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70 L. MAURTZIO

incident worth considering as evidence ... for Plutarch's friend, Nicander, was presiding priest
on the occasion and could have supplied him with the authentic facts'.a Ahd;gh parke and
Wormell admit that this is an exceptional episode, they nonetheless derive from it their
interpretation of the Pythia's possession.5 In their view, the pythia was ,a simple and
suggestible peasant woman', who became, upon the tripod, 'an easy victim to a self-induced
hypnosis. Her conscious ego became submerged', and she uttered merely 'the confused and
disjointed remarks of a hypnotized woman'.6 Her speech is 'gabble' and ,irrational babble'.
Consequently and necessarily, it is the prophetai, the male and iational attendants at the shrine,
who provide answers to the clients' enquiries. Moreover, their presence seems to account for
Delphi's 'cons_istent policy' of supporting Persia and Macedonia, for which parke and Wormell
find evidence'7 That presence also explains away the apparent paradox that a female should
occupy a position of importance in the decidedly political world of Delphi.s

The putative division of labour between the Pythia and the prophets has found support in the
etymologies of the words TtpoQ{Tng and pdvct6, where mantis is derived from the ioot *men
and means 'one who is in a special mental state' and therefore is 'one who speaks from an
altered state, let us call it inspiration, while the prophetes does not'.s propheies is a nomen
agentis of the verbal stem *0n, 'to say', or 'to speak' and therefore is 'one who proclaims
publicly'.rO However, throughout antiquity, the Pythia is called variously mantis,tt prophetis,t2-
and, in addition, promantis.t3 Apollo, like the Pythia, is also called both mintis and

prophetes.ta Thus, the notion that the prophets revised or versified and pronounced publicly
inspired utterances that the Pythia produced in a state of possession finds no linguistic suppon.

More recently, Georges Roux and Joseph Fontenrose have argued that while-the pythia did

" 
Parke and Wormell i 37.

s Price 1n. l) 137. Price also notes that the changes in the Pythia's voice during this episode are .bizane andextreme' and therefore can not illustrate her behaviour under normal divinatory conditions. 
-

6 lbid. i 39.
7 Parke and Wormell i chapters 7 and ll. For a convincing argument that Delphi did not have such political

agendas, see Parker (n. l).

.8 P' Amandry is acutely aware of this contradiction and, like Parke and wormell, posits that the rationalprophets and not the possessed Pythia controlled the content and form of the oracle given to enquirers (n. l). withslight variation, these roles are a commonplace in most literature on Delphi. w. nurteln, e.g., casually remarks, .The
utterances of the Pythia are then !1ed by the priests in normal Greek liierary form, the Homeric hexanreter., Greekreligion, trans. J. Raffan (Cambridge MA l9g5) ll6.

. . 
n 

G. Nagy, 'Ancient Greek poetry, prophecy, and the concepts of theory', it poetry and prophecy: thebeginnings of a literary tradition, ed. J.L. Kugel (Iihaca 1990) 56_6d.
r0 

The most thorough treatrnent of the word prophetes is by Kramer (n. l).tt 
Mantis: Aesch. Eum.29 with 33.

t2 
Prophetis:Eur.\on.42,321,1322;Plat. Phdr.244b;IG xii (3) 863; Strabo, ix 3.5; D.S. xiv 13.3; xvi26.4:

Plut. Mor.4l4b; Pollux x 81; Iamb. Myst. cxxvi 4.
t3 

Promantis: Hdt. vi 66,-vii lll and 141; Thuc. v 16.2; Plut. Alex. 14;LucianHerm.60; Heliod. iv 16. Seealso G. Radke, RE (1957) vol. 23 s.v. promantis.
raInthe 

oresteia,heistheprophetesof Z.eusaswellas amantiswhodoesnotl ie(Ardg71poqtTn6, Eum. 19
and pd'wtq dyeu8rlq, Ch. 559; Eu. l8). While the Pythia, like 4potto, may be called both u ̂ orti, and. a prophetis,
thus suggesting the synonymity of these words, in onl oft-quoted p*rug", irinaar indicates ttrat ttrere rnay have beena slight distinction between these words. Pindar writes, 'Ee a mantis,-Muse, and I will be u prip,t i1.:' S1s**e$ss,Moios, rpoQaduool 5' €Td) pi. Fr.l50 (Snell). While Dodds assimilates the B,thia to the role of the Muse, whenexplicating this passage, Helmuth Flashar, on the other hand, likens the Muse io Apollo and the |thia to pildar.
Neither analogy is convincing, however, since both the $,thia and Apollo are called by both titles. If a distinctionis to be made between mantis and^prophetes, prhaps, it is Lne of emphasis, rather than function. The word prophetes
emphasizes the announcemel.of th9 divine messige,-while mantii emphasizes conract with the divine. Dodds (n.2) 82, and H. Flashar' Der Dialog Ion als Zeugnii platonischer rhitoiopiii (nerun l95g\ 64 n. 2.
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72 L. MAURIZIO

of the scholars posits that the Pythia both conceived of and composed the oracular responses.whether her possession by Apollo renders her incapable of ciear and coherent speech, or her'peasant' status. and 'gender' 
bar her from the realm of intelligible discourse or, at least, politicaldiscourse, or her biological functions seem to necessitate thatihe male prophets control her bodyand voice, the Pythia seems' in all these reconstructions, ancillary to the process of divinationat Delphi' Although every ancient source without exception or modification presents the pythia

as issuing oracular responses, this possibility is universally disrnissed. Deemed central to theprocess of communication with Apollo by the Greeks, Jtre is relegated to the margins bysubsequent scholars. The only notabie exception is simon price in a brief essay on Delphi. Afterexamining the ancient accounts of the Pythia's possession, price sensibly refrains from definingher mental state' He argues that in as much ai ttre Pythia is accused of receiving bribes, shemust have had considerable, if not full, control of the oracles delivered to clients.zz In thefollowing, I also eschew the search for an interpretation of the pythia,s mental state. Instead,I anempt to uncover-the 'ritual logic' of divinatory consuliation in order to understand themantic mechanism atDelphi more ciearly and to bolsier Price's brief observation that the pythia
played a decisive role during consultaiions at Delphi, and, not least, to repair one gap inwomen's religious history.

I. Spnrr possessroN rN e cnoss-currunal p'RSppCrrve

Notions about spirit possession have largely determined the lines of argument about thePythia's role during a consultation. In ttre lasi two decades, spirit possession has receivedrenewed attention from anthropologists, whose insights, i b.li"u., will be useful forunderstanding the ancient evidenie.2s while anthropololy t u, ort"n been used to understandvarious aspects of Greek religion including Delphic divlnation, it has been used in less thancompelling fashion' In an early attempt to iook at oetptri in the context of African divination,for example, whittaker even conducted his own field work on that continent.2e His field work,however' and his knowledge of African divination have little impact, if any, on his understand-ing of Delphi' In his article on Delphi and Africa, whittaker first reviews many thorny problemsin Delphic history 
.ty:l ut thi prophets' and Pythia's services during the divinatoryconsultation, and Delphi's political role in Greece. <inty arter finding the solutions to theseproblems' does he tum to Africa' 'In view of these conclusions I have found it instructive tosee how far Delphi is matched by parallels in societies of modern Africa.'3o rn otrr., words,whittaker's knowledge of African divination sheds no insight on Delphi. It does not help himreformulate questions or their possible solutions; it does nJt contribute to or challenge any ofhis views on Delphi. It sirnply supplies exotic parallels to conclusions he has already reached.

!oue1 
P-arker, by contrast, uses anthropological literature on divination to consrruct afunctionalist reading of how Delphi worked in the broader social and political context of archaicand classical Greece'3r In a similar vein, I use comp:rative anthropology on African divination

2' pir"" (n. l) 141.
tt 

T*o rather distinct areas of interest, Europe and Africa, have recently received attention. The following isa representative sample of recent studies. Europe: 
'c 

.91ygr1s, ia, ,iiii il"iit"t,rrans. J. and A. Tedeschi (London1983); D.P. Walker, (Jnclean qpjrrrs 
^(philad"fif,iu f Sgf l; n.L]. f"g_, i i"rr"ri,y dream: politics and prophecy insixteenth'century spain (BTfgte1 lfeO); o. Nx"in, rripii:;; ";fr;;n;;;Tlroirron* rtaty,trans.L.G. Cochrane(Princeton 1990)' Africa: P'M. i'eek, 6i., eiir*iivi.nation systems: ways of knowing(Bloomington 1991). Theintroductory essav in this collection .ontuini un *;il; ;;J;i""g?y tiurr"ig."pr,y of recent studies.2e Whittaker 1n. 1).

30 whittaker 30.
3l parker (n. l).
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74 L. MAURIZIO

conditions'.38
While it may appear useful to separate the theory, 'spirit possession', from the occulrence

of behaviours, 'trance' or 'ecstasy', as Bourguignon suggests, this division obscures the integral
relationship between the theory and practice of spirit possession in any one culture. For within
each culture the interpretation of such behaviours will affect how any instance of that behaviour
is structured and evaluated. For example, Plutarch's informant interprets the Pythia, who is
obliged to submit to possession, as possessed by a speechless and evil spirit.3e Accordingly,
he deems her behaviour, that is, her shrieking and tossing, inappropriate and curtails it. Thus,
the immediate interpretation of the event shapes it.

Taking into account this process by which theory shapes experience, Vincent Crapanzano
and Vivian Garrison define spirit possession more cautiously as 'any altered state of
consciousness indigenou.s/y interpreted in terms of the influence of an alien spirit'.4 There are
several advantages to this definition. In the first place, 'altered state of consciousness' is itself
a valuable term in as much as it is neutral and implies no judgement about the normality of this
state. In this definition, an altered state of consciousness is one which is perceptibly different
from a usual state of consciousness.ot Second, 'influence' can embrace the variety of ways in
which a spirit may be imagined to affect a human being. It may 'mount' a human being, riding
upon his/her neck or it may enter through the head. The spirit may marry, attack or have sex
with a human being.a2 I use the word possession to refer to any of these forms of influence.

Third, their definition emphasizes the importance of native informants in determining which
behaviours signal possession, which are ordinary and part of the individual's everyday
personality, and which are unusual and inappropriate in either setting. Appreciating how
members of a culture evaluate their own form of spirit possession can elucidate the characteristic
features of possession. In Plutarch's account, for example, it appears that Nicander, who was
present at the event and reported it to Plutarch, thinks that inarticulate shrieking and tossing is
not a sign of Apollo's possession. If we take account of Nicander's perspective, we might
hypothesize from this incident that such behaviour is extremely unusual and therefore is not
integral to the Pythia's possession by Apollo. Furthermore, this emphasis on the observer's or
informant's point of view allows one to recognize two concomitant features of spirit possession.
First, since members of cultures where spirit possession is practised and institutionalized often
have complex and nuanced interpretations of the validity and meaning of spirit possession, it
follows that the behaviours associated with altered states of consciousness are culturally
determined.43 That is, the behaviours exhibited by individuals in an altered state, as unexpected
and uncontrollable as they may appear to the observer, are stereotypical and fairly uniform

38 I.M. Le*is, Ecstatic religion: an anthropological study of spirit possession and shamanism (Baltimore 1971)
38.

3e Plutarch 438. See p. 2 above.
40 V. Crupunzano and V. Garrison, Case studies in spirit possession (New York 1977) 8. Emphasis on

'indigenous' is mine.
al An altered state of consciousness is a mental state, 'induced by various physiological, psychological, or

pharmacological manuevers or agents, which can be recognized subjectively by the individual himself (or by the
objective observer of the individual) as representing a sufficient deviation, in terms of subjective experience or
psychological functioning, from certain general norrns as determined by the subjective experience and psychological
functioning of that individual during alert, waking consciousness.' Crapanzano and Garrison 8.

o' Crupun ^o and Garrison 9.
o' M.J. Burr, 'The social psychology of prophecy' in Prophecy: essays presented to Georg Fohrer on his sixty-

fifth birthday, ed. J.A. Emerton (Berlin 1980).
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76 L. MAURIZIO

To state it briefly, I will use the term 'spirit possession' to mean any altered state of
consciousness, where the behaviour of an individual is markedly different, though in a
stereotypical way, from his or her normal behaviour, and hence is indigenously interpreted as
the influence of an alien spirit, where 'influence' may be variously defined. I shall forgo the
casual use of the words 'ecstasy' and 'trance', as these words appear less precise and are
unnecessary. My definition of 'spirit possession' is also a model in so far as it implies a general

outline of a class of phenornena by means of which I may organize the ancient evidence
conceming the Pythia.

II. PLATO AND POSSESSION

A list of synonyms for mantic wind (nve0pa povrtK6v) recorded by Pollux, a second
century AD scholar, indicates the various ideas which the Greeks, less than systematically, and
at different times, associated with spirit possession.5O Notably absent from Pollux's list is the
word ecstasy (Erotoorq). In Greek, ecstasy can refer to an abrupt change of mind and indicates
that one does not quite seem to be one's self. That is, it does not indicate that the soul has left
the body, as Rohde once thought, but that the person has abandoned his usual ways.5t The

word entheos (€v0eoq) implies that a god is in the body; the terms 'filled with the god'
(nlrlpng Oeo0), and 'enthusiasm' (0v0ouo(a) seem to suggest a similar notion.52 The word

epipnous (€nfrvoug) literally means 'breathed upon'. It, like m.mtic wind (nve0po pcxvflK6v),

reveals the rich complex of imagery connecting the gods with wind and supplies a way of
imagining the physical component of spirit possession, wherein the divine wind enters the
individual through any one of his or her orifices. Sometimes the voice issuing forth from a
possessed person is imagined to be the divine wind.53 The English word 'inspiration' belongs
to this cluster of ideas. The word katochos (r&to1og) in the passive sense literally means 'held'

or 'owned' and therefore is most akin to the English word 'possessed'.sa Finally, the verb

anabakcheuo (&vopcxrcle6ro) means 'to rouse into the worship of Dionysus, or intransitively
'to worship Dionysus', and refers to one type of orgiastic cult in which the participants were
believed to be in close communication with Dionysus. From these few words one gains a sense
of the manifold ideas associated with spirit possession in the Greek world. In order to evaluate
the Pythia's role in a consultation, however, I will forego any discussion of how Apollo and the
Pythia were imagined to communicate with one anothet's and any ancient theories about how
the divine and human communicated with each other. I will focus instead on the behaviours that
were typically associated with spirit possession.56

t0 Pollu* Onom. i 15. €vOeoq rai €rutrwouq, rot rdroloq rcri trnte0eraop6voq rai rctetl.qpp€vog €r Oeo0
... rcrt €v0ououilv rcri rertvrlp€voq, €r 0eo0, rai dvopepar;eup€voq roi nl,rlprlq 0eo0 roi nupcrl.l.d,ttcov 6r
Oeo0.

5t Doddr (n. 2) 94 n. 84; Burkert (n. 8) 110. Interestingly, the Greek definition of the word ecstasy is
remarkably similar to Crapanzano's and Garrison's definition of altered state.

52 Doddr (n.2) 87 n. 4l; Burkert (n. 8) 109; Plut. Mor. 438b. W.D. Smith, 'The so-called possession in pre-

Christian Greece', TAPA lxxxxvi (1965) 403-36 is cautious about claiming that the spirit was actually believed to
enter into and possess a person.

t3 Th" concept of nve0pcr receives thorough treatment by Kleinklecht, s.v. rwe0pcr, in.Th9 theological
dictionary of the New Testament (n. 7).

sa Burkerr (n. 8) 110; Padel (n. l)13 n.20.
55 On the ancient evidence about the imagined mode of Apollo's possession of the Pythia, see Sissa (n. 1).
5u A d"finitiu. treatment of possession in Greek culture is beyond the scope of my project. I have relied upon

Dodds' discussion, which remains, in my opinion, thorough and convincing. Dodds (n.2) 64-102. See also Burkert
(n. 8) 109-18.
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the poet without his own efforts. As Socrates goes on to say, poets are like bees lighting upon
the Muses' flowers. Later in this dialogue, Socrates again compares poets to seers, 'no man, as
long as he has possession of his mind (nous), is able to compose poems or chant an oracle,, and'god, snatching the mind (nous) of these men [the poets], uses them as ministers, just as he does
oracle-chanters and seers'.se All these statements and images figure the poet as passive. His
poems' like his senses, are wholly outside his body/mind and are not in his control. Here, as in
the Apology, these comparisons, which portray the poets as passive and witless, seem intended
to explain why poets are generally ignorant of the things about which they sing.

In both the Apology and the 1on, Socrates portrays poets and seers as completily passive and
ignorant when they compose their oracles or poems, and we may wonder to what degree this
notion is a cultural commonplace. In archaic Greek poetrY, most poets invoke the Muses for
some kind of divine assistance when they are reciting their poems. When Hesiod meets the
Muses on Mt. Helicon, they give him a sceptre and breathe rong upon him.o Afterwards they
command him to sing, which their gifts of sceptre and song enable him to do. While Hesiod
uses the language of possession to explain, or represent, the sources of his art, he nowhere
implies that he is witless or passive. Nor do any poets, from Homer onwards, portray themselves
as such.6r This aspect of Plato's discussion of po"tr, then, seems to be idiosyncrati c.uz lt
appears to be motivated by Socrates' larger arguments about the acquisition of tru; knowledge
as opposed to false knowledge or ignorance in each of these dialogues. However, we may accepr
that Plato's general association of spirit possession with composing poems, reciting oracles, and
participating in orgiastic cults is a fairly commonplace belief about the effects of contact with
the divine on human behaviour and abilities.

In contrast to these dialogues where poets are compared to seers or orgiastic worshippers,
in the Phaedrus all three63 are presented as exemplifying the effects of contact with the
divine.s In Socrates' palinode on love, he recants the statements he made to phaedrus about
the evil madness of the lover by claiming that the greatest goods come to man through madness
(mania), as long as that madness is divine.65 In defense of his claim, he then catalogues three
different groups of people upon whom beneficial and divine madness confers its blessings, the

5e Pl. Ion 534b-d. In a similar vein, Socrates assimilates statesmen to seers and poets in order to explain why
they do not fully understand the words they seek. Meno 99c_e.

o Hesiod, Th.3l-32. €v€nveuoav & por o06f1v O€omv.
6l 

Fo, a full list and discussion of passages on poetic inspiration such as these, see E.N. Tigerstedt, .Furor
poeticus: poetic inspiration in Greek literature before Democritus and plato', JHI xxxi (1970) 163-7gind p. Munay,
Poetic.in_spiration in early Greece',,rflS ci (1981) 87-100. See also Homer's depiction of bemodocus, the bard, in

Od.xxii-347-48. In the passage underdiscussion, Murray suggests that the divine song of the Muses may indicate
the fluidity of speech nece-ssary fo1_or{ 'composition in piifo.-un"e', for those whom the Muses love speak
effortlessly (Th. 96-7 with Murray 95). Both Tigerstedt and Munay successfully demonstrate that earlier poets do
not present themselves as witless or passive as plato describes them.

62 Democritus also expresses similar ideas about possession, on which see E.A. Havelock, preface to plato
(Cambridge MA 1963) 162, and Tigerstedt, 1970.

u3 Thor. afflicted with illness engage in telestic purifications such as those offered by the Corybantes and
Bacchantes, so in effect we have, more or less, the same three groups as elsewhere. See M.L. Morg*, platonic piety:
philosophy and ritual in fourth-century Athens (New Haven and London 1990) 165-66.@ In the Phaedrus, words for possession occur rarely. There is Ko,ToKoryn (245a). Most often the word mania
is. used, sometimes being .qualified by 'from the gods' (apo theon). This, I tiiink, indicates both the fluidity of the
ideas surrounding possession, or contact with the diuine, ui well as the degree to which plato's own purposes dictate
his presentation of cultural phenomeria.

6s 
Pl. Phoedr' z+qa.i$v &td, p€ytotc rtilv rlpiv'ytlvetor 6rd, pavtaq,oetg p€vtor 66osr 6r5op€vr16.'Madness' is an unfortunate translation for mania because the-English word conjures up images of nineteenth century

asylums and the like. As Amandry has pointed out, the word, th--ough often asiociated with Bacchic revelries, does
not necessarily imply frenzied behaviour. Amandrv 43_g.
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and 'non-ecstatic' forms of prophecy, the first unlearned and not reliant upon skills (atechnos,
adidaktos), and characterized by madness (mania), the second leamed and skilled (entechnos,
technike), remains one possible way of distinguishing between different forms of prophecy.s
While I think that the behaviours that Plato associated with spirit possession represent cultural
commonplaces and hence are useful in thinking about spirit possession in ancient Greece, I
hesitate to accept this distinction because it appears motivated by Plato's arguments about the
acquisition and value of the knowledge (or ignorance) of poets and seers. Moreover, this
distinction resists application to all cultures because a diviner will often exhibit some form of
spirit possession in conjunction with an empirical form of divination such as ornithomancy or
cleromancy.ue It is possible, for example, that even the Pythia at Delphi used cleromancy.T0

A more elaborate system of classifying divination can be found in Emily Martin Ahem's
Chinese ritual and politics.Tt Ahem's system is based solely upon Chinese divination but
coincides remarkably with Evan Zeusse's scheme derived from a comparative sampling.Tz The
virtue of both of these systems is that they illuminate the constants of very diverse divinatory
methods. Ahem focuses on divination as an act of communication. She divides divination into
two categories, the 'non-interpersonal' and the 'interpersonal'. The non-interpersonal category
includes 'systems of knowledge' such as horoscopy, geomancy, physiognomy. In non-
interpersonal divination, there is no communication between the diviner and the spirits. Rather,
the diviner interprets 'impersonal patterns of reality'.73 In other words, at the moment when
the diviner reads his compass or the lines on a client's face, the spirits are not sending a
message through him or to him. Since no message is sent at the time of divination, Ahem
claims that there is no communication. However, I think we can say that these methods are a
form of communication between humans and spirits, if we allow for the delay between the time
when the spirits imprint their messages on the impersonal world and the time when human
beings might decode their messages. In this case, the following discussion of interpersonal
divination applies also to non-interpersonal divination.

In interpersonal divination, the spirits do send a message to the diviner at the time of
consultation Thus the act of divination is a communicative gesture. Spirit possession falls into
this category, along with augury using lots, fire, birds, bones, baskets, termites, chickens or any

68 Pluto, Phaedr.244 c-e. This distinction is discussed at length by A. Bouchd-Leclerq, Histoire de la divination
dans l'antiquiti (1879-1889; reprint New York 1975). A. Caquot and M. Leibovici, La divination: 4tudes recueillies
(Paris 1969) rely on this distinction in their survey.

6e E.M. Zeusse,'Divination', inThe encyclopedia of religion, ed. M. Eliade (New York 1987) 375-82; J.R.
Crawford, Witchcraft and sorcery in Rhodesia (Oxford 1967) 179-81.

70 Amandry has argued that there were two distinct practices at Delphi, the lot oracle and the more prestigious
prophetic oracle, (25-36). Fonteffose dismisses the notion that there was a lot oracle at all(219-223). The evidence
for the use ofcleromancy is scant it is not directly referred to in any sources, but is merely suggested (i) by the verb
'take up' (anairein), used to introduce less than ten percent of all recorded oracles, namely 12, 17 , 26, 43, 51, 57 ,
60,80,92,r02, lM,107, l r3,123,r34,136,t37,155, 165, r72,r74,178,212,2r8,2r9,2s5,262,281,287,316,
3r7,320, 328,358,362,375,386, 398, 405, 412, 462, 482,484, 509, 559, 565, 570, 575,581, 605 (numbers refer
to Parke and Wormell's edition of oracle; since the oracles introduced by anairein are evenly distributed throughout
the corpus, are in both prose and verse, and pertain to a variety of matters, it is near impossible to draw any
conclusions about the use of this verb; 2) by the phiale which the Pythia and/or Apollo holds in several vase
paintings of Delphi (Printed in Amandry 66-77);3) an inscription which may be restored in such a way so as to
mention two beans and hence imply cleromancy was practised (on which see Fontenrose 222-23). Cleromancy may
have been practised at Delphi; however, given the scanty evidence, I do not think it is possible to say much about
it.

7t E.M. Ahem, Chinese ritual and politics (Cambridge 1981).
'2 Z*u""" (n.69) 376.
73 Thus Zeusse describes 'wisdom divination', the category in his system of divination which corresponds to

Ahem's 'non-interpersonal category' (Zeusse 376; Ahem 5l-63).
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82 L. MAURIZIO

Here, the diviner's speech threatens to become completely unintelligible.tn At both the
beginning and end of his answers, forces seemingly beyond his control create a language that
is not a language. At the moment when the spirits become most human, embodied in human
form and speaking a human language, they teasingly retreat and speak their own language, a
series of garbles and belches in this instance, as if to remind their human audience that
communication with spir.its through the human institution of language can only be oblique.
Human spectators are forced out of direct dialogue with the gods and must painstakingly
interpret the garbled or inaudible sounds emitted from the diviner. Distortion of the diviner's
language, however it is achieved, is one method of insuring that the spirits are speaking, not the
diviner.

In the second category, where the client and diviner freely talk to one another without
strange and unintelligible eruptions on tho part of the possessed diviner, the diviner uses vague
or ambiguous language. Consider the final paragraph of a consultation by an Arab diviner in
Kenya recorded and then analyzed by David Parkin. The diviner has, with the help of the client,
'discovered' that the client is inquiring about the welfare of a young child. He says:

'You saw something astonishing in his house, didn't you-like a wild animal from the forest going in? Now
that animal came up to the child, who fell asleep and went "Haw haw" [the noise of an animal]. And even
the next day, when he's about to recover, the sickness goes away a little but then comes right back. The
disease then comes and goes every two days, with the child going "Haw haw" at its onset. For now there
are spirits active there, which must be seen to quickly.'

There is an interesting kind of two part syllogism here, the first of which uses metonymy. First: the child
is approached by the sickness (initiated by a rasp); therefore the animal is the sickness. Second: the animal
is from the outside (i.e. the forest); spirits ar^e from the outside; therefore the animal is the spirits (therefore
to treat the spirits is to treat the sickness).du

This use of imagery to convey information from the spirits during divination resembles the
allegorical and metaphorical communications of the spirit world in dreams, and the effect is the
same. At the moment when the divine might become comprehensible by being forced into
human bodies and human language, it resists such taming and reduction. Metaphoric and
ambiguous words and images make the diviner's language of divination different from his own
and represents the spirits speaking through him.

At this threshold where intelligible human language becomes resistant to analysis, the
diviner's productions become random, that is, they appear to be demonstrably outside the
control of the diviner, therefore to be under the power of spirit possession and credible. Perhaps
more importantly, such linguistic gestures serve as a reminder that however close to the human
world the spirits may come, they are not part of it. At the moment when the distance between
the human world and divine seems obliterated, linguistic obfuscation, however it is achieved,
indicates that that distance is not to be crossed; human language becomes strange and
untranslatable and as such it becomes the god's language.8r It is important to note that while
such moments may characterize most divinatory language and mark it as different from ordinary
communication, they do not characterize the whole of the diviner's speech. Much of what the
diviner says is intelligible and similar to everyday language.

At a divinatory session that may take the form of an ordinary interview (not unlike

7e One is reminded of Cassandra in the Agamemnon.
80 D. P-kin, 'simultaneity and sequencing in the oracular speech of Kenyan diviners' in Peek (n. 28) 178. See

also in the same volume J.W. Femandez, 'Afterword'.

8l Furthermore, these odd linguistic gestures mark the paradox of spirit possession-how can one represent the
spiritual world in a familiar idiom such as language without diminishing its transcendence or othemess?
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84 L. MAURIZIO

inscriptions.tu Hiereus and prophetes may be different titles for the same office. Plutarch
applies both titles to Nicander.sT Both Fontenrose and Parke suggest that hiereus is a more
general term and that prophetes may be the title given to the same individual when he
participated in a consultation.E8 Parke and Fontenrose argue that two hosioi and at least one
prophetes were present at a consultation.Ee However, from this late evidence, it is impossible
to ascertain whether any of these officials were present at a consultation in archaic times, much
less what they did.

On the basis of the comparative evidence I have surveyed, I imagine that a consultation
would very likely have entailed an announcement of the client's question, Apollo's answer, and
perhaps a discussion of the matter at hand. The focus would have been upon the Pythia,
however. As the possessed and chosen instrument of Apollo, she was the conduit of divine
knowledge. When the consultants came with well-defined plans, she either approved or
disapproved them.eo Where there was no definite plan of action, she may have issued a
response in either prose or verse.

Is it reasonable to imagine that in archaic Greece a women could have played such a decisive
role? In addition to the many examples of women in other cultures who occupy powerful
positions by virtue of possession, Herodotus provides ample evidence that Greek priestesses
enjoyed great prestige. As Carolyn Dewald has suggested, Herodotus' portrait of women is
especially valuable both because his sources were oral and culled throughout the Greek-speaking
Meditenanean world and thereby not representative of the controversies of one particular state,
and because Herodotus was inventing a genre and therefore not constrained by the prior
conventions of a genre.et Of particular interest is Herodotus' notice about the Dodonaean
priestesses from whom he reports that he leamed about the theological question whether the
gods were bom or, as etemal beings, always existed.e2 Shortly thereafter, Herodotus reports
the history of the Dodonean shrine which he again claims to have learned from the Dodonean
priestesses, Promeneia, Timarete, and Nicandra.e3 In two instances Herodotus reports that the
Pythia was bribed, which, I think, indicates that the Pythia issued the oracular response.eo
These are but a few instances where women appear to have active and intellectual lives at the
shrines of the gods outside of the strictures of the polis.

86 Hdt. viii 36; Eur. Ion 369-372,413-16, with Fontenrose,216. The word prophetes also appears in Aelian,
NA x 26: Plut. Mor. 292d, 438b.

tt Plul Mor.386. Parke, 1940, 87.
88 A scholiast's note on Il. xvi 235 records, 'they call those who sit around the oracle and carry out the

prophecies made by the priests (hiereis) prophets Qtrophetai)' only confuses matters further. But I do not think this
late notice should be given too much weight. Fontenrose, 219, n.31.

8e Parke struggles to decide which of these officers may have versified the oracular response. No ancient source
credits them with versifying the response. Both Strabo and Plutarch say that versifiers (notthe prophetes or hiereus)
put the Pythia's words into verse. Simultaneously, they both claim that the Pythia sometimes spoke in verse herself
(Str. ix 3.5 and Plut. Mor.405d and 407b). I find it difficult to draw any conclusions from these contradictory claims,
both of which are quite late in Delphi's history. However, since there are no other notices of such versifiers in any
of the literature on Delphi, nor in any inscriptions, and in addition, these same authors think there were versifiers
at Delphi, contra W. Mcleod, 'Oral bards at Delphi?', TAPA lxxxxii (1961) 317-25. See also Fontenrose 213-l

s In the cases where we have inscriptions which begin with the formula, 'it is better for you...' it appears that
the consultants might come asking for the Pythia to simply sanction or forbid a course of action. Fontenrose 37-8
and 221.

er C. Dewald, 'Women and culture in Herodotus' Histories', Women's Studies viii (1981) g3-l27.In Herodotus
there are 62 notices of priestesses of which roughly half are the Pythia.

n2 Hdt. ii 53.
e3 Hdt. ii 55.
no Hdt. v 63; vi 66; Thucydides also reports an instance where the Pythia is bribed (v 16.2).
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