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Abstract

Epidaurus was a location where religion and medicine crossed paths, and where
people would go for the treatment of many illnesses, both mental and physical. The
power of belief played a large role in the treatments of these illnesses, but in Epidaurus,
they were also mixing that belief with medicinal practices. This paper examines the
perception of the Sanctuary of Epidaurus and the place that it occupied in Ancient Greek
society, by specifically focussing on exploring firstly the metamorphosis of the myth of
Asclepius and how his ties to the Sanctuary of Epidaurus came to be. Here the focus will
be on the extant ancient texts left to us from authors such as Pindar, Ovid, Pausanias, and
Theodoret, just to name a few. The variations in the myths will be consulted. Secondly,
the geography and architecture of the site will be discussed in order to understand how
the Ancient Greek people used the site to their advantage. The geography of the site
allowed the Epidaurian Sanctuary to remain relatively sheltered yet able to develop its
own identity in terms of social, cultural, and medical practices. Thirdly, the healing power
of the theatre is considered in order to help understand its presence at the site and how it
was used within the practice of mental and physical healing provided to the suppliants.
The concept of a bond between theatre and medicine was a concept constructed at
sanctuaries dedicated to Asclepius, and as such Aristophanes’ Plutus will be examined
within this section. Fourthly, the ties between medicine and religion are delved into to
demonstrate how they cannot be treated as two individual entities at healing sanctuaries
and that there was a place for both at once. This will include examples left behind
demonstrating how Asclepius used both to his advantage.



Introduction

The Sanctuary of Epidaurus was a long standing and highly important place of
healing in ancient Greek antiquity. The sanctuary grew from a simple Bronze Age
Mycenaean settlement where remains of a small buildings and human occupation
artefacts have been found, to a large scale building project in the third century BCE with a
grand theatre. The sanctuary remained in use until the third century CE, proving to be one
of the most long lasting locations. The religion of the site began with a hero named
Maleatas, with whom Apollo was slowly incorporated, and then Apollo’s mortal son
Asclepius eventually became the prominent deity of healing for this sanctuary and many
others throughout the ancient world. The worship of Asclepius eventually spread
throughout Greek antiquity, and there were many sites that set up healing sanctuaries to
take advantage of this dispersal: which thereby resulted in the social reputation of the site
growing. This led to the Epidaurus location having become one of the most influential
locations within Greek Antiquity for people to have gone and had their illnesses

miraculously healed.

This paper examines the perception of the Sanctuary of Epidaurus and the place
that it occupied in Ancient Greek society, by specifically focussing on exploring firstly the
metamorphosis of the myth of Asclepius and how his ties to the Sanctuary of Epidaurus
came to be. Secondly, the geography and architecture of the site will be discussed in order
to understand how the Ancient Greek people used the site to their advantage. Thirdly, the
healing power of the theatre is considered in order to help appreciate its presence at the
site and how it was used within the mental and physical healing provided to the patients.

Fourthly, the ties between medicine and religion are delved into to demonstrate how they
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cannot be treated as two individual entities at the Sanctuary. Both the mental and
physical sides of people must be treated in order for patients to truly be well and healed.
Medicine and religion are two aspects of culture that are largely separate from each other
in modern times, but for the people of Ancient Greece the two were not separate entities:

there was a place for both to be utilized in the healing practices.

Asclepius in Myths

The first references made to Asclepius show him as a mortal hero, not yet a god,
and these references are found within the epic tale of the lliad, Book Il, lines 729-733,
Book IV, lines 194-219, and Book XI, lines 510-519. He was mentioned as the father of two
sons Machaon and Podaleirios who led troops from the area of northern Greece, in Trikka
(modern Trikkala)! and were renowned for their healing abilities. They went around where
the Greeks were fighting Troy to heal difficult battle wounds and they were revered for
their work. Asclepius took a bit of a backseat role in these references as the information
focused more on his sons. He was still mentioned as the one who passed on the crucial
knowledge needed to heal the mortal wounds though, so instead of being the acting
practitioner he was alternatively viewed as the source of the healing knowledge that had
been passed to him from Apollo. What these references demonstrate is that Asclepius was
already known from at least the second half of the eighth century BCE,? well before the

beginning of activity can be seen at Epidaurus and its famed Sanctuary of Asclepius.

! Hartigan, 2009:19.
2 panagiotidou, 2016:3.



There are many ancient sources which have left us accounts of the birth of
Asclepius, the Greek god of healing who in Greek antiquity was the son of the god Apollo
and a mortal woman. Some of the known works are: Pindar in the fifth century BCE in his
work Pythian Ill, in the first century CE was Ovid in his work Metamorphoses I, in the first
or second century CE was the work Bibliotheca /Il which is attributed to Pseudo-
Apollodorus (originally attributed to Apollodorus, but that is now commonly known as
false hence the addition of pseudo to his name), Diodorus Siculus in the first century CE in
his work Bibliotheca Historica IV, Cornutus in the first century CE in his work Theologiae
Graecae Compendium, Pausanius in the second century CE in his work Descriptio Graeciae
I1, Lactantius in the fourth century CE in his work Divinae Institutiones, Cyrillus in the fifth
century CE in his work Contra Julianum VI, and Theodoret in the fifth century CE in his
Graecarum Affectionum Curatio VIII. As one can see there was a large number of writers
who passed on the birth myth of Asclepius over the centuries, and as can be expected
when a tale gets passed down through that many generations, there were slight variations
that occurred in the ‘basic facts’ of the story. While a few of the accounts said that
Asclepius’ mother was Arsinoé, the daughter of the Messenian Leucippus, the majority of
these accounts from sources such as Pindar’s Pythian Il and the second book of Ovid’s
Metamorphoses, pronounced Coronis, the daughter of King Phlegyas, as the mortal
woman.? Apollodorus in the section of his work Bibliotheca 111.10.3 tackled the confusion

in the very beginning lines with the following:

TPOG & TauTalgApoLVOnV €yévvnoe. Tautn piyvutal AmoAwy, i 6& AokA
NTLOV YeWVQ. TIVEGOE ACKANTILOV 0UK €€ ApoLvong tiig Asukinmou Aéyouat
Vv, AAN’ €k Kopwvidoctiic DAeyuou év O@sooaliq.

3 Tomlinson, 1983:13.
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Besides them [Hilaira and Phoebe, daughters of Leucippus] Leucippus
begat Arsinoé: with her Apollo had intercourse, and she bore
Aesculapius. But some affirm that Aesculapius was not a son of Arsinoég,
daughter of Leucippus, but that he was a son of Coronis, daughter of
Phlegyas in Thessaly.

By the time Apollodorus’ work was written in the first or second century CE, other
versions of the birth myth had been circulating. Unfortunately he did not tell his readers
who was affirming that Asclepius was the son of Arsinoég, but rather just stated that there
were two tenets of belief: one believed that Asclepius was the son of Coronis, while the
other tenet of belief was still of the opinion that Arsinoé was his mother. Apollodorus’
work held sway for quite some time as Theodoret in the fifth century CE, which was three
or four hundred years later, wrote about Apollodorus in his Graecarum Affectionum
Curatio VIIl. Here one can see the common practice of referencing older writers, the
intertextuality, and the passing on of knowledge through a written source, because
Theodoret wrote about Apollodorus who wrote about Asclepius having been the son of

Arsinoé:

Kai tov AokAnmiov 6€ pnotv AoAAOSwPoC KaTd PEV TvaG ApoLvong
glvat viov, katd ¢ alloug Kopwvidoo

And about Asclepius Apollodorus says that according to some authorities
he was the son of Arsinoé, according to others, of Coronis*

Even by the fifth century CE whosoever had birthed Asclepius was still in some
debate, albeit this may have been because the birth of Asclepius was becoming a much
more distant aspect of the past. The further away writers got from the birth of a myth, the
more unlikely it was to come across the resources required in order to verify it (if they

even could), instead they would have had to rely on second hand accounts and hope that

4 Theodoret, Graecarum Affectionum Curatio VIII.
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the information was as accurate as possible. One also has to keep in mind that it was not
as simple as tracking one single story line, rather various regions would have adjusted the
inception of the myth to suit and validate their religious and medical requirements. This
permitted the myth of Asclepius to take on the geographical qualities that each region
needed and to be somewhat flexible throughout various ancient healing sanctuaries.
Pausanias in the second century CE, in his work Descriptio Graeciae Il, briefly discussed
versions of the myth that he was aware of and tried to clear the air a bit on why the

Arsinoé myth was not to be believed:

0 6¢ Tpitog TV Adywv fkLota €pol Sokelv GAnBN¢ €otly, ApoLvong
nowjoaceivat thig Aeukinmou moida AckAnTov. ATtoAMopAVEL yop Td
Apkadt €¢ AsAdoug ENBOVTL kal Epopév TOV Beodv el yévolto €€ Apolvong
AcKAnTLOG kat Meaonviolg moAitne in, xpnoev i NMubic:“® péya xappa
Bpotoic BAaotwv AckAnmLE taotv, OV QAeyunic ETIKTEV £pol GLAOTNTL
Hyeloa ipepdecoa Kopwvic évi kpavafi Emsaupw. 7o0Ttoc O Xpnopocg
SnAotl paAlota o0k Ovta AckAnTiov Apotvong, GAAA ‘Holodov A TV Tva
EUMETONKOTWV ¢ TA Holddou ta £mn ouvBEvta €¢Triv Meoonviwv
Xapw.>

The third account is, in my opinion, the farthest from the truth, making
Asclepius to be the son of Arsinoég, the daughter of Leucippus. For when
Apollophanes, the Arcadian, came to Delphi and asked the god if
Asclepius was the son of Arsinoé and therefore a citizen of Messene, the
Pythian priestess gave this response: “O Asclepius, born to bestow great
joy upon all mortals, whom the daughter of Phlegyas, lovely Coronis,
bore, united with me in love, in rugged land, Epidaurus.” This oracle
makes it quite clear that Asclepius was not a son of Arsinoé, and that the
story was a fiction invented by Hesiod, or by one of Hesiod’s
interpolators, just to please the Messenians.®

Pausanias mentioned three accounts that he was aware of: the first being that
Phlegyas came to the region supposedly to see the land, brought his daughter along who

was pregnant by Apollo, she had her baby Asclepius in the Epidaurian region, then

5> Pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 11.26.7.
6 Edelstein 1945:26.
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exposed him on a mountain side called Nipple, the child was given milk by a goat on the
mountain, he was later adopted by Aresthanas who saw lightening flash from the child
and thinking that he was divine, he left him there, where he later grew up to heal the sick
and raise the dead.” Here one can see the custom of the birth of heroes whose mortal
mothers were impregnated by a god, thereby making them half mortal and half immortal.
The exposure of a child by a parent was also a common practice with many social and
economic reasons for not being able or wanting to raise the child. Not all children died
from this practice though, some were picked up by others to raise or use as slaves. In this
version of the myth Phlegyas’ daughter leaves Asclepius on a mountain side named Nipple
where he was fed milk from a goat. The use of a mountain named Nipple makes one think
that she was leaving him in a nourishing place rather than a barren one, as a mother’s
nipple was the food source for a child, therefore so too would the mountain have
provided food, and he was still fed milk, it just so happened that it came from a goat
instead of his mother. The use of the imagery of the lightning flashing from this child was
an interesting choice that provided a divine link to his birth myth, and it also brings to
mind the presence of Zeus, the King of the Gods, god of the sky, weather, destiny, and

fate, and was usually depicted with a lightning bolt, along with a royal sceptre and an
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eagle.® Through the presence of the lightning bolt one can ascertain the presence of Zeus
at the birth of Asclepius, and then he is later seen as the cause of the death of Asclepius

when Asclepius brings someone back to from the dead and Zeus destroys him for it.

Pausanias’ second account was when Coronis was pregnant with Asclepius she had
intercourse with Ischys, son of Elatus, and was killed by Artemis as punishment for the
insult she did to Apollo, but when her body was burning upon the pyre Hermes came and
snatched the child from her womb. The gods seemed to have a tendency to get insulted
by mortals often and then later on regret their hasty decision to have that mortal killed.
Here one can see the regret of having her body burned while Asclepius was still in her
womb, and so Hermes quickly removed the child before any lasting damage could be done

to him. In this second account the child is saved as well, again just not by Apollo.

The third account was the one quoted previously and dealt with the introduction
of Arsinoé. It did not include an epic tale of a birth rather it just included a response given
by a priestess to a question that was asked of her. It is interesting to read of the various
versions and how certain aspects were slightly changed so that Asclepius could be
relevant and therefore have a tie to many different regions. The myths all helped tether
the mortal Asclepius and the god Asclepius to the mortal world, thereby creating a sense

of belonging and a bringing together of both the mortal and divine worlds.

Pindar in his work Pythian Ill gives us the oldest and best preserved written source

of the myth of Asclepius.® Asclepius was the son of his mortal mother Coronis and his

& Theoi Project ‘Zeus’, 2017.
° Panagiotidou, 2016:3.
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immortal father Apollo. After Coronis had intercourse with Apollo and was pregnant with
his child, she fell in love with a mortal man, Ischys, son of Elatus, and had intercourse with
him. Apollo found out through a raven messenger, got angry, turned the bird from white
to black, and sent Artemis to kill Coronis. After Coronis had been set on fire, Apollo could
not bear to kill his son, so he plucked the baby from her womb and took it to the
Magnesian centaur Chiron to raise and to be taught the healing arts. Chiron trained
Asclepius well and Asclepius became the foremost physician who aided those in need. This
training allowed him to become known as a physician that could work extreme miracles to
the point that he was able to bring the dead back to life, but this was deemed a crime
against the natural order of things so Zeus killed him with a thunderbolt.'® After the death
of Asclepius he was turned into a constellation and came into his godhood through what
the Ancient Greeks called apotheosis: heroes who were born mortal but were deified due

to their contributions to humankind.!! Cicero mentions this in his work De natura deorum:

Suscepit autem vita hominum consuetudoque communis ut beneficiis
excellentis viros in caelum fama ac voluntate tollerent. Hinc hercules hinc
Castor et Pollux hinc Aesculapius [...] hinc etiam Romulus, quem quidem
eundem esse Quirinum putant, quorum cum remanerent animi atque
aeternitate fruerentur, rite di sunt habiti, cum et optimi essent et aeterni

Human experience moreover and general custom have made it practice to
confer the deification of renown and gratitude upon distinguished
benefactors. This is the origin of Hercules, of Castor and Pollux, of Aesculapius,
[...] —and this is also the origin of Romulus, who is believed to be the same as
Quirinus. And these benefactors were duly deemed divine, as being both
supremely good and immortal, because their souls survived and enjoyed
eternal life.

0 Theoi Project ‘Asklepios’, 2017. Pindar, Pythian Ill
1 Theoi Project ‘Asklepios’, 2017.
12 Cicero, De Natura Deorum, 24.
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The birth of Asclepius had an inherent sense of duality as he was born of a mortal
mother and the son of immortal Apollo. Although he himself was mortal, he had the
contrasting bloodlines of both parents, thereby allowing him to have ties with both sides
of the human and divine divide. This duality of Asclepius was one of his strengths as it
allowed mortals to identify with him since he was born human, but it also created a
barrier between him and them because he was born of a god, thereby placing him on a
pedestal above the regular mortals and this allowed him to do miraculous work healing
people. Asclepius himself also had a double sense of duality: firstly he was born of mortal
and immortal joining, and secondly he transcended the barrier between life and death
when he left the mortal world to become an immortal which was written about by Ovid in

his work Metamorphoses:

Eque deo corpus fies exsangue deusque, qui modo corpus eras, et bis tua
fata novabis.

So, from a god shalt thou become but a lifeless corpse; but from this
corpse shalt thou again become a god and twice renew thy fates.!3

This sense of duality transfers directly to the sanctuary at Epidaurus which was a
place where the god Asclepius came to the mortal world to perform healing on those who
wished it. There is the contrast between mortal and immortal, life and death, sickness and
health, and those waiting to be healed and those already healed. Yet how does the
perception of Epidaurus fit into this myth? It seems as though the more prevalent
Asclepius became in various healing centres, the more the myth was adjusted to fit each
location. Pausanias gives us the tale of Phlegyas coming to the Peloponnesus accompanied

by his daughter who was unknowingly to him, pregnant with Apollo’s child Asclepius, and

13 Ovid, Metamorphoses Il, 647-648.
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in the country of the Epidaurians she gave birth to that child.** Perception gave power and
in the case of Epidaurus the perception that people had of it as the birth place of Asclepius

gave it immense power and lent it a sense of authenticity.

The birth of Asclepius was even acclaimed in the seventh century BCE Homeric

Hymn 16:

iNThpa voowv AokAnTmiov Gpxop’ AeldeLy,

VLoV ArtOAAwVOG, ToV éyeivato &la Kopwvig

AwTiw €v mediw, koupn OAeyvou BactAfiog,

Xapuo péEy  avBpwrolol, Kak®v BeAktiip” 6duvawv.

Kal oU pév o0tw xalipe, avag: Aitopat 6€ o” aoldi.

| begin to sing of Asclepius, son of Apollo and healer of sicknesses.

In the Dotian plain fair Coronis, daughter of King Phlegyas, bare

him, a great joy to men, a soother of cruel pangs.
And so hail to you, lord: in my song | make my prayer to thee!*>

This hymn is very short and does not even touch upon the death of Coronis or the
birth location of Asclepius so it may have been one of the earlier versions of the myth
before each region slowly adapted it to suit their own locations. This does not mention
Asclepius as a god because it comes from a period when Asclepius was still considered a
mortal hero, yet the hymn speaks of making a prayer to him as though he were a god.
Though he may have been considered a mortal at this point, it is clear to see that he was
on his way to godhood simply through his actions and the fact that he was the healer of
sicknesses, something which ancient doctors did not yet have a handle on so divine help in

any form was welcome and relied upon.

14 Theoi Project ‘Pausanias 2.15-28’, 2017.
15 Homer, Hymn 16 to Asclepius.
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Although details of these various versions differed somewhat, what remained the
same was a lack of knowledge about Asclepius’ life. There were many tales of his birth and
death, but nothing of his life in between those two events other than the Homeric
mention of his two sons. His skill and knowledge as a doctor, both when a mortal and
when a god, also remained the same throughout the versions as unlike many other gods
and goddesses in the Greek pantheon, Asclepius’ focus was only on one area, the area of

healing mortals.

The Geography and Architecture of Epidaurus

The geography of the region allowed the location of the Sanctuary of Epidaurus to
remain relatively sheltered yet able to develop its own identity in terms of social, cultural,
and medical practices. The Ancient Greek city of Epidaurus was established on the Argolid
Peninsula at the Saronic Gulf in Greece. It was located on the northern side of the
peninsula where it could easily be defended, while Athens was about fifty kilometres
away, Corinth was at a distance of approximately thirty kilometres, and the area beyond
the town was a sheltered valley with natural springs and towering mountains.'® The city
had alliances to other areas such as Sparta and through that alliance to Corinth, which
typically resulted in making invaders think otherwise about invading them: although they
were invaded a few times, the geographically rough landscape helped to ensure that the
area was never permanently taken over and therefore never lost its independence.?’
Being surrounded on all sides by mountains meant that the fertile land in the area was of

limited supply and as such would only sustain a finite number of people and a finite

® Tomlinson, 1983:9.
7 Tomlinson, 1983:9.
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amount of livestock. This kept the local population of the area down to those who would
have been able to be supported by such a small parcel of land, although the amount of
people flowing in and out of the region swelled over the centuries when patients were
visiting the sanctuary for healing. Athens and Corinth were both fairly close and as such
were the main social and political hubs of the area, as well as the focus for commercial
trade. Epidaurus was close enough to benefit from the influx and outflow of people to
these two cities, but still far enough away to maintain its independence. Owing to the ebb
and flow of people to and from the sanctuary many outside influences would have been
assimilated into, and therefore transformed, the prevailing medical and religious practices
that took hold at Epidaurus. This can be viewed from the opposite direction as well:
instead of those who visited Epidaurus bringing change with them, the sanctuary may
have decided to adjust closer to the ways of those outside its valley in order to stay

relevant.

Archaeological excavations in the area have found evidence that there were two
Bronze Age sites nearby before the city of Epidaurus occupied one of them: Epidaurus
occupied the location by the sea and the other location was a small site in the plains of the
valley by Mount Kynortion.'® Some of the evidence from the site by Mount Kynortion
shows the existence of a Mycenaean settlement, such as the miniscule remainders of
buildings contained within a terrace retaining wall on the slope.'® The artefacts found
consist of: female, animal, horse, and furniture figurines, a sheet-bronze animal face,

bronze miniature double axes, bronze swords, a stone pommel, a fragment of a relief

8 Tomlinson, 1983:9.
19 Wright, 1994:65, 68.
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vessel displaying warriors in a boat, and there were also pottery shards found with shapes
such as Vapheio cups and kylikes.?® Most of the evidence attests to the establishment of
an early Mycenaean ritual area which continued throughout the Mycenaean era.?! The
geography of this location must have been something special for it to have been occupied
as early as 1600 — 1100 BCE in the Mycenaean era and to continue to grow into such a

large and long lasting healing centre for the Ancient Greek people.

The inland site had a tradition as a place of sanctity with a cult for a hero instead of

a god such as Apollo or Asclepius, and here that hero was named Maleatas.?? The god
Apollo was later brought to the area and worshipped and this led to the two worshipped
figures being amalgamated into one being referred to as Apollo Maleatas. Apollo was
responsible for death from disease, disease, and healing,?> which although contradictory,
they are also very much intertwined. Homer in the /lliad wrote that the god responded to
prayers to heal those who honoured him well, but at the same time he would spend his
wrath upon those who did not.?* This left a need for a god focused solely on healing, and

Asclepius was the god whose worship expanded to fill that hole.?

At the time of Apollo Maleatas the area was still fairly remote and had not been
built up with the buildings and theatres that it later became known for. It would have held
simple worship areas such as a sacred spot, an altar most likely for sacrifice, and a

shrine.?® It was in the later centuries, as the location became more popular, that one could

20 Wright, 1994:68.
21 Wright, 1994:68.
22 Tomlinson, 1983:9.
23 Hartigan, 2009:20.
2 Homer, lliad, Book 1.33-100.
%5 Hartigan, 2009:20.
26 Tomlinson, 1983:12.
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see the start of growth in the architectural aspects of the area, beginning very slowly

around the fifth century BCE.

The relatively remote geographical location also allowed for much better sanitary
conditions than were typically found in cities from the sixth century BCE to the third
century CE, not to mention for a much longer period of history than just these six
centuries. With the growth of cities illnesses became more of a problem and thus became
an issue of civilization and society not just an individual worry.?” Problems as large as the
lack of sanitation and severe overcrowding found within cities like Athens were not major
difficulties at Epidaurus, even though they still would have posed somewhat of a problem
since sanitation for medical procedures was not a common practice and could have led to
deaths on site and after the patients had returned home. Albeit if the patients returned
home and died there, then their death would not necessarily have been attributed to the
visit to Epidaurus. The simple act of the patients leaving their home accommodations and
travelling to a location that is less crowded and less polluted by humanity would have
improved their health immensely. Fresh air and clean water, both found at Epidaurus,
would have made a world of difference with helping clear up infections, illnesses, wounds,
and some perceived ancient mental health mysteries as well. The effort put forth to reach
a sacred place was also believed by worshippers to have led them to a greater reward,?®
therefore the remote location of the sanctuary and trekking through the mountains was
necessary to preserve the sacredness of Epidaurus and to preserve its abilities to continue

to heal those that sought out cures. Sometimes the problems of the cities spilled over into

27 Mitchell-Boyask, 2008:116.
28 Mitchell-Boyask, 2008:115.
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Epidaurus though. The Great Plague struck the city of Athens in the early 420s BCE and
Thucydides wrote that the Athenians tried to take Epidaurus by military force without
success, but were laying waste to the Athenians at home and those attacking Epidaurus,??
thereby bringing the plague to Epidaurus. It is conceivable that they were trying to obtain
the location of the god Asclepius for their own use in beating down this plague, or maybe
they wished to take Epidaurus due to the wealth of offerings it was receiving and its

growing power as a healing centre.

For those coming to the sanctuary it was reached by two routes, Argos or the city
state of Epidaurus, and the patient would first have seen the Maleatas temple on the
mountain slope.3° Although there are very few remains of the buildings left, the main
buildings were the Temple of Asclepius which was a peripteral Doric temple built around
390-380 BCE and the abaton that was located near it.3! Close to these buildings, but
outside of the sacred area, were buildings used for the patients to stay at when they
visited the sanctuary for healing. It is likely that the Ancient Greek people adopted the
practice of sleeping in a temple from the ancient Egyptians where it had been practiced
since the time of the New Kingdom.32 Here people could die or give birth, both things
which were forbidden within the sacred areas.3® A gymnasium, palaistra, stadium, and
theatre were also present. One of the most important aspects of the sanctuary was fresh

water and at the Sanctuary of Epidaurus there were a number of wells and springs: there

2 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War.
30 50lin, 2013:10.
3150lin, 2013:11.
32 Ferngren, 2014:52.
3 Solin, 2013:11.
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was also an underground 172 metre long water pipe that was found.3* The uses for the

fresh water were numerous: patients had to wash themselves before entering the abaton

for their healing sleep, the doctors, who were also priests, needed access to fresh water
for the cleansing of patients during the healing processes, the water was used in
medicines, and also simply for drinking by those who journeyed to Epidaurus, as having
access to clean water would have been a big boost to their immune system thereby

helping them heal faster. Porphyry wrote in the third century CE:

A€t Toivuv kaBnpapévouc T NBOC éval Buoovtac, Tolg Beolc BeoPNETS
1A Buoiag mpoodyovtag, AAAQ pr) TOAUTEAETG. viv 6€ €0BiTta pev
Aaumpav repl c@ua pn kabapov auglecapévolg ok Apkelv vouilouaoty
TPOC TO TWV BuoL®v ayvov' Otav &€ 10 cOUA HETA TFig €00 TOC TIVEG
Aaumpuvapevol un kaBapav kak®v tnv Puxnv €€ovieg lwolv mpog Tag
Buolag, ovdev SlapEpely vopilouaoly, wormep ol T BeloTATW YE TV v
AUV xaipovta paAlota tov Beov Slakelpévw Kabapic, Ate ouyyeVvel
TLEQUKOTL. £V yoUv Emdaupw mpoeyéypamnto’

ayvov xpn vaoilo Buwdeog évtog iovta

gupeval ayveia 8' €éotl gppovelv Oola.

It is seemly then that those who want to sacrifice go purified in their
moral character, bringing sacrifices that are dear to the gods, not such
that are lavish. Nowadays they believe that it does not suffice for the
holiness of the sacrifice to throw a glittering garment around an unclean
body. But if some have a shiny body along with a shiny garment, yet
proceed to sacrifice with their souls not cleansed of evil, they think it
makes no difference, as though the god did not delight most of all if
what is most godlike within ourselves is clean, since it is homogeneous
with him. In Epidaurus, at any rate, there was the inscription: “Pure must
be he who enters the fragrant temple; purity means to think nothing but
holy thoughts.”3*

Cleanliness through purification, in regards to both bathing with water and the

purification of the moral character, was such a large part of the sanctuary that it was even

34 50lin, 2013:11.
35 Pporphyry, De Abstinentia, 11.19.

21



inscribed upon the temple. The water from the wells was also used for purification of the

patients before any festivals and before entering the temple.

Today, the remains of the buildings that are visible at the Sanctuary of Asclepius
were built during the fourth century BCE, and Pausanias having written in the second

century CE reported:

TO 8¢ lepov ahoog Tol AokAnTol MepLEXOUOLY OpOoL avTaxoBev: oUdE
amoBvrokoualv GvBpwrol o0SE TiktouaoLy ail yuvaikeg odlolv éviog Tol
neplBolou, kaba kal Emt ANAw T viow TOV aUTOV VOUOV. TA 6€
Budpeva, v Té Tig Emdaupiwv alTtév fv Te £voc 6 BOwv f,
KATAVOALOKOUOLV €VTOC TV Opwv:

The sacred grove of Asclepius is surrounded on all sides by boundary
marks. No death or birth takes place within the enclosure the same
custom prevails also in the island of Delos. All the offerings, whether the
offerer be one of the Epidaurians themselves or a stranger, are entirely
consumed within the bounds. 36

The sacred area was surrounded by boundary stones and the patients about to
give birth or to die were not to enter into these boundaries, instead they were to stay in a
building built specifically for them.3” Many of the buildings were built during a period of
expansion at the site in 370-250 BCE.3® The Temple of Asclepius itself can be dated to
around 370 BCE based on economic and stylistic grounds, and so too can the white marble
tholos,?® which was a circular building used for worship activities. Pausanias in his travels

wrote about the tholos:

olknuoa 6¢€ mepldepeg AibBou Aeukol kahoUpevov O@OAo¢ wkodounTaL
mAnoiov, B€ag a&lov: év 6 aut® Mavaoiou ypaavtog BEAN pEV Kal
to€ov €oTiv adelkws Epwg, AUpav 8¢ Avt’ alTWV ApAapevog dEpeL.
véypartat 6€ évtadBa kal MéBn, Nauciou kal tolto €pyov, €€ LaAlvng

36 pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 11.27.1.
37 Tomlinson, 1969:106.
38 Burford, 1969:53.
39 pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 11.27.3.
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dLaing mivovoa: 1dotg 6€ kav év T ypadi Lainv te LAAoU Kal &U
a0TAG yuvalkog mpoowrov. otijhal 6€ elotrkeoav €vtog tol nmeptBoAou
TO P&V dpyalov Kal MAEoveG, €m €uol 6& £ Aoutal: TavTalg
EYYEYPOUUEVA KAl AVOPDV KOl YUVOLKDV 0TIV dvopata AkeoBEvTwy UTO
o0 AokAnmol, mpoo£tL 8¢ kal voonua O TL EKAOTOC EVOCNOE Kal OTWG
1aon.

Near has been built a circular building of white marble, called Tholos
(Round House), which is worth seeing. In it is a picture by

Pausias representing Love, who has cast aside his bow and arrows, and is
carrying instead of them a lyre that he has taken up. Here there is also
another work of Pausias, Drunkenness drinking out of a crystal cup. You
can see even in the painting a crystal cup and a woman's face through it.
Within the enclosure stood slabs; in my time six remained, but of old
there were more. On them are inscribed the names of both the men and
the women who have been healed by Asclepius, the disease also from
which each suffered, and the means of cure. The dialect is Doric.*°

This is one of the best extant descriptions of what a patient could expect to see
when visiting the tholos, and it sounds like a wonderfully decorated building that was also
used as propaganda in regards to the inscribed names that were left behind. These two
buildings made up the first main wave of the buildings constructed during this time.*!
Today only the foundations remain, but this temple and its altar most likely replaced an
older building nearby. This site is unusual in that the original foundations were left alone
and the new building was built right beside it, possibly as a result of members of the
family of the original builders still being present in the area and prominent in society.*?
This period of building would have been a great economic and morale boost for the
region’s workers as it utilized materials and craftsmen that were both local and semi-local.
The materials were not just chosen for their locality, but were also chosen for their colour

and texture:

40 pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 11.27.3.
41 Burford, 1969:54.
42 Burford, 1969:55.
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Coarse local limestone (provided by an Epidaurian) was used for the
foundation cores of the peristasis and cella; poros limestone from
Corinth (mostly supplied by Corinthians) for the steps, colonnade, and
cella walls; black and white limestones (the black from somewhere in
Argos) for the pavements; Pentelic marble for the pediment sculptures
and akroteria; silver fir for the ceiling and roof timbers; and for the
coffered ceiling and the doors, cypress, boxwood, elm and nettle-tree
wood, ivory, and gold.*

The abaton was built close to the temple and adjacent to a seventeen metre deep
well** which provided a supply of fresh water directly to where Asclepius visited the ill
patients and where the healing sleep took place. The abaton is a portico that is open at
the south end facing the temple, 38.07 metres long and 9.42 metres wide, has
foundations that are 4.85 metres deep on the side where the ground slopes away, a
facade that contains sixteen lonic columns, and a central row of columns.*> A building
program such as the one just beginning here at the sanctuary would have provided work
for the people for many years to come, and would have boosted the reputation and status
of the site in the minds of those seeking treatment. The grand buildings such as the
temple and abaton demonstrated the wealth of the sanctuary, and since this wealth was
from offerings left in thanks to Asclepius, it also helped to boost his reputation: if he had
been able to perform that strongly for so many previous patients, then the natural
assumption would be that any new visitors would be healed as well, and that this was a

reputable healing site.

The most celebrated building for those who visit the site today is the theatre. The

theatre was built out of stone and is beautifully symmetrical. It has a circular stage, thirty-

43 Burford, 1969:57.
4 Tomlinson, 1983:67.
4> Tomlinson, 1983:67-68.
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four tiers of seats in the lower segment and twenty-one tiers in the upper segment.*®
Pausanias wrote that this theatre was a place to stop and see and that it was Polycleitus
the Younger who built the theatre and the tholos,*” which if this was the case then the
building work would have begun around the year 360 BCE.*® There is scholarly debate
about whether or not Polycleitus was actually the architect on the tholos as Pausanias

stated,* but there does not yet appear to be a clear answer and there may never be one.

The Healing Power of the Theatre

The theatre at Epidaurus still stands today and remains one of the best preserved
in Greece with performances still occurring every year within its walls. Contrary to the
random modern performances, in ancient times they were put on for those who were at
Epidaurus to seek healing, and with a seating capacity of 13,000 to 14,000°° there was
plenty of room for those seeking cures. How did the theatre influence the perception that
people had of Epidaurus? Could it have been there strictly as entertainment or
amusement for those seeking healing, thereby adding a sense of lightness and relaxation
to those visiting? It seems unlikely based on the importance that was settled upon the
theatres through their placement and the importance placed upon making sure that they
were built with the geographical confines of locations such as Epidaurus, Athens, Peiraeus,
Oropos north of Athens, Messene in the western Peloponnese, Dion in northern Greece,

or Pergamon in northwest Turkey.”!

46 Robinson, 1978:534.
47 pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 11.27.5.
48 Burford, 1969:75.
4 Tomlinson, 1983:87.
%0 Tomlinson, 1983:90.
51 Hartigan, 2009:viii.
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The concept of a bond between modes of art, such as ritualistic dance or theatre,
and medicine is not a modern day concept, rather the “roots of this concept lay with the
Ancient Greeks and the theatres they constructed at the sanctuaries dedicated to
Asclepius.”>? The Asclepion at Epidaurus was established in the later part of the sixth
century BCE but the theatre was built in the later part of the fourth century by Polycleitos
of Argos.”3 The theatre was not there as a venue of entertainment, rather it was used in
preparing those seeking healing for the restorative sleep that was to come as part of their
healing process. The following quote draws the reader in and captivates the imagination

through a visualization of the healing sleep:

The flames leaped as oil was poured on the sacrificial cakes. Then the
lights were put out and the patients lay down in the darkened abaton,
each quietly praying to Asklepios to send a healing dream. As the sick
and ailing drifted off to sleep, the god’s priests and attendants came to
the bedsides, laying their hands on the patients and administering
healing ointments or whispering healing words. The actions of the
bedside visitors echoed those of the actors playing the roles of Asklepios
and his daughters which the patients had watched in the adjoining
theatre just before retiring. In the morning, the patients awoke and
excitedly reported their dreams: they had seen the god standing beside
their bed and had felt his hands upon them. The patients were cheered
and, apparently, healed, or had instructions to guide them to health.
Drama and dream had brought about a cure.>

Aristophanes also writes of a scene similar to this in his play Plutus describing
Asclepius healing patients while they slept in the abaton.>> He was a comedic playwright
who mixed humour into scenes of everyday life, ones in which people would have found

recognition either through personal experience, through the experiences of family

52 Hartigarn, 2009:ix.
53 Hartigan, 2009:46.
54 Hartigan, 2009:1-2.
55 Aristophanes, Plutus 710-746.
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members or friends, or through tales they had heard, so the healing arrangement at
Epidaurus would have been familiar to his audience. The use of humour was good
medicine in and of itself, and so utilizing it in the theatre would have left people feeling
lighter, at least for a time while they were not thinking about their problems, and it would
have reduced stress about a situation that many may have felt nervous about. Going into
the abaton to sleep and not really knowing what the god might do could make patients
nervous. It is safe to say that many of the patients would have been in pain, and laughter
has been found to reduce pain as a result of the endorphins produced in response to it: it
strengthens the immune system by increasing the production of T-cells and immune
system proteins, and it decreases stress by lowering cortisol levels which allows the body
to relax.”® Obviously the Ancient Greek doctors had not figured out these specifics yet, but
they knew that it helped in some way and so made sure to include a theatre in the
sanctuary. Take this part of Aristophanes’ Plutus play as an example of how humour was

used to entertain and prepare the patients who came seeking healing:

Wife

Aoav 8¢ Tvec KEAAOL Sedpevol Tol Beol;

Had any other folk come to beseech the deity?

Cario

€1¢ péV ye NeoKAelSNC, BC £0TL PV TUDAAC, KAEMTWVY € ToUC PAEmovTac
UTEPNKOVTIKEV: £TEPOL TE TTOAAOL TTAVTOSAMA VOO LOTO £XOVTEC: WG O€
ToUG AUxvoug anocoBeoag AUiv mapryyehev kaBeVdeLv tol Beol O
npomnolog, einwv, Av T§ alodntal Yodou olydv, ANMAvVIeC KOOUIWG
KateKelpeBa. kKAyw KaBevdelv oK ESuvaunyv, AAAA pe dBapng xLTPA TLG
EEEMANTTE KELWEVN OAlyov Amwbev tiig kepaAfic Tou ypadiou, €d’ Rv
€neBupouv datpoviwg édeprivoal. Emelt’ avaBAEéPag opd Tov iepéa
ToU¢ pOoig adapmnalovta kail Tag toxadag ano Tig tpanélng Thg lepdg:
HEeTA To0TOo &€ MepLijABe ToUC¢ BwHoUg anavtag év KUKAw, €l mou
momnavov €(n TL KataAeAelupévoy: Enetta Tadb’ fywlev é¢ oaktav Tva.

56 purcell, 2016.
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aviotapal.

Yes. Firstly, Neoclides, who is blind, but steals much better than those
who see clearly; then many others attacked by complaints of all kinds.
The lights were put out and the priest enjoined us to sleep, especially
recommending us to keep silent should we hear any noise. There we
were all lying down quite quietly. | could not sleep; | was thinking of a
certain stew-pan full of pap placed close to an old woman and just
behind her head. | had a furious longing to slip towards that side. But
just as | was lifting my head, | noticed the priest, who was sweeping off
both the cakes and the figs on the sacred table; then he made the round
of the altars and sanctified the cakes that remained, by stowing them
away in a bag. | therefore resolved to follow such a pious example and
made straight for the pap.

Wife

TaAavtat avépv ouk £6e60iKelg TOV BeOY;

You rogue! and had you no fear of the god?

Cario

VN ToUG Beol¢ Eywye un ¢OAoceLE pe EmL Ty XUTpaV EABWV EXwV TA
OTEPMOTA: O Yap lepeug auTtol pe mpoudidatato. 10 ypadlov & wg
foBeto 81 Hou TOV Pddov, dpac’ LPRAPEL: KATA cuPIEac Eym OSAE
ENaBounv we napeiag v 0dLg. N 6 eVBEwC TV Xelpa MAALY AVECTIOOEY,
Katékelto 6" autnv évtuAifao’ nouxii uTo 100 €oug Bdéouoa
SpLuvtepov YaAiG. kayw Tot fdn thig ABdpng moAAnv EbAwv: Emelt’
MELSN PeoTOC NV, AVETAANOUNV.

Aye, indeed! | feared that the god with his crown on his head might have
been near the stew-pan before me. | said to myself, “Like priest, like
god.” On hearing the noise | made, the old woman put out her hand, but
| hissed and bit it, just as a sacred serpent might have done. Quick she
drew back her hand, slipped down into the bed with her head beneath
the coverlets and never moved again; only she let flee a fart in her fear
which stank worse than a weasel. As for myself, | swallowed a goodly
portion of the pap and, having made a good feed, went back to bed.
Wife

0 86¢€ B0¢ LTV oL TIPOCHELY;

And did not the god come?

Cario

oUSEnw.petd tolto &' 6N Kal yéAolov SATA TL £mMOinCA. TTPOOLOVTOG Yap
a0tol péya mavu anémnapdov: n yaotnp yap Enedpuontd pou.

He did not tarry; and when he was near us, oh! dear! such a good joke
happened. My belly was quite blown up, and | let a thunderous fart!>’

57 Aristophanes, Plutus, 664-699.
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Aristophanes has taken what could be a somber and painful experience and
lightened it up for those watching it in the evening before they retired to the abaton. This
play was written around 388 BCE and so occurred a couple of hundred years into the
existence of the sanctuary of Epidaurus. In this play Cario the slave takes his master to the
Asclepion to cure his blindness, stays with him, and then comes home and tells the
master’s wife what happened while they were there. Although this was a comedic play it
is the only literary account that still exists today regarding the actions taken while in the
sanctuary of an Asclepion.®® It is an important example of what happens when a patient
has to go sleep in the abaton, or what a patient thinks happens when they go to sleep
there,”® and how they do not need to worry overly much because if he can fart near the
god, then anything they may have done could not have been as bad. The humorous aspect
of farts is not anything new to modern day viewers as even over the millennia things have
not changed: humans are still humans no matter the era and still seem to find bodily

expulsions of gas amusing.

Although this is a comedy, one can gain quite a bit of detail from such a short
section. Here it can be seen that many people slept in the abaton together and that it was
not an individual process. The lights were snuffed out to ensure darkness and the priest
joined them with the reminder to keep trying to sleep no matter what noises were heard
while the priests took the offerings. The indication was that the priests knowingly
portrayed themselves as Asclepius as they made their rounds. It is common knowledge

that priests and attendants regularly collected the offerings left for Asclepius and once a
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year they removed the gold and silver offerings to be melted down,®° as that was how the
sanctuary funded itself, so Cario’s mention of the priest furtively sweeping the cakes off
the table into his bag, sheds a bit of humour onto an otherwise ordinary occurrence. What
was not normal was for Cario to take the priest filching the cakes and figs as permission to
eat the soup offering from a lady lying next to him. The mention of him biting like the
sacred serpent also reminded the patients that they would see or feel a snake during their
healing sleep, and that it was natural rather than something to be feared. Snakes and dogs
were a common aspect of healing at Epidaurus as inscriptions found there have
confirmed. Asclepius was represented by snakes because the Ancient Greeks believed that
they had extraordinary powers since they could vanish under the earth (to the
underworld) and then return and they could shed their skins to rejuvenate themselves.®?
Asclepius himself was a mortal who crossed over to the underworld and then was brought
back to ‘life’ as a god, and he constantly rejuvenated people back to good health, so the

snake was an appropriate symbolic representation of him.

The idea of the play may seem simple, but preparing for the healing process was
an important part of the experience at the sanctuary and the play was a “ritual
enactment”®? in the theatre of the processes that were to occur in the abaton. When
watching a play such as this, one could relax and enjoy the entertainment and preparation
for their night, but these plays were not the lengthy plays that were performed for

Dionysus each year, rather they were mini plays since the patients were weak, in pain, and
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not necessarily able to sit for long while awaiting the chance to obtain their cures.®® The
Asclepion plays were created to be short, informative, and entertaining for the patients.
The existence of the theatre and performance of plays while patients were at Epidaurus to
seek medical help was a notable way of preparing people for what was to come. Those
that had not been to seek healing before would now know what to expect, and those that
had been to Epidaurus in the past would get a reminder. The stimulation of the mind was
just as important as the stimulation of the body: when both are in harmony then each of
them can be healed. Mental and emotional healing could be of great help to a person’s
physical wellbeing. Sometimes all people needed was a bit of hope, hope that there was
some relief on the way, hope that there would be compassion given to their predicament,
hope that their healing process could begin, or even hope that there was a cure. The plays
presented at the theatre represented this and so too did Epidaurus itself. The patients
needed to believe that they would be cured, whether in the immediate or slightly distant
future in order for the healing to be successful, as the mental state of the person had the

power to plunge them back into their current illness, or even a new one.

The works attributed to Hippocrates were written around the late fifth century
B.C.E., and in De morbo sacro he wrote: “As long as the brain is at rest, the man enjoys his
reason”, because he is “of the opinion that the brain exercises the greatest power in the
man”, and “the eyes, the ears, the tongue and the feet, administer such things as the
brain cogitates [and] it is the brain which is the messenger to the understanding.”®* Both

mind and body were needed to work together in order to heal the person. One could not
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separate the two, but rather needed to ensure that both mind and body were on the
same pathway in order for the healing to have been beneficial. If the mind was
predisposed to Asclepius visiting while they were dreaming and were expecting to be
healed upon waking, then it was a case of mind over matter. This predisposition would
have been solidified by having attended a play dramatized by actors at the theatre, or
even strictly because of the feeling that they were in a place that was considered a place
of healing. Either way, the person expected to feel better upon waking and by having had
that positive thought they would have felt better at least in some regard. An example of
this would have been observed by viewing any number of those who visited the
sanctuary: some of the people who came to seek healing would have found it through the
decrease of stress or anxiety that existed in their everyday lives. The more stress one was
under, the more liable they were to feel ill or to contract an illness and the same holds
true today. Having given their bodies a chance to relax and sleep in a place dedicated to
healing would automatically have predisposed them to be in the correct frame of mind for

subliminal suggestions of healing: it is an ancient example of mind over matter.

THE PERCEPTION of EPIDAURUS by MEANS of ANCIENT AUTHORS

Ancient authors of all walks of life whether through short inscriptions or lengthy
accounts played an essential role in perpetuating the image of Epidaurus as a significant
site for those seeking healing. Ancient authors play an incredibly important role in helping
to fill in our knowledge of religious medical practices and the way in which Asclepius was
perceived in regards to Epidaurus. The extant evidence that is available through the

writings of authors such as Aelian, Isyllus, Pythian, and in the Homeric Hymn to Asklepios,
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demonstrates fascinating and miraculous qualities that in many cases would be hard to
believe due to their improbability in regards to the human body. In some cases it was not
always about being practical or exact in their writings, but rather perpetuating the

mystical and doctoral qualities of the god and the location.

The following section that Aelian stated occurred at the sanctuary of Epidaurus
demonstrates this quite well, as it attests to the complete power that Asclepius was

believed to have held in regards to healing mortals.

O 6¢€ AéyeL 6 ouyypadelc OPNyvog, TOLOUTOV £0TL. YUVH lXeV EALVOQ,
Kal idoaoBatl a0tV amneilnov olt®v latp®v dewvol. oukolv é¢Emidaupo
v NABg, kal £6€tto Tod BeolEfavng yevéabal Tod cuvoikou mabouc. ol
napfv 0 Be0¢: ol pévrol {akopolkatakAivouaol tv GavBpwrmov évoa ido
Bal 6 Be0¢ elwBOel Toug deopévouc. Kal RUEV AvOpwrog Rovxale mpoot
axBeloa, ol ye unv UMOSPOVTEC TQ Be® TA £¢ TNViaoly alTh¢ £moiouy,
Kal TAV kepaAnv pev ano tiic 6épng adalpoliol, kabinaol SETNV Xxelpa O
£1epOC, Kal é€alpel TRV EAHVOQ, Bnplou péya TL xpfina. cuvapuooalde
katl amodolval tAv kedpalnv €¢ TRV dpxaiav appoviav olk €6Uvavto ol
KETL.O Tolvuv Be0¢ AdLKVETTAL, KOL TOTG LEV EXAAETNVEV OTL Gpa EMEOEVT
0 €pywduvatwtépw ThG UtV codiag: alTog 6 Apdyxw Twi Kal Belq
Suvapeldnédwke T okAVeL TV kePaAnyv, Kal TAV Eévnv dvéotnoe.®>

The account given by the historian of Rhegium is as follows. A woman
had a worm and the cleverest of the physicians despaired of curing her.
So she went to Epidaurus and begged the god to free her from the
parasite. The god was not there, but the attendants made her lie down
where the god was in the habit of healing the suppliants and she lay
guiet as she was enjoined. But the servants of the god began to treat
her and removed her head from her neck. Then one of them inserted
his hand and drew out the worm, a great brute of a beast. But they
were no longer able to fit the head in place and restore it to its usual
fitting. Then the god arrived and was angry with them for undertaking
a task beyond their wisdom and he himself with the irresistible power
of a god restores the head to the body and raised up the suppliant.%®

8 Aelian, On the Characteristics of Animals 1X.33.1.
% Longrigg, 2001: 1.23
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The above section demonstrated the fallibility of mortals within medicine as even
the best mortal physicians could not cure her of her worm dilemma. Aelian stated that
even the “cleverest doctors” could not help her, so what did she do? She went to
Epidaurus. The perception was that Epidaurus was a place that could help even the most
desperate of people: it was a place of hope. As a modern day reader the removal of the
head from a patient seems like an extreme healing option to resort to in order to remove
a worm. This is assuming that the worm is a physical being and is causing the host distress,
but perhaps the worm was a mental illness instead. If the patient was suffering from a
mental illness then the idea of removing the head to get to the ‘mental worm’ makes an
odd kind of sense. The Ancient Greeks believed that the heart not the head controlled the
body, so taking off the head of a patient when narrating a cure that had been performed

could have been seen as a logical choice.

Rather than just taking this inscription literally, one could instead read it as a
demonstration of the dichotomies between life and death, and between gods and
mortals. There was a fine line between life and death for mortals and that line was
crossed by the removal of her head, but for the gods and goddesses the outcome of death
was not something that they needed to worry about: instead the gods were the ones who
had the ability to return life to mortals. In this example from Aelian Asclepius was angry
that the attendants had taken it upon themselves to play the role of a god by attempting
to bring life back to the headless body. Asclepius’ show of power by brining the patient
back to life when the physicians could not, helped to solidify the impression obtained by

those reading the inscription that Asclepius was an all-powerful healer and that anything
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and anyone was able to be healed. It reinforced the belief and perception of Epidaurus as

a powerful place, both medically and religiously.

There was a duality between the infallibility of the gods and the fallibility of
mortals in regards to healing. The gods could fix that which humans could not, but
whether they gave the gift of healing to mortals was at their discretion. Luckily Asclepius
was deemed a helpful and benevolent god of healing and medicine who focussed on the
healing of mortals instead of their deaths. The mention of having the patient lie down
“where the god was in the habit of healing the suppliants”®’ sent a subliminal message to
those reading it: it reinforced that Asclepius was a frequent visitor who performed healing
miracles for those who sought them, and therefore others could trust and believe in his
presence at Epidaurus. The constant reiteration of his power and deeds, versus those of
the limited mortal physicians, was a good propaganda tool and for keeping the perception
of miraculous healing at Epidaurus alive and well. Epidaurus was a location of duality. It
was a place where life and death, and gods and mortals intersected, as well as the
miracles of medicine and the miracles of religion, a sure indication that either half of each

pair could not be separated from Epidaurus.

Taking a look at an author who did not just write about Epidaurus, but who
actually lived and inscribed his work there gives another indication of how the site and its
healing was perceived. This poem was inscribed upon a wall at the temple in the
sanctuary, was either written or composed by Isyllus, an author of whom little is known,

and was a blend of religious hymn and political views.®® He dedicated his work to Apollo

57 Longrigg, 2001: 1.23.
88 |syllus, Paean to Asclepius.
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Maleatas and Asclepius, bur with more mentions of Asclepius, “in the days when Philip,
wishing to destroy the royal authority, led his army against Sparta.”® Here he most likely
refers to the Macedonian king Philip Il in the years 317/16 BCE or Philip V in 218 BCE,”°
thereby giving those who read the inscription a fairly accurate window of time within
which is was inscribed. It tells us who was in power at that time and followed the usual
theme that was associated to deified mortals: the mortal who was deified almost always
was a descendent of a god or goddess. Asclepius was a descendent of Zeus through his
mother Aegle’s (also known as Coronis’) lineage and that Apollo was his father: “[...] and
her name was Aegle; this was her name, but because of her beauty she was also called
Coronis. Then Phoebus of the golden bow, beholding her in the palace of Malus, ended
her maidenhood.”’ Here one could see Isyllus’ belief that Asclepius was born of a god and
had ties to Zeus, which were good ties to have when trying to build up the perception of a
sanctuary. Also, tying Asclepius to Zeus who was the king of the gods went a long way in
legitimizing his healing powers and the powers that those who were helping to heal the

patients at Epidaurus wielded.

This poem of Isyllus’ created a sense of wonder and awe through his choice of
words and portrayal of Asclepius, because Asclepius was described in such a way as to be
reminiscent of Apollo. Above was a quote that described Apollo as Phoebus, the owner of

a golden bow, and below Asclepius is described as wearing golden armour:

toutakt & NABg, 6x’ 0 maig €k Bouomopou TAABev KApvwy. TiL TUYQ
TooTelYovTL cuvavtnoag cUV OMAOLOLV AQAUTTOUEVOG XPUOEOLD’,
AcokAartLé. mailc &’ €obwv og AMooeTo Xelp’ OpEywy, LKETNL LUBWL OE

8 Isyllus, Paean to Asclepius.
70 Fantuzzi, 2010:183.
L syllus, Paean to Asclepius.
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MPooavt@V' "AUUOoPOG il TEWV Swpwv, AGKANTILE MNatdv, AANG W
£noiktelpov.” TU 6£ pot tade Ele€oc évapyfi' "Odapoel’ kap®L yap ool
adifopat —— AN péV' aUTel ——

To1¢ Aakedatpoviolg xaAemnag ano kipag épuéac [.]

He came at the time when the sick boy came from Bosporus. Shining in
your golden armour, you met him as he approached [,] Asclepius; and
when the boy beheld you, he drew near to you, stretching forth his hand
and entreated you in suppliant words: "I have no share in your gifts,
Asclepius Paean ; have pity on me." Then you addressed these words to
me clearly: "Take heart, for | shall come to you in due time - just wait
here - after | have rescued the Lacedaemonians from grievous doom [.]”2

Reading the above section of the inscription gives the reader the sense of wonder
that Isyllus conveyed just by the use of his language and the images that are invoked. Even
with something as simple as the use of the shining gold colour one can gain insight into
how Asclepius and his actions at Epidaurus were portrayed. Gold was the domain of the

gods, in fact Pindar (518-438 BCE)”? wrote the following in the fifth century BCE:

ALOG Al 0 XpUOOG” KETVOV 0U oN¢ 0UBE Ki¢ Sartel, Bpotedv ppeva
Kpdtiotov ppeviv’4

Chrysos (Gold) is a child of Zeus, neither moth nor rust devours it, but the
mind of man is devoured by this supreme possession.”>

Chrysos, whose name translates from Ancient Greek to mean gold, was the child of
Zeus and was the personification of gold. Asclepius was depicted wearing golden armour,
thereby giving the reader a reminder that he had become a god and had the godly powers
necessary to cure those who came to Epidaurus with their medical problems. The

importance and worth of golden armour appears in Book VI, line 235, of the lliad when

72 Isyllus, Paean to Asclepius.

73 Livius.org, 2017.

74 Pindar, Fragment 222.

> Theoi Project ‘Khrysos’, 2017.
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Glaukos trades his golden armour worth one hundred head of cattle to Diomedes who has
bronze armour worth only nine head of cattle. Within that same Book VI, line 205, Artemis
is also mentioned as having golden reins, yet another association of a god and gold. Gold
was highly prized and associated with the gods, and so too was Asclepius and his healing

at Epidaurus.

Pindar’s Pythian Ill quoted below, also mentioned Asclepius and began his poem
with the wish that Chiron, the centaur that raised Asclepius, were alive again to produce

another healer like Asclepius to cure all types of diseases:

fBelov Xeipwva ke ONAupidav, €l xpewv T000" ApeTEPAC GO YAWOOAC
kowov eb€aoBal €mog, {welv TOV AmoLyopevov, OUupavida yovov eUpUpE
Sdovta Kpovou, Baooatol T apxelv NaAiov Ofjp dypotepov, volv €xovt’ &
vpGv dpilov: oloc mv BpéPev OTE TEKTOVO VwSUVIOC BEPOV YULOPKED
¢ AokAnTov, fpwa nmavtodamndv AAKTipa vouowv.

If it were proper for this commonplace prayer to be made by my tongue,
| would want Cheiron the son of Philyra to be alive again, he who has
departed, the wide-ruling son of Cronus son of Uranus; and | would want
him to reign again in the glens of Pelion, the beast of the wilds whose
mind was friendly to men; just as he was when once he reared Asclepius,
that gentle craftsman who drove pain from the limbs that he healed,
that hero who cured all types of diseases.

Again the reader came across the mythical and god-like qualities of Asclepius as a
normal mortal would not have been raised by a centaur, but here he was referred to as a
hero, taking one back to his origins in the Epidaurian region, before he was deified and
became a champion of all people who visited the sanctuary for healing. Lines nine and ten
of Pythian Il also mentioned that the golden arrows of Artemis hit his mother, again
drawing in the colour of gold tied to a goddess and due to the circumstances they were

tied to Asclepius as well.

MEDICINE and RELIGION
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Medicine and religion are two aspects of culture that are largely separate from each
other in modern times, but for the visitors to the Ancient Greece sanctuaries the two were
not separate entities and could never be separated from each other: there was always a
place for both medicine and religion to be utilized in the healing practices. Asclepius as the
god of healing was a very visible amalgamation of medicine and religion, and the practice
of Epidaurus having been used as a sanctuary to send the sick to for both medical and
divine healing also shared that duality. Some patients chose to go to the sanctuary as it
offered them the best hope when doctors had failed to cure their iliness, while others
went to the sanctuary because the cost of a doctor may have been prohibitive. Whatever
their reasons or circumstances, their common belief in Asclepius and the medicinal skill of

the temple priests drew them together.

Epidaurus is well known for the approximately seventy miraculous healing
inscriptions, or iamata, that have been found there.”® The inscriptions were found on four
large grey limestone stelae’’ and they immortalized a collection of instances from visitors
to the sanctuary that were entitled “The Cures of Apollo and Asclepius” which someone,
likely a priest, had set up at the sanctuary before end of the fourth century BCE.”®
Although Apollo was not mentioned within the inscriptions the inclusion of his name in
the title was an open reminder to the incoming visitors that Asclepius was born of a god
and had become a god in his own right. During the fourth century BCE building program

that was discussed earlier, the existing inscriptions at the sanctuary were gathered

76 LiDonnici, 1995:1.
77 The stelae were published in R. Herzog, Die Wunderheilungen von Epidauros: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte
der Medizin und der Religion. Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1931.
78 pearcy, 2013:102.
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together by priests and re-inscribed upon these stelae, which Pausanias wrote about

having seen in his Descriptio Graeciae:

otijAaL &€ elotrikeoav éviog To0 meplBOAou TO UEV apxalov Kal TAEOVEG,
€T €uol &€ €€ hounal: TavTalg Eyyeypappéva Kal Avopdv Kal yuvalk®v
€0TLV ovopata akecBévtwy UMO To0 AokAnmol, poo€tt € Kal voonua
O TL EKAOTOC £vOOonoE Kal Omw¢ Ladn.

Within the enclosure stood slabs; in my time six remained, but of old
there were more. On them are inscribed the names of both the men and
the women who have been healed by Asclepius, the disease also from
which each suffered, and the means of cure. The dialect is Doric.”®

Sadly there are only four stelae left for us to read today, which means that two
have been lost in the centuries since Pausanias visited the site. Pausanias mentioned that
each inscription began with a name, which is true for the most part, but there were some
that were anonymous and others have only fragments that remain. These inscriptions all
required the patient to spend the night in the abaton and tell of personal issues, but they
also reflected public ideology.8° The majority of the inscriptions relating to women had to
do with childbirth or illnesses that could affect their chances of childbirth, while the
inscriptions dealing with men seem to follow a pattern of battle wounds, acts of stupidity,

or just general ailments regarding all parts of the body.

In order to be healed, the patients would come to the abaton to sleep overnight
where Asclepius visited them and healed them by direct intervention (the laying on of
hands, applying medicine or poultices, or performing surgery) or indirect intervention by
sending treatment instructions in a dream.®! The instructions sent through the dream

were reminiscent of Hippocratic medicine, with suggestions such as bloodletting, baths,

7® Pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 11.27.3.
80 |iDonnici, 1995:1.
81 Oberhelman, 2013:9.
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diet, exercise, drugs, poultices, emetics, and many more.®? The Hippocratic writers utilized

the gods and prayer in their healing as just another tool in their medical tool box:

ist nicht zu GUbersehen, dass die Entwicklung der professionellen Medizin,
wie sie sich in den adltesten Teilen des hippokratischen Corpus
widerspiegelt, in deutlichem Zusammenhang steht mit dem Aufschwung
des Asklepios-Kultes, was kein Zufall sein kann.%3

It cannot be overlooked that the development of professional medicine,
as reflected in the oldest parts of the Hippocratic Corpus, is clearly
related to the rise of the Asclepius cult, which cannot be a coincidence.

Many of these inscriptions are similar in style and subject to the Hippocratic
Epidemics, with close parallels between Epidemics V and VIl in regards to style,® and in
some of the inscriptions Asclepius was shown as having utilized drugs during his
treatments, having recommended diets, administered an emetic that caused vomiting,
and even having appeared in dreams as a surgeon who executed miraculous cures.> Some

of these Hippocratic similarities can also be seen in Aristophanes’ comedic drama Plutus:

Kapiwv

nptov 6& maviwy T NeokAeidn ddapuakov KatamAaotov Evexeipnoe
PiBeLY, EuBarwv okopOdwv KEPAAAG TPETS Tnviwv. Emelt’ EdAa év Th
Bueiq cupTOPALYVUWY OTIOV Kal oxivov: et HEeL SLépevoc ShnTTiw
katénmAaoev autol ta PAEdap’ ékotpedac, va 66uvTo HdANov. O &
KeEKpaywe Kal Bolv Edpeuy’ Avatag: 6 6€ Beog yedaoag £¢n: ‘Evtaiiba
vV KABnoo KaTAMENMAACUEVOC, (V' UTTOUVULEVOV TTAUOW OE TAC
€kkAnoiag.’

Cario

He [Asclepius] first prepared an ointment for Neoclides; he threw three
heads of Tenian garlic into the mortar, pounded them with an admixture
of fig-tree sap and lentisk, moistened the whole with Sphettian vinegar,

82 Oberhelman, 2013:9.
83 Solin, 2013:12.
84 pearcy, 2013:103.
8 Longrigg, 1993:24.
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and, turning back the patient's eyelids, applied his salve to the interior of

the eyes, so that the pain might be more excruciating. Neoclides

shrieked, howled, sprang towards the foot of his bed and wanted to bolt,

but the god laughed and said to him, “Keep where you are with your

salve; by doing this you will not go and perjure yourself before the

Assembly.”86

Here one can read of Asclepius using the technique of mixing an ointment together

which would be much more suited to the practice of a mortal doctor: as a god he would
have been able to heal with divine powers and without the preparation of a physical
ointment. Asclepius was different from most of the Greek pantheon in this way as he was
a god that was reported to have incorporated many more ‘human’ ways of healing
sicknesses. The example above depicted an ingredient list, the preparation method, and
the outcome for the patient. In this case the ‘cure’ was a blessing in disguise, because
although it caused Neoclides pain, it prevented him from committing perjury before the
Assembly which was something that would have caused him a lot more trouble than just
the pain from an ointment. This play was a comedy so Aristophanes took some liberties
for the sake of humour, but Asclepius did make the choice as to whether or not to heal
the patients. In one case he solved a widowed wife’s money problem by helping her find
her late husband’s buried treasure, and in another he rejected the attempt of a bribe from

a man.?” To get an idea as to what some of the other inscriptions consisted of a couple have

been listed below:

[A1] KAew TéVO' €tn ékUnoe. AUta mévt' éviautolg Rén kuoloa mol Tov
Beov (KETIG ApikeTo Kal évekaBeude év TiL APATwL wg &€ TayloTa
£ERABe €€ alToU Kkal €k ToU lapol €yéveto, kOpov Eteke, 6¢ e0OUG
YEVOUEVOC al0TOG Ao TAG Kpavag éAolto Kal Gua Tal patpl mepLpTe.
tuxoloa 8¢ touTwy £l 1O GvBepa émeypaato’ 'ou puéyebog mivakog

8 Aristophanes, Plutus, 715-726.
87 LiDonnici, 1995:2 [C3 and A7].
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Bavpaotéov, AAAQ TO Belov, MEVO' €Tn w¢ ékUnoe €y yaotpl KAew Bapog,
£0Te €yKATEKOLUMAON KAL pv €BnKe OyLA.

Kleo was pregnant for five years. After the fifth year of pregnancy, she
came as a suppliant to the god and slept in the Abaton. As soon as she
had left it and was outside the sacred area, she gave birth to a son who,
as soon as he was born, washed himself at the fountain and walked
about with his mother. After this success, she inscribed upon an offering:
“The wonder is not the size of the plaque, but the act of the god: Kleo
bore a burden in her stomach for five years, until she slept here, and he
made her well.”

[A 11] Awoxivag €ykeKOWVIOHEVWYV HON TAV LKETAV ML 6EVEPEOV TL AUBAG

UTEPEKUTITE (¢ TO APATOV. KATATIETWV 0LV Ao tol 6€vdpeog mepl

OKOAOTTIAC TLVaAC TOUC OMTIAMOUC AUPETALOE” KAKDC O€ SlaKeipevog Kal

TUPAOC YEYEVNEVOG KABIKETEVOAC TOV B0V €vekaBeude Kal LYLNG

€VEVETO.

Aischines, when the suppliants were already sleeping, went up a tree

and peered over into the Abaton. Then he fell out of the tree and

impaled his eyes on some fencing. In a dreadful state, having been

blinded, he earnestly prayed to the god, slept here, and became well.®8

These are just two examples of the inscriptions which show some of the problems

that the patients went to Asclepius for help with. The first inscription draws attention to
the importance that the Ancient Greek people placed on the ability of a woman to have
children, while the second depicted an act of stupidity that ended badly, but Asclepius was
still kind enough to heal him. These inscriptions provide invaluable information on the

different kinds of patients who sought out cures and on the types of ilinesses that were

treated.

Some of the recorded cases where the healing was too farfetched to be believed
could have been used as examples of patients conforming to the expectations of society,

as well as expectations that had been set for the miracles that were to be accomplished at

8 iDonnici, 1995:98-99 [A19].
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Epidaurus. These were recorded to demonstrate the power of Asclepius, the god who
judged Epidaurus as a worthy location to brandish his healing power. Some of the reports
of miracle healing would have been exaggerated for the sake of narrative and propaganda
in order to support the positive perception of Epidaurus, and the actual healing time could
have been shown as much shorter in duration than in actuality for fear of social or cultural
repercussions, or merely for the sake of a good story. If there were to have been any
repercussions, they would have come from their social peers as there was the belief that
those who had not done enough for the god would not have earned their healing: they
must have worked for and believed in the cure, or they would not be deemed worthy of
Asclepius. Even the most unbelievable inscriptions remain supported by public ideology of
the class divides, ideals, and family wishes: the wish for children, the cure of an illness, the

healing of a wound, the removal of pain, and the growth of hair.

One of the common themes found in regards to Asclepius and his ability to heal
was his use of two sacred animals: the snake and the dog. The circular tholos found
within the sanctuary may have housed sacred serpents for the use in healing.?° The tholos
was situated close by the temple where the patients spent the night in their healing sleep,
thereby providing easy access to the serpents. The foundation is comprised of six
concentric rings, with the inner three rings having been the supporting walls, and the
outer three rings supported the colonnades and the cella wall, and what is interesting is

that the inner three rings formed a maze that surrounded a pit at the centre.?® Here is

8 Tomlinson, 1983:66.
% Tomlinson, 1983: 61.
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where the serpents would have been housed, but unfortunately today only the rings of

the foundation still remain.

Asclepius was portrayed in art, both sculpture and paintings, with a snake either in
his hands, or twined around his staff, and in 291 BCE when the Romans suffered a plague,
they sent for a snake from Epidaurus before consulting a doctor.’! Pausanias also
recorded the presence of snakes when he wrote down a description of a statue of
Asclepius that existed at Epidaurus: it was made out of gold and ivory, showed him sitting
on a seat while holding a staff in one hand, in his other hand he was holding a snake above
his head, and a dog was lying down by his side.®> There have been a number of coins
found from Epidaurus that depict this image as well and they are believed to have been
representations of this statue.?® The snake and the dog were extensions of Asclepius’
healing power and he used these as tools to help administer cures. A number of the
inscriptions focus on the use of the snake and its almost anthropomorphic quality of
having been able to heal wounds. The following are two examples found inscribed upon

the stelae:

[B13] [@]epoavdpoc Adkdg @bicty. ovtoc, Mg £ykadendwny [ovldepioy
dyv

[’ ]opn, €@ aud&ag [GumarHv drexopileto gic AMEeIC, dpdkmv O Tig
[tI&v lapdv &mi t[ag aplééag Kadidpupevog fig, 0 mo[A]V tég 080D
nep-

[M]ype’vog mepl't T]ov dEova detélece. poAdvtav &’ [a]d[T]dV gig AMelg
[kalt Tod Oegpo[a]vdpov koTakABevToc oi[Kko]t, 6 SpaK®V Gmd TG b
[Ea]g kataPalg T]ov ®épcavipov 1caToA [Thg 6]€ TOAOg TOV AMK®DV
[dyye]A[A]oti'co1g TO YeyevnuéVOV Kal dtamopmLupévag] Tept Tod d@t-
[og, mOltepov gig Enidavpov dmokouilwvtt [ ovtov kalTd ydpav &6v-
[11, £I80&e td TOM £ig Aehpovc dmooteilof] ypnoouelvovg, ToTEpa
[tTnow@dvty 0 8¢ Bedg Eypnoe TOV dev €’ Tjv av[Tel Kai i]dpvcape’vov[g

%1 Hartigan, 2009:31.
92 pausanias, Descriptio Graeciae 1.27.2.
%3 Fowler, 1887:32-33.
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Aloxhamov tépevog kai eikova avtod toHnvefivoug avOépey [&ig]
10 1apOIA dyyeldévtog 6& Tod ypn oL & TOMIC & TdV AMK®DV
1d0pvoato eloth tépevog Ackromiod [awTel. kol ta Vo To]v BeoD
povt[ev]-

o0évta énetédece.

Thersandros of Halieis, consumption. This man, since he didn’t see any
vision while sleeping here, was carried on a wagon back to Halieis. But
one of the snakes from the sanctuary had settled down in the wagon and
rode for most of the way twined around the axle. When they arrived in
Halieis and Thersandros was lying in bed in his house, the snake came
down from the wagon and cured Thersandros. The city of Halieis
reported what had happened, and the people didn’t know what to do
about the snake, whether they should carry it back to Epidauros or keep
it in their own country. It seemed good to the polis to send to Delphi
asking which thing they should do. The god proclaimed that the serpent
should be right there and that they should dedicate a temenos of
Askelpios, and make an image of him and dedicate it in the sanctuary.
When the oracle was announced, the polis of Halieis dedicated a
temenos of Asklepios there, and carried out the things divined by the
god.**

Within this inscription one can see the importance placed upon the serpent and
the anthropomorphic quality of the snake having done the healing in place, or on behalf
of, Asclepius. This was also a description of how the cult of Asclepius could travel and
spread throughout the ancient world. This dissemination was portrayed as the choice of
Asclepius, through the snake though, because the snake made the choice to settle down
in the wagon for the ride to Halieis. The commotion that was raised regarding whether or
not to return the snake also shows the importance that people put upon this sacred
animal, in fact it even warranted a trip to Delphi for an oracle. This trip by the snake was a

symbolic representation of an explanation as to how the cult was disseminated between

% LiDonnici, 1995:110-111 [B13].
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locations, but snakes also were tasked with healing conditions or illnesses within the

abaton.

[A17] &vip daktorov 160m VIO dyioc, 00Tog TOV T0D TOSOC SAKTLAOV V-
76 ToV Aypiov Elkeog devdG dtakeipevog puebdpepa VIO TV Oe-
pandvtov E€everyelg £mi £0papotoc tivog kabile: Hmvov 8¢ viv
AaPovTog &v ToVT®L SphKmV €k ToD Afdtov ££EAO0YV TOV ddKTLAOV
idloaTo Tal YADCGGOL Kol TODTO ToMGog €i¢ TO dfatov dveympnoe

méh. £€gyepOeic 8¢ mg g Vywc, Epa dytv idelv, Sokelv veavic-

KOV EDTPETT TOL LOPPAV €Tl TOV dGKTVAOV EiTiny Papuaxov.

A man’s toe was healed by a snake. He was in a terrible condition from a
malignant ulceration on his toe. During the day he was carried out of the
Abaton by the servants and was sitting on a seat. He fell asleep there, and
then a snake came out of the Abaton and healed the toe with its tongue;
and when it had done this it went back into the Abaton again. When the
man woke up, he was well and he said he had seen a vision: it seemed to
him that a good-looking young man had sprinkled a drug over his toe.*®

This inscription was more typical in terms of the healing sleep that the patients
experienced while they stayed at the sanctuary. The patient would come to Asclepius with
an illness, spend the night in the abaton, and be treated by the priests with an appropriate
medication. In this case the snake was a figment of his healing sleep and the cure was
then described as a drug that had been sprinkled upon him. This sprinkling of a drug was a
typical medicinal cure and appeared in many medical texts from the Homeric authors as
mentioned previously. The importance of the snake in Asclepius’ healing was so great that
the sacred animal even had a place of importance in Aristophanes’ comedic play Plutus:

Kapiwv

TOUTW & UTO TAV PoWVIKIS UTOSUVE’ Nouxf Ta BAEDapa meplEAELoV, WG
vy’ £pol SoKel: Kol Tpiv oe KOTUAAC EKTILETY Olvou Séka, O MAoltog M
6éomowv’ dvelotikel BAEmMwV: éyw 6& Tw Xelp  dvekpotnao UG’ Ndoviig Tov

Seomotnv T fiyelpov. 6 Bed¢ & e0B£wc davioev alTov ol T OPeLC €G TOV
VEWV. ol & éykatakeipevol tap alT® nWg Sokelg Tov MAoltov

% LiDonnici, 1995:96-97 [A17].
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Aomalovto Kal TV vux0 0Anv éypnyopeoay, Ewg StEAapdev nuépa. Eyw

6’ énrjvouv tov Beov avu opodpa, OtL BAEmneLy émoinoe tov NMAoltov

TaU, Tov 8€ NeokAelbnv pdAAov émoinoev TUGAOV.

Cario

They slipped gently beneath the purple cloth and, as far as | could judge,

licked the patient's eyelids; for, in less time than even you need,

mistress, to drain down ten beakers of wine, Plutus rose up; he could

see. | clapped my hands with joy and awoke my master, and the god

immediately disappeared with the serpents into the sanctuary. As for

those who were lying near Plutus, you can imagine that they embraced

him tenderly. Dawn broke and not one of them had closed an eye. As for

myself, | did not cease thanking the god who had so quickly restored to

Plutus his sight and had made Neoclides blinder than ever.%®

Aristophanes, although he wrote comedic theatre, left behind quite a few details

about what snakes were believed to have done in the name of Asclepius. Above one can
see that the snakes were gentle as they came upon the patient, and this gentleness is at
odds with the fear that could sometimes affect people in regards to them. Here they were
not to be feared, but were to be allowed to lick the patient’s eyelids, thereby symbolically
administering the cure. In reality the priests may have been brushing their medicinal cure
across the patient’s eyelids, but through the expectations of the location and the
preparatory work done by the plays at the theatre, the sleeping brain may have associated
this gentle brushing as the tongue of a snake. The preconceived notion that as a patient

you could be visited by the god in any of his forms meant that the expectations could

easily become reality.

Asclepius’ representation by a dog also shows up in a number of the inscriptions

such as the one below:

% Aristophanes, Plutus, 735-747.
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agkopevov & avtov nol T[ov] Be[0]v kUwv TV lapdv U[ttap tl1dt
vYAoool €Bepaneuoe kal LYLA €non[o]e.

A dog cured a boy from Aigina. He had a growth on his neck. When he

had come to the god, a dog from the sanctuary took care of him with
its tongue while he was awake, and made him well.?’

Here the boy was healed with an ‘animal cure’ instead of a medicinal one, and
what made this a bit different was that it described the dog curing the boy while he was
awake instead of during the typical healing sleep. The occurrence of dogs licking people,
specifically the child in this case, would have been a fairly common one and still is today,
so having the cure passed on in this way would not have seemed abnormal. In fact having
the dogs sneak into the abaton like the snakes did while the patients slept would have
seemed strange. Snakes were known to slither around, disappear under the earth, shed
their skin in a process of renewal, and were associated with the underworld, so having
them slither out in the night to heal patients while they were sleeping made sense. Dogs
on the other hand were present everywhere during the day, lived around humans, and

typically slept at night, so the daytime healing was appropriate for them.

The belief that Asclepius could cure through his association with snakes and dogs
was as important as the actual medicinal cure for the people of Greek antiquity. The
power of belief and prayer could play an important role in healing for those who believed.
While the praying may or may not have helped the person directly, the act of praying
could, as the power of positive thought could have been a great form of medicine in and

of itself when utilized in a healthy environment or in combination with the correct

%7 LiDonnici, 1995:104-105 [B26].
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medication. Therefore, the people could affect their own health and healing simply by the
reversal of their thought processes, from having been despondent about not being able to
be healed, to optimistic and upbeat that a cure was available. This benefit of supplication
to the god would have been similar to the benefit that one would have received from the
use of humour as a healing tool in the theatre, and here too the use of religion was

inseparable from the use of medicine.

Conclusion

The Sanctuary of Epidaurus flourished from the sixth century BCE until the third
century CE and held a place of prominence in the world of Ancient Greek medicine. The
great number of patients who visited the Sanctuary of Epidaurus contributed to its
economic growth, and the economic growth of the surrounding regions, and increased the
influence of the healers and Asclepius at this location. The numerous myths of the birth
and deification of Asclepius were well known by the people in the Ancient Greek world,
and were adjusted slightly throughout versions in order to build up the reputation of the
healing sanctuaries. The myths began as early as the eighth century BCE within Homer’s
lliad, and continued to be written about and debated until the second century CE. Even
today it is difficult to tell which version of the myth appeared before others. As
mentioned earlier, the myths presented Asclepius as a mortal doctor with two sons who
healed the sick and raised the dead. As punishment for having resurrected the dead, Zeus
killed him, after which he was elevated to the realm of the gods when he was made
immortal, and as a deified mortal, now a god, he continued to heal the illnesses and fix

the quandaries of his patients. Epidaurus was not alone in making sure that its ties to
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Asclepius could be ‘proven’ and this was one of its greatest propaganda tools. Another of
Epidaurus’ great tools was the use of Asclepius himself since he straddled the border of
both the mortal and divine worlds, which allowed the patients to feel as though they had
a bit of a connection to this god and could therefore trust his motives more so than they

would trust the motives of other sometimes fickle gods and goddesses.

The location of the site, having been surrounded by mountains, having had access
to fresh water and the presence of fertile land, allowed the sanctuary to remain relatively
sheltered yet able to develop its own identity in terms of its social, cultural, and medical
practices. The amount of people visiting the region for healing would have allowed
outside influences to be assimilated in ways that the Epidaurian people felt best for the
area and the sanctuary itself. Due to its prominence and economic growth, the sanctuary
was able to begin a building phase in the third century BCE and the remains of these
buildings are what can be seen today. Many of the healing practices can be viewed
through the inscriptions found on four large limestone stelae that hold the Epidaurian

inscriptions.

As has been demonstrated, the healing power of the theatre was an important
part of the healing process for the patients as it helped to relax the people and put them
in the correct frame of mind to receive the necessary healing. Both the Sanctuary of
Epidaurus and the plays at its theatre represented the hope to the people who went there

seeking cures for whatever ailed them.

The link between medicine and religion was extremely strong at the Sanctuary of

Epidaurus, and in other Ancient Greek sanctuaries. All too often the modern day viewer
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looks at people of the past through a two-dimensional lens and do not look at them as
‘real’, but the Ancient Greeks were real people with thought processes just like us today,
only the setting was different. No matter the setting, the state of a person’s mental health
can greatly affect the physical body’s health and so tying medicine and religion together to
provide ‘cures’ for illnesses was a practical and productive practice in Ancient Greece. In
fact the work of Neuropharmacologist Candace Pert has today shown the “close
association between the brain and the immune system, that emotions and health are
interdependent.”® It has taken us centuries, if not millennia, to scientifically arrive at the
same conclusion that the healers at Epidaurus already knew: excluding the mental health

of the patient leaves the healing journey incomplete.

%8 Hartigan, 2009:7.
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