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MUSICAL REMEDIES FOR DEADLY PROBLEMS.
MusIC THERAPY IN THE HOMERIC POEMS

The attempt to cure illnesses by having recourse to music! is one of the
most interesting phenomena of ancient Greek culture, but also one of the
most controversial, because of the complex relations between religion,
magic, medicine and music constituting its background2 The Greeks de-
rived music therapy - which in the most ancient form takes on the charac-
teristics of the “sung spell” (¢rtdm)) - from the Near East3, where the use of
sung charms for healing was very widespread* and magic healers were at

Ijust briefly mention here the interest aroused by music therapy also nowadays, when it is
used mainly in neurological and psychiatric diseases both together with drugs, and also
alone - especially for rehabilitation after the recovery from a disease. Chronically ill people
usually benefit from musical experiences and from the relationship established with their
music-therapists, so that both their health conditions and the quality of life are in many
cases improved. Among the very many essays on music therapy nowadays, see for a gen-
eral overview Bunt, 1994; 2001; Wigram - Saperston -West, 1995; Laufer - Montgomery,

2002; Aldridge, 2005; Baker - Tamplin - Kennelly, 2006.

2 The necessity of leaving aside our modern prejudices when considering magic in the
Ancient World is highlighted in many studies, such as Dickie, 2001 (in part. ch. I: The
Formation and Nature of the Greek Concept of Magic, 18-46). On magic and its criti-
cism see Lloyd, 1979 (in part. ch. I, The Criticism of Magic and the Inquiry Concerning
Nature); Neusner - Frerichs - McCracken Flesher, 1989; Graf, 2002. On Greek magic
see also Faraone - Obbink, 1991; Versnel, 1991; Bremmer, 1999; Meyer - Mirecki, 2001;
Carastro, 2006; Collins, 2008.

3 As for the oriental origin of Greek magic, see Burkert, 1992, 41-87; Graf, 1997; Burkert,
1999; Bremmer, 2008. Also the origins of Greek music were connected with the Middle
East: see West, 1992, passim; West, 1997, 31-33.

4 Pinch, 1995; David, 2004, 131-136. The skill of the Egyptians as magicians is men-

tioned in Od., IV, 231-232. As far as Ancient Mesopotamia is concerned, the therapeu-

tic use of spells is absolutely the most attested one (Cunningham, 1997, 1-8; 162).
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the same time also singers®. Hence in a more ancient phase music therapy
represents a particular meaning of magic medicine, in turn tightly inter-
woven with religion: indeed, a clear-cut separation between medicine,
magic and religion only comes beginning from Hippocrates’ treatise On
the Sacred Disease, where the traditional magical-religious remedies are
considered both ‘irrational” - because of a ‘divine’ origin associated with
every kind of disease - and ‘impious’ - for practitioners of magic would
even claim to subject gods to their own willé - and so are rejected” on the
basis of a ‘natural’ origin advocated for each kind of diseases. In this
sphere, the most ancient literary testimonies on the therapeutic use of mu-
sic in Greece, contained in the Homeric poems, on one side show its con-
nection with religion - illness has a divine origin, and it is necessary to act
on it by trying to appease the offended divinity - while on the other they
seem to show a true ‘sympathetic’ relationship between therapist and pa-
tient that does not contemplate recourse to prayers and hymns to the di-
vinities. Thus in the Homeric poems two forms of music therapy appear to
be involved, one - attested in the Iliad - concerning the use of the paean, a
hymn addressed to Apollo, and the other - in the Odyssey - consisting in
the émwdm), the ‘sung spell” not contemplating the invocation of a divinity
but apparently addressed to the very illness to be healed. These two Ho-
meric testimonies, which sum up the fundamental aspects of ‘traditional’,
pre-Hippocratic medicine, will be dealt with afterwards, an endeavour
being made to highlight the fact that their success is based on persuasion.
The Paean for the Healing of the Plague in the First Book of the Iliad

In the first book of the Iliad, the god Apollo, angry with the Achaeans for
the outrage suffered by his priest Chryses, to whom Agamemnon has
refused to return his daughter Chryseis, shoots his darts at the Achaean
camp sending a deadly plague (10, vovoov dva otoatov 6goe Kaknv)

5 Beaulieu, 2007, 10-15 (Babylonian magic); Hdt. I, 132 (the Persian Magi, priests per-
forming sacrifices and sung incantations) with De Jong, 1997, 362-367 and Bremmer,
2003 (also in Bremmer, 2008).

6 Morb. sacr. 31, € d1) o0 Oeiov 1) dOVauLg VIO AvOQWTOL YVWUNG KQATEETAL KAl
dedovAwTaL

7 See Lloyd, 1979, 15-29, 47-49; Jouanna, 1999, 181-193; Laskaris, 2002, 97-124.

8 See De aére aquis et locis, 22, ékaatov d¢ €xet HGLOV TV TOOLTEWY, Kal OUdEV dvev
dvolog yiyvetat. Hippocratic medicine was then based on a careful inquiry of the
symptoms of diseases and of their courses (see Lloyd, 1979, 49-58; 146-169; Lloyd,
1990, 47-62), and not on the knowledge of specific remedies such as spells and purifi-
cations (Morb. Sacr. 18). For a general survey on hippocratic medicine s. Jouanna, 1999;
Nutton, 2004, 53-102.
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which can only be remedied by appeasing the god and repairing the dam-
age suffered by the priest. So, after the girl’s return, the god is appeased
through sacrifices and the singing of paeans lasting a whole day long (II. I,
472-474, ol d¢ mavnuéglot HoAmr Oeov iAdokovto/kaAov aeidovreg
marjova kovpot Axatwv/péAmovtes ékaegyov: O d¢ Poéva Téomet
axovwv, ‘for the whole day the young Achaeans appeased the god with
song and dance?, intoning a beautiful paean, honouring with song the god
that casts arrows; and his heart was glad to hear.”).

Hence in these verses in the Iliad the paean is a religious song to
Apollo?0 intoned by a male choir, regarding which no accompanying mu-
sical instrument is mentioned!! - while other sources refer to accompani-
ment with the poouryE!2, which alludes to the connection between Apollo
and string instruments!3 - and it is shared by the community as a part of
the ritual offered to the god. The episode in the Iliad is therefore set in the
public and collective dimension of the religious rite, in which choral

9 MéATnw - as well as poAmn - means ‘to sing and dance’ altogether (Chantraine, 683,
s.v. péAnw and Kaimio, 1977, 81), but is often used as a synonim for &dw, ‘to sing’,
sometimes also in mournful contexts (see for instance Aesch., Agamemnon, 1445, tov
votatov péAdaoca Bavaoipov yoov, ‘singing the last dirge”). MoAnr| used together
with 6pxnotic tells ‘song’ from “dance’ in Od. I, 152 (see also Od. IV, 17, where it is re-
ferred to the poouiCwv singer (18), while in Od. IV, 19 (uoAnng éEagxovTeg édivevov
Kot péoooug) it refers just to dancing).

10" For what concerns paeans, their performances and contexts see Képpel, 1992 and
Rutherford, 1993. The epithet ‘Paean’ is often referred to healing gods, such as Apollo
and Asclepius (for what concerns paeans to Asclepius engraved on stones see Képpel,
1992, 189-206, 372-374, 380-384. These paeans are the Erythraean Paean (380-360 BC),
the Paean of Macedonicus (a text that may be dated to 300 BC, although engraved on
stone in the 15t century BC) and the Paean of Isyllus (300-280 BC)).

11 As noticed by Wegner, 1968, 33.

12 The oldest piece of evidence concerning a paean sung with the accompaniment of a
stringed instrument is the Homeric Hymn to Apollo - cited also by Wegner (see
previuos footnote) -, where Apollo plays the ¢pooury& (514-515, fjoxe d' doa adrv
ava& Aog viog ATOAAwV/PoouLYY' év xelpeoowv éxwv éoatov kiBagilwv) while
leading to Delphi the Cretans singing the paean (515-519, érovto/Konteg moog ITvOw
kal inranjov' dewov,/oioi te Kontaov manjoveg oiol te Movoa/év omjbeootv €0nke
Oea peAtynovv aodnv). It seems worth reminding that the word pooury€ (verisimi-
larly Thracian in its origins, this term is the oldest one referred to stringed instru-
ments in ancient Greek; s. Durante, 1971, 152-153, 159) is in archaic Greek literature
the general term for designating instruments of the lyre class, and verisimilarly ‘a
strictly poetic word for a considerable time” (West, 1992, 50-51).

13 See for instance II. I, 603-604 and Hymn. Hom. Ap, 131 (k(BaQ1g). See also Dumezil, 1982.
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hymns are addressed to the god!4. In this circumstance, the benefits of
music are not exerted directly on those people that are affected by an ill-
ness, but the musical performance is offered to a divinity whose anger has
to be appeased, because it is the divinity that causes the evil and can rid
people of it and, in virtue of this, the human intervention shows
apotropaic aims. Thus the recovery of the Achaeans affected by the plague
is not due to the music in itself, but to the beneficent and persuasive effect
that it has on the divinity that, ritually sweetened by the musical form
linked to him, brings about liberation from evil. In this case the people
entrusted with the musical performance - a chorus of young boys - intone
a song composed for the purpose on behalf of the community and carry
out a rite entrusted by the seer (uavtic) Kalchas!®>, who interprets the
god’s will by indicating the ways to drive away the evil consequences of
his anger?¢. Besides, just as the cause of the illness consists in a religious
infringement, likewise liberation from evil will come about within relig-
ion. In this connection, according to a very ancient conception illnesses
originated from a malignant demon, which entered the body causing suf-
ferings, or also from a hostile divinity, which punished human ¥fic!7 and
had to be appeased with expiatory sacrifices!® suited to restoring the bal-
ance in the individual or the community.

14 As for Apollo in the Iliad, see Wathelet, 1993. The juxtaposition between the paean as
the choral song offered to the god by and for the whole community and the individu-
alistic értdr) has been highlighted among others by Furley (1993, 102).

15 See Il 1, 68-101.

16 In II. 1, 62-67, Achilles in the assembly suggests to ask either a ‘prophet’ (uavtic), a
“priest’ (iegevc) or an ‘interpreter of dreams’ (OvelpomoAog) for knowing the reasons
of Apollo’s wrath, so that they could appease him.

17" See Lanata, 1967, 27-28 and Lain Entralgo, 1970, 6-10. As for the first case, Lain En-
tralgo (8-9) appropriately reminds of Od. V, 394-398. Against the daemonic origin of
diseases and the wrath of divinities as their cause see Plut., De superstitione, 170 e;
Hipp., Morb. Sacr., 27, 6 te movAULg avtoiot [scil. charlatans and soothsayers] to0
Adyov éc 10 Oelov adrjkel kal TO daldviov.

18 Agamemnon’s actions - he is the head of the ill community - belong to a real cathartic
rite (458-471) including not just prayers to the offended god, but also lustrations (313,
Aaobg 8" Atoeidng amoAvuaiveoOat dvwyev) - with the ensuing cleansing from de-
filing offscourings (314, ol d' dmteAvpaivovto kal eig dAa Avpata faAAov) - and sac-
rifices (431, leQn)v éxatoufnv). Hecatombs and paeans are mentioned together also by
Theognis (777-779). It is important to notice that neither the word k&0agotg, nor the
corresponding verb kaBaipm ever occur in the first book of the Iliad.
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Hence, as has been well highlighted by Lain Entralgo!?, the paean in
the first book of the Iliad is an example of ‘supplication in a non-magic
form to obtain health’20. Once the offended divinity has been placated, the
illness too disappears: it is not by chance that from this testimony there
also emerges the expiatory value of song itself, codified by its prolonged
repetition (472, mavnuéplot: the young Achaeans sung their paeans the
whole day long), as a form of ritual ‘penitence’. Hence the connection be-
tween the paean and recovery from illnesses appears essential, so that this
musical genre is ‘song that cures’ par excellence: indeed, it is intoned in
circumstances in which it is necessary to drive off an evil from the com-
munity, rather than from the single individual, as also appears evident in
a testimony regarding a lost Life of Thelestes by Aristoxenus of Tarentum?!
(4t century BC) which narrates the strange madness of the women of
Locri and Rhegium, who fled out of the city as soon as someone called
them while they were having lunch; this madness was healed after consul-
tation of an oracle that prescribed continuous and prolonged use of pae-
ans: twelve a day for sixty days, during the spring?2.

Beginning from the Iliad the paean represents the song par excellence
‘that puts an end to the plague’?: in this connection the Greeks connected

191970, 23.

20 Magic can be found instead in other pieces of evidence concerning the healing of a
plague through a supplication to Apollo, especially in places where a syncretism be-
tween Greek and oriental cults can be traced - as for instance in the case of the oracle
of Apollo at Claros (see Varhelyi, 2001). The paean sung by the Achaeans is instead
considered a magic song - for instance - by Poccetti (1991, 192-193).

21 Aristox., fr. 117 Wehrli = Apollon. Hist. Mirab. 40.

22 The manuscript tradition (eimeiv Tov Beov maavag ddetv ExQvoug + dwdekatng +
Nuéoag &) has been emendated by West (1990), whose reading is dcdeka g 1)péoag
<émi Nuéoac> & (he also quotes II., I, 472). The Pythagorean cathartic rite told in
Iambl., De vita Pyth., 110, which took place in spring as well, and consisted in singing
and listening to paeans performed with the accompaniment of the lyre in order to be-
come harmonious and to acquire an ordered life-style (éupeAeic kai &vouBuot),
sounds very different from this one, since musical catharsis is there aimed at soothing
the soul and excludes any prayer to the gods, entailing the direct action of songs on
individuals and the “purification” of their souls thanks to the soothing effect of music
(see also Aristox., fr., 26, Wehrli).

2 See Schol. Vet. in Hom.,, Il., I, 474 a-b; Schol., Genev., II., I, 473. Thaletas of Gortyna (7t
c. BC), an author of paeans, was said to have healed the Spartans from a plague by
means of his music (see [Plut.] De Mus., 9-10, 1134 b-e; 42, 1146 b-c (= Pratinas, TGrF 4
F 9); Philod., De Mus., 4 (= Diog. Babil. SVF II, 232 von Arnim); Aristot., Pol,. 1274 a
25-28; Thiemer, 1979, 124-126).
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the noun mawkv with the verb mavw, ‘to cause to stop’?, through a sort of
spurious etymology that appears indicative of the perception that they
had of this musical genre as a remedy for every kind of evil. Besides,
Apollo seems to take on the medical features of an ancient god called
IMowav or Tawwv?>, whose presence is attested in the Mycenaean Age: it
was probably to this divinity that paeans were addressed as religious
songs containing, in the characteristic refrain i) mawtv, the invocation of
the god?, although in these verses in the Iliad the noun maurjwv is not used
as a synonym of Apollo but clearly indicates the musical genre connected
with the cult of the god?s.

The ritual correctness of the procedure used by the Achaeans to ap-
pease the offended god is sanctioned by the adjective xkaAdv, proleptic
with respect to matmjova, which is meant to stress that Apollo cannot fail
to appreciate the sacrifices of the Achaeans, made exactly as required by
the solemnity of the moment. In this way, from the structural point of
view, the verb form iAdokovto in verse 472 goes perfectly with tépmet'
axkovwv in verse 474, which can only be its legitimate consequence, prior
to the healing intervention of the god, whose anger has been placated®.
We can then say that the sharp noise of arrows in the god’s quiver (46,
&ikdayEav d' &Q' oiotol ém' Wuwv), and then the perturbing twang of his
bow (49, devn) d¢ kAayyn Yévet &oyvoéoto Bioio), are quenched at the
end by the music of the healing paean.

The Use of the ¢mtqdr] for Odysseus” Wound in Odyssey, Book XIX

Wholly different from this is healing through the émwdm, the ‘sung spell’,
in Book XIX of the Odyssey, which gives us the first testimony of this rem-

2 See for instance E. M. 657, 11 (‘it is then said mavav e maiav from the (verb) mavw -
changing -v- into -t- the hymn that causes the plague to stop’). See also Chantraine,
S.V. TIALAV.

% Detienne (1988, 33) defines Apollo ‘le dieu purificateur a visage d’archégete’.

2 See for instance KN V 52 + 52 bis + 8285.2 (Pa-ja-wo-ne).

27 Rutherford 1., 1993, 87.

2% Schol. Vet. in Hom. II., I, 473 a 1, <maujova> o0 10v AmOAAwva, GAAX OV €Tl
KataAvoel AoLov DHvov.

2 As highlighted by S. Pulleyn (2000, 242), the effect of the paean on Apollo is sometimes
compared with that of a sacrifice, as we can notice for instance in Callim., fr., 494 Pfeiffer =
Eustath. prooem. comm. Pind. 31 (Schol. Pind., III, 302, 15 Drachmann): Pindar was once
asked in Delphi what he was going to offer to the god and answered ‘a paear’).

30 As for the use of kAalw and kAayyr) - properly meaning a sharp cry, such of birds
and cranes - in the Homeric poems, see examples in Kaimio, 1977, 80-81; 96.
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edy. Odysseus, having returned to Ithaca in disguise, is recognized by his
old nurse Euryclea from a scar above the knee, the visible sign of a boar’s
bite while he was hunting on mount Parnassus® together with his
grandfather Autolycus and his uncles on his mother’s side32.

The haemorrhage from Odysseus” wound is healed by his uncles, who
‘skilfully bound the wound of the godlike noble Odysseus, arrested the
dark flowing blood with a sung spell and at once reached their father’s
house’ (Od., XIX, 456-458, wtelAflyv d' Odvonoc dauvuovog
avtBéolo/dnoav Emotapévag, Emaodn® o' aipa keAawov/éoyxebov,
aipa d' (kovto Pidov mEOG dwpaTa TATEOG).34

The word ém@dn3> actually consists of d1], contracted from d&owdr,
‘song’, and the preposition émti, ‘upon’, so that it can be understood as
song upon ‘someone’, or ‘some part of his body.” Thus énwdat are spells
for healing, probably sung at the beginning, and even though they cannot
be properly considered as a part of real musical art®. Actually both the
structure itself of the word émdr), and the ‘charming’ effects that music in
ancient Greece was credited with - resulting especially in verbs such as
0éAyw3 and KkeAéw3® - seem to stress the musical element of the émdm,
and also to connect the magic use of émdal with music therapy.

31 Hunting represents for the young Odysseus a rite of passage into adulthood and its
responsibilities. On this symbolic aspect of Odysseus” hunting on Parnassus see Fel-
son-Rubin - Merritt-Sale, 1983, whose authors highlight the differences between
Odysseus’ initiation and Meleager’s one (actually the latter breaks the xai00g falling
in love with Atalanta).

32 On the very important role of uncles on the mother’s side in the rites of passage of
young boys into adulthood, see Felson-Rubin - Merritt-Sale, 1983, 146 and 166 n. 11.

3 This is the only attestation of this term in the Homeric poems.

34 On this episode see Renehan, 1992.

% See Pfister, 1924; Lain Entralgo, 1970; Furley, 1993; Rocconi, 2001.

3 It seems worth reminding that at least since the Hellenistic age the word &mwdn refers
to incantations just as ‘magic formulas’, in contexts where no reference to music is
ever made. As for these magical texts which have come down to us in papyri (our
most important source on Hellenistic magic) see Preisendanz, 1973-1974; Betz, 19922
(collections of texts) and Betz, 1991.

37 See for instance Plut., Quaest., Conv,. 745 d (Sirens). ®¢éAyewv is both associated with
the lyre and the aulos: see Athenaeus, XIV, 618 a (concerning the musical practice of
synaulia).

3 See for instance Soph., Trachiniae, 1000-1003 (the charmer is called &owddg, so that the
musical element appears clearly); Plato, Symposium, 215b - 216¢ and Phaedrus, 266d-
267d.
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In Book XIX of the Odyssey we thus find the use of a medico-magic
remedy, the émwdn, for the healing of an individual illness, very differ-
ently from what we find in the case of the paean in II, I, 472-474, serving
to obtain liberation from a collective evil through the healing intervention
of the divinity itself that was offended and caused it. In this case, the ori-
gin of the evil is not divine, and the healing of the haemorrhage is enacted
by men, who have no recourse to the invocation to a god. The healing of
traumas - above all from war - was the fundamental part of Homeric
medicine and gave little scope to the concept of a divine origin of the signs
of the evil®, represented above all by the wounds produced during the
dynamics of the fight: hence its methods concern healing of the evil in
itself, acting on its external signs.

Another fundamental aspect of the episode in the Odyssey is the exis-
tence of a direct relationship between the person that intones the spell for
recovery and the sick person, representing the only two ‘extremes’ of this
therapeutic process.

Hence recourse to the émqdrn as a medical remedy would attest to “a
use of music that is not ethical but empirical’, as Lasserre? has happily
stressed, and this testimony would induce one to think that in the attempt
to overcome suffering no distinction was made between pharmaceutics
based on the use of medicinal herbs#! and potions and magic, which con-
templated use of the émqdn*2, made of words on which a particular “musi-
cal lilt is conferred.

At all events, the émdn) through which Odysseus is treated constitutes
the first part of the healing of the haemorrhage due to the wound: on the
basis of these verses, it also contemplates tight bandaging of the wound
(456-457, wteAnv [...]/dNoav émotapévag), to serve as a ‘tourniquet’.
Thus bandaging and spell are two separate actions, as is evident from the
very structure of verses 456-458: wtelAr|v (456) is the object of dnoav (457),
while aipa (457) is the object of éoxeBov (458), which the instrumental

3 See Scarborough 1991, 141. Kudlien (1967, 49) interprets Odysseus” wound as a ‘ra-
tional fassbares faktum’ healed with the therapeutic methods of a ‘vorrationale Stufe
des Heilens’. This scholar yet states that Odysseus” wound hasn’t got any superhu-
man origin, so that it is very different from the plague of the first book of the Iliad.

40 See Gentili Pretagostini, 1988, 284-285.

4 As far as such remedies are concerned, see Scarborough, 1991.

42 Smith (1965) highlights the combination in Greek medicine of ‘pharmacology’ and
‘theurgy’ (understanding the latter as a divine intervention and also - more generally
- as a superhuman influence on illnesses and their treatments).
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dative ¢maowdn) (457) in turn refers to. The fact is that bandaging of the
wound alone, however skilfully it is performed (émiotapévawg), is not suf-
ficient to arrest the haemorrhage, just as ém@drn alone is not sufficient
without “‘manual’ intervention on the body of the wounded person®.

A different opinion was expressed by Pfister, who, stressing the magic
meaning of the Latin verb ligare (corresponding to the Greek deiv),
maintained that the verb form dfjoav was also to be understood in a magic
sense as a coercive action against the malignant powers at the origin of the
haemorrhage according to the demonic conception of the origin of ill-
nesses®. However, in my opinion, the distinction between the two mo-
ments of the bandaging of the wound and the intonation of the ¢rtdr) and
their complementarity and inseparability in the episode in the Odyssey
give more credibility to the hypothesis that it is possible to distinguish, in
the therapeutic intervention of the children of Autolycus, an immediately
‘practical” part, evidently suggested by experience, i. e. the compression of
the wound with tight bandaging, and a “magic” and ritual part, constituted

4 See Renehan, 1992 and Furley, 1993, 80. According to Furley (1993, 83), the
‘purification” of the plague in the first book of the Iliad is an example of a ‘combined’
remedy as well, so that in this respect it might be considered very similar to the
treatment with the émqdr. Actually while the Achaeans - with Agamemnon -
cleanse themselves before the hecatomb and throw the defiling offscourings into the
sea (313-314), elsewhere - in the place where Chryseis is given back to her father -
young boys sing paeans for soothing Apollo’s wrath. The presence of the sung charm
with the bandaging of the wound is highlighted also by Lopez-Eire (2000, 87-88): this
scholar compares our verses with the well-known passage in Plato’s Charmides (155 e)
where Socrates states that he is able to heal Charmides’ headache by means of an
£mdr) which must be used together with a herb - since each one of them isn’t effec-
tive without the other.

4 Pfister, col. 325. Kotansky (1991, 108) - who seems to agree with Pfister - reminds us
of the old popular belief in the sympathetically impeding power of knots: in his opin-
ion, the knot causing the bleeding to stop can be compared with the knot that sympa-
thetically aims at preventing from either an enemy or an evil daemon. Also Laser
(1983, 117, n. 309), Lain Entralgo (27 e n. 43) and Sigerist (1961, 37 n. 34) agree with the
magic interpretation of dfjoav, which should entail the ‘binding’ of a kind of daemon
of the bleeding. Sigerist (159) also reminds us of an old Vedic medical text from the
Atharvaveda (1.17.1), a collection of prayers, hymns and charms. That text is a magic
formula for ‘closing veins’ to be used together with an ointment made of mud, sand
and dust that was to be applied on the wound and represented the properly ‘pharma-
cological’ component of that therapy. As Dickie (2001, 24) highlights, Pfister’s inter-
pretation of the treatment of Odysseus” wound as an exclusively magical treatment
overlooks that for the earliest stages of the Greek civilization - and at least till Hippo-
crates - it isn’t possible to mark any boundary between medicine and magic.
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by the émqdn. Indeed, the haemorrhage appears to be a serious and in-
scrutable event, whose final outcome can be death if everything possible is
not done to halt it: therefore it is not enough to apply a bandage to try to
arrest the loss of blood, but the haemorrhage itself, life that flows away
through blood, must be addressed, so that it does not oppose resistance to
the obstacle represented by the bandaging, and stops. However, it is to be
stressed that in the socio-cultural context relating to the episode the two
moments were not distinguished as two different methods that were com-
bined: besides, convergence in the same people of the two actions of ban-
daging the wound and intoning the émcdr] further stresses the impossibil-
ity of distinguishing ‘proper medical remedies’ and ‘magic’ ones in the
earliest sources. Subsequently - and above all with Hippocratic medicine -
the application of ¢douaxa, the bandaging of the lesions, and the
administration of ‘material” remedies were instead clearly to be separated
from the use of émdai, demoted to the rank of practices at the confine of
superstitious and blameable behaviour, entirely unfounded from a ra-
tional point of view.

The fundamental intent of such treatment seems to be to remedy the
physical pain: in this sense, the émwdr), as a sung magic formula, in my
opinion was intended to produce a sort of ‘“anaesthetic” effect, preventing
the mind of the sick person from concentrating on his or her physical feel-
ings through a musical combination of rhythm and words* that served to
act on the evil itself. Besides, the cause of Odysseus” wounding was mate-
rial, and the wound itself perfectly represented a sign of visible and con-
crete discomfort. Hence the sung spell would be part of the treatment ha-
bitually given by anyone present to a wounded person exposed to the risk
of dying from a haemorrhage: recourse to the émqdr) also appears to be
well encoded and usual in the higher social classes and to belong to com-
mon medical practices, handed down from generation to generation.

% Cf. I, XV, 393-394, where Patroclus applies some herbs on Euripilus’ wound while com-
forting him with words (393, tov étegme Adyorg). The therapy of war wounds in the Iliad
then entails both drugs and a word-therapy aimed at comforting and persuading. The
power of the words in incantations (it didn’t matter for their efficaciousness that each word
were understandable, since many of them came from the Middle-East; s. Graf, 1991, 191) is
attested for instance in a passage from Plato’s Euthydemus (289e 5-290a 4), where the téxvn)
of the rhetoricians (Aoyorotoi) is considered as a part of the téxvn of the charmers
(értwdof), which were believed able to effect a k1jAnoig on dangerous beasts and diseases.
As for rhetoric and magic, see De Romilly, 1975.
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The use of this remedy must therefore have been founded on
experience on the basis of which a soothing and reassuring effect of
musical therapy on the sick person was ascertained. This particular aspect
of the émqdr) appears to be confirmed some centuries later in a testimony
by the physician Diocles of Carystus# (first half of the 4th century BC) in a
scholium to Od,. XIX, 457 stating that ‘Diocles handed down that [it was] a
charm [that acted as] the assuagement. For [he said that] this brings the
bleeding to a halt, whenever the breath of the wounded [person] is
connected and as it were fixed to the person assuaging’ (AtokAng
ETAOLONV MAQEdWKE TIV MaEnyoplav. loxatov yao etvat tavtnyv, étav
TO TVEDUA TOV TETQWHEVOL TIQOOEXEC 1) KAL WOTIEQ TTQOCTQTNUEVOV TQ
ntapnyopovvty)¥. Highlighting the psychosomatic repercussions of émc-
01, meaning a magnyopla (‘consolation’), interaction in the sense of
ovumnaBewa between physician and patient, Diocles therefore considered it
an effective haemostatic, strengthened by the affective harmony and
emotional exchange between the two%. These observations also seem valid
with respect to the episode in the Odyssey, in which the action of the
charm seems to contemplate the same emotional interaction between the
health-giver and the wounded person, who, depending on the cares of the
therapist, has in a sense to be ‘convinced, giving himself or herself up to
the soothing and “anaesthetic” effect of the magic song®.

Besides, the émqdr) was destined to survive for a long time in the
Greek world, as is shown not only by the hippocratic treatise On the Sacred
Disease but also by Plato: actually it is one of the remedies which Socrates
lists in the Republic for the treatment of illnesses®, but the philosopher
particularly makes it an effective metaphor of philosophy and its strength

4 As for Diocles and his works, see Van der Eijk, 2001.

47 Diocles, fr., 150 Van der Ejik = Schol. Od. XVIII, 457 (vol. 2, p. 681 Dindorf); trans. in
Van der Eijk 2001.

48 Cf. Plot. Enn., 1V, 4, 40, méduke d¢ kai [scil. dyewv] Emwdais @ HEAEL Kal Th) TOLXOE
XN Kol TQ OXHATL TOL dQWVTOG EAKEL YXQ TX TOLADTA, OlOV T EAEEVA OXTIHATA
Kal GpOéypata.

4 According to Lain Entralgo (1970, 26-27), the sick person’s will was completely sub-
dued by the émtdr), and he/she lied between two magic forces - the demonic and the
healing one - contrasting the one with the other till the émtcdr] prevails.

50 Plato, Resp., 426 b 1-2: immoderate people will benefit ‘neither from drugs, nor from
cauteries, surgery, spells, amulets and thigs like these’ (oUte paopaka obte Kavoelg
oUte Topal ovd' av Em@dal avToV 0VdE TeQlamTa OVOE AAAO TV TOLOVTWYV OVOEV
OVIOEL).
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in coaxing people towards good. Indeed, in Charmides, Socrates proposes
the €mdn to his young interlocutor as a remedy for his headache together
with a medicine, consisting in a herb: without the sung charm, the phar-
macological remedy would not have brought any benefit (155 e 5-8, kat
€yw elmov OtL avTo UEV el GVAAOV T, ETON O TIC ETL T PAQUAKW
eln, v el pév TIg EmadoL &pa Kal X0WTo AT, TAVIATAOLY UYLX TOLoL
0 PAQUAKOV: AVEL D¢ TNG EM@WONG 0LdEV OdPeAog el tov PVUAAOVL).5
Plato therefore uses the term énwdn as a metaphor of A6yog, with a view
to copooaivn®2: to come to it, Charmides is prepared ‘to let himself be
charmed’ by Socrates every day, until Socrates recognizes that the young
man possesses it33. Hence the émqdn heals through the dialogue proce-
dure, dear to Socrates, and in line with the heritage of its long tradition it
represents an effective metaphor of the ‘fine discourses” that aim at per-
suading people to move towards good.

Conclusion

The therapeutic use of the paean in the first book of the Iliad and of the
&mdr) in Book XIX of the Odyssey attests to the fact, as we have seen that
the Greeks used music for the healing of illnesses starting from the most
ancient times, but it is worth stressing the fundamental differences be-
tween the two testimonies. In the first case, healing concerns a whole
community, and it takes place in the religious sphere: the paean is a hymn
to Apollo and, although it is intoned by a group of young people devoid
of religious connotations, it is nevertheless prescribed by a mantis as part
of a rite of purification, in turn administered by the priest of the god that
has caused the evil, and that will free the community from it. At the centre

51 See above, n. 43. According to Kotansky (1991, 109-110), the herb referred to by Socra-
tes in Charmides was a remedy to be applied on the sick part of the body - a
neplamitov - and not to be eaten or used otherwise. In Plato’s Charmides we can find in
fact the first piece of evidence in Greek literature of the combined use of a spell and an
amulet in the treatment of headache. Actually spells and amulets were often used in
combination. Other occurrences of émdr| in Plato are for instance Leg., 659 e-660 a,
670 e -671 a, 837 e 5-6; Phaed., 77 e-78 a; Theaet., 148 e-151 d. On the meaning of émqdr)
in Plato see Lain Entralgo, 1958 and 1970, 108-139; Gellrich, 1993-1994, 281-283; Caser-
tano, 1998; Pelosi, 2004.

52 See Coolidge, 1993.

58 Charm., 176b 2-4, &> Lokoarteg, mdvv oipat deloBat g Emwdng, Kol 10 Y' €Uov 0vdév
KwAVeL Enadeofat OO 0oL doat Nuégat, éwe av Prg oL ikavawe éxely, ‘Socrates, 1
believe I am absolutely in need of the spell, and - as for myself - nothing prevents me
from being ‘charmed by you every dayj, till you don’t say it’s enough’.
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of the therapeutic context there is thus the god, while there is no reference
to ‘pharmacological’ remedies like herbs, potions or manual procedures
like the bandage applied on Odysseus” wound. In the latter circumstance,
the healing process consists of two moments, closely integrated and func-
tional to one another - the ¢mwdn and the bandaging - and is entirely ad-
ministered by men devoid of religious or ‘professional’” connotations, who
undertake an initiative - not dictated by anyone else - in relation to an
apparent evil, not hidden inside man like the plague that kills the
Achaeans. Odysseus’ bloody wound, moreover, is an individual evil: it is
to this individual evil, considered an autonomous entity, that the émqdn is
addressed; in turn, it does not represent a musical genre but a sort of sing-
song intended to induce a suspension of the will and trusting abandon-
ment to the person that administers the treatment, as we have seen in
connection with the testimony of Diocles of Carystus.

Apart from these differences, we nevertheless find a fundamental as-
pect common to the two circumstances, the element of the rite, that,
though according to different modalities, in both cases is the background
to the treatment: while in the case of the Iliad it is evident, and is described
in its various phases, nevertheless it must not be forgotten that young
Odysseus” hunting constitutes a rite of passage to the adult age ‘adminis-
tered’ by his grandfather and by his maternal uncles, who have to serve as
an example to the young man, also teaching him, in this case, an important
first-aid practice that will serve him in his future life as a warrior>4.

These two testimonies thus sum up the fundamental aspects of ‘tradi-
tional’, pre-Hippocratic medicine and put Greece of the Homeric poems
on the same wavelength as the other civilizations in the ancient Mediter-
ranean, for which there are abundant testimonies of the therapeutic use of
prayers and magic formulas, that is to say of the inseparable bond be-
tween medicine and religion. The use of such remedies attests to the use of
the word as a powerful remedy against forces that transcend man and
determine the precariousness of his existence. Overcoming the limit of the
body and its frailty, the word - which in the first case, sung through the
paean, persuades the divinity, and in the second, as a magic singsong,
arrests the haemorrhage - in the last analysis represents the most power-
ful remedy against evil. Moreover, above all in the émt@dr), the strength of

54 The Homeric heroes learned medicine from Cheiron: see for instance II. IV, 219
(Machaon, the son of Asclepius); XI, 831-832 (Patroclus learned from Achilles how to
heal war wounds, while Achilles on his turn learned it from Cheiron); cfr. Aelian,
N.A, 11, 18.
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words in the form of a singsong produces powerful persuasion which
cannot be resisted: indeed, as Gorgias maintained, the word ‘is a great
sovereign’ (A6yog duvdotng puéyag éotiv), and ‘performs the most divine
works, for it is able to end fear, eliminate pain, cause joy and increase pity’
(Hel., 8, Bedtata €oya amoteAel dvvatat yag kai Gpopov mavoat kat
AVTIV ddeAety kal xapav évegydoaoOat kai éAeov émavinoat). Of the
effects enumerated by Gorgias, the first two, regarding fear and pain, par-
ticularly seem to concern our case: the fear of the wounded man is eased
in the sympathetic interaction with the person who attends to it, and the
pain is anesthetized by the magic song, to which he pays his full attention.
Besides, speaking of the reactions aroused by listening to poetry - ¢oikn
niepldoPoc (‘terror that causes shivers’), éAeog moAvdakoug (‘pity that
causes a lot of weeping’) and m60oc PpiromevOrc (‘desire to indulge in
mourning’) - Gorgias adds that ‘through vicissitudes and misfortunes that
concern other people’s lives and bodies, the soul feels emotions of its own,
induced by words" (é¢n' dAAotoiwv Te MEAYUATWV KAl CWUATWV
evtvxialg Kol dvompaylalg PV T MABNUA dx TV Adywv Emabev 1)
Ppuxn)). These words are perfectly suited to what happens during the per-
formance of émdai, whose verbal formulas were constituted by poetic
verses: those verses often belonged to cosmogonies, so that they were
verisimilarly used in order to restore the order lost through contamina-
tion%. On the basis of some late testimonies, we also know that the verses
of émdai were often Homeric ones which had some relation with the
present evil to be charmed, and whose authority was based on a long tra-
dition%. On the other hand, the aspect of the similarity between the event
referred to in the spell and the present circumstance is also evident in a
testimony mentioned by Lévi-Strauss concerning a shamanic sung spell
used in Central America in cases of difficult childbirths5?. The song begins
with the description of the difficulties of the midwife and her recourse to
the shaman, who, at the head of a group of protecting spirits, goes to the
house of the demon responsible for the foetus, who has imprisoned the

% See Burkert, 1982, 8 and Obbink, 1997, 50 (the latter, on the Derveni Papyrus).

5% See for instance Luc. Charon sive contemplantes 7, 1-5 (attesting to the use of a Homeric
£mdn| against a disease affecting eyes); lambl. De Vita Pyth. 111 (Pythagoras used the
verses by Homer and Hesiod ‘for correcting the soul’, moog émavogOwotv Ppuyrc) and
Porph. VP 32 (the verses by Homer and Hesiod were used for soothing the soul, oo
KaOnueQOLV THV PuXTV).

57 See Lévi-Strauss, 1963, 200-201. Midwives used spells also in Ancient Greece, as we
can notice for instance in Plato’s Theaetetus (148 e-151 d).
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soul of the parturient. In the song the difficulties of the shaman and his
allies in the struggle against the demon are described, but in the end, after
achieving victory, the shaman frees the soul of the parturient, her child is
born and the song ends. With repetitions and details, the song causes the
patient to participate, paying attention and memorizing the phases, which
are related to the difficulties that she faces in labour. The woman’s hopes
of recovery are therefore only founded on her siding with the shaman and
his allies: their victory against evil is her own against suffering. The effect
of the émdr) of Odysseus’ uncles therefore appears very similar to what is
at the basis of Gorgias” affirmations and also to the characteristics of the
shamanic spell mentioned, a sign of the continuity of a tradition bearing
witness to the universality of man’s fundamental needs, and mainly to
that well-known painful feeling of the precariousness of life which must
have distressed the Ancients at least as much as us.
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