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MADLY IN LOVE:
THE MOTIF OF LOVESICKNESS IN THE ACTS OF ANDREW
Christy Cobb
For when I look at you for a moment,
Then it is no longer possible for me to speak;
My tongue has snapped,
At once a subtle fire has stolen beneath my flesh,
I see nothing with my eyes,
My ears hum,
Sweat pours from me,
A trembling seizes me all over,
I am greener than the grass,
And it seems to me that I am a little short of dying.1
In this poem, Sappho perfectly illustrates the physical symptoms that
often accompany the feeling of love. In antiquity, bodily reactions such as the
inability to speak, nausea, insomnia, and anxiety are directly connected to the
experience of falling in love. In addition to these effects, persons in love are
often portrayed as manic (mani,a) in antiquity. Because of these symptomatic
differences, Peter Toohey, a classicist, has suggested that lovesickness in
antiquity is represented in two ways: depressive and manic lovesickness.2 Using
Toohey’s work on lovesickness, this essay explores the literary motif of
lovesickness, seen particularly in the manic form, within the Acts of Andrew, a
second century Christian apocryphal text. I argue that the motif of lovesickness
is used within this ascetic narrative to portray the erotic connection between two
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male characters: the apostle Andrew and his disciple Stratocles. I read the Acts
of Andrew alongside two Greek novels, Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and Clitophon
and Xenophon’s An Ephesian Tale, both of which contain male homoerotic
relationships where one or both of the male partners exhibit symptoms of
lovesickness specifically occurring when the love of the partner is threatened or
lost. I suggest that the portrayal of the character as physically sick is an
intentional narrative strategy functioning to show the depth of the love
experienced between the two men. Moreover, I argue that attention to the manic
symptoms of lovesickness reveals a reversal in the text, especially when
compared to typical pederastic relationships in antiquity. As Andrew is the
apostle, he is expected to be an erastes, or the older more active lover, while
Stratocles, the disciple, should be represented as an eromenos, the passive lover.
Yet, in the Acts of Andrew, only Stratocles is portrayed as lovesick in the
narrative, while Andrew is not struck with these same physical symptoms, an
observation which inevitably undoes the traditional binary. In this way, the male
homoerotic relationship found within the Acts of Andrew disrupts the pederastic
binary and also allows for Andrew, the apostle, to retain his elevated status
within the narrative, even in his erotic relationship with Stratocles.
In antiquity, lovesickness was described as a disease that medical
doctors could diagnose through identification of a number of symptoms. Greek
physicians such as Galen, Aretaeus, and Soranus outline the symptoms one
should look for when diagnosing lovesickness, as will be described below.
Using these medical texts along with representations of lovesickness found in
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literature, Toohey crafts a broad definition for the term in its many
manifestations: “I take lovesickness (or love-melancholy, as it came to be
known) as the product of unconsummated or perhaps unseasonably frustrated
love.”3 Ultimately, Toohey argues that there are two types of lovesickness found
within ancient literature: the depressed4 and the manic lovesick patient. One can
recognize the depressed lover through symptoms such as: insomnia, lack of
appetite, loss of weight, and taciturnity. Though these symptoms of lovesickness
might be more recognizable to the modern Western reader, this type of
lovesickness was not the prevailing one used in antiquity. Instead the “dominant
reaction to frustrated love in ancient literature” is the manic and frequently
violent form, recognized by the erratic behavior of the lover, which will be
described subsequently.5
A brief look at the way in which Greek medical writers describe the
physical symptoms of lovesickness will help form the narrative guide through
which I will read the Acts of Andrew.6 Galen, for example, concluded that
lovesickness was caused when a person fell in love (ἔρως).7 In his treatise On
the Affected Parts, Galen goes to great lengths to show that lack of sexual
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intercourse can be a cause for lovesickness. Providing future doctors with
examples of symptoms, Galen writes, “lovers might become emaciated, pale,
sleepless, and even feverish.”8 Additionally, two Greek physicians, Aretaeus and
Soranus, include the manic symptoms of lovesickness in their medical texts.9
Aretaeus of Cappadocia states that lovesick patients often exhibit the typical
symptoms of melancholy and also lists “desire to die” (ἔρανται δὲ θανάτου) as
one of the symptoms.10 Additionally, Aretaeus lists “irascible or prone to anger”
(ὀργίλος) as a symptom.11 Soranus of Ephesus discusses lovesickness in a
section on mania included in On Acute and Chronic Diseases.12 Soranus
helpfully describes the erratic tendencies of a person suffering from lovesickness.
He writes, “it manifests itself now in anger, now in merriment, now in sadness
or futility.”13
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The physical symptoms of lovesickness were not only included in the
writings of the Greek medical writers, but were also found in the literature and
poetry of antiquity, as exemplified by Sappho’s poem included at the opening of
this essay. Indeed, the writers of the ancient novels utilized lovesickness in their
stories – in every novel the main characters and many minor characters
experience moments of physical pain and anxiety as a result of their love for
another person within the narrative.14 In my reading of the Acts of Andrew, I will
use the motif of lovesickness as a narrative guide to understanding the complex
nature of the erotic relationship between Andrew and Stratocles.
The first instance where this motif is present is actually not within the
relationship between Andrew and Stratocles, but instead in the relationship
between Stratocles and his servant, Alcman. The author describes Alcman as a
young boy (παῖς) whom Stratocles loved dearly.15 The word for “love” used
here is στέργω in Greek, which is not typically used for sexual love. However,
the author of the Acts of Andrew uses this word later on in the text, as we will
see, in a context that is clearly erotic in nature. When Alcman becomes sick,
“stricken by a demon,” Stratocles hears of it and he becomes very distressed
saying, “If only I had never come here but perished at sea this would not have
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happened to me! Friends, . . . I cannot live without him.” Then, Stratocles
begins to act quite erratically. First, he “hit himself about the eyes,” then, he
“became disturbed and unfit to be seen.”17 This narrative episode reveals the
lovesickness, in the form of mania, experienced by the character Stratocles. At
the fear of the loss of his love, Stratocles is irascible, disturbed, and makes a
statement indicating that he wants to die.
I suggest that the relationship between Stratocles and Alcman appears
as a traditional pederastic relationship.18 In Acts of Andrew, Stratocles is the
erastes, grieving the impending loss of his eromenos, Alcman. The erratic
behavior of Stratocles is expected for a grieving erastes, and Alcman’s desire
for Stratocles is not mentioned in the text, also typical for the role of the
eromenos. Yet, when Andrew heals Alcman and the boy does not die, the
relationship between Stratocles and Alcman seems to dissipate, as Stratocles
turns his attention completely to the apostle Andrew. After serving as Stratocles’
midwife during a conversion experience metaphorically represented through
labor pains, Andrew stays up all night long teaching Stratocles, who is said to
have abandoned his former philosophy in order to fully embrace Andrew’s
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ascetic message. The twist in this erotic sub-plot is that Stratocles, who was the
erastes in his relationship to Alcman, now appears to have become the eromenos
to Andrew, yet he retains an active, even overweening desire.
Throughout the narrative, the erotic relationship between Andrew, the
teacher, and his disciple Stratocles becomes obvious, and is even noted by
characters in the narrative. One of the servants of Aegeates, the antagonist of the
narrative, vocalizes the erotic tension between Andrew, Stratocles, and
Maximilla (another disciple of Andrew), which leads Saundra Schwartz to
identify these three as involved in a “love triangle.”20 Yet, it is only when
Andrew is condemned to die that the full depth of Stratocles’ love is revealed,
through his manic-lovesick behavior. This can be seen first through the words of
Andrew as he interrogates Stratocles: “Why are you afflicted with many tears
(δάκρυ) and why do you groan (στένω) out loud? Why do you despair
(δύσθῡµος)? Why your great grief (ἄλγος) and great sorrow (ἀνία)?”21 Andrew
continues questioning Stratocles in a discourse that Schwartz deems “laden with
homoerotic imagery.”22 Moreover, several of these words in Andrew’s speech
indicate Stratocles’ symptoms of lovesickness. The Greek word δύσθῡµος,
which MacDonald translates as “despair,” has another meaning of
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“melancholy.” As mentioned previously, Greek medical doctors often
conflated melancholy and lovesickness, since their symptoms were so similar.
Additionally, the primary meaning of ἄλγος is “pain of body,” suggesting the
corporeal nature of Stratocles’ pain.24
Following Andrew’s speech, Stratocles continues to “weep and wail” in
his despair over the impending loss of his love (κλαίων καὶ ὀδυρόµενος).25 In
response, Andrew takes Stratocles’ hand26 and assures him of his love saying, “I
have the one I sought. I have found the one I desired. I hold the one I loved”
(ἔχω ὃν ἐζήτουν· εὗρον ὃν ἐπόθουν· κρατῶ ὃν ἠγάπων·).27 Thus, although
Andrew attempts to control Stratocles’ highly emotional response, the apostle
confirms his desire for Stratocles openly and directly. Yet, Stratocles continues
to react physically to the anticipated loss of his love, as the text indicates that he
is “groaning still louder and crying uncontrollably.”28 Through this manic type
of reaction, Stratocles responds to Andrew in a highly erotic passage that I will
quote here at length:
Most blessed Andrew….the words that came from you are like flaming
javelins impaling me: each of them strikes me and actually blazes and
burns with love (στοργή) for you. The sensitive part of my soul, which
is disposed toward what I have heard, is tormented in that it presages
with anguish (what will take place). For you yourself may leave, and I
know well that it is good that you do so. But after this, where and in
23
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whom will I seek and find your concern (ἐπιµέλεια) and love (στοργή)?
I received the seeds (σπέρµα) of the words of salvation while you were
my sower (σπορεύς); for them to shoot up and reproduce requires no
one else but you, blessed Andrew.29
Striking a remarkable resemblance to Sappho’s poem quoted at the beginning of
this paper, Stratocles’ words seem more like those of a lover than a beloved,
exceeding the expectations of anteros, or reciprocal love, as described in Plato’s
Phaedrus. As Schwartz puts it, “It is thus in Stratocles that Andrew’s message is
metaphorically consummated.”30 It appears in this farewell scene that the love
between Andrew and Stratocles is mutual and reciprocated (albeit not entirely
symmetrical), unlike the traditional erastes/eromenos relationship in antiquity,
in which the erastes’ love is typically depicted as stronger.
As a result of this mutual love, and the threat of its demise, Stratocles
reacts violently when executioners take Andrew away to be crucified. “He did
not spare any of them but gave each a beating, ripping their clothing from top to
bottom…”31 The text indicates that Stratocles was “furious” and “perturbed” and
was murmuring under his breath as he tore Andrew away from the
executioners.32 This behavior is unusually violent for the character of Stratocles,
who gave up his position fighting in the war in order to study philosophy. This
specific circumstance provides the clearest example of the manic lovesickness
experienced by the character of Stratocles, who is acting erratically and violently.
Indeed, in the context of the narrative of the Acts of Andrew, Stratocles is a
29
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devoted, consistent character, except in the instances when a person whom he
loves is in danger, and then he behaves unpredictably. Through this manic
display of lovesickness, the traditional understanding of the teacher/disciple
relationship is reversed. For, in this text it is the eromenos who is reacting
erratically as a result of the loss of his partner.
Yet, this inconsistent behavior should not be viewed as altogether
unusual. Indeed, Dennis MacDonald argues that the Acts of Andrew incorporates
numerous literary elements from classical Greek writings, specifically The
Odyssey.33 MacDonald also shows the ways in which this early Christian
narrative mimics Plato’s dialogues. The inclusion of lovesickness, particularly in
its manic form, located within the character of Stratocles, could be further
indication of the author’s reliance upon Platonic dialogue. For instance, in
Phaedrus, Socrates describes the madness associated with love as preferential
and even desired:
Such then is the tale, though I have not told it fully, of the
achievements wrought by madness that comes from the gods. So let us
have no fears simply on that score; let us not be disturbed by an
argument that seeks to scare us into preferring the friendship of the
sane to that of the passionate. For there is something more that it must
prove if it is to carry the day, namely that love is not a thing sent from
heaven for the advantage both of the lover and beloved. What we have
to prove is the opposite, namely that this sort of madness is a gift of the
gods fraught with the highest bliss.34
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Put elegantly by Plato, the form of love that is a gift from the gods, the highest
form, manifests itself in madness. Thus, the mad love of Stratocles, the disciple,
could be viewed as superior to the love of Andrew, his teacher.
I will now turn to the novels of Xenophon and Tatius, narratives that
include examples of complex homoerotic relationships. First, in Achilles Tatius’
novel, Leucippe and Clitophon, the story of Kleinias and Charikles provides a
seemingly “typical” example of a homoerotic relationship involving lovesick
behavior exemplified by the grieving partner.35 In the context of this narrative,
Kleinias, the cousin of the male protagonist, is immediately identified as the
lover of Charikles. Charikles’ age is not identified specifically but he is always
referred to in the text as meiraki,oj, meaning boy or lad.36 Clitophon teases his
cousin because he is a “slave to the pleasures of Eros” when it comes to
Charikles. Yet, the relationship is immediately threatened when Charikles’
father arranges a marriage for him. As a result, Kleinias becomes angry and
launches into a tirade against the love of women. As Virginia Burrus observes,
this speech “rehearse(s) – without clearly endorsing – traditional arguments for
the superiority of pederasty over marriage.”37 After his lover’s speech Charikles
nonchalantly dismisses his worry about the arranged marriage, indicating that
the gods will take care of it and leaves for a horseback ride, a ride that ends
35
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tragically with the boy’s gruesome death. Kleinias, in shock at first, runs for the
body of his love. Vocalizing his grief and guilt, Kleinias is in true mourning
over the loss of his lover: “At this news, Kleinias was struck with utter silence
for a considerable period; then, as if suddenly awaked from a swoon of grief, he
cried out very pitifully and hurried to run to meet the corpse.”38 As he arrives,
Kleinias is utterly distraught and reacts so violently in his grief that “none of the
standers-by were able to refrain from tears.”39
Several scholars mention the pederastic nature of Kleinias and
Charikles’ relationship.40 David Konstan, for instance, suggests that this male
pair is an example of a pederastic relationship and argues that Kleinias is in the
“dominant role.”41 Indeed, Kleinias is described as an erastes by the novelist
during the mourning scene.42 However, the following sentence complexifies this
title as Kleinias refers to Charikles as his “master” (despo,thj) in his monologue
of grief.43 The use of this title is suggestively opposed to the identification of
Kleinias as the erastes. Perhaps this discrepancy indicates the fluidity of the
relationship between Kleinias and Charikles. In this way, they can be seen as an
example of a homoerotic pair that disrupts the typical pederastic relationship.
38
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Xenophon’s An Ephesian Tale contains the story of Hippothous and
Hyperanthes, reported by Hippothous himself. When he was “young” (ne,oj),
Hippothous fell in love with a “beautiful youth” (meiraki,oj) named
Hyperanthes.44 Hippothous approached Hyperanthes concerning his love, and
the youth consented, thus an erotic relationship blossomed. Hippothous, madly
in love, states:
I first fell in love with him when I saw his tenacious wrestling in the
gymnasium, and I lost control of myself. When a local festival with a
nightlong celebration was held, I took that occasion to approach
Hyperanthes and begged for his pity. The youth listened, promised
everything, and took pity on me. The first stage of love’s journey were
kisses and caresses and many tears from me, and in the end we took an
opportunity to be alone with each other, and the fact of our respective
ages went unsuspected. We were together a long time, feeling
extraordinary affection for each other, until some divinity took offense
at our good fortune.45
It is this “divinity” that is responsible for the threat to the relationship of these
two men. As a result, Aristomachus, an older man, desires to have Hyperanthes
as his own. Aristomachus is “captivated” by Hyperanthes and attempts to seduce
him, but the young man refuses, because of his love for Hippothous.46 Yet,
Hyperanthes is forced by his father to go to Aristomachus, which ultimately
drives Hippothous mad. Acting out of manic love and passion, Hippothous stabs
Aristomachus and kills him.47 The two young lovers secretly escape together on
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a ship sailing to Asia. However, a storm hits their ship and they capsize into the
ocean. Hippothous swims alongside Hyperanthes, who ultimately drowns at sea.
Again, we find two men in an erotic relationship, revealed through
symptoms of manic lovesickness, and which resists the typical ideals of a
pederastic relationship.48 For instance, Hippothous and Hyperanthes are
specifically said to be of the same age and seem to be of similar social status.
Moreover, they are equal in passion and love for one another. After their mutual
love is threatened, Hippothous is the one who reacts, like Stratocles, in a
manically lovesick way. However, the lovesickness functions in this text to
show the depth of the love of Hippothous, and even after such violent behavior,
the two lovers are able to escape together, if only for a short time. Moreover,
Aristomachus, the typical erastes figure, is killed in the narrative.
As we can see, the characters in these three narratives are dealing with
the loss or the threat of the loss of their love. In the face of this possible calamity,
they lose control and are portrayed as erratic and irrational. Both Stratocles and
Hippothous engage in physical violence in the face of this threat, Stratocles
beating Andrew’s executioners and Hippothous murdering Hyperanthes’ new
lover. Kleinias, having no one to blame, is stunned into silence and then moans
and cries loudly. All three lovers display their emotions outwardly and
experience great despair when their love is taken away from them.
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Additionally, in all three homoerotic couples, glimpses of mutual love
can be found. Yet, the relationship between Stratocles and Andrew is distinctive
because of the clear hierarchal structure between the two. Certainly, Andrew and
Stratocles first appear traditionally pederastic as Andrew is the teacher and
Stratocles is the student. Yet, the erotic desire presented in the text disrupts this
model, as both partners desire each other and vocalize that erotic desire in the
narrative. Moreover, in this story it is the erastes who dies and the eromenos
who is grieving and stricken by lovesickness. As opposed to the typical erastes
of the novel, who survives, Andrew is the one whose life is threatened. In the
midst of this dramatic ordeal, Andrew is fully in control and is even portrayed as
smiling while hanging on a cross. The idea of losing his love (or his life) is not
threatening to Andrew, and it is this aspect of his characterization that makes
Stratocles appear all the more lovesick in his actions.
Seen in this light, the motif of lovesickness illuminates the
complexities of the apostle/follower relationship. By identifying the physical
reactions of Stratocles, alongside similar distraught male lovers in the ancient
novels, the motif of lovesickness becomes clear. Like that of Hippothous and
Hyperanthes, Kleinias and Charikles, the love of Stratocles and Andrew is
presented as mutual, yet the lovesickness in each relationship is experienced by
only one partner: it is the surviving lover who grieves manically. In the Acts of
Andrew, however, the lover is still alive to witness the erratic behavior and even
question it, querying the dramatic nature of Stratocles’ reaction to this
impending loss. In this aspect, a new facet of the apostle/follower relationship is

16
revealed. The apostle, although an active lover, has his emotions under control,
while the follower is the one madly in love. Through the motif of lovesickness,
the erotic nature of Stratocles’ relationship with Andrew surfaces, and the
traditional binary is disrupted.
Dennis MacDonald refers to Andrew as a “Christianized Socrates,” and
perhaps this captures something of his erotic role as well.49 Indeed, according to
Alcibiades in the Symposium, his relationship between Socrates reversed the
typical roles of erastes and eromenoi: “Accordingly I invited him to dine with
me, for all the world like a lover (evrasth.j) scheming to ensnare his favorite
(paidikoi/j).”50 Alcibiades, who expected to lure Socrates with his beauty, finds
instead that he has been seduced: “For when I hear him I am worse than any
wild fanatic; I find my heart leaping and my tears gushing forth at the sound of
his speech, and I see great numbers of other people having the same
experience.”51 So Stratocles might have put it, yet the erotic dynamic of his
relationship with Andrew is queerer still, less a reversal than an undoing of the
traditional binary. The contrast is not between lover and beloved but between a
lover who is lovesick and one who is not. Both are active lovers, yet the apostle
still comes out on top.52
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