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Part 1
 Introduction







The original goddess religion of ancient Greece

In ancient times the area in the southern Mediterranean which we now recognise as Greece was a paradise of beautiful forested islands, rivers running down from mountain peaks, where animals large and small roamed and seas teamed with fish. No wonder this was one of the first places in Europe where humans chose to live, attracted by the rich vegetation and wonderful climate, feasting on the abundant fruit, meat and fish. They cleared little plots of land for crops and pasture, built houses and boats and used the plants around them as food and medicine. The ancient tribal hunter gatherers lived in small settlements, making little impact on their environment and worshipping many goddesses. The archeo-mythologist, Marija Gimbutas, spent years tracing the goddess culture of ancient, Neolithic Europe, including Greece, through photos and drawings of statues, carvings and decorative motifs on a multitude of different objects. Through these she was able to trace a matrilineal order of inheritance in the area. Inextricably intertwined with this goddess worship was a profound reverence for every aspect of the natural environment: the trees, flowers, herbs, animals, birds and fishes, as well as the rivers, streams and pools, the mountains and the sea. Many of the symbols Gimbutas discovered were abstract, representing a complex system of interlocking elements and people, suggesting that the ancients were aware of the interconnectedness of all life. She found goddess figures in tombs, temples, frescoes, reliefs, sculptures, figurines and paintings. The earth goddess was the universal fruitful source of all things and goddess religion lasted for a very long time, much longer than the male-dominated religions that came after, with the invasion of the Helenes.

Ancient goddesses were represented as naked, demonstrating the powerful and dangerous sexuality of the divine female. The Mistress of the Animals, a naked goddess, was a common theme throughout the Eastern Mediterranean region and Mesopotamia, and she was later imported to Greece. Nanno Marinatos, in “the goddess and the warrior,” suggests that the Mistress of the Animals transformed into many Greek characters: Medusa, the adversary and patroness of men; Artemis, patron of elite warriors in early Greek religion and Circe. Medusa was the initiator of young men, subjecting them to a violent initiation under the tutelage of Artemis, alter ego of the Gorgon/Mistress of the Animals. Circe, who features a combination of sexual appeal and danger, means ‘she-hawk’ in Greek and like the Mistress of the Animals, she was a hunter and both predatory and protective. She transformed her visitors into wolves and lions and kept them living tamely around her palace. In 600 BCE the Mistress of the Animals appeared in Crete as Potnia Theron, an Artemis-like goddess. This motif, which appeared in the Bronze Age, may indicate an earlier version of Artemis in the Mycenean era. It reappears in the 7th century BCE in central Greece, winged, un-winged and semi-winged.

Hera, wife of Zeus, demonstrated her powerful independence when she became pregnant from the milky white fluid in lettuce, which resembled semen.

In Plato’s Banquet Aristophanes, talking about gender, says humans were originally divided into male, female and androgyne, a being who had male and female sex organs. They also had two bodies and two converse faces on the same head, were physically perfect and completely independent since they could reproduce alone. This image is reflected in the mediaeval alchemical androgyne, symbol of immortality, transcendence and triumph over deceptive duality, the ultimate goal of alchemy. In early Greek myth there are several instances of people changing sex: Maestra changed from a woman to a man, Tiresias and Sithon changed from men to women, Iphis changed from a woman into a man and Kainis, a man, changed into a woman. The god Hermaphroditos, son of Hermes the messenger and Aphrodite, had both sets of genitalia. He came by these in a curious manner. Born originally as a boy, when he grew up, he went to the woods near Halicarnassus where he met a nymph, Salmacis who lusted after him. He ignored her, took his clothes off and dived into a pool. She flung her clothes onto the ground, jumped into the pool and clung to him, shouting to the gods, begging them to join them together forever, which the gods did, thus transforming him into a hermaphrodite. He asked his parents to curse the pool so that anyone who bathed there would become like him.

The original myths and stories of these ancient Neolithic peoples were absorbed into the profoundly paternalistic myths of the invaders, changed and overlaid with conquering gods who chased and raped the mortal women and goddesses they desired. Zeus, a multiple rapist, did away with the androgynes by cutting them into their separate male and female parts. The first goddess to represent Mother Earth came to be known as Gaia, a female goddess who reproduced asexually. Centuries later Hesiod’s Theogony related the story of her fertilisation by Uranus, her first born son, who raped her repeatedly. She gave birth to many children, including six Titans, six Titanids, three Cyclops and the three Hecatonchires, huge creatures with a hundred hands each. Uranus, afraid of his children, imprisoned them in Tartara, a cold, dark place in the depths of the earth. Gaia, who had never enjoyed being raped, finally decided to do something about it. She gave Cronus, her youngest son, a scythe with which to mutilate his father. That night Cronus cut off his father’s genitals using Gaia’s scythe. Gaia advised Zeus to release the Cyclops and Hecatonchires, who defeated the Titans and threw them into the earth.

According to Mariolakos Elias, professor of Geology at the University of Athens:


“The end of the Titans means: i) a relative abatement of earthquakes and volcanic activity, and ii) the end of the direct and decisive influence of the natural environment in the life of prehistoric humans. It is the period when the food-gatherers and hunters are turned into farmers and animal breeders.”



Supreme goddess Mother Earth was also called Hypertatan Gan by the early Greeks, who worshipped her as earth-chthon, a part of nature with its soil and underground, which feeds and sustains humans. Sophocles accused humans of hurting the goddess by:


“…ploughing (her body) with his plough, incessantly furrowing her year after year.”



Demeter, another pre-Hellenic goddess, was, according to Anna Maria Corradini, like Gaia, a parthenogenetic goddess, who produced the natural world and her daughter, Persephone spontaneously out of her own body. According to Rigolioso the myth of Demeter and Persephone was originally a female only mystery which derived from the Sumerian myth of Inanna, who chose voluntarily to descend into the underworld. The invading Helenes added layers when their male gods intruded violently into the story.

Inextricably interlinked with the disrespect for the goddess culture was a total disrespect for the natural environment. The invaders cut down whole forests of trees for carving, building, burning, making charcoal, mine props, and for building enormous war ships, fortifications, bridges and houses. By the time of Pliny (23 - 79 CE), who described trees and forests as the most important of all Nature’s gifts to man, much of the beautiful landscape that the ancient Neolithic peoples enjoyed had been changed out of all recognition. Pliny lamented the loss:


“The forests were temples to deeds of valour. Statues of the gods in gold and ivory were not greater objects of veneration than trees.”



Plato (428–347 BCE ca) wrote despairingly of the lost beauty of Attica:


“What now remains compared with what then existed is like the skeleton of a sick man, all the fat and soft earth having wasted away, and only the bare framework of the land being left; there are some mountains which now have nothing but food for bees, but they had trees no very long time ago, and the rafters from those felled there to roof the largest buildings are still sound.”



But many parts of the ancient world were still covered in dense forests. Theophrastus (371–ca 287 BCE) spoke of the cypress, oaks, maples and plane trees that covered Crete, and Homer, the semi-legendary author of the Iliad and the Odyssey, describes Crete as a beautiful wooded island.


The Origins of Greek Medicine

Greek myth has not only survived up to the present day but is intertwined with the origins of Mediterranean medicine and the Mediterranean plants used to heal the sick. Greek myth has spread into many aspects of modern life; for example, the Latin names (binomials) of many plants derive from the Greek, such as Achillea after Achilles, Artemisia, Iris and so on, while concepts enshrined in the Hypocratic oath still influence medical doctors today.

The origins of Greek Medicine are lost in the mists of time, before the era of the written word. There was a great deal of trade in ancient times and both goods and ideas changed hands, including healing plant products, such as opium, myrrh and frankincense. Many of the original healers were probably women, who collected the plants, especially the roots, which they needed to heal the sick, in secrecy. Root cutters, as they were called, may have existed as long ago as Greek medicine, collecting herbs, flowers, leaves and bark, as well as roots. But with the invasion of the Helenes these women healers were demonised, transformed into witches and sorcerers.

In the few surviving lines of his lost tragedy, “Rhizotomoi” (root cutters) in the 4th century BCE Sophocles described Medea, naked and chanting as she collected the silvery secretion oozing from a plant root into a bronze vessel. He may well have been describing one of the root cutters of Greece, who, though possibly not naked, probably surrounded their craft with secrecy. Root cutters, like wild plant collectors the world over today, would have jealously guarded the location of the healing and poisonous plants which they collected. Healers in the ancient world used incantations as part of their plant collecting rituals and when healing their patients. Chiron, Asclepius, Circe, Melampus, Machaon and Podaleirios all formed part of the magical, mythical circle of root cutters, according to Marija Gimbutas in 1989. These ancient healers knew that the roots were one of the most medicinally important plant parts. Roots fulfil several functions for the whole plant which partially explains why plant chemicals have a tendency to collect and concentrate there. They anchor the plant, absorb water and other nutrients, store energy in the form of starches and fibre; they produce hormones involved in tissue production. The roots of some plants funnel growth-inhibiting chemicals into the soil around them to reduce competition. They also contain compounds that help defend against predators by making the plant unpalatable or even poisonous. Many of the world’s best-known healing herbs are used in root form.

The Greeks of pre-history told and retold stories of goddesses and gods who used plants to cure the sick, but it was not until the 8th century BCE that Minoan and Mycenaean scribes began to write the myths down. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, the works of Hesiod and the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides are important sources of the myths in which goddesses and gods cured the sick with plant medicine, ritual, incantation and ceremony.

The Greek word botane derives from bosko: to feed or nourish. Later it came to mean herb or plant and botanikos was the adjective meaning ‘of herbs’ while botanicum referred to a book about herbs. Homer refers to herbs, flowers and magical plants. Aristotle and Thales recorded the names of plants but most of their work is lost. Then Theophrastus (372–287 BCE) described the plant world of Greece in his Enquiry into Plants. He collected information from woodcutters, beekeepers and collectors of medicinal plants and classified them according to their sap, roots, leaves, buds, flowers and fruits. He observed the separation of the two sexes in certain plants.

In ancient Greek, the word pharmakon meant a single herb, pharmaka: herbs or drugs in the plural. Pharmakeia covered drugs, potions and charms, including herbs, magic, witchcraft and the concoction of poisons. Historian Georg Luck stated that pharmakis


“…became one of the standard words for ‘wise-woman/witch’.”



Healing goddesses, such as Hekate in Hesiod’s Theogony, had polypharmakos: “knowledge of many drugs or charms.” Hekate, goddess of fertility and abundance, helped the Olympic gods to defeat the Titans. By the time of Homer, the patriarchal culture of the invading Helenes could not tolerate the idea of a powerful and free woman, so goddesses of herbs and healing had been transformed into something far more sinister: witches, and in the case of Hekate, a dark goddess of the Underworld. Circe, originally renowned for her encyclopaedic knowledge of herbs, both healing and poisonous, had become a monster who brewed herbs into dark, forbidding concoctions to transform her enemies into animals.

Originally healing goddesses were beautiful, powerful, all-seeing and all-knowing. As in many other parts of the world, original tribal healing women shamans, who possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of medicinal plants, were relabelled sorceresses or witches, as patriarchal society took over. Along with the destruction of the environment, went the downgrading of women healers, who were driven underground to avoid persecution. They formed secret societies which the male-dominated societies feared, transforming them into old, ugly, malign figures, living on the edges of society, in poverty. Although many feared them a few people sought them out for their healing knowledge or for more nefarious reasons, for they had knowledge of poisonous plants and could mix up a deadly brew if asked. Ironically the English word pharmacist derives from the Greek word pharmikis, (witch or wise woman.)

Apollonius Rhodius, Valerius Flaccus and many others speak of the witch Medea, another daughter of Hekate, who was renowned for her skill in the use of magical herbs. Jason would never have been able to steal the Golden Fleece without Medea’s help. She not only created an ointment to protect him from her father’s fire breathing bulls, but provided him with clever advice. Jason had been commanded by Medea’s father to sow dragon’s teeth in a field. From these teeth would grow an army of sword-wielding warriors. She told him to throw a stone into the middle of the warriors so that they would fight each other to death. She then used a herbal potion to euthanise the dragon who guarded the fleece, thus enabling Jason to steal it. Later she restored Jason’s father and the Hyades to youth by boiling them in a cauldron with magical herbs. Medea left her basket of Kolkhian herbs (herbs from west Georgia) on Mount Pelion where they sprouted for the use of the Thessalian witches. It was many centuries later that her demonisation took place with the addition of the story of her killing her children, and ironically this is the part which has become the most famous.

The goddess Gaia makes a reappearance in Hesiod’s story of Kronos, who devoured each of his children as soon as they were born, until his wife Rheia gave him a baby-shaped stone, wrapped in swaddling clothes, in place of his youngest son, Zeus. He swallowed the bundle without suspecting anything and Rheia hid her son Zeus on the island of Crete. When he grew up, he visited the goddess Gaia, now a healing goddess, who gave him a herbal emetic. He secretly fed this to Kronos who then vomited his brothers and sisters.

By the time of Homer, the knowledge of herbal remedies no longer belonged primarily to the goddess. There were by now a whole pantheon of gods and goddesses of medicine.




Artemis

Artemis, already mentioned in her role as patron of elite warriors in early Greek religion, was goddess of the hunt, wild animals, the wilderness, fertility, good health, girls, young women, childbirth and virginity. She, like her twin brother Apollo, had powers to heal and to kill, to cause plague and inflict all manner of diseases. At least two festivals were celebrated in honour of Artemis: Brauronia and the festival of Artemis Orthia.




Apollo

Apollo, one of the first gods of healing, was also capable of creating diseases and plague. The story of Apollo is yet another example of the usurpation of the power of the goddess by the invading male dominated cults. Pytho was the ancient name of present-day Delphi, a hidden valley at the foot of Mount Parnassus. Gaea, (another name for the earth goddess) gave birth to a female child who had an oracle in Pytho. Over the course of the centuries the female oracle that people came to consult was gradually transformed into Python, a fire-breathing male snake-like dragon with a barbed tail. Apollo, who needed an excuse to kill the female oracle/Python, said that the dragon was destroying villages around the oracle, laying waste to crops and poisoning springs. This was why, he said, that he had come to kill this monster, later boarding a boat disguised as a dolphin, in order to take command of the ship’s crew. He forced them to bring him back to Pytho, where he changed the name to Delphi (derived from the word “dolphin,”) and dedicated the oracle to himself.

We know very little about Apollo’s healing techniques, mainly that he terrified everyone, including the other gods, and visited the plague on whole armies: during the Trojan war he brought the plague to the Greeks. Then he guided Paris while he shot Achilles’s heel and killed him. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannia, from the time of Homer onward Apollo was strict and aloof, the god of divine distance, who threatened from afar. People could only communicate with him through oracles, prophets or his father, Zeus.

His forename Phoebus means “bright” or “pure,”and Apollo represented the solar principle which can destroy as well as give life to the environment. In his favour, Apollo took care of Chiron, the poor abandoned baby centaur, and taught him how to use healing herbs.




Chiron

Chiron the centaur was born as a result of the rape of the beautiful nymph Philyra by Kronos, who transformed himself into a stallion when Phylyra transformed herself into a mare in an attempt to flee. This resulted in the birth of Chiron, a centaur, half man and half horse. Philyra took one look at her new born baby and abandoned him in disgust. Since neither of his parents were interested in the baby, Apollo decided to take care of him and taught him all that he knew about healing herbs. As an adult Chiron lived in a cave on Magnesian Mount Pelion, where he studied the medicinal herbs which grew around him. He taught many heroes, including the famous Asclepius who lived with him as a child.

Chiron became a powerful mentor to the sons of kings and many of the most famous Greek heroes, including Jason (of the Argonauts), Achilles and Hercules. Hercules, who had the bad habit of tipping his arrows with the blood of the monster Hydra, accidentally wounded his friend Chiron. Chiron could not find a cure for his wound, which caused him severe pain and never healed.

In Astrology Chiron symbolises the wounded healer who must face his own feelings of low self-worth and inadequacy and learn to rise above them. In the end Chiron freed himself from pain by renouncing his immortality in favour of Prometheus, and was placed among the stars.




Asclepius

Homer was the first person to mention Asclepius, the physician, in the Illiad. He speaks of him as contemporary with Hercules, Theseus and Jason. Richard Caton, in 1900, describes Asclepius’s supposed birthplace a few miles from Epidaurus, an idyllic setting in the Hieron valley, surrounded by wooded hills. Nestling in the hillside on one side is a hamlet called Koroni, which still commemorates his mother. High up on another hill a temple to Maleatean Apollo looks down on the valley.

According to one myth Apollo, his father, had intercourse with the nymph Coronis, a princess of Thessaly, who became pregnant. Apollo ordered a white raven to guard her, while he went back to the land of the gods, where she was forbidden to enter. Coronis, pregnant and lonely, fell in love with Ischys, a mortal man, and made love with him. The watchful raven flew to Apollo to relate her unfaithful deed. Apollo burst into a rage and emitting a fiery blast, scorched the feathers of the unfortunate bird, turning him black from that day onwards. He then sent his sister, Artemis, to kill Coronis. She built a funeral pyre and flung Coronis onto it. Apollo watched, appalled as the mother of his unborn child was being consumed by the fire, then plunging a knife into Coronis, he was able to deliver his son, whisking him away from the flames, unharmed. He carried his newborn son to Chiron the centaur, in his cave on mount Pelion, and asked him to bring him up.

Chiron taught the young Asclepius everything he knew about the healing properties of the plants which grew on the mountain. He taught him surgery, aphrodisiacs and incantations and Asclepius grew up to become the best and most renowned physician in Greece, even able to cure snake bite, the most difficult ailment of all. He was so skilful with healing herbs that he was described, in Pindar’s Pythian Ode, half a century later, as:


“To each for every various ill he made the remedy, and gave deliverance from pain, some with gentle songs of incantation; others he cured with soothing draughts of medicines, or wrapped their limbs around with doctored salves, and some he made whole with the surgeon’s knife.”



After his death he was always depicted carrying a snake-entwined staff, an image that has been adopted by physicians throughout the world. The ancients revered snakes who lived under the ground, since the earth was the source of divine wisdom. The sacred serpent tunnelled underground, discovering the secrets of the roots she encountered and had the power to use them for the benefit of the patients who visited Asclepius’ healing sanctuaries. Roots were immensely important in ancient Greek medicine since they were produced by the all-nurturing Earth Goddess and therefore provided healing for both body and soul. The ancients were aware too that the snake is able to fascinate its prey before it strikes by a kind of hypnotism, a gift valued by shamans, healers and hunters. Serpents are often associated with shamanic spirit-guides. For example, when South American shamans take ayahuasca to induce trance, they often have visions of serpents which grant the shaman the gift to see the cause of sickness and how it can be healed. Egyptian reliefs show the Uranus serpent, which granted pharaohs divine wisdom and protection. In India I have seen a local shaman feeding the sacred cobra which guarded an ancient cave painting.

In some traditions Asclepius married Hygeia, goddess of cleanliness, while in others she was his daughter. Alternatively, he may have married Epione, goddess of soothing pain. All of Asclepius’s many children grew up to become physicians and healers, known as the Asclepiads. His son, Machaon, helped Menelaos when he was wounded in the Trojan War. His son, Telesphorus, was the god of convalescence. His daughters were: Iaso, the goddess of recuperation from illness, Aceso the goddess of the healing process, Aegle the goddess of the glow of good health and Panacea the goddess of the universal remedy. The physicians and attendants who served the god were known as the Therapeutae of Asclepius.

The goddess Athena was so impressed by Asclepius’s healing craft that she gave him some magical Medusa blood as a present, telling him that it would restore life to the dead. On several occasions he used it, to the horror of Hades, God of the underworld, who was infuriated every time one of “his” dead souls returned to the world of the living. The dead, he thundered, belonged to him. He petitioned Zeus to put a stop to this iniquitous behaviour, so Zeus raised a thunderbolt and struck Asclepius dead. Zeus, like many fiery personalities, repented of his rash and hasty action, since Asclepius had been such a wonderful doctor. So, he turned him into the constellation Ophiochus, where he has remained ever since, shining down on us from the sky. Greek myth and Astrology are intertwined, many of the gods and goddesses finding a place in the night sky, where they continue to govern our fate.

The myth of Asclepius is connected with the origins of medical science and the healing arts. Whether he ever actually existed or not, people believed that the very thought of him could cure them, so they began to build temples, Asclepeion, to honour him. The temples were healing centres with sanctuaries to the God Asclepius and dormitories, where the sick were encouraged to sleep, surrounded by non-poisonous snakes.

Snakes, as already mentioned, were associated with divine wisdom, which comes from the heart of the earth. Their habit of shedding their skins represented regeneration, rejuvenation, immortality and eternal youth. Snakes represented, and still represent, among shamanic healers in remote parts of the world, wisdom, knowledge, healing, and are often associated with spirit-guides. So, the snakes represented an important healing message for the sick in the dormitories. As they lay dreaming, the God came to them and told them how to be cured. The patient then related their dream to the Asclepeion priest, who provided both treatment and explanation of the dream. The most famous Asclepeia were at Epidaurus and Kos. Over time Epidaurus became an important centre of healing and the site of athletic, dramatic and musical games in Asclepius’ honour.




The Asclepeion at Epidaurus

I decided to visit the Asclepeion at Epidaurus, catching a bus from Athens to Palea Epidaurus: the port. Flanked by two gulfs, the Saronic and the Argolic; the Epidaurus region is beautiful, with steep hillsides thickly covered in trees, where travellers can walk on footpaths along the slopes of Mount Arachnaion. There are beaches, creeks, sailing boats, fortresses, ancient roads with bridges and guard posts, tombs, Byzantine churches and impressive monuments.

The following day I woke to the sound of wind rattling the shutters. Then I heard the pattering of rain. Black clouds loomed overhead menacingly.

I waited in the drizzle for the 8.20 bus, which never came, so I walked wetly out of the town and attempted to hitch hike. Someone picked me up and took me part of the way, dropping me on a straight road, somewhere near the turn off to the Asclepeion. The rain stopped. People pointed up the hill so I set off, only to find that the track ended in dense undergrowth. I returned to the road and tried another path tramping along pathways into the hillside until I ended up yet again in deep impenetrable undergrowth. Finally, I realised that the way was along the road. All the previous signs were a hoax to entrap the unwary biker or hiker.

Innocent little fluffy clouds speckled a brilliant blue sky. Softly sculpted hillsides clothed in green, little grey green olive trees and larger, brilliant green, fluffy branched pines, usher the way to the sacred site along a straight road. I came to a row of tall, slender, dark green cypress trees, leading to a large cafe, chairs and tables spread out under the trees. I walked on, up the hill.

I reached the theatre which, even on this wet, windy, autumnal day, was spectacular, cut into the hillside with a beautiful backdrop of olive and oak trees. According to Pausanias it was built in the 4th century BCE and designed by Polykleitos. The front seats of honour had marble backrests. With fifty-five rows of marble seats and twenty-four lines of stairs, the theatre seated 12,000 spectators with a theatre building in front for the actors to display scenery and two giant gateways on either side of the stage building to let the spectators in. The stage was elevated twelve feet and the proscenium was originally enriched by splendid sculpture.

I climbed up the steep steps, until I came to the highest seats, where I found the ground behind the top of the theatre carpeted with nut brown acorns. The slender branches of the oak trees bent down to touch the ground, birds tweeted and the wind sang in the trees. From the top of the theatre there is a magnificent view of the landscape beyond the theatre: in the foreground are Greek pines, behind which silvery green olive groves stretch into the distance, climbing the lower parts of the gently sloping hills which rise to the left and right protectively. This was the perfect position for a theatre. I imagined patients who had trudged along pathways and goat tracks to seek a cure for their psychological distress would feel a peace and contentment seep into them as they sat in the theatre and participated in ceremonies with music, theatre and sacred dance. In ancient times these were important for health and healing.

I left the theatre and went to visit the Xenon, or dormitory, originally an enormous building, now only visible as a stone outline in the midst of sweetly smelling pines, one pine tree actually growing inside one of the dormitory rooms. It was roughly divided into four sections, with further subdivisions. Remnants of the columns were scattered among the other stones. The building was originally two stories high with rooms that surrounded courtyards. This suggested that richer people paid more for better accommodation, while the poor would probably have slept on the floor of the central courtyards, wrapped in their own sleeping cloth, much as Indian pilgrims do today. They may well have walked long distances with nothing but a water pot, a stick and a shawl to wrap themselves against the sun or to sleep in.

I came to the remains of a magnificent temple to the Egyptian gods, then to the Hestiatorian complex, built in 300 BCE. This was a banqueting hall with huge, imposing columns at the entrance. A central courtyard was surrounded by 16 Doric columns on each side forming colonnades, behind which were rooms of various sizes. Priests in the central courtyard, offered part of the sacrificial animal to the God Asclepius then gave the rest to the worshippers. Archeologists found remnants of couches, fires and food in the courtyard, suggesting that the worshippers ate there. Some may have paid extra for one of the private rooms behind the colonnade.

I walked on and came to the site of the bath house. Towards the end of the fifth century BCE, they built a bath for the worshippers. By the end of the 4th century BCE, they built a new water transport system from the mountains to the sanctuary, with a water pipe which ended in front of Asclepius’s temple. This supplied a bronze fountain-statue of Asclepius holding a cup, from which the water flowed, channeling into the bath building.

Theodotus built the enormous temple to Asclepius in 375 BCE. When I came to it, there was not much left, for it was destroyed by fire at the end of that century and thieves dug up the area under Asclepius’s statue, a pit with stone walls, where people put their offerings and payments. The statue was a magnificent ivory and gold creation, a combination known as chryselephantine, decorated with brilliantly coloured enamel and seated on an elevated throne. Asclepius held his rod in his left hand and stretched out his right hand towards a snake. The temple to Asclepius was at the centre of the sanctuary, at the termination of the road from the town of Epidauros, which passed through a monumental gateway, or propylaia.

Eventually I found the place where the worship of Asclepius first began, in the 6th century BCE. In prehistoric times people worshipped a chthonic nature goddess in this area. Apollo, who seems to have had a habit of displacing goddesses, replaced the goddess, setting himself up as Apollo Maleatas. In the 6th century BCE people gathered in the mountain sanctuary of Apollo Maleatas to worship Asclepius. As time passed the crowds grew too large for the narrow mountain sanctuary so they moved to a sacred spring in the valley. They sacrificed animals to the god, roasting them over a fire beside the spring. Then they purified themselves by bathing in the spring water, and lay down on the ground beside it to sleep and dream of the God Asclepius. They believed that the sacred water purified and regenerated them, and their prophetic dreams helped to answer the questions they brought with them.

The presence of a sacred spring and a constant stream of pilgrims would have att racted the att ention of the local priesthood, who would have arrived at the site and begun demanding payment, which went, eventually towards the building of the Abaton. The Abaton was a series of buildings round a central courtyard, built round the ancient altar, formed by the accumulated ash of sacrificial animals. The shallow porticoes round the courtyard probably provided shelter for people consuming the flesh of the sacrificial animals. In later times the ashes were held together and preserved within a wall, probably to conserve the venerable remnants of the older Asclepius worship. By the 4th century BCE, the number of worshippers had increased still further and the ritual banquets were transferred to the Hestiatorian. As more and more people made the pilgrimage to the sacred site, and the offerings continued to accumulate, bathhouses, dormitories, temples and gymnasiums were built with officiating priests, who laid down strict laws: no one could seek a cure without first making payment and if anyone failed to pay, they would be punished by the god.




Healing Inscriptions or Iamata at Epidaurus

I came across a stone stele, a flat standing stone with an inscription (iama) on it. The inscription described one of the cures of the Asclepeion of Epiduarus. A man with a wound on his toe was in a terrible state when the temple servants transferred him and sat him on a seat. When sleep came upon him a snake came out of the Abaton. When he woke, he realised he was healed. He said he’d dreamed of a handsome youth putting a drug on his toe. The snake, sacred animal of the god, healed the wound of the sleeping patient while the patient dreamed that the god healed him.

Another inscription, the inscription of Pamphaes says:


“Pamphaes of Epidaurus, having a cancerous sore inside his mouth. This man, sleeping here, saw a vision. It seemed to him the god opened his mouth with his hand, took out the sore, and cleansed his mouth and from this he became well.”



There are about seventy of these healing inscriptions on four stone steles at Epidaurus, divided into two kinds: those which describe the symptoms of the sick and their miracle cures: these deal with a voluminous diversity of issues, mostly related to health; and those that describe people’s emotions and reactions to the events that take place. The inscriptions which deal with the symptoms of the sick describe the personal history of each patient, the specific disease they suffer from, the god’s intervention and the miraculous cure. There is frequent mention that the patient must pay the god for healing before treatment can begin, and that the god will punish those who don’t pay. Some patients made ex voto plaques or statues in gratitude for their cure, presumably after having already paid.

The inscriptions conveyed the idea to the person reading them that the god Asclepius would very likely visit them in a dream. Three out of the four stele were placed near to the Abaton, at the entrance to the Asclepeion, to make sure that the arriving patients who could read would see them. They may have been inscribed to put patients’ minds at ease, or there is always the possibility that the iamata were used as propaganda tools, increasing the sanctuary’s renown, eventually attracting people from all over Greece. When Pausanias visited in the second century CE there were still six steles, inscribed with miraculous cures, dating back to the 3rd and 4th centuries BCE. Now there are four.





Museum at Epidaurus


As I entered the museum, I saw an array of medical instruments: knives, tweezers, needle-like objects, and many other things that I could not identify. Here was evidence that surgeons operated on their patients in the Asclepeion. Simple surgical cures did take place, with the help of soporific herbs, such as opium, which was given to the sufferers before the act of “enkoimesis,” (dream induction), according to Helen Askitopoulou in 2002. The poppy flowers which ornament the marble ceiling of a sanctuary building provide evidence that doctors used opium to facilitate surgical interventions.

I spent hours wandering about in the magnificent Asclepeion, piecing together the story of how it came into being, starting with the sacred spring in the 6th century BCE. The Asclepion began as a place where people came for miracle cures for body, mind and soul. It developed into a blatant money-making enterprise. However, gradually a real medical profession began to evolve, with the use of bronze instruments as well as the herbal potions which had probably always been prescribed, for the use of healing herbs is older than written records. These early physicians took the pulse of their patients. They measured the size, frequency, strength, speed, fullness, order, quality and rhythm of the pulse and used it as a tool for prognosis, much as the Ayurvedic doctors of India today, who measure six different pulses in order to diagnose the patient. They questioned their patients about their diet, for the first option for treating disease was through diet, then exercise, bathing and sleep. They recommended that anyone who was fat would limit themselves to one meal a day, while normal weight people should eat two meals a day. Fatness was thought to lead to infertility, for the diversion of more food to make more body fat meant less food was available to produce menstrual blood which they thought was the raw material for a foetus. They also thought that a fat woman would be unable to support a foetus to full term. Galen’s thinning diet included such foods as garlic, onions, cress, leeks and mustard because sharp, hot, biting foods could cut through the thick humours of the body.

Food has power: dynamis in Greek. This will become apparent throughout this book, where I list the healing properties of numerous foods which grew (and grow) in Greece. The ancient Greeks also made use of many healing herbs. Digestion was seen as a key process in the body, harnessing its natural heat to ‘cook’ the food into blood.

In ancient Greece health was seen as a balance of different fluids in the body as well as the way that the body related to the environment. Illness was thought to result from failure to honour the gods in the appropriate manner, so although the physician advised changes in diet, exercise and so on, the patient may also have had to pay a priest to make sacrifices or perform ceremonies.

Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics talked of the need for a golden mean or middle ground between deficiency and excess. And he was not just talking about food but morality as well. For this reason, athletes were not considered to be ideally healthy. “The athletic state,” said Hippocrates in Nutriment, “is not a natural state; better the healthy condition.”

Over 200 sacred therapeutic centres claimed that they’d been founded by the sanctuary of Epidaurus.

In the afternoon the sky clouded over, and the wind came rushing down the hillside with a burst of horizontal rain. The storm that swept in in the afternoon darkened the skies and raged through the Asclepeion transforming it into a dark, forbidding place, lashed by torrential rain and huge gusts of wind. The rain pelted down and ran in streams along the pathways.




Hippocrates

Hippocrates, who lived approximately between 460 - 375 BCE, during Greece’s Classical period, appears to have traveled widely in Greece and Asia Minor, practicing his art and teaching his pupils. He was described by his younger contemporary Plato as “the Asclepiad of Kos,” meaning a hereditary physician with a philosophical approach to medicine. Plato was the only near contemporary to write anything about Hippocrates, about whom very little is actually known. He was revered for his ethical standards in medical practice and supposedly said:


“In every house where I come I will enter only for the good of my patients, keeping myself far from all intentional ill-doing and all seduction and especially from the pleasures of love with women or with men, be they free or slaves.”



His personality was constructed from the Corpus Hippocraticum, a collection of medical works put together by the Museum of Alexandria during the Hellenistic period about a century after his death. What survives of the Corpus consists of about sixty medical writings of different length and literary quality, written in different styles and expressing different points of view. Although attributed to Hippocrates, most were probably not written by him, but all are simple and direct, without technical jargon or elaborate argument. Some were clearly written in later periods. The works came to define ancient Greek medicine as practiced by Hippocrates and other physicians of his era and all agree on what disease is. Hippocrates’ reputation, and myths about his life and his family, began to grow in the Hellenistic period.

According to Lloyd in 1978, Hippocratic medicine was based on the natural philosophy the Greeks had been developing since 500 BCE, at the time when vast numbers of people were visiting Asclepeia to seek miracle cures. Hippocratic doctors used careful observation, logical deduction, experimentation and record keeping. They were cautious and sceptical of the sacrifices and rituals carried out by the priests in the Asclepeia, preferring to observe their patients carefully, diagnose the cause of their illness and prescribe herbal cures or surgery. From the collection of surgical instruments that I saw in the museum at Epidaurus it is clear that Hippocratic doctors began practicing within the confines of the sanctuary at the same time as patients slept with snakes and dreamed of Asclepius.

The Corpus Hippocraticum describes symptoms, prognoses, and treatments for all parts of the body from the head to the feet. The medicine depends on a mythology of how the body works and how its inner organs are connected. There are works on diseases of women, childbirth, and paediatrics. Purgatives are prescribed to rid the body of the noxious substances thought to cause disease. There was no systematic research or dissection of human corpses at this time so, while much of the writing seems wise and correct, there are large areas where much is unknown.

The Epidemics, one treatise from the Corpus, lists annual records of weather and associated diseases, along with individual case histories and records of treatment, collected from cities in northern Greece. Diagnosis and prognosis are frequent subjects. Other treatises explain how to set fractures and treat wounds, feed and comfort patients, and take care of the body to avoid illness.

A number of the Hippocratic treatises deal with Materia Medica, composed of medicinal plants, but none of the Hippocratic writers attempted a systematic study of plant taxonomy.

Hippocratic physicians learned about aromatic baths from the Egyptians and developed teachings about using water as a form of treatment, which they called hydropathy or thalassotherapy.

Dioscorides recommended aromatic baths to treat urological and genital disorders, as well as for tumours, wounds, colds, bad mood, and fatigue.

According to Alakbarov in 2003 people have been using herbal baths since ancient times in the near east and the Mediterranean. Bathing relieves muscle tension, dilates blood vessels and slows the heart rate. Many herbs give off their healing aromas when they are added to hot water thus reducing or eliminating mental and physical stress and benefiting hair and skin. Volatile oils are not the only agents working in an aromatic bath. Fragrant plants contain all sorts of other constituents, such as tannins, flavonoids, alkaloids and so on, that are also therapeutic. The infusion of the whole herb is often more effective than the pure volatile oil.




The Hippocratic oath

A committee founded the origins of medicine and medical ethics in Greece under the name of Hippocrates. Most of the original Hippocratic oath was a code of ethical principles concerning the ways in which physicians should teach each other’s sons without charge and how the students should take care of their old teachers. The oath was edited to fit different societies as generations of physicians handed down fragments in various versions. The Hippocratic oath states that the physician pledges to prescribe only beneficial treatments, according to his abilities and judgment; to refrain from causing harm or hurt; and to live an exemplary personal and professional life. The Hippocratic oath was adopted as a guide to conduct by the medical profession throughout the ages and is still used in the graduation ceremonies of many medical schools.




Theophrastus

Theophrastus wrote his Historia Plantarum, between 350–287 BCE in ten volumes, of which nine survive. It was one of the most important books of natural history written in ancient times. He attempted a botanical classification based on plant structure, reproduction and growth. In book nine he covered the medicinal uses of plants, how to gather them, how to make juices, gums and resins, and how to use them to heal people. For example, he talks of the resin collected from the Aleppo pine, the pitch from the Corsican pine, gums such as frankincense, myrrh and balsam of Mecca, which are collected by making cuts in the trees. He appears to encourage euthanasia, saying that Hemlock will help bring about an easy and painless end. He advised people not to take any drug habitually since it would gradually cease to have any effect, advice that we should all take note of. Theophrastus had great respect for the powerful properties of plants and he understood that different healing plants may have many different properties and yet produce the same overall effect. He also understood that different people reacted differently to the same drug.
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