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Introduction

ovyyvoct’, dtav Tig kpelooov’ 1| pEPEV Kakd,
waOn, taraivng EEomarra&on {ome.

When a man suffers calamity too great to bear, it is pardonable if he takes leave of his
miserable life.
Euripides, Hecuba 1107-8

With these words, Euripides’ chorus addresses a question pervasive in Greek literature:
what drives someone to take their own life?? In answering this question, ancient authors explore
conflicts between the self and the other, pulls between familial and civic responsibilities, and the
fundamental tensions between masculinity and femininity.? In fact, one could argue, the issue of
gender is at the heart of these suicides. The self-killers are gendered agents operating in a literary
world of binary opposites between male and female. Thus, their suicides inherently carry
gendered meaning. When viewing literary suicides in this light, three key observations emerge
regarding the gendered dynamics of self-killing. First, there are far more female self-killers than
men.* Second, the motives for suicide tend to follow gendered patterns. Women mainly kill
themselves following sexual humiliation or as an extreme act of mourning. Men also commit
suicide from grief, but more often their suicide acts as an escape from dishonor or as a catalyst

for their anger. Third, in addition to gendered motivations for suicide, there are also gendered

methods: women commit suicide by the noose, while men commit suicide by the sword.

'All translations are from the Loeb Classical Library, unless otherwise noted.

?For a complete compilation of literary suicides, see A.J. van Hooff, From Antothanasia to Suicide: Self Killing in
Classical Antiquity (1990) and R. Hirzel, Der Selbstmord (1908).

*The fundamental studies (written in English) regarding ancient Greek suicide are E. Garrison: Groaning Tears:
Ethical and Dramatic Aspects of Suicide in Greek Tragedy (1995); R. Garland: The Greek Way of Death (2001); N.
Loraux: Tragic Ways of Killing a Woman (1987); M.D. Faber: Suicide and Greek Tragedy (1970); .M. Cooper:
“Greek Philosophers on Euthanasia and Suicide” (1989); A.J. van Hooff: From Antothanasia to Suicide: Self Killing
in Classical Antiquity (1990); A. Katsouris: “The Suicide Motif in Ancient Drama” (1976).

“For a demographic breakdown of Greco-Roman suicides by gender, see Van Hooff 1990, 21.
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This final observation functions as the starting point of my thesis. Current scholarship has
conclusively proven that the sword/noose, male/female paradigm underlies the suicides of
pre-classical and classical literature. The paradigm’s presence in later branches of Greek
literature, however, has largely been ignored. The suicides of Hellenistic and Imperial epigrams
are especially understudied, with no sustained research on gendered modes of suicide in these
genres.’ This lack of scholarship is somewhat surprising since suicides are a recurring motif of
epigrams, particularly in the sepulchral and skoptic varieties. So the question naturally arises:
how do epigrammatists evoke and manipulate the sword/noose, male/female paradigm in their
constructions of these suicides? Through my thesis, I intend to answer this question.

When examining the corpus of suicide epigrams, a few overall trends quickly emerge.
For one, several suicide epigrams conform to the suicide paradigm, meaning that women hang
themselves and men stab themselves. This phenomenon reveals that epigrammatists were aware
of the paradigm and used it in their writings, which will be discussed in section two. Beyond the
epigrams that associate male suicide with swords and female suicide with nooses, several
epigrams invert or subvert the established literary schema to shocking effects. I have sorted these
epigrams into two broad sets. The first of these sets is the non-traditional suicides by hanging,
which will be examined in section three. In these epigrams, men — not women — hang
themselves, a practice that generates dark humor and makes the men into objects of ridicule.
Throughout this thesis, I refer to these deaths as ‘humorous’ suicides, by which I mean suicides

that aim to provoke laughter or a sense of amusement in the reader. Conversely, suicides in the

5As far as I am aware, the only works that address suicide in epigrams are A.J. van Hooff, From Autothanasia to
Suicide: Self Killing in Classical Antiquity (1990); A. Kotlinska-Toma, “Is Ending a Wretched Life Pardonable?
Attitudes Towards Suicide in Greek Funerary Epigrams” (2014); and G. Nisbet, “A Sickness of Discourse: The
Vanishing Syndrome of Leptosune” (2003).



Oyler 3

second set of epigrams (non-traditional suicides by weapons) generate a sense of admiration and
respect. These suicides are committed by women, largely to avoid some disgrace, and come
across as noble, courageous, and altruistic. Throughout this thesis, I refer to these suicides as
‘heroic,” by which I mean suicides that the authors intended to be seen as praiseworthy.

By drawing on the theoretical framework established by Judith Butler, which understands
gender as performative behavior, I argue that epigrams use gender-transgressive modes of
self-killing to construct their heroic and humorous portrayals of suicide. Since hanging is a
performatively female behavior, men who employ the noose appear feminine. It is not a
coincidence that these suicides are humorous: the effeminization of a male character identifies
these suicides as distinctly laughable to a Greek audience, in no small part due to embedded
associations between female suicide and disgrace in Greek thought. Following the same logic,
women who commit suicide by the sword appear masculine. This sense of manliness codes the
female suicides as heroic, as it brings to mind images of wartime glory and courage. In other
words, I argue that the female noose reduces a male suicide to a humorous punchline, while the
male sword elevates a female suicide to heroic status.

On a surface level, this argument allows for a richer understanding of how epigram
authors manipulated the suicide paradigm of high literature for their unique purposes. The
humorous suicides transform the weighty topic of suicide into a laughing matter, while heroic
suicides blur the boundaries between male and female glory, both of which align well with the
unconventional spirit of epigrams and their interest in pushing the traditional boundaries of
literature. But more importantly, examining these manipulations of gendered norms facilitates a

close interrogation of the interdiscursive mythologies around Greek suicide. Through these



Oyler 4

suicide epigrams, we can better understand the cultural meaning-making processes that ascribed
gendered significance to certain modes of death and what it means when those modes were
subverted. In short, the very telling ways that suicide was gendered in the Greek imagination.
1. The Rope and the Sword

As previously mentioned, this paper takes as its starting point a conceptual polarity in
Greek thought between suicide by the sword, which literary and cultural materials associate with
men, and suicide by the noose, which these same sources associate with women. This
sword/male, noose/female paradigm underlies most of the suicides in preclassical and classical
literature. Tragic and mythical materials, however, best bear out the schema, mainly because
suicide occurs with such frequency in these genres. As just one example of many, we can see the
paradigm at work in Sophocles’ Antigone. When the messenger recounts the double suicide of
Haemon and Antigone, his works evoke a grim image: Antigone dangles by a linen noose while
Haemon lies in a pool of blood, a two-edged sword in his side (1192-1243). In these two
suicides, Sophocles’ audience would have seen the tragic deaths of two lovers, the victims of
unhappy circumstances. But the audience also would have recognized gendered modes of suicide
deeply entrenched in Greek thought: hanging belongs to the sphere of women and weapons to
that of men.

Of the two elements in this paradigm, the association between suicide by weapons and
men makes the most practical and symbolic sense. The proximity between weapons and death in

battle makes this modus moriendi a natural emblem of masculine destruction.® A man worthy of

%It is also worth mentioning that Greek art often makes a symbolic equation between phallic imagery and the sword.
For further discussion, see Keuls 1993, 45-47 and 130-36.
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the name could die only by the weapon of another in close combat — this is the ideal embedded in
Greek literature from its earliest conception. For instance, in the //iad, Priam tells Hector:

VE® 0€ T€ TAVT EMEOIKEV

APNIKTOUEV®, OESUTYUEVE® OEEL YOAK®D,

keloBor mhvta 6& KaAd BoavovTt mep, OTTL Povin”

For a young man it is wholly fitting, when he is slain in battle, to lie mangled by the

sharp bronze; dead though he is, all is fair that can be seen.

Hom. 7/. 22.71-7.
Martial death, Priam says, makes the warrior beautiful. When the enemy’s weapon pierces a
man’s body, it ends his life but cements his glory. The message here, as well as elsewhere in
Greek literature, is clear: a man must die at a man's hand by the sword.

This rule also applied to suicide, as evidenced by the exemplum of heroic self-killing:
Ajax.” The hero commits suicide by throwing himself on his sword, and it is this weapon that
allows Ajax to maintain his masculine valor even during the act of suicide. As Loraux says,
“Ajax kills himself by the sword, faithful till the end to his status as a hero who lives and dies in
war, where wounds are given and received in an exchange that, on the whole, is subject to
rules.”® In other words, Ajax kills himself, but he does so by a sword, and thus in a manner
worthy of a man. In fact, Sophocles explicitly uses the sword to imbue Ajax’s suicide with a
sense of wartime honor, since he frames the sword as a gift from the enemy (660-665). This
framing leads many scholars to interpret Ajax’s suicide as the conclusion of his discontinued

fight with Hector.’ In this reading, Ajax’s solitary act of suicide becomes akin to death in battle,

making the sword an assertion of his male valor.

"Multiple scholars have addressed Ajax’s suicide in great depth, including Cohen (1978), Davidson (2018), Fletcher
(2013), Gardiner (1979), Garrison (1995), Hiscock (2018), Instone (2007), Keyser (2009), Mills (1980), Most and
Ozbek (2015), Segal (1981), and Starobinski (1974).

8Loraux 1987, 12

For example: Cohen 1978, 32
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Of course, Ajax is not the only Greek man of literature who commits suicide by the
sword. Euripides’ Menoecus and Sophocles’ Haemon both kill themselves with a sword.'” Even
Homer’s Achilles considers ending his life in this way.!! These tragic and epic figures are joined
by several characters from the mythographic tradition who turn to the sword in their final
moments.'? For example, in the etiological myth of the Callirhoe spring, Coresus turned the
sword on himself rather than kill Callirhoe (Paus. 7.21.1). Dimoites, a brother of the mythical
Troezen, slew himself after he fell in love with a corpse (Parth. E7 Path. 31). In some traditions,
even Narcissus committed suicide with a sword (Konon, Frag. 24). These men all adhere to the
ideal that a male death, even if suicide, must occur by the sword. Admittedly, there are not many
instances of male self-killing beyond those examined here. However, because the extant cases
invariably link male suicide with weapons, it seems fair to say that suicide by the sword was a
ubiquitously male way to die.

It is true that no small number of literary women also employ this means of suicide.
However, when women touch weapons, they are portrayed in a decisively masculine light. For
instance, Deianeira’s suicide atop her marriage bed in Sophocles’ Trachiniai has long been noted
as having masculine connotations (Soph. Trach. 931)."* When she plunges the sword into her
side, she seems to cast aside female categorization all at once, especially in contrast to her
husband who dies emasculated. According to Gould, Deianira’s death is a “horrifying masculine

way to die and the shock of it reverberates through the play.”'* Deianira is only one, however, of

"Menoecus sacrifices himself for his country by plunging a “dark-hilted sword” (ueAdvdetov Elpog, Eur. Phoen.
1090-92) into his throat. As previously mentioned, when Haemon finds Antigone hanged, he turns to the sword
(Soph. Ant. 1234-6).

""When Nestor reports Patroclus’ death, Antilochos clutches Achilles’ hands “for he feared that he might cut his
throat with the knife” (dgidie yap pr Aopov amotpnéele odnpw, Hom. 71, 18.32-3).

For a complete list of suicides, see Van Hooff 1990, 198-232.

BFor a discussion of this scene, see Carawan 2000, 189-237 and Loraux 1987, 44-6.

“Gould 1980, 57


http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mela%2Fndeton&la=greek&can=mela%2Fndeton0&prior=sta%5Cs
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ci%2Ffos&la=greek&can=ci%2Ffos0&prior=mela/ndeton
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a series of Greek heroines who commit suicide by the sword, and thus in a masculine way. As
another example, Euripides’ Jocasta is often cited for her manly death. Unlike the Jocasta of
Sophocles, she does not hang herself but stabs herself with the same sword that kills her sons
(Eur. Phoen. 1567—-81). According to Loraux, this masculine death reflects her character
redevelopment from Sophocles to Euripides: “she is no longer ... above all a wife; she is
exclusively a mother, and her manly death should be seen as a consequence of this critical
reshaping of the tradition.”" In short, when a woman turns to the sword, she crosses the divide
between male and female ways to commit suicide. She uses a masculine mode of self-killing and
thus appears manlike in death. These manly women actually uphold, rather than upset the
paradigm; they are the exceptions that prove the durable rule of Greek literature: suicide by the
sword was a symbol of male death.

But as for the second portion of this gendered schema: suicide by hanging occurs
primarily among women in ancient Greek literature. Sophocles’ Antigone and Jocasta both
commit suicide in this way, as has been previously discussed. These women are only two,
however, of several female figures who use the noose to end their lives. From tragedy, additional
examples include Euripides’ Leda and Phaedra.'® Even more cases appear in the mythographic
tradition, such as Althaea, Ariadne, Cleite, Erigone, Evopis, and Polymele.'” By contrast, men do
not commit suicide in this way. In fact, no examples exist among the mythic and tragic materials.
Consequently, suicide by hanging appears both conventionally feminine and feminizing. As

Galetaki comments, it is not difficult “to see the almost circular logic through which these two

SLoraux 1987, 15.

"“Leda: Eur. Hel. 134-36; Phaedra: Eur. Hipp. 803

'7Althaea: Apd.1.8.1-3; Ariadne: Plu. Thes. 20.1-4; Cleite: Ap. Rhod. 1.1063; Parth. 28; Erigone: Apd. 3.14.7, Hyg.
Fab. 224; Evopis: Parth. 31; Polymele (also called Polymede, Polypheme, or Alcimede): Apd. 1.9.27.
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assumptions reinforce each other. If only women hang themselves, this must be by reason of
their special affinity for this suicide method; conversely, a woman who hangs herself, regardless
of other indications about her gender, is perforce returned to conventional femaleness.”'® In other
words, hanging serves as a ubiquitously female death that embodies and reinforces the
self-killers’ femininity. Just as the sword belongs to the realm of men, hanging belongs to
women.

At first glance, this link between women and the noose, while self-evident, does not seem
logically sound. There is no obvious connection between women and hanging in the same way
that there is between men and weapons. Yet, the connection undeniably exists. Various scholars
have offered explanations for this phenomenon, but Loraux holds the preeminent place in this
conversion with her 1987 Tragic Ways of Killing a Woman." In this work, Loraux offers not one,
but several symbolic reasons for why hanging serves as the privileged instrument of female
death.?’ One element at play is the imagery of trapped prey. For women, death is an exit. It is a
way to escape from threats that surround them. Unsurprisingly, then, the suicidal women of
tragedy are often described as birds, since as Loraux says, this metaphor “presents a concrete
image of flight.”*' For these feminine figures who seek to fly away from their earthly existence,
hanging is an especially fitting end. The noose ensnares her like prey in a trap, representing her
status as a bird in flight, for whom the only escape was throwing herself into the hands of

gravity.

8Galetaki 2020, 11

Froma Zeitlin also discusses the gendered significance in Playing the Other (1990). Throughout many of her
essays she argues that hanging represents the internal dissonance that defines women, an external manifestation of
the tensions that they experience internally.

It is important to note that Loraux’s analysis exclusively refers to tragic materials. However, the core aspects of her
analysis regarding the rope / sword schema can easily be extrapolated and applied to much of Greek literature, as I
do throughout this paper.

HLoraux 1987, 19
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But, more importantly, Loraux also points out that hanging alludes to feminine artifice
and seduction. Suicidal women commonly use female accouterment — veils, girdles, headbands,
and the like — as their noose. Consequently, they end their lives strangled by their own
seductive power, a fitting end for such excessively feminine women.? This point is furthered by
the idea that hanging’s effectiveness depends on the ability of the noose to restrict the throat, a
symbol of feminine allure and vulnerability. As the noose closes around a woman'’s neck, it
draws attention to her uniquely female power and weakness. The idea that hanging captures
women in their own traps, however, does not end here. Hanging also alludes to ensnaring métis,
“which works in the words and actions of women and weaves the meshes of earth or busily
tightens knots.”” For example, it is this métis that captures Agamemnon under an “endless net”
(Gmepov apeifAnotpov) and renders him helpless against his wife’s attack, and Penelope uses
the same métis to weave her wedding veil that deceives the suitors and facilitates their demise.?
Such behavior is deceptive, secretive, and duplicitous. Hanging perfectly benefits the architects
of such behavior, as it ensnares them in the physical materialization of the unheroic cunning that
they would use to trap men.

With all this in mind, Loraux’s analysis makes it clear why the noose serves as a uniquely
female death. The noose reflects and reinforces cultural assumptions about women and
femininity. It calls to mind seduction, cunning, and the recurrent connection between women and
ensnarement (both as the victim and mastermind of such traps). I would add that the noose

creates a feminine death diametrically opposite to the male death by the sword: death by hanging

2 oraux 1987, 10

Sbid.

#Agamenon’s death: Aesch. Ag. 1382; Penelope’s métis: Hom. Od. 2.90-112; for a discussion of métis ” ability to
disrupt the patriarchy see Long (2007).


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fpeiron&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fpeiron0&prior=mo/ron
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29mfi%2Fblhstron&la=greek&can=a%29mfi%2Fblhstron0&prior=a)/peiron
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is a bloodless death suspended in the air as opposed to a bloody death fixed on the ground. In
fact, as a representation of métis, hanging also functions as the direct antithesis of the sword.
Where the sword cuts and stabs in open warfare, métis ensnares its prey in secrecy. The sword
embodies male power and authority, while metis destabilizes patriarchal systems. In a sense, the
noose symbolizes the ways that women could challenge male authority, and, by extent, the core
tensions between male and female power. Thus, there could not be a more fitting counterpoint to
the masculine sword than the female noose, and it is no surprise that Greek literature asserts
hanging as a woman's way of death.

Beyond being a female death, it is also true that hanging was an act intrinsically linked
with shame and dishonor. Especially in tragedy, the noose serves as a sign of disgrace and ruin.
One would only turn to this suicide method to end a life tainted by disreputable actions. We can
see this attitude towards hanging in Euripides’ Helen. When Helen finds herself alone in Egypt,
she contemplates various ways to kill herself:

Oavelv kpatiotov: TG Bdvol” av oV KaAMS;

AOYMLOVEG LEV AyYOVaL LETAPGIOL,

KAV toiot S0VA0LS dvompene vouiletar

ooyl o’ &yovoty VYEVEG TL Kol KAAOV,

oUKpOV & 0 kapog Gpbp’ amarraot Biov.

Death is best. How can it not be right to die? To hang oneself is unseemly: it does not

look good even in a slave. Death by the sword is noble and glorious, but it is hard to find

the vital spot that will end the body’s life.
Eur. Helen. 298-303.

In Helen’s mind, hanging is an unclean death; a death of shame. This same perspective surfaces
in many other writings and cultural materials.” In fact, it even appears in the earliest literary

products of the Greek world: the Homeric epics. Although not suicide, it is this unclean death to

2Shame: Plato, Laws IX. 873¢6; defilement: Soph., Ant. 54 and Aesch., Supp.. 473; dishonor: Eur., Hel. 134-6,
200-2, 686-7.
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which the female slaves were consigned by Odysseus and Telemachus after they consorted with
the suitors (Hom. Od. 22.440-74). According to Loraux, from the deaths of these slave girls
onwards, “the rope dealt the impurest of deaths” in Greek literature.*

The fact that the most shameful form of death was also the modus moriendi favored by
women is not a coincidence. When women turn to suicide, they often do so following an act of
the shame of sexual humiliation. In these cases of incest and rape, the shameful nature of the
noose matches the situation; the women choose a mode of death that aligns with their disgrace.
At the same time, not all female suicides are inherently shameful in this way. Take, for instance,
Sophocles’ Antigone, who committed suicide as a culmination of her familial duty. It seems,
then, that there is a sense of disgrace embedded within the very nature of female suicide. Even if
a woman does not commit suicide for a shameful reason, she turns to this shameful suicide
method because she is a woman, and to commit suicide as a woman is to hang by a noose.

In fact, there are other indications of this connection even beyond tragedy that suggest a
consistent, almost institutional link between women and hanging. For instance, Plutarch recounts
a feast celebrated in Delphi called Charila (Plut. Quaest. Graec. 293E). According to Plutarch,
many years earlier the region had suffered from a great famine. When a poor orphan girl named
Charila begged the king for food, he hit her in the face with his sandal. The proud girl then hung
herself with her girdle. After this, the hardships were so unbearable that the oracle was called
upon, who declared that Charila's death must be expiated. Thus, every eight years, a feast was
celebrated in Delphi in which the king distributed grains among people and then kicked a doll

that represented Charila. The doll was then carried to the place where Charila had hanged herself

2L oraux 1987, 15.
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and buried in the earth with a noose around its neck. Several other religious and cultural
ceremonies were built around the aetiological element of women hanging themselves. In the
Thessalian polis of Meliteae, the villagers would celebrate the suicide of a maiden who hung
herself to avoid rape (Ant. Lib., Met 13). Another ritual, this one Laconian, celebrated the death
of a chorus of maidens who had hung themselves to avoid an unspecified danger (Schol. Stat.
Theb. 4.225).”” Perhaps most famously, Athens celebrated the Aiora, during which women swung
on trees in remembrance of the mythical Erigone and the other Athenian women who had hung
themselves (Hyg. 4st. 2.4.2-5).

Additional proof of the ingrained connection between women and hanging appears in
medical thought and activity. For instance, in the Hippocratic writing “About Maidens” (Ilepi
[TapBevimv), the text author examines disturbances in the parthenos who is childless and
unmarried but at the age for marriage. The text claims that this demographic will likely commit
suicide at the first occurrence of menstruation. At this time, blood flows to the womb as if going
to pass from the body. Not finding an exit, blood accumulates near the heart and the diaphragm.
Because of the pressure exerted on these vital organs, a deadly sombreness takes possession of
the young women, who consequently feel the need to kill themselves. More specifically, the
author specifies that parthenoi “hang” (annyyovicOnoov) themselves. But why hanging?
Although there is no concrete link between hanging and this pathological condition, the
parthenoi’s femininity seemingly prescribes this mode of death. The text authors specify that the
modus moriendi would be the noose, because how else would a suicidal woman take her own

life? Through this text, we once again see an association so omnipresent in the Greek

2"Quoted in Cantarella 1985, 92.
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socio-cultural imagination that it even infiltrated medical thought: the association between
suicidal women and the noose.

As a whole, it is clear that the ancient Greeks possessed a conceptual schema that
contrasts masculine suicide by the sword to feminine suicide by hanging. To what degree this
schema extended beyond literature is impossible to say. Perhaps — as the Hippocratic text
claims — these textual sources are an example of “art imitates life,” and suggest that men did
have a special affinity for suicide by weapons, and women for suicide by hanging. Modern
studies have certainly proven that gendered modes of suicide exist. In the United States, men
tend to choose violent suicide methods, such as firearms, hanging, and asphyxiation, whereas
women are more likely to overdose on medications or drugs.”® Maybe the sword/male,
noose/female schema reflects a similar concept from ancient Greece. Unfortunately, this would
be impossible to research since literature is our only form of suicide statistics from the ancient
world. What we can deduce from literature, however, is that the suicides of pre-classical and
classical Greek literature operated within a highly codified literary schema. Suicide by the noose
was associated with women, while suicide by the sword was associated with men. But how did
this literary schema appear in post-classical literature, specifically epigrams? This is the question
that will begin to be explored in the next section.

2. Suicide in Epigrams

I.  Defining Suicide Epigrams
Before examining how epigrams portray suicide, it is necessary to give an overview of

the genre. Its name — epi-gramma. ‘write-upon’ — reveals its earliest form: inscriptions carved

2Callanan and Davis 2011, 857
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on monuments and dedicatory objects. This general meaning did not last for long. By the fifth
century BC, epigramma had evolved to describe a specific epigraphic subset: verse
inscriptions.?”’ These poems were a minor genre largely relegated to epigraphic obscurity. As
Fantuzzi puts it, “the history of the archaic and early classical inscribed epigram is the history of
a ‘lesser literature,” more subordinated to, than operating in parallel with, orally transmitted
verse.*® However, the Hellenistic era saw the epigram move from stone to papyrus, and from
obscurity into the heart of Greek literary culture. Professional poets began to create literary
epigrams intended not for inscription, but for written publication. Many of these epigrams
modeled the sepulchral and dedicatory variety, although these also branched into modified types
such as the ekphrastic epigram.’' Others drew on erotic or sympotic subjects, resulting in poetry
that, apart from an interest in brevity, had no ties to inscribed epigrams. As authors continued to
explore and develop this novel literary form, the epigram became a literary genre fully
autonomous from its lapidary ancestors with a distinct set of techniques, devices, structures,
themes, and types.*

At first, this success of epigrams may seem odd. These writings are strikingly different
from anything else in the Greek literary tradition, especially when contrasted with works of
drama, historiography, and epic that defined preceding periods But it was, in fact, this sense of
different-ness that made epigrams so popular among the Hellenistic authors who reinvented the

genre. For Hellenistic poets, epigrams offered a new source of poetic inspiration and, most

»Herodotus describes epigrams consisting of only one hexametric verse or composed in elegiac couplets as
Emypaparro, the earliest usage as the term (Hdr. 5.59, 7.228). Thucydides also refers to verse inscriptions with this
term (Thuc. 6.54.7, 6.59.3).

YFantuzzi and Hunter 2004, 288.

}1Gutzwiller 2007, 107

3Nisbet 2003, xiv.
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importantly, a way to write outside the shadows of their literary predecessors. Rather than
competing with the looming figures of Homer, Euripides, Aeschylus, and the like, Hellenistic
authors invented a new genre, through which they could display their literary expertise.*?
Additionally, as Kathryn Gutzwiller points out, “the brevity, conciseness, and personal tone of
the form appealed to the new literary tastes sweeping the Greek world.”** Just as the sculptors of
the period discovered wrinkled old men and scenes from childhood, authors developed a new
interest in realistic emotions and experiences. Epigrams, which provided snapshots of human
existence, perfectly facilitated the exploration of these new themes. Thus, it is not so strange
after all that epigrams came to occupy a central place in first Hellenistic and then Imperial
literature.

Most of the epigrams that survive have been preserved in the Greek Anthology, a large
compilation that also contains imperial and Byzantine epigrams.® It is from this collection that I
compiled the corpus of suicide epigrams. But what determines that an epigram belongs in this
collection of suicides? This first requires a definition of suicide itself, a task easier said than
done. Self-killing carries cultural baggage, which complicates any modern understanding of the
ancient practice. Contemporary audiences mainly understand self-killers as victims of mental
illness. As Hill says, “suicide is understood primarily as an act arising out of intense, morbid, and
236

pathological states of mind, representative of the furthest extreme of human misery.

Additionally, modern — or at least most Western — audiences inherit a sense of moral

3Fain 2010, 3.

3*Gutzwiller 2007, 107.

3t is important to note that the term ‘Hellenistic’ is used imprecisely when referring to epigrams throughout this
paper. By ‘Hellenistic Epigrams,’ I mean those included in the Greek Anthology, not just those written in the
Hellenistic period. Hence, authors like Loukillios, who actually composed affer the Hellenistic period, are still
considered among the ‘Hellenistic’ epigrams.

T. D. Hill, Ambitiosa Mors: Suicide and the Self in Roman Thought and Literature (Routledge, 2011), 1.
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disapproval towards suicide from Christian thought, so much so that several countries have at
some point criminalized suicide.’” While it is of course impossible to distill modern attitudes into
a single sentence, it is fair to say that suicide is largely seen as shameful and pathological, the
miserable culmination of mental sickness.

Greek sources portray suicide in a very different light. For one, Greek self-killing is
rarely associated with anything even broadly recognizable as “depression,” or any similar
pathological state.*® Nor does suicide seem to have been viewed with such blanket distaste.
Tolerance, respect, horror, scorn, and even indifference, all coexist in the public discourse around
suicide. From these varied, sometimes contradictory sources, Garrison deduces that “the Greeks
generally recognized a sharp distinction between honorable and cowardly suicides, and that very
often suicide was a response to such social pressures.” Regarding suicide more broadly, she
claims there was, “social significance attached to suicide and at the same time very little odium
or repulsion.”* Others scholars would likely quibble with the idea that suicide was not viewed
negatively. Kotlinska-Toma claims that suicide, “was never praised and only some sorts of
suicide were excusable, while the common act of taking one's own life out of cowardice was
deemed repulsive.”*' Despite their differences, both of these scholars recognize key qualities of
suicide in the ancient world: suicide could be seen as a legitimate way out of unbearable

circumstances, self-killers were largely viewed as active agents in their own deaths, and the

3" Beginning with Augustine of Hippo’s The City of God, Christian thought has largely condemended suicide as an
act of self-murder that violates divine will. For further reading, see Aries (2008).

By this, I mean that the characters of suicide do not choose death because of an inwards, psychological state,
although they often kill themseves in response to external situations.

¥Garrison 1991, 33.

“Ibid., 2.

“Kotlinska-Toma 2014, 2
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motivations for suicide influenced its reception, all of which conflict with modern conceptions of
self-killing.

Aside from these conceptual differences, defining suicide is further complicated by
linguistic discrepancies between English and Greek lexicons. The Greek lexicon uses a diffuse
set of words and phrase to describe suicide.* Such expressions are often broader in scope and
more neutral in meaning than the English ‘suicide.” For example, autophonos can mean
‘self-killer’ but also ‘someone who kills their own kin.** As autophonos also demonstrates,
Greek commonly blends more general terms with the prefix auto- to convey the idea of
self-slaughter, such autagretos (self-seizing), authairetos thanatos (self-chosen death), autothelei
(self-willing). Self-killers can also be those who simply leipo (leave) life. On the other hand,
Greek uses elaborate circumlocutions for ‘killing oneself” such as katastrophen tou biou
poieomai. Some of these phrases shade the self-inflicted death with a sense of admiration for the
show of personal autonomy. Expressions such as lambano thanaton (taking death) and eleutheros
potmos (free fate) emphasize the volition of the self-killer. Many words and phrases also focus
on the hand that slaughtered its own body, including cheiras heautoi epi prosphero (lying hands
on oneself). This is all to say that the Greek lexicon notably lacks a single word that exclusively
refers to self-killing. With all this in mind, it is easy to see why defining ancient suicide for a
modern audience challenges scholars, as this definition must align the nuanced attitudes and
vocabulary of the ancient world with the modern notion of suicide, a hostile word that mainly

orients towards the Christian concept of a self-murderer.

“’For a comprehensive list of the words and phrases that describe suicide in Greek literature and their appearances in
sources, see Van Hooff 1990, 243-51.
Boadropodvog: self-killer (Opp. Hal. 2.480), someone who kills his own kin (Aesch. 4g. 1090)
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Nevertheless, a definition is necessary, and so this paper borrows one from Le Suicide,
Emile Durkheim’s sociological study on suicide. Durkheim identifies suicide as “any death
which is the direct or indirect result of a positive or negative act accomplished by the victim and
which he knows will produce this result.”** A person may use direct action, such as
self-destruction by a dagger, or inaction, such as refusal to eat. At most simple, Durkheim claims
that “suicide is always the act of someone who prefers death to life.”*> This definition has often
been criticized by classicists as insufficient, largely because it fails to capture the varied
expressions of suicide in the ancient world.*® And indeed, not all ancient suicides fall neatly into
this definition. For example, should the Christian martyrs, who provoked death by their own
behavior, be considered to have committed suicide? Or those who willingly ‘choose death’ by
entering the battlefield? Or what about those who waste away from grief? Should these, too,
count as suicides? Durkheim’s definition does not provide a conclusive answer. However, his
definition still functions as a useful starting point within which to organize the sizable data set on
death in epigrams. Thus, as long as an epigrammatic figure chooses ‘death to life,” whether that
is through passive resignation, indirect action, or active behavior, I count their death as a suicide.

Even with this definition, a few more factors must be considered before reaching the final
collection of suicide epigrams. For one, I do not include instances where suicide is desired or
referenced in hyperbole, because my focus is on the performative aspect of suicide. I do,
however, include epigrams where suicide is clearly referenced, even if the death is not explicitly
identified as self-killing. This phenomenon only occurs in descriptions of well-known historical

or mythical suicides, such as that of Ajax or the daughters of Lycambes. By these qualifications,

“Durkheim 2005, x.
“Ibid., 29.
“For example, see Van Hooff 1990, 80; Hill 2004, 5-6.
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I reached a set of 46 epigrams written by at least 26 different authors.*’ This corpus includes a
variety of epigrams. Skoptic and sepulchral epigrams make up the strong majority, but a few
poems from the declamatory and ekphrastic collections of the Greek Anthology also appear.
These epigrams also portray a wide range of characters. The poor and rich, young and old,
imaginary and historical, men and women all make an appearance. Most importantly for this
paper, of the 46 suicides, 32 of them occur by hanging or a weapon. Only four of the remaining
14 suicides specify a modus moriendi. Some of these ‘alternative’ ways to commit self-slaughter
will be discussed throughout this paper. But for now, I will primarily focus on the rope and the
sword, since these modes captured the imagination and interest of epigrammists.
II.  The (Traditional) Rope and the Sword in Epigram

So how, then, do these epigrams employ the sword/noose, male/female schema? Or do
poets abandon this schema with the invention of literary epigrams, making it just a coincidence
that weapons and hanging dominate epigrammatic suicides? Unsurprisingly, given the topic of
this paper, the answer to the latter question is a resounding ‘no.” By closely examining a few of
the suicide epigrams, this section demonstrates that epigram authors were clearly aware of this
literary schema in their constructions of suicide. Men stab themselves for stereotypically ‘male’
reasons, mainly battlefield glory, while women hang themselves, often for stereotypically
‘female’ reasons, primarily grief, love, and shame. Based on this evidence, it is clear that authors
well-versed in the works of high literature brought the association between male suicide and

weapons, as well as that between female suicide and hanging, into literary epigrams.

47See Appendix A for breakdowns of the modi moriendi (Figure 1) and gender (Figure 2); see Appendix B for the
Greek and English translations of the epigrams.
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The schema most commonly materializes in the male suicides of epigram. This
phenomenon is unsurprising, given that men make up the majority of epigrammatic suicides
(67.4%, to be precise).*® Most of these epigrams are receptions of famous male suicides from
literature or history. As arguably the most well-known suicide from Greek literature, Ajax often
appears in these receptions. The Greek Anthology features no less than six epigrams on the

hero's suicide, a collection that will be more thoroughly explored at a later point.*

For now, it
suffices to say that these epigrams revisit the suicide, seeking new meanings and interpretations
from this famous scene as part of an ongoing literary discussion about Ajax’s death. In the
process, the epigrams often lay emphasis on the physical act of suicide, meaning the sword, as
well as the heroic nature of his death. By emphasizing Ajax’s status as a masculine hero who
died by the sword, these epigrams implicitly recognize the sword as the ideal agent of male
destruction.

Nicander of Colophon (2nd century B.C.) provides another epigram that links male
suicide with the sword with his reception of Otrhyadas’ suicide.”® The last surviving Spartan
from the Battle of the Champions in 546 BC, Otrhyadas was supposedly so ashamed at surviving
his comrades that, as the epigram describes, he committed suicide after writing a victory
inscription on his shield with blood:

Z&b matep, O0pvada tiva eéptepov Edpakeg GALOV,

0¢ Hovog €k Oupéag ovk €0EANCE LOLETY

matpid’ €ml Zmaptav, did 6¢ Eipog Hhace TAsvpavy,

dobAa kataypayag okDAa kot Tvoytdav;

O father Zeus, did you ever see someone braver than Othryadas,
who would not return alone from Thyrea to Sparta his country,

“8See Appendix A, Figure 2.
“Epigrams that portray Ajax’s suicide: 4.P. 7.145, A.P. 7.146, A.P. 7.147, A.P. 7.148, A.P. 7.149, and A.P. 7.150.
This scene is most famously discussed by Herodotus in his Histories (1.83).
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but transfixed himself with his sword after having inscribed

the trophy signifying the subjection of the Argives.”!

A.P.7.526
Nicander carefully constructs this suicide as an exemplum of male suicide. The epigram is almost
overly positive in its portrayal of Othryadas, the model of Spartan virtue who was “braver”
(péptepov) than everyone. Naturally, in such a highly idealized image of male suicide, the man
dies by the sword. There is no other way for a man, much less a warrior, to take his own life.

Beyond Ajax and Otrhyadas, the sword also appears in relation to the deaths of other
men. For instance, there is the death of Aelius, a soldier of “high rank™ (mp6pocg) in the Roman
military.>* This suicide is described by Apollonides (4.P. 7.233) and in a later emulation of his
epigram by Philippus of Thessalonica (4.P. 7.234), both of whom wrote in the 1st century AD. In
both tellings, Aelius stabs himself to avoid death by disease, once again demonstrating that if a
man must kill himself, it should be done by the sword.> In fact, one of the epigrams (4.P. 7.234)
explicitly refers to this ideal when Aelius says, “Ares kills men, disease kills cowards” (Avopag
"Apng ktetver, dethotépoug 8¢ vococ).>* Here, Ares serves as a metonymic allusion to swords,
since he embodies the battlefield and its accompanying weapons. If Ares kills men, it is a sword
or similar weapon of war that kills them. According to Aelius, then, a man who does not want to
be remembered as a coward must die by the sword. With this statement, he acknowledges and
obeys the firm rule that “a man must die at a man's hand, by the sword and with blood spilt.”*

With regards to hanging, the epigrammatic tradition also acknowledges the sword/male,

rope/female dichotomy. With that being said, female suicides appear far less than male ones in

5'My adaptation of the Loeb Translation.

24P 7.234

3These epigrams are 4.P. 7.233 and A.P. 7.234
**Translation is my own.

3Loraux 1987, 12.
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epigrams. As previously mentioned, only 13 epigrams broach the topic. Moreover, most of these
female suicides do not identify the modus moriendi. For instance, Basilio is only said to have
died “by her own hand” (kdtBove avtoyepi), while the Milesian maidens delicately allude to
suicide by stating that “we instead put ourselves in the protection of Hades” (Aidnv knoeuov’
gopoued).’® But a few female suicides fall neatly into the dichotomy. For one example, take this
epigram by Aristodicus of Rhodes regarding the case of Demo and Methymna:*’

Aoue koi MdaBopva tov €v tpietpioty "Hpog

Ebepova Avscatav mg EmbBovto vEKvv,

{oav apvneovTo, TOVOTAEKTOV & GO pTpav

¥EPGL dEPaLOVYOVS EKpePdGaVTO BpdYOUG.

Demo and Methymna when they heard that Euphron,

the frenzied devotee at the triennial festivals of Hera,

was dead, refused to live longer, and made of their

long knitted girdles nooses for their necks to hang themselves.

A.P. 7473
Here, the epigram clearly models the stereotypical characteristics of female suicide from the
sword/male, noose/female schema. Of course, the women hang themselves, which alone is a
conventionally female way to die. However, the female-ness of their death doesn’t end there.
Demo and Methymna specifically hang themselves by girdles, which only further emphasizes
their femininity. These women end their lives hoisted by representations of feminine allure and
seduction, a hallmark of female suicide.

Additionally, while the three characters have an unclear relationship with each other, it is

clear that the two women kill themselves from grief. This causa moriendi again associates the

women with conventional female-ness since, throughout Greek literature, suicide in mourning

Callimachus: 4.P. 7.517; Anyte: A.P. 7.492
S"Nothing is known about Aristodicus of Rhodes except that he authored two epigrams in the Greek Anthology: A.P.
7.189 an 4.P. 7.473.
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disproportionately features women.*® Mourning was the role of female family members and, the
literature seems to suggest, suicide in grief was the ultimate extension of this role. It was an act
of ultimate loyalty and devotion, whether to their husbands, children, or parents. Moreover, when
a woman does commit suicide in this distinctly feminine way, they primarily do so by the
feminine modus moriendi of hanging. With all this in mind, Demo and Methymna’s suicide
represent a suicide conventionally female in every sense. Overwhelmed by feminine grief, they
use an instrument with feminine associations to complete an acutely feminine method of suicide:
hanging.

Another example that connects female suicide with hanging is the Lycambids’ suicide.
As the story goes, Archilochus, a lyric poet, was outraged when Lycambes called off the
marriage between Archilochus and one of Lycambes’ daughters. In revenge, Archiloches
excoriated the daughters in verse, leading them to hang themselves.” These women were a
popular topic in epigrams. No less than five epigrams assume the voice of the suicidal daughters
attempting to exonerate themselves against the charges that Archilocus had leveled against them
in his poems.® One such imagining is this epigram by Gaetulicus (1st century C.E) that loosely
imitates a sepulchral inscription:

ofua t6d™ ApyAdyov TapaTovIIoV, 6C TOTE TIKPTV

podoav £xdvain TpMdTOg éBawaxékog,

aipaéog EAakdva tov fjuepov. oide Avkaupng,

HLPOUEVOG TPIGGHV dppata Buyatépmv.

npéuna don Topduenyov, 6301TOPE, U TOTE TOVOE
Kivnong Toppo ootjkag Epelopévon

% For example, Hecuba in the Troades bitterly rebuked Helen because nobody had ever “surprised her in the act of
hanging up a noose or sharpening a dagger as a noble-hearted woman would have done in mourning her first
husband” (1012-14); for further discussion on this asymmetry, see Van Hooff 1990, 99-106

$Carey 1986, 60.

4P 7.69,A.P.7.70, A.P. 7.71, A.P. 7.351, A.P. 7.352; for a discussion on this set of epigrams, see Rosen (2007)
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This tomb by the sea is that of Archilochus, who first made the Muse bitter dipping her in

vipers’ gall, staining mild Helicon with blood. Lycambes knows it, mourning for his three

daughters hanged. Pass quietly by, O way-farer, lest haply thou arouse the wasps that are

settled on his tomb.

A.P.7.71
Here, Gaetulicus clearly sees Archilochus as a “vituperative satirist, an angry, bitter poet
responsible for the deaths of innocent girls.”®! The epigram portrays Archilochus as a violent
intruder into Helicon, the traditional locus of poetic inspiration, polluting the serene space with
blood from his writings. This decisively negative stance on the power of poetry is markedly
unusual in Greek literature. Whether it serves as a criticism of the iambic tradition or an attack
against a fellow poet, this stance alone makes this epigram worthy of study. But more
importantly, the epigram serves as another example of the connection between women and
hanging. Driven to suicide by mocking words, the daughters turned to the noose. Their suicide is,
like the deaths of Kleite, Demo, and Methymna, stereotypically feminine in motive. Their
character was undermined, and so, for the same reasons that Iokaste, Canace, and many others
kill themselves — the destruction of their reputation — they commit suicide. And of course, their
modus moriendi matches the female nature of this death: they end their lives hanging by the
noose.

With all this in mind, the epigram authors undeniably recognized the literary schema that
associates male suicide with weapons, and female suicide with hanging. Their portrayals of
Otrhyadas, Aelius, Demo, Methymna, and others make this abundantly clear. Of course, this

should not come as a surprise, given how self-consciously Hellenistic authors navigated their

literary heritage. Even as these poets created new genres outside the shadows of authors who had

®Rosen 2007, 465.



Oyler 25

become classics by the Hellenistic period they also drew on the language and tropes of these
same authors to showcase their poetic ability. Thus, in the same way that Anyte invokes epic
language in her lament for a puppy (Anyte 10), or that Callimachus models Basilio’s death on
messenger speeches from tragedy (A4.P. 7.517), the epigram authors recognized and utilized the
sword/noose, male/female schema in their writings. But what this paper now aims to explore is
how these epigrammatists also played with tradition; how they subverted and reimagined these
gendered modes of dying to fit the unique purposes of epigram as a genre that aims to shock its
reader and push the existing boundaries of literature.

3. Humorous Suicides
I.  Suicide and Dark Humor in Epigrams

As previously discussed the Greek world possessed a wide range of literary attitudes
toward suicide, from distaste to admiration to indifference. However, even among these varying
attitudes, pre-classical and classical literature shows a consistent tone toward suicide. Tragedy,
historiography, philosophy, and all other forms of literature discuss self-killing with a universal
sense of gravity.®” The same can not be said of epigrams. These writings make no claims to be
dispassionate or high-minded in their treatment of suicide. On the contrary, many epigrams
exploit suicide as fodder for humor. These epigrams pull no punches in their brutal mockery of
the self-killers, who primarily come from an established repertoire of humorous stereotypes.
They approach this traditionally serious topic with a playful touch that seems simultaneously

unsettling and shocking. Instead of eliciting a sense of tragedy or pity, these suicides provoke a

2The one possible exception would be Old Comedy. However, while these writings do occasionally reference
suicide in a light-hearted way, they only do so in hyperbole. For example, in Aristophanes’ The Frogs, Hercules
recommends Dionysus to commit suicide if he wishes to visit Euripides (120-135).
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sense of dark humor, by which [ mean “humor dealing with subjects that are usually too serious
to be funny.”®

Epigrams are certainly not the first Greek genre to utilize dark humor. This particular
form of humor had existed in the Greek world for centuries, from the “high” epic and tragedy, to
prose historiography, to the “low” inscribed epigram. Stephen Halliwell, in his book on Greek
laughter, acknowledges its “capacity to transmute what ordinarily counts as horrific . . . into an
occasion for somebody’s unabashed mirth.”® Indeed, the Greek literary tradition often leaped on
physical, mental, and character flaws as good fodder for humor. In his book on the origins of
visual humor in Greek vase painting, Alexandre Mitchell showed that disability and disease were
unambiguously caricatured and aroused laughter: “anything contrary to the norm was
ridiculed.”® Similarly, Stephen Kidd, in his book on nonsense in ancient Greek comedy, remarks
that “laughing at the mentally ill was something of an institution in much of the ancient world”
and “a Greek pastime.”® In fact, this phenomenon exists even in Homer, the pinnacle of grand
literature: Hephaestus’ physical deformities often make him the object of laughter and jokes.®’
And especially in the humor of Old Comedy, writers would exploit serious or taboo material to
amuse and shock their audience. For example, Cowan argues that Aristophanes employs dark
humor as an apocalyptic writer with “double vision.”*

But at no point in Greek literary history did dark humor flourish more than the

Hellenistic. Generally speaking, scholarship on Hellenistic authors emphasizes their creative

8Raskin 2008, 531.

%Halliwell 2008, 442.

$Mitchell 2009, 235.

%Kidd 2014, 43.

7 For example: Hom. /1. 1.597-600
%Bloom and Hobby 2010, 1.
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process as focused on literary allusion, mythology, and etiology. However, during the Hellenistic
era, a time when poetry sought to explore extremes of human existence, dark humor also
abounded. Especially in the writings of poets who belonged to the tradition of Greek iambic
poetry, a form that originated from ritual obscenity, authors often played with morbid, horrific,
and otherwise unsettling topics.®” Tsacona states that this extensive emergence of humor in a
wider variety of texts is often connected with the recontextualization of generic conventions,
using as an example postmodern texts, in which “generic conventions are creatively violated, and
genre-mixing or genre hybridization is common practice.”” To this end, it makes sense that the
Hellenistic authors turned to dark humor as they reworked, transformed, and broke generic rules
established in poetry and performance of previous centuries throughout the Ancient
Mediterranean.

In fact, it is during the Hellenistic period that we see the ‘comedizing’ of suicide for the
first time in works such as a comedy by Crobylus — who wrote sometime after 324 BC —
entitled “The Man Who Hangs Himself” (Amayyouevog). But epigrams latched onto this new
trope like no other genre. As previously mentioned, suicide and dark humor often emerge side by
side in Hellenistic epigrams. These jokes tend to be clever, but also unsubtle in their exploitation
of character flaws to create a humorous suicide. For example, in one epigram by Loukillios (1st
century CE), a miserly man’s suicide becomes a source of laughter:

[Tomcag dambvny év Hvoig 6 eiLdpyvpoc “Epuwv
€K TEPLdVVING AOTOV AN YYOVIGEV.

Hermon the miser, having spent money in his sleep, hanged himself from vexation.

%For an in depth discussion of dark humor in the works of Callimachus, Cercidas, Machon, and Herodas in
particular, see But (2010).
"Villy Tsakona 2017, 489-503.
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Here the epigram pokes fun at Hermon’s extreme love for money. This obsession renders
Hermon mentally unstable, so much so that he can not even bear the thought of spending money
in a dream and hangs himself. Such pathetic incompetence at handling life makes Hermon
distinctly laughable. His suicide is not worthy of pity, since it stems from his comic inadequacy:
a reader is welcome to mercilessly laugh at the absurd character, who committed the extreme act
of suicide in response to a mundane situation.

Other epigrams employ a similar tactic, playing with the extreme nature of suicide to
create a sense of levity in the poem. Another one of Loukillios’ epigrams dryly remarks that a
young boy named Marcus “hanged himself” (atov dmnyyovicev) after fighting with his father.”
Yet another epigram by Loukillios laughs at Aulus the astrologer, who predicted that he had only
four hours to live (4.P. 11.164). When five hours passed, he feared he would have to live on as a
charlatan, and so hung himself to make the horoscope true. Unlike the characters of high
literature who commit suicide in the face of extreme despair, grief, fury, or shame (especially
regarding sexual humiliation or military defeat), the catalyst for these suicides is minor
annoyances. In doing so, these epigrams create an incongruence between the serious expectations
of suicide and the actual contents of the poems. It is this incongruence that transforms suicide
into a source of comedy and allows the reader to laugh at these ridiculous individuals who were
unable to handle superficial inconveniences.

On a local level, it seems to be this juxtaposition between action and circumstances that
makes these suicides so distinctly humorous. By blending the seriousness of suicide with

comedically inadequate characters and their equally ridiculous behavior, the epigrams are able to

"4.P. 11.90
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laugh at a subject “usually too serious to be funny.””* This appropriation of the suicide theme
from high literature aligns well with epigrams and their interest in testing literary boundaries.
They revisit a traditional theme, but from a completely different perspective in order to shock
and amuse their audience. However, these epigram authors do not simply subvert the tone of
high literature in their approach to suicide. A key part of the suicide’s humor also stems from the
self-killers’ modus moriendi. In all three of the cases examined above, hanging is the preferred
mode of suicide. This trend continues into all instances of ‘humorous’ suicides from the extant
corpus of epigrams. As the next section demonstrates, far from a meaningless aesthetic choice,
hanging serves a critical role in these jokes.

II. A Woman’s Suicide for a Man’s Death

As previously mentioned, virtually no attention has been paid to the significance of

hanging in suicide epigrams. Most scholars seem to dismiss hanging as an immaterial or
circumstantial part of the jest. In his groundbreaking survey on Greco-Roman suicide, Anton van
Hooff simply says that, in epigrams, “hanging as a method is prescribed by the situation.””* By
this logic, the fact that all ‘humorous’ suicides occur by the noose is just a coincidence. To be
sure, on a case-by-case level, many hangings could be explained as a situational factor. For
instance, in one epigram by Statyllius Flaccus, a miserable person was about to hang himself, but
at the final moment he discovered a pot full of gold (1st century A.D.).”* The unlucky owner later
found the rope in place of his gold. Overwhelmed by despair, the owner “hanged himself with
the noose which he had found” (qyev dv €0pe Bpdyov). In this case, Van Hooff argues, hanging

as a method is prescribed by the situation: the gold had to be hidden in a remote place, “the same

"Raskin 2008, 531.
"3Van Hooff 1990, 148.
" A.P. 9.44; the Greek Anthology features this same theme twice, both in this epigram and 4.P. 9.45
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loneliness the would-be suicide looked for.””* Of course, isolation does not necessarily mandate
hanging — a sword could be utilized in an empty field just as easily as a battlefield — and so
this argument already seems somewhat tenuous.

Another logistics-related explanation could be that the self-killers simply could not afford
a sword or similar weapon, and in their desperate state, turn to hanging as the most readily
available solution. Several epigrams feature suicides that would support this theory. For instance,
after losing his sole sheep and cow, a “poor” (meviypoc) farmer named Aristides hanged himself
with the “strap of his wallet” (mmpodét iudvtt) from either a pear tree or shed, depending on the
epigram.’® Likewise, Menophanus “hung himself from hunger on another man’s oak” (810 A\jpov
gk dpvog dAhotpiag abTOV dmnyyxovicev).”” His land was so small that there wasn’t even enough
room to die: he had to use another man’s tree. For these men, their suicide stems from their
impoverished existence, and it certainly seems that they would not have the economic means to
own weapons. In the cases of Aristedes and the aforementioned unlucky gold owner, it is even an
explicit part of the joke that they hang themselves because they had no other possessions besides
the wallet string and empty rope.

But ascribing such a uniform pattern (it can not be overstated that a// humorous epigrams
use hanging as their modus moriendi) to mere logistics is an unsatisfactory solution. Especially
since satirical epigrams exist in a cartoon-like, fictional world not at all defined by logic, this
phenomenon begs a closer examination. And so Van Hooff offers another solution, suggesting

that “in these jokes, hanging ... underlines the miserable character of the ridiculous

"Van Hooff 1990, 148.

6 Epigrams that claim he hung himself from a beam inside the shed: 4.P. 9.155, A.P. 9.255; Epigram that claims he
hung himself from a pear-tree: 4.P. 9.149.

74.P. 11.249


http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=phrode%2Ftw%7C&la=greek&can=phrode%2Ftw%7C0&prior=bouko/lion
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=i%28ma%2Fnti&la=greek&can=i%28ma%2Fnti0&prior=g%27
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protagonists.”” Here, van Hooff comes closer to the conclusion that I hope to reach. Although he
still overlooks hanging’s gendered significance, this point begins attempts to unpack the
literary-cultural connotations of hanging. Rather than viewing hanging in a literary vacuum, van
Hooff points out that Greek literature perceives hanging as a shameful form of death, as has been
previously discussed. Given these shameful connotations, van Hooff argues that hanging is well
suited for the pathetic characters of humorous epigrams. Certainly, this reasoning follows a
logical path: an impure and shameful form of death would better allow the epigrammatists and
their audiences to laugh at humorous stereotypes of the poor, the disabled, and the stupid.
However, there is another layer of meaning to hanging as the default modus moriendi of
humorous suicides. Yes, it is indisputable that hanging was a disgraceful and shameful form of
death. But, as previously discussed, hanging is also a woman's way of death. These associations
do not — and cannot — exist independently of each other, but instead uphold one another in a
somewhat circular logic: hanging is shameful partially because of its connection with femininity,
while female suicides are shameful partially because they largely occur by hanging. Thus, they
cannot be treated separately from each other, and the noose cannot only represent desperation, as
van Hooff suggests. Literary hanging served as a performative ritual inscribed with a network of
socially-constructed meanings created by association with others. Through a complex
constellation of literature, medical treatises, and cultural practices, hanging simultaneously
evoked concepts of shame, disgrace, desperation, impurity, and above all, femininity in the

Greek mind.

"8Van Hooff 1990, 71.
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It seems, then, that the phenomenon of suicide by hanging was an act of performative
femaleness. This conclusion is supported by the theoretical framework developed by Judith
Butler.” Throughout her research, Butler argues that gender can be understood as a performance:
“the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame
... congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being.”® In
other words, gender is performative, in the sense that it has no notional validity outside of the
acts that constitute it; the repetition of acts, gestures, desires, and other behaviors creates the
identity these acts claim to express. With regard to ancient suicide, then, Butler’s theory shows
that each narrative of Greek self-killing offers a performance of gender. As an act committed by
gendered subjects, but also as one carrying its own set of gendered connotations, suicide
participates in ongoing performance in the public consciousness on gendered suicide methods.
The sword/male, noose/female schema is a clear by-product of these performances. Through a
series of literary repetitions imbued with cultural meaning, the sword became gendered as a male
modus moriendi. By the same logic, the act of hanging became a ubiquitously female act, a
symbol of performative femininity in the Greek consciousness.

From this idea that hanging serves as a performatively female behavior, the fact that the
male self-killers of humorous epigrams die by hanging gains new significance. Rather than just a
chance mode of death or a reflection of their desperate state, these hangings effeminize the
suicidal characters. These self-killers engage in a ritualized pattern of suicide, that a Greek reader

would identify as performatively female. In other words, the humorous epigrams assign a

"Butler’s primary texts are Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory (1988) and Gender Trouble (1989).
%Butler 1989, 45.
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woman’s suicide to a man’s death. With all this in mind, it is worth revisiting one of humorous
suicides that van Hooff identifies as a ‘circumstantial’ hanging:

Xpocoov avip e0pav EMme BpoOYov: avTap O YPLGOV
ov Mmev ody 0pdv Nyev dv gvpe Bpdyov.

A man finding gold left his halter, but the man who had left the gold and did not find it,

hanged himself with the halter he found.

A.P.9.44
In this brief epigram, there is a series of narrative contrasts: the abandoned and found, the lucky
and unlucky, the gold and the halter. There is also the contrast between the male character and
his female suicide. Because only women hang themselves, the unlucky man performatively dies
as a woman. With this upheaval of gendered tradition, the man’s already ridiculous character
becomes even more laughable. He is so pathetic that he must use a female mode of death, the
most pathetic and shameful way of all to commit suicide.

In fact, even the specific instrument of hanging — a brokhos— draws attention to the
feminine nature of his death. Throughout suicide literature, brokhos is a common term for the
noose by which women end their lives. In the Odyssey, it is by a brokhos that Epicaste hangs
herself from the rafters (11.278), and it is also a brokhos that Telemachus places around the
necks of the slave girls (22.473). Antigone dangles by a brokhos (Soph. Ant. 1219), and the
brokhos is Phaedra’s instrument of suicide (Eur. Hipp. 779). The noose is a feminine way to die,
and a brokhos is the most feminine of the nooses. It is clear, then, that even on a semantic level,
the epigram deliberately plays with gender transgressive behavior in its construction of humor.
The unlucky man hangs himself by the female noose, effectively dying a prescribed female

death. This sharp contrast between how a man should commit suicide (weapons), and how this

self-killer actually commits suicide (hanging), enforces the humorous sense of this suicide.
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But is it the female-ness of these suicide epigrams that make them humorous? Or is it
because the deaths are humorous that they use a female mode of death? The answer, I would
argue, is a mixture of both. Since hanging is a performatively female action, these male
characters essentially die as a woman, or at least that is what it would have seemed to a Greek
audience, which — as I have shown — would help transform the suicide from a serious to a
humorous concept. At the same time, the epigram authors likely chose this construction to
further mock an already pathetic character. But regardless, it is this juxtaposition between a male
suicide and a female mode of death that makes hanging so perfectly suitable for the pathetic
characters of epigram, and in fact, what codes them as so ridiculously humorous. Thus, it appears
that the authors specifically play with the concept of gender performativity in their constructions
of humorous suicides. They upset the established dichotomy, and in this upheaval of audience
expectations, form a new and humorous way to portray suicide. By placing the noose around a
man’s neck, they subverted gendered modes of dying to shock and amuse their audience.

Hanging plays yet another role in the epigrams’ constructions of suicide, at least with
regard to a specific subset of humorous epigrams. In book 11, several epigrams exist that mock
suicidal /eptoi, such as this one by Loukillios:

‘Ev koAlduo mgag abépa XTpatovikoc 6 Aemtdg,

Kol TPL0G EKONCAG, ADTOV AN YYOVIGEV®
Kol Tl yap; oyl kéto Bpicev Papvg dAL” drEp adTOV
VNVERiag o0oNG, VEKPOS Bve TTETATOL

Thin Stratonicus fixed on a reed a spike of corn and attaching himself to it by a hair

hanged himself. And what happened? He was not heavy enough to hang down, but his

dead body flies in the air above his gallows, although there is no wind
A.P. 1191
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Here, Loukillios chuckles at the attempted suicide of Stratonicus. In a scene of comical
implausibility, the leptos fails to successfully hang himself. He is so small and weak that he can
not even kill himself in a stereotypically female way. Due to his physical incapacity, he performs
the only action more laughable than male suicide by hanging: a failed male suicide by hanging.

Many other skoptic epigrams, both regarding suicide and not, feature these comedic
leptos. For example, Diophantos was so thin that he could hang himself with a spiders web (A4.P.
11.111), Marcus climbed inside an Epicurean atom (4.P. 11.93), and Gaius was so insubstantial
that there was nothing to bury when he died (11.92). But who were these leptoi? According to a
dictionary definition, this would simply mean ‘thin’ or ‘light’ men. Indeed, at first glance it may
seem like the leptoi are just hyperbolically thin figures. However, leptoi doesn’t just refer to the
physical attributes of these men, but a specific physiological condition. Gideon Nisbet effectively
proves that the leptoi of skoptic epigrams represent scholars and intellectuals.®’ These men spent
their time reading and buried in books, while their bodies waste away, hence their comically thin
and withered appearance. There is also likely a play on words here: the leptoi spent their time
engrossed in literature. Hellenistic writings revolved around the ideal of leptos: literary
productions that were clean, miniature, and elegant. In that sense, the leptoi became the leptos
that they spend their time studying.

What, however, does this have to do with a discussion on gender and suicide? This
fixation on the /eptoi s physical thinness identifies their bodies as ‘not” masculine, since the
leptoi do not maintain the masculine ideal of physical health. As Nisbet says, “elite males within

Greek culture ... pursue a conventional and idealized Hellenic masculinity which is both

¥ Nisbet 2003, 196
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well-read and well-exercised: a healthy mind in a healthy body.”® The leptoi do not conform to
this ideal. Instead, they only exercise their mind. Consequently, their bodies seem less than
masculine. In other words, feminine. Such feminized characters are especially suited for suicide
by the female noose. They lack the strength and manly character that Greek literature mandates
for suicide by the sword. Their effeminized bodies do not have the strength to commit any
suicide other than hanging. Unmanned by intellectual pursuits, the leptoi are doomed to a
feminine death by hanging, a phenomenon that clearly emphasizes their pathetic nature.

As a whole, the humorous suicides of epigram formulate their constructions of dark
humor around a contrast between the male self-killers and their female modus moriendi. This
contrast imbues the seriousness of suicide with a sense of ridiculousness, enabling a reader to
laugh at these feminized characters. The epigrams absorb the literary discourses of death and
suicide, but then deliberately subvert these traditions to match their specific aims: the
transformation of suicide into a laughing matter. In the case studies more closely examined here
— that of the unlucky gold owner and the leptoi — it is clear how looking at these epigrams
through the lens of the sword/male, noose/female schema allows for a richer understanding of
epigrammatic portrayals of men, humor, and suicide. If one does not examine the suicides
through the gendered schema, the exact reasons for their ‘humorous’ nature seem unclear. By the
nature of jokes, they will not fully explain themselves, leaving the reader to put the pieces
together. Viewing these epigrams not as existing within a literary vacuum, but operating within a
rich literary tradition, allows us to better understand the jokes themselves and how they drew on

a constellation of gendered associations in their constructions of humorous suicides.

82 Nisbet 2003, 199
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4. Heroic Suicides:
I.  Suicide and Heroism in Epigrams
Epigrams, however, demonstrate more than the relentless mockery of self-killing that we
see in humorous epigrams. Epigrammists also convey a sense of admiration towards those who
end their own lives. This perspective can often be seen in epigrams on individuals who willingly
chose death for philosophical reasons. As one example, consider this epigram in dialogue form
by Meleager.

a. Etnov dvelpopévo tic kol tivog éoot. . didawiog

Evkpatidew. a. [Todamdg & edyeat . . .

a. "E{nooc 6¢ tiva otépymv Piov; B. OV tOV dpdtpov,

000E TOV €K YN®V, TOV € GOPOIG ETAPOV.

a. [Mpati d” 1 vovow Plov Elmeg; B. "HAvbov

Adav avtoberet, Kelov yevoapevog kodikwv.

a. 'H mpéapug; B. Kai kdprta.

a. Adyot vo og BOLOG ELAPPT] COUP®VOV TIVUTH GYOvVTa AdY® PBloTtov.

A. “Tell him who enquires, who are you and who was your father?” B. “Philaulus son of
Eucratides.” A. “And what country do you claim to be from?” B. . . .”

A. “What livelihood did you choose when alive?” B. “Not that of the plough nor that of
ships, but that which is gained in the society of sages.”

A. “Did you leave life from old age or from sickness?” B. “Voluntarily I came to Hades,
having drunk of the Cean cup[s].”

A. “Were you 0ld?” B. “Yes, very old.”

A. “May the earth rest light upon you, for the life you lead was in accordance with
wisdom and reason.”®

A.P.7.70

$My adaptation of the Loeb Translation.
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In the epigram, Philaulus clearly states that he died “of his own will” (avto0eiet). The
interlocutor accepts, and even praises, this announcement. But the reasons for the interlocutor’s
praise are more complex than may initially appear. In fact, a close reading suggests the
interlocutor respects Philaulus's adherence to particular rules of life — of which his suicide was a
byproduct — not the act of suicide itself.

Evidence for this interpretation comes from Philaulus’ modus moriendi: he drank from
the “Cean Cups,” a metonymic reference to hemlock.* This allusion to the exotic ‘Cean custom’
serves a dual purpose. For one, it connects Philaulus, who self-identifies as a philosopher, to the
most famous ‘philosophical’ suicide: that of Socrates, who died after drinking hemlock.
Secondly, it refers to a well-known practice on Ceos, where men over sixty were allegedly
compelled to drink poison.®® The Cean suicide functioned as a kind of self-sacrifice since the
island didn’t have sufficient resources to support unproductive community members. Like the
Cean elders, Philaus chooses death instead of wretched existence, and like Socrates, he willingly
chose to die after living a life in accordance with his own values. The interlocutor praises this
conscious resignation from life, not necessarily because of the act itself, but because it acted as
the natural conclusion to the “wise and prudent” life befitting a philosopher in the “society of
sages.”

Similar praise for philosophical suicides appears elsewhere in the Greek Anthology.*
However, the Greek Anthology also contains several suicides exist in which the act itself, not
just the self-killer’s adherence to a certain set of morals, is ostensibly praised. This distinction

between philosophical and heroic suicides is important to make. In the latter suicides, the

8Van Hoof 1990, 148
$See Strabo X 5.6.
%For example, see A.P. 7.731; A.P. 7.472 and 472b.
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epigrams make clear that the self-killings are worthy of admiration and respect. This differs from
philosophical suicides, where the adherence to the rules of a particular philosophy is admired,
and not the suicide itself. Broadly speaking, this sense of admiration for suicide primarily stems
from its altruistic motives. In order for suicide to garner respect, it must be done for noble
reasons, whether that is the fulfillment of a moral obligation or self-sacrifice for the community.
It is these suicides that I deem heroic, a definition that always hinges on how the epigrams
portray the act. Interestingly, all these so-called ‘heroic’ suicides are committed by swords. On a
logistical level, this is slightly unsurprisingly, since most of the male suicides appear in a martial
contest. At the same time, since suicide by weapons is so inherently tied to masculinity in Greek
literature, these epigrams suggest there is an additional association between heroic suicide and
masculinity in the Greek imagination.

For example, no less than five epigrams celebrate Ajax’s suicide by the sword. Although
the specific emphasis varies from epigram to epigram, all are constructed with a sense of awe
and respect for the hero. Especially in the later epigrams, which narrow in more on the act of
suicide, it becomes clear that Ajax’s suicide should be read as praiseworthy, such as in this
epigram by Archia (1st century BC)s:

YHua 108 Alavtog Tedapwviov, Ov ktdve Moipa,

avToD Ypnoapéve Koi yept Koi ElQet.

o0d¢ yap v Bvnroict duvncato Kol pepavio

evpépevar KAwbo 1do° €tepov povéa.

This is the tomb of Telamonian Ajax whom Fate slew by means of his own hand and

sword. For Clotho, even had she wished it, could not find among mortals another able to

kill him.
A.P.7.147
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Here, Archias claims the main cause of Ajax’s suicide was the decree of Clotho. Consequently,
any sense of guilt or shame regarding suicide is diminished if not completely shifted onto his
unavoidable lot. His suicide is an act of divine will, commanded by the immortals themselves
since no other mortal could kill him. Ajax needed to die at his own hand, so great was his
strength and power. In this sense, Ajax’s suicide is a testimony to his invincibility: he was so
powerful that no one could destroy him beside himself. And his sword, the weapon of his
suicide, is both an instrument of divine will and proof of his epic glory. In this sense, the epigram
represents the complex interrelation between masculinity, suicide, and weapons that construct a
heroic suicide. In this representation of Ajax’s suicide, as in other epigrams, none of these
concepts exist independently of another, but each continuously reinforces the other to create the
concept of a heroic suicide.

Another case that seems intended to inspire admiration in a reader is the aforementioned
death of Aelius, the Roman captain who chooses suicide over death by disease. It is impossible
to establish if the epigrams are based on real events, but it certainly seems that Aelius represents
Greek wonderment at the Roman glorification of martial suicide. Both of the authors,
Apollonides and Philippus, are late Hellenistic poets who flourished in the time of Roman
domination and such uncompromising bravery on the part of the Romans was for them clearly
impressive, even if slightly bewildering. Indeed, they portray Aelius’ suicide as an act of
heroism. Aelius’ suicide is not an act of despair but rather one of control. He chooses not to be
conquered by his enemy: disease. The suicide is an issue of a soldier's death with dignity.

Naturally, such a heroic death warrants the sword as its modus moriendi, since a heroic suicide is
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one inevitably committed by the sword. With that being said, the next section examines what
happens when this instrument of masculine destruction appears in the hands of women.
II. A Man’s Suicide for a Woman’s Death

It has already been discussed how Butler’s theoretical work on gender informs our
understanding of certain suicide methods. By the same logic that makes hangings performatively
feminine in Greek thought, suicides by weapons can be understood as performatively masculine.
Through the stylized suicides of men such as Ajax, Greek literature repeatedly conforms to the
gendered expectations that men must commit suicide by weapons. Consequently, as the image of
male suicide became synonymous with one committed by the sword, the sword itself came to
signify a performatively masculine death imbued with such strong connotations of masculinity
that it does necessarily require a male-self killer to assert a sense of male-ness.

It should not be surprising, then, that when female self-killers employ weapons and thus
engage in performatively masculine behavior, they die a manly death. This concept of a
‘masculine’ female suicide appears throughout Greek literature. Deianira, Eurydice,
Amphinomene, and Euripides’ Jocasta have already been explored as female deaths made
masculine by their weapons and the same basic phenomenon exists in epigrams. With that being
said, epigrams are far less interested in female suicides than their male counterparts. Of the 14
female suicides, only small minority feature women who kill themselves in a nontraditional way
(that is to say, not by hanging). The few women that commit suicide by swords, however, are
worthy of discussion because of the somewhat unusual ways that epigrams bring out the
gendered inflictions of this phenomenon. They exploit the explicit associations between men and

weapons, and also the more implicit associations between masculinity and battlefield heroism, to
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construct heroic female suicides that simultaneously contradict and complement concepts of
normatively female death.

As we have seen before, epigrams often draw on the sword as an ideological and
symbolic focal point for the convergence of heroism and masculinity. The basic reasoning behind
this pattern is not hard to see. From the ancient literary association between wartime violence
and heroism, an intrinsic link between a masculine death — meaning one committed by weapons
— and heroism seems to have formed in Greek thought. This link theoretically restricts female
access to concepts of the heroic. However, the performatively masculine suicide by sword allows
epigrammatic women to bypass this restriction and enter the sphere of male heroism. In these
heroic suicides, the manly character of the women’s death merges with the epigram’s admiration
for the masculine qualities of courage and altruism that inevitably accompany their use of the
sword. Indeed, the sword codes these suicides as heroic, that is to say, as suicides worthy of
admiration and respect, since they were committed in a manly way with masculine qualities.

Perhaps the best example of this link between the sword and a heroic female suicide
comes from an imperial epigram, whose author is unknown:

Apyétonov Adodc épikudéog, & Eéve, AeVGGELC,

elkova Beomecie KAAAET Aapmopévny.
701N Kol yEVOUNV, GAL’ 00 VooV, 0lov dKoVELC,
goyov, €’ DENUOIC OOENV EveyKapévn.
00d¢ yap Aiveiav Tot’ £660paKov, oVdE YpOVoLot
Tpoing mepBopévne fAvBov € Apomv:
aAla Blag pevyovsa TapPaiov vuevaiov
nH&a KoTd Kpading PAcyavov aueitopov.
[Tepidec, ti pot ayvov épwniicoacte Mapwva
o010, Ka®’ HUETEPNC YEVGOTO GOPPOGVVIG;
Thou seest, O stranger, the exact likeness of far-famed Dido, a portrait shining with

divine beauty. Even so I was, but had not such a character as thou hearest, having gained
glory rather for reputable things. For neither did I ever set eyes on Aeneas nor did I reach
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Libya at the time of the sack of Troy, but to escape a forced marriage with Iarbas I
plunged the two-edged sword into my heart. Ye Muses, why did ye arm chaste Virgil
against me to slander thus falsely my virtue?

A.P. 16.151
This epigram imagines a scenario in which a traveler comes by a visual representation of Dido
“as she really was,” which seems to be the core sense of arkhétupon. This disgruntled portrait
addresses the viewer, defending herself against Virgilian slander. According to the portrait, she
did not commit suicide atop a flaming pyre because she was lovesick for Aeneas, who, on simple
chronological grounds, she never could have even met. Rather, she stabbed herself to avoid a
forced marriage with her African suitor, larbas. As she asserts that her suicide was committed for
an honorable reason, she also asserts the instrument of her suicide: a sword.

Of course, the Virgilian Dido uses this same instrument in her suicide: she “fell on the
sword” (ferro conlapsam) before being consumed by the flames of her funeral pyre (4.663-4).
However, the epigram brings out a much different emphasis than Virgil’s telling. Two images
dominate Dido’s suicide in the Aeneid: the fire and the wound. These are named at the very

opening of Book 4:

At regina gravi iamdudum saucia cura
vulnus alit venis, et caeco carpitur igni.

But the queen, long since smitten with a grievous love-pang, feeds the wound with her
lifeblood, and is wasted with fire unseen.
Virgil. Aen. 4.1-2

The wound, invisible but all-consuming, feeds off Dido’s lifeblood. Likewise, the fire

overwhelms Dido, blinding her with love for Aeneas. The two images are, in a sense, one. As

Austin says, “her wound causes her fever, and her fever deepens her wound.”®” These intertwined
b 9

%Quoted in Ferguson 1970: 57


https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=At&la=la&can=at0
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=regina&la=la&can=regina0&prior=At
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=gravi&la=la&can=gravi0&prior=regina
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=iamdudum&la=la&can=iamdudum0&prior=gravi
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=saucia&la=la&can=saucia0&prior=iamdudum
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=cura&la=la&can=cura0&prior=saucia
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=volnus&la=la&can=volnus0&prior=cura
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=alit&la=la&can=alit0&prior=volnus
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=venis&la=la&can=venis0&prior=alit
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=et&la=la&can=et0&prior=venis
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=caeco&la=la&can=caeco0&prior=et
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=carpitur&la=la&can=carpitur0&prior=caeco
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=igni&la=la&can=igni0&prior=carpitur
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images weave throughout Book 4, the entire time pointing towards its end when Dido mounts the
funeral pyre and stabs herself with Aeneas’ sword. Here, the metaphor becomes physical reality.
The love wound that stripped Dido of her dignity and blinded her with love materializes into her
shameful suicide. The sword is simply what facilitates this materialization; a byproduct of the
ongoing metaphor of Book 4.

By contrast, the epigram transforms the sword from a physical manifestation of her
metaphorical love wound, and thus her loss of honor and love, to a symbol of her noble
character. Rather than stabbing herself as the culmination of her blind love for Aeneas, the
epigrammatic Dido deliberately chooses this death as a calculated escape plan. When faced with
a choice between betraying her first husband or death, Dido chose death. Such a suicide is
praiseworthy, this Dido claims. It is emblematic of her sophrosuné, a word that is often simply
translated as “virtue,” but at its core refers to a dual ideal of excellence of character and
soundness of mind. And just as the suicide acts as a testament to her sophrosuné, so by extent,
does the sword, as it is the instrument through which she adhered to a noble code of behavior.

Moreover, this modus moriendi conjures up images of battlefield courage and altruistic
sacrifice. Its associations with wartime, and thus manly, heroism brings to mind a sense of
selfless determination, a quality that Dido wishes to impress on the listener. As the epigram seeks
to retell Dido’s story as the heroic suicide of a noble queen, the new emphasis on the sword —
rather than the images of wound and fire — compliments this retelling. The sword’s associations
with masculine death imbue her suicide with a sense of heroic nobility, playing a vital role in its
construction as objectively praiseworthy. Through the sword, this epigram demonstrates, even a

woman can die a heroic death.
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This blatant praise for a female suicide alone is unusual, although not nonexistent, in
Greek literature. With this in mind, it is important to note the motivations for Dido’s suicide are
avoidance of forced marriage. The heroic suicides of epigram use gender inversion to praise a
specific type of female self-killer: those who commit suicide rather than face captivity and
violation from outside invaders. This conflict-driven context makes the sword particularly fitting
for these women. Although they are not on the battlefield, they are still reacting to their home or
safety being threatened, and thus seem worthy of the wartime praise and admiration that death by
sword brings. At the same time, these suicides occur in reaction to a distinctly female threat.
When women were taken captive, the menace of violation was added to the loss of status and
freedom. In this sense, these heroic epigrams simultaneously paint these women as masculinely
heroic, but within a distinctly feminine context.
This idea comes across clearly in an epigram by Antipater of Thessalonica (1st century
C.E.):
OV vovom Poddma te kol & yevételpa Boioka
000" V1O dvopevémV dovPaTL KeEKApED:
aAL” avtai, Tatpag oot EpAeyev dotv KopivOov
YopYOs Apng, didav dAkipov eiddpueda.
gKtave yop patnp pe S10oQoKTipt G100p®,
000’ 1diov pedm dvopopog Eoye Piov,
aye & dvavyevim detpdy Bpodym: NG Yap dpsivov
dovAoGUVaG AUV TOTHOG EAeVBEPLOG.
I, Rhodope, and my mother Boisca neither died of sickness, nor fell by the sword of the
foes, but ourselves, when dreadful Ares burnt the city of Corinth our country, chose a
brave death. My mother slew me with the slaughtering knife, nor did she, an unhappy
woman, spare her own life, but tied the noose round her neck; for it was better than
slavery to die in freedom.

A.P.7.493

A poem that purports to be written from the grave, this epigram describes the double suicide of a


https://topostext.org/people/2660
https://topostext.org/people/24
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mother and daughter after Rome captured Corinth in 146 BC. Like the other epigrams on the fall
of Corinth, this poem attempts to capture the magnitude of the catastrophe for the Greek
people.® In this case, the epigram demonstrates that a mother and daughter would rather end
their lives than exist in Roman slavery. And indeed, both of them commit suicide. Notice that I
said both mother and daughter commit suicide. At first glance, it may seem like there is only one
suicide in this epigram: Boisca’s. However, the avtai at the beginning of line three shows
otherwise: “We chose a brave death,” Rhodope says. Through this statement, the epigram
vocalizes the voluntary nature of Rhodope’s death. If we return to Durkheim’s definition, suicide
is simply the action of ‘choosing death over life.” Thus, Rhodope’s death is an act of suicide, even
though she did not wield the weapon.

These self-killings were certainly intended to be read as heroic. The epigram’s
self-identifications of the suicides as “brave death” (¢idav dAxyov) explicitly denotes them as
praiseworthy and worthy of admiration. Even if Corinth could not be saved, these women could
at least defend their honor and their city’s reputation, this seems to be the message of the
epigram. For these women, suicide is a praiseworthy alternative to violation and imprisonment,
an idea that also appears in an epigram by Anyte that glorifies suicide in the face of defeat.® In
this sense, suicide becomes a specifically female brand of honor, as it allows them to escape
violation and disrespect at the hands of the enemy. This sense of honor is furthered by the sword
acting as the main weapon.

Indeed, the sword serves as the metaphorical texture that binds the epigram together: the

swords of the Romans signal a life of brutal captivity. The sword becomes a friendly weapon in

%The other epigrams are A.P. 9.151 and 4.P. 7.297
% A.P.7.492
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the hands of Boisca, and finally, a healing blade that releases Rhodope from her earthly fate. In
this sense, it is immaterial that the sword doesn’t physically release both of them from life. The
sword dominates the epigram, and through its martial connotations, portrays the suicides as an
act of warfare. The women are fighting their own war, but ‘off camera,’ so to speak. In this
sense, the sword allies these women and their suicides with the heroes of epic and tragedy. The
sword elevates their suicide, coding it as masculine, and thus heroic. At the same time, the fact
that Boisca still dies by the noose asserts her femininity. Hanging evokes the conventional image
of tragic heroines swaying in nooses, and thus contrasts with Boisca’s manly wielding of the
sword. Fastened to death by an oxymoron of masculine and feminine weapons, Boisca’s brings a
unique point of balance between the feminine actor and masculine modus moriendi that we see in
the non-traditional suicides by weapons.

Although few in number, these epigrams play out the second, epigrammatic inversion of
the word/male rope/female schema. From these epigrams, we see that, while feminine suicide
reduces male death to a humorous punchline, masculine suicide elevates female deaths to heroic
status. This is not necessarily to say that the female suicides committed by the sword are heroic
because of their modus moriendi. Rather, it seems like because these suicides are committed for
altruistic — and thus masculine — reasons, they befit a death by the sword. At the same time, as
a symbol of masculine power and authority, the sword codes these suicides as heroic, making it
clear that they are worthy of admiration. Embedded within this gender transgression, however, is
a further blurring of normative masculinity and femininity. The portrayals of these heroic
suicides simultaneously contradict and complement concepts of normatively female death. On

the one hand, the female self-killers die for intensely female reasons. Rape, forced marriage, and
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capture motivate these suicides. In this sense, they fulfill themselves as women in their deaths.
Even while using a male method of suicide, the epigrams emphasize their femininity first and
foremost. On the other hand, these female self-killers earn a sense of glory that goes far beyond
the praise traditionally offered to women. Through this praise, the epigrams grant the women a
noble death and permanent glory, the very kleos that their femininity excludes them from in high
literature.
Conclusion

The goal of this thesis was to examine how epigrams evoke and manipulate the gendered
schema of high literature in their writings. As seen throughout this paper, epigrams’ receptions
and subversions of gendered norms illuminate a series of associations that shaped how the
ancient Greeks understood self-killing: those between men and weapons, masculinity and
heroism, women and hanging, and femininity and disgrace. Suicide epigrams rely on these
associations, and their accompanying discourses of femininity and masculinity, to construct
humorous and heroic suicides. As a performatively female behavior, hanging effeminizes its
male victims and imbues them with a sense of feminine disgrace, making them laughable.
Similarly, as a performatively male behavior, suicide by weapons makes female self-killers seem
masculine and codes their deaths as heroic. From this phenomenon, we see that the epigram
authors adopted the suicide schema of high literature, but refracted it through a complex network
of gendered associations to subvert tradition and fit their unique aims These suicide epigrams,
then, function as a site for the interrogation, confluence, and parody of conventionally gendered
modes of dying, which sheds new light on the nuanced ways that suicide functioned as a deeply

gendered act in the Greek imagination.
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Appendix A: Demographics of Suicide Epigrams

Modus Moriendt

grief

2.2

weapons

26.1%

hanging
43.5%

poison
4.3%

unknown

21.7%

Figure 1: Suicide methods in epigrams.



Gender
unknown

2.2%

male
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female

67.4%

Figure 2: The gender of self-killers in epigrams.

30.4%
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Appendix B: Suicide Epigrams®’

A.P.7.69 — Julianus the Prefect of Egypt
KépBepe detparény dAAKNV vekveGGY 1GAAWYV,
1o epkaréov deidd kol ov vEKLY
Apyihoyog 1€6vnke” puAdcceo Bupov iaupov
Optpdv, TKPOYOAOV TIKTOUEVOV GTOUATOG.
oic0a Pofic keivolo péya oBévoc, edte AvkapuPem
vnog pio ool dtocag fyaye Buyatépoc.

Cerberus, whose bark strikes terror into the dead, there comes a terrible shade before
whom even thou must tremble. Archilochus is dead. Beware the acrid iambic wrath
engendered by his bitter mouth. Thou knowest the might of his words ever since one boat
brought thee the two daughters of Lycambes.

A.P. 7.70 — Julianus the Prefect of Egypt
Ndv mAéov 1| 10 mapofe moAag Kpatepoio PepéBpov
SUpooY AypOTVOLC TPLEGGE PUANCCE KOOV.
el yop @éyyog &Elemov dAvokdlovoat iapupov
dyprov Apyihdyov eAEypa Avkappiédeg,
TAS OVK AV TPOAITOL GKOTIOV TLAEDVOS EVOOA®Y
VekpOg dmag, pevywv TapPog EmecPoiing;

Now, three-headed dog, better than ever with thy sleepless eyes guard the gate of thy
fortress, the pit. For if the daughters of Lycambes to avoid the savage bile of
Archilochus’ iambics left the light, will not every soul leave the portals of this dusky
dwelling, flying from the terror of his slanderous tongue?

A.P. 7.71 — Gaetulicus
ZHuo 16d° Apythdyov mopamdVTIov, 8G TOTE TKPTV
Movoay &dvaim TpdTog ERoye YO,
aipdéac EAucdva tov fjuepov. oide Avkaupng,
HLPOUEVOS TPIOC®V Appato Buyatépmv.
Npéua dn Topduenyov, 0301ToOpE, W TOTE TOVOE
Kivnong Toppo ceijkag Epelopévouc.

This tomb by the sea is that of Archilochus, who first made the Muse bitter dipping her in
vipers’ gall, staining mild Helicon with blood. Lycambes knows it, mourning for his three
daughters hanged. Pass quietly by, O way-farer, lest haply thou arouse the wasps that are
settled on his tomb.

PAll translations and text in this appendix are from the Loeb Classical Library.
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A.P.7.95 — Diogenes Laertius
HéMov mopodevta podpov mote packev DILapyEL,
Kol 610 TodTo Oavelv péddev Avaoyopoc:
GAA" O @idog [TepkAig eV EpoaTO TODTOV: 0 O AVTOV
g€ayayev Protov parbakin coein

Anaxagoras once said that the sun was a red-hot mass, and for this was about to be killed.
His friend Pericles saved him, but he ended his own life owing to the sensitiveness of his
wise mind.

A.P. 7.96 — Diogenes Laertius
ITivé vov &v A10¢ &v, ® TMOKPATES” T GE Yap VTG
Kai GoPov eine 0gdc, Kai O£d¢ 1) coeio.
TPOG Yap ABnvaiov KdOVeOV ATADS oV 065,
avtol & é&€mov ToDTo TED GTOUATL.

Drink now, O Socrates, in the house of Zeus. Of a truth a god called thee wise and
Wisdom is a goddess. From the Athenians thou didst receive simply hemlock, but they
themselves drank it by thy mouth.

A.P. 7.107 — Diogenes Laertius
MéMov Evpopédwv mot’ Apiototédny doefeiog
yphyacOat, Anodc pooTidog MV TPOTOAOC,
GAAQ TTLOV AKOVITOV DTEKQLYE" TODT AKOVITL
MV dpo. vVikfioatl cuKoPAcEelg Adikovg.

Eurymedon, the priest of Demeter, was once about to prosecute Aristotle for impiety, but
he escaped by drinking hemlock. This was then, it seems, to overcome unjust slander
without trouble.

A.P. 7.118 — Diogenes Laertius
Tov Kitiéa Zivova, Oaveiv Adyog d¢ DTt Y1pwg
TOALG KOV EA0ON pévev dottog
<ol 0" 811 TpookOyaG TOT £PN XePl YAV AAoNCAGC,
““Epyopon o0TON0TOG Ti 01 KOAEIS pe;”™>

Some say that Zeno of Citium, suffering much from old age, remained without food, and
others that striking the earth with his hand he said, “I come of my own accord. Why dost
thou call me?

A.P. 7.145 — Asclepiades
Ad &ym & TAGUOV ApeTd Tapd TMOE KAOM oL
Atovtog TOpPo Kepapévo TAoKAUOVG,
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Bouov dyet peyblo Pefornuéva, el map’ Ayoioig
a SoAOQpwV ATtdto KpEGoov Eued dvvatat.

Here sit [, miserable Virtue, by this tomb of Ajax, with shorn hair, smitten with heavy
sorrow that cunning Fraud hath more power with the Greeks than I.

A.P. 7.146 — Antipater of Sidon
YHuo map” Aidvtelov énil Pormniow dxraig
Ovpofapnc Apetda popopon lopéva,
anAdkapoc, mvoeooa, o1 kpiow ottt [ehaoydv
00K ApeTa ViKQv EAloyev, AAAL SOAOC.
Tevye O av AéEelev AytAdéog ““Apoevog AKuAG,
00 okoMGV Wobwv dupeg Epiépedo.”

By the tomb of Ajax on the Rhoetean shore, I, Virtue, sit and mourn, heavy at heart, with
shorn locks, in soiled raiment, because that in the judgment court of the Greeks not Virtue
but Fraud triumphed. Achilles’ arms would fain cry, “We want no crooked words, but
manly valour.”

A.P. 7.147 — Archias

Mohvog Evapopévolsty DTEPIOYOG AoTidn Teivac,
viuoi Bapdv Tpowv, Alav, Eusvag dpnv:

008¢ o6& xepuadinv OGeV KTOTOG, 0O VEPOC BV,
00 TP, 00 d0PAT®V, 0V ELPEMV TATOYOS

AL abtoc TpoPAng Te Kol Eumedog, O¢ TG épinva
10pvbeic, ETAng Aailoma dSvopevémy.

€l 6¢ og un tevyescty Ayiliéog drhoey EALAG,
d&lov avt’ dpetdc Omha mopodoa YEPA,

Motpdwv BovAfjol Tdd” Humhakev, g av v Ex0pdV
L1 Tvog, AAAL 6V of) TOTHOV EANG TOAALLT).

Alone in defence of the routed host, with extended shield didst thou, Ajax, await the
Trojan host that threatened the ships. Neither the crashing stones moved thee, nor the
cloud of arrows, nor the clash of spears and swords; but even so, like some crag, standing
out and firmly planted thou didst face the hurricane of the foes. If Hellas did not give thee
the arms of Achilles to wear, a worthy reward of thy valour, it was by the counsel of the
Fates that she erred, in order that thou shouldst meet with doom from no foe, but at thine
own hand.

A.P. 7.148 — Anonymous
Yfua 108 Alavtog Tedapwviov, Ov ktéve Moipa,
avToD Ypnoapévo Kol yept Koi Qe
00d¢ Yap &év Bvnroict duvncato Kai pepovio
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evpéueval KAwbo 1do” €tepov povéa.

This is the tomb of Telamonian Ajax whom Fate slew by means of his own hand and

sword. For Clotho, even had she wished it, could not find among mortals another able to
kill him.

A.P. 7.149 — Leontius Scholasticus
Ketron évi Tpoin Tehapdviog, ob tivi o™ Eumng
avtiBiov omdoag e0yog €00 Oavétov:
TOo0NG Yap YPOVOG GALOV EMAEIOV AVEPD TOAUNG
oLy VPOV, TOAAUN OT|KEV VT ADTOPOVE®.

The Telamonian lies low in Troy, but he gave no foeman cause to boast of his death. For

Time finding no other man worthy of such a deed entrusted it to his own self-slaying
hand.

A.P.7.150 — Leontius Scholasticus
Alac 8v Tpoin petd popiov e0yog dE0AmV
péppeTal ovk £x0poic Keipevog, GAAG GirOLC.

Ajax lieth in Troy after a thousand vaunted deeds of prowess, blaming not his foes but his
friends.

A.P.7.231 — Damagetus
Q8 vrgp ApPpaxiag 6 Poadpopog domid’ deipag
tebvapev f| pedyewy €llet’ Apiotaydpag,
V10¢ 0 Oegvmdumov. un Badp Exe” Awpkodg avip
Tatpidog, ovy fPag dAALUEVAG AAEYEL.

Thus for Ambracia’s sake the warrior Aristagoras, son of Theopompus, holding his shield
on high, chose death rather than flight. Wonder not thereat: a Dorian cares for his country,
not for the loss of his young life

A.P. 7.233 — Apollonides

Ailog, Avcoving otpatiiig mpopog, O ¥pucéoiot
OTEUUOOL COPEVGAS AVYEVAS OTAOPOPOLG,

vodoov Ot gig VAtV ®AicHave Téppa T dQuKToV
gldev, aproteiny Téuepaveg eic idinv:

niée 8 Vo omAdyyvoisty £Ov Elpog, einé Te

Bvokov
“A0TOC £KQV &daunv, ur vocog evyog Exm.”
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Aelius, the Roman captain, whose armed neck was loaded with golden torques, when he
fell into his last illness and saw the end was inevitable, was minded of his own valour and
driving his sword into his vitals, said as he was dying “I am vanquished of my own will,
lest Disease boast of the deed.”

A.P. 7.234 — Phillippus of Thessalonica

AThog 6 Bpacvyelp "Apeog TPOLOGC, O YEAMDGOG
aOYEVa YPLGOJETOLG K TOAELOV GTEPAVOLC,

EELET VOOG® KEKOAOVIEVOGS, Edpape Buud
€ TPOTEPNV EPYV Gpceva paptupiny,

OGE & VO GTAAYYVOLS TAATY PAGYOVOV, EV LOVOV

elmdv:

“Avdpoc Apng kteivel, dEL0TEPOLS 08 VOGOC.”

Aclius, the bold captain, whose neck was hung with the golden torques he had won in the
wars, when crippled by wasting disease, ran back in his mind to the history of his past
deeds of valour, and drove his sword into his vitals, saying but this: “Men perish by the
sword, cowards by disease”

A.P. 7.336 — Anonymous

IMpat kol mevin tetpupévog, 0vd™ OPEYOVTOG
000gvOg avOpmdTOL duoTVying Epavov,

TOIG TPOUEPOTG KOAOIoY DTALOOV Npéua TOpfov,
evpav oilupod téppa poAg frotov.

NAAGYON 6™ €m” €noi vexkDV vOLOS: 0D Yap

g0vnokov

TPDOTOV, EMELT’ ETAENV" AAAA TAPELS EOavov.

Worn by age and poverty, no one stretching out his hand to relieve my misery, on my
tottering legs I went slowly to my grave, scarce able to reach the end of my wretched life.
In my case the law of death was reversed, for I did not die first to be then buried, but I
died after my burial.

A.P. 7.351 — Dioscorides

OV i 100e POEvav oéfac dpklov, aide Avkaupew,
ol Adyopev otuyepnv KANdova, Buyatépec,

ovte TL TapOeviny Noydvauey, obTE TOKTOGC,
ovte [Tépov viicwv aimvutdny iepdv.

AL KO MUETEPNC YEVETIC PLYyNAOV OVvELdOg
oMUV 1€ otuyepnv EPAvcev Apyiloyog.

Apyiloyov, o Bgovg Kai daipovag, oVt v Ayvloic
gldopev, ov0” "Hpng €v peydho tepévet.

&l 8" fuev phydot kai dtdcsdolot, odk v Ekeivog
f0ekev €€ NUEV YVNGlO TEKVO TEKETV.


https://topostext.org/people/499
https://topostext.org/people/4233
https://topostext.org/people/499
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Not, by this tomb, the solemn oath of the dead, did we daughters of Lycambes, who have
obtained such an evil name, ever disgrace our maidenhead or our parents or Paros, queen
of the holy islands ; but Archilochus poured on our family a flood of horrible reproach
and evil report. By the gods and demons we swear that we never set eyes on Archilochus,
either in the streets or in Hera's great precinct. If we had been wanton and wicked, he
would never have wished lawful children born to him by us.

A.P. 7.352 — Anonymous, attributed by some to Meleager
Ag&repnv Ao Oeod yépa kol T KEAVAL
Suvopev apprrov dépvia [epoepovng,
napBEvol ®g ETupov Kol Vo ¥Bovi- TOAAN &” O
TKPOG
aloyxpa kab Muetépng EPAvoe mapOeving
Apyihoyog: @V 6& KAV ATV OVK £ KOAQ
gpya, yovaikeiov 6 ETpamev £g TOAEUOV.
ITepidec, ti kOpNow E@” VPproTipag iduPoug
ETPATET’, 0VY 001 PTi Yaplopevar,

We swear by the right hand of Hades and the dark couch of Persephone whom none may
name, that we are truly virgins even here underground;

but bitter Archilochus poured floods of abuse on our maidenhood, directing to no noble
end but to war with women the noble language of his verse.

O Muses, who show favor to an impious man, why did you turn upon girls those
scandalous iambics?

A.P.7.470 — Meleager
a. Eimov dvelpopéve tic kol tivog 8o, . @idawiog
Edkpatidew. a. [Todamog &” edyeat . . .
a. "E{noag 6¢ tiva otépymv Piov; B. OV tOV dpdtpov,
000E TOV €K Y@V, TOV O€ GOPOIG ETAPOV.
a. [Mpati o’ 1} vodow PBlov Elhmeg; B. "HAvBov
Adav
avtobeiel, Kelov yevoapuevog kodikov.
a. 'H mpéapug; B. Kai kdpta. a. Adyotl vo cg
BdAog Ehappn
GUUP®VOV TVVTH oYOvVTo AdY® BloTov.

A. "TELL him who enquires, who and whose son thou art" B. "Philaulus son of
Eucratides." A. "And from whence dost thou say?" B. ". .

A. "What livelihood didst thou choose when alive?"

B. "Not that from the plough nor that from ships, but that which is gained in the society
of sages." A. "Didst thou depart this life from old age or from sickness?" B. "Of my own
will I came to Hades, having drunk of the Cean cup." A. "Wast thou old?" B. "Yea, very


http://www.attalus.org/names/l/lycambes.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/p/paros.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/a/archilochus.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/h/hera.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/h/hades.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/p/persephone.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/a/archilochus.html#1
http://www.attalus.org/names/m/muses.html#1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iambus_(genre)
https://topostext.org/people/5649
https://topostext.org/people/10685

Oyler 57

old." A. "May the earth that rests on thee be light, for the life thou didst lead was in
accordance with wisdom and reason."

A.P. 7.471 — Callimachus
Einag “fle, yaipe” Kieouppotog opuppokidg
RAat’ ae’ dymiod telyeog €ig didav,
a&ov ovdey 1dmv Bavatov kakov, aAla ITAdtmvog
&V 1O mepl Yuyic YPAU AvaAeEAUEVOG.

Cleombrotus the Ambracian saying, “Farewell, O Sun,” leapt from a high wall to Hades,
not that he saw any evil worthy of death, but that he had read one treatise of Plato, that on
the soul.

A.P. 7.472 and 472 b — Leonidas of Tarentum

Mvupiog fv, 8vOpwmne, ypdvog mpotod, dypt TpdS D
NAOeg, ® Aoumdg puplog gig Gidnv.

Tig poipa (g vmoleinetat, fj 6oov docov
OTLYUN Kol oTtyunic €1 Tt yaumAdtepov;

ukpn ogv {on teblpupévn: oddE yap adT
NOET, AAL™ €xBpod oTLyVOoTEPN BavaTov.

€K T0ing dvOpmmot annKpiouévol dGTOV
appoving, TOYoT Népa Kol vepérog:

ovep, 18° g dypeiov, &mel mepi vARATOS GKpPOV
€O dKéEpKLIoTOV ADTOG EPelopévn’

olov 10 Tyaka, Opiov dmeythopévov olov,
TOALOV AP VOI0OL GTVYVOTEPOV GKEAETOV.

Nodv &E fodg d660v 60&voc, MVep, EPELVAY
eing év Mti) kexAMpévog Protiy

ai&v ToDTO VO® HEUVNLEVOG By P1C OLIATIC
Lwolc, €€ oing Npuovicat KaAdung.

Xewéprov (onv dmaredeo, velo & &g Opuov,
¢ knyo Peidwv 6 Kpitov &ig dionv.

O man, infinite was the time ere thou camest to the light, and infinite will be the time to
come in Hades. What is the portion of life that remains to thee, but a pin-prick, or if there
be aught tinier than a pin-prick? A little life and a sorrowful is thine; for even that little is
not sweet, but more odious than death the enemy. Men built as ye are, of such a frame of
bones, do ye lift yourselves up to the air and the clouds? See, man, how little use it is; for
at the end of the thread a worm seated on the loosely woven vesture reduces it to a thing
like a skeleton leaf, a thing more loathly than a cobweb. Enquire of thyself at the dawn of
every day, O man, what thy strength is and learn to lie low, content with a simple life;
ever remembering in thy heart, as long as thou dwellest among the living, from what
stalks of straw thou art pieced together.
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Avoid the storms of life and hie ye to the haven, to Hades, as I, Pheidon the son of Critas,
did.

A.P. 7.473 — Aristodicus
Aopo kol Mabopva tov €v tpietnpiow "Hpag
Edgpova Ahvcscatav a¢ émvbovto vékvy,
Loav apvMoovTo, TOVUTAEKTOV O Ao puTpav
YEPOL OEPULOVYOVG EKPEUAOAVTO BpOYOVC.

Demo and Methymna when they heard that Euphron, the frenzied devotee at the triennial
festivals of Hera, was dead, refused to live longer, and made of their long knitted girdles
nooses for their necks to hang themselves.

A.P.7.491 — Mnasalcas
Aidi mopBeviag dOL06@povog, 6¢ Emo patdpiv
gxhacag alkiav, ipepdecoa Kieot
KaddE 6 apvéapevor Tepddkpveg aid’ Emi TOUP®
Adec Zeipnvov Eotapeg eidGAOL.

Woe worth baleful virginity, for which, delightful Cleo, thou didst cut short thy bright
youth! We stones in the semblance of Sirens stand on thy tomb tearing our cheeks for
thee and weeping.

A.P. 7.492 — Anyte of Tegea
‘Qyoued’, & Miknte, @idn matpi, TV ddepictmv
tav dvopov [N'oAatdv KOTpV dvotvopeval,
napBevikai Tprocol ToAnTdES, 6 O ProTag
Keltdv gig tavtnv poipav Etpeyev Apng.
oV yap gueivapev aupo 10 dvecefeg ovd’ Y pévatov
vougiov, AL ATonv kndepov’ evpdueda.

We leave thee, Miletus, dear fatherland, refusing the lawless love of the impious Gauls,
three maidens, thy citizens, whom the sword of the Celts forced to this fate. We brooked
not the unholy union nor such a wedding, but we put ourselves in the wardship of Hades.

A.P.7.493 — Antipater of Thessalonica
OV vovow Poddma te Kkai & yevételpa Boioka
000" V1O dvouevémv dovpaTt KekAipedo
GaAL” avtai, mdtpag oot EpAeyev dotv KopivBov
Yopyog Apng, didov dAkipov eildueda.
gKTave yap HATnp LE S1CPAKTHPL G1OAP,
o0d’ 1diov Ped® dvouopog Eaye Piov,
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aye 8 évavyevip deipav Ppodym: g Yop dpsivav
dovAocUVag AUV TOTHOG EAeVBEPLOG.

I, Rhodope, and my mother Boisca neither died of sickness, nor fell by the sword of the
foes, but ourselves, when dreadful Ares burnt the city of Corinth our country, chose a
brave death. My mother slew me with the slaughtering knife, nor did she, unhappy
woman, spare her own life, but tied the noose round her neck; for it was better than
slavery to die in freedom.

A.P. 7.517 — Callimachus
‘Hdor Melavinmov €0damtopev, neiiov o6&
dvopévou Bactha kdtOave mwapOevikn
avtoyept Lo yap, adeApeov &v mopi Beioa,
ovK £TAn. $idvpov 8’ olkog £68ide KaKOV
TaTpOg AploTinmolo’ katienoev o0& Kupnvn
TAG, TOV EDTEKVOV ¥TpoV 100Dca SOHOV.

It was morning when we buried Melanippus, and at sunset the maiden Basilo died by her
own hand; for after laying her brother on the pyre she could not abide to live. The house
of their father Aristippus witnessed a double woe, and all Cyrene stood with downcast
eyes, seeing the home bereft of its lovely children.
A.P. 7.526 — Nicander of Colophon

Z&b matep, O0pvada tiva eéptepov Edpakeg GALOV,

0¢g novog €k Oupéag ovk €0EANCE PLOAETY
aTpid’ €ml Zmaptav, d1d 0¢ Eipog Hhace TAsvpavy,

dobAa kataypdyog okdAa kot Tvaydav;

O father Zeus, didst thou ever see a braver than Otrhyadas, who would not return alone
from Thyrea to Sparta his country, but transfixed himself with his sword after having
inscribed the trophy signifying the subjection of the Argives

A.P. 7.644 — Bianor the Grammarian
“Yortatov é0privnoe tov oxvpopov Kieapiot
i, Kol AUl T TKpov Enavce Plov:
KOKOoooo yop dooov Exdvdave untpog avin,
0VKET™ EMOTPEYOL TVEVLOTOG EGYE TOVOUG.
OnAvTepat, Ti ToGovTOV EUETPicOcOE TAAQVOL
Optvov, tva kKhavont dypt kol ATdew;

Cleariste mourned her last for the early death of her son, and on the tomb ended her
embittered life. For, wailing with all the force a mother's sorrow could give her, she could
not recover force to draw her breath. Women, why do you give such ample measure to
your grief as to wail even till it brings you to Hades?


https://topostext.org/people/2660
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A.P.7.691 — Anonymous
AAknoTic véN il Bavov 8” vEp AvEpOc 600D,
ZNvovog, TOV LoDVOV &Vi GTEPVOLGLY £JEYUNV,
OV PWTOC YAVKEPBY TE TEKVOV TPODKpLY” &UdV fTop,
obvoua KaAlikpdreio, fpotoic mbviesoy ayaoth.

I am a new Alcestis, and died for my good husband Zeno, whom alone I had taken to my
bosom. My heart preferred him to the light of day and my sweet children. My name was
Callicratia, and all men reverenced me.

A.P.7.731 — Leonidas of Tarentum
“Aumedog ¢ Mon Kapoakt otnpilopot oTd
oknmavi®® KaAéel 1 i dionv Bdvartog.
dvokdeetl un I'épye: ti 101 Yapréctepov, 1) Tpeig
1} Tiovpag moiag OdAyar Vi’ NeEAw;”
08" imag o0 KOUT®, Amd (N 6 TEAUIOG
HG0T0, KNS TAeOVmV RAOE HETOIKEGINV.

“I am already supported only on a stick, like a vine on a stake; Death calls me to Hades.
Stop not thy ears, Gorgus. What further pleasure hast thou in basking in the sun yet for
three or four summers?” So speaking in no braggart strain the old man cast away his life
and settled in the abode of the greater number.

A.P. 9.44 — Statyllius Flaccus [ attributed to Plato]
Xpocov avip O pav edpev, 6 & drecev: OV 6 PEv EDpaV
plyev, 0 &° ovy gvpaV Aypov Ednce Ppoyov.

A man finding gold left his halter, but the man who had left the gold and did not find it,
hanged himself with the halter he found.

A.P. 9.45 — Statyllius Flaccus
Xpocov avip O piv e0pev, 0 8 dAeceV” OV O PEV EDPMV
plyev, 0 &” ovy gvpV Aypov Ednoe Ppoyov.

One man found the gold and the other lost it. He who found it threw it away, and he who
did not find it hanged himself with the dismal halter

A.P.9.149 — Antipater of Thessalonica
Eiyev Aptoteidng 6 Poxépplog odk 4md ToALGY
TOAAG, (uiig 6™ Blog kal foog evmopiny.
AL Yap 00O O mEVNG Epuye POOVOV" ATl &’ DT
Ofipeg div, Vv Bodv & dAece dvotokin.
woncog 6° apAnyes madAlov, GUUOTL THPNG
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€K Ta0TNG ProtnVv Aypdoog EKpELACEY.

Aristides the . . . had not much from many sources, but his fortune was one ewe and one
cow. Yet, notwithstanding his poverty, he escaped not Envy, and in one and the same day
wild beasts killed the sheep and a difficult birth the cow. Hating the sight of his yard, in
which the sound of bleating was silent, he hanged himself by the strap of his wallet from
this wild pear tree.

A.P. 9.150 — Antipater of Thessalonica
[Thodtog Aproteidn SApUoALS pio Kol TPLYOUaALOg
nv 8ic 8k TovTOV AMpdv Edavve OOpC.
HUPPOTE &” AUPOTEPWV" AUVTV AVKOG, EKTOVE & MOig
NV SAuoiy: meving 6° dAETO fOVKOALOV.
TNPOJET® & O y” 1AvTL KT adyEVog AU AVY®Ooag,
01KTPOG GAUVKNTO KATOOVE TOP KaALPT).

All the wealth of Aristides was one heifer and one fleecy sheep. By their means, he kept
famine from the door. But he lost both; a wolf killed the sheep and the cow perished in
labour. His poor stock was gone, and noosing his neck in the strap of his wallet, the
wretched man died close to his cabin, which no longer echoed to the sound of lowing.

A.P. 9.255 — Phillippus of Thessalonica
"HpiBuet moAdv OAPov Apiloteidng O meviypog
Vv Olv O¢ moipvny, Vv oa 8™ Mg ayEAnv:
AUPPoTE &° AUPOTEPWV" ApvIV AVKOG, EKTOVE & MOIg
NV dapoiy, Teving & dAeto PovkOAov:
POJET® 6 O vy 1uavTL Kot avy€vog dppa ednoog
OIKTPOG APVKNTO KATOOVE TOP KAALP).

Needy Aristides reckoned his possessions as great; his one sheep was a flock, his one
cow a herd. But he lost both; a wolf killed the ewe, and the cow died in calving. So that
the stock of his poor farm was gone, and the luckless man, noosing his neck in the strap
of his wallet, perished by his shed that no longer echoed to the sound of bleating.

A.P. 9.574 — Anonymous
‘Hud&evoa kai antog 6 tprodvotvos Avasig
todTov dvelmov koo Biotov Pfiotov.
0V UNVv oALOV €l xpovov fAaca A0S 08 TaTHoOG
Mooddn Loy, fHAvbov gig Adew.

I, too, thrice unhappy Anaxis, carted along the burden of this weary life that is no life.
Yet I did not pull it for long, but spurning from me this distraught life I went to Hades.


https://topostext.org/people/192
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A.P. 11.90 — Loukillios
Td moatpi Bopwbeic, Atovdcie, Maprog 6 pikpog,
TLPTVA GTNGAG, AVTOV ATNYYXOVIGEV.

Do you know, Dionysius, that little Marcus, being angry with his father, set on end a
probe and hanged himself on it.

A.P. 11.91 — Loukillios
‘Ev kolduo méag abépa XTpatovikog 0 Aemtdg,
Kol TPLOG EKONCAG, AVTOV AN YYOVIGEV®
Kol Tl yap; oyl kéto Bpicev Papdg AL drEp adTOV
VNVERg o0oNG, VEKPOS Bve TTETATOL

Thin Stratonicus fixed on a reed a spike of corn and attaching himself to it by a hair
hanged himself. And what happened? He was not heavy enough to hang down, but his
dead body flies in the air above his gallows, although there is no wind

A.P 11.111 — Loukillios
BovAopevog mob’ 6 Aemtog dmayEacOat Atdeavtog,
vijua AaPav apdyvng adToV ATy OVICEY.

Lean Diophantus once wishing to hang himself took a thread from a spider’s web and did
SO.

A.P 11.164 — Loukillios
Einev énAv0évor 10 menpopévov, antog £0ntod
v yéveotv Srabeig AdAog 6 dotpoldyoc,
kot {noewv dpag £t Téooapoc Mg 0 mopiAbey
elg méumtny, kol Cfv €i06ta undev &det,
aioyvvoeic [Metdoipy dnry&ato: Kol HeTémPOog
Bvnoket pév, Bvnokel 8’ 0VOLV EMGTANEVOG.

Aulus the astrologer, after making out his own nativity, said that the fatal hour had come
and that he had still four hours to live. When it reached the fifth hour and he had to go on
living convicted of ignorance, he grew ashamed of Petosiris * and hanged himself, and
there up in the air he is dying, but he is dying ignorant.

A.P. 11.169 — Nicarchus
"Ex0&g dmdyyectar péddwv Agivapyog 6 eeidmv,
[Muadke, dU €€ yaAkobg SOGLOPOG 0VK EOavey:
8E yakk@V v Yap 10 oyoviov: GAL’ &dvodver,
gbovov (ntdv dAlov Tomg Bavatov.
10070 PLAapyvpiag dewviig 6pog, 8G Y™ dmobvriokwv,
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[Madke, Ot EE yaikoDg 00 Hopog 00K EBavev.

Yesterday, Glaucus, Dinarchus the miser being about to hang himself, did not die, poor
fellow, all for the sake of sixpence; for the rope cost sixpence, but he tried to drive a hard
bargain, seeking perhaps some other cheap death. This is the very height of wretched
avarice, for a man to be dying, Glaucus, and not able to die, poor fellow, all for the sake
of sixpence.

A.P.11.249 — Loukillios
Aypov Mnvoedvng ovioato, Kol 610 Apov
€K dpLOG AALOTPIOG AOTOV AT YYOVICEV.
YV O" anT® tebvedTt Palelv ovk Eoyov dvmbev,
OAL™ €TeN HoBod TPOg TIVAL TOV OUOP®V.
€16’ &yvo TOv aypov tov Mnvoedvovug Erikovpog,
névTa YEUEWY AypdV Elnev v, 00K ATOU®V.

Menophanus bought a field, and from hunger hanged himself on another man's oak.
When he was dead they had no earth to throw over him from above, but he was buried for
payment in the ground of one of his neighbours. If Epicurus had known of Menophanes'
field he would have said that everything is full of fields, not of atoms.

A.P. 11.264 — Loukillios
[Tomcag dambvny év Hmvoig 6 PAdpyvpoc "Epuwv
€K TEPLVVING AOTOV AN YYOVIGEV.

Hermon the miser, having spent money in his sleep, hanged himself from vexation.

A.P. 16.151 — Anonymous

Apyétonov Adodc épikudéog, & Eéve, AeVGGELC,
elkova Beomecie KAAAET Aapmopévny.

101N Kol yEVOUNV, GAL" 00 VooV, 0lov dKoVEC,
goyov, €’ DENUOIS OOENV EveyKapévn.

o0d¢ yap Aiveiav Tot’ £€660paKov, oVdE YPOVOLot
Tpoing mepBopévng fAvBov € Apomv:

aAla PBlag pevyovoa TapPaiov vuevaiov
nN&a Kot Kpading PAcyavov AUeiTopov.

[Tepidec, Ti pot ayvov époniicoacte Mapwva
ol0. kad’ HUETEPNC YEVGOTO GOPPOGVVIG;

Thou seest, O stranger, the exact likeness of far-famed Dido, a portrait shining with
divine beauty. Even so I was, but had not such a character as thou hearest, having gained
glory rather for reputable things. For neither did I ever set eyes on Aeneas nor did I reach
Libya at the time of the sack of Troy, but to escape a forced marriage with larbas I


https://topostext.org/people/106
https://topostext.org/people/3426
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plunged the two-edged sword into my heart. Ye Muses, why did ye arm chaste Virgil
against me to slander thus falsely my virtue?
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