The Greek perception of depression in the Hellenistic and Imperial Age

[bookmark: _GoBack]The ancient Greeks already pointed to Bellerophon, who, in Book VI of the Iliad, sets off to wander alone in the plain of Alea, where he has gone out of hate for the gods, as the earliest case of depression in literature.  A look at theater, at the emblematic case of Ajax, for example, who succumbs to a kind of maniacal crisis, offers sufficient proof of the Greek sensitivity to this phenomenon in social and religious terms. The first lost the favor of the gods, the second the esteem of his equals; in both cases a higher motive triggered the hero’s uncontrolled response. 

If Hippocratic medicine could not bring about radical advances in the ancient Greeks’ knowledge of the phenomenon of depression – limited as it was to classifying it as a form of μελαγχολία, that is, an excess of black bile, the cause of aggressive manifestations of madness – the[ir] sensitivity towards psychological illness certainly did grow over time until reaching  that pithy formulation in the opening lines of Aristotele’s—or pseudo-Aristotle’s—treatise, the Problemata physica, which regards men of genius as those with naturally melancholic temperaments.


Thus, when, in a passage in  Tuscolanae Disputationes (3.11) Cicero lamented the lexical poverty of the Greek language, which, with the term μελαγχολία expresses what in Latin could be referred to either as insania or furor, he was probably, as usual, exaggerating. In Latin, the first term would, in fact, denote any kind of turbulent or unbalanced emotional state, while the second would be a synonym for madness and thus something requiring therapy. The latter diagnosis would correspond to the condition indicated in Greek by the term μελαγχολία, a word that is thus bound to a serious state of madness and labelled as a technical medical term. In the psychological climate of 4th-century B.C. Attic society, an author like Menander was generous to slaves, who explained the behavior of their masters in medical terms, using μελαγχολίη, as did Pirria with regard to Cnemone in Dyscolos (v. 89; also in Aspis 306, Samia 563, Phasma 57). Actually, a series of reflections led George Kazantzidis to deduce in his wonderful 2013 study that to some extent the Greek μελαγχολία likewise contains within itself the concept not only of mania but also of depression 	Comment by Irina Oryshkevich: Perhaps: “dearth of Greek vocabulary”	Comment by Irina Oryshkevich:  “ogni tipo di condizione emotiva priva di pace ed equilibrio”. –LITERAL TRANSLATION: “any type of emotional state lacking in peace and equilibrium” – but this sounds awkward in English.	Comment by Irina Oryshkevich: “Nel clima psicologizzante della società attica di IV sec. a.C. un autore come Menandro era prodigo di schiavi che spiegano i comportamenti dei padroni in termini medici…”. IS THIS CORRECT?

However, it is not about μελαγχολία that I intend to speak today, likewise because the point of view I aim to take is linguistic and lexical rather than literary or philosophical. Thus far, in fact, I have said that it is legitimate to some extent to identify the concept of modern depression in the Greek culture of the 4th century B.C., if not earlier.

 But is it legitimate to speak in these terms? In relation to the semantic value of μελαγχολία in the medical sense, probably yes; in the psychological sense, probably no. If, then, we were to assume a proper onomasiological perspective and were to go searching for semantic parallels arising from the same metaphor of “pressing” or “crushing”, obviously leaving the soul little room to maneuver, we would have to say that, as such, the concept of depression in the modern sense never existed in ancient Greece. Or at least, that it existed only from a certain period onward, after the metaphorical use of the verb  θλίβω, “press”, entered the language.
Cases of terms or entire expressions arising from an original meaning bound to the real world but later used metaphorically with psychological meaning are frequent in various languages and have been brilliantly explained through the theory of subjectification by Elizabeth Traugott and other, mostly American, linguists.

A metaphor also lies at the basis of the progressive subjectification of the root of θλίβω, a verb that Chantraine regards as the result of the fusion of θλάω and φλίβω (Walde IF 19, 1906, p. 105) and that is not, in fact,  attested before the time of Euripides, Aristophanes and Hippocrates  in the fifth century B.C. A possible earlier use in Homer can be ascribed to a variant in Od. 17.221, in which φλίψεται, as an alternative to the reading θλίψεται, has the advantage of a greater recurrence of the term φλίβω in epic diction.

Aside from Homer, the earliest author who seems to have made marked use of the verb is Aristophanes: in v. 5 of the Frogs, Dionysus begs the servant Xantia not to tell one of the classic jokes, such as πιέζομαι or ς θλίβομαι, that makes the audience laugh.  In the case of both verbs, a  second, fecal meaning is clearly possible and seems to be confirmed by two other passages in Aristophanes: Peace 1239 and Wasps 1289 (Del Corno). If such polysemy is legitimate, then we can explain why θλίβω never appears in tragedy and does not even find favor with Plato, who is generally fussier and somewhat inclined to a reserved style, though one within the bounds of the dialogic style. θλίβω appears in only two passages of the Timaeus (60 c, 91a), and only once in Demosthenes (On the crown 260.4).

A turning point is indicated only by the realist Aristotle: in the Aristotelian lexicon edited by Radice, θλίβω appears 13 times. I limit myself here to pointing out several passages in which a metaphorical meaning can be found. One of these occurs in Politics 1307 a 1, where the philosopher refers to the Spartans θλιβόμενοι διὰ τὸν πόλεμον, who are worn out by the Messenian War. Similarly in Nicomachean Ethics 1100 b 28 one may find a context in which the author proves that the metaphor of pressing down is already operating in a moral sense: if the deeds of the condition μεγάλα καὶ πολλά γινόμενα have the power to render life μακαριώτερον, then, if negative, they can torment and eat away at happiness (ἀνάπαλιν δὲ συμβαίνοντα θλίβει καὶ λυμαίνεται τὸ μακάριον). The philosopher is discussing Solon’s thesis, according to which, one may speak of happiness only at the end of one’s life due to the fickleness of fortune. 
The picture that emerges is that of the inconclusive nature of chance events with respect to the happiness of the virtuous man: in terms of this conclusion, the philosopher limits the incidence of unexpected acts of fate with a healthy sense of realism, but I am convinced that the virtuous man knows how to take advantage even of less favorable events in order to perform morally beautiful actions.

The verb’s entry into all levels of the literary language in the Hellenistic period is confirmed by the variety of authors in which it can be found: Theophrastos (7x), Epicurus (3x), even Arato (1x), not surprisingly Archimedes (19x), Herodas (1x, in 4.53), as well as Callimachus (1x in the hymn to Delos), Theocritus (2x), and Polybius (5x). In v. 35 of the Hymn to Delos by Callimachus, the floating island of Asteria demonstrates its courage, for which reason it is allowed to sail unbridled on the sea without being oppressed by constraints (σὲ δ ’οὐκ ἔθλιψεν ἀνάγκη).

So much for the verb, but what interests us here is the abstract concept. Preconceptions for the coining of an abstract term ῖψλςις existed already at the time of Aristotle: he, however, always uses θλῖψις in the concrete sense of “pressure”; moreover we are dealing here not with many, but rather with only ten examples, always in the singular and all in treatises such as De respiratione, the Problemata, De mundo, and Meteorologica. For example: the pressure of clouds, ἡ τοῦ νέφους λῖψις, in De mundo 394 a.

To trace its openness to less scholarly and more psychological meanings, one must go to the Septuagint, as Kittel amply proved and Francine Mawet indicated in a wonderful article in 1991. Here there are 136 occurrences of a term that signifies “physical suffering,” “oppression,” and “affliction,” and that is often found linked by a hendyadis to another word destined to a promising future in the history of Greek, that is, στενοχωρία,  “preoccupation, anguish.” In only one case should it probably be understood in the physical sense (Michaeas 2.12). E.g. in Is. 30.6 ἐν τῇ θλίψει καὶ τῇ στενοχωρίᾳ.

The New Testament presents even more notable and emblematic cases, a total of 45:
Nonetheless, the polysemy implicit in the abstract verbal term did not disappear to make room for the psycho-emotional meaning: θλῖψις can also mean the pressure of the crowd in Mc. 3.9. 

With regard to the meaning of θλῖψις, Francine Mawet has suggested that Iranian, specifically Zoroastrian, influence cannot be ruled out in the association between the idea of oppression and that of darkness that occurs in a New Testament passage as conceptually intricate as that  of Mar. 13.19 and 24:

The psychological use of θλίβω and θλῖψις is most likely not due to the innovation of the Septuagint’s editors or the Christians; moreover, as the psychological use of the verb can already be found in Aristotle and even in the military sphere, one cannot exclude the possibility that θλίψις  was already used in a not entirely physical sense by the fourth century B.C.  Judaeo-Hellenistic and Christian literature certainly did contribute to the dissemination of the metaphor in a polysemic regime that, as we shall see, kept its more physical and realistic meaning alive for a long time. The path of literary documentation in the imperial era was not, in fact, linear; an important factor was contributed by the literary genre and a cultural sphere that was not solely Jewish and Christian.

First, in terms of literary genres, we are not allowed to expect anything new from historians. The very novelty of usage has to come instead from the philosopher Epictetus, who never uses θλῖψις in the abstract sense, but does often use the verb (16x) in association with στενοχωρέω. He sets στενοχωρίαι and pressure inside the human soul as a consequence of the passions: I quote only one passage: 1:25:28, καθόλου γὰρ ἐκείνου μέμνησο, ὅτι ἑαυτοὺς θλίβομεν, ἑαυτοὺς στενοχωροῦμεν, τοῦτ 'ἔστιν τὰ δόγματα ἡμᾶς θλίβει καὶ στενοχωρεῖ.
As is known, this lexical consonance between Stoicism and Early Christianity was once regarded with suspicion. Back in 1911, for example, the Protestant theologian and classical philologist Adolf Friedrich Bonhöffer defended the Jewish specificity of the concept of θλῖψις, pointing to the difference between its use by philosophers and the Bible in his famous book, Epiktet und das Neue Testament. Actually, on a purely linguistic level a claim of this kind can no longer hold insofar as it has become clear that Epictetus and Paul of Tarsus tended not to discriminate against the lexical novelties of their time for stylistic reasons. Paul the Apostle, in fact, must have been very fond of the word sinceλῖψις, since we can read it or the related verb seven times in his Letters, as, for instance, in his letter to the Romans.
In Paul, based on the root that already exists in the Septuagint, it acquires the meaning of "tribulation" charged with a moral nuance. But the world of that time listened not only to Paul and Epictetus. Among those who did not understand or simply did not appreciate the meaning of θλίψις was the emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius, who, though he had reason to do so, never used it, at least in his writings. In a case such as this, one suspects a totally personal reason of style. Even Aelius Aristides, the sick man of the century and author of the Sacred Discourses, seems to have appreciated neither the word nor the cognate verb:  lexicons do not offer any examples of such.
On the other hand, his contemporary Artemidoros of Daldi is a useful source for our purposes: this interpreter of dreams who lived in Asia Minor in the second century AD often mentions cases of pressure, or rather pressures in the plural.  In 7 out of 8 instances, the term is accompanied – as it already was in a sort of hendyadis in the Septuagint and New Testament – by the synonym στενοχωρία and used in the metaphoric sense. 
It just so happens that to dream of joining oneself incestuously with one’s own mother in an erect position indicates θλίψεις καὶ στενοχωρίας,  as does the sight of a cape, which for a person on trial may anticipate a condemnation in as much as it refers to a sort of imprisonment or constriction of the body (διὰ τὸ ἐμπεριέχειν τὸ σῶμα). Also to dream of Efialte θλίβων μὲν γὰρ καὶ βαρῶν καὶ οὐδὲν ἀποκρινόμενος θλίψεις καὶ στενοχωρίας σημαίνει, ὅ τι δ 'ἂν ἀποκρίνηται ἐρωτώμενος, τοῦτό ἐστιν ἀληθές.

Actually, the expression θλίψεις καὶ στενοχωρίαι is also documented in papyri (e.g. PLond 1677.11).

It is interesting to note that in 1936 Blum still explained the expression as a trait of a literary genre. Artemidorus could “not adopt it from popular speech,” but that was probably not the case.	Comment by Irina Oryshkevich: ‘defined’ ‘interpreted’ ? (this sentence was in English, but another word might be preferrable here)

The environment around Artemidorus was not any different, in fact, from the one in which the first Christian communities lived: it was Asia Minor, the veritable central motor of Christian preaching in the second century.

On the other hand, what to me seems interesting to underscore and what I do not think has thus far received much attention, is the difference in number that can be found in its use in the New Testament and in an author such as Artemidorus. In the New Testament, θλῖψις appears more frequently in the singular (35x) than in the plural (10x), while Artemidorus uses it mainly in the plural (7x vs 1x).

What conclusion can we draw from this? Little probably, but it does not seem outlandish to me to see the term’s use in the singular in Christian Greek as an attempt to confer an abstract and theological dimension to a notion that originated, in effect, as the result of multiplicity (tribulations, pressures, in general, many things difficult to quantify): to put it in philosophical or theological terms, at this point, a reductio ad unum, the definition of a concept drawn from the multiplicity offered by experience. On the other hand, its use in the singular only confirms the argument made by Mawet, who sees an eastern, specifically Iranian influence in the New Testament passages that link the notion of θλῖψις to that of darkness. In both cases, one is dealing with a search for singularity, one consistent with its theological use by Christian sources.

A fundamental chapter, finally, is represented by medicine, which already with Hippocrates had demonstrated a certain interest in the affects of the soul, and no less so with Galen, who nonetheless never uses θλίψις or any cognate in the metaphoric sense.
This does not mean that Galen does not use the word. Quite the contrary: in the corpus of his works, θλῖψις occurs at least 121 times. Nonetheless, the good doctor with his psychosomatism, does not contradict himself: I have not found a single passage in which he interprets the term in a psychological sense. What is interesting, on the other hand, is that Galen, apparently oblivious to (or contemptuous of) the psychological use of θλίψις, uses the term mostly in the singular as well as in the physical and realistic sense (95x as compared to 26x in the plural), as, in a certain sense, did Aristotle (10x only in the singular).

My impression is that the aristocratic nature of high literature – to which, in a certain sense, Galen himself belonged, but also and above all Marcus Aurelius, to use another second-century example – had to ignore the emotional, subjectified meaning of a term that had entered Christian preaching, but was also favored in the Imperial era by a certain kind of Stoic philosophy, such as that of Epictetus, and by an interpreter of dreams such as Artemidorus, and by those who enjoyed dealing with the torments of the soul, and, in the case of both Epictetus and Artemidorus, on a rather low and popular level.

To conclude, to the question as to whether the Greeks had a concept of depression, constructed on the same metaphor as that of the Latin depressio and its derivatives in modern languages, the answer is yes, but only partly so. The Greeks experienced many pressures, both physical and emotional, but did not get as far as conceptualizing and diagnosing (de)pression in the singular. If this did occur, but only later, it was probably thanks to Christianity, as Mawet seems to suggest. History, in fact, wished that he term’s use contribute to strengthening its emotional and sentimental meaning until the time of modern Greek, in which θλίψη is the current word for sadness, but that is another story.
