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The Verbalisation of Non-Verbal Communication in Classical Greek Texts 

My Ph.D. thesis constitutes an investigation into the ways in which non-verbal 
communication (NVC) is represented and relayed by ancient authors through the use of the 
written word. This written expression of NVC can be represented in conjunction with oral 
communication, or independently of it, offering intentionally chosen insight into particular 
perspectives, concepts or situations. The reasons why a specific author, or authors, chose 
to include certain non-verbal details are considered, as is the cultural, symbolic, and 
literary significance of each example. The thesis approaches the subject from historical, 
anthropological, sociological and philosophical perspectives, while retaining an 
appreciation of the chronological and methodological limitations of studying the behaviour 
of a society which cannot be directly experienced. 

My thesis is intended to fill a gap in the historical scholarship of classical Athens 
as, with a few notable exceptions, the study of NVC remains virtually ignored by ancient 
historians and classicists. Indeed, mqst of the research in this area belongs to the 
discipline of art history and does not include a thorough consideration of the subject 
through the use of literary and historical sources. My research of NVC includes the study 
of gesture and body language, as well as investigations into kinesics, manipulable 
elements of appearance, autonomic nervous system responses, haptics, posture, gait, and 
mobility. Within these areas of inquiry there exist sub-divisions that must also be taken 
into consideration, e.g., gender, age, socio-economic status, and race. Furthermore, the 
symbolism and meaning of any element of NVC do not remain static, and the changes and 
alterations occurring within the means of communication of the society under investigation 
are critical to any attempt at understanding the role of NVC in that community. 

The point of departure for my research is the Attic orators. However, the scope of 
my work is by no means limited to oratory. Descriptions of NVC are used throughout 
Greek prose and verse, allowing a web of comparable and conflicting usage to be 
unravelled. Of particular interest to my work is the influence of early physiognomies and 
physiognomical thought on the textual usage of the body. In order to establish continuity 
or change in the a ttitudes and understanding of NVC in antiquity, the texts I consider are 
not restricted to the classical period, but spread into adjacent centuries. 

For methodological reasons, I have divided this dissertation according to body part 
or function, and have chosen particular aspects of NVC for detailed analysis, both on a 
practical and on a theoretical level. While each body movement represents a certain 
emotion or symbolises a parti<;:ular response or message, bodily traits and actions need 
also be considered within the wider context of Greek thought. Bodily movement and 
expression are evaluated in relation to basic Greek concepts such as the t!Jux~, the body, 
ox flf.W, beauty, civic ideals and values, etc. My thesis deals with NVC both as an 
expression of the ideal and as a possible reflection of reality, taking into consideration its 
role both as a means to fantasise and as a tool of criticism. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The study of the mentioned non-verbal communication in classical texts 

offers a new means of evaluating well-known sou~ces. Traditionally, attention 
\ 

has been given in the study of textual sources to the verbalisation of thoughts and 

speech, while the significance of body language and bodily movement has 

remained largely neglected. By focusing on the non-verbal, this study will bring 

to light new dimensions to familiar questions as well as highlight behaviour, and 

the reactions to that behaviour, which have not before been considered in depth. 

Non-verbal communication is a broad and flexible term that has been used 

to describe a vast array of categories of human behaviour. In order to examine 

constructively the non-verbal communication of fifth- and fourth-century Athens 

it is critical to set the boundaries and limitations of this fluid term. For the 

purpose of this work, non-verbal communication includes those behaviours, be 

they conscious or unconscious, intentional or unintentional, whose meanings are 

recognisable within the specific social community. 1 Non-verbal communication 

consists of a message sent by the encoder, and understood by the decoder, within 

the cultural context within which they exist. Even wh~hose participating in the 

communicative exchange are unaware of the non-verbal behaviour they are using 

to communicate, the non-verbal expressions are by no means random. Random 

movements or actions and indistinguishable bodily signs are not included in this 

definition; they have no place within the lexicon of non-verbal communication 

which is restricted by the premise of a societal agreement of acceptance of 

meamng. 

The study of non-verbal communication in general has gained in 

prominence as it infiltrates the research of scholars of the humanities and social 

sciences alike. With the publication of Charles Darwin's The Expression of the 

Emotions in Man and Animals in 1872 and Marcel Mauss' Notion de technique du 

I Burgoon 1985: 348-350. UNfVEASITV 
liBRf\RY 
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corps in 1935, the study of non-verbal communication has increasingly gained 

attention from social anthropologists, social psychologists, ethologists and other 

students of human behaviour.2 The middle of the twentieth century saw the 
r 

beginning of an intensification of research in this field, with a real increase in 

publications on the subject in the nineteen-sixties and -seventies. Works by Efron 

(1941), Ekman (1957, 1972, 1977, 1979), Goffman (1963, 1971), Birdwhistell 

(1970), Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1970), Kendon (1973), and Argyle (1975) were at the 

forefront of this new discipline.3 Non-verbal communication has remained a topic 
,' 

of importance as questions, such as those surrounding the debates on universality 

versus cultural relativity and biological versus social influences, continue to 

interest observers of human behaviour.4 However, despite the acknowledged 

relevance and importance of non-verbal communication in understanding human 

interaction, with a few notable exceptions (e.g. Sittl (1890), Bremmer (1991 ), 

Lateiner (1987, 1995, 1998), Newbold (1986, 1992, 1997), and Vermeer (1992)), 

this area of study remains virtually ignored by ancient historians and classicists. 

Most of the existing research in this area belongs to the discipline of art history 

(e .g., Fehr (1979), Neumann (1965)) and does not include a thorough 

consideration of the subject through the use of literary and historical sources. 

The textual foundation of the arguments introduced here are Greek texts 

from the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, with particular attention being paid to the 

Attic orations. Relevant examples are also taken from sources outside this time-

frame; due to the nature of the topic under investigation, flexible chronological 

boundaries provide for a more complex and interesting reading of classical non-

verbal communication. The texts considered allow for fruitful speculation on how 

2 The modern theorising on non-verbal behaviour has its foundations in the ancient study of 
physiognomies, whose principles began to resurface in the seventeenth century. By the nineteenth 
century the study and use of physiognomies were widespread in the intellectual communities of 
Europe. For an example of an eighteenth-century consideration of physiognomies see Lavater 
(1800?). For a detailed study of nineteenth-century works on physiognomies see Wechsler 
(1982); Rivers (1994). 
3 See also Scherer and Ekman (1982: 1-44), Harper, Wiens and Matarazzo (1978), Brannigan and 
Humphries (1972); Ekman and Friesen (1969b). 
4 See Feldman and Rime (1991), Kendon (1981). 
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descriptions of non-verbal communication were used by authors within their 

respective genres, be it poetry, oratory, philosophy or other forms of Greek prose. 

The interaction between different types of literature is also considered, as 

behavioural types and traits appear throughout the Oreek sources, in both verse 

and prose. It must be noted that this study is concerned with the textual 

representation of non-verbal communication and makes no pretence at 

representing the behaviour of the average citizen in daily life. While meaning can 

be projected from literature to reality, when considering a society which cannot be 

observed, this sort of theorising can never leave the purely speculative stage of 
( 

analysis (art objects offer interesting additional information, but these too cannot 

be used as definitive examples of 'real life' non-verbal behaviour). 

It is the seemingly culturally ingrained reactions to bodily form and 

movement assumed by the orators that lay the basis for the more philosophic 

works which addressed these issues, as the stereotypes and prejudices reinforced 

themselves. The sources are indicative of the flow of ideas from the realm of the 

orators to that of the intellectual, whereby the content of the orations indirectly 
., 

draws treatment and commentary from the philosophers. Interpretations of non-

verbal communication found in the orations undoubtedly influenced the thinkers 

of the period, as can be se~n through the examples found in texts aimed at less 

popular audiences. Examples of non-verbal communication in drama also add an 

additional perspective, as the unique circumstances of the theatre bring forth 

particular forms of expression. The static mask necessitates the usage by the actor 

of non-verbal behaviour in order to communicate effectively. The mask itself 

offers a surface on which to project physiognomic facial types, and the costumes 

could be used as a means of depicting certain physicalities or physical traits 

associated with recognisable characteristics. The examples of non-verbal 

communication which are referred to textually in dramatic poetry are only a 

fraction of what must have been an extremely rich display of bodily movement. 

Despite their relatively small number, however, these references are very 

3 



important in expanding the scope of argument in favour of the significance of the 

usage of recognisable non-verbal behaviour. 

The study of the non-verbal communication referred to in Greek literature 

opens up an important perspective on the construction of the citizen ideal and the 

physical behaviour that accompanies it. The body and its movements are 

scrutinised within the complex guidelines of acceptable behaviour and categorised 

to correspond with apparently rigid social norms. Just as a man's behaviour was 

judged in the light of a civic ideal, so too was his physicality. The body is an 

expression of a man's nature, which i.n turn is a reflection of the society to which 

he belongs. The characteristics which form the ideal citizen are expected to be 

manifested not only in his soul, but in his physical appearance. Furthermore, 

consideration of the relationship between the physical and the spiritual demands 

that the role of physiognomies be addressed. Even when the pseudo-science of 

physiognomies is not applied directly, as is often the case in the fifth- and fourth

century texts (as opposed to the physiognomic treatises of later periods), there is 

still a stron~ link between physical appearance and behaviour that is at the 

foundation of Greek thought on the soul, the body, beauty and nature. 

In order to attempt to understand how non-verbal communication can be 

perceived as an expression of ethical values, it is necessary to consider how the 

description of the physical was manipulated in both the public and private 

spheres. The speeches of the Attic orators, which are freckled with references to 

non-verbal communication and behaviour, provide some insight into the rhetorical 

usage of the body. Indeed, the use of descriptions of bodily traits and movements 

to enhance and supplement rhetorical arguments was an identifiable topos. It is 

these examples, alongside corresponding descriptions in other forms of Greek 

literature, that allow for speculation on how the physicality of the ideal Athenian 

citizen was relevant to presentation and self-presentation, and to what degree this 

fantasy of the ideal man was ingrained in the collective consciousness of the 

citizen body. Social success depended on a citizen's ability to project the 

4 
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acceptable image, constructing the necessary physical behaviour. 5 The non-

verbal communication of the KaA6s- Kciya86s-, the good and beautiful man, is the 

standard against which citizens are judged, the individual's physical state being a 

' 

statement of his nature and conditioning. The Greek ideal of the KaA.os- Kciya86s-

binds the body and the soul together; this ideal citizen sets the standard of both 

behaviour and appearance against which all others are judged. Deviations from 

either the physical or the spiritual beauty or goodness are unacceptable, and 

neither the ugly nor the evil man can be a KaAOS' Kciya86s-. The examples found 

in the extant sources are presumably reHable indicators of public reaction to non-

verbal behaviour, or at least that of the demographic segment which formed the 

jury, the Assembly, the theatrical audience or the intellectual community. Of 

particular prevalence in these texts is the notion of the idealised body and bodily 

movements, which is the standard to which all others are held, and it is the 

discrepancies from, as well as the similarities to, this physical form which leave a 

partial sketch ofhow elements of non-verbal communication were viewed. 

Within,the study of non-verbal communication there exist sub-divisions, 

such as gender, age, socio-economic status, race, etc., that must also be taken into 

consideration. While a recognisable system of non-verbal communication exists 

within a culture, this does ·not mean that this code of non-verbal conduct is 

applied identically to all members of that society, nor that the meaning of a 

particular aspect of the system remains the same regardless of the identity of the 

encoder or decoder. Context is paramount to understanding the messages being 

communicated by non-verbal behaviour and, as a result, the significance of a 

particular gesture might change, e.g., a kiss could be an indication of affection, of 

submission, or of aggression. The nuances of non-verbal expression can be 

extremely subtle, but their detection is essential for a successful interpretation. 

5 Turner 1984: I 08-114. 
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Human interaction relies on non-verbal communication not only to 

supplement the verbal, but to relay information and reflect emotions that are 

independent of the spoken word. Non-verbal communication is an expression of 

both intentional and unintentional decisions to coiillliunicate a particular message, 

or messages, that might be either in agreement with, contradictory to, or 

independent of what is being said orally. Furthermore, while speech can be easily 

manipulated by the speaker, body language is more difficult to choreograph and 

falsify convincingly. Indeed, the role that the body plays in communicating is 

often forgotten or overlooked by those directly involved in the exchange, in 

particular by the communicator, and it is, therefore, left to express itself in a less 

contrived manner. The individual acts and reacts non-verbally using all the 

information that s/he is receiving, consciously or unconsciously, to understand 

and respond to the 'whole' interactive dialogue, not simply to the words being 

spoken. 

The use of a description of any non-verbal behaviour incorporates, either 

consciously ~or unconsciously, the interpretative 'baggage' connected to the 

movement under consideration. Hence the significance of the intentional 

manipulation of body language and movement: in any society self-presentation is 

germane to social success and even survival, and deviations from the norm can be 

very damaging to an individual's reception within that society. Individuals, 

therefore, try to control and alter their non-verbal behaviour in order to 

communicate a desired image of themselves, or to achieve results that depend on 

this being seen in a certain way. 6 However, simply because an individual desires 

to present him/herself in a certain way does not mean that s/he will be successful, 

as there are numerous constraints on the use of non-verbal behaviour for self

presentation. Factors such as emotion, individual characteristics, motivation and 

societal restraints affect the result of an attempt to manipulate non-verbal 

6 For an example of modern social science research on self-presentation see DePaulo (1991). 
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behaviour. 7 Human beings are not fully in control of their bodily functions and 

actions, and the body often communicates messages that are unintended by the 

sender yet plainly obvious to the receiver. Nonetheless, manipulation of the body 

is often attempted, with varying degrees of success. tThe deceitful individual may 

alter his/her ways but a keen observer will ultimately see his/her true nature. In 

the classical period, as in the nineteenth-century, movement was believed to have 

a natural expression and tampering with this balance was thought to cause falsity 

and reveal an attempt at deceit. In his Theorie de la demarche, first published in 

1833, Honore de Balzac states that "[tJout mouvement a une expression qui lui est 

propre et qui vient de 1' am e. Les mouvements faux tiennent essentiellement a la 

nature du caractere; les mouvements gauches viennent des habitudes."8 Bad 

movements are learnt behaviour and reflect a bad character, one which attempts to 

go against the nature of the body. Manipulation of the natural cannot be 

sustained, and the body eventually reveals itself. 

Furthermore, the study of non-verbal communication foregrounds the 

question of QOW a specific cultural grouping sees 'the body' and what role 'the 

body' is allotted within its defined area of communication. A society's use and 

perception of the body in communication are an indication of the nature of that 

culture. How the body is. portrayed in literature, art, myths and cosmogonies 

represents society's impression of itself, appearing as a metaphor in the means of 

expression of that culture. 9 The body can be seen to represent the society itself, 

and its cultural treatment can prove to be very telling. Non-verbal behaviour is a 

culturally motivated means of communication that dictates the accepted forms of 

movement and alteration that the body can, and should, undergo to express 

different emotions, ideas and sentiments. 

7 DePaulo 1991: 354 ff. 
8 Balzac 1938: 639. 
9 Bentall and Polhemus 1975: 10. 
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When investigating the non-verbal communication of a society that cannot 

be witnessed, the observer is left to rely solely on whatever sources have been 

preserved. This means, obviously, that there is only a partial, contrived 

description available that can in no way illustrate \;the full array of non-verbal 

communication. This does not, however, mean that nothing can be gained or 

understood from the limited extant and accessible information. In fact, much can 

be learnt by trying to understand why certain elements of body language and 

gesture were preserved in a literary description, or used specifically to portray a 

sentiment, emotion or atmosphere in the extant written texts. That specific 
( 

aspects of non-verbal communication were related by ancient authors to the 

audience for which they were writing is indicative both of the existence of a 

culturally recognisable non-verbal code and of the importance of this code as an 

addition to spoken and written narrative. Furthermore, because of the constantly 

changing nature of non-verbal communication, in regard to the cues themselves as 

well as to the specific cultural meaning of those cues, historical perspective is a 

necessary addition to a synchronic understanding of non-verbal behaviour. 10 

However, one cannot assume that classical Greek non-verbal communication 

carried the same messages as modern non-verbal communication (or of any other 

time or place), and it i.s dangerous to attempt to project anachronistic 

interpretations of non-verbal communication onto fifth- and fourth-century 

Athens. Nonetheless, one can hope to uncover sufficient references to, and 

illustrations of, non-verbal communication in order to try to construct some form 

of classical model that would allow for a satisfactory understanding of textually 

represented ancient non-verbal communication. This does not mean, however, 

that interpretation and representation remain static, and within the wider context 

of antiquity there are changes in what are perceived as ideal movements and 

physical traits. This premise is even more relevant when discussing larger 

10 Poyatos 1983:46. 
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historical periods and, while some similarities have survived, efforts aimed at 

identifying continuity through to modernity are misguided. 

The study of non-verbal communication is an essential component in any 

attempt to reconstruct, understand and interpret the systems of inter-personal 

communication at work in a particular society, be it modern or ancient. A 

society's self-presentation, as well as its representation of others, through its 

description of the non-verbal, can be very instructive. The perception and 

interpretation of the non-verbal communication of others within the same society, 

of individuals belonging to separate 9.ultural groups or to whole distinct cultures, 

provide interesting information on how a society sees itself, how it sees others and 

how it attempts to comprehend the intentions and behaviour of those both known 

and foreign to it. 

The Greek texts referred to in this work were taken from the Oxford Classical 

Texts series and, where no OCT edition was available, from the Teubner series. 

All exceptions are indicated. Titles of primary sources are according to the 

Thesaurus Linguae Graecae and the Oxford Classical Dictionary (Third Edition) 

listings. 

9 
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2. THE FACE 

Facial expression is a topic which has received considerable attention 

since the physiognomic revival in the seventeenth-~entury. Indeed, as scientists 
t 

and social scientists of all disciplines grapple with attempts to explain social 

behaviour and human physicality, the face remains central. While Charles 

Darwin was not the first to consider facial expressions, 11 his work is 

unquestionably the most important of the modern ground breaking forays into this 

area of study of human behaviour. Darwin's The Expression of the Emotions in 
(:.. 

Man and Animals is of particular interest and, due to Darwin's fame from his 

previously published his work on evolution, it became a best-seller when 

published.12 Nonetheless, despite its large readership, this book made virtually no 

impact on the scientific community at the time of publication and it is only with 

the renewed interest in non-verbal behaviour that its value has been recognised. 13 

While the methodology used by Darwin, and the conclusions derived from it, are 

the subject of dispute, the work is fundamental to the study and understanding of 

facial expres~ions. 

With the increased interest in the study of non-verbal communication, the 

topic of facial expressions has become a central concern for modern ethologists, 

anthropologists and sociologists.14 The questions asked by modern scholars of 

facial expressions can also be applied to the study of non-verbal behaviour in 

antiquity. Of particular interest is whether facial expressions are universal, i.e., 

whether an expression can communicate a particular message which transcends 

all cultural boundaries.15 If universality is accepted, 16 and by no means should 

11 See Lavater (1800?), Duchenne (1862), Bell (1877). For a survey of the works which preceded 
and influenced Charles Darwin's The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, see Darwin 
(1965: introduction). 
12 Ekman 1973: 1. 
13 Ekman 1973: 2-10. See Ghiselin (1969: 187-213) for an evolutionary psychology of the 
Darwinian method. 
14 For example see Argyle (1988), Birdwhistell (1970), Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1975), Ekman (1973; 
1977; 1982), Ekman and Friesen (1976; 1978), Ekman, Friesen and Ellsworth (1972), Harper, 
Wiens and Matarazzo (1978), Izard (1971 ), Lewis and Rosenblum (1978), and Seaford (1981 ). 
15 Darwin 1965: 14-15; Ekman 1973: 171. 
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this be taken as a given, can we then apply modern results of the study of facial 

expression to ancient Greece? It would appear that many of the facial expressions 

of emotions, such as fear or happiness, are not culturally specific (whereas the 

expressions might have elements of universality, the emotions themselves are 

culturally relative). 17 Indeed, there seems to be consistency between the facial 

expressions used in classical Athens and modern understanding and recognition of 

these expressions. However, whereas there are many similarities in the meanings 

of facial expressions, there are some discrepancies in description: e.g. in the 

Acharnenses, Aristophanes describes ,eyebrows being raised in anger, whereas the 

modern, accidental inclination would be to say eyebrows furrow in anger and rise 

in surprise. 18 Of course, accompanying facial actions are extremely important in 

interpreting the meaning of an expression. What appear to be identical 

expressions might change fundamentally when considered in the context of the 

whole face (and body). Furthermore, the verbalisations of the expressions might 

16 Many modern anthropologists believe, at least to a certain degree, in the universality of facial 
expressions when considering their biological function. Russell and Fernandez-Dols (1997: 16) 
argue for Minimal Universality, which " ... predicts a certain amount of cross-cultural similarity in 
interpreting facial expressions without postulating an innate emotion signalling system." Ekman 
( 1977: 39-40) argues that universality or cultural relativism can both be found in the study of non
verbal communication depending on which signs are considered. Duchenne ( 1862) and Darwin 
(1872), while not having concrete scientific evidence on which to base their conclusions, accept 
universality (Duchenne attributes it to the work of God, Darwin to Evolution). Ekman (1989) 
claims that there is factual evidence for universality for some facial expressions, but there are 
other scholars within the anthropological community who disagree, for example Birdwhistell 
(1970), and Lutz and White (1986). See Izard (1997: 58-59) on innateness and universality. See 
Ekman (1971; 1977: 53ff.; 1990) for universality versus cultural relativity. See Russell (1997 : 
306-316) for seven objections to the standard conclusions on facial expression, including the 
arguments for universality. 
17 Ekman (1977: 53) differentiates between facial expressions which express emotion, which are 
mostly universal, and those which act as emblems, illustrators and regulators . (See page 66 for a 
brief definition of these terms in relation to hand gestures; these categories can be applied to all 
forms of non-verbal communication, not just to the face and hands.) Ekman argues that 
universality of facial expression is limited to the emotions of happiness, surprise, fear, anger, 
disgust and sadness. There might be universality for interest and shame. Most other emotions 
will be without universal facial expressions. Even those emotions which have universal 
expressions do not preclude the existence of additional culturaJiy specific ones (Ekman 1977: 72-
73). See also Izard (1979). Aristotle, De anima 403al5, associates the emotions of the soul with 
their expression in the body, acknowledging the link between emotions and their physical 
manifestation. 
18 Aristophanes, Acharnenses I 069 ; see below, page 45 . Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1975: 468) states that 
Europeans raise their eyebrows in curiosity, inquisitiveness and surprise, which form the ritualised 
basis of the "eyebrow flash greeting". Europeans also raise their eyebrows in displeasure, 
probably a sign of unpleasant surprise. The eyebrows remain raised and this gaze becomes 
threatening, thus suggesting the anger of the classical usage. 
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be at the root of apparent differences in interpretation, rather than the actual 

expressions themselves. Indeed, the assumption that the Greek terminology for 

emotions and expressions corresponds directly with an English equivalent is in 

itself flawed. 19 How the nuances of the expression\; are described, how much of 

the total expression is observed, and who is witnessing it are all fundamental 

problems in making an accurate description of non-verbal behaviour. Even when 

universality can be argued, the reaction and cultural classification of expressions 

are very much culturally specific. Context, as well, plays a critical role in 

deciphering the meaning of an expression. With these limitations in mind, and 
<' 

after considering the facial expressions described in the extant Greek texts, it can 

be asserted that there appear to be no indications of any major difference in 

meaning of recognisable expressions. 

The question remains, however, of how the Greeks of the fifth and fourth 

centuries viewed the face and what it represented for them. While modern 

scholarship offers interesting insights into the causes and occurrences of facial 

expressions, these do not necessarily correspond with how the Greeks understood 

their faces, and how and why they moved and reacted as they did. There is no 

doubt that the face was significantly more than simply another body part. In fact, 

the very word for face, TTP~CJWTTOV, implies a distinction between that which can 

be seen, the face, and that which is covered, presumably the rest of the body (the 

hands, another particularly expressive part of the body, also usually remain 

uncovered).20 The face is a combination of traits, such as the eyes, nose, mouth, 

etc., which together form an expressive entity. The combination of the various 

features of the face makes it the most expressive grouping of body parts. How 

this entity, the TTPOCJWTTOV, is utilised by ancient authors, if and when it appears in 

texts, reveals something of how this part of the body was seen to communicate. 

Both the direct consideration of the face itself, as well as the descriptions of facial 

19 Russelll997: 305. 
20 Frontisi-Ducroux 1995: 19. 
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expressions which can be found throughout Greek literature, shed some light on 

how the face and its expressions might have been understood. 

The face is the most conspicuous of body parts, and of the face it is the 

eyes which are held to be the most prominent featuie. 21 While each body part is 

unique, it is only the face which so easily allows for the recognition of an 

individual, and which is, in most cases, exposed. While it can be argued that an 

individual can be recognised by other physical traits, e.g., the feet or hands, no 

other part of the body is so readily available for close scrutiny. Of course, close 

proximity to the subject is essential fQr an evaluation of the face. 

Perhaps most interesting in the study of the use in classical Greek texts of 

facial expressions is the relative lack of evidence. The modern reader assumes 

that the face is of central importance in any physical description, whereas the 

classical sources offer very few examples of descriptions of an individual's face. 

Socrates, who is notably ugly, is the obvious exception. How many other 

personalities from the classical period have had their faces described in text, of 

whom a reconstruction, however contrived, can be made of their face? Details 

regarding specific expressions are preserved much more regularly, although these 

offer little insight into the actual appearance of an individual. The modern 

concept of the face being .the most identifiable and individual of the physical 

features appears to receive little textual expression by the classical authors. Even 

when the face is described, it is often in correlation with details about the body 

and/or the CJXf1fla.22 There are also many descriptions that simply do not include 

the face, relying on the body alone to portray the individual.23 A possible 

21 Of the physiognomic writers, Polemo Rhetor (second century CE) pays particular attention to 
the eyes, which he claims are the foundation of the pseudo-science; approximately one third of his 
Physiognomonia focuses on the eyes. Cicero also refers to the eyes, e.g. , De legibus !.27; De 
oratore 11!.221 -222. See also Pliny, Natura/is historia XI.l43-145 . See Frontisi-Ducroux (1995 : 
25-26); Evans (1969: 12, 15-16). 
22 See chapter 6. 
23 Examples of such 'faceless' descriptions can be found throughout this study. See, for example, 
Timarchus' comportment in Aeschines I, 25 (page 80); Nicobulus in Demosthenes XXXVII (page 
120); Socrates in Xenophon's Apologia Socratis XXVII (the eyes, not the face, are beaming. Page 
21 0); and numerous descriptions in the Aristotelian Physiognomonica. 

13 



explanation for the relatively sparse use of facial descriptions is that, unlike in 

modern society, there was no reliance on any technology which projected, 

preserved or popularised on a grand scale the image of public figures. The 

politician of the classical period would not neces,sarily be recognised by the 

details of his face, but he might have a demeanour or mien which would be 

identifiable to those attending the Assembly or serving on juries. The details of 

the face could be fully appreciated only in intimate encounters, and, at least from 

the textual evidence, do not appear to have the same importance for individual 

identification as they do in the present, century. 
( . 

The relatively small number of references to the face that do exist are not, 

however, without significance. Indeed, because these are few in number, their 

inclusion in the texts is even more interesting to the student of non-verbal 

behaviour. The face is undoubtedly an important means of communication in 

Greek text, serving as a medium in the relationship between individuals.24 When 

the face is used by an author, it is to communicate beyond what is being said with 

words, to depict emotions and meanings which are in need of a physical 

expression. While examples of facial expressions might not appear very regularly 

in the texts, the occurrences that do exist are enough to illustrate the potential of 

the face as a vehicle for symbolism. 

2.1 Rhetorical usage 

Within the orations there exist examples of how one's physical demeanour 

and presentation are used to attempt to prejudice the voting citizen. Desirable and 

undesirable behaviour and appearance are described either to condemn or to 

praise an individual, with a view to painting an image in the mind of the juror or 

Assembly member of a certain character or nature that must inevitably 

24 Frontisi-Ducroux 1995: 22. 
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accompany specific physical traits. The face figures m a handful of these 

examples. 

While most of these physical descriptions pertain to the prosecutor, the 

accused or their associates, in [Demosthenes] XXV;.Jn Aristogeitonem I, it is the 

physicality of the jury which comes into play. In [Demosthenes] XXV the orator 

reminds his jury that the bystanders, both Athenian citizens and others, will know 

how they voted by the looks on their faces when they leave the court, they will be 

exposed to those judging their character by physical features. The speaker warns 

them that their faces will reveal whether they are betraying the law, and asks how 
( 

they will be able to look the crowd in the face? E~LT' mhLKa 8~ [lciA.' EK Tou 

IWT' av8p' ELS' EKaO"TOV TC)V TiapLOVTa ~AEl(JOVTaL KaL cpvaLOYVW[lOV~O"OUO"L TOUS' 

cinEl!Jll<PLO"fl.EVOVS'. TL ovv EpE'LT', w av8pES' 'A811VaLOL, EL TipOE[lEVOL TOUS' 

civn~AEl(JEa8E ;25 Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this passage is the use of 

the verb cpuaLOyVWfl.OVEW, one of the first extant examples of this term.26 

Undoubtedly, this usage is a reflection of a growing interest in, and possibly 

adherence to, physiognomic ideas, and the orator's use of the term implies that he 

thought to capitalise on a .popular trend. While the Demosthenic Corpus has 

numerous passages which appeal to the principles of physiognomies, this is the 

one oration which actually calls this practice by name through the use of the verb 

The topos of asking the jury how they will be perceived or how they will 

face bystanders and fellow citizens is common enough27, yet this appears to be the 

only example where they are threatened that their physiognomy will disclose· how 

25 [Demosthenes] XXV, In Aristogeitonem I, 98 .6. 
26 The date of this oration is sometime between 338-324; its authorship is considered spurious. 
See Vince (1935: 515) for a brief discussion. 
27 See also Demosthenes XX, Adversus Leptinem, 165; [Demosthenes] LIX,In Neaeram, 109; 
Aeschines Ill, In Ctesiphontem, 247; Lycurgus, Oratio in Leocratem, 141; Dinarchus I, In 
Demosthenem, 22. For a discussion of the public audiences at the law courts see Lanni (1997). 
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they voted. The man who votes for acquittal, which the speaker implies is the 

morally wrong thing to do, does so because of his unjust nature, which will be 

expressed physically through his bodily traits. Does this, then, mean that the 

results of the individual's behaviour can be foretold; that the just man and the 

unjust man can be recognised by their physiognomy? Alternatively, does just or 

unjust behaviour alter the physical state, creating the facial expression which is a 

reflection of the character responsible for a particular action? Perhaps a jury 

member who has voted unjustly cannot meet the eyes of his fellow citizens as his 

face will betray the shame and consc~ousness of his wrong-doing. In the case of 

[Demosthenes] XXV, the speaker is using physiognomy as a rhetorical threat to 

try to pressure the jury into voting his way by warning its members that they 

cannot hide their actions. The orator is clearly manipulating the principles of 

physiognomy, hoping to take advantage of the popular questioning of how and 

whether the body reflects the souPS There can be little doubt that physiognomies 

had entered the public consciousness. Indeed, for the threat of discove1y through 

physiognom~ means to be at all successful, the jurors had to believe, at least to a 

certain degree, that their character would be expressed physically. It is unlikely 

that the orator would incorporate physiognomies into his argument if he thought 

he would be considered ridiculous or if it were a marginal phenomenon. 

There seems to exist a tension between the belief that man's nature is 

expressed physically and the idea that, nonetheless, men can be persuaded to 

change this behaviour through competent and convincing oratory. An easy 

solution to this perceived tension is the argument that whatever action is finally 

taken is, indeed, the expression of the individual's nature. At this point in the 

development of physiognomies, the second half of the fomih century, this pseudo

science had not yet developed rigid boundaries. The rhetorical use of 

physiognomic principles would have been relatively unproblematic from the 

28 See section 2.5. 
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perspective of methodology, allowing the orator flexibility in incorporating 

expressions, traits and characteristics of the face. With the passage of time and 

the institutionalisation of physiognomies through the writing of physiognomic 

handbooks,29 the rules of usage and interpretation would become more rigid. 

Another example of a Demosthenic rhetorical use of facial expression is 

found in De false legatione, where the orator describes the life and character of 

the (allegedly) arrogant, vain, corrupt and treasonous Aeschines. The description 

of his deeds is not enough, and Demosthenes adds a physical description, 

including that of his facial expressi<;m, 'puffing his jaw out', TclS' yvd8ous 

<Pvawv ... 3° Aeschines' gait, manner of dress and facial expression are held to be 

proof of his nature, and they are moreover a statement of his friendship with 

Philip. The orator uses physical description to portray his adversary in the light 

he wishes the audience to see him, using the physical to conjure up a mental 

image in the minds of his audience. 

The awareness of orators of the influence of physiognomies, or at least the 

principles which underlie physiognomies, on popular beliefs is also expressed 

through attempts to negate the impression caused by an undesirable physical 

appearance. As in the case of other parts of the body and movements of the body, 

facial expressions and features are subject to evaluation and are considered in 

relation to the culturally established ideal. Isocrates tells his audience in 

Evagoras that dignity is seen through behaviour, not facial expressions, O"EflVOS' 

29 Perhaps the earliest physiognomically based work is the Hippocratic Epidemiae II, 5-6. After 

this work, the main extant physiognomic texts are [Aristotle], Physiognomonica from the third 

century BCE, Polemo, Physiognomonia, from the second century CE, Adamantius, 

Physiognomonica, from the fomth century CE, and the anonymous Physiognomonia Latina, also 

of the fomth century CE. The Pseudo-Aristotle refers to the methodology of earlier 

physiognomists, and it can be inferred from this that there were additional, earlier physiognomic 

works. Polemo and the later authors also refer to earlier works. The anonymous Latina, for 

example, mentions the physiognomies ofLoxus, a Hellenistic physician of the third century BCE. 

(See Misener (1923)). The fomth century CE sees additional physiognomic writers, including the 

Emperor Julian, his physician Oribasius, the historian Ammianus Marcellinus, and numerous 

Church Fathers, such as Gregory Nazianzenus. See Evans (1969); Barton (1994: 95-131); 

Gleason (1995: 55-81). 
30 Demosthenes XIX, De false legatione, 314. See page 125 below for fmther discussion on this 

passage in relation to Aeschines' walk. 
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wv OV TQLS' TOU TTPOCJWTTOU cruvaywya'Lc;-' ana TQLC) TOU ~LOU KQTQCJKEUaLc;-· 31 

While this statement might suggest that Isocrates appears to be unconvinced by 

physiognomies, apparently his audience needs to be instructed to separate 

appearance from action. The orator is instructing hi.s listeners to judge a man by 

his actions not by his face, thus emphasising his awareness of what must have 

been a societal inclination to judge a man by his looks (hardly unique to classical 

Athens). 

There exists within oratory and rhetoric a deep awareness of the influence 

and impact of bodily appearance and movement. As befits the discipline, the 
( 

philosophical angle in various orations on the connection between body and 

nature depends on the physicality of the individuals for whom the speech was 

written and against whom it was directed. Not only do orators need to consider 

the bodies of those they represent and against whom they are arguing. The orator 

must also be acutely aware of his own appearance and movements. In the 

Rhetorica Aristotle instructs the orator to use emotion by describing in full what 

is said and known, adding personal details to represent the character of both 
~ 

himself and his adversary. He gives the example of the facial expression of 

looking up angrily from under the brows and instances Aeschines' accusation 

against Cratylus that he his~ed and shook his fist violently. These are persuasive, 

as they are what the hearer knows, and become signs of what he does not know. 

KpaTuA.ou AtcrxCvT)s-, on owcrC(wv, To'Lv XELpo'Lv 8wcrECwv· m8ava ycip, 8u)n 

CJlJ~~oA.a yCyvETaL TQUTa a LCJQCJLV EKELVWV wv OUK 'CcraCJLv.32 The speaker 

should at once introduce himself and his opponent as being of a certain nature, so 

they will see them as such; but do it in such a way that it escapes notice. Kal 

Eu8uc;- El.crciyE Kal crEauTov TToLov nva, 'Lva wc;- ToLoihov 8EwpwcrLv, Kal Tov 

31 lsocrates IX, Evagoras, 44. 
32 Aristotle, Rhetorica 1417a36-b3. 
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wv ov Ta'is- TOU npocn.Dnou cruvaywya'is-, d.AA.a Ta'is- TOU ~(ou KaTaCJKEua'is-·3 1 

While this statement might suggest that Isocrates appears to be unconvinced by 

physiognomies, apparently his audience needs to be instructed to separate 

appearance from action. The orator is instructing his listeners to judge a man by 

his actions not by his face, thus emphasising his awareness of what must have 

been a societal inclination to judge a man by his looks (hardly unique to classical 

Athens). 

There exists within oratory and rhetoric a deep awareness of the influence 

and impact of bodily appearance an9 movement. As befits the discipline, the 

philosophical angle in various orations on the connection between body and 

nature depends on the physicality of the individuals for whom the speech was 

written and against whom it was directed. Not only do orators need to consider 

the bodies of those they represent and against whom they are arguing. The orator 

must also be acutely aware of his own appearance and movements. In the 

Rhetorica Aristotle instructs the orator to use emotion by describing in full what 

is said and ~own, adding personal details to represent the character of both 

himself and his adversary. He gives the example of the facial expression of 

looking up angrily from under the brows and instances Aeschines' accusation 

against Cratylus that he his~ed and shook his fist violently. These are persuasive, 

as they are what the hearer knows, and become signs of what he does not know. 

KpaTuA.ou Atcrx(vlls-, on 8wcr((wv, To'iv XELpo'iv 8wcrdwv· m8ava ycip, 8L6n 

CJU~~oA.a y(yvETaL Tai)Ta a LCJGCJLV EKELVWV wv OUK LCJGCJLv.32 The speaker 

should at once introduce himself and his opponent as being of a certain nature, so 

they will see them as such; but do it in such a way that it escapes notice . Kal 

Eu8us- ELcrciyE Kal crEauTov noL6v nva, 'Lva ws- TOLOiJTov 8EwpwcrLv, KaL Tov 

31 Isocrates IX, Evagoras, 44. 
32 Aristotle, Rhetorica 1417 a3 6-b3 . 
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civTC8LKov · A.av8civwv 8E: rroCEL .33 Aristotle recogmses the value of physical 

description as a means of classification and evaluation in the minds of the 

audience, since it gives them a sign by which they can characterise the litigant or 

politician. The successful speaker, however, manages to manipulate these type-

castings, having enough subtlety to convince the audience of someone's nature 

without allowing them to perceive what he is doing. From this passage it 

becomes apparent that the inclusion of descriptions of non-verbal behaviour was a 

rhetorical topos.34 

2.2 Beauty, virtue, nature 

In any consideration of the face the topic of beauty inevitably comes to the 

fore. The face is the most recognisable and easiest to identify of human body 

parts and is quickly, and perhaps unintentionally, classified according to its 

beauty, or lack of it. This leads to questions regarding the nature of beauty and 

what it represents. Is beauty purely physical or does it run deeper than the flesh? 

Does external physical beauty represent internal beauty, or goodness, or does 

spiritual goodness surmount the physical? Here the Athenian aristocratic ideal of 

the KaA.os Kciya86s comes into play, as beauty and goodness define a man' s 

nature. The role of beauty, physical and otherwise, is a fundamental question in 

classical Greek thought. The ambiguity of the term 'beauty' is critical, as there is 

no straightforward division between the beauty of the body and the beauty of the 

soul. 

33 Aristotle, Rhetorica 1417b7-8. 
34 This is made even clearer in the works of later rhetoricians. Cicero, for example, regularly 
made mention of facial expressions and physical characteristics in his work: for instance, in Pro 
Roscio comoedo VII.20 he calls for comparison between the faces of Rose ius and Chaerea in order 
to establish their characters and proceeds to describe some of Chaerea's facial traits ; in In Verrem 
Il .ii .l 08 there is another example of a description of facial expressions, here with a reference to 
Claudius, whose delicate curls, dark complexion and self-defined sharp expression make his evil 
nature transparent. Polemo, the renowned sophist, also used physical descriptions and relied 
heavily on physiognomies. In his Institutio oratoria XI.iii.69-129, Quintilian instructs his pupils 
on what bodily behaviour and facial expressions to employ while speaking (so as not to appear 
effeminate and un-Roman). These include a head held straight, no melting glances, eyebrows 
which are neither too rigid nor too active, etc. 
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The Demosthenic Corpus' most vivid example of the impact of beauty can 

be found in the Eroticus, where the orator praises the physical perfection of the 

youth and claims that this is a reflection of his pur~ soul and nature. This link 

between ~individual's physical appearance and his character continues along the 

lines of the physiognomic principles discussed above in connection with 

[Demosthenes] XXV. Like [Demosthenes] XXV, this Demo sthenic essay is 

believed to be spurious and its dating is uncertain. The essay, which is unlike an 

oration in that it does not abide by the rules of forensic argumentation but aims 
r' 

simply to convince the reader of the beauty of its subject, seems to suggest that a 

youth of such bodily beauty cannot be anything other than noble and honourable. 

The young subject of the essay is praised for not suffering from want of 

rhythm in manner or form, which would mar the magnificence of his body, ~ yap 

8L' cippu8j.1LQV TOU CJX~j.1QTO') ciTraaav CJUVETcipa~av T~V {mcipxouaav 

The youth's beauty is not only in his perfectly formed physique and the elegance 

of his movements, but also in his face. It is in the face, and the eyes in particular, 

that the favour of the gods is witnessed. The gods have given this beautiful youth 

not simply eyes that function, but ones which reveal through their expression his 

noble, manly character, KaL j.1EV 8~ KaL TWV 6pwj.1Evwv E:m<f>avECJTciTou j.1EV 

ovTos- ToD rrpoawrrou, TOlJTOu 8' mhoD Twv 0!-11-lciTwv, ETL j.1(XAAOV E:v TOlJTOLS' 

Ta IWTETTELyov8' 6pav QlJTclpKT] TTapECJXT]TaL, ciA.A' EVLWV ou8 ' EK TWV 

E:m8d~as- .36 Although it is not always possible to tell a man's nature from his 

actions, in this instance the youth's beauty is a reflection of the ideal nature; he is 

35 [Demosthenes] LXI, Eroticus 12. See page 200 for the role of the term ax~fl.a in this passage. 
36 [Demosthenes] LXI, Eroticus 13. 
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gentle and humane to those who look at him, he is magnificent and revered by 

those who speak with him, and he is manly and sound of mind to all men. This 

perfect young man embodies the face, body and nature of the ideal Athenian 

citizen male. In fact, this Demosthenic description is far from original, as it 

builds upon the established model for the characteristics, both physical and 

spiritual, of the KaA.Os Kciya86s. In this instance the physical requires added 

weight and depth; the beautiful physique is not enough to be worthy of such 

praise and love - it must be accompanied by the beautiful nature. Internal as 

well as external beauty is required. 

Non-verbal behaviour, and facial expressions in particular, are utilised 

throughout Greek prose as an essential narrative tool. Plato's work is a fine 

example of how an author can use the body to symbolise human characteristics, 

capitalising on the societal agreement on the meaning of particular symbols in 

order to create the desired atmosphere surrounding his subjects. In regard to 

facial expression, Plato's Phaedo provides a good example.37 Here the author 

uses the face to project the unique nature of Socrates' character, that of a man 

who faces death unshaken. Kat OS" A.a~wv KaL f.LciA.a 'LAEWS"' w 'EXEKpaTES"' ou8E:v 

ELW8EL TaUpll8ov imo~A.E4;as TTPOS" TOV av8pwTTOV ... 38 Socrates' strength and 

resolve are represented by his untainted complexion and face, by his customary 

expression, looking up from beneath his eyes like a bull, remaining calm despite 

the strenuous circumstances. In the description, Socrates' face serves as the 

symbol of his inner strength and resolve. In his noble and brave reaction to death 

the philosopher expresses his belief in the immortality of the soul which leaves 

37 Kahn (1996: 9-12) writes that the historical Phaedo composed a Socratic dialogue entitled 
Zopyrus in which the oriental physiognomist reads Socrates ' face, claiming him to be dull, stupid 
and a womaniser. While Socrates' disciples considered the physiognomist to have made a 
mistake, Socrates states that Zopyrus is correct and that he has managed to overcome his natural 
characteristics only through rational training. 
38 Plato, Phaedo 117b. Compare this with the unchanging complexion of the brave Homeric hero 
in the 1/ias, XIII .278-286. 
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behind the prison of flesh which is the body. 39 As the subject of the discussion is 

Socrates, there is obviously no question of physical beauty (see below for more on 

the ugliness of Socrates), but nonetheless the virtue and nobility of character 

come to reflect an inner beauty which transcends phy~icallimitations. 

Descriptions of the face are used in the literature of those desiring to 

portray a certain nature or character of an individual. Not surprisingly, facial 

expressions are often attributed to great men and to men in defining situations. It 

seems as though physical description was a successful means by which to enhance 

the portrayal of the character being projected. In Xenophon's Hellenica, for 
r' 

example, Agesilaus is described as having a very bright (beaming) face, [lciA.a 

cpm8pQ TL\) rrpoawm.v, a means by which the author further demonstrates the 

confidence of the king.40 Agesilaus knew that the arrogant Tissaphernes had 

broken his oath and angered the gods, who would then turn against him and 

support the Greeks in battle. The imagery evoked by physical description creates 

an impact on the reader that could not be achieved otherwise, the beaming face of 

confidence 'speaking' volumes. Whether Agesilaus is beautiful or not is not 

stated, but his facial expression certainly implies the noble character of a 

successful king. According to Plutarch, who could only be reconstructing the 

physical appearance of Agesilaus through tales which filtered down through the 

generations, the king both was lame, T~v OE TOU O'KEAOUS' rr~pwaLV, and was 

reported to be short and despicable in appearance, AEYETaL OE flLKpos- TE 

YEVE0'8aL Kal T~V ol(JLV ElJKaTacppOVT]TOS''41 Plutarch explains away his 

deformities, saying that they enhanced his ambition and that his personality 

transcended his physical defects.42 Of course, it is impossible to ascertain how 

39 Loraux 1982: 34. See page 210 for Xenophon's ' beaming' Socrates (this description includes 
the eyes but not the face) . 
40 Xenophon, Hellenica Ill.iv .11. The same description is found inAgesilaus I.l3 . Interestingly, 
Xenophon uses in both these descriptions of Agesilaus and in that of Socrates in his Apologia 
Socratis XXVII.1-3 (see page 21 0) the word <jlm8p6s to describe these men who are repotted to be 
physically unattractive, yet have noble natures . 
41 Plutarch, Agesilaus, 11.2. 
42 See section 4.4 on deformity. 
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much of this account is based on reality. Indeed both Xenophon and Plutarch 

claim that Agesilaus forbade any likeness of himself to be made, thus ruling out 

even the contrived portrait of a statue as a means of appraising the king's 

physicality. 43 The physical appearance of Agesilal;ls seems to have belied his 

goodness of nature. 

2.3 Beauty and ugliness 

Xenophon was not unique in allowing for a discrepancy between the 
,· 

interior and exterior of a man. In his speech in Plato's Symposium, Socrates 

expatiates on the wisdom of Diotima, his instructress on love, recalling what she 

said on the subject of beauty and the appreciation of the highest beauty which 

goes beyond the physical characteristics of the face or the body. The absolute 

beauty described is beyond physical manifestation, and it is this absolute beauty 

which will be the end result of a man's toil for love, when he sees the T~v <Pvcnv 

KaA.ov of this love. . .. npwTov ~Ev cid ov Kal ouTE yLyvo~Evov ouTE 

cinoAA.u~EVOV' OUTE av~avo~EVOV OUTE <P8( vov' E1TEL Ta ou Tfj ~EV KaAOV' TlJ 8) 

ataxpov' ou8E: TOTE ~EV' TOTE 8E: ou' ou8E: npos- ~E:v TO KaA.Ov' npos- 8E: TO 

ataxpov' ou8) Ev8a ~EV KaA.Ov' EV8a 8E: ataxpov' WS' TLCJL ~E:v ov KaAOV' TLCJL 8E: 

ataxpov · ou8' au <PavTaCJ8~CJETaL auTQ TO KaAOV OLOV npOCJul1TOV TL ou8E 

XELPES' ou8E: aAA.o ou8E:v wv CJW~a ~ETEXEL, ou8E TLS' A.Oyos- ou8E TLS' ETILCJT~~ll. 

ou8E 1TOU ov E:v ETEP4J TLVL, OLOV E:v (W4J ~ E:v yiJ ~ E:v oupavQ ~ EV T4J ClAA4J, 

a/...A' auTO Ka8' a{no ~E8' a{JTOU ~OVOEL8ES' ad OV, Ta 8E a/...Aa 1TUVTa Ka/...a 

EKELVOU ~ETEXOVTa Tp01TOV nva TOLOlJTOV, OLOV yLyvo~EVWV TE TWV aA.A.wv KaL 

cinoA.A.u~Evwv ~ll8Ev EKELvo ~~TE TL TIAEOV ~~TE EAaTTov y(yvECJ8aL ~ll8E 

nciCJXELV ~ll8Ev.44 This absolute love is not diluted by the physical, it is immortal 

43 Xenophon, Agesilaus XI.7; Plutarch, Agesilaus II.2. For Xenophon on the importance of a 
commander's physical appearance see Cyropaedia VI.iv.20. See page 202 for more on this 
passage. 
44 Plato, Symposium 210e6-211 b5. See page 67 on the Symposium 2lla5-7. 
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in its freedom from the encasement by flesh or colour or other tangible 

restrictions (211 e). 

This Platonic speech by Socrates fits into the dialogue just before 

Alcibiades enters the scene and makes his drunken. declaration of love for the 

philosopher. Plato places Socrates, who is renowned for his ugliness, side-by-side 

with Alcibiades, whose beauty was admired throughout Athens, as if to make the 

very point that the physical need not be in correspondence with character. 

Nonetheless, when considering the accepted mythology surrounding these two 

individuals, one can speculate on how;. their physical beauty, or lack of it, affected 

public response. On the one hand, the beautiful Alcibiades was adored before his 

downfall, and even after betraying his city he was called back in a desperate 

attempt at salvation. Socrates, on the other hand, is condemned by his fellow 

citizens and executed. Unlike Alcibiades, Socrates did not have the physical 

beauty with which to dazzle the public and with which to influence others. The 

physical ugliness of Socrates was probably an affront to his fellow citizens, just as 

his actions were.45 Still, the beautiful Alcibiades is in love with the ugly Socrates 

who, a master of self-control, withstands the younger man's charms. Socrates 

does not fall for the superficial beauty of the body. Indeed, he represents the 

goodness and absolute bea11ty that goes beyond the physical. 46 Ultimately, it is 

the inner beauty of Socrates which perseveres, as history ultimately condemns 

Alcibiades, whose physical beauty, like all physical beauty, faded and withered 

with death. Socrates, however, whom the citizemy mocked and rejected while 

living, is preserved in the most complimentary style by his disciples, friends and 

45 For some examples of the physical descriptions of the ugly Socrates see Aristophanes, Aves 
1281 ff., on the long hair, half-starved, unwashed and Socratified appearance of his supporters; 
Xenophon, Symposium IV.l9 as an ugly satyr; Xenophon Symposium V.5 for slanting (bulging) 
eyes; Plato Theaetetus 143e, not handsome, with snub nose and bulging eyes, also 209b; Plato, 
Me no 80a, like the flat torpedo fish of the sea; Plato, Symposium 215b, 216c-d, 221 d-e, 222d, 
Silenus-like figure or satyr. See Evans (1969: 46); Misener (1924: 106). On the portrayal of 
Socrates in Greek and Roman mt, see Zanker (1995: 32ff.) for a detailed discussion. 
46 See Nehamas (1998: 10 1-127) on Socrates' physiognomy (and Michel de Montaigne's Of 
Physiognomy). 

24 



later authors. 47 Diotima's account of the love of true beauty which is beyond the 

physical corresponds with the Platonic rehabilitation of Socrates. The contrast in 

the Symposium between the beautiful and the ugly, the decadent and the virtuous, 

Alcibiades and Socrates, elevates the inner beauty qver the external and rejects 

the notion that the exterior is necessarily a direct reflection of the internal. 

What does it mean to the theory of beauty and goodness that Socrates was 

ugly? Alcibiades beautiful? Is Plato offering an explanation of beauty which 

incorporates both the physical and the inner goodness? Indeed, according to 

Diotima's instruction, all beauty is the same (210a-b), which suggests that the 
( 

physical beauty of Alcibiades and the spiritual beauty of Socrates are at the very 

least related. 48 That one is physically attractive and the other unattractive should 

be irrelevant, as the love of a pmiicular individual is a point from which one must 

depart in the quest for love. The love of the particular example of beauty, e.g. of 

a man or a boy, is beneath the love of beauty itself, which incorporates the whole 

(21 Oc-d).49 There should be no place in love for subjectivity or change. Absolute 

beauty is complete and unchanging, and it is towards this beauty that men must 

strive to direct their love. The love of absolute beauty is achieved through the 

ascent from the love of physical beauty to the love of beauty itself (211 b ).5o 

According to Diotima, the matters of love should be approached by always rising, 

from one to two beautiful bodies, from two to all beautiful bodies, from beautiful 

bodies to beautiful practice, from practice to beautiful knowledge, from specific 

knowledge to complete knowledge, concerned with nothing other than the 

beautiful knowledge, in order to know, ultimately, the complete beauty. Toiho 

yap 8r1 E<JTL TO op8ws- ETTl TQ EpulTLKQ LEVaL T) im' Ci.AA.ou ayE<J8m, cipxof-LEVOV 

clTTO TWV8E TWV KQAWV EKELVOU EVEKQ TOU KQAOU ciEL ETTQVLEVaL, W<JTTEP 

ETTava~a<Jf-LOLS" XPWf-LEVov, cim) Evos- ETTL 8uo KaL cino 8uo'i v ETTL mivTa Ta KaA.a 

47 See Nehamas 1998. 
48 Nussbaum 1986: 179. 
49 Nussbaum 1986: 180. 
50 For a discussion of the 'ascent' see C. Os borne (1994: 89-90). 
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It would appear that the tensions between the physicalities of Socrates and 

Alcibiades are brought out by the staging of this dialogue on Eros and 

complement the concepts of love and beauty as presented by Diotima's 

arguments. Absolute beauty is true love, it is the expression of goodness that 

transcends the physical. The beauty,_ of the soul is more honourable than the 
( 

beauty of the body, 1-LETa 8E. Taiha TO Ev Ta'Ls- t!Juxa'Ls- Kcif...A.os- TLilLWTEpov 

~y*ra<J8m TOU EV T0 <JWilaTL .. . 52 Socrates is the embodiment of this principle, 

and Alcibiades, who is renowned for his physical beauty, recognises this 

goodness and loves Socrates for it. 53 Nonetheless, this love is a particular love of 

one man, not the absolute love that transcends the physical as advocated by 

Diotima and Socrates.54 Socrates, who has ascended above the desires inspired by 

bodily beauty, does not reciprocate the erotic passion of Alcibiades and remains 

detached from his claims of lust and love. The physical beauty of the one man is 

beneath the love of him who loves absolute beauty. 

It appears that ther~ are a considerable number of instances where the 

topic of beauty arises in the presence of Socrates, or at least the topic arises in the 

dialogue constructed by Plato in which Socrates is inevitably the central character. 

Considering Socrates' reputed ugliness, he is an appropriate presenter for the 

argument which subordinates physical beauty to the absolute. Plato seems to use 

the ugliness of Socrates' face to make his point of how exterior beauty is not a 

reflection of the inner nature or worth. Socrates is the living paradigm of the 

51 Plato, Symposium 211b7-c9. 
52 Plato, Symposium 21 Ob6-7 
53 It is interesting to note that Alcibiades, who desires to be Socrates' lover but who is rejected, is 
assassinated before his beauty fades; thus, by dying, he saves his vain self from the inevitable 
physical deterioration of old age. 
54 Nussbaum 1986: 185. 
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Platonic belief that things are not defined by their physical manifestation, that the 

truth is not in appearance, but elsewhere. 55 Indeed, Socrates is the prime Platonic 

example of beauty which far surpasses the temporary aesthetic value of the 

physical. In the fifth- and fourth-century works wqich describe his appearance 

and recount his actions, the physicality of Socrates does not define his nature; the 

physiognomic principles which inter-link internal and external, nature and body, 

do not dominate these litermy physical descriptions.56 This is not to say that they 

were not influential, but the physical portrait was not automatically taken as a 

character description. Socrates was described as unattractive yet noble in ,, 

character, but it seems that his appearance needed nonetheless to be justified or 

explained; Socrates was, by classical standards, ugly, yet he was beautiful in 

nature. His lack of physical beauty did not prevent his being admired by his 

followers and students, as is seen through Alcibiades, the beautiful in body, love 

and desire for him. 57 Indeed, he tells of Socrates' response to his declaration of 

love and desire to satisfy him. Socrates, putting on his habitual expression of 

feigned innocence (another facial expression used to portray a character and set 

the tone of the exchange) tells Alcibiades that he is not being common, that if he 

sees what he claims to see in Socrates, then he must see in him an extraordinary 

beauty that greatly surpasses his beauty of form. Kat ouTOS' ciKouCJas- ~ciA.a 

ELpwvucws- Kat CJcp68pa E:auTou TE Kat Etw86Tws- EAE~Ev "'0 cpCA.E 'AA.KL~Lci8TJ, 

The Symposium is not the only Platonic dialogue which deals with 

questions relating to love, beauty and the absolute. In Cratylus, Plato presents 

Socrates and Cratylus discussing how things might be learned, whether by their 

55 Frontisi-Ducroux 1995: 53. See page 209 on the bodily ' mask' that Socrates uses to disguise 
his true nature. 
56 Evans 1969: 46; On iconistic portrayals see Misener (1924). 
57 Plato, Symposium 215a-222b. 
58 Plato, Symposium 218d6-e3. 
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names or through themselves, and whether absolute beauty of goodness exists, 

rroTEpov cpwf.LEV n ELvm mho KaAov KaL ciya8ov Kal. E:v hacnov Twv 6vnuv 

oihw, ~ f1~;59 Socrates announces that they will look carefully at absolute beauty, 

not facial beauty and other such things, and whethet it is in flux. AlJTO To[vuv 

8oKEL Taiha mivTa pE'Lv· ciAA' mho, cpwf.LEV, TO KaA.Ov ou TOLoihov cid ECJTLv 

o'Lov ECJTLv:6D The implication of this statement is that human physical beauty, 

and that of the face in particular, constantly changes and is not absolute. Things 

that are in flux cannot be known on,ly through themselves, and as things are 

known through naming, then without constants nothing can be known ( 440a). 

Knowledge is saved, however, if the dream of the existence of absolute goodness 

and absolute beauty is true.6 1 To call a physical trait beautiful is not to know 

beauty; the face of an individual is not where true beauty lies. Beauty can be 

known only through the absolute, which is beyond physical characteristics. 

Not only does physical beauty alter (and eventually fade) with the changes 

to the body or face, but physical beauty is a subjective quality that cannot be 
-~ 

absolute. Even within the restrictive boundaries of the ideal physicality of an 

Athenian citizen or citizen's woman (mother, wife or daughter) there exists 

enough room for personal .taste and dispute over who is considered the most 

beautiful. Not only is physical beauty subject to some subjectivity, but the rules 

of behaviour and demeanour also alter. 62 Physical appearance is more than the 

sum total of the bodily characteristics in their static form, but includes how the 

body is moved and held, how one presents and holds oneself. As has been seen 

above from the Demosthenic reference to facial expressions, the manipulation of 

the body can be as important as the physical features (e.g., is the fact that the 

59 Plato, Cratylus 439c7-d1. 
60 Plato, Cratylus 439d3-6. 
61 See Rist (1984: 211-12; 1996). 
62 For example, Homeric non-verbal communication is based on a heroic ideal, which demands 
physical behaviour different from that of the democratic ideal. See Bremmer (1991). 
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mouth is smiling less important than the thickness of the lips?). Indeed, 

references to the face in classical Greek texts most often describe facial 

expression, not the appearance of particular characteristics. The physical is 

constantly changing, never reaching the static condi:tion necessary for achieving 

an absolute state, the absolute goodness and beauty referred to by Socrates in the 

Platonic dialogues; the absolute is removed from the restrictions of the physical. 

Not all descriptions of Socrates were accompanied by a complimentary 

presentation of his character. Most notable is Aristophanes' portrayal of him in 

the Nubes. Presumably, Aristophane~ was expressing a disdain for Socrates that 

would find a sympathetic response from his audience. The mask of the character 

of Socrates would need to be identifiable to the audience while also being comic. 

Presumably the mask for the actor playing Socrates was a gross caricature of the 

ugly features attributed to him.63 While the masks of Old Comedy often 

characterised specific individuals, in New Comedy masks increasingly used 

physiognomic features which portrayed standard stereotypical characters.64 In 

tragedy, too, there were mask types, as the types of characters each had an 
' 

identifiable mask which demonstrated its age, nature and role through expected 

and easily identifiable physical traits. The face of the character, Socrates in the 

case of the Nubes, was useq by the poet for dramatic effect in the form of a mask. 

In Aristophanes' mockery and condemnation of Socrates, he ridicules not only his 

behaviour but his ugly appearance. 

The attitudes of the ancient Greeks towards ugliness were to a great extent 

similar to their treatment of the disabled. Ugliness became a form of disability as, 

due to societal rejection, it hindered the citizen in his duty to the city. Just as 

physical handicaps are the butt of comic poetry, so too is ugliness. 65 The ugly are 

a deviation from the ideal citizen norm of physical soundness and beauty and 

63 Fergusson 1940: 108. A short review of the facial expressions of masks, primarily as reported 
by Pollux, is found in this miicle. See also Frontisi-Ducroux (1995); Misener (1924: 1 05); 
Pickard-Cambridge (1988: 218-231); Wiles (1991: 24-26, 70-71). 
64 Evans 1969: 33-38. 
65 Garland 1995: 77. 
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were, therefore, rejected. Plato's detailed dialogues on the subject of beauty and 

his treatment of the physical appearance of Socrates seem to illustrate this point. 

The ugly Socrates is once again disrupting the normative state, not only through 

his words and thoughts, but also through his face,66 Socrates' face, with its 

uncitizen-like characteristics, could not have been anything other than offensive 

to a public which was already hostile to his influence and behaviour. If Socrates 

were to be analysed from a physiognomical perspective, there would be no 

question but that he would be seen to have the traits of a man with an evil nature; 

the Aristotelian Physiognomonica cl~ims the snub-nosed are salacious, like the 

deer, and that bulging eyes are a sign of stupidity, as in the ass. 67 

In Plato's Symposium, Socrates recounts Diotima's explanation of why 

Beauty is loved, this love being really a desire to reproduce, both in body and 

soul, with the beautiful rather than simply the love for beauty itself. Diotima 

continues by explaining that men desire to bring forth children and they can desire 

to do so only with the beautiful, and not with the ugly or shameful. Childbirth 

requires a divine act which puts the immortal into a mortal being, and for this the 

ugly are unsuitable. Birth requires beauty, whereas if it encounters ugliness it 

rejects it with a look of anger and distress, it coils up, turns away and shrinks 

back, not giving birth bu.t holding back the foetus. Kuoucn ycip, E'cp11, w 

66 Zanker 1995: 32-34. Zanker also discusses the transformation of the image of Socrates in later 
periods. 
67 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 8llb2-3, 23-24. 
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yEvECJEL. 8La Ta1na (:\Tav fi-E V Ka/...0 npoanEA.ci(l:J To Kuouv, 'LA.Ewv TE y[ yvETm 

CJI<U8pumov TE KQL AUTIOlJflEVOV CJUCJTIELpGTaL KQL clTIOTpETIETaL KQL clVELAAETaL 

KQL ou yEvvq, ciAA.a taxov TO Ktnwa xaA.EmDS' <j>Ep~ L.68 Ugliness, due to its 

incompatibility with the divine, is rejected by those desiring to bring forth 

children. In effect, the ugly cannot be the object of physical love. Only when 

love goes beyond the physical can beauty be internal, detached from the 

individual. This absolute beauty, however, is not the object of a love which will 

lead to reproduction, which necessitates a physical expression of the act of love. 
' 

2.4 The Soul 

The relationship between body and soul is a topic of much consideration 

in classical philosophy (as well as of non-classical philosophical thinking), and 

the face plays a key role in this discourse. The face is part of the mortal, tangible 

physical packaging of man, while it can also be understood as the organ of the 

soul, through the eyes and facial expressions. In Plato's Alcibiades I, Socrates 

and Alcibiades are discussing how the soul is man, and how when two people are 

conversing it is not a discussion between faces but between souls. L:O. TouT' 

apa ~V 0 KQL OAL y~ Eft npoa8~v EL TIOflEV' OTL L:wKpclTTJS' 'AA.KL~Lci81] 8wA.EyETm 

A.oy4> xpwfi-Evos, ov npos To aov npoawnov, ws EOLKEv, ana npos Tov 

' AA.KL~Lci8TJV noLOUflEVOS' Tous A.Oyous· TouTo 8E E:anv ~ t!Jux~.69 The face 

(body) is not the man, it is his soul which defines his being. The dialogue 

continues with a discussion on how to know the body is not to know the man, a 

principle which can be reconciled with the above discussion on absolute beauty. 

Here too it is not the physical, but that which is beyond it, which is significant. 

68 Plato, Symposium 206c l-d7. 
69 Plato, Alcibiades I 130e2-6. 
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In the Timaeus, which puts forth the idea of the head being the house of 

reason, Plato states that the head has been given a body to transport this divine 

dwelling of the l/Jux~. 70 On the head there is the face, thus making the front of the 

body dissimilar and more dignified than the back. Thr face is said to be bound to 

the organs which act as the forethought of the soul, 8Lo rrpwTov IJ.EV TTEPL To TflS' 

KE<j>aA.fls- KliTOS', imo8EVTES' a-Lm:SCJE TO TTPOCJWTTOV, opyava EVE8TjCJGV TOUTLp 

miCJD TTJ TTlS' l/Juxfls- rrpovo(q_, t<aL 8LETa~avTo TO IJ.ETEXOV ~YEIJ.OVLaS' Toih' 

ELvm, To t<aTa <j>uCJLV rrpoCJ8Ev.7 1 The face is thus linked to the soul through the 

sensory organs, opening the door for the interpretation of facial expression as a ,. 
reflection of the soul. 

The explanation of the human body found in Timaeus 44-45 depends on a 

comparison drawn with the structure of the universe.72 As in the universe, the 

divine is housed in a sphere which controls the rest of the body (44d). Later in the 

text, Plato gives a more detailed description of the structure of the body and its 

functions. In addition to the immortal soul which is found in the head, the mortal 

parts of the soul are housed in the body, divided between the more noble upper 

parts (heart and lungs), the base lower parts (stomach, liver, spleen) and the rest 

of the body, i.e. those parts which are even below the lowest of the mortal soul 

and which perform the purely physical function of serving man's appetite and 

gluttony (72d-73a). 73 Plato gives detailed explanations in the Timaeus of the 

construction of the human body, which is unquestionably the vessel and vehicle 

of the soul, both mortal and immortal. 

The type of division of the body into more and less noble parts as seen in 

the Timaeus can also be found in Aristotle's De partibus animalium, where it is 

stated that things which are considered high are placed high, in the front and to 

70 See pages 164ff. for more on the Timaeus. 
71 Plato, Timaeus 45a6-b2. 
72 Cornford 1937: 150-151. 
73 Cornford 1937:291-292. 
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the right.74 Things that are base would appear low, in the back and to the left. 

The example of the heart is given: it is placed higher rather than lower, forward 

and not in the back, thus showing how nature places the noble in the most noble 

ofplaces.75 If this argument can then be applied to the :pead and the face, it would 

appear that the head, which is the highest part of the body, would house the noble 

soul, and the face, which is to the front of the head, would be the expression of 

this soul. 

Aristotle had a different view of the soul from that of Plato. Aristotle 

himself writes in De anima that p1;evious thinkers treated the soul as an 

independent entity, not explaining its connection to the body, auvcirrTOUCJL yap 

KUL n8E:aCJLV ELS' CJWf.W T~V t!Jvx~v, ou8E:v rrpoa8LOpLCJQVTES' 8La TLV' QLTLQV KQL 

TTWS' EXOVTOS' TOU CJWflUTOS'. KQLTOL 86hLEV av TOUT' civaytcaLOV ELVQL' 8La 

ETTLXELpOUCJL AEYELV TTOLOV TL ~ t!Jux~, TTEPL 8E: TOU 8E~OflEVOU CJWflUTOS' ou8E:v 

ETL rrpoa8LOp((ouCJLv, WCJTTEP E:v8EXOflEVov IWTa TOUS' ITu8ayopLKOUS' 11u8ous 

T~v TVxovaav t!Jvx~v ELS' To Tuxov E:v8uEa8m aw11a· 8otcEL yap EtcaaTov '(8LOv 

EXELv EL 8os tcaL flOpcp~v. 76 Aristotle, unlike Plato, believed in the primacy of 

particular material objects rather than universals, and identified these materials 

with substance.77 The material objects are concrete and individual, more than 

simply matter. In comparison to the postulates of Platonic universalism, which 

74 Aristotle, De partibus anima/ium 665a22-25. See Magli (1989: 93). 

75 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 665a18-22. See section 3.3 for a more detailed discussion on 

opposites, right/left in particular. In Historia animalium 493b16-20, Aristotle addresses the 

subject of the left and right sides of the body. Here he states that the right and left are nearly alike 

in all their parts, except that the left side is weaker. "Ex EL 8' 6 av8pWTTOS' KaL TO GVtll KaL TO 

KclTtll, KaL TCI EllTTPOG8EV KaL TU OTTLG8La, Kal 8E~LU KaL apLGTEpci. TU llEV ovv 8E~LU KaL 

apLGTEpu O!lOLa axE8ov EV TOtS llEPEGL KaL TalJTU TTclVTa, TTA~V aa8EVEGTEpa TU apLGTEpci 0 

The implications of this argument for the perception of the role of the heart are interesting. See 

De partibus animalium 666b 1-11, where Aristotle does not deny the heart its fundamental role of 

being the source of life, he simply redistributes it from the left side to the centre of the body, 

placing it in the upper, as opposed to the lower, half, and closer to the front than to the back. 

Aristotle acknowledges that the heart is towards the left, offering explanations as to why this 

highly important organ is on this side. See also Historia anima/ium 496a, 507a. Lloyd 1962: 62-

63 . 
76 Aristotle, De anima 407b 15-24. Lear 1988: 96ff. 

77 Hartman 1977: 4-5 . 
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does not require a physical manifestation of Goodness and Beauty, Aristotle held 

that beauty cannot exist without an individual material object. Aristotle gave 

individual substances priority over universals.78 Whereas Platonic thinking 

suggests that the soul is a substance independent from tl).e body, Aristotle argues 

that the soul is the form of the body and that when the soul leaves the body at 

death the body (corpse) is then simply matter which has only an accidental 

similarity to the soul. 79 The soul is the individualisation and continuity of the 

body; so long as the soul exists in the body then the person exists, and continues 

to exist, as that individual. 80 The soul js the nature of living things, and is, 
( 

therefore, its form. Both body and soul together form the unity which is the living 

organism, the soul being the substance to the matter which is the body, civayKa'Lov 

apa T~V l!Jux~v OUCJLav ELVaL w:; d 8o:; CJWfWTOS <PuCJLKOU 8uvcif1EL (w~v 

Aristotle also states that the physical endowments of men are the result of 

man's form, i.e., that any animal is given the organs and physical traits which it 

can use; for example, man is given hands since he has the intelligence to use 

them. 82 The face as an organ of expression can be understood according to this 

principle. In the Historia animalium the face is explained within the context of 

the traits of man and animals . .It is stated here that man is the only animal to have 

a face. 83 To 8' UTTO TO Kpav(ov OVOflcl(ETaL TTPOCJWTTOV ETTL flOVOU TWV aAA.wv 

(4Jwv civ8pwrrou · txeuos yap KaL ~oos ou A.E.yETm rrpoCJwrrov· 84 If humans are 

unique in having a face then, according to Aristotle, it is because only they have 

the capacity to use such an organ. Nature does not do things which are without 

78 Hat1man 1977: 14. 
79 Hartman 1977: 86-87. 
80 Hartman 1997: 103-104. 
81 Aristotle, De anima 412al9-20. Lear 1988: 96-98. On the connection between body and soul, 

see also De anima 412b6-13; 413a2-6; 414al9"28. 
82 Lear 1988: 49. Aristotle, De partibus animalium 687a2-13 . This passage is dealt with in more 

detail in relation to hands on page 69. 
83 Peck (1965: 38) notes that " [n]eve11heless, there is mention ofthe face of a baboon at 502a20, 

and of the face of a chamaeleon (compared to that of a pig-faced baboon) at 503al8." 

84 Aristotle, Historia animalium 491 b9-ll . 
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reason nor make things which are superfluous, 8ux TO fl.TJ8Ev fl.ciTT)V TIOLELV T~v 

<jluow fl.TJ8E rrEp(Epyov·SS 

A possible explanation for why Aristotle claims that only humans have 

faces is to be found in the Aristotelian De partibus a,nimalium. The author is 

explaining the parts of the body that are associated with the head, including the 

face. The face, he writes, is called rrpoawrrov because it is called by name after 

the action it represents, man's unique ability to stand straight up and transmit his 

voice forwards. ITEpL fl.Ev ovv TWV at...Awv fl.Op(wv TWV EV Ti] KE<jlaf..i] CJXE8ov 

E'LpTJTaL, Twv 8' civ8pwrrwv KaAELTm To flETa~u T~S" KE<jlaf..fls- KaL ToD auxEvos-
' 

rrpOCJW1TOV, cirro TTlS" rrpcihws- auTflS" OVOf1aCJ8Ev, WS" EOLKEV" 8u1 yap TO fl.OVOV 

6p8ov ELvm Twv (0wv fl.Ovov rrpoaw8Ev orrwrrE KaL T~v <Pwv~v ELS" TO rrpoaw 

8wTIEfl.TIEL.86 It follows, then, that if humans alone can speak and stand upright, 

they too are unique in their ability to use the face as a means of communication. 

The idea that the soul is reflected in the face is also expressed in 

Xenophon's Memorabilia, where Socrates and the painter Parrhasius discuss 

whether the character of the soul can be imitated. The discussion begins with the 

painter claiming that it is not possible to imitate the soul as it has no tangible 

characteristics such as shape or colour. Socrates then asks whether man expresses 

his feelings through his eyes, his face, and his body, to which the answer is 

positive. 'Errl. 8E. TOLS" Twv <jl(f..wv ciya8o'is- KaL TOLS" KaKOLS" Ofl.OLWS" CJOL 

8oKoDaLV EXELV Ta rrpoawrra o'L TE <jlpovT((ovTES" KaL oL fl.~; Mail(' ou 8flTa, 

E<flTJ· E:rrl. fl.EV yap To'is- ciya8o'is- <jlm8po(, E:rrl. 8E. To'is- IWKOLS" CJKu8pwrrol. 

y(yvovTm. OuKoDv, E<flll, Kat. TaDTa 8vvaTov cirrELKci(ELv; Kat. fl.cif..a, E<flTJ. 

85 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 661 b24-25 . 
86 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 662b17-22 . 



KLVOUIH~ vwv civ8pwTTwv 8wcpaCvEL. 'AA.T]8fj AEYELS', EcpTJ.87 Socrates continues, 

having Parrhasius agree that the physical characteristics which represent noble 

characters are more honoured than those representing the ugly, base and hateful. 

TloTEpov ovv, EcpTJ, vollL(ELS ~8Lov 6pav Tous civ8p0TTous 8L' wv Ta KaA.a TE 

Kciya80. KaL ciyaTTTTJTU ~ell cpaC VET m ~ 8L' wv Ta atCJxpci TE KaL TTOVYJpa KaL 

llLO"TJTci; TioA.u v~ b.C', EcpTJ, 8wcpEpEL, w L:wKpaTEs-. 88 This discussion between 

the philosopher and the painter leads to the acknowledgement of the role of the 

ethical in artistic representation of the physical form. 89 

The face is clearly of interest to Aristotle, who links it to the soul in ,. 

various instances. In De generatione animalium he states that you cannot have a 

face (or flesh) without a soul and that, while the name for face might remain the 

same after death, it is like stone or wood. ou yap ECJTL TTpoCJwTTov 11~ EXOV lj;ux~v 

ou8E CJap~, ciA/...0. cp8apEvTa 01-lWVVIlWS' AEX8~CJETaL TO llEv ELVaL TTPOCJWTTOV TO 

8E CJap~, WCJTTEP KCiv Et E:yC yvETo A.C8wa ~ ~vA.wa.9° Clearly the face is more 

than the sum of its anatomical parts but is a vehicle of expression for the soul, 

which is its defining element. In 7 41 a the connection between body and soul is 

again made, it being stated that neither face nor hand nor flesh can exist without 

the sense-perceiving soul, and that to be without it is to be like a dead body or 

inanimate object, ci8vvaTOV 8E TTPOCJWTTOV ~ XELpa ~ CJapKa ELVaL ~ a/...Ao TL 

llOpLov 11~ E:vouCJT]S' atCJ8TJTLKfjs lj;uxfjs ~ E:vEpyECq ~ 8uvcillEL KaL ~ TTD ~ 

cmA.ws· ECJTaL yap OLOV VEKpos ~ VEKpou w)pLOv.9l The link between body and 

soul is what gives life to the form; without the soul, the form is nothing. 

87 Xenophon, Memorabilia III.x.4-5. See page 223 for the reference in this passage to the ax~~a. 
88 Xenophon, Memorabilia III.x.5. 
89 Goldhill (1998: 110-111). See also Rouveret (1989: 14-15, 133-135). 
90 Aristotle, Generatione anima/ium 734b24-27. 
91 Aristotle, Generatione animalium 741a10-13. 
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2.5 Physiognomies 

When dealing with the relationship between soul and body, and the 

expression of the soul through the body, physiognomies comes to the forefront. 

The main physiognomic text of interest here is ~the Pseudo-Aristotelian 

Physiognomonica, which is one of the earliest of the extant physiognomic works. 

While this text is dated to the third century BCE, the principles it incorporates can 

be found in texts from thefifth and fourth century, including genuine works by 

Aristotle. While this does not mean that physiognomies as a 'science' was 

accepted and adhered to by classical authors, the textual evidence does suggest 
' 

that physiognomies were at least in the public consciousness and the that link 

between the physical and the spiritual, the external and the internal, was 

considered established.92 The face, and facial expressions, play central roles in 

the classical consideration of the body and the soul, as well as in the development 

of the theories of physiognomies. 

The study of the physiognomy of the face raises complex questions for the 

physiognomist. Not only is the physical appearance of the face important, but so 

are the expressions produced by the face. It is the physiognomist's job to 

decipher an individual's true nature from the combination of the manipulable and 

the permanent. Facial expressions, which are obviously manipulable and 

temporary, are included by the physiognomists as a means of telling a man's 

character. While a facial expression is an impermanent sign, during its existence 

it reveals the man's nature. Indeed, facial expressions can accompany physical 

characteristics in a physiognomical description, e.g. , thin and thick eyebrows can 

both produce a scowl; protruding and thin lips are both capable of a grimace. 

This does not mean that there is not a problem with the physiognomic 

92 As will be shown throughout this study, many fifth- and fowih-century authors have elements 
of physiognomy in their descriptions of the physical. Evans ( 1969: 5) writes in her introduction 

on physiognomies in post-classical antiquity that"[ ... ] the "physiognomic consciousness" of 
classical authors begins far earlier [than the third century], i.e. , with Homer, and from there on, 
both in poetry and prose of classical literature, whenever personal characterisation is involved, 

plays a definite and significant role, vmying in importance according to the interests and purposes 
of authors." See Currie (1985 : 360-361) on physiognomy in Aristotle. 
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interpretation of facial expression, and the physiognomists themselves recognise 

this. Pseudo-Aristotle writes that a low-spirited man can experience happiness 

and assume the appropriate facial expression and a high-spirited man can 

experience grief and have the corresponding facial expression, yet these 

occasional uncharacteristic expressions do not change the nature of their 

character. OL f!EV ovv KaTa Ta ~ell fl.Ovov <j>uaLOyvwf!ovoDvTES' af!apnivouaLv, 

rrp0hov f!EV OTL EVLOL oux oL aUTOL OVTES' Ta ETTL TWV TTpOO"WTTWV ~ell TU auTa 

EXOUO"LV, OLOV 0 TE civ8pELOS' KaL 6 civm8~c;- TU auTa EXOUO"L, TUS' 8wvo(ac;- TTOAU 

KEXWPWfl.EVOL, OEUTEpov 8E: OTL KaTa xpovouc;- nvac;- TU ~ell ou TU auTa ciAA.' ,. 

ETEpwv ExouaLv· 8uaadmc;- TE yap ovaw E:v(oTE auvE~ll T~v ~f!Epav ~8Ewc;-

8LayayE1v Kal. TO ~8os- A.a~ELV TO TOU EU8Uf!OU, Kal. TovvavT(ov Eu8uf!OV 

AUTTll8~vm, waTE TO ~8os- TO E:rrl. ToD rrpoawrrou f!ETa~aAELv.93 For the advocate 

of physiognomies, the key rests in the proper ' reading' of the physical signs, 

seeing through any contrived behaviour to reveal the true nature. 

The Aristotelian Physiognomonica is a detailed study of the bodily 

characteristics and traits of humans as well as animals, the premise of which is 

that physiognomies lie at the foundation of human behaviour. This text has 

numerous references to facial expression. Indeed, many of the descriptions of the 

physical traits which accompany specific natures there appears to be at least one 

reference to the face of the character being discussed. An explanation for this is 

given at the very end of the work, where it is stated that the parts most favourable 

for examination are the eyes, forehead, head and face, E:v arrcialJ 8E: TlJ Twv 

KaL rrpoawTTOV ... 94 

93 [Aristotle] , Physiognomonica 805a33-b9. The principles ofphysiognomics continue to appear 
in modern discussions of facial expressions. For example, Argyle (1988: 136-138) suggests that 
personality can be decoded from facial expressions, both manipulable and non-manipulable. 
94 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 814b. 
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Although Pseudo-Aristotle's Physiognomonica is the text which deals 

with facial expression in the most detail, it is clearly based on earlier Aristotelian 

texts which assert similar links between physical expression and character traits. 

For example, in the Historia animalium the face is expl~ined within the context of 

the traits of man and animals, using physiognomic descriptions of human 

characteristics according to the type of forehead a person has. rrpoawrrou 8E: To 

f.lEV urro To ~pEyf.la f.lETa~u Twv Of.lf.lchwv f.lETwrrov. Toiho 8' oTs- f.lEV f.lEya, 

~pa8uTEpOL, OLS' 8E: f.1LKp6v, EUKLVT)TOL · KaL OLS' f.1Ev rrA.aTu, EKO"TaTLKOL, OLS' 8E: 

In Problemata, also Pseudo-Aristotelian, the topic is again addressed, here 

in regard to how the different appearances of men are the result of their having 

different types of faces, handsome, ugly or a mixture. It is claimed that men 

whose faces are made up of an unnaturally excessive mixture are melancholic or 

of an uncommon nature. warrEp yap TO d8os- ETEpOL y[vovTm ou TQ rrp6awrrov 

EXELV, ci/...A.a TQ TTOLOJJ TL TO TTpOO"WTTOIJ, OL f.lEIJ KaAOJJ, OL OE ataxpov, OL OE 

11 TJ8E:v EXOVTES' rrEpL TT6v, oiJToL 8E: f.lEO"OL T~v <Pvaw, oihw Kal. ot f.lEv f.lLKpa 

f.lETEXOVTES' T~S' TOLaUTT)S' KpciaEWS' f.lEO"OL da[ v, OL 8E: TT A.~8ous- ~8T) civ6f.10LOL 

TOLS' rro/...A.o'Ls-. E:av f.lEV yap acp68pa KaTaKop~s- iJ ~ E~LS', f.lEA.ayxoA.uco[ ELO"L 

/...[av, E:av 8E TTWS' Kpa8waL, TTEPLTTol.96 A man's facial characteristics need to 

constitute a natural, middle ground in order for him to fit in with the majority of 

the public; any extreme characteristics will be rejected as unnatural. A man with 

an unnatural face would be expected to have a corresponding nature, the face 

mirroring the soul. 

95 Aristotle, Historia animalium 491 b 11-14. 

96 [Aristotle], Problemata 954b21-28. 



2.6 Specific examples 

To illustrate the use of specific examples of facial expression in Greek 

texts, three examples will be explored further. Of course, there are countless 

references in Greek literature to a multitude of facial exP.ressions which cannot all 

be discussed here. These three examples represent different types of expressions: 

the eyebrows are a manipulable, possibly habitual expression; the blush is an 

autonomic nervous system response; looking angry is a general description of the 

face which does not give particulars of the musculatory movement. These 

categories are not exhaustive, but shQuld present a varied view on facial 
' 

expression as a means of non-verbal communication in text. 

2.6.1 Eyebrows 

In Memorabilia, as an example of the forethought in designing man, 

Xenophon explains the function of eyebrows, stating that they serve the purpose 

of keeping sweat out of the eyes.97 Similarly, in the De partibus animalium 

Aristotle writes simply that they are there for the protection of the eyes. 98 These 

are the ancient justifications and explanations for the physical existence of the 

eyebrows, yet the significance of this body part goes much farther than the 

functional. The eyebrows are a central feature in any facial expression and they 

serve as an invaluable means of communication. As a result, references to this 

seemingly inauspicious part of the face are relatively plentiful. 

The eyebrow appears in many descriptions of facial expression in Greek 

text, it being used to portray a range of emotions and reactions. This is not 

surprising, as the eyebrow is clearly one of the fundamental facial characteristics 

whose manipulation is basic to differences in facial expression. The textual usage 

of this trait for descriptive purposes attests to its centrality in 'reading' the face 

97 Xenophon, Memorabilia I.iv.6. 
98 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 658bl4-19. 
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and in projecting a certain emotion. While the eyes are unquestionably important, 

the eyebrows also occupy a fundamental position in the descriptions of the face, 

much more so than might be expected by a modern reader. 99 

2.6.1.1 Types of eyebrows (physiognomies) 

In the Aristotelian Physiognomonica the author treats the subject of 

eyebrows, giving a detailed explanation of what the eyebrows express about an 

individual's nature. The examples found in this text are mostly descriptions of the 

eyebrows of animals, yet these are to be U'nderstood as personifications of human 

characteristics. Comparison between men and animals is one of the primary 

physiognomic methodologies used by the author(s) of the Physiognomonica. 100 

In his discussion on the physical (and moral) superiority of the male over the 

female, the lion, the ideal male type, is described in detail, including a reference 

to his square forehead which overhangs his large eyebrows. To{muv oihws-

lJTTOKOLAOTEpov, TIPOS' OE TO.<;' ocppus- KaL T~V p'Lva UlTO TOU ~ETW1TOU OLOV VEcpOS' 

ETiaVECJTT]KOS' ... 101 
. ~ 

The Physiognomonica does not restrict its evaluation of eyebrows to those 

of the animal kingdom. Two physiognomic descriptions of eyebrows are given in 

812b; those with eyebrows that meet are gloomy and those with eyebrows that go 

down towards the nose and up at the temples are stupid, like the pig, OL of. TCtS' 

ElJ~8ELS'' civacpEpETm ETIL TOUS' aus-.102 Both these examples of physiognomic 

interpretations of eyebrows refer to specific types of eyebrows and not to the 

99 For examples of modern scholarship on the eyebrow see Blurton Jones and Konner (1971); 
Ekman (1979). 
lOO [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 805al9-34. 
101 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 809bl4-22. 
102 [Aristotle] , Physiognomonica 812b26-28. 



expressiOn they are making. The precedent for this pseudo-Aristotelian 

description can be found in the Historia animalium, where Aristotle writes that 

straight eyebrows are a sign of a soft disposition, if they are bent towards the nose 

they signal harshness, and if towards the temples, mockerYt and dissembling. urro 

8E: T4> f!ETwmv 6cppuEs- 8LcpuELS'' wv aL f!EV EU8ELaL f!UAaKou ~Sous- CJT]f!ELOV, aL 

8E: rrpos- T~v p'Lva T~v Kaf!TTUAoTTJT ' EXOUCJm CJTpucpvou, aL 8E: rrpos- Tous-

Similarly, in Xenophon's Symposium Socrates lists the loves of those 

present and, when he gets to Hermogenes, attests to his love for nobility of 

' 
character. To impress this point on his listeners (or readers) a physical description 

is added, oux opCiTE WS' CJTTOU8a'Lm f!EV QUTOU aL 6cppUES', chpEf!ES' 8E: TO Of! flU, 

flETpLOL 8E: oL AcSyoL, rrpaELa 8E: ~ cpwv~, LA.apov 8E: TO ~8os-; 104 The noble man 

has serious and earnest brows, a gaze which does not tremble, moderate words, a 

gentle voice and a cheerful disposition. While Xenophon might not be directly 

interested in physiognomical description, he, nonetheless, uses this methodology 

to describe his noble man. Presumably his readers can imagine what such brows 

look like, inferring that there exists a typical expression which represents 

senousness. 

2.6.1.2 Drawn up or raised eyebrows 

Demosthenes XIX, De falso.legatione, adds insight into the oratorical use 

of non-verbal behaviour, in this case with an eyebrow movement. As stated 

above, Aeschines' physical behaviour is described in order to add weight to the 

orator's point that he is a haughty man with affectations calculated to belie his 

humble beginnings. Here his facial expression is described as having Tas 6cppus

avECJTTaKE, literally meaning to have (violently) drawn up his eyebrows, I.e., 

I 03 Aristotle, Historia animalium 491 b 14-17. 

104 Xenophon, Symposium VIU.3. 
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having "assumed an air of great dignity and importance." lOS Indeed, within the 

context of this passage, the meaning of the facial expression is not in doubt. 

Apparently, drawn-up eyebrows are a sign of self-importance, thus this facial 

expression is assumed by Aeschines or, at least, attributeq to him by Demosthenes 

in his damning description. The scholion 561 asserts just that, stating that Tas-

There appear to be numerous comic references to this facial expression. 

Apparently, the comic poets favoured the description of raised eyebrows for their ,. 

portrayals of self-important men. In instances when such a character would 

appear on stage it is probable that the mask worn had this facial expression, which 

would be recognised by the audience as a symbol for this character stereotype. 107. 

In a fragment of the Old Comedy poet Eupolis there is an example of such a 

character. The man described here has excited eyebrows and thinks himself a 

worthy speaker. XO. Tas- 6cppus- ~811 '~ETTaLpEL Ka~LOL 8TJI1TJYOPE'Lv'/ x8Es- 8E 

Apparently, expressive eyebrows were associated with the demagogue, as this 

despicable character is portrayed as trying to mimic physical characteristics of a 

speaker without having any of the required skill. The individual in question is 

described as a man with no standing who could not even speak proper Attic 

Greek. Another fragment from Old Comedy, this time from Cratinus, supports 

this interpretation of drawn up eyebrows whereby someone, probably Pericles, is 

described as civEA.KTa'Ls- 6cppuO'L <JEflVOv.I09 

lOS Demosthenes XIX, DefalsQ.legatione, 314. Heslop 1872: 205. Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1975: 468) 
states that eyebrow raising can be a sign of arrogance, it being the result ofthe ritualisation of the 
reaction to unpleasant surprise, becoming a "gesture of social rejection". 
106 Scholia in orationem deja/sa legatione 561. 
107 Sittl (1890: 93) actually attributes the origin ofthis interpretation ofthe expression to Attic 
comedy and comic masks. See Aristophanes, Ranae 924 . 
108 Eupolis, Fragmenta 110 B (Edmonds). 
109 Cratinus, Fragmenta 348 (Kassel-Austin). 
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In a fragment of Alexis, a Middle Comedy poet, eyebrows are once again 

used to describe the haughty and self-important. In this passage, the comedian 

condemns the raised eyebrows of the arrogant generals but, nonetheless, 

acknowledges that it is not surprising considering th<tir position and their 

demeanour, TOUS' flEV <JTpUTTlYOUS TCtS ocppus ETICtV t8w/ clVECJTIQKchas' 8ELVOV 

f.1EV ~yOUflaL TIOELV,/ ou mivu n 8au11ci(w 8E: TipOTETLflT]flEVous/ {mo T~S 

m)A.EWS f.1EL(6v Tl TWV at..A.wv cppovE'Lv·IIO However, when a fishmonger raises 

his eyebrows so far that they are above the top of his head, he chokes, Tous 8' 

L xeuomDA.as TOUS KciKLCJT > clTIOAOUflEVOUSI ETICtV t8w KclTW ~AETIOVTGS' TCtS 8 > 

" 
ocppus/ EXOVTGS ETiclVW T~S' Kopucp~s' clTIOTIVL YOflaL .111 Nowhere in this passage 

is there a direct reference to haughtiness, self-importance, or any other 

explanation of the eyebrow references. Rather, it is the description of the 

physical which gives the context in which the behaviour of the generals and 

fishmongers is recounted. 

The use of drawn-up brows to portray an air of (self-)importance can be 

seen to be the result of the expression that is the result of concentration and deep 

thinking, in which important men are presumed to be engaged. Indeed, eyebrow

raising is associated with the behaviour of the philosopher, the 'high-browed' 

thinker. Menander actually refers to philosophers as 'the raisers of eyebrows'. 

Obviously, for the comedy to be at all effective, there needed to be societal 

understanding and agreement on who was intended by this physical description. 

Indeed, there is no doubt that it is philosophers who claim that solitude makes for 

invention, EUPTJTLKOV EL va[ cpaCJL T~V EPTJflLav/ oL TCtS ocppus atpoVTES' .112 

Menander again describes (foolish) thinkers by their eyebrows, OL TCtS ocppus 

atpovTES ws ci~EATEpOL/ Kal "aKElVOflaL" A.EyovTEs .113 It would appear that by 

110 Alexis, Fragmenta 16, 1-4 (Kassei-Austin). 
Ill Alexis, Fragmenta 16, 5-7 (Kassei-Austin). 
112 Menander, Fragmenta 37 (Kassei-Austin). 
ll3 Menander, Fragmenta 349, 1-2 (Kassei-Austin). In the Deipnosophistae IV .162a4, 
Athenaeus refers to the epigram recalled by Hegesander of Delphi in book six of his 
Commentaries which calls philosophers, among other insulting things, o<jlpuavacmaCJ[8m, the 
sons of eyebrow raisers . This association between raised eyebrows and haughtiness or self-
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this time the symbolism of the raised eyebrows was deeply embedded and easily 

recognisable. 

Further consideration of references to raised eyebrows makes it apparent 

that there is more than one way in which eyebrows cat'\ be raised and, as a result, 

more than one emotion that can be projected. 114 Despite the limitations of 

language, the raising of the eyebrows, when considered in more detail, is a rather 

complex action which is subject to a multitude of manipulations. The air of 

haughtiness described above seems to suggest that the entire eyebrow was raised, 

as might be done today when trying to imitate the facial expression of a self-,. 
important individual (eyebrows raised, chin up, mouth perked and a downward 

glance from the eyes, which are partially covered by taut eyelids). However, 

raising the inner ends of the eyebrow represents a completely different emotion. 

In Darwin' s The Expression of the Emotions of Man and Animals he deals with 

"oblique eyebrows", of which he says that "[d]uring several years no expression 

seemed to me so utterly perplexing ... "115 He interprets the oblique eyebrow facial 

expression, with the inner ends raised (which creates "peculiarly-formed wrinkles 

on the forehead, which are different form those of a simple frown ... " 116), as a 

result of "low spirits, anxiety, grief, dejection, and despair."117 In Aristophanes' 

Acharnenses, the messenger who comes to fetch Dicaeopolis for supper is 

described by the chorus as having TCtS' ocppus- aVE<JTTGKW<;'.118 A scholion on this 

line states that it means he is ECJKu8pumaKWS', that he looks sullen or angry.119 

Clearly the action of drawing the eyebrows together is somewhat ambiguous and 

depending on context can be interpreted differently . This is the nature of non-

verbal communication of any sort and explains why a contextual reading is 

impmiance seems to have persisted beyond the classical period. 
114 Ekman (1982: 83-86) lists how the brow raise is described in the fourteen measurement 
techniques he addresses. These examples illustrate the subjectivity, difficulties and limitations of 
describing facial expressions, whose every nuance can never be fully captured by the observer. 
115 Darwin 1965 : 186. 
116 Darwin 1965 : 177. 
117 Darwin 1965: 176. 
11 8 Aristophanes, Acharnenses 1069. See section 2.6.3 on the expression of this emotion. 
119 Scholia in Acharnenses 1069 (Wilson). 
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crucial. While there might be a primary understanding of a physical symbol, its 

meaning can easily be altered with even the most subtle of changes. In this 

instance, the messenger can be both haughty and full of self-importance, 

considering the weight of his mission, or sullen due tq the content of the message 

and the role he has in bearing it. 

Raised eyebrows are associated with the expression of anger, a connection 

which probably seems unnatural to the modern accidental reader, who is 

accustomed to descriptions of eyebrows being raised in surprise. 12° Charles Bell, 

whose work The Anatomy and Philosopfzy of Expression (first published in 1806), 
' 

had a significant influence on Charles Darwin, implies that rage did result in 

raised eyebrows, stating in his description of the facial expression of rage that the 

forehead is alternatively knotted and raised in furrows as a result of the 

eyebrows.l21 This early nineteenth-century observation does not seem to 

correspond with the results of twentieth-century social science research. 

According to Ekman (1979) there are seven visibly different eyebrow actions, five 

of which are used to express emotion. Raising eyebrows in anger (or rage), 

however, is not one of them.122 This leads to questions as to whether there have 

been significant changes in the facial reactions to emotions or whether the literary 

sources are using a physical description to symbolise an emotion which does not 

correspond to reality. If the facial expressions are indeed different, then 

universality of the expression of emotions cannot be claimed. If the verbal 

expressions are the cause of the discrepancy, then the focus shifts to the written 

transmission of emotional responses rather than on the facial expressions 

themselves. 

120 Darwin (1965: 280-281) discusses the evolutionary reasoning behind such facial expressions. 
"As surprise is excited by something unexpected or unknown, we naturally desire, when startled, 
to perceive the cause as quickly as possible; and we consequently open our eyes fully, so that the 
field of vision may be increased, and the eyeballs moved easily in any direction .. . ". See also 
Ekman (1977: 66; 1979: 194ff.) 
121 Bell1877: 159. 
122 Ekman 1979: 170. 
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Raising is not the only eyebrow movement associated with anger or sullen 

behaviour; as will be discussed below, "knitting" or drawing together of the 

eyebrows is also used for this purpose. This description of angered, furrowed 

eyebrows does correspond with modern understandin~ of eyebrow expressions. 

Perhaps the differentiation between the two actions, i.e., raising and drawing 

together, is blurred by descriptions of these non-verbal behaviours which do not 

necessarily correspond with the physical act, thus explaining the connection 

between raised eyebrows and anger. The distinction between the physical 

expressions might be inconsequential, the details of the face being subordinate to ,, 

the desire to communicate the emotion. Whether the brow is raised or brought 

together might be unimp01iant so long as the anger is projected successfully. In a 

society which appeared not to focus on facial appearance, perhaps the distinctions 

in the form of the expression become vague. Alternatively, we can see in this 

classical example an argument for cultural relativism in all facial expressions, be 

they voluntary or involuntary. 

2.6.1.3 Bringing together 

As stated above, the (modern, Western) interpretation of brows which 

have been brought together is that the individual is expressing anger. The 

appearance of anger is conveyed when "[t]he eyebrows are lowered and drawn 

together, the eyelids are tensed, and the eye appears to stare in a had fashion. The 

lips are either tightly pressed together or parted in a square shape." 123 The 

association between bringing the eyebrows together and anger or sullenness is not 

unfamiliar to the reader of classical literature, and Greek drama has numerous 

such descriptions. There are numerous examples in Aristophanes' plays where 

eyebrows are used in such a way to express anger, for example in Nubes 582, 

Ranae 823, and Plutus 756. It would appear that the comic use of eyebrow 

123 Ekman and Friesen (1975). 
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descriptions is related to the wearing of masks by the actors . l24 It would be 

impossible to describe a look in someone's eye and expect it to be registered by 

the audience, yet eyebrows could be prominently displayed on a mask. 

Aristophanes is not the only comedian to refer to eyeb~;ows when describing his 

angered characters; the middle comedian Antiphanes also makes mention of them 

in his description of the facial expression of the arrogant and insulting fishmonger 

who brings his eyebrows together in an angry and sullen expression, ou 8ELvov 

EO'TL TTpoa<Pchous- IJ.Ev av TUXT]L/ TT(.l)AWJJ TLS' tx8Ds-, auvayayovTa TCtS' o<PpDs-/ 

TOUTOJJ O'KU8pwmi(ovni 8' ~IJ.LV TTpoa/...aA.ELJJ ... 125 

' 
Interestingly, this expression seems to be restricted to comedy. It would 

appear that the description of eyebrows in general is found more often in verse 

than in prose. Again, this can be attributed to the relationship between the 

description and the mask, where eyebrows can be a highly visible means by which 

to express a facial expression or an emotion. 126 The lack of additional references 

to this expression can be understood, perhaps, as support for the argument that 

facial appearance and expression did not receive a large amount of textual 

attention. Outside comedy and without the mask and the potential for hyperbolic 

eyebrows, this facial expression appears to be insufficient to communicate anger 

effectively. 

2.6.2 Blushing 

Blushing is an autonomic nervous system response, 127 used in literary 

description as it is the ideal means by which to portray human embarrassment, 

shame and bashfulness. In Darwin's The Expression of the Emotions of Man and 

124 On Aristophanic masks (and faces) see Frontisi-Ducroux (1995: 48-50). 
125 Antiphanes, Fragmenta 217, 1-3 (Kassel-Austin). 
126 See Sittl (1890: 201) who attributes eyebrows which converge in the middle to the mask ofthe 
First Slave. The mask of the Old Man had two eyebrows, furiously raised. The Old Man could 
also have had a mask with one eyebrow raised and the other is lowered, thus allowing him to 
change expression simply by turning around. See also Pickard-Cambridge (1988 : 223-224). 
127 See Ekman, Levenson and Friesen (1983) on autonomic nervous system responses. 
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Animals, this "most peculiar and most human of expressions" receives a 

seemingly disproportionate amount of attention in comparison with other facial 

expressions. 128 Not surprisingly, Darwin's explanation of blushing corresponds 

neatly with its usage in Greek literature. The Gre,ek blush represents these 

emotions and is used generously, in both complimentary and damning 

descriptions. It is an expression which is particularly gender- and age-specific 

and which is not easily manipulable. Blushing cannot be caused by any physical 

action, only by the mind; not only is it involuntary, but conscious attempts to 

repress it in general result in the blush deepening. 129 The meaning of a blush in 
' 

Greek literature does not differ from modern understanding of this action. One 

blushes when one is ashamed or nervous whereas one reddens with anger. 130 

While the meaning of the blushes found in Greek texts is not unique, its usage is 

nonetheless important. That an author thought it necessary to add a physical 

description is indicative of the power of non-verbal communication, which 

succeeds in giving a fuller feeling to the emotion being projected. The "blushing 

boy" is a stronger image than the "embarrassed boy". 

The orators use descriptions of blushing, or rather descriptions of the lack 

of blushing, to portray shameful behaviour by their opponents. Both Aeschines 

and Demosthenes use the lack of blushing by an individual to communicate his 

evil nature and disregard for proper citizen behaviour. In In Timarchum 

Aeschines claims that Timarchus, who has none of the established ties of a honest 

citizen, is such a disgrace that he does not even blush in shame, despite his 

despicable behaviour, ciAA.a Tounp civTl. Twv rraTpc.Qwv TTEpLECJTL ~8E\up[a, 

cruKo<PavTLa, 8pcicros-, Tpu<P~, 8ELALa, civaL8ELa, TO 1-1~ ETTLCJTacr8m E:pu8puiv E:rrl. 

128 Darwin 1965: 309-346. 
129 Darwin 1965:310. 
130 Lateiner (1998: 171) writes that "[l]ike the hiccoughs of the Symposium, blushes supply non
verbal dramatic evidence of psycho-physiological distress." See section 5.1 for more on 
hiccoughs . 
131 Aeschines I, In Timarchum , 105 . 
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Demosthenes, describing his enemy in De corona, also uses the lack of blushing 

to demonstrate the truly uncultured, pretentious and disgusting nature of the low

born Aeschines. Demosthenes claims that no educated man could describe 

himself in the terms that Aeschines uses for his se~f-promotion, and that any 

cultured man would blush to hear it from others, which Aeschines would never 

do, that is blush or hear it from others . ~S' n0v f!EV ws ciA.118ws TETUXllK<hwv 

ou8' Clv ELS' ELTTOL TTEpL ainou TOLOUTOV ou8Ev, ciAA.a KClv ~hEpou AEYOVTOS' 

ETTEpu8pu:iaELE, TOLS' 8' clTTOAELcp8ELO"L f!EV, WO"TTEP au, TTpOO"TTOLOUf!EVOLS' 8' im' 

civaw811aCas To Tous ciKouovTas ciA.yE'Lv TTOLELV c:\Tav A.Eywaw, ou To 8oKELV ,. 

TOLOUTOLS' ELVaL TTEpCEanv. 132 Blushing is obviously the accepted sign of shame 

or embarrassment and, in both these cases, the individual guilty of unacceptable 

behaviour is described in terms which specifically state that this reaction was not 

forthcoming in a situation where an honourable person would necessarily blush. 

Facial expressions such as blushing are difficult both to repress and to emulate, 

and the appearance or lack of this reaction seems to have been understood as a 

sure sign of the moral character of the person in question. 

Whereas any respectable person is expected to blush in embarrassing 

situations, it appears that the blushing of young men was a patiicularly favourable 

description of their innocence, modesty and honesty. If the young man happened 

to be beautiful, even better. Platonic dialogue is particularly full of such 

description, often when the older, wiser (and uglier) Socrates asks a question to a 

promising young male beauty (of mind and body). Charmides 158c is just such 

an example. Socrates tells of Charmides' lineage and says that with such parents 

the son must have soundness of mind, awcppoauv11, and other natural qualities. He 

asks Charmides directly if he does or does not have enough moderation, and the 

modest young man blushes before he answers. 'AvEpu8pLciaas ouv 6 Xapf!L81lS' 

132 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 128. 
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E1TpEtj;EV- ETIELTa KaL OUK ayEvvws aTIEKp(vaTo-133 The image of a young man 

blushing at the direct question by Socrates regarding his nature is a flattering one, 

as the youth demonstrates the expected modesty and humility in the presence of 

his learned elders. The blush is the physical manifestatiQn of the aw<PpoaVVTJ. 

Furthermore, there is a direct reference to the physical beauty of the boy, which is 

only further enhanced by this natural, and correct, response. 

A further aspect of the treatment of blushing can be seen in the statement 

that this response is appropriate to a youth's years. Age is often a factor when 

considering non-verbal behaviour, and blushjng is no exception. The blushing of 
' 

a young man is considered beautiful because of his youth, which implies a bright 

complexion and the lack of heavy facial hair. The innocent modesty of 

Charmides is appropriate behaviour, and the blush, therefore, is endearing and 

flattering to the elder men who surround him. A similar example is found in 

Plato's Lysis, where the young Hippothales blushes at being asked by Socrates 

whom he desires. Ctesippus remarks that the way Hippothales blushes at the 

question and hesitates to answer is quite pretty and elegant. Kal. os Epwn]8ELS 

~pu8p(aaEv ... Kal. os ci.Kouaas noA.u En ~CiAA.ov ~pu8p(aaEv. 6 ouv K T~aLTmos, 

'AaTE'Lov yE,~ 8' os, on Epu8pLqS, w 'Inn68aA.Es, K:al. OKVELS ELTIELV L.:wKpciTEL 

Tovvo~a ·134 Hippothales' blush is his response, his face communicating instead 

of words. While in this instance Hippothales is blushing in modesty, later in the 

dialogue his complexion turns every colour in delight, 6 8E. 'Inno8ciA.T]s uno Tfls 

~8ovfls navTo8ana ~<PLEL XPWf.J..aTa.135 The emotion which causes the reaction in 

the youth's face is different in each case, and so too is the description. Indeed, the 

fact that Plato does not use the verb Epu8pLciw in the second description implies a 

desire to differentiate between the meanings of the two reactions. 

133 Plato, Charmides 158c5-7 
134 Plato, Lysis 204b5-c5. 
135 Plato, Lysis 222b2. 
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Xenophon also has his blushing young man, Autolycus, son of Lycon, 

who charms those assembled at the symposium. When asked whether he is proud 

of having won a prize, he blushes, then replies that it is his father who makes him 

proud. Not only is the blush appropriate and endearing,tbut Xenophon tells how 

the men assembled were pleased to hear him speak. Oun)s- yE f1 ~v, EcjrrJ TLS', 

8f]A.ov on E:rrl. T0 vLKT]cpopos- ELvm. Kat 6 AtJTOAUKOS' civEpu8pLcicms- EL TTE · M a 

6.[' ouK EywyE. ETTEL 8E. CirravTES' ~CJ8EVTES' on ~Kouaav auToiJ cpwv~aavTOS' 

rrpoaE~A.EtjJav, ~PETO TLS' auTov· 'AAA.' E:rrl. T0 fl~V, w AuToA.uKE; 6 8' ELTTEv· 

'Errl. T0 TTaTpl, KQL Clf!a EVEKAleT] auT0.136 Obviously, he is of the age where he 
' 

was not expected to join the verbal exchange as an equal partner, so that when he 

does speak they are enchanted not only by his answer but by his appropriately 

placed modesty and innocence, as communicated through his blushing. 

It is improbable that an older man would be considered beautiful when he 

blushed, as that would contradict the norms of behaviour expected of a man of a 

more advanced age and maturity, a leader in society rather than a newcomer who 

is still learning. The act of blushing denotes a sort of subordination, as the youth 

is unaccustomed to being questioned and to being an active participant in the 

discussions of men. A fully matured man should be comfortable in this milieu, 

and a blush would indicate otherwise. The young and inexperienced can blush 

beautifully whereas grown men would do so inappropriately. 

In the Aristotelian Corpus there are various references to blushing, the 

most useful of which can be found in Ethica Nicomachea in a discussion on 

modesty. It is of no surprise that blushing is connected with modesty, which, 

because of its bodily manifestation, is here defined more as an emotion than a 

virtue. TIEpl. 8E. at8ous- ws- Twos- cipETf]S' ou rrpoa~KEL AEYELV ' rrci8EL yap 

f!CiAA.ov EOLKEv ~ E~EL. 6pt(ETm youv cpo~os- ns- ci8o~[as-, Kat cirroTEAELTm T0 

TTEpL Ta 8ELva cp0~4J rrapaTTA~CJLov· E:pu8paLVOVTaL yap oL aLCJXUVOf!EVOL, oL 8E 

136 Xenophon, Symposium III.12-13. 
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Tov 8civaTov cpo~01Jf.1EVOL wxpLwcnv. CJWfWTLKa 8~ cpa[vETa[ TTWS' ELVaL 

cif.lcpOTEpa, OTTEp 8oKE'L TTci8ous- 11anov ~ EEEws- EL vm .137 Aristotle continues 

with a statement regarding the suitability of modesty only for the young, who 

need to be modest, whereas no older man can be praised for~ being ashamed, as he 

ought to know better than to do things of which he needs to be ashamed, ou TTciCYlJ 

8' ~A.Lidq. TO TTci8os- apf.10(EL, ciA.A.a Tfl VEQ.. OL0f.1E8a yap 8ELV TOUS' TT]ALK01JTOUS' 

al8~f.10Vas- EL VaL 8La TO TTci8EL (wvTas- TTOAAa af.1apTciVELV' UTTO TTlS' at8ous- 8E. 

ou8Els av ETTQLVECJELEV OTL aLCJXUVTTJAOs;: ou8E.v yap OLOf.lE8a 8ELV aUTOV 

TTpciTTELV E:cp' oLS' ECJTLV aLCJXUVT]. ou8E. yap ETTLELKOUS' ECJTLV ~ aLCJXUVT], E'LTTEP 

y[vETm ETTL TOLS' cpauA.OLs--138 

Physiognomic descriptions of blushing take account of both the physical 

trait, i.e., a reddish skin tone, and the facial expression of blushing. In the 

Categoriae, Aristotle differentiates between the natural skin colour and the 

temporary reddening due to shame (or pallor due to fear); these conditions are 

affectations, not q!lalities. ouTE yap E:pu8pLwv 8La To atCJxuv8flvm E:pu8p[as

A.E:yETm, OUTE 6 WXPLWV 8La TO cpo~ELCJ8m wxp[as-, ciAA.a llanov TTETTov8E:vm TL. 

wCJTE mi8T] f.lEV Ta TOLauTa A.E:yETm, TTOLOTTJTES' 8E. oiJ .I39 As for the Aristotelian 

Physiognomonica, there are numerous references to complexion, for example, a 

ruddy (or bright) complexion is considered a sign of the criminal, oL TTuppol. ayav 

TTavoupyoL' civa<j>E:pETm ETTL Tas- ciA.wTTEKas-.140 The text continues with a list of 

various physiognomic explanations of redness and blushing. Red skin is a sign of 

sharpness or keenness, oTs- To XPWf.la E:pu8p6v, 6EE'Ls-, on TTcivTa Ta KaT a To 

137 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1128bl 0-15. There are numerous examples in Prob!emata 

where Pseudo-Aristotle attributes blushing to nervousness and shame, e.g. 903a2-3, 905a7-8, 

960b 1-2; for reddening of the ears (which are considered here to be a part of the face), 957b I 0-11, 

957bl4-15, 960a36-37, 960b5-7, 96la31-34. In 889al5-23 the blushing is attributed to anger 

which causes the face to redden when the body heats up. 

138 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1128bl5-22. 

139 Aristotle, Categoriae 9b30-33. See page 225 for the four categories of qualities as delineated 

in this text. 
140 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 812al6-17. 



<JWila urro KLV~<JEWS' EK8EpllaLV0!1EVa E:pu8paCvETm .141 It is also a sign of 

madness, as that is the result of excessive body heat, o'k 8E: To XPWila 

cpA.oyoEL8ES', 11-aVLKOL, on Ta l<aTa TO aw11a acp68pa EK8Epllav8EvTa cpA.oyoEL8fl 

XPOLav L<JXEL · 142 Pseudo-Aristotle also attributes blushipg to shyness, OLS' TO 

rrpoawrrov E:mcpOL vCaaov E<JTL v, aL<JXUVTTJAOL EL<JLV · civacpEpETm ETTL TO mi8oS', 

on TOLS' ataxuvollEVOLS' E:mcpoLVL<J<JETm To rrpoawrrov .143 

An example of a fully matured man blushing IS found in Plato's 

Res public a. Socrates states that, as a result of being intellectually 

outmanoeuvred, Thrasymachus, a known sophist and rhetorician, blushed. Not ,, 

only is this the first time Socrates sees such a response from this man, but it 

accompanies other behaviour which is associated with discomfort, nervousness 

and embarrassment. '0 8~ 8paau11aXOS' WllOAOYTJ<JE 11-E:v mivTa Ta1ha, oux WS' 

E:yw vvv pq8CwS' A.Eyw, ciAA.' E:A.KollEVOS' KaL 11-0YLS', llETa L8pwToS' 8au11aaToD 

O<JOU, aTE KGL 8Ep0US' OVTOS' - TOTE KGL EL8ov E:yw, TTpOTEpov 8E: OUTTW, 

8paau11axov E:pu8pLwvTa - 144 Thrasymachus' inability to stand up to Socrates' 

questions is understood not only from the content of the dialogue itself, but from 

the narrative description of his blatantly clear non-verbal behaviour. The 

seasoned sophist is reduced to reacting like an inexperienced youth in the face of 

Socrates' logic, a state that not even Socrates had seen before. Another example 

of a blushing sophist is found in Plato's Euthydemus, when Dionysodorus blushes 

at Euthydemus' reprimand for ruining the argument as he gets caught up in 

Socrates' logic, KaL 6 .6.Lovuao8wpoS' ~pu8pCaaEv.145 Blushing was obviously not 

a regular nor an admired response from a man of this stature and reputation. 

Furthermore, it appears to be a tool used by Plato in his portrayals of the 

intellectually inadequate sophists. Indeed, the very suggestion that one might 

141 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 812a21-22 . 
142 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 812a22-24. 
143 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 812a30-33. 
144 Plato, Respubfica 350c 12-d3. 
145 Plato, Euthydemus 297a7-8. 
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desire to become a sophist or be trained by one elicits a blush in Plato's 

Protagoras. Socrates asks Hippocrates what he hopes to become by going to 

Protagoras the sophist, at which point Hippocrate~ blushes, as it is clear the 

answer is to become a sophist. "A{nos- 8E: 8~ we;- TLS' yEVT]<JOfl.EVOS' EPXD TTapa 

TOV n punayopav;" - Kat. OS' EL TTEV E:pu8pLci<JaS' - ~8T] yap lJTTEcpaLVEV TL 

~fl.Epas-, W<JTE KaTacpav~ a{nov YEVE<J8m -Et fl.EV n TOLS' E1.1TTPO<J8Ev EOLKE, 

8~A.ov OTL O"OcpLO"T~S' YEVT]O"Ofl.EVOS'. - ~u 8E, ~V 8' E:yw, TTPOS' 8Ewv, Ol!IC av 

at<JxuvoLo ELS' Tous- "EA.A.T]vas- <JauTov <JocpwT~v TTapE:xwv ;146 
,. 

Another, similar means of discriminating non-verbal behaviour is by 

gender. There are few references to women blushing in Greek texts, but it can be 

inferred from the general norms of comp01iment that women, like young men, can 

blush without censure. 147 The light complexion and delicate disposition that were 

desired from women are natural companions to the blush. Charles Bell writes that 

blushing "adds perfection to the features of beauty ... The colour caused by 

blushing gives brilliancy and interest to the expression of the face ... It is becoming 

in youth, it is seemly in more advanced years in women. Blushing assorts well 

with youthful and effeminate features ... "148 It would appear that this English 

Victorian appraisal of the blush would be as acceptable in Greek antiquity as in 

British society of the late nineteenth century. In Xenophon's Oeconomicus 

Ischomachus tells of his young blushing wife, who reddens in frustration at not 

being able to find what her husband requests. Nal. fl.cl ~C', EcpT] 6 'l<JXOfl.axos-, KaL 

8YJx8E'L<Jciv yE o1:8a a{n~v KaL E:pu8pLci<Ja<Jav 0cp68pa on Twv EL<JEVEX8EvTwv n 

aLT~<JaVTOS' Efl.OU ouK ELXE fl.OL 8oDvm.149 Women of all ages are presumed to 

act by feeling and emotion rather than reason and logic and, therefore, they will 

undoubtedly make errors of judgement and have the occasion to be ashamed. If 

146 Plato, Protagoras 312a1-6 . 
147 Darwin (1965: 310) states that both the young and women blush more easily. He also claims 
that it is rare to see an old man blush. It would appear that these observations (which are 

unquestionably influenced by societal norms) are not far from the Greek attitudes on blushing. 
See Lateiner (1998 : 168-169) on gender- and age-appropriate blushing in Greek novels. 
148 Bell 1877: 89. 
149 Xenophon, Oeconomicus VIII. I . 
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one abides by Aristotle's description of modesty as found in Ethic a 

Nicomachea, 150 the women, like young men, need modesty in order to keep their 

behaviour in check. Contrary to the norms applied to adult males, the female 

nature makes it acceptable for women to blush. 

2.6.3 o"Ku8pwrros: Looking angry or sullen 

Of the numerous facial expressions associated with particular emotions 

that can be found in Greek texts, angry or sullen expressions will be the example 

considered here. As mentioned above, this example does not give specific details 

of how the face is communicating this emotion, it simply states that it is there. 151 

Through looking at the usage of this particular expression, the importance of 

descriptions of non-verbal communication of the face can be grasped. Indeed, 

anger is one of the basic expressions of the face and is recognised as such by 

classical authors.152 As already discussed above,153 in Memorabilia, Xenophon 

recognises that emotions and feelings are expressed in the face, and the two 

primary emotions that he uses to demonstrate this are joy and anger, E:rrl. fl.Ev yap 

TOLS' ciya8o'Ls <Pm8po(, ETIL 8E: TOLS' KaKOLS' CJKu8pumol. y(yvovTm. 154 Similarly, 

150 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1128b 10-35. 

151 Darwin describes the facial expressions associated with anger. These include the reddening of 

the face or, alternatively, if the anger be so intense and the heatt is impeded by the rage, the face 

turning pale. His description of the facial expression of anger is "[t]he mouth is generally closed 

with firmness, showing fixed determination, and the teeth are clenched or ground 

together. .. trembling is a frequent consequence of extreme rage . The paralysed lips then refuse to 

obey the wili...Ifthere be much and rapid speaking, the mouth froths. The hair sometimes bristles. 

There is in most cases a strongly-marked frown on the forehead ... But sometimes the brow, instead 

of being much contracted and lowered, remains smooth, with the glaring eyes kept widely open. 

The eyes are always bright, or may, as Homer expresses it, glisten with fire. They are sometimes 

bloodshot, and are said to protrude from their sockets ... The lips are sometimes protruding during 

rage in a manner ... The lips, however, are much more commonly retracted, the grinning or 

clenched teeth being thus exposed ... " Darwin (1965 : 238-242). Darwin states that there are no 

marked differences between the facial expressions of rage and those of anger or indignation; the 

states of mind differ only in degree. Darwin (1965: 244). 

152 The modern students (experimental psychologists) of facial expressions have devised similar 

lists of primary emotional categories which are expressed through the face . Ekman, Friesen and 

Ellsworth (1972) list at least seven categories: happiness, surprise, fear, anger, sadness, 

disgust/contempt, and interest. Izard (1971) adds shame and distress . (These results were derived 

from using posed facial expressions.) See Emde, Kligman, Reich and Wade (1978: 127); Argyle 

(1988 : 121-138). 
153 See page 35. 
154 Xenophon, Memorabilia 11I.x.4. Xenophon uses the facial expression of anger throughout his 
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in Pseudo-Aristotle's Physiognomonica, anger and joy are used to describe how 

the face reflects the soul, ETTEL8~ ycip EO"TL t!Jux~s- TO civLaaea( TE KaL 

E1J<Ppa(vEa8m, KaTa<PavEs on oL civLWfl.EVOL aKu8pwTTOTEpo( daL KaL OL 

Eu<PpmVOfl.EVOL LAapo( .155 

For an orator the description of an angry (or sullen) look was often a 

crucial component in a well-structured character portrayal which relied on this 

expression for a complete and successful communication of the rhetorical image 

being drawn. Reference to facial expressions, such as that of anger, is a means by 

which the orator seeks to reach his ends, i.e., to convince the jury or Assembly of ,, 

the mood of the individual being described. 

In the works of Aeschines there are a few notable examples of angty faces. 

In In Timarchum he tells of Autolycus, a man who was noble and good and who 

was unaware of the reputed behaviour of Timarchus, whose remarks in front of 

the Assembly caused a crude reaction by those who were aware. Autolycus 

innocence kept him oblivious to why he was receiving such a reaction, ciyvo~aas-

8' Vf.LWV Tov 86pv~ov 6 AuTOAUKOS', flc\.A.a aKu8pwTTciaas- KaL 8wA.LTTwv EL TTEv· 156 

This reaction is the natural one of the noble citizen in face of what he perceives as 

unjust and crude treatment of another citizen by those assembled. He is ignorant 

of the reputation of Timarchus and, therefore, reacts with a physical expression of 

anger. Whereas Timarchus uses his body for lewd and crude activities, the noble 

Autolycus' physical reaction is based on purity of thought and purpose. These 

descriptions of physicality are a useful comparison for the orator who needs to 

paint Timarchus in the most damning light. Although the comparative method is 

indirect and more subtle than can be found elsewhere, it unquestionably serves 

Aeschines well in polarising noble and base behaviours. 

works. For example, see Cyropaedia I.iv . l4, VI.ii.21 ; Hellenica IV.v.7; Memorabilia II .vii.l . 
Darwin, too, lists anger and joy as primary emotions, stimulants which cause a nervous system 
reaction, Darwin (1965: 79). 
155 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808bl4-16. 
156 Aeschines I, In Timarchum, 83. 
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In In Ctesiphontem, Aeschines appears to utilise a stereotype of the men 

sitting in the Areopagus, portraying them as a noble, elite group detached from 

the common citizenry in their behaviour and their awareness of the behaviour of 

others . In this oration, Aeschines is giving details of the ~auditing of those holding 

public office, who must by law enter into the public record their finances which 

will be examined and brought under the public's decree. TTp0hov ~E:v yap T~v 

A.Oyov Kal Eu8uvas- 8L80vm, Kal Tov EKE'i aKu8pumov Kal Twv ~Ey(aTwv Kup(ov 

ayEL UTTO T~V U~ETEpav lj;~<j>ov.l57 The members ofthe Areopagus are described ,. 

by Aeschines as having sullen (or angry) faces and the greatest authority, an 

image which is probably a reflection of the impressions and the prejudices of his 

audience. 

In Aeschines' De false legatione the use of facial expression is once again 

found to be a rhetorical instrument in the political struggle between the orator and 

Demosthenes. Aeschines here describes how Demosthenes, whose reputation as a 

speaker is well-known, collapsed when trying to deliver his speech to Philip, was 

unable to regain his composure, and failed to complete what he intended to say. 

Aeschines claims that Demosthenes, with an extremely angry look on his face, 

then blamed Aeschines for ruining any chance for peace and antagonising Philip. 

Kal Tous- au~~cixouc;-. 1 58 Aeschines continues, stating that he and his fellow-

ambassadors were amazed by this accusation, and describing Demosthenes as a 

ridiculous failure and an embarrassment before Philip. Aeschines depicts 

Demosthenes not only as an incompetent fool, but as a malicious, angry man who 

blames others in the face of his own failure. The fact that Demosthenes addressed 

Aeschines with a look of intense (violent) anger on his face is taken as proof of 

157 Aeschines Ill, In Ctesiphontem, 20. 
158 Aeschines II, De false legatione, 36. 
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his sinister nature and his inability to accept his own shortcomings and mistakes. 

Aeschines' Demosthenes not only fails Athens when she most needs him, but 

refuses to recognise the worth of him who does serve the city. The description of 

Demosthenes' face is intended to tell more than th~ account of the verbal 

exchange; it is meant to reveal the true, horrid nature of the man. 

Demosthenes also uses angry looks in his descriptions of non-verbal 

communication. In In Stephanum I, the antagonist's physical deportment is 

related in detail. Here the jury is told how Stephanus, already portrayed by the 

orator as a dubious and base character, is also guilty of misanthropy. The orator 
( 

'proves' this by describing how Stephanus adopts an angry look and keeps his 

eyes lowered so as not to have to interact with his fellow citizens who might be 

drawn to him. Ou TOLVUV ov8' a 1TE1TAaO'TaL OUTOS" KaL ~a8((EL rrapa TOUS" 

TOLXOUS" OUTOS" EO'KU8pwrraKWS", awcppOO'UVT]S" av TLS" ~y~aaLT' ELKC>TWS" ELVaL 

8ELvou, 11118E: Twv civay~ea(wv arrav(('wv, E:v TaUTl:J Tfj O"XEO"EL 8LciyEL TCJV ~(ov, 

TOVTOV ~you11m auvEopaKEvm KaL AEA.oy(a8m rrap' aim~, on TOLS" 1-iEV arrA.ws, 

TLS" av rrpoaEA.8E'iv rrpwTov.I59 The angry-looking individual repels others and 

ensures that an evil character such as Stephanus is not approached by peers in 

need. A despicable man such as Stephanus is exactly the type to employ such 

tactics for his selfish ends. Such an individual is prepared to adopt an 

unattractive, repellent facial expression, regardless of what his true feelings are, 

simply to avoid his responsibilities as a member of society. 

This is not the only example found in the Demosthenic Corpus of a 

deceitful use of an angry or sullen facial expression. In In Cononem the orator 

describes Diotimus, Archebiades and Chaeretimus as feigning Spartan austerity, 

159 Demosthenes XLV, In Stephanum I, 68 . See page 38 for a parallel in [Aristotle]'s 
Physiognomonica. See page 147 for additional discussion on this passage. 
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including an angry, sullen facial expression by day, while by night engaging in all 

means of indecent and shameful behaviour, aA.A' '(aacnv Vf.LWV, WS' E:yw VOf!L(w, 

E:m TIOALOV TOUTOVL, o'L f!E8' ~f!E~pav f!EV ECJKu8pwmiKaCJ~v KaL A.aKwvC(EL v cpaal. 

KaL TPL~wva:; EXOUCJLV KaL cmA.a:; urro8E8EVTaL, ETIEL8av 8E: CJUAAEYWCJLV KaL 

f!ET' aA.A~A.wv YEVWVTaL, KaKWV KaL atcrxpwv ou8E:v EAAELTIOUCJL.160 The austere 

lifestyle, behaviour and dress of the Spmians were adopted by some Athenians in 

response to what they saw as the declining morality of their polis. These three 

men, however, are accused by Demosthenes of simply putting on appearances by 
' 

day while behaving in a morally corrupt fashion after hours. The implication 

seems to be that the greater the show of moral severity the deeper the evil and 

corruption in actions. Spartan clothes and facial expressions are not enough to 

deceive the orator into believing that these men actually lived by the standard 

whose outer trappings they have adopted. 

Xenophon offers a contrast to such manipulative and deceitful behaviour 

in his description of Spartan reaction to the death of family members who fell in 

battle. The austere and courageous Spartans desire the glorious death in warfare 

above the indignity of surviving one's fellow warriors. Indeed, in Hellenica 

Xenophon recounts that the (especially female) relatives of the few soldiers who 

were not killed in battle looked angry and downcast, whereas the families of those 

killed were bright and beaming with joy. TlJ 8' UCJTEpaCq. ~V opav, wv f!EV 

E: n : 8vaaav ot rrpocr~ KOVTES', AL rrapou:; Kal cpm8pou:; E: v n;;> cpavEpQ 

avaCJTpEcpOf!EVOUS', wv 8E: (WVTES' ~YYEAf!EVOL ~CJaV, OAL you:; av EL8E:;, TOUTOUS' 

8E: CJKu8pwrrou:; Kal TarrELvou:; rrEpLLOVTa:;.161 This portrayal of selfless 

patriotism is what those Athenians who adopt a Laconian appearance are trying to 

project and which, at least in the example raised by Demosthenes in In Cononem, 

they fail to achieve. 

160 Demosthenes LIV, In Cononem, 34. 
161 Xenophon, Hellenica VI.iv.16. 
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An angry or sullen expression inevitably projects a negative impression, 

one that does not suit a responsible active citizen with good intentions and 

soundness of mind. Isocrates, in Ad Demonicum, is discussing appropriate citizen 

behaviour, including what is an appropriate facial expression, i.e., thoughtfulness 

not anger. The passage continues with the reasons why; anger projects selfishness 

and presumption, but thoughtfulness wisdom and sensibility. Modesty, justice 

and moderation are traits which should be clearly seen and it is these virtues 

which rule the young. a TTOLELV ataxpov, Tai!Ta VO[lL(E [1Tj8E AEYELV ELVQL 

KQAOV. E8L(E O"EQlJTOV ELVQL [1~ O"KU8~,WTTOV ciAA.a avvvovv· 8L' EKELVO flEV yap 

au8ci8T]S', 8La 8E: TOlJTO <PpoVL[lOS ELVQL 8o~ELS . ~you flclALO"TQ O"EQVT4l TTPETTELV 

[Koaf.Lov] ataxvvT]v, 8L KmoauvT]v, aw<PpoavvT]v · TOUTOLS yap arraaL 8oKEL 

KOO"flELa8m TO Twv VEWTEpwv ~8os.l62 A distinction is clearly being made 

between the contrived, negative facial expression of anger or sullenness and the 

natural, positive expression of thoughtfulness. From this passage it can be seen 

that there is keen awareness of facial expression and the image it projects. An 

individual who intentionally adopts a facial expression is conscious of the persona 

s/he is trying to project, and thus accepts the accompanying implications for the 

perception of their character. The angry-looking man is selfish, disdainful, and 

immoderate, regardless whether his expression is a genuine or a fabricated 

reaction. 

In Plato's Alcibiades II, Socrates confronts Alcibiades for having an angry 

or sullen look on his face while heading off to pray. From this exchange between 

the two men, it would appear that Alcibiades is not even aware of his facial 

expression, while Socrates notices it and confronts his friend in an attempt to 

discern the reason why. The combination of an angry expression and looking 

down at the ground makes Socrates ask what Alcibiades is pondering, ~0. <PaCvn 

yE TOL E:mw8pwTTaKEVaL TE KaL ELS yflv ~AETTELV, ws TL avvvoovf.LEVOS. AA. 

162 Isocrates I, Ad Demonicum, 15. 
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Kat TL av TLS' O"UVVOOLTO, w l:wKpaTES'; 163 Alcibiades' only response is to ask 

what there might be to ponder, obviously unaware of the impact of his facial 

expression and non-verbal behaviour on those who see him. The ever-perceptive 

Socrates, however, requires Alcibiades to give an explan~tion for his angry face 

and down-cast eyes. This facial expression is not acceptable as a natural state, 

and its cause needs to be explained and rectified. 

163 Plato, Alcibiades II, 138a4-6. 

62 



Kal. TL av ns auvvooho, w L;wKpaTES; 163 Alcibiades' only response is to ask 
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Socrates, however, requires Alcibiades to give an explanation for his angry face 
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163 Plato, Alcibiades !I, 138a4-6. 
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3. THE HANDS 

Given the attention paid to hand movement and gestures in modern life 

and scholarship, the expectation is that there will be a h~ge amount of references 
•: 

to such forms of non-verbal communication in classical texts. Indeed, one need 

not look at modern concerns to come to such a conclusion, as any consideration of 

Greek art will suggest that the hands were a central means of communication. 164 

However, whereas there are numerous textual references to hands and the 

movements they make, they seem to evoke only a small amount of theoretical 

consideration by the thinkers of the peri~d. This leads to the question of why 

there is such an obvious concentration on the hands as a means of communication 

in art, but not in texts? Furthermore, what does this tell the observer about the 

balance of power between words and actions? Does the ancient author or orator 

feel that the words he speaks/writes do not need to be accompanied by a 

description of the accompanying hand gestures, while the artist uses hands to 

speak for the words that cannot be communicated by his medium (with the 

exception of short dedications)? Or did the ancient Greeks simply use their hands 

less than we might today, thus accounting for the relative lack of attention they 

receive in Greek texts? Alternatively, the Greeks might have gesticulated 

profusely, but simply did not think gesticulation important enough to mention 

explicitly in texts. Perhaps the limited number of direct references to hand 

gestures is not a judgement on the importance of this part of the body but a 

reflection of authors ' judgement on the value of using such descriptions in their 

works. The very nature of hand gestures as a means of communication is that 

they do not need to be consciously noted by the participants in a communicative 

act in order to express effectively. Indeed, hand gestures are so much a part of 

164 Dohrn (1955); Neumann (1965); Fehr (1979); Durand (1984). 
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human interaction that they mostly go unnoticed, or at least do not appear to seem 

deserving of special mention by an author.l65 

Whatever the reasons behind the phenomenon, there is not a large number 

of references to hand gestures in most of the extant Classiofil Greek texts. This 

does not, of course, mean that hand gestures were not being enacted in the streets, 

the courts, the Assembly, or on stage, simply that they were not being discussed 

in the accompanying text. It may be the case that rather than practical or routine 

hand movements, only obviously identifiable icon •ic and emblematic gestures, 

and not even all of those, were recorded textually .166 Non-verbal communication ,. 

does not serve the same role as verbal communication, and it is, therefore, not 

surprising that the gestures that the audience witnessed were often not discussed 

verbally. Hand gestures communicate by using space in a way that speech does 

not, 167 making their means and methods different from, and inaccessible to, the 

verbal sphere and, therefore, not ordinarily accompanied by a verbal description. 

While the function of the non-verbal is different from that of the verbal, it is no 

less important for the success of human communication. Indeed, non-verbal 

behaviour is the main means of expressing emotions and interpersonal attitudes 

and is critical for the existence and development of interpersonal relationships. 168 

Hand movements, whether dependent on speech or independent of it, 

communicate to the observer, and, even if they are not referred to explicitly or 

implicitly in the text, could not have been absent from an attempt at an honest 

portrayal of human behaviour. 

There is, however, one notable exception to the general scarcity of 

references to hand gestures in Greek literature: this is tragedy, and Euripidean 

165 Schiffrin 1981: 237. 
166 Kendon (1991: 71) suggests that 'gesture' is "behaviour that is treated as intentionally 
communicative by coparticipants and that such behavior has ce1tain features that are immediately 
recognizable." Kendon (1991) is an example of modern social scientific experiments and theories 
on audience recognition and registration of both 'significant' and 'ordinary' movements. 
167 Kendon 1991: 80. 
168 Feyereisen and de Lannoy 1991: 49. For a description of experiments to test the assumption 
that non-verbal communication is more expressive of emotion and inter-personal attitudes, see 
Feyereisen and de Lannoy (1991: 62). 
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tragedy in particular, which makes relatively ample textual reference to particular 

hand gestures. 169 Perhaps the restriction on emotional facial expression caused by 

a fixed mask necessitates the (hyperbolic) usage of hand gestures. Greek drama is 

full of emotions which need to be expressed, and gesture~ (and other non-verbal 

communication) are one of the means by which this is achieved. In fact, bodily 

movements and hand gestures are useful in trying to conceal the emotionally 

static mask, thus limiting the dramatic ambiguity that might be perceived by the 

audience. 170 The examples of hand gestures which are evident in the tragic texts 

are fairly predictable, describing actions which were immediately recognisable as ,. 

established ritualised behaviour. Indeed, most of the hand gestures found in the 

Greek literature of the fifth and fourth centuries fall into specific, easily 

identifiable groups. Ritual gestures of supplication and friendship are the most 

common, wherein the hands are used as a symbol embodying the relationship in 

question. The examples of hand gestures are unambiguous symbols for the 

audience, communicating through signs which have a societal agreement as to 

their meaning; they exist as clear cues to the social interaction being placed before 

the reader or audience. 

3.1 Plato's communicating hands 

The relationship between the verbal and the non-verbal is complex, with 

non-verbal behaviour taking on numerous roles as it supplements, enhances and 

contradicts the words spoken. While not a central topic of debate, communication 

by the hands is not without consideration in Greek thought. In a discussion in 

Cratylus on the nature of the names of things, Plato has Socrates refer to hands 

and their gestures, defining the hands as the means by which one can 

169 Taplin (1971 : 25) writes that " ... the small stage actions- arrival, departure, embracing, 
separating, handing over objects- slight deeds like these take on, in their context, greatly 
magnified significance, and become the embodiments of tragedy ." These "small actions" also 
include hand gestures. 
170 Pickard-Cambridge 1988: 171-173. 
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communicate which are independent of the vocal. Socrates asks whether, if we 

had no voice or tongue, we would not sign with our hands like the deaf and mute, 

using our hands, head and other parts of the body, d cpwv~v fl~ ELXOflEV f.LT]8E 

YAWTTav, E~OUAOflE8a 8E: 8T]AOUV ciAA.~AOLS' Ta rrpciy:JlaTa, ap' OUK av, W<JTTEp 

vvv oL EVEOL, ETTEXELpOUflEV av <JT]f.LQLVELV TQLS' XEP<JL KaL KEcpaA.fj KaL T0 UAA(fl 

<JWf.iaTL; 171 Essentially, Plato is making Socrates articulate the idea that the body, 

and hands in particular, are a recognisable means of communication and that, if 

deprived of the power of speech, man would use his body to 'speak' for him. 

This Platonic discussion of non-verbal communication is describing what modern 
c 

sociologists refer to as emblems (culturally specific simple messages which can 

be translated into a word or simple phrase), illustrators (movements which follow 

the rhythm of speech and emphasise certain verbal units), and regulators or 

adaptors (gestures which guide the interaction of the participants in the 

conversation), i.e., the various categories into which hand gestures can be broken 

down in order the better to understand the multiple ways in which they can be 

used as communicators.m In the dialogue, Socrates continues, describing how 

we make our bodies and demeanour as similar as possible to the thing we are 

trying to imitate, be it a light, up-high thing by raising hands towards heaven, a 

heavy, below thing by putting our hands towards earth, or a running horse. EL 

f.LEV y' OLflaL TO avw KaL TO KOUcpov E~OUAOflE8a 8T]AOUV, DPOf.LEV av TTPOS' TOV 

KclTW KaL Ta ~apEa, TTPOS' T~V yfjv· KaL EL 'Lrrrrov 8EOVTa ~ TL aAA.o TWV (0wv 

E~OUAOflE8a 8T]AOUV, OL<J8a OTL WS' Of.LOLOTaT' av Ta ~flETEpa auTWV <JWflaTa KaL 

crx~flaTa ETTOLOUf.LEV EKELVOLS'.m According to this dialogue, bodily imitation 

can express anything, using one non-verbal technique or another. OtJTw yap av 

OLflaL 8~/..wf.ici Tou T0 <JWf.iaTL EYL yvETo, f.LLflT]<Jaf.LEVou, ws EOLKE, Tou <JWf.iaTos 

171 Plato, Cratylus 422e2-5. 
172 Ekman and Friesen 1969b, 1972: 355-364; Rosenfeld 1982: 269; Poyatos 1983: 94-174; 
McNeill 1992: 75-76. 
l73 Plato, Cratylus 423a 1-6. See page 211 on the ox fllla in relation to this passage. 
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EKE'ivo o E~OUAETO 8T]AWCJm.174 These arguments are set forth by Socrates within 

the context of a discussion on the origin of language and the naming of things. 

The comparison to body language is made in order to explain how the earliest 

names are representative of the nature of the thing thex are naming, just as the 

hand gesture symbolises the nature of the thing it is imitating. Clearly, Plato has 

demonstrated the existence of an awareness, even if only his own, of the practical 

function of hand gestures, as well as their relationship with speech. 175 

As with the face, the hands are visible, identifiable and highly personal. 

When assessing a person's beauty, the hands are a part of the body which is ,. 

exposed for examination. Plato, however, rejects the physical as the embodiment 

of absolute beauty, having Socrates explain in the Symposium Diotima's theory of 

absolute beauty, which cannot appear in the faces, the hands or any other part of 

the body, ov8' au <PavTaCJ8~CJETaL avn\) TO KGAOV OLOV TTpOCJu.lTTOV TL ou8E 

XELPES' ov8E aAA.o ou8Ev wv CJW[lG [1ETEXEL. 176 This does not imply, however, a 

Platonic rejection of the centrality of the hands (and face) in self-presentation and 

recognition. In the Leges, Plato declares that the punishment for a slave or 

foreigner for robbing a temple is being branded on the face and hands, flogged 

according to the jurors' judgement and cast out naked from the boundaries of the 

country. "Os- 8' Clv LEpOCJuA.wv A.TJ<P8iJ, E:cw flEV 1] 8oDA.os- ~ ~EVOS', E:v TL\) 

mutilation of the hands (and face) forces the culprit to be recognised by these 

signs which dominate the most obvious means of identification. Like the free 

citizen, the slave and the foreigner are identified by the physical traits of the 

hands and face; they simply cannot be hidden without raising the question why, 

making this punishment one without respite. As with the face, the hands provide 

174 Plato, Craty/us 423a8-b2. 
175 See Feyereisen and de Lannoy (1991); Leroi-Gourhan (1964). 
176 Plato, Symposium 211 a 5-7. See page 23 for a discussion of this passage in relation to the face. 
177 Plato, Leges 854d 1-4. 
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174 Plato, Cratylus 423a8-b2. 
175 See Feyereisen and de Lannoy (1991); Leroi-Gourhan (1964). 
176 Plato, Symposium 211 a 5-7. See page 23 for a discussion of this passage in relation to the face. 
177 Plato, Leges 854d 1-4. 
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an initial indication of a person's nature; they are a part of the body which 

communicates and interacts. 

In the Protagoras Plato uses the hands as a metaphor for thoughts; 

Socrates states that just as a man's health and bodily ac\ions can be discovered by 

looking at the face and the hands, leading to a desire to see the chest and back and 

to study him well, so too does he yearn to know more about Protagoras' thoughts. 

WCJTTEp EL TLS' av8pwTTOV CJKOTTCDV EK TOU E'L80US' ~ TTPOS' uyLELaV ~ TTPOS' ano TL 

""!8L 8~ [.LOL cmoKaA:ut(;as- J(QL Ta CJT~8Tj J(QL TO flETci<PpEVOV ETTL8EL~OV, 'Lva ,. 

Just as the thinker is titillated by the prospect of knowing more about the 

workings of the mind, so too does he who observes the hands and face desire to 

know the rest of the man (or not know him, should the hands and face convey an 

unfavourable impression). The hands and face offer insight into the nature of the 

rest of the man, the exposed parts reflecting that which remains hidden. 

3.2 The soul, the body and the hand 

As with other forms of classical non-verbal communication, the tie 

between the soul and the body is of paramount importance when considering the 

hands. How the ancient Greeks saw their bodies, and specific parts of their 

bodies, in relation to their t!Jux~ is a familiar theme; how this relates specifically 

to the hands is of interest here. In the Tetralogia 111, Antiphon explains how the 

hands carry out the intentions of each of us, d yap aL XELPES' Ci 8wvoouf.LE8a 

E:Kciunp ~f.LWV uTToupyouuw, that he who strikes another is responsible for the 

action of the blow, while he who uses his hands to kill is guilty of murder.179 A 

man's hands are his most useful instrument for physical action. In effect, the 

178 Plato, Protagoras 352a2-6. 
179 Antiphon IV, Tetralogy JJJ, IliA 
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hands are the tools of the lj;ux~, doing and acting according to the commands of 

the soul. While this might appear obvious, it is interesting to note that, formally 

at least in this instance, a separation between the body and the soul is presented. 

Man's ability to use his hands to communicflte is considered unique 

amongst animals. Xenophon writes in Memorabilia that, according to Socrates, 

man is the only animal which stands up straight, enabling him to look from above, 

to escape suffering, and to produce sight, hearing and speech; furthermore, 

whereas creeping quadrupeds were given feet which only enable them to move, 

man has been given hands, which cultivate the greatest happiness. o'L [se. 8Eo(] ,. 

rrp0hov [l.EV [l.OVOV TWV (u,lwv av8pwrrov 6p8ov clVEOTf1CJaV' ~ 8E: 6p80TllS' Kal 

rrpoopCiv rrA.Eov TTOLEL 8uvacr8m Kal Ta urrEp8Ev [l.CiAA.ov 8ECicr8m Kal ~TTov 

aAAOLS' EpTTETOLS' TT08as E8wKav' o'L TO TTOpEUECJ8aL [l.OVOV TTapEXOUCJLV' civ8pWTTC.fl 

8E: Kal XE'Lpas rrpocrE8Ecrav, aL Ta TTAELCJTa ots Eu8m[l.OVECJTEpOL E.xdvwv ECJfl.EV 

E.EEpyci(ovTm .180 Socrates continues, asking whether it is not obvious that 

compared to other animals men live like gods, superior in nature, body and soul. 

He states that with the body of an ox the mind of a man will not accomplish what 

man wishes, nor will having hands without sense make things complete. ou yap 

TTclVU CJOL KaTci81lAOV OTL rrapa TaAA.a (0a WCJTTEP 8EOl av8pwTTOL ~LOTEUOUCJL, 

CJW[l.a, civ8pwrrou 8E: YVW[l.llV E.8UvaT' av rrpciTTELV a E~OUAETO, ou8' OCJa XELpas 

EXEL, a<j)pova 8' ECJTL, TTAEOV ou8E:v EXEL. 181 Man deserves his hands, needing 

them in. order to take full advantage of his cognitive abilities as the most 

developed animal. 

Aristotle tells his reader that man possesses hands because he is the most 

intelligent animal. He writes in De partibus animalium that while some animals 

l80 Xenophon, Memorabilia I.iv.ll. See page 35 for an Aristotelian view of humans as being the 
only animals to stand up straight. 
181 Xenophon, Memorabilia I.iv . l4. 
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have two feet, others many feet and still others no feet, that whereas some are 

plants and others animals, man alone of the animals stands upright, and has no 

need for fore-legs, but has been given arms and hands by nature. He then states 

that Anaxagoras claims that because man has hands he, is the wisest of animals, 

whereas Aristotle counters that it is reasonable to state that it is because he is the 

wisest of animals that man has hands. Aristotle continues, stating that hands are 

an instrument, and that nature, like a wise being, distributes each instrument 

according to ability, as it is more fitting to give flutes to the flautist rather than to 

give flute-playing to him who has the flutes. 8L' ~v [.LE V ovv atT(av Ta [.LE V ,. 

flEV cpuTa Ta 8E: (0a yEyovEv, E'LpT)Tm, Kal. 8Lon [.Lovov 6p8ov E:aTL Twv (0wv 6 

av8pwTTOS" 6p80 8' OVTL T~V cpUCJLV ou8E[.LLQ xpda CJKEAWV TWV E[.LTTpoa8(wv, 

ci/...A' civTl. TOVTwv ~paxtovas KaL XE'Lpas cirro8E:8wKEV ~ cpuaLs. 'Ava~ayopas 

[.LEV ovv cpT)CJL 8La TO XELpas EXELV cppOVL[luJTaTOV ELVaL TWV (0wv av8pwrrov· 

d)A.oyov 8E: 8La To cppovLfluhaTov dvm XE'Lpas A.a[.L~civELv. aL flEV yap XELPES' 

opyavov ELCJLV, ~ 8E: cpuCJLS' clEL 8LaVE[.LEL, Ka8ciTTEp av8pWTTOS' cppOVL[.LOS', 

EKQCJTOV T0 8uva[.LEV4J xpf]a8m. TTPOCJ~KEL yap T0 OVTL QUAT)TD 8ouvm [.LUAAOV 

auA.ous ~ T0 auA.ous EXOVTL rrpoa8ELVaL aUAT)TLK~v· 182 If this is the better way, 

and one accepts that nature does the best, then man is not the wisest animal 

because he has hands, but he has hands because he is the wisest animal. 

Furthermore, the wisest animal would have the best instruments, and the hand is 

not one instrument but many; one instrument but with the capacity to be like 

many instruments. Nature has given the instrument with the most uses, hands, to 

him who is able to perform the most skills, d ovv oihws ~EA.nov, ~ 8E: cpuaLs EK 

cppovLflWTaTos, ciAA.a 8La To cppovLflWTaTov ELvm Twv (0wv EXEL XE'Lpas. 6 yap 

cppOVL[lWTQTOS' TTAELCJTOLS' av 6pycivOLS' E:xp~CJQTO KQAWS', ~ 8E: xdp EOLKEV ELVaL 

182 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 687a2-14. 
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oux EV opyavov ana TTonci 0 ECJTL yap WCJTTEpd opyavov TTPO opycivwv 0 T(\l ouv 

Whereas Plato discusses the utility of the \. hands as a means of 

communication that can replace (or supplement) the verbal, he appears to do so in 

a very practical fashion, as is seen by his chosen example of the signing of the 

deaf and mute (see section 3.1). Aristotle's treatment of hand gestures, however, 

is somewhat different, bringing them directly into the discussions on the 

connection between form and nature, body and soul. Plato's consideration of the ,. 

hands does not depend on interpreting the body as an expression of the soul, 

whereas Aristotle's links the soul to the body, making the latter dependent on the 

former.184 Aristotle's soul is the first actuality (or form) of a living body; the 

animal/human is the composite of the soul with the body.185 Hands are not really 

hands without the soul to give form to the physical matter of flesh, bones and 

muscles. 

In De generatione animalium, Aristotle writes that a hand is not a hand 

without the soul, that a hand (or any other body part) without soul is only the 

same in name, ou8E yap ~ XELP ou8' ano TWV f.l.Op[wv ou8E:v aVEU lj;UXLKfjS" ~ 

anT]S" TLVOS" 8uvcif.LEWS" ECJTL XELp ou8E f.l.OpLOV ou8E:v ana f.l.OVOV Of.LWVVf.LOV .186 

Similarly, in Meteorologica, he writes that the body of a dead man is only a man 

in name, and the hand of a dead man is only a hand in name, 11anov yap 8fjA.ov 

OTL 6 VEKpOS" av8pwTTOS" Of.l.WVUf.l.WS". oihw TOLVVV KaL xdp TEAEUT~CJaVTOS" 

Of.LWVVf.LWS", Ka8ciTTEp KaL auAOL AL8LVOL AEX8ELT]CJav <av>·187 The hand, like the 

flute, is an instrument whose essence is more than simply its form. Without the 

183 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 687a 16-24. 
184 See pages 33ff. for more on the relationship between body and soul in Aristotle. 
185 Ackrill 1979. Additional articles on this topic appear in Barnes, Schofield and Sorabji (1979). 
186 Aristotle, De generationes animalium 726b22-24. 
187 Aristotle, Meteoro/ogica 389b31-390a2 (Lee) . See also De partibus animalium 640b, where 
Aristotle challenges Democritus' claim that a man is known by his shape and colour, stating that a 
corpse has the same shape and colour as a living man yet is not a man; Politica 1253a, where he 
writes that a thing which is defined by a function that it can no longer perform exists only as that 
thing in name. 
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tj;ux~ to direct and use the physical instruments available to it, they are nothing 

more than shallow replicas of the real thing. Aristotle continues, stating that 

everything has a 'final cause', 188 that the hand and the face are determined by 

their function, and if they cannot perform their function.s they can exist in name 

only, like one who is dead or made of stone, To{muv 8' ETL 1-i&A/...ov rrp6CJwrrov KaL 

a{JTWV Epyov ciA.Tj8ws ECJTLV EKUCJTOV, OLOV o<P8aA!-10S EL 6pq, TO 8E. 1-1~ 

8uvci1-1Evov 0!-1WVV!-1WS, oTov 6 TE8vEws ~ 6 A.C8wos ·189 It is for the sake of the 

soul that the body exists, without which it has no reason for its existence.190 ,, 

Pseudo-Aristotle offers an additional interpretation of this concept in 

Problemata, asking if man has been endowed with two internal instruments with 

which to manipulate external instruments, the hands employed for the body and 

the mind for the soul? ~ OTL 6 8EOS opyava EV EUUTOLS ~1-lllJ 8E8WKE 8uo, EJJ OLS 

XPTJCJ0!-1E8a TOLS EKTOS opycivOLs, CJWI-lUTL 1-iEV XELpa, tj;uxiJ 8E. voDv. 191 The 

author continues, stating that the use of the hands and the mind are perfected with 

time, the manual instrument developing before the mental one. The instrument of 

the mind is knowledge, for it is useful, as the flute is to the flautist, and the natural 

qualities of the hand are many, nature being before knowledge, as are those things 

made by it (hands before mind), ECJTL yap vou 1-iEV opyavov ETTLCJT~I-111 (TOUT0 

ycip ECJTL XP~CJL!-105", Ka8ciTTEp auAOL UUAT]TlJ), XELPWV 8E. TTOAAcl TWV <PvCJEL 

'YLV0!-1EVa. 192 Both the hands and the mind develop with time, the latter taking 

longer than the former, reaching maturity only in old age. This idea of a physical 

and mental development is found earlier in Problemata, where Pseudo-Aristotle 

asks in regards to stuttering whether it is the same as when boys have less control 

188 Aristotle's 'final cause' is nature, which is made up of two parts; the form, which is the end, 
and the matter, which exists for its sake. See also De partibus animalium 639b 16ff. See Lear 
(1988 : 35). 
189 Aristotle, Meteorologica 390a9-13 (Lee). 
190 Sorabji 1979: 55. 
191 [Aristotle], Problemata 955b23-25 . 
192 [Aristotle], Problemata 955b36-39. 



over their hands and feet than men do, unable to control their limbs as they are 

unable to control their tongue. ~ w<nrEp Kal. Twv XELpwv Kal. Twv TTo8wv cid 

~TTOV KpaToD<n TTa'L8Es- ovTES', Kai. oaoL E:A.ciTTous- ou 8uvavTm ~a8((ELV, 

Of!OLWS' Kal. T~S' yA.wTTT]S' oL VEWTEpOL ou 8vvavTm; t93 T~e hands, like the mind, 

need time to develop as effective instruments, yet the physical tool does not have 

the complexity (and superiority) of the mental one as the former is mastered 

quicker than the latter. 

The connection between the hand and the soul is illustrated in Aristotle's 

De anima. In an explanation of the function of the soul, it is compared to the ,. 
hand, an instrument which uses other instruments, just as the mind is a form 

which uses forms, and the senses use the perception of senses. waTE ~ t!Jux~ 

W<JTTEP ~ XELP E<JTLV" KQL yap~ xdp opyavov E<JTLV 6pycivwv, KQL 6 voDs- EL8os

EL8wv Kal. ~ a'L<J8T]<JLS' EL8os- ata8T]TWv.t94 Man's functionality is expressed both 

through his mind and through his hands, instruments which are testimony to his 

mental and physical sophistication. These instruments use other tools to achieve 

what is desired and needed, In De generatione animalium, Aristotle, using the 

example of carpentry, states that it is the soul, which has the required form and 

knowledge, which sets in motion the hands, or another part of the body, having 

them move in a certain way, the hands moving the instrument and the instrument 

n f!OpLov ETEpov TTOLciv nva KLVT]<JLV, ETEpav f!EV cicp' wv TO yLyVOf!EVOV 

ETEpov' T~V auT~ V 8E cicp' wv TO auTO, aL 8E X EL PES' TQ opyava, TQ 8' opyava 

T~v UAT]v. 195 Human sophistication is expressed through this ability to use its 

natural instruments which can also manipulate other tools for its purposes. 

According to Aristotle, the hands are civof!OLOf!EP~S', they are not homogeneous, 

they consist of unlike parts, i.e., instrumental parts, which are composed of 

193 [Aristotle], Problemata 902b17-19. 
194 Aristotle, De anima 432al-3. 
195 Aristotle, De generatione animalium 730b 15-19 (This example serves as a parallel to nature's 
use of semen, which is the instrument which causes generation.) 



uniform parts, such as flesh, bones and muscles.196 Aristotle defends the form of 

man, claiming that the hand is as good as any tool or instrument, be it the talon or 

the sword, as it can grasp, and change, the weapon it chooses. Nature has made 

the hand so that it can be separated and split into many piyces or come together as 

one,~ yap XELP Kal ovv~ Kal XllA~ Kal KEpas- YLVETaL Kal 86pu Kal ~L<j)os- Kal 

at...Ao CHTOLOVOVV OTTAOV Kal opyavov· TTclVTa yap ECJTaL TauTa 8La TO TTclVTa 

8LmpET~v ELvm Kal CJUV8ET~v ELvm, E:v T~.{mp 8' EKELVO ouK ECJTLv.197 

Despite the centrality of the hand for human action, it is only one part of 

the body, and ultimately it exists to serve that body. Indeed, the hand' s 

relationship with the body can be understood as a metaphor for man's relationship 

with his polis. As with man, the hand must have a reason for existing which goes 

beyond its immediate goals and needs. In the Ethica Nicomachea, Aristotle asks 

whether the eye, hand, foot, and each individual part of the body does not have a 

function of its own, and whether the body as a whole does not have a function that 

goes beyond the function of its parts,~ Ka8cirrEp 6<j)8aA.j.lou Kal XELpos- Kal rro8os-

Kal oA.ws- E:i<aCJTou Twv j.lOptwv <j)atvETaL n Epyov, ouTw Kal civ8pwrrou rrapa 

TTclVTa TaUTa 8ELT] TLS' av Epyov n;l98 In the Politica, Aristotle writes that the 

whole must precede the part; as the polis is logically prior to the oikos or the 

individual, so too does the body precede the hand or the foot. Kal rrpOTEpov 8~ 

civayKa'Lov ELvm Tou j.lEpous-· civmpouj.lEvou yap Tou oA.ou ouK ECJTm rrous-

ECJTaL TOLaUTT]), TTclVTa 8E T0 EPY4l wpLCJTaL Kal TQ 8UVclj.lEL' WCJTE j.lT]KETL 

196 Aristotle, Historia Animalium 486a7; De generatione animalium 722a20, 722b31; De 
generatione et corruptione 321 b28; Meteorologica 388a18. 
197 Aristotle, De partibus animalium 687b2-9. 
198 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea I 097b30-33. 
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TOLaiha OVTa ov AEKTEOV Ta avTa ELVaL ciAA.' Of1WVUf1a.l99 Here too, Aristotle 

states that a thing lacking the ability to perform its potential function exists in 

name only. A man who does not perform his duties as a citizen of the polis is a 

citizen only in name, just as the hand which cannot func~ion is a hand only in 

name. 

3.3 Right hand, left hand 

The opposition between right and left IS a common theme m Greek 

literature and culture.200 The right is symb~lic of the positive, the good and the 

lucky, while the left symbolises the antitheses of these.20t While this opposition 

is not always related specifically to hands in the textual examples, the principle 

behind it remains applicable. It is with these oppositions in mind that the hands, 

both right and left, must be considered. The right hand is used for sacred rituals, 

such as in the purification of unclean hands202, and it is the right hand which is 

grasped in greeting and as a pledge. Plato refers to right and left in Book VII of 

the Leges, whereby' the Athenian Stranger questions the common belief that by 

nature right and left hands differ in their ability to perform certain tasks, while 

199 Aristotle, Politica 1253al8-24. 
200 Aristotle, for example, addresses the Pythagorean opposites, of which right and left are one 
pairing. For example, in Aristotle's De cae/o 27la26-28, the reader is told that 'opposed places' 
are top and bottom, front and back, and right and left, EL<JL 8E: n )rrou Evavn6TT]TES" TO aHu Kat 
KclTLu IWL TO rrp6<J8LOV KaL OTTL<J8LOV Kal TO OE~lOV Kal apL<JTEp6v. In De caelo 284b30-34, 
Aristotle writes that these three pairs are not in all bodies, but only in those in whom there is the 
origin of motion and who have life, for in an inanimate thing one can see no origin of motion, 8Lo 
KaL OUK EV arravn (J(~jlaTL TO avw Kal KclTW Kal TO OE~LOV Kal apL<JTEpov Kal TO EjlTTpoCJ8Ev 
Kal OTTL<J8Ev (T]TT]TEOV, a\A ' OCJa EXEl KLV~CJEWS" apx~v EV a{JTOLS" Ejllpuxa iivm· n ;)v yap 
al!Juxtuv EV ou8EVL 6pt;) jlEV o8Ev ~ apx~ Tf]S" KLV~CJEWS" . Like the world, man needs to be 
considered in light of these opposing pairs. See also De partibus animalium 648a, 665a, and De 
motu animalium 704b 19-705a2 for oppositions in animals. 
201 See Lloyd ( 1962). See section 5 . I on hiccoughs and sneezing for a discussion on how omens 
to the right are positive, those to the left negative. 
202 See Parker (1983: 370-374, Appendix 6: The Ritual of Purificationji·om Homicide). A ritual 
purification is referred to in Euripides' Hercules 926-927, 928-929. This purification ritual 
includes a basket being circled around the altar, EV KUKAWL 8' ~OTJ Kavouv/ E'LALKTo ~tujlOU , and the 
carrying of a torch in the right hand to dip into a basin of water, jlEA.A.wv 8E: 8aA.ov XElPL OE~L<!. 
<j>EpEw,/ ES" XE PVLW ws ~ciljJELEV .. . In 939-941, Heracles claims that the flame of purification will 
cleanse his hands after he brings back the head of Eurystheus, and orders that the water be spilled 
out and the baskets thrown away, omv 8' EVEYKtu 8Eupo KpiiT ' EupuCJ8Etus / ETTL TOLCJL vvv 
eavou<JLV ayVL(;) XE pas./ EKXELTE TTTJYclS", pLTTTET' EK XE Lpwv Kava. 



there is no such difference between the right and left legs or the lower limbs.203 

He blames the imbalance on the folly of nurses and mothers, claiming that by 

nature both limbs are nearly equally matched, but because of the customary 

attitudes they are not used properly and people become \lame'. 'Os- apa Ta 8E~La 

KQL TQ cipLCYTEpa 8w<PEpovni E<J8 ' ~fl.WV <Pu<JEL npos- TQ') XPELQ') El') EKct<JTQ') 

Tpo<Pwv Kal llllTEpwv oiov xwt..ol yEyovaflEV EKa<JTOL. Tfls- <Pu<JEws- yap 

E: KaTEpwv Twv fl.E/-..wv <JXE8ov t<Jopponou<JT]S', mhol. 8La Ta E8T] 8Lci<Popa mha 
' 

TIETIOL~KUflEV ouK 6p8ws- XPWflEVOL .204 Plato's ability to recognise the influence 

of custom, as opposed to the necessity of nature, for the hegemony of the right 

hand puts his understanding of the opposition between right and left in contrast 

with a popular belief in the physiological reasons for this asymmetry. 205 Indeed, 

if the regime of ambidextrous training promoted by Plato were adopted, it is fair 

to suggest that humans could develop equal skills in both hands.206 Yet, 

according to modern research, children appear initially to use both hands, 

oscillating back and forth as to which one dominates, with right-handedness being 

the overwhelming result. 207 Whether the dominance of the right is a result 

primarily of nature or of cultural construction, albeit a prominent and enduring 

one, remains to be established.20s The Leges continues with a description of how 

those who are ambidextrous are superior, and the Athenian Stranger concludes 

with a statement on how children should be even of both foot and hand in every 

way, and how their nature should not be destroyed by custom, onws- apT( no8ES' 

203 Schuhl (1948: 174) writes that on the subject of right and left in Leges 794d ff. Plato had 
ventured " ... proposer une innovation veritablement revolutionnaire, qui va dans le sens ou mene la 
distinction sophistique." 
204 Plato, Leges 794d5-e4. 
205 Hertz 1909: 553-557. 
206 Hertz 1909: 556-557. 
207 Morris 1977 : 284. 
208 See Needham (1973) for multi- and cross-cultural considerations of the right and left. 
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cino~A.ciTTTWCJL Tas cpuCJELS' ELS' TO 8uvaTov .209 Aristotle refers to this passage of 

the Leges in the Politica, where he states that this ambidextrous 'law' is particular 

to Plato, who would require military training to be practised in such a way as to 

make men ambidextrous, as in war it is not good to hav,e one useless hand, Kal. 

T~v E v TOL s noA.qu KOL s aCJKT]CJLV onws a f1cpL8a LOL y( vwvTm IWTa T~v 

f.LEAETT]V, WS' 8EOV fl~ T~V f.LEV XP~CJLflOV ELVaL TOLV XEPOLV T~V 8E axpTJCYTOV.210 

Aristotle does not appear to adopt Plato's view on inherent ambidexterity, as he 

asserts that asymmetry to the right was the result of nature. 

In his discussion in the Ethica Nicomachea of the types of justice, both 
' natural and conventional, Aristotle makes a comparison with the nature of right 

and left, stating that, although the right hand is naturally stronger, it is possible to 

become ambidextrous, cpUCJEL yap ~ 8E~La KpEL TTWV, KQL TOL EV8EXETaL TTclVTQS' 

cXf1cpL8E~LOUS' yEvEcr8m .2 " This analogy with types of justice reappears in the 

Magna mm·alia, where Aristotle writes that while the reality of nature might 

partake in change, as when everyone practises always throwing with their left 

hand thus making them ambidextrous, yet the left is by nature weaker, and the 

right better than the left, no matter whether the left is made to be like the right. 

Undergoing change does not make a thing's nature, and if most of the time the left 

perseveres as the left is and the right as the right is, then that is the nature, Kal. yap 

Ta cpUCJEL OVTa flETaAaf.L~clVOUCJL flETa~oA.fls. AEYW 8' OLOV EL TlJ apLCJTEpq 

f1EAET0fl.EV TTclVTES' ad ~clAAELV, YLVOLf1E8a av clflcpL8E~LOL. ciA.A.a cpUCJEL YE 

apLCJTEpa ECJTLV, KQL Ta 8E~La ou8Ev ~TTOV cpUCJEL ~EATLW ECJTL TTlS' cipLCJTEpas, 

ECJTLv. 212 Indeed, in the Historia animalium, Aristotle writes that man is the only 

209 Plato, Leges 795d3-5 . . 
210 Aristotle, Politica 1274bl2-15. 
21 1 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1134b34-35. 
212 Aristotle, Magna moralia 1194b32-39. 



animal that can become ambidextrous, IJ.OVOV 8E: Kat cl1J.CpL8E~LOv y[ yvETm Twv 

aAA.wv C0wv av8pwTTOS' .213 This ambidexterity is not the result of nature, 

however, but of nurture. 

The natural superiority of the right is again argued ~n De motu animalium, 

where Aristotle states that the origin of movement is in the right side, one 

expression of this being man's use of the right limb for his defence. on 8' EK TWV 

8E~Lwv ~ cipx~ T~S' KLV~CJEWS' ECJTL ... Kat aiJ.lJVOvTm Tois- 8E~LO'Ls-.214 He 

continues, stating that man, more than any other animal, has a ruined left (hand) 

because he is the most according to nature, and the right is by nature better than ,. 
the left and separated from it. Wherefore, the right is the most right in humans, 

clTTOAEAUIJ.EVa 8' EXOUCJL TQ cipLCJTEpa TWV C0wv IJ.ClALCJTa av8pwTTOL 8La TO 1WTQ 

cpuCJLv EXELV 11ciA.wTa Twv C0wv· cpuCJEL 8E: ~EA.nov TE To 8E~Lov Tou cipwTEpou 

KEXWPWIJ.Evov. 8Lo Kal. Ta 8E~La E:v To is- civ8pwTTOLS' 11ciA.wTa 8E~Lci E:CJn .215 

Here Aristotle uses the human weakness of the left hand as proof of the right's 

natural superiority. 

In the Aristotelian Problemata, the author briefly considers the differences 

between right and left hands. Interestingly, the issue is considered in comparisons 

with other bodily pairs, specifically the eyes and ears: why, the author asks, do 

they not differ according to right or left, whereas the hands and feet do? Is it 

because pure elements have no differences, but what is made out of the elements 

is different, so that these senses are made out of elements, vision from fire and 

hearing from air? ~La TL xdp IJ.EV Kal. TTous- 8wcpopav EXEL TTpos- [ Ta] 8E~La 

<Kal> TQ cipwTEpci, OIJ.IJ.G 8E: KaL clKO~ ou; ~ OTL Ta CJTOLXELa TQ ELALKpLV~ 

ci8Lcicpopa, E:v 8E: ToLS' EK Twv CJTOLXELWV ~ 8wcpopci; auTm 8E: at atCJ8~CJELS' 

213 Aristotle, Historia animalium 497b30-31. This is an interesting comment considering 
Aristotle infers that man is the only animal which has hands (by vi1tue of being the most 
intelligent). 
214 Aristotle, De motu animalium 705b30-706a9. 
215 Aristotle, De motu animalium 706a 18-22. In De partibus animalium 671 b28-34, Aristotle 
also states that movement originates in the right, and that pa1ts on that side will be stronger and 
make their way upwards quicker than those on the left, thus explaining why the right kidney is 
higher up than the left one. He applies this same logic to why people raise the right eyebrow more 
than the left one. 



ELO"LV E~ ELALKpLVWV, ~ fl.EV otj;LS' TTUPOS', ~ 8' QKO~ ciEpos-_216 Earlier in this 

Aristotelian work, it is asked why the senses have no differences according to 

right and left, as the right is in all other ways more powerful: is it due to custom, 

since both sides are used in the same way to perceive seqse? Is it by custom that 

the right seems different, since one can become accustomed to being 

ambidextrous? l1L<i TL ou 8wcpEpouaLv al ata8~aELS' al EV TOLS' 8E~LOLS' Twv 

on Eu8us- Ofl.OLWS' cifJ.cpo'Lv E8L(Of1E8a ata8civEa8m; Ta 8E: 8E~La T(\l E8EL 8oKEL 

8wcpEpELV, ETTEL E8w8ELO"LV cifJ.cpL8E ~LOL y(vovTm.217 According to Pseudo-,. 
Aristotle, not all bodily pairs are subject to the asymmetry of right and left, thus 

leaving room for the possibility of ambidexterity. 

3.4 Oratory and rhetoric 

The question of how hand gestures were incorporated into classical 

oratory is a difficult one, which leads to conflicting responses.218 While it is 

impossible to ima-gine an effective speaking style which is devoid of all or most 

gestures, it appears that the controlled and measured ideal physical behaviour of 

the Athenian citizen was also expected when public speaking. The total lack of 

expressive hand movements is even more difficult to accept if the link between 

theatre and oratory is examined, whereby the speaker, like the actor, is expected 

to communicate effectively with his audience through convincing performance.219 

Nonetheless, if Aeschines is to be believed, the ideal Athenian adopts a speaking 

style which does not include gesticulation, or at least nothing more than can be 

performed by having one hand outside the cloak. While Aeschines admits in In 

216 [Aristotle], Problemata 960a29-34. 
217 [Aristotle], Problemata 958b 16-20. 
218 See Schmitt ( 1990: Chapter I) for an overview of ancient gestures, particularly in relation to 
oratory, as a foundation for later, medieval usage. See also Schmitt ( 1989) for a discussion on the 
ethics of gestures from the Roman to the Medieval periods. 
21 9 Hall 1995 : 41. 



Timarchum that speakers now have one hand exposed, he is, nonetheless, 

disapproving of this freedom, claiming that it would have been unacceptable to 

the civilised Athenian speakers of a bygone age who possessed the perfect 

decorum and who were cautious in their actions. Kat ou!WS' ~cmv CJwcppovEs oL 

cipxa'LOL EKELVOL p~TopEs, 6 TTEpLKA:fls Kal. 6 8Efl.LCJTOKA:fls Kal. 6 'ApwTd811s (6 

TTJV clVOfl.OLOV EXWV ETIWVUfl.LGV TLflciPX0 TOUT!.pL, [6 8LKaLOS' ETILKGAOlJfl.EVOS']) 

WCJTE o vuvl. nciVTES' E:v E8EL npciTTOfl.EV, TO TTJV XELpa E~w EXOVTES' A.E:yELv, 

TOTE Toiho 8paCJ1J n E:86KEL ELvm Kat E1JAa~oDvTo mho npciTTELv.220 

Aeschines chastises Timarchus for speaking with his cloak thrown back, which ,. 
would leave his hands exposed and free to gesticulate madly. Through the 

description of hand gestures, the orator uses the rhetorical topos of depicting his 

adversary as the antithesis of the idealised ancestors, trying to capitalise on his 

audience's desire to preserve the physical embodiment of the nature which 

represents the glory of Athens' past.221 

The description of Cleon in the Aristotelian 'ABryva[wv TTOAL Tda 

corroborates the impression presented by Aeschines that, while there might have 

been speakers who adopted a physically active style, this was, nonetheless, 

condemned by those seeking to preserve the Athenian ideal. After listing the 

rulers of Athens, the author writes that Cleon was the worst. corrupter of the 

people with his violent impulses, that he was the first to raise his voice and to 

abuse while on the bema and to pull up his cloak when speaking in the Assembly; 

all other orators spoke in an orderly fashion, Tou 8E 8~fl.OV KA.E:wv 6 KA.EmvE:Tou, 

220 Aeschines I, In Timarchum, 25. See page 202 for further consideration of this passage. 
221 Nouhaud 1982:67-68, 175-177. 
222 [Aristotle], ABrwafwv rro)..mda XXVIII.3. 
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Aeschines' reprimand of Timarchus for gesticulating and exposing his 

body is just one of a collection of criticisms about his physical state and 

behaviour.223 It can be assumed that, at least as an ideal, any comportment 

attributed by Aeschines to Timarchus would be repres~nted as a deviation from 

the accepted norm. Aeschines contrasts Timarchus' gesticulation with a statue of 

Solon on Salamis which depicts the statesman with his arms inside his cloak, 

reproducing Solon's demeanour and illustrating the appropriate manner in which 

to speak to the people of Athens, Eu yap oT8' on mivTES' EKTIETIAEUI<aTE ELS' 

Aeschines continues along this line, again describing Timarchus' speaking style 

and contrasting it to that of the idealised citizens of yesteryear. Timarchus is 

different from these men mentioned before; they are too modest to speak with 

their hands outside their cloaks whereas Timarchus, not long ago, threw his cloak 

away and gesticulated violently like a pancratiast in the Assembly, showing his 

body in a state of evil and ugliness from drunkenness and indecent conduct, so 

that the wise hid their faces, ashamed for the city who had this man as counsel. 

"L:KEtjJaCJ8E 8~, w av8pES' 'A8TJVGLOL, OCJOJJ 8La<jlEpEL 6 L:oA.wv Tql.cipxou KaL Ol 

223 See, for example, page 49 for his immodest lack of blushing; page 130 his jumping around the 
Assembly. 
224 Aeschines I, In Timarchum, 25. See Cicero, Pro Cae/io V, where "keeping arms inside the 
cloak" meant a probation period for young rhetoricians who were not yet allowed to gesture when 
speaking. For a discussion of the physical p01trayal of the Attic orators in post-classical Greek 
and Roman sculptures see Zanker (1995). Zanker (1995 : 46, figure 26) shows an Augustan copy 
of a fourth-century statue that has the orator's arms wrapped inside his cloak, corresponding with 
the textual evidence on his avoidance of gesticulation, as well as in the pose of the honoured 
ancestors. Zanker (1995: 44, figure 25) also shows a Roman copy of a fourth-century statue, 
portraying Sophocles in a nearly identical pose. Both statues depict the subject in the idealised 
stance of the KUA.os Kaya86s, whose physicality is controlled and moderated. Zanker (1995: 84, 
figure 48), a Roman copy of a third-century honorific statue, shows Demosthenes with his hands 
outside his cloak, but clasped together. This pose still projects an image of the measured orator 
with a controlled physicality. 
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ljoxuvovTo E:~w T~v XE'Lpa E:xovTES A.EyELv, oinoo-L 8E. ou miA.m, ciAA.a TIPWllv 

TIOTE p[lj.Jas 8otwinov yufl.VOS' ETiayKpaTLa(Ev E:v ri:) EKKAll<JL<;t, oi.JTw KaKws KaL 

at<Jxpws 8wKELfl.Evos To <JWfla imo fl.E8lls Kat ~8EA.upCas w<JTE Tous yE Eu 

<JUfl~OUAOLS' XPWfl.E8a.225 Controlled, temperate behaviour was the ideal, and 

deviations from it, whether real or projected, were condemned. 

Interestingly, this composed and modest behaviour of keeping hands 

encased in the cloak appears in Xenophon's Respublica Lacedaemoniorum, where 

the body language of young men is described. Xenophon recounts that Lycurgus, 
' 

wishing to instil a strong sense of modesty in the youths and in their manner, 

ordered that they keep their hands inside their cloaks, walk in silence, gaze at 

nothing, and keep their eyes looking at their feet. Tipos 8E. TOUTOLS' TO al8E'L<J8m 

t<Jxupws Eflcpu<Jm ~ouAOfl.Evos auTo'Ls Kal. E:v Ta'Ls 68o'Ls ETIETa~Ev E:vTos fl.EV 

Tou LflaT[ou TW XELpE EXELv, <JLyi:) 8E. TIOpEUE<J8m, TIEpL~AETIELV 8E. 11118afl.OL, 

ciAA.' auTa Ta Tipo Twv TTo8wv 6pCiv.226 The modesty required of the Spartan 

youths in this description evokes the image of young, virginal maidens 

(Tiap8EvOL ), to whom Xenophon compares them. This level of modesty is 

undoubtedly an extreme behavioural requirement for young men. Indeed, there 

are strong tensions in this description by Xenophon, which was written, at least 

partly, for an Athenian audience. Using the highest Athenian standard of 

moderation and control, Xenophon praises the Spartans, yet from the beginning of 

the text he explicitly draws attention to the fact that Spartan customs were utterly 

different from those of all other Greeks. The behaviour exhibited is 

commendable, yet it remains outside the scope of Athenian male comportment by 

its very comparison to Tiap8EvOL. The similarities (and differences) between the 

physical behaviour of the idealised Athenian statesman and that of Spartan youths 

are but one example of the internal conflict that exists between condemning and 

225 Aeschines I, In Timarchum , 26 . See page 130 for more on this passage. 
226 Xenophon, Respub/ica Lacedaemoniorum III.4. 
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applauding (envying?) the regimented and disciplined Lacedonian comportment. 

While a comparison to female behaviour in Athenian terms would be an 

unequivocal criticism, in this instance it is an hyperbolic means by which to 

emphasise the depth of Spartan self-control as well to fLCknowledge the cultural 

gulf that makes Sparta totally unique. 

In De falsa legatione, Demosthenes defends his ally Timarchus, directly 

referring to this attack by Aeschines on his behaviour and demeanour. According 

to Demosthenes, who uses as his source people from Salamis, the statue of Solon, 

which Aeschines uses as an example of the restrained orators with their hands ,. 
inside the thrown back cloaks and as a means of chastising and abusing the 

reckless ways of Timarchus, was less than fifty years old, making it more than 

two hundred years after the time of Solon, meaning that not only the creator of the 

form of the body did not live at the time of his subject, but neither even did his 

grandfather. <I>EpE 8~ KaL TTEpL TOU :66/..wvos- ov EL TTE A6yov CJKE4;acr8E. E<PTJ TOV 

:66/..wv' civaKELCJ8m T~S' Twv TOTE 8T]IlTJYOPOuvnuv crw<PpocrUVT]S' rrapci8EL yfla, 

TETTapciKOVT' ELS' TOV VUVL TTap6vTa xp6vov, wcr8' 6 8T]flLOUpyos- 6 Toiho 

TTAclCJaS' TO CJX~Ila ou flOVOV OUK auTOS' ~V KaT' EKELVOV, ci.AA.' ou8' 6 TTclTTTTOS' 

auTou.227 If Demosthenes is to be believed, the idealisation of the non-verbal 

behaviour of Solon and his peers was a (possible) construction of later 

generations. Their ideal physicality was projected onto the revered historical 

figures such as Pericles and Solon. 

It would appear that Aeschines himself spoke according to the rules of 

decorum he demanded of Timarchus, addressing the Assembly with hands 

concealed inside his cloak. Considering Aeschines' past experience as a tragic 

227 Demosthenes XIX, De fa/sa legatione, 251 . See page 203. 



actor, this extreme restraint he appears to have when speaking might appear as 

over-compensation for his dramatic training. Indeed, Aeschines might be over-

emphasising the stylistic ideals of oratory. In De falsa legatione, Demosthenes 

tells Aeschines that the polis does not need oratory w\th concealed hands, but 

negotiations with hands kept within. Ou A.EyELv E'Lcrw T~v XEl.p' EXOVT', Atcrx(vT), 

8El., ou, ciA.A.a rrpEcr~EUELV E'Lcrw T~v XEl.p' EXOVTa.228 Demosthenes accuses 

Aeschines of subordinating himself before Philip, stretching out his hands and 

dishonouring his countrymen.229 Demosthenes might also be suggesting by this 

description that the contemptible Aeschines is stretching out his hands in order to ,. 
accept bribes. The affectation of adopting the speaking style of Solon is worth 

nothing if, as an ambassador for the Athenians, he shames them. The hands are 

the ideal metaphor for this contrast; both the oratorical style and the act of 

supplication (and/or of accepting bribes) are illustrated and performed with hand 

gestures. The same hands that remain inside the cloak while within the safety of 

the Assembly become stretched out and turned up in supplication (and corruption) 

in the presence of the state's enemy. 

The fact that Aeschines compares Timarchus to a statue of Solon is 

evidence of how this form of artistic representation was accepted, or at least 

presented, as a true depiction of the individual in question. Indeed, a statue is 

supposed to embody in a static pose the essence of its subject, which offers 

insight not only into the personality of the individual, but into the accepted norms 

of bodily comportment that are specific to a time and place. Statues must be 

considered in context, i.e., their placement is paramount to the presentation of 

subject. For example, the statue in the agora differs from that in a private 

space.230 Since it is only the constructed oratorical texts and the idealised 

228 Demosthenes XIX, Deja/sa legatione, 255. 
229 For hands outstretched and turned up in supplication see page 105. 
230 Statues of public figures, orators and politicians in particular, offer a specific perspective on 
how these individuals were perceived. The context in which the statue is placed is also of the 
utmost relevance, as the demeanour and gesture will be appropriate to the venue. Fm1hermore, the 
shifting ideal of physical deportment is influential, e.g. , the classical politician does not have the 
same comportment as the Hellenistic orator. The physical ideal changes, and so too does the 



physical representation of statues which are attested, the oratorical gesticulation 

of classical Athens is impossible to reproduce. It can be safely asserted that, as 

far as an ideal speaking sty le was concerned, hand movements were not an 

acceptable part of Attic oratory (this is not true of Roman o~atory) . Considering 

the apparent taboo on gesticulation, it is interesting to consider how the orators 

did in fact speak. Did they keep their arms inside their cloak at all times? Were 

hand gestures never used, or used only by the uncouth? It is virtually impossible 

for humans to communicate using only the verbal, so it is probable that some 

hand movement occurred even with the most polished of speakers. It is not, 

' 
however, unlikely that the orators did try to refrain from using their hands as 

much as possible, practising in order to be able to suppress the desire to enhance 

their words with the language of the body. 

3.5 Grasping hands: Greeting~ friendship and loyalty 

The act of grasping hands encompasses numerous sentiments and 

performs a variety ofl'oles as a gesture of greeting, as a symbol of friendship and 

alliance, and as a formalised act which accompanies a pledge are all inter

dependent, the significance of each one lending meaning to the others. For any 

one role to be understood, it is imperative to consider the additional symbolic 

artistic depictions of these ideals. Whereas the classical citizen is expected to have a strong, 
controlled, measured physicality, the Hellenistic pupil is so concerned with his intellectual 
preoccupations that he forgets his body, which can then slump and relax accordingly. The 
cerebral man of the third century is concerned only with his thoughts and, unlike the citizen of the 
fourth century, seems to be free from a physical ideal which is based on strength, control and 
composure. The fourth-century man needs to be both intellectually and physically strong, a well
rounded citizen who could not only participate in public debate, but go to war for his polis when 
the need arises. The third-century thinker seems to be a true intellectual, with no expectations 
regarding his physical state. The differences in general bodily comportment must be considered 
when looking at the hand gestures of statues and trying to decipher what they might mean. In the 
Anthologia Graeca, Christodorus ofThebes (fifth century CE) in Egypt gives a description of the 
statues found in the public gymnasium called Zeuxippos. While this source does not date from the 
period in question, it nonetheless offers descriptions of statues of personalities from the classical 
period. For example, the deep-thinking Aristotle is described as having clasped hands( II . l7-18); 
Clytius' clasped hands are interpreted as predicting hidden troubles (II . 254-255). Zanker 1995: 
90-92. 
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baggage that accompanies the gesture. Context is paramount to understanding the 

intention of the hand clasp. 

The act of greeting is a complex ritual, its meaning dependent on many 

different factors: gender, age, status, intimacy, circ\;lmstance and personality 

among them. The physical expression of greeting is related to all these 

conditions, and it is with this in mind that the handshake needs to be considered. 

Even a specific gesture, such as the handshake, is subject to semantic variation; 

e.g., a two-handed grasp implies more intimacy while a single handed grasp is 

more formal. Furthermore, a brief clasp communicates a different message than a 
' 

prolonged, pumping clasp. Unfortunately, most of the references in Greek 

literature do not describe the details of the clasp, they only mention that it occurs. 

In addition, other forms of non-verbal behaviour which accompany the handshake 

also communicate about the relationship of those involved in the greeting and the 

participants' reaction to the interaction, e.g., a rigid carriage implies discomfort or 

formality whereas a broad smile can indicate great warmth. 231 The possibilities of 

meaning, and interpretation, are endless. 

Within the vast array of hand gestures, that of individuals clasping hands 

is of central importance and is common to many cultures, including that of the 

ancient Athenians. Hands are clasped for numerous reasons - in greeting 

between acquaintances and strangers, as a sign of friendship and loyalty, and as a 

pledge between men. 232 The act, which consists of each man putting forward his 

right hand and taking the hand of the other, is a symbol of equality, although it is 

not performed only by social equals. 233 In the case of such a handshake, neither 

23 1 Morris 1977: 93 . See also Riggio, Friedman and DiMatteo (1981 ), for an example of the 
social scientific methodology for analysing non-verbal greetings. This study takes into 
consideration many of the external influences, such as gender or social skills, which are equally 
relevant in considering the non-verbal communication of antiquity. These scholars, however, have 
the advantage of such tools as (hidden) video recorders and players in order to record and analyse 
their subjects. 
232 For a symbolic depiction of this gesture of friendship and loyalty, see Herman (1987: 134, 
figure 12), which depicts the Athenian marble decree relief of the goddesses Athena and Hera, the 
patron goddesses of the respective cities, shaking hands, and the inscription recording the treaty 
between Athens and Samos in 405 (Jnscriptiones Graecae I3 127). 
233 Hennan 1987: 37. See Wagner (1975: 51-59) for more reliefs . 
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individual has the advantage, both are unarmed as their right hand engages them 

in this physical act. 234 Handshaking is an 'access ritual', with simultaneous 

requests for and offerings of access.235 The act requires that the two individuals 

involved be close enough to make contact, that they ~ecognise the intention to 

shake hands, and that they respond and co-operate with one another in order to 

successfully manoeuvre this physical act.236 If they are incapable of co-ordinating 

the handshake, then it is apparent that they will find it difficult to co-operate once 

the formalised greeting is over and the reason for their meeting becomes 

apparent.237 The introductory gesture of greeting sets the scene for the interaction ,. 
that is to follow, letting the participants assess each other's willingness and ability 

to work together, or against one another, for the desired goal. While there are 

variations of this action, the basic meeting of right hands remains at the 

foundation of this gesture. The tactile expression of a bond is depicted through 

the emotive clasping ofhands. 

One important element of the handshake is that it precludes many acts of 

aggression. The right hand carries the sword, which is used for aggressive or 

defensive purposes. While there is no reason why an individual could not use his 

left hand or his legs to inflict pain on another man, the offering, and accepting, of 

the right hand communicates a willingness not to do so. The right hand is 

understood to represent the vehicle which holds the sword (or other weapon), the 

hand which is behind the acts of brutality and heroism that a sword-wielding man 

might perpetrate. The left hand, in contrast, carries the shield.238 In Euripides' 

Hercules, Theseus comes to repay Heracles, who brought him out alive from the 

nether-world, by offering him his right hand, symbolising his sword and 

234 Herman 1987: 51, 52, fig . 5. In Cyropaedia VIII. iii . l4, Xenophon describes the regal Cyrus 
as having his hands outside his sleeves. This description refers to the Persian custom of keeping 
hands inside the sleeve while in the presence of royalty (see Miller 1914: 355, fn. l) Like the 
handshake, the immobilisation of the hands makes a violent attack difficult. 
235 Schiffrin 1981:238. 
236 Kendon 1982: 441. 
237 Schiffrin 1981:238-239. 
238 See Snodgrass ( 1967) on Greek swords and shields. 
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willingness to go to battle, or to become allies, TL vwv 8' ci~oL~as wv imf}p~Ev 

'HpaKA.f}s/ (J(DCJQS' ~E VEp8Ev ~A.8ov, EL TL 8EL, yEpov,/ ~ XELpos u~as Tfjs E:~f}s 

~ av~~cixwv .239 By offering his right hand Theseus is offering to fight alongside 

Heracles. In Sophocles' Philoctetes, Neoptolemus tell~ Philoctetes to stretch out 

his right hand and take possession of his weapon, ciA.A.a 8E~Lav/ rrpoTELVE xE'Lpa, 

KaL KpciTEL Twv awv orr A.wv .240 It is specifically the right hand which will 

empower Philoctetes. This act of empowerment is abruptly interrupted by the 

intruding Odysseus, who has been waiting in ambush. Presumably the actions on 

stage were expressive, with Philoctetes grasping for his weapon with his right 
' 

hand, only to be denied.24I 

The handshake which symbolises the alliance between warriors and is 

based on the concept of the hand being the instrument of hostility is also the 

gesture of amicability. In In Ctesiphontem, Aeschines reports the clasping hands 

in supposed friendship and hospitality as a symbol of Taurosthenes' hypocrisy, o 

T' ci8EA.<Pos ainov Taupoa8EVTJS, 6 vuvl. rrcivTas 8E~LOu~Evos Kal. rrpoayEA.wv, 

Tous <PwKLKous ~Evous 8w~L~ciaas, ~A.8ov E:<P' ~~as ws civmp~aovTEs- . 242 

Taurosthenes had joined his brother Callias the Chalcidian with troops from 

Phocis to attack the Athenian troops when they were in danger, but is now 

behaving as if he is a friend. The handshake occurs after the warfare, implying an 

alliance that never existed. In this instance the orator himself draws attention to 

the symbolic nature of the clasping of hands, its representation of a bond which 

was symbolised by the physical act of each man's gripping the hand of the other. 

The handshake is more than a social nicety, it represents the emotional depth of 

friendship as well as a commitment of loyalty between the participants. 243 A 

239 Euripides, Herac/ido,e, 1169-1171. 
240 Sophocles, Phi/octetes 1291-1292. 
241 Taplin (1971: 32-33) focuses on the relationship and communication between Philoctetes and 
Neoptolemus which are illustrated by their non-verbal behaviour, their "stage actions and 
silences". 
242 Aeschines Ill, In Ctesiphontem, 87. I retain 8E~L01Jf1EVOS' of the manuscript tradition contra 
Dilts (1997). 
243 Sittl 1890: 27-30. 
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violation of the meamng behind the gesture 1s considered unacceptable, 

dishonourable behaviour. 

Another example of the shaking of right hands as a sign of intimacy later 

revealed to be hypocritical can be found in Demosthepes' In Midiam. Here the 

orator tells of the dishonourable behaviour of Meidias who remained intimate 

with Aristarchus, going into his home, talking things over with him, sitting very 

close to him and shaking hands with him the very day before he accused him in 

the Assembly of terrible evils (including the murder of Nicodemus). ciAA.a fL~V 

ws ciA.Tj8fl A.€yw Kal. Tfj fLEV lTpOTEpa(c;t OTE Taih' EAEYEV, ELCJEAT]AU8EL Kal. ,. 

l!lTEp~OA~lJ ciKa8apa(as, av8pES 'A8T]lJULOL) ELCJEA8wv o'LKa8' ws EKELlJOlJ KUL 

Tov 'Ap(aTapxov ... 244 It can be understood from these examples that the 

handshake was taken seriously as a sign of loyalty and that the severing of the 

implied pledge was wholehemiedly condemned. 

The overuse or misuse of a meaningful gesture can destroy its 

significance, cheapening it in the eyes of the society it is meant to serve. The 

handshake between individuals can be perceived as being contrived and false if 

used indiscriminately, thus losing its meaning as an expression of a real and 

honoured bond between two men. In the summation of the oration De corona, 

Demosthenes describes his own loyal and noble behaviour to wards of city of 

Athens. He uses a physical description to represent himself as the faithful servant 

of the polis, claiming he does not prance around the agora, stretching his hand out 

when he hears good news for Philip, hoping that the tidings of his behaviour will 

244 Demosthenes XXI, In Midiam, 119. In the statement in 121, the witnesses declare that 
Meidias was friendly with Aristarchus the day before he accused him before the Council, and that 
after he had made his statement, he went back to Aristarchus, and took his hand, claiming he had 
said nothing, asking Aristarchus to reconcile him with Demosthenes, o'(8a[.LEV 8E: Kat MEL8f.av, (0<; 
cirr~A.8Ev cirro T~c; ~ouA.~s TOVTouc; Tovc; A6youc; ELpT]KWS, ELO"EA11Au86m rrciA.LV (0<; 'Apf.ampxov 
Kat TTJV 8E~u1v Ef.L~E~AT]KOm KUL Of.Lvvovm KaT' E~wA.dac; f.L118Ev KaT' atnou rrpoc; TTJV ~ouA.Tjv 
ELpT]KEVUL <t>A.aupov, Kal a~LOUVTU 'Apf.ampxov OTTWS av 8w\Aci~\] aun~ LlT][.L00"8EVT]V. 
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be sent back to Macedon, and that he (Demosthenes) does not shudder, moan and 

stoop like the traitors when his polis does well. ouK E:nL IJ.EV TOLS' ETEpwv 

ElJTUX~IJ.WJL cpm8pos Eyw Kal YEY118WS' IWTa T~V ciyopav TIEpLEPXOIJ.aL, T~V 

ELS' T~V y~v ... 245 This description is an obvious reference to Demosthenes' 

portrayal of Aeschines' behaviour fourteen years earlier in De falsa legatione 314, 

where he accuses him of acting in just such a fashion. 

Examples of handshaking are not restricted to descriptions of Athenian 
' 

behaviour, indicating that there was a wider recognition of this gesture within 

Greece and beyond. 246 Xenophon describes vividly the meeting between 

Pharnabazus and Agesilaus, during which they discuss their relationship as 

enemies or potential friends. After Pharnabazus speaks, Agesilaus grasps his 

hand, an action that binds them together despite their two states being at war, 

ciKoucras Taiha 6 'Ayllcr(A.aos E:A.ci~ETO T~S' XELPOS' mhou KaL EL TIEV' Et8' w 
A.<{)CJTE cru, TOLoihos wv cp(A.os ~IJ.LV yEvOLo.247 The handshake does not preclude 

their fighting in the future, but the words spoken indicate that this will occur only 

if circumstances offer no other option. In the next passage, Pharnabazus' son by 

Parapita offers to make Agesilaus his ~E vos, guest-friend, an offer which is 

accepted, EEvov CJE, Ecpll, w 'Ayllcr(A.aE, TIOLOUIJ.m. 'Eyw 8E yE 8EXOIJ.m.248 

Another non-Athenian example of handshaking being seen as a sign of friendship 

can be found in Cyropaedia, where Cyrus is described as stretching out his hand 

to friends when they pushed their way through the crowd to him, 'onoTE 8E TLS' 

245 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 323. On a number of occasions the agora appears as the 
setting used by Demosthenes in depicting his opponents' arrogant and despicable behaviour. See, 
for example, page 125 for Aeschines' arrogant appearance; for Pythocles see footnote 345. See 
Millett (1998: 224-227). 
246 See Herman (1987: 51, figure 4) for a stone relief depicting the Assyrian king Shalmaneser III 
shaking hands with the king ofBabylon. 
247 Xenophon, Hellenica IV.i.38. See page 94 for a discussion of the handshake which 
symbolised the truce which led to the meeting. 
248 Xenophon, Hellenica IV.i.39. 
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XE'Lpa rrpoa~yETO a{JTous Kal oihws EAEYEV' "Av8pES' cp(A.OL, TTEpq.tEVETE, EWS' 

<a V > TOV ox A.ov 8LWCJW[1E8a ·249 Xenophon uses the action of the extended hand as 

the symbol for Cyrus' personal touch, his desire to remain connected with his 

friends. Of course, these examples are not recounted; from the perspective of a 

Spmian or Persian writer, but through the cultural-filter of Xenophon. Assuming 

the gestures did occur, and this is by no means certain as it is very possible that 

they are no more than literary inventions created by the author to enhance his 

narrative, they might be victims of cultural mis-interpretation. Despite 

Xenophon's intimate acquaintance with Spartan and, to a lesser degree, Persian ,. 

cultures, the meanings attributed to the handshakes could be the result of an 

Athenian author's (mis)understanding of these gestures. 

Handshaking, along with other forms of non-verbal behaviour, is a means 

of beginning an interaction between individuals. A non-verbal action such as the 

handshake serves as an 'opener' for communication between people, often 

preceding, or at least accompanying, any verbal exchange. Handshaking is a 

recognised ritual of greeting (or departing), allowing for a pattern of 

communication. A Platonic example of hand clasping in a welcoming and 

hospitable fashion can be found in Parmenides, when Adeimantus greets 

Cephalus, who has just arrived back home in Athens from Clazomenae. 'ErrEL8~ 

'A8~va(E otKo8Ev EK KA.a(of.LEvwv cicpLKOf.LE8a, KaT' ciyopav EVETVXOf.LEV 

'A8EL[lelVT4J TE Kal rA.auKWVL. KaL f.LOU A.a~Of.LEVOS' TllS' XELPOS' 6 'A8EL[1QVTOS', 

Xa'Lp', Ecp"fl, w KEcpaA.E, Kal EL TOU 8E1J Twv Tfj8E wv ~f.LELS' 8uvaToL, cppci(E.2so 

The physical gesture symbolises the friendship between these two men. A similar 

Platonic example of hand grasping as a form of greeting when someone arrives 

from afar is found in Charmides, where Socrates tells of Chaerephon's excitement 

on seeing Socrates return from battle. KaL f.LE ws d8ov ELCJLOVTa E:~ 

cmpoa8oK~TOU, Eu8us rrcSppw8EV ~CJTTa(OVTO aA.A.os CiA.A.o8EV' XmpEcpwv 8E, QTE 

249 Xenophon, Cyropaedia VII.v .39. 
250 Plato, Pannenides 126a 1-4. 
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Kal 1-1-avLKOS' wv, avmrT]8~aas- EK 1-1-E<JWV E8EL rrpos- 1-1-E, Ka( 1-1-0U A.a~OI-1-EVOS' Ti)S' 

XELpOS', "0 ~wKpaTES', ~ 8' os-, TTCDS' E:aw8TlS' EK Ti)S' wixT]s;251 The contrast 

between Chaerephon's behaviour and that of the majority ofthose acknowledging 

Socrates' unexpected return is illustrated through his nqn-verbal behaviour- he 

leaps up, runs, and grasps his hand. Through these actions he leaves the others 

behind, expressing his excitement physically even before he does so orally. The 

physical touch of the handshake adds a personal, involved dimension to a 

greeting. 

The handshake is more than a ge~!ure of greeting and of friendship; it is a 

symbol of loyalty. In the Respublica, the gesture of grasping the right hand is 

found in the description of honours that should be bestowed upon him who is the 

bravest and most honoured. Such a man will be crowned by the lads and boys 

who serve with him, he will be greeted with the right hand, and he will kiss and 

be kissed. Tov 8E: apL<JTEU<JavTCi TE Kal EU80KLI.l-~<JavTa ou TTPWTOV 1-1-EV ETTL 

<JTpaT(as- imo Twv <JU<JTpaTEUOI.l-Evwv 1-1-ELpadwv TE Kal rra(8wv E:v 1-1-EPEL imo 

EKcl<JTOU 8oKEL <JOL xpflvm <JTE<Pavw8f1vm; ~ ou; "EI-1-oLyE. T( 8E; 8E~Lw8f1vm; 

Kal TOlJTO. 'AA'Aa T68' o'LI.l-aL, ~V 8' E:yw, OUKETL <JOL 80KEL. To TTOLOV; To 

<PLA.i)aa( TE Kal <PLA.T]8i)vm imo hciaTou.252 The handshake is a gesture ofloyalty 

to him who is most deserving of praise. Grasping the right hand is more than a 

ceremonial act, but a pledge of honour and friendship. In Xenophon's Hellenica, 

just such a reaction is shown to the successful Spartan general Teleutias, as the 

soldiers grasped at his hand, crowned him with a garland and a head-band, and 

prayed for him, ~VLI<a yap E:rrl 8ciA.aTTav KaTE~mvEv E:rr' otKou OPI.l-WI-1-EVOS', 

8E: ETaLVLW<JEV, OL 8' U<JTEp~<JaVTES' 01-1-WS' Kal avayOI.l-EVOU EppLTTTOV ELS' T~V 

8ciA.aTTav <JTE<Pcivous- Kal T]UXOVTO auT4) TTOAAQ Kal aya8ci.253 As with the 

251 Plato, Charmides 153a3-b4. 
252 Plato, Res publica 468b2-ll. 
253 Xenophon, Hellenica V.i .3. 

92 



XELpos, "'0 ~wKpaTES, ~ 8' os, mDs E:aw8T]s E:K T~s fl.cixTJs-; 251 The contrast 

between Chaerephon's behaviour and that of the majority of those acknowledging 

Socrates' unexpected return is illustrated through his nqn-verbal behaviour- he 

leaps up, runs, and grasps his hand. Through these actions he leaves the others 

behind, expressing his excitement physically even before he does so orally. The 

physical touch of the handshake adds a personal, involved dimension to a 

greeting. 

The handshake is more than a gesture of greeting and of friendship; it is a ,. 

symbol of loyalty. In the Respublica, the gesture of grasping the right hand is 

found in the description of honours that should be bestowed upon him who is the 

bravest and most honoured. Such a man will be crowned by the lads and boys 

who serve with him, he will be greeted with the right hand, and he will kiss and 

be kissed. Tov 8E: cipwTEuaavni TE KaL dJ8oKLf1.~aavTa ou rrpCnov fl.EV ETTL 

EKQO"TOU 80KEL O"OL XP~VaL O"TE<Pavwe~vm; ~ ou; "E[l.OLyE. T( 8E:; 8E~Lw8~vm; 

Kal. Toiho. 'AA./...a To8' o'Lfl.aL, ~V 8' E:yw, OUKETL O"OL 80KEL. To TTOLOV; To 

<PLA.~aa( TE KaL <PLA.T]8~vm imo E:KciaTou.252 The handshake is a gesture ofloyalty 

to him who is most deserving . of praise. Grasping the right hand is more than a 

ceremonial act, but a pledge of honour and friendship . In Xenophon's Hellenica, 

just such a reaction is shown to the successful Spartan general Teleutias, as the 

soldiers grasped at his hand, crowned him with a garland and a head-band, and 

8ciA.aTTav O"TE<Pcivous KaL TJUXOVTO aim.\) rrof...Aa KaL ciya8ci.253 As with the 

251 Plato, Charmides 153a3-b4. 
252 Plato, Res publica 468b2-ll. 
253 Xenophon, Hel/enica V.i.3. 
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honoured men in the Respublica, the grasping of the valiant general's hand by the 

soldiers symbolises the respect, loyalty and friendship which the individual 

warrior bestows upon him. 

The handshake which symbolised friendship aqd loyalty also developed a 

more formal expression of this relationship in its role in the ritual of making a 

pledge or taking an oath.254 The word for right hand, or handshake, ~ 8E~LCi, also 

acquired the meaning of a pledge, the symbolism of the gesture being so apparent 

in ancient Greece. The gesture is one of non-aggressive, friendly greeting and of 

an oath of loyalty, two notions that are not unconnected.255 The handshake which ,. 

represents the solemnity of a pledge of good faith, is recounted in the Aristotelian 

'ABrwa[wv TTOAL rda, where the tyrant Hippias shook right hands with 

Aristogeiton, who then provoked him into killing him by saying he had taken the 

right hand of his brother's murderer, KaL TEAOS' ws- ouK E:8uvaTo mivTa TIOLwv 

cino8avELV, E:nayyELAcill.EVOS' ws- aAA.ous- llTJVUcnuv noAA.ous- KaL ndaas- aim-\) 

cpOVEL Tcl8EA.cpoD T~V 8E~LclV 8E8WKE oihw napw~UVE TOV 'lnn(av wa8' UTIO TllS' 

opyfls- ou KaTEO'XEV EaUTOV ciAA.a O'TiaO'cill.EVOS' T~V ll.cixmpav 8LEcp8ELpEV 

avTov .256 A similarly deceitful handshake is referred to in Aeschines' In 

Ctesiphontem, where the speaker reminds the jury of Demosthenes' previous 

misdeeds, which include his twice torturing with his own hand Anaxinus of 

Oreus, to cause him to be punished with death, a man who had entertained him in 

Oreus, from whose table he had eaten, drunk and poured libations, with whom he 

had grasped right hands in friendship and hospitality (guest-friendship), a man 

whom he condemned to death, KaL TOV aVTOV av8pa 8Ls- O'TpE~AWO'aS' TlJ aaUTOU 

254 Onians (1951 : 97, n. I 0) explains the sanctity of the right hand on the grounds of its being 
"the executive member representing and pledging the life soul." See Neumann (1965 : 49-59) for 
some artistic depictions of the handshake. 
255 Hennan 1987: 50. 
256 [Aristotle], 'ABryva{wv JTOALTdaXVIII.vi . 



8E~L<iv EVE~aA.Es dv8pa <PCA.ov Kai ~Evov TTOLOlJflEVOS', [Kal] Toihov 

cmEKTELvas.257 Aeschines uses the handshake to express the hypocrisy and 

disloyalty of Demosthenes, who could torture and call for the death of a man who 

had been his ~EVOS'. The implication is that a man who 0-Vould do such a thing to 

his ~Evos could be expected to act in the same fashion regarding the polis. Such a 

man cannot be trusted and certainly should not be rewarded for his loyalty. 

As has already been demonstrated, the shaking of hands is often connected 

with the cessation of violence or warfare, as a gesture of friendship or alliance 

between combatants. This is in keeping ):Vith the concept of the shaking of right 

hands as a means of disempowering the organ of aggression, i.e., the hand of the 

weapon. The handshake as a gesture of a formalised pledge derives from this 

meaning. In Xenophon's Hellenica there are numerous examples of pledges 

being ratified through the shaking of right hands; under the guidance of 

Agesilaus, Spithridates and Otys come to an agreement about the marriage of the 

former's daughter to the latter, EK TOlJTOu 8E~LClS' 8ovTES' Kai A.a~ovTES' ETTL 

TOUTOLS' aTTETTEflTTOv TCJV "0Tuv.258 Apollophanes of Cyzicus obtains from 

Agesilaus a truce (symbolised by a solemn drink offering) and a pledge, i.e., the 

shaking of the right hand, in order to bring about a meeting between Pharnabazus 

and the Spartan king, ws 8' ~KoucrEv .mhou, crTTov8as A.a~wv Kai 8E~Lav TTapfw 

dywv Tov <Papvci~a(ov ELS' cruyKELflEVOV xwpCov ... 259 When the two meet, they 

greet each other and shake right hands, Kai TTp0.ha fl.EV ciA.A.~A.ous xaCpELv 

TTpocrE'LTTav, ETTELTa T~v 8E~Lav TTpoTdvavTOS' Tou <Papva~ci(ou civnTTpOlJTELVE 

Kai 6 'A yT]CJL A. a os, 26° thus securing the truce and pledge and allowing the 

discussion to begin. Like some of the earlier references taken from Xenophon, 

these examples are not depictions of Athenian behaviour. Nonetheless, the 

257 Aeschines Ill, In Ctesiphontem, 224. 
258 Xenophon, Hellenica IV.i.l5. 
259 Xenophon, Hel/enica IV.i.30. See page 90 for the handshake of friendship at the meeting 
between Pharnabazus and Agesilaus. 
260 Xenophon, Hellenica IV.i.31. 



gesture appears to be the same, adding strength to the assumption that 

handshaking was pan-Hellenic, and even part of the cultural (body) language of 

Persians and other non-Greeks.261 

The hand gesture of grasping the right hand a~so appears in tragedy. Of 

course, the examples discussed here are only those for which there is direct 

textual evidence - it is impossible to know how many additional handshakes 

were part of the dramatic actions which were not verbalised. The handshake was 

a useful tool for the poet, who could be certain his audience would understand its 

symbolic significance. For example, in Euripides' Iphigenia Aulidensis, the ,. 

familiar rituals are performed to symbolise the pledge being taken. Agamemnon 

tells of the oath to defend Helen taken by her suitors as demanded by her father 

Tyndareus, for which they clasped right hands, offered burnt sacrifices, and 

poured drink-offerings, KaL VLV El<JflA8EV Ta8E-/ OpKOUS" <Juva4Jm 8E~LaS" TE 

<JUj.l~aAELV/ !J.VT]<JTflpas aAA.~AOL<JL KaL 8L ' Ej.lTilJpwv/ <J1TOV8as Ka8ELVaL 

Karrapa<Ja<J8m Ta8E ·262 In this instance, the handshake represents the more 

formal circumstance of a binding oath rather than the less formal gesture of 

friendship and the ties of the guest-friend. Nonetheless, the gesture of clasping 

hands is an integral part of the bonding ritual. The hand clasp is the physical 

contact between the men which actualises the pledge and for which the sacrifices 

and offerings are made. The handshake is not necessarily accompanied by any 

other rituals or gestures, it being a strong enough symbol to be used on its own. 

In Trachiniae, Sophocles describes the act of grasping right hands in the pledge 

between Heracles and Hyllus. HP. E!J.~aAA.E XE'ipa 8E~Lav rrpwn<JTa !J.OL.I Y A. 

WS" rrpos TL 1TL<JTLV T~v8' ayav ETIL<JTpEcpELS";/ HP. ou 8Ci<J<JOV o'L<JELS" j.1T]8' 

261 See Herodotus, Il.lxxx for a description of the Egyptian greeting of extending the hand down 
(to the knees) (dissimilar to Greek gestures of greeting), civTL Tou rrpocmyopn!ELv ciAA.~f.ous- Ev 
Tijcn 68o'Lal rrpoaKUVEoum KaTLEVTES" llEX PL Tou youvaTOS" T~v XELpa . Herman (1987: 54) states 
that "[t]he ritual technique may vary from place to place, but the underlying system of beliefs is 
one." Herman refers to Herodotus' examples of Arabians (III.viii), Nasamones (IV.clxxii), and the 
Skythians (I.lxxiv, IV.vii) 
262 Euripides, lphigenia Aulidensis 57-60. Another example of symbolic hand clasping in this 
play is found in lines 471-472. The gesture involves Menelaus and Agamemnon. 
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cimaT~CJELS' E!lOL ;/ Y A. L8ou, rrpoTdvw, Km)8E:v civTELp~CJETm.263 In 

Philoctetes, a pledge is also made when Neoptolemus shakes hands with 

Philoctetes, promising that he will not leave him, <PL. ou 1-1~v a' EvopK6v y' ci~u;) 

8Ea8m, TEKvov./ NE. ws- ou 8E!-1LS' y' EllOUCJTL aou llO~ELV chEp./ <PL. Ell~aA.AE 

XELPOS' TTLCJTLV. NE. Ell~ciA.Aw llEVELv.264 

The act of pledge-making in tragedy is not exclusively male or adult. In 

Euripides' Heraclidae, Iolaus tells the children to give their right hands to the 

friends and kinsmen they have found, 86T', w TEKV', auTOLS' XELpa 8E~Lciv, 86TE,/ 

UllELS' TE TTaLCJL, KaL TTEA.as- rrpoaEA.8ETE.265 This act ensures their protection and ,. 

symbolises the bond between those partaking in the gesture. Interestingly, here 

the gesture is performed by children without its losing its adult significance, thus 

demonstrating that it is not solely men who can be seen to perform this gesture. 

However, the children cannot participate equally in the relationship, as they 

cannot fulfil the requirements of friendship. As with women, the responsibility 

for the pledge implied with the handshake remains with the free male adult and 

not with the children. In Sophocles' Oedipus Coloneus, Oedipus asks his friend, 

king Theseus, to take the ancient pledge of a handshake with his daughters, 

promising never to betray them willingly and always to do well by them, i<CmEL 

rrpoa~A.8Ev, ELTTEv, "w <j>(A.ov Kcipa,/ 86s- !lOL XEpos- a~s- rr(anv cipxaCav 

pmiicipation of a woman in the physical manifestation of the pledge, albeit under 

the guardianship of her father, suggests that the gender restrictions on the act were 

not totally inflexible and that, at the very least, exceptions did exist. That women 

263 Sophocles, Trachiniae 1181-1184. 
264 Sophocles, Philoctetes 811-813. Taplin (1971: 33) states that this handshake is the first 
occasion on which Philoctetes and Neoptolemus touch. The physical touch changes the nature of 
the relationship, the handshake symbolising their bond, formalising it in this ritual gesture. Later 
in the play, Philoctetes bewails what he perceives as Neoptolemus' breaking of the pledge he made 
(927-962); this including a direct reference to the right-handed shake in 942. Another reference to 
the shaking of right hands in this pledge is found in 1398. 
265 Euripides, Heraclidae 307-308. 
266 Sophocles, Oedipus Coloneus 1631-1635 . 
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did not normally shake hands in oath taking is, however, indicative of their 

unequal status with men.267 While free men can assume a relative equality with 

each other and can, therefore, shake hands with the intent to honour the pledge, to 

do so with a woman puts the onus on the man to hono~r the oath, as the woman 

cannot offer the same tangible manifestations of friendship and loyalty as her 

partner in the gesture. 

Examples of a similar nature are found in the works of Euripides . In 

Helena, Menelaus and Helen pledge to die together, taking hold of each other's 

right hand to make the pledge, ME. ETTL TOLCJOE TOL vuv OE~LCiS' E 1-1 fjs- 8( yE./ EA.. 
( 

tj.Jauw, eavovTos- aoD Too' EKAELtj.JELV <j>cios-.1 ME. Kciyw CJTEpTJ8Els- aoD 

TEAEUT~CJELV ~(ov .268 This is an additional example of a woman shaking hands to 

ratify a pledge. Again, while the woman can offer the sentiments behind the oath, 

she is not a social equal and is not, therefore, in a position to undertake the 

responsibilities of a pledge. Nonetheless, the very existence of such examples 

implies at least a symbolic recognition of a woman's abilities to be an honourable 

participant in an oath, even if she does not have the legal or social power for 

action. Of course, how much of the acceptance of such portrayals is the result of 

poetic license and how much can be projected on to Athenian reality can never be 

established. 

Another example of an oath which requires the inclusion of a woman is 

that taken in marriage. In Euripides' Medea Jason breaks this oath to Medea, an 

oath taken with the right hand, in order to marry King Creon's daughter. M~8Ew 

8' ~ OUCJTT)VOS' ~TL,.WCJj.lEVT)/ ~Ocll j.lEV opKOUS', civaKaAEL 8E: OE~LCis-/ TTLCJTLV 

1-lEYLCJTT)V, KaL 8Eous- j.lapTupETm/ o'Las- cij.lOL~fjs- E~' 'I ciaovos- KUpEL .269 This 

reference to hands is highly significant, as it is Medea's hand- which had been 

taken in oath - that proceeds to kill their children, to become polluted by this 

267 Schiffrin 1981: 245-246. 
268 Euripides, Helena 838-840. 
269 Euripides, Medea 20-23. Another reference to this 'right-handed' oath is found at 496. At 
899, Medea tells her children to take their father's right hand, symbolising that a truce has been 
made. 
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sinister act; the physical vehicle of a marriage oath, the hand, becomes the evil 

instrument of murder. 270 Unlike the usual marriage agreement conducted between 

groom and male guardian, it is Medea herself who must have taken on the 

masculine role in securing the oath with Jason_271 tTypically, the marriage 

contract (the E:yyuT)) is a legal agreement between the bridegroom and the 

woman's KU p LOS', in which the woman has no active part; the physical 

consummation of the union is not a legal requirement. 272 The pledge of the E:yyuT] 

was sealed by the men with a handshake, and the bride did not have to be present 

during this transaction.273 Whereas the marriage contract is the legal 
( 

responsibility of men, nonetheless, at least on the tragic stage, a right-handed 

pledge taken by the husband is seen as symbolising the union between a man and 

his wife, and not only with her KUpLOS'. 

The symbolism of the right-handed pledge is also used by Euripides to 

involve the mother in the extra-legal aspects of marriage. In Iphigenia Aulidensis, 

Clytemnestra demands the right hand of Achilles in order to clasp it and mark the 

beginning of (his and Iphigenia's) marital bliss; Achilles' response is that he will 

not put his hand in hers, that he would be ashamed to do so before Agamemnon, 

and that such a touch would not be proper, KA.. 1-LELVOV - TL cpEUYELS'; - 8E~Lciv 

T' E!-Lf\L XEPLI avvatl;ov, cipx~v 1-LaKapCwv VU!-LcpEUi-LclTWV.I Ax. TL c!>*S'; E:yw CJOL 

8E~Lciv; aL80L!-LE8' av/ 'Ayai-LE!-LVOV', EL t!;auOL!-LEV wv 1-L~ 1-LOL 8E!-LLS' .274 Achilles' 

reaction to Clytemnestra's request leads to the revelation that he knows nothing of 

the supposed betrothal, thus exposing Agamemnon's treachery. It is before 

Clytemnestra discovers that there is no arranged marriage that she desires to shake 

270 In Athens, pollution which resulted from homicide was referred to by the claim that the killer 
had 'unclean hands ' , e.g., Antiphon V, De caede Herodis, 11 and 82; Lysias XXVI, !Tepi Tij5' 
EVdvopov ooKLflaa{a:;, 8. See Parker (1983: 1 04-143) 
271 Graves (1990 : 236ff. , vol. 2) writes that Medea, having been struck by Eros' arrow and fallen 
in love with Jason, offers to help him win the fleece on the sole condition that he take her as his 
wife. Jason swore by all the gods of Olympus to be forever faithful to her, after which she gave 
him the means to accomplish the task set him by her father, King Aeetes. Considering the 
circumstances of the marital oath, it is clear that Medea did not have a male guardian present. 
272 Redfield 1982: 186-188. 
273 Oakley and Si nos 1993: 9-10 . See also Garland (1990: 217-225); Harrison (1968: 1-60). 
274 Euripides, Jphigenia Aulidensis 831-834. 
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right hands with Achilles, a gesture which symbolises the oath taken by men to 

secure this union. The mother would not partake in the legal contract represented 

by this act, yet perhaps the significance here is that she still has an emotional 

stake in the marriage. Nonetheless, Clytemnestra's request to take Achilles' hand 

is unusual, and his reaction is that he does not even want to touch her hand, this 

being inappropriate behaviour between a man and woman. 

3.6 Supplication 

3.6.1 The Grasp 

The grasping of a hand, or hands, is not only a gesture of friendship and 

oath, but can also be a sign of supplication; context is of the utmost importance. 

The same action that symbolises friendship between equals cannot have an 

identical meaning if it is between those of unequal social standing. In 

Aristophanes' Nubes, Strepsiades asks his son, Pheidippides, to shake (right) 

hands and kiss l)im, Kvaov j.l.E Kat T~v XE'Lpa 8os T~v 8E~Lciv, and to obey him by 

relinquishing his passion for horses and going to study with the sophists.275 As 

this is a relationship between father and son, there cannot exist between them a 

situation of equality. The son is by social convention subordinate to the father, 

regardless of age. Therefore, this requested action of shaking hands and giving a 

kiss is not a gesture of friendship, but of filial loyalty and obedience to the father; 

Strepsiades is asking for this physical gesture in order to reinforce his son' s duty 

to obey the demand he is about to present to him. 

Furthermore, even in a transaction between legal equals, one of the parties 

might choose to express his respect for the other by positioning himself in the role 

275 Aristophanes, Nubes 81. A similar combination of acts, clasping hands and kissing (the face), 
is found in Sophocles' Oedipus Coloneus 1130-1131; Oedipus wishes Theseus to stretch out his 
right hand so he could touch it and kiss him, KOL f!OL XEp', wva(;, 8ECL<lV opECOV, L~ c:;/ tj;au<Jtu 
cpLA.~mu T', EL 8Ef!L c:; , TO crov Kcipa. Oedipus then retracts the request as he does not wish to 
contaminate Theseus by touching him, thus spreading the pollution and evil which have befallen 
him. 
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of subordinate or inferior; perhaps the inequality is expressed in a way that is not 

related to their legal status. In Aristophanes' Ranae there is a comic example of 

hand clasping and kissing as a sign of reverence and respect. Here it is Sophocles 

who displays the gestures of reverence to Aeschylus, kissipg him and clasping his 

hand, giving the tragic chair to him whom he acknowledges as the superior poet, 

flcl M' ouK EKE'ivos, ciAA.' EKUCJE flEV AloxuA.ov,l OTE 8~ KaT~A.8E, KcivE~aA.E T~v 

8E~Lciv,l KclKELVOS' lJTTEXWPTlCJEV auT0 TOU 8p6vou· 276 This passage is ambiguous 

as to who yielded what to whom. While it can be argued that it is Aeschylus, who 

died long before Sophocles, who is turning the tragic chair over to the younger 

' 
poet, this reading is inconsistent with the rest of the play. However, it is difficult 

to understand how Sophocles could be seen to be giving a chair which he himself 

does not possess. The most likely reading of this passage is that which suggests 

that Sophocles' gesture be understood as his making no claim to the tragic chair, 

which he willingly admits belongs to Aeschy lus. 277 There is no question of social 

subordination, but a situation where an equal expresses his recognition of talent 

greater than his own. Of course, comedy must be considered in context, and the 

handshake described here is firmly set in Aristophanic parody rather than in any 

sense of reality. 

The supplicating grasp of the hands can lead to a relationship of 

friendship, 278 but the gestures cannot be mistakenly interchanged for one another. 

While the physical action might be identical, the context and supplementary 

words and actions clearly distinguish the act of supplication from the act of 

friendship (of course, the supplicant can become the friend, and the friend can 

become a suppliant). Sophocles, in Oedipus tyrannus, has Jocasta tell Oedipus 

how a slave bearing news of La!us, when he found out Oedipus was now reigning, 

276 Aristophanes, Ranae 789-790. See also 754. 
277 Dover 1993 : 288-289. 
278 See Herman (1987: 55-56). An example given here of an act of supplication which then leads 
to a relationship of guest-friendship is that between Odysseus and the Egyptian king (Homer, 
Odyssea XIV.279ff.) See also Gould (1973: 78-80), where he discusses Homeric examples ofthe 
supplicant being then treated as a guest-friend, ~EVOS', or friend, e.g., Odysseus' supplication to 
Alkinoos ( Odyssea, VII.142ff.); and Priam's to Achilles (1/ias, XXIV .503ff.). 
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clasped her hand and supplicated her to send him to faraway fields and pastures, 

ou 8~T'· ci<f>' ou yap KEL8Ev ~A.8E 1wl KpciTTJI (JE T' EL8' ExovTa AciLov T' 

6A.wA.6Ta,/ E~LKETEU(JE T~S" E~~S" XELpos- 8L ywv/ ciypous- (J<f>E nE.~t)Jm Kcinl 

1TOL~VLWV vo~cis-,1 WS" 1TAEL(JTOV E'LT] TOu8' Ct1T01TTOS" a~JTEws-.279 This clasping of 

her hand was expressive of the slave's subjection to Jocasta's will, his need to 

supplicate before her in order to make his request. The gesture could not be the 

clasped hands of friendship, as the social class and the gender of the individuals 

involved prohibit this interpretation. Neither a slave nor a woman is in the 

position to offer the hand grasp of the guest-friend; neither can meet the ,. 
accompanying responsibilities of such a gesture. 

The grasping of hands in supplication is often combined or associated with 

other, similar gestures, such as throwing oneself at the feet of another and holding 

their knees and/or beard. 280 This expression of physical contact defines the 

supplication, its action delineating the time interval during which one individual 

has supplicated before another_28l The action of kneeling adds to the message 

being communicated by the suppliant - it is a physical gesture that places the 

person being supplicated in the dominant role, having control over the body of the 

person who is vulnerably on his/her knees. By making the body small, the 

suppliant is putting him/herself in the submissive role.282 Furthermore, the 

suppliant is forced into a physically uncomfortable position before the person s/he 

is supplicating. 

279 Sophocles, Oedipus tyrannus 758-762. 
280 These acts of supplication, i.e., grasping the hand, face, beard, or knees, are identifiable in 
Homer, e.g., Jlias XXIV.477-479, for knee grasping. See Gould (1973) on the gestures and 
physical behaviour of supplication; see also Pedrick (1982) for a response to Gould's usage of 
Homeric gestures of supplication as sociological evidence. See Neumann (1965: 68-70) for knee 
touching. See Onians (1951: 174-186) for a discussion on the sanctity of the knees, which (he 
claims) is ascribed to them of being a symbol for paternity and generation. Onians (1951: 494) 
claims this belief in the hands and knees as the root of life to be true of the Jews as well. 
281 Taplin 1978: 69. For a discussion on the Homeric reactions to supplication and the 
importance of the physical contact for how and when the supplication is accepted or rejected, see 
Gould (1973: 78-81). 
282 Morris 1977: 142. 



The actual gesture of supplication defines the period for which the 

suppliant can expect the appropriate reSponse from, and mercy, of the person who 

is being supplicated, although the spirit of supplication may remain after the 

termination of the grasp. Nonetheless, when the actua~ ritual of supplication is 

terminated, the supplicant can no longer expect the protection offered during a 

formal act of supplication. Euripides writes of a suppliant grasp in the 

Hippolytus, whereby the nurse grasps her mistress's hand and knees, <Pa. TL 

8piiLs-; BL<i(TJL, XELPOS' E:~apTWI1EVTJ;/ Tp. Kal. awv yE yovciTwv, Kou 11E8~ao11aL 

TTOTE .283 Phaedra, referring to the grasped hand, is shamed by the suppliant ,. 

gesture into granting the nurse's request, <Pa. aTTEA8E rrpos- 8Ewv 8E~Lciv T' E:11~v 

I1E8Es-./ Tp. ou 8f]T', ETTEL 110L 8wpov ou 8(8ws- 0 xpflv./ <Pa. 8waw· O"E~as- yap 

XELPOS' al8oD11m TO aov.284 The nurse repeats this gesture with Hippolytus, 

kneeling before him and begging for his right hand. Hippolytus orders the nurse 

not to touch him with her hands, as he does not want the physical contact which 

will actualise her supplication to him285; she grasps his knees, another gesture of 

supplication, and begs that he does not destroy her, Tp. va[, rrpos- aE Tfja8E 

8E~Liis- EuwA.Evou./ Irr. ou 11~ rrpoao(aELS' XELpa 11118' a4;T]L TTETTAwv;/ Tp. w 
rrpos- aE yovciTwv, 11118a11ws- 11' E~EpyciaT]L .286 Again, these gestures cannot be 

interpreted as anything other than those of supplication; the nurse is not only a 

woman, but a slave. 

Not all such gestures, however, are the result of slaves supplicating to the 

free. Even when it occurs between social equals, the act of supplication evokes 

the physical behaviour and demeanour of social inferiors, of women and children, 

highlighting the real discrepancy in their honour and position.287 In Hecuba, 

283 Euripides, Hippolytus 325-326. 
284 Euripides, Hippolytus 333-335. 
285 Taplin 1978: 70. 
286 Euripides, Hippo/ytus 605-607. See also Phoenissae 1622 for hands around knees as an act of 
supplication. See Sophocles' Ajax 1171-117 5 for Eutysakes' kneeling and grasping of Ajax as an 
act of supplication; Taplin 1978:64-65, 108. 
287 Gould 1973 : 88. Gould (1973: 92-93) discusses how (Homeric) supplication, LKETELa, like 
guest-friendship, ~EvLa, creates social bonds similar to those of kinship. 



Odysseus, disguised in tattered clothes and with a wound on his face, touches the 

knees of Hecuba in supplication, presenting himself as her slave in order to save 

his life, EK. ~t)Jw 8E. yovchwv TWV Ef!WV TGTTELVOS' wv;l 08. WO"T' Ev8avELV YE 

cro'Ls- rrErrAowL XE'Lp' Ef.i~v./ EK. TL 8~T' EAE(as- 8opA.o:;- wv Ef!OS' n)TE;288 

Elsewhere in the same play, the situation is reversed and it is Hecuba who 

supplicates Odysseus, imploring her daughter to do the same. Odysseus hides his 

right hand and turns his face away so as to avoid having the gestures of 

supplication expressed towards him by Polyxena, allowing neither his chin nor his 

hand to be touched by her, TTo. 6pw cr', '08U00EU, 8E(uiv ucp' Elf!GTOS'/ 

' 
KplmTovTa XELpa KaL rrpcScrwrrov Ef!TraAw/ crTpEcpovTa, f-1~ crou rrpocr8(yw 

yEVELci8o:;-. 289 Odysseus does not allow himself to be subjected to the physical 

contact and is, therefore, untouched by the worry of having rejected a supplicant. 

Later, Hecuba supplicates before Agamemnon's knees, chin and right hand, EK . 

.. .'Aycif!Ef!VOV, LKETEUW O"E Twv8E youvciTwv/ KaL crou yEvE(ou 8E(L<iS' T' 

Ev8a(f1ovo:;- .29° In this instance, it is Hecuba who is in the situation of being 

unfree. This gesture of knee grasping is used extensively by Euripides, and is a 

prime example of how a dramatist used non-verbal behaviour to communicate 

with his audience. The frequent usage of this gesture implies that it must have 

been recognised as an act of supplication. 

Euripides has further examples of this gesture of supplication. For 

example, in Hercules, Heracles' wretched son falls at the feet of his maddened 

father in supplication as he tries to kill him, reaching with his hands towards his 

chin and neck, trying to convince his father not to kill him, that he is his own son, 

288 Euripides, Hecuba 245-249. 
289 Euripides, Hecuba 342-344. The action of touching the chin is also a recognised gesture of 
supplication. For example, see Euripides' Andromache 573-574, where Andromache falls to her 
knees before Peleus, trying to touch his chin with her hand. See also Euripides' Electra 1214-
1217, where Orestes tells how his mother put her hand to his chin begging him to spare her. See 
Onians (1951: 233) on the jaw and chin as also being seen as the source of life, as a means of 
generation. 
290 Euripides, Hecuba 752-753. See also lines 836-840 for an additional reference to Hecuba's 
suppliant knee grasp; line 851 for Agamemnon's reference to Hecuba's suppliant hand. See also 
the Supplices 272, where the women of the chorus grasp Theseus' knees in supplication. 



and not that ofEurystheus, <P8civEL 8' 6 TA~fl.WV y6vaaL TTpoaTTEawv TTaTpos-,1 KaL 

TTPOS' YEVELOV XELpa I(QL 8EpT]V ~aA.wv/ "0 <PthaT ', au8aL, f.l~ f.l ' clTTOKTELVT)LS', 

TTciTEp·291 Another example of a child supplicating a murderous father by 

reaching for his chin and knees is found in Jphigeniq Taurica. Here Iphigenia 

tells how she stretched her hands towards her father's chin and knees as he 

prepared to sacrifice her, (KaKWV yap TWV TOT' OUK clfl.VT)fl.OVW),/ oaas- YEVELOU 

XE1pas- E~T)KOvnaa/ yovciTwv TE Tou TEKOVTOS', E:xapTWfl.EVT) ... 292 Later in this 

play it appears that Iphigenia uses these gestures again, this time in supplication 

towards the women of the chorus-leader, asking the assistance of the chorus in ,. 
helping her flee. The gestures are not all directed to one person: Iphigenia begs . 

them, grasps the right hand of one, the cheek of another, and the knees of a third, 

imploring them by their dear homes, their mothers, fathers, and children, by 

themselves, ciA.A.a TTp6s- aE 8E~Las-/ aE: KaL a ' LKvou~wL, aE: 8E: <Pt"-llS' TTapT)[8os-/ 

OTWL KUpE1].293 The supplication is manifold, Iphigenia resorting to different 

gestures in order to convince the women. The physical actions are central to this 

expression of supplication, essential for the message to be clear to the audience 

witnessing this interaction. 

While the textual evidence for such gestures of supplication is 

overwhelmingly Euripidean, it is not exclusively so. In Plato's Epistulae VII, just 

such an action is described when Theodotes fell at the feet in supplication and 

grasped the hand of the angry Dionysius, beseeching him not to harm Heracleides, 

LKETEUEV fl.T)8E:v TOLOUTOV TTOLE1v.294 This dramatic description conjures up the 

imagery of tragedy, one man supplicating himself before another in desperation. 

29 ! Euripides, Hercu!es 986-988. In line 967-969 there is a fw1her reference to suppliant hands, 
as the delusional Heracles thinks that his father is Eurystheus' father, grasping him in fear and 
supplication, 6 OE vw Eupua8EWS' 8oKwv/ TraTEpa rrpomp~ouv8 ' LKEaLOv ljJauELv XEpos/ t08EL. 
292 Euripides, lphigenia Taurica 361-363. 
293 Euripides, lphigenia Taurica 1068-1 071. 
294 Plato, Epistulae 349a7-b2. 
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The author of this letter would have been well aware of the tragic usage of this 

gesture, utilising it with great effect in this correspondence. 

3.6.2 Hands up-turned and outstretched 

Another hand gesture which symbolises supplication, is that of extending 

the hands and arms, with the inner arm facing up. This gesture, which is used in 

supplication before gods as well as men, demonstrates to the person (or god) 

being supplicated that the suppliant is without weapon, that s/he is opening 

her/himself up to the mercy of the other.29s The physical position of being with 

open, outstretched, turned out arms is one which is difficult to defend, or from 

which an act of aggression would be unwise. This gesture is a physical validation 

of helplessness, an admission that there is no contest or claim to dominance, or 

even equality.296 Indeed, in Prometheus vinctus, Aeschylus defines this action as 

feminine, with Prometheus stating that he will never become like a woman, with 

hands up-turned, asking his most hated enemy to release him from his bonds, 

ElCJEA8Enu CJE [l~TTo8' w<; Eyw ~L(y:;/ yvw[l.T)V <Po~T)8d<; 8T)A.uvou<; yEv~CJO[laL,/ 

A.uCJaL [lE 8ECJ[l.WV Twv8E :;m With this action the male suppliant has, at least 

temporarily, surrendered his marihood.298 

Thucydides uses this gesture to illustrate the Plataeans surrendering to the 

Lacedaemonians in the year 427. He writes of the Plataeans that they present 

themselves to the Spartans as being in the situation of warring friends, that they 

should be given an amnesty, and that a decision sanctioned by divine law should 

be made because they give themselves up with hands held out, WCJTE Kat Twv 

CJW[l.ClTWV a8ELaV TTOLOUVTES' OCJLa av 8LKci(oL TE Kal TTPOVOOUVTES' OTL EKOVTa<; 

295 For a comparative study of supplication in the ancient Near East see Gruber ( 1980). 
296 Gould 1973: 94. Onians ( 1951: 180-181, fn. I) claims that this gesture, of extending upturned 
hands in supplication, originates as a begging gesture. 
297 Aeschylus, Prometheus vinctus 1002-1006. 
298 Bremmer 1991: 22. 
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TE E:A.ci~ETE KaL XELpas- TTPO.LOXOj.lEVous- (6 8E VOj.lOS' TOLS' "EA.A.T]aL 1-1~ KTELVELV 

Tmhous-), En 8E KaL EUEPYETas- YEYEVT]j.lEVous- 8u1 TTavT6s- .299 The Plataeans 

give themselves up willingly, using the description of this act of supplication, 

turning their arms upward and extending them forth, a~ an illustration of their lack 

of aggression, their total subordination to the Spartans. By supplicating the 

Spartans they hope to appease their sense of vengeance, to be granted the mercy 

that this action begs for. According to Thucydides, it is against the laws of the 

Greeks to kill such a suppliant; the Plataeans' use of this imagery is critical in 

their attempt at salvation. 

As mentioned above, Demosthenes' De falsa legatione 255 not only gives 

a depiction of the idealised lack of gesticulation for the best oratorical style, i.e., a 

speaker keeping his hands inside his cloak, but also describes gestures of 

supplication to demonstrate how Aeschines behaved with Philip, i.e. humiliating 

himself and Athens.300 It can be safely assumed that this description is both 

hyperbolic and metaphoric, but it is nonetheless revealing of audience 

expectations. The behaviour is described explicitly, hands stretched out and 

turned upwards, bringing shame upon your countrymen, av 8' EKEL TTpoTdvas-

KaL imoaxwv KaL KaTmaxuvas- TouTous- E:v8ci8E aEj.lvoA.oyEL...30I Whereas 

Aeschines disgraces Athens and makes gestures of supplication before Philip, 

when he returns to Athens, he speaks solemnly and seeks to behave to all outward 

appearances as an honourable citizen. His gestures, however, reveal him as the 

wicked coward that he is. Interestingly, in the pseudo-Aristotelian 

Physiognomonica, the description of the KL vm8os- includes his having poor 

eyesight, being knock-kneed, having his head inclined to the right, and hands 

which are carried with palms facing upward and slack, KLva(8ou GT]j.lELa Oj.lj.la 

tcaTaKEKA.aaj.lEvov, yovuKpoTos-· E:yKA.CaELs- T~S' KE<j>aA.~s- ds- Ta 8E~Lci· aL <j>opal. 

299 Thucydides, III.lviii.3 . 
300 See page 84. 
301 Demosthenes XIX, Deja/sa legatione, 255 . 
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n3v XELPWV ihrnm Kal EKAUTOL .. . 302 It is not accidental that Demosthenes 

conjures up the easily recognisable image of the K( vm8os in his portrayal of 

Aeschines. This physical stereotype was well established already in the fourth 

century and is clearly incorporated into the physiogn9mic works of the third 

century . This is a clear example of how the physiognomic consciousness 

developed into the (pseudo-) science. 303 

Twice in the Demosthenic corpus, oracles are recounted which describe 

the gesture of raising both the right and left hands in supplication. In In Midiam, 

Demosthenes is arguing that, because he was performing a choregic liturgy at the 
' 

time, Meidias' abuse of him was more than just a personal insult, but an attack on 

the divine sanction of the oracles for the choruses. Demosthenes includes in his 

oration two oracles, one from Delphi, the other from Dodona, as proof of his 

position. In the description of the behaviour expected at the festivals the 

following are mentioned: the setting out in the streets of wine bowls and dances, 

the wearing of garlands like their forefathers, and the honouring of all the gods of 

Olympus, the lifting up of right and left hands and the offering of public 

'ArroA.AwvL rrpoaTaTTJPL4J ' TTEpl n)xas ciyaeas 'ATT6A.AwvL ciyuLEL, AaToi, 

cipwTEpas civ(axovTas, Kal llVaCJL8wpE'Lv.]304 The oracles demand supplication 

from the citizens. It is the raised, upturned hands which symbolise this 

supplication, the action defining the spirit of the gesture without need of an 

explanation. An almost identical recounting of the oracle is found in Contra 

Macartatum, in this instance in an argument over the right and duty of relatives to 

302 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808al2-14. See section 4.3 for a more detailed discussion of 
the physical attributes of the KLvmoos-. 
303 See Evans 1969. 
304 Demosthenes XXI, In Midiam , 52. See page 204. 



perform burial rites.305 Demosthenes appeals to the oracle from Delphi in order to 

demonstrate its similarities with the laws of Solon, requiring that rites be 

performed for relatives on the appropriate days. In the oracle's recounting of how 

the gods are to be worshipped it includes the demand for right and left arms to be 

raised to the gods in supplication, giving thanks as is customary. The oracles 

prescribe what behaviour is expected from the Athenians, and the demand for 

supplication is made through the appropriate description of the hands. 

In Aristophanes' Aves, Peisthetaerus comically tells how it is not the gods, 

.:'!"_~~ but the birds, that will be worshipped by sta~~ing under the strawberry ~es and 

\1)1\cl. olive trees, offering barley and wheat, and stretching out their hands in prayer for 

a good portion, KOUK ES llEA.<j>ous-/ ou8' ELS' "AilllW!J' E:A.86JJTES' EKELI 8u<J0!1E!J, 

ciA.A.' E:v TaL<JLJJ KowipOLs-1 Ka'L TOLS' KOTLJJOLS' <JnivTES' ExovTEs-/ KpL8cis- rrupous-

EU~011E8' QUTOLS'I civaTEL!JO!JTES' no XELp' ciya8wv/ 8L86vm TL 11-Epos-·306 Despite 

the glaring Aristophanic satire, it can be assumed that the gestures of supplication 

that are made to the birds reflect those normally done for the gods. For the 

comedy to be effective, the audience would need to recognise the actions of 

supplication in order to appreciate the swapping of birds for gods. 

Not all the examples of arms being outstretched or raised in supplication 

are Athenian. In Xenophon's fictional Cyropaedia, when Gadates the eunuch's 

loyalty is questioned by Cyrus, he lifts his hands to heaven as a symbol of his 

swearing that he is telling the truth and that he has not been influenced by 

Hystaspas, KQL 6 ra8chas- civaTEL!JQS' TCtS' XELpas- TTPOS' TO!J ovpavov cim(lllO<JE!J 

~ 11-~v 11~ imo TOU 'Y<JTci<Jrrou TTEL<J8ds- TauTa yLyvw<JKELJJ'307 Gadates' gesture 

implies that he is putting himself at the mercy of the gods should he be telling a 

lie. He would also, of course, be at the mercy of Cyrus. 308 While the gesture is 

305 Demosthenes XLIII, Contra Macartatum, 66. 
306 Aristophanes, Aves 618-624. 
307 Xenophon, Cyropaedia Vl.i .3. 
308 This gesture of supplication can be interpreted as implying an indication of the deified status 
of Cyrus. Like the act of proskynesis, extending the arms in supplication could be understood by 
the Greek witness as proof of a Persian's acceptance of their king as a god. Of course, the Greek 
meaning of a gesture cannot be accepted as universal. Prostration, for example, can be understood 
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apparently similar to those made by Greeks, it should be noted that this gesture is 

made by a barbarian, to a barbarian. However, the tale is told by a Greek, and 

must be understood within the context of an external interpretation, or invention, 

of events occurring in a non-Hellenic culture, but being repounted for a Hellenic 

readership. 

As in all forms of non-verbal communication, context is paramount. 

Indeed, the outstretched hand is not unconditionally the sign of supplication, for 

when it is the hands of a god which are extended, it symbolises a demand for 

supplication. Aristophanes tells his audience that statues of the gods stretch out ,. 

their hands, held forth with hollowed palms in order to take the sacrificial 

offerings of those who come to pray. In the Ecclesiazusae, the citizen states that 

it is not the way of men to give, but to take, like the statues of the gods with their 

outstretched, upturned hands, ou yap miTpLov Toih' E:cnCv, ciA.Aa A.af.L~avELvl 

~f.LQS' f.LOVOV 8El. V~ Li[a. IWL yap oL 8EOL-; yvwCJEL 8 ' am) TWV XELPWV YE TWV 

ciyaA.f.LciTwv·/ (:\Tav yap EUXWflECJ8a 8L86vm Taya8ci,/ ECJTT]KEV EKTELvovTa T~v 

xEl.p' innCav/ oux ws- n 8wcrovT' ciA.A' OTIWS' n A.~ljJETm.309 A further example of 

a description of the outstretched, receiving hands of the gods is found in the Aves, 

examples are satirical: in the Ecclesiazusae it is the greedy behaviour of men 

which is mocked, in the Aves, it is the gods themselves who are satirised. No 

matter what the genre, these examples show how the same gesture can have 

multiple, and dissimilar, meanings depending on circumstance. 

in a Persian context as an act of subordination before a mortal superior, whereas the Greek use of 
the action is reserved for deities. (See Herodotus VII.136 where he tells of the Spartans' refusal to 
prostrate themselves before Xerxes.) See Hall (1989: 96-97). 
309 Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae 778-783. 
310 Aristophanes, Aves 517-519. 



3. 7 Tragic breast beating 

Perhaps not surprisingly, it is in tragedy, and Euripides in particular, that 

the largest collection of references to hand gestures appears. The dramatic 

posturing required from the genre would have included an almost continuous 

display of gestures and other forms of non-verbal communication. However, this 

does not necessarily translate into a representation of such gestures in the wording 

of the play itself. No other tragic poet makes as much use of the description of 

gestures. (As for comedy, there is not a large number of descriptions of hand 

gestures, yet it is clear that comedy toq. could hardly do without these physical 

expressions.) The student of non-verbal communication, and hand gestures in 

particular, is lucky to have a poet such as Euripides who appears to have been 

particularly inclined to include such descriptions (at least far more than other 

dramatists). Not all gestures are deeply meaningful, yet those which are the result 

of conscious dramatic choreography are chosen to communicate a message, 

however small or mundane.311 

A particularly vivid and effective example of dramatic use of gesture is 
~ 

that of beating the breast in grief. This was an immediately recognisable gesture, 

and is found in Euripides' Alcestis, when the chorus, while trying to ascertain 

whether Alcestis has died, asks whether they hear the groaning, the crashing of 

hands within the house or the weeping as of things done, - KA."UEL TLS' ~ 

CYTEvayj.lov W XELpwv KTunov KaTa (JTE.yas/ ~ yoov ws TIEnpayj.1Evwv;312 

Again in 104, the chorus states that there is no cut lock of hair on the porch nor 

women thudding their hands,- xatTa T' OUTLS' ETIL npo8upOLs/ TOj.lULOS', t a 8~ 
VEKUWV/ 1TEV8EL 1TLTVEL, ou8E: VEOA.a(at/ 80U1TEL XELP yuvaLKWV, both identifiable 

signs of mourning.313 The performing of the gesture of breast beating would be 

enough for the chorus to be able to establish that a death has occurred. They do 

311 Taplin 1978: 58-59. 
312 Euripides, Alcestis 86-88. 
313 Euripides, Alcestis 101-4. See also Supplices 603-605. 
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not need to be told anything beyond this, as the gesture in itself will be sufficient 

to communicate the grief. Sophocles also uses this gesture as a means of 

communicating grief, as is seen in Oedipus Coloneus, when, upon hearing of their 

father's imminent death, Oedipus' daughters fell to their fa~her's knees, weeping, 

beating their breasts and lamenting at length, ES' 8E youvaTa/ TmTpos- TTECJOuCJm 

'KA.mov ou8' civLECJav/ CJTEpvwv cipayjl.OUS' ou8E TTajl.jl.~KELS' yoous-.314 

Sophocles makes further use of breast beating in Ajax, when the chorus 

describes how Ajax' s elderly mother will react when she hears of his plight. She 

will wail pitifully like a bird, her beating hands falling violently with a thud ,. 
against her breast, and tearing out her white hair. ~ TTOU TTaA.mq jl.Ev CJUVTpocpos

ajl.Epq,/ AEUKQ TE y~pq jl.CITTJP VLV (hav VOCJOVV-1 Ta cppEvo~opws- aKOUCJl],/ 

a'LALVOV atA.wovl ou8' OLKTpos yoov opvL8os- ciT]8ous-/ CJX~CJEL 8UCJjl.Opos-, ciA.A.' 

o~vTovovs- jl.Ev ~8asl ep11 v~CJEL, XEpoTTA.TJKToL 8'/ Ev CJTEpvowL TTECJouvTm/ 

8ouTToL Kal. TTOA.Las- Gjl.Vyjl.a xaC Tas- .315 While in this instance the mourning is not 

described as a reaction to death, the mental sickness which afflicts Ajax will cause 

an equal, if not more dramatic, response. Ajax's actions are a source of extreme 

humiliation and disgrace, and will necessarily result in Ajax killing himself. If 

Ajax had not killed himself, the shame he would bear would be worse than death, 

and his mother's mourning would remain appropriate. The chorus' description of 

these acts of mourning enhances the feeling of irreconcilable loss, emphasising 

through a description of the physical, ritualised aspects of mourning that Ajax is 

lost to those who love him. 

Aeschylus attributes the act of breast beating to his male Persian chorus in 

the Persae. Evidently, the Athenian author has no problems using this gesture in 

his portrayal of non-Greek characters, which might suggest that, at least to an 

Athenian audience, this action appears to go beyond their cultural boundaries. Of 

31 4 Sophocles, Oedipus Coloneus 1607-1609. There are additional references to hand gestures in 
this scene; Oedipus' opening of his arms to his daughters in 1611; the hand clasp in 1632 
(discussed above); Oedipus' putting his hands on his children in 1639; king Theseus' shading of 
his eyes with his hands in 1651. 
315 Sophocles, Ajax 624-633. 



course, it is impossible to know if the breast-beating Persians are purely a creation 

of Aeschylus' literary license. It is the vanquished Xerxes who calls on his 

chorus to mourn the loss of his fleet and those killed in battle, to beat their breasts 

and cry the Mysian wail. 2E. KaL O"TEpv' apaaaE Kci.,m~oa TO MuaLov.316 The 

gestures of mourning which have been attributed to Xerxes and the other Persians 

are those which are restricted to females in any Greek context. The action of 

beating one's breast is not in itself barbarian, it is the fact that it is men who 

perform it that puts it outside the limits of acceptable Athenian behaviour. The 

reference to Mysian wails is a blatant statement of the un-Greek nature of these 
' 

acts of mourning.317 By having the Persian men express their grief in this way, 

Aeschylus is depicting them in the effeminate, elaborate manner which is 

expected of the barbarians.318 

3.8 Comic crudeness 

Comedy is full of references to the physical, and the modern reader can 

only speculate on the extent to which recognisable gestures were used on stage to 

supplement and enhance the words being spoken by the actors. However, much 

can be gleaned from the rare occasions where the text does refer to the gesture. 

Disappointingly, there are ·not many such references to hand gestures . 

Aristophanes does, however, expose his audience to one example of what must 

have been a recognisable gesture of insult- aKLIJ.aA.[(ELV - showing a closed 

fist with the middle finger pointing upward.319. While this term can have the 

316 Aeschylus, Persae 1054. 
317 Hall 1989: 83-84. 
318 Holst-Warhaft 1992: 130-133. On women and mourning see also Loraux (1990). 
3l9 Cantarella 1992: 48. Onians (1951: 478, n. 2) refers to Holma, Die namen d. Korpert. im Ass. 
Bab., (p. \23) as the source for his statement that the Babylonians also stuck up the fmger as an 
insult. Onians (1951 : 495) uses a Jewish, biblical example from Prophets, Isaiah lviii.9, "Then 
shalt thou call, and the Lord shall answer; thou shalt c1y, and he shall say, Here I am . If thou take 
away from the midst ofthee the yolk, the pointing of the finger, and the speaking of iniquity." 
The raised fore-finger (as opposed to the raised middle finger) can also be seen as a gesture of 
aggression or threat, the fmger symbolising the weapon with which an attack can be made, see 
Morris (1977: 61). 



course, it is impossible to know if the breast-beating Persians are purely a creation 

of Aeschylus' literary license. It is the vanquished Xerxes who calls on his 

chorus to mourn the loss of his fleet and those killed in battle, to beat their breasts 

and cry the Mysian wail. 2E. Kal O"TEpv' apaaaE KG;im~oa TO MuaLOv.316 The 

gestures of mourning which have been attributed to Xerxes and the other Persians 

are those which are restricted to females in any Greek context. The action of 

beating one's breast is not in itself barbarian, it is the fact that it is men who 

perform it that puts it outside the limits of acceptable Athenian behaviour. The 

reference to Mysian wails is a blatant ~.tatement of the un-Greek nature of these 

acts of mourning.317 By having the Persian men express their grief in this way, 

Aeschylus is depicting them in the effeminate, elaborate manner which is 

expected of the barbarians.318 

3.8 Comic crudeness 

Comedy is full of references to the physical, and the modern reader can 

only speculate on the extent to which recognisable gestures were used on stage to 

supplement and enhance the words being spoken by the actors. However, much 

can be gleaned from the rare occasions where the text does refer to the gesture. 

Disappointingly, there are not many such references to hand gestures. 

Aristophanes does, however, expose his audience to one example of what must 

have been a recognisable gesture of insult- aKLilaA.((ELV -showing a closed 

fist with the middle finger pointing upward.3 19. While this term can have the 

316 Aeschylus, Persae 1054. 
317 Hall 1989: 83-84. 
318 Hoist-Warhaft 1992: 130-133. On women and mourning see also Loraux ( 1990). 
319 Cantarella 1992: 48. Onians (1951 : 478, n. 2) refers to Holma, Die namen d. Korpert. im Ass. 
Bab., (p.123) as the source for his statement that the Babylonians also stuck up the finger as an 
insult. Onians (1951: 495) uses a Jewish, biblical example from Prophets, Isaiah lviii.9, "Then 
shalt thou call, and the Lord shall answer; thou shalt cty, and he shall say, Here I am. If thou take 
away from the midst of thee the yolk, the pointing of the finger, and the speaking of iniquity." 
The raised fore-finger (as opposed to the raised middle fmger) can also be seen as a gesture of 
aggression or threat, the finger symbolising the weapon with which an attack can be made, see 
Morris (1977: 61). 



general meaning of 'to jeer', the gesture of the middle finger being raised in insult 

cannot be separated from its original meaning. This gesture is an obscene action, 

used as a means of attack. While the primary meaning of this gesture implies that 

the recipient was a K( vm8os- or a KaTam)ywv, it can :;also be understood as a 

general expression of disrespect and hate. 320 The connection between the raised 

finger and the phallus cannot be missed. The use of the phallus as a symbol for 

insult is the result of human desire for dominance - the individual gesticulating 

to indicate that another man is a KL vm8os- does so by affirming his own 

masculinity through a symbolic display of his erect phallus.321 In Acharnenses, 
' 

Dicaeopolis dresses up in rags to address the chorus, stating that the spectators 

will know who he is, while the chorus will stand by like fools, as he shows them 

his finger as in insulting pet phrases, TOUS' 8) au xopEUTQS' TJAL8[ous-

napEaTcivm,/ OTTWS' av QlJTOUS' PlliJ.QTLOLS' O"KLIJ.aA[aw.322 In the Pax, Trygaeus 

and Hermes recognise the trades of men by their expressions at the prospect of 

peace between the cities, Trygaeus (ironically) asking whether he cannot see how 

the armourer takes delight, showing the middle finger Geering) at the sword

maker? Tp. 6 8E. 8pETTavoupyos- oux opqs- WS' ~8ETaL,/ KQL TOV 8opu~ov OLOV 

E:aKLIJ.ciALO"Ev;323 A similar obscene use of finger gestures is found in the Equites. 

The ever crude Sausage Seller and the respectable Demus are discussing men like 

the smooth-faced effeminate who partakes in politics and speaks in a ridiculous 

manner, and the Sausage Seller asks whether Demus is not 'feeling with his 

finger', i.e. making an obscene gesture which implies this babbling man's 

effeminacy and Demus' abhorrence of him, ouKouv KaTa8aKTuALKOS' au TOU 

320 Henderson 1991: 213. Scratching one's head with a fmger (perhaps the middle one?) was 
considered a sign of effeminacy: see Plutarch Pompeius XLVIII.l2; JuvenallX.l32-133; Martial, 
Epigrams Vl.lxx for the digitus impudicus. 
321 Morris 1977: 198. In Morris, Collett, Marsh and O'Shaughnessy (1979: 81) he states that 
"[t]he size of a fmger makes it a poor substitute for an erect human penis," preferring the forearm 
jerk as a phallic gesture. 
322 Aristophanes, Acharnenses 443-444. 
323 Aristophanes, Pax 548-549. 



A.aAllTLKou; 324 The individual who is at the receiving end of the gesture has been 

· insulted and called an effeminate through this use of the hand and fingers. 

Aristophanes also addresses the implications of this gesture for the one 

gesticulating. Indeed, in a society which idealises a controlted physicality, the use 

of such an expressive and rude display of non-verbal behaviour could not have 

been condoned. In the Nubes, the audience is told that persons who play with 

their fingers, i.e., who use such coarse gestures, are themselves considered to be 

CYKmo(, unlucky or ill-omened (literally, left), and dypELOL, boorish, l:T. TLS' 

aAA.os dvTL TOuToul. Tou 8aKTuA.ou;/ rrp6 Tou jlEV, ET' EjlOu rrm8os ovTOS', 

' 
ouTOCYL.I l:w. dypELOS' EL Kat CYKmos-.325 Grand gestures need to be reserved for 

solemn occasions, not used as a means of expressing abuse and insult. 

3.9 Fidgeting hands 

The action of 'fidgeting', caused by clearly visible autonomic nervous 

system responses, is very communicative.326 What the fidgeting demonstrates is 

that, while there has been a reaction due to increased stress and arousal, no action 

has been taken to address the cause of these responses. Socrates describes such 

behaviom; in Plato's Philebus, where a mixture of emotions is given as the causes 

of men's fidgeting. In this instance, it is excess pleasure which causes the 

reaction; leaping, turning all sorts of colours, different demeanours, and many 

breathings, expressing great consternation and causing him to shout in folly. 

UTIOjlEilLYilEVOV TTJS' AU1TllS' yapyaA.L(EL TE Kat ~pEjla dyavaKTELV TIOLEL, TO 8' 

324 Aristophanes, Equites 1381. 
325 Aristophanes, Nubes 653-655. The scholion explains that the TOVTOVL ToD 8aKTu\ou refers to 
showing the membrum virile,~ rr6CJ8f}. Scholia in Nubes 653 (Koster). 
326 Morris 1977: 166. 
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This emotional reaction demonstrates a complete lack of physical control and 

moderation. It is not only pleasurable feelings, however, which cause such 

comportment, as fidgeting can also be the physical re,action when a person has 

been abused or insulted and cannot, or will not, respond with a counter-attack. 

This excess energy, then, is expressed as fidgeting. Such perceived physical 

'proof' of cowardice, inactivity or anxiety, is not suitable behaviour for the 

Athenian citizen, and descriptions of fidgeting are used derogatorily. 

In Aristophanes' Lysistrata, the ~udience is given an idea of what sort of 

hand movements and gestures were not considered acceptable; those which 

expressed distress rather than a calm comportment and disposition. While 

Aristophanes describes such gestures within the framework of comedy, they are 

not inconsistent with the generally accepted principle that the Athenian citizen 

should have the controlled, measured comportment that his circumstances 

demand. In the Lysistrata, Lysistrata tells the Magistrate to listen and to keep his 

hands fixed and in control while she tells him how the women will save the city, 

to which he answers that he is unable to as he cannot restrain his anger, Au. 

yap/ UTTO TllS' opyfls a{mxs 'LCJXELV.328 Similarly, Pseudo-Aristotle's Problemata 

describes the behaviour of an anxious man, which includes rubbing his hands, 

stooping, stretching, and leaping about, never keeping still, 8u)TTEp ELK<hws 

L8pouaL TauTa oTs TTOVOUCJL KaL TPL~OUCJL 8E. Tac;- XELpas- KaL auyKa8LQCJL KaL 

EKTELVOVTaL KQL E:~ciAA.ovTm KaL ou8ETTOTE ~PEfl.OUCJLV'329 Hands are recognised 

for their highly expressive and communicative ability, and those which cannot be 

327 Plato, Philebus 47a3-9. 
328 Aristophanes, Lysis/rata 503-504. A further Aristophanic description of such behaviour is 
found in Ranae 921-922, where Dionysus asks (the all-depraved) Aeschylus why he is fidgeting 
(i.e. stretching his limbs and being impatient) . 
329 [Aristotle], Problemata 869b I 0-13. For a Homeric description of a fidgeting coward, see Jlias 
XIII.280-283. 



kept under control reveal the weak, nervous and undesirable nature of the 

individual. 

·, ,. 
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4. WALKING 

Whereas the previous two chapters have evaluated particular body parts, 

this chapter will focus on a particular action, walking. Walking is a fundamental 
' t 

part of human existence and behaviour, and the textual manipulation of this 

central action is of great interest. The legs in and of themselves do not attract the 

same amount of consideration by ancient (and modern) authors as do the face and 

the hands (although consideration of these is also limited), and an analysis of the 

legs in motion is a more interesting and productive means of approaching the 

study of this part of the body. Furthermor~, this shift in methodology enables a 

more in-depth analysis of how one form of bodily movement is integrated into 

textual descriptions. 

Walking, like other forms of non-verbal behaviour, is used by classical 

authors for rhetorical and descriptive purposes. An individual's walk, i.e., his/her 

gait, pace and posture while in motion, can be seen as a statement about his/her 

nature. Walking as non-verbal communication is subject to interpretation on 

numerous levels that far surpass a simple acknowledgement of the act of 

perambulation. Of course, not every mention of, or reference to, walking is 

relevant to a textual analysis of non-verbal behaviour. Indeed, one important 

aspect of a successful interpretation of non-verbal behaviour is the need to be able 

to differentiate between the significant and insignificant examples of body 

language. While it can be argued that even the most mundane examples of non

verbal behaviour have their worth as a means of understanding the society under 

investigation, the focus here will be on instances where the description of walking 

is used as a tool to portray a certain image of an individual, to define a person's 

character through his/her bodily actions. 

Within the context of the study of non-verbal communication, walking 

occupies an interesting place. While some bodily behaviours can be easily 

divided into categories such as autonomic nervous system responses (e.g., 



blushing)330 or physiographic gestures (e.g., hand movements which accompany 

speech)331, walking is a complex form of non-verbal behaviour which is not easily 

categorised. It is an action that the individual consciously partakes in, while also 

being one that it is difficult to do without, i.e., walki11;g is, first and foremost, 

humankind's most natural means of transportation. 332 Indeed, the ability to walk 

on two legs is an integral part of the definition of what it is to be human (in 

contrast with the defining elements of other animals). However, there is much 

more to this form of movement than simply a means of transporting oneself, and 

it is here that one enters the realm of non-verbal communication. In his Theorie ,. 

de la demarche, Balzac underlines the dichotomy of the action of walking, that 

although it is the most natural of actions and is of central importance its study has 

been neglected, by asking "[n]'est-il pas reellement bien extraordinaire de voir 

que, depuis le temps ou l'homme marche, personne ne se soit demande pourquoi 

il marche, comment il marche, s'il marche, s'il peut mieux marcher, ce qu'il fait 

en marchant, s'il n'y aurait pas moyen d'imposer, de changer, d'analyser sa 

marc he: questions qui tiennent a to us les systemes philosophiques, 

psychologiques et politiques dont s'est occupe le monde?"333 Indeed, the very act 

of walking, be it to or from something or someone, before one even considers the 

character of the walk itself, communicates a message. Context is paramount, and 

actions as simple as walking out of a room can be strikingly communicative. In 

addition, the style of the walk itself must be considered, as well as the social and 

cultural interpretations applied to this bodily movement and its meaning. Again, 

context is critical, as many elements (e.g., gender, age, status) need to be 

considered when evaluating any form of non-verbal behaviour. It can be safely 

assumed that any person who can walk will choose to do so and that walking is a 

330 See section 2.6.2. 
33l See page 66. 
332 See Morris (1977: 288-293) on the various forms of human locomotion, with "walking as 
[humans'] dominant locomotory feature." 
333 Balzac 1938: 614. 
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blushing)330 or physiographic gestures (e.g., hand movements which accompany 

speech)33l, walking is a complex form of non-verbal behaviour which is not easily 
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cultural interpretations applied to this bodily movement and its meaning. Again, 
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natural action pursued from the earliest stages of life. Perhaps it is because it is 

such a necessary and universal action that it is considered in attempts to 

understand the individual behind the movement. An individual's walk is used as a 

tool to categorise them within society, and is susceptibl._e to all existing prejudices 

and subjectivity. 

4. 1 Fast walking, slow walking 

Attic oratory, and the Demo sthenic corpus in. particular, offer the most 

engaging examples of references to walking. The public speaker makes use of an 

established topos of utilising physical descriptions to cast an individual as an 

easily identifiable stereotype, thus taking advantage of his audience's prejudices. 

Descriptions of walking appear to have been one means by which to do so. There 

was clearly an awareness in classical Athens of the meaning and interpretation of 

body language, and orators were quick to capitalise on this when projecting the 

nature of either the speaker or his opponent. The orator uses descriptions of 

walking to demonstrate certain characteristics - he uses the walk to portray the 

man to his audience. It is impossible to know whether the individuals described 

did or did not actually walk in the manner attributed to them, the important 

rhetorical strategy being simply to ensure that the audience sees them in the 

desired fashion. The attitudes towards different gaits and strides must have been 

well established, as the orator invokes them throughout his speeches to make 

important points at crucial times. An orator may, however, try to persuade his 

audience to accept his definition of normality, even if it is not universally 

accepted. An unsuspecting audience can be easily manipulated to alter their 

perception, even if only subtly, without even realising that they have been guided 

by the cunning rhetorical tactics of the speaker. Even when attempting to 

compensate for the undesirable traits of the client he is trying to defend, the orator 



must contend with overcoming the popular adherence to the ideals of physical 

behaviour and appearance against which they judge others. 

When considering the use of walking in these orations, it quickly becomes 

apparent that the manner, and pace, of this action are very ~ignificant. Without 

mechanical means of locomotion, humans walked much more in antiquity than 

they do in modern times. Walking is not simply putting one foot before the other, 

but is a means of communicating personal characteristics and traits. A man's 

walk is considered to be expressively almost on a par with a man's face, it is 

highly personal and is 'read' by those arounq.him. Be it a verbal self-portrait or 

the painting of another, the verbal depiction of the walking man allows the 

speaker to describe the character he wants to project. 

In the Demosthenic Contra Pantaenetum, the general attitude towards the 

speed at which an individual walks is revealed, at least as it is presented by the 

orator. In this speech, the orator has Nicobulus, for whom the speech was written, 

quoting Pantaenetus as saying that the claims against Nicobulus are based on the 

fact that the Athenians hate those who deal in usury, and that the money-lender is 

an odious man. He then has Pantaenetus describe him as one who walks quickly, 

speaks loudly and constantly carries a cane. 'ErrEL8av To[vvv ns- a{m)v EpY)TaL 

'KaL TL 8(Kmov E~ELS' f..EyELv rrp.Os- NLKO~ouf..ov;' f!LCJOUCJL, cpY)<JLV, 'A8Y)va'LoL 

TOVS' 8avd(oVTas · NLKO~ouf..os- 8' E:rr(cp8ovos- E:crn, KaL TaxE:ws- ~a8((EL, KaL 

fl.Eya cp8E:yyETaL, KaL ~aKTY)pLav cpopEL. Taiha 8' E<JTLV arravTa, cpY)<JLV, TTPOS' 

Ef!OiJ.334 These grievances against Nicobulus are not violations of the law, but are 

transgressions of the societal norms expected of an honourable Athenian citizen. 

Nicobulus' behaviour is not illegal, just despised. Demosthenes has the speaker 

say just that, thus forcing the jury to recognise that while fast walking, loud 

speaking, and cane carrying might be associated with the loathed money-lender, 

they are not the basis for a legal dispute. The orator presents Pantaenetus as 

334 Demosthenes, XXXVII, Contra Pantaenetum, 52. 
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thinking that drawing attention to these negative physical traits of Nicobulus will 

work in his favour, that the Athenian jury will be persuaded to act against the 

physically despicable Nicobulus out of prejudice. By bringing this to light the 

speaker will, hopefully, draw the jury's attention to this rhetorical manoeuvring 

and scuttle Pantaenetus' plan. It would seem this image of the fast walking 

money-lender is so powerful that it is thought to be enough to ensure 

condemnation regardless of fact or justice. Nicobulus does not try to disassociate 

himself from the physical characteristics attributed to him; he simply tries to 

defuse their charge by separating them from the legal issue at hand. ,. 

Fast walking is considered an undesirable trait, and its connection with 

loud talking, not unique to this passage, serves to reinforce this negative image. 

A further example of this undesirable combination of physical traits can be found 

in Aristotle's Ethica Nicomachea. Here he writes that slow movements, a deep 

voice and steady speaking are thought to be attributes of the high-souled; whereas 

quickness and a shrill voice are the attributes of the nervous. KaL KC VllCJLS' oE 

~paoE'La ToD fl.EyaA.ot(Juxou ooKEL ELvm, KaL cpwv~ ~apELa, KaL AE~LS' CJTaCJLfl.OS'' 

ou yap CJTTEuanKos- 6 TTEpL 61-..C ya aTTouoci(wv, ou8E auvTovos- 6 f.lllOEv fl.Eya 

OLOf.iEVOS'' ~ 8' 6~ucpwv[a KaL ~ TaXUT~S' our TOUTwv.m This description is in 

clear agreement with the evidence found in the Demosthenic Corpus, thus 

reaffirming the existence of a societal acceptance of the meaning of these physical 

traits. The physical behaviours described by the orator do not need to be 

explained, rather they themselves are the explanation. For the negative 

description of the physical to be successful, the non-verbal behaviour adduced 

needs to be both recognisable and unambiguous. It would appear that the fast 

walker is the loud talker - he is uncouth, uncivilised and worthy of nothing but 

the jury's or Assembly's contempt. The association between one's social status 

and one's physical demeanour can be found also in dramatic works. In relation to 

335 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea 1125a12-16. 
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a man's walk, a fragment of the comedian Alexis clearly makes this association as 

the audience is told how the manner in which one walks reflects one's social 

status, the unrhythmical walk signifying illiberal behaviour not fit for a free man 

and the unpolished mannerisms of the lower classes, El{ yap VOjl.L(w Toiho Twv 

civEA.Eu8Epwv/ dvm, To ~a8t(ELV cippu8!-LWS" E:v Ta'Ls 68o'Ls,! E:~ov KaA.ws·336 

In Contra Pantaenetum 55, attention is again drawn to Nicobulus' fast 

walking, with Nicobulus admitting this undesirable physical trait in his own self-

description. He goes even further in allowing the audience to envisage him and 

his ungainly strides by drawing a comparison with the gentle gait of his opponent, ,. 

Pantaenetus. TOLofJTos, w ITavTatvETE, E:yw, 6 Taxu ~a8((wv, Kat ToLoihos au, 

6 aTpEjl.as. ana 11-~v TTEPL Tou E:11-ou YE ~a8tajl.aTos ~ T~s 8wA.EKTou, Tax.11e~ 

TTCIVT' E:pw TTPOS" Ujl.QS, w av8pES 8u<aCJTaL, jl.ETa TTappT]CJLas. E:yw yap OUXL 

AEAT]8' Ejl.QUTOV, ou8' ciyvow, ou TWV EU TTEcpUKOTWV KaTa TauT' wv civ8pwTTWV, 

ou8E: TWV AUCJL TEAOUVTWV EQUTOLS. 337 The speaker is aware of his physical 

liabilities and presents them openly. Physically, he is not graced by nature, and 

there is no doubt that he is concerned that this will be held against him. 338 In 

section 56 Nicobulus explains to his listeners that he thinks that physical attributes 

are distributed by chance and that it is not easy to fight against what one has been 

given. Indeed, if it were not for these differences men would be identical to one 

another. He continues by saying that to look at what another has, and to rebuke 

him for it, is easy, and this is what Pantaenetus is doing. It seems that the speaker 

is seeking to occupy the higher moral ground, claiming that he has been the 

victim of nature which has left him with a quick gait and a loud voice. He 

336 Alexis, Fragment a 265, 1-3 (Kassel-Austin); Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae I.2ld. At 1.21 b-e, 
Athenaeus describes the proper way for a gentleman to wear his cloak; from left to right over the 
shoulders, not gathered up above the knees. It would appear that the draping of one's cloak was 
very significant to one's self-presentation and that Alcibiades, and those whose physicality 
expresses their degenerate nature, do not wear theirs appropriately. See page 80 for Aeschines' 
critical description of the manner in which Timarchus wears his cloak. 
337 Demosthenes XXXVII, Contra Pantaenetum , 55. 
338 One can see the general underestimation of the physical in turn-of-the-century classical 
scholarship from the following comment "So strong was the Greek appreciation of To Ka\ov that 
they associated moral with merely physical qualities." [italics mine]. Paley and Sandys (1886 : 
133). 



presents these disabilities frankly, deriding those who try to punish the physically 

disadvantaged by capitalising on their misfortune in not having been graced with 

the physical traits preferred by society. The message seems to be that one should 

not be punished for one's physical imperfections but ratqer judged by actions and 

fact alone.339 Gait is a matter of <PuCJLS' and not VOfl.OS', i.e. , one cannot learn to 

walk otherwise than one does naturally. Temporary manipulation of traits can be 

achieved, but the true nature of the individual remains unaltered.340 Indeed, the 

topic of manipulation brings forth the issue of the role the body plays in the 

relationship between nature, <PuCJLS', and custom, VOfl.OS'. The physical traits of an ,. 
individual, as well as the moral implications of those traits, are the result of 

<PuCJLS', yet the idealisation of these particular bodily characteristics is based in 

VOfl.OS' .341 The identification with the physicality which represents the ideal 

citizen is the result of cultural influences, whereas the actual physical body of the 

citizen himself is the result of nature. In this instance, while the undesirable walk 

is not proof of the speaker's guilt, it is nonetheless a trait associated with a man 

with a dubious and dishonourable profession, usury. It would seem that in this 

instance the physical is not totally unrelated to the moral. 

The existence of this sort of argumentation within the orations IS 

illustration that the orator recognised the power of the physical -he knows that 

the speaker will be judged by his physical appearance and bodily movements, and 

he needs to act to counter this. It seems that the rhetorical tactics here are to make 

a pre-emptive strike by bringing the undesirable physical traits to the forefront, to 

highlight the existing stereotypes and prejudices, and, by doing so, defuse the 

power of these physical images and force the jury to recognise their biases and 

339 See Lysias XVI, Pro Mantitheo, 19. Here the speaker, defending himself against charges that 
he served in the cavalry under the Thirty Tyrants, pleads not to be judged by appearances, in this 
case his long hair, a fashion associated with aristocrats, but by actions . The physical appearance 
here is not a matter of <jluCJLS' alone, as the hairstyle itself is easily altered and is not dictated by 
nature (although the nature ofthe man clearly influences his choice of hairstyles). 
340 For a discussion on nature and its classical context when explaining sexual behaviour and 
physical traits see Winkler (1990b: 66ff.). In particular, he discusses the Aristotelian treatment of 
the power ofNature and of Habit. 
341 Euben 1997: 127. 



look beyond them. The fast walker must be saved from his own physicality and 

from the power of the slow walker and his favourable impression. 

In In Stephanum I, there is a reference, very similar to those of Contra 

Pantaenetum, to fast walking and the natural physical \;attributes of men. Here 

Apollodorus describes himself as being the unfavoured fast walking, loud talking 

man, while it is Phormio who is the fortunate slow walker. E:yw 8', w av8pES' 

'A8r]VaLOL, TllS' f!EV otjJEWS' T{j cpuo'El KaL TQ TaXEWS' ~a8L(ELV KaL A.aA.ELV f!Eya, 

ou TWV EUTUXWS' TTE<j>UK<hwv Ef!QUTOV KpLVW' E:cp' OLS' yap ou8Ev wcpEAOUf!EVOS' 

A.uTTw nvaS', EA.aTTov EXW TToA.A.axou·342 There is an obvious connection between 
' these two examples, and they seem to suggest that this form of comparison, 

whereby the speaker presents himself as the physically inferior, was a rhetorical 

topos.343 These examples can be seen as depicting the speaker as an unpolished, 

untrained orator, just an average citizen taking advantage of his democratic right. 

Like members of the listening jury, perhaps, he has physical flaws, not 

conforming to the ideal body type. Nonetheless, he pursues justice and takes on 

his physically better endowed opponent. Despite his physical inferiority, 

Apollodorus is still a better citizen than Phormio. This presentation of the 

physically inferior as morally superior can be interpreted as a rhetorical 

questioning of the aristocratic KaAOS' Kaya86S' ideal. 

The character traits attributed to the different speeds at which one can 

walk and the length of stride taken are dealt with succinctly in the Aristotelian 

Physiognomonica. Here the long strided slow walker is fit for finishing what he 

takes on, a short strided slow walker does not finish what he starts, a long strided 

fast walker is not enterprising but finishes, and the short strided quick walker is 

enterprising and does not finish. MaKpO~clfl.WV Kal ~pa8u~clfl.WV ELT] av 
vw8pEm8ETT]S' TEAEOTLKOS', on TO f!aKpa ~aCvELv civuanKov, TO ~pa8EWS' 8E 

342 Demosthenes XL V, In Stephanum I, 77. 
343 These two orations most probably were written by the same man, be it Demosthenes or 
another. 
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civuCJnKov. ~paxu~ci11wv Taxu~ci11wv Em8ETLKOS', ou TEAEqnKos-.344 The link 

between an individual's walk and his/her nature is clear according to the 

physiognomists' use of body movements and traits to define character and 

behaviour. 

4.2 Arrogance, vanity, and adultery 

A vivid example of how Demosthenes makes use of a description of 

walking to influence his listeners can be seen in XIX, De fa/sa legatione. Here 

Demosthenes uses Aeschines' stride and gait as one of the means of depicting his 

rival as an inflated, arrogant poser who sympathises with Athens' enemy Philip. 

Before the orator's description of his rival's walk and other physical traits, the 

audience is given a summary of Aeschines' development from a modest politician 

to an arrogant doer-of-evil. We are initially told that before Aeschines had begun 

his evil works against the polis he was prepared to admit to his humble beginnings 

as a clerk and was thankful to have been voted for - he was aware of how he was 

seen and behaved modestly. However, since his countless works of evil he has 

'drawn up his eyebrows' in vain pride, he goes through the agora with his cloak 

completely let down to his ankles, walking in exactly the same way as 

Pythocles345, with his lower jaw puffed out as a symbol ofvanity346. KaL 8La Ti)S' 

ciyop<ls- 'TTOpElJETaL 8oLflclTLOV Ka8EtS axpL TWV CJ<j)upwv, '(CJa ~a(vwv ITu8oKAEL, 

TcXS' yvci8ous- <j)uCJwv, Twv <I:>LA.Cnnou ~E:vwv KaL cp(J...wv ELS' OUTOS' Ufl.LV ~8T] ... 347 

344 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 813a3-9. 
345 In oration XIX, De fa/sa legatione, 225, Demosthenes tells his audience that since his visit to 
Phi lip Pythocles avoids him, while he stmts around the agora discussing plans with Aeschines. 
346 In his commentary on oration XIX, De fa/sa legatione, 314, Weil (1883: 374) states that this 
expression has become proverbial, as seen in the lexicons ofHarpocration, Suidas, and others. For 
the facial expression see pages 17 and 42. 
347 Demosthenes XIX, Deja/sa legatione, 314. 
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Demosthenes' vivid description produces a formidable impression that places his 

adversary in the mould of the man who characteristically perform these actions. 

This is how an enemy of the state would appear, and, therefore, this is how 

Aeschines is presented. 348 This passage is full of physical traits which are used in 

order to create an image in the minds of the audience of a vain, self-inflated man 

who should be scorned as a friend of the enemy Philip. The image of Aeschines 

walking through the agora, his cloak inappropriately worn and with an expression 

of arrogance on his face, serves as a graphic illustration of the tale of Aeschines' 

misdeeds. It is not sufficient for Demosthenes simply to tell his audience that the ,. 

low-born Aeschines is arrogant and on the side of the evil Philip, he must also 

give a physical description to add weight to his rhetoric. 

Interestingly, the type of description used by Demosthenes appears much 

later in Plutarch's Vitae Parallelae349, where he describes Alcibiades in a similar 

fashion, as walking with utter wantonness, trailing his long robe behind him. KaL 

ELvm, KA.aaauxEvEUETaL TE KaL TpauA.L(ETm."350 Apparently, the inappropriate 

walk and the immodestly draped cloak depicted by Demosthenes are preserved as 

a fourth-century symbol representing the physicality of the vain and disgraceful 

citizen. With the benefit of hindsight, Plutarch gives a physical description to 

Alcibiades which suits his reputation as a womaniser and his political disgrace. 

348 Shilleto's (1894: 256) comment that "the wit of the passage is greatly increased if Aeschines 
was of short stature, as Ulpian says on de Coron. p.270 § 129", draws further attention to the 
power of the physical description to deflate one's opponent (or inflate one's ally, as the case might 
be). 
349 Examples such as this one which are found in the works of later authors, e.g., Plutarch and 
Athenaeus, can be considered, although with the required amount of hesitancy. The treatment of 
walking by these authors corresponds with the evidence found in the orations and other sources 
from the period. Physiognomies became an increasingly popular discipline and by the second
century CE was flourishing; many of the meanings attributed to physical traits, and walking in 
patticular, were preserved through to this period. Nonetheless, it can be assumed (with caution) 
that the evidence presented by Plutarch and Athenaeus is based on fifth- and fomth-century 
sources and, while undoubtedly influenced by the theories of the body of their day, is still 
relatively useful when considered within the appropriate context. 
350 Plutarch, Alcibiades, 1.8 . 



Despite his initial respectability, the corrupt nature of Alcibiades was always 

expressed through his walk and other physical attributes, and he did eventually 

fulfil the expectations established by his bodily appearance and behaviour. 

The recognition of the physical traits of an adulte~er, i.e., a man of 

Alcibiades' nature, seems to have been of some interest, and concern, to Athenian 

citizens. In Aristotle's Sophistici elenchi , it is suggested that one can know an 

adulterer simply by his effeminate appearance and night-time wanderings, 

~ouA.oflEVOL yap 8E'L~m on flOLXOS', TO ETTOflEvov EA.a~ov, on KaAA.wmCJT~S' ~ 
on v{nnwp 6paTm TTA.avwflEvos-. TTOAAOLS' 8E TafJTa flEV umipxEL, TO 8E 

' 
IWTTlYOPOUflEVOV oux umipxEL.351 Aristotle does not agree with these claims, but 

apparently recognises the influence of the physical and the danger of opinions 

based on appearance which can lead to deceptive conclusions, such as: if an 

adulterer is a dandy, then a dandy is, necessarily, an adulterer. The connection 

between effeminate behaviour and adultery is made again by Aristotle in 

Rhetorica, where it is used as an example of guilt by association, aAA.os-, EL aA.A.oL 

EflTTEpLA.afl~civovTm ous- 611-oA.oyouCJLV 11~ E:voxous- ELvm TlJ 8w~oA.iJ, o'Lov d, 

OTL Ka8cipLOS', 6 <8ELVa> flOLXOS', KaL 6 8E'Lva apa.352 In the Rhetorica, Aristotle 

indicates that prejudices based on appearance are equally true in the reverse 

circumstances, that a respectable looking individual will not be suspected of 

committing a crime even if indeed guilty, auToL 8' oi:ovTm 8uvaToL ELvm 

fld.ALCJTa ci(~flLOL a8LKELV oL ELTTELV 8uvciflEVOL KaL oL TTpaKTLKOL KaL oL EflTTELpOL 

TToAA.wv ciywvwv, Kav TToA.ucjnA.m WCJLv, Kav TT A.ouCJLOL. 353 In all three examples 

Aristotle is exposing the flawed common beliefs and rhetorical sophistry which 

appeal to physical traits to categorise behaviour. Evidently there existed a 

common need to believe that the physical manifestations of the adulterer, or of 

other social deviants, were cues by which one could recognise and safely 

351 Aristotle, Sophistici elenchi 167b9-12. 
352 Aristotle, Rhetorica 1416a22-24. 
353 Aristotle, Rhetorica 1372all-14. 



categorise these transgressors of societal norms. Through Aristotle's attempt at 

debunking these prejudices the social significance of physical stereotyping is 

affirmed, and specific behavioural traits, such as walking, serve as examples of 

how the non-verbal behaviour is interpreted. 

For a contrasting example of what was perceived as acceptable Athenian 

comportment, and against which all deviations were judged, we may read how 

Plutarch, in the Moralia, describes Pericles as having adopted a calm lifestyle and 

mannerisms, which included walking slowly, talking softly, and keeping his 

hands inside his cloak. TTEpLKA.ijs- 8E: Kal TTEpl TO uw~w Kal T~v 8Cm Tav 
' 

~Cav 68ov rropEUECY8m T~v ETTl TO pij~a Kal TO pouA.EuT~pLov.354 This 

comportment was seen as ideal, projecting the contained modesty and self-

confidence of the Athenian citizen. 355 The controlled movements do not lack in 

strength or energy, yet are not quick, fidgety or overbearing.356 Presumably, a 

man who was graced with such a demeanour would be above the suspicion of the 

majority of Athenians despite his possible guilt. 

4.3 Walk of the KLvm8os-

Like the physically identifiable adulterer, the sexual degenerate also has a 

physical type by which the guilty, or presumed guilty, can be identified. In fact, 

the KC vm8os-, or KaTam)ywv, has similar physical traits to those noted in the 

description of the vain and corrupt Alcibiades, who was also accused of being, 

and depicted as, sexually deviant. The walk of the KC vm8os- is central to his 

354 Plutarch, Praecepta gerendae reipublicae, IV.l7-22. 
355 In Pericles V, Plutarch describes Pericles as having a solemn spirit and a gentle and composed 
presence .... This description of the behaviour of an idealised ancestor is very similar to those 
already discussed in Aeschines' In Timarchum and [Aristotle ]'s 'ABrwa{wv rroAL Tda, see pages 
80ff. 
356 Fehr 1979: 18. 
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physicality, as it is the most basic of movements which allows for even the 

slightest deviations to be detected. A man who walks in the effeminate manner of 

the id vm8os- must be a id vm8os-, whether he admits it or not, to himself or others, 

as his true nature is expressing itself through the movemepts of the body. While it 

might be conceivable that one would try to alter one's self-presentation to appear 

more acceptable, no right-minded citizen would adopt the physical trappings of a 

i<Lvm8os- intentionally. The physical characteristics of a KLvm8os- are inherent in 

his cpucns- and cannot be changed through habit or custom, i.e., VO[!OS". Within the 

context of the rhetoric of the period, it )s safe to say that if it moves like a 

KL vm8os-, it is a KL vm8os-. It is on this premise that, in In Timarchum, Aeschines 

accuses Demosthenes of being effeminate, of not being able to tell whether he is 

man or woman under his soft white shirts, ETTEL KaL TTEPL Tf\S" LlT][!OCJ8E.vous-

Emuvu[!(as-, ou KaKwS" imo Tf\S" cp~fl T]S", ciA.A' oux imo Tf\S" TL T8T]s-, BaTaA.o:;-357 

rrpoc:rayopEuETm, E~ civav8pCas- Kat KLVm8Cas- EvEyK<i[lEVOS" Touvo[!a.358 

Aeschines calls Demosthenes a sexual degenerate again in De falsa legatione, EV 

rrawl. flEV yap wv EKA.~8T] 8L' aLCJXpoupyCav nva KaL KLvm8Cav BaTaA.o:;-,359 

referring to the corrupted (and lewd) nickname once more. In the bitter political 

struggles that engulfed the orators, no ammunition was too strong for their 

attempts to discredit their opponents, and calling into question a rival's sexuality, 

i.e., suggesting that he subjects himself habitually to the passive (feminine) role in 

a relationship and is, therefore, a sexual deviant, was a powerful weapon. 

Accusing someone of being a KC vm8os- conjured up complex and detailed 

associations in the minds of those whom the speaker is trying to persuade.360 In 

357 Cantarella (1992: 4 7) states that BciTaAoS' is a derivative of BcinaAoS', from 6 BciTTOS', the 

Stammerer. BciTaAOS' is synonymous with 6 rrpwKTOS', which means 'anus', thus implying that 

Demosthenes was a passive homosexual. This is an obvious corruption of the nickname given to 

the orator by his nurse because of a childhood speech defect. 

358 Aeschines I, In Timarchum, 131. See Dover (1978: 75-76); Foucault (1984: 207-248, vol. 2). 

For further discussion on the KLVGLOOS' see Winkler (1990b: 45-54). See Davidson (1997: 168-

169). Davidson, however, wishes to deny the exclusive association of KLVGLOOS' with passive 

homosexuality . 
359 Aeschines 11, Deja/sa /egatione, 99. 

360 See Fox (1998: 9ff.) on the rhetorical power of the term, particularly with regard to Socrates' 

use of it in Plato's Gm·gias 494c-e. 
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the case of Aeschines' smearing ofDemosthenes in In Timarchum, the very basis 

of the speech is the perverse and despicable (sexual) behaviour of the self

prostituting Timarchus. The assembled jury were already poised to hear tales of 

debauchery and neglect, and the insinuation about Demo~thenes' sexuality could 

hardly have been missed. 

In In Timarchum, Aeschines paints a verbal picture of the degenerate 

Timarchus' behaviour, comparing his unsightly bodily movements and 

characteristics, which include jumping about the Assembly, with the controlled 

and revered behaviour of Solon and the me~ of his time. .l:Kbj;aa8E 8~, w av8pES' 

'A8TjVQLOL, OCJOV 8wcpEpEL 6 L:6A.wv Tqlcipxou KQL oL av8pES' EKELVOL wv OALY4-J 

npoTEpov E:v TQ A.Oycv E!1V~CJ8T]v. EKELVOL llEV yE 1JaxvvovTo E~w T~v XELpa 

EXOVTES' AEYEL V' OUTOCJL 8E. ou 1TclAaL' ciAA.a TIPWTJV TIOTE p(tj;as eot llclTLOV 

yu11vos E:nayKpaTLa(Ev E:v Tn EKKAT]CJLQ., o1hw KaKws KaL ataxpws 8wKEL!1Evos 

TO aw11a uno !lE8T]s Kai ~8EA.upCas WCJTE Tous yE d! cppovoDvTas 

E:yKaA.ut);aa8m, ataxuv8EvTas unE.p T~S' n6A.Ews, Et TOLOUTOLS' au11~ouA.oLs 

XPW!lE8a.3 61 By Aeschines' account, Timarchus' body should not even be gazed 

upon by decent men, it being a true reflection of his corrupt and perverted nature. 

This is a man who prostitutes himself, engages in indecent sexual acts, and knows 

no moderation; his vices are not only physical but moral, as he neglects his duties 

as a son and as a citizen. The decrepit and weakened body is a natural reflection 

of the corrupt and perverted soul. This stereotype of the prostitute and sexual 

degenerate had already been comically depicted in Aristophanes' Nubes of 423, 

where Right Logic is praising the values of old, listing the traits of the previous 

generation and contrasting them to the decadence promoted by Wrong Logic. 

Among other things, the Athenians of yesteryear would never strut around 

wantonly, prostituting themselves as they prepare for their lovers, and behaving in 

a way which calls for the punishment of having a radish thrust up one's 

361 Aeschines I, In Timarchum, 26. 
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'fundament', i.e., as if being found guilty of the act of adultery, ou8' av [l.UAUK~V 
cpupaaci[l.EVOS T~v cpwv~v npos Tov EpaaT~v/ auTos EauTov npoaywyEuwv TOLS 

ocp8aA[lOL S' E ~ci8L(Ev ,/ ouo, clVEAE<J8aL 8EL TIVOUVT, E~i)v KaL KEcpcit..mov 

pacpav'i8os .362 In this play Aristophanes gives his audi~nce a long and detailed 

description of the effeminate, weak and unheroic contemporary man whose body 

should be kept covered up, as should his nature. 

The description of a person's stride and gait is accepted as a reflection of 

one's nature or personality. Indeed, walking is one example of how the body can 

be 'read' as a physiognomic expressi~p of the man's mental and spiritual 

characteristics.363 In Pseudo-Aristotle's Physiognomonica, where the reader is 

treated to numerous explanations of the physical manifestation of the nature of the 

soul, most of the physical traits described are non-manipulable, i.e., they cannot 

be altered consciously by the individual. However, walking, which is not a static 

physical trait, is also addressed. In 808a, the reader is told that the KL vm8os has 

bad eyes and knock-knees, his head tilted to the right, with his hands upturned and 

limp, and he walks in one of two ways - . his hips either wiggle or are held 

rigidly, KLVaC8ou O"llflELa OflflU KaTaKEKAU<JflEVov, yovuKpoTos· EYKAL<JELS Ti)S 

8LTTaL, ~ [l.EV TIEpLVEUOVTOS, ~. 8E KpaTOUVTOS T~V oacpvv· KaL TWV O[l[l.ClTWV 

TIE pl ~AEt\JELS' OLOS a V Elll LlLOVU<JLOS' 6 O"OcpWT~S ,364 Interestingly' the 

Physiognomonica does not describe the walk of the ideal, or even the average, 

citizen, but that of the social and sexual deviant. Later in the same work, the 

author describes the physiognomic traits of female animals, who are by their 

nature more evil, in comparison to those of the noble male. The female's physical 

characteristics correspond neatly to those of the KL vm8os. Like the effeminate 

362 Aristophanes, Nubes 979-981. 
363 Evans 1969. For detailed discussions of physiognomies, and the physiognomies ofwalking in 
patticular, which focus on a later historical period (second-centmy CE), see Gleason (1990) and 
(1995). It should be noted that the physiognomic interpretations of walking in the classical period 
continue through to the second centmy CE and beyond. See also Barton (1994). 
364 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808a 12- 16. See page 106 for the up-turned hands of the 
Kl.vm8os. 
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male, female animals are knock-kneed, weak and fleshy, ciAA.a 11-~v Kat T08E 

8f)AOV, OTL EKa<JTOV E:v EKaCJT4J YE VEL 8f)Au appEVOS IJ.LKpOKEcpaAWTEpov ECJTL KQL 

KQL aTTAEUpOTEpci ECJTL, Tel TE LCJXLa KQL TOUS llTJPOUS TTEpwapKOTEpa n0v 

cipp€vwv, yovuKpoTa 8E Kat Tas KV~IJ.as AETTTas EXOVTa, Tous TE TT68as 

YEVVaLOH~ pav, d VEUpOTEpa 8E KQL IJ.QAQKWTEpa, uypOTE pms aap~i 

KEXPTJIJ.EVa.365 This feminine body type is more shapely than the male, but is not 

representative of the noble character of the high born, as the male body is . In ,. 
813a, the author again refers to the walk of women and the effeminate, stating oL 

8E TOLS TTOCJLV E:~ECJTpaiJ.IJ.EVOLS TTopEUOIJ.EVOL Kai Ta'Ls KV~flaLS 8T]AELms· 

civacpEpETm ETTL Tas yuva'LKas .366 Like other physical deviations attributed to the 

KLvm8os, being knock-kneed or having feet or legs that turn outward would affect 

an individual's manner of walking, creating an impression of an unbalanced and 

unstable gait. The build and softness of the feminine body, as well as the 

feminine body-type ofthe K(vm8os, physiologically demand a feminine gait. 

The effeminate wiggle or restrained shuffle of the KL vm8os are very far 

from the easy, confident stride of the Athenian citizen. A fragment of the late

fifth-century comic poet Phrynichus illustrates the direct link postulated between 

a subservient and subordinate nature and how a man walks, ~ yap TTOAL TTJS 

ciya86s, ws Eu ot8 ' E:yw,/ Koux uTToTayds E:~ci8L(Ev, WCJTTEP NLK(a:;-.367 The 

reference to Nicias is appropriate considering the military disaster in Sicily, which 

brought defeat and humiliation to the Athenians. As in Plutarch's description of 

the traitor Alcibiades, the failed general Nicias is given a dubious physical 

demeanour. The subordination described by Phrynichus brings forth images of 

365 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 809b4-ll. 
366 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 813al4-15. 
367 Phrynichus, Fragmenta 62 (Kassel-Austin). This reference to Nicias corresponds with 
Plutarch's description of him in his Vitae Parallelae, where he is referred to as ci8apCJ~S. lacking 
in courage (e.g. Nicias IV.6), and in general is depicted as being of questionable character, hiding 
his true nature behind the trappings of wealth and (initial) success. 
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the sexually submissive male whose walk is testimony to his nature, a nature 

which ultimately leads to a shameful end for the individual, the citizen body and 

the city itself. 

Any physical trait associated with a i<L vm8os; would be reviled and 

mocked, and Aristophanic comedy is full of ridicule of the effeminate, sexually 

questionable man. The contemporary man of leisure moves accordingly, he is 

soft and graceful but far from embodying goodness or manhood.368 In the Vespae 

the comedian depicts young pretty men swaggering around with feminine gaits 

while others gape and are duped by their appearance, ihav ELCJEA.8ov f.LELpciKLOV 
( 

CJOL KaTcirruyov, XmpEOU utos-,1 w8L 8w~cis- 8LaKLVTj8ELS' TQ CJWf.LaTL KaL 

Tpu<PEpa8ELS'.369 In this instance both the KaTcirruywv and those who are charmed 

by him are subjected to the comedian's jests as he inflames the disdain the 

majority of his audience must feel for these men and their lifestyle.370 

Aristophanic descriptions are not limited to simply calling someone a sexual 

degenerate, but include graphic name-calling which refers to particular physical 

characteristics. 371 The link between these physical traits and the walk of a 

KL vm8os-, as described in the Physiognomonica, can be easily imagined - an 

unusually large behind or phallus would cause the wiggle, whereas someone 

accused of being CJTEVOS' would have a repressed gait. The comic costumes that 

accentuated these physical deformities, e.g., by adding extra padding behind and 

strapping on a large floppy phallus in front (not to mention the implications of 

possibly donning a light coloured mask), little doubt is left as to the physicality of 

368 Fehr 1979: 12. 
369 Aristophanes, Vespae 687-688 ; the straddling walk with legs striding far apart can also be 
found in Aristophanes, Equites 77 (where, in the next line, the play on words suggests the anus 
being in an infmite darkness, Toa6v8E 8' mhou ~~Jla 8w~E~TJKOTOS' I 6 TTptuKTOS' ECJTLV 
a1n6xpTJJ1 ' Ev Xa6aL). 
370 Fehr (1979: 12) suggests that the 'Leichtigkeit' of the leisure class as seen in Aristophanic 
comedies, which includes actors both walking and dancing, not only reflects their social standing 
but also is something that the audience gains pleasure from watching. He continues by 
acknowledging the conflict that exists between 'light movement' and the easy life it represents and 
the 'strong movement' of the idealised citizen. Inevitably, the former is seen as contemptuous and 
the conspicuous display of luxury and softness despised, while the latter is perceived as desirable. 
371 Cantarella 1992: 46-48. 
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the KC vm8os. These props undoubtedly caused the actors to wiggle when they 

walked, an action they might have exaggerated even further for comic effect.372 

An example of Aristophanes' mockery can be found in Equites where Paphlagon 

and the Sausage Seller have an exchange whose innuendo \mplies that the two are 

KC vm8oL, able to manipulate their sexual body parts and suffering from sexual 

degeneracy. KA.. Kal. v~ b.[' l.m6 yE 8E~LOTllTOS T~S Efl~S/ 8uvaf!m TTOLELV Tov 

Indeed, the very ability to control the contractions or enlargement of the anus 

symbolises the usage of that orifice and the passive homosexuality that is implied. ,· 
Certainly this physical flexibility would have altered the gait of those affected, 

walking in one manner while contracted, another while enlarged. Another 

example is found in the Acharnenses, where Aristophanes refers to the babbling 

son of Cleinias, i.e., Alcibiades, by his large anus, TOLS VEOL<JL 8' EupuTTpWKTOS 

KaL A.ciA.os xw KA.Ew(ou,374 not very subtly referring to his reputation as an 

effeminate and a KLvm8os. Again, in the debate between Wrong Logic and Right 

Logic in the Nubes, Aristophanes uses the comic description of the wide-assed to 

mock all of Athens, saying that counsellors, tragedians, orators, and the audience 

itself are children of EupuTTpWKToL.375 Indeed, from this comic accoun,t it would 

seem that all men and their offspring are guilty of giving into the pleasures of the 

body, thus fitting the role of the morally weak and naturally corruptible. Another 

such example can be found in Aristophanes' Vespae where the chorus, when 

praising the manly manner of generations past, goes so far as to refer to the youths 

of the time as EupuTTpwKTOS, thus leaving no question as to their corrupt nature 

that leaves them open to sexual deviancy.376 An alternative term to EupuTTpwKTOS 

found in Aristophanic comedy to describe the disgraceful and weak male is 

372 See Winkler (1990a). 
373 Aristophanes, Equites 719-721. 
374 Aristophanes, Acharnenses 716. (See also 843 .) 
375 Aristophanes, Nubes 1090. 
376 Aristophanes, Vespae 1070. 
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A.aKKorrpwKTOS', the loose-m·sed or literally the 'cistern-arsed', which is what 

Strepsiades calls his son Pheidippides in Nubes as he throws insults at him for 

hitting his father, a wholly unacceptable action by Athenian norms.377 

It is not only the arse which is subject to de~ailed description by 

Aristophanes, but the phallus as well_378 A man with a large phallus can be 

presumed to walk differently from one with a small one. In Right Logic's 

discussion in the Nubes on the contrast between the noble Athenian ancestors and 

the morally corrupt youths of the day, the audience is given a description of the 

physical traits of the honourable youths of the past, which include having a small 
' 

phallus, rrocr8rw f.LLKpciv, as opposed to the youths of the present, who are 

endowed with large, animalistic phalloi, KwA.fjv flEyciA.T]v .379 The overall picture is 

one of fit, healthy, sexually pure ancestors as opposed to the feeble, undisciplined 

men of the present. The physiology of the soft, enlarged KaTam)ywv or KL vm8os

would necessitate a gait and pace different from the athletic, contained ideal of the 

Athenian male. 

While comedy offers a ridiculous picture of the KaTmn)ywv or KL vm8os-, 

this is still a reflection, if a distorted one, of commonplace prejudices. As 

illustrated above, the references to the distinctive walk of the effeminate male (as 

well as other types of deviations from the ideal gait and pace) are found in various 

sources, comic and other. A further, and later, example of the condemnation of 

effeminate behaviour is seen in Plutarch's Moralia where he tells of the Argive 

king Lacydes who was slandered as being effeminate due to a hair arrangement 

and a too delicate walk, oTov AaKU8T]v Tov 'Apydwv ~aCJLAEa KOf.LT]S' TLS' 

377 Aristophanes, Nubes 1330. See Henderson (1991: 209-215). 
378 On the comic phallus see Pickard-Cambridge (1988 : 220-223); and Hawley (1998: 85-86), 
who suggests that the distorted costumes of comedy both alienate the (male) audience from the 
actors as well as unite them through the sign of the phallus. 
379 Aristophanes, Nubes 1014-1018. 
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ovTa.380 It is not unusual for non-Athenians, and non-Greeks, to be judged by 

Athenian standards and have Athenian social norms projected onto their 

behaviour. In this instance, however, it is not umeasonable to assume that an 

effeminate demeanour was also despised by the Argives~8I Once again, the gait 

which deviates from the physical ideal is condemned, and the individual guilty of 

it suspected of having a dubious nature. 

4.4 Lame, limping and walking with a cane 

There is an additional aspect to b~ considered when discussing a man's 

walk, and that is whether he can do so unaided. It has already been established 

that the able bodied, model citizen had a slow, graceful gait and that he needed no 

assistance when walking. The physical ideal was based on a citizen/hoplite who 

could be a productive member of that society and fight for it in battle if necessary. 

The deformed and disabled were judged according to these societal requirements 

and their varying inability to meet them.382 Not all citizens were blessed with the 

good-fortune of physical fitness and inevitably there were those who were lame or 

crippled, who needed a crutch or a prop, or who could not walk at all. It is clear 

from the orations that carrying a certain type of cane, as opposed to the socially 

acceptable staff often seen depicted in civic scenes, 383 was not approved of and 

was associated with other negative traits like fast walking and loud talking. It 

seems, however, that the combination of fast walking and cane carrying precludes 

any serious physical damage. One would have to assume that, in instances where 

these two traits are present, i.e., when the cane carrier is also a fast walker, the 

380 Plutarch, De capienda ex inimicis utilitate VI.34. 
381 By contrast, the Persians, as depicted by the Greeks, seem to have been more tolerant of 
effeminate behaviour, or what the Greeks perceived as effeminate comportment. For example, see 
Hall (1989: 127, 209-210). 
382 Vlahogiannis 1998: 16. See also Garland (1995). 
383 Citizens carrying staffs can be seen on Attic vases depicting civic scenes. It should be noted 
that there appears to be an obvious difference between the crooked canes of the aged and lame and 
the elegant staffs of able-bodied citizens. See, for example, Boardman (1989), Hoppins (1919), 
and Stewart (1997). 
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cane is more for cosmetic purposes than due to insurmountable physical necessity. 

Furthermore, the cane which receives a critical description must have been 

perceived as differing from the citizen's typical staff in such a way as to provoke 

disapproval. Nonetheless, even when the carrying of a canetwas due to physical 

disability, as might be the case with a significant number of returning veterans, 

the imperfection is still disdained. Whether acquired through injury or the result 

of natural causes, deviations from the ideal are subject to criticism and censure. 

As mentioned above, in Contra Pantaenetum 52 the audience is told that 

Nicobulus carries a cane, ~aKTT]p(av <j>opEL, a description which has negative ,. 

implications. Indeed, it is this type of cane, the ~aKTT]pLa, which appears in 

negative descriptions, as is also seen below in the portrayal of Lysias' invalid. 

The derogatory meaning which is attributed to this example of cane carrying 

suggests that in this context the cane is a deviation from the ideal democratic 

behaviour. There is apparently an identifiable distinction between acceptable and 

unacceptable canes or staffs, those that fall into the latter category being carried 

by the ill, the aged, or the Spartans and philo-Laconians.384 None of these 

associations is complimentary; the first two are representative of weakness and 

frailty, whereas the third is symbolic of a lifestyle which lay in stark opposition to 

Athenian democratic ideals and reality. In fact, a staff could be seen as a weapon, 

the carrying of which was prohibited within the confines of Athens. 385 An 

Athenian who carried such a prop could be the subject of criticism and disdain 

and, should he find himself involved in litigation, his opponents would no doubt 

try to use such a physical description to portray him in an unfavourable light. 

Inappropriate cane carrying can be negatively associated with the long-haired, 

unwashed, Socratising, Laconian-mad, as is (comically) attested in Aristophanes' 

384 For example, the ~aKTTJpLa appears in the hands of old men in Aristophanes' Acharnenses 
682 . In Thucydides VIII.lxxxiv.2, the Spartan general Astyochus raised his ~aKTTJpLa against 
Dorieus, who was demanding the pay due to his sailors. Smith (1935: 337) states that he carried 
this cane " ... according to the custom of Spartan generals." 
385 See Herman (1994, 1995); van Wees (1998). 
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Aves 1280-1285.386 rrpLv ~E:v yap olKLam aE T~v8E T~v rr6A.w,/ E:A.aKu.wo~civouv 

aTTaVTES' av8pwTTOL TOTE,/ E KO~WV ETTE L vwv E pp{mwv EO"WKpaTouv/ O"KUTclAL, 

E:<P6pouv' VUVL 8, lJTTOO"TpEljJavTES' au/ opvL8o~aVOUO"L' TTclVTa 8, UTTO TllS' 

~8ovfls-/ TTOLOUO"LV CITTEP opvL8Es- EK~L~OU~EVOL ·387 H~rdly ~he idealised image of 

the serene, composed Athenian citizen. 

In the case of the cane's being a necessity due to a deformity or handicap, 

the negative reaction to physical defects remains. In a society where merely 

having a quick gait is derided, the prospect of a deeper and more tangible defect is 

abhorred. Perhaps the most notorious cripple suffering from lameness is ,. 

Philoctetes, who suffers alone and in agony on the island of Lemnos. The 

gangrenous wound which was the result of a snake bite causes his abandonment, 

his complete rejection from a society which cannot bear to hear, see, or smell the 

diseased and deformed man. Philoctetes is the ultimate example of the 

marginalisation and rejection of the deformed by the physically whole. Indeed, 

the centrality of the issue can be seen through the fact that Sophocles wrote an 

entire play around this theme. 

In Athens, there existed a system of state support for poor, disabled 

citizens. Lysias XXIV, frrEp ToD d8vvdTov, represents a claim for this public 

assistance and exemplifies the Athenian treatment of the physically deformed, in 

this instance a man who needs two canes to walk, 8uo'Lv ~aKTTJpLmv xpw~m.388 

The litigation for which this oration was composed revolves around an attempt to 

strike the speaker from the list of those who receive the state assistance of one 

obol due to their disability. The Aristotelian 'Aeryva{wv TTOAL re{a also refers to 

such a system, in this instance the sum received being that of two obols . 

.6.oKL~a(EL 8E: KaL Tous- ci8uvaTous- ~ ~ovA.~· vo~os- yap E:aTw os KEAEVEL Tous-

386 In Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae 266-279 we are given a description of the women dressing up 
as men, taking their husbands' Laconian shoes, etc., and leaning on sticks, mimicking the way of 
the country men. 
387 Aristophanes, Aves 1280-1285. 
388 Lysias XXIV, rrrEp TOV d8vvdTOu, 12. 
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f1T]8Ev Epyov E:pyci(Ea8m 8oKLf.ici(ELv flEV T~v ~ouA~v, 8L86vm 8E: 8T]f10a(q 

Tpo<P~v 8Vo o~oAOUS' E:KciaTcv T~S' ~f1EpaS".389 It should be noted that the amount 

given was a paltry amount which would have been much less than what a 

physically able man could earn from a day's labour. 390 Fm;:thermore, while the 

practice of supporting the disabled appears progressive and liberal-minded, and 

indeed the speaker appears grateful for the allowance the state has given him, 

inclusion on the list of invalids results in political and social marginalisation, as 

only the physically able can hold state office. The physically disabled lose their 

full rights as Athenian citizens. One of the arguments used in order to keep ,. 

himself on the list is that should it be decided that he is able-bodied, then he is 

free to run for the archonship, a concept that must have been reviled by the 

listening (and voting) citizens.39I Athens' crippled and disabled citizens were 

seen, and saw themselves, as an underclass, who, due to their deviant 

physicalities, could not exist as equals to the physically able. 

An early example of the disdain felt towards the physically deformed is 

found in the Ilias, where there is a physical description of Thersites, who babbled 

disorderly tales against kings in order to make the Argives laugh. He suffered not 

only from a devilish nature, but also from physical grotesqueness, a'LaXLaTOS' 8E: 

av~p UTTO "IALOV ~A8E'/ <Po/...KOS' ET]V, XWAOS' 8' ETEpov TT08a· TC.D 8E OL Wf.iW/ 

KUpTVJ, ETTL aT~8os auvoxwKOTE' a-lm:lp UTTEp8E/ <Po~OS' ETJV KE<PaA~v, l!;E8v~ 8' 

ETTEv~vo8E AclXVTJ.392 Ironically, the lame Thersites gets hit upon the back with 

Agamemnon's aK~TTTpov (staff) by the physically fit warrior Odysseus.393 The 

man who meets the ~deal requirements of a heroic physicality, for whom a staff is 

389 [Aristotle], 'A8Tjva{wv TTOAL rda XLIX A. 
390 Garland (1995: 35-36) states that the sum paid changed, from the one obol mentioned in 
Lysias XXIV, to the two obols of the Aristotelian 'A81Jva{wv TTOALTda (c. 330), and, by the time 
of Philochoros (third century), five obols. 
391 Lysias XXIV, rrrEp roD riowdrov, 13. 
392 Homer, Jlias II. 216-219. See Goldhill (1998: 105-106) on this description ofthe "most 
shameful of the Achaeans" who he compares to the Homeric descriptions ofthe beautiful bodied 
warriors such as Achilles (IIias XXI.108), Hector (1/ias XXII.370-371) and Odysseus (Odyssea, 
XXIII.163). 
393 Homer, Ilias II. 243-245. 
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a superfluous (but acceptable) prop, uses this very instrument to abuse the 

crippled man, who would require a crutch for the basic and necessary movements 

of walking. 

The Athenians were very aware of an ideal physical~beauty and perfection, 

and radical departures from these were not easily tolerated. If the merely ugly or 

ungraceful were persecuted, then surely the deformed suffered more severely. 

This being the case, a justification for the existence of physical disability needed 

to be found. Indeed, this type of bodily misfortune was attributed to the workings 

of a displeased god, the handicapped child being considered the punishment for 
' 

sinful parents. 394 Once deformity is placed in the hands of the divine, that society 

is then free to disassociate the imperfections from its own physicality. Had the 

parents of the unfortunate cripple not sinned, then the deformity would not have 

appeared. The crippled child will be excluded from productive and acceptable 

society, a harsh punishment for parents who transgress the norms of this society 

and, more importantly, disregard the will of their gods. 

Physical deformity in the average citizen resulted, in most instances, in 

social and political marginalisation.J95 Indeed, only in the most exceptional of 

cases could disability be successfully overcome. Demosthenes, for example, may 

have been such an exception, as it has been suggested that the orator himself 

suffered from physical deformity, in the form of birthmarks and a speech 

impediment.396 In certain (very rare) instances deformity could be seen as a sign 

of an exceptional being, as a divine sign that this individual has been marked 

apati from the rest. In respect to lameness, while the handicap might be the result 

of a lesser limb, the leg being weaker, shorter or less straight, it could also be seen 

as a positive sign which liberated the lame from the confines of straight, linear 

walking.397 For the lame use a non-linear motion as they walk, rolling their 

394 Garland 1995: 59-61 ; Vlahogiannis 1998:29-33. 
395 Vlahogiannis 1998: 19. 
396 Evans 1969: 51. See footnote 357. 
397 Vernant 1982: 21. 
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deformed legs in a manner that suggests the completion of the circular form. 398 

Indeed, in the case where both legs are lame, a symmetry remains, as is the case 

with the Greek god Hephaestus who would have had a gait which required both 

legs to move in a circular motion in order to propel him~elf forward. While the 

lame are unquestionably deformed and unsightly, there exists an alternative 

interpretation of this physical discrepancy, should circumstances and personal 

initiative demand that the alternative be considered. 

Perhaps the most telling instance of lameness and the duality it can 

represent is that of Hephaestus. It must be noted, however, that Hephaestus ,. 

cannot be seen as a model by which to judge human deformity due to his being 

divine . Nonetheless, it can be argued that the attributing of traits of human 

deformity to a god is a device by which a society comes to terms with the physical 

imperfections that deviate from their ideal. The lame god Hephaestus, although 

himself the subject of mockery within the community of the gods, is still praised 

for his craftsmanship and proves himself a cunning diplomat. In the Ilias, Homer 

tells how he defused an argument between Hera and Zeus by interrupting to pour 

wine for all the gods, thus causing them to laugh at his ungraceful movements as 

he limped about, Q<J~E<JTOS' 8' ap' E:vwpTO YEAWS' [WKclpE<J<JL 8EOL<JLV,/ WS' t 8ov 

" H<PawTov 8u:l 8wrwTa TTOL rrvvovTa. 399 Knowing that he would cause a comic 

diversion, the god subjects himself to this humiliation and succeeds in breaking 

the tension between his divine mother and Zeus. The comic image of the lame 

god serving wine results in a night of feasting, with Zeus and Hera later 

reconciled. Hephaestus suffers as a result of his deformity, but he is not left 

entirely without vindication. In the Odyssea, the lame god is shunned by 

Aphrodite, whom he had already won as his bride despite his physical deformity, 

in favour of the beautiful Ares, yet it is he who has the last word as he ensnares 

them while they sleep in his bed. ZED rrciTEP ~8' aAA.oL [!ciKapES' 8EOL aLEV 

398 Vernant 1982: 21. 
399 Homer, Jlias I. 599-600. 
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Even though he succeeds in punishing Aphrodite for her unfaithfulness, he still is 

aware that the gods will laugh at him and his misfortune. Nonetheless, the slow 

and lame manages to ensnare the beautiful, yet sinful. 401 In this same passage it is 

made clear that it is not due to Hephaestus' deficiencies that he is lame, as in his 

frustration he states the generally accepted justification for a malformed child, 

that it is the parents who are to blame, chap ou TL fl-OL a'L nos- aA.A.oc;- ,/ a AA. a ToKf]E ,. 
8uw, TW [1~ ydvaCJ8aL ocpEAAOv.402 Even the great goddess Hera has produced a 

lame offspring, who in turn proves his capabilities despite his physical handicap. 

Yet, despite his accomplishments, Hephaestus is, nonetheless, marginalised 

within his community. That a lame god even exists suggests the possibility that, 

while most lame men and women are shunned and rejected, there were those 

afflicted by lameness who would be considered exceptions, perhaps singled out 

by the divine. 

The disallowing of disabled men from holding office appears to have been 

relaxed or over-ridden if circumstances demanded it. 403 Pausanias, writing in the 

second-century CE, tells of how the lame Medon, the first archon, was allowed to 

rule Athens because of the decision by the priestess of the Delphic oracle, and 

despite the protests ofNeileus who refused to have a cripple rule over him. "ETECJL 

8E. ou noAA.o'ls UCJTEpov ME.8wv KaL NELAEUS' npECJ~UTaTOL Twv K68pou na(8wv 

ECJTaCJLaCJav 1mf.p Tf]c;- cipxf]s-, KaL ouK EcpaCJKEV 6 NELAEUS' civE.(ECJ8m 

~aCJLAEVOflEVOS' uno Tou ME.8ovToc;-, on 6 ME.8wv Tov ETEpov ~v Twv no8wv 

400 Homer, Odyssea, VIII. 306-311 . 
401 See Homer, Ilias IX, 502-507 which has Prayer as lame and Sin as strong footed , the former 
following the latter to try to heal the hUit it has caused. 
402 Homer, Odyssea, VIII . 311-312. 
403 See Garland (1995: 32, 40). 
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ME8ovn ~ TTu8Ca ~a<JLAELav T~v 'A8rwaCwv.404 Of course, any testimony 

coming from a source as late as Pausanias cannot be accepted as an exact, or even 

reliable, tell.ing of events. Nonetheless, this reference is useful in demonstrating 

both the negative reaction to the idea of having a laxp.e ruler, as well as the 

existence of the possibility that such physical disabilities can, on extremely rare 

occasions, be overcome. In this instance it is by divine will that the exceptional 

acceptance of leadership is allowed. Another late description of a lame man 

overcoming his congenital handicap and obtaining political J>OWer and social 

acceptance is Plutarch's account (which concurs with Xenophon's version in ,. 
Hellenica III.iii.3-4) of the Spartan king Agesilaus, who despite his lameness was 

appointed king of Sparta in the place of Leotychides, allegedly the illegitimate 

offspring of Alcibiades and king Agis' wife Timaea.4os The prophecy that was 

meant to derail Agesilaus' rise to the throne, <Ppci(Eo 8~ L;ncipn], KaL nEp 

TIOAEf.10Lo,406 is what in fact legitimised his reign. While the assumption was that 

it was Agesilaus who was the lame ruler, it is Leotychides' accession which was 

the xwA.~ ~a<JLAELa, he not being a direct descendant of Heracles and, therefore, 

unfit to be king. Indeed, we can see here how the sin of the mother, Timaea, 

results in the child, Leotychides, being considered lame, albeit in this instance 

without a physical manifestation. 

Philip of Macedon is another example of a leader suffering from lameness, 

in this case the result of an injury in war.407 In De corona Demosthenes asks 

Aeschines what counsel was needed by Athens from its advisors in face of the 

conquering enemy Philip, who was prepared to suffer bodily mutilation in order 

to retain his honour and reputation, E:wpwv 8' a{m)v Tov <PCA.L nnov, npos- ov ~v 

404 Pausanias, Graeciae descriptio VII.ii.1 . 
405 Plutarch, Agesilaus, III-IV. See Garland (1995: 40). See below, section 4.5. 
406 Plutarch, Agesilaus, III.7; for a similar version see Pausanias, Graeciae descriptio III.viii.9 . 
407 Philip also had only one eye, see Plutarch, Alexander, III.l. Vlahogiannis 1998: 19, 29. 
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~1.1-LV 6 ciywv, imE:p cipx~s KaL 8uvacndas TOV o<P8aAI.l-OV EKKEKOI.l-1.1-EVOV, T~V 

KAELV KaTEayoTa, T~v XE'Lpa, To <JKEAOS' TTETTT]PWI.l-Evov, miv o n ~ouA.T]8ELT] 

1.1-ETa TLI.l-~S' Kat 86(T]s (~v;408 Philip's lameness, as well asthis other wounds and 

disabilities, are not physical characteristics that have been present since birth and 

do not, therefore, carry the same implications as a birth defect. Nonetheless, 

disabilities obtained later in life can still be seen as divine punishment or 

identification, incurred as a result of specific actions or behaviour. In this 

example, Demosthenes uses Philip's disfigurements as proof of his courage and ,. 

determination in battle, evidence of a leader who is prepared to sacrifice his body 

for the higher cause of military success and honour. Even so, the reader is made 

aware of the importance of physical wholeness, as its sacrifice is considered huge, 

if sometimes necessaty for success. 

The sources tend to highlight the exceptional cases of a deformed ruler 

achieving honour and position, thus illustrating how on rare occasions the inferior 

physical state is not a reflection of an underdeveloped or warped mental state. 

These examples seem to prove the rule, however, and the belief in the relationship 

between physically deformity and a deficient nature remains intact. Indeed, not 

all lame rulers have surmounted their handicap, their lameness being both of body 

and of nature. Herodotus tells of another lame man who acceded to the throne 

and continued his family's kingship, Battus of the Theran colony of Kyrene, 

8LE8E(aTo 8E: T~v ~a<JLAT]L Y]V Tou 'ApKE<JLAEW 6 rra'Ls BciTTOS', xwA.os TE Ewv Kat 

ouK cipTL rrous ,409 himself the descendant of Battus the stutterer, another physically 

defective leader.410 This lame king was less successful than his stuttering 

ancestor, however, and he saw the dismantling of his realm. In this instance, the 

physical lameness conforms to the stereotype and can be seen to be a 

408 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 67. 
409 Herodotus IV .161.1. 
410 Garland 1995: 97. 
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manifestation of an inherent weakness and a substandard nature. Not only was 

Battus physically unfit, he also lacked the mental and spiritual fitness to preserve 

his kingdom. 411 

As discussed above, physical deformities, espec~ally those resulting in 

lameness, affect the manner in which one walks. Due to his physical disabilities 

the lame man cannot adopt the ideal gait and pace even if he were inclined to do 

so. The act of carrying a cane, even when it is not for purely physical reasons, 

changes one's walk by the very simple fact that it adds a third (artificial) leg or 

takes the place of a lost limb. While ther~ are undoubtedly varying degrees of 

dependency on the cane, all of them would create an asymmetrical and less 

controlled stagger. In the event that the lame do not use any form of artificial 

crutch, as in the case of the god Hephaestus, there must exist a sense of balance 

and symmetry in the disabled walk. Still, his walk is non-standard. The image of 

a lame man waddling forth on deformed legs invokes an image of the same sort of 

swaying that is associated with the walk of the KL vm8os-. Like the KL vm8os-, the 

lame are margina!ised within society and are believed to have a questionable 

nature, as is reflected in their deformed physical state. 

4.5 Manipulation 

While undesirable physical traits are attributed to the misfortune of nature, 

this does not mean that they are not beyond manipulation. The orator makes his 

audience aware of the dishonest men who try to manipulate their natural physical 

characteristics to suit their purposes. It is not impossible to hide one's true nature 

tlu·ough the alteration of the physical, and those who believed in and depended on 

the 'science' of physiognomies or who used body language as a tool for 

411 See Vemant (1982) for a discussion, as influenced by the structuralist myth theory of Claude 

Levi-Strauss (1958), of the lameness (or deformity) ofLabdacus, Laius and Oedipus, and the 

tyrannical offspring of the lame Labda, Cypselus and Periander. In both cases the lame 

accomplish the goal of obtaining power but, nonetheless, the line does not persist and ultimately 

the physical imperfection and, therefore, the moral defect, prevail. 



classification needed to be constantly on their guard in order to sniff out 

impostures.412 While the physical traits can be at least temporarily altered, the 

nature of the individual underneath remains. In In Stephanum I, the audience is 

told that Stephanus is a greedy and fickle money-lende~, who kept company only 

with those presently enjoying good fortune and wealth. In this instance, the 

action used to illustrate Stephanus' behaviour as a man who ingratiates himself 

with those he feels he can benefit from is that of walking. CJKOTIELTE 8E, TOV ~(ov 

ov ~E~LWKEV E~ETci(ovTES'. oihos- ycip, ~v(Ka IJ.EV CJUVE~mvEv EUTVXELV 

'ApLCJTOAOX0 T43 TparrE(LTlJ, 'Laa ~a(v~y E:~ci8L(Ev imorrETITWKWS' EKELV<.p, Kal 

Taih' 'LaaCJL rroAA.ol Twv E:v8ci8' ovTwv UIJ.WV .413 The image of a man walking 

alongside another, of changing his gait or pace in order to accommodate the stride 

of him whom he is trying to impress, is a vivid one. In this oration, Stephanus is 

accused of being a profiteer who will do anything to please the rich and powerful, 

but who leaves them if their fortunes change. 414 The money-lender Stephanus 

will even go against his nature to satisfy the vanity of the wealthy and, more 

importantly, to benefit himself. 

We are not told here whether Aristolochus had a fast or slow gait, or 

whether he had a particular way of walking. However, considering the 

description of the usurer in Contra Pantaenetum 55, it seems fair to assume that 

the implication is that Stephanus had a similar, fast gait, whereas Aristolochus had 

the desired slow pace. It would seem likely that the natural walk of a money-

lender was presented as being hurried and crass, in accordance with accepted 

popular prejudices. That Stephanus had to alter his gait in order to accommodate 

Aristolochus implies that a difference in gait did exist, just as there was a 

difference in character. Unlike Nicobulus, however, it seems that Stephanus had 

4 12 A discussion of 'physiognomical deception' of the second-century CE can be found in 
Gleason (1990: 76-81). See Ekman and Friesen (1969a) on psychotherapeutic techniques for 
detecting "leakage and deception clues". 
413 Demosthenes XLV, In Stephanum I, 63. 
414 In Plutarch, Defortuna Romanorum Ill, a personification of Virtue and Fortune is found; the 
gait of Virtue is unhun-ied whereas Fortune moves hastily. 



an easier time going against nature and was recognised as one who would change 

his manner in order to benefit from perceived similarities. From the tone of the 

oration, this chameleonic trait was not looked upon favourably. In Contra 

Pantaenetum 55, the protagonist Nicobulus, trying to present himself most 

positively, tells how he does not go against his nature; that he recognises that he is 

unfortunate and implores his fellow citizens not to judge him on this fact, but 

according to the evidence presented. In contrast, in In Stephanum I, the 

antagonist is presented as a shrewd trickster who alters himself in the pursuit of 

dishonourable ends. 

In the earlier chapter on facial expressiOns, a further example of 

Stephanus' deceitful behaviour is discussed.415 This example is also relevant in a 

consideration of the use of walking and manipulation of non-verbal behaviour in 

this oration, as it is while he walks alongside the walls of the city that Stephanus 

adopts the sullen facial expression. The audience is told that the image that 

Stephanus hopes to project as he walks alongside the walls is that of soundness of 

mind, but in reality he is guilty of misanthropy. The speaker brings to light the 

root of the deception. For someone to project a sullen image despite not suffering 

any misfortune or constraints is indicative of a conscious decision to do so. Ou 

TOLVUV ou8' a TIETIAQCJTaL KaL ~a8((EL Tiapa TOUS' TOLXOUS' EO"KU8pumaKWS', 

aw<PpoaVVT]S' av TLS' ~y~am T' ELKOTWS' ELVaL O"T]j.lELa, ciAA.a j.lLO"av8pwTILQS'.416 

The reason for this, the speaker claims, is that a man who walks simply and 

joyously is approachable, whereas people shrink from approaching and asking 

favours from a sullen or angry-looking man. Theophrastus uses just such 

behaviour in his description of 'ITIEPYJ<Pada, Arrogance, in his Characteres, 

whereby the arrogant man avoids interaction by walking along without chatting 

with those he meets, keeping his eyes down until he has passed, KaL EV TaLS' 

680LS' TIOpEUOj.lEVOS' 1-1~ AQAELV TOLS' EVTuyxcivouaL, KclTUl KEKU<PWS', chav 8€: 

41 5 See page 59. 
416 Demosthenes XLV, In Stephanum I, 68. 



a{m~ 86~1], avw miA.w .417 The unsociable, and presumably arrogant, Stephanus 

does not contribute to the needs of the citizens of Athens, but looks for others' 

misfortune by which he can ruthlessly profit.418 The importance of bodily 

movement is brought to light as the speaker warns his \isteners not to be taken in 

by the physical manner of his opponent. There is an obvious awareness of the 

power of body language and an attempt to deal with it. It is again walking which 

is used to illustrate a deceitful and dishonest nature. The contrast between the 

approachable and unapproachable man is made through the comparative 

descriptions of sullen and joyous walking. The walk seems to be a powerful ,. 
enough bodily movement to be perceived as embodying the character as a whole. 

Again, we are presented with Stephanus' ability to alter his body language and to 

adopt the physical appearance of the desired nature, but we are warned by 

Apollodorus that it is no more than a mask which is covering his true savage and 

cruel manner. 

Manipulation of one's physicality is not considered an honourable act, the 

individual attempting to hide his true bodily nature being perceived as dishonest 

and deceitful. Whatever the motivation, no honourable man should want, or need, 

to alter his physical traits. An interesting, if late, example of failed deception 

through physical manipulation is found in Plutarch's Alcibiades, where he 

discusses the general's defection to the Spartans and, among other things, his 

alterations to his appearance as he tries to assimilate himself into Laconian 

society. However, despite his attempts at manipulating his self-presentation, his 

true nature remains the same, CJUVE~Oj.lOWDCJ8m KaL CJUVOj.lOTTa8E'lv TOLS' 

417 Theophrastus, Characteres, XXIV.8. 
418 Sandys and Paley 1875: 96-97. 
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TIEpCJLK~v flEyaA.mrpbrELav, oux ai.m)v E~LCJTO-S' oihw pq_8(ws Ets ETEpov E~ 

ETEpou TpOTTOV, ou8E: TTQCJav 8EXOflEVOS' T0 ~8EL flETa~oA.~v. d.AA.' OTL T~ <j)UCJEL 

EKELVOLS' CJXfllla KaL TTAclCJfla IWTE8UETO KaL KaTE<j)EuyEv.419 The effeminate and 

dandified Alcibiades of Athens could not exist within the harsh Spartan ideal, and 

this shrewd political survivor is well practised in accommodating the tastes of his 

hosts . For Alcibiades to be accepted, he must alter his ways, shedding the 

softness and ease of his previous behaviour for a lifestyle that will be acceptable 

to the society which will be defining his new identity. Plutarch is clearly 

disdainful of these manoeuvres, warning his reader that the man underneath 

remains the same. The chameleon Alcibiades can alter his physical appearance 

but can do nothing about his true nature. Indeed, it is his corrupt nature which 

allows him so readily to alter his appearance to suit his needs as well as to shift 

his political alliances with such ease. In the various descriptions of the many 

changes of Alcibiades offered in this passage of Plutarch he is never presented in 

the guise of the honourable democratic citizen of Athens, a noble physical state 

which the morfil degenerate must not have been able to achieve.420 With the 

benefit of hindsight, Plutarch uses the description of physical appearance and non

verbal behaviour to portray Alcibiades in the role that history ultimately 

prescribes to him. 

419 Plutarch, Alcibiades, XXIII. 4-5. 
420 Earlier, classical descriptions of Alcibiades are not so damning. For example, in Plato's 

Symposium he is given a speech and is praised by Socrates. Nonetheless, even here he is depicted 

as drunk as well as very beautiful. Even before his failure and treason tarnished his image he was 

known and presented as the pretty, fli11atious party boy. 

149 



TIEpCJLK~V flEyaAOTTpETTELaV, oux ainov E~LCJTCtS' ounu pq.8LWS' ELS' ETEpov E~ 

ETEpou TPOTTOV, ou8E: TTGCJUV 8EXOflEVOS' T0 ~eEL flETa~OA~V, d.AJ...' OTL TlJ <PuaEL 

dandified Alcibiades of Athens could not exist within the harsh Spartan ideal, and 

this shrewd political survivor is well practised in accommodating the tastes of his 

hosts. For Alcibiades to be accepted, he must alter his ways, shedding the 

softness and ease of his previous behaviour for a lifestyle that will be acceptable 

to the society which will be defining his new identity. Plutarch is clearly 

disdainful of these manoeuvres, warni11g his reader that the man underneath 

remains the same. The chameleon Alcibiades can alter his physical appearance 

but can do nothing about his true nature. Indeed, it is his corrupt nature which 

allows him so readily to alter his appearance to suit his needs as well as to shift 

his political alliances with such ease. In the various descriptions of the many 

changes of Alcibiades offered in this passage of Plutarch he is never presented in 

the guise of the honourable democratic citizen of Athens, a noble physical state 

which the moral degenerate must not have been able to achieve.420 With the 

benefit of hindsight, Plutarch uses the description of physical appearance and non

verbal behaviour to portray Alcibiades in the role that history ultimately 

prescribes to him. 

419 Plutarch, A/cibiades, XXIII. 4-5. 
420 Earlier, classical descriptions of Alcibiades are not so damning. For example, in Plato's 

Symposium he is given a speech and is praised by Socrates. Nonetheless, even here he is depicted 

as drunk as well as vety beautiful. Even before his failure and treason tarnished his image he was 

known and presented as the pretty, flirtatious party boy . 

149 



5. BODIL V FUNCTIONS 

This chapter will approach the topic of non-verbal communication from a 

different perspective than the previous ones; rather than considering a particular 
' t 

body part, or even a bodily movement, the focus here will be various bodily 

functions. Of course, it is the verbalisation of these functions which is of interest, 

i.e., how an author uses a bodily function within the text and what symbolism it 

can be understood to represent. For the purpose of this study, three body 

functions will be examined: hiccoughing, sneezing, and spitting. The first two 

will be considered jointly and within the context of their Platonic link in 

Symposium 189a. The third, spitting, will offer further insight into how ritualised 

bodily functions can be deployed in Greek texts. 

A bodily function cannot be detached from its relationship to the body and 

to bodily action, and its symbolism is dependent on this defining aspect. 

Furthermore, the body itself cannot be limited to the purely physical or personal 

and must be seen to exist within the socially defining context of its time. The 

human body can be seen as a symbol of society as a whole, and its functions are 

an expression of both the individual and the collective bodies. To understand the 

ritualised role of bodily functions and fluids, they must be seen as representing 

more than the actions and powers of the body, but also those of society. 421 If the 

body is seen to incorporate a microcosm of society, then its non-verbal (and 

verbal) expressions must be considered in this light. The body is the means by 

which the individual communicates and interacts with society, and the social 

meaning imposed on the body and its behaviour inevitably affects the 

individual. 422 A bodily function, be it conscious or unconscious, intentional or 

unintentional, contrived or not contrived, carries with it the weight of its cultural 

symbolism. The body is much more than a biological organism, but a complex 

421 Douglas 1984: 116. See also Bell (1992: 179-180) for a brief discussion on Douglas' 
'physical body'. 
422 On interaction see Goffman (1963, 1971, 1983); Kendon (1973); Shilling (1993: 82-88). 



social phenomenon created by the society in which it exists. 423 The ancient Greek 

portrayals of hiccoughs, sneezes and spits are more than a listing of physiological 

actions, they are a means to see into the society from which they were created and 

transcribed. Even within a certain society, the bod~ is hot limited to one 

interpretation, and its actions and functions can be expressions with more than 

one meanmg. 

5.1 Hiccoughs and a sneeze: Plato's Symposium 189a 

A study of classical hiccoughs arid sneezing finds its natural point of 

departure in Plato's Symposium 189a, where Aristophanes has his uncontrollable 

attack of the hiccoughs cured by the orderly sneeze, 'EK8E~cij.lEVov ovv EcpYJ 

ELTTE'Lv Tov 'ApwTo<j>civYJ on l(al j.lciA.' brauCJaTo [se. ~ A.uy~], ou j.lEVTOL rrp[v 

YE TOV TTTapj.lOV TTPOCJEVEX8ilvm auT~j, WCJTE j.lE 8auj.lci(ELV EL TO KOCJj.lLOV TOU 

CJ<Dj.laToc;- €m8uj.1EL ToLouTwv tjJocpwv Kal yapyaAL<Jj.lWV, oTov Kal 6 TTTapj.lOS' 

This use of non~verbal behaviour in Plato's Symposium brings forth various 

questions regarding the content and context of this dialogue. Plato's use of non

verbal behaviour, in this instance the hiccough and the sneeze, to support the 

arguments and ideas presented and to advance the sequence of speakers and 

events, should not be dismissed without consideration. The sneeze and hiccoughs 

are investigated here both as independent entities and as inter-dependent acts. 

The reason for this particular occurrence of the hiccoughs, and the subsequent 

sneeze, must be analysed, as must their satiric, comic and dramatic roles. The 

hiccough and the sneeze need to be considered both as symbols and as purely 

physical acts in light of the cultural and physiological understanding and theories 

of antiquity. 

423 Synnott 1993: 4. 
424 Plato, Symposium 189al-6. 
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Both these examples of non-verbal behaviour serve their own purposes 

within the Symposium and were chosen by the author for their particular 

attributes. Whereas the attack of the hiccoughs seems to be accepted and treated 

as a relatively straightforward physical act, the sneeze int~oduces a more complex 

set of questions, both regarding its role as a successful cure of the hiccough and as 

a force in its own right. This bodily function is laden with symbolism, as well as 

being the subject of much physical theorising, both in the context of the 

Symposium and independently of it. The sneeze is more widely referred to in 

Greek classical texts than might be expected, and it carries with it cultural ,. 
significance; it is recognised as an omen, as the expression of the tjJux~, as a 

variation of the nod, and as a divine sign. The existence of these numerous 

interpretations of the sneeze must be taken into consideration when examining 

Plato's use of this potentially spontaneous and independent act (which in this case 

is generated by the poet himself) within the profoundly controlled and stylised 

dialogue. Furthermore, the physical effect that these two bodily acts have on the 

dialogue as a whole requires examination, as does the direct reference made by 

Plato to TO KOO"f.LLOV, the orderliness, in this instance of the body. Structure and 

order in the Symposium are intentionally disrupted by these two actions and the 

reactions to them, and the implications of this disruption are fundamental to 

comprehending Plato's usage of them, both in manner and method. 

5.1.1 Context 

The greater context within which 189a is spoken is that of a third-hand 

account of a banquet held in Athens to honour a dramatic victory by the tragic 

playwright Agathon in 416 BCE, in which Plato presents to his readers a 

discourse between various diverse characters on the subject of Eros. The seven 

speeches of the participants which Plato offers through Apollodorus' narration 

represent different philosophical and intellectual perspectives on, and complex 
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understandings of, Eros, climaxing (although not ending) with Socrates' speech. 

The messages and ideas being communicated by Plato in the Symposium are not 

to be found in the reporting of words alone. Alongside the recounting of the 

verbal content of the speeches Plato includes in his n<l!rative the description of 

gesture, proxemics, and other non-verbal behaviour. These are by no means 

incidental inclusions of detail, but are allotted an important role in the staging and 

development of the Symposium. Plato illustrates the philosophies of Eros, Virtue 

and Knowledge through the seven speeches as well as through the actions, 

gestures, emotions, and states of sobriety, or intoxication, of each member of the 
' 

Symposium as each declares his idea and theory.425 The non-verbal behaviour is 

an integral element of the message Plato wishes to put forth; both words and 

actions are paramount to the philosophies being presented by Plato in the 

Symposium. Indeed, although Apollodorus is asked by his companion to relate 

only the speeches that were spoken at the banquet, he sees fit to dramatise his 

reconstruction of it by including descriptions of seating arrangements, entrances 

and exits, gestures, etc., which must be understood as being fundamental to the 

meaning of the Symposium as a whole.426 It is no coincidence that Plato relates 

the various details of Aristophanes' attack of hiccoughs, his attempts at 

overcoming his affliction and, finally, the unsuccessful and successful cures. 427 

The detailed description is not superfluous, but integral to the structure and 

understanding of the Symposium. 

189a of the Symposium constitutes the openmg remark made by 

Aristophanes as he re-enters the realm of speakers after having been overcome by 

an attack of hiccoughs which, subsequently, made him unable to speak when his 

turn arrived to present his views on Eros. By the time 189a was uttered, three 

speakers have already spoken: Phaedrus, Pausanias and Eryximachus. The last of 

425 Plochmann 1963: 2. 
426 Bury 1932: xvii . 
427 Brochard 1954: 72. 
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these, Eryximachus, was a notable physician, and was initially meant to have 

spoken after Aristophanes. Due to the attack of hiccoughs which incapacitated 

the comedian, Eryximachus becomes the next speaker after Pausanias to offer a 

discourse on Eros and thus he serves Aristophanes in two ~ays; first, by offering 

medically weighted suggestions on how to cure the hiccoughs; second, by taking 

Aristophanes' speaking place and thus allowing the discourse on Eros to continue. 

When Aristophanes is finally cured of his affliction he prefaces his speech by 

thanking Eryximachus for the remedies offered which cured him of his 

hiccoughs.428 Before Aristophanes has even begun his speech, the austere ,. 

physician is quick to warn the comedian not to resort to foolishness . This must 

seem somewhat ironic considering the theatrics Aristophanes must have exhibited 

while trying to cure himself of the already humorous hiccoughs. Furthermore, the 

content of Aristophanes' speech was not simply comic, but offered an insightful 

and fantastic analysis of the relationships between men, between women, and 

between men and women, while commenting on the mortal condition in love and 

lust- Eros. 

The discussion here focuses on Plato's use of bodily functions, i.e., the 

hiccough and the sneeze, in accordance with the dialogue of the Symposium. The 

use of the hiccough, ~ A.uy~, and the sneeze, 6 TTTap!-LOS', greatly affects the course 

of the banquet, be it the cause of physical alteration in the setting and seating or as 

metaphors for larger issues being discussed. The presence of these two seemingly 

marginal acts is indeed significant to the understanding of the dialogue. 

5.1.2 The Hiccoughs 

In the Symposium, it is the hiccoughs which bring about the necessity for 

the noises and titillations of the sneeze. One physical disorder necessitating 

another. The attack of the hiccoughs is not mentioned by name in 189a, but it is 

428 Cobb 1993: 67. 
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clear that it is the indirect object of the sentence, the mhi], which was being 

controlled. Indeed, without the hiccough there would be no need for a sneeze, no 

need to bring Aristophanes' physical being back to order. It is important to 

investigate the source of the hiccoughs themselves~ whether they were a 

spontaneous attack with no obvious cause, or whether they came into existence as 

a reaction to something else. The natural assumption would be that hiccoughs at a 

banquet are the result of excessive drink, but this does not seem to be the case 

here. Early on, we are told by Pausanias that most of those present are still 

recovering from the previous night's drinking. As for Socrates, who is reported ,. 

never to be in an inebriated state regardless of the quantities of drink he 

consumes, he will be happy with any decision, be it to drink copiously or not.429 

It is, therefore, initially decided that this will not be a night of excessive drinking, 

but one of moderate and pleasurable consumption. It is in this manner that the 

reader is informed that those who were present at the banquet from the beginning 

of the speeches are sober and that, therefore, the drunkenness of that evening 

cannot be the immediate cause of Aristophanes' hiccoughs. However, while there 

is no excessive drinking at this juncture, there is the unlikely possibility that the 

comedian's attack of hiccoughs was symbolising Aristophanes' drunken 

debauchery of the previous night and that Plato wished to illustrate the 

comedian's absurd nature by having drink affect him to such a degree that he is 

still affected physically the following day, while Socrates, who drinks no less, is 

left unaffected. 430 

It should be noted that the state of relative sobriety at Agathon's banquet 

did not persist throughout the night, as Alcibiades and a group of drunken 

revellers made a late entrance and led the remaining members of the banquet to 

intoxication. In this light, the hiccoughs of Aristophanes could be seen as 

429 See page 26 for a more detailed discussion of Socrates' Silenus-like appearance, but not 
behaviour. 
430 Robin 1929: li, vol. l. 



foreshadowing the seemingly inevitable inebriation of the comedian at such an 

affair. Aristophanes' hiccoughs are earned retrospectively as he joins the patiy in 

their insobriety. It is in the latter pati of the Symposium, after the speeches have 

been made, that the drinking resumes and Aristophanes, vnlike some of the other 

participants of the Symposium, joins in in his expected fashion. 431 The admittedly 

light-drinking Eryximachus, Phaedrus and others leave the banquet while the 

more hearty, like Aristodemus, Agathon, Aristophanes and, of course, Socrates, 

remain for the festivities and drinking.432 The Symposium concludes with 

Aristodemus falling asleep while Agathon, Aristophanes and Socrates remain ,. 

awake in discussion until morning, when the two poets eventually doze off and 

the perpetually sober philosopher finally gets up and departs, leaving behind what 

must be imagined as the typically dishevelled scene found the morning after a 

successful banquet. 

The cause of Aristophanes' hiccough attack is never definitely stated in 

the Symposium, the ambiguous explanation being that it was the result of 'some 

other cause'' ~ i.mo TTAT)CJfl.OV~S' ~ lJTTO TLVOS' aA.A.ou A.uyya ETTL TTETTTWKULaV KaL 

ovx ol:ov TE ELVaL A.EyELv.433 Assuming that the previous night's drinking was not 

the immediate cause of Aristophanes' hiccoughs, the blame for the attack could, 

therefore, be either too much food consumed at the banquet or, perhaps, a reaction 

to poor speeches being delivered up until that point.434 The fact that Aristophanes 

suffers for the hiccoughs at this early stage of the banquet while Alcibiades, who 

arrives drunk and late and therefore misses the speeches, does not have them, is a 

hint that it is neither food nor drink, but bad rhetoric that has caused this negative 

and uncontrolled physical reaction in the comic poet. 435 Furthermore, 

Aristophanes has his hiccoughs while he is still sober and not later when he has 

43l Brochard 1954: 72. 
432 Plato, Symposium 223b-c. 
433 Plato, Symposium 185c6-7. 
434 Cobb 1993: 66. 
435 Plochmann 1963: 18. 



again resumed drinking, thus implying that the cause of the attack is not due to a 

stomach full of drink. Whatever the cause, the result remains that the comic poet 

cannot speak when it is his turn to do so. This in itself is ironic, as Aristophanes 

was hardly a man known to be unable to express what }\e is thinking, and here 

Plato has him gasping for air and incapable of articulating even a simple string of 

sentences. Through this one act Plato has succeeded in stripping Aristophanes of 

his powerful weapon: words. While Aristophanes might be the great comedian of 

his era, he is accustomed to making people laugh through the fantastic and ironic 

scenarios he creates on stage, and not direc9y at himself. It appears that Plato has 

successfully turned the tables on Aristophanes, by writing him into the part of the 

ridiculous looking and behaving, if not sounding, character. Indeed, while 

Aristophanes might appear absurd while curing his hiccoughs, his upcoming 

speech does not reflect the spirit of his actions; the poet himself tells Eryximachus 

that while he does not fear saying something laughable, yEA.OLos, he will not say 

something absurd, KaTyEA.acnos (always a negative quality). 436 

It can be suggested that this embarrassing attack of hiccoughs is Plato's 

light revenge on the comedian. In the Nubes Aristophanes enjoyed a laugh at 

Socrates' expense, and now, in return, Plato has Aristophanes in a very foolish 

predicament. It would seem, however, that Aristophanes could not have been 

held fully to blame by Plato for his teacher's persecution, as the comedian's 

comic attacks on the philosopher were in accordance with the trend of the time, 

Nubes hardly being unique in its satire of Socrates.437 Therefore, this hiccough 

attack can hardly be interpreted as a serious attempt at wholehearted revenge. Not 

only does Plato include Aristophanes in the Symposium, although not all those 

present at Agathon's banquet are included in this account of the events, but he is 

given an unquestionably important speech. 438 Nonetheless, while Aristophanes' 

436 Plato, Symposium 189b. 
437 Brock 1990: 40. For a discussion on the effects of drama on the citizen body as well as 
dramatic dealings with the political, see Goldhill (1988: 57-78). 
438 Clay 1983: 189. 



speech might be important, it does not produce the same response of respect as 

does that of Socrates. Plato does not single out Aristophanes for particular abuse 

or humiliation, but lets him off with mild embarrassment due to being temporarily 

disabled by an uncontrolled physical act. While Aristophanes' theory on Eros 

might be rejected by Diotima, Socrates supplants all the previous speakers and not 

Aristophanes exclusively, and the philosopher does nothing more vicious than 

perhaps suggesting in 212c that the comedian takes himself too seriously.439 If 

Plato truly held Aristophanes responsible for the death of Socrates he would not 

have the two of them sitting, dining and drinking together so congenially at the ,, 

Symposium.440 Considering the circumstances, Plato seems to react indulgently 

towards Aristophanes. Furthermore, there are many more humiliating bodily 

functions which Plato could have used to incapacitate Aristophanes had he truly 

intended to make him appear as foolish as possible. Plato, however, does not 

lower himself to real vulgarity and Aristophanes ' hiccoughs is about as harsh as 

the criticism gets.441 

Whereas Plato's attack on Aristophanes might not be vicious or forceful, 

ancient and modern scholars have nonetheless recognised that the comedian's 

subjection to the hiccoughs was a means used by Plato of ridiculing him. 

Considering the obvious associations which accompany the hiccoughs, this form 

of mockery can be seen as Plato's objection to Aristophanes drunken and 

debauched lifestyle.442 Olympiodorus, writing in the sixth century CE, tells how 

Aristophanes is satirised in the Symposium by having hiccoughs embrace him. 

439 Brock 1990: 42. 
440 Huit 1888: 303. 
441 Brock 1990: 44. 
442 See Bury (1932: xxii). The sneeze can also be interpreted as a physiognomic sign which 
signifies a deviant lifestyle. For a late, Latin example of how the sneeze could be interpreted see 
Gleason (1990: 407, 1995 : 77) on the story from the anonymous Physiognomonia Latina (fourth 
century CE) of physiognomist Kleanthes who identified the "tough-looking hirsute man with 
horny hands and shaggy mantle" as a KLvmoos by a revealing sneeze. 



mhov flETa~u A.uyyl. nEpLTIEa6vTa Kal. fl~ 8uvcif1Evov TIAT]pwam Tov Vfl.VOv. 443 

However, while it is possible that the intended comedy was to be fully at 

Aristophanes' expense, it should be considered whether other speakers were also 

the targets of his satire. For example, it is plausible that flato intended to present 

Eryximachus in the light of irony as the famous physician is called on to cure the 

medically mundane hiccoughs. 444 In addition, and more obviously humorous, 

throughout the serious and controlled physician's speech Aristophanes is 

attempting all the cures offered to rid him of his hiccoughs, creating a ridiculous 

auditory and visual backdrop for Eryximachus' speech. The result is 
( 

Aristophanes making a comic spectacle of himself while Eryximachus goes on 

dryly about things medical, leaving both men satirised by Plato.445 The humour 

that can be derived from Aristophanes' hiccoughs is not simply that of the 

comedian being possessed by a bodily function beyond his control which has 

resulted in making him incapable of speaking. While Eryximachus has given 

Aristophanes serious medical advice on how to cure the hiccoughs and has agreed 

to speak in his turn, he has his own speech belittled by the background scene and 

sounds of Aristophanes' attempt at finding a cure.446 Whereas Eryximachus' 

speech might be intended to be serious, it is spoken during a scene which 

becomes unquestionably comic. The comedian Aristophanes is not disappointing 

his audience as here too he is offering them comedy, causing the ridicule of 

another while displaying buffoonery that represented a more satirical statement 

than might be at first perceived. 447 Indeed, the actions of Aristophanes in trying 

to cure himself of his hiccoughs are not unrelated to what Eryximachus is saying, 

443 Olympiodorus, In Platonis A/cibiadem commentarii, 11.72-75 (Westerink). 
444 Cobb 1993: 66. 
445 Bury 1932: xxiii. 
446 Clay (1983 : 188) describes this scene with commendable vividness: "What all this means is 
that as Eryximachus is delivering himself of his pompous and profound description of Eras, his 
unf01tunate neighbour is hiccoughing, gasping, gargling, wheezing, snorting and sneezing." 
447 The undermining of Eryximachus' serious speech by the comic antics of another character is 
very like the technique of Aristophanic drama. In his comedies, Aristophanes parodies tragedy 
and reality, forcing his audience to question what they are being shown. It is very possible that 
Aristophanes used comic gestures and movement as comic backdrops to 'serious' speeches, thus 
increasing the intended satirisation. See Goldhill (1991 : 167-222). 
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as the physician's cosmic theory rests on harmony being created by the bringing 

together of opposites, which is a theory that is in direct contradiction with the real 

example of curing hiccoughs with a sneeze; where the cure of holding one's 

breath (the opposite of a hiccough) is found ineffective, t~e sneeze, similar to the 

hiccough in that it too is violent physical disorder, is a successful remedy.448 

Indeed, the physical actions of Aristophanes are an introduction to his words on 

Eros, with which he will take a view totally different from and contrary to that of 

Eryximachus.449 

The famous physician is not the only other guest, besides Aristophanes, ,. 
who might be the object of Plato's satirical use of the hiccoughs. It could also 

have been directed at Pausanias, whose dull and mundane speech seems to have 

been the cause of Aristophanes' acute physical reaction.450 The hiccoughs of 

Aristophanes seem to have the successful role of satirising more than one of the 

speakers present at the banquet. While Aristophanes might be the one to suffer 

physically from the hiccoughs, he is not the only one to suffer from the irony and 

humour that they bring to light and call to question. Writing in the second century 

CE, Athenaeus, who specialised in the genre of sympotic literature, comments on 

Plato's Symposium stating that it is full of men who turn their noses up and mock 

one another, TO 8E: ITA.ciTwvos- TTA.flp€s- ECJTLV f.lUKTT]pwn;Jv ciA.A.~A.ous-

Tw8a(6vTwv·45I He continues, stating that he lets pass the man (Aristophanes) 

troubled by hiccoughs and attended by gargles of water, and still more by the 

suggestion of itching his nose with a dry twig to make him sneeze; he (Plato) 

satirises and ridicules Agathon's balanced clauses and antitheses, and leads out 

Alcibiades, who claims to be in the evil plight of desire. IUchwv 8E: - Tov f.lEV 

UTTO TllS' A.uyyos- ox AOU[.lEVOV KQL 8EpaTTEU0[.1EVOV civaKOYXUALaCJ[.lOLS' u8aTOS'' 

ETL 8E: Ta'Ls- uTTo8~Kms- Tou Kcip<Pous- 'Lva T~v p'Lva KV~CJas- TTTapl:J, TTapLTJf.lL · 

448 Cobb 1993: 66. 
449 Cobb 1993: 66. 
450 Cobb 1993: 66 . 
451 Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, 182a. 



KWj.1CV8E'Lv yap ~8EA.E Kat 8wcn)pELv - XAEuci(EL TE Ta taoKwA.a Ta 'Ayci8wvos

KaL Ta civTL8ETa, Kat Tov 'AA.KL~Lci8rw [8E:] rrapciyEL A.EyovTa on rraaxTJnq.452 _ 

Athenaeus does not limit his interpretation of Plato's ridicule to Aristophanes 

alone, whose humour seems too crass to justify investigation~ but extends it to that 

of Agathon, Alcibiades, and others. Athenaeus further states, here in reference to 

222a-b of the Symposium, that Plato mocks not only Alcibiades, but also 

Charmides and Euthydemus and many other young men, ou jl.OVov 8' 

'AA.KL~Lci811v 8waupEL, ciA.A.a Kat Xapj.1L8T]v Kat E-08u8TJ!-10v Kat aAA.ous- rroAA.ous-

TWV vEwv.453 

The awkward and anaesthetic hiccoughs serve not only to emphasise the 

comic ludicrousness of the comedian Aristophanes, but also draw a contrast with 

the favourably portrayed and elegant tragedian Agathon who, due to the change in 

speaking order resulting from the hiccough attack, is to speak directly after the 

comedian.454. Plato wanted the ideas on Eras to be presented in a certain order, 

and, thanks to the hiccough and the sneeze, so they were. Therefore, it appears 

that the structural intention of the dialogue is brought to light as comic and tragic 

poets are brought side-by-side.455 This movement of Aristophanes towards 

Agathon can be seen to represent metaphorically the later discussion between 

Socrates, Agathon and Aristophanes on the ability, or inability, of one man to 

write both tragic and comic poetry. This change in speaking order brings the 

comedian and tragedian closer together, thus signifying the artistic connection 

between these dramatic disciplines. In fact, the Symposium itself can be seen as a 

"tragi-comedy", transcending both genres and spreading comic and tragic 

elements between those present, regardless of their perceived character of serious 

or laughable. 456 Furthermore, Plato can be seen to be commenting on the natures 

452 Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, 187c. 
453 Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae, 187d. 
454 Brochard 1954: 73. 
455 Clay 1983: 189. 
456 Clay 1983: 194, 196. 
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of comedy and tragedy through his treatment and representation of Aristophanes 

and Agathon respectively. The hiccoughs can further be interpreted as Plato's 

humorous method of criticising the often vulgar contents of Aristophanes 

works.457 Interestingly, there are no references in Aristoppanes' extant works to 

the hiccough. 

This physical closeness which has been contrived by Plato between the 

comedian and the tragedian is the consequence of the offer of Eryximachus, who 

had previously separated them, to take Aristophanes' turn at speaking. The ease 

with which Aristophanes and Eryximachus swap places can be seen as ,. 

symbolising the ease with which their roles of comedian and physician can be 

blurred. Indeed, the two speakers are inherently linked both by the relationship of 

physician and patient as well as by their having switched speaking order. Not 

only has their physical positioning been switched, but the context of their 

speeches has become somewhat ambiguous, as regards which of them is speaking 

from purely scientific knowledge and which from artistic. Their respective 

speeches can each be interpreted as belonging, at least partially, to the domain of 

the other.458 On the one hand, while Eryximachus retains his pedantic and 

scientific manner when describing his natural philosophy of opposites as the 

source of harmony, he does venture beyond medicine to cover the subjects of 

music, astronomy and religion.459 Aristophanes, on the other hand, builds his 

theory on Eros around the physiological unity and separation of men and women, 

homosexual or heterosexual. Aristophanes' speech, however, cannot be accepted 

as a straightforward endorsement of physiological theory and should be 

understood as satirising the medical theories of his day.460 Eryximachus is 

rightfully aware of the potential mockery aimed at his profession and expresses 

457 See Bury (1932: xxii). 
458 Plochmann 1963: 11. 
459 Bury 1932: xxix. 
460 Bury 1932: xxix-xxx. 
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this in his verbal exchange with Aristophanes.46I The implications of the blurring 

of content can be seen to signify that, while Eryximachus might take himself with 

the utmost seriousness and while he might be considered a medical authority, the 

science of medicine has more to do with the arts th~n might otherwise be 

assumed.462 Furthermore, medicine can be quite comical, as can be seen 

practically through Aristophanes' attempts at curing his hiccoughs using 

Eryximachus' advice. This premise of impure and overlapping disciplines can be 

applied equally to the fluid boundaries of comic poetry which, despite its 

seemingly light and ridiculous guise, can pommunicate influential messages and 

ideas. 

Plato was not unique in his use of the hiccoughs, as the hiccough was not 

without symbolic significance nor was it without contemporary consideration in 

that period. The remedies for hiccoughs offered to Aristophanes by the physician 

e.g., holding one's breath, gargling with water, or tickling one's nostrils to 

provoke a sneeze, seem to have been typical and accepted in the ancient period. 

E: av flEV CJOL E8EA,1J cllTVEUCJTL EXOVTL lTOAUV xp6vov 1TUUECJ8aL ~ A.uy~· EL 8E. fl~, 

u8an civaKoyxuA.CaCJOV. EL 8' apa lTUVU LCJXUPci ECJTLV, avaA.a~wv TL TOLoihov 

o'L0 KV~CJaLS' av T~V p'Lva, lTTclpE . KaL E:av Toiho 1TOL ~CYlJS' aTia~ ~ 8Cs-' KaL EL 

Ticivu tCJxupci ECJTL, TiaUCJETm.463 While the remedies suggested in the Symposium 

might produce comic results, they do not seem to be unusual or novel to those 

witnessing their suggestion and application. Indeed, there are other ancient 

references which use the same, and similar, methods for curing hiccoughs. The 

Hippocratic Aphorismi declares sneezes to be a cure for hiccoughs. ' ITio A.uyflOU 

E: XOflE V4J TITapflOL E: m yEVOflEVOL A.uouCJL Tov A.uy116v. 464 The Aristotelian 

Problemata, which addresses the problems of the nostrils, refers to sneezing, 

vinegar and holding the breath as cures for the hiccoughs, all having to do with 

461 Bury 1932: xxxiii. 
462 For a relevant discussion on ancient science see Lloyd (1987). 

463 Plato, Symposium 185 d6-e3. 

464 Hippocrates, Aphorismi VI, xiii (Littre). 
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heating the air which is constrained, causing the hiccoughs, 8L<) o~os TE TTauEL 

f..uy11<'>v Kat ~ ciTTvEvaT(a, Eav ~PEfla(a 1] ~ t..uy~ ... ~ oiJv 6p11~ p~yvuCJL To 

EyKaTELATlllflEVOV TTVEUfla, o TTOLEL TOV f..vyfl6v465. In Problemata it is further 

stated that hiccoughs are attributed to the lungs and snerzing to the nose, thus 

associating the hiccough with the body and the sneeze with the head. It is their 

mutual connection to breathing which is used to explain how the latter was 

believed to cure the former. While the true and exact physiological reasons for 

the hiccoughs are unknown in the classical period,466 this did not prohibit 

speculation on both cause and cure. In addition, it is possible to apply Plato's 
' 

theory about the diaphragm and the separation of the soul to this understanding of 

the hiccough.467 According to Plato's Timaeus there exist two types of souls, the 

immortal soul and the mortal one. The immortal soul exists as an independent 

power which resides within the head, the most divine part of the body. The 

mortal soul includes all of man's vices, which include pleasure, pain, rashness, 

fear, foolishness, anger and hope which are then combined with lust and 

irrationality. 468 The two types of souls are housed within the body, where the 

mortal soul is separated from the immortal one. This is the purpose of the neck, 

which separates the head from the chest, which is the house of the mortal soul. 

Within the chest itself the part of the mortal soul whose attributes include courage 

and spirit is separated from this base and appetitive part, and is found in the upper 

half of the chest, where the lungs and hemi are located, and in close proximity to 

the head. The lower half housed the part of the soul which was ruled by bodily 

needs and functions.469 If this theory can be applied to the function of the 

hiccough within the body, then it would indicate that the hiccough comes from the 

diaphragm, which is what divides the chest into the upper and lower chambers, 

465 [Aristotle], Problemata 961 b20-26. 
466 According to Dorland's Illustrated Medical Dictionmy (1994) a hiccough is "an involuntary 
spasmodic contraction of the diaphragm, causing a beginning inspiration which is suddenly 
checked by closure of the glottis, causing the characteristic sound; called also singultus." 
467 Plochrnann 1963: I 0. 
468 Plato, Timaeus 69d. 
469 Plato, Timaeus 69e-70a. 
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representing attribute and vice respectively.470 However, while this explanation 

offers an interesting theory on the nature of the hiccoughs, there is no indication 

that Plato knew that hiccoughs originated from the diaphragm. The (flawed) 

speculation as to the physical origin of the hiccou~hs can be seem in the 

Aristotelian Problemata; the author seems to think that the hiccoughs originated 

in the lung. Hiccoughs are the result of the lungs cooling and not absorbing air 

and moisture, 6 8E A.uyf-L<JS' TOU TTEpi. TOV TTVEVflOVa Kanilj;u~LS' Kat ciTTElj;(a 

TTVEUflaTOS' Kai. uypoD;471 the hiccough occurs when the excess moisture is 

restrained in the lungs and the rising air is unable to escape, causing spasms, ~ 8E 
' 

ToTTov. ToDTo yap 6p11wv Kai. 11 ~ 8vvcif1.Evov 8wK64;m cmaCJflOV TTOLEL, 6 8E 

CJTTaCJflOS' ouT os KaA.Ehm A.uy~ .472 

5.1.3 The Sneeze 

It is the hiccoughs which prohibit Aristophanes from taking his turn to 

speak, but it is a sneeze which finally cures him of his affliction. In the 

Symposium it is the sneeze which is introduced as the solution to Aristophanes' 

hiccoughs, which have managed to resisted all other attempts at being cured. 

Where the hiccough disrupts the proceedings of the banquet and the order in 

which those present were to speak, the sneeze is what checks the disruption and 

allows order to be regained, albeit somewhat altered. The hiccough causes 

Aristophanes to cede his turn to Eryximachus, but the sneeze occurs just in time 

to have the comedian again ready to speak, now positioned immediately before 

the tragedian Agathon. 

The sneeze exists in the Symposium, like the hiccough, as a physical act 

which exists independently of the individual it affects. While the sneeze is 

470 Onians 1951:119. 
471 [Aristotle], Problemata 961 b11-12. 
472 [Aristotle], Problemata 962a10-13. 
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provoked by Aristophanes, when it does occur it overcomes the body in a totally 

uncontrollable manner. Both the hiccough and the sneeze are the result of some 

outward provocation, but once they appear they cannot be harnessed by the 

conscious will of the individual. These are two indep~ndent bodily disorders 

which Plato uses in his manipulation of events at the banquet. Although the 

sneeze and the hiccoughs share a physical connection through their relationships 

to breathing, the symbolic interpretations of the hiccoughs and of the sneeze are 

different and almost antithetical. The hiccoughs are but the product of the body, 

which is mortal and serves as the vehicle of the head, the house of Reason. 473 The ,. 

sneeze, however, comes from the nose, i.e. , the head, and is therefore linked with 

the domain of Reason. The location of the dominant and divine immortal soul, 

i.e., the t!Jux~, differs depending on text and author and can be found to reside 

within the head, as is the case in Plato's Timaeus. Sneezing is connected and 

associated with the immmial soul and is treated differently than other bodily acts 

associated with breathing. 

While the hiccough and sneeze do not carry the same symbolic meaning, 
----

the former being little more than a physical bodily function while the latter 

represents omens, divine signs and the independent will of the t!Jux~, they are 

linked physically and are considered to be similar and in harmony. The physical 

link between the two is explained by Pseudo-Aristotle as TO 8E: TTEPL TOV 

TTTapVVflEVOV TOTTOV ELvm TllS ~JLvos KOLvwvCav T<{j TTVEUflOVL 8YJAOL ~ civarrvo~ 

KOLV~ oucra. WCJTE TTTCipvvTm flEV 8EpflaLVOf1EVOU alJTOlJ' T<{j 8E: CJUflTTQCJXELV 6 

KciTw TOTTOS, Ev 0 ECJTLV 6 A.uy116s. 474 The nose, which is the place ofthe sneeze, 

is cmmected to the lung, breathing being common to both. One sneezes when the 

lung becomes hot, and the place below, where the hiccoughs come from, is also 

affected. The sneeze is the expression of the noble region of the head, whereas 

the hiccoughs come from the base region of the lower chest. Indeed, the 

473 Onians 1951 : 118. 
474 [Aristotle], Problemata 961b16-20. 
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provoked by Aristophanes, when it does occur it overcomes the body in a totally 

uncontrollable manner. Both the hiccough and the sneeze are the result of some 

outward provocation, but once they appear they cannot be harnessed by the 

conscious will of the individual. These are two indepenqent bodily disorders 

which Plato uses in his manipulation of events at the banquet. Although the 

sneeze and the hiccoughs share a physical connection through their relationships 

to breathing, the symbolic interpretations of the hiccoughs and of the sneeze are 

different and almost antithetical. The hiccoughs are but the product of the body, 

which is mortal and serves as the vehicle of t~e head, the house of Reason. 473 The 

sneeze, however, comes from the nose, i.e., the head, and is therefore linked with 

the domain of Reason. The location of the dominant and divine immortal soul, 

i.e ., the 4Jux~, differs depending on text and author and can be found to reside 

within the head, as is the case in Plato's Timaeus. Sneezing is connected and 

associated with the immmial soul and is treated differently than other bodily acts 

associated with breathing. 

While the hiccough and sneeze do not carry the same symbolic meaning, 

the former being little more than a physical bodily function while the latter 

represents omens, divine signs and the independent will of the 4Jux~, they are 

linked physically and are considered to be similar and in harmony. The physical 

link between the two is explained by Pseudo-Aristotle as TO 8E. TTEpL Tov 

TTTapVV!-LEVOV TOTTOV ELVaL T~S' pLVOS' KOLVwv(av T0 TTVEU!-LOVL 8TjAOL ~ avarrvoij 

KOLVTJ OUCJa. W<JTE TTTclpVUTaL 1-LEV 8Epi-LaLVO!-LEVOU QlJTOl!' T0 8E. O'UI-LTTcl<JXELV 6 

KciTw Torros, E:v 4) E<JTL v 6 A.uyi-LOS'. 474 The nose, which is the place of the sneeze, 

is connected to the lung, breathing being common to both. One sneezes when the 

lung becomes hot, and the place below, where the hiccoughs come from, is also 

affected. The sneeze is the expression of the noble region of the head, whereas 

the hiccoughs come from the base region of the lower chest. Indeed, the 

473 Onians 1951: 118. 
474 [Aristotle], Problenwta 961b16-20. 
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Symposium is full of such oppositions. There exist within the dialogue many 

oppositions within what is being said and done by the various speakers and which 

serve to emphasise the tension between numerous seeming antitheses; high and 

low, right and left, divine and human, noble and base, vxisdom and ignorance, fair 

and ugly. 475 

Plato was not unique in his mention of the sneeze, which is neither an 

ignored physical phenomenon in classical literature, nor an unconscious bodily 

function without importance and meaning. Rather, it seems to have been a 

culturally accepted symbol in classical Athens. Indeed, the sneeze is considered ,. 
to have been an omen, good or bad depending on circumstance.476 The 

symbolism associated with the sneeze was not restricted to the classical period. 

An early example of the sneeze as an omen is found in Homer's Odyssea when 

Telemakhos ' sneeze is understood as a positive sign affirming Penelope's words 

and desire to see the suitors dead. "Os cpciTo, TT]AEilaxos 8E. 1-LEY' bTTapEv, ci11<Pl. 

KE ns 8civaTov Kal. KT) pas ciA.u€EL .477 Through this example it can be understood 

that from the Homeric period the ancient Greeks recognised the sneeze as having 

an ominous meaning. The origin of this belief, however, cannot be ascertained. 478 

Another, later, example from Greek literature which reaffirms the notion of the 

sneeze as an omen is from Aristophanes' Aves of 414 BCE. Here the chorus tells 

how birds are 'read' as omens, and how a sneeze (among other things) is a bird, 

opvLV TE VO!ll(ETE Ticiv8' O<JalTEp lTEpL llaVTELas 8LaKpLVEL'I <P~Illl y' UllLV OpVLS 

E<JTL, lTTapwSv T' opvL8a KaAELTE,/ €ull~OAOV opvLV, cpwv~ OpVLV, 8Epcl1TOVT' 

opvLV, ovov opvLv.l ap' ou cpavEpws ~1-LELS UllLV E<JilEV llaVTELOS 'Am)AA.wv;479 

475 Clay 1983: 191. 
476 SeePease(1911). 
477 Homer, Odyssea XVII, 541-542, 545-547. 
478 Pease 1911:429. 
479 Aristophanes, Aves 719-722. 
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Xenophon also tells of a sneeze being a good omen in Anabasis when a sneeze 

made by a soldier during a speech, just as the word 'deliverance' is spoken, is 

taken by the troops as a sign of good fortune and an affirmation of the words 

spoken. Toiho 8€: AEyovTOS' mhoD TTTcipvuTaC ns-~· ciKouaavTES' 8' oL 

aTpanwTm ncivTES' f.LLi opf.L iJ npoaEKUVT)CJav Tov 8E6v, KaL 6 2:Evocpwv d TIE· 

LlOKEL f.LOL, w av8pES', ETTEL TTEPL CJWTT)pLas- ~f.LWV AEyOVTWV OLWVOS' TOU LlLOS' TOU 

KaTa 8uvaf.LLv.480 There was unanimous belief in this interpretation of the omen ,-

and the necessary sacrifices ensued. Whether this tale is historically accurate or 

not is irrelevant, the point being that Xenophon used the symbol of the sneeze to 

communicate the unity and optimism of the warriors in their belief in this divine 

omen. Regarding the sneeze in the Symposium, there can be little doubt that 

Plato's use of it to cure Aristophanes of his hiccoughs was intentional and that 

there was full awareness of the symbolic significance of this act. 

In De genio Socratis, Plutarch has Polymnis claim that a man from the 

Megarian school, who heard it from Terpsion, said that the sneeze was a sign of 

Socrates, but that he never spoke to his companions of such a sign, saying that he 

was not influenced by the sneezes themselves, but by signs from heaven. ciAA. ' 

EKELVO f.LOL 8oKEL 8auf.LaCJTOV, d TTTapf.L4) XPWf.LEVOS' ou Toiho TOLS' ETaLpOLS' 

ciAA.a 8mf.LOVLov ETvm TO KwA.Dov i) KEAEDov EAEyE.48t Polymnis also puts forth 

the question of how a man such as Socrates could have his behaviour dictated by 

a sneeze, and then immodestly justify this by calling it a sign from heaven. 

Furthermore, Socrates' actions were not those of a man who relied on sneezes, but 

one who was led by higher authority and command to goodness, ouK ECJTLV 

civ8pos- EK KAT]86vwv i) TTTapf.LWV f.LETa~aAA.of.LEVT)V OTE TUXOL yvwf.LT)V EXOVTOS' 

480 Xenophon, Anabasis III.ii.9. 
481 Plutarch, De genio Socratis Xl.l9-2l. 
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ciA.A.' urro f..LEL(ovos Emcnaa(as Kal. cipx~s ciyof..LEvou rrpos To KaA.6v.482 

Pheidolatis continues, by asking how it is that it was only for trivial and 

insignificant matters that sneezes were taken as omens, and that even the ignorant 

masses do not rely on them for important issues, and ye~ they claim that Socrates 

believed them to be divine signs.483 Galaxidorus answers with the explanation 

that while those who are ignorant might not understand the significance of this 

omen, for one who understands the divine a seemingly trivial sign like the sneeze 

can indeed offer deep insight into great things. 484 Furthermore, he would be 

surprised if Socrates called the omen a st;leeze and not a sign from heaven as the 

sneeze is but the tool used by the Heavens to send a message, ou yap ToD 

6pycivou TO Epyov, ciA.A.' ou KUL TO opyavov 4l XP~TaL rrpos TO Epyov· opyavov 

8E n Kat TO CJT]f..LELOV 4J XP~TaL TO CJT]f..La'ivov.485 It should be noted that while 

Plutarch was not writing as a contemporary of Socrates but in the first and second 

century CE, his interpretations of sneezes remain interesting and valid for 

consideration here. 

It can be ascertained with a fair degree of certainty that Plato uses the 

sneeze in the Symposium while being aware of the symbolic 'baggage' that 

accompanies it. The sneeze was by no means considered to be a simple and 

random physical act. It was understood to be naturally connected to some form of 

power inside the head and is regarded as a spontaneous expression of that 

something, independent of the body and the conscious will.486 The sneeze was 

regarded as being a prophetic symbol, a sign from a power, the l(;ux~, that had 

other knowledge beyond that of the conscious mind.487 Non-verbal behaviour 

was loaded with symbolic relevance, and its verbalisation carried with it the 

482 Plutarch, De genio Socratis XI.37-39. 
483 Plutarch, De genio Socratis XII.l-8. 
484 Plutarch, De genio Socratis XII .9-22. 
485 Plutarch, De genio Socratis XII.43-45. 
486 Onians 1951: 103. 
487 Onians 1951: 104. 
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implicit desire of the author to harvest and use its symbolic strength in presenting 

a certain method or mood. 

Movements of the head carry with them specific symbolic significance. 

The sneeze, besides being the nasal expression of the t!Jux~. can also be seen as a 

form of nod, which was considered a deliberate affirmation by the t!Jux~ - the 

soul and physical strength- of the words just spoken. The sneeze, therefore, can 

represent this same concept, but in its spontaneous and unconscious form, that of 

the affirmation of the independent power in the head. A much later (first century 

CE) expression of this phenomenon can be found in Pliny's Natura/is historia;488 

the example of sneezing over a dish of food, which meant that the t!Jux~ has not 

yet been satiated by this dish despite what the body might feel, shows how the 

t!Jux~ was indeed independent of the conscious control over the body, and so 

acted.489 Furthermore, when a sneeze occurs which is deemed not to be prophetic 

in nature, it is seen as a disturbance of this independent power.490 Aristophanes' 

sneeze need not be taken as conscious or intentional commentary on the speeches 

he just heard, but can be seen as a reaction from the independent power of his 

More generally, in analysing the sneezes found in Greek texts and their 

meaning as omens, there are three primary things to be considered; 1) the position 

of the person who sneezes, 2) the time of the sneeze, 3) the physical condition of 

the person who sneezes. 491 The first of these is connected to the ancient 

significance of right and left as applied to omens. Throughout classical texts, the 

right is considered lucky, the left unlucky; the right is considered good, is 

connected to masculinity and is honourable. The left, however, is associated with 

evil, the feminine and the dishonourable.492 A sneeze to the right was a good 

488 Pliny, Natura/is historia. XXVIII.26; Onians I 95 I: I04. 

489 Onians 1951: 225-226. See section 2.4 on the relationship between the body and the soul. 

490 Onians I 95 I: I 04. 
49 1 Pease I911: 431. 
492 Lloyd I962 : 66. See section 3.3 for a discussion on right and left hands . 
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omen, to the left a bad omen. 493 In his life of Themistocles, Plutarch tells how on 

one occasion during the fighting with the Persians, three prisoners were brought 

to Themistocles while he was sacrificing. At the same moment that the visionary 

Euphrantides saw them, there was a great flame that sho~ up and a sneeze gave 

forth its good omen to the right. The visionary demands they be sacrificed to 

ensure a Greek victory. Themistocles is shocked and horrified at this suggestion 

but could not stand up to the irrational needs of the believing mob. Plutarch, who 

attributes this story to the historically literate philosopher Phanias the Lesbian, 

understands the sneeze as being taken for a divine omen which required the ,. 

sacrificing ofthese prisoners. Tmhous t8wv Eu<f>pavTL81lS' 6 flciVTLS', ws Uf!a flEV 

civE:A.awj;EV EK TWV lEpwv f!Eya KaL TIEpL<f>avE:s rrup, Uf!a 8E: TITapf!OS' EK 8E~LWV 

KaTcip~aCJ8m KaL Ka8LEpEUCJm rrciVTas WflllCJTQ ~LOVUCJ([l rrpoCJEu~ciflEVov· oihw 

yap Ufla CJWTllp(av KaL VLKllV ECJECJ8m To'Ls"EAA.11CJLv.494 There is a further 

reference to the importance of the direction of a sneeze in Plutarch's Moralia, 

where the reader is told how Socrates adhered to the sneeze as an omen when 

added to other convincing evidence. The reader is told that Socrates accepted as 

an omen both his sneezes and those of others and that if someone sneezed to the 

right, whether from behind or in front, he would continue to act, but if it was to 

the left he would not. on TO L.::wKpciTous 8mf!OVLOV rrTapf!OS' ~v, o TE rrap' 

aUTOU KaL 6 rrap' aAA.wv. hE:pou flEV yap TITapOVTOS' EK 8E~LQS' Eh' OTILCJ8Ev 

ci rroT pE:rrE CJ8m · 495 

493 Aristophanes parodies this belief through the use of another bodily function; in Equites 63 8-
639 he has the Sausage Seller claim that his thoughts were disturbed by a KaTarn)ywv farting to 
the right, TGUTG <jlpovT((ovTL [lOLl EX OE~Las cmEnapOE KaTam)ywv civ~p. Additional 
Aristophanic references to farting are Equites 115 (farting and snoring); Plutus 698-699. 
494 Plutarch, Themistocles, XIII.3 . See Catullus XLV.8-9 for Love's sneezes, two to the right and 
one to the left. These sneezes, which originate on the right, are seen as omens of goodwill for the 
lovers. Love sneezes again to the left and right, these also being considered as good omens, in 
lines 17-18. On Catullus' sneezes see Gratwick (1992). 
495 Plutarch, De genio Socratis Xl.l3-17. 
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In the Symposium there is no mention of the direction of Aristophanes' 

sneeze, although there are other significant references in the dialogue to left and 

right, in particular in regards to seating and speaking order.496 Movement from 

the left to the right was acceptable and lucky and, wit~ the exception of the 

temporary change in order caused by Aristophanes' hiccough attack, this is the 

direction the speaking order in the Symposium takes. It is significant to note that 

it is the place to the left, i.e., that which would be passed to from the right, which 

was considered the most honoured. At this banquet this place is initially occupied 

by Phaedrus, while Agathon, the host, occupies the lowest place at the table.497 

' However, upon Socrates' late arrival, he takes the seat to Agathon's right, i.e., the 

place of honour, thus moving Phaedrus down a seat (there is further disruption to 

the seating order when Alcibiades arrives).498 Even in the last discussion, that 

between Aristophanes, Agathon and Socrates, the previous rhythm was retained 

while drinking, the cup going from left to right.499 

The second condition to be considered, the time of a sneeze, is critical in 

understanding the nature of the omen. The sneeze was considered ominous 

should it occur at the beginning of an act, as it was symbolic of an end, and the act 

should then be abandoned. This theory is then applied to the time of day a sneeze 

occurs. In Mm·alia, Plutarch states that Socrates is concerned not only with the 

direction of the sneeze, but also its timing. Plutarch writes that if it was Socrates 

himself who sneezed before doing what he was about to do then it confirmed his 

action, whereas if he sneezed after he had already begun acting, he would stop, 

npciaaovTOS' ETIEXELV Kal. KWAUELV T~v op~~v.w Should a sneeze occur early in 

496 Plato, Symposium 177d. See Braunlich (1936) for a discussion on whether drinking order, ETTL 
OE~Lci, was clockwise or counter-clockwise. The typical dining room had seven or eleven couches 
which were placed around a square shaped room. For an extensive study on the numerous 
attributes of a symposium, see MmTay (1990b ). 
497 Bury 1932: 13. 
498 Details of the changes caused by Alcibiades ' arrival are mentioned in 222e. See Bmy (1932 : 
168); Schuhl (1948: 173). 
499 Lowenstam 1986: 55 . 
500 Plutarch, De genio Socratis Xl.\7-19. 
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the day then it is considered a bad omen, as it symbolises termination of an act 

while the day is just beginning. The day, in effect, does not have a chance to 

develop before there is an omen, the sneeze, which signals to abandon it. 

However, should the sneeze occur late in the day, it is see~ as a good omen as it is 

a positive affirmation of a day already ending. If, as stated above, the sneeze is a 

spontaneous nod and it is the tJ;ux~ 's affirmation of what is being said or done, 

then it is offering unsolicited affirmation of the day just passed. 501 In the 

Aristotelian Problemata it is stated that sneezing between midnight and midday is 

not a good thing but between midday and midnight it is positive. .6.u1 TL oL flEV 
' 

cipxoflEvous KaL E:v TlJ cipx-6; 502 It is fair to assume that the sneeze at Agathon's 

banquet occurred during the second half of the day and was, therefore, a good 

omen. The sneeze occurs early on in the banquet and should not be assumed to 

have happened after midnight. Aristophanes' sneeze can be seen as an 

affirmation of Agathon's victory for which the banquet was held as well as a 

general one for the group assembled that evening and the topic being discussed. 

As for the third consideration, the physical state of the sneezer, it is of 

relevance here. As a rule, the sneeze was considered a positive sign in regard to 

one's health. It was believed that should ill persons sneeze, they are well enough 

to recover, whereas if they are too ill to sneeze, they were beyond being saved, 

TTciO'XELV, ciauhous OVTas. WO'TE WS' O'llflELOV uydas TOU cipLO'TOU KQL 

LEpunciTou T6rrou rrpoaKuvoDaLv ws LEp6v, KaL cp~flllV ciya8~v TTOLoDvTm.503 In 

the Hippocratic Prognosticon it is stated that sneezing either before or after illness 

is bad in the case of lung disease, Kopu( as 8E: KaL TTTapflOVS' E:rrt rraaL TOLO'L TTE pt 

501 Onians 1951: 138. 
502 [Aristotle], Problemata 962b 19-22. 
503 [Aristotle], Problemata 962b4-7; Pease 1911: 434. 
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TOV TTAEUflOVa voCJ~fla<JL npoyEyovEvm, ~ Em yEVECJ8m, KaK6v·504 Pseudo-

Aristotle's Problemata asks why the sneeze, but not coughing or a runny nose, is 

considered divine. LlL<x TL Tov flEV TTTapflOV 8Eov ~youf1E8a ETvm, T~v 8E: ~f]xa 

~ T~v Kopu(av ou; 505 The answers tendered are that it i~ because the sneeze 

comes from the head which, due to it being the source of reason, is the most 

divine part of the body and that, unlike the other two symptoms mentioned, the 

sneeze is not the result of disease. ~ 8L6n EK Tou 8ELOT(iTou Twv TTEpl ~flOS Tf]S' 

y[vETaL, TODTo 8E: oiJ;506 Aristotle further ,.asks why other emissions of breath 

such as wind and eructation are not regarded as sacred, but sneezing is. LlL<x TL 

TWV flEV aAA.wv TTVEUfl(lTUlV ai E~o8oL, OLOV <PuCJllS' KQL EPUYflOU, oux lEpa[, ~ 8E: 

TOu TTTapflou iEpa;507 The answer he presents is that wind is from the lower part 

of the stomach, eructation from the upper and sneezing is from the head; as the 

head is the most divine region, then the breath that comes from it is also 

considered divine, and that the sneeze shows that the most divine region, the head, 

is in good health. E?TL 8E: <PDCJa flEV ana Tf]S' KaTw KOLA[ a:; nvEDfla, EPUYflOS' 8E: 

Tf]S' avw, 6 8E: TTTapflOS' Tf]S' KE<PaA.f]s-. 8u1 TO lEpuhaTOV ovv dvm TOV TOTTOV 

It could be inferred from this that Aristophanes' head was indeed in good health, 

even if his body was reacting to his life of hedonism and indulgence, or perhaps 

just to the previous night's activities. While far less common, the sneeze could 

also be seen as a symptom of disease which could lead to death, although these 

tend to be described as exceptions. For example, in Historiae Thucydides lists 

sneezing as a symptom of one of the stages of plague, which then descends to the 

504 Hippocrates, Prognosticon XIV .15-19 (Littre). 

505 [Aristotle], Problemata 962a21-22. 

506 [Aristotle], Problemata 962a22-24. 

507 [Aristotle], Problemata 962a32-33 . 

508 [Aristotle], Problemata 962a35-40 . 
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chest and ends in death. 509 In the Hippocratic Corpus the sneeze is also amongst 

the symptoms of various diseases but, although the sneeze can foreshadow death 

(as mentioned above), it is usually seen as a sign of potential good health, e.g., 

ci\A' EV TOLO"LV aA.AowL voa~~aaLv TOLO"L 8avan08Ea,TC:howLv oL TTTap~ol. 

A.uaLTEAEOUO"LV .51° Fmihermore, there existed (and still exists) a tradition to call 

for the health of one who sneezes. This can be seen as a call to the t);ux~ as 

independent from the body, for the former to care for the safety of the latter. 511 

The idea that the sneeze was an indication of the possibility of restored health can 

be applied to Aristophanes in the Symposium. The reader is aware that the ,. 

comedian is suffering from a hang-over, and the sneeze can be seen as (comically) 

reassuring the reader that while Aristophanes might be subdued for the moment, 

he is not beyond hope and will recover and regain his usual spirits soon enough. 

And so it turns out: Aristophanes' physical incapacitation due to the hiccoughs is 

but temporary, and the comedian is quickly rehabilitated and able to recite his tale 

ofEros. 

5.1.4 Structure and effects 

After considering the hiccough and the sneeze and what both of these 

bodily functions symbolise and signify in Plato's Symposium, their effect on the 

actual structure of the banquet should be addressed. Aristophanes' attack of the 

hiccoughs must be considered in its role of causing the change in speaking order 

mid-dialogue. Plato constructs his Symposium in a precise and calculating 

manner, intentionally positioning the various speakers in their respective places 

and speaking orders. The final order by which the speeches are presented has 

nothing to do with chance or lack of intention or attention. There are seven 

speakers whose words are reported by Apollodorus, and these can be divided into 

509 Thucydides, II.xlix.3. 
510 Hippocrates, Prognosticon XIV.l9-22 (Littre). 
5 11 Onians 1951: 264. 
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three parts: the first five speakers; Socrates' speech; and that of the drunken 

Alcibiades.512 This division can be justified on thematic grounds simply as the 

first five speakers believe that Eros is a god, who is perfect and without fault and, 

therefore, justifies all actions and behaviour;513 unliJ<:e these five, Socrates 

considers Eros a 8a(~wv; while the speech of Alcibiades speaks not of Eros itself 

but of Socrates (the man) and the Eros of Socrates.514 Plato carefully 

choreographs the seating arrangement of the guests who enter prior to the 

discussion, as well as those who enter after the speeches have begun, each 

individual being placed according to the desired construction of the dialogue. The ,. 
narrative links provided by Apollodorus offer detailed descriptions which allow 

the reader insight into the staging of the drama which was the symposium. 515 The 

entrances and exits throughout the Symposium are by no means random, 

coincidental or marginal in importance, and their dramatic effect is central to 

understanding the meaning of the dialogue.516 Plato is fully in control of these 

actions and gestures, using each one to manipulate his symposium into reflecting 

the content of the dialogue. The final order by which the speeches are presented 

has nothing to do with chance or lack of intention or attention. Plato wanted the 

ideas on Eros to be presented in a certain order, and so they were. Even when the 

story of Agathon's banquet is being told third-hand the order of speeches and the 

physical placement of the speakers are related in the utmost detail. 

It is within this framework of precise positioning of the characters 

involved that one must consider Aristophanes' hiccough attack which prohibits 

him from taking his 'rightful' turn to speak. Furthermore, Plato's choice to 

change the order of the speakers once in the middle of the dialogue, rather than 

having written them in the desired final order to begin with, needs to be 

512 See Bury (1932: lii-lxiv); Brochard (1954: 60). 
513 Brochard 1954: 62-64. 
514 Brochard 1954: 85; Lowenstam 1986: 53. 
515 Clay 1983: 187. 
516 On exits and entrances in stage drama, see Taplin (1978: 31-57). 
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addressed. Why does Plato choose such a way, i.e., the hiccoughs, to cause the 

disruption in the existing order? Indeed, it seems that Plato gave Aristophanes the 

hiccoughs in order to emphasise the order of his speakers. The change he made 

assured that the significance of the final order was not tmissed, nor were the 

implications of this alteration.517 The hiccoughs are by no means accidental or 

decorative literary padding, but are used to illustrate that what might appear to be 

the smallest and most insignificant of details can be intentionally used by the 

author to create the desired order. 518 

5.1.5 Cosmic order 

An additional aspect which will be touched on briefly is Plato's use of the 

word KOO"!-lLOV in 189a in relation to the hiccoughs and the sneeze and the 

associations this term naturally evokes. In 189a Plato has Aristophanes wonder 

whether the orderliness of the body, TO KOO"!-lLOV ToD aw1-1aTOS', desires the noises 

and tickling of the sneeze. He continues by stating that the hiccoughs, one bodily 

disorder, are stopped immediately upon the bringing on of the sneeze, another 

disorder, thus restoring the body to its normative orderly state. Plato's use ofthe 

term TO KOO"!-lLOV is not accidental and has deep implications for the understanding 

of this Platonic hiccough and the subsequent sneeze. Plato's cosmology offers an 

explanation of the ordered universe, ToD KOO"!-!OU, as well as of the order of the 

human body.519 It is in this context that 6 KOO"!-!OS' is relevant here. Like the 

cosmos, which is composed of Necessity and Reason, man has an intelligent, 

immortal soul and a mortal soul; these are housed inside the body, which, despite 

its distractions and flaws, ultimately allows for order to prevail over disorder. 520 

Indeed, this idea can be seen expressed through Plato's use of the hiccough and 

517 Lowenstam 1986:45. 
518 Plochmann, 1963: 10. 
519 On Platonic cosmology see, for example, Cornford (1937); Furley (1987; 1989). 
520 Morrow 1965: 422. 
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the sneeze. Whereas the hiccough is a disorderly bodily function void of reason, 

the sneeze is an expression of the tJ;ux~, independent of its physical host, although 

still using the body, i.e., the nose, in its physical manifestation. As with the 

cosmic dominance of Reason over Necessity, so does tpe sneeze subjugate the 

hiccough within the body, thus restoring order from disorder. As in the order of 

the universe, bodily order is the result of independent powers being brought 

together to create a preferred physical state. Thus the disorder of the hiccoughs is 

exorcised through the disorder of the sneeze. To combat one disorder, another 

must be created and utilised in conjunction with the first, and only then is order ,. 
regained. 

This need for co-operation between different elements is to be understood 

on various levels of interpretation, including that of the universe, the body politic 

and the individual human body. The general cosmic order of the macrocosm, the 

universe, is equally relevant for the microcosm, the living being, which is 

included in the scope of the infinite order of the cosmos. 521 The order that is 

desired on a universal level is also at the base of the quest for the principle of the 

order of man, which relies on a system of Ideas, which combine life, soul and 

intellect to create a form of body.522 The cosmic order and the bodily order are a 

result of independent powers being used in conjunction with one another to 

establish a harmonious existence devoid of chaos. In example of 189a, 

Aristophanes' sneeze reclaims order from the disorder of his body, as well as that 

of the dialogue itself. 

5.2 Spitting 

References to spitting, TITUW (and its derivatives), in classical texts are by 

no means infrequent, yet the topic is highly under-investigated. Indeed, the ways 

521 Plato, Timaeus 30c7-3lal. 
522 Robin 1935: 165-166. 



by which to analyse the phenomenon of spitting are manifold. Possible 

interpretations, some of which transcend cultural boundaries, may be derived 

from the inter-disciplinary study of this particular example of non-verbal 

communication. While each incident of spitting must bet considered within its 

textual and cultural context, the more general relationship to theories of the body 

also needs to be considered. Spitting has to be seen within the context of the body 

as a whole, and from the point of view of how and why the body is being 

manipulated, whether intentionally or unintentionally, to communicate whatever 

message is intended. Bodily acts such as spitting may have religious, ritualistic, 
( 

cultural, social or individual significance. Spitting is an action open to many 

interpretations - it may be understood as a purely natural and symbolically 

unencumbered function, as an intentional act of abuse and insult, or as a means of 

protecting oneself from evil or misfortune. Status and gender also affect the role 

of spitting, in particular when it is considered as a form of ritual action. 

This study of ancient spitting differs from the previous section on 

hiccoughing and sneezing in that this bodily function is a conscious act performed 

by the individual rather than a physical affliction over which there can be little or 

no control. While Aristophanes' sneeze in Symposium 189a was instigated in 

order to cure the hiccoughs, once it occurred it was uncontrollable. Spitting, 

however, is perceived as a physical act fully under the control of the one who is 

spitting. In order to offer a more comprehensive understanding of how spitting 

was understood in antiquity, this study relies on a wider range of sources than 

previous sections. While there is not a huge amount of textual references to 

spitting, those that can be gleamed from the extant sources create the impression 

of a bodily function which was deep in meaning and significance. 

In contemporary Western society, the act of spitting is thought to be an 

expression of disgust or disdain. From the outset of modern scholarship on non-

verbal communication, there have been negative connotations attributed to 

spitting. In The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, Darwin states 
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that "[ s ]pitting seems an almost universal sign of contempt or disgust; and spitting 

obviously represents the rejection of anything offensive in the mouth."523 He then 

gives various examples, ranging from Shakespeare to the Ethiopians, to illustrate 

this point.524 Despite Darwin's assumption that its meaning ~is "almost universal", 

the act of spitting must not be automatically accepted as an insult or as a negative 

response, and historical context must be considered when attempting to explain 

human behaviour. While the above explanation of spitting is indeed the most 

common meanmg applied to Tnuw,525 it is by no means exclusive, and the 

alternative interpretations and intentions should not be marginalised or ignored. ,. 

In order to understand the various interpretations of the act of spitting, 

each element of that act, both the literal and the symbolic, must be analysed. The 

actual act of spitting may be defined as follows : the conscious projection of 

spittle/saliva from the mouth/body towards/on another person or object.526 This 

multi-faceted definition can be understood in numerous ways, with the emphasis 

placed on a variety of different theoretical associations. First, the saliva can be 

seen as the transmitter of pollution or danger, a means by which contamination 

can be spread. In general, bodily fluids can be seen as sources of impurity, and 

saliva is no exception. 527 Indeed, the spittle itself can be seen to embody the bad

feeling and insult intended by the act, it being the physical expression of these 

sentiments. Second, the spittle, having been created by the body, is being 

523 Darwin 1965:260. 
524 Darwin 1965 : 260 . 

525 The differences between the various compound forms of the basic term for spitting, TTTt)(u, are 

not without relevance. For example, to 'spit out', cmmnuw or EKTTTuw, is very different from the 

terms for to ' spit upon' , KGTaTTTULu, npoaTTTutu or E: m TTTULu . The former are used to express 

rejection, either literal or figurative , the latter to express an act towards another thing, be it a 

person or the evil-eye. 
526 This study considers the spitting of saliva and not of other bodily fluids . However, it should be 

noted that the verb TTTULu is used ·to describe the various forms of ejecting (or not ejecting) bodily 

fluids, e.g., pus and blood, from the body. Many of such examples are found in the Hippocratic 

corpus. While these might appear to be little more than descriptions of symptoms of various 

ailments, they do provide important information. The spitting of blood and/or pus is considered to 

be a clear indication of poor health and it is a symptom which is referred to frequently. For the 

different 'biles' which effect human health as well as more general discussion on Hippocratic and 

Greek medicine see Longrigg (1993); Phillips (1973); Temkin (1991). 

527 Douglas 1984: 35. 
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projected outside the body. The saliva is sent out from the confines of the body, 

in essence, bringing an element of the body with it when it exits from the bodily 

confines. 'Saliva' becomes 'spit' through the action of expelling it from the 

mouth, and spit, having been produced by the body and et'creted from a bodily 

orifice, succeeds in traversing the boundaries of the body. 528 Created from within, 

yet transported outside the body, spittle can be a powerful substance which exists 

in both domains. Finally, in addition to its aggressive function, spit can also serve 

as a natural defence against evil and harm, a means by which to protect oneself, 

one's body or another being from evil. The ancient attitude towards spit must be 
' 

recognised as being multi-dimensional, incorporating both positive and negative 

properties, which are themselves not unrelated. 529 Spitting can be used both to 

protect from evil as well as to project evil on others. Spitting is an internal 

spiritual power, like witchcraft or prophecy, which humans believed was able to 

be harnessed for both good and evil purposes.530 The rituals of the classical era 

(and those of surrounding periods) which incorporate spitting are conscious acts 

and expressions which deal with evil from both sides, that of projecting it and that 

of counteracting it. 

5.2.1 Ritualised spitting 

In order to understand classical spitting, it is important to consider the 

meaning behind the various acts with which it is associated. The textual use of 

spitting to convey certain sentiments or emotions does not occur randomly or in a 

vacuum. Rather, there is an element of ritual associated with spitting which 

directs its usage. This ritual, which differs depending on the context of the spit, 

528 Douglas 1984: 122. Douglas (1970: 139) writes that bodily excretions such as faeces, semen 
and spittle are used as weapons of attack by the witch. 
529 In his encyclopaedic study of man, Walker ( 1977: 243) writes that "[i]n occult terms, saliva is 
the quintessence of the bodily fluids mixed with the psychic emanations from the heart and head, 
and one of the most potent effluvia in the world. Depending on circumstances it has the prope1ties 
of the water of life, a deadly poison, and an antidote to poisons and other evils." See also Crombie 
( 1891) on the saliva superstition. 
530 Douglas 1984: 99. 



finds its origin in religious belief. The origins of the Greek religious beliefs 

regarding spitting are not traceable, yet the religious implications and associations 

of this act are accepted and preserved. Like other examples of ritualised 

behaviour, the action often becomes distanced from the ~riginal religious context 

and becomes assimilated into accepted common usage, in such a way that the 

communicator does not necessarily consider the religious origins of the action 

when choosing to use it. One might know that to spit in another's face is an insult 

without knowing the origin of this belief. Ritual acts are crucial for the cultural 

consistency of a society and are, therefore, used continuously, regardless of their 
' 

proximity to religious roots. Ritual consistency serves to perpetuate and anchor 

the culture within which, and for which, it exists; rituals are a means by which 

society reaffirms itself.531 Indeed, Athenian life, public and private, incorporated 

ritual into many aspects of daily existence.532 Democratic ideals were tied to the 

ritualised traditions of Athenian society, which the citizen used in order to express 

his membership in this community.533 For a culture to define itself, it needs 

constants, and ritualised behaviour fills this role. 

5.2.2 Metaphoric usage 

The cultural and societal use of spitting in classical Athens will be 

examined here through the examples found in ancient texts, both classical and 

other. The focus of this study is to try to construct an understanding of spitting 

through the use of textual examples; no pretence is being made as to the 

formulation of an accurate portrayal of daily Greek spitting. However, the textual 

examples do provide us with an indication of what spitting meant when it was 

specifically and intentionally noted or utilised. The ejection of saliva that occurs 

531 Durkheim 1976: 387-388. See Bell (1992) for an overview of anthropological theories on 
ritual. 
532 For a more general examination of Greek ritual, see Osborne and Hornblower (1994). 
533 R. Osborne 1994: 8-9 . 
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because one has something caught in one's throat does not necessitate the 

assumption of symbolic meaning, but spitting in the face of an adversary, enemy 

or loathed person, or on oneself in the face of danger, is not unimportant or 

insignificant. That a particular author decided to verbalise 'I; spitting incident and 

include it in his narrative is indicative of its symbolic force and its worth as a 

descriptive tool. 

That spitting can be used metaphorically indicates that there is societal 

agreement on the meaning of this action when used in a certain fashion, e.g., it is 

understood that spitting on or at someone represents a harsh and negative ,. 

response. While this interpretation of spitting is not exclusive, it is clearly what is 

presumed when used symbolically in contexts such as these. The very act of 

spitting upon someone has come to represent the emotions which are the 

motivation behind the act, thus telling the reader (or audience) how this action 

should be understood. For example, when in In Demosthenem Dinarchus 

describes Demosthenes as Tov KaTCilTTU<JTov he is stating that Demosthenes is a 

despicable man.534 Dinarchus uses the term 'one who deserves to be spat upon' 

(as opposed to ~uapo:;, j.lL<JT]TOS' or <JTUYTJTOS', for example) knowing that the 

implied meaning is understood (it can be understood from the context that Tov 

i<aTalTTU<JTov is used negatively and to insult- that to be spat upon is indeed 

despicable and cannot be construed as something else). There is no notion of 

anyone actually being spat upon, but rather that Demosthenes evokes the same 

sentiments as those that would inspire such an act. 

Not only is Demosthenes on the receiving end of the spitting descriptions, 

but he uses similar language in his own orations. For example, in De corona the 

Thessalians are described as KaTcilTTU<JTOL, thus describing their vile nature.535 

Later in the same oration, the contemptible Aeschines is described as TOV 

534 Dinarchus I, In Demosthenem, 15. 
535 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 43. 
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KaTCiTTTU<JTOv.536 In De falsa legatione, Demosthenes uses Tov KaTCiTTTU<JTov 

similarly to describe Philocrates.537 These are but a few examples of the use of 

metaphoric spitting.538 Clearly it is a readily used metaphor that was part of 

mainstream rhetorical language. 

While non-literal usage of the TTTUW verbs is plentiful, there are also 

legitimate descriptions of veritable spitting, either upon oneself, at someone or 

something, or in other ritualistic acts. Both the metaphoric and the literal usages 

co-exist within the texts, each influencing the understanding of the other. This 

raises the question of the very nature of the spitting metaphors: does the user of 

' 
words such as TOV KaTciTTTU<JTOV actually envision someone being spat upon or 

has the word become completely removed from the TTTUW act and come to embody 

simply the sentiment of the act without conjuring up an image that involves actual 

spitting? Agreement on meaning can exist even where the link to a word's 

original meaning has dissolved. 

5.2.3 Acts of Spitting 

5.2.3.1 Spitting on Bosom/Spitting three times 

One of the most obvious examples of ritual spitting in Greek texts refers to 

what must have been a well-recognised action of spitting on one's chest in order 

to keep away evil. 539 This usage of spittle to protect the individual from evil is an 

illustration of how spitting need not be seen as an insult or an act of rejection. It 

is not a negative act towards another but a positive act for oneself. Spitting is an 

act which expresses a "violent repugnance" for evil, and is thought to have reviled 

536 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 196. 
537 Demosthenes XIX, De ja/sa legatione, 15. 
538 For additional examples ofthe metaphoric use of spitting, see Aeschylus, Agamemnon 1192; 
Prometheus vinctus 1070; Choephoroe 633; Eumenides 68; Anaxilas, Fragmenta 22 .6 (Kassel
Austin). 
539 See Sittl (1890 : 117-121) on Greek and Roman spitting. 
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the manifestations of evil such as diseases. 540 Theophrastus refers to this ritual in 

his description of the Superstitious man, who spits on his chest in the face of 

madness and epilepsy, ~mvo~Evov 8E t8wv ~ ETTLAT)TTTov cpp(~as Ets KOATTov 

TTTUCJm. 541 In his satire of the overly superstitious man, Thepphrastus depicts him 

as practising an exaggerated number of rituals to avoid pollution and the evil-eye. 

That spitting on one's chest is included in this critical portrayal of the overly 

superstitious is an indication that this act was widely recognised as a performed 

ritual.542 When considering the act of spitting itself, it should be noted that one 

does not spit at the diseased but upon oneself, thus making it a defensive act as ,. 

opposed to an offensive action. This suggests that the spitting is merely symbolic 

and that the act is not thought to be curative or even to ward off contagion, but to 

be an expression of superstitious beliefs that will keep the evil which is infecting 

the diseased at bay. 543 On seeing a madman or an epileptic the superstitious man 

interprets the sight as foreboding that he himself will be afflicted by these 

diseases in the future,544 and he hopes to protect himself through the spitting. The 

spitting, therefore, is believed to act as a prophylactic agent, deflecting the 

possible danger of various evils. 

Another form of ritualised spitting is that of spitting three times when 

faced with evil or adversity. There is an early example of the triple-spit ritual in 

Hipponax, whereby Encolpius spits three times when he becomes sexually 

impotent, ... KaL TWL KL~aLWL Tov[8E) p'Lva cpOLVL~c;t[S' ,/ ~1!~ T_rTUCJaS' TptS KaL T[/ 

ci]l!' ~v ~8E:tjJaT' ws-.[545 One could assume that this spitting ritual is performed in 

540 Jebb 1909: 147. 
541 Theophrastus, Characteres, XVI.14. For a rationalist (Hippocratic) view on madness and 
epilepsy see Lloyd (1987: 21-29). See also Longrigg (1993); Phillips (1973); Temkin (1991). 
542 Although a much later, and non-Greek, source, Pliny refers to the powers of saliva/spitting in 

Natura/is historia, XXVIII.35, despuimus comitiales m01·bos, hoc est contagia regerimus. This 
chapter continues with references to saliva as a means of fighting witchcraft, treating boils, etc. 

543 Nicolson 1897:30-31. 
544 Edmonds and Austen 1904: 95. 
545 Hipponax, Fragmenta 78.14-16. Miralles and Portulas ( 1988: 9) state that "[t]he most 
plausible and stimulating hypothesis concerning Hipponax's fragment 78 is that it describes a 
man's attempt to recover his sexual vigour, which he has temporarily lost; these attempts are set in 
a context, which is probably ritual, of ceremonies related to ideas offertility and fecundity." 
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order to counteract the evil which has caused the state of impotence.546 This 

ritualised reaction to impotence is a particularly interesting use of a spitting ritual, 

as in this instance the spitting is used to combat an evil already affecting the body 

and not something threatening it from the outside. T~ere is further significance, 

as the impotence in itself represents an inability to perform a bodily function 

which culminates with the excretion of a bodily fluid, semen. The action which is 

invoked in order to rectify the impotence, i.e. spitting, is the intentional expulsion 

from the mouth of saliva, itself a bodily fluid. The relationship of the fluids 

within the body, as well as the effects their excretion has on the desired balance 
( 

within, are of importance.547 

The examples of spitting three times or of spitting on one's bosom are not 

limited to the classical period (or earlier), but continue to be used in Greek 

literature of later periods. These examples remain valuable when considering the 

meaning of this non-verbal behaviour in its classical context, as, while the 

meaning of the act may develop and change with time, it is still rooted in the 

earlier usage. 

Perhaps the most informative instance of ritualised spitting comes from 

Theocritus VI, where the beautiful Damoetas tells how he spat three times on his 

chest, as the old woman Cotyttaris had taught him, in order not to be bewitched 

by the evil-eye. ws ~~ ~aaKavew 8E, Tpls ds E~cw ETTTucra KoA.rrov"/ Taiha 

yap a ypaCa ~E KoTUTTapls E~E8C8a~E .548 This is an illustration of the belief 

that spitting three times could counteract evil which derived from excessive 

beauty, presumptuousness or immodest behaviour that might provoke the gods, 

and Nemesis in particular. This act of spitting can be interpreted in two ways. 

First, that spitting is an abusive and defiling act which will illustrate the 

546 In his commentary on the fragments ofHipponax, Masson (1962: 145) states that "on sait que 
dans les superstitions anciennes et modernes, cracher est un acte apotropa"ique, surtout lorsque !'on 
crache trois fois.. ." For other remedies for impotence and ways to obtain (and retain) erections, 
see Wink! er (1991: 220-221). 
547 For a general anthropological consideration of bodily fluids, particularly blood and semen, see 
Heritier-Auge ( 1989). 
548 Theocritus, Jdyllia VI, 39 (Gow). 
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individual's awareness of his (her) own limitations. Damoetas might be 

beautiful, but by spitting thrice on his own bosom he is tarnishing that physical 

beauty, while also conducting himself in a way which demonstrates his human 

capacity for base behaviour. Second, the saliva is a meflns for keeping evil at bay, 

and by spitting on himself Damoetas is creating a protecting shield against the 

evil that might be drawn to him by his beauty. The first interpretation is one 

which defines saliva and spitting as negative elements, whereas the second 

explanation has them acting positively as a defence against external harms. 

In this passage of Theocritus VI, it should be noted that the act of spitting ,. 
is not left to explain itself, but is accompanied by a statement of the reason for 

this behaviour. The inclusion of an explanation for the spitting, i.e., that it fends 

off bewitchment, leads one to question whether, by the time Theocritus was 

writing in the third century BCE, this ritual can no longer be assumed by the 

author to be self-explanatory, or whether the explanation is merely added for 

emphasis. Considering the existence of additional later references to the ritualised 

act of spitting three times on one's bosom,549 it would seem that the explanation 

of the act was not so much to facilitate contemporary understanding as for 

increased emphasis and poetic effect. 

An additional aspect of this account needs to be considered, and that is the 

involvement of Cotyttaris, a woman with a non-Greek, i.e. , Thracian, name. By 

attributing this ritualised act to a non-Greek woman, Theocritus is implying that 

such action should not be attributed to a Greek male. Barbarians were certainly 

portrayed as being highly ritualistic, and women, whether Greek or not, were 

considered to be more superstitious by nature.550 The scholia explains that 

spitting on one's bosom is done to ward off evil and cites the Callimachus 

example, thus further highlighting the importance women play in this ritual, 

ETTTUCJa KOATTov: TO VEflECJY]TOV EKTpETTOflEVm TTOLOUCJL TOUTO, KaL 11ciA.wTa aL 

549 See, for example, Lucian, Navigium 15 (second century CE). 
550 Hall1989: 17; 99-100; on barbarian religion, see 143-154. 
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yuval.KES'. Kaf..),Jflaxos-· '8atf1WV, TlJ KOATTOLO"LV ETTLTTTuoucn yuval.KES' ';551 and 

The fact that it is women spitting is not irrelevant, as it specifically states here that 

the spitting is especially done by women to ward off evq, flclALcna ai yuval.KES'. 

Callimachus, who was also writing in the third century, has the ritual act of 

spitting on one's bosom performed by women. In this example there is no 

indication of the number of spits, 8al.f10V, TlJ KOA TTOL<JLV E:m TTTUOU<JL yuval.KES' .553 

Here too, this act is understood as a means of exorcising the goddess Nemesis.554 

The goddess was believed to punish those who were excessively boastful, hopeful ,. 

or arrogant, and spitting on one's chest was a means to avert her wrath.555 

In Theocritus XX, there is a further example of spitting three times upon 

one's chest, in this instance when Eunica spat upon her bosom after feeling 

defiled at the suggestion that she should be kissed by a rustic, ... ciTT' E: flEU cpuyE 11 ~ 

flE flOAuvns-.'/ ToLci8E f1U8t(owa Tpls ELS' E:ov ETTTV<JE Kof..TTov,/ Kat 11' ciTTo Tos 

KEcpaA.as- TTOTL Tw TTo8E <JUVEXES EL8Ev/ XELAE<JL f1VX8t(owa Kat Oflfla<JL A.o~a 

~AETTowa,/ Kat TToA.u Tq fl.Opcpq 8T]A.uvETo, Kat n <JE<Japos-/ Kat <Jo~apov 11' 

E:yEA.a~Ev.556 The spitting ritual here represents more than one of its various 

meanings: first, it serves as the means by which to deflect the defilement which 

she feels has threatened her; second, it is an expression of her disgust at the 

concept of kissing such a man. The spitting is not an isolated act of rejection; she 

does not simply spit, but looks him over from head to toe, jeers at him, gives him 

an unsympathetic look, and, in a womanly way, she laughs at him in a sneering 

and haughty manner. 

551 Scholia in Theocritum vetera V1.39a. 
552 Scholia in Theocritwn vetera VI.39b. 
553 Calliinachus, Fragmenta incertae sedis, 687 (Pfeiffer) . 
554 Sittl1890: 120. Trypanis (1958: 281) explains this fragment by stating that "[w]omen 
exorcised Nemesis by spitting on their bosoms." 
555 Nicolson 1897: 38. 
556 Theocritus, Idyllia XX, 10-15 (Gow). 
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When considering this bodily act, an aspect of particular interest is the 

longevity of this symbol, which appears throughout antiquity without obvious 

changes in meaning. While this is not a unique phenomenon, it is, nonetheless, an 

indication that certain symbols are not necessarily culturaH;r-specific. In order to 

demonstrate the continuity in the perceived meaning of this act in antiquity, a late, 

non-Greek example will be discussed briefly; reference to spitting three times in 

one's bosom is found in Pliny's Natura/is historia. Within a discussion on the 

various properties and uses of saliva we are informed that spitting three times on 

one's chest appeases the gods when one is too presumptuous, veniam quoque a ,. 

deis spei alicuius audacioris petimus in sinum spuendo, et iam eadem ratione 

terna despuere precatione in omni medicina m os est ... 557 This explanation of the 

act is in accordance with Theocritus VI, where the spitting is performed in order 

to defend oneself from the evil brought on by excessive beauty. Despite the late 

date of the reference from Natura/is historia, it seems clear that this spitting ritual 

has retained its meaning regardless of the distance it has travelled from its 

primary religious source.558 

5.2.3.2 Spit in the Face 

The act of spitting at another person, as opposed to the evil that person 

might carry or represent, is undoubtedly an act of abuse or insult. To spit in 

another's face, which can be seen as a prime symbol of the self,559 adds additional 

weight to the insult. Hyperides, in a fragment from a private abuse case, lists 

spitting in the face along with being slapped, being pulled by the hair, and being 

treated like the most dishonourable servant, 1. ... ETTEL Ta 'I TTTTC)VLKOS' {m' 

AuToKAEous- 11-ovov Eppan(cr811 T~v yvci8ov · Eyw 8' uno Tounuv Twv TPLxwv 

557 Pliny, Natura/is historia, XXVIII .36. 
558 For additional examples of continuity, a concept which should only carefully be attributed to 
non-verbal communication, see Sittl (1890: 118); Gow (1950: 125-126, vol. 2). For a more 
general argument in favour of continuity through to modernity see Boegehold (1997). 
559 Synnott 1993: 2. See chapter 2 on the face in Greek thought. 
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ElA.KOf!T)V, Kov8uA.ous EA.a~ov. 2. TTpos TO TTpomJ.lTov TTpoaTTTuELv. 3. 'Ev a{m~ 

WCJTTEP TO ciTLf!OTaTov 8Epcimov.560 This reference leaves little doubt as to how 

such an act was categorised. The act of spitting in another's face is one of hubris, 

at least as powerful as a verbal insult. ' ': 

An example is also found in Sophocles' Anti gone. Haem on, upon finding 

the hanged Antigone, turns to Creon, glares at him with furious eyes, spits in his 

face and, not answering, draws his two-edged sword, TOV 8' ciyp(OLS OCJCJOLCJL 

TTaTTT~vas 6 TTa'Ls,/ TTTuaas TTpoawmp Kou8Ev civTELTTwv, ~(<Pous/ EAKEL 8LTTA.ous 

Kvw8ovTas, EK 8' opf!Wf!EVou/ TTaTpos <Puya'LaLv ~f!TTAaK ' ·56I There can be no 
' 

question here as to the meaning of the emotions and intention of the spit. The 

crazed Haemon attempts to kill his father immediately after spitting at him and, 

when he does not succeed, kills himself with his own sword. 562 Haemon is 

experiencing emotion of the most intense nature, strong enough to bring him to 

attempted patricide (and regicide), and it is expressed by the poet through a 

description of the look in his eyes and the act of spitting in the face of the other. 

This act of spitting is transgressive; it is the son and subject who projects his 

bodily fluid onto his father and ruler. As a form of insult, spitting offers more 

than spoken words as it transports a physical expression (saliva) of the hubris 

from the sender to the receiver. There is no need to explain the meaning of this 

type of spit, as it is a culturally accepted non-verbal symbol which evidently 

represents disdain, disgust, insult, abuse and rejection. 

However, the question as to whether this spit is intended literally or 

metaphorically is of importance and has been the subject of scholastic debate.563 

560 Hyperides, Fragmenta 36 (Burtt). 
561 Sophocles, Antigone 1231-1234. 
562 Jebb (1900: 218) comments that "Haemon is momentarily insane with despair and rage: the 
very words aim\) xoA.w8E(s, 1235, indicate the transport of frenzy which these verses were meant 
to depict." 
563 Jebb (1900: 218) writes that "Nothing could do more violence to the language, or more injUJy 
to the dramatic effect, than the Scholiast's themy that rnvaas rrpom~mp has a merely figurative 
sense, 'with an expression of loathing on his face'". See Scholia in Sophocfis tragoedias vetera, 
Antigone 1232, TTTvaas rrpom~mp: otov cirroaTpa<pELS Kat aKu8pLumiaas Kat EK ToD rrpom~rrou 
KaTallE114JcillEVos, ou Kuptws rrpoaTTTuaas n \) rraTpL L~S Kat ~!lE Is Ev TlJ auvT]8dq <J>allEV 
KaTETTTUaEv auToD o Ean KaTE<j>p6vT]<JEV n ;)v A.6yLuv auToD· oux ELAKEV 8E: To ~t<)>os KaTa ToD 
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There is no reason to think that Sophocles did not intend to express the son's 

hatred for his father with this effective and unambiguous use of non-verbal 

behaviour. While there are many examples of metaphoric usage of spitting to 

express disgust and hatred this scenario suggests actio11 and not merely words. 

Whereas spitting might be seen as distasteful and vulgar, within the context of this 

play there is no reason to assume that the explicitly abusive behaviour associated 

with spitting in an other's face is not intended. 

5.2.3.3 Spit on (someone) 

Whereas spitting on the face constitutes the strongest insult, the act of 

spitting on or at any part of another person's body was sufficiently insulting to 

leave no doubt as to the intended message. In De falsa legatione, Aeschines uses 

spitting to describe Demosthenes' attitude towards his rivals and their political 

decisions. Demosthenes is described as himself being a bought man, while 

spitting on, i.e., having disdain for, those WhO take bribes. 6 8E OU8EV cirrpaTOV 

EXWV ~Epos TOU CJW~aTOS", [ou8' o8Ev T~V <Pwv~v TTpOLETaL,] WS" wv 'ApLCJTEL8T)s 

6 Tous <P6pous Tci~as TOLS" "EAA.T)CJLV [6 8CKmos EmKaA.ou~Evos] 8ucrxEpaCvEL 

Kal IWTaTTTUEL 8wpo8odas. 564 It is in Aeschines' interest to portray 

Demosthenes in the most unfavourable light possible, claiming that Demosthenes 

is himself corrupt yet 'spits upon', i.e., finds contemptible, the taking of bribes. 

Aeschines tells his audience that Demosthenes is annoyed, 8ucrxEpaCvEL, and that 

he spits upon them (his rivals), KaTaTTTUEL. It is not enough simply to state 

Demosthenes' displeasure and to mock him as a hypocrite and as being like 

Aristeides. To say that he also spits upon his fellow ambassadors communicates 

through action his contempt. Aeschines' use of non-verbal behaviour is used to 

TTaTPOS' , WGTTEp (~ETO ' ELTTEV yap avtu, ~ 8' ovv 8aVELTaL Kal eavova' GAEL nvci · 6 ayyEAOS' 8E: 
o\htu VOilL(tuv cirrayyEAAEL. 
564 Aeschines II, Defalsa legatione, 23 . 



express the true embodiment of Demosthenes' attitude in a way that verbal 

expression alone cannot. 

There is a second example of this sort found in In Ctesiphontem. 

Aeschines is again presenting Demosthenes as a hyp<?crite, claiming that this 

'hater-of-Alexander' and 'hater-of Philip' had gone, not once, but twice as an 

ambassador to Macedon and is now commanding the Athenians to spit upon the 

Macedonians, 6 vvvt KEA.El!wv Twv MaKE8ovwv KaTmTTUELv.565 To spit on the 

Macedonians is unquestionably an act which indicates great contempt and 

disrespect, and the usage here serves to add weight to the point being put forward ,. 
by Aeschines. Again, the use of non-verbal behaviour adds additional force and 

weight to the orator's description and argument. 

Similar usage is found in De corona, where Demosthenes expresses his 

disdain and criticisms of Aeschines. When defending his advocacy of military 

resistance to the Macedonians, Demosthenes states that Aeschines never opposed 

this policy and that, if he had, it would have been a betrayal of Athenian heritage 

and forefathers. For Athens not to have attempted to resist would have been 

despicable, causing the orator to ask rhetorically if anyone would not have spat on 

Aeschines if he had suggested not striking back the enemy. EL yap Taiha 

TTpOELT' aKOVLTEL, TTEpL wv ou8Eva K(v8uvov ovnv' OVX l!TTEIJ.ELVaV oL rrpoyovoL, 

rhetorical power of this passage is expressive of the Greek fear of passivity and 

enslavement. The hubris of enslavement is inconceivable to the Athenian citizen, 

and Demosthenes' suggestion that anyone opposing military action would be spat 

upon is undoubtedly representative of popular feeling. 567 Literally, the term, l<aTa 

+ TTTUW, means to spit down upon someone, thus clearly expressing the notion of 

the superior person spitting on the inferior. In the fervour of his rhetoric this use 

565 Aeschines Ill, In Ctesiphontem, 73. 
566 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 200. 
567 Fisher 1992: 131 . On the law of hubris, see Fisher ( 1990). 
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of KaTaTin)w evokes a powerful picture of Aeschines, not the polis and not 

Demosthenes, being the target for this vivid expression of rejection and contempt. 

Who would not spit in Aeschines' face for such behaviour? 

In De corona Demosthenes again describes the thaughty Aeschines as 

spitting upon others, i.e., O"U 8' 6 aqtVOS' civ~p KGL 8La1TTUWV TOUS' aA.A.ous- ... 568 

That the low-born Aeschines should presume to think himself superior to the 

(relatively) well-bred Demosthenes is ludicrous, and Demosthenes attributes to 

Aeschines such base behaviour as spitting upon others as if to illustrate that, 

although Aeschines might try to present himself as sophisticated and genteel, his ,. 
actions betray him. Within this context, spitting is an insulting, abusive, and base 

act. 

The act of spitting on another is not restricted to oratory. Euripides uses 

this physical expression of disgust and contempt in the Hippolytus, to demonstrate 

the depth of Hippolytus' rejection of the nurse's proposition. His reaction is 

physical as well as mental, the spit symbolising how he cannot even retain such a 

notion within himself; he must exorcise it from his body. ITI. ciTIETITua'· ou8E.Ls 

a8LKOS' EO"TL f!OL cpCA.os.5ffJ In Ranae, Aristophanes has Euripides say to 

Aeschy Ius, in their struggle to prove their respective poetic superiority, that if 

there is any extra padding or if he repeats himself in the prologue then he can be 

spat upon. Eu. E)'W cppciaw./ Kav TIOl! 8Ls ELTIW TauTov, ~ aToL~~v t81Js/ 

EvoDaav E.~w ToD A.oyou, KaTciTITuaov .570 Being spat upon is obviously a 

disgusting and insulting enough act for Euripides to think this sufficient 

punishment if he fails to produce poetic excellence. If the act were not a powerful 

one then it would not be a sufficiently satisfying reward for his rival if he failed. 

In the context of this play, for Aeschylus to spit on Euripides would undoubtedly 

caused the latter much humiliation and the former great satisfaction. 

568 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 258. The use of the verb owrm)w emphasises the depth of 
contempt that the action is meant to represent. He thoroughly spat on others. 
569 Euripides, Hippolytus 614. 
570 Aristophanes, Ranae 1177-1179. 
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568 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 258 . The use of the verb 8wrrn)w emphasises the depth of 
contempt that the action is meant to represent. He thoroughly spat on others. 
569 Euripides, Hippolytus 614. 
570 Aristophanes, Ranae 1177-1179. 



In Theophrastus' Characteres XIX, 8uaxEpE(a, (perhaps belonging to 

Characteres XI, obnoxiousness, ~8EA.up(a) the reader is given a description of a 

man who neglects his body and lives in squalor. This man keeps himself in a 

disgusting state and his behaviour is reproachable. Amongst his other deplorable 

and crass habits he is also accused of spitting across the table at the cup-bearer, 

The behaviour associated with this character is obviously considered intolerable 

and base. That he spits at the cup-bearer expresses both his crudity of behaviour 

and his arrogant disregard for household servants, who were of an inferior status. 
( 

His spitting could be construed as hubris, and, at the very least, was totally 

unacceptable. 572 It would seem that to spit at another person, be it a poet or a cup-

bearer, was deemed inappropriate and abusive. 

One way of establishing the place spitting held in Greek society is to 

consider their reaction to cultures other than their own and how these societies 

were seen to have dealt with spitting. In Cyropaedia, I, Xenophon writes of how 

the Persians do not spit, blow their noses, break wind or urinate where they can be 

seen, as these are all considered to be breaches of decorum. ataxp<'w flEV yap ETL 

flEO"Tous- <Pa(vEa8m, ataxpov 8E E:an Kal. TO tovTa TTOL <PavEpov yEvEa8m ~ 

TOU oupilam EVEKa ~ KaL aAA.ou TLVOS' TOLOliTOU.573 . In Cyropaedia, VIII, 

Xenophon, while discussing the physical deterioration of the Persians, again deals 

with the fact that the Persians do not spit or blow their noses, although he states 

here that while they once did not do these things in order to harden the body , now 

the custom remains but the reason behind it no longer exists as the Persians no 

571 Theophrastus, Characteres XIX. I! . 
572 On the inclusion of slaves under the law of hubris see Demosthenes XXI, In Midiam , 47; 
Fisher 1990: 123ff.; Murray 1990a: 140ff. Navarre (1924: 119) explains that "[!]a civilite grecque 
n'interdisait pas de cracher en public ... 'Cracher loin' [WKpa TTTVELV, etait une expression 
proverbiale, pour symboliser !'arrogance, le mepris ... L'incivilite reside ici mains dans le fait lui
meme que dans les circonstances. Avec ce dernier trait, nous revenons, ce semble, au portrait du 
OVCJXEP~S". " 
573 Xenophon, Cyropaedia, I.ii.16. 
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longer pursue hard work as they once did. 'Os 8E ou8E Twv cHD[lchwv 

ETTL[lEAOVTaL WCJTTEp TTpocr8Ev, vvv av TOUTO 8LllY~CJO[laL. VO[.LL[.LOV yap 8~ ~V 

auTo'Ls fl~TE TTTUELv fl~TE aTTOf1UTTECJ8m. 8~A.ov 8E on TauTa ou Tou E:v T0 

CJW[lQTL uypou <PEL80[1EVOL EVO[.LLCJQV' ciA.A.a ~OUAO[lEVOL 9La TTOVWV KaL L8pwTOS' 

Ta CJW[laTa CJTEpEoucr8m. vvv 8E TO [.LEV [1~ TTTUELV flll8E aTTO[lUTTEcr8m ETL 

8La[1EVEL, TO 8' EKTTOVELV ou8a[.LOU ETTL Tll8EUETaL _574 In a description of Persian 

beliefs and laws, Herodotus also tells of the religious implication of spitting in 

Persian rivers and the total taboo on such conduct, E. S' TTOTa[lOV 8E OUTE 

EVOUpEOUCJL OUTE E[lTTTUOUCJL, ou XELpas EVaTTOVL(OVTaL ou8E aA.A.ov ov8Eva ,. 

TTEpLOpwcrL, ciA.A.a CJE~ovTm TTOTa[lOUS' wiA.wTa.575 It would seem that the Persian 

aversion to spitting was both religious and cultural, undoubtedly inter-dependent 

forces in the development of the attitudes towards spitting. Whereas the Greek 

authors appear not to associate the Persian habits and beliefs with their own, they 

nonetheless express interest in the Persians' attitude towards spitting. Whereas 

the Persians are describes as not spitting at al,l, the Athenians appear to have done 

so willingly. In Memorabilia, Xenophon tells of Socrates describing Athenian 

behaviour of spitting out saliva as far away as possible, because it does not help 

but harms them, Kal. TO cr(a/..ov EK Tou CJTO[laTOS' aTTOTTTUOUCJLV ws 8vvavTm 

It would appear that for them, unlike the Persians, spitting was a relatively 

common means of non-verbal communication, expressing both the positive and 

the negative, which had been integrated into Greek culture at various levels, from 

the physical to the metaphoric. 

574 Xenophon, Cyropaedia, VIII.viii.8 . 
575 Herodotus, I.138. 
576 Xenophon, Memorabilia I.ii.54. 
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5.2.3.4 emcf>8u(w and spitting as an expression of time 

Theocritus VII, 127 offers another possible example of spitting, in this 

instance by an old woman, clllllLV 8' aavx[a TE 1-LE~AOL, ypa[a TE napELT]/ QTLS' 

E:mcf>8u(owa Ta 11~ Ka\a voacf>w E:puKoL.577 The scholia st~te that there is one 

view which explains this verb, E:mcf>8u(w, as spitting, which is done here by an old 

woman to avert evil, ~ns- E:mpoa'Ls- TIEPL ~11as- cino8LoTIOilTI~<JaLTo. cf>8u(ELV 8E. 

However, while E:mcf>8u(w is generally accepted to mean E:m TITUW, alternative 

interpretations have been suggested. The T,hesaurus Linguae Graecae writes 

cf>8u(w Susurrum edo, sicut et E:mcp8u(w, thus defining E:mcp8u(w as whispering 

and not spitting.579 Considering the context, however, this meaning is less likely 

than that of spitting.580 That the term E:mcp8u(w was coined by Theocritus does 

not assist in deciphering the intended meaning. 58! 

There is another possible interpretation of the use of E:mcf>8u(w in 

Theocritus VII which is found in the scholion, which states nvE.s- OE · 6\C yov 

xpovov <JU[.LTiapoDaa. cp8UOLOV yap TO OAL yoxpoVLOV KaT a y AW<J<Ja.582 This 

definition removes the meaning from spitting (or whispering) and applies it to the 

description of time. However, the suggestion that E: mcp8u(owa refers to 

something lasting a short time need not be unrelated to an alternative meaning 

which evolves from E:m TITuw, to spit upon. In fact, there are examples in Greek 

texts of spitting being used metaphorically in expressions of quickness. In Jdyllia 

XXIX, Theocritus writes that one grows old faster than one can spit, KWTL 

577 Theocritus, Idyllia VII, 126-127 (Gow). 
578 Scholia in Theocritum vetera VII.127a-b. 
579 Thesaurus Linguae Graecae, vol. 4, 738B. 
580 Hatzikosta (1982: 186) states that "in view of the context, however, an old woman casting 
spells, the meaning of' spit' is more appropriate here." Gow ( 1950: 64, vol. 1) uses the 'spitting' 
definition . 
581 Hatzikosta 1982: 186. 
582 Scholia in Theocritum vetera VII.127a. 
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rraA.LvciypETov/ ouK ECJTL' 583 Clearly this reference to spitting is a culturally 

accepted and understood metaphor which, in a context such as this, represents 

quickness and shortness of time. Without this consensus the phrase would be 

ambiguous and confusing, making the author's intent\ on difficult to ascertain. 

Another example of spitting being used to denote quickness can be found in 

Menander's Perikeiromene. Here Sosias is telling Daos about the destructive 

behaviour of the light-shield soldiers, saying OL rra'i8Es- oL Ta TTEh( ' QVT9~ rrpl.v 

rrn)am/ 8wprrciaovTm rrcivTa, Kav TETpw~oA.ous-/ KaA.fjLs- .584 It is not the 

behaviour of the soldiers which is of interest here, but Menander' s metaphoric use 
( 

of spitting to illustrate the speed with which they act. Spitting is, indeed, a quick 

and concise act, and it has seemingly been adopted as a metaphor for like 

behaviour. 

583 Theocritus Idyllia XXIX, 27-29 (Gow). 
584 Menander, Perikeiromene, 392-393 . 
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6. hXHMA 

Reference to non-verbal communication in classical Greek texts occurs 

both in descriptions of particular movements and gestures, and in the recording of 
\ 

more general impressions, such as that of an individual's demeanour. While 

specific examples of references to non-verbal communication allow examination 

of how a bodily part and its movements are perceived, the more general 

appearance of an individual can be equally informative to the observer.585 This 

encompassing physical impression can be defined as demeanour, mien or bearing, 

all of which terms are relatively vague ~nd fluid as to what physical traits they 

include. This chapter will consider the Greek term ax~fla as it is used in verbal 

portrayals of human bodily communication.586 The physical form which is 

referred to as the ax~fla does not offer a specific combination of characteristics 

from which it is composed. Rather, the ax~fla is used by various authors to 

represent the general physical impression made by an individual. The discussion 

of ax~fla yields information on both idealised and unacceptable comportment, 

examining the body as a whole in its role of revealing a person's character or 

emotional state. Within the context of the consideration of the body, authors who 

refer to the ax~fla are using it to communicate the embodiment of the individual, 

the form which represents the content. 

Of particular interest is the use of ax~fla in conjunction with descriptions 

of other forms of bodily behaviour. How the Greek authors describe their 

characters, and have them describe each other, is revealing of the manner in which 

they viewed the human body and the characteristics which were considered 

defining elements. Facial expressions appear in conjunction with the ax~ [.La in 

585 Sittl (1890: 1) differentiates between the specific Greek terms for particular forms of non
verbal behaviour, e.g., VEU[la and XELpo8E<JLa, and those terms which imply a general term such as 
KLVT]<JLS and crxfwa. 
586 <JX~fla has various meanings, including that of 'form' and 'shape', which are not applied 
exclusively to the body. The definition which comprises demeanour, carriage and gestures is but 
one usage. See Goldhill and Osborne (1999: Introduction) for a discussion on <JX~fla in the 
context of 'performance'. For a modern anthropological and psychological study of 'body 
schema' see Tiemersma (1989). 
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physical descriptions; the inclusion in textual descriptions of both the face and the 

axflf.ia implies a recognition by the author of the communicative value of both 

parts of the body; as well as a distinction between the two. It would appear that 

the axflf.ia does not automatically include facial expressi~n in its meaning. This 

can be understood as recognition that, just as there can be discrepancies between 

what is being said orally and what is being expressed non-verbally, so too can 

different parts of the body be communicating conflicting messages 

simultaneously; for instance, while the face might be effectively controlled, the 

rest of the body might reveal true sentiments. The face is the part of the body ,. 
which is most easily controlled and manipulated,587 whereas communication by 

the rest of the body is open to more accurate interpretation as it is more likely to 

'leak' feelings or intentions. It should be no surprise, then, that classical authors 

often included more than one means of non-verbal behaviour in their descriptions. 

A person's axflf.ia might reveal what their words or face might not. 

6. 1 The form of the axflfla 

In classical Athens, education of the citizen elite, i.e., those who are most 

likely to be in the public eye and subject to scrutiny of their physicality, was 

expected to include the training of both the body and the mind, using gymnastics 

and philosophy respectively, through exercises and discipline. The manipulation 

of the axflfla, therefore, is an established part of formal instruction. In Isocrates' 

Antidosis, in which the author uses the framework of a fictitious legal defence to 

justify and explain himself and his work, these principles of education are 

discussed. Whenever they take their pupils, the gymnastics masters teach those 

going to school the postures devised from exercise, while those masters concerned 

with philosophy teach all the existing forms, going through with the pupils that 

which reason needs. 'ErrELocw yap A.ci~waL f.LU8T)TclS', oL f.LEv rrmooTp(~m Ta 

ax~flaTa Ta TTPOS' T~V ciywv(av EUpT)f.LEVa TOUS' <j)OL TWVTUS' OLOclO"KOUO"LV' oL OE 

587 Davis and Hadiks 1995: 7. 
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1TEpL T~V <j>LAOCJo<Pfav OVTES' TCtS' L8Eas- anciCJa<;', aTs- 6 A.oyos- TuyxcivEL 

XPWf.LEVOS' 8LE~EpxovTm TOLS' f.ia8T)Tdls.588 This physical and mental training is 

said to make the pupils better men and citizens, stronger in both mind and body. 

The CJXflfla can be trained and moulded, becoming the reflection of the idealised 

physicality of the citizen. The properly educated man will have the corresponding 

demeanour, his body reflecting his well-trained mind and his status in society. 

The Demosthenic Eroticus illustrates how the CJXflf.ia of an individual is 

seen as embodying his whole physical nature, how it is bigger than the individual 

bodily traits which make up its parts. This essay, which is a departure in genre ,. 

from the Demosthenic orations, is a celebration of the beauty of a young man. 

The author writes that the beauty of this youth is so great that it is not ruined by 

any defects that have made other beauties imperfect. He describes these 

imperfections, writing that a demeanour with want of rhythm, or some other 

misfortune which will produce the same result, comes to disturb the whole good 

appearance. ~ yap 8L' cippu8f.i(av TOU CJX~f.iaTOS' aTiaCJav CJUVETcipa~av T~V 

CJUV8LE~aA.ov a{m~ .589 A man's CJXfl f.La is his physical totality and, although he 

might have a collection of independently beautiful features, if they are not 

combined to create an attractive CJXflf.ia, they are fatally flawed. The whole is not 

simply the sum of its parts, and it is the intangible CJXflf.ia which governs the 

dominant physical impression. The beautiful CJXflf.La can belong only to the 

idealised citizen male. 

The man who is the product of the idealised education system will embody 

that society's values. He will look, act and think accordingly. Illustrative 

examples of the idealised CJXflf.ia, as well as deviations from this ideal, are found 

in the works of Xenophon. In the Memorabilia, he tells of Prodicus' essay on 

Heracles, which uses two women as a metaphor for the choice between a young 

man's path towards either virtue or vice. The metaphor includes the physical 

588 Isocrates XV, Antidosis, 183. 
589 [Demosthenes] LXI, Eroticus, 12. 
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descriptions of each of the women, which are in accordance with their attributed 

behaviour and characteristics. The tale relates how two tall women come towards 

Heracles; one is attractive to the eye and has a noble nature, her body is adorned 

with purity, her eyes with modesty, her demeanour with mod\eration, and her dress 

is white; the other woman has thickened into dumpiness and softness, she has 

beautified her complexion so it seems to enhance her true whiteness and redness, 

her demeanour is such that she appears to be more upright than she naturally is, 

she has her eyes wide open, and most of all her dress enhances her attributes. Kat 

cpavfjvm a{m{\ 8uo yuva'LKaS" rrpocJLEvm fl.EyciA.as, T~v fl.EV ETEpav dmpErrfj TE 

' 

fl.Ev XPWfla WCJTE AEUKOTEpav TE KaL E:pu8poTEpav ToD ovTOS" 8oKELV cpaLVECJ8m, 

TO 8€ axflfla WCJTE 8oKE'Lv 6p8oTEpav TfjS" cpuCJEWS" ELvm, nx 8€ O[l[laTa EXELV 

woman, Virtue, has the idealised bearing and appearance of a woman who 

embodies that trait, while the second woman, Vice, also looks the part. 

Aristotle addresses the physical manifestation of virtue when he writes 

about the application of the term 'good', ci ya8os, in the Magna moralia. 

According to Aristotle, Virtue is honoured, whenever someone becomes of good 

character because of it; for now he has acquired the axflfla of virtue, ouKoDv KaL ~ 

ds TO TfjS" cipETfjS" axflfla ~KEL. 591 By being virtuous man (or woman) will 

appear virtuous, having the axflfla of goodness. How this axflfla manifests itself 

physically is not described, indicating that there is no need to give the details of an 

idealised form that enjoys societal agreement and recognition. 

Another example of the use of axflfla as an expression of a virtuous 

character, in this instance in describing the behaviour of non-Greeks, is found in 

590 Xenophon, Memorabilia, II.i .22. 
591 Aristotle, Magna m01·a!ia 1183b24-26. 
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Xenophon's (fictional) Cyropaedia, when Cyrus calls on his commanders to prove 

themselves to their men, both in deeds and in words. He tells each of his 

commanders to remember what he has told them, and to exhibit to their men their 

leadership, to demonstrate that they are worthy of command, to display general 
t 

bearing in demeanour, facial expression and words that they are without fear. Kat 

CJXi\lla Kat TTpOCYWTTOV Kat A.Oyous- .592 Xenophon includes both the face and the 

CJXflfla, each one an independent, if connected, means of communication. ,. 

6.2 Rhetorical usage 

In Attic oratory, the issue of an individual's CJXT\ 11-a IS addressed on 

numerous occasions. As has been seen in the preceding chapters, speakers made 

regular use of descriptions of non-verbal behaviour in their portrayals of friends 

and foes. In the face-to-face society of Athens, how a man appears is legitimate 

material for political attack (or praise). 593 In the political battle between 

Aeschines and Demosthenes (and Timarchus), for example, both orators address 

the issue of Timarchus' demeanour as it compares to the statue of the revered 

Solon on Salamis, the posture of which was that expected of the great statesman. 

In In Timarchum, Aeschines describes the statue, which has Solon's hands 

modestly inside his cloak,594 a remembrance and imitation of Solon's demeanour, 

evoking his manner when discoursing before the people of Athens. Toiho 8' 

ECJTLV, w av8pES' 'A8T]VQLOL, lJTTOflVT)fla KQL fllflT)Ila TOU LOAWVOS' CJX~flaTOS', ov 
TPOTTOv Eixwv mhos- 8LEAEYETo T0 8~11<-v Twv 'A8T]va(wv .595 This statue, which 

Aeschines presents as an accurate depiction of Solon's appearance, is contrasted 

with the crass Timarchus, whose transgressive movements and behaviour are 

592 Xenophon, Cyropaedia VI.iv.20. 
593 Winkler 1990a: 29. 
594 For a discussion of the hand gestures referred to in these passages by Demosthenes and 
Aeschines, see pages 79ff. 
595 Aeschines I, In Timarchum, 25. 
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brutally criticised. Demosthenes, in his De falsa legatione, responds to the 

criticisms by Aeschines, defending his ally Timarchus by choosing to refer 

directly to Aeschines' attack on his behaviour and demeanour and to question the 

legitimacy of his source for the physical ideal,596 Indeed, by using this argument, 

Demosthenes is recognising the topos of manipulating physicalities in order to 

have them coincide with civic ideals. He criticises Aeschines for merely imitating 

Solon's speaking style, i.e., keeping his hands inside his cloak, rather than 

imitating his nature. Demosthenes continues, stating that it would have been 

much more profitable to have seen Solon's psyche and intelligence, which were 
( 

not imitated, and which were very much the opposite of Aeschines'. o 8E. Tou 

ax~I-WTOS' ~v TovTov TToA:\0 Ti] TTOAEL A.uaL TEAECJTEpov, To T~v t(;vx~v T~v 

L:oA.wvo:;- t8E'Lv Kal T~v 8L<:ivowv, TaVTTJV ouK Efl:Lil~CJaTo, ciAA.a TTdv 

TouvavT(ov.597 Whereas Aeschines focuses on the differences in bodily behaviour 

between Solon and Timarchus, Demosthenes concentrates on the discrepancies 

between the spiritual nature and character of the noble statesman of yesteryear and 

those of the treacherous and despicable Aeschines. 

The rhetorical topos of attacking a rival by drawing the audience's 

attention to his physicality appears again in Aeschines' De falsa legatione, in this 

instance in an attack on Demosthenes' axillla. In the speaker's account of the 

ambassadors' report to the Assembly, he describes Demosthenes' demeanour and 

gestures. Aeschines recounts how, after everyone else had spoken, Demosthenes 

rose last of all, with his customary marvellous demeanour and, rubbing his head, 

began to criticise the other ambassadors, E<P' aTTaCJL 8' ~11-'Lv civ(aTaTm 

TpLt(;as- T~v KE<PaA.~v ... 598 According to Aeschines, Demosthenes said that the 

other ambassadors' talk was wasteful and nonsensical, whereas his account would 

be brief and appropriate. In this passage, Aeschines acknowledges the impact of 

596 Demosthenes XIX, De fa/sa legatione, 251 . 
597 Demosthenes XIX, De fa/sa /egatione, 252. 
598 Aeschines 11, De fa/sa legatione, 49 . . 
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Demosthenes' impressive physical presence as a speaker, describing his oxflrw 

and the gesture of rubbing his brow, which probably symbolised his feigned 

confusion and disdain for what he had just witnessed. By specifically referring to 

Demosthenes' demeanour the orator is trying to disarm i~s persuasive effect, by 

making the audience aware of the power of his physical presence and polished 

rhetorical style. Furthermore, the inclusion of these descriptions in his version of 

the events is itself a rhetorical device, a means of implying that Demosthenes' 

bodily movements are contrived. Indeed, Aeschines claims Demosthenes' 

behaviour in the Assembly contradicts his earlier praise of the ambassadors to the 

' 
Council, and that his ~8os (character) is really E:n(~ouA.ov Kat Cimcnov, scheming 

and untrustworthy. 599 

Demosthenes himself describes in his orations the oxfll-w of others, using 

a general physical impression for rhetorical purposes. In De corona, 

Demosthenes addresses the rhetorical tactics used by the dishonourable orator, 

i.e., Aeschines, which focus on petty details of particular words or gestures. He 

does not shrink from saying that a man who wishes to scrutinise the orator in a 

fair manner and not make a malicious prosecution would not prosecute him by 

mimicking his sayings and demeanour. Kal.. IJ.~V ou8E: TOih' EL'TTELV OKV~CJW, OTL 

CJX~IJ.aTa IJ.LIJ.OUIJ.EVOS' ... 600 The honest orator focuses on facts and deeds, not the 

superficial trappings of speaking style and bodily gestures. Aeschines is again 

portrayed as being concerned with the superficial aspects of oratory, whereas 

Demosthenes concerns himself with the substance of political activity. 

In In Midiam, Demosthenes elucidates for his imaginary audience (it is not 

certain that the speech was actually delivered) the impact of non-verbal 

communication, acknowledging both its power and the difficulty of explaining it 

verbally. In this speech, which deals with a public physical assault on 

599 Aeschines II, Deja/sa /egatione, 54. 
600 Demosthenes XVIII, De corona, 232. 
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Demosthenes by Meidias, bodily behaviour is obviously of central importance. 

The orator states that there are many things that the person striking could do 

which the one suffering the blows would not be able to report; through 

demeanour, look, and tone, being as humiliating and as pateful as possible, 

whenever punching or slapping, rroA.A.a yap av 1TOL ~CJELEV 6 TU1TTWV, w av8pES' 

'A8T)VGLOL, wv 6 rra8wv EVL' ou8' av cmayyELAaL 8uvm8' ETEp<.p, T0 CJX~flGTL, T0 

~AE flflGTL, TTJ cpwviJ, chav WS' u~p((wv, chav WS' EX8pos- umipxwv, OTav 

KOVOUAOLS', oTav ETIL KOPPllS' .6° 1 The physical action of hitting is not the only 

aspect to this insult; it is accompanied by a ,provocative crxilfla, as well as the 

manner and content of the words spoken. In this oration, the speaker is discussing 

the rage of a man who is struck in insolence, as Demosthenes claims he was by 

Meidias, and alleging that worse than the act of hitting, which being public is 

grievous enough, are the insult and indignity of being humiliated. It is this 

humiliation which is the cause of a forceful reaction. Meidias strikes 

Demosthenes in public, at the Great Dionysia where the orator is serving as 

choregus for his tribe, yet he does not strike back. Demosthenes presents himself 

to the jury as the champion of civilised self-restraint, who, despite Meidias' brutal 

and prevocational behaviour, brings the incident to court rather than settling it 

with his fists. The code of behaviour for Athenian citizens required self-restraint; 

the offended individual should not retaliate physically, but seek to negotiate the 

conflict through compromise.602 

In the same oration, Demosthenes includes the crxillla in his description of 

the arrogant Meidias, portraying him as a despicable brute despised even by those 

who have no direct interaction with him. Demosthenes rhetorically asks Meidias 

whether he thinks that he alone of men is so great in life that he can be full of 

manifest arrogance towards all men, including those who have no dealings with 

him and yet are annoyed beholding his audacity, his tone of voice, his demeanour, 

his followers, his wealth and his insolence. Does he think that in judging him they 

601 Demosthenes XXI, In Midiam, 72. See Fisher (1990: l30ff.). 

602 Herman 1994: 107ff.; Herman 1995: 48-50. 
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will straightaway have pity? au flOVOS' Twv ovnuv civ8pwrrwv E:rrt flEV ToD ~(ou 

ToaauTT]S' imEpTJ<Pav(as- rrA.~pT]s- wv [mivTwv civ8pwrrwv] ECJEL <PavEpwTaTOS', 

WCJTE KaL rrpos- OUS' ll T]8EV ECJTL CJOL rrpO.yfla, AUTTELCJ8m T~V (J~V epaCJUTT]Ta KaL 

<Pwv~v KaL [TO] CJXfllla KaL TOUS' CJOUS' clKOAOU8ous-, KaL TIAOUTOV KaL u~pLV 

8EwpoDvTas-, E:v 8E: T0 KpLvEa8m rrapaxpflfl' EAET]8~CJEL;603 Meidias' despicable 

behaviour is reflected in his axij 11-a, the arrogance of mind reflected in the 

arrogance of the body. In depicting Meidias in this way, the orator is using his 

skilled rhetoric to project the desired image into the minds of his listeners. 

Plato also refers to the usage of non-verbal communication as a rhetorical 
' tool, a means by which successfully to adopt the dispositions of others. In the art 

of mimicking, Plato writes, man uses the body as his instrument. In the Sophista, 

the Stranger states that when someone, using his own body, makes his axfllla 

appear in nature much like your axflfla, or his own voice similar to your voice, 

this is called the most fantastic art of mimesis. "OTav OLflaL TO aov axflllci TLS' 

Plato is referring to imitation through knowledge, a positive use of mimesis for 

the representation of acceptable characteristics. It is imitation that is not based on 

knowledge which is despised by the philosopher. Plato's views on imitation are 

complex, and there is a distinct discussion in the Respublica regarding what sort 

of mimesis is acceptable in his ideal state. This reference from the Sophista 

should be considered within the wider Platonic discussion of mimesis, in 

particular in relation to poetry. As will be discussed in detail below, in the 

Respublica, Plato criticises the poets who use imitation which causes men to act 

otherwise than they would naturally, and to adopt undesirable characteristics. He 

does, however, seem to accept imitation, be it in oratory or poetry, if it is of 

603 Demosthenes XXI, In Midiam, 195. 
604 Plato, Sophista 267a6-8. 
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positive traits already present and idealised, of those virtues which are known to 

the imitators.60s 

Aristotle considers how non-verbal communication is an effective means 

of bringing a rhetorical argument to life, making it acf essible, and, therefore, 

credible, to the audience. He states that a believable physical demeanour is 

essential for convincing the audience of the sincerity of feeling. In the Rhetorica, 

in a discussion on pity and what evokes it, Aristotle writes that when misfortune is 

near it appears pitiable, but those appearing to be ten-thousand years forward or 

back either do not cause pity at all, or not in a like manner; gestures, voice, dress ,. 
and playing the dramatic part so as to seem the most pitiable, are necessary in 

completing the effect. thrd 8' Eyyus- ~mVOflEVa Ta mi811 EAEELvci ECYTL, Ta 8E. 

flUPLOCYTOV ETOS' yEVOflEVa ~ ECYOflEVa OUTE EA.n((ovTES' OUTE flEflVT]flEVOL ~ 

oA.ws- ouK EAEOUCYLV ~ oux OflOLWS', civciyKT] TOUS' auvanEpya(OflEVOUS' CYX~flaCYL 

KaL ~wva'Ls- KaL ECY8fjaL KaL oA.ws- imoKpLCYEL EAEELVOTEpous- ELvm ... 606 The orator 

who brings the emotions home to his audience, making them believe that these are 

pressing issues and that the feeling is fresh and deep, will succeed in evoking their 

compassion and obtaining their support. 

6.3 Deceptive Manipulation 

Manipulating physical appearance and behaviour for deceptive motives is 

a topic which is touched upon in various considerations of non-verbal 

communication. Indeed, while some physical traits are not manipulable, it 

appears that the axfllla can be altered with relative ease. One's axfllla is not a 

particular bodily characteristic nor is it restricted to one pati of the body, but is the 

total impression made by an individual's physicality. For that very reason, it can 

be manipulated. The ability to alter one's axfllla does not suggest, however, that 

this causes a change in the inherent nature of the individual. 

605 Tate 1932: 161. See also Vernant (1975); Janaway (1995: 106-157). 
606 Aristotle, Rhetorica 13 86a29-33. 
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In Plato's Respublica, the manipulation of the physical for personal gain is 

attributed to the flatterer, a type universally condemned. Plato writes that tyrants 

begin by associating with flatterers, who group together and are ready to do any 

service for them; if they need something, the flatterers will subject themselves, 

undertaking all manner of services to make the relationship work, but, if the 

relationship comes to an end, the flatterers will give themselves over to another. 

lJTTT)pETELV, ~ E:civ Tou TL 8EwvTm, ainol. UTTOTTECJOVTES', rrcivTa CJX~IlaTa 

TOAflWVTES' TTOLELV ws- OLKELOL, 8wrrpa~ciflEVOL 8E. cif...AoTpLOL;607 Indeed, this very ,. 
behaviour can be found in Demosthenes' In Stephanum I, where the orator derides 

Stephanus for his deceitful comportment, using bodily descriptions to convey his 

sinister nature to the jury. Stephanus is accused of changing his behaviour in 

order to flatter Aristolochus the banker, abandoning Aristolochus' son when the 

banker is ruined by men such as himself. 608 According to Demosthenes, 

Stephanus is also guilty of adopting the facial expression and demeanour of a 

sullen, thoughtful man, despite having suffered no misfortune, in order to make 

himself unapproachable and thus avoid conversing with others .609 This 

demeanour, however, is but a screen over his character, which manifests his rude 

and cruel intention, ov8E.v ovv af...A' ~ TTPO~AT)fla TOU TpOTTOU TO CJXfllla TOUT ' 

ECJTL, KaL TO TfjS' 8wvo[as- aypLOV KaL TTLKpov EVTau8a 8T)AOL.610 Demosthenes is 

implying here that one's axfllla does not necessarily represent one's true 

character, but can be a manipulated for deceitful purposes. However, despite 

Stephanus' screen of deception, Demosthenes sees through to his true nature. 611 

Another reference to a deceptive axfllla is found in Xenophon's 

Cyropaedia, where he describes the demeanour of Pantheia, the wife of Abradatas 

of Susa, who is recognised by the officers despite being dressed like her servants 

607 Plato, Respublica 575e3-576a2. 
608 Demosthenes XLV, In Stephanum I, 63-64. See page 146 for Stephanus' deceptive walk. 
609 For a detailed examination of the facial expressions described in In Stephanum I, see page 59. 
610 Demosthenes XLV, In Stephanum I, 69. 
611 A physiognomist would argue that there would be physical clues in Stephanus' behaviour and 
appearance which would signal to the trained observer his deceit and true nature. 
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and attempting to remain anonymous. Araspas, in whose charge Cyrus had placed 

the women, describes how obvious the breeding of this noble woman was as she 

stood amongst her attendants: thus commanded to rise, the servants rose together 

and surrounded her; but it was clear that she was differept, foremost in stature and 

in nobility and in decorum, although standing with a lowly demeanour. ws- 8E 

1<al TD ElJCJXT]f.LOCJlJVTl, Ka( TTEP Ev TaTTELv0 CJX~f.LaTL ECJTT]KULa. 612 Interestingly, 

in this instance her axflf.La is lowly, while her f.LEYE8os- is noble. The posture or ,. 
demeanour is the adopted, unnatural axflf.La, whereas her stature demonstrates her 

true nature and status. 

Similarly, in Plato's Symposium, axflf.La is used to describe a contrived 

demeanour which does not represent the true nature of the individual. Alcibiades 

is explaining his love of Socrates, depicting his behaviour and claiming he 

projects a demeanour which covers up his true internal self. Alcibiades instructs 

the members of the symposium to notice how Socrates is amorously disposed 

towards the beautiful and is always near them, appearing thunderstruck; that his 

demeanour is that of one who does not know or see anything, 6pCiTE yap on 

L:wKpciTT]S' EpwnKWS' 8LciKEL TaL Twv KaA.wv Kal ciEl TTEpl T01JTOUS' ECJTL Kal. 

EKTTETTAT]KTaL, KaL au ciyvoE'L TTclVTa Kal. ou8Ev OL8Ev. WS' TO CJXflf.La auToD 

TOiJTo ou CJLAT]VW8Es-;613 Alcibiades continues, comparing Socrates to Silenus, 

asking his friends at the banquet, whether if his true nature were uncovered from 

within, they would know how full he is of self-control, Ev8o8Ev 8E civOLx8Els

m)CJT]S' o'LECJ8E YEf.LEL, w av8pES" O'Ufl.TTOTaL, CJw<PpoCJUVT]S';614 The physically ugly 

and intellectually dominant Socrates is adopting a demeanour which does not 

portray his true nature, and it is only by penetrating this exterior that the true 

character of the man will be reached. Socrates, who drinks, but never gets drunk, 

612 Xenophon, Cyropaedia, V.i .5. 
613 Plato, Symposium 216d2-4. 
614 Plato, Symposium 216d6-7. 
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is indeed the true symbol of self-control at this symposium. While other men 

need drink to become Silenus-like in behaviour, Socrates already has this 

physicality by nature and, therefore, avoids this behavioural syndrome.615 

Nonetheless, Alcibiades insists that the seductive, love-struck behaviour of 
t 

Socrates does not represent his true, sober nature. Plato's use of axfnw in this 

dialogue corresponds with the Socratic arguments on Eras already discussed in the 

Symposium. The liberation from the body in the search for true expressions of 

beauty and love has been introduced by Socrates in Diotima's theories on Eras, 

which claim that true love is beyond any bodily trait, beyond the merely physical. 
' 

Just as the axflf!a of Socrates does not demonstrate his true nature, so too does 

physical expression not represent true love and beauty.616 

6.4 Communication 

While it appears that authors see the axflfla as being manipulable and not 

necessarily representative of a person's true nature, it can also be used effectively 

in various texts as a legitimate means by which to express an individual's physical 

demeanour and character. Perhaps one of Xenophon's most telling uses of the 

description of body language, and of one's axflfla in patiicular, is in his Apologia 

Socratis. Here, Xenophon includes a physical description to add force to his 

portrayal of Socrates' exit after the completion of his defence at his trial. 

Xenophon writes that, after Socrates had finished speaking, his manner was very 

much in agreement with what he had been saying, since as he went away his eyes, 

demeanour and gait were all beaming. EL rrwv 8E Taiha f!ciAa Of!oA.oyouf!EVWS' 8~ 

TOLS' ELPlWEVOLS' cim]EL KaL Of!f!aCJL KaL ax~flaTL KaL ~a8(af!aTL <Pm8p6s-.6 17 

Socrates' physical state communicated the same message as his words, exuding a 

strength and honour that challenged the charges made against him. The words 

themselves were not sufficient for Xenophon's portrayal - the inclusion of a 

615 Krell 1972: 447-448. 
616 See page 24 for a discussion on Socrates' appearance. 
617 Xenophon, Apologia Socratis XXVI.l -3. 
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description of the accompanying non-verbal communication was also necessary in 

order to attempt a reconstruction, no matter how idealised, of the man and his 

defence. 

In Plato's dialogues there are numerous references tto specific types of 

non-verbal communication as well as to the general concept of a person's 

demeanour, carriage or gestures, their oxfnw. As has already been discussed in 

relation to hand gestures 618, in the Cratylus, Socrates discusses the use of body 

language when voice is unavailable, stating that, if, for example, we wish to show 

a galloping horse or some other animal, we know how to make our bodies and 

' 
demeanour most like theirs. KUL EL 'lmrov 8EOVTa ~ TL aA.A.o TWV (u,)wv 

E~OUAOf1E8a 8T]AOUV' OL0'8a OTL WS' Ofl.OLOTaT' av TU ~fl.ETEpa mhwv (J'(Dfl.UTa KUL 

ax~flaTa E:rroLOUflEV EKELVOLS'.6 19 The whole body is used as a physical tool of 

communication, expressing concepts and feelings when words cannot. 

Communication through the body is not, however, restricted to when there can be 

no oral speech; like the voice, the ax~fia and the hands are vehicles through 

which the individual can 'speak'. 

In the Leges, Plato recognises the fundamental connection between speech 

and bodily movement, observing how men move their bodies to varying degrees 

depending on emotion and training, more violent movement belonging to the 

more joyful, the cowardly and untrained, whereas less violent movement is that of 

the less joyous, the more courageous and sedate. In fact, according to Plato, it is 

the bodily communication of the verbal which led to the development of 

dancing.620 Voice and movements are rhythmically synchronised, with dance 

(xopda) being the formalising of idealised verbal and non-verbal 

communication. 621 When uttering sound, whether in song or in speech, it is not 

possible to make the whole body still; wherefore the imitation of spoken words by 

618 See page 65 . 
619 Plato, Cratylus 423a4-6. 
620 On dance see Naerebout (1997); Lonsdale (1993). For ways in which the postures of dance 
are held to increase the beauty of an already beautiful boy, see Xenophon's Symposium, II.15; 
11.16; II.22. 
621 Lonsda1e 1993: 30. 
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gestures achieves the whole ati of dancing. oA.ws 8E: <j)8Eyy6!-LEVOS, ELT' E:v 08a'Ls 

TEXVTW (JlJI-LTTa<Jav.622 Human communication cannot be restricted to words, since 

the non-verbal inevitably and naturally accompanies speech. The gestures and 

movements can be controlled and trained, but they nonetheless remain. 

6.5 On Poetry 

Poetry was a central pati of Greek 'culture, and the Athenians in patiicular 

were passionate about this mode of discourse. Epic and drama were both 

fundamental elements in Athenian society, interacting with and influencing the 

citizen audience. Poetry is a means by which to present scenes of acceptance and 

transgression of ethical values. 623 The language of poetry corresponds with that of 

other genres, such as philosophy and oratory; the poet, like the philosopher and 

orator, questions social and ethical norms, challenging civic behaviour and 

values. 624 Poetry was not seen as an art form in the modern sense, but it was 

accepted as occupying an educational role in the polis. 625 Because of the 

influential role of poetry, it was the subject of much intellectual contemplation, 

and opposition; in the classical period. 

In his Symposium, Xenophon illustrates the impact of a successful 

depiction by actors of the characters they are playing. Xenophon creates for his 

banquet a convincing theatrical display by actors playing Ariadne and Dionysus, 

in a representation of marital love. The beauty of this performance lay in the 

actors' ability to play their parts with utter conviction, luring their audience into 

believing the tale they were recounting. For they looked not like those who had 

been artificially taught their postures, but like those able to yield to their long 

622 Plato, Leges 816a3-6. 
623 See Goldhill (1991). For the 'emotionalism ' of audience-response see Lada (1993). 
624 Goldhill1988 : 241-242 . 
625 Goldhill1988 : 140-141. 
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awaited desires, E:L\JKEaav yap ou 8E8L8ayf!EVOLS' Ta ax~fl.aTa ciAA.' E:<j>ELf!EVOLS' 

TTpclTTELV a TTclAaL ETTE8Ufl.OUV.626 The actors' portrayal of the lovers touched 

those watching, depicting marital love in a most inspiring fashion. Thus 

Xenophon allows poetry to be beautiful and virtuous, inspiring genuine emotions 

in the audience. 

In Plato's Respublica a poet's use of imitation for effect is problematical 

in a far more complex and sophisticated way. Socrates asks whether, by making 

himself resemble another by voice or by demeanour, he is imitating the one he is 

resembling. In such instances, and others like it, Homer and other poets are ,. 
creating the narrative through imitation. OuKOUV TO YE Of!OLOUV E:auTOV aAA.tp ~ 

i<aTa <Pwv~v ~ KaTa CJX~fl.a fl.Lfl.ELCJ8a[ ECJTLV EKELVOV 0 av TL') Of!OLOL; T[ fl.~V; 

'Ev 8~ T<{\ TOLouTw, we;- EOLKEV, ouToc;- TE [se. "Of!T]poc;-] Kat oL aAA.oL TTOLTJTaL 8La 

fl.L fl. ~CJEWS' T~v 8L ~YT]CJLV TTOLouvTm. 627 It is the use of imitation to hide oneself, 

attempting to convince the listener that one has a different identity, which is 

unacceptable. This type of imitation requires the use of both voice and 

demeanour.628 Plato continues, stating that there is poetry which uses narrative 

only and no imitation, namely the dithyramb;629 that which uses narrative and 

imitation jointly, that is epic; and that which uses imitation exclusively, namely 

tragedy and comedy.630 Mimicry is not a desirable talent, and the poets who 

employ it are a danger to the health of the polis; imitative poetry encourages 

citizens to adopt characteristics which are other than their own. Unlike the 

imitation of honourable characteristics (Respublica 395c), which encourages the 

development of positive traits, the mimesis discussed here is that of foreign, 

negative qualities.63I The young guardians of the state need to imitate only the 

626 Xenophon, Symposium, IX.6. 
627 Plato, Respublica 393c5-9. For a discussion of the Platonic critique of mimesis in Books Ill 
and X ofthe Respublica, see Belfiore (1984); Else (1958); Janaway (1995); Tate (1928, 1932); 
Webster (1939). 
628 Belfiore 1984: 125. 
629 Shorey (1937: 230-231) states that the dithyramb is used here in a more general sense, 
referring to "the type of elaborate Greek lyric which like the odes ofPindar and Bacchylides 
narrates a myth or legend with little if any dialogue." 
630 Plato, Respublica 394b8c5. 
631 Tate 1928: 17-18. 

213 



honourable traits of virtuous men, those that will contribute to both healthy minds 

and healthy bodies, and which are already accepted as admirable qualities in the 

ideal city.632 By imitating these virtues, they are mirroring themselves and their 

own values. The poetic art of imitation as currently practiseq, however, results in 

confusion, corruption and deceit, and should not be encouraged. Amongst the 

poets there are two types, those who use a minimal amount of mimicry and 

concentrate on narrative, and those who, being of a debased nature, will imitate 

anything, filling their recital with all forms of noise and gesture. Such a poet will 

have a speaking style which is all imitation,.of voice and gestures, having little 

narrative, Kal ECJTaL 8~ ~ TOUTOU AE~LS' aTTaCJa 8LCI lllll~CJEWS' <j)wva'ls TE Kal 

CJX~IlaCJLV, ~ CJilLKpov n 8LllY~CJEWS' EXOUCJa;633 Poetry, however, is not words 

alone, but includes non-verbal accompaniment. Plato draws attention to the 

necessary roles of both voice and CJXfllla in mimesis, particularly in poetic 

imitation, which he links unfavourably to theatrical performance. 634 

In the Leges, Plato again addresses the topic of education and 

representation in choral performances. The Athenian Stranger asks whether a 

man who is well trained and can use his voice and body to portray effectively both 

good and bad while feeling no emotion in regard to either is better educated than 

the man who does not have the skill to communicate with his voice and body, but 

differentiates between what is good and what is evil. The answer given is that it is 

the first man who is not properly educated. This leads to the question of when it 

is necessary for good demeanour and tune (lyric poetry) to be revealed; if a manly 

soul is in distress and a cowardly soul is in the same situation, will their 

demeanours and voices be the same? TL 8E 8~ TO Kal-ov XP~ <j)civm CJXfllla ~ 

11-EAOS' EL va( TTOTE; <j)EpE, civ8pLKTlS' t!Juxfls- E:v rrovOLS' EXOilEVllS' Kal 8ELI-fls- E:v 

632 Blundell 1993: 24. 

633 Plato, Res publica 397b 1-2. 

634 Rabel 1996: 366. Rabel (1996) argues that by CJX~fla Plato is meaning to include both bodily 

· gestures and forms of speech. 
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CJU[l~a( VEL y( yvEa8m ;635 The bodily movements could not be the same. The 

nature of the individual in question will be reflected in his bodily behaviour and 

responses. The Stranger explains his use of the metaphor of music for tunes and 

postures, summarising his argument by stating that those having a manly (good) 
\ 

soul and body will have a demeanour and tune that are good, and those who are 

bad, the total opposite. Kal 'Lva 8i) f!TJ f!aKpoA.oy(a rroAA.~ ns y(yvT]TaL TTEpl 

ELTE mh~s ELTE nvos ELKovos, CJUf!TTavTa CJX~flaTci TE Kal f!E~AT] KaA.ci, Ta 8E. 

IWKLQS' au, TOVVQVTLOV arrav.636 Indeed, the Stranger argues that bad demeanour 
,. 

is a negative influence on those who witness it, calling for legislation which, like 

that of the Egyptians, will restrict the poet to portraying only good men. The 

honest law-giver · will persuade, or force, the poet to make honourable poems 

about self-controlled, courageous and good men, using good sayings, 

incorporating praise in the rhythms of the gestures and in the harmonies of the 

tune (music). TavTov 8i) Kal Tov TTOL TJTLKov 6 6p8os VOf!08ETT]S' E:v TOLS' KaA.o'Ls 

TE Kal civ8pdwv Kal rrcivTws ciya8wv civ8pwv EV TE pu8f!OLS' ax~f!aTa Kal E:v 

apf!ov(aww f!EATJ TTOLouvTa 6p8ws TTOLELV .637 Such a law will allow for poetry, 

but only that which will be deemed positive by having a beneficial influence on 

the polis. 

While Plato obviously saw a need to control the creative forces of the 

poets, the Muses, in contrast, are no cause for concern. Unlike the poets, the 

Muses are never guilty of error, of rendering feminine gestures and tunes to words 

made for men, or of composing the rhythm of slaves and the unfree to tunes and 

gestures fit for the free, or, moreover, of constructing the rhythms and gestures of 

the free and allowing the tune or gesture of the opposite type rhythm. ou yap av 

EKE'Lva( yE E:~a[!cipTOLEV TTOTE ToaovTov waTE p~f!aTa civ8pwv TTOL ~aaam To 

635 Plato, Leges, 654e9-655a2. See also Lysias X, In Theomnestum I, 29, for a manly appearance 
but cowardly behaviour. 
636 Plato, Leges, 655b2-6. 
637 Plato, Leges, 660a3-8. 

215 



XPWI-W yuvaLKWV KaL ~D .. os- cbro8ouvm, KaL ~EAOS' EAEU8Epwv au KaL ox~~aTa 

CJUV8ELCJaL pu8~0US' 8ou:\wv KaL clVEAEU8Epwv rrpoCYap~OTTELV, ou8' au pu8~0US' 

KaL CJXf\~a E::\Eu8EpLov imo8E'iCJm ~EAOS' T1 A6yov E:vavT[ov cirro8ouvm TOLS' 

pu8~o'ls-.638 For poetry not to be dangerous, there can be no mixing of its 

elements, no confusion of gender or status. The human jumbling of tunes, 

rhythms, gestures and verses leads to vulgar disorder and moral degeneracy. 

Aristotle, while influenced by Platonic ideas on poetry, does also diverge 

from them. He recognises the vulgarity of non-narrative poetry, but he does not 

have the same distrust of it as Plato. Aristotle develops an understanding for 
( 

poetry, seeing its potential as an independent discipline with certain acceptable 

qualities. 639 Taking into consideration this shift in perception from the Platonic 

stance, Aristotle can make suggestions for a more successful dramatic 

presentation. In the Poetica, he discusses how to create an effective potirayal on 

stage. The poet should keep the scene in his mind in order to detect 

contradictions. He should also, if he is able to, help in completing the effect by 

using gestures. For natural qualities are more persuasive when performed by 

someone actually in that condition; he who is agitated will act stormy, and he who 

is made violent is angry in a more truthful way. oCJa 8E 8uvaTov KaL TOLS' 

CJX~~aCJLV CJUVaTTEpya(o~Evov· m8avwTaTOL yap clTTO Tf\S' a{JTf\S' cpUCJEWS' Ol EV 

opyL(O~EVOS' clAT]8LVwTaTa.640 Dramatic representation needs gestures and body 

movement to remain believable, and the poet needs to envision these when 

constructing his play. The actors' bodies (and voices) are the poet's main medium 

for his art, and he must use them fully to establish successfully the context of his 

play.64I This passage demonstrates a recognition of the role gestures play in a 

638 Plato, Leges, 669c3-8. See also Leges 802d8-e11. See Leges 797b7-c9 for the point that 
children who always change their games, including their bodily gestures and equipment, do not 
know propriety, since they are always looking for innovations, whereas the children who keep to 
the same game, using the same rules, leave the laws undisturbed. 
639 Halliwell1989: 151. 
640 Aristotle, Poetica 1455a29-32. 
641 Taplin 1978: 3. 

\ 

216 



dramatic production as well as in daily life. Whereas the conditions in which the 

plays were staged, and the use of masks, required conventionally recognisable 

gestures, their effective use as a means of communication can also be seen as a 

tacit acceptance ofthe existence and importance of the non-verbal behaviours. 
\ 

Whereas Aristotle might concede that the use of gestures made drama 

more truthful, these bodily movements are, nonetheless, indicative of the vulgarity 

of the genre. In the Poetica, Aristotle considers whether epic or tragedy is better, 

the better one being that which is less vulgar. The author concludes by stating 

that some people claim that epic is for suitable spectators, who do not need the 

inclusion of improper gestures, whereas tragedy is for the common people. As it 

is vulgar, then it is clear that it (tragedy) is inferior. T~v j.lEV ovv npos 8EaTas 

ETILELKELS" cpacJLV ELVaL <o'L > ou8E:v 8EOVTaL TWV CJXT]j.lclTLLlV, T~V 8E: TpayLK~V 

npos cpauA.ovs· El ouv cpopnK~, xdpwv 8~A.ov OTL av E'LT]. 642 Whereas non-

verbal behaviour might improve the dramatic disciplines, it does not make them 

more respectable or acceptable to the cultured class. 

6.6 Dramatic ax~1-1a 

Drama as an art form uses the manipulations of the body, in addition to the 

spoken word, in order to comrimnicate character types and their scripted roles in a 

theatrical presentation. The description of physical appearance is a necessary part 

of dramatic narrative and dialogue, yet, as has been shown in the previous 

chapters, is often conspicuously absent. While the gestures, movements and 

postures of the actors are highly communicative, they only infrequently received 

verbal attention. 643 The representation of a character's demeanour is crucial for a 

successful, and believable, dramatic portrayal, and there are occasional examples 

where one's CJX~I-la does indeed get mentioned in the text. Interestingly, the 

physical details of what a particular CJX~I-la entails are often taken for granted and 

642 Aristotle, Poetica 1462a2-4. 
643 See Taplin (1978: chapter 5); Pickard-Cambridge (1988 : 171-176). See page 65 on gestures in 
drama. 
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omitted from the description, whereas it is the nature that it is understood to 

represent that is verbalised. Indeed, there seems to exist a heavy reliance on 

societal agreement on what constitutes a particular type of ox~f.la, be it noble or 

base, as well as on the universal recognition of that by the A_thenian audience. 

The tragic descriptions of ox~11a are applied to diverse subjects, from the 

strength of the warrior to the innocence of the child. Aeschy Ius, for example, has 

the Scout describe Hippomedon in Septem contra Thebas as being of great 

demeanour and blow, 'ITTTTOfl.E80VTOS' ox~lla KaL fl.EYQS' TlJTTOS''644 Hippomedon 

is a fierce and impressive warrior whose physicality communicates this character 

to any witnesses to his behaviour. The fear that the poet desires to project is 

embodied in Hippomedon's physicality, the total picture of his strength and 

aggression. In contrast, in Euripides' Medea, Medea refers to the noble face and 

demeanour of her children, ... KaL CJXfJila KaL rrpO(J(DTTOV EliyEVES TEKvwv.645 No 

particular characteristics are described, no definition is given of what a well-born, 

noble face or body looks like; there is simply the statement that these children 

possess such traits (as, indeed, their lineage implies). The general appearance of 

the children is given without any detailed description. Of course, in addition to 

the cultural pre-conceptions about the appearance of noble children, the audience 

is presented with the theatrical action taking place before them. A similar 

reference to noble appearance is found in Ion, when Ion describes the appearance 

of Creusa. Ion addresses her (without recognising who she is), stating that she has 

noble character, and claiming that a sign of this noble manner is her noble 

demeanour, yEvvaLOTllS' CJOL KaL Tporrwv TEKf.l~pLOv/ TO CJX~Il' EXELS' T68', ~TLS' 

EL rroT ', w yuvm.646 Ion continues, explaining his judgement of Creusa's 

appearance, saying that many things should be known about a person from his/her 

demeanour, that something is recognised which brings his/her noble birth to light, 

- yvoC11 8' c'iv WS' Ta rrof...Aci y' civ8pwrrou rrEpL/ To CJX~Il' t8wv TLS' d rrEcj>uKEv 

644 Aeschylus, Septem contra Thebas 488. 

645 Euripides, Medea 1072. See chapter 2 on the 'noble face'. 

646 Euripides, Ion 237-238 . 
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omitted from the description, whereas it is the nature that it is understood to 

represent that is verbalised. Indeed, there seems to exist a heavy reliance on 

societal agreement on what constitutes a particular type of oxflrw, be it noble or 

base, as well as on the universal recognition of that by the Athynian audience. 

The tragic descriptions of axfllla are applied to diverse subjects, from the 

strength of the warrior to the innocence of the child. Aeschy lus, for example, has 

the Scout describe Hippomedon in Septem contra Thebas as being of great 

demeanour and blow, 'l1TTTOflE80VTOS' axfllla KaL flEyas Ttmos-·644 Hippomedon 

is a fierce and impressive warrior whose phys~cality communicates this character 

to any witnesses to his behaviour. The fear that the poet desires to project is 

embodied in Hippomedon's physicality, the total picture of his strength and 

aggression. In contrast, in Euripides' Medea, Medea refers to the noble face and 

demeanour of her children, .. . KaL axfllla KaL TTPO<JWTTOV EUYEVES TEKVWV.645 No 

particular characteristics are described, no definition is given of what a well-born, 

noble face or body looks like; there is simply the statement that these children 

possess such traits (as, indeed, their lineage implies). The general appearance of 

the children is given without any detailed description. Of course, in addition to 

the cultural pre-conceptions about the appearance of noble children, the audience 

is presented with the theatrical action taking place before them. A similar 

reference to noble appearance is found in Ion, when Ion describes the appearance 

of Creusa. Ion addresses her (without recognising who she is), stating that she has 

noble character, and claiming that a sign of this noble manner is her noble 

demeanour, YEVVaLOTT]S' <JOL KaL TpOTTWV TEKfl~pLOv/ TO axflll' EXELS' T68', ~TLS' 

EL rroT ', w yuvm .646 Ion continues, explaining his judgement of Creusa' s 

appearance, saying that many things should be known about a person from his/her 

demeanour, that something is recognised which brings his/her noble birth to light, 

- yvOLTJ 8' av WS' Ta rroA.A.ci y' av8pwrrou TTEpL/ TO axflll' t8wv TLS' EL TTEcpUKEV 

644 Aeschylus, Septem contra Thebas 488. 
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646 Euripides, Ion 237-238. 
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EuyEv~:;-.647 A further example of Euripides' use of the noble CJX~f.W is found in 

Jphigenia Aulidensis, in Clytemnestra's praise of Achilles, where she says that 

while her tale is pitiable, he has this (noble) demeanour, that of the good man who 

is of help to the unfortunate. ciAA.' ouv EXEL TL axfnw, I~Qj) amu8Ev ~L/ civ~p 6 

XPllCJTOS', 8uaTuxouvTa:;- wcpEA.E'Lv. 648 Achilles' CJX~fla is that of someone who 

assists others, his deeds and demeanour reflecting his noble character. The 

nobility of the individual is in his/her CJX~fla, visible for others to see and 

appreciate. Whereas the CJX~f!a can be manipulated and, therefore, deceptive, it 

may also be used as a tool for projecting the true nature of an individual, ,. 
becoming the physical embodiment of that nature. 

Using the CJX ~[la for purposes of identification is not restricted to 

individuals, but is also used for ethnic classification. In Sophocles' Philoctetes, it 

is by their armament and demeanour that Philoctetes recognises the troops as 

Greeks, and that is agreeable to him, CJX~f!a f!Ev yap 'EAA.ci8o:;-/ CJTOA~S' imcipXEL 

TTpoacpLAECJTclTllS' Ef!OL '/ cpwv~:;- 8' aKouam ~OUAOflaL ·649 Despite the physical 

signs of their Hellenic origin, Philoctetes nonetheless wishes to hear their voices. 

The suggestion made by this passage is that, in addition to their equipment, the 

bodily comportment of the Greeks is distinguishable from other races and that 

carriage and demeanour are culturally specific. It should be noted, however, that 

a verbal confirmation is requested by Philoctetes, as he does not trust his sense of 

sight alone to validate his impression. Despite the power of the non-verbal, on 

this occasion it is voices which are trusted most. 

As in tragedy, the non-verbal communication of comedy is an important 

addition to the text, which is often not referred to directly. There are, however, 

some textual examples to be found; Aristophanes, in particular, makes good use of 

such descriptions. The comedian directs his satire at numerous members of 

contemporary society, portraying them in the desired ridiculous light. In the 

647 Euripides, Ion 239-240. 
648 Euripides, Iphigenia Aulidensis 983-984. 
649 Sophocles, Philoctetes 223-225 . 
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Acharnenses, Aristophanes has Dicaeopolis complain about the pomp and show of 

the ambassadors sent to Persia eleven years earlier. He is annoyed with their 

peacocks and pretensions, and with their general demeanour, dx8oj.1aL 'yw 

rrpECJ~Ecnv/ Kat TOLS' TaWCJL TOLS' T' ciA.a(ovEuj.laCJt..v/... WK~chava Tou 

' 
CJX~j.laTOS'. 650 The trappings and stature of these men leave little doubt in the 

mind of the observer that they have lived an easy life of luxury at the state's 

expense. The diplomats' appearance implies ostentatious and superficial self-

aggrandisement rather than thoughtful political actions carried out for the good of 

the polis. 

Aristophanes also satirises those who try to emulate the physical ideal of 

the Athenian forefathers. In the Equites, the Sausage Seller describes Demus, 

who is seen wearing the golden cicada, the brilliance of ancient demeanour, not 

smelling of pigs, but making peace and anointed with myrrh, o8' EKELVOS' opav 

TETTL yocpopas-' cipxa(tp CJX~j.laTL Aaj.l TTPOS' ,/ ou XOLPLVWV o(wv cit...Aa CJTTov8wv' 

CJj.lupvlJ KaTaAEL TTTOS' .651 This passage is part of an elaborate recreation of the 

Athenians of yesteryear, a rejuvenated Demus, symbolising the people of Athens, 

and being represented as wearing the trappings of the glory days of their 

ancestors. This new, noble Demus will right the current evils of the polis, 

behaving as would his honourable forefathers. The ancient CJX~j.la referred to is 

one of honour and nobility, a demeanour which is confident, embodying the ideal 

citizen's characteristics. 

A contrasting reference to CJX~j.la is found in Aristophanes' Vespae, where 

the term is used to create a disparaging image. In this example, the chorus 

compare themselves, the noble old men of a bygone past, to the decadent youths 

of the day. Their customs of old age are better than the ringlets and the lewd 

650 Aristophanes, Acharnenses 62-64. See Cartledge (1990: 47) on peafowl as a diplomatic gift. 

This passage of the Acharnenses links peafowl with embassies to Persia. 
651 Aristophanes, Equites 1331-1332. In another reference to Demus' posture and demeanour in 

1354, the Sausage Seller asks him why he is bent forward and cannot stand fast in his place. 

OUTOS', TL KVTTTElS' ; ouxl KaTa xwpav !lEVElS; It is in shame for his past actions that he adopts 

such a posture. This is an example of how the axillla is affected by emotional responses to a 

situation. 
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(broad-arsed) demeanour of youths, ws E:yw T01Jj.10V vo!l-((wl yf)pas ELVaL 

KpELTTOV ~ rro/..-1/..wv KLKLVVOUS VEQVLWV I(QL oxflll-a KEUpurrpWKTLav.652 In this 

play, the youths are portrayed as effeminate KL vm80L and this leaves no doubt as 

to what is meant by a axflll-a KEupurrpwKT(av, i.e., the an~ithesis of the strong

backed, moderate, controlled citizen. Indeed, a more detailed description of this 

demeanour is given by Bdelycleon and Philocleon, when the former instructs the 

latter to put on Laconian shoes, and to step forward lavishly, swaggering 

effeminately, avvaov rro8' lJTT08uacij.1EVOS" ELTQ TTAOUO"LWSI w8l rrpo~as 

TpucpEpov TL 8waat..aKwvwov.653 Philocleon answers, telling him to look at his 
,. 

demeanour and consider the opulent men he most walks like, t8ou. 8Ew TO 

axflll-a, I(QL O"KEtjJaL 1-1' onv/ j.1clALO"T' EOLKQ T~V ~ci8ww TWV TTAOUO"LWv.654 While 

walking is one form of action, it is the whole demeanour of the individual which 

creates the impression of the dandy; Bdelycleon is not called on to look only at the 

walk, but at the whole physical impression which is manifested in the axf11-1a. 

The gendering of demeanour is also found in the Ecclesiazusae, where the 

accurate, masculine, presentation of axf) 1-1a is very important as the women 

disguise themselves as men, needing to adopt not only their husbands' clothing 

and walking-sticks, but also their demeanour and way of movement. The fact that 

these were male actors mimicking what they saw as the comportment of women, 

who in turn are attempting to imitate men, adds an additional layer to both 

comedy and stereotypical behaviour. Praxagora instructs the Second Woman on 

how to disguise herself as a man, how to speak well and like a man, leaning her 

body on her cane, ayE vuv OTTWS civ8pwTL I(QL I(QAWS EpELS,/ 8LEpELO"Qj.1EVT) TO 

axflll-a TlJ ~aKTT)pCq.655 Tellingly, the bearing of a man is seen by the woman as 

having a slouchy posture which relies on a cane for support. The symbolism of 

the man who cannot stand unaided is not without significance in the political 

statement being made by the revolutionary 'women'. The need for the women to 

652 Aristophanes, Vespae 1068-1070. See page 133 for a discussion on the wide-assed KLvm8os. 

653 Aristophanes, Vespae 1168-1169. See section 4.3 for more on the walk of the KLvm8os. 

654 Aristophanes, Vespae 1170-1171 . 

. 655 Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae 149-150. 
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adopt a manly oxil~a, as opposed to simply a disguise, is again referred to when 

the chorus moves the women along, telling them to watch well lest someone see 

their ox~~a (demeanour and shape) from behind,~~ rrou TLS' EK Toumcr8Ev wv TO 

crx~~a l<aTa<PuA.ci~1].656 The implication here is that the deme?nour of the women 

is inherently different from that of the men they are trying to imitate. 

Furthermore, there is an admission of the role the crxil ~a plays in the 

identification of an individual or, at the very least, of their gender, when the face 

is not seen. The women do not need to show their faces to be discovered; it will 

be enough if their true crx~~a is noticed. 

A final Aristophanic usage of crx~ ~a for character portrayals is found in 

the Ranae, where Dionysus ponders the correct way to knock at Pluto's door, 

showing concern for local custom, whereas Xanthias tells him to stop wasting 

time, to try the door, as though he has the demeanour and resolve of Heracles, ou 

EXWV. 657 The courage and strength of Heracles are mentioned directly, 

presumably in comparison to the meek and terrified Dionysus who is avoiding the 

task at hand. Xanthias instructs him that he need not worry about local ways, but 

simply needs to present himself as would the aggressive, courageous warrior. His 

physical presence will speak for him. Again, no details are given as to what this 

crx~~a entailed, the poet naturally assuming that the bearing of the heroic 

Heracles was common knowledge to everyone in the audience. 

6.7 Physiognomic types and Aristotelian crx~~a 

The premise which lies at the foundation of physiognomies has already 

been evident throughout this chapter and remains a principal factor in the study of 

the crx~~a. Unlike many other forms of non-verbal behaviour, the crx~~a is not 

restricted to any specific part of the body, but incorporates many different aspects 

656 Aristophanes, Ecclesiazusae 482. 
657 Aristophanes, Ranae 462-463. 
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without the delimitations of a rigid definition. Modern scholars of non-verbal 

behaviour refer to 'demeanour effect', which is the bias in non-verbal expression, 

the ways in which one's natural demeanour affects communication; for example, 

an innocent, passive-looking individual will have difficulty presenting himself as 

a thug. 658 Of course, how characteristics such as 'innocent' are perceived is 

culturally specific. 

In the Memorabilia, Xenophon has Socrates argue that human emotion is 

represented in the face and in the body, that the truly magnificent and noble, 

humble and servile, moderate and wise, insolent and vulgar, appear so in the face ,. 
and in the ax fj 1-w of a man, whether static or in motion. 'AAA. a 1-1 ~v Kal To 

jl.EyaA.onpETTES' TE Kal EAEU8EpLov Kal TO TaTTELvov TE Kal civEAEtJ8Epov Kal TO 

TTpOO"WTTOU KGL 8La TWV O"XTli-LClTWV KGL EO"TLOTWV KGL KLVOUjl.EVWV civ8pWTTWV 

8wcpa(vEL. 659 Both face and body are specified, in recognition of the role each of 

them has in expressing both positive and negative emotions. 

More specifically, in his Symposium, Xenophon describes the physical 

effects of being in love. He outlines the bodily changes which occur to one 

possessed by Eros, how it is unlike the effect had by any other gods on men. 

Those possessed by other gods look more fierce, have a more terrible voice and 

are driven to more violence; those possessed by chaste Eros have more kindly 

eyes, make their voices more gentle, and keep the more noble of demeanours. 

ciA.A.' oL jl.EV E~ aA.A.wv TTPOS' TO yopyOTEpOL TE opaa8aL Kal cpo~EpWTEpov 

cp8EyyEa8m Kal acpo8pOTEpOL ELVaL cpEpOVTaL, oL 8' UTTO TOU awcppovos- EpWTOS' 

EV8EOL ni TE Ojl.jl.GTa cpLA.ocppovEO"TEpws- EXOUO"L Kal T~v cpwv~v TTPQ.OTEpav 

TTOLOUVTaL Kal Ta ax~jl.aTa ds- TO EAEU8EpLWTEpov ayouaLV ,660 Descriptions of 

men in love (or men emaged) conjure up this physiognomic type, the emotion felt 

658 DePaulo 1991:361-362. 
659 Xenophon. Memorabilia III .x.5. For a more detailed discussion of this passage in reference to 
facial expression, see page 35. 
660 Xenophon, Symposium 1.10. 

223 



being mirrored in the body. The link in human behaviour between emotional and 

physical feelings is recognised and explained. 

Plato also uses the physical to represent the nature of types of individuals. 

In Plato's Politicus, the Stranger offers a physical description of priests and 

prophets to reinforce his explanation of their behaviour and role. The demeanour 

of the priests and the prophets is full of great pride, and they have a revered 

reputation gained because of the greatness of their undertaking, TO yap 8~ Twv 

lEpEWV oxflll-a KaL TO TWV 1-lclVTEWV EU 1-lclAa <PpoV~Il-aTOS' TIAT)pOl!TaL KaL 8o~av 

CJE!l-v~v t..a11-~civEL 8La To ll-EYE8os- Twv EYXELPTJ!-lciTwv ... 661 Whereas Plato ,. 
generalises his application of these physical traits to a group, he nonetheless 

provides a justification for their adopting such a demeanour. The societal 

influences to which a priest or prophet is exposed contribute to the adoption of 

proud bearing. 

In contrast, in Plato's Gorgias, a description of a man's CJXflll-a appears in 

reference to the accomplishments of the modest sea pilot whose task it is to keep 

men and women safe and alive each day. After he performs his role, he that has 

the skill to make his way through the sea, he disembarks and walks up and down 

by his ship with a moderate demeanour. ... KaL mhos- 6 EXWV T~v TEXVrJV KaL 

Taiha 8wrrpa~ci!-1EVOS' EK~clS' rrapa T~V ecit..aTTaV KaL T~V vavv rrEpL rraTEL EV 

!l-ETPL0 CJX~Il-aTL ·662 Unlike the priests and prophets, the seaman is presented as 

being modest in demeanour and reflective of his role in preserving the lives of 

those who sail with him. He does not receive accolades from members of society, 

his safe delivery of passengers is taken for granted despite his fundamental role in 

keeping the travellers safe and the vessel afloat. There is no societal influence to 

inflate his demeanour, allowing modesty to be expressed. One's position in life 

appears to have a direct influence on one's CJXflll-a, demonstrating the role that 

education, self-perception and societal response have on the development of the 

individual's physical bearing. 

661 Plato, Politicus 290d6-8. 
662 Plato, Gorgias 511 e4-6. 
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The Aristotelian corpus is full of examples of the use of the term oxfl~a; 

only occasionally, however, is the term used in relation to the body and its 

demeanour. The principles of qualities which are used in the practical application 

of physiognomies are outlined in the Aristotelian Categ01;_iae, where the author 

distinguishes between four different types of qualities. The first type is that of 

habits and dispositions, EV ~Ev ovv d8os- rroLOTllTOS' E~LS' Kat 8Lci8ECYLS' 

AEYECY8wCYav. 663 The former, which include virtue and knowledge, are lasting 

while the latter, e.g ., health or bodily warmth, are easily changed. The next type 

of qualities is that of natural abilities and disabilities, KQL cmAWS' OCJ"a IWTcl ,. 

8vva~w cpuCYLK~v ~ ci8uva~(av AEYETm.664 These qualities are the result of 

innate ability, or lack of it, not of conditioning or training. The third type refers to 

qualities which are subject to circumstance and those which are passive, Tp( TOV 

8E yEVOS' TTOLOTllTOS' rra811nKaL TTOLOTllTES' Kat rrci811. 665 The passive qualities 

are inherent and difficult to alter, whereas those which depend on circumstance 

are not defining elements of one's character. The final type of quality discussed 

by Aristotle is that of CYXfl~a, enhancing physical forms and attributes which 

define the nature of the subject. Aristotle writes that this fourth kind of quality is 

of the form and the shape of existing things, such as whether it is straightness or 

crookedness, and other qualities resembling them; each is called such, according 

as it is of a certain nature. TETapTov 8E yEVOS' TTOLOTllTOS' CYXfl~ci TE Kat ~ rrEpL 

E'L n TouToLs- o~OLov ECYnv · Ka8' EKaCYTov yap TouTwv rroLov n AEYETm ·666 

Such qualities qualify that which possess them, as the CYXfl~a of an individual will 

define its possessor. 

In the Ethica Nicomachea, Aristotle describes the actions and appearances 

of the vain. He gives a brief assessment of the character flaws in a vain 

663 Aristotle, Categoriae 8b26-27. 

664 Aristotle, Categoriae 9a 15-16. 

665 Aristotle, Categoriae 9a28-29 . 
666 Aristotle, Categoriae lOall-14. Aristotle does not rule out the possibility of more types of 

qualities ( 1 Oa25-27). 

225 



individual, including their ostentatious demeanour. Vain people adorn themselves 

in dress, demeanour and other such things. They wish their visible success to be 

known by others, so that they should talk about it, and through this talk they will 

be honoured. KaL E<J8~n KO<J~ouvTm KaL <JX~~an KaL ToLS' TOLOUTOLS', Kal. 

~ouA.ovTm Ta ElJTUX~~aTa Kal. <f>avEpa ETvm a{JTwv, Kal. A.Eyou<JL TIEpl. mhwv 

ws- 8La TovTwv TL~T)8rp6~EvoL.667 Once again, the physicality of the individual 

corresponds to his nature. 

Not surprisingly, it is in the Physiognomonica that many of the relevant 

Aristotelian references to <JX~~a are found. The first appearance of <JX~~a in this ,. 
text is in the discussion on which signs should be considered by the 

physiognomist, as he is not to deal with them all. The physiognomist uses signs 

from movement, demeanour, complexion, the customary appearance in the face, 

hair growth, smoothness, voice, the flesh, the parts of the body, and the general 

form of the whole body, EK TE yap Twv KLV~<JEwv <j>u<JLOyvw~ovou<JL, Kal. EK Twv 

<JXT)~ciTWV, KaL EK TWV xpwwhwv, KaL EK TWV ~ewv TWV ETIL TOU 1TpO<JW1TOU 

E~<j>mvo~Evwv, KaL EK Twv TPLXW~ciTwv, KaL EK T~S' AELOTT)TOS', KaL EK T~S' 

<f>wv~s-, Kal. EK T~S' <JapKOS', Kal. EK Twv ~Epwv, Kal. EK Tou TUTiou oA.ou Tou 

<Jw~aTos-.668 The methodological discussion regarding which signs are of most 

use in physiognomies continues, with the author of the text claiming that an 

overall picture is preferable to specific parts. The strongest of the signs for the 

parts of the body are taken from general usage, as is displayed by movement and 

demeanour. Generally speaking, it is simple-minded to trust one sign; whenever 

most are in agreement with one sign, then it is more probable to assume the sign 

to be true. t<JxupoTEpa 8E Twv ETIL To'Ls- ~EpE<JL <JT)~dwv E<JTL Ta Ev To'Ls- ~8E<JL 

667 Aristotle, Ethica Nicomachea I 125a30-32. 
668 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 806a28-33. 
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ciA.T]8~ Etvm Ta CHJf1ELa.669 The physiognomist prefers the combination of traits 

for his analysis, the general impression created by demeanour and movement 

being a more reliable means by which to determine nature than an isolated 

physical characteristic. 

Based on a similar conceptional framework, the Physiognomonica uses 

ox~fi.a in many of its descriptions of particular characteristics. Some of the signs 

of bravery are hard hair growth, a straight carriage of the body, bones, ribs and 

extremities of the body strong and large, and a flat, tucked-in belly. 'Av8pdou 

O'Tjfl.ELa TPLXWfi.a O'KATJPOV, TO ax~fi.a TOV (J'(DflaTOS' 6p8ov, OO'Ta KaL TTAEUpaL KaL ,. 

TTpoaEaTaAfl.EVTJ · 670 Amongst the signs of the coward is a demeanour which is 

tight in movement, TO ax~fi.a avvTovov EK TaLS' KLvr)aEaLv· 671 The insensitive 

man's movements, ax~fl.a, disposition and face correspond to the rest of his 

bodily traits, fleshy, aapKW8TJS', and thick, TT a X US'. 672 The signs of the shameless 

man include a carriage which is not straight, but small and drooping forward; he is 

sharp in movement and red in body, Tc\) axr)fi.aTL fl~ op80S' clAAa fl.LKpc\) 

TTPOTTETEO'TEPOS', E.v TaLS' KLvr)aEO'LV o~US', ETTL TTuppOS' TO O'Wfi.a ·673 Those of 

cheerful spirits are slow in movements and unconstrained; in demeanour, manner 

and facial expression they are not so hurried but appear good, EV TE TaLS' 

TTpoawTTou f1 ~ E.maTTEPX~S' ciA.A.a ay a 8oS' cpm vE.aew . 674 The faint-hearted man is 

dejected in demeanour and defensive in movement, E.v T0 axr)fiaTL TaTTELVOS' KaL 

TaLS' KLVr)O'EO'LV clTTTJYOPEUKWS'. 675 Signs of the high-spirited are a straight, broad

ribbed body, cheerful and reddish in demeanour, 8uf1w8ouS' O'TJfl.ELa. 6p8oS' TO 

669 (Aristotle], Physiognomonica 806b34- 807a2. 
670 [Aristotle] , Physiognomonica 807a31-34. 
671 (Aristotle], Physiognomonica 807bl0. 
672 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 807b20-28. 
673 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 807b31-32. 
674 (Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808a5-7. 
675 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808all-12. 
676 (Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808al9-20. 
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strong fleshy form, up-stretched in caniage. rrpaEos CJT]IlELa. Laxupos TO d8os, 

EuaapKos· ... tmnos T0 CJX~IlaTL ·677 The physiognomist has a formula for every 

character type, each of which consists of a combination of traits that often 

includes the axillla.678 

677 [Aristotle], Physiognomonica 808a24-26. 
678 All of these examples taken from the Physiognomonica come from the first half of the text; 
there is no mention of axfllla at all in the second half. It has been suggested that the work was 
written by two authors, thus explaining the clear demarcation of the two halves, the differences in 
approach, and some unnecessary repetition. If this theory of dual authorship is accepted, 
apparently only the creator of the first half is concerned with the general impression of the axfliJ.a. 
See Evans (1969: 7-10). 

\ ' 
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7. CONCLUSION 

This investigation into the verbalisation of non-verbal communication in 

classical Greek texts offered a detailed examination of how this aspect of human 

comportment was integrated into the literature of ancieht Greece. Textual 

references to non-verbal communication provide insight into how bodily 

movements and physical features are portrayed, and how the authors use such 

descriptions in their attempts to sway their audience into accepting their definition 

of appropriate, and inappropriate behaviour. Accepting the premise that there is a 

societal agreement on the meaning of these pHysical gestures and signs, the textual 

evidence is seen to reflect the ethical values imputed to different aspects of non

verbal communication. Depictions of non-verbal behaviour communicate an 

individual's relationship to the ethical ideal; both the honourable citizen and the 

disdained deviant find their nature expressed through their respective 

physicalities. Whereas the textual references to non-verbal communication offer 

much material for critical analysis, they cannot be straightforwardly transferred to 

the realm of 'reality' - the non-verbal communication of living, breathing 

Athenians of the fifth and fourth centuries remains the subject of speculation. 

The methodology chosen for this study has been to consider specific 

examples of different types of non-verbal communication, rather than to try to 

attempt a comprehensive listing of all identifiable examples. Through its focus on 

certain forms of non-verbal communication an analysis has been conducted, on 

which may be based an analytical model that may be applied to those gestures and 

physical features not considered here. Furthermore, the topics considered in this 

study fall into a range of classifications associated particularly with the study of 

modern non-verbal communication; the face and hands are both body parts which 

communicate through forms of behaviour belonging to diverse categories such as 

emblematic gestures and autonomic nervous system responses; walking, which 

requires movement and incorporates numerous patts of the body; bodily functions, 
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which can be anatomical as well as highly ritualistic; and the consideration of the 

oxfnw, a Greek term which incorporates the totality of the physical body as well 

as its spiritual essence. 

The face has been the point of departure for this ~tudy of the textual 

representation of non-verbal communication. The face occupies a unique place in 

the study of the human body; it is the most exposed and scrutinised part of the 

body, and is the focal point of human expressiveness. The classical treatment of 

the face reflects its complexity as a symbol for human expression and identity, 

demanding consideration of its relationship with the soul. Yet, despite the 

apparent acknowledgement of the importance of the face, it does not receive as 

much textual attention as a modern reader might expect. In fact, descriptions of 

facial features are rare. More common is the descriptive use of facial expressions 

for communicative purposes - the reader might be made aware of the expression 

being made, while remaining totally uninformed as to the appearance of the 

features which form the expression. The role of facial expressions in drama, as 

well as the complexity of expressing emotions through a static mask, present 

additional matter for consideration. The face is utilised and examined also by 

philosophers, orators, poets and physiognomists in their representations of human 

behaviour. 

The hands were considered next; along with the face, they are the most 

revealing and expressive of body parts. However, as with the face, the centrality 

of the hand is not reflected in a large number of references to it in Greek texts. 

The relative paucity of references should not be misconstrued as indicating that 

the hands were unimportant to the Greeks, but simply that they did not receive 

extensive textual attention. The small amount of textual references does not 

accurately reflect the amount of gesticulation being performed on the stage or 

bema. Of the philosophical writers, Plato acknowledged the communicative role 

of the hands, while Xenophon and Aristotle both recognised the hands as 

distinctive to humans, an indication of sophistication, complexity, and humans' 
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superiority over other animals. In addition, the issues of ambidexterity and the 

significances attributed to left and right are important in understanding ancient 

constructions of the human body as well as cosmic order and oppositions. 

Dramatic productions needed the hands, so that the act?rs could effectively 

express their characters, since the mask forced the hands and body to compensate 

for the impossibility of emotive facial expressions. As for oratory, even the 

restrained Aeschines admits to cases of speakers having one hand outside their 

cloaks, thus hinting at the unrepresentative nature of the Athenian ideal of 

speakers who kept their hands hidden and who refrained from all (immodest) ,. 
gestures. 

The third chapter considered a particular action, walking, rather than a 

specific physical feature. Whereas the face and the hands can be analysed while 

in a static state, the very definition of walking implies activity and movement. The 

textual use of walking, however, is often far more significant than an author 

simply relating a means of locomotion. The description of an individual's walk 

can be seen to embody the essence of Athenian attitudes towards the body and 

bodily motion. The classical Greek sources which refer to walking project a 

sensitivity to the body and its movements as well as a need to see in the body an 

expression of man's nature. The bodily ideal of a pleasant gait, combined with a 

calm demeanour and soft speaking style, represents the model citizen in the fifth 

and fourth centuries BCE, and any deviation from this ideal needs justification 

and classification. 

Next to be considered was the role of certain bodily functions, and 

hiccoughing, sneezing and spitting in particular. Once again, there is a shift in 

methodology in order to expose another aspect of the study of non-verbal 

communication. Bodily functions are neither a bodily feature nor a form of 

movement, but a physical expression which is released from within the body. 

Furthermore, whereas these functions are non-verbal, they are not necessarily 

non-vocal. The hiccoughs and sneeze were examined as functions in their own 
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right, but it is as textual interruptions and additions to Plato's Symposium that they 

are of most interest. The close reading of a particular reference in a single 

dialogue was designed to illustrate the complex and intriguing nature of such 

examples of non-verbal communication. These two physic~l phenomena must be 

seen as more than unconscious actions of the body, and need to be considered in 

their non-verbal context and under the weight of their symbolism. One cannot 

sneeze at Aristophanes' hiccoughs nor consider the sneeze to be but a hiccough in 

this Platonic dialogue. As regards spitting, the various examples of this bodily 

function also illustrate the depth of meaning and symbolism that can be attributed ,. 
to a seemingly simple physical act. The textual references to spitting suggest that 

there are culturally recognisable associations to this ritual act. Spitting projects 

much more than the saliva from the mouth; this bodily action is deeply rooted in 

the beliefs and superstitions of the classical period and beyond. 

The concluding chapter addressed the concept of the CJXilfla, which 

includes both physical features and bodily motion and yet, being more than the 

sum of physical parts, reflects also a person's total being. The CJXfllla is used as a 

communicative vehicle through which authors can shape character types, using a 

singular concept to encompass a wide range of physical traits which are associated 

with a particular type. Unlike fixed physical traits, the CJXfllla is vulnerable to 

manipulation and corruption, the external appearance influencing the internal 

form, and vice versa. The references to the CJXfllla rarely offer detailed physical 

descriptions, but are simply attributed with identifiable virtues (or vices). 

While each of the chapters in this study offered a different perspective on 

an aspect of non-verbal communication, there are constant themes which run 

throughout the entirety of the discussions. The centrality of the body within 

Athenian culture is implicit throughout, as the citizen attempted to achieve the -

originally aristocratic- physical (and spiritual) ideal of the KaA.os Kciya8os. The 

body and its movements embody an ethical ideal, and their textual use must be 
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considered in light of this assumption. The examples of non-verbal 

communication which have been examined here are evidence of the physical 

embodiment of this ideal - authors use descriptions of bodily behaviour to 

communicate the nature of both the individual and the society to which s/he 

belongs. These references give the modern student of ancient non-verbal 

communication insight into how this aspect of human behaviour was perceived 

and expressed by (male) Athenian and Greek authors as they interpreted diverse 

aspects of their own culture, as well as how these writers interpreted the actions 

and rituals of non-Greeks. 

The examination of non-verbal communication as an expression of societal 

values requires that the questions be addressed as to what influences and instigates 

the behaviour under consideration. This study has illustrated that non-verbal 

communication results from a combined influence of nature and nurture; the 

tension that exists in classical thought between the concepts of <j>uaLS' and VOf.iOS' is 

of paramount relevance to this work. The modern debate between the cultural 

relativism and/or the universality of non-verbal communication has led to 

interesting queries regarding human behaviour. While it has been argued that 

certain emotions elicit a universal physical response, the impetus for the emotion 

itself must be considered within the cultural context in which it was created. For 

example, whereas both modems and ancients appear to have blushed in shame or 

embarrassment, the cause of these emotions cannot be accepted as universal, as 

each society has culturally specific values and norms of behaviour (even when 

these appear to transcend cultural boundaries, there are often subtle differences 

which might not be apparent to the 'outside' observer). As has been argued 

throughout this study, non-verbal communication is much more than simply a 

physiological response, but is an aspect of human behaviour which is deeply 

rooted in the psyche. Non-verbal communication is both universal and culturally 

relative, each supporting the other as a means of expression. While this is true for 

non-verbal communication itself, it is even more relevant to the verbalisation of 
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non-verbal communication, which relies on both the author's interpretation and 

need to project his/her message effectively, and on the reader's ability to 

recognise the symbols presented to him/her. 

The physiognomic element in the discussion offers further scope for its 

consideration. By the fifth and fourth centuries there was an increasingly visible 

trend in Greek literature of using the body to portray the character of an 

individual. Whether consciously or not, physiognomic elements are introduced by 

authors of the classical period, denoting the physical types which in the third 

century become formalised by the 'scientific' physiognomists. The link between 
,. 

the external appearance and the internal nature appears to be ingrained in the 

thinking of the time, with authors making conscious efforts to withstand and 

counter-act this assumption. Whether it is Demosthenes describing the good 

character of a physically deviant citizen or Plato justifying the ugliness of 

Socrates despite his goodness, these textual examples are clearly written under the 

weight of a societal tendency to judge a person's nature by his/her appearance. 

While physiognomies is not adopted out-right, the orators, philosophers and poets 

of the fifth and fourth centuries are experimenting in their work with these forms 

of physical descriptions. 

The reality of classical Athens was one which saw many bodily types, 

forms and deviations, with precious few (if any) of its citizens (or even citizen 

elites) having the physical appearance which appears to have been the 'norm' 

against which all others were held. The physically perfect citizenlhoplite was a 

fantasy which was hardly a reflection of the citizens present in the Assembly, the 

law-courts, the theatre or the agora. Nonetheless, the literary evidence suggests 

that those in the public eye were judged according to these unattainable standards. 

The orator, politician or dramatic character is expected to possess physical 

qualities which can meet the high standards demanded by the populace, standards 

which the average citizen could never meet. Despite, or perhaps because of, the 

human reality of physical imperfections~ Athenian democratic society nonetheless 
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clung to a bodily ideal, inflicting upon those who fell short of this ideal the 

penalties of marginalisation. Indeed, the physical body of the Athenian citizen is 

held up to the same criteria by which the polis itself is judged, the external seen as 

reflecting the internal substance which gives it form Gust ~s the state reflects the 

nature of its citizens). Non-verbal communication is a means by which the 

citizen's behaviour and appearance are scrutinised and controlled, societal norms 

dictating acceptable, and unacceptable, citizen behaviour. 

Through the examination of the verbalisation of non-verbal 

communication in classical Greek texts many aspects of Athenian culture have ,. 

been addressed. By focusing on the actions that accompany narrative and 

dialogue, this study has addressed an aspect of Greek literature which has been 

mostly neglected. The role of non-verbal communication within the author's 

repertoire of literary devises is a central one, partly because of its ability to 

infiltrate the textual scene while remaining seemingly undetected. A reading of 

classical sources with a conscious awareness of the references to non-verbal 

communication will alter, and enhance, the understanding and appreciation of the 

texts. 

, I 
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