GALEN, DIVINATION AND THE STATUS OF MEDICINE"

Galen’s stories about his successes in predicting the development of an iliness belong to the best-known
anecdotes drawn from his writings. Brilliant pieces of self-presentation, they set Galen apart from his
peers, who tried to cover up their ignorance by levelling accusations of magic and divination against their
superior colleague.” These accusations are usually interpreted as very real threats, as Roman law
punished illicit magic and divination.? Pointing out that Galen sometimes likes to present himself as a
mantis and a prophet, others have suggested that the accusations against Galen and his own self-
presentation indicate that the border line between medicine and religion was still fluid.* Both
approaches correctly draw attention to the social reality that the accusations betray: they suggest that
Galen belongs to a group of healers of dubious standing that populated the empire and thus show that
medicine had not a monopoly on healing. Yet such a socio-historical approach may not be sufficient. For
one, both explanations have their limitations. Regarding the former, it can be said that Augustus’
prohibition of divination aimed at controlling prediction about the emperor and one can doubt that a
wide-spread clamp-down of all forms of divination ever was intended.’ A possible objection to the
second view is that throughout his oeuvre Galen emphasises his medicine as a rational undertaking, even
as a science (episteme).® If one takes his self-presentation as a mantis to be more than metaphorical and
to indicate the not yet fully crystallised identity of medicine as a separate scientific discipline, then
Galen’s usual way of understanding his own craft as a ‘science’ is in need of explanation. Besides such
possible objections, a different set of questions still needs to be asked: why were precisely accusations of
practicising magic and divination levelled against Galen and why do they recur so frequently in his
writings? Why divination and not, say, poisoning?

This different type of question will help us to reconsider the relationship between divination and
medicine in Galen’s oeuvre, a relationship that was close, even in Galen’s eyes — and maybe too close for
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comfort in the eyes of some modern scholars. Drawing on recent research that has shown that much of
Galen’s polemic is about marking his discipline off from other competing sets of knowledge,’ | shall argue
that accusations of divination imply that a doctor oversteps what is perceived to be his proper domain of
knowledge and that they thus point to a debate about the status of medicine as a discipline. The
accusation may imply a social depreciation, but not necessarily so: as we shall see, Galen recognises
divination as a proper art (techne) and even allows it some competence in medical matters. In that case,
the sting of the accusation rather lies in the fact that it suggests that Galen (or another doctor) goes
beyond the realm of knowledge which is his own and in which he can claim competence. None of this
obviously means that for Galen medicine would not be the supreme art when it comes to healing, but
thinking that one’s own craft is the best, does not necessarily imply that the other art is worthless or
irrational. Rather, for Galen, medicine and divination are two parallel arts

This will lead us, in a second part, to a discussion of the relationship between religion and medicine in
Galen. If, as | shall argue, Galen does not depreciate divination as an irrational religious phenomenon, as
often has been thought, then this raises the question how he thought about religion in general. Whereas
most attention so far has been dedicated to reconstructing Galen’s personal beliefs,® | wish to focus on
the conceptualisation of the relationship between religion and medicine implicit in his oeuvre. The
traditional view relies on what | would call the ‘purification’ or ‘disentanglement’ model: from
Hippocrates onwards medicine is seen as disentangling itself from magic and religion so as to establish
itself as a purely rational discipline.’ The process obviously was never completed in Antiquity, as Galen’s
belief in the efficacy of dreams and his acceptance of divination illustrates.” This is a perfectly valid
model from a modern perspective, but it relies on implicit assumptions that may distort our
understanding of how Galen himself saw the relationship between medicine and religion. Indeed, the
model identifies the opposition between medicine and religion as the contrast between rationality and
irrationality. The progress of medicine is hence understood as medicine establishing itself as the only
true (because rational) source of healing in depreciation of other, irrational, forms of healing.™* I will
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suggest that we cannot project this opposition onto Galen and that we should understand his view of
religion in the light of the contemporary discourse on ancient wisdom, which identified a philosophical,
truthful core in traditional religion. As such, one could say, we witness in his oeuvre the rationalisation of
religion. By this | mean that religion comes to be seen as containing philosophical or scientific
knowledge.

GALEN ON DIVINATION

In the best discussion of Galen’s attitude towards divination, R.J. Hankinson has shown that Galen
accepts divination as an art (techne), with its own rules and possible efficacy, but as a realm separate
from medicine. Indeed, in his treatise On prognosis he lists divination (mantike) among the arts just after
reporting that he was accused of being a magician (goes) and shortly before he in the same treatise
reports the accusation of being a diviner (mantis): ‘They do not see the particular beauty of each study
and they cannot stand intellectuals. Geometry and arithmetic they need only in calculating expenses and
improving their mansions, astronomy and divination only in forecasting whose money they are going to
inherit, and music simply for auditory titillation’ (pavtikijg doov €ig TO TpoyVAVOL TiVEOY KANPOVOUGOLGL
ypnoovow).'” The acknowledgment of the status of techne for divination is an interesting one and not
self-evident: the possibility of predicting the future had been disputed, at least since Cicero’s treatise on
the subject™ and the debate was still going on in Galen’s day.* Justifications of divination as an art
usually argue that it is a stochastic art: it possesses a body of knowledge and rules, but it has to proceed
by conjecture given the complexity of its subject matter.’ This is, for example, the argument of Quintus
in Cicero’s De divinatione, where medicine is cited as a parallel art that also relies on conjecture and
hence is capable of failure.'® As Véronique Boudon has shown, Galen defines the art of medicine also as
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a stochastic art, because it has to apply sound principles, which render it similar to science (episteme), to
its object, namely individual bodies that are subject to change.' Especially in the act of prognostication,
medicine shows itself to be a stochastic art.’® Galen thus represents the interesting case not of a
defender of divination who uses the example of the esteemed discipline of medicine to claim
respectability for divination, but a doctor who explicitly accepts that divination functions in the same
way as medicine does and that both are arts. As we shall see immediately, Galen even uses divination to
explain the functioning of medicine.

In order to understand the full implications of this, it is useful to take a closer look at a key passage and
the way it has been interpreted by R.J. Hankinson in a fundamental paper. Indeed, throughout his article,
he seems to wish to shield Galen from accusations of engaging in irrational practice. Whilst he concedes
that Galen as a second-century Roman is bound to believe in gods and divination, Hankinson emphasises
that Galen’s practice as a doctor is rational. The last sentence of his paper is revelatory: ‘Tout cela [the
seemingly miraculous treatment and healing of Eudemus as told in On prognosis] n’a rien a faire avec la
divination et tout a faire avec la médicine rationelle, philosophique, scientifique’.'® He is right in so much
that Galen indeed sets medicine apart from divination. But because he wishes to demonstrate that Galen
is a rational doctor untinged by irrational religion, his account tends to be one-sided and suggests a
rejection of divination by Galen.? A discussion of an example given by Galen himself in his commentary
on the Hippocratic treatise On regimen in acute diseases will help to make clear that Galen’s attitude is
different.

Galen explains a remark made by Hippocrates that sometimes doctors disagree among themselves as to
the right diet for a patient and that one can compare this to disputes among diviners. After an exposition
of how various kinds of diviners can be grouped under the label manteis, Galen comes to the core of the
argument: ‘those who take part in the divinatory arts differ among themselves no less than do doctors in
many points of detail.” (oi TaG¢ pavTiKag TéYVaC HETIOVTEC OVSEV TTTOV S1opEéPOvTol &v TOALOIS TdY Kot
uépog).21 He illustrates this by narrating a personal encounter with two diviners, a Greek and an Arab.
The latter argued that a bird coming from the right indicates a recovery for a woman, and one from the
left for a man. The Greek maintained the opposite. Galen asked both if the height on which the bird flies
and its distance from the observer plays a role. The Arab denied this, but the Greek, drawing on books by
famous bird-watchers, insisted that the bird had to be right in the middle — if not, the sign had an
opposite meaning. The story serves Galen to make two points. One is that the Greek had a higher level of
technical knowledge (technikoteros, p. 130.4 Helmreich). The other is that both diviners agree on most
cases: few birds will come right in the middle, so that usually the Greek and the Arab will make the same
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prediction. The Greek, however, has additional knowledge which allows him to be more precise. Here
Galen reconnects with the overall context of the Hippocratic work he is commenting on. The author of
that treatise had noted the disagreement among doctors whether one should give the patient barley-
water (ptisane) or not, and in what form and composition. In fact, Galen argues, disagreement among
‘artisans’, not only diviners but also musicians and orators, is based on the error of identifying partial
knowledge as full knowledge (6tav £ékactog TO KoTd pépog i T KabdAov émeépel).”® Just as diviners
may seem to disagree, doctors may seem to contradict each other because they have failed to think
through their art.

The story has been interpreted by Hankinson to imply that divination is no part of Galen’s medicine and
that it has a questionable status,”® whilst Vivian Nutton noted that Galen ‘disputes the premisses [of the
diviners], not their successes.””* This is not what Galen meant. The story can only function on the
assumption that divination is an art, with its own correct principles and premisses, which for that reason
can yield success. Indeed, Galen explicitly justifies the superior knowledge of the Greek diviner with
reference to his reliance on superior theoretical treatises of which he lists a number of authors.?® Only on
the condition that it is a true art, can divination illuminate something about the nature of medicine, that
other art. This may seem uncomfortable to us modern scholars, but it is the logical consequence of
Galen’s acceptance of the parallelism between divination and medicine. Even more unsettling for our
view of Galen may be that the story implies that he recognises the reliability of predictions by diviners:
the story clearly assumes that the diviners can say something about the life expectancy of a patient. The
fact that divination does possess knowledge does not mean, however, that it is an equally good art in
medical matters, nor that the predictions made by a doctor are of the same nature as those by a diviner
— ‘a ridiculous thought’ according to Galen.? Diviners predict apodicticly, saying that a patient will
recover on that day, without taking into account, as the doctor does, that recovery is conditional on the
nature of the patient and that of the disease.”’ Nor does it imply that divination is part of medicine:
medicine and divination may be parallel arts, but that should not lead to a blurring of the boundaries.”®
Galen’s desire to set both apart can even result in the polemical claim that he has never seen a prophet
make a correct prediction in Rome.” The reason why Hankinson reads the passage from the
Commentary on Acute diseases as he does, is that he implicitly projects the opposition rational/irrational
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onto the parallelism that Galen sees between medicine and divination. In such a perspective, in order to
present Galen as a rational doctor, he must be seen as rejecting divination as irrational. In fact, for Galen,
divination is as ‘rational’ as medicine (in that it relies on principles and knowledge), but not as accurate
and powerful in matters of health. Moreover, his acceptance of divination as an art, even in relation to
medical matters, does not indicate that the boundaries between both arts were blurred in his mind: on
the contrary, divination has its own principles and handbooks, just as medicine. Precisely this allows him
to set both clearly apart, and argue, obviously given his own position as a doctor, for the superiority of
medicine.

With this in mind, we can turn to our main source for Galen’s views on medical prediction. Galen’s
treatise on prognosis is, in Simon Swain’s words, ‘one of the most exciting texts’ written in the Second
Sophistic.>° Rather than a theoretical treatise it is ‘unadulterated self-advertisement’*! in truly Second
Sophistic mode. It contains a series of case studies that prove Galen’s great ability in predicting the
development and outcome of diseases. The cause célébre is Galen’s treatment of the Peripatetic
philosopher Eudemus, whose illness and recovery Galen accurately predicted against the advice of other
doctors who had abandoned him. It is a true success-story: not only did Galen succeed against the
expectations of the patient and other doctors, Eudemus was also a well-connected man. Suddenly Galen
was the star of the elite, much to the chagrin of other leading doctors, such as Antigenes and Martianus,
who maintained that ‘my forecasts derived not from medicine but from divination’ (ovx &£ iatpikiig tag
TPOPPNOEIC GAL™ €K LavTIKTiC YivesOor T Epol 01EParde). The treatise amply documents the well-known
accusations of Galen being a goes or a mantis.*

| wish to start by drawing attention to the preface of the work, which is very instructive for the themes
under discussion. It is, in fact, a treatise that is explicitly about the status of medicine.* From its first
sentence, the essence of medicine is defined by its ability to predict: ‘How impossible it is, Epigenes, for
the majority of doctors to foretell what is going to happen to their patients in each illness’ (6cov pév ént
T0ig MOALOTG TOV latp®dv, ® Emyéveg, ddOvatov €0TL TPOYIVOOKEWY TO TOIG KAUVOLOV £c0peva kaf’
ékdotnyv v()csov).34 In the current cultural decline, Galen laments, semblance of ability is now more valued
than true knowledge. ‘Whenever a doctor has been properly trained, predicts the occurrence in a patient
of a delirium, rigor, depression, haemorrhages, abscesses to the ears or elsewhere, vomiting, sweating, a
stomach upset, a fainting fit, or anything of the kind, he appears a strange monstrosity to the laity
because of his rarity. The predicter is so far from gaining their respect that he would think himself lucky if
he did not seem to be a sorcerer’ (Eévov 1€ kai Tépog 101G d1MTOIG V' dnbing eaivetal kol TocovTOV
amodel T0d Bowpdlesdat map avToig 6 TPoemmy GOt dyamioetey av &i N kai yong Tic sivon 56&etev).* If
the ignorance of the plebs could be excusable, the attitude of the other doctors is worse. The predictor
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cannot claim that his theory is in fact the one expounded by Hippocrates and thus nothing new, for that
would reveal the ignorance of the doctors. Nor can he claim that he invented it, for then he would be
lying and increase the suspicions of sorcery. General envy is the result, driving the other doctors either to
killing their skilled competitor or forcing him into exile. As a consequence, good doctors, truly skilled, will
leave the city and withdraw from society, enjoying a life of peace with the ‘best’ and the gods.

The preface shows that what is at stake in Galen’s competition with other doctors: the possession of true
knowledge and the status of medicine. True medical knowledge, Galen shows, is based on tradition. All
successful predictions, he suggests, are based on Hippocrates. Therefore a successful doctor does not
offer new knowledge, but follows Hippocrates and the Asclepiads. The decline of contemporary medical
knowledge is in his eyes caused by a lack of respect for the knowledge of old. As a consequence, trained
doctors are not better than ordinary people: they fail to see when something comes about by knowledge
and art. In Galen’s account the accusation of divination or magic levelled against a skilled doctor betrays
an ignorance of what medicine is about: it is the result of ignorance about what the precise realm of
knowledge medicine actually occupies. Such lack of knowledge leads to a misunderstanding of the art of
medicine and to a confusion of the two parallel arts of medicine and divination. If we look at the
accusations from the other side, the same conclusion is reached. The accusation of magic levelled against
Galen implies that according to his enemies, his successful predictions overstep what is realistically
possible within the limits of medicine. According to them, being so accurate is impossible without
recourse to means that go beyond medicine and hence without blurring boundaries that should remain
strictly drawn.*

Galen’s interest in mentioning the accusations is thus identical to that of his enemies in making them: to
demonstrate that the other side has failed to respect the boundaries of their discipline, and hence lacks
the kind of knowledge that marks out a true doctor. The emphasis in the preface of On Prognosis on the
authoritative medical tradition thus well prepares the rest of the treatise, which is basically a long list of
exclusively successful predictions: his insertion into a respectable tradition demonstrates why Galen is so
successful without overstepping the boundaries of his art. In apparent contrast with this desire to
highlight his superior craft without recourse to non-medical means, is the fact that in the treatise Galen
clearly enjoys the reputation of being a wonderworker and prophet.’ This is maybe less surprising than
it seems at first sight: the fact that Galen can make his audience think that he is a diviner only
demonstrates even more clearly that his medicine is superior to all in the light of his earlier suggestion
that only a lack of knowledge causes one to mistake medicine for divination. In addition, Galen’s general
attitude towards other disciplines is characterised by what one could call ‘intellectual imperialism’: to
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raise his own status as a doctor, he likes to present himself the ultimate philosopher® but also claims a
better understanding of the heavens than astronomers and astrologers.*

There remains one final question to ask: why could the relationship with divination acquire this key role
in determining the status of medicine for Galen? The answer probably lies in Galen’s assimilation of the
Hippocratic tradition. The Prognostic opens by saying that to cultivate prognosis is the ‘most excellent
thing’ to do for a doctor. This idea remained central in the medical tradition that placed itself in this
tradition, and became a key element in defending the status of the discipline. As late as the early
seventh century, for example, Stephanus the Philosopher produced a commentary on Hippocrates’
Prognostic. Commenting on the preface of the work, he notes: ‘For prognosis is more important than
both diagnosis and anamnesis, since only God has the power of prognosis. And it is because of this,
namely prognosing, that we (doctors) resemble God and are considered godlike; for foreknowledge

"40 Correct prognosis is, crucially, essential for maintaining the status of

belongs to a higher, divine power.
the art: ‘the one who prognoses keeps both himself and the art free from guilt and censure’, by curing
those who can be cured and not intervening when the prognosis is death.*! This basic Hippocratic tenet
is further made explicit by parallels with other arts. This is so much more necessary given the fact that
medicine has not reached the status of the art of geometry, which is infallible: dealing with unstable
matter, a doctor can err. Correct prognosis thus helps to limit errors by showing that in certain cases no
treatment can help anymore, so that medicine does not get the blame for when the patient dies.** It is
interesting to note that even in this late period, medicine is still set in parallel with other arts, in
particular divination. Stephanus’ foremost concern is with the status of medicine: wrong prognosis,
especially in cases that end in the death of the patient, dangerously impacts on the standing of the
doctor and his art. In contradistinction with the methodists, who thought that prediction is the job of a
prophet and not of a doctor,* Galen also saw prognostication as the key activity for a doctor and, with
characteristic modesty, could suggest to have perfected that art.** In such a view of medicine, one
understands well both Galen’s interest in mentioning accusations of divination and his tendency to enjoy
the reputation of being a prophet or diviner. They demonstrate that he has perfected the art of
prognosis and hence is the ultimate doctor.

GALEN AND ANCIENT WISDOM
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It has been observed that the issue at stake in the debate staged by Cicero in On divination was not
whether divination existed as such: rather, the question was to determine if it was a merely human art in
which the gods had a part or not.”” Galen’s acceptance of divination as an art parallel to medicine
therefore does not in itself imply that he viewed it as a religious practice: indeed, the anecdote about the
Greek and Arab diviner does not refer to their religious systems but to their knowledge, as put down in
handbooks. There are, however, some indications that Galen did attribute a religious aspect to
divination: in particular the repeated polemical association of divination and sorcery suggests that the
supernatural was seen as entering into it. The acceptance of divine involvement would also fit well with
the often noted fact that Galen accepts the reality of many religious phenomena, such as inspirational
dreams.”® Such an openness to religious phenomena is usually explained with reference to the age Galen
lived in. That is undoubtedly correct, but in this final section | would like to propose a more specific
context in which we can understand this. We can detect in Galen traces of a specific conception of
religion that was very common in his age, especially among Stoics and Platonists — a view that G. Boys-
Stones has labelled ‘ancient wisdom’.*’

My starting point is the fragmentary Commentary on the Hippocratic Oath, attested in Arabic sources.
Franz Rosenthal has divided the fragments in three sets: on the origin of medicine; on Asclepius; and on
Hippocrates. The authenticity of the work is disputed:*® Rosenthal suggests its authenticity but ultimately
leaves the question open; the treatise does not figure, in turn, in the list of Hankinson’s Companion to
Galen. V. Nutton, however, considers it authentic.* The uncertainty is caused by the absence of other
testimonies and by the late and indirect transmission, as they are drawn from an Arab treatise that
reports and sometimes cites Galen. Only a new study of the Arab text can demonstrate whether
Rosenthal’s identification of Galenic fragments is indeed correct and, as this is beyond my competence, |
accept his analysis of the text. | wish to challenge, however, one important argument against the
authenticity of the fragments, namely the seemingly incongruous contents: the middle section is an
allegorical interpretation of the cult, myth, and statue of Asclepius, unique in Galen’s oeuvre. | shall
argue, first, that the fragments contain nothing incongruous when set in the context of similar texts of
that time and, second, that they provide some explanations for positions on religious matters taken by
Galen elsewhere in his undoubtedly authentic works. If we can indeed link the Commentary on the
Hippocratic Oath with other works of Galen, we have an additional argument for its authenticity and for
the fact that the views attributed to Galen in the Arab text are indeed his.

The first question addressed by Galen seems to have been the origin of medicine. He defends an
inspirational and divine origin of the craft. ‘Some say that God gave (the craft of medicine) to mankind
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through inspiration. The representatives of this theory follow the opinions of Galen, Hippocrates, all the
Theorists, and the Greek poets. Others say that man invented it (himself). They are the Empiricists,
Methodists, Thessalus the Sophist, and Philinus.”*®
exalted science cannot be invented by the intellect of man’> and the existence of divine healing through

The statement is supported by ‘the fact that such an

dreams — the fragment refers to Serapis and Asclepius in Epidaurus, Cos, and Pergamon ‘the last-
mentioned one being my own city.”>> The divine origin of medicine is clearly part of Galen’s defence of
the status of medicine as he practises it: he is able to cite Hippocrates and the Greek poets to his defence
and thus anchor his view firmly in authoritative Greek tradition, and, moreover, attribute a divine origin
to his craft. The fact that medicine has an inspirational origin and that cures can still be revealed in
dreams, should not be interpreted to indicate that it is not a rational art. Rather, as Galen makes clear,
divine dreams do not offer cures that go beyond what a doctor can prescribe and do. They do not
transcend the science of medicine, for the knowledge of the gods is quantitatively but not qualitatively
different.® On that model, the commentary on the Hippocratic Oath suggests that Asclepius revealed
medicine as a body of rational knowledge to mankind. That we are to understand Galen in this way, will
become clear below.

The middle section, offering an allegorical interpretation of the cult, statue and myth of Asclepius, is too
long to be discussed entirely here. The allegory is carefully targeted to justify his own kind of medicine
and to defend the status of the art. Galen points, for example, to the ‘egg’ that statues of Asclepius hold
in the hand,* symbolising the earth and the universe, and indicating ‘that the whole world needs
medicine’. The relationship with divination is also highlighted. ‘Galen says: [Asclepius] is said to be the
son of Apollo, because physicians must possess some of the ability of the diviner, for it is not
unnecessary for a good physician to have some knowledge of the things that might happen later on.””
Later on, the presence of the snake is explained as a sign that, just as this sharp-sighted animal that
never sleeps, a doctor must be able to look into the future and warn his patients in time.”® Then the
laurel wreath is explained as follows: ‘Or it is because the (laurel) wreath is common to the craft of

* F. Rosenthal, ‘An Ancient Commentary on the Hippocratic Oath’, Bulletin of the History of Medicine 30 (1956), 52-
87, 56.
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medicine as well as divination, and people, therefore, were of the opinion that the wreath used for
physicians and diviners should be one and the same (kind of) wreath.”>’ The allegory concludes on the
statement that the chair on which Asclepius sits represents ‘the power through which health is gained’,
again making clear that medicine is the supreme art.”® It is interesting to note that throughout this
allegory divination and medicine are put into parallel, reminding us of how Galen’s views set out in the
first section of this article.

It has seemed curious that the ‘rational’ Galen would engage in such complex allegories, leading to the
rejections of the authenticity of the treatise noted above. Yet, when set in the context of contemporary
views about the relationship between philosophy and religion, and in particular ideas about ancient
wisdom, this strangeness disappears. Building on suggestions of M. Frede,”® G. Boys-Stones has argued
that Post-Hellenistic philosophy is characterised by a new conception of authority, justified by the theory
of ancient wisdom.?® The theory, which Boys-Stones traces back to Posidonius, holds that in the Golden
Age, the earliest generations of mankind possessed pure, philosophical knowledge of the world. When
moral decline caused the Golden Age to come to a close and ideal life in accordance with nature became
impossible, the wise ancients invented culture to help organise human life. That culture was based on
their perfect insights. They, for example, composed written laws based on the unwritten ones and
created religion as a system that translated the metaphysical knowledge into symbols. Given the moral
decline of mankind, however, the presence of philosophical knowledge in culture has become obscured,
for example through superstition. Moreover, as we lack the intellectual vigour of the ancients, we tend
to disagree on what they precisely meant. Hence the conflicting views generated by the various
Hellenistic philosophical schools. Only true philosophers, such as Plato, have succeeded in recovering the
ancient wisdom in its purity: their authoritative stance in the history of philosophy is thus not only due to
the fact that they have achieved fundamental insights, but also because they have retrieved original
knowledge. Practising philosophy thus means recovering an original knowledge rather than discovering
something new.

As is clear from this description, philosophers that subscribe to this theory tend to identify philosophical
knowledge not just in the philosophical tradition, but also outside it, especially in religion.®* Among
them, allegorical interpretations of specific cults are common, as they are attempts to discover the
original kernel of truth. Probably the best-known example is Plutarch’s De Iside et Osiride, which
interprets the cult and myth of Isis as an account of the metaphysical structure of the universe — an
account that can be found in many cults and religions: ‘Therefore, this ancient opinion (8E€a) has come
down from theologians and lawgivers to poets and philosophers, being of unknown origin, but awarded

>’ Rosenthal, ‘Commentary’ (note 50), 71.

*® Rosenthal, ‘Commentary’ (note 50), 73.

** M. Frede, ‘Numenius’, ANRW 2.36.2 (1987), 1034-75 and ‘Celsus philosophus Platonicus’, ANRW 2.36.7 (1994),
5183-213.

%0 Boys-Stones, Post-Hellenistic Philosophy (note 47), with the modifications proposed in P. Van Nuffelen, ‘Varro’s
Divine antiquities: Roman religion as an image of Truth’, CPh 105 (2010), 162-88 and L. Van Hoof and P. Van
Nuffelen, ‘Posidonius, the Golden Age, and Ancient Wisdom: A Note on Seneca, Epistulae morales 90’, forthcoming
in Latomus.

%1 van Nuffelen, Rethinking the Gods (note 47), 27-100.



strong and tenacious belief, and spread not in speech alone nor in reports, but also in mystery cults and
sacrifices, both of barbarians and Greeks, namely that the universe is not suspended by its own without
intellect and reason and guidance, nor that there is one reason that rules and directs it as it were with
rudders and curbing reins, but many powers and a mixture of evil and good’.®* Similar allegorical
interpretations can be found in the slightly earlier philosophers Varro, Cornutus, and Chaeremon.®® The
presence of an allegory of Asclepius in the oeuvre of Galen may thus not only be not incongruous, but
also an indication that Galen has applied the theory of ancient wisdom to medicine. The third part of the

Commentary on the Hippocratic Oath will provide support for this last contention.

The third section of the treatise offers an account of the early history of medicine: ‘The family of
Asclepius had in the past been bound by oaths and covenants preventing them from teaching medicine
to outsiders. They had restricted (the instruction in it) to their children in the medical schools on the
islands of Rhodes and Cnidus and in the city of Cos, and had passed it on orally to their heirs. Eventually,
however, Hippocrates feared that the craft might be lost, and he therefore fixed it permanently in
writing.”® Just as in the history of philosophy, a Platonist philosopher such as Numenius identifies Plato
as the authoritative figure who was the last true recipient of ancient wisdom,® Galen depicts a
continuous tradition running from Asclepius and the Asclepiads to Hippocrates. Slightly earlier than
Plato,® Hippocrates seems to have the same role of authority as Plato has in Numenius.

At the same time, however, the decision to put medical theory down in writing did not have just positive
consequences, as becomes clear in a crucial passage from De anatomicis administrationibus (2.1 p. 281-2
Kihn) — a passage that provides an important link between an authentic work of Galen and the
Commentary on the Hippocratic Oath. Galen notes there that the ‘ancients’ (i.e. the Asclepiads) did not
write treatises on anatomy, a fact that for him does not prove a lack of interest in the matter. Rather, all
teaching happened orally, first within the family. With the progress of time, outsiders were taught to,
but only on the condition that they were morally perfect. In a next stage, writing became necessary:

‘The art of medicine having thus detached itself from the family of the Asclepiads, and becoming always
worse through successive generations, people needed writings that preserved its theory. Before that not
only no anatomical treatises were needed, but no such writings.’
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This is a story of moral decline and hence also of a decline of knowledge:* indeed, when medical
knowledge is written down, it becomes widely available and invites the uneducated to occupy
themselves with it. Hence the pernicious variety of opinions that, according to Galen, characterises his
age. This is a feature that we encounter repeatedly in accounts of ancient wisdom: the period since the
figure of authority is characterised by a variety of conflicting opinions, due to a moral and intellectual
decline.®® To stick to the example of Numenius: according to him dissension and deviation from the
original truth precisely characterise the history of the Academy after Plato, and in his account this is also
connected with the decision of Plato to write Socrates’ theories down.® Just as Numenius suggests that
only he has succeeded in retrieving Plato’s original thoughts, reconnecting with ancient wisdom, and
hence transcending the quarrels of the past centuries, Galen argues that only true doctors like himself
succeed in restoring some of that original knowledge.”

Several features of Galen’s view on the history of medicine thus tie in very well with the accounts of the
history of philosophy that one finds among philosophers that accept that idea of ancient wisdom: the
decline of knowledge since the Asclepiads, only counteracted by a few great minds (including himself);
the presence of a perfect body of knowledge at the dawn of humanity; the argument of an authoritative
tradition which justifies one’s own position; the positive view of religion, in this case the cult of Asclepius
which is a symbol system for the art of medicine as it was handed to mankind by the gods. My
suggestion is that this shows that Galen borrowed the framework of ancient wisdom from philosophy
and applied it to medicine. If this is correct, there are two possible ways to understand this. Explicit
statements that can be taken to demonstrate explicitly Galen’s adherence to such a view are relatively
limited in Galen’s oeuvre. One can thus understand their occurrence as evidence of Galen’s punctual
borrowing of a type of argument that was popular in his age.

It is also possible to attribute a wider significance to these links between Galen and contemporary
philosophy. The importance of ancient wisdom that G. Boys-Stones ascribes to Post-Hellenistic
philosophy had two important effects on the self-understanding of philosophers. First, they were able to
put themselves forward as authoritative interpreters of ancient wisdom or of the texts of a philosopher
who had reconnected with ancient wisdom. Precisely in the Post-Hellenistic period authoritative editions
of the oeuvre of the great philosophers of the past are being produced.”* Second, the widespread
eclecticism of Post-Hellenistic philosophy is implicitly justified by the assumption that ultimately all
philosophical schools derive from the same ancient wisdom, be it that they have strayed in a greater or
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smaller degree from the original kernel of truth.”? Both tendencies are prominent in Galen too. As is well-
known, in the words of von Staden, Galen ‘tried to recuperate, interpret, corroborate and occasionally
correct the thought and meaning of the historical Hippocrates, in part to present himself as a new, less
obscure, more accurate, more complete Hippocrates.””* At the same time, because Hippocrates presents
the transitional stage of medicine from the pure knowledge of the Asclepiads to later written knowledge,
Galen can allow himself sometimes to go beyond Hippocrates. Also, given the fact that since Hippocrates
medical knowledge is available in written form and that the direct connection with the Asclepiads is
gone, interpretation of his doctrines is unchecked. One therefore has to sift through the oeuvre of
Hippocrates to determine which works are authentic and which not.”* Galen is also obviously eclectic,
even if he does not always admit to it. The high status of Hippocrates leads Galen sometimes to ascribing
to him concepts that actually derive from, e.g., Aristotle.”” Nevertheless, in one way or another, all
medical schools ultimately derive their knowledge from that original source and may thus still profess
certain good principles.’® If there is one thing that needs to be combatted, it is excessive scepticism that
rejects the possibility of acquiring true knowledge.”’ Recently, Galen’s eclectic position has been judged
sufficiently original to set him apart from his contemporaries: ‘This is, | think, the true measure of Galen’s
originality: he refuses to have anything at all to do with the issues that divide the schools, while still
insisting, against the sceptics, that useful knowledge can be won in practical fields, and that it can be
based upon more than merely empirical experience. It is this which makes his eclecticism more than that

of the average contemporary middle platonist synthesis.”’®

The features that this quotation highlights —
the transcendence of school divisions whilst maintaining the belief in knowledge that can be gained — are
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Galen’s tendency to polemicise against other schools whilst drawing on their teachings. Without wishing
to dispute that Galen’s own synthesis is original, the way he goes about forging it and the implicit
assumptions it is based upon have strong parallels with what we witness in contemporary philosophy.

In this section, | have argued that Galen understands the history of his discipline in the light of the
narrative of ancient wisdom, that is, he accepts that his body of knowledge was already there at the
beginning of mankind and that it was later distorted in transmission and thus in need for rediscovery and
correct interpretation. As the idea of ancient wisdom implies that this knowledge was also preserved,
albeit in allegorical or distorted ways, in traditional religion, the allegory of Asclepius in the Commentary
on the Hippocratic Oath now appears less strange within his oeuvre. As the Asclepiads possessed,
according to Galen, full knowledge of the art of medicine, it is plausible that he assumed that they had
created the image of the founder of their dynasty and had done so in a symbolic fashion, with each
attribute saying something about the nature of medicine. As Galen depicts himself as the person who
has succeeded in returning to the original insights of Hippocrates, the true heir to the Asclepiads, against
the later deviations, it is only natural that he could consider himself also the ideal person to give the
correct interpretation of the statue.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper has focused on the conceptualisation of the relationship between medicine and religion, with
divination as a particular case in point, within the oeuvre of Galen. This may seem too limited a
perspective for those interested in how medicine really interacted with religion. | hope to have shown,
however, that this last question often relies on assumptions that are not those of our sources, in this
case Galen. The implicit transfer of a modern paradigm of ‘science’, which excludes religion as irrational
and which rejects tradition in favour of inquiry,” onto Galen has sometimes, as | have argued,
obstructed a better understanding of how he thought about divination and religion. It may be better to
abandon the category of ‘rational’ altogether when discussing pre-modern science.® If one thinks this
too radical a proposition, then Galen’s view of religion is better described as a ‘rationalisation’” of
religion,®! in the sense that religion (or parts of it) can be seen as harbouring true philosophical and
medical knowledge, albeit not necessarily on the same high level as in technical philosophy and
medicine. The openness this implies for religion can be seen in Galen’s acceptance of divination as an art
(techne) with rules and principles that can be paralleled with those of medicine, but also, in a more direct
way, in the allegorical reading of the cult of Asclepius, in which the basic principles of the profession of a
doctor and his art are symbolised. The idea that divine healing is practiced according to the same
principles as human medicine, backed up by the claim in the Commentary on the Hippocratic Oath that
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often is assumed that from the second century we witness an increased interest in the irrational. The classic
argument is that of E.R. Dodds, Pagans and Christians in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge, 1965). For a critique of
Dodds, see R.C. Smith and J. Lounibos (eds.) (1984), Pagan and Christian Anxiety: A Response to E.R. Dodds
(Lantham, 1984). | have also argued against this view in Van Nuffelen, Rethinking the Gods (note 47), 233-41.



medical knowledge was of a divine origin, provides additional evidence for such an understanding of
religion.

Recently, the impact of religious modes of thinking on Roman epistemology, science, and rhetoric has
been highlighted.®? In this article, | have been interested in the reverse process, the projection of
philosophical knowledge onto traditional religion. Both phenomena need not contradict each other, and
indeed should be located at different levels: the former is a matter of deep structures that determine
how one conceptualises the world, the latter helps more explicitly to define the role of religion in one’s
world view. | wish, however, to emphasise that whatever close relationships were established between
religion and medicine (and philosophy, for that matter), boundaries were not blurred: it is clear for Galen
that divination is not identical to, or a possible substitute for, medicine. Divination can produce true
statements about a patient, but it lacks the accuracy and healing power of medicine. Similarly, it is not a
bad thing to go to shrines to be healed, but an exclusive reliance on this form of healing may be
dangerous.® Only a superstitious man, who has a mistaken view of what the gods do and who they are,
will send his doctor away.? Indeed, as philosophers believing in an ancient wisdom repeatedly point out,
religion is subject to superstition and change, so there is no certainty that the original knowledge has
been well preserved.®

Galen’s acceptance of divination and medicine as parallel arts goes therefore hand in hand with a clear
conscience that both are separate disciplines. The accusations of divination levelled against him, and the
occasional gratification he finds in being called a diviner or a magician do not constitute proof that for
him (or his accusers) the boundaries were blurred. Rather, in the highly competitive market of the
Roman empire,® they indicate that it was a mark of a good doctor to achieve results within the
boundaries of his art: doctors accused of divination seemed to rely on other arts and, therefore, to
outperform their peers with unacceptable means. In turn, Galen’s relish in the accusations can be
understood as demonstrating how much his knowledge is elevated above that of his contemporaries:
they think he is a charlatan, whereas it is just Hippocrates. Rather than being effective threats that could
lead to a trial, such accusations are part of a competition for status within the realm of medicine. Much
work has been recently done on Galen’s self-presentation, often relying on scholarship on the Second
Sophistic.?” As | have suggested, the repeated references to the accusations of relying on divination
should be seen in that context too: as attempts to highlight his own stellar knowledge. If one accepts my

82 Lehoux, What did the Romans know (note 44), 12, 246; M. Beard, ‘Cicero’s “Responses of the haruspices” and the
Voice of the Gods’, JRS 102 (2012), forthcoming.

 The example is Galen’s: Gal. Opt.Med.Cogn. 1.1-2, 1.4 p. 41-43 Iskandar with Nutton, ‘Patient’s choice’ (note 49),
254,

8 Plut. Superst. 171AB, 168C.

& 0on this, see Van Nuffelen, Rethinking the Gods (note 47), 65-71, 217-20.

¥ Nutton, ‘Murder’ (note 36), 37; V. Nutton, ‘Healers in the medical market place: Towards a social history of
Graeco-Roman medicine’, in A. Wear (ed.), Medicine in Society: Historical Essays (Cambridge, 1992), 15-58.

¥ See most recently W.A. Johnson, Readers and Reading Culture in the High Roman Empire. A Study in Elite
Communication (Oxford, 2010), 74-97. See the earlier studies of J. Kollesch, ‘Galen und die zweite Sophistik’ in V.
Nutton (ed.) Galen: Problems and Prospects (London, 1981), 1-11 and H. Von Staden, ‘Galen and the Second
Sophistic’ in R. Sorabji (ed.), Aristotle and After. Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies. Supplement LXVIII
(London, 1997), 33-54.



argument that Galen borrowed the idea of an ancient wisdom from contemporary philosophy and
transferred it to medicine, his account of the history of medicine also helps to position himself as the
authoritative exegete who has retrieved Hippocratean and indeed Asclepiad knowledge, thus providing
one more argument for his elevated status.
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