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Phytotherapy and nutrition
The Crete dittany between Virgilian myth and historical reality

.
b

\
4

Margherita Cassia
University of Catania - DISUM

In the Aeneid, Virgil narrates that one day Apollo, overcome with an ardent passion for
lapige, would have liked to give him his arts, the zither, and arrows, but the latter, in order to
save his dying father, preferred instead the knowledge of the powers of herbs and chose to
practice, without glory, medicine. Even though the Augustan poet never explicitly states the
geographical origin of lapige, it can be assumed that he was Cretan, firstly because the
anthroponym refers to the homonymous son of Daedalus and a Cretan woman who gave his
name to the lapigi people and the region they occupied, but also because Virgil never misses
an opportunity to emphasize the numerous links between Crete and Troy. The Virgilian poem
continues with an account on the recovery of the Trojan hero Aeneas: while the doctor lapige
labors in vain to extract an arrow from Aeneas' thigh with pliers, Venus, distraught at the
atrocious pain felt by her son, is said to have picked up a stem of dittany with pubescent leaves
and purple flower on Mount Ida in Crete and dipped it secretly in the water contained in a
basin, sprinkling ambrosia liqueur and perfumed panacea on it. As soon as old Hyapigis bathed
Aeneas's wound in that salutary water, the pain would disappear, the blood would congeal, the
arrow would come out of the wound spontaneously and the Trojan leader would recover his
strength (Fig. 1, The physician lapige tries to extract from Aeneas' thigh an arrowhead under
the gaze of Venus bearing the dittany of Crete (Pompeian fresco, Naples, Museo Nazionale,
inv. no. 9009).

Dittany is also used by Andromachus of Crete, the archiater of Emperor Nero and
author of a poem in Greek dedicated to the preparation of theriaké, a multi-purpose antidote of
extraordinary efficacy, made from 64 ingredients of plant, animal and mineral origin (Fig. 2,
Emilio Savonanzi, Andromace, 1629, Chiesa di S. Ignazio di Loyola, Roma).

The very close, inseparable link between the island of Crete and this plant with its
prodigious medicinal virtues, Origanum dictamnus L. (Fig. 3, Origanum dictamnus L., from
D. Bown, The Complete Herb Book), is documented in numerous Greek and Latin literary
testimonies - Hippocrates, Aristotle, Theophrastus, Pedanius Dioscorides (Fig. 4, Origanum
dictamnus L. (from A. Menghini [ed.], De materia medica. Il Dioscoride di Napoli), Cornelius
Celsus, Scribonius Largo - that praise its exceptional therapeutic properties and sometimes

even its culinary uses.



In addition to Dictamnus, the Theriaké andromachea included other species endemic
to Crete - Aristolochia Cretica L., Thlaspi bursa pastoris or Capsella bursa pastoris, Elettaria
cardamomum L., Scilla/Drimia maritima/Urginea maritima, seselium/bubleurum fruticosum
L., cistus Creticus, Teucrium chamaedrius L., Daucus/athamanta Cretensis -, all aromatic

plants still used today in the preparation of condiments, medicines, ointments and perfumes.

The Cretan herb trade between the Early Imperial Age and Late
Antiquity
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More details on the Cretan dittany are found in Pliny the Elder, who reports in his
Naturalis historia that both dittany and pseudo-dittany are used not only to expel darts but also
to treat abscesses, and above all are effective in gynecology, both as emmenagogues and for
expelling fetuses, and do not cause suffering to the parturient. Wine is also made from dittany,
the plant is effective against snake bites and relieves strangury, while pseudo-dittany has anti-
diarrhoeal powers. Pliny generally considers medicinal plants of Cretan origin - as many as 15
out of 32 - to be of higher quality than similar species: Crete tops the 'ranking' of territories
producing medicinal herbs, followed by the regions of Phocis, Thessaly, Euboea, Arcadia, and
Laconia.

In his work De antidotis Galen of Pergamon, archaeatrist to the emperor Marcus
Aurelius, provides important information on the imperial 'monopoly' of the collection and
export of Cretan plants: ‘only some products do not arrive daily, such as those from Sicily,
Greater Libya and many brought every year in the summer from Crete, when the herb gatherers,
whom the emperor keeps there in his service, send not only to the emperor himself but also to
the whole city full baskets called 'the intrecciati' because they are made of woven wicker. These
baskets are exported from Crete to many other provinces so that there is no lack of anything
that grows on the island, plants, fruits, seeds, roots, and juices' (Fig. 5, Distribution area of the
Cretan Dittany).

In the Edictum de pretiis, a list of maximum prices set for products and services
promulgated by the emperor Diocletian in AD 301, the section de plantis offers confirmation
of the continuity of the lucrative trade in Cretan plants even in the period following Galen's
testimony. In particular, the Edict reports duy0dg of first quality (1 pound, denarii 250) and
dyyBag of second quality (1 pound, denarii 200). The position of this commodity in the list -
dyBag is found after ‘juice of the balsam tree' and before 'oil of myrrh' and 'oil of spikenard' -

allows us to assert that it was indeed a plant species used for medicinal purposes. Moreover,



on the basis of the phonetic and linguistic peculiarities of the word - a compound of Aiktn (in
Doric Aikta) + 8duvocg, i.e. 'shrub’, 'bush’ of the mountain located in eastern Crete - it is likely
that it was indeed the herb 'of Ditte', i.e. the Cretan dixtapvov/diktopov.
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TO KPHTIKO AIKTAMO METAEZY TOY MYOOY TOY
BIPT'TAIOY KAI THX IETOPIKHX ITIPAIT'MATIKOTHTAX
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2mv Aweldda, o Bipyilog apnysitan 6Tt o pépa 0 ATOAA®VOG, KUPLELUEVOG amd Eval
eLoyepo abog ya Tov lapige, o NBede va tov ddoet Tig TEYVES ToL, To Zither kat To BéAn,
OALG 0VTOGC, YO VOL GMGEL TOV ETOOOAVATO TATEPO TOV, TTPOTIUNGE TN YVAGCT TOV SVVAUEDV
TV Botavev kot enéAece va aoKNGEL YOI 00Ea, TNV WTpikr. Av Kot 0 AVYOVGTOG TOMNTNG
OEV aVOQEPEL TOTE PNTA TN YEOYPOUPIKY KoTay®yT| TG Lanng, umopodue va vrobécovpe 4Tt
Nrav Kpntukog, mpdtov Yot 10 avOpondVOLO ovapEPETAL GTOV OLMVVLO Y10 TOL AdidaAov
kot o€ pia Kpntkn mov édmaoe 10 dvopd tov otovg lanndeg ko oty meployn mov Kateiyav,
oA Ko yiati o Bipyidiog dev ydiverl evkaipio va Tovicel TOLg TOALVAPIOUOVS OEGHOVG HETAED
Kpntng kot Tpoiag. To moinpa tov Bipythiov cuveyilet pe o agnynon yio Ty ovaKTnoT Tov
Tpoa powa Aweia: Evd o yratpog lapige epydletan pdtoia yio vo Byddet évo PéLog omd to
unpo tov Awveia pe mévoa, 11 Aepoditn, tapaypévn arnd tov EPIKTO TOVO Tov EVimBE 0 Y10G
™mg, Aéyeton OTL Tpe €val OTEAEYOC OiKTapOL pE ePNPKd eOAL Kot TOpeLPO AOVAOVOL GTO
6pog’1on o Kpnm kot 10 fodnée Kpued 610 vEPO TOV TEPLEXETOL GE Lol AEKAVT), WEKAGILOG
Miép apPpociog Kot ap®UATIGUEV TOVAKELD TAV® Tov. MOAG 0 yepo-Yamiyng éhovle v
TANyN Tov Awvela ¢' ekeivo To cwTPLo veEPO, 0 TOVOG e&apavilotav, To aipa £mnle, To PELOG
ERyove awBOpuN T atd TV TANYN Kot 0 apynyos tov Tpowv avaktovse tn dvvaur tov (Eik.
1, O ywtpog lapige npoomabei va Pydiet and 1o unpd tov Awveia pia oyun Bérovg kdtw and
10 PAéupa g Agpoditng mov @épel to diktapo g Kpnng (Ilopmmuavny totyoypagpia,
Namoin, Museo Nazionale, ap. am. 9009).

To dixtapo ypnopomoteiton eniong amd tov Avopopayo g Kpnng, tov apyiatpo tov
avtokpatopa NEp®VA Kol GLUYYPOQPED €VOG TOUUATOS GTO EAANVIKA OOIEPMUEVO GTNV
napackevy tov  theriaké, evog avtiddtov  moAAOmAGV  ypnoe®v  EQUPETIKNG

OMOTEAECUOTIKOTNTAG, QTWYUEVOL amd 64 ovotatikd @UTIKNG, C(OIKNAG Kol OpLKTNG
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npoéhevong (Ew. 2, Emilio Savonanzi, Andromaco, 1629, Chiesa di S. Ignazio di Loyola,
Roma).

O moA¥ otevig, AppnKTog deGOS HeTaED Tov vnolov g Kpnng kot avtov tov gutod
LE TIC TEPAOTIEG PAPUOKEVTIKEC apetég tov, Origanum dictamnus L. (Ew. 3, Origanum
dictamnus L., ané D. Bown, The Complete Herb Book), texunpidvetar oe molvdpiOueg
EAMMMVIKEG KOl AOTIVIKEG AOYOTEYVIKES popTupieg - Immokpdng, Apiototédng, Oedppactog,
[Tedaviog Arockovpiong (Ew. 4, Origanum dictamnus L. (ad A. Menghini [ed.], De materia
medica. Il Dioscoride di Napoli), Kopviihog Kéloog, Scribonius Largo - mov eEvuvoiv tig
eEaPeTIKES OepamEVTIKEC TOV O10TNTEC Kol UEPIKEC QOPEG OKOUN KOl TIG UOYEIPIKEG TOL
xpfoeLs.

Extoc and tov diktapvo, n Theriaké andromachea mepieldapfave kot GAlo €idn
evonukd g Kpng - Aristolochia cretica L., Thlaspi bursa pastoris 7 Capsella bursa
pastoris, Elettaria cardamomum L., Scilla/Drimia maritima/Urginea
maritima,seselium/bubleurum fruticosum L., cistus Creticus, Teucrium chamaedrius L.,
Daucus/athamanta Cretensis -,OAo ap®UATIKA GUTA TOV YPNGLULOTOIOVVTOL AKOLLOL KoL GTIUEPQ,

OTNV TOPACKELT] KAPVKEVUATOV, PAUPLAK®OV, OAOLPADV KOl OPOUATOV.

TO EMIIOPIO BOTANQN THX KPHTHX AIIO THN
IPQIMH AYTOKPATOPIKH EIIOXH EQY THN YXTEPH
APXAIOTHTA

Gaetano Arena
HMavemomipo g Katévia - DISFOR

[lepiocotepeg Aemtouépeteg yuoo 10 kpntikd diktopo Ppiokovpe otov [TAivio tov
[TpecsPitepo, o omoiog avapépetl oto Epyo tov Naturalis historia 61t t060 to diktopo 660 Kot
TO YELOOOIKTALO YPNGIULOTOLOVVTAL Ol LOVO Y10l TNV atoBOoAN BeA®dV ALY Kot Yo TN Bepameio
OmTOCTNUATOV, Kot TOve om 'OAo €lvol OMOTEAECUOTIKA OTN YUVOUKOAOYiO, TOCO G
euUMVay®yd 660 Kot yo TNV amofoAn euPpvwv, kot dgv Tpokarobv tdvo ota oo To kpact
napockevdletol eniong amd diKTopo, T0 UTO £ivol AMTOTEAECUATIKO KATO TOV d0YKOUATMOV
QUIOV Kol avakoLEilel omd ToV GTPAYYOAOUO, EVO TO WYELOOOTKTOUO £YEL OVTIOWOLPPOTKES
dvvapets. O ITiiviog Bempel yevikad OTL TO QOPUOKEVTIKA QUTA KPNTIKNG TPOEAEVOTG - £1C KOl
15 and ta 32 - givor vynAOTEPNC TOLOTNTOS ad Tapopow €idn: n Kpnrn PBpioketar oty
KOPLOT TNG «KATATAEN S TV TEPLOYDV TOPAYMOYNG PUPLAKEVTIK®V BoTdvmv, akolovBovpevn
and T1g meproyég g Pokidag, g ®escariag, g EVPotag, g Apkadiog kot g Aakwviog.

>0 épyo tov De antidotis Galen of Pergamon, o apyiotpoc tov awvtokpdropo Mdapkov

AvpnAiov, TopEYEL ONUOVTIKES TANPOPOPIES Y10 TO CVTOKPATOPIKO «LOVOTADOAL0» GLAAOYNG KO
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eEAYOYNC KPNTIKOV QUTOV: «UOVO HEPIKA TPOIOVTA dEV PTAVOLV KOONUEPIVA, OTTMG VTA OO
™ ZikeMa, T Meyddn APon kot ToAdd Tov eEpvouy kdbe xpovo to kalokaipt amd v Kpnm,
Otav 01 GLAAEKTEG POTAV®V, TOVG OTOIOVG O ATOKPATOPAG KPUTH €Kl BTNV VINPEGiO TOL,
OTEAVOLV OYL LOVO GTOV 1010 TOV AVTOKPATOPO AALA KOl GE OAOKANPT) TNV TOAN YELATA KOAGOLO
nov ovopalovtot «intrecciati», eneidn eivorl KotaokevaopéEva omd veacuévn yado. To kaddoio
avtd eEdyovtar omd v Kp1tn oe moAAég dAdeg emapyieg, ®OTE va punv Aginel Timota amd 6o
@voVTaL 6TO VNGi, EUTA, Kapmoi, ondpot, pileg kar yopod» (Ewc. 5, Tleproyn davoung tov
Kpntikod Aiktapov).

Yto Edictum de pretiis, évav katdAoyo pEYIGTOV TIUOV Y10 TPOIOVTO KOl VINPEGIEG,
7oV €k60ONKe and Tov avtokpatopa AtokAntiovo to 301 p.X., to Tpuua de plantis Tpocpépet
emPefainon TG cLVEXELNG TOV EMKEPOOVG EUTOPIOL KPNTIKMOY PLTMOV OKOUN Kol KOTQ TNV
nepiodo petd ) paptupio tov Fadnvod. Zvykekpipéva, 1o Atdtoypa avapépet o1ydag mTpmTng
nowdtntag (1 MBpa, dnvéapra 250) ko d1x0ag devtepng mowdtntog (1 Aippa, dnvapia 200). H
0€om aVToD TOL EUTOPEVUATOG GTOV KOTAAOYO - d1yOaC PpioKeTol HETE TO «YLUOG TOV SEVIPOV
BaAicapo» kol Tpv amd 1O «AAdl GUOHPVOCH Kol TO «AAdL TOL GTIKEVAP» - LOG ETITPENEL VO
WGYLPIETOVHE OTL Moy TPAypatt €va eLTIKO €100¢ mov ypnoomomOnke Yo 10TpPUKoHS
okomovg. EmmAéov, pe Béomn Tic povntikég Kot YA®GGIKES 1d1ontepOTNTEG TNG AEENG - LaL EVEon
Tov Akt + 8duvog, Snradn «Bdpvocy, «Bduvocy tov Bovvol Tov PpioKETOL GTNV OVATOAIKN
Kpnm - eivoar mbovd o6t1 Mrav mpdyupott to Potavo «tng Dittey, Ay to Kpntikd

Atiktapvov/Alktopov.



