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chapter four

HIPPOCRATIC MEDICINE AND GREEK TRAGEDY

It is well-known that the ‘Age of Pericles’ was also the Golden Age of Greek

tragedy, whose evolution we can follow from Aeschylus’ Persians in 471bc to

Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, staged in 401. It is less well-known that this

is also the Golden Age of Greek medicine. The Greek doctor Hippocrates,

who was born in 460bc and died around 370bc, originated from the island

of Cos and came from a family of Asclepiads. If we may believe Plato, his

younger contemporary, by the end of the fifth century his fame as a doctor

was already similar to that of Polyctetes of Argos or Phidias of Athens as

sculptors.1 Under his name, we possess a large collection of medical writings

of great value. It contains some sixty treatises, which occupy nine volumes

in the monumental edition by Emile Littré.2 These writings, although not

all by the hand of Hippocrates or of his school, are of great importance,

since they tackle the problem of disease by means of rational thought. The

oldest part of this collection is contemporary with Greek tragedy. Although

inevitably there are differences between the genres of technical and poetic

writing, a comparison between medicine and tragedy is justified because

of the natural affinity between the outlook of the tragedians and that of

the medical writers. According to a famous phrase of a Hippocratic author

(Breaths, ch. 1, 6.90,4–6 L.), “the doctor sees terrible sights.” The tragic

author, on his part, displays terrible sights, and indeed Aristotle affirms in

his Poetics (1449b27) that fear is one of the two most fundamental emotions

evoked by tragedy. Thus, it is the spectacle of human suffering that unites

medical writers and tragedians.

This paper will compare the way in which tragic authors and medical

writers described or explained a particular type of this human suffering,

disease. First, we will highlight the distance that separates the rational

1 Plato, Protagoras 311b–c.

2 E. Littré, Œuvres complètes d’ Hippocrate, 10 vols., Paris, 1839–1861. References will be

taken from this edition because it has not yet been replaced in its entirety. More recent

critical editions of individual treatises are listed in J.H. Kühn and U. Fleischer, Index Hip-

pocraticus, I, Göttingen, 1986, pp. XVI–XXIV. *[See also G. Fichtner, Corpus Hippocraticum,

Tübingen 2011].
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56 chapter four

conception of disease as found in the Hippocratic doctors from the archaic

conception of disease in the tragic authors; then we will show in what

respects the description and representation of diseases in Greek drama is

similar to the medical descriptions; this will finally allow us to investigate

the conditions in which tragedy may be said to have been influenced by

Hippocratic medicine.

Antiquity distinguished two principal categories of diseases: those that

affect a group and those that are particular to an individual. This distinction

is clearly made in several treatises of the Hippocratic Corpus, particularly in

the first part of Airs, Waters, Places, where the itinerant doctor is advised, on

arrival in an unknown city, to examine a whole series of factors (seasons,

winds and orientation of places, nature of the water, nature of the soil,

lifestyle of the inhabitants) in order to practise his art correctly. “As the

season or the year advances,” declares the author of Airs, Waters, Places in

chapter two, “the doctor will predict which general diseases will afflict the

city in summer or winter, as well as diseases particular to each individual.”

The Greek term used to designate the category of general diseases is

loimos, which we find both in tragedy and in the Hippocratic Corpus. We

also find it in epic, in Homer (Iliad I, 61) and Hesiod (Works, 243). It is tra-

ditionally translated by ‘plague’, but historians of modern medicine prefer

the term ‘pestilence’, since plague in the strict sense of the term, that which

is caused by Yersinia pestis, was unknown in Greece in the archaic and

classical period.3 Pestilence is mentioned several times in Greek tragedy.

Aeschylus mentions it in two tragedies, although only in passing. In the Per-

sians (line 415), Darius returns from the underworld and learns from his

wife that the Persians’ power is in ruins. He enquires about the causes of

this ruin, and the first hypothesis that comes to his mind is that of a pesti-

lence that has descended on the city (715 “How? Is it a pestilence, or civil

war that has descended on the city?”). These scourges which ravaged the

cities were terrifying, since they were as destructive as wars. In the Suppli-

ants, the fifty daughters of Danaos, fleeing Egypt and chased by the fifty sons

of Aegyptos, found refuge in the city of Argos; to express their thanks, they

made vows to the city; the first of these vows was that ‘pestilence’ (659)

would never come to empty the city of its men. While the term loimos is

absent from the plays of Euripides, pestilence plays an important role in

3 M. Grmek, Les maladies à l’ aube de la civilisation occidentale, Paris, 1983, p. 33.
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Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. Using this example, we will compare pestilence in

tragedy and in Hippocrates, from the point of view firstly of symptoms, then

the cause, and finally the treatment.

In Oedipus Rex, pestilence has descended upon Thebes, the location of

the play. Indeed, the tragedy begins with the evocation of the scourge to

which the city is prey; the priest of Zeus recounts the situation to the leader

of the city in the prologue, lines 22–30:

For Thebes, as you yourself see, is now sorely vexed, and can no longer lift

her head from beneath the angry waves of death. A blight has fallen on

the fruitful blossoms of the land, the herds among the pastures, the barren

pangs of women. And the flaming god, the malign pestilence (loimos),4 has

swooped upon us, ravaging the town: he lays waste to the house of Cadmus,

but enriches Hades with groans and tears. (Trans. R. Jebb)

This picture of desolation is picked up again by the chorus of old men in the

parodos, lines 168 ff.:

Alas, countless are the sorrows I bear. A scourge (or perhaps ‘disease’: νοσεῖ,

169) is on all our people, and thought can find no weapon for defence. The

fruits of the glorious earth do not grow; by no birth of offspring do women

surmount the pangs in which they shriek. You can see life after life speed

away, like a bird on the wing, swifter than irresistible fire, to the shore of the

western god. With such deaths, past numbering, the city perishes. Unpitied,

her children lie on the ground, spreading pestilence, with no one to mourn

them. (Trans. R. Jebb)

These two pictures correspond and supplement each other. The scourge

descends upon the whole of the city, not only on the men who die or the

women who no longer give birth, but also on the plants which no longer

grow and on the cattle which waste away. The term loimos, used in line 28,

probably refers to pestilence which kills humans, but is accompanied by a

sterility that afflicts all living things at the same time—plants, cattle and

women (25–27)—and the chorus includes sterility in the disease that strikes

the city (169–174).

The traditional character of this scourge that we see in this description

does not find an equivalent in Hippocrates. In the treatises of the Hippo-

cratic Corpus, there is no example of a disease that afflicts all living things

at the same time (vegetable, animal, human). The Hippocratic author of

4 On the use of loimos in Oedipus Rex, see G. Daux, “Œdipe et le fléau (Sophocle, Œdipe-

Roi, 1–275),” Revue des Etudes Grecques, 53, 1940, pp. 97–122 and J.C. Kamerbeek, The Plays of

Sophocles IV, The Œdipus Tyrannus, Leiden, 1967, p. 38 (footnote to line 27).
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Breaths, when he discusses pestilence (ch. 6, 6.96,20–98,13 L.), uses the prin-

ciple that these common diseases do not attack men and animals indiffer-

ently, but they affect sometimes men in general, and sometimes this or that

species of animal.

By contrast, the plague that afflicts the Achaeans at the start of Homer’s

Iliad (I. 50–52) strikes first the animals, mules and dogs, and then men. In

Hesiod’s Works and Days, 238 ff., the city of the unjust king is the victim of

famine (λιµός) and pestilence (λοιµός). In the city afflicted by this scourge,

the men waste away, the women stop giving birth and estates wither away.

It is clear that this decline comes from the loss of harvests and cattle, as

the contrast with the city of the just king shows (255 f.), which is prosperous

in its harvests, cattle and children. Thus, in Sophocles this conception of

a generalised scourge that afflicts the city in three principal areas of life

(vegetable, animal and human) is the remnant of an archaic conception

previously found in epic, an archaic conception that the doctors of the

Hippocratic Corpus abandoned.5

The contrast between Sophocles and Hippocrates is clearer concerning

the cause of pestilence than regarding its manifestations. While the Hippo-

cratic doctor and the tragic author use one and the same word for the cause

of pestilence, the Greek noun miasma (Breaths, ch. 6, twice; Oedipus Rex,

lines 97, 241, 313, 1012), the contexts of its use are very different and high-

light the distance that separates the two conceptions of cause. In Oedipus

Rex, miasma means, as in Greek tragedy more generally, a religious ‘stain’,

particularly that which results from spilt blood. Indeed, the oracle at Del-

phi, consulted by Creon on the order of Oedipus, responded that in order to

end the pestilence he needed to dispel from the territory the miasma that

caused it (97): the stain of the blood spilt in the murder of Laios (100–107).

The entire tragedy consists in discovering that it was Oedipus, the king of the

city charged with finding the murderer, who was responsible for this stain.

Thus, pestilence is caused by an offence, albeit an involuntary one, against

religion and morality.

By contrast, in the Hippocratic Corpus the term miasma, when used with

reference to the cause of the pestilence, is detached from all moral and

religious connotations. The Hippocratic author of Breaths, when discussing

the distinction between particular diseases, which are due to an individual’s

5 Compare in Herodotus 7.171, the famine (limos) and pestilence (loimos) which afflict

the Cretans and their flocks after returning from the Trojan War.
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unhealthy diet, and general diseases or ‘pestilences’, which have a com-

mon cause, explains the cause of these common diseases as follows (ch. 6,

6.98,2 f. L.): “Common fever is common because everybody breathes the

same air; the same air is mixed with the body in the same way, and so the

fevers are identical.” The author then clarifies why the air is the cause of

pestilence, and here he uses the word miasma: “When the air is infected

by miasmas (µιάσµασιν), which are harmful to human nature, then men

are sick.” What does he mean by ‘miasmas’? They are a type of emana-

tions that come either from the earth, marshes or even from dead bod-

ies, as the commentators tell us. Thus, miasma in the Hippocratic author

is a physical and natural cause. It is contrasted with the miasma men-

tioned by the tragic author, which is a stain resulting from the breaching

of a moral and religious prohibition. Any notion of individual culpabil-

ity and collective responsibility has disappeared in the use of the word

miasma by the Hippocratic doctor. It is no longer the relationship of indi-

vidual behaviour with moral and religious values which is the cause, but

the relationship of human nature with the surrounding environment. For

the medical writer, pestilence is caused by a morbific element carried

in the air, and it selectively afflicts humans or different species of ani-

mals according to the laws of compatibility or incompatibility between

the morbific element and the nature of each species, whilst in the tragic

author, pestilence is the punishment that descends indifferently upon all

types of life in the community of the guilty person.6 The conception of the

cause of pestilence in the tragic author differs from that of the Hippocratic

author because it belongs to an epic tradition. In Hesiod, the pestilence

that descends upon the city of the unjust king is caused by the punish-

ment of Zeus, who strikes the entire city in order to punish the moral and

religious crime of a single man (line 240). In the Iliad, pestilence is caused

by a god, Apollo, whose arrows descend indiscriminately on the commu-

nity in order to punish the crime of a single leader, Agamemnon, who

insulted the priest of Apollo, Chryses, by refusing to return his daughter to

him.

6 There is a difference in the way in which loimos spreads. Whilst the tragic author refers

to the dangers of contagion (cf. line 181 with the note ad loc. of R.D. Dawe, Œdipus Rex,

Cambridge, 1982, p. 110 f.; comp. also Thucydides 2.51.4), the Hippocratic doctor, following

his rational conception of inhaled miasmas, does not believe the spread of an epidemic to

occur through simple contact. Thus, on this precise point, the archaic thought of the tragic

author appears closer to the understanding of modern medicine than the rational thought of

Hippocratic medicine. Comp. R.P. Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purification in Early Greek

Religion, Oxford, 1983.
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Thus, we can get a sense of the distance that separates the conception

of the cause of pestilence in this tragic author, which is descended from

the epic tradition, from the views of rational medicine. The same applies

to the methods used to combat the pestilence. In the Hippocratic Corpus,

allusions to the treatment of pestilence are rare, but they do not leave any

doubt as to its nature. The only treatise that speaks about it is Nature of Man

(ch. 9, Jouanna pp. 190,15–192,7):

(In the case of an ‘epidemic’ disease), here is the advice that should be given

to the people: do not change the diet, since this is not the cause of the disease,

but thin and weaken the body as much as possible, progressively deducting

food and drink from the habitual regimen … By contrast, concerning the air,

here are the precautions to take: breathe in as little air as possible, and as little

contaminated air as possible; in order to do this, abandon as far as possible the

places affected by the disease, and then carry out the weakening cure, since

this is the best way to avoid the need to breathe strongly and frequently.

The rationale of the treatment is clear in its smallest detail: it aims to reduce

as far as possible the patient’s inhalation of the miasmas contained in the

air by reducing the amount of air inhaled and removing the patient from

the places filled with miasmas. We might mock this treatment, which is

more preventative than curative. However, it is clear that the doctor seeks

to avoid the spread of the pestilence through strictly natural and rational

procedures.

By contrast, in Sophocles’ Oedipus-Rex, no one considers appealing to a

doctor in order to bring the pestilence to an end; rather, people seek the

gods, oracles and seers. In the parodos, the anxious chorus of elders, repre-

senting the people, invokes no less than seven divinities to end the scourge.

However, this religious conception reflects not just popular mentality. Oedi-

pus, the leader of the city, who was able to solve the riddle of the Sphinx

using only the resources of his own intelligence, has no other resource to

tackle the calamity than to send Creon to consult the oracle at Delphi and

to send for the seer of Thebes, Tiresias. This religious treatment is no differ-

ent to that proposed by Achilles during the pestilence in the Illiad (I, 61–62):

“Let us go and ask a seer or priest, see an interpreter of dreams: the priest is

also a messenger of Zeus.” The memory of Homer is as present in the start of

Oedipus Rex, concerned with the pestilence, as in the scene where the pre-

dictions of Tiresias, the seer of Thebes, anger the Theban leader, Oedipus,

which is inspired by the Homeric scene where the revelations of the seer

of the Achaeans, Calchas, anger the leader of the Achaeans, Agamemnon.

Such marked influence of the Homeric model on Sophocles is all the more

surprising because, when he wrote Oedipus Rex, he had probably witnessed
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hippocratic medicine and greek tragedy 61

the famous ‘plague’ of Athens that had decimated the Athenian population

during the first years of the Peloponnesian War. The ‘plague’ of Athens was

rife in the year 429 and Oedipus Rex dates probably from 425.7

Some scholars have wanted to see a connection between the historic

pestilence and its appearance in drama, even to the point that they thought

it was possible to detect, in a passage of the parodos (164–166), an allu-

sion not to the great attack of ‘plague’ in 429, but to its reoccurrence in

427–426. However, we only have to compare the description of the pesti-

lence in Sophocles and the famous description of the ‘plague’ of Athens in

book 2 of Thucydides to observe the difference between the general and tra-

ditional description in the tragic author and the precise and modern one in

the historian, where medical technical terms are abundant and the patho-

logical analysis is entirely rational, as in the Hippocratic writings.8 Just as

the Homeric model lends its description to tragedy, it is the Hippocratic

model that lends the description of the ‘plague’ to the historian. The ques-

tion of the cause of the pestilence allows us to make a clear distinction

between the tragic author, Hippocratic medicine and the historian. The nat-

ural and rational cause of Hippocratic medicine contrasts with the religious

and moral cause of the playwright, whilst the historian, although implicitly

challenging a religious cause, remains sceptical towards the rational expla-

nations of the doctors, since they were no more capable of stopping the epi-

demic than religion. Sophocles represents the traditional cultural heritage;

Hippocrates represents triumphant rationalism; Thucydides represents the

sceptic positivism that describes facts and refuses to declare causes.

Similarly, we can get a sense of the distance that separates tragedy from

Hippocratic medicine through the study of individual cases of patients.

The fundamental example that will serve here to illustrate the comparison

7 On the date of Oedipus Rex and possible connections between the plague of Athens

and the description in the tragedy, see in particular B.M.W. Knox, “The Date of the Œdipus

Tyrannus,” American Journal of Philology, 1956, pp. 133–147, along with the comments of

J.C. Kamerbeek, The Plays of Sophocles IV …, p. 28 f.

8 There is an enormous bibliography concerning Thucydides’ description of the plague at

Athens; see in particular D.L. Page, “Thucydides’ Description of the Great Plague at Athens,”

Classical Quarterly, NS 2, 1953, pp. 97–119 and J.C.F. Poole and A.J. Holladay, Classical Quar-

terly, 29, 1979, pp. 282–300 and 34, 1984, pp. 483–485. On the connections between pestilence

in Thucydides and Hippocrates, see also Ch. Lichtenthaeler, Thucydide et Hippocrate vus par

un historien-médecin, Geneva, 1965, p. 31 ff. and P. Demont, “Notes sur le récit de la pesti-

lence athénienne chez Thucydide et sur ses rapports avec la médecine grecque de l’ époque

classique,” in F. Lasserre and Ph. Mudry, Formes de pensée dans la Collection hippocratique,

Geneva, 1983, pp. 341–352. P. Demont quite rightly distinguishes between the epic model and

the medical model of the pestilence and correctly situates Thucydides’ description by com-

parison to the medical model.
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will be taken from Euripides’ tragedy Hippolytus, performed in 428, slightly

earlier than Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and just after the plague of Athens

which had killed Pericles, the plague to which the final verses of Hippolytus

seem to allude. Although Eurypides’ Hippolytus and Sophocles’ Oedipus

Rex are concerned with different myths, there is a similarity between the

two tragedies: both open with the evocation of a disease. However, whilst

Oedipus Rex begins with a general disease that has descended upon the

entire city, Euripides’ Hippolytus begins with a particular disease, that of

Phaedra, “afflicted by a disease that she refuses to reveal,” as Racine says.

The pestilence that descends upon the city in Oedipus Rex was evoked only

indirectly by speech; Phaedra’s illness is represented on stage. However,

before the patient appears, the choir, formed of fifteen women from Trezene

who had just learned of the disease of their mistress Phaedra, asks itself in

the parodos about the cause of the disease. The first hypothesis that comes

to their minds is that the patient is “possessed by a god” (line 141). To develop

this hypothesis of a divine cause of the disease, they evoke, in a series of

questions, the divinities suspected of having taken possession of Phaedra

and of causing her sickness and delirium (141–147):

Has some god, Pan or Hecate, possessed you? Do your wits wander under the

spell of the august Corybantes or the Mother of the mountains? Are you being

consumed for some fault against Dictynna (= Artemis), having failed to offer

her victims in sacrifice?

This list of divinities suspected of being the origin of an individual disease

finds a surprising parallel in a testimonium preserved by an author of

the Hippocratic Corpus. We know that in antiquity, epilepsy was given

the name the ‘sacred disease’; a famous monograph is dedicated to this

sickness, the Hippocratic treatise The Sacred Disease. We learn that certain

alleged doctors, supporters of the religious origin of this illness, attribute

it to a series of particular divinities, according to the different symptoms

presented by the patients: (ch. 1, 6.360,13–362,6 L.):

These people recall these ideas not once, but a hundred times. If the patient

imitates a goat, grinds their teeth, or has convulsions on his right side, they

say that the Mother of the gods is responsible; if he speaks in a sharper and

more intense tone, they compare this state to a horse and say that Poseidon

is responsible; if any faeces are involuntarily passed, which is often the case

owing to the violence of the disease, the name of the goddess Enodia is

blamed; if the faeces are smaller, like a bird’s, and passed more frequently,

it is said to be from Apollo Nomius; and if the patient foams from the mouth

and kicks with his feet, Ares is responsible; for those who panic during the

night, have terrors and delirium, jump out of bed and escape from the house,

they say that they are assaulted by Hecate or the heroes.
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There are strong similarities between this testimonium and the paro-

dos of Euripides’ Hippolytus, both in the form and in the particular details.9

In both cases, the illness is caused by a particular divinity, and the diag-

nosis consists in identifying the divinity who is the cause of this disease.

The two lists of divinities, whilst different, share gods in common, namely

Hecate and Cybele, called in Euripides ‘Mother of the mountains’, and

in the Hippocratic author, ‘Mother of the gods’. Finally, the method in

which the divinity takes hold of the patient is similar. We saw in Euripides’

Hippolytus that the divinity takes possession of the patient. In the report

given by the Hippocratic author, the Greek nouns ἐπιβολάς, ‘assaults’, or

ἐφόδους, ‘attacks’, referring to the divinities that possess the patient, tes-

tify to a demonic conception of the disease that is fundamentally analo-

gous.

However, all these resemblances, which testify to a persistence of the

belief in the divine origin of the disease in the era of Pericles, not only

amongst the common people but also amongst a certain category of doc-

tors, highlight at the same time the distance that separates this common

belief, reflected in the tragedy of Euripides, from the rational conception

of Hippocratic medicine; for the author of The Sacred Disease reports this

belief on the origin of the disease only to criticise it at length. Here is the

start of this criticism (ch. 1, 6.354,12–18 L.):

Those who first made the disease into something sacred were, in my opinion,

such persons as the sorcerers, purificators, mountebanks, and charlatans now

are, who pretend to be pious and to know more than other people. Using

the divine as a veil and defence to hide their own inability to give any useful

prescription, these people expressed the idea that this disease was sacred in

order to avoid that their total ignorance be obvious.

The criticism, as we can see from this extract, is virulent. This belief in

the sacred origin of the disease is explained, according to the Hippocratic

author, by the ignorance and incompetence of alleged doctors who are

nothing more than charlatans.

9 In his excellent commentary on Hippolytus, W.S. Barrett (Euripides, Hippolytos, Oxford,

1964, notes to 141–144, p. 189) highlights the connection, but does not explore it further.

E.R. Dodds, in The Greeks and the Irrational (1951, p. 77) compares the two lists of divinities

that cause mental distress, but from another perspective (the absence of Dionysus in the two

lists). On the demonic conception of disease, compare Aristophanes’ comedy, Wasps, 1038 f.

On religious medicine in the era of Hippocrates and tragedy, see G. Lanata, Medicina magica

e religione popolare in Grecia fino all’età di Ippocrate, Rome, 1967, 86 f.
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Against this divine conception of the disease, the Hippocratic author

poses a rational conception. Far from being caused by a particular divinity,

epilepsy is explained by the nature of the patient (inheritance, tempera-

ment), and originates in a particular part of the body, the brain, and the

crisis is produced above all by changes in the winds. To prove the natural

origin of the disease, the Hippocratic author reveals his own ‘experiment’

with animals (ch. 11, 6.382,8–11 L.):

Open the head (of animals affected by this disease, and particularly goats)

and you will find the brain moist, full of water, oedema, and bad smelling.

And in this way truly you may see that it is not a god that injures the body,

but disease.

This ‘experiment’ of the Hippocratic doctor recalls the famous ‘experiment’

of the pre-Socratic philosopher Anaxagoras, reported by Plutarch in his Life

of Pericles (ch. 6, 154f–155a):

It is said that one day, Pericles had brought to him from a country farm a ram’s

head with one horn. Lampon the seer, upon seeing the horn grow strong and

solid out of the forehead, declared that the power of the two parties which

divided the state, that of Thucydides and Pericles, would become that of one

man, of the man in whose ground or estate this omen had been found. But

Anaxagoras, splitting the skull in two, showed that the brain had not filled up

its natural place and that it, pointed like an egg, had collected from all parts

of the vessel which contained it in a point to that place from whence the root

of the horn took its rise.

Anaxagoras, like the Hippocratic doctor, contrasts a religious interpretation

of a pathological fact with a natural and rational explanation.

Thus, there is a clear contrast between the conception of an individual

disease in Hippocrates and in the women of the chorus in Euripides’ Hip-

polytus. Yet we should probably not over-emphasise the contrast between

the tragedy and the medical treatise. The author of The Sacred Disease does

not negate the divine, to which he attributes a very particular role in asso-

ciating it with a natural cause (ch. 2, 6.364,11 f. L.); conversely, the chorus

of the Hippolytus envisages, to explain Phaedra’s disease, two other causes

that are similar to the rational spirit of Hippocratic medicine. Indeed, after

the hypothesis of a divine cause, the chorus envisages a cause of psycho-

logical or physical origin. The disease could be explained by Phaedra’s dis-

tress (λύπη 159), or by ‘the weak constitution of women’ (161 f.). These are

two rational explanations, and they correspond to Hippocratic medicine.

Indeed, Hippocratic doctors do not neglect psychological causes. For exam-

ple, the author of the third book of Epidemics describes, in the list of individ-

ual cases that ends his work, the illnesses of two women from Thasos caused
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by their ‘distress’; the Greek term used (λύπη) is exactly the same as that in

the parodos of Euripides’ Hippolytus. Here is the start of the description of

these two cases:

First case (= 3.134,1 ff. L.: eleventh patient): “On the island of Thasos, a woman

of sad character had a distressful episode that made her sleepless and lose her

appetite; without taking to her bed, she became thirsty and nauseous.”

This is followed by the description of the illness, which lasted three days

with moments of delirium and finished in a favourable crisis.

Second case (= 3.142,5 ff. L.: fifteenth sick patient): “On the island of Thasos,

the wife of Dealces, who lived on the Plain, was gripped, following a bout of

distress, by an acute and trembling fever. From the start, she wrapped herself

up in her bedclothes, which she did throughout the disease; she was silent,

palpated, became thin, scratched and picked scabs; crying was replaced with

bouts of laughter.” The disease is then described until the twenty-first day,

when the woman died.

Thus here we find two illnesses described by a Hippocratic doctor which

correspond exactly to the second type of cause envisaged by the chorus of

the Hippolytus: psychological causes. The third possible cause, the nature of

women, also attracted Hippocratic doctors’ attention. An important part of

the Hippocratic Corpus is dedicated to the diseases of women: the treatise

Nature of Women, and the two books of Diseases of Women, extended by

Sterile Women, form a group that occupies the whole of volume 8 of Littré’s

edition.

Although these connections qualify the contrast between the mentality

of the chorus of Euripides’ Hippolytus and that of the Hippocratic doctor,

they should not mask the fundamental differences that remain between

tragedy and Hippocratic medicine. Out of the three possible causes of

Phaedra’s illness evoked by the chorus (divine, psychological, physical), the

one that ultimately proves to be the real cause is the divine. The audience

knows from the start of the play that it is Aphrodite, the goddess of love,

appearing on stage in the prologue, who is the cause of Phaedra’s illness

because it is part of a plan put in place by Aphrodite to take revenge on

Hippolytus, who spurns her.10

Phaedra’s illness is representative of diseases found in tragedy. As a

general rule, tragic heroes or heroines are struck by a disease or madness

10 It is not possible to deduce Euripides’ personal opinion on the cause of disease from this

stageing of the myth. A fragment of Bellerophon (Fr. 292 Nauck) distinguishes two categories

of diseases, those that are ‘spontaneous’ and those that ‘come from gods’; on this fragment,

see W. Nestle, “Hippocratica,” Hermes, LXXIII, 1938, p. 27 f.
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because of the will of the gods, whether this is Io in Aeschylus because of

the jealousy of Hera (Prometheus Bound), or Orestes pursued by the Erinyes,

avenging his mother (Choephori); in Sophocles, Ajax goes mad because of

Athena (Ajax), and in Euripides, Heracles is sent mad by the goddess Lyssa

on the orders of Hera and Iris (Hercules furens). Provoked by goddesses, the

bout of madness of tragic heroes can also be healed by a divinity. Thus, in

Euripides the murderous madness of Heracles, who kills his own children,

is ended by Athena, who throws a stone against the chest of the hero and

sends him to sleep (Hercules furens).

More generally, the great figures of medicine in tragedy are the gods.

The healing divinity who dominates tragedy, apart from Zeus, is Apollo

of Delphi. Having absorbed the attributes of Paeon, the ancient doctor of

the gods from the Iliad, Apollo became the great healer god of the clas-

sical period, above all thanks to the fortune of his oracle at Delphi. The

name that Aeschylus gives him in the Oresteia (Eumenides, 62), ἰατρόµαντις,

‘doctor-seer’, proves the indissoluble link between medicine and divina-

tion. This concept of divinatory medicine contrasts with the conception of

Hippocratic medicine, which clearly distinguishes its field of action from

that of the seer. Thus, in Regimen the Hippocratic doctor makes a distinc-

tion between divine dreams (ch. 87), which announce fortuitous or unlucky

events to cities or individuals, and dreams that reveal afflictions of the body.

Whilst the first category of dreams belongs to the domain of dream interpre-

tation, only the second type belongs to the art of medicine. Furthermore,

the author of Regimen in Acute Diseases denounces the contradictions of

the divinatory art (ch. 3):

Seers hold that the same bird is a good omen if seen on the left hand side,

but bad if on the right: and in divination by the inspection of entrails they

interpret signs differently from one case to another; but certain diviners hold

radically opposite views on the same subjects.

Thus, the art of medicine and the art of divination, closely united in tragedy,

are clearly distinguished in the Hippocratic Corpus. Here, again, we should

probably be wary of focusing too much on the contrast. There is no hostility

on the part of the Hippocratic doctor towards Apollo’s oracle at Delphi. An

inscription from Delphi proves that the aristocratic family of Asclepiads, to

which Hippocrates belonged, enjoyed privileges at the sanctuary at Delphi,

i.e. ‘consultation of the oracle before others’;11 and the literary biographies

11 Inscription from Delphi Inv. 6687 A and B (discovered in 1939) which dates from the

first half of the fourth century; first published in J. Bousquet, “Inscriptions de Delphes (7.
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of Hippocrates suggest that these privileges are ancient (they date from the

First Sacred War in the sixth century) and were renewed and inscribed on a

stele at Delphi during a trip of Hippocrates with his son Thessalus.12 All this

proves the close relationship of Hippocrates and his family with the oracle

of Apollo at Delphi. However, this does not prevent medical writers from

separating the medical and divinatory art in their writings.

Another healing divinity gives us a further idea of the distance that

separates Hippocratic medicine from tragedy: Asclepius, the son of Apollo.13

One of the most extraordinary religious phenomena from the end of the fifth

century was the sudden expansion of the healing cult of Asclepius, which

remained prosperous until the end of paganism. Asclepius was already

known in the Iliad (II, 731) for his medical competence; but he was a human

being, a Thessalonian from Trikka who sent his two sons, the ‘Asclepiads’,

in the expedition to Troy, “both good doctors.” By the era of choral poetry,

as Pindar attests (3rd Pythian Ode), he had become a healing demi-god,

the son of Apollo and a mortal (Coronis), and by the end of the classical

period he was a full god, above all in his sanctuary at Epidaurus, that ‘rock

of Asclepius’, to use an expression of Euripides in his Hippolytus (1029).

Although the mention of Asclepius in tragedy is less frequent than that of

Apollo, Sophocles’ Philoctetes, a tragedy from the end of the fifth century,

ends with a remarkable reference to the healing god. Heracles, appearing

at the end of the play, promises to Philoctetes to send Asclepius in order to

heal the wound from the serpent bite that struck him ten years ago: “I will

send my Asclepius,” says Heracles in lines 1437–1438, “to put an end to this

disease before Ilion.” This mention of Asclepius might be surprising, since

it is an innovation compared to epic myth. In the Little Iliad, Philoctetes

was healed, not by Asclepius himself, but by a son of Asclepius, Machaon.14

Indeed, it was unthinkable at the time of the epic that Asclepius could

treat Philoctetes, because he had not himself taken part in the expedition

to Troy. Moreover, we find this traditional fact in Sophocles’ play, because

Delphes et les Asclépiades),” BCH, LXXX, 1956, pp. 579–591; re-published with a new fragment

by G. Rougemont, Corpus des inscriptions de Delphes I. Lois sacrées et règlements religieux,

Paris, 1977, pp. 122–124.

12 See notably Presbeutikos, 9.414,3–9 L.

13 On the testimonies relating to Asclepius, see E.J. and L. Edelstein, Asclepius: a collection

and interpretation of the testimonies, Baltimore, 1945.

14 See the summary of the Little Iliad by Proclus: “Following which, Diomedes brings back

Philoctetes from Lemnos. Healed by Machaon, Philoctetes kills Alexander in single combat”

(for the Greek text, see A. Severyns, Recherches sur la Chrestomathie de Proclos IV. La Vita

Homeri et les Sommaires du cycle. Texte et traduction in Bull. Fac. Philos. et Lett. de l’ Université

de Liège, 170, Paris, 1963, p. 89).
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Neoptolemus, in order to persuade Philoctetes to return to Troy, promised

him that he would be healed by the Asclepiads, i.e. by the sons of Asclepius

(lines 919 and 1326–1334). Thus, the substitution of Asclepius for his sons at

the end of the tragedy is remarkable. Sophocles’ innovation from tradition

reflects current events: it is a testimonium of the growing importance

acquired by the cult of the healer god Asclepius at the end of the fifth

century. This allusion to contemporary events acquires greater significance

when we contextualise it within Sophocles’ life. Sophocles participated in

the introduction of the cult of Asclepius to Athens from Epidaurus in 420, for

which he was honoured as a hero after his death under the name of Dexion,

“he who welcomes.”15 He also composed a paean in honour of Asclepius,

parts of which survive on stone, which were discovered in the Asclepieion of

Athens.16 Thus, Sophocles’ life and work witness the privileged relationship

of the poet with the healing god Asclepius.17

What can we say about the relationship between Hippocrates and Ascle-

pius? Hippocrates belonged to the Coan branch of the Asclepiad family,

i.e. an aristocratic family that claimed to descend from Asclepius through

one of his children and that was known above all for its medical knowledge

transmitted from father to son.18 We also know that in the famous Hippo-

cratic Oath, Asclepius is cited in second position after Apollo in the list of

divinities that guaranteed it.19 However, there is nothing to suggest that Hip-

pocrates participated in the spread of the healing cult of Asclepius, as was

the case of Sophocles. Asclepius is not mentioned in any part of his med-

ical work, and Hippocrates’ rational medicine has no connection with the

miraculous medicine of the stelae preserved in the sanctuary of Asclepius

at Epidaurus, where the patient only had to sleep in the incubation area to

find himself miraculously healed, following the god’s intervention through a

dream.20 Although there is no evidence of rivalry between Hippocrates and

the religious medicine of the sanctuaries of Asclepius, it is difficult to believe

15 See Etymologicum magnum (p. 256, 6).

16 IG II 2 4510 = Page, P.M.G., fr. 737.

17 See also a fragment of Phineus (ed. Radt, fr. 710 = line 636 of Aristophanes’ Wealth). On

the expansion of the cult of Asclepius the healer in the last part of the fifth century, see also

Aristophanes Wasps, line 123 (date: 422).

18 The oldest testimony to the affiliation of Hippocrates to the family of Asclepiads is

Plato, Protagoras, 311b.

19 Oath, 4.628,1 L.: “I swear by Apollo the doctor, by Asclepius, by Hygieia, by Panacea, and

by all the gods and goddesses etc ….”

20 The practice of incubation is described by Aristophanes in Wealth, 668 ff. The text of

miraculous healings preserved on the stele of Epidaurus is found in the work of Edeltein,

cited in footnote 13.
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that Hippocrates the Asclepiad was able to give his support to the miracu-

lous medicine of the priests of Asclepius.

Despite the distance that separates the conceptions on the aetiology and

treatment of general or particular diseases held by the tragedians and by

Hippocrates, tragedians did not remain unaffected by the development of

rational medicine and the blossoming of medical literature, of which the

Hippocratic Corpus remains a striking example. Ever since antiquity, con-

nections have been made between the lines of tragedians and passages of

the Hippocratic Corpus. For example, Clement of Alexandria (Stromata 6)

declares: “The doctor Hippocrates having written: ‘It is necessary to examine

the season, region, age and diseases’, Euripides says in an observation writ-

ten in hexameters: ‘All those who wish to treat a patient correctly should

take into consideration the regime of the inhabitants of the city and the

territory when they examine the diseases’” (Fr. 917 Nauck). In making such

a connection between Hippocrates’ Aphorisms (1.2 = 4.458 L.) and a pas-

sage from a lost tragedy of Euripides, Clement of Alexandria shows that

the tragic author knew the rational conception of Hippocratic pathology,

which connects diseases with the physical environment and the diet of the

inhabitants, which was one of the most remarkable intellectual innova-

tions of his time. It was not only authors, but also ancient commentators,

who were able to make connections between precise passages of tragedies

and Hippocrates. Thus, the scholiast, in the margin of Prometheus Bound

(lines 377–380), attributed to Aeschylus, makes a connection with Hip-

pocrates. In this passage, Ocean, proposing to Prometheus to intercede on

his behalf to Zeus to calm his anger, uses a medical metaphor: “Do you not

know, Prometheus, that words are the doctors of the angry soul?” To which

Prometheus responds, continuing the medical metaphor: “Yes, if with skill

the heart is softened and if violence is not used to reduce the swelling of

anger.” In the margin of this text, the scholiast notes: “Hippocrates also says

this,” and he cites a passage of the Hippocratic treatise entitled Use of Liquids

(ch. 6): “It is necessary to evacuate matter when it is ripe, and not when it is

raw.” These two connections made in antiquity both illustrate two possible

modes of influence of medicine on tragedy: whether it is a direct use of med-

ical knowledge, as is the case in Euripides, or an indirect use in a metaphoric

form, as is the case in the passage of Aeschylus. This brings us to the end of

our study of the first mode of influence.21

21 On the indirect use of medicine, i.e. medical metaphors, see concerning Aeschylus,

J. Dumortier, Les images dans la poésie d’ Eschyle, Paris, 1935 and E. Petrounias, Funktion und
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Tragic authors may make direct use of medical knowledge either in ter-

minology or in the description or representation on stage of pathological

cases, or also in allusions to medical theories. I will quickly pass over the

problem of terminology, which is a little technical, and for which two exam-

ples will suffice.22 Tragic authors sometimes use names of diseases that are

not attested elsewhere in the classical period, other than in the medical

writings of the Hippocratic Corpus. This is the case of Philoctetes’ disease,

who suffered for ten years from a wound caused by a snake-bite. We know

that each of the three tragedians wrote a play about Philoctetes. The lat-

est, and the only one preserved, is that of Sophocles. However, we possess

some fragments of Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ Philoctetes. Two of these frag-

ments have preserved the name given to this disease (Aeschylus fr. 253

Radt; Euripides fr. 792 Nauck). It is the Greek term φαγέδαινα, which lit-

erally means ‘the devouring disease’, and which survives in English med-

ical vocabulary in the form of the noun ‘phagedena’ and, above all, the

adjective ‘phagedenic’, principally in the expression ‘phagedenic ulcer’. The

name of this disease is attested in the fifth century outside these two frag-

ments only in the Hippocratic treatise Airs, Waters, Places, where we read

that wounds, in unfavourable climatic conditions, are turned into ‘phage-

denic ulcers’ (ch. 10, 2.48,9 L.). The second example also concerns a term

for disease that is found in modern French. In a famous passage of the

Oresteia (Choephori 281), Aeschylus enumerates the terrible diseases which

Apollo had inflicted upon Orestes because he had not taken revenge for the

death of his father: “These dreadful diseases which attack the flesh, savage

biting ulcers which devour the old tissue, whilst white hairs grow on the

wound.” Outside Aeschylus, the name of the disease λειχήν, which means

literally ‘disease that licks’, and which has given the French word ‘lichen’

(an outbreak of subcutaneous papules), is found in the fifth century in the

Thematik der Bilder bei Aischylos, in Hypomnemata 48, Gottingen, 1976; on the use of the

metaphor of disease in Euripdes’ Orestes, see W.D. Smith, “Disease in Euripides’ Orestes,”

Hermes, XCV, 1967, pp. 291–307.

22 On the problem of medical terminology in Greek tragedy, see J. Dumortier, Le vocab-

ulaire médical d’ Eschyle et les écrits hippocratiques, Paris, 1935 (2nd ed. 1975 with conclud-

ing remarks), 91 p.; H.W. Miller, “Some Medical Terms in Æschylus,” Classical Weekly, 25,

1941/42, pp. 278–279 and “Medical Terminology in Tragedy,” TaPha, LXXV, 1944, pp. 156–

167; N.E. Collinge, “Medical Terms and Clinical Attitudes in the Tragedians,” BICS, 9, 1962,

pp. 43–55. On the medical vocabulary of madness, see M.G. Ciani, “Lessico e funzione della

follia nella tragedia greca,” Bolletino dell’Istituto di Filologia greca, Università di Padova I, 1974,

pp. 111–127. On the hypothesis advanced by some scholars of a possible reverse influence of

the poetic vocabulary of tragedy on the technical vocabulary of medical writers, see infra.

n. 34.

Jacques Jouanna - 9789004232549
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:57PM

via free access



hippocratic medicine and greek tragedy 71

Hippocratic Corpus, where the disease, attested eight times, appears in the

form of dermatoses. However, there remains a difference: whilst the ulcer in

Aeschylus is a grave disease that devours the flesh, in the Hippocratic Cor-

pus is a benign papuleuse dermatosis.23

Apart from technical terminology, tragic authors were inspired by med-

ical descriptions in their narrative or representation of pathological cases

on stage. Above all, the tragic authors favour diseases that inspire empa-

thy, are tragic and spectacular. Thus, they choose moments of crisis where

the hero suffers intolerable pains and, above all, those where the ‘possessed’

hero is seized by madness; this madness can be passive (the hero is pursued

by hallucinations which he seeks to flee) or active (the hero, in a moment

of aggressive madness, commits an irreparable tragic act).24 As an exam-

ple of a first type of crisis, which is accompanied by intolerable pain, we

could cite the crises caused by poisoned clothes: there is the case of Her-

acles in Sophocles’ Trachinians, who wears the poisoned tunic sent by his

wife Deianara;25 there is also the case, in Euripides’ Medea, of Jason’s new

wife, who dies in awful pain while wearing a dress poisoned by Medea. To

these examples we can add the crisis of Philoctetes, whose initial cause is the

snake bite, since the crisis of Heracles is compared to that caused by a viper

bite (Trach., 770 f.). For a second type of crisis, the crisis of passive madness,

we can cite two examples: in Prometheus Bound, attributed to Aeschylus,

Io, transformed into a heifer, was pursued by a horsefly,26 and most notably

Orestes who, at the end of Aeschylus’ Choephori, having killed his mother,

is gripped by hallucinations and hounded by the Furies. A third type is that

of aggressive madness, where the hero commits a murder in his crisis. This

is the case of Ajax in Sophocles, who massacres the flocks of the Achaeans,

believing he was killing the Atrides and Odysseus;27 in Euripides’ Hercules

furens, Heracles massacres his own children in the belief that he was killing

23 I leave to one side the problem of knowing if the ulcer of Aeschylus corresponds to

white leprosy or not. On this problem, see M. Grmek, Les maladies …, p. 244.

24 On fits of madness in Greek tragedy, outside the study of M.G. Ciani quoted in footnote

22, see in particular J. Mattes, Der Wahnsinn im griechischen Mythos und in der Dichtung bis

zum Drama des fünften Jahrhunderts, Heidelberg, 1970, 116 p.

25 On the disease of Heracles, see P. Biggs, “The Disease theme in Sophocles’ Ajax,

Philoctetes and Trachiniae,” Classical Philology, 61, 1966, pp. 227–231.

26 On the madness of Io, see D. and M. Gourevitch, “Histoire d’ Io,” L’ évolution psychi-

atrique, 44, 1979, pp. 263–279 and S. Saïd, Sophiste et tyran ou le problème du Prométhée

enchaîné, Paris, 1985, p. 169 ff.

27 On the madness of Ajax, see M. Simpson, “Sophocles’ Ajax: His Madness and Transfor-

mation,” Arethusa II, 1969, pp. 88–103.
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the children of Eurystheus; finally, the case of Agave in the Bacchae: ‘pos-

sessed’ by Dionysus, she participates in the ‘sparagmos’ (i.e. tearing apart) of

her son Pentheus, and proudly places his head on a spike, believing she was

carrying the head of a lion.28 Exceptionally, we find some descriptions which

mix the last two types of crises: the case of Orestes in Euripides’ Iphigenia in

Tauris, which combines the passive phase inherited from the tradition (the

flight of Orestes in prey of the hallucinations of the Furies) and an aggres-

sive phase where Orestes massacres the flocks thinking he was fighting the

Furies (line 299).

In all these crises, whether they are recounted by the story of a messenger

or whether they are represented on stage, the description of the symptoms

tries to be realistic in order to inspire the imagination or the view of

the audience as well as possible. Thus, we can observe some similarities

between the description of the tragedians and that of the doctors in the

Hippocratic Corpus. One of the most spectacular crises which the Greeks

witnessed was the crisis of epilepsy, called the ‘sacred disease’. There is a

clear description of this crisis given by the Hippocratic doctor mentioned

above, the author of The Sacred Disease. Here are, according to him, the

symptoms of epilepsy (ch. 7, 6.372,5 ff. L.):

“The patient loses his speech and chokes, foam issues from the mouth, he

grinds his teeth fixed, the hands are contracted, the eyes roll, he loses con-

sciousness, sometimes the bowels are evacuated”; later he adds that “the

patient kicks his feet.”

We can complete this picture with the description of the same disease

offered by the treatise Breaths (ch. 14):

The whole body is shaken from side to side; parts of the body tremble; all types

of distortions occur; during the crisis, patients are insensible to everything,

deaf to what is said, blind to what happens, insensible to their suffering; and

they froth at the mouth.

Similarities have long been pointed out between the medical description of

the epileptic fit and the descriptions of fits in Greek tragedy.29 In particular,

two of the symptoms highlighted by the author of The Sacred Disease often

28 On medicine in the Bacchae, see S. Musitelli, “Riflessi di teorie mediche nelle Baccanti

di Euripide,” Dioniso, 42, 1968, pp. 93–114.

29 The most precise recent study is that of F. Ferrini, “Tragedia e patologia. Lessico

ippocratico in Euripde,” QUCC, 29, 1978, pp. 49–62: the author, taking each of the symptoms

of the fit described in The Sacred Disease, demonstrates correspondences with the plays of

Euripides.
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reoccur in tragedy: rolling eyes and frothing from the mouth. In Prometheus,

Io runs away and leaves the stage taken by a fit of delirium, describing what

is happening to her and notably declaring: “My eyes are convulsively rolling”

(882). The heroes of Sophocles, prey to crises of aggressive madness, Ajax

(Ajax 447) and Heracles (Trachinians 794) have eyes “which roll in every

direction,” and the adjective used (diastrophos) is comparable to the verb

diastrephomai used by the Hippocratic author. Euripides likes to combine

the two symptoms (rolling of the eyes and frothing from the mouth) in

describing Jason’s wife in Medea (1173–1175) and Agave in the Bacchae

(1122–1123). These two symptoms are generally accompanied by the loss

of reasoning in both tragedy and the Hippocratic author, as is the case in

the examples mentioned, with the exception of Jason’s new wife. Other

symptoms noted by Hippocratic doctors during an epileptic fit appear more

sporadically in tragedy: agitations and shaking. For example, Orestes’ crisis

in Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris begins with these symptoms. Here is the

description given by the ox-herd (281–283): “One of the strangers leaves the

cave, gets up, and, shaking his head, groans whilst his hands shake.” The

symptom of shaking hands noted by Euripides recalls the “hands that shake”

in the description of epilepsy by the author of The Sacred Disease.

We should be careful not to overemphasise these parallels. We cannot say

that the epileptic fit was the only model used by tragic authors to describe

and represent a fit in their heroes. However, there is an important difference

between the fit of epilepsy as it is described in ch. 9 of The Sacred Disease

and ch. 15 of Breaths and the fits in Greek tragedy: whilst the epileptics

lose their voice—it is the first symptom listed by the author of The Sacred

Disease—the tragic heroes, gripped by madness, cry out. To take an example

of Orestes’ fit of madness in Iphiginia at Tauris, Euripides, after having

mentioned the shaking of his hands, adds (284): “wandering in the fit of

madness, he cries out like a hunter.” Although it is true that another passage

from The Sacred Disease suggests that epileptics can cry out, this passage

does not correspond to the Hippocratic author’s description. Conversely,

the author of The Sacred Disease, in ch. 1 (6.354,4–11 L.) alludes to fits

of delirium as spectacular as the epileptic, where the patient, gripped by

delirium, cries out:

I see men become mad and delirious from no manifest cause and do many

things out of place; I have known many people who groan and cry out in

their sleep, some in a state of suffocation who jump up, flee outside, and

are delirious until they are wakened; then they become sane and rational as

before, although they are pale and weak; and this will happen not once, but

many times.
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The spectacle of such crises inspired both tragic authors and the medical

description of epileptic fits. In addition, when a tragic author describes or

represents the fit of a sick hero or one gripped by madness, the medical

model is only a secondary model, the principal model being a tragic one,

i.e. that of a precursor with which the tragic author competes. For example,

when Euripides uses the technical medical term φαγέδαινα to designate the

devouring disease of Philoctetes (fr. 792 Nauck), we might believe, in the

absence of other witnesses, that he took this term directly from a medical

piece of writing; in fact, as we know from Aristotle (Poetics 1458b22), he owes

this term to the Philoctetes of his precursor, Aeschylus. Elsewhere, when

Euripides describes Orestes’ madness in his Iphigenia at Tauris, he adds,

as we have said, an aggressive phase where Orestes massacres the flocks,

believing he was fighting the Furies, to the passive phase inherited from the

tradition; here, Euripides clearly innovates on Ajax’s madness in Sophocles,

who massacres the flocks whilst believing he was killing his enemies.

Nevertheless, these connections between Hippocratic medicine and

Greek tragedy, both in the technical terminology of the disease and the

description of fits, pose the problem of the influence of Hippocratic medi-

cine on tragedy. How can we interpret these connections? Can we speak

of an influence of Hippocratic medicine on Greek drama? This is a deli-

cate issue, and our response should be nuanced. We should refrain from

supposing a timeless relationship. Greek tragedy extends over more than

half a century (476 to 401), and the Hippocratic Corpus, although it con-

tains the highlights of ancient treatises which date from the second half of

the fifth century, also includes treatises that post-date tragedy.30 Thus, the

chronological range of both the Greek tragedies and the treatises from the

Hippocratic corpus prohibits any general answer.

It is certain that the Hippocratic Corpus did not directly influence the

plays of Aeschylus, because Aeschylus died around the same time that

Hippocrates was born.31 We may exclude, for reasons of methodology, the

case of Prometheus Bound, which has numerous references to medicine

but whose Aeschylean authorship is uncertain.32 However, the fact that

30 The Hippocratic Corpus contains, apart from an ancient core dating from the second

half of the fifth century, some treatises dating from the first half of the fourth century. With

the exception of some rare, later, treatises, the main part of the Corpus pre-dates Aristotle.

31 Aeschylus died in Sicily in 456–455; Hippocrates was born in Cos in 460.

32 We find in Prometheus the first use of the neuter noun νόσηµα, which is used alongside

the traditional νόσος, a parallel that is found in some later texts of the Hippocratic Corpus.

See G. Preiser, Allgemeine Krankheitsbezeichnungen im Corpus Hippocraticum. Gebrauch von
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Aeschylus lived before Hippocrates does not mean that we cannot compare

Aeschylus’ medical vocabulary with that of the Hippocratic Corpus, for the

Hippocratic Corpus, which marks the peak of medical writing after the

death of Aeschylus, is not the first medical literature. Within the Hippocratic

Corpus we find numerous parallel redactions, which can only be explained

as deriving from common models that are no longer extant.33 Thus it is

plausible that Aeschylus read some nosologic treatises which have not been

preserved. The presence, in his plays, of technical medical terms that are

not subsequently attested apart from in the Hippocratic Corpus, such as

φαγέδαινα or λειχήν, can hardly be explained in any other way. The reverse

hypothesis, of an influence of dramatic literature on medical texts, although

it currently enjoys a certain popularity, is unlikely. What might appear to

some as a poetic term borrowed by doctors is in fact an Ionian word that

was preserved, albeit independently, in poetry and in technical medical

literature.34

Any parallels we find between Aeschylus and the Hippocratic Corpus

are very difficult to interpret, especially when we depart from strict med-

ical terminology and enter the domain of physiology. We must resist the

urge to find in the texts of Aeschylus, thanks to some good parallels, the

same precise notions as in the later technical texts, which do not necessar-

ily represent the same level of intellectual development. Electra’s “flux of

bile that fixes in the heart,” during an emotional scene (Choephori 183 f.),

does not mean that Aeschylus was familiar with an elaborated theory of the

humoral aetiology of diseases, such as that in Diseases II (first part), ch. 5

Nousos und Nosema, Berlin, 1976. On medicine in Prometheus, see. S. Saïd, Sophiste et tyran

…, (above, n. 26) pp. 168–185.

33 See in particular J. Jouanna, Pour un archéologie de l’ école de Cnide, Paris, 1974 [re-issued

with revisions in 2009], passim.

34 On this tendency to want to explain similarities between Aeschylus and Hippocrates

by the influence of poetic terms on medical vocabulary, see S. Saïd, Sophiste et tyran …,

p. 169, and footnotes 99 and 101. On the problem of the relationship between poetic and

technical language, see G. Lanata, “Linguaggio scientifico e linguaggio poetico. Note al

lessico del De morbo sacro,” QUCC, 5, 1968, pp. 22–36. The rare examples that she uses

(pp. 35–36) to formulate the hypothesis of a possible influence of Euripides’ tragedy on

the language of the Hippocratic doctor of The Sacred Disease are not convincing. It would

be particularly easy to show that the adjective ἀτρεµαῖος belongs in fact to a lexical family

formed from ἀτρεµα, which is typically Ionian. Although well represented in Herodotus and

Hippocrates, it is absent from Thucydides, where it is replaced by the family of ἥσυχος. On

the problem concerning poetic and technical terms originating from the same Ionian source,

see J. Jouanna and P. Demont, “Le sens d’ἰχώρ chez Homère (Iliade V, v. 340 et 416) et Eschyle

(Agamemnon, v. 1480) en relation avec les emplois du mot dans la Collection hippocratique,”

Revue des Etudes Anciennes, 83, 1981, pp. 197–209.
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(ed. Jouanna, p. 136,14–15), where it is said that the patient “faints when

phlegm or black bile fixes itself in the heart.” In addition, the similar-

ities between Aeschylus and Hippocrates do not necessarily mean that

Aeschylus took his knowledge from a lost medical treatise. For example,

the idea proclaimed by the choir of Agamemnon (1001 ff.) that excessively

good health is almost like a disease is not necessarily taken from a medical

theory, as is generally thought35 on the strength of the fact that we find the

same idea in Hippocrates’ Aphorisms (1.3, 4.458,11 f. L.) concerning the health

of athletes. In Aeschylus, it could concern a simple example of the dangers

of excess—too much good health, like too much wealth, risks attracting the

jealousy of the gods—a popular idea that found a more rational and tech-

nical expression in the Hippocratic Corpus thanks to its study of the diet of

athletes.

By contrast, the most ancient treatises of the Hippocratic Corpus prob-

ably had a direct influence on the end of Euripides’ career, and also on the

last years of Sophocles’ activity, notably in his Philoctetes of 409.36 The devel-

opment of Hippocratic medicine, with its admirable clinical descriptions,

probably had a growing influence on the realism of pathological descrip-

tions in the theatre. Scholars agree in highlighting a progression in theatrical

realism; we need only compare Orestes’ madness in Aeschylus (in 458) with

Euripides, forty or fifty years later, in Iphigenia in Tauris or Orestes, to be

convinced of this. Concern for realism meant that it was proper to show

patients confined to bed.

The oldest example is that of Phaedra in Euripides’ Hippolytus; the direc-

tions contained in the text, at the moment when Phaedra appears, are clear:

Phaedra appears to the audience lying in a bed, probably rolled or carried

outside the palace by servants, and asks the nurse to sit her up (lines 179

and 198). Racine, when he makes his Phaedra enter, follows the text of

Euripides; thus, the verse of Euripides (199): “I feel that the joints of my

poor members are broken,” becomes in Racine (156): “and my shaking knees

give way from under me.” However, the acting of the scene is totally dif-

ferent. The verse in Euripides shows the impossibility of Phaedra of sitting

35 See, for example, W. Rösler, Reflexe vorsokratischen Denkens bei Aischylos, in Beiträge

zur klasssichen Philologie 37, Meisenheim am Glan, 1970, p. 98 f. On the comparison between

Aeschylus and Hippocrates, outside the studies cited in footnote 22, see G. Maloney, “Contri-

butions hippocratiques à l’ étude de l’Orestie d’ Eschyle,” in F. Lasserre and Ph. Mudry, Formes

de pensée dans la Collection hippocratique, Geneva, 1983, pp. 71–76.

36 On the relationship between Philoctetes and the Hippocratic Corpus, see an old, yet still

useful, work, J. Psichari, “Sophocle et Hippocrate à propos de Philoctète à Lemnos,” Revue de

Philologie, 1908, pp. 83–128.
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up alone in the bed; Racine justifies the impossibility of Phaedra remaining

standing and, in an instruction outside the text, signals that Phaedra is sat

at the moment she says these words. The clinical aspect of the Euripidean

scene was eliminated by Racine. The opposition of the two staged scenes

brings out the realism of Euripidean drama, which did not hesitate to show

a bedridden sick person.

Euripides’ Orestes displays this scene in 408 and he gives it unequalled

scope and realism.37 The play begins with the scene of Orestes asleep,

whilst Electra watches over the patient. The audience witnesses Orestes

waking up, and then his fit of madness, and finally his return to calm. The

different movements of the patients are indicated in the text with surprising

meticulousness. We see Orestes firstly sitting on the bed, then lying down,

before sitting up again, this time with his feet on the floor. At that moment

a fit of madness makes him leap from the couch, escaping from Electra’s

hold, who is trying to restrain him, mimicking an archer who is firing at the

Furies, then stopping abruptly, breathless, to discover to his surprise that,

having regained consciousness, he had jumped from his bed and his sister

was crying at the sight of the horror of the spectacle. The scene recalls that

described by the author of The Sacred Disease, less so for the fit of epilepsy

itself than for other frightening fits where sleeping people throw themselves

off the bed and hallucinate before becoming lucid and reasonable as before,

nevertheless remaining pale and weak after the fit (ch. 1, 6.354,7–10 L.).

This scene from Euripides’ Orestes is the most extreme case where the

representations of the tragic author and the Hippocratic doctor match each

other in accuracy.

In these two important ‘clinical’ scenes of Hippolytus and Orestes, Euripi-

des not only competes with the Hippocratic doctors in the accuracy of his

description; he also echoes the problems tackled in medical texts by putting

them into the mouth of his characters. For example, Phaedra’s nurse, com-

plaining about her role as caretaker of the patient, declares not without

paradox: “It is better to be sick than having to cure” (line 186). In a passage of

the Hippocratic treatise Breaths (ch. 1, 6.90 L.), which was famous through-

out late antiquity, the author highlights the difficulty of the condition of the

doctor who “sees terrible things, touches disagreeable things and, regard-

ing the misfortunes of others, reaps the despondencies of others, whilst the

37 On Orestes’ madness, see F. Donadi, “In margine alla follia di Oreste,” Boll. dell’Istituto

di Filologia greca 1, 1974, pp. 111–127; on the success of this scene in antiquity, see C.W. Willink,

Euripides, Orestes, Oxford, 1986, p. 120 (comm. on pp. 211–315).
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patients escape from the greatest harm thanks to his art.” This little known

comparison was made by a fine scholar of tragedy and medical literature.38

Elsewhere, Euripides’ characters expound theories which are found in

the Hippocratic Corpus. Thus, in fragment 917, which we saw was already

connected to Hippocrates in antiquity, the obligations of a good doctor are

formulated in terms very close to those of the preamble of the treatise Airs,

Waters, Places: “All those who wish to heal properly,” declares the charac-

ter of Euripides, “should take into consideration the diet of the inhabitants

of the city as well as its terrain to study diseases.” The Hippocratic author

begins his treatise with the following formula: “Those who wish to carry

out correct investigations on medicine should proceed thus,” and amongst

the advice given to a doctor, in particular an itinerant doctor who arrives

in an unknown city, is the examination of the terrain and the diet of the

inhabitants of the city. The similarity is so close that some have concluded

Euripides’ direct use of the Hippocratic treatise. To reinforce this conclu-

sion, some have invoked another fragment (fr. 981 Nauck) where Euripides,

through the intermediary of an unknown person, praises the temperate cli-

mate of his homeland and compares Greece with Asia, which “makes the

most beautiful things grow” (ἐκτρέφει κά ιστα). In the second part of the

treatise Airs, Waters, Places, where Europe and Asia are compared, the part

of Asia where the climate is temperate is praised, “which makes the most

beautiful things grow” (ἐκτρέφει κά ιστα). The reoccurrence of the same

expression is remarkable and the twisting of the model to patriotic ends

would not be surprising in Euripides. Does this mean that Euripides knew

the treatise Airs, Waters, Places directly? It is quite possible, but not certain,

and we cannot use this comparison, as Nestle does, to prove the unity of the

two parts of the Hippocratic treatise.39

What remains remarkable is that it is possible to find in the mouth of the

characters of Euripides some general advice addressed to doctors exactly

like that in the Hippocratic Corpus, clearly aimed at a specialist, rather than

lay, audience. The case made for fragment 917 is not unique. We need to

cite also the fragment of Euripides’ Bellerophon (fr. 292 Nauck), where the

main character speaks not only on the cause of diseases, but also on the

modes of treatment that a doctor should use, or the fragment of an unknown

tragedy (fr. 1072 Nauck) on the problem of precipitation or temporisation

38 U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Euripides, Hyppolytos, Berlin, 1891, p. 197. The con-

nection remains little known, since it was not relayed in the edition commented by Barrett.

39 W. Nestle, “Hippocratica,” Hermes, 73 (1938), 25.
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in treatment. Discussions of doctors on their art penetrate directly into the

theatre. It is proof of Euripides’ excellent knowledge of medical literature,

but also and above all of a real interest from at least some of his public for

the newest perspectives on science.40 It is true—and something we forget

too often—that the public of citizens of the theatre of Dionysus at Athens

were themselves those who, at the assembly of the people, voted for the

doctors who made a public technical speech to apply for the position of

public doctor.41

Within this wide-ranging movement of the fifth century bc, “when man

freed himself from mythical thought in favour of rationalism,”42 tragic poetry

and the works of Hippocratic doctors are not at the same stage of develop-

ment. The works of doctors are totally free from mythical thought, as is the

work of the historian Thucydides, whilst the works of tragedians, since they

take their material from myth, still remain indebted to archaic thought. This

inherited thought is re-elaborated in tragedy according to the preoccupa-

tions and knowledge of the period. This explains the influence of Hippo-

cratic medicine on some tragedies. Although Hippocratic medicine is more

rational than Greek tragedy, we can say in contrast that Greek tragedy is

more representative of the spirit of its time, since the age of Pericles is not

only the age of the triumph of rationalism. The end of the fifth century is

a paradoxical era, as it was not only the rational medicine of Hippocrates

the Asclepiad that was flourishing, but also the miraculous medicine of the

priests of the healing god Asclepius. Tragedy reminds us of this ambiguity

of classical Greek thought, which risks being hidden by only reading ratio-

nalist writers such as the historian Thucydides or the doctor Hippocrates.

40 Euripides’ interest in the latest development in medical science fits in well with

Euripides’ ‘modernity’, well highlighted by J. de Romilly in her recent study on Euripides, La

modernité d’ Euripide, Paris, 1986; see in particular the chapter on ‘Un théâtre d’ idées (pp. 117–

154).

41 On the oratorical battles of the doctors who applied for the position of public doctor

before the public assembly of Athens, see Plato, Gorgias, 456b. This testimonium is funda-

mental for understanding the importance that doctors should accord to rhetoric (see my

“Rhetoric and medicine in the Hippocratic Corpus,” in this volume, ch. 3), and is also useful

to understand that the public of the theatre were not detached from the technical allusions

to medicine.

42 J. de Romilly, “Patience mon cœur.” L’ essor de la psychologie dans la littérature grecque

classique, Paris, 1984, p. 10.
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