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“Kenaz Filan’s well-researched compilation of Poppy’s history, uses, constituents, derivatives, and personal accounts will more than inform you about this powerful plant—it will invite you to deeply consider the price one pays for such a potent ally.”

PAM MONTGOMERY, HERBALIST 
AND AUTHOR OF PLANT SPIRIT HEALING

“Like cannabis, the poppy is an ancient medicinal plant, both revered and maligned. Kenaz Filan performs a crucial service in educating us about its history, both agricultural and cultural, and examining its potential for healing and harm. Most importantly, the author offers hope and heart to those struggling with addiction.”

JULIE HOLLAND, 
EDITOR OF
ECSTASY: THE COMPLETE 
GUIDE AND THE POT BOOK: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO CANNABISS

“The Power of the Poppy offers a frank and precise analysis of the mystical, chemical, and social aspects of a plant that has fascinated humans for millennia. Readers will gain the data they need to make informed decisions.”

ELIZABETH BARRETTE, 
AUTHOR OF COMPOSING MAGIC



INTRODUCTION

Before ingesting a magical or medicinal plant, shamans might spend hours talking with it. They might provide it with offerings of food or drink; they might decorate its branches or sing songs in its honor. Only after propitiating the plant and becoming acquainted with its spirit would they work with it as a teacher and ally. Even then their dealings would be tempered with a good bit of caution, respect, and healthy fear. If treated disrespectfully, an ally could become a terrible, even a lethal, enemy.

Today most scientists would consider this behavior the height of folly. Instead of talking to a plant, they would rather uproot it and subject its remains to biochemical analysis. The idea that plants might communicate with humans is laughable. Accepting that plants might have an innate intelligence would mean that their existence might have some meaning outside of that which humans assign to it. Instead of viewing plants as the sturdy base of the food pyramid, we might have to see them as fellow travelers on planet Earth. This is, of course, sheer superstition. Why, next we’ll be saying that chemicals and elements have their own spirits!

For thousands of years shamans have followed these “silly” and “superstitious” beliefs. Rather than reserving intelligence, will, and volition for a chosen few life-forms, they have found it all around them. Instead of a model where a Most High Being manipulates things like pawns on a very large chessboard, they imagined a world where plants and animals communicated with each other and where mountains, rocks, and rivers were not inanimate objects but wise and powerful beings. The alchemists who followed their lead believed that sulfur, mercury, and the other substances they used were living beings and that their work could proceed only if their spirits were properly treated.

Our modern chemical and pharmaceutical industries have created many substances that alchemists would have considered miraculous blessings. But they have also given us some terrible toxins. Many of their creations fall into both categories. Among the most infamous of these are the various drugs that have been derived from Papaver somniferum, better known as the opium poppy.

We have spent untold amounts of money trying to control the illegal distribution and abuse of opiates. We have sent millions of addicts to prison or involuntary treatment programs. Every year we burn hectares of poppy fields and intercept tons of heroin and billions of stolen pills. And yet despite our best efforts, the scourge of addiction continues to grow and thrive. Our “War on Drugs” has to date been a one-sided rout. We keep saying “no” to drugs, but they refuse to listen.

Perhaps the problem lies not in our approach but in our outlook. So long as we see poppies as mere flowers and opiates as mere chemicals, we will have no chance of controlling them. Only when we recognize that Papaver somniferum and its derivates are sentient beings will we have a chance of understanding their attraction. We must learn once again to approach them with the respect due powerful and potentially hazardous allies. Until we do that, we will never be able to reap their full benefits and avoid their worst dangers.

Shamans trained for years at the feet of their teachers. There they learned the legends and stories of their ally. They heard tales of the ancestors who had first spoken to the plant, along with warnings about those who had treated their ally carelessly or disrespectfully and paid a terrible price for their arrogance. They were taught the secret ways by which poison could be transmuted into medicine, and they were provided with an introduction to the ally’s spirit as well as its body.

Understanding the allure of opiates requires far more than a simple knowledge of biology and chemistry. We must learn what they mean to Western culture and what they have meant to others. We must study the example of those who have worshipped at the altar of Morpheus and learn from their triumphs and tragedies. We must explore the ways we have used and abused the poppy and understand why all our attempts to “control” it have failed so miserably. Only then will we be ready to approach this most powerful and most dangerous ally.

You may be interested in using opiates recreationally. Lots of people do. Many of them are even capable of doing so on an occasional basis without becoming physically or psychologically addicted. Others are not so fortunate. They either become hooked or run afoul of law enforcement in their quest for euphoria. If you learn from their example, you may be able to avoid their mistakes. Or you may decide the risks are greater than the potential reward and choose other, safer indulgences.



PART ONE


HISTORY
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If we are going to seek Poppy’s counsel, we must learn from those who came before us. Thankfully, this is not difficult. Few plant allies have such a long and well-documented history as Papaver somniferum. Its usage dates back to the earliest agricultural period and continues to this day. Innumerable scribes have written down the details of its cultivation, preparation, and usage. Poppies have played an important role in medicine for as long as there have been physicians.

Any shaman knows that when you learn the history of your ally, you cannot help but learn about your tribe. In studying opium poppies, we learn the ways we have interacted with them. Those stories contain great wisdom for those who can understand. They allow us to learn from the mistakes of others. Secrets are hidden here in plain sight; those who have ears will hear and understand.
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IN THE BEGINNING

Neolithic and Mesolithic archaeologists are at a distinct disadvantage. No written records remain of the people they are studying; any legends of their traditions and cultures have long since been forgotten, buried under multiple waves of cultural invasions and counterinvasions. While tribes may have built stone megaliths, they generally resided in wooden huts or longhouses that were ill-suited for surviving for millennia in the moist European clime. We have only the most scattered and fragmentary evidence left to us, and piecing it together to find any kind of definitive answer is challenging in the extreme. The best we can hope for is educated guesswork and enlightened speculation—which must, of course, be colored by the prejudices and preconceptions of those who are left to interpret these puzzles.


The Dawn of Poppy Cultivation

Approximately 7,500 years ago agricultural communities began to develop along the basin of the Danube River. Within less than two hundred years they had spread to what would become Belgium and northern France in the west and Ukraine in the east. Where their ancestors had foraged and hunted for a living, these people (called linearbandkeramik, or LBK, for their distinctive pottery) worked the land for their food. They took cues—and seeds—from the Near East, where farming had been taking place for millennia. Among the charred remains of their fires, archaeologists have found traces of emmer and einkorn wheat, linseed (flax), lentils, and peas, crops that originated in modern-day Turkey, Syria, Israel, and Iran.1  But amid all those eastern seeds was one other nonnative plant that came not from the east but from the southwest—Papaver somniferum, otherwise known as the opium poppy.

Today most botanists believe P. somniferum descends from Papaver setigerum, a wild poppy growing in the western Mediterranean. P. setigerum is found in Italy, northern Africa, eastern Spain, the Mediterranean coast of France, and the Canary Islands. P. setigerum is slightly smaller than P. somniferum; its leaves are thinner, with long, jagged teeth tipped with a bristle that is not found on P. somniferum leaves. They also lack
P. somniferum’s waxy coating. Like its domesticated cousin, P. setigerum contains morphine alkaloids; indeed, the two poppies are so similar that some botanists believe them to be the same species.2

It has been suggested that poppies were introduced to LBK agriculture through trade with the La Hoguette culture, a group known primarily by its distinctive bone-tempered pottery. The La Hoguette culture is believed to have originated in southern and southwestern France. They descended from an earlier impressed ware culture that resided on the shores of the Mediterranean. La Hoguette and LBK pottery has been found together at many sites east and west of the Rhine, suggesting that contact and trade took place between the two cultures.

From there, poppies continued on their journey northward. A dig at Raunds, a site in rural Northamptonshire, England, uncovered eight opium poppy seeds dated from the early Neolithic period (5,800–5,600 years ago). While opium poppies can grow as weeds, the lack of other weeds in the ditch and the absence of cereal remains suggest this plant may have been a crop in its own right.3  While Neolithic civilization has traditionally been envisioned as scattered collections of hunter-gatherers who supplemented their foraging with primitive agriculture, the Raunds poppy seeds reveal trade routes between Britain and the Continent. They also suggest that the people of Raunds held poppies in high regard—high enough, at least, to carry seeds across the English Channel, then haul them into the East Midlands and plant them.

At Cuevo de los Murciélagos (Cave of the Bats, a Neolithic burial site located in Albuñol, Granada, in southern Spain) we find still more evidence of poppy usage. Thanks to the cave’s arid conditions, the round, woven grass bags that were buried with the dead have been preserved, along with their contents—large numbers of poppy capsules, which have been shown by carbon dating to be more than six thousand years old. Given the somnolence caused by ingestion of poppies, it seems clear that even at this early date they were associated with death and, presumably, with shamanic journeying.

Excavations at Egolzwil, an archaeological site located in Switzerland’s Lucerne canton, have revealed signs of poppy cultivation dating back more than six thousand years, including poppy seed cakes and poppy heads. These may have been used to feed their cattle in emergencies (cattle generally dislike foraging on bitter-tasting poppies and will eat them only if no better food is available), but these farmers would certainly have known that poppies can produce intoxication and even death in cattle if too many are given. Yet evidence suggests that poppies were the most common crop at Egolzwil, more common than club wheat, barley, or flax.4

Even earlier evidence of opium poppy use comes from recent underwater archaeological work at La Marmotta, a site in Lake Bracciano, Italy (northwest of Rome). La Marmotta was occupied by a Neolithic farming community for about five hundred years before it was abandoned, then submerged by water some 7,700 years ago. Based on the sophisticated artifacts found at the La Marmotta site—and the paucity of evidence for any other contemporaneous cities or villages in the area—archaeologists believe this was a colony from another civilization in Greece or the Near East. And given the model boats (along with a well-preserved longboat found buried in the mud), it seems likely that there was considerable water traffic between the La Marmotta colony and traders from other civilizations.

“This was not an ordinary village,” says Maria Antonietta Fugazzola Delpino, director of the La Marmotta expedition. “The people were in touch with other communities in the Mediterranean. We picture it as a kind of highway—there were many ships coming and going.”5  Organic remains preserved beneath three meters of limestone included poppy seeds, presumably cultivated for food, oil, medicine, and possibly for religious use. It may be here that poppies and their seeds were first brought eastward from Europe. Two thousand years later they would be seen again in the kingdom of Sumeria (see chapter 2).




Exploring the Archaeological Record

Most of what we know of the LBK and La Hoguette cultures comes from shards of their pottery and scraps gleaned from long-buried campfire sites where they cooked their meals. We do not know whether they encountered each other through trade, through warfare, or (as seems likely, given what we know of posthistoric humankind) through some combination thereof. We do not know whether the LBK culture consisted of colonists moving in via the Balkans (as some theorize) or whether it sprung up among the indigenous people after they were exposed to pottery, agriculture, and other accoutrements of the “Neolithic Revolution.”

If we know little about LBK culture, we know even less about the La Hoguette peoples. Their sites show evidence that they, like contemporaneous Mediterranean cultures, had domesticated sheep and goats but not cattle or pigs. Their pottery also shows evidence of Mediterranean influence, but the stone tools recovered at their sites are very similar to those used by earlier regional Mesolithic cultures. And while we believe that the LBK culture acquired poppies from the La Hoguette people, thanks to P. setigerum’s distribution, we cannot say for certain. While wild poppies grow in the region of the La Hoguette culture, to date no seeds have been found at the few La Hoguette sites that have been excavated.

It is difficult to distinguish between the carbonized seeds of wild and domesticated poppies. Furthermore, their small size means that only a very few poppy seeds have been found at LBK sites. This makes it difficult to determine how extensive the cultivation of poppies was among Neolithic farmers, especially since cultivated poppies can quickly spread and become weeds given the proper soil and climate. As a result, some archaeologists have tried to downplay poppy cultivation among Central Europe’s Neolithic and Mesolithic peoples, claiming that all evidence of poppies at their sites comes from wild poppies growing in the area. (This, of course, begs the question of how these wild poppies came to Central Europe in the first place.)

An artifact found in Meinling, Germany, however, suggests that poppies were of some considerable importance. This pot is more than six thousand years old and was made from clay tempered (mixed) with poppy seeds. While it is common for potters to temper clay with inert matter like straw or sand, poppy seeds are oily and not particularly suitable for use as a temper.6  Their usage in this context suggests this pot had some special purpose. Given the role of poppies in other cultures, we can speculate that it had some religious significance and may have been used as a sacramental vessel.

Furthermore, we should note that much early agriculture among hunter-gatherers involved “prestige” crops rather than staples. Early agriculture was laborious, backbreaking work. Forests were cleared with flint rocks chipped to produce an edge. Straight sticks were used to dig roots out of the ground, forked sticks to till the dirt, and sharpened stones to harvest wild-growing and cultivated grains. With such inefficient tools, it was difficult to produce large-scale food crops, especially in the moist, heavy soil of the LBK region. Hence, it is likely that many of the earliest crops were grown not to support the population but for ceremonial purposes. Many believe that grains were first grown to produce not bread but beer, or, as one archaeologist put it, “Thirst rather than hunger may have been the stimulus behind the origin of small grain agriculture.”7

Poppies produced oil that could be used in lamps—but animal fat provided by abundant herds and game would serve a similar purpose. Poppy seed provided a food source—but so did the hazelnuts that grew wild throughout the region. It is most unlikely that primitive farmers expended so much effort to establish poppies while remaining unaware of their psychoactive properties.




The Religion of Hunter-Gatherers

We limit the role of religion to “spiritual” questions, and we draw hard and fast lines between facts and myths. This is a very recent development, and one that is still controversial in many quarters. So too is our idea that the “soul” is something unique to humankind, not to mention our separation of this world from the heavenly realms. Among hunter-gatherer cultures, these distinctions are meaningless. They live in a world where the spiritual is immanent, where they have social relationships not only with their family and clan but also with the animals they hunt, the springs from which they draw water, and the plants that provide them with roots and berries.

The specific nature of this life force is envisioned differently among different groups. The hunter-gatherer Mbuti pygmies of the Congo envision the forest as father and mother. They sing to it while going about their daily affairs; in times of trouble they call on it by blowing their molimo trumpets and singing special songs to ensure it “awakens happy.”8  To Australian Aborigines the “eternal” is present in daily life and temporal space, even if it sometimes becomes obscured in the day-to-day rhythms of an individual’s existence; the spirit world presents itself in the rocks, trees, dances, songs, and experiences of the living.9  But the overarching theme remains: the life force that animates humans also animates other beings; they are as much a part of the community as the children and ancestors.

Because these “objects” are part of the community, they are treated as such. They are not only spoken to, but spoken with. They share their bodies and provide nourishment for the community, but they also share their wisdom and provide counsel and encouragement. Alternately, they may be hostile to the clan and treated with fear and healthy respect. The hunter-gatherer lifestyle has little to do with the idyllic but fictitious world of the “noble savage”—they live in a world where disease, starvation, and injury are ever-present dangers and where those outside the clan are generally seen either as threats or as potential prey. But whether friend or foe, they are recognized as sentient and capable of communication.

Many world myths connect the development of agriculture to the gods. Dionysus taught Hellenics the secrets of viniculture while Athena gave the olive tree to the citizens of her namesake city. Various Native American tribes speak of how Corn Maiden took pity upon hungry humankind and gave them the gift of maize, while many Egyptologists connect the death and resurrection of Osiris with the sowing and harvesting of wheat. We see these stories as “creation myths” and “archetypal representations.” But suppose we look at them from the hunter-gatherer viewpoint—as literal truths?

If a species wished to propagate itself (and what species doesn’t?), hitching its wagon to the fortunes of Neolithic humans would be a superb way of doing so. By communicating their likes and dislikes to the people who gathered their fruits, they could establish a partnership with carriers who would take their seeds farther than wind, water, or the vagaries of chance. They could ensure their offspring would be placed in fitting soil with proper drainage and light, not just scattered about randomly. They could take advantage of humankind’s mobility and tool-making skills to spread their range farther. Today some people talk to their plants. Could it be that our hunter-gatherer ancestors learned how to farm by listening to theirs?

One of the first plants to share its secrets was the poppy. In a time when dysentery and stomach illnesses frequently proved fatal, the poppy provided potent medicine against diarrhea. In a world where those who made it to thirty were old and arthritis was commonplace, poppy provided relief from pain and allowed those who consumed it to continue serving the clan as productive hunters and foragers. Those who wished to explore alternate realities through the use of plant allies found Poppy to be invaluable. By drinking poppy tea or consuming poppy pods, they could induce hypnagogic states and vivid dream-visions.

As it cemented its symbiotic relationship with humankind, Poppy began developing higher concentrations of the alkaloids that were the secret of its power. In return, those whom it served returned the favor, and soon P. somniferum was spreading across Europe and into Asia.
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THE BRONZE AGE WORLD

When hunter-gatherers become farmers, their relationship with their world changes. They must now clear fields to plant their crops and graze their flocks. As the cultigen plants drive other plant species away, they introduce a new dichotomy to their human symbiotes—the distinction between tame and wild. The village becomes a place of safety and security; the area beyond is now a place of danger. In time it becomes a place where exiles and outsiders roam. The shaman who goes into the bush in search of healing herbs and sacred wisdom is overshadowed by the witch wandering through the briars in search of curses and poisons. This dichotomy ensures that the cultivated territory grows and the cultigens prosper.

In time the relationship between many cultigens and their cultivators becomes one of obligate symbiosis. Without planters to prepare the land for them, most modern-day food crops and farm animals would soon become extinct. Without agriculture, human populations would decline dramatically after widespread famine. (The preagricultural population of Great Britain has been estimated at between five thousand and ten thousand; today, Britain is home to more than sixty million people.)1

In the struggle to establish this relationship, the opium poppy is at a decided disadvantage. While its seeds can provide a nutritious, protein-filled meal, it is not so efficient a food crop as wheat, soybeans, or lentils. But when it increased the size of its psychoactive capsules, it lost the ability to self-seed; its pods no longer split of their own accord, even when dried. To ensure its continued cultivation and survival, P. somniferum had to adapt itself to meet other needs. And one of humankind’s strongest drives—stronger, in many cases, than the instincts for procreation, security, or even self-preservation—is the urge to seek pleasure.


Mesopotamia and the “Joy Plant”

Early in the morning old women, boys and girls collect the juice, scraping it off the notches (of the poppy capsule), and place it within a clay receptacle.

SUMERIAN TABLET, FOURTH MILLENNIUM BCE2

Before the rise of the Sumerians, this region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers was a patchwork of arid steppe and reed-choked marshes. The earliest records credit Enki, god of wisdom and fresh water, with creating the irrigation systems and canals that allowed farmers to take full advantage of the fertile soil. Nomadic herders settled down in houses made of bricks baked from the clay that provided them with abundant crops of barley, wheat, flax, and grapes. With these they traded for copper and tin to make bronze farm tools and weapons. Skilled professions arose, with weavers, smiths, bakers, brewers, and other artisans selling their services and their wares. And one of those wares was the dried juice of sliced poppy capsules—what the Greeks would later name “opium.”

When the unripe pods of an opium poppy are cut or sliced, the plant exudes a thick, milky white sap. This sap is a latex, a collection of polymers suspended in water. Extruded latex acts as a bandage over the wound, protecting the plant from bacterial or fungal infections. Because it is very bitter, it discourages browsing animals and insects from consuming it. And because it contains a significant quantity of psychoactive alkaloids—10% or more morphine by weight—it has long been popular with those enamored of poppy’s recreational potential. The Sumerians referred to poppies with the ideogram Hul Gil, or “joy plant.” A fragment from a Sumerian vessel dated between 2400 and 2250 BCE features a figure who may be Nisaba, goddess of grains and brewers, with dates in her hand and poppy pods growing from her shoulders.3

The process of opium gathering described in the Sumerian tablets is still used today. Approximately two weeks after the poppy flowers bloom, their petals drop off, leaving behind the pods. Harvesters watch the gray band at the top of the capsule where the petals were attached. When it has become almost black (fourteen to twenty days later) the pod is fully ripe and the opium is ready to harvest.

At that time workers go through with special tools, wooden handles fitted with small sharp pieces of metal or glass. With these they make incisions, which must be neither too shallow nor too deep. If the cut is too shallow, not enough juice will be produced; too deep and the latex will flow into the pod, causing the whole yield to be lost. As soon as the cut is made, small drops of milky white juice begin flowing. These are left exposed to the air to solidify and grow darker. At dawn the next day these solidified drops of latex are removed from the capsule with a blunt knife, then collected in a vessel. Each pod can produce 20 to 100 milligrams of opium. Most poppies produce three to five pods per plant.

After the Sumerians came the Assyrians. They too knew of poppy juice, which they called arat-pa-pal (this may be the etymological origin of the Latin word for poppy, papaver). Among the surviving tablets of the temple of the Assyrian king Assurbanipal (685–627 BCE), poppies are mentioned forty-two times.4  An Assyrian fertility seal shows Ashera (the Mesopotamian Ishtar) with two priests, two demons, and a “magical plant,” which is likely a poppy, given Ishtar’s connections to dream divination.5

Assyria was strategically located along the Spice Route (also known as the Silk Route) between Asia and Egypt. As one of the great trading powers of their day, it is likely that the Assyrians played a role in the eastern distribution of poppies. By the sixth century BCE poppies were grown in Persia, where opium was known as theriac.6  Theriac was considered a great balm against snakebites and other illnesses. Many drug salesmen named their cure-alls “theriac” and, as would be the case with patent medicines millennia later, many of their preparations included liberal doses of opium.




Poppies in Egypt

The Ebers Papyrus, dated from about 1552 BCE, contains 876 magical formulas and folk remedies for afflictions ranging from crocodile bite to toenail pain. One of the five hundred substances used to make these remedies was opium poppy. It was to be mixed with fly dung, then given to crying children, who would immediately be calmed. P. somniferum pods are found in tomb paintings of the early dynasties and are quite common by the Eighteenth Dynasty (1550–1292 BCE).7

Some Egyptologists believe the poppies mentioned in these texts were actually Papaver rhoeas, the corn poppy. While corn poppies do not contain morphine or generate opium, their petals contain the alkaloid rhoeadine, a mild sedative and antitussive (cough suppressant). Tests on jars and pots found in early Egyptian tombs have been inconclusive. In 1937 a P. somniferum pod was found in a storage jar at Deir el-Medina, a workman’s village dating from the Eighteenth to the Twentieth Dynasties (1550–1069 BCE). Some controversy exists as to whether it was placed there during the Pharaonic era or in the fourth century CE, when Coptic monks used these ruins as a hermitage.8

It is difficult to believe that dynastic Egypt had no knowledge of opium, given its close proximity to Crete, the Mediterranean’s largest opium trading center, and the number of poppy-head figurines imported from there. Whatever the case, it is clear that by the Classical era (see chapter 3), Egypt was not only importing opium but also producing it as well. The poppies grown at Thebes produced the well-regarded opium thebaicum, from which the alkaloid thebaine derives its name.




Poppies in the Mediterranean

In July 1959 excavations at Gazi, a small village on Crete, revealed five twelfth century BCE figurines representing the Minoan goddess. The first and largest bears on her head three movable pins that resemble P. somniferum pods. She was named by Professor Spyridon Marinatos, leader of the exhibition, “the Poppy Goddess, Patroness of Healing.”9

The Poppy Goddess smiles vacantly, her lips parted and her eyes closed, fixed on a place between dream and waking. Even more telling, her poppy-head pins are decorated with vertical slits that have been darkened to represent the color of dried opium latex. Near the goddess was a tubular vase with a hole on one side, which bore a remarkable resemblance to Javanese tools for the inhalation of opium vapors. Alongside her statue (which was found in a doorless, windowless room that could only be approached from above) was a heap of coal.10

There is little evidence that the Minoans had any sort of standing army but much evidence that they supported themselves through trade and mercantile activities. Based on the finds of Marinatos and others, it seems clear that poppies, along with copper and tin, were a major part of their business. Another major opium center was located on the island of Cyprus. Cypriot vases and tiny containers designed to look like cut poppy heads have been found in tombs and excavated settlements throughout the Middle East, and traces of opium have been found in some. Other interesting artifacts include a Cypriot necklace of multicolored glass beads, with one bead notched like a poppy capsule, and a considerable number of brooches that have been identified as pomegranates but may actually be poppy capsules.11

Concurrent with the Minoan civilization on Crete, the Mycenaean culture ruled over much of mainland Greece. A fifteenth century BCE gold ring found in the Acropolis at Mycenae (about 90 km north of modern-day Athens) shows a vegetation goddess receiving her followers. In her hands she holds three poppy heads; above her floats the double-headed axe that symbolizes the Minoan great goddess.12  A royal tomb at Mycenae also revealed poppy pod–shaped amulets and brooches, as well as very long pins. Some archaeologists believe these pins are unsuited for use as hairpins or clothing pins. They may have been heated, then applied to opium to vaporize it for inhalation. A similar technique is used among opium smokers to this day.

According to Hesiod’s Theogony, written in the eighth century BCE, Prometheus first taught how to sacrifice ox bones (rather than the more valuable meat) at Mekone (the “Place of Poppies”). While this resulted in immediate benefit for humankind, it had horrible consequences. As a result of Prometheus’s trickery, Zeus sent Pandora—and a whole host of evils, including death, disease, war, and madness—to humankind.

Mekone was located in Sikyon, a small city in Corinth with a site sacred to the goddesses Demeter and Persephone. Demeter (who many believe to be a survival of the Minoan mother-goddess into the later Hellenic era) was intimately connected with poppies. She was often depicted with stems of poppy, along with barley and wheat, in her hands and on her headdress. After her daughter was kidnapped by Hades, she was said to ease her grief and seek sleep by eating poppies. And it is possible that aspirants were prepared for the Eleusinian Mysteries by draughts of poppy tea or opium preparations.

Possibilities for the kykeon, the hallucinogenic sacramental substance given to candidates, have included ergot fungus and psychedelic mushrooms. Given the connection between Demeter and poppies—not to mention poppies and deathlike hypnotic sleep—it seems probable that P. somniferum would be one of the ingredients. In the proper setting, the visions induced by poppies could certainly cause, as one ancient diarist noted, “intensive psychic changes, which cleared their souls, and made them accept death not so much as harm as a blessing.”13

Evidence suggests that ingestion of the kykeon was a pleasant and euphoric experience, since there were no reports of “bad trips” or terror—something we would expect from concoctions containing ergotine or Amanita muscaria (fly agaric mushrooms). Indeed, Athenian rogue and bad boy Alcibiades (450–404 BCE) got in trouble for stealing a batch of kykeon and sharing it with his friends at a party.

In Homer’s eighth century BCE saga the Odyssey, Helen drugs the wine of her company with the opium-like drug nepenthe,

an herb that banishes all care, sorrow, and ill humour. Whoever drinks wine thus drugged cannot shed a single tear all the rest of the day, not even though his father and mother both of them drop down dead, or he sees a brother or a son hewn in pieces before his very eyes. This drug, of such sovereign power and virtue, had been given to Helen by Polydamna wife of Thon, a woman of Egypt, where there grow all sorts of herbs, some good to put into the mixing-bowl and others poisonous.14

In Homer’s Iliad two powerful metaphors show that the Greeks were already familiar with cultivated poppies.

The arrow hit Priam’s brave son Gorgythion in the breast . . . and now he bowed his head as a garden poppy in full bloom when it is weighed down by showers in spring—even thus heavy bowed his head beneath the weight of his helmet.15

. . . Peneleos then drew his sword and smote him on the neck, so that both head and helmet came tumbling down to the ground with the spear still sticking in the eye; he then held up the head, as though it had been a poppy-head, and showed it to the Trojans, vaunting over them as he did so.16

When speaking of Greek healing gods, we cannot neglect Asclepius (Asklepios). From his main sanctuary in the port city of Epidauros, Asclepius came to Athens in 420 BCE and from there his cult spread rapidly throughout the Greek, and later the Roman, world. His sacred snake, Zamenis longissimus (the Aesculapian snake) can today be found throughout southern and central Europe after being brought to his temples. Patients came to his shrines, called asklepions to seek his counsel in dreams. They would take a sleeping draught and then lie down near his altar. There his sacred snakes would supposedly come in and whisper in the sleepers’ ears. While the contents of the sleeping draught were a closely guarded secret, it is worth noting that the columns of his temple at Epidauros were decorated with poppy motifs.16

Hippocrates (460–370 BCE) and Aristotle (384–322 BCE) both discussed the hypnotic and medicinal properties of poppy preparations. But not every philosopher was so enthusiastic about the substance. Diagoras of Melos (third century BCE) wrote, “It is better to suffer pain than to become dependent upon opium,” while Eristratus (fifth century BCE) advocated the complete eschewal of opium.17  Their warnings would be echoed centuries later among the philosophers and physicians of Rome.
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ROME

Around 753 BCE a number of agrarian Italic tribes founded a city on seven hills east of the Tiber. It took the Romans nearly five hundred years to cement their rule over the entire Italian peninsula (265 BCE), but after that their expansion proceeded at a rapid pace. By 201 BCE they had gained ascendancy over the mighty Carthaginian Empire and control of its holdings in North Africa and Iberia (modern-day Spain). Thirty years later Roman armies conquered Greece and the remains of Alexander the Great’s kingdom. What had begun as a provincial backwater run by small farmers was now a wealthy world power; over the next five hundred years it would only continue to grow.

Self-conscious about their humble beginnings, the Romans were quick to appropriate the culture of their foreign subjects. Rome made the gods of the Hellenic world their own; they imported Greek statues and artwork to decorate their homes and temples, and appropriated Greek treasure to fill their coffers. Along with Greek art, gold, and religion, they also imported many Greek physicians and scholars, both as slaves and full citizens. These would leave an indelible mark on Roman history, so much so that many today speak of “Greco-Roman culture.”

But as with many provincials, Romans had a deep moralistic streak. Even as they recognized the superiority of Greek culture, they distrusted its “soft” and “womanish” elements. Many of the most titillating stories of Roman excess were exaggerated accounts by outraged conservatives trying to smear their opponents or warning impressionable youths of the dangers of decadence. While they would happily take advantage of inexpensive commodities from far-flung regions, they would also trumpet the superiority of simple, austere Roman living.

This tension would continue throughout Rome’s history, as more foreigners became Roman citizens and the lines between Roman and barbarian became increasingly blurred. We can gain a clearer view of these fault lines by exploring the ways Roman culture dealt with poppies and their products—and since much of Western culture was directly or indirectly inspired by Roman ideals, we can learn a great deal about ourselves in the process.


Virgil’s Aeneid

Although his family was able to provide him with a first-rate education, Virgil (70–19 BCE) came from humble stock. His father was an artisan potter or laborer who acquired his fortune through a combination of hard work, smart investment, and marrying his master’s daughter. While Virgil’s coarse features and swarthy complexion betrayed his peasant roots, his ability with verse showed an unparalleled intelligence and command of Latin.

His poems also showed that, despite his shy and retiring nature, he had inherited his father’s ambition. His poems frequently included references to contemporary political figures and dedications to wealthy and powerful men. The fourth book of his Georgics (a long didactic poem on farming) praised Gallus Asinius, son of his patron Asinius Pollio. Later, when Gallus was arrested and killed on suspicion of conspiracy against Caesar Augustus, Virgil rewrote this section and replaced it with the story of Aristeus.1

Virgil’s Aeneid, written between 29 and 19 BCE, originated at the request of Augustus, who wished to create an epic that celebrated Roman history and his lineage. Having come to power after twenty years of civil war and internecine strife, Augustus wished to legitimize his reign as Rome’s first emperor. He knew all too well that many viewed him as a tyrant who had seized power by force. By taking advantage of Virgil’s considerable poetic talents, he hoped to leave a memorial to his reign and justify the blood he shed in assuming the throne.

Taking his cue from the Homeric epics and from old legends that claimed Rome had been settled by Trojan refugees seeking a new home after the Fall of Troy, Virgil gave us the tale of Aeneas. A model of Roman virtue, Aeneas is willing to sacrifice everything to fulfill his deity-proclaimed destiny and found a new city that would one day rule the world. To that end, nothing could stand in his way, not even love.

Dido, queen of Carthage, is one of the obstacles he must overcome. Although sworn to chastity after her husband’s death, she finds herself falling madly in love with the handsome Trojan. They make love in a cave, and Aeneas is tempted to stay but ultimately leaves to do his duty. Heartbroken, Dido builds a pyre to burn all of the things Aeneas has left behind, including herself. To justify her plan, she tells her sister that this is part of a love spell she learned from

a priestess, of Massylian*1 race, there

a keeper of the temple of the Hesperides, who gave

the dragon its food, and guarded the holy branches of the tree,

scattering the honeydew and sleep-inducing poppies.

With her incantations she promises to set free

what hearts she wishes, but bring cruel pain to others:

to stop the rivers flowing, and turn back the stars:

she wakes nocturnal Spirits: you’ll see earth yawn

under your feet, and the ash trees march from the hills.2

Unlike the rational, disciplined Aeneas, Dido is lustful and violent. This is in keeping with the Roman view of Carthaginians as uncivilized savages. Aeneas ultimately chooses duty over love; contemporary readers would have recognized the distinction between this idealized Roman and Augustus’s old adversary Marc Antony, whose dalliance with the African queen Cleopatra had tragic results. And her dying curse that there would ever be enmity between her kingdom and Aeneas’s descendants would be a reminder of the enemy who had nearly defeated them.

For the Romans of Virgil’s time, Carthage was remembered as a fearsome adversary. Their brilliant general Hannibal had nearly beaten the Roman armies in the Second Punic War (218–201 BCE). Only in 146 BCE did Rome finally defeat Carthage once and for all by sacking the city and enslaving its citizens. As rulers of the Mediterranean sea trade, Carthaginians would have been intimately familiar with opium. Indeed, Roman historians claimed that drugs were the reason for Rome winning the Second Punic War. After the Carthaginians landed in Capua, an Italian province that sided with Carthage against Rome, they were seduced by the drugs readily available in the region, which was “frequented by gilded youths with dandified manners.”3  As a result they became soft and corrupt and were ultimately defeated by the more disciplined Roman forces.

Although Virgil was willing to link poppies with decadent Carthage, he also recognized their importance to the Italian economy. The first book of his Georgics explains that poppies “filled with Lethean sleep”4  exhaust the soil and spoke of sowing poppies after the autumn equinox—advice that is still followed by poppy farmers today. In book four, Aristaeus hopes to cure his sick bees by an offering to Orpheus.

Then when the ninth dawn shows her light

send funeral gifts of Lethean poppies to Orpheus,

and sacrifice a black ewe, and revisit the grove:

worship Eurydice, placate her with the death of a calf.5

While poppy was still grown for seeds (and poppy tea remained a popular folk remedy for a number of conditions), Greece and Italia produced little or no opium. Several hundred years after Cyprus and Minos grew wealthy on the opium trade, the balance of production shifted to Egypt. It was now easier to import Egyptian opium than to produce it at home—a situation that would lead, centuries later, to the decline of opium use in formerly Roman Europe.




Hecate in Greece and Rome

In Hesiod’s Theogony, a poem composed around 700 BCE, Hekate is described as the one Zeus the son of Cronos honored above all. He gave her splendid gifts to have a share of the earth and the unfruitful sea. She received honor also in starry heaven and was honored exceedingly by the deathless gods.6

In the Homeric hymn to Demeter, composed around the same time, Hekate assists Demeter in finding her kidnapped daughter Persephone and ultimately is declared Persephone’s attendant and substitute queen. But as time went on, her offices became different, and darker. In the Argonautica she is the patron of the powerful sorceress Medea. In Rome her transformation continued. She became Hecate (the Latinized version of her name), the goddess of crossroads, wild dogs, and tombs. In the eighth satire of Horace’s first book of satires (written in 35 BCE) we see her as a patroness of the most vile black magic.

They began to claw up the earth with their nails, and to tear a black ewe-lamb to pieces with their teeth. The blood was poured into a ditch, that thence they might charm out the shades of the dead, ghosts that were to give them answers. There was a woolen effigy too, another of wax: the woolen one larger, which was to inflict punishment on the little one. The waxen stood in a suppliant posture, as ready to perish in a servile manner. One of the hags invokes Hecate, and the other fell Tisiphone. Then might you see serpents and infernal bitches wander about, and the moon with blushes hiding behind the lofty monuments, that she might not be a witness to these doings.7

As Demeter had been connected with poppies, so too was Hecate. But where Demeter’s devotees praised the poppies for their ability to bring relief from suffering, those who sought Hecate’s help were more interested in opium’s power to kill. Along with wolfsbane or aconite (called hekaitis by the Greeks), hemlock, mandragora, and belladonna, Hecate became patroness of opium poppies. In his Natural History (77 CE), Pliny the Elder mentions how opium is frequently used by the elderly and infirm to end their lives. By rubbing her breast with opium, a mother could rid herself of an unwanted nursing baby. When Agrippina wanted to ensure her son Nero’s succession to the throne in 50 CE, she arranged a lethal dose of hemlock and opium for her stepson Britannicus. (And yet one of the most common remedies against poisoning was theriac, a concoction that generally contained a good deal of opium!)

Later Hecate would become connected with Eastern cults. It was not uncommon to find wealthy Romans in the late empire dedicated to the Phrygian Magna Mater and Attis, the Egyptian Isis and Serapis, and the Persian Mithras, along with Hecate. As Christianity became increasingly popular, a “Pagan resurgence” sought to revive the pre-Christian practices—but because many of the old Roman traditions had fallen into decay by that time, it was necessary to re-create them from surviving non-Roman cults. It is interesting to note that Hecate, in her guise as queen of witchcraft, poison, and sorcery, was remembered when many more benevolent gods had been forgotten.




Ovid’s Land of Sleep

In the Fasti of Ovid (43 BCE–18 CE), when Demeter (or, as the Romans called her, Ceres) wishes to make the child Triptolemus immortal, she

gave to the boy

Poppy seeds in warm milk to make him sleep.

It was midnight: silent in peaceful slumber,

The goddess took Triptolemus on her lap,

Caressed him with her hand three times, and spoke

Three spells, not to be sounded by mortal tongue,

And she covered the boy’s body with live embers

On the hearth, so the fire would purge his mortal burden.8

Alas, Triptolemus’s mother awakens and yanks the baby from the fire, thereby depriving him of the gift of eternal life.

In his Metamorphoses, Ovid describes the land of sleep.

Beneath the cave the flow of Lethe’s waters

Calls out to sleep in sleep that sleeps forever.

And it is where dream-haunted poppies grow,

Hanging their heads above wet ferns and grasses,

Where mossy herbs distill sleep-gathering wines,

Breathing their fragrance to the night-filled land,

And weighted lids close each day to darkness.9

Statues of Somnus, the god of sleep, frequently portrayed him as a child stretched on a couch sleeping. In one hand he holds a bunch of poppies, which also serve for a pillow; in the other he holds a horn of the type used to this day in the collection of opium. He brings sleep to mortals by sprinkling drops of poppy juice on them. When those drops are mixed with water from the infernal rivers, they bring troubled sleep and nightmares. His son Morpheus, ruler of dreams, was also frequently represented holding an opium horn and bunches of poppies in his hand.10

Morpheus’s name means, literally, “he who shapes,” for Morpheus can transform himself into any form when he appears in a dream. Although his name is derived from the Greek “morphe,” or form, he first appears in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The Greeks credited dreams to the Oneiroi, black-winged demons who were sons of Nyx, or night. It is unclear whether Morpheus was ever seen by the Romans as a god or merely as a poetic invention. But there is no doubt that he exerted a profound fascination on those who came after the Romans. Centuries later, Friedrich Sertrner would give his name to the substance he derived from opium, morphium (see chapter 8).




Galen and Marcus Aurelius

Opium resists poison and venomous bites, cures chronic headache, vertigo, deafness, epilepsy, apoplexy, dimness of sight, loss of voice, asthma, coughs of all kinds, spitting of blood, tightness of breath, colic, the iliac poison, jaundice, hardness of the spleen, stone, urinary complaints, fevers, dropsies, leprosies, and the troubles to which women are subject, melancholy and all pestilences.

GALEN OF PERGAMON, SECOND CENTURY11

According to Galen (130/131 to 199/201), he was studying philosophy at his father’s request when he was visited in a dream by Asclepius, god of healing, and told he should instead study medicine. He wisely chose to follow his vision. By 161 he left his Greco-Roman provincial city for Rome, where he soon became physician to the new emperor, Marcus Aurelius, and other important Roman aristocrats. Among the most useful substances in his pharmacological toolkit was opium thebaicum, opium harvested in the fields around the Egyptian city of Thebes and distributed throughout the Roman Empire.

To protect himself from poisoning—a very real threat to any powerful Roman—Marcus Aurelius consumed regular doses of theriac compounded by Galen. These offered him some surcease from the rigors of his imperial duty and a deep melancholia, which can be seen in passages from his Meditations.

What is the nature of all sensible things, and particularly those which attract with the bait of pleasure or terrify by pain, or are noised abroad by vapoury fame; how worthless, and contemptible, and sordid, and perishable, and dead they are—all this it is the part of the intellectual faculty to observe.12

Ever the devoted leader, Marcus discovered that the dosages he was taking during a winter campaign on the Danube River made him drowsy and unable to fulfill his duties. He then had Galen remix the theriac without opium—but then found himself unable to sleep, a condition that Galen attributed to his inherently “dry humours” but that opiate addicts will recognize as one of the most troublesome signs of withdrawal. To counteract this, Galen reported that Marcus “was obliged to have recourse again to the compound which contained poppy-juice, since this was now habitual with him.”13

Marcus’s death in 180 marked the beginning of what Edward Gibbon famously called “the decline and fall of the Roman Empire.” While most scholars today recognize that Europe’s purported fall into barbarism and superstition was overstated, there is no question that Rome’s rule over its provinces became increasingly tenuous. By 330, Constantine, ruler over the Eastern Roman Empire, moved his center of government to Byzantium and renamed it Constantinople, marking the beginning of Byzantium as a major power. (The Western Roman Empire had already moved its operations to Milan in 285.) In 395, Theodosius I, ruler of the Eastern and Western Empires, died. The Roman Empire was now divided between the Greek-speaking East and the Latin-speaking West, which within one hundred years would be in the hands of the “barbarians.”

As the Roman Empire fell, so did the trade routes. Imported goods like opium became increasingly scarce and costly. The drugs that had been readily available in Roman cities were now forgotten in most parts of Europe. But in the East, the poppy was finding other devotees with the rise of new empires—and a new religion.
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