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

When discussing the representation of disability in Greek society it is important to remember there was no distinction between disability and deformity. Contemporary models such as the Interactional model suggests that a disability is the complex interaction of different factors. How these traits manifest in a person is also affected by environmental attributes such as the age, race, and gender and so on, of the person in question. When looking at these types of models to analyze the representation of disabilities in Greek society it is also important to note that contemporary societies are very different to society at the time in question which creates questions as to its applicability and this then leads into the issues of retrospective diagnosis where diseases today are mutated versions of the classical counterparts, some of which through evolution the human race would have grown immune to. This essay aims to discuss the representation of physical disability in Greek literature and art.

There are many examples of representation of disabilities in Greek literature. The primary source are the laws from the city states at the time however there are some areas that are omitted in the sense that there are no laws against exposure of babies that are considered deformed. These laws are seen mainly in the Roman Empire, however the Spartans were known to expose imperfect children however there is little evidence to support this. While there are records of demands that physically imperfect children should be left exposed there is no evidence that parents who raise a physically imperfect child were ever prosecuted. The laws that are present in Greece are the laws pertaining to the care of the elderly as it was considered that the children of these elderly should care for them as infirmity, considered a disability, was a natural occurrence with age. The representation of birth defects in Greece from medical or scientific works tended to be seen as punishments from the gods or as inherited from the parents, Aristotle wrote “from deformed parents come deformed children”[footnoteRef:1]. These instances represent disability with a negative view point, especially in instances where religious beliefs influence the citizenry to see what can now be explained with modern science as a punishment from their divine. [1:  (Aristotle, Schneider and Cresswell, 1902)] 


There are many examples of people who lived with disabilities, large numbers of them were based in mythology and art, the few examples which are not include Pliny the Elder who presented a positive account of his life with a disability and hadn’t let his impairment disable him in day to day life. Galen theorized that some physical deformities could be the result of a physical issue such as paralysis being caused by a lack of space in the mother’s womb as opposed to seeing it immediately as a punishment from the divine. Furthermore, some faced with disability acknowledge a compensatory skill that can be gained by the afflicted. This can create an argument that it’s a gain for the loss of something such as the blind having prophetic capabilities or that much simpler the disabled find something they are good at, one example of this would be the technological skill Hephaistos has as a blacksmith for the divine suggesting that not all disabilities will be seen in negative light by the society but this could be argued that only in instances where the disabled person is able to contribute something such as interpreting messages from the divine or a practical skill in art or labour for example. 

Even with the idea of compensatory skills the generally accepted representation of the disabled was that it was a punishment from the divine, for example that the sins of the parents led to a deformity in their child they would now have to raise, excluding the ideology that imperfect children were abandoned in this instance, although it is clear that the moral pollution in this instance is not attached to the child itself. Hesiod wrote that “men who do true justice… their women bear children like their parents” suggesting those who are considered unjust in the eyes of the divine bear disabled children. This presents disability in Greek culture with extremely negative connotations. 

In written epic, the Iliad for example, the character of Thersites is presented as “bandy-legged”[footnoteRef:2] as well as with other attributes a modern audience would connect to the representation of a hunchback. Some would even view creatures of myth as being disabled, Polythemus for example, is a cyclops featured in the Odyssey[footnoteRef:3] and as he only has one eye would be considered deformed however with Odysseus blinding him in the narrative[footnoteRef:4] it solidifies the idea that he was now disabled and unable to function as a ‘normal’ cyclops.  [2:  (HESIOD., 2017)]  [3:  (Homer. et al., 2003)]  [4:  (Homer. et al., 2003)] 


Myth is considered to be one of the most common sources for inspiration in art. This Red-figure Attic pelike[footnoteRef:5] features Oedipus and the sphinx, the indicator of Oedipus’ physical disability in this case is the stick he holds out in front of him to test the ground, this in art symbolises the character is blind. However, the story follows that he blinded himself after his own crimes were revealed to him after scorning the blind prophet Tiresias among others, supporting the idea that disability is a punishment, even if in this instance  it is self-inflicted as opposed to being the result of the wrath of the gods. [5:  See Index 1] 


A popular disability shown through art is the Pygmies, of which small terracotta figurines were created presenting dwarfism in a way that insights amusement or entertainment. This 3rd Century terracotta ‘Dancing Dwarf’[footnoteRef:6] is just one representation of the pygmies. During the early classical period most of the citizenry wouldn’t have travelled far from their residential poleis. Meaning that the outside world was still very much a mystery to them so they were easily ready to believe that there were a dwarven race that lived in the mountains and went to war with cranes. This Attic red-figure chous shows one artists representation of this idea[footnoteRef:7]. In the case of the Pygmies, while dwarfism is considered a disability, the Pygmies represent an entire race of people with the condition creating a contradiction as to whether Greek society considered the entire race disabled or whether it was generally accepted that was just how they were. If the latter was the case it explains why amusement was found from people with dwarfism boxing or dancing, suggesting while not a negative representation one that makes the condition a source of entertainment for those who would be considered perfectly formed.  [6:  See Index 2]  [7:  See Index 3] 


Something to bear in mind in Greek art is that mistakes made in sculpture or other methods can be seen as a disability to a viewer that has not seen the subject, in the case of sculptures of prominent people in society. It is recorded that some artists would have portrayed people with disabilities or deformities of the face wearing helmets in order not to offend the subject by portraying them with or without their disability. It is arguable that it could be either in this case as portraying them with the disability is the truth of their subject but may draw attention to it but portraying them without the disability goes against this truth.

To conclude, this essay has explored the representation of disability in Greek literature and art. The conclusions drawn were that in many city states children born with a deformity were potentially abandoned at birth, the argument is then created why expose them as oppose to kill them? This can be answered in that the religious pollution of killing a child is avoided if the child’s fate is left the gods or as we would understand it the natural environment. Furthermore it seems that if the child is raised with this deformity it is seen negatively and as a potential burden on the society unless they can provide a service through a compensatory skill. Through the representation of the pygmies it is also portrayed as the disability is seen negatively if it affects a Greek citizen, if it is within another race then it is not quite seen as the same thing, in the sense that these disabilities can be sources of amusement or entertainment in the case of the boxing dwarf.
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Oedipus & the Sphinx. Red-figure Attic pelike, National Archaeological  Museum Naples
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Terracotta dancing dwarf, 3rd C. BCE
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Attic red-figure chous, 430-420 BC (BCE)
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