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    In Flanders Fields

    In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.

    We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.

    Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.

    – John McCrae, 1915
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‌Genesis

    The Eurostar hurtles down the high-speed rail track that cuts through the French countryside from the port of Calais to the medieval city of Lille. For a moment, a scarlet blur fills the carriage windows, and is then pushed back by a fence of barbless wire. This is the largest war memorial the world has seen – a hundred million poppies straddling the railway and A1 motorway as they make their way south from the English Channel into the heart of northern France. Yet it is a figment of the imagination.

    The memorial lives only as a proposal suggested in 1999 by Pascal Truffaut, a professor of architecture from Lille. His knowledge of the First World War and his professional expertise moved him to imagine something unique, something that would vividly commemorate the tens of thousands who died on the battlefield of the Somme in the summer of 1916, exactly the time of year when poppies appear. Crimson poppies would make a striking monument, Truffaut says, ‘they should form a “river of blood”, a permanent reminder of the sacrifice, and the horrors, of the war, for all ‌the nations who were involved’.1

    Truffaut’s ribbon of red was planned to follow part of No Man’s Land, the killing ground which divided the opposing Allied and German trenches. It was just to the north of here, at Ypres in Belgian Flanders, that John McCrae, a Canadian army doctor, wrote the poem ‘In Flanders Fields’ that ignited the passions of the postwar public and launched the very first Remembrance Poppy appeal. McCrae’s poem has itself become the enduring memorial to the Great War.

    It was May 1915. A few days earlier, the Germans had unleashed a choking fog of chlorine gas onto the Allied positions and McCrae had read the Order for the Burial of the Dead over the freshly dug grave of his friend Lieutenant Alexis Helmer. Blown to pieces by a bombardment just hours before, twenty-two-year-old Helmer was hurriedly buried in an impromptu battlefield cemetery, yards from the first-aid dugout where McCrae tended the wounded. At dawn the next day, McCrae gazed on the makeshift burials of those who had been killed, and noted the lively corn poppies that had sprung up between them. The scene played on his mind. Glancing occasionally at Helmer’s grave, he immortalised the poppy in verse.

    McCrae’s poem caused a sensation on its publication. The corn poppy was rechristened the Flanders Poppy, and the image of its fragile blood-red petals rooted itself in the psyche of the English-speaking Allies as their emblem of remembrance. The poem and the poppies that inspired it were fused into one, a symbol used to raise money for the war effort, and later for postwar campaigns to honour the dead and to help those maimed by ‌the war: the Remembrance Poppy.2

    Tragic yet uplifting, lethal but comforting, the story of the Remembrance Poppy is international in spirit yet intimately personal. As a symbol the poppy has an ancient and fractured past, but this history has not prevented it from taking on new and contorted meanings in our modern commercial age. Over the last century, the flower became inseparable from our experience of countless conflicts, from the Great War through the Second World War to Iraq. Today it is embroiled in a new struggle – called until recently the ‘War on Terror’ – a seemingly unending state of conflict enlisting the men and women of our volunteer military, whether they are serving in the opium fields of Afghanistan or closer to home. The Remembrance Poppy is a touchstone for the issues and the aftermath of these wars – the value put on the sacrifice made by millions of dead, the place of pacifism, the importance of public remembrance, the billion-dollar trade in narcotics trafficking and the multi-billion-dollar business of war. The Remembrance Poppy is volatile, for ever entangled with people as they endure the chaos of war and then struggle to find some way to rebuild their lives once war has ended.

    Of course, the poppy is also a real living thing. Around the world there are about 250 species of poppy, with 70 belonging to the genus Papaver, which takes its name from the Latin for ‘poppy’, and whose members characteristically ooze ‌a creamy latex when cut.3 These poppies range across the alkaline soils of Europe, North Africa and Central Asia. Poppy lives are brief, and they flourish in human company. The origins of the Remembrance Poppy are found in two of myriad species – the simple corn poppy and its powerful cousin, the opium poppy.

    Despite the fact that the Remembrance Poppy itself was only conceived in the early part of the twentieth century, the red corn poppy and the pinkish-white opium poppy have had interwoven histories for centuries. They are the poppies of war. Both grow on sunlit, broken ground, and for millennia have inhabited the places where humans till the soil and bury their dead. The corn poppy (Papaver rhoeas) grew with abandon across Europe and the Middle East as trade wars gave way to the Crusades, which in turn gave way to the resource wars of nation states. The painkilling properties of opium have been highly valued as a powerful antidote to the traumas of battle throughout the ages. Long before the advent of modern medicine the opium poppy’s (Papaver somniferum) juice and resin have been used to ease mental anguish and alleviate the pain of wounds. The opium poppy’s soporific qualities brought temporary forgetfulness of suffering to those maimed and bereaved by conflict. Once John McCrae’s poem claimed the corn poppy as the flower of remembrance, the fragile bloom was transformed. But while the Remembrance Poppy took on the corn poppy’s appearance, its power to help individuals bear the pain of suffering and loss, and to continue with their lives despite it all, belong more to the realm of the opium poppy. Ancient traditions collided with modern events, and the two poppy species became one.
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    The corn poppy’s affair with cultivated land is absolute. As long as the ground is broken, the scarlet flower will grow. Despite its apparent fragility, it is resilient, and possesses all the characteristics of a successful weed. It appears in late spring, as the warming land shrugs off the winter cold; it blooms in early summer, and its heavy, seed-filled pod weighs down the stem as the flower matures, bowing the four-petalled head. When ripe, the star-shaped top of the elongated oval pod explodes, casting thousands of black seeds to the wind, guaranteeing that new poppies sprout in the same fields year after year. The poppy contains a milky sap, whose alkaloid rhoeadine acts as a sedative, and has been used in folk medicine from ancient to modern times to make a mildly soporific tea. When crushed, the seeds yield nutritious oil, a tasty substitute for olive oil. Sunlight glimmers through its short-lived petals, which are silky to the touch and easily bruised. They provide the blush for a deep-red dye which is used to colour wine, though is too unstable for use on cloth.

    Papaver somniferum means ‘bringer of sleep’, but the opium poppy is no less social than the corn poppy. It too seeks out the company of people, thriving on the churned earth, reappearing year after year. The similarities, however, end there. The opium poppy is more robust, stands a metre tall or more and appears in variegated hues, though white, pink and purple are the most common. Its capsule carries a resin loaded with alkaloids, of which morphine, thebaine and codeine are the most potent. The traditional method of harvesting is to score the immature capsule so that the sap leaks out and dries on the pod’s outer surface. The sticky hardened resin is then scraped off and collected for use. The opium poppy is unique. Of the 27,000 different flowering plants in the world, only ‌the opium poppy makes morphine.4

    The opium poppy has a mysterious past, as no ‌wild ancestor has been identified.5 It has also enjoyed an elusive and unique relationship with humans for some eight thousand years because it is the only poppy species which has ‌been domesticated as a crop.6 Its origins may lie in Asia Minor (modern Turkey), or perhaps in the neighbouring Balkans, the heartland of early European agriculture. There are some early clues, however, from Western Europe.

    In 1865, a charred poppy capsule was recovered from a waterlogged Neolithic village by Lake Pfäffikersee near Robenhausen in northern ‌Switzerland. Dated to around 2500BCE,7 the capsule appears to be from an intermediate species, a semi-wild opium poppy. Since that time, evidence of opium-poppy cultivation has been found by archaeologists in similar lakeside locations across Switzerland, from the Neolithic to the Bronze ‌Age (c. 5500 to 800BCE).8 At Egolzwil on the shores of former Lake Wauwil, in Lucerne, 6,000-year-old poppy-seed cakes and poppy heads have been excavated among clay hearths and pottery in well-preserved timber houses. The evidence suggests that poppies were more commonly grown here than wheat or barley.

    Another major finding came in 1935, when fossilised ripe poppy capsules, later carbon dated to around 4000BCE, were discovered in the ‘Cave of the Bats’ in southern Spain. The capsules, along with locks of hair, were tucked inside woven grass baskets, which were laid among human skeletons – the earliest evidence to date of poppies being placed at a grave. It is likely this was a deliberate act, as the archaeologist Ralph Solecki discovered similar evidence from a far older site in Iraq. He found that pollen in a 6,000-year-old Neanderthal cave burial came from variously coloured flowers and appeared to have been placed ‌purposefully around the skeletal remains.9

    Remarkable evidence has recently come from La Marmotta by Lake Bracciano, a water-filled volcanic crater situated north-west of Rome. Since 1989, archaeologists have been excavating the remains of a large Neolithic town of wattle and daub houses supported on thousands of oak posts preserved in the sediments at the bottom of the lake. Inside a large thirty-two-foot-long building they discovered a statuette, carved from soapstone, of a voluptuous woman – a so-called ‘Mother Goddess’ figurine – which may indicate that the building served a religious purpose. They also found large quantities of well-preserved charred and uncharred opium-poppy seeds, pods and stigmatic discs (the ‘cap’ to the pod that contains the flower’s reproductive stigma, which trap pollen). The seeds appear to be of a semi-wild variety, and so the poppies were most likely being cultivated near the village for their seeds and sap – and their painkilling effects. Dated to 5700BCE, they are the earliest samples of opium-poppy seeds ‌found in a human settlement.10

    For almost eight thousand years, the mildly narcotic corn poppy and the morphine-bearing opium poppy have grown alongside each other, united in their dependence on people. This enduring relationship, while still not fully understood, spanned humanity’s transition from early agriculture to urban civilisation: these two poppies were ever present as medicine, religion, literature and art developed, and they can be traced through all these human endeavours.

    [image: pod-aigu.ai]

    How and why did the humble corn poppy become a universal symbol of remembrance and memory? What made it so enduring that this symbolism has survived for millennia to be reborn on the last century’s battlefields, from Flanders Fields to Helmand Province? Every year, eighty million red paper and plastic poppies are distributed around the world, carrying their message to remember and honour the dead. The lightest of petals bears the heaviest of burdens. Yet, each Remembrance Poppy should also remind us of a deep-rooted connection to the past, when the opium poppy floated the soul to the afterlife.

    We disturb the earth for many reasons – foremost to build somewhere to live, to grow plants for food and to bury our dead. Life and death flourish in the churning of soil, and it is in such places that poppies thrive – on the boundary between existence and extinction. From the wheat fields of antiquity to the battlefields of the Somme and Helmand, poppies have affected us as much as we have affected them. They have the power to enthral and repel, to beguile and repulse, a mirror held up to our imperfect humanity. Long before the twentieth century brought industrialised war to the world, the poppy haunted our imagination.
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‌The Flower of Forgetfulness

    Shielded from the sweltering heat of the Mesopotamian plain, in what is now southern Iraq, Sumerian scribes hunched over wet clay tablets in a cool room inside the walls of the city of Nippur. Here, in 3000BCE, in the land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, one of these men etched two small images composed of vertical and horizontal arrow-shaped signs. Five thousand years later, in 1893, among the ancient city’s crumbling ruins south of Baghdad, archaeologists uncovered thousands of their baked-clay tablets covered in the distinctive wedge-shaped signs of cuneiform, the world’s first script.

    They scrutinised tablets on law, politics and economics, slowly deciphering the pictographic signs. One of the tablets was recognised to have been inscribed by an anonymous Sumerian physician, who had committed his favourite remedies to the clay – creating the world’s oldest-known list of medical ‌prescriptions, dating back to 2100BCE.1 Professor Raymond Dougherty, a famous scholar of Near Eastern civilisations and curator of the Babylonian Collection at Yale University, had spent a lifetime studying inscriptions from ancient Mesopotamia when he turned to the document in 1927. As he scanned the clay, he pointed out an interesting combination of pictographic signs – Hul and Gil. Hul, he said, meant ‘joy’, and Gil represented several plants. Together, he mused, they might refer to a particular plant whose fruit could bring happiness or delight – ‌in the form of opium.2

    Almost a century later, however, scholars still dispute Dougherty’s interpretation, since opium capsules and seeds have not yet been found ‌by archaeologists in the field.3 Still, it is likely that the Sumerians knew of the poppy’s powerful mind-altering effects. Sumerian civilisation was born out of plant domestication, the annual flooding of the alluvium by the Tigris and Euphrates and the subsequent draining of marshes and channelling of the flood waters through a network of canals that had been built painstakingly – and with tremendous administrative control over the population – throughout southern Mesopotamia. Intensive, large-scale, year-round agriculture was ideal for refining newly domesticated species into food crops. It would also have been the perfect environment for poppies to take root. And while there is currently no archaeological evidence of poppy seeds or capsules, there is an intriguing association of the plant with one of ancient Sumer’s major deities.

    Nisaba was the sister of Ninsun, the mother of the Sumerian hero Gilgamesh, and, through her association with agricultural fertility, she has been identified as the goddess of the grain harvest. On a fragment of a carved-stone drinking vessel now in the State Museum in Berlin, she is depicted with poppy ‌capsules sprouting from her shoulders.4 Furthermore, Nisaba was the goddess of learning and the patron of Sumerian scribes, who often honoured her by ending their clay-tablet inscriptions with ‌the phrase ‘Nisaba be praised’.5 The relationship between Sumerian agriculture, religion and an as yet unspecified poppy cultivar is clear in art if not yet in archaeology.

    Dougherty for his part was not satisfied to take a single cuneiform sign on a single tablet as evidence of opium production in the region. Instead, he turned to a trove of ancient texts discovered in 1849 by the English archaeologist Sir Austen Henry Layard at Nineveh, in what is today northern Iraq, and taken to the British Museum soon afterwards. This extraordinary archive of two thousand tablets comprised the library of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal, who ruled between 685 and 627BCE. The Assyrians rose to power around 2000BCE as the Sumerians declined, and unlike their predecessors, were an imperial civilisation whose territory stretched from Anatolia (modern Turkey) in the north to the Levant and Egypt in the south. The Assyrian cuneiform script appeared to have borrowed and incorporated many Sumerian signs. Searching through Ashurbanipal’s royal library, Dougherty found example after example ‌of the Hul Gil symbol.6

    He was not the only researcher to trawl through the tablets in search of medicinal data. After their arrival in London, they had been studied by the British Museum’s own Assyrian specialist and cuneiform expert Reginald Campbell Thompson (1876–1941), who would go on to excavate at Nineveh and Ur, and later teach T.E‌. Lawrence at Oxford. Thompson identified 250 vegetable narcotics which the Assyrians had used as medicines – opium among them. Royal physicians employed different parts of the opium-poppy plant for different purposes, and gave each a name: săm araru for the flower, săm ukuš-rim for the pods and irrŭ ‌for the milky narcotic resin.7 Thompson was convinced by the richly detailed catalogue in the Nineveh tablets that opium had been used for almost every medical condition: pregnancy, stomach troubles, eye problems, ‌headaches, even inflammations and bruises.8
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    Decoding humanity’s early use of the opium poppy leads us along the tangled paths of ancient languages, trying to discern the meanings of signs as they change over time and from one culture to another. It might seem that the physical remnants of art and architecture are more secure, yet art brings its own puzzles of interpretation. If one is unfamiliar with the ideas, beliefs and conventions that formed a piece of art, grasping its motifs and symbolism can be difficult. This is compounded when the writing system itself is pictographic, composed of miniature picture-signs that are half-way between art and language as we understand them.

    Assyrian art epitomises the controversies. Around 880BCE, the king Ashurnasirpal II, who ruled from 883 to 859BCE, established his capital at Nimrud south of Nineveh on the River Tigris. It was here at his royal court that he initiated a new artistic tradition when he commanded his craftsmen to produce a suite of beautifully rendered bas-reliefs. Carved from gypsum and alabaster and then painted, these plaques stand over two metres tall and a metre wide and show imposing priests and terrifying winged and bird-headed supernatural creatures engaged in Assyrian rituals lost to the world of extinct religion and forgotten myth. Some of these ancient masterpieces depict realistic flowers, including a collection of stems crowned with round pods – the most compelling ancient ‌images of the opium poppy.9 Other plants include the blue lotus, a native of the River Nile that was a mild sedative used in ancient Egypt to promote health and for making perfumes. The blue lotus is also one of the flowers identified as among those eaten by the mythical Lotophagi (lotus eaters) in Homer’s Odyssey, who were lulled into a state of contented apathy from dining on the narcotic bloom.

    Fragments of another Assyrian bas-relief panel were uncovered between 1929 and 1934 from a courtyard of the royal city of Khorsabad, site of the capital of the monarch Sargon II, who reigned from 721 to 705BCE. As at Nimrud and Nineveh, these stone carvings recorded Assyrian religious belief, including what has been interpreted as a priest in the midst of an exorcism. He stands before ‘a sacred tree’, and, according to Yale medical historian Frederick Kilgour, ‘it may be that the demons he is driving off are those of disease’. Most enticing, the priest by Kilgour’s description ‘holds in his left ‌hand three mature poppy heads’.10 Some have argued that these plants could be sacred ‌pomegranates or revered pine cones,11 or possibly motifs invented by the artists, but while a host of supernatural creatures climb across these sculptures, the Assyrian craftsmen appear to have been under royal orders to present plants with what we might call ‘photographic accuracy’. Pomegranates are too big in proportion to their surroundings to be the plants shown here, and they do not hang from long stalks; furthermore, pine cones are clearly identifiable elsewhere on these monumental works of art. More convincing still is the usually ignored fact that the disputed poppy images from the ancient city of Nimrud show score lines on the round pod heads – lines that would be produced when harvesting raw opium.

    The presence of the opium poppy on Assyrian sculptures is far from universally agreed, as these examples attest. The American botanist Abraham Krikorian has been vocal in his arguments against the ‌existence of any physical evidence.12 Yet scholarly caution does not imply that the Assyrians were unfamiliar with this narcotic flower, which blossomed all over their empire, an area which today includes the poppy-growing regions of Turkey and Iran. The empire’s physicians and priests – often the distinction was slight – would have crafted tonics for the Assyrian public’s medicinal and spiritual benefit, creating their recipes based on a close observation of human symptoms, a rigorous catalogue of supernatural belief and an intimate knowledge of the natural world – its plants, animals and minerals. A particular illness might be explained as punishment from a god or demon, and treatment involved placating the deity by prescribing a tonic to the patient: ‘[In] the evening a fever afflicted her and [at] dawn I gave [her] a plant to drink. Her temperature is normal [but] her feet are cold. Whereas before she coughed ‌[she does not cough] now’.13 The realistic approach to the portrayal of plants among Assyrian sculptors was most likely based on the need to identify powerful and potentially lethal species for their medicinal benefits; over time, the plants gained wider philosophical significance when it came to issues of life and death. The usefulness of the opium poppy would almost certainly have been noted in this commingling of body and spirit.

    From its earliest cultivation the opium poppy was used to bridge the divide between pain and pleasure, between the living and the dead. The plant’s milky sap relieved anguish, induced sleep and carried comfort and forgetfulness on its heavy, sweet scent. It was the stately herald of euphoria and the dreamworld.
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    Egypt, a land watered by the Nile, animated by the breath of gods and haunted by evil spirits, became a unified kingdom under King Menes around 3150BCE. Its sacred temples and palaces – at Thebes, Memphis, Dendera and Abu Simbel – are a testament to the creative genius and skills of its people. The pivot of this universe was the pharaoh and the members of his court, whose earthly lives mirrored the cosmic paradise they believed they would inherit in the afterlife. According to Egyptian mythology, opium was regarded as a gift of the gods: Thoth, lord of letters, invention and wisdom, taught his mortal servants how to prepare it. In the Ebers Papyrus, a medical document from around 1550BCE, a spell to quell a headache fuses herbal exactness and religious cure as a divine example to humankind. ‘Remedy which the goddess Isis prepared for the god Ra to drive out the pains that are in his head – berry of the coriander, berry [capsule] of the poppy plant, wormwood … juniper … [and] honey … When this remedy is used by him against all illnesses in the head and all sufferings and evils of any sort, ‌he will become instantly well’.14

    The Bronze Age (1600–1200BCE) saw an explosion of trade by land and sea, and the forging of new contacts between northern and southern Europe, North Africa and the Levant. The transmission of knowledge, the influence of art and the transactions of business brought Mesopotamia, the Levant, Turkey, Greece and Egypt into ever greater contact. The New Kingdom Dynasty of Egypt flourished during this period, and perhaps at this time the poppy itself, or ritual and medicinal potions containing it, first arrived on the banks of the Nile. It may have come as a gift along with diplomatic contacts that were criss-crossing the Middle East at the time, or via seafaring trade across the Mediterranean. Cyprus was at the crossroads of these seaborne routes.

    Whether the gift of the gods or of the markets, sometime around 1500BCE vast quantities of miniature pottery vessels – their shape and form seemingly inspired by the poppy pod – appeared in Egypt and around the Levant. They appear to have originated in that trade hub, Cyprus, and would have been imported at great risk and expense – sea travel being a hazardous if profitable undertaking, as confirmed by the discovery of numerous Bronze Age shipwrecks that remain fully laden with their treasures. It was perhaps the contents and not the containers which held the real value: with the tallest standing a mere fifteen centimetres, they were clearly designed to hold liquids, and the shape of the vessels ‌may have advertised their contents.15 In 1968, the English archaeologist Robert Merrillees suggested that the pottery contained opium mixed with honey, or ‌perhaps with wine or water.16 Fascinating as this idea is, they may also have ‌contained oils, ointments or perfumes.17 Scientific analysis of residues found in these miniature jugs from Egyptian burials have been equivocal – a few indicate the possible presence of primitive opium, and one from Tel el-Ajjul in Israel did ‌test positive for the drug,18 ‌but most reveal no traces.19 There is no reason, however, why these containers could not have been reused or refilled with other liquids, or even valued enough to be buried with the dead.

    Indeed, other aspects of the design of the vessels are evocative of poppies. Paintings on the jugs examined by Merrillees include parallel dark lines on the pod-like section that are tantalisingly akin to the incisions scored on a poppy ‌capsule to release opium sap.20 Equally attractive, though similarly speculative, is an explanation of why so many of these objects are found in child burials of the time. Across the world, opium has been used to quiet unruly children and calm those afflicted by illness or disease.

    More generally, Egyptian art is a portal to the natural and supernatural worlds inhabited by the pharaoh, his family and the royal court. Egyptians were obsessed with amulets and charms, which were said to ward off evil and cure sickness and were used to express religious devotion. For this reason, amulets were placed with the dead in their tombs. These amulets were often made from precious metals and gemstones, each of which doubtless possessed its own symbolic powers. Some took on the appearance of the opium poppy, such as in the case of a reddish-brown carnelian necklace with beads shaped like poppy pods, belonging to the New Kingdom Dynasty of the Late Bronze Age, ‌from around 1500 to 1200BCE.21 Even more convincing is a pendant necklace found in 1882 in the so-called royal tomb at Amarna, the short-lived capital of the heretic pharaoh Akhenaton, who ruled between 1365 and 1350BCE. This extraordinary necklace features no fewer than fifty-three gold poppy-capsule-shaped beads, found strung alongside nine hollow gold ‌pendants which resemble poppy husks.22 It is tempting to imagine Akhenaten’s dreamy new cult, which worshipped the aten sun disk, as somehow incorporating the soporific effects of opium.

    More stunning jewellery, uncovered in 1908 near the ancient capital of Thebes, added fuel to the fiery archaeological debate about the prominence of the poppy symbol in Egyptian art. In the New Kingdom tomb of King Siptah, who reigned between 1197 and 1191BCE, and Queen Tauosrit, his stepmother, regent and briefly pharaoh in her own right from 1187 to 1185BCE, excavators found two exquisite golden earrings with ‘hanging fruits’ that seem to be modelled on the shape of opium-poppy pods, and whose scored surface could once again represent the ‌harvesting method for opium resin.23 The problem, as always, is interpretation. Are these poppies, ‌pomegranates or an abstract symbol?24 Is the scored design meant to replicate an actual object, or is it simply an artisan’s fancy? On the side of the poppy as prototype was the curious discovery, in 1927, of a small statuette of a naked boy which was found alongside two mummified bodies in a poorly made wooden coffin in Saqqara, near Memphis. The figurine was wearing large carnelian earrings in the shape of a poppy pod, interpreted by archaeologists as a tribute dedicated by an elderly couple to a son who died before them – perhaps the earliest appearance of the poppy as ‌a memorial to the dead.25 In the spirit world of the Egyptians, it may be that the beneficence of opium accompanied the souls of the deceased, easing their afterlife in the same way as the food and drink that was buried with them would provide nourishment.

    Opium poppies, like corn poppies, can have red petals, so it is often difficult to know exactly which species is being represented in art. For example, consider one of the most famous of Egyptian artefacts, the boy king Tutankhamun’s ‘winged scarab’ pendant. Because of the circumstances of his early death in 1323BCE – he is now thought to have succumbed to a wound inflicted while hunting or in battle, aged between eighteen and twenty – his tomb is filled with a number of prized items, including a beautiful amulet inlaid with semi-precious stones and coloured glass. In the centre lies a chalcedony scarab beetle enclosed in a gold frame to which poppy pods, papyrus ‌and lotus flowers are attached.26 Positioned beneath the scarab is an image of the ancient god Horus, who possessed a magical udjat eye as a symbol of protection, royal power, health and strength and who was manifested in the ‌body of the living pharaoh.27 The dual motif of the udjat eye and the poppy was also emblazoned on a magnificent golden bracelet which Tutankhamun was wearing on his right arm. Made from electrum, lapis lazuli and dark blue glass, the bracelet is decorated with a poppy, which is flanked at each end by two lotus buds. The poppy’s exquisite petals are carved from translucent quartz and painted red; the stems are ‌tied by a golden band.28

    Yet an even more intriguing treasure greeted famed Egyptologist Howard Carter when he broke into the young king’s tomb on 26 November 1922: a small golden sanctuary dedicated to Nekhbet, the vulture goddess, who also served as the royal emblem of Upper Egypt. The shrine is made of wood overlaid with gesso and covered with sheet gold, onto which scenes and inscriptions have been worked in intricate detail. One scene in a sequence shows Tutankhamun being addressed by his queen, Ankhesenamun. She says to him, ‘Adoration in peace, receive the Great Enchantress, O Ruler, beloved of Amun!’ In the second scene, the boy pharaoh sits on a cushion and his queen with her right hand pours water into a vessel of flowers; in her left hand she holds ‌a lotus and a poppy.29

    The poppy also appears in luminous wall paintings that depict the heavenly afterlife in carefully prepared sepulchres. In one notable example, corn poppies adorn the ‘Palais de Hawata’ at Hawarah in the Fayyum. More unusually, they are also seen in the tomb of Princess Nzi-Khonsus, who died around 1100BCE. An astonishingly well-preserved ‘poppy wreath’ was resting on the princess’s breast when her tomb was discovered in 1881. It has been interpreted as a symbol of beauty ‌or commemoration – or perhaps both.30

    Other tomb paintings give a sense for the ubiquity of flowers in palace gardens, where they would have been grown in arbours and alongside pools for decoration as well as for medicinal use. They have left their marks in tomb paintings at Thebes, and as bouquets on a finely carved ivory casket from the sepulchre of Tutankhamun, which now resides in the National Museum in Cairo – a scene which shows the boy king and his queen holding bunches of papyrus stems with lotus flowers and gilded poppies. Beneath the royal couple, two of their ‌children are picking fresh poppies.31
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    Egyptians inhabited a distinctive landscape, which developed along the banks of the Nile from at least 4000BCE. The diversity of plants and animals which thrived in the rich alluvium – itself replenished by the great river’s annual floods – contrasted with the stark and lifeless desert beyond. This physical world of astonishing extremes framed and shaped the Egyptian worldview, in particular the philosophy of life and death, and populated it with a host of gods, spirits and demons – many of whom took their appearance from real animals or were believed to possess qualities and powers derived from natural phenomena. Medicines were used to navigate between physical reality and spiritual belief. Typically, potions and spells incorporated plants, minerals and animal parts whose physical and psychological properties were intended to ward off the fiends who caused misfortune, illness and death. It made little difference if the effects of this sorcery were genuine or imagined. As in Sumeria and Assyria, it was the physicians and priests who possessed the overlapping knowledge of the natural world and of rituals and beliefs, and it is they who most likely knew best the effects of opium.

    The herbal remedies prepared by the priests drew upon hundreds of plants, as recorded in the Ebers Papyrus, which was rediscovered in 1872. The fragile scroll runs to 110 pages and twenty metres, and lists seven hundred magical and medicinal formulae, to be used for such varied purposes as contraception, skin problems, ‌dentistry, abscesses and broken bones.32 The poppy appears in the Ebers Papyrus as shepenn or shepenon, a name which Saber Gabra, a curator in Egypt’s National Museum in Cairo, believes was originally given to the corn poppy and then applied to the opium poppy, with the term shepenn-dshr referring to the red flower ‌characteristic of the corn-poppy species.33 It was the stronger opium poppy, Gabra believes, that was used in curing headaches and as a calming remedy. According to the Ebers Papyrus, Egyptian mothers spooned it to their unruly children: ‘Capsules of poppy, and fly’s dirt that is on the wall, are mixed, strained and taken for four days. [The ‌infant] ceases immediately to cry’.34 Hardly a surprising result, we might think today, for such a bizarre concoction of opium and wishful thinking. Similar remedies are still used in Egypt and North Africa, where an opium-poppy infusion remains a popular remedy to soothe a crying ‌child and cure a cough.35
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    The world of the Egyptian priests was not entirely cloistered. Though opium would eventually be grown by the Egyptians themselves, especially around Thebes, Alexandria and later Cairo, it was initially brought to the Nile by strangers from across the sea – by one of the Bronze Age’s most precocious and artistic civilisations, the seafaring traders of ancient Crete, known today as the Minoans. Whether Minoan seamen traded in raw opium, sold medicines which contained it, or unwittingly carried its seeds inside other freight is not known, but they brought opium to new lands.

    Minoan civilisation flourished between 2000 and 1400BCE, and is famous for its opulent palaces, voluptuous serpent-wielding priestesses and strange bull-leaping cult. According to later Greek mythology, Minoan culture was dedicated to the god Minos, who judged the dead and sacrificed people to the Minotaur – a half-man, half-bull creature kept captive in the labyrinth of dark tunnels beneath the royal city. The contentious rebuilding of the palace of Knossos by the British archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans between 1921 and 1935 epitomises our odd familiarity with these people, inasmuch as there is a feeling of 1930s romanticism about the human figures portrayed here.

    The Minoans forged their empire based on securing trade routes across the eastern Mediterranean Sea. From the Aegean islands to the coast of Turkey, from the great ports of the Levant and Egypt to Cyprus, Minoan sailors knew them all. Startling evidence sometimes surfaces to bear witness to their voyages. For example, a Minoan sanctuary has been discovered in the Nile Delta at the ancient city of Avaris (modern Tell El-Daba), an inland port colony where Cretan merchants established a foothold around 1600BCE. According to Professor Manfred Bietak from Vienna University, who excavated the site, the sanctuary’s frescoes of bull-leaping immediately recall the style of those in the ‘House of the Frescoes’ at the Minoan capital of Knossos. He believes that ‘several Minoan artists were at work there [Avaris], some of them ‌artists of the highest standard’.36

    Zakro, on the island’s eastern shore, was a small palace, yet had numerous store rooms as well as a library of clay tablets inscribed with the mysterious script we ‌refer to as Linear A.37 Still undeciphered, these tablets may record maritime business deals with Crete’s trading partners. From the palace’s main gate, winding narrow streets led down to a harbour where Minoan ships docked to unload their goods.

    Though they were best known as traders, the Minoans also developed a vibrant religious life, and appear to have used opium in many of their rites, according to some compelling evidence found by archaeologists during the twentieth century. In 1903, Arthur Evans uncovered several female figurines, realistically modelled on human bodies and shown handling snakes; their bare-breasted postures and elaborate costumes has since led to them being considered to be portraits of fertility goddesses or priestesses. Then in 1935, at Gazi, ‌located six kilometres from Knossos,38 local peasants stumbled across two enigmatic terracotta figurines, also bare-chested and wearing distinctive dress. It was an extraordinary discovery. Both of the Gazi figures raised their hands in a ritual gesture, and the larger of the two sported an elaborate hairstyle held in place by three movable pins in the shape of opium-poppy capsules decorated with vertical score lines. Subsequent excavations at Gazi have uncovered a tubular pottery vessel, similar in shape to Cretan ceramics that are sometimes described as ‘water pipes’ and which could have been used for inhaling opium fumes. Whoever was worshipping these fertility-goddess statuettes seems to have associated opium with their rituals.

    This particular opium connection was reinforced in 1974, by the discovery of a treasure trove of ivory objects in a sanctuary at Kition in Cyprus. Among the Late Bronze Age artefacts was an intricately carved, smoke-stained tubular vessel that has been ‌identified as an opium pipe.39 In a tomb dating to around 1300BCE at the same site, two polished carnelian poppy-pod beads were found as ‌part of a magnificent necklace.40 Today, the semi-precious carnelian enjoys a widespread Mediterranean folkloric reputation as a mineral that pacifies people, ‌making them slow to anger.41

    The late doyen of Minoan studies, Professor Spyridon Marinatos (1901–74), called the large Gazi figure the ‘Poppy Goddess’ and said that she ‌was a patroness of healing.42 As the excavator of the battlefields of Marathon and Thermopylae, and discoverer of the Minoan port of Akrotiri on the island of Thera, Marinatos’s opinion was rightly influential. He considered that the deeper colour of the vertical lines on the pins represented the dark hue of dried opium sap, and that the goddess’s dreamy expression and closed eyes exhibited the torpor of narcotic intoxication. ‘The women of Crete …’ he believed, ‘understood the effects of opium which they tended, as a mystery of the goddess, and dispensed in ‌cases of suffering or despair.’43 Marinatos’s digging at Gazi further revealed that the room where the figurines had been found was dark, windowless and subterranean, an ideal place to host opium-fuelled rituals dedicated to the underworld.

    If this reading by Marinatos and others is accurate, then it could be suggested that the priestesses of Minoan Crete may have directed the society’s religious use of the opium poppy, communicating its well-known medicinal and soporific qualities and bringing them to material form. Tombs for the dead were dug into the earth, which was seen as the true mother of fertility, connecting mythological beliefs with human mortuary activity – and fostering the very growing ‌conditions favoured by the flower.44 These associations resonate with later Greek myths, particularly those which tell of King Minos’s links with the dead and Hades, and the subterranean lair of his Minotaur at Knossos.

    High in the Cretan mountains which rise up from the eastern Plain of Lasíthi is the Diktaean Cave, later identified as the place where Zeus, father of the gods, was said to have been born. Here, a Late Bronze Age carnelian bead was uncovered, beautifully rendered as a poppy capsule. At nearby Ierápetra, three more ‌were found in Minoan-era tombs.45 These beads, together with a superb necklace of carnelian poppy-capsule pendants from Mari in Syria, and the Kition examples, may have been used as amulets, whose symbolic powers were represented by their poppy-capsule shape. Annie Caubert, a conservator from the Louvre museum in Paris, regards the Syrian pendants as ‘mainly of Egyptian origin and can be ‌dated to the New Kingdom’.46 They may have travelled around the ‌eastern Mediterranean on Cretan ships47 – as so many other goods did.
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    Around 1400BCE, the Minoans were conquered by the new superpower of Greece. The Mycenaeans were the first mainland Greeks to flourish, from between 1650 and 1100BCE, but like the island-based Minoans, they were a seafaring people. They spoke the earliest Greek language, and left traces of it in the script we know as Linear B, which was translated during the 1950s and is clearly derived from the Minoan Linear A. Mycenaean writing shared its predecessor’s function as a record of trade and administration. This intimate relationship suggests that the Mycenaeans were familiar with Minoan religion and presumably also with its opium-using rites. No word for opium has yet been ‌found in Linear B inscriptions,48 but archaeology has revealed tantalising hints of the drug.

    Heinrich Schliemann, the discoverer of Troy, first excavated Mycenae in 1874. In deep shaft-tombs, he found extraordinary golden treasures from the Mycenaean age, including a seal ring. In perfect miniature intaglio, it shows a woman sitting beneath a tree offering plants to another woman who stands before her. The plants look identical to poppies, as do others shown on another ring and a bead seal found at Thisbe ‌near the Gulf of Corinth.49 This Mycenaean jewellery is suggestive but inconclusive evidence for the use of opium in early Greek rituals and beliefs.

    Nevertheless, the opium poppy’s ethereal connections with the mythological world of the dead appears in Homer’s epic history of the Trojan War, episodes of which appear in his Iliad and Odyssey. If the war was an historical event, it probably occurred during the twelfth century BCE, some two hundred years after the demise of the Minoans and the ‌rise of the Mycenaean power.50 Whether Homer was a real person or not, and scholarly opinions vary, the two epics were first written down some time later, most likely during the eighth century BCE. According to Homer, Paris, Prince of Troy, eloped with Helen, Queen of Sparta. The Greeks took a terrible revenge when King Agamemnon of Mycenae, the brother of Helen’s husband, King Menelaus, marshalled a vast fleet and besieged Troy for ten years. The Greek kings finally destroyed the city by smuggling their warriors into Troy hidden inside the gift of the Trojan Horse. After the sack of Troy, Homer tells how Helen, now reunited with Menelaus, sailed for Greece via Egypt. Trapped by contrary winds, they waited for fair weather, during which time Helen met Polydamna, an Egyptian woman famous for her medical knowledge. Polydamna gave Helen secret remedies to take back with her to Sparta. Years later, at a dinner party arranged by Helen for her royal court, the guests began to reminisce about the Trojan War. Grief engulfed them as they talked about the many heroes who had died, and the disappearance of the great warrior Odysseus. With her friends depressed and tearful, Helen recalled one of Polydamna’s remedies. Homer takes up the story:

    She lost no time, but put something [nepenthes] into the wine they were drinking, a drug potent against pain and quarrels and charged with forgetfulness of all trouble; whoever drank this mingled in the bowl, not one tear would he let fall the whole day long, not if mother and father should die, not if they should slay a brother or a dear son before his face and he should see ‌it with his own eyes.51


    What could the miraculous nepenthes be? Arguments have raged for millennia. Some refuse to believe it existed at all, saying it was a literary device invented by Homer for dramatic effect. Theophrastus, the great herbalist, who lived in the third century BCE, was convinced that no plant had such power, and that nepenthes was a metaphor for Helen’s charms – but that does not ring true, since Egypt was known to the Greeks as the home of many ‘healing herbs’. Some eight hundred years after Homer’s account of the fall of Troy, the Roman historian Diodorus Siculus mentions that Egyptian women had long used opium for its power to ‌‘chase away anger and grief’.52 The renowned physician Dioscorides (40–90CE) identified nepenthes as a mix of opium and the powerful anaesthetic and psychoactive plant henbane, which can ‌be lethal in large doses.53 If the queen of Sparta spiked the wine of her banqueting guests, it would be the earliest record of a narcotic drink, a precursor of sorts to the addictive brew of opium and wine known two ‌thousand years later as laudanum.54

    The Trojan War may be history, or it may be allegory; Helen’s narcotic nepenthes might have been opium or it might have been some figment of Homer’s imagination – it is impossible to know. But in 1908–9 archaeologists excavated what they identified as the ‘shrine of Helen and Menelaus’ on the hills outside Sparta, and discovered several lead pins in the shape of poppy ‌heads or maybe pomegranate buds.55 Twenty years later, a different team investigating the sanctuary of Artemis at Sparta discovered bone pendants and an earring, all of which ‌were shaped like opium-poppy capsules.56 Plutarch, the Greek historian (46–120CE), recorded that the divinely beautiful Helen had been abducted from this exact ‌shrine by her father Zeus.57
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    The Trojan War, as told by Homer, was the epitome of the ‘beautiful death’. Yet even those heroic endeavours that were told down the ages revived an enduring sorrow, as Helen’s guests discovered as they remembered their comrades who had fallen in battle. There was no escaping the grief for the war dead – except, perhaps, by taking the fruit of the poppy.

    Long after the destruction of Troy, in the fourth and fifth centuries BCE, poppies appeared in the myths of classical Greece. Poppies, for instance, flowered on the banks of the River Lethe – the stream of forgetfulness, one of the five rivers of Hades – which flowed through the shadowy underworld and circled the cave of Hypnos, the god of sleep. The souls of the dead were obliged to taste the river’s waters, so as to lose all memory of what they had ‌said and done in life.58 For the Greeks, and later the Romans, the opium poppy was the gods’ own medicine, infused with ‘Lethean sleep’ according ‌to the Roman poet Virgil.59

    The explosion of Greek and Roman literature during the classical age has left a stronger trail of evidence for the poppy in mythology and in history. In his Argonautica, an account of Jason’s quest for the Golden Fleece, Apollonius of Rhodes refers to the poppy growing in the sorceress Hecate’s magical garden, which lay at the edge of the known world. Nearby, on the shores of the Black Sea, was the ancient city of Colchis, one of several areas regarded by modern biologists to be a place where the ‌opium poppy may have originated.60

    In the Dark Ages, sometime between 750 and 650BCE, the pastoral Greek poet Hesiod left the first written record of the poppy – Mekone. He recalls that near the great city of Corinth there was in ancient times a place called Mekonê, or ‘poppy town’, inspired by the sea of poppies which surrounded the settlement during springtime and early summer. The word we know today, however, is thought to derive from opion, the Greek word for ‘poppy juice’, which later became opium in the ‌Latin of the Roman Empire.61

    It was at Mekonê that the earth goddess Demeter – mother of Persephone, the queen of the underworld – was said to have first ‌experienced the wonders of opium.62 Demeter reigned over fertility, death and rebirth. She taught mortals the skills of agriculture, and as the ‘bringer of seasons’, she energised the eternal rhythms of nature. As the ‘mistress of harvests’ she was wedded to the wheat fields and their ever-present poppies. So intimate was the relationship between goddess, grain and flower, that ears of wheat and heads of poppy were the goddess’s primary emblems in statues worshipped by her cults. Her agricultural powers and symbols were celebrated in verse, as in the pastoral poetry of Theocritus, who in the second century BCE wrote that Demeter ‘smiles on us with sheaves ‌and poppies in either hand’.63 And her cult was popular beyond Greece, including in the city of Shomron (Samaria) in Judea. There, King Herod issued bronze ‘two-prutot’ coins between 44 and 40BCE that bear an image of a stem and a round fruit at its head which has been ‌identified as a poppy capsule.64 In the second century of the Christian era, the Greek-born traveller Pausanias, author of the ten-volume Description of Greece which he wrote based on his travels through the classical world, passed through Mekonê, then renamed Sicyon. In the Sanctuary of Aphrodite he saw a seated gold and ivory statue of Aphrodite herself, who held an apple in one hand and ‌a poppy in the other.65

    Why would a goddess eat opium? The answer is itself a dark allegory, in which the Greeks invent Olympian gods who are immortal translations of their frail selves, and of the fickle cycles of nature upon which humanity’s survival depended. In the myths that sprang up from this world, Demeter’s unlucky daughter, Persephone, was assaulted by the lust for earthly men and women that the gods so often indulged in. One day, as she was picking wild flowers, Hades, the king of the underworld, ripped open the earth, drove his chariot through the gaping chasm and abducted her. Imprisoned in the realm of the dead, she was ravished by Hades and became his queen. Unable to find her daughter, Demeter desperately wandered the land, searching night and day. The life of the earth came to a standstill as the grief-stricken goddess grew ever more frantic and exhausted. Most of all, Demeter neglected the wheat and corn, and with no grain to harvest, mortal men and women cried to the gods for help before they starved to death. What happened next is told in two different versions.

    One version of the myth tells how Zeus, the king of gods, forced Hades to return Persephone to the earth’s surface as long as she had eaten nothing during her stay in the underworld. Hades agreed, having already tricked Persephone into eating six pomegranate seeds. A new bargain had then been struck, so that she would return for the six months of spring and summer, but must descend again to Hades’ realm for the winter. Demeter was overjoyed when her daughter returned, and the earth too rejoiced and became fruitful again.

    The other version saw the gods take pity on Demeter in a startlingly different way – by causing opium poppies to spring up at her feet. Overcome by the swirling fumes, the distraught goddess fell into a deep rejuvenating sleep. When she awoke, refreshed, she returned to earth and energised it, and the wheat and corn grew once again. In this version of the story, poppies are essential to the grain harvest upon which mortals depend. The poppy’s rabid fertility – observable in the huge numbers of seeds it produces – seemed, in Persephone’s fate, to be for ever associated with the growth ‌of wheat, corn and barley.66

    Demeter’s perpetual loss of and reunion with Persephone, and her grief and joy, stand as a parable for the agricultural year. This imagery has been frequently rendered in art, as on a beautiful terracotta from southern Italy in which Persephone rises from the land of the dead holding a wheatsheaf and ‌a poppy in her hands.67 It is impossible now to disentangle the myths of springtime rebirth and autumnal harvests from deeper philosophies of life and death. Thus it is no surprise to encounter the poppy in Greek funerary rituals of the dead, or to realise that Persephone wore the poppy bloom as a symbol of her death-like imprisonment in the underworld. The playwright Aristophanes enshrined the memorial uses of the poppy when he recorded that it was woven into garlands worn by the dead. Demeter’s loss symbolises a mother’s grief for her ‘dead’ daughter, and speaks to the despair felt by all humans when their loved ones depart. In this ingenious, emotional fable, the poppy rises to ease the suffering of the bereaved.

    Demeter’s agonies over her daughter represented people’s anxieties over the success or failure of the coming harvest, and were marked by the Greeks in several ways. The Thesmophoria festival was dedicated to the goddess and celebrated annually to promote earthly fertility. Only married women could participate, and little evidence has survived concerning the various activities of the three-day event – all was to be kept secret. It is known, however, that poppies were used to make cakes for ritual meals and offerings, and while the oil-rich seeds were an obvious ingredient, ‘poppy juice’ too is mentioned in an inscription at Demeter’s shrine at Priene near Ephesus in Asia Minor (modern Turkey).

    More is known about another major expression of devotion to Demeter – the annual pilgrimage and ritual of the Eleusinian Mysteries. Held at Eleusis, just outside Athens, this rite in honour of the earth goddess had its origin in an agrarian cult which stretched back to Mycenaean times, around 1500BCE. It morphed into a state-organised event during the Hellenistic era (323–146BCE), when mystery cults became fashionable. In late summer, bustling crowds would gather at the great cemetery of Kerameikos outside the walls of Athens. Thousands of men and women, from slaves to courtesans, politicians, generals and later even Roman emperors, made the pilgrimage. The only requirement was that participants had not committed murder, and were not ‘barbarians’ – which meant that they had to speak Greek. Incense swirled, and the sound of flutes and drums filled the air, as the throng surged forward on a twenty-kilometre procession to Eleusis. As they approached the entrance to the town, the initiates were scrutinised by two giant statues of Demeter. She wore on her head a basket decorated with the poppy ‌and symbols of the harvest,68 and all around the temple were carved stone ‌images of the narcotic flower.69 The rites were enacted in the subterranean depths of Demeter’s eponymous temple, a reference to the underworld kingdom of Hades, many of whose statues were also adorned with poppies. The pilgrimage was popular for some two thousand years.

    Secrecy was everything, and no written account was ever made in classical times – the penalty for divulging the rites was death. Only the initiates knew what transpired in the various rituals, though they included the kiste, a sacred chest, and the kalathos, a lidded basket (the contents of both remain unknown). The lack of hard facts has excited the imagination of historians, with Thomas Taylor writing in 1791 that the kiste contained a phallus, seeds sacred to Demeter ‌and a golden mystical serpent.70 But, piecing together a jigsaw of clues, scientists specialising in psychoactive plants, such as the American ethnomycologist R. Gordon Wasson and the Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann (who invented LSD), have suggested that participants experienced a magical vision after drinking a potion called kykeon – a concoction of wheat or barley mixed with water ‌and perhaps spiked with opium.71 The narcotic effects of kykeon may have been enhanced by the contamination of the grain by the psychoactive fungus ergot, whose powerful properties earned it the name St Anthony’s Fire in later medieval times.

    The Eleusinian Mysteries suggested the pain of death could be redeemed through rituals which promised resurrection, as surely as spring follows winter. The experiences of the initiates seem to have included visions that promised rewards in an afterlife. Around 50BCE, the Roman philosopher and statesman Cicero wrote in his Laws that the Mysteries brought humans ‘out of our barbarous and savage mode of life and educated and refined to a state of civilisation … we have learned from them the beginnings of life, and have gained the power not only to live happily, but also to ‌die with a better hope’.72 Despite such widespread praise for and participation in the Mysteries, their power to alleviate peoples’ anxieties about the natural rhythms of life and death faded as Christianity took hold during the fourth and fifth centuries. The pagan version of life after death through initiation at Eleusis became a heresy, and resurrection was now reinterpreted as being tied to the new idea of original sin. The Christian afterlife had been guaranteed by Jesus’ sacrifice, but only those who adhered to his teachings for their whole lives could expect to enjoy the afterlife. In the year 392, the anti-pagan Roman emperor Theodosius issued a decree to shut down Demeter’s sacred shrine and end the Eleusinian rites, and in 396 what was left of the pagan sites was desecrated by Christians who accompanied Alaric the King of the Goths during his invasion of Greece.
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    The poppy did not solely take root in the underworld and the earth; it infiltrated the very home of the gods, Mount Olympus. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, was a truly shaman-like figure, responsible for leading the souls of the dead to the underworld. He was overlord of the gods of sleep: Morpheus, the god of dreams; Hypnos, the deity of sleep; his twin brother Thanatos, the lord of death; and Nyx, the goddess of night. All, it seems, invoked the power of opium to cast their spells over mortals dwelling on earth, and were shown in art crowned with poppy wreaths, or carrying them in their hands. Morpheus is commonly depicted holding a bunch of poppies – the tool of his trade – and the enchanting Nyx can often be glimpsed handing out poppies as ‌she brings on the night.73

    Poppies were used in ceremonies and cults related to other gods as well. They adorned statues of Apollo and Aphrodite, and poppy capsules are found on figurines of these deities, bas-reliefs, vases, tombstones, coins and jewellery. In the wells and waterlogged soils surrounding the sanctuary of Hera, the queen of the gods, on the island of Samos, archaeologists have found evidence of ritual sacrifices and votive offerings including carved ivory poppies and poppy seeds. These appear to have been gifts to the goddess in her role as yet ‌another divine provider of fertility.74 Asclepius, the god of medicine, induced sleep and dreams to affect his cures. Sleep was oblivion, a temporary respite for the living, an eternal rest for the dead, the greatest healer available to both gods and men. In the statues erected to Asclepius, he is shown wearing the poppy in the fashion of his supernatural siblings. 

    Opium was well known to mortal healers, too. Hippocrates (460–377BCE), the founder of modern medicine, frequently mentions ‌the poppy in his remedies.75 He is precise in his descriptions, identifying and distinguishing between the appearance of the white poppy, the fire-red poppy and the black poppy, but does not give any information concerning whether or not they are all varieties of the opium-bearing plant. (The black poppy seemingly derives its name from the fact that its seeds are black rather than the lighter hue of white poppy seeds, though later Roman writers such as Pliny the Elder and Dioscorides identify it as the opium poppy.) Hippocrates also understood the varying therapeutic powers of the unripe poppy, the ripe pod and poppy juice, the last of which he considered as particularly effective due to its narcotic and cathartic qualities. This ‘hypnotic poppy’, he adds, yields ‌seeds of great nutritional value.76 Celsus, the first-century CE Roman physician describes lacrymœ papaveris (opium juice) as a hypnotic and painkilling drug, while his contemporary Dioscorides writes of the soothing powers of the ‘flowing poppy’, so called because its juice flows from it.

    Despite the feeling of well-being experienced by opium users, the dangers of addiction and overdose were already well known. One ancient commentator, Mnisidemos, regarded the proper use of opium as ‘by inhalation for inducing sleep, ‌all other uses being harmful’.77 Theophrastus warned that a strong dose could summon a painless death for suicides, or serve as an ‌untraceable poison for an assassin.78 Around 340BCE, Herakleides of Pontus graphically explained one custom of euthanasia: ‘Since the island [of Kea] is healthy and the population lives to a ripe old age, especially the women, they do not wait until they are very old for death to take them, but before they grow weak or disabled in any way, take themselves out of life, some by means of ‌the poppy, others with hemlock’.79 Hannibal, the Carthaginian general, reportedly kept opium in his signet ring, and finally used it to ‌meet his end in 183BCE.80 The Romans too appreciated its ambivalent medical properties, teetering as they did between calming and killing. In 55CE, Agrippina, Emperor Claudius’s wife, poisoned her fourteen-year-old stepson Britannicus with opium, clearing the way for her son, ‌Nero, to assume the purple.81

    During the first century CE, Dioscorides gained his peerless medicinal knowledge by accompanying the Roman armies, and observing first-hand the customs and traditions of the peoples under the empire’s rule. He lists several kinds of poppies in his magisterial De Materia Medica, which he wrote between 50 and 70CE. The corn poppy, he said, was a medicine: ‘Having boiled five or six little heads of this (with three cups of wine to reduce it to two), give it to drink to those ‌whom you would make sleep.’82 The opium poppy fascinated him, and he wrote at length about how its sap was harvested from the capsule, and how when its leaves and pods are boiled in water they induce sleep. The juice, he observed, was most potent when thick, ‘heavy in odour, and soporific, ‌[and] bitter to the taste’.83 Taken in small quantities, he observed, ‘it is an anodyne and … promotes digestion, being useful for coughs and intestinal disorders; but too much being drunk plunges one into a lethargy ‌of sleep, and it kills’.84 A century later, Claudius Galen, personal physician to the emperor Marcus Aurelius, gave his take on the subject: ‘Opium is the strongest of the drugs which numb the senses and induce a deadening sleep; its effects are produced when it is soaked in boiling water, taken up on a flock of wool ‌and used as a suppository.’85
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    As befitted Rome’s imperial ambitions, the poppy and war were intertwined from the earliest days of the Latin confederacy. The seventh king of Rome, Lucius Tarquinius Superbus (535–496BCE), was known for his bloodthirsty will to power. Besieging the city of Gabii, he concocted a stratagem to win it by subterfuge, ordering his son Sextus Tarquinius to pretend to defect to the enemy. The inhabitants of Gabii accepted Sextus and made him the commander of their army, whereupon he sent an envoy to his father to find out what his next move should be. Tarquin was in his flower garden, and instead of giving the messenger a spoken response, he walked up and down striking off the heads of the tallest poppies. He told the envoy that there was no message, but that his son should be told exactly what he had done. Sextus interpreted ‘Tarquin’s poppies’ as a secret command to exile or slay the leading men of Gabii, which he did. With no opposition, he subsequently surrendered the city to his father.

    The opium poppy was not only a harbinger of death. Pliny the Elder (23–79CE) calls the black poppy hypnotic by virtue of the juice which flows from slitting its bud as it begins to flower. He reports that the juice was allowed to thicken, then kneaded into small loaves, which were dried in the shade – an alluring (but not lethal) snack to serve Roman society. At Pompeii the remains of a poppy-seed cake were found as a votive offering to Isis/Demeter; they were probably deposited ‌there during the first century.86 When archaeologists excavated a farmhouse at Villa Vesuvio, outside Pompeii, they uncovered a storage vat full of opium-poppy seeds alongside those of other medicinal plants and small animal bones, suggesting that here were the ‌traces of a folk remedy.87 Both the corn poppy and the opium poppy appear in garden scenes at Pompeii’s villas. The opium poppy is on a mosaic in the ‘House of the Fawn’, and corn poppies appear in wall paintings in the ‘House of the Fruit Orchard’, placed ‌next to two Egyptian statues.88

    Opium’s use as a sedative, painkiller and narcotic was known to the Ptolemies, the Greek successors to Alexander the Great, who had conquered Egypt in 332BCE and displaced the pharaohs. Andreas of Karystos, the personal physician to King Ptolemy Philopator, who ruled in the third century BCE, warned against using pure opium for eye troubles, because ‘if it was not adulterated those who smeared their ‌eyes with it were blinded’.89 

    Yet, the most astonishing aspect of the Ptolemies’ relationship with the narcotic flower was an early attempt to grow it as a cash crop. Fields were sown around Alexandria with the seeds ‌to be crushed into oil.90 Locked away in fragmentary papyri in museums across the world are detailed records of opium-poppy growing by farmers and landowners during the middle of the third century BCE. Some of these poppy fields were impressive. In one papyrus letter dated 252BCE, we read: ‘Horos to Zenon, greetings. By [3 February] there will be 130 arouras [36.4 hectares] sown with poppy. If you please, do come and see me so you can feast your eyes ‌on the sight … Farewell.’91 Ultimately, however, the experiment failed, and large-scale poppy growing was abandoned.

    Despite the short-lived commercial interest in poppy oil, there is no mention in these documents of the effects of opium on the harvesters or of the many folk healers and quacks who would have been keen to acquire the poppy heads for their own profit. The value of opium resin as a medicine was considerable, and the pods would not have been thrown away once the seeds had been harvested. When the experiment collapsed, the semi-wild opium poppy would find root in wheat fields and rubbish dumps, supplying enough for family medicines and religious use.

    By the time Octavian conquered Egypt for Rome in 60BCE, opium was an ingredient in a famous remedy, diakodion (‘from the poppy capsule’), which, when added to a variety of other ingredients, was considered a potent remedy against ‌arthritis, headaches and stomach pains,92 and opium remained in everyday use into late Roman times. At the Egyptian city of Oxyrhynchus, which has yielded an unmatched wealth of ancient documents, a papyrus fragment dating to the third century CE captures part of a remedy for a now unknown ailment: it prescribes meconium (poppy tea) mixed with beaver musk on a piece of pottery and ‌then diluted with raisin wine.93 Three hundred years later, in the sixth century, a Coptic Christian medical papyrus testifies to the continued use of opium as a favoured painkiller, even despite the drug’s associations with Egyptian mysticism in a society converted to Christianity and about ‌to be overtaken by Islam.94

    [image: droop.ai]

    It was the Greek-speaking Coptic world of Byzantine Egypt that the Arabs conquered in 641CE, and when they arrived in Alexandria ‌they found opium cultivated nearby.95 They soon named the plant Abou-el-noum – the ‘father of sleep’. Over the next two hundred years, Muslim scholars translated and incorporated the knowledge of the classical world into their own language and culture. Medicine was especially valued, and with some Arab improvements, Dioscorides’ five-volume De Materia Medica remained in use until the sixteenth century.

    Egypt was the centre of early Muslim opium-poppy growing. For six hundred years, between 660 and 1260, during the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties, processed opium was carried around the caliphate, and traded by land and sea to Europe, India and China. At first, Muslims used opium for painkilling rather than for pleasure. The ninth-century court of Baghdad employed physicians who were ardent champions of the drug’s efficacy – as an anaesthetic during surgery, and as a ‌self-administered panacea in the home.96 The Persian polymath Avicenna (Abu-Ali-Ibn-Sina) described opium as the most powerful stupefying substance. His magisterial fourteen-volume compendium of Islamic medical knowledge, the Canon of Medicine, completed in 1025 and translated into Latin in 1175, remained an authoritative source until the seventeenth century. It was perhaps no coincidence that Avicenna lived for many years in the Persian city of Isfahan, an area renowned then, as now, for its opium-poppy fields, and that he ‌died of an opium overdose.97

    Opium’s medicinal qualities were championed in 1527 by the Swiss alchemist-physician Paracelsus, who had returned from travels in Arabia with a famous twin-handled sword in whose pommel he kept his ‘Stones of Immortality’ – a compound of Theban opium, citrus juice and ‘quintessence of gold’. His magical cures were not for the poor. It may well be that Paracelsus himself was an addict, as were so many other physicians at the time. So common was opium across Europe, at least among the well-to-do, that less than a century later Shakespeare wrote in Othello: 

    
Not poppy, nor mandragora,

Nor all the drowsy syrups of the world,

Shall ever medicine thee to that sweet sleep

Which thou ow’dst yesterday.



    Opium was an established medicine in Europe by this time, not least because of the lucrative Ottoman trade in Egyptian opium. The drug accompanied spices and other substances tinged with the exotic properties of the East. While travelling along an Arab caravan route at this time, the French naturalist Pierre Belon reported seeing fifty camels laden with ‌opium and bound for Europe.98 By 1650, Monsieur Pomet, chief herbalist for the French ‘Sun King’, Louis XIV, noted that opium from Cairo and Thebes was the ‌best quality to be had.99 Thomas Sydenham (1625–89) – the ‘English Hippocrates’ – regarded opium as the most valuable of God’s remedies given to humankind. His zeal for the poppy was such that he wrote, ‘Medicine would ‌be a cripple without it’.100

    Little changed over the next century of ‘Enlightenment’. In 1732, Thomas Dover – famous as the rescuer of Alexander Selkirk from his island prison off South America, and whose story inspired Daniel Defoe to write Robinson Crusoe – concocted ‘Dover’s Powder’, a mixture of opium, saltpetre, liquorice and the emetic South American plant ipecacuanha. Dover had at one time been an apprentice to Sydenham, and had learned much from his master. Dover’s Powder had originally been meant to relieve gout, but soon he marketed it for all kinds of ailments, from colds to fevers to dysentery, and for children as well as adults. The dangers of addiction were known in Dover’s day, but there was no moral ‌outrage surrounding the drug’s use.101

    For three thousand years, the opium poppy was the most efficacious psychoactive plant known to humans. People were dangerously ambivalent about how to use its powers: whether and whence to use it to soothe pain, induce dreamy encounters with the numinous, or kill. As the nineteenth century dawned, we were finally in a position to reveal opium’s secrets through the enlightened science of chemistry. At the same time, an innovative literary movement was embracing the drug as a means to explore man’s place in nature – and rebuke such technically minded rationality. Yet neither science nor art could escape the new economic and political order, from which imperialism and complex financial systems were born, and with them new globe-spanning wars. And again, the poppy would find a role to play. 
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