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ABSTRACT — The aim of this essay is to shed light on three related Peripatetic texts
that have received little scholarly attention: a passage in Aristotle’s Historia animalium
I 11, on the nose, which mentions in passing that «sneezing [...] is alone of breaths
(mvevpdrov) a sign prophetic and sacred»; and, two chapters in pseudo-Aristotle, Prob-
lemata physica XXXIII, which ask and attempt to answer the question: why is sneezing
(thought to be) sacred? An important issue distinguishing the latter from the former is
the view that the head is the seat of reason.

KEYWORDS — Aristotle; Historia animaliunz; omen; Problemata physica; religion; sacred; sneez-
ing; Strato — Aristotele; Historia animaliunz; presagio; Problemata physica; religione; sacro; starnuto;
Stratone.

The provinces of the deities were so subdivided,
that there was even a God of Sneezing (see Aris-
totle’s Problems, sec. 33, cap. 7).

David Hume, The Natural History of Religion, n. 1

1. «HISTORIA ANIMALIUM» I 11, «PROBLEMATA PHYSICA» XXXIII
AND THEIR CULTURAL AND INTELLECTUAL CONTEXT

There is clearly no one purpose for which each of the over 900 chapters
of the Problemata physica attributed to Aristotle was composed. This
should come as no surprise, given that this massive collection (the third
longest work in the corpus Aristotelicum) is surely the product of many
hands compiled over many decades, if not centuries'. Some chapters
raise questions with a view to discovering the efficient cause of some phe-
nomenon; some raise questions about a passage in a philosophic or scien-
tific text (e.g. a Theophrastean opusculum or Hippocratic treatise); some

L Cf. Flashar 1962, 295-384; Mayhew 2011, I, xiii-xxxiii, and Bodnar 2015.
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attempt to solve an aporia; some set out to explain a saying, traditional
lore, or other widespread or reputable opinions (ezdoxa); and, some try
to achieve a combination of two or more of these purposes 2.

I am concerned here with two related problémata that raise questions
about a passage in Aristotle’s Historia animalium 1 11 and an endoxon
to which it refers. They are of special interest, being two of the very few
chapters in this work that deal with a religious issue’. They are located
in [Pr.] XXXIII, which (according to its title, 6ca mepi poxtiipa) is con-
cerned with the nostril *. All but four of its eighteen chapters, however,
are devoted to sneezing (1-5,7-12, 15-17), and two of these (7 and 9) deal
with the idea that sneezing is divine or sacred”’.

A noteworthy ancient Greek example of a sacred sneeze, which both
Aristotle and the author of [Pr.] XXXIII 7 and 9° would surely have
been aware of, is Odyssey XVII 539-5477. After Penelope says to the
‘beggar’ (i.e. Odysseus in disguise) that if Odysseus were to return, he
would take vengeance on the suitors,

[...]1 Telemachus sneezed loudly ¢, and around the house
it echoed terribly; but Penelope laughed.

2 Flashar 1962 is still the best commentary on the Problemata physica. Centrone 2011
and Mayhew 2015 are two important collections of essays on the Problemata. Though
neither contains an essay dealing with the problénata that are my focus here, many of the
essays deal with the connection between the Problemata and the works of Aristotle.

? [Pr.] XXIV 19 is similar in form to them, but quite brief. I quote it in its entirety:
«Why are hot bathing-places sacred? Is it because they come from two very sacred
things, sulfur and lightning bolt?» (A ti té Oeppa Aovtpdr iepd; ij Gt 4nd OV igpTdTmy
yivovtai, Bgiov kai kepavvod;). Translations from the Greek are my own, except where
indicated. For the Problemata, 1 have used my Loeb translation (Mayhew 2011), often
modified.

4The Problemata ends with eight books dealing with human anatomy, broadly
understood: eyes (XXXI), ears (XXXII), the nostril (or nose) (XXXIII), the mouth
«and the things in it» (XXXIV), touch (XXXV), the face (XXXVI), the entire body
(XXXVII), and complexion (XXXVIII). G. Marenghi included [Pr.] XXXI-XXXVIIT
in his Aristotele, Problemi di medicina (1999?).

> It is worth mentioning in this connection [Pr.] XXXIII 11, which begins: «Why
is the sneezing that occurs from midnight until midday not good, but the sneezing from
midday until midnight is?» (At ti oi pév and pécwv voktdv dypt péong Huépog ovk dyabol
nTappot, oi 8 amd péong Nuépac dypt pécwv voktdv;) In this probléma, the author goes
on to refer to «why we beware sneezing» (510 eddapovuedo ntépewv). But as there is no
direct reference to the sacred or to omens, nor to nvedpa or the mechanics of sneezing,
I do not discuss it here.

¢T assume for the sake of convenience (and it may well be true) that [Pr.] XXXIII
7 and 9 were composed by the same person, though not much in what follows hangs on
this assumption.

7 For commentary, cf. Steiner 2010, 147-148.

8 Steiner 2010, 147: «the only sneeze in epic».
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[...] TnAépoyog 8¢ pnéy’ Emtapeyv, auei 8¢ ddp
opepdaiéov kovapnoe: yédaooe 8 Tnveroneia. (541-542)

Three lines later, she adds (545-547):

Don’t you see, my son has sneezed at all my words?
So death complete will indeed befall my suitors,
All of them, and not one will escape death and destruction.

oVy 0paag, 6 ot viog Eméntope TAGLY ENECTL;
@ K€ Kol 00K AteAg Odvatog pvnotijpot yévorto
Aol LA, 008¢ K Tig Bdvatov kol kijpag aAvEet.

Penelope saw Telemachus’ sneeze — occurring when it did — as a favora-
ble omen from the gods°.

Aristotle mentions sneezing as an omen, in passing, in the first book
of the Historia animalium. In Hist. an. 1 6, he initiates a discussion of the
differences between animal parts, beginning with the parts of a human
being, as they are the ones we know best (491a 14-23). He starts at the
top of the body, and Hist. an. 1 8-11 are devoted to the face and head. In
111, he writes (492b 5-13):

Further, the part of the face that is a passage for breath is the nose. For one
both inhales and exhales with it, and sneezing '° — an exiting of amassed
breath — occurs through it and is alone of breaths a sign prophetic and
sacred. But at the same time, inhalation and exhalation occur in the chest,
and it is impossible to inhale or exhale separately with the nostrils, because
it is from the chest that inhalation and exhalation come, along the uvula,
and not from some part of the head. It is in fact possible to live without
making use of this [i.e. the nose]. !

£T1 TPOCAOTOV UEPOG TO HEV OV T@ Tvedpatt mOPOG Pig Kal yop avamvel Kol
€kmvel TavTy, Kol O TTappog dto tadTng yivetot, mvedpatog abpoov £Eodog,
onpeiov olVIGTIKOV Kol iEpOV LOVOV TAV TVELUAT®V. Gpo & 1) AVATVELGIG
Kol €kmvevolg yivetor eig 10 otffog, Kol GdVvvaTov YOPIg TOIg HVKTTPOLY
avamvedoar fi ékmvedoar d16 T €k tod oTHfovg £lvar TV Avomvony Kol
EKTTVOTV KOTO TOV YOPYOPEDVO, KOl U K THG KEPOANG TIVL LEPEL EVIEXETUL OE
Kol pun xpopevov tavtn Civ.

What is important for my purposes (as will become clear) is that Aristotle
treats sneezing as a kind of breath (the build up from inhalation, followed

For other ancient Greek examples of a sneeze as an omen, cf. Pease 1911,
Flashar 1962, 744; Steiner 2010, 147-148, and Zierlein 2013, 286.

10 The word mtapuoég (‘a sneeze’ or ‘sneezing’) appears thirty-four times in the
corpus Aristotelicum: once here, and thirty-three times in the Problemata — twenty of
these in [Pr.] XXXIIL

' In translating this passage, I have made use of Reeve 2019, 13. For detailed com-
mentary on the passage, cf. Zierlein 2013, 285-287.
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by a massive exhalation) 2. So it follows that sneezing, like breathing gen-
erally, occurs in and comes from the chest, not the nose — and therefore
not from the head ¥. It is in this context that Aristotle makes the remark
about sacred sneezing.

Aristotle regards as at least noteworthy, in a scientific work, the view
that sneezes were used in prophecy and considered sacred. But what is
the purpose of this remark about sneezing '*? If the Historia animalium
were a set of Aristotle’s lecture notes, one might conclude that this
remark was merely a colorful aside; but the scholarly consensus (with
which I agree) is that that is not the nature of this work. It is a scholarly
treatise «Between Data and Demonstration» (to use the title of Lennox
2001b, ch. 2): it represents the organization of data stage of Aristotle’s
biological enterprise — with ‘data’ including not only Aristotle’s own first-
hand scientific observations, but also common endoxa as well as reports
of strange animals and phenomena .

2 As Zierlein 2013, 286 explains, Aristotle nowhere provides a physiological
explanation of sneezing, though such an explanation can be found in the Problemata:
«Wihrend sich in den aristotelischen Schriften keine physiologische Erklirung fiir das
Phinomen des Niesens findet, wird dessen Ursache in der im Corpus Aristotelicum
tiberlieferten und aus dem 3. Jahrhundert v. Chr. stammenden peripatetischen Schrift
Problemata Physica X 54.897 a 1ff. ausfiihrlich beschrieben (vgl. auch Probl. X 18.892 b
22ff. und Probl. XXX 10.962 b 8ff.): Beim Niesen handelt es sich um feuchte Luft, die
durch ein Ubermal an korperlicher Wirme und Feuchtigkeit aus der Herzregion zur
Nase steige und gesammelt ausgestolen werde. Aufgrund der aufrechten Haltung des
Menschen wandere die aufsteigende Wirme bei ihm vollstindig in den Kopf, wihrend
sie sich bei den tibrigen Lebewesen im Korper verteile. Intensives und hiufiges Niesen
ist demzufolge eine menschliche Besonderheit».

B For Aristotle, that the nose, and its position on the face, is important with respect
to the sense of smell and 7o# to breathing, cf. Part. an. 11 10, 657a 4-11. In Resp. 11, he
says that one of the two functions of the mouth is to be a passage for breath, but he does
not mention the nose or nostrils.

14 Zierlein 2013, 286 merely comments: «Das Niesen wird in der griechischen wie
auch romischen Antike allgemein als omindses Zeichen betrachtet» (followed by refer-
ences). David Balme (c.d.s., ad loc.), commenting on igpév, remarks: «the point here
may be that man sneezes more frequently than animals». I cannot rule that out; but note
that why humans sneeze more than other animals is the question raised in [Pr.] X 18;
X 54, and XXXIII 10, and in every case the answer has nothing to do with the sanctity
of sneezing. But that this is connected to the human’s upright stature (more on which
shortly), see above n. 12.

% On the nature and purpose of the Historia animalium, see Hist. an. 1 6, 491a
7-14, and (in addition to Lennox 2001b, ch. 2) Balme 1987; Gotthelf 2012, 315-324,
383-388, and Lennox 2021, § 5.1. On the surprising nature of some of the data included
in this work, cf. Leunissen 2021, 73-76 (which bears the subheading: «The Importance
of Folklore, Fables, and Hearsay for the Collection of Zoological Facts»), and especially
Lloyd 1983, passim.
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Aristotle was not interested solely in what he could observe himself
or gather from the reports of people who work with animals (e.g. shep-
herds, beekeepers) . He believed it was also worth examining claims
about animals and phenomena that were considered strange or paradoxi-
cal (especially in the context of biological research). Sometimes reports
of such mirabilia or paradoxa were dismissed as false, but other times
they were accepted provisionally (if verification was not possible) and
used as supplementary data to support some point. As an example of
the former, in Hist. an. VI 7, Aristotle writes that the cuckoo «is said
by some» (Aéyetar vm6 Tvov) to be a hawk transformed (563b 14-15) —
a claim he rejects straightaway. This may be a marvelous thing heard
(Bavpdoto dxovopata), but it is patently false and so dismissed. Most of
the evidence for fovpdoia dxovouato having played a positive role are
in Hist. an. VIII (IX) V7. Hist. an. VIII (IX) 5, for instance, reads like a
series of reports of such phenomena, organized so as to illustrate or dem-
onstrate the intelligence of deer. For example: «I? s sazd that no one has
yet seen the left horn; for [it is said] that they conceal it as having some
medicinal property» (1éyetar & d¢ 10 Ap1oTEPOY KéPAC OVSEIC L EDpAKEV:
AmOKPYHTTEY Yap adTO MC Exov TveL pappoksiav) (611a 29-30) 18,

I would speculate that Aristotle’s comment in Hzst. an. 1 11 about
sacred sneezing falls somewhere between these two examples. That is,
he neither dismisses it as obviously false, like the cuckoo — hawk report,
nor does he provisionally accept it, like the report of deer burying their
horn (as a sign of cervine intelligence). Instead, he is or at least seems to
be neutral or noncommittal . This does not necessarily imply, however,
that Aristotle had no opinion about this e#zdoxon. That may explain why
he immediately goes on to make the point (beginning &uo &, which sug-
gests a contrast) that sneezing comes from the chest and not the head
(more on this shortly).

Incidentally, I do not regard this interest in fadpata or paradoxa as
some ‘shadowy area’ in Aristotle’s biological inquiry, beyond or within

16 Cf. Zatta 2022, 179, and especially Leunissen 2021.

7 That is, book VIII according to ancient evidence and the medieval manuscripts
(and accepted in Balme 2002), book IX according the rearrangement of Theodore of
Gaza (made standard by Bekker). On the role of 8avpdoio axovopata in Hist. an. VIII
(IX), cf. Mayhew c.d.s.

18 A similar report is included in [Arist.] Mzr. ausc. 75, and in [Antig. Car.] Mir. 20
(which refers to Aristotle), as well as in Theophrastus’ (lost) On Awimals Said to Be
Grudging (Tlepi tdv (v doo Aéyetar gBoveiv): cf. Phot. Bibl cod. 278, 528a 40 - b 27
(fr. 362A FHS&G), Ael. NA TII 17 (fr. 362C), and Plin. NH VIII 115 (fr. 362D).

T am grateful to both of the journal’s referees for urging me to rethink my previ-
ous view that Aristotle was here obviously dismissing the idea of the sacred sneeze.
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rationality and logic 2. Rather, I see it as consistent with the nature and
aims of the Historia animalium, and even with Aristotle’s commitment
to empirical foundationalism (though admittedly, this interest at times
might seem to be in tension with it) 2!,

In any case, it is worth comparing the Hisz. an. 1 11 aside about sacred
sneezing with the opening of Aristotle’s De divinatione per somnum:

Concerning the divination that occurs during periods of sleep, and is said
to result from dreams, it is not easy to treat it with contempt or to believe it.

mepl 8¢ TG HOVTIKTG THiG €V Tolg VTvolg yivopuévng kol Aeyopévng cupfaivev
and tdv dvurmviov, obte katappoviicar pédiov odte mersdfiivar. (Dv. somn. 1

462b 12-14)

In the case of the divination in dreams, of course, Aristotle goes on to
explain his own views at length. By contrast, the idea that sneezing is
sacred and prophetic — which in Hisz. an. 1 11 similarly seems to reside
in his evaluation somewhere between contempt and belief — is set aside
without further comment. Perhaps this was in part because he found it a
relatively trivial issue, in part because he was leaving it to others to pursue
further. In any case, it is likely that Aristotle’s brief remark prompted
the author of [Pr.] XXXIII 7 and 9 to raise questions that ask for such
further explanation 2.

2. «PROBLEMATA PHYSICA» XXXIII 7 AND 9

The remainder of this essay is, in effect, a commentary on [Pr.] XXXIII
7 and 9. T want to assess the arguments contained therein, and further,
attempt to determine what they imply about the attitude of their author

20 Describing the interest in 7zirabilia on the part of Aristotle and Ctesias, Jacob
1981, 121 writes: «Mais peut-on laisser ainsi de coté cet aspect important de la menta-
lité grecque, et ne retenir que les éléments et les secteurs relevant de la raison et de la
logique? Ne faut-il pas prendre en compte de pareilles ‘zones d’ombre’ et en rechercher
les principes organisateurs qui, peut-étre, relévent d’une logique différente?». Li Causi
2003, 102 uses the same language: «le zone d’ombra nello spazio della razionalita degli
antichi».

2L Cf. e.g. Leunissen 2021, 68-73. For an account of Aristotle’s empirical founda-
tionalism, cf. Salmieri 2014.

22 Similarly, Meeusen 2020, 68: «Since Aristotle does not provide an explanation,
it may well be that the author of Pr. 33.9 saw a problem here that required separate
discussion and further consideration».

P Louis’s Les Belles Lettres edition of the Problemeta physica, in three volumes,
is now considered standard. The third volume (1994) contains [Pr.] XXXIII. But
Marenghi’s edition is in fact superior, in the case of the twenty books for which he

Erga-Logoi— 11 (2023) 1 - https://www.ledonline.it/Erga-Logoi
Online ISSN 2282-3212 - Print ISSN 2280-9678 - ISBN 978-88-5513-103-2

62


https://www.ledonline.it/Erga-Logoi

Sacred Sneezes in Aristotle

toward this religious endoxon. 1 proceed in the order in which they
appear, in part because there seems to be a certain logic to that order (as
I hope to make clear) and in part because the second is longer and more
involved.

[Pr.] XXXIII 7 begins:

Why do we consider sneezing to be divine, but not coughing or a runny
nose?

Ad, Ti 1OV pév mrappov Oeiov 2 iyodueba eivat, tv 88 Piye fj TV képvlov ob;

The question is not about the divinity of sneezing, but about why it is
considered divine while coughing and a runny nose are not. I think it
possible that the manner of raising this question is itself a polite (note
the first person plural) implicit criticism: Why do we hold sneezing to
be divine, but not other things issuing from the head? Coughing, as a
kind of nvedpa, is a good analogue; but a runny nose is apt as well, for
although it is not a kind of nvedua, it too is a (relatively minor) bodily
function that involves something exiting the body from the same place
that a sneeze does.

The author asks two follow-up questions, each one offering a dif-
ferent way of answering the question (which the author does not pursue

further). The first:

Is it because it comes out of the most divine part of us, the head, from
which there is reasoning?

1} 01071 €k T0D OerotdTov TOV MEPL NUAG ThG KEPAATG, 60V O Loyiopodg €07,
yivetay

This one focuses on what is supposedly positive about sneezing (the
implication being that the others lack this): sneezing comes from the
most divine part, the head. But why is the head the most divine part?
Was this view shared by Aristotle? And is it not the case that coughing
and a runny nose come from the head?

In Part. an. IV 10, 686a 25-35, Aristotle argues that the human being
«alone of the animals is upright, on account of the fact that its nature and

produced critical editions, in four distinct works (cf. for instance n. 24). His edition of
[Pr.] XXXIII is found in Marenghi 19992, 218-235.

2 0g6v (god) is the reading of all of the manuscripts (recall the epigraph to this
paper, from David Hume). Flashar 1962, 744, and Louis 1994, 72 both accept this read-
ing, and refer to Osiov as Richard’s conjecture (1915, 152), which it was. But Marenghi
19992, 222 indicates that 0siov was suggested by a second hand in the margins of one
of the major manuscripts (K* = Marcianus gr. IV, 58; 13™ c.), and that the important
13" century Latin translation of Bartholomew of Messina had awugurium.
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essential-being are divine; and it is a function of that which is most divine to
think and to reason» (9p0ov [...] €5t pévov T@V (v S8 10 THY HGIY adTod
Kai TNV ovoiav eivol Oeiov: Epyov 8¢ Tod OelotdTov TO Voely kol ppoveiv) 2. In
Eth. Nic. X 8,1177b 26 - 1178a 7, Aristotle claims that humans are divine
owing to their ability to think — to their possession of vodg (thought or
understanding) 2°. What is missing from both of these accounts, however,
but of capital importance in [Pr.] XXXIII 7, is the idea that the head is the
most divine part because that is where reasoning resides.

This is important, as it reveals that [Pr.] XXXIII 7 could not have
come from Aristotle, or from anyone in his school who agreed with him
about the locus of human reasoning. At least, that is the case if the first
follow-up question in [Pr.] XXXIII 7 is meant to imply a possible solu-
tion. For on Aristotle’s view, although reason can be considered divine,
the head is not the seat of reasoning, for the brain is not the organ of
perception or cognition. Aristotle is aware that people hold this view, but
he rejects it (cf. Juv. 3, 469a 20-23). He claims instead that the purpose
of the brain (the coldest organ) is to regulate (by cooling) the tempera-
ture of the body, and especially the heat in the heart (cf. Part. an. 11 7
and Somn. 3, 457b 26-31) #7. It is the heart that plays the central role in
sense perception, whereas there is no organ in the body that is the seat of
thought or understanding (votc) 2.

Instead, the view described here (the solution implied) possibly
comes from Plato® or (more likely, in the context of the Problemata)
from the Lyceum while Strato (died c. 270 BC) was scholarch, if not after
him. In pseudo-Plutarch, Placita IV 5 (Mor. 899A) (= fr. 57 Sharples),
Strato is included in the group of thinkers who locate the authoritative or
principal part of the soul in (some part of) the head:

» Translation from Lennox 20014, slightly modified. For commentary and a pres-
entation of Aristotle’s argument (including the gaps in it), cf. Lennox 2001a, 317-318.

26 E.g. 1177b 30-31: &i &1 Ogiov 6 vodg mpog TOV dvBpomov, kai 6 katd todtov Biog
0giog mpog 1oV avbpdmvov Biov. On the divinity of vod, cf. also Metaph. A 7 and 9.

%7 On cooling as the purpose of breathing, cf. Resp. 8-11, 15-16.

2 On the heart, cf. e.g. Part. an. 11 4 and Somen. 2. On voig, cf. De an. 11 1, 413a
3-7,413b 24-29; 111 5, 430a 17-19; Gen. an. 11 3, 736b 21-29.

2 Louis 1994, 111 n. 22: «Conception platonicienne». Cf. Plat. T7. 44d-45b (and on
the construction of the body, with channels for the exiting of breath and their relation
to the parts of the soul, cf. 69¢-71d). It is noteworthy that while discussing pig brains
(8yxépalot yoipeior), Athenaeus (IT 66¢) attributes the following view to the ancient
Greeks generally (and he names Homer, Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes):
«That they considered the head sacred is clear from their swearing by it and revering
as sacred the sneeze coming from it» (811 8’ iepdv £vépulov Thv keparnyv dfjkov &k T0d kai
Kot oaOThic OUVOELY KOl TOVG YIVOUEVOLG G’ oD THC TTAPUOVES TPOGKVVEIV (G iEpovc).
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What is the authoritative [part] of the soul, and in what is it.
Plato, Democritus: in the head as a whole.
Strato: in the space between the eyebrows.

Ti 10 Tfig Yuyfc NyerovIKOV Kal €V Tivi €GTiv
[MAdtov Anpdkpitog v OAN T1] KEQUAT].
Tpdrev &v ueco@pvm. *°

It is unclear whether the author of [Pr.] XXXIII 7 is claiming or pro-
posing that the head is considered divine because it is thought to be the
seat of reason, and as sneezing comes from the head it too is considered
divine; or further, that there is thought to be some connection between
sneezing and reasoning. I see no reason to accept the latter, unless in the
background here (though left unstated) is the claim from Aristotle that
sneezing is prophetic —i.e. used as an omen, a source of information, and
so of cognitive value.

Now, as indicated, one might object that coughing and a runny nose
emerge from the head as well, and so these too ought by the same logic
to be considered divine. This I think may well account for the second
follow-up question. While the first focused on what is supposedly posi-
tive about sneezing, the second focuses on what is negative about cough-
ing and a runny nose:

Or is it because the others come from diseases, but this does not?
i 611 10 pEV dAla amod vosovvimv yivetatl, Todto 8¢ ob;

This is a good way to proceed. That is, one can see why the author would
hold (or people generally would believe) that coughing and a runny nose
are associated with disease or poor health, whereas even the healthiest
people are capable of sneezing sometimes. Moreover, works in the Hip-
pocratic corpus, for instance, often treat sneezing as something associ-
ated with health (which of course is not to say that it is never associated
with illness) >

30 After a couple of other figures with similar views, pseudo-Plutarch turns to those
who locate the authoritative part of the soul elsewhere (e.g. in the heart).

’1 Prog. 14 claims that in lung diseases, sneezing is a bad sign (kaxév), but that
in all other deadly diseases, it is beneficial (¢AX &v toicv &Aloist vovsfpost toict
Quvatddect voopacty omdestdrolsty oi trappoi Avsiteréovsty). On sneezing as a way
in which nature takes care of an illness, and so is something good, cf. Epzd. VI 5; and
note Aph. V 35: «In a woman suffering from ailments in the womb, or having difficul-
ties in childbirth, an onset of sneezing is good» (yvvoiki Vo VoTEPIKGY Evoyhovpévy,
| dustokovon, mTopudg Emyvopevog, ayadov). Thus, the application of what induces
sneezing (16 mrapuicdg) is sometimes recommended (cf. e.g. Mzl T 68, IT 17 [126 L]).
On sneezing as a positive, cf. also Aph. V 49 and VI 13, Coac. 145 and 393. For other
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[Pr.] XXXIII 7 ends with the second follow-up question. As is so
often the case with chapters in the Problemata (especially brief ones),
more questions are raised than are answered.

Perhaps because coughing and a runny nose were considered and
rejected in [Pr.] XXXIII 7, two other arguably comparable bodily functions —
in fact they are both kinds of nvedpo — are put forward in [Pr.] XXXIII 92

Why are the other escapes of breath, such as flatulence or belching, not
sacred, but the escape of a sneeze is sacred?

A0 Ti TdY pév BALoV Tvevpdtav ai §£o0d0t, olov gpvoNg Kai &puypod, ovy iepad,
1 8¢ 1od mrapuod iepd;

I suspect that flatulence might imply a critical rather than a neutral
approach to the issue, though it is a burst of air**. Flatulence, however,
is clearly 7ot from the head, whereas one might think belching is. Not so,
says the author of [Pr.] XXXIII 9 — as is clear from the first follow-up
question, with additional comment:

Is it because of the three regions involved — the head, the trunk, and the
lower abdomen * — the head is the most divine? But flatulence is breath
from the lower abdomen and belching from the upper, whereas sneezing
is from the head. Because this region is most sacred, therefore, they also
revere the breath there as sacred.

wdtEPOV OTL TPLAV TOTOV SVTOV, KEQAANS Kol Odpakog kai Tiig kéto Kotkiag, 1
KepaAn Betdotatov; £0Tt 8¢ OGO HEV Ao TG KAt Kotkiog mvedpa, EpVYROG 6

instances of sneezing as a bad sign, cf. e.g. Epid. 123, Mul. 11 44 (153 L). In at least one
case, sneezing marked the beginning of the end: Epzd. V 21.

32 This probléma has also been transmitted in another collection of problémata:
pseudo-Aristotle/pseudo-Alexander, Supplementa Problematorum (cf. Kapetanaki -
Sharples 2006), specifically [Sup. Pr.] 11 50 (cf. the Appendix below). The text of [Sup.
Pr.] 11 50 is arguably superior, and I twice emend [Pr.]XXXIII 9 based on its readings
(once more than Marenghi does), and in one case I refer to its variant reading in a
footnote (the next one).

3 Where [Pr.] XXXIII 9 has iepé, [Sup. Pr.] 11 50 has pévn, which is arguably
better: «but on/ly the escape of a sneeze is?».

** But note Hom. Hynzn Hermes 294-298 for an example of flatulence as an omen.
Tt comes from the infant Hermes, however, and is followed by a sneeze. Steiner 2010,
147 calls this «a play on the prophetic sneeze, here preceded by a less decorous form of
bodily emission».

» Aristotle describes the 0dpaé (trunk) as the part of the body between the neck
and genitals (Hisz. an. 11,491a 29-30). If that were its meaning here, it would include the
lower abdomen, but clearly it does not. In my Loeb translation (2011, 365) I rendered
it chest; but given the next line, it likely refers to the part of the body between (and not
including) the neck and the lower abdomen (t#j¢ kéto kotkiag). The 0dpag does include,
however, the upper abdomen (tfi¢ &vo [sc. kothiag]) mentioned in the next sentence.
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Tfic &ve, 6 88 mTopudg Tiic kepuAfic. S1d 10 iepdTatov ody elvat TOV TOTOV Kai
10 mvedpa 10 £viedbev g iepov TposKuvoIoLY.

This explains why sneezing is considered sacred and belching is not; ** and
looking back at [Pr.] XXXIII 7, this could also be used against coughing,
which comes from the lungs (which are located in the trunk). But the
author does not indicate why the head is sacred, which is supposed to
be the reason why people are said to revere sneezing. I assume it is for
the same reason that in [Pr.] XXXIII 7 (perhaps by the same author) the
head is called the most divine part: it is considered the seat of reason.

The second follow-up question, with explanation, is a bit more
sophisticated than what we have seen so far:

Or is it that all the breaths signify that the regions mentioned are for the
most part in a better condition? For without passing [anything] >, the
breath in escaping brings relief, so that sneezing too [signifies] that the
region around the head is healthy and able to produce concoction. For
when the heat in the head masters the moisture, then the breath becomes
a sneeze.

1} 6Tt dmavto Td Tvedpata onpaivel Tovg Eipnuévous TOmovs BEXTIOV ExEy MG
€l TO TOAD; pn Say®povvTeVv yap, Koveilel 10 mvedua degldv, dote Kol O
TTOPUOG TOV TEPL TNV KEQAANV TOTOV, OTL VYlaivel Kol dvvatal TETTEW. dTav
yap Kpation 1 v T kepalf] OeppoTng v vypdTNTO, TO TVEDUA TOTE YiveTaL
TTOPUOG.

The author may be making use of Hippocratic conceptions of the
mechanics of sneezing®®. But what is important for our purposes is
that the author is making the case that all three ‘escapes of breath’ are
healthy **. So the answer to the opening question cannot be that sneez-
ing is healthy while the other two are not (as in [Pr.] XXXIII 7, where
coughing and a runny nose were distinguished from sneezing by being

%0 Louis 1994, 111 n. 28 comments: «L’emploi de nposkvvodotv est apparemment

ironique, comme plus bas a 962b6». T doubt that the use of nposkvvodow in 962b 6 (the
last line of [Pr.] XXXIII 9) is ironic.

7 E.g. excrement or nasal mucus.

8 Cf. e.g. Aph. VII 51: «Sneezing comes from the head when the brain is over-
heated or when the cavity in the head is overly-moistened. So, the air inside overflows,
and it makes a noise because its escape is through a narrow passage» (ntapuog yiverar éx
TG KEQOATG, SI(XGEp},L(IlVO},lSVOD 10D £YKEPGLOV, | Stwypatvopévov Tod €V Tf] KEQAA]) KeveEOD:
VIEPYEETAL 0DV O AMp O EVEDV, Yopéet 8¢, Tt d1d 5TEVoD 1 S1EE0dog avtod éotty). Cf. [Pr.] X
18 and 54 (and cf. n. 12 above).

" Epid. 11 3, 1 states that increases or decreases in coughing, sneezing, belching,
and flatulence (inter alia) are signs to look for in certain kinds of afflictions: £¢’ oist &
Kol okola Ta onueio kol mheio fi peio ywoueva, ydoun, e, rropuog, okopdivnua, &pevdig,
@doa: TAVTO TO TOLODTA.
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unhealthy). Sneezing alone, however, is a sign (and cause) of health 7 the
head, which according to the author is most vital.

To support the claim that sneezing signifies health, [Pr.] XXXIII 9
continues:

And this is why they test those who are dying with what induces sneezing,
so that if they cannot be affected by this, they are past saving.

10 Kol Tovg €KOVIoKOVTAG KPIVOUGT TTAPUIKD, MG €AV U] TOVT® SVVOVTOL
nhoyew, dodTovg dvtag.

The author concludes:

So, as a sign of health in the best and most sacred region, they revere
[sneezing] as sacred and make it a good omen.

®ote O onuelov vyeiag 10D ApioTov Kol lEpM®TATOL TOTOV TPOGKVVODGIV MG
iepov, Kai eriunv ayadnv totodvtat.

This conclusion has a Prodicean ring to it. Sextus Empiricus for instance
(to quote just one relevant fragment) reports (Math. IX 50-54 = Prodicus
fr. 75 Mayhew):

Prodicus said that what benefited life had been supposed to be a god, thus
sun and moon and river and lakes and pastures and crops and everything
of this sort.

ITpddikog 8¢ 10 deeAoDV OV Biov dVIelfeat Oedv, dg fjAlov kol ceAvny Kal
TOTaUOVG Kol Mpvag kol Aeudvag kai Koprodg Kai iy 10 To1outddeg. *!

That is to say, our Problemata author does not take sacred sneezing seri-
ously — in the sense of regarding it as possibly true — but neither does
he dismiss it contemptuously. Rather, he wants to explain a widespread
belief that is in fact false. It is a sign of health issuing from the most
authoritative part of the body, and that is why people have come to
revere it ¥,

But perhaps we can (also) find in this conclusion a more Peripatetic
explanation. Toward the end of Metaphysics A 8, Aristotle writes that
mythic or religious stories may contain a grain of truth or have their
source in something true:

40 Epid. VII 1, 112 describes a patient who was suffering from head pain and fever
and was of unsound mind in a phrenetic way (rapékpovse tpomov @pevitikév); and,
although something was used to induce sneezing (ntapuixd), he died.

4 Cf. further frs. 70-77 for Prodicus’ atheism (or agnosticism) and his conception
of the origin of belief in the gods.

4 Cf. Meeusen 2020, 68.
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From the oldest and most ancient times it has been handed down in the
form of a myth (év pvOov oyfuoty), left to posterity, that these [i.e., the
celestial objects] are gods and that the divine embraces the whole of
nature. The rest was added later in mythical form (uw0wédg) with a view to
the persuasion of the many and with a view to its legal and beneficial use
(mpog TV me® AV TOAADY Koi TPOG TNV £ig TOVG VOROVG Kol TO GLUEEPOV
xpfiow); for they say these [gods] are anthropomorphic or like some of
the other animals [...]. If one were to separate the first [point] and take
it alone — that they believed the first beings to be gods (611 8cod¢ Povto
T8¢ Tp@Tag ovoiog eival) — one would think that they spoke divinely, etc.
(1074238 -b 14)

So to return to Hist. an. 1 11, perhaps the reason Aristotle did not dismiss
the common view that sneezing was considered prophetic and sacred,
was that this view, though false, might have been based in, or had its
origin in, some fact of reality — for instance, that sneezing was a sign of
good health #. And this is what the author of [Pr.] XXXIII 7 and 9 set
out to explore — though not necessarily with the same view as Aristotle’s
concerning the head as the seat of reason *.

ROBERT MAYHEW
Seton Hall University
robert. Mayhew@shu.edu

# For an attempt to explain why Aristotle seems to take traditional Olympian reli-
gion seriously, though it obviously contradicts his metaphysical commitments, cf. Segev
2017.

4“1 would like to thank the journal’s referees for comments that improved this
essay.
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APPENDIX
Arist. [Pr.] XXXIII 9 = Arist./Alex. [Sup. Pr.] 1150

Al Tl TV pév dAkev mvevpdtov ol E£o0dot, olov @o- 962a32
ong kai Epuypod, ovy tepai, 1 8¢ 100 mTappod iepd; TOTEPOV

4T TPV TOT®V SVTOV, KEQOATG Kol Odpakog Kol Thig KdTm

KotAag, 1 kepain Oeidtatov; 6Tt 8¢ Vo PEV Ao TG 35
KATo KOWAloG TveDpa, EPLYLOG OE THG v, 0 3¢ TTUPHOG

Tfic kePaAfc. S O iepdTaTov odV £lvat TOV TOTOV Kai 1O

nvedpa 10 Eviedbev mg iepov mpookvvodoy. §| 4Tt dmavta ta

TVEVLLOTO GTLOEVEL TOVG EIPNUEVOVG TOTOVG BEATIOV EYEV (G

€71 TO TOAD; 1) SO ®POVVI®V YAp, KOLPiLel TO TveDpa die- 40
E1ov, BoTe Kol 0 TTOPUOG TOV TEPL TNV KEPOATV TOTOV, OTL 962b1
Vylaivel koi dvvartat TETTEW; dTav Yap Kpathion N &v Tij

KePOAT] OeppodTNG TNV VYPOTNTA, TO TVEDUX TOTE YiveTOL

TTOPHOG. 010 Kol ToVG EkOVioKOVTAG KPIVOUGL TTAPUIKG, MG

€0V U1 TOVTEO dVVOVTOL TAGYEL, AoOTOVS HvTag. BOTE OG 5
onpeiov vyeiag tod ApicTov Kol lEPOTATOV TOTOV TPOGKVVODGLV

¢ 1iepdv, Koi UV ayodnv totodvrot.

[Pr.] = Arist. [Pr.] XXXTIT 9; [Sup. Pr.] = Arist./Alex. [Sup. Pr.] 1150

a33 ovy iepai [Pr.], transp. ante a32 olov [Sup. Pr.] |l iepé [Pr.] : povn [Sup. Pr.]  a34 16-
nov dvtov [Pr.]:éviev tonev [Sup. Pr.] a37 1o iepdtotov odv [Pr.]:yodv 10 ie-
potatov [Sup. Pr.] a40 mokd; ) Swuyopodviev yop koveiler [Pr.]:mold un Swyo-
povvtov, koveiler yap [Sup. Pr.] b2 bywiver [Pr.]:nvel [Sup. Pr.] b4 xpivovot
[Sup. Pr.]:xwodor Pr. b5 10010 [Pr.]:todto [Sup. Pr.] Il dodrovg [Pr.]: shovg vel
acdovg [Sup. Pr.] Il om. dg [Sup. Pr.1 b6 dyeiag [Pr.] : dnep [Sup. Pr.] Il apictov [Sup.
Pr.] : appwotov [Pr.] Il kai igpotéron témov [Pr.] : témov kai iepmwtdtov [Sup. Pr.]
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