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The Language of Asclepius

The Role and Diffusion of the Written Word in—and the Visual
Language of—the Cult of Asclepius
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I t is well-known that across history, people painfully confronted with their mortality would

often seek out the divine in hopes of ameliorating their ailments. To this day even, almost
constantly pilgrims from all corners of the earth depart for the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Lourdes
to wade into the supposedly healing waters of the Grotto of Massabielle. Like them, when in
sickness or distress, people during more archaic times would turn to certain cults and their
sanctuaries, believing their dedication might guide them back to health.'

One such cult in particular was that of the medicinal deity Asclepius. In examination of
Asclepius’ cult, scholars have looked to the sanctuary at Epidauros for its corpus of ‘healing
inscriptions’ (i&pata, transl. as iamata; sing. iama) that document the cult’s presence and
activities in detail.” The Epidaurian iamata offer an interesting glance behind the scenes of
Asclepius’ healing cult.

This essay will discuss and inspect the role of the written word and visual language within
the Asclepieian cult by looking at two aspects of its healing inscriptions. First to be considered is
the way the iamata were compiled and created—specifically those from Epidauros. Secondly, this

essay will consider what function the iamata would have had or, alternatively put, what role they
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played in the workings and spread of the cult. In addition, the essay will explore in what ways
these aspects can be further explained through the concepts of speech act theory.

Before I delve into these aspects, the relevance and nature of said theory ought to be
briefly addressed. When in 1955 philosopher J.L. Austin delivered his lectures at Harvard
University, he introduced us to a host of notions that pertain to the study of what he calls ‘speech
acts’.> These speech acts, or utterances, Austin posits, may be identified according to what act or
‘force’ such an utterance exerts or ‘performs’ on whomever is on the receiving end. Austin makes
the distinction between what he calls the locutionary force of an utterance (its ‘surface meaning’;
that which is literally stated)?, the force of an illocutionary utterance (having intention: fo warn,
to promise, to urge etc.) and that of the perlocutionary utterance (having effect upon one’s feelings,
mindset, thoughts etc.).’ In short, the theory resolves the misconceived assumption that an
utterance could only serve to describe a state of affairs—meaning that not all ‘sentences’ are mere
‘statements’.® These ideas fit into this essay’s examination of the Asclepieian healing inscriptions,
in that they may provide a better understanding of how the iamata were possibly interpreted and
used to ‘communicate’ the beliefs and effectiveness of the Asclepieian cult to its sanctuaries’
visitors.

Which returns me to the iamata in question. As to the first aspect to be discussed, the
process whereby the jamata stelai at the Asclepieion of Epidauros were produced is by no means
apparent. In fact the Epidaurian iamata abstain completely from clearly indicating which
individuals or sources were involved in their creation.” The approximately 70—sometimes
fragmentary—inscriptions in total (that are legible), were dispersed across four stelai (‘A’, ‘B, ‘C
& ‘D’) made of greyish limestone. The jamata were produced in stoichedon (style of engravement
whereby letters would be aligned both vertically and horizontally) during the late 4* century

BCE.® Supposedly, the iamata were not all original tales when inscribed in the stelai at the
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Epidaurian sanctuary, but rather writings based on earlier inscriptions and—relocated’—votive
offerings that were deemed worthy of preservation and thus transferred onto the stelai. (Just like
the iama of the five year pregnancy indicates': *...the fortunate woman inscribed—on another
votive plaque.) Oral traditions may also have had an influence on the formation of the stelai’s
jamata."

What may be inferred from the Epidaurian jamata more clearly, is the role or function of
the iamata within the cult of Asclepius. The healing inscriptions deal with a voluminous diversity
of issues, mostly related to health, from a simple cough to blindness and injured limbs, but also
something as seemingly arbitrary as advice on where one should sail."”* To illustrate how these

inscriptions present themselves, I take the iama of Pamphaes' as an example:

Pamphaes of Epidauros, having a cancerous sore inside his
mouth. This man, sleeping here, saw a vision. It seemed to
him the god opened his mouth with his hand, took out the

sore, and cleansed his mouth, and from this he became well.

At any rate, the iamata may have had the function of preparing those in need of healing for the
ritual of enkoimesis (‘incubation’), which would take place in a section of the sanctuary called the
abaton (or koimeterion).'" Enkoimesis meant a person would go to sleep (or be put to sleep
artificially) in hopes of being visited and (surgically) cured by Asclepius in their dreams.” Various
jamata allude to this process.'® According to Pausanias'/, the iamata recorded the names and

plights of those who had succesfully been cured of their illnesses by the god Asclepius—a
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perspective that suggests the iamata to have functioned as testimonies to put patients’ minds at
ease. Moreover, as three out of four of the iamata stilai were placed in close proximity to the
abaton, it was ensured that patients could prepare themselves as to what to expect once in
enkoimesis.'® In this sense, the iamata were not just attestations of healing procedures, but ritual
inscriptions of a perlocutionary nature, setting visitors (patients or, ‘supplicants’) up with the right
mindset. This could in turn have led the iamata to have had a placebo effect on Asclepieian
pilgrims, as their very expectations alone might have had ‘curative value’.”

Feats of healing described by the iamata could also function as a ‘propaganda tool of the
divine’**—bridging the divide between rational medicine and miracle-working, attracting visitors
that no ‘ordinary’ doctor could help. In fact it is no unpopular suspicion®' for the iamata to have
functioned in such a way, as crediting miracle healings to Asclepius would have increased the
sanctuary’s renown—Ieading to the desire for people elsewhere to have access, and thus the spread
of the cult* and, indeed, establishing a ‘Hellenic wide clientele’”. However, not all cures the
jamata describe can possibly have been real, as demonstrated by the aforementioned iama of
Kleo’s five year pregnancy, or the man without eyes that woke up able to see.? As such, the tales
the iamata tell may also have served to represent the beliefs held by the cult of Asclepius.”

Looking at the whole of healing inscriptions produced by the Asclepieian cult at
Epidauros, one may notice that the iamata can be put into two categories®: those that describe
the plights of the ill and the miracle healings performed, and those that describe people’s
emotions or reactions to the events that take place. The latter for example being the case in the
iama of the mute boy”’, wherein the utterances both perform an illocutionary (narrating devotion;

‘I promise’) as well as a perlocutionary force onto the reader (who, then, may be incentivized to
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express perseverance). Something the iamata are unique in conveying, as for example a votive
relief could really only clearly capture an event or experience, and not impress particular
implications.?®

On the basis of the iamata’s functional faculties, one could infer that they played a
tripartite role in the cult of Asclepius, firstly as advertisements showcasing its accomplishments,
secondly as a language inspiring confidence in Asclepius’ healing capabilities and the rituals of its
sanctuaries, communicating hope to the ill and distressed and thirdly, as the main contributors to
the cult’s divine status reputation and its diffusion across the mediterranean area, much like the

roman empire’s infrastructure impacted the spread of Christianity.
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