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INTRODUCTION

Silvia Montiglio’s recent work on Wandering in Greek Culture (2005) draws
attention to the significant place that discourses of travel played within a wide
variety of literature from Homer and Plato to Dio Chrysostom and novels of the
Roman period. Journeys could function in numerous ways and the actual
process of wandering could be viewed both positively and negatively depending
on the author and the purpose behind a particular writing. Within this wider
context of literary representations, one particularly important theme which
Montiglio touches on pertains to the function of travel in furthering a character’s
own development, particularly in the pursuit of knowledge.

Ian W. Scott’s chapter here underlines this importance of travel as a means
towards education within biographical literature about philosophers such as
Apollonius of Tyana and Pythagoras. Yet his focus on effectively disassembling
the scholarly category of the itinerant “divine man” did not offer him
opportunity to further explore the more specific motif of travel in pursuit of
knowledge from the gods, or from their earthly representatives. This motif is the
focus of the present chapter on divine wisdom within discourses of travel among
elites.

Here I use a specific, less-studied instance of travel in pursuit of divine
wisdom as a foray into widespread patterns in literature with biographical
interests. Such stories provide a window into the interplay of travel and things
associated with the gods in the mindsets of many elite authors in the Hellenistic
and Roman worlds.

The story presented below is an introductory letter (usually dated to the
first or second centuries CE) that served as a preface to an astrological herbal, a
guide-book on medical materials and their interactions with astrological
phenomena. The herbal as a whole often goes by the title of the Latin
manuscript: Thessalus philosophus de virtutibus herborum, Thessalos the Philosopher
on the Virtues of Herbs.! For our purposes, it doesn’t much matter who wrote this
tale. But, among the attributions in surviving copies, Thessalos is most likely the

! Charles Graux published the Greek Byzantine manuscript of 1474 known
as Codex Matritensis Bibl. nat. 4631; a fourteenth century Latin translation of the
Greek (Codex Montepessulanus Fac. mé. 227, f. 31-35) was later discovered and
published in 1912. For further discussion see the critical edition of the texts by
H.-V. Friedrich 1968.



original (rather than Harpocration or Hermes Trismegistos).? Although A.D.
Nock briefly discusses this Thessalos case in connection with his survey of
“religious curiosity” in antiquity, studies of Thessalos” preface have been
focussed less on discourses of travel and more on issues of pharmacology,
astrology, and “religious experience.”3

Since the letter is not readily available in English translation, let me begin
by presenting the autobiographical tale from the prologue itself (largely
following manuscript “T” — the Greek text is presented in an appendix): *

(1) Thessalos (or: Harpocration in manuscript “T”) to Caesar Augustus

(or: Germanicus Claudius in “M”), greetings.

While numerous people have attempted to transmit many incredible
things in their life, august Caesar, none has been able to bring such plans
to completion because of the darkness which is imposed on his thoughts
by destiny. Of all those who have lived since eternity, I alone seem to
have done anything incredible and known to a precious few. (2) For
attempting the deeds, the very deeds which surpass the limits of human
nature, [ brought them to completion with many trials and dangers.

(3) For as I was being trained in grammatical knowledge in the
regions of Asia, I was also being distinguished from all the better students

2 Harpocration is identified as author at the beginning of manuscript “T”
but the name Thessalos is preserved in garbled form further on in the story,
suggesting Thessalos is the original attribution, as presented in this translation.

3 See Nock 1933:108-109; cf. Nock 1934:72. On the pharmacological
context, see Scarborough 1991. On the Hermetic and astrological context, see
Cumont 1918, 1921, 1937; Festugiere 1944-54; Fowden 1986:161-165. Festugiere
(1967; cf. Festugiere 1954) uses Thessalos as a case of “personal” or mystical
religious experience, but his category of “personal religion” is highly problematic
(see Harland 1996:320-24). Also see the recent studies by Moyer (2003, 2004).

4 The translation here mainly follows manuscript “T” (Codex Matritensis
Bibl. Nat. 4631). The Greek text for “T” (presented in the appendix below) is
based on the critical edition by Hans-Veit Friedrich 1968. There is a parallel Latin
text of the entire letter, M (Codex Montepessulanus Fac. med. 227, a 14th century
translation). The main differences in the versions of the prologue include:
Thessalos is identified as the author of the letter in “M”; Harpokration is
identified as author at the beginning of “T” but the name Thessalos is preserved
in garbled form further on in the story. Germanicus Claudius is the addressee in
“M”; Caesar Augustus is the addressee in “T.” From line 25 on there is an
additional parallel Greek text (= BH) that addresses Hermes Trismegistes rather
than Thessalos.



there until I enjoyed the benefits of knowledge. (4) After sailing to highly
regarded Alexandria with plenty silver, I was systematically studying
with the most accomplished scholars. I was being commended by
everyone on account of my love of hard work and my intelligence. (5) I
was also continuously studying the teachings of dialectic physicians, for I
passionately desired this knowledge in an extraordinary way.

(6) When it was the right time to return home—for I had already
achieved medical advancement according to custom—I went around the
libraries seeking out the necessary medical materials. When I found a
certain book of Nechepso dealing with twenty-four medical treatments of
the whole body and of every condition according to the signs of the
Zodiac through both stones and plants, I was astounded by the incredible
nature of its promised cures. Yet it was, as it seemed, an empty delusion
of royal foolishness. (7) For despite the fact that I had prepared the solar
medicine that had astounded me and the remaining prescriptions in all
the medical treatments of conditions, I failed to affect a cure. (8)
Supposing that this failure was worse than death, I was being consumed
by anguish. Indeed, having very rashly believed in the writing of
Nechepso, I had also written to my parents concerning the effectiveness
(activity) of the prescriptions as if I had already attempted them, and I
was promising to return.

(9) It was not possible, therefore, to remain in Alexandria because of
the hysterics of my colleagues — in a peculiar manner, good intentions are
resented. (10) I was not willing to return home since I had accomplished
very little of what I had promised. Now I wandered around Egypt,
driven by a sting in my soul and seeking to deliver on some aspect of my
rash promise or, if that did not happen, to commit suicide.

(11) Now my soul was constantly anticipating that I would
converse with the gods. Continually stretching out my hands towards the
sky, I was praying to the gods to grant me something by a vision in a
dream or by a divine spirit so that I could proudly return as a happy
person to Alexandria and to my homeland.

(12) Arriving, then, in Diospolis — I mean the most ancient city of
Egypt which also has many temples — I was residing there, for there were
scholarly high-priests and elders ascribing to various teachings there. (13)
Now as time advanced and my friendship with them increased, I was
inquiring whether any magical power saves a person from illness. I
observed the majority protesting strongly against my rashness concerning
such an expectation. (14) Nonetheless, one man, who could be trusted
because of his patient manner and the measure of his age, did not throw



away the friendship.

Now this man professed to have the ability to perceive divine visions
in the activity of a dish of water. (15) So I invited him to walk with me in
the most solitary place in the city, revealing nothing about what I wanted
him to do. (16) Departing, therefore, into some sacred woods where we
were surrounded by the deepest silence, I suddenly fell down crying and
was clinging to the feet of the high-priest. (17) As he was struck with
amazement at the unexpected nature of what he saw and was inquiring
why I was doing this, I declared that the power of my soul was in his
hands, for it was necessary for me to converse with a god or else — if I
failed to meet this desire — I was about to commit suicide. (18) As he
raised me up from the ground and comforted me with the most gentle
words, he gladly promised to do these things and commanded me to keep
myself pure for three days. (19) After my soul had been soothed by the
promises of the high-priest, I was kissing his right hand and expressing
thanks as my tears flowed like a gushing spring. For, naturally,
unexpected joy brings forth more tears than grief does. (20) Once we
returned from the woods, we were attaining the state of purity. The days
seemed like years to me because of the expectation. (21) Now at the
dawn of the third day, I went to the priest and greeted him humbly.

Now, he had prepared a pure room and the other things that were
necessary for the visitation. According to the foresight of my soul and
without the priest’s knowledge, I brought a papyrus roll and black ink in
order to write down what was said, if necessary. (22) The high-priest
asked me whether I would want to converse with the soul of some dead
person or with a god. Isaid, ‘Asklepios’, and that it would be the
perfection of his favour if he would turn it over to me to converse with the
god alone. (23) However, as his facial expressions showed, he did not
promise me this gladly.

Now when he had shut me in the room and commanded me to sit
opposite the throne upon which the god was about to sit, he led me
through the god’s secret names and he shut the door as he left. (24) Once
I sat down, I was being released from body and soul by the incredible
nature of the spectacle. For neither the facial features of Asklepios nor the
beauty of the surrounding decoration can be expressed clearly in human
speech. Then, reaching out his right hand, Asklepios began to say: (25)
"Oh blessed Thessalos, attaining honour in the presence of the god. As
time passes, when your successes become known, men will worship you
as a god. Ask freely, then, about what you want and I will readily grant
you everything.” (26) I scarcely heard anything, for I had been struck with



amazement and overwhelmed by seeing the form of the god.

Nevertheless, I was inquiring why I had failed when trying the

prescriptions of Nechepso. To this the god said: (27) ‘King Nechepso, a

man of most sound mind and all honourable forms of excellence, did not

obtain from an utterance of the gods what you are seeking to learn. Since
he had a good natural ability, he observed the sympathy of stones and
plants with the stars, but he did not know the correct times and places one
must pick the plants. (28) For the produce of every season grows and
withers under the influence of the stars. That divine spirit, which is most
refined, pervades throughout all substance and most of all throughout
those places where the influences of the stars are produced upon the
cosmic foundation.” (Herbal follows)

This tale offers an opportunity to view some common expectations among
the educated elites regarding the role of travel in attaining wisdom from divine
sources. Moreover, Thessalos instantiates a common journey pattern of the
Roman era relating to the pursuit of true wisdom. This pursuit finds its
culmination in accessing answers from those in close contact with the gods (holy
persons) or from the gods themselves. This particular pattern also further
confirms Montiglio’s suggestions regarding the ambivalent and varied functions
of the wandering motif in Greco-Roman literature. For Thessalos and others, the
process of wandering is both the source of anguish or rootlessness and the only
means to arrive at answers to ultimate questions from divine sources in exotic
places.

THE JOURNEY PATTERN

Stories about journeys in search of knowledge, including “magical” wisdom,
were widespread within literature with biographical interests. The common
patterns in such stories should caution against taking the adventures of
Thessalos as though they represented the experience of a particular, non-fictional
person (let alone the historical Thessalos of Tralles, the “conqueror of physicians”
so disliked by Galen).> These autobiographical types heavily shape the story of
Thessalos in a way that serves to legitimize the astrological and medical
“knowledge” that is presented throughout the remainder of his work. The
following discussion, which also supplements Scott’s discussion of Apollonius
and Pythagoras, draws attention to several common recurring motifs or elements

5 The quotation comes from the epitaph of Thessalos of Tralles as reported
by Pliny the Elder, 29.5.9. On Thessalos of Tralles, a physician associated with
the “Methodists” (along with Asklepiades), see Edelstein 1987 [1967]; Riddle
1993; Pigeaud 1993.



in the pattern, which are also clearly evident in the story of Thessalos:

¢ seeking out answers to life’s problems as a boy, youth, or young adult;

¢ failing to find answers from various teachers in various places;

e experiencing thoughts of despair or suicide;

e traveling to a foreign land or place in the East (e.g. Egypt, Babylon,
Palestine) for education, or gaining access to such foreign wisdom in
some other way;

* meeting a foreign holy or wise man;

* encountering some reluctance on the part of the holy man;

* gaining the confidence of the holy man; and,

e gaining knowledge of the holy man’s secrets that provide access to
wisdom or powers from the gods.

Eucrates and Menippus in Lucian of Samosata
Motifs regarding travel in pursuit of divine knowledge were common enough for
Lucian to incorporate them regularly into his satires, with quite humorous effect.
The case of Eucrates” adventures leading him to Egypt in the Lover-of-Lies is
particularly insightful and could well be considered a spoof on the sort of story
witnessed in Thessalos” book of remedies. In this satire, the character Tychiades
(representing Lucian’s skeptical perspective) challenges belief in stories about
“magical” powers, visions, and other things like “voices heard from inner
shrines” (Philops. 33-39 [trans. LCL]; ca. 160s CE). Tychiades recounts the
autobiographical claims of a certain philosopher, named Eucrates. Eucrates
catalogues all the amazing things he experienced in his educational journeys,
including time in Egypt: “When I was living in Egypt during my youth (my
father had sent me traveling for the purpose of completing my education), I took
it into my head to sail up to Koptos and go from there to the statue of Memnon”
(Philops. 33). Eucrates relates his experience of the statue revealing information
to him in a unique way before moving on to his encounter with a “holy man”
(&vdoa tepodv) and scribe (yoappatets), reminiscient of Thessalos’ priest.

This scribe in the temple at Memphis had spent twenty-three years learning
“magic” (Layevewv madevopevog) from the goddess Isis (34). Amazed at the
many wonders of this sacred scribe, including an ability to ride on crocodiles,
Eucrates then sought an education from him. This is described in a manner
reminiscent of Thessalos’s story: “by degrees, through my friendly behaviour, I
became his companion and associate, so that he shared all his secret knowledge
with me” (Philops. 34; see Thess. 13-16). The education is not problem-free,
however, as Eucrates at first fails to replicate the “magical” feats of his teacher.
Eucrates was about to go on relating his journeys home from Egypt, including
his encounter with a hero who spoke to him at Amphilochus in Mallus (Cilicia)



and similar divine manifestations at Pergamon and Patara. But Tychiades, the

s

main character, couldn’t take any more of Eucrates’ “gorging on lies,” and he left.

Lucian’s satirical biography of an actual person, Peregrinus, similarly
emphasizes that figure’s travels in Armenia, Asia, Palestine, and Egypt;
Peregrinus likewise spends time with priests and scribes in a foreign place —
namely Palestine — and with a particular ascetic teacher in Egypt. Scott’s chapter
in this volume discusses Peregrinus’ case more fully.

What happens to be less prominent in the story of Eucrates (with the
exception of his failed attempt at “magic,” as Lucian calls it) but is more
prevalent in many others with this pattern is the stress on the youth’s failure to
attain sufficient answers to his intelligent questions. Often this failure leads to
despair but eventually ends in success. Another satire by Lucian supplies a good
example of this theme, though in this satirical case the “success” is
underwhelming.

Although Menippus is a humorous satire on the journeys of Odysseus and
similar otherworldly travellers, Lucian tells this tale in a way that clearly
integrates the patterns we see in Thessalos and elsewhere regarding a youthful
struggle to find wisdom or the meaning of life. Here Menippus returns from
Hades and is asked by a friend why he engaged in the trip. Menippus explains
that he traveled to consult the shadow of Teiresias on Menippus’ life-long
dilemma regarding what mode of life was best.

Then Menippus relates the origins of this struggle in his boyhood. Asa
boy, he had read the poets, including Homer and Hesiod, only to struggle with
the moralistic implications of the stories (incest, adultery, etc.). So, “I resolved to
go to the men whom they call philosophers and put myself into their hands,
begging them to deal with me as they would, and to show me a plain, solid path
in life” (Men. 4 [trans. LCL]). This only exacerbated Menippus’s struggle to find
his answers in life. Lucian here takes some (expected) shots at philosophers who
are portrayed as ignorant, inconsistent, and hypocritical. As a result, Menippus
begins to wonder whether an “ordinary man’s way of living is as good as gold,”
which, ironically, is what he will find out later — at the end of his journeys —
anyways.

Disappointed in his expectation (¢Amt(c), Menippus was even worse off and
more uncomfortable than before. This is when Menippus, like characters such as
Thessalos, travels far to seek the help of a foreign wise man, in this case a
Babylonian wise man and “magician” (magos) named Mithrobarzanes. After
some reluctance on the wise man’s part, Menippus convinces the “magician” to
prepare him for a journey to the underworld to find the answer to his life-long
questions regarding the meaning of life.

As in Thessalos’ preparations to meet Asklepios, there is an importance



placed on preparation to encounter otherworldy (underworldly) figures in order
to find answers to long-held questions. The wise man prepares him by
providing regular bathings, a special diet, and a final ritual of purification:
“taking me to the Tigris river at midnight he purged me, cleansed me, and
consecrated me (éxdOnpév té pe kat amépuale kal mepu)yvioev) with torches
and squills and many other things, murmuring his incantation as he did so”
(Men. 7). Ultimately, in Hades, Menippus gains answers from the deceased
Teiresias, who is reluctant to reveal things. True to the satirical context here, and
unlike the divine revelations received by the likes of Thessalos, the answer is less
than profound: “the life of the common sort is best. . . laughing a great deal and
taking nothing seriously” (21).

Cleombrotus in Plutarch: “Barbarian” Wisdom as Divine Wisdom
The focus on exotic, foreign wisdom that is integrated into such stories is attested
in other materials relating to those pursuing wisdom. Philostratus” model
philosopher, Apollonius of Tyana, is perhaps the best known example (see Elsner
1997). Less noticed is Cleombrotus of Sparta in Plutarch’s discourse On the
Obsolescence of Oracles. Plutarch portrays Cleombrotus as a philosopher and
“holy man” who “made many excursions in Egypt and about the land of the
Cave-dwellers, and had sailed beyond the Persian Gult” (Def. orac. 410a [trans.
LCL]). He is presented as conducting research for his own work on the gods
(“theology”).

Once again, there is an emphasis on what these wanderings to foreign lands
bring in terms of answers to long-held questions. In particular, the story goes
that when Cleombrotus was near the Persian gulf, he sought out a famous man
with great “learning and knowledge of history” (Def. orac. 421b). He is also the
possessor of prophetic inspiration. Cleombrotus had great difficulty finding the
man and had success only after “long wanderings, and after paying large sums
for information” along the way (421a-b). It is from this foreign wise man, who
spends most of his time with “nymphs and demigods,” that Cleombrotus gets
answers concerning the gods and key cosmological debates among Greek
philosophers since Plato (421a-c).

The motif of those beyond the limits of civilized Greece and Rome
possessing true wisdom provides an ironic twist at times. In some cases, this
involves finding wisdom where people don’t expect it. Here authors could draw
on ethnographic traditions in which the line between fact and fiction is blurry at
best. Those describing the cultural ways of far off lands or “barbarians” tended
to one of two extremes, portraying such peoples as either savage and
contemptible or mysterious and wise, as I discussed in chapter one. Strabo
advocated an idealizing and positive approach to describing peoples far from the



current cultural centre.® That idealizing approach seems to be prevalent within
the autobiographical tales dealt with here. In terms of its function, it is only in
extensive travel to foreign lands that unparalleled or ideal wisdom can be
gained, placing Apollonius, Cleombrotus, Thessalos, and others head and
shoulders above the local competition.

Jonathan Z. Smith (1978) claims that Thessalos’ story reverses common
themes regarding travels in pursuit of knowledge on several points, including
the issue of accessing wisdom in foreign lands. However, Smith’s emphasis on
the inversion of typical motifs or “reversals” is problematic. In this particular
case, I see no evidence in the preface itself that the foreign land of Thebes (or
Egypt) is viewed by that author as “a shadow of its former glory, with a handful
of religious specialists inhabiting a few ruined temples,” let alone a “necropolis”
as Smith asserts (Smith 1978:178).

Judean and Christian authors

Although Lucian was my starting point, these patterns are by no means
limited to his writings as we are beginning to see. For instance, there are
indications that some Greek-speaking Judeans and followers of Jesus likewise
adopted and adapted these widespread notions about how one goes about
finding the truth, encorporating aspects of the overall travel pattern.

The second century philosopher Justin Martyr integrates some
autobiographical claims within the introduction to his debate with the Judean
philosopher Trypho (Dial., chs. 1-8). Here widespread geographical travel is not
explicitly the focus, but rather wanderings from one philosophy to the next in
search of truth and “seeing God.” Justin’s use of the pattern here is comparable
to the biographers of Apollonius and Pythagoras and, especially, to Josephus’
story regarding his time among each of the three Judean “philosophies” before
finding guidance from the ascetic Bannus out in the desert, beyond civilization
(Josephus, Life 8-12). These cases are particularly illustrative of the legitimizing
function of such stories, a function that is prevalent in Thessalos’ introduction to
his medical work.

Justin presents his own current position, adopting the wisdom of the
Christians, as the result of systematic attempts to find the truth in each of the
main philosophical schools, including time under Stoic, Pythagorean, and
Platonic teachers. As Justin puts it, “my soul was eagerly desirous to hear the
peculiar and choice philosophy” (ch. 2). As in Thessalos’ story, here there is an
emphasis on apparent progress and improvements, particularly with the

¢ Strabo 7.3.9 and 15.1-57; see Romm 1992:45-81, 94-104; cf. Hartog
2001[1996]:98-101, 110.



Platonists. Yet there is more emphasis on disappointment, helplessness, and
failure as Justin wanders from one philosophical school to the next in search of
truth and knowledge of God. Overall, states Justin, “I failed in my hope”
(dmotvxwv TG EATDOG).

Greatly disappointed and desperate for answers, Justin finally meets a
certain old man, a philosophical follower of Jesus, who teaches Justin the true
way to see god with the mind. This old man answers many of the problems that
other philosophies could not. All of this becomes the basis for the superiority of
Justin’s position in relation to his interlocutor in the dialogue, Trypho, who is
likewise trained in philosophy, but of an “inferior” kind.

A further Christian example provides context for accounts which strongly
emphasize the distraught, perhaps even suicidal, condition of the seeker, as is
also the case with Thessalos. The story of Clement presented in the Pseudo-
Clementine novel, which in some form likely dates to the third century or earlier,
also highlights the importance of finding “the truth” in foreign or apparently
barbarian wisdom.” In this narrative, Clement speaks in the first person
regarding his ongoing thoughts since youth regarding the nature of existence
and of death: “Again and again there came to me. . . thoughts of death” (Hom.
1.1.2). This continual quest makes him “painfully distressed” and “embittered”
to the point that he falls seriously ill (Hom. 1.2.1-2).

Clement’s probings into various philosophies yields no relief from these
conditions and brings only further confusion. It is only when a stranger named
Barnabas comes from “the East,” from Judea, with foreign wisdom that Clement
comes to experience “the truth” of how to attain eternal life (Recogn. 1.6.6-7). The
narrative repeatedly underlines how this teaching is rejected by other
philosophers as “barbarous.” Clement retorts in a manner that reflects certain
ethnographic traditions mentioned above: “it means sentence of condemnation
that the truth is recognised by barbarous and uncivilised men” (Recogn. 1.6.9).
This is knowledge from unexpected quarters, but the motif is expected in such
stories. Clement himself then travels to the foreign land himself in order to meet
the holy man Peter, a follower of the “Son of God,” who recognises that Clement
is “appointed heir of good things that are eternal” (Recogn. 1.6.13).

Harpocration in the Cyranides: Medical knowledge from the gods
The basic story of Harpocration preserved in the Cyranides, which in some form
likely goes back to the second century CE, shows that Thessalos” work is not the

7 Long ago, Franz Boll (1916) noted similarities between the Clementine
novel and both Lucian’s Mennippus and Thessalos’ story. Yet his identification of
supposed structural and verbal parallels seems to assume a more direct
relationship among these tales than what I suggest here.



only medical guidebook to follow such patterns.® This Hermetic work also
invokes an autobiographical story which involves gaining wisdom from divine
sources in foreign lands in order to legitimize certain curative techniques. Here
Harpocration, the ostensible author, relates his journeys to Seleucia in Babylonia,
where he finds an “old man skilled in foreign learning.”® This man shows
Harpocration “everything” including a temple and certain pillars with strange
letters written upon them. As the wise old man explains to Harpocration, one of
the pillars has an inscription that outlines divine healing secrets concerning
sympathies between the twenty-four letters of the alphabet, on the one hand, and
stones, fish, herbs, and birds, on the other. Harpocration then publishes this
knowledge from the gods in his book.

While this somewhat secret foreign inscription is seen as the answer to
Harpocration’s quest for divine knowledge, Thessalos seemingly finds only
dissappointment from his re-discovered book by the legendary king Nechepso.
This despite the fact that Nechepso, along with the wise man Petosiris, was
renowned for his great wisdom, particularly astrological knowledge.’® Smith
suggests that this element of Thessalos’ story is another reversal of common
expectations, and he goes so far as to suggest that the pattern of finding hidden
books of wisdom is “radically altered” (Smith 1978:177).

It is true that, ultimately, Thessalos does not find Nechepso’s cures fully
effective. However, the story itself stresses how this apparent failure of foreign
wisdom leads Thessalos in the right direction.!! The Nechepso material is just a
further stage in Thessalos” move to true knowledge, and the god Asklepios
himself defends rather than condemns the wisdom of Nechepso in the end:

80n the Cyranides see Waegman 1987; Fowden 1986:87-91. Unlike
Thessalos” herbal and the Cyranides, Discorides’ preface to his pharmacological
work, Materia Medica, merely mentions that he has “travelled a great deal”
without expanding upon any adventures associated with that educational travel,
let alone stories of accessing divine wisdom (see Scarborough and Nutton 1982).

°See the critical edition and discussion by Dimitris Kaimakis 1976. To my
knowledge, the only English translation of the preface to date is: Anonymous,
The Magick of Kirani, King of Persia, and of Harpocration containing the magical and
medicinal vertues of stones, herbes, fishes, beasts, and birds (London, 1685).

0Sayings attributed to Nechepso and Petosiris (probably from the second
century BCE) survive in fragmentary form as cited by authors such as Vettius
Valens (see Kroll 1935; Fraser 1972:1.436-438). The fragments are gathered in
Riess 1891.

1Ct. Fowden 1986:164: The herbal’s “tendency is to complete Nechepso
rather than to supersede, far less refute him.”



“King Nechepso, a man of most sound mind and all honourable forms of
excellence, did not obtain from an utterance of the gods what you are seeking to
learn. Since he had a good natural ability, he observed the sympathy of stones
and plants with the stars, but he did not know the correct times and places one
must pick the plants.” Thessalos’ success comes from accessing the secrets of a
god in a foreign land, rather than mere human wisdom, and this fits very well
with the portrayal of some other wanderers discussed already. Despite the
differences in details, Thessalos” autobiographical story is in many respects
typical, rather than inversionary as Smith claims.

Thessalos: Accessing divine or “magical” wisdom in Egypt
The letter of Thessalos provides one specific variation on how upper-class Greeks
told stories of education, foreign wisdom, and access to knowledge from holy
men and the gods. Travel and wandering was clearly integral to such stories.
Thessalos’ travels end in Diosopolis (Thebes) where Thessalos finds his holy man
and prepares to meet the god. With the assistance of the priest, Thessalos
ultimately gains a positive answer to his ongoing questions about “whether any
magical power saves a person from illness” (Thess. 13).

In some ways, the general portrait of the Egyptian priest in Thessalos’
narrative fits well within the standard types of the wise or holy men found
within many other journeys that I have already outlined, whether that holy man
was in Egypt, Babylonia, Judea, or elsewhere. In this respect, this is another
instance of accessing wisdom in a foreign or exotic land, as when Harpocration
found his Babylonian holy man and Clement found his Judean holy man.

Yet in other respects, it seems that common Greek ethnographic traditions
and portrayals of Egyptian priesthoods, temples, and rituals specificially are at
work to some degree in Thessalos’ tale. This is not at all surprising in light of the
fact that many Greek travel narratives, such as those lampooned by Lucian in A
True Story (as discussed in chapter one of this volume), come in the form of
descriptions of far off lands and peoples, in the form of ancient ethnography.
From the Greek perspective, Egyptian priests were commonly associated with
knowledge in “magic,” astrology, and related disciplines (cf. Fowden 1986:166-
168). David Frankfurter points to studies of Greco-Roman “magic” which
demonstrate how the Greek terms mageia and magoi (terms that are also used in
Lucian’s accounts of Eucrates and Menippus and in Thessalos) were generally
Greek outsiders’ terms for exotic, foreign rituals or ritual power, whether used
pejoratively or romantically, as in the present cases.'? The use of the term

12 Frankfurter 1998:219-220. For an excellent discussion of problems in the
scholarly use of the term “magic” as an etic category (and even as an emic one)



“magic” in Thessalos’ letter underlines an outsider’s perspective rather than
reflecting a thorough understanding of Egyptian ritual activity as Robert Ritner’s
(1995) discussion seems to assume. Thessalos” outsider perspective fits more
with understanding the letter as a whole in terms of discourses of ethnography,
of how to describe things Egyptian in Greek terms.

These Greek characterizations of the rituals of exotic foreigners should be
placed within the context of Greco-Roman Egyptomania, then, as Frankfurter
also suggests. He points to Thessalos, Kalasiris (in Heliodorus’s novel
Aethiopica), and others as instances of Greek perceptions of supposed Egyptian
priestly expertise in “magic”: “To the Greco-Roman novelists, and doubtless to
much of their culture, the Egyptian priest had a wisdom in mageia that could be
taught or bought — or imitated with dire consequences” (e.g. Apuleius’ Met. and
Panchrates” apprentice in Philops., as noted by Frankfurter 1998:220).

Within this context of the Greek fondness for things Egyptian, Thebes
specifically was a focal point of attention and Thebes was viewed as a key source
of ancient Egyptian rituals with “magical” power.?* Thessalos’ narrative presents
us with a picture of priests at Thebes ascribing to “various teachings,” who are
known for their scholarly activity — they are characterized as ptAdéAoyor. The
priest whom he befriends is an expert in “perceiving divine visions in the
activity of a dish of water,” lekanomancy.

The general picture of Egyptian priests” activities here is reminiscent of
other contemporary and idealized portraits, the most important of which is a
passage by the Egyptian sacred-scribe (hierogrammateus) and Stoic philosopher
Chaeremon, preserved by Porphyry (de Abstinentia 4.6-8; see van der Horst 1982).
Although Chaeremon is an Egyptian himself, he is a thoroughly Hellenized and
Romanized author who here presents his own customs in an idealized manner
typical of descriptions of foreign yet admiral peoples.'

Writing for his Greek audience in the first century, Chaeremon presents
Egyptian temples as a “place to philosophize” and engage in a life of scholarly
pursuits, including astrology and other disciplines:

They divided the night for the observation of the heavenly bodies,

sometimes for ritual; and the day for worship of the gods. . . They spend the

rest of the time with arithmetical and geometrical speculations, always

see especially the comments of John G. Gager and Frankfurter in reaction to Fritz
Grat’s Magic in the Ancient World: “Panel Discussion: Magic in the Ancient World
by Fritz Graf,” Numen 46 (1999) 291-325, esp. pp. 293-298, 313-317.

13See Fowden 1986:168-176; Ritner 1995:3335-3336.

14 Cf. Philo’s Contemplative Life. See van der Horst 1982:62-63 on Festugiere
1944-54:19-44).



trying to search out something and to make discoveries, in general, always

busy about science (Abst. ch. 8; trans van der Horst 1982).

These priests were “always in contact with divine knowledge” (ch. 6).
Chaeremon also stresses the importance of purification among these scholarly
priests, which brings us to Thessalos” portrayal of his preparations to see the god.

Central to the overall story of Thessalos is his preparation and purification
in order to receive his vision of the god, which brings the medical and “magical”
knowledge he was seeking all along. After gaining the friendship of one high-
priest, Thessalos invites him to a secluded sacred forest. There he begs the priest,
declaring that “it was necessary for me to converse with a god or else — if I failed
to meet this desire — I was about to commit suicide” (Thess. 17). This is the point
at which the high-priest directs Thessalos to “keep . . . pure for three days.”

After attaining the state of purity, the high-priest brings Thessalos to a pure
room or building (oikos), most likely within the temple area.!®> The high-priest
then asks Thessalos whether he wants to speak with the soul of a dead person or
with a god. Thessalos’ response — that he would like to speak directly to the god
on his own — is not well-received. Yet the priest obliges despite his hesitancy.
Then Thessalos is brought into the room and seated opposite the throne where
the god will appear.

When Asklepios finally appears to Thessalos, the author describes the
inexpressible and “incredible nature of the spectacle” as he first sees the god.
Asklepios recognizes the special status of Thessalos: “when your successes
become known, men will worship you as a god” (Thess. 25). Asklepios states his
willingness to answer anything that Thessalos wished to ask. Thessalos’
question is quite simple: why did the cures outlined by Nechepso in the book
fail? Asklepios’ answer stresses that although Nechepso had a good natural
ability and recognized the “sympathy of stones and plants with the stars,” he did
not gain this knowledge directly from the gods.

The divine secret which is revealed to Thessalos pertains to the times when
the plants must be picked in order to access power. This power is described as
the “divine spirit” which “pervades throughout all substance and most of all
throughout those places where the influences of the stars are produced upon the
cosmic foundation” (Thess. 28). The remainder of Asklepios’ revelation, which
Thessalos documents using the pen and paper he snuck into the room, becomes
the basis for the rest of Thessalos” astrological-medical work.

Several of the journeying figures discussed in the previous section found
answers to their questions from holy figures who had special access to the

15See Frankfurter 1998:167-69, where he discusses a similar use of
chambers in the cult of Isis and Serapis at Kysis. Cf. Ritner 1995:3357.



wisdom of the gods. Yet the cases discussed above do not involve meeting the
god face to face, as in the climax to Thessalos” access to divine wisdom.

The notion that meeting a deity rather than merely meeting a holy man
with access to the divine could be the end-point of one’s wanderings is found in
Apuleius” well-known, humourous play on the wandering theme (Met.). As is
well known, Apuleius’ novel is based on an earlier Greek story and reflects some
themes also found in other Greek novels, including the use of travel to move the
plot forward. Like other figures I have discussed, Apuleius’ character, Lucius,
spends a good time wandering in search of the solution to life’s problems,
primarily the problem of being an ass. Like Thessalos, Lucius” wanderings end
in meeting the deity — in this case Isis — and in salvation from his dilemnas.

CONCLUSION

J A

Thessalos” “autobiographical” letter provides some idea of what a typical upper-
class Greek author would have imagined taking place in a far-off land at the end
of sometimes frustrating journeys in pursuit of wisdom. Greek authors in the
Roman period had a common set of expectations on how one went about
accessing true wisdom from divine sources. The notion of wandering from one
possible solution to the next was integral to these expectations. Travel was
intimately bound up in these assumptions about how one accessed divine
wisdom.

Nonetheless, there were of course variations on how these motifs and
discourses of travel were employed. Thessalos shares in common final access to
long-sought knowledge through the holy man, but Greek perceptions of
Egyptian “magical” expertise specifically play a significant role in this case, as in
some others. The tale of Thessalos also provides a specific instance in which the
travel motif ends in the seeker’s face to face encounter with holiness, acquiring
divine wisdom directly from the god.

APPENDIX: GREEK TEXT OF THE LETTER
(The text presented here is that of manuscript “T” = Codex Matritensis Bibl. Nat.
4631, as published by Friedrich 1968).

(1) Apmoxpatiwv Kaioagt Avyovotw xaigetvy.16

16 Manuscript “M” preserves the original attribution to Thessalos:
Thessalus philosophus Germanico Claudio regi et deo eterno salutem et amorem. See
Friedrich 1968: 45.



IToAA@v emixelonodvtwy v 1o Plw, eBaote Kaloap, mapadovval ToAAx
TTAQAdOEA, UNdEVOG TIOOG TEAOS dryaYeLlv TAG ETtaryyeAlag duvnBévTog dx TOv <ATo>
G elpappévng tals davolalg avtwv emukeipevov COpov, Hdvog dokw Twv ATt
ALWVOG AVOQWTIWV TETONKEVAL TL TAQADOEOV <Kl OALYOLS YVWOTOV>. (2)
ETUXELONOAG YAQ TMOAYHAOLY, dTteg OvnTig pétoa puoews LTtepPaivel, TOUTOLS Ye
peta mMoAA@V Pacavwyv kat kKivdLvwy o kadnkov téAog émédnka. (3) aoknoag <yop>
YOXUHUATIKNV ETUOTNUNV €V TOlG TNG Aoiag KAlpaoL Kal TavTwv TV kel PeAtiov
YEVOUEVOS DLEYVWV WG TIVOG TG £TOTNUNG ATIoAaveLy. (4) Katl Aevoag emit v
TEQLOTIOVOAOTOV AAeEAVIQELAV ETX TLXVOUL AQYVQEIOL TOIG EVTEAETTATOLS TWV
GUOAGYwV Ttarpdevov Kal prlomoviag éveka kal CLVETEWS VTIO TAVTWV
EMALVOVHEVOG. (5) EPolTwV 0 TLVEXWS KAl €1C TAG TWV JAAEKTIKWV LATOWV
dLATOBAC” oWV YAQ TEQLOOWGS TAVTNG TNG ETLOTNUNG. (6) ETel & KALQOC NV €lS OlkOV
ATiéVAL, KAt TEOTIOV 10N MOl Kal TNG IXTOLKTG TTEOLOVOTG, Ttepujety Tag PrpAtoOnag
éxlntov <tV dvaykaioav DANV> ebpwv 0¢ BiBAov tiva <tov> Nexepw kd” Oeparmeiag
OAOVL TOLU OCWHATOS Kal TavTOog TdO0oUG kKata Cwdi<ak>0v Tegtéxovaav dx AlBwv te
Kat Potavwv ta ¢ EnayyeAlag mapddola éEemANTTOUNV. NV ¢, WG £0lke, PACIALKTS
Hwolag kevog Todog: (7) okevdoag Yo Tov Ut avToL Bavpalopevov TeoxloKov
NALKOV KAt TG AoLmtag duvapels év mdoals Twv nabwv Oepamelalg notoxnoa. (8)
Oavatov d¢ TpaxvTépay LTIOAAPWV elvat TV TMAGVTV DO TG AVTING Edamavwunv:
KAL YOQ TQOTIETEOTEQOV T1) YOAPT) TEMOTEVKWGS Eyoaa TteQL TG €veQyelag avT@y
KAl TOIG YOVEDOLV @G )01 MEPATAC KAl VTTOOTOEDELY €My YeAAOUNV. (9) &V eV oDV
) AdeEavdoeia pévery ovy OlOV TE TV OLX TOV TWV OUOTEXVWYV YVEAWTA: KAl YaQ diwg
T kaAa pOovettatl. (10) eig oikov d¢ amiéval TaALY mEoOLHiaV 0UK elXOV HIKQOTEQOS
TV EMayYeALV eDENEVOS, Ttepu)ety O¢ TV Alyvmtov olotow The Puxng
EAQOTEOVHEVOC Kal (NTV TL <TNG> TTROTIETOVG ETAYYeAlag éQyaxoacOal 1) TovToL un)
Tuxwv Oavdtw Aotmov adiévat tov Blov. (11) ael 0¢ pov G PuXTNS TEOUAVTEVOUEVNS
Oeolg OIANTAL, CLVEXQG €IS OVEAVOV TAG XELQAS EKTEIVWVY TOUG Be0ovg éAttdvevov dU'
oveipov pavtaoiag 1) dux vevpatog Belov xaploaoBal pot Tt tolovto, dt' 00
yovolxoag IAaQog eig v AAeEdvdpelav Kal TV matelda kateAbetv duvnOw.

(12) T'evopevog ovv év Alog mOAeL - AoXALoTATNV <A€yw> NG AlyUmTou oA Kol
TOAAX Lepax Exovoav — déToBov avTdOL NNoav yap <ékel> kal aQxLeQels PLAOAoyoL
Kal <y€ovtec™> TokiAoLg kekoopnuévol padnuaoty. (13) mpoPatvovtog d& tov
X0OVOU Kat TG TEOS avTovg pot PAlag paAAov avéavopévng, émuvBavouny, el t
TG HAYIKNG éveQyelag owletat. kal Twv HEV MAEOVWV énayyeAlag opolag T
TEOTIETELA OV <ETI>PEQOVTWV KATEYVWV- (14) €vog O€ Tivog dix TO <0U> TOPAQOV TWV
NOwv kat 1o TN NAkiag péteov moTevONVAL duvaEVOL OVK dvexaltioOnv tng
diag. Emnyyellato d¢ 00Tog aLTOTTIKNV €Xelv AekAvng évépyetav. (15)
TAQEKAAECA OVV AVTOV €V TOLS €QNUOTATOLS TOTIOWG TNG TOAEWS OLV €Ol
neQLtatoat Hndev wv éxonlov ékdnvac. (16) aAmeABoOVTwV oV U@V €ig Tt AATOG
novxia pabvtatn mepleXOpeVoOV, aidvidlog TEQLTTETWV ETTL OTOUX KAl KAXIWV TWV
TOdWV ELYOUNV TOL aE)LeQéwe. (17) ékmAayévtog ¢ avToL dx TO ATTEOODOKNTOV THG
0éac kal muvOavouévov, Tivog €veke TOUTO MOMTALUL, EPATKOV €V AVTQ TNV



¢€ovoiav etvat g €UNg Puxmng €xewv Yo pe avayknv Oeq opuAnoar fg émbuvpiag
AV AUAQTW, HEAAW amotdooeofat T@ Plw. (18) avaotrioag dé pe o ¢ YNG Katl
TIAEN YOO OAG TIOOOT|VEOTATOLS AOYOLS, AOUEVWS TAVTA TIOLELV €T YYEAAETO KXl
ExéAevoév <pe> ayvevew Nuéoats tototv. (19) diaxvBeiong d¢ pov g YPuxng Emi Talg
EMayyeAlang Tov AQXLEQEWS, NOTIACAUNV avTOL TV delav Kal nuxaglotovy
KQOLVTOOV HOL TWV dAKQVWYV PEQOUEVWV PUOKWS YAQ ATIQOCOOKTTOG XX TtAglova
AVTNG €xkaAeitat ddroua. (20) émaveAOdvTeg O¢ €k TOL AACOLG ETL TNV dyvelav
EYLyvopeDa €UoL TV THEQ@V DX TV TIROTOOKIAV <WG> EVIAVTWV ATIAQLOHOVUEVWV.
(21) éruotdong d¢ NG TElTNG NUéQAac VO TOV 0POOV TTOPEVOELS NOTTACA TV TOV
AOXLEQEX <TATIELVGWS>.

Evtoémioto 0¢ avt@ oikog kabaog kat T AotTia o TEOG TV emiokePv: Eyw O
Kata oopn ety TG Puxng lxoV, AYVOOLVTOG TOU AQXLEQEWGS, XAQTNV KAl HéAaV
ETL <T@> onuelwoacdal Twv Aeyopévwv, <a> éav deroT). (22) dvakolivovtog 0¢ pe Tov
AQxXLEQEWG, TOTEQOV PUXT) VEKQOD TIVOG T) Oe@ opAnoat BovAoluny, Epnv AokAnTuqQ:
elvat d¢ TO TEAELOV TNGC XAQLTOG, €l HOVW HOL TTROG HOVOV OpAeLy Emitoéetev. (23)
Opws oV NO€ws HéV (TOVTO Y EVEPatvov ol TG OPews XAQAKTNQES), TTATV
Emnyyeidato. kal eykAeloag e eig TOV olkov kat kadloat keAeboag &VTuKQLS TOL
Bodvov, eig 6V épeAdev 0 Oeog kaBéCeoOal, mMEoayaywv dX TWV ATIOQETTWV
ovopdtwv tov Oeov kat é£eAD0wv ékAeloe v Ovoav. (24) kabeCopévov dé pov kai
EKAVOUEVOL TOV OWHATOS kKal TNG Puxng dtx T0 mapddolov ¢ Béag (oUte yaQ Toug
NG OPEWS XAQAKTNEAG OVTE TNV TOV TEQLKELUEVOL KOOHOL KAAAOVT|V AvOQwTIov
AOYOG dxoadnoat dvvalt' <av>): avatelvag ovv TV dellav NE&ato Agyetv
(25) @ paxdote maga e TVXWV TIUNG BeocoaA€, TEOIOVTOC OE TOL XOVOL Kol
YVWOOEVTWV TV 0wV ETUTEVYHATOWV WG Beov dvOowmot oe Oonokev<o>ovoLy.
ETEQWTA OV <ADeWG> TeRL WV OEAEIS ATHEVWS EUOD TTAVTA MAQEEOVTOG. (26) €yw d&
HOALS HEV TJKOVO A - KATETIEMAN YTV YAQ KAl ETEETANQWLNV TOV VOUV EIG TV TOV
Oeov PAETWV poOPMV* - GG <d"> oLV EruvBavoun v, dt' fjv altiav €Mt Talg ToL
Nexepw duvapeoty nnotoxnoa. meog 0 0 Oeog eintev * (27) 6 Paocideds Nexew, dvno
$EVNEOTATOS KAl TAOALS KEKOTUTNUEVOS AQETALS Ttapa HEV Oelag pawvng ovdev wv
oL paBetv Emlnteic evtvxnoe: GpvoeL de XENoapevog ayadr cvunabelac AOwv kat
Botavwv émevomnoe, ToLg d¢ KAXLEOVLS KAl TOVS TOTIOLG &V 0i¢ Oel TAG PoTAvag
AauPavery ovk €yvw. (28) WOl YAQ TTAVTA T TWV AOTEWV ATOQEOL avEeTAL KAl
peovtar o te Oelov EKELVO TVEDUA AETTTOUEQEOTATOV DTTAQXOV dLX TTAOTG 0VoiAG
dmkeL kal HAALOTa kat' €kelvoug ToLg TOmovg, kal' oUg at TV AoTEWV AmtdeoLaL
yivovtat {tnc} i TNG KOOUKNG KATAPBOATC. €€ €VOG O¢ <TOU> - TO TEOG TOTLV TWV
AOLTIOV TAQACTNOW.
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