ancient Greece ostracised those with disabilities due to their not following their social norms, however since evidence from ancient sources mostly concern a myth or a hugely biased ancient author, it is impossible to say for certain whether or not these views were shared by the population across the entirety of Greece, with the exception of Sparta whereby it is stated by Penrose that they encouraged the participation of the disabled as a sign of strength[footnoteRef:20]. Thus, it can be concluded that the representation of physical disability in ancient Greek literature and art is largely a topic of controversy, yet evidence suggests that those with deformities were not widely accepted into normal society due to their physical afflictions. [20:  Penrose 2017.] 
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