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Eoidepues o+ hncien) Greece
The Frcad Pesstence in Athens

{430 BC)

‘The term (NOSOST! by wlich Thukydides identified the great epidemic

ur cisease, which began for the hirst time to show itself among Lhe
Athenians®®, had forinerly becn a term of commen use, ' The torm was
used widely denoling siwkniess, diseascs of both body and mind, the plague,
fever and epidemics, Semewmes {LOIMOS) or {(PURETOS) are almost
synonymous teyms in use, butl it is obvious thet (NOSOS) was much
common In yse

The first mention of (PURETOS), the most general term for rme[ﬂ'. is in
Hamer™ who states that the Dog-Star brings much PURETOS upen

ba

Due 10 Dilfigulties i goming Greek detiers. 1 berehy wild vranslnrgs- Cirerk cormy oy
eanies inlo Enplish.

k., 11 XLV 5,

Thuk. used ihe SaTg Lerms (i deseribe wime wiber diseuses such us fever. end (hroskard
wijy problews. due o the Lok of medical perms,

Adam Purry, The Lafguags of Theesdides, & dewrpiom of the plague, Bullerin of
i TaAntiite of Oleeical Srpdiss. X (I969Y, pp. 106118, CF, ¥ivinn Nutinn, Murdecs
ard Miracles, Lay Abiiudes Towards Medivine in Clasicul Ansiguity, repsinied Mmom
" Rarencs uuil’\mctitinmr. edlied by Ray poriet, Canibiidge Linivensty Fress (1955
e D - 53
Fir NOSOS see:

b 1O Od., IX 410, X TR

Acsch,, Pers.. 471, 758 Xeni.. Oyr., VN340

Herod.. 1.22; Saph., Aj-- 185

Luiipid., Hipp., 767, Orest., 10:

For LQIMDS see :

1i 107 Herod.. VIL.171: Aewch., Pers T K

Fiaig, Symp., 201D, Diod. Bic.. XIT.45, 56, XIV. " For PLRETOS sce :

11 . XXIL 35 Aristoph., Wasp., §13:

Nen.. Mem., 11183, 1L &7,

Arvordmg 1o lack uof (herapy in anvienl Gresve some kinds off fevgr wore taken s
epidem|cy and somerimes endemics. pumiculirly Malara shd Typhmd.

¢l. W.H 8 Joae. Malaria nnd Greek Hisioey, o which it added’;

The History of Greek Theoupeatics and Ihe Malaria Thaary,

iy E.T Wichingion, AMS Press. New Fork 1977, Reprinud fram the ediion uf 199
pubtished by the Universivg Press. Manchesigs

P 177 — 129, 131 133 and passim.

1. XXIL 3.

-7 -



miserable mortals, and tlw verb (PURESSW) occors for the lirst i »
Euripules C;clops.™

Again we meel with (PURETOS) in Ansiophancs Wasps while the chorus
of the play 1alking aboul the juryman Philoglcon who ““may be now lies
sick of & fever™ ™

In the Memorabilizs uf Xcnophon, Socrates is represenied answering the
guestioner who asked him if he knew anything good, “*good for what? for
fAer?", answered Socrates ™

The verm {(LOIMOS) was mentioned in Hesiod ““Works™ where 1t was
coupled with (LIMDS) denoting famind ™.

Again (LOIMDS) occurs in the Oedipud Tyrannus'!'"? of Sophocies in the
context of deseriplion of a pestilence which was the first of its kind in non-
medica! writings, great epidemic has fallen upon Thebes : **Blighted ure the
fruits of the carth, blighted the herds of cattle and the barren pangs of
women, Wilhal the fever-god swooping down, a dreadful plague, is
ravaging the city'” {9

In Plutarch’s Vitac!'™ Pericles “‘seems”" " to have died of an artack of
(LOIMOSH Y.

1 Lur, Cyel, 228 of, Athen.. 1N, 75

B, Avistoph, YWasps, 2815 ol Ibid., £12,
Xem., Mem_, 1I1LAX [P.RT,
ef, Plaiy, Tin., §A, Wen, Phaedo, 108C; where PURETOS and WNO%0% coapled
tugelber. For more decails ghost the 1enin PURETON of. fones, ap. it pp 41 - 5%

10, Hevipd, Werks, 23,

Il. The play was put by Jebb botween 429 and 420 B.C, but mosl ol the eritics, pul i bl
429, This seems (2 be mote reasonable bocause of 1he vevig deseription of e posiilemee
which suggesis a relatwon between it and the great epidemic thal bowdl Afhems the yean
before (4200,

For vzhous spouons aboul he dace of the play
¢f, Cedrie Whitman, Sophocles, a siudy of herwic humenismm, Marvard University Preas,
1951, p %5
Jacques | Lacarese, Sophode, Poris 1960, p.33.

13, Jones iramlauon, op. cit - o 33, who suggesicd thal pestilenoes was Makee g becaue of
the ¢ fect rpen child-hirth mentsoncd in the hnes quoscd sbove. op-. «il., §. 4,

13, Phui.. Vicae, Pericles, 35

15 Avihe same passage Pl did not guarasiss the trath of the staiement. XXX
cf. Fredenck F. Curbwright. Diwase and Haoey, Loades 1872 p. & wha adoprs the
ihcory thal ~' Pencley may have cought the infection, For he is supposed 10 have ied of
Playge in4I9 B.C ™.

15 LOIMOS was coupled with NOSOS givang the same meaning m Pl o, al., ko Gl
Agadi Jones identilied the deease 2s Malanasaodding 1o symptoms piven by Plat.,
For frequent msation of LOINDS in orher sourcet
CF. Homer, L. 1.61; Héi - 7. 171 Aesch, Pens, 705:

Flato, Symp,. 2010 Diod. S:c. X1 43, 38, Xi¥ 0.



As Far (INQSOS) o appeared ar B First e in. the Hiad when Hamer
duscrited 1he disgase which inlecied the Greek Army belare TroyW*,
Then-in Herador the ferm aveurs again when hyg stated the incidene of the
Greek crew  trained by Dionysius of the  Phocaeans for the resisliog of
ihe Perslans, during their course of iraiming, many of then had fallen ill
and the resl were expecting the same end

THERMAN NOSWN appearewd in the third Pythian Ode of Pindar,
for the first time, the noun NOSOS is connected with an adjective
“‘|herman’ meaning “hor’*, THERMAN NOSWN was the discase thal
Hiero of Syracuse was suffering from '®

The appcarance of epidemics and acute infoctious discases, such as
pluzve, cholera, small-pox and typhus, throughout the ancienl worid and
middle yges was of unsuspected results, these epidemics spread rapidly wilh
countlsss viclims, wiping oul, sometimes, the entite population in some
certain areas (%

Epidemics and infectious diseases were much more dungerous than
taday. Their true nature, cause and the way they spread were unknown, so
miich se that ancient populations were unable to defend themselves egainst
them, 20
However, ancient writers did their best to find an explanation for those
infactious diseases.

6 Homer, 1L, 10O

17 Hdi, VILIL
£f Sirabo, ¥.251, who speaks abuw heshhy and wnhealthy daniicts in Praadunia.

18, Pyndae, Pyl W66

105 & pare guess bul may be Hierw wad suflcring from a Lmd of fyver. according i

e “THERMAN NOSWN' or the “"hot discave,
NOROS appenred Tioquently in the ancirnl soulues the =ame ay PLIRETOS and
LOMMDS.
O Thue, 11,18, 52. Dhad Sic.. Xil 48, 58, XI¥, 50; Flul Viae, Pescha. C34
Dionys. Halic.. Anr- Rom,, X, 53

19.  During the fourteenih century in Europe 25,000,000 gird from plagut.
CI. Srbafjubs Fivangsic, Ancient Diseases, the clenenis of Palespaibalogy. 1ransbied
by Lisett F. Edwards, Merkuen (982, p. 217,
Weh ine of these epidemics which agpeared fa Florouee in the yrar 1338 rhe
= Degamersn’ of | Bocrasdo op TS

m. b Loc. €00



. . T . o o .
For examply, Hippocrat s cnhibihe caose af mifoction inthe G0r, o
- I ekl
as well as climatic factors.'=

The Hippecratic idea of an “"Epidenic Constitarion’ is thal particular
years are of their nature subject to parieular diseases.*"
Hippocrates was the fivst Lo show a genuing interest in the prevalence of
infections discases. The first half of airs, Waters and Places (is the
Hippacratic trastise on endemic diseases. I sets out thediscases associaled’
with different elimatic canditions and with different places.
The two books which really form ane Ircatise kinown as Epidemic I and 111
give farty-two clinical case histories, and discuss the four “*Constiturives™
with the cpidemic discases prevalent in each,
These constilutians were nol seasons of the year, but varying periods of
time presumably oceuring in different years. Mumps and malaria can be
cleatly recognized in these descriptions, 29

Inflcctious discases break oul when thres basic conditions are fulfilled.
These are : the existence of a parasite, conditions favourable For the

21, For HippocTiales see
Guido Majnd, The Heatmy Tl Man and Wound indhe Anwiond Werld, Hee e

L miversity Press 1975, pp 17 - 1480 is alzeed hat 'Greck Phymcians s pon mu. vl
Lheir vine ravelling - or Do usgdher igrm dosng epubeireics, 1he wirrd has radically
changed ms meanng, Tor ip meast {yisirs (6 placesy” several Hippacraw Puowihs are
tivled Epuchemmics.
€1, Hippocratic wrdimgs, ediled withian introductam by Gk R Llavd. Pengum 1383,
pp. 9 12, .21 6. 51 -- 59 and paswm, aba CF Hueory Sigemit. A Hisoory of
Medicing, Yol 1L Oxford Lniversily Fiess 1961, pp- 268 - 270, lur hew Happo was
hunoured by the Athenizns, anil For his collsdion uf Hippacratic wntings see p. 260 FI-.

12 Aoman aurthars a5 Yarro (116 27 B.€.1 and Codumetle (Tirst cemery 4 033 (ried 4o
Mird ol The causés ol jafection and concluded [het Ly g creatures beallud Testioda:
wime unseen by men and were perhaps thi carriers of mzenans dseises.
CLL Fivavic, Op. Cu, pp. 217 - IHE

3%, Charkes Smger, [ Ashworth underwood, A Shorl Hislury of Medaene, OxFocd 19AZ,
104

24, Ihid., g T24, e

The ditiulry TUEEEEAT g the disgaswes men ioned i pon]  medical weilangs Bex in

1he vaguenesis ol m‘ananalm whers .'.pﬂ'ﬁ'. pamed tir deiasled dmr:ptmm ars raie.
As Tor medical writnga somdciher Lficully wises, specific terfus afe wommn
gnergh, B they q;upr :ﬂ'aﬂ?: correspund 10 Bodern eyuivalents. The Grech Physi
vizh il divcasfyaccording (o (her sympions. the mmaderss way 15 B yPasaly Then
aveurelimg 1 the micrne wrganems Thal are their primuary vause, geepl fur those o
neprus origbn which van be classdied synplamadzalhy
1 Juie= D, ('l1_.._|:l. Al ]
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decetogurc-g of s alasie anc o« Whas ssian 1@ ihe host, anunal or
human. i wther woudlk, the reguirements [op the spread of un infectiousy
diseane are o sturee o mfeetion, a suitable caroer of the germs asd an
arganism suseepitble 1o 1he atack. 2

These condilions seem re be almoct fulfilled in Athens in 430 8.0, the
scvond year of the Pelopunnesion War, Due to ute Peloponnesian
wnvusion of Attica rhe Athenmians Tollowed 1he advice of Penikles, all the
papufanon retived within the ey walls, and the oulcome was a 1ermible
pestilerige or epidemic that brake out fiercely and uncxpecicdly i
Athens?H

A vlear and impressive descriptiont of this pestilence bas been left by
Thuk ydides, himseil not only a spectator bt a sufferer. The obiservations
which fallow atcract parricular arention 27!

He sad 1 B (] shall describe the diseaye aclual course, explaining the
sympioms, from the study of which a person should be best wble, having
knowlzdge .of it beforehand, lo recopnize it 17 it should ever bBreuk oul
azain. For | had the discase myselll and saw others gick of (RS
Suddenlyand while in good health, mun were scized first with intense heat
of the kead, and redness and inflamuwation of tlie eyes, and the parts inxide
the mouth, oih the throal and the fongue, pnovedialely became blood -
red and exhaled an unnatural and fetid breath,

25 Foognoo, On. L, 208
% Diod. Syl XEL a5 scaied ifis

27
I
o

Fur susce @ vast moaltionde of peopte of ¢very deweriptonm frad stregneed Tugoi her v
The cary, ihere was gond resson Lor dheir falling viclm o thsesses gx they did,

Gicurge Wrone, & Hisory of Greeoe, London 19040, p 301 and aote 2 Al eugh the
Avkenians and iherr gropeey were focked o wokap The wall., they Bad nor driven an
eher sheep and catile. 1hise were earifer Iruns poTied vver in bubeea sud he nengh e
i tands,  [nothis way & seriows sgyravanon of the epdems was gvoided, The e
cumigialive of greal numbers of cajle, gloug winh buman beirgs durnmg The epidenins
which ratuged Hoome wader simulae cionmina anues worangd ihe Gilansily
CF Whuk, 1014, Lsy, WE 66, © Dsaniys. Hial.. Aot Kom,, X. &) There were cpubermics
i Rume beiwera 438 432 B.C.

Cr Livy, FIL &6, 1V 26 XXV, 26,

Foe ciler daies v vider epidemcs in 293 B, 542 A 12, 681 AL wee
Guide Malao, Dp. Lo, pp 339 S0 501 nore 123

Srnger. € G- g 25, 6H, 4P,

Grote, Op €L, ol

C_F Seninhi irginfation, Thel .. Loeb ) s

Phak W oXLWIIL X
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I the mext siape sz oo hoarseness e on, and g sBan e
the dizorgler deveended 1o the chest, anemnded by wvere couphing. Whon
seitlad in-the stumach, that was upsel, @od vomits of brle of every kind
ttamed By physicians cisuaed, these were alvo aitended by great doaress
and in most gases inelicoiwal rewhing followed prodiocing violood
convulsions, which sometimes abated directly. somctimes nol until long
aflcrwards.

Externally, the body was pot so vory warm tothe jouch ; it was nol pale,
but reddish, livid, and breaking out i small blisters pnd ulcers. But
internally it was consumed by such a hcat shat the paticnis could nat bear
ro huve on them the lightest coverings or lingn sheers, but wanied o he
quite pncovered and would have liked best 1o ihrow themselves inte cold
water, indeed many of thex who were not looked after did throw
themsclves into cisterns, soTormented were they by thirst which could not
be quenched ; and it was el the same whether they drank much ar little.

They were also besel by restlessness and sleeplessness which never
abated. And the body was not wasted while the discase was at it height,
but resisted surprisingly the ravages of thedisease, 50 thatwhen the patients
died, as most of them did on the seventh or ninth day from the internal
heat, they siill had some streagth Icft ; or, il they passed the crisis, the
disease went down into the bowels, preducing there a violent ulceration,
and at the same time an acute diarchoea set in, so that in this later stage
most of them perished through weakness caused by it For the malady,
slarting from the head where it was first seated, passed down until it spread
through the whale body, and iF one got over the worst, it seized upon the
exiremitics ai leass and befi 1ts marks there ; for it atiacked the privaics and
fingers and toes, and many escaped with the loss of these, though some lost
their eves also.

In some cases the sufferer was attacked immediately after recovery by lass
of mcmarr.‘m

30. Thok., 8, XLIX.

For a similar deseripiion of the pevtilence but with seme dificrences i sympioms.
Cr. Diod. Sicul , XI¥. 70,4 = 8, 71

Who mentiened yimilar disiresses ia the Carthagian wrmy bevieging Svraguze, during
the lernible epldemic Wich which il was wacked in 395 B.C., e siaund thar :

{The plaguc began with & calarrh, then came & swelling in e throse, gradusliy bura-
ing sensations enkurd, pains in the singws of the back, and u hravrfmﬁn’. fn the tmbs,
then dysemery superyened &nd pustules upon the whode surface of (he body. ..  same



For e soggrn ol <aseh o decswdial epidoim, Thok,  sad:
e deieane b i s sinds e Ehiopia bevosr? Fevpt. wnd then
duescended inro kgypr and Libyg and spread over the greater part of the
fang's ereitery Thew 1 suddeoh el upon the ety ol Athens, und

allpcked (sl 1he inhabiants ol the I’uiraz.'l_iu".!"x'['

Ethopis and Egypl scenr (o be not the anly possible ornigin for the
discase, cepecialy because there is o0 account of such an epidemee or
endeiinie diseases i Herodnle Hisroary about keypt Carthiape was aloe g
possible ptace of origin for the disenxe im Kome, and from Rome iz (gl
vipon Peiracus and Athens as Thuk. said.!*?

Apurl from morl, saciul and relipious results, which will be discussed
luter on, this pesilence had tetnible vonsequences, i fasted three years,
continnously during ihe entire second and third years of the war, alter
which followed a period of refief for a year and a half, then it revived ugain
for another year with the same mwcrily.” L though mo exact catintate of the

becafrte mud and onally fust Their mensry § I81¥. 70 1 - 3)

Diodd,, rhuughl 1he place where the Lathwgiins coNped Lo Be rspomukile for abz
dhatn 1PF ““simeT Vhe Terrgin won mairshy 200 m 3 boliow™ [XIY. M 5

W libee Lo b aware Boweder Lhal he gave the same Factic as 3 man cuuse {ue the
epi#lemic i Alhers. (XIT, SK, 3 - 59, he seeas to beaghoing he Hippowralic idenof wn
U peikemsy Comal utiom™”

3 Thak . 0 XLVBEL 1 - 2
o Fredene} Canenghi, Op. Git., p. 7. who adopied Ihe wadse they.

12 The waineoe mentoned by Thuk, that the divease uppeared 3 in Peirasiy suggeus
tha 1his disease was pmoulonine of (he relaieon befween Gieeor and rhe ouler world
epecially kavps, Canhage and Maygna Graguia,

I recommend laly as an-ovigsn fiar che diseyar und Mpgnn Graecia as a wary of
itqusporiaien tu Peiraces, zooiding 1s Dionys, Halih  and loy sho men loned
vpideinicy by Rome Lhar had aimalar wymofoms and resoliy beaneen 436 832 1L
OF Maaivs, Halie - AnL. Bom. . X, 531
Livy, 0% 20
Cumpare Holm (GK. His., 1. p. 344 N 3
zpud Grote, O Cil, p. i N L

. Diad Sicwd., Xt SH
Cy. Giree, Op. O, p- 4M,

This 1esval praves Zavamovis theary abonl olgeioms diemes which PRl ime mas
regard 3= coinrolahie whike they sre i Fagh smoulderiio, waliing fiok 3 Rt nies
whaen <igwnsslatiees e srlauourakic iy men. 1hey weaken oose aps, bane sl el avid
yalbrer theie iragic fiarves, Fwanosic, On, it p 218



wuinber of deaths can be vwde, perhaps oo leds o Thiced of the popalona
died"™ .

Diagnosing the disease, the anly felly described symptoms were given by

Thukydides {a hisiorian} who was an eyewitness and a sufferer ™7,

Some hold that this was p highly malignant form of Scarlet Fever, uthet
aulherities have suggested Bubonic Plague, Typhoid, Malaria, Typhus.
Small - Pox, Mrasles, and Anthrax of unusual virutence!™.

Out of these diseases Malaria, Typhoeid, and Bubonic Plauge deserve
some particular attention® ",

Malaria and Typhoid correlate with same of the symptoms given hy
Thuk. and vary in others. [or Malarja the distinguishable symploms are a
Muviuating high temperaiure and a severe headuche, the same as for
Typhoid, plus vomitng, white tongue, no appetite and diarthoca at
times™ ™,

Both in Malaria and Typhoid therg is no inflammation of the eyes,
sncezing and hoarseness, the reddish, livid body with blisters™® and ulcers.,

These symptoms supgest plague as an identificalion for the disease and

3. Frederick Canwnghl, Op. Tk, p. .

Thuk. (TT1. K7 ysaid (hat 300 hersemen a)] ermong (he rich menal the stare, died of the
emidemic, Mesicen 4.0 hoplites and anomber of the poorer population, so grean as (o
defy compaiatien.

Dued. Sicul., (XU 58, 1), raised the number of poor dead population wver 19000
which Grote thinks to be greaily berwmih the realiny, {p. 403 M 3),

CIL Dionys. Halwe, mentiosns that the number of deaihs in Rome {451 B.C.) due 10 a
smilar epidemnbc was preat, almost ell the slaves were carried off by uvhe pestilence wnd

pbout one half of 1he citizens, Apt. Kom,, £, 33 1),
15. Hippucmis who Lived al Lhe 1ime of the disease in Thessaly kel no description of L.
Even the Fhyalcians, Thuk. stated, weee unable to eope with Ihe diseast, gince they had

) Ip treal it wilhow knowing its pature. {11, XLVIL 4),

36. Frederick cartwrigkl, Op. Cit,, p. B.

3. Typhus, Small-Fox, Mearicy and other Fllﬂ.'iﬂ- ere cut of question bernwse they difier
widely in 1heir mymploma from those given By Thuk. For the symmoms uf those
fiscazes soe:
A B Chpstic, Infections disezses, Epidemolowy and Climipal Practice, Churchatl
Livinpuong, Longmen 1974, Pasaim.

I8 Ibid., pazsim.

1% Which xre of some other kind than those of Small-Fox,

- 178 —



expegially the Bunoine P“Iagh. a5 8 dosrase of termible mmequunus'm'

There remaios the possibility that thy discase was one whieh so fur s

unknuwn*l

This murderons plague yicldesd Lerrible resnfis both on physical and
moral staius, the first has been already discussed; as for Morals, the bonds
bath of law and moralily bevame relaxed, amidst sueh 1olal gncertaimy of
every man both for his own life, and that of others™?

The picture of the Athenian socicty under the pressure of such a terrible
plagne with its train @f physical torment, wretchedness and
demoralization, has been drawnobjectivelyby Thukydides who stated that:

*“For the calamity which weighted upon Lhem was so overpowering that
men, nol knowing what was to become of them,became careless of all law,
sacred as well 23 profame. And the customs which they had hitherto

obeerved regarding burial were all thrown into confusion™?.

They kaw how sudden was the change of fortunre in the case both of thuse
who were prosperous and suddenly dies, and of those who before had
‘nothing butin a moment were in possession of the propeny of the others.

And so they resolvd to get out of life the pleasures which could be had
speedily and would satisfy their lusts, regarding their bodies and their
wealth alike as tramsitory™.

No fear of Gods or law was Fell, on the ane hand, secing that all men
were perishing alike, they judged tha( piely and impiety came (o the same
thing, and on the other, ne onc expecied that he would live 10 be called to
accounl and pay the penalty of his misdesds

Qn the country, they believed that the penalty already decreed againsr
them, and now hanging over thor heads, was a far heavier one; and that
before this fell it was only reasonabie to gel some enjoyment oul of fife" (4

., | eonclude ihzt this discese s Buboaic Plague of the haus of the symptoms peen by
Thok. compared with thene mennioned dn (ke 1exl medival books of Epidemicy and
Epidemalogy and gs a resil of long decossiont wilh experts LR idemics knd Tiopeal
Dinenses.

Frederick Cariwnghi. Op. Gt p. 8.

Cuatc. Op. Cit._pp. 402 ai.

Thuk, 1L LR 3 - &

Moid.. B LIT § = 3

&3, Ibeg. 0L LIN. 4
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