Disbelief and Weak Belief in the Cult of Asclepius
Lidia Ozarowska

(Brasenose College, University of Oxford)

Keywords: disbelief, iamata, epigraphic evidence, literary evidence, divine punishment,

incubation

Greek and Roman religions are usually considered as essentially concerned with orthopraxy —
practical actions (such as participation in rituals and festivals, performing sacrifices, or
offering votive objects) are seen as crucial expressions of piety, without requiring any acts or
signs of belief as known to other, particularly Christian, religions. This was persuasively
argued with regard to the Roman religion by Linder and Scheid (1993) in their famous article
“Quand croire c’est faire”, where they emphasise that the place of personal relationship with

the divine is not in the foreground of this system:

L’enjeu fondamental d’une telle religion n’est pas la recherche d’une
relation intime et personnelle avec la divinité, mais [’exact
accomplissement des actes rituelles, le savoire-faire pratique, la
connaissance precise des gestes et des paroles, et une parfait administration

du culte dans le cadre qui est le sien, la communauté.’

According to this view, expressions of individual beliefs were not particularly relevant there
as the performance of the ritual itself constituted an expression of knowledge, which the

ancients regarded as superior to belief:

Les convictions exposées par les rites n’exprimaient pas une croyance au
sens propre — car pour les Anciens la croyance était un mode inférieur de

connaissance — mais un savoir.?

! Linder & Scheid 1993, 49.
2 Linder & Scheid 1993, 54.
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From this perspective, diligence and proper execution of the ritual can be regarded as
equivalent to an expression of belief, as it arose from the faith in its effectiveness — in this
context, belief becomes a ‘savoir-faire’, and not a ‘savoir-penser’.® It has been widely
accepted in scholarship that no other declaration or manifestation of belief in gods was
necessary in the Greek or Roman religion, as their existence was usually assumed to be
unquestionable and obvious.* Overall, functionalism has been an important interpretative tool
in the study of ancient religious practices, which is to a large extent due to the prevalence of
the model of polis religion,® proposed by Sourvinou-Inwood.®

However, the fact that the ancients did not feel compelled to express their belief in the
existence of gods does not mean that personal convictions and attitude are a matter of
indifference to their religious practice. It appears that worshippers were generally expected to
approach deities with trust, which is reflected in the vocabulary: the Latin ‘fides’ refers
principally to the trust’ placed in the deity and/or divine powers, as do the Greek mictic® and
Bapooc,® all often used in religious contexts. Moreover, participation in a ritual was an

expression of faith in itself, as it presumed the belief that it will be effective.”

The cult of Asclepius provides a clear and illustrative example of a religious context where
the worshippers are expected to approach the deity with trust in his supernatural healing
powers, as such an attitude seems to have been the principal prerequisite for the incubation
ritual,which entailed spending a night in a healing sanctuary in expectation of a dream
bringing an instantaneous cure or showing a cure to happen in the near future.The evidence
for this requirement can be found mainly in the epigraphic material available to us — the cure
stories (‘iamata’) offered by suppliants as votives in gratitude for the obtained cure and
displayed within sacred precincts. However, it appears also in literary texts, including those
which mention incubation only very briefly.

3 Linder & Scheid 1993, 50: “croire ¢’était faire, ¢’était executer correctement les obligations cultuelles, ni plus,
ni moins’.

4 Parker 2011, 3-13 (esp. 3-7) and 32; Price 1999, 3; Evans 2010, 7. For the historical evolution and
problematised discussion of this view see Parker 2011, 31-34.

® Kindt 2012, 15, 30-31.

& Sourvinou-Inwood (2000a) and (2000b).

" Linder & Scheid 1993, 54 with n. 39; Scheid 2013, 176-179.

8 For a comprehensive analysis of the uses and meanings of miotic throughout centuries and in a variety of
contexts see Morgan (2015), esp. 137-145 for the expectation that deities are approached with trust.

® For a detailed discussion of the used of 8édpcog and Bépoewv, particularly in religious contexts see Herrero de
Jauregui (2015) passim.

10 Scheid 2013, 188.
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Epigraphic evidence — the ‘iamata’

Several of the surviving cure inscriptions refer to people approaching the god with disbelief
or faltering belief which resulted in a failure to obtain the cure or even in some form of bodily
harm as punishment for their lack of faith. The majority of these cases come from the
collection of stories inscribed and displayed in the sanctuary of Asclepius at Epidauros in the
IV century BC.'* On the basis of these testimonies, it is possible to distinguish levels or
degrees of disbelief (or at least of its manifestation) and to observe the correspondence of the

god’s reaction to them.

One of the most apparent signs of disbelief is the derision of others’ belief. In iama A9,
people present in the sanctuary laugh at a man with an eyeball missing who was hoping to

regain his eyesight through incubation:

Avnp apiketo mol tov 0oV ikétag atepOTTIMOG 0VTMG, Mote T [PAEQapa
povov Exewv, éveiuev &’ &v avtoic undév dArd keved e[i]] pev dhoc.
EPpEM@V A Tveg TOV &V TMOL LopdL Tav goMmbiav avtod, 10| vopilew
Breyelobar OAmg pndepiov dmapyav Exovrog Omtidhov GAL 1 xdpou
povov. €ykad[evdolvt odv avtdt dyic £pdvn &8dkel Tov Bedv Eyfical Tt
ea[puroxov, Enell ta dwayaydvto Ta PAEealpo Eyyéon gig avtd: auéploag o6&

vevopév]og PAETmV dppoly EENADE.

“A man came to the god as a suppliant so deficient in one eye that he had
only eyelids and there was nothing between them but just a quite empty
hole. Some of those in the sanctuary mocked the naivety of the man,
that he should think that he would see when he had none of the makings of

an eye but only the place. A dream appeared to him as he slept in the

1 The ‘iamata’ have been published repeatedly since 1883 (Kavvadias), with various numbering systems. The
set found in Epidauros, inscribed on ‘stelai’, can be found in IG 12 1.121-124 (for ‘stelai’ 1-4 respectively),
where the stories are given numbers on the side (I-XX on the first stele, XXI-XLIII on the second stele, XLIV-
XLVIII on the third stele, with the fragmentary stories left unnumbered, as well as the unnumbered stories on
the fourth stele). A similar system is assumed by the Edelsteins (1945), with the only difference that they do not
include the third and fourth stele at all. A different, although analogical, system is used by LiDonnici (1995): the
‘stelai’ are labelled with letters of the alphabet and the stories are assigned numbers within each stele; all the
stories are given numbers, also those most fragmentary. Here, LiDonnici’s system is followed as it is clearer and
more complete. For references to other editions see LiDonnici 1995, 15 n. 1 and Longo 1969, 72; a new edition
of the first stele has been proposed by Rhodes and Osborne 2003, n°® 102.The text of the inscriptions is quoted
according to the edition and translation by Rhodes and Osborne (as the most recent) in the case of the first stele,
and according to LiDonnici for all the other ‘stelai’. In all the quotations, the emphasis is mine.
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sanctuary. It seemed to him that the god prepared some drug and then,
pulling the eyelids apart, poured it into them. When day came he departed

seeing with both eyes”.

This seems to be a relatively light offence because no punishment is entailed by the laughter

at this man’s faith in Asclepius’ healing powers.

However, derision of the god himself and his healing powers has far more serious
consequences. In iama B16 Cephisias, who laughed at the cure stories and claimed that

Asclepius could not heal lame people, was punished with a foot injury while riding a horse:

Kagwoi[og-------- T0TcA 6] |kKhamod Oepomeopacty Exfiyeh - - - - - - - -
0¥ @si]|deTor Aéyov @g, i dOvapy Eyor - - - - - - - - 1|t HPprog morvag
happavolv - - - - - - - - - ][tod PBovkepdia €v tar Edpar [kabilovia viv

Katamatodvtog tpwbiy]| pev topu mdda mapaypiua kol [t dewvotépwg (?)
dakeiobar f| 10 mpiv]| B[c]tepov 8¢ moAra kabiketev[cag TOV OOV Vyuig

gyévero.]

“Kaphisias - - - - - - - - he [laughed] at the treatments of Asklepios - - - -
------- he paid no heed, saying that if he had the power, - - - -------
he suffered punishment for this outrage - - - - - - - - - [while sitting] on
the back of his bull-headed horse [it trampled him underfoot and wounded
him] in the foot immediately and was [in an even worse condition than
before]. Much later, after he had earnestly prayed to the god (?), he became

well”.

It cannot be stated with certitude whether what was penalised in this case was the ridicule or
the open denial of Asclepius’ healing powers. Regardless of which one of these acts was
more offensive to the god, both arose from the lack of credence in divine potency. The
ensuing punishment was quite severe and it could be argued that its character was directly
contradictory to Asclepius’ nature: it involved bodily injury inflicted by the healing deity
who otherwise appears as one of the kindest and most favourably disposed towards humans.

A similar situation can be observed in iama All, telling the story of Aeschines, who tried to

penetrate into the mystery of Asclepius’ healing by observing the ‘abaton’ with sleeping
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suppliants from atop a tree; he fell off the tree and injured his eyes on some stakes below,

which rendered him blind:

Aloyivag éykekoyuopuévov 1o t@V iketdv £mi 0évOpedv Tu  Ap|Bag
vmepéonte gig 10 &Potov. Katametd®v obV amd Tod dévdpeog |mepi
oKOAOTAG TIVOG TOVG OMTIAAOVG Gu@émalcs. Kok®dG 0 dlafkeipevog kol

TOEAOC YeYEVNLEVOS KabkeTeEV oS TOV B0V Eve|kdbende Kai Vym¢ £yEverTo.

“Aeschines, when the suppliants were already asleep, climbed up a tree and
tried to peer into the Abaton. He fell from the tree among some stakes and
injured both eyes. In a sorry state and gone blind, he became a suppliant of

the god, slept in the sanctuary and became healthy”.

Although it could be attributed to mere curiosity,*? Aeschines’ desire to see with his own eyes
what was happening in the ‘abaton’ can also be interpreted as incredulity in the god’s healing
powers, which brought about punishment, again in the form of bodily injury. However, the
story can also be regarded as emphasising the jeopardy resulting from breaching the
sanctuary behaviour code, which demanded a strict secrecy of the incubation procedure.
Thus, it clearly illustrates the inextricable connection between the attitude of faith and trust
towards the deity and the observance of the rules according to which the ritual should be

performed.

Divine punishment for lack of compliance with the prescribed behaviour in the ritual did not
always take the form of bodily harm. In two further cases where individuals reacted to the
cure stories with derision the consequences were of a completely different kind. A man with
four paralysed fingers from iama A3 initially mocked the healing stories, but started to
believe in Asclepius’ healing powers after he was cured through incubation; the god reacted

with changing his name to Incredulous (Amiotog):

Avip TOVG TAG YMPOS dAKTOAOVS AKPUTEIS EY®V TAAV |EVOC GPIKETO TTOL TOV

Oeov iketag Oemp®dv 6& TOLG &v T lop®d Tivakag amicTel TOlg idpacty

12 For analogical stories about people who entered sanctuaries (or their parts) inappropriately see Hdt. 6.134.1-2
(Miltiades entering Demeter’s ‘thesmophorion’ on Paros), Aelian fr. 44 Hercher = fr. 47b Domingo-Forasté
(Battus violating the mysteries). See also the plot of Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae, with Mnesilochus
joining the Thesmophoria disguised as a woman. | would like to thank Dr Karolina Sekita here for bringing
these parallels to my attention.
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Kal vmodiécupe Ta Emypappal[t]a. dyxadeddov §& dyv £1de” £56Kel VIO
Td1 vodL dotpoyaAiCov|[t]oc adtod kai péAhovtog BAAAey Td1 AoTpary AL,
Empovévta| [tlov 0eov Eparécbot émi tav yfpa Kol €kteivoi 0O Tovg
dokTOM|Aovg g O’ dmofain, Jokelv ouyKauyog Tav yhpo kod’ Eva
gketve [t@v doktOAov: énel ¢ mavtag EgvBhval EnepmTiiv viv TOV BedV,
el €11 dmioTnool TOlC EMypAUUACT TOIC £l TOU TIVAK®V TOV| KoTd TO 1£pdV,
avTog 8’ 00 Qdpev. Ot Tivov Epmpocdev amictels |avTo[i]g ovk £ovoty
amiotolg, T0 Aowwov £6T® TOL’@Aapev, “Amotog| Ov[opa].’ auépoc 6

YEVOUEVOG VYIS EENADE.

“A man who had no strength in any of the fingers of his hand except one
came as a suppliant to the god. Contemplating the tablets in the sanctuary
he did not believe the cures and gently mocked the inscriptions. When
he slept in the sanctuary he saw a dream. It seemed to him that as he was
playing knucklebones close by the temple and was about to throw the
knucklebone, the god appeared to him, seized his hand and stretched out his
fingers. When the god moved away, he seemed to bend his hand and then
stretch out his fingers one by one. When he had straightened them all out
the god asked him if he still did not believe the inscriptions on the
memorials in the sanctuary, and he said that he no longer disbelieved.
‘Well, because you once disbelieved things that are not incredible,” he
said ‘in future let your name be Disbeliever (Apistos)’. When day came

he departed healthy”.

It may seem surprising that not only does this man’s behaviour not result in suffering, but he
is even granted the cure to his illness. However, the god punished him in a different way: by
naming him Incredulous, he pointed out the inadequacy of his attitude and left a permanent

(even though only symbolical) mark on his identity as a worshipper.

Similarly, in iama A4, Ambrosia of Athens, blind in one eye, who is also reported to have
laughed at some of the cures and claimed that they are impossible, left the sanctuary sound.
The only compensation for her disbelief she had to provide was a dedication of a silver pig in

the sanctuary as a memorial of her ignorance:
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AuBpooio €€ Abaviy |[arepd]nt[iihoc. abta ikétic NAOe moi OV Oedv:
nepiéprovca 68 |[kotat]o itopov T@OV iopdtov Tva dieyéla ¢ aridavo
Kol advva|[ta £6v]ta, yoloLg kai TveAov[g] VyEig yivesbor évdmviov
i56v|[tac polvov. dyxabdevdovoa 5& Syiv €ide 886kel oi 6 0gdc dmioTig
[eimeiv], 6L Dy pév viv momooi, peBop pdvrotl viv dencoi av|[0éuev glic
70 iapdv Vv &pydpeov vmépvepa Tig apadiog. simov|[ta 8¢ tadt]a dv
oyiooot ovToV dmTiAhov TOV vocodvta kal eapu[a|kov T Eyyélar auépog 6&

yevopévag vymg EERADE.

“Ambrosia from Athens, blind in one eye. She came as a suppliant to the
god. As she walked around the temple she laughed at some of the
records of healing on the grounds that they were unbelievable and
impossible, that lame and blind people should become healthy simply
having seen a dream. She went to sleep and saw a dream. The god seemed
to her to stand by her and say that he would make her healthy, but that
aspayment he would require her to dedicate in the sanctuary asilver pig as
a memorial of her ignorance. Having said this he cut open her sick eye

and poured in some drug. When day came she departed healthy”.

Although the consequences of Ambrosia’s inadequate attitude were not exceptionally grave,
as they involved financial rather than bodily detriment, the expense she incurred was
probably considerable, given the amount of silver required for the requested dedication.
However, more importantly, the silver pig — a symbolical alternative to the ordinary sacrifice

—was to serve as a lasting testimony of Ambrosia’s incredulity.

The symbolical stigma which is inflicted on these two suppliants as a result of their mistrust
towards the healing deity seems to be of particular significance here; otherwise, it would not
have been mentioned in texts meant to provide brief accounts of their sanctuary experience. It
is clear, therefore, that these stories are meant to emphasise the relevance and importance of
belief in divine healing powers for the incubation ritual. Asclepius seems to have granted the
cure in these two cases in spite of the inadequacy of the suppliants’ behaviour mainly in order
to demonstrate his power and to create a memento for people to bear in mind while

approaching the god.
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Lack of faith in the deity is not always manifested by a deliberate action — it can also be

apparent in people’s emotions: feeling fear, for instance, is a sign of approaching the deity

with insufficient trust. As a non-intentional and not entirely controllable reaction, it did not

entail punishment by the god. However, it is at the same time clear that such an attitude

rendered the incubation procedure ineffective and thus prevented the suppliant from

obtaining the cure.

In iama B15, a lame suppliant trying to climb a ladder on Asclepius’ orders hesitated at some

point, lost his courage and abandoned the task. As a result, he was refused help by the god:

"Emdavplog xoAdc. o0tog [xoldg édv @opédav &ic 10 iapdv deiketo]
|éykabendov 58 dyrv ide [886KeL 01 6 Bgdg - - - - - - - - - - ]|mortdooey adtidn
KAlpa[ko ot eépey - - - - - - - - - Kol avafijvar €]jrt Tov vaov: advTtog 68 10
pe[----------- ]| - - - aAév Kai dve éxi Tov0 [prykod - - - - - - - - -
Jl[x]oi Ty khipoka pkpov ka[tépa - - - - - - - - - JlxpaTov ayavakTdv
t[a]r mpaf&r--------- yxo][Adt £ovtr dmotolp[fit] 6& apf[épag yevopévog

Ko €k TovToL VYMG €]|ERAOE.

“[Someone] from Epidauros, lame. This man came [to the sanctuary carried
on a litter]. Sleeping here he saw a vision. [It seemed to him the god ...]
and ordered him [to bring out] a ladder [and climb] up on the naos. He
[tried it at first, but later his courage] fell and up on the [(cornice?) he
stopped and said he was finished, and came] a little [down] the ladder.
Asklepios at first was angry at these doings [...] (although) being [lame] he
boldly tried it when day [came, and from this] he left [well]”.

A similar example can possibly be found also in iama B17,23 telling the story of Cleimenes of

Argus, who was unwilling to bathe in extremely cold water and was not granted the cure as a

result:

Khiewévne Apysiog dxpatng [tod codpatoc odtog MoV eic 1o &pa]ltov
gverafeude kai dyv €id[e’ £56kel ol 6 Bedg powvikida Epedv me]|prelifan
nepl 10 odpo Kol K[pov EEm tod 1apod gic Aovtpov dysw]| viv éal Tiva,

AMpvay, ag 10 Powp [sipev ka®’ vmepPorav Yuypov: dehdg]| 8’ avtod

13 This possibility rests on the assumption that the supplementation proposed by Herzog (1931: 22-24) can be

trusted. The quotation included here follows his edition of the inscription.

68



£0gv owukepévov 1oV A[oklamiov ovk inccicOal Tovg d&l]|hovdg T@OV
avOponov cic tovte @afpev, aAl’ i oitvég komotr’ avTov viv
PIKVAOVTOL &ic TO Tépevog &6vt[eg €0éhmdeg, MG 0VOEV Kokov TOV]|
TowTov mowmool, GAL’ Vyu] amom[epwyoi: EEeyepbelg &’ ElovTo Kol

ao]|knOnc £ENADE.

“Cleimenes of Argus, paralyzed in body. He came to the Abaton and slept
there and saw a vision. It seemed to him that the god wound a red woollen
fillet around his body and led him for a bath a short distance away from the
Temple to a lake of which the water was exceedingly cold. When he
behaved in a cowardly way, Asclepius said he would not heal those
people who were too cowardly for that, but those who came to him into
his Temple, full of hope that he would do no harm to such a man, but
would send him away well. When he woke up, he took a bath and walked
out unhurt”. [transl. Edelstein & Edelstein (1945)]

In both these cases, the suppliants are refused the cure until they succeed to perform the
prescribed activity with faith and trust. The accomplishment of the task constitutes proof of
their belief in the god’s healing powers, which is clearly a prerequisite for the effectiveness of

the incubation ritual.

Importantly, as far as can be established on the basis of the inscriptional evidence available to
us, an inadequate attitude to the incubation procedure can always be corrected. Its immediate
consequence is the lack of the expected effect, but this consequence is not a lasting one. The
suppliants always get another chance and if the change of mindset and the completion of the
activity is achieved, providing proof of trust being placed in the deity (i.e., if the ritual is
performed in the correct way), the reward is granted in the form of a positive outcome: the
lame man in iama B15 is healed once he bravely climbs the ladder, as is Cleimenes when he
eventually finds the courage to bathe in the cold lake. This is consistent with the observations
made in scholarship so far with regard to orthopraxy in the ancient ritual: the procedure has to
be repeated as many times as is needed until it is performed correctly and the desired result is

achieved.'*

14 Linder & Scheid 1993, 49.
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The fact that the injuries and suffering inflicted on the suppliants by the god are always
healed in the sanctuary at a later point indicates that they serve the manifestation of power,
meant as instruction rather than punishment: they are supposed to encourage the suppliants to
change their mindset so that they can undergo the incubation procedure with the right
attitude. Thus, the “punitive measures” taken by the god are not connected with any sort of

justice, but they are corrective of the suppliants’ approach and behaviour towards the deity.

A parallel expression of the importance of faith in divine power can possibly be found in an
inscription from the sanctuary of Amphiaraos at Oropos. Although the very fragmentary
preservation state of the text makes its full decipherment impossible, it is usually regarded as

an aretalogical praise of a miracle by Amphiaraos:*®

[...INXQ[---cceeennnnnnecnnn. ]
TpOTOV AOTOGE[- - - - - - - - - ---------- ] —
avnoeic Aobelv oV [-- - - ------------- o] —
pnBopev kai 0OV mal. . . . . vile¢ X[-------- ]
[K]od émpapropdpevog [ JNO [----------- ]

[to]Auay adtod émedn O [. . JXPI[. .JAA [- - -]

[. .]Jav mrapacmovoriclog] kai ATXE]. .. ... JAOIT [~ - -]
[ay]ovaxTotvtog Kai dewva maBodvrog Ka[i----- - - - ]

[. .]g yap fjperiev BonOoew kai todto [----- - - - Emu] —
[ap]topopévou: @ déomot” éval, ioxopd [- == - - - - - - - - - ]

[. .Iqxovoag T@VoE KaTayeEAOVT®Y 60V, 6V OE [- - - - - - - ]
LEVOL TTEPLPAVDG, 0VdERTAY GAANV EAida T[- - - - - - - - - ]
EVOV LLOVOV 0VTMG évedeilaTo Thv avToD d0[vamy - - - - - - - ]

[....JA[....]Z EII[..] épovpévev todtov ei[vor - - - - - - - ]

15 SEG XLVII 1997, 498; Petrakos 1997, 209-210 no.301. A slightly different reading of line 11 may be found
in Chaniotis & Mylonopoulos 2000, 206. The inscription has been dated to the late 5% century BC (c. 335-322
BC according to Petrakos). Versnel 2011, 414 n. 118 believes that the text refers to a miracle by Amphiaraos.
Chaniotis & Mylonopoulos 2000), 205-206 admit that the exact nature and content of the inscription is not clear,
but they notice a strong similarity to aretalogies and narratives of miracles.
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[...QSAI[......... Jevég T 1. ... .JXO[. .JOQ[- - - - - - - - ]

[. ]enoar yp[---------- 1 00TV O T[- = = === == === - - - ]

[..Inowv[....[TON[]JEZ[------------ JAI[- - -~ - ---- ]

[ 110077 JIIE[- - - -]

[- oo ] SE[.]QAE[- - - ]

[rmmm ] PONELJA[- - - -]
‘vacat’

The elements which can be discerned in the story coincide with the main motifs appearing on
the inscriptions from Epidauros discussed above: a breach of faith (ropacmovoncac), then a
state of suffering and vexation (&yavaktodvtog kai dewva mabodvtog), the motif of people
laughing (t@v d¢ katayeldvimv cov) and the intention of (presumably) the healing deity to
help (fjueliev Ponbnoew), the demonstration of power (oVtwg évedeiforo TV avTOD
Svvapy) when there was no other hope (ovdspiov dAAnv xtida),'® an oath (dpovpévemv) and
the cure (odwat). Thus, a certain sequence can be observed here: the god removes the
suffering in order to show his power in spite of (or maybe exactly because of) people’s
laughter; the oath may refer to a sacrifice or payment for the cure, but it can also be a
commitment to compensate for the earlier lack of faith. This sequence of elements is
consistent with the pattern emerging from the Epidaurian inscriptions, where the
manifestation of Asclepius’ power was the god’s reaction to people’s lack of faith, meant to

persuading them of his potency and trustworthiness.

Interestingly, it seems that in some situations what sufficed as an expression of trust towards
the deity was the very act of coming to the healing sanctuary with genuine hope that the cure
can be obtained. A clear example of this can be found in iama A10, describing the case of a
porter who broke his master’s drinking-vessel (a k®@0wv): when a passer-by tried to persuade
him that his struggle to put the pieces together was futile because even Asclepius of

Epidauros would not be able to do it, the porter immediately reacted with what can be

18 Or: “having realised that there was no other hope”. It seems possible that the missing fragment in line 11
contained a participle in the genitive, ending in -pévov in the following line — the whole phrase beginning with
oV 6¢ and ending with éArida (Il. 11-12) would then mean “but you, having realised without doubt (clearly) that
there was no other hope”.
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regarded as an act of faith, i.e. directed his steps towards the sanctuary of Asclepius. Since
this story does not actually concern an illness cured, the words of the passer-by sound
proverbial, with the metaphorical use of “healing” with regard to a vessel: tobtov yap ov
déka. 0 év Emdavpotr AckAamiog vy mofjoan dvvarto. Thus, this text presents an exemplary
case in which a seemingly hopeless matter is entrusted to Asclepius with faith that it is within

his power to address it successfully, which results in a positive outcome.

Literary evidence

The mentions of incubation in ancient literature coincide with the epigraphic evidence in their
emphasis on trust in the healing powers of the deity as an inherent element of the procedure.
In his description of the sanctuary of Sarapis at Kanobos, Strabo speaks about faith and
falling asleep in the precinct in one breath, as if one naturally followed from the other: the

expressionmictedevkaidykopdcOasounds almost formulaic:’

KévwPog 8’ €oti moMg €v gikoot kol €katov otadiolg amd AleEavopeiog
nelf) iodoy, éndvopoc Kavopov tod Meveldov kuBepvitov dmoboavovtog
avTo0L Erovca 1O TOD Zapdmidog iepOdV MOAAY AyloTElQ TYW®UEVOV Kol
Oepamneiog xeépov, MOTE Kol TOVG EAAOYILMOTATOVS BVOPOS TLETEVELY Kol
£yKolpdcOor ovTovg VIEP EAVTAV 1) £TEPOVS. GLYYPAPOVOL O TIVES KOl TAG

Oepamneiog. GAAOL 6¢ ApeTAC TAOV Evtadba Aoyiwmv.

“Canobus is a city situated at a distance of one hundred and twenty stadia
from Alexandria, if one goes on foot, and was named after Canobus, the
pilot of Menelaiis, who died there. It contains the temple of Sarapis, which
is honoured with great reverence and effects such cures that even the most
reputable men believe in it and sleep in it — themselves on their own behalf
or others for them. Some writers go on to record the cures, and others the

virtues of the oracles there”.

An appropriate approach to the deity was apparently an essential requirement for the healing
to take place also according to one of the passages in the Oxyrhynchus papyrus, containing a
praise of Imouthes-Asclepius. It is interesting to observe that in this text the correct attitude

17 Strab. 17.1.17.1-8, transl. H. L. Jones.
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did not necessarily have to be a permanent condition — a momentary disposition could

suffice:

gtowote[ ]poc yap 6 Beoc mpo[c] e[ve]pyecio] v giye kai Tovg avTdk>a
névov ev[clefeic tf) mpobupia moAAG[ ]xig dmnudnkving ¢ loatp[ ]7g

POG TaG KoTeyovoag awtov| J¢ vocoug Ecwaoev.

“For the god is disposed to confer benefits, since even those whose pious
ardour is only for the moment are repeatedly preserved by him after the
healing art has failed against diseases which have overtaken them”.8

Similarly, Philostratus relates in his Vita Apollonii the story of a “false” dedicator, who was

expelled from the sanctuary of Asclepius at Aigai by the priest, on Apollonius’ advice and the

god’s clear instruction received in a dream, because he intended to erase his guilt of

incestuous behaviour by performing lavish sacrifices and offering exceptionally valuable

votives. On this occasion, Apollonius expresses the conviction that Asclepius can be

approached only with true reverence; he does not allow “the false” (oi @avAiot), who only

pretend piety while performing sacrifices, to come near:

Kai 8uo & 1oV Acknmov BAéyog “@hocosic”, &pn, “®@ AckAnmé, v
appnToOV 1€ Kol cvyyevijoad t@ @lrAocopioy pi) cuyy@p®OvV 1ol @aOA0LG
ocipo 1kewy, und’ av mavrta oor T amd IvodV kKol Xapod v
Evpgépmaoty, oV yap Tindvteg 10 Ogiov OVovoL TOVTO KOL AVATTOVOLY,

GAL" @VOLLEVOL TNV JIKNV, IV 00 GLYYWOPETTE ADTOIG SIKAOTOTOL HVTES”.

“At the same time, turning his eyes to the statue of Asclepius, he
[Apollonius] said: ‘It is your ineffable and native wisdom you practice,
Asclepius, when you forbid the wicked to come here, even if they amass all
the wealth of India and Sardinia for you. They do not make these sacrifices
and dedications to honor divinity, but to buy a favorable judgement, which

you gods in your great justice do not grant’.”*°

18 Ox. Pap. XI, 1381, col. I1l: 51-57; ed. and trans. Edelstein & Edelstein (1945) fr. 331.
BPhilostr., VA, 1.11; ed. and trans. Christopher P. Jones (2005).
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Reasons for importance

The question arises why faith and trust played a particularly important role in the incubation
procedure, and hence also in the cult of Asclepius in general. The answer to this may be

manifold.

The main and most obvious aspect was the actual significance of personal attitude in ancient
religious practice. The evidence discussed here clearly shows that belief in the gods’ power
and trust placed in them was a matter of importance in ritual, which could be regarded as void
or even offensive to the gods if performed without this approach. The fact that (as far as can
be established on the basis of the extant testimonies) suppliants who fail to show their trust in
Asclepius are never punished with a permanent affliction — and indeed any illness or injury
inflicted by the god is always healed in the precinct at a later point — indicates that the
emphasis is put on improvement and encouragement of the correct attitude rather than on
strict enforcement of certain rules. The “punitive measures” encountered in the context of
incubation are clearly meant to serve as guidance and as means of creating an image of a
powerful deity, well-disposed towards people on the condition that they acknowledge and
appreciate the god’s potency and good will by placing trust in him. In this system of mutual
conditioning, the worshippers’ personal attitude becomes the binding factor between the gods

and the mortals, which enables interaction and continual synergy.

Another factor contributing to the prominence of faith in incubation could have been the
sanctuary policy: the personnel of sacred precincts might have deliberately enhanced the role
of faith and trust in the procedure (e.g., through the display of a relatively large number of
stories referring to suppliants’ disbelief or lack of trust and its consequences) in order to
incite belief in the effectiveness of the ritual. Dillon suggested that many of the cure
inscriptions (especially those most incredible) testify not to some real events and healings,
but rather to certain convictions connected with Asclepius held by people, and to some
experiences they had in the sanctuaries. According to him, the miracle inscriptions are a
curious mixture of genuine cures, invented cures, and instructional material.?’ Even if this
interpretation is regarded as going slightly too far, it cannot be denied that inciting or
nurturing belief appears at least equally important in the Epidaurian collection as the cures
themselves. The sanctuary’s influence on the suppliants’ attitude was related to the process of

framing, in which individuals apply schemata of interpretation (i.e. assume, explicitly or in

20 Dillon 1994, 243, 257 and 259.
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effect, sets of rules) in defining a situation; their choice of framework is not entirely arbitrary,
but is often “guided” by the actions or standards of the social environment in which a
particular event or experience is taking place.?! The display of the ‘iamata’ presenting
Asclepius as a powerful healing deity, effecting astonishing cures for people who approach
him with trust and castigating those who refuse to acknowledge his potency, would lead to
the conceptualisation of the procedure as requiring such an attitude. Thus, by exhibiting both
the marvellous stories about the god healing even most hopeless illnesses and those
describing his unfavourable reaction to people who did not place trust in him, sanctuaries
influenced the suppliants’ understanding of the incubation ritual and persuaded them to
entrust themselves to Asclepius as a healer. Whether for religious (as described above),
psychological (discussed in what follows) or purely materialistic (aiming to increase the
sanctuary income) reasons, the personnel of healing precincts seem to have supported and
actively enhanced the conviction that trust was essential in approaching the god. The fact that
five of the eight stories directly referring to disbelief or weak belief were placed within the
first 11 texts in the Epidaurian collection indicates the significance which the sanctuary
compilers of this epigraphic set attached to these accounts: they were likely to be read and

remembered even by those who did not continue to the end of the set.?

Finally, personal attitude was significant in incubation also on the psychological level. Many
of the suppliants’ conditions involve serious or chronic physical suffering and undergoing an
obscure procedure in an unknown environment, in rough conditions, far from home, having
overcome the difficulties of the journey and presumably having completed the introductory
purification rituals might have exacerbated the already distressful situation. In this context,
the strong encouragement to approach the deity with faith and trust would incite the feeling
of tranquillity, providing the desirable mental preparation for the ritual. Additionally, in some
cases this mindset might have been curative in itself, whether through inducing a placebo

effect, or by addressing an actual issue which in reality was of a psychosomatic nature.

2l Goffman 1986), 21, 22 and 26. | present a more comprehensive discussion of the application of framing
theories in the study of incubation in my recent article “Dream as Framework for Extreme Experience” (Journal
of Ancient Civilizations, forthcoming).

22 _iDonnici 1995, 27-28.
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Conclusions

Although the ancient Greeks and Romans do not appear to have seen the need for any
declaration or manifestation of belief in their gods, it is indisputable that they nevertheless
deemed necessary for people to express their belief that their gods have certain supernatural
powers (which can be trusted), or at least expected this belief not to be undermined or
challenged.?® This attitude seems particularly significant in the incubation procedure, which
required the suppliants to approach the deity with trust for several reasons, including
religious, pragmatic (sanctuary policy) and psychological. Hence, the extant testimonies
regarding incubation, both epigraphic and literary, provide a clear illustration of this

importance.

Stories about people showing lack of faith in Asclepius’ powers prove that the spectrum of
attitudes was broad, ranging from eager reliance on the god (as in the case of the porter with
the broken vessel), through confidence allowing a varied degree of doubt (as in the examples
of the lame climbing the ladder or of Cleimenes unwilling to bathe in cold water) to a definite
disbelief often connected with derision or open mockery and sneering at the god’s alleged
deeds and at other people’s faith. The reasons for disbelief were equally varied: from a simple
bewilderment evoked by the most inconceivable cures (such as the one performed on the man
without one eyeball) to a logical, even if purely theoretical and rather wilful, reasoning (such

as the argument regarding Hephaestus).

At the same time, these texts give us insight into the mechanisms of inciting faith in divine
power and the means of encouraging suppliants to place trust in the deity. On the basis of the
available sources, it can be observed that this can take the form of punishment for
disbelieving or disregarding Asclepius miracles with bodily suffering, refusal to grant a cure,
symbolical stigmatisation of the suppliant (as incredulous), as well as, analogically, of an
immediate reward for acts of trust performed by suppliants. It is worth considering that this
encouragement, regardless of the form it took, must have contributed remarkably to the
shaping of people’s attitude to ritual and deities in general. Thus, it would impact religious
participation in antiquity by emphasising the relevance and importance of personal attitude in

religious practice.

2 This view is accordant with the current opinion in scholarship — see, for instance, Linder & Scheid 1993, 54;
Parker 2011, 3-4.
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