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The“smart” Asclepieion:
A total healing environment?*

For more than eight centuries, the Asclepieia in ancient Greece offerred health
care, combining experimental therapeutic methods with a variety of religious
and magical elements. This paper argues that neither the location nor the
building composition of the Asclepieia were selected at random. Literature
sources and excavations indicate that Asclepieia were builtin locations of great
natural beauty, rich in vegetation, with thermal springs and spectacular views.
Buildings such as theaters, gymnasia and hippodromes, used by patients for
physical exercise and recreation, were constructed next to the buildings where
physicians were practising medicine. Some of the most important Asclepieia
are described here, with emphasis on the special qualities of the natural
environment and the recreational character of the buildings. It is obvious
that the Asclepieia adopted a holistic approach to treatment, recognizing the
importance both of the psychological and emotional factors in the healing
procedure as well as the activation of the innate healing mechanisms of
every human: medical intervention was combined with improvement of the
psychological condition of sick people, by providing a pleasant and healthy
environment for their residence. What has recently emerged as a major issue
and a focal point in hospital design appears to have been a well-established
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practice in the ancient Greek healing centers.

Dedicated to Asclepius, the god of medicine and heal-
ing in ancient Greek mythology, the Asclepieia were at the
not only temples of worship but also medical care centers.
Scattered throughout the ancient world, they were over
300 in number, the largest and most famous being those
of Trikke, Epidaurus, island of Kos, Athens, Corinth and
Pergamon. Archeological findings from some of the largest
Asclepieia and accounts from ancient literary sources, such
as the comedy “Plutus” by Aristophanes and the works of
Pausanias, Strabo, Plutarch, Lucian of Samosata and others,
provide valuable information about the operation of these
holy institutions.” It is known, for instance, that patient
treatment was based both on the application of empirical
natural methods and on transcendental or mystic rituals,
which aimed at reinforcing the patients’faith in the healing
god, and stimulating their imagination, in order to induce
suggestion or auto-suggestion.’

When the pilgrims arrived at the temple, they first followed
certain preliminary procedures, such as catharsis, exercise,
massage and fasting. They were then given —depending on
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their problem- specific treatment with medicines, natural
remedies and even simple surgery. These clearly practical
medical procedures, however, were enveiled in a mist of
mystery and the supernatural: The patients reposed in
the “Abaton” or “Enkoimeterion” (dormitory), where they
were put into a hypnotic state, probably with the aid of
hallucinogens, and started dreaming. The dreams had a
prognostic sense, i.e. they could predict the course and
the outcome of the disease. However, it was not unusual,
following the “incubation”, for the patients to wake up
healed, through “divine intervention”?

A striking fact is that the Asclepieia adopted a holistic
approach to the treatment of patients, emphasizing the
therapeutic qualities of the natural environment as well as
recognizing the importance of psychological and emotional
factors in the healing procedure and in the activation of
the innate healing mechanisms of every human being?
What has recently emerged as a major issue and a focal
point in modern hospital design, appears to have been
a well-established practice in the ancient Greek healing

*  Based on a presentation made at the International Hospital Federation Pan-Regional Conference: Towards the “smart” hospital, 4—7 November
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centers. This becomes evident, in the careful selection of
location the Asclepieia, which was usually an idyllic site,
with lush vegetation, enchanting views and abundant
running water — in certain cases even thermal springs.
The Asclepieion of Epidaurus was situated in a valley rich
in springs, at the foothill of mount Kynortion. Its facilities
spread within the forest, described by Pausanias as “the
sacred grove”’* and the spring located near its entrance,
supplied the shrine with fresh water, even in its earliest
period.’ The Asclepieion of Kos was also located among
trees, specifically in the middle of a cypress grove, on a slope
overlooking the sea. The Asclepieion of Corinth was built
next to the Lerna spring, while the Asclepieion of Gortyn
was situated beside the river Loussios. The Asclepieion of
Athens was located on the southern slope of the Acropo-
lis, on the most enchanting and easily accessible part of
the sacred rock, with spring water, smooth slopes and a
magnificent view that is impressive even today.? In Perga-
mon, the Asclepieion was built on a flat summit next to a
spring. According to Publius Aelius Aristides, the author of
oratorical and philosophical texts, this (shrine) can claim to
be located at the most beautiful spot on earth.° There are
also other references to groves of trees growing beside or
around other Asclepieia, such as that of Kyros on mount
Kyllene, and those of Titane, Phlius and Messene.’

The arrangement of the buildings surrounding the
Asclepieia, as well as their type and nature, are further
points of interest. Apart from the buildings dedicated purely
to worship or medical treatment, such as the temple, the
god’s statue, the altar and the Enkoimeterion, the shrine
was surrounded by a number of facilities that served
to keep patients entertained and occupied, to provide
physical exercise and ensure a pleasant stay. Buildings
such as the Stadium, the Hippodrome, the Gymnasium
and the Palaestra, all found near the temples, were used
as exercise sites and areas where gymnastic games and
entertainment took place (fig. 1).

In Epidaurus, the famous Theater and Odeion were used
for musical and theatrical performances and for musical
contests. The large library located nearby was another
building with a potentially recreational character. The
Asclepieion of Pergamon is an equally multifaceted site:
On the northern side of the Temenos there is a theater
and a large rectangular-shaped library, the walls of which
were equipped with niches for scrolls and bookshelves®
(fig. 2).

The Asclepieion of Athens is yet another case where
the connection of the healing temple with artistic and
theatrical activities is clearly evident. The Asclepieion forms
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Figure 1. Asclepieion of Epidaurus with the Abaton (Dormitory) (1), the
Baths (2), the Gymnasium and the Odeion (3), the Stadium (4) and the
Theater (5). (Reprinted and adapted from Asklepios kai Asklepieia [Asclepius
and Asclepieial, by Aravadinos AP, 1907).

Figure 2. Asclepieion of Pergamon with the Theater (3) and the Library
(10). (Reprinted from Heilkunst und Heilkult: Medizin in der Antike [in
Greek] by Krug A, 1997).

an integral part of the architectural complex of the south
slope of the Acropolis, west of the Theater of Dionysus and
very close to the Odeia of Pericles and Herodus Atticus. In
this case the Asclepieion was not an independent and self-
contained entity, like that of Epidaurus, but rather a center
incorporated in the city grid. These facilities might have
been designed for the entertainment of the inhabitants
of the city, but it is safe to assume that they also fulfilled
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the needs of the patients staying at the Asclepieion during
their treatment (fig. 3).

Similar examples can be found in several other cases: In
Corinth, the Asclepieion was built next to the Gymnasium
and in close proximity to the Theater and the Odeion of the
Agora; in Sicyon the Asclepieion was directly connected
with the theater, while at Troezena the shrine of Asclepius
was in the vicinity of the Gymnasium, and an Odeion was
built during the Roman period. In Messene and Megalopolis,
the Asclepieion appears to form a unified complex together
with the Theatre and the Stadium.

The dining and symposium halls were equally important.
Most Asclepieia included large halls where the patients
could dine, consuming the meat of the sacrifices offered
to the god. In Epidaurus there are remains of a large
building with many rooms and arcades, which was used
as a dinning hall. In Corinth there were three large halls
with a small hearth in the middle, destined for communal
dinners. In Troezena, the communal dinners took place in
halls with stone pedestals for the couches and with built-in
tables, and in Athens there were symposium halls located
adjacent to the sacred sites (fig. 4).

There also appears to be a close connection between
the Asclepieia and the baths, which, apart from their thera-
peutic properties, also offered relaxation for the body and
a sense of well-being. In Epidaurus, the “Asclepius baths’,
mentioned by Pausanias,” were located next to the temple
and the “Abaton”. In Corinth, there was a wash basin right
after the Abaton. Facilities of thermal baths were discov-

Figure 3.The south slope of Athens Akropolis: Asclepieion (29) with the
Theater of Dionysus (38) and two Odeia (35 and 43). (Reprinted from To
iero kai to theatro tou Dionysou: Mnimeia tis notias plevras tis Akropolis
[The Dionysos temple and theater: Monuments of the south slope of
the Akropolis], by Papathanasoulopoulos TG, 1993).
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ered on the island of Kos, while in Gortyn, in Arcadia, there
was a significant bath installation in close proximity to the
temple of Asclepius. In Pergamon, in the basement of the
circular building located at the southeast side of the Te-
menos, were wash basins, which, alongside the ducts and
the extensive piping for the inflow and outflow of water,
indicate the extensive use of fresh water®

It is evident, from all the above findings, that those
visiting the Asclepieia were offered entertainment, physical
exercise, hydrotherapy, spectacles, music and games, all as
a necessary complement to the special, according to each
disease, practical treatment and religious ceremony.5?

This healing approach might have been established at
the Asclepieia, but it is also reflected in the architectural
composition of the Amphiaraeia, sanctuaries dedicated to
the healer god-soothsayer Amphiaraos. The mostimportant
among these is located in Oropos, Attica; built in an idyllic
location, next to a hot spring, it functioned as a religious
and healing center from the archaic to the Byzantine era.

KOPIN@OL

Figure 4. Asclepieion of Corinth (33) with the Gymnasium (30), the Ode-
ion (15) and the Theater (16). (Reprinted and adapted from Ta Ascleipieia
tis Peloponnisou [The Asclepieia of Peloponnese], by Stavropoulos SG,
2000).
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The archeological excavations on the site have revealed
the temple (4th c. BC) but also the altar, the Enkoimeterion,
a small-scale theatre (3rd c. BC), indications of a stadium
and two thermal baths.

CONCLUSION

It is clear from the aforementioned evidence that
neither the location nor the building composition of the
Asclepieia were selected at random. Built in locations of
exquisite natural beauty, with lush vegetation, enchanting
views and rich in fresh water, where the temperature,
humidity, sunlight and winds were all maintained at the
ideal levels, the Asclepieia were ideal healing centers.” At
all sites, apart from the temple, altar and Enkoimeterion,
the excavations around the area also revealed sets of
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various other buildings, such as theaters, odeions, sports
facilities, libraries, baths and symposium and dining halls.
It is therefore obvious that the Asclepieia possessed all
the necessary means for the varied entertainment and
to ensure the pleasant stay of the pilgrims. The patients
had the opportunity to watch or participate in sporting
events or musical contests, to attend musical or theatrical
performances, to read books and to socialize. In these
multifunctional sites, nature, architecture and man worked
together to achieve a sense of mental well-being, tranquility
and optimism for the patients, which the ancient Greek
thought had very wisely deemed as crucial to the efficient
and speedy recovery of the patients. Finally, it should not
be overlooked that all these practices in the Asclepieia were
provided in conjunction with the rational, Hippocratic or
Knidian medicine of the time.”
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Apxeia EAAnviknc latpikric 2010, 27(2):259-263

Ma mEPIOOOTEPOUG ATTO OKTW ALWVEG 0Ta ACKANTILEIA TNG apxaiag EANGaSag avantiuxOnke pia OgparmeuTikn TEXvn TOU

Baotlotav 1600 O IATPIKEG OEPATTEVTIKEG HEBOSOUG 6TO0 Kal o€ SIAPOoPEG OPNOKEUTIKEG LEPOTENECTIEG. DINONOYIKEG

TINYEG KAl AVOOKA@PIKA EVPAMATA HAPTUPOUV OTL Ol APXITEKTOVIKEG ETTIAOYEG OE O,TL APOPOVCE OTOUG TOTTOUG AVEYEPONG

aAAd KAl OTNV KTNPLOKA ouyKpOTnon Twv AcoKAnmiEiwv Sev ATav Tuxaiec. H @UOIKN opop@ld Tou TEPIBANNOVTOG,

ME Ta dpbova vepd, TNV MAoUCIa BAACTNON Kal TNV EVTUNTIWOILAKN B€a, Ta KaBlotovoe 1davikoug Tomoug Beparneiag.

MapdAAnAa, moAAd amd Ta olkoSourpata mou Bpiokovtav péoca 1 o€ PIKp amdéotacn amod ta AcKANTIEia, OTTwG

B¢atpa, otddia n wdeia, xpnolpomolovvTay yia TNV Puxaywyia Twv acBevwyv. H mapovoa gpyacia mapouotadlel

MEPIKA aTTd TA ONUAVTIKOTEPA ACKANTILEIA, SIVOVTAG €UPACH OTA XOPAKTNPLIOTIKA TOU PUGCIKOU TTEPIBANAOVTOG KAl TOV

PUXAYWYLIKO XAPAKTAPA TWV KTNPIiwV TTou Ta TTepLEBarav. Mvetal mpo@avég ott Ta AoKAnTiEia vloBeTovoAV pia TILO

OALOTIKR) TIPOOEYYION OTNn «VOONAEiO» Kal Tn O€pameia TwV MPOOKUVNTWV TTOU KATEPELYAV OE AUTA yla Tn Bepameia

TWV CWHATIKWV TOUG TAORCEWYV, cLVOLALOVTAG TNV LATPIKN TIPAEN HE TN BEATIWON TNG WUXOAOYIKAG KATAOTACNG TWV

a0BevWV HEOW TNG TTAPAUOVIG TOUG O€ £€Va EUXAPLOTO KAl LYLEWVO TTEPIBAANAOV.
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