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AbstrAct 
In this paper the whole historical, structural, and psycho-
logical aspects of the incubatory rituals practiced within the 
Asklepieia1 will be deep-in examinated. The paper will start 
with an introductory remark on Hellenic incubation practice 
(1) to then move on to sequence and analyze the rituals as-
sociated with the cult considered (2) to highlight the state of 
mind they sought to induce in sufferers. Section (3) will be 
mostly focused on the connection between the ancient medi-
cine and dreams, whilst the following section (4) analyzes a 
possible direct connection between theater and the dreaming 
world. Then, through comparison with a present-day incuba-
tory cult (5) and the contribution derived from some modern 
psychological theories (6), we will try to formulate a plausible 
hypothesis (7) about the functional properties of such litur-
gies with reference to their ability to mobilize the deep ener-
gies of pilgrims, aimed at achieving healing from the physical 
and psycho-physical ills that afflicted them or at solving other 
pressing problems2.

Keywords: Dreams and ancient medicine - Dreams and ancient 
theatre - Incubation in modern psychology - Functional hypothesis.
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1. Introduction: some general remarks on Greek incubation.
The incubation practice, already attested by the Sumerians, it was present in 
Mesopotamia from the third millennium B.C. It is difficult, however, to determine pre-
cisely whether and when this tradition, perhaps transiting through the Near East, actu-
ally spread throughout Greece3.The first evidence of an incubatory practice in Greece is 
recorded by Herodotus4, who witnessed the existence of the dream cult of Amphiaraus, 
a local hero, at the sanctuary of Oropos in Boeotia. However, it was through the wor-
ship of Asclepius that this practice flourished at Epidaurus5. The beginning of the latter 
cult is attested by an epigraph dating from the late 6th century B.C., whilst the first 
secure evidence of an incubatory ritual at this site comes through iamata6 from the sec-
ond half of the 4th century B.C.7. As time went on, such veneration experienced strong 
development, assuming remarkable proportions. This can been easily inferred from 
the subsequent enlargement and monumentalization of the sanctuary at Epidaurus, as 
well as that of other Asklepieia (e.g., Pergamum)8. Moreover, the incubatory cult by 
expanding became democratized, so much so that, at its peak, it would attract many 
different users. This expansion was also linked to the revaluation of the illness notion 
itself, which passed, through such a cult, from a dimension of suffering tout court to the 
status of a possible privileged condition for numinous contact9. 

2. The sacred route
Cultic procedures that was followed at the beginning had many local variations, so 
that no two shrines proceeded from each other, and even it looks like different incuba-
tory rituals may could coexist in the same location. We know that many ceremonies 
were performed collectively by all pilgrims to the shrine, while some were refined for 
incubants and still others were exclusively reserved for them. For expository utility 
we will divide the entire cultic journey into five steps:

a. The convocation: the patient usually went spontaneously to the shrine, some-
times after a dream in which the deity of the holy place invited him/her to join 
it. It could also happen that this appeal occurred through someone else’s dream. 

b. The preliminary prohibitions: those who had sexual intercourse few days 
prior to entering the sacred area were not allowed to enter the incubatory 
rooms, nor could they have access to the cult during the entire duration of the 
their stay in the Asklepieion. Excluded were also menstruating women and 
all those who had been recently came closed to with either births or deaths10.

c. The preparatory rituals: preliminary donations by incubants consisted of 
money and/or sacrificial animals (usually either roosters or piglets). The 
offering of some kinds of sweets or breads was also expected. Incubants were 
also presumed to abide by certain dietary prescriptions, such as abstinence 
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from a variety of food, e.g., meat and goat cheese. These aliments were likely 
considered indigestible and thus throught to disturb sleep and prevent truthful 
dreams. Limited periods of fasting could also be required. White robes used 
to distinguish incubants from other worshippers. White was associated with 
purity and was considered a necessary medium to achieve healing. Indeed, 
as Hedvig von Eherenheim11 noted, incubants were required to have a grea-
ter degree of virtue than simple pilgrims. The final step, i.e., the opportunity 
for incubation, was not immediate and it could take some time, even months 
or years, before the subject was deemed fit to enter the final rite. It even hap-
pened that priests, also in presence of substantial offerings from the postu-
lant, refused to perform the ceremony in its final steps if they considered the 
subject not to be fully purificated12. Luigi Lafasciano points out that the state 
of mind of those who were about to enter the abaton13 was generally descri-
bed by the term hesuchia (and the corresponding verb hesuchazo) meaning 
“tranquility” but also concentration, in reference to “total stillness, a funda-
mental requirement for the dreamlike encounter with divinity”14. Finally, if 
all ritual path had been properly observed, the pilgrims were sent to sleep 
in the abaton, with the intimation that they should observe absolute silence.  
The way pilgrims would spend the night was also very specific. First, men 
and women would lie down separately: men in the East, based on a very 
ancient classification that held the eastern side more conducive to their 
dream production, and women in the West15. In many cases incubants slept, 
instead of on normal klinai, in a bed of leaves or on top of a crude bedding 
(stibas) or on the skin of a sacrificed animal (usually a ram). All of which, 
together with the immobility and the required silence, concurred to make 
incubants enter even more into a sort of unknow dimension. 

d. The incubatory night: at this point, while asleep, it could finally happen that 
in dreaming the god himself, appeared, or one of his theriomorphic avatars, 
such as a snake or a dog in the case of Asclepius, who either intervened 
directly on the sleepers by healing them, or indicated them the remedies to 
be taken to heal the ills that tormented them (usually herbs and diets, but 
sometimes also ablutions or physical activities). The sleepers would awaken 
sometimes already cured, or they would narrate the dream to the priests so 
that the latter could interpret it properly16. It was also important for the inter-
preters to understand the time at which the dream had appeared, because 
those occurring around dawn were considered more reliable17 .

e. The concluding ceremonies: at the end of the healing process, pilgrims were 
to dedicate one of the two laurel wreaths with which they had been provided 
to Asclepius and then make the concluding offerings and/or sacrifices. In 
summary, as stated by Ido Israelowich: 
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This socially-organized cult taught an individual worshipper, like Aristides, how to relate 
to his illness; what he should expect from Asclepius; how the invoke the god; which voca-
bulary to use in the process; and how to recognise the hand of god when it finally touched 
his worshipper18.

3. Dreams and medicine
Human anatomy was not a tool of ancient medicine, and dreams were one of the few 
ways through which one could grasp what was going on inside a human body, there-
fore they generally took significant diagnostic relevance.
Even Galen, in his treatise De dignotione ex insomniis19 admitted that reading dreams 
could be helpful for clinical medicine, to more effectively achieve the healing of the 
sick person. Probably the incubatory practices could somehow direct the individual’s 
deep attention to himself/herself and his/her body. In fact, generally, consciousness is 
too engrossed and hypnotized by daily routines to be able to make the decisive intro-
spective break necessary for the individual to fully know, and understand his or her, 
psychophysical state. Even today’s medicine is realizing that such practices certainly 
possessed a nontrivial kernel of truth, at least at the diagnostic level, as demonstrated 
by the pioneering work of Vasily Kasatkin20. 
Moreover priestly medicine could go hand in hand for a time with the “naturalistic” 
medicine that was beginning to establish itself21. In the V century B.C., these two 
therapeutic fields were by no means alternative but, on the contrary, usually operated 
in good accord. Interestingly, Lorenzo Perilli22, has observed a wealth of structural 
and lexical similarities (such as medical technicalities, surgeries, etc.) between the 
iamata and the descriptions found in the Corpus Hippocraticum. In fact, the common 
antagonist of priests and physicians was magical medicine, represented by magicians, 
goetai, charlatans, etc., who, for example, saw diseases such as epilepsy as a manifes-
tation of the gods’ power over humans, and proposed cures that presupposed the belief 
that they could condition the gods themselves (Cf. De Morbo sacro, 2).

4. Dream and theater
The Asklepieia were endowed with libraries and clinical archives, and artistic events 
functional to the cures (e.g., musical) took place in them. At some point, as Lafasciano 
hypothesizes, theatres were also built where some incubatory dreams that had al-
ready occurred were performed to pilgrims who had yet to enter the abaton23. Such 
dramatization had a threefold effect: on the one hand it further magnified the power 
of Asclepius by convincing incubants even more of his thaumaturgic virtues. On the 
other, it placed the audience itself at the center of the stage, and thus of attention, by 
involving them more in the dream dimension on which their healing would depend. 
Lastly, the cathartic function typical of all theatrical performances could anticipate 
and prepare the purification that would occur during the dream thus making the repre-
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sentation of the miracle more usable by an audience of pilgrims who must have been 
mostly illiterate24. 

5. Another incubatory ritual
For our purposes, we will now consider a ritual (dharna)25 taking place in Tarakeswar 
near Calcutta, West Bengal, which brings together around a thousand pilgrims each 
year. It is an incubatory cult whose origins are lost in legend, and which bears many 
similarities to the Greek ones along with some notable differences. Since Hindu poly-
theism has never waned, the comparison between the two different ceremonials has 
seemed to us to be able to provide some useful elements to better understand the func-
tional characteristics of dreams in the cult of Asclepius. We describe it very briefly: 
once the pilgrim arrives at the sacred place (again, sometimes after a “dream sum-
mons”) he is asked to wear very simple clothing (with only two changes of clothes) 
and then to undergo a purifying bath and a common ritual meal together with the oth-
ers26 . He must also bring with him a blanket on which he will then lie down sleeping 
in the temple. Exactly as was the case in the Asklepieia, the ceremonial is forbidden to 
people who have had recent contact with births and deaths and women during their pe-
riods. On one point, however, the Hindu rite differs sharply from the Greek one, as it 
requires the pilgrim not to eat or drink a full four days and nights before. The pilgrim 
will be allowed to incubate only if he or she has passed this very severe test. It goes 
without saying that the entire stay at the shrine is much shorter than that stipulated 
by the Hellenic ritual; in fact, it lasts only four to five days after arrival, as the priests 
believe that the deity has no intention of manifesting itself if it has not done so within 
this lapse of time, so insisting would be futile.
In one crucial point, however, the two rituals coincide; in fact, both tend to bring about 
a détournement that enables the subject to emerge, albeit for a limited but indispensable 
period, from the dramatic and dead-end situation in which he has been immersed too long 
in his or her daily life, therefore to process it through a complex of mental (conscious 
and unconscious) activities and finally to objectify it through a dream. Interestingly, the 
two forms of diversion follow the cultural coordinates of the philosophical-religious 
environment that generated them. Indeed the Greek ritual tended toward achieving a 
state of mind quite close to an ideal of Apollinian serenity already present in Hellenic 
religion, whereas the much more drastic Bengali ceremonial, in requiring the decisive 
test of steadfastness, is somehow aligned with the hindu attitude that stigmatizes char-
acter weakness as one of the main, if not the main, flaws of the soul.

7. Incubation in modern psychology 
So far the description of the Greek and the Hindu rituals. We will now try to elaborate 
on the way how the one and the other can be effective in solving the serious physical, 
psycho-physical and existential problems of pilgrims27. To do so we will be using the 
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concept of incubation as understood by some modern psychological schools, where this 
term is used in a broader sense than we did so far, namely, including not only nocturnal 
but also diurnal processing. Indeed, it has been noted that the incubation time is usually 
proportional to the the problem needed to be solved. On the matter, Sébastien Hélie and 
Ron Sun have stated that “incubation can last from a few minutes to many years, during 
which the attention of the problem solver is not devoted to the problem28”.
Various psychological theories have attempted to explain how of incubatory works 
(Conscious work, Unconscious work theory, etc.)29. The Conscious work hypoth-
esis argues that the effects of incubation are due to factors such as reduced mental 
fatigue and the presence of additional problem-solving activities during the incuba-
tion period itself30. Both possibilities involve changes in the conscious problem-
solving mechanism in which the role of the pause would be to make the mind more 
inclined to receiving and assimilating stimuli from the out side. The words that 
Mircea Eliade wrote on the alienating experience of mystery cults well apply to 
the situation, stating that pursuing those cults produced: “detachment from the im-
mediate, from the viscosity of the concrete, [achieving] the calm and serenity that 
are necessary to any effort of intellectual concentration31”. Indeed, we know that 
in such cults one is driven to separate oneself through a series of ascetic practices, 
from the hypnotizing force of the existent32. It is plausible that such “magnetism” 
is more relevant when a person is afflicted with a serious physical or existential 
problem, hence the break needed to free one’s attention from such worries must 
necessarily be of a different quality or of greater intensity than the break needed 
to distance oneself from daily routine. Remarkably, both definitions fit perfectly - 
in our opinion - with the two incubatory rituals described: on the one hand, in the 
Greek (softer) ritual mental fatigue is reduced while on the other hand, the strict 
Hindu fasting, shifts the focus on the most pressing urge, so distracting the subject 
from his/her personal problems.
Another interesting hypothesis is the Unconscious work theory, according to which 
a subject willing to solve an important problem continues to think about it intermit-
tently while not being conscious of that it. Only after the solution has been taken, he 
becomes aware of it. And it is from this kind of work that incubation itself derives 
its name by analogy with animal hatching33. Henri Poincaré34, in a lecture given in 
1908 at the “Institute of general psychology” in Paris on the psychic modalities of 
mathematical discovery, also came to similar conclusions by indicating three stages 
of scientific discovery: 

In the first, he would work at a theoretically important aspect of his problem for some days, 
but typically he would fail to find the solution which he had sensed to be there...in second 
stage, increasingly frustrated, he would give up on his work and abandon it for an entirely 
different pursuit - perhaps a holiday. Then suddenly after a few hours - or it might be days, 
weeks, or sometimes even months - the solution would come to him35. 
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Poincaré compared this process to the situation in which, under certain conditions, the 
molecules of a gas can disengage from each other. The in-between phase represents 
the unconscious attempt to recombine the free molecules until the productive connec-
tion of order, coherence and completeness arises. 
Both theories therefore imply that significant changes take place throughout the prob-
lem-solving process, and that the pause helps either, consciously or inconsciously, to 
make the mind more ready and able to mobilise its cognitive potential at its fullest. 
Importantly, in the Greek incubation rituals the pause also acts to bring the individual 
close to the numinous dimension.

Conclusion
If we assume these theories to explain the rituals of the Asklepieia (and of the dharna) 
we necessarily arrive at an interesting and surprising result: the Greek incubation36 did 
not begin with the night in the abaton, but well before, exactly from the moment when 
the sufferer left his or her home to undertake the sacred pilgrimage37. Precisely because 
this first step already represented a break from the typical workspace in which the 
individual had lived until then. Each of us, in fact, has experience of how far an ordi-
nary journey can take us from everyday life. If we think that in ancient Greece, people 
undertook a long and arduous journey in order to get to the sanctuary, perhaps leaving 
their village for the first time, and that, once they arrived there, they had to submit to a 
complex ritual we understand that these were precisely the conditions under which the 
decisive detachment and the internal reorientation of attention could take place.
In conclusion, in the Greek incubatory rituals two different stages can be distinguished: 
a slow-moving diurnal stage and a much faster and more intense nocturnal. In fact, 
these rituals served, in our opinion, to distract the attention38 of the sufferers from 
the ills that afflicted them, so as to allow deep meditative processes to emerge, start-
ing since the instant of departure from home and going on until the incubatory night; 
therefore hence the latter start since instant of departure from home and continue until 
the incubatory night. In the profond religious atmosphere these processes could only be 
enhanced, thus letting energies crucial to clinical healing be mobilised. In fact, Patricia 
Cox Miller, observed that at that level: “the dream was not mimetic of disease, but 
creative of cure [...] because the source of health was located in the visual images of 
dreams”39. The remarkable efficacy of incubatory rituals is proven, finally, by the fact 
that incubation remains one of the most tenacious rites of Paganism, later transformed 
into the similar Christian practices of cults related to thaumaturge saints, such as those 
of St. Thecla and Sts. Cosmas and Damian40. In fact, while the other forms of mantics, 
were repressed beginning with the provisions contained in canon XXIV of the Council 
of Ancyra in 314 A.D, neither in these acts nor in subsequent ones is there any men-
tion of the incubatory practices. However these practices somehow survived until the 
Middle Ages and beyond to arrive, albeit in a different form, to the present day.
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