BELLARIA (XII)

Movrpheus, god of sleep and dreams, by Jean-Bernavrd (appropriately) Restout
(1732-1791)

ARTEMIDORUS: THEINTERPRETATION OF DREAMS (3)

Artemidorus from Daldis, near Ephesus, writing c. AD 200, composed his Interpretation of
Dreams (Oneirokritika in Greek) in five books, showing the beginner how it should be done.

This run of Bellaria will introduce supporters of Classics for All to this enthusiastic hero of
the genre.

Note: ‘ Hammond ID’ refers to Martin Hammond, The Interpretation of Dreams (Oxford

World’s Classics, 2020). For grateful acknowledgement of all the sources of this Bellaria
sequence, see Bellaria XI.



The six elements

The big question that faced the person presenting a dream to the interpreter was whether
the dream predicted a favourable or unfavourable outcome. One can imagine the client
sweating over what the possible significance might be of dreaming about a donkey or a
sideboard, a red mullet or teeth.

But for Artemidorus there was much more to a dream than its actual subject. The
circumstances of a dream, and their alignment, whatever the subject, with any one of his six
stoicheia (‘elements, characteristics’) were of high importance: a dream in accordance with
them was auspicious, otherwise it was bad news.

Here are the six stoicheia:

So we have acommon principle, that all dream-visions which are in accordance with
nature, law, custom, art, names, or time are auspicious, and those which go against
these elements are malign or unprofitable.
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Here are some examples of stoicheia at work:

(i) Nature and custom

Todrink cold water is auspicious for all. But hot water signifies ilIness or lack of
success for all except those habituated to hot drinks, as drinking hot water is not
natural.
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Horace’s fons Bandusiae?



(ii) Time
Figs in their proper season are auspicious (and white figs are sweeter than black),
butif they appear in a dream out of their season they foretell calumnies and

insults—the ancients spoke of insulting someone as ‘defigging’t him.
1The association between figs (suka), sycophancy and denouncing or insulting people was as lost on the ancients as it
isonus
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(iii) Name

Artemis is auspicious for those who are afraid of something: because of the
meaning of the word artemes, which is ‘safe and sound’, she keeps them free from
fear.
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Warningssigns
But Artemidorus also made it clear that any stoicheion might on the face of it look as if it
should have led to the one conclusion, but could in fact lead to the other:

(i) The law

For example, someone imagined that he was beating his mother. This was
something contrary to law, but even so he profited from it. He happened to be a
potter. We call earth our mother, and a potter works by kneading the clay of earth.
As a result he produced an extensive output.
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Potter’s kiln

(ii) Custom

Here the stoicheion was ‘custom, habit’. In this case it looked auspicious, but turned out to
be the reverse:

Remember that, when two sorts of custom are involved, the more widely observed
custom prevails over the less. An example is the case of Aristides the lawyer.
Although it was his habit to wear white in public, when he fell ill he had a dreamin
which he was dressed in white clothes. The fact that this was already his own habit
was of no help to him, and he died not long afterwards. The influencing factor was
the more widely observed custom of dressing dead bodies in white when they are
carried out for burial.
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(iii) Art

Surgical instruments



A final example of a stoicheion not turning out quite as expected was taken from an
example relating to ‘art’, or skill:

Among the arts, those which have similar effect, even if their means of operation
are different, resultin the same outcomes. An example is that of Apollonides the
surgeon. After imagining himselfin a dream as a player in a Homeric re-enactment
and wounding many, he then had many patients to treat. The pointis thatactorsin
Homeric scenes inflict wounds and shed blood, but without any intention to kill:
and the sameis true of a surgeon.
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The numbers game
Ancients took the view that there was something magical about numbers, especially 3, 7 and
9. Writing to his grandson Gaius, Augustus remarked that he was relieved to have reached
the age of 64 ‘since | have now passed the most dangerous point of my life, common to all
older men—the sixty-third year.’ Do the sums: 63 is 7 x 3 X 3. Forty-nine (7x7) and eighty-
one (9x9) were equally suspect.

For Artemidorus, number theory went far further, because each letter of the
alphabet also stood for a number, and so had a numerical value too, as follows:

a@ [P |y |8 e |ct) |[E@ [nE [6(h) |
1 2 3 4 5 61 7 8 9 10
T The letter representing 6 is ¢ stigma, not final sigma. It was a name given in the Middle Ages to the squiggle which

replaced the original sixth letter of the Greek alphabet p [digamma]). That squiggle continued to be called digamma
in the ancient world. The result is that stigma meaning ‘six’ does not appear in the Ancient Greek Lexicon!

kK@ AN |pm v [EX o |np) [t |p(®
20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
T this symbol is koppa (Latin q), placed in early Greek alphabets between p and v, and replaced by

o(s) |t®) |v@ |oeh) |xch) |yps) |o@) [yt
200 300 400 500 600 700 800 900

1 this symbol is sampi. It represented a sibilant sound and was placed after omega. The name is a medieval invention.
We do not know its classical name.

Note: numbers greater than ten were put together by adding, e.g. 55=50+5=ve, 639 =600 +30 +9 = yA0.
So: what is the numerical value of ayafog (agathos), the Greek word for ‘good’?1+3+1+9
+70+200=284.



Artemidorus regarded words of equal numerical value as very significant.
Dream of a ypowg (graus), ‘old woman’ (704) and you could be for the chop because n
expopao. (€ ekphora) ‘the cortege’ also came to 704; if you were planning to travel by foot or
by boat and dreamed of rho (100), that had the same value as weln (pezé) ‘on foot’; but if
you were wondering whether to travel or stay and dreamed of rho, you had better stay,
since what also added up to 100 was ueve (mene), the Greek for ‘stay”

And then you had the problem that e.g. the Greek for ‘six’ was [h]ex, but add the
letters up and you got 65. But enough: this way madness lies.
PS An early Christian graffito pointed out that kvpiog (kurios) ‘lord’ and miotic (pistis)
‘faith’ both added up to 800.

The final two of these ‘dream’ Bellaria will abandon the technicalities and concentrate on
the picture of the social world which the dreams conjure up.

| COVID-19 pandemic. The full series of weekly instalments may be found on our website
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