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1  EMOTIONS MATTER 

When a few years back, I told a prominent German ancient historian that I had a 
research project dedicated to emotions in Greek history, he expressed his surprise. 
History, he responded, is the answer to the questions ‘who’, ‘when’, ‘where’, and 
‘why’. Without realizing it, he had offered the most eloquent advocacy for the his-
torical study of emotions. The ‘whos’ of history – the agents and subjects of histo-
ry – are individuals and groups with feelings; the search for a ‘why’ cannot ignore 
emotions – if one had doubts about this, the role of emotions in recent elections 
teaches us otherwise;1 and the ‘where’ and ‘when’, i.e. the contexts of history, al-
ways have emotional components.  

Thucydides knew that. His account of the civil war in Korkyra in 427 BCE 
includes a discussion of the impact of uncontrolled political passions (3.82):  

In peace and fortune, states and individuals show better judgment, because they do not find 
themselves involuntarily confronted with necessities; but as war takes away the easy supply 
of daily wants, he becomes a violent master, adjusting the temper (ὀργαί) of most men to the 
present situation.  

Then he comments on how internal violence changed the evaluation of behaviors 
and feelings: 

Reckless daring (τόλµα) came to be regarded as loyal courage (φιλέταιρος ἀνδρεία); prudent 
hesitation, disguised cowardice (δειλία); moderation, an excuse for unmanliness; to prudently 
consider all aspects, meant not to act on any. .... They regarded to take revenge more im-
portant than not to be harmed first. .... The dishonest more easily gain credit for cleverness 
than the simple for goodness, pleased for the one, and ashamed (αἰσχύνονται) of the other. 
The cause of all this is the lust for power arising from greed (πλεονεξία) and ambition 
(φιλοτιµία). ... Meanwhile the moderate part of the citizens perished between the two, either 
for not joining in the fight, or because envy (φθόνος) would not tolerate them to escape. 

Thucydides both directly mentions αnd alludes to emotions: envy and rage, greed, 
ambition, and the hope for victory and gain, fear and courage, joy, pride, and 

 
1  On the importance of fear in the 2016 elections in the USA and the Brexit referendum see 

e.g. Cockerell 2016 and Eaton 2016. 
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shame, hatred and the lack of pity, rage and loyalty to political friends. Although 
he does not mention grief, this was ultimately the outcome of this civil war – or 
any civil war for that matter.  

Later, his account of how news of the disaster in Sicily arrived in Athens in 
413 BCE is a masterly description of collective psychology (8.1.1–2): 

When the news was brought to Athens, for a long while they disbelieved (ἠπίστουν) even the 
most respectable of the soldiers who had themselves escaped from the scene of action and 
clearly reported the matter, a destruction so complete not being thought credible. When the 
conviction was forced upon them, they were angry (χαλεποὶ µὲν ἦσαν) with the orators who 
had joined in promoting the expedition, just as if they had not themselves voted it, and were 
enraged (ὠργίζοντο) also with the reciters of oracles and soothsayers, and all other omen-
mongers of the time who had encouraged them to hope (ἐπήλπισαν) that they should conquer 
Sicily. Already distressed (ἐλύπει) at all points and in all quarters, after what had 
now happened, they were seized by fear (φόβος) and dread (κατάπληξις) quite without exam-
ple. It was grievous enough (ἐβαρύνοντο) for the state and for every man in his proper per-
son to lose so many heavy infantry, cavalry, and able-bodied troops, and to see none left to 
replace them; but when they saw, also, that they had not sufficient ships in their docks, or 
money in the treasury, or crews for the ships, they began to despair of salvation (ἀνέλπιστοι 
ἦσαν). They thought that their enemies in Sicily would immediately sail with their fleet 
against Piraeus, inflamed by so signal a victory; while their adversaries at home, redou-
bling all their preparations, would vigorously attack them by sea and land at once, aided by 
their own revolted confederates.   

The perceptive historian describes here the complex emotional state of an entire 
citizen community using an emotional vocabulary and clearly identifying the feel-
ings of the Athenians. His account of the gradual emotional movement from dis-
belief to anger, fear, dread, and finally to measures closely corresponds to the fa-
mous model of the ‘five stages of grief’ proposed by Elizabeth Kübler Ross in her 
book On Death and Dying: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.2 

The study of emotions has emerged in the last two decades as a major re-
search subject in ancient studies, not only in philosophy and philology, disciplines 
that have traditionally considered the perception and representation of emotions, 
but also in ancient history and archaeology.3 The new interest in emotions goes 
along with an interest in the study of the senses4 and increased awareness in an-
cient studies of the importance of cognitive perspectives. Emotional aspects, in-
 
2  Kübler-Ross 1969; see also Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005. 
3  For some bibliography see Chaniotis 2012b, 15 note 18, 24 note 50 and Konstan 2015. More 

recent publications: Athanassaki 2012; Caston 2012; Kalimtzis 2012; Scheid-Tissinier 2012; 
Chaniotis and Ducrey (eds.) 2013; Fulkerson 2013; Renaut 2014; Sanders 2014; Sistakou 
2014; Patera 2015; Caston and Kaster (eds.) 2016; Thumiger 2016; Herrin 2017; Sanders and 
Johncock (eds.) 2016; Cairns and Nelis (eds.) 2017; Lateiner and Spatharas (eds.) 2017; Rey 
2017; Cairns (ed.) 2018; Allard and Montlahuc 2018; Spatharas and Kazantzidis (eds.) 2018; 
Karanika nd Panoussi (eds.) 2019; Spatharas 2019; Bettenworth and Hammerstaedt (eds.) 
2020; Ehrenheim and Prusac-Lindhagen (eds.) 2020. 

4  A small selection of recent books and collective volumes dedicated to the study of the senses: 
Harvey 2006; Schettino and Pittia (eds.) 2012; Butler and Purves (eds.) 2014; Hamilakis 
2013; Bradley (ed.) 2015; Emerit, Perrot, and Vincent (eds.) 2015; Squire (ed.) 2016; Betts 
(ed.) 2017; Purves (ed.) 2017; Butler and Nooter (eds.) 2018; Rudolph (ed.) 2018. 
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cluding the representation, display, arousal, and perception of emotions, are 
common themes in current philological studies, revealing unknown or understud-
ied aspects of ancient literary texts. The emotional background or the emotive in-
tentions of ancient authors are essential for a better understanding of their works. 
Beyond the ‘usual suspects’, lyric and tragic poetry, and the ancient novel,5 signif-
icant progress has been made in the study of emotions in ancient oratory,6 to some 
extent also in ancient historiography.7 But some areas of enquiry, especially polit-
ical history, still resist this trend,8 and the documentary sources – inscriptions and 
papyri – still have a lot to offer.9 

In the case of the Greek world in the Archaic and Classical periods and the 
oikoumene after the conquests of Alexander the Great, we are in the fortunate po-
sition of being able to study emotions with an abundance of sources and within a 
culture that had a very distinct interest in emotions. From its very beginning, 
Greek literature made emotions the center of its observation and treatment. The 
subject of the Iliad, the subject that the rhapsode asks the Muse to sing, is not war, 
but an emotion: Achilles’ anger (menis), caused by an insult. The Iliad begins by 
explaining the cause of the indignation, describes its manifestations and conse-
quences – Achilles’ retreat from battle and the death of his friend Patroclus –, 
continues with Achilles’ return to combat, and finds closure in the mourning of 
Achaeans and Trojans for their fallen heroes Patroclus and Hector. Four centuries 
before Aristotle formulated a systematic theory of emotions in several of his 
works10 and highlighted the emotions of phobos (fear) and eleos (pity and empa-
thy) in his definition of tragedy, with the Iliad we encounter an already fully de-
veloped reflection on emotions, their causes, and their impact. Emotions dominate 
also the second early epic, the Odyssey: its main subject is Odysseus’ desire to 
return home (nostos). It is also the narrative of the loyal affection shown to Odys-
seus by his wife, his son, his slaves, and his dog. Ancient Greek may have a lim-
ited vocabulary with regard to colors, but already in the Odyssey we find a rich 
and nuanced vocabulary to describe emotions, e.g. the various aspects of anger, 
from light exasperation and justified indignation to wrath and blind rage.11  
 
5  Among the more recent studies, I mention Visvardi 2015 (drama and Thucydides); Cum-

mings 2018 (novel); González González 2019, 77–111 (friendship and marital love in funer-
ary epigrams). 

6  Sanders 2012 and 2016; Rubinstein 2013 and 2016; Griffith-Williams 2016; Fisher 2017; 
Spatharas 2019, 80–122, 159–188. See also the contributions of Elizabeth Potter (pp. 281–
320 and 399–448), and Dimitris Karambelas (pp. 449–515) in this volume. 

7  E.g. Desmond 2006; Visvardi 2015; Tamiolaki 2016. 
8  There are exceptions. See e.g. Wohl 2002, on affection in discourse about democracy in Ath-

ens; Ballot 2014, on courage in democratic Athens; Hagen 2017 and Vekselius 2018, on tears 
in Roman political culture. 

9  Inscriptions: Chaniotis 2012b, 2012c, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2015, 2016, 2018, 2019, 2020; 
papyri: Kotsifou 2012a, 2012b, 2012c; Clarysse 2017; Bryen 2017; Skarsouli 2020; see also 
the studies by Sophia Kravaritou (105–125), Bernard Palme (pp. 321–342), and John Tait 
(231–242), as well as my contribution to this volume (75–103). 

10  Konstan 2006. 
11 Irmscher 1950, 3–25; Considine 1966.  
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While the rhapsodes were singing of the emotions of past heroes, Archilochos, 
a Parian poet of the mid-seventh century BCE, was singing about his own emo-
tions: affectionate friendship, love, hatred because of betrayal, fear of death, and 
courage. He is the first poet who addresses his soul (thymos), urging himself to 
take joy and bear grief with measure, and to be stronger than hope and fear. The 
lyric poets of the next generation were quick to follow, and Sappho was the first 
poet to describe the pathology of love in her most famous poem:12 

                           My heart  see nothing, my ears roar, 
flutters in my breast whenever  cold sweat 
I quickly glance at you –  rushes down me, trembling seizes me, 
I can say nothing,  I am greener than grass. 
my tongue is broken. A delicate fire  To myself I seem  
runs under my skin, my eyes  needing but little to die 

The Greeks also personified emotions: Phobos (fear), Aidos (modesty and shame), 
Eleos (pity), Elpis (hope), Himeros (sexual desire), Pothos (longing), Hedone (de-
light), Mania (frenzy), Penthos (mourning), Phrike (horror), and Pthonos (envy). 
They made them divine beings. In Hesiod’s Theogony, one of the children of the 
Nyx (Night) at the beginning of creation is Philotes, the affection that brings two 
beings together. Eros is not the god of love; he is love. While the Spartans offered 
sacrifices to Phobos (fear), gluttony (Adephagia) is said to have had a shrine in 
Sicily.13 

Such a distinct interest in emotions is a historical phenomenon in itself. Alt-
hough we can recognize it as early as the late eighth or early seventh century BCE, 
we can study its development adducing a large variety of sources beyond poetry – 
historiography, oratory, philosophy, epigraphy, art – mainly from the late fifth 
century BCE. Two important factors influenced the manifestation of emotions in 
texts and images: the frequency and diffusion of dramatic performances, and with 
them the development of elaborate acting skills, and rhetorical training. The im-
pact of these two factors can be recognized especially in the main themes of this 
volume: the display, the arousal, and the performance of emotions. 

2  MEDIA OF EMOTIONAL AROUSAL AND DISPLAY 

A funerary stele from Athens shows a smiling child that holds a bird; his dog 
jumps up, trying to catch the bird (Fig. 1). There is no doubt about the emotion 
that the image shows: the joy of a smiling child. His name is written next to his 
head: Πολύευκτος, ‘the one for whom many prayers were made’. There is no 
doubt about the emotions that the boy’s name displays: the affection of his parents 
and their hope that their son would have a long and happy life. There is also no 
doubt about the emotion that this image intends to arouse among the viewers. By 
 
12 Fr. 31; translated by Diane Rayor (Rayor and Lardinois 2014, 44).  
13 Phobos in Sparta: Patera 2013, 113. Adephagia: Whitehead 2002. On such personifications: 

Webster 1954; Stafford 2007. 
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contrasting a joyful moment in Polyeuktos’ short life and the hopes that his name 
alluded with the eternal grief of death, the image intensifies the sorrow of those 
who knew Polyeuktos and invites future viewers to feel empathy, to become part 
of an eternal emotional community of grief.14 

Fig. 1. Funerary stele of Polyeuktos playing with his dog. Athens, ca. 410-400 BCE. 

This image exemplifies the difference between the representation of emotion (joy), 
the display of emotion (hope), and the arousal of emotion (grief and empathy). In 
the monument’s original setting there was also a performative element. The grave 
was periodically visited by family members for the performance of funerary rites; 
and even decades after the boy’s death, when passers-by stopped at the grave, 
they read the inscription aloud, lending the boy their voice to answer their ques-
tion ‘who is this boy?’, and they repeated the name that alluded to deceived hopes. 

One of the primary aims of the study of emotions in the context of Greek and 
Roman Antiquity is to explore the means through which emotions are displayed 
and aroused, the contexts in which these media were applied, and the aims that 
they served. The various methodological problems involved in the study of emo-
tions in cultures and a times very distant from ours – problems that range from 
difficulties in the translation of emotional terms and the filtered representation of 
emotions in written sources to the limited knowledge of the contexts in which 
emotions are manifested – as well as the perspectives of research of emotions in 
ancient studies, and the sources that can be used have been discussed in the first 
volume of the series Unveiling Emotions and will not be repeated here.15 In this 
short introduction to the main themes of the volume, I shall focus on the media of 

14  The relief: Clairmont 1993, no. 0.691; the inscription: IG Ι3 1293. On the construction of 
emotional community through epitaphs see Chaniotis 2016, 105–107. 

15  Chaniotis 2012b. 
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emotional arousal and display, and the value of their study for the interpretation of 
the sources and, therefore, for better understanding of ancient society and culture. 

An advanced and sophisticated culture had a variety of sometimes subtle 
means at its disposal to represent, display, and arouse emotions. Some of them are 
lost in translation, others (visual or vocal) can no longer be observed. For in-
stance, in our direct communication, we have various media to enhance and speci-
fy the emotional meaning of a verbal message. As a Greek, in order to communi-
cate my anger, I may select one of the modern Greek words for anger (θυµώνω, 
αγανακτώ, οργίζοµαι, τσαντίζοµαι) or, to be more effective, one of the countless 
and culture-specific metaphors and metonyms that usually defy translation (σκάω, 
‘I burst’, είµαι έξω φρενών; ‘I am outside of my brains’; τα πήρα στο κρανίο, ‘I 
have taken them on my skull’; έγινα Τούρκος, ‘I became a Turk’; µού την έδωσε, 
‘it gave it to me’; είµαι εκτός εαυτού, ‘I am outside of myself’). We notice that 
these metaphors imply loss of control and personality change. I can also change 
my facial expression, raise my voice, or use body-language and gestures. When 
we study ancient Greek texts, we usually lack most of these additional media that 
enhance the verbal message. But in some cases, the verbal media alone – for in-
stance the choice of the vocabulary or repetition – may serve as the equivalent of 
a raised voice, a facial expression, or a gesture.  

Moral disgust is a case in point. The facial expressions that accompany moral 
disgust may be similar to those of core disgust, that is, to the revulsion caused by 
diseases and unpleasant tastes: a wrinkled nose, narrowed brows, a curled upper 
lip, and visible protrusions of the tongue.16 Although we do not have visual media 
to study such facial expressions in communications that took place hundreds of 
years ago, the vocabulary sometimes compensates for the lack of images. In a 
number of petitions and letters preserved in papyri, most recently discussed by Ari 
Bryen and Chrysi Kotsifou,17 the victims of attacks or abuse complain that their 
abusers spoke words through their nose. In a dispute over property, a woman was 
attacked by a man, who ‘spoke to my face through his nose, wishing to end my 
life’.18 Another woman, involved in a case of divorce, narrates how her husband 
attacked her ‘speaking many terms of abuse into my face and through his nose’.19 
When an official attempted to collect taxes, a man ‘snorted his contempt for me 
and wanted to attack me’. 20  John Winter’ comment that ‘only the indignant 
memory of an angry and tortured soul could have added the supreme touch about 
talking through the nose’,21 does not identify the biological origin of this behav-

16  See the study of Dimos Spatharas in this volume (p. 42). On the facial expressions of disgust 
see below, note 23. 

17  Bryen 2008; Kotsifou 2012, 81f. 
18 P.Mich. XVIII 793 (381 CE): λέγων εἰς πρόσωπόν µου διὰ τῆς ἑαυτοῦ ῥινὸς βουλόμενος 

μὲ τοῦ ζῆν ἀπαλλάξαι; cf. Bryen 2008, 193f. 
19 P.Oxy. VI 903 (Oxyrhynchos, fourth century CE): πολλὰ ἀσελγήματα λέγων εἰς πρόσωπόν 

μου καὶ διὰ τῆς ῥινὸς αὐτοῦ. Cf. Winter 1933, 126f. 
20 P.Col. VIII 242 (Arsinoite nome): περιερρόγχασέν μοι καὶ ἐβουλήθη μοι ἐπελθεῖν. For 

περιρρογχάζω see Schol. Arist. Equites 694 (LSJ , s.v. ‘mock, ridicule’). 
21 Winter 1933, 127. Cf. Bryen 2008, 194. 
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ior: it is disgust. The feeling of disgust, as a disease-avoidance mechanism,22 is 
accompanied by autonomic physiological responses that aim at protecting the 
body from the intrusion of pathogens. These responses include changes in respira-
tory behavior, unpleasant sensations in the throat and mouth, decreased skin con-
ductance, reduced blood pressure, and heart rate deceleration.23 What these papyri 
describe – ‘speaking through the nose’ and snorting – are not just facial and vocal 
expressions of contempt; they are displays of disgust in conflict situations. Such 
displays, that clearly had a performative quality, could arouse disgust also in those 
who observed them.24 In cases such as these, the awareness of the emotional 
background of documentary sources allows us to better understand them. The 
contributions to this volume demonstrate precisely this: we do not only study texts 
as historians or philologists in order to understand emotions; we also, perhaps 
more so, study emotions in order to understand texts.  

Besides the selected vocabulary, repetition is another textual medium that 
somehow compensates for the lack of information on the sound and the volume of 
an angry or an imploring voice.  Let us take for instance a letter written on papy-
rus and sent by a master to a servant. The master notes that he had told his servant 
‘a thousand times’ to cut down the vines. Now that the servant asked again what 
to do with the vines, he gets a reply that expresses indignation: ‘I reply: cut them 
down, cut, cut, cut, cut: there you are, I say it again and again’.25 Here, the repeti-
tion is the linguistic equivalent of a raised voice and aggressive gesticulation. In a 
grave epigram from Aizanoi (247 CE), repetition and the use of a synonym is the 
equivalent of an imploring voice: ‘Stand by me, as you pass by! Stand, stranger! 
Do not pass without noticing me.’26 

For certain emotions, especially love and grief, the techniques of emotional 
display and arousal are both more elaborate than in the case of other sentiments 
and better represented in the sources: drama, love poetry, funerary epigram, nov-
els, and private letters. The following representative examples of media of expres-
sion mainly concern these two emotions. I have intentionally selected examples 
from the epigraphic evidence, because it is often ignored in studies on emotions in 
the Greek world, with the notable exception of the inscribed epigrams.  

I have already mentioned metaphors as an enhancer of emotional display and 
arousal, and Douglas Cairns has made path-breaking contributions to this subject 
in Greek literature.27 Inscriptions and papyri offer still unexploited material. As an 

22 Oaten, Stevenson, and Case 2009. 
23 On the facial expressions of disgust see Rozin, Lowery and Ebert 1994; Phillips et alii 1997. 
24 Observation of a facial expression of disgust results in neural activity that is similar to that 

produced by contact with a disgust elicitor; see Wicker et alii 2003. 
25 P.Oxy.XLII 3063 (Oxyrhynchos, second century CE): πρὸς ἣν ἀντιγράφω ἔκκοψον ἔκκοψον 

ἔκκοψον ἔκκοψον ἔκκοψον· ἰδού, πλειστάκις λέγω. See Kotsifou 2012a, 68.  
26  Steinepigramme 16/23/06: µεῖνόν µοι π[α]ράγω[ν], µ[εῖ]νον, ξένε, µή µε παρέλθῃς; cf. 

SEG XXXI 1283: µεῖνον, ξένε, µή µε παρέλθῃς. 
27  Cairns 2012, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017; see also Bowie 2005, 70–74, for metaphor and 

emotion in the novel; on the perspective of a linguist see Theodoropoulou 2012. See also, in 
this volume, pp. 176 and 179 (metaphors in Polybios). 
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example, I mention forms of address that express affection by using metaphors. 
The object of affection is addressed as ‘my own god’ (ἑµὸς θεός, ἴδιος θεός; see 
pp. 83f. in this volume), ‘my soul’ (ψυχή µου), ‘my life’ (ζῆν µου, ζωή), ‘honey’ 
or ‘Attic honey’ (µέλι, µέλι ἀττικόν), ‘flower of nature’ (ἄνθος φύσεως), and ‘my 
light’ (φῶς µου).28 The metaphor of slavery indicates complete submission of the 
(male) lover to the woman he loves, calling her ‘mistress of my soul’ (δέσποινα 
τῆς ἐµῆς ψυχῆς), ‘my mistress, my golden one’ (δέσποινα ἐµή, χρυσῆ), and ‘my 
own mistress’ (ἰδία κυρία).29  

When Cole Porter attempted to express complete devotion to an object of af-
fection in his song ‘You are the top’, he made the singer confess the weakness of 
his words – ‘at words poetic, I’m so pathetic’ – and turn instead to a litany of 
comparisons between the object of his affection and monuments, landscapes, cul-
tural heroes, and ‘icons’ of both high and pop culture: 

You’re the Coliseum. You’re an O'Neill drama, 
You’re the Louvre Museum. You’re Whistler's mama! 
You’re a melody from a symphony by Strauss. You’re camembert. 
You’re a Bendel bonnet, You’re a rose, 
A Shakespeare's sonnet, You’re Inferno's Dante, 
You’re Mickey Mouse. You’re the nose 
You’re the Nile, On the great Durante. 
You’re the Tower of Pisa, You’re a Boticcelli, 
You’re the smile on the Mona Lisa, You’re Keats, 
You’re Mahatma Gandhi. You’re Shelly! 
You’re Napoleon Brandy. You’re Ovaltine! 
You’re the purple light  You’re a boom, 
Of a summer night in Spain, You’re the dam at Boulder, 
You’re the National Gallery You’re the moon, 
You’re Garbo's salary, Over Mae West's shoulder, 
You’re cellophane. You’re a Berlin ballad. 
You’re sublime, You’re the boats that glide 
You’re turkey dinner, On the sleepy Zuider Zee, 
You’re the time, the time of a Derby winner You’re an old Dutch master, 
You’re a Coolidge dollar, You’re Lady Astor, 
You’re the nimble tread You’re broccoli! 
Of the feet of Fred Astaire, You’re romance 
You’re the steppes of Russia, You’re the pants, on a Roxy usher. 

The closest equivalent of such a profusion of metaphors in an ancient text is the 
funeral oration of Gregory Nazianzenos for the empress Flacilla (386 CE). The 
rhythmical array of sentences with the same structure – with the verb in the initial 
position followed by the grammatical subject –30 recalls the rhythmical beating of 

28  For examples and discussion see Bevilacqua 1991, 226–232. 
29  Chariton 3.3.7; IG XII.6.1213; CIL IV 4839 = SEG LV 1052; cf. Bevilacqua 1991, 229f.; 

Chaniotis 2020, with further examples of the metaphor of love as slavery. 
30 For this lament form see Cosgrove 2018, who quotes this text and adduces further parallels: 

Greek Anthology 7.29, 467, 7.612. 
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the chest by mourners; and the metaphors (lamp, sunrays, rudder, statue, pillar) 
enhance the sense of loss:31 

ἐκεῖ ἐσκοτίσθη ὁ λύχνος, ἐκεῖ κατεσβέσθη τὸ φέγγος, ἐκεῖ αἱ ἀκτῖνες τῶν ἀρετῶν 
ἠμαυρώθησαν.  
οἴχεται τῆς βασιλείας τὸ ἐγκαλλώπισμα, τὸ τῆς δικαιοσύνης πηδάλιον, ἡ τῆς 
φιλανθρωπίας εἰκών, μᾶλλον δὲ αὐτὸ τὸ ἀρχέτυπον. ... 
οἴχεται ὁ τῆς πίστεως ζῆλος, ὁ τῆς ἐκκλησίας στῦλος, ὁ τῶν θυσιαστηρίων κόσμος, ὁ τῶν 
πενομένων πλοῦτος, ἡ πολυαρκὴς δεξιά, ὁ κοινὸς τῶν καταπονουμένων λιμήν.  
Here darkened is the lamp; here, extinguished is the light; here, the rays of the virtues are 
dimmed. Gone is the ornament of kingship, the rudder of righteousness, the icon of philan-
thropy, or rather the archetype itself. ... Taken is the zeal of faith, the pillar of the church, 
the adornment of altars, the wealth of the poor, the much-helpful right hand, the common 
harbor of the distressed.  

Ancient texts do associate the object of praise with cultural ‘heroes’ and forces of 
nature. For instance, the grave epigram for a young man in Nikopolis (Egypt, Im-
perial period), compares him with mythical figures:  

Here lies the fair Herakleides, like Osiris, or Adonis [the lover] of the Paphian goddess, or 
Endymion the one of Selene, or Alkmenes’ son Herakles, surely the accomplisher of twelve 
labors’ (Ἡρακλείδης ὁ καλὸς κεῖτ’ ἐνθάδε | ὡς Ὄσειρις ἢ Παφίης ὁ Ἄδωνις, | ἢ Ἐνδυµίων ὁ 
Σελήνης, | ἢ τῆς Ἀλκµήνης Ἡρακλῆς δωδεκάεθλος πάντως).32 

Affection and admiration of beauty is often expressed with the metaphor of the 
statue,33 the lament of mothers with the mournful singing of birds,34 people who 
died young with flowers wasted away,35 gratitude towards people with a higher 

31 Patrologia Graeca 46.884. 
32  Bernand 1969, no. 76 I. 
33  Philostratos Vitae Sophistarum 2.25.611: ἐπίχαρις καὶ ἀγαλµατίας; Heliodoros, Aithiopika 

2.33.3: καθάπερ ἀρχέτυπον ἄγαλμα. 
34  Steinepigramme 09/01/03 (Kios, Hellenistic period): μήτηρ δ᾿ ἐν οἴκοις, ἆ τάλαινα, 

ὀδύρεται | νικῶσα θρήνοις πενθίμην ἀηδόνα (‘your mother at home, oh, the wretched one, 
mourns, defeating in her lament the mourning nightingale’); ἆ τάλαινα is the reading of 
Prodi 2017; Coughlan 2017, prefers ἁ τάλαινα; for the mourning of the nightingale cf. 
Sophokles, Ajax 628–630; Heliodoros, Aithiopika 5.2.6. Cf. Steinepigramme 01/12/20 (Hal-
ikarnassos, Hellenistic period): οἰκτρὰν δὲ θύγατρα κατεστενάχησε Στρατεία | οἷά τις 
εἰναλία δάκρυσιν ἀλκυονίς (‘Srateia groaned for her pitiable daughter, shedding tears like 
some alkyon of the sea’); 

35  IG IX.2.649 (Larisa, second/third century CE); Peek, GVI 988; ὡς νέον ἄνθος ὥ ̣ρης 
παντοθαλοῦς πρωτο[φ]ανὴ<ς> καλύκων (‘like a young flower in the all-blooming season, 
showing my first petals’); IG V.1.960 (Boiai in Lakonia): ὡς ῥόδεος στέφανο[ς] (like a gar-
land of roses); Steinepigramme 01/20/23 (Miletos, late second century BCE): τέκνου 
νεοθηλέα βλαστόν (‘the fresh-budding branch of a child’); 16/31/90 (Appia in Phrygia, 4th 
cent. CE): ἄνθεα πάντα φύουσιν, κάλλος δὲ σὸν μεμάρανται ... κλάδος ἐλαίας, ταχὺ πῶς 
ἐμαράνθης (‘all flowers grow, but your beauty was wasted away; ... you, branch of olive, 
how fast you were wasted away!’); IG XII.3.53 (Arkesine, 242 CE): ὥσπερ δένδρον εἵμερον 
εὐθαλὲς ὑπὸ [π]νεύμ[ατο]ς ἐκρειζοθὲν ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς ἔπεσεν, οὕτως [κ]αὶ ὁ Ὀκτ[άβ]ιος 
μοιριδίως ἔπεσεν (‘as a cultivated blooming tree falls on the ground, uprooted by wind, so 
did Oktavios fell following his destiny’). On the theme of the ‘flower of life’ see Lattimore 
1942, 195–198. 
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position with the metaphor of the star that shines from above, gratitude for gener-
osity and greatness with the metaphor of the Ocean, and so on. For instance, the 
honorific decree of the priests of Karnak for Kallimachos, a high officer in the 
reign of Kleopatra VII (42 BCE), makes abundant use of similes (‘he labored like 
a father, as one labors for his own fatherland and his own legitimate children’, ‘he 
brought everyone, together with their wives and children, to sheltered harbors, as 
if from a squall and adverse storms’) – and praises Kallimachos with the metaphor 
of a star and a god: ‘he shone from above to all like a bright star and a good de-
mon’.36 The same metaphor is also used in a funerary epigram for a statesman in 
Crete: ‘having shone like a star, he was extinguished by the bad judgments of 
some demon.’ Consolation is offered by comparing his sons with the columns that 
support a house.37 The metaphor of the Ocean is attested in acclamations in which 
a benefactor is addressed with the cry Ὠκεανέ.38 The meaning of the acclamation 
is explained by John Chrysostom in his treatise On Vanity. When a certain Phi-
lotimos was praised for his generosity through acclamations, his donations were 
compared with the flow of the Nile and the greatness of his magnanimity with the 
Ocean:39 

they call him “the Nile of donations” (Νεῖλον αὐτὸν εἶναί φασιν τῶν δωρεῶν); ... and intro-
ducing the Ocean, they say that what the Ocean is in waters, this man is in generosity (τὸν 
Ὠκεανὸν εἰς μέσον ἀγαγόντες τοῦτο αὐτὸν εἶναί φασι, ὅπερ ἐκεῖνον ἐν ὕδασι, τοῦτον ἐν 
ταῖς φιλοτιμίαις). 

Alliteration is also a powerful medium of emotional display in any sophisticated 
culture, whether we are dealing with the repetition of the liquid l (‘love me or 
leave me and let me be lonely’) that expresses the longing for a kiss in a Broad-
way song40 or with the repetition of the labial p and f in a funerary epigram in or-

36  Bernand 1992, no. 46 LL. 11f.: πονήσας | [ὥσπερ πατὴρ ὑπὲρ] οἰκείας πατρίδος καὶ 
τέκνων γνησίων; LL. 21f.: πάντας σὺν γυναιξὶ καὶ τέκνοις καθάπερ ἐ[κ | [ζάλης καὶ 
ἀντι]πάλων χειμώνων εἰς εὐδινοὺς λιμένας ἤγαγεν; LL. LL. 19f.: ὥσπερ λαμπρὸς ἀστὴρ 
καὶ δαίμων ἀγαθὸς | [τοῖς ἅπασι]ν ἐπέλαμψε. 

37  SEG XXXIX 972 (Lato, ca. 100 BCE): ὡς δέ τις ἀστὴρ | λάμψας ἐσβέσθη δαίμονος 
ἀκρισίαις ... οἶκον ὃν οἱ δόξης κίονες ἐκράτησαν· | τρισσοὺς γὰρ λίπε παῖδας ἑούς (‘the 
columns of glory supported his house; for he left three sons’). The metaphor of the star is at-
tested until Late Antiquity. E.g. Bernand 1969, no. 76 I (Nikopolis, Egypt, Imperial peripd): 
ἀστὴρ οὐράνιος; Dobias-Lallou 2017, no. 058 (Kyrene, 2nd/3rd cent.): ἄστρον ὁµιλικίη[ς]; 
MAMA I 238 (Laodikeia, ca. 4th cent. CE): ἀστὴρ ὃς ἐν[έλ]αμπεν ἐν ἐκλησίησιν θεοῖο. 
This metaphor differs from the assimilation of deceased persons with stars after their death, 
for which see Wypustek 2013, 48–64. 

38  For the evidence see Kruse 2006, who argues that the acclamation Ὠκεανέ corresponds to the 
modern acclamations ‘bravo!’ or ‘long live!’ (p. 306). This is possible, but the origin of the 
acclamation undoubtedly is the comparison of a benefactor’s generosity with the water of the 
Ocean.   

39  John Chrysostom, Περὶ κενοδοξίας; quoted by Peterson 1929, 221f.; quoted by Kruse 2006, 
305.  

40  Gus Kahn’s lyrics for ‘Love Me or Leave Me’ from the musical ‘Whopee’ (1928). 
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der to express pain and arouse grief (λείψασα γονεῦσι δάκρυα | καὶ πάπποις τὰ 
ὅμοια, οὗπερ γαίης λίπε πένθη).41  

Because the grief for a loved one is a universal feeling, the individual pain 
cannot be effectively expressed with stereotypical phrases and common places. 
Cemeteries are an arena in which the deceased compete for the attention of the 
passers-by, for the few moments that they will devote to a grave monument, read-
ing the epitaph aloud, at times lending their voice to the dead person, at times re-
producing for a brief moment the original lament, and ultimately defeating death 
by commemorating the deceased. Epitaphs may attempt to offer consolation by 
reminding that death is the common fate of all mortals,42 but if they wish to 
arouse empathy, then they must stress the individual fate, not the common lot. For 
this reason, texts and images must break visual conventions to gain in power. 
While facial expressions may be ambiguous and conventional gesture may seem 
trivial, the composition has the power to convey emotion. In the case of a funerary 
stele from Thera, the traditional gesture of hand-shake is replaced by a complex 
use of the arms (depicted on the cover of this volume).43  Alexibola, the young 
woman who has died, is about to depart. She gently touches the chin of an elderly 
parent, who tries to hold her back; the gaze of the living and the dead do not meet, 
thus expressing an irreversible separation and enhancing the feeling of grief. 

In the case of texts, the individuality of pain can be expressed with detailed 
descriptions of incidents or with the references to objects. From the fourth century 
BCE on, a very common technique of emotional arousal is the ‘painting’ by a per-
son of a scene with such vividness (enargeia) that the readers or listeners have the 
impression that they are eye-witness to the event that is being narrated.44 The 
emotional impact was thereby increased. It is with enargeia, for instance, that the 
client of Demosthenes 47 arouses the indignation of the jurors against his oppo-
nents, describing their brutal attack on an elderly wet-nurse;45 enargeia was the 
medium through which the historian Phylarchos ‘placed events in front of (the 
readers’) eyes’, in order to arouse their compassion;46 with a vivid description of 
his quarrel with an Egyptian woman, a Greek author of a petition sought to arouse 

41  SEG XLV 641 (Euhydrion, second/third century CE): Ἣν ἐσορᾷς στήλην μεστὴν ἐσορᾶς, 
φίλε, πένθους. | Κάτθνε γὰρ Ζώη οὔνομα κλησκομένη | ὀκτωκαιδεκέτης, λείψασα 
γονεῦσι δάκρυα | καὶ πάπποις τὰ ὅμοια, οὗπερ γαίης λίπε πένθη. | Ἦν δὲ γάμῳ 
ζευχθε<ῖ>σα κύησέ τε <τ>έκνον ἄωρον, | οὗ τεχθέντος ἄφωνος λίπεν φάος ἡελίοιο. | 
Πηνειὸς δὲ πατήρ χεύων δάκρ<υ> θῆκε τόδ᾿ ἔργον | σύν τε φίλῃ ἀλόχῳ, οἷς ἦν τέκνον ἕν 
τε κοὐκ ἄλλο. | Οὐδὲ γὰρ ἐξ αὐτῆς ἔσχον τέκνον φὼ⟨ς⟩ λιπούσης | ἀλλ᾿ ἄτεκνοι λύπῃ 
καρτέρεον βίοτον. We also note here the alliteration of lip- (λείψασα ... λίπε ... λίπεν ... 
λιπούσης ... λύπῃ). See Chaniotis 2012c, 111f. 

42  Lattimore 1942, 250–256. 
43  This unpublished stele is briefly presented by M. Efstathiou in Chaniotis, Kaltsas, and My-

lonopoulos (eds.) 2017, 154 no. 58 (cf. 44 fig. 1). See also Zafeiropoulos 1961, 203f. pl. 164. 
44  On enargeia see more recently Zangara 2007, 55–89, 233–307; Otto 2009; Webb 2009, esp. 

87–105; Spatharas 2019, 80–122; see also the studies of Dimos Spatharas (pp. 64–69) and 
Elizabeth Potter (pp. 287–290 and 295f.) in this volume. 

45  Demosthenes 47.55–59; discussed by Rubinstein 2013. 
46  Polybios 2.56.6–8. 
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the king’s indignation (see below p. 25).47 And who cannot feel empathy reading 
this narrative of how a child drowned in a well?48  

When the sun was setting towards the chambers of the night, after I had taken my supper, I 
came together with my maternal uncle to bathe. And, right away, the Fates made me sit on 
(the edge of) a well, there. As I was undressing, the worst Fate took me away. As soon as the 
demon saw me at the bottom of the well, he delivered me to Charon. But my uncle heard the 
noise of me falling into the well and started looking for me right away. However, there was 
no hope for me to live among the mortals. My maternal aunt came running; she tore off her 
tunic. My mother came running; she stood there beating her chest. Immediately my aunt fell 
to Alexander’s feet, begging him. Seeing this, he no longer hesitated but jumped into the well 
right away. When he found me drowned in the bottom, he brought me out in a basket. Right 
away my aunt grabbed me, as I was wet, in a hurry, wondering whether there was any life left 
in me. Thus, a bad Fate covered me, the wretched one, before I could see a palaestra, barely 
three years old. 

We see a scene in the twilight full of hectic movements. We hear the sound of the 
body falling into the water, the desperate cries of the mother, the begging of the 
aunt. We get a sense of touching, with the mother beating her chest and the aunt 
touching the boy’s wet body. Here, the enargeia is so effective that we might 
overlook the fact that the narrator is not the child but an anonymous poet, who 
manipulates the child’s voice and makes it narrate with details that appeal to our 
senses how it lost its life.49 And we also might overlook the fact that the aim of 
this narrative is not only to arouse our empathy and make us members of an emo-
tional community of grief but also to give testimony to their efforts to save the 
child. 

Finally, a way to express the grief of loss is by pointing to objects that have 
lost their meaning because of the death of a person. An epigram for a young man 
from Aphrodisias resembles a ‘still life’, as the poet lists the objects that were 
connected with the deceased man’s favorite activities. The images of objects, 
which have become meaningless now that Epikrates is gone increase the sense of 
loss:50 

47  P.Enteux. 79 (Magdola, 218 BCE). 
48  Steinepigramme 03/05/04 (Notion, Imperial period): ἡνίκα δ’ ἠέλιος μὲν ἔδυ πρὸς δώματα 

[νυκτός,] | δειπνήσας, ἦλθον μετὰ τοῦ μήτρω λο[έσασ]|θαι, κεὐθύς με Μοῖραι προκαθί-
ζανον εἰς φ[ρέ]|αρ αὐτοῦ· ἔγδυνον γὰρ ἐγὼ{ι} καὶ ἀπῆγέ με | Μοῖρα κακίστη.  χὡς εἶδεν 
δαίμων με | κάτω, παρέδωκε Χ[άρ]ωνει· αὐτὰρ ὁ | μήτρως μου ψόφον ἤκουσεν φρεα|τι-
σμοῦ, κεὐθύς μ’ ἐζήτει γ’ ἄρ’· ἐγὼ δὲ οὐκ ἐλ|πίδ’ ἂν εἶχον ζωῆς τῆς κατ’ ἐμαυτὸν ἐν 
ἀνθρώ|ποισι μιγῆναι. ἔτρεχεν ἡ νάννη καὶ σχείζει | τόν γε χιτῶνα· ἔτρεχε κἠ μήτηρ καὶ 
ἵστα|το ἥγε τυπητόν. κεὐθὺς Ἀλεξάνδρῳ πρὸς | γούνατα πρόσπεσε νάννη, κοὐκέτ’ 
ἔμελ|λεν ἰδών, ἐνπήδα δ’ εἰς φρέαρ εὐθύς. | ὡς εὗρέν με κάτω βεβυθισμένον ἐξήνεν|[κ]εν 
ἐ<ν> κοφίνῳ· κεὐθὺς δὴ νάννη με διάβρο|χον ἥρπασε θᾶσ<σ>ον, σκεπτομένη ζω|ῆς ἤ<ν> 
τιν’ ἔχω μερίδα· ὦ δ’ ἐμὲ τὸν | [δύσ]τηνον τὸν οὐκ ἐφιδόντα παλαίσ|[τρα]ν, ἀλλ’ ἤδη 
τριετῆ [- -] Μοῖρα [κάλ]υψε κακή. I read ὧδ’ (‘thus’) instead of ὦ δ’ (‘woe, me’). 

49 On the manipulation of the voice of children in epitaphs see Casey 2004. 
50  Chaniotis 2009; SEG LIX 1197 (Aphrodisias, 1st cemt. BCE): Ὁ πέτρος αὐδᾶι πατρὸς ἐξ 

Ἐπικράτευς | Ἐπικράτην ὑπόντα τῶιδ᾿ ὑπ᾿ εἰρίωι, | ἔτ᾿ ὄντα κοῦρον· ἁ κόνις δὲ [λ]είπεται 
| καὶ βάρβιτ᾿ ἀκλόνητα, ταί θ᾿ Ὁμηρικαὶ | καὶ ξυστά κεὐπόρπακος ἰτέας κύκλος, | τοὶ 




