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Analyze the role of divination within the theory and practice of ancient Greek medicine.

Introduction


Divination played a huge role in the practice and theory of Greek medicine. Divination can be defined as the attempt to receive “answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding from some higher power or supernatural being”
. Whereas Medicine is the practice of the diagnosing, treating, and preventing diseases. Evidence of the interconnection of the two appear in a myriad of Greek texts spanning over multiple time periods; from Thucydides to Plato and “others testify to the belief that an epidemic could be averted by prayers and the consultation of oracles”
. Even the language associated with practitioners of medicine are intertwined with language that closely pairs their craft with divinatory practice. For example, Aeschylus (an influential Greek playwright from the 5th century BCE) calls Apollo (a god popularly attributed to healing) ἰατρόµαντις; meaning ‘Doctor-seer’ in the Oresteia 
, Jouanna insists that this “proves the indissoluble link between medicine and divination”
.

Plato suggested in Timaeus (24c)
, “that both divination (μ αντική ) and medicine ( ἰατρική ) are necessary for health.”
 In this essay I will seek to prove the significant role of various types of divination in Greek medicine and how different methods were used within ancient Greece to aid in healing practices. I will discuss the use of incantations and amulets for healing, the importance of dream divination in prescription and medical practice, healing cults that utilised divination, medical astrology, and the contribution of planetary symbolism to the theory of Greek medicine, and Catoptromancy. We also see a conflict of opinions within the theory of divination and its uses that I will also discuss. With this essay, I aim to showcase the use of divination as a constitutive element of the foundations of Greek Medicine. 
Incantations and healing amulets

Medicine and the art of healing was heavily entwined with and used incantations, healing amulets and other symbolic cures as prescriptions for ailments. Ogden states that “Amulets were the most pervasive of magical tools in antiquity”.
 Amulets were used as “a protective or empowering magical bond”
; The origin of the term stems from the Greek;, “periamma (or periapton), literally means “object tied around”
. “Prescriptions” would be likened to spells in the modern day- suggesting the use of seemingly unrelated ingredients and a ritual of sorts. For example, the Greek Magical Papyri is littered with various cures to different illnesses. The prescriptions include but are not limited to; curing a scorpion sting by writing symbolic characters on a piece of papyrus and wrapping the sting to alleviate the pain
, wearing a papyrus with “ROURARBISAROURBBARIASPHRĒN” transcribed on it as an amulet to heal eyes with discharge
, and banishing a fever by rubbing the body with oil while repeating "SABA~TH" seven times
. The text outlines many spells that can be identified as spells for healing. Many of these spells seem to include a ritual, recommendation of an amulet that will give desired results, the use of oils and/or herbs or a combination of these. To the modern-day reader, these “cures” may come across as obscure or far-fetched. However, to the people of ancient Greece, these practices were normalised. The Greek Magical Papyri is an important point of reference that displays the role of divination within the theory of medicine. Jefferson states that “spells were popular because humans wished to take actions into their own hands to obtain divine or miraculous aid”

We can also see evidence of the use of incantations in ancient Greece in philosophical texts from this period. For example, Plato mentions the use of incantations and amulets, saying; “[Until a patient decides not to continue in behaviour that leads to illness] ‘...no medicine or cautery or surgery, and no incantation (ἐπῳδαι) or amulet (περίαπτα) or anything like that either, is going to do them the slightest good.’
. Plato’s mention of incantations and amulets regarding healing an illness displays the general attitude of the time towards the use of these methods alongside more scientific methods such as medicine or surgery. Plato also displays his belief in the efficacy of incantations in medical practice in Charmides
 when discussing the remedy for a headache;  “So I told him that the thing itself was a certain leaf, but there was a charm (ἐπῳδὴ) to go with the remedy; and if one uttered the charm at the moment of its application, the remedy made one perfectly well; but without the charm there was no efficacy in the Leaf“. Here, Plato highlights that the remedy for the headache would only take effect with the inclusion of the incantation. This further serves to prove that the use of divination in the forms of incantations and amulets was commonplace in conjunction with attempts to invoke healing or the relief of pain in ancient Greece. Contrastingly, we also see Plato siding against “magic” - saying that he believed that magic poses a threat to the “relationship between humans and the gods; the use of magical practices aimed at manipulating the gods corrupted the ideal relationship of human submission to the gods’ will.” 
 This poses the question of whether Plato and others of the time considered incantations and amulets as “magical” or a part of divination at all and whether the actual goal of these practices was to seek the assistance of higher powers. However, from a modern day standpoint, these practices definitely fall under the umbrella of divination. 

Other texts offer verification that incantations and “enchanted” amulets went beyond just the theory of medicine but were also actively practised by the Greeks in antiquity.

An early example of healing incantations in practice can be found in Homer’s Odyssey. The text lends the tale of Odysseus having his leg torn by a wild boar. As a result, sons of Autolycus “bound the wound and staunched the black blood with an incantation”.
 “the use of an incantation here suggests that the binding of Odysseus thigh may have had an amuletic significance as well as a practical one”
; similar to the examples given in the PGM pertaining to wrapping enchanted papyri on wounds to encourage healing
. This record of putting incantations and amuletic bonds into practice proves the use of divination in the practice of first aid in Greece. Pindar provides an additional resource that is relevant in Pythian. Pindar professes that Asclepius (the god of healing) tended some of his patients with “mild incantations” and “mild drugs”
, either they drank them, or he fastened them all around their limbs
. This suggests that the “pharmaka” given by the god had no distinction between ingested medication and amulets to be worn on the body.

Dream divination and its importance to the cult of Asclepius


Divination through means of dreams played a very large role in Greek Medicine. “Most Graeco-Roman physicians... acknowledged the relevance of dreams in medical care, both as symptomatic of somatic movements and as carriers of divine prescriptions”. 
 Hippocrates, who is often referred to as the “Father of Medicine” and his followers, used dreams “as a tool for diagnosis and treatment of illness.”
 “The treatise On Regimen IV uses dreams as prognostic and diagnostic signs of normal or abnormal internal conditions
. During this time, dreams were seen as either messages from the gods or from the soul
.- thus categorising dreaming in this sense as divination. “By interpreting patients' dreams, the Hippocratic physician made a prognosis about the condition of the patient's body, the effects of diet and physical exercise, and adjusted the regimen to prevent deterioration of disease”
 ““Dreams were used in a medical context by Posidonius and Philo of Alexandria, among others... by Galen in confirming his medical theories…  and in Hippocratic medicine: On Regimen IV provides details on medical divination through dreams .”

One way that these dreams would be accessed for medical purposes was thorough Dream Incubation. Dream Incubation (or enkoimesis
) was a practice that was made very popular in the Greco-Roman world starting around the 6th century. Defined as; “a practice in which a person performs a ritual act and then sleeps in a sacred palace, with the deliberate intention of receiving a divine dream”
 or “as a religiously motivated ritual aiming to secure god’s cure”
 Harrison claims that “incubation in its strictest sense did not exist before the development of the practice in healing shrines in ancient Greece”
 Dream incubation was a popular practice among healing cults in antiquity. “The healing cult was the most popular [method of medical practice] in the first four centuries
. The ritual of incubation would involve three main elements; sleeping in a sacred place, performing a ritual before sleep- usually to ask for the healing help of the god or goddess of the sacred place, and asking for a dream from them to aid in their healing
. It is also reported that relatives and close friends of the ill would attend the temples and participate in the incubation ritual on their behalf.
 The preparation ritual included bathing and making sacrifices to a god in exchange for his facilitation of a healing dream.
 This fact highlights sacrifice and ritual bathing as other divination methods that played a role in Greek Medicine. These are both practised with the intent of communicating with higher beings for the goal of receiving healing in return. 

One of the more notorious healing cults was that of the healing cult of Asclepius. This was named after the god of medicine. The sick would flock to the sleeping hall dedicated to the god called the “Abaton”.  “It was believed that whilst there Asclepius would send his worshippers dreams with medical prescriptions, if he deemed them worthy of cure” 
 In the temple of Asclepius, The sick would spend the night in the god's temple to wait for him once they had completed the necessary ritual bath and sacrifice. Reportedly, Asclepius would reveal himself to them- providing them with healing through the “laying on of hands,” giving medical advice, or tending to them with medications and/or surgery.
As previously mentioned, he would tend to his patients with incantations, herbs and amulets as well. He “miraculously and effortlessly eliminated the pain and the cause of disease”
 
 In addition, The Epidaurian Iamata provides accounts that “hint at having sex with the god for healing purposes”
. In my view, this practice could be likened to the practice of sex magic and definetly falls under the umbrella of divination. In one example, the author provides a narrative that recounts a man attending the temple with a stone in his penis. A “beautiful boy (perhaps an anthropomorphic manifestation of the god)”
 has intercourse with the man in his dream which results in him ejaculating the stone. Summarised by Jefferson; “the patient woke up feeling refreshed, holding the kidney stone in his hands.” 
 However, not all visitations from Asclepius were of a sexual nature. In another account, a woman with no children slept in the Abaton where she dreamt that “a snake (in all likelihood a zoomorphic manifestation of the god)”
 led on her belly - resulting in her having five children.
.
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Figure 1. 

In figure 1
,  we can see a visually represented account of the experience of the Abaton. This artwork was found in the sanctuary of Amphiaraus at Oropos (4th century BCE) currently being housed  In the National Archaeological Museum of Athens.
 The image outlines the duality of the healing procedure that occurred during dream incubation. The right side of the image shows the physical reality of the patient- being watched over by a priest while a snake was licking his wounds. In contrast, the left side of the carving depicts the dream reality that the patient is experiencing- where he is being operated on by the god Asclepius.
 This carving as well as the healing accounts serve as evidence that further supports the use of divination in the form of dreams within medical practice.

In instances where Asclepius did not directly heal the patients in the dream, the physicians and priests of the temple would then have the responsibility of providing insight into the messages of the god. Upon awakening, the priests would give an interpretation of the dream and explain the god's instructions thus healing the patient.
 There were a few guidelines to the dream interpretation that were immortalised by Artemidoros in Oneirokritikon.
 If the vision is straightforward, This dream was sent by the gods
 and no interpretation is needed and the patient takes the cure outlined by the dream.
 However, If the dream is symbolic, the interpreter must either decode the puns in the dream, or the application of analogies.
 For example, Artimidoros’ Dream Book gives an account of a man praying to Askelpius for healing and receiving a dream about human fingers being eaten. He was ultimately healed through eating five dates. The pun being decoded here was that the fruits of the date palm were also referred to as “fingers”.
 This shows that literality was not always important to the diagnosis, but rather symbolic meaning and the use of wordplay representations were a way for humans to receive divine messages and use them as diagnostic tools. Additionally, the author of the Hippocratic treatise On Regimen IV mentions that dreams were also used to equate images of the natural world to reflect the inner workings of the dreamer's body. “For example, the earth is analogous to a dreamer’s flesh, a river to his blood, a tree to his penis, and so forth. Thus, the condition of a particular external object in a dream will be the analogous state of the bodily organ that corresponds to that object”
 However, any deduction must be checked by the interpreter against medical theory in order to ensure accuracy and to provide competent medical help, regardless of the method used.
 

Upon completion of the healing ritual, the patient was required to make a payment for the medical procedure in the form of either a  “spiritual form of prayer, an animal sacrifice, or the physical form of a votive offering”
 Outside the temple there was a physical manifestation that held the accounts of the plentiful successful healing stories of the temple;  there “were numerous stelai, slabs of stone or wood that bear inscriptions that rest outside the temple and are carved with curative accounts from patients at the Asclepieion”

Despite there being a disapproval of general “mystical healers” by physicians, healing cults seemed to be exempt from these criticisms.
 It is evident that physicians were in support of these temple medical practices as they did not contradict or provide alternative methods to those practised in the temples.
 Moreover, physicians acknowledged the healing cult, since the cult treated chronic illnesses such as paralysis or blindness.”
 Even the Hippocratic Corpus insists that gout is incurable
. However, this was an ailment claimed to be healed within the Abaton. Healing cults had the reputation for being able to “treat the untreatable”
. The separation of “temple medicine” and “scientific medicine” did not exist during this era.
 The presence of the healing cults did not discredit the practice and advancement toward modern medicine by the ancient greeks. Petridou suggests that the cult of Asclepius aided in helping to spread Hippocratic medicine.
 In addition, we can credit Asclepius with a lot of the works of Galen who made a lot of impressionable medical advancements. Galen recalls that Asclepius sent him a dream for his own health
. Galen remained that his medical career was divinely guided by the god. Despite there being a clear separation of the methods of Asclepius and the more modern-aligning Galen, I think it is fair to argue that divination also played a big role in inspiring the advancement of ancient Greek medicine toward the medical practices that we see today.
The consultation of alternative higher beings and healers

Another example of a popular healer that worked through divine means was that of Apollonius. It appears he and Asclepius were practising around similar times as there is a report of him witnessing Asclepius healing a patient. Apollonius seems to have a similar reputation to the god of medicine; both facilitating healing, exorcisms, and even resurrections.
 However, what’s interesting about the narrative of Apollonius in contrast to that of Asclepius is that his bibliographer is adamant that Apollonius’ practices were devoid of magic; saying that he is “ not as a magician (since he never accepted remuneration or used any spells or sacrifices
)  but as a miracle worker with a divine nature.”
 Philiostratus also credits Apollonius as being “divine and was conversant with gods and goddesses such as Apollo and Athena.” 
 Our modern understanding of what divination is classed as may give us an alternative view of the practices of Apollonius- as it is admitted that he uses higher powers to heal the sick. It could be suggested that Philostratus was influenced by the rising influence of Christian ideas at the time and attempts to separate the reputation of Apollonius from healing gods such as Asclepius through contrasting the methods they used. Additionally, Philostratus gives further insight into the practices of Apollonius, saying that he had a “special insight into the flight of sparrows''.
. It could be assumed that the author is referencing another divinatory tool known as Ornithomancy (Οἰωνίζομαι) - in which the patterns of birds would be observed to receive messages of the gods. This further emphasises that Apollonius did in fact employ divination as his practices aside from Philostratus’ attempts to split him from this notion. In my opinion, Apollonius is a great example of how divination was used by the ancient Greeks for healing purposes even if they themselves did not consider this work to be “divination”. In addition, his story seeks to educate us on the shifting attitudes towards the inclusion of divination in medicine as the nation became Christianised. 

Catoptromancy was another form of divination noted for aiding in the consultation of a god with the aim of banishing illness. Catoptromancy is “The practice of divination using mirrors…, derived from the Greek word katoptron meaning mirror, or metaphorically, reflection”
 and “involved divination by images seen reflected on a shining surface, usually a mirror but sometimes water or another analogous reflective medium.”
.  Addey describes a ritual outlined by Pausanias by which the sick would seek answers from the earth goddess, Demeter. The ritual included tying a mirror to a cord and lowering it until its rim contacted the water. The sick would burn incense and pray to the goddess to receive a vision in the mirror that would indicate whether they would survive their current illness or not.
 Addey comments that there is a “parallel here with the purposes of the divinatory practices at sanctuaries of Asclepius, where sick people went to receive cures and advice about their health”
. Although there is a lack of information on the details of this ritual, it further gives another example of how the sick in antiquity would rely on divination when faced with illness. 

Medicine and Astrology


The divination art of Astrology also had a hand in the approach to medical practices in ancient Greece. A Hippocratic letter
 even connects Medicine and Divination saying that they are both ruled by the same god; Apollo: “Medicine and divination are close kin, since Apollo is the one father of the two arts, and he is also our ancestor…”
Furthermore, Apollo is himself called iatromantis; meaning “healer diviner”, which is the name also given to followers of Apollo who practise healing arts.
 We see evidence of medicine being interwoven with astronomy in the Hippocratic Corpus for the first time, which mentions the word astronomia.
 Hippocrates also credits the significance of astrology in conjunction with medical practice by saying “...astronomy contributes not a small, but a very great part, to medicine”
 the influence of astrology varies across the board; being used in a multitude of different ways from the use of the celestial beings as omens or the use of astrology charts in calculating times of events relating to medical practice. The planets were observed in antiquity as representations of the heavens and gods, therefore taking the state of the heavens as a reflection of the earthly reality can be seen as divination- giving divine insight into the state of affairs at present.


“Kairos , the “right time,” is also an important principle in divination. Rituals must be performed at the proper time to heal, propitiate or receive counsel from the gods.” 
 Not only is the notion of time an integral part of astrology but is also highlighted in the Greek Magical Papyri as it outlines the days that are suitable to perform divination and rituals contained within the text
. As mentioned before, the Greek Magical Papyri contains many spells relating to healing; proving that employing the correct time to receive the assistance of higher beings was an integral part of Greek medical theory and practice. The PGM also mentions the significance of the placements of the moon and how this energy can be harnesses by mankind for the best results- pointing out that the moon in Virgo suggests that “anything is rendered obtainable” whereas the moon in Sagittarius is useful for “invocation or incantation”
. Considering the indispensable role of incantations in healing rituals, it would be difficult to deny that this would have been considered during the practice of Greek medicine. These notions are not dissimilar to ideas put forth by Galen
. He specifically mentions how illnesses will pan out based on the position of the moon at this time. Saying; “beginnings of illnesses will be most pernicious when the Moon is in Taurus, Leo, Scorpio, and Aquarius but not dangerous and delivering recovery when it is passing through Aries, Cancer, Libra, and Capricorn”
 Whether this connection was intentional or not, it is hard to ignore the similarities between these two texts. All of this seeks to prove that employing divine messages by observing planetary movements could be observed in antiquity as a part of medical practice.
The link between medicine and astrology was not limited to the symbolic role of the planets and time, but there was also a practice utilised in medicine called Decumbiture - which involved “casting a horoscope for the time someone felt ill enough to go to bed”
. Decumbiture is aligned with katarchic astrology (named after the greek; “katarchē as “inception” or “beginning.”
), which Greenbaum states is  “arguably the most divinatory kind of astrology”
.The use of Decumbiture and its role in medical practice becomes clear in texts such as Dorotheus’s Book V. The contents of this guide includes; instructions for interpreting a decumbiture chart by observing the movements of the moon in relation to malefic planets, interpreting the moon’s phase, using the decumbiture chart alongside the natal chart of a patient, and using decumbiture to choose the ideal time for surgery.
; which appears similar to the ideas of Galen as he  seems to support the combining use of one's natal chart - speaking on the relevance of one's natal Jupiter or Venus position in relation to the moon and how this indicates a positive outcome in illness.
 Based on this, one could come to a conclusion about the outcome of the illness in question, the methods that would be used to treat the illness and the course it would take.
 

Another employment of astrology in antiquity was the practice of humour. This craft associated “χυμοί”: blood, phlegm, bile, black bile with corresponding astrological phenomena such as seasons, elements (ϲτοιχεῖα: earth, air, fire, water), qualities (ποιότητεϲ: hot, cold, wet, dry), and planets
.. These features are a lasting component of hellenistic astrology - displaying the influence of celestial divination in this practice. Physicians of this time would take these heavenly phenomena into account when persuitig the potential cause and overall treatment of the disease, under the belief that these outworldly forces were “influencing the courses of disease and the maintenance of health”

 Divination as a source of doubt 
While divination was widely favoured and utilised in medical practice, it also played a role in causing a conflict in ideas amongst the community. Within the Hippocratic corpus, despite the author seemingly being in support of dream divination, he denounces the use of incantations- saying that any “proper” treatment couldn't be performed by incantations and professing that illness is not caused by divine intervention.
 It seems that the Hippocratic author has a deep mistrust for the practices of divination alongside medicine. He shows his fear that “healers” are “frauds” that he desires to “proceed to expose”.
 He continues saying that; “these practitioners pretend a deeper knowledge than is given to others; with their prescriptions of ‘sanctifications’ and ‘purifications,’ their patter about divine visitation and possession by devils, they seek to deceive”
 This text shows that while there may be some efficacy to divination being used with healing as suggested by multiple other texts, there may have also been those who faked divine healing in order to reap the financial or social benefits of being a healer with no real credibility. In this example, we can see the role of divination could have been a means of swindling others in their time of desperation for financial gain in ancient Greek medicine as well. 

Another philosopher - Plotinus also speaks against the extreme incorporation of divination in medicine. “They assert diseases to be Spirit beings and boast of being able to expel them by formulae: this pretension may enhance their importance with the crowd… but they can never persuade the intelligent”

Conclusion 

  In conclusion, the role of divination within the theory and practice of Greek medicine is evident for many centuries. evidence of its existence, practice and influence is displayed among Greek physicians, philosophers, and playwrights. Some of the most notorious and influential physicians such as Galen and Hippocrates hold space for the practice of divination and have recorded its use in surviving scripts. The divinatory practices utilised were widespread and diverse. Commonly, the use of incantations and amulets were used to enlist higher powers to assist with healing. We see multiple examples of spells that utilise amulets and the incantation is the Greek Magical Papyri.  In addition, a collection of accounts on the potency of dream divination in connection proves the popularity of this custom and its huge role in ancient Greek medicine. The wisdom of the gods (notably Asclepius) was elicited through dream incubation in sacred spaces. Dream incubation was one of the most popular medical practices in antiquity and was credited with healing illness considered incurable. Even though some physicians were opposed to divination in medical practice, it is evident that the majority still favoured healing cults and dream divination within the practice. The practice of rituals to communicate with gods on the topic of healing was also a favoured method of divination within this field - including ritualistic baths, offerings, incense burning, prayers and mirror divination. Astrological symbolism and practice were used in Greek medicine to try to predict the outcome of illnesses. Astrology was utilised in a few ways including the moon placement, the employment of the natal chart and the use of the decumbiture chart to diagnose and treat the sick. Even though the efficacy of divination and the question of how much it should play in medicine comes under scrutiny, its influence cannot be challenged. 

Word count; 4572.
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