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Introduction 
Plutarch (46 - 119) was a renowned philosopher, historian, priest and author of over 200 books. He served as the Prime Minister of Greece in kind, as the country was governed by the will of the Gods, which ‘was established through divination’.[footnoteRef:1] He was an adviser to several Roman emperors. He wrote On the Obsolescence of Oracles,[footnoteRef:2]  around 86 AD.  [1:  Hugh Bowden, Classical Athens and the Delphic Oracle: Divination and Democracy (Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 2.]  [2:  ‘The Obsolescence of Oracles’, in Plutarch’s Moralia: Isis and Osiris. The E at Delphi. The Oracles at Delphi No Longer given in Verse. The Obsolescence of Oracles, by Plutarch (W. Heinemann, 1957), pp. 410–38.] 

Byzantian Maximus Planudes (1260 – 1305) was an ambassador to Italy, who collected 78 works of Plutarch. No more works of Plutarch have been found since. At the time books were copied by hand in monasteries, and the copied text could be different from the original due to it passing through multiple hands of copiers and editors over a thousand years. The text touches on sensitive topics for Christianity, such as multiple worlds, gods and demigods and the origins of the power of prophecy. Around 300 AD, Christianity declared Delphic Temple to be the ‘vox diaboli’, and Planudes was lucky to get the works, though some parts may be missing. 
On the Obsolescence of Oracles references almost a thousand years of the ancient Greeks knowledge, starting with Homer and Hesiod and moving through Aristotle, Socrates and Plato to Plutarch’s contemporaries. This review introduces a new viewpoint on the work of Plutarch and concludes that his arguments for divination are still valid and actual today.
Summary 
In Plutarch’s On the Obsolescence of Oracles, he argues that divination is still a valid practice despite the fact that oracles have become obsolete. He makes several points in support of his argument, including the fact that divination is a natural phenomenon, that it has been practiced since ancient times in many cultures around the world, and that it is still practiced today. He argues that divination is a form of knowledge that is passed down from generation to generation, and that it is a part of human nature. Plutarch then argues that divination can provide insight into the future. 
Plutarch foresees emergence of science. He states that ‘new generation’ (scientists) reject divination. He argues that science and divination are two sides of the same coin. His cosmological model with multiple worlds designed by the Creator is now supported by calculations of leading scientist after being rejected for almost 2000 years. 
Overall, Plutarch’s arguments for divination in On the Obsolescence of Oracles are convincing. 
Critique 
For a long time the main weakness of Plutarch’s arguments for divination had been that they were not scientifically proved. Then in 1997, one of the most influential physicists, Lee Smollin in The Life of the Cosmos,[footnoteRef:3] asked a question: whether another Big Bang would produce the same or a different Universe. He came to conclusion that: [3:  Lee Smolin, The Life of the Cosmos (Oxford University Press, 1997).] 

We may imagine that God has a control panel on which there is a dial for each parameter. One dial sets the mass of the proton, another the electron's charge and so on. God closes his eyes and turns the dials randomly. The result is a world governed by the laws we know, but with random values of these parameters. What is the probability that the world so created would contain stars? The answer is that the probability is incredibly small.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Smolin, The Life of the Cosmos, p. 37.] 

It strains credulity to imagine that mathematical consistency could be the sole reason for the parameters to have the extraordinarily unlikely values that result in a world with stars and life. If in the end mathematics alone wins us our one chance in 10229.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Smolin, The Life of the Cosmos, p. 45.] 

In a number of interviews, Smollin avoided the question of the existence of God, saying that scientists should deal with what is observable (perhaps hinting at the unscientific "dark matter" affair, which has been ongoing for almost 150 years). But in the book, he says that we ‘have little choice but to become mystics’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Smolin, The Life of the Cosmos, p. 45.] 

Smollin’s calculations, proving for some the existence of the Creator. The fact that he avoids talking about the existence of God reminds one of Copernicus' reluctance to publish De revolutionibus orbium coelestium,[footnoteRef:7] as the Church and society were not ready for it at the time. Indeed, Copernicus was right to keep quiet, as Galileo was convicted in 1633 for ‘following position of Copernicus’, ninety years after Copernicus published the book in 1543.[footnoteRef:8] After the publication, the book was banned by the Church for almost 300 years, with the ban being lifted in 1835.  [7:  Nicolaus Copernicus, De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium. Facsimile Reprint of the First Ed. of 1543 with an Introd. by Johannes Müller, Leipzig, 1965.]  [8:  In fact, there is still ongoing discussion on whether Copernicus indeed published his work, or whether it was published without his permission, without his knowledge, and without his authorization. The discussion is outside the scope of this review. Vadim Zaver] 

Smollin seemed to be right to keep quiet, as recently leaked information on NACA contracting theologians,[footnoteRef:9] caused a public storm, even though the word ‘God’ wasn’t even been mentioned. The use of the word ‘alien’ speaks volumes the current state of the society. To sum up, it is now as scientific for an oracle to communicate with the Creator as it is for an astrophysicist to discuss ‘dark matter’, which has never been seen and for which no evidence exists. [9:  Kaya Burgess, Science Reporter & Religious Affairs, ‘Heavens above: Nasa Enlists Priest to Prepare for an Alien Discovery’, 16 March 2023, section news <https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/heavens-above-nasa-hires-priest-to-prepare-for-an-alien-discovery> [accessed 16 March 2023].] 

There are two ways to look at Plutarch’s essay — like Goold did:
‘The statement of this simple fact hardly requires twenty-nine folio pages, but in this essay, as in the two preceding, there is much of the conversation of cultured persons ·which is not directly connected with the subject.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  G.P. Goold, ‘Introduction to The Obsolescence of Oracles’, in Plutarch’s Moralia: Isis and Osiris. The E at Delphi. The Oracles at Delphi No Longer given in Verse. The Obsolescence of Oracles (W. Heinemann, 1957), pp. 348–49 (p. 348).] 

Another way, which was used in writing this review is to look at Plutarch’s work as a twenty-nine-page essay of a Delphic priest, which doesn’t contain information ‘not directly connected with the subject’.[footnoteRef:11] At the time of writing the essay, Plutarch was an experienced priest at Delphi and he likely had access to 1,500 years’ worth of knowledge kept in the temple’s archives, to the wealth of ancient Greek literature which since vanished, and possibly to unknown to us pre-ancient Greeks sources. One can speculate, that he had oracles on the future of mankind and that these might be reflected in his works. This wealth of knowledge is not available to modern scholars, making Plutarch the only authority on the subject. Delphi priests were known to speak not in plain language, but ‘giving advice in indirect form, by imagery, riddle, and ambiguity’.[footnoteRef:12] According to Heraclitus — ‘The Lord whose is the oracle in Delphi neither speaks out nor conceals, but gives a sign.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Goold, p. 348.]  [12:  Heraclitus, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus: A New Arrangement and Translation of the Fragments with Literary and Philosophical Commentary (Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 121.]  [13:  Heraclitus, p. D93. ] 

‘As Apollo neither speaks out all nor conceals all, but shows forth a part of the truth, […] but requires an intellectual effort from men […] to interpret correctly the signs emitted.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Heraclitus (of Ephesus.) and Miroslav Marcovich, Heraclitus: Greek Text with a Short Commentary (Academia Verlag, 2001), p. 51.] 

The signs were cryptic and sometimes were not understood at the time of the prophecy, but made sense in future or in another location.
Others have suggested that some of the early, seemingly baffling oracles given to colonizers may have offered ‘signs’ that we no longer understand, but that helped the oikist, or leader of a colonizing expedition, to identify the site for which he was searching.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Esther Eidinow, Oracles, Curses, and Risk Among the Ancient Greeks (OUP Oxford, 2007), p. 34.] 

Lastly, oracles were multidimensional, approach the subject from different angles, worldviews and viewpoints: 
giving advice in indirect form, by imagery, riddle, and ambiguity, so that it was obvious to a man of sense that an oracle required an interpretation. Even when the surface meaning is clear, it may be necessary to look for a second meaning underneath — as Oedipus discovered to his hurt, when he forgot to ask which man was his father; and likewise Croesus, when he forgot to ask whose kingdom he would destroy.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Heraclitus, p. 123.] 

A Delphi priest, writing on such an important for himself topic as obsolescence of oracles likely employed a cryptic language and the techniques he used for oracles, such as cryptic messages, riddles, symbols, signs as well as a multidimensional structure. This technique guarantees the survival of the text in an alienated environment and ensures that it wouldn’t be understood by uninitiated.
Initially, Plutarch connects obsolescence of oracles with depopulation. The text was written at the time of devastation and depopulation of the ancient Greece:
well-nigh incessant wars, of the soil, malaria, bad government, wrought a depopulation that even in the time of Plutarch left the Greek cities but shadows of their former selves.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  William James Battle, ‘Greece at the Peace Table’, The Classical Journal, 16.1 (1920), 2–14 (p. 3).] 

At the time, ‘the whole of Greece would hardly muster three thousand men-at-arms’,[footnoteRef:18] a number that used to be mustered by just one city alone, as there were ‘1000 cities in ancient Greece’.[footnoteRef:19] However, the claim of depopulation is dismissed by the notion that at earlier times the population was even less, and yet oracles were still not obsolete. [18:  ‘The Obsolescence of Oracles’, p. 413F.]  [19:  ‘Greek City-States’ <https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/greek-city-states> [accessed 12 March 2023].] 

The depopulation claim is surrounded by two riddles – ever burning lamp, which consumes less and less oil each year, but emits the same amount of light; and Delphi’s fierce serpent.
The lamp riddle is perhaps a hint on disbalance between consumption and production. If applied to depopulation claim, it might sound like: the gods still emit the same amount of advice to people, but demand for it has waned. 
The serpent riddle might be an example of reversing of an assignment operator:
they do not, however, put the correct interpretation upon its lying idle, but quite the reverse; for it was the desolation that attracted the creature rather than that the creature caused the desolation.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  ‘The Obsolescence of Oracles’, p. 414B.] 

If applied to depopulation claim, it might sound like: the population now is less, because there has been little demand for oracle. 
Working through all the riddles in the Plutarch’s essay is beyond the scope of this review, but it seems that many scholars mistook ‘imagery, riddle, and ambiguity’,[footnoteRef:21] for plaintext and were disappointed with Plutarch’s work, which may have been his intention — to hide the message.  [21:  Heraclitus, p. 123.] 

Evaluation of Plutarch’s work is often negative, as scholars assume that their cosmological framework and worldview are modern and greatly superior to Plutarch’s. But is it so? Plutarch’s cosmological framework is based on idea of multiple worlds, each with its own centre, and a single Creator. This is in contrast to the geocentric and heliocentric models, which are based on the idea of a single world with a single centre. Around 150 AD Ptolemy published Ptolemy’s Almagest,[footnoteRef:22] which was a massive regress to cosmology. Thanks to the work, the geocentric model was widely adopted and the model dominated until the ban on Copernicus’s Heliocentric model was lifted in 1835. That is almost 1700 years of regress supported by the Church and by science. Copernicus’s model held that the Sun was the centre of Universe, and was supported by the Church and science.  [22:  Ptolemy, Ptolemy’s Almagest (Duckworth, 1984).] 

All modern cosmological frameworks have math problems, to solve which ‘dark matter’ had to be invented. This kind of accounting wouldn’t be acceptable in any other science or industry, but has seemingly been OK for astrophysics for over hundred years. None of the frameworks mention the Creator. Where does Plutarch’s cosmological framework stand? Obviously, it is more modern that the geocentric model, which dominated the Church and science for 1700 years. It is also more modern that Copernicus’s cosmological framework, which was replaced around 1920. The replacements of heliocentric model use questionable accounting techniques, which if used by a bank, would be called a fraud and result in criminal charges. Smollin’s book implies that the Universe was created against all odds and therefore there must be a Creator. NACA must have contracted theologians for a reason, but none of the theologians deal with aliens, which imply that the agency’s questions concern God’s existence and his possible attitude to NACA’s activity. After 1935 years of abandonment, it turns out that divination is needed for the leading science outlet, but there is no oracles. 
Taking all this into account, Plutarch cosmological framework is a winner after being abandoned for 1935 years. And this is a reason to take his work extremely seriously. Another important lesson is that for unknown reason most of the past two thousand years humans were in reverse gear, bogged down or doing U-turns. Is something interfering with humanity’s progress or humans just hardcoded into uncreative beings? 
Plutarch argues that divination is a natural phenomenon and been practiced since ancient times. Plutarch connects prophecy ability to demigods — ‘That it is not the gods [..] who are in charge of the oracles, […] but that it is the demigods’.[footnoteRef:23] According to Greenbaum: [23:  ‘The Obsolescence of Oracles’, p. 418E.] 

Daimons are mediators between gods and humans and as such they, not gods, inhabit the oracles. […] As intermediaries, daimons can mediate between the divine and immortal and the human and mortal, can interpret between gods and humans.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, The Daimon in Hellenistic Astrology: Origins and Influence (BRILL, 2015), p. 20.] 

This view is echoed by Russell:
There are no specially barbarian or specially Greek gods, he says, but one providence operating through its subordinate powers which are differently honoured and worshipped in different places.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  D. A. Russell, ‘On Reading Plutarch’s “Moralia”’, Greece & Rome, 15.2 (1968), 130–46 (p. 134).] 

Plutarch gives two indications for how long oracles were delivered. Firstly, he gives a figure for a lifespan of a demigod — ‘the life of these divinities is nine thousand, seven hundred and twenty years.[footnoteRef:26] Secondly, he states that the death of the Great Pan happened during the reign of Tiberius (42BC – 37AD), implying demigods might had been guiding the humanity since at least 9,700BC, which is almost 12,000 years ago. To access the validity of Plutarch’s argument, we need two pieces of information: ‘First hominid life forms 4 million years ago (hunter gatherers), first human farmers: about 12,000 years ago’.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  ‘The Obsolescence of Oracles’, p. 415E.]  [27:  ‘History of Farming’ <http://www.ecifm.rdg.ac.uk/history.htm> [accessed 17 March 2023].] 

There is an incredibly long gap of millions of years between humans becoming hunters-gatherers and beginning of agriculture. If we imagine 4 million years as a year, then only on the last day of the year humans suddenly became farmers and about most of that day is very little known so far. Was the divine power guiding them? Was it connected to Prometheus myth? We don’t know, but Plutarch might had known it, as the figure he provides is spot on. Where the information came from? First farmers were unlikely to keep records. A guess? An unknown source? The figure might be an indirect evidence of communication between the divine power through daimons to the Delphic oracles. This is a massive point, which supports Plutarch argument for divination as a natural phenomenon practiced since ancient times.
Plutarch then argues that divination is still a valid practice because it can provide insight into the future. He notes that divination can be used to predict the outcome of events. He also argues that divination can be used to gain insight into the divine will, and that it can be used to gain insight into the workings of the universe. This argument can be dealt again with help of Smollin. It is widely accepted that there always were very few people with oracle abilities, much less, than of those who claim to have it. 
There is a similarity with science, where a lot of scientists, but few move science forward. Smollin in The Trouble with Physics,[footnoteRef:28]  argues that universities today wouldn’t employ neither Einstein, nor other famous physicists of the past, because these scientists do not fill the required for science profile anymore. He describes the incumbents in physics as ‘craftspeople’,[footnoteRef:29] hinting on the main difference between seers and craftsmen, which is the inability of craftspeople to create something new. He describes true physicists as: [28:  Lee Smolin, The Trouble with Physics: The Rise of String Theory, the Fall of a Science, and What Comes Next (HMH, 2007).]  [29:  Smolin, The Trouble with Physics, p. 310.] 

Seers are very different. They are dreamers. They go into science because they have questions about the nature of existence that their schoolbooks don’t answer. If they weren’t scientists, they might be artists or writers or they might end up in divinity school. It is only to be expected that members of these two groups misunderstand and mistrust each other.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Smolin, The Trouble with Physics, p. 310.] 

Smollin talks about areas of science, which haven’t seen progress in many decades. These scientists could be in the same situation as hunter-gatherers, who stuck for millions of years, without inventing something new, without progress. Smollin sees visionaries in science as creative types and hints at a connection between creativity and divination. Here he is in tune with Plutarch, who believed that science and divination are two sides of the same coin: 
while every form of creation has, as I say, two causes, the very earliest theological writers and poets chose to heed only the superior one, uttering over all things that come to pass this common generality: “Zeus the beginning, Zeus in the midst, and from Zeus comes all being”; but as yet they made no approach towards the compelling and natural causes. On the other hand the younger generation which followed them, and are called physicists or natural philosophers, reverse the procedure of the older school in their aberration from the beautiful and divine origin, and ascribe everything to bodies and their behaviour, to clashes, transmutations, and combinations. Hence the reasoning of both parties is deficient in what is essential to it, since the one ignores or omits the intermediary and the agent, the other the source and the means.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  ‘The Obsolescence of Oracles’, p. 436D.] 

In fact, Plutarch and Smollin were so in tune, that Smollin’s The Trouble with Physics could be called On Obsolescence of Scientists. If the science is advanced by visionaries alone, who in turn have a connection with God, then Michelangelo got it right in The Creation of Adam.[footnoteRef:32] But that raises a question of whether the Church and visionaries are connected to the same God, as outcomes are different. And this confirms Plutarch argument, that divination can help to gain insight into the workings of the universe and that might be the only way.  [32:  Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni, The Creation of Adam, 1508, the Sistine Chapel ceiling, Vatican.] 

Conclusion
Plutarch’s work On Obsolescence of Oracles is still modern, relevant even today and still not fully understood. It is not only a literary work, but an important statement on divination by a priest of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. What makes this work so important two thousand years later are the attempts of people to reach the gods directly without getting divination oracles. Plutarch makes perfectly clear that the Creator is too busy and communications are supposed to be through daimons. Smollin calculated that the odds of the ordered Universe we live in are incredibly small — 1 in 10229. With such odds the balance between order and chaos is delicate and there might be the Creator’s work required to keep the universe stable. Sending an expedition outside the Solar system searching for aliens/gods might have a ‘Butterfly effect’ and unforeseen implications for the whole Universe. An explanation of why it is so quiet in the Universe, might be not that we are alone here, but that it is accepted behaviour to keep low profile and not to interfere into the gods’ matters. With the amount of destruction in the Universe, and myths of the God being harsh and cruel to people, one must be sure of consequences before to cross the line and trying to contact the Creator directly. Perhaps this message was missed, since oracles were out of business for 1935 years. Today, it seems that the ones who are calling the shots are the craftspeople who ‘misunderstand and mistrust’,[footnoteRef:33] oracles. Two Delphic oracles come to mind — ‘if he should send an army against the Persians he would destroy a great empire,[footnoteRef:34] and ‘Lydian, beware of the day when a mule is lord of the Medians.[footnoteRef:35] Plutarch’s work is hugely important as it is, but perhaps it should be re-analysed for imagery, riddle, and ambiguity and get proper interpretations for these. [33:  Smolin, The Trouble with Physics, p. 310.]  [34:  Herodotus, Herodotus: Works , with an English Translation by A.D. Godley (Heinemann, 1930), sec. 1.53.]  [35:  Herodotus, sec. 1.54.] 
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Figure 1 Speculative illustration of ancient Delphi by French architect Albert Tournaire.
Illustration by Albert Tournaire - École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Art (http://www.ensba.fr/ow2/catzarts/images/E_084_07-25544.JPG), Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=40736158
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