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Don't Sleep on Dreams: Medical Dream Interpretation in Galen and
Aristides

1 Galen’s Distinction Between the Art of Medicine and the Art of Divination

11 The Precision of (Proper) Prognosis by (Proper) Physicians
1. Galen CAM (de constitutione artis medicae) 1.291-293K (text and translation Johnston):
10 § oleafat Totadmy elvan Tolg latpols v Tpdyvway, olaw of pdvrels Emaryyéhovral, yerolov...6 & latpdg
oy oUtw Tpoepel TO ANV, GAN el TavTa yiyvorto dedvtwg, EBSopalov, &l obtwg Etuye, AvByoeabal 6

véanpa... mpoyvaaetal piv odv 6 latpds dyelav te xal Bdvartov odx €§ dAwv daoxmudrwy #) tod yvwpilew
AxpLBidg loydv voaypatdg Te xal pUTEwS:

To think that such prognosticating by doctors is like prophets prophesying is absurd...The doctor, on
the other hand, does not predict what is going to happen in this way, but that if everything happens
as it ought, the disease will be resolved on the seventh day, should this happen to be the case...The
doctor, then, makes a prediction of health or death on no other basis than a precise knowledge of
the strength of the disease and the strength of the [patient’s] nature.

2. Galen Prognosis 1.1 (text and translation Nutton):

8aov uév éml Tolg ToANolS TAV laTpdv, @ 'Emtyéves, ddUvartdy 07Tt TPOYWATKEL TA TOIS XAUVOVTLY ETOMEVAL
xa®’ Exdatyy véaov.

How impossible it is, Epigenes, for the majority of doctors to foretell what is going to happen to their
patients in each illness.

1.2 The Inconsistencies of Prognosis from Dreams
1. [Pseudo?] Galen On Diagnosis of Dreams V1.835K (text Kiihn; translation Oberhelman):

& tolvuv dpda ol xduvovteg v Tolg evumviolg xai mpdttewy Soxobawy, évdei&etan moAdg iy evdeiog te
ol TAgoveEiag xal ToLbTHTOG XUUAY.

We may say that whatever ill people see in their dreams or whatever they imagine that they are doing
in their dreams will often indicate for us the lack, excess, or quality of their humors.

2. [Pseudo?] Galen On Diagnosis of Dreams V1.833K:

gmel 8¢ ol pavtivnd Tvar guyxwpodpey elvat, mdg Tadt &v Stoneptdeln AV dmd Tod TrpaATS SpwpEvmY, 0d
padtov eimelv.

But since we concede that some dreams are also prophetic messages, it is not easy to say how these
dreams are to be distinguished from those which originate in the body.
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3. [Pseudo?] Galen On Diagnosis of Dreams V1.834K:

gfedaato yolv Tig T ETepov TAV axeAdv Albvov yeyovéval, xal TodTo Expvay ToAAol TGV Tept T Setvédv
wg Tpog Todg SodAoug Telvew TO Bvap, dAAG TapeAlBy TO axélog Exetvo 6 dvBpwmog, odEVeS UMY
mpoadoxnoavtog Tolto.

For example, someone dreamt that one of his legs turned into stone. Now this dream was interpreted
by many skilled in these matters as a reference to the man’s slaves. However, contrary to all of our
expectations, the dreamer became paralyzed in that leg.

4. [Pseudo?] Galen On Diagnosis of Dreams V1.834K:

TOV uév yap makanoty &v alpatog Sekapevi) S8Eavta Eotdvat xal péyig adtic dmepéyovta TARBog aluatog
Exetv etexpnpapeda, xal delobat xévwaews.

Likewise, a certain wrestler dreamt that he was standing in a cistern of blood and was scarcely able
to keep his head above the level of blood. We took this dream as an indication of excess blood in his
body and recommended that he undergo bleeding.

2 [Pseudo?] Galen, Galen, and the Imprecise Nature of the Soul

1. [Pseudo?] Galen On Diagnosis of Dreams V1.833K:
gmel 8¢ év toig Brrvolg odx emt Tad Tod ghparos ) Puyy dwbéoeat pavtdadeTat udvov.
The conditions of the body do not account for all of the soul’s dream images in sleep.
2. Galen Prop. Plac. (de propriis placitis) 14 (text and translation Xenophontos & Polemis):

"Eyo Tolvuy &v Tobtotg uéomy twva ta& Epautdy Etala. Iepl yop dAAwv SoypdTwy dmogoatvdpuevos AmAds,
TQVY pév &g eideiny Ty &v adtols dAnBetay, T@Y 82 dg 8hws 0088V adTis eideiny, év ols dptt SifiAdov, dypt Tod
mboved mpoépyopat, BékTiov uév elvat vopiwy elmep dyvixetv oltw mept aldtdv, (g dmopaivestat xabdmep
¢n’ dMwv, ob pny dvameibwy Euavtéy, donep étepot, Pefaioy Exewv yvlow @v odx Eoyov dmédetfv
BePaiow. Eimelv obv fodAopat xal mept T@Y TolodTwy dmdvtwy, oo ™y pév yvdaty odx dvaryxaioy Exel mpdg
Uyelav gopatos ¥ tag ths Puxiis nOwag dpetdg, Emexdaunae 3 &v, eimep eyvaady BePaiwg, ta did t@v
YWVaxopévwy dxpLpds dmotedodpeva xat’ latpue)v Te xal v NOua)v thogogpiov.

In this debate I took a middle position. For even though for other doctrines I frankly declare that I
recognise the truth contained in some, while for others T know nothing of it whatsoever, in the matters
Ijust discussed, I concede only the probable, believing that it would be better if I knew them to such
an extent as to be able to pronounce about them as I did about others, without however persuading
myself, as others have done, that I have certain knowledge of matters of which I have no certain
proof. I therefore also want to discuss all such things, knowledge of which is unnecessary for the
health of the body or the moral qualities of the soul, but which, were they known with certainty,
could have been an additional ornament to those things accomplished thanks to an exact knowledge
in the field of medicine and moral philosophy.
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3. Galen Prop. Plac. 15:

Ty ye v Yuyiv el pév dBdvaros odoa tals cwpatieals odatatg xepavvupéw ta Lo Stouxel, Yvaoxety
BePaiwg odx émaryyéAiopal, xabdmep 00’ el pndepio xald’ éavtiv Eativ odala Puxig, Exetvo pévtol paivetal
ot aapds, &tt, xab’ 8 eloowxiletar Tolg apact, SovAedel Tals pUTeTY AUTAVY, almtep elaty, g EpNv, Ex THg TGV
TETTAPWV TTOLYEIWY TIOIAG XPATEWS YIWOUEVAL, Xal xaTd Ye ToDTO TTPOg THY laTpKNV TEXVYY 00SEV 1yoduat
Brapnoeabal tva S v dryvotav THG ko AoVpEYS EUPUXWTENS TE xal RETEPPUXWTEWS. .. %ot Std TobTo THv
ovaiav aldTig, 1tig Eativ, oux dvaryxaiov olt’ el Tdg idaelg T@Y vooypdtwy olt’ eig v @uAaxy Tig Lyeiag
géniotacdat, xabdmep 008e eig TV NBLMY TE xal TRaKTLAY ol TOMTIXNY PLAcTopiay.

I do not claim to be certain whether the soul is immortal and governs living beings by mingling with
bodily substances, just as [I do not claim to know] whether the soul has no substance in itself. But the
following seems clear to me, namely that as long as the soul resides in bodies, it is subservient to their
natures, which, as I said, result from a mixture of the four elements. And in this respect, I believe that
no one will be damaged as far as the practice of the medical art is concerned from ignorance of what
is called empsychosis and metempsychosis...And for this reason, it is unnecessary to know what
the substance of the soul is either for the cure of diseases or for the preservation of health or even
when it comes to moral, practical and political philosophy.

3 Galen’s Dream Interpretations
1. Galen On My Own Books 18-19 (text Miiller; translation Singer):

uetaotdvtog 8 e dvbpamuy tod Aouxiov xorrd v 686V el Popmv adtod xopicag o cdua Ty dmobéwaty
Avtwvivog émomoato xal petd tadta Ths émt Tovg I'epuavolds atpateiag elyeto mepl TAVTOS TOIOVUEVOS
dmdryew pe, melobels & dpetvan Aéyovtog dodoag Tavavtio xehedew tov mdtplov Bedv AoxAnmidy, od xal
Bepamevti)y dmépavoy Epantéy, ¢& dtou ue vty idbeaty dmoothpatos Exovta SETWTE.

Lucius himself departed this world on the way back to Rome, and Antoninus performed the ceremony
of deification. After this he concentrated on his campaign against the Germans, and was extremely
keen to take me with him. But he was prevailed upon to release me on hearing of the contrary in-
structions of his personal patron god Asclepius—whose servant I, too, professed myself, ever since
he saved me from a fatal condition due to an abcess.

2. Galen de curandi ratione per venae sectionem XI1.314-315K (text Kiihn; translation Brockmann):

Eywy’ odv 86ev dpunbels éml 6 Saupelv dpnplag Aoy #dn oot ppdow. mpotpamels HTd TVWY dvelpdTwy
Suolv évapydg pot yevopévwy Moy Emtl Ty &v @ uetakd Atyovod Te xai peydhov daxtidhov Thg SeEIds xetpds
dpypioy, Emétpedd e Pelv dyplg &V AVTOUATWG TADTYTAL TO Aiua, XEAELTAVTOG oUTw ToD dveiparTog.

I shall now tell you how I got the inspiration to have recourse to arteriotomy. Urged on by certain
dreams I had, two of which were particularly vivid, I went for the artery in the space between the
index finger and thumb of the right hand, and allowed the blood to flow until it stopped of its own
accord, as the dream commanded.

4 Positing Galen’s Theory of Dream Interpretation

1. Dreams arise from the soul. Since theories of the soul are less axiomatic, medical practices related to the
soul will be less consistent than medical practices linked to other medical/somatic axioms. Thus, dream
interpretation will be less consistent than medical prognosis.
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2. When Galen experiences his own dreams, he seems to be more confident in the dreams themselves, and by
extension, the interpretation of those dreams. As a trained doctor, he is able to interpret his own dreams
without worrying about the mediation of the dream through an additional party—i.e., the patient.

5 Aristides, Asclepius, and Medical Dream Interpretation

5.1 Aristides’ Styling as Initiate and Priest of Asclepius

1. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 2.32-34 (text Keil; translation Behr):

wal Tig dvBpwmwy Tadta Y évdeifacBut Adyw duvartds; el 8¢ TIS TV TETENETUEVWY E0TLV, TUVOIBEY TE XAl
yvepllet.

And what man could describe these things in words? If any man has been initiated, he knows and
understands.

2. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 4.101-102:

wg 3¢ mapiAbov eig ™V xowny &xxdnaiov xal ¢ Spog Ta elwbdta EmebopiPnaey, Epyou elyovto ol
TOPETHEVATHEVOL XPOTODVTES TE Xl TNV lEpwalVNy TV xolwnV THS Aciag dvatidévteg pot xal Tov dfjuov
EMETTATAVTO 0V XAAETAG ol dua al dpyal TeptioTavtd pe, dAAog dAAoBey Emavav xal Bodv xal Tpog
oV Sfjuov Tf) TapaxAfoEL GIAOTIHOVMEVOL  EYyeydvel 8¢ pot ovpela €& dvelpdTwy Aoumpd xal Emipovi,
ol &8dippouv xai mavu. Aéyov & aitoag oltwg Emelon tote 6 dfjpog Tadng pév dméot ThS dElwoews,
&Pnopileto 3¢ pot T tepwatbviyy o0 Aordnmiod pdde paudpds dmag: £t & v &v xataoxev]j ToTE 6 VEwg
Tpds TQ EEw Mpévt. xal olda evdoxtunoag olg dmexpvapy: Epnv yap wg o0dév olite ueilov olite ENattov
olév v el mpdrTewy ot dvev tod He0d, 00 odv altd 6 lepdodat vopilety éEetvan mpdtepoy, mpiv dv adTod
mO8wpan Tod Beod. ol &' EBadpacdy Te xal cuveywpouv.

When I came to the assembly and the People shouted their approval, those, who had prepared them-
selves, held to their work, applauding and offering me the Common Priesthood of Asia, and they won
over the People without any difficulty. And at the same time, the officials stood about me, each from
a different place praising me and shouting out and vying with the People in their request. But I had
had from my dreams clear and manifest signs, in which I was thoroughly confident. Having asked the
right to speak, I was so persuasive that the People gave up this demand, but they unanimously voted
me with great pleasure the priesthood of Asclepius. The Temple at the outer harbor was then still
under construction. And I know I found approval with my reply. For I said it was impossible for me
to do anything, either important or trifling, without the God, and therefore it was not possible to
think even of serving as a priest, until  had learned this from the God himself. They marvelled and
yielded.

5.2 Aristides’ Dream Interpretations

1. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 4.38:

1) TIg &AAY Yévorto dmopog Tpoafory, Tapwv dv Oeddotog 6 loTpdg Kol MEUVYMEVOS TAV EVuTTViwy ExéAeve
ToUg Taidag e TV UEAGV.

Whenever I had some other troublesome attack, the doctor Theodotus, being in attendance and re-
membering my dreams, would order the boys to sing some of my lyric verse.
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2. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 1.63:

mévTg Yap adtéd dnép cwtplag evar elvat yap Tod pedparos TovTod TS THYAS dve, ToOG 8¢ X ToLpolS
ToUTOUG 00X Eldévart TOdG b)ETOVS 1] XPN) TPETEW.

[Asclepius] said that this was wholly for my safety, for the flow of the discharge was upwards, and
these gardeners did not know where they ought to turn their channels.

3. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 1.21:

6y 38y Euetos el Eomépay xatd Svap xal 00ToS.

On the twenty-third, vomiting again in the evening according to a dream.
4. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 3.6:

adBig ad mépmel pe mpootdEag mely Yuypdy, xal Emiov T6 chpmTay.

Again [Asclepius] sent me, after commanding me to drink cold water. And I drank it.
5. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 4.23:

gyéveto 3¢ xal dAAoLG Ovelpata UTép uod pépovta elg TADTO.

And others also had dreams about me, which pertained to the same end.

6. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 4.5:

xal ylyvetal dvap dvBpwmew Yewpy®, &g e odx 1Oel Ttw, ANV Saov ixovev: E30xel Tvd adT@ Aéyew 6Tt
Aptoteidng éxidvng xepadny eEepmuexag el tadtyy 8¢ 1dwv Ty &Py ppdlet TAVY Eudv vy, 6 & EpoL.

A farmer, who did not know me, except by reputation, had a dream. He dreamed that someone said
to him that Aristides had vomited up the head of a viper. Having seen this vision he told one of my
people and he told me.

7. Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 3.37:

Boeiwv 3¢ elpytn TobTov TOV TpdTOV. YPNTUOV ESbKOUY ExTTEMTWKEVAL Z0aTiuw, uéypL ToUTOV Bldaeadal uéxpt
&v N Pols 1 xat’ dypdv . xal Sfjta pdvar pdg adtév: ‘olad odv Tév xpnauéy 6 Tt voel; Boeiwy xpe@v
dméyeabal oot xehelel. 6 8¢ ENéyeto & Zwatpog mpds TH Yo&et, €€ g dmébavey, xal Boeiov Tvdg éx Buaiag
qdpevog PraPiivar. Av odv ola elxdg dxpiPetar moAM) xal mpdvota und’ dxpw T@ SoetdAw Tpocadpievov
AatBelv.

I have been kept from beef in this way. I dreamed that an oracle had fallen to Zosimus, ‘that he would
live aslong as the cow in the field lived.” And then I'said to him: ‘do you know what the oracle means?
It commands you to abstain from beef’ Zosimus was said, in addition to the cold from which he died,
to have been harmed also by touching some beef from a sacrifice. Therefore there was, as is likely,
much exactitude and care not even secretly to touch it with the tip of my finger.
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