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Artemidorus, The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. by Martin Hammond (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020)

Artemidorus’ The Interpretation of Dreams is an important primary source for investigating ancient Greek conceptions of dreaming and the practices used to interpret dreams. Written in the second century CE, the work sets out an organised approach to interpretation and draws on illustrative cases and inherited traditions associated with a range of social groups and settings. For this reason, it offers useful evidence for situating dreams within the wider social, cultural, and religious environment of the Graeco-Roman world.

At the same time, the text calls for careful critical handling. Artemidorus’ readings reflect his own assumptions as well as the particular interpretive traditions he selects and transmits, and they should not be taken as a straightforward representation of the views of the ancient population as a whole. Nor does the fact that the treatise survives demonstrate that his methods were widely practised or broadly accepted.

Even with these constraints, The Interpretation of Dreams remains central to scholarship on ancient dream interpretation. It provides a starting point for further inquiry into how dreams are related to everyday experience and to wider cultural beliefs. I have selected this text as the primary evidence for my project, as it forms the foundation of the scholarship I engage with and provides a unique perspective on ancient attitudes toward status, gender, and daily life.

Peter Thonemann, An Ancient Dream Manual: Artemidorus’ The Interpretation of Dreams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020)
Published as a companion to Martin Hammond’s Oxford World’s Classics translation, Thonemann’s book is a thematic guide to the Oneirokritika for non-specialist readers. It opens with chapters on Artemidorus’ life and career and on his method of interpretation. It then examines what the text reveals about the body, sexuality and gender, the natural world, the gods, festivals, civic life, literary culture and social status, and closes with an epilogue on the work’s reception after antiquity. Thonemann writes as a social and cultural historian. He dates the work to around AD 200 and treats its interpretations as evidence for the values and concerns of Greek cities in Roman Asia Minor.
The book’s main strength is that it combines close knowledge of the text with a clear historical framework, and its thematic organisation makes a vast and loosely ordered text manageable. Because it was written alongside Hammond’s translation, its references can be followed directly in the edition I use. Its limitation is that, as an introductory companion, it gives less space to detailed scholarly debate, so it needs to be read alongside more specialist work such as Hall’s.
This book is central to my project. Its chapters on ‘Status and Values’ and ‘Sexuality and Gender’ underpin my argument that a dream’s meaning is determined by the dreamer’s social identity. Its account of Artemidorus’ method informs my discussion of his claim to empirical knowledge. It also represents the social-historical approach with which I align myself.

Claire Hall, ‘Artemidorus, Dream Exegesis, and the Case of the Interpolating Expert Dreamer’, Mnemosyne, 76.6 (2023), pp. 1000–25, doi:10.1163/1568525x-12347333
Hall argues that Artemidorus implicitly treats every dream as a combination of an external element, which can predict the future, and an internal element shaped by the dreamer’s profession, customs, relationships and habits of thought. The interpreter’s task is to identify and set aside the internal element in order to reach the predictive content. Her starting point is a passage in the preface to Book 4. There, Artemidorus explains that a Corinthian painter’s unfulfilled dreams of his master’s death were products of his own skill with symbols, not genuine predictions. Hall compares this with Jewish and Christian writers, especially Origen, who explained failed prophecies as human additions to divine messages.
The article’s strength is its close reading of a passage usually dismissed as a curiosity, and its original comparison with early Christian thought. Its limitation is that the two-part model is Hall’s reconstruction, since Artemidorus never states it directly. Her conclusion is also more favourable to Artemidorus than the evidence strictly requires.
This article is central to my discussion of the reliability of Artemidorus’ reported cases. Hall presents his reclassification of unfulfilled dreams as hermeneutic sophistication, but her evidence also shows that his system could explain away failed predictions instead of counting them against itself. Her reading of his warning about poor interpreters, whose mistaken readings accumulate over time, also supports my argument that his empirical method was vulnerable to confirmation bias. Reading Hall has changed my approach: rather than dismissing Artemidorus’ cases as simply unverifiable, I now examine how his classification system itself shaped which outcomes counted as successes.
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