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THE TRUE FACE OF PLAGUE IN ANCIENT GREECE AND ROME
500-word Thesis
At the end of the second year of the Peloponnesian War, Athens was devasted by an epidemic that become known as the Plague of Athens.  Almost 600 years later, the Antonine Plague (Plague of Galen) swept through the Roman Empire causing millions of deaths over its initial outbreak and the subsequent epidemic which followed nine years later devastating the Roman army.
Ancient sources give us an insight into these epidemics as they ravaged the populations with works by Thucydides, Livy, Galen, Pliny the Elder on the medicinal benefits of plants, Hippocrates and Marcellinus.  However, recent archaeological excavations into the Kerameikos cemetery in Athens have again opened the unsolved debates of were these really true plague or another disease such as Typhus or Ebola.  Such diseases are only recently recorded in the modern world, but what appears to be likely is that this ancient "plague" is possibly an extinct variant of these diseases so destructive that the ancient authors had no other words to describe them except as "plague".
However, what is interesting is that although Thucydides not was a medical practitioner of sorts, he chose to write about νοσος (sickness, disease or plague) instead of the more attributable word of λοιμος, which clearly translates as plague.  Does his choice of words and that of others both in the ancient Greek and Latin texts now point us back to the correct identification of these diseases?  Have we been mistranslating and misinterpreting the valuable works that were left as a history of the epidemics that were to come throughout to the modern world?
Turning to the plague that devasted Florence in the Renaissance and the Black Death which followed in medieval London, by looking at works by authors such as Chaucer, Pepys, Boccaccio and Defoe, can we see a correlation of both similarities and misunderstandings that have followed throughout time to modern day science?  Are there possible causes that we and they in turn have not considered in full looking back to the ancient world such as grain storage, water, lice and general hygiene that gives rise to other diseases that in time became extinct until the present?
Taking the recent discovery of the excavated mass graves at the Kerameikos in Athens, instead of using our advanced knowledge, science and technology to answer and solve the mystery, we find ourselves debating the reliance of DNA of dental pulp as it throws up more dilemmas and questions about the nature of these "plagues", what they really were and how they behaved.
Therefore, this thesis looks to investigate the ancient texts in their original formats in order to highlight the ambiguity of translation, together with a renewed reading of the medieval works alongside modern scholarship evidence surrounding both Renaissance Italy and medieval London to build a picture through time of how epidemics were described and understood.  Did the medieval ages look back perhaps to the classical authors in order to understand the disease and should we now in the modern age do the same?
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