Discuss the representation of disability (physical or mental) in either Greek or Roman literature and art.

[bookmark: _GoBack]As it is in the contemporary world, physical and mental disabilities were ever present in the ancient world. Like today, everyone was effected by these disabilities, and no one was exempt from them, not even the ruling classes. One of the most prominent cases of this was the Roman Emperor Claudius, who was said to have been club-footed, have a stutter and maybe even tourette syndrome[footnoteRef:0]. It can be difficult to determine where the ancient peoples had mental disabilities as we know them due to the difficulties in diagnosing them, but this could also mean the ancient people had mental illness that have died out that we will never know of. Where some disabilities were hidden, others were flaunted, such as the Greek God Hephaestus, who is depicted with his feet pointing the wrong way. However, did people in the ancient world, attempt to keep their disabilities, mental or physical hidden from the public view.  [0:   Burden, George. The Imperial Gene Archived 11 June 2001 at the Wayback Machine., The Medical Post, 16 July 1996. ] 


One of the most infamous Roman politician and general of the late Republic, Gaius Julius Caesar was said to have been suffering from a form of mental illness. Modern scholarship believes that Julius Caesar may have been suffering from a form of epilepsy. Bruschi, a medial scholar believes that Caesar’s epilepsy may have come later in life following the effects of another illness which resulted in its cause, rather than being born with it.

“Thus, the epilepsy of Caesar appeared late in his life, suggesting an acquired rather than a congenital nature[footnoteRef:1]” [1:  (Www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk, 2017)] 


Montemurro, agrees with Bruschi’s suggestion that Caesar did not always have epilepsy, but in fact developed epilepsy later in life following another illness that led the way to it’s development. However, Montemurro does try to explain what may have been the cause, it is speculation at best, without a true diagnosis, we cannot be sure what caused it.

“Some scholars believe that he was plagued by malaria, whereas others believed that his seizures were caused by hyperglycaemia[footnoteRef:2]”  [2:   (Www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk, 2017)] 


Hodder’s work regarding the diagnoses of Caesar’s condition agrees with the conclusions that both Bruschi and Montemurro reach.[footnoteRef:3] Due to the amount of medical processionals and scholars agreeing on the possible cause of his epilepsy, it is more than likely he did develop it earlier. The Greek author and biographer Plutarch, wrote about Caesar’s fits:  [3:  Hodder, Harbour Fraser (September 2003).] 


“Was subject to epileptic fits, a trouble which first attacked him, we are told, in Corduba.[footnoteRef:4]” [4:  Plut. Caes. 17. Trans Perrin] 


Due to a lack of contemporary evidence of Caesar’s epileptic seizures, we have to rely on later authors and modern scholarship to determine the effects of them. Lovano, working with Plutarch claims Caesar tended to leave his affairs after having suffering from a seizure[footnoteRef:5]. As good as it is to have Plutarch as a source, he is know for over dramatising events to help fit his own narrative[footnoteRef:6]. However, Plutarch is still our best source for the time, despite him not being contemporary for the life of Caesar. From what we know, it does seem to suggest that Julius Caesar did attempt to keep his mental illness out of the public eye the best that he could. [5:  Lovano, 2015)]  [6:  Bennes. J Hillard. T. 2001. 135-140] 


Another case of a high profile Roman who may have suffered from a form of mental illness was the fourth ruler of the Roman Empire, the emperor Claudius. Claudius is said to have had a multitude of disabilities effecting him, including both mental and physical ones. Potter, a Roman scholar, writes about Claudius’s disabilities. Potter claims that Claudius suffered from, a club foot amongst other ailments[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Potter. 2014] 


“Claudius, who had a club foot and whom Augustus did not want to be seen in public.[footnoteRef:8]” [8:  Potter. 2014] 


Potter doesn't only just talk about Claudius’s physical disabilities, he also talks about his mental disabilities. Potter speculates that Claudius may have also suffered from a form of cerebral palsy[footnoteRef:9]. “and (possibly) suffered cerebral palsy[footnoteRef:10]” Due to the nature of cerebral palsy Claudius would have been born with the cerebral palsy that later effected him life, instead of developing it like Julius Caesar did with his epilepsy[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Potter. 2014]  [10:  Potter. 2014]  [11:  Ninds.nih.gov, 2017] 


“But when he walked, his weak knees gave way under him and he had many disagreeable traits[footnoteRef:12]” [12:  Claud. Suet. Trans Ihm] 


Suetonius writes about Claudius in his work The lives of the twelve Caesars[footnoteRef:13]. He goes on to talk about the way Claudius walks and the effect the disabilities he had on his knees. Suetonius was writing his works shortly after the reign of Claudius, therefore he would not have been able to see his disabilities in the flesh, meaning people would have known about them to be able to tell Suetonius. The account from Suetonius does make sense when you look at Potter’s ‘diagnosis’ of cerebral palsy. Due to the way cerebral palsy effects a person, Claudius would have found it hard to hide the physical and mental effects he suffered from the public view. From what Potter tells us about Claudius and his great uncle August’s view on his physical disability, it was important that the people did not see Claudius’s club foot. We do not know the exact reason, but it is quite likely that Augustus did not want the Imperial family to be presented as weak and disabled. So it is very likely that Claudius’s physical disability was at least tried to be kept hidden from the public light. [13:  Claud. Suet. Trans Ihm] 


During the early years of the foundation of the city and republic of Rome, the twelve tables were created as their form of law[footnoteRef:14]. The tables each ascertain to different aspects of Roman life, table four of the twelve tables talks about the rights of the paterfamilias[footnoteRef:15], the head of the family and what he allowed to do. The twelve tables are quite explicit on what to do with disabled children. “A dreadfully deformed child shall be quickly killed[footnoteRef:16]”. As we know, in the late republic and early imperial periods, there were physically disabled people. This either shows us that the laws changed and allowed these people to live normal lives, or no one paid attention to it. The twelve tables show us that disabilities were portrayed in a highly negative view, so bad that it was effectively publishable by death[footnoteRef:17]. This shows us that disabilities were portrayed in a bad light during Rome’s early history. [14:  McCarty. 2008]  [15:  Hornblower, Spawforth and Eidinow, 2013]  [16:  Mellor. 2013]  [17:  Mellor. 2013] 



In the ancient world it wasn't only literature where things were recorded, we also have depictions of disabilities, both mental and physical in the art they created. One of the most notable depictions of a physical disability comes from the mythical king of Thebes, Oedipus[footnoteRef:18]. According to the literary traditions and the art of the ancient world, Oedipus blinded himself after discovering that he had in fact married and slept with his mother[footnoteRef:19]. This shows us that the ancient people had no problem displaying physical disabilities on their artwork. Yet people still attempted to hide them. [18:  Delahunty, Dignen, 2010]  [19:  Delahunty and Dignen, 2010] 


As we can see, in ancient Rome, people did generally attempt to try and hide their disabilities both mental and physical from the public eye. In the early republican times, the twelve tables almost made it illegal to be allowed to live with a deformity or disability. However, the type of disability the person was suffering from would effect their attempt to hid it. Caesar would have found it easier to hide his epilepsy[footnoteRef:20]than Claudius would his cerebral palsy[footnoteRef:21]. This can be seen prominently in the upper echelons in society, even the Imperial family were not exempt from disability. This is generally not the case in the artistic traditions of the ancient world. Most of the depictions we have on pottery and from images are of the mythical figures, but this still shows us how the ancients viewed disabilities. From this, we can see that the ancients did attempt to hide their disabilities in person, however, their Gods and heroes were depicted in art with their disabilities for people to see. [20:  Plut. Caes. 17. Trans Perrin]  [21:  Potter. 2014] 
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