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This session explores how the physical spaces of sacred sites and sanctuaries may have been 
experienced by people with differing degrees of sensory acuity. It considers the perspectives 
of people making a journey to a sanctuary, and the demands on the body made by such a 
journey. For the sick, injured or disabled individual who visited the sanctuary in search of 
healing, certain senses may have been impaired, and others enhanced, impacting on their 
interaction with, and understanding of, the sacred space. In addition, someone visiting a 
sanctuary as part of a rite of passage, such as preparing to give birth, would have had very 
different physical and emotional sensory experiences from their everyday life.  
 
The papers in this session explore the nuances of these different experiences from a 
multisensory perspective. They consider some of the possible relationships between the 
human body, sanctuaries and their associated landscapes and material culture, with a 
particular emphasis on the effects these relationships had on the senses. A question 
underpinning each of the papers is the extent to which it is possible to understand the 
experience of ancient sanctuaries and the impact this had in defining sanctuaries as sacred, 
religious or ritualised places. 
 

Hearing Ethnicity and Sensing the God: Landscape, Communities, and Sensory 
Experience at the Sanctuary of Apollo of Delos 

Dr Matteo Fulvio Olivieri 

The social and psychological values of the cult of Apollo at Delos can be explored via three 
factors: the sacral features of the Delian landscape, the identity of the cultic community, and 
the sensory experiences involved in the festivals. The island of Delos was a sacred landscape 
defined by the agency of myth, and of natural and anthropic landmarks. This, together with 
centrality and insularity, made the pilgrims’ experience one of spatial displacement and 
heightened psychological sensitivity. 

The community at the Delian festivals was assembled by the sacred delegations communing 
from a broad Cycladic and trans-Aegean maritime region. This social group spoke a variety 
of Greek sub-dialects and local forms, and the resulting aural experience triggered a sense of 
identity and diversity. Lyric performances were the other key sensorial element of the 



festival: creating aural musical homogeneity overall, but also each conveying unique and 
socio-politically charged messages by their content. Territoriality, shared cult, kinship, 
myths, language, music and culture are elements of the Delian cult which are best understood 
within a discourse of ethnicity, as malleable markers of aggregative as well as oppositive 
identity. 

 
Views and their Contribution towards the Salubrious Nature of Asclepia 
 
Dr Patty Baker (University of Kent) 
 
Plutarch asked in his Moralia (286 D) “why is the shrine of Aesculapius (in Rome) outside 
the city? Is it because they considered it more healthful to spend their time outside the city 
than within the city walls? In fact, the Greeks, as might be expected, have their shrines of 
Asclepius situated in places which are clean and high.” His answers give us an insight into 
how the Romans may have understood an ideal healing environment. Yet, the archaeological 
evidence does not support Plutarch’s claim. Asclepia were not always placed in the locations 
described. When compared, it is apparent that they are either orientated towards mountains, 
the sea or both. Although there is evidence in some cases that there was a religious 
association between the sanctuary and the mountain it faced, the aspect also contributed 
towards the sensory experience of the pilgrim – in this case vision. In this paper, a 
comparison of ancient medical and philosophical literature with the environmental situation 
of healing sanctuaries is made, and demonstrates that sight and pleasant views were believed 
to have contributed towards one’s overall health and wellbeing.  
 
 
Fluid Bodies: Experiencing ‘Abnormal Water’ in the Sacred Landscape of Adriatic 
Central Italy 
 
Dr Eleanor Betts, The Open University 
 
Water was intrinsic to the sanctuaries of ancient Italy (Edlund-Berry, 2006, p. 174). Here, a 
phenomenological approach is taken in order to understand how water affected the contact 
senses of smell, taste and touch. These are often referred to as the ‘lower’ senses because the 
sensations they stimulate are immediate and proximate. Whilst the sensations of smell, taste 
and touch will be given primacy, the visual and aural will play their part, as the relative 
importance of each sense in relation to ‘abnormal water’ is explored. Whitehouse applied the 
term ‘abnormal water’ to types of water often found in Italy’s karstic cave systems, namely, 
hot, mineralised, bitter-tasting or solid (1992, p. 133; 2016). In contrast, the water which 
sustains life should be cold, clear and potable. Here, I expand Whitehouse’s definition to 
include thermal and mineralised springs and rivers, which Pliny (NH 32–3) and Seneca (NQ 
3.1–2) describe as having particular curative or harmful properties. Questions considered here 
include the extent to which these places should be described as healing sanctuaries and the 
role of women as participants in the rituals.  



 
 
Feet of Clay: Movement, Mobility and Religious Knowledge in the Sanctuaries of 
Ancient Italy 
 
Dr Emma-Jayne Graham (The Open University) 
 
The sanctuaries of early Roman Italy were filled with gifts offered in expectation of, or 
gratitude for, acts of divine healing. Amongst them, were anatomical votives connected 
perhaps with petitions concerning mobility: injuries, walking difficulties, congenital 
conditions and paralysis. Such objects were also multivalent material declarations of a 
pilgrim’s journey and presence at a sacred site, or a celebration of metaphorical movement 
through life. Following recent scholarship which demonstrates that religious knowledge is 
produced by kinaesthetic experience, or ‘the patterns of feelings and sensations bound up 
with performances, objects, and spaces’ (Morgan, 2010, p. xiv), this paper will argue that 
ideas about movement were encoded in ritual activities as well as embedded in individualised 
experiences of mobility and sensory understandings of sanctuaries. Votives left at sanctuaries 
attest to the presence of petitioners with a range of differentially mobile and painful bodies, 
not the ‘perfect’ bodies on which most work on movement, senses, place and religious 
identity is predicated. Investigating how the disparate sensory experiences of these people 
might create distinctive forms of religious knowledge makes it possible to argue that 
‘movement’ was instrumental for defining the identity of particular religious communities 
and for producing dynamic understandings of sanctuary landscapes.  
 
	


