[image: image1.png]PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





Postgraduate/Distance Learning 

Assignment coversheet & feedback form
THIS SHEET MUST BE THE FIRST PAGE OF THE ASSIGNMENT YOU ARE SUBMITTING  (DO NOT SEND AS A SEPARATE FILE)
	For completion by the student: 

	Student Name: Miłosława Krogulska

Student University Email: 1910714@student.uwtsd.ac.uk 

	Module code: HPCA7005
Module title:Cosmology, Magic and Divination

	Student ID number: 1910714
	Educational support needs:

No

	Assignment title: :A Critical Review of a primary source document (Assignment 1) 
Assignment due date: 8 June 2020

	This assignment is for the       1st  FORMCHECKBOX 
    2nd   FORMCHECKBOX 
     3rd   FORMCHECKBOX 
      4th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      5th  FORMCHECKBOX 
      6th  FORMCHECKBOX 
   module of the degree

	I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Signed …………………………Miłosława Krogulska…………………………………
Email submission:if you are submitting this form via email, please tick this box □
(as a substitute for your signature) to confirm that you agree to the above declaration.

	Assignment Mark
1st Marker’s Provisional mark

2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark

External Examiner’s mark (if relevant)

Final Mark
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board.
For completion by Marker 1 :
Comments:



	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	For completion by Marker 2/Moderator:

Comments:



	Marker’s Signature:
	Date:

	External Examiner’s comments (if relevant)


	External Examiner’s Signature:
	Date:


A Critical Review of Plutarch’s arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum (On the Obsolescence of Oracles).


(word count 2004)

This paper will critically examine the arguments for divination in De defectu oraculorum (The Obsolescence of Oracles) written by Plutarch, the Greek philosopher and priest at the Delphi Oracle.


The Obsolescence of Oracles is a part of Moralia, a collection of seventy-eight essays and transcribed speeches written by Plutarch in Greek in the form of a dialogue. The essay is No. 88 in Lamprias's list of Plutarch work.
 It was written probably in 83 CE but other dates of dialogue with 87 CE and 79 CE were also possible.
 The complete Moralia was first translated into English from the original Greek by Philemon Holland in 1603
. The three Delphic dialogues: The Obsolescence of Oracles, The E at Delphi and Oracles at Delphi no longer given in verse were written at Delphi and talked about oracles.
Plutarch was born 45 CE to a wealthy family in Chaeronea, the town in Boeotia situated 80 kilometres away from Delphi. He received the best education, held the office of archon, travelled to foreign countries and became a Roman citizen. In Chaeronea, he founded a philosophical school.
 Plutarch was one of the Apollo's priests for a long time, more than twenty years, and probably he also financially contributed to the Oracle. After his death (after 119 CE), a few statues were erected to honour him in his home-town.
 

According to Lautaro Lanzilotta, Plutarch is the most important Middle Platonist author. He played a key role in the history of ancient philosophy and his testimony is essential to reconstructing and understanding the philosophical and religious world of late antiquity.




The dialogue


The Obsolescence of Oracles by Plutarch was addressed to Terenius Priscus. R. M. Ogilvie identified as two ancient persons named Terenius Priscus, father and son. The former was known as a generous patron of poet Marcus Valerius Martialis.
 The interlocutors were: Cleombrotus the Lacedaemonian, Demetrius the grammarian, Philip the historian, Ammonius the philosopher, Didymus Planetiades the Cynic philosopher, Heracleon, and Lamprias, the priest from the Delphic Oracle. Few of them might have been named after people who were important to Plutarch: Ammonius after his teacher, Heracleon after his pupil and Lamprias after his older brother.
 Lamprias played a crucial role in the dialogue as a priest in Delphi. Plutarch might have used this character as a representative for his experiences because his official position at Delphi made it inappropriate.
 However, he might have been oblidged to give some kinds of answer to a important questions posed by pilgrims or his readres. The oracles mentioned in the dialogue were: the Delphic, the Amphiaraus, the Tegyare, at Ptoum, and the shrine of Ammon.

The protagonists met on their way to the Cnidian Clubhouse in Delphi, where they were talking, while other guests were watching the athletes. The Cnidian Clubhouse was a voguish place, decorated by two famous murals which depicted fallen Troy and Odyseus' visit to the Underworld (painted by artist Polygnotus in the fifth century BC). The place had a spectacular view, overlooking the Temple of Apollo.


The discussion started from the problem of the decline of the activity of the oracles in Greece, but also considered other cosmological topics: a problem of diminution of duration of the time, a possibility of existence of relative worlds and their potential number, question of existence of the daimones, and the mysterious meaning of the letter E carved on the front of the Oracle in Delphi.
All participants were familiar with Plato and Homer's work, mythology, geometry and history. They were religious men, except Planetiades the Cynic, who left the meeting in the middle of. Through their statements Plutarch demonstrates different religious or philosophical positions, so it is difficult to distinguish his ideas from those of others, but his cosmology is described by Elsa Simonetti as a Platonic vision of the universe
. The arguments in the discussion were organized into two categories of causes: one material, the other transcendent, yet both operated simultaneously (the 'double causation theory'). Simonetti described this method as a general theoretical scheme adopted by Plutarch, in which the physical world has a metaphysical foundation, so the knowledge of the reality paves the way to transcendence.
 


Arguments for divination


In 1963 Murray and Rosalie Wax pointed out that magic is judged as inadequate and comprehended as negative by institutions of Western civilization.
 The Obsolescence of Oracles was not a polemic about divination as a modern reader could expect. Plutarch was not defending divination or advertising the Delphi. The oracle served for centuries and continued to fulfil its function under the Roman domination. In the dialogue oracle divination is not a 'magic' in Judaeo-Christian meaning but a part of Greek tradition, religion and philosophy. It is close to the approach of Sigmund Mowinckel, who characterized magic as a world view rather than a kind of religion.

Oracles provided right and useful answers and this could be considered as Plutarch’s main argument for a divination.

Information given by oracle at first seems ambiguous or unclear, but this was not an obstacle for Plutarch which was demonstrated in the story told by Demetrius. People of Delos searched for a proper place to perform a sacrifice. The oracle told them that the crow would show them the spot. They had discussed many possibilities and had unsuccessfully looked for signs until a day when they met a woman named Crow, so they performed the ritual in the place where they had met her.
  The second story is also successful. Question was unknown to the person, who was only a messenger for a king. The oracle gave only one-world answer, 'Black' which referred to the colour of the bull and its accuracy had confused Epicureans.
 According to Maurizio, the act of divination is a communicative gesture and its methods are a form of communication between humans and spirits. A delay between the time when the spirits imprint their messages on the impersonal world and the time when people might decode their message is possible.
 Plutarch as a priest of Apollo might have been helpful for clients in the active process of searching hidden meanings as the oracle interpreter, although not a single ancient source suggested that anyone other than the Pythia issued oracular responses.


This non-verbal communication was assisted by the daimones, mediating spirits.
 They communicate with an irrational part of the Pythia's soul by 'the prophetic vapour', which manifests in the oracle.
 Ernest Will pointed out that in the ancient times a substance inhalation in the Delphic oracle was accepted as a fact, but scientists still discuss its potential source.
 The 'vapour' could be identified as a psycho-active gas.
 It could also be something entirely different and more sublime, like 'the prophetic breath' which comes through air, flowing water was mixed with the body to provoke an enthusiasm and the divinatory inspiration.


If divination is an act of communication, people might ask various questions. Planetiades blamed the impure human intention for the obsolescence of the oracles: 'It is indeed a wander, when so much wickedness has been disseminated upon earth ... that Divine Providence also has gathered up its oracles and departed them from every place'.
 For Plutarch it was not an argument because Providence is 'like a benign and helpful mother' and 'should not cherish animosity in the matter of prophecy only, and take away that from us after having given it to us at the beginning'.
 An oracle was created by divinity and operated on a level higher than human vices, which might be considered as another Plutarch’s argument for divination. As Simonetti pointed out, Plutarch stressed that the ontological distance between gods and humans prevented any direct causal distance between their respective choices.


Another story told by Lamprias proved that it was impossible to influence the oracle even if the client tried very hard. Once a deputation from abroad had arrived to consult an oracle, but the opening ritual went wrong. Despite this the Pythia 'went down into the oracle unwillingly and half-heartedly' then 'became hysterical and with a frightful shriek rushed towards the exit' and then she died a few days after.
 This dramatic story illustrated the importance of the rituals which ensured the process was safe and credible. As Maurizio pointed out, randomizing procedures ensured that divination is an 'objective' system of access to divine knowledge'.
 However, Plutarch was most likely aware of the possibility of manipulation in oracle’s divinations. Cassius Dio, cited by Stadter, wrote that in 67 AD Nero offered 100,000 sesterces for a response that he expected, but the response was different, so he punished the sanctuary.
 Another problem was intentional cheating done by priests at the oracles, not mentioned by Plutarch, but described later by Oneomaus of Gadara.


Next argument for divination could be more practical. Oracular divination was connected with special places, so it could be a good opportunity to travel and see the place where '...certain eagles or swans, flying from the uttermost parts towards its centre, met in Delphi at the omphalus.'
 On the Obsolescence of Oracles is full of descriptions of amazing adventures, like Cleombostus meeting with the wise man, who had personally met demigods and was rejuvenated and inspired to prophet.
 Simonetti noticed that for Greeks travel was connected to the notion of historia, which corresponds to the active task or investigating, so it was opposite to the 'automatic knowledge' transmitted by tradition. Travelling was also a social phenomenon in the Imperial age. For Plutarch, travel was a reliable source and a fundamental means of knowledge.
 Demetrius journeyed and 'he was getting together a history to serve as a basic for a philosophy that had its end and aim in theology.'


It was better not to wait until the oracle would be silenced. However, for Plutarch it was nothing unusual that the god decided to move the oracle to another place. 'Prophecy is something created by god, and centainly no greater and more potend force exists to abolish and obliterate it', as Lamprias stated.
 Dissapearing, or silence of the oracle, was no proof that the divination failed. Amonius ascribed to the god a full responsibility over divination, but at the same time the place of the oracle was the subject of Nature, which could bring destruction and disintegration.
 

During the second century AD the popularity of oracles increased, so the crisis was staved off. The area of Asia Minor prospected as a centre of trade and oracles, it especially flourished in Claros and Didyma.
 As Cleombrotus said poetically: 'if when the spirits return many years later, the oracles, like musical instruments, become articulated, since those who can put them to use are present and in charge of them'.
 The divination was compared to an art, which required special tools and divine inspiration. For Plutarch divination 'worked' in oracles, where the Pythia was a perfect receiver of the signs sent by the god and the rituals helped to choose the right time. That is why the sanctuary provided ideal conditions for the consultation, which was in fact a meeting with divine realm.


Conclusion


To bring the paper to a close, I summarise the main points here: the divination as presented by Plutarch in The Obsolescence of Oracles was a gift from the god and revealed an intelligent, divine plan. Divination occurred in a sacred space and in a special moment, when two causal orders (the material and the divine) worked together and the god manifested in the human body and spirit. In this particular moment the gate between the realm of gods and humans was opened. The proofs of this process were the right answers given by the oracle, but the human interpretation determined the effect of an oracular response. Other practical values of oracular divination, like learning or travelling, are not clearly described by Plutarch but could be derived from above.
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