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Abstract

There has been a great controversy whether the terracotta figurines representing figures with
the characteristics of disease found in Smyrna and dated at the Hellenistic period were used
as models of clinical anatomy in the nearby famous in the antiquity medical school or were
grotesque representations. In order to answer this problem we propose the examination of these
figurines using special criteria. Every figurine should be examined separately to decide if it was
a medical model, an apotropaic symbol or a portrait.
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Introduction

The representation of a human figure with the characteristics of a corporal dis-
ease was a special theme in iconography of ancient Greek art (Laios, 2015). The great
number of these representations consists of terracotta figurines dated at the Hellenis-
tic period (Higgins, 1967). Although this type of figurines were found all around the
ancient Greek and Roman world, many of them were found in the area of Smyrna
(Leyenaar-Plaiser, 1984). The terracotta figurines representing disease found in Smyr-
na raised a heated debate whether these representations can be linked to the famous
in antiquity medical school of the area (Strabo Geographica 12.8.20.3-7: Meineke, 1877),
which was found ca. 130 BC by the Erasistrateian physician Hikesios and was a pres-
tigious medical school until the 6% century AD (Dumper and Stanley, 2007).

Earlier approaches to the theme

Regnault (1900) was the first one who expressed the idea that many grotesque
representations reproduced ill men who visited this medical school but the produc-
tion of these figurines had no direct link to the medical school of Smyrna, rather
believing that these figures had a religious value as apotropaic symbols in order the
represented disease to not appear again. Regnault accepted that the artists who con-
structed these figurines were influenced by the medical school only in learning about
the characteristics of the diseases, in order to form these artistic creations.
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Laumonier (1946) refused the apotropaic role of these figurines and the indirect
connection to the medical school pointing that in other places there were also med-
ical schools in the antiquity but similar figurines were not found. According to his
point of view a koroplast’s atelier was attached to the medical school, in order to
produce figurines which were used as models of clinical anatomy by the students of
this school. He believed that this interpretation complies with the experimental and
researching character of ancient Greek intellectual spirit.

Higgins (1967), Stevenson (1975) and Giuliani (1987) did not support the link to
the medical school. Higgins (1967) thought that these figures were found in a huge
depositor, but due to the fact these figurines were brought to light by illegal trade of
antiquities and not by a scientific archaeological method, it is very difficult to reach
a conclusion about their role. In addition, Stevenson (1975) was reluctant to accept a
medical role for these figurines believing that this theory can not be proved and sup-
porting the idea that these figures were grotesque creations. Giuliani (1987) pointed
that it was impossible that so many figurines (about three hundred) with the charac-
teristics of a disease were to be used in the medical education of the school.

On the other hand, Besques (1971-1972), Leyenaar-Plaiser (1984) and Uhlenbrock
(1990) underlined that one should not overlook the existence of a so famous medical
school nearby, believing that this school offered artists the opportunity to observe a
great number of diseases which could inspire their creations, while a number of them
could be used by the school for educational purposes.

Discussion

Apart from the medical books the use of medical images is indispensable in the
education of a future physician. In times when technology did not offer the possi-
bility of accessing easily medical images, this need was covered by medical draw-
ings and wax models as they were used especially in the 19% and early 20t century
(Greeff, 1909). Except of the medical drawings which probably excited in antiquity
(Laios et al., 2013), could we believe that the medical teachers of the time did not take
advantage of ancient art to use it for their needs?

The discovery of many terracotta figurines with the characteristics of a disease
near a medical school should not be just a coincidence. Nevertheless, we should not
accept that all these figurines were used as medical models, because a number of
them is related to grotesque style which was very popular as artistic movement in
Hellenistic and Roman period, while some others probably were used as natural por-
traits representing the exact characteristics of the represented person (Pollit, 1986).

The main question is which criteria should we use in order to identify the figu-
rines with the characteristics of a disease, which probably were used as medical mod-
els. According to our point of view, as medical models should be considered only the
figurines which represent in an absolutely natural way the characteristics of a disease
and simultaneously their attributes do not allow another interpretation. Therefore,
every figurine should be examined separately.

The above mentioned criteria could be applied to the following terracotta figu-
rines. The figurine representing a young man with the characteristics of Klippel-Feil
Syndrome (Paris, Louvre: D 1178; Grmek and Gourevitch, 1998), the figurine repre-
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senting a boy with elongated forehead which resembles the head deformities due
to thalassemia (Paris, Louvre: E/D 1904; Besques, 1971-1972), the two-sided figurine
which in one side represents an emaciated male torso and the other an emaciated
female one, which can be identified as representations of pulmonary tuberculosis
(Leiden, Rijksmuseum van Oudheden: LKA 1176; Leyenaar-Plaiser, 1979), the other
three figurines representing emaciated male torsos (Paris, Louvre: D 1211, D 1212,
Collection Gaudin) which also can be interpreted as representations of pulmonary
tuberculosis (Laios, 2015), the male figurine with angular kyphosis similar to Pott’s
disease (Paris, Collection Gaudin; Winter, 1903) and the male figurine with a huge
hydrocele (Paris, Louvre: D 1203; Besques, 1971-1972) have as their only theme the
representation in a very physiocratic way of the disease which they depict, there-
fore they can be interpreted as medical models. On the other hand, the numerous
figurines representing male figures with protruding ears, gibbus nose or both these
deformities (Laios, 2015) and the numerous terracotta figurines representing dwarfs
as warriors, actors, rhetors and boxers, probably are grotesque representations rather
than medical ones (Stevenson, 1975).

Conclusion

The discovery of many terracotta figurines near a medical school should not be
considered as a coincidence. Although in Hellenistic period realistic portraits and
grotesque figures were very popular (Himmelmann, 1983), the detailed representa-
tion of a disease in some of the figures found in Smyrna points to a link to the medi-
cal school of the area (Phillips, 1987). It is highly probable that in the medical edu-
cation in the antiquity terracotta figurines with the characteristics of a disease were
used as models of clinical anatomy, because they were cheap and easy to make and
had the role of a copy of a corporal disease. Furthermore, we should have in mind
that the physicians in the antiquity travelled a lot to offer their medical services (Hui-
hua, 2005), so such a figurine created in a workshop near a medical school not only
was easy to be carried, but also could be used as a reminder of a diseases and could
give the opportunity for an exhibition or for a teaching to other physicians in the vis-
ited places.

Conflict of interest

All the authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

References

Besques S. (1971-1972). Musée National du Louvre. Catalogue Raisonné des Figurines
et Reliefs en Terre-cuite Grecs, Etrusques et Romains. Epoques Hellénistique et
Romaine, Grece et Asie Mineure. III. Editions des Musées Nationaux, Paris.

Dumper M, Stanley BE. (2007) Cities of the Middle East and North Africa: a historical
encyclopedia. ABC-CLIO, Santa Barbara.



Smyrna hellenistic terracotta figurines 195

Giuliani L. (1987). Die seligen Kriippel: zur Deutung von Missgestalten in der hellen-
istischen Kleinkunst. Archaeol. Anz. 102, 701-721.

Greeff R. (1909) Atlas of External Diseases of the Eye. Rebman, New York.

Grmek M., Gourevitch D. (1998) Les Maladies dans 1’ Art ntique. Fayard, Paris.

Higgins R. A. (1967) Greek Terracottas. Methuen, London.

Himmelmann N. (1983) Alexandria und der Realismus in der griechischen Kunst. E.
Wasmuth, Tiibingen.

Hui-hua C. (2005) The cities of the hippocratic doctors. In: Van der Eijk Ph. J. (ed.),
Hippocrates in Context: Papers Read at the XI"" International Hippocrates Collo-
quium, University of Newcastle Upon Tyne, 27-31 August 2002. Brill, Leiden/Bos-
ton, 157-171.

Laios K. (2015) Diseases and their Iconography during the Antiquity. S. Saripolos Edi-
tion, Athens.

Laios K., Tsoucalas G., Karamanou M., Androutsos G. (2013) Anatomy and art. Ital. J.
Anat. Embryol. 118: 263-266.

Laumonier A. (1946). Terres-cuites d’Asie Mineure. Bull. Corresp. Hellén. 70: 312-318.

Leyenaar -Plaiser P. G. (1979) Les Terres Cuites Grecques et Romaines: Cataloque de
la Collection du Musée National des Antiquités a Leiden. Rijksmuseum van Oud-
heden te Leiden, Leiden.

Leyenaar -Plaiser P. G. (1984) Smyrne et la culture hellénistique. Les Dossiers 81
(Mars): 69-80.

Meineke A. (ed.). (1877). Geographica, Strabonis Geographica. 3 vols. Teubner, Leip-
zig.

Philliigos E. D. (1987). Aspects of Greek Medicine. Charles Press, London/Philadelphia.

Pollit J.J. (1986) Art in the Hellenistic Age. Cambridge University Press. Cambridge/
New York.

Regnault F. (1900) Les terres cuites grecques de Smyrne au Louvre. Bull. Mém. Soc.
Anthropol. (Paris), 5eme série, 1: 467-477.

Stevenson W. E. (1975). The Pathological Grotesque Representation in Greek and
Roman Art. Dissert. University of Pennsylvania.

Uhlenbrock J. P. (1990). The Coroplast's Art. Greek Terracottas of the Hellenistic
World. An Exhibition (New York) and Publication in Honor of D. Burr Thompson
of her 90t Birthday. The College at New Paltz, State University of New York, New
Rochelle.

Winter F. (1903) Die Typen der figiirlichen Terrakotten. W. Spemann, Stuttgart.



