ANTHROPOLOGY AND SPIRIT POSSESSION:
A RECONSIDERATION OF THE PYTHIA’S ROLE AT DELPHI

DURING a consultation at Delphi, one of Apollo’s servants imagined, heard, intuited, or
feigned Apollo’s presence and then uttered Apollo’s divine response to the human client who
made inquiry of the god. Such inspired mimicry appears incomprehensible to the non-believing
distant observer to whom Apollo no longer speaks. Scholars hear nothing at Delphi and,
steadfast in their faith in positivism, claim Apollo said nothing. In a similar fashion, scholars
have pronounced that the Pythia, like Apollo, did not speak at Delphi, or that her attendant
prophets reformulated her utterances and converted them into comprehensible prose or verse.
Such a reconstruction of the divinatory consultation at Delphi, however, finds no support in the
ancient evidence. Not one ancient source suggests that anyone other than the Pythia issued
oracular responses.

While the question of Apollo’s presence at Delphi may be deferred, the issue of whether the
Pythia spoke at Delphi is a historical one.' Beginning.with Erwin Rohde’s monumental study,
Psyche: The cult of souls and belief in immortality among the Greeks, the nature of divine
possession and the Pythia’s service at Delphi have attracted much attention. Although many of
Rohde’s ideas have been refuted, the connection he drew between possession and seemingly
uncontrolled and uncontrollable rapture, such as that of the Bacchantes, remains a more or less
unspoken assumption of subsequent inquiries. While most scholars have not accepted Rohde’s
historical reconstruction of the influence of Dionysus on Apolline cult at Delphi,” the image
of the raging Maenad remains the dominant model for understanding and imagining the nature
of possession and the Pythia’s position at Delphi.

The image of the Maenad has held sway in the scholarship on Delphi because it seems to
resonate with aspects of certain literary depictions of the Pythia as well as with Plutarch’s
account of a frenzied, speechless, and uncontrollable Pythia at a disastrous consultation at
Delphi.’> According to H.W. Parke and D.E.W. Wormell, Plutarch’s account is ‘the only
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