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TMAR – CLCL7003 – Short Essay

Sacred Texts in Ancient Religions
Word Count: 2565

Introduction
This essay examines the role of orality in sacred texts with reference to examples from the religions of Ancient Greece.   First, a definition and discussion of what is a sacred text is offered.  Second, orality in a spiritual or ritual context is considered in relation to written religion.  There are competing views of the relative importance of oral versus written religion or spirituality in other ancient and enduring, modern religions[footnoteRef:1] and it is worth framing those before moving onto to consider the case of Ancient Greece.  Third, the concept of ‘religion’ itself in the context of Ancient Greece is examined, with reference to the unique political nature of the country at the time and the modern assumptions made in regard of the change from oral to literate culture[footnoteRef:2].   Then, using extant examples from the Ancient Greek corpus, the influence and ‘voiceprint’ of the oral is recognised and analysed.  Finally, conclusions are offered.   [1:  J. Goody, The Logic of Writing and the Organization of Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986, p.1; Margalit Finkelberg, ‘Elitist Orality and the Triviality of Writing’, in C. Cooper (ed.) Politics of Orality: Orality and Literacy in Ancient Greece, Vol. 6. Leiden: Brill, 2007, p.293.]  [2:  Mary Beard, 'Writing and Religion', in S. I. Johnston (ed.) Ancient Religions. (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), pp.127-138.
Finkleberg, Elitist Orality, 2007, p.294.] 


It will be come apparent that oral traditions of Ancient Greek religious practice last well into the literate age and impact upon the construction and use of written and inscribed texts that have a ritual and spiritual content.

What is a sacred text?
Pyysiäinen makes the point that the notion of a 'sacred text' is prevalent in the academic study of religion(s)[footnoteRef:3]. She argues that phrases such as 'sacred text', 'holy book', and 'scripture' relate to the designation of some texts as having a special status in society. These texts are thought to be the foundation of all knowledge about what is real in the ultimate, objective sense.   Some have considered that the idea of a sacred text derives from the ancient Mesopotamian concept of a heavenly book - that is the canonised embodiment of divine wisdom[footnoteRef:4]. If this were so then the notion of sacred texts would only belong to the monotheistic religions.  [3:  Ilkka Pyysiäinen,  'Holy Book: A Treasury of the Incomprehensible. The Invention of Writing and Religious Cognition', Numen 46, 1999, p.269, see footnote 1.]  [4:  G Widengren,  "The Ascension of the Apostle and the Heavenly Book". Uppsala Universitets Arsskrift, 1950:7] 

However, a cursory look at the extant, epigraphic material from the culture of Ancient Greece, from the end of the Geometric period (circa 750 BCE) until the late antiquity reveals the existence of an abundance of ‘texts’ that deal with religious matters[footnoteRef:5].  Heinrechs notes that there are: sacred calendars, information regulating cults and rituals, oracles, dedications to the divine, priesthood sales, statutes of sacred organisations, records of healing miracles and divine epiphanies, curse tablets, amulets with spells and prayers inscribed upon them, and the so-called ‘Orphic’ gold plates (that offered descriptions of the underworld and advice to the dead)[footnoteRef:6].  Magical papyri, with spells and instructions, can be considered in their own class and range from individual texts to whole collections.   [5:  E Lupu, Greek Sacred Law (2nd Edition with a Postscript): A Collection of Documents. Brill: Leiden, 2009, contents page; A Henrichs,.‘Hieroi Logoi and Hierai Bibloi: The (Un)Written Margins of the Sacred in Ancient Greece’, HSCPh 101, 2003, p. 208.

]  [6:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, 2003, p. 208.] 

So, even though Ancient Greek spirituality, for reasons that will be discussed below, is not a centralised, religion of a ‘holy book’, it is instead a diverse engagement with the divine that is reflected in the material record and also in Greek literature and arts.  In the latter some sacred texts are referred to that either no longer exist or were considered so venerable they were never written down[footnoteRef:7].  Scholars have termed these the Hieroi Logoi and their obvious elusiveness has led to debate as to what should be included in the group[footnoteRef:8].  Henreichs makes the point that ancient authors considered these texts to be a profoundly mysterious form of sacred discourse, and so exclusive that “Herodotus and Pausanias refused to reveal the contents of a single Hieros Logos”[footnoteRef:9].  These texts were held in high regard and it is obvious in some examples – for instance curses and oracles – that they were meant be spoken or contain a record of orality or betray an oral aspect of their history.  Thus, the interaction between oral and written sacredness is worth considering. [7:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, 2003, p. 212-215.]  [8:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, 2003, p. 212-215.]  [9:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, 2003, p. 209, footnote 10] 


Oral versus Written Religion 
Goody – in his work on writing and the organisation of society[footnoteRef:10] takes a comparative approach in exploring oral and written religions.  He compares and contrasts what he terms “African and Eurasian” features[footnoteRef:11].  For Eurasian he employs the Judaeo-Christian traditions and aspects of Middle East religions  – as exemplars of written sacredness, religions of ‘the Book’.  The African spirituality is used to highlight the oral tradition. In Goody’s view written religions, as they are written down and therefore have the capacity for a distribution wider than their oral counterparts, work from a more universal, generalised, abstract base.  On the other hand, oral traditions are tied to context and the immediacy of speech and action.  They also rely on the memory of their officiates and adherents[footnoteRef:12].   This leaves orality in religion open to change and loss in terms of memory, something may be felt obsolete and therefore will be lost or adapted to changing circumstances.  Writing in religion provides the opportunity to be a record of memory and a guide to it. [10:  Goody, The Logic of Writing, 1986, p.1.]  [11:  Goody, The Logic of Writing, p.1]  [12:  Goody, The Logic of Writing, p.22ff] 


There are differences in specialisations and role enactment. Goody argues that in a written religion, the priest has special status, as the privileged interpreter of sacred texts[footnoteRef:13]. The priesthood in the written religions, such as Christianity and Judaism, have exercised power and control through their roles as gatekeepers to literacy and teaching.  The priests of oral religions also can exercise this kind of power through rituals, rites of passage and initiations, for example the cult of mysteries at Eleusis in Greece[footnoteRef:14].   [13:  Goody, The Logic of Writing, p.17]  [14:  Nancy A. Evans, “Sanctuaries, Sacrifices, and the Eleusinian Mysteries” Numen, Vol. 49, No. 3 (2002), pp. 227-254.
] 

There is an argument that written religions, by the fact they are written and thus provide a ‘fixed’ orthodoxy for belief, also offer, for whatever reasons, a breeding ground for dissent and the development of a radical departure from said orthodoxy.  For example, the European reformation movement against Roman Catholicism that started in the 16th century CE.  A movement, which through both oral and written media, developed its own orthodoxy[footnoteRef:15].  Written religion, whether the text is considered a foundation text, an interpretation or a dissenting movement, promotes normative behaviour.  The prayer for a particular ceremony or ritual, once it is written down, will be that read or recited wherever it is to be performed in time and space.  Oral spirituality retains a contextual, adaptive stance.  For Goody, this distinction promotes written religions to possess a greater force for unity and a stronger sense of the ethical[footnoteRef:16]. [15:  Peter Marshall, “(Re)defining the English Reformation”, Journal of British Studies, Vol. 48, No. 3 (Jul., 2009), p. 565.]  [16:  Goody, The Logic Of Writing, pp.23-24.] 


Finkelberg has argued that Goody’s comparison of written versus oral religions betrays a bias of hierarchy in the study of religions which promotes the former over the latter, as somehow culturally more elite, more modern and implying higher levels of rationalism[footnoteRef:17].  She notes that this hierarchy is a by-product of ‘technological determinism’ – a pervading view that the means of communication within a society will dictate its cultural behaviours – and argues that this approach denies the possible existence of choice[footnoteRef:18].  Finkelberg especially highlights the case of Ancient Greece in making the point that the change from oral to literate tradition was not a foregone event but occurred “within the limits of the civilization’s historical memory” and that the poetic forms of expression (designed to recited) lasted long after the introduction of written prose[footnoteRef:19].   The next section will explore this theme within the context of Ancient Greek Religion. [17:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.293.]  [18:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.294.]  [19:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.295.] 


What is religion in Ancient Greece? 
A ‘religion’ can be characterised as “a set of beliefs and practices espoused by its adherents as a matter of conscious choice, more or less to the exclusion of others”[footnoteRef:20].  Even though there was a diversity of divine concepts in Ancient Greece (that reflected perhaps the poleis or city-state culture), Greeks were familiar with this notion of religion.  However, this notion did not really apply until late antiquity[footnoteRef:21].  However, taking a cue from Herodotus (1) (8. 144. 2), who characterizes ‘Greekness’ (τὸ ϵ̔λληνικόν) as the existence of common temples, rituals, descent, language, and customs, these commonalities can be recognised as being part of one system[footnoteRef:22].   [20:  Oxford Classical Dictionary (OCD), “religion, Greek” at: https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198606413.001.0001/acref-9780198606413-e-5537?rskey=cOf4Wg accessed 27th January 2020.]  [21:  OCD, “religion, Greek”.]  [22:  OCD, “religion, Greek”.] 


Thus, despite the lack of canonical dogma and ritual, there is, as alluded to above, a substantial body of sacred thought and practice[footnoteRef:23] that survived and thrived through the oral and literate periods of Greek history.   [23: Lupu, Greek Sacred Law, 2009, contents page; A Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi ,2003, p. 208.] 


Finkleberg notes[footnoteRef:24] Eric Havelock’s classification of Greek civilisation into: [24:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.294.] 

· Oral, pre-Platonic
· Transitional (Plato as the figurehead of that)
· Literate, Post-Platonic
She points to the popularity of this periodic breakdown in classical studies as a view of the domination of literacy in later Greek periods[footnoteRef:25].  O’Donnell has questioned whether the extant material allows for such sharp boundaries, making the obvious point that change brings complexity[footnoteRef:26].  It appears that the categorisation relies on one work by Plato, Phaedrus (274b–277a), and some have thought that the work privileges speech over writing[footnoteRef:27].  For example, he has Socrates say writing:  “will create forgetfulness in the souls of those who learn it, because they will not use their memories” (Phaedrus 275a).  Plato sees writing as a developing attribute of mass culture, something that would make knowledge, the word, accessible to all in an indiscriminate way.  His view does not support the elitist one of the primacy of writing over orality; rather he is attempting to downgrade the value of writing, perhaps from a desire to retain control of the higher knowledge[footnoteRef:28].  [25:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.294.]  [26:  James O’Donnell, Avatars of the Word: From Papyrus to Cyberspace (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000 [1998]), p.25.]  [27:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.295.]  [28:  Finkelberg, Elitist Orality, p.296.] 

Orality, then, was held in high regard in regard to texts that might be considered sacred in Ancient Greece.  One only has to think of the Homeric Poems and their wide and deep influence.  In another paper, Finkelberg points to their codification in 6th century BCE, recitation at the prestigious Panatheniac festivals, and use in education as an indication that the Greeks considered them a foundation text[footnoteRef:29].  There are other examples that highlight the impact and influence of orality. [29:  Margalit Finkelberg,‘Homer as a Foundation Text’, in Margalit Finkelberg and Guy G. Stroumsa (eds), Homer, the Bible, and beyond; literary and religious canons in the ancient world, (London: Brill, 2003), p.91.] 


The influence of Orality
Consider the position of oracles as part of the ‘body’ of sacred Greek texts.  Henreichs notes that “[l]ike most ritual texts, oracles are intrinsically oral…”[footnoteRef:30].  That is, they ‘speak to humans in their own voice about some issue[footnoteRef:31].  At the same time the oracle is recited by the priest or ritual expert and this recreates the divine voice through a human one. Fontenrose notes that though the division between the oracular and the written was blurred, for the duration of the classical period, oracles were mainly communicated and distributed through speech[footnoteRef:32].  The Delphic Oracle, for example, particularly responded via the spoken word and was believed to be most effect when it spoke for itself, either directly (as in formulaic phrases of the sort “the god said in an oracle”) or through a human proxy[footnoteRef:33]. [30:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, p. 220.]  [31:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, p. 220.]  [32:  J. Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle: Its Responses and Operations. (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London, 1978), pp.93-95.]  [33:  Henrichs, Hieroi Logoi, p. 220.] 


Another example of the impact of orality in the material, written, sacred corpus is Curses. Eidinow[footnoteRef:34] argues that the practice of writing binding curses or katadesmoi, grew out of oral tradition.  There is literary evidence that binding songs were being used, in Athens at least, some fifty years before the date ascribed to the first Attic tablets. In Aeschylus’ Eumenides an oral binding curse, is issued by the Furies against the defendant Orestes, being tried for his Mother’s murder[footnoteRef:35].  The development of written curse texts does not mean the end of the oral element.  There are curses in verse and, in the Greek Magical Papyri, creation instructions for curses that encompass both oral and written aspects.  The archaeological record confirms the popularity of curse tablets: over 1600 have been recovered from all over the Greco-Roman world, dating from around the end of the 6th century BCE to the 8th century CE[footnoteRef:36]. [34:  Eidinow, E. Oracles, Curses and Risk among the Ancient Greeks. Oxford: OUP, 2007, ch.7, ]  [35:  Eidinow, E. Oracles, Curses and Risk, 2007, p.141]  [36:  Ogden, D., ‘Binding Spells: Curse Tablets and Voodoo Dolls’, in B. Ankarloo and S. Clark (eds.), Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, ii: Ancient Greece and Rome (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1990), p.4.] 


A final example might be considered to show how orality is sometimes hidden within sacred, written texts. Lupu in their study of Greek law shows that what are termed ‘informative texts’ abound in relation to religious activities.  There are, for example, calendars, funding information, dedications, statutes, and cult and sanctuary regulations and are in a sense administrative aids to the prosecution of religious and sacred sites[footnoteRef:37].   [37:  Lupu, Greek Sacred Law, 2009, contents page.] 

The writing down and thus preservation of prescriptive, ‘how to’, guidelines or instructions in relation to ritual is rare.  One example of their preservation is on a 5th century BCE tablet from Selinus, Sicily[footnoteRef:38]. It provides ritual details related to the offering of sacrifices before the festival of the Kotytia, and some details are specific and graphic – “and then they shall sacrifice a full-grown {victim]”[footnoteRef:39].  However, Lupu argues that text still assumes “a basic familiarity with ordinary cult practice”[footnoteRef:40].  This familiarity would have been communicated orally and expected to be committed to memory by officiates, perhaps via regular practice.  Lupu thinks the writing down of ritual detail in the Sicilian example may be owing to the complex nature of the particular processes involved[footnoteRef:41].   [38:  Lupu, Greek Sacred Law, 2009, pp. 359-387.]  [39:  Lupu, Greek Sacred Law, 2009, p. 363.]  [40:  Lupu, Greek Sacred Law, 2009, p. 364.]  [41:  Lupu, Greek Sacred Law, 2009, p. 364.] 


Conclusions
This essay has examined the role of orality in sacred, written texts.  The pervasive influence of the oral compositions known as the Homeric Poems – that acted as a foundation text when written down – has been highlighted.  Other examples of sacred compositions, designed to be spoken or performed, such as oracles and curses, point to the role orality has in giving life and power to the texts.  The original actors who interacted with these texts would have expected and assumed the oral aspects of them.  The rareness of extant prescriptive ritual texts implies that basic ritual practice was still the preserve of memorized oral tradition and only special details or deviations were thought necessary to commit to word. 
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