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On the Obsolescence of Oracles, by Plutarch
[bookmark: _Hlk42589989]This essay critically reviews On the Obsolescence of Oracles, by Plutarch published in Vol. V of the Loeb Classical Library edition, 1936, edited by Frank Cole Babbitt.  
[bookmark: _Hlk42538417]This paper will argue that Plutarch’s Socratic Dialogue found in On the Obsolescence of Oracles is a discussion about the Delphi Pythia in crises. 
Introduction
The author, Plutarch (45-120 CE) of Chaeronea in Boeotia, began his studies in Athens with Ammonius who was a Platonist philosopher.  Plutarch was trained in rhetoric and philosophy, a self-proclaimed mathematics enthusiast attracted to Pythagorean number theory.  He served for more than thirty years at the Oracle of Delphi working in various positions including as a senior priest of Apollo interpreting the auguries of the Pythia or high priestess.  
Plutarch was a productive writer who chose not to write in the context of a historian but instead chose to focus on most celebrated parts of the great men and their story within the lives.  Best known for his work on Parallel Lives, in which he explains, ‘It must be borne in mind that my design is not to write histories, but lives’.[footnoteRef:1]  This isn’t to say that Plutarch avoided historical facts but instead felt the actions of the individuals covers such a large field inquiry that he chose to look at specified areas.  Hershbell says, ‘There remains, then no doubt that Plutarch understood history as research or inquiry after the facts. For example, Plutarch writes about what is reported concerning the gods, and discusses what the mythographers relate while ignoring the factuality of what is reported.’[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  Oia Press, Plutarch’s Lives:  Lives of Alexander the Great, Published by Oia Press, New York City, (NY First Published 110, 2015)]  [2:  Hershbell, Jackson P., Plutarchs Concept of History:  Philosophy from Examples, Ancient Society, Vol. 28 (1997), (Published by:  Peeters Publishers) pp. 225-243] 

Plutarch was also known for his extensive work in Moralia, or Ethical Essays, which are mostly in dialogue format, of which many are devoted to philosophical topics, not at all limited to ethics.[footnoteRef:3]  Plutarch also compiled collections of Oracles as a philosophical tool for reflection and divine wisdom.  Evidence suggests that De Defectu Oraculorum found in part V of Plutarch’s works on Moralia, was written in 83 CE.’[footnoteRef:4]  These works provide a rich context of knowledge and life in Greece during the first century of the Common Era.  He uses the following characters in this dialogue, Basilocles and Philinus, who serve to introduce the later speakers; Diogenianus, Theon, Sarapion, Boethus, as well as Philinus himself and some professional guides.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Karamanolis, George, "Plutarch", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) pp 1]  [4:  Ogilvie, R. M., The Date of the ‘De Defectu Oraculorum’, Phoenix, Vol.21, No.2 (Summer, 1967), (Published by:  Classical Association of Canada) Jstor.org/stable/1086762 pp.119]  [5:  Frank Cole Babbitt, Ed., Plutarch, De Pythiae oraculis, http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2008.01.0247%3Asection%3D0] 

The Oracles of Delphi
The Oracles of Delphi was a sanctuary where you would find the Oracle of Apollo and was located on Mt. Parnassus near the Gulf of Corinth, a deep inlet of the Ionian Sea in Greece.  It was considered a crucial part of the city, where kings and slaves alike sought answers or truths to questions and hidden knowledge regarding the future, past, law, spiritual life, war, political and matters, health and general daily living.  The seekers would be guided to an answer through intermediaries called Pythia or high priestesses who were instruments of the hand of god.[footnoteRef:6] The Pythia, utilizing a special state of receptiveness spoke in verse from which the priests and holy men such as Plutarch who were knowledgeable in politics, war, the soul, and the law, would interpret to provide the answers to their questions.  Schroder writes, ‘Now the human soul – and therefore the Pythia’s as well – is perpetually disturbed by its connection with the body and by its own passions, and we have to conceive the state of mantic excitement (enthousiasmos) as a mixture of two motions, one of which originates with the god, the other with the Pythia.’[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Dillon, John, On the daimonion of Socrates, Plutarch, Pythagoreanism in Plutarch, Donald Russell, George Cawkwell, Werner Deuse, John Dillon, Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath, Robert Parker, Christopher Pelling and Stephan Schroder, Edited by Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath, Published by Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG.  ]  [7:  Schroder, Stephan, On the daimonion of Socrates, Plutarch, Pythagoreanism in Plutarch, Donald Russell, George Cawkwell, Werner Deuse, John Dillon, Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath, Robert Parker, Christopher Pelling and Stephan Schroder, Edited by Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath, Published by Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG.  pp 147] 

Plutarch Discusses the Decline of the Oracles
Plutarch spoke of his concerns of the decline and perceived weakness of the oracles as well as a decline in prophecy.   One of his concerns is the question of whether the decline of the number of working Pythia has gone from three to only one is enough to do the work of the gods. This has been a major change but in Plutarch’s opinion, one will suffice, ‘they used to employ two prophetic priestesses who were sent down in turn; and a third was appointed to be held in reserve.  But to-day there is one priestess and we do not complain, for she meets every need.’[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Plutarch, De Defectu Oraculorum, Loeb Edition, as published in Vol. V of the Loeb Classical Library edition, 1936, pp375] 

Plutarch goes on to clarify that Delphi does not require multiple Pythia and argues that perhaps having multiple Priestesses (or heralds) may be more difficult to manage.  Plutarch states, 
‘Agamemnon, for example, used nine heralds and, even so, had difficulty in keeping the assembly in order because of the vast numbers, but here in Delphi, a few days hence, in the theatre you will see that one voice reaches all.  In the same way, in those days, prophecy employed more voices to speak to more people, but to-day, quite the reverse, we should needs be surprised at the god if he allowed his prophecies to run waste, like water, or to echo like the rocks with the voices of shepherds and flocks in waste places.’[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Plutarch, De Defectu Oraculorum, Loeb Edition, as published in Vol. V of the Loeb Classical Library edition, 1936, p375] 

Another issue that Plutarch addresses is that the Oracle no longer speaks in verse.  
‘You charge the prophetic priestesses of old with using bad verse, and those of the present day with delivering their oracles in prose and using commonplace words, so that they may not be liable to render an account to you for their wrong use of a short syllable at the beginning, middle, or end of their lines.’[footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Babbitt, Frank Cole, Ed., Plutarch, De Pythiae oraculis, http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2008.01.0247%3Asection%3D0 Section 7] 

Plutarch provides an argument to counter the questions in the following statements.
“However, even if anybody were to grant that no word of prophecy is uttered in our time without being in verse, such a person would be in much more perplexity regarding the oracles of ancient times which gave their responses at one time in verse and at another time without versification. However, neither of these, my young friend, goes counter to reason if only we hold correct and uncontaminated opinions about the god, and do not believe that it was he himself who used to compose the verses in earlier times, while now he suggests the oracles to the prophetic priestess as if he were prompting an actor in a play to speak his words.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Babbitt, Frank Cole, Ed., Plutarch, De Pythiae oraculis, http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2008.01.0247%3Asection%3D0 Section 20] 

The question remains is there a problem pointing to the demi-gods and the instrument (Pythia) who may not be compatible or a proper vessel and therefore not producing the same level of prophecy.  Schroder claims this is a condition simply created by the change in the more modern Pythia themselves, ‘To express oneself poetically and in verse, one has to have an inclination and talent, and only under such conditions will one put the thoughts transmitted by the god in mantic enthousiasmos in such a form.’ [footnoteRef:12]  He provides a very simple explanation to a problem that may not be limited to ancient times.  The current talent simply no longer used the same language as the older instruments, perhaps the gods themselves have had to adjust.  ‘Inclination and talent, for poetical expression were widely current among people of earlier times, but between then and now they have vanished. Therefore one need not wonder that the Pythia of old put their responses into verse every now and then, while the more recent ones have ceased to do so.’   Plutarch also states that the priestess is going to have a noble character and a willingness to fulfill her function for the gods themselves. [12:  Schroder, Stephan, On the daimonion of Socrates, Plutarch, Pythagoreanism in Plutarch, Donald Russell, George Cawkwell, Werner Deuse, John Dillon, Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath, Robert Parker, Christopher Pelling and Stephan Schroder, Edited by Heinz-Gunther Nesselrath, Published by Mohr Siebeck GmbH and Co. KG.  pp 149] 

‘But the prophetic priestess has herself also nobility of character, and whenever she descends into that place and finds herself in the presence of the god, she cares more for fulfilling her function than for that kind of repute or for men's praise or blame.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Babbitt, Frank Cole, Ed., Plutarch, De Pythiae oraculis, http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2008.01.0247%3Asection%3D0 Section 28] 

Plutarch also alludes to other external and internal factors that contributes to the process during divination and therefore potentially causing harm to the Pythia.  The health and wellbeing of the soul as internal factor and the chastity of the Pythia were thought to be considerable factors on the priestesses ability to perform.  
‘You will at least all agree that the prophetic priestess herself is subjected to differencing influences, varying from time to time, which affect that part of her soul with which the spirit of inspiration comes into association, and that she does not always keep one temperament, like a perfect concord, unchanged on every occasion.  It is for these reasons that they guard the chastity of the priestess, and keep her life free from all association and contact with strangers, and take the omens before the oracle, thinking that it is clear to the god when she has the temperament and disposition suitable to submit to the inspiration without hard to herself. [footnoteRef:14]   [14:  Plutarch, De Defectu Oraculorum, Loeb Edition, as published in Vol. V of the Loeb Classical Library edition, 1936, p501] 

An interesting theory on another potential external factor that may have affected the Pythia, was the claim that from an interdisciplinary team of researchers that intoxicated gases were seeping into the chambers where the Pythia did their work. They contend that the Pythia were in intoxicated by subterranean gases and therefore in a drug induced altered state of consciousness in order to receive the messages from the gods. [footnoteRef:15]  Although this was an interesting theory it was disputed by Lehoux, he states, ‘As presented, the toxicological case will not stand:  The Pythia’s behavior cannot be accounted by ethylene intoxication, neither in whole or in part and goes on to say, that the intricate complex of religion, ritual, politics, theology, geography, and philosophy that we find at play in Delphi simply cannot be reduced to any one causal agent’.[footnoteRef:16]  Lehoux presented a solid case for the conclusion that intoxicating gasses from an external force was not a proven factor. [15:  de Boer, J.Z, J.R. Hale, and J. Chanton, “New Evidence for the Geological Origins of the Ancient Delphic Oracle, Geology 29 (2001) 707-10]  [16:  Lehoux, Daryn, Drugs and the Dephic Oracle, The Classical World, Vol. 101, No 1 (Fall, 2207), pp.41-56, Published by:  The Johns Hopkins University Press on behalf of the Classical Association of the Atlantic States.  www.jstor.org/stable/25471912, pp55] 

Conclusion
This was a critical review of Plutarch’s Socratic Dialogue On the Obsolescence of Oracles, by Plutarch published in Vol. V of the Loeb Classical Library edition, 1936, edited by Frank Cole Babbitt, and the decline of the Pythia.  Several issues surfaced about the abilities of the Pythia as an indication toward the oracles decline and its ability to continue in its present condition.  Until further information is uncovered, we can discard the theory of an external intoxication by subterranean gases as a factor as a factor in the decline of the Pythia.  The most interesting argument is one that outlines new generations of the Pythia as they approach mediation with the gods and goddess according to their current understanding and methods, as to a factor of the decline in using verse as the method of transmitting information.  The evidence suggests that the overall work did not appear to be of a lesser quality and the information continued to be valuable to the priests and holy men who continued to interpret and philosophize over it.  
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