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Introduction
The site of the Sanctuary of Asklepios, the sin-
gle most important healing center of the an-
cient world. It operated continuously for over 
800 years and pioneered the transition from 
belief in divine healing to the science of medi-
cine.

The sanctuary belonged to Epidavros (also 
spelled Epidaurus), a small city-state locat-
ed on the western coast of the Saronic Gulf, 
where Old Epidaurus stands today. The sanctu-
ary was built in an elevated valley surrounded 
by mountains because they believed that nature 
was an important part of the healing process.

Sanctuary of Asklepios
This sanctuary, dedicated to the god of medi-
cine, is a remarkable testament to the healing 



cults of the ancient world and the emergence of 
scientific medicine. It is the earliest organized 
sanatorium and the practices developed here 
spread to the rest of the Greco-Roman world, 
making Asklepios the cradle of medicine. It 
flourished until around 400 AD when the Goths 
invaded and all activities at the sanctuary were 
banned.

There is evidence to suggest over 70 buildings 
once stood here, dating from the 4th century 
BC. You can visit the ruins of those that have 
been excavated, most notably the Temples of 
Artemis and Asklepios, the Tholos (either used 
for rituals or as a divine snake pit), the ban-
queting hall, library, baths, a stadium and hos-
pital facilities.

Theater
Though the site was predominantly a healing 
center, today it is most renowned for its mag-
nificent theater. It was designed in the late 4th 
century BC.

The scene (where the actors perform) is in ru-
ins, but the rest of the theater is remarkably 
preserved. The cavea (seating area) is 375 feet 
across and seats around 14,000 spectators. 

The original Greek design included 34 rows of 
seats. Two centuries later the Romans added 21 
more rows. The orchestra (the flat clearing in 
the center) is almost 70 feet in diameter. This 
theater is unique, because it has the only circu-



lar orchestra to have survived from antiquity. 

When the Romans added to the theaters, they 
converted most of the orchestras to semicircles.
The theater is considered one of the most ex-
ceptional engineering feats of the ancient 
Greek world due to its astonishing acoustics. 

A team of researchers in 2007 found that the 
theater’s design amplifies high-frequency 
sounds from the scene and filters out low-fre-
quency sounds from the audience. They con-
cluded that the wind does not carry the sound 
waves, as was believed to be the case for de-
cades.

You may wonder why there is a theater and a 
stadium in a healing center. The ancient Greeks 
believed that sports and music were indispens-
able to medical therapy. 

The sanctuary was so prosperous in the second 
half of the 4th century BC that they were able 
to use the money collected from the patients to 
fund the theater’s construction.

The theater remains in such good condition to-
day because it was buried under a thin layer of 
soil for centuries. This preserved it from the 
weather and kept the stones from being looted 
for other building projects nearby.

Since the 1950s the theater has hosted the Ep-
idaurus Festival and thousands of spectators 
come to see the ancient dramas.
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