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Divination in Greek Medicine:
 Introduction:
The purpose of this essay is to determine the significance that divination played in Greek medicine and its practise. Section one will focus on ancient Greek incantations and amulets and their magical and medical uses. I plan to do this by looking at the earliest example of its use in Homer’s Odyssey. Section two takes a look at the practise of Catoptromancy, with particular interest in Pausanias’ Description of Greece, and the description of Catopromacy used at the shrine of Demeter. In addition, section two also discusses Demeter’s connection to the cycle of life and death, and the role that Catoptromancy played at her sanctuary and the way it links with the practice of medical divination. In section three I will be looking at the divine healer Asclepius and the rite of dream incubation. This section will assess the role of divination within dream incubation and its importance to ancient Greek medicine. 

Definitions:      
 In order to do this, we need to first define both divination and medicine in their ancient Greek contexts. When many think of the word divination, it is likely that one of the first things that come to mind is the prediction of the future. The definition of divination has been debated not only by modern scholars but also by the ancients themselves, there have been many interpretations of what divination is and what its function was. Cicero’s treatise, De divinatione is the earliest surviving document which calls into question the definition and validity of divination. In his treatise, the character of Quintus defines divination as ‘the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by chance’.
 Modern scholars such as Georges Contenau and Auguste Bouché-Leclercq define divination as the locating of knowledge in regards to divine thinking/ thought through the means of a sign.
 Whilst Hartmut Zinser defines divination as the method in which to find out what is unknown.
 For the purpose of this essay, I will define divination as the attempted communication with intervention (including the power of healing).
 
Much like that of divination, it is difficult to come to a definitive definition for medicine in the ancient Greek world. For the purpose of this essay I will define medicine as any technique that could influence healing, whether of a physical or spiritual nature, depending on the individual patient's belief in the practice. 
Section One - Incantations:
For the purpose of this section I will delve into the complicated distinction between the practice of medicine and magic in the ancient Greek world. Much like divination there are a variety of different ways to define magic. For example philosopher, P.D. Ouspensky states that ‘Magic, in the usual understanding of this word, means the capacity to accomplish what cannot be accomplished by ordinary physical means.’
  Nowadays people perceive medicine and magic as two distinct and separate subjects. In the Greco-Roman world the line between magic and medicine was not as apparent. During the eighth, seventh and sixth centuries BC magic had not come into its own and could not be distinguished and placed into its own category.
 Medical practices employed in the seventh century BC could not be distinguished from the practices that we consider to be used by sorcerers.
 
For example, the following text is taken from book nineteen of Homer’s Odyssey. Where Odesseus has finally returned home after twenty years to find that his home has been overridden with suitors for the hand of his wife Penelope. It is Eurykleia the old nurse that recognises Odyseeus by the scar on above his knee.
 The following passage goes on to describe the incident in which he earned the injury and the method in which the wound was tended to: 


Odysseus was first to act,
Posing his long spear in his great hand, he rushed forward eager to strike. 
But the boar was too quick and caught him above the knee where he gave him
A long flesh-wound with a cross lunge of his tusk, but failed to reach bone…
Autolycus’ sons took charge of the carcass. They skillfully bandaged the handsome,
Godlike Odysseus’ wound, staunching the dark blood with an incantation.

It was the combination of the wrapping and incantation which stemmed the flow of blood from Odysseus’s wound. Incantation in the Greek world was a technique of medical practice which was used to ease conditions which were not considered to be overly serious, such as the relief of pain, minor illnesses, or to stop bleeding of small cuts or wounds, although there are some indications that these incantations may have had other applications, thus appearing to blur the lines between medicine and sorcery.
 In point of fact, incantations used for healing and pain relief could often take the form of a chant or song, which being verbal, could be seen to fall under the sphere of magic.
 The Greek word for incantation and for a song of healing both fall under the same category of epode or epaoide.
 The wrapping of Odyessus’ leg also appears to have amuletic significance in this instance. Amulets were a magical tool,
 the combination of wrapping and the use of an amulet were often performed in parallel. A final example of the use of incantations can be found in Plato’s Charmides, when he uses the voice of Socrates to speak about the use of a leaf that could be used to cure a headache, however, this leaf was useless unless an incantation had been said over it.
 Pluto also speaking of amulets and incantations as if they were on the same level of medical techniques were on the same level as drugs, cauterisation and surgery.
 

The following list of techniques was composed by the poet Pindar in the 470’s BC, to cure patients which he claims were used by patron of medicine, the once mortal god Asclepius: 1) gentle incantations; 2) soothing potions; 3)wrapping of antidotes about limbs; 4)cutting or surgery.
 

Section Two - Catoptromancy:

There were many different methods of divination in the Greco-Roman world, a particularly interesting one is that of Catoptromancy which was the practice of mirror divination. Catoptromancy is derived from the ancient Greek word katoptron which means mirror.
 As a form of divination Catoptromancy invivoles the viewing of images that are reflected on a shiny surface, generally a mirror but also on other reflective surfaces such as water.
 According to ancient sources there appear to be two types of distinguishable types of Catoptromancy which were practiced in the Greco-Roman world,
 for the purpose of this essay we shall only be looking at one. This particular type of Catoptromancy works when a mirror is lowered into water and a priest or priestess would deliver an oracle from what they had seen in the mirror.
 This particular form of Catoptromancy usually took place at sites of oracular sanctuaries and temples.
 The following text is from Pausanias’ Description of Greece which gives an account of Catoptromancy, in which he describes a ritual taking place at the sanctuary of Demeter at Patras:

Next to the grove is a sanctuary of Demeter; she and her daughter are standing, but the image of Earth is seated. Before the sanctuary of Demeter is a spring. On the side of this towards the temple stands a wall of stones, while on the outer side has been made a descent to the spring. Here there is an infallible oracle, not indeed for everything, but only in the case of sick folk. They tie a mirror to a fine cord and let it down, judging the distance so that it does not sink deep into the spring, but just far enough to touch the water with its rim. Then they pray to the goddess and burn incense, after which they look into the mirror, which shows them the patient either alive or dead. This water partakes to this extent of truth…

It is particularly interesting to note that Demeter was not usually associated with either prophecy or healing
, rather she was associated with the harvest and the fertility of the earth. Demeter, however, had a connection with the cycle of life and death. When Persphone the daughter of Demeter was abducted by Hades, Demeter was overcome by her grief causing the seasons to halt and what was living to stop growing and die. Upon the agreement by Hades to release Perspehone back to her mother, Hades gave Persephone pomegranate seeds which bound her to spend half the year with him in the underworld. Thus, creating the seasons as we know them, spring and summer when Persphone is with her mother and autumn and winter when she resides in the Underworld. Which connects her directly with the cycle of life and death. 

Pausanias makes it known that the oracle of Demeter, where this ritual is said to have taken place, is an ‘oracle without falsehood, and is ‘only for the sick’.
 As Dillion highlights, in this passage Demeter gives a particular indication of the status of the persons medical health.
 It is stated in the passage that this type of divination is only helpful in determining if the person is going to live or die from their ailments. In Addey’ article Mirrors and Divination, suggests a link to the earth and water to oracular practices.
 As pointed out in Mirrors and Divination, many of the ancient Greek oracles had a nearby spring that would serve multiple ‘divinatory purposes,’
 and goes on to state that the ancient Greeks often linked the earth and water with prophetic ability.
 As Demeter was associated with the earth, this would be a plausible conclusion to draw, which becomes more plausible when taking into account that before Apollo was associated with Delphi it was the earth goddess Ge who resided there and was considered to be a prophetess.
 It’s clear that medical divination was an integral part of Catoptromancy (at least in this instance) as it connects the cycle of life and death with those who were suffering from medical ailments. It also provides a parallel to the incubation sanctuaries of Asclepius, in which their primary function was to cure and aid in the recovery of its patients. 

Section Three - Asclepios and Incubation: 

Before we begin to look at incubation, I believe it is necessary to briefly look at the healing god Asclepius, whose sanctuaries the healing rites of incubation often took place. In the ancient Greek world, the gods were believed to have great powers some with the ability to cure the sick, Asclepius being among them. According to Greek tradition Asclepius was said to have first been a mortal who reached divine status.
 According the myth he was the offspring of Apollo and a mortal woman, his connection with Apollo is likely to have aided in determining his divine powers of healing.
 He was said to have been trained in the art of medicine by the centaur Chiron:

If it were proper for this commonplace prayer to be made by my tongue I would want Chiron son of Philyra to be alive again...just as he was when he once reared Asclepius, the gentle craftsman who drove pain from the limbs he healed, that hero who cured all types of diseases.

Asclepius’ cult was established in the middle of the 5th century BCE and continued to thrive until the end of Greek antiquity.
 Throughout Greece, sanctuaries devoted to Asclepius were founded, these sanctuaries differed from those devoted to other deities because they served a dual purpose as health resorts.
  The sanctuaries of Asclepius were often frequented by those who wished to pray for their continued good health or to seek cures for multiple diseases and illnesses.
 The oldest and perhaps the most important of these sanctuaries is the Asclepieion of Epidaurus, and was visited by people from all over the Greek world.
 Evidence of divine healing of Asclepius can be seen on engraved stelae within the temple of Epidaurus, alongside other sanctuaries of Asclepius that record the claims of miraculous divine healings and medical treatments.
 An example of such an inscription can be found below:

A man with an abscess within his abdomen. When asleep in the temple he saw a dream. It seemed to him that the god ordered the servants who accompanied him to grip him and hold him tightly so that he could cut open his abdomen...Thereupon Asclepius cut his belly open, removed the abscess, and after having stitched him up again, released him...Whereupon he walked out sound but the floor of the Abaton was covered with blood.



Divination through dreams was a well-known and practiced occurrence in ancient Greece where the dreamer communicated with the divine.
 It should be noted that not all incubations rituals were restricted to the sanctuaries of Asclepius, but were also common in Greco-Egyptian sanctuaries dedicated to deities such as Isis and Sarapis, and in other locations in Greece dedicated to other figures of divine power.
 Incubation itself refers not only to the communication with the divine being in a dream but also to the rituals which occurred within the sanctuary.
 The rituals of incubation were not only performed by the sick but could also be performed for those who were not able to conduct the ritual themselves; and for those in excellent health in order to pray for ongoing good health .
 Before one could proceed with incubation they would have to be prepared: which would include bathing, some sort of purification to purify the soul and body, and offerings to other deities.
 Upon the completion of these rituals the person undergoing the incubation would enter the abaton, they would lie down on the floor often opposite a statue of the god where they would sleep.
It was the patients hope that while they slept Asclepius would come to them in a dream or an oracle.
 During these dreams Asclepius could act as doctor and administer the cure to the patients ailments himself, or could give them an oracle in order for them to be interpreted by the sanctuaries priests upon waking, in order to decipher a necessary treatment.

Incubation rituals at the sanctuaries of Asclepius acted as an oracle as the dreams were the method in which communication with the divine took place. Those who sought healing through incubation believed that they were being healed by the god, as if he was acting as a mortal doctor,
 in effect it was through the power of divine intervention in which they were miraculously cured. Due to this belief divination in the practice of incubation played a significant role in the practice of ancient Greek medicine. 


Conclusion:

It is clear that divination and ancient Greek medicine was intertwined. Divination played a significant role in the practice of ancient Greek medicine. Throughout this essay I have demonstrated and provided examples of how elements of the divine had a hand in medical practices. In the first section we examined the how medicine and magic are interlinked in their practices, through the example of Homer’s Odyssey. In which Odysseus stem a bleeding wound through the technique of binding of his wound and an incantation. Further in the section I brought attention to the connection between these practices and their link with divination and the divine - through Pindar who specified that these techniques were coined by the god Asclepius when he was a mortal man.  The second section examined the ancient divinatory technique of Catoptromancy otherwise known as mirror divination, which links specifically with the goddess Demeter, her sanctuary and her connection to the cycle of life and death and how this resonated in the oracles of the patients who journeyed there for an oracle of their impending life or death. In addition, I discussed the connection between earth, water and prophecy in nature of the divine. A connection was also drawn between the sanctuary of Demeter and the medicine god Asclepius and the practice of incubation. This leads us into the final section which analysed the functions of the Greco-Roman god Asclepius. It establishes the origin of Asclepius and his connection to medicine through the centaur Chiron, and his connection to prophecy and healing through his divine father Apollo. The sanctuaries of Asclepius were frequented by those who wished to seek the gods aid in curing their illnesses. During these rites of incubation, the patient could be visited by the god in which he would either cure them of their ailments or give them prescribed treatments. The role of divination in the magical practices of ancient Greece was significant as it demonstrates the extent of how divination and the divine were ingrained in everyday life and society.
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