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CRYSTAL ADDEY
CosMOLOGY, MAGIC AND DIVINATION: SEMINAR 4

ORACLES AND DIVINATION IN ANCIENT
GREECE
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Types of Ancient Oracles

Oracle sanctuaries: where the god, goddess or semi-
divine being was thought to speak, usually through an
intermediary, either a priest or a priestess who was divinely
inspired or possessed.

Healing sanctuaries / incubation temples: Where the
oracle was thought to be given directly to the enquirer
while they were dreaming, in a vision of the deity who
spoke directly to them in their dream.

Nekumanteia: Oracles of the dead: These were special
oracular sanctuaries where the dead were thought to reply
directly to the enquirer, again through the incubation
procedure, where the enquirer slept in the sanctuary and
waited for a dream where the dead spoke to them.
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Why did people consult oracles?

Oracles and other forms of divination used in ancient
Greece were not thought to simply predict the future.
Rather they were thought to offer advice and give guidance
about the truth and possibilities of any given situation,
revealing the truth about the past, present and future

Oracles were seen as fundamentally important in ever?f
sphere of life, influencing spiritual, religious, personal,
social, civic, political and military matters.

Practical political matters

Practical personal matters: to decide an auspicious day on
which to get married, whether to get married at all, how to
make a living, whether to undertake a voyage or travel,
whether an enterprise will be successful etc.

Health and healing.
Ritual / religious matters: sacrifice, ritual, festivals etc.
Spiritual: Do I have a soul? Who is god? Etc.



~ Oracles and Philosophy

Oracles and philosophy were deeply
connected in the Ancient World.

Philosophy was used for the interpretation of
Oracles: the intellectual thought and personal
reflection of the enquirer was a vital part of
the experience of consulting an oracle.

Philosophers argued for the truth and
usefulness of oracles

Philosophers were sometimes Priests at
Oracle sanctuaries.

Philosophers wrote / compiled Collections of
Oracles as a philosophical tool for reflection
and divine wisdom.

Philosophers themselves consulted oracles .
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Plan of Sanctuary at Dodona
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Reconstruction: the sacred house at Dodona
(37 century B.C.)
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Oracles from Dodona

Hermon (asks) by aligning himself with which of the gods will there be from
Kretaia offspring for him, in addition to those he has now?

(translated by E. Eidinow 2007, 89 [end of 6™"/beginning of 5t" century BC])
y 8 8 y

Kleouts asks Zeus and Dione if it will be better and more profitable for him if
he keeps cattle.

(translated by E. Eidinow 2007, 95 [date unknown])
Whether if [ went abroad [ would do better at my trade?
(trs. Eidinow 2007, 96 [fifth century BC])

Nikokrateia asks by sacrificing to which of the gods would she do better and be
relieved of her disease? (trs. Eidinow 2007, 105 [date unknown]|)

Did Dorkilos steal the cloth? (trs. Eidinow 2007, 117)

To which of the gods must he have prayed so as to achieve what he has in mind?
(trs. Eidinow 2007, 121 [beginning of the fifth century BC])
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For translations of some of the oracular lead tablets
from Dodona, see:

EIDINOW, E, 2013.
2nd ed. (orig. 2007). Oxford:
Oxford University Press.


http://ukcatalogue.oup.com/product/9780199660667.do
http://ukcatalogue.oup.com/product/9780199660667.do
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~ Temple of Apollo, Oracle of Delphi
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Temple and Oracle of Apollo, Delphi
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Temple and Oracle of Apollo, Delphi
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* Ritual preparations and the oracular ritual

The Pythia gave oracles in an altered state of
consciousness characterised as ‘divine
inspiration’ — does this entail that she was
mad and raving in her oracular
pronouncements?

Plato, Phaedrus 244

Traditional scholarly interpretation: the
Pythia produced nonsensical words which
were ‘translated’ into oracles by the male
priests — but this interpretation is
questionable (and gendered?)

The question of the Pythia’s mental state
and capacities when giving oracles: rational
or irrational?
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http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/album.php3?id_article=11319&debut_image=1
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emple of Apollo, Didyma
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Temple and Oracle of Apollo, Didyma
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~ Example: An oracular inscription from
Didyma

The enquirer (a circus performer): “Appheion, also
known as Hernonas, of Aleaxandria enquires, since
at all times his ancestral gods stand by him and
you yourself also in what work he carries off, on
this account he begs you, lord, if with good repute
at all times he will come off in his tip-toe dancing
and training of bulls and if he will serve with good
repute.’

Apollo’s oracle: “Phoebus and the swift eye of
unutterable Serapis and Nemesis who oversees the
amphitheatres of athletes you will have as helpers
to your plans by prayer.”
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The Ritual of the Oracle at Didyma

“And as for the woman at Branchidae who gives
oracles, it is either by holding the staft first given by a
certain god that she is filled by the divine radiance; or
else when sitting on the axle she predicts the future; or
whether dipping her feet or skirt in the water, or
inhaling vapour from the water, at any rate, she
receives the god: prepared and made ready by any or
all of these preliminaries for his reception from
without, she partakes of the god.”

[amblichus, On the Mysteries, 3.11
(trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell.
2003. Atlanta: SBL).
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~— The functioning of the Oracle at Didyma

“This is what is shown by the abundance of sacrifices,
the established custom of the whole ritual, and
everything that is performed with due piety prior to
divination: also the baths of the prophetess, her
fasting for three whole days, abiding in the innermost
sanctuaries, already possessed by light, and rejoicin
in it for a long time. For all these things show that the
god has been invoked, and that his arrival comes from
without, a marvelous inspiration even before coming
to his accustomed place; and in the very spirit rising
from the spring it shows forth another god, more
senior andp distinct from the site, who is responsible for
the site, the spring and for all divination.”

lamblichus, On the Mysteries, 3.11
(trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell.
2003. Atlanta: SBL).
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Temple of Apollo, Oracle of Claro
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The Operation of the Oracle at Claros

Tacitus, Annals, 2.54:

“There, unlike at Delphi, it is not a woman, but a man,
selected from particular families and usually summoned
from Miletus who acts as priest. He hears only the number
of the enquirers and their names. Then after departing
into a grotto (specus: meaning natural or artificial cave)
and taking a draught of water from a hidden spring, though
generally ignorant of poetic literature, he produces replies
in set forms of verse on the subjects which each enquirer
had conceived in his mind.”

Pliny, Natural History, 2.232:

“at Colophon in the grotto (specus) of Apollo Clarius is a
pool by drinking of which marvelous prophecies are
produced but the life of the drinkers are shortened.”
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The Operation of the Oracle at Claros (2)

Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, 3.11 (trs. Emma Clarke, John
Dillon and Jackson Hershbell. 2003. Atlanta: SBL):

“It is agreed by everyone that the oracle at Colophon
prophesies by means of water. There is a spring in a
subterranean chamber, and from it the prophet drinks on
certain appointed nights, after performing many
preliminary ceremonies, and after drinking, he delivers his
oracles, no longer seen by the spectators present...Even
before drinking, he fasts the whole day and night, and after
becoming divinely inspired, he withdraws by ﬁimself to
sacred, inaccessible places, and by this withdrawal and
separation from human affairs, he purifies himself for
receiving the f!god; and through these means, he has the
inspiration of god illuminating the pure sanctuary of his
own soul, and providing for it an unhindered divine
possession, and a perfect and unimpeded presence.”
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The Operation of the Oracle at Claros (3)

“That this water has oracular power is immediately obvious. But
how this is so, as the saying goes, “not ever)lf_lman may know.” For
it seems that some fpro hetic spirit passes through the water; but
this is not correct, for the divine does not permeate what
partakes in a fragmented and divided manner, but it is by
exercising its power from without and illuminating the spring,
that it fills it with its own prophetic power. Still, not every
inspiration that the water gives is from the gl(l)d but thisonly
bestows the receptivity and purification of the luminous spirit in
us, through which we are able to receive the god. But the
]fjlresence of the god is different from and prior to this, and

ashes like lightning from above. This holds aloof from no one
who, th.rough a kindred nature, is in union with it; but it is
immediately present, and uses the prophet as an instrument
while he is neither himself nor has any consciousness of what he
says or where on the earth he is, so that even after prophesying,
he sometimes scarcely gets control of himself.” Iamblichus, De
Mysteriis 3.11 (trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson
Hershbell. 2003. Atlanta: SBL).



“Oracles and Mysteries

Cornelius Labeo, On the Oracle of Apollo of Claros:

someone asked the Clarian Apollo: Which of the gods is he
to be regarded who is called Iao? The reply:

“Men who have learned sacred mysteries should keep them
hidden in secrecy. But if indeed you have small intelligence
and a feeble brain, observe that lao is the god above all
gods. In winter he is Hades, at the beginning of the spring
Zeus, the Sun in summer and in the autumn delicate Iao.”
Macrobius, Saturnalia, 1.18.19

An oracle of Apollo: “You look for a privilege equal to that
of the gods; that is not permitted toyou” Theosophy 1.40

An Oracle of Apollo: “It is difficult for the eyes of mortals
to contemplate the immortal nature, unless this person
receives a divine sign” Theosophy 1.40
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~ Statue of Asclepius (Epidauros museum)



http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/92/Asclepius_-_Museum_of_Epidaurus_Theatre.jpg

=" —

_
- Week 4 Student Activit

Necromancy and Oracles of the Dead

Please undertake some preliminary research on
ancient Greek necromancy and Oracles of the Dead
and be prepared to discuss your findings in the
seminar.

Questions to consider: What was necromancy and
how would you define it? In what contexts was
necromancy used and would you describe these
contexts as Teligious’ or ‘magical’ or both? What were
Oracles of the Dead and where were they located?
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Student Activity-for WeeJLnglc\Theurgy and Philosophy-ifr the

e Graeco-Roman World

Student Activity: Divination and Theurgy

The passages below are taken from the philosopher lamblichus’ De
mysteriis (On the mysteries), one of the most extensive works on
theurgy to survive from late antiquity. lamblichus was a major
proponent and advocate of theurgy; he was particularly influential in
this regard on later philosophers who also endorsed the practice of
theurgy, such as Proclus and the emperor Julian (AD 361-363).

Read the passages below and consider the following questions: how
does lamblichus characterize and conceptualise divination? What
philosophical concepts underlie his explanation of the workings of
divination and theurgy? What is the relationship between divination
and theurgy? How do divination and theurgy relate to the gods, in
[amblichus’ view? Please be prepared to discuss your ideas in the
seminar.
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_“.-thedivinatory power of the gods is bounded by nothing divisible, neither by place,
nor by a divisible human body, nor by a soul contained in any single form of divisible
entities, but being separate by itself and indivisible, it is wholly present everywhere to
those able to share in it. And it both illuminates from without and fills all things, and
permeates all the elements: it embraces both earth, air, fire and water, and leaves
nothing deprived of itself, neither living beings nor beings governed by nature, but to
some it gives a greater portion of its foreknowledge, and to others a lesser portion.
And existing itself prior to the totality of things, it is sufficient by its own
separateness, to fill all things to the extent that each is able to share in it.”

Iamblichus, De mysteriis 3.12 (129.1-11), trs. Emma Clarke, John Dillon and

Jackson Hershbell (Atlanta: SBL, 2003).

“This, then, is one kind of mantic [i.e. divination], which is undefiled and sacerdotal,
and truly divine; and ‘this does not need’, as you say, ‘either myself or anyone else as
umpire, in order that I prefer it to any others’, but it is itself entirely removed from all,
supernatural, and eternally pre-existent, neither admitting any comparison nor pre-
eminence among many; it is free from all this, and takes precedence over all according
to its uniform self. And it is proper for you and everyone who is a genuine lover of the
gods to surrender himself to it wholly. For in such a fashion arises, at the same time,
both infallible truth in oracles, and perfect virtue in souls. With both of these, ascent
to the intelligible fire is granted to theurgists, a process which indeed must be
proposed as the goal of all foreknowledge and of every theurgic operation.”

lamblichus, De mysteriis 3.31 (178.13-179.8)



