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Analysis the role of divination within the theory and practice of ancient Greek medicine
Word count: 2886

Introduction
This essay will analysis the role of divination within ancient Greek medicine and will do so by considering elements of ancient Greek medicine that can be seen to involve divinatory practice, such as pharmakeia and incantations, and consider for what purposes these techniques were used and how they were employed. Within ancient Greek medical practice, divination played an important role and for the purposes of this essay divination can be defined as ‘the attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions beyond the range of ordinary human understanding’.[footnoteRef:1] On this basis, we understand that the ancient Greeks employed divinatory practices in order to aid healing as they were not in possession of all the necessary knowledge to do so without divine assistance. [1:  M. Loewe, C. Blacker, R. Lama Chime Radha, Oracles and Divination, (Random House: New York 1981), p.1] 


Divination within ancient Greek medicine
It is my understanding that ancient Greek medicine can be split into two areas, one which utilised divination in its practice and one which didn’t and whose doctors were firmly against such interventions. The area which contained divination became clearly separated from religious practice and the Greeks created a word for this new area of speciality, mageia, and it could even be argued they invented the category completely.[footnoteRef:2] Graf believes this separation occurred as those who didn’t practice mageia in the natural sciences looked at ‘a closed system free from divine intervention within which changes were to be attributed to physical causes only.’[footnoteRef:3] These were the doctors who firmly refuted the power of divination and excluded it from their practice completely; the Hippocratic writers of the Hippocratic Corpus fall into this area.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  G.E.R. Lloyd, Demystifying Mentalities, (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge 1990), p.43]  [3:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World (London: Routledge 2003), p.20 ]  [4:  V Nutton, Ancient Medicine, (London: Routledge, 2004), p.87] 

To the modern reader, it may seem strange that divination was closely associated to medical practice and this needs to be explained. To the ancient Greeks, there was not such a separation of magic, religion, superstition and science as exists in modern concepts and they were banded together under the same banner and there is also evidence to suggest that the ancient Greeks sometimes linked illness with the divine. Hippocrates in The Sacred Disease studies epilepsy and ridicules those who believe that the disease is particularly divine by stating ‘it is not, in my opinion, any more divine or more sacred than other diseases, but has a natural cause’.[footnoteRef:5] As mentioned above, the Hippocratic school of doctors did not employ divinatory techniques in their practice and Hippocrates discusses the theories of others that believed the disease was inflicted by divine will and attributes this as being ‘due to the lack of means’ of those studying it.[footnoteRef:6] The purpose of this example is to show that the Ancient Greeks, in their thinking, attributed illness and disease to divine powers, thus it made sense to them to invoke divinatory practice to combat their symptoms. [5:  W.H.S. Jones (trans), ‘Hippocrates – Volume II; Prognostic. Regimen in Acute Diseases. The Sacred Disease. The Art. Breaths. Law. Decorum. Physician. Detention.’ Loeb Classical Library (MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), I, p139 (English)]  [6:  J. Jouanna & N. Allies ‘Hippocrates and the Sacred’ in P. Van der Eijk (Ed), Greek Medicine from Hippocrates to Galen: Selected Papers (2012), p. 102] 


Pharmakeia
Pharmakeia was one strand of divinatory practice associated with ancient Greek medicine. The term in Greek was used to mean the use of drugs, poisons or remedies.[footnoteRef:7] By extension, pharmaka was therefore used to denote a drug, poison or when used with enchantments, spells. They could be used alone, could be ingested or used as, or with, a charm or enchantment. The use of pharmaka could have healing or toxic outcomes depending on the circumstances.[footnoteRef:8] To complicate matters, the term pharmakeia could be used interchangeably with goeteia and mageia, despite the latter two terms being used to denote particular crafts.[footnoteRef:9] As the latter terms were not used in relation to medicine, they will not be referenced further but are worthy of note to aid understanding of the primary sources and the difficulties that can be encountered in translation.  [7:  H.G. Liddell, R Scott, H.S. Jones & R McKenzie, A Greek-English Lexicon, (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1996), <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.04.0057%3Aentry%3Dfarmakei%2Fa1> [accessed 22 July 2019] ]  [8:  E. Eidinow, ‘Patterns of Persecution: ‘Witchcraft’ Trials in Classical Athens’, Past & Present, No. 208 (2010), p.12 ]  [9:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.33] 

Nutton states that Homer’s works ‘afford us a glimpse of medical ideas and practices long before any of our strictly medical literature’ and Homer also gives divine causes to some of the ailments he refers to.[footnoteRef:10] One of the first mentions of the use of pharmaka was in Homer’s Odyssey, which was composed near the end of the 8th Century BCE when Homer refers to Circe making ‘a potion of cheese and barley meal … but in the food she mixed evil drugs, that they might utterly forget their native land.’[footnoteRef:11] Circe’s intention in making this potion is for Odysseus and his companions to forget their homeland and remain on the island. Circe is commonly referred to as a sorceress, and sometimes specifically a witch, therefore denoting a negative use of pharmaka with the intention of doing harm to the imbiber; she goes on to turn them into swine, wolves and other animals to guard her palace.[footnoteRef:12] There exist examples of trials from which are associated with the administration of pharmaka, in particular the case of Theoris of Lemnos from the fourth century BCE where Collins states that ‘since we know that Theoris was ultimately executed, we can surmise that she was proven, in the eyes of the Athenian jury, to have personally administered pharmaka which intended to harm or kill’.[footnoteRef:13] We therefore have two different types of sources; one literary and one judicial which both recount the use of pharmaka with the express purpose of doing harm to others.  [10:  V. Nutton, Ancient Medicine’, (Routledge: London 2004), p.37]  [11:  A.T. Murray (trans), ‘Homer – Odyssey, Volume I’ Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1919), 10, 235, p375 (English)]  [12:  C. Oates, ‘Cheese Gives Your Nightmares: Old Hags and Heartburn’, Folklore, Vol. 114, No. 2 (2003), p. 208]  [13:  D Collins, ‘The Trail of Theoris of Lemnos: A 4th Century Witch or Folk Healer’, Western Folklore, Vol. 59, No.3/4 (2000), p.267] 

Pindar refers to the administration of potions in a medicinal context in his Pythian Odes which was a lyric poem written c. 470BCE. Pindar refers to the treatment of summer fever or winter chill being tended with ‘calming incantations, while others drank soothing potions.[footnoteRef:14] Dickie expands on this to explain that these are techniques that were ‘employed by the mythical father of ancient medicine, Asclepius, to cure patients of their ills’.[footnoteRef:15] As opposed to the examples within Homer and the trial of Theoris of Lemnos, this provides an example of the positive nature of pharmaka. In his Laws, written c.348 BCE, Plato references pharmaka when the Athenian Stranger suggests that there should be stricter penalties involved for crimes involving their use. Before discussing the content of the use, it should be mentioned that in Laws Plato uses the term pharmakeia interchangeably with goeteia, which despite having difficult etymological roots, is usually understood to mean sorcery associated with the dead, and for this reason is often associated with necromancy.[footnoteRef:16] Plato usually favours the term goeteia, however it sometimes was more convenient to use pharmakeia as it would be more difficult to explain how harm is suffered if only goeteia was used and this is the case in his discussion of harm caused by the use of pharmaka.[footnoteRef:17] Before outlining the penalties that he believes should be involved, Dickie explains that Plato is forced to make the distinction between the two forms of pharmakeia. He states that there is one form where the user is acting in accordance with the nature of the physical body against another physical body and the other is where the user is trying to persuade others to do harm either against them self or someone else.[footnoteRef:18] Plato emphasises that it is the level of human action which contributes to the punishment, particularly when deliberate injury ‘is caused by means of potions, food, and unguents’ rather than those which are further removed, such as reciting incantations.[footnoteRef:19] The penalties are harsher where physical acts are concerned and Plato specifically mentions that ‘if the agent be a doctor, and if he be convicted of poisoning, he shall be punished by death.[footnoteRef:20] We therefore see a direct link made by Plato between pharmaka and medicine and he even goes so far as to suggest that even doctors could make mistakes in their administration which led to negative outcomes for the patient. Further to this, in his Historia Plantarum, written c. 350BCE – 287BCE, Theophrastus suggests that unfamiliarity with, in this case, herbs being employed may be the reason that some pharmaka give toxic rather than beneficial effects and therefore doctors employing their use needed to be of a certain level of experience to ensure they did not encounter the penalties described by Plato.[footnoteRef:21]  [14:  W.H. Race (trans) ‘Pindar - Olympian Odes. Pythian Odes, Volume I’ Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1997), 3, 53, p.257 (English)]  [15:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.24 ]  [16:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.13]  [17:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.44]  [18:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.43 ]  [19:  R.G. Bury (trans) ‘Plato – Laws, Volume II’, Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1926), XI, 932E, p.455 (English)]  [20:  R.G. Bury (trans) ‘Plato – Laws, Volume II’, XI, 933D, p.457 (English)]  [21:  J. Scarborough, ‘Theophrastus on Herbals and Herbal Remedies’, Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 11, No.2 (1978), p.379] 

Most of the evidence we have for the use of pharmaka in ancient Greece comes from Athens, however there is limited evidence available from lead sheets found at the oracle of Zeus at Dodona that the oracle was consulted about such concerns. One example of a reported question concerns whether a shipowner, or possibly a captain, was being harmed by spells, which in the Greek was written pharmaka.[footnoteRef:22] The consultation of oracles was considered both a religious and divinatory practice and although not directly linked to medicine, as we have seen the use of pharmaka in medicinal practice, this example is worthy of note as it demonstrates a different strand of pharmaka, spells.  [22:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.75] 

In summary, we have several different sources which suggest the use of pharmaka was involved within ancient Greek medicinal practice and despite it not being advocated by some schools, such as the Hippocratic school, its use continued in every day practice. There were both positive and negative outcomes associated with its use and there were consequences should the outcomes be negative on the patient. Based on my research, I would suggest that this form of divination contributed to the later development of pharmacology, where herbs and potions were developed into the form of medicine which we are more familiar with today. 
Incantations and amulets
Another form of divinatory technique used within ancient Greek medicine is that of incantations, or epode in Greek, which Dickie describes as ‘a song that heals or relieves’.[footnoteRef:23] Closely associated with epode were amulets, as when they were written down, they essentially became an amulet that could be attached to the body. In the sources, there is a clear distinction between those that were used to heal or reverse adverse effects, and those intended to raise the dead which were associated with sorcery, necromancy and were often forbidden. Based on this distinction, it becomes clear that medical incantations were a recognised procedure and their inclusion in medical practice can be traced back to 470BCE when they are referenced by Pindar in his Pythian Odes where he describes some of the techniques employed by Asclepius, the god most closely associated with medicine; ‘some he tended with calming incantations’.[footnoteRef:24] The use of incantations is seen to continue into the second century AD when Galen, who is considered the ‘greatest physician of all time’ sanctions their use despite promoting a more scientific approach.[footnoteRef:25] However, in contrast, in The Sacred Disease, Hippocrates expressly condemns the use of incantations, stating their use as unholy and capable of causing more harm than good as they are just as likely to bring on disease than cure it.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.24]  [24:  W.H. Race (trans) ‘Pindar - Olympian Odes. Pythian Odes, Volume I’ Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1997), 3, 53, p.257 (English)]  [25:  M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World, p.24]  [26:  W.H.S. Jones (trans), ‘Hippocrates – Volume II; Prognostic. Regimen in Acute Diseases. The Sacred Disease. The Art. Breaths. Law. Decorum. Physician. Detention.’ Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1923), I, p149 (English)] 

In Homer’s Odyssey, he recounts a tale of when Odysseus was hunting and was gored by a boar’s tusk and it is noted that they ‘checked the black blood with a charm’.[footnoteRef:27] Renehan describes this as a ‘clear example of the combinations of “rational” medicine and “irrational” magic in the treatment of an injury’ but for our purposes it constitutes a clear example of the use of divination in ancient Greek medicine.[footnoteRef:28] In Charmides, Plato claims to know a charm to cure headaches ‘the thing itself was a certain leaf, but there was a charm to go with the remedy; and if one uttered the charm at the moment of its applications, the remedy made one perfectly well; but without the charm there was no efficacy in the leaf.’[footnoteRef:29] This is an example of the use of a pharmaka, in this case the leaf, in conjunction with an incantation, and Plato emphasises the fact that the pharmaka will not work, without the incantation to draw attention to its significance. The Greek Magical Papyri is the name given by scholars to a body of papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt containing a variety of spells and rituals which are from the second century BCE to fifth century CE.[footnoteRef:30] They contain several references to the use of incantations to heal physical maladies. A cure for a scorpion sting states, ‘on a clean piece of papyrus, write the characters and place it on the part which has the sting, and the sting will lose its pain immediately’ and there follows a list of 11 characters.[footnoteRef:31] For a cure to discharge of the eyes it should be written ‘on a piece of papyrus and attach it is an amulet: ROURARBISAROURBBARUASHPHRĒN’.[footnoteRef:32] There are also detailed the cure for migraines which can involve either a spoken incantation to Zeus or a written incantation which should be written on scarlet parchment.[footnoteRef:33] There follows a list of incantations which can be used against a distinct array of ailments, including the hardening of breasts, swollen testicles and fever. These examples demonstrate that incantations and amulets were used in ancient Greek medicine to cure a range of ailments and were undoubtedly a tool employed in a range of circumstances. There inclusion in a text such as the Greek Magical Papyri shows there was a link in ancient Greek thinking between divination and medicine.  [27:  A.T. Murray (trans), ‘Homer – Odyssey, Volume II’, Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1919), 19, 464, p. 269 (English)]  [28:  R. Renehan, ‘The Staunching of Odysseus’ Blood: The Healing Power of Magic’, The American Journal of Philology, Vol. 113, No. 1 (1992), p.2]  [29:  W.R.M. Lamb (trans) ‘Plato – Charmides’ Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press, MA 1927), 155E, p.17 (English)]  [30:  H.D. Betz (ed) The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, including the Demotic Spells (Chicago University Press, Chicago 1992), p. xli]  [31:  H.D. Betz (ed) The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, including the Demotic Spells, PGM VII, 193-196, p. 120 ]  [32:  H.D. Betz (ed) The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, including the Demotic Spells, PGM VII, 197-198, p. 121]  [33:  H.D. Betz (ed) The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, including the Demotic Spells, PGM VII, 199-201, 201-202, p.121] 

In summary it is evident that there was continued use of incantations with or without amulets from the eighth century BCE onwards. We have seen that there were a variety of different ailments that incantations were used to treat and therefore their use was not limited to certain conditions. We have also seen that they could be used in a number of different ways depending on the condition being treated. 

Conclusion
This essay has examined the role of divination within ancient Greek medicine and practice. It has established that pharmakeia, incantations and amulets are divinatory practices that were used within the practice of ancient Greek medicine and they were both employed to cure a range of ailments. It has shown that from the eighth century BCE there is evidence with literature of divinatory practices being used for medicinal purposes and this continued into the second century CE when a more scientific approach was advocated, and the recorded use of such practices diminishes. It has also suggested that instead of disappearing completely, these practices were incorporated into what we know now as modern pharmacology and laid the way for the development of the science, again placing emphasis on their importance. 
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