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AN EMBODIED READING OF EPIPHANIES
IN AELIUS ARISTIDES’ SACRED TALES
Aldo Tagliabue
This article focuses on the Sacred Tales (henceforth ST), Aelius Aristides’
first-person account of his terrible diseases and subsequent healing brought
about by Asclepius, and sheds new light on this text with the help of the
notion of embodiment. In recent decades the ST has received a great deal of attention:1 scholars have offered two main readings of this work, oscillating between
the poles of religion and rhetoric. Some have read the ST as an aretalogy2 while
others have emphasised the rhetorical aims of this text and its connection with
Second Sophistic literature.3
My article focuses on Aristides’ epiphanic dreams of Asclepius. Previous
studies have considered these passages to be part of the traditional Greek epiphanic discourse, one in which, as argued by Verity Platt, ‘the visual sense
tends to predominate’.4 This focus on sight in the epiphanic tradition matches
the importance of seeing in the Greek religious practice: in ancient Greece
sacred sites were visited in order to see the god.5 My study, however, argues
that these passages, by focusing on the narrator’s interactive and multisensorial
perception of Asclepius, are especially vivid because they present Aristides’ perception of the god as embodied and enactive rather than purely visual (I explain
these terms below). In the second part of this article, I turn my attention to the
ancient readers of the ST: although the linguistic mediation prevents any literary
account of epiphany from conveying a full experience of the divine, with the help
of narratorial comments Aristides’ dreams of Asclepius bring readers close to
gaining it. Overall, this article confirms from a new angle the relevance of religion and rhetoric to the understanding of the ST, as well as suggesting that the
body might play a more important role than usually thought in the ancient
response to epiphanies.

1. For recent surveys of bibliography, see Petsalis-Diomidis (2010), 122-26, and Korenjak (2005).
2. See Petsalis-Diomidis (2006), 195, arguing that this text is ‘a praise of the god through the personal testimony of the author’. Boulanger, Dodds, Festugière and Perkins can be also numbered in this
group; see Downie (2013), 23-35, for a survey of their ideas with bibliographical references.
3. This rhetorical reading of this text was first advanced by Baumgart in 1874 and has recently
been proposed by Downie (2013), 34, who presents her own view of the ST as one that ‘takes seriously
Aristides’ rhetorical and literary aims’. On this line, see also Whitmarsh (2004a), 446, who focuses on
Aristides’ ambiguous reuse of the Odyssey. On the connection between the ST and the Second Sophistic, see Downie (2013), esp. 57-85.
4. Platt (2011), 11.
5. On the importance of θεωρία, ‘spectating’, in ancient Greek religious practice, see Rutherford
(2013).
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Before starting my analysis, two methodological notes are required. First, I
clarify my use of the terms ‘embodied’ and ‘enactive perception’, which I
draw from cognitive studies.6 This field is currently dominated by the so-called
‘second generation’ wave, which argues that human perception is not ‘based
on abstract, propositional representations’,7 but shaped by the interaction of
body and mind, with the inclusion of different senses and emotions.8 Within
this new model, which stresses the role of the body in human cognition and
can be broadly defined as ‘embodied’, some scholars identify a subcategory,
the ‘enactive perception’, according to which perceiving is a way of acting as
the world makes itself available to the perceiver through his physical movement
and interaction with a given object in a precise environment. In other words, the
perception of any object is made possible if one gets close to and moves around
it.9 Within this embodied model, vision is included but is not given a key role,
since, as I have argued above, all human senses contribute to an embodied
kind of cognition. Throughout my analysis, I draw attention to Aristides’
embodied perception of Asclepius by identifying in the text features of ‘cognitive
style’,10 one describing perceptions, emotions and multisensorial reactions,11
while the more specific enactive perception is expressed by ‘kinesic style’,12
namely ‘references to movement, gesture, action’.13 By contrast, by ‘purely
visual’ I refer to the traditional scholarly approach to epiphany, which, as I
have discussed above, identifies sight as the key sense in perceiving the god.
Secondly, whenever I mention the readers of the ST, I refer to an attempted
reconstruction of the ancient recipients of this text as people acquainted with
Asclepius’ cult and willing to take the narrator’s information about the god as
truth. The former element is suggested by the scarcity of details about Asclepius’
6. My article fits into the recent trend of using cognitive studies to analyse literature. See Herman
(2012) and Kukkonen and Caracciolo (2014) concerning modern literature; Butler and Purves (2013)
concerning ancient Greek and Latin literature; Grethlein and Huitink (forthcoming) for an enactive
study of Homer’s Iliad; Harkins (2012a) and (2012b) for studies of Jewish and early Christian
texts through the lenses of embodiment.
7. Kukkonen and Caracciolo (2014), 261.
8. See Kukkonen and Caracciolo (2014), 261: ‘Second-generation refers to a specific strand in
contemporary cognitive science, one foregrounding the embodiment of mental processes and their
extension into the world through material artifacts and socio-cultural practices.’ A complete bibliography of research on embodiment is beyond the scope of this article: see Kukkonen and Caracciolo
(2014) for the most recent. Earlier fundamental books are Damasio (1999), Noë (2004) and Gallagher
(2005).
9. In this definition of enactive perception I am rephrasing Noë (2004), 1.
10. See Troscianko (2014), 29, for a similar but not identical use of ‘cognitive style’.
11. See Harvey (2006), 4, for the connection between multisensorial language and embodiment.
Within the study of the ST scholars have argued that Aristides’ presentation of his body in the text may
help us to understand ‘corporeal codes in imperial-age ethics, medicine, rhetoric, and physiognomy’
(Holmes [2008], 8), and, moreover, Holmes (2008), 85, Platt (2011), 263, and Downie (2013), 183,
have adopted the notion of Aristides’ ‘embodied experience’ to express the general attention that his
text places on his body. However, no one has yet attempted to use the notion of embodiment as a heuristic tool to offer an innovative interpretation of specific passages of the ST, as this article seeks to do.
12. Bolens (2012), 21.
13. Bolens (2012), 18.
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religion provided by Aristides (who seems to presuppose the readers’ familiarity
with it),14 while the latter is related to the ST’s construction as ‘astounding’ by
exploitation of the language of θαύματα, which was likely to generate wonder
and belief as the standard response to this text.15 I do not exclude the possibility
that some people could take a different attitude and use the same θαύματα to
express their own ‘sceptical disbelief in the face of the incredible’16 and to
offer ‘an ironical reading’17 of the ST, but in this article I do not focus on this
alternative response.
1. Aristides’ Embodied and Enactive Experience of Asclepius
The ST is filled with Aristides’ account of the dreams through which Asclepius
has saved him. Throughout the text, the divine intervention is often only implicitly addressed, but a few dreams stand out as exceptions as they overtly describe
the epiphany of a deity—mostly, but not exclusively, Asclepius.18
1.1 Aristides’ Epiphanic Dreams
Scholars of the ST have already commented upon these passages, which
Downie defines as ‘explicitly epiphanic in the traditional mode’19 and Aristides
himself twice defines as ἐπιϕάνειαι.20 Athena’s epiphany is usually taken as the
most exemplary one:
ἔπειτα οὐ πολὺ ὕστερον ἡ Ἀθηνᾶ ϕαίνεται τήν τε αἰγίδα ἔχουσα καὶ τὸ
κάλλος καὶ τὸ μέγεθος καὶ σύμπαν δὴ σχῆμα οἵα περ ἡ Ἀθήνησιν ἡ
Φειδίου. ἀπῶζε δὲ καὶ τῆς αἰγίδος ὅτι ἥδιστον, καὶ ἦν κηρῷ τινι
προσϕερὴς, θαυμαστὴ καὶ αὕτη τὸ κάλλος καὶ τὸ μέγεθος.
(ST 2.41)
Then not much later, Athena appeared with her aegis and the beauty and
magnitude and the whole form of the Athena of Phidias in Athens. There

14. See Petsalis-Diomidis (2010), 130: ‘Aristides certainly assumes his reader’s familiarity with
the basic Asklepian rituals of incubation, and with the occurrence of divine manifestations and interventions.’ Cf. Israelowich (2012), 29: ‘It appears that the ancient readers of the Sacred Tales all
believed they contained credible biographical information regarding Aristides.’
15. See Whitmarsh (2004a), 445, for this reading.
16. I draw this phrase from Whitmarsh’s discussion of the language of θαύματα in Philostratus’
Life of Apollonius at Whitmarsh (2004b), 433.
17. Whitmarsh (2004a), 446.
18. See ST 2.18, 2.40 and 4.50-51 for epiphanies of Asclepius; 2.40-42 for one of Athena; 3.46-47
for one of Serapis; 4.40 for one of Hermes.
19. Downie (2013), 108.
20. See ST 2.18 and 2.45.
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was also a scent from the aegis as sweet as could be, and it was like wax,
and it too was marvellous in beauty and magnitude.21
Platt defines this epiphany as an ‘agalmatophany’, namely the lively appearance
of gods through their images,22 and identifies in this passage the phrase τὸ
κάλλος καὶ τὸ μέγεθος,23 a Homeric formula which confirms this dream’s
belonging to the traditional Greek epiphanic discourse. At the end of her analysis,
Platt gives the following comprehensive assessment of Aristides’ epiphanies:24
Each deity’s manifestation in image form facilitates the verbal transmission of Aristides’ epiphanic experience to the reader, so that the unmediated enargeia of his vision can be transformed into the literary enargeia of
the Sacred Tales by means of a familiar ekphrastic shorthand.
Here Platt establishes a combination of three elements: vision, which she takes as
the key element of the epiphanic experience proper of Aristides and the writers of
his time;25 literary enargeia, which, unlike the ‘unmediated enargeia’ consisting
of the ‘experience of a god’s full unmediated presence’,26 is ‘the quality of creating a vivid, visual image through words’;27 and ekphrasis, which according to
the ancient definition offered by the Progymnasmata is λόγος περιηγηματικὸς
ἐναργῶς ὕπ’ ὄψιν ἄγων τὸ δηλούμενον (‘a descriptive speech that brings the
subject matter vividly before the eyes’),28 an effect which is usually produced
through the reproduction of many details of the given subject.29 With these
words, then, Platt relates Aristides’ dreams to the traditional ancient discourse
about epiphanies, which is characterised by a close link between vision and enargeia,30 and on this basis compares epiphanies with ekphraseis, as throughout
ancient literature the latter as well as the former stand out for their visuality
and vividness.31
21. For the text of Aelius’ Sacred Tales, see Dindorf (1964). For the translations, I use Behr (1981)
with slight orthographic modifications, apart from a few exceptions noted with the expression ‘my tr.’.
22. On the equivalence of ‘god’ and ‘image’ in ancient ritual contexts, see Gordon (1979) and
Squire (2009), 116. The term ‘agalmatophany’ comes from Platt (2011), 262.
23. See Platt (2011), 262, who stresses the use of this formula in representations of the divine.
24. Platt (2011), 265.
25. See Platt (2011), 215-92.
26. Platt (2011), 57.
27. Morales (2004), 90.
28. Theon Prog. 118.7-8.
29. On the role of accuracy in writing as an important element of ekphrastic discourse, see Webb
(2009), 74f.
30. On the key role of vision and enargeia in epiphany, see again Platt (2011), 11: ‘The visual
sense tends to predominate in Greek epiphanic discourse, as the ocular profusion of Philostratus’
ekphrasis strikingly demonstrates.’
31. Literature on the importance of vision and enargeia in ancient ekphraseis is very extensive; for
a rich bibliography, see Morales (2004), 8 n.39 and, with special concern to Imperial literature, Goldhill (2001) and Webb (2009). More broadly, on the close connection in ancient Greek culture between
epiphanies and ekphraseis, see Platt (2011), 7: ‘Within Greek culture, epiphany (by which I mean the
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The relevance of these two features in ancient epiphanies can be seen in the
following extract from Aphrodite’s epiphany to Anchises in the Homeric
Hymn dedicated to this goddess:
Ἀγχίσης δ’ ὁρόων ἐϕράζετο θάμβαινέν τε
εἶδός τε μέγεθός τε καὶ εἵματα σιγαλόεντα.
πέπλον μὲν γὰρ ἕεστο ϕαεινότερον πυρὸς αὐγῆς,
εἶχε δ’ ἐπιγναμπτὰς ἕλικας κάλυκάς τε ϕαεινάς.
(Hymn. Aphr. 84-87)
Anchises gazed and took stock of her, wondering at her appearance, her
stature, and her shining garments; for she wore a dress brighter than firelight, and she had twisted bracelets and shining ear buds.
(tr. West)
As shown by the initial focus on Anchises’ eye and the details about the goddess’s
physical beauty, this passage conveys a vivid and purely visual perception of
Aphrodite.32
My analysis of the ST addresses some of Aristides’ epiphanies—those dedicated to Asclepius—and introduces a different interpretation, as I read these passages as conveying Aristides’ enactive rather than purely visual perception of the
god—one that takes place through the interaction between Aristides’ cognitive
faculty and Asclepius in precisely described spaces.33 This reading can be
offered by highlighting a key feature of these passages that has passed so far
unnoticed, their kinesic style. Aristides’ enactive dreams focus on spatiality,
actions and gestures, and, conversely, do not focus on the visual perception of
the god.
The first epiphanic encounter between Aristides and Asclepius takes place in
Book 2:
ὡς τοίνυν ἐγενόμεθα ἐν τῇ Σμύρνῃ, ϕαίνεταί μοι ἐν τοιῷδέ τινι σχήματι.
ἦν ἅμα μὲν Ἀσκληπιὸς, ἅμα δὲ Ἀπόλλων, ὅ τε δὴ Κλάριος καὶ ὁ Καλλίτεκνος καλούμενος ἐν Περγάμῳ, οὗ ὁ πρῶτος τῶν ναῶν τῶν τριῶν
ἐστιν. ἐν τούτῳ τῷ σχήματι στὰς ἔμπροσθεν τῆς εὐνῆς προβαλὼν τοὺς
δακτύλους καὶ χρόνους τινὰς συλλογισάμενος, ἔχεις, ἔϕη, δέκα ἔτη
παρ’ ἐμοῦ καὶ τρία παρὰ τοῦ Σαράπιδος—καὶ ἅμα τὰ τρία καὶ δέκα
ὡς ἑπτακαίδεκα ἐϕάνη τῇ θέσει τῶν δακτύλων—ταῦτα δὲ εἶναι οὐκ
manifestation of deities to mortals) inspired, and was in turn inspired by, practices of visual and literary representation.’
32. See Faulkner (2008), 164-66 for identification of epiphanic motifs in this scene.
33. With this new approach, I expand upon Platt’s evocative comment on the passage of the
Sacred Tales at 2.32: ‘This struggle to meet the god with all the senses, to translate a dematerialised
form of oneiric theōria into conscious embodied experience…is arguably a driving force within the
text’ (Platt [2011], 263). On ST 2.32, see p.220 below.
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ὄναρ, ἀλλ’ ὕπαρ, εἴσεσθαι δὲ καὶ αὐτόν. καὶ ἅμα κελεύει καταβάντα
εἰς τὸν ποταμὸν τὸν πρὸ τῆς πόλεως ῥέοντα λούσασθαι, ἡγήσεσθαι δὲ
τῆς ὁδοῦ παῖδα ἄνηβον, καὶ δείκνυσι τὸν παῖδα.
(ST 2.18)
When we arrived at Smyrna, he appeared to me in some such form. He
was at the same time Asclepius, and Apollo, both the Clarian and he
who is called the Callitecnus in Pergamum and whose is the first of the
three temples. Standing before my bed in this form, when he had extended
his fingers and calculated the time, he said: ‘You have ten years from me
and three from Sarapis’, and at the same time the three and the ten
appeared by the position of the fingers as seventeen. He said that this
was not a dream, but a waking state, and that I would also know it.
And at the same time he commanded that I go down to the river, which
flows before the city, and bathe. He said that a young boy would lead
the way. And he pointed out the boy.
In this passage, I have underlined features of kinesic style. Aristides’ perception
of Asclepius develops through his interaction with the god’s two gestures (counting with the fingers and later pointing out the boy) in a precise spatial location (in
front of the narrator’s bed). Moreover, the double interpretation of the number
conveyed by Asclepius’ fingers stresses the need for Aristides to pay close attention to the god’s gestures.34 Finally, as a result of this interaction, Aristides’ perception is directed to a new spatial location, the river. On the other hand, Aristides
does not tell us much about his visual impression of Asclepius; he compares the
god with two statues of Apollo which have not survived to our time but which,
given their provenance from Pergamum and the nearby Clarus, might have
been known to readers of the ST.35 Moreover, the blurring between Asclepius
and his father Apollo seems to undermine the importance of reconstructing a specific portrait of the former god. Finally, not only the god but also every other
given subject, such as the river and the city, lacks a detailed presentation.

34. This double interpretation was easy to understand for ancient readers: see Behr (1968), 71,
whose explanation is thus summarised by Nicosia (1984), 227: ‘Nel computo digitale, le unità venivano indicate con le dite di una mano, le cinquine con quella dell’altra. Ne consegue che lo stesso
gesto (2 dita di una mano + 3 dell’altra) può indicare sia 13 (2 X 5 + 3) che 17 (3 X 5 + 2).’
35. The statue of Apollo at Pergamum has not been reconstructed. As argued by Nicosia (1984),
227, ‘il culto di Apollo nell’Asclepieo è attestato da alcuni iscrizioni…, ma le tracce del suo tempio
non sono identificabili con certezza.’ However, the statue of Apollo Clarius was likely to have become
a common iconographical type since the prehellenistic era (4th century BCE), as shown by the appearance of this motif on Hellenistic coins: see LIMC II (1984), Apollon, no. 299, with the following
description: ‘A. steht in langem Chiton nach r., die gesenkte Linke auf die Lyra gelegt, in der vorgestreckten Rechten einen Zweig mit Wollbinden haltend. Langes Haar, unter einem Lorbeerkranz am
Nacken in Locken auslaufend. Die Darstellung wird als Wiedergabe einer frühhellenistichen Statue
des A. Klarios von Kolophon betrachtet.’
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Kinesic style also characterises Aristides’ narrative of the god’s second
epiphany in the ST:
πρῶτον μὲν ὤϕθη τὸ ἕδος τρεῖς κεϕαλὰς ἔχον καὶ πυρὶ λαμπόμενον
κύκλῳ, πλὴν τῶν κεϕαλῶν· ἔπειθ’ οἱ θεραπευταὶ προσειστήκειμεν,
ὥσπερ ὅταν ὁ παιὰν ᾄδηται· σχεδὸν δὲ ἐν πρώτοις ἐγώ. κἀν τούτῳ
νεύει ἔξοδον ὁ θεὸς, ἔχων ἤδη τὸ ἑαυτοῦ σχῆμα ἐν ᾧπερ ἕστηκεν. οἵ
τε δὴ οὖν ἄλλοι πάντες ἐξῄεσαν κἀγὼ μετεστρεϕόμην ὡς ἐξιών, καὶ
ὁ θεός μοι τῇ χειρὶ προδείκνυσι μένειν. κἀγὼ περιχαρὴς τῇ τιμῇ
γενόμενος καὶ ὅσον τῶν ἄλλων προὐκρίθην ἐξεβόησα, εἷς, λέγων δὴ
τὸν θεόν. καὶ ὃς ἔϕη, σὺ εἶ.
(ST 4.50)
First the cult statue appeared to have three heads and to shine about with
fire, except for the heads. Next we worshippers stood by it, just as when
the paean is sung; I was almost among the first. At this point, the god, in
the posture in which he is represented in his statues, signalled our departure. All the others were going out, and I was turning to go out, and the god,
with his hand, indicated for me to stay. And I was delighted by the honour
and the extent to which I was preferred to others, and I shouted out: ‘The
One’, meaning the god. But he said, ‘It is you’.
In this passage, Aristides’ perception develops by interacting with Asclepius’
gestures (one with the head and the other with the hand) in a given spatial location
(a temple): we see here more features of kinesic style. Both gestures are marked in
the text, the first one being the god’s typical action in Greek literature since
Homer,36 and the second one indicating Asclepius’ preference for Aristides.
Moreover, the god’s spatial reference is also marked as Aristides portrays
himself standing by the god’s statue as in a paean. By taking this position, Aristides both performs a religious duty and puts himself in the best condition for perceiving the god. Finally, the key role of interaction is emphasised by the
narrator’s attempt to follow the other believers departing from the god, since
here Aristides’ attention is drawn not only to the god but also to his fellows.
On the other hand, as in the previous passage, Aristides pays scant attention to
his visual impression of the god: Asclepius takes the form of a three-headed
statue—one that is difficult to connect with material evidence—and the fire
shining around it seems to hide the god’s details.
As a result, these two epiphanies display a marked use of kinesic style, through
which Aristides’ perception of Asclepius is presented as enactive. This assessment is original, because it does not conform to the purely visual approach to
epiphany, and its effect on the readers will be discussed in section 2 below.

36. See Hom. Il. 1.524-30, the famous scene in which Zeus nods assent and Olympus trembles.
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1.2 Aristides’ Emotional and Multisensorial Perception of Asclepius
Aristides’ account of the epiphanies of Asclepius is enriched by another
passage in which the narrator describes his overall reaction to the multiple appearances of the god. The language of this passage is richer than that of the epiphanies
commented upon above, as it combines kinesic and cognitive style:
κἀπὶ τούτοις ἦν τὸ ἀψίνθιον ὅντινα δὴ τρόπον δηλωθὲν, ἐδηλώθη δὲ ὡς
ἐναργέστατα, ὥσπερ οὖν καὶ μυρία ἕτερα ἐναργῆ τὴν παρουσίαν εἶχε
τοῦ θεοῦ. καὶ γὰρ οἷον ἅπτεσθαι δοκεῖν ἦν καὶ διαισθάνεσθαι ὅτι
αὐτὸς ἥκοι καὶ μέσως ἔχειν ὕπνου καὶ ἐγρηγόρσεως καὶ βούλεσθαι
ἐκβλέπειν, καὶ ἀγωνιᾶν μὴ προαπαλλαγείη, καὶ ὦτα παραβεβληκέναι
καὶ ἀκούειν, τὰ μὲν ὡς ὄναρ, τὰ δὲ ὡς ὕπαρ, καὶ τρίχες ὀρθαὶ καὶ
δάκρυα σὺν χαρᾷ καὶ γνώμης ὄγκος ἀνεπαχθής.
(ST 2.31-33)
And after this there was the way in which the wormwood was revealed, and
revealed in the clearest way possible, just as countless other things also
clearly contained the presence of the god. For there was a seeming, as it
were, to touch him and to perceive that he himself had come, and to be
between sleep and waking, and to wish to look at him, and to be in anguish
that he might depart too soon, and to strain the ears and to hear some things
as in a dream, some as in a waking state. Hair stood straight, and there were
tears with joy, and the pride of one’s heart was without offence.
The two phrases διαισθάνεσθαι ὅτι αὐτὸς ἥκοι (‘to perceive that he himself
had come’) and βούλεσθαι ἐκβλέπειν (‘to wish to look up’) are features of
kinesic style that describe Aristides’ interaction with Asclepius and confirm
the enactive nature of his perception of the god. Moreover, this passage also
contains elements of cognitive style: the narrator’s multisensorial reactions
including sight, touch and hearing; his emotions, represented by the anguish
about the god’s departure and the joy experienced because of his presence;
and finally, bodily expressions, like his hair standing straight up and tears.
As a result, here the involvement of the narrator’s body assumes a greater
dimension than in his epiphanic dreams of Asclepius: this passage both confirms the enactive nature of Aristides’ perception of the divine and presents
it more broadly as an embodied one.
1.3 Aristides’ Epiphanic Bath as the Apex of his Embodied Perception of
Asclepius
In books 2-6 of the ST, under Asclepius’ will the narrator undertakes a
series of regenerating baths, the first of which is presented by Aristides as
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an ἐπιϕάνεια,37 a term which closely links this passage to his dreams of Asclepius. More than in those epiphanies, however, here Aristides’ embodied perception of the god gains a special strength:
οὐ τῆς θέρμης ἀνῆκεν οὐδὲν, οὐ προσεγένετο, οὐδ’ αὖ τοιοῦτον ἡ θέρμη
ἦν, οἷον ἄν τῳ καὶ ἀπ’ ἀνθρωπίνης μηχανῆς ὑπάρξειεν, ἀλλά τις ἦν
ἀλέα διηνεκής, δύναμιν ϕέρουσα ἴσην διὰ παντὸς τοῦ σώματός τε καὶ
τοῦ χρόνου. παραπλησίως δὲ καὶ τὰ τῆς γνώμης εἶχεν…. ἀλλ’ ἦν τις
ἄρρητος εὐθυμία, πάντα δεύτερα τοῦ παρόντος καιροῦ τιθεμένη,
ὥστε οὐδ’ ὁρῶν τὰ ἄλλα ἐδόκουν ὁρᾶν· οὕτω πᾶς ἦν πρὸς τῷ θεῷ.
(ST 2.22-23)
None of the warmth abated, none was added, nor again was the warmth such
as one would have from a human contrivance, but it was a certain continuous
body heat, producing the same effect throughout the whole of my body and
during the whole time. My mental state was also nearly the same…. But
there was a certain inexpressible state of well-being, which regarded everything as less than the present moment, so that even while I was seeing other
things, I seemed not to see them; to such an extent was I wholly in the presence of the god.
(my tr.)
Since throughout the ST Aristides’ body is constantly subject to degeneration, the
fact that the heat, sign of his healing, produces the same effect διὰ παντὸς τοῦ
σώματός τε καὶ τοῦ χρόνου (‘throughout the whole of my body and during the
whole time’) implies his achievement of an exceptional and supernatural status,
which generates an ἄρρητος εὐθυμία (‘inexpressible state of well-being’).
Through this heat, then, as argued by Downie,38 Aristides makes his own body
‘a vehicle of divine presence’. This divinisation constitutes the apex of his embodied
perception of Asclepius, and the last phrase of the above passage confirms this, by
arguing that Aristides is now ‘wholly—πᾶς—in the presence of the god’.
2. The Reader’s Embodied and Enactive Experience of the Divine
In this section, I will explore how Aristides’ perception of the divine affects the
reader’s, again with the help of Platt’s analysis.
The Greek epiphanic discourse is based on the ‘cognitive dilemma’ of whether
‘a real experience of the divine’39 can be achieved by readers of literature and

37. See ST 2.20.
38. Downie (2013), 108.
39. I draw this phrase from Platt (2011), 4, and I will use it throughout this section to designate the
event of encountering the god through the text.
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thus through the mediation of human representation,40 and the most common
answer is negative, as through language ‘the immediacy of the divine eidos is
lost’.41 Still according to Platt’s view, this negative answer is reinforced from
the Hellenistic time onwards, when, starting with Hellenistic poetry, the link
between epiphanies and ekphraseis discussed in section 1.1 of this article is
closely established.42 In the most common scholarly view, in fact, ekphraseis
both strive to make present the described object and, at the same time, through
their technical language divert the readers’ attention to their own artifice, thus
undermining their experience of the conveyed object.43
In the ST the ‘cognitive dilemma’ mentioned above specifically concerns Aristides’ perception of the divine: can the narrator, with his enactive and embodied
account focused on Asclepius, lead readers to gain an experience of the divine
through an embodied simulation? On many occasions Aristides offers a negative
answer confirming the truth of Platt’s argument, since he shows his own awareness of the limits that literary mediation imposes on the account of his perception
of Asclepius. A first type of narratorial comment stresses the impossibility of narrating all the deeds of the god:
κἀγὼ πάντα μὲν οὐκ ἂν εἴποιμι τὰ τοῦ σωτῆρος ἀγωνίσματα, ὅσων
ἀπέλαυσα εἰς τήνδε τὴν ἡμέραν. καὶ οὐκέτ’ ἐνταῦθα τὸ τοῦ Ὁμήρου
προσθήσω,
οὐδ’ εἴ μοι δέκα μὲν γλῶσσαι, δέκα δὲ στόματ’ εἶεν·
μικρὸν γὰρ τοῦτό γε. ἀλλ’ οὐδ’ ἂν εἰ πᾶσαν ὑπερβαλοίμην τὴν ἐν
ἀνθρώποις δύναμίν τε καὶ ϕωνὴν καὶ γνώμην, οὐκ ἄν ποτε οὐδ’ ἐγγὺς
αὐτῶν ἀϕικοίμην.
(ST 1.1)
And I myself would not tell all the achievements of the Saviour, which I
have enjoyed to this day. Nor at this point shall I add that Homeric phrase,
‘not if I had ten tongues, ten mouths’. For this were too little. Not even if I
should surpass all human strength, speech and wisdom, could I ever come
close to them.
(my tr.)
Here the gap between Aristides’ narration and his perception of the god is
expressed by stressing the great number and special nature of Asclepius’
actions. Moreover, as noted by Whitmarsh, Aristides’ subtle exploitation of the
40. This dilemma is the key issue of Platt (2011).
41. Platt (2011), 59.
42. See Platt (2011), 173, arguing that in Hellenistic poetry ‘the enargeia that characterised
epiphanic encounter in the Homeric corpus…is reformulated as the enargeia of ekphrasis’.
43. See Platt (2011), 174, relying upon Bartsch and Elsner (2007), vi.
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motif of the ten tongues drawn from the Iliadic Catalogue of Ships44 directs the
readers’ attention to his own voice and thus points out the artificiality of the narration. In this way, the distance between the text and Aristides’ perception of the
god is enlarged, and readers are made unable to get a ‘real experience’ of the
divine by reading the ST. The same effect is produced at the beginning of
Book 2, when Aristides stresses the ineffability of his divine subject matter:
τὰ δ’ ἐντεῦθεν ἔστι μὲν οὐ κατ’ ἄνθρωπον διηγήσασθαι, ἐγχειρητέον
δὲ, ὥσπερ ὑπεθέμην, ἐξ ἐπιδρομῆς ἔνια αὐτῶν διελθεῖν.
(ST 2.8)
What came next it is not possible to narrate for a man. Still I must try, as I
have proposed to do, to recount some of these things in a cursory way.
(my tr.)
Narratorial comments of this kind, which stress both the limit and the mediation
of Aristides’ narratorial activity,45 suggest that readers of the ST were unlikely to
have a ‘real experience’ of Asclepius and encounter the god through the text.
At the same time, Platt adds a further useful point to this discussion, when she
argues that writers of epiphanies often find devices to overcome the limit of literary mediation and invite the reader to come close to and simulate the perception
of the divine described in the text.46 Among these devices a popular one is the
mimetic reenactment of divine ritual which is a distinctive feature of Callimachus’ Hymn to Athena: in this text, Callimachus gives a special vividness to
Athena’s epiphany by making the goddess appear in a ritual and inviting the
reader to participate in it.47
I now argue that in the ST Aristides adopts a specific kind of narratorial
comment as a device inviting readers to get close to a ‘real experience’ of the
divine48 and feel that they are in the presence of the god.49 To the passage and
comment mentioned just above, Aristides adds a few interesting words:

44. See Il. 2.489 and Whitmarsh (2004a), 443.
45. For more narratorial comments stressing the mediation, see ST 2.24, 37, 45, 60, 71, 73; 4.63,
68, 70. For one focused on the limit, see ST 2.33.
46. I draw the notion of simulation of experience from the cognitive studies scholar Gallese
(2011).
47. See Platt (2011), 175-80.
48. I rely upon Kukkonen’s embodied model of the reader—one which ‘takes into account the
readers’ embodied responses’ (Kukkonen [2014], 367).
49. With this notion of ‘being in the presence of’ when reading a text I refer to what scholars normally define as immersion (Ryan 2001), mimesis (Halliwell 2002), experience (Grethlein 2013) or
cognitive realism (Troscianko 2014). In this article I mostly use the term experience, in agreement
with Platt’s exploitation of this term with respect to epiphanies (see her notion of ‘real experience’
of the divine discussed above).
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εἰ δέ τις τὰ ἀκριβέστατα γνῶναι βουλήσεται τῶν γεγενημένων ἡμῖν
παρὰ τοῦ θεοῦ, ὥρα τὰς διϕθέρας αὐτῷ ζητεῖν καὶ τὰ ὀνείρατα αὐτά.
καὶ γὰρ ἰάματα παντὸς εἴδους καὶ διαλόγους τινὰς εὑρήσει καὶ
λόγους ἐν μήκει καὶ ϕάσματα παντοῖα.
(ST. 2.8)
But if someone will wish to know very precisely what has befallen us from
the god, it is time for him to seek out the parchment books and the dreams
themselves. For he will find cures of all kinds and some discourses and full
scale orations and all kinds of visions.
Here Aristides makes a point about the inaccuracy of his narration by drawing a
distinction between his brief text and some detailed written records of his
dreams.50 As a result of this distinction, the narration of the ST takes a peculiar
‘summary fashion’, as indicated by τὸ κέϕαλαιον, ‘the chief’ or ‘main point’,
a programmatic term which either in the singular or in the plural occurs ten
times in the text starting from the prologue to Book 2:51
ὑπόλοιπον οὖν ἐστι κεϕάλαια λέγειν, ἄλλα ἄλλοθεν ἀναμιμνησκόμενον, ὅπως ἂν ὁ θεὸς ἄγῃ τε καὶ κινῇ.
(ST 2.4)
The only thing left is to speak in summary fashion, as I remember different
things from different sources, howsoever the god will lead and stimulate me.
Strikingly, this acknowledgment of the inaccuracy of his narration, when applied
to Aristides’ epiphanic dreams of Asclepius, assumes a different colour, as it
paradoxically invites readers to get close to gain a ‘real experience’ of the
divine rather than distancing them from it. At the end of his first enactive
dream of Asclepius, Aristides thus writes:
καὶ τὰ μὲν κεϕάλαια τῆς ἐπιϕανείας ταῦτά ἐστιν, ὡς ἀντὶ τοῦ παντός γ’
ἂν ἐποιησάμην καὶ καθ’ ἕκαστα δύνασθαι δι’ ἀκριβείας διεξελθεῖν.
(ST. 2.18)
These are the main points of the divine manifestation, and I would value
above everything else to be able to recount exactly each particular of it.
(my tr.)

50. The same distinction is drawn at 2.3. Many scholars have commented upon it from a different
angle, associating the mention of written records with either the diary narrative of Book 1 (see Quet
[1993], 220) or with the chronological record of events which Aristides decided to interrupt from Book
2 onwards (see Pearcy [1988], 381f., and Whitmarsh [2004a], 444).
51. Cf. ST 2.18, 2.29, 3.5, 3.13, 3.48, 4.77, 4.80, 4.98 and 5.23.
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At a first glance, this comment stresses the incompleteness of the dream
description and seems to enlarge the distance between the given text and Asclepius’ appearance. However, on closer examination, in the context of the enactive dream both the references to ‘the main points’ and to the dream’s lack of
accuracy have a more profound meaning. To begin with, with τὰ μὲν
κεϕάλαια, ‘the main points’, the narrator indicates Asclepius’ locations, gestures and actions; in other words, the enactive features of his dream. By introducing this term, then, Aristides subtly inspires his readers to get close to gain a
‘real’ and enactive experience of Asclepius. Moreover, the following reference
to inaccuracy may subtly hint at Aristides’ omission of physical details about
Asclepius: in other words, with this narratorial comment Aristides seems to
invite readers to acknowledge his preference for an enactive rather than for a
purely visual perception of the god.
The effect of this invitation can be further discussed with the help of two cognitive studies scholars, Kuzmičová and Troscianko, who have recently argued
that enactive accounts might have a stronger, more vivid quality than purely
visual ones.52 More precisely, Kuzmičová argues that enactive accounts lead
readers to have an impression of being in the presence of the given subject.53
Moreover, Troscianko identifies two textual elements that especially promote
this effect, namely spatial references and a paucity of details, and uses this
second feature to argue against the most standard view, according to which the
impression of presence through literature (and thus experience) can only be
achieved if the given passages are full of details.54 In Troscianko’s view, conversely, gaps perform a positive function, as by stimulating the reader’s imaginative power they have a special, vivid effect.55 This framework invites us to a
further assessment of Aristides’ enactive dreams of Asclepius, in which the narrator, as we saw in section 1.1, perceives the god by interacting with him in
precise spatial locations and, at the same time, leaves gaps about the god’s
appearance. I would now argue that these passages not only lead readers to simulate an experience of the divine, but that this simulation is possibly more effective
than one promoted by purely visual descriptions of the same god.
Finally, in the ST an experiential effect is also produced by another type of narratorial comment, which presents Aristides’ embodied perception of the divine as
exclusive. In Aristides’ baths the narrator often stresses the hardship of the

52. Both scholars rely upon Noë’s sensorimotor enactivism: see Noë (2004), 12: ‘The basic claim
of the enactive approach is that the perceiver’s ability to perceive is constituted (in part) by sensorimotor knowledge (i.e., by practical grasp of the way sensory stimulation varies as the perceiver
moves).’
53. See Kuzmičová (2012), 25, for presence as the impression ‘of having physically entered a tangible environment’. See also Grethlein and Huitink (forthcoming) for further discussion of enactive
accounts, with additional bibliographical references.
54. See e.g. Troscianko (2014), 41-43, and section 1.1 of this article.
55. See Troscianko (2014), 112, commenting upon ‘the imagination’s ease with indeterminacy
and unfilled gaps’.
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weather conditions56 to the point of ‘staging his physical exploits as agonistic
competitions against fellow worshippers’57 and presenting himself as the only
one who undergoes divinisation. Since, as argued in the introduction, the
ancient readers of the ST were connected with Asclepius’ cult, it is likely that
they were engaged in this competition launched by Aristides and tried to
emulate him. As a result of these attempts, they could get close to achieving a
‘real’ and embodied ‘experience’ of Asclepius by reading the ST.
A similar interpretation applies to the conclusion of Aristides’ remark about
his multisensorial perception of the divine:
καὶ τίς ἀνθρώπων ταῦτά γ’ ἐνδείξασθαι λόγῳ δυνατός; εἰ δέ τις τῶν
τετελεσμένων ἐστὶ, σύνοιδέ τε καὶ γνωρίζει.
(ST 2.33)
And what man could describe these things in words? If any man has been
initiated, he knows and understands.
This passage on the one hand confirms Aristides’ inability to convey his perception of the divine in words, and on the other hand, presents it as accessible only to
a group of initiates. Aristides probably considers himself a member of this group,
since throughout the ST he often portrays himself as a special devotee of Asclepius, and the conditional clause ‘if any man has been initiated’ establishes a
potential competition between the narrator and his readers. As a result of it,
some of the latter might be inspired to become initiated too and simulate with
their bodies the experience of the divine described by Aristides.58
In conclusion, through a variety of narratorial comments Aristides faces the
difficulty of conveying the divine through literature and at the same time exploits
certain devices to invite readers to gain a ‘real’, embodied and enactive experience of Asclepius.
Conclusion
This article advances a new reading of epiphanic dreams of Asclepius by
taking them as accounts of Aristides’ embodied and enactive perception of the
56. See Downie (2013), 110: ‘In every case…his physical condition and the harsh weather conditions in which he undertook the baths made the miracle of divine protection fully apparent.’
57. Downie (2013), 103; see ST 2.35, 2.47, 2.76; 2.79. See also Downie ibid.: ‘In HL II and III,
Aristides boasts of going barefoot in the winter, practising open-air incubation, going without an
undershirt (II.80), and racing on horseback (III.5).’ For other passages in which Aristides boasts
about his own qualities, see ST 2.12, 3.2, 3.43 (with an overt reference to his own popularity) and
4.4 (with the mention of his own consecration to and possession by Asclepius).
58. Here I am very close to Petsalis-Diomidis’s interpretation of this passage, for which see Petsalis-Diomidis (2006), 200: ‘The conclusion of the passage clearly aims to elicit a personal response or
memory in the reader.’
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god—one which readers of the Sacred Tales are invited to simulate. The identification of cognitive and kinesic style in the text and discussion of narratorial
comments by Aristides are the key points of this interpretation.
This reading offers new evidence about the relevance of both religion (through
Aristides’ perception of the divine) and rhetoric (through narratorial comments)
for the understanding of the ST. Moreover, it sheds new light on the role of epiphanies in ancient literature, by suggesting that in them the human body—and
more precisely embodied and enactive perception—might play a more important
role than is usually thought, an interpretation which would challenge the visual
paradigm traditionally attributed to this important device of ancient literature.
In the limited space of this article, the potential of this suggestion can be investigated through analysis of an extract of the perhaps most famous of Homer’s
epiphanies, the appearance of Athena in Book 1 of the Iliad:
στῆ δ’ ὄπιθεν, ξανθῆς δὲ κόμης ἕλε Πηλεΐωνα
οἴῳ ϕαινομένη· τῶν δ’ ἄλλων οὔ τις ὁρᾶτο·
θάμβησεν δ’ Ἀχιλεύς, μετὰ δ’ ἐτράπετ’, αὐτίκα δ’ ἔγνω
Παλλάδ’ Ἀθηναίην· δεινὼ δέ οἱ ὄσσε ϕάανθεν·
καί μιν ϕωνήσας ἔπεα πτερόεντα προσηύδα.
(Il. 1.197-201)
The goddess stood behind, and seized Peleus’ son by his fair hair,
appearing to him only, for no man of the others saw her.
Achilles in amazement turned about, and straightaway
knew Pallas Athena, and the eyes shone terribly.
And addressing her he uttered winged words.
(tr. Lattimore, with some adaptations)
Some scholars apply to this passage a purely visual kind of interpretation, as we
see with Erwin who argues that ‘Athena’s general lack of concealment or disguise
highlights the significance of Achilles’ visual recognition’.59 Such an analysis,
however, misses an important element noted by Pucci, namely that Athena’s
‘physical presence is not sketched or represented in any way’60 and that the
goddess ‘acquires attributes and precise powers through her abrupt appearance
and tremendous, authoritative gesturality’.61 This priority given to gestures
over physical description is the same that we have identified in Aristides’ epiphanies. Moreover, scholars have noted the originality of Athena’s positioning
herself behind Achilles—one that in the Iliad usually makes the god involved

59. Erwin (2013), 47f.
60. Pucci (1998), 69. For the sake of space, I do not discuss here the controversial mention of ‘terrible eyes shining’, which is impossible to assign definitively to Achilles or Athena. On this issue, see
Turkeltaub (2005), whose article gives also a rich bibliography on this epiphany.
61. Pucci (1998), 76.
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invisible62—and the consequent interpretive difficulty, as ‘while the text asserts
that Athena is visible only to Achilles, in reality he cannot yet see her’.63 I find
myself struck that Achilles’ wonder at line 199, a reaction typical of ancient
epiphanies,64 is here specifically directed to a spatial location—Athena’s position
behind Achilles: Achilles’ subsequent turning describes his enactive perception
of the goddess. Moreover, as we saw with Aristides’ logic of competition, the
fact that the goddess is said to be inaccessible to others is a device that might
have encouraged the ancient hearer or reader of the Iliad to simulate an experience of Athena.
As a result of this analysis, I would conclude that with their enactive and
embodied nature Aristides’ epiphanies of Asclepius point to an important
aspect of the ancient method of configuring epiphanies, one that needs more
scholarly attention and might change our way of interpreting the ancient configuration of the divine through literature.65
Universität Heidelberg
aldo.tagliabue@skph.uni-heidelberg.de
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