BELLARIA (XV)

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

ARTEMIDORUS: THEINTERPRETATION OF DREAMS (5)

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.

Note: Hammond ID’ refers to Martin Hammond, The Interpretation of Dreams (Oxford
World’s Classics, 2020).

The Roman world

It is remarkable that the world of the Roman Empire—especially its higher echelons—rarely
features in Artemidorus. Indeed, there is no sign he knew Latin, and his general view seems
to be that his world was one of two quite distinct cultures—one Greek and one Roman. Only
two emperors—Hadrian and Antoninus Pius—are mentioned, and where emperors feature
atall it is mostly as symbols and images:



Todream of riding on the back of an eagle prophesies death for emperors, the rich,
and the great and good. When men of that eminence have died, itis a long-
standing convention to depict them in painting or sculpture as riding on eagles,
and to pay them honour with this sort of artistic monument. But the dreamis
auspicious for poor men: they will be taken in hand by some rich people and given

substantial benefits, more often than not after travelling abroad.
tDead emperors were often thus depicted
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Punishments

The one place in Artemidorus where the Roman state seriously impinged on the Greek
consciousness was in Rome’s legal system and its terrifying punishments. (So too in the
Gospels: until Jesus was accused of breaking the law, one could hardly know that Judaea was
a Roman province).

To be crucified is auspicious for all who sail, because a cross is constructed from
wood and nailsjust like a ship, and a ship’s mast resembles a cross.t It is auspicious
also fora poor man, because someone who has been crucified is elevated and has
the substance to keep many birds well fed. And the dream brings secrets to light,
because someone crucified is exposed to public view. But the dream does harm to
the rich, because men are stripped naked for crucifixion, and once crucified they

lose their flesh.t++

ti.e.is T-shaped

ttthrough decay or being consumed by birds
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Crucifixion spikes
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Artemidorus used the following example of Roman punishments to show how the same
dream could have new significance.

A man had dreamt that he had intercourse with a lump of iron, as if it were a
woman: the outcome was that he was condemned to slavery, and his intercourse
with iron was to spend his time in its constant company. The great Antipater
remembered this, and when someone else dreamt of intercourse with iron he
interpreted the dream as signifying condemnation to gladiatorial combat. That was
not the result: the dreamer was castrated.
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Life in the city

Artemidorus provides an extraordinarily rich picture of contemporary Greek life in the city
(not the country), filled with the masses—butchers, tanners, beggars, barbers,
pickpockets—rich and poor alike, people going about their business in marketplace, public
meetings, festivals and so on. He and his dreamers seem to have had no interest in the
glorious classical past of Greece at all: it was life in the here and now that counted:



The Athenian agora

A marketplace signifies disturbance and commotion because of the crowd that
gathers there. For those who make their living in the marketplace adream of a
marketplace seething with people and full of noise is auspicious: but an empty and
silent marketplace foretells unemployment for them, and for everyone else lasting
security. A marketplace which has been sown with a crop is obviously out of bounds
to all, whatever the crop sown. Some people say that such a prodigy signifies famine
for a city which enjoys prosperity, and prosperity for a city experiencing famine.
Theatres, streets, suburbs, temple precincts, promenades, and all public spaces
have the same meaning as a marketplace.
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Festivals

Since Greeks loved public spectacles and competitive rivalry, it is not surprising that festivals
and games also featured large in people’s dreams. Indeed, outside his life in Ephesus and its
environs, the only parts of the Roman Empire that Artemidorus seems to know about are the
great international athletics festivals.



All-night carnivals, festivals held at night, and celebrations into the small hours are
auspicious for marriages and partnerships, and signify prosperity and acquisition of
property for the poor. And likewise it has been observed that they remove their
fears and troubles from those who are troubled or afraid of something: there is no
way that one will party all nightif oneis not in full celebratory mood. These
festivities do show up adulterers and the women with whom they commit adultery,
but no punishment will follow, because what goes on at these all-night carnivals,
however uninhibited, is common knowledge among all participants and in a way
licensed behaviour. For prosperous people of some distinction in life such a dream
brings them embarrassment and scandal which will ultimately cause them no grief.
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Games

Athletes seems to have been enthusiastic dreamers, and virtually all the main games are
covered, with particular concentration on runners, wrestlers and pancratiasts. Not
surprisingly, victory was their main concern:



(i) A runner who had won the crown in the boys’ stade-race at Olympia, and was
about to compete in another event, dreamt that he was using the Olympic crown+t
like a basin to wash his feet.t+ He lost that second race and was forced to make an

inglorious exit from the racecourse: the reason was his sullying of that earlier crown.
tnotawreath but a large cylindrical metal crown, an innovation at the time
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(ii) Ajunior wrestler who was anxious about the pre-selection for the games dreamt
that the adjudicator was Asclepius, and that as he paraded for review with the other
juniors he was disqualified by the god.t And in fact he died before the games
started. The god had disbarred him not from the games but from life itself, the

more usual question on which he is thought to adjudicate.
tathletes were physically examined before being allowed to compete
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Creek wrestling

(iii) An athlete dreamt that he cut off his penis, bound his head, and won the crown.
He became a victor in the sacred games and acquired quite a reputation. As long as
he remained chaste, he had a brilliantly distinguished athletic career, but once he

succumbed to sexual indulgence it came to aninglorious end.t
tto lose semen was to lose strength. Doctors recommended athletes put cold metal plates over their
abdomen at night to prevent wet dreams
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Gladiators

Gladiators were a Roman invention, but by imperial times they had become very popularin
Greece. Indeed, we know of Greek theatres that were re-shaped into gladiatorial rings. After
describing the significance of dreams about gladiators (below), Artemidorus went on to
argue that the style of gladiator you dreamed about could predict the sort of woman you
would marry! This is probably based on the belief that women found gladiators sexually
irvesistible. Since there were 25 different styles of gladiator, there was plenty of choice for the
discerning woman.

To dream of being a gladiator signifies getting involved in a lawsuit or having some
other dispute or fight on one’s hands. We use the word ‘fight’ both for gladiatorial
combat and for an action at law: even though there are no physical weaponsina
lawsuit, the gladiators’ weaponry signifies the depositions and formal claims
submitted by the contestants. The weapons of the defending gladiator always
signify being the defendantin a lawsuit, and the weapons of the attacking gladiator
signify being the plaintiff.
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Sigmund Freud

Freud, keen to find ancient precedent for his theories, was most interested by what he read in
Artemidorus’ lengthy discussion of dreams involving sex. Defining sex in terms of who was
penetrating whom, Artemidorus divided the activity into three groupings: (i) in accordance
with ‘nature, law and custom’, e.g. penetrating a wife or male acquaintance, (ii) ‘contrary to
law’ or social custom—i.e. incest and oral sex, and (iii) ‘contrary to nature’, e.g. penetrating
oneself, being penetrated by a corpse or wild beast, and so on. (Women'’s dreams on the
subject rarely featured.)

Freud thought the following dream perfectly exemplified correct dream
interpretation: linguistic precision and wish-fulfilment. In this dream, Alexander the Great,
laying siege to Tyre, imagined that he saw a satyr (satyros) playing about on his shield.
Aristander interpreted it thus:

... by separating the syllables in the word satyros into ‘sa Tyros’ (‘Tyre is yours’)
[Aristander] was able to sharpen the king’s appetite for the war, with the result that
he took the city.
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‘Fellating oneself, eh? Pretty poor'taste, I'd say’

In fact, the two could not have been further apart. Artemidorus simply thought dreams
offered insights into future events. Freud thought a dream’s significance could be unlocked
only with reference to the dreamer’s personality and his suppressed desires.

This ends the sequence on Artemidorus. | must again express my thanks here to
Martin Hammond and Peter Thonemann for allowing me full access to their
ground-breaking work, textual and socio-cultural, on Artemidorus. Martin’s
translation (including his important contributions to the text as well extensive notes
and index) and Peter’s book on the subject are now reviewed by Anactoria Clarke at:

https://classicsforall.org.uk/book-reviews/an-ancient-dream-manual-artemidorus-the-
interpretation-of-dreams/

Coming next: Rome’s wittiest and most scabrous poet...
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