
In the first days of summer the Spartans and their allies, with two-thirds of their 
forces as before, invaded Attica, under the command of Archidamus, son of 
Zeuxidamus, king of Sparta, and sat down and laid waste the country.

Not many days after their arrival in Attica the plague first began to show itself 
among the Athenians. It was said that it had broken out in many places 
previously in the neighborhood of Lemnos and elsewhere; but a pestilence of 
such extent and mortality was nowhere remembered. Neither were the 
physicians at first of any service, ignorant as they were of the proper way to treat 
it, but they died themselves the most thickly, as they visited the sick most often; 
nor did any human art succeed any better. Supplications in the temples, 
divinations, and so forth were found equally futile, till the overwhelming nature of 
the disaster at last put a stop to them altogether.

It first began, it is said, in the parts of Ethiopia above Egypt, and thence 
descended into Egypt and Libya and into most of the [Persian] King's country. 
Suddenly falling upon Athens, it first attacked the population in Piraeus -which 
was the occasion of their saying that the Peloponnesians had poisoned the 
reservoirs, there being as yet no wells there- and afterwards appeared in the 
upper city, when the deaths became much more frequent.

All speculation as to its origin and its causes, if causes can be found adequate to 
produce so great a disturbance, I leave to other writers, whether lay or 
professional; for myself, I shall simply set down its nature, and explain the 
symptoms by which perhaps it may be recognized by the student, if it should 
ever break out again. This I can the better do, as I had the disease myself, and 
watched its operation in the case of others.

That year then is admitted to have been otherwise unprecedentedly free from 
sickness; and such few cases as occurred all determined in this. As a rule, 
however, there was no ostensible cause; but people in good health were all of a 
sudden attacked by violent heats in the head, and redness and inflammation in 
the eyes, the inward parts, such as the throat or tongue, becoming bloody and 
emitting an unnatural and fetid breath. These symptoms were followed by 
sneezing and hoarseness, after which the pain soon reached the chest, and 
produced a hard cough. When it fixed in the stomach, it upset it; and discharges 
of bile of every kind named by physicians ensued, accompanied by very great 
distress. In most cases also an ineffectual retching followed, producing violent 
spasms, which in some cases ceased soon after, in others much later.

Externally the body was not very hot to the touch, nor pale in its appearance, but 
reddish, livid, and breaking out into small pustules and ulcers. But internally it 
burned so that the patient could not bear to have on him clothing or linen even of 
the very lightest description; or indeed to be otherwise than stark naked. What 
they would have liked best would have been to throw themselves into cold water; 
as indeed was done by some of the neglected sick, who plunged into the rain 
tanks in their agonies of unquenchable thirst; though it made no difference 
whether they drank little or much.

Besides this, the miserable feeling of not being able to rest or sleep never 
ceased to torment them. The body meanwhile did not waste away so long as the 
distemper was at its height, but held out to a marvel against its ravages; so that 
when they succumbed, as in most cases, on the seventh or eighth day to the 
internal inflammation, they had still some strength in them. But if they passed this 
stage, and the disease descended further into the bowels, inducing a violent 
ulceration there accompanied by severe diarrhea, this brought on a weakness 
which was generally fatal.

For the disorder first settled in the head, ran its course from thence through the 
whole of the body, and, even where it did not prove mortal, it still left its mark on 
the extremities; for it settled in the privy parts, the fingers and the toes, and many 
escaped with the loss of these, some too with that of their eyes. Others again 
were seized with an entire loss of memory on their first recovery, and did not 
know either themselves or their friends.

But while the nature of the distemper was such as to baffle all description, and its 
attacks almost too grievous for human nature to endure, it was still in the 
following circumstance that its difference from all ordinary disorders was most 
clearly shown. All the birds and beasts that prey upon human bodies, either 
abstained from touching them (though there were many lying unburied), or died 
after tasting them. In proof of this, it was noticed that birds of this kind actually 
disappeared; they were not about the bodies, or indeed to be seen at all. But of 
course the effects which I have mentioned could best be studied in a domestic 
animal like the dog.

Such then, if we pass over the varieties of particular cases which were many and 
peculiar, were the general features of the distemper. Meanwhile the town enjoyed 
an immunity from all the ordinary disorders; or if any case occurred, it ended in 
this. Some died in neglect, others in the midst of every attention. No remedy was 
found that could be used as a specific; for what did good in one case, did harm in 
another. Strong and weak constitutions proved equally incapable of resistance, 
all alike being swept away, although dieted with the utmost precaution.

By far the most terrible feature in the malady was the dejection which 
ensued when any one felt himself sickening, for the despair into which 
they instantly fell took away their power of resistance, and left them a 
much easier prey to the disorder; besides which, there was the awful 
spectacle of men dying like sheep, through having caught the infection in 
nursing each other. This caused the greatest mortality. On the one hand, 
if they were afraid to visit each other, they perished from neglect; indeed 
many houses were emptied of their inmates for want of a nurse: on the 
other, if they ventured to do so, death was the consequence. This was 
especially the case with such as made any pretensions to goodness: 
honor made them unsparing of themselves in their attendance in their 
friends' houses, where even the members of the family were at last worn 
out by the moans of the dying, and succumbed to the force of the 
disaster.

Yet it was with those who had recovered from the disease that the sick 
and the dying found most compassion. These knew what it was from 
experience, and had now no fear for themselves; for the same man was 
never attacked twice- never at least fatally. And such persons not only 
received the congratulations of others, but themselves also, in the elation 
of the moment, half entertained the vain hope that they were for the 
future safe from any disease whatsoever.

An aggravation of the existing calamity was the influx from the country 
into the city, and this was especially felt by the new arrivals. As there 
were no houses to receive them, they had to be lodged at the hot season 
of the year in stifling cabins, where the mortality raged without restraint. 
The bodies of dying men lay one upon another, and half-dead creatures 
reeled about the streets and gathered round all the fountains in their 
longing for water. The sacred places also in which they had quartered 
themselves were full of corpses of persons that had died there, just as 
they were; for as the disaster passed all bounds, men, not knowing what 
was to become of them, became utterly careless of everything, whether 
sacred or profane.

All the burial rites before in use were entirely upset, and they buried the 
bodies as best they could. Many from want of the proper appliances, 
through so many of their friends having died already, had recourse to the 
most shameless sepultures: sometimes getting the start of those who 
had raised a pile, they threw their own dead body upon the stranger's 
pyre and ignited it; sometimes they tossed the corpse which they were 
carrying on the top of another that was burning, and so went off.

Nor was this the only form of lawless extravagance which owed its origin 
to the plague. Men now coolly ventured on what they had formerly done 
in a corner, and not just as they pleased, seeing the rapid transitions 
produced by persons in prosperity suddenly dying and those who before 
had nothing succeeding to their property. So they resolved to spend 
quickly and enjoy themselves, regarding their lives and riches as alike 
things of a day. Perseverance in what men called honor was popular with 
none, it was so uncertain whether they would be spared to attain the 
object; but it was settled that present enjoyment, and all that contributed 
to it, was both honorable and useful. Fear of gods or law of man there 
was none to restrain them. As for the first, they judged it to be just the 
same whether they worshipped them or not, as they saw all alike 
perishing; and for the last, no one expected to live to be brought to trial 
for his offenses, but each felt that a far severer sentence had been 
already passed upon them all and hung ever over their heads, and before 
this fell it was only reasonable to enjoy life a little.

Such was the nature of the calamity, and heavily did it weigh on the 
Athenians; death raging within the city and devastation without. Among 
other things which they remembered in their distress was, very naturally, 
the following verse which the old men said had long ago been uttered:

    A Dorian war shall come and with it death.

So a dispute arose as to whether dearth and not death had not been the 
word in the verse; but at the present juncture, it was of course decided in 
favor of the latter; for the people made their recollection fit in with their 
sufferings. I fancy, however, that if another Dorian war should ever 
afterwards come upon us, and a dearth should happen to accompany it, 
the verse will probably be read accordingly. The oracle also which had 
been given to the Spartans was now remembered by those who knew of 
it. When the god was asked whether they should go to war, he answered 
that if they put their might into it, victory would be theirs, and that he 
would himself be with them. With this oracle events were supposed to 
tally.

For the plague broke out as soon as the Peloponnesians invaded Attica, 
and never entering Peloponnese (not at least to an extent worth noticing), 
committed its worst ravages at Athens, and next to Athens, at the most 
populous of the other towns. Such was the history of the plague.

Images which idealize (like most fashion and animal 
photography) are no less aggressive than work which makes a 
virtue of plainness (like class pictures, still lifes of the bleaker sort, 
and mug shots). There is an aggression implicit in every use of 
the camera. This is as evident in the 1840s and 1850s, 
photography’s glorious first two decades, as in all the succeeding 
decades, during which technology made possible an ever 
increasing spread of that mentality which looks at the world as a 
set of potential photographs. Even for such early masters as David 
Octavius Hill and Julia Margaret Cameron who used the camera 
as a means of getting painterly images, the point of taking 
photographs was a vast departure from the aims of painters. From 
its start, photography implied the capture of the largest possible 
number of subjects. Painting never had so imperial a scope. The 
subsequent industrialization of camera technology only carried 
out a promise inherent in photography from its very beginning: 
to democratize all experiences by translating them into images. 

That age when taking photographs required a cumbersome 
and expensive contraption — the toy of the clever, the wealthy, 
and the obsessed — seems remote indeed from the era of sleek 
pocket cameras that invite anyone to take pictures. The first 
cameras, made in France and England in the early 1840s, had only 
inventors and buffs to operate them. Since there were then no 
professional photographers, there could not be amateurs either, 
and taking photographs had no clear social use; it was a gratuitous, 
that is, an artistic activity, though with few pretensions to being 
an art. It was only with its industrialization that photography 
came into its own as art. As industrialization provided social uses 
for the operations of the photographer, so the reaction against 
these uses reinforced the self-consciousness of photography-as-art. 

Recently, photography has become almost as widely practiced an 
amusement as sex and dancing — which means that, like every 
mass art form, photography is not practiced by most people as 
an art. It is mainly a social rite, a defense against anxiety, and a 
tool of power. 

Memorializing the achievements of individuals considered as 
members of families (as well as of other groups) is the earliest 
popular use of photography. For at least a century, the wedding 
photograph has been as much a part of the ceremony as the 
prescribed verbal formulas. Cameras go with family life. According 
to a sociological study done in France, most households have a 
camera, but a household with children is twice as likely to have 
at least one camera as a household in which there are no children. 
Not to take pictures of one’s children, particularly when they are 
small, is a sign of parental indifference, just as not turning up for 
one’s graduation picture is a gesture of adolescent rebellion. 

Through photographs, each family constructs a 
portrait-chronicle of itself — a portable kit of images that bears 
witness to its connectedness. It hardly matters what activities are 
photographed so long as photographs get taken and are cherished. 
Photography becomes a rite of family life just when, in the 
industrializing countries of Europe and America, the very 
institution of the family starts undergoing radical surgery. As that 
claustrophobic unit, the nuclear family, was being carved out of 
a much larger family aggregate, photography came along to 
memorialize, to restate symbolically, the imperiled continuity 
and vanishing extendedness of family life. Those ghostly traces, 
photographs, supply the token presence of the dispersed relatives. 
A family’s photograph album is generally about the extended 
family — and, often, is all that remains of it. 

As photographs give people an imaginary possession of a past 
that is unreal, they also help people to take possession of space 
in which they are insecure. Thus, photography develops in tandem 
with one of the most characteristic of modern activities: tourism. 
For the first time in history, large numbers of people regularly 
travel out of their habitual environments for short periods of 
time. It seems positively unnatural to travel for pleasure without 
taking a camera along. Photographs will offer indisputable 
evidence that the trip was made, that the program was carried 
out, that fun was had. Photographs document sequences of 
consumption carried on outside the view of family, friends, 
neighbors. But dependence on the camera, as the device that 
makes real what one is experiencing, doesn’t fade when people 
travel more. Taking photographs fills the same need for the 
cosmopolitans accumulating photograph-trophies of their boat 
trip up the Albert Nile or their fourteen days in China as it does 
for lower-middle-class vacationers taking snapshots of the Eiffel 
Tower or Niagara Falls. 

A way of certifying experience, taking photographs is also a 
way of refusing it — by limiting experience to a search for the 
photogenic, by converting experience into an image, a souvenir. 
Travel becomes a strategy for accumulating photographs. The 
very activity of taking pictures is soothing, and assuages general 
feelings of disorientation that are likely to be exacerbated by travel. 
Most tourists feel compelled to put the camera between themselves 
and whatever is remarkable that they encounter. Unsure of other 
responses, they take a picture. This gives shape to experience: 
stop, take a photograph, and move on. The method especially 
appeals to people handicapped by a ruthless work 
ethic — Germans, Japanese, and Americans. Using a camera 
appeases the anxiety which the work-driven feel about not 
working when they are on vacation and supposed to be having 
fun. They have something to do that is like a friendly imitation 
of work: they can take pictures. 

People robbed of their past seem to make the most fervent 
picture takers, at home and abroad. Everyone who lives in an 
industrialized society is obliged gradually to give up the past, but 
in certain countries, such as the United States and Japan, the break 
with the past has been particularly traumatic. In the early 1970s, 
the fable of the brash American tourist of the 1950s and 1960s, 
rich with dollars and Babbittry, was replaced by the mystery of 
the group-minded Japanese tourist, newly released from his island 
prison by the miracle of overvalued yen, who is generally armed 
with two cameras, one on each hip. 

Photography has become one of the principal devices for 
experiencing something, for giving an appearance of participation. 
One full-page ad shows a small group of people standing pressed 
together, peering out of the photograph, all but one looking 
stunned, excited, upset. The one who wears a different expression 
holds a camera to his eye; he seems self-possessed, is almost 
smiling. While the others are passive, clearly alarmed spectators, 
having a camera has transformed one person into something 
active, a voyeur: only he has mastered the situation. What do 
these people see? We don’t know. And it doesn’t matter. It is an 
Event: something worth seeing — and therefore worth photographing. 

The ad copy, white letters across the dark lower 
third of the photograph like news coming over a teletype machine, 
consists of just six words: 
“  Prague. . .Woodstock. . .Vietnam. . .Sapporo. . .Londonderry. . .LEICA” 
Crushed hopes, youth antics, colonial wars, and winter sports are 
alike — are equalized by the camera. Taking photographs has set 
up a chronic voyeuristic relation to the world which levels the 
meaning of all events. 

A photograph is not just the result of an encounter between 
an event and a photographer; picture-taking is an event in itself, 
and one with ever more peremptory rights — to interfere with, to 
invade, or to ignore whatever is going on. Our very sense of 
situation is now articulated by the camera’s interventions. The 
omnipresence of cameras persuasively suggests that time consists 
of interesting events, events worth photographing. This, in turn, 
makes it easy to feel that any event, once underway, and whatever 
its moral character, should be allowed to complete itself — so that 
something else can be brought into the world, the photograph. 
After the event has ended, the picture will still exist, conferring 
on the event a kind of immortality (and importance) it would 
never otherwise have enjoyed. While real people are out there 
killing themselves or other real people, the photographer stays 
behind his or her camera, creating a tiny element of another world: 
the image-world that bids to outlast us all.
 

“Photographs do not seem to be 
statements about the world so much 
as pieces of it, miniatures of reality, 
that any one can make or acquire.”

Susan Sontag1965 by Diane Arbus

Susan Sontag excerpt from 
On Photography

note to class: This book is very much worth reading and 
I recommend you get a copy


