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Doctoral Dissertation Abstract

Ildikó Csepregi

The Compositional History of Greek Christian Incubation Miracle Collections: Saint Thecla, Saint Cosmas and Damian, Saint Cyrus and John, Saint Artemios

The history of Byzantine incubation as reflected in the dream miracle collections represents an organic development, and also a voluntarily embraced continuity. It was a transmission of the cult, the formation of the source material and the way of recording, the narrative pattern as well. This transmission from the pagan practice to the Christian incubation ritual concerned the elements of the cult, that is, the cult place, the cult function (healing) and the technique of healing as well as the ritual (temple sleep) and the medium (dream). It is common to both pagan and Christian incubation practice that the sacred place was more important than the figure of the healer and both the practice of incubation was intimately linked to the healing place. In addition to the Christianisation of the practice, the way of recording it also continued. The aim of this doctoral dissertation is to trace this formation and composition of the incubation miracles as stories, individual narratives and literary shaped miracle collections. 

My survey focuses on the miracles of Saint Thecla, the two versions of the miraculous cures of Saint Cosmas and Damian, that of Cyrus and John and the corpus of Saint Artemios. These collections, from the 5th – 7th centuries, from the Eastern Mediterranean, together constitute a well-defined group, differing in kind from other contemporary Byzantine hagiographical records. Focusing on the narrative aspects of these sources is justified because emerging early Christian incubation adopted not only elements of the pagan ritual but when recording it, drew heavily on the ancient narrative records of temple sleep. The development and the transformation of dream cures and its textual, literary expressions ran in parallel with each other, both being rooted in the preceding cult practice. Consequently, and rather oddly, these Christian collections of dream healing bear a closer resemblance to the incubation records of antiquity than to contemporary Christian hagiographical genres (in the form of the narrative, of course, not in its theology).

The first step will be to broadly introduce the cult practice of ancient incubation, together with records of it (Chapter 1) as well its adoption through the cult of the Christian physician saints: Cosmas and Damian, Cyrus and John, Artemios and certainly in a different vein, within the cult of Saint Thecla (Chapter 2). 

  Hopefully, this enquiry will also demonstrate that there was not just one “cult of the saints”. The development of the Christian incubation saint cult clearly had a different development from what is generally characterized as an emerging cult of the saints, i. e. of martyrs, holy bishops, or living ascetics. Each of these groups also diverges in the patterns they represent. 

Having described the collections of miraculous dreams found in incubation records, in Part II (The Sources: Compositional History) I will turn to the detectable sources and formative processes in these collections. My question is how the early Christian incubation miracles were shaped into stories, texts, recorded narratives and literary artworks, tracing what the sources themselves have to say about their background, to map out what layers of transmission can be distinguished within the collections themselves. The analysis of the sources of miraculous cure is best begun with the most important material (textual and pictorial) finds: votive tablets, the evidence that best expresses the cult experience (Chapter 3. 1: The ex voto as source). In the next step, I shall touch upon the role of images that record miracles and that were relatively often incorporated into the stories (Chapter 3. 2: The pictorial evidence). Besides looking for the images as records and hence sources for the stories, it shall also be shown how pictorial representation actually shaped the incubation dream narrative. 

The next decisive element in shaping the stories was the oral tradition emerging around the cult place (Chapter 4: Oral tradition). These narratives were directed by temple propaganda or by the reports pilgrims exchanged with each other. Oral transmission was all the more important as it was not only a way of transforming events into a narrative or providing material for recording, but it also played a significant part in the cultic experience itself. 

When the miracle collections were recorded, the purpose was not to establish an exclusive canon of texts, in contrast to the gospel tradition. To other points of view were considered in the production of a written text: to make the past events of the miraculous the possible events of the present, from time to time recreating and re-interpreting their contexts; and second, depending on the personal aspirations of the hagiographer, to produce a literary composition.  The third part of Part II will concern direct and indirect literary traditions (Chapter 5: The literary background of the collections). Scholars in the past few decades had radically reinterpreted the umbrella term of aretalogy, the narrative of miracles. Mark van Uytfanghe speaks about the chimera of aretalogy when he re-drew the genre-thematic-theological definitions and literary traditions of aretalogy and envisaged a better understanding of the literary atmosphere of Late Antiquity (both pagan and Christian). He therefore discarded the categories of genre-definition introducing instead the concept of hagiographic discourse. Such discourse was limited neither to Christianity nor to literature, but was emblematic of a mode of expression for the Greek, Christian and Jewish thought world of the time. 

The five miracle collections that took shape around the four incubation cults are first examined in Part II from the point of view of the cult experience and the material they contain pertaining to written, oral and literary traditions. On the other side of the formation, in the midst of shaping the narrative and its moulding into a compositional whole, into a proper collection, we find the hagiographer – and not only him. Part III (Stories: The Compositional Structure) complements the previous survey by focussing on a structural analysis of the texts and on the conscious shaping of the compositions, born out of literary ambitions which often aimed high and were marked by the individual compositional style of the hagiographer. Chapter 6 (The Hagiographer) will address how the hagiographer created his own persona and reflected upon his own work of composition and research. The hagiographer’ personality and his literary ambitions certainly left their marks on the structural development of the collections and on their individual compositional features. Without subscribing to any particular literary theory, the miracle narratives will remain at the focus of this analysis and included mapping their structure, the miracle-groups and, the narrative technique starting from the texts themselves. Thus, Chapter 7 (Compositional structures and individual characteristics of the collections) will focus on the outlines of composition, on its structural development, thematic groupings, and an analysis of miracle-stories in each of the miracle collections. Before turning to the structural investigations the question of establishing credibility will be briefly addressed. How did the hagiographer represent or create the reality of the narrative; the literary and concrete reality, as well as the reality of the miraculous. After analysing each collection as a whole, single narrative techniques will be considered in Chapter 8. These include some of the individually developed nuclei of miraculous stories such as the invitation dream, word play, or finding curative objects or the narrative and theological role of repetition. Chapter 9 (The medical in the miraculous) has two parts. The first one examines the narrative role of doctors in the miracles. The second part analyses the impact of medical knowledge on dream content of incubation patients, and by the example of the medical round it will illustrate what E. R. Dodds described as culturally dependent dream pattern.

The closing chapter of this part (Chapter 10: The “Performance”) explores first the finality of the recording of these miracles, such as entertainment, local cult propaganda or the dissemination of theological truths. By performance I understand here the circumstances surrounding the telling and listening of the dream miracle-narratives, the place this occupied within the cult, the occasions for telling the miracles, the context, effect, purpose of storytelling and the experiencing, listening, reading, seeing of the miracles, their telling, re-telling, writing, re-writing and depicting. This communal aspect of the cult experience is all the more important since the pilgrims not only underwent the rites of the cult together, but they told and listened to miracle stories and were instructed, oriented, encouraged (or discouraged) and even entertained by them. In the second part (Mirroring Society) some aspects of the contemporary social reality will be addressed, as represented in the stories, which were determined by the personal credo of the hagiographer, but also by the religious context that surrounded the cult place. I shall consider purposeful and accidental testimonies and the attitudes towards pagans, heretics, Jews, explore the promotion of theological truths and contrasting orthodoxies.  

A natural conclusion is provided by summarizing that on the basis of the viewpoints analysed so far, in what aspects the Byzantine incubation collections are single among the contemporary Byzantine miracle corpora, in what they follow the hagiographical models of the time and in what they reach back and draw on the ancient paradigms of incubation practice as well as incubation literature. It may seem surprising to discover that the records of incubation healers were in several aspects closer to the (pagan) Greek  narrative and cultic models than to the other Byzantine miracle collections and to the New Testament paradigms on miraculous cures. The Christian incubation miracles were the result of the survival of a pagan practice that went parallel with the survival of the way of recording it. This interrelatedness left noteworthy traces in the Christian miracle stories, elements sometimes foreign to Byzantine hagiography (e. g. the priority of the place over the healer). But the most fascinating (and not at all a necessary development with the arrival of Christianity!) was this interconnectedness itself: that a ritual and its way of expression went on hand in hand.
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