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ABSTRACT: Graeco-Roman fainting is a generally understudied subject. Homeric syncopes ap-
pear in an overview by Alfons Nehring 1947, who notes that the percentage of male fainting
incidents is considerable, whereas female episodes are less common. Although Homeric faint-
ing is not strictly gendered, it typically functions as a commentary on a character’s weakened
vulnerability when the character in question is either elderly or female. This article examines one
crucial episode of female fainting through the character of Andromache in lliad 22 and explores
her subsequent influence in Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. Plutarch develops this paradigm in the
Lives of Pompey and Brutus, as the works feature lively moments of feminine lament, fear, and
collapse. Plutarch’s anecdotes of the swoons from the Late Republican Julia, Cornelia, and Por-
cia are prime instances of embodied emotion that can be traced back to Andromache’s swoon.
Ultimately, the transformation of the Andromache paradigm perceived in Plutarch illustrates how
this literary tradition of the gendered swoon has evolved gradually.

KEywoRrbps: Homer, Plutarch, Parallel Lives, syncope, fear, Andromache, Julia, Cornelia, Porcia.

Introduction

The anti-conformist 1970 rock n’ roll song «Sweet Jane» by The Velvet Un-
derground challenges cinematic clichés as follows: «You know that women
never really faint / And that villains always blink their eyes». By the seventies,
the fainting female had been comfortably engrained in the cultural imagina-
tion, but to what point can we trace back this cliché? For one thing, Victorian
literature has had a significant impact on the cultural trope of female fainting
that we still know today'. These swooners were, of course, by no means the

* T wish to thank Thomas Kuhn-Treichel and Sotera Fornaro for the invitation to contribute
to this special volume and for their judicious editorship, as well as the anonymous reviewers,
and Brett Stine for his helpful bibliographical suggestions on Homer. Lastly, my heartfelt thanks
are due to Laurens van der Wiel for his invaluable comments and insights on early drafts of this
contribution.

! For the trope of the Victorian fainting lady and its association with feebleness as an ideal, see
Thorpe 1991 and Van Dijk & Wieling 2009. For ancient medical views on syzcope and fainting,
often associated with feebleness as a symptom, see Salazar 2001 and Papavramidou & Tziakas
2010. Recent medical studies, however, note that fainting generally affects more female than male
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first to succumb temporarily to their excitement or suffering. Their ancient
Graeco-Roman sisters, both mythical and historical, are equally portrayed as
swooning because they are unable to endure their excessive emotions. To name
just two early instances of literary female syzcope, Andromache’s swoon in I/.
22.475 or the psychosomatic suffering of Sappho’s poetic persona in Fragment
31 come to mind.

Homeric swoons have overall received the most attention: Alfons Nehring
1947 provides an overview of instances of syzcope in Homeric epic, and El-
ton Barker 2011 focuses on Sarpedon’s swoon and its significant, innovative
position in the narrative in relation to the fainting of Hector, Aeneas, and
Andromache?. These scholars reveal that Homeric epic fainting is not neces-
sarily a female embodied experience, as multiple warriors lose consciousness
after having been severely wounded. Fainting can thus have causes that range
from inherently medical ailments to severe wounds and extreme emotion. The
latter type of emotional fainting will be the focus of this article. The aim of this
article is to uncover ancient trends in female fainting through the character of
Andromache specifically and her subsequent influence in Plutarch’s Parallel
Lives.

Even with the Homeric articles above, Graeco-Roman fainting seems to
have received relatively little scholarly attention, whereas, for instance, an-
cient tears have been subject to more academic scrutiny’. Additionally, Aeneas’
words sunt lacrimae rerum (Aen. 1.462) have taken on something of a life of its
own*. The Aeneid as a work itself was reported to have collapsed the boundary
between narrative and audience and mind and body. Virgil’s recital of the end
of Aeneid 6 —the tu Marcellus eris during the Parade of the Heroes — famously
caused Augustus’ sister Octavia Minor to faint as she was unable to bear the
lugubrious cameo of her prematurely deceased son in the epic:

patients; see Van Dijk & Wieling 2009 (following Ganzeboom et al 2003) and Raj 2020. Salazar
2001, p. 171, however, notes that ancient women were not deemed to have fainted more easily, or
in her words, that «Ohnmachten zwar auch in den gynikologischen Schriften erwihnt werden, es
aber nirgendwo behauptet wird, dal} Frauen leichter oder haufiger bewuf3tlos werden als Manner
(wie man es aus spateren Jahrhunderten gewohnt ist».

2 See Nehring 1947, pp. 106-121 and Barker 2011, pp. 2-14. Such instances of Homeric fainting
prompt questions about the nature of consciousness and the implications of the loss thereof, and
the associations between death and fainting: see Clarke 1999, pp. 139-147, and de Jong 2012, pp.
182, 185. For Homeric falling, see Purves 2019.

> See Fogen 2009 for a compiled volume on ancient weeping. The «Boys Don’t Cry»-cliché,
it turns out, is a fairly recent development, as public crying did not become taboo until the nine-
teenth century: see Rey 2015, p. 226 n. 2 and de Libero 2009, pp. 209-210 for attitudes towards
weeping and gender.

4 See Wharton 2008.
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Cui tamen multo post perfectaque demum materia tres omnino libros recitavit,
primum, quartum et sextum, sed hunc notabili Octaviae adfectione, quae cum
recitationi interesset, ad illos de filio suo versus, «tu Marcellus eris», defecisse

fertur atque aegre focilata.
(Don. Auct.: Suet. Vita Vergili 32-33)°

But, not until much later when he had finally some material, Virgil at last recited
three books in their entirety to Augustus — the second, fourth, and sixth — but
the latter with a remarkable effect on Octavia, who, as she was present at the
recitation, is reported to have fainted at those famous verses about her son,
«You shall be Marcellus»; she was revived only with difficulty.

The historicity of this anecdote is often disputed®. Even so, the impact of the
eulogy for the unfortunate youth suggests how intensely audience members
are imagined having engaged with the text’s performance and its possibilities
for immersive experiences. This likely fabled swoon is then an illustration of
how, as Douglas Cairns and Damien Nelis 2017, p. 16 puts it, «there is no ab-
solute gulf between the material and the textual, the physical and the mental,
in the study of emotion». Octavia’s reaction to the tu Marcellus eris of Aeneid
6 is a prime example of an immersive experience where emotion becomes
embodied.

So too, roughly a century later, Plutarch, in, e.g., the Lives of Pompey and
Brutus, builds upon this trend, as the works sport lively moments of feminine
lament and fear and, remarkably for our purposes, fainting. Plutarch’s anec-
dotes of the swoons from the Late Republican Julia, Cornelia, and Porcia are
instances of embodied emotion. Upon further examination, we see glimpses
of Andromache recurring in these matrons’ physical and verbal reactions: I
will demonstrate Plutarch’s literary innovation on this theme. This article will
examine female fainting in the two genres that are combined in the Octavia ep-
isode, on the one hand, Homeric epic, on the other in a selection of Plutarch’s
Lives. Thus, in reading this selection of instances of swooning in Plutarch
against the paradigmatic Homeric background, I will offer new insights on
these passages and their relation to one another in the process. Ultimately,
the transformation of the Andromache paradigm perceived in Plutarch is an
example of how the gendered swoon has evolved gradually.

> Text from Rolfe 1914; the translation is my own.

¢ Servius (ad Aen. 6.861), in fact, claims that Octavia and Augustus had been weeping and does
not mention any type of swooning. For recent treatments of the Octavia episode, see Ziogas 2017,
Hope 2020, pp. 276-281 and Hallett 2020, p. 122.
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1. The Epic Faint

The study of emotions in epic has been one of the catalysts of emotion stud-
ies in classical studies. Emotions are crucial driving forces of epic: Achilles’
ménis launches the problem of the I/zad, whilst Juno’s 7ra steers the course of
the majority of the Aeneid and Aeneas’ final murderous outburst continue to
occupy scholars for centuries’. Classical fainting, while common, is a general-
ly understudied subject. Homeric syncopes appear in an overview by Alfons
Nehring 1947, who indicates that the percentage of male fainting incidents is
considerable, whereas female fainting moments are less common. One might
call this a logical finding for the I/iad, especially if one considers that most of
these swoons are battle-related. Take, for instance, Sarpedon’s swoon in I/iad
5: TOv 8¢ Mme yoyn, kotd & 0@OaAp®Y kéxut dyAvg (I 5.696)8. In Homer,
the loss of one’s yoyr usually denotes death, instead of this temporary state
of unconsciousness. Other breath-taking phrases and verbs occur: Christine
Salazar 2001, pp. 169-172 focuses on appearances of syzcope in the context of
trauma and surgery in Galen, while Elton Barker 2011, p. 2 provides a helpful
overview of descriptions of fainting elsewhere, for instance, in the Hippocratic
corpus and beyond. MmoBvpia and Moyvyio (as well as Moyvyém) are com-
mon term for this physical reaction, and, according to Michael Clarke 1999,
p. 147, fainting also appears in the range of meanings of aroyiOyw’. While this
article will not investigate swoons in Latin literature, it is worth noting that
verbs such as langueo and stupefacio are common but that linguistic parallels

occur between Greek and Latin. That is, znutermorior preserves the liminal state

7 Much ink has rightly been spilled on the topic. For just a few studies on Achilles’, Juno’s,
Aeneas’ and Turnus’ wrath, see Braund and Most 2004, pp. 50-75, 208-229, Cairns and Nelis
2017, p. 16, de Bakker-van den Berg-Klooster 2022, p. 5, and Agri 2022, pp. 3-7. Allan 2018, pp.
59-60 applies theories of cognitive narratologist Marie-Laure Ryan and cognitive psychologist Rolf
Zwaan onto the Homeric epic and identifies a host of immersive narrative strategies. Most recently,
see especially Fornaro 2024, pp. 5-11 for a embodied emotion reading of Achilles’ wrath as having
an ‘emotional quality and bodily resonance’; The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Epic
(2024), which features an entire section on ‘epic feelings’.

8 Barker 2011, in the most extensive recent study of Homeric swoons, investigates the nature
and significance of Sarpedon’s swoon through similar uses of the underlined phrase. See also
Purves 2019, pp. 63-77 on falling in Homer (esp. p. 41 n15 on the different falling gestures of An-
dromache and her association with warriors, beginning with Segal 1971, pp. 43-51, and p. 155 n9).
Kuhn-Treichel 2024, p. 26 focuses on the dissolution of and loss of control over Homeric bodies
in the line Mto yoOvara koi pitov fitop and demonstrates its cognitive and embodied effectiveness
in the narrative: ‘da una prospettiva moderna la rappresentazione stereotipata di alcune emozioni
puo sembrare strana, persino primitiva, ma da un punto di vista cognitivo si puo vedere in essa una
strategia narrativa efficace, poiché le espressioni incarnate contribuiscono a rendere percepibili le
esperienze di perdita di controllo del corpo’.

% See Barker 2011, p. 2 nl.
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between life and death in the moment of loss of consciousness; linqgui anino
indicates the interest in the plight of one’s spirit in this passive state.

1.1. Andromache’s Swoon

Let us now turn to the first fainting incident in this article, namely Androma-
che’s swoon in I/7ad 22. The context is as follows: Achilles has just slain Hector
and is dragging his body behind his chariot. The principal Trojan characters in
Iliad 22 then commence the informal mourning, which will be reprised more
formally at the end of I/iad 24'°. Grief is a major theme in I/zad 22: Androma-
che’s tears during Hector’s farewell speech in I/iad 6 foreshadow both his death
and her mourning abilities'!. Initially, Hecuba and Priam lead the lament for
Hector. This type of lament makes no gender distinction: the expression of
emotion is just as intense for either gender in this episode'?. Andromache was
not yet aware of Hector’s death, as she — the picture of domestic virtue — had
been weaving in her inner room and preparing a bath for her husband (I/.
22.438-446). It had not been until her kinspeople’s wailing reaches her that
she started to panic. The disturbing aural impression causes a physical reaction
in her body: she starts to reel and drops her spindle: kokvTod & fikovoe kai
oipmyfic amd mopyov: / tiig 8 EheliyOn yvia, yopoi 8¢ ol Ekneoe kepkic («But
she heard the shrieking and lamentation from the rampart, / and her limbs
trembled, and the shuttle fell from her hand to the floor» I/. 22.447-448)".
This physical reaction, then, is the forerunner of her actual swoon, which oc-
curs after her address to her handmaids. In this address, she identifies her
mother-in-law’s ululations as the catalyst for her distress and thus reiterates the
observation of the epic’s narrator. As she sets out to investigate the situation at
hand, she starts to describe her psychosomatic symptoms as follows:

dedte, SV pot Enecbov, dop’ dtv’ Epya TéTuKTaL.
aidoing Exvpiig 6moOg EKAvov, &v &’ épol avTi
o001 TAAAETOL TjTOp AveL oTONA ™, VEPDE 5& YoDva

10 For lament in the [/iad, see Alexiou 2002, p. 2, Tsagalis 2004, Segal 1971, Muich 2011, p.
12, and Hauser 2024.

1 For Hector’s farewell and the emotions it arouses, see Follinger 2009, p. 33.

12 Follinger 2009, p. 21 and, esp., p. 25: «there is no difference between the weeping of men
and that of women: when Priam and Hecabe, Hector’s parents, see that their son is about to attack
Achilles and will not let himself be dissuaded from doing so, they both weep».

B The text is from the Loeb Classical Library (LCL) edition; for my own translation, I consulted
and regularly followed de Jong 2012. See also de Jong 2012, p. 177 for the shock and panic in
these verses.

4 Compare to Sappho’s later description of her symptoms in Sappho 31.5-6 (text from LCL):
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myvutor £yyog o Tt Kokov [piépoto tékesoty.
olyop an’ oVatog €in £ued Emog AAAL PAA™ oivadg
deidw un o pot Bpacvv “Extopa 6iog AyiAredg
podvov amotun&ag TOA0g tediovoe dintat,

Koi O [y Katamahon aynvoping AAeyeviig

[..1.

(Iliad 22.450-457)

Come on, you two, and follow me, so that I may see what deeds have been
done. I heard the voice of my revered mother-in-law, and, in my very breast,
my heart leaps up to my mouth, and underneath my knees are locked?; there is
certainly some trouble near at hand for the children of Priam. May my word be
away from my ear, but I fear quite terribly that godlike Achilles may have put
my over-confident Hector to flight by himself alone, cut off from the city, to the
plain and has by now made him cease from his grievous excess of courage [...].

Andromache’s reaction starts of as fairly rational. Even though she has a
premonition of Hector’s imminent demise (her words indeed echo both those
of her earlier fears in I/zad 6 and the description in I/zad 22.189-1981¢), even
though she experiences such disturbing sensations, she beckons her hand-
maids to confirm whether her anxiety is warranted. Only then is she willing to
yield to this list of anxiety-driven symptoms. She attaches more value to gath-
ering information through sight than through hearing, as she does not trust
the sound of her kinspeople’s wailing. Her reaction here is worth comparing
to her behaviour in [/iad 6.496-502, where she prematurely and proleptically
mourns Hector with her handmaids. Here, too, she starts to describe Hector
in the past tense before confirming that he indeed has died. As she investigates
the situation, the following onrush of emotions kicks in:

“Q¢ eapévn peydpolo d1EGGLTO Hatvaot o,
ToALOpEVT Kpadiny: dpa &” apeinolot kiov ati).
adTap &mel TOpyov € Kkod Avopdv iEev Sulov,
£otn mantvoo €mi Teiyel, TOv 6° Evonoev
EAkopevov mpochev moMog Toyéeg 8 puv immot
EAKOV AKNOESTMG KoThag EMl Vijog Ayoidv.

NV 0¢ kAT’ OQOUAU®DY EpePevv VOE EKGAVYEY,

6 W N pav / xopdiav év omileoty éntdmcev. See Cuomo 2022, pp. 7-18 for a reading of these
psychosomatic symptoms through the lens of a panic attack.

5 Cfr. Kuhn-Treichel 2024, pp. 13-21, 26-27: the knees here not loosened but locked.

16° As de Jong 2012, p. 179 observes.
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o7

fpute 6 é€omicw, Amd O YoMV EKATVGGE.

[...]

apel 0 pv yoho® te Kol sivatépeg dAlg Eotavy,

oi & petd ogicty elyov drvlopévny dmoiécdat.

1 8 émel 0OV Eumvoto Kod &¢ epéva Bupdg dyépon,
aupAdny yodwoa peta Tpofjow Esumey:

(Iliad 22.460-477)

As she was speaking, she rushed through the palace like a maenad with a quiv-
ering heart. She made her way together with her handmaids. But when she came
to the tower and the mass of Trojans, she stood still on the wall looking around
[anxiously] and perceived him being dragged in front of the city; the swift
horses were dragging him ruthlessly towards the hollow ships of the Achaeans.
Then gloomy night threw a cloud over her eyes; then she fell backwards and
breathed out her spirit. [...] And around her stood her sisters-in-law — her hus-
band’s sisters and his brothers’ wives —, who held her, terrified almost to death,
between them. But when she revived, and her spirit returned into her breast,
wailing with sudden bursts, she spoke among the Trojan women.

Whereas just previously the acoustic triggers merely instilled concern, the
visual experience — «perhaps the most moving instance of focalisation in the
whole of the Homeric epics»!” — has a decidedly different effect. Once she
sees the gruesome, immersive!® spectacle of Hector being dragged, her body
succumbs. Homer’s diction in the description of her swoon again focuses on
the impact of sight!?. It is as if the obscuring shade protects Andromache from
the emotional burden. Homer reuses this phrase five times throughout the
Il7ad?®, with Andromache as the only female recipient of this diction; while

7 de Jong 2012, p. 181.

18 Allan, de Jong and de Jonge 2017, p. 42 read the description of the treatment of Hector, and
especially the narrator’s use of the adverb dxndéotmc, as an example of ‘identification’ in the shape
of ‘embedded focalization’, as the adverb presents Andromache’s emotional reaction. Ready 2023,
pp. 17-20, 27-29 urges to proceed with caution when assigning the label of ‘identification’ on the
basic of merely focalisation: he later, esp., pp. 94-100 provides an extensive reading of identifica-
tion with Andromache in I/iad 22.

19 The omitted lines (on Andromache’s casting off her headdress) similarly touch on the visual,
as the narrator embarks on a climactic, decelerated ekphrasis of her clothing, and especially four
items of wedding paraphernalia, which, according to Ready 2023, p. 95, enhances the reader’s
identification process. The activation of the memory of their wedding, de Jong 2012, pp. 182-183
reads as an ‘external analepsis’ to the wedding of Hector and Andromache, which Sappho would
later treat in Fragment 44. The presence of the latter could therefore function as a link between
Iliad 22 and Sappho’s Fragments 31 (in its description of similar psychosomatic symptoms) and
44 (in its focus on the wedding of Hector and Andromache); see Nagy 2015 and 2024 for similar
connections between the Hector and Andromache of Homer and Sappho.

20 Barker 2011, pp. 10-11.
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fainting is common in Homer, Andromache’s loss of consciousness receives
the most elaborate description?!. The phrase is, then, not markedly gendered,
as we mostly see it reserved for the valiant yet falling warriors in the I/7ad. Re-
versely, the phrase’s application to a female character potentially complicates
her position within the epic as a marker of strictly female virtue. She — named
after manly battle — after all, offers valuable military advice to Hector in [/iad
6. Her husband insolently discredits her suggestions, even if the focalisation
of her lament complicates the masculine experience and ideology at the end
of the I/zad**. Moreover, Elton Barker 2011, p. 9 n28 also makes the connec-
tion between Sarpedon and Andromache, «two of the epic’s key swooners»,
based on the description of their respective moments of losing and regaining
their psyche. Another close parallel merits specific attention: Laertes, Odys-
seus’ father, faints in a remarkably similar fashion as Andromache does in Od.
24.345-349%. The connection between the two characters can be explained as
follows: through their anagnorisis or recognition of, on the one hand, Hector’s
tragic fate, and, on the other, Odysseus’ successful return®*. Moreover, the
description of Andromache as, on the one hand, a ‘falling warrior’?, and, on
the other hand, an elderly male figure makes sense. In both readings, she is
described in masculine terms, yet, either way, she is described as a weakened
male. While Homeric fainting may, then, not be strictly gendered, it only ap-
pears as a commentary on a character’s weakened emotional state when said
character is either elderly or female.

Finally, if the swoon can also be read as another iteration of death — or at
least a temporary one — Andromache here mimics her husband’s sorry plight.
Hector himself had experienced not one but two swoons and therefore near-
death experiences before his actual death, which is the catalyst for Androma-
che’s own swoon?®. Andromache’s premature lament in I/Zad 6 may be the

21 de Jong 2012, p. 182 and 185. For Andromache’s position among these male warriors who
faint, see Graziosi and Haubold 2010, p. 129. The other key fainters in the I/zad are Aeneas (I/.
5.308-317), Sarpedon (I. 5.696-698), and Hector (I/. 11.349-360, I/. 14.419-439).

22 Muich 2011, p. 3.

2> As Barker 2011, p. 4 n13 and p. 12 n39 and de Jong 2012, p. 182 have noted. &¢ @dro, 0D
8" avtod AbTo yovvora ked gikov fTop, / oRuot dvayvovtog Té ol Eumedo mEppad’ ‘Odvcceng. /
Gl 8¢ mondi gikg Bake miyee: TOV 8¢ Toti 01 / eihev dmoydyovia TordThag Siog OdvGeelC. / abTap
émet p° Gumvuto kal &g epéva Bupdg Gyéptn, [...] This text originates from the LCL (Murray 1919);
the echoes of the description of Andromache’s swoon are indicated in bold. See de Jong 2012,
p. 185 for the similarities between Andromache’s and Laertes’ regaining consciousness. See also
Kuhn-Treichel 2024, pp. 15-16 on the diction used of Penelope’s and Laertes’ dissolution of their
limbs upon recognising Odysseus.

24 Segal 1971, p. 5.

2 Segal 1971, p. 54.

26 Barker 2011, p. 11 n37.
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parallel here. As soon as Andromache regains her consciousness in the midst
of the crowd, she seems to realise her assigned function in the lament tradition
and starts her second (but not final) lament for Hector. Andromache’s mul-
tiple initiations of lament may then mirror this structure of Hector’s multiple
near-deaths.

To conclude this first section, we have seen that, like weeping, fainting is not
a markedly female embodied emotion. We, in fact, see more male characters
losing their consciousness because of physical trauma. Even if Andromache
does not fail because of a battle wound, her swoon does not necessarily repre-
sent the female feebleness. Even if she is unable to bear the sight of her slain
husband, she initially attempts to remain rational upon hearing the commotion
surrounding Hector’s demise. She does not faint until she is visually triggered.
Sight, then, emerges as a particularly potent fainting catalyst amongst the sens-
es. The correlation between the bodily and the visual persists in the set of
swoons that follow in the second section of this paper: those which Plutarch
seemingly modelled after the Homeric paradigm in the Parallel Lives.

2. Fainting Matrons of the Late Republic:
Plutarch’s Life of Pompeius and Life of Brutus

Now we turn to a selection of female fainting moments from the Late Roman
Republic, a time of incessant civil strife, during which the classic dichotomy
between public and private becomes increasingly blurred?”. An author who
seems to pay particular interest to these fainting matrons and his female char-
acters in general is Plutarch of Chaeronea?. This second part of the article
will take three instances of female fainting in two Lzves, that of Pomzpeius and
Brutus, each in connection with political moments that feature particularly
heightened embodied emotion and female involvement. In these instances,
Andromache’s paradigm and presence will become apparent.

27 See Milnor 2005, Rohr Vio 2023, and Foubert 2024.

28 For all the centrality of Plutarch’s statesmen in the Lives, gender and female characters in
Plutarch’s works have become more in vogue so much so that some have entertained the idea of
Plutarch as a proto-feminist (cfr. Flaceliere 1971), while scholars including McInerney 2003 and
Chapman 2011 and onwards question this view quite rightly. Although Plutarch focuses on his
statesmen and their characters and deeds, Le Corsu 1981 was the first to demonstrate that the
Lives teem with female characters: Plutarque et Les Femmes is the first and still the most extensive
study of women in Plutarch to date but is of a mostly encyclopaedical nature, a strand of research
that Nikolaidis 1997, Blomqvist 1989, Walcot 1999, Marasco 2008, Chapman 2011, and Castel-
lani 2002 have continued. See Caterine 2019 and Warren 2018, 2019, and 2022 for investigations
of Plutarch’s attitudes towards gender and gender-bending. For a recent overview on Plutarch’s
Mulierum Virtutes and the place of women in it, see Tanga 2019, pp. LXIV-LX1I (and esp. n10).
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2.1 Emotions in Historiography and Plutarch

At this juncture, it is then fitting to regard the interplay between historiog-
raphy and emotion studies. For instance, Cynthia Damon 2017 provides an
insightful overview on emotions in historiography. She applies it to three
strands: emotion in the matter and effect of the story, in the audience, and
lastly in the author. Damon reminds us of the historiographical philosophy
of Plutarch, who strives for an immersive alignment of emotion in histori-
ography with Thucydides as the ideal paradigm in Moralia 347A (De gloria
Atheniensium): the emotions of the participant ideally equal those of the
reader (2017, pp. 151-2). Historiographers often achieve this immersivity
through their craft of speeches, as Dennis Pausch 2010 has shown for his-
toriography in general and Bradley Buszard 2010 for Plutarch in particular.
Unlike swoons, tears in historiography have received considerable attention.
Loretana de Libero 2009 provides an overview of the many tears in Roman
history and historiography, while Donald Lateiner 2009, p. 106, 128 iden-
tifies Plutarch’s historiography as a particularly tearful ézape in the genre?.
Unlike the airtime given to Homeric syzcopes, historiographical swoons have
not been studied as extensively. Fainting in Plutarch, in a similar way to and,
as I suggest, influenced by that of the theme and diction of Homeric epic, is
by no means strictly female®®. Plutarchan Lives (or Moralia for that matter)
feature just as many male figures fainting from battle or emotion or medical
conditions’?, In this part of the article, we will regard three instances where
female characters faint, whilst comparing them to the paradigm of Androma-
che already presented in I/zad 22, with the following fourth instances as its
point of departure.

This is not to say that the three examples of the two Lives on which this

29 Cfr. Lateiner 2009, p. 128: «In the Lzves, ddxpv [tear] terms appear 134 times, 79 for Romans
and 55 for Greeks».

30 For an overview of some Homeric references and citations throughout the corpus Plutarcheum
as well as De Homzero, see Diaz Lavado 1999, D’Ippolito 2004, pp. 11-35, and Kim 2010, pp. 11,
51, 96 and passinz, who examines Plutarch’s views of Homeric material with respect of his handling
of morality and truth and Homer’s status as ‘the fountain of all knowledge.” Ferndndez-Delgado
2020, pp. 86-97 similarly focuses on Homeric quotations in a selection of political Moralia and
identifies Homer as a figure of great authority and instruction.

31 Salazar 2010, p. 173 identifies a number of syzcopes resulting from physical trauma and
surgery in Plutarch, such as in Ages. and Alex. For uses of MmoQupia and its variants in Plutarch,
see Them. 10 (where a dog is said to have fainted after attempting to reunite with the owner
who abandoned the poor creature; the anecdote serves as an explanation for the name ‘Dog’s
Mound’) and Pomzp. 49 (where it denotes weakness of spirit rather than a swoon), Bruz. 25 (where
the meaning shifts to hunger-faintness) as well as the Licinia and Porcia episodes below. See also
Quaest. conv. 695a.
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contribution focuses most heavily are the only such occurrences of female
fainting. In the Lives of Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, Licinia, the wife of the
titular character of the second of the double Lzfe, is already depicted as an-
other Andromache figure, albeit in a compressed fashion. Indeed, Bradley
Buszard 2010, pp. 88-89 already links Andromache and Licinia (for they both
entreat their husbands not to depart) and focuses especially on the two wives’
utterances, though the execution of each fainting incident differs*?. For our
purposes especially, Plutarch places Licinia’s swoon directly after her lament
for her husband, thus compressing Andromache’s lengthier arc reaching from
Iliad 6 to Ilzad 22 into a single vignette:

towto TG AKvviag 0dvpopévNg, ATpEUa TG TEPPBOAAS ATOAVGAUEVOG
avtiig 0 T'diog €xmpel cloni] petd t@v @idov, 1 8¢ Tob ipatiov Aofécbot
YAMYOUEVT KOTOPPLEIGO TPOG TOVONPOG EKEITO TOALV YpOVOV Gvandog, HEXPL
00 MmoBvpnoacay adThv oi Oepdmoviec dpdpevol mpdc Kpdosov dyovio tov
a.0ehpOV Kopiloveg.
(C. Gracc. 36(15).4)%

And as Licinia was lamenting in this way, Gaius, having loosened himself from
her embrace without trembling, advanced in silence with his friends. But she,
striving to clasp his toga and falling down, was lying on the floor, speechless,
for a long time, until her servants, raising her up as she had fainted, carried her
to her brother Crassus.

Like Andromache, Licinia pleads her husband — a juxtaposed picture of se-
renity — not to venture out in public (an echo of Andromache in I/iad 6). Then
Plutarch starts to blend certain elements: Licinia similarly dreads and attempts
to prevent her husband’s departure (I/iad 6), which immediately causes her to
faint (I/iad 22). One could read this mixture as an interpolation of 1/iad 22,
where a concrete visual image is the catalyst, as opposed to the more abstract
anxiety, which Andromache initially was able to bear until faced with Achilles’
treatment of her husband. In both instances, too, the inability to speak that
a loss of consciousness causes is starkly contrasted by an initial, heavily rhe-
torically charged speech’. In any case, Andromache emerges as a paradigm

32 For Plutarch’s choice of speech and citation material (including Homer) in the Lzves, see
Rose 2022, pp. 69-70.

3 The text stems from LCL (Perrin 1921); the translations are my own.

3 Buszard 2010, p. 88 views the ‘circumstantial similarities’ between Andromache and Li-
cinia as elements that «serve to highlight the fundamental differences between them» (to him,
Andromache’s motivations are self-centred as opposed to those of Licinia in Gracchus and Ari-
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for not only the aforementioned women?, but also for Cornelia of the Lzfe of
Pompey and Porcia of the Life of Brutus, two of the principal women in this
part of the article.

2.2. Julia’s Swoon in the Life of Pompey

The Life of Pompey lends itself particularly well to investigations of emotions.
Plutarch in fact starts the Life of Pompey with the juxtaposed feelings that
Pompey and his father elicit from the general Roman opinion: intense goodwill
towards the former, and equally blazing hatred towards the latter in Pomzpey
1-2. Jeffrey Beneker 2012 offers an extensive study of how, in Plutarch, Pom-
pey’s passion came to function as a chronic distraction and his ultimate demise.
Pompey’s amorous pursuits and its impact on his career could be read in stark
contrast with, for instance, how Plutarch manipulates Caesar’s chastity, poten-
tially as a foil for his antagonist Pompey?®. In this section, I will regard the two
final marriages of Pompey, for which Plutarch both includes two anecdotes
that feature a fainting female®’. The first instance is the swoon of Julia Caesaris,
Caesar’s daughter and Pompey’s third wife’®. Plutarch uses Julia’s vehemently
emotional reaction to illustrate the closeness between Julia and Pompey. The
latter is a knowing nod to their union, which elicits a variety of criticisms rang-
ing from their (to some excessive) age difference to Pompey’s alleged neglect
of the state in his predilection to act as a doting husband (Pomzp. 53.1)*°. This
fondness proves to be reciprocal and much talked of, as Plutarch informs his
readers (koi mepBontov v tiig K6pNC 10 Pikavdpov, Pomzp. 53.2):

stomache in Dzoz, whom he deems «more aware of civic concerns»). Buszard 2010, p. 86 generally
reads Andromache as a ‘selfish’ character, which strikes one as a rather uncharitable (though
common) view of the grief-stricken woman, at least, when read through a masculine lens. Muich
2011, p. 12 does not exactly describe Andromache’s lament in those terms. She does, however,
point out that she shifts the focus from the martial to the marital sphere, as it were.

%> Cfr. Buszard 2010, p. 89 n18.

36 See, esp., Beneker 2002/2003 and De Wet 1981.

37 In one chapter of my forthcoming monograph, I trace the appearances of female characters
in the Pompey, ranging from the intense emotions that Pompey arouses through his series of mar-
riages and military conquests alike.

’8 For the most recent overview to date of the literary appearances of Julia Caesaris, see Trine
Arlund Hass and Sine Grove Saxkjar 2024. For an overview of Pompey’s five wives, see Haley
1985 and Aguilar Fernandez 2002.

39 Plutarch’s exemplary depiction of Julia is not uncommon: Valerius Maximus, in his Menzora-
ble Deeds and Sayings, already includes Julia — and Porcia in the section immediately following — as
one of the exemplars of conjugal love. See Val. Max. 4.6.4, which Plutarch seems to have followed
faithfully: [...] zerrita metu ne qua ei vis esset adlata, exanimis concidit partumque, quen: utero con-
ceptum habebat, subita animi consternatione et gravi dolore corporis eicere coacta est magno quidem
cum totius terrarum orbis detrimento [...].
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0DV ByOPOVOLLIKOIG BpYOpEGIotg £i¢ XEIpag Tvav EA0OVTMY Kol povevdévTov mepi
avTOV 0UK OAIY@V avaminobeig aipotog fAhae Ta ipdtio, ToAAoDd 68 BopvPov kai
dpopoL TPOG TNV oikiay yevopuévov TdV Kopulovtmv T ipdtio Oepandviav, ETuye
HEV 1 k6pM kHovoa, Oeacapévn 6€ Kabnuaypévny v mpevvov €EMme Kai LoMG
aviveykev, €k 0¢ Tig Topoyilg Ekeivng kai Tod Tabovg anfuprmosy.

(Pomp. 53.3)

Once, while during aedile election some came to punches and not a few men
around him [Pompey] were murdered, since he himself was stained by the
blood, he changed his garments. There was, however, much uproar and running
about at their house, as the servants were bringing back the garments, and it
happened that the maiden — pregnant — having seen the bloody toga, fainted
and was revived with difficulty, but, because of all the confusion and emotion,
she miscarried.

This anecdote relates Julia’s embodied emotion as the visual of Pompey’s
bloody toga and its recognition causes her to faint. Such visuality and em-
bodiment are common techniques to immerse an audience further into the
narrative. The Andromache paradigm similarly comes to mind in the follow-
ing ways. First, public uproar penetrates the private sphere through external
shouts. Secondly, whereas the external noises cause consternation — Plutarch
generally sprinkles in those terms, emphasised in bold in the text and trans-
lation —, the visual trigger of the bloody garment causes the young maiden to
faint. Moreover, she loses consciousness out of tragically misplaced conjugal
concern, yet her pregnant and therefore frail state causes her miscarriage. And
thus, whereas Pompey’s life is preserved, that of their unborn child is lost: as
soon as one fear disappears, another materialises.

The feeble Julia’s swoon foreshadows her premature demise, a fate that not
even Pompey’s affection could prevent. Soon after, we learn that this harmo-
nious union came to a tragic end in Julia’s next miscarriage (Pomzp. 53.4-5).
The knowing reader knows that, with it, ended the marriage alliance between
Pompey and Julia’s father Caesar. The death of the young maiden seems to
have sparked deep emotion within the general people as well as within her
kinsmen. Plutarch mentions that the former intercept her body for burial at the
Campus Martius instead Pompey’s own wishes: «rather because of compassion
for the maiden than to gratify Pompey and Caesar» (olkto tijg kOpng péAdov i
[Mopmnio kai Kaisapt yapildpevog). In any case, though the element of speech
is lacking in the case of Julia, like Licinia’s, Julia’s swoon is another variation
on the theme of that of Andromache.
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2.3. Cornelia’s Swoon in the Life of Pompey

Though Julia features only sparingly in the Lzfe of Pompey, her main impression
in Plutarch elicits strong emotions for the unlucky couple as well as for the
bystanders. At first glance, the betrothal to Pompey’s last wife Cornelia and the
characterisation in Plutarch’s introduction appears conventional, as merely a
replacement and different version of Julia*’. Plutarch’s diction and close place-
ment of the two maidens in the narrative indeed suggest as much. Plutarch,
however, adds dimension to Cornelia’s characters as he soon has his readers
know that Cornelia is exceptionally educationally engaged*. This seemingly
small detail will be important, especially when compared to, on the one hand,
her inability to bear the intensity of her emotions in her time of need, and, on
the other, Porcia’s preparation in Brautus*.

In Pomp. 72, when Pompey’s demise looms following his defeat at Pharsalus,
he himself is represented as fearful and forgetful of himself; Cornelia will later
mimic this behaviour. In Pomzp. 74, Plutarch’s provides a stark contrast with
the measured characterisation by which he introduced the educated Cornelia.
The reason for this consternation is of course Pompey’s escape from Caesar,
in which he involves his wife and his son Sextus by his previous wife Mucia.
Pompey’s episode teems with embodied emotion and features a by now famil-
iar fainting incident:

v 100T01¢ 0Voav avTV Katodofov O dyyedog domdoacOat pev ovy VTEUELVE,
10 8¢ TAEIoTO KOl PEYIOTO TMV KOK®V TolG 0GKpVuoL LaAlov §| TH Vi epacag
oneddew Ekérevaey, €l fovietal tmg [Toumniov d€lv £mi vemg pdc Kol dArotpiag,
N 8¢ dxovoaca TPONKOTO HEV avTNV yaudle kai ToADY ypovov Ekepov? kol
Gvandog £KerTo, LOALG OE TTMG ELPPMV YEVOLEVT KOl GUVVOTGOOA TOV KALPOV 00K
6vta Opnvov kol dakpomv, EE0papte 61t Thg TOAewg Enl OdhaTToy.

(Pomp. 74.2)

The messenger, happening upon her in such a state, could not bear to greet

40 For Cornelia in the Life of Pompey and Plutarch in general, see, e.g., Aguilar Fernandez 2002,
pp. 200-207 and 2008, pp. 13-14.

4 Pomp. 54. Both the compared appearances of Julia and Cornelia and the latter’s erudite
representation, I examine in a forthcoming piece.

42 Pomp. 54.4: &vijv 8¢ i) kOpn TOALG pikTpa Siyo TOV G~ Gpag. Kol yop mepl ypoupate KaAdg
floknto kai Tepl Apav Kkoi yeopetpiov, kol Adymv ¢prhocopov £i016To ypnoipng drovety. «In this
maiden, there were many charms beyond those of her youth. For she had been trained very well in
literature, the lyre, and geometry, and she had been accustomed to listen to philosophical lectures
profitably».

4 Compare to Pompey’s m60og and own state of mind in Pomzpey 72.1-2: ... pdhiota 8¢ dpotog
TOPAPPOVL KO TALPATAT YL TV dtdvotay.
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her. Pointing out those most numerous and largest of troubles through his
tears rather than his voice, he urged her to make haste if she wished to see
Pompey in his ship, one in number and not his. Having heard these things, she
let herself fall [fainted] and was lying on the ground for a long time without
sense or speech, having become sensible somehow with difficulty, she reflect-
ed that this was not the right time for wails or tears, she ran out, through the
city, towards the sea.

Cornelia’s swoon is a far cry from the expectations of the protection that her
education might offer, which the initial introduction sets up. Her emotion is
so deep that she is neither able to draw from her hardly acquired education,
nor to bear the heightened emotion caused by the messenger’s unfavourable
news. In this variation of Andromache’s swoon — mirrored by the echo in
her speech, as identified by Bradley Buszard 2010, p. 89, who compares the
varying depictions of Andromache, Licinia, and Cornelia —, Cornelia reacts
not to any visual trigger, but to the report of the messenger. In each case,
females faint out of fear. Plutarch suggests, however, that Cornelia is able to
stop herself from lamentation within the city limits. For all her fear, she is still
able to maintain a sense of propriety. It is at the fringes of society, however,
that she lets herself go and fall into her husband’s arms. Whereas the descrip-
tion of their brief reunion contains language of tottering and falling, it does
not count as a proper swoon exactly because of the speech that so quickly
follows: amavticavtog 8¢ tod Iopumniov koi de&apévov toig dykalaig avThyv
vmepemopévny kai meputintovoav [...] einev [...] (Pomp. 74.3) «and as Pompey
met and received her in his arms, tottering and falling over, she spoke [...]».
If the visual triggers of the Andromache swoon are lacking in this passage,
Plutarch revisits Andromache’s reaction to the visual horror at the end of the
Life*. Thus, another variation on the theme of the Andromache paradigm
emerges, though Plutarch’s use thereof does not reach its full effect until it
culminates in his representation of Porcia in the Life of Brutus®, the final ex-
ample of this article.

4 The following elements recur: Cornelia mourns Pompey beforehand in his embrace

(domacauevog obv v Kopvniav npoamodpnvodcoy adtov T téAog... [Pomp. 78.41); Cornelia be-
holds his impending death from afar in company (1§ pév Kopvniio pet tdv gilwv €k tiig tpuipoug
nepmadng ovoa 10 uEAAOV dmeckoneito... Pomp. 79.3); the murder prompts lament expressed
through the same word-use as in I/7ad 22.447 (018" G4m0 TdV vedv Mg £0£460vTO TOV POVOV, OLL®YTRY
£&GovoTov Gypt TG Yiig éxxéavteg Epuyov... Pomzp. 80.1) and is treated as a fear-inducing visual
spectacle (tod 82 [Topmniov TV pév KEaATY GTLOTEUVOVGTL, TO 8E GANO GOLO YORVOV EKBOAGVTES Ad
TS AAMGd0G TolG deopévolg Totontov Bedpatog anélmov. mapépeve 6€ avtd Pilmnog, £og Eyévovio
peotol g dyewe. Pomzp. 80.1-2).

# Tt is worth noting that the chronology of the publication (though not the composition) of
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2.4. Porcia’s Swoon in the Life of Brutus

The interplay between emotions, philosophy, and historiography brings us to
the Life on the other side of Caesar, namely Brutus. As one might expect,
Plutarch’s sections around the conspiracy and assassination of Caesar attract
ample instances of anxiety. Porcia’s swoon appears in the context of her knowl-
edge and anxiety surrounding Brutus’ involvement in the conspiracy. In this
episode, we get, as it were, a glimpse of the backstage affairs of arguably one
of the most infamous assassinations in history (Plutarch mirrors this glimpse
with Calpurnia’s anxiety in Caes. 64)%. Porcia, as one might expect from Cato
Minor’s offspring, strives to depend on her family’s trademark stoicism to keep
her anxiety at bay. Donald Lateiner 2008, p. 107 sees these two Lives as apt dis-
plays of «the contrary ability to restrain tears, a self-control that inhibits the es-
cape of tears, while other men and women sob and cry» with examples of «the
philosophical Roman Stoics’ self-control: Cato Minor and Brutus (Plutarch,
Them. 10.9, Cato 67-70, Brut. 52; cfr. 53.1)». Even so, Lateiner 2008, p. 127
declares the Cato Minor as «the weepiest of all the Lives (10 examples [of the
dakru- root])»*'. In these findings, however, Lateiner 2008, p. 130 records the
tears of Cato’s kinswomen without any further mention of the Brutus. The Bru-
tus, however, displays moments in which self-control is sought, yet ultimately
unattained (or indeed unattainable).

Porcia’s swoon occurs in this very context. Try as she might, and, for all her
philosophical pedigree and preparation, like Cornelia, she is unable to bear
the intensity of the situation. Her swoon results from the combination of her
self-inflicted physical wound and her crippling concerns thus already combin-
ing Homeric swoon elements: the Andromache paradigm only sets in gradual-
ly. Plutarch first sets up a structure of anxious reactions similar to the one we
just perceived with Pompey and Cornelia: first, we learn about the husband’s
emotional state, after which that of his wife follows, usually in a heightened

the Parallel Lives places Brutus slightly in front of Pompey. For a recent overview, see van der Wiel
2024, p. 468 for the most recent overview of the chronology of the Lzves.

4 Conjugal concern is a common theme in the Late Republic; see Rohr Vio 2023, pp. 125-
128. For a recent historical overview of the assassination, though mostly through the lens of Marc
Antony’s experience, see Tatum 2024 as well as Tatum 2008 (chapters 6 and 7) for a sole focus
on Caesar.

47 Tn this particularly tearful Lzfe, Lateiner 2008, p. 131 demonstrates that the specific statistics
of gendered weeping remain fairly balanced: «In this weepiest Life, then, women weep thrice,
dependent men twice, peers thrice and Cato Uticensis himself twice. Others weep for the paragon
of courage Cato (or themselves). Cato weeps for the doom of his countrymen, friend and foe. Very
philosophical of the philosopher».



Andromache’s Swoon: the Fainting Female in Homer and Plutarch | 51

mode*®, Porcia’s particularly empirical approach is meant to prove her worthi-
ness to share in Brutus’ disquietude (Plutarch later has Porcia express her wish
to be his confidante)®. It is almost as if Plutarch’s character Porcia has learned
from Julia and Cornelia to check first if she will be able to bear the emotion:
for the latter, she devises a physical test’’. Porcia, emphatically identified as
the famous Stoic martyr’s daughter, attempts to test the firmness of her mind
to control her passions’!. In her thought experiment, however, she equates
the strength of her body to that of her mind. In this line of thinking, then,
the demarcation between mind and body blurs to the extent that it becomes
one entity. Indeed, as with the observation of Douglas Cairns and Damien
Nelis applied to Octavia’s fabled faint above, Porcia already subscribed to the
idea that an absolute gulf did not quite exist between body and mind. For, if
her body would be able to stand the pain, surely her mind would exhibit a
similar fortitude, would it not? Her physical preparation to achieve mental
self-control is, in a sense, comparable to Cornelia’s training of her mind in
Pompey, though both prove to have been in vain. Through her wound, Porcia
also transcends the boundaries of the separate spheres, as she inflicts a wound
upon herself that recalls descriptions of the battle wounds found around the
Homeric syncopes at the beginning of this article. As such, the circumstances
surrounding her impending swoon resemble more those of Homeric warriors
and are thus more akin to typically masculine swoons.

While Maria Teresa Galaz Juarez 2000 and Bradley Buszard 2010, pp. 87-
88 have already examined Porcia’s speech, it is worth revisiting considering
the character’s comments on gender and the bodily reaction surrounding the
speech:

[...] 018" 811 yvvarkeio Vo1 AoOevi|c Sokel Adyov veykely dmdppnTov: GAL EoTl

48 Bruz. 13.1.

4 Brut. 13 4.

30 pidotopyog & W TMopkia kai gilavdpog oboo kol HESTR PpovipaTog Vody Exoviog, ov
npdtepoV Emeyeipnoev dvepécbor TOV dvopa mepl @V dmopprtedv 1 AaPelv €avtilg ToldTNV
Siamerpay. AoPodoa payaiptov @ Todg dvuyag oi kovpelg dpatpodot, kol mhoag Eéeldoaca Tod
BaAdpov tag omadove, Touny Evéfale @ unpd Pobeiav, Gote poctv aipatog ToAAY yevésHot kol
HETE LKpOV O3VVOG TE VEAVIKAG Ko OPIKDSELG TUPETOVG EMMaBETY €K TOD TPAVUATOG ... (Brut. 13.3)
«Porcia, being affectionate and fond of her husband and full of sensibility and in possession of
a good mind, did not try to question her husband about his secrets sooner than she herself had
taken up a trial of this type. Having taken a small knife with which barbers cut nails and having
dismissed all her servants out of her bedroom, she made a deep cut in her thigh so that a vast
flow of blood came forth and, after a small period of time, vehement pangs and shivering fevers
followed from the wound».

51 Plutarch both repeats and has his character Porcia repeat that she is Cato’s daughter in Bra.
2.1,13.3,13.7, and 13.10. In Plutarch’s view, philosophical aptitude seems hereditary.
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(Brut. 13.9-10)

«[...] I know that a feminine nature is reputed to be [too] feeble to bear a se-
cret. But, Brutus, some good upbringing and useful company [strengthen] one’s
character. And for me, I happen to be both the daughter of Cato and the wife
of Brutus. Previously, I trusted less in these facts, but now I have come to know
that I myself am not to be conquered by pain». Having spoken these words, she
showed her wound to him and set out her experiment in detail. And Brutus,
shocked and lifting his hands, prayed that the gods grant him to be successful
in his operation and to prove himself a worthy husband of Porcia. And then he
helped his wife recover.

Plutarch’s Porcia here reiterates Plutarch’s repetition of Porcia’s pedigree,
making it the fourth mention of her being Cato’s daughter. Her argument
makes a distinction between (the albeit anachronistic) nurture and nature di-
chotomy in the following two ways. In her evaluation of her nature, she sub-
scribes to the traditional prejudice of female feebleness, but then qualifies her
statement by referring to her status of Cato’s daughter, an identity that boosts
her Stoic credentials®®. Her connection to Cato and Brutus seems to undo part
of the gender limitations she seems to believe in. Thus, she relies on the two
following nurture aspects: her upbringing and surroundings. Her experiment,
she believes, confirms the effectiveness of the mixture between nature and
nurture by which she might be prepared to bear her husband’s anxiety after all.
While Plutarch focuses on Brutus’ reaction to his wife’s deed, we are not told
explicitly that Porcia faints. The phrase kai tote pév aveldpfave’® v yovaika,
however, reveals that Porcia had fainted, albeit outside of the narrative focus.

Plutarch is not the only or the first to have Porcia’s mind divert from her
actual gender: Valerius Maximus already was an impactful exemplar for the
Chaeronean®. Valerius Maximus, in Val. Max. 3.2.15, already uses Porcia as

52 Plutarch’s use of dfioontog is, per the LS], commonly used of the Stoic sage, as, e.g., Zeno
Stoic. 1.53.

> See LS] 11 3 and 4 for this sense of recovering and regaining one’s senses or strength.

>4 For Plutarch’s use of Valerius Maximus, see van der Wiel 2024. See also Warren 2022, pp.
37-38 for Plutarch’s use of female exempla in Cornj. praec. 145f.
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an exemplar in the category of courage, in which her father Cato precedes
her: cuius filia minime muliebris animi (whose daughter’s spirit was not at all
womanly)”. In this reading, a Stoic sage requires a mind that is as little ‘fem-
inine’ as possible. As such, with these Stoic aspirations, authors such as Vale-
rius Maximus and Plutarch represent Porcia as subverting the gender norms
and expectations because of her Stoic practice. These depictions then align
with her more masculine swoon in Brut. 13.10, that is, one resulting from a
simulated battle wound. The actual Andromache paradigm, however, appears
gradually more explicitly as the narrative progresses.

Plutarch introduces the Ides of March in the chapter that immediately fol-
lows Porcia’s experiment, after which he places the episode of Porcia’s frenzy
and subsequent swoon’®. As with Pompey’s defeat in Pomzpey, a messenger
bridges the gap between husband and wife with the news of her death®. In
Brutus, though, the direction of the flow of information is reversed as the do-
mestic sphere reaches into the public. The tidings present a domestic situation
tortured by unrest. It now appears that Porcia’s experiment was not as reliable
as she had hoped. First, Plutarch addresses her mental difficulties: he presents
her as unable to bear the size and weight of her anxiety’®. Secondly, Plutarch
demonstrates that her body is not able to endure the strains of her anxiety
either. In spite of her preparations, she is neither mentally nor physically fit to
stand by Brutus in his conspiracy:

TEL0G O€ TOD YpdVOL piiKog AapPavovtog oOKET  Avteiyev 1) T0D CAOUATOG SOVOULS,
OALT €EeADON Kol KoTepapaiveTto THS Yuyfg GAvovong o1d TV amopiov: Kol
o peADElV PEV €1G TO dUATIOV OVK £pON, TeptioTaTo & avTV, domep ETHYYAVEY,
&v néow kabelopévny Amobupia kai Oaupog auqyavov, §| te ypda peTafornv
ENGpPave Kol TV QOVIV ETEGYNTO TAVTATOOWY. 0l 8¢ Oeplmotvar Tpog TV Syv
AvOLOALEQY, KOl TOV YEITOVOV GUVIPAUOVTOV Tl BVpaG ToL TPofAbe eriun Kol
d1e600n Adyog g tebvniviog adTiig. 00 v GAN ékeivy pEV avoldpnyacoy &v
Bpayel kol mop” Eanti) yevopévny ai yovaikeg £é0epdmevov: 0 8¢ Bpodtog vmd 10D
AOYOL TTPOCTEGOVTOG OOTA GUVETAPAYON HEV, MG €lKOC, OV UV Ve KATEMTE TO
KOOV 008" €ppim Tpog To oikelov V1O ToD Thhovg.

% For an earlier account of the trial, see Val. Max. 3.2.15.

6 Brut. 14, 15.4-9.

57 Brut. 15.6: "Ev 100t 8¢ 11 olkofev £0et mpdg tov Bpodtov dyyélmv adtd v yuvaiko
Ovokew.

58 1) yap Topiia mpog 1O péALOV Exmadng odoa kai T PEyebog I PEPOVGH THS PPOVTISOG EaVTHY
Te POMG oikol Kotelye, Kol mpog mavta 00pvPov kai Poryv, domep ol KatdoyeTol Toig Pokykois
na0ecty, EEQTTONGN TAV HEV EIGLOVTOV At Ayopds EKaotov avékpvey O TLpdrtol Bpodtog, E1épovg
3¢ ovveydg &éneune (Brut. 15.6-7). Cfr. mepumabng ovoo 10 uédiov aneokoneito (Pomzp. 79.3). Cft.
noAkod 8¢ BopOPov ... (Pomzp. 53.2).
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(Brut. 15.9)

At last, after a length of time, the strength of her body could no longer hold its
ground; her strength was faint and quenched her mind, stirred by distress. She
could not even go to her bedroom beforehand, but as it happened, her swoon
and unmanageable shock surrounded her, sitting in the midst. She took on
a different colour and let her voice escape entirely. Her handmaids bewailed
the sight, and, as the neighbours were running together to the door, a rumour
quickly went forth, and a tale spread about that she had died. The women cared
for her, as she nevertheless ‘shone again’ in a short time and came to herself.
But Brutus, on the one hand troubled by the news that reached him, as is rea-
sonable, however, he did not abandon his public [duty] and was not rushed by
his anxieties at home.

As commonly happens with the Homeric syzcopes, her swoon is briefly mis-
taken for death, yet she comes to eventually. Multiple Homeric elements recur
in the description of her swoon, which recalls that of Andromache. For one
thing, there is the intense physicality expressing the embodied emotion. Addi-
tionally, the presence of reported messages here recalls the lamentations that
Andromache hears surrounding her husband’s death. The situation, however,
differs in that Porcia does not undertake to find out the precise situation at
hand, nor is she triggered by any visual element. The overall Homeric tint is
also mixed with Sappho’s later symptoms in Fragment 31 (the inability to move
and speak and the change in complexion). Moreover, the overall situation of
a warrior being kept from the battlefield by private matters resembles that of
Hector and Andromache, as the former similarly still returned to the battle-
field after his wife’s ardent pleas.

In Brutus 23, Plutarch explicitly ties the two couples by means of a paint-
ing that depicts Hector and Andromache. As Plutarch busies himself with its
aftermath — including young Caesar’s arrival at Rome — Porcia slowly reap-
pears in the focus of the narrative. It turns out that she had been kept at Elea,
so Plutarch reveals in Brut. 23.1-2, but that she now has returned to Rome.
Here, Plutarch incorporates a final reminder of Porcia’s distress. Even as she
attempts to conceal it, a visual prop unravels her composure:

tavto Oeopévny v [opkiav 1 100 mabovg eikmv €Eétneev €ig ddkpua: Kol
TOAGKIC portdoa THE NUEpag Ekhatev. AKiAlov 6€ Tvog Tdv Bpovtov gikov td
7pog "Extopa tiig Avdpopdyng £nn diehbdvtog,

“Extop, dtdap o0 pot €661 Totnp kol TOTVIO UTnp

Nn6¢ xaoiyvntoc, ob 8¢ pot Baiepog mapakoitng,
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nediaoag 6 Bpodtog, «AAL ok £pot v », ine, «mpog [opiiav Eneict pévor to
tob "Extopog,

iotov?? AhaxaTny TE Kol AUEUTOLOIGL KEAEVE"
oONOTOG YOp dmoAeimetar pOoEL TOV iowV avopayadnudtomv, yvoun 6 VIeEp g
TaTPidog, DomEP NUEIS, APLGTEVEDS.

The likeness of her own anxiety melted [reduced] Porcia, seeing such things,
into tears. And often resorting to it throughout the day, she would weep. But
as Acilius, one of the friends of Brutus, recounted the words of Andromache
to Hector —

«But, Hector, you are to me both father and revered mother,

as well as brother, but you are also my vigorous husband.»
Brutus smiled and said: «But I, indeed, would not speak to Porcia in the words
of Hector,

«[Ply] the loom and distaff and give orders to your handmaids»,
for when it comes to the nature of her body she is wanting in heroic feats [to
match to those of men], but in her mind she prevails for the sake of the father-
land, just as we do.»

Once again, Plutarch addresses Porcia’s inability to bear the emotions that
the post-assassination atmosphere stirs up. The visual cue of the painting at
last makes Porcia think of their parallels with Hector and Andromache, which
Plutarch had her act out a few chapters earlier both in speech and in affect.
Smiling Brutus, however, rejects his friend’s suggested synkrisis, as he disso-
ciates Porcia from Andromache’s domestic sphere and comments upon her
masculine spirit. Brutus’ assessment of his wife proves to be inaccurate, how-
ever, when placed next to the episodes examined in this article. Her suicide by
coals, too, in Brutus 53, has some gendered undertones, as it is not quite yet the
quintessential 7z0rs Romana by sword. If Homeric fainting initially started off
as a fairly ungendered paradigm, the same embodied theme now has become
a commentary on gender and emotion. It is still worth noting that the swoon
does not quite yet seem to be as gendered as the more modern (or at least
Victorian) stereotype.

Conclusion

This article has considered the evolution of the trope of the ancient syncope
against the background of the Homeric paradigm of Andromache. The be-

9 See Nagy 2015 and 2024 for the elided citation and the connections between the two scenes.
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ginning of this article served as a reminder that swooning was not particularly
gendered in Homeric literature. Indeed, swoons were often reserved for val-
iant warriors who fell in battle: their faint appeared antithetical to a wound’s re-
sulting weakness. The expectation that the feeble (and especially the females)
were more prone to faint is thus a later development. Andromache’s swoon has
received particular attention; these close readings serve to set up the parallels
that Plutarch creates in a selection of Roman Lzves. I have demonstrated that
Plutarch especially practices creative licence in terms of the manner, chronol-
ogy, and narrative compactness to fashion these thematic (and in some cases
literary) echoes with the intertext. As such, we notice the pliability with which
Plutarch approaches this earlier epic paradigm, which did not exactly pass
for a gendered emotion or expression thereof, suggests a movement towards
a trope.

As with Octavia’s example with which we opened this contribution, con-
firming historical validity of these Plutarchan swoons of Licinia, Julia, Cot-
nelia, and Porcia remains out of reach. Regardless, the point still stands. It is
exactly the presence of this female faint in the cultural and literary zmagination
that matters. The dichotomy between the gendered swoons, however, seems to
fluctuate, as Kenneth Heaton 2006 notes that for Shakespearean characters,
the frequency of swoons seem to fluctuate throughout his plays; like the Ho-
meric syncopes, there is no real gender distinction to be observed®. For this
collection of characters evolved from Homer to Plutarch, after a period a little
short of a millennium, it has become the expectation that female fainting may
occur at moments of intense emotion, in a similar fashion as the trope of the
female swoon is still standing today.

0 Plutarch generally had a significant influence on Shakespeare. For instance, Mandel 2016
investigates the similarities between the Porcias of the two authors.
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